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Geofge W, VanDoren

A STUDY OF THE ODES OF JOHN KEATS
ABSTRACT

A number of crities have viewed the odes of Keats as fitting
into a neat pattern of thought. Certainly there are common cone
cerns throughout the poems == such as the gnawing need for the
perishable 1life of this world or the complex painepleasure reow
lationship of the joys and sorrows of life. However, it is doubtm
ful that Keats viewed his work as a continuum. One must bear in

mind that the poet was young and admittedly quite changeable,

That this is a fact is quite clear from the correspondence of
Keats, Further Keats, like the rest of us, was moved by a thoue
sand diverse impulses, ideas, énd influences, all worked upon by
the various catalysts of everyday life, Too often the complexity

of the poet is denied by rigid critical theory.

{eats®s odes simply cammot be viewed as parts to a highly

intellectvnl jis

glorifies the human soul in love and makes great use of Classie

ey o ps g =
nee and On a2 Gy

Tz

cal myth, The Odes Cn Ind

concerned, albeit from different viewpoint, with the questions of
art and immortality. Yet the former embarrasses most eritics in

its careless inferiority. iwale is a hybrid cone

cerning itself with art and with the question of escape. The re=

maining two odes, On Melancholy and To Autum, may easily be seen
&s mood pieces, the former celebrating the gloom of the Gothle,

and the latter delighting in précess and ripeness. . Clearly these
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 ABSTRACT

=

- A number of critics have viewed the odes of Keats as fitting
into a neat pattern of thought. Certainly there are common con-
cerns throughout the poems -- such as the-gnawing need for the

perishable life of this world or the complex pain-pleasure re-

lationship of the joys and sorrows of life, However, it is doubt-

ful that Keats viewed his work as a continuum, One must bear in
mind that the poet was young and admittedly quite changeable.

That this is a fact is quite clear from the correspondence of
Keats, Further Keats, like the rest of us, was moved by a thou-

sand diverse impulses, ideas, and influences, all worked upon by

'the various catalysts of everyday life. Too often the complexity
of the poet is denied by rigid critical theory.

Keats's odes simply camnot be viewed as parts to a highly
intellectual jig-saw puzzle. We find that the QOde to Psyche
glorifies the human soul in love and makes great use of Classi=-
cal myth. The Odes On Indolence and On a2 Grecian Urn both seem
concerhed, albeit fro'm. different viewpoint, with the questions of
art and immortality. TYet the former embarrasses most critics in

its careless inferiority. 0de to a Nightingale is a hybrid cone

cerning itself with art and with the question of escape. “The re= .

- maining two odes; On Melancholy and To Au tmﬁn, may easily be seen
- as mood pieces, the former pelebrating the gloom of the Gothic,

and the latter delighting in process and ripeness, Clearly these
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" works “are 'ld’istinct from each other. Yet, just as .clearly there

are cormmon threads in all of them, Neither of these points can

be neglected if one is to view the Odes of Keats as the products

of a complex and growing m

ind,
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INTRODUCTION -

PATT

OF THOUGHT

The odes of Keats are a 1ongtdebated subject, and opinions on
their meaning and relationship to one another are numerous and
varied. There are, however, a few points which nearly every-
one agrees on and which form a basis for an accurate, near-consensus
Vview. Most people agree, for instance, that the odes are a
metrical experiment. T. E. Conolly suggests that thisaexperi-
mentation comes to its final culmination in To Al_l_tl_ll__nn.i AHowever,

Keats's growth is not restricted to metrics. Most critics believe

that Keats was deVeloping philosophically during this period.

Shackford notes the influence of neo-Platonismz, Allott notes the
influence of HazlittB,‘and others try to trace Keats's develop-
.ment through his correspondences. That Keats is developing dur=-
ing this period is not in dispute. What is in dispute, however,
1s the direction of that development. .

Caldwell, in his book John Keats' Fancy, cautions us from
taking too seriously Keats's own declarations of his mental di-
rectionf//Hénotes that Claude Lee Finney "conductsvhim (Keats)

along a“sequehce of philosophies made to flash across his mind

like views of streets from a train window: 'Optimistic natural-

ism! given up in the first days of April, 1817 for-'Neo-Plathism,'
modified by autumn to 'empirical humanism,! in turn developed by
the end of December to. 'negative capability,! this rejected by

/
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March 13 for 'scepticism,! which slips in the next twelve days
to 'pessimism,! displaced on precisely the 24th of April by

'"Wordsworthian humanitarianism,! left behind on October 27

for a return to 'negative capability. T

- The letters of Keats can lead the unwary to such a reading.

.....

change his mind on a given point on grounds of anything from

a change in world-view to a change of mood. Keats, to be sure,

was an esthete, but his ideas were shaped, like those of -V’oltaire's
emperor, by constipation and other natural factors, However,

some trace, in Keats's thoughts, a more or less steady move-

ment toward what Thorpe calls "philosophic resignation."5

Keats, many critics point out, is moving from an appreciation

of the sensual as an escapg{z from the commonplace to 2 view of

the sensual as philosophically important, and finally to an
_appreciation of the commonplace as bpth sensual and philosophica]ly
valid, Such a movement may be noted in the great odes and lends

itself readily to Keats general poetic scheme: ©

- T  Ideal B

Actual J'{ \Al | o

This movement is présent in varying degrees in the od'e's - from

~ 1little to a great deal and back to no movement. Such a de¥elop-

ment may suggest that Keats is coming to grips philosophically

with reality in his great odes.




Perhapsd Jack Stillinger expresses this view with the most
claritir: "eeo his sighi_ficant poems center on a single basic
problem, the mutability inherent in nature and human 1life, and
openly or in disguise they debate the pros and cons of a single
hypothetical solution, transcend ence of earthly limitations by
means of,visn.onary 1mag1nation. If one were to summarize the
career in a single sentence, it would be something like this:
Keats came to learn that the kind of imagination he pursued was
a false lure, iinadequate ‘to the needs of the problem, and in
the end he traded the visiohary for the naturalized imagination,
embracing experience and process as his own and man's chief
good "7

Perhaps this is a proper time to digress a bit to the subject
of the usefulness of Keats's letters, or indeed any biographical
information, in the analysis of Keats's poetry, It is, as
Fi.nney's lanalysis points out, easy to find contradictioms or at

least sharp change in attitude in Keats's letters, A fine ex-
ample is a letter to John Taylor wrltten on the fifth of September,'
1819 "Agriculture, " Keats writes, "is the tamer of men, the
stream of the earth is like dr:mklng their mother's milk, It

~ enervates 'thelr natures, This appears the greatest cause of the
imbecility of the Chinese, u8 This 1etter comes only a fortn&ght
before the great celebration of earth process, To _}_\11_’(‘__ Keats
himself though, warns us of this possibility, He writes

"eircumstances are like cloudst'9 and later to Reynolds a more




"direct warning:

To-night I am all in a mist; I scarcely know what's

what. But you knowing my unsteady and vagarish
disposition, will guesslBhat all this turmoil will

be settled by tomorrow,

- Certainly one must acknowledge that Keats's letters may reveal
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clues as to the meaning of his poetry. However, one must pro-
ceed with the greatest degree of caution if one is to trace any
long-range development. The letters, happily, reveal Keats as

too complex a young man to be neatly pigeon-holed.

This view of Keats's work seems to function so smoothly that
it perhaps bears further investigation. behaps Keats's develop-
ment is not that easily delineated., What I shall attempt, then, |
is a look into the letters of Keats to discern where possible
the pattérns of thought and influences which affected Keats's
view of postry. I shall dwell particularly on the odes, and

their meaning and relationship to one another.

The concerns to which Keats addresses himself seem to recur

throughout the letters. Three excerpts from the year 1817 indi-

cate the general areas of Keats's literaryhphildsophic thought.
On.Nowember 22 he'writeS'cancerning'worlddview, in this case 1he'
most famous of all his tentative views:

. o I am certain of nothing but of the holiness of
- o the heart's affections, and the truth of the
c : - imagination. What the imagination seizes as
Beauty must be Truth =- whether it existed be- o
fore or not, for I have the same idea of all our -+
passions as of Love: they are all, in their sub- L
lime, creative of essential Beauty ... I have never
"~ been able to perceive how anything can be known for




Here Keats is certainly speaking philosophically, Often, as this
example indicates, his philosophy and his esthetics blend. But

this passage is more than an indication of the kind of thoughts |
‘the poet had.

himself off and on throughout his poetic career. Keats here is

3

know.

