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Summary

The aim of this study is to trace an evolution and demonstrate its
consistent pursuit in the development of Keats's poetry. The intro-
ductory chapters explore the influences to which the younger gene-
ration of romantic poets was submitted, and define the structural
imagery used by their forerunners in some of their major poems.
Then the notion of structural imagery is applied to the examination
of Keais's works to see if they fit into the general paitern of down-
ward journeying, followed by an ascent, which marked the spirit of
many works at the time of the romantic revival. It is assumed that
Keats followed the general pattern in the first stage of his creative
activity, hut that, through an evolution due fo some crucial events of
his life, he created a new pyramidal structure that could suit his
mood and his aesthetic requirements.

The four parts of the book confront the works puhlished hy
Keats with the theory, and also put to the same test some of those
that remained unpublished, as their exclusion can throw some light
on the author’s critical judgement, which tends to reinforce the present
thesis. Poems 1817 was not expected to offer great coherence, but
its study already reveals Keats's attention to down- and upward
movements together with astonishing symmetries. The underground
journey of Endymion stresses the growing dissatisfaction of the poet
with the traditional pattern at a time when his awareness of art and
architecture suggests new solutions to the artistic mind. The senti-
mental problems of the year 1818 concur to hreak the link with
previous models and allow Keats to produce the pyramidal structure
that will help him to bnild up his best poems. His original outlook
makes him evolve the sonnet patiern into a more suitable medium:
the Keatsian ode.

The symmetries linked with the up- and downward movements
of the poems arc examined, and tbe point of view offers re-apprai-
sals ofp some of Keats’s masterpieces, and most discussed poems,
such as the two versions of “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” or the ode
“On a Grecian Umn”. :

A new spirit seems to invade the last unpublished poems which
may, ultimately, have altered the structural imagery; hut the untimely
end of the poet’s life imposes prudence in the conclusion.



Preface

Tracing the evolution of a poet’s genius is a fascinating enter-
prise, especially when, after the many distinguished critics who have
dedicated their talent and care to solve the mystery of Keats's
creative power, a new light scems to dawn and reveal the consistent
changes leading to the successful aesthetic framework of his master-
pieces.

Qur point of view was determined by a detailed study of the
“Ode to a Nightingale” where it appeared that a pyramidal and
symmetrical structure was an important element of composition, and
placing it in the forefront helped to the understanding of the poet’s
meaning. Immediately the idea flashed across our mind that some-
thing similar existed in other poems as well (“Ode on a Grecian Urn”
for mnstance), and even in the arrangement, choice and ordering of
works in Keats's publications (Poems 1817). It was but a vague and
wild guess at ficst; but the deeper observation went into the interplay
of structures and imagery, of dynamic development and symmetry,
the more persuaded we grew of some truth behind the guess. The
present book is the fruit of that prolonged work of maturation, as the
intention was never to force the poems into forged mould to suit
our intent. 1t little by little appeared that not only individual poems
answered the notion of a symmetry or a dynamic pattern of rise and
fall, but that the pattern coincided with various moments of Keats's
production. Therefore the plan of this study was necessarily bent
towards following the chronological order of the poet’s activity, and
tracing an evolution that might throw some more light on the working
of tbe artist's brains, as Ridley! did in his analysis of the changes
occurring in the technique of the poetic lines. Sir Sidney Colvin’s?
attempt at publishing Keats's works chronologically, imperfect as it
is, helped greatly to grasp the reality of Keats's downward journeyin
and, later, elation and pyramidal symmetry in the framework o
his poems. The changes that were thus noticeable could nat but be

1M. R. Ridley, Keats’ Craftsmanship: A Study in Poctic Development (London:
Methuen University Paperbacks, 1965).

2 Sidney Colvin, The Poems of John Keats: Arranged in Chronological Order with
a Preface, 2 vols {London: Chatto & Windus, 1915).



the results of some conscious and deliberate decisions. Therefore we
had to refer extensively ta the correspandence, which fortunately
allows us plenty of insights into the ﬁesitations, eagerness, hopes
or despair of Keats’s feverish life. And this in turn ohliged us to look
back in time and find some of the passible influences that may have
warked as models upon the imagination of the young poet.

In consequence the reader will find in the introduction an atiempt
at building up rapidly the background of a certain attitude of the
mind among ntellectual circles at the turn of the century. We have
limited our choice to major poets and works as examples that were un-
doubtedly known to Keats and could have induced him to adapt the
downward journey to the underworld as the dynamic progress of his
first works. These samples helped us to define our notion a?rstmctural
imagery which was the leading thread for our analysis of Keats's
various poems. The experience descrihed in the “Rime of the Ancient
Mariner” or the “ldiot Boy” reflected, no doubt, a mare general
trend of thought — mystical creeds or neoplatonism for instance —
which we have also alluded to. Then the plan of our book was orga-
nized hy Keats's poetical production itself. In “Part 1" we have tried
to he fair to the young poet’s nnequal heginnings. We knew things
could not at that stage fit perfectly into our pre-determined view-
point. The surprise was rather to find that so much of the material
did, and that, if the poet cannot he said to have worked according
ta a set pattern from the first, plenty of symmetries and falling-rising
structures could he detected. The importance of writing sonnets also
appeared as a determining factor of future evolution, as the unequal
“symmetry” of the poem and its final flight or flourish contradicted
the general patiern of fall and rise and unconsciously modelled the
Keatsian type of odes.

Endymion was, of conrse, the greatest attempi of the poet at
journeying downward, and at the same time the revelation of a dead
end; the pattern contradicted Keais’s changing turn of mind. New
influences were at work, especially those coming from the arts.
“Part I1” tries ta follow the modification of the poet’s perspective, and
to link it with his discovery of painting and sculpture, a study that
was pursued extensively hy Ian Jack’. But while he traced Keats's
works hack ta their visual sources, we have tried to show that the
rules of composition of those arts influenced the methods of compo-
sitton of the poct. Change of forms supposes a change of spirit toa,
and, therefore, Keats's biography could not be completely ignored. Io
fact all sorts of different circumstances concurred ta creating the
feeling of elation that was ta turn the general structure of bis paetry
upside-down and lead to the pyramidal organization of later works.

Y lan Jack, Keats and the Mirror of Ar¢é (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967).
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The evolution was ripe when crises hroke among the family group
of brothers. Six months fevered by severed family affections, bodily
exertion, illness and the passage of death could not go by without
marking the poet's mind with a tremendous load o% determining
experiences.

The results appear in the treatment of the poems of winter 1819,
dealt with in “Part II1”". The longer poems betray an important chanﬂe
in their architecture compared with those of the first period. The
sonnets also show the poet experimenting within the framework of
the various traditional types, and finally rejecting a set pattern felt
as too limited and frustrating. But the rejection blossomed into a
new form of poems, the “Odes”. They appeared to us as the result
of Keats exploding the “fetters” of the sonnet: a liberation from
the narrow limits of the fourteen-line poem into a larger more fruitful
unit, subject to possible extension, that allowed the poet to produce
his most endearing masterpieces. The detailed analysis of each ode
fills “Part 1V”, and brings out the deliberate choice of the poet im
favour of pyramidal structures in those masterpieces. While the
modern critictsm of Blackstone! and D’Avanzo? explained Keats's
imagery as a tendency to produce cyclie, circling or closing-in impres-
sions, clustering within a protective central bower, we have seen
it as an architectural framework allowing progress along an ascending
or descending line. The central apex becomes the moment of highest
and deepest concentration of experience inevitably released by the
never-ending flow of life in the course of time. Keats’s work is
profoundly marked by the natural rhythm of heaving and pitching
down, ever advancing seas, of aspiration and breathing out again.
The imagery creates that impression and becomes the backbone, the
architectural support of the poems, on which all their most subtle
inner relations repose.

These beautiful symmetrical shapes are not sustained right to the
end of Keats’s activity as a poet. Or it might be said that they are
retained and preserved latent, while the tone and atmosphere of the
poems alter. Whether the change would have allected the symme-
trical structure of those poems as well will remain conjectural for
ohvious reasons. Our conclnsion must consequently end on a prudent
note, but may throw some new lights on Keats’s perduring preoccu-
pations during the period of dire illness of 1820.

All the critics of Keats would agree that there i3 evolution and
very rapid evolution — from “Calidore” or the “Imitation of
Spenser” to “Hyperion” and the "Odes”. And yet they all find

! Bernard Blackstone, The Consecrated Urn: An Interpretation of Keats in Terms
of Growth and Form (London: Longmans, Green & Co, 1959).

® Mario Louis D'Avanzo, "Recurrent Metaphors for Poetry in John Keats's Works"”,
Diss, Brown University 1963 (Ann Arbor: University Microfilms, 1966).



it difficult to demoustrate a regular progress of Keats’s art corres-
ponding to the “regular stepping towards Truth.” The pitfalls are
sudden and deep in every attempt at framing a satisfactory evolutive
process, There is the rejection of Huut’s iufluence, but the compo-
sition of “Isabella” recalls inevitably “The Story of Rimini”.
The heights of “The Eve of St Agnes” contrast with the abortive
“Eve of St Mark”. The series of the sonnets cvolves towards the
Shakespearian form, but this progress is interrupted by reversions
towards the Miltenic or Petrarcan models. Finally where does “The
Cap and Bells” fit into the fine evolutionary line? Chronologically the
untinished poem should be the crowning work of the poet. But its
spirit is so different from the rest of Keats’s achievements that it
reads like a new start on a parallel course, not to insist on a still
different way opened up by the tragedy of Otho the Great.

1t is difficult to trace, in the quiet, successive — or simultancous
— waves of lyric, epic and dramatic poetry, composed in the short
space of four years, a logical developmeut such as to satisfy the
student of literature. A smooth curve rising from the first published
lines to the authority of the later work can uever be drawn for any
author. How could it be theu, when examiniug the work of a young
man thwarted in his enthusiastic search fort beauty and the bappiness
of love, crushed by the material difficulties of life, the deaths of
others and his own weakness of body ?

It must be accepted from the first that Keats’s complete paetical
works present a collection of various attempis at reaching the per-
fection his critical mind could perceive. Successful pieces can be found
side by side with lesser poems at any given period of so brief a
career, That is not surprising, and it seems to us that it 1s not so much
in the detailed comparison of eacb of Keats’s poems set in chrono-
logical order that the answer to the problem of evolution can be
found. This may come later, as a happy confirmation of a general
approach and may vield further results. But the study of the broad
structure of the different works should he rewarding and will not,
we trust, lead us into the inevitable contradictions, the ill-fated Otho
or the sarcastic “Cap and Bells” are hound to make us stumble on.

In the following chapters all the quotations will be, unless otber-
wise stated, from

Garrod H. W. The Poctical Works of John Keats. 2nd ed. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1958.

Rollins, Hyder E. The Letters of John Keats 1814-1821. 2 wvols.
Cambridge: University Press, 1958,

vi



Introduction



I. Romantic Initiation

With the dawn of Romanticism the overt aim of poetry seems to
change; the poet, no longer attached to the elegant and fashionable
circles of town society, plays a new role in the life of the nation. He
sees his art as being a vital necessity. No longer merely a distinguished
and witty entertainment, it takes on a quality of mystery and prophetic
depth wbich exemplifies the new attitude of the artist towards the
language and its hidden powers of revelation.

o wonder then that the legendary origins of poetry should be
explored anew, and the literary revolution should be coupled with
a rediscovery of sources. The poets lock away from a society they feel
estranged from for political and economical reasons. They could not
get enthnsiastic over the Parliamentary policy of their country, the
failure of the French Revolution’s idealistic and generous storm, the
rapid growth of poverty and ugliness in industrialized towns and
cities, Court life marred by the King’s whims and illness counld only
excite sarcasm and ridicule; politics were mevitably curved towards
reaction against the French expansion; practical necessity did not make
for grandeur. Commerce and industry could bloom, there was less
blossoming and more of squalor in the suburbs. The massacres in
France had destroyed a faith im the power of reason to change the
world for the better. Therefore idealistic minds could but turn towards
the past for Elysian models, in a search for the paradise of origins
marked by strong fervonr and religions eagerness.

Art, because it can freely reject all dogmas for new ones, tends
to replace the religion of a church contaminated by tradition and the
worldly problems of hierarchy, social ¢lasses and a politically disturb-
ed society, The poet feels he is the priest of a new religion or at
least of a new ideal; his creative powers partake of the mystical
utterances of oracles, hence the numerous theories about the part
played by imagination and inspiration in the creative act of the
artist. Also the pictures, often repeated, of the inspired ones with
their wild eyes and long, flowing hair, phantom-like creatures haunt-
ing the poems of Romantic authors.

All this is linked with the rediscovery of the ancient character
of the Celtic bard of legends, of the wates in classical literatures,
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and of the religious and missionary part he plays in Greek and Latin
epic poetry. Not far back in time, great religious poems in the English
tradition paralleled the classical examples of antiquity and Milton’s
physical blindness revived the sightless “bard”, Great Homer,
exploring the world of mankind, seen and unseen, The epic tradition
of poetry tends to give artistic expression to theological and cosmo-
logical conceptions of man’s settlement on earth, The poet explores,
through his hero’s wanderings the empyrean realms of the gods and
the mysterious depths of the underworld where the dead assemble
for their endless quest or rest. With Ulysses, Aeneas, Dante’s Virgil
and Milton's Satan the poets used to “venture down/The dark
descent”, bt contrary to the common mortal man their herces were
endowed with a power ‘“up to re-ascend” with a load of unique
koowledge to be imparted to their fellow-creatures. The subterranean
voyage on the path to initiation leads to the mission of the poets as
messengers of a revelation. It is, however, a “hard and rare” expe-
rience, reserved for the chosen ones only, for those capable of trans-
lating it 50 that others may grasp its essential meaning. Such pressure
of necessity explais the stress lain on the language in the romantic
movement. It also accounts for the feeling of poets and artists that
they stand apart from society, as bolders of a truth that the world
should become aware of. Through the medium of the language and
the artistic, hence ambiguous, use of it, they feel impelled to deliver
their message, and like the prophets of all time they find themselves
struggling, in their search for a respousive public, against heavy odds
of tradition, habit and indifference. The frustrating feeling of being
rejected, unheard and misunderstaod, is the source of that despon-
dency which is ta grow over them all and to be interpreted elsewhere
as the “mal du siecle”.

This very general outline of an atmasphere that hung over younger
generations of poets at the turn of the XVIII-XIXth centuries is
exemplified by the procession of outcasts and solitary characters,
vagrants and travelling old men ~ the Convict, the Mad Mother, the
ldiot Boy, etc. — wha all know so well “what man has made of
man’”! They all have explored some sort of “dungeon” and discovered
the healing power of nature.

Against all common sense Betty Foy! trusts in her ldiat Bay
to get some help for Old Susan Gale who lies dying in her solitary
hut. The haphazard wanderings of the boy renew the canvention of
the imitiating quest that heals and Qld Susan “as if by magic cured”
joins in the haunting search of the mother for her lost son. Bat, for

1'W. Wordsworth, "“The Idiot Boy,” in Wordsworth and Coleridge, Lyrical
Ballads: The Text of the 1798 Editton with the Additional 1800 Poems ond the
Prefz)lces, ed. R. L. Brett and A. R. Jones, 2nd ed. rev. (1963; London: Methuen,
1965), 86-101.
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him, the opposed characters of night and day are reconciled in a
perception o?thc higher unity of nature:

“The cock did crow to-whoo, to-whoo,
And the sun did shine 5o cold.” (460-1)

He stands “in his glory” towering on the mule’s back above hoth
the anxiety of the women’s experience of a hellish night and the bliss
of their “merry meeting”] The poor mother and her sick friend
after plodding through the dark vale of death awake transported to
the highest point of exuliation:

She’s happy here, she's happy there,
She is uncasy every where;
Her limbs are all alive with joy, (399-401)

Meanwhile the chosen one hovers in an ahsent, contemplative
mood; he seems to absorb the life of nature as a whole that is beyond
the logic of words and the dissecting power of language. This sort
of wise passiveness works in the manner of a miracle. In her obsti-
nate quest the mother’s intuition was right. When drinking despair
Eo the full, when “her senses fail”, she retraced her steps until she
ound:

Him whom she loves, her idiot boy. (398)
The mother entreats her son to tell:

“Where all this long night you have been
What you have heard, what you have seen
And Johnny, mind you teil us true.” (449-51)

She has got an intimation of the close union that must have taken
place between her son and the powers of nature, whose resnit is the
miracle of OQid Susan being cured. But she is not going to receive any
answer except the sybilline lines about the ululating cocks and the
cold sun. In Wordsworth the boy is not submitted to the iraumatic
experience of death — his infirmity places him among those who
know the kingdom of heaven — but the mother is. Her mad wandering
through the night in search of the mule and her son is an agonizing
journey where her anxicty pictures death in every corner of the vale
and the moor, and grows with the passing of time to an unbearable
climax, even to the sinful thought of committing suicide.

Poor Susan, abandoned dying on her bed, goes through similar
pangs of anxiety, but at the same time feels the working of a super-
natural force.



And as her mind grew worse and worse
Her body it grew better. {(425-6)

She finally stands reclaimed from death.

Such quests for odd characters who “know™ appear so many times
in the Lyrical Ballads that it wonld be trite to insist too mnch. We
cannot, however, pass on withont discussing Coleridge’s “Ancient
Mariner"”?, because here again we bave a poem exemplifying the
traditional stracture of the poet’s jonrney downward towards death
and the experience of hell, and his final surging vp and renewed
appearance among the living. All the imagery used by Coleridge tends
to create the atmosphere of death, hell and re-birth. From the very
start of the poem the description of the Ancient Mariner evokes a
ghost or 2 mad man; the man’s great age, his “long, grey beard”, his
“skinny hand” and his “glittering eye” with its strange power of
fascination make him a creature from another world: what the word
revenant expresses literally in French. He shows a nomber of the
features attributed by Romanticism to the inspired. Inspiration and
madness are allied to imaginative power, and they seem to be percep-
tible particularly in the length or unkempt condition of the hair, and
the lean, often tanned appearance of the body, as if it had been
withered and charred by the flames of Hell:

And thou art long and lank and brown
As is the ribbed Sea-sand. (226-227)

But the main force is concentrated in the eyes, the open mirror
of the soul.

The epithet that recurs and is linked with the “ancient” gnality
of the character is "bright-eyed”, “glittering eye” {or “eves”), “whose
eye is bright”. In contrast, the dead crew on the phantom ship look
with “stony eyes”. Their reproachful stare has marked the mariner
with the “curse” of damnation. The “evil looks™ of the living are
linked with the horrible desperation and finality of death. The curse
of the dead leaves one "as dry as dost”. The power of the mariner’s
eye is totally different. It is repeatedly acknowledged by the wedding-
guest who stands and listens, mesmerized. In fact the old wanderer
is no longer gnite a man, but a creature belonging to the apparition
Life-in-Death.

The first version of the poem? gave a clear description of Death
and Life-in-Death:

!8.T. Coleridge, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” The Poems of Samuel
Taylor Colertdge: Including Poems and Versions of Poems Hereitn Published for
the First Time, ed. Ernest Hartley Coleridge (1912; Loadon: O. 1. P. 1954),
186-209.

t Coleridge, "The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere, in Scven Parts,” of. cit., 528-546.
6



His bones were black with many a crack,
All blach and bare, I ween;
Jet-black and bare, save where with rust
Of mouldy damps and charnel crust
They're patch’d with purple and green.

Her Lips are red, her looks are free,
Her locks are yellow as gold:
Her skin is as white as leprosy,
And she is far liker Death than he;
Her flesh makes the still air cold. (181-190)

A few lines further the opposition of the two characters is strength-
ened by the passing of a gust of wind “Thro’ the holes of his cyes and
the hole of his mouth” (197). The empty orbits of Death contrasts with
the *free” looks of Life-in-Death, and the phantom-like mariner
partakes of that quality. He is the chosen one who has had a unique
experience and is condemned to impart his message to mankind as a
penance. Thus his message is a true revelation of his experience, a
passage through death. Like Orpheus, like Satan, he has ventured
“down the dark descent” and has been permitted by some super-
natural will and force “up to re-ascend”. After so terrible a voyage
he is no longer as he used to be; be cannot be as bis fellow-
creatures are.

The differences between Wordsworth’s and Coleridge's attitudes
stand out. The former remains within the limits of an actual landscape
and the reality of time. The passage through death is realized drama-
tically in the mad search and the inward monologues of the women.
Coleridge leads us much further through the mazes of imagery to an
imaginary purgatory and hell, With the mariner and the crew we
are lead to death’s door by the storm and the atmospbere pervading
the approaches of the Pole.

The imagery of ice introduces a feeling of lethargy in wbich
actnal fears tend to merge and diminish as in a fainting-fit. Calm is
restored for a time as it ofien is on a dead man's face, beaufified
and so restful after his last tormenting hours. The ship seems to
escape, but Death is there in the shape of the unnatural crime: *I shot
the Albatross.” The ship moves on, but the imagery proves that it is
only a change for the worse. After the oppressive quictness of the
“shroud” of “mist or cloud”, the breezes push the vessel and its crew
towards damnation and the images recall the archetypal features of
Hell: heat and redness. The tantalizing presence of water and torture
of thirst, “slimy things” reminders of the serpent of the Fall and
the companions of condemned spirits in the abode of the dead, the
“Death-tires” and the “witch's oils”, all create an original picture
of a hellish place that could inspire a painter in the compaosition of

7



some representation of Doomsday. In spite of the unexpected setting,
Coleridge no doubt has led us to follow him through death’s door
and explore the places where the dead assemble, and penance or
absolution arc distributed.

In the first three parts of Coleridge’s poem we step through the
pangs of agony to the meeting with the forces that finally decide on
death. In the fourth part the ship undergoes the transmutation that
makes the boat a “Spectre-bark™ with a “ghastly crew”, surrounded
by the silence and solitude of the “rotting Sea” where the loathsome
“slimy-things’ move and live in their rich attire.

The way back to actual life starts with the recognition of beauty
in life itself:

O happy living things! no tongue
Their beauty might declare. (282-283)

Life is beauty! The discovery of the essential truth leads to the
“spring of Love” that justifies the mariner's return to the land of
the living and becomes the core of his message to man. This takes
place in parts five to seven. He has pierced the veil of appearance,
and the apocalyptic storm, with the air bursting “into life”, the hectic
dance of “fire-flags” and “‘stars”, the blackness of the clouds and
torrents of rain, the cold moonlight and the blinding cataract of
lightning also evokes the story of chaos and creation when Gaod
separated light from darkness. We cannot help thinking of the
beginning afg Genesis when the earth was witbout form and void: and
“Darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God
moved upon the face of waters.” The ship and the mariner are rejected
from the womb of the universe towards the shares they had lett.

The return is long and hard. The “swound” and “fit” of approach-
ing death recur. Rebirth is as painful and fearful as death. It is a
lonely path and the feeling remains of “a frightful fiend” treading
“close bebind him™. Like Orpheus he “walks on and turns no more his
head”, Little by little fears mingles with the feeling of a “welcoming”
and contact with the actual world is renewed. The break with the
vnderworld is materialized by the sinking of the ship and disappear-
ance of its “ghastly crew”. The miraculous escape of the mariner
brings bim back to “firm land” and an ominous contact with men.
It is clear from Coleridge’s account that all men are not equally fitted
to aceept or understand his — and the mariner’s —— experience. The
shock strikes down the pilot “in a fit"; the boy raves in a mad trance.
The hermit, however, is capable of bearing the revelation of the
mariner’s “ghastly tale™.

The saintly character of the bermit and the supernatural forces
now acting in the mariner are akin, The creative imagination working
in the poet has made him aware of the essential truth: the necessity

8



of love for life, life being beautiful and sacred, in all its varied mani-
festations.

We have insisted on and developed at length our opinions of
Wordsworth’s “ldiot Boy™” and Coleridge’s “Rime of the Awncient
Mariner” in order to show that through the imagery the general
structure of these long poems revives one of the old featnres of the
tradition of epic poetry, the journey inte the underworld or hell.

It may not be ont of place here to point briefly to the fact that,
the general climate and environment may have prepared the proper
atmospbere for the unconscious choice made by the artists, as so often
happens in the case of statesmen in a political revolution. A taste for
mysterious and secret initiations pervades the XVIIIth century. The
foundation and expansion of modern freemasonry throughout the
leading nations of Europe reflects a mixture of cold rationalism and
the inward need of man for mystery and secrecy. Withont being
versed in masonic rites, the admirer of Mozart’s Magic Flute may get
some notion of the tests the initiate is supposed to be submitted to.
As in all magic or religion be must venture through the symbolic
process of destruction of the old man and the regencration of self.
In the opera the purifying experience takes place in the dark vaults
of subterranean caverns. The steadfastvess required of the new
convert must overcome obstacles and dangers, even if he is threatened
by death, Then the gates open and the initiate steps firmly out of
the caves towards the rays of the sun.

The journey through the maze of dark passages and cellars seem
to have also been part of some of the worst practices of the Hell Fire
Club, where Black Mass and orgy were celebrated in defiance, but
also in imitation, of the highest mysteries of religion.

In his study of the Hell-Fire Club, David P. Mannix describes
the elaborate artificial caves dug on Dashwood’s orders into the bills
of bis estate at West Wycombe, with a view to suit the Hell-Fire
Club’s requirement. “The entrance to tbe caves is shrouded by
sepulchral group of tall yews, always associated with death and
burial.”! After depicting 1 detail the ornamental features of the
entrance itself, the vaulted passage-way leading to the heart of the
hill and the so-called Robing Room, where the “monks” used to pnt
on blood-red gowns, the author explains that the procession would
come to a system of “tangled passage-ways called the catacombs™;
guidance was needed “to find the way through there”. Then they
would reach the Banqueting Hall.

This place, however, was not the final stage in this underworld
labyrinth. The true parody of religious initiation took place in the
Triangle where “no ordinary visitors were ever allowed”. 1t was the

1 Daniel P. Maonix, The Hell-Fire Club, 10th ed. (1961; London: New English
Library, 1970), 90.
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deepest part of the excavation, two passages dividing, then turning
sharply and rejoining to form a triangle. After the womb of the
Banqueting Hall it was another significant sexual symbal.

“Beyond the Triangle, a river runs across the passageway. At the
time of the monks, this river was so wide it conld only be crossed by
a boat which was kept moored to the bank for this purpose. The
brothers called it “The River Styx'. Beside the river is a well sunk
deep into the chalk and called “The Cursing Well’. 1t is filled with
what the monks called ‘unholy water’ and bere the initiate was
baptized. After crossing the river by boat, the hrothers then went
down a short passage into the ‘Inner Temple’ — a circular room in
the very deepest part of the hill. Here the Black Mass was celebrated
and a solemn sacrifice made to the devil of the virginity of the young
girl lored into the cave system. Wilkes, who was later allowed to
partake of these ceremonies after his return from France, wrote:
‘A village maiden said good-bye to her innocence when she visited
the Inner-Temple’.”

The whole pattern, constrncted at great cost for the secret enjoy-
ment of the blasphemous brotherhood of the Clob parodies the nsual
mitiative structure: symhols of death, underground voyage, labyrinth
of forgetfulness, passage across the “Styx”, finally the sacrifice of
virginity leading to new life in the “blisses” of pleasure.

The development of the Gothic novel in the last decades of the
XVIllth century owes much to such examples, whether true or ima-
gined by fancy from all the prattle that must, no doubt, have been
going on about the scandalous club of Sandwich, and to the spreading
power of masonic lodges.

What is important for onr demonstration is the general attitude
of the age, and the pattern of initiation rites which seems to bave
been retained and re-interpreted by artists and writers. For them
the unique experience of travelling away from the world of illusions to
the discovery of some superior knowledge is no introduction into the
brotherhood of those in search of power or unlimited licenciousness,
it becomes a personal awakening and revelation, linked with the
unselfish desire of spreading the new dogmas far and wide.

The passage through death is the necessary initiation that gives
the poet his deeper experience of a truth to be attained, places him
on a level with a priest and justifies his activity as the revealing
agent of a sacred message. That attitude is, in fact, tbe basic element
that allows Romanticism to be considered ag a revolution or a revival
in literature and thought, and it has influenced artistic production
down to our present century. D. H. Lawrence wrote to Katherine
Mansfield after the death of ber brother killed on the western front
on Dec. 20, 1815: “Do not be sad. 1t is one life which is passing away

* Mannix, op cif, 91,
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from us, one 'l' is dying, but there is another coming into being, which
is the happy, creative you. I knew you would bave to die with your
brother; you also go down into death and be extinguished. But for us
there is a rising from the grave, there is a resurrection, and a clean
life to begin from the start, new and happy.”™

Of course, as Maud Bodkin®? has shown, the pattern of tidal ebh
towards death through a “night voyage™, followed by a re-birth, is
an archetype commen to the whole tribe of the human race which
can be traced by psychologists into the unartistic manifestations of
dreams. But if the archetypal pattern may appear as a subconscious
element in the works of poets, it may also become the basic material
of their creations and determine the aesthetic choice and the formal
architecture of their compositions. The artist cannot come into being
without that fundamental experience, and the romantics created all
sorts of characters to translate their own quest for self revelation.
They assume the shapes of old, solitary, disquieting figures, for ever
wandering and dispensing, as they go, deep thoughts about life and
its true sources and meaning. Sometimes old age is replaced by exotic
features; great distance assumes the dimension of time elapsed. An
example of this is Coleridge's Abyssinian maid in “Kubla Khan”,® whe,
in exalted daace and music, reminds one of an inspired Maenad. To
the poet himself she recalls the “romantic chasm” into which he
ventured to explore the caverns “measureless to man” and “caves
of ice”: again the imagery of the vale of Death. The artist then
appears as the great magician strikingly akin to the Ancient Mariner
with his “flashing eyes” and the “holy dread” he inspires. Like the
heroes of old he has been admitted into the secrets and abode of the
gods, and been feasted at their table with bydromel and given a
touch of immortality.

For ke on honey-dew hath fed
And drunk the milk of Paradise. (53-54)

Some may object to the interpretation of “he” as the poet. Yet
it seems that Coleridge, confronted with the shattered vision of his
dream unfoids the ideal relation that should exist between the readers
and the artist:

1Nari;nam Hormasji, Eatherine Mansfield: An Appraisal (Auckland: Gollins Bros,
1967), 27.

t Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry: Psychological Studies of Imagina-
tion {1984; Londen: O.U. P., 1971).

3 Coleridge, “Kubla Khan", op. cit., 295-208.
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<. With music loud and long,
1 would build that dome in air,
That sunny dome! Those caves of ice!
And all who heard should see them there, (45-48)

At the same time, the disquieting character of the inspired one
with his power of creation and illusion frightens the ordinary man,
who suddenly notices the searching look and dishevelled hair. Fearful
of heing embarked on the poet’s journey of possibly devilish explo-
ration, he retreats and exorcises the magician (““Weave a circle round
him thrice”) with eyes shnt, so as to escape his ascendancy. It is the
poet’s conrage to taste the intoxication of “boney-dew’ and “milk of
Paradise”. Maod Bodkin, throngh her psychological approach of
poetry, reaches the same conclusion.!

Again “Christahel”’ shows the poet himself endowed with priest-
like powers and attributes. Bracy, the Bard, is the only one at Sir
Leoline’s conrt to have an intimation of the true nature of Geraldine,
apart from her innocent and powerless victim. ““Warned hy a vision”,
while he rests, he is aware of the menace threatening Christabel’s
life. Imagination, working in the passivity of sleep is the source of
his revelation, and inspiration using the sacred langnage of poetry
makes him the priest of a high rite of purification:

“... | vowed this self-same day
With music strong and saintly song
To wander through the forest bare,
Lest aught unholy loiter there.” (560-568)

It is a vain attempt on his part, thwarted by the aged haron himself,
whose eyes enthralled hy the heanty of Geraldine cannot pierce
appearance. The poet alone is the seer; the world cannot see. Both
the Christian and pagan traditions have repeatedly acknowledged
the fact: “Eyes have they, but they see not” (Psalms 105,5). For the
ordinary man sayings are but words, not truth. Sir Leoline may
repeat: “Each matin bell/Knells us back to a world of death,” he
does not understand the true meaning of the viterance. His statement
is no experience.

This consideration, however, brings us hack to the general ima-

ery of the whole poem which drives ns again towards the world of
¢ dead and a meeting with a Geraldine, strangely akin, in the first
part {dated 1797), to Life-in-Death and in the second part, written
three years later to Lamia. The “Lady from a far countrée” exercises
the powers of seduction and fascination that belong to the explorers

t Bodkin, ep cit., 94.
* Coleridge, “Christabel”, of. cit., 213-236.
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of the underworld, and when she drank “the wild-flower wine”,
“Her fair large eyes ‘gan glitter hright”.

Some of the theories which were dehated in intellectual circles at
the end of the XVIilth century, and were very influential among
artists, have been revealed by Kathleen Raine in her study of Blake’s
warks.! Her detailed analysis of “The Little Girl Lost” and "“The
Little Girl Found”, in terms of a regeneration of the myth of Demeter
and Persephone, interprets convincingly the going to sleep of Lyca
as the soul entering the material world, a death in fact, waiting for
the earth to “arise and seek / For her maker meek” in some future
stage of evolution. Such attitude derives from the teaching of neo-
platonist enthusiasts such as Thomas Taylor whose books were
highly snccessful at the end of the XVIIIth century and contrihuted
to tint the hackground values of artists and poets throughount the
Remantic revival. The importance of a desire for syncretism during
the age of Enlightenment trying to reconcile neoplatonicism, alchemy
and the Kabbalah, inherited from the Renaissance period, has heen
explored by Désirée Hirst in her hook Hidden Riches?® Religious
enthusiasm in England as well as intellectual speculation and artistic
imagination were stimulated to new life by such attempts at pre-
serving old eastern and Greek ways of interpreting the mysteries of
the worlds of spirit and matter, and reconciling them with the Chris-
tian theological tradition. The fall of Adam and Eve, the meaning
of death and resurrection, the harrowing of hell hy Christ, are in a
way given new strength in “the myth of the soul which ‘descends’
from an eternal world or state, undergoes experience and suffering
in the world of generation, and returns at last to her native purity.
The figure of the soul is symholized in a series of female figures, each
a little more complex than the last — Thel, Lyca, Oothon, Vala and
Jerusalem. All these experience descent, suffering, and retnrn.”s

If the studies just guoted lead to an appreciation of Blake’s
sources of inspiration, their conclusions are also valid to descrihe the
general atmosphere and tone of the vivid intellectual activity hehind
artistic production at the end of the XVIIIth and the beginning of
the X1Xth century. And if it was true of the first generation of
Romantic poets, the notion can he extended to the second whe did
not ignore their forerunners, even though they tried to escape their
patronizing influences.

1Kathleen Raine, Blaeke end Tradition, 2 vols. {(London: Routledge and Kegan,
1969), I, 126.

t Désirée Hirst, Hidden Riches: Traditional Symbolism from the Renaissance to

Blake (London: Eyre and Spattiswoode, 1964).

3 Raine, op. cil, I, 67.
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2. Structural Imagery

These examples from the works of the leading influences in poetry
at the beginning of the XIXth century show that in their greatest
poems the anthors were working on a basically identical canvas: that
of the ancient legend of the voyage to the Kingdom of Hades. This
is what we call structural itmagery. We tzke imagery to be a combi-
nation of meaning and forms. The sensory perceptions caused by the
language bring out, through their concentration, archetypal echoes
in the reader’s imagination. These can be arranged in sequences so
as to form the architectural backbove of the poem. Thus the vagrant
journeying of the Idiot Boy’s mother through night and over heaths
is supported by an imagery which gives the lines their deep underlying
meaning and structure, from earth to hell and back to earth again.
1t is difficult to sever the effect produced in the reader’s mind by
imagery from the poet’s vision which led to the use of imagery in
the appareutly direct parrative. But the poet, consciously or not,
builds up the architecture of his work on the simplified sketch of lines
drawn by the suggestions of words, far more than on the consecutive
ogic of a story. Image clusters have a function of “tone-setters,
structural devices, and symbols”, as Norman Friedman expresses it.!

Classification of such imagery, however, is mot enough. Indeed
imagery is an essential part of the structure of the poem, that is to
say of 1ts definite patiern of orgamization; and, at the same time, it is
the poct’s way of perceiving an order in his experience of life, which
he tries to translate. Both aspects are inseparable; the former reflects
the Iatter. Thus by “structural imagery” we mean what is a deter-
minant factor of composition. The recurrence of clusters of images,
their oppositions, their symmetrical reappearance in a poem, seem
to establish the basic architecture supporting the work, be it narrative,
lyrical or dramatic. The literal, immediately apparent meaning of a
poem must not be ignored, of course; but the underlying structural
imagery is an important artistic element in the interactions of impres-
sions, suggestions, remembrances, discords and harmonies that concur
to the impact of a piece of work on the reader. It is part of the material

1 Norman Fricdman, “Imagery”, Encytlopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 361.
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used by the poet. Thanks to its evocative and informing qualities it
aims at making form and imagery a coberent whele concurring to the
final perfection of tbe work. “Far from being itself a umfying form,
it must be unified along with all the other clements of a poem.™
Therefore it should be understood that images snggesting structures
gin the sense defined above) cannot be studied independently of the
ormal architecture of the poem, with its patterns of symmetry or
asymmetry. The following chapters will offer cvidence of both types,
and also disclose their subtle interplay. They will, of necessity,
require considerations of a technical aspect.

In the works considered in the previous chapter, the structural
imagery re-enacts the exploration of the world of death, in order to
understand life better. We sink with the poets into a “swound”, a
fascination, where the chill of death is only relieved by some heat
from hell; finally we emerge out of the trance, and the revelation
cither gives us hope, or prolongs our perplexity or sense of distress.
The curve, the structural line sustaining the whele poem, sweeps
mainly down, with a rise at the end if the movement is complete.

It is complete in Wordsworth's “Idiot Boy”; it is in Coleridge’s
“Rime of the Ancient Mariner”. The same downward and upward
journey recurs in “Knbla Khan”, thongh we seem to have only a
sketch of what the poem could have been. The three years that sepa-
rate “Christabel” parts I and 112 certainly weigh on the unity of the

eneral scheme; but the meeting of Christahel and the “lady strange”,
Eer destroyer, contradicts the seemingly upward movement at the
beginning of the poem, speaking of May and Spring that “comes
slowly np this way"”.

Instead of being led to the sojourn of the dead Christabel intro-
duces Geraldine, the woman shape of Death, into her father’s castle.
But their progress meets with the same sorts of difficulties and sym-
bolic obstacles as any other equivalent of Ulysses’ descent to the
Underworld. Their steps strive “te be, but [are] not fast”; they
pass over the water: “They crossed the moat”, as the dead of
old were led over Acheron, and drank forgetfulness from Lethe. And
it is Coleridge’s originality and stroke of genius that irenically makes
Geraldine experience the pangs of agony wben she enters the world
of the living.

The lady sank, belike through pain,

And Christabel with might and main
Lifted her up, a weary weight,

Over the threshold of the gate. (129-132)

1 Friedman, 869.
* Coleridge, "Christabel”, op. rit., 218-286.
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In spite of the apparent reversal of situations and ambiguity of
life and death, we then know we are in the kingdom of the dead.
Sir Leoline’s old age and his mastiff's decrepitude concord with
the silence, stillness and “moonshine cold” that fill the place. The
ladies steal through the hall where “the brands were dying”. The
whole castle is “as still as death”. Christabel’s room prefigures that of
Keats’'s Madeline in the “Eve of 5t Agnes”. But while the latter’s is
a gorgeous shrine of warm colonrs, delicate and fragrant food and
wine, the fitting scenery for the accomplishment of love and life, in
Christabel’s “the silver lamp burns dead”, and the place is already
haunted by her mother’s ghost, which even confronts Geraldine in
a vain attempt to protect her orphan daughter. However she is twice
bidden “off” and Geraldine’s true character is revealed; she can
the bodiless dead espy”. And the terrifying nature of her body springs
out when her robe drops to the ground and she lies down in bed beside
Christabel.

And in her arms the maid she took
Ah, well-a-day! (263-264)

Part I ends on the ambiguouns feeling that Death has tonched her
victim, but Christabel does not actually die. The conclusion prelongs
the suspense as “the lady Christabeb Gathers herself out of her
trance”, feels the blood “tingle in her feet”, and clings to the haope
that she is in the company of “her guardian spirit”.

With Part II we wake up in the morning with the bell “that
knells us back to a world of death” {333). Can tbe statement be more
explicit right at the beginning of the passage? Like the Mariner,
Christabel is going to speak tbe truth of her experience, which will
cause ber to be destroyed. Gbosts are pawerless; so was her mother’s.
It is clear that so Jong as Geraldine is present we cannot rise back to
the world of the living. The chosen one, the inspired one, Bracey is
not listened to either. All attempts at renovating life are vain; the
love that warms the beart and limbs of old Sir Leoline is but an
illusion. Geraldine puts on a character that was not revealed in Part 1:
that of a Jamia, the destroying serpent of sin.

A snake's small eye blinks dull and sly;
And the lady's eyes they shrunk in her head,
Each shrunk up to a serpent eye. (588-5)

Therefore the full structural imagery of tbe returning path back
from the kingdom of the dead is mot fully achieved in the added
portion of the poem. 1n spite of the fact that Sir Leoline seems to
dismiss death, abandoning the body of his dear daughter, and dis-
missing the warming voice of Bracey as well, his sndden energy
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sounds folly and blindness in an old man, as he sails out with Geral-
dine, no true lover, but a new prey for her greediness.

On the whole, however, the structural 1magery of the poem is once
again that of a descent to the kingdom of Deatb, then an attempt to
return to the land of the living, which expires with something of the
frustration of Eurydice. What is important from our point of view
is that the same general scheme should he there again as the hackbone
of each important work in turn, allowing all sorts of variety in themes
and characters, hut retaining the imagery that impresses the reader
with a sense of journeying with the poet to the discovery of the
mysteries of life, death and after life.

It is interesting to note that some of Wordsworth’s philosophical
poems preserve the same pattern, though the nation that “The Child
15 Father of the Man” (*The Rainbow”) seems ta imply a reversal of
the structural line, and an ascent from infancy to the higher medium
of the adult state. But it is just the outward appearance of a deeply
rooted pattern. All that is valuable in the man — the “natural piety”
which makes him respond to the beauty of nature — is present in
the child. There is the fear that when he grows old he will lose this.
And the famous “Ode on Intimations of Immortality™ depicts the
passage of man on earth as a “fall”. From the ill-defined regions
whence man'’s soul bas come to be incarnated and fulfil some human
destiny, that portion of the universal mind experiences a loss that leads
the poet to the desperate questioning of the first version of the poem:

Whither is fled the visionary gleam ?
Where is it now, the glory and the dream? (1V, 21-2)

In the full enjoyment of natural beauty the poet feels exiled from
the blisses that were. What is left is but a pale reflection of what was:

Ovur birthis but a sleep and a forgetting. (V, 1)

The path goes down from childhood to maturity, which is shown,
paradoxically as a state of spiritual impotence:

The things which I have seen I now can see no more. (1, 9)

. It is redeemed however through the power of memory which it is
one’s duty to preserve. It keeps “the heritage”; it is the “Eye among
the blind / That, deaf and silent, read[s] the eternal deep” (V111, 5-6).

Exiled on earth, lost among the labyrinthine and endless lanes of
“misgivings"”, “those shadowy recoilections” are “the foumtain light"
that allows the presence of life on earth, — we are tempted to write

! Matthew Armold, Poems of Wardsworth (1879; London: Macmillae & Co., 1946),
201-208.
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Life-on-Earth. “In darkness lost, the darkness of the grave” man
gropes, trying desperately through the visions of his memory to step
on with more confidence towards the end of bis “toiling” and find
an immortality.

1t may be argued that the image summing up Wordsworth’s pbile-
sopbic attitude is not the curving line going down and up again, but
rather a horizontal one. His prophetic insight into the past and
future is more melancholy and less dramatic than that of the previous
examples we have chosen. ‘

Hence in a season of calm weather,
Though inland far we be,
QOur souls have sight of that immortal sea
Which brought us hither,
Can in a moment travel thither,
And see the children sporé upan the shore,
And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore. (1X, 33-59)

In spite of the sea-imagery however, we maintain our point of
view, as the general feeling transmitted by the “QOde” is one of fall,
loss, leading in stanza VII1 to a cluster of images of toil between
lines 9 and 21: “darkness of the grave”, “slave”, "pain”, “yoke”,
“strife”, “earthly freight”, “weight”, heaviness and cold (“heavy as
frost”) all linked with the pictures of death and the labour of hell.
The passage contrasts with the lovely pictures of nature and childhood
full of gaiety and life which explode in the first stanzas and again
bring the pecm to its confident conclusion.

The thing becomes still ‘more evident if we consider the Ode”
i its chronological creation — stanzas I-IV having been written four
years before V-XI. So it is composed of two separate poems linked
together by an identical theme hannting the poet’s mind. While the
first poem expressed the fceling of separation from the beauty of
nature experienced by the author, the estrangement seems to be
attributed to the flow of time:

The things whick I have seen I now can see no more. (1, 9)

The beauty, gaiety and “jollity” of earth exist, bnt the poet’s
despondency does not allow him to partake of it fully. There is a
slight fall in the first two stanzas, an unexplained flaw, “there hath
past away a glory from the earth”.

Yet the next two stanzas express a wilful rise towards a recognition
of the exuberant life of nature. The despondency is dismissed as a
personal and individual feeling of dejection:

To me alone there came o thought of grief. (111, 4)
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But if there is a fall followed by a rise in the structure, the pessi-
mistic conclusion puts the final weight on the discouraging thought
that sometbing “is gone” for ever.

