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PREFACE 

This thesis presents the development of intensity 

in the aesthetics of John Keats . It attempts to bring clearly 

into focus the nature of his aesthetic experience and the 

methods by Hhich he achieved in his poetry one of the phases 

of aesthetics, namely intensity . The writer became interested 

in aesthetics during a seminar in English relating to the 

application of aesthetics to literature under the direction 

of Dr . Autrey Nel l Wiley of The Texas State Colle ge for Women . 

The study of literature from this particular angle opened new 

vistas of appreciation for the writer . As a resul t she 

continued the study of aesthetics in this thesis . The letters 

and poetr y of John Keats have proved a rewarding and enjoyable 

field of exploration . 

The writer v.rishes to express her appreciation for the 

he l p and courtesies extended her by the libraries of The 

Texas State College for Wornen, The University of Texas , North 

Texas State Coll ege , and La Retama Public Library of Corpus 

Christi . 

It is a pleasure to aclmoHledge the critical and help

ful advice and valuable suggest i ons given by Dr . Wiley in the 

prepar ation of this thesis . I further express my appreciation 

to her for aHakening my interest in aesthetics . I wish to 
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acknowledge the kindne ss and consideration of Dr . Constance 

Beach and Dr . Gladys 1'1addocks. Finally , to my friends I 

acknowledge my indebtedness for t heir k i ndness and encourage 

ment . 

August 19, 1953 Edice I'-1. Hines 
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CHAPTER I 

KEATS'S CHOICE OF A CAREER 

When John Keats, aged twenty, received his apothecary's 

certificate from the Apothecaries' Society of London in the 

summer of 1816/ a career never to be pursued was laid out 

before him. A glance backward reminds the reader of what led 

to the attainment of this certificate. The boy Keats, when 

nearly sixteen, was withdrawn from school by his guardian, 

Richard Abbey , and apprenticed to an apothecary , Thomas 

Hammond, for a period of five years. At that time, be seems 

not to have opposed such a move ; but after four years he 

secured his release from this apprenticesl1ip in September, 

1815, and in October entered Guy's Hospital to complete his 

training.2 The apprenticeship and the period of medical 

study at Guy's being concluded when he passed his examina

tion on July 25, 1816, his situation appeared to be excellent. 

He was young and healthy; he might anticipate security in a 

livelihood and a way of life which lay clearly defined before 

him if he pursued surgery. He had made interesting friends . 

lsidney Colvin, John Keats. His ~ and Poetry 
His Friends Critics and After-~ (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1925}; p . 16. Since all subsequent refer
ences to Sidney Colvin's work will draw upon this edition, 
the title of this book, and the facts of its publication will 
not be repeated. 

2 Ibid., p . 27. 
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Even his avocation was clear in his mind: his love of 

poetry which would give him many happy hours if he had free 

hours while serving his public as surgeon. Thus the out

ward circumstances of his life were in order, and Keats was 

certified to work. 

Inwardly, however, all was not well for Keats. He 

felt indecision, stress and strain, confusion as to direction. 

Poetry, in all forms, had become increasingly absorbing to 

him during his years of training. What he had once looked 

upon as something to fill his leisure hours now possessed 

him so intensely that it entered his waking hours, and his 

interest in surgery lessened in proportion. In 1816, there

fore, a decision had to be made. Was he to be a surgeon or 

a poet? As a surgeon he would have a respec t ed place in 

life, financial security, and a round of busy, useful days 

based on a sound and thor ough training. In the field of 

poetry he would have to live by an untried ability; his 

position and reward would be a matter of h is own making in 

the precarious world of literature. Considering his problem 

from a financial point of view, he felt he was secure for a 

few years since he had coming to him small legacies inherited 

from his parents.1 As for his future, if he should be 
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successful, he believed the returns might be worth the 

effort. Fortunes had been and were being made in writing: 

witness Byron, Moore, and Scott. 1 All his interests centered 

around poetry; he had been conscientious in the medical field, 

he had learned, he had done good work. He did not dislike 

it; he simply liked poetry so much the more.2 How, as a 

medical practitioner, would he find time for as much poetry 

as he wanted? 

Looking inward and assessing the qualities that he 

found there, Keats believed he had power to write poetry, 

gr eat poetry even, given favorable conditions. He realized 

he had a keen mind and a deep love of nature and books, 

especially poetry. He was obtaining a background of sorts 

in literature. Charles Cowden Clarke, a former teacher and 

one of his sincerest and most helpful friends, had directed 

his attention to the Elizabethan and Jacobean poets. Spenser 

he delighted in, and he was reading Shakespeare constantly 

and avidly. 

Keats c ame to realize the need of formal education 

and to say: "An extensive knowledge is needful to thinking 

lAmy Lowell, John Keats (New York: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1925), I, 24o:--since all subsequent references 
from Amy Lowell's work will be from this edition, Volumes I 
and II, the title of this book and the facts of publication 
will not be repeated. 

2~., I, 135· 



4 
people."1 The school which he had attended at Enfield, 

though excellent of its kind,2 had not given him a thorough 

training in the classics and matters of culture needful for 

the well-rounded education of a poet. During the important 

years from sixteen to twenty, such poets as Spenser, f.!il ton, 

Byron, and Shelley had attended Cambridge;3 but his training 

during that period had been that of apprentice and dresser 

in the medical field. In the school at Enfield he had 

acquired a fair knowledge of Latin but very little Greek.4 

He had also acquired a reading knowledge of French. He 

realized, therefore , that he would have to have better pre-

paration if he was to achieve all he desired to achieve in 

poetry. 

Not the least of the problems facing Keats was the 

attitude of Abbey, his guardian. Richard Abbey was a trades

man, a man with a practical outlook on life. "He tried to 

lThe Letters of John Keats, ed. Maurice Buxton 
Forman (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), p . 140. 
All subsequent quotations from Keats's letters will be from 
this text ; therefore footnotes hereafter will refer to this 
text by title only. 

2Lowell, ~· cit., I, 46. The Clark school did not 
prepare for the un verslties. 

3colvin, op. .£!.:!!. ' p. 16 • 

4Lowell, .9.£. cit., I, 34. 



5 
make Keats a hat maker and a tea broker and did make him an 

apprentice. ul He was the guardian of the Keats children, 

and their financial affairs were in his hands . The youngest 

child lived in his home. He would thoroughly disapprove of 

any such step as Keats contemplated. 

Thus his biographers sum up the questions which 

Keats had to consider when changing his career. The decision 

to leave surgery and embrace poetry, was not, therefore, an 

easy one to make, and Keats struggled with his problem dur 

ing a major part of the year 1816.2 It was no easy matter 

to cast aside five years' training for the unstable occupa-

tion of writing poetry. Evidences of his mounting desire 

and his doub t s and uncertainties in regard to it appear in 

three of his six letters from this period, 1816-1817 . The 

first comment bearing on the problem is found in these lines 

from a poem in a letter to h i s brother George in August , 

1816: 

• • • • Ah, my dear friend and Brother! 
Could I, at once my mad Ambition smother 

lHyder Edward Rollins (ed . ), The Keats Circle. 
Letters and Papers 1816-1818, 11 Richard Abbey" in "Biographical 
Notes" (Cambridge : If:irvardUniversity Press, 1948) , II, 147 . 
Thencefor th this wor k will be ref err ed to as The Keats Circle 
without rep et tion of the editor's name and tne-racts of 
publication. 

2colvin, 2£• cit ., pp . 27- 84. 
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For tast i ng joys l ike t he s e, sure I should be 
Happier and dearer to Society . l . 

The conflict within him is thus clearly indicated . George's 

reply is not known, but is is known that both brothers be

lieved in Keats ' s ability and encouraged him in his ambition . 

A few months later he wrote to Haydon, " I begin to .fix rrry 

eyes upon one horizon. u2 That horizon, of course , was 

poetry. In these lines from "Sl eep and Poetry," composed 

in the winter months of 1816-1817 , he r evealed the intensity 

of his ambition: 

0 for ten ye ar s , t h at I may overwhelm 
Myself i n poesy ; so that I may do the deed, 
That my own soul to itself decreed . 3 

The admiration of Keats's brothers and their .faith 

in his ability to write poetry even in this early period of 

his poetic career seem to have been unlimited . The innumer-

able transcripts of John' s poems by both George and Tom 

speak of their enthus i asm as nothing else could . 4 Tom 

wrote into his copy book every scrap of John's poetry . 5 

- ---------- - ------- - ---- ---- --- - ---· --- --
l~he Letters of John Keats , p . 3. 

. --
2Ibid., p . 10 . 

3 nsleep and Poetry, 11 11 . 96 - 100 , The Co~lete Poeti
cal Works of John Keats , ec . H. Buxton Forman ( ~ndon : Oxford 
U!ifversityP reBS;" n . d . ), p . 45 . Since all subsequent quota
tions from Keat s ' s p oems wi ll be from thi s edition , the ti t le 
of the book, the name of its editor, and the .facts of publica
tion will not be repe ated. 

4Lowell , .£E.• ill·, I , 84. 

5Ibid . , p. 84. 
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Henry Stephens, a fellow student of Keats' s at Guy's Hospital 

reported : "He had two Brothers, who visited him frequently 

and they worshiped him. They seemed to think their Brother 

John was exalted, and to exalt the family name."1 To exalt 

himself and the family name would have been through poetry. 

During this period of self-searching, Keats's three 

friends who had the greatest influence were Charles Cowden 

Clark, Leigh Hunt , the poet to whom Clarke introduced Keats, 

and Robert Benjamin Haydon, the artist who was a close friend 

of Hunt's . These three men, fairly successful in their 

respective fields, were all eight years or more older than 

Keats . Naturally , their enthusiastic praise and delight in 

his early poetic eff orts carried great weight with him, 

young and ambitious as he was . Clarke carri ed one of Keats's 

early sonnets to Hunt, who liked it and at once published it 

in his paper, The Examiner . Impressed by the young poet's 

ability, Hunt aided him in a very practical way by printing 

other poems . 2 Stephens gives this account of the effect on 

Keats : 

I also remember his showing me some time afterwards 
The Examiner, in which was an article under the title 
'the Rising-Poets' or 'the Young Poets' •••• with 

lLetter to G. F. Matthew, The Keats Circle, II, 209. 

2colvin, ££• £!!., P• 35. 



a brie~ sketch o~ them & a Speelman o~ their Poetry, 
and the name of John Keats appeared among them, with 
that o~ Shelley.--

This sealed his ~ate and he gave himself up 
more completely than be~ore to Poetry.l 

8 

Haydon in November proposed handing one o~ Keats's sonnets 

to Wordsworth, a proposal which, according to Keats, put 

him "out o~ breath. 11 2 Forman sums up the i~luence o~ these 

three friends brie~ly and tersely: 

Charles Cowden Clarke, as his early mentor, Leigh 
Hunt and Haydon as his most powerful encouragers at 
the most important epoch o~ adolescense, must be 
credited with much o~ the active influence that t ook 
Keats out of the path to a medical practitioner a 
life, and set his ~eet on the devious paths of 
literature . 3 

As Keats looked back over his creative experiences 

in the beginning of the year o~ 1817, he ~ound much to give 

him courage and confidence to go ahead on his chosen path. 

His first poem, "Imitation of Spenser," had been writt en in 

1812. After that ~irst attempt, he had never ceased writing, 

at firs t secretly and shyly, later with increasing confidence.4 

He had grown far beyond the period of George Felton Matthew 

and the awkward sentimental verses they had written to each 

lLetter to G. F . Matthew, The Keats Circle, I, 211. 

2colvin, ~· cit., P• 22. 

3works, I, 30, as quoted by Barnette Miller, Leigh 
Hunt ' s Relations with Byron, Shelle~ ~~eats (New Y~ 
The Columbi a University Press, 19l0 , P· 3~ 

4colvin, ££• cit., p. 22. 
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other and "the young ladies of their acquaintance. 11 1 He had 

experimented with various styles, meters, forms, and subject 

matter . He had written sonnets in the Wordsworthian>2 t he 

Petrarchan, and the Shakespearean forms. He had tried his 

hand at the epistle, a favorite Elizabethan form. He had 

worked his way through several long poems. Finally, in 11 I 

Stood Tip -toe upon a Little Hill" and in the sonnet non 

First Looking into Chapman's Homer," he had reached his 

highest achievement. He must have been pleased with his 

progress and encouraged in his aspirations. 

Keats had a natural aptitude for poetry. His 

friends were convinced of this as are his later biographers 

and critics. He himself was conscious of this inherent 

bias . One of his most pregnant statements in this regard 

is "I find that I cannot exist without poetry--without eter

nal poetry--half the day will not do--the whole of it--I 

began with a little, but habit has made me a Leviathan.u3 

Stephens's comment on Keats's interests during this 

time indicates the working in him of this bent: "His abso

lute devotion to Poetry prevented his having any other tastes, 

lJ. R. MacGillivray, Keats. A Bibliography~ 
Reference Guide with an Essay on Keats' Reputation (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1949), p. xv. 

2colvin, 2£• ~., p . 23. 

3The Letters of John Keats, P• 21 • 
.=.;:,...:..;:..;;.;;..~--
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or indulging in any vice. nl Benjamin Bailey, another of' 

Keats 1 s intimate friends, thought that 11he had abundantly 

more of the poetical character, a hundred times told, tt2 

than he had ever known in any other man. Richard Woodhouse, 

Keats 's friend and literary assistant to his publishers, 

wrote as early as 1818 into his record in regard to Keats: 

"Such a genius, I verily believe, has not appeared since 

Shakespeare & Mil ton. n3 He emphasized this view by stating 

emphat ically, "In all places, & at all times, & bef or e 

all persons , I would express, and as far as I am able, 

support my high opinion of his poetical merits ."4 

Among students of Keats ' s works in the t1-rentieth 

century, John Middleton Murray says , "Keats was a complete 

poet , a 'pure poet' of the highest order. u5 Other biographers 

and critics sum up the general estimation of Keats 1 s natural 

poetic endowment in statements such as these : "a poet 

through and throughn ; 6 dowered "with the uncomfortable 

lHenry Stephens to G. R. Matthew, The Keats Circle, 
II, 210 . 

2Ibid. , II, 261. 

3Ibid., I, 54. 

4Ibid., I, 54. 

5John Middleton Murry, Keats and ,Shakespeare. A 
Study of Keats' Poetic Life from 1816 to 1820 {London: 
Oxford-university Press;-194~P · 3. 

6co lvin, ~· cit . , P • 545. 
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treasure of genius 111 ; "in the eyes of many and mos t excellent 

judges, he is second in gifts only to the greatest of all 

poets ." 2 

So Keats came to his decision. Trusting in this 

natural bias of his for poetry and finding many aspects of 

the problem favorable to his ambition, he rejected the life 

of a medical practitioner and turned definitely to the career 

of writing poetry, to live by his abilities. This was some 

time in the early spring of 1817. 

When considering Keats's choice of the career of a 

poet , scholars discuss not only the qualities that marked 

him for his chosen career but also his compulsion to write 

and his desire to achieve . Inspiration compell ing him to 

write came from everyday experience . He wrote for all 

sorts of reasons : because of things seen, of stories read, 

of incidents in his and his friends 1 lives. He wrote for 

consolation in times of sorrow, for reli ef from moods, for 

enjoyment, for the pure joy of writing. He said, "The 

poetry of earth is never dead, n3 and it clamored to be written. 

Everything he felt or saw or heard became materials for poetry. 

lLowell, .££• cit., I, 17. 

2Leonard Bacon , "Introduction, 11 ~e Complete Poetical 
Works of John Keats, p. ix. 

3flon the Grasshopper and Cricket," The Complete 
Poetical Works of John Keats, p. 41. 
----~~ ~~~ -- ----



"The great beauty of Poetry is, that it makes every thing 

every place interesting. • • • • nl He spent a summer r s 

12 

day upon Hampstead Heath , and the result was the poem, "I 

Stood Tip-Toe upon a Little Hill ." He read Chapman's Homer 

and wrote the sonnet, "on First Looking into Chapman's 

Homer. 11 Hunt challenged him to a contest, and he produced 

the sonnet, 11 To the Nile ." A qui e t evening at home with 

his brothers meant the sonnet, 11To .Hy Brothers . u A sleep-

less night in Hunt's sitting room amid various art objects 

inspired him to write "Sleep and Poetry. " He walked by 

the sea, and the sonnet 110n the Sea11 was written. Brown 

told him the story of an old gypsy woman in Scotland, and 

the ballad, "Meg Merrilies," was the result. Remembrances 

of carefree boyhood days gave his little sister Fanny 

"There \Alas a Naughty Boy. " A nightingale sang, and "Ode 

to a Nightingale 11 was born. nEverything," Amy Lowell 

remarked, "was grist for his mill."2 

The urge to write was so strong that at times it 

seemed to be almost physical pain. The necessity to write , 

to get thoughts down on paper early became a driving force: 

At times, 'tis true I've f elt relief from pain 
When some bright thought has darted through 

my brain: 

lThe Letters of John Keats, P• 414. 
2r, 140. 



Through all that day I've felt a greater 
pleasure 

Than if I'd brought to light a hidden treasure.! 

If his mind was not brimful of odds and ends of things 

waiting to be written into poetry, he was unhappy and de-

spondent . He wrote after an experience of this kind, "I 

had become all in a Tremble from not having written any

thing of late-- the Sonnet over leaf did me some good. n2 

The fear often came that he would not live long enough to 

write all the poetry and the kind of poetry he wanted to 

13 

write. This fear added to his sense of urgency in the need 

to write . He expressed this feeling i n a sonnet included 

i n a letter to John Hamilton Reynolds, January 31 , 1818: 

When I have fears that I may cease to be 
Before my pen has gleaned my teeming brain, 

Before high piled Books in charactery, 
Hold like rich garners the full ripen'd 

grain--
When I behold upon the night's starr'd face 

Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance, 
And feel that I may never live to trace 

Their shadows with the magic bond of chance: . . . . 
• then on the Shore 

Of this wide world I stand alone and think3 
Till Love and Fame to Nothingness do sink . 

The pure enjoyment which Keats der ived from writing 

was a compelling force in his poetic activity . The sixty-

l uEpistle to George Keats," 11. 113-116. 

2The Letters of John Keats, P• 21 . --
3Ibid., p. 94. 
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four poems that he wrote into his letters are an evidence 

of his delight in writing poetry. Likewise the letters 

themselves in their beauty , interest, and variety of subject 

matter are outstanding examples of Keats's satisfaction in 

the act of writing. He recorded his satisfaction and 

pleasure in scattered phrases and statements throughout 

his letters and poetry . In the long l etter to his brother 

George in 1816, he said, 

Of late , too, I've had much calm enjoyment; 
Stretched on the Grass, at my best lov'd 

employment 
Of scribbling Lines for you. 1 

He wrote to John Hami lton Reynolds, April 7, 1818, a letter, 

in which he made this · statement: 11When I am writing for nry-

self for the mere sake of the moment's enjoyment, perhaps 

nature has its course with me. 11 2 The first part of this 

statement is revealing and evidently expressive of Keats's 

customary state of mind. Writing to Benjamin Robert Haydon, 

again in 1818, in speaking of his proposed walking tour of 

Scotland, he said he proposed to make it a sort of "prologue 

to the Life I intend to pursue--that is to write, to study 

and to see all Europe at the lowest expense. n3 No matter 

1 Ibid., p . 6. 

2 Ibid .' p. 130 . 

3Ibid., p . 128. 
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what the activity, writing had a foremost place, for it was 

the motivating force . He looked upon "the Sun the Moon the 

Stars, the Earth and its contents as materials to form 

gr eat er things--that is to say ethereal things--. nl 
• • • 

He stopped at this remark in the letter rather shocked and 

somewhat amused at the direction in which his enthusiasm 

was leading him. On Apri l 8, 1818, he wrote to Haydon: 

I read and write about eight hours a day • 
Thank Godl I do begin arduous ly where I leave off, 

• and I hope for the support of a Higher 
Power while I climb this little eminence, and 2 
especially in my years of more momentous Labor. 

In recounting some of his experiences while working with the 

long poem Endxmion, he related: 

• • it will be a test, a trial of my Powers 
of Imagination and chiefly of my invention which is 
a rare thing indeed--by which I must make 4000 Lines 
of one bare circumstance and fill them with Poe t ry , 
and that when done it will take me but a dozen p aces 
toward the Temple of Fame--it makes me say--God for
bid that I should be without such a task.J 

The gratification he had in the invention necessary to fill 

the four thousand lines is the basis of this thought: 

Now it appears to me that almost any man may like 
the spider spin from his own inwards his own airy 
citadel--the points of leaves and twigs on which 
the spider begins are few an~ she fills the air 
with a beautiful clrcuiting.4 

!Ibid., p . Jl. 