He selzes upon the somewhat P

truth by consecutive reasoning -=- and yet it

- must be. Can it be that even the greatest
- philosopher arrived at his goal without putting

aslde numerous objections? However, it may be,
Oh for a 1life of sensations rather than thoughts!
It is 'a vision in the form of youth,' a shadow
of reality to come ... we shall enjoy ourselves
hereafter by having what we called happiness on
earth repeated in a finer tone =- And yet such

a fate can only befall those who delight in sen-
sation, rather than hunger after thought.11

It shows problems with which Keats concerned

'Lng to come to grips with the problem of how we know what we

atonic "idea" that what some-

thing in us, the imagination, recognizes as beautiful is that

which is true or real. He feels that there must be some way of

telling ""truth" other than logic, How can, for instance, one

"know" what is good, or bright, or even a horse? Keats does not
get into FI
beyond logic. In other words, the poet has discovered that logie,
in the end, defeats itself; that we can know nothing for certain

by logic, only by intuition (and then only in a qualified sense).

latonic form, but he does feel the need for something

It is this attitude which makes Keé.ts .s\ound anti-intellectual.

Keats had respect for philosophy if it did not "base itself solely
upon the foundation of logic.

study will provide the answer, for,

What he rejects is the attitude that y

as Keats may have guessed and

Twentieth century man knows all too well, study only leads to
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complete confusion if one is searching for a final answer. At
any'rate, the theme of philosophical contemplation runs through-
out the letters of Keats. He alters his views, and sometimes

recants, but the concern is always there scattered throughout

the letters.

Another theme which Keats explores from time to time in his
letters is that of suffering; a theme which runs counter to the
philoSophical truth-beauty stance. That same November Keats
Writeéﬁ |

The first thing that strikes me on hearing a
misfortune having befallen another is == "Well, it

cannot be helped == he will have the pleasure of

trying the resources of his spirit."lg
Whether or not Keats thought long on these Panglossian lines is
not a matter for discussion here. What ié, I think, important,
is that Keats is‘trying to deal with suffering, He will con-
tinue to do so and with good reason == his life was full of it.
He does not often compléin at his pligh%,but one cannot help
but feel that the suffering he saw fla;;redhis view of the
world and made him, in the end, reject the kind of thinking he
displays above. Here is an important point. Keats often ex-
presses both sidgs of.the same 1ssue == so do we all if given
time and paper enough. Keats, as some critics seem to neglect,
was‘a‘normal complex person. His mind changed, his views |
fluctuated, much as ours do when we have a good day af the
office or experience the departure of a dear friend. In assay=

ing the mind of another man, one can never be too tentative.

What we may see as Keats revealed by a passage in a letter,:.‘




may really be an anthropomorphic version that would not be supported

by further reading. Suffice to say that Keats does speak often

of suffering and that it is a factor which uwndoubtedly had in-

fluence on the ideas he éxPresses in his postry.

A third theme which runs through the letters is that of
thoughts on poetry itself. As early as Déceﬁber of 1817, Keats
‘had looked to the role of the poet and developed his theory of
"Negativé Capability": | -

 eee that is, when a man 1s capable of being \\\\
in uncertalntles, mysteries, doubts without any
1rr1table reaching after fact and reason ... w1th

a great poet the senseof Beauty overcomes svery | |

ther c9nsi?§ration or rather obliterates all con-

slderatlon.

Here we éee that Keats feels that a poet-shouid get into the char-
acter, or, if you will, seize upon the Truth which has shown it-
self by its Beauty - regardless of whether or not it is a half
| truth.Béauty3 this feeling for what is in a character or an
object, must be the determining factor. An insight into the
ugliness of mankind is no less a valid insight Because it does
not express the fuli picture of man's natﬁre. Keats, again,
appears to contradict his theory by his‘practice, but more of
that later. It is enough that Keats is expfessing a concern and
taking the position he does. This view, however, can cast some
interesting shadows on the great odes, as we Shall see later.

A cursory view of Keats's thoughts as expressed in his

letters of the year 1818 may give us an indication bf both the




~ chamber, maiden thought, noting that one sees "that the worid

- 10,

| poet's. mental framework and the changeable nature of his

thoughts., In the first month of that year he writes that

"a 1ittle change has taken place in my intellect lately —-

I cannot bear to be uninterested or unemployed, I who for so

long a time have been addicted to passiveness."I* Yet in
February he expresses the idea that we should ""open our léaves
like a flower, and be passive and receptive ... I wasled to

these thoughts by the beauty of the morning operating on a sense

of idleness."15 Here Keats is expressing a concern for his

poetic development as well as for the general tenor of his
existence, He is, appérently'in a slow period and :'le debating
whether he should forge ahead and fo.rce himself to write or
should wait with Wordsworth's "wise passiveness! for nature

to work uporf him, 16 The,Questior‘) seems to be fesolved' not by
any real decision but by the great creative year of 1819. How=

ever, Keats characteristically concerns himself with the best

Veamd

use for his time, constantly worries about achieving either fame

or excellence, both of which he seeks from time to time. 1In

April, of that year, for example he writes of doing some good
for the world and, to that end, turning to "study and thought."17
Here we see a kind of Miltonic cor\xé\’ern for his role as poet.

In May of 1818, a year before he is to write his great odes,

- Keats writes the well known letter of the mansions of thought,

He describes the chamber of infant thought and the second

-
-

is full of misery and heartbreak, pain, sickness and oppression'...




We see not the balance of good and evil."’® Only a mind which
already sees such a balance could make this last comment. How- .
ever, the tone of the passage indicates that Keats often finds
that delicate balance quite difficult to achieve. The pain and
suffering of his life once again make their presence felt, as
they will in the odes.
N In November Keats reiterates the "negative capability" thesis:
The poetical character is not itself == it has no

self -- it is everything and nothing -- it has no

character =- it enjoys light and shade ... it has as

much delight in conceiving an Iago as an Imogen.1

Here again is the idea that it is not what a poet perceives but

the fact that he is capable of perception and deveiopment. In

effect Keats is saying that if a poet expresses varying viewpoints

that is of no importance, it is only necessary that those view=-
points be valid in terms of his insight. As I have mentioned
previously, this view will function with the odes of the follow-

ing year.
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CHAPTER 1

ODE TO PSYCHE

Keats, in -the early xﬁonths of 1819, continues to ponder over
his role. He writes to Haydon "I see by little and little more
of what is to be done, and how it is to be done, shoﬁld 1 ever |
"be able to do it,"1 and later he writes that he will not write
for the sake of writing but only when he has something to say,?
Then, in April, the month in which Keats wrote Ode to Psyche, he
says in an often=quoted 1ett?r to Fanny Keats that he finds re-
lief in "fine weather, and health, and Books, and a fine country,
and a contented Mind, and Diligent habit of reading and thinking

.+s and, please heaven, a little claret-wine cool out of a cellar

a mile deep."3 The passage is often compared to the Ode to A
Nightingale and I think we may do well to note that here and else-
where Keats does not use startling new images in his works, but
ideas, images he has mulled bver for some time.

The next letter which Keats was to write is the most famous
and widely quoted of all his correspondence, that being, of course,
his spring letter to George and Georgiana Keat's. It encompasses
the first of the "great! odes, that to stche. Once again one

may note his love for claret and his concern with poetry. He
debates whether or not to publish anyt;hing that he is woi%;king on

in view of his recent critical failure. . He adds, however, that

"I have no doubt of success in a course of years if I persevere, "+

There are other indications throughout the letters Which' indicate
the low esteem in Wthh Keats held his own work. We may see a

direct forebear of the odes On Indolence and On ,9_. Greclan Urn :Ln
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the passage concerning Keats's present mood of "laziness ...

