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PREFACE 

The purpose of my study of Keats's imagination is 

to show Keats's belief in the extensive powers of imagina

tion over the mind of the poet . Throughout his writing 

Keats manifested a belief in imaginative power which 

could enable the poet to rise above the actual world . 

Imaginative flight was not only a mea ns of escape for 

Keats; it was also a means of attaining the ultimate 

truth and beauty of any object which the poet contemplated . 

The odes of 1819 represent the climax of Keats's develop

ment in imaginative power. As he matured, Keats pursued 

a conception of beauty which could be attained through 

imagination working in association with reality , a beauty 

which he realized could not be immortal. 

My study concerns Keats's belief in imagination and 

its creative power from his first volume of poems in 1817 

through the climax of his career in 1819 . Within these 

years Keats passed from his adherence to poetry based on 

pure imaginative flight to a mature understanding of poetry 

created through imagination tempered by knowledge of reality . 

I have observed Keats's development of imagina tion primarily 

in his letters written between 1817 and 1819 and in the 

five odes of 1819 . I have followed Harold Brigg's edition 

of Keats's poems for the chronology of the odes , instead 

of Garrod's, because it agrees with the dates established 
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by Keats's major biographers, Sir Sidney Colvin, Amy Lowell, 

and Walter Jackson Bate . I have used Maurice Buxton Forman ' s 

1952 edition of Keats's letters which Hyder Rollins re

edited in 1958. 

In the preparation of this the sis, I am espe cially 

grateful to Dr . Autrey Nell Wiley , Chairman of the Depart

ment of English , whose scholarly advice and suggestions 

have facilitated the writing of my thesis . Not only has 

Dr. Wiley's assistance made my task of writing a much easier 

one, but through her kind encouragement and patient under

standing , the experience of writing bas also been a joyful 

one . I would also like to express my appreciation to the 

teaching staff of the English department under whose guidance 

I have completed the required graduate courses toward the 

master's degree . I wish to thank especially Miss Julia Crisp 

and Dr. Judith McDowell for r eading my thesis and for 

assisting Dr . Wiley with my final examination . 

I feel a particular indebtedness to the members of my 

family without whose inspiration my work could not have been 

completed . To my husband, Larry, and my son, Michael, I am 

grateful for their abundant patience and confidence in my 

abilities . I am thankful to my sister, Carole Balch, who has 

been so helpful in obtaining books otherwise unavailable to me 

for research . Finally to my parents, Mr . and Mrs . Bryan Taggart, 

I express my sincere appreciation for their love and encourage

ment which have made my e ducat ion possible. 

July 11, 1968 Patricia T. Munro 
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CHAPTER I 

IMAGINATION DEFINED 

"The Imagination may be compared to Adam's dream -
1 

he awoke and found it truth . " When Keats wrote this state-

ment asserting his belief in the truth of the imagination, 

poets of the nineteenth century were making an effort to 

discover the exact meaning of the term imagination . The 

word bad already "passed through three stages of meaning 
2 

in England," many aspects of which are reflected in Keats's 

references to imagination . Bacon cited imagination, in 

addition to memory and reason, as "one of the three faculties 
3 

of the rational soul . " In the Renaissance, imagination 
4 

was opposed to reason . In the Neo-Classic Period, 

1 
John Keats, The Letters of John Keats, ed . Maurice 

Buxton Forman (London, 1931), p. ~All subsequent refer
ences to Keats's letters will be cited from this edition . 
Facts of publication hereafter will not be repeated. It 
will be noted that Keats's method of punctuation is rather 
unorthodox; he frequently used the long dash in place of 
a comma, semicolon, or period . I have retained his origi-
nal punctuation as it is in Forman 's edition of Keats's Letters . 

2 
Rene' Bray , Chronologie du Romantisme 1804-1830 (Paris, 

1963), p . 236 . 
3 
Francis Bacon, "Aphorisms ," The New Organon and Related 

Writings, ed . Fulton H. Anderson (New York, 1960), p. 55. 
4 
William Flint Thrall and Addison Hibbard, A Handbook 

to Literature (New York , 1936), p. 234. In his Poems of 
IB17, Keats showed a d isregard for reas on and a taste for 
high-flown verse which resulted in a style that earned h i m 
severe criticism as a Cockney poet . 
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2 

imagination was "the faculty by which images were called 

up, especially visual images , ••• and it was related 

to the process by which 'imitation of nature ' might take 
5 

place." Because it tended "to transcend the testimony 

of the senses 11 
I the poet who drew upon his imagination 

6 
needed to check it with reason . It is the Neo-Classical 

definition of imagination, emphasizing the calling forth 

of images and the transce nding of the knowledge of the 

senses which authorities on Keats use most often and which 

I shall use in my study of Keats's poetry . 

My purpose in this chapter is to show Keats's belief 

in the existence of the imagination and specifically in 

the extensive powers the imagination possesses . Keats 

adheres to his belief in the existence of imagination 

throughout his writing , but his view of its power develops 

as he matures in his writing . In his early poems his imag-

ination is unchecked by reason . In his later work his imag-

ination, tempered by reason, calls forth images stored away 

for a time when they will be called up in poetic creation . 

Keats held that imagination rather than reason is a guide to 

ultimate truth , and that imagination is capable of creating 

essential reality from the images it collects . 

5 
Thrall and Hibbard, p . 235 . 

6 
Thrall and Hibbard, p. 235 . 



7 
Sir Sidney Colvin , 

3 

8 
Amy Lowell , 

9 
and Clarence Thorpe 

say Keats regarded the imagination as a power capable of 

storing up images to be recalled later. Colvin s p eaks thus 

of imaginative power in his comparison of Keats and Wordsworth. 

He says that while Wordsworth's method of writing poetry i s 

subjective, a method of meditat ion and exposition , Keats's 

method is objective, an imagining and evoking . Not gifted 

in abstract thinking, Keats had to call up concrete images 

from the multitude of images which haunted his memory and 

imagination and seek among them those which were "fitted by 

their colour and significance, their quality of association 

and suggestion, to stand for and symbolize the abstractions 
10 

working in hi s mind . " Lowell says Keats's walking tour 

of Scotland provided him an opportunity to store up images 

of the scenery which he was later to recollect in his poetry : 

" • • • the beautiful and imposing scenes he was witnessing 

would in themselves teach him much about poetry, and from 

the memory of them stored away in his brain poetry was sure 
11 

to come . " How Keats called up concrete images from his 

own imagination is shown in a letter that he wrote to John 

7 
Sidney Colvin, John Keats : 

Friends , Critics, and-xfter-Fame 
8 

His Life and Poetry , His 
(New Y0rk,-r925), p. 128 . 

Amy Lowell, John Keats ( Boston, 1925), II, p . 25. 
9 

Clarence D. Thorpe , The Mind of John Keats (New York , 
1926), p . 35 . 

10 
Colvin, p. 128 . 

11 
P . 25 . 



4 

Hamilton Reynolds on May 3, 1818, concerning the chambers of 

the mind. He referred to chambers which represent different 

stages in the poet's development: the first, the Thoughtless 

or Infant Chamber in which one remains as long as he does not 

think; the second, the Maiden-Thought Chamber whose effect 

is to sharpen one's vision into the neart and nature of man. 

In this second chamber, "one sees the world full of Misery 

and Heartbreak , Pain, Sickness, and oppression and the 

Chamber is thereby darkened . We see not the balance of 

good and evil; we are in a mist; 
12 

• • • we feel the Burden 

of the Mystery . " 

As Thorpe points out, Keats saw clearly that the poet 

had to forsake the actual world in moments of inspiration. 

His moment of insight was one of "complete emotional absorp

tion, in which the poet lost even his own sense of being 
13 

in intense pursuit of his imaginative quarry . " By "imagi-

native quarry," Thorpe, too, refers to Keats's storing away 

of images; he contends that Keats's world of images is a 

world created from reality, peopled by actual characters 
14 

of the heroic past. Such escape was often into a region 

of tne poet's created abstractions as shown in Keats's 

statement: "But this morning Poetry has conquered, and I 
15 

have lapsed into those .Abstractions which are my only life . 11 

12 
Letters, pp. 142- 143. 

13 
P. 35 . 

14 
P. 35 . 

15 
Letters, p. 216. 



5 

It was not until after his desolate experiences of 1818 

(the removal of George and his new bride to America , the 

death of his younger brother Tom, and Keats's own consump-

tive suffering) that Keats began to realize that good poetry 

cannot be created from imaginative flights only, that poetic 
16 

apprehension does not turn away from reality . Herford 

says that the poet's soul resides in his emotions and imagi-

nation as well as in his conscious intelligence; Keats's 

"whole imaginative and emotional life was permeated by his 

eager and acute sensations; while his senses ••• were 
17 

transfigured by imagination and emotion." Keats, too, 

realized that the poet relies most on sensation or intuitive 

perception; he had not yet realized the importance of con-
18 

scious intelligence or reason. For Keats the imaginative 

is the highest, and most generative, of all poetic functions. 

Reason and knowledge are requisites, but only as educators 
19 

of the imagination. It was only the first part of the 

Neo-Classical definition of imagination, the faculty by 

which images are called up, especially visual images, 

that Keats adhered to . He failed to temper the imagination 

with reason . 

16 
Thorpe , p. 112 . 

17 
c. H. Herford , "Jonn Keats," ~ Cambridge History 

of English Literature, eds. Sir A. W. Ward and A. R. Waller 
TNew York, 19161, p. 103. 

18 
Thorpe, p. 113. 

19 
Thorpe, p. 113 . 
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Like some of his predecessors in the late eighteenth 

century , in which the imagination was opposed to reason 

and was "conceived as so vivid an imaging process that it 
20 

affected the passions and formed 'a world of its own 111 

' 
Keats asserted a personal belief in tne power of imagination 

to form a world . In a letter to George and Georgiana Keats, 

written in October, 1818, he said, " · • • I feel more and 

more every day, as my imagination strengthens , that I do 

not live in this world alone but in a thousand worlds . No 

sooner am I alone than shapes of epic greatness are sta-

tioned around me •• • then 'Tragedy with sceptered pall 

comes sweeping by . • According to my state of mind I am with 

Achilles shouting in the Trenches, or with Tneocritus in 

the Vales of Sicily • ••• I melt into the air with volup-
21 

tuousness so delicate that I am content to be alone . " In 

general the Romantic critics conceived the imagination "as 

a blending and unifying of the powers of the mind which 

enabled tbe poet to see inner relationships, such as the 
22 

identity of truth and beauty." 

While the imagination is usually viewed as a shaping 

and ordering power, the assumption is that the new creations 

shaped by the imagination are a new form of reality, not 

20 
Thrall and Hibbard , p. 235 . 

21 
Letters, p. 240 . 

22 
Thrall and Hibbard, p. 235. 
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23 
a mere fanciful pro jection. The generative power of the 

imagination is, in fact, one of the basic principles which 
24 

Keats held. 

The fact that in Keats's poetry it is possible to observe 

all the stages through which the meaning of imagination passed 

before the end of the nineteenth century makes it difficult 

to state a single definition and cite Keats's personal beliefs 

in a single aspect of the imagination . We can be sure, from 

evidence of his letters and early poems, that he maintained 

throughout his writing his belief in the reality of the 

imagination. In a letter to Benjamin Bailey on November 22, 

1817, he said, "I am certain of nothing but of the holiness 
25 

of the Heart's affections, and the truth of Imagination." 

We have said that his belief in pure imaginative flight 

brought ridicule to his earliest poems. In "Sleep and Poetry" 

from his 1817 Poems, he wrote: 

23 

• • • imaginings will hover 
Round my fire-side, and haply there discover 
Vistas of solemn beauty, where I'd wander 
In happy silence, like the clear Meander 
Through its lone vales; and where I found a spot 
Of awfuller shade, or an enchanted grot , . (' .. .. . . . . . . . . . . . 
Write on my tablets all that was permitted, 
All that was for our human senses fitted. 
Then the events of this wide world I'd seize 

Thrall and Hibbard , p. 235 . 
24 

Thorpe, p. 104 . 
25 

Letters, p. 67 . 
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Like a strong giant, and my spirit teaze 
Till at its shoulders it should p~gudly see 
Wings to find out an immortality . 

(11. 71-84) 

In this poem, Keats later moved on to loftier regions where 

the imagination must grapple with the deeper mysteries and 

experiences of the soul. The vision of the charioteer with 

horses symbolizes in Keats's mind the imagination and its 

energies . But the vision vanishes, and reality "seems like 
27 

a muddy stream bearing his soul into nothingness." Keats 

clings only to the memory of the chariot and its journey 

and thus considers the dearth of imagination from which 

English poetry had suffered for many years. Colvin finds 

in this first poetry "tne consciousness of release from 

those conventions and restraints, not inherent in its true 

nature, by which the art had for the last hundred years and 
28 

more been hampered." He sees Keats's poetry animated by 

delight in beauty and vivid sensations. Even in the sonnet 

on Leander, which was omitted from the 1817 volume, Colvin 

finds in the last lines "an example not to be bettered of 

••• imagination kindling into instantaneous tragic vitality 
29 

a cold and meagre image presented to the eye": 

26 
John Keats, ~Complete Poet~~ Selected Prose of 

John Keats, ed. Harold Edgar Briggs ~ew York, 1951), pp. 43-44. 
All subsequent references to Keats's poetry will be cited from 
tnis edition. Facts of publication hereafter will not be 
repeated. 

27 
Colvin, p. 118. 

28 
P. 85. 

29 
P. 92. 
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0 horrid dream t see how his body dips 
Dead-heavy; arms and shoulders gleam awhile; 
He's gone : up bubbles all his amorous breath t 

In his letter to Bailey already referred to, Keats 

states that he can be certain of nothing but the truth of 

imag ination, and further asserts his inability to see 

"how anything can be known for truth by consecutive reasoning 

- and yet it must be . Can it be that even the greatest 

Philosopher ever arrived at his Goal without putting aside 

numerous objections? However it may be , 0 for a life of 

Sensations rather than of Thoughts1 • • • we shall enjoy 

ourselves hereafter by having what we called happiness on 

Earth repeated in a finer tone . And yet such a fate can 

only befall those who delight in Sensation , rather than 

hunger as you do after Truth. • • • the simple imaginative 

Mind may have its rewards in the repetition of its own 

silent Working coming continual ly on the Spirit with a 
30 

fine Suddenness . " By sensations, says Colvin, Keats 

meant direct intuitions of the imagination while thoughts 
31 

were the deliberate processes of the understanding. 

Thorpe presents Keats's statement of hope for a life of 

"Sensations rather than of Thoughts " to show the antithesis 

between dream world and actuality present in Keats ' s mind 

before the 1819 poems . According to Thorpe, one side of 

Keats demanded, as a condition for poetic creation , a state 

30 
Letters , p. 67 . 

31 
p. 266 . 
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of detachment in an imaginative flight into a dream world 

quite apart from actuality. Yet there was another element 

that insisted that the world of reality, of men and women 

and pain and sorrow, must have first place in all great 

poetry. Allied to this struggle between dream and actuality, 

Thorpe says, was the conflict between the claims of feeling, 

mere intuition or sensation, and those of thought, reason, 
32 

and knowledge . Full reconciliation of the opposing elements 

never took p~ace, and it was not until the great odes of 1819, 

which will be discussed in the last chapter, that Keats was 

able to merge his imaginative activity with insight based 

on knowledge and experience. 

