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PREFACE 

In studying creative work, an investigator should be 

familiar not only with the productions of the artist in ques

tion , but with the forces that influenced the artist. He should 

state his critical estimate of a writer only after he has knowl

edge concerning the author's time, the actual experiences of the 

author , his reading, and his reactions to the stimuli about him. 

He should know something of the principal trends of thought 

which distinguish the period in which his subject lived; he 

should know whether the ideas current were philosophical or 

materi alist ic or scientific . For it is the nature of man that 

he cannot live in the world without reacting in some manner to 

the thoughts of the day, whether in a positive or a negative 

fashion . Perhaps the reaction may not be evident at first 

glance , but if the artist puts a great deal of himself into 

his work , though his work be universal in its appeal, there is 

in it a, certain trace of his age . 

Besides being interested in the problems of environment , 

the investigator also needs to be concerned with the experiences 

which the writer under consideration had; for the experiences of 

an art ist , particularly of a writer , will weave themselves into 

his creation in some manner. In the realist , such evidence is 

readily apparent. In the romanticist , it is subtly brought 

forth from the store of things he knew at first hand . ~ Even in 

the mystic , who dreams. of things unseen , there will be proof of 

his experience. In truth , the artist is not entirely divorced 

from reality . Since man aspires to be as great as the ideas 

iii 



which he has iistilled from his time , from h i s li fe , and from 

his reflections , it is important for the investigator to search 

for the artist ' s reactions to experience . Perhaps h e will find 

his artist organizing the s e reactions int o a philosophy of life 

and art , or only app roximating a balanced view of life . 

Vi th these gene ral ideas in mind , the i nvest i gator 

writes the present study , the main thought of whi ch is Keats's 

debt to science . She divides he r re s earch into four chapters • 

. The first chapter discusses the biological ideas which were 

current in Keats ' s day and the evidence of Keats ' s reaction to 

these i deas . The second deals with Keats 's actua l scientific 

experience : his life a s a surgeon ' s apprentice and his further 

t r a ining i n a hospital . The third treats i n detail }eats 's 

poetic use of material from physiolo gy and anatomy . The fo urth 

deals with the evidence in Keats 's poetry of scient i fic knowl 

edge other than that incl uded in the discussion of his med ical 

informat ion. The conclusion states where in eats 's debt to 
, 

science lay . 

For patient and intelligent assistance i n prepa ring 

the thes i s , I express my grat itud e to Dr. Autrey Nell Wiley , 

who directed this re search . Her i nsp i ration and encour agement 

were essent i a l in the tasks of note-organization and composition . 

To Dr . L. M. Elli son, I owe innumerable sugges tions taken from 

his lectures i n English literature ; to ~u ss Elida M. Pearson , 

I owe many suggest ions taken from her lectures on baoteriology 

and medical practices and ga ined from confer ence s with her . 

Dr. Sarah Bedichek has been hel pful in giv i ng me ideas concerntng 
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comparative anatomy and evolution . From Dr . Amos L. Herpld, I 

have gained several ideas for the thesis . To all of these , 

my instructors , I gladly express my sincere appreciat ion and 

gratitude . 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION : KEATS ' S HERI TAGE IN BIOLOGICAL SCI ENCE • 

In connection with a study of the period in which John 

Keats lived (1795- 1821) , the relation between science and modern 

life has significance , for at that time the foundations of mod

ern science were being laid . I f i t is still being declared that 

we are gaining knowledge and a cquiri ng control of stupendous 

forces faster than we are developi ng ab i l i ty to control our

selves and to be entrusted wi th these new forces , 1 how much 

greater must have been the confl ict between scientific reason

ing and the emotions in the earl y part of the nineteenth century l 

During those years , doubt concerning established ideas was re

placed by equally doubtful new conceptions . The pre - Darwinists 

were not sure tha t their theory of man ' s gradual development wa s 

true . In truth , only recently has thi.s theory been proved to 

the satisfaction of most thinking people . Sir Arthur Keith , in 

an address given several years ago , "showed that fifty years of 

fossil study had given extraordinary confirmation to the general 

outline of the evolutionary conception , had placed it , indeed , 

upon well- nigh i mpregnable foundations . "2 Since biologists were 

just beginning to bring together the disturbing evidence that 

1From a sermon by the Bi shop of Renan , quoted by Frank 
W. Cushwa and Robert N. Cunningham , Wi~z of ~'hinking a_nd Writing 
(New York : Charles Scribner ' s Sons , 6J, p . 60 . -

2Robert Andrews Mi llikan in 11 Science and Modern Life," 
a p~rt of Science and the New Cillilizati on (New York : Charles 
Sc:ibner ' s Sons , 1930) , included in WNys of Thinking and Writing , 
edited by Frank w. Cushwa and Robert • Cunningham (New York : 
Charles Scribner's Sons , 1936) , p . 60 . 

1 
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man ' s history did not coincide ~1th the tradit ional i deas n 

the subject , every thinking erson of he time was aski ng ques

tions . How had the develo ent s ggested by sc i entists come 

abo t? ·· hat was i ts s i gni f i cance i n relat· on to c: com rehen

s"ive view of life? Nhat was t 1e ex lana tion of ature' way 

of enabling t~e fittest to surv i ve at i sfa ctor y answers , a s 

scientific truths , were not to be had at that t i me~ Bes ides 

the queries proposed by the biologi sts of the per i od , there were 

those produced by workers in the f ields of chemistry and phys ics , 

the pa rent sciences of b i ology . I f acceptable answers to the 

questions of life i n general were reached by men similar to 

Keats , they were li ke ly to be mingled wi th faith in man 's pro

gress based on little scientific proof and with realizat i ons of 

the darker s i des of li fe . The modern evolutionary philosophy 

which has given a new emotional , forward-looking bas i s to life , 

had not yet found a ccep tance i n the early nineteenth century; 

so emot iona l unrest a s well as intellectual doubt and quest i oning 
, 

was characteristi c of t he period . · ven those romanticists who 

possessed faith in something were not wi tho ut some vest i ge of 

emotiona.l and i ntellec tua l gro · i ng . } eats was not an exception. 

In the history of biological t ho ught , the nineteenth cen

tury will always be regarded a s a tr emendous epoch , not only for 

the general idea s whi ch it _produced but also for the spec i f'i c re 

search which came cut of the period . Founda tions for the extreme 
-

amount of interes t in bi ological research a t this t i me had been 

l a id by the natural - philosophical school of the l atter part of 

the ei ghteenth century . hi losophers before 1 800 had been debat -

ing over me chanistic concept i ons of li fe , and t he i r controversies 
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gave birth to an enthusiastic study of natural life . The sig

nificance of the natural-philosophy of the l a tter part of the 

ei ghteenth century is well stat ed. by rik Nordenskiold. in his 

~ History of Biology : 

The service it ha s rendered to humanity lies in the 
lively interest for the study of na ture which it evoked i n the 
sc i entists of its era--an interest in striving to f ind law- bound 
phenomena in existence . Otherwis e its age certainly specialized 
in speculation upon abstract i deas , as Hegel and his school would 
have it; but the fact that dur ing this period the study of na
ture did not disappear altogether nor degenerate into a mere 
handicraft is at any rate due in no small measure to natural phil
osophy . Many of its ideas , indeed , recur , in a more fr less re
vi sed form , in the biology of the nineteenth century, 

Inasmuch as natural philosophy was developed by men who were more 

philosophic than scientific in their approach , its relation to 

biology diminished at the beginning of the nineteenth century , but 

the early relation of the two was still remembered . Perhaps this 

is the reason that Kea.ts uses the term "old philosophy" in ex

pres sing a desire for more knowledge : 

Pangs are in vain , until I grow ~igh-rife 
i i th old Philosophy. 

The transition from natural philosophy to modern biology 

did not occur as the result of the work of any one scientist . Dur

ing the early part of the nineteenth century , biologists wer e paving 

the way for Charles Darwin ' s Or i gin of Species , published in 1859 . 

The principal biological work during the l ast decade or so of the 

eighteenth century and the first decade of the nineteenth century 

was in the field of comparative anat omy , or in works which finally 

1Erik Nordenski'old , The History£! Biology : A survey , 
trans . Leonard Bucknall Eyre\N"ew York : Alfred A. Knopf , 1928) , 
P . 298 . 

2John Keats , "Lines on Seeing a Lock of' Milton ' s 
The Poetical Works of Jo.r..n Keats (ed . H. Buxton Fo rman ; 
Oxford University Pres's:-I934) , 11 . 30- 31 , .P • 301 • . 

Ra.fr, ." 
London : 
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resulted in the science oi' comparative anatomy . In this work we 

find elements derived from the scientific research of the two 

preceding centuries which sought a mechanical explanation of 

nature . There are also elements derived from the natural philos

ophy which tried to answer by theory those questions which science 

had been compelled to leave unsolved . A few examp_les of the exact 

natural research , representative of the transition to modern biol 

ogy , will make clearer the status of biological thought a t the be

ginning of the nineteenth century . 

I . The Work of Vicq d 'Azyr and Keats's 
Conception of Nature 

Felix Vi cq d ' Azyr , born in 1748 at Valogne , France , was 

a physician whose practical career i ncluded work on epidemics , 

veterinary sur gery , and organizational problems of medicine . His 

theoretical research in anatomy and physiology , however , is the 

work in which he contributed most to the development of biology . 

He said ' tha t the study of anatomy should be taken up from the 

point of view of comparative ana tomy , as created by Daubenton , 

and should proceed to physiological theories . He found the essen

tial difference between animate beings and inanima te things to be 

that pl ants and animals possess common char·acteristics which stones 

and minerals lack . The old comparison between t he growth of the 

crystal and of the organism he rejected. He cl assified the func 

tions of the organi sm thus : (1) di gestion , (2) nutrition , (3 ) 

ci rculation , {4) respiration , (5) secretion , (6) ossificat ion, 

(7) generation , (8 ) irritability , (9 ) sens ibility . These various 

functions , and the organs relating to them, he examined in differ 

ent life forms . The system which he introduced i ndicates a keener 



5 

eye for the life functions than that possessed by any of his pre

decessors . Besides contributing to specific biological thought , 

Vicq d'Azyr critici~ed the current theory concerning the essence 

of life , stating that there is nothing to be gained by referring 

to the soul as the cause of a number of phenomena existing only 

in living organisms, that these phenomena should b.e studied 

through observation and experiment . This remarkable Frenchman, 

D'Azyr , also criticized the theory that the different parts of 

the embryo come from the similar parts in the parents , a theory 

held by such a man as Darwin. Thus , D' Azyr foreshadowed views 

expressed by modern students of genetics . Another contribution 

which he made was his reali zation of the necessity for clear 

ideas and unambiguous words in natural science . Of his work i n 

comparative anatomy , his most remarkable contribution is his com

parison of the same organs in different animals . He also broadened 

the comparison between man and apes; -he investigated the teeth of 

the ent'ire vertebrate class ; and he poi nted out the dissimi larity 

in the number and the morphology of teeth in mammals having di ffer

ent habits . For exampl e , he found that a certain shape of tooth 

presupposes a certain type of structure in the extremities and the 

digestive canal , because the animal ' s parts are adapted to h i s mode 

of life . He also went into detail about how these characteristics 

give every animal a special role in nature's struggle amon~ the 

various types of life forms . 

The struggl e in nature among the di fferent forms of life 

was commanding much attention among the pre-Darwinists . That 

Keats was sensitive to thoughts in this particular direction and 

impressed especially by evidence of destruction is illustrated by 
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the following passage , whieh describes nature's cruelty : 

But I saw too distinct into the core 
Of an eternal fierce destruction, 
And so from happiness I far was gone . 
Still am I sick of it , and tho', to-day , 
I ' ve gather'd young spring-leaves , and flowers gay 
Of periwinkle and wild strawberry , 
Still do I that most fierce destruction see ,-
The Shark at savage prey,--the Hawk at pounce ,-
The gentle Robin , like a Pard or Ounce , 
Ravening a worm--Away ye horrid moods , 
Moods of one's mind! You know I hate them we11 .l 

The same note is apparent when Keats writes words which seem pro

phetic of the idea which was later described by the phrase "sur

vival of the fittest": 

'Too far into the sea , where every maw 2 
The greater on the less feeds evermore. 

II . The Work of Johann Blumenbach 
and Keats ' s Mention of Anthro
pology and the Formative Force 

Another great man who helped shape the biological ideas 

of his time was Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, born at Gotha i n 

1752. Re was a comparative anatomist and a pioneer in the branch 

of anthropology. He collected as many skulls and skeletons of as 

many different races of man as he could , and from this collection 

he made a comparison of the characteristics of the different 

races of man. His postulate that the races (Caucasian , Mongol

ian , Ethiopian, American , and Malayan) are varieties of one spe

cies is still believed . 

There i s a passage in Keats which suggests at -least a 

knowledge of the existence of anthropology. In the lines following , 

1 nEpistle to John Hamilton Reynolds," 11. 96-106. 

2"Epistle to John Ham;ilton Reynolds," 11 . 94-95 . 
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which describe the finding of a group of fossils , he says : 

·Of ancient Nox;--then skeletons of man 
Of beast , behemoth , and leviathan , 
And elephant , and eagle , and huge Jaw 
Of nameless monster . A cold leaden awe.l 

Besides studying the races , Blumenbach studied the characteris

tics wherein man differs from the other mammals . His views on 

the primal creating force are also significant . Biologists at 

this time , were greatly interested in the source of life . Blu

menbach believed that development is caused by a special "forma

tive force" 2 which is displayed in the embryo , all kinds of 

growth , regeneration , and reproduction. 

A passage in the poetry of Keats describes light as the 

creative force . Of course , Keats may s i mply have been applying 

an imaginative touch to a story of creation, but the presence 

of the passage indicates that he , too , had given the matter of 

creat ive force some thought . The following story of creation 

has as its inspiring or life-giving agent , light : 

· 'From chaos and parental darkness came 
'Light , the first fruits of the intestine broil, 
'That sullen ferment , whioh for wondrous ends 
' Was ripening in itself . The ripe hour came , 
'And with it light , and light , engendering 
'Upon its own producer , forthwith to~c~'d 
' The whole enormous matter into life . ' 

III . The Work of Scientists Especially Interested 
in the Brain and in Psychiatry 

ti 

Thomas Sommerring (1755-1830) was a. contemporary and an 

equal of Blumenbach. His general conception of nature was 

l"Endymion," Book III, 11. 133-136. 

2 ., 
Nordenskiold, ~ • cit . , p . 307. 

3"Hyperion," Book II, 11 . 191-197 . 
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somewhat influenced by my.stical natural philosophy , though he 

was a careful investigator , especially in anatomy . An interes

ting study which he made was a comparative study of the visual 

and auditory organs in different races of mankind . It is also 

interesting that , for a time, he carried on alchemy , later real-
,, 

izing his delusion . His unusual work concerning t·he brain, Uber 

das Organ der Seele, is a combination of anatomy and philosophy. 

For the first time in scientific history , he treated the sympa

thetic nervous system as independent of the central nervous sys

tem , which is in indirect connection with the brain. In the en

tire study , in which he considerad' the brain as the organ of the 

soul , the author tried to prove that the cerebral nerves open 

into the central cavity of the brain and that the cerebral fluid 

is the organ of consciousness . Nevertheless , he was one of the 

leading anatomists of his day . That Keats was also interested 

in the brain and in nerves is made evident by references in his 

poetry. These references are discussed in Chapter III in the 

section dealing with internal anatomy, but they are mentioned 

here in order that the poet's interest may be understood in re

lation to the general scientific interest of the age. 

Another scientist , Franz Joseph Gall (1758- 1828) ap 

proached more nearly the modern ideas of the brain and nervous 

system. The most brilliant brain- anatomist of his age , he be 

gins with simple nerve-fibre in his discussions of the nervous 

system. The ganglia are clearly described in his works . But 

the work that is of value to the future is his emphasis upon 

the nerve-tracts , his placing of the soul-functions in the cor

tex , and his assumption of hereditary i ntellectual tendencies . 
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This last work did much to -- displace the old idea "tha t all men 

possess like tendencies to virtue a nd genius ."1 

Johann Christian Reil (1759 -1813) was a physician and 

teacher , whose influence on biological thought was many sided . 

Of especial interest was his work in psychiatry , which , he in

sisted , should be elevated to an independent branch of study . 