The secong oem 15 an extension of the first, answering the anxious
questions at the end of stanza IV, and this time the poet follows with
a firm stride the down- and npward path that we have already
described. He no longer speaks of himself “alone”, but of man’s fate.
Stanza VIII becomes the central passage of the added poem, and as
shown above its imagery plunges the reader deep into the atmosphere
of death and painful labouring. This is the truth of man's actual life
on earth. Life, as we commonly talk about it, is but a semblance”.
The uneasy questioning of the first poem has led the poet on the way
to an initiation of his own, 1t is now his duty to destroy the illusion
and bring revelation to man. As shown at the beginning of stanza
VI1i1, he knows the truths of the “soul’s immensity”, the "eternal
deep”, “eternal mind”, the existence of “immortality” and “heaven-
born freedom”. But all these are revealed to the “Prophet” and “"Seer”;
they are not immediately perceptible to man.

In stanza VIII we are therefore at the bottom of the pit. Stanzas
V-V11 have led us there from that “elsewbere”, guessed by the poct as
the place where the great soul of the universe lives in the full glory
of light and truth. The spark from it, with which we were born, allows
the child to enjoy “heaven”, still lying “about us in our infancy”. But
the “shades of the prison-house” soon make the flow of “celestial
light” in stanza I dwindle and “fade”, and finally “dic away”.

In stanza V1 Earth does her best to proffer “pleasures of her own”.
By displaying maternal cares for the material and corporeal needs
of man, she makes him “Forget the glories be hath known”.

Stanza V11 is dedicated to an ironical description of the infant
%mwing into a man, The irony of the passage is important, because

rom the point of view of the structural imagery of the lines, it
emphasizes the fall of man through his education, while the natural
growth from youth to manhood seems to imply a regular stepping
upward and not what it really is, a steady descent from the “shades
of the prison-house” to the "darkness of the grave”.

This phrase marks the middle of the second poem, that is between
stanzas V and X1 of the "Ode”. And with stanza 1X some sort of
hope again appears and lights up the path towards a conviction of
immortality, the immortality out of which we were wrenched, as it
were, to spend some time on earth. Chbaracteristically images of light
mark every step of the poem from then onward.

O joy ! that in our embers
Is something that doth live. (1X, 1-2}

The last gleam of the fire can be rekindled. Though it is but a
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vacillating flame of “obstinate questionings”, “blank misgivings” and
“shadowy recollections”, it is acknowledged as “the fountain light of
all our day”. The full “radiance” can never be fully regained. But
life is restored in stanza X owing to the poet’s perception of the truth
behind the material aspects of nature and human activity. He bas
reached the stage of a philosophic “faith that looks through death”.
He can therefore exult in the final stanza at “The innocent brightness
of a new-barn Day” and the migbty presence of material earth;
“Fountains, Meadows, Hills and Groves”, work for the unity of nature
and the human heart under the protection of that “eye/ That hath
kept watch o’er man’s mortality”. Though melancholy still lingers
through these three last stanzas, we cannot but be aware of a more
optimistic outlook and the feeling of reconciliation which springs
from it. Though the life of man necessarily leads towards death, it
is not a fall for Wordsworth, but a passage towards the total immersion
into the supreme unity of the universe, when he shall see light in
its glory.

The previous examples have served to show that the structural
imagery used by the influential poets of the Romantic revival reveals
a common attitude. The pattern 1s repeated in poems widely different
in form and snbject. The poet means to lead his readers towards a
deeper understanding of their human condition; the path to mitiation
leads them downward to the humbling experience of man’s mortality
before they can rise again and, with more confident steps, stride
upward to find some light, some confidence, some truth concerning
life and real existence.

A diagram summarizing the impressions created by the imagery
and representing the dynamic structure of the poems would place
points A and C, showing the beginning and end of a piece of poetry
respectively, on the same level, while, mid-way between them, point B,
representing the middle part of the poem, would appear at a lower
level, The ﬁine joining A, B and C, expressing the progress of tbe
poem, would slant down from A to B and up from B to C. Thus:

atmoslp'hcn: at the

atmosphere at the :gd o tiilf."l:ol:locm:
start of the poem: A C uIlgdu:rlaudin of life
life as it appears hope 4

reconeiliation

B
destruction
criticism
death

All this may well appear as rough generalization. And yet we
are confident such generalization may lyield positive results when
scrutinizing the work of a poet whose briet life and productive activity
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challenges all minute analysis and involves the scholar in endless
contradictions. Such method will help us to demonstrate the changes
that occurred in Keats’s attitude to his art and poetry, and direct our
steps in our attempt to trace an evolution in his artistry and crafts-
manship.

The second generation of romantic poets could net have the same
experience of Ii%e as that of their forerunners. Keats was born after
the days of enthusiasm for the French Revelution, after the days of
terror in Paris. When he grew old enough to take an interest in his
and other countries’ politics, such events were things of the past,
no longer compelling excitement, but already cold history. The
youtbful enthusiams of his generation stood rchuked by the reac-
tionary spirit that was born in defence of England against the con-
quering forces of the new Empire on the Continent. Keats was twenty
when Napoleon was defeated and Europe thought the monarchies of old
could be restored. Such an environment was baund to bave an influence
on the gencral spirit of the time and its illustrators, the artists. The
depressing curve we have tried to describe as underlying the general
structure of poems corresponds to the disillusionment of poets who
lc'iatql seen their faith in man thwarted, but did not want to accept

efeat.

Have I not reason to lament
W hat man has made of man?

— pursued to its final conclusions this cannat but end in suicide. But
disappointment could only be considered momentary. Some sort of
issue had to be found. The archetypal jonrney leading through des-
truction of the body or actual life ta tegeneration, hope or truth,
offered a simple and powerful pattern the artists could nse as 2 basis
far their visionary interpretation of reality.

In spite of the different context of their world the younger
Romantics were full of admiration for the new school of poetry that
had broken apenly with the traditions of the previous century. It was
natural that they should imitate its most representative figures and
be impressed by their teaching. Censure would come later. First their
own genius was to be tried according to the models that had just
proved able to “charm the ear of evening fair”™ and sit “in [the]
western halls of gold” of Apolla (“To Apolla”®). In the first stages
of bis development Keats’s admiration for Wordsworth and, at the
same time, for tbe Elizabethans is well-known. One of the earliest
known letters (20 Nov. 1819, To Haydon)! contains the sonnet “Great
spirits now on Earth are sojourning” celebrating:

1 Rollins, ne. 11, 1, 117,
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He of the Cloud, the Cataract the Lake
Who on Helvellyn's sumsmit wide awcke
Catches his freshness from Archangel's wing.

His youthful enthusiasm concludes:
Listen awhile ye Nations, and be dumb!

Such admiration could not go without a desire to follow in his
models’ steps, and, given Keats’s intuition and critical mind, some,
at least, of the aesthetic principles underlying Wordsworth's creations
must have been clear to the young poet.

Therefore our intention was to explore Keats’s main productions
and see whether in his poems we could find traces of the structural
imagery we have described as recurring in the works of Wordsworth
and Coleridge, whether Keats rejected it as he rejected Wordsworth's
“egotisn” and whether this method could lead us to discover an
evolutionary line in the poet’s brief career. Such was the leap. The
rest of this book will try to convince the reader that some insight into
the working of Keats’s mind could be gained that way. But the mere
examination of up and down movements in Keats’s poems expanded
in the course of the study to include the complementary clements of
symmetry that were born of the oppositions of descent and ascent,
or of the pyramidal structure developed in a later stage. The detailed
analysis of such features of poetical techniques seemed necessary
to reveal fully the conscious efforts of the poet to compose works
whose artistry could be compared to the building up of plastic or
architectural masterpieces. In this Keats surpasses his models. Ths
is no new discovery, but it stands out in a perspective that former
criticism has overlooked.

The consciousness and description of the mastery of the form of
Keats’s warks reinforced our conviction that the choices of dynamic
structures symmetrically arranged for aesthetic purpeses were funda-
mentals of bis art. But our intention was never to “dissect” and
“murder”, but rather enhance the beauty of the works and try to
find the reasons at the back of the evolution from descending-
ascending patterns to elation and fall. Logically a study of Keats’s
ideas, best exposed in his correspondence, could help to approach
and perhaps solve the problem. A permanent dialogue started in a
counterpoint of poems and letters. It resulted in establisbing some
unexpected relations between the form of the works and the Eiogra-
phical events of the four “living years”, particularly in connection
with the hopes and frustrations of the ardent young poet.

The reader will be led the same way as we were, once the main
notion of structural imagery had become the guiding thread of our
reflections. Our ambition always remained to be true to the author
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and his wark and to avoid forcing him into some preconceived mould;
also to preserve, and if possible, to unfold before the student’s eyes more
beauties from Keats’s poetry. The reader will judge through the follow-
ing chapters of this book whether the attempt can be called successful.
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PART 1

The Quest for Patterns
in Poems 1817



3. “I stood tip-toe...”

In 1817 Keats published his first collection of Poems. It offered
the reader what Xeats considered his first successful attempts. Some
of them are difficult to date; they may go back to 1814. kt is the case
of the “Imitation of Spenser” wbich, Finney thought, belouged to
the first moonths of the year 1814.! A large portion of the book is
made up of sonnets, twenty-one in all.

1f, now, we examine these poems in the light of the structural
imagery we have tried to define above, there is no doubt Keats
appears as a beginner. From the point of view of the dynamics of
poetry there was a wisdom in the attitude of Coleridge and Words-
worth; structural imagery fitted the popular epic poetry they advo-
cated, the ballad form based on some legendary story. Wordsworth
had proved in his Ode that the form could be applic! to lyrical and
even pbilosophical poems as well. The down- and upward journey
provided progressive pulsation to their poems.

In his first publication Keats immediately reveals what is going
to be a considerable difficulty for him to overcome: his imagery is
static and does not provide scope for an evolutionary process as the
voyage through death did for his predecessors; I stood tip-toe', one
of the best poems of the volume, is a good example of it. The young
poet’s imagery is rooted in the ground; his imagination explores the
ecarth; he sticks to the tangible delights provided by nature. Therefore
he must needs experience some difficulty in his desire to move on.
Hence the long list of beauties and ‘‘blisses” (54) that inform the
poem. Enjoying to the full “this fair world” and the presence of “all
its gentle livers” (117), it is hard for him to reach a lower or a higher
sphere than this “fair paradise of Nature's light” (126). In fact there
is no profound reason for him to face the test of death or destruction
in order to be initiated into a higber or deeper truth. Indeed from
the very first lines we feel that this life is good enough for him. From
the eminence of the “hLitle hill*” (1) be can “peer about upon variety”
(16) passing from the “cooling” air (2} to the “sweet buds” (3) and

" . L. Finney, The Evolution of Keals's Pociry, 2 vol. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
U. P., 1936), I, 27-38.
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the “clouds” “‘pure and white” (8) “on the blue fields of heaven” (10),
from the “horizon’s crystal air” (17) to the “fresh woodland alley”
(20). All is fresh and clear and the poet feels “light and free” (23),
“light-hearted” (25). There is an astonishing concentration of words
evoking freshness and clearness in those twenty-eight first lines of
the poem. The air, the streams and the wood are the three elements
described, and they spggest snch epithets as “cooling” (2), "fresh”
(9 and 20}, “starry” (6), "pure”, “white” (8), “crystal” (17), ‘leafy”
(21). "The clear hrook™ (g), “the leaves” (L1), “the shades”, “the
green” (14), “the woodland alley” (20), “the bowery clefts and leaf
sbelves” (21), “the jaunty streams” (22), “the fanning wings” (24),
all concur to “refresb™ (22) the atmosphere, just as the “starry dia-
dems” {6), “the clonds” “pure and white” (8) in the "blue fields of
heaven” (10), “the clear brook™ {9) and the “crystal air” (17) recreate
the lightness and transparency of regenerating spring. All conduce
to an impression of paradise and perfection such as must fully satisfy
the heart.

More than half the poem lingers abont that “world of blisses™ (54)
full of fragrant and colonrful impressions of flowers, or shady nooks
with the “quaint mossiness of aged roots” (40). The “springhead of
clear waters” (41} with its “rushy banks” (62) and “swarms of min-
nows” (72} offers a cool mirror to the “lugury of sunny heams” (74}
or the “gradual swim” of the moon (114) “coming into the blue with
all her light” (115). Such are the ingredients that make “the sage or
poet write” {125). The ecstasy produced by the spell of nataral envi-
ronment rouses the artist’s sensibility to poetic creation. In turn poetry
will re-create the encbantment and paradisiacal atmosphere:

In the calm grandeur of a sober line,

We see the waving of the mountain pine;

And when a tale is beautifully staid,

We feel the safety of a hawthorn glade.:

W hen it is moving on luxurious wings,

The soul is lost tn pleasant smotherings:

Fair dewy roses brush against our faces,

And flowering laurels spring from diamond vases;

O’er head we see the jasmine and sweet briar,

And bloomy grapes laughing from green altire;

Wkile at our feet, the voice of crystal bubbles

Charms us af ance away from all our troubles:

So that we feel uplifted from the world,

Walking upon the white clouds wreath’d and curl'd.
(127-140)

Therefore, if the beauty of natnre is the source of poetic inspira-
tion, poetry appears as the means of renewed ecstatic emotion. It is
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the same attitude as Wordsworth’s in his search for memaries of past
experiences, and Coleridge’s in the last portion of “Kubla Khan™!:

Could I revive within me

Her symphony and song,

To such deefr delight "twould win me,
That with music loud and long,
I would build that dome in oir...

The powerful incantation and magic of the verse justifies the
poet’s achievements. Ia its turn it stimulates men’s sensitiveaess and
builds up an imaginary world of reinforced sensations.

This passage, it is worth notiag, constitutes the middle part of
that poem of 242 lines. It is preceded by a full list of natural beauties
of the clear, fresh atmosphere of spring blossoming into the warmth
of summer. Nothing is abseat of what may be pleasant to the senses
and belonging to the four elements — the vegetation of earth, the
waters running everywhere, the air with light, fleeting clouds, the
warmth of “sunny beams/ Temper'd with coclness” (74-5). Nothing
unpleasant mars “the fair paradise of Nature’s light” (126). And the
static descriptions are intertwined with the moving arabesques of life.
The “bush of May flowers™ (29) hums with the bees; “clear waters”
babble {41-2); “sweet peas™ are metamorphosed into butterflies: “on
tip-toe for a flight/ With wings of gentle flush o'er delicate white”
(57-58); and the exquisite flower oa its slender stem assumes its
symbolic and sensuous role as ornament for brides and wedding days.
The chastity of “gentle flush o'er delicate white” (58) prepares the
meeting of hands or amorous embrace and exchange of rings of
lines 59-60:

And taper fingers catching at all things,
To bind them all about with tiny rings.

“Ring-dove's cooings™ (64) add to the idyllic atmosphere. Un-
cx%)cctcd, but how remarkably described, the “swarms of minnows"
(72) introduce animal Jife ia the liquid element and their quiet presence
foreshadows the silvery apparition of the mooa in the pure sky
(113-115). “Goldfinches™ (87) “in a wanton freak™ (90) display their
coat of bright feathers, and introduce “the soft rustle of a maiden’s
gown' {95). The girl passes, nimble as a fairy, and just sufficiently
real to fulfil the “innocence of thought” (100) and awakening sen-
suality of adolescent love,

Nature and imaginatioa are alive guessing at “‘the leap / Of buds
into ripe flowers” (110-111) and kept on the alert even by “the
flitting / Of diverse moths™ (111-112).

1“Kubla Khan", 42-46.
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Remarkably ohserved as these pieces of descriptive poet?' are,
they remain a mosaic of impressions without any particular eftort at
gradation. The middle part of the poem, establishing the “dear
delights / Of this fair world” {116-7) as the “Maker of sweet poets”
(116), and then reversing the process to make poetry the creator of
charms powerful enough to lift us from the world, 1s a transition
justifying the existence of myths and explaining their growth. The
ecstatic feeling of clation allows the poet to understand the true
nature of the world and reveal it through the artistry of mythical
tales, born from the enchanting powers of the carth.

Thus Keats briefly evokes the poet experiencing the myth of
Psyche:

... how Psyche went
On the smooth wind to realms of wonderment, (141-2)

The discovery of the soft quality of “rustle through the trees”
(154) made one pull the “boughs aside” {151) and he peopled the
“forest wide™ {152) with Fawns and Dryads. Syrinx appears, fleeing
from “Arcadian Pan™; and one is tempted to think that Mallarmé
and Debussy may have read Keats's lines:

Poor nymph, — poor Pan, — how he did weep to find,
Nought but a lovely sighing of the wind

Along the reedy stream; a half heard strain,

Full of sweet desolation — balmy pain. (159-62)

Narcissus and Echo follow bringing hack the feelings of freshness
and clarity, creating symmetry with the first half of the poem:

.. a clearer paol
Than e'er reflected in its pleasant cool
The blue sky. (167-169)

The enumeration of Greek myths ends with the intimation of the
great poem Keats was already dreaming of writing: Erdymion. Here
again the list of myths does not respect a progression from thwarted
love (Pan; Narcissus) to love fulfilled (Psyche; Endymion). The
enumeration seems due to immediate inspiration, except for Endy-
mion who had to come last, of course, as the long poem might have
started there and then, if Keats had not been hesitant about his talent.

Was there a Poet born? — but now no maore
My wand'ring spirit musé no further soar. (241-2)

Where parallelism or symmetry appears is in the quality of
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freshness and the clear atmosphere of the second half of the poem.
It would he vain to go any further into exact correspondence. The
love myths necessarily introduce some sort of spleen that was absent
from the first part, and thus the poem moves on. But the concluding
passage is evacative of a calm, restrained, almost solemn type of love.
It corresponds to the atmosphere of the setting sun:

The evening weather was so bright, and clear. (215)

It has nothing of the feverish passion of Venus tout entiére d sa
proie attachée! The cheerful gathering of men and women is
suhmitted to the breezes “ethereal, and pure” (221}; “it cool'd their
fever'd sleep” (228).

Soon they awoke clear eyed: nor burnt with thirsiing,
Nor with hot fingers, nor with temples bursting. (225-226)

Here, there is no trace of Coleridge’s “Woman wailing for her
demon-lover”?, or the wild dances of inspired maenads.

Young men, and maidens at each other gaz'd
With hands held back, and motionless, amaz'd
To see the brightness in each other’s eyes. (231-283)

Chastity and innocence reign; again we are confronted with idealized
adolescent love.

We could also say that the structure of the poem is adolescent;
for there is some structure in that long poem, no doubt. There is a
sort of balance on either side of the central passage. Starting from
a high position “on a little hill” the poet watches with delight
the spectacle of nature, and we arc carried with him through
nature’s influence to a point of ecstasy which produces a mavement
of elation:

So that we feel uplifted from the world. (159)

It is a timid flight though; the central passage (107-140) is rooted
on earth in “the fair paradise of Nature's light” (126). (Incidentally
it should he noted that lines 120-121 would be the exact middle of
the poemn.) Then we are brought back to this world and Iove on earth
with the heroes of myths and their creator and interpreter, the poet

1 Racine, Phédre, 1, iii.
* “Kubla Khan”, 16.
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— in this case “a Poet who stood on Latmus’ top” (194). This suddenly
reveals the importance of the first line of the poem:

I stood tip-toe upon a little hill...

Endymion, poet and lover, experienced bis flight in the ccstasy
of sleep on Mgunt Latmos; therefore the young poct materializes
his approach towards identification with the hero; if he dare not yet
pretend to baunt the heights of Mount Helicon and mix with Apollo’s
retinue, he shows his intent and states his belief in the high position
of a poet in the hierarchy of mankind. The little hill of the beginning
and the Mount Latmos of the end again illustrate a parallelism wbich
informs the whole poem, even tbough there is no exact symmetry.
If we refer to the structural imagery we have dealt with, we find no
such evolution in "I stood tip-tee...”. We practically remain on one
level throughont the 242 lines of the poem. It is indeed the work of
an enthusiastic young poet, enjoying to the full a world of impressions
and the attempts at balancing the two movements, from natnre to
ecstasy, and from the inspired sleep back to sensuous life, gives the
poem a dimension that other pieces in that collection do not possess.
If the poet chose to place it first in his book, it was most probably in
appreciation of the formal and structural qualities — timid as they
arc — that reinforced the rich exuberance of its contents. Keats
;:ﬁrte};nli hoped it would induce the reader to explore further into
¢ book.
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4. In Search of Poetical Frameworks

It is a fact that the balancing, in “I stood tip-toe...”, of two prac-
tically equal sections on both sides of a central passage shows detinite
progress in structure over such early attempts as the “Specimen of
an Induction to a Poem” or “Calidore”, Both show the eager young
poet striving towards some long development of high romance; both
go awry for lack of action. The fault Keats seems to have partly
overcome through a balance in structure in 1 stood tip-toe..” i3
particularly obvicus in the “Specimen”. The poet goes through an
enumeration of what could he the ingredients of an epic tale. Yet he
does not move on. Even if he “must tell a tale of chivalry™ (1, 11, 45),
the repeated self-determination leads nowhere. We guess at 2 number
of disconnected scenes: knights leaving a castle at an early hour;
ladies looking on the scene from “some old battlement” (15}; the
knight's rest iy a lake — a foretaste of the Knight-at-arms of the
“Belle Dame Sans Merci” in the shady atmosphere of “ashen houghs”
(21), “mossiness” and “linnets” nests” (22), contrasting with the barren
scenery of the future ballad, when

The sedge has wither'd from the lake,
And no birds sing. (3-4 and 47-48)

The knight ready for some deadly fight suddenly turns to “the
honors of a tournament’ (28), and is 2bandoned there and then for
the “"dying tones of minstrelsy” (32} under the “gothic arches” (33)
where “light-footed damsels” (41) temper the hectic scene of drinking
and “revelries” {35).

There is, in the final part of the poem, an intention to “follow
that bright path of light” (60). Yet the poet does not seem to he
equipped to do so. His degree of perception encompasses only the
common setting of romance and the pleasant scenery of nature
offering perennial delights. The epic tale is supposed to be woven
into the fg.bric of a description of nature. It sounds even as if it were
a mere pretext to explore the different aspects of natural scenery.
The last lines prove it, They bring the piece of poetry to a conclusion
with the hope of starting again:
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To see wide plains, fair trees, and lowny slope:
The morn, the eve, the light, the shade, the flowers,
Clear streams, smooth lokes, and overlooking towers. (66-68)

This is clearly given as the fundamental canvas of the contem-
plated tale. Yet if a tale can move among such idyllic elements, it
canuot be content with simply adding such elements to each other.

Much the same criticisms can be made about “Calidore™. Its
subtitle — “A Fragment” — indicates from the first that the attempt
was once again unsuccessful. From the very beginning the poem 1s
steeped in that enchanting mood that makes the poet enjoy life to
the full. Calidore is seen in “healthful spirit” (2) filling his senses
with “the beauty of a silent eve” {8). The last gleam of light seems
itself “loath this happy world to leave” (4). Nothing mars the beauty
of eveniug and its quiet call to peaceful rest. “The black-wing'd
swallow” (14} tracing its filigree of arabesques in the twilight gives
life to the static description. %—Iere again the image prefigures future
achievement: i.e. the last line of “To Autumn”, “And gathering
swallows twitter in the skies” (33), when the poet condenses the
same picture and adds the element of sound to his previous satis-
factory verses,

Now if we select the lines expressing the progress of the romance,
we find them sunk amidst the sensuous description of nature:

Young Calidore is paddling o'er the lake; (1)

And now the sharp keel of his little boat
... glides into a bed of water lilies; (19, 21}

.. his glad senses caught
A trumpet’s silver voice... {54-55)

So pushes off his boat...
And soon upon the lake he skims along. (59-60)

From line 64 on the pace quickeus, however; actions succeed each
other and this time the “tale of chivalry” appears: the ladies, Sir
Clerimond and the heroic figure, the brave knight Sir Gondibert,
whose description again slows down the rhythm and allows the poet
to gratify his penchant for descriptive poetry. He brilliantly brings
ta life his imaginary character.

Sir Gondibert’s Picturc contrasts vigorously with that of the ladies.
We can see him “patting the flowing hair/ Of his proud horse’s
mane” (110-111). TI?e “stature” and “elegance” (112} of the man, his
armour “so dexterously wrought” (116) makes it difficult to believe
it is “hard, and heavy steel” (118) and gives Sir Gondibert a visible
presence and reality which the ladies do not have. We can feel the
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manly shake of bis “mailed hand held out” {126} and guess at his
face partly hidden by the helmet. On the whole he stands as a
sculptured figure delineated by the quality of the craftsmanship
expressed in the drawing of the armour: “the visor arched so grace-
fully / Over the knightly brow” (180-181). The last descriptive touch
creates an eerie effect. The light plays on tbe steel and gives the
personage an appearance '‘quite transcendent” (133). Sir Gondibert
suddenly rcsembies the ghost of Hamlet’s father. The tough knight
bidden within the artistically wrought armour assumes an immaterial
quality under the lighted “lamps” (182). And in Keats's “glorious
form.../In which a spirit new come from the skies/Might live”
(119-121), there can also be heard an echo of Shakespeare’s Hamlet.!

Whatever the sources Sir Gondibert’s figure stands as a piece
of clear solid description if we compare it to that of the ladies. The
do not exist, except for privileged parts such as “lady’s hand” (81),
“delicate ankles” {82), "tender feet” (85), “tresses” (89} and “dimpled
hand” (98) again. What ladies are really made of is a series of vague
impressions translated in terms of affection, The ladies’ steeds are
said to have brought in their *happy burthen” (80). A kiss” (80), a
“gentle squeeze” (81) are the material shapes of young Calidore’s
emotion. Women’s forms only exist so far as they answer the youn
man’s sentimental need. “Whisperings of affection” {84), “tears o
languishment” (88% mean more to him than any definite outline of
person or dresses. Sensual and sentimental contact is the only percep-
tible feature of Calidore’s meeting with the ladies. A gesture —
“with an encline so sweet/..o'er his neck they bent” (86-87) —
is enough to send his soul into a “trance” (83) and when he helps them
alight from the “palfreys” (87) they merge into a “soft luxury / That
nestled in his arms” (92-93).

One cannot help thinking of Keats’s self-criticism in the “Preface”
to Endymion. “The imagination of a boy is healthy, and the mature
imagination of 2 man is healthy; but there is a space of life between,
in which the soul is in a ferment, the characier undecided, the way
of life uncertain, the ambition thick-sighted : thence proceeds
mawkishness.”

It is, of course, difficult to argue about the structure of an un-
finished poem, And yet we get some insight into a possible develop-
ment of themes in young Calidore’s attitude of eager attention,

... burning
To hear of knightly deeds, and gallant spurning
Of all unworthiness; and how the strong arm
Kept off dismay, and terror, and alarm
Fram lovely waman. (142-146)

! Hamlet, 1, 1, 47-49 and I, 5, 230-1.
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This seems to imply a list of successful fights and battles, episodes
that can be added in succession, but no high quest ahont the truth
of existence or exploration of a superior or inferior world such as
gave consistent forms to so many great poems of Keats’s predecessors.
The “spurning of all nnworthiness” belongs to the traditional cha-
racter of the knight errant, but the “lovely woman” he is supposed
to protect and probably win, partakes of the weakness of characte-
rization of the “damsels” (147) of the poem. The "manly ardour” {(148)
that gleams at one point in young Calidore’s eyes might lead to the
metamorphosis of the adolescent boy into the hero of a romance. As
he is described, be prefers to nestle within the warm and comfortable
atmosphere of protective affection dispensed by the presence of
“sweet-lipp’d ladies” {135). Instead of rising to action the poem sinks
into the slumber of closing night. “Sweet be their sleep..” (162).
There ends the fragment,

The simple list of descriptive elements is probably the first recourse
of every young poet. But he must compensate for the weakness of
the procedure hy the formal perfection of the work. Therefore, for
the first time in this study, the technical aspects of poetry must be
explored, as they will later on be found to concur with the symmetries
established by the clusters of images. Two interesting poems of Keats’s
early inspiration are good instances of it. The “Ode to Apolle” (“In
thy western halls...”} and “To Hope”, both written in February 1815,
are made up of 2 series of six-line stanzas with the same basic rhyme
pattern, ebabcc: a quatrain followed by a couplet. This is not pre-
served consistently in the “Ode to Apollo” — stanza III is made of
five lines rhyming thus: ababb; stanza IV, abbacc, and stanza VIII,
aabeed. The ]engtis of the lines vary: the first fonr heing shorter than
those ol the final couplet, except in stanza 111 where four iambic
pentameters followed by an alexandrine produces a total of twenty-
six stressed syllables and therefore balances the other stanzas in its
contents. In the guatrains each line counts between six and eight
syllahles, four of them heing stressed with either an 1ambic rhythm
— “Tis awful silence then again” (18) — or a trochaic one — “Next
thy Tasso’s ardent numbers” (36). In the conplets iambic pentameters
sometimes turn into alexandrines in the concluding lines {6, 17, 29,
85, 47). 1t could probably be conjectured that some of these choices
were adapted to suit the type of line used by the respective anthors
listed in the poem. Stanza III, for instance, is entirely composed of
pentameters and one alexandrine, as if Keats meant to match Virgil's
epic poetry by an empbasis on rhythm. The poetic instinct that made
him cut the stanza short in order to keep it quantitatively equal to
the other ones s well worth noting, too, Yet Homer and Milton might
have deserved similar treatment, and there Keats reverts to the
pattern of quatrain plus complet. These weaknesses in the formal
aspect of the poem may well have been considered as defects by the
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young poet, sufficient to make him decide against its publication
in 1817,

By contrast it is immediately ap*parent that “To Hope"” laoks far
more satisfactory from the paint of view of form, and justifies the
author’s choice. All of its eight parts conform to the same hasic
pattern. The six-line stanzas are composed of a quatrain with alter-
nate rhyming, followed by a couplet: i. e. ababec. The rthythm is also
regular throughout; the poet sticks to that of rhymed iambic penta-
meters. Thinking of Keats’s natural taste for and addiction to sonnet-
writing, it may be worth remarking that such features correspond to
the last six lines of Shakespearian sonnets. The passage

O let me think it is not guile in vain
To sigh out sonnets to the midnight air ! (27-28)

may well indicate that his great model was in Keats’s mind at the
moment. Anyway, in this case, the poet did succeed in shaping his
poem according to strict rules, sumething which he had not been able
to achieve in the contemporary “Ode to Apello”. Formally, then, it
was a piece of work worthy of being selected for Poers I817.

From the point of view of contents, both poems have their success-
ful lines in spite of the fact that they are the works of a young poet.
The *(}de to Apollo” celebrates the great poets of the past, seen in
the empyrean where Apollo reigns. The image is that of the beauty
of the setting sun whaose last rays stand for the vibrating “chords” (6)
of lyres. The vision of light turns into one of music. Each "bard” of
the past plays his particular type of harmony. “We listen here on
carth” {44) while the Muses and the God himself join in the magic
symphony. Different instruments characterize the poets' various tones.
Homer “strikes the twanging harp of war” (8} to the accompaniment
of trumpets far away. Virgil’s “"melodious” and *majestic’ epic is
suggested by Queen Dido’s tragic end. One line is enough for the
young poet to summarize the famous episode:

... he tells of grief around a funeral pyre. (17)

Such concentration of imagery in a young artist cannot be over-
estimated. Other reasons must have caused the withdrawal of the piece
from Poems 1817,

The poets of the Renaissance appear. Milton tbunders and
Shakespeare conducts the band of “the Passions” {28). “Silver trum-
pet”, “martial notes”” harmonize with the hymns of “a virgin chorus”
{81} in Spenser, and “Tasso’s ardent numbers” also turn to delicate
and touching melodies.

It is important to note that all the examples chosen are those of
authors of epic poems, romances or dramatic poetry. Keats looks up
to the highest achievements in poetry, and bis attitude of eager and
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hopeful desire is typical of his early years. No heights seem impossible
for him to reach. He is totally bent towards the future. The series
of examples he enumerates, from Homer to Tasso are taken from
the past; but placed in a sort of eternal present through the glorious
setting of an Elysium of golden light, they lead in chronological order
toward the time to come. The “dying tones” (45) of the Muses’ choir
are merged paradoxically into the opposite notion of a “birth” {47).
It is in essence the structural imagery of Keats's predecessors, as
defined in our introduction. Here it appears, however, in an embryonic
stage. But it is interesting to find it here at the very start of Keats's
work. He did not use it as 2 theme to build up the structure of his
poem; it is 2 mere image of a fall leading to some new birth, appended
to the list of his masters in the art of poetry. Typical of the Romantic
faith in a renaissance, it is also typical of Keats's eager devation to
his art and recurring trust in his own success. From the start his letters
are full of anxious statements abont his possible future fame. “I have
asked myself so often why I should be a Poet more than other Men,
— secing how great a thing it is, — how great things are to be gained
by it — What a thing to be in the Mouth of Fame — that at last the
Idea has grown so monstrously beyond my seeming Power of attain-
ment that the other day 1 nearly consented with myself to drop inte
a Phacton — yet 't is a disgrace to fail even in a huge attempt, and
at this moment 1 drive the thought from me” (10 May 1817, To Leigh
Hunt; no. 24, 1, 136). Even bis anxiety takes the shape of a down
and np movement. This sort of images seem to haunt his mind repea-
tedly. But will and hope always bring a renewal of self-confidence.

As was said above, “To Hope” o?fers a more perfect form than
the first “Ode to Apollo”. 1t was published in 1817. The poem
displays a list of crushing and depressing hardships that Hope can
or should chase away. The young man calgls to Hape for help against
the gloom of solitude, despondency, disappointment, despair, death,
unhappy love, tyranny and oppression. 1t sonnds like an echa of
Hamlet’s soliloquy: “For who would bear the whips and scorns of
time.."”,! and indeed, the first stanza bears a clear reference to
Hamlet: that is the “mind’s eye” (8) which is given in inverted com-
mas and recalls the meeting of Hamlet and Horatta:*?

H. Methinks, I see my father.
Hor. — O, where, my lord?
H. — In my mind’s eye, Horatio.

It might also owe something to 2 remembrance of Wordsworth’s
“Daffodils” which

1 Hamlet, 111, i, 70.
ibid., 1, ii, 185.
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... flash upon that inward eye
Which is the bliss of solitude.

Yet the solitude that haunts the next line of Keats’s poem conjures
up a far more destructive image of despair:

And the bare heath of life presents no bloom. (4)

It sounds like a concentration of King Lear’s desperate quest and
“houseless poverty”.?

These quotations prove the sincere devotion of Keats to his models,
as expressed in his “Ode to Apolle”, and his amazing capacity to
renew images culled from the greatest masters in poetry. He himself
was well aware of the process. In his “Epistle to G. Felton Mathew™
(Nov. 1815) he gave new tribute te his preferred authors and acknow-
ledged the necessity of their influence over his own mind:

... without incitements such as these,
How vain for me the niggard Muse to tease. (12-73)

To the alchemy of remodelling images out of reminiscences, Keats,
in “To Hope”, adds an attention to regularity of form that exceeds
his previous attempts. Each stanza starts with a quatrain expressive
of low spirit and depressing atmosphere. The {inal couplet then with
the fervour of a prayer calls to Hope, for the protection expected and
afforded by that powerful deity. Therefore the feeling of elation and
the flight upwards recur in each of the eight stanzas. From the point
of view of structural imagery, we have here a succession of identical
movements, eager impulses trying to burst the circle of menacing
despondency. The poem then is built up on a recurring pattern of
upward flights — eight times repeated. It escapes classification among
the poems following a single curving movement such as that symbolic
of some underground journey.

Yet the wilful effJort of the poet to escape from the tensions and
hardsbips of the world is worth noting. He turns towards the “heaven-
born radiance” {28) and comforting protection of Hope to which the
repeated strain

wave thy silver pinions o’er my head (6, 24, 30, 48)
and other allusions give the appearance of a guardian angel.

The poems addressed to different ladies are less interesting for
our purpose. They are occasional pieces, indeed elaborate and refined

1 Wordsworth, “I wandered lonely as a clowd”, 15-16.
* King Lear, HI, iv, 26.
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epistles. Powerful structural imagery cannot he expected here. Yet
there is a feeling of exploration in “To Some Ladies”, of an expe-
rience linked with meandering through vales and mountains — a
“wild labyrinth” {9) — and into the darkness of a tender night (11-12).
The “marn™ (13) brings the revelation of a fine gift from the depth
of the sea, a curious shell.

The same incident is again the occasion of the answer to the “copy
of verses” accompanying the present of a shell sent by the ladies from
their sea-side holidays: “On Receiving a Corious Shell and a Copy
of Verses from the Same Ladies”. The composition of the poem is
particularly clear: two sequences of four quatrains allnde to ancient
romance and legendary faeryland respectively. The poet addresses
a knight who appears in the four lines of transition {17-20) between
the two passages and again in the concluding twa stanzas — the very
last heing practically identical with lines 17-20. Sir Eric, the knight,
has been identified as Keats's friend at the time, G. F. Mathew, and
the paet starts with a series of questions (1-16) evocative of chivalry
and legendary quests, of the exaltation such herces must enjoy. We
get a list of rich and brilliant attributes, the necessary ingredients
of romantic adventures.

In his answer {21-36) the poet extols the magic powers, the spell
of imaginary creations. The four stanzas recreate the taery atmospbere
of Oberon’s arbour, something like a parallel to Titania's bower in
Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night's Dream, or a reference to Wieland's
Oberon. Music fills half the passage with the soothing charms of
tender harmony.

The structure stands out in the opposition of sixteen lines of
questions and a sixteen-line answer, surrounding one stanza of address
which sounds like the refrain of a song when repeated in the conclu-
sion. The contrast also exists in the outward show of the knight of
legends as apposed to the intimacy of the paet’s experience. As was
said abave, the first part certainly alludes ta G.F. Mathew, trans-
muted, with a tonch of bumour, inte “valiant Eric” (41), exploring
in company with his sisters (the ladies) the countryside and shores
near Hpastings. The other passage pictures the poet left behind in
London, finding comfort and remedy far his loneliness in the “tale
of the wreath, and the chain™ (22 and 39). This can be interpreted as
being the “capy of verses™ sent to him by his friends. Thomas Maare
wrote a poem entitled thus, and be was one of the paets admired
by the Mathew circle.

Like “Fa Seme Ladies” the poem is composed of anapaestic
quatrains rhyming abab. Keats used the same pattern of line for the
poem “To Emma”, excluded from pmblication at the time. It was
intended for one of the Mathew sisters. The poem is not important in
itself, but the decision not to include it in the collection may throw
some light an Keats's way of jndging his own early production. It is
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a short poem of twenty lines inducing the girl to accept the poet's
love. The first three stanzas again vecall the Midsummer Night's
Dream atmosphere and Titania’s bower. The young man invites the
girl to accompany him *“Where the faeries are chanting their evening
hymns” (7), and where he will “find thee a bed /Of mosses and
flowers to pillow thy head” (9-10}. The respectful passion of romance
changes then from the “enraptured” (12) passion of a “story of love”
to more tangible and pressing invitations. There is ne ambiguous
mawkishness in

That morial’s a fool whe such happiness misses;
So smile acquiescence... (18-19)

It may be the reason why Keats excluded the poem from publi-
cation. The lines sounded not only occasional, but tee personal. Such
direct proposal would shock. Thirdly the anapaestic quatrains rhyme
aabb, creating an impression of a succession of couplets. This is
perfectly clear if we compare them with the alternating thymes of the
two pieces written to thank the Mathews for the gift of a shell. And
this gives the lines “Te Emma” a flavour of eighteenth century
poetic diction from which the Romantic poets meant te escape. This
formal consideration must bave weighed more irf the decision for
exclusion than a feeling of impropriety. Indeed Keats will, on several
occasions, disagree with his friends and editors about a palicy of
decency . His argument about Woodhouse’s remark concerning the
“Eve of St Agnes”, that Porphyro’s acting “all the acts of 2 honi fide
husband” to Madeline (19 September 1819, Woodhouse to Taylor;
no. 192, 11, 163}, would make the poem “unfit for ladies” is typical.
Woeodhouse gives ns Keats's fierce objection to altering the passage:
“He says he does not want ladies to read his poetry: that he
writes for men... that ke should despise a2 man who would be such an
eunuch in sentiment as to leave a maid, with that Character about
her, in such situation” (ibid.). The feeling expressed in 1819 is remar-
kahly similar to that of the concluding lines dedicated “To Emma”
some four years before. For Keats, propriety, we can assume, was
always a secondary consideration where poetry was concerned.

“To Some Ladies” and “On Receiving a Corious Shell” are also
personal and occasional pieces, yet were retained for publication. We
contend that tbe structural features present in two o? the anapaestic
poems but absent from the third, were the decisive elements of choice
or rejection. In “To Some Ladies” the poet joins his friends in an
imaginary exploration of the “wonders of nature” (1). They pass from
their walk in daylight (stanza 2) and through the magic atmosphere
of night (stanza 3) to the climax of the discovery of the shell in the
early morning (stanza 4). Thus three stanzas lead to the central event.
There are three stanzas left to express appreciation of and gratitude
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for the gift, and conclude with the bliss of friendship and remem-
brance. The fourth stanza is the turning point, rigbt in the middle
of the poem:

‘Tis morn, and the Jlowers with dew are yet drooping,
I see you are treading the verge of the sea:
And now! ah, I see it — just now are stooping

To pick up the heep-sake intended for me.

The exclamation and the repeated, actualizing “now” could not
be brought nearer the exact middle point of the lines. It divides the
introductory part, evocative of the poet’s memory of his friends from
the second half thanking them for remembering him.

Such balance also exists in a different way in the contrast and
weight of the two groups of four stanzas of the poem “On Receivin
a Curious Shell...”. Questions are answered after an address (st. 5
to the recepient of the “lctter”, and the concluding two stanzas
(st. 10-11) reveal the nature of the gift: a copy of the tale of The
Wreath and the Chain, and express again, an echo of stanza 5, thanks
for the "blisses” given to Mathew and himself, the “magical powers”
of poetic imagination.

The directness and realism of the last six lines addressed “To
Emma” do not in the same way balance the atmosphere of romance
of the other fourteen. The cut is sharp, and the frank amorous
proposal brief. It leads to an abrupt departure from the warm, airy
and limpid description of evening when “in the last sun-beam the
sylph lightly swims™ (8).

Therefore we believe that the aesthetic criterion of form must
have been the determining factor in favour of excluding “To Emma”
from Poems 1817. Otherwise it has the Midsummer Night's Dream
qualities of its companion poems. Faeries and sylphs enchant the
departing day in lines 7 and 8.

I'll find thee a bed,
Of mosses and flowers to pillow thy head (9-10)

is eastly traceable to its Shakespearian origin, just as the introduction
of “sylphs, in the moon beamy air” (“To Some Ladies”, 12) and the
characters of Oberon and Titania in stanzas 7-9 of "On Receiving a
Curious Shell...”. It is not inferior in its youthful eagerness %or
friendship and love in a natural setting. And the element that shows
the little poem to have been preserved, and not despised, for the sake
of its contents among later members of the Keats circle, is the fact
that it was used again and addressed to George’s future wife, simply
changing Emma into Georgiana (transcript in the Keats- Wylie Scrap-
book). Ail this seems to throw some light on the importance of struc-
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tural elements — reduced though they are here to rhyme-pattern,
type of stanza and balance of composition — in Keats’s work, from
the cutset of his poetic career.

“To [Mary Frogley]” is another love poem addressed to a young
lady. 1t is made of short lines rhyming in couplets and the theme
is a description of the beauty of the beloved. It was meant for the
same purpose as the lines “To Emma”. The two concluding lines, out
of four suppressed in the final version, asked the girl to yield to bis
love:

Do not let me sigh and pine,
Prythee be my valentine.

Different known stages of the poem show that Keats further
modified it before printing. Woodhouse’s transcripts give the date
14 Febroary 1816. The versions he copied are shorter too: lines 3-36
of the text published in Poems 1817 reprcsent 2 merc sequence of
eight verses. So here again we have a case of an occasional poem with
the clearly definite end of winning a girl’s affection. Keats could
have dropped it as he did in the case of “To Emma”. Yet the poem
dealt with both classical mythology and medieval atmosphere: two
extreme, opposite traditions that romanticism was prone to reconcile.
The sccond part, starting line 41 in Poems 1817: "“Hadst thou livid
when chivalry...”, did not undergo any important change except that
Keats suppressed the last lines in order that the poem should lose
somcthing of its personal, occasional character. The same could have
been done for “To Emma” if the poet had not decided against its
publication for other reasons. “To [Mary Frogley]” depicts the heroine
as a knight of romance, ready to ride in search of dragons to destroy.
The imagery creates a lively picture of purity and innocence endowed
with moral strength and conrage. White and gold stress the sym-
bolism. There is the “silver sheen/Of thy hroiﬁered, floating vest”
(44-435), the “ivory breast” (46}, “a golden cuirass” (49), a comparison
with “sunbeams” (51), “milky plumes” (53), “lilly’s blooms™ (54) and
an “alabaster steed” (572, finally “his trappings glow/Like the
northern lights on snow™ (59-60). 6ncxpectedly the knight turns out
to be an enchanteress.

To the adroitly-developed medieval theme the beginning of the
poem opposes the picture of a2 woman worthy of belonging to Apollo’s
retinue:

O, if thou hadst breathed then,
Now the Muses had been ten.
(9-10 or 35-36 according to versions)

She would have been “twin sister of Thalia”; and whatever her
artistic gifts, she was worthy of being compared to the Graces:
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At least for ever, evermore,

Will I call the Graces four. (13-14 or 39-40)

Keats seems to have iried to make the first part balance the
second in his final version. Indeed it grows to he even longer (forty
lines) than the second (twenty-eight). Yet what is important 15 his
attempt to create a structure uniting, through the character of the
lovely female figure, the classical and medieval traditions in two
opposite pictures, two complementary pendants. His effort is marred
by elahorate commonplace and artificiality, reminiscent of XVIIIth
century poetic diction; some verses cannot be read without a smile.
And there is some inconsistency in the images used to characterize
the lady’s hair. “Dark” (18) they are in her picture as one of the
Muses, and her eyebrows

Like to streaks across the sky,
Or the feathers from a crow,
Fallen on a bed of snow. {10-12)

Then she appears in the rich garment of a warrior.