2 Ibid., p . 29 . 

3Ibid ., p . 52. 
4 Ibid., p. 103. 
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Thoughts of future work brought him happiness: "The faint 

conception I have of Poems to come brings the blood frequently 

to rrry forehead."l 

The overwhelming ambition of Keats's life was to 

write the kind of great p oetry which would make him remembered 

after death, which would enable him to escape oblivion, and 

be placed forever among the English poets. In February, 1820, 

he wrote to Fanny Brawne: 

If I should die , I have left no immortal work behind 
me--nothing to make my friends proud of rrry memory-
but I have loved the principle of beauty in all things, 
and if I had had time I would have made myself remem
bered . 2 

In the three-year period preceding this letter, the value of 

his poetry and of himself as a poet was constantly in his 

thoughts . In October of 1818, he wrote to John Taylor, his 

publisher, "I was never afraid of failure; for I would 

sooner fail than not be among the greatest . "3 

In the same month and year, October, 1818, he wrote 

to Richard Woodhouse regarding the kind of work he expected 

to do: tti am ambitious of doing the world some good ; if I 

should be spared that may be the work of maturer years--in 

the interval I will assay to reach as high a summit in Poetry 

1rbid.' p. 228 . 

2Ibid . , 

3 Ibid.' 

p. 4J+O . 
pp . 439-440 . 
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as the nerve bestowed upon me will suffer."1 He thought a 

great deal about the type of poetry he aspired to write . 

In "Sleep and Poetry" he wrote of his aspirations and the 

different stages in the poetic life as the poet strives to 

achieve his aim. He wanted to pass beyond the type of 

poetry which stressed the sensuous beauty of nature and 

rejected the tragic side . He realized that much of his 

poetry belonged to this category of the sensuous. He wanted 

to pass beyond it, and beyond the type which was suggestive 

as well as sensuous , to which type "The Eve of St . Agnes" 

and "La Belle Dame Sans Merci 11 belonged . The third and 

highest type of poetry , which was his ultimate goal , would 

be reached through maturi ty and i ncreased experience. Its 

materials had to be all of l ife . To achieve it he would 

have to know the evil forces at work in the world . 2 He 

would have to know "the agonies, the strife" of human 

hearts .3 

One of Keats's greatest wishes was to succeed as a 

dramatist . This ambition coul d be realized only through 

experience and poe tical growth . Until he was ready, he 

libid., p . 228 . 

2George H. Ford, Keats ~ the Victori ans . A Study 
of His Influence and Rise to Fame 1821-~ (New Haven: 
fileuniversi ty Press , 1944), p:-29 . 

3"sleep and Poetry," 11. 124-12,5. 



prepared to write poems approximating the drama. In 1819 

he wrote to Taylor of his plans: 

• • • • to publish a poem before long and that I hope 
a fine one • •• • The little dramatic skill I may as 
yet have however badly it might show in a Drama would 
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I thi~~ be sufficient for a Poem. I wish to diffuse 
the colouring of St . Agnes Eve throughout a poem in 
which character and Sentiment would be the figures to 
such drapery . Two or three such poems, if God should 
::lp are me wr:i. t ten in the course of the next six years, 
w"u l1 be a famous gradus. ad Parnassum altissimum. I 
mean they would nerve m~ up to writing a few fine Plays 
- -my greatest ambition. l 

Keats's friends knew him not only as a man but also 

as a poet . They watched him write and work over poems in 

their own homes . Some wrote poems along with him. Keats 

wrote to his brother George on January 23 , 1818: " I am i n 

the habit of taking my papers to Dilke's and copying there; 

so I chat and proceed at the same time . I have been there 

at my work this evening. n2 To George he wrote again of 

working in the h ome of friends: " I was nearly a fortnight 

at Mr. John Snook's and a few days at old Mr . Dilke•s-

nothing worth speaking of happened at either place--I took 

down some of the thin paper and wrote on it a little poem 

call'd St. Agnes Eve • • n3 
• • • In February of 1818, 

Shelley, Hunt, and Kea t s each wrote a sonnet on the Nile 

lThe Letters of John Keats, pp . 439-!~0. - --
2Ibid . , p . 89 . 

3Ibid . , P . 296 . 
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River. 1 Other poems were written in similar circumstances . 

These friends must have read and discussed Keats's poems as 

he wrote them in these situations, and their appraisals and 

comments must have been derived from and colored through 

first-hand knowledge . Not one of them singly gave a very 

complete discussion of Keats's natural abilities as far as 

the writer of this thesis can ascertain, but from the sum 

total of their comments, it is possible to arrive at a fair 

picture of the natural abilities that marked for a poet the 

man they esteemed so highly. 

One of the earli est and most enthusiastic admirers 

of Keats's poetry was Benjrunin Bailey. He was convinced, 

after reading Poems (1817) , that Keats was a poet of rare 

and original genius . 2 He considered Endymion to be full of 

beauty , both of thought and diction. He found it rich 

beyond any poem of the same length in the English language 

in "exuberance, even to the overflowing, of a fine imagery . tt3 

He noted Keats's power of suggestiveness , his correct taste,4 

and his exquisite sense of melody . 5 

lrbid . , pp . 101-102. 

~enjamin Bailey to R. M. Milnes , The Keats Circle, 
p . 267. 

3 Ibid . ' p . 253 . 

4Ibid . , p . 276. 

5Ibid., p . 283 . 
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William Hazl itt, a man of letters, whose series of 

lectures on English poets Keats sometimes attended, wrote 

in 1824: "He [Keats] gave the greatest promise of genius 

of any poet of his day. He displayed extreme tenderness, 

beauty, originality, and delicacy of fancy . "l 

Richard Woodhouse , literary assistant of Taylor and 

Hessey, Keats's publishers, was from the publication of 

Keats's first poems a believer in his ability. He carefully 

preserved as many of Keats's manuscripts and poems as he 

could obta1n. 2 He stated his opinions of Keats's work very 

firmly . 

• • • • I .may assert without fear of con
tradiction from any one competent to judge, that if 
his Endymion be compared with Shakespeare ' s earliest 
work (his Venus and Adonais) written about the same 
age, Keats's poem will be found to contai n more 
beauties, more poetry (and that of a higher order), 
less conceit and bad taste and in a word much more 
promise of excellence than are found in Shakespeare ' s 
work--This is a deliberate opinion; nor is it merely 
my own. 3 

Citing poetic qualities he found in Keats , Woodhouse noted 

that Keats had a fine feeling of when and where he might use 

1The Keats Circle, I , xciii, "Biographical Notes on 
William Hazli tt . 11 

2Ibid., I, cxiv, "Biographical Notes on Richard 
Woodhouse . 11 

3Letter to Mary Fragley, The Keats Circle, I , 54. 
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poetical license with effect. 1 The power of Keats's imagina

tion, he found apparent in every page of his End~ion. He 

stated that Keats had affirmed that he could conceive of a 

billiard ball that it might have a sense of delight in its 

own roundness, smoothness , and the rapidity of its motion. 2 

And he reported that Keats's poetry had to be studied to be 

understood.3 

Leigh Hunt , who printed Keats's first poem in his 

paper The Examiner and remained a close observer and some-

times critic of his work, noted this quality in the Poems, 

1817: 11 an intense feeling of external beauty in its most 

natural and least inexpressible simplicity. u4 He pointed 

out the "pictorial features n of the 11Eve of St .. Agnes. n5 

Speaking of Hyperion and other poems in the same volume he 

wrote : 

The author's versification is now perfected, the 
exuberances of his imagination restrained, and an 
even power , the surest and loftiest of al1 power, 
takes the place of the impatient workings of the 
younger god within him. The character of his 
genius is that of energy and voluptuousness, each 

1 Ibid., I, 56 . 
2Lowell, 2£· cit ., II, 103 . 

3Ibid. 

~arnette Miller, Leigh Hunt's Relations with Byron, 
Shelley and Keats {New York: The Columbia Universlty Press, 
!91o), p :--49. 

5~. , p . 51. 



able at will to take leave of t he other and possess
ing in their union, a h i gh f eeling of humanity not 
common to the best of authors who can combine them. 
Mr . Keats undoubtedly takes hls seat with the oldest 
and best of our living poets. 
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Charles Augustus Hessey , one of the publishers of 

the firm, Taylor and Hessey, said of the Lamia volmne: ur 

think no single volume of Poems ever gave me more real 

delight than I have received from this. • • • • I think the 

simplicity of Isabella will please you much--Hyperion is 

full of the most sublime poetical Images, and the small 

poems delight me much . " 2 Hessey gave this added comment : 

". • • • he [Keat s] thinks of nothing but poetry as his 

being ' s end and aim."3 

Charla s Cowden Clarke spoke of the lovely and favorite 

cluster of images in "Sleep and Poetry";4 "his promptly 

suggestive imagination, and uncommon facili ty in giving it 

utterance " ; 5 "his comic fancy in the outermost and most 

unlooked-for images of association" ; 6 " the intensity of 

1Ib id • ' p . 52. 

2Edmund Blunden, Keats's Publisher. A Memoir of 
~ Taylor (Oxford: The Alden p'ress, 1940), - p . 73. 

3Ibid., p . 76. 

4charles and Mary Cowden Clarke, Recollections of 
Wri ters (London: Sampson Law, Marston, Searle, & RibertOn, 
1878), p. 134-

5Ibid., p . 139. 

6 Ibid., p . 144. -
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his feeling f or color";l and "his redundancy of imagery-

that exuberance, by the way , being a quality of the greatest 

promise, seeing that it is the constant accompaniment of a 

young and teeming genius . n2 

Charles Lamb, the first critic in the field after 

the publ cation of the volume, Lamia, Isabell a , and other 

Poems, noted these qualities in t he poems : uthe Chaucer - like 

painting with which this poet illumes every subject he 

touches";3 the "choice of epithetn; 4 " the exuberantly rich 

imagery and painting in the story of Lamia11 ; 5 and the 

"prodigal phrases in which Mr. Keats abounds, which are 

each a poem in a word . u6 

Two of Keats's contemporaries commented upon his 

greatness , one harking back to the first purely English 

poet, and the other forecasting his future position in 

English literature . Walter Savage Landor reported : 

. . . • he [Keats] has the most poetical character--fire, 

1 Ibid ., p . 147 . 

2 
~. , p . 156 . 

3charles Lamb , as quoted by Colvin, ~· cit . , p . 472. 

4Ibid . , p . 472 . 

5 Ibid ., p . 472. 

6 
.rel&· ' p . 472 • 



fancy, and diversity • •• . . There is an affluence of 

power and light prevading all his works, and a freshness 

such as we feel in the glorious dawn of Chaucer. ul William 

Haslam, one of Keats's staunchest friends , stated simply: 

"He stood on the shoulders of t he age . "2 

Restated briefly, the qualities that marked Keats 

for the career of poet as noted by his contemporaries are 

these: his genius, his originality and freshness, his 

exuberantly rich imagery , his power of suggestion, his 

correct taste, his exquisite sense of melody, his delicacy 

of fancy, his fine feeling of when and where poetical 

license may be used with effect, his power of imagination, 

his organic sensibility, his perfected versification, his 

pictorial features, his images of association, his 11 Chaucer-

like painting" , his prodigal phrases, and his poetic gifts which 

compared favorably with the best of English poets, 

Shakespeare among them. 

!walter Savage Landor to R. M. Milne, quoted by 
Colvin, ££• cit ., p . 259 . 

2The Keats Circle , II, 252. 



CHAPTER II 

KEATS'S EXPERIENCES 

Since this thesis is a study of John Keats as an 

artist in that particular phase of aesthetics which has to 

do with the development of intensity in his poetry , and 

since in an artist , as in any individual, his inherent 

qualities and his experience make him what he is, something 

of the nature of John Keats 's inher ent qualities has been 

ascertained in Chapter I , and the attention of the reader 

is now directed to the nature of his experi ences . 

"Life , it may be affirmed, is the stimulation and 

response of a living body, of five senses startling with 

delight, of muscles twitching to answer with action, of 

hands eager and restless, of a tongue moved to utterance 

and a mind provoked to thought . "1 The conditions of life 

are complex and precarious . There are a thousand provo

cations to feeling and to thought . "Whatever life may be, n 

Dr . Irwin Edman states, " i t is an experience; whatever 

expe rience may be , it is a flow through time , a duration, a 

many-colored episode in eternity."2 Now ordinary experience 

lirwin Edman, Arts and the Man. A Short Introduction 
to Aesthetics (New York: The New America n Library , 1949), 
p . 9. 
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is chaotic . It has no direction. It is instinctive and 

practical. It is one 's deeds while hurrying to and fro 

from this to that to satisfy one 's immediate needs. But 

whatever the nature of the experience , it is always there. 

It may remain capricious or confused ; or it may become f\1ll 

of meaning, ordered, alive . l It may be simple, or it may 

be complex. In simple people, it is simple . In a poet it 

is complex. 

Now , experiences , of whatever texture they may be , 

are the materials which an artist works with and which in 

turn v-1ork on him. Out of his experiences he selects, 

rejects, orders, and finally expresses . From sounds, 

colors, sights, odors, shapes, and words, if he be a poet, 

he fashions his art object. His inherent qualities are his 

tools ; his experiences , his materials; his poetry, the 

finished product. The world that mattered to Keats was the 

world of men and women and things . It was to be apprehended 

by the senses and the feelings . There his imagination had 

unfettered scope . He believed that the most real things and 

the stuff of which great poetry is made are creations of the 

i magination working upon things of the sense . He looked 

11 upon the Sun, the Moon, the Stars the earth and its contents 

1 ~., p . 10. 
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as materials to form greater things •••• ttl His mind found 

in this world of things, its materials . 

Keats believed a poet should be passive and receptive 

to all experiences that cmae his way. He summed up this 

type of poet as one capable of being in uncertainti es , 

mysteries, and doubts , without any irritable reaching after 

fact and reason . He would be content to make up his mind 

about nothing and to let it be a thoroughfare for all 

thoughts . 2 

The value of experience was patent to him. "Nothing 

ever becomes real until it is experienced," he wrote; "even 

a proverb is no proverb to you till your life has illustrated 

it . 11 3 To experience as many things as possible , to increase 

the range of his imagination was one of his earnest desires . 

To acquire this experience he proposed to travel, 

to read, to acquire knowledge: 

I propose wlthin a month to put my knapsack at my 
back and make a pedestrian tour through the North 
of England and part of Scotland--to make a Prologue 
of the life I intend to pursue--that is to write, to 
study and to see all England at the lowest expense . 
I will clamber through the clouds and exist . I will 
get such an accumulation of stupendous recollections 
that as I walk through the suburbs of London I may 

lThe Letters of John Keats, P • 31. - ----
2Ibid., p . 72. 

3Ibid., p . 318. 



not see them--I will stand upon Mount Blanc and 
remember this coming Summer when I intend to straddle 
ben Lomond--with my Soull--galligaskins are out or 
the question.l 
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At another time he said, "If my books will help me to it, 

thus will I see all Europe in turn and all the kingdoms or 

the Earth and the glory in them. n2 But it was not only 

through travel he wished to increase his experiences: 

Every apartment or knowledge we see excellent and 
calculated towards a great whole. I am so con
vinced of this that I am glad at not having given 
away my medical Books, which I shall again look 
over to keep alive the little I know thitherwards • 
• • • • An extensive knowledge is needrul to think
ing people--it takes away the heat and fever and 
helps by wideni~ speculations, to ease the Burden 
or the mystery.3 

Therefore, as Keats's comments indicate, the prob

lem of Chapter II, what happens to a poet, becomes a study 

of the poet's experiences, the simple and the complex, as 

they are recorded in his letters and as they are found in 

the comments or his friends. From these sources we dis

cover that his experiences fall roughly into two classifi

cations: the practical or instinctive, having to do with 

bodily needs and comfort, and the physical, having to do 

with the senses. Keats's responses to the stimulation of 

his senses must be studied in regard to organic reaction 

libid., p. 128. 

2Ibid.' p. 132. 

3Ibid., p. 140. 
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and mental reaction. Thus, in concluding this study, we 

see Keats as he was--a man alive to what happened to hDn in 

his world . 

Practical and Instinctive Experience 

As explained by Professor Edman, experience may be 

simple . It may be merely the beholding or manipulation of 

phys ic al things or the purely instinctive r esp onses that 

satisfy bodily needs . The average human being's equipment 

is such that he sees and hears just so much of objects and 

events as are necessary for the immediate satisfaction of 

impulses or the fulfillment of his practical intentions . 

His instincts and his necessities carry him along from one 

thing to another and he selects the little he feels he needs 

to achieve his purpose . The immediate urgency of that 

experience forms the basis of the action, and its response 

is all that imprints itself upon the mind . 1 

My study of Keats's letters shows that be recorded 

few purely instinctive or practical experiences as such. 

When he wrote of the simple experiences, he almost invariably 

gave them such added imaginative and descriptive details as 

would leave them no longer simple experiences . In other 

words, what would be an ordinary experience for the ave rage 

1Edman , ..Q.E.• cit . , PP • 9-14. 



30 

person was transformed in Keats's intensely observant mind 

into a complex eA~erience. The reader should note in the 

later study of Keats's complex experiences the presence of 

experiences which for most persons woul d be mere unnoticed 

reactions to ordinary stimuli, but which for him became 

something quite different . The number of his practical 

experiences is, therefore , smaller than the number of his 

complex experiences . The r ange of simple experiences is 

limited . Those concerned with food and warmth predominate. 

Other s relate mainly to some other aspect of physical comfort. 

Partaking of food is, most often, a simple experi

ence . It is the satisfaction of a bodily need, the practical 

response to potent stimuli. Keats mentioned experiences of 

this kind in such short statements as "was asked to dinner 11 

or "friends dined. " Then he turned in his letters to matters 

that were clearly of greater importance to him. The pr in

cipal exceptions to this attitude occurred during his trip 

to Scotland. Having a fine healthy appetite, as his letters 

generally show, he often added a humorous turn to gustatory 

comments, as for example , when writing to his sister-in-law, 

Georgiana Keats , he praised her brother, Henry: "He carved 

some beef exactly suited to my appetite , as if I had been 

measured for it . "1 Of claret he wrote : "A little clar et 

lThe Letters of John Keats , P• 419 • 
.=.;;;...;:..;;...;;..;;..,_ - -
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wine out of a cellar a mile deep with a few or a good many 

ratafia cakes . "1 Several months later he wrote of how much 

he enjoyed claret and other foods : "I said this same Claret 

is the only palate -passion I have [.J I forgot game-- r must 

p lead guilty to the breast of a Partridge, the back of a 

hare, the backbone of a grouse, the wing and side of a 

Pheasant and a Woodcock passim. u2 Dur ing the trip to 

Scotland as Brown and Keats left t he beaten track, food 

became a great problem and his letters reflect that fact. 

11 I have fed upon Oat cake, 11 he wrote, "not long enough 

to be very attached to i t . 113 Again he said : 

For these last two days past we have been so badly 
accom(m) odated more particularly in coarse food 
that I have not been at all in a cue to write •• • 
• • had no food but Eggs and Oat cake--We have lost 
the sight of white bread entirely--Now we have 
eaten nothing but Eggs al l day-- about 10 apiece and 
they had become sickening--Today we have fared rather 
better--but no oat cake wanting--we had a small 
chicken and even a good bottle of Port but all 
togeth er the fare is too coarse-4-r feel it a little 
--another week will break us in. 

He mentions the we l come addition of trout, some of which he 

• • • • we dined at Bownes (s ) on Trout himself procured : tt 

which I took an oar to fetch from some Box preser ves close 

1Ibid.' p . 295. 
2 Ibid. , p . 302. 

3rbid. , p . 193 . 

4Ibid. , pp . 188-189. 



32 

on one of the little green Islands ."1 But always they came 

back to oat cakes and eggs . Despite his unhappiness at such 

fare, Keats could not forebear the humorous touch he could 

at times so well apply : 

I have got wet through day after day--eaten oat-cake, 
and drank Whiskey, and walked up to my knees in Bog, 
got a sore throat, gone to see Icolmkill and Staffa, 
met with wholesome food , just here and there as it 
happened ; went up Ben Nevis,--and--N. B., come down 
again . Sometimes when I am rather tired I lean 
rather l anguishingly on a Rock, and long for some 
famous Beauty to get down from her Palfrey in passing, 
approach me with--her saddlebags and give me- - a dozen 
or two capital roast beef Sandwiches . 2 

His satisfaction on eat ing white bread he duly r ecorded: 

"I feel (for fell) upon a bit of White Bread today like a 

Sparrow--it was very fine --I cannot manage the cursed 

Oatcake . "3 There were temporary respites from the eggs 

and oat cakes but they were rare. Keats, even though hungry, 

indul ged in some flights of fancy in writing to his brother 

Tom: 

Then I get so hungry-- a Ham goes but a little way 
and fowls are like Larks to me-- a Bat ch of Bread I 
make no more ado with than a sheet of p arliament-
and I can eat a Bull ' s head as easily as I used t o 
do a Bull's eye (black and white striped peppermint 
candy] -- I take a whole string of Park sausage down 
as easily as a Pen 'orth of Lady's fingers--Oh dear 
I must soon be contented with an acre or two of 

1 Ibid. , p . 157. 

2 Ibid., p . 210 . 

3rbid. , p . 190. 



oaten cakes a hogshead of milk and a Cl oath's basket 
of Eggs morning noon and night when I get among the 
Highlanders . ! 
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It is to be noted that in recording such a commonplace experi

ence as hunger , Keats ' s imagination was active, as this 

experience illustrates ; we see what happened to a subjec t 

if Keats lingered on it for long. His response became some-

thing more than a mere physical response. 