In the age of pioneers in whi ch he lived , he recorded a nwnber 

of fruitful ideas along with a mass of nonsense . He stated the 

modern concept ion that animal phenomena ca nnot emanate from an 

immaterial soul and that such phenomena are due to the different 

composition i n muscles , nerves , and bones . Here , he learned fr om 

the animal chemistry wh ich began with Lavoisier . Though animal 

chemistry is not discussed in Keats , he does i nd icate a certain 

amount of interest in Rail 's other field , psychiatry . This in

terest is only mentioned here , but it is discussed i n Chap ter II 

in connection with medical psychiatry ; 

IV . The~ ork of Humbo l dt in the Field of Botany 

Shortly before 1799 , Alexander von Humbo ldt (17 69-1859) 

published his investigations concerning the i nfluence of elec

tricity upon muscles and nerves . Hi s principal serv ice to 

science , however , was his work on the effect which different 

environments had upon plants . His research was called vegetable 

geography ; and his representation of plants according to common 

conditions of life instead of ac8ording to species nomenclature 

was a new i dea . 

Whether Keats 's i nterest in botany was due to the work 

1 ,T " 1ordenskiold , op . ~ -, p . 312 . 
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of such men as Hwnboldt , whe ther it came as the result of gen

eral contemporary interest in living pl2nt li fe , or whether it 

was aroused by his academic life at Clarke's school and by his 

medical tra i ning , it is d ifficult to say . Amy Lowell tells us 

that at Clarke 's schoo l , where 1.Ceats went as a bo y , he had an 

o portuni ty to et "the rudiments of s cience- - astr_onomy , eol-

ogy , botany probably , poss i bl y a little phys ic s . 111 he also 

tell s us that during the time eats 1as attend ing this school , 

he "learnt the country and its fauna a nd fl ora , practically by 

heart . 112 Bes i des being stimulated by the curr i culum of a 

boys ' schoo l , and moved . by a natural interest , Keats may have 

been especially interested in botany from a medical point of 

vi ew , for herbs occupied a signif i cant lace i n contemporary 

therapeutic medic i ne . Ye t the fa ct that the poet uses no 

species nomenclature , but at the same t i me d iscus ses an im-

osing variety of f l owers and herbs , 3 .trees and grass , 4 shrubs 

1 .Amy Lowell , John rCeats (Boston : Houchton I:Iiff lin Co ., 
1925) , Vql • . I , p. 34 . --

2Ibid,, p . 37 . 

3The frequency of reference to flowers and herbs is in
dicated within pa rentheses : balm (1) , basil 1) , blossoms (6) , 
bl ow- ball (1) , blue -b ell (3) , cass ia (1) , columb ine (1) , c ow
slip (4 ) , daffod ils (3) , daisies (12) , dandelions (1) , cresses 
(1 ) , f enne l (1) , flow'ret l) , f lowers 23) , forget - me - not {l) , 
foxglove (2) , gilliflower (1) , hare - bells (1), heather-bells 
(1) , hemlock (1) 1 holly (1) , hyacinth {3 ) , jasmine 2) , labur
num (1) , lilies ll8) , mar i golds 3) , musk rose (7) , night-shade 
{l) , parsley (1) , peonies 1) , pa ssion flower 1) , periwinkle 
(l) t p inks (1) , poppies (9) , primrose s (7) , roses (39 ) , violets 
(12J , water-mint (1) , wood-b i ne 2). 

4 The frequency of reference to grass and trees is i nd i-
cated within parentheses : ash (1) , bay 3) , beech 1) , birch 
{~) , chestnut 2) , cotton {l) , cedars (1) , elm (3) , fir-tree {3} , 
fig tree (1) , grass {25) , hazel 1) , l arch (1) , l aure l (4) lime
t{ree (1) , mistletoe (1) , myrtles (7) , oak (10), olive (2) ,'palm 

5) , pollard (1) , poplar ( 2 ) , p i nes (9) , reeds ( 5) r ushes (2 ) 
sycamore (2) , tree s {17) , willow (3 ) , yew (3) . ' ' 
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vines , grains, etc . ,l fruits, berries , and vegetables , 2 and 

miscellaneous subjects referring to plant life3 indicates that , 

like Humboldt , he possessed an interest in the larger aspects 

of plant life . Such aspects as plant breeding evidently im

pressed the poet , for he speaks thus figuratively of plant ge

netics: 

With all the gardener Fancy e•er could feign , 
Who breeding flowers , will never breed the same . 4 

v. The Work of Lamarck Concerning Evolution and 
Nature's Laws with Evidence of Keats's Inter

est in These Topics 

An interesting thing concerning Jean Baptiste Pierre An

toine de Monet (1744-1829) , usually called Chevalier de Lamarck, 

is the fac t that he created the word , "biology. " But it was not 

until he reached the age of fifty , that he began his important 

work in zoology . His publication of his speculations upon evol

ulutionary history was regarded as fantastic . When the modern 

theory of the origin of species was advanced, Lamarck began to 

1The frequency of reference to shrubs vines, grains , 
etc . is stated within parentheses : barley {2I , brambles (1) , 
bushes (1) , dock (1) , ferns (2), fruit (4), furze (1) , grain 
(4) , hawthorn (2) , hedge (1) , hay (1) , mosses (23) , oats (2) , 
sedge (2} , thistle (1) , vines (2) , weeds (7) . 

2The frequency of reference to fruits, berries, and 
vegetables is given in parentheses: apple (2) , berry (2) , 
blackberry (1) , bean blossoms (1) , beans (1) , cabbage (2) , 
cauliflower (1) , cherry (1) currants (1) , corn (8) , grapes 
(4) , mushroom (1) , oranges (l)l pear (1) , peas (1) , plum (3) , 
pomegranate (1) , strawberry (2J , whortleberry (1) . -

3The frequency of reference to miscellaneous subjects 
concerning plant life is indicated within parentheses: bark 
(1) , boughs ( l} , buds (6) , forest (6) , leaves (9) , roots (5) , 
seeds (2) , stems (2), thicket (1) , wooland (1) , wood (4) . 

4node to Psyche , " 11 . 62-63 . 
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receive greater recognition for- his work . In addition to his 

ideas concerning evolution, he held that life is motion , a me

chanical phenomenon . This materialistic conception of nature 

was a lready slightly out of date when he came upon the scene . 

He was , however , well known in the scientific world of his time . 

Lamarck's theory of evolution may not have made a great 

impression upon Keats , and the comparisons between man and apes 

made by the comparative anatomists of the day may not have been 

accepted by the poet . However that may be , the fact that he men

tions a variety of animals, includ ing invertebrates , 1 elasmo

br anchs and amphib ia , 2 teleostomi , 3 reptiles , 4 birds, 5 and mam

mals , 6 indicates a lively inte rest in the animal world . BesidesJ 

l The frequency of refer ence to invertebrates is stated 
within parentheses : bees ( 21) , butterfl i es (6) , crickets (2) , 
flies (3} , gadflies (5) , gl owworms (2) , gnats (3) , grasshoppers 
{3} , leeches (2) , may-fli es (2) , moths (5) , s corpions (2) , snails 
(2) , spiders (3) , wa sp s (2) , water flies (1) , worms (4) , oysters 
( l} • 

, 2The fre quency of reference to elasmobranchs and am
phibia is stated wi t hin parentheses: sharks (2) , toads (1) . 

3The frequency of re ference to teleostomi is stated 
within parentheses : f ish (14) , goldfish (1), minnows (3 ) , sal
mon ( 1) . 

4The frequency of reference to reptiles i s given wi thin 
parentheses: adders (1) , alligators (2) , crocodiles (3) , lizards 
(1) , serpent (14) , snakes (5) , turtles (l} , vermin (1). 

5The frequency of reference to birds is stated within 
parentheses : caws (1) , chicks (2) , crows (2) , daws (1) , doves 
(32) , eagles (21) , fal cons ( 2) , finches (1) , gloom-birds (1) , 
eoldfi nches (1) , hawks (1), jays (2) , kingfi shes (1), linnet s 
( 3 ) , l arks (8) , macaws (1) , nightingales (13) , owl s (6) , pea- ,, 
cocks (2} , pheasants (1), parrots (2), phoenix {2), robins (5), 
sea-fowls (3) , swans (1) , swallows (4 ) , tittlebats (1) , thrushes 
(3), woodlarks (1) . 

6The frequency of reference to mammals is indicated with
in parentheses: apes (11), bats ( 3 ) , bears (1) , beasts (3) , bea
vers (1) , boars (3) camels (1) , cats (5) , calves (1) , deer (5) , 
dogs ( 6) , dolphins {3) , elephants (3) , foxes {3) , heifers (3) , 
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it is evident , from the following passage . that he was at least 

a.ware of the comp arison between man and the apes : 

A man may be 'twi xt ape and Plato; 
'Tis the man who with a bird , 
Wren , or Eagle , finds his way to 

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

hat his horny throat expresseth , 
And to him the Tiger 's yell 

Comes articulate and pressetf 
On his ear like mother- tongue . 

Lamarck said that the term "nature" should embrace : 

(1) the physical bodies that exist , (2) the general and particu

lar laws which direct the changes i n the condition and position 

of these bodies , and (3) the motion current in all forms , eter

nally maintained and renewed . Keats speaks of "Nature" as a 

particular person. In this usage , he does not conform to La

marck's definition of the term . Yet his belief that Nature 's 

l aws control our lives , that we are conditioned by such laws , 

coincides with Lamarck's i deas on the subject . I n the fol lowing 

passage , Keats indicates his i nterest i n Nature's definite , bio~ 

l ogi cal laws: 

' 1/e fall by course of Nature's law, not force 2 
'Of thunder , or of Jove . Great Sa tu:r:a , thou.' 

The student of sc i ence discovers a kinship bet ween bio

l ogical laws , which received much attention from Lamarck , and t he 

aesthetic ideas of Keats . Prof essor John Thorpe , quoting Mr . 

t~)es ~3) , horses (20) 1 hounds (2) , kids (1), lambs (9-), leopards 
(5) , lions((ll) , lynx \1) , monkeys (2) , moles (1), mice (1) mU.les 

, oxen 2) , panthers (1) , pigs (2), rams (l), rats (3) ;eals i~) , she(ep (81 , stags (4) , steeds (9) , squirrels (3 ) , swi~e (l) 
i gers 6) , whales (4), wolves (2) , zebras {2). ' 

1 "The Poet , " 11 . 7- 15 . 

2"Hyperion," Book II, 11 . 181-182. 
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Arthur Lynch , comments upon this aspect of the poet's aesthetics : 

' Truth and beauty were not to Keats the adornments of 
a. high work ; they belonged to its inmost spirit . Beauty a.rises 
of the full development in conformity with Na ture of a living 
thing ; but in the great All of things the forces that are i m
mortal , that are potent , are not those of immediate violence 
but those of delicate and tender touch; these respond to our 
aspirations in the most sensitive moods of vision and thought . 11 

In another passage , Keats links the idea of beauty. with that of 

strength . While biologists of the day were concluding that 

mi ght and right a re almost synonymous in the animal world , Keats 

adds tha t a beautiful thing is strong : 

'In right thereof ; for 'tis the eterna l law 
'That f irst in beauty should be first in might .~ 

1J ohn Thorpe , The Mind of John Keat s {New York : Oxford 
University res s , 1 926;,p:-TB.- --

211Hyperion , 11 Book II, 11 . 228-229. 



CHA Td:R II 

THE MEDICAL EXPERI ENCE OF TS 

Bel ieving that artists , in their creat ive work , draw 

from their actual experience , the i nvest i gator has searched for 

i nformation concerning this experience . In t he inve st i gation , 

it was found that , for several years , eats served for an ap 

prenticeship to a surgeon, r . Hammond . 'iii th his quick percep 

tions and excell ent memory , it is i mposs i ble that he could have 

undergone this rather long period of training without some in

delible impression having been made upon his thought both by the 

knowledge that he ga ined and by the experiences he had during 

this time . Few of his biographers have much spec i fic i nforma

tion to offer about this period of his life; but Amy Lowell has 

more to say than any one else on the subject . Concerning his 

apprenticeship , she says : 

surgeon ' s apprent ice in those days was a sort of handy 
general' house and stabl e boy . He made up medicines , tended the 
shop , r 2n errands , went with his m2ster on his rounds and held 
t~e horse , did , in fact , whatever there was to do in connection 
with the odds and ends of practice , and , as he became more pro
ficient , acted as his m2ster ' s ass i stant by doing &11 those 
things which we a re accustom~d to see done by an office nurse . 
I-: ~s educat ion depended el1tirely on the kind of mG.n ne ws.s appren
ticed to . If' his master lived up to his ps.rt of the bargain , he 
might learn a great deal; if' his tn::ister we re lazy or incompetent , 
the time of h i s apprenticeship was wasted . But , whbtever the 
master , the circumstances were such th2t a brit}1t boy could ick 
up more than he was 2, ctually taught . Keats WPS a very bright 
boy . Leaving his genius entirely out of the question , his was 
a_mind of very exci~tional caJrc ity . The fact is th2t , willy 
nilly , he became r good toctor . I1 the c&se of his own f a t a l 
illness , it is a l ways hi s dirgnoses which ~re ri~fit and those 
of ilis &ttending ph.Jsicisns which are wront, . ,vhatever was in
terestinb , int erested him , even if otter thin~ interested hilli 
m~re . He aim ly cold not helg learni n8; he had that sort of 
mind . 

Clarke says thrt he liked hi s new job , for 'with the ex
ce ion of tte duty he hed to perform in the sure:,ery--b no ,means 
~n onerous one--his whole leisure hour·s were employed in inu.ulg
ing his assion for readin6 end translatin6 . ' Cl '.:i rke males no 
mention of book tasks , but ttere must h8Ve been some . He ust 

15 
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have studi ed an&t omy and phys iology , and iOt a cons i derable 
amo-w1t of his mater i a medica by heart . But ev i dently these 
thi ngs came to him eas ily and fuickly . His habit of conc en
trated study he l ped hi m there . 

In 1814 , Kea ts broke his apprent iceship with 1ir . Ham

mond. and. became a medical student at St . Thomas 's and. Guy's 

Hos.:p i t a l . In a pref'a ce t o The Keats Lett ers, ape rs, and Other 

Relics , H. Buxton Forman says tha t af ter _pas s ing his exami na 

tion with some credit , Kea ts became a surgeon's pupil in Oct o

ber , 1815 , was entered. a s a ,surgeon's dresser at Guy ' s in Mar ch , 

181 6, and was licensed. to practice in the same year . 2 i r . For 

man f urther states tha t Si r William ·;Hlks , wr iting the h i story 

of Guy's hosp i ta l , says that Keats ' ga ined considerable skill 

in the exerc ise of hi s profession.' 3 Mr. Forman adds tha t an 

extract from a l etter by ir dill i am ' ilks , appear ing in the 

Guy ' s Hosp ita l Gazette , 1895 , IX , p . 436 , gives thi s statement: 

I n the minute book of the Court of Examiners of the so 
ci ety of p othe caries , under the date July 25th , 1816 , occur the 
following pa ssage s : · 

, ' John Keats attended and produced testimoni als to the 
sat isfaction of the Court , and was admitted to the examina tion . 
Mr . Keats wa s examined by fir . Brande , and the Court granted him 
the Certi f ica te fQr which he had applied '; tha t i s , to pra ctice 
as an apothecary .4 

Besides the records giving the bare f a cts of his medi cal 

training , there are evidences in the po et 's l etters of his a tt i

tude toward hi s tra i ning. I n a l etter to his friend , Haydon , 

we f i nd this statement , 

ed . H. 

Nere I to study Physic or r s ther med icine aga i n , I fee l 

1Lowell , ~ • cit ., p . 48 . 

2John eats , The Keats Let ters , Papers , and Other Rel ic s , 
Boxt on For man (London : John Lane Co . , 19I'4T, p . 35 . 

3 Ibid . 

4Ib id , p . 36. 
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it would not make the lea st difference in my poetry ••••• Every 
depa.rtment of Knowledge we see excellent and cal cu.la ted toward 
a great whole . I am so convinced of this that I am glad at not 
having given away my Medical Books , which I shall aga in look 
over to keep alive the little I know thitherwards . 1 

uch an opinion at first glance seems rather unusual in a poet 

who , at the beginning of his career , had. thought that imagina

tion , sensation , and intuition should be the guiding forces in 

poetry . But his l at er poems indicate a l a rge drain on his medi

cal experience . Keats i s now seeking both knowledge and exper

ience for the sake of poetic power . John Thorpe tells u s that 

Keats realized the deficiencies of his early poems and became 

dissatisfied with work which had no firm basis in the world of 

thought and reality . He wanted to write poetry based on some

thing more certain than mere feeling or intuition . Mr . Thorpe , 

to prove his point , quotes a lett er to John Haydon : 

I am convinced of this, and from this I have come to 
this resolution--never to writ e for the sake of writing or mak
ing a poem, but from running over with.any li ttle knowledge or 
experience which many years of reflection may perhaps give me; 
otherwi$e I am dumb . 2 

Kea s ' d.esire for knowledge of the worl d and for exper i ence , in 

order to writ e greater poetry , indic a tes that he real i zed the 

fact that great poets always draw from the store of their ex

periences and from their knowl edge . The fol lowing chapter will 

attempt to show wher ei n his own experience as a med i ca l man is 

reflected in hi s poetry . 