During this early period of conflict between the powers 

of sensation and reason, Thorpe says that Keats might be 
33 

compared to Milton, of whom Keats himself wrote, "- ••• 

he had an exquisite passion for what is properly, in the 

sense of ease and pleasure , poetical Luxury: and with that 

it appears to me he would fain nave been content, if he 

could , so doing, have preserved his self-respect and feel 

of duty performed, but there was working in him as it were 

that same sort of thing tnat operates in the great world 

to the end of a Prophecy's being accomplished: therefore 

he devoted himself rather to the ardours than the pleasures 

of Song, solacing himself at intervals with cups of old 

32 
P . 32. 

33 
P. 33. 
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34 
wine • " Like Milton, Keats loved the "poetical • • • 

luxury and pleasures of song," but his s everer side told 

him that the world of thought and actuality must be carried 

into any poetry of such magnitude as would entitle its 
35 

writer to fame. His desire for and his belief in such 

fame are stated in his letter to George Kea ts in October, 

1818 : "I tnink I shall be among the English Poets after 
36 

my death." 

But because Keats was a very sensitive person, he 

naturally trusted to intuitional rather than reasoned 

knowledge, as Thorpe points out; he felt that through the 

power of the imaginative activity, the soul can know things 
37 

that the reason can never understand . Perhaps it was 

in Endymion that Keats's unrestrained, untempered imagination 

found its fullest voice , for this poem received even more 

severe criticism than did the Poems of 1817 from those who 
38 

were against the Cockney school of poetry . In August of 

1818 there appeared in Blackwood's Magazine an article 

concerning Keats and Endymion in particular . The editors, 

John Wilson and John Gibson Lockhart, both young men who 

were well versed in Greek and Latin and quite impatient 

4 
Thorpe, p . 33 . 

35 
Thorpe , p . 34 . 

36 
Letters, p . 231 . 

37 
p. 63 . 

38 
Lowell, pp . 83-86 . 



12 

39 
with those less informed, wrote: 

For some time we were in hopes , that he might get off with 
a violent fit or two; but of late the symptoms are terrible. 
The phrenzy of the 'Poems' [of 1817] was bad enough in its 
way; but it did not alarm us half so seriously as the calm, 
settled , imperturbable drivelling idiocy of 'Endymion . 1 

••• Time, firm treatment, and rational restraint, do much 
for many apparently hopeless invalids ; and if Mr . Keats 
should happen, at some interval of reason, to cast his 
eye upon our pages , he may perhaps be convinced of the 
existence of his malady, •••• 

Wilson and I..ockhart went further in the review to com-

pare Keats and Leigh Hunt, another poet identified with 

the Cockney school: "Mr. Keats is a still smaller poet , 

and he is only a boy of pretty abilities, which he has done 
40 

everything in his power to spoil . " On this subject, 

Colvin points out that Keats s hared many of Hunt's ideas, 

that he appreciated ideas as his imagination recognized 

their beauty or power, but that be could never wed him-

self to any as representing ultimate truth. He says also 

that Keats shared with Hunt matters of poetic feel i ng and 

fancy, but whereas Hunt's perception and enjoyment of art 

and na t ure were quite shallow, Keats's feeling s ran deeper 

as " ••• delighted sensations became more and more 

surely transmuted and spiritualized into imag inative 
41 

emotion . " 

39 
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40 
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Further criticism of Keats's Endymion came from John 

Wilson Croker, reviewer for The Quarterly Review: "It is 

not that Mr . Keats ••• has not powers of language, rays 

of fancy, and gleams of genius---he nas all these; but ne 

is unhappily a disciple of the new school of wnat has been 

somewhere called Cockney poetry, wnich may be defined to 

consist of the most incongruous ideas in the most uncouth 

language." Croker adds that the reviewers might have 

abstained from inflicting upon him the tortures of criti

cism if "he (}ceats] had not told us that he is of an age 
42 

and temper whicn imperiously require mental discipline." 

Tne irony in this review seems to lie in the fact that 

Keats himself had recognized the faults of Endymion even 

before its publication. He had stated his opinion of tnis 

first real attempt at a narrative poem when he wrote, "A 

long Poem is a test of invention, which I take to be the 

Polar Star of Poetry, as Fancy is the Sails--- and Imagination 
43 

the rudder ." Endymion was clearly an experiment for the 

young poet who strove to write witn tne trutn of imagination. 

For Keats this was not an opportune time to be experi

menting witn a form of poetry which demanded so much from 

its creator . Lowell points out tnat Keats had been dealt 

a great blow by George's departure; his initial numbness 

and stony-heartedness were Nature protecting herself from 

42 
Lowell, p . 86 . Square brackets mine. 

43 
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what otherwise would have been an avalanche of emotion 
44 

and revolt . But the numbness could not last, the pro-

tection was bound to break down, and soon be was o verwhelmed. 

In a letter to Bailey , June 10, 1818, Keats poured out his 

heart to his more stable friend: "You have all your life 

believed everybody; I hav e suspected everybody." He re-

joiced that there is such a thing as death , and said be placed 

his "ultimate in the glory of dying for a great human pur-
45 

pose . " As Lowell states, 11 tbe courage with which be dares 

look and express is admirable; and the poet in him, tortured 
46 

and broken though he was, held true to his dedication." 

The letter continues: "Life must be undergone, and I cer-

tainly derive some consolation from the thought of writing 
47 

one or two more poems before it ceases . " Keats had said 

in his preface to Endymion that he wrote his poem "not 

without a feeling of regret" that be made it public and that 

the poem was "a feverish attempt, rather than a deed accom

plished . It is just that this youngster ~ndymion] should 

die away . " His last statement would have been a "sad thought" 

for Keats had he not had some hope that meanwhile he would 

be fitting himself "for verses fit to live." 

44 
p . 10. 
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Keats, however, accepted the critic ism, as always, with 

an open mind and with hone st understand ing . In response t o 

the "tortures" of the reviewers, he wrote, " · • • I begin 

to get a little acquainted with my own strength and weakness . 

Praise or blame has but a momentary effect on the man whos e 

love of beauty in the abstract makes him a se vere critique 

on his own Works . • • • when I feel I am right , no external 

praise can give me such a glow as my own solit a r y reperception 

and ratification of what is fine • • • • The Genius of poetry 

must work out its own salvation in a man : I t cannot be 

matured by law and precept, but by sensation and watchful-

ness in itself . That which is creative must create itself • 

• • • I was never afraid of failure; for I would sooner fail 
48 

than not be among the greatest . " 

Whether it was a result of the criticism of Endymion 

or simply a natural process of development in the maturity 

of his mind , Keats's ideas about the function of imagination 

in poetry began to change in the middle of 1818 following 

Endymion . Keats himself expressed opposition to the highly 

affected , decorative verse of the Cockney school which had 

been the basis for much of his earned criticism. His refl ec -

tions are seen in the following statement recorded by Colvin : 

" • • • Poetry should be great and unobtrusive, a thing which 

enters one ' s soul, and does not startle or ama ze it with its elf, 

but with its subject . How beautiful are the retired flowers l 

48 
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how they would lose their beauty were they to throng into 

the highway crying out , 'admire me I am a violett ---dote 

upon me I am a primrose t'" Likewise , poetry which is too 
49 

conspicuous and overburdened with images loses its beauty . 

Thus, by the end of 1818 , Keats had become impatient with 

the teachings and dogmatisms of Wordsworth and Hunt: "I 

will cut all this ---I will have no more of Wordsworth or 

Hunt in particular •••• I don't mean to deny Wordsworth's 

grandeur and Hunt's merit, but I mean to say we need not be 

teazed with grandeur and merit when we can have them uncon-
50 

taminated and unobtrusive . " Maturity bad taught Keats 

that poetry should be free from the contamination of imi-

tating too much a particular style of writing not his own, 

and it had also brought the realization that mere dreaming 

could not make a poet . 

As Thorpe points out, Keats always adhered to his belief 

in some form of detachment; his conception of poetic experience 

as a state of detached imaginative flight is seen throughout 
51 

his work. The imaginative flight, says Colvin, is brought 

about by vivid sensations. Keats's mind , starting from them1 

will instantaneously rise and soar through regions of symbolic 

imagery and far-ranging meditation, which, Colvin says, is 

Colvin, p . 253 . 
50 

L,e tters , pp . 95-96 . 
51 
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"surely a more fruitful course for a poet's mind than to begin 
52 

and end in the sphere of abstractions." 

Without sacrificing his love for the imaginative flight 

of his mind, occasioned by sensation, Keats was able to merge 

this imaginative activity into a more mature insight based 

on his knowledge and understanding of reality. Thorpe contends 

that by 1818, Keats had reached two definite conclusions on 
53 

the nature and function of the imagination. It is this 

maturer view of imaginative activity that is expressed in 

his later poetry and letters; it is also this view which 

best fits the definition accepted by most Romantic critics. 

As stated previously, the imagination was conceived as a 

shaping and ordering power capable of storing up images and 

enabling the poet to see inner relationships such as truth 

and beauty with the assumption that new creations shaped by 

tne imagination are a new form of reality. First, as an in-

strument of intuitive insight, imagination is the most authentic 

guid e to ultimate truth; and, second, imagination in its 

highest form is a generative force, in itself creative of 
54 

essential reality. 

Considering tne first element---intuitive insight---in 

the function and nature of imagination, Keats believed that 

poetic nature is founded in the heart rather tnan the head. 

52 
P. 543. 

53 
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54 
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Through imagination the poet's mind is freed from incidentals 

to probe the deeper mysteries of existence . In his pursuit 

of truth, Keats believed that intuitive insight acquired 

through the imagination is to be trusted as a guide to under-
55 

standing . His early opposition to reason is expressed in 

his letters and reflected in his poetry as he attacked the 

classical poets with their verse of reason and good taste. 

He saw the decline of imaginative verse in Boileau and Pope. 

He insisted on a return to imagination: 

Is there so small a range 
In the present strength of manhood, that the high 
Imagination can not freely fly 
As she was wont of old? 

(Sleep and Poetry," 11. 163-166) 

In accordance with tbe aestnetics of his day, Keats cried 

out against cold and cniseled verse; in Thorpe's words , he 

expressed alLegiance to "freedom-giving, truth-revealing 
56 

intuitive imagination as the informing spirit of poetry." 

He agreed, however, with the classical writers that it was 

dangerous to write with the imagination only; so he thought, 

says Thorpe , at least after 1818. In his views, Keats was 

more balanced than Boileau, who subordinated the imagination 

to reason; he would have the imagination and intellect work 

together with imagination possessing deeper, more accurate 
57 

seeing power and thus tne authority in case of dispute. 

55 
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Keats expressed his belief in tne superiority of imagination 

over reason wnen he said, "I can never be sure of a truth 
58 

except by a clear conception of its beauty ." His state-

ment that "What the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be 
59 

truth" is further proof of the imagination's power to see 

beyond evidence of the senses. 

Thorpe contends that Keats never discarded knowledge 

but tnat he sought it. Knowledge and intellect have a place 

in educating the imagination; but, like Hunt , Keats held 
60 

that thought by itself makes no poetry at all. He 

realized that poetry has a special area of knowledge, the 

realm of imagination rather than scientific knowledge. 

Whereas scientific knowledge tends to limit the imagination, 

spiritual wisdom and knowledge of humanity unite with feeling 

and sensation to become imagination, the great revealer of 
61 

poetic truth . 

Because of its importance in Keats's poetic development, 

t he first of Keats's conclusions on the nature and function 

of the imagination---intuitive insight---will be discussed 

in greater depth in Chapter II. The second conclusion 

which, according to Thorpe, Keats had reached by the end 

of 1818 was that the imagination is a generative force which 

creates essential reality. This is a reiteration of the 

58 
Letters, p. 258. 

59 
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60 
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61 
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definition of imagination accepted by Romantic poets and 

critics; while the imagination is usually viewed as a shaping 

and ordering power, the new creations formed by the imagina-

tion are assumed to be a new form of reality. It has been 

shown that Keats's imaginative flights often t ook him into 

a realm of the poet's own created abstractions . Thorpe 

contends that Keats's world of abstractions is a world of 

images which the poet's imagination has stored away , and 

that it is peopled by actual characters from the heroic 
62 

past . In using the term abstractions, Keats is applying 

it in a special way to his own imaginative experiences. Such 

periods of abstraction are merely "poetic flights into dream 

worlds, where the soul of the poet is detached temporarily 

from the actuality of men and things, and builds ••• a 
63 

habitation of its own . " The generative or creative force 

of the imagination is implied when the mind of the poet merges 

itself imaginatively into the spirit of the universe . As 

Thorpe points out, the power of identification is reciprocal; 

as his self goes out to others, the identity of others forces 
64 

itself upon him . Keats's logic leads one to the consideration 

that with the poet's own identity being submerged, his utt er-

ance really becomes a true and unhampered expression of the 
65 

object itself . Further illustration of the creative 

62 
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imagination is to be found in Keats's own statement that 

It • • • what the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be Trutb---
66 

whether it existed before or not-••• " 

In September of 1819, in a letter to George and Georgiana 

Keats , Keats wrote, "Byron describes what he sees; I describe 
67 

what I imagine. Mine is the hardest task." Certainly 

Keats did not believe his verse lacked any of the reality 

of Byron's; in fact , he would have contended that his con-

t ained more truth and reality because his was universal. 

Thorpe points to the fact that the essential reality of his 

imaginative conceptions was not entirely dependent on their 

expression in art forms. It was only necessary for the con-

ceptions to exist in the mind of the poet, who can begin 

with the appearances of men and things and construct a world 
68 

of his own which includes and may transcend things of sense. 

The ability of the imagination to conceive objects never before 

seen by the poet's eyes is evidenced in Keats's letters during 

his tour of Scotland. His imagination had preconceived the 

scenes he was to view for the first time. In a letter to 

Benjamin Bailey dated June 26, 1818, Keats writes, "I merely 

put pro forma, for there is no such thing as time and space, 

which by the way came forcibly upon me on seeing for the first 

hour the Lake and Mountains of Winander l}vindermer~ --I 

66 
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67 
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cannot describe them they surpass my expectation---beautiful 

water---shores and islands green to the marge---mountains 

all round up to the clouds • • • they can never fade away 

•••• The space, the magnitude of mountains and waterfalls 

~ ~ imagined before one sees them; but this countenance 

or intellectual tone must surpass every imagination and defy 

any remembrance. I shall learn poetry here and shall hence-
69 

forth write more than ever •••• " 

In a later letter to Benjamin Bailey written in July 

of 1818 , Keats uses the word "identify" rather tnan "discover;" 

indicating that he has recognized scenes already fully pre -

conceived in bis imagination: "I should not have consented 

to myself these four Months tramping in the highlands but 

that I thought it would give me more experience, rub off 

more Prejudice , ••• identify finer scenes load me with 

grander Mountains, and strengthen more my reach in Poetry, 
70 

" • • • • Colvin notes that Keats actually says little 

about the scenery in his letters because of "a certain 

instinctive reticence" wbich prevented nis words on beaut~ 

which most deeply moved him. As Colvin points out, Keats's 

way is to let such scenes work silently in his mind until 

at the right moment "tneir essence and vital power shall 
71 

distil themselves for him into a phrase of poetry." 

69 
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Keats , with an active and intuitive genius for nature, 

did not need the stimulus of nature's beauties for long 

or at their highest power in order to create. With a 

minimum of contact with nature's scenes, his imagination 

"could summon up and multiply for itself spirit sunsets and 

glories of dream lake and mountain, richer and more varied 

than the mere lover of scenery can witness and register in 
72 

memory in a lifetime of travel and pursuit ." 

