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John Keats is a mythopoeic poet who created his own 

mythical substructure, often adapting traditional figures 

from mythology to give a special meaning to the entire canon 

of his major work. The early poems are hesitant, imitative, 

and groping, but the mature poems receive a large part of 

their symbolic meaning from the substructure of Keats's myth 

of the poet on which they rest. 

Chapter I serves as a backdrop for relating Keatsfs 

original myth of the poet to the tradition of mythology and 

mythopoeia in English poetry from the Renaissance through 

the nineteenth century, during which the structure of my-

thology changed. Myth is generally defined as a body of 

beliefs belonging to a particular society, but the mythic 

poet is one who formulates his own myth during a time when 

there is no widely accepted body of beliefs within the com-

munity, or at least none acceptable to him. Keats thus is 

in a tradition of mythic poetry, having parallels with the 

Renaissance in sources and allegorical interpretation and 

differing from the imitative mythological poetry of the 

eighteenth century. 



Chapter II begins an analysis of Keats's poetry from the 

epistles through Endymion. These early poems reveal a naive 

and innocent view of poetry and of life. References to my-

thology are highly traditional and unimaginative with the 

exception of some sections of Endymion. Themes which reoccur 

through his work are introduced in these poems: the nature 

of love, the relationship of sleep and creativity, the neces-

sity for plunging into Experience and abandoning Innocence, 

and the first indication of the possibility of reaching a 

Higher Innocence. 

Chapter III covers the poems of 1818 through "La Belle 

Dame Sans Merci," which indicate Keats's growing apprehension 

that the function of a poet is difficult. Imagination must 

be employed properly, and the poet must secure his bonds with 

mankind. With the writing of Hyperion, Keats comes to his 

best early example of mythmaking. Here he grapples with the 

manifestations of Innocence and Experience, representing 

through Apollo the poet who must gain knowledge through suf-

fering in order to serve. Hyperion is the first poem in which 

the move into a Higher Innocence is achieved. "La Belle Dame 

Sans Merci" involves the improper use of the imagination in 

the person of the knight who is left alone, dying, when he 

has gone beyond the proper bounds of the imagination. 



Chapter IV discusses the mature myth of the poet as it 

is revealed in the odes, Lamia and The Fall of Hyperion. In 

the odes the reader finds the major themes of Keats's myth: 

identity, soul-making, the visionary nature of the poet's 

quest, the proper use of the imagination, and the linking 

of beauty and truth. Lamia negatively illustrates the myth 

of the poet, offering one-sided views of both imagination 

and philosophy. Both "To Autumn" and The Fall of Hyperion 

embody the journey of Everyman from an untested Innocence, 

through the crucible of Experience, and into a Higher Inno-

cence. The Fall of Hyperion shows the move in miniature, 

with the climb of the poet up the purgatorial steps, the 

vision of Moneta's face with its suffering, and the ultimate 

rejection of a purely visionary existence for the poet. 

In the work of John Keats, then, the reader finds a 

touchstone of experiences common to all humanity, shaped into 

Keats's central myth of the poet. He left the testament of a 

poet who could "see as a god sees, and take the depth / Of 

things" recorded in his major poems and in some of the most 

sensitive letters ever written by a poet. 
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PREFACE 

This dissertation has grown in a way that the great 

Romantics would approve. A seed planted by discussions of 

Keats in one of the first doctoral seminars at North Texas 

State University, under the direction of Professor Lloyd 

Jeffrey, was then nurtured through succeeding stages: a 

paper written on Keats's use of myth in Hyperion, a paper 

considering the allegory and symbolism of the major narra-

tive poems, and a study of the letters of Keats. From these 

beginnings, followed by a study of Wordsworth, Coleridge, 

Blake, and Byron, I selected the theme of Keats's mythopoeia 

as it is revealed in the poems and letters. 

I am indebted to Blake for the terms Innocence, Experi-

ence, and Higher Innocence (or Re-Organized Innocence), which 

will be capitalized in the text when they are used in the 

Blakean sense. 

For the dating of Keats's poems, I follow throughout 

the authority of Walter Jackson Bate from his 1966 biography, 

John Keats. 

All quotations from the letters of Keats retain the 

original spelling, capitalization, and punctuation as pro-

vided in the authoritative two-volume, 1958 edition of 

Hyder Rollins. Quotations which might be read as typo-



graphical errors are followed by [sic]. 

My gratitude branches in many directions: to my family 

for enduring my three years of graduate study, to my fellow 

graduate students for their encouragement, and to the commit-

tee which supervised my work (Professors Lloyd Jeffrey, James 

Misenheimer, Thomas Hall, and James Tanner). Special thanks 

go to Dr. Misenheimer for his diligent and helpful perfor-

mance as the second reader. 

There is no way to record finally the greatest debt, ad-

miration, and gratitude of all, to Dr. Lloyd Jeffrey, who has 

encouraged, prodded, consoled, and praised--each at exactly 

the right time and in the right amount to give me, in Johnson's 

words, "energies . . . in proportion to [my] hopes." His hu-

mane erudition must always remain the* ideal of that wholeness 

of humanity for which the Romantics strove and to which the 

students who work under his direction can only aspire. 



CHAPTER I 

Keats and the Tradition of Mythopoeia 

in English Poetry 

The poetry of John Keats may be studied legitimately as 

mythopoeic poetry: he creates his personal myth of the poet 

and uses traditional Graceo-Roman mythology, transforming it 

for his own purposes. His creativity moves from unimaginative 

use of mythological allusions in the early poems to the ma-

turing use of Greek myth in Hyperion, the original mythmaking 

of the odes, and to a final recasting of Greek myth in The 

Fall of Hyperion. In his original mythmaking, Keats is akin 

to poets of his own time, such as Blake and Shelley, and with 

those such as Yeats and Stevens in the twentieth century. He 

shares with them and other writers a mythic understanding of 

the initiatory nature of human experience. Parallels with 

these writers will be noted, especially with Blake in Chapter 

I, and Blake's terms Innocence, Experience, and Higher Inno-

cence (or Re-organized Innocence) will be used throughout the 

dissertation. Because William Blake was a pioneer in mytho-

poeic poetry as it developed in the nineteenth century, his 

work has codified many ideas which are common to different 

writers. By using Blake's work as a kind of basis from which 

to move in the discussion of Keats, there is a vocabulary and 

1 



basic understanding established which would be difficult to 

accomplish in a short space in any other way. Keats also 

shares with many writers a desire to define the nature and 

role of the creative artist. This work will attempt to place 

Keats in the tradition of mythopoeia by pointing out his kin-

ship with other mythopoeic artists, by briefly tracing the 

mythopoeic tradition from the Renaissance through the changes 

in his own time, and by tracing the growth of his mythic 

understanding from the early poems through The Fall of Hyperion. 

Scholars have discussed Keatsfs use of traditional mytho-

logy. Douglas Bush, for example, has devoted a chapter of his 

Mythology and the Romantic Tradition in English Poetry to 

Keats's figures from mythology. Margaret Sherwood has a sen-

sitive interpretation of Keats's use of Greek myth in Under-

currents of Influence in English Romantic Poetry. Walter 

Evert's book Aesthetic and Myth in the Poetry of Keats is an 

attempt to discuss Keats's aesthetic beliefs; he feels that 

these are stated in an early poem and remain much the same 

throughout Keats's career. Other individual scholars do 

mention that Keats can be considered a mythopoeic poet, but 

no study to date has systematically examined the position. 

Most scholars have been content to discuss Keatsfs use of 

Greek and Roman mythology, generally neglecting the mythic 

view of the world that Keats shaped for himself out of diverse 

materials. 



Keats is in both a poetic and a human tradition. As far 

back as historians have been able to probe into the past, 

myth seems always to have been a part of man's experience, "a 

function of nature as well as of culture and as necessary to 

the balanced maturation of the human psyche as is nourish-

ment to the body. . . . " The concepts of myth have under-

gone changes in the last century, during which it began to 

attract the notice of psychologists, folklorists, and, in 

the twentieth century, the myth-critics in literature. 

Myth itself is a complexity which "must first be distin-

guished from legend, saga, fable, and fairy tale. . . . But 

true myth presents its images and its imaginary actors, not 

with the playfulness of fantasy, but with a compelling au-

2 

thority." In the Western tradition until the nineteenth 

century, myth was traditionally viewed as Graeco-Roman sto-

ries, but studies since Frazer's The Golden Bough have indi-

cated similarities in man's mythical constructs x^herever they 

occur. For example, Joseph Campbell traces in The Hero with 

£ Thousand Faces the myth of the hero throughout history, 

ending with contemporary society in which meaning resides in 
3 

the individual rather than in the community. Myth, then, 

1 Joseph Campbell, The Flight of the Wild Gander: Explo 
rations in the Mythological Dimension (New YorE ,~T§69), p. 3. 

2 Henri Frankfort, and others, Before Philosophy (London, 
1951), p. 15. , 

3 The Hero with a Thousand Faces (New York, 1949). See 
"The Hero Today," pp. 387-91. 



generally is a body of beliefs belonging to a particular 

society. However, when a society's myth loses some of its 

validity for the community as a whole, myth can be the pro-

duct of a man's imagination and his own body of belief. In 

poetry this idea is represented by Blake in the nineteenth 

century and Yeats in the twentieth. 

Joseph Campbell has summarized the purposes of nearly 

all mythologies throughout history: 

Both the great and the lesser mythologies of 
mankind have, up to the present, always served 
simultaneously, both to lead the young from their 
estate in nature, and to bear the aging back to 
nature and on through the last dark door. And 
while doing all this, they have served, also, to 
render an image of the world of nature, a cosmo-
logical image as I have called it, that should 
seem to support t te claims and aims of the local 
social group; so that through every feature of 
the experienced world the sense of an ideal har-
mony resting on a dark dimension of wonder should 
be communicated. One can only marvel at the 
integrating, life-structuring force of even the 
simplest.traditional organization of mythic 
symbols. 

Myth and poetry have been inseparably linked throughout 

the history of mankind. In fact, says Northrop Frye, the 

poet in any time seems to turn almost instinctively "to the 
C 

older cosmological structures. . . Those writers who 

stress the similarities between myth and poetry agree that 

^ "Mythological Themes in Creative Literature and Art," 
in Myths, Dreams, and Religion, ed. Joseph Campbell (New 
York, 1970), p. 144. 

^ "New Directions from Old," in Myth and Mythmaking, ed, 
Henry A. Murray (New York, 1960), p. 115. 



both are metaphoric^ and that myths tend toward drama and 

recital, which are a part of poetry also. Man's imagina-

tion has been a part of the shaping of his myths, regardless 

of which particular explanation for myth one chooses to 

O 

accept. Indeed, the imaginative nature of primitive thought 

links it closely with poetry.® One critic has defined myth 

in the following way: 
. . . Myth is a form of poetry which transcends 
poetry in that it proclaims a truth; a form of 
reasoning which transcends reasoning in that it 
wants to bring about the truth it proclaims; a 
form of action, of ritual behaviour, which does 
not find its fulfilment [sic] in the act but 
must proclaim and elaborate a poetic form of 
truth. 

Another believes that myth is "a fantasy-way of suggesting 

truth, a kind of dramatic iconography 'standing for* and 

'pointing to' some spiritual reality" and that "may also, 

at times, converge with a reality-creating act; that is, it 

may have a sacramental function. 

^ Philip Freund, Myths of Creation (New York, 1965), p. 
171. : 

7 
Frankfort, p. 16. 

O 

For a discussion of varying approaches to myth, see 
Stanley E. Hyman, "The Ritual View of Myth and the Mythic," 
i*1 Myth: A Symposium, ed. T.A. Sebeok (Bloomington, 1958), 
pp. 84-94. 

9 
Frederick Prescott, Poetry and Myth (New York, 1927), 

pp. 15-16. ~ 

Frankfort, p. 16. 

Dorothy Van Ghent, "Keats's Myth of the Hero," Keats-
Shelley Journal, 3 (1954), 15. Hereafter cited as KSJ. 



The history of poetry, some feel, might reveal its evo-

1 2 

lution from mythmaking. However, it must be noted that 

some, like S. E. Hyman, refuse to admit that a single artist 

can create a myth: "What such modern writers as Melville or 

Kafka create is not myth but an individual fantasy expressing 

a symbolic action, equivalent to and related to the myth's 

expression of public rite.""^ Others feel, nevertheless, 

that during times in history when traditional mythologies are 

no longer viable poets can and do create their own systems of 

mythology. 

The works of individual poets stand in differing rela-

tionships to myth. A poet who works within a single tradi-

tional mythological framework may be termed a mythological 

poet. When his work becomes more complex, however, he be-

comes a mythopoeic poet, free to change tradition, or, more 

important, to abstract relationships from a more primitive 

concrete kind. In this kind of poetry, the poet may not use 

traditional mythology at all although his work will be mythic. 

John Keats is a mythopoeic poet who created his own 

mythical substructure, often adapting traditional figures 

such as Apollo to give a special meaning to the entire canon 

Prescott, p. 10. 

Hyman, pp. 93-94. 

Harold'Bloom, Shelley's Mythmaking (New Haven, 1959), 
pp. 5-8. 



of his major work. The early poems are hesitant, imitative, 

and groping, but the mature poems, even when they remain 

unfinished, receive a large part of their symbolic meaning 

from the substructure of myth on which they rest. 

Scattered throughout the letters of Keats are various 

discussions of such subjects as Beauty, Truth, Imagination, 

Negative Capability, Identity, the Vale of Soul-Making, and 

Life as a Mansion that studied together represent what Keats 

shaped in his poetry as the myth of the poet. Keats's mythic 

concept of the poet's development has an analogue in Blake's 

Innocence, Experience, and Higher Innocence, and out of these 

various strands is woven a mythical substructure that supports 

all Keats's poetic endeavor. 

Keats often speaks in his letters of truth in conjunction 

with beauty, but they are not synonymous in meaning. Both, 

however, have to be experienced emotionally, not just as acts 

of the mind. He says, for example, "Memory should not be 

called knowledge,and "Nothing ever becomes real till it 

is experienced--even a Proverb is no proverb to you till your 

Life has illustrated it" (II, 81). Truth, like beauty, is 

-experiential. He considers the possibility that even the 

philosopher must put "aside numerous objections" (I, 185) 

in order to come to what he can accept as truth. Feeling 

15 
John Keats, The Letters of John Keats, ed. Hyder 

Rollins (Cambridge, 1958J", I, 231." All further references 
to the letters are to this edition and will be cited in the 
text only by volume and page because the letters are the only 
prose writings of Keats. 



that the source of truth is not abstract reasoning but expe-

rience, Keats said, "0 for a Life of Sensations rather than 

of Thoughts!" (I, 185). Keats, however, recognized increas-

ingly throughout his life that there is a necessary role for 

philosophy or thought. He says, for example, "I know nothing 

I have read nothing and I mean to follow Solomon's directions 

of 'get Wisdom--get understanding'--I find cavalier days are 

gone by. I find that I can have no enjoyment in the World 

but continual drinking of Knowledge" (I, 271) and "Every 

department of knowledge we see excellent and calculated to-

wards a great whole" (I, 277). He remarks often that his 

need for books increases, and what we know of his reading 

suggests that his interests were varied, encompassing such 

16 

diverse items as Hazlitt's essays, Coleridge's Lay Sermons, 

Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy, Virgil's Eclogues (in Latin), 

Birkbeck's Notes on a Journey, and Robertson's The History 

of America (II, 178, 170, 243, and 100). 

Truth, Keats feels, can be apprehended or reached by 

means of the imagination. In the "Pleasure Thermometer" 

letter written to his publisher, John Taylor, whom he calls 

"a consequitive Man" (I, 218), he labels the "Wherein lies 

Happiness" passage in Endymion a "regular stepping of the 

Imagination towards a Truth" (I, 218). He also reflects that 

Walter Jackson Bate, John Keats (New York, 1966), 
p. 238. 



man's imagination can be like the dream of Adam in Paradise 

Lost: "he awoke and found it truth" (I, 185). Because Keats 

was not a philosopher but a poet, the reader must piece 

together his philosophical ideas. He does not precisely de-

fine his terms, which must be interpreted in the context of 

his whole body of work. 

Thus many ideas which Keats mentions in other places are 

combined in his statement "I am certain of nothing but of the 

holiness of the Heart's affections and the truth of the Imagi-

nation- -What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth--

whether it existed before or not--for I have the same Idea of 

all our Passions as of Love they are all in their sublime, 

creative of essential Beauty" (I, 184). His statement about 

the imagination seizing beauty may be-compared to Coleridge's 

statement about the Secondary Imagination: "It dissolves, 

diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate; or where this 

process is rendered impossible, yet still at all events it 

struggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially vital, 

even as all objects (a_s objects) are essentially fixed and 

17 

dead." Both seem to feel that the imagination is genuinely 

creative, combining experiences and perceptions in a new way 

s. T. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. J. Shawcross, 
1st ed. (1907; rpt.New York, 1967~T7 I, 202. 
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to produce something which, did not exist before. Keats is 

like Blake also "in the claims which he makes for the imagi-

nation as something absorbing and exalting which opens the 

1 8 

way to an unseen spiritual order." It is the perceptive 

ordering of experience^ which makes the imaginative insight 

true for the artist and for the reader who is willing to 

participate in the artist's vision. 

Another characteristic statement is in Keats's 1817 

letter to his brothers. He writes here of the sublimity of 

the passions, which he expresses in other passages as inten-

sities. For example, he points out that the intensity of 

art "in close relationship with Beauty § Truth" can make 

"disagreeables evaporate" (I, 192). There is, in fact, a 

causal relationship between the intensities of experience 

in life on earth and those hereafter: ". . . we shall enjoy 

ourselves hereafter by having what we called happiness on 

Earth repeated in a finer tone and so repeated--and yet such 

a fate can only befall those who delight in sensation rather 

than hunger as you do after Truth. . ." (I, 185). Earl 

Wasserman has, on the basis of these remarks, defined beauty 

as Keats uses the word as "human imaginative experience" and 
19 

truth as "future existence" based on the intensities of life. 

1 s 
Cecil Bowra, The Romantic Imagination (Cambridge, 1949), 

p. 16. 

Earl Wasserman, "Keats and Benjamin Bailey on the 
Imagination," MLN, 68 (1953), 365. 
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Keats1s love of beauty is only made more intense by his 

"unhappiest days and nights" (II, 126). He is not satisfied 

with small portions of beauty but only with the intensity of 

"the mighty abstract Idea . . . of Beauty" (I, 403). However, 

for Keats the intensity of the beautiful is nearly always 
* 

embodied in a particular thing: a Grecian urn or his "three 

things to rejoice at in this Age" (I, 203)--Wordsworth's 

Excursion, Haydon's paintings, and Hazlitt's studies of 

literature. He further says that he has "lov'd the principle 

of beauty in all things" (II, 263). 

The intensity of art is explained additionally in the 

doctrine of Negative Capability. When Keats says that "being 

in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable 

reaching after fact § reason" (I, 193) is the mark of the 

Man of Achievement, he is suggesting "that with a great poet 

the sense of Beauty overcomes every other consideration, or 

rather obliterates all consideration" (I, 194). The intensity 

of the artistic experience helps the reader to achieve "the 
9 A 

willing suspension of disbelief"'"' because he forgets all 

else for the poetic moment. He does not stop to ask why until 

the critical faculty takes over from the intuitive. The 

Innocence of the poet may be a part of Negative Capability; 

he can see as a child, intuitively and perceptively, without 

^ Coleridge, II, 6. 
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becoming bogged for the moment in "consequitive reasoning" 
» 

(I, 18 5). Keats would have agreed with Blake's use of the 

state of childhood to express a state of mind as well as 

being. It is a state in which the imagination is yet secure, 
21 

protected, and spontaneous. Leaving this sheltered world, 

as one must in order to grow, the sensitive person cries out 

with Enion in Vala, or The Four Zoas: 
"What is the price of Experience? do men buy it for 

a song? 
"Or wisdom for a dance in the street? No, it is 

bought with the price 
"Of all that a man hath, his house, his wife, his 

children. 
"Wisdom is sold in the desolate market where none 

come to buy, 
"And in the wither'd field where the farmer plows 

for bread in vain."22 

It'is only the poet who can remain "content with half knowl-

edge" who is able to capture "a fine isolated verisimilitude 

caught from the Penetralium of mystery" (I, 193-94). He can 

retain the innocent vision of a child's imagination even as 

he leaves for the "desolate market." 

Keats's sensitive experiencing of life led him to make 

some metaphoric statements which further elaborate the myth 

of the poet. The vale of Soul-making" letter, for example, 

21 
Northrop Frye, Fearful Symmetry (Princeton, 1969), 

p. 236. 

2 2 
William Blake, Vala, or the Four Zoajs, in Blake: 

Complete Writings, ed. Geoffrey Keynes [London, 1969) , Night 
the Second, p. 290, II. 397-401. Further references to Blake's 
poetry are to this edition and will be cited in the text. 
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is a part of his attempt to create a personal myth to replace 

the traditional Christian one, which had lost its hold as a 

generally valid explanation for the cosmos in the minds of 

other nineteenth-century writers as it had for Keats. He 

views the traditional religious beliefs about man as being 

"misguided and superstitious" because they see life only as 

'"a vale of tears'" to be endured until God intervenes (II, 

101-02). Man in this view is simply a part of the animal 

kingdom who can reach some degree of happiness with the 

help of special people like Socrates, but whose happiness 

ultimately ends in death for all. 

Keats's idea is that the world is a "vale of Soul-making" 

(II, 101). Human beings only become souls after living in 

the world and entering into experience. This idea goes back 

to one Keats previously discussed in 1818, the identity of 

man as man and as poet; 

As to the poetical Character itself, (I mean that 
sort of which, if I am any thing, I am a Member; 
that sort distinguished from the wordsworthian or 
egotistical sublime; which is a thing per se and 
stands alone) it is not itself--it has no self--it 
is every thing and nothing--It has no character--
it enjoys light and shade; it lives in gusto, be 
it foul or fair, high or low, rich or poor, mean 
or elevated--It has as much delight in conceiving 
an Iago as an Imogen. What shocks the virtuous 
philosopher, delights the camelion Poet. It does 
no harm from its relish of the dark side of things 
any more than from its taste for the bright one; 
because they both end in speculation. A Poet is the 
most unpoetical of any thing in existence; because 
he has no Identity--he is continually in for--and 
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filling some other Body--The Sun, the Moon, the 
Sea and Men and Women who are creatures of impulse 
are poetical.and have about them an unchangeable 
attribute--the poet has none; no identity — he is 
certainly the most unpoetical of all God's 
Creatures (I, 386-87). 

The poet is unusual because he must, in a sense, maintain a 

balance between these two things. As a poet he must keep his 

"camelion" nature, but as a man he has to work through the 

chambers of life. Man has no "identity" except through 

living in the world and crossing from Innocence to Experience 

under the tutorship of life. Keats makes this comparison to 

producing a soul: 

world = school 
human heart = horn book 

soul = a child able to read after instruction 

Pain and suffering are necessarily a part of the school of 

life, in which the Intelligence is not made a soul or an 

identity without becoming an "altered nature" (II, 103). The 

"essence" of God which comes into the world is Innocence; the 

circumstances of life become Experience, the intensities 

which refine away the dross to produce .the unique human 

being, for whom it is possible to achieve a Higher Innocence. 

As Blake would suggest, a journey through Experience is 

possible: 

"Luvah § Vala, henceforth you are Servants; 
obey § live. 

"You shall forget your former state; return, § love 
in peace, 

"Into your place, the place of seed, not in the 
brain or heart. 

"They must renew their brightness, 5 their disorganiz'd 
functions 
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"Again reorganize, till they resume the image of the 
human, 

"Co-operating in the bliss of Man, obeying his Will, 
"Servants to the infinite § Eternal of the Human 

form." (Night the Ninth, 363-74) 

Blake is speaking in the last lines of the gods in his vision, 

who are in a sense man's enemies because Blake conceived of 

the true God as being within man, and he refused to accept a 

religion which "preaches submission, acceptance and unques-

tioning obedience." Keats, of course, is speaking of himself 

and his personas in the poetry, but he too suggests a move 

toward a servant role on the part of the poet. He said, for 

example, in an 1818 letter, "I am ambitious of doing the world 

some good: if I should be spared that may be the work of 

maturer years--in the interval I will assay [sic] to reach to 

as high a summit in Poetry as the nerve bestowed upon me will 

suffer" (I, 387). In another passage he says, "Until we are 

sick, we understand not," and '"Sorrow is Wisdom,'" (I, 279), 

indicating that suffering and experience are a part of the 

poet's journey toward a "reorganized Innocence." This con-

cept becomes especially evident in Hyperion, in which the 

poet must suffer to become a god, to emerge in a state of 

Higher Innocence. 

Keats's description of life as a mansion with many 

apartments further develops his myth of the poet and can also 

illustrate the move from Innocence to Experience. The "infant 

or thoughtless Chamber" (I, 280), where man is unthinking, 
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and the "Chamber of Maiden-Thought" (I, 280), in which man 

begins to experience thinking, can be described as state of 

Innocence. When man begins to see "that the World is full 

of Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness and oppression" 

(I, 281), the "essence" is beginning to become a soul, moving 

from Innocence to Experience. 

The third chamber could perhaps be described as a state 

of Higher Innocence: "the truth is there is something real 

in the World Your third Chamber of Life shall be a lucky and 

a gentle one--stored with the wine of love--and the Bread of 

Friendship" (I, 282-83). Here is the Innocence of one who 

has passed through the intensities of life and has emerged 

on the other side. The "wine of love" is one that has aged; 

the bread of friendship is the nourishment to sustain the 

soul on its journey through life. 

There is a significant comparison with Keats!s third 

chamber in Blake's poem: Enion and Tharmas reach a Higher 

Innocence only after enduring their separation and suffering; 

they are reborn as children: 

He took her hand reluctant; she follow'd in infant 
doubts. 

Thus in Eternal Childhood, straying among Vala's 
; flocks 

In infant sorrow § joy alternate, Enion § Tharmas 
play'd 

Round Vala in the Gardens of Vala § by her river's 
margin (Night the Ninth, 552-55) 

But these are children who have passed through Experience; 

their childhood will not be the same as it was in their 
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previous state. So, too, Keats's poet must be reborn, but 

only after he has endured the agony and the strife, the ordeal 

of questioning of dream and vision and purpose so evident in 

The Fall of Hyperion. 

The vision of Keats's early poetry (through Endymion) 

shows the imagination of a poet (Keats himself, and the poet 

as Poet) in Innocence, tentatively and gropingly reaching 

out for knowledge and Experience. The mature poems capture 

in mythopoeic form the struggle to attain a reorganization 

of Innocence, one that will enable the poet not only to 

survive, but to endure as well and affirm an existence shaped 

as an organic whole rather than fragmented into parts. The 

affirmation of "To Autumn" can come only through the delib-

erate acceptance of the tension of a life dedicated to a move 

through Experience, a life that is an organic process. 

As a study of Keats's poetry will reveal both constant 

concerns and varying emphases and understanding, so a study of 

mythology and mythopoeia in English literature will reveal 

both constant elements and changes. In every period of lit-

erary history, there is some kind of mythopoeia, in the age 

as a whole or in single artists who seem at the moment to be 

out of the mainstream of literary production. 

Looking at Keats's work from the standpoint of his place 

in the tradition of mythology in English literature may re-

veal some special insights into the nature of his mythopoeia. 
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Because John Keats was particularly influenced by writers 

from the Renaissance, it is important to note briefly some 

aspects of mythology during the Renaissance that might help 

to explain its appeal for the Romantic mind in general and 

Keats in particular. The remainder of this chapter will 

briefly survey the subject of mythology in English literature, 

which has been treated in detail by distinguished scholars, 

as a backdrop for Keats's mythopoeia. 

Douglas Bush has characterized myth in the Renaissance 

as having several stages, "from the period of infant simplicity 

through that of adolescent exuberance to the mature and chas-

tened splendor of the last poet of the English Renaissance, 

and . . . to the immature and unchaste travesties of the 

2 5 

Restoration." One important parallel between the poets of 

the Renaissance and the Romantic period is in the use of 

mythological sources. As Herbert Weisinger has pointed out, 

Renaissance poets did not learn their mythology from original 
o £ 

sources but were largely dependent on translations, mytho-

logical handbooks, and classical tales written in English 
25 

Douglas Bush, Mythology and the Renaissance Tradition 
in English Poetry (New York, T963"J7 P« xii. Hereafter cited 
as Renaissance. 

Herbert Weisinger, The Agony and the Triumph (Ann 
Arbor, 1964), p. 79. 
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27 
prose, such as Painter's Palace of Pleasure. Similarly, 

poets of the Romantic period had their imaginations fired by 

28 

the work of the mythographers and the classical dictionaries. 

The allegorical interpretation of myth, dating from an-

cient times but receiving new emphasis in the Middle Ages, 

was continued by Renaissance writers. What Bush has called 

"the untroubled assimilation of all manner of things"29 in 

the Renaissance continued in the Romantic period in poems 

such as Shelley's Prometheus Unbound and Keats's Endymion. 

However, the allegorical interpretation of myth became a 

change rather than a mere assimilation. For example, Blake 

created his own mythology rather than assimilating myth di-

rectly from Greece and Rome and often allegorized his creation 

in poems such as The Four Zoas. 

Some critics have diagnosed this change as fundamentally 

the substitution of poetic feeling for traditional religion, 

a process which Matthew Arnold called "saving man" as a 

function of poetry. Several twentieth-century critics have 

noted the religious function of some Romantic poetry. H. J . C. 

Grierson, for example, sees the poetry of the nineteenth 

' 27 g e e gus]lj Renaissance, Chapter I I . 

These writers are to be discussed later in more detail. 

2 Q 
Bush, Renaissance ? p. 21. 

See Matthew Arnold, "The Study of Poetry," in Poetry 
and Criticism of Matthew Arnold, ed. A Dwight Culler (Boston, 
1961), pp. 306-07. 
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century as one means for man's spirit to find ways to express 

feelings and ideals officially disapproved by the church, 

such as individual rather than corporate bases for behavior 

31 

and devotion to woman rather than to God. Keats's Endymion 

undertakes his quest for Cynthia, the moon goddess, rather 

than undertaking a quest for a religious object. The purpose 

of art during the Romantic period, Geoffrey Hartman feels, 

was similar to that of religion. In fact, he indicates a 

parallel between "the traditional scheme of Eden, fall, and 

redemption" and "the new triad of nature, self-consciousness, 
32 

[and] imagination. . . . " 

Even critics who take an anti-Romantic stand discuss the 

religious implications of Romanticism. Repression of a natu-

ral inclination of man such as belief in God, according to 

T. E. Hulme, will result in an abnormal distortion of that 

inclination. Thus he defines Romanticism as "spilt reli-

33 
gion." H. N. Fairchild, believing it dangerous and wrong 

31 
H. J. Grierson, The Background of English Literature: 

Classical and Romantic, 2nd. ed. (1934;"rpt^ London^ 1950), 
p. 279. 

32 
Geoffrey Hartman, "Romanticism and 'Anti-Self-

Consciousness,'" Centennial Review, 6, No. 4 (1962). Revised 
and expanded for Harol3~~Bloom, ed. , Romanticism and Con-
sciousness (New York, 1970), p. 54. 