Neither Poetry, nor Ambition, nor Love Héve any alertness of

countenance as they pass by me: they seem rather like three

figures on a Greek vase == a man and two women whom no one but

myself could distinguish in their disguisement." There is the
"vale of Soul=-making" section, which strikes again the theme of
reconciliation of happiness and pain, and a reiteration of the
negative capability theme. There is also a note of an interview
with Coleridge and again an indication of the sorrOW”which Keats
faced. These are the things which run through the poet's mind
as he prepares his journal-like letter which culminates in the
Ode to Psyche. How then does this ode fit within the framework
of Keats's correspondence, or does it at all? These are questions
which can be answered only by a study of the poem itself.
Stillinger feels that the poet sees glory passing from the
earth and that it is up to poets to compensate for "the cruel
banishment of fairies, gods, myth, and religion by ... philosophy.">
Allot agrees with this view as he identifies the gods w1th poetlc

experience and the new life with that of 501ence.6 These crltlcs

seem to take the pagan gods in one 1ump, assume that Keats approves

of them, and further assume that the cause of thelr demise is
philosophy or science, I don't thlnk'that Keats would agree, In
his letter to George and Georglana Keats says, in the "soul=making"

passage that it is the world'whiéh acts on the person tc7¢reate

‘the soul, not any easily identifiable or worshipable deity.’ He

adds in a tone which suggests the folly of any religion: "For as




one part of the human species must have their carved Jupiter;
so another part must have the palpable and named Mediator and
‘Savior, their Christ their Oromanes and the_ir Vishnu, n8 It is

| ha":'r"dly a secret that Keats opposed organized religion in any of

its conventional forms. The ode itself, as I shall point out,
makes a careful distinction between Psyche and the other deities.
Jan Jack links Psyche with Keats's other pagan god poems.9
It may be noted that Keats does, in the classical manner, link ’
poetry with some of the pagan gods, notably Apollo. Howéver, this
seems to be the only connection. Keats's other pagan god poems
deal with poetry, so does the Ode to Psyche. This link, though,
could be championed for a great number of Keats's poems == include
ing the other odes of 1819, How, then, is Psyche distinct from
otl';er gods and how does the poem function as a work about poetry?
Keats begins the poem with a variation on the neo=classical
invocation. He tells Psyche that he f;els a bit sheepish at re=
vealing her secrets "even to thine own soft-conched ear." What
thve pleasant sounding epithet "soft-conched" means is not made
clear, but the idea is readily accessible. Note also that in the
véry first line Keats introduces, albeit in a traditional way, the
- theme of poetry, 4 He describes the poetry as "thesé tuneless
" numbers" ‘which are forced out of him at the thought of Psyche
unsung. Keats then brings in thé theme of imagination, and, I
suspect, of indolence, which is more apparént from the letters
than from the poem: ’ I ' .
Sufely I dreamt to-day, or did I see

The winged Psyche with awakened eyes?
I wandered in a forest thoughtlessly ...




15.

We "may note the similarity of lines five and six with the last
lines of the Ode to A Nightingale. Certainly the indication is

that of both a dream-like indolent state and the effects of imagin-

ation on the mind. The wandering "thoughtlessly'" seems to indicate

something like the state of passivﬁs receptivity of which Keats

had written.

Then, from this framework of idleness, we see the “'effect of
stimilation of the imagination. The poet sees the pair and his
poetry takes on wings to match: .

I...

Saw two fair creatures, couched side by side
In deepest grass, beneath the whisp'ring roof
Of leaves and trembled blossoms, where there ran

A brooklet, scare espied: |

'Mid hush'd, cool-rooted flowers, fragrant eyed,
Blue, silver-white, and budded Tyrian,

They lay calm-breathing on the bedded grass;

Certainly the poet's imagination links the two lovers in lushest
terms with nature. The beauty of the scene is nearly overwhelm-

ing with the beautiful, synesthetic "cool-rooted flowers, fragrant-

R A LA b e 2 O N L N A L I e s 0 o0 T2 etk et e -

eyed" perhaps the finest image of the description. The scene,

one feels, comes from a combining of the "actual" event, memory,

- and imagination. Of course all three are products of the mind of

8 e A e AL RS e D e

the poet.
- Keats then paints the twO‘loVers. They are in a state of ten-

- sion. They neither kiss nor part. Here the relationship is linked

with slumber and the dawn of dawning love, but in Ode on A Grecian

Urn, the tension itself is explored. Here it is dropped, almost

as an ornament, He goes on to identify the lovers as Cupid and

NI s L b GR!0 B s e

Psyche. The relationéhip of the human-made-god Psyche and the

" * :
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16.

son of lLove is, I think, extremely important to the poem. Allot
notes that Keats was aware of the dual meaning of Psyche as soul

and butterfly, Hé also notes the likelihood that Keats found

. the Psyche story in Campriere's Classical Dictionar s Where

Psyche‘ is described as not being worshiped with the ancient
fervor == as she ié later in the poem, 10 Psyche was, of course,
one of the many mortals made gods out bf pity by the old Roman
deities. She did not fit into the typical picture of a goddess
full of lusts and pettiness. More important than these, however,
is the fact that Psyche originally lost her lover due to human
weakness aﬁd that she gained him ba;:k by the ardor of her human
love. Hers was not the love of one who could become invisible
and tease maidens but the love of a v1tal human being for whom
such an emotion was central to the l:Lv:Lng experience and
fraught with all sorts of overtones -- ‘both pleasant and pain-

ful, It is, I feel, the human spirit, that Keats is glorify-

ing. in this ode, or as Bloom puts it "the hUIﬂan-SOUl-i‘n-love, nll
In the next stanza, Keats tells us that Psyche is "latest

born and loveliest" of the "fa.ded*' gods, It should be noted

| that the pagan gods were not ecllpsed by phllosophy or sc:Lence,

but as Keats made clear in his letter cited above, a new set
of gods == or rather new sets for the various areas of ‘thef old

empire. Keats also tells us that the human Psyche is fairer

than Phoebe or Vesper, == the classical equivale'nts of the

t

ideals of chastity and of love (since Vesper, the evening

star, is really the planet Venus,) _'Pogsibly Keats would have
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been aware of this last 1dent1ty but he is, after all, tell:mg
thls g:Lrl that she outshlnes the stars and the moon, in an

age-old tradition, However, the implications seem to fit the

mood of the poem, and if Keats did not intend them, it is
cértainly a happy coincidence that they occur. Also note that
Keats does not describe Psyche as Tairer - than the sun, A.poilo,
the god of poetry. At any rate, Keats wants us to feel that
Psyche is -prettier than, better than, the old goddesses. Yet,
he goes on to tell us, she was not worshiped, He brings in a
nice oxymoronic line which he fails to develop:

Nor ‘virgin-choir to make delicious moan
The wonderfully sensual implications of the "delicious moan"
clash with %pd are intensified by the "virgin-choir." However,
Keats drops the image. It serves merely as a teasing item in a
catalogﬁe of fornﬁs of psgan worship,

Keats then does a repetition of the previous twelve lihes

with some significant variations. He repeats that Psyche is

"too late for antique vows, too, too late for the fond believing

lyre." Note that now the classical worship is seen as fond or

foolish, Harold Bloom notes that Keats does not really regret

the loss of the old days, but mentions it to enforce his own

brand of worsHip, 12 Certainly here he undercuts what he had been

ostensibly praising before. He goes on to establish the holi-
ness of ancient time when the gods were frequent visitors on
earth -- some, indeed, the inhabitors of »_egrth:‘-

When holy were the haunted fore'st boughs,
Holy the air, the water, and the fire

yyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy
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Keats brings in the old "elexﬁents" to emphasize the extent of the
holiness of which he: speaks. What he means is, I think, something |
far different than a cursory reading will give, He is saying that |
in the days of foolish belief, when men depended on godps and not
their human soul, there was a great cult of mythic culture == a
cult which completely missed the point and worshiped perverted
idealizations of real human traits. Keats then says that even
in the nineteenth century, a time far removed from the easy
acceptance of myth, he can see among the "faint Olympians" the
glory of Psyche, the one deity which represented the soul. When
he sees her, he is inspired, not by the awe or the peacefulness
of the old beliefs but '"by my own eyes inspired", by his own
creative imaginat'ion.‘ He then goes on to say he will worship

Psyche. It is significant that many of the terms he uses to

describe his worship fit the role of the artist, or the post.