Like sunbeams in a cloudlet nested
Thy locks in knightly casque are rested. (51-52)

Though the hue of the hair does not appear clearly, “sunbeams”
bears connotations of hright, golden colours far hetter snited to the
description of some fair hlond. The change from the vague word
“light” of the transcripts into “sunbeams” also marks an intention
of contrasting in a striking way the Mediterranean type and the
northern one. Anyway it is interesting to notice Keats’s effort to
make the whole poem acceptable by picturing the girl he admired in
a diptych expressive of the tones of the poetic traditions Romanticism
was attempting to reconcile. Structure there is; not in the shape of
dynamic journeying, but as static descriptions succeeding each other
without transition: 2 Mediterranean mythological figure on the one
hand, a knightly magician on the other. Two different atmospheres,
attitudes, characters Eom poetical lore were used to serve the purpose
of love; later the poet’s sweetheart lost her identity and was trans-
muted into types representative of the ancient poetry of Greece and
the legendary romance of the Middle Ages.
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5. “Imitation of Spenser”

The fragment entitled “Imitation of Spenser” states clearly the
type of training Keats was submitting himself to, and his amazing
insight, as a young poet, into the art of poetry. The model is pro-
claimed, and must be honoured. The pattern of the stanza is given,
and cannot be interpreted freely. The poet must fill the form and
make it a meaningful whole. In this case Keats chose the elabarate
description of an imaginary landscape. The fragment is an exercise
in style; it is a challenge, and should rival its source: the Bower of
Bliss in Spenser’s Faerie Queene (Book 11, canto xii).

The porely descriptive character of those four Spenserian stanzas
might fit into a tale:

Now Morning from her orient chamber came. (1)

But nothing of the narration is revealed, no human presence
haunts the shores of the lake or the island set in it like a precious gem.
The fairy reclining on the swan’s back introduces the romance
atmosphere and reinforces the magic aspect of tbat paradise of silence
and crystalline purity of both sky and water. The passage is exqui-
sitely worked out and its imagery produces a sort of downward
movement, quite unexpected when so little activity is depicted. In
fact we are led to plunge into the clear waters, step by step, throngh
a series of concentric circles whose central mark is the isle.

Starting from the “lawny crest” (8) of the hill we follow the first
morning rays down the slope. The “many streams” (7) that run down
to join their waters into a lake shape the curve of the monntain side.
The comfortable feeling of protection given by the “woven bowers”
(8) circling the shore, also create a contrast between the central watery
surface and the framing green of mossy woods and meadows. The
paradisial seclusion of the lake is reinforced by its being the mirror
of “a sky that never lowers” (9).

The second stanza explores the narrower circle of the lake with
its brilhantly coloured birds and fish. It is a royal retinue, from the
king-fisher {10) to the majestic swan (14), fit for the “crowning” (3)
of some god. The “plumage bright” and “brilliant dye” (10 and 11)
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are enriched by the stlk and gold of the fish scales and the “ruby
glow” (18) of their reflection. Jet and “ebony” (17} contrast with
the snow-wbiteness of the swan just as its “arched” neck announces
the voluptuous attitude of the reclining fairy (18). Beyond the multi-
farious colours there is a suggestion of jewels and ermine.

With stanza three we reach the inner cir¢le of the isle, “an emerald
in the silver sheen/(Qf the bright water” (25-26). The image is
complete! It is a place of romantic wonder and charm, preserved
from the cares of transient human life: the passion of love (Dido, 21}
and the bitterness of old age and decrepitude (Lear, 22).

Also concentrating on the central element, the last stanza explores
deeper, trying ta see through the “‘glassy” limit where “verdure” (29)
and ripples mect to the depths from which mysterious powers proffer
the rarest of gems (35) in order to rival “the buds in Flora’s
diadem™ (36). The ultimate word “diadem” harks back to the light
“crowning” the mountain top (3) at the beginning of the poem, thus
completing the last succession of ring images which make up the
whole. Added to the rich imagery of warm colours, gold and precious
stones the final circle, which embraces all the others, takes the
suggestive form of a royal crown. Set against the rare perfection of
the sky and light, the primeval freshness of foliage and grass, the
magic transparency of the water are the most invaluable gems, the
products of the underworld. The whole setting is that of an inverted
cone where silence, quietnde and the natural elements recreate an
carthly paradise of pleasing beauty and eternity. Psycho-analysis
wonld probably interpret it as an image of sexual desire, and might
be justified in doing so. Our purpose, however, being to stick to the
notion of structural imagery, we do not iutend to be led that way.
Seen in the light we mean to cast on Keats’s work, it is easier to
understand why the young poet selected for publication a poem that
could be mistaken for a mere exercise in the practice of poetry, and
to which he honestly gave an unassuming title. It must be recognized
that, in a way, it achieves a kind of perfection, that lies in its struc-
tural zmagery. This consideration confirms our conviction that Keats's
criteria in his choice of what to pnblish in Poems 1817 were primarily
form and imagery.

The “Imitation of Spenser” is but a fragment, and is nndated; it
has generally been accepted by critics as the earliest piece of Keats's
poetry we know, at least among the published poems of the 1817
collection. It is surprising that Mr lan Jack should retain this view
in his excellent chapter on Hunt’s attitude about painting and poetry
being sister arts.! He describes extremely well-the atmosphere of the
circle in which Keats learned to “read” prints, engraviugs and
paintings. We feel inclined to sce the four stanzas of the “Imitation”

11an Jack, Keats and the Mirror of Art (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), chap. 1.
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as a typical product of Keats’s discussions with Hunt about the picto-
rial qualities of poems and of Spenser’s particularly. Hunt, later on,
published passages from Spenser's works! drawing parallels —
according to the impression the extracts produced — with the
style of great painters’ works. Keats, imitating Spenser, tried to
compase one such description. Our analysis has led us to the conclu-
sion that he was successful in creating a three dimensional structure
of imagery which already shows the pupil in advance of his tutor.

Quoting Haydon, Mr Tan Jack says that Hunt “relished and felt
Art without knowing anything of its technicalities”,? and adds: “Hunt’s
criticism — therefore — was of just the sort that was most likely to
appeal to Keats”.3 From our point of view, this remark hardly seems
justified; the development of an imagery of concentric circles leading
from the mountain tops down to the transparent waters round the
island cannot be attributed to chance. It proves a remarkable cons-
ciousness of the exacting demands of poetic achievement. In spite
of its being an imitation, it goes much further than “Calidore” or the
“Specimen of an Induction to a Poem”. The passage is an experiment
in the spirit of Hunt’s views and must belong to the period when
Hunt's influence was stronger; the lines must no longer be rated as
unimportant juvenilia. They are a limited but astonishing piece of
work, if seen in the light of structural imagery; they go beyond Hunt’s
own perception, apd herald Keats’s future criticism of Hunt as a poet.
Their selection for publication, once again, reveals Keats's critical
awareness in relation to his own work.

Comparison with the passage in the Faerie Queene on which the
“Imitation” was based immediately brings out the difference in struc-
tural imagery. From the beginning of Canto XII of his second book
Spenser leads Sir Guyon, the knight errant, throogh all sorts of
dangers and temptations, which follow each other in guick succession,
like so many obstacles to be overcome. The hero’s boat dodges between
reefs and rocks, or engulfing whirlpoals, before he and his companions

... da arrive
Whereas the Bowre of Blisse was situate.

~ Once on shore the travellers are again confronted by further trials
in the form of gates, guarded by some alluring character, no monster
any more, but a temptor or temptress.

'Leigh Hunt's essays: "A New Gallery of Pictures,” New Monthly Magazine,
June 1838, and “Gallery of Pictures from Spenser,” Imagination and Fancy, 1844.

1. Jack refers to B. R. Haydon, Autobiography and Memoirs, 1, 122.
31. Jack, op. cit., p. 6.
* Spenser, Faerie Queene, 11, xii, 42, 1-2.
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... i1 the Porch there sate,
A comely personage of stature tall*

Sir Guyon, however, is not going to yield to the false pretence
of such fair attitude. This progress of tbe hero could not appear in
Keats's brief passage, of course.

Some of the colours used in the “Imitation” were already to be
found in stanza 45 of the Spenser passage {“ivory” “snowy substance”
“with gold besprinkled”}. And the traveller now does

«. behold around
A large and spacious plaine, on euery side
Strowed with pleasauns, whaose faire grassy ground
Mantled with greene, and goodly beautifide
With all the ornaments of Floraes pride,
W herewith her mother Avt, as halfe in scorne
Of niggard Nature, like a pompous bride
Did decke her, and too lavishly adorne,
W hen forth from virgin bowre she comes in th' early morne.

Thereto the Heavens alwayes Iouiall,
Laookt on them louely, still in stedfast state,
Ne suffred storme nor frost on them to fall,
Their tender buds or leaues to violate,
Nor scorching heat, nor cold intemperate
T’ afflict the creatures, which therein did dwell,
But the milde aire with season moderate
Gently attempred, and disposd so well,
That still ¢t breathed forth sweet spirit and holesome smell.?

But this 15 only a stage on the way that leads to “another gate™ made
of “boughes and braunches” where “a comely dame did rest”. The
arch of “embracing vine” offers a new choice of warm colours: “some
deepe empurpled”, “some as the Rubine”, “some like faire Eme-
randes’’, “‘some were of burnisht gold”.* The wines and fruit presented
by the “dame” sug%;cst pleasures and seductions which Sir Guyon

will resist, and therefore enter “‘the most daintie Paradise on ground”,
In which all pleasures plenteously abound.

The painted flowres, the trees vpshooting hye,
The dales for shade, the hilles for breathing space,
The trembling groues, the Christall running by 4

1 Spenser, Faerie Queene, 11, zi, 46, 3-4.
2 ibid., 50-51.

#ibid., 58,6-55,1 passin.

tibid., 58, 1, 8 and 5.7.
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The ingredients of Keats’s descriptions are there, it is true. But
we discover them as if from the ground, in the course of the various
stages of Sir Guyon’s progress. There is no feeling of a descent into
the centre of a natural arena, such as we get from a reading of the
“Imitation of Spenser”.

We find no real lake when advancing into the garden (st. 58-59},

L |

but a fountain “Of richest substannce, that on earth might bee”.

Infinit streames continually did well
Qut of this fountaine, sweet and faire to see,
The which into an ample louer fell,
And shortly grew to so great quantitie,
That like a little lake it seemd to bee;
Whose depth exceeded not three cubits hight,
That through the waues one might the bottom see,
All paw’d beneath with laspar shining bright,
That seemd the fountaine in that sea did sayle vpright.2

In the expansion of the fountain into a laver “like a little lake”
and then the impression it gives of sailing “in that sea”, there is to
be found something of Keats’s concentric circles. However it is a
passing vision, quickly forgotten as "two naked Damzelles” display
their wanton charms before Sir Guyon, who cannot this time buot
“relent his earnest pace”.

Only then does the adventurous knight come to the Bowre of
Bliss, where, at this final stage, the spell 18 entirely based on musical
imagery:

For all that pleasing is to liuing eare,
Was there consoried in one harmonee,
Birdes, voyces, instruments, windes, waters, all agree3

The lure of music is the last step on the way to Acrasia’s paradise
of “lnst and pleasure lewd” where young men

Gather the Rose of loue, whilest yet is time

With music, however, we bave passed beyond the scope of the
"Imitation”, and can leave Sir Guyon to his capture of the Witch
of Intemperance and ber Lover.

In this way we hope to have made clear the difference between
Keats’s stanzas and his model, and shown that he was no servile

I Spenser, Faerie Queene, 11, xii, 60, 2,
g ibid., 62.

1ibid., 70, 7-9.

4ikid., 75, 8.
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imitator, but recreated a compact and original picture out of the rich
ingredients of Spenser’s episode. The latter offers descriptive elements
to adora Sir Guyon’s progress, and suggest the sensuous temptations
he must resist: the taste of wine, the sight of naked bodies and the
promise of sensual pleasures, the charm of music. As for Keats, he
builds up a landscape where the accumulation of concentric forms
organizes successfully a perfect example of structnral jmagery,
coloured and adorned with the rich jewellery of nature. The content
of the paem may not be of great interest; technically and artistically,
however, we see it as a meaningful and important step in the poet’s
evolution and cannot believe such kines to be mere jottings added
to the other pieces for the sake of lengthening the coflection with a
few more stanzas. The “Imitation of Spenser” must not be dismissed
so lightly. After wbat has been said of other choices and rejections,
we feel certain of the importance of the passage in Keats’s esteem,
It was a stage in the acquisition of a mastery of his art and the notion
of using the form of nature to give form to the poem may well have
been suggested by Spenser himself:

One would haue thought, (so cunningly, the rude
And scorned parts were mingled with the fine,)
That nature had for wantonesse ensude
Art, and that Art at nature did repine;
So striving each th’other to vndermine,
Each did the others worke more beautifie;
So diff'ring both in willes, agreed in fine:
So all agreed through sweete diversitie,
This Gardin to adorne with all varietie!

1 Spenser, Faerie Queme, 11, xii, 59,
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6. Symmetry and Proportion

Epistles belang to the literature of the Restauration and XVIIIth
century more than to Romanticism. The presence of three such works
in Poems 1817 stresses the debt owed to the previeus period, while it
shakes the belief that the romantic revival was simply a rejection of
the classical poetic diction. It also implies an attempt to absorb the
patterns and canons of all ages. Keats uses the heroic couplet, freed
from the strict rules established in Pope’s works. Freedom there is
also in the structure of those poems, which is natural, given the epis-
tolary form of the poems. It is however immediately noticeable that
tbe different “paragraphs” of Keats’s “Epistle to George Felton
Mathew” are practically equal in length. Mathew seems to have
proposed to Keats a parinership, “‘a brotherhood in song™ (2), such
perhaps as linked the names of Wordsworth and Coleridge in the
Lyrical Ballads or Beaumont and Fletcher in the world of the drama.
Keats refers to the proposal in a brief introduction of ten lines. Four
sections follow of twenty, twenty-two, nineteen and twenty-two
lines respectively. Quantitatively there is something satisfactory in
the balance thus realized. It may be the reason why Keats found it
a redeemable piece of work among his juvenilia. In a letter to C. C.
Clarke he wrote on 9 October 1816 “] have coppied out a sbeet or two
of Verses which 1 composed some time ago, and find so much to blame
in them that the best [corrected “worst”] part will go into the fire —
those to G. Mathew I will suffer to meet the eye of Mr H. [Leigh
Huuat] notwithstanding that the Muse is so frequently mentioned”
{no. 7, 1, 113). What saved the epistle then was rather a matter of
form than contents. It strongly resembles an ode, if it were not for
the pattern of heroic couplets. {t is the careful composition of a young
poet, pretending to shake off old madels, but trying the secure ways
of apprenticeship, as well as chserving the rules of politeness.

First (11-30) he humbly acknowledges Mathew’s superiority,
especially as he himself feels distracted from the tempting uvitation
of the muse by “far different cares” {17). In bis situation both the
world of mythology and that of nature seemed, temporarily at least,
too remote to inspire him. Therefore he must refuse his friend’s kind
propaosal of association,
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The next passage (31-52) expresses, in a sort of antithesis the
conditions that would allow the “coy muse” {32} to “condescend” (83)
to live with him. They cannot exist “in this dark city” (83). “Somc
flowery spot, sequester’d, wild, romantic” (37), is the necessary setting
of inspiration. In spite of the description of the natural ingredients
that could lure the muse into the poet’s company, the refusal in
the previons passage is felt to turn to despondency at the impossi-
bility of conciliation between the artist’s and the medical student’s
activities.

Then (53-71) Keats imagines the favourable conditions realized
and the possihle outpnt of poetical works that would ensue. But the
opening line of the passage already announces: “Yet this is vain..”
The hoped-for association is but an idle dream.

The twenty-two line conclusion completes the praises given to
Mathew at the beginning. He is the beloved poet protected by the
muse; the gods are with him and bave allowed him to undergo all
sorts of metamorphoses passing from the shape of a flower to that
of a goldfish and a swan, experiencing a jonrney underwater that
should now be the subject of his poetic production.

... thou hast never told thy travels strange,
And all the wonders of the mazy range
O'er pebbly crystal, and o’er golden sands. (90-92)

Between the introduction and the concluding section we have a
triptych illustrating poetry. One panel depicts the artist’s mytholo-
gical interpretation of the world, the second the natural setting of
poetry and the third its humanitarian contents. The movement goes
from lofty visions down to the description of the things of nature as
basic material for the poet’s imagination. Then generous thonghts
and reminiscence from writers and heroes of the past bring in a
renewed feeling of being lifted towards higher spheres. The back-
ground atmosphere is one of refusal, ahandon, discouragemeat reach-
g its nadir after the evocation of the natural setting of poetic ima-
gination: “Yet it is vain” {53). Still the ¢cmbroidery of pleasant images
veils the despondent attitude of the author, and allows a slight hope
to rise in the contemplation of what the poet’s task could he. In spite of
the allusion to “the pitiless world” (65) the modal tone of the third
panel is more hopeful:

... a place where I may greet the maid —
W here we may soft humanity put on, [54-55)

With reverence would we speak of all the sages (59)
And thou shouldst moralize on Milton's blindness, (61)
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We next could tell
Of those who in the cause of freedom fell. (65-66)

No doubt there are some elements of down- and upward journey
in these lines dedicated to the poet’s intentions and ambition. It may
not be mere chance that the theme of a journey should appear in the
conclusion describing G. F. Mathew’s imagined metamorphoses. The
suggestion of a subject for Mathew’s inspiration finds expression in
the form ““a travel strange”. The growth of the young man from the
state of ignorance and weakness (the “flowret... wild” of line 76) to
the mastery of the full-grown artist (the “black-eyed swan” of line 87)
is a kind of initiation through a stage of experience and discovery (the
wonders of the “mazy range” — line 91). The tmportance of the
underwater journey is empbasized by the young poet with great skill.
The metamorphosis is only stated at lines 85-86:

... from a flower, into a fish of gold
Apollo chang'd thee.

But the experience fills the concluding lines of the poem with a
concentration of imagery very remarkable in the beginner Keats still
was:

... thou hast never told thy travels sirange,

And all the wonders of the mazy range

O’er pebbly crystal, and o’er golden sands;

Kissing thy daily food from Naiad's pearly hands. (90-94)

In this imaginative exploration of a world of mystery the poet
offers a suggestive example of the creative power of poetry. Linking
terms expressive of all that is rich, rare, pure and delicate (golden,
crystal) to others depicting what is worthless, common, plain and
rough (pebbly, sands), the poet re-enacts the old dream of the alche-
mist transmuting base material into gold. The reconciliation of oppo-
sites, the symbol of the profound umity of the universe, illustrates
the poet’s faith in his ability to perform the same transcendental
changes through the power of words. The effect occurs again in the
last sensuous line in the opposition between “daily food” and “pearly
bands”. The necessities of life are, for the poet, the precious expe-
rience of exploring the supernatural in an interpretation of mature
in terms of life and beauty. The selection of the word “kissing” at the
beginning of the line recalls skilfnlly the metamorphosis of the poet
into a goldfish; it describes realistically the sncking motion of 2 small
fish's mouth, and the image is reinforced visually by the snggestion
of colour in “pearly”. At the same time “kissing” combines both
meaning and sound effect to introduce with exquisite tenderness the
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eternal theme of love. Added to the presence of the “Naiad” it gives
the line a sensval turn reminiscent of the atmosphere of the legends
of Greek mythology. The semi-goddess is characterized by the adjec-
tive "pearly” which gives her a supernatural gquality and links her
with the mysterions sheen and glitter of underwater fauna. In a
daring re-interpretation of the old traditions it also makes her appear
robed in the gloss of her alluring sister Lamia.

It also sums np the poet’s dependence on and submission to his
inspiring muse in the rite of allegiance expressed by the words
"kissing... hands” at either end of the%ine‘

Poetry is the actual snbject of the “Epistle”, and all along the poet
denies his ability to achieve such a high aim. And yet in the very last
lines, with their concentrated power of suggestion, he seems to focus
his talent in a final, sublime effort, a swan-song to demonstrate the
peaks to which he could aspire.

The “travels strange” of metamorphoses are there, suggested if
not fully realized. The ancient tradition of poetry haunts the young
poet. A downward-upward structure also exists in the poem. We
are led from the praises offered to G. E. Mathew to the rather despe-
rate refusal of his vocation and the final demonstration and illus-
tration of his capacity as a poet. Once more we find the poet choosing
such a form to solve problems of composition in a genre that does not
call for any strict pattern, falling back quite naturally on a sort of
inverted pyramid-shaped structure in a context very different from
that of other exploratory journeys.

Abont a year later when, relieved of his medical studies, Keats
was passing the end of summer at Margate, he again composed two
“Lpistles” on the subject of poetry. One was addressed to his brother
Gearge (Augnst 1816); the other dedicated "To Charles Cowden
Clarke” is in four sections of increasing length (twenty, twenty-cight,
thirty-five and forty-nine lines respectively). Like the Mathew epistle,
these two express the poet's diffidence as he stands on the threshold of
the career he has newly decided upon, and his admiration for the
models of the past. They also pay a tribute to those who trust in his
talent, though ke is still a beginner (his brother), or have contributed
to his apprehension of the world of poetry (C. C. Clarke).

However the construction of the two epistles differs. The epistle
“To my Brother George” is cut, practically, in the middle, between
paragraphs I1I and lVg. The couplet of lines 67-68 serves as a hinge:

These are the living pleasures of the bard (67)

refers to the first half, and more particularly to parts 1I and 111
(i. e. 19-66);

But richer far posterity’s award (68)
54



to the other, ending line 121 where the caesura corresponds to the
start of the concluding description of the landscape near Margate.
Therefore, though it 1s not immediately visible, we again get an
impression of a careful composition balancing an eighteen-line intro-
duction with a conclusion of twenty-one and a half lines, including
a valediction of two lines (141-142). In-between the main theme is
articulated round the central hinge (67-68): forty-eight lines dedi-
cated to an exalted apology of his models and of the poet’s revelations
through inspiration; fifty-two and a half lines foreseeing the poet’s
fame secured at his death thanks to his varied modes of expression:
ballads, lyrical poems, songs and sonnets. The symmetry of the poem,
with its two parts of practically equal length, is not due to mere
chance. 1t seems on the face of it that there is, typographically, one
cut too many in the first half of the poem — that between lines 53
and 5¢ —, and in the second half one missing at the end of the enume-
ration of the various siyles at the poet’s disposal. The first one,
however, separates the living interpretation of nature inspired by
the warm and glorious world of daylight, from

The revelries, and mysteries of night. (64)

The other would have created two incomplete lines (as stated
above, the conclusion begins at the caesura of line 121}, Had these
slight changes been made in the printing of the cpistle, its remarkable
symmetry would be immediately evident. We have:

— an introduction expressing the fears of the young poet (eighteen
lines);
— the mysterious grace of inspiration transmuting nature into poesy

(forty-eight lines);

— the central articulation (67-68);
-— the various ways in wbich the poet transforms poesy into poetry

(fifty-two and a half);

— a conclusion where the poet realizes bis dream in a sample
describing his immediate surroundings (nineteen and a baif);
— valediction (141-149).

This interpretation of the structure of the epistle shows again how
careful Keats seems to have been to give balance to his composition.
'_I‘herc is here, no structural imagery, such as we have defined it. The
idea of the poet’s death is evoked (70). But it is not used in the way
we have described in ather poems. However it may be worth noting
that it appears at the very middle of the whale.

What does he murmur with his latest breath,
W hile his proud eye looks through the film of death?
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“What though I leave this dull, and earthly mould,
"Yet shall my spirit lofty converse hold
*With after times,” (69-73)

An epistle is not the proper frame for a journecy to death’s gate.
Yet the experience is there, though it is just a passing hint. There is
no movement leading down, then np again. '%he introduction was
loaded with spleen and disquiet. The theme of creative poetry on the
contrary introduces a note of high excitement, of iuspiration. The
poet, dreaming of fulfilled ambition cannot but exult at the thought
of achievement and fame. And the final description of the country
round Margaie justifies Keats's choice of career, and realizes the wish
expressed in the “Epistle to Mathew™:

To find a place where I may greet the maid (54)

—~— meaning the muse.

Though the main themes of the “Epistle to Charles Cowden
Clarke” resemble those of the "Epistle to George”, there is a marked
difference in the structure of its composition. The introduction
expresses diffidence and the fear of aiming too high. And the theme
is treated through the image of a swan floating in a leisurely way on
the surface of crystal-clear water and unabie to secure one of the
diamond drops that run on its feathers and down into the lake. The
poet feels the same.

Still scooping up the water with my fingers,
In which a trembling diamond never lingers. {19-20)

His friend’s knowledge, practice and appreciation of the art of
poetry is therefare his excuse for not dedicating an epistle ta him
before; and the enumeration of Clarke’s favourite poets reveals how
the son of the headmaster of Enfield school tempted Xeats into an
incurakle love of “the hay” (“Epistle to George”, 19). From this
characterization of their model poets, ranging from antiquity through
Italian literature (Tasso), and the English Renaissance {Spenser,
Shakespeare), to the Romantic movement (Leigh Hunt), Keats passes
to a description of the different “‘genres” a poet can excel in. The
“rapier-pointed epigram” (65) recalls the XVIIIth century tradition,
and the vast unfolding of romance, the early days of English litera-
ture. Choosing from his list he proclaims “that epic was of all
the king” (66) and thanks C. C. Clarke for teaching him, hoping that
his own achievement might he judged worthy of his master and
friend’s attention. Finally be expresses his pleasure at wandering in
the inspiring countryside that recalls the memories of the past, when
the experience of music praduced similar effects, when a friend's
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guidance and enthusiasm already promised the ominous meeting
with the muse. The re-enacting of the scene of departure,

Your accents bland
Still sounded in my ears, when I no more
Could hear your footsteps touch the grav'ly floor, (122-124)

unmistakably echoes Wordsworth’s “Solitary Reaper” and adds a final
tribute to the great masters of the Romantic revival. Two months
later Keats will pen his sonnet to Haydon, starting “Great spirits now
on earth are sojourning” where Wordsworth again appears as chief

model:
Upon the forehead of the age to come. (*Sonnet XIV”, 10}

1t is that spirit, that bald scanning of the future, which seems to
carrespond to the special composition of the epistle. Each separate
part grows in bulk and increases in momentum. The memory of the
decisive night with Clarke who “chang’d the footpath for the grassy
plain™ {126) is the climax and comes at the end. The parting scene
with its inevitable melancholy acts as a break leading into the rapid
farewell. lnstead of the symmetry of the former epistles we have
structural growth corresponding to a tone of progressively mounting
confidence, though the themes are much the same as before. Once
again the form seems to be deliberately chosen. The increase in
length from one section to the next is not simply a matter of uncon-
trolled enthusiasm, but appears to have been worked out within strict
limits by the poet. Each section shows an increase in length of one
third when compared with the immediately preceding one. Part 1 has
twenty lines; one third more would give the second twenty-seven; it
has twenty-eight. One third more would raise the number to thirty-
seven; it %ocs up to thirty-five; and the final one should reach forty-
seven or forty-nine, and the exact lengtb of paragraph IV s forty-
nine lines. 1t is hard to think that it is mere chance and that it does
not correspond to a conscions effort on the part of the author. Unbrid-
led abandon te an unqualified trust in his inspiration must have
appeared dangerous to the young man, critical of his performance
and doubtful of the quality of his poetry. Thanks te critical insight
he seems to have tried to secure at least a certain hold over the form
of his poems, their frame or inward structure. Thus his poetry owes
something to the classical tradition of the XVIllth century, much
more than was generally admitted by Romantic authors. The different
views of the two periods could be reconciled in the belief that

Some beauties yet no precepis can declare,
For there's happiness as well as care.
Music resembles poetry, in each
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Are nameless graces whick no methods teach,
And which a master-hand alone can reach.

If, where the rules not far enough extend

(Since rules were made but to promote their end),
Some lucky licence answer to the full

The intent proposed, that licence is a rule.!

In Poems 1817 Keats, one can guess, fries to find out different

rules or methods that would ensure guidance till the “master-hand”
could reach “nameless graces”, the fruit of some “lucky licence”.

! Alexander Pope, “Essay on Criticiam™, Poems, Epistles and Satires (1924; London:
Dent, 1935), 141-149.
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7. The Sonnet Pattern

Now it is clear that the sonnet form is not going to help us much
in our research into the sort of structural imagery we have described.
This pattern is indeed suited to expanded schemes of poetry, capable
of evolving and developing freely. We have repeatedly spoken of a
voyage, tlrt.llg a passage tll:rough or an exploration of the underworld.
The mere notion of a journey calls for some sort of epic poetry, for
a ballad, or for a verse form which lends itself to extension into books
or numerons stanzas. Such are the poems we have examined and
proposed as models of structural imagery. The sonnet, on the other
hand, involves a fixed form which does not allow the poet to wander;
it calls for discipline and restraint, economy and concentration, And
yet in its rigidity it proposes a pattern which may have been more
important in the young man's growth as a poet than has been
recognized in critical works. The very necessity of concentrating all
the tension of the sonnet in view of its fall in the last semtence
creates a limited, but dynamic pattern which was going to mark the
future evolntion of the artist. Keats himself defines

... the sonnet swelling loudly
Up to its climax and then dying proudly.

{“Epist. to C. C. Clarke", 60-61)

The image is well-chosen. It gives us a model in direct opposition
to the one we bave described; the line is drawn upward, with an
abrupt fall at the end.

It may also be interesting to note that the mastery Keats acquired
by writing sonnets seemns to have made him more and more partial
to the rhyme scheme of the quatrain of the Spenserian and Shakes-
pearian sonnets. The Spenserian stanza uses it too and Keats had
recourse to it for the “Eve of St Agnes” and “The Cap and Bells".
It is even more remarkable in the odes, particularly the achievement
of the great “Odes” (“To a Nightingale”, “On a Grecian Um",
“To Psyche", “To Autumn”, “On Melancholy*), Keats does not build
up in a haphazard way as could be done with such an ill-defined
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genre, but reverts to the strong foothold be had mastered in sonnet-
writing, and always starts on firm ground with the rhyme scheme
abab. 1t is also the basis of the eight line stanza of “Isabella”.

We have argued elsewhere thai Keats’s search for a total domi-
nation of poetic technique can be traced in the poet’s progress towards
a regular stanza for the ode.! The schooling he had gone through in
trying to achieve perfection in the sonnet brought mastery in other
forms as well. His attempts at changing the pattern of the sonnet in
his letter of 30 April 1819 (“If by dull rhymes our English must be
chain’d...” and “To Sleep”) are interesting indications of his desire
te go beyond his models. Wisely be abandoned the idea, but what
we know is sufficient to sbow that Keats felt confident enough to
attempt a sort of revolution in the strictest and best defined of poetic
forms, as if he had drained all its possibilities and virtues dry, and
meant to instil into it what his genins perceived as a further rege-
nerating step in the evolution of poetical patterns.

What can be retained for our purpose from Keats’s attachment
to the sonnet guatrain, is the lasting mark this type of poem was
going tc leave on his work as a whole. Hence the importance of his
brief definition of that type of poem as one “swelling loudly/ Up to
its climax” {note the very promineni position of “up” at the beginning
of the line) and then “dying proundly”. If we read Keats’s sonnets
carefully it will be noticed that the two statemenfs are not mere
“florid style”. They correspond to the traditional and formal division
of the sonnet into octave and sestet. The former generally offers a
gradation of impressions ending with a powerful statement or concen-
trated image, the key-note of the poem. The sestet comments on it in
a different mood with a renewed movement of elation towards the
conclusive statement. So the rising movement is not continuons. There
is a distinct break after line 8. Once a certain level of intensity is
reached, a slight rest is called for and a new start achieves a change
of mood or outlook, pressing on towards the “clinching” lines. This
development is important, leading as it does to an upexpected fall,
or an abrupt silence. In the Shakespearian version of the sonnet, it
even tends to assumc the character of an epigram in a final couplet,
slightly detached from the introducing quatrains.

We could, of course, produce numerous examples of sonnets and
discuss their features at length in order to relate them to the broad
structnral imagery we have already depicted. Let us choose the best
known of the 1817 series to illustrate the above lines; others will be
dealt with in doe time. The famous sonnet “On First Looking into
Chapman’s Homer” starts on an image of geographical exploration
that prepares in a remarkable way the final picture of the adventurer

1F, Matthey, “Interplay of Structure and Mcaning in the ‘Ode to a Nightingale’,
English Studies, XLIX (1968), 306-307.
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and discoverer staring “at the Pacific” (12). But at the beginning we
are simply surveying, with the poet, a vast expanse of foreign land.

Much have I travell'd in the realms of gold
And many goodly states and kingdoms seen. (1-2)

This is the first level and it is strongly attached to the earth by
the words “realms” - “states” - “kingdoms”. And yet the “realms
of gold” imply something wider and deeper. “Gold” is there for its
rare and precions qualities, and suggests the treasures of Golconda;
it is also a reminder of the colour of tbe sky at sunset in the “‘western
halls” sung by the poet in bis “Qde to Apolla” (Febr. 1815). We
cannat forget that Apollo is the

God of the golden bow
And of the golden lyve
And of the golden hair
And of the golden fire. (1-4)

Therefore the “realms of gold” are those of poetry, this being
immediately confirmed by the presence of Apollo in line 4 of the
sonnet. The first two lines seem to allude to the classical and foreign
traditions of poetry, while lines 3-4 include the northern tradition kept
by the “bards”™ in the western islands. That Apollo should have
abandoned the Grecian Mediterranean shrine te nurture poetry
in northern Furope fits the apparent course of the sun in the sky.
One day is seen as a microcosm of the millennium of art and beauty,
so that a syncretic acceptance of tbe mythic image of Apollo reignin%
aver the Celtic tradition of the bards and the sacred language o
romantic poets as well hecomes possible. The chivalry of the Middle
Ages, one source of romantic inspiration, is alse evoked through
Apollo’s relationship of suzerainty to his faithful adorers.

Round many western islands have I been
Whick bards in fealty to Apollo hold. (3-4)

We must admit that the concentration of these four lines 15 very
successfol and the load of imagery enormous. If, however, the expanse
of ground already covered is wide, the exploratory journey remains
on a purely horizontal plane, and Apollo’s ““fealty” does not produce
any effect of elated rising towards the Elysium of the Gods. The
word is, however, the {irst vertical element introduced up to this
point.

The second quatrain starts with the same image of terrae ignotae
to be explored, but concentrates on one particular kingdom or
“demesne”, the world of Homer.
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Oft of one wide expanse had I been told
That deep-brow'd Homer ruled as his demesne. (5-6)

“Deep-brow’d” is an impressive picture of the traditional mask
of the blind poet, and implies the cerebral, intellectual powers of a
enius. In a more subtle way, “deep” is also the first word in the poem
ighat may be felt as producing thé impression of a sudden motion.
From that “depth” we are flung up to the peaks in the next line “Yet
did I never breathe its pure serene” (7) in which we assume the power
of Ariel to wander tbrough etherial regions of the sky. “Breathe”,
“pure”, “serenc”, all three words belong to the imagery of the higher
spheres of imagined heaven. And when, in the next line, “Chapman
speak(s] out loud and bold” (8), it is with an authority akin to that of
Apollo. 1t puts Chapman and Homer on the same plane as the god so
that we must needs Jook up to find out from whicb high throne, 8lymp
or Ida, the commanding voice echoes ont.
The impression created thus at the end of the octave is immedia-
tely translated from auditory to visual imagery in the next line, which
opens the sestet:

Then felt I Like a waltcher of the shies
When a new planet swims into his ken. (9-10)

From the admirer of poctry we pass to the astronomer and his
discovery of some new celestial body. The situation changes, but the
register remains the same; we are still in the higher spheres, where
Chapman and Homer have now been admitted. Also the feeling of
exaltation is preserved, and this leads on to the evocation of Cortez,
the adventorer, a sphinx-like, ecstatic figure on the mountain-top,
looking downward over the new-discovered ocean. He is a god-like,
Olympian figure again, his "‘eagle-eye” creating an unconscious link
with Jove. All is static, calm, silent now. After the expectant attitude
of the “watcher of the sky”™ whose observation appears due to an
unexpected and rewarding motion of the star (the new planet *swims
into his ken”), Cortez stands ont against the background of the sky
and ocean as a domineering Titan. His figure rises atop the “peak”,
the apex of a towering pyramid. At the same time he hovers ("with
eagle cyes/He star’'d at the Pacific”) above the world. Thus this
“stout” and proud figure, “Silent, npon a peak in Darien” (14), is
opposed to the image of "‘Bards in fealty to Apollo” of the first qua-
train, The structural line of the sonnet that had started there to
“swell” very slightly has now reached tremendous intensity and
power. Apollo beld the “bards” “in fealty”, but Cortez” men are felt
as a herd of frightened creatures under the domination and the
protection of the semi-god. There seems to be a fall near the end
when the attention is drawn towards
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.. all his men
Look'd at each cther with a wild surmise. (12-13)

The insertion of this note witbin the last sentence describing the
hero is particularly effective. Instead of a fall the distance between
the crowd at tbe foot of their chief, looking about uncomprehendingly,
both bewildered and wonder-struck, and their leader, unshakeable
("stout”) and unattainable (“silent’) in his ecstatic contemplation of
some revelation, grows gigantic. “Upon a peak” (14) places him far
above them; the mountain itself becomes the throne of a semi-god;
and his silent fascination strikes with awe the rough companions of
his conquest. The very name of the ocecan adds to the feeling of calm
domination and pacification. And thus the sonnet dies into silence,
after “swelling lonudly”; but dies “proudly”. If ever a poem was true
to the definition of its author, it is this one. What an extraordinary
choice of word that last stroke “Darien™! It is wrong from the point
of view of abjective historical facts; from the point of view of anditory
effect it suggests “daring”. It, thus, stands in immediate opposition
to the “wild surmise” of the men, and even to the Pacific, which bere
personifies acceptance, a surrender to that new master of the world
who dared gaze over its wide expanse without a2 wink and take posses-
sion of it with “eagle eyes”. Cortez, the imperial bird, challenges
victoriously the other face of the world, while a useless crowd struck
dumb, fears and waits. INo one can deny that the fourteen lines
correspond exactly to Keats's description of the sonnet in his “Epistle
to C. C. Clarke”. The final image is worthy of the noble and massive
statues and monuments of Egypt that were being brought to England
at the time. (A pyramid was to be erected in Trafalgar Square).! Thus
the structural imagery of the sounet, so well described by Keats in
the “Epistle to Clarke” is achieved by way of a rise up to a bigh
summit of tension followed by a sudden fall inte silence. Apparently
the poem dies with the climactic flourish of line 14, and yet tﬂe echoes
of its concentrated world of images prolong its end till they dissolve
and vanish.

Similar considerations could be drawn from a large number of the
seventeen sonnets published in Poems 1817 as a group. It may be
because of the directness of their allusions and lack of a deep and
more elaborate dimension that the three poems on women ("Woman!
when 1 behold thee...”, “Light feet, dark violet eyes...”, “Ah! who
can ¢’er forget...”) were excluded from the series. They were attached
to the early poems such as the “lmitation of Spenser”, “Calidore”,
“Specimen of an Induction to a Poem™, etc. In the use of images and
symbols they do not reach the high power of suggestion of the other
sonnets; the clinching lines do not apen on that rare quality of silence

! Reference is made to Blunden, p. 496, in Rollins, op. cit., no. 29, I, 149, note 4,
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where meaningful whisperings build up an imaginary world of its
own. In verse 14 of “Woman! when I behold thee..”: “Might I
he loved by thee like these of yore,” all is said. We have read of
the young poet’s thrill in his love of idealized women. Yet
we arc still on the level of description; clever description it is, but
we are not touched by the dimension of experience. Even the swelling
to a final climax is not striking:

.. Lo be thy defender
I hotly burn — to be a Calidore —
A very Red Cross Knight — a stout Leander. (11-13)

Except for the sake of the rhymes the order of the terms of com-
parison could be altered without any loss of meaning. ls there real
gradation from Calidore to Leander ?

The Midsummer Night's Dream-inspired end of “Ah! who can
c'er forget..” already looks forward to the future dimension of
Keats’s sonnets. But its hypothetic form takes away some of the
strength the same allusion lends to the conclusion of “Sonnet 11" of
the numbered series. We read it with a feeling of unreality, and are
left with mere facts.

Had 1 e’er seen her from an arbour take
A dewy flower, oft would that hand appear,
And o’er my eyes the trembling moisture shake.

(“Ah! who can ¢'er forget...”, 12-14)
The difference with the following lines is striking:

Ah! 1 will taste thal dew, for me tis meet,
And when the moon her palhid face discloses,
I'll gather some by spells and incantation,

(“Sonnet 11", 12-14)

The determination to risk the intoxication of the love philtre, the
disquicting presence of an ill-looking moon produces the complex
imagery suggestive of fatal passion that carries away the reader’s
imagination. We go far beyond the adolescent yearning for a girl's
love, beyond the prank performed by Puck with the magic juice.
Love appears with its irrepressible power, a product of unescapable
dark mysterious forces. After love's pleasures expressed in the clear
image of “Hybla’s honied roses” {10}, enjoyed richly, the last lines
introduce a notion of witchcraft necessarily attached to love. They
remind us of the complexity of emotion, that bliss is not to be isolated
from the mad trance of passion.
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The preoccupation expressed in “Sonnet 11" 1s very close to that
of the three sonnets on women, but it has that quality of dying into
active silence that corresponds to Keats's definition of sonnet structure
which we have already mentioned. The "Sonnets on Women” borrow
the form, but do not achieve the full purpose of true sonnets; hence,
wss suggest, their separation in the printed text from the series entitled
“Sonnets”.

Other sonnets are known, too, that were excluded from publi-
cation at the time. A few belong to Keats's earliest attempts. “As from
the darkening gloom...” and “To Lord Byron” are dated 1814, “To
Chatterton” and “On Peace” 1815.

H. W. Garrod in the chapter of Introduction to his critical edition
of The Poetical Works of Jokn Keais entitled “The Composition of
Poems 18177" discusses the exclusion of nine early poems that can
be dated and could then, we know far sure, have heen printed with
the rest. He ¢ould have added the sonnet “On Peace” whose subject
clearly points to Napoleon’s deposition and 1815. He says: “One or
two of them are of obviously inferior quality; though all of them, it
might be nrged, are better than the best of ‘the short picces in the
middle of the book’.” Our treatment of the three “Sonnets on Women”
and the “Imitation of Spenser” is an incitement to look further
into the matter. Where does the inferiority lie? Is it as obvious
as all that? Among the nine poems listed, the “Ode to Apollo”
(“In thy western hall...”) has already been dealt with. What about
the sonnets?

Here, and it is important for our demonstration, problems of
form secem to have been the main factors of elimination. The rising
structural pattern of imagery cannot be achieved if the delicate
balance of octave and sestet is broken. The division could not be
preserved by the young poet in “To Lord Byron” and “On Peace”.
In the piece addressed to Byron the rhyme scheme is perfect in its
way: abba abba cdeded; but the meaning and punctuation divides the
fourteen lines into three groups of five, seven and two lines respect-
ively. Of course, the publication of Poems 1817 follows close on the
outburst of scandal around Byron’s private life and his proud depar-
ture from “Albion’s lessening shores™.* The poem, then, may not have
been considered likely to attract sympathy among circles of prospec-
tive readers. Byron’s success in poetry, bowever, was not impaired by
the philistine reaction to his divorce, and the theme of the sonnet
can hardly be deemed a sufficient cause for rejection, for Keats
explores the very ambiguity of feelings that is going to haunt his
works -— the inseparable duality of pain and joy. The “sweetly sad”

1H. W. Garrod, op. cit._ p. lxxxiii.
2 Byron, Childe Harolds Pilgrimage (London: Wame & Co., no date), Canta Hi,
i,9.
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melody (1), the “tale of pleasing woe” (14) cannot be thought to have
been condemned by the future author of the “Odes”, whose “heart
aches” by “being too bappy” (“To a Nightingale”, 1 and 6). In spite
of the important evolution in Keats’s attitude, from an emphasis on
grief as a pleasure in itself to the notion that the intensity of hap-
piness can turn it to pain, it is impossible to believe that the poet
discarded his early poem for that reason. The theme was too dear to
him. Yet it is important to see that the structural imagery of the sonnet
gets necessarily entangled in the impossible evolution, in this case,
of the theme of the co-existence of pain and pleasure. The poem
cannot rise “Up to its climax”, if we start from sweet sadness to reach
pleasing woe. And bere “To Lord Byron” undoubtedly fails. We
therefore conclude that the problems of form and structural imagery
justified disregard for the sonnet far more than considerations linked
with the aititude of the time towards Byron or any abandonment of
the idea expressed in the sonnet.

As far as “On Peace” is concerned, the political aspect of the
poem cannot have justificd exclusion, otherwise “To Kosciusko™ and
the sonnet “Written on the Day that Mr Leigh Hunt Left Prison”
should not have teen printed either. Nor can it be said that the
problems set by the elimination of Napoleon from the European
scene were out-of-date. Therefore once again it appears that the
impossibility for Keats to improve on the form — the first quatrain
is followed by a group of five lines which overlaps the normal
division of octave and sestet — was the cause of his dissatisfaction
with the poem. To fit rhyming and meaning also seems to have created
difficnlties, as line 15 was ]];?t incomplete; Keats seems to accept only
reluctantly the word “great” rhymmng both with “state” (11) and
“fate” (14). In the three known transcripts it was added in pencil
and not in Keats’s hand.*

The extension of the first sentence over nine lines mars the sonnet

“On a Leander Gem” {(March 1816). Indeed,

"Tis young Leander toiling to his death, (9)
evidently brings the “octave” to its conclusion, The structural imagery
also fails to rise “up to a climax”. The curve goes down definitely
with the depressing description of the lover struggling to his death.
And the poet’s desperate attempt, in the last line, to change the
downward course of the imagery —

He's gone: up bubbles all his amorous breath !