1Thorpe , ££.• cit. , p. 68 . 

2Ibid . 
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I . References to Pain and Suffering 

Keats's consciousness of pain and suffering is readily 

evident in his poetry . Such a consciousness would be natural 

in a physician, or surgeon , who daily wit nessed such a l arge 

amount of suffering as he did. Using the terms "pain, n "pains , '' 

'.'painful , " "painfully," "paining ," "pa in'd," "pain~d , " "pain

est, " the poet makes approximately eighty-three references to 

pain. Though many of these lines refer to mental pain , at 

least one-third of them concern physical suffering . For in

stance , Keats discusses the pain accompanying a condition of 

hunger: 

"And seldom felt she any hunger-pain , "1 

the bodily distress produced by a heart pain : 

Then sudden it grew hot , and all the pa~ns 
Of an unnatural heat shot to his heart , 

the conduction of pa i n along a nerve : 

"Thy girdl e some fine zeal ou~- pained nerve , "3 
' the pained feeling which sometimes accompanies a condition of 

dizziness: 

Wa.lk 'd dizzily a.way . Pained and hot 
Hi s eyes went after them, 4 

the tenacity with whi ch pai n seems to cling and the slow move

ment of time to one in pain : 

l nr sabella , " LIX, 1. 5. 

2 11Lamia ," Pa.rt I I, 11 . 252-253. 

3~ the Gr eat, I I, 1;i.1 , -9..5 . 

4"Endymion, n Book IV , 11 . 904-905. 
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Pleasure i s oft a vi.si tant; but pain 
Clings cruelly to us , like the gnawing sloth 
On the deer ' s tender haunches , l 

the actions of a person suffering physical pain : 

"She writh'd a.bout , convuls'd with scarlet pain, "2 

the tendency to faint and the pallor of one who is in pa.in : 

"Swoon'd , murmuring of love , and pale with pain, 113 

the occasional relief from pain of one who suffers a. great deal: 

"At time s , ' tis true , I' ve felt reli ef from pain , "4 

the accelerated pulse rate usually accompanying physical pain: 

"Your pulse is shocking , but I ' ll ease your pain. 115 

The fact that Keats mentioned death 283 times i n his 

poetry i ndicates that the subJect impressed him greatly . Such 

frequency of mention, however , is made f rom many points of view 

other than from that of the relat ion of pa i n to death . The 

references to death in connect i on with pain are significant , how

ever , in that they illustrate a na tural react ion in one who has 

worked around hospitals f er a long time . In the f ollowing ref

erence , for example , he expresses a desire for a painless death : 

"To cease upon the midnight with no pain."6 

111Endymion , " Book I, 11 . 906- 908 . 

2"Lamia , " 1. 154. 

3"Lamia , " 1 . 289 . 

411To My Brother George, " 1 . 113. 

5"The Cap and Be l ls , " XLVIII, 1 . 3 . 

6node to a Nightingale, " VI , 1 . 6. 
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The same connection between death and pa i n is suggested in : 

Wilt thou forsake him at his latest hour? 
Keep fearful and aloof from his last gaze , 
His most uneasy moments , when cold death 
Stands with the door a j ar to let him in?1 

Bes i des the direct references there are numerous others 

to physical suffering. The terms "ache , " "ach'd , " _and "aching" 

are used twenty-four times . Twenty- two miscellaneous references 

concern suffering . Among all these synonyms for "pain , " there 

are some figurative usages . In describing the sufferings of 

Hyperion , Kea ts likens his misery to the physical pain produced 

by an aching giant nerve : 

"But horrors , portioned to a gi ant nerve , 
"Make great Hyperi on ache . "2 

Other references to pain , direct in tone , ment i on aching eye

lids , 3 an aching forehead , 4 and the aching condition of palsy . 5 

The references to agony , torture , and anguish indicate the im

pression made upon the young poet by sufferi ng . In various ref

erences , for instance, the poet suggests the beads of perspira

tion and fever accompanyi ng anguish : 

"ith anguish moist and fever dew ," 6 

the feverish breath and halting speech of one in pain : 

Dismay'd; and , like a wretch from whom th' rack 
Tortur. es hot breath , and speech of agony , 

1~ the Great , V, ii, 12~15 . 

2"The Fall of Hyperi on," Canto II , 11 . 22- 23 . 

3"Isabe lla , " XLI , 1 . 7. 

4"Lami a. , " Book II , 1 . 225 . 

5"The Fall of Hyperion," Canto I , 1 . 426 . 

6"La Belle Dame Sans Merci , " III , L. 2. 

711Endymion , " Book III , 1 . 257 . 
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the vocal expression of painl : 

"Shrieks , yells, and groans of torture -pilgrimage , "2 

the piteous , helpless expression of the eyes found in one who 

suffers intensely: 

"Her eyes in torture fix ' d , and anguish drear , 113 

and a general sensitiveness to the pain and suffering in the 

world : 

In unimagined t ortures--or breathe through 4 
A long life in the foulest s i nk of the world . 

Before the day of psychologists , we find the ob serving 

mind of Keats noting the relation of mental attitudes to pain. 

In the line be low, for example , he states tha t pain can be ac

centuated by the mind : 

"Imagination gave a dizzier pain . n5 

The poet also feels that pain can be relieved by focusing the 

attention of the mind on something els~ . This feeling , in modern 

times , is employed by physicians and psychiatrists . In the line 

below , there is suggested a surcease from pain by concentration 

on something interesting to the person concerned : 

"Of charming my mind from the trammels of pain. n6 

1There are approximatel y fifty - three references to 
moans and groans in Keats ' s poetry . 

211Endymion ," Book III , 1 . 524 . 

3 11 Lami a , n 1 . 150 . 

4~ the Great, V, i, 12rl3. 

5 11Endyrnion ," Book I II, 1 . 1009 . 

611 0n Receiving A Curious Shell •••• ," 1 . 24 . 
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The idea that an escape from pain can be effected through con

suming intellectual interest is further discussed in the famous 

"Ode to a Ni ght ingale" : 

Away ! away ! for I will fly to thee, 
Not chari oted by Bacchus and his pards, 

But on the viewless wings of Poesy , 
Though the dull brain perplexes and retarAs . 1 

II . References to Health and Healing 

The references to heal th found in the poetry of Keats 

are further evidences of his physician's traini ng . Since t he 

professions of medicine and s:urgery have as their act ivating 

purpose the promotion of hea l th , i f a poet drew at all from his 

medical experience , he would refer , in some way , to the condi

tion of health . Such r eferences are not missing i n Keats 's 

poems . There a re twenty- one di rect references to health and 

healthful conditions i n his poet ry , some of whi ch are part i cu

l ar ly significant i n that they are wri tten from the physician 's 

point of view . For instance , any family physician may have ut 

tered the lines following in pres cribi ng for his patient : 

Save when for healthful exercise and a irf 
She chose to promener a l ' aile , or take . 

The next reference sounds almost like a modern public health of 

ficial : 

The gas (objected to on score of health) , 
Convey' d in little solder ' d pipes by stealth . 3 

lnode to a Nightingale , II IV , 11 . 1-4. 

211The Cap and Bells , " v, 11 . 6-7. 

311 The Cap and Bell s , " .XX.IV, 11 . 4-5. 
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The lines quoted below suggest both the healthful properties of 

midnight sleep and the unpleasantness of insomnia: 

As when of healthful midnight sleep bereft , 
Thinking on rugged hours and fruitless toil , 

e put our eyes into a pillow cleft , 
And see the spangly gloom froth up and boil . 1 

The pleasant radiance of hea lth is suggested by the following 

line : 

"The natural hue of hea lth, from verrneil lips? 112 

The balanced functioning of a healthful condition is suggested by 

"Full of sweet dreams , and healt h , and quiet breathing. 113 

It is interesting to note that Keats thought physical health is 

conducive to cheerful ness of mind : 

"Tha t men of health were of unusual cheer . 11 4 

.Another interesting note in Keats 's work is the fact tha t he con

sidered insanity from the point of view of mental health , an es

senti2lly modern view. Although insanity i s discussed more 

fully i4 the next section , the inv est igator cites the following 

line as suggestive of the relation between health and madness : 

" ... ye , if a madman could have leave to pass a healthful day." 5 

Healing of wounds is mentioned in two assat,es , 6 indicating 

aga in that h is ex erience as a physician impressed him . 'J:he 

l 11 rsabella , 11 LI , 11 . 3 - 6. 

2 n 'ndymic , 11 Bo ok IV , 1 . 148 . 

3w'""ndymion , 11 Boo , 1 . 5. 

4nr St ood. ip- oe •••• , 11 1 . 216. 

5nLines 'Writt en in the Hi ghlands •••• , " 1. 25. 

6 tho the Great , II, iii , l49 . 
11 ndymion , 11 Book II , 1 . 482. 
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terms "dose , "1 nremed.y , 112 and rta l a r mine cases , n3 hich appear 

i n Keats ' s poems , are furthe r i nd icat i ons of his med ica l ex e

r i ence . There are numerous re::erences , a l so , using the term 

11 med i cine . " he line below, for i nstance , sto. t es th2, t the t i me 

of administer i ng i s an important factor i n the curative capacity 

of medicine : 

'Tis not the Lledicine 
Ei ther of' heaven or earth can cure unless 
Fi t time be c.r1osen to admi nister : 4 

The other references to med icine are similar to the fo llowing 

in that they a_p_p ly a figurative meaning to the therapeutic q_ual

ities of med i c i ne : 

T"liJ[edi cined death to a lengthened drows iness . n 5 

I n the fo llowing _passage the t errns "doctor 11 and "cure" are em

ployed i n a _piece of _psychiatric adv i ce which urges aga inst 

worrying the a lready harassed mind of a pat i ent : 

This learne d doctor will agree with me , 
That not in the smallest po i nt should he be thwarted 
ot gainsaid by one word--his very motions , 
Nods , becks and h ints , should be obey 'd wi th care , 
Even on the mo ment : so his troubled mind 
May cure it self. 6 

The following s i milar reference , from the same pla y , i mplies 

the danger of heart failur e to one who ha s a lready received a 

l"E istle to J ohn .,.amilton Reynolds , " 11 . 112- 113 . 

2 tho the Grea t , V, v , 20. 

3"The Ca_p ana Bells , " LX , 11 . 7-9 . 

4 tho the Great , V, iv , .2- ,6 . 

5nEndymion , " Book II , 1 . 484 . 

6 tho the Great , V, iv , 29 - 34. 



25 

tremendous shock: · 

He is so full of grief and passionate wrath , 
Too heavy a sigh would kill him--or do worse •••• 
His heart is full , i t can contain no more , 
And do its ruddy office . l 

Approximately nine references to physicians are made in Keats's 

poetry. Several of these are peculiarly interesting . One sug

gests the pract ice of bloodletting, which was one of the chief 

therapeutic measures of the early nineteenth century physicians . 

The etiology of diseases produced by microorganisms was unknown 

since the germ theory of di sease had not yet been established. 

For ages , physicians had thought that venesection and leechery 

(the use of leeches which sucked blood} were purging measures 

in relieving the body of malignant disorders . Though the prac 

t ice is continued in modern medicine in rar e ca ses , in Keats 's 

time the very name of physician call ed up the ima ge of the 

leech. For this reason , the following mention of the ancient 

bloodletting practice i s an important indication that Keats drew 

from his experience i n writing his poems: 

"Physician Natur e! l et my sp i rit blood !"2 

In addit i on to speaking of the process of bloodletting , the poet 

refers to the leech in two referen ce s , one of which , suggesting 

the satiety of the blood-sucking organism , is cited below : 

nThe stair-head; that being glutted as a leech . "3 

Another reference , using the term , "physician," is very signifi -
-

cant because , in the lines follo vd ng, he gives his estimate of 

1~ the Great , V, iv, .19:-20, 24;-25 . 

2node t o Fanny ," I, 1. 1. 

3 11 The Cap and Bells , " LXXX , 1. 5 . 
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the aim of poetry , relating its mission to that of the physician: 

'Are useless: sure a poet is a sagl; 
'A humanist , physician to all men. ' 

III . Specific References to Pathological Conditions 

The patholo gical conditions most familiar to the early 

nineteenth century surgeon are well represented in' the poetry of 

Keats . There is mention of sickness in general, weakness , fa

tigue , fainting , fever , pallor , palsy , chi lls, convulsions , gout, 

apoplexy , blindness , hoarseness, coughing , pimples , asthma , de

formities, chapped conditions , brain-flies , and several localized 

conditions . Among the twenty references to fever, there are many 

which are very descriptive , as for exaa~le , the lines ment ioning 

(1) the discomfort and the perspiration which accompany fever : 

"With anguish moist and fever dew,"2 

(2) sensations of thirst : 

A homeward fever parches up my tongue- -
, 0 let me slake it at the running springs , 3 

(3) the feeling of heat which , in a feverous condition , seems 

localized in the forehead : 

nA burning forehead , and a pa rching tongue , n4 

and (4) a feverous condition of short duration : 

"'He had a fever late , and in the fit ."5 

1"The Fall of Hyperion," Canto I, 11. 189-190. 

2"La Belle Dame Sans Merci," III , 1. 2. 

3"Endymion , " Book II , 11. 319- 320 . 

4node on a Grecian Urn," III , 1 . 9 . 

5"The Eve of St . Agnes," XII, 1. 2 . 
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Ten lines mention the condition of pa lsy , three being 

particularly descriptive of the state . The description cited 

below gives a graphic picture of palsy and age: 

Met palsy half way: soon these limbs became 
Gaunt , wither ' d , sapless, feeble , cramp ' d , and lame . 1 

Implied in the following reference to palsy is the involuntary 

shaking of the hand: 

"And grasp ' d his fingers in her palsied hand. 2 

Seven references to convulsion are present in Keats ' s poetry . 

Most of these , while usin€; the term "convulsed , " are figurative 

usages . The line below , however , employs the term more or less 

literally: 

"Making slow way , with head and neck convuls ' d. n3 

Though the four references to ague , or aguish conditions, are 

figuratively employed , the very selection of the images is sig

nificant. Two lines mention apoplexy,_ which is a term not or

dinarily considered poetic . The following line me ntions apo 

plexy, suggesting its serious moment : 

"Pray Heaven it end not in apoplexy . "4 

The other mention of the term is cited in the line below: 

"It went for apoplexy--foolish folks .n5 

l 11Endymion , " Book III , 1. 637. 

2"The Eve of St. Agnes , 11 XI , 1 . 7 . 

311Hyperion," Book I , 1 . 262 . 

4~ the Great , II , iii, 49 . 

5"The Cap and Bells ,n LXXVIII, 1 . 2. 
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One reference each to gout , l asthma,2 and deformities3 may be 

noted in Keats's poems . Such terms are medical in origin and 

are indicative of the fact that the poet drew upon his hospital 

training in writing his poetry. Other single references indi

cating an interest in pathological physical conditions concern 

coughing , 4 a ehapped condition , 5 and pimples . 6 

Pallor , fatigue , and weakness are mentioned frequently 

in the poems of Keats. The fact that there are seventy refer ences 

to pallor indicates that the poet was accustomed to observing the 

condition. Some of the references speak of paleness , wanness , or 

pallor in connection with illness; others suggest excitement as 

the causal factor; and still others are figuratively employed . 

The line below indicates the relation between pallor and illness: 

"Pale was his face , he still look'd very ill . "7 

In picturing the miseries of the world , Keats suggests the wast 

ing a.wa.y of youth in pain, using the terms "pale" and. "spectre

thin" : 

"Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies . 118 

lnA Song About Mysel f," II , 1 . 4 . 

2nsonnet to Mrs . Reynold's Cat," l . 10 . 

3 11Endymion "Book III ' ' 1 . 503 . 

4"The Cap and Bells," XII , 1. 9 . 

' 5~ ~ Great , II , i' .33 . 

6"Two or Three , " 11 . 3-4 . 