He says he will be "thy choir thy voice, thy lute, thy pipe

«ees thy oracle, thy heat of Pale-mouthed prophet dreaming, " If
the old (and I think the new, also) myths are to be replaced by

~ the human soul the mindless worshipof the "fond believing lyre"
mst be replaced by a new poetry based on the creative imagination,

In the final stanza, Keats vows to be Psyche's priest.

| ; Douglas Bush notés that "ﬁrhat should ‘be a climactic vision of
the imagination's creative power does . hot rise above lush reverie,"13
It is perhaps in theu last stanza that tlﬁs criticism Strikes home,
- After stating his théme, Keats is now going to describe thi's'newl

imaginative worship, ‘-'He writes:‘

S
&
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Yes, I will be thy priest, and build a2 fane

| In some untrodden region of my mind

Where branched thoughts, new grown with pleasant pain,
Instead of pines shall murmur in the wind:

He builds vegetation imagery in his mind or imagination similar to
that associated with the two lovers in the earlier part of the
poem, He drops in anothef undeveloped oxymoron, "pleasant pain,"
by which he probébly means that pain which is the accompaniment

of any growth of the soul in the "Vale of Soul=making." However,

he is not very precise about its actual meaning and once again

he drops the image. Harold Bloom notes Keats's fondness for the

oxymor on14

and one can imagine the young poet including such a
line much as one would include a checkered vest in one's ward-
robe, but the picture is disappointing.

An image that is developed is that of the vegetation, In
this lush setting the Dryads, classical nymphs of the trees, will
be 1ulled to sleep, a situation whic‘h will allow the poet to be
free of their inﬂuerice-\ in "this wide quietness." The Vegeta=-
tion imagery continues with "the wreath'd trellis of s working
brain,!" which H. Pettit tells us is an accurate descriptioh of
the period's conception of how a brain actually functioned, a

phenomenon of which Keats would, no doubt, have been aware due

to his medical studies.15 Regardless of its source, the image

does work nicely with that "gardener Fancy." The poet once

‘again makes it clear that it is the imagination which makes it

possible for him to worship Psyche, to see the glories of the

~ human spirit. His ending, however, is weak:




And there shall be for thee all soft H@flight
‘That shadowy thought can win,

A bright torch, and a casement ope at night,
To let the warm Love in|

He seems to be saying -that all the joys the imagination can
- \ |
devise will be laid before Psyche by the poet., However, he

then equates the Psyche-Cupid myth to these delights, Perhaps

he is suggesting that even the original mythologies which for
So long held people in thrall were a product of the imagination.,
Perhaps he is t‘rying to achieve a symmetry by returning to the
myth, Perhaps one should look more to the "Love" in the poem
and remember that Keats was at this time in*love and 1living
near Fanny Braime. One should note also that it is the "bright
torch" which, because of the drop of wax which wakes Cupld
ends their love for a time and that the "casement ope at nigﬁt"
was the means by which Cupid came to Psyche before the wax
incident to fulfill their love. This seems to bring up yet
another possibility, that the imagination as a part of her
humanity is really the source of both Psyche's pain and her
Joy. Whatever Keats is saying :Ln the 1;.St stanza, he does not
do a very good job of conveying his meaning to the reader. In-
deed, as Bush suggests, there is, here and throughout the poem
a bit too much "reverie" and too little "vision, n16

Whlle this readmg of the poem is hardly the 1ast word on
Psyche, it does, I belleve, help to clamfy a few th:mgs. First
of all, 1t suggests. that Keats reflects not only the ponderlng

of an intense mind, but also the impact of such influences as
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 Thirdly, we may note that this is not a poem that is trying

21.

lovely scenery, his girl friend, and the like. Secondly, we

can see Keats dealing with suffering, although in a rather
vagﬁe fa“shion. We shall see throughout the odes that the

coexistence of pain and pleasure is a theme that recurs.

to escape this world, but one that is very much concerned with
it in terms of "soul-making", the imagination, and poetry. We
shall see again that Keats can never escape this world in his
thinking', and indeed, never tries to in the Odes -- except as
a means of emphasizing the impossibility of such al;l escape,
Lastly, we may see that Qde 4_’(_,_9_' Psyche is a cut below the other
1819 odes, not because it is part of his pagan=-god poetry, or
because it fails to reject the ideal WOI'ld,. but because it is
a poem marred by confusing images which are not develdped and
in which the line of thought is sometimes subordinated to the

lushness of language in which Keats shows, to -be -sure, tremendous

skill., i -
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CHAPTE

ON INDOLENCE AND TO A NIGHTINGALE v,

It is interesting to note that in the month of May, when Keats

there are very few indications in his letters of the kind of
pondering and self-analyzing which we find earlier. The only

real pronouncement on any of his usual poetic and philosophic

concerns comes in a letter dated May 31, which would be after
the odes were completed. He writes to Miss Jeffrey that "I
must choqse between despair and Energy == I choose the latter."1
Apparently his questings have found their answer in work.
There is little written on the 0de: On Indolence., Stillinger

rejects it because of its "obvious inferiority as a poem.."2

oom, too, feels it is inferior,J Also, it is not included in

the 1820 edition of Keats's poems -- which does include all the
o’c.her.oc'!es.r[‘P Howé&er, there are a few points about the ode
worth mentioning. First of all, it is in the Ode on Indolence
that Keats states the figure-urn imagery which he is to use in
the Ode on a Grecian Urn in almost the exact form in which the

subject appears in his letter to George and Georgimana, Also, Keats

expresses a wish for oblivion not unlike his love with "easeful death"

“of the Ode to a_Nightingale, One may also no%e the.halfhwaking wprld

of the poem which is seen often in the odes. However, the interesting
developments for me are those which concern KeatS?s attitude toward

life and art. o o o o

- produced four of his great odes in a flurry of creative activity, . . -




: . ‘ > h 3 . . : . ; . v 5 ] - ' y " i " e
. i AESREN PR & B L . ot o o B , L s [ . e " v aa alo it g ) ot T L T T 1 Mgy s . : ¥ Ayt YININY R VR R TP 12 { 23 g, .
RN . AR Lo o . Lo il b hraraian 5, T - oY 2 g R/ YR TN M kg LA R A AT IRt E D et VAR Wi, ha ol siyeie 300k KPar il i) g 4 LIRS
T IR AR N B R D o S e e S e T e Al e st A SoR
R ‘r:v.v."‘,‘-‘:T R by S L L Sl s S et s il Bl i DS e e e IS Sl b B e p B s S S INER G BT RS D 5 ;

23,
As he recognizes the figures in the third stanza, he notes
Poetry especially,
The last, whom I love more, the more of blame
Is heap'd upon her, maiden most unmeek , ==
I knew to be my demon Poesy.,
Here we see that Keats is disturbed by the vision that Poetry forces
upon him. Yet he loves Poetry and he can not escape her =- or
Love or Ambition. Again there is the duality that is experience |
for Keats. The last image is powerful and accurate. Poetry is
Keats's demon, He must have it but he wants to escape all care ==
a situation which Poetry makes impossible. This certainly is a
part of the pain-pleasure stream which runs through the odes. 1In
fact, we may note that in his indolent state "pain had no sting, |
and Pleasure's wreath no flower S Only in non-indolence, in nor:mal 5
life are pain and pleasure inevitably linked.
In the third stanza, Keats is even more explicit about his
desires: |
They faded, and forsooth! I wanted wings: | - -
O folly! What is Love! and where is it} | | |
And for that poor Ambition! it springs ¢ '
From a man's 1ittle heart's short fever=-fit; |
For Poesy} == no, == she has not a Jjoy, ==
] At least for me, == so sweet as drowsy noons,
a And evenings steep'd in honied indolence:
-0, for an age so sheltered from annoy,
That I may never know how change the moons,
Or hear the voice of busy common=sense !
When the figures leave, Keats, because of his indolent state, can
not follow them. However, he wants to, even though he knows there ' |
is no Joy in them. He 10ngs for "an age so sheltered from annoy™ |
that he may escape the pains. of reality and the burden of poesy.
| B |
. - \ ]
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In Ode on Indolence he is in a state of oblivion through sleep

and a drowsy indifference. We must note again that here the solu-

tion is unsatisfactory because even in his present stat’é Keats
cannot really be as indifferent as he would like to be, Although
he says that

"Ye cannot raise my head cool-bedded in the flowery

grass; For I would not be dieted with praise,

A pet-lamb in a sentimental farce!®

and bids poetry leave him, he cannot mean what he says. He won't

be a poet and live on praise like a pet-lamb, yet he is writing

in spite of his claims that he can't and won't. The poem, in
fact, brings to mind a sort of happy version of Coleridge's

De]'eCtion: an Ode. Coleridge's poem is, I think, more powerful,

but Keats is pursuing the same line -- the inability to write.