T. E. Hulme, "Romanticism and Classicism," in Specu-
lations (New York, 1938), p. 118. 
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to try to make the Romantics into traditional Christians 

by twisting interpretation of their beliefs, still feels 

"that romanticism, at its deepest and most intense, is 

essentially a religious e x p e r i e n c e . I t must be noted, 

however, that fervent expression was not restrained in 

either the Renaissance or the Romantic age by a religious 

or didactic purpose. The student finds in both periods 

the blending of pagan mythology with basically Christian 

7 C 

dogma. Spenser, of course, who was one of Keats's 

earliest poetic interests and influences,^ is a primary 

examplar of the symbolic and allegorical presentation of 

myth. One particular instance of his mythmaking in this 

vein is the marriage of the Thames and the Medway in Book 
77 

IV of The Faerie Queene. In Milton, whose work Bush 

sees as the summary of the mythological tradition in Renais-

sance England, there are allusions to mythology "operat[ing] 

as a language of richly imaginative intensification that 
^4 

H. N. Fairchild, Religious Trends in English Poetry: 
1780-1850, Romantic Faith~lNew York, 1949), III, 1. 

- _ 

Bush, Renaissance, p. 290. 

3 6 Bate, pp. 32ff. 

Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, in Spenser: Poetical 
Works, ed. E. De Selincourt (New York, 1966), Book IV, Canto 
XI, pp. 266-71. 
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38 

goes beyond the capacity of merely abstract terms." This 

idea of "imaginative intensification" applies equally well 

to the Romantic poets. Keats's apostrophe to Psyche as the 

"latest born and loveliest vision far / Of all Olympus faded 
39 

hierarchy" and "Dryope's lone lulling of her child" (Endym-

ion 1.495) are cases in point. 

Interest in mythology as a rich source of creative stimu-

lation gave way after Milton to an interest in the factual 

and historical aspects of mythology which appealed to scholars. 

T. S. Eliot's suggestion that the contributions of both 

thinker and mythologist are necessary to the poet^ may be a 

38 Bush, Renaissance, p. 290. For the definitive treat-
ment of the subject, discussed briefly here because it is only 
peripherally relevant to my general thesis, see the Bush book 
already quoted. Other relevant works are Jean Seznec's The 
Survival of the Pagan Gods, which covers humanism and art in 
Renaissance Europe; De Witt Starnes and Ernest Talbert's 
Classical Myth and Legend in Renaissance Dictionaries, which 
provides vast information aFout one common source for myth 
during the Renaissance; John Mackail's The Springs of Helicon; 
Martha Hale Shackford's Plutarch in Renaissance England"; R. R. 
Bolgar's The Classical Heritage ancT Its Beneficiaries; and 
Gilbert Highet's The Classical Tradition. Don Cameron Allen's 
book, Mysteriously Meant! The Rediscovery of Pagan Symbolism 
and Allegorical Interpretation in the Renaissance, a 1970 
publication, was not available in libraries during the writing 
of this dissertation but would doubtless be a valuable addition. 

X Q 
John Keats, "Ode to Psyche," in Keats: Poetical Works, 

ed. H. W. Garrod (1956; rpt. London, 1966) , p. 211, 11. 24-25. 
Further references to the poems of Keats are to this edition 
and will be cited in the text. 

T. S. Eliot, "William Blake," in Selected Essays (New 
York, 1950), p. 280. 
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partial explanation of ivhy most poets in the eighteenth 

century did not write what can be termed mythological or 

mythopoeic poetry. The interest of the writers in this cen-

tury lay more in explaining away the mystery of pagan mytho-

logy than in creating art from it. Instead, the attempt was 

to make myths popular and believable rather than mysterious^"*" 

and to make myth an intellectual exercise rather than an 

A J 

imaginative experience. Myths often connoted to the 

eighteenth-century mind superstitions which prevented man's 

reason from operating as it should.^ Indeed, "to take myth 

seriously, seemed to the philosopher a piece of folly, to 

the literary critic a serious breach of decorum, and to the 
43a 

moralist a giving of hostages to the priests." 

In the early part of the century the two primary expla-

nations of ancient mythology were the Euhemeristic and the 

allegorical. These approaches helped "to make a theology 

which was apparently polytheistic and grossly immoral pal-

atable to the Christian reader. . . ."44 Because independence 

Frank E. Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Confronts the 
Gods (Cambridge, 1959), p. 125. 

42 e. B. Hungerford, Shores of Darkness (New York, 1959), 
p. 14. 

^ Freund, p. 20. 

4^a Richard Chase, Quest for Myth (Baton Rouge, 1949), 
p. 21. 

Alex Zwerdling, "The Mythographers and the Romantic 
Revival of Greek Myth," PMLA, 79 (1964), 448. 
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of inquiry was allowed, numbers of diverse treatments of myth 

were produced.^ The general latitude in investigation of 

religious matters allowed English deists to search out simi-

larities in religions and try to accommodate them to the 

Christian system.^ The Euhemerists claimed that all pagan 

gods were simply human beings and that myths were embroidered 

stories of actual deeds performed while they were alive. Thus 

historical events became the basis for mythology. It is not 

surprising, then, to find that ancient heroes were often 

described as types considered as ideal by the eighteenth 

century: " . . . they were men who had introduced the useful 

arts, to whom the people felt instinctive gratitude; they 

were military leaders who warded off foreign enemies; they 

were lawgivers and distributors of justice, [and] promul-

gators of codes. . . ."4? 

Those who would allegorize the myths could in this way 

suggest that they were the record of civilization with its 

48 

artistic and scientific achievements. In addition, the 

^ Hungerford, p. 8. 

^ The rest of this paragraph is indebted to Manuel. 

4 7 Ibid., p. 104. Ibid., p. Ill. 
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allegorical interpretation could cover over what was un-

pleasant to the religious mind of the day, which considered 

many of the myths immoral because they contained accounts of 

49 

incest, murder, rape, and marital infidelity. 

Because mythology was directly related to religion, 

students of myth were able to become experts on unrecorded 

history. There was at the time "a driving passion to frame 

one history for all of mankind.Accordingly, the early 

years of the eighteenth century witnessed the production of 

such works as Samuel Shuckford's 1728 book The Sacred and 

Profane History of the World Connected, one example among 

many of attempts to shoiv antiquity as history no more myste-
51 

rious than the present. Through their studies and writings 

the syncretist mythographers hoped to find some kind of unity 

52 

in the world as they knew it. 

Although the eighteenth century prided itself on its 

rationality, myths nevertheless helped to shape the response 

of its artists. However, the myths wrere not the conventional 

ones found in Ovid and others but myths like the Great Chain 

4 9 Zwerdling, p. 450. 

^ Manuel, p. 112. 

5 1 Ibid., p. 118. 

^ Albert J. Kuhn, "English Deism and the Development of 
Mythological Syncretism," PMLA, 71 (1956), 1096. 
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53 

of Being and the myth of reason itself. The Great Chain 

of Being appeared in literature as early as Plato's Timaeus, 

but the writers of the eighteenth century translated the idea 

into terms relevant for their own age. Greek mythology lost 

its imaginative hold in the attempt to imitate classical 

literature from its forms rather than its spirit despite the 

suggestions of writers like Edward Young in his Conjectures 

on Original Composition, in which he urged writers to "build 

our compositions with the spirit, and in the taste, of the 

ancients; but not with their materials. . . . Instead, 

mythology tended to be used allusively in order to call forth 

automatic responses on the part of the reader. Retellings 

of myths were also popular, sometimes for satiric effect as 

in Swift's Baucis and Philemon. 

An important controversy over classical literature which 

influenced not only the Neoclassic age but later literary 

periods was the "battle of the books." This phenomenon has 

been noted by all literary historians of the period, but 

Gilbert Highet's summary will serve to illustrate. Essentially 

the argument was whether the classics should be imitated be-

cause they were unsurpassable or whether modern literature 

°-J For the definitive discussion of this matter, see 
particularly Chapters 6-8 of Arthur 0. Lovejoy's The Great 
Chain of Being (New York, 1960). 

Edward Young, Conj ectures on Original Compos ition, 
The Complete Works: Poetry an? Prose, ed. James Nichols 

(1854; rpt. Anglistica § Americana, 1968), p. 555. 



27 

had surpassed classic because civilization had progressed. 

The real benefit of the battle was in paving the way for mod-

ern literature; it "discouraged slavish respect for tradition, 

and made it more difficult for future writers to produce 

'Chinese copies' of classical masterpieces, in which exact 

5 5 

imitation should be a virtue and original invention a sin." 

By the late eighteenth century changes in attitudes to-

ward mythology could be seen. With the appearance of the 

encyclopedias of mythology, the treatment of myth became 

objective. The study of myth had noiv become professional 

rather than subjective or argumentative, and the subject 

matter itself was now regarded as a respectable field of 

study.^ The syncretists, who wanted to find a "key myth" 

which would bring forth the underlying meaning of man's 

religious and political history, were able to find "an im-

pressive unity in the intellect and imagination of universal 
P -

man."J/ The ultimate effect of the syncretist mythographers 

was to open the way for the poetry of the nineteenth century 

by restoring ancient myth as a proper working ground for the 

poet.^8 

^ Gilbert Highet, The Classical Tradition (New York, 
1967), p. 288. ~~ " 

^ Zwerdling, p. 456. 

5 7 Kuhn, pp. 1094-95. 

5 8 Ibid., p. 1097. 
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Critics have noted the resurgence of interest in mythol-

ogy in the early nineteenth century and have pointed to some 

changes in mythological structure. The syncretist mytho-

graphers undoubtedly influenced both aspects. The Celtic 

revival, one particular evidence of the reawakening interest 

in myth, stimulated poetic imaginations from the late eight-

eenth century into the nineteenth. As Eliot has said, 

"between the true artists of any time there is . . . an 

unconscious community"^; and a part of any "unconscious 

community" must be the work of those who sometimes fall out-

side the bounds of the traditional and what appears to be 

the mainstream. Such is the case of the Celtic revival 

beginning around 17 50, when readers knew and liked Gray's 

Bard, Mason's Caractacus, Macpherson's Ossian, and Evans's 

Specimens of the Poetry of the Ancient Welsh Bards.^ The 
sr i 

"eclectic and inquiring" mind of the century was struck by 

these unusual mythologies. Thomas Gray especially can be 

fci 0 

seen as a promoter of the interest in the Druids. The 

Celtic revival appealed as a novelty to people who were 

Eliot, "The Function of Criticism," p. 13. 

, ^0 Edward Snyder, The Celtic Revival in English Litera-
ture (Cambridge, 1923), p. 4. 

Ruthven Todd, Tracks in the Snow (London, 1946), 
p. 30. 

f\ 9 

See William Lyon Phelps, The Beginnings of the English 
Romantic Movement (Boston, 1893), pp. 137~-54 ancf pp. 161-62. 
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searching for a source of inspiration different from classi-

cal mythology, which they felt had been overused.63 Nine-

teenth-century artists were influenced by the movement "mainly 

from the general impetus given to the imagination by the re-

newed zest for the mythological, rather than from the minu-

tiae of its false doctrines."64 This different mythology 

fulfilled man's need for "the air to be haunted again."65 

With the coming of the nineteenth century, man's tra-

ditional ways of explaining his experience and giving meaning 

to it seemed unreliable. Previous to this time, artists 

generally worked within "controls" widely accepted: "the 

literary kinds [of controls], classical mythology, a universe 

of analogous planes, Christianity, courtly love, Platonism, 

the Great Chain of Being. . . ."66 However, nineteenth-

century Romanticism initiated "the first major phase in an 

imaginative revolution which has carried on until our own day, 

6^ Snyder, p. 195. 

64 Hungerford, p. 63. 

6^ Lionel Trilling, Matthew Arnold (New York, 1963), p. 83. 
Note the echo of Keats's "Philosophy will clip an Angel's wings/ 
Conquer all mysteries by rule and line,/ Empty the haunted air, 
and gnomed mine--," (Lamia, Part II, 11. 234-36). 

66 Earl Wasserman, The Finer Tone (Baltimore, 1953), p. 228, 
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f\ 7 

and has by no means completed itself yet." There was, 

indeed, a change in the structure of mythology, involving 

what Northrop Frye has called "a recovery of projection"^ 

as the central change. Essentially this recovery is the myth 

that man, especially the artist, is active in the creation 

of his own world, rather than having creation imposed upon 

him by a deity. This idea is in contrast with the traditional 

Hebraic-Christian concept that God alone is the creator of 
69 

"the world and man" and "the forms of human civilization." 

"There clearly comes a time," states Hartman, "when art frees 

itself from its subordination to religion or religiously in-

spired myth, and continues or even replaces these. This time 

seems to coincide with what is generally called the Romantic 
7 0 

period. . . . " The structure of the metaphor began during 
71 

this time to take different forms. From the time of the 

Enlightenment to the time of Romanticism, "changes in 
f\ 7 

Northrop Frye, A Study of English Romanticism (New 
York, 1968), p. 15. 

6 8 Ibid., p. 14. 

6 9 Ibid. 

7 0 
Hartman, "Romanticism and 'Anti-Self-Consciousness,1" 

p. 52. 

71 
Paul De Man, "Intentional Structure of the Romantic 

Image," in Romanticism and Consciousness, ed. Harold Bloom 
(New York, 19701 , p. 65. 
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72 

figuration" appeared. By whatever name it is called, the 

new approach to myth resulted in the birth of poets like 

Blake, Shelley, and Keats, who although sometimes drawing 

upon traditional materials, did so in such a creative way 
7 % 

that they can be called true mythopoeic artists. 

^ Harold Bloom, "The Internalization of Quest-Romance," 
The Yale Review 58 (Summer 1969), Revised and expanded for 
Bloom, Romanticism and Consciousness, p. 4. 

73 
Two complete studies devoted to the mythmaking of 

Blake and Shelley are Northrop Frye's Fearful Symmetry and 
Harold Bloom's Shelley1s Mythmaking. 



CHAPTER II 

The Early Poems: 

From the Epistles through Endymion 

The terms "early" and "late" in reference to an artist's 

work, always relative and usually ambiguous, are particularly 

so in the case of Keats, whose productive period covered only 

a few years. The development of his craft within this brief 

span was, however, so extraordinary that such a distinction 

must be made in tracing any evolution in his poetry. By the 

end of 1817 Keats had written Endymion and was thinking ahead 

to other poems that he wished to write. Therefore, I shall 

assume with Bate that January of 1818^ marks the beginning of 

a new phase in Keats's poetic development and shall call the 

poems up to and including Endymion the early poems."'' 

The innocence of the early poems is that of a young man 

who "craved . . . a view of life which, while meeting nine-

teenth-century conditions, would be so complete and satisfying 

as to be fully soluble in serene beauty."^ In 1815 Keats had 

an ideal view of the poet, which he had not tested through 

See Walter J. Bate, John Keats (New York, 1966), 
Chapter XI, "Another Beginning," pp. 264-93. 

^ G. R. Elliot, "The Real Tragedy of Keats," PMLA, 36 
(1921), 328. 

32 
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experience. For example, the 1815 "Epistle to George Felton 

Mathew" romanticizes the existence of a poet. Beginning with 

"Sweet are the pleasures that to verse belong" (I), the 

writer speaks to his friend of the beauties of the frienship 

between fellow-poets. He describes his muse as being "coy" 

(32) and sees a necessity for properly "poetic" encouragements 

in order to produce any verse. If his muse is to respond, it 

will be only "whene'er I find / Some flowery spot, sequester'd, 

wild, romantic" (36-7). Mathew is invoked to help him find 

such a spot, and there they will "think on Chatterton" (56), 

"moralize on Milton's blindness" (61), and discuss freedom 

and its heroes. 

It is noticeable that Keats uses here only casual ref-

erences to mythology, choosing standard epithets such as 

"chaste Diana" (79). While he has not realized the exciting 

possibilities in a less conventional use of myth, he does 

mention for the first time the relationship of live nature 

to classical myth. There is also one bit of mythmaking at 

the end of the poem, although it is confused. He suggests 

that Mathew's devotion to Apollo had metamorphosed him from 

a flower to a fish to a swan and is surprised that his friend 
i 

has never told him of the experience. His mythmaking is weak 

here, but it does illustrate an ability that Keats was to 

^ Douglas Bush, John Keats (New York, 1967), p. 29. 
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develop quickly, that of sensing the creative potential in 

traditonal myths and transposing them into original myths 

of his own. Eventually he gave life to the myth of the poet 

who must go from Innocence through Experience and emerge on 

the other side in what Blake called a Higher Innocence. He 

will "explore the transition from self-consciousness to 

imagination, and . . . achieve that transition while explor-

ing it. . . ."4 

The "Ode to Apollo," another 1815 poem, shows again that 

Keats is concerned with the role of the poet. It is known 

from the letters that he was intrigued with the idea of fame: 

in 1817 he wrote to Hunt, "I have asked myself so often why 

I should be a Poet more than other Men,--seeing how great a 

thing it is,--how great things are to be gained by it--What 

a thing to be in the Mouth of Fame" (1,139). In the poem 

Keats envisions the great poets from the past--Homer, Virgil, 

Milton, Shakespeare, Spenser, and Tasso--sitting in Apollo's 

hall as a reward for their fealty to him on earth. Keats's 

vision of the poet is still idealized. He does not yet see 

the struggle through which the poet must pass in order to be 

a worthy follower of Apollo. He is still more concerned with 

the excitement and glamor of being a poet than with the 

tensions which mark the life of a serious artist. 

^ Geoffrey Hartman, "Romanticism and 'Anti-Self-Conscious-
ness," Centennial Review, 6, No. 4 (1962). Revised and expanded 
for Harold Bloom, ed. Romanticism and Consciousness (New York, 
1970), p. 53. 
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"To my Brother George" (1816) again reveals Keats's fear 

"That [he] should never hear Apollo's song" (9). Here Keats 

speaks for the first time of a kind of poetic trance in which 

"naught they see/ In water, earth, or air, but poesy" (21-22). 

The poet sees all kinds of faraway things like medieval knights 

and ladies. These are still the sweet pleasures of poetry, 

the fancy, the daydream, the imagination set free to touch on 

whatever in the past intrigues it, untouched as yet by the 

realization that "the thought that we are mortal makes us 

groan" (I, 179) and that "a man should have the fine point 

of his soul taken off to become fit for this world" (I, 188). 

The young Keats is entranced more by "far posterity's award" 

(68) than by the pleasures he has named. His desire for the 

fame which accompanies the poet was to change to a desire to 

write, like Shakespeare and the Elizabethans, "Poetry . . . 

[that is] great § unobtrusive, a thing which enters into 

one's soul, and does not startle it or amaze it with itself 

but with its subject" (I, 224). 

There are only three specific references to mythology 

in "To my Brother George," all to Apollo and his "golden 

lyre" (9, 12, 45) and all quite traditional. Keats feels 
I 

that he will "never hear Apollo's song" and sees only faintly 

the lyre. The mythological references in "To Charles Cowden 

Clarke" are also traditional, although they are slightly 

more numerous: "With outspread wings the Naiad Zephyr 

courts" (6), "sparkling Helicon" (27), "Baiae's shore" (29), 
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"divine Urania" (41), "Apollo's gloried" (45), Atlas (63), 

"spanning all like Saturn's ring" (67), "Clio's beauty" (68), 

and Cynthia (93). Keats's mythological references are used 

to establish a comparison of his thoughts "little fit to 

please the classic" (24) with the accomplishments of the 

poets who had deserved Clarke's favor. For example, he says 

my wine was of too poor a savour 
For one whose palate gladdens in the flavour 
Of sparkling Heliconsmall good it were 
To take him to a desert rude, and bare, 
Who had on Baiae's shore reclin'd at ease. 

(25-29) 

The Epistles, then, seem to constitute one phase of 

Keats's apprenticeship to the god of poetry. They represent 

his youthful desires and fears and are addressed to the 

people most in sympathy with him at the time. They are 

traditional in tone and construction, showing no real break 

with the Augustan past in which he had his roots. 

Bernard Blackstone suggests that in "I Stood Tip-Toe" 

"we are taken on brief excursions into mythology on themes 

Keats was later to treat at greater length: Cupid and Psyche, 

Pan and Syrinx, Narcissus and Echo."'' The tone of the poem 

is still basically light, but Keats's concern for the role 

of the poet is becoming more serious and extends past the 

desire for fame. Here nature is still innocent and pleasant: 

^ Bernard Blackstone, The Consecrated Urn (London, 1959), 
p. 100. 
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I was light-hearted, 
And many pleasures to my vision started; 
So I straightway began to pluck a posey 
Of luxuries bright, milky, soft, and rosy. 

(25-28) 

Nature is gentle; the brooks "preach / A natural sermon o'er 

their pebbly beds" (70-71). This kind of innocence is a con-

trast to the view of nature which Keats was to express in 

1818: 
but I saw 

Too far into the sea, where every maw 
The greater on the less feeds evermore.--
But I saw too distinct into the core 
Of an eternal fierce destruction, 
And so from happiness I far was gone. 

(93-98) 

Keats, like the other Romantics, could find in nature both 

pain and balm, but in 1816 he saw only the good. Nature is 

apostrophized as "0 Maker of sweet poets, dear delight / Of 

this fair world, and all its gentle livers" (116-17) who can 

remove him from his troubles. Nature is the inspirer of the 

myths and stories which Blackstone noted above. 

Beginning with line 163, the concern of the poem turns 

to concentrate on the poet, introducing the Endymion myth 

which was soon to become the subject of Keats's first long, 

narrative poem. Bush sees the importance of this early poem 

in its "full affirmation of the identity of nature, myth, 

and poetry. . . . " Claude Finney remarks that this part of 

the poem "is a psychological explanation in sensuous symbols 

^ Douglas Bush, Mythology and the Romantic Tradition in 
English Poetry (New York, 1963) , p. 84." Hereafter citecTas 
Romantic Tradition. 
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7 

of the natural source of poetic inspiration. . . . " The line 

"Ah! surely he had burst our mortal bars" (190) introduces a 

theme which recurs in all of Keats's major poetry: "the 

imaginative quest to participate, through myth and in other 
8 

ways, in what Keats later called an 'immortal free-masonry.'" 

Here the emphasis is on the imagination, the capability of 

the poet to go beyond the mortal, that was to concern Keats 

in his poetry and his life as it is known from his letters. 

This is perhaps also the first intimation of a Higher Inno-

cence in Keats's philosophy of art and life. The marriage 

of Cynthia and Endymion is described as a state beyond "the 

fever and the fret" in lines that recall the "Ode to a 

Nightingale": 
it cool'd their fever'd sleep, 

And soothed them into slumbers full and deep. 
Soon they awoke clear eyed: nor burnt with thirsting, 
Nor with hot fingers, nor with temples bursting: 

(223-26) 

Keats had not yet been through the pain of his brother Tom's 

death and the onset of the illness which eventually was to 

take his own life. His lack of experience prevents him from 

answering his own question in the last lines: "Was there a 

poet born?" (241). He is yet among the uninitiated; he is 

!still content with "the dream of nature fostered by romance" 
7 
Claude Finney, The Evolution of Keats's Poetry (Cambridge 

1936), I, 174. 

^ Bate, p. 123. 
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and will later move "from a gentler to a severer dream-mode; 

9 

from the romance of Endymion to the more austere Hyperions." 

By the autumn of 1816, Keats had made a commitment to 

poetry that he was never to retract and had made friendships 

which were to be a part of his poetic life. Among his asso-

ciates were Leigh Hunt, Benjamin Robert Haydon, and John 

Hamilton Reynolds, who was to be the recipient of some of 

Keats's most enduring letters and the last epistle that he 

10 

wrote. 

Several short poems written in the same period as the 

composition of Sleep and Poetry should be mentioned. "Calidore," 

for example, shows some of Keats's worst early writing, but 

it is interesting as a comparison to the work which soon 

followed, like the Chapman sonnet in October. "Calidore," . 

which contains all the lush adjectives found in some of the 

epistles, has as a central situation a young knight, Calidore, 

who is longing 
To hear of knightly deeds, and gallant spurning 
Of all unworthiness; and how the strong of arm 
Kept off dismay, and terror, and alarm 
From lovely woman 

(143-46) 

9 1 Hartman, p. 55. 

Bush, John Keats, pp. 54ff.; Bate, pp. 84ff. 
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Here is the romantic longing for the far-away for its own 

sake. Keats's visions of love-making in the poem are im-

mature and unrealistic, as are those of Endymion. An example 

is the young Calidore's ardor in welcoming the ladies to the 

palace: "What a kiss, /What a gentle squeeze he gave each 

lady's hand!" (80-81). Such passages as these make the 

reader appreciate the realistic treatment and understanding 

of the human love relationship in a more mature poem such 

a s The Eve of St. Agnes. 

"Calidore" reflects Keats's immaturity and lack of 

experience, but it nonetheless shows a young man, Calidore, 

who wants to enter into life as he thinks it really is. He 

believes, of course, that life will be like his dreams. His 

entry into life involves crossing water, traditionally asso-

ciated with rebirth, as in baptism, but also suggestive of 

the foetal state, in which the embryo is entirely dependent 

on its mother's body. Leaving this state is one of life's 

first and difficult tasks. Thus, it may be important that 

he crosses water, suggestive of maternal dependence, in 

order to enter a palace in which there are real people."'""'" 

"On First Looking Into Chapman's Homer" contains some 

imagery and themes which are characteristic of Keats's 

H Aileen Ward, John Keats (New York, 1963), p. 67. 
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devotion to poetry and his growing understanding of human 

life. He describes, for example, the islands as being held 

by "bards in fealty to Apollo," and this phrase can be ap-

plied to Keats himself. The last lines emphasize the impor-

tance of knowledge felt in the heart's core, no matter how 

the experience comes; here it is through the reading of a 

particular translation of a poem. What Keats seems to 

emphasize is that often man's deepest knowledge comes sud-

denly, as it did to 

stout Cortez when with eagle eyes 
He star'd at the Pacific--and all his men 
Look'd at each other with a wild surmise--
Silent, upon a peak in Darien. 

The sonnet "On the Grasshopper and Cricket," too, de-

serves attention, especially the lines "The poetry of earth 

is never dead" and "The poetry of earth is ceasing never": 

while these phrases are applied to a tiny creature from 

nature, the idea is one which underscores Keats's constant 

anchorage to the living world. Although he is tempted to fly 

on the wings of Poesy, he is always firmly aware that he 

belongs to the mortal world. In the early poems the bond is 

sometimes weak; it may be only a "flowery band" (Endymion 1.7), 

but it always binds us to the earth and to mankind. 
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Sleep and Poetry, composed in November and December of 

1816, is "a record of drifting consciousness,"-^ in which 

Keats allows his imagination to range freely over several 

subjects, from his dislike of Boileau to the room in which 

he stayed at Hunt's cottage; but the poem concentrates on the 

poetic process, a central concern in all of the major poetry. 

It records for the reader the time when Keats was fully aware 

1 ̂  

of his purpose. Although Keats speaks of the connection 

between sleep and poetry in the first two paragraphs of the 

poem and returns briefly to sleep as a closing frame for the 

poem, he was probably not fully aware in 1816 of the creative 

suggestiveness of sleep. In Endymion the possibilities of 

sleep become more apparent than in Sleep and Poetry. However, 

a post-Freudian reader is aware of sleep as a necessary part 

of the artistic process, what might be called "the creative 
14 

activity of the unconscious mind in dream. . . . " This 

kind of reader senses that "there lies [sic] in dreams a 

marvellous [sic] poetry, an apt allegory, an incomparable hu-

mour, a rare irony"*^ and that "the mental activity which 

may be described as 'imagination,' liberated from the 
12 

James Ralton Caldwell, John Keats' Fancv (Ithaca, 
1945), p. 24. " 

13 
For an account of the circumstances of the poem's 

genesis, see Ward, pp. 89ff. 
1 4 Ibid. p. 91. 
1 C 

F. W. Iiildebrandt, as quoted by Sigmund Freud, The 
Interpretation of Dreams, trans, and ed. James Strachey~TNew 
York, 1969), p.~95: 
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domination of reason and from any moderating control, leaps 

1 f% 

into a position of unlimited sovereignty." The yoking of 

sleep and poetry in the title seems fairly obvious: . . 

because the slumbering mind has the ability to create spon-
1 7 

taneously and effortlessly, sleep is poetry." Certainly 
later poems treat sleep as "not at all a simple thing but 

1 8 
rather the entry to final mysteries." In Sleep and Poetry, 

however, the final mention of sleep seems perfunctory: 

yet I must not forget 
Sleep, quiet with his poppy coronet: 
For what there may be worthy in these rhymes 
I partly owe to him 

(347-50) 

If Keats interprets experience mythopoeically, then the 

imagery of these lines is significant and not simply per-

functory. A coronet made of poppies suggests first a drows-

iness induced by the drug in the flowers. By extension, a 

poppy coronet might symbolize the complete power of sleep 

over human functions, as a real coronet represents the dom-

inance of a king over people. While man sleeps, he loses 

conscious regulation of his thoughts and bodily acts and 

K. A. Schemer, as quoted by Freud, p. 116. 

i 7 
Mario D'Avanzo, Keats's Metaphors for the Poetic 

Imagination (Durham, 1967) , p. 61. 

1 R 
G. Wilson Knight, The Starlit Dome (London, 1959), 

p. 262. 



44 

thus surrenders to a power stronger than himself for the 

duration of the sleep period. Keats seems here to antici-

pate the Freudian concept, although it is a mere suggestion 

and not an articulation. In this poem he speaks only of 

sleep; he becomes increasingly curious about the nature and 

function of dreams, trances, and visions in his mature poetry. 

There are echoes of the Epistles in Sleep and Poetry, 

especially in theme. Once again Keats laments that he is 

"not yet a glorious denizen / Of thy wide heaven [Poesy]" 

(48-49). In his innocence he can express a desire to "die a 

death / Of luxury" (58-59). in order to reach Apollo or to 

"bear / The o'erwhelming sweets" (61-62) that Poesy brings. 

His vision is still of an 

elysium--an eternal book 
Whence I may copy many a lovely saying 
About the leaves, and flowers--about the playing 
Of nymphs in woods and fountains 

(64-67) 

References to mythology are, like those in the Epistles, 

traditional, expressing the commonplace, idealized pastoral 

view, such as "nymphs in woods" (67), "Flora, and old Pan" 

(102), and "Great Apollo" (183). 

Of central importance to the poem and to the poet's 

later work are lines 85-162. Keats is speaking from a state 

of Innocence, but he prophesies what he will do if he is 

allowed "ten years, that I may overwhelm / Myself in poesy" 

(96-97). His insight' "is of necessity blurred and 
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19 
indistinct" because it has not been tested on his pulses. 

These lines, which contain a "general movement . . . from 

?0 

lyric to romance to heroic poetry,"" seem to anticipate 

the "Life as a Mansion of Many Apartments" passage in the 

letter to Reynolds in 1818: "I compare human life to a large 

Mansion of Many Apartments, two of which I can only describe, 
21 

the doors of the rest being as yet shut upon me. . . ." 

The Innocence of the first chamber, which Keats calls "the 

infant or thoughtless Chamber, in which we remain as long 

as we do not think" (I, 280), represents the uncritical and 

unquestioning attitude toward life. In Sleep and Poetry 

this chamber is represented in the following lines: 

Life is the rose's hope while yet unblown; 
The reading of an ever-changing tale; 
The light uplifting of a maiden's veil; 
A pigeon tumbling in clear summer air; 
A laughing school-boy, without grief or care, 
Riding the springy branches of an elm. 