Keats's conviction as to the power of the imagination 

to create spiritual reality is evidenced in many of his 

statements . As his imagination strengthens, he feels more 

and more that he does "not live in this world alone but 

in a thousand worlds." Since the world of sense is imper-

feet and incomplete, he searches every appearance for impli-

cations of a larger reality. Perceptions of this reality 

can come only through the operation of the imaginative 

faculty . As Thorpe states, "only through the imagination 

can the poet see the world true and see it whole, and only 

through the imagination can he create and re-create new 
73 

forms of beauty." 

The creative power of the imagination is not restricted 

by the inability to see with the physical eyes that which 

it creates or the materials with which it works. With the 

gift of imagination, the Sahara desert as well as the city 

72 
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of London was at Keats' s command. In Thorpe's words , 

"Imagination then is the power or faculty which creates , 

in so far as creation is within human power. It is the 

likeness or echo of the divine creative power; like it, 

according to its measure, it gives shape and substance to 

what had neither, what was without form and void . It dis-

solves in order to create, or if the word create be too 
74 

strong , to unify and idealize." This statement adequately 

summarizes Keats's thoughts on the creative imagination. 

As he matured in intellect, Thorpe feels, he would have 

added that the authenticity of these creations must be 

governed by the extent to which the poet knows the world 

of men . 

As shown in Keats's comparison of his descriptions 

{from imagination) and Byron's descriptions {from sight), 

Keats did not believe his creations were any less real. 

Keats asserts in effect that the poet's power rests largely 

on a subjective basis, upon his ability to create from the 

images of his own brain, his intellect operating upon things 

of the actual world, in close relation with ideal truth 

and beauty, a new spiritual reality. 

74 
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CHAPTER II 

POWERS OF THE IMAGINATION 

Keats's highest poe tic endeavor, as indicated in 

his letters and in his poetry, was to attain beauty and 

tru th . It,or him truth was synonymou s with beauty : 11 'Beauty 

is truth , truth beauty , ---that is all/ Ye know on earth , 
1 

and al l ye need to know .' " As Matthew Arnold said , " • 

to see things in their beauty is to see things in their 
2 

truth , and Keats knew it . " From his early work through 

his more mature poems , s ays Lord Gorrell , while he pro-

gressed in his poetic end eavors, Keats did not change : 

11 o • • throug h it [keats 's 1 if e) from first to last runs 

the 'Principle of Beauty • or • o • ' the mi ghty abs tract 
3 

• • 

Idea of Beauty . '" This "yearning passion for the beauti-

ful," says Thorpe, " held the young poet steadily to his 
4 

course • 11 Yet what Keats meant by "beauty" is a problem 

that critics consider repeatedly, as is shown in Thorpe's 
5 

chapter entitled "What is Beauty?" My study enables me 

1 
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to summarize what scholars say Keats meant by the terms 

beauty and truth and to describe the method by which his 

imagination reached these identities. In addition to 

Thorpe , the authorities which I cite in this chapter are 

Wasserman, Ford, and Bate . 

Keats's passion for "the beautiful" is readily observed 

in both his poetry and his l etters . The young poet was 

unhesitating in giving up his early methods of versifying 

when he wa~ accused of seeking something less than essential 

reality and beauty in his poems. Because the critics con-

sidered his poetry affected with mannerisms and obtrusive, 

he vowed to release himself from all influences which 

resulted in trivial, sentimental verse. He sought to write 
6 

only verses "uncontaminated and unobtrusive." His mature 

poetry of late 1818 and throughout 1819 shows that he had 

formed definite conclusions as to the nature and function 

of the imagination. He nad come to the realization that 

through imaginative activity the poet could arrive at 

ultimate truth but only by close association with the world 

of reality and in relationship with the essence of beauty. 

Keats's letters , too, reflect his obsession with beauty . 

In a letter to Woodhouse written on October 27, 1818, Keats 

said, "I feel assured I should write from the mere yearning 

and fondness I have for the beautiful even if my night's 

labours should be burnt every Morning and no eye ever shine 

6 
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7 
upon them." Thorpe says that Keats viewed his passion for 

beauty as the infallible sign of his fellowship with poetic 

genius , and he adds that beauty "was to him [Keats] the 
8 

way to vision, power, and truth." Shortly before his 

death in 1820, Keats wrote to Fanny Brawne, saying, "If I 

should die, I have left no immortal work behind me- nothing 

to make my friends proud of my memory ---but I have lov 1 d 

the principle of beauty in all things, and if I had had 
9 

time I would have made myself remember 1d. 11 Thorpe points 

out the fact that for Keats beauty was no t only the door 
10 

to poetic life and truth; it was truth itself. Keats 

said, "What the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth, 
11 

whether it existed before or not." 

As I have shown in Chapter I, Keats's method of imag-

ining was one of emotional absorption in which he sought 

through the recollection of images stored away in his 

mind to create a new spiritual reality, a world of the 

poet's mind . Thorpe opposes this method of imagining to 

reasoning and the scientific approach and calls it a method 
12 

of "emotionalized intuitive perception ." According to 

7 
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Thorpe, spiritual reality which the mind apprehends imagi-

natively, that is, immediately through the poet's emotional 
13 

absorption, is beauty; it is also truth . Thorpe believes 

that when Keats speaks of beauty in this sense of spiritual 

reality known only through the imagination , he refers to 

something outside the realm of the sensuous; he means 
14 

"enduring universal truth- the Idea as it were." 1!\ 

helpful aid to t~he· understanding of Keats's use of truth 

is in his letter to Bailey in November 1817, when Keats, 

attempting to persuade his more logical friend of the 

validity of imagination, says, "O I wish I was as certain 

of the end of all your troubles as that of your momentary 

start about the authenticity of the Imagination . I am cer-

tain of nothing but of the holiness of the Heart's affections 

and the truth of Imagination---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 ~ ic] 

they are all in their sublime, creative of essential Beauty 

•••• The Imagination may be compared to Adam's dream---

he awoke and found it truth. • II • • Keats then adds that 

the imagination is 11 a Shadow of reality to come • • • • 

Imagination and its empyreal reflection is the same as human 
15 

Life and its Spiritual repetition." Regarding Keats's 

13 
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comparison of Adam's dream and his own imagination, Ford 

says that Adam, too, might have characterized his dream as 

Keats does in the letter above, "a shadow of reality to come." 

Ford calls Adam's dream a "truthful foreshadowing of sub

stantial existence" since Adam, having dreamed of a lovely 
16 

creature in female form, awoke to find Eve by his side. 

Acc ording to Ford, Keats seems to be saying that the imagi-

nation functions in the same way when it creates "truth" 
17 

out of "beauty." 

While most critics hesitate to define specifically 

Keats's term truth as it occurs in his prose, at least three 

of the authorities agree on what he meant when he spoke of 

beauty . Wasserman, Bate, and Thorpe stand firmly on the 

premise that beauty is not merely an abstraction or a form; 

it is rather, according to Wasserman , "an inner and exper-
18 

ie,ntial intensity" or, in Thorpe's words, "the emotional 
19 

recognition of truth." Wasserman believes that Keats was 

able to understand beauty "only as the sensory quality of t he 
20 

piping of songs and the warmth and panting of the lover ." 

6 
Newell Ford, "The Prefigurative Imagination of John 
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If the perception of beauty and perception of truth are 

fundamentally the same act, as Keats says, then beauty and 
21 

truth are different conditions of the same thing. 

The critics' statements on Keats's ideal of beauty 

are founded, for the most part, on Keats's words concerning 

the principle of beauty in a work of art. In a letter to 

George and Thomas Keats, December 21, 1817, Keats described 

his visit to the exhibitfon of the American painter, Benjamin 

West , and mentioned particularly his picture, "Death on the 

Pale Horse." The painting had evidently been praised for 

the artist's success in attaining the sublime, yet it struck 

Keats as flat. He said, "· •• there is nothing to be 

intense upon; no women one feels mad to kiss; no face swelling 

into reality---the excellence of every Art is its intensity, 

capable of making all disagreeables evaporate, from their 

being in close relationship with Beauty and Truth- Examine 
22 

King Lear and you will find this exemplified throughout." 

Thorpe says that Keats found no beauty in West's painting 

because there was nothing intense enough to "grip the imagi

nation and raise it from the commonplace and sordid to the 
23 

heights of free speculation upon the universal." In a 

letter to his brother and sister-in-l aw in America written 

in December of 1818, Keats described the Miian prints taken 

21 
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from a fresco in the Church of Milan which he had seen during 

a visit to Benjamin Haydon's home . Keats found the prints 

"full of romance and the most tender feeling-magnificence 

of draperies beyond any I ever saw not excepting Raphael's . 

But Grotesque to a curious pitch --- yet still making up a 

fine whole---even finer to me than more accomplish 1 d works, 
24 

---as there was left so much room for Imagination . " Keats 

seemed to feel that a grotesque work of art contains more 

beauty than a commonplace work with greater perfection in 

form because the grotesque at least gives rise to images 

the mind may be intense upon, and so excite more vivid 

perceptions of the real and true . 

Based on Keats's statements, Thorpe finds that it is 

evidently through the "kindling of the imagination into a 

flame of intuitive perceptive activity that the beauty, the 
25 

truth, of any work of art is revealed." Bate explains 

Keats 's words on the intensity of the imagination by refer-

ring to the letter of March 1818, written by Keats to 

Benjamin Bailey, in which Keats discussed the imagination's 

contribution to its perception of an object . Whereas some 

objects which are real may not require a "greeting of the 

Spirit" from the imagination, others semireal do require 

such a contribution for their fulfillment. Bate points 

to Keats's qualification that a union of the perceiving 

24 
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mind and perceived object should not be confused with mere 
26 

"nothings" that are solely the product of human desires . 

Keats said , 

You know my ideas about Religion--- I do not think myself 
more in the right than other people and that nothing in 
this world is proveable •••• I am sometimes so very 
sceptical as to think Poetry itself a mere Jack a lanthern 
to amuse whoever may chance to be struck with its brilliance 
---As Tradesmen say everything is worth what it will fetch, 
so probably every mental pursuit takes its reality and worth 
f rom the ardour of the pursuer---being in itself a nothing 
Ethereal thing~] may at least be thus real , divided under 
three heads---Things real--- things semireal--- and no things 
---Things real--- such as existences of Sun Moon & Stars 
and passages of Shakespeare - Things semireal such as Love, 
and Clouds etc which require a greeting of the Spirit to 
mak e them wholly exist ---And Nothings which are made Great 
and dignified by ardent pursuit---Which by the by stamps 
the burgundy mark on the bottles of our Mind, insomuch as 27 
they are able to 11 consec [rJ ate what' er they look upon . 11 

According to Bate, in the active cooperation or full "greeting" 

of the imagination and its object, the nature or "identity" 

of the object is grasped so vividly that only those asso

ciations and qualities that are strictly relevant to the 

central conception remain. The irrelevant and discordant 

(the 11 dis agreeables 11 ) "evaporate" from this fusion of object 

and mind . Hence, Bate contends, "truth and beauty spring 

simultaneously into being, and also begin to approximate 

each other . For, on the one band, the external reality, 

otherwise overlooked ••• has now, as it were, awakened into 

truth; it has been met by that human recognition , fulfilled 

and extended by that human agreement with reality, which 

26 
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we call truth . And at t he same time , with the irrelevant 
28 

'evaporated' this dawning i nto unity is felt as 'Beauty . '" 

Bate adds that the unity achieved is not only of the object 

itself , emerging in it s full significance, but "a unity also 

of the human spirit , bot h within itself and with what was 
29 

at first outside it . " In this "intensity" of the imag-

ination apprehending an object , we attain, if only for a 

while, a harmony of the inner life with truth. And to come 

to the major purport of his discussion , Bate concludes 

that in this harmony of the imagination [inner life] and 
30 

truth, " ' Beauty ' and 'Truth' come t ogether . " Keats 

provides an example of the truth or reality disclosed by 

the union of imagination and object in his referenc e to 

Lear, "Examine King Eear and you wi ll find this exemplified 

throughout . " As Bate points out, the reality may be dis -

tressing and even cruel to human nature as in Kin8 ~, 

but the harmony with truth will remain, and even increase , 

11 to the extent that the emerging reality is being constantly 

matched at every stage by the depth of speculation excited 

by the corresponding releas e and extension , in other words, 
31 

of human insight . " 
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Keats bad read prev iously Hazlitt's essay 11 0n Gusto," 

and Bate believes that Keats's statement on the intensity 

of the imagination is partly the result of what he had 
32 

assimilated from Hazlitt•s use of " gusto." By "gusto," 

Bate says, Hazlitt meant "an excitement of the imagination 

in which the percept ive identification with the object is 

almost complete, and the living character of the object 

is caught and shared in its full diversity and given vital 

expression in art ." According to Bate , 11 gusto 11 is "power 
33 

or passion defining any object." By grasping the signif-

icance of the object , the "power or passion" or the imag-

ination for Keats is able to cooperate with that significance, 
34 

omitting the irrelevant and conceiving the object as a unity. 

Thorpe, as mentioned previously, described Keats's 

idea of beauty as an " emotional recognition of truth ." He 

noted too, as Bat e did later, that the principle of beauty 

could be studied in Keats's response to works of art . 

Thorpe points out that Keats's reaction to the Elgin Marbles, 

which bad only recently been restored in England by Keats's 

friend Benjamin Haydon , was quite different from that of 

most critics of Greek art . Whereas some observers might be 

most attracted by the graceful form of these sculptures, 

Thorpe says, Keats found little appeal in form . Thorpe 
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points to one of the two sonnets composed by Keats in 

celebration of the Elgin Marbles which reveals the poet's 
35 

sensations. Keats begins the sonnet with the lines: 

"My Spirit is too weak; mortality/ Weighs heavily on me 
36 

like unwilling sleep," showing, Thorpe says, that he 

was overpowered by the "mighty vision of life and truth 
37 

revealed to him . " It was not mere surface beauty, but 

the deeper significance of truth portrayed which appealed 
38 

to Keats . Keats concludes his poem with the sestet: 

Such dim-conceived glories of the brain 
Bring round the heart an indescribable feud; 

So do these wonders a most dizzy pain, 
That mingles Grecian grandeur with the rude 

Wasting of old Time---with a billowy main, 
A sun, a shadow of a magnitude . 

(11 . 9-14) 

In view of this sonnet, Thorpe maintains, it is evident 

that to Keats the beauty of the marbles consisted in their 

capacity to set the imagination into action so as to arouse 

anew in the spectator the vision of life the artist had 

originally caught and portrayed in the figures . For the 

observer , Thorpe says, this is the moment of truth, when 

his creative imagination arrives at the same point as did 

the creative imagination of the artist. It is in this 
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perception of truth, or what Thorpe terms the "Idea" expressed 
39 

in the art form, that beauty is attained . 