The poem fits into no pattern of thought and is not of itself

lofty either in theme or in execution. It seems to have been

Justly passed over in treatments of the odes.
In the Ode to A Nightingale, Keats, according to Stillinger,4

finds that his paSt conception of art was not really related to

‘human experience. The nightingale belongs to fairy land, not to

- the world of men.5 Various other critics approximate this view.

Janet Spens sees Keats trying to escape from this world to one of

6
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true happiness. - Fogle sees it as an attempt to balance Beauty
- - and mortality.7 Crawford notes that the "constructions of the
imagination are doomed to perish" in this poem.8 Keats seems to

be suggesting with his movement from reality to ideal and back

again- that the ideal can never serve as a substitute for reality,

&




at leas't not for men of this world, In the first stanza, Keats
tells us that he feels dull and drugged. His heart aches because
he is too happy with the nightingale's song "of summer in full-
throated ease." Here we have, I think, the essence of Keats's
pain-pleasure images revealed. The pleasure is the original
reaction -- the song is beautiful. Then, however, almost
spontaneously, Keats intellectualizes and begins to ask questions.
Does beauty not contradict the reality of the world? How, indeed,
can one reconcile such beauty with the rest of life? The rest
of the poem is, I believe, a fleshing out of this skeletal re-
action: first, Keats reacts, then questions, then rejects the
answer of the nightingale., The idea is, for Keats, an old one.
On March 25, 1818 he writes in a verse epistle to Haydon:

...0Oh, never will the prize,

High reason, and the love of good and ill,

Be my award! Things cannot to the will

Be settled, but they tease us out of thought ;

Or is it thqt imagination brought

Beyond its proper bound, yet still cnnflned

Lost in a sort of Purgatory blind,

Cannot refer to any standard law

Of either earth or heaven? It is a flaw

In happiness, to see beyond our bourn,

It forces us in summer skies to mourn,
It spoils the singing of the nightingale.9

This passage contains the seed for both Ode to a Nig htingele
and Ode on a Grecian Urn. It mdlcates that Keats did not come
to these odes w:.th a sense of dlscovery, but rather after a good

deal of thought on the subject. One should not forget in reading

the poem, that Keats is proceeding according to plém, giving us
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feelings he‘haé felt; not merely thinking in verse. He carefully

controls the tension between the real and the ideal and works

skillfully at undercutting the ideal while he is making it

appealing., It should be noted that Keats, as early as the first
stanza identifies the Nightingale with the Dryads, the wood nymphs
which he rejected in Ode to Psyche.

The second stanza is often seen as showing an attempt to
escape the world through the opiate of wine. However, the imagery
Keats uses suggeststhat it is not, wine alone that he is escaping
to.

O, for a draught of vintage! ...

Tasting of Flora and the country green,

Dance, and Provencal song, and sunburnt mirth!
O for a beaker full of the warm South, |
Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene ...

The "vintage" taste of Flora, classical goddess of flowers and spring,

_'The dance and song images further bring us into a paéioral setting,

The very wine itself is from'Hippocrene, the ever flowing spring
on Mbunt Helicon, sacred toithe muses. 10 Even the balm of drink
becomes escape into the land of the classical gods, a land of
warmth and stability, yet one of fiction, a time Keats has re-
jected, save for P%yche herself, in his Ode to Psyche.

Keats's desire to escape the world brings to mind a sharp
picture of the thing he wishes to_escape. He does not show us
that it is fblly'and éven impossibility to try such an escape,

but the picture of the real world is there{ | - L
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Here, where men sit and hear each other groan:
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,
Where youth grows pale, and spectre=thin and dies;

Where but to think is to be full of sorrow

And leaden=eyed despairs,
Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes

Or new Love pine at them beyond tomorrow,

The poetic language is strong, moving, and one cannot help but

think of the hardship and death that the young poet knew both

as a medical student and as a brother of one who did grow pale

and thin and die. Here again Keals underscores his basic dilemma.

To think is to be full of sorrow and despair, The world is one
of flux, Beauty grows old rapidly; Love is inconstant, uncaring,
Men are ever so mortal, .

In the next stanza,Keats makes another plea for escape.
This time he will fly on the “viewleSS'Wings of Poesy.," It
is however the same type of fairy world he is escaping to. It
is a world governed by the "Queen=Moon ... clustered arbund by
all her starry Fays." It is quite'definitély a world of feeling
which denies the intellect, the 'high reason" of his letters to
Reynolds. It is the '"dull brain which perplexes and’retaras," '
and it is a world in which there is no light. Light, _1' hesitate
to(hention, has a long tradition of association withvknowledge
and reason, A “

It is this lack of light, of the power of thought if you

will, which keeps the post from recognizing the beauties of a

very real world which he describes in the fifth stanza. The

"darkness'" of his. escape is "embalmed" =~ dead, cold, devoid of
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humanity, The world however is one of beautiful life., He speaks
of specific flowers, o.f hawthorn, eglantine, and the musk=-rose,
Here we see the beauty of the 'real world == a b'eauty that one who
forsakes the real world cannot partake of, because he refuses to
partake of the pain and frustration which is inherent in that
world, After all, the musk-rose, like Beauty, and Love, and Man
grows old and dies., But still the ““pcet holds to his acceptance
of the fairy world of aft. ‘

; In stanza six, the poet seeks death while he is in the height
of his bliss in his world of the imagination. It is, I would
imagine, a kind of melodramatic wish that flashes écross the mind
- of many an artist, What could be more appéaling than the thought
of a man ending his connection with this sordid world when he is
farthest from it, when he is ensconced in a world of images,

feeling, creative genius, But even this wish causes Keats, who

- cannot shake the dualify of his nature, to ruminate upon death
itself. The poet has taken us to the ultimate escape from this
world, | .

Keats notes in the next stanza that the nightingale was not
born for death == both as a species and as a representatiire |
of the world of art. Keats, in contrastlng the mmortal:l.ty of
the bird to the mortality of man, finds himself able to accept
the world which has long been pressing in on his postic dream

wWor 1d °

No hungry generations tread thee down;
The voice I hear this passing night was heard
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In ancient days by emperor and clown:
Perhaps the self-same song that found a path
Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home,
- She stood in tears amid the alien corn;

It is clear from this passage of contrast that there is really
no difference betwen the nightingale and man. There still are,
~after all, emperors and clowne, or at least their eq_uivalents,

in the same way that there is a nightingale for all ages to hear.

Man, as well as the bird, exists as a species. Also the nightin-
gale, the artistic invention, is no more eternal an art form than
the story of a sad Iand beaten exile, Ruth, Here, the poet
realizes that the fairy land is indeed "forlorn." It is devoid
of the real and the human.

In the final stanza, - Keats completes his reallty-ld eal-reality
cycle. He denounces the fancy as a cheat =~ the fancy whofwas
once the keeper of Psyche's garden. The birds' "anthem" becomes
"plaintive, " H'e then’questions whether there has even been a real
nightingale there singing. Perhaps he has dreamt it 211, It seem3
that in this odle there is a clear affirmation of at least the
beauty of the real world. It is, however, an uneasy one because
the poet is aware of the pain that the world holds in balance to
its beauty. Yet, we have seen in the letters, pain is necessary
in a "vale of soul-making," it is a challenge to man.