7"The Cap and Bells , " LXVIII, 1 . 5 . 

Snode to a Nightingale," III , 1 . 6. 
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Pallor as an index to pain is suggested in the line below : 

"Swoon ' d , murmuring of love , and pale with pain. nl 

Likewise , the following reference to pain r efers to pallor: 

"Keeps head aga inst the freshets . Sick and wan . n 2 • 

By the use of another term , Keats suggests pallor in the next 

line : 

"So haggard and so woe- begone . 113 

Fatigue is mentioned eleven times , though only five or six times 

is the term employed in its literal , def i nite , non- antithetical 

sense . The following li ne discusses fatigue from the physici an ' s 

attitude : 

This should cheer up your Highness--weariness 
Is a good symptom, and most favorable . 4 

The line below also suggests the physician , in that it speaks of 

a man's complaining of fatigue : 

"Once he complained of weariness . n5 

Weariness , or strain, of a def i nite part of the body , i n this 

case , of the eye , is mentioned in the line quoted below : 

"And ever watchful with fatigued eye. "6 

Fatigue of the entire body is suggested in the next line : 

"Wr i thing her little body with ennui. n7 

l"Lamia. ," 1 . 289 . 

2nr sabella," XXVII , 1. 5. 

3 11La Belle Dame Sans Merci , " III , l. 2. 

4~ the Great , V, iv , 5,6 ... 57 . 

5~ the Great , V, i v , 45. 

6"0de on Indolence," III , 1 . 7 . 

7 "The Cap and Bells , " IX , 1. 2. 
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Of the twenty-six references to fainting, only a few of them 

refer to the physical process undergone by a specific person in 

which consciousness is lost . The following line is an example 

of the literal usage of the term applied to a person: 

"The Lady fainted and he thought her dead . "1 

The next line , also , suggests the loss of consciousness : 

"His senses had swoon'd off: he did not heed . 02 

Approximately ten references to insanity are noted in 

the poetry of Keats , five of which concern idiocy and five of 

which talk of madness . Whether Keats was conscious of the dis

tinction between the loss of reason and hereditary feebleminded

ness when he wrote : 

"Aye , if a madman could have leave to pass a healthful day, n3 

it is impossible to know. Yet his use of the word "healthful" 

indicates that he thought of insanity as a deviation from the 

normal , healthful state . In a passage concerning poetic imagi

nation ,' unfettered by the restraining intellect, as a cause of 

madness , the poet says : 

To high above our head , 
Affrighted do we gaze 
After its airy maze, 
As doth a mother wild , 
When her young infant child 
Is in an eagle ' s claws-
And is not this the cause 
Of madness?-- God of Song, 
Thou bearest me along 
Through sights I scarce can bear: 
0 let me , let me share 

l"Ben Nevis , " 1 . 69. 

2nLa Belle Dame Sans Merci," III , l . 2. 

3"Lines Written in the Highlands • • •• ," 1. 25. 
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Ni th the hot lyre and thee , 
1he staid hilosophy . l 

IV . References to Bacteriolo gy and Surgery 

I n view of the vital part whi ch mi cro 6rganisms play in 

the modern ideas and practice of medic ine , it is difficult for 

us to realize the status of bacter iology i n the fiTst two dec 

ades of the nineteenth century . ~or , a t thi s time , scientists 

did not believe in the germ theory of disease which revolution

ized t11e field of :nedicine when it became indi sputably kno1rrn . 

The reasons for the slow development before the midd l e of the 

nineteenth century were four i n number : 

1) . The compound micro scope had not yet been developed. . 
Though Leeuwenhoek , a Dutch l ens m2..ker , had constructed a com
bination of lenses to use as a s i mple microscope and had made 
one of the first record s of observation of bacter i a in 1 683 , 
not until the l atter E.rt of tr~e nineteenth century v.;ere the 
oil of immers ion lens and sub - stat;;e object ive , 1,·1hich _played 
a sit,nificant _part i n l a t er study of bacter i a , introduced. i nto 
bactcrioloeical work . 

(2) . The theory of spontaneous generation was not acce ted 
at this ' time . I n some form or other , the idea that microscc ic 
life ori gi nated. de novo from somethin.::., else existed until com-

'.:.rs. ti vely recent time s . The Greeks believed. that frot,s a nd. 
ve1'min or i eina ted spontaneously from rr1ud . Spallanzc.:..n i ( 1 777) 
sugt..0st0<1 th::-.,t the s ontaneous i;_;eneration theory was ful,.., · , 
offerin6 as proc..f hi3 f'indin1:.-s t.h::lt bacteria 1.: suclly did. nut 
develop in boiled and hermet icall; sealed c:0~.,ta i r1 rs . co_ -
clu i ve _proo i" of his theory , .1.1owever , V/3. s not forth comi ng un
t il after t.c_e time dur i nt \1hic h ~ ea s studied rr1edicine . 

3 ) . I t was not be li eved. until the t i me of -'c:. steur tr:.at t i cro
~rganisms are res onsible for f8rmentation &nd decay . 

4 ). ho th l e_c i z 1 762 ) t a ted a theory of the relation-
s.i:~i p of rn icroort€,anisrus to disease , he could not prove .h i s tneory ; 

ln Drought of unshi ne , " 11 . 26- 38 . 
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so it was not accepted . he first acceptable _proof "of the 
robable causal relationship of ore;anisrns to disease was se 

cured by Davaine i n 1863.nl 

From the facts given in the four preceding statements , the reader 

sees tha t Keats di d not know of the rela tion of bacteri a to di s

ease when he v,rrote : 

TT \ihy was not I crus 'd--such a pitiful g e m? 11 2 

Nor d i d. he know the term "ba cteria , " '· hich was introduced by 

Cohn in the l at t er part of the century . Hi s use of the word 

llgerm , r, however , indicates t hs t he was aware of the exi stence 

of micro organisms . hree references to 11pe st ilence 11 and one 

to "plai'U.e , " terms which had been familiar s i nce the middle 

ages , further indicate -..e ats 1 s interest i n medicine , f or pes 

tilence and plague referred to hi ghly contagious diseases of 

unknown etiology , which freq_uently m2.de devastat i ng r s va 0 es 

upon whole geographical s.reas . I n speakine of the pest i lence , 

Keats says : 

' t here is thy misty pestilence to creep 
'Into the dwellings , t hrough the door crannies . 1 3 

Surgery , as well as bacteri ol ogy , was st ill i n a com

para tively crude stage i n Keats 's time . Anaesthet ic s had not 

been introduced ; so even minor surgery must have been tremen

dously pa i nful . I t was not only pai nful , but no doubt exceed

ingly dangerous; for aseptic and antisept i c methods had not 

yet eliminate d. most of" the danger s of i nfection . To illustrat e 

1Estelle D. Buchanan and Robert Ea rle Buchanan , Ba cteri
ology for Student s in Ge neral and Household Science (3rd ed . ; 
New York : The MacMillan Compa ny , 1932) , :p . 10 . 

2nHymn to Apollo," 1 . 23 . 

3 "The Fall of Hyperion , n Canto I , 11 . 205-206 . 



the f act that the pr act ices of the middle ages we re continued 

in Keats ' s time , we have only to remember the type of ornatel y 

carved surgi cal instruments which were em_plo ed . Keats speaks 

of a knife in two inst ances l and of a "bony saw" i n another2 

to indicate hi s i nterest i n the science . 

V. References to Obstetr ics and Embryo l ogy 

Obstetri cs in the time of Keats was still a co mparatively 

crude science . Since the etiological f a ct or of puerperal fever, 

a staphylococcus bacterium , and the prophyl act i c methods of anti 

septic and asept ic surgery were unknown in Keats ' s t i me , it wa s 

not an unusual t hing for whole wards of maternity cases to die . 3 

rofes sor Thorpe , in speaking of this fact and of its effect 

upon Keats , says , 

Keats served hi s term as a surgeon ' s apprent ice , and 
must have seen at f irst hand some of the misery that sickness 
and dis ea se br i ng. Before the days of i mproved methods and 
twilight sleep the pra ctice of obstetrics furnished experi ences 
that would move a heart of stone , while the crude surger y of 
the t i me , unallevia ted by the bless ing of anaesthetics , must 
have been a recurrent agony to a witness of Keats 's s ens i t i ve 
nature . 4 

That Keats was deep l y moved by such scenes is indicated in 

passage from a letter to Benjamin Ba i ley : 

One saying of yours I shall never forget --you may not 
reco l lect it --i t being per haps said when you were looking on 
the Surface and seeming of Humanity a lone , without a thought of 

l 11 I sabel la," XLII, 1 . 5, 1 . 7 . 

2 11Endymion , " II I , 1 . 263 . 

3Edwin o. J ordan , A Text Book of General Bacteriology 
( hiladelphia : W. B. Saunder s Company-;-1928) , p . 214. 

4Thorpe , ~- cit ., p . 77 . 
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the past or the futu.re- - or the deeps of good and evil--merely 
you said , TfWhy should woman suff er?" Aye , why shoul d she? "By 
heavens , I ' o co i n my very soul and drop my Bl ood for Drachmas . '' 
The:se things are , and he who feels how incompetent the most 
skyey Kni ght - errantry is to heal this bruisei fairness, i s like 
a sensitive l eaf on the hot hand of thought . 

In his poetry , al so , Keats speaks of the pain attendant upon 

childbirth : 

She was born at midnight i n an Indian wild , . 
Her mother ' s screams with the striped tiger's blent . 2 

I n another passage , the poet refers to a still birth,3 furt her 

illustrating his interest in obstetrics . 

Embryology , in Keats ' s time, had not yet entered upon 

its modern state of development . 4 Yet the subject had been 

lQuoted in Thorpe ,~• cit ., p . 77 . 

2"The Cap and Bells ," XLIV , 1 . 4. 

3 11 Endymion ," Book IV, 1 . 371 . 

4The earliest treatise on embryology which has been pre 
ser ved is that of .Aristotle ( 384- 322 B. C. ) entitl ed "De Gener
at ione Animalium , "--concerning the generation of animals . Thi s 
work describes the reproduction and development of many kinds 
of animals . It contains the first account of the development 
of the hen 's egg , day by day , so far as it could be seen with 
the naked eye •••• Notab le among his speculations is one which 
has been given the name "epigenesis ." From his observations on 
the development of the hen 's egg he concluded that development 
always proceeds from a s i mple formless beginning to the complex 
organization of the adult . 

Another famous name in embryology is t hat of William 
Harvey (1578-1657) . His book ("Exercitationes de Generatione 
Animalium") is l argely based on the development of the chick , 
which he descr i bed in great detail, al though he too was limited 
by the fact that the microscope had not yet come into general 
use . One of his contr i butions was a careful study of the de
velopment of t he deer , which he compared with that of the chick . 
From purely theore tical considerations he ca.me to the conclusion 
that mammals also formed eggs , and is responsible for -the dic
tum "Ex ovo ornnia "--s.11 animals arise from eggs. 

After the i nvent ion of the micros cope Marcello Ma l pighi 
(1628-1694) publi shed an account of the devel~pment of the hen's 
egg ("De Ovo Incubate" }, illustrated with excellent figures of 
development from the 24- hour stage of incubation on . His work 
was responsible for a theory of "p:reformation " as opposed to 
Aristotle ' s "epi genesis ." On theoretical grounds , he held that 
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studied by scientists since Aristotle . The fact that Keats 

uses the word "embryo" is proof of his interest in that branch 

of science , because the term is not one ordinarily used in p)oetry : 

"Each one himself a king in embryo."1 

In another reference , the poet speaks of the hatching of a dove's 

eggs : 

Arise then! for the hen-dove shall not hatch 
Her ready eggs, •••• 2 

the various parts of the embryo were contained in the egg and 
became visible as they increased in siie . The enthusiasm re 
sulting from the remarkable discoveries made with the newly in
vented microscope led to many l ater and wholly imaginative 
accounts of homunculi --minia ture adul t.s--in eggs or sperms , re
spectively •••• 

'Karl Ernst von Baer (17 92-1876) is known as the "father 
of modern embryology . " He discovered the e{!,g of mammals in 1827 
and published a book on animal development ll828-1837) in which 
he compared in detai l the development of different animals . From 
these he drew four important conclusions, known as von Baer 1 s 
laws . Wald o Shumway , Introduction to Vertebrate Embryolog{ 
(3rd ed . , New York: John Wiley and Sons, I nc ., 1935), p . 0-13 . 

1otho the Great, I, iii, !1,7. 

2"Endymion," Book III , 11 . 1025-1026. 



CHAJ?TER III 

PHYSIOLOGY AND ANATOMY IN KEATS'S POETRY 

There is significance in the frequency and variety of 

Keats's references to different parts of the body and to normal 

physiological processes . Mention of eyes and hearts is common, 

of course , in the language of poetry, for these organs captured 

the imagination of the poet long ago . It is unusual , however, 

to find nerves , gums , the brain, corns , wrinkles , ribs , the pal

ate, and knuckles receiving poetic treatment . Such subJects , 

before the nineteenth century, were not considered especially 

poetic . Having an inherent prosaic quality and failing to 

arouse a p oet 's interest , they awaited the appearance of Keats, 

whose works show a very distinct consciousness of physiology and 

anatomy . 

I . The Physical Body ae a Whole 

, Although comments upon physical forms, figures, and 

shapes are outnumbered by references to parts of the head, to 

the appendages, to integumentary modifications , to the parts of 

the trunk , or to internal or skeletal anatomy , the presence of 

these l ess frequent al lusi ons is significant because it indicates 

the poet ' s feeling for the l iving , physical organism. There are 

references to the body as a whole, to nakedness or nudity of an 

organism, t o forms of bodies in general , and to shape~, in the 

sense of bodies . Others which relate in some way to the living 

body are miscellaneous references to stature , weight, and bodily 

~6 
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sense . l 

A sense of form , three- dimensional living form , is char

acteristic of Keats . One sees the beings which he describes as 

characters in the round; one does not visualize them as portraits 

on an artist's canvas . This effect upon the reader comes from 

the poet's consciousness of anatomical form and his consequent 

use of such terms as seem best to convey this consciousness to 

the reader ; as for example : (1) the flesh- and-blood body in a 

state of growth : 

"Their heads appear ' d , and up their stature grew,"2 

(2) the consciousness of form somewhat nebulous and reminiscent 

of Milton : 

"Regal his shape majestic , a vast shade,"3 

( 3) the grace of the female body : 

"The dazzling sun- rise : two sisters sweet , 4 
Bending their graceful figures till they meet." 

" ' Give me my woman 's form , and pl ace·me where he is, 05 

and of the 'male body : 

"Had I a man ' s fair form, then might my sighs , n6 

(4) the consciousness of one's own body : 

"And , at the moment , felt my body dip."7 

1The approximate f requency of these references is indi
cated within parentheses: body (14) , nudity (8), forms (11), 
shapes (8), miscellaneous (8). 

2»Hyperion, " Book II, 1.87. 

3Ibid . , 1. 372. -
4ns1eep and Poetry," 1 . 368 . 

5"Lamia ," 1. 120. 

6"To •••• ," 1 . 1. 

7"Endymion ," Book I 11 6 , • 63-664 . 
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Such direct references to the human body are typical of at · 

least thirteen other examples which occur . in Keats 's poetry 

and which show. anato;11ica l consciousness. Some examples de~ ·· 
• 

scribe or suggest qualities possessed by the body; movement , 

for instance , f inds expression in the following line , through 

the use of an ant ithetical term : • 

"His sluggish form reposing motionless . "l 

• II . References to the Head and Its Parts • 

In his use of terms pertaining to various parts of the 

body , Keats is most lavish in his mention of various parts of 

the head. From his complete poeti c;al works, the investigator 

has noted approximately 1 , 631 references, exclusive of those 

which refer to skeletal anatomy , to th~ body as a whole, and 
• 

to its activities . More than fifty per?ent _of these .concern 

the various part~ of the head . Such high frequency of refer-. .. 

• 

ence indicates that the poet must have been especially interested 
• 

in this part of the body. 
• 

The student is also impressed by the variety and scope 

of these references to the head . Following the tradition of · 

poets before him , Keats is interested in the eyes , the brow, 
. 

the mouth , the lips , the lids, and ~he cheeks . He expands the 

area , however , by referring also to the eyeballs , to ·the chin , 

and to -the temples . Thus , while writing about poetic subjects 

less favored , Keats amazes us with his discussion of the parts 
• 

of the head . Not very much has escaped his attention, for a 

complete list includes lines which mention at least 21 items . 