(90-95) 

In this stage Keats is attracted to romance, illustrated by 

"the realm . . . Of Flora, and old Pan" (101-02) and "white-
E. de Selincourt, ed., The Poems of John Keats, by 

John Keats (1905 ; rpt. London, 1961), p." 407. 
2 0 

Walter Evert, Aesthetic and Myth in the Poetry of 
Keats (Princeton, 1965), p. 96. 

21 
Letters, I, 280. Robert Bridges has also noted this 

similarity while discussing parallels with Wordsworth's 
Tintern Abbey. See Collected Essays, Papers and Etc. of Robert 
Bridges, IV, A Critical Introduction to Keats~TL ondon, 1933), 
97ff. 
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handed nymphs in shady places" (105). Here sensual pleasures 

are experienced, and there is no sense of tragedy about life. 

The "Chamber of Maiden-Thought," which Keats portrays 

heart 
as the time of life when man's "vision into the head and 

nature of Man" (I, 281) is sharpened, is suggested by 

And can I ever bid these joys farewell? 
Yes, I must pass them for a nobler life, 
Where I may find the agonies, the strife 
Of human hearts 

(122-25) 

These lines are the expression of a necessary move into 

Experience and a reflection of "the vale of Soul-making." 

Here there is only a suggestion, because the poet is not 

really convinced that he desires the move with its concomi-

tant demand for maturity and responsibility. Yet it is clear 

"where the poet expected his apprenticeship in delight to 
? 7 

lead him," although he is enjoying the fanciful pleasures 

of his idyllic visions. 

However, the vision of the Charioteer, which has a 

parallel in Shelley's Triumph of Life, serves to remind Keats 

that there are "shapes of delight, of mystery, and fear" (.183) 

The vision is realistic in describing people of all kinds--

some happy, some obviously the victims of suffering, with 

"their faces muffled to the ear / Between their arms" (144-45) 

Thus once again the poet is brought back to the earth from 

his visions. 
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Although the poet's musings on the meaning of life are 

interrupted by a passage critical of Boileau and his followers 

(lines 163-206), he returns to his theme in the next section 

of the poem. Keats feels that even though poetry has been 

mistreated in the past,it is still "A drainless shower / Of 

light" (235-36) and "might half slumb'ring on its own right 

arm" (237). Poesy needs only to be awakened from its sleep 

to its full powers. There is also an indication of Keats's 

desire to do good for humanity: 

the great end 
Of Poesy, that it should be a friend 
To sooth [sic] the cares, and lift the thoughts of man. 

(246-47) 

These thoughts are a kind of rebuke to the writers he has 

criticized in lines 163-206, for whom poetry is only a 

mechanical plaything. 

This section of the poem concludes with an admission by 

Keats of his inexperience: 

What though I am not wealthy in the dower 
Of spanning wisdom; though I do not know 
The shiftings of the mighty grinds that blow 
Hither and thither all the changing thoughts 
Of man: though no great minist'ring reason sorts 
Out the dark mysteries of human souls 
To clear conceiving: yet there ever rolls 
A vast idea before me, and I glean 
Therefrom my liberty; thence too I've seen 
The end and aim of Poesy 

(284-92) 
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Bate notes of these lines that "the freedom in reverting 

to the basic and primary, and the freedom caught in turning 

to the great partly because the great subsumes the basic and 

primary, is usually learned too late. But from the beginning 

23 

this trust has been instinctive in Keats." 

In Sleep and Poetry, then, there is the first sensing of 

what the nature of the great poet must be. Keats still wants 

fame, but he is beginning to see that the realm of Flora and 

Pan will not be sufficient material for composition if he is 

to reveal the heart of man. He is moving in this poem toward 

the myth of the poet which is magnified and developed in 

mature poems. 

After the publication of the Poems of 1817, which ended 

with Sleep and Poetry, Keats desired to be alone and to have 

"unfettered scope" (Letters, I, 170) in order to pursue his 

first long poem, Endymion. During the composition of the 

poem, he shifted his living quarters several times, from the 

Isle of Wight to Margate, to Canterbury, and finally back to 

Hampstead. It was also during this period that Keats was 
• 24 

introduced to philosophy through his friend Benjamin Bailey. 

23 
Bate, p. 129. 

2 4 See Bate, pp. 141ff.; Bush, pp. 43ff.; Ward, pp. 113ff, 



49 

Two sonnets written in this period reflect themes and 

ideas which are to recur throughout Keats's productive period. 

"After dark vapours" has imagery which points to the "Hymn to 

Pan" in Endymion and also to the later "To Autumn"--the 

imagery of the life process. The poet here celebrates the 

return of May after "a long dreary season." May brings with 

it 

The calmest thoughts . . . as of leaves 
Budding--fruit ripening in stillness--Autumn suns 

Smiling at eve upon the quiet sheaves--

[and] a Poet's death. 

Even in 1817 Keats sees death as a part of the cycle of life, 

as the final result of the ripening of fruit. However, the 

experience of the mature poet is not reflected here; the ten-

sions of life are not explicated. Typically "romantic" items 

are found side by side with those that are quite serious, such 

as "Sweet Sappho's cheek" and "a smiling infant's breath" 

followed nonchalantly by the idea of "a Poet's death." At 

this time, Keats's imagination has not yet been fully tempered 

in the furnace of Experience. 

The sonnet "On Seeing the Elgin Marbles" captures not 

only Keats's response to the marbles but to the spirit of 

things Greek as well. The total effect on the poet is to 

emphasize his individual weakness in comparison with the 

genius that created the magnificent statues and friezes. But 
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the Marbles represent also the capturing in a physical way 

of the spirit of the Greek world, which expressed a joyous 

religious temper that was a contrast to what Keats saw repre-

25 

sented as religion in his own time. 

Endymion, that "little Region to wander in where [the 

reader] may pick and choose" (Letters, I, 170), has illus-

trated "Scholarship's resolve to let nothing dodge conception, 

if it can catch it. . . ."26 Many scholars have speculated 

on sources and argued about overall allegoric meaning; this 

discussion of the poem will draw on specifically those sec-

tions of Endymion which help to explain attitudes or themes 

prevalent in the mature poems. 

The beginning lines of Endymion capture ideas which Keats 

has already expressed in his letters and anticipate some 

expressed later in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn." Everywhere 

it is seen that Keats always finds beauty in a particular 

thing; he has a "mighty abstract Idea . . . of beauty," (I, 

403) but he must actually find it close by him. A consistent 

part of his myth of the poet is the poet's relationship to 

2 5 Ward, p. 104. 

; Caldwell, p. 92. Those desiring more specialized 
interpretations of Endymion are referred to the general 
commentaries in the standard biographies and critical works 
and particularly the following articles: 

Glen 0. Allen, "The Fall of Endymion: A Study in 
Keats's Intellectual Growth," KSJ, 6 (1957) , 37-57. 



51 

the things of earth; "Therefore, on every morrow, are we 

wreathing / A flowery band to bind us to the earth" (1.6-7). 

One connection of the poet with the earth is through nature, 

whose aspect here is pleasant: "the sun, the moon, / Trees old, 

and young, sprouting a shady boon / For simple sheep" (13-15). 

As Keats moves through Experience, he realizes that the 

"flowery band" may have to be replaced by stronger ties, but 

there must always be that link if he is. to minister to the 

human heart. 

Leonard Brown, "The Genesis, Growth, and Meaning of 
Endymion," Studies in Philology, 30 (1933), 618-53. 

Claude Finney, "Keats's Philosophy of Beauty," Philo-
logical Quarterly, 5 (1926), 1-19. 

Newell F. Ford, "Endymion--A Neo-Platonic Allegory?" 
ELH, 14 (1947), 64-75. 

Clarisse Godfrey, "Endymion," in John Keats: A Re-
assessment , ed. Kenneth Muir (Liverpool, 1958), pp. 20-38. 

Robert Harrison, "Symbolism of the Cyclical Myth in 
Endymion," Texas Studies in Literature and Language, I (1960), 
538-54. 

Bruce E. Miller, "On the Meaning of Keatsrs Endymion," 
KSJ, 14 (1965), 33-54. 

Stuart Sperry, "The Allegory of 'Endymion,'" Studies 
in Romanticism, 2 (1962), 38-53. 

Jacob Wigod, "The Meaning of Endymion," PMLA, 68 
(1953), 779-90. 
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The "Hymn to Pan" in Book I captures Keats's mythmaking 

at work. Probably having read of Pan in several sources, 

? 7 

Keats transmuted what he read into an organic whole. Pan 

is portrayed as the guardian of the processes of life: "the 

birth, life, death / Of unseen flowers in heavy peacefulness" 

(1.234-35). In imagery which foreshadows "To Autumn," Pan 

sits "through whole solemn hours" (1.238), thinking of his 

sadness in the loss of Syrinx. His is the knowledge of the 

"ripen'd fruitage" (1.253) of fig trees; he knows not only 

"the fresh budding year" but "All its completions" (1.259-60) 

as well. Keats, aware of process in the world and unable to 

arrest the quickly fading beauty of earth, "tended to resolve 

the large, unanswerable perplexities that afflict us all by 
7 o 

constructing myths of process."" Pan symbolizes Experience 

.when he is addressed as "Dread opener of the mysterious doors / 

Leading to universal knowledge" (1.288-89). Universal knowl-

edge would, of course, reveal answers to perplexing questions 

and would involve one in the move from one chamber of life 

to another. Pan can be "the leaven, / That spreading in this 

dull and clodded earth / Gives it a touch ethereal-~a new birth" 

(1.296-98). The human being moves toward knowledge only 
I 

^ See particularly Finney, I, 256-57. 

2 8 
David Perkins, The Quest for Permanence (Cambridge, 

1959), p. 197. 
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through Experience. Endymion must link himself with others, 

stepping out of the world of dreams, in order to learn what 

Pan is able to offer. The Hymn shows a "haunting, charac-

teristically Keatsian, juxtaposition of joy and melancholy"^ 

that is a part of life. Pan observes and acknowledges the 

joy of the worshippers around him; he knows too the sorrow 

of losing Syrinx. 

The Freudian concept of sleep as an agent in the creative 

process, discussed previously in relation to Sleep and Poetry, 

is an organic part of Endymion. Each book refers in some 

way to sleep and dream. In fact, one critic finds the main 

significance of the poem in what it reveals about composition, 

"its essential form and quality" arising "not from the trance 

in Nature nor the waking reverie, but from the shape and 

7 A 

texture of the dream." The apostrophe to sleep in Book I 

characterizes sleep as the universal renovator and the 

great key 
To golden palaces, strange minstrelsy, 
. . . aye, to all the mazy world of silvery enchantment! 

(1.456-61) 

Here is a strong emphasis on the idea of sleep's "poppy 

coronet" from Sleep and Poetry. Keats is again ascribing to 

29 e. c . Pettet, On The Poetry of Keats (Cambridge, 1957), 
p. 151. 

Caldwell, p. 95. 
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sleep the agency for his artistic powers. Endymion, giving 

Peona an explanation for his recent behavior, mentions 

Morpheus, poppies, and sleep accompanied by a dream-vision. 

Here, as in other books, Endymion's union with his moon 

goddess takes place first in a vision. 

Again in Book II, sleep gives Endymion the "power to 

dream deliciously" (11.708). Although this section of the 

poem has some of its least satisfactory lines, there is a 

hint of "a theme to which he was to return . . .: the nature 

of true and false dreaming." Book II shows the kind of 

dreaming Keats later would repudiate, of nymphs and naked 

waists and slippery blisses, the elements of romantic fantasy, 

In youth Keats might desire these experiences to be his 

"Adam's dream," but he would not find them satisfactory as 

he moved from the world of romance to reality. However, at 

this point in the poem, the dream has been so physically 

satisfying that perhaps Keats, like his hero, was "Loth . . . 

to move / From the imprinted couch" (11.870-71). 

Books III and IV particularly reveal Keats's feeling 

"that sleep and poetry are boon comrades, that Psyche keeps 

busy at her loom even while waking consciousness lies prone, 

^1 
Mario D'Avanzo, "Keats's and Vergil's Underworlds: 

Source and Meaning in Book II of 'Endymion,'" KSJ, 16 
(1967), 70. 
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and that her weaving is often purposive for the creation or 

32 

the deeper comprehension of beauty." During Endymion's 

experience in Neptune's palace, he sleeps when his imagination 

gives "a dizzier pain" (III.1009) than he can stand. He is 

united with his moon goddess in Book IV (as he was in Book I) 

by means of a dream, while the Indian Maid actually sleeps by 

his side. Awaking from his dream, he cries, "'Is there naught 

for me / Upon the bourne of bliss, but misery?'" (IV.460-61). 

These lines express a theme to be echoed in Keats's letters 

within the next few months. 

The following passage from Endymion reflects some of 

Keats's concerns and themes during the period under consid-

33 
eration: 

Wherein lies happiness? In that which becks 
Our ready minds to fellox^ship divine, 
A fellowship with essence; till we shine, 
Full alchemiz'd, and free of space. Behold 
The clear religion of heaven! Fold 
A rose leaf round thy finger's taperness, 
And soothe thy lips: hist, when the airy stress 
Of music's kiss impregnates the free winds, 
And with a sympathetic touch unbinds 
Aeolian magic from their lucid wombs-: 
Then old songs waken from enclouded tombs; 

Feel we these things?--that moment have we stept 
Into a sort of oneness, and our state 

3 2 Caldwell, pp. 114-15. 

33 
For varying interpretations of the passage, see the 

sources listed in note 26 above. 
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Is like a floating spirit's. But there are 
Richer entanglements, enthralments far 
More self-destroying, leading, by degrees, 
To the chief intensity: the crown of these 
Is made of love and friendship, and sits high 
Upon the forehead of humanity. 

. . . but at the tip-top, 
There hangs by unseen film, an orbed frop 
Of light, and that is love: its influence, 
Thrown in our eyes, genders a novel sense, 
At which we start and fret; till in the end, 
Melting into its radiance, we blend, 
Mingle, and so become a part of it, --
Nor with aught else can our souls interknit 
So wingedly: when we combine therewith, 
Life's self is nourish'd by its proper pith, 
And we are nurtured like a pelican brood. 

(1.777-815) 

One interpretation which seems sensible translates the word 

"essence" as "things of beauty to which the poet makes a 

34 

particular kinds of response." This suggestion would, accord 

with Keats's doctrine of Identity: A Poet is the most unpoet-

ical of any thing in existence; because he has no Identity--

he is continually in for--and filling some other Body--The 

Sun, the Moon, the Sea and Men and Women who are creatures 

of impusle are poetical and have about them an unchangeable 

attribute--the poet has none; no identity--he is certainly 

the most unpoetical of all of God's Creatures" (I, 387). 

The greatest happiness, then, would lie in union with those 
! 

Clarisse Godfrey, "Endymion," in John Keats: A 
Reassessment, ed. Kenneth Muir (Liverpool, 191T8)~, p. 23". 
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things which invite us to partake of them most fully and 

allow us to annihilate our individual selves. By "degrees" 

the poet perhaps means "levels of experiential intensity, not 
7 C 

prerequisites to be first achieved and then abandoned. . . 

"The clear religion of heaven" (781) consists of imagin-

ative processes not necessarily linked to experience. Thus 

the "Richer entanglements" (798) are those experiences which 

tie us to humanity. In fact, love, which Endymion calls the 

highest of goods, involves the union of pain, sorrow, and 

beauty. When man becomes a part of love, Keats suggests, 

he destroys his individual self and is "nurtured like a 

pelican brood" (815). The pelican mother in folklore gives 

life to the young by allowing them to thrust their beaks into 

her breast, sustaining them with her life's blood. Love then 

, nourishes by giving of itself, by destroying self and identity 

and merging with the object which is loved. In the creative 

process the union would be that of the object and the poet, 

the kind of union a "camelion Poet" would make in contrast to 

the poet of "the wordsworthian or egotistical sublime" (1,387). 

These ideas about love become a part of Keats's myth of the 

poet. In Endymion Keats is apparently satisfied with an 
I 

Evert, p. 122. 
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inexperienced view that love is the cause for blooming 

flowers, ripening fruit., and living creatures; but he has 

touched on ideas which will be developed fully later. 

Book II further emphasizes the theme of identity with 

humanity. The nymph who speaks to Endymion urges him to 

move on to another chamber of life: 

thou must wander far 
In other regions, past the scanty bar 
To mortal steps, before thou cans't be ta'en 
From every wasting sigh, from every pain, 
Into the gentle bosom of thy love. 

(11.123-27) 

Keats demonstrated in the following lines that Endymion is 

learning about life through the frustrations of trying to 

find his moon goddess: 

But this is human life: the war, the deeds, 
The disappointment, the anxiety, 
Imagination's struggles, far and nigh, 
All human; bearing in themselves this good, 
To make us feel existence, and to show 
How quiet death is. Where soil is men grow, 
Whether to weeds or flowers, but for me, 
There is no depth to strike in: . . . 

(II. 153-61) 

He must plunge into Experience; a voice from the cave tells 

him to descend. If Endymion1s descent can be compared to 

that of Aeneas, Keats is suggesting "that the true epic hero 

for his own time is the romantic poet plunging intrepidly 

into the labyrinthine grottoes of the earth in hope of' 
3 f) 

inspired, spontaneous vision." Endymion "has to go down 

36 D'Avanzo, "Keats's and Vergil's Underworlds," pp. 62-63. 
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in search of truth before he can go up in search of beauty 

and discover that they are in fact the same point. . . . The 

purpose of his quest is to strike these roots into expe-

,.37 
rience." 

Portions of Book II prepare the reader for Endymion's 

positive response to humanity in Book III. The book opens 

with Endymion pining for himself as he did in Book I. His 

thoughts are only for his own sorrows. In the Venus and 

Adonis section, in which he sees the lovers ultimately united 

in love after their separation, Endymion feels ready to sorrow 

for others. Thus, when he comes upon Alpheus and Arethusa, 

he is able to sympathize with their suffering. The Book ends 

with a prayer to Diana "to soothe, to assuage, / If thou art 

powerful, these lovers' pains" (11.1015-16). He does not yet 

participate in their pain, but he does look beyond his own 

sadness to see the unhappiness of others who would previously 

have been outside the bounds of his selfhood. 

The first instance of Endymion's genuine emotional 

involvement with others comes in Book III with the Glaucus 

episode: 

Lo! his heart gan warm 
With pity, for the grey-hair'd creature wept. 
Had he then wrong'd a heart where sorrow kept? 
Had he, though blindly contumelious, brought 

3 7 
Northrop Frye, A Study of English Romanticism (New 

York, 1968), p. 135. 



60 

Rheum to kind eyes, a sting to humane thought, 
Convulsion to a mouth of many years? 
He had in truth; and he was ripe for tears. 
The penitent shox\rer fell, as down he knelt 
Before that care-worn sage, 

(III.282-91) 

The mythmaking in this episode, culminating in the restoration 

to life of the sleeping lovers in Neptune's Hall, shows that 

"the subject-object experience, in which we are not free of 

space, can be surmounted by a relationship in which life 

confronts life, an alchemized sharing of essence between two 

equal p a r t n e r s . T h e letters provide evidence of this 
T Q 

"alchemized sharing" between Keats and his friends ; it 

becomes the basis of the humanizing of Apollo in Hyperion. In 

order to escape "dull mortality's harsh net" (III.907), the 

human being must recognize and participate in pain and suf-

fering, not simply observe or record. 

Endymion's ascent after his quest into the depths of the 

earth and sea takes place in sleep while he dreams of winning 

the hand of his immortal lady. During part of the ascent 

Endymion finds himself in the Cave of Quietude, which is both 

a "native hell" (IV.523) and a place of "sweet dreams, and 

health, and quiet breathing" (1.5). Thus it is addressed by 

the poet as "Happy gloom! / Dark Paradise!" (IV.537-38). 
"7 Q 

Harold Bloom, The Visionary Company (New York, 1961), 
p. 366. 

3Q 
See, for example, the letters to Bailey (22 Nov. 1817), 

1", 184; to George and Tom Keats (13 Jan. 1818), I, 295; and 
to Bailey (23 Jan.1818), I, 209-10. 
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This cave is one of paradoxes: 

Enter none 
Who strive therefore: on the sudden it is won. 
Just when the sufferer begins to burn, 
Then it is free to him; 

(IV.531-34) 

Here is a glimpse of a kind of Higher Innocence: it has to 

be won by both activity and surrender. For one "Who lives 

beyond earth's boundary, grief is dim, / Sorrow is but a 

shadow" (IV.619-21), but for Endymion, the return to earth 

"went nigh to kill" (IV.616) because "the return to common 

things, after this strange experience, is full of pain."4^ 

Endymion's quest seems to be at an end; when he is reconciled 

with himself, the reconciliation with the Indian Maid and the 

Moon Goddess occurs also. Endymion, a representative of the 

artist, has "touched the hell within experience, and is ready 

for a more organized innocence that may precede the vision of 

art. 

Thus there has been a change even in the early poems. 

Keats began by using highly traditional references to figures 

from mythology, but he also wrote lines which foreshadow some 

of the concerns evident in his more mature work. At the 

close of this early period, Keats was already committed to a 
I 

4 0 J. M. Murry, Keats (New York, 1955), p. 175. 

Bloom, Visionary Company, p. 368. 
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life of poetry and had driven himself to complete the task 

of writing four thousand lines of poetry. Within these lines 

the student finds ideas, lines, thoughts, and kinds of figures 

that are to recur throughout Keats's short career. 



CHAPTER III 

The Fruit of Experience: 

From Early 1818 Poems through "La Belle Dame Sans Merci" 

The activities of 1818 can be seen in retrospect as a 

preparation for the writing of Hyperion. The first three 

months were taken up with the struggle to revise Endymion for 

the press. Keats's maturity in understanding literature and 

life were being shaped by his attendance at Hazlitt's lectures 

and his realization that his brother Tom was seriously ill 

with the disease that had already taken his mother's life. 

His reflections centered increasingly on the nature of poetry 

and the poet (the Negative Capability letter had been written 

in December of 1817),while his understanding of human nature 

was broadening. During the summer he had the opportunity to 

make his Scottish tour ;̂ ith Charles Brown, which furnished 

him with material for descriptions used in Hyperion. 

In January of 1818 Keats wrote four poems related to his 

myth of the poet: "On Sitting Down to Read King Lear Once 

Again," "God of the Meridian," "When I Have Fears," and 

^ Walter Jackson Bate, John Keats (New York, 1966). See 
Chapter X, "Negative Capability," for"the definitive discussion 
of this term in relationship to Keats's work, pp. 233-63. 

63 
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"What the Thrush Said." Plunging into the reading of King 

Lear "appeared to demand the prologue of a Sonnet" (I, 214), 

and Keats produced the sonnet which arose from his own expe-

rience. He first bids farewell to "golden tongued Romance, 

with serene lute" because the land of romance is not as large 

a challenge as the opportunity of tasting "The bitter-sweet 

of this Shakespearian fruit," a suggestion of the joy-grief 

opposition which will appear further developed in Clymene's 

speech in Hyperion (II. 244ff.). In order to grow, the poet 

realizes that he will have to pass "through the old oak Forest," 

and his desire is that he not "wander in a barren dream" in-

stead of facing the reality of existence as his master Shake-

speare did. Instead, he asks for "new Phoenix wings" after 

he is "consumed in the fire" of experience. He wishes to go 

beyond experience into the kind of Re*-organized Innocence of 

which Blake spoke. 

"God of the Meridian" expresses Keats's growing desire 

to combine philosophy with his imaginative insight, to let 

one complement the other instead of trying to separate them 

in life or in poetry. His prayer is 

0 let me, let me share 
With the hot lyre and thee, 
The staid Philosophy. 
Temper my lonely hours 
And let me see thy bowers 
More unalarm'd! 

(20-25) 
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This tempering of his days would seem to give him the stabil-

ity to remain "in face of other woe / Than ours" ("Ode on a 

Grecian Urn," V) and speak to the human heart of all men. 

"What the Thrush Said" bears out a comment in Keats's 

January 1818 letter to George and Tom Keats: "I cannot bear 

to be uninterested or unemployed, I, who for so long a time, 

have been addicted to passiveness--Nothing is finer for the 

purposes of great productions, than a very gradual ripening 

of the intellectual powers" (I, 214). In February he wrote 

to Reynolds, "but let us open our leaves like a flower and 

be passive and receptive --budding patiently under the eye of 

Apollo and taking hints from every noble insect that favors 

us with a visit . . . I was led into these thoughts, my dear 

Reynolds, by the beauty of the morning operating on a sense 

of Idleness . . (I, 232). The phrase "0 fret not after 

knowledge" is repeated twice in the poem, almost as a kind 

of hint to Keats himself not to pursue actively the knowledge 

that he feels he needs. His song "comes native with the 

warmth" of natural response. He defends the kind of indo-

lence which is a necessary period of lying fallow for the 

poet as he prepares for his next task. Thus he says, "He 

who saddens / At thought of Idleness cannot be idle, / And 

he's awake who thinks himself asleep." Here in light form 

is the concern with vision and dream; Keats is suggesting 

that a kind of reverie can serve to bring poetic knowledge. 
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He justifies this kind of poetry in another February letter: 

I think Poetry should surprise by a fine excess 
and not by Singularity-- it should strike the 
Reader as a wording of his own highest thoughts, 
and appear almost a Remembrance--2nd Its touches 
of Beauty should never be half way therby [sic] 
making the reader breathless instead of content: 
the rise, the progress, the setting of imagery 
should like the Sun come natural too [sic] him 
and set soberly although in magnificence leaving 
him in the Luxury of twilight--but it is easier 
to think what Poetry should be than to write it--
and this leads me on to another axiom. That if 
Poetry comes not as naturally as the Leaves to a 
tree it had better not come at all. 

(I, 238-39) 

A letter to James Rice one day before he wrote the 

"Epistle to John Hamilton Reynolds" indicates what kinds of 

thought were going through is mind at the time: 

What a happy thing it would be if we could settle 
our thoughts, make our minds up on any matter in 
five Minutes and remain content-- that is to build 
a sort of mental Cottage of feelings quiet and 
pleasant--to have a sort of Philosophical Back 
Garden, and cheerful holiday-keeping front one - -
but Alas! this can never be: ^the^ for as the 
material Cottager knows there are such places as 
France and Italy and the Andes and the Burning 
Mountains--so the spiritual Cottager has knowledge 
of the terra semi incognita of things unearthly; 
and cannot for his Life, keep in the check rein. . . . 

(I, 254-55) 

The next day, March 25, 1818, comes the verse letter 

meant to cheer up his sick friend Reynolds, but Keats can 

not keep back the ideas that had been so much on his mind. 

In this poem he returns to the method of association which 

he had used in Sleep and Poetry, allowing his mind to range 

freely over anything that happens by. The first lines of 
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the poem are interesting in the light of his often expressed 

interest in dreams and reverie: 

There came before my eyes that wonted thread 
Of shapes, and shadows, and remembrances, 

That every other minute vex and please: 

Several periods of poetry and philosophy are put side by side 

in a satiric tone which Keats could not ordinarily sustain for 

very long.^ 

The second paragraph of the poem includes two lines which 

are echoed in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn": "The sacrifice goes 

on; the pontiff knife / Gleams in the Sun, the milk-white 

heifer lows" (20-21). However, in this poem Keats indicates 

that only those who refuse to see reality can think of nature 
3 

as peaceful and friendly. Only those who have never entered 

into Experience "escape these visitings" (13) in the shape of 

disjointed dreams. 

The last two sections of the Epistle move to quite seri-

ous matters, although Keats tries to banish the mood at the 

end of the poem. In the last section there is that tension 

which becomes characteristic of the later great poetry like 

the odes. Keats is aware of the beauty of nature, but he also 

sees the ugliness which lies always just beyond: 
2 Ibid., p. 308. 

3 
Claude Finney, The Evolution of Keats's Poetry (Cambridge, 

1936), I, 388-89. 
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but I saw 
Too far into the sea, where every maw 
The greater oil the less feeds evermore.--
But I saw too distinct into the core 
Of an eternal fierce destruction, 
And so from happiness I far was gone. 

(93-98) 

This scene is unredeemed experience; the poet looks at the 

materials of nature, but his imagination cannot give that 

shaping touch which makes it into an organic whole. The part 

stands out too clearly against the rest. 

There is also the echo of his letter to Rice just the 

day before: 

Things cannot to the will 
Be settled, but they tease us out of thought; 
Or is it that imagination brought 
Beyond its proper bound, yet still confin'd, 
Lost in a sort of Purgatory blind, 
Cannot refer to any standard law 
Of either earth or heaven? It is a flaw 
In happiness, to see beyond our -bourn, --
It forces us in summer skies to mourn, 
It spoils the singing of the Nightingale. 

(76-85) 

One feels the full import of these lines if he knows the later 

poems, especially the odes and "La Belle Dame Sans Merci." 

The knight in that poem is perhaps in a "sort of Purgatory 

blind," unable to use his imagination properly. The "flaw. 

in happiness" is the disillusionment that might come to the 

Romantic imagination which applies too literally what Blake 

said: "You never know what is enough unless you know what is 

4 
more than enough." Man must mourn when he is in the midst 

4 
William Blake, "The Marriage of Heaven and Hell," Plate 

9, 1. 7, in Blake: Complete Writings, ed. Geoffrey Keynes 
(London, 1969), p. 152. 
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of Experience because all he can know is that the summer skies 

will turn to winter, and the nightingale will cease his song. 

It is only later, when Keats had moved through the experiences 

of Tom's death, separation from his brothers, and the dis-

appointment of his love for Fanny Brawne, that he could write 

a poem like the "Ode to a Nightingale." 

During the period of March and April of 1818 Keats seems 

to have arrived at "a crisis in the evolution of his 

thought.""' He was trying to work out his beliefs about knowl-

edge, intuition, and imagination and feeling the pull of a 

desire to learn: 

I know nothing I have read nothing and I mean to 
follow Solomon's directions of 'get Wisdom--get 
understanding'--! find cavalier days are gone by. 
I find that I can have no enjoyment in the world but 
continual drinking of Knowledge--I find there is no 
worthy pursuit but the idea of doing some good for 
the world . . . --there is but one way for me--the 
road lies though [sic] application study and thought. 

(I, 271) 

The sonnet "To Homer," composed sometime during the 

January to April period, is a repository not only of Keats's 

ideas at this time but the thought that is to become evident 

in the composition of Hyperion. He speaks of himself as 

"Standing aloof in giant ignorance" in comparison with Homer, 

who, although blind, sharpened his imagination so that he was 

5 Finney, I, 390. 
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able to see into the nature of existence. There is a note of 

hope in the lines "Aye on the shores of darkness there is 

light, / . . . There is a budding morrow in midnight." 

The "Ode to May," included in a letter from Keats to 

Reynolds, is one of the few poems of this period to offer a 

kind of affirmation and a feeling that his life is progressing 

fairly well. Keats has just written that "an extensive knowl-

edge is needful to thinking people--it takes away the heat 

and fever; and helps, by widening speculation, to ease the 

Burden of the Mystery: a thing I begin to understand a little 

. . ." (I, 277). In this state of mind, Keats can feel that 

experience has been redeemed to the extent that he can see 

the interrelatedness of man's knowledge and his imagination; 

thus he can sing to Maia, content and "Rich in the simple 

worship of a day." But this kind of assurance does not last 

for long. 