In terms of poefry, ‘Keats seems to be saﬁng in this ode,
- that -mere beauty, ‘mere fancy, is worthless. There is to be, foi-

him no art for art's sake., The beauty of poetry and the 1mag1na-

tion must :Lndeed contain truth truth that 1s appllcable to man
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' ‘L ~in tlliis temporal world. He appears to be accépting Psyche as ~ .
Mthe hunlan-sou.'].--i.lrl-love,"11 but rejecting a form of worship

which places PsycH;a as an ideal hidden by fancy in the dark

reaches of the 'm'_‘i.nd.
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CHAPTFR III

ON A GRECIAN URN

Stillinger suggests that the Ode on A Grecian Urn shows the
poet accepting art for what it can be to man and not as a re-
placement for reality.l Again, there are a number of writers who

agree with this basic view, although this ode seems to be most

perplexing to a number of scholars. Murry sees Keats as moving
toward an .ordered view of 1life,? Crawford feels, much as Stillinger
does, that throughout this entire year Keats is pondering the

"relation of poetry and philosophy. "3 Jacob Wilgod sees Keats

becoming aware that quects of joy and_love must be ever-changing
to retain their vitality and chau-m.LL However, one can find a great
variety of views. JTan Jack, for example sees the ode as "the mo_st!
memorable outcome of the debate about the relation between poetry
and the visual artS".'_'5 :

It should be noted that Keats, here and elsewhere, was not

an extremely original author by modern standards. Gittings re-

minds us that the odes were begun largely because Keats had been
reading Dryden and, in particular his 0Ode to Mrs.. Anne Killegg'ew;""é
He also cites the influence of Burton and of the anbnymous author

of The Flower and the Leaf.’ And one should not forget, as Bush

‘and many others point out, the influence of HaZlf"Ltt's' lectures on

- much of Keatsfs ‘poetry, -;"'Many other influences can be traced, but his
immediate reading of Burton and Dryden is stamped 'all over the
thoﬁght*a:nd the verbal expression of this odé."'8 Burton suggested - '
the philosophic solution to Keats's dilemma.g Ian Jack tries i

- to trace the various GXtahtﬂ x}a<§es' which, by the descriptions in

/
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| the ode, must have been used in eclectic fashion, by Keats.

32.

10

-Perhaps what I am trying to get at is that Keats was try‘mg to

solve problems that had long placed themselves before men of

letters and serious thinkers in general. His avpproach is

slightly different but the problem of, as Bush puts it, '"man's
movement out of the world of illusion into the world of r-ozaale’d:};r,"i1 ~
1s a timeless one. Bush makes yet another remark concerning Keats's
eclecticism which is noteworthy both for its accuracy and its

charm: 'When Keats mixes three sounds in his thought they become, -

not s fourth sound, but a starl. n1l2  This reminds us that sources
can have meaning only insofar as they enlighﬁen us on the actual
content of a passage, otherwise the author my well justify his
borrowed sounds if he can forge them into a new and exciting
form, |

In the first stanza Keats establishes the urn as a classic
work of aar;t. it is a mystery, a "still unravished bride of
quietness," with a sweet tale to tell, but one that will not tell
itself. FEarl Wasserman notes that the urn is an "unravished
bride" and "foster shild" because it has taken on the qualities
of "quistness, silénce_, slow time!" but has resisted destruction
and change. He feels ’ however, that the adjective 'still" implies

that the urn may yet be ravished by quietnéss.13' This, in the phSrsi-

~cal sense is true -- the urn may be broken and becemes no more than a

smattering of dust, not even dust which will grace'a forest floor

but dust on the floor of a lifeless though life presérv:'i;ng miseum,

However, the urn as art will remain always unravished, to use "still" in




its older meaning of which Keats was no doubt aware. This

use of double meaning shows up" 1ater:'m’ the ode but with none of
the nice oxymoronic overtones we fihd"‘i}iathis‘passage. Keats turns
then to speculation about the things represented on the urh. He
questions whether the figures are men or gods, and goés to some
1engtiw. to blur the two, He sees the location aé elther Tempe,

the favorite earthly haunt of the gods, 6r Arcady, where men
achieved their closest approximation of the godlike state in

14

This again functions as an oxymoron:
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classical mythology.
| either the figures-are all powerful, immortal gods, or they are)i
men as weak as we elevated only by an artist's hand to a state
of immortality that depends on the eternal longevity of a vase,
Yet there is another function of this passage. qu are in- s
troduced. The tension between real and ideal, mortal and 1M
mortal, 1ife and art is already being established by the post.

The tension, established in the first stanza is developed

in the second. Here Keats begins a series of paradoxical thoughts
brought about by his imagination's dwelling on the urn, He speaks
Qf "unheard mel;)dies" which are melodies one can only imagine Q--
~a Bach for example exposed to fhe realm of polytonal jazz. The

songs, however, sweet as they are, can never be heard, and the

youth who plays them can never leave the trees which shall be for=-

ever in a state of springtime green. The lover, too, can never

win completely his love, although she will never lose her fairness.

These same concerns are dealt with in the next stanza. The
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poet feels that the stasis is good because no flaw can ever come

to suchlhappiness. The lovers will remain as they are:
For ever warm and still to be enjoyed,
For ever panting, and forever young;
A1l breathing human passion far above,
That leaves a heart highesorrowful and cloy'd,
A burning forehead and a parching tongue,
Here we see that the poet looks upon the lovers on the urn as far
superior to earthly lovers because they can never lose their joy.
But, as we (as well as the poet) are aware, there is no fulfill-

ment in the world of the urn., Stasis is not the human condition,

The suggestion is that one must pay the price of sorrow for his

joy, of death for the vitality of human experience. This theme

occurs strongly in Ode on Melancholy.

In the fourth stanza, Keats turns his conjectﬁre to the scene
of sacrifice. This is a fitting contrast to the earlier images
of spring, newpess,-and love., He sbeaks of the little peaéeful
town from which those in the procession have come. The town, he
speculates, will be continually desolate, silent, unpopulated,

The mood here is not that of sadﬁess, It is a "piouslmorn.""

However, there is a hint in this stanza that the static state is

- not always desirable even within itself. There is beauty in a

lover forever near his love, forever ready to kiss, but thevneed

for fulfillment is there in the human species. In the town we.

~ have an even more cogent need for fulfillment, for what is a -

town when it is devoid of 1its popﬁlaition. A town is defined by |

the human intercourse that goes on within it, Bush notes that in

I =




the town "the eternity of joy and beauty‘" becomes' an eternity: of

joyless desolation., The town of the urn is a mere skeleton.

As in Ode to a Nightingale, he completes his reality - ideal

cycle by returning to the real, In the final stanza, Keats praises

the urn, but he qualifies his praise by a realization that the urn

lacks human wa rmth

O attic shape! Fair attitude! with brede
Of marble men and maidens overwrought,

With forest branches and the trodden weed; d
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of th%ught

As doth eternity: Cold pastoral!

Note that the urn has a '"brede" or design, braid of men indicating
that the men on the urn are subordinate to the "Attic shape."

Also the homonym "breed" suggests that the urn is portraying men

who are un=-natural, indeed along with their marble bodies comes

‘a 1life of inaction, a life which lies in a curious balance be-

tween perfect content and perfect frustration, TYet, the urn,
lifeless though it is, allows man to exercise his imagination.

It exhausts man's thought as does the notion of eternity. There

are so many possibilities for the silent figures on the urn. Keats

continues in this vein to the theme of the poem, He makes it
clear that from this cold pastoral which will outlive us all there

are lessons to be learned.

N

However; the last twé lines of the poem have created quite

a bit of critical confusion:

Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty, == That is all
Ye know on Farth, and all ye need to know.

As printed here, the lines represent the ending as the poem appeared

1
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in the January, 1820 publication of the Annals of the Fine Art 35

The lines appear thus in a consensus reading of four Keatsian

manuscripts:
Beauty is Truth, == Truth Beauty, == that is all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

They also appear as follows in Keats's 1820 Lamia volume:

"Beauty is truth, truth beauty," -~ that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

This leaves us to guess whether .Keats intended the lines to come
from 1) poet to reader 2) poet to urn 3) poet to figures on the

urn 4)‘urn to reader.16

After one solves that problem, one can
go on to what exactly such an epigram means,

- I believe the only sensible way to view these lines is to

~ assume they come from the author to the reader, or rather from

the urn, filtered by the author's choice of detail, to the reader.
The question which appears unresolvable is that of'th is sayihg
what, Are the words on the urn "Beauty is Truth,lTruth Beauly! -
a fit tidy phrase to plaée on én urn, or do the words §n the urn
inglude'all oflthe last two lines, I feel,that~it is the former
case. H;wever, I don't s;e how one can argue the point except

on his own opinion of exactly what Keats was intending to do with

these final lines.

The disputed lines represent the message which the urn,.and |

art in general, holds for man. The message itself is not‘very

- clear and many critics have expounded on it in completely differ-

ing directions. However, a sensible consensus may be seen. The

lines indicate an attempt on the part of Keats to fit together
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the ideas of truth, which is often sad if not brutal, and beauty
in | all truth (or reality, if you like). Thls reality, this
truth, the urn teaches us is ever changing and not like the urn.

- It is but one aspect of beauty. What I think Keats is attempt=-
ing to do is to aff';'er 31l of life == to say that therse iS‘ a k:md
of over=riding philosophical view which can justify both the pain

- and the pleasure iff life, simply because they are human and vital.