In an attempt to state the meaning of beauty as appre

hended by Keats, Thorpe turns to tne Grecian urn described 

in Keats's ode. As with Benjamin West's painting, the Milan 

prints, and the Elgin Marbles, Keats did not find beauty 

constituted in the external aspects of the urn. Rather, 

Thorpe says , it was the symbols represented on t he urn 

which aroused the poet's imaginati on and enabled him tore-

create the particular incident of life that the artist him-

self created. According to Thorpe, this was what Keats saw 
40 

in the urn, and this vision was beauty. In Thorpe's view, 

the urn was for Keats like a transparent glass through 

which he perceived the past merging with the present. In 

this scene Keats experienced a discovery of truth similar to 

the principle of existence or law of life, an insight into 

the·human heart . To Keats , truth arrived at through emo-

tionalized imaginative perception is beauty, and beauty is 
41 

truth . This is, of course, not only a restatement of 

Thorpe's original definition of beauty, "the emotional 

recognition of truth," but it also includes the explanations 

put forth later by Bate, that beauty is the union of imagi

nation and reality, and by Wasserman , that beauty is "an 

inner and experiential intensity" of the imagination . 

p. 131 . 
40 
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Thorpe was one of the first critics to state that to 

Keats not only are beauty and truth identical, but also 

the principles of beauty and truth are attained through 

the same method by the imagination. .. In identifying the 

beauty-truth principle, Thorpe disagrees with Bradley, who 

says beauty and truth are the same for Keats; they are 

only "reached, apprehended, and expressed" in different 
42 

ways . Thorpe believes the only way Keats knew to reach 

the deepest truths of life and the highest realities was 
43 

through the power of the penetrative imagination. As 

shown in Chapter I , however, Keats had learned that the 

imagination must be guided by reason; it is not the faculty 

of a mere dreamer . Ford, too, notes the development of 

Keats's imagination as exemplified in the poems of 1819 . 

His imagination, says Ford, was no less fervid, but "he 

was wiser now and more on his guard, more convinced than 

ever of the essential tragicality of human existence. He 

turns upon himself mercilessly, and scourges the dream-poet 
44 

that he once had been . " Yet, as Thorpe had earlier 

asserted, Keats knew that the poet must be a kind of dreamer; 

he is one who strives to see beyond the limits of earthly 

things, yet knows well the agony of the world . Only through 

the discipline of this world of misery can the imagination 
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be strengthened for the higher flights . Keats had suffered 

criticism for Endymion because he failed to see that the 

highest beauty can be perceived only by those who know life 
45 

in its deepest aspects . Whereas Bradley believes that with 

Keats "beauty is reached through sense and imagination, 
46 

truth in or by thought, knowledge, or philosophy," Thorpe 

rejects this idea, saying Keats could not come to any real 
47 

truth through thought or philosophy . Keats himself 

asserted this: "I can never be certain of a Truth except 
48 

through a clear conception of its Beauty" Q. ts imaginative 

reality J, and again he says: 11 I cannot see how one can 
49 

arrive at truth through consecutive reasoning." Thorpe 

maintains that even the road to truth, permanent and uni-

versal truth, and beauty are the same; thought, knowledge, 
50 

and philosophy are only components to clear intuitive seeing. 

Another aspect of beauty which Keats stressed often 

in his poetry was permanence. As will be seen in the fol

lowing chapter on Keats's odes, the permanence of beauty, 

whether in a work of art or in the song of a nightingale, 

was for Keats an important and often perplexing problem. 

Thorpe chooses what is perhaps one of Keats's best known 
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lines from one of his least known poems to illustrate the 
51 

idea of permanence in beauty. In the opening lines of 

Book I in Endymion, Keats writes: 

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever: 
Its loveliness increases; it will never 
Pass into nothingness; ••• 

(11 . 1-3) 

True joy and pleasure , says Thorpe, consist in being able 

to perceive eternal beauty. What is beautiful , what is 

true in any one age7 remains so for all ages; therefore, 

what gives the highest joy remains ever the same . As 

Thorpe states, the permanence of beauty does not depend 

upon the life and death of any one individual; its agent 

is the individual, but its existence transcends the cycles 
52 

of generations through which it reveals itself . Keats 

himself points clearly to the fact that the essence of 

beauty endures for all time in the ''Ode to a Nightingale." 

He says: 

51 

Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird1 
No hungry generations tread thee down; 

The voice I hear this passing night was heard 
In ancient days by emperor and clown: 

Perhaps the self-same song that found a path 
Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home, 

She stood in tears amid the alien corn; 
The same that oft-times hath 

Charm'd magic casements, opening on the foam 
Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn . 

(11. 61-70) 

P. 146 . 
52 

P. 146. 



40 

J . M. Robertson, in his New Essays Toward !! Critical Method, 

finds the logic in this stanza wrong and its obscurity inap-
53 54 

propriate; but Thorpe believes its logic is quite secure. 

It is the beauty of the nightingale's song which is immortal 

just as the beauty of an entrancing woman or the beauty of 

a rose exists for people of all ages . In stanza seven, 

Thorpe contends, Keats seems to be saying anew "A thing 

of beauty is a joy forever"; the temporal agent for that 

beauty, the feathered bird, the human body, the garden bush, 

may decay; but, Thorpe continues, "the beauty, the essence 
55 

of being, the truth , the idea, cannot; it is eternal . " 

The nightingale present with Keats as he composed the ode 

recall ed the ideal, and in his imagination the poet heard 

the nightingale's song stirring the nearts of men of all 

centuries . Thorpe asserts that for Keats the beauty of the 

nightingale's song "is a joy forever" as all true beauty 
56 

must be. 

The permanence of beauty and truth which are captured 

in a work of art is compared with the transience of human 

life in Keats's "Ode on a Grecian Urn," and Thorpe again 

finds a clear implication as to the eternity of beauty and 

truth in this poem . Thorpe points to the fact that while 

53 
(London, 1897), pp . 243-244 . 

54 
p . 147 . 

55 
p . 147 . 

56 
p . 148 . 



41 

Grecian urns of whatever beauty shall crumble away, the 

human passions, the universal truths such as love and beauty, 
57 

represented there shall endure. As in the "Ode to a 

Nightingale ," Keats again expresses the idea of immortal 

beauty in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn." In stanza three he 

says: 11 And, happy melodist, unwearied,/ I<, or ever piping 

songs for ever new" (11. 23-24). Tnese songs, Thorpe 

states , shall surely go on long after "the most solid marble 
58 

has slivered into atoms." 

Having determined that beauty for Keats is not merely 

an abstraction but a reality apprehended through the intense 

and intuitive imagination and that it is a reality which 

exists immortally, Thorpe considers the question of where 

s uch permanent beauty has its being and what the nature of 

its universe is. Although he believes Keats's idea of the 

principle of beauty is his own, Thorpe, at the same time, 
59 

sees in it reflections of Plato's philos ophy. According 

to Colvin , Keats had read no Plato, but he was introduced 

to Plato's philosophy through the writings of Spenser and 

Shelley . Colvin, however, doubts that Keats was influenced 

greatly by the Platonic doctrine contained in Shelley's 

"Hymn to Intellectual Beauty." Colvin, quoting Shelley's 

"Spirit of Beauty , that dost consecrate/ With thine own 
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hues all thou dost shine upon," believes this idea would 

nave seemed too abstract, remote, and uncomforting for Keats. 

Keats's own imagination, says Colvin, "insisted on t he exis

tence of something in the ultimate nature of the universe" 
60 

to account for the principle of beauty. Vague t h ough 

his conception of that somethi ng might be, Colvin state s , 

it was extraordinarily intense, and Keats was unwilling to 

accept an abstract substitution for his principle of beauty. 

Colvin finds Keats wavering between the Adam's dream idea of 

finding a transcendental world in which the modes of earthly 
61 

happiness are "repeated in a finer tone" and the more 

Platonic idea of a single principle of absolute beauty, the 

object of a spiritual contemplation, from which all beauty 
62 

on earth derives its quality. Thorpe points to several 

of Keats's close friends who might have introduced the poet 

to Plato's ideas on beauty. Leigh Hunt was intimate with 

Snelle~ who, says Thorpe, knew Plato thoroughly. Other 

friends of Hunt who could have indirectly influenced Keats 

included Charles Lamb, William Hazlitt, and Coleridge. 

Keats himself had several scholarly friends wi t h whom he 

often discussed ideas contained in his poetry. Benjamin 

Bailey,with whom Keats spent several weeks at Oxford in 

the summer of 1817, Cowden Clarke,who had guided Keats in 
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his early readings, Joseph Severn, and John Hamilton Reynolds 
63 

---all were familiar with Platonic doctrines. Through 

these associations Keats was probably famili ar with the 

Platonic philosophy of absolute beauty; but, as will be 

shown , Keats's idea of the existence of beauty was not 

identical to tnat of Plato. 

An example of Keats's view of beauty is found in his 

letter of October, 1818, to George and Georgiana Keats; in 

which he says: "• •• the mighty Abstract Idea I have of 

Beauty in all things stifles the more divided and minute 

domestic happiness---an amiable wife and sweet Children I 

contemplate as a part of that Beauty , but I must have a 
64 

thousand of these beautiful particles to fill up my heart ." 

Thorpe says that the "mighty Abstract Idea of Beauty" appears 
65 

to be "an imaginative conception of a concrete reality," 

meaning that for Keats there is an ideal beauty which exists 

in the transcendental world and is a reflection of the beauty 

in this world . Thorpe maintains tnat the things of this 

world are an integral part of Keats's ideal beauty, yet tney 

are only a small portion of the whole. A wife and cnildren 

are only particles of a beauty which fills his heart . Ele

ments of the imaginative reality are related to the actuality 

of the world. Keats , says Thorpe, was too conscious of tne 
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world he lived in to be consistently Platonic. His thinking 

drove him to turn to the actual world as the basic principle 

of poetic endeavor . The world of actuality, of men and 

suffering, was merely a starting point upon which Keats con

structed his imaginative universe, his spiritual reality, 

but it was an essential part of the absolute unity that is 
66 

reached, not merely a symbol of it . 

In regard to Keats's idea of beauty and the nature of 

its existence in the world, Thorpe believes that Keats 

thought of the universe as a unity and that he was confident 
67 

of an existence beyond this sensuous world . In talking 

of the "imagination and its empyreal reflections," says 

Thorpe, Keats suggested an unseen world which can be reached 

only through the imagination. He implies that "what the 

imagination seizes as truth" belongs to this transcendental 

reality . Thorpe finds an illumination of the idea of beauty 

existing in a transcendental world in Keats's letter on the 
68 

"Vale of Soul-making." Writing to George and Georgiana 

Keats, Keats began the letter on February 14 and concluded 

it on May 3, 1819 . In the April portion of the letter, 

Keats says: "Call the world if you Please 'the vale of 

Soul-making .' Then you will find out the use of the world • 

• • • I say 'Soul making' Soul as distinguished from an 
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Intelligence---There may be intelligences or sparks of the 

divinity in millions ---but they are not souls till they 

acquire identities, till each one is personally itself . 

I[n]telligences are atoms of perception ---they know and they 

see and they are pure, in short they are God--- how then are 

Souls to be made? How then are these sparks which are God 

to have identity given them--- so as ever to possess a bliss 

peculiar to each ones ~ic] individual existence? How , 

but by the medium of a world lik e this? ••• it is a 
69 

system of Spirit-creation---" In this passage Keats 

sets forth a universe , says Thorpe, wisely planned by God 

so that the world of circumstances is enabled to make indi-

vidual identities of the "soul sparks" He throws out . The 

hig hest end is the building of human souls with human quali-

ties, alike in their creation by God, yet distinctly developed 

into separate individualities, and with qualities of their 

own "to contribute to the all-soul when they leave this 
70 

earth and return to God." Thorpe says that in Keats's con-

caption of "the vale of Soul-making" it is the individual heart 

that reacts on impressions from the external world and 

always determines the direction of the soul's growth. The 

importance of Keats's statement here is that it gives evi-

dence of a unity, a plan, and a spiritual world which were 
71 

all a part of his conception . Within this spiritual or 
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or transcendental world, beauty can have its existence and 

is attainable to the intense imagination which seeks it. 

Thorpe states that for Keats the ability to penetrate 

the mysterious regions wherein beauty existed, through the 

poet's imaginative flights, depended on the poet's knowledge 

of life and the pain of the world. By knowing this world, 

as Keats strove always to do, one can know the inner spirit 
72 

of all: for, says Thorpe, "all are of one substance joined." 

To Keats the world of actuality was both an extension and 

a revelation of the universal reality, the transcendental 

world; it was not merely a sign and symbol as it was for 
73 

Plato . Thorpe believes Keats to have been a 11 philosophi-

cal idealist to whom divine and eternal laws become apparent 
74 

through visible and present phenomena," or , as Wasserman 

says , "Keats could understand beauty only phenomenalistically 

---only as the sensory quality of the piping of song s and 
75 

the warmth and panting of the lover." The principle of 

beauty which existed in spiritual reality was made apparent 

to Keats through the power of imagination working in close 

association with the world of actuality, the visible world. 

Thorpe concludes his discussion with a return to the 

definition of beauty stated earlier and agreed upon by the 
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three major authorities cited: "beauty is the emotional 
76 

recognition of truth," or, in Bate's view, "the 'greeting' 
77 

of the imagination and its object . " Beauty is truth, 

says Thorpe, truth made to live eternally "through the power 

of a creative imagination which dissolves the spiritual 

substance into reality, power to reconstruct images with 
78 

which an original artist had wrought." 

In order to attain knowledge of humanity and to under

stand the deeper mysteries of existence, both of which were 

necessary to him in his search for poetic truth, Keats 

turned to his theory of negative capability, in which be 

stated that as a poet he had no identity except that which 

he assumed in his imagination. With no identity of his 

own, he said, the poet is capable of assuming the identity 

of the person or object which be contemplates; and through 

such an assumed identity, he can grasp complete knowledge 

and understanding of the being and thus reach its ultimate 

truth. His belief in what be termed negative capability 

(and what, much later, was the power of empathy) is stated 

in a letter to George and Thomas Keats, written in the winter 

of 1817: 

••• at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man 
of Achievement especially in Literature and which Shakespeare 
possessed so enormously---I mean Negative capability, that 
is when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, 
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doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason 
---Coleridge , for instance, would let go by a fine isolated 
verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium of myster~ from 
being incapable of remaining content with half knowledge. 
This pursued through Volumes would perhaps take us no further 
than this, that with a great poet the sense of Beauty over
comes every ot98r consideration, or rather obliterates all 
consideration . 

Walter Jackson Bate interprets Keats as saying that in our 

life of uncertainties what is needed is an imaginative 

openness of mind and a heightened receptivity to reality 
80 

in its full and diverse concreteness . He sees importance 

in Keats 's "without any irritable reaching after fact & 

reason . " For a great poet especially, a sympathetic absorp-

tion in the significance of his object, that is, harmony of 

human imagination and its object, overcomes every other 

consideration, considerations such as a reaching after 
81 

fact and reason . 

Discussing Keats's power of empathy, which has been 

noted by many critics, Thorpe quotes from James Russell 

Lowell : "Keats certainly had more of the penetrative and 

sympathetic imagination which belongs to the poet, of that 

imagination which identifies itself with the momentary 

object of its contemplation, than any man of these later 
82 

days . " He says that if this is so, Keats had achieved 

one of his favorite poetic theories concerning the imagination, 
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that the poetic nature was a "free entity with the capacity 

to penetrate wherever it may choose, able to project itself 

into and merge itself in complete identification with objects 

of contemplation, yet in that mingling never losing its proper 
83 

native qualities of unity and power." Keats believed that 

through the imaginati on the poet, existing spiritually in 

every creature, can reach ultimate truth . In other words, 

Keats believed in the power of empathy . 