The summer's walking tour with Brown produced two poems 

of interest in Keats's development, the sonnet "On Visiting 

the Tomb of Burns" and "Lines Written in the Highlands After 

a Visit to Burns's Country." The first indicates a return to 

a kind of pessimism: the poet sees Burns's tomb as though 

from a dream he dreamed long ago: 
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The short-liv'd, paly Summer is but won 
From Winter's ague, for one hour's gleam; 
Though sapphire-warm, their stars do never beam: 

All is cold Beauty; pain is never done; 
For who has mind to relish, Minos-wise, 

The Real of Beauty, free from that dead hue 
Sickly imagination and sick pride 

Cast wan upon it! 

He is not observing nature as an organic process here; rather, 

life and its cycles are seen as a kind of hopeless situation 

to live through; why appreciate summer when it will only dis-

appear quickly? There is no myth of process constructed here. 

Beauty is not warm but cold; imagination is not providing the 

warmth that it should. 

The second poem begins with the pleasant features of 

returning to the scene of something famous in the past, the 

romantic long ago and far away: "There is a joy in every spot 

made known by times of old, / New to „the feet, although each 

tale a hundred times be told" (5-6). Traveling to a spot 

hallowed by someone whom the person admires is even better 

than simply visiting a spot hallowed by time. In Burns's 

country, the poet says, "the soul's a child, in childhood is 

the brain; / Forgotten is the worldly heart--alone, it beats 

in vain" (23-24). The temptation is, of course, to remain' 

in such a spot where there is a kind of recovered Innocence, 

away from the fever and the fret and the pains of life. But 

the poet calls himself back to reality, much as the word 

"forlorn" calls him back in the "Ode to a Nightingale": 
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Scanty the hour and few the steps beyond the bourn of care, 
Beyond the sweet and bitter world--beyond it unaware 1 
Scanty the hour and few the steps, because a longer stay 
Would bar return, and make a man forget his mortal way: 
0 horrible! to lose the sight of \ v rell remember'd face, 
Of Brother's eyes, of Sister's brow--constant to every place; 
Filling the air, as on we move, with portraiture intense; 

No, no, that horror cannot be, for at the cable's length 
Man feels the gentle anchor pull and gladdens in its 

strength: 

(29-40) 

"It is," the reader recognizes with Wasserman, "man's bond 

with mankind that prevents him from lingering beyond the 

bourne of care."^ Perhaps the moments when man finds himself 

in a return to Innocence can never last; they are simply 

indications that the possibility of a return exists. Man is 

always man and needs to return to the experience of his common 

humanity in order to have meaning in his life. 

During the autumn preceding the composition of Hyperion, 

Keats was receiving the reviews of Endymion. His reactions 

expressed in a letter to Hessey indicate how far he had moved 

from his early vision of the poet as a creature of fame: 
Praise or blame has but a momentary effect on the 
man whose love of beauty in the abstract makes him 
a severe critic on his own Works. My own domestic 
criticism has given me pain without comparison beyond 
what Blackwood or the ^Edinburgh/"- Quarterly could 
possibly inflict, and also when I feel I am right, 
no external praise can give me such a glow as my own 
solitary reperception ratification of what is fine. 
. . .--The Genius of Poetry must work out its own' 
salvation in a man: It cannot be matured by law § 
precept, but by sensation § watchfulness in itself--
That which is creative must create itself--In Endymion, 

6 Earl Wasserman, The Finer Tone (Baltimore, 1953), p. 74. 



73 

I leaped headlong into the Sea, and thereby have 
become better acquainted with the Soundings, the 
quicksands, § the rocks, then if I had ^stayed"^ 
stayed upon the green shore, and piped a silly 
pipe, and t cok tea § comfortable advice.--I was 
never afraid of failure; for I would sooner fail 
than not be among the greatest . . . (I, 373-74). 

Keats, who had been considering the writing of Hyperion 

even during the composition of Endymion ("Thy lute-voic'd 

brother will I sing ere long" IV.774), wrote in the preface 

to Endymion: "I hope I have not in too late a day touched 

the beautiful mythology of Greece, and dulled its brightness: 

for I wish to try once more, before I bid it farewell" (p.54). 

His only extended comment in the letters, besides comments 

about going on with the writing, does not really reveal much 

about the poem as it stands: 

--when that Poem is done there will be a wide range 
for you--in Endymion I think you may have many bits 
of the sentimental cast--the nature of Hyperion will 
lead me to treat it in a more naked and grecian 
Manner--and the march of passion and endeavour will 
be undeviating--and one great contrast between them 
will be--that the Hero of the written tale being 
mortal is led on, like Buonaparte, by circumstance; 
whereas the Apollo in Hyperion being a fore-seeing 
God will shape his actions like one (I, 207). 

Neither of the comments is indicative of the maturing change 

in Keats's approach to myth. The Preface implies that myth 

is attractive only because of its surface beauty. However, 

the comment in the letter embodies one important comparison 
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between Endymion and Hyperion: Endymion remains essentially 

passive throughout the poem, while Hyperion and Apollo as his 

successor, to some extent, are active in guiding their own 

fates. 

Hyperion has been called "the climax of Keats?s progres-

sive efforts to re-create and to reanimate the life of ancient 

Greece, the Greece of the gods, the demi-gods, and the he-

roes."^ Yet in actuality the poem is not concerned directly 

with the country or the people of Greece. Keats chooses Greek 

myth as the vehicle for his poem for a different purpose: to 

portray "the transition from a world of innocence or joy or 
O 

both to a world of tragic suffering."0 Keats could have known 

the story of the Titans' overthrow by the Olympians from a 

number of sources.^ But "like medieval and Elizabethan poets, 

. . . [he] altered mythology freely, and he welcomed post-

classical accretions that old stories had gathered in passing 
1 0 

through many hands." All of the Titans whome Keats names 
11 

in the poem are listed by at least one source. In Chalmer's 

English Poets, for example, the poet could have discovered 

12 

the narrative of the genesis of the gods given by Hesiod. 

^ Finney, II, 494. 
O 

Brian Wilkie, Romantic Poets and Epic Tradition (Madison 
and Milwaukee, 1965), pT 165. 

^ For a summary of sources, see Finney, II, 4 94-503. 

Douglas Bush, Mythology and the Romantic Tradition in 
English Poetry (1937; rpt. New Yor¥7 1963) , p. 118. 

Finney, II, 498. 

Ibid. 
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Each generation of gods, says Hesiod, was overtaken by its 

13 

offspring. Keats does accept the idea of the evolution 

of the gods in his poem, which at the very least can be said 

to stand for "development, growth; for passing from a lower 

to a higher order; for belief that necessity for such pro-

gressive change is inherent in the order of the universe." 1 4 

However, Keats's interpretation of the myth is "independent . . . 

both in construction and conception of any one original."1"' 

His sources would have made him aware of the oversimplified 

belief that the Greeks did not accept the idea of an upward 

progression in the universe, but believed rather that change 

usually tended to be for the worse. Yet "the myth of a steady 

decline from the golden age is not for K e a t s . H e shows, 

instead, the next generation of gods, represented by Apollo, 

as more beautiful and better than the Titans whom they were 

to replace. 

In May of 1818, before the composition of Hyperion, Keats 

had written the "Mansion of Many Apartments" letter (I, 280-81). 

and this grappling with the manifestations of Innocence 

13 
Hesiod, The Works and Days, Theogony, and The Shield 

of Herakles, trans. Richmond Lattimore (Ann A'rbor, 195 9j^ 
pp. 130ff. 

^ Margaret Sherwood, Undercurrents of Influence in English 
Romantic Poetry (Cambridge, 1934) , p. 24T. 

15 
E. De Selincourt, ed., The Poems of John Keats, by 

John Keats (1905; rpt. London, 1961), p. 486." 
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and Experience runs throughout the letters and is part of the 

major poetry. Even as the idea is anticipated in the early 

Sleep and Poetry, it is reiterated in the more mature Hyperion. 

At the beginning of Book I, the Titans, in traditional 

theological terms, have already suffered the fall of man; they 

have lost their primal Innocence along with their power and 

might. However, they do not understand why they were re-

moved from their paradise or why they are to be supplanted by 

another generation of gods. These Titans have fallen into 

suffering, but they have not yet moved through the experi-

ence to the wisdom that can come from suffering. 

Saturn, prostrate on the earth, has slept since his fall, 

in a retreat to the womb of sleep. Here sleep is not creative; 

it is an attempt to escape reality. Saturn has no dreams or 

trances which give him knowledge, a state which separates his 

sleep profoundly from the sleep of the early poems. He is 

"'buried from all godlike exercise / 'Of influence benign on 

planets pale'" (1.107-08). The calm state of the Titans is 

a change from traditional stories. In Hesiod, for example, 

Saturn is savage and brutal, hated by his children, whose 

1 7 
birth he tried to prevent. Hungerford believes that Keats 

*1 O 

changed the "artful, revengeful, and cruel" Saturn to a 

1 7 Hesiod, p. 132, 11. 156-58. 

E. B. Hungerford, Shores of Darkness (1941; rpt. New 
York, 1963), p. 154. 
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king "fit to be the ruler of a Golden Age," giving him the 

characterization of later Latin poets when he reigned in 

Latium. If, as most students of the work seem to agree, "the 
2 0 

deepest that Keats knew about human nature and its destiny" 

suffuses the poem, Keats must have seen "some fatal defect 
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. . . in this benign existence" which would explain why 

the Titans must be replaced. The whole of the poem is in a 

sense the answer to Saturn's "Why?" in Book I. Saturn's 

sorrow has not given him wisdom; he is concerned for himself 

and his own identity: 

I am gone 
'Away from my own bosom: I have left 
'My strong identity, my real self, 
'Somewhere between the throne, and where I sit 
'Here on this spot of earth.'1 

(1.112-16) 

The fallen Titans "possess identities" which they do not want 

to lose. Saturn desires a return to his previous state, where 

there will be "'Beautiful things made new, for the surprise / 

Of the Sky-children.'" (1.132-33). His only passion is a 

concern for his lost power: 
But cannot I create? 

Cannot I form? Cannot I fashion forth 
Another world, another universe, 
To overbear and crumble this to naught? 

(1.141-44) 

Ibid. 

^ Sherwood, p. 248. 

James Caldwell, "The Meaning of Hyperion," PMLA, 51 
(1936), 1093. 
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He is here almost like a child, demanding the comfort and 

security of customary privilege. The "benign existence" 

itself of Saturn and his Titans might be regarded as some-

thing of a flaw; those who actively participate in experience 

cannot remain calm forever. Those who are unable to pass the 

constricting limits of their own selfhood are doomed to re-

main children. The implication is "that human beings can 

chose . . . whether they shall be perennial children or grow 

2 3 
to responsible awareness of reality." 

Saturn is seen through Thea's eyes: 

There she saw the direst strife; the supreme God 
At war with all the frailty of grief, 
Of rage, of fear, anxiety, revenge, 
Remorse, spleen, hope, but most of all despair. 
Against these plagues he strove in vain; for Fate 
Had pour'd a mortal oil upon his head, 
A disanointing poison: 

(11.92-98) 

Thus we see that the "wretchedly limited creature undeified 

24 
deity becomes is simply what mortal man has alivays been." 

These human passions are directed toward himself; Saturn's 

25 
emotions become "the very evidences of ruin and decay" 

2 2 
Kenneth Muir, "The Meaning of 'Hyperion,'" in Kenneth 

Muir, ed., John Keats: A Reassessment (Liverpool, 1958), p. 107 
23 

Wilkie, p. 157. 

24 
Walter Evert, Aesthetic and Myth in the Poetry of Keats 

(Princeton, 1965), p. 230. 

2 5 Caldwell, p. 1095. 
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7 f\ 
rather than a means of "openness to understanding" which 

characterizes those who grow to maturity of humanity. Instead, 

Saturn insists that he can find no reason why "'The first-born 

of all shap'd and palpable Gods, / Should cower beneath what, 

in comparison, / Is untremendous might'" (11.153-55). Saturn 

remains uncomprehending throughout the poem and does not 

learn through his fall "that the moment of losing is the 

moment of finding, that we plunge into the garden through the 
7 7 

fire.""' He retains a quite human selfishness instead of 

opening himself to the needs of others, unredeemed from his 

fall. 

One distinctive mark of Keats's adaptation of myth is his 

humanizing of the gods. Although Hungerford has said "the 

Titans of the poem do not exist at all as c h a r a c t e r s , " ^ 

several of the gods do come to life. Saturn's humanity has 

already been noted. Thea, although she is gigantic and 

immortal, is described as having human pain: "One hand she 

press'd upon that aching spot / Where beats the human heart, 

as if just there, / Though an immortal, she felt cruel pain" 

(11.42-44). Certainly the Titans can be interpreted sym-

bolically, but their symbolism emerges from their delineation 

as characters. 
9 fi 

Bernard Blackstone, The Lost Travellers: A Romantic 
Theme with Variations (London, 1962")~, p. TTT. 

2 7 Ibid., p. 285. 

Hungerford, p. 141. 
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Hyperion, as yet unfallen, is the only Titan who is por-

trayed as full of passion rather than calm. He enters the 

poem for the first time "full of wrath; / His flaming robes 

stream'd out beyond his heels" (1.213-14). However, his anger 

and sorrow, are, like Saturn's, for himself and the preser-

vation of his own innocent and happy state: 

'Saturn is fallen, am I too to fall? 
'Am I to leave this haven of my rest, 
'This cradle of my glory, this soft clime, 
'This calm luxuriance of blissful light, 
'These crystalline pavilions, and pure fanes, 
'Of all my lucent empire? 

(1.234-39) 

The imagery of light suggests his unfallen state. He is still 

the "Son of the morning" and lacks that "perception of chaos 

2 9 

which remakes order." For him, sleep, instead of being a 

restful or creative state, becomes a time to pace his halls 

and frighten their occupants. Processes are distorted for 

him; he is "unsecure" (1.168), cannot sleep, and tastes 

"Savour of poisonous brass and metal sick" (1.188) instead 

of the pleasant food of the gods. He sees as Keats's letter 

confirms, that "many, doors are set open--but all dark--all 

leading to dark passages" (I, 281), but he has not yet entered 

into the passageways. 

29 
Norman Talbot, The Major Poems of John Keats (Sydney, 

1968), p. 32. 



81 

Hyperion, like Endymion, must ultimately descend to his 

fallen comrades: 

Like to a diver in the pearly seas, 
Forward he stoop'd over the airy shore, 
And plung'd all noiseless into the deep night. 

(1.355-57) 

He joins the other Titans, viewing "The misery his brilliance 

had betray'd / To the most hateful seeing of itself" (11.369-70) 

It is only the "deep acceptance of all experience and a full 

entry into it [which] will lead to the climax of egocentric 

3 0 

realization." Because they remain basically defiant, the 

Titans lack this "deep acceptance." Thus Hyperion becomes 

"more the antagonist of Apollo than the protagonist of the 

epic."31- While the Titans "gain in our sympathetic self-

identification [,they] yet become less in truth and beauty, 

for they move toward the organic paradox of human existence. 

They remain separate in their woe, linked only by indignant 

wrath at the idea of replacement by others. Apollo, whose 

task it is to become fully human in order to become a god, 

must have more than the Titans' awareness of separation from 

a natural state. Becoming human involves, as Endymion had 

to find, a coming to terms with the humanity of oneself and 

others: "a man should have the fine point of his soul taken 

off to become fit for this world . . ." (I, 188). 
30 . . 

Patricia Ball, The Central Self: A Study in Romantic 
and Victorian Imagination XLondon, 1968)7 p^ IT. 

Hungerford, p. 152. 
? ? 

Harold Bloom, The Visionary Company (New York, 1961), 
p. 385. 
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33 

Oceanus, "a kind of inchoate poet," is the only fallen 

god who professes any understanding of their state. In the 

character of Oceanus Keats reproduces a spirit "akin to that 

of their first inception, some of the nature gods of the 

ancient world""^ and that of Wordsworth's Excursion, Book IV. ^ 

He arises from the sea, coming from "cogitation in his watery 

shades" (11.169) and speaking "In murmurs, which his first 

endeavoring tongue / Caught infant-like from the far-foamed 

sands" (11.171-72). Here is the early god, primitive, only 

learning to speak, yet representing contemporary ideas about 

change. His explanation is that "'We fall by course of Na-

ture's law, not force / Of thunder, or of Jove'" (11.181-82). 

Later in the same speech there are lines in which many have 

found the central theme of Hyperion: 

'As Heaven and Earth are fairer, fairer far 
'Than Chaos and blank Darkness, though once chiefs; 
'And as we show beyond that Heaven and Earth 
'In form and shape compact and beautiful, 
'In will and action free, companionship, 
'And thousand other signs of purer life; 
'So on our heels a fresh perfection treads, 
'A power more strong in beauty, born of us 
'And fated to excel us, as we pass 
*z T 

Newell Ford, The Prefigurative Imagination of John 
Keats (Stanford, 1951) , "p. 123. 

^ Sherwood, p. 208. 

35 
William Wordsworth, The Excursion, Book IV, in Poetical 

Works, ed. E. De Selineourt~XNew York\ T966), pp. 634ff. 
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'In glory that old Darkness: nor are we 
'Thereby more conquer'd, than by us the rule 
'Of shapeless Chaos. Say, doth the dull soil 
'Quarrel with the proud forests it hath fed, 
'And feedeth still, more comely than itself? 
'Can it deny the chiefdom of green groves? 
'Or shall the tree be envious of the dove 
'Because it cooeth, and hath snowy wings 
'To wander wherewithal and find its joys? 
'We are such forest-trees, and our fair boughs 
'Have bred forth, not pale solitary doves, 
'But eagles golden-feather'd, who do tower 
'Above us in their beauty, and must reign 
'In right thereof; for 'tis the eternal law 
'That first in beauty should be first in might: 

(11.206-29) 

For Oceanus, recognition of the truth is balm enough for the 

woes of the Titans. One glimpse of the young beauty of 

Poseidon, "'With such a glow of beauty in his eyes'" (11.237) 
<7 r 

reconciles Oceanus to his fall. The doctrine of change 

has been modified: "Keats was no 'Godwin perfectibility Man,' 

and in Hyperion his faith in progress was put in a way pecu-
37 

liarly his own." His mythopoeia "passes from an outer to an 

inner interpretation, [and] gives it spiritual significance. 

. . ."38 Oceanus "protests against that selfish despotism 
which would cling to its prerogatives and .deny the significance 

39 

of change." Perhaps Oceanus is an illustration of Keats's 

This is probably only a temporary answer. Keats would 
not have been satisfied by a traditional answer that things 
are simply as they are and must be accepted. 

Bush, Romantic Tradition, p. 121. 

Sherwood, p. 260. 

39 
Martha Hale Shackford, "Hyperion," Studies in Philology, 

22 (1925), 57. 
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idea that "a mighty providence subdues the mightiest Minds 

to the service of the time being, whether it be in human 

knowledge or Religion . . ( I , 282). Oceanus feels that 

anyone who grasps truth will be convinced by it that changes 

are for the best. 

Clymene, whose only "knowledge is that joy is gone" 

(11.253), is the first to hear Apollo. His music has made 

her "sick / Of joy and grief at once" (11.288-89). This 

perception of opposites is a prerequisite for growth, but 

Clymene is not ready to move beyond her present state. She 

feels the pain of loss without comprehending its significance. 

Enceladus, too, is only able to rage with "supreme contempt" 

(11.308). He recognizes a lost Innocence: 

'Much pain have I for more than loss of realms; 
'The days of peace and slumberous calm are fled; 
'Those days, all innocent of scathing war, 

'That was before our brows were taught to frown, 
'Before our lips knew else but solemn sounds;' 

(11.334-40) 

Book III centers on the young Apollo, who is to succeed 

Hyperion at his fall. His characterization stresses a con-

stant theme in Keats's poetry: " . . . the love of beauty, like 

other passions, cannot exist fruitfully in isolation[;] it can 

only fulfill itself through participation in the actual con-

ditions of human life."^® Apollo must learn "that the 

40 Graham Hough, The Romantic Poets (London, 1953), p. 165. 
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supreme beauty comes from willingness to let go."4"*" He, like 

Endymion, is sad: "He listened, and he wept, and his bright 

tears / Went trickling down the golden bow he held" (111.42-43). 

Mnemosyne, that "personification of the vision and understand-

ing of human history, and a mirror of the inescapable suffering 

inherent in historical change and in the human condition it-

self, says, "Is't not strange / That thou shouldst weep, so 

gifted?" (111.67-68). Seemingly, his power and his gifts 

should make him happy rather than sad. He, like the Titans, 

has tried to understand his sadness: 

'I strive to search wherefore I am so sad, 
'Until a melancholy numbs my limbs; 
'And then upon the grass I sit, and moan, 
'Like one who once had wings.--0 why should I 
'Feel curs'd and tlwarted, when the liegeless air 
'Yields to my step aspirant? why should I 
'Spurn the green turf as hateful to my feet?' 

(III.88-93) 

Here is a distinctive difference between him and his pre-

decessors: he has power, and yet he feels the need for some-

thing beyond might. He "is filled with the desire for 

knowledge of life and new experience." ^3 Significantly, his 

sadness is not for himself but for his state of "fearless 

yet . . . aching ignorance" (III.107). He knows that he lacks 

^ Sherwood, p. 262. 

4 ̂  Muir, p. 108. 

4 3 Wilkie, p. 177. 
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the necessary knowledge to become a god (he does not know 

that Mnemosyne will provide him with this knowledge); power 

is simply not sufficient, nor is beauty by itself. Apollo 

searches immediately beyond his own circumstances: "Are 

there not other regions than this isle? / What are the stars? 

There is the sun, the sun!" (III.96-97). Toward the end of 

Book III he says "'Knowledge enormous makes a God of me'" 

(III.113). He knows his immortality will come only when 

'Names, deeds, grey legends, dire events, rebellions, 
'Majesties sovran voices, agonies, 
'Creations and destroyings, all at once 
'Pour into the wide hollows of my brain, 
'And deify me, as if some blithe wine 
'Or bright elixir peerless I had drunk, 
'And so become immortal.' 

(III.115-21) 

The "bright elixir" is that knowledge of both joy and suffer-

ing, the suffering that is wisdom; it-is this kind of knowl-

edge which can transform Apollo into the god worthy of 

succeeding the Titans. His characterization suggests the 

eternal poet, who is able to experience and interpret the 

condition of mankind. Thus he has power of a different kind: 

. . Apollo has no identity. He possesses to a supreme 

degree the negative capability that Keats had laid down as 
t 44 
the prime essential of a poet." As with Milton, "self-

knowledge 'justifies' the World of Pains, the Earthly City 

in which the knowledge of evil, the f elix culpa, defines the 

4 4 Muir, p. 107. 
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soul. In their separate mythologies, that city was founded 

in the dark moment when Adam tasted the fruit of the tree, 

and in the agonized instant when Apollo had his apotheotic 

vision of evil."^ Hyperion thus becomes the first poem in 

which Keats works through the idea of a fall from Innocence, 

a moving through Experience, and an emergence in a state 

beyond the two. Here are found "the universal, the race 

experience, and the adjustment of the individual to the 

whole order of being. 

While he was experiencing difficulties with the composition 

Hyperion, "tortured with renewed life" (Endyroion 1.919), 

Keats felt the need to work in a different vein. He had 

discovered that often he could stimulate his creativity by 

47 

turning to something else. A letter to his brother illus-

trates this turning to another kind of writing: "These ["Fancy" 

and "Bards of Passion"] are specimens of a sort of rondeau 

which I think I shall become partial to--because you have one 

idea amplified with greater ease and more delight and freedom 

than in the sonnet--"(II,26). The two poems he mentions 

illustrate some rather serious thoughts in a carefree way. 

One, "Fancy," touches on the life cycle of nature--birth, 

4 S 
John D. Rosenberg, "Keats and Milton: The Paradox of 

Rejection," KSJ, 6 (1957), 95. 

^ Sherwood, p. 262. 

47 See Bate, p. 435; and Ward, pp. 232-33. 
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maturity, and death--noted by Keats as early as the "Hymn to 

Pan" in Endymion. In the later poem Keats invokes the aid of 

Fancy as the only means to escape mortality's limitations. 

All life consists of change, and there is no way to arrest it: 

Summer's joys are spoilt by use, 
And the enjoying of the Spring 
Fades as does its blossoming; 
Autumn's red-lipp'd fruitage too, 
Blushing through the mist and dew, 
Cloys with tasting: What do then? 

(10-15) 

It is the Fancy which can skirt over and through and around 

real experience and escape "dull mortality's harsh net" 

(Endymion III.907). Of course, in a poem like "Fancy," Keats 

does not dwell on the serious implications of the questions 

asked. The statement that 

Every thing is spoilt by use: 
Where's the cheek that doth not fade 
Too much gaz'd at? 

(68-70) 

is balanced by mention of the light pleasures that Fancy can 

retrieve: "Let, then, winged Fancy find / Thee a mistress to 

thy mind" (78-80). Imagination alone is capable of offering 

balm for the human heart's distress in the knowledge that 
& R 

"Every thing is spoilt by use." 

( A second poem written in December, "Bards of Passion and 

of Mirth," echoes somewhat the easy meter and light tone of 

"Fancy." The theme of the poem, however, is also basically 

48 . 
Bate, p. 436. Finney (II, 492) insists on a distinction 

here between Imagination and Fancy. 
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serious, reflecting Keats's concern with the role of the 

poet in the symbolic substructure of the meaning of Innocence 

and Experience. The poet can be "double lived" (4) because 

he is able to sustain, as man ordinarily is not, his expe-

ditions into the realm of Higher Innocence. Any poet who can 

"sooth the cares, and lift the thoughts of man" (Sleep and 

Poetry, 247) must of necessity have left his Innocence and 

willingly have entered into Blake's "desolate market." Then 

when he has penetrated the mysteries of life through his 

understanding, the poet can participate in "The clear religion 

of heaven" (Endymion 11.781). Through the "double immortality 

of Poets" (Letters, II, 25), he can leave one soul in Elysium 

and return to earth through his poems. In essence the poet 

can have the best of both worlds, living in both at the same 

time. He is able to help man because he can look upon him, 

perhaps, sub specie aeternitatis: 

Here, your earth-born souls still speak 
To mortals, of their little week; 
Of their sorrows and delights; 
Of their passions and their spites; 
Of their glory and their shame; 
What doth strengthen and what maim. 
Thus ye teach us, every day, 
Wisdom, though fled far away. 

(29-36) 
I 

Even in his lighter moods, Keats is never far from the central 

concern of all his major poetry. 
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During this time in his career, Keats was unhappy with 

the popular "romantic" literature of his day; although Hunt 

was still his friend, Keats could write to George and 

Georgiana: "Hunt does one harm by making fine things petty 

and beautiful things hateful--Through him I am indifferent 

to Mozart, I care not for white Busts--and many a glorious 

thing when associated with him becomes a nothing--This dis-

torts one's mind--make[s] one's thoughts bizarre--perplexes 

one in the standard of Beauty"(II, 11). Verse romances in 

Keats's time were sickeningly sweet, and he knew that his own 

work in this form was likely to be influenced by them.^9 "The 

Eve of St. Agnes" is Keats's final attempt to write in the 

form of romance, unless, as Bate suggests, Lamia is considered 

50 

a negative romance. 

"The Eve of St. Agnes" has been called his "Epithalamion,"51 

"the only complete and perfect long poem"^ that he wrote, and 

"that unsurpassed example . . . of the pure charm of coloured 

and romantic narrative in English verse."53 Some critics, 

^ Bate, p. 440. 

5 0 Ibid. 
51 

Aileen Ward, John Keats (New York, 1967), p. 246. 

Finney, II, 540. 

5 3 Sir Sidney Colvin, Keats (New York, 1909), p. 158. 
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like John Middleton Murry, want to equate Fanny Brawne with 

Madeline and Keats with Porphyro.^ The poem, although its . 

romantic medieval setting and sensuous appeal seem to make it 

completely different from a poem like Hyperion, has still the 

theme of a growth to maturity and rejection of a dream-like 

world, both of which involve a move into Experience. Instead 

of writing about the poet here, Keats chooses instead two 

lovers, perhaps sharing with other Romantics the desire to 

55 

express the organic wholeness of life through human love. 

By the time he came to write "The Eve of St. Agnes," the 

realities of life had pressed themselves upon Keats: Tom had 

died in December of 1818, he had met Fanny Brawne, and he had 

lived through the unfavorable reviews of his first publication. 

A harsh critic of his own work, he had abandoned "Isabella," 

another romance, Woodhouse explains, because "he could not 

bear the former now. It appeared to him mawkish" (II, 162). 

Keats himself wrote of it: "There is too much inexperience of 

live [sic] and simplicity of knowledge in it — which might do 

very well after one's death — but not while one is alive. 

There are very few would look to the reality. . . . Isabella 

is what I should call were I a reviewer 'A weak-sided Poem' 

with an amusing sober-sadness about it . . ."(II, 174)., He 

^ John Middleton Murry, Keats and Shakespeare (London, 
1926), p. 109. 

^ R. A. Foakes, The Romantic Assertion (New Haven, 1958), 
p. 82. ~ 
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goes on in the same letter to say that he notes similar kinds 

of flaws in "The Eve of St. Agnes," but he does not repudiate 

the poem as he does "Isabella." 

A significant difference between "The Eve of St. Agnes" 

and other verse romances like "Calidore" and Endymion is the 

treatment of the love theme. According to Woodhouse (II, 163), 

through his revisions Keats left no doubt that the relation-

ship between Madeline and Porphyro is consummated in the poem. 

In the earlier poems there are mawkish love scenes, often with 

imaginary nymphs or maidens, and in the language of "slippery 

blisses." In this poem, however, the love between Madeline 

and Porphyro is a genuinely human love, which can only be 

understood in its reality when it includes the consummation. 

It is a denial of Keats's maturity of vision to refuse to 

grant the possibility that "The Eve of St. Agnes" can be read 

as more than a simple romance just as his other more obviously 

serious works are.*^ The insistent awareness throughout the 

poem that love is real, that death is always present, and 
r o 

that contrast is a major element of the poem should under-

line the possibility of a reading beyond the appreciation 

(which certainly must be granted) of its sensuousness of tex-

ture, imagery, and language. 

^ Wasserman, The Finer Tone, p. 101. 

^ Robert Gittings, John Keats (Boston, 1968), p. 280 
r o 

See, for example, R. H. Fogle, "A Reading of Keats 
'Eve of St. Agnes,'" College English, 6 (1945), 325-28. 
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One similarity to the earlier poems like "Calidore" and 

Endymion is the state of Innocence of a major character. 

Madeline is described as "a splendid angel, newly drest, / Save 

wings, for heaven . . .: / She knelt, so pure a thing, so free 

from mortal taint" (XXV). She is childishly trusting in those 

who give her advice; she is even "Hood-wink'd with faery 

fancy" (VIII), following carefully the instructions which 

insure her having a vision of her future husband on this par-

ticular evening of the year. She "dares not look behind, or 

all the charm is fled" (XXVI). Madeline is quite willing to 

believe that she can have her vision without abandoning her 

dream and without actually entering into Experience. Thus 

when the real Porphyro appears at her bedside, "pallid, chill, 

and drear" (XXXV), he is not what she.has envisioned. He may 

even be seen as life's frequently unexpected dangers.^ She 

must awake to Experience, in this case expressed in the form 

of a physical consummation of her innocent love for Porphyro. 