As the days went by , Keats thought longingly of a 

cup of tea and the comforts of home. He had absorbed his 

mountains: "I assur e you I often long f or a seat and a Cup 

o' tea at Well Walk--especially now that mountains, castles 

and Lakes are becoming common t o me." 2 When this l onging 

became a reality, he wrote about it to his sister Fanny in 

a whimsical manner : II . . . . asked to take Lunch, whe ther 

I will have ale , wine take su r gar,--ob jecti on to green-

like cream--thin bread and butter--another cup--agreeable-

enough sugar--little more cream--too weak ••••• "3 

Keats often wrote of the ordinary affairs of life 

briefly and succinctly, if he noticed them at all : noise, 

dust , weather, fire , and the inconveniences as well as the 

pleasures of existence . This is true in the following 

1 Ibid.' p . 170. 

2 Ibid ., p . 202 . 

3 Ibid., p . 348. 
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account of the noise which the Bentley chi ldren were making 

and 1vhich he found distracting: "Mrs . Bentley's children 

are making a horrid row--~iliereby I regret I cannot be t r ans 

ported to your room to write to you."1 He loved to feel 

the wind in his face and to watch the scenes of the road-

side . He rode the stage outside with the driver, a habit 

which sometimes brought a sore throat: ni am safe at 

Southhampton--after having ridden three stages outside and 

the rest in for it began to be very cold ••••• I saw 

dusty Hedges sometimes Ponds--then nothing--then a little 

n2 Wood with trees . • • • • The manner in which he met 

fatigue can be seen i n this connnent : 

We went to bed rather fatigued , but not so much as 
to hinder us getting up this morning to mount 
Skiddaw. It promised all along to be fair and we 
had fagged and tugged nearly to the top, when, at 
half- past six there come a mist upon us and shut 
out the view . 3 

Many times sleeping acco:nnnodations we r e not available on the 

trip into Scotland. Of one such incident , Keats remarked 

casually, "We slept in our Clothes in some Blankets .n4 He 

made no other comment . When he and his brother Thomas 

1 Ibid., p . 52. 

2 Ibid., p . 17 . 

3 Ibid., p . 162. 

4 Ibid.' p . 197. 



spent some time in the county of Devonshire, the a~ost 

continuous r ain there drew this reaction: 

•••• You may say what you will of devonshire: 
the truth is , it is a splashy, r ainy, misty, snowy, 
foggy, haily, floody, muddy, slipshod County--the 
hills are very beautiful • • •• the Primroses are 
out • • • • the Cliffs are of a fine deep Colour, 
but then the Cl ouds are continually vieing with 
them.l 

One nigh t while writing to his brother George , the candle 

35 

having burned low, Keats described his response thus minutely: 

I will copy tomorrow--for the candle s are burnt 
down and I am using the wax taper--which has a 
long snuff on it--the fire is at its last click-
I am sitting with my back to it with one foot 
rather askew upon the rug and t he other with the 
heel a little elevated from the carpet--I am 
writing this on the Maid ' s tragedy which I have 
read since tea with Great pl easure . 2 

Indeed , Keats loved a fire and had many happy 

associations with it . In cool weather, fo r example, he 

al"t-Jays longed for one : u 
• • •• they have begun fires in 

Bath--I should like a bit of fire tonight--one likes a bit 

of fire --How glorious the Blacksmith's shop looks no't.J. I 

was verry [si~ near listing for one . Yes I should like a 

bit of fire--at a distance about 4 feet 'not quite hob nob' -

as Wordsworth says . n3 

1I bid., p . 110 .. 

2 ~., p . 307. 

3Ibid., p . 386. 



Keats enjoyed sunshine and fair weather. 11 I am 

sitting in the sun whilst I write this,"l he wrote his 
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sister-in-law. Fair weather, books, music gave him a sense 

of physical well being: 11 I adore fine \'leather as the 

greatest blessing I can have . Give me Books, fruit, 

f rench [sic] wine and fine we ather and a little music 

played out of doors ."2 

These illustrations of Keats's practical experiences 

drawn from letters written from 1817 to the late fall of 

1819 are typical of the manner in which Keats related his 

pr actical and physical experiences, that is, those concerned 

"'vi th practical ne eds and satisfactions . Usually he stated 

briefly a few facts directly bearing on these experiences, 

and these details generally served him as a lightly sketched 

background which he gave for the sake of his correspondent 

while he hastened on to the subject of greater interest 

which his letter was to unfold. It was only later during 

illness when bodily and other practical needs become impera

tive that practical experiences received any other than the 

most minor place in his life and letters. Simple basic needs 

and exnericnces fill the waking hours of most people to the 
.1: 

exclusion of more interesting things in their world. From 

1Ibid., p . 452. 

2Ibid., p . 376. 



the rew rererences Keats makes to such experiences, we 

be l i eve t hey occupied as little or hi s attention and time 

as he could manage . 

Sensory Experience 

The sensory experiences of vis i on, odor, sound, 

taste, and touch to be considered in this section are 

referred to in statements as free as possible from any 

imaginative response, those which show the working of his 

imagination being reserved for discussion in Chapter III . 

Attention is again called to the fact that in this method 

of procedure the number and variety of incidents and 

experiences that can be studied for the purposes of this 

section are limited . In some examples, i t has not been 

altoge ther possibl e to exclude some imaginative response 

because Keats was mentally so alert that rew happenings 

were dull material to him. His sensory experiences, what 

37 

he behe ld, what he heard, what he rel t , tasted, and smelled, 

reviewed in t he following pages are representative and 

varied. Those having to do with sight c over such a wide 

rield that the examples cited are more or l ess arbitrari ly 

chosen to enabl e the reader to s ee Keats beholding his world. 

Instinctively Keats sought and found the wonders of 

both nature and hwnani ty. "Scenery is fine ," he wrote, 
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"but human nature is finer . ul The real world to him was 

the world of men and women and things . That world he came 

to know better than the average person through his extra

ordinarily acute senses . His eyes saw something in objects 

that compelled him to stop and look for the mere pleasure 

of beholding . His ear heard sounds that compelled him to 

stop and listen for the sheer sake of hearing. Objects 

became at once satisfying and exci t ing.2 

Keats was a close observer . His friend, Severn, in 

t heir walks together was astonished at his companion's 

faculty of observation, visual and auditory: 

Noth ing seemed to escape him, the song of a bird and 
the undernote of response from covert or hedge, the 
rustle of some animal, the changing of the green and 
brown lights and furtive shadows, the motion of the 
wind--just how it took certain tall flowers and plants 
-- and the wayfaring clouds : even the features and 
ge stures of passing tramps, the color of one woman ' s 
hair , the smile on one child's face, the furtive 
animalism below the deceptive humanity, in many of 
the vagrants, even the hats, clothes, shoes, wherever 
these conveyed the remotest hint as to the real self 
of the wearer.3 

Light and shade, line and color impressed him. Such 

impressions are recorded in his co~nents upon a Gateway: 

lrbid ., p . 111. 

2Edman, 2£• cit ., P• 14. 

3william sharp, ~ Lif~ and Letters of Joseph 
Swern (New York : Charles Scribner's Sons , 1892) , p . 20. 
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"We went to tea at Mrs . Miller's and in going were particu

larly struck with the light and shade through the Gate Way 

at the Horse Guar ds ,"l and upon a mountain scene: 

II . . . • the Water was a fine blue-silver'd and the Mountains 

a dark purple the Sun setting asl ant behind them-- meantime 

the head of ben Lom ond was covered with a rich Pink Cloud . tt2 

The Moon, which always held a peculiar attraction for him, 

is referr ed to in numerous t hough brief comments throughout 

his letters: " I went up Box Hill this Eveni ng after the 

Moon--you a•seen the Moon"; 3 

shining full and brilliant."4 

II . . . . the Moon is now 

In the landscape , he observed the flowers of the 

English countryside: "As for Primroses--the Island ought 

to be called Primrose Island; that is, if the nation of 

Cowslips agree thereto of which there are diverse Clans 

just beginning to lift up their heads and if and how the 

Rain holds whereby Birds eyes [wild flower sj abate. n5 

Streams he particul arly noticed; and in the different places 

where he lived, the streams invariably elicited comments in 

lThe Letters of John Keats , p . 230. - --
2Ibid . , p . 185. 

3Ibid. ' p . 65. 

4Ibid . ' p . 230 . 

5 Ibid . , p . 20 . 
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his le tters . Of one at Winches t er he wrote : 11Then there 

are the most beautiful streams about I ever saw--full of 

Trout . ttl He loved the sea, and the wind coming thr ough the 

trees or over the meadow grasses gave him much the same 

sensation . Severn gave a very clear accotmt of one of these 

experiences: 

Certain things aff ected him extremely, particularly 
when "a wave was billowing throug_":t a tree, " as he 
described the uplifting surge of air among swaying 
masses of chestnut or oak foliage, or when afar 
off, he heard the wind coming across t he woodlands. 
'The tide l the tide !' he would cry delightedly, and 
spr ing on to some stile, or upon the low bough of a 
wayside tree, and watch the passage of the wind upon 
the meadow- grasses or young corn, not stirring till 
the flow of air was all around him. 2 

Thus a variety of visual impressions gave pr oof of his 

obse rvant eye : 

Bonchurch is a very delightful p lace--as I can see 
by the Cottages all romantic--covered with creepers 
and honeys ickles with , roses, and eglant ines peeping 
in at the windows . Fi t abode s for the People I 
guess live in them r omant i c old maids fond of no 
< vels) . 113 

Windows and the views from them always intrigued 

Keats . Henry stephens gave an account of his love of windows 

in his reminescenses of Keats 's student days in Guy 's 

lrbid., p . 375 . 

2willi am Sharp , .2£· cit., pp . 20-21. 

3The Letters of ~ Keats , P• 355. 
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Hospital: nin a room, he was always at the window, peering 

into space so that the windowseat was spoken of by his 

comrades as Keats's place . "l From an inn in Scotland he 

wrote hi s brother Tom a description of the mountain view: 

11 ••• • there passed a Donkey laden with t inpots--opposi te 

the Window there are hill s in a mist--a few Ash trees and 

a mounta in stream at a little distance . 11 2 In 1819 from 

Wentworth Place, Hampstead, he wrote to his sister Fanny 

the following keenly observed and detailed account of the 

passing scene as viewed from the parlor: 

Old women with bobbins and red cloaks and unpresuming 
bonnets I see creeping about t he heath. Gip s eys after 
bare skins and s ilver spoons. Then goes by a f ellow 
with a wooden clock under his arm that strikes a 
hundred and more . Then comes the old french emi grant, 
(who has peen very well to do i n france) whith his 
hands jo i ned behind on his hi ps, and his face full of 
political schemes . Then passes Mr . David Lewis a 
very goo natured, good-looking old gentleman whas 
<for who> has been very kind to Tom and George and me . 
As for thos e fellows the bricklayer s they are always 
passing to and fro . I mustn't forget the two old 
maiden Ladies in well walk who have a Lap dog between 
them that they ar e very anxi ous about . It is a 
cor pulent Little Beast whom it is necessary to coax 
along with an i vory- tipp ' d cane . Carlo our neighbour 
Mrs . Browne's dog and it meet sometimes. Lappy thinks 
Carlo a devil of a fellow and so do his Mistresses.3 

Another instance of his lively interest in windows is this : 

"Our windmv looks over house tops and Cliffs onto the Sea, 

lAs quoted by Colvin, op . cit . , P· 31. 

2The Letters of John Keats , p . 190. - - -
3Ibid ., p . 4.59 . 
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so that when the Ships sail past the Cottage chimneys you 

may take them for Weathercokks.ttl The next illustration 

strikes a playful note: " . . . . I am almost afraid to 

peep at those little windows--for a pretty window should 

show a pretty face, and as the world goes chances are against 

me . "2 

Change of scene always delighted Keats. He pl~~ed 

to see all of England, Europe, and other places if his books 

made travel financially profitable. The south of England he 

came to know well . Devonshire with its small towns and 

Bradley woods; the environs of Hampstead Heath and Epping 

Forest ; Winchester, Chichester; Canterbury , Margate, and 

the Isle of Wight . Of Winchester he said: 

• • • • it is the pleasantest town I ever was in, 
and has the most recorunendations of any. There is 
a fine Cathedral which to me is always a source of 
amusement, part of it being built 1400 years ago 
• • •• The whole town is beautifully wooded--From 
the Hill at the eastern extremity you see a prospect 
of Streets, and old Buil dings mixed up with Trees . 3 

Oxford provided an experience a little different from any he 

had known: "This Oxford I have no doubt is the finest City 

in the world--it is full of old Gothic bui ldings--Spires--

libid.' p . 355. 

2Ibid.' p . 356 . 

3~. , p . 375. 



towers--Quadrangles--Clois t ers Groves • •••• ul His 

expectations of mountain scenery were fully realized . He 

remarked in one of his letters that his imagination sur-

passed was at rest: 

•••• there is no such thing as time and space, 
which by the way came forcibly upon me on seeing 
in the first hour the Lake and Mountains of 
Winander-- I cannot describe them--they surpass my 
expectation--beautiful water--shores and islands 
green to t he marge--the mountains all around up t o 
the clouds . 2 
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It was to Tom that he wrote a careful and full description 

of Fingal's C~ve: 

The f inest thing is Fingal 's C~ve--it is entirely 
a h ol lowing out of Basalt Pillars . Suppose now 
the .} iants who rebelled against Jove had taken a 
whole mass of black Columns and bound them together 
like bunches of Matches--and then with immense 
Axes had made a cavern in the body of these columns 
--of course the r oof and floor must be composed of 
the broken ends of the Columns--such is fingal ' s 
Cove except that the sea has done the work of 
excavations and is continually dashing there--so 
that we walk along the sides of the cove on the 
pillars which are left as if for convenient Stairs 
--the roof is arched somewhat gothic wise and the 
length of some of the entire side pallors is 50 
feet--About the island you migbt seat an army of 
men each on a pillar. The length of the cove is 
120 feet and from its extremity the view into the 
sea through the large Arch at the entrance-- the 
colour of the colum (n) s is a sort of black with a 
lurking gloom of purple ther{e) in--For solemnity 
and grandeur it far surpasses the finest Cathedral . 3 

1Ibid ., p . 38. 

2Ibid., p . 154. 
3rbid., pp . 199-2oo . 



Severn gave this account of Keats's visit to see the Elgin 

Marbles and the intensity with which he observed them: 

He went again and again to see the Elgin marbles, 
and would sit for an hour or more at a time beside 
them in rapt revery . On one such occasion Severn 
came upon the young poet, with eyes shining so 
brightly and face so lit up by some visionary 
rapture, that he stole quietly away without 
intrusion . l 

From these illustrations, mainly visual, we appreciate the 

wide range of Keats's interests and the intensity and depth 

of his observation. 

Keats rarely recorded an aural experience without 

adding the response which his mind made to the stimulus . 

What he had to say about the wind at various times is a good 

example of this manner . He wrote in one instance, "The 

wind is in a sulky fit, 11 2 and in another, " · • •• there is 

a north wind blm-ring playing young gooseberry with the 

trees . "3 In these aural responses his mind had had its way 

with them. Never did he record the wind as merely wind. 

On one occasion he spoke of its effect, but where sound 

was involved, his mind responded and the recorded experience 

was not that of the wind ' s sound alone but more . 

lwilliam Sharp , 2£• cit . , P • 32. 

2The Letters of John Keats, P• 20 . - --
3Ibid. ' p. 324· 
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The same is true on every occasion on which he 

spoke of the singing of the thrush . He did not record the 

manner of the bird's song , commenting upon whether it was 

beautiful or clear, or making some statement of like nature . 

He wrote of the thrush's song in 'this way : 

The Thrushes and Blackbirds have been singing me 
into the idea that it was Spring, and almost that 
leaves were on the trees . So that black clouds 
and boisterous winds seem to have mustered and 
collected of full Divon, 1for the purpose of con
vincing me the contrary. 

and again: "The thrushes are singing now as if they would 

speak to the wind, because their big brother Jack, the 

Spring, was not far off . n2 

Sound made by human ingenuity also impressed him. 

A single sentence records one aural experience that occurred 

on the top of the mountain , Ben Nevis, in Scotl and, the 

phrase " in fine style" revealing the mood of the moment: 

11We tumbled in large stones and set the echoes at work in 

fine style . 113 The music of the bagpipe he did not like, 

and he wrote of this experience directly: 11 • ••• nothing 

could stifle the horrors of a Sol o on the Bagpipe--r thought 

the beas t would never have done . n4 Of a similar nature was 

1Ibid., p . 106. 

2 Ibid.' p . l07 . 

3rbid., p. 204. 

4 ~. , p . 188. 
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this cenunent: "We are qui (e) t --except a .fiddle that now and 

then goes like a gimlet through my Ears."1 Absence of sound 

was attractive to Keats . He mentioned the quiet streets of 

Winchester . 

There is none of your Lady Bellaston rapping here-
no thundering Jupiter footmen, no opera--trebble-
tattoos--but a modest lifting up of the knocker 
by a set of little wee old fingers that peep through 
the grey mittens . 2 

Commenting on the same streets at another time, he again 

"The points out their quietness in a characteristic touch: 

s de streets here are excessively maidenlady like •• . . . 
The knockers have a staid serious, nay almost aw.ful 

quietness about them.-- I never saw so quiet a collection 

of Lions ' & Rams t heads .. n3 

The evidence seems to point to the fact that i.f 

experiences through the two noble senses, visual and 

auditory, were pleasing to Keats, stimuli and mental re

sponse were closely linked, and an imaginative conception 

was the L~ediate result . 

Keats expanded the poetic use of the less noble 

sensory experiences of smell , taste, and touch. There are, 

1 Ibid., p . 375. 

2 Ibid. , p . 414-
3 Ibid . , p . 384. 
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however , very few references to the sense of smell in his 

letters . This sentence occurs in a letter to Tom Keats 

written during his trip to Scotland: " • • •• you would 

have seen more hills in a Hist--some dozen wretched black 

Cottages scented of peat smoke wh i ch finds i ( t ) s way by the 

door or a hole in the roof--a gir l here and there barefoot. 111 

Another of the rare instances of olfactor y experience occurs 

in a passage in which he descr i bed violets in a shower of 

rain, an experience that will be discussed later. The lack 

of reference to the sense of smell seems to indicate that 

this sense occupied a subordinat e position with Keats . 

Experiences in Keats's letters involving the sense 

of touch have mostly to do with the whole being, longing 

for sunshine or chilling in the cold. The stubbl e-plain 

11 looked warm." 2 He liked t o sit in the sun and feel its 

warmth . He liked the feeling of the wind in his face. He 

recognized a season through tactile sensat ions : "The 

weather now and then begins to feel like spring . ") He was 

stimulated by cold: 

that same elevation 

1 Ibid., p . 
2 
Ibid., p . 

3 Ibid ., p . 

4rbid. , p . 

11 All 

which 

190 . 

384. 

287. 

162. 

felt on arising in the cold air , 

a cold bath gives one . "4 If 
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conclusions may be draw~ from the letters, in the affairs 

of ordinar y daily living, the sense of touch, like the sense 

of smell, seems to have been of minor importance in Keats's 

sensory exper iences. 

In addition to the sensory exper iences of taste 

already commented upon in our discussion of Practical and 

Instinctive Experiences there are two examples of this type 

somewhat different from any of the preceding because of 

their rich details . They are : 11 • • •• I got to the Stage 

half an hour before it set out and counted the buns and 

tarts in a Pastry cooks window and was just beginning with 

the Jellies"; 1 and 

I should like now to promenade round you (r ) Gardens-
apple tasting--pear tasting--plum judging--apricot 
nibbling--peach scrunching--nectar ine- sucking and 
melon carving . I have also a great feeling for 
antiquated Cherries full of sugar Crack s- -and a 
white currant tree for company. I admire lolling 
on a lawn by a water lillied pond to eat white 
currants and see gold fish . 2 

These are direct sensory experiences, directly and simply 

recorded , but there is an originality or audacity of phrase 

in their expression which removes them from the sort of 

experience the average person records or even realizes . 

1 Ibid . , pp. 219-220 . 

2Ibid . , p . 376. 
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Complex Experiences 

In a poet, the response to stimuli is complex more 

often than not . His senses are not merely signals to action 

but are revelations of what is sensibly and tangibly present 

in the world about him. 11 'J.lhe poet," says Dr . Edman, "finds 

the details of daily living delightful both for their 

inunedi ate quality and for their meaning . ul Experience .for 

him is meaningful and alive, and so it was for Keats, as 

many quotations from his letters and poems reveal . Our 

examination of his experiences shows that his responses to 

even the simplest stimuli were often not simple at all . 

Because many of them were complex, a discussion of them has 

been deferred to this section presenting Keats's complex 

experiences to afford a study of the manner in which he 

responded to sensory stimulation both organically and 

mentally. 

The response of Keats's organisfl to given stimuli 

was often a physical reaction, frequently mimetic. The 

wind blowing th r ough the trees or across the grass gave him 

a sense of being uplifted. He often mounted a stile or any 

convenient height in the spirit of upsurging sweep of air.2 

12£. cit., p . 15. 

2sharp, op . £!!., pp . 30-32. 
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He admired the disp lay of energy: 11 Though a quarrel in the 

Streets is a thing to be hated , the energies displayed in 

it are f'ine . "1 Physically and mentally, he recognized 

purpose in animal or man as each pursued his course . 