In youth Keats revealed an amazing capacity for "sym-
84 

pathetic identification," which critics call attention 

to in the bear-baiting incident reported by Cowden Clarke 

as follows: " . • • his [Keats 1 s] concurrent personification 

of the baiting , with his positi on ,---his legs and arms bent 

and shortened till he looked like Bruin on his hind legs, 

dabbing his fore paws hither and thither, as the dogs 

snapped at him, and now and then acting the gasp of one that 

had been suddenly caught and hugged---his own capacious mouth 

adding force to the personation was a remarkable and as memor-
85 

able a display." In Bate's opinion, such empathic expres-

sions were actually side-effects of a habitual capacity for 

i dentification that went deeper. He contends that in picking 

up styles of writing poetry, Keats was not a mimic or copyist 

but a fellow participator who identified more with the 
86 

other's aim and ideal than with the individual himself . 
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Keats's delight in and use of empathy appeared before 

linguists and critics introduced the word empathy into 
87 

literary usage . Dictionaries and handbooks offer very 

little . The word empathy is not listed in the 1933 edition 

of ~ Shorter Oxford English Dictionary . The OED of 1936, 

however, cites the same German einfuhlung as being translated 

as empathy and gives the year 1912 as its earliest intro

duction into the language in connection with psychology . 

The OED defines empathy as "the power of projecting one's 

personality into , and so fully understanding the object of 
88 

contemplation." Webster's Third ~ International Dictionary 

of ~ English Language, following the OED, records the word 

empathy as a translat i on of the German einfuhlung, meaning 

.!!:! feeling, and defines it as G) "the imaginative projec-

tion of a subjective state whether affective, conative, 

or cognitive into an object so that the object appears 

to be infused with it : the reading of one's own state of 

mind or conation into an object (as an artistic object)" 

and @) as "the capacity for participating in or a vicarious 

87 
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or it may be passive, resulting from reading and appreciation. 

88 
Sir James A. H. Murray and others, ads., The Oxford 

English Dictionary~ Historical Principles (Oxford, 1936), 
p . 601. 



51 

experiencing of another's feelings 1 volitions, or ideas 

and sometimes another's movements to the point of executing 
89 

bodily movements resembling his . " Scholars offer more 

than lexicographers, however, concerning the history of 

the word empathy, and for its application to Keats's poetry, 

the student thanks Ri chard Fogle . "Empathy 1 " defined by 

Professor Fogle as "the involuntary projection of oneself 

into an object," appe ared in its "first ex tended formulation 
90 

in the Mikrokosmos of Hermann :!Lotze in 1858 ." To ].,,otze, 

einfuhlung or empathy in English was a phenomenon which 

accounted for our knowledge of the external world . The 

term empathy was coined in 1909 by Edward B. Titchener in 

his Lectures ££ the Experimental Psychology of the Thought-
91 

Process . 

Fogle submits several definitions of empathy before he 

arrives at the one most suitable for a study of Keats, 

namely , the process by which "motor and kinesthetic sensa-

tions" occur in a person who contemplates an object of 

beauty, and lead him to his recognition of beauty . Fogle 

distinguishes between empathy and sympathy by saying 

empathy is "feeling in the object; one's own personality 

is merged and fused in that of some external thing." 

89 
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Sympathy is "feeling with," not merged in but running 

parallel . Fogle sees empathy as a significant feature 

of all artistic and poetic reactions and contends that no 

true appreciation of art and poetic literature is conceivable 

without this process. In applying the theory of empathy 

to Keats's poetry, he examines Thorpe's definition of 

empathy as an imaginative experience in which the poet invol

untarily projects himself into the object. This definition 

allows closest contact of self and object without loss of 
92 

the poet's identity . 

Another of the earliest twentieth-century critics to 

note Keats's use of empathy is Newell Ford, who in 1948 

described the empathic experience as one in which the subject 

projects his sensations into the perceived object, rather 

than the object 1 s dispossessing him of his "self" [ego] • 

Ford refers to Keats's description of this experience as 

a fusion or identification of himself with an aesthetic 
93 

object which is accompanied by annihilation of his identity. 

For example, Keats said he found himself "with Achilles 

shouting in the Trenches, or with Theocritus in the Vales 

of Sicily . Or I throw my whole being into Troilus, and 

repeating those lines, 'I wander, like a lost Soul upon 

the stygian Banks staying for waftage,' I melt into the 

air • ••• " Whereas Keats felt that his normal self was 

92 
Fogle, 163. 

93 
"Keats, Empathy, and 1 The Poetical Character,'" 

Studies ill Philology, XLV (1948), 477-490. 



53 

annihilated by the experience and t he object absorbed his 

being into itself , Ford contends that Ke ats only projected 
94 

his sensations into the ob jects contemplated . 
95 

Fogle finds Ke a t s "a poet typically empathic . " Like-

wise Bate, writing in 1963 after Fogle , ca lls attention to 

the quality of empathy ex i sting in Keats from his boyhood 

days at the Enfield Sc hool , where he read much of Spenser 

and Shakespeare . As Keats considered Spenser 's epithet 

"sea- shouldering whales , " he "hoisted himself up , and 

looked burly and dominant ," as he said , "' What an image 

that is . 1 11 Bate also points out that Keats's reading of 

Shakespeare served to encourage his gift for empathic 

concentration and that "within two years this was to develop 
96 

to a degree hardly r i valed since Shakespeare himself." 

The degree to which t he power of empathy developed in Keats 

is evidenced in many of his own letters a s well as recollec -

tions by his friends r eported by his biographers . Colvin 

relates what Leigh Hunt said of Keats ' s eyes : II 
• • • the 

eyes mellow and glowing , large, dark, and sensitive . At 

the recital of a noble a ction or a beauti f ul thought, they 
97 

would suffuse with tears and his mouth tremble . " He cites 

from Joseph Severn , a friend of Keats , information about 

94 
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Keats's empathy with nature. Severn wrote of Keats's 

enjoyment in seeing the wind blowing through the wood

lands, at which time "an expression of rapture made his 

eyes gleam and his face glow till he would look sometimes 

like a wild fawn waiting for some cry from the forest 

depths, or a young eagle staring with proud joy before 
98 

taking flight." Bate also points out Keats's vivid 

identification with organic motion in what he called "the 

inland sea," the movement of the wind across a field of 

grain . Keats , describing the wave billowing through a 

tree, would shout, "'The tide! the tide!' and spring on to 

some stile, or upon the low bough of a wayside tree, and 
99 

watch the passage of the wind •••• " 

In a letter to Benjamin Bailey written November 22, 

1817, Keats called attention to the potential empathic 

power possessed by the poet, the man of genius . He distin-

guished the poet ic mind from the pnilosopnic mind which 

lacks the capability of empathic identification: "Men of 

Genius are great as certain ethereal Chemicals operating 

on the Mass of neutral intellect ---but they have not any 

indi vidua.li ty, any determined character- I would call 

the top and head of those who have a proper self, Men of 
100 

Power ." Murry sees an "intimate connection between the 

Negative Capability of Shakespeare and the 'lack of determined 
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character' in the man of genius"; he says "this Negative 

Capability is in fact a very positive capability 1 ••• 

in Keats's eyes it is the highest of all capabilities ." 

Murry also contends that Keats's meaning of "the lack of 

a determined character" is a very positive character; it 

corresponds in the "moral realm of direct relations between 

human beings to what in a higher and purely spiritual realm 
101 

Keats had grasped as Negative Capability." Keats con-

tinued his letter to Bailey by saying he had never counted 

upon the presence of happiness in life, but simply lived 

and took part in each passing hour. He ended with the 

line , "The Setting Sun will always set me to rights, or 

if a Sparrow come before my Window, I take part in its 
102 

existence and pick about the gravel." 

Examples of Keats's empathic nature and Keats's 

statement on the impersonality of genius, "especially in 

Literature ," says Bate, indicate directly the large internal 

fund available to Keats even before the impact made by 
103 

Hazlitt early in 1818. It was probably, says Bate, at 

Bailey 's suggestion that Keats purchased a copy of Hazl itt's 

Essaz on ~ Principles of Human Action , a book which was 

still in his library at his death. Hazlitt's aim in this 

101 
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book was to refute the contention of certain eighteenth 

century philosophers, notably Thomas Hobbes, tnat ''self-

love , in one way or another, is the mainspring of all 

human action, and to prove instead, as the subtitle states, 

'tne Natural Disinterestedness of the Human Mind.'" Bate 

points out that moralists trying to disprove the theory 

of self-love had for fifty years or more been stressing the 

sympathetic potentialities of the imagination; Hazlitt, 

however, went much further in his doctrines. He hoped, 

says Bate, to show that "imaginative sympathy was not a 

mere escape hatch from the prison of egocentricity, but 

something thoroughgoing, •• • and inseparable from all 
104 

activities of the mind . " His psychology presented an 

"actively adhesive and projective" mind: "dependent on 

what is outside itself for its own coloration," but uniting 

with objects, growing and dwindling by what it assimilates . 

According to Bate, Hazlitt's argument was based on the 

nature of identity, that we are one and the same person 

from one moment to the next. Knowledge that we do have 

an identity, that we are one person, says Bate, can only 

come through two means---sensation and memory. Through 

sensations we know tne experiences we have, and through 

memory we know these sensations happened to us and not to 

someone else. If our identities until now depend on 

sensation and memory, what provides our int erest in futur e 

104 
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sensations? Sensation and memory, Bate says, are not 

enough; we can pic ture our future identity only through 

imagination. The imagination can create one's own future 

for him by his ability to project himself into his future . 

Hazlitt argued this point thus: "I can abstract myself 

from my present being and take an interest in my being 

only in the same sense and manner, in which I can go 

out of myself entirely and enter into the minds and 
105 

feelings of others ." In other words, the power which 

enables us to project ourselves into our own future life 

is the same process by which we enter into the life of 

another; Hazlitt•s conclusion to the argument was this: 

"I could not love myself , if I were not capable of loving 

others ." Bate adds that if stronger ideas than those of 

one's own identity are present to the mind, the imagination 

can turn more easily to them. The argument for "the natural 

disinterestedness of the mind," says Bate, is not that most 

people are really disinterested, but that there is no 

''mechanical determinism" toward self-love; disinterestedness 

exists as far as the potential development of the mind is 

concerned. Knowledge, Bate says, can direct the imagination 
106 

to ideas other than those of our own identity . Hazlitt 

was never able to develop his theory much further; however, 

his literary criticism, says Bate, reflects his concept of 
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the "sympathetic character of the imagination" and reveals 

also his belief that greatness in art involves losing the 

sense of "our personal identity in some object dearer to 
107 

us than ourselves . " 

Bate says Keats attended the famous Lectures on ~ 

English Poets,which Hazlitt delivered once a week at the 

Surrey Institution . These lectures were begun on January 

13 , 1818, less than three weeks after Keats wrote the 

"Negative Capability letter" to his brothers . Bate believes 

Keats was especially impressed by Hazlitt's third lecture, 
108 

"On Shakespea re and Mil ton" (January 27) . Shakespeare, 

said Hazlitt, "was the least of an egotist that it was 

possible to be . He was nothing in himself; but he was all 

that others were , or that they could become . He had not 

only in himself the germs of every faculty and feeling, 

but he could follow them by anticipation , intuitively, 

into all their conceivable ramifications, • • • He had 

only to think of anytning in order to become that thing, 
109 

with all the circumstances belonging to it ." Bate 

believes the immediate effect of Hazlitt's lectures was 

to open Keats's eyes---much sooner than would otherwise 

have happened---to the limita tions of the prevailing modes 

of poetry . The extent to wnich the idea of the "characterless" 
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poet gradually took a secure hold upon his imagination 

in the months ahead is shown by the letter Keats wrote 
110 

to Richard Woodhouse on October 27, 1818 : 

As to the poetical Character itself ••• it is not itself 
-it has no self- It is every thing and nothing- It 
has no character ---It has as much delight in conceiving 
an Iago as an Imogen . What shocks the virtuous philoso
pher , delights the carnelian Poet •••• A Poet is the most 
unpoetical of any thing in existence; because he has no 
Identity---he is continually in far ---and 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---th e poet has none; no 
identity---he is certainly the most unpoetical of all 
God's Creatures •••• When I am in a room with People if 
I ever am free from speculating on creations of my own 
brain, then not myself goes home to myself; ---but the 
identity of everyone in the room begins to [so] to press 
upon me that I am in a very little time an [n::Qhilated
not only among M~£i it would be the same in a Nursery of 
children: • •• 

Murry calls attention to these words in this letter: 

" ••• the identity of everyone in the room begins to 

press upon me so that I am in a very little time annihi-
112 

lated ." The sentence first occurred in a letter to 

Charles Dilks written on September 21 , 1818. In this 

letter Keats expressed his empathic feeling for his dying 

brother: "I wish I could say Tom was any better . His 

i dentity presses upon~~ all day that I am obliged to 

go out ---•••• I am obliged to write and plunge into 

abstract images to ease myself of his countenance, his 

voice and feebleness - •••• i.f I think of fame, of , 
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poetry, it seems a crime to me, and yet I must do so 
113 

or suffer • •• •" The third occurrence of this state-

ment is in a letter to Keats's brother and sister-in-law 

written also in October of 1818: "You will mention Fanny 

[Keat~ ---her character is not formed , ~ identity does 

£21 press upon~~ yours does . I hope from all my 

heart that I may one day feel as much for her as I do for 
114 

you • It Murry sees much significance in the recur-• • • 

renee of this statement at this particular time, for, says 

Murry , Keats was in a "condition receptive to the point 

of agony . " Feeling that every contact threatened to anni-

hilate him, Keats naturally stressed his lack of personal 

identity in his letter to Woodhouse. The only escape he 

knew was in a world of imagination where he could be him-

self and free of other identities . The moment he left 

it, says Murry , he was in jeopardy of annihilation once 

more . Murry contends that this state of "extreme and 

agonizing receptivity" is a condition essential to the 

nature of the pure poet . It is the moment when he absorbs 

to his utmost capacity the material of sensation out of 

which he creates his work. Murry maintains that when 

Keats emerged from his state of annihilation, he emerged 

with "a full knowledge of the necessity of this self-
115 

annihilation as a means to self-achievement." 

113 
Letters, p. 215 . 

114 
Letters, p . 229. 

115 
p. 53 . 



61 

Concerning Keats 's statement on negative capability , 

that the poet has no identity except that which he assumes 

in his imagination, Richard Woodnouse , literary assistant 

to Keats's publishers and a close friend of Keats, expressed 

his belief in Keats's empathic character and compared it 

with Lord Byron's : " · •• Lord Byron does not come up to 

this character . He can certainly conceive & describe a 

dark accomplished vilain [sic] in love & a female tender 

and true who loves him • • • • But here his power ends . 

The true poet can not only conceive this --- but can assume 

any character Essence ide a or substance at pleasure & 

has tnis imaginative faculty not in a limited manner , 
116 

but in full universality •••• " 

Certainly Keats 's personal letters , as well as accounts 

from his friends, are adequate evidence of his belief in 

the power of the imagination, through empathy, to serve 

as the poet's guide to the ultimate trutn of any being; 

yet one can turn for further evidence to his snort poem 

"Where's the Poet?" written in October, 1818: 

116 

Where's the Poet? show himl show him , 
Muses nine l that I may know him. 
'Tis the man who with a man 

Is an equal , be he King 
Or poorest of the beggar-clan , 

Or any other wondrous thing 
A man may be 'twixt ape and Plato; 

'Tis the man who with a bird, 
Wren or Eagle , finds his way to 

All its instincts; he hath heard 
The Lion ' s roaring, and can tell 

What his horny throat expresseth, 

Colvin, p . 316. 
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And to him the Tiger's yell 
Comes articulate and presseth 

On his ear like mother-tongue. 