— is anything hut convincing. 1t shonld be tragic; yet it is impossible

1 Garrod, op. cit., p. 527, note,
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to feel it so. The light “bubbles” of “amorons breath” swimming up
to the surface destroy the powerful picture of the lover's anxious and
desperate efforts to reach the shore and his love, The last image is
too close to a pun to suit the grave and true description that precedes.

His body dips
Dead-keauvy; erms and shoulders gleam awhile
He's gone. (12-14).

The conclusion breaks the mood, and by contrast sounds ridicu-
lous. Apart from these problems of form and structural imagery, the
subject matter of the poem can be compared with the published
occasional sonnet ‘“T'o a Friend who Sent Me Some Roses”.

“Sonnet 1" of Poems from “Literary Remains” 1848, “Oh! how 1
love, on a fair summer’s eve...” apparently conforms to the normal
division of octave and sesiet; and yet the punctuation hides the fact
that the whole sonnet is but one long sentence, extending from line
one to line 14. On the exclamation “Oh! how I lave” (1) depends the
whole series of infinitives which inflate the idea of escape to its
final flight “on the wing of Poesy”. There is no real separation
between the love “to Jeave / All meaner thoughis”, and “take a sweet
reprieve / From little cares” (4-6), “to find... / A fragrant wild... / And
there... my soul deceive” (6-8} and the sestet. ““To warm my breast
with patriotic Jore” {9) and “on the wing of Poesy upsoar” (12) still
depend on the main clause — “how I love” (1) — of the very beginn-
ing. There is a rise in imagery, but the full stop at the end of line 8
does not actually preserve the normal division octave-sestet, as it
does in all the sonnets published in 1817,

Some similarity exists between the sonnet “To Chatterton” and
that written on the death of Keats's grandmother (*As from the
darkening gloom...”). Both are early pieces — 1815 and Dec. 1814
respectively. Both were excluded Iyrom publication. Formally they
are more satisfactory than the poems dealt with above. Both express
a belief in a heavenly paradise of souls that echaoes Milton’s sonnet
On his Blindness. Yet this faith is not rooted sufficiently strongly
mn the young poet to resist comparison with actual feelings and the
reality of life on earth. At the end of each sonnet despondency weighs
down the comforting picture of the dead’s happiness in heaven.
“Wherefore does any grief our joy impair?” ends the sonmet on
the poet’s grandmother’s death, and contrasts with the “superior
bliss” (11) that seemed to be the accepted lot of the dear deceased old
WOmarl.

The fecling is very similar in the two quatrains “On Death”. It is
hard to guess why that poem was discarded. It is perfect in its brevity.
1t concentrates on the eternal theme of the paradox of the appearance
and reality of death, as if reminiscent of Hamlet’s “dread of something
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after death™.) And yet for Hamlet, life is not a dream. For our poct
pain bears a heavier weight of reality than bliss. 1a the line,

The transient pleasures as a vision seem, (3)
he conveys Wordsworth’s feeling that man on earth

... by the vision splendid
Is on his way attended ?

so that the poem epitomizes the famous statement:
Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetiing.®
The first line,
Can death be sleep when life is but a dream, (1)

leads to the clever echo and ambiguous answer of the last about
man’s “doom which is but to awake’ (8).

Though the statement seems to open on a sort of credo concerning
man’s “future doom”, it is hardly possible not to fesl the impending
menace in the word, or treat too lightly the stress laid on the realities
of life. The fine symmetry of lines I and 8 may hide them bebind
shades of Christian beliefs and Platonic principles. 1n the dilemma
between what seems what s, man thinks “the greatest pain’s to die”
(4) and dare not “forsake /His rugged path” }6-7). Keats always
seems to shy at expressing in verse a definite, fixed attitude about
his possible religious faith., His creeds are all about poetry. This
may well have Eeen the cause of his forgetting these perfect lines
preserved in Georgiana Wylie's scrap-book. The same prudent
reserve about religion will appear elsewhere.

Identically the belief expressed in “To Chatterton™ that the poor
young poet’s soul had been exalted “among the stars/Of highest
Heaven” (3-10) where he could go on singing “to the rolling spberes”
(10) answers the requirement of the sonnet to rise “up to its climax”.
But the elated feeling breaks dowm when confronted with naked
reality

On earth the good man base detraction bars
From thy fair name, and waters it with tears. (13-14)

1 Hamiat, 111, 1, T8.

*'Wordsworth, Ode on Intimations of Immortality, ed. Malthew Amold (1879;
London: Macmillan, 1946}, v, 16-17.

3ibid,, v, L
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On cannot help thinking that “the good man” in its grammatical
singularity is a rare bird and that “base detraction” retains an
averwhelming supertority over idealistic creed in the blisses of
future life.

The sonnet written “In Disgust of Vulgar Superstition” belongs
to the poems composed in playful challenge among the circle of
Hunt’s friends. The pieces of verse were to be completed within a
given time — in this case somebody has added a note on the autograph
manuscript: “written in 15 minntes.” Other instances are the sonnet
“To the Nile” (1818), that “On the Grasshopper and Cricket” (Dec.
1816) and “On Receiving a Laurel Crown from Leigh Hunt”, For
all we know, the last of the three may bave been written after the
publication of Poemns 1817. Even if it were not so, the subject would
have been a sufficient cause to avoid publication, Indeed the “Ode
to Apolle” (“God of the golden bow...”) expresses clearly the ridicule
experienced by the poet after the intoxicating fumes of enthusiasm
in the privacy of a circle of friends bad cooled, and the demonstrative
occasion appeared foolish in the fresh light of the mourning. The
same reason for preserving such poems for private memory applies
to the sonnets addressed “To the Ladies Who Saw Me Crown’d” and
“To a Young Lady Who Sent Me a Laurel Crown”. Again the dates
are unknown, but they may very well belong to some time after the
publication of March 1817. Anyway the “QOde” cannot be dated
before the spring of that year:

The seeds and roots in Earth
Were swelling for summer fare, (27-28)

and H. W. Garrod? thinks that the three sonnets must be related to the
same circumstance. It is difficult, however, to imagine that a young
lady sent a laurel crown with a view to a formal ceremony, where she
wauld be present with two other ladies, while Hunt placed the wreath
on the young poet’s brow, Woodhouse's account of another circum-
stance when both Hunt and Keats were surprised by two genilemen
of their acquaintance as they were crowning themselves must not be
discarded either. It was the cause of the “Ode to Apollo”. And this
particular occasion may have put an end — so far as Keats was
concerned anyway — to a game Hunt’s easy semtimentalism had
introduced into his circle of enthusiastic ladies and artists. Whatever
the date — or dates — of the sonnets, they are unsatisfactory from the
point of view of content. Qccasional, rapidly composed, they are all
based on negative statements, as if the poet conld not find any troe
inspiration in the subject, and could only manage to express what
the theme was not like. This, of course, prevents the sonnet from
rising “up” to any climax!

'H. W. Garrod, op. at., 519.
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It must be clearly stated that rapidity of execution did not neces-
sarily impair the quality of the product. In some way, respect for the
pattern is stronger in these extempore wagers than m many other
sonnets. “On the Grasshopper and Cricket” was published in Poems
1817. Quatrain and sestet answer each other. The modest cricket
hidden among the stones of the stove recalls the atmosphere of summer
in the midst of the frost and silence of the winter evening. In spite
of the first rhyme {dead} wbich sounds rather queer when echoed
by “mead” (4) — still there is meadow ! — “lead” (5) and “weed” (8),
the general pattern is firmly set: abba abba cde cde. The second
quatrain adds precision to the summer atmosphere of the first. The
starting line of the sestet,

The poetry of earth is ceasing never, (9)

is a strong reminder of the theme set in line 1. We have stepped up
one degree towards immertality with the replacement of the static
“never dead” by the dynamic double negative “ceasing never”, The
formal and rigid character of the transition is counterbalanced by
the supple handling of run-on lines: 3-4 in the first quatrain, 5-6 and
6-7 in the second, then 10-11 and 11-12 together with the inseparable
clinching lines (13-14) which summarize very satisfactorily the whole
atmosphere of pleasant warmth and idleness, and the reigning power
of nature, born of the songs of invisible insects. Such repeated wagers
are proofs enough of the mastery acquired by the young poet.
Here the problems both of form and of structural imagery have been
overcome.

It may then appear strange that Keats should have left aside the
sonnet “Written in Disgust of Vulgar Superstition”. As Miss Lowell
observed, it is a vigorous sonnet, a powerful rejection of accepted
religious creed. lts structure is firm and clear, though the rhyme
sequence of the sestet is rather unique: cdedde. In no other sonnet of
the period does Keats introduce a couplet just before the final line.
Yet this cannot be considered a sufficient justification for not publisb-
ing the poem. The agressive tone and viclent attack against the church
was probably the result of Kecats meeting with Shelley at one of
Hunt’s parties. Keats often speaks of his principle of negative capa-
bility, that produced identification with the people, or objects, imme-
diately influential. He felt himself a cameleon in the presence of
others. The strong personality of Shelley must have impressed him,
especially touching on a subject which had already roused many
douhts in his heart. The sonnets *“To Chatterton” and on the death
of his grandmother {“As from the darkening gloom...”) are instances
of his increasing inability, hard though he tried, to believe in the bliss
of souls in Heaven. Overwhelmedg by the powerful presence of

70



Shelley’s personality, Keats reacted on the spur of the moment. He
may even have contemplated publishing the sonmet. Yet we know,
from Haydon’s unpublished journal,! that a few days later (Jan. 20),
Haydon was inflamed by Shelley’s deprecation of religion. Keats was
present at the dinner-party. Haydon’s personality was a match for
the “bectic, spare, weakly yet intellectual-looking...” atheist, and the
cameleon poet was driven away from the rebellious aristocrat of
letters, though he still met bim several times at the beginning of 1817.
His friendship with and admiration of Haydon was rapidly growing
in their communion aver the plastic arts and the ideal of beauty.
Keats could not have published the sonnet “Written in Disgust of
Vulgar Superstition” without wounding Haydon profoundly. He
could not print it side by side with the two sonnets (XIIT and XIV)
he had addressed to the painter. Then it is an important coincidence
that Haydon should take him to sec the Elgin marbles one or two
days (March 1 or 2) previous to the publication of Poems 1817
(March 8). It is difficult not to see some sort of connection between
Keats's attitude and Coleridge’s as expressed in bis Apologetic Preface
to “Fire, Famine and Slaughter”. Making excuses for not publishing
two poems, Coleridge produces the following explanation: “... because
there are passages in both which might bave given offence to the
religious feelings of certain readers. I myself indeed see no reason
why vulgar superstitions [my italics] and absurd conceptions that
deform the pure faith of 2 Christian should possess a greater immunity
from ridicule than stories of witches, or the fables of Greece and
Rome. But there are those who deem it profaneness and irreverence to
call an ape an ape, if it but wear a monk’s cowl on its head; and 1
would rather reason with this weakness than offend it.”? Coleridge’s
“Preface” was written for the first edition of Sibylline Leaves in 1817.
Was the preface known to some participants in the discussions at
Hunt’s or Haydon’s during the last months of 18167 We feel very
much inclined to see more than mere coincidence in the “vulgar
superstitions” of Keats's title and Coleridge’s text. Is the young poet’s
outburst not a breach of the “immunity from ridicule” and his restraint
from making the sonnet public a desire not to “offend” ? Moreover
from what has been said about Keats’s doubts concerning his creed
and what we know about his attitude towards art, it is evident that
he would discard a poem about religion more easily than one touching
on the probiems of poetry or art.

Mastery also appears in the jocular sonunet entitled “Nebuchad-
nezzars' Dream”. If we accept Fiuney’s argument, it may have been

1 The episode is related in Timothy Hilton, Keats and kis World (London: Thames
acd Hudsor, 1971}, 86-57.

tE.H. Coleridge, ed., The Poems of Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1912; rpt. London:
0. U. P., 1954), 600.
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written just early enough to be inserted into the published collection?
In spirit, of course, it could hardly fit in there. We must however
admire the virtuosity of the young poet at the time. Written in the
presence of Henry Stephens it ranks, so far as form and structure are
concerned, with ?he best of the extempore verse of Hunt's circle, and
proves technical ability acquired through regular practice. With this
brief compliment paid to a brilliant hoax, expostulating Keats's anger
at Richard Abbey’s patronizing attitude, we leave those sonnets that
could have been chosen by the author for his first volume of verse,
but were rejected. In most cases — nine ont of eleven — the flaw lies
in the defective pattern of the sonnets, which tends to show how
heavily considerations of form weighed on Keats's selection of the
works for publication.

The same conclusion can be reached throngh an examination of
the seventeen sonnets published o Poems 1817, though the load of
imagery of most cannot be compared to that of the Chapman’s Homer
sannet, The dedication “To my Brother George™ recalls the mood at
the end of his “Epistle” to the same. The sonnet certainly is that
“best lov’d employment/ Of scribbling lines for youn” (“Epistle to
George™, 120-121). The two quatrains describe nature objectively, as
he does in the “Epastle” (121-138). The poet gives us a picture 0¥ the
morning sun that leads to a perspective of the vast borizon of the
sea and the nearer details ofPthe shore. The vision widens in the
second quatrain with an apprehension of the echoes roused by the
“voice mysterious” (7) of the ocean. The immensity of the sea snggests
a vision of the past and future, emhracing thus the vastness of time.
The sestet allows a new start; as we had the beauty of the morniag
sun kissing “the tears/That fill'd the eyes of morn”, we now have
an image of night with the moon, half guessed-at, behind or between
the clouds. It is also suggestive of amorous embrace — “bridal night”
(11}, “half-discover’'d revels” (12} — and, in that way, parallels lines 2-8
of the first quatrain. The final counplet — it is the only sonnet of the
collection that, in this respect, follows the Shakespcarian model —
passes the ‘realm of Flora” and peeps into the “strife of human
hearts”. The “wonders” seen this day (1) and the “wonders of the
sky and sea” (14) that are the core snbject of the poem would be
worthless “without the social thought of thee” {13). The poet’s grati-
tude to his hrother explodes in the last line, as we guess that Keats's
invaluable and decisive experience of countryside and seascape at the
end of his medical studies must have been due, particularly, to his
brother's enconraging bim to yield to the call of his vocation. The

' C. L. Finney, The Evolition of Keats's Poetry, 2 vol. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
U. P, 1936) 1, 142-148. See also Miriam Allott, ed., The Poems of John Keats,
2nd rev. ed. (1970; London: Longman, 1972), 288-289; she thinke Finney's arpu-
menl unconvincing, but dates the sonnet; end 1817,
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poem ends on a question mark... and dies proudly into silence,
avoiding embarrassing eulogy and thanks.

The charm of the “maiden’s eyes” (8) of “Sonnet II” addressed once
again to an unnamed lady, swells to the “intoxication™ (11) and the
“spells” and “incantation” of the clinching line. The palpable “dew™
(11-12) and the atmosphere of night created hy the sudden presence
of the moon leads the reader to an awareness of Midsummer Night's
Dream characters silently performing their magic. Here again it can
be said that the poem reaches a climax, then leaves the imagination
to its silent workings.

The imprecations against the politics of the Regent and all his
“wretched crew” in the “Sonnet Written on the Day that Mr Leigh
Hunt Left Prison” blows an unexpected trumpet of revelt. The poem
is built on a contrast between the material coercion of the “prison
walls” (6) and the “immortal spirit” (3) they cannet prevent from
dwelling with Spenser and Milton. Images of high flights mark the
progress of the sonnet. In contrast with the “minion of grandeur™ (5)
so “unwilling” (7) to release the poet, Hunt “shut in prison™ (2) rises
“free” (8) and “elate” (4) “as the sky-searching lark (4). The poem
has heen lifted to a first climax: “far happier, nobler was his fate”
(8). The evocation of poets of old, Spenser and Milton, recalls and
gives precision to the “immortal spirit” of the beginning. If the sestet
starts on the level of pleasant wandering through Spenserian scenery,
Milton and Hunt are depicted as moving “through the fields of air”
(11). “Daring” {11) characterizes Milton and recalls the huge figure
of Satan escaping “the Stygian Pool”.! The weak adjective “happy”
attributed to Hunt's “flights” (13) cannot bear any further the rising
imagery. It is an unwished-for anti-climax; yet the intention is clear.
For in the final contrasting attack on England's authorities and
masters, the notions of fate (8) and immortality (3) emerge again
in the violent opposition of Hunt's figured fnture “fame™ (13) “when
thou art dead” (14). In a final effort the line swells again adding to
the abhorred Prince or King “all thy wretched crew". Though less
perceptible in that early sonnet the pattern defined as a rise to a
climax and a death into silence is present. Keats can be said to have
already absorbed the true spirit of the fourteen-line structure and
to be in a way mastering its exacting requirements.

The same growth or rise suddenly ending in echoing silence is
again typical of “Sonnet 1V": “How many bards gild the lapses of
time ! The quatrains end with a reverberating image: “It’s a pleasing
chime.” It sums up the impression of the poet wben he thinks of all
his admired forerunners. From that point on, the lines consist of an
enumeration of sounds. Starting with “the songs of the birds™ (10}
and the ampler “whisp’ring of the leaves" {10) the imagery grows to

1 Milton, Paredise Lost, i1, 14.
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the “solemn sound™” (12} of the “‘great bell” {11). 1t bnilds up a vast
symphony and we feel we have passed from the chime of line & to
“music” {14). Yet the amplitude of the difference “cbime” “music” is
lessened by the mild epithet “pleasing” applied to both. Very skilfuily
Keats has kept back a winning trump card. The “wild uproar” of the
last wards create the necessary flourish expected at the end; but the
possibly unpleasant meaning-1s corrected by the negation “pleasing
music, and not wild nproar” (14). One cannot deny that the gradation
is fully achieved and the silence that settles allows the reader to listen
to the harmony of nature answering that of the poet’s songs.

We did not mean to scrutinize each of the seventeen sonnets of
the collection, and if, instead of analyzing a few of the most famons
of them, we have chosen o review them rapidly, in the sequence in
which they were published, it is simply to show that Keats was true
to his concept. His idea of the sonnet as summarized in lines 60-61
of his “Epistle to C.C. Clarke” daes appear actually realized in his
own work. Forther, what was said above concerning Keats’s reasons
for discarding certain sonnets, finds confirmation in the description
of the structoral imagery of the sclected poems. Therefore we shall
examine a few more examples.

The private feelings expressed in the sonnet addressed “To a
Friend who Sent Me Some Roses” are again bathed in the Midsummer
Night's Dream atmosphere of many of the poems Keats wrote at
about that time. The flight upward appears in the description of
nature at the beginning, with the “skylark’ ’(2) rising from the dewy
fields; and the “musk-rose™ (6) is submitted to transmutation and
becomes a magic sceptre: “The wand that queen Titania wields™ (8).
The sestet starts with the {ragrance of the flower suggesting nature
tamed in a garden; therefore from the musk-rose we pass on to the
sophistication of a “garden-rose™ (10), itself being easily related to
the roses sent by his friend. The sense of fragrance is heightened,
and, jost as the musk-rose had assumed the status of Titania’s wand,
the roses take on a magic quality:

My sense with their deliciousness was spell’d. (12)

The clinching lines bring us one step forther; we leave behind
the world of Flora and enter that of humanity. The warm atmosphere
of friendship fills the last line and gives a new dimension to the
symbolic gift of some flowers. Their nnobtrusive presence suggests
affection and quiet intimacy. There is no trumpet blowing here, bnt
a mere whisper (14). And yet the line develops fantastic dimeosions
through the bliss attending the present:

... peace, and truth, and friendliness unquell'd. (14)
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The last word extends the limits of the horizon indefinitely, and
gives the three abstract virtues a visual and tangible character that
links the end with the sensuous world and its magic. The unexpected
“unquell’d”, with its connotations of generosity and grace zbounding,
sets off new echoes at the point where the poem sinks into silence.
Thus, here again, realisation agrees with the poet’s definition.

The quatrains of “Q Solitude!" lead vs vp to “‘the steep, — / Na-
ture's observatory” (3-4) whence as in "l stood tip-toe..” the poet
may let his eyes dwell on the landscape below. The rising motion is
repeated at the end of this first part with the images of the leaping
deer (7) and the flight of the “wild bee” (8}, The sestet explores
another level of human experience: “images of thoughts refin’d” (11}.
The final lines concentrate on a climax of elation by grouping the
connotations of “highest bliss” (18), “spirits”* and “flee” (14). The
solitary flight of the bee “from the fox-glove hell™ (8) is answered
by the humanitarian image of friendship and love: the couple flying
up to the bauonts of solitude (14). Difference of level and value there
is also in the transmutation from the sexually charged image of the
bee forcing its way into the intimacy of the fox-glove bell to the
idealized couple of “spirits” experiencing abstract pleasures of the
soul. The whole sestet rises, supported by an atmosphere of intellectual
enjoyment that has left behind the pleasures of the flesh: “converse”,
“innocent mind” (10), “words”, “images of thoughts”, “refin'd” (11),
“soul’s pleasure” (12}, “highest bliss of human-kind"” (13), “kindred
spirits” (14). The opposition between the “jumbl’d heap / Of murky
buildings" (2-8) and the “highest bliss of human-kind” where “kindred
spirits” may “flee” (13-14) is striking and bears witness to the cha-
racter and dynamics of the structural imagery Keats meant to evolve
and stick to.

The strict observance of the general structure may even appear
more surprising in this poem wﬁere Keats seems to bave tried to
please Hunt’s taste for freedom of form more than in any other of
the series. Nowhere else do enjambments break the usual pattern
of quatrains and sestet in such a way. The first sentence starts after
the two-foot caesura of line one, and extends to line 3; the next
statement with its parentheses — “Nature’s observatory” {4) and
the whole of line 5 — reaches to the middle of line 6, suppressing the
habitual pavse mark between tbe quatrains. Lines 6-7 and 7-8 are
again run-on lines. The usual parts of the sestet are also welded by
the sentence of lines 10-12 ending at the caesura. Yet the exterior
reaction against the fixed rules and form does not lead to a negation
of the “sonnet swelling loudly / Up to its climax and then dying
proudly".

There are three occasions on which the poet actually expresses
in words the proud death into silence of the fnely chiselled poems.
In the second sonnet addressed to Haydon (“Sonnet X1V”) his
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applause of the “great spirits now on earth {...] sojourning” (1) swells
to the powerful, mysterious, disquieting “hum / Of mighty workiugs”
(12-18). Then encouraged by Haydon (21 November 1816, To Haydon;
no. 12, I, 118), Keats suppressed the weak secoud hemistich of line 13.
The mute sequence unexpectedly and dramatically realizes the
anticlimax of silence. The last line expresses it “proudly” indeed:

Listen awhile ye nations, and be dumb. (14)

Another instance can be found in “Sonnet X" where the last image
is that of a shooting star:

... like the passage of an angel’s tear
That falls through the clear ether silently.

Here again we must first recognize the swelling movement of the
sonnet to a proud death. The first quatrain bad already directed the
poet’s eyes to the gratifying contemplation of the *‘apen face of heaven”
{3). In the sestet again he looks at the clouds sailing by. Some weariness
had crept into the second quatrain linked with the bliss of escaping into
the world of imaginary romantic love (“tale of love and languish-
ment”, [ine 8). The same disappointment at the rapid elapsing of time
leads to the wonderful image of the “angel’s tear” (13} whicﬁ at once
carries us back to the imagined “tale of love and languishment”, and
up to the heavenly depths of the eveniug sky where the meteorite
traces its mysterious sign. The fali is succeeded by the adverb that
can best summarize the magic of the phenomenon: “silently” (14).
The necessary amplitude is achieved by the sudden presence of the
star in the growing darkness and the eerie light sinkiug to annibilation.
The impressive vastness of the experience is enhanced by its silent
performance,

The third example belongs to the conclusion of “Sounet X117. The
poem has been disprized by critics. It is true that it does not compare
favourably with others because of the far-fetched attempts to describe
empyrean regions with the pageantry of sensuous female serapbs. 1t
is a transposition of a party at Hunt’s. There the poet pretends to
enjoy the bliss of inspiration. What is important for our purpose is
to uote how Keats retains the general internal structure of the sonnet
by filling the high regions of his imaginary flight with music. The
“hymning angel” (4), the “strings of heavenly harp” (5), the strains
of music that “wander round onr ears” (9) inspire bis poetic creation:

And as it reaches each delicious ending,
Let me write down a line of glorious tone. {10-11)
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The "wonders of the spheres” of line 12 can relate both to the
divine communion witb beauty to which poets can attain and prepare
the climax of the exclamatory:

For what a height my spirit is contending! (13)

It can alse be linked with the music of the spheres of ancient
cosmology and thus add to the musical imagery of the sonnet. Conse-

quently the fall of the last line:
*Tis [my spirit] not content so soon to be alone, (14)

not only stresses the loneliness of the young man, leaving his friends
at an early hour Ssee the title of the sonnet), and his sense of frustra-
tion at the loss of the inspiring female presence, but also the silence
invading his solitude.

The last lines of the five remaining sonnets (i.e. VIII *To my
Brothers”, I1X “Keen, fitful gusts...”, XIll "“Addressed to Haydon”,
XVI1 “To Kosciuske” and XVII “Happy is England...”"} would snffice
to show that the rising movement is successfolly achieved in all of
them. The peaceful chimney corner atmosphere of "To my Brothers™
(18 Novemher 1816), with its silence and whisperings pervading the
whole poem, suddenly expands with the intrusion of “the great voice”
(18) which

From its fair Jace, shall bid our spiriis fly. (14)

It replaces the "whispers of the houschold gods” of line § drama-
tically, but without breaking the confident acceptance of life among
“fraternal souls” (4). The subtle mixture of happiness and "care” (8)
of the quatrains is repeated in the sestet in “a finer tone”, to use
Keats's phrase and Earl Wasserman’s title. “This world’s true joys”
(13) happen to he, paradoxically, a festive day on which nothing taies
place, except the comfortable contemplation of flames crackling on
the hearth. The climactic end threatens final destruction of the
ecstatic mood; and yet it hreathes confidence and opens onto immor-
tality. In a new key, the poet renews the complexity of the pleasure-
pain theme. The impressive “great voice” (13) proceeds from a
reassuring “fair face”, and utters a command that hoth reminds us
of our common mortality and sets the soul free from all the fetters
of the flesh. Elation is once mare perfectly realized.

"Sonnet IX" starts with the direct impressions of the poet walking
back home in the freshness of early morning, and the sestet recalls
the party of friends, the enthusiastic admiration of revered poets:
Milton and Petrarch. The dry, cold winter scenery of the night is
warmed by the memory of the bright hours spent in Ke “little cottage™
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(10). The enthusiastic emotion grows rapidly from the friendiy
reception to a perception of ideal love. Milton’s elegy precedes
Petrarch’s adoration of Laura. The inspiration caused by death leads
to that of unending faith. Here again there is heightened tension
towards the end of the poem. The homage of a wreatﬁ, probably laid
an the brows of a bust of Petrarch during the party, takes us beyond
the limits of the imFroviscd ceremony itself. 1¢ speaks of the perennizl

value of the work of art, so that the final picture of
... aithful Petrarch gloriously crown’d (14)

aims at creating a feeling of immortality. Once again the structural
imagery leads up to the realms of the gods.

It is also the case with “Sonnet X111”, *Addressed to Haydon”,
where the generous attitude of the painter is said to place him far
above the "money-mong’ring, pitiable brood” (8):

Unnumber'd souls breathe out a siill applause,
Proud to behold him in his country’s eye. (18-14)

Keats's praise raises his friend on a pedestal that contrasts with
the humble “people of no name” (3),

In notsome alley, and in pathiess waod, (1)

of the first quatrain.

In the sonnet “To Kosciusko”, the feeling of immortality is there
from the very beginning. 1t sounds like a “glorious pealing” (8), “an
everlasting tene” (4) from the first. It is thus more difficult to preserve
the necessary rising movement in the imagery. This is achieved by
speaking of the other heroes that deserve to be sung together with
the great Polish patriot; and the auditory imagery of their names,
changed te “barmonies” (7), develaps in the sestet inte the “tremen-
dous birth” (12} of

... & laud hymn, that sounds far, far away
To where the great God lives for evermore. (13-14)

The amplitude of the song, its ubiquitous presence immediately
banish “the earth” {10) and the saddening shadow attached to “the
great of yore” (11). But the last line brings the whole image to its
acme: the eternal life of the world of poetry and beauty. 1t 15 a
triumphbant end in a case where it was difficult for the imagery to
evolve satisfactorily,

The rise in structural imagery is also realized in the last poem
of the section, “Happy is England”. The two quatrains are opposed
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to each other just as the last three lines of the sestet are apposed to
lines 9-11. The natural scencry of England (1-4} in its beauty does
not prevent the poet from yearning after the milder climate of Italy
(6) or the higher perspective of the Alps (7). The sestet parallels the
quatrain with the same device of praise and longing for some more
elevated experience. The loveliness of English girls, with all the
sensuous attractions of hnman desires, directs the poet’s thonghts
further up towards an idealized meeting with the inspiring muses
and graces.

Yet do I often warmly burn to see
Beauties of deeper glance, and hear their singing
And float with them about the summer waters. {12-14)

The clfin character of the female creatures, the magic of their
songs, lead to the ecstatic sublimation of desires in a vision of hovering
spirits. This time it is a floating pmpression that retains the warmth
of love, the maturity of summer and the penetrating “glance” (13)
of the inspiring ones.

We hope this rapid survey has given sufficient evidence of the
consistent attitude oFthc young poet in his choice of sonnets for his
first volume of verse. Only those corresponding to his own definition
of the sonnet form were selected to be printed in the section entitled
“Sonnets™, Three sonnets on women were printed with the group
of poems of various descriptions. A few—only two in facti—were
discarded for personal reasons, althongh they were satisfactory enongh
from the point of view of form and structural imagery. The others,
preserved privately by the poet or his admiring friends, were defi-
cient in one or both respects.
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8. “Sleep and Poetry”

“Sleep and Poeiry” is Keats’s “Ars poetica™ in Poems 1817. So,
very aptly, it closes the collection and states the poet’s beliefs at the
end of a first period of experience and development. Even more
than in “I stood tip-toe...”, the free use of heroic couplet particnlarly
reflects Leigh Hunt’s influence and exemplifies the young poet’s
will to free himself from XVIIlth century models. There is, indeed,
no other poem of this first period where the young poet shows
such liberty in his handling of that type of verse. If the beginning
of the poem retains something of the concise expression typical of
the two-line sentence rhythm, the poet then seems to take real pleasure
in breaking up the classical pattern and going as far as he possibly
can in the way of mn-on lines. In some passages the statements prac-
tically never come to a stop at the end of a line, bnt always at the
caesura; or, if they do, the couplet is split in two, the stop occurring
after the first thyme:

The visions all are fled — // the car is fled

Inta the light of heaven, // and in their siead

A sense of real things comes doubly strong,

And, like a muddy stream, /! would bear along

My soul to nothingness: {/ but 1 will strive

Against all doubtings, // and will keep alive

The thought of that same chariot, // and the strange
Journey it went. (155-162)

That is the eighth section of the poem, and the examples could
be multiFlied. One gets an impression that the poets, retaining the
notion of rthymed poetry and rhyming couplets, mean to fit into this
pattern the long Miltonic flight. A change in typography would turn
such lines into blank verse very easily. Thus:

The car is fled into the light of heaven

Angd in their stead a sense of real things

Comes doubly strong, end, like @ muddy stream,
Would bear along my soul to nothingness.
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Wordsworth took the step in “Tintern Abbey”. Yet blank verse
does not easily fit the requirements of lyrical poehg'; it suits dramatic
pulsation or narrative poetry far better. Hence the decided attachment
to the couplet. Here again we find the Romantics trying to reconcile
extremes, and justifying modifications in the name of freedom. Such
synthesis is realized for the sake of breaking up the hard and fast
rules established by their predecessors. The new poets meant to replace
the forms of poetic diction of the X VIIIth century by something that
could be called organic growth. Yet Keats's process show that instinc-
tively they clung to the various elements of the old rules and tried to
improve on them by applying them differently. They were still,
however, the backbones of their experiments.

In “Sleep and Poetry” Keats scems to revel in his demonstration
of freed couplets, more especially in the central part of the poem,
when he alludes to the classical school of the Engfish XVIIith cen-
tury, influenced by the French critic and poet Boileau:

Beauty was awake !
Why were yc not awake? But ye were dead
To things ye knew not of, — were closely wed
To musty laws lined out with wretched rule
And compass vile: so that ye taught a school
Of dolts to smooth, inlay, and cltp, and fit,
Till, bike the certoin wands of Jacob's wit,
Their verses tallied. Easy was the task:
A thousand handicraftsmen wore the mask
Of Poesy. Hll-fated, impious race!
That blasphemed the bright Lyrist to his face,
And did not know it, — no, they went about,
Holding a poor, decrepit standard out
Mark d with most flimsy mottos, and in large
The name of one Boileau! (162-206)

Now, this is indeed an attack and a cballenge. Rarely do we find
the rules of heroic couplets so wilfully transposed. The rhyme “awake™
{(192) sounds again at the caesura of the following line; we pass from
run-on line to run-on line; the sense repeatedly extends from one
caesura to another, and the cuts vary from verse to verse (for instances
see hines 194, 196, 168, 201); when the meaning seems to close at the
end of a couplet and a2 rhyme }202), a sudden extension of the thought
carries it on to the middle of the next line. The abhorred name of
Boilean, the “standard” of an “impiocus race”, ends the rebellious
utterance. Ironically, it is the despised craftsman in Keats wbo
succeeds in exemplifying so brilliantly the “blasphemed” “Lyrist’s”
technique, after lulling the reader into a sense of false security by
complying to the rules of the closed couplet in the first forty lines
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of the poem. “Sleep and Poetry” turns out to be not only the theore-
tical “Ars poetica”, but the practical demonstration of the poet’s
voluntary and conscious rupture with the XVillth centory tradition.
Pope’s moderate attitude towards the rules is pushed aside, and his
tribute to his masters, particularly “Boileau still in right of Horace
sways”., the only thing remembered. And Keats's apastrophe in “Sleep
and Poetry™: “Ill-fated, impious race I (201}, recalls another passage
of the Essay on Criticism:

Maderns, beware! or if you must offend
Against the precept, ne’er transgress its end;
Let it be seldom, and compell’d by need?

Was Keats impelled by need ? Perhaps, if we think of the neces-
sity of rehellion at certam stages of development. It is clear that
“Sleep and Poetry” puts an end to Poems 1817 as well as to a period
of exploration through carefully worked out poetry, especially atten-
tive to the practice of technique, composition and balance of internal
structure, :

Still, to comply with the stormy enthusiasm of the young lyricism,
the handicraftsman was to be hidden and openly rejected. That,
possihly, is the reason why the composition of the poem is difficult
to plot. Whereas *1 stoad tip-toe...” was divided into nine paragraphs,
“Sleep and Poetry” is cut into nineteen unequal parts varying from
four to forty-two lines. Finney divides the whole into three main
parts3: oae developing the theme of poetry from the points of view
of inspiration, material at the poet’s disposal and realms to explore
(1-162). The next (162-312) is seen as a critical survey of the schools
of English poetry: the ltalian influence extending from Chaucer to
Milton, the French models governing the poetry of Dryden and the
XVI1lth century, the new school of the Romantic poets breathing
“rich benedictions” {222). Finally a third part deals with a descrip-
tion of Hunt's cottage and a tribute to its owner, Keats's mentor at
the time (812-404).

It is true that lioes 162 and 312 mark important articulations in
the composition of the poem; and yet both are placed in the middle
of a line, so that the next idea developed in the poem starts after a
caesura. It looks as though Keats had tried, in this too, to shake off
the tradition of composition, as he was doing with the rules of the
couplet. “I stood tip-toe..” also uses the same type of prosody as
“Sleep and Poetry”. Yet in the opening piece of Poems 1817 the
sequence of ideas is clearly markeg by a division of fuli-line para-

1 Pope, An Essay on Criticisme (London: Dent, 1935), line 714,
¢ ihid., 163-165,
*Finney, ap. cit, 1, chap. 2.
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graphs, ecach of them ending after a complete couplet. Here in the
last poem of the collection we are struck by the variety of lengths
that characterizes the various passages. Of the nineteen paragraphs
five end with a split couplet, the last line rhyming with the first of
the next part; three end at the caesura. The poet seems to have
tried to avoid any immediately visible structure in composition, or
to have hidden it by devices analogons to those he was using to break
up the traditional heroic couplet. Hence it is still more difficult than
in *] stood tip-toe...” to discern the true structure of the poem. The
thought of the poet scems to wander carelessly, one idea calling in
the next one and allowing the author to linger, to dwell at leisure
on some of his preferred themes. For example, his hope of “immor-
tality” immediately suggests the brevity of actval life, and Keats
indulges in a parenthesis of eleven lines (85-95) in which he tries
to define life and its fragility. Some of them can compare with the
best of the XVIIIth century’s concise utterances:

Life is the rose’s hope while yet unblown. (90)

That series of definitions of Life also recalls by its technique the
famous monologue of Macheth about Sleep after Duncan’s murder.!
This static transition allows him to start again with renewed vitality:

O for ten years, that I may overwhelm
Myself in poesy. (96-97)

It leads to the exploration of the realms of poetry (96-121), his
view of his own development from lyrical poetry to the experience
of a “nobler life” (122-154). The end of his exalted “vision” serves
as a transition (155-162) to the exploration of three phases of English
literary history: a time when “high imagination” conld “freely fly”
(164) in romance and Milton’s epic poetry (162-180}, the second
(181-206) nurtured by “foppery and barharism” (182), and a third
that is a “fairer season” (206-229} whose products are examined
critically (230-247) and found

..forgetting the great end
Of poesy, that it should be a friend
To sooth the cares, and lift the thoughts of man. (245-247)

Having thus examined what had been and was, the poet can once
nlnlore turn to his own personal case and prapose his own outlook of
things:

.. they shall be accounted poet kings
Who simply tell the maost heart-easing things. (267-268)

Y Macbeth, 11, 2, 35-40.
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The passage starting “Yet I rejoice” (248) ends with an excla-
mation:

O may these joys be ripe befare I die, (269)
that echoes that of line 96:

O for ten years, that I may overwhelm
Myself in poesy. (96-97)

The first person “I” has again been pushed into the foreground.
ft is dominant in the lines expressing Keats’s doubts as to his pre-
sumptuous attitude, but also his determination to be the poet he
imagines, whatever the cost and whatever his fate. He is aware of the
difficulties; yet he has fallen in love with Poetry and has become its
irrecoverable worshipper!

The end of the poem deals with the value of friendship and the
pleasant opportunities (312-404) it gives to revel in the poetic exal-
tation of “Pleasure’s temple” (355), Hunt's house. With it we revert
to a list of “luxuries” {847) such as we had in “I stood tip-toe...”, except
for the fact that works of art, pictnres especially, replace the inspira-
tion born of direct contact with nature.

What is striking from the point of view of composition is the
central passage attacking violently XVIIlth century poetry. The
final spiteful cry of contempt—

lil-fated, impious race!
That hlasphemed the bright Lyrist to his face,
And did not know it, — no, they went about
Holding a poor, decreprit standard out
Mark’d with most flimsy mottos, and in large
The name of one Boileau! (201-206)

—occurs at the exact middle point of the poem. Before and after are
exposed the cases of less barharous ages, when “the Muses were nigh
cloy’d / With honors” (178-179). This passage about English poetry
consists altogether of eighty-five and a half lines (162-247) (four
paragraphs counting ei§hteen and a half, twenty-five and a half,
twenty-three and a halt and eighteen lines respectively). The poet
does not interfere persomally. The first person singular is never used,
and the rapid survey is seen objectively in general terms. The brief
history of English poetry recreates the pattern of an exploration
starting with the high standard reached in Renaissance England and
goes down to the pit of the Augustan period, to trace again the upward
journey of the Romantic revival.

The three paragraphs that precede (sixty-six and a half lines in
all) (96-162} and the two that follow (sixty-four and a half lines)
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(248-312) deal, on the contrary, with the poet’s definitions of his
plans and his views coucerning poetry. In both, the imagery of an
exploration and journey plays ae important part. The poet eujoys the
realms “of Flora, and old Pan” (102) and twenty lines further will
“pass them for a nobler life” (123). Apollo himself takes a dive with
his car from the height of heaven to approach and know more of
the “delight”, “mystery” and “fear” (138) of mankind. Strangely
enough, under the eyes of the Sun-God aund charioteer, men pass like
shadows “before a dusky space” (189) or “atbwart the gloom” {146)}.
Inconsistent inbabitants of some Hades they "murmur, laugh, and
smile, and weep” (142) fascinated by an Orphean spell;

.. as they would chase
Some ever-fleeting music on they sweep. {140-141)

Suddenly all vanishes; the driver “is fled /Into the light of
heaven” (155-156) and the poet feels “a sense of real things” (157}
invade his whole being. He must struggle not to allow such iufluence
to "bear aloog / [His] soul to nothingness” {158-159). From the general
context the image of the “muddy stream™ (158) takes on the character
of some infernal river, a “Stygean pool™ out of which the poet, a
new Orpheus, or a new Satan must escape, but never forget "‘the
strange / Journey it went” (161-162).

It is in a different atmosphere that the “strange journey™ recurs.
The poet explores the material of the poetry be now advocates to
make it a “friend”

To sooth the cares, and lift the thoughts of man. (246-247)

The crystalline and fresh poetry of I stood tip-toe...” evocative of
spring and the “fair paradise of Nature's light” ("I stood tip-toe...”,
126) is there again, It is the realm of Flora opening the way to another
exploratory journey:

.. R’ imagination
Into most lovely labyrinths will be gone. (265-266)

The total immersiou of the poet iu the icaer life of the simple
things of nature is au experience in itself, a subtle and profound step
to be taken before venturiag into other realms. And if the latter were
to be denied by fate, it seems that this first exploration would suffice
to bring the poet bliss.

O may these joys be ripe before I die. (269)

! Paradise Lost, Y11, 14.
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However, the “vast idea” (291) i there in front of him where he
perceives “the end and aim of Poesy” (293), and the image of possible
failure, Dedalus precipitated from heaven, recalls the journey of the
chariot in the parallel passage about the nohler achievements of
poetry. The ocean with its many isles to he discovered, “spread
awfnlly before me” (307), is another temptation, that of adventure
and the risks of the unknown.

How much toil !
How many days! what desperate turmoil!
Ere I can have explored its widenesses. (307-309)

With this image we come to the concluding passage (312-404)
which recalls the night spent at Hunt’s house, the friendly mood, the
artistic atmosphere and the sleepless hours that ensued: the very
ingredients ahle to “nourish np the flame / Within my hreast™ {398-
399). The passage, numbering ninety-two and a half lines, parallels
the opening paragraphs of the poem (1-95) in quantity, and also in
the fact that the carlier passage deals at length with the themes
developed at the end, i. e. poetry and the sources of inspiration, sleep
heing one in the mysterious workings of its powerful mmactivity.

Therefore what appeared at first a shapeless and tormented suite
of more or less developed ideas turns out to be a well-halanced
construction, camouflaged as it were, hy the tricks of prosody advo-
cated by Hunt. The introduction deals with the themes of sleep,
poetry and the power of inspiration; the conclusion adds the proper
atmosphere necessary to foster them (ninety-five and ninety-two and
a half lines respectively). The two intermediate passages stress the
existence of the poet himself, the realms to explore, the means, ways
and aims of poetry (sixty-six and a half, and sixty-four and a half
lines). The central part constitutes a brief history of English poetry
in the form of a journey into the hottomless pit of classical poetry in
England compared to the peaks of the Renaissance and Romanticism.
Under the complicated prosody used by the author we have found
once more the symmetrical constrnction, the symbolic jonrneys, the
structural imagery we feel was the recurring basis of Keats's art.

The figure of an inverted pyramid representing the general
movement of the poem is fully realized. There is no particular direc-
tion up- or downward in hoth introdnction and conclnsion; the central
passage clearly leads the imagination down-, then upwards — classi-
cism being the lowest level of the curve. This is prepared for by the
second part of the poem where the imagery of journeying through
the “realm... of Flora, and old Pan” evolves towards poetry exploring
a dim conntry of shadows. The “fairer season™ (221) of romantic
poetry encourages the poet to look further up for the “ great end / Of
poesy” (245-246). The wings of imagination will revea! to him “lovely

86



labyrinths” (266). Higher and higber goes the path. The flight
upwards to his “vast idea” (201) may be too much and end in failure.

owever the fear of being perhaps too presumptunous, does not under-
mine his determination to achieve his high aim. With the conclnsion
confidence and a calmer mood are reinstated, a pendant to the har-
monions atmosphere set by Sleep in the introduction.