I go among the Fields and catch a glimpse of a 
St oat or a fie ldmouse peeping out of the withered 
grass--the creature had a purpose and its eyes are 
bright with it . I go amongst the buildings of a 
city and I see a man hurrying along--to what? the 
Creature has a purpose and his eyes are bright 
with it . 2 

It was this dramatic sense in Keats which Clarke emphasized 

in his description of a bear-baiting exhibition which Ke ats 

had attended and was imitating for his friend . 

He once described to me his having gone to 
see a bear baiting, •••• his concurrent pe r soni
fication of the baiting , with his position--his legs 
and arms bent and shortened till he looked like 
Bruin on his hind legs, dabbing his fo r e 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 personification, was a remark
able as well as a memorable disp lay.3 

And this physical sensation is clearly indicated in the 

following : 

• ••• we were high enough without mist to see 
the coast of Scotland; t he Irish Sea; the hills 

beyond Lancaster; and ne arly all the large ones of' 

lThe Lette rs of John Keats, p. 316 . ---- -
2 Ibid., p. 317 • 

3colvin, ££• ~., p . 81 . 



Cumberland and Westmoreland , particularly Helvellyn 
and Scawfell • •• • We went with two others, very 
good sort of fellows, All felt, on arising in the 
cold air , that same elevation a cold bath gives one. 
I fe 1 t ~ J:f I ~ go ine.; to ~ Tournament . I 
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There is much of the purely sensual in the response 

that Keats made in the following instance: 

Talking of Pleasure, this moment I am writing with 
one hand , and with the other holding to my mouth 
a Nectarine--good god how fine . I t went down soft 
pulpy, slushy , oozy--all its delicious embonpoint 
melted down my throat like a large beautif ul 
Strawberry . 2 

Keat s himself said of claret that it was the only 11p alate 

affair" that he was sensual in, but he frankl y stated that 

he loved the physical sensation of i mbibing it: 

Woodhouse took me to his coffee house--and ordered 
a Bottle of Claret- -now I like Claret whenever I 
can have Claret I must drink it-- tis the only 
palate affair that I am sensual in. Would it not 
be a good Speck t o send you some vine roots - -could 
I(t) be done? I 'll inquire-- If you could make some 
wine like Claret to drink on summer evenings in an 
arbor ! For reall y •tis fine --it f ills the mouth 
one's mouth witha .gushing freshness-- then it goes 
down cool and fever l ess . 3 

Keats had to a great degree what psychologists call 

"organic reaction. '1 This is the sudden sensation of physical 

participation in the action of an object seen or proper to 

lThe Letters of John Keats, p . 162. 
the writerts .~~~- -- ----

2rbid . , p . 393 . 

3Ibid . , p . 302 . 

The ital ics are 
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a word pronounced . 1 When he watched a billiard ball, he 

felt in himself the same sensations he imagined a billiard 

ball would have . Woodhouse gives this report of the con

versation h e had wi t h Keats on this subject: "He has 

affi rmed that he can conceive of a billiard Bal l that it 

may have a sense of delight from its own roundne ss, smooth

ness <&ver y ) volubility , & the rap idity of its motion. " 2 

Earlier Charles Cowden Clarke had seen something of the same 

response . The stimulus at the time was a phrase from the 

Faerie Q.ueene . Clark remarked : "He hoisted himself up, and 

looked burly and dominant as he said, what an image that is 

'sea- shouldering whale. rn3 When he viewed the mountains 

at Amb l eside , t here was some degree of organic reaction in 

his use of the word "intellect": 

What astonishes me more than anything is the tone, 
the coloring, the slat e, the stone, the moss , the 
rock-weed; or, if I may so say, the intellect, the 
countenance of such pl aces . The spac e , the 
magnitude of mountains and waterfalls are well 
imagined before one sees them; but this countenance 
or intellec t ual tone much 4surpass every imagination 
and defy any remembr an~c e . 

Keats's mind was intensely active . It not only 

absorbed but organized the elements of his sensory world • 

lwoodhouse Notes . The Keats Circle, I, .59 . 

2towell, .2£· cit., II, 103. 

3clarke, .2£• cit., p • 126 . 

4The Letters of John Keats, pp. 1.5.5-1.56. --
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His vivid imagination reached toward understanding and 

expressing c l early. Its range had no limi ts . Keats 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 gr eatness are stationed around 
me, and serve my Spirit the office which is equivalent 
to a King's body guard--then 'Tragedy with scepter'd 
pall, comes sweeping by.' Accor ding to my state or 
mind I am with Achilles shouting in the Trenches, or 
with Theocritus in the Vales of Sicily. Or I throw 
my whole being into Troilus, and repeating these lines, 
'I wander like a lost Soul upon the Stygian Banks 
staying for waftage, I melt into the air with a 
voluptuousness so delicate I am content alone .l 

His mind worked by association, according to his playful 

observation in a letter to John Hamilton Reynolds: 

This crossing a letter is not without its associa
tion--for chequer work l eads us naturally to a 
milkmaid , a milkmaid to Hogarth Hogarth to 
Shakespear e Shakespeare to Hazlitt--Hazlitt to 
Shakespear and thus by merely pulling an apron2 
string we set a pretty peal of Chimes at work. 

Absorbing, transmuting, and expressing the experiences of 

the senses were the habitual manner of his mind. It accounts 

for the scarcity of simple experiences recorded in his 

letters . The common events of every day existence that to 

most persons pass unheeded for him were experiences of 

moment, for he saw clearly and heard truly. 

To a simple sensory stimulus Keats almost inva~iably 

responded with a complex reaction. The sun shone on the 

lIb i d • , p • 241. 
2Ibid., p. J.43. 



54 

snow, and without any sort of warning his mind took flight: 

"The Sun comes upon the Snow and makes a prettier candy than 

we have on twelvth cakes . nl Of flowers that b l oomed along 

the way he wrote: 11What surprised me most was an immense 

quantity of bloom Furze on each side of the road cutting a 

mos t rural dash. u2 The leaves 1 faint rustling led him to 

write : 11When the leaves whisper, it puts a girdle around the 

earth . n) Violets in the rain inspired this: 11 I hope you 

have a good store of doub le violets- -I think they are t he 

Princesses of flowers and in a shower of rain, a~ost as fine 

a s barl ey sugar on a schoo l boys t ongue . 114 In these five 

examples of simple stimuli Keats 1 s response was complex, and 

in two of the five there was a confusion or transfer of 

sensory experiences . 

Responses to one stimulus ranged all the way from 

the simple to the complex. The sea, which he loved so well, 

he viewed in many different moods . Ecstasy f ound expression 

in this statement : "But the sea, Jack, the sea--the little 

Wate r fall--then the White Cliff--then St . Catherine's Hill--

' the sheep in the meadow the cows in the corn ., I tt5 Enjoyment 

1 Ibid . , p . 452. 

2 Ibid ., p . 18. 

3Ibid., p . 103. 

4Ibid., p . 292 .. 

5Ibid ., p . 191. 
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past expression awoke to the music of the sea . 11 I have 

found in the Ocean's Music- -varying (though self-same) more 

than the passion of Timotheus , an enjoyment not to be put 

into words and 'though inland f ar I be' I now hear the Voice 

most audibly • • ••• "1 In an altogether diff erent mood he 

spoke reflectively of it : 

•. •• in what mood and with what accompaniment do 
you like the Sea best? It is very fine in the 
morning •.•• and gorgeous when the plan~t hastens 
'to his home within the western foam, 1 but don't 
you think there is something extremely fin~ after 
sunset, when there are a felJ white clouds about and 
a few stars blinking--Hhen the waters are ebbing 
and the Horison a Mystery?2 

Sometimes his response was humorous , as in "There's 

that Thrush again- -I can't afford it- -he ' ll run me up a 

pret ty Bill for Music --besides he ought to know I deal at 

Clementi's . 11 3 It is interesting, in fact, to note the 

different ways in which Keat s wrote of birds in his letters . 

Sometimes he reacted with a dry wit : "The Keep within one 

side is a Bower of ivy-- a Co l ony of Jackd aws have been there 

many years . I dare say I have seen many a descendant of some 

old cawer who peeped through the bars at Charles the first, 

when he was then in Confinement . n4 The power of anal ogy 

- -
1 Ibid . , p . 42. 

2 Ibid . , p . 42 . 

3 Ibid . , p . 481 . 

4 Ibi d ., p . 20 . 
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operated not only on the more serious levels, but sometimes 

carried him along the path of nonsense, as in this excerpt 

from a letter to his sister Fanny : 

0 t here is nothing like fine weather, and health, and 
Boo ks, and a contented mind, and Diligent habit of 
reading and thinking, a little claret-wine cool out 
of a cellar a mile deep--Hi th a few or a good many 
ratafia cakes--a rocky basin to bathe in, a straw
berry bed to say your prayers to Flora in, a pal nag 
to go you ten miles or so; two or three sensible 
people to chat with; two or th <r ) ee spitef ul folkes 
to spar with; two or three odd rishes to l augh at 
and two or three numskuls to argue with--instead of 
using dumb bells on a rainy day--

Two or three Posies 
With two or three simples . l 

The real world of men and women and things that 

Keats crone to know through his senses included as well as 

the actual world the imaginative world of art . His mind as 

it strengthened and expanded extended the boundaries of its 

experience and received into itself an ever increasing 

diversity of stimuli which in turn provoked increasingly 

complex responses . It came to understand and be at home 

in the world of men of all ages in their achievements and 

their spirit . Thus it went straight to the heart of Greek 

mythology, the poetry of Spenser,and the real wor l d of men 

in Schiller 's dramas, Wordsworth's pastor als, and Shake speare's 

tragedies , as in life itself . "Keats," Severn remarked once 

1Ibid . ' p . 295. 



to a friend, "made me in l ove with the real living Spirit 

of the past . He was the first to point out to me how 
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essentially modern that Spirit is : 'It ' s an immortal youth,' 

he would say, 1 just as there is no Now and Then for the Holy 

Ghos t . •"1 

In addition to reading the Faerie Queene and viewing 

the Elgin Marbles, as we have already observed , he discovered 

Chapman 's Homer t hrough the influenc e of Cowden Clarke, when, 

on an evening in October , 1816, the two sat down to read 

Chapman's Homer, (1616) a sumptuous edition with an engraved 

architectural title page . On t his occasion, Clarke said 

they 11 • ••• turned to the famousest passages • • ••• The 

whole picture was to him a breathless excitement . 1The sea ---
had soak' t his heart . r u2 Clarke italicized the words as ---
though this was the line responsibl e for his "delighted 

stares ." As is well known, Clarke and Keats read all night, 

and it was nearly morning when Keats left for home . Keats 

also read and re-read Shakespeare . His let t ers are filled 

with Shakespearean phrases and allusions . At one time he 

comment ed : 11 I am very ne ar agreeing with Hazlitt that 

Shakespeare is enough for us, n3 and at anothe r he said : 

1 Sharp , .£E. . cit • , P • 34 · 

2Lowell, I , 176-178. 

3The Letters of John Keats , P• 31. - --
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"I have great reason to be content for thank God I can read 

and perhaps under stand Shakespear e to his dep t hs . nl 

Keats ' s love also of assorted art objects and his 

complex mental r esponse s are illustrated in this experience: 

A year ago I could not understand in the 
slightest degree Raphael's cartoons- -now I begin to 
read them a little--and how did I learn to do so? 
By seeing something done in quite an opposite spirit-
I mean a picture of Guidon's in which all the Saints, 
instead of that heroic simplicity and unaffected 
grandeur which they inherit from Raphael, had each 
of them both in countenance and ge sture all the 
canting, solemn melodramatic mawkishness of HacKenzie's 
father Nicho las . 2 

Keats's complex mental activities found an outlet 

in his poetry. Perhaps the most beautiful response of his 

mind to simple stimuli was the "Ode to Autumn" : 

How beautiful the season is now- -How fine the air. 
A temperate sharpness about it . Really , without 
joking, chaste weather- -Dian skies--I never lik'd 
stubblefields so much as now--Aye better than the 
chilly green of the Spring . Somehow a stubble
plain looks warm in the same way some pictures look 
warm--This struck me so much in rrry Sunday's Halk 
that I composed upon it. 3 

For most people life is a semistupor . But for Keats 

it was different . Possessed of sensibilities, quick and 

nervous , he amassed rich personal experiences. He was no 

visionary living in an ivory tower. He had a strong, sure 

libid. , p . 108 . 

2Ibid . , p . 259 . 

3rbid., p. 384. 
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grasp on reality. He understood actuality . He came to 

grip with things as they were and mastered many of the odds 

that were against him. With an intensely active mind, with 

lively senses , he was prepared to look steadily at all 

t hings that existed under the sun. He had such equipment 

as this for his poetry, a poetic liveliness to whatever 

happened to him in his world . 



CHAPTER III 

KEATS'S AESTHETIC CONTROL OF EXPERIENCE 

The realm of art is identical with the realm of man ' s 

deliberate control over the materials and movements among 

which he must make his home, and the inner world of random 

impulse or automatic reaction which constitutes his inner 

being. In paint ng and sculpture, music and poetry , man's 

tntell eence has a c l ear and complete sway over flexible and 

delightful material s . n 
• wherever these materials 

are given form," Dr . Edman states in his introduction to 

aesthetics Arts and the Man, "wherever movement has direction, 

wherever life has , as it were , line and composition, there 

we have intelligence and ther e we have that transformation 

of a given chaos into a desired and desirabl e order that we 

cal l Art . "1 Art is t he name of the whol e process of intell-

ieence by which life , understanding its own conditions, turns 

them to the most interesting and exquisite account . A compre

hensive art would render the whole of life alive . To live 

would be a constant continuum of cr eative act i on and aesthetic 

appreciation. Art not only renders exper ience alive but also 

bestows peace and communicate s fire . Art c l arifies, intensifies, 

lThe principl es ref erred t o i n t he 
and the one following are d i scussed in Dr . 
~ Man, pp . 11-15, 23-24, 61, and 64. 
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and inter prets life . The artist's function and the success 

of a work of art are both measur abl e by the extent to which 

our senses become not signal s to action but revelations of 

what is sensibly and tangibly there. In the fine arts, 

experience becomes intensified by the arresting of sensations . 

The senses from being incitement to action are turned into 

avenues of delight . Emotions become r einstated into a k nd 

of pure intensity . 

A poet tries to render experi ence alive whether it 

be his sensations, moods , and ideas or those of other peopl e . 

He wishes to celebrate the vJOrld , to render its vividness 

and its imp act, and to communicate what has awakened his 

senses, stirred his emotions, or provoked his ideas. Any-

thing gre at or small, sensuous or abstract, may stir his 

imagination, for as Dr. Edman writes, "There is no poetic 

subject matter per~; there are only poetic gifts ." The 

poet fuses a hundred images and cadences and echoes of re

membered things into the single congruous mood of a poem. 

The poem is his expression of a dream or a mood, a fragment 

of experience voiced with all the musical resources of which 
.. ' 

a poet is c apa.ble and with all the revelation of "happy 

epithets," which is his special inventive gift; it is the 

combination of images and i deas fused into one whole through 

some unifying mood. This mood is the poem's effect, the 
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subtle communication or synoptic vision of the poet as it is 

revealed in our own consciousness. 11 A bit of the world seen, 

a bit of life experienced, a personal sorrow or a universal 

joy are transformed in the poet's being into something, not 

simply a sonnet on a printed p age, but a living organism in 

eternity." 

Keats was such a p oet as I have described. The 

material s on which his poetry and his thinking were based 

are the materials of this world. To understand them, to 

reach and live through them, to become a thinker, he had an 

organism delicately attuned to and subject to them. He was 

endowed with sensibilities acutely receptive to every vary

ing phase and mood of nature, and along with this extreme 

power of receptivity, he was endowed with that rare added 

power of t ransmuting and giving back again as the distilled 

essence of poetry all the materials that came his way. Before 

he became a t hinker, he was a vivid receptive being of the 

sights, sound s, smells, tastes, and feelings of an interest

ing world and, to him at times, as to all in the beginning, 

a chaotic world . Because he had the power of receiving and 

transmitting int o poetry the things of the senses and of 

bringing order out of the chaos from the teeming impressions 

that p oured in upon him, he was a poet. This study is con

cerned with the rich immensity that poured in upon him through 



his senses and the manner in vJhich he received, rejected, or 

accepted these materials and in the end intensified them into 

the beauty that is his poetry . What starts poetic activity, 

the ferment of images and music which is the beginning of 

poetic creation, is some intensity of living, some depth of 

pass ionate feeling which the p oet wishes to utter and, though 

he may not realize it, to share . 

The materials from which Keats's intensely poetic 

being was to faehion his poetry were, as we have seen, the 

things of the sense. We have noted his statement that he 

looked upon "all the things of earth, the sun, the moon, and 

the stars" as materials to form great things and that he held 

to the belief that the stuff of which great poetry is made is 

experience p lus the workings of the imagination. He believed 

that when a poet had acquired a certain ripeness of i ntellect 

and experience, he needed little to start him on his creative 

processes: 

When Man has arrived at a certain ripeness in intellect 
any one grand and spiritual passage serves him as a 
starting- post towards all 11 t he two-and-thirty Pal aces ". 
How happy is such a voyage of conception, what delicious 
dili gent Indolence! A doze upon a sofa does not hinder 
it, and a nap upon Clover engenders.ethe:eal finger
pointings--the prattle of a child g~ves 1t wings, and 
the converse of middle-age a strength to beat them--a 
strain of musi c conducts to 11 an odd angle of the Isle", 
and when the leaves whisper it puts a girdle round the 
e arth Nor will this sparing touch of noble Books be 
any i~reverence to their Writers--for perhaps the honors 
paid by Man to Man are trifles in comparison to the 
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Benefit done by great Works to the Spirit and pulse of 
go od by their mere passive existence . Memory should not 
be called knowledge. Many have original minds who do 
not t h ink it--th ey are l ed away by Custom. Now it 
appe ar s to me that almost any Nan may like t he spider 
sp in from his own inwards his o1-m airy Citade l-- the 
po i nts of leave s and twigs on which t he spider begins 
her wor k are few , and she fills the air with a beautiful 
c i rcuiting . Man should be c ontent Hi th as fe"t-J points 
t o t i p with the fine Web of his Soul, and weave a 
tapestry empyrean full of symbols for his spiritual eye , 
of softness for his spiri tual touch, of space for h i s 
wandering, of distinctness for his l~uury .l 

I ntensi ty, an i mportant aes the t i c princ ipl e of which 

John Keats was aware in his creative life , moved him to write 

Hhi l e he was composing Endymion: 

Feel we these things?--that moment we have stept 
Into a sort of oneness, and our state 
I s like a floating spirit's. But there are 
Richer entanglements, enthralments far 
More self-de stroying, l eading, by degrees , 
To t he chief intensity: the crown of these 
I s made of love and fri endsh i p2 and sits high 
Up on t he forehead of humanity. 

Intensity h e r egarded almost as an experience to be cultivated 

for its own sake. The intensity in Shakespeare's Sonnets '\vas 

one aspect of their at traction for him. In 1817 he enthus

iastically r emarked in regard to them: "They seem to be full 

of fine things said unintentionally--in the intens i tz of work

ing out conceits . n3 Having cop ied the following for his friend 

Reynolds: 

lThe Letters of John ~~' P· 103. -----
2Endymion, Bk. I, 11. 795-802. 

3The Le t ters of John Keats, P· 65. ------



When lofty trees I see barren of leave s 
vfuich erst from heat did canopy the herd, 
And Summer's green all girded up in sheaves, 
Borne on the bier with white and bristly beard,l 
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he wrote : "He has left nothing to say about nothing or any

thing . 11 2 Keats loved Shakespeare's amassing and condensing 

into t he se few line s the actual meaning and intensity of 

autumn. Their intensity may perhaps have influenced the in

tensity of his own quite different p oem ''Ode to Autumn" 

written two years later. 

In December of 1817, he saw Benjamin West's Death Qg 

a Pale Horse and recorded his i mpre ss ions t hus forcibly and 

briefly concerning the absence of intensity: 

It is a wonderful picture, when i.~Test' s age is con
sidered; But 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, 
c apable of making all disagreeable evaporate, from 
their being in close relationship with Beauty and 
Truth. Examine "King Learu and you will find this 
exemplified throughout; but in this picture we have 
unple asantness without any momentous depths of specu
l ation excited, in which to bury its repulsiveness.3 

Keats demanded of a work of art such intensity that its sub-

j ect should have reality a~d suggestiveness and evoke an 

aesthetic response. He said its intensity and suggestiveness 

should arouse the imagination and excite speculation. He saw 

1shakespeare, Sonnet xii, 1. 5. 
2The Letters of John Keat~, P• 65. - -
3rbid., p . 71. 
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no beauty in Death on a Pale Horse precisely because there 

was in it nothing to be intense upon, nothing to seize the 

imagination, nothing to raise contemplation above the repul

siveness it contained. The same insistence on intensity as 

the basis of excellence in art was voiced by Keats in the 

experimental sonnet he sent to George and Georgiana Ke ats 

in May of 1819: 

Let us inspect the Lyre, and weigh the stress 
or every chord, and see what may be gained 
By ear industrious, and attention meet; 
Misers of sound and syllable, no less 
Than Midas of his coinagel 

Keats further believed that the intensity of art should carry 

suggestiveness. This point he stressed in a letter commenting 

on some prints he has seen: 

When I was last at Haydon 1 s I look (ed) over a Book 
of Prints taken from the fresco of the Church at 
Mil~~ the name of which I forget--in it are comprised 
Specimens of the first and second age of art in Italy 
--I do not thiru{ I ever had a greater treat out of 
Shakespeare--~1111 of Romance and the most tender 
feeling--magnificance 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'd works--as there 
was left so much room for Imagination.2 

Convinced that a work of art should have "much room for 

Imag ination, " should be sugges tive, a.Yld should arouse specu

lation, Keats explained the achievement of intensity to 

lrbid., p . 342. 