. Saito notes that the beauty-truth relationship of which Keats
speaks is not all that man need knoﬁ on earth, 'fStill it is all-
in-all that artists know, and the most important thing-‘of-»"all
that -they should know."!” One feels that Keats's viewpoint in
the ode reflects his idea of negative capability. If there is
beauty in all truth, then an Iago truly is as artistical].y valid
as an Imogen, then any insight regardless of its content is worth
relating if it has relevance to man,

However, it appears to me that Keats failed at one aspect
| ‘of the poet's task namely to make his meaning clear to a reasonably
acute reader. One infuses too many of his o#m ideas with those
of Keats in any attempt to explain these last epigrammatic lines.

" This ig the case because the poet simply did not make his thoughts
clear enough., Perhaps he was attempting, as T have suggested
to affirm all of life, in which case, he has simply not left

- enough space for the job, :An epigram, by its very natw:'e,' expléirrs

- about ité subject every'thing and nothing at the same time, Perhaps
this was inténded as a final crowning ‘bxymoron == that even the

"truth" which the urn gave to man while it appears transparent
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1s really unfathomable. However, Jacob Wilgod expresses a more

likely ex]

-0

anation: "I believe the poet tries to say too much."18




CHAPTER IV
SLANCHOLY | o

In the Ode on Melancilo;x, Keats abandons his "ﬂigilt and

return pattern"1 of taking us away from this world and then reason-

ing back to a new view of reality. Here, Stillinger suggests,

Keats tells: the reafler to ''seize and experience the beauty of the
transient natural and human world as fully as one can,"? He goes
on to note the importance of the linking of pain and pleasure:
The pleasures and pains of life are inextricably
‘bound up together: beauty must die, joy and the
‘simultaneous fading of joy, 'aching Pleasure’
and its instant turning to poison == all are

inseparable and one either accepts the pleasure-
pain complexity or renounces life altogether.3

In Ode on Melancholy, Keats, according to Stillinger, is very

near a total acceptance of this complexity. The poem, however,

belies such a theory. | . ,
) I

The first stanza urges against suicide as a remedy for the
grip of,melanchplyn( One senses that the list of lethal liquors

is there merely for the dramatic effect, an indication of the Ro=-

mantic taste for horror in a mammer not dissimilar fromftﬁat
of the Gothic novelists, Nevertheless, the poet urges that ...
the murder of self is wrong 'for shade to shadéwill c;me too
'drowsily and drown the wakeful anguish of the soul.!' Here we

are not very much assured. The implication seems to be that the

"wakeful anguish of the soul" is to be preserved, even, perhaps,

- that it is pleasant and sensual,

In the second stanza Keats offers a solution: look to the

natllral uniVSrs‘e’ tO the 1iVing, to hi]ls, and flOWeI‘S, and Seas,
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~ and to the love of man for woman., Yet these are all presented

in a mysterious light., Keats likens "the Melancholy fit" to a

rain cloud which 'hides the gréen hill in an April shroud." One

should note both that Keats carries over the imagery of death
from the first stanza and that he éeés melancholy as an "April®
phenomenon, one which comes when things are otherwise growing and
fresh. Then | he goes on with a 1list of wajrs to feed one's sorrow,
The rose is common enough, but the image of '"the rainbow of the
salt sand-wave'" is lush and contains a hint of mystery. Then,
afﬁer mentioning the "wealth of globed peonies," which reminds
one of Wordsworth's '"host of golden daffodils,!" he talks of the
mistress, She is mysterious. Her anger is rich and the lover
is to "let her rave, and féed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes."
The last phrase certainly blends the ideas of mystery, sex, the

| notlon of life, and the hint of the Gothic,

The last stanza is begun with the pronoun "“she' and it is

unclear whether it refers to the mistress or Melancholy. I think

~that Keats may be inviting the confusion, playing with the notion

of the mystery woman as in La Belle Dame Sans Merci,

She dwells with Beauty == Beauty that must die;
And Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips |
Bidding adieu; and aching Fleasure nigh,
Turnlng to Poison while the bee-mouth sips:
Ay, in the very temple of Delight
Veil'd Melancholy has her sovran shrine,
. Though seen of none save him whose strenuous tongue
- Can burst Joy's grape against his palate fine
His soul shall taste the sadness of her might,
And be among her cloudy trophies hung.

It is in the very arms of his mistress that melancholy dwells.

-y
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or is, by the poef's vagueness and mystery, his mistress really |
'Meléncholy? At any rate, the point seems to be that man neither
‘can escape meléncholy and sorrow nor wants to, In fact,‘ it is only
the man who has the strength to '"burst Joy's grape against his

. palate fine" who can taste the might of melancholy. Here melancholy
is seen as a corollary to joy. There is no other choice except
death, or, if the possibility exists, a life devoid of emotions.
However, 1 cannot take wvery seriqusly Keats's point., Bush suggests
that the poem gives us "a purely and thinly sensuous aestheticism, 't
I do not object in particular to the joys which Keats has delineated
for us. They are all, rather than the most sensuous, the most
fleeting of life's joys, or at least those which literary conven-
tion has long associated with the snows of yesteryear: a ﬂovgf_;',

a rainbow, a woman, What bothers me about the poem is that .Keats's
aim of saying something seems to be overridden by his airriof pre-
senting us with a Gothic mood piece. The ode, with its death
imagery and lush mystery, seems much more akin to la _B_e;_]_.]._g Dame
Sans Merci or the Eve of Saint Agnhes than to the rest of the odes.
He seems to be much more interested in the masochistic aspects

of the pain-pleasure relationship here than elsewhere in the odes.
The thought of '"aching Pleasure nigh, Turning to Poison as the bee-
mouth sips" is alm03t too sensual, too erotic to relate tb the larger
~ philosophic problem of fhe pains and pieésures which are present

in the real world. To be sure, as Stillinger mentions, there is

the affirmation of the real world, but it is the real world as thé




poet chooses to vie;nr it == in this case in terms df the sensual,
mysterious, énd Gothic, I do not agree with Bush that, the poem
is inferior to the other odés. It is merely different. It pre-
sents more of a mood than a thesis and will not carry the weight
that some of us may place on it The poem is a fine example of
the mind of Keats not being bogged down into a single track.. It

is a work which makes categorizing difficult,
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CHAPTER V

TO AUTUMN ' o

There is a gap of nearly »f‘our months between these May odes

~and the last of the "great odes," To Autumn, In the interim, we

may see Keats's vacillating: he is serious, gloomy, frustrated
on the one hand, on the other he is cheerful, even glorying in the

idle state. On June 9, 1819 he writes to Miss Jeffrey that you

will judge of my 1819 temper when I tell you that the thing I

have most enjoyed this year has been writing an ode to incik_:lenca."1
This passage has been used to"; date ‘the Ode on Indolence to the
first week in June.2 Of that we cannot be sure, but we can be sure
that the letter sliows Keats in a pleasant mood and one in which

his own indolence is taken lightly., One must add, however, that

Miss Jeffrey was not as .clos‘e to Keats as most of the other

correspondents, This fact, probably altered the nature of the

things the poet would write to her. His letter to Fanny Brawne

on July first shows a different mood and indicates the undercurrent

of sorrow that sweeps through Keats's life: "I have never known
any unalloy'd happiness for many days together: the death or

sickness of someone has always spoitled my hours,"3 I cannot help

but think that this sort of sorrow led Keats to some of his views =-
to the"Mvale of Soul-making" by way of rationalization, to his

_close linking of pain and-w-pleasure, and eventﬁa]ly'to a position

of accepting the diverse experience of the world as an inescapable

who]f;. Of, course, other currents must have had their influence.

] : ;
; .
LR
B LTV IR TN .




but the personal sorrow of the poet as opposed to his own illness,
seems to be underplayed by most critics,
Keats expresses a more craftsman-like approach to poetry in

his July 12 letter to John Hamilton:Y

I have of late been moulting: not for fresh feathers

and wings: they are gone and in their stead I hope to
have a pair of patient sublunary legs'I have altered, not
from a Chrysalis into a butterfly, but the contrary, having
too 1little loopholes, whence I may look out into the stage
of the world: and that world on our coming here I

almost forgot. The first time I sat down to write

I c'd scarcely believe in the necessity for so doing.