Part I Part V
95 92 14
Intreduction Concluslon
Part I1 Part IV
66 ¥4 64 ¥2
Joumey Journey
through realms of to the preat end
Flara and old Pan of poctry
Apollo’s dive to Imagination flies to
world of shadows lovely labyrinths
Payt 111
85 Vi
History of
English poetry
\ /
Renaissance Romanticism
\/
Classicism

This survey of Poems 1817 leads then to a reinforcement of our
previous feeling that patterns and the interplay of images were ali-
important elements of Keats’s art from the very first stage of his
preoccupations as a poet. They stand ont as heing used by the young
author as a critical basis for his choice of poems for pnblication. The
symmetrical composition of most of the pieces seems to be repeated as
an echo in the dIi)sposition of the book itself. “l stood tip-toe...” and
“Sleep and Poetry” answer each other, in a way, at cither end of the
volnme. Uneqnal qunantitatively, they are, however, the two longest
poems and belong to the same period of relaxed casy-flowing couplets.
Both discuss poetry and aim at deflining the poet’s program. Se do the
three “Epistles” with grateful acknowledgement of friendly influences
and help. They have some bulk, and iive weight to the collection by
being placed in a central position. The shorter poems fill the space
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between “I stood tip-toe...” and those three leiters im verse; just as
the sonnets balance the symmetry between the “Epistles” and “Sleep
and Poetry”. Keats appears to bave chosen to place first his unfinisbed
or abandoned pieces. 1 stood tip-toe...” ends on a note of renuncia-
tion; it introduces the theme of Endymion, but the poet stops, as if
recoiling from the contemplated task:

Was there a Poet born? — but now no more,
My wand'ring spirit must no farther soar. — (241-242)

The titles of “Specimen of an Induction to a Poem” aud *Calidore
— A fragment —” speak for themselves. Then the author placed
finished poems of differeut types, chosen for their formal qualities
and the internal coherence of their imagery. We have shown that
the downward journey appears in some of them, short as they are
("To Some Ladies”, “On %eceiving a Curious Shell”) and is realized
in pure structural imagery in the “Imitation of Spenser”. Symmetry
of compositiou is a striking feature of “To Some Ladies”, “On Re-
ceiving a Curious Shell...” and *To... [Mary Frogley)” The seventeen
sonnets followed by “Sleep and Poetry” do not equal the first part in
total length. In quality, however, they weigh more and thus balance
cannot be said to be lacking.

It 15 important to note that the book ends with a poem in which
the down- and upward journey appears in a symbolic way, but to its
full extent, in the survey of English poeiry, and that it also appears
in the “Epistle to G. F. Mathew” and that “To George Keats”. The
structural imagery in the shape of an inverted pyramid is the most
frequently repeated pattern of composition. There are exceptions,
of course, as could be expected in a young poet’s first publication:
the timid attempt at a rise and fall in ] stood tip-toe...”, the recurring
elation of “To Hope”, the growing structure of the “Epistle to Charles
Cowden Clarke”.

The sonnet structure with its definite rise and abrupt fall into
silence introduces a marked change in perspective, and a reversal of
the pattern. The selection made Ey Keats proves the importance be
attributed to a form whose internal character and properties he
had fully understood and worked out. Bearing in mind the future
achievements of Keats’s odes, whose stanzas tend to assemble a
sonnet quatrain and a sestet, {(see “Ode to a Nigbtingale”, "Ode on
a Grecian Urn”) one cannot but emphasize the importance of his
mastery of such pieces at this time. But the sonnet is too short and
too sharply interrupted to allow the full structural imagery of a
pyramid that will become a characieristic of Keats’s mature works.
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PART 11

From Underground Journeying
to 2 Reversal of Structure



9. A Difficult Exploration: Endymion

In his dreams of future fame Keats seems to have relied mainly
on composing some extended piece of poetry, some work that conld
match The Faerie Queene or Paradise Lost in length and contents.

Spenserian vowels that elope with ease,

And float along like birds o'er summer seas;

Miltonian storms, and more, Miltonian tenderness;
Michael in arms, and more, meek Eve's fair slenderness.

{“Epistle ta C.C. C.”, 56-59)

Lines, SOHFS' sonnets were never despised and all necessary care
given to chiselling their neat features. The elaborate filigree of lyrics
was hrought to ntmost perfection, and yet the final aim, the fascina-
tion of the poet, remained the massive bulk of a number of cantos,
or books. Only that type of poetry seems to have deserved in his view
the name of a Poem. The “Epistle to Mathew, is referred to as “a sheet
or two of Verses” (9 QOciober 1816, To C. C. Clarke; no. 7, I, 113).
Sonnets are called by their own name; that is natural. For instance
his intention of reading King Lear demands “the prologue of a Sonnet”
(23 January 1818, To George and Tom Keats; no. 56, 1, 214). The
surprise of seeing a lock of Milton’s hair produces what the letter
writer calls an *0Ode” (28 January 1818, To Bailey; no. 55, 1, 211).
Other circomstances will nspire an old song: *O blush not s0..”
(81 January 1818, To Reynolds; no. 58, I, 219) and prevent him from
writing “a serious poctical Letter”. ..”1 cannot write in prose. It is
a sun-shiny day and I cannot so here goes,

Hence Burgundy...” (ibid., 220)

The lyric “Souls of Poets dead and gone” is introduced as “the
Mermaid lines” (8 Fehruary 1818, To Reynolds; no. 59, I, 225). Light
verse written in a “rhyming fit” (*Where be ye going, yon Devon
Maid?”) are slightingly and jokingly addressed to Haydon as a
“doggrel” and a “B..hrell”! {21 March 1818, To Haydon; no. 70,
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I, 250). Often the pieces of poetry sent to Keats's friends are given
ahruptly after a brief comment, thns:

"1 went yesterday ta [D]awlish fair — Over the hill and over the
dale, / And over the bonrn to Dawlish —” (24 March 1818, To Rice;
no. 72, I, 256}, or the well-known “I had no Idea of the Morning
and the Thrush said T was right — seeming to say — Q thou whose
face batb felt the Winter's wind...”” (19 February 1818, To Reynolds;
no. 62, 1, 233). }

None of such works seems to have been considered as deserving
the title of @ poem. “Poems” appears only when the poet talks of a
collection: ““Shakespeare’s Poems™ (22 November 1817, To Reynolds;
no. 44, 1, 1838}, or “My Poems [he means Poems 1817] are known
in the west country” (14 Febmary 1818, To George and Tom Keats;
no. 61, 1, 227). The word “Poem”, in the singular and with a capital
letter, always refers to a long piece of work. “Mr H. [Hunt] has got
a great way into a Poem” — he alludes to The Nymphs (25 March
1817, To C.C. Clarke; no. 19, I, 126). In the letters written from
Autumn 1816 to Spring 1818, the word is mostly used to speak of
the composition of bis own Endymion. “Not begun at all ‘till half
done’, so according to that I have not begun my Poem [...] I revoke
my Promise of finishing my Poem by the Autumn” (10 May 1817,
To Haydon; no. 26, I, 141-142). *Wc lcad very industrious lives he
in general Studies and I in proceeding at a pretty good rate with a
Poem which T hope youn will see early in the next year” {10 September
1817, To Fanny Keats; no. 32, I, 154}. In the cancelled Preface to
Endymion he also stresses the difference between short occasional
pteces — “A Morning work at most” (8§ October 1817, To Bailey;
no. 38, I, 170} — andghis *Poetic Romance': “About a twelve month
since, [ published a little book of verses”, and further on he turns to
his new work “this Poem must rather be considered as an endeavour
than a thing accomplished”. As he already contemplated writing
“Hyperion” he adds: “I would redeem myself with a new Poem.”
Again the word points fo a work in several Books. The list of quota-
tions conld be extended.

One more instance, however, is necessary. In a now unknown
letter to bis brothers whose contents bave been partly preserved, as
Keats quoted extensively from it when he wrote to Bailey on October
g, 1817, the poet explains the virtues he sees in the effort of composing
long works. “As to what you say about my being a Poet, { can return
no answer but by saying that the high Idea I have of poetical fame
makes me think [ see it towering tofo] high above me. At any rate 1
have no right to talk until Endymion is finished — it will he a test,
a trial of my Power of Imagination and chiefly of my invention which
is a rare thing indeed — by wbich 1 mnst make 4000 lines of one bare
circumstance and fill them with Poetry” (no. 38, I, 169-170). He adds
a few lines later: "a long Poem is a test of Invention which I take to
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he the Polar Star of Poetry, as Fancy is the Sails and Imagination the
Rudder” (idem, 170). It is evident that Keats when he launched all
his energies into writing Endymion was seeking 2 definite proof of
his talents and genius, and that it could be given him only by a total
exertion of his creative faculties. The fame of the great writers he
admired in the past rested on their works of some bnlk. He thought
of Homer in Chapman’s translation, Spenser’s Faerie Queene, Milton'’s
Puaradise Lost, Shakespeare’s poems and plays. "'Did our great poets
ever write short Pieces?” {8 October 1817, To Bailey; na. 38, I, 170).
When inspiration was lacking the memory of snch vast enterprises
of his forerunners upheld bhis own attempt. “ At Canterbury I hope the
Remembrance of Chaucer will set me ?orward like a Billiard Ball”
(16 May 1817, To Taylor and Hessey; no. 27, 1, 147}. The letter to
Bailey quoting another one to his brother George (8 October 1817,
To Bailey; no. 38, 1, 169), shows that in order to fulfil his purpose
he set himself a very definite task: “I mnst make 4000 lines”, and
from what we know of the finished Endymion it is clear that from
the very beginning Keats must have had some view of the compo-
sitton and the general unfolding of the mythological theme.

It cannot be mere chance either that the four Books numher
practically one thousand lines of verse each. Actually Book I has 992,
Book II 1023, Baok I1I 1032 and Bock IV 1008; altogether 4050 lines
as foretold. What is striking is the deliberate and arbitrary decision
about the size of the work, and the effort to respect the self-imposed
extent and limits before the young man could really know whether
the enterprise was possible or not. This reinforces our impression that
Keats, from the beginning, rejects the attitude of improvisation that
conld derive from a superficial rating of Wordsworth’s famous state-
ment: “All good Poetry is the spontaneons overflow of powerfnl
feelings.” After what we concluded from our study of Poems 1817,
Keats might have changed the phrase into something like “the con-
trolled ontflow of powerful feelings into set frames”. To Bailey he
writes on 22 November 1817: “'I am just arrived at Dorking to change
the Scene — change the Air and give me a spur to wind up my Poem,
of which there are wanting 500 Lines” (mo. 48, 1, 187). Again it is
evident that he works wilfnlly on a definite pattern, a design he sees
standing in front of him, like a picture in Haydon's studig.

This explains part of his resentment towards Hont who would
have liked to patronize and guide the poet’s new flight, and at the
same time modify his prefigured scheme. ‘“When he met Reynolds
in the Theatre Jobn told him that I was getting on to the completion
of 4000 Lines. Ah! says Hunt, had it not heen for me they would
have been 7000! If he will say this to Reynolds what would he to

1'Wordsworth, 1800 Preface to the Lyrical Ballads,”" ed. R.L. Brett and A.R.
Jones (London: Methuen, 1965}, 246.
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other People?” (8 October 1817, To Bailey; no. 38, I, 169). Indeed
Hunt’s attitude betrays his disappeointment at feeling young Keats
escaping his influence. His attempt to draw towards himself some
of the future praise for Keats’s achievement is a hlemish on his
character, but proof enough of his belief in the young man’s capacity.
A letter to George and Tom shows that Hunt's and Shelley’s resent-
ment as to Keats's independent attitude in the conceiving and making
of Endymion had not agated by the time the work was complete. “The
fact is he [5. e. Hunt] & Shelley are hurt & perhaps justly, at my not
having showed them the affair officiously & from several hints |
have had they appear much disposed to dissect % anatomize, any
trip or slip I may have made™ {23 Jannary 1818, To George and Tom
Keats; no. 56, I, 214). All that can be said is that the greatest minds
are not exempt from petty jealousy. This, however, establishes the
consecutive stepping of the poet from the conception of his “vast idea”
to its fulfilment within the limits set for it by a decision of his own.
As a skilful craftsman, he builds up a general structure and then
realizes it down to the last details: the lay out of the pages and the
place of commas. “Your alteration strikes me as being a great impro-
vement — the page looks much better. And now I will attend to
tIhc Pt;nctuations you speak of”’ (27 February 1818, To Taylor; no. 65,
. 238).

In spite of the irregularity of Keats's work in the making of the
poem, we feel that he meant to respect his first plan. Moments of
inspiration were followed by periods of feverish and sterile agitation;
the difficulties about money, the cares of ill-health settling on the
family, called him back to the town where the bustle of life prevented
regular work; then weeks speat out of London permitted further
spells of renewed inspiration and stubborn efforts to bring his intended
plan to a conclusion. The Isabella Jones episode in May- June must
not be overlooked. It is the actual materialization of that passage
from a boy’s imagination to “the mature imagination of a man", the
poet speaks of in his published Preface to Endymion. The discovery,
and perhaps experience of a love more powerful than the vague
idealized melancholy and self-satisfying dreams of women he had
been content with up to the summer of 1817, must have troubled
the young poet extremely. How conld he manage to evolve his poem
towards a picture of love less tinted with the adolescent yearuings
he could no longer accept as valid ?

Indeed a new outlook seems to have freed him from his hesitations
and doubts; Endymion Book III was written in three weeks. It must
not be thought that this renewed activity was the normal progress
of the author’s plan. It rather sounds like a forced attempt at finishing
off an insipid dish. “You will be glad to hear that within these last
three weeks | have written 1000 lines — wbich are the third Book of
my Poem. My Ideas with respect to it I assure you are very low —
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and I would write the subject thoronghly again but I am tired of it
and think the time wonld be better spent in writing a new Romance
which I have in my eye for next summer —Rome was not built in a
Day and all the good I expect from my employment this summer is
the fruit of Experience which I hope to gather in my next Poem”
{28 September 1817, To Haydon; no. 37, 1, 168). Nothing can be
clearer. Endymion has becorhe little more than a punishment imposed
on a school-boy. If he goes on, it is only to fulfil his promise to him-
self, a challenge which can be made beneficial, if the task is brought
to a conclusion. It is also evident that the evolution described as
operating between Endymion and “Hyperion” was already working
in the poet’s mind. 1t shaped a number of elements in the second half
of the “Poetic Romance”.

All this occurred at a time of great interior tension in the summer
of 1817, as said above. It helped him to solve some of the problems
of his quest as a poet. It set him thinking of a new, more powerful
work. And vet, though he felt in himself the powerful change of his
attitude towards poetry, and towards love, and therefore, could
measure the failure of his great attempt long before he came to
write the final episodes of his poem, he remained attached to his first
notion of completing four books of about one thousand lines each.
The forced nature of his final effort he expressed hoth in his letters
and in the poem itseif. His determination to bring Endymion to its
conclusion i3 evoked side by side with the sigh of relief he will heave
to see it finished. To Bailley he wrote on 28 October: “f don’t suppose
I've w(rfitten as many Lines as you have read Volumes or at least
Chapters since | saw you. However, I am in a fair way now to come
to a conclusion in at least three Weeks when I assure you I shall be
glad to dismount for a Manth or two” (no. 39, I, 172). He quotes,
in the same letter the beginning of Book 1V, his prayer “Muse of my
native land”, which ends:

O Muse thou knowst what prison
Of flesh and bone curbs and confines and frets
Our Spirits Wings: despondency besets
Our Pillows and the fresh tomorrow morn
Seems to give [forth] its light in very scorn
Of our dull unilnspired) snail paced lives.
Long have I said “how happy he who shrive(s]
To thee” — but then I thought on Poets gone
And could not pray — nor can I now — so on
I mave to the end in Humbleness of Heart. (1Y, 20-29)

This is the text as it appears in the letter. A month later however,
Keats was still in the midst of his last boek, looking for some incentive
to inspire a fit ending to the tale. “I am just arrived at Dorking to
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change the Scene — change the Air and give me a spur to wind up
my Poem, of which there are wanting 500 Lines” {22 November 1817,
To Bailey; no. 44, I, 187).

It is evident that the hazards of composition, and the time taken
to complete the poem make it vain to search in Endymion for the
exact and detailed symmetry of construction which we have found
in some of Keats's early poems. Yet even a superficial reading reveals
the existence of the structural imagery of the jowrney, leading from
the ethereal flight of Endymion’s vision of love in Book I to the airy
riding with the Indian maid of Book IV. In-between the prolonged
exploration of the underworld with its successive trials of initiation
reminds us inevitably of the cold passage through death, a “rare and
hard” experience that guides the steadfast, chosen ones towards a
rebirth into the bliss of mortality overpowered and vanquished.

The memory of his sensual dream of lave confronts Endymion
with his earthly condition of mortal man, unable to reconcile his
human condition with the high ideal he has evolved in his solitude.
There is no choice left, but to start on the lonely quest of the knight
errant. His faith in "wandering far” that may lead to a reward of
his love will be his only help and support. He is mysteriously ordered
to venture underground into the “silent mysteries of earth” (1I, 214).

The pangs of the passage into the forbidden realms of Hades are
there: “he fled / Into the fearful deep,” {216) soon to feel as if drawn
“into the bosom of a hated thing” (280). If it were not for a number
of “miracles” supporting his faith in the divinity that protects him
he would succumb to the deadly silence of the mineral landscape that
surrounds his solitude. From abyss to abyss his way leads him to a
confrontation with tbe fatal dangers encountered by lovers: aban-
donment, jealousy, selfishness, leading possibly to death, as in the
case of Adonis. Fortunately sleep is a boon, recurring to assuage the
moments of deepest anguish as it allows the imagination to escape for
a moment from the appressing realities of the surrounding world.
Yet the remembrance of earthly happinesses brings a melancholy
which deepens with the discovery of Alpheus’ love for Arethusa —
thwarted by his own divine protectress, his gentle goddess, Diana.
No wonder then that passing into the watery depths of the “giant
sea” {1023), he should encounter a scene of wreck and ruin, and in
the midst of it all that most decrepit of all unhappy lovers: Glaucus.
The most fearful event of the underworld passage is, however, the
moment when new hope gleams and smiles. The trial is crushing;
still Endymion is no longer alone, and if successful he cannot hut he
i:arried along with the pageant of resuscitated and reunited dead
overs.

1t is not unnatural, therefore, to find the fourth book dedicated
to the trials of a couple of martal lovers. What may be found more
astonishing is the poet’s choice of having them mount winged horses
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for a flight to the Empyrean. The rise from the bottom of the sea
back to the coolness of the forest green (111, 1029) was not encugh to
establish the symmetry that we feel must have existed in Keats’s
mind from the very beginning as a criterion by which to judge of the
acceptability of a poem. To the solitary vision and dream of Book 1
he opposed the bliss and pain of lovers rising in their sleep to the
highest spheres of the air.

The feeling that all this was a clear pattern from the first and
was worked out in spite of the difficulties the poet met with in the
fulfilment of his task is reinforced by a rapid estimation of the number
of lines used to express both experiences. In Book 1 Endymion descri-
bes his vision of love from line 516 to the end, i. e. 477 lines altogether.
In Book IV the flight with the Indian maid comes to a fateful end
after 512 lines, which is a fair match, if we consider the length
of the poem and the complicated plot — and even more so if the
disillusioned introduction to Book IV is considered simply as a neces-
sary breathing space in an exhausting climb to a peak still hidden
n clonds.

Twenty-nine lines taken out of a total number of 512 brings the
episode to a total of 483, very near the 477 of Endymion’s confession
of love. Can it be mere chance that the shepherd’s disclosing of his
love to his sister, the illusion of love with a divinity, should fill a
space practically equal to the tale of his fulfilment of love with a
mortal? Moreover both passages are placed symmetrically before
and after the underground journey, filling the second half of Book 1
and the first of Book 1V. One is the cause of the quest; the other
the result of the successful initiation.

Again, if we move from the central part of the poem, i.e. the
junction of Books I and III, towards its beginning and end, we find
that solidity of conception that already marked the early works of
the poet and the symmetrical disposition we have observed elsewbere.
Book 11 and Book IIl embrace the moment of full despair when
Endymion discovers that Diana, his idealized image of love, can be
an enemy of lovers, as she has proved in the case of Alpheus and
Arethusa, and he proceeds on his way into the wrecks piled at the
bottom of the sea. The quest through the deserts of rocks and minerals,
and those of rocks and sand fills the two books. One locks to be a
kind of purgatory where the prisoners, as with Adonis, are not totally
severed from the power of love. The other welcomes tbe young man
as a new saviour capable of breaking open the gates of hell.

Coming to Books I and 1V we have, as has been said before,
Endymion’s two widely different experiences of love expressed in a

ractically identical number of lines. Moving ontwardly one step
urther we find two passages of transition: In Book I Peona leads
Endymion away from the Pan festival to an island so as to offer rest
and sleep, and indoce confidence. In Book IV the disappearance of
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the Indian maid and fall of her steed is followed by the episode of
Endymicu being led to the Cave of Quictude. Again the symmetry
is remarkable, all the more so since Endymion is brought back to his
native hill in 102 lines, while Peona needed 109 lines to restore her
dear brother’s confidence. Theu there are 406 lines in Book I to intra-
duce the tale (1-62) and set up the scenery and atmosphere of the Pan
festival (63-406). 1t takes the poet 390 lines at the other end of his
work ta unfold the mystery of the Indian maid and her true identity.
The balance of masses is impressive.

THE STRUCTURE OF ENDYMION

Book I {992 lines) {1008 lines) Book IV
Introduction Issue
Pan Festival Last struggle
Isle of peace and rest I 109 J I 102 | Cave of Quictude
Flight on a vision of Flight in the ecstasy
ideal love m 283 | of earthly love

[prayer]
Book 17 {1028 lines) {1082 lines) Book IIT
Break with carth Return to earth
Solitude Multitude
Death through love Hope through initiation
(Adonis) Death through love
Help by divire presence {Circe)
Abysm upon abysm Waltery desert,
Victims of Dian wreckage and ruin

Full despair

These broad views do uot secem inadequate in the discussion of a
piece of work that was elaborated in the turmoil of youthful enthu-
siasm, thwarted by material difficulties and brought ta its conclusion
by the wilful determination of the author only. The stary of the
composgition of Endymion seems to deny all attempts at looking into
the poem for detailed symmetry and exact balance of themes: the
size of the poem makes it a cumbersome structure to handle. 1t is
therefore the more interesting to discover a piece of work far mare
carefully built up than a rapid reading through will reveal. We find
in the poet's way of dividing the different parts of the story the
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alternation of shorter and longer episodes he had used in “I stood
tip-toe...” and “Sleep and Poetry”, as if to camouflage a structure
which might appear too well organized and not spontaneous encugh.
The impression remains that the broad outline of the composition
was present in the poet’s mind when he decided on “making 4000 lines
of one bare circumstance and fill them with Poetry™ (8 October 1817,
To Bailey; no. 38, 1, 170). The “bare circumstance” was a mytholo-
gical tale that would allow a youthful heart to expand on the theme
of love; the ingredients to fill it “with Poetry” were “the Sun the
Moon the Stars, the Earth and its contents [...] materials to form
greater things” (11 May 1817, To Haydon; no. 26, 1, 143). This
enumeration, given to Haydon at the time Keats had left the Isle
of Wight and started on his poem for good, sketches the first half
of Endymion's exploration. It may be mere chance, but it reveals
how the poet’s mind was working on a structural imagery that went
down from the heavenly sphere to the realities of the earth and the
traditional underground journey of epic poetry. This downward
slanting progress describes exactly the realms through which Endy-
mion is going to be led, and implies, no doubt, that to reach his 5oal
the hero will have to “re-ascend”. Only thbus can the “romance” be
brought to its happy conclusion.

The fact that the plan was finally completed, n spite of all
obstacles and after protracted efforts, does not make Endymion any
better. The clear-sighted judgment of the author himself remains:
“a feverish attempt, rather than a deed accomplished”. But it is
important to see that Keats worked on a set plan similar to others
he had nsed before, and kept to it. The changing moods that a few
months’ work were bound to bring could mot be foreseen, nor the
new outlook on love that would grow from the meeting with Isabella
Jones. Each would bear heavily on the poet’s regularity of work, and
hamper the whole process of composition. But new perspectives
and attitudes, if they complicated the issue, did not chan%e the general
plan of the passage of initiation throngh the world of the dead so
that Endymion could again wreathe “a flowery band, to hind
[himself] to the earth” (], 7). After the darkness and silence of the
nmnderground passages, and the solitude of abysses, it is under the
sea that Endymion experiences the colduness of death. Initiation
takes place after the meeting with Glaucus, and justifies the necessary
vagaries of the poet and his hero through the different spheres: the
light of ether, the green shades of the earth, the gleaming gems of
the world of darkness and the icy emerald of the watery desert.
The key to escape death is given in the book Glaucus has saved from
the ship-wreck:
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1f he utterly
Scans all the depihs of magic, and expounds
The meanings of all motions, shapes, and sounds;
If he explores all forms and substances
Straight homeward 1o their symbol-essences;
He shall not die. (111, 696-701)

Iu a sense this passage is a justification of the poet’s attempting
such imaginary exploration of the totality of the surrounding world
and its transmutation into poetic essence. When Keats writes to
Haydon about his “materials for greater things” (the Sun, the Moon,
the Stars, the Earth and its contents) he adds: “— that is to say
ethereal things — bot here I am talking like 2 Madman greater things
that {sic] our Creator himself made!” (11 May 1817, To Haydon;
no. 26, [, 148}, This, of course, is the exultation of the poet being just
launched on his enterprise — a song of innocence. After the trial
of the summer months of 1817 the tone is differeut; its corresponding
echo can be found in Endymion’s words after he has regained the
earth and fallen in love with the Indian maid, breaking definitely
all belief in the sufficiency of ideals:

Why am 1 not as the dead,
Since to a woe like this I have been led
Through the dark earth, and through the wondrous seaf?
{TV, 89-91)

This anguish is the fruit of experience; but still the stress is laid
on the necessary initiatory voyage; only this could mature the shepherd
and make him recognize love in the beautiful creature with her "curls
of glossy jet” (60) and “lovely eyes in swimming search / After some
warm delight” {63-64). Add to these the exotic origin of the girl
and the mystery attached to her presence there; she is a sister of
that "Abyssinian maid”, the unexpected inspirer of the poet in
Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan”. If the journey goes on, as fits the struc-
ture, towards a flight on winged horses, the idealization is no longer
the same; the girl’s presence iniroduces the complexity of human
feelings, now that another being must be taken into account. The
climax is reached when at the very seat of the Gods, Diana appears
“crescented” (430), while Endymion’s human love is there sleeping
at his side. He cannot break off his affection for either, and realizes
the necessity of accepting the ambiguous quality of life and its contra-
dictions. Sincerity forces recognition of both sensual and ideal love
at the same time. There is no betrayal in this:

By truth's own tongue
{ have no daedale heart. (1V, 458-9)
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1t leads to the acknowledgement that the world of abstract ideas
is not necessarily the path toward truth. The totality of human
experience teaches that there is misery, even “npon the bourne of
bliss” {1V, 461). And bere, for the first time, there appears in the
poem the notion of “negative capability” which Keats found so
necessary to the essence of poetic inspiration and which henceforward
informed his aesthetic attitude.

What is this soul then ? Whence
Came it ? It does not seem my own, and !
Have no self-passion or identity. (475-477)
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10. Negative Capability
and the Change 1n Structure

“No self-passion or identity” is precisely that quality Keats reco-
gnizes as existing in Shakespeare and which is several times expe-
rienced and described by the poet, an ever-present receptivity which
allows him to fuse with the characters of pcople present or events
occurring near-by. “The setting sun will always set me to rights —
or if a Sparrow come before my Windaw 1 take part in its existence
and pick about the Gravel” (22 November 1817, To Bailey; no. 43,
I, 186). Woodhouse also reported of Keats (KC, I, 59): “He can
canceive of a billiard Ball that it may have a sense of delight from its
own roundness, smoothness, valubility & the rapidity of 1ts motion.”
It is not known when Keats said this, but the billiard ball image may
be linked with the poet’s bope that at Canterbury “the Remembrance
of Chaucer will set me forward like a Billiard Ball” (10 June t817,
To Taylor; no. 28, 1, 147). These examples are taken from chjects
and nature. In fact, until he went to Oxford and wrote the third Book
of Endymion, the insistence remained on the influence of the natural
world. Nature appears as a powerful enough presence to chase away
the oppressive shade barn of the “whips and scorns” of life. “In truth
the great Elements we know of are no mean Comforters — the open
Sky sits upon onr senses like a sapphire Crown — the Air is our
Rohe of State — the Earth is our throne and the sea a mighty
Minstrell playing before it — able like David’s Harp to charm evil
spirits from such Creatures as I am — able like Ariel’s to make snch
a onec as yon forget almost the tempest-cares of Life” (14 September
1817, To Jane and Mariane Reynolds; no. 34, 1, 158). The sequence
once again offers a sketch of the path followed by Endymion on his

uest mn the first three Books. Moreover, in the same letter to the

eynolds sisters, Keats praises his new friend Bailey’s influence.
“He delights me in the Selfish and (please god) in the disenterrested
[sic] part of my dispasition” (ibid., 160). Nature answered the “Seifish”
part of his being; the disinterested portion of his self needed to take
part in the life of others; their presence and their influence over the
young man grew into an awareness of the necessary dissolving of
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the poet’s persenality. The perfection of the natural world is com-
pleted by the recognized imperfections of fellow-companions. “Fail-
ings 1 am always rather rejoiced to find in a2 Man than sorry for;
for they bring ns to a Level” (21 September 1817, To Reynolds;
no. 36, [, 162-163).

This intimate experience took a more explicit form after Keats had
gone back to London. [t was most probably the result of hours of
discussion in Oxford, and found expression in his letters of Autumn
1817, particularly to Bailey, with whom conversation was prolonged
from Hampstead through a series of important [etiers. The moral
and religious character of Bailey’s studies bent the poet’s thougbts
towards a humanitarian attitude. The atmosphere of discord that had
spread among his friends in London during his absence proved a
test: instead of taking sides he tried to explain and understand.
“What occasions the greater part of the World’s Quarrels? simpIK
this, two Minds meet and do not understand each other time enong
to prevent any shock or surprise at the conduct of either party — As
soon as I had known Haydon three days I bad got enough of his
character not to have been surprised at such a Letter as he has hurt
you with, Nor when [ knew it was it a principle with me to drop his
acquaintance although with you it would bave been an imperious
feeling” (22 November 1817, To Bailey; no. 43, 1, 184). Such discords
gave him scope for a determined attimde of generosity and open-
mindedness. For long he had recognized and accepted that “The
weh of our Life is of mingled Yarn” (8 Oct. 1817, To Bailey; no. 38,
1, 169). The Shakesperian echo sounds more like an acceptance than
an emhittered comment on “tbe thousand natural shocks / That flesh
is heir to”. His criticism of Hazlitt’s judgement on Wordsworth’s
"Gipsies” shows tbree weeks later, tbat he recognized the valve of
the immediate pressure exercised by others over his own personality,
though it was a thing of the moment, not necessarily of lasting
influcnce. “It is a bold thing to say and I would not say it in print —
hut it seems to me that if Wordsworth had though[t] a little deeper
at that Moment he would not have written the Poem at all — I should
judge it to bave been written in one of the most comfortable Moods
of his Life — it is a kind of sketchy intellectnal Landscape — not a
search after Truth -~ nor is it fair to attack him on such a subject —
for it 15 with the Critic as with the poet had Hazlitt thought a little
deeper and been in a good temper he would never have spied an
imaginary fault there™ (29 QOctober 1817, To Bailey; no. 39, I, 174).

Thus there is no blame to either critic or author; both have been
impressed differently by the actual scene and the literary experience.
Both have reacted on the spur of the moment and only thus can the
incentive bring out creative works. There is no temptation in Keats
to bear judgement either on the Gipsies, or Wordsworth, or Hazlitt,
hut to profit by other men’s experience by sharing their feelings.
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There is no escapism in this; Keats knows too well at the time how
petty his best friends may prove. There are Hunt’s and Shelley’s
jealousies, Haydons quarrels with Bailey about Cripps, the harsh
criticism of Blackwood’s Edimburgh Magazine against the Cockney
School of Poetry, Tom’s illness and the growing anxiety about it, last
but not least the financial imbroglio with Abbey, “The Man who
thinks much of his fellows can never be in Spirits” {29 Oct. 1817,
To Bailey; no. 39, postscript, I, 175). It 15 not surprising that Keats
should have tried to find a way out of such worrying problems
destructive of some of his adolescent ideals. A generation before
Wordsworth had chosen to turn his back on his fellow-men and take
refuge in nature with the disconsolate rejection of “What man has
made of man”.? Even to his sincere admirers he could appear distant
and patronizing, “with a stiff Collar” (5 Jan. 1818, To George and
Tom; no. 48, I, 197). Keats in his growing admiration of Sbakespeare
was looking for an answer m what he thought was the very essence
of his master’s art: the recognition of “the poetical in all things”
{8 Nov. 1817, To Bailey; no. 41, I, 179). This is the only frui&u
reconciliation with the world, as Shakespeare’s works testify.

The song from Endymion Book 1V that Keats sent at the time to
both Bailey and Janc Reynolds is that of the Indian maid, but Keats
put into it his new mode of looking at the surrounding world.

To Sorrow,
I bade good-morrow,

And thought to leave her far away behind;
But cheerly, cheerly,
She loves me dearly;

She is so constant to me, and so kind:
1 would decetve her
And so leave her,

But ah! she is so constant and so kind. (IV, 173-181)

The pathetic mockery of the stanza shows a surrender of all
attempts at escaping from man’s fundamental condition: “a mingled
Yarn". A proof that the poet thought this passage a major element
of his evolution can be found in his very important letter to Bailey
of 22 Nov. 1817 {no. 48), in which he discusses at length some of his
haunting questions, among others “the authenticity of Imagination™:
“I am certain of nothing but of the holiness of the Heart’s affections
and the truth of Imagination — What the imagination seizes as
Beauty must be truth — whether it existed before or not — for I
bave the same ldea of all our Passions as of Love they are z2ll in their

! Wordsworth, op. cit., “Lines Written in Early Spring."” line 24.

104



sublime, creative of cssential Beauty — In 2 Word, you may know
my favorite Speculation by my first Book and the little song [“O Sor-
row”] 1 sent in my last” {no. 43, [, 184). It may be unexpected to see
that Keats refers to the beginning of his poem, and to the end as
well. It proves that there is no rejection but rather extension of his
former beliefs,

A rapid examination of the valne attribnted to “sleep” in the two
Books may help us to understand something of this evolution. The
central passage of Book IV (512-562) introduces a description of
that privileged region where the memory of all injuries inherent
in man’s life encounters the boon of sleep. The heavy yoke imposed,
at times, by society is a common experience:

.. the man is yet to come
Who hath not journeyed in this native kell. (1V, 522-523)

And yet through the receptive inactivity of the slnmber which
invades tbe bero the reconciliation of opposites can take place.
Recognizing within himself the donble sincerity of his feelings, he
discovers the passive power of acceptance.

But few have ever feli how calm and well
Sleep may be had in that deep den of all. (IV, 524-525)

How different is the sleep through which Endymion finds relaxa-
tion of his “fixed trance” (403) in Book 1. He is led by his sister Peona
to an island and there

Soon was he quicted to slumbrous rest. (1, 442)

1t is only the soothing persnasion of sisterly love that brings him
to accept, like a disconsolate child, submission to the power of a
tender voice. While in Book 1V Endymion is as if abandoned to the
overcoming strength of sleep at the climax of a crisis.

. @ gricvous feud
Huath led thee to this Cave of Quictude. (1V, 547-548)

It is interesting to compare more closely tbe two passages, which,
by the way, are placed in remarkable symmetry in the “Poem”. Praise
is given to Sleep in Book I, 453-461, that is to say abont 530 lines
from the end of the Book; in Book 1V, 537-545, it is the experience
wbich is praised, not the mere phenomenon, as is the case in the
following lines:
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O magic sleep! O comfortable bird

That broodest o’er the troubled sea of the mind
Till it is hush'd and smooth! O unconfin'd
Restraint! imprison’d liberty! great key

To golden palaces, strange minstrelsy,

Fountains grotesque, new trees, bespangled caves,
Echoing grottos, full of tumbling waves

And moonlight; aye, to all the mazy world

Of silvery enchantment. (1, 453-461)

Here sleep opens the gates of imagination. It is still the world
of Paems 1817: Nature transmuted into a setting for mythology and
old legendary tales, full of sensuous qualities of picturesque colours,
sounds and motions.

Five months later, sleep in the Cave of Quietude has become a
far more deeply rooted experience.

Happry gloom!
Dark Paradise! where pale becomes the bloom
Of health by due; where silence dreariest
Is most articulate, where hopes infest;
Where those eyes are the brightest far that heep
Their lids shut longest in a dreamless sleep.
O happy spirit-home! O wonderous sonl!
Pregnant with such a den lo save the whole
In thine own depth. (1V, 537-545)

It is not a sudden taste for antitheses (pale, bloom, silence arti-
culate, etc.) though these reinforce the impression that the second
passage is a deliberate pendant to the earlier one, but the new
approach of the maturing artist and man.

The same extension of value occurs on the level of love. The
vision of Endymion’s ideal love is as true artistically as the blossoming
of affections that accompanies the hero’s attachment to a human
creature. All passions are identically “creative of essential Beanty™
as appears in Shakespeare's characters. Imogen and Jutiet, for ins-
tance, are discussed humorously — and yet in a revealing way — in
a letter of September 1817 addressed to the Reynolds sisters. “lmpri-
mis — 1 sincerely believe that Imogen is the finest Creature; and that
I should have been disappointed at hearing you prefer Juliet. Yet 1
feel such a yearning towards Juliet and that I would rather follow
her into Pandemonium than lmogen into Paradize” (14 Sept. 1817,
To Jane and Mariane Reynolds; no. 34, 1, 157). A similar comparison
will appear one year later in a letter to Woodhouse {27 Oct. 1818;
no. 118, 1, 386-8) which shows how important and lasting the new
orientation of Keats's perspective was. Speaking of the “poetical
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Character itself (I mean that sort of which, if 1 am any thing 1 am
a Member)”, he insists on the passivity of the artist confronted with
possible moral or aesthetic judgements to pass on the surroundin
world of things and human beings. The neutral pronoun it”, use
throughout the passage, makes it still more striking; everything con-
centrates on the will to neutralize his own apprehension of reality
and accept the outer world as it stands. “It [the poetical Character]
has no self — it is every thing and nothing — It has no character —
it enjoys light and shade; it lives in gusto, be it foul or fair, high or
low, rich or poor, mean or elevated — It has as much delight in
conceiving an lago as an Imogen. What shocks the virtuous philo-
sopher, delights atﬁe camelion Poet.” In the autumn of 1817 the theory
has not yet reached such clarity of assertion, thongh the all important
letter to Bailey {22 Nov.; no. 43, I, 184) points to the same conclu-
sion: I must say of one thing that has pressed upon me lately and
encreased [sic] my Humility and capability of submission and that
is this truth — Men of Genius are great as certain ethereal Chemicals
operating on the Mass of neutral intellect — [but} they have not any
individuality, any determined Character. 1 would call the top and
head of those who have a proper self Men of Power —". This {eeling
that the first quality for a poet was to be capable of the passive
absorption of the outer world m all its contradictory shapes and effects
was settling more and more powerfully as a basic theory in Keats's
mind and he found a name for it in a letter to his brothers written
a month later about Christmas 1817 (no. 45, I, 198): “At once it
struck me, what quality went to form a Man of Achievement espe-
cially in Literature & which Shakespeare possessed so enormously —
1 mean Negative Capability, that is when a man is capable of being
in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching
after fact & reason.” This belief was going to shape Keats’s attitude
towards poetry to the end of his poetic achievement: a capacity of
suspending judgement, of relying on powerful “Sensations” that, he
felt, would open tbe way to the apprchension of some particle of
truth. Immediately after coining the phrase “Negative Capability”
he chooses Coleridge as an example of a character unable to submit
to such voluntary renunciation of the power of reason. "Coleridge,
for instance, would let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught
from the Penetralium of mystery from being incapable of remaining
content with baif-knowledge” (1, 194).

One of those sudden revelations was taking form in the last Book
of Endymion: the unexpected meeting of a beautiful woman would
wipe away all theories about love, and Endymion was to be subjected
to such hazard, whether or not it was the author’s own fresh expe-
riecnce. The change that Keats introduced in Book 1 during the
revision and printing of his poem (30 Jan. 1818, To Taylor; no. 57, 1,
218} shows clearly the poet’s effort to bring the beginning of

107



Endymion’s adventure nearer the modified attitude of the end.
Lines 1, 777-780 ran:

Wherein lies happiness? In that which becks
Our ready minds to blending pleasurable:
And that delight is the most treasureable
That makes tne richest Alchymy.

They became:

Wherein lies happiness? In that which becks
Our ready minds to blending pleasureable:
A fellowship with essence; bl we shine,
Fuil alchemiz'd, and free of space.

The first version put the stress on pleasure and delight, on the

rich and precious quality necessary to the “Alchymy”. It is followed
in the poem by a passage describing the "blending pleasureable”.
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.. hist, when the airy stress
Of music’s kiss impregnates the free winds,
And with a sympathetic touck unbinds
Eolian magic from their lucid wombs:
Then old songs waken from enclouded tombs;
Old ditties sigh above their father's grave;
Ghosts of melodious prophecyings rave
Round every spot where trod Apollo’s foot;
Bronze clartons awake, and faintly bruit,
W here long ago ¢ Giant Battle was;
And, from the turf, a lullaby doth pass
In every place where infant Orpheus slept.
Feel we these things? — that moment have we stept
Into a sort of oneness, and our state
Is like a floating spirit’s. But there are
Richer entanglements, enthralments far
More self-destroying, leading, by degrees,
To the chief intensity: the crown of these
I3 made of love and friendship, and sits high
Upon the forehead of humanity.
All its more ponderous and bulky worth
Is friendship, whence there ever issues forth
A steady splendour; but at the tip-top,
There hangs by unseen film, an orbed drop
Of light, and that is love: its influence
Thrown in our eyes, genders a novel sense,
At which we siart and fret; & in the end,
Melting into its radiance, we blend,
Mingle, and so become a pari of it. (I, 783-811)



s

This makes it clear why the poct in the letter of 22 Nov. to Bailey
referred to “my first Book and the little song I sent in my last”, So
many things are already germinating in these lines, the allnsion to
the "Giant Battle” being the more evident. For our present purpose,
we find there a first intimation of the poet’s future theory of negative
capability, but it is illustrated only hy the enumeration of sweet
impressions. One dimension is lacking. The few disquieting touches
are transmuted into solemn “old songs” and *ditties” which lose the
sinister quality attached to “enclouded tombs” and “father’s grave”.
The " richer entanglements™ of the second stage of experience are the
pleasures of “friendsbip” and finally the highest glory of “love”.
1f the "blending”, “mingling”, “becoming a part of it” is a foresight
of the future “negative capability”, for the time being it implies no
mixed feelings of ideal and sensnal love, of Tage and Imogen. The
corrected lines insist on the intensity of the experience that can alone
lead to an intimate perception of the “essence”™ of things, whether good
or bad, “high or low”, “mean or elevated”. The printed text was made
to correspond to the poet’s new vision of things such as be described
them in the letter to Bailey (22 Nov. 1817; no. 43, 1, 185): "O for a
Life of Sensations rather than of Thoughts! It is ‘a Vision in the form
of Youth’ a Shadow of reality to come — and this consideration has
further convinced me for it has come as anxiliary to another favorite
Speculation of mine, that we shall enjoy ourselves here after by
having what we called happiness on Earth repeated in a finer tone
and so repeated — And yet such a fate can only hefall those whe
delight in sensation rather than hunger as you do after Truth.”

The opposition between “Sensations”, which are immediate and
neutral of all intentions, and “Thoughts”, which imply a more distant
outloak, a reflection in time and a judgement, is the touchstone here.
The passage has, of course, been exiensively dealt with by critics, but
they have often left out or given little importance to the words “and
so repeated”. The insistence of Keats seems to snggest that immor-
tality can only he conceived as preserving the working of our senses.
“In a finer tone” perhaps, but without them there is no passible
apprehension of truth or hliss. What can he perceived here below 1s
“a Shadow of reality to come”. And yet men can taste something of
immortality through the powers of imagination, set on its wanderings
by sensuous reactions to the pressing influences of the world. Indeed
Keats goes on: "Adam’s dream will do here and seems to he a con-
viction that Imagination and its empyreal reflection is the same as
human Life and its spiritual repetition.” The alchemy of Adam’s
dream — “be awoke and found it true” — is therefore fundamental.
It gives a new structure to the old “blending pleasureable “that was
a simple “melting into the radiance” of lave, with a vague guess at its
pogsible results as to the perception of natural beauty. Speaking of
those who could have acted politically or socially for the benefit of
society, but
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Have been content to let occaston die,
Whilst they did sleep in love's elysium, (1,823-4)

the poet adds with an amazing foresight of his future “Ode to a
Nightingale™:

And, truly, I would rather be struck dumb,

Than speak against this ardent listlessness:

For I have ever thought that it might bless

The world with benefits unknowingly;

As does the nightingale, upperched high,

And cloister’d among cool and bunched leaves —
She sings out to her love, not ¢’er concetves

How tiptoe Night holds back her dark-grey hood.
Just so may love, although 'tis understood

The mere commingling of passionate breath,
Produce more than our searching witnesseth:

What I know not: but who, of men, can tell

That flowers would bloom, or that green fruit would swell
To melting pulp, that fish would have bright mail,
The earth its dower of river, wood, and vale,

The meadows runnels, runnels pebble-siones,

The seed its harvest, or the lute its tones,

Tones ravishment, or revishment its sweel,

If human souls did never kiss and greet? (1, 824-842)

A world of metamorphoses or miracles snrrounds s, independent
of consecutive reasoning. What was mere impression when Keats was
completing Book I has become a clear conviction by the end of the
year, and the consequence is, for the future, a fundamentally new
organization of the poetic material. Instead of an underground jour-
ney of exploration and initiation, the power of imagination can be
a%:plied to an apprehension of experience in its “finer tone”; nstead
of plunging towards the dark recesses of the underworld, the poet
should escape "full alchemized, and free of space” to the higher
spheres where our life of "Sensations” finds its true intensity. The
trance will resolve itself in a repetition of the experience on another
level. ““To compare great things with small — have yon never by being
surprised with an old Melody — in a delicious place — by a delicious
voice, felt over again your very speculations and surmises at the time
it first operated on your spul—do you not remember forming to
you[r]self the singer’s face more beautiful tha[n] it was possible and
yet with the elevation of the Moment you did not think so — even then
you were mounted on the Wings of Imagination so high — that the
Prototype must he here after — that delicious face you will see”
(22 Nov. 1817, To Bailey; no. 43, I, 185).
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The belief of the poet in the power of imagination is clear; it acts
as the forerunner of things existing but still hidden from man'’s
perception. It explains the turn given to Endymion’s tale. The
merely abstract vision of love had become reality for the young man
during the summer months of 1817. Hence the more tangible realiza-
tion of love in the character of the Indian maid. But “the Prototype™
does not cease to exist; it has to shine throngh the features of Endy-
mion's new love; bence the complicated process of Book IV to
reconcile and blend Cynthia and the maid into one radiant charac-
terization of earthly and immortal love:

... into her face there came
Light, as reflected from a silver flame:
Her long black hair swell’d ampler, in display
Full golden; in her eves a brighter day
Dawnr'd blue and full of love. (1V, 982-986)

In the first draft of Endymion (Woodhause’s collation) line 985
ran thus:
... while it turned
Golden — and her eyes of jet dawned forth a brighter day
Blue — blue — and fuil of love.