2Ibid., pp . 260-261. 



Haydon as "The innumerable compositions and decompositions 

Hhich take place between the intellect and its thousand 
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mate r ials before it arrives at that trembling ~~d delicate 

snail-horn percep tion of Beauty. "1 Furthermore, in achieving 

i maginative intensity, Keats stressed the importance of 

phrases, epithets, and ·Hords. 11 I look upon fine Phrases like 

a Lover,"2 he wrote; and later regarding words he demanded 

" a brighter v.JOrd than bright, a fairer i..Jord than f air. "3 Re-

garding the imagery of poetry he made this statement: nits 

lpoetry 's j touches of Beauty should never be half way ther [e] 

by making t he reader breathless instead of content: the rise, 

t he progress, the setting of imagery should like the Sun 

come natural to him--shine over him and set soberly although 

in magni ficence leaving him in the Luxury of twilight ••••• "4 

Intensity for Keats was almost physically f elt, both 

i n its cre ation and in the response it evoked. It was the 

phys ical intensity of the phrase '1sea- shouldering whales11 

which delighted the young Keats and caused him to look burly 

and dominant as he responded to it.5 It was such physical 

1 Ibid., p . 129. 

2rbid., p . 368. 

3Ibid., p . 353· 

4rbid., p . 108. 

5cla.rke , .QE.• cit., p • 126. 
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intensity as this which was one of the attractions in 

Shakespeare 's descriptions of the trembling withdrawal of a 

snail into its shell: 

• For look at Snails, you know what 
he says about Snails , you know where he talks about 
"cockl ed Snails"--well . • • • this is in t he Venus 
and Adonis : the Simile brought it to rrry :MJ.nd. 

As the snail, whose tender horns being hit, 
Shrinks back into his shelly cave. 

It was intensity that produced 

1 

• electric fire in human nature t ending to 
purify--so that among these human creature (s) there 
is continu <a)ll y some new birth of heroism ••••• 
May not there be superior beings amus ed wi t h any grace 
ful , though instinctive attitude rrry mind m(a)y fall 
into , as I am entertained with the alertne s s of a 
Stoat or the anxiety of a Deer? Though a quarre l in 
the street is a thing to be hated, the energies d is
p l ayed in it are fine; t he commonest man shows a gr ace 
i n his quarrel--By a superior being our reasoning (s) 
may take the s ame tone--th ough erroneous they may b e 
fine--This is t he .v~ry thing in which consists 
poetry. • • 

Intensity was t hus exemplified in the eagerness, alertness, 

and energy of animal or man, or in the trembling withdrawal 

of a snail into its shell. I t was at work i n the writing 

of a Shake spear ean sonnet or in the mrucing of an Iago or 

Imogen. Intensity for Keats was the underlying meaning, 

force, r eve l ation or pur pose in nature, huma~ity, and the 

artist at work . 

lThe Letters of John Keats, P· 65. - --
2rbid., pp . 316-317. 
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Now we turn to 1-1hat Keats did to make his experiences, 

his world, delightful and arresting in his poetry . First, 

he had to make it alive and a pleasure to behold. This is a 

union of creative action and aesthetic appreciation. The 

artist, be he poet, p ainter, sculptor, or archi teet does 

something to objec t s or events that compel us to stop and 

look and listen for the pure pleasure experienced in the be-

holding or the listening. Our minds are compelled to attend 

for the sheer p l easure of discovery or suspense or surprise. 

If all life were thus rendered alive, it would be a constant 

continuum of creative action and aesthetic appreciation.l 

In Keats, poetry began with close and deep observation. 

To enrich and complete this observation, he had an exquisite 

and comprehensive sensory equipment. He was delicately re-

ceptive to i mpr essions from nature, art objects, and humanity. 

At first, he was more concerned with nature for which he had 

an instinctive and spontaneous love. Later, he became more 

concerned with art and humanity, and his love for these and 

nature became more complex as he grew in poetic maturity.2 

He was an objective poet; imagination was his greatest faculty. 

He fashioned his materials from the materials supplied by his 

l Edman, O£· cit., pp. 14-15. 

2Richard Har ter Fogle, ~ Image of Keats 
A Comparative Stu~* (Chapel Hill: The Univer sity 
Carolina Press, 19 9), pp . 176-188. 

.§!!£ Shelley. 
of North 
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senses, memory, and reading, without any elements of personal 

opinion. A. C. Bradley remarked that there was a tendency in 

Keats working "against any inclination to erect walls between 

the ideal and the real world. nl In the poem, 11I Stood Tip-toe 

upon a Little Hill ,'' we shall consider the methods that he 

used to make his poems delightful, namely, the sensory images. 

Thi s poem consists of a rapturous enumeration of the beauties 

of nature . Keats stood tip-toe on a little hill and enumerated 

first the beauties he saw and later the beauties he imagined. 

The poem begins: 

I stood tip-toe upon a little hill, 
The air was cooling, and so very still 
That the sweet buds which with a modest pride 
Pull droopingly, in slan ting curve aside, 
Their scantily leav'd and tapering stems, 
Had not yet lost those star ry diadems 2 
Caught from the early sobbing of the morn. 

As he stood and looked out before him he saw "wide wand ' ring 

for the greediest eye, to peer about upon variety. n3 The sky 

was blue and an inverted bowl, which he followed to the hori

zon's edge , where he traced the dwi ndled edging of its brim. 

The air was very still: and 

A little noiseless noise among the l eaves, 
Born of the very sigh that silence heaves.4 

lA. c. Bradley, Oxford Lectures ££Poetry (London : 
Hacmillan and Co ., Limited, 1920), p . 211. 

2ni Stood Tip-toe," 11. 1-7. 

3Ibid., 11. l S-16. 

4Ibid., 11. 11-12. 
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Then observing minutely every aspect of tbe scene, he e numer

ated flowers, birds, hedges, and trees, whatever details 

intense concentration revealed. His concentrated attention 

at its height is sho-rm in the description of the minnows: 

• How they ever wrestle 
With their own sweet delight, and ever nestle 
Their silver bellies on the pebbly ssnd. 
If you but scantily hold out the hand, 
That very instant not one will remain. 
But turn your eye and they are there again.l 

Hi s use of the sensation of coolness is pleasur able in con-

trast with the heat of the summer day: 

11The air was cooling and so very still."2 

And l et long grass grow r ound the roots to keep them 
Mois t, cool and green. • • • .3 

The ripples seem right glad to reach those cresses, 
And cool themselves among the em'rald tresses; 4 
And while they cool themselves, t hey freshness give. 

In the image of the minnows Keats brings in other senses, 

those of taste and warmth: 

Where swarms of minnows show 
Staying their bodie s 'gainst 
To taste the ltcrury of ~unny 
Temper'd with coolness./ 

1rbld., 11. 7.5-80. 

2Ibid ., 1. 2. 

3rbid., 11. 32-33· 

4Ibid., 11. 81-83. 

.5 Ibid.' 11. 72-7.5. 

their little heads, 
the s tre runs, 
dreams 



The rising of the moon is described in poe tic manner : 

the moon lifting her silver rim 
Above a cloud, and with a gradual swim 
Coming into the blue Hi th all her light .1 
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The sounds of nature in this poem are so soft and faint they 

barely rise above the silence and in passing make that 

silence more intense, as in 

and then there crept 
A little noiseless no i se among the l eaves , 
Born of the very sigh that silence heaves.2 

and again in 

How silent come s the water round the bend; 
Not the faintest whisper does it send 
To the o ' er hanging salloHs. . 3 

Keats blended sensation with emotion, the aesthetics of 

poetry with the aesthetics of nature in these lines4: 

In the calm grandeur of a sober line, 
We see the waving of a mo~mtain pine ; 
And 1-then a tale is beautifully staid, 
We feel the safety of a hawthorn glade : 
When it is moving on luxurious wings, 
The soul is lost in pleasant smotherings .5 

Color analogy and emotion he blended to produce these lines: 

Open afr esh your round of starry folds, 
Ye ardent marigolds]6 

libid., 11. 113-11.5. 

2 Ibid., 11. 10-12. 

3Ibid.' 11. 6.5-67. 

4 Fogle, 2£· cit., p. 107. 

.5''I Stood Tip-toe , 11 11. 126-132. 

6 Ibid ., 11. 47 -48. 
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and the sweet peas he endowed with motor and kinesthetic 

impulses: 

Here ar e sweet peas on tip-toe for a flight: 
With wing s of gentle flush o'er de l icate white .l 

Personification together with a swift transition from h earing 

to motion he achieved in the i mage of the meek and forlorn 

flower: 

"Deaf t o light Zephyrous it would not move. "2 

and strong and intense motor and organic imagery in this 

beautiful and exciting line: 

"Stepp ing like Homer at t he trumpet' s call. n3 

There are other beautiful and arresting sensory images in 

the poem. In f act, imagery was one of the ways in whi ch 

Keats r ender ed vivid and alive his poetry by arresting sen-

sat ions . 

We sh all consider the sonnet "on First Looking into 

Chapman ' s Homer 11 here , because it is one of Keats's greatest 

poems and because it satisfied so perfectly two statements 

Keats made in regard to poetry. The first of t hese has been 

given in this study , but it is r epeated here for t he sake of 

emphasis : "The rise, t he pro gress, the setting of Imagery 

l ibid., 11. 57-58 . 

2Ibid ., 1. 175. 

3Ibid., 1. 217 . 



should l ike the Sun come natural natural t o him [the reader] 

-shine over him and set soberly alth ough in magnificence 

leaving him in the Luxury of twilight . n1 The second is that 

11 l" f p t oe ry comes not as naturally as the leaves to a tree it 

had better not come at all . 11 2 

We know that the writing of the poem was done in about 

two hours . One October evening Cowden Clarke and Keats read 

Chapman 1 s Homer in folio . The reading continued until dat-m 

when Keats left his friend and walked two miles t o his lodgings 

in t he Borough. By ten o'clock the sonnet was done and in 

Clarke 1 s hands . I t had been written spontaneously from Keats's 

intense aesthetic experience descr ibed in Chapter II of this 

study . 

Much have I travell 1d in the realms of gold, 
And many goodly states and kingdoms seen; 
Round many western islands have I been 
Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold . 
Oft of one wide expanse had I been told 
TI1at deeu-brow ' d Homer ruled as hi s demense; 
Ye t did I never breathe its pure serene 
Till I he ard Chapman speak out loud and bold: 
Then felt I like some watcher of the skies 
1Jhen a new planet swims into his ken; 
Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes 
He star'd at t he Pacific--and all his men 
Look'd at each other wi~h a wild surmise-
Silent, upon a peak in Darien. 

Concerning this famous sonnet, it will be interesting 

to observe what Ke ats did to render his experiences alive and 

lTI1e Letters of Johg Keats, P . 108 . 

2rlbJid . 
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of l asting p leasure by considering first some of the details 

of its composition. vie turn to Anry Lm-1ell 1 s Life of Keats, 

Volume I , pages 179-183 , for the account, which for the sake 

of brevity, I have condensed as follows . Amy 101-Jell states 

that there are two manuscripts in existence , one evidently 

a first draft, which is in her collection, and the other, 

p r ob ably t he copy sent to Clarke, Hhich is in the T1o rgan 

colle ction . In the reproduction of the draft in Volu..rne I 

t he changes indicated by the deleted words and the li!~P.~ 

showinG the rhymes are quite clear : 

Keats has drawn lines down the side to remina him8clf 
Hhere the rhrue s come . Homer is " low-brow 1 rJ.? r! not t h 0 
11deep - brow 1 d 1 he later becomes; Cortez's ey::.~ are not 
"eagle " but 11wond 1ring 11 ; and the seventh li;:!G reads: 
''Yet could I never tell what men could mean, 11 which 
Clarke say s he eventually changed because he consider,~d 
it 11bold and too simply Hondering . ttl 

.Arrry Lo~vell suge;e sts three other reasons for the change ; :;:'irst, 

the repe tition of the word 11 could 11 ; second, the mvlavard effect 

of the consonants --too many "n's"-- and the reiteration of the 

short "e" in "ne ver, 11 1'te ll, 11 and "men"; and third, the same

n e ss of t he r h;yme sound in 11derr1.ense " and 11mean . 11 The substi

tuted line , as ever ybody knows, is 

''Yet did I never breathe its pure serene . 11 

lurry Lowell pres ents a report on the expression "pure serene" 

1Lowell, ~· cit., I, 180. 
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a s g iven in 19 21 by Mr. Paget Toynbee, who quoted a passage 

in Cary 's tra..'1.slation of the "Paradiso," in which the phrase 

occurs: 11 Light. • which come t h from the pure serene.u 

l111r . Toynbee pointed out t he fact t h at t he epithet "puren in 

Cary 1 s translation had no equivalent in the original . From 

these facts i t is deduced that Ke a ts had read Cary's Dante , 

and eal"lie r than is usually a ssumed . Amy LoHell continued 

with other detail s. ~~e simile in the sestet, sh e says, is 

a reminiscence of Robertson's Hi storY- ?f America, whi ch Keats 

read at various tL"Tles. He confused Balboa with Cortez , but 

his friends do not seem to have noticed t he mistake . In 

fact, r: 8 a ts was not alone among his contempo rar ies in this 

confusion of the two exp lorers. The pass age fro m Rober tson 

describes Bal boa, standing alone on the summi t of a mountain, 

vie wing in exultation the Pacific . His men below, observing 

his joy, rushed to join h i m in his wonder and gratitude. 

Keats ' s words are 

Then felt I like . • • . 
• • . stout Cortez 1-vhen with eagle eye s 

He stared at the Pacif ic , --and a l l his men 
Look 1 d at each other Hi th a ~1ild surmise-
Silent , upon a peak in Darien. 1 

Hunt , in Imag ination and E anc_y., r efers to Ti ti a.D ' s p ortrait 

of Cortez , and says , 11h is eagle eyes are from life as may be 

seen by Titian ' s report of him. " Keats, of course, may or 
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may not have knO't..Jn the portJ•ai t . Dr . Richard Garnett 

sugGe sted as a p r obab le source for Keats's s imile a note in 

\vordsvJOr t h ' s Excurs i on taken from t h e no tes to a poem by 

't;Ji lliam Gilbert c alled t he "Hurricane ." Amonr; the notes are 

these lines: II • he surrenders his g enuine vision 

to the arti st, in order to embrace it in hi ~ k en . . . ' 
and Hh en h e measur es . • or contemn lates , from ~ sudden 

n r <.2P-1o nitory , the distant vast Pacifi c." Anry LoHell calls 

atten tion to Shakesp ear e ' s l i n es in the Rane of Luc re c e : _ . .._ - ------· 
Enchanted Tarquin ansv.rers with surmise 
In silent wonder of still-g azing eyes • 

.She states t h at perhap s Bonneycastle 's Astronoqy, Keats 's 

pr i ze bo ok of 1811, may have been r e sponsible for the p l anet . 

She g ives t h e sp i r it of Ch apman himself credit for t he words 

11 loud and b old . 11 Apo llo was r e ady at hand f r om the mythology 

Keats loved . " Th e simile of the Pacifi c is l y ing in Keats's 

mi r d , " she concludes , 11 and the Sea- Rector's journey, b r ine;ing 

t ho oc e an up befor e him lets it loose. "1 'l'his , in brief , is 

the r e s urr ected hi story of the creation of the sonnet , the 

s e l e ction s Ke a ts made , from the materials of experienc e 

crowded into his mind , t o fashion his sup e rb poem. 

Turning to the poem itself , vre find it is comp osed of 

on e sine; l e complex simile. The poet is an exp lorer and a d is

cove rer of far -flung k ingdoms and we ster n islands, seeking 

-------------------------------------------------
1Lowell , op . cit., I , 179-183 . 
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real ms of gold . He has been told of Homer· 's dominions, and 

in explor ing them with Chapman, he had made the r eal discovery. 

Then he feels as an explorer of the heavens when he d iscovers 

a nevJ p l anet. Thi s sli ght change in imagery strengt hens and 

enr i ches t he p oem and widens its i maginative s cope . The us e 

of the word "swims" creates t he impression of ethereal still-

ne ss against a background of infinite space . Against it, 

stands t he fi c;ure of Cortez on his peak. This is the high 

poin t of the poem. Emotion, Si-1ift and intense , has led 

dire c t l y t o it . The poet has achieved in p erfect unity , t he 

concretenes s and intensity Hhich he desir ed of a poem. 

Keats c ame back from his Scotch tour with his mind 

full of mountain s cenery , high p e aks , crags, jagged rocks , 

ridge s, c averns, caves, waterfalls, and ruins of various 

kinds . I t wi ll be of interest here to note some of the uses 

he made of the materials of the Scotch tour. He worked on 

~rion during the following fall of 1818. Book II of that 

p oem be gins wi t h a description of the den where the Titans 

mourned, their groans smothered in the thunderous sound of 

the wat erf alls and hoarse torrents : 

• . • where their own gr oans 
They fe lt, but heard not, for t he solid roar 
Of t hundr ous wat erfalls and torrents hoarse, 
Pouring a constant bulk, uncertain wher;. 
Crag jutting fo rth to Crag, and Ro cks t nat seem'd 
Ever as i f just ris i ng f rom a.sleep, 
Foreh ead to forehead held thelr monstrous horns, 



And thu s in thousand hugest phantasies 
Hade a fit roofing totb.is nest of woe 
Inste ad of Thrones, hard flint they sat upon, 
Couche s of rugged Store and Slaty ridge, 
Stubborn 'd with iron. 
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Later in the p oem Keats described the Titru1s as they lay i n 

their dreary covert: 

Scarce images of life, one here, one there, 
Lay vast and edgeways; like a dismal cirque 
Of druid Stone s, upon a for lorn 1'1oor 
When the chill rain begins at shut of eve 
In dul l November, and their chancel-vault 
The heaven itself is blinded throughout night.2 

This description is clearly a reminiscence of the Druid stones 

outside Keswick on the Penrith road . In the first book of 

Hyperion there is a memory of Fingal 's Cave: 

And still these two vJere postured motionless 
Lik e natural sculpture in cathedral cavern .3 

H. Buxton Forman in his edition of Keats's poems adds a note 

in r egar d to t he poem 11Staffa. 11 He says, among other things: 

The entire p oem deals with i mpressions he had at Staffa in

cluding Fingal r s Cave. "What appears to have been the first 

draft of the Staffa poem was written in the f r e sh ent husiasm 

insp ired by the spectacle .n4 Some of the noteworthy p assages 

include 

l Hyperion, II, 11. 6-17. 

2Ibid ., 11. 32-38. 

3Ll. 85- 86 . 

4QE. cit ., p . 331. 



This was architectur 1d t hus 
By the Great Oceanus!-
Here his mighty Haters pl ay 
Hollow organs all the day ; 
Here by turns his dolphins all, 
Finny p almers great ~Dd small, 
Come to pay devotion due .l 
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Dolphins , indeed, pl ay endlessly and restlessly in the su r g ing 

water s of that r egion. The poem continues, 

Nany a mortal of these days , 
Dares to pass our sacred ways , 
Dares to touch audacious l y 
This Cathedral of the Sea ~ 
I have been t he pontiff-priest 
Where the waters never rest 
~mere a fledgy sea- bird choir 
Soars for ever. • • • • 2 

Aes t he tic ap pr eciation of the mountain scenery found e ~) re ssion 

i n sonne t s and ot her types of p oems, t h e most inter e sti ng of 

whi ch is t h e ballad 11 Meg Merrilies," which came from what 

Keats r eceived at second ha..,."'ld from Charles A. Brown while the 

two were in the sec tion of Scotl and known as the He g Nerrilies 

country . The landscape ru1d t he story having fused in his mi nd, 

Ke at s wrote t he ballad almost immediate l y . It and 11 La Belle 

Dame Sans Merci" are t he only tvJO p oems of this t ype t h at h e 

wrote , and they are entirel y unlike. Both possess to t h e full 

t h e qualities Keats demanded of poetry, intensity and concre te

ne s s . The ballad of Meg Merrilies is t old without an excess 

1 "s t af f a , 11 11. 27-33· 

2Ib id ., 11. 35-42. 
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word or syllable; yet somehow the Hhole atmosphere of the 

wild landscape is caught up in the swiftly moving l ines . It 

is singularly rich in suggestiveness, and Old Heg herself 

emerges from the poem as brown and wild and untamed as her 

own Scotch hills: 

Old Meg she was a Gyp sy, 
And she liv'd upon the Moors: 
Her bed it was the brown heath turf 
And her house was out of doors. 