Here Keats presents a self-portrait; this seems to be the 

true poet who is empathic with every form and mode of life 

and is ready to merge his identity in that of any and 

every sentient creature . The primary function of the 

imagination, to serve as the poet's guide to the ultimate 

truth of any creature or object, is fulfilled as the 

poet throug h empathy enters into the being of the object 

contemplated. 



CHAP'l'ER III 

IMAGINATION IN THE ODES 

In t he spring of 1819 , Keats wrote the first four of 

the odes which repre s ent the high point of his writing 

career; these were fol lowed by the final ode written in 
1 

September of 1819 . The basis for this climactic achieve-

ment has been discussed in the preceding c hapters on 

Keats 's imagination , which he took to be "the rudder of 
2 

Poetry" as Fancy is its sails. Certain functions of the 

i magination existed continually for Keats from his earliest 

verse while other elements became a part of his concept of 

imagination as he matured in knowledge and understanding of 

the mysteries of life . The ability of the imagination 

to store up imag es in his mind, both visual and preconceived 

images, from which the poet could draw in moments of creative 

inspiration, and the power of imaginative flight through 

which the poet could soar beyond the world "of Thoughts" 

and into a world "of Sensations"- both were powers of 

the imaginat ion which Keats never a bandoned in his writing 

regardless of public criticism or personal doubt. I have 

also shown the development of two important elements in 
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Keats's conception of imagination which were present in 

his writing by the middle of 1818, the concept of imag

ination as the poet's guide to truth and as a generative 

power capable of creating essential reality . Regarding 

the first and more important of these functions, I have 

shown how the poet through imaginative activity could 

identify himself empathically with any object he contem

plated and thus probe the ultimate truth of that being . 

Furthermore , Keats believed that through a clear perception 

of the beauty of any object, he could find truth revealed. 

The creative power of the imagination was attested to by 

Keats when he said that he wrote about what he imagined; 

the fact that his imaginings were vivid enough to be 

described in poetry is adequate evidence of their reality. 

Even with such faith in and reliance upon the powers 

of imagination, Keats was still readily susceptible to 

moments, months in fact, of agonizing despair; perhaps it 

is more reasonable to say that because of his innate 

despondency, Keats clung to his belief in imagination as 

a temporary escape from suffering. But a temporary anni

hilation of self was no salvation for Keats, who knew in 

his rational being that he was only mortal, that he could 

not, through an assumed identity, exist immortally in 

ot~er beings, that he could not escape actuality through 

a dream world. It was a despair of this kind which 
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enveloped Keats's mind in the early months of 1819, a 

despair which had to be conquered before Keats's imagina

tive creativity could be voiced in poetry. 

A new element of conflict entered Keats's life in 

the early part of 1819 in the person of Fanny Brawne, 

about whom critics have expressed divided opinions . 

Lowell attributes Keats's sudden burst of writing in the 

spring of 1819 to "Keats's reciprocated love for Fanny 

Brawne, 11 to whom, Lowell says, Keats was engaged on Christmas 
3 

Day of 1818. Murry, contrary to what Bate calls the 

"anti-Victorian reaction in favor of Fanny Brawne which 
4 

gained strength in the 1920's and 1930's," wrote in 1925 

that Fanny Brawne "liked Keats; perhaps she liked him 

chiefly for liking her • • •• But unfortunat ely one thing 

was obvious, and Keats knew it well: Fanny Brawne did not 

love him as he loved her . " Murry speaks of Miss Brawne 

as a flirtatious coquette who "should not have pretended" 
5 

what she obviously did not feel for Keats . Bate, on the 

other hand, defends the character of Fanny Brawne because 

he feels "few women have had their memory more harshly 

treated without justification •• • "; at the same time, 

Bate discounts the "hardy Victorian legend ••• of a 

dying poet consumed with unsatisfied love for a heartless 
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6 
flirt . " Regardless of the character of F'anny Brawne , 

the honesty of her feelings toward Keats or her preten-

sions, Keats's love for her and his anxiety over the 

direction which his love might take in the future were 
7 

pn oblems with direct bearing on Keats's state of mind . 

The despair which overpowered Keats in the early 

months of 1819 can be accounted for in several different 

ways . His letters reflect his personal fears that death 
8 

might snatch him away , that poverty might delay his 
9 

marriage to Fanny Brawne, or that his love for her itself 
10 

might fail. It is unlikely that any one of the problems 

which Keats faced during these first months of the year 

could solely account for his inability to write . In 

addition to the present problems, it should be remembered 

that the latter part of 1818 had been particularly diffi-

cult for Keats in view of the instability of his own career 

and the death of his brother Tom. In spite of the critics' 

determined search for a definite cause for this silent 

period , it seems natural and almost necessary that Keats 

should have spent some time recollecting his thoughts and 

preparing for what lay ahead. 
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Keats himself, however, viewed these months as wasted, 

idle time, and he was eager for the time to come when 

be could continue his writing without frustration. His 

letters during this period are adequate evidence of the 

brooding state of mind in which he existed. After returning 

to Hampstead from Bedhampton in February , Keats wrote to 

George, telling him of the sore throat which had plagued 

him during his trip and which continued to bother him at 

home. He had resolved to stay indoors for as long as 

necessary, but he was still unable to write. He con-

tinued his letter: "I have not gone on with 'Hyperion' 

for to tell the truth, I have not been in great cue for 

writing lately---I must wait for the sp~J ing to rouse 
11 

me up a little-. " On March 8, Keats wrote to Benjamin 

Haydon : "I am mostly at Hampstead, and about nothing; 

being in a sort of gui bono temper, not exactly on the 

road to an epic p oem •••• I have experienced the satis

faction of having great conceptions without the trouble 

of sonnetteering. I will not spoil my love of gloom by 
12 

writing an Ode to Darkness." Keats continued the letter 

to George mentioned previously on March 13 : "I know not 

I must why Poetry and I have been so distant lately . 
13 

make some advances soon or she will cut me entirely ." 
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Keats continued in his inactive state of mind which be 

described in his March 19 addition to the letter to George : 

"This morning I am in a sort of temper indolent and supremely 

careless : I long after a stanza or two of Thomson's Castle 

of indolence ~ic]---. My passions are all asleep from 

my having slumbered till nearly eleven and weakened the 

animal fibre all over me • • • • I must call it La.ziness 

• • • • In this state of effeminacy the fibres of the 

brain are relaxed in c ommon with the rest of the body 

II 
• • • • To this section of his letter, Keats appended 

the sonnet "Why did I laugh tonight?" for the perusal 

of his brother and sister- in-law . The poem was prefaced 

by Keats's comment : " • • • ask yourselves whether I have 

not that in me which will well bear the buffets of the 

world • • • • I wrote with my Mind---and perhaps I must 

confess a little bit of my heart ----

4 

Why did I laugh tonight? No voice will tell: 
No God no Deamon of severe response 

Deign s to reply from heaven or from Hell. 
Then to my human heart I turn at once 

Heartl thou and I are here sad and alone; 
Say, wherefore did I laugh? 0 mortal painl 

0 Darkness 1 Darkness! ever must I moan 
To question He aven and Hell and Heart in vaint 

Why did I laugh? I know this being's lease 
My fancy to its utmost blisses spreads: 

Yet could I on this very midnight cease 
And the world ' s gaudy ensigns see in shreds . 

Verse , fame and Beauty are intense indeed 14 
But Death intenser- Death is Life's high mead. " 

Letters, pp. 314-317. 
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Following the March addition 'b<O his .letter to George, 

there was a month of silence until he resumed it again 

in the middle of April. Whatever the reason for it, this 

interruption both in Keats's poetry and his letters does 

seem significant in view of the extremely productive period 

which began at the end of April and continued throughout 

May . It could be viewed as a fallow time in which Keats 

prepared his mind for the thoughts to be expressed in the 

coming odes . Certainly the creative period which followed 

is sufficient explanation for this inactive time . 

On April 15, Keats continued the journal-letter to 

George which he had put aside on March 19: "I am still 

at a stand ~till] in versifying- ! cannot do it yet with 

any pleasure--! mean however to look round at my resources 
15 

and means-and see wha t I can do without poetry- • ••• " 

On April 21, Keats copied in the stanzas he had already 

written of "La belle dame sans merci" and finished the 
16 

poem that night. About the same time Keats wrote to 

Haydon: "I dread as much as a Plague the idle fever of 
17 

two months more without any fruit . " Two weeks later 

the silence and brooding were ended; on April 30 , Keats 

copied the "Ode to Psyche" into his letter to George . 

"The following poem," Keats said, [is] 11 the last I have 
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written ~nd] is the first and the only one with which 

I have taken even moderate pains . I have for the most 

part dash'd of [f] my lines in a hurry . This I have done 

leisurely~ think it reads the more richly for it and 

will I hope encourage me to write other thing ~] in even 
18 

a more peac [e] able and heal thy spirit . 11 This was the 

beginning of Keats's most creative period . 

Although the od e s which followed Keats's inactive 

months do not always reflect the peaceable spirit he had 

hoped for, they do express at least a partial victory over 

the despair which had silenced him previously . His despair 

was conquered in part by his acceptance of death as indicated 

in the one sonnet whi ch came out of this period , "Why did 

I laugh tonight?" I n this poem Keats questioned his own 

heart to learn why he had the ability to laugh in face of 

agonizing de spair : 11 Heart 1 thou and I are here sad and 

alone ; / Say, wherefore d i d I laugh? 0 mortal pain 111 

Keats had already re c ognized that beauty is "intense indeed" ; 

now he realized that " Death" is 11 intenser - Deatb is Life's 

high mead . " Wherea s ver s e and fame might escape him , and 

true beauty was a va i lable to the poet only through his 

most intense imagination , death was inescapable; it was 

the greatest fact of l ife . By his acceptance of death , 

Keats was also accepting life wi t h whatever pain and sorrow 

it brought . This a c ceptance of death was reflected in the 

18 
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odes that followed in which Keats expressed a firm belief 

in the mutability of all things ; only through the imagination 

could beauty and truth exist in a true state. 

It is my purpose in this chapter to analyze the five 

odes which Keats wrote during April, May , and September 

of 1819 and to show the function of imagination in these 

poems. Critics disagree on the order in which the odes 

were written , but Keats stated in his letter of April 30 

that the "Ode to Psyche" was the last poem he had written. 

If any of the other odes had been completed at the time 

Keats finished hi s letter to George, they would most likely 

have been included as were "La belle dame sans merci" 

and "Ode to Psyche ." Further evidence that "Psyche" was 

the first of the odes is to be found in Keats's own state-

ment concerning his complete poetic idleness, "the idle 

fever of two months without any fruit," which lasted from 

mid-February until well past mid-April. The remaining odes 

were composed afte r the "Ode to Psyche" during the course 

of May . According to Bate, the exact order in which Keats 

wrote the odes is unknown; however, says Bate , conventional 

opinion places the "Ode to Psyche" first, followed by the 

"Ode to a Nightingale" in late April or May (Bate believes 

the "Ode to a Nightingale was written one or two days after 

the "Ode to Psyche"), then the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" and 

(Ode on Me lancholy," leaving only the ode "To Autumn," which 
19 

was composed in September . 

19 
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The sequence of the odes given by Bate seems to estab-

lish a clearly defined stage in Keats's development. The 

"Ode to Psyche" differs from the others in stanza form and 

in spirit, being less personal and brooding and conta.ining 

more lyrical happiness. The "Ode to a Nightingale" estab

lished the stanza form which Keats used in the following 

odes. At the same time, Keats expressed in this ode his 

first doubt of the reality of truth apprehended through 

his imaginative flight. This skepticism continued in 

the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" in which Keats realized that 
) 

the imagination, inspired by art, can offer only a tem

porary escape from reality. In the "Ode on Melancholy" 

he asserted his belief in the mortality of all things, 

including beauty encountered through imagination. "To 

Autumn" represents his final acceptance of' the reality of 

change and decay in nature. This ode-sequence represents 

the development of Keats's imagination as he passed from 

a firm belief in the highest power of imagination to a 

period of skepticism and finally to an acceptance of the 

mortality of all existence. 

Since Keats was experimenting in his first ode with 

a new stanza form, it is natural that the "Ode to Psyche " 

should be different and perhaps less perfect in form . 

After he copied the "Ode to Psyche" into his letter to 

George, Keats explained his recent attempts "to discover 
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a better Sonnet Stanza than we have ." He continued, 

"The legitimate [!etrarchan] form does not suit the language 

over- well from the pouncing rhymes---the other kind [shakes

pearean] appears too elegaic-and the couplet at the end 
20 

of it has seldom a pleasing effect." The idea of a new 

lyrical form longer than the sonnet occurred to Keats, 

says Bate, while he was experimenting with the sonnet. 

The "Ode to Psyche" incorporates what he had already done 

in the "legitimate" sonnet forms . The first fourteen 

lines are similar to an earlier sonnet of Keats's ("How 

fever'd is the man"); the next nine lines are a broken 

series followed by twelve lines which rhyme like a Shakes-

pearean sonnet without the final couplet; the next fourteen 

are similar to the rhyme used in another recent sonnet, 

"To Sleep." The last eighteen lines consist of a regular 

Shakespearean sonnet with a couplet after the octave instead 

of at the close, and then a concluding Shakespearean qua-
21 

train. The form used in the "Ode to Psyche" seems need-

lessly complicated, especially in comparison with the fol

lowing odes in which Keats developed the ten-line stanza. 

In the four later odes, the ten-line stanza begins with 

a Shakespearean quatrain and concludes with a Petrarchan 

sestet; thus Keats avoided the "pouncing rhymes," "elegaic" 

alternate rhyming, and concluding couplet rhymes. In this 

20 
Letters, pp. 340-341. 

21 
Bate, pp. 497-498. 
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stanza pattern, Keats had a form which he could extend 

for a poem much longer than the sonnet . 

The idea for the "Ode to Psyche 11 had evidently come 

to Keats during the months of brooding and uncertainty in 

which be realized that the human mind must somehow come 

to terms with life and must face even those problems which 

bring despair. Reading again about the goddess Psyche in 

Apuleius and finding that she was made a goddess only after 

the Augustan age, Keats was impressed by the relevance of 

this late deity to what seemed to him now the proper object 

of poetry and of his own efforts. Before copying the ode 

in his letter, Keats explained this to George : "You must 

recollect that Psyche was not embodied as a goddess before 

the time of Apulieus [ sic] the Platonist who lived after 

the A [u] gus tan age, and consequently the Goddess was never 

worshipped or sacrificed to with any of the ancient fervour 

and perhaps never thought of in the old religion---I am 
22 

more orthodox than to let a he [a] then Goddess be so neglected." 

According to Bate, Keats read in William Adlington's trans

lation, the story of how Psyche, the most beautiful of 

three princesses, aroused the jealousy of Venus~who com-

manded he r son Eros to force Psyche to fall in love with 

the most vile creature he could find . After consulting the 

oracle of Apollo , Psyche consented to being left on a 

barren rock where she would in time be wed by a serpent. 

22 
Letters, pp . 338-339. 
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From here Psyche was carried by Zephyrus to a pleasant 

valley, where she wandered into a palace which she learned 

was the palace of her husband. As the days passed, Psyche's 

unknown husband came to her each night though she never 

saw him. It h appened that Eros himself had fallen in love 

with Psyche; love was won over by the mind or soul. The 

uncertain Psyche , persuaded by her sisters that her hus band 

was really the serpent predicted by Apollo's oracle, lighted 

a lamp while her husband was asleep. A drop of the burning 

oil fell on the god's shoulder; he awakened wounded and fled. 