In the necessary shortening of the middle line, the blackness of
the woman’s eyes disappears, but the coexistence of clear and more
sombre symbols had just been prepared for the reader. She is a
“dark-eyed stranger” m line 977, and she addresses Endymion “by
the lily truth / Of my own breast” (980-1). The complementary ele-
ments of cthereal and warm-blooded passion are fused together at the
moment of metamorphosis. The vision has entered the world of
reality; imagination has added its own truth to human experience,
and made it richer.

It is therefore very true for Keats to say that his faveurite specu-
lations can be found in Books 1 and IV. 1n the light of his canvictions
when making his final effort to finish Endymion, the beginnin
of the tale still answered his views, though in a restricted way, an
he made the end fit his new outlogk. If he does not refer to the under-
ground journey, it is simply that it was no longer necessary. The true
initiation 15 henceforward to be found elsewhere, in the sudden
sensation that could at times open up a heaven of perceptions able
to modify the most disquieting experience and make it acceptable.
The “camelion poet” would tben operate on the spur of the “truth
of Imagination”, and mix intimately the newly apprehended light
with his former impressions.

If we now refer to the symmeiry found in so many of Keais’s
poems in the first phase of bis creative activity, and think — as we
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do — that he was still attached to that general plan for the compo-
sition of his poems, the scheme should now start on rather a low
level, rise up to a climax, then revert to the first stage of experience,
transmuted and euriched by the snddenly sensed truth. Instead of
the down- and upward journey, passing throngh the sojonrn of the
dead, it is now possible to anticipate a flight towards some illumi-
nation. The path of imagination sketches a pyramid-like figure, for
the central revelation can he bnt a “Sensation”, a thing of oune mo-
ment, that throws light on the event, but cannot sustain its intensity
for long. “On the sudden it is won” (IV, 532).
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11. The Example of Architecture

Keats’s views of poetry itsell were also maturing rapidly and
what had been acceptable wben he had conceived his treatment of tbe
mythological tale of Endymion could not satisfy the quick evolution
of bis outlook on his art. Mr lan Jack! quates Richard Woodhouse’s
appreciation: “It [“Hyperion™] is that in poetry which the Elgin and
Egyptian Marbles are in Sculpture.” Now we must not forget that
Keats started thinking of a new poem in the same summer of 1817.
Comparing the “Poetic Romance™ and the epic fragment, Mr Ian Jack
measures the tremendous change in the quality of Keals's poetry:
“We pass from one visnal world to another, from a world of Arcadian
landscapes and classical forms that is oftcn on the point of dissolving
into incoherence or commonplace prettiness, to a world dominated by
great statuesque forms set against a sublime and superhuman back-
ground. We pass from a visual world inspired by paintings and
prints to a visual world more often inspired by great sculptural
masses.” The critic could have added to the adjective sculptural
another one which fits our idea of structural imagery better still:
architectural. The impact of Keats’s visits to the Elgin Marbles with
Haydon and Severn cannot be overrated. Greek and Egyptian sculp-
tures offered the visitors the contrast of “‘the radiant humanity of the
Greeks?! and the massive architecture of Egyptian art. The exbibits,
representative of the two civilizations could not have failed to pro-
voke passionate discussion among Keats and his friends. A proof of
the widespread interest for those ancient forms of art among literary
circles can be found in newspaper articles of the time? and in some
of the poems being composed by contemporaries; such a2 poem is
Shelley’s “Ozymandias” which may bave been inspired by discussions
at one of the dinners where Keatss friends nsed to gather at the time,
or may even have been read there. In avtumn and winter 1817-1818
Keats saw Shelley several times on such accasions. It is easy to ima-

! lan Jack, Keats and the Mirror of Art (Qxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), 161.

2 Helen Darbishire, “Keats and Egypt”, The Review of English Studies, iii, no. 9,
Jan, 1927, 10.

? ibid.
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ine the exotic appeal of the middle East among young people through
tgi]e evocation of travels in mysterious Arahia, and of the possible
discovery of some “colossal wreck” “half sunk” in the sand (“Ozy-
mandias”, 3 and 4). Indeed, Shelley’s poem was published hy Hunt 1n
his Examiner of January 1818, which places the date of composition
in the last months of the previous year. It is also well-known, that,
on 4 Febroary 1818, Shelley, Huat and Keats competed in the writing
of a sonnet on the subject of the Nile, the “Stream of the Pyramid
and Crocodile”, as Keats defined it in his own poem. Although
iconographical research must not veil the impact of other more imme-
diate and familiar influeuces, this is proof enmough of the atteution
given to Egypt by Keats’s circle at a time when we feel Keats preoc-
cupied with related forms and ideas. As a result the massive grandeur
of Egyptian sculptures and its fituess to sustain architectural designs
imposed itself on Keats's mind when he came to think of his second
“vast idea”. The tone is given at the beginuing of “Hyperion”. The
world of the Giants is a pre-human stage in the evolution of mytho-
logy. The first character to approach Saturn is “a Goddess of the
infant world” {“Hyperion”, I, 26). Her giant stature is described in
a comparison with the

. Memphian sphinx,
Pedestal'd haply in a palace court,
When sages look’d to Egypt for their lore. (31-38)

The change of outlock was already reflected in the passage from
Endymion that Keats wrote in September. In the watery desert
Glaucus’ figure appears with the motionless, indifferent features of
a sphinx.

He saw far in the concave green of the sea
An old man sitting calm and peacefully.
Upon a weeded rock this old man sat. (111, 191-193)

And in his lap a book, the which ke conn’d
So stedfastly, (214-15)

that Endymion can approach without being noticed h¥ the awful,
hieratic shape whose “features were so lifeless” (220). It is already
in its essence the massive form of Saturn in “Hyperion”, the same
silence as if eternity had petrified ¢ach mortal form for some ever-
lasting rest:
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Deep in the shady sadness of a vale

Far sunken from the healthy breath of morn,

Far from the fiery noon, and eve's one star,

Sat gray-hair'd Saturn, quict as a stone,

Stll as the silence round about his lair;
{“Hyperion”, I, 1-5)

Upon the sodden ground
His old right hand lay nerveless, listless, dead,
Unsceptred; and his realmless eyes were closed;
While his how'd head seem’d list'ning lo the Eorth,
His ancient mother, for some comfort yet. (17-21)

Oue with the stones or rocks on which they are sitting, hoth
Glaucus and Saturn are rooted to the ground with their eyes fized
in some dream of long forgotten mysteries, lost in a memory of the
origins of the world and concentrated on the slow chthonian forces
some magic alone can loosen. Such an impression Egyptian sculptures
will give when they still preserve the monolithic quality of the hard
raw material out of which they have been carved. The rigid inward
stare of the sphinx, scanning eternity itself, the heavy lionesque
mane of the huge figures, opposed in some way, but also answered,
the “wild eyes” and *flowing hair” of so many romantic inspired
characters. Glaucus’ “white hair was awful” (End. II1, 194). “Hoary-
head”[ed] Glavcus and “gray-hair'd Saturn” are near relatives, and
were horn of the same changing perspective in Keats’s mind. 1s there
no Egyptian inflience in the ample gown worn hy Glaucus? It is
described in o way that recalls the background walls of Egyptian
decorations covered with hieroglyphs.

... ample as the largest winding-sheet,
A cloak of blue wrapp’d up his aged hones,
O’erwrought with symbols by the deepest groans
Of ambitious magic: every ocean-form
Was woven in with black distinctness. (End., 111, 196-200)

All the moods of the sea, all its inhabitants are “emblem’d in the
woof” (208), “every shape / That skims, or dives, or sleeps, "twixt cape
and cape” {203-4). Champollion’s discoveries were not yet available
to the ordinary visitor oﬁhe Gallery of Egﬁptian Antiquities and
the mingling of statuesque figures with bighly intriguing symhbols
must have corresponded to the taste of the Romantic writer for the
dark mysteries of the alchemy of the Middle Ages.

When Mr Ian Jack discusses the iconography that can possihly
be linked with Endymion Book 111, he thinks especially of the cha-
racters, Glaucns and Scylla, or Neptune painted with Venus or
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Ampbitrite. He does not give a source for the description of Neptune’s
underwater palace, which is the first extended architectural descrip-
tion in Keats's works. In Poems 1817, buildings play practicaily no
part at all; we are wholly in the world of nature, except for a few
features of traditional medieval scenery as in “Calidore” where the
young man “turns a jutting point of land, / Whence may be seen the
castle gloomy, and grand” (64-65):

o his light shallop reaches
Those marble steps that through the water dig:
Naw over them he goes with hasty trip,
And scarcely stays to ope the folding doors.
Anon he leaps along the aaken floors
Of halls and corriders. (67-72)

With the “court” (76) where he rushed to welcome the ladies
whose “palfreys” have just passed the “'threat’ning portcullis” (79),
it is the only thing approacbing a complete description of a building
before Endymion. Aﬁusions to man-made architectural elements are
extremely rare and are often used to help describe natural pheno-
mena, as in the “Epistle to G. F. Mathew™:

Beneath the curved moon’s triumphal arch. (30)

Nature is everywhere the shrine which the muse haunts and where
she will accept to live with the poet, away from “this dark city”
(id. 3;3), or the “morky buildings” of *Sonnet VII” (“O Solitude”,
line 8).

In Endymion Books I and 11 the perspective is the same. The only
architectural features are those of a marble altar, or a temple, set in
a glade. They resemble the fabrics of XVIllth century romantic
parks. It is the case of the "mimic temple” Endymion finds on his
subterranean journey in the world of minerals:

. far off appear’d,
Through a long pillar'd vista, a fair shrine,
And, just beyond, on light tiptoe divine,
A quiver'd Dian. (11, 259-262)

This cannot be called real architecture, though, and only exem-
plifies the character of Keats’s ornamental fabrics in his first pieces
of poetry. Nature sometimes bappens to copy some of man’s works:

e Streanis
Collecting, mimick’d the wrought oaken beams,
Pillars, and frieze, and high fantastic roof,
Of those dusk places in times far aloof
Cathedrals call’d. (11, 622-626)
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Nature such as romantic artists painted and engraved it is tbe
focal point here, not the cathedral, which is evoked only to help the
poet describe a landscape similar to the fantastic, abysmal caves of
a John Martin:

.- 01 he hies
Through caves, and palaces of mottled ore,
Gold dome, and crystal wall, and turquois floor,
Black polish’d porticos of ewful shade,
And, at the last, a diamond balustrade,
Leading afar post wild magnificence,
Spiral through ruggedest loopholes, and thence
Stretching across a void, then guiding o'er
Enormous chasms, where, all foam and roar,
Streams subiterranean tease their granite beds.

(End. 11, 593-602}

There is no actual, complete building here; elements of archi-
tecture are suggested for the sake of the rich and coloured material
they are made of. “Palaces”, “dome”, “wall”, “floor™, “particos” and
“balustrade” arc¢ picturesque forms allowing the poet to give promi-
nence to the “mottled ore”, “gold”, “crystal”, “turquois” or “diamond”.
The “laopholes™, “void” and “enormous chasms" are far mare impor-
tant at that stage of the hero’s progress. The seemingly human struc-
ture vanishes in the splashing of fountains, streams and waterfalls
that delight for a moment the amazed eyes of the solitary Endymion.

Is it not surprising, then, to find a completely different description
in Book II1, a picture which is announced and proclaimed so as to

draw the reader’s attention inevitably towards it? -

Behold! hehold the palace of his pride!
Gad Neptune's palaces! (111, 833-4)

It extends over fifty-five lines (853-887). The first things we
perceive, as we advance with the crowd of re-nnited lovers are the
‘prond domes” (836) that arise in the distance, reflecting light, as
if they were covered with precious stones and gold, like a brilliant
city out of the Arabian Nights.

The notion of dome-like shapes had already been used by Keats
Iéeforc, especially to picture the azure sky. Now they are “Rich opal

omes

v O high upheld
By jasper pillors, letting through their shafts
A blush of coral. (111, 841-843)
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And the crowd of resuscitated lovers can enter a huge architec-
tural structure

« that far far surpass'd,
Even for common bulk, those olden three,
Memphis, and Babylon, and Nineveh. (111, 847-849}

The interest of Keats, at the time, for the civilizalion of Egypt
and Mesopotamia is evident, and can be linked with paintings of
the period, such as Martin’s Fall of Babylon, with their perspectives
of terraced courts and gardens, arcades and towering zikkurats. There
1s no reason to suppose, as lan Jack does, that such influence made
itself felt only when Keats began composing “Hyperion”.! Lines such
as those quoted above add to our conviction that the impressive
pictures o? the pyramids of Egypt and Assyrian tower-temples were
shaping new vistas and lighting the way towards possible new aesthe-
tic structures in the young poet’s mind. The summer months of 1817
stand as a real milestone on the path of poectical cxperience. As
architectural settings again become extremely rare in Endymion
Book IV, and the poet seems to revert ta Arcadian landscapes, we
risk the suggestion that Bailey, plunged in his theological studies,
may bave had something to do with the new vision developing in
Book III. Conversations about the stories of the Old Testament,
Moses’ exodus and the people of Israel exiled in Babylonian towns
may have revived in Keats the memory of Egyptian sculptures and
other ancient monuments at the British Moseum. From the beginning
of Book III, composed at Oxford in September, we meet with

« Sculptures rude
In ponderous stone, developing the moad
Of ancient Nox, (End., 111, 131-133)

so differeut from the “light tiptoe divine” of “quiver’d Dian” (i1, 261-
262). And Glaucus, we hear, tried to win bashful Scylia’s love

Round every isle, and points, and promontory,
From where large Hercules wound up his story
Far as Egyptian Nile. (111, 405-7)

It can be said that at that time Keats also "looked to Egypt” for a
way oot of his dilemmas. Sentimentally, artistically he was stepping
towards something for which Endymion was no longer adequate.
We agree with Miss Darbishire: “To Keats Egypt brought a new

!Tan Jack, op. cit,, 171-178,
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world of plastic forms at a moment of special need. When he began
to brood over the subject of Hyperion, bis mind, we may imagine
instinctively groped for images to fit his vast conceptions of the early
gods. Greek art might supply images for Apollo and his golden lyre
or Neptune in bis chariot, but how convey the larger majesty of
Hyperion, 'Giant of the Sun’, or of Thea or of Saturn? The colossal
sculpture and architecture of Egypt met his need and passed into
his poem.”!

[s it mere chance that Keats who in May saw “the Cliff of
Poesy Tower[ing]” above him (10 May 1817, Te Haydon; no. 26, 1,
141) signed in August another letter to the same fniend (no. 29, I,
149) “Your’s like a Pyramid™? This image of stability and stead-
fastness is very striking. In a note to his edition of The Leiters of
Jofn Keats, H. E. Rollins quotes Blunden: “The signature [...] reflects
not Keats’s mind alone; [..]} there was even a scheme to erect a
pyramid in what is now Trafalgar-square.” It may be so, but what
15 certain is that the pyramid shape was a vivid image in Keats's
mind in summer 1817. In addition to the valediction in the letter to
Haydon the same word appears, shortly after, at the beginning of
September, in a jocular note to Jane Reynolds (no. 38, 1, 156} scrib-
bled on a letter from Bailey to Jane: "You must not expect that
your Porcupine quill is to be shot at me with impunity — without
you mean to guestion the existance of Pyramids or rout Sir lsac
Newton out of his Coffin.” This second allusion to the highly sym-
bolic structure typical of Egyptian architecture has passed unnoticed
by critics. It is used in a joke, it is true; but it proves that the geome-
trical figure firmly set on earth, with its summit towering high above
the soil, and pointing to the sky had taken bold of the poet's imagi-
nation. Structurally it outlines a shape in direct opposition to the
traditional underground journey. It may well have appeared instinc-
tively and symbolically as the beginning of a solution to the dissatis-
faction he felt concerning Endymion’s structural imagery and the
pressure his maturing sentiments and intellectual powers were under-
going.

Pyramids, domes, arches become a feature of Keats’s vocabulary
and imagery only from Endymion onwards. The presence of snch
words in the earlier poems is extremely rare. Baldwin’s Concordance
gives no example of “pyramid” in the poems before tbe sonnet “To
the Nile” (line 2; 6 Febr., 1818). “Dome” had been used twice (in
*On Receiving a Curious Shell” (38), and “Epistle to my Brother
George” (5). In Endymion a dome appears for the first time in the
passage quoted above {End., 11, 595), descriptive of huge caves and
abysms where streams of water “with changed magic interlace”
(11, 618), that is to say in Book 11, There are other domes in Book III

1 H. Darbshire, op. cit., 2.
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{836, 841, 886) and 1V t(38). Tbe curve of the arch, which recalls the
up and down outline of the pyramid, is the most frequent figure of
tbe three. But it, too, is very scarce in the early poems. Baldwin gives
one reference in the “Epistle to G. F. Mathew”, another in the “Spe-
cimen of an Induction to a Poem” (88). The participle "arched™ is
linked with the description of the brow (“Specimen of an Induction
ta a Poem”, 49), and Sir Gondibert’s visor {(“Calidore”, 180). “Sleep
and Poetry” (288) has the “archings of her eye-lids”; and the “Imi-
tation of Spenser” describes the” arched snow™ of the swan's neck
{14). These forms have therefore very limited power of suggestion
as structural imagery.

Later on Ailsa Rock will conjure up the vision of a “pyramid”
{"To Ailsa Rock”, 1). Pyramids and obelisks, together with arches
and domes are marked featnres of Hyperion's palace (“Hyperion”, I,
177 and 180). They naturally recur in the corresponding passage of
* The Fall” (II, 25 and 28). Otho needs a marble column to prop his
“empire’s dome” (Qtho, 1, 2, 161). Otherwise the word and image,
six times present in Endymion, disappear from the vocabulary of
Keats’s work. The arched shape is used more extensively; but the
arch itself belongs to Endymion, "Hyperion” and “The Fall of Hype-
rion” {five instances in all). Arched ways and roofs occur in “The
Eve of St Agnes”, "St Mark”, “Lamia” and Othe (six times toa).
The other cases are the archings of brows.

Statistics give limited numbers of occurrences; it is, however,
interesting to note that they are all to be found in works written
within a certain period. Thuns, we again come to the conclusion that
the characteristic rise and fall features of the pyramidal shape belong
to the period of Endymion {from Book 11 on}, and the first elaboration
of "Hyperion”, whether it be the text of “Hyperion” itself or that
of The Fall which is accepted as such. It haunts Keats'’s reflections
in the letters of the same months. His comments on Milton’s passage
relating the episode of Adam’s dream (22 Nov. 1817, To Bailey;
no. 48), illustrating the highest boon of a possible apprehension of
truth throngh some “Sensation", develop round that key notion which
becomes a recurring theme of his correspondence in the early days
of 1818. The idea of a journey is not abandoned; it is several times
described as a travel upward. “‘Many a man can travel to the very
bourne of Heaven, and yet want confidence to put down bis half-
seeing” (8 February 1818, To Reynolds; no. 59, 1, 224). What is
found at the climactic point is an immediate perception, “the shadow
of reality to come”, as said in his end-of-Novembher letter to Bailey.
It is a new outburst of Keats’s against “consequitive” thinking, and
logical reaching after definite conclusion. Truth can only be seized
in a passing vision. Henceforward, then, the journey must tend
towards that ecstatic point of intense perception.

At the same time the idea that a certain generosity in the outflow
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of poetry is not out of place, and a vast enterprise a richer experience,
remains vivid in spite of the difficultics encountered in the compo-
sition of Endymion. After all he had proved capable of carrying out
his plan, and in a more subtle way than would be apparent to the
ordinary reader. And above all Keats means to resist the temptation
of using poetry for the purpose of imposing attitudes and ideas.
“Poetry should be great and unobtrusive”, says he in the same letter
to Reynolds; and he compares modern and older pocts: “the antients
were Emperors of vast Provinces”, wbich leads him toreject the coercive
influence of Wordsworth and Hunt. 1t is easy to guess that he is still
haunted by the desire to realize his “vast idea” which the petty jea-
lousies of living poets can but spoil, divert or binder. To achieve the
full alchemy of poetry is Keats’s sole aim, and through it he hopes to
reach to the level of “half truths”. That is enough for him and proudly
he shakes off all other considerations. “l don’t mean to deny Words-
worth’s grandeur & Hunt’s merit, but 1 mean to say we need not be
teared with grandeur & merit — when we can bave them unconta-
minated & unobtrusive. Let us have the old Poets & Robin Hood.”
And we imagine Keats, in 2 generous and high-spirited mood, imme-
dialety setting out to write the “Lines on the Mermaid Tavern” and
“Robin Hood™., They are a tribnte to that large-mindedness he felt
was a characteristic clement of past life. “Modern poets differ from
the Elizabethans in this. Each of the moderns like an Elector of
Hanover governs his petty state, & knows how many straws are swept
daily from the Causeways in all his dominions” (3 Febr. 1818, To
Reynolds; no. 59, 1, 224}. That cannot be the way for great poetry; the
causeway is there for the adventurous man who dares set on his travel
towards wide horizons and not for the mean job of counting and saving
straws. The political allusion shows Keats eager to break with impaosi-
tions of all kinds, and a feeling that an artist’s work could be tainted,
without his being aware of it, by the mood of the pation, of the public.
Wordsworth's “stiff collar”, Hunt’s disposition to “dissect and anato-
mize any strip or slip”, as Keats’s bad written (23 Jan. 1818, To George
and Tom; no. 56, 1, 214), had revealed an unacceptable tendency
to conform and compromise with the times and think oneself the
cenire of the world. In an outburst of independence Keats turns his
back on the past and means to show he is no one’s protected sycophant.
Whim or rodomontade, as Woodhouse called such fits, it was leading
towards the spirit of the first “Preface” to Endymion, sent to Taylor
on March 19: “It has been too much the fashion of late to consider
men biggotted and adicted to every word that may chance to espace
their lips: now I here declare that I bave not any particular affection
for any particular pbrases, word or letter in the whole affair. 1 have
written to please myself and in bopes to please others, and for a love
of fame.” When one remembers the pains Keats took to copy, correct
and check proofs to the least detail, as “There should be no comma
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in ‘the raft branch down sweeping from a tall Ash top’ (4 March
1818, To Taylor; no. 65, 1, 239), it is evident that “affection” he
had, but only for the sake of his own inward feeling of sense and
beauty. "I will take care the Printer shall not trip np my Heels” (ibid.).
As for the public, Keats remains distant, and refuses to comply with
their well-meaning desires or advice.

The two lyrics "On the Mermaid Tavern” and “Robin Hood” are
illustrations of the new mood. They are full-blooded poems evocative
of carousing and revelry, of warm sympathies and rebellious inde-
pendence. There is no delicate lip-foeing in the "merry morris din”,
and nothing affected or supercilious about “Maid Marian”. She rather
partakes of the vigorous merriment of such poems as “O blush not
so..” (31 Jan. 1818, To Reynolds; no. 58, 1, 219), and other jocular
or trivial lines written during the Teignmonth weeks. 1f most of those
poems were not retained by Keats for his publication of 1820 “The
Mermaid Tavern” and “Robin Hood” were, which proves Keats’s
partiality for the new spirit mantfested in his work, something more
weighty, loaded with the generous gifts and warmth of carthly life.
Even though "Robin Hood” starts with the sad feeling of some forever-
past-and-gone Paradise, it ends with a hymn to the qualities and
virtues of such life. In the letter, contrary to the later publication, it
preceded the “Mermaid Tavern Lines” and came as a reinforcement
of the repeated “honours” offered to the "Tbe Sherwood clan”™ (60).
The “Spirit of Outlawry” (8 Febr. 1818, Te Reynolds; no. 59) could
still be revived on occasion and Keats’s choice was definitely on that
side. 1t alone could drive the Titans’ renewed upward assault against
the new masters of heaven; only it conld change the traditional
downward journey through destruction into a flight up to the Hlumi-
nation of truth, The absorption of the adolescent poet into the womb of
the earth will be replaced, at bis more mature stage of development,
by a resolute search for the risky, but rewarding ascension towards
heavenly conguests, and the acceptance of bliss as a passing moment.

What Elysium have ye known,
Choicer than the Mermaid Tavern?
(2 and 4, repeated 24 and 26}

Is there any better comment on the value given to a temporary
pleasure, an ¢vening among friends in 2 warm atmosphere, than to
prefer it to the eternity of Elysium! Such momentary summits of tension
are to be aimed at, as truer to our human status. Even though the
momentary perception cannot be sustained, it is accepted as the only
possible way for man towards some recognition of the higher truth
he guesses at, but is naturally unable to apprehend and retain fully.
Hence the dramatic feeling of the inescapable failure in everything
earthly which so often finds an outlet, at a time of high enthusiasm
and boisterous exuberance.
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12. The Upward Flight

The letter to Reynolds of Januvary 31 is a good instance. Instead
of writing as usual, joking or discussing poetry, the poet cannot but
rhyme. After the teasing nanghtiness of the peem entitled by Colvin
“Sbaring Eve’s Apple” (“Oh, blusb not so...”} * Keats stops and apelo-
gizes: “Now I purposed to write to yon a serions poetical Letter —
but 1 find that a maxim 1 met with tbe other day is a just one ‘on
cause mieux quand on ne dit pas causons’.. Yet 1 cannot write in
prose, It is a sun-shiny day and 1 cannot so here goes” {no. 58, 1, 220}.
And the poet indulges in another outburst of poetry: the lines "Hence
Burgundy, Claret and Port...”, which allow him to rise “On the Green
of the Hill” (12} whence he urges his friend te

... drink our fill
OF golden sunshine
T3l our brains intertwine
With the glory and grace of Apollo! {13-16)

This extraordinary upward flight is immediately followed by the
poem “God of the Meridian™, wbich is practically one with the previous
sixteen lines.

Then the poet seems to start a new letter. “My Dear Reynaolds, you
must forgive all this ranting” (ibid., 222) and in a more settled mood
he gives his friend a piece of deeper and more claborate sort of poetry,
his “last sonnet”: *“When 1 have fears that I may cease to be.” The
letter gives us an unexpecied example of Keats’s spirit in his future
works. Starting from a poem on the enjoyment of life and amorous
teasing, he rejects the carth in an ccstatic meeting with the god of
all poetry, Apollo:

God of the Meridian
And of the East and West
To thee my soul is flown (1-8)

1 Bidney Colvin, ed., The Poems of john Keats: Arranged in Ghronolagical Order,
2 vol. {Londen: Challo and Windus, 1915).
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{or 17-19, if we consider the two groups of sixteen and twenty-five
lines respectively, as one poem only). Then, seized by the feeling of
the fleeting character of the highest human experience he turns his
thoughts back, in the sonnet, to the realities of earth and the temporal
character of actual lives.

For the first time we have a sort of structural imagery in direct
opposition to the one we have described, and a pyramidal movement
is built up in the letter.

ccstatic devolion

to the god of poetry
“Hence Burgundy” “God of the Meridian”
material materiali
and of life an
earthly love death
“Q blush not so0...” Sonnet

“When I have fears...”

It is noteworthy that the poems themselves seem to conform to
the new structure. Stanza 3 of “O blush not s0...”, which counts five,
is nearest to the accomplishment of the pressing wish expressed in st. 1
and 2:

By those lposen’d hips you have tastsd the pips
And fought in an amorous nipping. (11-12)

But stanza 5 briugs the lovers down to the reality of separation:
O what can be done, shall we stay or run 2 (19)

The tranced desire for a purer, less earthly “beverage” (4) than
Burguudy and other wines, and a full intoxication of “golden sun-
shine” (14) is a far more powerful image of the upward flight:

My Wine overbrims a whole Summer
My bowl is the sky. (6-7)

Space and time have been overcome; there is no limit to the poetic
vision. The “delphian pain” of inspiration will keep him for a
moment, but “my body is earthward press'd” (second part 4) and
“that terrible division” (sec. part 6) leads to a prayer for a less
tumnltuous and destructive experience, Yet is that possible?

God of Seng
Thou bearest me along
Through sights I scarce can bear. (sec. part, 17-19)
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Can one approach the sun without heing singed? It is a choice that
Keats has now decided on: greater intensity at any cost. "‘Madness”
(17) — a word which he uses with the meaning of inspiration — is a
very apt word to describe the state of inevitable division created by
the spell of poetic vision and the “earthward” pressure of mortality:

« when the Soul is fled
To high above our head
Affrighted do we gaze
After its airy maze, (sec. part, 9-12)

"Ranting”, Keats says, speaking of these lines; and yet, if we
consider the song “Hence Burgundy...” and “God of the Meridian”
as a sort of shapeless ode whose parts were not clearly divided and
divised, it is possible to trace the vpward and downward figure of
the new structural imagery. Ten lines urge us to the “delphian pain”,
while the last nine express doubts about such untempered experience.
The invitation to follow the poet, the praise of Apolle, God of the
Meridian, together with the ambiguous feeling of ecstasy, fills the
middle part. It is not possible to speak of exact balance, of course,
hut Keats never considered the extempore lines quoted here as worthy
of publication.

The sonnet sent to Reynolds is more interesting in that perspec-
tive, as it is not a poem composed on the spur of the moment. Keats
says, ''1 will copy my last sonnet”. Now if one refers to the definition
given in the “Epistle to C. C. Clarke”, i. e. “the sonnet swelling / Up
to its climax and then dying proudly” (60-61) and to the numerous
illustrations of this couplet in Poems 1817, it can he seen, that here
also Keats has altered the structural imagery. The climax used to be
reached practically at the end of the sonnet, and it died into silence.
Here Keats uses the Shakesperian form, which extends the length
of the concluding lines. The three quatrains and couplet are there
for the rhyme scheme, together with the Miltonian freedom for
enjambments and the clinching lines starting after the cacsura of
line 12, The first quatrain is dedicated to Keats’s works; they are
compared with the harvest, to ripe corn stored in the granaries.
The second quatrain concentrates more particularly on his persistent
goal, the writing of a “high romance” (6). As we know, tﬁis is the
type of poems, on which he felt his fame should rest. The ingredients
ofp the "high romance”, tightly summarized in the four lines are
suggestive of a journey heavenward:

When I hehold upon the night’s starr’d face
Huge cloudy symbols of @ high romance,

And feel that I may never live to trace
Their shadows with the magic hand of Chance. (5-8)
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At that time “Hyperion” is on bis mind, with the now well-known
difficulties of such an enterprise. Hence the doubt that cau be per-
ceived through the verses and the highly ambiguous words “magic
hand of Chance”, which express at ouce the bazards of compo-
sition, the wizard-like quality of poetic creation, the unreliability of
success, the supernatural element expected in romances, and the tragic
events that should inform the plot.

The sestet, or rather the third quatrain, introduces a new dimen-
sion, ‘the fairy power/Of uureflecting Love” (11-12). It is a still
higher degree of bliss, and with it we reach tbe climax; once again
we are lifted from the earth by the magic ecstasy of love, imbued
with a sense of beiug out of time. The tranced lover is in a blissful
state of absence. Love is all.

From there the poet steps back to “the Shore/Of the wide world™
(12-13), and his disillusionment finds expression in the two and a half
lines of the couplet. Loneliness and vanity are abruptly on the other
side of the pyramid. Fame, then love had raised the poet to the top of his
ascension; love, then fame are found on the way down, in the
powerful last line:

Tell Love and Fame to Nothingness do sink.

The fall is complete with the last word, reinforced by the annihi-
lating blow of “nothingness”. The sonnet dies necessarily into silence,
but not in the same way as those we have already examined. The down-
ward steps are present in the poem in a condeused form. There is no
equal balance between rise and fall; there is no equal balance in a sonnet
cither. Moreover it could be argued that the fall is sensed throughout
the verse owing to the negative impression created by the “fears that
1 may cease to be” (1), which from the very beginning conditions
the whale atmosphere. The “high piled Baoks” may not come to be
writteu, ever. The recurring “never” of lines 7, 10 and 11, like a
sinister toll more urgent towards the end, plays an important part, as
an anti-climax to the happiness that could be, and prepares, in under-
tones, the desperate conclusion.

Thus Keats, unconsciously perhaps, realizes in his letter to Rey-
nolds, and in each of its parts the new structural imagery that had
beeu working in his mind since the summer months of 1817.

M. B. Forman thought that the letter of 31 January should be
dated February 7, thus following that coutaining the “Robin Hood”
and “Mermaid Tavern” lyrics. The order of our discussion may give
the same impression to the reader. It was not our purpose. A correc-
tion made by Keats in the concluding sentence of the letter of Febr. 3,
gives the assurance that the outburst of “outlawry” came after the
“God of the Meridian". Keats had euded his message thus: “In the
hope that these scribblings will be some amusement for you this
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Evening — I remain copying still” (8 Febr. 1818; no. 59, I, 225).
He crossed out “still” and corrected “on the Hill”. He was at Hamp-
stead at the time, but certainly not writing on the top of the heath! “On
the Hill” can only refer to tl?:e previous correspondence when be had
invited his friend Caius (Reynolds used to sign thus) to follow him
and assume the same attitude towards poetry:

Then follow my Caius then follow
On the Green of the Hill
We will drink our fill
Of golden sunshine
Till our brains intertwine
With the glory and grace of Apollo!
(“Hence Burgundy...”, 11-16)

“On the Hill” in the letter of Febr. 8 is a reminder of the central
exultation of his letter of January 81, then. It follows closely the
praises to the “Sherwood-clan” and the temperary Elysium of the
Mermaid Tavern. Every movement is directed upward. “5till” might
have translated some weariness; “on the Hill” fits the clated mood
of the poems. 1t belongs to the imagery of upward movement. We
must not be misled by the presence of the theme of death in the
sonnet “When I have fears...”; it is a commonplace of lyrical poetry,
just like the love theme, or that of time elapsing too quickly. It is
difficult, at that time, to imagine a dispirited Keats. He was going
to see Endymion published. The presence of a sick brother did not
weigh on him, antl; the news from Devon was not bad. The circle of
admiring friends or acgnaintances was growing. “Honors rush so
thickly upon me that [ shall not be able to bear up against them.”
(mid-Febr. 1818, To his Brothers; no. 61, 1, 227). He had became
aware of a new path that would free him from the traditional and
artificial pattern of subterranean explorations. He was justified in
feeling enthroned “on the hill”, and actually experiencing the lofty
flight in his pulse and body.

It is rare to read of a more comfortable serenity and happiness
than in the next letter to Reynolds (19 Febr. 1818; no. 62, 1, 231)
where assurance and maturity inspire Keats's lines. 1t should be
quoted extensively, but the following extracts will do:

“When Man has arrived at a certain ripeness in intellect any one
grand and spiritual passage serves him as a starting post towards
all the ‘two and thirty Pallaces’. How happy is such a ‘voyage of
conception’, and what delicious diligent Indolence !”

The clinching lines of Milton’s Sonnet on his Blindness must have
been a recurring thought throughout Keats's active years:

They also serve who only stand and waite.
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Moreover the allusion to “the Cherub Contemplation” in the letter

of February 8 shows Keats's reminiscence of “1l Penseraso” (I, 54),

where Milton evokes Ezekiel's vision and “Him that yon soars on

olden wing” {52). Such pictures would reinforce the poet's desire
%or a prophet-like revelation,

Dissolve me into extasies,
And bring all Heav'n before mine eyes.?

One should also remember that Ezekiel was given the printed
roll to eat, and that God would command over his servant when to
speak. Is there a better image of inspiration? With it we go back
to Coleridge’s “Old Mariner”™ and one of the most important axioms
of Romanticism :

I have strange power of speech:
That moment that his face I see,

I know the man that must hear me:
To himmy iale ] teach.?

The revelations of the open sky are but partial knowledge. Th
are like the “points of leaves and twigs™ that support the spider’s
web. This again belongs to the series of images used by Keats in his
letter to Reynolds, expressing his confidence in his own poetical

owers. “Now it appears to me that almost any Man may like a

pider spin from his own inwards his own airy Citadel” (19 Febr. 1818;
no. 62, 1, 231). The upward flight is not for the poet ouly then; if
men started on similar spiritual journeys, in spite of their diversity,
their many paths would cut each other “in numberless points” and
finally meet. Mutual understanding could, then, exist: “Every human
might become great, and Humanity instead of being a wide heath
of Furse and Briars with bere and there a remote Oak or Pine, wonld
become a grand democracy of Forest Trees” (ibid., 232).

After pleading for communal generosity — “The flower T doubt
not receives a fair guerdon from the Bee” —, Keats reverts to his
notion of active indolence: “Let us open our leaves like a flower and
be passive and receptive.” Rollins, in a note to his edition of the
letters, thinks Wordsworth’s “wise passiveness” was in Keats's mind.?®
Why should we not rather think that Milton was the real source at
that time when the poet had precisely said “1 will cut all this — I will
bave no more of Wordsworth or Hunt in particular™ (3 Febr. 1818,
To Reynolds; no. 59, 1, 224). The conclusion of the *Sonnet on his

1 Milton, “Il Penseraso”, 165-16G6.
2 Coleridge, “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” vii, 587-590.
¥ Wordsworth, “Expostulation and Reply,"” 24.
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Blindness” seems to us nearer the imagery of Keats’s letter than the
poem out of the Lyrical Ballads. In particular,
... his State
Is Kingly, thousands at his bidding speed
And post o’er Land and Ocean without rest,

is more akin, we feel, to “It is more noble to sit like Jove than to fly
like Mercury — let us not therefore go hurrying about and collecting
honey-bee like, buzzing here and there impatiently from a know-
lIedge of what is to be arrived at” (19 Febr. 1818, To Reynolds; no. 62,
I, 232). Or what about /I Penseroso?

Hide me from Day's garish eie,
While the Bee with Honied thie,
That at her flowry work doth sing,

Entice the dewy-feather'd Sleep.

The final passage of Milton's poem preserves the same mood and
in “the peaceful hermitage”

Where I may sit...
Till old experience do aitain
To something like Prophetic strain.®

This tends to give first importance to Milton’s influence over the
young poet’s mind at that time. His passion for the greai XViith
century bard had certainly been revived since the Oxford stay with
Bailey. Paradise Lost was the work in which the preoccupations of
both the poet and the student of theology could meet and that could
offer them comimon interest. In that light an unconscious reminiscence
conld also be traced back to the biblical episode of Mary, Martha’s
sister, “which also sat at Jesus' feet”, baving chosen the one thing
needful.

On tbat occasion the “guerdon” for Keats was the unrhymed
“sonnet” inspired by the “Thrush’s voice’: “O thou whose face hath
felt the Winter's wind”., Each quatrain starts on a note of cold,
darkness and ignorance, and rises higher and higher towards spring,
warmth and the apotheosis of a calin evening. As in the sonnet *“When
I have fears...”, the concluding lines expand on two and a half verses
and intreduce melancholy, peace and the antithetic wakefulness of
alert inactivity:

1 Milton, “On his Blindness,” 11-13.
2 Milton, "I Penseroso™, 141-148, 146; 170, 175-174.
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He who saddens
At thought of Idleness cannot be idle
And he's awake who thinks himself asleep. (12-14)

Here again Milton’s echo sounds powerfully.

The interesting point technically speaking is the attempt at writing
a sonnet withont an effort to endeavour and meet with the rhymin
requirement of such poetry. Keats is still in his “spirit of outlawry”,
and a feeling of masterful maturity. The poet can dispense witb the
usual rules. At the same time he illustrates the beanty that can result
from powerful indolence. Poetry should come “naturally” and be
“unobtrusive”. A sonnet cannot normally come exempt of effort.
“What the Thrush Said” is there to exemplify the new axioms about
poetry that Keats was getting more and more positive about, and
that were going to find concise expression in a letter to Taylor, dated
February 27. %‘hcy deal with the unobtrusiveness of poetry, which
“sbould strike the Reader as a wording of his own highest thoughts,
and appear almost a Remembrance” (no. 65, 1, 238). To make the
reader fully content, Keats thinks a poem should follow a certain
curve, exactly the rising curve we have seen taking hold of his vision
througbout the winter months: “the rise, the progress, the setting
of imagery should like the Sun come natural to him — shine over
him and set soberly although in magnificence leaving him in tbe
Luxury of twilight.” What was perceived as being born in tbe course
of the composition of Endymion, guessed at, then reflected on and
discussed in Keats’s correspondence finds here its final definition.

The third point of the “axioms” we have already found expressed
several times, 1. e, “that if Poelry comes not as naturally as the leaves
to a tree it had better not come at all”. Very wisely the poet adds:
“it is easier to think what Poetry should be than to write it”. 1t is clear
that we cannot expect to find all the future works of Keats’s con-
forming to the new structural imagery described so well to his editor
and friend John Taylor. We hope, however, to be able to show
that this perception of the beauty of a Poem was going to direct
Keats's steps in bis steadfast efforts to reach the highest peak of
poetry.

Milton's Il Penseroso and his sonnet On his Blindness can be
traced, we think, as influential over Keats’s evolving attitude; and
Paradise Lost ranks high as an arcbetype of a great “Poem”. The
freedom of the blank verse must have appeared to the young poet
an answer to his quest for an apparently “natural” form of poetry. It
may very well be directly responsible for the blank verse form of the
sonnet “What the Thrush Said” (O thou whose face...”). But the
hcginnin% offered far more; it offered the example of an epic poem
starting from the depth of Pandemonium to rise on Satan’s wings
to the discovery of the truth about God’s creation.
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We have already linked {see p. 117-118) Keats's architectural
description of Neptune’s palace in Endymion Book I11 with the poet’s
change of perspective, and the Oxford days at Bailey’s with dis-
cussions about the Christian religion and its poetical expression in
Milton’s work. In our introduction we showed that the underground
journey is 2 theme to be found throughout the ancient epic tradition;
Milton's Satan joins with Ulysses or Aeneas in this. But in Paradise
Lost we are in the nocturnal realms of Hell at the beginning and
Satan's journey is an upward flight to find again the light he has
been deprived of through his rebellion against God. The Oxford
weeks must be rated as a time of revaluation of Milton’s poetry, and
the new understanding of his works meant a sort of illumination
for the young poet.

Indeed we bave said that the spirit of the future “Hyperion”
mvades Keats's work with the composition of Endymion Book 11l
But the direct influence of Paradise Lost can be traced in the same
Book. For example it is difficult not to find a parallel between the
“bost” (End. 111, 828) or “multitude” (ibid., 818 and 821) of resus-
citated Jovers maving towards the gates of Neptune's palaces, and
the vision of God’s only Son foreseeing the resurrection of the dead
and their innumerable procession towards the glorious seat of Heaven:

Then with the multitude of my redeemd,
Shall enter Heav'n, long absent, and returne,
Father, to see thy face, wherein no cloud

Of anger shall remain, but peace assur'd
And reconcilement !

Can we doubt the inflnence of this passage on the episode of
Endymion, “A youth, by heavenly power Iov'd and led” (End. III,
708), breaking the spell that retains Glaucus and the dead lovers at
the bottorn of the sea? It is Death’s time-marked end, Milton had
said: ‘“Death his death’s wound shall then receive,”® and Keats: “Death
felt it to bis inwards™ (End. 111, 787). Milton:

While, by thee rais'd, I ruin all my Foes —
Death last, and with his Carcass glut the Grave.®

Keats echoes:

Death fell aweeping in his charnel-house.
(End. 111, 788)

1 Milton, Paradise Lost, 111, 260-264.
t ibid., 111, 252,
¥ibid,, 111, 255-259,
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Glaucus then calls to the “raised” lovers to follow him and “pay / Our
piety to Neptunus supreme” (End. 111, 807-8).

They shoulder'd on towards that brighlening east.

At every onward siefy proud domes arose

In prospect, — diamond gleams, and golden glows

Of amber ‘gainst their faces levelling. (End., 111, 835-838)

There opeus the elaborate architectnral description we discussed
above, and we think it interesting to confront these lines with the
picture of the gate of Heaven:

Farr distant he [Saiar] descries
Ascending by degrees magnificent
Up to the wall of Heaven a Structure high;
At top whereof, but farr more rich, appeerd
The work as of a Kingly Palace-Gate,
With Frontispice of Diamond and Gold
Imbellisht. 1

The stairs ascending to it rise from "'a bright Sea [...] / Of Jasper, or of
liquid Pearle”2?, which reinforces the impression tbat "Neptune’s
palaces [...] that far far surpass’d’ [...] Memphis, and Babylou, and
Nineveh” owe sometbing to the architect who designed the entrance
to Heaven "with sparkling orient Gemmes”. Let us add to this a few
more instances of striking influences from Paredise Lost. Milton’s
description of a monstrous character prefigures Keats’s “Lamia”.