Her apples were swart blackberries, 
Her currants pods o' broom; 
Her wine was deH of the wild v-thite rose, 
Her book a churchyard tomb. 

Her Brothers were the craggy hills, 
Her Sisters larchen trees--
Alone wi th her great fami ly 1 
She liv'd as she did p lease. 

That art of life in Hhich all we do and experience 
would be an appreciation and a delight, with living 
ordered and spo ntaneous, disciplined and free , remains 
the philosopher's blue-print and the poet's dre~a . In 
actual life, a thousand factors of health and fati gue, 
of external circumstance, of poverty and resp onsibility, 
combine to defeat the deployment of resilient energies 
with exquisite wisdom. Pure spirit must rely on poor 
matter, 

Dr . Edman states, adding : 

A lowering of vitality clip s t he wings of youth and 
exuberance . The presence of dull people tu~ns con
versation into ennui. The ugliness of our streets, 
our houses, our cities is a realistic interruption 
of wha t might, ideally speaking, be a perpetual de-
light . 2 

lfl rvreg Merrilies, 11 11. 1-12. 

22£. cit., pp . 16-18. 
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Keat s had to escape from t he grossne ss, the discord, the 

cruel, t h e stup id, the ugl y in actual experience by turning 

them into some thing that could be contemplated with delight. 

This is escap e or vicar ious experience . The poet finds a 

realm where his inte lligence can function freely over a 

tractable material. 

Many of his actual experiences Keats converted into 

sonnets . In the early years of his poetic life , in fact, he 

VJrote on every conceivable suggestion: his friends, inci-

dents or objects that stirred him deeply, his happiness, his 

loneliness, or his reactions to people, p laces, or things . 

His s onnets so composed consist of aesthetic eXPeriences 

direc tly transformed into poetry. The sonnet "To Solitude, " 

fo r ex ample , was written in November approximately a month 

af ter Ke ats entered Guy 's Hospital as a medical student • . He 

found London a drab and lonely place. He wished for green 

fields, alone if needs be, but preferably with some kindred 

spirit. In this mood he wrote: 

0 Solitude ! if I must with thee dwell, 
Let it not be among the jumbled heap 
Of murky buildings; climb with me the steep,-
Nature's observatory--whence the dell, 
Its flowery slopes, its river's crystal swell, 
:Hay seem a span; let me thy vigils keep 
' Mongst boughs pavillion' d, wher e the deer's swift leap 
Startles the wild bee from t he fox-glove bell. 
But thou~h I 'll gladly trace these scenes with thee, 
Yet the sweet converse of an innocent mind, 
\ihose words are image s of thoughts refin'd, 



Is my soul's pleasure; and it sure must be 
Almost the highest bliss of h1..-unan-kind, 
When to thy haunts two kindred spirits flee. 

In anot:oe r early sonnet in similar vein the poet exr>ressed 

his longing to escape the meaner thoughts and little cares 

of life by seeking some fragrant place in wild nature there 

to muse upon Milton and Sydney: 

Oh! how I love, on a fair summer's eve , 
When streams of light pour down the golden west, 
And on the balmy zephyrs tranquil rest 
The silver clouds, far--far away to le ave 
All meaner thoughts, and take a sweet reprieve 
Fr om l i ttle cares; to find , with easy quest, 
A f r agrant wild, with Nature's beauty drest, 
And there into delight my soul deceive. 
There warm my breast with patriotic lore, 
I'-1using on Hilton's fate--on Sydney's bier-
Till their stern forms before my mind arise; 
Perhaps on wing of Poesy upsoar, 
Full often dropping a delicious tear, 
When some melodious sorrow spells mine eyes. 

In the excellent sonnet "On the Sea'' of a later date 

than the previous sonnet, the tired and the surfeited are 

advised to seek consolation from the vastness and the mystery 

of the sea. 

It keep s eternal whisperings around 
Desolate shores, and with its migh~swell 
Gluts twice ten t housand Caverns, till the spell 
Of Hecate leaves them their old shadowy sound . 
Often 'tis in such gentle temper found, 
Th at scarcely will the very smallest shell 
Be mov'd for days from where it sometime fell, 
When l ast the winds of Heaven were unbound. 
Oh ye ! who have your eye-balls vex'd and tir 1 d, 
Feast them upon the wideness of the Sea; 
Oh ye! whose ears are dinn'd with uproar rude, 
Or fed too much with cloying melody--
Sit ye near some old Cavern ' s Jviouth, and brood 
Until ye start, as if the sea-nymphs quir'd! 
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This sonnet, the result of a new aesthetic experience, Keats's 

first discovery of the sea, has a suggestivenes s the others 

lacked . 

Having its inception in the departure of a friend 

whose vi sit Keats had enjoyed very much and whose departure 

left Keats musing over the good times the two had had , a 

sonnet "To John Hamil ton Reynolds u drew into itself Keat s's 

gr e a t longing to travel , picturing the two friends traveling, 

their adventures bringing them many happy experiences and 

memories . In the hands of the poet, the familiar s orrow of 

par ting bec ame a lasting p l easure: 

0 that a week could be an age, and we 
Fel t parting and warm meeting every week 
Then one poor year a thousand years would be, 
The flush of welcome ever on the cheek: 
So could we live long life in little s pace , 
So time itself would be annihilate, 
So a day ' s journey in oblivious haze 
To serve our joys would lengthen and dilate. 
I to arrive each Monday morn fro m Ind. 
To land each Tuesday from rich Levant ! 
In little time a host of joys to find 
And keep our souls in eternal pant! 
This morn, my friend , and yester-evening taught 
He how to harbor such a happy thought. 

Types of poems other than sonnets portray Keats's 

seeki ng and achieving i n poetic form beauty whose roots lay 

i n the petty c ar es, anxieties, and dullness of ord inary living . 

The drabness and cold of a December day can be a "dead sp ot" 

on t he canvas of life. With Keats it became a living and 
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pl eas i ng entity, for what was evidently a December storm 

wh i ch ended in a dreary night of intense cold with t h e north 

wind whistling t hrough slee t -laden tree s led Keats t o wr ite 

the po em 11 I n a drear-nighted December, 11 b eginning : 

In a dre ar-nighted December, 
Too h appy, happy tree, 
Thy branch es ne'er remember 
Their gr een feli city: 
The north wind cannot undo t h em, 
Wi t h a sleety 1-1histle t h rough them; 
Nor f rozen thawings glue them 
From budding at the prime.l 

The p assing of the flowers and birds of sunnner perhaps wa s 

t he origin of the "Faery Songsn: 

Shed no tear, 0 shed no te ar~ 
The flower -vlill bloom ano t her year. 
1nJeep no more--0 weep no more! 
Young buds sleep in the root's white core. 
Dry your eyes--0 dry your eyes, 
For I wa s taugh t in Paradise 
To eas e my bre as t of me lodies-
Shed no te ar.2 

In t he p oem, 11 The Castle Bui l ders," Keats de scri bed a room 

a s "r ich and sombre 11 as h i s imag i nation c oul d con jur e up , 

fi l l ed wi t h r omantic and ar t istic obj ec ts . He chose as col or s 

black and silver, and he caused t he room t o be flooded ivi t h 

s ilver moonl i ght t h rou&h gol d - f ish bowls mak i ng gl assy d i amond

i ng on t he Tu r kish floor. Such a room woul d no t be the or dinary 

r oom. Perh ap s i n that f act lay p art of t he poe t' s i n s piration , 

l LL 1- 8. 
2 Ll . 1- 8. 
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although critics g ive several carefully docu~ented sot~ces . 

The po em was evidently b es'Un in quite a diff erent mood from 

t hat i n wh ich it 'tvas developed. The colors, shapes, and 

objects vJhich Keats considered i n his creative proces s evi-

dently seized his imagination, and the mood became definitely 

serious: 

let me think 
About my room--1'11 have it in the pink; 
It should be rich and sombre, and the moon, 
Just in its mid-life in the midst of June, 
Should look thro ' four large windows and display 
Clear, but for gold-fish vases in the Hay, 
Their gl assy diamonding on Turldsh floor; 
The tapers keep aside, an hour and more, 
To see what else the moon alone can show; 
While the night-breeze doth softly let us kno1v 
:Hy terrace is well bower'd wi th oranges. 
Upon the floor the dullest spirit sees 
A gui tar-ribband and a lady's glove 
Beside a crumple-leaved tale of love .1 

The "Ode to a Nightingale" and others of the great 

ode s of the spring of 1819 have in them somethi~g of the 

escape from the disharmoniEJs of life , but because of their 

passionate intensity, their sublj.mation of the pains and 

discor d s Hhich constitut e one of t heir many e lement s , their 

conciliation of the good and t he evil in l ife , they are 

definite ly poetry of another order. The Eve of St . Ag~~' 

l i kewise , had a basic factor in re ality, Ke ats ' s love for 

Fanny Br awne , but that emotion is sublimated , and the poem 

- ---·- ---
lnThe Castle Bui l ders, 11 11. 24-37 · 
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with a ll its intricacies of sources, movements, image r y , and 

inten sity is of another order. Poems , such as those He have 

been considering , having their roots in t he unpleasant things 

of eve ry day do not constitute a veFJ large portion of Keats's 

poeti'Y· A fe vJ sonnets, a fe1.r longer poems, not over eight or 

ten all to ld, represent the SUlll total. 

Keats sought a cath arsis, a release from pas sions and 

:p ressur e s t hat he could not release in everyday life . Thes e 

released passions, nuances of feeling , and subtleties of 

thought wh i ch were never permitted him in ordinary experience 

found expr e ssion in his poetry. They clarified, intensified, 

and interpreted life. 1 

In 1817 in the poem "Prose and Poetry " Keats voiced 

bo t h his love of life and the direction of h :l s a.111bi tion. In 

his poe try he wanted to cover all of life, to re ach its 

h e ights and its depths: 

Write on my tablets all that was permitted, 
All that was for our human senses fitted . 
Then the events of the wide world I'd seize 
Like a strong giant, and my sp irit teaze 
Till at its shoulders it shou ld proudly see 
\ving s to find out an immortality. 2 

Life for him in the year 1817 Has indeed 11 an appreciation and 

a de l i ght . . with the wings of youth" unclipp ed : 

l Edman, ££· cit., pp . 16-18. 

2LL 79- 84. 



Life is the rose's hope while yet unblown; 
The l i ght uplifting of a maiden's veil; 
A p i geon tt~bling in t he clear summer air; 
A laughing school-boy, without gri ef or care , 
Riding the springy b r anches of an elm.l 

As a poe t he knew he could not continue to loiter in the 

p l easures of life , but had to accept its pains and sorro-v1s 

which he m1ew through personal experience: 

Yes , I must pass them [ these joys ) for a nobler life, 
vfl1ere I may find the ago nies, t he strife 
Of human heart .2 

He Has no t yet ready or able to assimilate the conflicts 
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and potentialities involved in t he p roblem, but he continued 

to be occupied with it. He wrote to his fr iend John Hami lton 

Reynold s in 1818: 

o that our dreamings all, of sleep or wake, 
Would all their colors from the sunset take: 
From something of material sublime, 
Rather than shadoH our own soul's day-time 
In the dark void of night. • • • .3 

Thus Keats voiced his longing for alleviation of the diffi-

culties that beset him in solving this p roblem. The reality 

of evil and pain in nature as he found them he expressed in 

these line s: 

• I saw 
Too f ar into the sea, where every maw 
The greater or t he less feeds evermore.--

1 11Sleep and Poe try, 11 11. 90-95. 

2"Prose and Poetry," 11. 122-125. 

3"To John Hamilton Reynolds," 11. 67-71. 



I saw too distinct into the care 
Of an eternal fierce destruction. . . . . . . . . . 
Still do I that most fierce destruction see -
The Shark at savage prey,--the Hawk at poun;e 
Ravening the worm.l 
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The p lace of misery and suffering in life was still a matter 

of conflict for him, but at t he time he summarily dismissed 

the whol e question: "Ar..vay ye horrid moods. 11 2 He concluded 

the poem on an escapist's note, seeking refuge in frivolity 

and the reading he loved so well, and abandoning for the time 

considerat ion of this matter: 

Do you get health--and Tom the same-- I 'll dance 
And from detested moods i n new Romance 
Take refuge. .3 

The escap e was not escape, for it was conditioned by one of 

the very factors of pain which he wa s avoiding for t he time . 

Ye t it was a conflict to which he returned again and again 

be cause he realized that if h e achieved his highest aim i n 

poetr y , he had to accept all of life , the reality of the evil 

and the p ain along with the be auty and the goodness, and 

through conquering them, e stablish their place in the scheme 

of things through i maginative insight. He believed , since 

man and nature were so indissolub l y connected, acceptance was 

necessary. In t he end he c ame to r egard the ills of humanity 

1 Ibid., 

2 Ibid., 

11. 102-105. 

1. 102. 

3Ibid., 11. 107-109. 
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as its teach ers , and the world as a 11 val e of Soul-making 11 

without experiences in which, man would have no identity or 

soul . 1 Thus Keats envisioned a poet as one able 

• to hear all naked truths, 
And to envisage circumstance all calm, 
That is the top of soverei gnty.2 

Later he expressed his ideal of accep ta.'J.ce in these wo r ds: 

"None ca.'1 usurp this height 11 • • 

But those to whom the miseries of the world 
Are misery, and will not let them rest.3 

Ke a ts h ad re ached and won a very complete de gree of reconcil-

iation even t hough i t was not at all times completely main

tained . I n his poetry he phrased l ines and entire p oems 

expressing the impulse to aesthetic escapes, often times to 

some light and air y region of poetic fancy, or he returned 

t o t he earlier mood . 

The "Ode to a Ni ghtingale 11 is one of the po ems in 

whi ch there is recognition of conflict, but the po e t has 

r e c onciled the discordant elements. The harsh realit i es of 

pr e sent sorrow and unhappy memories are left behind as t h e 

poe t ent ers a realm of pure and delightful sensations . The 

poem express e s an awareness of the existence of joy and 

s adne ss, p l easure and p ain, art and life . It expresses the 

lTne Letters of John Keats , p . 336. -- ---
2Hyp erion, II, 11 . 203 - 205. 

3The Fall of Hyperion, 11. 14 7- 149 · ---



91 

feeling that these are inseparable, although not identical. 

They are t he opposite, the inseparable element s of human 

existence .l The ode is the result of the union of intense 

aesthe tic app reciation and highly creative imaginative feel-

ing . Its po i gnancy was so deep l y felt that its duration was 

short. The nightingale sang for Keats late one s·pring after-

noon as he sat in the garden at Wentworth Place . W11en the 

song of the bird was done, emotion and its passing were re

corded with ou t comment. Only by being aware of sorrow coul d 

the poe t have devoted himself so who leheartedly to joy, con

scious the while that his resp ite would be brief: 

The weariness, the fever, a nd the fre t 
He re, where men sit and h ear each other gr oan; 
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, 
1vher e youth grows pale, and s pectre-thin, and dies; 
Where but to think is to be full of sorrow 
And leaden-eyed despairs 
vfuere Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes~ 
Or new Love pines at them beyond tomorrow.~ 

These line s are drawn directly from the poet's own expe rience 

of suffering . Th at suffering is here sublimated, for i t has 

a serenity not to be found either in his memories of his 

brothe r Tom or in his love of Fanny Brawne. uThe weariness, 

the fever, and the f ret" of life are rejected, a..Yld Keats flies 

on t he "viewless wings of Poesy 11 to the nightingale in the dim 

forest: 

l p gle oP cit., pp . 210 -211 . 
. 0 ' -· 

2 Ll. 23 -30. 



Ar..vay ! away! for I will fly to t h ee, 
Not ch arioted by Bacchus and his n ard s 

J. ' Bu t on t he viewless wings of Poesy, 
Though t he dull brain pe r plexes a~d ret ar ds : 
Already with thee! tender is the nigh t 
And h apl y the Queen-Moon is on her t hrone 
Cl uster 1d around by all her starry Fays; 
But h ere there is no light, 
Save what from heaven is with the breeze s blown 
Through verduous glooms and winding mossy way s. 

I c anno t see what flowers ar e at my f eet, 
Nor what soft incen se h ang s upon t h e bough s, 
But, in embalmed darkness, gue ss e ach s~t1ee t 
Wherewi t h t he se asonab le month endows 
The gr ass, t he thi cket, and the fruit-tree wild ; 
~~i te h awthorn, and t he pastoral eg l ant ine; 
Fast f ading violets cover'd up in l eaves; 
And mid- Nay 1 s eldest child, 
The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wi ne, 
The murmurous haunt of fl i es on summer eves.l 

In t hese stanzas t he poem re ache s its gre ates t intensity of 
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fee l ing . The i mag inative ecstasy is in contr ast t o t he dark 

sorrow of stanza III: 

Darkling I listen: and for many a time 
I h ave be en half in love with easef ul. Death. 
Called him soft nrunes in many a mused r hyme, 
To take into the air my quiet breath; . 
Nmv more t h an ever seems it rich t o die, 
To cease up on the midnight with no pain, 
While thou are pouring fo r th thy s oul abro ad 
In such an ecs t asy! 
St ill 1r1ouldst thou sing , and I have ears in vai n -
To thy high requiem become a sod.2 

In compl ex and i n tense human exper ience , de ath i s the inevit 

ab l e e nd . To t he poe t death :tn t hes e circumstances , the fr a

grant f or e s t f looded by t he e cstasy of t he bird' s song, woul d 

be the 11easefu l De at h he h ad longed for": 

l i ' · d __.!22:_.' Stanzas I V and V. 

2I bid ., Stanza VI. 



Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird! 
No hungr y generat i ons tread thee down; 
The voice I hear this p as sing night was heard 
In ancient days by emperor and clown : 
Pe r haps t he self- s~ae song that found a path 
Through the sad heart of Ruth , when, sick for home, 
She stood in tears amid the alien corn; 
Th e s~ae that oft-times hath 
Charm ' d magic cas ements, open ing on the foam 
Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.l 
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I n s t anza VII the immortality of the bir d is the subject of 

the p oe t's att ention . Ruth long has been immortal , and 

through the poet 's magic the "charm'd mag ic casements, the 

perilous seas , and the faery lands 11 have likewise achieved 

i mmortality . The word forlorn conne cts the Horld of fact 

and fanc y and stml.l11ons the poet as a bell back to his habitual 

s elf : 

Forlornl the very word is like a bell 
To toll me back from thee to my sole selfJ 
Adieu! the fancy cannot cheat so \vell 
As she is famed to do deceiving elf . 
Adieu! Adieu ! t hy p l B.i nti ve anthem fades 
Past the near meadows , ove r t he still stre am, 
Uu the hi ll - side ; and now ' tis buried de ep 
I~ t he next v alley-glades: 
Was it a vision, or a waking dream? 
Fl ed is that music :--Do I wake or sleep?2 

The song of the ni ghtingale dies slowly away. The poet as 

s lowl y returns to re ality , a full rich experience quietly 

finished . 

Keats not only accepted all of life with its unhapp i-

ness of circumstance, including the hard experiences of his 

lJbid., Stanza VII. 

2Ibid ., Stanza VIII. 
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own particular world, but he also took those experiences to 

which he had been acutely sensitive and projected what had 

brought sorrow, tragedy, discow£ort, and dissatisfaction to 

him into the characters in his poetry. He reco gnized the 

fact tha t his personal experiences alone Here really valuable 

to him, the real or the vicarious, what he himself was con-

scious of; these were of utmost value to him in rendering his 

poe try alive and intense . Thereby tragedy becrune beautiful 

in its awful ne ss; whether the pain u.;as physical or mental 

there was always a frail link between Keats the man and the 

sorrow expressed in his poetry. Having lived in homes where 

sickness was all too co~non, and having susp ected first and 

later known that he himself was fighting a losing battle 

against disease , Keats vividly portrayed such experiences as 

accomp any sickness . In "I Stood Tip-toe, 11 he wrote: 

The b ree zes were ethereal and pure, 
And crept through half-closed lattices to cure 
The languid sick; it cool'd their fever'd sleep, 
And so othed them into slumbers full and deep. 
Soon they awoke clear eyed: nor burnt with thirsting, 
Nor with hot fingers, nor with temples bursting.l 

Huch later in the "Fall of Hyperion fl he revealed an intimate 

knowledge of sickness: 

•..• When suddenly a palsied. chill 
Struck from the paved level up my l1mbs, 
And was ascending quick to put cold grasp 

lLl. 221-226. 



Upon those streams that pulse beside the throat: 
I shriek'd, and the sharp anguish of my shriek 
Stung my own ear--I strove hard to escaPe 
The numbness; strove to gain the lower step, 
Slow, heavy, deadly was my pace: the cold 
Grew stifling, suffoc ating, at t he heart; 
And when I clasp 1d my h ands I felt them not. 
One minute before1death , my iced feet touch'd 
The lowest stair. 