There is also in the poem, as in Endymion, The Fall of 

Hyperion, and the "Ode to a Nightingale" Keats's recurrent 

concern with dream, sleep and vision. Madeline's xvorld is a 

dream-world:^ "Pensive awhile she dreams awake" (XXVI); her 

^ Jack Stillinger, "The Hoodwinking of Madeline: Skep-
ticism in 'The Eve of St. Agnes,'" Studies in Philology, 58 
(1961), 547. 

^ Wasserman sees Madeline's vision as divine rather than 
human. 
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sleep is so sound that "It seem'd he never, never could 

redeem / From such a stedfast spell his lady's eyes" (XXXII). 

She is content with her dream, as Endymion was with his of 

Cynthia. Yet the dream cannot continue unabated forever. 

Throughout 1819 Keats is increasingly aware "that mortal man 

cannot escape his mortality, and that dreaming and the mental 

process it stands for, a too exclusive commitment to the 

visionary imagination, produce only unhappiness.Innocence 

must be left behind for Experience: " . . . a dream--like 

innocence--cannot be lived in the world without being violated; 

and yet, whatever is lost, actual happiness is impossible 

f\ *7 

without an awakening from dream to reality." 

There are several visions in the poem: Porphyro's of him-

self as "'a famish'd pilgrimsav'd by miracle'" (XXXCIII), 

Madeline's dream like "a midnight charm / Impossible to melt 

as iced stream" (XXXII), and her vision of herself as "a 

deceived thing;-- /"'a dove forlorn and lost with sick un-

pruned wing'" (XXXVII). But the visions must be translated 

into reality, and when they are, Madeline finds "There was a 

painful change, that nigh expell'd / The blisses of her dream 

so pure and deep" (XXXIV). She discovers at her side a real 

lover with his human limitations, and outside there is a storm 

arising and the morning coming. 

^ Jack Stillinger, "Introduction: Imagination and Reality 
in the Odes of -Keats" in Twentieth Century Interpretation of 
Keats' s Odes, ed. Jack Stillinger (Englewoocl Cliffs, T9C"8) , p.13, 

^ Bate, p. 446. 
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Madeline responds to Porphyro's entreaties to run away; 

she has entered into the real world and finds it beset with 

"sleeping dragons all around" (XL)} the obstacles that real 

life produces for those who leave the dream world. Both 

Madeline and Porphyro, however, must accept the consequences 

of their moving from the dream to the reality. The delib-

erate ambiguity of the end of the poem through its change of 

perspective and tense allows the reader to imagine for him-

self what the lovers do after they flee. It would be pleasant 

to think that they "lived happily ever after," but since they 

have accepted their mutual love as a human thing, the reader 

must assume that they are beset with human contradictions 

and suffering. It is impossible for mortal beings to know 

beauty except through the physical intensities experienced in 
r 7 

this world. ' The lovers have at least entered fully into 

the pain and suffering of human life. Readers may debate 

whether they have actually moved into the reorganization of 

innocence of which Blake speaks. Wasserman feels that they 
6 4 

have entered into their spiritual essences. Certainly 

there are implications that they have moved from a purely 

physical existence to one in which other needs are considered. 
I 

^ Wasserman, The Finer Tone, p. 104. 

6 4 Ibid., pp. 106-07 
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They have accepted the responsibilities for their new rela-

tionship, and this acceptance in itself implies going beyond 

mere physical consummation. By leaving the castle together, 

they indicate a willingness to spiritualize their relationship, 

but the reader cannot expect that they will abandon the phys-

ical world. The poet reminds the reader that "These lovers 

fled away into the storm" (XLII), not into a peaceful dream 

or vision or sleep, but into a reality full of the strife of 

human hearts. The deaths of Angela and the Beadsman suggest 

the rounding out of the human cycle of life and death. Made-

line and Porphyro are not removed from the agony and the 

strife, but their mutual love will perhaps furnish the means 

by which they will survive the experience of life. 

Following the writing of "The Eve of St. Agnes," Keats 

tried another poem in what he intended to be the same vein. "The 

Eve of St. Mark," however, remained unfinished and is generally 

regarded as less satisfactory than the first poem. Some have 

suggested that Keats did not finish the poem because of the 

parallels of the legend of St. Mark's Eve with his own life. A 

person would see those who were to die within the coming year, 

just as Madeline was to view her future husband on St. Agnes 

five. Those who feel that Keats abandoned the poem for this 

reason would feel that Keats would have been uncomfortable 

with the theme of death, surrounded as he had been by the 

earlier deaths of his parents and the recent death of his 
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brother Tom. Another reason is perhaps that Keats considered 

it unimportant in comparison with Hyperion, which he was 

thinking of recasting.^ Even though both the Eve poems have 

medieval settings and involve sensuous description and detail, 

the two poems are not entirely similar. "The Eve of St. 

Agnes" does, as mentioned previously, show the lovers entering 

into the storm of life. In the following poem, however, 

Bertha is restricted entirely to her dreams and imagination 

fostered by the story she is reading in an old book. It is 

the details of St. Mark's adventure that are important rather 

than the legend of viewing those who are to die within the 

6 6 

coming year on St. Mark's Eve. Bertha sits with "A curious 

volume, patch'd and torn" (25) whose cover designs have "taken 

captive her two eyes" (27). Her view is limited; she is 

inside an old room by the fire and can only see as "Far as 

the Bishop's garden-wall" (43) which keeps out the north wind. 

When she finally comes to the legend of St. Mark, it is the 

excitement of his life which interests her rather than the 

legend of the eve. St. Mark in the story has been "On land, 

^ Ward, p. 254. 

^ See Walter E. Houghton, "The Meaning of Keats's 'Eve 
of St. Mark,'" ELH, 13 (1946), 64-78 for a full explication 
of the poem as tHe "romantic contrast of the familiar and the 
strange" (p.7 8). 
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on sea, in pagan chains, / Rejoicing for his many pains" (91-

92). Here is the kind of experience which Bertha will never 

be allowed to share in her own plain life. 

Perhaps Keats, who had shown the encounter with life as a 

necessity in most of his poems, saw that Bertha would never 

get beyond her room. She would have to remain there, dis-

satisfied, with no way to escape. Thus there is no means for 

her to move into Experience, to try to compare her vision 

with life as it is or to see if her dream can become reality. 

Bertha is another dreamer in Keats's poetry who cannot sur-

vive the cold world of actuality. Madeline awakes enough 

from her dream to leave with Porphyro, even though she still 

sees "sleeping dragons." Bertha is dreaming while awake; the 

reasons are not given, but there is the feeling that no other 

possibility exists for her. As a woman in medieval times, 

she has her life fairly well planned for her. 

Thus the poem remains saturated with only typically 

"romantic" accoutrements instead of a more serious mythical 

substructure to support and enhance the narrative. The 

medieval setting, the mock-Chaucerian language, and the verse 

line were not serious enough material for Keats at this point 

in his career. Bertha is dissatisfied with her homely room, 

but the world she imagines outside does not really exist. 
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The reader wonders if she ever notices "The city streets . . . 

clean and fair / From wholesome drench of April rains" (4-5) 

or "The silent streets . . . crowded well / With staid and 

pious companies" (13-15). This kind of reality does not 

appeal to her. It has to be adventuresome and far away, and 

Keats knew that what is at hand must first be learned before 

one goes out into the "romantic" world of adventure. St. 

Mark, then, is abandoned abruptly for a number of reasons, 

and Keats moves on to poems more directly related to his myth 

of the poet. 

In the long February-April journal letter to George and 

Georgiana, Keats muses on subjects as varied as his love of 

good and the people with whom he comes in contact. He in-

cludes the sonnet "Why did I laugh tonight?" following dis-

cussions of his feelings about man and his position in the 

universe. He cannot bear at this time to be "surrounded 

with unpleasant human identities; who press upon one just 

enough to prevent one getting into a lazy position" (II, 77). 

He feels that "Neither Poetry, nor Ambition, nor Love have 

any alertness of countenance as they pass by me: they seem • 

rather like three figures on a greek vase--a Man and two women-

whom no one but myself could distinguish in their disguise-

ment. This is the only happiness; and is a rare instance of 
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advantage in the body overpowering the Mind" (II, 79). He 

realizes that "Circumstances are like Clouds continually 

gathering and bursting--While we are laughing the seed of 

some trouble is put into <Che^ wide arable land of events--

while we are laughing it sprouts is [sic] grows and suddenly 

bears a poison fruit which we must pluck--Even so we have 

leisure to reason on the misfortunes of our friends; our own 

f\ *7 

touch us too nearly for words" (II, 79). He wonders if 

man really has a purpose in his existence: "I see a Man 

hurrying along--to what? The Creature has a purpose and his 

eyes are bright with it" (II, 80). But somehow man overcomes 

his limitations: "Though a quarrel in the streets is a thing 

to be hated, the energies displayed in it are fine; the 

commonest Man shows a grace in his quarrel" (II, 80). 

Keats's comment immediately before the copy of the sonnet 

is "look over the two last pages and ask yourselves whether I 

have not that in me which will well bear the buffets of the 

6 7 
Note that these passages point toward phrasing in the 

odes. Gittings has pointed out in his The Odes of Keats and 
Their Earliest Knoxm Manuscripts (Ohio, 197C) that "to find 
the origins of any burst" of "poetic writing by Keats, it is 
usually necessary to go back a month or two in his letters 
and see the thought and the philosophy expressed there, 
allowing an intervening few days or weeks for it to crystallize 
into verse. This is dramatically illustrated by the summer 
odes" (p. 11). See also David Perkins, "Keats's Odes and 
Letters: Recurrent Diction and Imagery," KSJ, 2 (1953), 51-60. 
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world. . . . it will show you that it was written with no 

Agony but that of ignorance; with no thirst of any thing but 

knowledge when pushed to the point though the first steps to 

it were throug[h] my human passions --they went away, and I 

wrote with my Mind--and perhaps I must confess a little bit 

of my heart" (11,81). The sonnet returns to Keats's major 

theme, the turning of the poet to the human heart for his 

sustenance and knowledge. This night Keats, speaking as the 

poet, is in "mortal pain'.'; he must "question Heaven and Hell 

and Heart in vain"; yet there is a desire to laugh, much as 

people laugh at times when tears would seem to be appropriate. 

Heaven and Hell do not give the answers to his questions. 

Knowledge must come from his own experience. Perhaps he laughs 

because he knows "this Being's lease" and his fancy is then 

able to spread "to its utmost blisses." The line "Yet would I 

on this very midnight cease," foreshadows the later lines from 

"Ode to a Nightingale": "Now more than ever seems it rich to 

die, / To cease upon the midnight with no pain" (VI). He 

laughs because he can see Death as a part of experience and 

even say that "Death is Life's high meed," an echo of a 

general Romantic obsession with intensity of any kind of 

feeling. The poem suggests a reconciliation of life's diffi-

6 8 
culties with death, which will end ignorance. Death is 

Martin Halpern, "Keats and the 'Spirit That Laughest,"' 
KSJ, 15 (1966)-, 79. 
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69 

"the final intensity" * which will never change again. It is 

the "finer tone" (I, 185) that is repeated without change 

after death. It should be noted that in the sonnet Keats 

uses death as the last in a series of intensities: Verse, 

Fame, and Beauty--then Death. Knowledge may well lead to 

death, and the poet is ready at this minute to accept it. If 

sleep can be an agent of the imagination and death is like 

sleep, then there can be an eternity of imaginative experience 

at its highest pitch. The answer to the question posed in 

the first line, then, seems to be that he laughs as a result 

of his imaginative perception of death as the highest inten-

sity and the rounding out of the circle of life. 

Two poems written in April contain similar themes and 

imagery: death, paleness, and thralldom to a mysterious pow-

70 

er. Keats mentions in the same journal letter above that 

he has dreamed of Dante's fifth circle of Hell, in which 

Paola and Francesca float about. The imagery of the dream 

is pleasant: ". . . and in the midst of all this cold and 

darkness I was warm--even flowery tree tops sprung up and we 

rested on them sometimes with the lightness of a cloud till 

the wind blew us away again" (II, 91). In the sonnet based 
I 

69 Earl Wasserman, "Keats and Benjamin Bailey on the 
Imagination," MLN, 68 (1953), 365. 

E. C, Pettet, On the Poetry of Keats (Cambridge, 1957), 
p. 219. 
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on his dream, "A Dream, After Reading Dante's Episode of Paolo 

and Francesca," however, there is a scene of desolation: 

Pale were the sweet lips I saw, 
Pale were the lips I kiss'd, and fair the form 

I floated with, about that melancholy storm 

Here love is suggested as a power that does hold one in thrall, 

shutting out the power of active choice. The paleness of the 

lips has a parallel in Coleridge's Life-in-Death, suggesting 

a death in life rather than a healthy, life-giving love. Here 

is a kind of unredeemed experience which will remain the same 

forever. There is no chance that the lovers will leave this 

circle and move on to a Higher Innocence; their Innocence is 

gone, and Experience as hell is to be their eternal lot. 

The second poem in April, "La Belle Dame Sans Merci," is 

inserted in the letter without comment and is concluded with 

a whimsical discussion of why Keats chose four kisses ("be-

cause I wish to restrain the headlong impetuosity of my 

Muse" [11, 97] ). No further remarks are made about a poem that 
71 

has enticed critics since Keats's time. Most, like Colvin, 

call it a masterpiece but do not attempt extensive analysis. 

Finney says that the poem is "composed . . . in the magical 
7 2 

style which is the peculiar achievement of romantic genius" 

^ Colvin, p. 164. 

7 2 Finney, II, 597. 
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but remains satisfied with source-hunting rather than expli-

cation. One reason, perhaps, for generally favorable response 

73 

to the poem is that much of it seems archetypal. Generations 

of readers have been content with responding to the situation 

and the sound, which might be considered a "pure expression 
74 

of the deepest instincts of mortal nature." Keats has 

given the reader his sensitive comprehension of "the emotional 

7 S 

experience of the community" rather than simply his own 

psychological state. Consequently there is in the poem some-

thing that reaches out to humanity, even though Keats himself 

seems to have had little admiration for the poem.7^ 

Similarities between "La Belle Dame Sans Merci" and other 

poems by Keats are immediately noticeable. One parallel with 

other poems is the occurrence of a dream, which has been a 

concern since Sleep and Poetry. The characters are a mortal 

man and an immortal lady; these have appeared before in 

7 7 
Endymion. The imagery is often that of process, which has 

7^ Pettet, p. 214. 

Gittings, Keats, p. 304. 

7 ̂  
Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (London, 

1951), p. 8. 
7^ See Bernice Slote, "The Climate of Keats's 'La Belle 

Dame Sans Merci,'" MLQ, 21 (1960), 195-207, for an explanation 
that Keats thought of the poem only as a popular ballad imita-
tion. 

7 7 Bate, p. 479. 
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been noted in other poems and which finds its fullest expres-

sion in "To Autumn." There is also the parallel with other 

poems in the order of events: a feast, a sleep, and then a 

dream.^ 

In structure the first four stanzas are questions or com-

ments made by a narrator. The remainder of the poem consists 

of the knight's answers to the question, "0, what can ail thee, 

kniglit-at-arms / Alone and palely loitering?" (I). The knight 

then relates a tale of his encounter with "a lady in the meads" 

(IV) who feeds him and puts him to sleep, after which he dreams 

terrible dreams and then wakes up. What is there in the situ-

ation which calls forth an almost universal response on the 

part of readers? 

Here Keats's concern seems to be with two things: an un-

redeemed experience, based on a false luring into the world 

beyond and the danger of false dreaming, which he is to treat 

again in The Fall of Hyperion. 

Two items need to be noted at the beginning of the expli-

cation of the poem, the knight's appearance and the physical 

scene. A knight-at-arms may be assumed to be one who does 

battle with something. This one seems to have abandoned his 
l 

regular task, because he has met the lady in the meadows, 

ordinarily not the place one xvould expect to find a knight. 

7 8 Ward, p. 310, 
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He is alone; one usually expects a knight to be accompanied 

by at least a servant. He is "haggard and so woe-begone" 

(II), and the narrator sees that the knight is probably near 

death: there is a lily, suggesting the paleness of death, on 

his brow; he is fevered and perspiring; his cheeks are fast 

losing their natural color and substituting the paleness of 

oncoming death. The physical setting matches the knight's 

appearance. The birds are gone, the "sedge has wither'd 

from the lake" (I), "And the harvest's done" (II). Note here 

that the image of process, which usually suggests a cycle, 

instead implies the end of something rather than an organic 

whole. The knight does not expect any fulfillment from his 

life at this point, although the reader assumes that he did 

when he went with the lady to her "elfin grot" (VIII). He 

has lost his Innocence and finds it replaced by an agony and 

strife which have no meaning for him. His journey to what 

could have been heaven's bourne has left him without life 

when it could perhaps have offered the possibility of a second 

Innocence. 

Next there is the consideration of why he is in this state. 

The answer comes from his own lips as he gives his interpre-

tation of what actually happened to him. After their meeting, 

his instant love for the "faery's child" (IV) is consummated: 
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"She look'd at me as she did love, / And made street moan" 

(IV). From this point on the lady becomes his center of 

focus. Everything else in the world is shut out; his expe-

rience is constricted instead of embracing all of humanity. 

The food which he is given is not the food that satisfies 

the mortal nature of man. He can be sated itfith "roots of 

relish sweet, / And honey wild, and manna dew" (VII) only in 

the elfin world, which is not the real one. The knight thinks 

that the lady loves him, but her language is strange, and he 

may be mistaken in his interpretation. 

Up to this part of the poem, the knight has been, like 

Madeline, dreaming while awake, thinking he knows full well 

what he is about, and yet in reality he is allowing himself 

to be taken in by some outside power. This is the kind of 

false dreaming which Keats repudiates in The Fall of Hyperion. 

The knight's actual dream occurs when he is lulled to sleep 

7 9 

and sees visions of "betrayal and death." The kings and 

princes in the dream tell him that he is in thrall to a power 

beyond himself, that he has given up control over his own 

destiny. He has mistaken "a myth of spaceless, timeless 
O A 

realm of pleasure" for a penetration into higher mysteries. 

Consequently, his interpretation of Experience is a false one, 

and he is doomed to remain in his present state. He cannot 
7 9 Ibid., p. 273. 

^^ Wasserman, The Finer Tone, p. 72. 
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transcend the bounds of his mortality. The knight himself 

withdraws from the grot because his own dreams are limited to 

a desire for an eternity of passion rather than an acceptance 

of life as it is.^ 

Yjst perhaps this intrusion into the "elfin grot" could 

have taught the knight something. He was not, however, willing 

to accept the dream and the situation at its face value but 

wanted to drag it back into the mortal world with him. Yet 

his world will never be the same. The knight might well cry 

with Keats in his "Epistle to J.H. Reynolds, Esq.": 

0 that our dreamings all, of sleep or wake, 
Would all their colours from the sunset take: 
From something of material sublime, 
Rather than shadow our own soul's day-time 
In the dark void of night. For in the world 
We jostle, 

(67-72) . 

The knight's reason cannot help him to explain the experience; 

it was too powerful an imaginative journey to allow him to be 

satisfied with barrenness again. But he cannot stay in the 

"elfin grot" forever. Unlike Endymion, the knight will not 

try to unite his "faery's child" with a mortal woman. He has 

not seen that the two could possibly be the same. He is now 

"in a solitary hell" infinitely worse than his state of being 
O O 

at the poem's outset. 

8 1 Ibid., p. 74. 
o n 

Bloom, Visionary Company, p. 378. 
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Perhaps Keats is suggesting, as one possible meaning for 

this many-sided poem, that man's interpretation of his expe-

rience colors his life. If, like Goodman Brown, man envisions 

life as evil as a consequence of his dream-participation in 

the rites of evil, then his living will demonstrate that 

interpretation. Keats's knight-at-arms can no longer perform 

his function in the world. He, like Goodman Broxm, saw some-

thing in his dream that had made him unfit for this world. 

He remains alone, by a lake whose greenery is gone and by whose 

shores no birds .find their home. The natural world is barren 

for him. He is in the autumn of his years, seeing only the 

approaching of winter without the hope of spring. His dreams 

and visions have been falsely interpreted. 



CHAPTER IV 

The Mature Myth: 

From the Odes through The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream 

In the last great year of his productivity, Keats was to 

write not only the great odes ("Ode to Psyche," "Ode to a 

Nightingale," "Ode on a Grecian Urn," "Ode on Melancholy," 
* 

and "To Autumn") but Lamia and the fragmentary The Fall of 

Hyperion: A Dream, an attempt at recasting the original 

Hyperion. The February-April journal letter to the George 

Keatses, which preceded the writing of this poetry, culminated 

in the inclusion of the first of the odes, "To Psyche." It 

is important to remember that it is in this letter that the-

"vale of Soul-making" passage occurs (II, 102-04), that Keats 

had been speculating on the place of man in the universe, and 

that it is perhaps in this passage that he comes to a kind of 

acceptance or working through of problems which had plagued 

him throughout the short years of his maturity. He was 

trying to resolve the difficulties in discovering the nature 

of his own identity."'" The doctrine of the soul-making letter 

might be called, after Finney, the expression of Keats's 

Aileen Ward, John Keats (New York, 1967), p. 278. 
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2 

"empirical humanism." That is, he had come to accept the 

idea of the identity as created by the response of individual 

people to the "sensuous and emotional experience"^ which life 

presents. A belief in immortality would not be a necessary 

part of his thought but could well be an accepted one not 

expressed (although Keats was poignantly to wish on his death-

bed that he could at least have the solace of being able to 

accept the traditional answers to death'*) . Eve-n. his mature, 

self-provided answers to difficulties are firmly a part of 

his binding to the earth. To the end, Keats was to view all 

experience as it was related to human beings in their life on 

earth. 

After the journal letter mentioned above, no letters 

survive until May, after the completion of the odes. By the 

time his correspondence picks up again, the odes, with the 

exception of "To Autumn," had been written. These odes 

constitute a literary phenomenon which would be difficult to 
tr 

match with that of any other poet. 

Critics have often treated the odes as though they were 

written deliberately as a sequence, although Robert Glecknex 

points out the difficulties of such an approach if one examines 
2 
Claude Finney, The Evolution of Keats's Poetry (Cambridge, 

1936) , II, 581. 

^ Ibid., p. 603. 

^ Ward, p. 392. 

^ Walter J. Bate, John Keats (New York, 1966), p. 484. 
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all the evidence, including other poems written during this 

same period.^ H. W. Garrod, for example, in 1926 wrote that 

the odes were "a sequence . . . not of time but of mood."^ 

A more recent critic has suggested that these poems "are not 

only products of what Keats himself called 'Negative Capability,' 

but taken together are a uniquely full account of what it is 

like and how it develops."** 

It is not necessary to treat the odes as a sequence, but 

certainly there are basic themes that tie them one to another. 

Bate, for example, sees only "To Psyche" as not illustrating 

a meditation on "process, and either the acceptance of it, or 

the hope to escape from it, or both in dramatic interplay 

with each other. . . . T h e reader may find in all of the 

odes the union of opposites and the recognition that man must 

accept the differing kinds of human experience.^ They can 

be seen as "explorations of the soul-making doctrine,""*"^ 

Robert Gleckner, "Keats's Odes: The Problem of the 
Limited Canon," Studies in English Literature, 5 (1965), 577-85. 

^ H. W. Garrod, Keats (Oxford, 1926), p. 97. 
O 

John Holloway, "The Odes of Keats," Cambridge Journal, 
17 (1952), 425. 

; ^ Bate, p. 512. 

Richard H. Fogle, The Imagery of Keats and Shelley 
(New York, 1962), p. 210. 

Robert Gittings, John Keats (Boston, 1968), p. 314. 
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examining "the tremendous discovery that the limits upon 

12 

human experience have been placed generously far." A 

traditional view is the one expressed by De Selincourt: "They 

are the expression in varying keys of emotion of a mind which 

has loved the principle of beauty in all things, and seeks in 

a world of change and decay, among the fleeting forms of love-
13 

liness, for something permanent and eternal." Through all 

of these interpretations of the odes as a group there runs an 

agreement that they represent some kind of high point in 

Keats's career. . Although critics continue to argue their 

particular biases, sensitive readers of all kinds continue to 

find in the odes something which touches the chords of their 

common humanity. 

In the light of this particular study, the odes can be 

seen as the coming to fruition of Keats's myth of the poet, 

which was designated in the introductory chapter and has been 

traced in its various ramifications through "La Belle Dame 

Sans Merci." In the odes the reader finds represented and 

bound together the major themes of Keats's myth: identity, 

soul-making, the visionary nature of the poet's quest, the 
12 

Charles I. Patterson, The Daemonic in the Poetry of 
John Keats (Urbana, 1970), p. 167. 

1 ̂  
E. De Selincourt, ed., The Poems of John Keats, by 

John Keats (1905; rpt. London, 1961) , p7 lx. 
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imagination, and the linking of beauty and truth. Each poem 

can be admired individually--indeed, the odes have been some 

of the favorite poems of the New Critics because they can be 

read without reference to outside sources. But the poems also 

fit the Keatsian canon from whatever viewpoint it is being 

examined. Even the form employed is relevant to a great 

portion of his work, being linked to the sonnet form which he 

used throughout his career and to earlier ode forms such as 

the "Hymn to Pan" and "Ode to Sorrow" in Endymion. In each 

poem there is an idea which ties it to the myth of the poet, 

sometimes by the use of a direct "I" as in the "Ode to a 

Nightingale" and "To Psyche" and sometimes through situation 

as in "Ode on Melancholy." 

"Ode to Psyche" 

The "Ode to Psyche," which has received less critical 

attention than any of the other odes (except perhaps the 

"Ode on Indolence") is the first to appear, being included in 

the journal letter under the April 30 date along with the 

following remarks: 

The following Poem--the last I have written is the 
first and only one with which I have taken even 
moderate pains--I have for the most part dash'd of [sic] 
my lines in a hurry--This I have done leisurely—I • 
think it reads the more richly for it and will I hope 
encourage me to wr.ite other thing [s] in even a more 
peacable and healthy spirit. You must recollect 
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that Psyche was not. embodied as a goddess before the 
time of Apulieus the Platonist who lived afteir the 
Agustan age, and consequently the Goddess was never 
worshipped or sacrificed to with any of the ancient 
fervor--and perhaps never thought of in the old 
religion--I am more orthodox that [sic] to let a 
hethen Goddess be so neglected" (II, 105-06). 

It must also be noted that the poem appears immediately after 

the soul-making passage, a juxtaposition which has led one 

critic to believe that Psyche "serves as the emblem of the 

soul and . . . was granted immortality only after she endured 

the realities of human e x p e r i e n c e . " - ^ The poem in one way, 

then, can be read as a partial answer to a recurring question 

in Keats's myth of the poet: how does an individual person 

achieve his identity? For Psyche the identity becomes real 

through the imagination of the poet who will be her "priest, 

and build a fane / In some untrodden region" (49-50) of his 

mind. She achieves her identity in a kind of roundabout way: 

the poet does the responding to the world for her and then 

creates a live goddess who has become literally what her name 

suggests--a soul. 

Of what significance is the choice of Psyche for Keats's 

vehicle in the ode? Kenneth Allott has insisted on the 

importance of the reader's 

need to be aware how closely ideas on the meaning and 
function of myth were bound up with Keats's attempt 
to make sense of the human situation. . . . Figures 

14 
Robert D, Wagner, "Keats: 'Ode to Psyche' and the 

Second 'Hyperion,'" KSJ, 13 (1964), 30. 
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drawn from religious myths--and to Keats Christianity 
was simply the last of the great mythologies--may be 
understood sympathetically . . . as personifications 
of certain kinds of human need for self-knowledge. . . . 
This is Keats's personal extension of a mode of mytho-
logical explanation which was then a commonplace. 5 

Perhaps Keats was intrigued by the possibility of actually 

entering into the process of creating a goddess, much as the 

Greek poets did whose spirit he admired. ̂  However, the poem 

is not the same substance as the story of Apuleius, which he 

17 
had read, although he took details for his description from 

1 8 

that story and probably from Mary Tighe's Psyche. 

The first stanza of the poem contains references to the 

dream or the vision which appear throughout Keats's major 

poetry: "Surely I dreamt to-day, or did I see / The winged 
19 

Psyche with awaken'd eyes?" (5-6). The odes following "To 

Psyche" refer to the same phenomenon, most notably the "Ode 
15 

Kenneth Allott, "Keats's 'Ode to Psyche,'" Essays in 
Criticism, 6 (1956), 271. 

Finney, II, 613. 

17 
Douglas Bush, Mythology and the Romantic Tradition in 

English Poetry (New Yorlc, 1963J, p. 106. 

^ Finney, II, 615. 

David Perkins, The Quest for Permanence (Cambridge, 
1959), distinguishes between tKe luTnd oF vision in "To Psyche" 
and the other odes, suggesting that the stimulus to the poet 
in the earlier ode is more akin to everyday experience than in 
the other poems (p. 224). 
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to a Nightingale": "Was it a vision or a waking dream? / Fled 

is that music:--Do I wake or sleep?" (79-80). There is at 

least an implied questioning of the poet's experience in each 

of the odes. Has his fancy cheated him, or is his vision a 

valid insight into reality? Perhaps the central problem of 

the poem is, as Ward suggests, the meaning and the functions 

of the imagination.^ 

The following lines describe what the poet has seen: 

alone, he "wander'd in a forest thoughtlessly" (7) and inad-

vertently came upon the secret meeting place of Cupid and 

Psyche, inhere they are seen 

side by side 
In deepest grass, beneath the whisp'ring roof 
Of leaves and trembled blossoms, where there ran 
A brooklet, scarce espied: 

(9-12) 

In contrast to the lovers on the Grecian urn, these two do 

embrace and are "ready still past kisses to outnumber" (19) 

because they do not become cloyed by the intensity of the 

20 
Ward, p. 279. Another interpretation of the ode, based 

on Freudian psychology, is that the ode can represent the ex-
pression of a death-wish, that there is "a conflict between the 
life and death wishes and, on a deeper, more truly romantic and 
Keatsian [plane] a commingling of the forces of love, beauty 
and creativity and those of melancholy, despair and death--with 
the latter emerging as dominant." See Lloyd N. Jeffrey, "A 
Freudian Reading of Keats's Ode to Psyche," The Psychoanalytic 
Review, 55, No. 2 (1968), 289-30(57 ' 
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experience. There is here no "breathing human passion . . . / 

That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd, / A burning 

forehead, and a parching tongue" ("Ode on a Grecian Urn," III). 

Like "The Eve of St. Agnes," "To Psyche" is a celebration 

of love as one means of approach to imaginative experience. 

It is the poet's vision of the lovers in stanzas one and two 

which results in the imaginative rhapsody of the poet's thoughts 

in the last three stanzas. Realizing that Psyche is the 

"latest born and loveliest vision far / Of all Olympus' faded 

hierarchy!" (24-25), the poet is sad in the realization that 

Psyche has not had the worship she deserves, no altars or 

choirs or priests to do her service. Keats introduces here 

the religious terminology which recurs through the poem. 