1"Endymion," Book IV, 1 . 389. • 

• 

• 

• 
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The eye is spoken of 300 t imes, and the face , the head , and 

the lips are next in frequency . 1 The larger number of these 

are direct references to the human head or its parts , but there 

are some which refer to the heads of animals . 2 A few others 

are indirect and figurative; as for example: 

"With browless idiotism--o'erwise phlegm. 113 

In speaking of the eyes , which are mentioned more than 

any other part of the body , Keats is doing more than merely em

ploying a poetic reference . He is mindful of anatomy , seeing 

physical aspects : 

"Close up its bloodshot eyes , nor see despair , n4 

and mentioning rheum : 

''Rheum to kind eyes , a sting to humane thought . n5 

Though the larger number of references to the eye are similar 

to the two examples cited, there are in the earliest poems , 

some which discuss the organ in a conventionally poetic fashion; 

as for example : 

"For large white pl umes are dancing in mine eye." 6 

1The frequency of each part is stated in parentheses: 
eye (300), head (97) , face (97), lips (93) , ear (80) , brow (45) 
cheeks (41) , forehead (31} , eyelids (31) , mouth (17) , fea tures' 
(10) , temples (7), nose {7 J, eyelashes (5) 1 chin (5) , counte
nance (4) , nostrils (4), jaw (3), eyebrow \2) , maw (3}, front 
(2) , eyeballs (1). 

~See , for example , " I Stood Tip-toe ••••• , " 1. 72, and 
"Endymion," Book I, 1. 76 . 

3"To Haydon , With a Sonnet Written On Seeing the Elgin 
Marbles," 1. 12. 

4 "Endy~ion," Book IV, 1 . 308 . 

5"Endymion," Book III, 1. 286 . 

6"Specimen of an Induction to O n "1 ... .i;Oem, • 2 . 
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Keats ' s int erest in physiology and the anatomy of the eye are 

definitely apparent in the lines which discuss the salubrious 

effect of sleep on the eye : 

Where those eyes are the brightest far that k_re.P 
The i r lids shut longest in a dreamless sleep, 

and in the reference concernin g the structure of a fish ' s eye : 

•• • • and the minutest f ish 
Wo uld pass the very hardest gazer ' ~ wish , 
And show his little eye ' s anatomy . 

In like manner , Keats speaks of the ear3 in a physiological 

sense , contrast i ng physically audible songs with those which 

speak to the spirit : 

Not to the sensual ear , but , more endear'd, 
Pi pe to the spirit ditties of no tone , 4 

and referring directly to the physical ear i n a bleedi ng con

dition: 

"From them his ears gush ' d blood ; for them in death . 115 

Many of the references to the lips and teeth are physiological 

or anatomical in tone; as for example , the l i ne which mentions 

the ruddy lips of a healthy person : 

"The natural hue of health , from vermeil lips, 116 

and the reference which gives the s cienti f ic name for wisdom 

lnEndymion , 11 Book I V, 11 . 541-542 . 

2"Endymion ," Book I II , l . 209 . 

3s i nce the subject of sound in Keats is comprehensive 
and since i t has a l ready been fairly well studied by scholars , 
the investiga tor has discussed sound and hearing only insofar 
as their connection with the physical ear is concerned~ 

4 11 ode on a Grecian Urn , " 1 . 3. 

511 I sabella , " V, 1 . 3 . 

611Endymion," Book I V, 1 . 148 . 
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teeth : 

"The dent es sa:pientiae of mice . rrl 

Similarly , the lines mentioning the face em:ploy the word "face" 

with a physiological connotation ; for example , i n describing 

a face with the intention of arousing a feeling of repulsion 

in the reader , Keats speaks i n physiological terms : 

The th ing was vile with green and livid ~pot , 
And yet they knew it was Lorenzo 's face . 

III . References to the Appendages 
and Parts of the ppendages 

Next to the li nes ment ioning parts of the head , refer

ences to various parts of the bodily appendages are highest in 

frequency . Of the total number , 1,631 , there are 375 references 

to the appendages . This is almost one-fourth of the total num

ber of references to various parts of the body . In this way , 

especially , Keats indica tes his interest in and knowledge of 

anatomy , for , not only are the hands , arms , legs , and feet men

tioned freg_uently , . but he mentions parts of the appendages 

found less often in poetry . 3 Elaborately anatomical discussions 

create vivid pictures by specific references to bodi ly parts, 

sometimes with catalogues : 

Li ght feet , dark viol et eyes , and parted ha ir; 
Soft dimpled hands , white neck , and creamy breast. 4 

lnThe Cap and Be lls , 11 XXXIII , l . 4 . 

2 11 I sabella , 11 LX , 11 . 4-5 . 

3The frequency of mention is stated wit hin parentheses· 
limbs ( 25) , elbows (6) , fingers (32) , fis t s (5) knuckles (1) · 
palms ( 2 ) , wrists (6) , heels (1 2 ) , toes (4 ) kn;es (13 ) an- ' 
kles ( 6) • ' ' 

411• oman ! when I beho l d thee •••• ," 11 . 15-16. 
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Some with upho l d en hand and mouth severe ; 
Some with their faces muffl ed to the ear 
Between their arms ; some , clear i n youthful bl oom . 1 

Of the parts of the upper appendages , Keats spea ks in 

a descriptive manner , menti oni ng Hfat elbows" : 

nBy fo llowi ng fat el tows up a co ur t , 112 

speaking of the hand as a modern medi cal student wo uld see it : 

"Hi s ol d right hand lay nerve l es s , li st l ess , dead , 11 3 

describing an aged hand , 

".Ancl gr asp ' d his finger i n her pal sied hanc1 , n4 

"lmd with her f i ne;ers ol d and brown , n 5 

talki ng about the knu8kles : 

"These treasures--touch ' d the knuckles- - they unclaso ' d 116 .. ' 
and mentioning t he fists : 

"Secure ! Hethi nks I have her in my fist . 117 

Thouth there a re fewer references to the l ower append

ages , there are a number which are made wi t h an eye to anatomi

ca l aspects . The fo l low i ng l i nes , for j nstance , refer to an 

ana tomica l condition commonly known a s bow-leggedness: 

.And freckles many ; ah! a care l e s s nurse , 
I n haste to teach the little thir.2, to wa lk , 

lr, 'l ee and ·· oetry , 11 11 . 143 -145 . 

2n he Cns tle Bui lder , " 1 . 19 . 

3TT 1 .1.e all of Hy_per i on , " anto , 1 . 323 . 

"Hyp eri on , n Book I , 1 . 18. 

4 nThe Eve of t . Agnes , n I, • 7 . 

51 'lv1eg Me r r i l i es ," VI , 1 . 1 . 

Grr ndymi on, " Book III, 1 . 67 2. 

7 tho the Great , V, v , l07 . 
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May have crwn tu a pair of ian ' s l egs , 
nd. warpt the ivory of a Juno ' s neck . 1 

Even the externa l anatomy of a cat becomes a subject , though 

of only humorous signi ficance , perha_p s , i n the resent study : 

Thy tail ' s tip i s nick ' d. off--a nd though th~ fists 
f many a maid have e i ven thee many a. maul . 

Further describ ing members of the lower a pend.a€e s , Kea t speaks 

of ankles : 

·vrhat gentle sciueezes he gave each l ady's hand. I 
How tremblingly their delicate ankles spanned! 3 

In addition to referring directly to the a end.ages , many lines, 

as we see , i nd i cate some such physiological condition as tem

perature : 

";ne minute be f ore death my ic ed fo ot touched . 114 

IV . arts of the Trunk 

In po i nt of number , references to arts of the trunk 

are les s s i gni f icant than those to the head or ap end.ages . f 

the 1 , 631 e,xamp l es , 161 name parts of the trunk . 5 o the casual 

reader, the ext ensi venes s of this interest may not be apparent ; 

but the research worker i s ama~ed at the breadth of i nterest in 

this type of anatomy , wh ich a careful tabul at i on indica tes . 

rot only is the variety of references s i gni f icant , but the 

ses : 
( 32 } , 
belly 

l n h , I am frighten'd wi th most hateful thou hts , n 11 . 7-10. 

2n onnet (To Mrs . Reynold ' s Cat ) , " 1 . 11. 

3 11 calidore , " 11 . 81-82 . 

4"The Fall of Hyperion , " Canto I , 1 . 131. 

5The freq_uency of reference is indi cated wi thin 
n~ck (25) , ~ho ulders {22) , back (9) , breast (50 ) , 
ribs ( 2) , s i de ( 6) , thighs (2) , flanks (2) wa i st 
1) , buttocks {l) , 1 ins ( 2). ' 

parenthe
bosom 

7) t 
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manner in which he speaks of the trunk pa rts indicates a strong 

physiological i nterest ; for instance , he speaks of quivering 

loins : 

And many once proud-quiver'd loins did melt 
In blood from stinging whlp ;--with hollow eyes . 1 

In another inst ance , he speaks of a table high as a man's breast : 

Twelve sphered tables , by silk seats inspherBd, 
High as the level of a man's breast rear'd 
On libbard 's paws , uphe~d the heavy gold 
Of cups and gob l ets •••• 

peaking of the body of a fish , Keats r efers to a part of its 

trunk : 

"heir silver bellies on the p ebbly sand . "3 

In many other instances , for imagery or concreteness , the poet 

ascribes parts of the physical trunk to objects ; as for example , 

in the following line , he suggests a mountain 's laughter : 

"Did you get here? Oh I shall split my sides ."4 

V. The Integument and I ntegumentary- Modificat i ons 

The' references to the integument and i ts modificat i ons 

are significant by their very presence . Not every poet is in

terested in the skin as such , in wrinkles , freckles , hair , 

beards , baldness , and corns . Those poets who do give evidence 

of such an interest i n their poe try indicate , simultaneously , 

their interest i n anatomy . In the poetry of Keats , the frequency 

l"Isabella , " XIV , 11 . 5-6 . 

2"La.mi a ," Part II, 1 . 184. 

3nI stood t i p-t oe upon a li ttle hill, rr 1 . 77 . 

4 11 Ben Nevis , " 1 . 31 . 
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of thi s type of material is not hi gh. 1 Yet the references that 

the inv est i gator has collected offer convincing argument for 

his interest in anatomy inasmuch as many of them co n cern spe

ci alized conditions of the human integument . 

The term called "freckles, 0 indicating a modificat ion 

of the Malp i ghian l ayer of the skin , appears seldo~ in poetry; 

yet i t is used by Keats in the line fo l lowing: 

"And fr eckles many; ah! a careless nurse . 11 2 

While i ntegumental mod ifications have been considered unpoetic 

or have been neglected by the poets, the calloused ep i dermal con

dition of corns has certa i nly rema ined untouched . To the spe cial

i st in anatomy , however , no part of a living body would appear 

prosa i c . In an a mus i ng dialogue , Keats give s his readers Mrs . 

Cameron , speaking thus of corns: 

' Tis true I had no corns--no! thant the fates, 
My Shoemaker was al ways Mr. Bates .'3 

The subject of hair occurs more often in poetry than 

that of'other modifications of the skin. But it is often dis

cussed under such ·descriptive phrases as "hoary locks.n When 

the poet makes a direct mention of "grey hair ," however , he is 

inter est ed in the hair itself and in the condition bringing 

about its change of color . I f he uses the more poetic "hoary 

locks," the usage of which is traditional in poetry , his interest 

1The frequency of reference is stated within parentheses : 
skin {2) , hair (16), beard (3) , wrinkles {6} , freckles (2), locks 
(of hair) (6) , baldness (5) , corns (1). 

2 110h I am frightened with most hateful thoughts," 1 . 7. 

3"Ben Nevis , " 11 . 17-18~ 
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in anatomy is less evident . ·The following line is one which 

mentions "grey hairrr : 

"Aye , Conrad , it will pluck out all grey hairs . "l 

VI . Int ernal Anatomy 

There are 282 references to internal bodily structures 

in Keats 's poetry . 2 Some of these , particularly comments upon 

the heart , have been long considered part of poetic language . 

Others , especially t hose concerning the brain and nerves , have 

not been used frequently in poetry . 

Of the references to the internal anatomy of the upper 

part of t he body , exclusive of those concerning the brain , those 

which refer to the throat and tongue are most numerous . The 

following passage on the throat illustrates an obvious conscious

ness of phys iolo gy and a specific knowledge of the conditions of 

a chill : 

Burning--when suddenly a palsied· chill 
Struck from the paved level up my limbs, 
And was ascending quick to put cold grasp 3 
Upon those streams tha t pulse beside the throat . 

The next passage refers to an obstruction in the trachea , or 

resp iratory tube , and further illustra tes the poet's interest 

in this type of anatomy: 

To this new-fangled vice , which seems a burr 
Stuck in his moral throa t , no coughing e'er could stir .4 

lothe the Great , I , ii, .7 .• . 

2Frequency of reference is indicated by parenthes es : 
palate (6) , gums (1) , teeth (9) , tongue (51) , throa t (17), liver 
(2) , entrails (2), intestine (1) , heart (134) , epleen (9) , brain 
(38) , nerves (11) . 

~"The Fall of Hyperion, n Canto I , 11 . 122-125. 

4 "The Cap and Bells , " XII , 11 . 8-9 . 
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Physiological , also , particularly in its refer ence to thirst , 

is this line concerning the tongue: 

A homeward fever parches up my tongue--
0 let me slake it at the running springs! 1 

The remainder of the references to internal anatomy of the upper 

part of the body are largely of the simple catalogue type, such 

as: 

"Clench ' d her small teeth , and held her lips a.part . rr2 

Visceral references l ar gely concern the heart , though 

the liver , intestines , and spleen are mentioned several times . 

As previously stated in this discussion , the heart has long ap

peared in poetry. But it is the opinion of this invest i gator 

that Keats places more physiological meani ng in his references 

to the heart than most other poets . To substantiate this opin

ion, a large numbe r of the 134 references to the heart can be 

cited . The :following line , for example ·, sees an analogy be 

tween man's existence and the functiort of the heart: 

"From a man ' s little heart ' s short fever-fit . "3 

The following are typ ical of several exa mples which describe 

purely physical feeling in relation to the heart : 

Then sudden it grew hot , and all the pa:i,ns 
Of an unnatural heat shot to his heart . 4 

11 Grew stifling, suffocating, at my heart."5 

l"Endymion , 11 Book II, 11 . 319-320. 

2".An Extempore , " 1 . 43 . 

3°0de on Indolence , " I V, 1 . 4 . 

4"Lamia , " Part II , 1. 253 . 

5"The Fall of Hyperi on , " Canto I , 1 . 129 . 
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Maµy lines refer to the heart's function of beating and fur

nishing blood for the body : 

"His heart beat awfully against his side;"1 

Ris heart is full , it can contain no more , 
And do its ruddy office.2 

References to the spleen , unfortunately for the investigator , 

concern mental states rather than the va scular , gland- like organ 

near the stomach or intestine of most vertebrates. The line 

which follows , for example , uses the word in the sense of its 

older meaning , melancholy or malice : 

"Turning into sweet milk the sophist's spleen . 113 

A few of the references to visceral organs are indirectly 

physiological; that is , they give organs to inanimate subjects; 

for instance , the mountain is spoken of thus : 

"To search its sullen entrails rich with ore."4 

The references to nerves and to the brain are of especial 

importance for several reasons . In the first place , they indi

cate an interest in a specialized type of internal anatomy . I n 

the second place , the presence of numerous references to the 

brain and to nerves suggests that Keats's interest in physical 

sensation, which has been thoroughly studied by s cholars , may 

have led to his mention of nerves . In the third place , the 

brain, because of its relation to the intellect, would naturally 

interest a poet who had a desire for knowledge . Though the 

lnr~abella , " VI, 1. 2. 

22!££. the Great , V , iv , ,23:--2:4 . 

3"Lami a , " Part II, 1 . 172 . 

411The Fall of Hyperion , n Canto I, 1 . 274 . 
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science of psychology was then in a very early stage , the re

lation of impulses , arising from sensation, to the brain was 

known. Keats , the individualist , was interested in the mecha

nism of the brain through which mental processes of creative 

thought are effected . More than a century after Keats's death , 

a biologist ha s expressed this relation succinctly : 

The most prized possession of mankind is the "capacity 
for individuality , " yet even what passes for "free will" has 
its basis in the neurones and reflexes built up in the brain , 
that after all must be regarded as the mechanism through which 
consciousness , memory , imagination , and will are.effected , 
rather than af the seat of these manifestations of the intel
lectual life . 

Keats's references to nerves concern their relation to physical 

sensation. 