Not only did Keats describe the physical sensat ion 
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of being sick, but he also expressed his concern over those 

he loved . This was an expression of intense emotion by one 

who had been unfortunate in seeing his brother die: 

When 'er the fate of those I hold most dear 
Tells to my fearful breast a tale of sorrow, 
0 br1ght-eyed Hope , my morbid fancy cheer; 
Let me awhile thy sweetest comforts borrow: 
Thy heaven-bor n radiance around me shed, 
And wave t hy silver pinions o'er my head!2 

In other poems he expressed similar sentiments less i ntimately 

and without such direct personal bearing, as in 

• So he feebly ceas'd, 
With such a poor and sickly sounding pause, 
He th ought I heard some old man of the earth 
Bewailing earthly loss. • • . 3 

One hand she pressed upon that aching spot 
Where beats the htunan heart, as if just there , 
Though an immortal, she felt cruel pain. 4 

A h umani tarian at heart, with a firm belief in the general 

li, 122-133 . 

211To Hope, 11 11. 19-2L~ . 

3 11 The Fall of Hyperion, 11 Bk. I , 11. 439-41. 

4Ibid., 11 . 344-346. 



welfare of his fellows, he expressed this thought in the 

11Fall of Hyperion. 11 

"Are there not thousands in t he world," said I, 

~Wh; love their fellows ~ve~ t; the death, 
Who feel the gre at agony of the world, 
And more, like slaves to poor humanity, 
Labour for mortal good ?'' • • . 1 
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Ke ats was able to proj ect his expe rience into not only his 

poe tic char acters but his epithets sugge stive of sickness or 

grief, whi ch h e used in a me t aphorical sense, and thus in-

tens ified a desired mood: 

And t he bright Titan , phrenzied with new woes, 
Unus'd to bend, by hard compulsion bent 
His spiri t to the sorrow of the time; 
And all along a dismal rack of clouds 
Upon the boundaries of day and ni ght, 
He stretch 'd himself in grief and r adiance faint . 2 

Keats arrested sensations, making his reader delight 

i n co ntemplating his experiences, tingle with deli ght in 

experiences of color, of sight, and of sound, b ecome aware 

with all his senses of the actualities around him. Senses, 

other than those of seeing and hearing, he subjected to 

aestheti c exp loration: touch, taste, smell, kinaesthesia, 

even though these are not so easily detachable from practical 

biolog ical interests as are those of sigh t and sound . The 

1 Ibid ., 11. 154-159. 

2Hyperion, Bk. I , 11. 299-304. 
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senses f rom being incitements to action become avenues of 

deligh t. 1 "Through t hem, the poet is engaged chiefly in 

awakening the torpid imagination by the liquid l oveliness of 

sounds, by the march of his verse, and not least, by the 

evocati ve words he uses. 11 2 

The world was a delightful pl ace to Keats . The forms 

of nature, humanity, and art pressed themselves upon him 

equally. Every aspect , every object, presented some phase 

of beauty to his avidly exploring senses. Color, shape, 

line , form, texture , sound, odor, taste, from their utmost 

simplicity in an object to their greatest complexity, 

appealed to him. The English l andscape, its flowers, its 

l anes , woods , fields , seas, and its peop l e were ever unfail -

ing sources of joy and refreshment. Vitally alive and keenly 

receptive, he ss.w and noted all . He was a minute observer of 

every detail of the objects of this alluring ~Jorld. Not only 

through his eyes did he learn of an object, but through all 

his acutely perceiving senses, he simultaneously absorbed 

all of an object's characteri stics. For his sensory equi p

ment was well-rounded and delicately adjusted to ro1 unusual 

de gree, and his mental capacity was keen and powerful in an 

e qual degree . As a r esult of this, his responses to the 

l Edman, .QE.• cit., pp . 24-25, 56. 

2Ibid., pp . 64-65 . - . 
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stimuli of the senses were unusual ly varied, deep, and complex. 

He observed objects in r elationship to each other as well as 

in isolat i on . He perceived and deligh t ed in the r elationship 

betvJeen nature and humanity and between t he world of imagina

tion and the world of art . Thus he penetrated with an 

i n tuitional fe e ling i n to the n atur e of things . Simple sen-

sations often resulted in complex r e sponses or perceptions . 

This intuitional fee ling which pervaded so many of his sensory 

responses removed t h em f r om simple reactions to the r ealm of 

the complex, where imagery of a complex character was t h e 

r esul t. The 11 0de to At..tt umn11 is an ins t ance of such occurrence . 

This close union of thought and sensation was t ypical of him 

and was observed in Chap ter II of this s tudy . 

Keats ' s re sponses to his sensory experience s were varied, 

colorful, and refreshing . Through the vi sual sense alone, he 

wove into his verse a wide diversity of interests and beauty . 

The selections which follow illus t r ate his poetic responses 

to everyday objects , s cenes , and incidents because of his 

cl ear and minute observat ion. Flov.ter s he especially loved, 

and he recorded thei r shapes , colors, and , as wi l l be noted, 

quite often their fragr ance as wel l . Violets were his favor -

ite f l ower: 

where violet b eds were nestling, 
And wh~ re the bee with cowslip bells was wrestling . 1 

l"Ep istles To Geor ge Felton :Vlatthe~..r , 11 11 . 50- 51 . 



This response, of course , resulted from association: 

yet I must not forget 
Sleep, quiet with his poppy coronet. 1 

The changing seasons and their f l ov-Jers delighted him: 

IYiany and many B. verse I hope to write , 
Before the daisies, vermeil ri~n 'd and white, 
Hide in deep he1•bage: and ere yet the bees 
Hum about globes of cl over and sweet peas,2 

Color and odor as well as intense observation led him to 

vJri te: 

. • where sweet air stirs 
Blue h ar: -bells l i ghtl y , and3wh ere prickly furze 
Buds lavlsh go l d • • • 

and again : 

I saw the sweetest flower wild nature yields, 
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A fresh -blown musk rose; • twas t he firpt that threw 
Its sweets upon the summer • • .4 

T~i s line records directly how Keats l oved t o linger over the 

detail of every object: 

• • • • A tuft of evening primrose s, 
O'er whi ch t he mind may hover over till it dozes.5 

Turning from comments on f l owers , we notice more 

directly the appeal col or had for him in all kinds of objects 

----·---
lnsleep and Poetry, 11 11. 347-3L~8 . 

2Endymion, Bk. I , 11. 49 - 52. 

3Ibid., 11 . 201-203. 

4"To a Friend Who Sent Ne Some Roses , 11 11. 5- 7 . 

5nr Stood Tip - toe , 11 11 . 107- 108 . 
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and situations . This p as sage conveys some idea of the full-

ness and richness of his color sense : 

She was a gordian shape of dazzling hue , 
Vermilion- spotted, go l den, green, and blue, 
Striped like a zebra, freckled like a pard, 
Eyed like a peacock, and all crimson-barr'd, 
And full of silver moons that , as she breathed, 
Dissolved, or brighter shone , or interwreathed 
Their lustres Hith the gloomier tapestries.l 

Co l or p l ays an interesting part in these lines: 

Blue! Gentle cousin of t~e forest-green, 
Married to green in all the sweetest flowers,-
Forget-me-not,--the Blue bell,--and, that Queen 
Of secrecy, the Violet • • • . 2 

The app earance of the marb le together with t he light reflected 

in it gives color in this selection fro m Lami a : 

Wher e hung a silver lamp, 1.-Jhose phosphor glow 
Reflected in the slabbed steps below, 
Hild as a star in water; for so neH, 
And so unsullied was the marble's hue, 
So through the crysta l p olish, liquid fine, 
Ran the dark veins, that none but feet divine 
Could e ' er have touched there.3 

Gorgeous colors Ke ats often assembled. Here pale moonlight 

and crimson, gold, and jet are intenaingled in an indoor 

setting: 

Then by the bed-side where the faded moon 
·Hade a dim silver tv-riligh t, soft, he se ts 
A table and half anguished, threw therpn 

' ' . 4 A cloth of woven crimson, gold , and Jet. 

lLamia, 11. 47 - 53 . 

2"B1ue! 'Ti s the life of heaven, 11 11. 9-12. 

3Lamia, 11. 380-386. 

4The Eve g£ St . A~nes, 11. 252-256. 
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Keats loved the ocean and its colors. He described it in 

many changing aspects: 

"Ocean's blue mantle streaked with purple and green . ul 

In fact , his use of color will be noticed in connection with 

many types of sensory responses. He loved the moon, the 

clouds, and the stars, as in 

11The clouds were pure and vlhite as flocks new-shorn, 11 2 

and 

"Beneath the moon's curved triumphal arch. u3 

rrhe moon always had a special attraction for him: 

As when a cloud the golden moon doth veil 
Its sides are ting 'd with a resplendent glow, 
Through the dark robe oft amber r ays pr evail, 
And l ike fair veins in sable marble flow.4 

Keats was especially responsive to sound, t o lack of 

sound, and to small , soft, quiet noises. Silenc e and softness 

are both outstandingly present : 

and again, 

"The a ir was cooling and so very still".5 

. then there crept 
A little noiseless noise arnong the leaves 6 
Born of the very sigh that silence heaves. 

lfiEpistle to George Keats , n l. 132. 

2 11 d T" t II 1 9 I Stoo 1p- oe, • • 

3"Ep istle to Charles Cowden Clarke, 11 l. 7. 

4 "sonnet to Byron, 11 11. 9-12 • 

.5 11 I Stood Tip -toe, 11 l. 2. 

6Ibid., 11. 10-12. 
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The small soft noises of the insect world he heard and re-

sponded to: 

11The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves . 111 

nThen in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn. rr2 

"Hedge crickets sing. • "3 

Every rustling leaf and whispering blade of gr ass was noted 

and used : 

so that a whisper~_ng blade 
Of grass, a wailful gnat, a be e bustling 
Down in the bluebells, or a vlren light rustling 4 Among sere leaves and twigs, might all be heard. 

Other sounds he used were loud, or shrill, or melodious : 

"Mysterious, wild, the far heard trumpet's tone."5 

Louder still the revelry resounded in 

The boistrous, midnight festive clarion, 
The kettle drum, and far-heard clarinet, 
Affray his ears though but in dying tone:--
The hall door shuts, ru1d all the noise is gone . 6 

and again in 

The earnest trumpets spake, and silver7thrills 
From kissing cymbals made a merry din. 

l"ode to a Nightingale, 11 1. _5o. 

2"ode to Autumn,., l. 27. 

3rbid., 1. 31. 

4Endymion, Bk. I, 11. 449-452. 

5"ca1idore , 11 1. 1_56. 

6Tne Eve of St. Agnes, 11. 2_58-261. -----
7Endymion, Bk . IV, 11. 198-199 . 
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Visual and aur al sensory experiences were not alone 

in being explored by Keats . His poetry contains a wealth of 

olfactory sensations . The fragrance of flowers gives us 

most of hi s olfactory responses: 

fuile t he ni ght breeze doth softly let us know 
My t errace is well bower'd with or anges .l 

• . • Sometimes 
A s cent of violets, and blossoming limes, 
Loiter 1 d around us. • • • 2 

Ag ain it is fl owers: 

I cannot see what flowers are at my feet 
Nor what soft i ncense hangs upon the boughs 
But , in embalmed darkness, guess each s-vJeet 
Wherewith the seasonable month endows 
The gr ass , the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild.3 

Hi s be loved violets p roduced these lines: 

• • • • the rose 4 Blendeth its odor with the violet. 

Though flowers g ave Keats most of his olfactory r e sponses, 

different incenses interested him, as in 

and 

Before each l ucid pannel fuming stood 
A censer fed Hith myrrh and spiced wood.5 

luFragments of the Castle Builders , 11 11 • .33-34. 

2Endymion, Bk . I , 11. 666-668 . 

3"ode to a Nightingal e , 11 11 . 41-45. 

4The Eve of St . ~~' 11 . 320 - 321. -------
5Lamia, 11 . 175-176. 
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Forgetful ness of eve~rthing but bliss 1 
And clouded all the al t ar Hith soft smoke. 

Tac tile imagery was a deli gh t to Keats. He often 

used it in connection with other senses, to strengthen and 

s upport them, as well as alone. An ill ustr a tion of his use 

of tactile sense in connection with another sense follow s: 

"In fragrance soft and coolne ss to the eye . " 2 

Another such use is found again in 

• • t he small warm rain 
Melts out the frozen i ncense from all flower s . 3 

~1e adjective soft is used with a verb in some instances, as 

"Thy hai r soft-lif ted by the winnovJing wind.~~~-

Through ad jec t ives Ke ats achieved the atmosphere he desired, 

as in these line s : 

. . • • on the rJe stern window panes 
The chi lly sunset faintly told 5 
Of immatur 1d green vall i e s cold, 

and the opposite effect is achieved here : 

t hey th i nk warm days will never ce a~e , 
For Summer has o 1er brimmed their clrunmy cells. 

lThe Fall of Hyperio~ Bk. I, 11 . 104-105. ---
2Hyper ion, I, 1. 210. 

3rbid., I , 11. 98-99. 

4uode to Autumn, 11 1. 13. 

5"The Eve of St. Mark," 11. 6- 8. 

6"ode to Autumn, n 11. 10-11. 



His use of touch here is realistic and reminiscent of his 

trip to Scotland: 

"When weary feet forget themselves upon the pl e asant 
turf . "l 

Keats 's gustatory i magery is scattered throughout 

h i s poetry . At times it is richly sensuous; at others, 
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delicate and discriminating, serving to clarify or enhance 

some mood or some other image. Host of the gustatory image s 

reve al the actual and show both appreciative t aste and beauty . 

Here is wine 
Alive with spark les--never, I aver, 
Since Ariadne was a vintager, 
So cool a pur ple: taste these juicy pears , 
Sent me by sad Vertumnus , when his fears 
Were high about Pomona: here is cream 
Deepening to richness from a snowy gle am-
SH'eet er than that nurse Amal thea skinnn' d 
For t he boy Jupiter.2 

Keats 's love of wine was usually richly sensual: 

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.3 

The phrase 11honey'd wings" of the bees emphasizes the image 

in these lines: 

Of mealy sweets , which myriads4of bees 
Buzz from their honey'd wings. 1 

1 1 Lines Written in the Highlands after a Visit to 
Burns's Country , 11 1. 9. 

2Endymion, II, 4L~l-449 • 

3node to a Ni ghtingale, 11 11. 1)-18. 

4Endymion, II, 996-997. 
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His most outstanding and luAurious gustator y lines are these: 

he from forth the closet brought a heap 
Of candied apple, quince, and plum, and gourd ; 
t'lith jellies soother than the creamy curd, 
And lucent syrups, tinct with cinnamon, 
:Hanna and dates , in argosy transfer1, 1 d 
From Fez; and spiced dainties, everyone, 
From silken Samarcand to cedar 1d Lebanon . l 

Organic responses in Keats are often found in connec-

tion with music, and the effects are produced through an 

effect of vibration: 

Voices of soft proclaim, and stir 
Of string s i n hol l ow shells . 2 

There is a throbbing or vibrating sensation in these lines : 

These, these will give the world another heart, 
And other pulses, Hear ye not the hum 
Of mighty workings?3 

In the following line Keats endows sweet peas with kinaesthetic 

impulses : 

"Here are sweet peas on tip-toe for a flight. n~-

In another example he describes the goddess Thea thus : 

• • • • she would have ta 1 en 
Achi lles by the hair, and bent his neck; 
Or with a finger stay' d I xi on 1 s v-rheel. 5 

lThe Eve of St. Agnes , 11. 262-270. ------
2Hyperion, Bk . I, 11. 130-131. 

3"Great Sp iri t s Now On Earth are Sojourning, 11 

11 . 11-14. 

4 '1I Stood Tip - toe, 11 1. 57· 

5~~ion, Bk. I, 11 . 28-30. 
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In making sensory experiences vital and alive, in 

awakening his r eader to a realization of what t here was in 

his work, Keats used all the resources at his co~nand, and 

they were many. He had "mul titudes of concrete images with 

which his memory and imagination" were haunted. 1 He also 

noted "their colour and significance, their quality of 

ass ociation and suggestion. " 2 He was nt h e genius of living 

evocation."3 He came to love more and more the intense, 

concrete epithet and image. He had an instinctive and 

intuitive de light in concentrated , condensed expressions, 

and his verse r eflects his working toward the achievement 

i n his lines of as much dynamic power and intensity as they 

will bear . At first t his seems to have been instinctive and 

to have been applied to epithets, imagery, and lines only. 

Later, as he became mor e conscious of the direction of his 

love and genius , he worked consciously and diligently to 

load every rift of his subject with ore as he had advised 

Shelley to do . To achieve t he force and intensity he wanted 

he sought the exact word and the phys ically applicable word. 

He came to ally sensory images, uniting and fusing and bring

ing to bear upon one epithet all the resources of several 

lcolvin, ~· cit., p . 128. 

2rbid . 

3rbid. 
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senses t hat that point would bear . Occasionally confusion 

of senses was not limited to an epithet , for at times , he 

condensed within one line or within two lines sever a l images, 

each of which related to a different sense. Some epithets 

wer e endowed with sympathetic touches which he as a poet 

perceived . He strengthened epithets by allyi ng them with the 

sense of touch . He was fond of statical epithets. 1 Concen-

tration, he often p roduced by the frequent use of epithets 

ending i n ed. 2 He used kinaesthea, synesthesia, and empathy 

with startl ing effectiveness . Nouns , adjectives, and verbs 

were his tools when he invented special devices to p roduce 

conc r e teness and intensity . 3 These and other devices that 

produce intensity are abundantly present in all Keats's 

poetry. The compactness, concentr ation, and intensity of 

i ndividual epithets and lines , Keats extended to his entire 

poems as he grew in poetic power . The supreme manifestation 

of concentration and intensity he r eached in t~e great odes 

of 1819 . 

As we have observed, Keats's imagery became complex 

i n his effort to reach the exact intense and concentrated 

Keats 

1Fo gle , 

2walter 
(London: 

££· cit ., pp . 26-184. 

Jackson Bate , ~ Sty listic Development of 
Oxford University Press, 1945), pp . 86-8~ 

3l£!£., pp . 92-96 . 
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effect he desired. Synaesthesia, or the confusion or trans-

ference of senses, in Keats was the result of this desire. 

He had an abundance of vivid sensory images, and he could 

therefore slip from one sensory experience into another as 

connotation or association directed . Auditory, tactual, 

olfactory, and visual sugges tion he joined in such lines as 

these: 

Mid hush 1 d, coo~-rooted flo~ers, fragrant-e1ed, 
Blue , silver-Whlte , and Tyr•lan. • . • • 

Sight, odor, and touch he mingled in this description of 

Hyperion 's palace door: 

• . • like a rose in vermeil tint and shape 
In fragrance soft, and coolness to the eye.2 

He made appeal to sight, touch, and hearing in lines such as : 

"Pale, latticed, chill , and silent as the tomb. 113 

He also endowed his images of this nature with symp athetic 

human touches: 

11 And still they were the same bright patient stars. 114 

"Feebly she laughed in the languid moon. 115 

Warm inti mate bodily sensations he attributed to the stars: 

1110de to P sycbe, 11 11. 13-14. 

2Hyperi<2!!, Bk. I, 11. 207-210 • 

3The Eve of St. Agnes, 1. 113. ------
4Hyperion, Bk. I , 1. 74. 

5The Eve of St. Agnes, 1. 127. -----



11While , like he l d breath , the stars drew in their 
pantin g fires."l 

Color he gave to bcdily fee l ing in these line s: 

The colours are inflamed throughout her train, 
She writhed about , convuls 1d with scarlet pain.2 
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This confusion or transference of senses resulted in some of 

his most vivid , startling, and arresting of sensations. It 

increased in complexity and b e au ty as he continued to write 

and as he became more conscious of his striving for intensity. 

This type of imagery, which is rich in his poetry, was a 

result of a complete bodily and mental appreciation to which 

Keats 's sense organism responded as a wh ole. 

Keats's empathic power, the ability to think and 

feel himse lf into an object, was indeed strong and extensive. 

His empathy there fore is highly compex and varied, being at 

once instinctive , sensuous , and i ntuitional, the result of 

balanced sensory perceptions and an intell ectual self-aware

ne ss . The following lines give a concentrated vividly 

empathic description of the physic a l agonies of Hyperion : 

At this , through all his bulk an agony 
Crept gradual, from the f ee t un to the crown. 
Like a lithe serpent vast and muscular, 
:f\1aking slow way, with head and n e ck convuls 1d 
Fr om over-strained night . . 3 

lr • Jam1a, I, 1 . 300 . 

2rbid ., 11 . 153-154. 

3Hyperion , Bk . I , 11. 259-263. 



Movement , and sound, and ecstasy are in these lines: 

What men and gods are these? 1rJhat maidens loth? 
'\lfuat mad pursuit? ~Jhat struggl e to escape? 
vfuat p i pes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?1 
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It is by the absence of feeling and motion that empathy is 

produced in these lines : 

Upon t he sodden ground 
His old right hand lay n~rveless, listless, dead , 
Unscep ter'd. • . . • 

Static imagery is seen i n the lines: 

And still t he se two were postured motionless, 
Like natur al sculpture in cathedral cavern. 3 

Keats 's images were often static. In fact, he defined poetry 

itself in a static i mage , saying it is 

the supreme of po\-Jer 
' Tis migh t half slumbering on i ts own right arm.4 

Keat s's l ove of objects, human, natural, and artistic 

and his ability to make minute , close observation l ed him to 

strive earnestly fo r the exact word or expression and resulted 

in some poetic t e chniques peculiarly his own . One device by 

I,Jhi ch he secur ed comp r ession , concentration, and intensity 

was his use of the acc ented syllable ed . Instances of such 

usages are these : 11 v-1 armed jewels"5; 11 Tall oaks, branch-

1 11 0de on a Gr ecian Ur n , 11 11. 8-10. 