With much painful wandering, Psyche followed Eros, who was 

soon healed and who escaped to join her. Eros petitioned 

Zeus to sanction their marriage, and Psyche was made im-
23 

mortal . 

Keats began this poem to Psyche wi~h an uncertainty and 

with a questioning of his vision which became basic to almost 

all of his odes: 

0 Goddesst hear these tuneless numbers, wrung 
By sweet enforcement and remembrance dear, 

And pardon that thy secrets should be sung 
Even into thine own soft-conched ear: 

Surely I dreamt to-day, or did I see 
The winged Psyche with awaken'd eyes? 

I wander'd in a forest thoughtlessly, 
And, on the sudden, fainting with surprise, 

Saw two fair creatures, couched side by side . 

But Keats was eager to move on to his building of a palace 

for this new subject . His feigned hesitation about the 

23 
Bate , pp. 489-490 . 
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other figure is only momentary, and he recognizes Psyche 

immed iately : 

The winged boy I knew; 
But who wast thou, 0 happy , happy dove? 

His Psyche truel 

In the two stanzas which follow , Keats made his case 

for the concluding stanza. In the first of these two 

stanzas, Keats stress ed the fact that Psyche, "latest 

born and loveliest" among "all Olympus' faded hierarchy ," 

had not been acknowledged with worship of "altar heap'd 

with flowers ; / Nor virgin-choir • • • " He c ontinued with 

a catalogue of the various rituals Psyche was denied: 

No voice, no lute, no pipe, no incense sweet 
From chain-swung censer teeming; 

No shrine, no grove, no oracle, no heat 
Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreamingl 

In the next stanza he regretted that Psyche came "too 

late for antique vows,/ Too, too late fo r the fond believing 

lyre ," and he asserted his wish to become her priest, her 

worshipper : 

So let me be thy choir, and make a moan 
Upon the midnight hours; 

Thy voice, thy lute, thy pipe, thy incense sweet 
From swinged censer teeming; 

Thy shrine, thy grove, thy oracl e , thy heat 
Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreaming . 

Keats was inspired by his imaginative perception of 

the goddess Psyche; his bel ief in this kind of perception 
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had been expressed in the "Vale of Soul-making" letter. 

Atoms of perception become intelligences, Keats said, 
24 

because "they know and they see, ••• they are God." 

Seeing Psyche, Keats knew her and moved to a union with 

her in which he became a god who worshiped a new deity. 

He himself became Psyche's choir; his poem was the "moan 

upon the mi dnight hours." The final stanza is set entirely 

in his mind: 

Yes, I will be thy priest, and build a fane 
In some untrodden re g ion of my mind , 

Where branched thoughts, new grown with pleasant pain, 
Instead of pines shall murmur in the wind: 

Far, far around shall those dark-cluster 1 d trees 
Fledge the wild-ridged mountains steep by steep. 

Within Keats's mind, Psyche's shrine was built, and the 

poet became the 11 pale-mouth 1 d prophet" who shared Psyche's 

warmth. Keats had identified himself as a prophet of the 

human soul and declared that the haven for the soul was to 

be built by the poet's imagination within the poet's own 

mind . Within the knowing intellect and through the agency 

of poetry, Keats had created a world of his own. He referred 

to the function of his "working brain" within his conscious 

mind: 

24 

A rosy sanctuary will I dress 
With the wreath'd trellis of a working brain, 

With buds, and bells, and stars without a name, 
With all the gardener Fancy e'er could feign, 

Who breeding flowers, will never breed the same. 

Letters, p . 335. 
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In the closing lines he depicted human love which can 

reach beyond the bounds of imagination : 

And there shall be for thee all soft delight 
That shadowy thought can win, 

A bright torch, and a casement ope at night 
To let the warm Love int 

The relation of this ode to Keats's "Vale of Soul-

making" theory can be carried even further than in the 

idea of imaginative perception which for Keats was a reality. 

Keats's "soul-making" theory also included the idea that 

man cannot acquire identity, cannot become a soul, except 

through the medium of this world of pain and sorrow. This 

aspect of Keats's doctrine is embodied in the "Ode to 

Psyche , " for Psyche was granted immortality only after 

she endured the reality of human experience. If Psyche, 

the mind , can be viewed as a symbol of the imagination 

and Keats's ode as a celebration of the imagination , which 

it seems to be since much of the action in the poem takes 

place through imaginative flight, then Keats seems to be 

saying that imagination (Psyche) is limited in its ability 

to break through the bounds of the mortal world. Keats 

accepted this fact and worshiped Psyche as a deity. In 

this ode as in those which follow, Keats seemed to waver 

between two theories of imagination---the romantic , un-

limited imagination expressed in his earliest poetry which 

can create a world of its own or a shrine for the goddess 
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Psyche and a disillus ioned, limited imagination as expressed 

in the soul-making passage already quoted and symbolized 

in the goddess Psyche . 

This wavering between the powers and the limitations 

of imagination was carried on to Keats's "Ode to a Nightin

gale ," where the central problem seemed to be the poet's 

reliance upon and confidence in the imagination's ability 

to transcend the reality of the world . Despite his strong 

belief in imaginative powers, Keats had acknowledged in the 

"Ode to Psyche" that the imagination cannot stand alone and 

unsupported; it cannot become reality without the help of 

conscious intelligence . In the "Ode to a Nightingale" 

Keats experienced imag i native ecstasy in the departure of 

the soul from the body, but, at the same time, in the poem 

he made a return to the real world . He questioned the 

reality of this experience and hinted in the end of the 

poem that perhaps the ecstasy he felt was real, though 

it was identified with the state of death, and that it 

was actually the most intense state of life. The return 

to reality , to pain and sorrow, on the other hand, he 

seemed to view as a kind of death to the imagination. 

To the imagination, which was doped and drowsy, the world 

became a fantasy, but to the mind the world of reality 

was ever pre sent. The effect in this numbing of the imag

ination is to firmly separate the imagination from the mind . 
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The connection between death and the purely visionary 

excursions or dream-like state was used often by Keats, 

and it occurs in the beginning of the "Ode to a Nightingale": 

My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains 
My sense, as though of hemlo ck I had drunk, 

Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains 
One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk . 

In this state of "drowsy numbness," the poet bears the 

nightingale as it sings "of summer in full-throated ease," 

and he longs to participate in its life . As in the "Ode on 

Melancholy ," his happiness is so intense that it is aching. 

The obliteration of consciousness, first through the drinking 

of poison, releases the imagination which turns upon the 

nightingale and see s it as something more than a bird. 

Fearing that the nightingale will fade away, the poet then 

appeals to wine as an expression of his ' desire to fade 

away with it: 

0 , for a draught of vintagel that hath been 
Cool'd a long age in the deep-delved earth, 

Tasting of Flora and the country green, 
Dance, and Provencal song, and sunburnt mirth1 

0 for a beaker full of the warm South, 
Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene, 

With beaded bubbles winking at the brim, 
.And purple-stained mouth; 

That I might drink, and leave the wor l d unseen, 
And with thee fade away into the forest dim. 

Keats s uggests a desire for an intense experience similar 

to his reaction to the nightingale's song . But the impulse 

to leave the world leads to a recollection of actual 
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human life: 

Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget 
What thou among the leaves hast never known 

The weariness, the fever, and the fret 
Here , where men sit and hear each other groan; 

Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, 
Where youth grows pale , and spectre-thin, and dies . 

The first two stanzas in which Keats expresses his 

desire to fade away from the present world into the world 

of the nightingale are re-inforced by this third stanza 

in which Keats refers to the sorrow of the world. The 

most touching of these sorrows is seen in the reference to 

Tom's death in the last line: "Where youth grows pale, 

and spectre-thin , and dies." Keats's wishes to leave the 

world , "Where but to think is to be full of sorrow/ And 

leaden-eyed despairs," were justified, yet they were hope-

less. As the stanza closes, Keats acknowledged that in 

human life "Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,/ Or 

new Love pine at them beyond tomorrow." This is Keats's 

acceptance that there can be no prolonging of what is 

beautiful in itself or even of the poet's intense response 

to it. Except in moments of escape, life always involves 

pain . Throughout the third stanza the poet is firmly 

planted in the world of reality, but his wish is still to 

fade away, to enter the visionary world of immortal happiness. 

The fourth stanza opens with a stronger urgency and 

emotional force of the will to escape. Keats's vehicle 
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of escape, however, is no longer poison, drugs, or wine; 

l.• t is 11 the viewless wings f P 11 i · o oesy, v s1.onary poetry . 

In the middle of the fourth stanza , the poet suddenly 

supposes himself to be now with the nightingale, and through 

the imagination he achieves a momentary release: 

Already with theel tender is the night, 
And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne, 

Cluster'd around by all her starry Fays; 
But here there is no light , 

Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown 
Through verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways. 

Throughout stanzas four and five Keats describes the visionary 

world which he has entered . He emphasizes the power of 

imagination as he describes flowers he cannot see in 

the darkness; nor can he see "what soft incense hangs upon 

the boughs." He asserts here, as he had done in his 

personal comparison with Lord Byron , that the imagination 

has the power to see more than sensory eye can see . Through-

out stanzas four through six, the poet imagines himself to 

be with the nightingale, but the experience is not yet com

pleted; as the poem proceed s , the nightingale finally crosses 

into a realm where the poet cannot follow. There is a 

momentary union , and in it the poet, like the nightingale, 

is able to sing of summer though the time is still May . 

In his empathic identification with the nightingale , the 

poet's normal self . is annihilated and he assumes the identity 

of the bird in whose world he now exists. Like the nightingale's 
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song of summer, the poet, too, sings of 

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 . 

As the poet moves farther into the nightingale's world, 

darkness continues to gather; still hearing the song of 

the nightingale in the darkened world, Keats is "half in 

love with easeful Death." Here again he uses death as an 

escape symbol , and under the influence of the nightingale's 

song , he asserts that death will be a desirable release 

because it will bar his return to the human world "where 

Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes": 

Now more than ever seems it rich to die, 
To cease upon the midnight w'ith no pain, 

While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad 
In such an ecstasy1 

Although death repres ents a form of escape more final 

and complete than wine or Poesy, it does not suggest a 

further union with the nightingale, or even the prolonging 

of its song: "Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in 

vain-/ To thy high requiem become a sod." These lines 

represent Keats's sudden recollection that death is the 
25 

"great divorcer for ever" and a return to actuality com-

pelled by his recognition of the direction in which he 

has been mo~ing . It is in the midst of this imaginative 

25 
Letters, p. 522. 
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death which t he poet desired and imagined to be made real 

that Keats realizes the limitations of the imagination; 

he sees that the correspondence between the bird's song 

and his own song (poe m)- between the "immortal Bird" 

and himself must be aband oned . Death , which divides the 

mind from imagination, has been made inviting and "easeful"; 

it is, in fact , desired by the poet . On "the viewless wing s 

of Poesy," Keats imagines what it would be like to die 

under these pleasan t circumstances. But the imagined death 

is not like the bird's song; Keats sees that it was more 

absolute, a complete unconsciousness. 

By the end of stanza six, the human and the nightingale 

worlds have been sundered; the p oet speaks to the nig htin

gale: "Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird 1/ No 

hungry generations tread thee down." Here the quality of 

immortality is actually applied to the song of the nightin

gal e rather than the nightingale itself, for in the r e mainder 

of the stanza it is the "voice" of the nightinc;ale that 

Keats refers to as existing eternally through the ages. 

Keats's statement is justifie d by the fact that the night

ingale has been transformed into a symbol by the poet's 

imagination; the nightingale is immortal, and its life is 

contrasted with the "passing night" or the brief generations 

of man . Keats's reference is only to the voice of the 

nightingale which he can identify with all nightingales' 

voices: 
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The voice I hear this passing night was heard 
In ancient days by emperor and clown: 

Perhaps the self-same song that found a path 
Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, 
sick for home, 

She stood in tears amid the alien corn; 
The same that oft-times hath 

Charm'd magic casements, opening on the foam 
Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn. 

Because of the immortality of its song, the nightingale, 

as a type of b ird, is immortal, and Keats questions whether , 

even through his poetry, he can achieve this kind of immor-

tality . Throug hout the seventh stanza the nightingale, 

even as a symbol now, continues to move farther from the 

present human world . The song, not this bird, was heard 

in the past by "emperor and clown," in Biblical days by 

Ruth, and finally "in faery lands forlorn." Like the sad 

and unhappy land into which it fades, the nightingale's 

song, too, is no longer happy; it becomes a "plaintive 

anthem." 

The word "forlorn11 recalls the poet to his isolated 

self and to the central idea of the poem, his reliance 

upon the powers of imagination . The faery lands to which 

his nightingale has faded are "forlorn" to Keats because 

they can be apprehended only by an act of his imagination. 

Since this spiritual world of the nightingale caftnot exist 

in Keats's conscious intellect, he begins to lose confi-

dence in even its imaginative existence; he doubts the 

reality of imagination including his recent experience. 

The poet's experience seems real, that is, the world into 
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which he passes is real at the moment, but the nightin-

gale's song does not seem real; the song fades as the 

imagination fails: 

Adieut the fancy cann ot cheat so well 
As she is fam'd to do , deceiving elf . 

Adieul adieut thy plaintive anthem fades . 

It is not the bird that fades but its song , and this does 

not happen until the poet has been tolled back to his 

''sole self . " As the sound fades, so fades a vision. 

The poet is left in doubt as to the reality of his present 

state as well as the reality of the experience: "Was it a 

vision, or a waking dream?/ Fled is that music : Do I 

wake or sleep?" The flight of the nightingale has brought 

about the poet's return to r eal ity and the death of imag-

ination . 

Keats's poem is based on a question of belief, the 

p oet's own belief in the truth of what he has said . In 

the death-like process which the poe t experienced in this 

poem , the human faculties were separated, and the conscious 

mind questioned the reality of the imaginative experience. 

Keats himself had a rgued for this point in his doctrine 

of negative capability, a quality necessary to the poet . 

Keats had said that the poet must be "capable of being in 

uncertainties, Mys teries, doubts, without any irritable 

reaching after fact and reason • • II Realizing that . . 
t he imagination cannot stand alone unsupported and yet 
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condemning a reaching after fact and reason, Keats was left 

restless and doubtful. He declared that the poet has no 

identity and must take on the identity of other creatures . 

His example of such empathic entry into the nightingale's 

world testifies to the imagination's seeming supremacy 

over the intellect . Yet Keats was not content to depend 

entirely on such visionary transports; he was skeptical 

that mental pursuit or imaginative flight was nothing in 

itself, but took its reality from 11 the ardour of the pur-
26 

suer." It is this skeptical tone which is manifested in 

Keats's "Ode to a Nightingale." Though be was skeptical 

and even despairing at times, Keats struggled to maintain 

his belief that truth can be apprehended through imagination; 

this struggle is carried on in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn ." 

Whereas in the previous ode Keats had chosen the symbol 

of the nightingale which, by virtue of its song, could 

become immortal, in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" he chose 

the steadier symbol of the urn on which was depicted a 

world that Keats hoped to make immortal by virtue of its 

eternal existence in art. The "Ode on a Grecian Urn" 

like the "Ode on Melancholy" and "To Autumn" reflects more 

of the leisurely and "peaceable" spirit in which Keats 

hoped to write these new poems, but it does not have the 

personal urgency of the "Ode to a Nightingale" with its 
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highly emotional quality. He seemed to make a determined 

effort to keep the poet, so prominent in the other ode, 

completely out of this poem. 