Perhaps here again is Keats's appreciation of human love, 

although it is expressed here as a love between immortals. 

However, Psyche had been mortal before her transformation. It 

is a possibility that Keats thought of the fruit of human love 

as one way to achieve immortality. In his own life, he knew 

that he probably would not have children of his own and was 

afraid that he had not created any work great enough to make 

him immortal in the eye of the public. He might have seen in 

the love of George and Georgiana and the fruit of their union 

a means for a part of him to live on. All this is speculation, 

of course, but the element of love is a strong one in "To 

Psyche" and in his letters to and about his brother and sister-

in-law. 
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The poet's recognition of his dependence upon his own 

imagination is expressed when he says, "I see, and sing, by 

my own eyes inspir'd" (43). The possibility begins to emerge 

that he as the poet can give Psyche the immortality she 

deserves, even though she was born 

too late for antique vows, 
Too, too late for the fond believing lyre, 
When holy were the haunted forest boughs, 
Holy the air, the water, and the fire; 

(36-39) 

His work as a poet will take the place of traditional religious 

trappings: "So let me be thy choir, and make a moan / Upon 

the midnight hours" (44-45). 

The transition to religious terminology is now complete: 

in the last stanza the poet will be her "priest, and build a 

fane / In some untrodden region" (50-51) of his mind. The -

pairing of thought with extreme emotional commitment in this 

stanza is interesting. The altar for Psyche is in a part of 

the poet's brain that has not been touched before, and it is 

here that "branched thoughts" are "new grown xvith pleasant 

21 

pain" (52-53). Here again is the union of pain with plea-

sure which has been evident in several poems of Keats's 

maturity, such as "La Belle Dame" and "The Eve of St. Agnes." 

21 
The image i,s reminiscent of Keats's interpretation of 

the organic nature of thought, that knowledge grows from one 
stage to another. 
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The sanctuary dedicated to Psyche will be decorated "with the 

wreath'd trellis of a working brain" (60), a statement bearing 

out Keats's awareness for the necessity of the development of 

the mind. 

Perhaps Keats's references to the past as a time when 

"holy were the haunted forest boughs, / Holy the air, the 

water, and the fire" (38-39) stress the idea of the importance 

of the imagination and his feeling that his own time xvas de-

ficient in a community sense of awe in human experience. It 

certainly calls up the Wordsworthian description of the origin 

22 

of Greek myth in the fourth book of The Excursion. There 

was, in primitive times, a free play of imagination; man saw 

no barrier between himself and the natural world. There was 

an I-Thou relationship between mand and his world, not an I-It 

23 

relationship. Man was intended to be a creature of the 

imagination, not to be "so far retir'd / From happy pieties 

(40-41) as he had become in Keats's time. Thus the creation 

of a special place of worship for Psyche (or the soul, or by 

extension, the imagination) will be a rich place, covered 
22 

William Wordsworth, The Excursion, Book IV, in Poetical 
Works, ed. E. De Selincourt (London, 196FJ, 11.694-867, pp. 
633-36. 

2 3 
" There is an echo here of Buber's terminology, but the 

idea is from Chapter I of Henri Frankfort and others, Before 
Philosophy (New York, 1951), pp. 11-36. 
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'With all the gardener Fancy e'er could feign, / Who breeding 

flowers, will never breed the same" ( 6 2 - 6 3 ) . ^ As the priest 

of the soul, the poet promises to her "a rich indolence which 

will safeguard its natural gift for delight and restore to 

wholeness whatever the world beyond the mountains has broken 

down. 

In Keats's myth of the poet the "Ode to Psyche," then, 

takes its place because it is concerned with the imagination, 

the dream or vision, and human love. The poem itself described 

a highly imaginative experience; but, if it is to have a 

meaning as a work of art, it must be more than simply fanciful. 

It should in Keatsian terms, be a friend to man. It is in 

its statement that the creative imagination can be reestab-

lished as supreme and that it can not only see but create 

Psyche and give her a place in which to dwell. Even if her 

deification takes place in the poet's mind, she becomes real 

to him, and through his experience she can become real for 

other human beings. The goddess Psyche was a fortunate 

74 
Harold Bloom, The Visionary Company (New York, 1961) , 

remarks that these lines are "a couplet "tKat rivals any as an 
epitome of the myth-making faculty. . ." (p. 395). 

Allott, p. 300. 
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choice for the imagination because she as a goddess is half 

2 6 
way between the mortal and the immortal. 

"Ode to a Nightingale" 

If the "Ode to Psyche" embodies a concept of the imagi-

nation, so does the "Ode to a Nightingale," in a different 

way and with a different kind of understanding. The "Ode 

to Psyche" seems to be a poem in praise of the imagination 

and its powers; the nightingale ode brings the reader back 

again to earth, to the midst of Experience, and, in a sense, 

indicates that at times "the fancy cannot cheat so \srell / As 

she is fam'd to do, decieving elf" (VIII).^ "To a Nightin-

gale" represents the questioning, unsatisfied imagination in 

Keats's myth of the poet, in which the persona, the "I" as 

.poet, is disillusioned with the answers that he is able to 

provide for himself through his imagination. Like several 

of the odes, the poem arises from the interaction of the 

imagination of the poet with something outside himself: a 

bird, an urn, autumn personified, or melancholy represented 

"7 fci 

Leonidas Jones, "'The Ode to Psyche,': an Allegorical 
Introduction to Keats's Great Odes," Keats - Shelley Memorial 
Bulletin, 9 (1958), 23. Hereafter abbreviated as KSMB. 

27 
Bate's order of the poems will be used because there 

is no definite way to date the composition of the poems. He 
discusses them in the following order: "Ode to Psyche," "Ode 
to a Nightingale," "Ode on a Grecian Urn," "Ode on Melancholy," 
"Ode on Idolence," and "To Autumn," (Chapter XIX, pp. 486-524). 
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as a figure. In this poem it is a bird which calls the 

imagination into play, singing "In some melodious plot / Of 

beechen green" and singing "of summer in full-throated 

ease" (I). 

A temporary union of the poet and the bird through the 

visionary imagination exists in stanza I, but it begins to 

fade; the poet has entered into the bird's happiness of song, 

yet his "heart aches" and "a drowsy numbness pains" his senses. 

Why should his heart ache when he has been able to enter into 

the song of the bird, to become in a sense the sparrow picking 

about in the gravel? (I, 186). From the beginning of the ode 

there is the implicit union of melancholy and happiness, 

pleasure and pain, that occurs throughout Keats's poetry and 

letters. The poet's aching heart recalls another important 

concept in Keats's mythic understanding of human life, that any 

kind of intensity in the limited mortal world (except perhaps 

the intensity of art), even when it is pleasurable, ends in 

some kind of pain because it cannot last or it becomes cloying 

to the senses. The passion of Psyche and Cupid is immortal 

and thus continues unabated for eternity; the union of the poet 

and the bird can be only temporary, and the knowledge of the 

fleeting nature of the transcending of mortality and the 

moments of the attainment of a Higher Innocence winds through-

out the thought of the entire poem. 
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In stanza II, for example, the poet in his cry for Ma 

draught of vintage! that hath been / Cool'd a long age in the 

deep-delved earth" is longing for some "supporting intoxica-

2 8 

tion" to prolong the experience of his imaginative fusion 

with the bird. The song of the bird is of summer, that 

time of ripeness before the maturity of autumn and the frosts 

of winter which complete the cycle of life and death. In the 

nightingale's song the poet finds himself able to go beyond 

human experience; yet he realizes that the nightingale itself, 

despite its song, cannot actually know the experience of man. 

Thus, although the nightingale will never know "The weariness, 

the fever, and the fret / Here, where men sit and hear each 

other groan" (III), there is a kind of sadness in the knowledge 

that it has lacked the kinds of Experience necessary to bring 

man through the "vale of Soul-making." Through the song of 

the bird the poet is able to forget his human weariness and 

escape for a short time into another realm "beyond the bourn 

of care" ("Lines Written in the Highlands," 29), but he 

eventually comes back to the real world, to the bonds which 

tie him to the earth. Another significance of the poet's 

desire for wine may be symbolic of his longing to believe 

2 8 Ibid., p. 504. 

2 9 
Earl Wasserman suggests that the union has occurred 

before the poem begins, and that everything in the poem is a 
falling off from the union of the poet and the nightingale. 
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that he can move through Experience without pain and that 

he hopes to enter into "the inwardness of the sensory in such 

3 0 

a way as to be at ease in empathy. . . . " But there is 

always the knowledge of the impossibility of a permanent state 

of being "at ease," because the empathy of the poet makes him 

experience not only his own sorrows but those of the people 

who surround him. 

Thus the poet's desire to "drink, and leave the world 

unseen, / And with thee fade away into the forest dim" (II) 

only takes him back to the real world that the bird has never 
T 1 

experienced. The third stanza recalls his 1818 poem "To 

J.H. Reynolds, Esq.": 
It is a flaw 

In happiness, to see beyond our bourn,--
It forces us in summer skies to mourn, 
It spoils the singing of the Nightingale. 

(82-85) 

The picture of human experience which the poet gives in the 

third stanza is pure Experience, unredeemed by any imaginative 

or religious act of grace: there are groans of pain, the 

palsy of age, the death of young men (a phrase which surely 

recalls the death of his brother Tom in the past December), 

the quick fading of beauty, and the changing of a love which 
Ibid., p. 191. 

Douglas Bush, John Keats (New York, 1966), p. 134. 
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cannot remain new and unchanging. Even the process of thought 

makes one "full of sorrow"--not the sorrow that leads to 

wisdom, but the sorrow coming from "The thought that we are 

mortal makes us groan" (I, 179). The knowledge here is a 

knowledge of despair because man is helpless to elude his 

mortality. It remains for the "Ode on Melancholy" to stress 

the union of joy and sorrow. 

Stanza IV returns to the longing to escape, but this 

time by a different means, "Not charioted by Bacchus and his 

pards, / But on the viewless wings of Poesy." The response 

to the poet's plea for escape does not come in the form that 

he had originally wished for it but through the acceptance of 

the situation in v̂hich he finds himself, alone on earth, 

separate from the bird, with no light to guide him in a 

3 2 

growing darkness. In the fifth stanza the darkness is com-

plete; he cannot see around him but he can use his other senses 

to experience what is there: 

I cannot see what flowers are at my feet, 
Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs, 

But, in embalmed darkness, guess each sweet 
Wherewith the seasonable month endows 

The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild; 
White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine; 

Fast fading violets cover'd up in leaves; 
And mid-May's eldest child, 

The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine, 
The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves. 

32 
Bate, p. 506. 
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The imagery of these lines requires special attention. The 

references to natural growth suggest the "flowery band" from 

Endymion (1.7) that unites the poet with the earth. But also 

associated with the natural world is the notion of the move-

ment of process, because the violets are "fast-fading" and 

the musk-rose is "mid-May's eldest child," which is already 

past its prime and on the way towards death. Thus the sug-

gestion of death which has been present from the beginning 

of the poem in connotative words like "opiate," "Hemlock," 

and "Lethe-wards." becomes explicit. The darkness is "embalmed," 

the "soft incense" calls to mind the watchful state of tapers 

burning around a corpse, and the violets are "cover1d up in 

leaves" instead of showing their blooms for all the world to 

see and enjoy. The natural things which are mentioned all 

have short lives. 

It is in the sixth stanza that Keats "approaches that 

supreme act of the Romantic Imagination . . . , the fluid 

dissolve or fade-out in which the limitations of time and 

space flee away and the border between being and non-being, 

3 3 

life and death, seems to crumble. . . . " Indeed, because 

of the fifth and sixth stanzas, critics such as Pettet have 

felt that the "Ode to a Nightingale" is principally about a 
34 

"basic contradiction, the loving and loathing of death. . . . " 

33 
Bloom,, Visionary Company, p. 400. 

34 
E. C. Pettet, On the Poetrv of Keats (Cambridge, 1957), 

p. 273. 2 
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The reader must keep in mind, however, that Keats is separate 

from the bird, musing on the many times he has been "half in 

love with easeful Death." The "half in love" and the word 

"easeful" should be noted. In the past the poet's treating 

Death as a lover, calling "him soft names in many a mused 

rhyme" has been a means of escape. However, in the sixth 

stanza his attitude seems to have changed: "Now," he muses, 

"more than ever seems it rich to die, / To cease upon the 

midnight with no pain, / While thou art pouring forth thy 

soul abroad / In such an ecstasy!" This is an idea that 

Keats touches on in his letters, especially to Fanny Brawne, 

that of death as the most intense experience possible and 

therefore one of the most desirable. He wrote to Fanny 

Brawne, for example, "I have two luxuries to brood over in 

my walks, your Loveliness and the hour of my death. 0 that 

I could have possession of them both in the same minute" 

(II, 133). The desire for intensity of experience, even if 

it is unpleasant, is a Romantic characteristic. "I wish for 

death . . . to deliver me from these pains, and then to wish 

death away, for death would destroy even those pains which 

are better than nothing." (II, 345). Keats had written in 

"Why did I laugh to-night?" the lines "Verse, Fame, and 

Beauty are intense indeed, / But Death intenser--Death is 

Life's high meed." Somehow it seems to the poet that being 
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able to experience death at the moment of intensity of union 

with the bird's song would be to capture and hold the intensity, 

to make it like the love of Endymion and Cynthia or of Cupid 

and Psyche, intense throughout eternity instead of limited 

by the human world. 

But there is an odd change here from the previously 

mentioned sonnet; the last lines of the stanza point in a 

different direction: "Still wouldst thou sing, and I have 

ears in vain-- / To thy high requiem become a sod." Now it 

suddenly seems impossible to repeat in a "finer tone" the 

intensity of experience. Perhaps the bird will go on forever, 

but death would simply bring oblivion rather than the longed-

for escape or eternal participation in the infinite. Wasser-

man rightly points out that the nightingale becomes immortal 

to the poet only at the point when Keats begins to emphasize 

his own limited condition. 

It is the suggestion of the bird's immortality through 

his song that has been heard throughout man's history, like 

the poems of poets who have "souls on earth" and "souls in 

heaven too" ("Bards of Passion," 38-39) that takes Keats 

beyond himself. In this stanza, Blackstone believes, the poet 

3 5 

"achieves a universal vision" because he looks away from his 

own condition and includes himself in all "hungry generations" 

Bernard Blackstone, The Consecrated Urn: An Interpre-
tation of Keats in Terms of Grov.'tfR and Form "["London, 1959), 
p. 328. 
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from the past, both high and low,and sees in the figure of 

Ruth "all mortals who have had the spiritual aspiration for 

the meaning of life and have realized that in this alien world 

3 6 

they cannot attain the full purpose of their being." Human 

beings are linked in many \<mys, one of them being their sorrows, 

represented by "the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home, / 

She stood in tears amid the alien corn," and another being 

their dreams, represented by the "Charm'd magic casements, 

opening on the foam / Of perilous seas, in faery lands for-

lorn." Thus, in the seventh stanza, although the poet recog-

nizes that he is not immortal and that his momentary intensity 

of union with the nightingale cannot last forever, he links 

himself through Experience with the rest of humanity. 

The poet begins in stanza VIII the "journey homeward to 

habitual self" (Endymion 11.276). The ecstasy of the bird's 

song becomes a "plaintive anthem" which fades away from his 

hearing. The poet must leave his dream-world and come back 

to the earth that is his home. Indeed, the poet accuses the 

fancy here of a kind of unfaithfulness of promise when he says 

"the fancy cannot cheat so well / As she is fam'd to do, 

deceiving elf." The poem can only end with a question instead 

Wasserman, p. 217. 



131 

of an affirmation: "Was it a vision, or a waking dream? / Fled 

is that music:--Do I wake or sleep?" In this poem Keats is in 

the midst of Experience and cannot be sure that the imagina-

tion will deliver her promises. Has his vision really given 

him an insight into truth, or is he only "a dreaming thing" 

who "venoms all his days" (The Fall of Hyperion, 168 and 175)? 

This ode toys with the question which is to become a main 

theme of The Fall of Hyperion, the meaning of the visionary 

imagination. In Keats's own life, by May of 1819 he 

had uttered his Everlasting No. In the previous month 
he had written "La Belle Dame Sans Merci," his Center 
of Indifference. But late in May, 1819, Keats was 
strong-spirited enough to elicit from these shattering 
visions the Everlasting Yea of his "Ode on a Grecian 
Urn."37 

This ode, like the one to Psyche, is a part of Keats's 

myth of the poet. Here he looks at the world of Experience 

and asks how it can be transcended. Tentatively, he suggests 

that it is transcended by the imagination, but he is not 

absolutely certain at this point that he is right. He questions 

the imagination here, as he does in Lamia, but in both poems 

the evidence seems to suggest that man's life is the richer 

for having had the imaginative experience, even if he feels 

that it has cheated him in some way. There is the grasping 

3 7 Ibid., p. 223, 
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for the ideal which is a theme in a great deal of his poetry, 

the empathic response to objects in the world, and the linking 

of death and beauty as beauty and truth are to be linked in 

the "Ode on a Grecian Urn." Keats tries to see human experi-

ence as a whole in this poem, as a mythic poet must do in 

order to give significant shape to his experiences. 

"Ode on a Grecian Urn" 

In beginning a discussion of the "Ode on a Grecian Urn," 

that most widely treated of the odes, it is well to bear in 

mind Philip Hobsbaum's remarks: 

The variations of reading are not so bewildering as 
they have been made out to be. It is true that any 
one . . . may seem to be different from any other. 
But such variation is one that testifies to the 
impossibility of interpreting, once for all, so complex 
a work of art as a great poem. Rather, we must be 
content to isolate those aspects which seem most 
relevant to [our] needs . . . and, in directing atten-
tion towards them, hope that they will prove a way 
into the poem which will produce a response to it 
as a whole. Such variations, indeed, may be a timely 
reminder that the critic's work is, of its nature, 

a mode of discussion.38 

It is also well to recall that this ode in many ways is a 

culmination of the ideas that Keats has expressed in various 

forms throughout his career, because it is in this poem more 

than any other that the reader finds "the agonies, the strife / 

Of human hearts" (Sleep and Poetry, 124-25) reconciled with 

3 8 
Philip Hobsbaum, "The Philosophy of the Grecian Urn: 

A Concensus of Readings," KSMB, 15 (1964), 6-7. 
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eternity. The "Ode on a Grecian Urn" is a concrete representa-

tion of the "vast idea" which Keats sensed as early as Sleep 

and Poetry and certainly is an example of what Keats believed 

one purpose of poetry to be, "that it should be a friend / To 

sooth the cares, and lift the thoughts of man" (Sleep and 

Poetry, 246-47). Even in Endymion Keats had indicated some-

thing of what he was to say in the later poem: 

No, there are throned seats unscalable, 
But by a patient wing, a constant spell, 
Or by ethereal things that, unconfin'd, 
Can make a ladder of the eternal x\rind, 

And, silent as a consecrated urn, 
Hold sphery sessions for a season due. 

(23-33) 

Once again in this poem, the imagination is a theme. In 

the epistle "To J.H. Reynolds, Esq." Keats had spoken of the 

/'imagination brought / Beyond its proper bound" (78-79), In 

that poem the imagination led the poet into a kind of "Purga-

tory blind" (80); in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" the imagina-

tion comes close to its "proper bound" and is able to become 

something of a stabilizing force instead of a cheating fancy. 

The reader must also keep in mind KeatsTs statements 

about beauty and truth and their necessary linking with the 

imagination: "What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be 

truth--whether it existed before or not" (I, 184). The last 

lines of the poem do not give as much difficulty if they are 

39 
Wasserman also chooses to use this passage in developing 

his argument. 
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read within the context of the poem and of Keats's work as a 

whole as they do if they are read in isolation.^ 

A comparison of the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" with the "Ode 

to a Nightingale" offers the reader two different approaches 

to the myth of the poet. The "Ode on a Grecian Urn" repre-

sents, it would seem, one of the best examples in Keats's own 

writing of his doctrine of Negative Capability and his dis-

tinction of himself as a "camelion Poet" (I, 387) rather than 

an egotistical one. In the nightingale poem Keats is present 

as the "I"; however, in the poem about the urn, he is detached 

and is only to become a part of the urn's experience as he 

empathically experiences what the urn offers to him. Keats 

does ask questions in the first stanza: 

What leaf-fring'd legend haunts .about thy shape 
Of deities or mortals, or of both, 

In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 

What made pursuit? What struggle to escape? 
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 

^ For a summary of critical opinion about the poem in 
general, see Hobsbaum's article. A useful collection of 
excerpted comments about the poem is that of Harvey T. Lyon, 
Keats' We 11 -Read Urn : An Introduction to Literary iMethod 
TNew York, 1958). Particularly"stimulating discussionsof 
the poem are Bate's on pp. 516-20, Wasserman's on pp. 58-62 
o £ F i n e r T o n e> a n d Blackstone's on pp. 330ff. of The 
Consecrated Urn. 
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These questions, however, are not an "irritable reaching after 

fact § reason" (I, 193) but simply curiosity in the presence 

41 

of a pictorial scene on a vase. The same curiosity is true 

for the questions in the fourth stanza. Certainly in this 

poem, as perhaps in no other, "the sense of Beauty overcomes 

every other consideration, or rather obliterates all con-

sideration" (I, 194), at least for the space of the poem. The 

poet allows himself to be projected into the urn and what it 

has to say through its existence as a work of art that is 

"a friend to man." Still, the irony is present; although 

there is an empathic sharing between the poet and the urn, 

they remain two separate entities. 

Because the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" has undercurrents of 

questionings along with some acceptances, it truly fits into 

Keats's myth of the poet, indicating something of the reli-

gious nature of the myth or the substitution of myth in his 

poetry for traditional religious beliefs. As noted in the 

first chapter, there was a tendency in Romantic poetry to 

assume a religious function, and the urn takes its place as 

a part of Keats's credo, just as the soul-making letter does.^ 

^ For speculations on the kind of vase which might have 
inspired the poem, see Dwight E. Robinson's two articles, "Ode 
on a 'New Etrurian' Urn," KSJ, 12 (1963), 11-35, and "A Question 
of the Imprint of Wedgwood in the Longer Poems of Keats," KSJ, 
16 (1967), 23-28. 

A 7 
Peter Skutches attempts to make the progression in the 

urn parallel with the soul-making letter. See "Keats's Grecian 
Urn and Myth," Iowa English Yearbook, 8 (1963), 45-51. 
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As Bate points out, "This commitment to remain honest to human 

reactions--to explore the heart with its questionings and 

doubts--sustains the second voice that interplays with that 

of the odal hymn; and it is one of the several considerations 

we forget when we concentrate on the two closing lines of the 

,,43 

poem. . . ." 

In an urn, the poet finds a microcosm of humanity, cap-

tured for all time in frozen attitudes. In this microcosm 

the poet discovers "a portrayal of a tiny portion of the 

verities of the ages which it is art's business to perceive, 
4 4 

interpret, and preserve." The paradox of the "unravish'd 

bride of quietness" is prefigurative of the paradoxes through-

out the poem and suggestive of the nature of human existence 

as a whole. The urn is captures in a moment of readiness to 

give itself, as a bride is ready to give herself to her hus-

band and as the lovers pictured on the urn are shown just at 

the height of ecstasy about to be enjoyed. The "unravishing" 

of the urn may refer to the message it has to convey; perhaps 

no one yet has accurately understood what the urn has to offer, 
4 3 Bate, p. 511. 

! 4 4 Clarence Thorpe, The Mind of John Keats (Nex̂ r York, 
1926), p. 135. 
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It is quiet because it literally cannot speak; indeed, works 

of art are created with the hope that there will be someone 

who will bring them to fruition by a "greeting of the Spirit 

45 

[which will] . . . make them wholly exist" (I, 243). As a 

"sylvan historian," the urn is able to give man what straight-

forward narrative history cannot always provide: "the validity 

of myth--not myth as a pretty but irrelevant make-belief [sic], 

an idle fancy, but myth as a valid perception into reality. 

Also, in the first stanza there is the paradox of frozen move-

ment; the figures on the urn are caught in the midst of an 

activity which will never be completed but which can be studied 

precisely because it is arrested for the mind and eye to take 

in. 

Stanza two develops the paradox, this time that "Heard 

melodies are sweet, but those unheard / Are sweeter." There 

is a suggestion of this same idea in a December 1818 letter 

to the George Keatses, when Keats is speaking of their separa-

tion and believes "That will be one of the grandeurs of im-

mortality- -there will be no space and consequently the only 

commerce between spirits will be by their intelligence of • 

each other--when they will completely understand each other--

Bate, p. 511. 

^ Cleanth Brooks, The Well-Wrought Urn (New York, 1947), 
p. 152. 
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while we in this world merely comp[r]ehend each other in dif-

ferent degrees--the higher the degree of good so higher is 

our Love and friendship" (II, 5). Perhaps this is the kind 

of unheard melodies the poet writes of in the poem, those 

which the imagination can treasure up from its experience and 

can recreate to produce something entirely new. The musical 

sound of the pipes is not necessary for the poet's appreci-

ation of the urn, just as the physical presence of his brother 

and sister-in-law is not required for their feeling of family 

closeness. The lines also suggest those previously quoted 

from Endymion, that the "seats unscalable" can be mounted "by 

ethereal things" such as the "ditties of no tone" in the urn 

and can make possible the "sphery sessions" which open the 

possibility of seeing beyond man's mortality. The artist can 

be enabled to achieve a vision of Higher Innocence even though 

47 

he must return to the mortal world. But the urn, because of 

its content, like that of a poem, can "tease us out of thought" 

(V) by calling the imagination into play. The imagined tunes 

which are heard coming from the "pipes and timbrels" (I) have 

no jarring notes and can be perfect to the hearing as it would 

be impossible for the real music to be. 

Yet there is in the next lines a note of irony along with 

the appreciation: 

47 
Wasserman would say that the poet's mortality limits 

him always to the "bourne of heaven." 
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Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare; 

Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 
Though winning near the goal--yet, do not grieve; 

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 
For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 

There has been a concern with the transience of life and its 

processes since the earliest of Keats's poetry; the "Hymn to 

Pan" in Endymion is an example. In the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" 

the processes of life leading to death are assumed, but they 

exist in a negative form of not coming to fruition. For Keats, 

lacking the intensity of the physical would have been a tragic 

state although he longed at the same time for the ideal. 

Indeed, Charles Patterson argues that passion and permanence 

occur throughout the poem and that the poet never indicates 

directly that permanence is better than passion but balances 

4 8 

the two rather consistently. The reader is tempted to ac-

cept the view that there is no question about the superiority 

of the vision of art over real life until the end of the poem. 

Stanza three carries out the same kind of imagery in the 

boughs of trees "that cannot shed / Your leaves," the "piping 

songs for ever new," and the "happy love! / For ever panting, 

and for ever young." Human passion does cloy; the instances 

in Keats's poetry when it does not usually occur in the union 

of a mortal and an immortal or two immortals. But the artist 

who creates an object which is man's friend must first realize 

4 8 
Charles Patterson, "Passion and Permanence in Keats's 

'Ode on a Grecian Urn,'" ELH, 21 (1954), 212. 
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and experience the "breathing human passion" that / "leaves 

a heart high-sorroivful and cloy'd / A burning forehead and a 

parching tongue." Part of the nature of being human is this 

kind of experience. Even Apollo in Hyperion had to become 

fully human before he could become a god. And for Keats the 

experience of love was one of the heights of human experience, 

The world of art can paradoxically portray the experience, 

but in the urn it is in its perfect form from which it will 

never change. Yet, is there something of a sorrowful tone 

here? Although the experience is painful, life would be the 

poorer for having missed it. Keats had said that "Wisdom is 

sorrow," and perhaps an ideal existence would not allow the 

experiences which constitute the "vale of soul-Making." 

Stanza four continues the note of sadness introduced in 

the previous lines, making it more explicit than it was pre-

viously. The figures on the urn are going to a sacrifice of 

some kind; there is a priest leading a heifer, and the town 

is empty because everyone has gone to the festival. In 

ordinary life there would be no necessary sadness in the pro-

cession away from the town, but when the desolation becomes 

eternal, a sadness of tone enters: 

And, little town, thy streets for evermore 
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell 

Why thou art desolate, can e'er return. 



141 

The tone is more poignant than that of the second stanza. If 

art is permanent, then there will never be a chance of explana-

tion of why the town is emptied forever. In miniature, the 

poet sees the desolation through which human beings must pass 

as they leave their Innocence and enter the world of Experi-

ence. One critic has suggested that the people going to the 

sacrifice are "dynamically static figures . . . frozen between 

49 

heaven and earth in [a] mythic journey of life." It is not 

possible for them to complete the journey even though man can 

learn from having their various attitudes caught for him in 

the shape of the urn. There is a sense of reality in the 

procession, representing "the intrusion of disenchantment, 
50 

another breath of reality blowing against the dream. . . 

The urn is beautiful, but it speaks of and to the sadness of 

the mortal condition. 

Thus in the last stanza the poet finally describes the 

figures as a "brede / Of marble men and maidens overwrought," 

instead of stressing the ecstasy and the pleasure present in 

the first stanza. The urn is once again addressed as a "silent 

form"; it has been silent all through the poem, but the poet 

has caused the reader to feel that the urn is speaking to him. 

^ Skutches, p. 49. 

•. Pettert, p. 325. 



142 

Its secnes in the last stanza "tease us out of thought / As 

doth eternity." At the beginning of the poem the viewer, with 

the poet, is ready to accept the urn as the perfection of 

beauty. By the end of the poem, however, the poet has allowed 

his thought to intrude upon his empathic response to beauty. 

That is why, perhaps, the urn is addressed as a "Cold Pas-

toral!" in the last stanza. The love here is not described as 

"For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd"; instead, one has the 

feeling that the poet is remembering the possibility of joy 

available to man and feeling the lack of warmth in the urn 

as an art object. It still remains, however, "in midst of 

other woe / Than ours, a friend to man"--fulfilling one of 

the functions of art: 

Life, alas! is not as we would have it; but it ought 
to be, and, with the aid of the Grecian urn, can be • 
felt for a moment to be: imagination, concentrating on 
the beauty of the urn and ignoring the discordant and 
indocile facts, attains a higher reality, compared with 
which actual life seems thin and unreal. . . . It 
remains there, a permanent incitement to warm imaginings 
of an ideal life, a purely beautiful reality. 

The last two lines of the poem have occasioned probably 

more discussion than any other two lines of English poetry: 

When old age shall this generation waste, 
Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 

Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st, 
! 'Beauty is truth, truth beauty, '--that is all 

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 
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The problem seems partly to stem from bibliographical details: 

there is no holograph manuscript form of the poem, and the 

52 

transcripts surviving have differing marks of punctuation. 

The other difficulty is in deciding precisely who speaks which 

part of the lines. There seem to be three possibilities: the 

urn speaks the "Beauty is truth . . . " and the poet the rest, 

addressed to man; the urn speaks all of it, addressed to man; 

and the urn the first part, then the poet the second, addressed 

to the urn. Each of the three possibilities can be absorbed 

into the purposes of this study, because each indicates some-

thing about the nature of human experience and art and the 

relationship of these two. 