The one seemd Woman to the waste and fair
But ended foul in many a scaly fould
Voluminous and vasi—a Serpent armd
With mortal sting.*

The chaotic confusion of the “hoarie Deep”® where Satan ventures
after the miraculous opening of the gates of Hell is akin in atmosphere
to the elfinstorm that eugulfs Porphyro and Madeline at the close
of the “Eve of 5t Agnes”. And though the niqhtinga.le haunts several
of Keats’s poems before the celebrated “Ode™, no passage is uearer
its spirit than Milton’s feeding

1 Milten, Paredise Lost, 111, 501-507,
t ihid., 111, 518-519.

3 jbid., II1, 507.

4 jbrd., I1, 650-653.

Bibid., 11, 891.
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... on thoughts, that voluntarie move
Harmonious numbers; as the wakeful Bird
Sings darkling, and in shadiest Covert hid
Tunes her nocturnal Note.!

“Darkling”, more particularly, seems to have remained sounding, a
powerful echo, till its full weight of suggestion exploded at the very
beginning of the sixth stanza of the “Ode”. The Titans of “Hyperion”
— “Ea:ti-born that warred on Jove” — and the Giants of Paradise
Lost® also spring from the crowd of proud rebels. Finally the notion
of a close parentage of poetry and “sensation” may well have received
strong incitement %rom the lines:

Thir Song was partial, but the harmony

(What could it less when Spirits immortal sing?)

Suspended Hell, and took with ravishment

The thronging audience, In discourse more sweet
(For Eloguence the Soul, Song charms the Sense,}
Others apart sat on g Hill retird. ®

The corollary to *“Song charms the Sense” is necessarily the influence
of high scnsations on inspiration, as expressed in the letter to Bailey
of 22 November 1817: “O for a Life of Sensations rather than of
Thougbts!” There does the poet’s imagination plunge its roots, and
the earth is the fertile nourishing soil from where sensations, “in a
finer tone”, will bloom.

If all this, as we believe, worked in the young poet’s mind and
prepared Keats's future achievements, it points to tie basic impor-
tance of Paradise Lost for the poet’s evolution in gemeral, and, more
particularly, the evolution of the structural imagery of his poems.
Among the various models of ascending structures that we have
already explored, nonme seems to surpass that of Satan’s efforts to
escape “the Stygian Pool”.¢ The image is decisive both as a motion
and for the character of its hero. The npward urge is the recurring
movement of Books 11 and I1I. Many of the fallen angels “give not
Heaven for lost”® and the solema meeting of Book 11 tries to decide on

- who shall tempt with wandring feet
The dark unbottomd infinite Abyss,
And through the palpable obscure find out
His uncouth way, or spread his aerie flight
Upborn with indefatigable wings
Over the vast Abrupt, ere he arrive
The happy He. o

1 Milton, Paradise Lost, 111, 37-40.
tihid., I, 198; 111, 463-465.

3jbid,, I1, 552-557.

4ibed., I, 14.

5ibid., 11, 14.

sibid., I1, 404-410.
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The start from the “palpable obscure”, the “aery flight" “with inde-
fatigable wings” is the recurrent imagery that reverses the structore
of the underground journey and the exploration of the world of the
dead. Milton uses it as the beginning, not as an episodic passage in
the course of the epic story. The mysterions “happy lle” slowly
emerges as a place where light overcomes darkness, and reigns:

Long is the way
And hard, that out of Hell leads up to Light.*

Satan's yearning for the “place of bliss / In the Purliens of Heav'n™?
merges more and more with the poet’s search for the ecstatic moment
of illumination and inspiration. Hence the enthusiastic vigonr of the
imagery of the flight, as when he

With fresh alacritie and force renewd
Springs upward like a Pyramid of fire.®

The prelude to Book III is the yearned-for moment of ecstasy that
explodes into a song of praise to re-discovered light, the “palpable”
sign of God's existence and presence, and "the first principle of
life”. Therefore the flight becomes the way towards a perception,
an immediate apprehension of the truth “taught by the Heav'nly
Muse”f She, alone, can transport the poet from the realities of the
fallen state of man to the dazzling vision of the inspired seer. She can
transmute the palpable world ef cur disgrace into sensations “in
a finer tone” in a more direct way than through the obscure mysteries
of initiatory jonrneying. Satan's song of victory “Hail, holy Light™s
is the key opening wide the gate onto the path of excellence the poet
must follow. It recalls Shakespeare's invecation at the beginning of
Henry V:

O for @ Muse of Fire, that would ascend
The brightest heaven of tnvention.

Milton feels it to the point of being absorbed by the experience, and
becoming one with “the flying Fiend”,? and the symbolic escape from
obscurity becomes the poet’s own quest.

1 Milton, Paradise Lost, 11, 432-483.
tibid,, II, §32-855.

3ibid, 11, 1012-1018.

4ibid,, 111, 19.

§ibid., I11, 1.

# Shak., Hemry ¥, 1,1, 1.

T Milton, P. L., 11, 643.
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Thee I [Satan)] revisit safe,
And feel thy sovran vital Lomp; but thou
Revisit'st not these eyes [Milton’s] that rowle in vain
To find thy piercing ray...*

Thc whole passage swarms with images that apply botb to Satan’s
and the poet’s pursuits. We can sense wEat Blake meant when noting
down the famous paradox about Milton: “The reason Milton wrote
in fetters when he wrote of Angels & God, and at liberty when of
Devils & Hell is becanse he was a true Poet and of the Devil's party
without knowing it." 2 In some way this is also true of Keats; the reli-
gious background and motive do not exist in bis case; but it can be
safely contended that the reappreciation of Milton's work, and of
Paradise Lost particularly, was the all-powerful experience which
worked as a catalyst of the many different influences we have dis-
closed acting within the young poet’s mind to reverse the structural
imagery of his poems: the rising of sonnets “up to a climax”, the
pyramidal architectural structures of the ancient civilisations of the
Mediterranean and the Middle East, Paradise Lost, the only success-
ful modern epic poem, etc. Some inkling of the rising structure be
himself was going to nse dawned wben he was working on the second
half of Endymion and contemplating writing a new ‘“Poem”, “Hype-
rion". It developed throughout the winter months of 1817-1818, and
found first complete application in the letter of January 31, 1818,
and full theoretical expression in the letter to Taylor of February 27.
“The rise, the progress, the seiting of imagery" are the principles
Keats was going to apply to nearly all his major works, which were
to appear in his third andy last publication, that of 1820.

! Milton, P. L., T, 21-94.

2 Blake, "“The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”, Poetry and Prose of William Blake,
ed. G. Keynes, 192.
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13. A Growing Awareness of Structure

1t may he thought that for the sake of demonstration too much impor-
tance has been given to Milton’s influence; and yet the letters to his
friends during the spring of 1818 offer ample evidence of, and testify to,
Keats’s dedication to his X VIIth century model. At the end of the letter
dated March 14 the line: “You know enongh [of] me to tell the places
where I haunt most” {To Reynolds; no. 68, 1, 246), is a clear confes-
sion of the power of Paradise Lost over him at the time. It refers
the reader to the passage where Milton, spea.king through the cha-
racter of Satan, complains of heing denied light. “Yet not the more/
Cease I to wander where the Muses haunt”,! the hlind poet exclaims;
the resemblance of the two sentences is surely more than coincidence.
No douht the allusion was perfectly clear for Reynolds. Addressin
James Rice, on the 24th March, Keats jokes about the greatness o
Milton, whose genius is linked to a theory on the quantity of matter
and intellect having heen created once and for all. Therefore “that
which was in Miltons head could not find Room in Charles the
seconds — he like a Moon attracted [the] Intellect to its flow — it
has not ebbd yet — hut has lelt the shore pehhle all bare” (24 March
1818, To Rice; ao. 72, I, 255). The praise may taste of some hitterness,
but the power of the great poet over his young admirer is all the
more recognizable. The “watery labyrioth” of the letter of 27 April
to Reynolds is another reminiscence of Paradise Lost {11, 584) and
the description of the streams that divide and protect the realms of
obscurity. Moreover Keats expresses a wish that his friend might help
to fulfil. “I long to feast upon old Homer as we have upon Sha-
kespeare, and as I have lately upon Milton™ (no. 79,1, 274).

The Iong letter to Reynolds of May $ is in some way the conclu-
sion of this stage of Keats’s development. Writiog from Teignmouth
in a hopeful moment between two relapses of Tom’s illness, he
seems to be in a rather nervous state of mind. The tone is one of
anticipation; he means to look over his medical books again to “keep
alive the little 1 know”. But about poetry he is convinced and settled:
“] feel it would not make the least difference in my Poetry” (no. 80,
1, 276-7). More knowledge can only help to control the flight of “high

1 Milion, P. L., 111, 26-27.
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Sensations”. Indeed the poet had been exercising this control more
or less instinctively, as we have shown, but a consciousness of the
mechanism of creation had always presided over the composition of
the poems. A deeper and deeper analysis of this mechanism was now
going to “load” his poetry “with ore” through a profound under-
standing of rbythmic caesuras and the repetitive or symmetrical use
of consonants and vowel sounds.! Furthermore with knowledge “our
shoulders are fledged, and we go throngh the same air — Keats had
started writing ‘Fire’ — and space without fear”. (It 1s another image
from Satan’s flight) This is the point he had arrived at, and the
correction is revealing, so far as going through “fire” could belong
to the imagery of destruction and purification; while the journey
through “air” and “space™ implies a completely different escape
towards some apprehension, or recollection of light.

In the same text an appreciation of the geniuses of Miltoen and
Wordsworth leads to the young man expressing his conviction as to
the necessity of experience — “for axioms in philosophy are not
axioms until they are proved upon our pulses” (ibid., I, 279). Expe-
rience, however, is inscribed in the world of reality, and in that
context it ends inevitably in the feeling of satiety, which Keats
describes here as sickness — ‘“until we are sick, we understand not”.
Such is the starting point, and out of that, imagination will build
up higher and higher: "[...] chequer work leads ws naturally to a
Milkmaid, a Milkmaid to Hogarth Hogarth to Shakespeare Sha-
kespear to Hazlitt — Hazlitt to Shakespeare and thus by mere pulling
an apron string we set a pretty 5:.3.1 o? Chimes at work” (ibid., 280).
And the chime will go on even though we are forced back to earthly
realities; which should give the inevitahle downfall a richer load
than could be perceived in the symmetrical ascent.

Keats’s judgement of Milton and Wordsworth in the same letter
is based on the idea of the chronological development of poetry. Just
as each human being passes in his individual life through the various
stages he compares to a “Mansion of Many Apartments’, poetry
also explores the “"passages” and labyrintb born of each new gene-
ration. Wordsworth’s part in his day was to “think inio the human
heasrt”, just as Milton’s had been acting in the context of triumphant
protestantism. “It proves that a mighty providence subdues the
mightiest Minds to the service of the time being, whether it be in
human Knowledge or Religion” (ibid., 282). We can infer from Keats's
conclusion that the subject matter of poetry will inevitably be urged
upon the poet’s imagination by the general atmosphere of his days. His
own responsihi]ityaﬁies in the shaping of the material, and the new
choice of structural imagery appears here and there in some of the
poems sent to his friends from Teignmounth.

1 Walter J. Bate, John Keats {London: 0. . P., 1967), 413-416.
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The sonnet “Four Seasons Fill the Measure of the Year” addressed
to Bailey (13th March 1818), fulfils the new up and down scheme
awing to the cyclic evolution of time. Man likewise has his “lusty
spring” and revels in the luxuriousness of summer. Autumn offers
the “repose” of “mists” and “idleness”. Finally the "pale Misfeature”
of winter brings him back to harsh realities. Once again the sonnet
does not rise up to stop suddenly and fall into omincus or perplexing
silence, but it leads the reader smoothly throngh melanchaly to a
reminder of “his mortal nature”.

The “Epistle to Reynolds” (March 25) is another example of a
former pattern transfermed. The symmetry found in the former
epistles is still there, but the curving line shaping the mood is no
longer the same. As Keats himself concluded: “Of bad lines a Cen-
taine dose / Is sure enough” {*Ta J. H. Reynclds Esq.”, 112-113); we
do not intend te analyse this text at lengtb; it is sufficient to remark
that the poet starts jokingly with the evacation of unconnected realities
mixing as in a dream or a nightmare. Little by little the vision
becomes better arganized, until the memory of Claude’s Enchanted
Castle fills the scene. The picture dissolves gradually inte melan-
choly thoughts of the impossible and unavoidable quest of the poet:

Things cannot to the will
Be settled, but they tease us out of thought (76-77}

Itisaflow
In happiness to see beyond our bourn —
It forces us in Summer skies to mourn. (82-84)

The last part of the epistle plunges down "inte the sea”

... where every maw
The greater on the less feeds evermore —. {94-95)

The distinct vision of the eternal law of “fierce destruction” creates
a powerful balance to the amusing, “disjeinted” picture of the

beginning:

... Alexander with his nipht-cap on—
Old Socrates a tying his cravat... (8-9)

The extempore epistle should not be taken foo seriously; indeed
Keats excuses himself for the “uncennected subject, and careless
verse”. And yet the poet reaches the Enchanted Castle in twenty-
four lines, dedicating the same number of lines to his conclusion —
if we exclude the last four, which are a valediction and do not beleng
to the main theme at all.
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This, of course, was but a rapid performance, testifying to the
growiug impact of Keats's new cutlook on composition. But it must
uot be forgotten that at that time Keats was briuging to an end a
work of greater importance: the poetical version of Boccacios Pot
of Basil. It was finished while at %eig-nmou&, but we know that the
beginniug had been composed before his stay in Devon, since be
refers to the “first few stanzas” in two letters to Reyuolds (27th April
and 3rd May). Now the choice of Boccaccio’s “Pot of Basil” of all the
tales from tbe Decameron is strange, for Isabella’s story, clearly, can
hardly {it the uew patiern of rise and fall, as it is a dowaward jour-
ney from the highest bliss of love to the experience of death, most
bitter and pathetic. Of course, it could be argued that the subject
was not quite choseu by Keats of his own volition, that it was
suggested by Reynolds for a publication in common, and that Keats
had to respect Boccacio's unfolding of the plot. All this could excuse
a pattern which, at first glance, appears contrary to the new tendency
and the newly evolved pyramidal symmetry. And yet eveu rapid
investigation shows that the balance of stanzas on both sides of a
central pivot is immediately striking. The first thirteen ottava rima
tell of the birth of tender feelings in both Isabella’s and Lorenzo’s
hearts and their mutual coufessions of love. Theu iu nine stanzas
(XIV-XXII) the brothers appear in the characters of cruel and
prond misers; they discover their sister’s passion and decide to mur-
der Lorenzo. “Sc on a pleasant morniug...” (177) they invite him
to accompany them; he is slain and buried in the forest, and the
brathers returu,

Each richer by being a murderer. (224)

They inform the yonng woman of the necessary departure of Lorenzo
on a long journey of affairs. The dramatic action has taken seven
stanzas (§( II-XX1X). With them we reach the central five para-
graphs (XXX-XXXIV) dedicated to Isabella: how she Ioves in
loueliness, and weeps at the separation; and how

Sweet Isabel
By gradual decay from beauty fell,
XXXIII
Because Lorenzo came not. (255-257)

It is worthwhile notiug the trick the poet used to link stanzas
XXXII-XXXIII, the middle of the work. The enjambment is
unique in the poem, and now starts the decline of the girl's spirits
aud health.

Stanza XXXV starts dramatically: “It was a vision”. The focus
is on Lorenzo and his ghastly revelations for seven stanzas again
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{XXXV-XLI). Isabella’s decision to look for the body and bring
back the unearthed head fills a series of nine groups of ottava rima
{XLII-L); while Isabella’s worshipping of the pot of basil to her
death completes the symmetry in thirteen paragraphs (LI-LXIII},

The exact balance of the parts (thirteen, nine, seven, five, seven,
nine, thirteen stanzas respectively) is perfectly worked out and abso-
lutely unohtrusive. Groups of stanzas answer each other with a
difference. Isabella reigns at the cenire between two passages dedi-
catcd to Lorenzo. One, however, narrates objectively the betrayal
and his death; the other is the sensational revelation of a ghost. The
former is dynamic; the latter more static. It is followed by the mad
trip of the young woman to her lover’s grave, which balances the
passage descriptive of the brothers’ characters. Beginning and end
concentrate on the passion of love: a song of inmocence and one of
dire experience. Therefare we pass from the reality of young and
genuine Jave to the realistic and gruesome adoration of a corpse till
death pnts an end to the unnatural passion. Characters and dramatic
actions create an claborate interplay which gives the story its inward
pulsation. Can it be said, too, that the structural imagery draws the
up- and downward line we now expect to find realized in Keats's
works? Lorenzo is killed before the middle of the poem; and this, of
course, suggests, at first impression, a return to the downward move-
ment of tie underground journey, supported by the general theme
of youthfu]l passion thwarted and destroyed. But this is only appea-
rance, and a sort of counterpoint to the main theme and focus of
the poem, that is to say Isabella, We can paraphrase W.]. Bate
vindicating the title of “Hyperion” and say “The poem, after all,
was named for ker; and Keats, when he named a poem after a cha-
racter, was invariably direct: from ‘Calidore’ through ‘Endymion’
and ‘Isabella’ to ‘Lamia’, the personal names in his titles apply
to the main character..”.! The heroine embodies beauty and love,
and the rising passion of the two young people is not broken by the
dry announcement of lines 217-218:

There was Lorenzo slain and buried in,
There in that forest did his great love cease.

The poct immediately comments:

Ah! when a soul doth thus its freedom win,
It aches in loneliness. (219-220)

Suffering replaces the bliss of the lovers, but it is not destructive
of Isabella’s love. That is the reason why the imagery goes on rising

! Bate, op. cit., 406.
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in the central passage where sbe lives in imagination the pleasures
of love:

She brooded o’er the luxury alone. (236)

Paradoxically sensuality is more powerful in solitude than when the
two lovers met at the beginning of the tale. Tormented in her Ilesh,
Isabella adds to her own desires of reunion — “She fretted for the
golden hour” (248) — a vision of Lorenzo’s own yearnings. [t is the
moment of paroxysm, the sudden “sensation” — "a richer zest”
(246) — “passion not to be subdued” (247) — in which the initial
impulse of selfishness culminates in an apprehension of others’ tra-
gedies. It is a step towards maturity and that love of humanity Keats
was discussing in his correspondence with Bailey.

It also means that the heroine has gone as high in her abstract
experience as she can. Her power of imagination has fed full on her
“sensations” of Jove. Mortality must now press on her, as maturity
possesses in itself the germs of destruction. Hence the image of
“autumn” and the first signs of the coming “winter” (249-250) in
stanza XXX]11 that lead to the turning point of the poem quoted
above (end of XXXII - beginning of XXXIII). At the same time
the image links the evolution of passion with the decay of the seasons
in their inevitable cycle.

The vision prevents the young woman’s dying in ignorance, and
adds a dimension wbich also finds an echo in the letter to Reynolds
mentioning the completion of “my Isabel”. *Until we are sick, we
understand not; — in fine, as Byron says, 'Knowledge is Sorrow’;
and [ go on to say that ‘Sorrow is Wisdom” —and [urther for aught
we can know for certainty! ‘Wisdom is folly’" (3 May 1818; no. 80,
1, 279). The formulas savour of Blake’s paradoxes, but we feel an
intimate link between these aphorisms and the fate of poor Isabella.
She experiences the powerful truth of high sensations, even to the
extreme of the mad passion that can but lead to her morbid self-
destructive “luzury” and bence, ultimately, to deliverance.

We may then conclude that Keats successfully adapted his new
vision of poetry to a subject that was not particularly well-suited to
the pyramidal structure of imagery. “Isabella”, nevertheless, builds
up a world of "sensations” between two earthly realities. One, the
great happiness that *Grew, like a Insty flower in June’s caress” (72);
the other, the disconsolate and woeful woman watering with tears
the plant symbolic of her love, that grew “thick, and green, and
beautiful” {426), wbile she dwindled forlorm and would “die a death
too lone and incomplete” (487). Here again, as in the case of Lo-
renzo’s murder, we meet with the complexity of two movements
crossing in opposite directions: the growth of the plant seems to
contradict the ominous approach of Death. But we had been warned
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from the first that "‘there is richest juice in poison-flowers™! (104);
and Isahella’s is the leading voice, she sings to the accompaniment of
more and more entangled tunes, the reflection of the complexity of
life itself.

Keats, it is well-known, hesitated hefore allowing his friends to
puhlish “Isahella” in the 1820 collection. His donhts may have been
caused hy a feeling that the poem was but a tale retold in verse and
therefore no original work of his. His address to Boccacio (1X-XX)
does not incline that way, however. With humbhleness Keats vindi-
cates his enterprise:

... 1L is done — succeed the verse or farl —
To honour thee, and thy gone spirit greet;
To stead thee as a verse in English tongue,
An echo of thee in the north-wind sung. {157-160)

Or did he still mean to preserve it for a publication with Reynolds,
as they had planned, but knew already too much about his state of
health to persist in the scheme? Did he feel the “wormy circumstance”
{885) too gruesome on second thoughts? The cancelled stanza of the
“Ode on Melancholy”, with its “upreotings from the skull / Of bald
Medusa” gives the prohahility some weight. Keats may have feared
that an appreciation of such detailed “gothicism” was not what he
was looking for when thinking of his future fame. On the other hand
the conformity of the structural imagery to that of the other pieces
collected in the 1820 volume, may well have been a positive factor
in his final decision to include the “Pot of Basil” hetween “Lamia”
and the “Eve of St Agnes”.
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PART IH

Pyramidal Structure



14. A Sentimental Journey

The letters (27th April and 3rd May) in which Keats informs
Reynolds of the completion of “Isabella” put an end to the young
poet’s evolution, so far as the structure of his poems is concerned.
Indeed events take a dramatic turn as Keats and his brother Tom
leave Devon unexpectedly on May 4 or 5, rushing back to London.
And the next few weeks seem to have been a very busy time. The
cause of the turmoil is the sudden change brongbt about by George’s
plans and the introduction into the group of a new partner, his young
wife Georgiana. May letters are extremely scarce. On the 17th Tom
informs Marian Jeffrey of George’s departure for America, of
John's projected trip to gcotland and of his own intention of crossing
over to the Continent in order to recover his health. Only on tbe 21st
does the poet write to Bailey, and the tone is very different from the
usnal discussions about poetry. The retirement and confinement
imposed by Tom’s sickly life, explode into activity. A whirlwind
seems to take hold of the brothers’ destinies: George, “out of employ”,
decides on emigrating and “will marry before he sets sail”; John
himself will start with Brown for a long walking tour. The decision
appears as a necessary remedy against the depressing feelings pro-
voked by George's plans. “] am now so depressed that 1 have not
an Idea to put to paper — my hand feels like lead — and yet it is
an unpleasant numbness it does not take away the pain of existence”
(21 May 1818, To Bailey; no. 83, 1, 287). The heart-ache has nothing
of the virtues of indolence and the creative dreams of imagination
in “Sleep and Poetry”.

Contradictory sentiments struggle within the poet's mind. The
letter is interrupted and resumed four days later. Generously the
elder brother has encouraged George in his scheme of settling in
America (“This for many reasons has met with my entire consent”),
but the strain already imposed on bim by Tom’s illness, — “Lord
what a Journey 1 had, and what a relief at the end of it” (4 June 1818,
To Marian and Sarah Jeffrey; no. 84, 1, 290} — added io the despair
of losing George’s company in the circumstances, leads him to the
very verge of suicidal thoughts: “I am in that temper that if I were
under Water 1 wonld scarcely kick to come to the top” (25 May 1818,
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To Bailey; no. 88, I, 287). Moreover, topping the anguish of Tom’s
state of health and the void of George's absence, a third sentiment
seems to gnaw at the poet’s heart: his more than tender feelings for
Georgiana Wylie, George's young wife. It is not one separation
that George's plan now means, but two: "I feel no spur at my
Brothers going to America and am almost stany-hearted about his
wedding.” Though he immediately adds “All this will blow over”,
his incapacity to concentrate on any other subjects shows how deeply
the event moves him. The many invitations of these weeks prove
the kind attempts of his friends to overcome his depressed state of
mind, and prevent him from retiring “into the backward Bin”, to be
like wine in the cellar, “the more falerne... at the drinking” (ibid., 288).
Tbe joke is a smile through tears, a play on words inspired by his
intimate forlorness and the Horatian evocation of Falernian wine
Interiore nota Falerni,! Like all deeds requiring much courage the
pun left a profound mark on Keats till it found an outlet mn the
“Ode to a Nightingale”. The seclusion of the “draught of vintage, /
Cool'd a long age in the deep-delved earth” (12), also finds its
counterpart in the “forlorn” (71 and 72) mood of the last part of
the poem.

For the time being Keats appears divided between a will to
assert his authority as the head of the family and a need for warm
understanding and love, for the comfort of “throwing oneself on the
charity of one’s friends” (ibid., I, 288). There is no rcom for aesthe-
ticism in all this; it is a very human reaction to the bitterness of sepa-
ration, and Bailey must remain content with the hope of a proble-
matic visit, “for we must have many new. thoughts and feelings to
analize, and to discover whether a little more knowledge has not
made us more ignorant” (ibid., 288). The "little more kunowledge”
can only be the experience of tbe nnforescen total change in the
course of life, and Lﬁe ignorance derives from the birth of powerful
contradictory feelings through the tangled web of which the young
man cannot see, and to some extent refuses to see.

Is it exaggerated to say that intimate preoccupations blocked
Keats’s evolution at that time; that he stuck to the truths he had
evolved about poetry and the structural imagery that should support
it, till things would settle in his beart and make it possible to explore
some other dark passage of the “Mansion of many Apartments”?
A sort of irritability can be felt throughont the correspondence
written in the weeks preceding his departure for Scotland with
Brown. Important letters, as we have said, are very few. Bailey is
again the recipient of his confidence a fortnight later. The depressed
and depressing mood has not abated. “Now I am never alone without
rejoicing that there is such a thing as death” (10 June 1818; no. 86,

1 Horace, Odes, 11, 3, 8.
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I, 293). The letter again swarms with the expression of personal
feelings and attempts to analyze and understand his relations with
those nearest to his heart. It seems evident that he already knew bis
brother Tom was condemned, bnt never said so clearly and hid the
fact from George in order not to upset his plans and spoil his fresh
happiness. We can then re-live the division of the young man’s
affection: “My Love for my Brothers from the early loss of our
parents and eveu for earlier Misfortunes has grown into an affection
‘passing the Love of Women’ (ibid., 293). And bere can be judged
his clear sense of the future: “I bave a Sister too and may not follow
them [his brothers] either to America or to the Grave — Life must
be undergone.” It is hard to understand why H. E. Rollins chooses
to iaterpret “a sister” as being his recently married sister-in-law,
(Georgiana Keats.! Undoubtedly, the sister be is referring to is Fanny
whom he does not waut to abandon in the custody of Richard Abbey.
Together with Tom, but for different reasons she requires the poet’s
care; for the sake of hoth of them he mnst reject the insinuating
thoughts of death.

But there is a new partner in the family group, one that has
become very dear to Keats’s beart, amazingly rapidly in fact. “I had
known my sister in Law some time before she was my Sister and was
very fond of her. I like her better and beiter — she iz the most
disinterested woman 1 ever knew — that is to say she goes beyoud
degree in it — To see an entirely disinterested Girl quite happy is
the most pleasant and extraordinary thing in the world — it depends
upon a thousaud Circumstances — on my word ’tis extraordinary.
Women must want Imagination and they may thank God for it —
and so may we that a delicate being can feel happy without any
sense of crime. 1t puzzles me and 1 have ne sort of Logic to comfort
me” (ibid., 293). The endearment is certain though the praise is not
quite explicit. What does Keats mean? This quality of disinterest-
edness supposes a disposition free from prejudice and self-seecking
which must have responded in all simplicity to the young man’s
thirst for affection and human warmth in his preseut perspective of
bereavement. He had just given praise to Bailey for a similar atti-
tude. "The world is malignant enough to cbuckle at the most hono-
rable Simplicity... Yes, on my soul, my dear Bailey, you are too
simple for the World — and the 1dea makes me sick of it... You have
all your Life (I think so} believed every Body — [ have suspected
every Body” (ibid., 292), which, of course, is a deprecation of himself
caused by the stress of the time. That simple response to his need
for friendship made him morbidly irritable when talking to his friends
for fear of sentimentality. Kindness in a girl would provoke a senti-
meutal reaction approaching love. Was the poet aware of a greater

1 H. E. Rollins, op. cit._ 1, 298, footnote 1.

147



depth in his sudden affection than he wonld confess? The Phrase
abont Georgiana “feeling bappy without any sense of crime” tends
to show that Keats was conscious of somewhat ambignous senti-
mental entanglements on his side. The coldness of separation at
Liverpool — “1 left the next morning before George was up for
Lancaster” (2 July 1818, To Fanny Keats; no. 94, I, 310} — may be
altributed to a desire to breaking with his brother without any
unmanly sentimentality. On the 26th he will confess to Tom: *l in
my carelessness never thought of knowing where a letter would
find him on the other side” 5‘26 July 1818, To Tom; no. 100, I, 351).
Bewildered hurry is evident. But was it on acconnt of George only?
Hardly three days have elapsed when he addresses George and
Georgiana, hoping they have not sailed yet (27 July 1818; no. 92,
1, 303). The young wife is the object of an outburst of deep affection.
The letter is in fact meant for her: *“Ha! my dear Sister George, 1
wish I knew what humonr you were in that I might accomodate
myself to any one of your Amiabilities.” The acrostic to Georgiana’s
name follows, a weak poem in de Selincourt’s opinion. This is very
true, and its weakness derives from a divided feeling and the diffi-
culty of not betraying too much of that

Great Love in me for thee and Poesy (5).

The possible declaration to the inspiring “muse” is reined in by the
acrostic form which imposes a mask of convention, making the poem
a mere tour de force. It is remarkable that he hardly ever troubled
his poor brother Tom with a confidence of his feelings for their
sister-in-law. Yet it is possible {o read between the lines of the
abrnpt declaration: “With respect to Women 1 think I shall be able
to conquer my passions hereafier better than I have yet done”
(26 July 1818, To Tom; no. 100, I, 351). With his friends he was
more open about the extraordinarily quick affection he had expe-
rienced in the case of George's wife: “I have felt the pleasure of
loving a sister in Law. I did not think it possible to become so much
attached in so short a time.—Things like these, and they are real, have
made me resolve to bave a care of my bealth” (13 July 1818, To
Reynolds; no. 96, 1, 325). For a desire to see George and Georgiana
again has already seized him. The notion of a “visit to America™
is brewing: “l intend to pass a whole year with George if 1 live to
the completion of the three next” (22 j'uly 1818, To Bailey; no. 99,
I, 343). The sense of bereavement haunts him throughout the Scot-
land trip; he abandons the description of landscapes and people,
rarely discusses problems of poetic creation, but is preoccupied by
his own inward trouble. It makes him more and more interested in
his friends' marriage plans (18 July 1818, To Reynolds; no. 96, I,
325; and 18 ]Junly, To Bailey; no. 99, I, 342}, and causes him to
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analyze his attitude to women. The whale of his letter to Bailey of
July 18 treats of his shyness in the socicty of women on account of
his small size and of his aggressive reaction to the “evil thoughts”
and “malicious spleen” engendered by their presence. It is amazing
to see what a clear conscience he had of his psychological complex.
Among women he says, “I cannot speak or be silent — I am full
of Suspicions and therefore listen to no thing—1 am in a horry
to be gone — You must be charitable and put all this perversity to
my being disappointed since Bayhood — Yet with such feelings 1 am
happier alone among Crowds of men, by myself or with a friend
or two [...] ] mnst absalutely get over this — but how? The only way
is ta find the root of evil, and se cure it “With backward mutters
of dissevering Power’. That is a difficult thing; for an obstinate
Prejudice can seldom be produced but from a gordian complication
of feclings, which must take time to unravell and care to keep
unravelled” (ibid., I, 341-2).

Such personal analysis of his own predicament was, of course,
what saved Keats from the destructive influence of tbe ghosts he
was living with, but shied from when confronted with their embaodied
persons. The allusion! to a passage of Paradise Lost meant to refer
ta his situation and that of Bailey betrays underlying levels of pre-
occupation. The lines belong to the description of Paradise (IV,
268-272):

Not that faire freld
Of Enna, where Proserpin gathring flours
Her self a fairer Floure by gloomie Dis
Was gatherd, which cost Ceres all that pain
To seek ker through the World.

Did he nat think of himself as of a disconsolate Ceres contemplating
sailing to America in order to see again the Proserpine bis brother
Dis had untimely “gathered”? Even in the lines sent in the same
letter, the traumatic break from those be lave haunts his imagination
which seems at times to contemplate a plunge into madness.

Aye if a madman could have leave to pass a healthful day

Ta tell his forehead’s swoon and faint when first began decay,

He might make tremble many a Man whose Spirit had gone forth
To find a Bard’s low Cradle place abaut the silent north.

Scanty the hour and few the steps beyond the Bourn of Care,
Beyond the sweet and bitier world — beyond it unaware;

Scanty the hour and few the sieps because a longer stay

Woauld bar reiurn and make a Man forget his marial way.

1"“When | see you the first thing I shall do will be to read that about Milton and
Ceres and Proserpice” (no. 99, 1, 540).
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O horrible! to lose the sight of well remember'd face,

Of Brother's eyes, of Sister’s Brow, constant to every place,

Filling the Air, as on we move, with Portraiture intense

More warm than those heroic tints that fill @ Painter’s sense—

When Shapes of old come siriding by and visages of old,

Looks shining black, hair scanty grey, and passions manifold.
(“Lines written in the Highlands”, 25-38; no. 99, I, 345}

The wound was never healed in spitc of the pleasnre of discovery
offered by the walking tour with Brown. It focused the young man’s
attention on problems of self-analysis which supplanted the preoc-
cupations about poetry itself. Scenery and 2 deeper consciousness of
humanitarian problems in those poorer districts of the north were
every day’s accumulating lore. The land- and seascapes roused
enthusiastic response, particularly the steep rise of crags and peaks.
In Keats’s descriptions of nature mountains are strikingly prominent;
they were the as yet unknown features of the natural surroundings.
Their shapes coincided with the imagery instilled during the past
winter and spring. The link between theoretical views on poctry
and a renewed experience of the truth of such abstractions could but
reinforce the poet’s convictions. In fact immediate reality proved
difficult to turn into verse — “I cannot write about scenery and
visitings” (18 July 1818, To Reynolds; no. 96, 1, 825) — except wben
the scene happened to correspond to the high architectural structure
of his dreams. Ailsa Rock inspired one of the few successful poems
of that period: “Hearken thou craggy ocean pyramid...” (1).

The sonnet suggests the cataclysmic emergence of the mountain.
The rock belongs to the world of immortality; 1t has the dramatic
compactness of the risen Titans stunned to silence by defeat. The
“heave to airy sleep” (6) — “Sleep in the Lap of Thunder or
Sunbeams™ (7) — relates it to the Giants wbose epic bad been
maturing in the poet’s mind throughout the previous months.

The sestet hesitates hetween rising and falling movement until
it dies into the silence of the thunderstruck indestructible mass:

Thy life is but two dead eternities —
The last tn air, the former in the deeﬁ;
First with the whales, last with the eagle-skies —
Drown’d wast thou till an earthquake made thee steep,
Another cannot wake thy giont size. (10-14)

The sonnet is less pyramidal in its structural imagery tban the
crag it describes. The reversion to the Petrarchan form of the sonnet
seems to have made the poet hesitant as to whether he should move
slowly downward, or after a marked rise die abrupily into silence.
The final effect recalls the Chapman's Homer sonnet; the “giant”
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sbape towers up impressively. But line 11 with its backward move-
ment breaks the thythm of the otherwise steady rise. The inverted
symmetry of line 12 is certainly skilfully worked out, yet not quite
as “unobtrusive™ as might be wished.

Such scenery suggestive of epic grandeur was met with day after
day, and it is surprising that the poet did not often find himself
equal to the occasion, The weariness of the traveller may explain his
inability to cope with the immediate experience. However his enthn-
siastic admiration for the rough magunificence of the country explodes
in his letters. The description of the isle of Staffa with Fingal's cave
“arched somewhat gothic wise” and the pillars of basalt “rising
immediately out of the crystal” shows how sensitive Keats was to
its suggestions of legends and myths, and how he linked it with
the vaulted architecture of the Middle Ages. In the poem inspired
by the place the description bnilds up an imagery that culmiuates
in the line:

This Cathedral of the Sea. (38)

But Lycidas “the pontiff-priest” of the monument cannot bear the
“sacrilegeous presence” of mortals:

... the stupid eye of mortal
Hath pass’d beyond the rocky portel. (45-46)

He will therefore abandon the place, and the poem plunges to its
end! Structurally after rising to the vaunlted roof of the highb nave,
the movemeunt drops steeply down to the water.

Keats himself was severe in his judgement of those verses: “1 am
sorry I am so indolent as to write such stuff as this” (26 July 1818,
To Tom; no. 100, I, 351). The phenomenon is rather easy to explain:
reality pressed too much on the “camelion poet™” for him to be roused
to full poetic inspiration on the spot. Keats was perfectly aware of
the fact and re-inforced in his belief in the power of imagination as
a way towards the apprehension of truth. “Fancy is indeed less than
a present palpable reality, but it is greater than remembrance —
You would lift vour eyes from Homer only to see close before you
the real Isle of Tenedos™ (18 July 1818, To Reynolds; no. 96, I, 325).
Therefore reality needs no comment or ornamcot; it is there, and
there's an end of it. Fancy is creation, which remembrance is not. In
poetry alone could be found a solution to bis troubles, and forced
back to London by ill-health, he soon plunged into tbe composition
of “Hyperion”,

Creative activity, writing was a necessity. With his own sore-
throat to nurse and the company of bis ailing brother, life was
hardly tolerable. His anguished cry to Dilke (21 Sept. 1818; no. 107,
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1, 369) gives some idea of the extent of his distress: “I wish I could
say Tom was any better. His identity presses upon me so all day
that I am obliged to go out — and although I intended to have given
some time to study alone 1 am obliged to write, and plunge into
abstract images to case myself of his countenance his voice and
feebleness.” Negative capability was working its worst. His own
spleen as to his brother and sister-in-law’s absence had not subsided
and his aching heart needed the outlet of his long October letter to
allow his affection to speak out. “If you were here my dear Sister I
could not pronounce the words which I can write to you from a
distance; I have a tenderness for you, and an admiration which I
feel to be as great and more chaste than I can have for any woman
in the world” (14 Oct. 1818, To the George Keatses; no. 120, I, 392).
It is a declaration of love with an effort to make it brotherly at the
end. The young man’s heart was no doubt far from being at rest,
and a need for womanly presence and affection overcomes all other
thoughts. It is not astonishing, thercfore, to find the same letter
relating the poet’s meeting with Jane Cox, then with Isabella Jones,
and his response to the presence of “disinterested” women endowed
with “magnetic Power”. But the imaginary character will always
surpass the tangible reality. “As a Man in the world 1 love the rich
talk of a Charmian; as an eternal Being I love the thought of yeu.
I should like her to ruin me, and I should like you to save me” (ibid.,
no. 120, 1, 896). Evidently he was making an effort to clear up
troublesome feelings. It was easier to see things in that light from
this side of the Atlantic.

The criticism of Endymion in the literary reviews could not
contribute, of course, to soften the hitterness of Keats's soul, in spite
of his proud and dignified attitude in the circumstances. “My own
domestic criticism has given me pain without comparison beyond
what Blackwood or the Quarterly could possibly inflict” (8 Oct. 1818,
To Hessey ; no. 110, I, 374). And all this was a mere nothing
compared to his distress at the growing weakness of Tom and the
increasing certainty of the approach of untimely death. It is a wonder
then to think that *Hyperion” could be conceived even in its incom-
plete form during that period. But, as we have said, he was “obliged
to write” to abstract himself from the reality of the sick man’s room.
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15. Towards Ethereal Regions: “Hyperion”

“Hyperion” is the fruit of the previons matoration of Keats's
views on poetry, to which was added the experience of the grand
scenery of the Scottish shores and mountains. It is difficult to judge
a work that was never completed. But it is sufficient for onr porpose
to examine tbe general pattern of evolution of the peem, and coniront
it with the upward movement that could be expected at that stage
of Keats's development. The Miltonian model followed in the first
two Books corresponds to the imagery of defeated rebels crusbed
in despair in a world of darkness, then awakening at the call of
some powerful spirit and refosing to snccumb; and the discnssions
and plans that ensue. Therefore the rise is evident. The imagery
of the beginning of Book I is entirely devoted to the creation of the
funereal atmosphere of an underworld of the dead. The note of
defeat is struck at the outset, with impressions of depth, darkness
and hopelessness evoked in the very first line:

Deep in the shady sadness of e vale. (1. 1)

The scene creating the appropriate atmosphere by a concentration
of images which stress the tbree elements enumerated above extends
over the first twenty-one lines. The “vale” (1) is “sunken” (2) “far
from the fiery noon” (8). And the “fallen divinity” (12) of the god
whose “bow’d head seem'd list'ning to the Earth” (20) reinforces
the downward movement. Darkness and sadness combine to make
the deep recess a sort of grave; no noise, no motion, away from the
light of “morn™ and its “healthy breath” (2), from the fire of the
sup at the zenith, and the mild eyes of the stars. “Forest on forest”
(6}, “cloud on clond™ (7} enclose Satnrn in their shades as in a natnral
tomb. And there silence and immobility reign. The god sits

.. quiet as g stone,
Still as the silence round about his fair. (4-5)

His presence is suggestive of an Egyptian colossns in some funeral
temple. “His old right hand lay nerveless, listless, dead™ (18); therc
is “no stir of air" (7? and the rivers flow “voiceless” (11). The shadow
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of death has pervaded the imagery. Everything is deprived of life:
“where the dead leaf fell, there did it rest” {10). And in limes 11-13
— where the elements of darkness, silence and downfall are again
intimately uniited — the noise from the stream is

... deadened more )
By reason of kis fallen divinity
Spreading a shade. (11-18) -

Time came to a stop when Saturn dragged his shattered self to the
hiding-place “and slept there since” (17), and the place enjoyed
“the healthy breath of morn” (2) no longer.

It is important to note that Keats was confronted with a diffi-
culty that did not exist in the model of a universe nsed by Milton
in Paradise Losi. Milton’s fallen angels were precipitated into a
totally different world that imagination conld describe in the most
tantastic way. He was moving his characters in a cosmography that
established a bierarchy of different worlds; bis actors would travel
through space and explore regions of light or obscurity. Keats was
dealing with a mythological sitvation rooted in the earth. All hs
epic had to evolve in the same world. The only hierarchy could be
the vertical disposition of elements, and such imagery alone could
create the atmosphere of death, awakening from lethargy and
conquest of areas of light and life. In fact wbat Keats does is to
write the epic of the progress of beauty in the world, from primitive
forms to more subtle and elaborate ones. It answered his views
about the exploration of the “Mansion of many Apartments”. Primi-
tivism of life and shapes he had just experienced on his trip through
Scotland. Happiness was not absent from the misery of Scottish
cottages, true palaces when compared to the Irish ones. Mildness of
colouring and shades of light softened the most rugged landscapes,
and the flight of the eagle combined smoothness and majesty. The
simplification of sbarp divisions was nowhere to be found. Saturn
is in a “vale”, and not in some far away Pandemonium. Therefore
the poet is obliged to play skilfully with the sensations produced by
the patural elements, which are his basic material, in order to make
the setting acceptable; he must render the rebirth credible withont
contradicting the mormal picture of our surrounding world. Light
does not necessarily exclude darkness; the qualities of silence
are audible; and life exists in the presence of death.

That is why the “healthy breath of morn” exists (2), but the
place is “far sunken” from it (2). Similarly Saturn’s lair is “far from
the fiery noon, and eve’s one star” (3). The mention that Saturn is
“grey-hair’d”, hy its very suggestion of great age, leads us to suppose
that the god is not dead. Keats resorts to the negation of positive
elements to reinforce the impression he means to produce, as in
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Not so much life as on a summer's day
Robs not one light seed from the feather'd grass. (8-9)

The exuberance of a “summer’s day” turns to nothingness, as it is
reduced to a breath of air so weak, that it proves unable to blow
away even one particle from the fluffy down of the dandelion’s
fleece! And the "vale” where death and defeat reign has not been
deserted by the naiads peeping timidly from behind tbe curtain
of the reeds. But the refreshing figures do not break the spell; on
the contrary their presence adds to the mood of respectful silence
through the absence of their wanton laughter. Their cool bodies
do not deny the coldness of death:

The Naiad "mid her reeds
Press’d her cold finger closer to her lifs. (13-14)

The whole attitude is one of profound respect inspired by misfortune
and sorrow. Saturn, massive and statuesque, contemplates some
inward vision, and his seeming lifelessness contains a deeper level of
slumberous power:

His realmless eyes were closed;
Whkile his bow'd head seem’d list' ning to the Earth,
His ancient mother, for some comfort yet. (19-21)

A hidden potentiality of strengtb lies embedded in these lines where
one feels the primitive forces of material earth still capable of
gigantic heavings.

In the first section Keats bas remarkably prepared the way for
the subsequent development of his plot. The feminine form of Thea
can now come and with her the huge stony statue will assume a more
human and living aspect. She is, too, a hieratic figure, but she moves
and her colossal shape escapes its matrix of hard, heavy stone.

But oh! how unlike marble was that foace:

How beautiful, if sorrow had not mede

Sorrow more beautiful than Beauty's self.

There was a listening fear in her regard,

As if calamity had but begun;

As if the vanward clauds of evil days

Had spent their malice, and the sullen rear

Was with its stored thunder labouring up. (34-41)

A momentous capacity of action is condensed in the imagery of
these lines, and they reveal a new way that Keats has found to
bumanize his massive characters by degrees and make them move
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into the unfolding plot. It takes time, like the slow rise of the tide
against a cliff. The first real upward movement is Thea’s command,
“Saturn, look up!” (52). But the command is soon dismissed as a
uscless violation of the god’s “slumbrous solitude”.