It struck me as a great oddity. Yet the very corn

which is now so beautiful, as if it had only took to
ripening yesterday, is for the market: so why should

I be delicate.

Here Keats shows a desire to write professionally. He hints at it in
other letters, but to his confidant Reynolds he is straightforwai‘d~.

One can only conjecture on the achievements of a mature Keats who,

in Miltonic fashion, had schooled himself to a point where his
artistic skill was unparzlleled. Nevertheless, there is indication
in Keats 1819 letters that he was indeed contemplating writing as
a full=time occupation =- not merely as something to bé done when
one is in the proper mood and feels the need. A letter to Fanny
Brawne, however, shows that the poet is vacillating on this point.
Kegts writes that he cannot say when ‘he'll have his volumé ‘ready.
He says he can't write merely ;for the press and rﬁay indeed give

up the idea. However he concedes that the poems may appear by

Chriétmas. He then adds a charming commentary on poetry and poets:

ees for Poems are as common as newspapers and I do not
see why it is a greater crime in me than in another to
let the verses of an half=fledged brain tumble into the
. reading rooms and drawing room windas.)
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Fven if Keats does not feel easy about poetry on the 'fpublish or
perish level, he certainly seems to be ready to let his poems float

into the hands of the public, .

Perhaps the clearest insight into Keats's decision to write
for the public or not is found in an August letter to Reyno‘l’ds ;6
The more I know what my diligence may in time effect;
the more does my heart distend with Pride and Obstinacy =

I feel it in my strength to become a popular writer -
I feel it in my power to refuse the poisonous sufferage

of a public.
Here is the problem. Keats would like very much to bo popular, " but
because he both distrosts the tastes of the publ;‘l.c and fears its
censure, he refuses to put any stock in a reputation. This kind
of pi'oblem crops up throughout the letters and wfritings of Keats.,
Keats himself sums it<up: "I admire human nature but I do not
like man."? In essence, this is the duality of life which con=
fronts Keats and indeed all of the rRomantics., The unity of man
and nature, the '"vale of soul-making," the brotherhood of all men
are concepts which tend to either buckle under ‘thestra:'m of the
real world or become so inclusive as to be mere truisms. The real
brotherhood of man means thot Keats, the poet fabled to have been
killed by a bad review, must actually love a stinking, sweaﬁng
laborer, For the "Soul-mo.king" hypothesis to work, one must really
bﬁeploased to have one's courage tested by, for instance, death
of a bfother. These are the kinds of prOblems with _which Keats
seems to concern himself, Thoy are a part of h:Ls vacillé-tion._;“
In his poetry one finds the unmistakable tonsion between the world

~of the ideal, of es'cape,__. and the world of reality where pain is

—
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also real even if it comes on the heels of pleasure,

waever—, Keats does not concern himself in any real way,

with these problems in the last of his gréat odes, Walter

~ Jackson Bate notes of the Ode To Auturm that it is filled with many

different kinds of resolution in a short space. Stillinger also
notes its affirmative nature:

From the beginning to the end it celebrates the world
Of process == of 'Maturing,' 'ripeness,' '"budding! ..
not with innocent delight in the beauties of nature,
but rather with a mature understanding that (to quote
Wordsworth) this is "the very world, which is the world
Of all of us == the place where, in ths end,

We find our happiness, or not at all!"~

1 feel that Keats does exhibit some of this awareness, yet one should
not neglect the impact of the season on the poet. On Septembér 21,
two days after the poem is composed, Keats writes both to Reynolds

and to George and Geofgiana Keats., In both letters he speaks of
10

How beautiful the season is -~ How fine the air, A
temperate sharpness about it, Really, without joking,
chaste weather == Dian skies == I never liked stubble
fields so much as now == Aye better than the chilly green
of Spring, Somehow a stubble-plain looks wan == in

the same way that some picutres look warm, This struck
me so much in my Sunday's walk that I composed it, 11

The indicatibn seems to be that while Keats does expressan apprecia=-

‘tion of process, it is a good deal more connected with the feelings

aroused in the poet by an autum walk than with any culminating

stream of thought., Keats is appre‘ciative of process throughout

 his career, -=- from time to time expressing it, and, from time to

time questioning the good of it all. Saito cites an 1818 poem as

~ an example of Keats's acceptance of process, the sommet The Human

4
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Seasonsy Here Keats describes man'!s auturm as a time when man

is "contented so to look on mists in idlenass," and notes that man
must bear- his winter "or else he would forégo his mortal nature,"
Certainly ’éhis is the same kind of idea expressed tactily in To
Autumn, The Ilatter poem, however, succeeds because the poet is
not telling us. The acceptance of précess is there underlying
the poem, but the poem is on the surface a very beautiful des-
cription of autumm, into which the author never intrudes.

In the first stanza autum is associated with the sun and
with rip'eness. These two "conspire how‘ to load and bless ...
the vines ... and fill all fruit with ripeness to the core,"

The images of ripeness are lush, even to the point of suggestlng
further growth The sun and the season again conspire to make
the 1ate-bloomingli flowers bud even in the fall so the bees will
"think warm days will never cease,' for Sungner has o!er=brimmed
thelr clammy cells." Lovell notes, as I have mentioned, that the
poet is absent here and throughout the pdem. 13

)

In the next stanza autmm is pictured in varlous\ ways, The
effect is quite 1like that of a late eighteenth ce:;'ltury nature poet'
description of the season., Autum is seen "sitting careless on a
granary floér ..; or on a half reap'd furrow sound asleep ... while
thy hook spares the next swath and a.ll its twined flowers," ' This

is a lovely touch and makes autumn seem very leisurely, very will-
ing to 1et_ the swelling gourd live on an houf longer. Lovell notes

the "ideas of leisure and of nature, unhurried aéhievement," 14 in

the poem. Another image which emphasizes the leisureliness of




Autumn is the description of the season sitting by a cider press

and watching "the last oozings hours by hours," Not just hour by

hour, but as though Autum would spend all his sweet time wringing

'the last drop of vital juice from the apples.

In the last stanzag, Keats makes us aware that he is not just
happily drinking in the scenery. Here we see autum as the har-
:binger of winter and we have the assertion that even as it is it
;.s unequi\irocably good, The question is asked, "Where are the songs

of Spring?" And the answer comes strongly, "Think not of them, |

thou hast thy music too," Stillinger sees no hint of death in

the third stanzald® and Bate feels that there are only two images

which are peculiar to autumn in the stanza; those of the "stubble-
plains" and the "full—grown 1a,rr),bs.,"16 However, it appears to me
vthat Keats does express the darker side of autumn with an assurance
that nonetheless this is good and natural and beautiful, He de=-

scribes the music of autumn:

While barred clouds bloom the soft=dying day
And touch the stubble=plains with rosy hue;
- Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn
* Among the river sallows, borne aloft »
‘ Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies;
And full grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn;
Hedge=crickets sing: and now with treble soft
The red=breast whistles from garden croft;
And gathering swallows twitter in the skies,

 To begin with there are clouds on the horizon =- not particu,larly

foreboding, but they are present. The choir of gnats is "mournful"

and the day is "soft-dying." Perhaps:this last metaphor fits the

whole stanza, or even the whole poem, The day and the season are

I

softly dying, passing peacefully out of the picture‘bnly to be born
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again in a new day or in a future spring, and the death is motivated
by the mystical cyclical nature of the warm life that autumn repre-
sents, The wind too "lives or dies" and the "full grom lambs"

are ready for the slaughter. Fven as we hear the redbreast whistle

the "gathering swallows" warn us that migration is coming and with
it winter., Certainly this is no bleak picturfe of autumn, but we

are, very gently, madé aware of autumn's position in the seasonal
life of the world., The affirmation comes from accepting that life

is good and seeing both the niomentary joys of autumm and the endur-

ing joy of ‘the miracle of the eérth's life=cycle, I think it ’is
significant that this- is the one ode :Ln which Keats. really approaéhes
| negative capability, He is complétely excluded from the poem and

he gives us his philosbphy by indirection, The subtlety and power

of this beautiful ode make it, to my mind, the greatest of the great
odes, The direction in which Keats seems to be headed, although

I hasten to say "seems" because, as I have noted, one can never

be too sure which course Keats's mind will follow, is toward a
realization of negative capability. If this last ode is any indi=-
cation of the potential Keats had in that area one can only wish

the poet had 1iveed to achieve poetic maturity,
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