Earl Wasserman holds the first interpretation, suggesting 

that the poet has gradually come into the poem as poet and 

'that the demonstrative pronoun that refers to the entire 

clause containing the "Beauty is truth" statement. According 

to him, the poet is saying that man's most important knowledge 

is that there is something which can go beyond his mortal 

world; in this poem it happens to be a Grecian urn which 

remains as a friend: 
Only this meaning can be consistent with the dramatic 
action of the poem, for it not only does not deny that 
in the world beauty is not truth, but also assimilates 
that fact into a greater verity. The sum of earthly 
wisdom is that in this world of pain" and decay . . . 
art remains, immutable in its essence. . . . * 

52 • 
Articles dealing with the bibliographical questions are 

Alvin Whitley, "The Message of the Grecian Urn," KSMB, 5 (1953), 
1-3, and Jack C. Stillinger, "Keats Grecian Urn and" the Evidence 
of the Transcripts," PMLA, 73 (1958), 447-48. 
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Bate is representative of those who believe the last two 

lines are to be read as the word of the urn to man. He bases 

his contention on bibliographical evidence and the fact that 

Keats in his letters and other writings does not often baldly 

equate abstractions such as beauty and truth: 

Aloof from the brevity and sharp claims of human life, 
the urn is not only freer but also more limited: freer 
to advance the message it does in a way that no human 
being could confidently do, and yet, as a work of art, 
limited to the realm in which its message applies._ The 
message is like itself: "teasing," perpetually available 
for certain valuable human experiences, and altogether 
oblivious of others. . . . But it is not all that man 
knows or needs to know. . . . ̂ 4 

A third possibility is that the poet speaks the last 
r c 

lines but addresses them to the urn. The urn, perfect 
C f 

though it is, "is lacking in the warmth of reality." In 

the realm of the ideal, perhaps the statement "Beauty is 

truth, truth beauty" is all that it is necessary to know, but 

for man it is not. The readings of Wasserman and Bate would 

accord with this idea even though they identify the speakers 

differently. 

Others have offered varying interpretations of the lines: 

" . . . beauty is the truth of things here in this world; beauty 

54 
Bate, pp. 518-19. 

^ G. St. Quintin, "The Grecian Urn," Times Literary 
Supplement, 5 Feb. 1938, p. 92. 

^ Kenneth Allott, "The Meaning of the Odes," in Kenneth 
Muir, ed., John Keats: A Reassessment (Liverpool, 1958), p. 70. 
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lies in the phenomenon itself, not in the counterfeit repre-

^ 7 
sentation of it in art alone." Truth can also be read as 

5 8 
"reality" in this poem, "total reality properly understood 

. . . [and3 the tru significance of things in our world and 

59 

in the ideal one. . . . " 

Nearly all interpretations point toward one idea: art 

can offer man some kind of hope and knowledge beyond his 

physical world, even though his own mortality is limited. Art 

can be a friend to man, as Keats said that it should be, and 

that is one message of the Grecian urn. In fact, the poem 

can be read as a kind of move in miniature from Innocence 

through Experience and into a fleeting glimpse of a Reorga-

nized Innocence which the world of art provides. There is a 

comfort to be offered to man, if he will but take it. 

Essentially, the movement of the poet within the poem is in 

this way: he begins with pure admiration, begins to question 

by implication that the urn is perfect in form but lacks human 

warmth, and ends by realizing that the urn can be a comforting 

force by its beauty and its calm while human life goes on as 

it always has. Art offers the possibility of reconciling our 

humanity and its imperfections with the ideal world "beyond 

the bourn of care." 

57 
Charles Patterson, "The Keats-Hazlitt-Hunt Copy of 

Palmerin of England in Relation to Keats's Poetry," JEGP. 6 0 
TTWiy7~4o7 

5 8 
Cec.il Bowra, The Romantic Imagination (Cambridge, 1949), 

p. 146. 

59 
Patterson, "Passion and Permanence," p. 219. 
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"Ode on Melancholy" 

The "Ode on Melancholy" takes a form unusual for Keats, 

in which he directly addresses an unknown listener to the 

l y r i c , b u t its subject matter is in a long tradition well-

f\ 1 

known to him through Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy, How-

ever, instead of regarding melancholy as a disease which 

should be treated and cured, Keats takes a different approach: 

savor the melancholy, he suggests, by entering into it and 

enjoying it as much as possible. In writing a poem about 

melancholy, Keats is also embodying a principle of his mythic 

concept of the poet, that the writer sensitive enough to 

write good poetry is the one most likely to be aware of the 

nature of sorrow and joy. As he does in the other odes, 

Keats turns to moments that by their nature cannot last and yet 

must be captured in order to be understood. 

A reader unfamiliar with the poem would recognize the 

subject in the first stanza only from the title, because the 

word "melancholy" does not appear there. He would simply know 

that he is being exhorted not to do certain things: not to 

look for forgetfulness, not to seek out poisons, not to let 

6 0 Bate, p. 521. 

6 1 Finney, II, 633-34. 

Allott, p. 72. 
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death emblems be symbolic of his soul, and not to let the 

"downy owl" be "A partner in your sorrow's mysteries." All 

of these are suggestive as symbols of sadness and perhaps 

death. The last two lines of the stanza introduce the para-

doxes that are maintained throughout the poem: "For shade to 

shade will come too drowsily, / And drown the wakeful anguish 

of the soul." 

Now it is apparent that the poet is going to celebrate 

some of the characteristics of melancholy rather than to treat 

it in the conventional manner as something undesirable. Sleep 

and waking are contrasted here. Whereas sleep has been re-

garded in poems such as Sleep and Poetry and T_o Sleep as bene-

ficial, in this ode the importance of being "wakeful" is 

stressed, even in the midst of pain and sorrow, the "anguish 

of the soul." The true poet can knov; the real nature of 

anguish only if he remains awake to participate in it. The 

poet sees two possibilities in the state of melancholy; he 

can either dull his awareness of the state by resort to a pain-

killer or make it a part of his heightened sensitivity stimu-

lated by the experience of melancholy.63 As a poet, he 

chooses the second approach and advises his listener to do 

the same in order to have a completely full human experience. 

f t s 

David Perkins, The Quest for Permanence (Cambridge, 1959), 
pp. 286-87. 
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Stanza two gives specific suggestions of the procedure 

to follow in Order to prolong this "wakeful anguish of the 

soul." The poet describes the "melancholy fit" as coming 

Sudden from heaven like a weeping cloud 
That fosters the droop-headed flowers all, 
And hides the green hill in an April shroud. 

The imagery in these lines, like that in the last stanza, is 

suggestive of the letter he wrote in March of 1819: 

This is the world--thus we cannot expect to give 
way many hours to pleasure--Circumstances are like 
Clouds continually gathering and bursting--While 
we are laughing the seed of some trouble is put 
into . . . the wide arable land of events --while we 
are laughing it sprouts is [sic] grows and suddenly 
bears a poison fruit which we must pluck. 

* (II, 79) 

In a world like this, human beings can expect a "melancholy 

fit" often. 

Critics note the use of phrases "like "April shroud," in 

which the paradox of the poem is contained in a few words. 

The rain brings life, but the very act of bringing life means 

that death will follow as a part of the normal p r o c e s s . A s 

with the other odes, the items which the poet chooses for his 

catalogue all come from the realm of the transient: the listener 

is urged to "glut" his "sorrow on a morning rose," "the rain-

bow of the salt sand-wave," "the wealth of globed peonies," 

and the "rich anger" of his mistress. The last-mentioned 

6 4 Bate, p. 522. 
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phrase is reminiscent of one from the letters: "Gorge the 

honey of life. I pity you as much that it cannot last for 

ever, as I do myself now drinking bitters" (I, 370). 

The third stanza brings the paradox to fruition in the 

alignment and union of Beauty, Joy, and Melancholy. Once 

again, each item enumerated is short-lived. 

She dwells with Beauty--Beauty that must die; 
And Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips 

Bidding adieu; and aching Pleasure nigh, 
Turning to Poison while the bee-mouth sips: 

Ay, in the very temple of Delight 
Veil'd Melancholy has her sovran shrine, 

Though seen of none save him whose strenuous tongue 
Can burst Joy's grape against his palate fine; 

His soul shall taste the sadness of her might 
And be among her cloudy trophies hung. 

The appreciation of things which must be lost is deepened by 

the very sense of loss, as Keats was to write to Rice in 1820: 

"How astonishingly does the chance of leaving the world im-. 

press a sense of its natural beauties on us" (II, 260). Joy 

seems always to be in the process of leaving, and pleasure 

is described paradoxically as "aching Pleasure," emphasizing 

the idea that the very knowledge of brevity makes experiences 

more full of joy. One critic has seen this ode as the com-

pletion of the nightingale and the urn odes, because it 

"explores the thought that not only are joy and sorrow inex-

tricable, but the deepest joys also hold the deepest sor-

rows."^ Thus, only those who have extreme sensitivity, like 

the poet, will ever find it possible to understand what 

melancholy really is. And note that finding melancholy is an 

6 5 Ward, p. 28 6. 
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active process; the sensitive person must have a "strenuous 

tongue" in order to "burst joy's grape against his palate fine." 

Only this kind of man can enter empathically into the life 

around him. These images underline the importance of the 

physical world to Keats and his binding to the earth. ,But, 

as always, his concrete images lead away from themselves, 

teasing us out of thought as did the Grecian urn: 

Joy's grape--the sour-sweet fruit--is the final taste 
of life and the conclusive image of the odes: a poignant 
beauty achieved through a palpable act of possession, 
in which taste and touch, the most intimate of the means 
of sensuous discovery, unite in the final conquest. Yet 
at this moment of symbolic achievement the flush of 
exultation chills, and the poet finds himself face to 
face with a mysterious veiled figure waiting at the 
center of his experience. Like the young Apollo at 
Mnemosyne's approach, he does not recognize her at first; 
he knows only that there is "purport in her looks for 
him," of a revelation still to come, some final experience 
of her might. And so the odes, like the month which 
produced them, end on a note of troubled foreboding. " 

There is in the last stanza an implicit assumption that 

beauty and truth are involved with one another through the 

imagination. Beauty is seen most intensely through sadness; 

wisdom emerges from suffering, and in this process man comes 

to truth. A part of wisdom is the knowledge of the "impossi-

bility of keeping joy and pain distinct in the imaginative 

f\ 7 

man. . . . " Thus is introduced a theme that is carried out 

The Fall of Hyperion. 

6 6 Ibid., p. 287. 

67 M u r r y , Keats, p. 248. 
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"Ode on Indolence" 

The "Ode on Indolence," generally regarded as being the 

last composed of the group of odes and the least important 

from a literary and critical standpointdescribes a mood 

which Keats has mentioned in his letters from the beginning 

69 
of those which survive. This mood ranged in Keats's life 

from a "sterile and unhappy torpor" to a "passive, sensuous 

70 

receptivity" which nourished his creativity. In fact, a 

letter in March of 1819 contains the seed of the ode written 

some months later: "Neither Poetry, nor Ambition, nor Love 

have any alertness of countenance as they pass by me: they 

seem rather like three figures on a greek vase--a Man and 

two women--whom no one but myself could distinguish in their 

disguisement. This is the only happiness; and is a rare 

instance of advantage in the body overpowering the Mind" 

(II, 79). 

The poem in essence describes a desire to escape by means 

of an indolence in which 

Ripe was the drowsy hour; 
The blissful cloud of summer - indolence 

Benumb'd my eyes; my pulse grew less and less; 
Pain had no sting, and pleasure's wreath no flower. 
6 8 

See the comments of Bate, p. 528. 

69 
See, for example, I, 133, 233, 287, 344 and II, 5, 51, 

84, 116, 134, and 239 for samples of comments. 

7 0 Bush, Keats, p. 149. 
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The indolence spoken of here is almost a kind of sleep or 

death; it becomes a "soft embalmer," which is capable of 

closing "the hushed Casket of my Soul" ("To Sleep"). The 

poet, in fact, does wonder why the figures did not go away 

and leave him "Unhaunted quite of all but--nothingness" (II). 

He is in such a state of indolence that he does not recognize 

the three figures until they have passed by for the.third time, 

when he recognizes them as Love, Ambition, and his "demon 

Poesy" (IV). 

The tone of stanzas five and six changes from that of 

the previous ones, which emphasize by their language a kind 

of languor and lack of interest and care. In the final 

stanzas the poet's torpor has been invaded by the figures, 

who intrude upon his consciousness and force him to recognize 

them. His recognition is bitter, for he finds no pleasure in 

any of the three: 

0 folly! What is love! and where is it? 
And for that poor Ambition! it springs 

From a man's little heart's short fever-fit 
For Poesy!--noshe has not a joy,--

At least for me,--so sweet as drowsy noons, 
And evenings steep'd in honied indolence; 

0, for an age so shelter'd from annoy, 
That I may never knoxv how change the moons,. 

Or hear the voice of busy common-sense! 

It is as though Keats wants to escape into the kind of world 

he created in his innocent view of life in Endymion, but the 

difference is that here he knows that he cannot re-enter the' 

imaginary world forever but will have to return and take up 
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his life where he left it. Poesy has 110 appeal for him in 

this state because it means hard work, "facing the strife / 

Of human hearts (Sleep and Poetry,124-25), which he would 

rather forget at this time. 

This ode has less to do specifically with Keats's mytho-

poeia than any of the others and has its main interest for the 

reader in biographical material: "The interest of the poem 

lies in the unexpected confessions that emerge in the last 

two stanzas. What had started as a mere rendering of a mood 

of passivity begins to betray a divided attitude crossed by 

71 

inconsistent attempts at self-persuasion." 

The summer months following the rapid completion of the 

odes were another time of lying fallow for Keats. He wrote 

in July to Reynolds, "I have of late been moulting: not for 

fresh feathers d, wings: they are gone, and in their stead I 

hope to have a pair of patient sublunary legs. I have altered, 

not from a Chrysalis into a butterfly, but the Contrary. 

having two little loopholes, whence I may look out into the 

stage of the world . . . " (II, 128). It was difficult for 

him to write when he felt the pull and distraction of finan-

cial worries. He even wrote to his sister that he might "be 

!forced to take a voyage or two" (II, 111) in order to earn 

money as a ship's surgeon. However, he was able to write to 

Sarah Jeffrey with some determination, "My brother George 

^ Bate, p. 528. 
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always stood between me and any dealing with the world--Now 

I find I must buffet it--I must choose between despair § 

Energy--I choose the latter--though the world has taken on a 

quakerish look with me, which I once thought was impossible--" 

(II, 113). By August he could write to Benjamin Bailey, "I 

am convinced more and more every day that (excepting the human 

friend Philosopher) a fine writer is the most genuine Being 

in the World--Shakespeare and the paradise Lost, every day 

become greater wonders to me--I look upon fine Phrases like 

a Lover" (II, 139). 

During these months Keats was writing Lamia and beginning 

to recast Hyperion. In addition he collaborated with Charles 

Brown on the writing of Otho the Great, which they hoped to 

see produced with Edmund Kean as the principal actor, in order 

to provide some financial relief. 

Lamia 

Lamia seems to have pleased Keats, perhaps because he 

hoped it would please the public: . . I am certain there 

is that sort of fire in it.which must take hold of people in 

some way--give them either pleasant or unpleasant sensation. 

What they want is sensation of some sort" (II, 189). His 

judgment seemed satisfied, because the poem occupies the first 

place in the Poems of 1820; of "Isabella" he had written to 

Woodhouse that it had "too much inexperience of live [sic.] , 
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and simplicity of knowledge in it," but he felt "there is 

no objection of this kind to Lamia" (II, 174). 

However, many readers have not been entirely satisfied 

with the poem, although they have been given "either pleasant 

or unpleasant sensation." One difficulty is that critics 

cannot agree on a single interpretation of the poem. Some, 

7 ? 
such as John Roberts, have seized on the lines from Part II 

as embodying the entire meaning of the poem: 

Do not all charms fly 
At the mere touch of cold philosophy? 
There was an awful rainbox^ once in heaven: 
We know her woof, her texture; she is given 
In the dull catalogue of common things, 
Philosophy will clip an Angel's wings, 

(229-34) 

Others, represented by Middleton Murry, have leaned toward an 

entirely biographical interpretation, seeing Lamia as Fanny 

73 
Brawne and Lycius as Keats. Finney reads the two halves of 

74 

the poem as separate pieces. Each seems to pursue his own 

argument. 

It is true that on first reading the poem may seem to be 

something of a misfit in the Keatsian canon. The tone is 
7 2 

John Hawley Roberts, "The Significance of Lamia," 
PMLA, 50 (1935), 550-61. 

^ John Middleton Murry, Keats and Shakespeare (London, 
1926), p. 159. 

^ Finney, II, 667ff. 



] L 5 6 

different in that there is the element of the satirical, which 

Keats used in a sustained fashion only in the unfinished Cap 

7 S 
and Bells. His attitude has even been called one of "de-

7 6 
fiant egotism." The use of myth, too, is different because 

it is "brisk, objective, detached" and has "at least some 

7 7 

elements of the comic" instead of his earlier projection of 

self into the creatures of mythology, such as Pan in Endymion 

and Thea in Hyperion. 

However, a close study of the poem reveals its essential 

kinship with others of the major poems, although the technique 

may differ from most and the resolution of the poem does not 

have the same kind of reconciliation that may be found in 

poems such as the "Ode on a Grecian Urn." Lamia does move 

close to the themes of The Fall, which was to follow, although 

•it remains fragmentary and Lamia is a finished poem. Lamia 

may be said, like the "Ode to a Nightingale," to represent 

the questioning side of Keats's myth of the poet. There is 

a bitterness of tone in parts of the poem, yet there still 

remains the idea that Lycius would have been the poorer with-

out his experience with Lamia, even though he eventually dies 

as a result of it. 

7 ̂  
Keats had been studying Dryden, whose influence is 

revealed in this poem. See Bate, p. 546 and Finney, II, 677. 
7 6 Finney, II, 704. 

7 7 Bate, p. 544.' 
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This poem is concerned primarily with the imagination 

but is written in a dramatic narrative style which tempts 

readers to assume that various parts can contain the full 

meaning of the whole poem. However, dramatic statements must 

be considered in their contexts before one comes to any kind 

of conclusion as to their meanings. The imagination in this 

poem has gone "beyond its proper bound" ("To J.H.R," 79), and 

the poem demonstrates some of the results of this kind of 

journeying of the imagination. One treatment that sets this 

poem apart from the others which deal with the imagination, 

as the odes do, is that the reader sees imagination and reality 

in two different lights which seem contradictory. The 

imagination in Keats's myth is supposed to tell man something 

of himself; in this poem the imagination is divorced from the 

real world and remains entirely visionary, although Lamia does 

try ironically to enter the real world by sending her spirit 

out into it. But Lycius wants the entirely imaginary world, 

and to him reality is harsh and cold. Yet it must be recog-

nized that it is the reality which prevails at the end when 

Lamia and Lycius die and Apollonius, the sage and philosopher, 

lives. 

If Lycius represents in any way the poet, he does so as 

an example of what the poet should not be. He tries to escape 

Experience through imaginary means rather than to use the 
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imagination to transcend the human condition, as it does in 

the "Ode on a Grecian Urn." It is important to note that 

Lycius has remained aloof from the world before the lamia 

appears to him; he is usually alone: "Over the solitary hills 

he fared" (I, 233), and Lamia sees him as "he pass'd, shut up 

in mysteries, / His mind wrapped like his mantle" (1.241-42). 

It is he who responds to her, as the knight responded to La 

Belle Dame. The only knowledge which he has obtained up to 

this point has come from Apollonius, his teacher, who can be 

said to represent human experience only in one aspect. Con-

sequently, after Lycius removes himself even further from 

reality by retreating into the enchanted palace with Lamia, 

his return to the real world, the move into Experience, kills 

him rather than leading to a Higher Innocence. His imagina-

tion does not function as it should; he allows himself to 

remain too long "beyond the bourn of care, / Beyond the sweet 

and bitter worId-beyond it unaware!" ("Lines Written in the 

Highlands," 28-29). He has lost "the sight of well remember'd 

face" ("Lines," 33), and when reality is thrust upon him in 

the shape of Apollonius, it is too late for him to adjust. • 

Thus, Lamia takes its place in the myth of the poet by ex-

pressing negatively the meaning of the poet, the imagination, 

the identity, and love. 
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Part I of the poem begins with a pairing of two immortals, 

Hermes and a nymph. However, the treatment of the figures 

gives a light tone to the opening section of the poem ivhich 

differs from the bitterness which is noticeable in much of 

the rest of the poem. The description of Hermes is humorous; 

he is "ever-smitten" (1.7), "bent warm on amorous theft" (1.8), 

burning with "a celestial heat / . . . from his winged heels 

to either ear" (1.22-23), and is "full of painful jealousies / 

Of the Wood-Gods, and even the very trees" (1.33-34). He 

appears to be a love-sick young boy in search of a nymph, 

reminiscent of the white-handed nymphs of the early poems. 
ty g 

There is even some "cheerful mockery."' The whole of the 

relationship between Hermes and the nymph is one of a sen-

suous, physical nature. When the long-hidden nymph is made 

to appear by the magic of Lamia, authorial comment informs 

the reader that 

It was no dream; or say a dream it was, 
Real are the dreams of Gods, and smoothly pass 
Their pleasures in a long immortal dream. 

( 1 . 1 2 6 - 2 8 ) 

These lines suggest a foreboding of what is to happen in the 

remainder of the poem. The gods can afford to live in a 

dream-world, where every dream becomes truth; human beings 

in their limited mortal condition must be satisfied with 
7 8 

Georgia S. Dunbar, "The Significance of the Humor in 
'Lamia,'" KSJ,, 8 (1959), 18. She goes on to state that Lycius 
and Lamia talce love too seriously and thus are a contrast to 
Hermes and the Nymph. 
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considerably less, and when the give themselves up to this 

dream-world and refuse to leave it, tragedy can be the only 

outcome. 

If the dream is to survive, as it did with Madeline and 

Porphyro, it must be as a result of commitment to each other 

rather than to a desire to live in a dream-world. Recall 

that the mortal lovers, Madeline and Porphyro, left the castle 

and went out into the storm. Hermes and his lover, however, 

at the close of the first section enter into their eternal 

relationship: 

But the God fostering her chilled hand, 
She felt the warmth, her eyelids open'd bland, 
And, like new flowers at morning song of bees, 
Bloom'd and gave up her honey to the lees. 
Into the green-recessed woods they flew; 
Nor grew they pale, as mortal lovers do. 

(1.140-45) 

All the imagery suggests physical fulfillment without cloying: 

the warmth of blood pulsing through veins and giving up "honey 

to the lees," like emptying the cup of pleasure. The immortal 

lovers disappear into the green woods, suggestive of verdure 

and life unending. They never grow pale as did the knight 

after his encounter with La Belle Dame or as the lovers on 

the Grecian urn would have done had they consummated their love, 

It is perhaps because of the mingling of the humorous 

and serious in the opening section that many have seen no 

relationship of it to the rest of the poem. Wasserman suggests 

that the first section might have been "a guess at heaven," 

with the rest meant to be "the perceptible reality seen from 
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the perspective of that g u e s s . T h e r e are certainly par-

allels and contrasts, whether or not they are as strong as 

they could be. Edward Norris is surely wrong when he describes 

Hermes as the representative of Keats's "more ambitious side--
OA 

the seeker after knowledge." There is nothing ambitious 

about Hermes except his determination to satisfy his physical 

needs. He is not concerned with the meaning of his experiences. 

It is enough for him to satisfy the senses without having to 

interpret, for he never has to return to the mortal world. 

Lamia, however, is a complex creature. Keats would have 
81 

known her story from Burton's Anatomy, and the Hermes episode 

is an addition to his sources. Keats makes Lamia into a sym-

pathetic character, although she is an illusion and remains 

one. From her first appearance, when she asks the help of 

Hermes to make her into a woman, the reader learns that she 

is "touch'd with miseries" (1.54) and that physically she is 

a combination of snake and woman: 

Her head was serpent, but ah, bitter-sweet! 
She had a xvoman's mouth with all its pearls complete: 
And for her eyes: what could such eyes do there 
But weep, and weep, that they were born so fair? 
Her throat was serpent, but the words she spake 
Came, as through bubbling honey, for Love's sake, 

(1.59-65) 

7 Q 
Wasserman, The Finer Tone, p. 163. 

8 0 
Edward Norris, "Hermes and the Nymph in Lamia," ELH, 

2 (1935), 323. 
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She is compassionate; it is Lamia who has made the nymph 

invisible to keep her pursuers from her. Her transformation 

is painful: "She writh'd about, convuls'd with scarlet pain" 

(1.154). 

Also, from the beginning, Lamia must be seen as a para-

doxical character. Indeed, all three of the major characters 

must be recognized as paradoxical, for not one of them is to 

8 2 

be approved in every way. Their natures may be the result 

of the fact that Keats, through the poem, "looked at life, 

and not merely at the limited area of his own life, as a whole, 

with all its essential contradictions."^ 

Although Lamia is a beautiful woman, the reader must 

keep in mind that she is still basically a serpent in dis-

guise and that she combines opposites within hereself by being 
A virgin purest lipp'd, yet in the lore 
Of love deep learned to the red heart's core: 
Not one hour old, yet of sciential brain 
To unperplex bliss from its neighbour pain; 

(1.189-92) 

The last line should lead a reader familiar with Keats's other 

work to suspect her. It is always one of the functions of the 

genuine imagination and the true poet to see the union of 

! 8 2 Perkins, p. 265. 

Gittings, Keats, p. 337. 
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contraries, to experience pain and bliss together, not to try-

to separate them from one another. Thus Lamia can offer only 

the pleasant by her magic powers; she is able to divide two 

things which must go together in completely meaningful human 

experience. Part of the loss of Innocence is the recognition 

that pleasure and pain both exist. An attempt to recover 

Innocence without concomitant experience and pain is doomed 

to failure. Lamia, therefore, can never be human, even though 

she might desire to be. 

This desire of Lamia to be human is tragically ironical, 

for it is her non-human powers that Lycius actually loves, 

through all the trappings which she provides for their physi-

cal pleasures by her magic abilities. The reader is told 

that Lamia, before her transformation, was able, like Shelley's 

Witch of Atlas, to send her spirit abroad to populated places: 

"And sometimes into cities she would send / Her dream, with 

feast and rioting to blend" (1.213-14). In fact, it is during 

one of these journeys that she has fallen,in love with Lycius. 

Lycius, on the other hand, has given most of his life 

to study. He has not been a devotee of the senses. Lamia 

says, '"Thou art a scholar, Lycius'" (1.279) and suggests that 

his attitude toward life cannot provide serener palaces, / 

'Where I may all my senses please'" (1.283-84). But once 
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Lycius turns to the senses, his dedication is complete. He is 

then described as "from one trance . . . wakening / Into 

another" (1.296-97) and is enthralled by the magic at once. 

He is not even aware of being transported from one place to 

another; he is "blinded Lycius" (1.347) and so remains until 

his death. As long as he is content to remain in his blinded 

state, the dream-world can survive, but once he tries to force 

reality into the mold of his illusion, his chances for life 

as a whole human being are banished. 

By the conclusion of Part I, Apollonius has been intro-

duced. At his first appearance, Lycius draws close to Lamia, 

as though for protection, and tells her that Apollonius has 

been "'my trusty guide / 'And good instructor; but tonight he 

seems / 'The ghost of folly haunting my sweet dreams'" 

,(1. 375-77). The foreboding of ill appears here; it is as 

though Lycius knows but does not want to admit that Apollonius 

may be able to see through the illusion that Lamia is creating, 

He does not want anything to intrude on his happiness, just 

as the poet in the "Ode on Indolence" does not want to "hear 

the voice of busy common-sense." Apollonius can be seen as 

a part of Lycius himself, that is, his "own conceptual brain, 

ivhich is adequate to his mortal experience but is the dull 

brain that perplexes and retards visionary flights heaven-

ward . 

84 
Wasserrnan, The Finer Tone, p. 169. 
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When Lycius enters the palace \vhich Lamia has erected 

through conjuration, he fully accepts the illusion. For a 

time they are satisfied, having drunk the "pure \>rine / Of 

happiness" (Endymion III.801-02). Each evening they recline 

on a couch 

Where use had made it sweet, with eyelids closed, 
Saving a tythe which love still open kept, 
That they might see each other while they almost slept; 

(11.23-25) 

Theirs approaches the immortality of passion of Hermes and 

the nymph, Venus and Adonis, and Cupid and Psyche in the "Ode 

to Psyche": 

They lay calm-breathing on the bedded grass; 
Their arms embraced, and their pinions too; 
Their lips touch'd not, but had not bade adieu, 

As if disjoined by soft-handed slumber, 
And ready still past kisses to outnumber 

("Psyche" II) 

Yet, "For all this came a ruin" (11.16). Love himself is 

jealous of their seeming completeness of happiness. Lycius 

is recalled to the human world of Corinth by "a thrill / Of 

trumpets" (II.27-28). Then, in a parallel to the first book, 

it is the spirit of Lycius instead of Lamia that "pass'd 

beyond its golden bourn / Into the noisy world almost for-

sworn" (11.32-33). From this point in Book II, Lycius is not 

content to accept Lamia on her own terms; rather, he feels 

impelled "to reclaim / Her wild and timid nature to his aim" 

(11.70-71). He begins to ask mortal questions which are out 

of the realm to which Lamia belongs: 
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'How to entangle, trammel up and snare 
'Your soul in mine, and labyrinth you there 
'Like the hid scent in an unbudded rose?' 

(11.52-54) 

He wants to have Lamia on mortal terms rather than her own and 

proposes a wedding feast in order to exhibit her and thus to 

arouse the jealousy of his friends. Perhaps his desire is a 

reflection of untold parts of the story. Because Lycius has 

been a solitary figure, he probably has not been a part of 

the society of Corinth. Now he has a chance to enter that 

society with a great flash. 

The dream now begins to fade. Lamia agrees to submit to 

the wedding festivities even though she probably senses that 

something evil will come from it, requesting only that Lycius 

not invite Apollonius to the feast. For the first time she 

shrinks from Lycius, an indication perhaps of her realization 

that their dream will not be able to survive the harsh reality 

of the world. Nevertheless, she bids her "vie\tfless servants" 

(11.136) to make the splendid palace ready for the celebration. 

Here the author comments as narrator: 

0 senseless Lycius! Madman! Wherefore flout 
The silent-blessing fate, warm cloister'd hours, 
And show to common eyes these secret bowers? 
The herd approach'd; each guest, with busy brain, 
Arriving at the portal, gaz'd amain, 
And enter'd marveling; for they knew the street. .'. . 

Save one, who look'd thereon with eye severe, 
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And with calm-planted steps walk'd in austere; 
'Twas Apollonius: something too he laugh1d, 
As though some knotty problem, that had daft 
His patient thought, had now begun to thaw, 
And solve and melt:--'twas just as he foresaw. 

(11.147-62) 

The attitude of Lycius toward the people is one of scorn, 

indicated by the words "herd" and "busy brain." These are 

men of no imagination; they are trying to remember why it is 

that the street is familiar to them although they cannot 

remember the house. Apollonius, on the other hand, acts as 

though he finally understands the implications of the earlier 

behavior of Lycius in passing him by. If he has taught his 

pupil to use his mind, to forego the use of the imagination, 

then he would be displeased at this evidence that Lycius is 

not heeding all that he has been taught as a pupil of 

Apollonius. The philosopher acts as he must in the light of 

his training: "'yet must I do this wrong, / 'And you forgive 

me'" (11.168-69). 