There are several references which illustra te the first 

point given above : that Keats was interested in the anatomy , 

or , more specifically , the morphology of the brain. In the 

following lines he refers to the brain as being globed . Whether 

this description has reference to the fact that the bra.in "com

prises four chief parts--the medulla oblongata , the pons varolii, 

the cerebellum , and the cerebrum, rr2 or whether the term _"globed" 

refers simply to the convolutions of the individual parts , I 

cannot say. In any case , the reference is indicative of the 

1Herbert Eugene Walter , Biolo~~ of the Vertebrates 
( New York: The Ma cmillan Company, 19 ) --;-p :--f3,I. 

2Jesse Feiring ' illiarns , Text-Book of Ana.tom-y a nd 
Physiology (Philadelphia : W. B. SauiicfersCompany, 1925)~. 73 . 
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author's famili arity with anatomy : 

nstill swooning vivid through my globed brain, 
11 Wi th an electral changing misery .,a. 

Another mention of the brain which has a particul ar anatomical 

interest is one which refers to the "marrow" of the brain. As 

a rule , one thinks of marrow as the tissue filling the cavities 

of most bones , but t he term, in anatomy , also indi·ca tes that 

part of the brain known as the medulla . So the following line 

also indicates familiarity with anatomy : 

"And from the teeming marrow of thy brain. 112 

The second point , tha t there are several references to the brain 

which concern its relation to sensation, is illustra ted by the 

following line , which suggests the effect produced upon the 

brain by an intoxicating liquid: 

"But when the happy vintage touch ' d their brain. 113 

There a re several references to the brain in connection with 

its relation to knowledge. Such r efe~ences as the following 

illustrate Keats 's consciousness of the rela tion of knowledge 

to the processes occurring in the brain : 

"Not one hour old , yet of scientiai.f4J brain. 115 

In speaking of the brain ' s l imited capacity for knowledge , 

Keats again illustra te s the t hird point , i n t he following 

l"The Fall of Hyperion , " Canto I, 11. 245-24 6. 

2otho the Great , I, i , .9.4 •. 

3rrr.amia , " Pa rt II, 1 . 203 . 

4Having efficient knowledge . 

5nLamia ," Part I , 1 . 191 . 
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l ine : 

"Though the dull brain perp lexes and retards . nl 

Ano ther aspect of the brain , its imaginativ e capaci ty , is sug

gested : 

"Such dim- conce i ved glorie s of the bra i n . 112 

The filamentous or cordlike bands of nervous tissue wh ich con

duct impulses f rom parts of the nervous system to other organs 

are suggested in Keat s 's poetry by such terms as "nervous , " 

"nervy , " and "unnerved" when the term "nerves" itself is not 

used . The reference quot ed below illustrates the relation of 

nerves to the sensation of pain : 

Shall sprawl di stract ed ! O t hat t ha t dull cowl 
«ere some most sensitive portion of thy life , 
That I might gi ve it to my hounds to tear ! 
Thy girdle some f i ne ze!lous-pa i ned nerve 
To girth my saddle ! •••• 

I n the same f ashi on , the next line refers to the r el ation of 

nerv es to pai n : 

nBut horrors , portioned to a g i ant nerve , 
"Make great Hyperion ache .'4 

The line follo wi ng , however , does not i ndicate the rela tion of 

ne rve s to pain , but to a "nervous " condition of gene ral sensi 

tivity to nervous impulses : 

"Here Romer wi th his nervous arms . 11 5 

ln de to a Ni ght i ngal e ," IV , 1 . 4 . 

2 11 Two Sonnets , " II , 1 . 9 . 

3 tho the Great , III , ii , .9 2r96. 

411The Fall of Hyperion , 11 Canto I I , 11 . 22- 22 ~ 

5 11 0de to Apollo , " 1 . 7. 
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VII . Skeletal J.: na t omy. 

By the use of such terms as "bones , 11 "marrow- bones , " 

and "skull , " eats indicates a certain amount of interest in 

the anatomy of the skeleton. Although a fe w of his references 

to bones are of the convent ional type t the major i ty are sc i en

tific in import ; as for example , the direct references to bone 

marrow : 

11 nd many on the i r marrow- bones for death prepar'd . "2 
'7 

"liale strength , nor from my bones a.11 marrow drain ' d . " v 

Though the skull has been employed in li terature as the symbol 

of the brevity of hwnan life , the reference following refers to 

the space included within the skull : 

11 In the dark secret chambers of her skull . "4 

One reference to the skeletons of different animals 

has a peculiar significance . ~eats catalogues a list of fossils , 

man and animal , in such a manner as to suggest to the modern 

reader .the possibility that the com a risen of vertebrate skele 

tons ha d occurred to him . In order thc. t the idea of · eats ' s 

interest in comparing skeletons may not seem unusual in view 

of the time in which he lived , the record of a man who lived 

long before Keats ' s time and who studied hu:na n and animal 

1 uch as t h e line refe1"r ing to 11:rn 
11 amia , 11 • art I , 1 . 4 . 

a. re ts 1 tones" : 

211The Ca and Bells , 11 , l . 9 . 

3n . d mion , " Book I I , • 614 . 

4rtThe Fall of Hyperion , n r.a to I 1 27 - , . . 
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skeletons , noting simil arities between the two , i s quo ted be

l ow : 

Pierre Belon (1518-1564 ) wrote on his travel s , on the 
ol phin , on aquat i c animals and on birds •• ••• In h is introduc

tion occurs the much cited compar ison of the human skeleton and 
that of a bird . The two skeletons a re placed in the same po 
sit ion and the corresponding bones are identi f ied . He t ook the 
true clavicle of bi rds the wi sh- bone) for a speci a l bone of 
birds and 1rroneously identified the human cla vie le vv i th the 
coracoids . · 

Doubtless many other men bes ides :Be lon had studied a nimal and 

human ske l etons before Keats 's t i me . I t may be that Keat s was 

not thinking of compari ng t hem when he wrote the lines mention

ing ani mal and human skeletons which will be quoted l at er in the 

discussion . Charles Robert Da rwin (1809-1882) was destined to 

do this and to suggest , more plausi bly than ever before , the 

possibility of man ' s evolution from lower vertebrates . Tbe 

science of real comparative ana tomy , therefore , was i ntroduc ed 

after Keats . 1e vertheless , the follow i ng reference ind i cates 

that Keats was intere s ted in skeletons of different kind s : 

f ancient Nox ;--then skeletons of 2a n , 
f beast , behemoth , 2 and levi athan , . 

And elephant , and eagle , and huge j aw 
Of na meless monster . A cold leaden awe . 4 

1William Locy , The Growth£! Biology (New York : H. Hol t 
and Company , 1925) , p . 64. 

2An animal , probably the hippopotamus , described in 
Job :il: 15:..24 • . 

3An aqua tic monster , int erprete.d variously as -a crocodile 
(Ps. ·7-4 : 1 4 }, a wp.ale (Ps . 4 : 2:€,) ~ and as , a dragon (Is. 27: 1 ) . -

4"Endymion , " Book III , 11 . 133- 136 . 
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VIII. References;o Physiological Processes 

If frequency is the index to int erest , then resp i ration 

is certainly the physiological process which most interested 

Keats . His own respiratory system was weak , and he suffered 

from the respiratory disease , tuberculosis , which eventually 

resulted in his death . erhaps this fac t accounts for his in-

terest in the process of breathing , though there is no proof 

to substant iate the supposition. fihatever the source of his 

interest , the fact remains that he mentions breathing , directly , 

more than 103 times . In six references , there are indirect al

lusions to breathing i n the terms "suffo cate , "1 "heart - stifled , "2 

"stifling," "Suffocating , "3 and "stifle . "4 The term "respire" 

is used three times . "Pant , " panting , " and "pa nt ed" are res

piratory terms which Keats employs ten times in his poetry . 

Exha l at ion is referred to three times , though in an indirect 

manner . 5 

Many aspects of breathing are mentioned; as for example , 

breathing as an indicat ion of life : 

"One sign of real brea.th--one gentle squeeze , n6 

normal breathing as an indication of heal th_: 

"Full of sweet dreams • and heal th , and q_ui et breathing , n'l 

l otho the Great , V, 1, 22. 

2"The Eve of St . Agnes , " XX.III , 1 . 9 . 

3 "The Fall of Hyperion," canto I , 1. 129 . 

40tho the Great , V, i, 18~19. 

5nEndymion n ,. , Book IV , l . 349 , Boo lI , 1. 

6"Endymion," Book IV , 1 . 665 . 

7 "Endymion, " Book I , l . 5. 

663 , 1 . 723 . 
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the disturbances of the res_pirat ory system induced by the in

halation of po ison : 

Not the discoulored poisons of a fen , 
Which he who breathes feels warning of his death , 1 

the effect produced upon breathing by excitement or mental dis

turbances : 

nHa.d put a sudden stop to my hot breath , n 2 

difficulties in breathing, which the poet himself must have ex

perienced : 

"To smother up this sound of l abouring breath, n3 

"Jere pent in regio ns of laborious breath ,"4 

the regulation of breath i n relation to speech : 

When one can compass it . Auranthe , try 
Your oratory-- your breath is not so hi tch'd , 5 

the effect of strenuous exercise upon breathing : 

As of some breathless racers whose hopes poize 
Upon the last few steps , and wi th spent force , 6 

voluntary control of the breath: 

"For them the Ceylon diver held his breath,"7 

and condensation of the moisture in the air produced by the 

lo tho the Great , I I , i , ·23 . 

2otho the Great , II , iii , 4~ 

3Qtho the Great , V, i , 129 . 

4 11Hyperion , " Book II , 1. 22 . 

5~ ~ Great , V, ii , A~ ~48 . 

6"Endymion , " Book II , 1. 924 . 

7 nr sa b ella, If xv, 1 . l . 
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exhalation of breath higher in tempera.tu.re than that of the 

surrounding atmosphere : 

"His rosary , and wh ile his frosted breath. nl 

The physiological proces ses of tremors , addition of 

weight , perspiration, nursing , bodily decay , belching , swallow

ing , touch , hunger , taste , thirst , circulation, and sensation 

in general are also mentioned or suggested in Keats 's poetry; 

as for example , the palpitations of trembling : 

"He spake , and , trembling like an aspen- bough, n 2 

addition of avoirdupois: 

sweating: 

And cooling the drouth 
Of the salmon's mouth, 

And fattening his silver gill , 3 

"His Druid locks to shake and ooze with sweat , .,,4 

physiological decay: 

' From his north cavern. So sweet I~abel 
By gradual decay from beaut~ fe ll. 

Sensation in genera l , touch , hunger , taste , and thirst are proc

esses which are mentioned frequently by Keats . They have been 

studied by scholars , however , to a great extent in their ca

pacity of sensation. It is the purpose of this study to em

phasize the physiological aspects of the sensation. For 

l"The Eve of St . Agnes ," I , 1 . 6. 

2"Endymion , " Book III , 1 . 747 . 

3mrei gnmouth , " II , 1 . 6. 

4"Hyperion , " Book I , 1 . 137 . 

5nisabella , " XXXI I , 1. 8 . 



57 

instance , there are several references to thirst which , like 

the following , are purely physiological in import: 

Dost thou now please thy thirst with berry1Juice? 
0 think how this dry palate wo uld rejoice! 

The larger number of the references to taste are figurative , 

but the line following illustrates an interest in physiology: 

He seern ' d to taste a drop of manna- ~ew; 
Full palatable ; and a colour grew. 

Hunger is suggested in approximately forty- seven references . 

Approximately half of this number have a figurative usage . The 

remainder refer to bodily physiology . The following passage, 

for instance , concerns the physical necessity of the body for 

food : 

Thy f lesh , near cousin to the common dust , 
Will parch for l ack of nutriment -- thy bones 
Will wither in a few years , •••• 3 

Quality of food is discussed : 

Eats who l esome , sweet , and. palatable food 
Off Glocester ' s golden dishes--drinks pure wine , 
Lodges soft?4 

In addition to noting the necessity of the body for food and 

mentioning the who l esome , appetizing quality of certain foods , 

Keats also refers to the pangs of hunger : 

".And sel dom felt she any hunger-pain . rr5 

l"Endymion , 11 Book II, 11. 327- 328 . 

2»Endymion," Book I, 11 . 766- 767 . 

3rt1The Fall of Hyperion," Canto I, 11. 109-lll.-

4ru.ng Stephen , I , iv, 26~28. 

511Isabella , " LIX, 1. 5 . 
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Desire for food , or appetite , is mentioned several times . The 

next line , for example , mentions the effect of love upon the 

appetite : 

"Forget their tea , forget their appetite ."1 

In addition to mentioning the four aspects of hunger already 

noted , Keats refers indirectly to the actual process of eating , 

as well as the social pleasure derived therefrom : 

They could not sit at meals but fee~ how well 
It soothed each to be the other by . 

Only two or three direct references to touch which have a physi

ological tone are to be found in Keats ' s poetry; as for example , 

"Ah! through their nest ling touch . n 3 

Circulation of the blood is a physiological process 

which received a l arge amount of attent ion in Keats's poetry . 

Anyone who is i nterested in physiology should take a great deal 

of i nterest in circulation, since it i s the process by means of 

which the body i s nourished and by wh;lch i t is enabled to carry 

on its, life activities . The student is not disapp ointed in his 

search through Keats's poetry for an indication of such interest. 

Of some forty references to circulation , twenty-two refer 

to the pulse of blood , seven of which usages a re figurative . 

Thirteen references , physiologi ca l in tone , concern the veins . 

Four t i mes , Keats uses the term "vein" i n its f i gurative sense . 

Various aspects of the pulse are discussed in the ref

erences . The effects of excitement, l anguor , pain , l ove , and 

l 11A Party of Lovers ," 1. 4 . 

2111sabella ," I, 11. 5-6. 

3 11Lines , " I , 1. 4. 
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i ntoxicants upon the pulse rate are discussed . The following 

lines , fo r instance , refer to the effect upon the heart beat 

(and , consequently , of the pulse rate } of a state of mental 

excitement : 

I saw thee , and my blood no longer cold 
Ga.ve mighty pulses : i n this tottering case 
Grew a ~ew heart , ~hich at1this moment plays 
As danc1ngly as thine ..... · 

The opposite effect , that of the retarding of the pulse rate , 

produced by drowsiness is suggested by the line below : 

"Benumb ' d my eyes; my pulse grew less and less . n2 

Heightened pulse rate in a condition which produces pa i n is men

tioned in the next line : 

"Your pul se is shocking , but I'l l ease your pain . rr3 

The physician ' s attitude is evident in the l i ne fo l lowi ng , which 

refers to the effect of love on the pulse rate : 

Feel , f eel my pulse , how much i n love I am ; 
And i f your sci ence i s not all a sham. 

Whethe~ the line quoted be low refers to a quickened heart beat 

or to the war m, suff asing gl ow produced by intoxi cation , i t is 

imposs ibl e t o say . In any case , the line does refer to some 

cond i tion of the puls e: 

"My pulse is war m wi th thi ne own Barley- bree . n5 

l"Endymion , " Book III , 11 . 304- 307 . 

2node on Indol ence , " II , 1. 7. 

3"The Cap and Bell s , " XLVIII , 1 . 3. 

4"The Cap and Bell s , " XLV , 11 . 4- 5. 

5nwri tten i n the Cottage Where Burns Wa s Born , " 1 . 5 . 
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Color of the veins , the effects of warfare , shame ,· in

toxication , and coldness U:POn the veins , and distention of the 

enclosing vessels are suggested in references which mention the 

blood vessels . The line below refers , for instance , to the 

characteristic blue ting e of the blood in the veins : 

"More bluely vein'd , more soft, more whitely sweet. 111 

In the following , the term "veins" seems to refer to a "blood 

containing vessel" rather than a special type of blood vessel 

in contradistinction to arteries , which carry blood reddish in 

tinge: 

"So in my veins red life might stream aga in . 112 

Color is discussed in the following reference to veins, also , 

in a manner indicating an interest in physiology : 

"In one whose brow had no dark veins to swe11. 113 

The distention of blood vessels and consequent reddish flush is 

mentioned in connection with the blush of shame, which is pro

duced by a general suffusion of blood.through the capillaries 

of the face , in the lines below: 

If shame can on a soldier's vein-swoll'n front 
Spread deeper crimson than the battle's toil . 4 

Size of the veins is ment ioned in the term "full-vein' d" : 

"Their full - vein'd ears , nostrils blood wide , and stop."5 

The part played by the circulatory system in equalizing the 

1. 6 . 

l 11Endymion , " Book I , 1 . 625. 