The urn which Keats addresses in the first stanza 

is important to him because it is symbolic of a world in 

an ag e now dead; yet the life depicted on the urn assumes 

an immortal existence in Keats's imagination. He questions 

the urn about the life it represents: 

Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness, 
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 

Sylvan historian, who canst thus express 
tA flowery tale more sweetly than our I'hyme. 

The urn is "unravish'd" to Keats because the world it depicts 

has not been destroyed; it exists not only on the urn he 

views, but also within the poet's imagination which con-

templates the urn . The urn itself is capable of telling the 

poet "A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme"; that is, 

the "legend" which "haunts about" the urn, like the Milan 

prints which Keats had described earlier, leaves so much 

"room for Imagination," even more than Keats's own poem 

does. 

In contrast to the "Ode to a Nightingale," where 

questions appear only at the end, here they begin in the 

first stanza with Keats's direct address. The questions 

begin as a general musing about the possibility of a mythi

cal story or meaning beyond the actual figures on the urn: 
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"What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape/ Of deities 

or mortals, or of both?" But as the poet's imagination 

becomes more intrigued by the figures, it begins to question 

as if in hope of response: 

What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 

What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 

But the urn remains 11 unravish 1 d 11 ; it does not disclose its 

story. In the second stanza, Keats suddenly dismisses his 

eager questioning; the life-story which the urn carries 

cannot be expressed "to the sensual ear"; it must be appre-

hended by "the spirit"-by the poet's imagination. Not 

only does Keats accept the urn's silence; he seems to 

prefer it: 

Heard melodies are sweet, but ' those unheard 
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 

Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear 1 d, 
Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone. 

In these lines Keats shows that the poet must be 

content with "half-knowledge" and without "irritable reaching 

after fact and reason," for he cannot through the function 

of conscious intellect ever be certain about the life revealed 

on the urn . All searching and questioning aside, Keats's 

approach to the urn becomes contemplative: 

Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 
Thy song , nor ever can those trees be bare; 
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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 1 

Thus Keats acknowledged the unchanging and the imperish

able quality of the urn's story; it cannot be destroyed by 

time nor can its figures be distressed by love, as Keats 

had been. The second stanza as well as the third expresses 

the differences between life in the world of actuality, 

which is subject to change and decay, and the life depicted 

in art, which though not real is permanent . The urn repre-

sents to Keats a contrast between the permanence of art 

and the transiency of life. As an outsider Keats nostal-

gically addresses the scene on the urn: 

Ah, happy, happy boughsl that cannot shed 
Your leaves, nor ever bid the Spring adieu; 

And , happy melodist, unwearied, 
For eve r piping songs for ever new . 

In the first part of this third stanza, Keats seems 

to be moving away from his initial feeling of delight in 

the urn; it is with envy that he now views the permanence 

of its life-story. But the contrast between this beautiful 

and unchanging life with its "happy love" that endures 

forever and the present world where love brings sorrow 

causes Keats to identify himself more closely with the 

life on the urn. He long s to experience the kind of love 

depicted there : 
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More happy lovet more happy, happy lovel 
For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd, 

For ever panting, and for ever young @ 

rather than the "human passion" of this world which for 

Keats "leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd,/ iA burning 

forehead , and a parching tongue." It would seem that in 

this third stanza, in spite of the reference to reality 

in the last two lines, Keats has fully entered into the 

life of the figures depicted on the urn. The kind of 

love experienced by the lovers on the frieze is described 

by Keats as a reality in which he participates. The recol-

lection of the sorrow he has personally experienced in the 

actual world resulted in the poet's obliteration of his 

real self; the contemplation of the perfect lovers on the 

urn brought about his desired empathic identification 

with the figures. 

Having gained full empathic entrance into the essence 

of the urn's life and having been carried by the imagination 

to its highest intensity, Keats was able to exist in a 

nature which is forever young and so cannot "bid the Spring 

adieu." 

Keats would like to continue in this fellowship with 

essence if he could, but in stanza four the imaginative 

world of the figures on the urn has been transformed into 

the actual world. Keats examines and questions the mys-

terious figures now separated from the permanent world of 
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art in the light of reality: 

Who are these coming to the sacrifice? 
To what green altar, 0 mysterious priest, 

Lead 'st thou that heifer lowing at t he skies , 
And al l her silken flanks with garlands drest? 

What lit tle town by river or sea shore, 
Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel, 

Is emptied of this folk , this pious morn? 
And , l ittle town, thy streets for evermore 

Will silent be; and not a soul to tell 
Why thou art desolate, can e'er return. 

The visionary and the actual have been separated in Keats's 

imagination , and now he sees the procession depicted on 

the frieze as though it were occurring in real life . As 

the procession moves along, the separation of the actual 

world and the spiritual world becomes greater in Keats 's 

mind . The figures in the procession, a priest and his 

"folk," have left their little town on a journey to the 

heaven-altar. Kea ts sees in this scene ·not only that the 

soul cannot remain eternally on earth, but a lso t hat it 

cannot return to tell others of the world's s orrow and 

desolation . Keat s seems to say that men cannot learn 

from one another the reason fo r their desolation; t his 

must be learned by other means. In the last lines of stanza 

four , Keats pictures the mortal world in the little town 

which is silent because its souls have left its worldly 

desolation. He has completely withdrawn from his empathic 

experience in the figures on the urn, bu t he has retained 

enough of their identity to be concerne d wi t h their dest ina tion . 
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In the last stanza, Keats addresses the urn: 

0 Attic shapel Fair attitudel with brede 
Of marble men and maidens overwrought, 

With forest branches and the trodden weed; 
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 

As doth eternity: • • • 

In these lines the poet's mind returns to the ancient life 

revealed by the urn; the figures on it hav~ been reduced 

to a stylized 11 bre de" of "marble men and maidens . " The urn 

itself is no longer a "historian" which might reveal a 

"legend," but is now acknowledged as only a "shape" or 

"form. " Again Keats addresses the urn: 

• • • Cold Pa.storall 
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 . " 

Keats refers again to the immortality of the work of art, 

the urn, and spec i fically to the immortality of the life 

depicted on the urn which can be made real through the 

imagination for all ages. In the midst of problems which 

surround man in his present world, the poet can turn to the 

urn to find beauty and permanence. 

The urn's message to mankind is contained in the last 

two lines , and it is a message which Keats has learned can-

not be known directly through experience in the mortal 

world or by the conscious intellect. The fact that "be auty 
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is truth, truth beauty" does not exist in the mortal world; 

only beauty apprehended through the imagination is truth 

for Keats. The knowledge or the truth of the imag ination, 

Kea ts believed, could be gained only by a self-annih ilating 

entrance into the created world of imagination . In the 

act of the "greeting of the Spirit," or the imagination 

for Keats, and the object it contemplates, there is a har

mony between the mind and the object; this harmony is a 

"truth whether it existed before or not . " In the "Ode on 

a Grecian Urn," Keats's imagination had "greeted" the figures 

on the urn; and as he contemplated the life represented 

there, a harmony between imagination and life-story took 

place; this harmony resulted in the coming alive, the 

awakening into reality, of the life itself. It became 

a truth to Keats. 

Not only does the urn reassure man that beauty and 

truth are one to the apprehending imag ination, but it 

also states that "that is all ye know on earth, and all ye 

need to know . " Keats, through the urn, is not saying simply 

that the oneness of beauty and truth is the sum of necessary 

earthly wisdom. Rather, the antecedent for this line and 

a half seems to be the entire preceding sentence beginning 

with "Cold Pastoral. " The sum of earthly wisdom is that 

in this world of pain and mutability, where love is not 

forever young, and where the lover's passion leaves a 

burning forehead and a parching tongue, art alone is 
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permanent and immortal because its essence can exist in 

the realm of imagination . ~rt is a friend to man because 

it makes available to the imagination an ideal world in 

which love is forever young and songs are forever new and 

beauty is truth. With this knowledge, the urn says, man 

has all the wisdom he needs to withstand the pains of 

mortal existence. Keats ended the poem with a spirit of 

hope that this knowledge would be sufficient to rescue him 

from periods of despair; yet Keats realized that the ideal 

world of art could not more offer a permanent escape from 

reality than could the song of the nightingale. Keats 

was too conscious of the world around him with its con

tinuous process of change and destruction to be "cheated" 

by Fancy or "teas 'd out of thought" by the immortal urn. 

In the "Ode on Melancholy" as in the "Ode to a Night

ingale" and the "Ode on a Grecian Urn," Keats reveals the 

tragic existence of grief which dwells with all that is 

beautiful in the world . The song of the nightingale and 

the life depicted on the urn had been transformed into 

symbols which, at least in the world of imagination, existed 

eternally and thus provided immortal beauty. In the "Ode 

to a Nightingale" Keats had expressed doubt as to the 

reality of such imaginary existences, and in the "Ode to 

Melancholy" his skepticism becomes a clear statement that 

beauty cannot exist eternally, nor can it exist free of 

the pain of this world . The "Ode to Melancholy" seems to 
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incorporate all that Keats had said in the 11 0de to a Night

ingale"; grief is always a partner to any object which 

gives man pleasure . Keats's recognition of the mortality 

of beauty, however, seems to be more complete and more 

definite in this poem. Whereas he bad once believed in 

the existence of something in nature which must be immortal, 

he now accepts with despair the fact that all things must 

die. 

The "Ode on Melancholytt differs from Keats's last 

two odes in that it has no dominant symbol such as a night-

ingale or an urn which the poet can address or question. 

Keats opens the poem with his instructions to an imaginary 

person for whom he defines or describes the sensation of 

melancholy. Keats knows that the most intense grief is not 

to be found in the horrors of death which to Keats was a 

release from pain and grief; therefore, be directs his 

listener away from such thoughts; 

No, no, go not to Lethe, neither twist 
Wolf's-bane, tight-rooted, for ·its poisonous wine; 

Nor suffer thy pale forehead to be kiss'd 
By nightshade, ruby grape of Proserpine; 

Make not your rosary of yew-berries, 
Nor let the beetle, nor the death-moth be 

Your mournful Psyche, nor the downy owl 
A partner in your sorrow's mysteries . 

Keats protests against these images characteristically 

associated with death, obliteration, and melancholy, for 

such a death-like process will only deaden one's sensations 

and destroy his ability to feel intensely : 11B'or shade to 
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shade will come too drowsily,/ And drown the wakeful anguish 

of the soul." For Keats, "wakeful anguish" and "melancholy" 

are synonymous, and it is wakefulness rather than oblivion 

that is necessary for the person who seeks melancholy. 

In the second stanza Keats presents t he paradox of 

melancholy which resides not in the tragedies of life, but 

in the objects of nature which provide beauty and pleasure. 

The "melancholy fit" which falls upon man "from heaven 

like a weeping cloud" is to be sought and fostered in the 

growth and process of nature: 

Then glu t thy sorrow on a morning rose , 
Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave, 

Or on the wealth of globed peonies; 
Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows , 

Emprison her soft hand, and let her rave, 
And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes. 

These pleasure-giving objects are the g~eatest source 

of man's pain and grief, for like the nightingale, they 

are transient and are fading even as we are enjoying their 

beauty . Although joy and pleasure can be gained from the 

contemplation of natural beauty, there is no permanence 

in man's happiness . Keats had expressed this thought in 

a letter to George written in April: 

What must it end in?--- Death--- and who in such a case could 
bear with death •••• But in truth I do not believe in 
this sort of perfectibility---the nature of the world will 
not admit of it •••• The point at which Man may arrive 
is as . far as the paral [1] el sta.te in animate nature and no 
further - For instance suppose a rose to have sensation, 
it blooms on a beautiful morning it enjoys itself---but 
there comes a cold wind, a hot sun - it cannot escape it, 
it cannot destroy its annoyances ---they are as native to 
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the world as itself; no more can man be happy in ~pite , 
the world [1) y elements will prey upon his nature . 2? 

It was the knowledge of his own transience as well as that 

of all objects in which he sought the principle of beauty 

that brought sorrow and pain to Keats . Melancholy involves 

both pain and pleasure; it is a state of wakefulness, an 

eager awareness of activity and change , but it is also a 

state of anguish, a recognition of nature's beauty covered 

"in an April shroud ." The images of pleasure and pain 

are brought together in the final stanza : 

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. 

To the person who would seek melancholy'· Keats gives implicit 

directions; it is to be found wherever there is beauty that 

passes with the seasons, wherever there is joy that departs 

too soon, wherever there is pleasure that ends in pain . 

Melancholy cannot be felt by those whose sensations are 

deadened, who do not seek to find beauty and pleasure and 

joy in the world. It is only the eager and sensitive person 

who sees and feels vibrantly, who "gluts" himself "on a 

morning rose" that can enter the "sovran shrine" of melan-

choly : 

27 

Though seen of none s ave him whose strenuous 
tongue 

Letters, p. 334. 
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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. 

Keats seems to say that true melancholy is found by pro

longing and intensifying a vision of beauty; it is through 

the recognition and contemplation of the mutability of 

beauty that Keats himself has become a victim of melancholy. 

The last of Keats's great odes, "To Autumn," written 

in September of 1819, stands apart from the others in its 

mood. In contrast to the intense and passionate feelings 

which Keats reflected in the first four odes, "To Autumn" 

is both objective and peaceful. The poet is completely 

absent in this poem as he was in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn"; 

there is no questioning or protest as the poet seems to 

have found the fulfillment he desired. Keats had previously 

sought an ideal beauty existing in the spiritual realm of 

his imaginary flights from reality; in this poem he finds 

beauty existing in the reality of one of nature's eternal 

seasons. The first stanza expresses the sense of fulfillment, 

of the accomplishment of nature's activity: 

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, 
Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun; 

Conspiring with him how to load and bless 
With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves 

run; 
To bend with apples the moss'd cottage-tree, 

And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core; 
To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells 

With a sweet kernel; to set budding more, 
And still more, later flowers for the bees, 
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Until they think warm days will never cease, 
For Summer has o'er-brimm'd their clammy cells. 

Keats concentrates on the ripeness and the maturity of 

autumn; there is no activity going on because nature has 

completed her task . The idea of completion is suggested 

especially in the words "fruitfulness," "maturing," "ripe-

ness ," and "o'er- brimm'd ." Autumn has reached a climax, 

and this stanza reflects nature's mood of stillness before 

her "store" is harvested . 

Whereas one might expect in the following stanza to 

find the eager and fndustrious reaping of the bounty of 

autumn described in the first stanza, Keats seems to pro-

long the mood of quietness and fulfillment. Autumn is por-

trayed as the reaper in this stanza, but it is not reaping; 

rather, the poet sees the personified Autumn wandering aim-

lessly, and he addresses the harvester: 

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-l ifted by the winnowing wind; 

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. 

Only in the latter part of stanza two does the activity 

usually associated with the season of autumn begin . There 

is a hint , too, that the end of the season is near as autumn, 

the harvester, patiently views the "last oozings": 
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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. 

Keats , always concerned with the continuous activity and 

change which necessarily brings an end, a completion of 

action, moves on in these lines to the end of the season 

and the withdrawal of autumn . He carefully omits the 

season of winter, which would imply the death of the year, 

and looks forward to the season of spring in the third stanza: 

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 whistles from a garden-croft; 

And gathering swallows twttter in the skies . 

The personified figure of autumn has been replaced by the 

more concrete images of life --- the gnats , the various birds, 

crickets, and lambs --- which continue their habitual activi

ties with no thought of the passing season . The life which 

Keats portrays in this stanza could exist at any time; it 

has no connection with the season which has fulfilled its 

task and has now expired . 
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