After a description of the festivities, the narrator 

begins a lament for Lamia and Lycius, in lines which have 

caused a great deal of comment: 

Do not all charms fly 
At the mere touch of cold philosophy? 
There was an awful rainbow once in heaven: 
We know her woof, her texture; she is given 
In the dull catalogue of common things, 
Philosophy will clip an Angel's wings, 
Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, 
Empty the haunted air, and gnoraed mine--
Unweave a rainbow, as it erewhile made 
The tender-person'd Lamia melt into a shade. 

(11.229-38) 
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These lines must not, however, as some have read them, be 

forced to bear the entire meaning of the whole poem. Instead, 

they represent extreme views of both the imagination and 

philosophy. They indicate a misuse of the two forces, which 

should be complementary to one another. It is not necessary 

to accept M. H. Abrams' judgment that "Keats accedes to the 

fallacy . . . that, when a perceptual phenomenon is explained 

by correlating it with something more elementary than itself, 

the explanation discredits and replaces the perception-- that 

8 5 

only the explanation is real, and the perception illusory." 

His statement must be weighed against the context of the poem 

and Keats's comments in his mature letters, such as his 

reference to "the human friend philosopher" (11,139). The 

difficulty in the modern world is one which Keats senses in 

writing these lines and one which is implied in Abrams' com-

ment: science sometimes would make the poet seem to have to 

reject the imagination, but he is not required to do so. In 

fact, Philip Freund has made it a point to. demonstrate in his 
O fa 

last chapter that science has its own mythology. u 

^ M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York,1954), 
p. 307. 

^ Philip Freund, Myths of Creation (New York, 1965), 
pp. 271-94. 
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A philosopher who knows nothing of dreams would want 

to "Conquer all mysteries by rule and line"; a dreamer who 

refuses to accept anything from philosophy and science would 

desire to accept the "awful rainbow" without understanding 

what makes it up. A healthy imagination could absorb both, 

but Lycius and Apollonius do not represent either the healthy 

philosopher or the healthy"poet. Rather, Lycius is a dreamer, 

whom Keats condemns bitterly in The Fall of Hyperion, and 

Apollonius is "the dull brain [that] perplexes and retards" 

("Ode to a Nightingale") and refuses to accept any part of 

the fancy or the imagination. 

When Apollonius fixes his eye "without a twinkle or stir / 

Full on the alarmed beauty of the bride" (11.246-47), Lamia 

dies. Ironically, it is Lycius who cries, '"Begone, foul • 

dream!'" (11.271) as he realizes what is happening. His is 

the cry of "the bewildered indignation of the disappointed 

romanticist, who has learned nothing from his experience 

O J 

except perhaps to despise it." Lycius cannot realize that 

he has been a dreamer rather than a poet. The reader must 

remember, however, that the description of Apollonius given 

by Lycius occurs after Lamia's death and that his view does 

not necessarily reflect that of the poet or narrator: 

8 7 
Robert D. Wagner, "Keats: 'Ode to Psyche' and the 

Second 'Hyperion,'" KSJ, 13 (1964), 38. 
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'Shut, shut those juggling eyes, thou ruthless man! 
'Turn them aside, wretch I • • • • • • • * • • * • • • • • • • • • • • • • • * 

'Corinthians! look upon that grey-beard wretch! 
'Mark how, possess'd, his lashless eyelids stretch 
'Around his demon eyes!' 

(11.277-89) 

Lycius is striking out at the man who has deprived him of his 

happiness and his dream. His sustenance taken from him, 

Lycius dies, unfit to live in the mortal world again. Yet, 

the reader is likely to feel with Bloom that "If death awaited 

Lycius in Lamia's folds, it would have been a death better 

88 

worth the dying,, and better worth the poet's imaginings." 

Lamia has threads of themes from other poems, especially 

the concern with the nature of the poet. Lycius represents 

a negative value and misplacement of the imagination. He is 

committed to a delusion rather than a vision, and thus his path 

can lead only to unhappiness and destruction. The poet must 

concern himself with humanity in order "to bring us sustaining 
O Q 

visions of a beauty often lacking in our lives. . . . 

The evidence of Lamia is the evidence of a. false move through 

Experience and a deluded attempt to believe that a Higher 

Innocence has been reached when, in fact, it is not Innocence 
8 8 

Bloom, Visionary Company, p. 381. 
o q 

Evert, Aesthetic and Myth, p. 286, 
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at all but an evasion of life. One critic has suggested that 

the evil in Lamia is that she, by the use of her powers, has 

taken Lycius away from the mortal world which must sustain 

90 

a man on his journey through life. Douglas Bush's comments 

are a useful summary of attitudes toward the poem: 
Since most of Keats's chief poems are concerned 

with the nature of poetry and the poet, we may assume 
that Lycius represents not merely a lover but a poet, 
although a projection of only one part, and not the 
strongest part, of Keats himself. Like Endymion, Lycius 
is captured by what he takes to be an ideal and immortal, 
love; luxuriating in his bower of bliss, he does not 
heed either the trumpets of action or the wisdom of 
philosophy.- He is a mortal dreamer who gladly retreats 
from reality into a world of fantasy. In demanding 
marriage he is not, as the poet's later ironical 
comment puts it, profaning secret joys (ii,146f.), 
but is trying to make a dream substantial and lasting. 
Unlike Endymion, he does not grow into devotion to the 
real; unlike Apollo, he does not attain comprehension 
of the world of suffering. Rather, Lycius is--somewhat 
like Tennyson's innocent Lady of Shalott--a cloistered 
artist who lives on illusions and is killed by the 
shock of reality--that is, in Lamia, by philosophic 
truth. Yet Apollonius is a coldhearted realist who 
can only see through everything--a very imperfect symbol 
of what Keats meant by philosophy. Thus none of the 
three chief figures represents an ideal; they are all 
more or less fatally flawed parts of an ideal. 

"To Autumn" and The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream, the last 

two major poems that Keats was to write, are also the two 

poems which perhaps more than any other single poems embody 

9 0 Bernice Slote, Keats and the Dramatic Principle CLincoln. 
1958), p. 147. K — 

9 1 Bush, John Keats, p. 161. 
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Keats's mythopoeia. Each, in its own way, is about the 

journey of the soul of Everyman from an untested Innocence, 

through the crucible of Experience, and into a Higher Inno-

cence from which man is able not only to grasp his own expe-

rience but to exist with it and prevail. One of the most 

nearly unique qualities of Keats's major poems is their sub-

ject matter. Although Keats often treats the problem of the 

artist, he is at the same time writing of the human condition. 

His poetry, therefore, can be read on an aesthetic level, but 

there is a consistent binding to the earth and an acknowledge-

ment of the poet's kinship with total humanity, not with just 

those who, like himself, are devoted to art. 

"To Autumn" 

"To Autumn," which on a surface reading would seem to be 

a poem of serenity, is on a closer reading quite close to the 

theme of the first Hyperion, that "a new good is purchased 

92 

only at the price of the loss of a former good." Like the 

other odes, this one has its parallel in a letter: "I never 

lik'd stubble fields so much as now--Aye better than the 

chilly green of the spring. Somehow a stubble plain looks 

warm--in the same way that some pictures look warm--this 

struck me so much in my sunday's walk that I composed upon 

it" (II, 167). This poem, with the others of Keats's maturity, 

9 2 Arnold Davenport, "A Note on 'To Autumn,'" in John 
Keats: A Reassessment, ed. Kenneth Muir (Liverpool, 19 5lT)T p. 
101. 
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reflects themes and concerns which have been with him since 

the beginning, particularly the idea of the processes of 

nature and of life. In this poem there is a "amture under-

93 

standing" of nature instead of "Nature's gentle doings" 

("I Stood Tip-Toe," 63). And, although autumn is personified 

and arrested in a kind of stasis, it is seen only as a part 

of the continuing organic process of all life. The stasis 

can be appreciated only when it is contrasted with the aware-
94 

ness of time's constant movement. The season itself "is 

a boundary, a space between two opposite conditions, a moment 

of poise when one movement culminates and the succeeding 

movement has scarcely begun."95 

"To Autumn" is also an excellent example of Keats's 

mythmaking, in which what begins as a personification ripens 

into a sense of beauty, harmony, and mystery at the heart of 

existence, all captured in a mythic way. In the first stanza 

autumn is addressed as the "Season of mists and mellow fruit-

fulness, / Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun" which has 

acted in a conspiracy to bring growing things to a fullness 

not reached before by spring or summer. Yet even in the 
93 

Jack Stillinger, "Introduction: Imagination and Reality 
in the Odes of Keats," in Twentieth-Century Interpretations of 
Keats's Odes: A Collection of Critical Essays, ecu JacTc StilTTnger 
TEnglewooT"Cliffs, 196877~p'. 9. 

9 4 B. C. Southam, '"The Ode 'To Autumn,'" KSJ, 9 (1960), 97. 

Davenport, p. 96. 
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beginning, along with the appreciation of the season's ability 

"to load and bless / With fruit the vines," there is a sense 

that the fullness will end in decay, in order to begin the 

processes of life all over again. 

Surely the second stanza asserts Keats's kinship with 

the spirit of the Greeks whose mythology he admired, because 

it captures their sense of the life projected into their gods: 

Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store? 
Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find 

Thee sitting careless on a granary floor, 
Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing \tfind; 

Or on a half-reap'd furrow sound asleep, 
Drows'd with the fume of poppies, while thy hook 

Spares the next swath and all its twined flowers: 
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep 

Steady thy laden head across a brook; 
Or by a cyder-press, with patient look, 

Thou watchest the last oozings hours by hours. 

Here autumn is seen almost as a goddess who rules over the 

changing season. Captured by its beauty and plenty, she 

drowses, in a sense wishing to spare what she knows must come 

to pass. There is also the implication of a desire on the 

part of the poet to arrest the season at its peak, as he had 

wished to prolong his intensified state in the "Ode to a 

Nightingale." The last line emphasizes the understanding of 

time as organic process, as autumn watches "the last oozings 

hours by hours." Always there is the sense that autumn is 
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both the ending and the beginning of something. 

The third stanza is touched with poignant beauty: 

Where are the songs of Spring? Ay, where are they? 
Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,--

While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day, 
And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue; 

Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn 
Among the river sallows, borne aloft 

Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies; 
And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn; 

Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble soft 
The red-breast xvhistles from a garden-croft; 
And gathering swallows twitter in the skies. 

Although there is "a harmony at the heart of things, apparent 
Q f\ 

at no other moment of the year," there is also a sadness in 

the knowledge of that harmony, which has been won by the 

labor of Experience. It is only the abandonment of Innocence 

and the conscious choice to move into the "dark passages" 

(I, 281) of Experience that can result in a serenity of 

97 

vision. It seems significant that the last stanza closes 

with images of sound and movement; nothing in the final lines 

is static. 

This short lyric does beautifully what Keats said a poem 

should do, "surprise by a fine excess and not by Singularity-

it should strike the Reader as a wording of his own highest 

thoughts, and appear almost a Remembrance" (I, 238). "To 

Autumn" illustrates this principle of poetry for many readers 
^ Sherwood, p. 264. 

^ F. R. Leavis, Rev 
in English Poetry (New YofYJ 193~5") ,~pT TT2 

Q ? 
F. R. Leavis, Revaluation: Tradition and Development 
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perhaps because of "the familiar archetypal relevance of the 

association to our feelings of sequence in our own lives."^8 

Bate has summarized the major preoccupations of Keats's poetry 

which are found in the last important lyric that he wrote: 

the "ideal of energy caught in repose," "the association of 

expectance, of waiting, with autumn," and "his inability to 

conceive fulfillment without a spring of promise still im-

plicit within it."99 

The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream 

The last of Keats's major poems, The Fall of Hyperion: 

A Dream, unfortunately remains only as a fragment. In 

attempting to recast the original Hyperion, Keats wrote an 

entirely different poem. It has been of great interest to 

students in the twentieth century because it uses the creation 

of a poem as the subject of a poem. Of course, Keats is in 

the tradition of Wordsworth and Coleridge in The Prelude and 

Kubla Khan, a tradition continued in this century by--among 

others--Wallace Stevens, Archibald MacLeish, and Marianne 

Moore. 

Keats is also concerned with man and his looking at "the 

self as it tries to come to terms with r e a l i t y . ^ Twentieth-

century poets, too, have struggled with the identity of man 

9 9 Ibid., p. 584. 

1 0 0 Ibidi, p. 587. 
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and artist: Eliot's The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock and 

Robinson's The Man Against the Sky are examples of this theme. 

As Robert Wagner points out, Keats is both the subject and 

101 

the writer of his poem. In anticipating some of what was 

to be done in later years, Keats differed from his contem-

poraries in that he wrote subjective poetry but was able to 

transfer the meaning sometimes into a more detached and 
102 

objective form. Read in the context of the Romantic 

tradition, The Fall "must be regarded as one of the major 

attempts within European romanticism to reconcile the imagi-

nation with a realistic and humane awareness of the suffering 

103 

of mankind." Indeed, it can be seen as "very nearly the 

archetypal Romantic poem" because it contains "the great 

Romantic theme of the poet relating himself to the content 

of his own v i s i o n . p e r h a p s one of the major interests 

of the poem for later generations has been the fact that it 

is within the Romantic tradition but in some ways goes beyond 
105 

that tradition. 
Wagner, p. 35. 

1 0 2 G. R. Elliott, "The Real Tragedy of Keats," PMLA, 
36 (1921), 320. 

1 0 3 Stuart M. Sperry, "Keats, Milton, and 'The Fall of 
Hyperion,'" PMLA, 77 (1962), 83. 

Bloom, Visionary Company, p. 38 9. 

105 
Wagner's article suggests that the poem is actually 

anti-romantic in theme. 
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Like the ode "To Autumn," The Fall indicates a kind of 

Higher Innocence, but the reader is also able to witness 

within the poem the actual movement from Innocence to Expe-

rience and the struggle, symbolized by the poet's climb up 

the steps, into a Higher Innocence. It is also clear that 

there is great pain and joy in the movement. Too, there is 

in the course of the poem the final condemnation of the 

purely visionary poet. There is in this last poem a fitting 

resolution, though fragmentary, of the difficulties of being 

a poet and of the realization that the myth of the poet can 

be a myth which is true for man. Part of the means of em-

bodying this myth is the concern with vision, dream, and 

sleep that have been noted since Sleep and Poetry and 

"Calidore." 

From the opening lines of the poem, the reader encounters 

the concern with dream and vision: 

Fanatics have their dreams, wherewith they weave 
A paradise for a sect; the savage too 
From forth the loftiest fashion of his sleep 
Guesses at Heaven . . . 

[But] Poesy alone can tell her dreams, 
With the fine spell of words alone can save 
Imagination from the sable charm 
And dumb enchantment. 

(I.1-11) 

Keats seems here to be indicating that dreams occur to all 

mankind and can be the means of understanding "Heaven." All 
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men must make "Guesses at Heaven"; only the real poet, not 

the visionary poet, is able to tell the dreams in such a way 

that they can become like Adam's dream, truth in the real 

world. Then he states one major theme of the poem: 

Whether the dream now purpos'd to rehearse 
Be poet's or fanatic's will be known 
When this warm scribe my hand is in the grave. 

(1.16-18) 

The first person is introduced here; the reader is not to 

have a kind of impersonal statement but the personal encounter 

of the "I" found in the "Ode to Psyche" and "Ode to a Night-

ingale ." 

Casting the poem in the shape of a dream-vision is of 

importance, although Keats "writes less a poetry of vision 
X 0 6 

than a poetry about the human need and use of it." It is 

as though he is saying that chere must be vision and dream 

before there can be truth, but the poet who is to speak to 

man's heart must have more than just a vision or a dream. 

The poem certainly has kinship with the genre of the dream-

vision, which Keats would have known through Chaucer and Dante; 

the form is especially important in stressing "the difference 

between everyday reality and the special reality of art" and 

in suggesting that "the latter can be approached only when 

Perkins, p. 219. 
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the ordinary controls of will and consciousness are relaxed."1^7 

10 s 

Keats must still feel that a dream can reveal truth. 

The second paragraph of the poem relates the beginning 

of the vision, in which the poet finds himself in the midst 

of a lovely, garden-like atmosphere, where he sees 
a feast of summer fruits, 

Which, nearer seen, seem'd refuse of a meal 
By angel tasted or our Mother Eve. 

(1.29-31) 

In lines which recall the Nightingale ode, the poet drinks 

from "a cool vessel of transparent juice" (1.40). The dif-

ference here, however, is that he drinks, "pledging all the 

mortals of the world, / And all the dead whose names are in 

our lips" (I.45-46),and then falls into a deep swoon, which 

follows "the familiar pattern of a feast, a sleep, and an 
109 

awakening to some new mode of being. . . ." 

Awakening within the dream which he is telling, the 

poet sees "the carved sides / Of an old sanctuary with roof 

august" (1.61-62), older than anything he can remember having 

seen upon the earth. The appeal of the sanctuary is perhaps 
107 

Irene Chayes, "Dreamer, Poet, and Poem in 'The Fall 
of Hyperion,'" PQ, 46 (1967), 501. She also notes the simi-
larities between this kind of thinking and eighteenth-century 
aesthetic theories which Keats seems to have known. 

1 A Q 

-u Mario D'Avanzo, Keats's Metaphors for the Poetic 
Imagination (Durham, 1967J7 p. 66. " 

1 0 9 Gittings, p. 337. 
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the same kind of appeal which Greek myth had for him: "fresh 

through all the generations, it comes to him charged with an 

110 
emotion old beyond memory and yet his own." 

The poet next sees an altar, which is 
To be approach'd on either side by steps, 
And marble balustrade, and patient travail 
To count with toil the innumerable degrees. 

(1.90-92) 

Thus the idea of purgation and the imagery from traditional 

111 

Christianity appears from the beginning. The first words 

that he hears from Moneta, with whom he will have a confron-

tation shortly, are "'If thou canst not ascend / 'These steps, 

die on that marble where thou art'" (1.107-08). 

The next lines ring with a similarity to the changing of 

Apollo in the first Hyperion: 
Prodigious seem'd the toil; the leaves were yet 
Burning--when suddenly a palsied chill 
Struck from the paved level up my limbs, 
And was ascending quick to put cold grasp 
Upon those streams that pulse beside the throat: 
I shriek'd, and the sharp anguish of my shriek 
Stung my own ears--I strove hard to escape 
The numbness; strove to gain the loxvest step. 
Slow, heavy, deadly was my pace: the cold 
Grew stifling, suffocating, at the heart; 
And when I clasp'd my hands I felt them not. 
One minute before death, my iced foot touch'd 
The lowest stair; and as it touch'd, life seem'd 
To pour in at the toes: I mounted up, 
As once fair angels flew 
From the green turf to Heaven--

(1.121-36) 

As with the first Hyperion, there is a dying into life. The 

innocent self must die in order for the mature self to take 
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its place. Perkins is correct in assuming that this scene 

more broadly suggests that the poet moves slowly into an 

awareness of human predicaments than just in moving back to 

11? 

life from death. It is only through moving up the steps 

that the poet is able to purge himself with a "healing de-

spair" which "is a part of the allegory of life, a process 
113 

in the making of a soul." The poet here raises the eternal 

question and cry of man endeavoring to find out who he is and 

what his purpose is: "'What am I that should so be saved from 

death?'" (1.138). 

The debate between the poet and Moneta which follows has 

occasioned more critical commentary than any other single 

part of the poem. Perhaps distinguishing who Moneta is and 

what she might represent is wise before looking specifically 

at the words exchanged by the pair. She can be seen as a 

representation of "the archaic way of thought--imaginative 

rather than discursive . . . , un-dissociated, mythopoeic. 

Therefore, she has a kind of knowledge which has faded from 

the world and which only the sensibility of the poet is able 

to intuit and pass on to other human beings. Thus she lives 

in the most ancient temples. Images of light and sorrow are 
112 perking p. 281. 

113 
Dorothy Hewlett, "Some Thoughts on 'The Fall of 

Hyperion,'" Aryan Path, 34 (1963), 466. 

1 1 4 Frank Kermode, Romantic Image (London, 1961), pp. 8-9, 



183 

associated with her, indicating that she can be "a bringer of 

truth through conscience, or through sympathy with the 

115 

suffering which is as old as the world." Or perhaps she 

is "the embodiment of the collective memory of tradition"^^ 

which remains present in her mind as scenes which are peren-

ially available to those sensitive enough to participate in 

them. One of her functions is to act as a kind of scourge, 

to enable the poet to see himself as he must be. 

Moneta's first speech warns the poet of the dangers of 

being a visionary who has no ties to the earth or to his 

fellow human beings: 

'Those whom thou spak'st of are no vision'ries,1 

Rejoined that voice--'They are no dreamers weak, 
'They seek no wonder but the human face; 
'No music but a happy-noted voice--
'They come not here, they have no thought to come--
'And thou art here, for thou art less than they--
'What benefit canst thou, or all thy tribe, 
'To the great world? Thou art a dreaming thing, 
'A fever of thyself--think of the Earth; 
'What bliss even in hope is there for thee? 
'What haven? every creature hath its home; 
'Every sole man hath days of joy and pain, 
'Whether his labours be sublime or low--
'The pain alone; the joy alone; distinct: 
'Only the dreamer venoms all his days, 
'Bearing more woe than all his sins deserve.' 

(1.161-77) 
115 

Evert, p. 293. 

Chayes, p. 505. 
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There are echoes of other poems. When the poet questions his 

being there, he exclaims that there must be others "'Who feel 

the giant agony of the world'" (1.157), which reminds readers 

of the lines from Sleep and Poetry. Keats had then expressed 

a desire to write poetry that would speak of "a nobler life, 

Where I may find the agonies, The strife / Of human hearts 

(123-25). There is always the possibility that art will be 

117 

treacherous and not fulfill what it promises. Some of the 

most telling lines are those in which Moneta suggests that 

pain and joy are distinct, as Lamia could "unperplex bliss 

from its neighbor pain" (192). It is a mark of Keats's poetry 

that for the poet no such separation can be possible. 

The poet's attempt to justify his work is contained in 

these lines: 
*. . . sure not all 

'Those melodies sung into the World's ear 
'Are useless: sure a poet is a sage; 
'A humanist, physician to all men. 
'That I am none I feel, as vultures feel 
'They are no birds when eagles are abroad.1 

(1.187-92) 

Here is evidence once again of the kind of religious function 

which poetry can have. In addition, there may be a signifi-

cance in the comparison of the physician and the humanist to 

the poet: ". . . in The Fall illness is used not simply as a 

117 
Bate, p. 598. 
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metaphor for various emotional states but as a symbol of the 

poet's own consciousness. . . . The self-cured physician here 

118 

becomes Keats's image of redemption through poetry." 

Moneta distinguishes even more clearly between the poet 

and the dreamer in the following lines: 

'Art thou not of the dreamer tribe? 
'The poet and the dreamer are distinct, 
'Diverse, sheer opposite, antipodes, 
'The one pours out a balm upon the World, 
'The other vexes it.' 

(1.198-202) 

At the poet's request, Moneta begins to tell her story, 

and he can tell by her voice that she is crying, shedding 

"Long-treasured tears" (1.221). She has been waiting through 

the ages for someone to come to her for the help and knowl-

edge that she can offer. She cannot force her knowledge on 

anyone, and only those who are worthy can be permitted to see 

the visions which play and replay themselves within her brain. 

Her very power is a curse to her, but it can be a wonder to 

the poet because he will see her visions "'with those dull 

mortal eyes . . . , / 'Free from all pain, if x</onder pain 

thee not'" (1.247-48). The irony is, of course, that if he 

is a poet instead of a dreamer, the wonder will become pain 

because he will empathically share in the drama which unfolds 
1 1 8 Ward, p. 328. 
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before him through Moneta's brain. In Keats's last poetry 

as well as in his early writing, there is emphasis on the 

idea that truth must be experiential to have validity. If 

the poet simply watched the scenes in Moneta's brain, he would 

remain a visionary and could never hope to become a "physician 

to all men." 

The lines which follow are the poet's description of 

Moneta's face and his desire to experience what she feels as 

pain: 

Then saw I a wan face, 
Not pin'd by human sorrows, but bright blanch'd 
By an immortal sickness which kills not; 
It works a constant change, which happy death 
Can put no end to; deathwards progressing 
To no death was that visage; it had past 
The lily and the snow; and beyond these 
I must not think now, though I saw that face--
But for her eyes I should have fled away. 

I ach'd to see what things the hollow brain 
Behind enwombed: what high tragedy 
In the dark secret Chambers of her skull 
Was acting, that could give so dread a stress 
To her cold lips, and fill with such a light 
Her planetary eyes; and touch her voice 
With such a sorrow. 

(1.256-82) ' 

In Moneta's face there is captured something that has not been 

seen in Keats's poetry before, a process that does not have 

an end. Yet in the arrest of stasis, there is still change. 

Her sickness is more than human because she is more than human. 

It is for this reason that some have compared her to a kind of 
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Christ figure who takes the suffering of the world upon her-

self.119 But she does not die a physical death; she simply 

dies in spirit over and over because of the suffering she 

endures with her knowledge. 

The poet is granted by Moneta the "power . . . of 

enormous ken / To see as a god sees" (1.303-04), which enables 

him to enter into her brain and actually participate in the 

scenes which remain constant there. Those scenes are repre-

sented by the inclusion of some passages from the first 

Hyperion, those in which Saturn and Thea appear. It is pos-

sible that these scenes are meant to represent a whole 

reservoir of material for poetry which has not been used in 

120 

recent years. The burden of what the poet sees is so , 

great that he often prays "Intense, that Death would take me 

from the Vale / And all its burthens" (1.396-98). 

Since the poem is only a fragment, there is no way to 

ascertain what Keats would have done with it if it had been 

continued. The short and fragmentary Canto II consists of 

Moneta1s telling of the coming of Hyperion, which was recorded 

in the earlier poem. But it is evident in what does remain 

of the poem that Keats was trying to ascertain what the role 

of the poet could be for his time and for those times to 

Chayes, p. 505. 
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follow. In the first version, Keats was writing about a kind 

of progress, that of beauty in the world. Here, Wilkie 

contends, Keats writes of man's progress as he grows; 

. . the two poems are doctrinal to man but not to an age 

or nation."121 Keats is concerned with poetry as a human 

122 

object rather than an abstract one. 

The Fall can be read as a miniature working out of the 

myth of the poet. The poet in the vision loses the Innocence 

that he presumably has when he enters the garden at the begin-

ning. Climbing the purgatorial steps represents the agony of 

moving through Experience. It is important to note, however, 

that although the abandoning of earlier views is necessary, 
123 

there still is an aura of sadness at the loss of Innocence. 

But the glimpse of Higher Innocence that the poet receives • 

through Moneta's vision is worth the loss. If the poem had 

an ending, the poet would very likely return to the real 

world from his dream. Then the test would be whether he could 

embody his vision into a poem that had real meaning for human 

beings who would read it in the hope of seeing into the heart 

of their humanity. 
121 
' Brian Wilkie, Romantic Poets and Epic Tradition 

(Madison and Milwaukee, 196TJ> p. 186. 
1 ? ? 

John Rosenberg, "Keats and Milton: The Paradox of 
Rejection," KSJ, 6 (1957), 91. 

Sperry, p. 80. 



189 

The imagination in this poem is tempered with restraint. 

Although the reader is in the midst of agony, the language 

is almost austere. Here too truth becomes real as it is 

experienced through participation in Moneta's vision and 

through the use of the imagination within its proper limits. 

The intensities of life are here in this poem, as they are 

in others; here the intensity is that of death, which Keats 

has previously called "Life's high meed" ("Why did I laugh 

tonight?") and the intensity of the sorrow in Moneta's face. 

The pain of her face also illustrates the idea that intensities 

can make disagreeables evaporate. The poet of The Fall is 

also the poet of Negative Capability. At first he questions, 

but then he is content to be shown and to let himself absorb 

what is offered to him. And certainly this poem is a "vale 

of Soul-making," in which pain and suffering are clearly the 

means by which the poet is enabled to ascend the steps and 

emerge in a higher state, to reorganize his functions in 

preparation for returning to the earth. 

The mythopoeic poet views his universe and interprets 

it as an organic whole; in a culture where there is no pre-

dominantly accepted myth to give his experience a shape, he 

is forced to create his own. Sometimes the mythmaking is 

startlingly original, as in Blake's poetry. Sometimes tra-

ditional Greek and Roman mythology or Christian symbolism is 
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put to new uses. Keats is related in this way to both the 

tradition of mythopoeia as it runs through English poetry and 

to his own literary period, during which poets as well as 

other artists found it necessary to shape their own mytho-

logies and to replace the older cosmological frames that were 

disintegrating under the forces of the modern world. 

Why is it that generations have continued to respond to 

the poetry and the letters of John Keats? Perhaps it is that 

he is both of his own time and transcendent to it. He was 

involved with humanity, as others of his time were; yet he 

reflects the theme of the artist's isolation and suffering 

which was to become prominent in the twentieth century. 

In the poetry and the letters of Keats, then, the 

reader finds a touchstone of experiences that are common to 

all humanity shaped into Keats's central myth of the poet, 

which embodies his interpretation of experience. The reader 

finds a concern with birth, death, and rebirth--the initiatory 

nature of human experience--embodied in the major poetry, 

especially the two Hyperions. These two poems speak to man 

as man and to man as artist. In "La Belle Dame Sans Merci" 

and Lamia the reader participates in that miring in Experience 

and that failure to learn which haunts man throughout his life. 

He wants to transcend his experience and move on to that calm 
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which can come through a Higher Innocence, but he often learns 

that although the moments of vision are few, they are yet 

worth the trouble and pain, as portrayed in the vision of 

Moneta's face in The Fall of Hyperion and in the reconcili-

ation of opposites in "To Autumn." Man's sensitive response 

to the natural world appears especially in "To Autumn," "On 

the Grasshopper and the Cricket," and in the "Hymn to Pan" 

f r o m Endymion. Finally, the major theme which has such appeal 

for modern man, that of the artist as alienated and set apart 

for a special task, comes through with a power and poignancy 

rarely matched by other poetry in The Fall of Hyperion. 

Keats saw in traditional myth and in the mythic vision 

of life an embodiment of the legacy of the past and a way 

to know himself as man. Thus the myth that he created comes 

alive for others, because man tends to respond to myth when 

it reveals something that touches his experience as a human 

being. Keats was willing to take the risk as an artist and 

to make the leap of faith that ordinary men are frequently 

not willing to make. He was unafraid to trust his intuitive 

perceptions, although he also appreciated the knowledge which 

man is able to glean from books. His knowledge of beauty and 

truth is always linked to man's experience on earth, firmly 
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bound to mankind, because he tested his intuitions on his 

pulses. Thus he was able to gain "for himself vision and 

possession of the experience engendered between his own soul 

and the life around him, and [to communicate] that experi-

ence, at once individual and collective, to others. . . 

(Bodkin, p.8) Although Keats died young, he possessed the 

poetic power 

To see as a god sees, and take the depth 
Of things as nimbly as the outward eye 
Can size and shape pervade. 

(The Fall 1.303-05) 

Keats left the testament of that power in his major poems and 

in some of the most sensitive letters ever written by a poet. 
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