2nLines Supposed To Have Been Addressed To Fanny Brawne,n 

3 11 Lamia , " Part II , 1. 77. 

4King Stephen, I , i, 1-2. 

5"Endymion,n Book IV , 1. 400. 
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temperature of the body is ·considerable . That Keats was con

scious of this fact is illustrated by the line follow i ng : 

rr ' Twas icy , and the col d ran through his veins . nl 

IX. Conclusion 

I n concluding her study of physiology and anatomy in 

the poetry of John Keats , the investigator wishes ·to explain 

her reasons for dealing with extremely minute details . Several 

thousand references were collected and classif ied in order to 

see ·what types of anat omical studies and wha t aspects of hysi

ology most interested the poet . After collecting the references , 

the investigator was surprised at the total frequency , concludin 

that the tedious work had been worthwhile , since it furnishes 

indisputable proof that Keats employed his considerable knowl

edge of physiology and anatomy in his poetry . 

1,, mia , " a rt I I , 1 . 251 . 



CHAPTER IV 

During the period in which eats lived and wrote , scien

tifi c ideas were being born with great rapidity . The search for 

truth was pit iles s , having gained impetus from the r a tionalistic 

thought and methods of the ei ghteenth century . Voltaire and the 

other iconoclasts had applied the scientific , i nduct ive, Baco

nian method of thought to many cherished faiths and beliets , 

atta cking the church with a disastrous effect . Belief in the 

divine right of kings was declared absurd and unintelli gent . 

Corruption in the Holy Church was brought to light and its rit

ual ridiculed . ~hole creeds were rejected by many enlightened , 

intelligent men , while the majority , perhaps , still clung tena

ciously to the old faiths . The uprooting of deeply settled 

convictions necessitates a supreme intellectual readjustment . 

Evidence of the unres t caused by a ll this sc ient ific reasoning 

is found throughout the period . But it i s the effect of such 

thought up on Keats 's ideas with which this work is conce rned . 

If he could not accept the old reli gious f a iths, what effect 

di d this have upon his ideas and upon his psychology ? Though 

there are few poems in 1hich he d iscusses hi s views upon the 

subject , the sonnet , 11 \i ritten in Di sgust of Vulgar Supersti 

t ion , 11 is significant . In it, he states that he thi nks the 

old church creeds are outworn . The reader wonders whether thi s 

l yr ic i nd icates that the poet felt doubt and cynic i sm , as did 

many men of his per iod , and as many men of the present are con

t i nui ng to do . Yet the l atter part of the oem shows the poet 
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convinced that man ' s reject ion of the old customs i s but a step 

forward i n the acce tance of hi€her and nob l er beli efs . he 

poet , then , considers sc i ent ific thou6ht to be an emancipator 

in regard to re li gion. Such a view i s evident in : 

he church bel l s toll a me l ancholy round , 
Calling the people to some other prayers , 
Some other cl ominess , more drGndful cares , 

1i:ore h ar _ening to the sermon ' s h rr i d c,und . 
ure ly the mind of man is clo3el ;1 bound 

n some bl acks ell; see in6 that ach one tears 
imselt fror;: f · res i de joys , and Lydian a i rs , 

And. co verse hi gh of those wi th 2,lor y crown' d . 
St ill , still they toll , and I h uld feel a dam 

' Chill as from a tomb , did I not lnow 
ha t they are dying li ke an outburnt l aru ; 

That ' t is t heir sighing , wa iling ere tney go 
I nto obl i vion ;--that fresh f l owers will gr w, 

nd many glori es of i mmortal stamp . l 

Besi des be ing instrumental in producing great changes 

i n reli gious and social values , the inductive , scient ific 

thought of eats ' s t i me produced more tangible results . en 

wit h a sc ientific turn of mind began to renew the i r interes t 

in astronomy , chemistry , phys i cs , an geol o y. he seude-

sciences , palmistry and astro lo gy , oc cup i ed more respectab l e 

sitions i n the sci ent i f ic horiz on than they do at the present 

t i me . l che my , the predecessor of modern chemistry , had been 

somewha t displaced . The stage wa s set , sot speak , for the 

specia lization of modern science to enter ; but it was an age 

of tra il blazers who had to make mistakes in order to find real 

scientific truth . The chapter followi ng will discuss eats 's 

knowledge of astrono my , chemistry , phys i cs , geology , ~nd the 

pseudo-sciences . 

lu ritten i n Disgust of Vulgar Superstition , ,r 11 . 1 -14 . 
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I . Astronomy i n--Kea ts 1 s Poetry . 

There i s sufficient evidence in the poetry of Keats 

to prove th2_t he was int erested i n astronomy a nd had some defi

nite knowledge concerning the science . In add i t ion , there is 

evidence to prove that such knowledge influenced h i s thinki ng . 

He mentions the moon and the stars , of course , more freq_uently 

than any other ast ronomical sub j ects . The dreamer and the poet 

have always been i nsp i red by the mysterious moon and the twin-

kling stars . erhaps thi s fact may acc ount for some of the 

fifty- six references t o s tars and the thir ty- three refe r ences 

to the moon. But there are numerous references to specific 

star s and planets which can be explained only by the f a ct that 

the poet wa s also a student of astronomy . The reference follo w

ing i s a good exarnple of his acq_uaintance wit h astronomy: 

Crystalline brother of the belt of heaven 
g_uarius ! to whom king Jove has g iv en 

Two liquid pulse streams 'stead of feather'd wings, 
Two fan-like fountains~--tnine illuminings 

For Dian's play : 
Dis solve the frozen purity of a ir , 
Let thy white shoulders silvery and bare 
Show cold t hrough watery pini ons ; make more bright 
The Star-Queen's crescent on her marriage night: 

Ha ste , hast e away!--
Cast or has tamed the planet Lion , see ! 
And of the bear has ollux mastery : 
A third is i n the race! who i s the thi rd 
Speeding away swift as t he eagle bird? 

The ramping Centaur! 
The Li on's mane 's on end: the bear how f i erce ! 
The Centaur's arrow ready s eems to pierce 

ome enemy : f ar forth his bow i s bent 
I nto the blue of heaven. He 'll be shent , 

Pale unrelentor 
~hen he shall hear the wedd ing lut es a playing.l 

The leiades, 2 or the seven sister stars , a re ment ioned; the 

1°Endymion, 11 Book IV, 11 . 581- 601. 

2 "Hymn to Apollo , " 1. 25. 
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evening star , or Hesperusl is another specific star described 

in Keats; and the Milky Way is mentioned as the Galaxy . 2 Ves

per , 3 another name for the evening star , is mentioned twice. 

Besides the references to the moon , to the stars , and 

to specific constellations , there are lines mentioning the 

firmament , clouds , the universe , the heavens , the sky, the sun, 

space , the polar ray , the ether , the spheres , the dizzy void, 

the earth , meteors, planets , globes , orbs , the zenith , and 

oomets . 4 During Keats's time , the rarefied element present in 

the space of the universe was known as the nether.'' This term 

the poet uses to suggest void in a sonnet which talks about the 

release , to one who has been living in a crowded city , of look

ing at the sky and mourning that the day has passed : 

E 'en like the passage of an angel's tear 
That falls through the clear ether silently. 5 

Though the reference following does not mention a specific con

stellation , it further illustrates the poet's intere st in as

tronomy by the use of the t erm, "comet": 

"How like a comet he goes streaming on.n6 

There are other references which indicate that the poet was 

lnwritten in Answer to a Sonnet Endi ng Thus, 11 11 . 3- 4 . 

2 11Endymion , " Book IV , 1 . 487 . 

3»Endymi on , " Book I , 1 . 363. 
"Song of Four Faeries , " 11 . 51- 53 . 

4Frequencies for the references are given in Qarentheses: 
clouds (6) 1 comets (1) , dizzy void (1) , earth (1) , ether (5) , 
firmament t2) , globe (1) , heavens (2) , meteors (4) orb (2) 
planet (11) , polar ray (1) , sky (4) , spa ce (2) spheres (9) ' sun 
(11) , universe ( 6) , zenith (2). ' ' 

5«To one who has been long in city pent," 11 . 13-14. 

6 . 
King Stephen, I , 1 1 18; _ 
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familiar with the terms of astronomi cal science; as for example , 

the following passage which speaks of' a "firmament n surrounded 

by a space- fill ing "element ": 

A firmament re fl ected in a sea ; 
An element filling the siace between; 
An unknown--but no more . 

The irrevocable regularity with which the constellations 

revo lve in their fixed courses is suggested in the fo llowing 

l ines : 

"Moan, brethren , moan ; for l o , the rebel spheres 
"Spin round , the stars their anci ent courses keep , 
"Clouds still wi th shadowy mois tur e haunt the earth , 
nstill su ck their f ill of li ght from sun and moon! 2 

Besides suggesting the regularity with which the pl anets revolve , 

the lines quoted below suggest the immensity of the planetary 

systems : 

Huge as a plan et , and like that roll round , 
Eternally , around a dizzy void?~ 

In contradistinct ion to the lines quoted above , the fo llowing 

reference indicates the aut hor 's cons·ciousness of order even in 
' 

the infinitesima l structural uni ts of the universe : 

" ' Hast s i fted well the atom universe . n4 

A reference to the possibility of there be i ng no death in the 

universe , spoken by the overthrown god , Saturn , is hardly substan

tial proof that Keats beli eved physical death i s merely a 

l "Endymion , " Book I , 11 . 300- 302 . 

2 11The Fall of Hyperion , " Canto I , 11 . 418-421 . 

3 ns1eep and Poetry," 11 . 176- 177 . 

4nHyperion," Book II, 1 . 183 . 
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transmutation to another form of life , but the line does suggest 

the vital , living aspects of every part of the universe : 

" ' There is no death in all the universe :i¥1 

There is a particularly significant passage , reminding one of 

the modern Hardy , which refers to the comparative unimportance 

of the earth in the hug~ so l ar syste~and which i~directly sug

gests man's insignificance : 

This little ball of earth , and chuck it them 
To play wi th . 2 

There are passages in Keats which , though they do not 

mention purely scientific information , suggest the attitude of 

the scientist . For instance , one passage , famous in the annals 

of poetry, discusses the emotion aroused in the astronomer as 

he discovers a new planet . The j oy of di scovery is keenly felt 

by the scientist . In the following reference, Keats creates an 

analogy between this emotion and his own feeling when he first 

read Chapman's Homer : 

Then f elt _I like some watcher of the ~kies 
When a new planet swims into his ken. 

II . References to Chemistry , Physics , and Geology 

At the t i me Keats wrote , the phlogiston theory had been 

disp l aced and the atomic theory of matter advanced . In 1774 

Pri estly had discovered the element o~ygen ; and Lavoisier had 

l"The Fall of Hyperion , " Canto I , 1 . 423 . 

2~ the Great , III , ii , 23 . 

3 "On First Looking Into Chapman's Homer , " 11 . 9- 10 . 
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come along short ly afterward to prove that this element, oxygen, 

and not the mysterious sub stance , phlogiston , was responsible 

for combustion. Dr . F. J . Moore says, 

This Chemical Revolution inverted the chemical point 
of view . The mysterious substance phlogiston , which does not 
obey the law of gravitat ion and which changed its properties 
arbitrarily as theoretical considerations dictated , was ban
ished from the science and the l aw of conservation of mass 
was vindicated once and for all . This made possible quali
tative analysis and the chemical equation . l 

The atomic theory of matter was suggested in 1776 by 

Bryan Higgins who said that two kinds of atoms combine to form 

particles of a compound . William Higgins , in 1789 , stated a 

theory of combinations between atoms in multiple proportions , 

the simplest and the most stable combination occurring when 

two atoms A and B combine to f orm a binary compound .AB . Later 

Dalton adopted this statement and worked it into his atomic 

theory . At the beginning of the nineteenth century , there was 

still serious doubt concerning the atomic chara cter of matter . 

Since quantitative data was lacking, the principle of the def-
, 

inite compos i t ion of compounds and that of constant combining 

proportions were not acknowledge as vali d by everyone . Ne ither 

was the law of multiple proportions definitely established . 

It remained for John Dalton (1808) , however, definitely to es

tab l ish the law and to provide a theory that wo uld allow the 

science to devel op a l ong strictly quantitat ive lines . 

Herman T. Briscoe . says further of the at omic theory 

advanced by Dal ton , t hat most of it can be summarized- by the 

1F. J . Moore , A History of Chemistry (New York : McGraw
Hill Co., 1918), p. 50~ 
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following statements : (1) Atoms- are the smallest divisions of 

an element . (2 ) These atoms are indivi sible , compact units 

of matter . I t was not thought in Dalton ' s day that they possess 

a structure . { 3) At oms of different elements have di f ferent 

masses , volumes , and forms . ( 4) Atoms of elements comb i ne to 

form the "atoms" of compound substances . Such combinations 

occur in accordance wi th the laws of def init e and multiple 

proportions . (5) The simplest and most stab le compound that 

two kinds of atoms combine to produce is a binary cornpound . 1 

I t was the phlogiston theory and the atomic theory which def

init ely put an end to alchemy and which marked the dawn of 

mode rn chemis t ry . It is di fficult to realize just what a tre 

mendous thin~ Dalton ' s atomic theory must have seemed to h is 

contemporarie s . Though references to a toms in modern poetry 

would not be of great significance , in Kea ts their presence 

indicates that he was conscious of the scientific thought of 

his time . bout a decade after Daltori announced his famous 

atomic theory , we find the poet singing : 

n•Hast sifted wel l the atom universe . n2 

Aga in , Keats refers to the structural unit of matter in the 

lines following : 

Intrigue with the specious chaos , and dispart 
Its most amb i guous atoms with sure art . ~ 

There i s possi bility t hat the poet 's i magination may have 

Matter 
1see Herman T. Bri scoe , ~l'he -· tructure and Prop-er t i e s of 
1st ed . ; New York : vicGraw-Hill Book co:-;- 1925) , :p. ls":" 

2"Hyperion , n Book II, 1 . 182 . 

3 11 La mia , " 1. 196 . 
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been running ahead. of the scientists of his day in presuming 

an even sma ll er unit of matter in the line below : 

nnthhold. no atom 's atom or I d.ie . n1 

Three other references to atoms use the term simply in its 

sense of a structural unit . 

An interesting reference to the action of the el ement 

sulphur , when water i s be i ng poured. on it while burning , is an 

indication of hi s interest i n chemistry : 

"As fire with a ir loud warring when rain- floods 
"Drown both , and press them both aga inst earth ' s face, 
"Where , finding sulphur , a q_uadruple wrath 
"Unhi nges the poor world. •••• 11 2 

The element phosphorous i s also mentioned , though in a conven

tionally poetic manner3 ; and. another element , ni trogen , which 

has not appeared often i n poetry , is spoken of as "grains of 

Paradise . ri 4 In the same two references , both the alloy , brass , 

and metals in general ere mentioned t wice .5 

"Solution" is another term whi ch is usually associated. 

with ehemistry; yet we f i nd the poet using the t erm in a highly 

i maginative passage : 

Into her dream he me l ted , as the rose 
Bl endeth its odour with the viclet , - -

ol ution sweet : meantime the frost - wind. blows . 6 

l 11 sonnet To Fanny," 1 . 9. 

2°Hyp erion , " Book II , 11 . 144-147 . 

3nLamia , " Part I , 1 . 380. 

4 11The Cap and Bells , " XXXIII , 11 . 6- 7 . 

5nHyperi on, " Book I , 1 . 1 89 , ''The Fall of Hyperion , 11 

Canto II , 1. 33 . 

611 The Eve of St A ir vvyvr 1 • ~ignes , · .A.A.A , 1 . 5- 7 . 
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The references concerning distillation are definite indications 

of the poet 's familiarity with chemistry , because the term 

"distillation" is rarely used except in connection with chem

istry . In the following line , t he poet conceives the bough 

of a willow tree as distilling the liquid, dew: 

tt.A willow-bough , distilling odorous dew . "1 

Such terms as beaker , 2 flaggon, 3 draught, 4 and phial5 

suggest the early nineteenth century apothecary , as does the 

following line concerning a "recipe n for "philtres": 

"Ask you for her recipe for love philtres . " 6 

Since Keats was licensed to practice as an apothecary , these 

terms seem to indicate his use of material which he knew a t 

first hand. His mention of poisonous herbs and drugs also sug

gests the apothecary , who , during Kea ts's time , was more in

terested in herbs than chemical s; for example , the poet speaks 

of a poisonous herb called "wolf ' s bane" : 

"l olf ' s -bane , tight -roo ted , fo~ its poisonous wine,"7 

of the r i ch juice in "poison-flowers , 118 and of the po i sonous 

l 11Endymion ," Book II , 1 . 424 . 