2HyperioD, Bk . I , 11. 17-19. 

3Ibid., Bk . I, 11. 85- 86 . 

4 11sleep and Poetry," 11. 236-237 · 

5The Eve of St . _!gne.§_, 1. 238. 
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charmed 11 1 ; ngl obed peonie s n2 ; "embalmed darlmessn3; uiced 

gus ts . 114 His use of compounds is a further evidence of this 

striving for intensified expression: "Hi ld - ridged mountains u5; 

"cool-rooted flowers 116 ; "leaden- eyed despairs 11 7; 'ifar-foarned 

sands . 11 8 His r epetition of adjectives , verbs , or nouns 

helped secure the same effect as in "hush ' d, cool-rooted 

f l owers , fragrant-eyed "9 and again in 

and 

No voice , no l ute , no pipe, no incense sweet 
From chain-swung cense r teeming; 
No sbrine, no grave , no oracle, no heat 
Of pale-mouth ' d prophet dreaming . lO 

"Perchance speak, kneel , touchi kiss--in sooth 
such things have been. "1 

Another frequent device was the initial use of a verbal : 

1Hyper_ion, I , 1 . 74. 

2 11 0de to Ne 1 ancho ly, II 1 . 17 . 

3"ode to a Nightingale, 1 . 43 . 

4rrh~ .Eve of St . Agn~, 1 . 327 . 

~ n 
/ 11 Qde to Psyche, 1. 55 . 

6~. ' 1. 13 . 

7 11 ode to a Ni ghtingale , 11 1 . 28. 

8Hyperion , II , 1 . 172 . 

9 11 Qde to Psyche,'1 1. 13 . 

lOibid ., 11. 32-35 . 

llThe Eve ,Qf St . Agnes, 1. 81. 
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Flush ing his bro-vJ, and in his pained hear t 
Hake purple riot. 1 

Wo rds such as ache or ~ Keats at times used very effect ively , 

as for examp l e in 

11M'y heart aches , "' ~ d a d b · r1 ~~ r owsy num ness palns my 
sense . 11 2 

and 

11 For e ver panting, and f or ever young ."3 

Tnese and other devices , Keat s used with consummate power to 

pr oduce the effect he wished to achieve. Hi s i mage r y 

expresses his delight in and accep tance of the world and his 

p erception of the r elati onsh i p between it various f or ms and 

substance s . It is the close union of thought ~od expression 

typical of him. It is the mer ging and fusi on of aes the t ic 

app r ec iation and creative force . It made his poetry '' great 

ru1d unobtr us ive , a thi ng t o enter one ' s soul. • 

Through t he intensified experience of arrested sen s ations 

Keats has rendered forever alive the world he knew . 

The arts do more than intensify sensations . In 

ta4 

ordinary living , routine repetition s of similar s ituations 

have p r oduce d successfully similar emotional r eactions . We 

lrbid . , 11 . 137-138 . 

2 1 " 1 1 110de to a Ni ghtinga e , • • 

3 If G • U II 1 Ode to a r ec l an rn, • 27 . 

L~The Let ters of John Ke ats , P · 96 . 
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become dulled emo tionall·y as w~ll as sensuously. In the clear 

and ar tful discipline of a novel or a drama or a poem li 0 ur 

emotions become reinstated into a kind of pure intensity . 

Ideas themselves, which in t he abstractions of formal r eason

ing may be thin and cold and external, may become intimate 

and alive in t he pass ionate presentation of poetry and drama." 

Thus Dr . Edman has explained our re actions in ordinary living . 

Keats reinstated emotions that had been dulled in the repeti-

tion of ordinary experience , clarifying and deepening emotional 

incidents of fami liar human res t rictions. Literature rather 

than life t each es peopl e what their native emotions are . 

The little incidents, objects, and chores of everyday 

living found expr ession in Keats 's poetry. Usually, they are 

scattered incidents in the body of longer poems or they are 

material in sonnets. They are a vivid portrayal of segments 

of life found in the day-to-day living o f any hwnan being . 

As exigencies of life , they are unhe eded , they make no imprint, 

they arouse no emotion. 1~ith Keats it was different . He 

found p leasure and beauty in small thing s , a ye lloH cowslip , 

or a new l aid fi r e , or a simple emotional experience . ~fuat 

he found in them makes others, too, stop and look and become 

emotionally awake to 1-1hat their senses reveal of the things 

of the world . These poetic incidents are a rewarding study . 

They reve al aesthetic appreciation and intens ity of living in 



what are usually regarded as the tri vi ali ties o:f li:fe. A 

fresh l aid f i r e was for Ke ats material for poetry : 

Small, busy flames play through fresh laid coals, 
And thin fain t cr acklings o'er our silence creep 
Like whispers of the household gods that keep 
A gentle empire o ' er fr aternal souls . l 

The morning shadows he d i d not let pass unnoticed : 

non morning shadows streaking to slimness . 112 
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The quiet atmosphere of t he Sabbath with the ringi ng o:f church 

bells , croHds attending e vening prayer, the ef:fects o:f April 

showers--all he recorded in poetry : 

Upon a Sabba th-day it fell; 
Twice ho l y was the Sabbath-bell, 
That call ' d the folk to evening prayer; 
The city streets were cle an and fair 
From wholesome drench of April r ains .3 

A familiar expe ri ence , part of the cultur al heritage o:f his 

r ace, he delineated in these lines from the srune poem: 

THi ce holy was the Sabbath-bell : 
The silent streets wer e crowded well 
With staid and p ious compani e s , 
Warm f rom their fire - side orat ' ries; 
And moving -vri th demurest air, 
To even- song and vesper prayer. 
Each arched porch, and entry low, 
Was fi l led wit h patient folk and slow, 
With whispers hush, and shuffling feet4 
While p layed the organ loud and sweet . 

1"To Ny Brothers , 11 11. 1- 4 . 

2"Epistle to Charles Cowden Clarke," 1 . 87 . 

3"The Eve of St . Mark, 11 l l. 1-5. 

4Ibid . , 11. 13-22. -
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He was symp athetic to the boy he had been and to boyhood's 

p leasures : 

And there in strife no burning thoughts to heed, 
I'd bubble up t he water through a re ed; 
So re aching back to boy-hood : make me ships 
Of moulted feathers, touchwood, alder chips, 
Wi t h leaves stuck in them; and the Neptune be 
Of their petty ocean. Oftener, heavily , 
When love-lorn hours have left me less a child, 
I sat contemp lating t he fi gure s wild 
Of o ' er-head clouds melting the mirror through . 1 

There was a naughty boy 
And a naughty boy was he 

He kept little fishes 
In washing tubs three 

I n spite 
Of the mi ght 
Of the maid 
Nor afraid 
Of his Granny- good 
He often would 
Hurly burly 
Get up early 
And go 
By hook or crook 
To the brook 
And bring home 
TJiiller ' s t humb. 2 

Keats 's understanding of v arious phases of lif e 

elicited some poetry in a light and humorous vein, such as: 

Her Highness' pug-dog--got a sharp rebuff --
She wish ' d a grune at whist--made t hree r e vokes-
Turn'd from myself , her partner , in a huff.3 

A holiday crowd , the color, the confusion, the noisy , restless 

l Endymion, 11. 879 - 887. 

2nA Song About Myself," 11. 60-76. 

3 11 The Cap and Bells, 11 11. 699-701. 
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crowds--th e ent i r e scene he compressed into the intense image 

the p antin& streets i n the first l ine . 

Onward we floated o ' er the p anting streets , 
That seem' d throughout Hith uphe l d faces paved; 
Look where we will, our bird's-eye vision mee ts 
Le gions of holiday; bright standards waved , 
And flut t ering ensi gns emulously craved 
Our minute 's glance; a busy t hunde rous roar, 
From square to square , runong the b uilding s raved. 1 

The household pet he quite firmly and finely etched in these 

lines : 

Cat ! who hast pass'd thy grand climacteric, 
How many mic e and r a ts hast in thy days 
Destroy 1d? --Ho w many tit bits stolen? Gaze 
With thos e bright l anguid sements green , and prick 
Those velvet ears--but pr ' ythee d o not stick 
Thy lat ent talons in me--and upraise 
Thy gentle mew--and tell me all thy frays 
Of fish and mice, and rats and tender chick. 
Nay, look not down, nor lick thy dainty wrists-
For all the wheezy asthma,--and for all 
Thy tail's tip is nick 'd off--and though the fists 
Of many a maid have g iven thee many a maul, 
Sti ll is t hat fur as soft as when the lists 
In youth thou enter 1dst on glas s bottled wall.2 

Literature rather t han life t eaches people wha t their 

nati ve emo tions are . In poetry our emotions become rein-

stated to a pur e intensity. Sometimes phr ases, epithet s, or 

lines of p oe try have a poignancy, a power of arousing emotion 

that c annot be explained in ordinary pr ose . The appeal is t o 

l ibid ., 11. 730-736. 

211To Mrs. Reynold's Cat . 11 
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the emotions , t h rough the evocative wor d, the rhythm and 

me lody, or the thought . Lines of this kind have b een called 

wonder-working c ouplets . They are concentrated and sugges-

tive . Interpretation varies with the mood and cultur e of 

t he reader. Extraordinary richness of impression is present 

in them. They are at their finest :in t h e lines that Arnold 

called a touch stone: 

Charm' d ma,p.:ic casement s, opening on the foam 
Of perilous seas, :in faery lands fo rlorn.l 

Some one has said t he f ollowing lines contain all one cru1 say 

about a fo r est: 

Far , far around shall all the dark -clustered trees 
Fledge t he wild-ridged mountains steep by steep . 2 

The alliteration perhaps explains the appeal of the se line s : 

'Twas a day 
More subtle c adenced, mo r e forest wild 
Than Dryope ' s lone lulling of her chi l d . 3 

The magic of these lines is beyond analysis : 

Ah, what can ail thee , wretched wi ght, 
Alone and palely loitering; 
The sedge is wither' d from the l ake , 
And no bird sings.4 

The poem selected to conclude this study of Keats ' s 

p oetry is "To Autw'1ll1, 11 which critics cons ider one of his mo st 

1 11 0de to a Ni ghtingale, 11 11. 69-70 . 

2 11 0de to Psyche," 11. .5.5-.56. 

3Endymion, I , 93 - 95 . 

4"La Belle Dame Sans Herci," 11. 1-4. 



119 

faultless poems and one which shows h im at the height of his 

powers . Again in it, the method by which Keats awakens 

emotional l y dull and lethargic minds to be auty is to be 

observed. The poem was composed af ter a Sunday 1 s walk in 

the fine weather; the sun and skies of September, and the 

warm look of t he stubble-field gave him such intense pleasure 

that he carne home and , as he briefly com.rnented, 11 cornposed upon 

it . '' To understand something of the manner in l-Ihich he com-

posed , the writer has consulted studies of his methods of 

composit i on as made by Amy Lowell in John Keats , M. R. Ridley 

in Keat s ' Craftsmanship , and H. Buxton Porman in The Complete 

Poeti cal Wor ks of John Keats . From thes e studies we may judge 

that Keat s was conscientiously striving for that "delic ate and 

trembling snail-horn perfection of beauty"l he so admired, 

that concretene ss and intensity he demanded of every work of 

art . The three are in pr actically unanimous agreement as to 

Keats 's corrections and revisions . Therefore I summarize , 

with extensive quotation the study made by M. R. Ridley.2 The 

beginning of t h e second stanza : 

Who hath not seen thee? for thy haunts are many 
Sometimes whoever seeks for thee may find 

Keats altered to 

lThe Letters of ~ Keats , P· 129. 

2Q£. cit ., p . 285 . 



Who hath not seen t hee of t amid they stores: 
Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find 
Thee sitting careless on a granary floor 
Thy hair soft lifted by the winnowing wing 
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He de l e ted t he final .§_ of stores, and changed -vring to wind. 

''Now," says Ridley, 11 the real troubles begin." He 

quotes ; 

bus h-y 
Whi l e bright the Sun s l ants through the barn; 
Or sound asleep in a half reaped field 
Dosed with re~ popp ies; while they reep ine hook 
Spares form Some slumbrous , 

and comments : 

At this point t he lines , 1-1hich have clearly been going 
from bad to worse, stop al together , and no rhyme for 
field is in sight anyway . The next stage is some 
minor tinkering . The line about the sun, and the next 
line , are deleted altogether, and the second r e - written 
as 

on on a half re ap 'd furrow sound asleep 

(i. e . intending not to delete the Or and to write Qg 
once only), then Some sltunbrous is deleted, and under 
it written 

minutes whi l e warn slumpers creep 

So that now he has in front of him 

hue ley 
While bPight ~~slants t h rel:igh: ~barn 
on on a half r eap ' d furrow sound asleep 
~eound asleep 4-H -a- half reaped field 
Dosed with r ead poppi es; while they reeping hook 
Sp ares form S€Hl18 sl'Yml3Po~:e 

minutes while wam slumpers creep 

That has at l eas t achieved a rhyme; but if the line 
about the sun is to disappear altogether the r hyme is 
in the wrong place; none of it is very satisfactory; 



and the ~ sound has got out of hand . So Keats 
cancels t h e whole passage with some vigorous cross
hatching, and begins all over again, using the re
v.rri tten sixth line as the fifth, and improving the 
old seventh for use as the new sixth . 

121 

Or on a half r e ap' d furrow sound asleen 
Dos ' d with the f ume of poppies, while thy hook 
Spares for ~ome slumbrous minutes the next swath; 

So far , so good ; and as any troubles about a r hyme for 
the unpr omising s v-rath are still fo ur lines off he goe s 
on his way rejoicingT 

And sometimes like a gleans thost dost keep 
Steady thy laden head ac r oss the brook 
Or by a Cyder-press with patent l ook 
Thou. 

Continuing in his half-humorous mood , Ridl ey says : 1 

Now what about t h e swath, \,Jai ting four lines above for 
its rhyme. But the Cyder-press is go ing as well as 
can be , so for the moment l e ave t he swath, and finish 

wat ches t the last oozing hot~s by hours 

and novl go back and get the rhyme, even if we have to 
sacrifice in the process the i dea of t he tenacious 
slumper s which has hung onto existence through two 
corrections . 

Spars the next swath and all its t wined flowers ; 

The copy in t he Woodhouse l e t ter omits to notice the 
c anc ellation of the s of stores; corrects some 
spel lings, but writes Stready f or Steady; does some 
punctuating; reads a brook for the brook, and Dased 
for Dos ' d , either an easy misre ad i ng of a 1r1ord so 
written that it might b e either, or a deliberate 
alteration; and gr eatly accentuates the opiate z 
sound of the l ast line by r eading oozings for o~zing . 

The l ast stanza contains the picture that was 
the germ of the whole poem. It starts easily enough: 

12£. cit ., p . 286. 
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~mere are the songs of Sping? Aye where are they? 
Think not of them thou hast thy music too--
While a gold cloud gilds the soft dying day 
And 

at this po int he sees that the cloud still being singu
lar, And touches is going to be awiD1ard, so he deletes 
An~ and writes Touching the, and then, goes back to 
the third, which will clearly not do as it is with the 
redundance of gi lds and gold . First he deletes ~' 
makes cloud into clouds and cancels the ~ of gilds , 
and be gins to emend gold , possibly t o ye llo1r1, but before 
ge tting far with it scratches it out and writes barred 
above . Finally he finds a word which will g ive him the 
alliteration that led to the redundance, and cancels 
gild and writes in bloom. Then he goe s back to the un
finished fourth l ine , finds that it will now do in its 
original form and so reverts to that , and we have 

Where are the songs of Sping ? Aye wh ere are they? 
Think not of them thou hast thy music too--
Whi le barred clouds bloom the soft dying day 
And touch the stibble pl ains with rosy hue --
Then in a wailful quire the small gnats mourn 
Among the river sallows, on t he borne afots 
Or sinking as the light wind lives and dies 
Then And full grown Lambs loud bleat fro m hilly 

bourn, 
Hedge crickets sing , and now again full soft 
The Redb r e ast whistles from a garden croft 
And new flock still 

the l ast four words immedi ate ly deleted , and below written 

Gathering Swallows titter in the Skies 

and then And which I think began as Th~ written in 
before Gath'ering and Gathering itself changed to 
Gather 'd.l 

The poem is an excellent exarr~le of Keats's intui

tional feeling into the nature of thing s , a stepping from 

1 QE. cit., p . 287. 
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simple sensation to complex perception, as was noted at the 

end of Chapter II in the poet ' s account of the origin of the 

poem. Aut umn he fe lt had a pervasive warmth, a plumpness 

and ripeness . The human f i gures appear ed against a back

gr ound of natur a l beauty . The stubble p l ains had a rosy hue . 

The day was soft dying. In the full blown s eason the red

breast wh is tled with a soft treble. A wailful choir of small 

gn ats moaned in the r iver s allow s . The light wind lived and 

di ed . Thus Keats wove a del icate sensuousne ss into hi s mean

ing . 

The imagery in t he poem is of the au tumn s eason. 

Autumn is a static fi gure found sitting careless on the 

granar y floor, her hair soft-lifted by the lightest of 

bre ezes , or l ying as leep on a half-reaped furroVJ drowsed 

with the pe rfume of popp ies, her ho ok likewise stilled . Per

hap s like a gl eaner she steadied her l aden head slowly and 

carefull y or wat ched the cider presses in patience hour after 

hour . In t hese images Keats has caught the soft , still repose 

of auttmm ripeness , its promi s e fulfilled, its harvest waiting . 

The iambics of t he poem ar e packed and weighted . They 

move heavily, slowly, adding to the at mospher e of repose . The 

consonant s are subtly used to give the sensations of the 

r ounded ,l p lump ed out fruits of warm September : 

l Fo gl e , QE • cit ., p . 65 . 



To bend with apples the mos s'd cottage-trees, 
And fil l all r"ru i t with .E,ipeness to the core ; 
To swell the gourd , and plump the hazel shells 
With a sweet kernel ; to set budding more -
And still rnore ,-late_£ f l owers for the be~s, 
Until they think warm days will never cease 
Fo r Sumrn.eE_ has o 1 e_£ -brimm 1 d their clammy ceils .1 

12ll 

In September of 1819 Ke ats was at the height of his 

poetic powers . As an artist he understood t he condi tions of 

l ife ; and in the composing of hi s poetry , he turned th e 

materials of his expe rience to the most interesting and 

exquisi t e account . He made his world alive and a p l easure 

to behold . The gr ossness, the discord , and t he ugly i n 

actua l experience he t ransmuted into poetry that coul d b e 

contemp l ated with delight . Emotions , nuances of f eeling, 

subtleties of thought found expression in his poetry which 

clarified , intens ified , and interpreted life . He arrested 

sensation, making his reader tingle Hith delight in t he 

experi ences of color , of sight, and of sound as He l l as of 

odor and of taste . He reinstated emotions dulled in the 

repetit i ons of ordinary experiences, clarifying and deepening 

emotional incidents of familiar human existence . A perfect 

blendlng of aesthet ic experience and creative imagination 

resulted in Keats ' s poetry. The beautiful and ser ene 11 0de to 

Autumn '' is an example of the i ntensity t~at we have disc ussed 

in this thesis : 

lLL 5 - 11. 



Season of mists and me llow f ruitfulness , 
Close bosom- friend of the maturing sun; 
Conspiring with him how to load and b l ess 
vn th fruit t he vines t hat r ound the thatch-e aves run; 
To bend vJi th apple s the moss ' d cottage- trees, 
And fill all fruit with ripeness to t he cor e ; 
To sHell the gourd, and p l ump the hazel shells 
1-Ii th a swee t kernel; to set budd i ng more , 
And still more , lat er f lowers f or t he bees, 
Until they think warm days will never cease , 
For Summer has o ' er-brirn.rn ' d their clamnry cells. 

~fuo hath not seen thee oft amid t hy store? 
Sometimes whoever seek s abro ad may find 
Thee sit ting carel ess on a granary f l oor , 
Thy hair sof t-lif ted by the winnovJing wind ; 
Or on a hal f -reap ' d furrow sound asleep, 
Dr ows 1d with t he fume of p opp ies, while thy hook 
Spar e s the n ext swath and all its twined flmvers: 
And s ome times like a gleaner thou dos t keep 
Steady thy l aden head acros s a brook ; 
Or by a cyder-pres s, with patient look, 
Thou watches t the l a s t oozings hours by hours . 

Where are t he songs of Spring ? Ay , where are they ? 
Think not of them, thou hast thy music t oo,-
vfui l e barred clouds bloom the soft-dyi ng day, 
~nd touch the s t ubble - plains with r osy h ue; 
~~en in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn 
Among the ri ver sallows, bor ne aloft 
Or sinking as the light wi nd lives or dies ; 
And ful l-gr own l ambs loud bleat from hi lly bourn; 
Hedge -crickets sing; and now with t r eble soft 
The red - br east whis tles from a garden-croft ; 
And gathering swal lows twi t ter in the skies . 
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