2"0de to a Ni ghtingale, " II , 1 . 5 . 

3nThe Eve of St . gnes ," XLI , 1 . 4 . 

4"0de to a Night i ngale ," II , 11. 1-2 . 

5otho the Great , I , iii , 50, 
1 . 515 . - -

6otho the Great , III , ii , -1.5. 

7" de on Melancholy," I , l. 2 . 

8 11 rsab ella ," XIII , 1 . 8 . 

, "Endymion," Bo ok III , 1 . 
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hemlock , which has interested poets for a long time: 

11My sense , as though of hemlock I had drunk . "1 

Of the drug , opium , obtained from poppies , which has also in

terested poets for a long time , he speaks four times . A 

"fi erce potion,"2 a "domineering potion , »3 and a "drowsy Mor 

:phean amulet. n4 are each mentioned once . A genera l , though 

direct , me nt ion of a drug is cited below: 

"But put therein some drug , desi gned . n5 

Besides discussing poisonous herbs and drugs , Keats mentions 

venomeight times and poison in general ten times , 1·urther 

suggesting the apothecary . 

Though discoveries in physics , particularly in the 

field of el ectricity , during and just before Keats ' s time , had 

been numerous and significant , the invest i gator has been able 

to find little trace of them in the poet ' s works . Since suf

ficient evidence has already been given in this work to prove 

Keats ' s interest in all streams of' thought , it is strange that 

he should neglect the science of physic s . Yet , with one ex

ception, he does not suggest a topic related to the physics 

of his day , a time not very l ong after Vo l ta had given a tre 

mendous impetus to electricity by constructing the first nvol 

taic pile ," an arrangement for producing a current of 

l 11ode to a Ni ghtingale,n I , 11 . 2- 4 . 

2n rsabella ," XXXIV , 1 . 3. 

3 11 The Fall of Hyperion , " Canto I , 1 . 52 - 53 . 

4"The Eve of St . Agnes," XXIX , 1 . 5. 

511Fill for le a Brimming Bowl , " 1. 3. 
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electricity , the first of its kind . Though the existence .of 

the voltaic cell is known by every modern school bpy , in Keats's 

time , it must have created much discussion. His one line con

cerning phys ics does mention electricity by using the term 

"electral," indicating that he was not totally uninterested in 

the science: 

"'With an electral changing misety 1111 

In comparison with biology , modern geology is a young 

science . Not until the late eighteenth century and the early 

nineteenth century did scientists begin to study the reciprocal 

age of the different rock strata , in this way constructing a 

history of the evolution of the earth's surface. Keats , too , 

was int erested i n geology , possibly because he had studi ed the 

science while he was attending Clarke's school ; 2 or he may have 

been int erested in the science chiefly because of its connection . 

with the study of fossils . Whatev er the source of the poet ' s 

interest , he ment i ons such aspects a~ veins of metal : 

11Lock ' d up like veins of metal , crampt and screw ' d , n3 

veins of sulphur : 

" vein of Sulphur--go dear Red - Crag , go , n4 

r i bs of rock : 

"Lay by him , and a shatter ' d rib of rock , "5 

l"The Fall of Hyperion," Canto I , 11 . 245 . 

2see page ten of this work . 

3 "Hyp e r i on , " Book I I , 1 • 2 5 • 

4nBen Nevis," 1 . 49 . 

511Hyp erion," Book II , 1 . 42 . 
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ore , containing gold : 

A grain of go l d upon a mounta i n's side , 
And twing 'd with avarice strain'd out my eyef 
To search its sullen entrails rich with ore, 

and earthquakes , simply stating the term : 

"Drown ' d wast thou till an earthquake made thee steep ,"2 

and giv ing a graphic ptcture of an erupting mounta i n : 

Of darkness , a great mountain (st range to speak ) , 
Spitting , from fo rth it s peak , 
A f a n-shap ' d burst of blood- red , arrowy f i re , 
Turban ' d. wi th smoke , which still away d~d. reek , 
Soli d and black from that eternal pyre . 

III . The Pseudo-Sciences : almistry , 
Astrology , and Alchemy 

The early nineteenth century was an age of trail blazers 

in science , and of preparation for trail blazers • . t the same 

time , however , there were several pseudo-science s which were 

reminiscent of an earl i er state of development . Astrology , for 

example , the s ci ence based on the supposition that the stars 

are the rulers of human destinies , was still re spected by many 

intelligent peop l e . · hether Keats believed or disbelieved such 

a theory , the research worker is unable to discover through a 

study of his works . The context in which references to the 

science occur lead the reader to believe that the poet did not 

place much f a ith in astrology . Yet the very fact tha t the 

references occur indicates that he ;,vas impressed. by its mystery . 

1 "The Fall of Hyperion , " Canto I , 11 . 271- 274-. 

211To il sa Rock, 11 1 . 13 . 

3 11The Cap and Bell s , " r IV , 11 . 4-8 . 
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The lines following are an example of is interest : 

But ever and anon the gl anc i ng spheres , 
Circles , and arcs , and broad - beltin6 colure , 
Glow ' d throuth , and v1roue:J1t u.9on the mu.ffl i n0 dark 
S 11eet -shaped li 6 htni ngs from the nad i r dGep 
-Cp to the Z:eni th , hier0glyphics ora--
,ihi ch sa es and keen-eyed astrologers 
:I.1hen livin6 on the earth , wi t.h labouri n thought 
(on from the ··aze of man,Y cent ries . 1 

Cther references mention the Zodia c , 2 an astrolo 0 ~r 's 3 uill, 
5 C 

tlle "ministrint'S st,;1rs , 1r4 11 my life's stbr, 11 the "doonin--:_ stars , 110 

"mortal star , 117 and 11 gerni i , "8 one of the s i e,ns in the odiac 

governing the lives of people bcrn in June . 

almistry , the science deal ing with the lines formed 

by the friction ride.es of the _palm of t.r:e hand. , i s ment ioned 

only one t i me . But this one reference i nd icates that ats was 

aware of the pseudo - science . The line following is somewhat 

disparaging i n tone , but there i s no defi nite information con

cerning Keats ' s opinion of pal mistry : 

1P,':hate ' er your palmistry may take of it. 11 

The refe rence to a lchemy i s s ignificant in that it in

di cate s the fact that - eats kne w something of the romantic 

- ',-III 
' 

1 nHyp er i on , " ook I , 11 . 273 - 280 . 

2 11 ines on the \Ierrr a i d Tavern , 
1 . • 

3 11 Li nes on the .Ie r11a i d i:i:avern, 

411Endymion , " Boo · I I ' 1 . 50 . 

5 tho the Great , I , i , 34. 

6nEndymion," Book II , 1 . 864 . 

7nEndymion , 11 Book I , 1 . 359 . 

811Ben Nevis , a 1. 30 . 

9''The Cap and Bells," 

Tl 1. 

It 1 . 

21 , "The a and. Bells , n. 

14 . 
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story of the _pseudo - science which gradually evolved into the 

modern science , che mistry . The a l chemists of the midd le ages 

were regarded partly as diligent searchers for truth and part ly 

as workers of dark magic . n i ts aims , a l chemy was conf i ned to 

two purposes : to discover tr~e means of indefini tely _prolongi ng 

human life and to transmute the baser metal s into gold and s il

ver . The e,enere l so l vent , or menstruum uni versa.le , wc,s to pos

sess , at the same ti ,:1e , the r,or,er to _prolont, life i ndefinite l y . 

Keats mentions t!1e elixir vit ae , or uwater of life , 11 which hG.d 

been one c,i' t11e chief concerns o:i.' the a lchemists , in the lines 

f o 11 ov1 i nc : 

".And as :Cor aq_us vi tae- -tl:1er6 1 s a 1ItE:Ss! 111 

From the facts d isc~ssed in thi s chapter , one se es not 

only tha t Keats was interested in the b i ol og ical sciences , but 

tha t he ha d a..certain '~~'3.mour t of knowled.e.; e concerni ne, astronomy , 

chemistry , physics , geology , and the _pseudo - sciences . Hi s 

att itude ,toward the l)Seudo - sciences , of course , is slie::htly 

scoffing . Be sides be i ng interested in these branch es of knowl

ed ge , Teats was concerned with the effects that sc i entific 

methods and sc i entii' ic f i nd in1::,s were having upon re ligion and 

philosophy . 

111The Cap and Bell s , " -, ~ III , 1 . 3 . 



CHAPTER V 

C NCLUSI N 

The style of Keats has been Yariously described as 

npretty , " nsensuous , " "exotic,n and "romantic ," not without 

some bas i s of Justice , perhaps . But like most descriptive 

terms , these words fail to suggest the quality of the poet 's 

style in it s entirety , for , as Professor Richard F. J ones says : 

Li terary style , like human personali ty , i s a compound 
exceedingl y diffi cult of ana lysi s , for when i ts more obvious 
constituents are made clear , there still remains an illusive 
element , consciousness of whi ch l eaves the analyst with the 
u.npleas1nt sensation of not hav i ng rea ched the bottom of the 
matter . 

It is for thi s reason that the invest i gator wishes to po i nt 

out certa in elements in the styl e of Keats , whi ch , though they 

are not i ts distinguishing characteristics , contribute to the 

imp res si on ms.de up on the reader by the whole . In this con

nection , the study of Keats ' s po etry recorded in Chapter II I, 

which dea ls with physiology and anatomy , was made . 

I t is not difficult to f ind an authority for those 

cri t ics who hold that Kea ts i s a sensuous poet . One has only 

to read nEndymion" to be convinced that he does emphasize the 

a spects of sensation. In this po em , he appears to be interested 

chiefly in living life to the full , in a physical , hedonistic 

portrayal . He was at home in the renaissance philosophy . To 

him , as to the poets wh om he revered , the world was a 'gift for 

1:I?ML;L Richard F. Jones , 11 Science and English rose 
Styl e i n the Third Quarter of the Seventeenth Century , 11 Vol. 45 
(December , 1930) , p . 977 . 

77 
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man to use and en joy. Though scholars have written much con

cerning the allegory of the poem , "Endymion," the impression 

made upon the general reader is still primarily that of a 

poem written to appeal to the senses . This latter point will 

be discussed later . The explanation of its effectiveness is 

of concern now . Since the author does write from a sensuous 

point of view , in the early poems , at l east , it is interesting 

to search for the methods which he employed. Chapter II 

brought out the f act that his poems are highly colored by 

physiological terms . Thi s quality distinguishes the author 

throughout his work . In the third chapter , it was further 

brought out that such an effect was created through the use 

of specific terms , or terms indicating specific information. 

It was also shown , in this chapter , that these specific terms 

and this information Keats gained from a careful study of 

anatomy and physiology. 

In several other respects , Keats is indebted to his 

knowledge of biological science , particularly to his medical 

knowledge . The second chapter has discussed the manner in 

Which sueµ information is reflected in his poetry . The final 

effect upon the reader of this general medical information is 

unlike that produced by the anatomical and physiological ref-

erences . For , though, to a certain extent it adds to the 

characteristi c general tone of his poetry , it also is more 

specific , coloring particular passages . Bes i des being in

debted to his medical information to the extent that he bor

rowed from it for his poetry , Keats is also indebted to medical 
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science for the experiences which he had during his period 

of training. These experiences either find their way into 

his poetry , or the impressions which they made upon him are 

evident . In this l a tter connection , his consciousness of 

physical suffering , and his frequent references to health and 

healing are cited as proof . 

The student of Keats notices also the poet ' s depend

ence on general biological knowledge . Besides drawing on his 

information concerning those branches of scientific knowledge 

concerned with medicine , he employs his knowledge of fauna 

and flora , for instance . The ideas which he has distilled 

from his biological studies are of s i gnificance in his phi

losophy . Li ke Locy , he regards biology as a stream of thought , 

a part of the history of human development . His conceptions 

of nature , discussed in Chapter I , emphasizes the t he ory that 

man is limited by nature ' s laws , and that an attempt to dis

regard t 'hem is fatal . His own confli ct with the l aws of nature 

came in his tendency to let his i magination run riot , un

restrained by the reasoning f acult ies which nature gives us : 

Or is it that imagination brought 
Beyond its proper bound , yet still confin ' d , 
Last in a sort of Purgatory blind , 
Cannot refer to any standard Law 
Of either earth or heaven? It is a flaw 
I n happiness , to see beyond our bou.rn , -
It forces us in summer skies to mourn, 
It spo ils the singing of ' the Nightingale . l 

The most s ignificant aspect of his biological views , however , 

111Epi stle to John Hamil ton Reynolds , " 11. 78- 85 . 



80 

is that concerned with man's ~vol ution. The evidence found 

in this connection is especially intere st i ng in view of the 

fact that the evolutionary theory was not widely accepted 

until after the middle of the nineteenth century . He speaks 

of man in connection with the apes , thus suggesting physical 

evolution; he mentions the changing , or developing , thoughts 

of man; 

Hither and thither all the changing thoughts 
Of man; : though no great minist'ring reason sorts 
Out the dark mysteries of human souls 
To clear conceiving: Yet there ever rolls 
A vast idea before me , and I glean 
Therefrom my liberty ; thence too I' ve1 seen 
The end and aim of Poesy . 'Tis clear . 

and he suggests evolutionary religion in the "Sonnet Written 

in Disgust of Vulgar Superstition," quoted at the beginning of 

Chapter IV. 

Perhaps the fact that his nervous organization was ex

tremely delicate and sensitive l ed Kea~s to trust completely 

the imagination and i ntuit ion . Pure feeling and imagination , 
I 

he thought , can come nearer real truth than the intellect . He 

speaks of the imagination thus : 

I have never yet been ab le to perceive how anything 
can be known for truth by consecutive reasoning-- and yet it 
must be . Can it bet.hat even the greatest Philosopher ever 
arrived at his Goal without putting aside numerous object i ons? 
H~wever it may be , O for a. life of Sensations rather than of 
tL1oughts ! 2 

In the spring and winter of 181 7- 1818 there occurred 

1 "Sleep and Poetry," 11 . 287-293 . 

b 2Keats ' s letter to Bailey , November 22 , 1817 . 
Dy Ernest de Selincourt , The Poems of John Keats (New 

Odd Mead and Company , 19~ p . xxxvTir:--

Quoted 
York : 
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a revolution in the thinking of the poet . 1 He then emphasized 

his need for knowl edge and philosophy , stating in a letter to 

John Tayl or : "I mean to foll ow Sol omon ' s d i rect i ons , 'Get 

learning--get u.nderstanding . ' "2 From this t i me on , his poetry 

begins to improve unt i l he reaches his height in the famous 

odes . These later poems , in contradistinction to .the sensuous 

"Endymion , " ar e based on something more substantia l than mere 

emotion and sensa t ions . Keats no w realizes the necessity for 

both knowledge and experience as the bases for poetry and ex

presses the idea thus : 

The d i ffe rence of Sensations with and wi thout knowl edge 
appears to me this : in the l atter case we are falling con
tinually ten thousand fathoms deep and being bl own up again , 
without wings , and with a l l the horror of a bare- shouldered. 
creature-- in the former case , our shoulders are fl~dge , and 
we go through the same air and space wit hout fear . 

This respe ct for knowledge took concrete form in his poetry 

and is illustra.ted in this thes i s by many passages i n which 

the poe,t drew heavily from his experience and from his scien

ti f' ic knowledge . Wi th this as the basis for his imaginat ive 

powers , Keats reaches his greatest powers i n the odes . 

Although Keats wanted to reach the attitude of the 

scientist , objectivity , in his poetry , he could never qui te 

accomplish this state . Whether he missed his goal because of 

his too- i ntense nature and inability to arrive at the scien

tist ' s detachment , it cannot be known . Perhaps i f he had been 

l Thorp e , · op . cit . , p . 65 . 

2~, p . 66 . 

3I bi , p . 70 . 
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physically stronger and i f he had not been so near poverty 

as he was , he mi ght hs.ve achi eved even greater poetry . That , 

however , i s a matter of con j ecture . Undoubtedly the beauty 

of his last poems owes much not only to the fact that he 

introduced his knowl edge and his experiences into them , but 

also to the f act that he had a ch i eved a small me!;tsure of de 

tachment when he wrote them , getting away from an excess of 

sensat ions . Thus , in thought as well as phrase , Keats shows 

himself resp onsive to tl:e scientific mover1ents of his age .. 
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