The dramatisation of the poem through the many speeches is
far more developed than in any of Keats's previous works. Each
character expresses his or her own nature in adequate words; des-
cription tends to be limited and deals with the outward appearance,
while the poet demonstrates his powers of “uegative capability”
in creating a variety of living well-defined personages. Each reveals
a different personality through the medium of direct speech, and the
human attitudes are true enough to show Keats’s progress towards
the drama. Thea's speech seems to die into silence and immobility,
hut it has moved something in great Saturn’s heart, and slowly, but
momentously the giant god will move into action:

And still these two were postured motionless,
Like natural sculpture in cathedral cavern;
The frozen God still couchant on the earth,
And the sad Goddess weeping al his feet:
Until at length old Saturn lifted uf

His faded eyes... (1, 85-90})

It is the first pulsation of life in the crushed god. He, in turn, calls
to Thea to “Look up!” (I, 97 and 98). And though his speech is all
despair at first, it ends with a vision of great deeds and actions, of
“Gads thrown down” (I, 127), of “gelden victory” (I, 126), of some
ather god

*... making way
With wings or chariot fierce to repossess
A heaven he lost erewhils.” (I, 122-124)

Inflamed by his revived hope, he gets up; and the change of
attitude, the proud call for “another Chaos” (I, 145) out of which he
could “fashion... another universe” (I, 142-143) sounds as hig:P'bas
Olympus. Some courage returns and the sunken shape of Thea
also rises. She leads the way, and the image used to describe the
dramatic and ominous change is one of upward flight:

... the mist

Which eagles cleave upmounting from their nest.
(1, 156-157)

This takes place very near the middle of Baok I, which numbers 857
lines aitagether.
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Now the second half of the Book shows another primeval god,
Hyperion, threatened in his ancient “sovercignty, and rule, and
majesty” (I, 165), but not yet vanquished, ready to act in support of
Saturn, In this again the movement is an ascending one, and the
imagery of Book I, in its totality can be considered as slowly climbing
the upward slope. In his wrath Hyperion stands ready to startle
the world with an untimely rising of the sun,

Full six dewy hours
Before the dawn in season due should blush,
He breath’d fierce breath against the sleepy portals,
Clear’d them of heavy vapours, burst them wide
Suddenly on the ocean’s chilly streams. (1, 264-268)

Yet the motion launched by the god’'s as yet uncanquered power,
and his will to vanquish t{e younger generation of immortals is
thwarted, for in spite of his rising determination be has to submit
to a greater order of things, sa that “The sacred seasons might not
be disturb'd” {I, 298).

His power 15 reined in and, if be is commanded by Coelus to
rescue Saturn’s fallen race, he must also abandan his manifested
powers of light and venture down. “Ta the earth!” is Coclus' order
(1, 8345); and after Hyperion has been assured that his “bright sun”
(1 847), his “bright, patient stars” (I, 358) will be kept watch an,

Forward he stoop’d over the airy shore,
And plung'd oll noiseless into the deep night.
(1, 356-357)

Darkness was the imagery at the beginning of Boaok I, and it is there
at the end. But, at the same time, the will to fight against despon-
dency and preserve hope bas permitted a more spirited moad to swell
higher and higher in the course of the passage, preparing the follow-
ing events of the epic.

The steady rise of the god's determination to resist destruction
and death shapes the structural needs of the poem as a whale, and
the upward movement has slowly been set in mation. The Back itself,
however, is composed on the up and down symmetry we have already
met with and described. The “Look up” (I, 52, 97 and 98) and slow
awakening of the fallen gods from death-like slumber is answered
by the intimation at the back of Hyperion's mind:

“Falll — No, by Tellus and her briny robes!” (1, 246)

And his last act in the Book is to submit to Coelus’ advice and
“plunge” downward into darkness towards the earth. The Book has
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in fact its own up and down structure as if it were a separate poem
in itself. Its centre is occupied by the impressive description of
Hyperion’s palace. 1t is the point of equilibrium where, for an instant,
the passions expressed by the different characters are replaced by
an image of the high dwelling of the old god of the sun. The vision
is one of colourful light which contrasts with the darkness at both
ends of the Book. At the same time the architecture builds up the
expected snmmit of the pyramidal structure.

His palace bright
Bastion’d with pyramids of glowing gold,
And touch’d with shade of bronzed obelisks,
Glar'd a blood-red through all its thousand courts,
Arches, and domes, and fiery galleries. (1, 176-180)

“Pyramids”, “arches”, ”domes” all three images are compressed
here — precisely in the lines of Book I already mentioned on p. 120.
The rise and fall of the composition is given its full equivalent in
the three architectural elements chosen by the poet. And it appears
then that Keats tries to combine a subtle interplay of pyramidal
strnctures: the Book itself starts a general upward movement that
should lead to the ancient gods’ uprising and their final defeat by
the new forces of a more elaborate world of beauty — unless Keats
contemplated a reconciliation of the diverse generations! — and at
the same time it is worked out on the model of an independent piece of
verse with high flight from the glooms of death and a final descent
into darkness aiain. This symmetry belongs to the subject itself.
The curving path of the sun in the sky fasbions the up and down
inward motion. Hyperion himself makes it a characteristic feature
of the perfection of his “lucent empire” (I, 289). His intimation of
approaching defeat and decrepitude is expressed by the sudden
absence of the regal qualities.

"The hlaze, the splendor, and the symmetry
I cannot see.” (1, 241-242)

This highest palace of light is exactly what the poet is trying to build
up out of the heavy material of nature and life, and the aim of his
exertions is to transmute chaos into a consciously organized work of art.

The chaotic world of primeval forms is the scenery fit for the
meeting of the fallen gods in Book 1I. It brings us back to a vision
of Thea and Saturn reaching

... that sad place
Where Cybele and the bruised Titans mourn’d. (11, 8-4)
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There the defeated host is roused by Saturn’s presence. To his
cry “Titans, behold your God” (II, 110), they answer with grief and
reverence, and raise their chained or fallen bodies. Saturn’s speech
brings life, his voice “grew up like organ” (II, 126}, but his discourse
hesitates between a call to fight and a yielding to the battered Titans’
sufferance. Oceanus’ and Clymene's speeches also preserve the
subdned tone of acceptance. But Enceladus’ wrath gives a new impulse
to the action and {resh impetus to the dwindling upward movement
of the epic.

“What, have I rous’d
Your spleens with so few simple words as these?
O joy! for now I see you are not lost:
O joy! for now I see a thousand eyes
Wide-glaring for revenge!” — As this he said,
He lifted up his stature vest, and stood. (11, 320-325)

But this buge figure is not the final image; topping the swelling mass
of discontented giants, an unexpected vision obliges all eyes to be
raised. With it comes the recollection of Hyperion's unvanquished
powers; the god of light himself appears. He stands on “a granite
peak” and dominates the silent misery of the “fallen tribe” (11, 100)
in an attitude that calls to mind the final image of the “Chapman’s
Homer” sonnet.

However the feeling is not totally one of hope in victory. There
is a violent upward impetus created by Enceladus and some of his
companions stepping up to meet the “King of Day”, striding together

To where he towered on kis eminence. (11, 886)

But Hyperion himself is described as “‘dejected”, and the hailing call
to “Saturn’ (II, 888 and 391) sounds echo-less “from their hollow
throats” (I, 391). Thus here again the upward trend is held back,
and the rising pressure towards revolt restrained and thwarted. The
parallel with the final return to darkness in Book I is striking.

Just as we had a pyramidal and symmetrical structure in the
imagery of the first Book, a kind of climax is realized in the middle
of Book II. It is to be found in the central and all important passage
of Oceanus’ speech, which tells of the ancient order, and tries to
make it acceptable that the new sovereignty should be overcome in
turn. The old story of the rise and victory of Saturn’s tribe over
the former generation of gods fills lines 190-201.

“Thou art not the beginning nor the end.
From Chaos and parental Darkness came
Light, the first fruits of that intestine broil,
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That sulien ferment, which for wondrous ends
Was ripening in itself. The ripe hour came,

And with it Light, and Light, engendering

Upon its awn producer, forthwith touch'd

The whole enormous matter into Life,

Upon that very hour, our parentage

The Heavens and the Earth, were manifest:

Then thou first born, and we the giant race,
Found ourselves ruling new and beautous realms.”

Speaking from the dark and chaotic vale of the defeated, Oceanus
then places at the centre of Book II the praise to that supreme power
given from high: Light. The debt to Milton — Paradise Lost (open-
ing of Book III for instance) or Semson Agonisies (83-100) — cannot
be clearer; hut the way Keats transforms the Christian symbol into
one of aesthetic beauty is worth noting. The imagery is the same
as that of Satan’s speeches glorifying Light or Samson’s complainin
of heing deprived and exiled from Light, the sensuous perception o
God bimself, Here, however, the application of the corresponding
imagery bears no relation to the Christian faith and myths. It is
used to descrihe the passage from original chaos to an order of
beauty, fine though still primitive in its forms. Now one of the poet’s
difficulties in going on with “Hyperion” might well reside in this
theme, and in the impossibility for Keats to escape the Miltonian
parallel. In terms of the Christian faith, Light has vanquished once
and for all. Satan then could easily rise from various layers of shade
and darkness towards the sphere where light reigns barring imme-
diate contact with the unapproachable divinity. Keats in his pers-
pective of the progress of artistic beauty, and never dreaming of
rejecting the force and power of primitive heauty, was confronted
with the impossible task of piling realms of light on top of each
other. Hadn’t the generation of Saturn and Hyperion already esta-
blished an early domination of artistic beauty over original chaos?

It is practically impossible to guess what the whole of “Hyperion”
would have heen like. But if we accept the idea that some sort of
rising structure of imagery would have ordered the composition of
the whole — and we have shown it can he traced in the patterns of
the two completed Books — it seems that Keats had in mind to build
a mythological tale exemplifying the rise of achievement in poctry
through ages of artistic development, as he had done hric?ly in
“Sleep and Poetry”. But instead of undergoing the fate of that gene-
ration when “A thousand handicraftsmen wore the mask / Of Poesy”
(“Sleep and Poetry”, 200-201), the poet seems to have meant to
explore the new realms of the poetry of his days. After the “Strange
thunders from the potency of song” (ibid., 231) were described the
“poet Kings/ Who simply tell the most heart-easing things” (ibid.,
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268). In other words the imagery of “Hyperion” corresponds in our
opinion to the growth of poetic achievement in England, Roman-
ticism being interpreted as the time of Apollo, succeeding Milton’s
grand style. We cannot agree with the critics who see in “Hyperion”
Baook 111 an inability of Keats to preserve the Miltonic tone of Books 1
and II, and a sort of decline of Keats’s facuolties. In Book IIT the
poetry is different because it exemplifies the recent development
of Englisk poetry. The Delphic realms of the Muses replace the dark
vale awakened by Hyperion's setting light. It is the world of “Flora
and old Pan” again.

Let the rose glow tntense and warm the air,

And let the clouds of even and of morn

Float in voluptuous fleeces o’er the hills;

Let the red wine within the goblet boil,

Cold as a bubbling well; let faint-lipp'd shells,

On sands, or in great deeps, vermilion turn

Through all their labyrinths; and let the maid

Blush ieenly, as with some warm kiss surpris'd. (111, 15-22)

After the homage due to his master, John Milton, this is the
poetry of yonng John Keats as evolved throngh his admiration of
romantic models. And it is the natural setting of Apollo’s domain.
But as Keats had hinted in previous poems and in his correspondence,
this natural setting was not enough; it was necessary to pass onward
and bring light to the darker passages of the “Mansion of many
Apartments”. Once again the striving god looks upward.

“Are there no other regions than this isle ?
What are the stars? There is the sun, the sun!” {111, 96-97)

The mere descriptive qualities of poetry are no satisfactory step;
the exaltation of the young god reasserts the general rising tide of
the epic. *The green turf” (III, 94) is not enongh for his “step
aspirant” (II1, 98). He feels “in aching ignorance” {107); and the
miraculous transmutation takes place:

“Knowledge enormous makes a God of me.” (111, 118)

This is the next stage to be reached, but a terribly abstract one
that requires an overwhelming exertion of the imagination. The
transformation of young Apollo into a2 God capable of reigning over
the old Hyperion is expressed in terms which remind us ofg some
of the lines discussed in connexion with Keats’s early poems. It was
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Most like the struggle ot the gate of death;
Or Liker still to one who should take leave

Of pale immortal death, and with a pang

As hot as death’s is chill, with fierce convulse
Die into life. (111, 126-130)

Attention must be drawn to the fact that death into life takes place
at the summit of the structure built up by the imagery in the portion
of Book 111 that we possess, which we can infer, would have been
near the middle of the Book. The young god is precisely being lifted
to ethereal regions when the poem abruptly ends. The last word
is “celestial”. It is evident then that the "dying into life” theme is
completely reversed if compared with Keats’s early works. It no
longer happens in some dark and cold nnderground recess, but “with
a pang / As hot as death’s is chill”, and in some clear region of ether.

There, however, is the rub. Imagination cannot perpetuvally pro-
cure material for brighter and hi;ger ethereal shrimes; it must be
acknowledged that the world of nature and the underworld offered
wider and more varied scope for concrete images to the poet. Inspired
by Milton’s model Keats had already imagined the architectural
brilliance of Hyperion’s palace. The fresh setting of romantic nature
had created the light, aerial atmosphere of Delos. Keats was now
caught in the trap o?nceding to erect castles in the air ever more lucent,
evanescent and impalpable. And if a more refined and light-hearted
type of poetry had replaced the gigantic power of Miltonian rhetoric,
was he, young Keats, actually able to match the “vast idea” (“Sleep
and Poetry”, 291) he had been following since the publication of
Poems 1817? Or would he only fail and make bimself ridiculeus, and
look unbearably pretentious? The symbolic light of Paradise Lost
had given him a start, but directed him into wﬁat turned out, owing
mainly to the impossibility of sufficiently renewing the descriptions
of ethereal regions, to be a blind alley. Describing the descent inte
the various realms of natural elements was no doubt a far easier
task than to convey the temptation of leaving the earth

“... when the liegeless air
Yields to my step aspirant.” (111, 92-93)

The newly evolved pyramidal structure could but prove a failure
so far as epic poetry was concerned; at least it conld not offer suffi-
cient scope for a prolonged sojourn of the imagination among the
realms of ligbt, in the thin transparency of ether.
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16. Overlapping Structures
in “The Eve of St Agnes”

Far more successinl was Keats's atterpt at using the same
structural imagery for his tale in Spenserian stanzas, the “Eve of
St Agues”. The subject is rooted in earth; it is a poem of love and
life, and not a myth on the progress of poesy under the inspiring
domination of succeeding gods, with all the difficulties of building
up their palaces in airy places and of solving the bierarchical pro-
blems of value between ancient and modern canons of beauty. The
theme of passion in the witching hour of night is perfectly adapted to
the mood of a young lover whose family affections have just been
submitied to repeated maiming separations: the departure of George
and Georgiana, and Tom’s death. The sad experience of mortality
had found morbid expression in the verse version of Boccaccio’s tale
The Pot of Basil, under the title of “Isabella”, and could now be
dismissed. His own eager heart, yonth and vitality had gome to a
recent acquaintance, Miss Brawne. Her presence met naturally with
the young man’s warm need for affection and, for easily under-
standable reasons already dealt with, for feminine affection. The new
aesthetic plan of composition evolved by the poet fitted the subject
of love admirably. What other higher summit of fulfilment could
there be in the circumstances, than Jove at its warmest!

Thus the form of the poem fits, naturally and easily, the theme.
There is a slow rise from the grave up to a paroxysm of passion,
which subsides and dissolves again in the donbts inherent in all the
paradises to wbich in mortal life we can attain. The progression
starts in the middle of the wintry season, 21st January, and the curve
followed by the poem is going to match the natural rbythm of the year:
the awakening of spring, the splendour, then ihe fnll maturity of
summer and autumn, till the approach of winter calls up some
disquieting thonghts as to man’s final destiny.

The start is given by the date “St Agnes’ Eve” and the “bitter
chill” of line 1 announces cold images, near relations of death. The
owl is “a-cold” (2), the grass “frozen” (3), the Beadsman's fingers
“numb” (5), his breath “frosted” (6) and the visible mist thus pro-
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duced looks like his soul departing “for heaven” (8). Silence is the
usual accompaniment to such a tomb-like environment. The hardly
perceptible, upward flight of the breath, bowever, has set the pace
onward. And slowly, very slowly, in stanza II, the “patient, holy
raan" (10) rises from among the statues of “the sculptur'd dead” (14)
and something moves in the low chapel of the castle. His “lamp”
{11) throws the first gleam of light and life under the vault inhabited
by death. All the descriptive words are condensed expressions of
death: the attitudes of both the Beadsman and the statues in prayer,
the “meagre”, “wan" (12) aspect of the man, the rows of “sculptur’d
dead” (14), the prison-like atmosphere, the dumbness of the knights
and ladies’ prayers, the darkness and coldness of every detail that
makes any witness's spirit become “weak” and “lail” (17). The
“purgatorial” atmosphere is admirably translated into concrete
terms in the last lines of the stanza through the poet’s capacity to
evoke “how they may ache (the sculptur'd dead) in icy hoods and
mails” (I1, 18) — another example of negative capability.

Very gradually life creeps in: sounds from “Music’s golden
tongue”’ (111, 20) reach “this aged man and poor” {21). But the dead
are left alone to care for themselves and do penance for their sins.
“Another way he went” (25). Thus we are left with an intimation
of some rising from the grave. The curve leads upward: “scarce three
steps’’ (20),n§ut it is enough to indicate clearly the direction. The
living world is above with its preparations for the reception of
“a thousand guests” {1V, 33). Noise and light for a moment pour
from the crowded world, down into the severing darkness and soli-
tude of the silent vault. Four stanzas have thus heen necessary to
set up the symbolic scenery, the worlds of the living and the dead.

Then come the lovers. Both also belong to a world of estrange-
ment. Their love is as yet but an jdealized dream of passion which
sets them apart from the rest of mankind, and separates them from
the boisterous atmosphere of “revelry” (V, 87). Madeline walks in
a mesmerized sort of state, indifferent to other people’s presence.
Thongh locking forward to “visions of delight” (V1, 47}, she retains
some links with the coldness of the underworld. The old and the
“virgins” (47) seem to hold some mysterious communication, and
suffer from the same separation from the warmth of life. Madeline
is described as “lily white” (52); she keeps her “maiden eyes” “fixed
on the floor” (VII, 57 and 58); she cools the ardour of many an
“amorons cavalier” (60); she looks all languor with “vague, regardless
eyes” {VIIl, 64); her breathing is “quick and short”™ (65); she
“sighs” (66) and appears “all amort” (70) “save to St Agnes” (71).
And it is in this last circumstance that all the difference between her
and the Beadsman lies. Life is there in front of her, near at hand, if the
spell that keeps her within touch of the “purgatorial rails” (II, 15)
can be broken.
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Porphyro has already stepped bigber into the warmth of life.
If Madeline was intent on “visions of delight” (47), desires (54),
"dreams, the sweetest of the year” (63), waiting for "the hallow’d
hour” (66) and “all the bliss to be” (72), she remained very vague
as to what all this could actvally represent. Porphyro ‘“‘with beart
on fire” (75), “ventures in” (X, 82) with far more tangible purposes:
“speak, kneel, touch, kiss” (81). His path stretches through real life,
not that of music and revelry, but one of dangers and merciless
cuemies, He also, however, will have to compromise with impending
death. He stands bidden

... far beyond
The sound of merriment and chorus bland (XI, 94-5)

and the way towards bliss passes throngh the “lowly arched way”
(X1, 109) resembling the wvarrow winding passage that allowed
music to reach down to the chapel. His guide, “tbe old beldame”
{90), is also a character closely connected with the grave, an “aged
creature” (91) whose attribute is “an ivory-headed wand” (92), and
we shudder in imagination at the touch of “ber palsied band” (97).
The place where they step to shelter and talk is

«. a little moonlight room,
Pale, latiic’d, chill, and silent as a tomb. (112-113)

Undonbtedly bliss is first of all an escape from the grips of death
that marks profoundly all the elements of sur mortal life, Stanza XV
still retains some trace of the chill and death, Thangh “the aged crone”
(129) laughs, and thus is transformed into a good old grand-mother,
“As spectacled she sits in chimney wnook” (131). Madeline’s ima-
gined dream is still described as “enchantments cold” (134). But at
this stage old Angela loses something of tbe hag-like character which
she retains, bowever, throughout the tale; she is attracted into the
sphere of half-forgotten youth and life; ber name suggests, perbaps,
a debonair angel prone to forbearance of human weaknesses. She
is irresistibly drawn to the side of life and full-blooded love by
Porphyro’s cajoling promises and threatening words (st. XV-XVI).
The turn is marked in stanza XV] by the accumulation of bright
and warm, colourful imagery:

Sudden a thought came like a full-blown rose
Flushing his brow, and in his heart
Made purple riot. (186-138).

Angela still remains “A poor, weak, palsy-stricken churchyard
thing” (XVII1, 155); but she will exact her last energies to help love
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to be victorious, and she busies preparing Porphyro’s stratagem.
Activity replaces the whispering of the conjuration. Tbat we are
slowly led upward towards some ceremony of blissful initiation
is shown by her {inal determination:

“ Ah! thou must needs the lady wed,
Or may I never leave my grave among the dead.”
(XX, 179-180)

Porphyro can then be led up to “the maiden's chamber” (XXI, 187).
It still retains some of the attributes of mortality; it is “'silken, hush'd,
and chaste” (187).

Madeline herself very graduvally makes her way towards her
room. She meets “old Angela” {(XXII, 191) and kindly goes all the
way down “to a safe level matting” (196). Only then can she escape
{ully the mortal influences and run “like ring-dove fray'd and fled”
(198) towards full abandonment to the intensity of life. The dramatic
entrance of the girl into her room marks an end:

Qut went the taper as she hurried in;
Its little smoke, in pallid moonshine, died:
She clos’d the door. (XXIII, 199-201)

Death is left, then, at the door, together with the retarding influence
of old age and reason. The girl {eels like bursting: “she hurried in”
(199), “she panted” (201), “her heart was voluble” (204). She expe-
riences in ber pulse the entrancing paimn of approaching bliss.

Strangely enough intensity of feelings calls back another image
of death wbich balances that at the beginning of the stanza. She
feels "As though a tongueless nightingale, should swell / Her throat
in vain, and die, heart-stifled, m her dell” (206-207). But this 1s
the death Keats wonld have called “rich” ("Ode to a Nightingale”,
55) because it comes from excess of life and not from its lingering
frl}lstrations. It is a death wbich is in fact a meliing into overflowing
ife.

The immediately following stanzas exemplify the feeling in a
sensuous description of Madeline’s room. The “high and triple-
arch’d” window (XX1V, 208) with its stained glass panels shuts out
“the wintry moon” {XXV, 217) and its light is transmuted into warm
colours splashing “splendid dyes” (212) everywhere in the room:
“Madeline’s {air breast” (218) is touched with a tint of “warm gules”
(218); “rose-bloom fell on her hands” (220} “and on ber silver cross
soft amethyst” (221), “on her hair a glory” (222). The painted statues
and a “thonsand heraldries (214) “blus’d with blood” (216). The
rich decoration of carved “iruits and flowers” (210) announces the
feast Porphyro is going to prepare for his conquered bride (st. XXIX-
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XXX). Even the “diamonded” panes of the window adds to the
richness of the imagery. Madeline's undressing attracts attention to
the precious clothes she wears: “wreathed pearls” (XXVI, 227) in
her hair, “warm’d jewels” (228) without forgetting the perfume of
“her fragrant hoddice” (229). Her naked hody does not stand in
Pre-Raphaelite whiteness under the cold moonlight. “Her rich attire
creeps rustling to her knees” (230), she stands “like a mermaid in
sea-weed” (231), a cool image perhaps, yet suggestive of a scin-
tillating rainbow. And when she lies on her hed, “the poppied
warmth of sleep” (XXVII, 237) calms down her eager desire and
preserves something of the red colouring of the general atmosphere.
And there she remains “As though a rose should shut, and he a bud
again” (XXVII, 243). It is real “paradise” (XXVIII, 244), hut one
feels all round the praying clutches of mortality. Porphyro creeps
out of his hiding place, “Noiscless as fear in a wide wilderness”
{250); “dim, silver twilight” (XXIX, 254) pours down from “the
faded moon” {258). The noises fram the revelry underneath “affray
his ears” (260). But the young man wards off these dispiriting
reminders in bnilding up a sort of altar dedicated to his heloved.
The preparation is described by the poet in a way that rouses all
our senses in a complete unity of perception: the colours and shapes
of the tablecloth, fruits and dishes; the scents from the ripe fruits,
“lavender’d” linen (XXX, 263), spices and wocd; the palatahle
meal of “delicates”, exotic “dainties” (269 and XXXI, 271); the
smaothness of material and the music in the background, as well
as Porphyro's song (XXXIII). All the details tend to merge into
a synaesthetic effect of uniquely powerful fascination.

It leads straight to the paroxysm of happiness, which paradoxi-
cally cannot be expressed otherwise than through the feeling of
pain: “so my soul doth ache™ (XXXI, 279).And Porphyro reaches a
new level of sensation, while Madeline experiences the spell of
St Agnes’ "midnight charm™ (XXXII, 28§2). Sﬁe will awake to music
{XXXI1I), and reality very nearly mars her dream of lave.

There was a painful change that migh expell’'d
The blisses of her dream. (XX XfV, 800-301}

Signs of mortality reappear:

“How chang'd thou ert! how pallid, chill end drear!”
(XXXV, 311)

Therefore she hetrays an anxious desire to go back to the visions
of her sleep with their seeming touch of eternity — *“Those loaks
immortal” (XXXV, 818) as she calls them. At the same time the
unrealized dreamings bring the pangs of “eternal woe” (814). In
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consequence, at the end of this excrnciating journey of voluptuous
passion there can he only a fall: either the dream remains a frus-
trating illusion,

“For if thou diest, my Love, I know not where to go;” (315)

or it finds its accomplisbment, and for a brief moment, actually
satisfies the unhearable tension of the senses. It is the very last
step up the ladder; further on there is only 2 tumbling down of
sensations, a difficult adaptation to reality, and the memory of a
lost paradise.

tanza XXXVI brings both achievement and destruction:

At these voluptuous accents, he arose,

Ethereal, flush’'d and [...]

Into her dream he melted, as the rose

Blendeth its odour with the violet, (317-318, 320-321)

... Meantime the frost-wind blows
Like Love's alarum pattering the skarp sleet
Against the window-panes; St Agnes’ moon hath set. (322-324)

The outside world of meortality presses in from every side. Darkness
and cold have suddenly replz:\ctchJ the warm colourings of the stained-
glass windows. A feeling of deception invades Madeline, no longer
“ring-dove” flying lightly to her nest, but “A dove forlorn and lost
with sick unpruned wing” (XX XVI1l, 388). Awakening is a sour
experience, and Porphyro does bis hest to keep to the voluptuousness

ained through his “quest” (XXXVIII, 338). He assumes responsi-
ﬁility and feels like “Thy heanty’s shield, heart-shap’d and vermeil
dyed” (XXXVI1I, 336). Yet the image sounds empty now that the
dream has been shattered. There is no escape except through the
storm over “the southern moors™ (XXXIX, 351).

The storm that rages outside will help the lovers to flee;

“... tis an elfin-storm from faery land
Of haggard seeming, but @ boon indeed.” (348-344)

However the atmosphere is one of panic and defeat. Madeline
hurries “heset with fears” {XL, 352). The lovers rush “down the
wide stairs” (355) among slumbering shadows of enemies, the
flickering of lamps, ghost-like figures springing alive from a flut-
tering “arras” (358). Themselves “glide, like phantoms” (XLI, 861).
Death, like sleep and silence, weighs heavily over the mortals
sprawling everywhere, while “‘the wind's uproar” (359} drowns every
other noise. “And they are gone” (XLII, 870), carrying away life
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and its possible escapini flights into moments of bliss and illusions
of etermity. There is nothing left behind but woe, nigbtmare and tbe
ultimate reality of death.

.. Angela the old
Died palsy-twitch'd, with meogre face deform;
The Beadsman, after thousand aves told,

For aye unsought for slepl among his ashes cold,
(XLII, 375-378)

Here the images of the beginning recur; we have come back
to the reality of passing time and old age, sickness and decath. We
have moved gradually from the silent and chilly cell of the under-
ground chapel to the high chamber lit from beaven, an Eden of
colours and profusion, a paradise secluded for a brief moment of
bliss from the menace of the world and of reality. Bui the threat
has always been there, ever present, repeatedly menacing the pas-
sionate ascent towards the eccstatic accomplishment of love. The
position of ibe chapel, the dark passages and “level chambers”,
and Madeline’s room allow the up and downward movement to
take place. The growth of the imagery from the cold and darkness
of death to the intensity and warmth of Madeline’s room, from the
barren stones haunted by lean characters to the splendour of the
decoration upstairs and the rich variety of food, from the silence
of the grave to the noise and turmoil of the reception, and up to
the communication of souls through Porphyro’s song, also correspond
to the upward flight; on the contrary the escape down to the gates
of the castle and ont into the dark landscape o? moors swept by the
howling storm leads towards the last images of nightmare and death.
Therefore we again have a composition based on a pyramid-shaped
structural imagery. But this time the interplay of pyramidal structure
and symmetry of composition is not gquite what we bave been
accustomed to expect. It is more complex.

First of all the symmetry found in other works does not exist
apparently, The slow rise of intensity up to the climax of tbe melting
into Madeline’s dream extends over thirty-six stanzas out of a total
number of forty-two. The fall is abrupt; six times shorter than the
upward climh to the “ethereal” moment. Is it, however, mere imagi-
nation to suppose a relation of proportions with the type of sonnet-
form towards which Keats had evolved at the time? In Poems 1817
all the sonnets were of the Petrarchan form: two quatrains followed
by a sestet. And we have argued that the structural imagery corres-
pondjng to Keats's definition was consequently rising “up to its
climax” to fall abruptly into silence. Since then Keats had drifted
towards the Shakespearian pattern: three quatrains and a couplet
which created the possibility of imagery rising throughout the first
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twelve lines, with a less abrupt effect in the ending couplet. The
sonnets written after the Scotland tour, in the winter and spring
1818-1819, are mostly of that kind. Now twelve lines to two is the
exact proportion of rise and fall we find in the “Eve of St Agnes”,
1. €. six to one. Moreover the Spenserian stanza cbosen [for the poem
bears some relation to the Shakesperian sonnet in the rbyme scheme
which resembles closely the pattern of two gnatrains, and of the
ninth line, extended fo an alexandrine, which allows an effect simi-
lar to that of the couplet in that it often rounds up the stanza as a
complete sentence, and sounds as a conclusion. In the “Eve”, for
instance, there can be found but three cases of rea! enjambment
where the cighth line of the stanza runs on into the alexandrine
(see st. VI, XXIII and XXXVI), Therefore it can be said that
the long final line plays a part similar to that of the couplet, and
it is interesting to see that the proportion — whicb here must be
counted in syllables —is again close to that of the sonnet (slightly
nearer seven to one than six to one). The choice of the umt and the
number of units finally retained for the complete poem might very
well not be a matter of mere chance, and the influence of the sonnet
form over the whole of Keats's evolntion again appears prominent.
The careful chiselling of the poem is testified to by the notes of
Garrod’s critical edition: whole stanzas were abandoned to attain
the final nnequal balance of rise and fall in the poem.

Had Keats then renounced the careful symmetry evolved else-
where in his works? Not really; the poem starts with three stanzas
picturing a world of cold, transfixed forms, and ends with three
stanzas leading back to the same ghostly atmosphere, made even
more nightmarish owing to the deception worked on Madeline’s
purity and the unsettled future that mars the elation of the levers
and their flight. If we now jump to the middle of the poem, we
find that stanza XXI ends the six stanzas dedicated to the prepa-
ration of Porphyro’s plan, while the six {ollowing ones are filled
with Madeline’s own arrangements for the St Agnes’ Eve miracle
dream. And thus little by little the very carefully worked out sym-
metry underlying the rise and fall of the structural imagery appears,
partly unfolded, in a very elaborate type of composition. The plan
of the poem can be described as follows:

The introduction (st. I-III) is the slow awakening of a frozen
world. No theme is very well defined, the only link with the title
being the cold atmosphere of winter time. The last line of stanza II1
shows the Beadsman sitting among “rough ashes™

And all night kept awake, for sinners’ sake to grieve. (27)

This is undoubtedly a sort of concluding mark of the episode. The
first line of stanza IV turns away from the previous picture and
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points to a new direction, the link with the introduction being pre-
served through the image of the man himself:

That ancient Beadsman heard the prelude soft. (28)

From stanza IV till the end of stanza X the poet has taken great
care to blend one stanza intimately into another whenever a new
element could have created a panse. The revelry in the castle fills
stanzas IV and V, but in the middle of the latter the attention focuses
on Madeline and through her we learn about the legend of St Agnes
(VI} and her intention to comply with the rites attached to it (VII,
VI11). But Madeline is still there at the beginning of stanza 1X.

So, purposing each moment ta retire,
She linger'd still. Meantime, across the moors,
Had come young Porphyre. (713-75)

At the end of stanza X, on the other hand, the pause can be sensed.
We know Porphyro to be in the midst of enemtes

Save one ald beldame, weak in body and in soul. (90)

This creates an instant of expectation that dissolves in the exclamation
at the start of the next stanza:

Ak, happy chance! the aged creature came. (91)

Then the mecting of old Angela with Porphyro takes a dramatic
turn as she entreats the yonng lover to flee, till at the end of stanza
XIII, he evokes St Agnes’ day, and thus changes the old guardian
angel’s mood (XI-XV).

The very beginning of stanza XVI marks a neat departure along
a definite line. The first word siresses the transition:

Sudden a thought came like a full-blown rose. (136)

Porphyro’s plan and Angela’s acceptance and arrangements for its
accomplishement fill the six stanzas that bring the reader to the exact
middle of the poem (XVI-XXI). And, as already suggested, Made-
line’s own preparations also require six stanzas until she goes to
sleep in the perfect equilibrinm and nentrality of a work of pure art.

Blissfully haver'd bath from jay and pain;
Clasf’d like a missal where swert Paynims pray;
Blinded alike from sunshine and from rain,

As though a rase should shul, and be a bud again. (240-2438)
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This passage answers in practically exact symmetry, if we consider
the total number of lines of the poem, the frustration felt by Por-
phyro when hearing of Madeline’s purpose:

... he scarce could brook
Tears, at the thought of those enchaniments cold
And Madeline asleep in lap of legends old.

XVI1
Sudden a thought came like a full-blown rose,
Flushing his brow, and in his pained heart
Made purple riot. (133-188)

Can it be mere chance that the “rose” image should appear at both
lines 136 and 243, equidistant from the beginning and the end of the
poem? Here again we touch on the unbelieveable precision of Keats’s
artistry.

Th}; diptych of Porphyro and Madeline in the centre of the poem
is bound together by the presence of old Angela who, having gnided
the young man up to his hiding-place, retreats:

His poor guide hurried back with agues in her brain.
(XX1, 189)

The secondary character thus realizes in filigree the symmetrical
ascent and descent in the middle of the plot. And the intricacy of
the two overlapping structures stands out at the poem’s central
turning point.

Her falt'ring hand upon the balustrade,

Old Angele was feeling for the stair,

When }EJ adeline, St Agnes’ charmed maid,
Rose, like a mission’d spirit, unaware. (190-198)

The downward movement that brings back Angela to the dark pas-
sages of oblivion and final deatb crosses the rising steps of Madeline
and the beightening intensity of passion that will crumhle only in
the final stage of the story.

From the picture of Madeline asleep, we pass without transition
to Porphyro, “Stol'n to this paradise, and so entranced” (244}, that five
stanzas (XXVIII-XXXII) are filled with the adoration of his
sleeping beauty, the building of the altar as if for a sacrifice and
the enjoyment of delaying “woofed phantasies™ (288).

Another "chapter” starts with stanza XX XIII:

Awakening up, he took her hollow lute, (289)
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It shows Madeline’s slow awakening, and discovery of her lover's
presence, the reality of her dream. Though it reaches to the top of
intensity with the melting of Porphyro into her dream, it also shows
the disappointing confrontation of dream and reality, and the end
of the blissful state of ecstasy. The cruel change occurs in the last
three lines of the stanza (XXXVI), which naturally end in the
urgent call of Porphyro to his love:

“Awake! arise! my love, and fearless be,
For d'er the southern moors 1 have ¢ home for thee.”
(350-351)

These seven stanzas end with this last dramatic utterance. The con-
cluding three describe the flight in the narrative style, and die into
silence.

If we now sum up this analysis, we discover, underlying the
structural imagery of the growth and release of tension, another
pattern based on a strict symmetry:

3 stanzas introduction

stanzas  presentation of the theme and characters
stanzas  Angela’s ambiguous defense

stanzas  Porphyra’s plan

stanzas  Madeline’s preparation

stanzas  Porphyra’s adoration

stanzas  union of the lovers (blissful, then anxious)
3 stanzas  escape and conclusion

AU U =2

This points to the growing complexity of structure in Keats's art.
The subtle parallelism and overlapping of two different plans of
composition that he had mastered and often made to coincide before,
opens a wider field of the potential meaning and ambiguity in his
poctry. The architectural symmetry is there, a reliable support to
any voyage of exploration and discovery along the clear or darker
passages of his famous “Mansion of many Apartments”. The imagery
shows that the highest intensity is to be attained with the union of
two ecstatic states of desire, but that it means a break in the idealizing
dream. Such is the fate of all passionate, buman quest for an impos-
sible etermity: the paradoxical realization of immortality in the
instant.
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17. “La Belle Dame Sans Mcr_ci i
The Letter Version and the Indicator Text

“The Eve of St Agnes” inevitably leads to the *Belle Dame Sans
Merci”. The title is quoted in the tale (st. XXX111, 292), and the
subjects of the romantic poem and the ballad have more than one
point in common. The theme seems to bave been borne in the poet’s
mind since the Scotland tour with Brown; indeed the letter addressed
to his hrother Tom (10 July 1818, no. 97, 1, 327) starts with a sort
of folk-song in forged local dialect, telling the strange cavalcade
of a young%.:ride to her wedding through “blustering weather” (38).
Though it is for a “*happy wedding” (42), the wild scenery of the
beginning and the sudden sorrow that invades the poet at the end
prefigure the cold solitudes of both the “Eve” and the “Belle Dame”,
and the tense despondency of their conclusions:

Whilst I — Ak is it not a shame? —
Sad tears am shedding.
{"Ah! ken ye what 1 met...”, 43-44)

The lively picture of the galloping borses fills the central portion of
the song with the figure of the bride “wrappit in her hood” {(25);
with her cheek “flush wi’ timid blood” (27) she experiences the same
emotion as Madeline, and when she turns “ber daz'd head full oft” {29)
towards her “bridegroom soft” {31}, she reminds us of the “sidelong
would she bend” (“La Belle Dame...”, 28) describing the Belle Dame
on the “pacing steed” (ibid., 21).

The poem, inspired by a weddinimet on the way near Ballantrae,
was to be sent to Dilke as a hoax, but Keats knew his friend would
see throngh it, that it was no genuine folk-song. Yet he thought it
good cnough to while away a moment of Tom's sickening days. The
last line (“Sad tears am shedding”) proves once again how deeply
affected and in some way frustrated the poet had been by George's
marriage. [t is not astonishing then that the subject should have
baunted his subconscious mind to surge up in the spring of 1819
when his own heart was becoming definitely involved in his love for
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Fanny Brawne, and the problem of reconciling the “nnpromising
morning” of his life (13 gct. 1819, To Fanny Brawne; no. 203, JII,
228} and the impossibility of living withont her. In the "Eve of St
Agnes” Keats deals with the dream of intimate pnion with the
beloved. The theme is the same in the “Belle Dame Sans Merci”, but
the break after the realization of hliss is more nightmarish. In fact
everything is made more striking by the compactness of the ballad
which numbers only twelve brief stanzas.

The plan of composition is clear and seems simple; the first
three stanzas where the cold and withered landscape speaks of
nearing winter, the dead season, are balanced by the last three.
These dramatically plunge the reader into a charnel-honse atmo-
sphere inspired, perhaps, hy a memory from the Scottish tour, the
visit to Beauly Abbey near Inverness, on the day before Keats
sailed back to London. It inspired Charles Armitage Brown with a
nnmber of grim stanzas describing the characters of the dead monks,
now skulls and bones. Keats contributed a few lines to his friend’s
poem. One of his stanzas is interesting for ns:

This hily-colour’d shull, with all
The teeth complete, so white and small,
Belong'd to one whoze carly pall

A lover shaded. (X, 1-4)

Is it not a foretaste of the knight-at-arms, with his paleness, his
aching and “haggard” (11, 6) quest in the withering season of the
year?

I see a lily on thy brow

With anguish moist and fever dew,
And on thy checks a fading rose

Fast withereth too. (111, 9-12)

And what about the final vision when the blissful ecstasy breaks
down among the shouting of the “death-pale” (X, 38) host of “kings”,
“princes” (X, 37) and “warriors” (X, 38) who resemble Porphyro’s
ENCIMILS:

That night the Baron dreamt of many a woe,
And all his warrior-guests |...]
Were long be-nightmay’d. (“Eve”, XLII, §72-5)

In the ballad they are described with grnesome details; their “starved
lips” (X1, 41), the “horrid warning gaped wide” {XI, 42) make them
near brothers of the skeletons of Beauly. And the coldness and
silence of the beginning stretches again over the *lake” and the
“wither’d sedge” where "no birds sing” (XII, 48).
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Those two groups of three stanzas flank the six stanzas describing
the adventure of the knight-at-arms meeting the lady, that “faery’s
child” (IV, 14) who bas all the attributes of beauty, and also of that
inspired, and inspiring character that baunts the tradition of romantic
poetry: long hair, wild eyes, and a way of stepping that belongs to
some unearthly part of the universe. Her *language strange” (VII, 27)
is made of “moans” (20), songs and sighs. But ber entrancing meaning,
“1 love thee true” (V1I, 28), is an irresistible spell, a spell which finally
lulls the knight to dreamful sleep (IX, 33). The symmetry is perfect.
In stanzas 1-111 the knight-at-arms is questioned; there is no word
here whose imagery does not belong to the sphere of cold, pallor,
decay, silence, solitude and suffering. From IV to V1 the knight
narrates the story of his meeting with and wooing of the lady. Each
starts with the personal pronoun {, wbile the next three stanzas
(V]I-IXE still tell of their growing passion with the lady at the
centre of the picture. Ske bas replaced the knight, reduced to passive
enjoyment of total love. The imagery is entirely devoted to liveliness,
and pleasant sensuous perceptions, unti] the spell breaks in the middle
of stanza IX. The brusque change of pronouns from “And there she
lulled me asleep” (1X, 33) to “And there 1 dream'd” (1X, 34) in
two very similar lines of great simplicity provokes the sndden ap-
prehension of a new solitude, and the exclamatory “ Ah! woe betide!”
(1X, 34)) prepares ns for the abandonment “on the cold hill side”
(I1X, 36).

Thus the nightmarish fall of the last three stanzas where the
imagery of the first part recurs starts a little earlier than exact
symmetry would require. Identically the initial I of st. IV-VI was
already present in st. 111, but representing another character. The she
pronoun of st. VII-VIII also sounds for the first time in the second
half of st. V. And the insistent repetition of “and there” in st. 1X
sounds twice before in st. VIII (30 and 31). Thus Keats develops
what he had succeeded in doing in the “Eve of S5t Agnes”, a subtle
mixing of regularity with irregularity which is a characteristic
feature of all great achievement in art.

Similarly, the very middle of the poem (st. VI) builds up a sort
of perfect feeling of communion, the same idealized love as in the
middle of the “Eve”, where we have an identity of expectation in
both Madeline and Porphyre. Here, in the ballad, the lady performs
the sacrificial rite of dedication:

She found me roots of relish sweat,
And koney wild, and manne dew. (V11, 25-6)

Therefore she assumes the responsibility of seduction and drives
the bewitched knight towards the full accomplisbment of love.
But the climax is not reached without allowing a few disquieting
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features to creep in. The “elfin grot” (VIII, 29) sounds less innocent
than the “faery’s child® (1V, 14). The fact that “she wept, and
sigh’d full sore” (VIII, 30) also gives the repeated “wild wild
eyes” (VIII, 81) a new ambiguity. It can be interpreted either
as overflowing passion, or the fear of some threat unknown to
the knight with a shade of repentance, and the menace of impending
madness. But the soothing “kisses four” (VIII, 82) seem to revalue
everything in the light ot passionate love-making. However, it can
be said, as in the “Eve”, that a perfect symmetry exists. It brings
the knight to woo the lady, and then the lady to ensnare her prey.
However, this well-balanced pyramid coincides with the wave of
growing passion which extends the rising sensuality up to stanza 1X
where the climactic point of the poem is reached. The fall Llls the
last quarter. But along with the steady growth of the spell a sort
of downward line is heing drawn from tbhe elation of the ride to the
accompaniment of “a faery’s song” (V1) down into the “grot” of
stanza VIII, and thus the final awakening into the nightmare of
man's mortality is unobtrusively prepared.

Are such detailed elements of the artistry of “La Belle Dame
Sans Merci” sufficient to exemplify f{ully tbe growing subtlety of
Keats's use of intricate rising and falling imagery combined with
symmetrical patterns? And one may well wonder why the poem
was nat selected for the 1820 edition of Keats’s works, tagether with
“Isabella” and the “Eve of St Agnes”! It seems to us that the answer
is simply a feeling of Keats's that his first letter version, perfect as
we think it can be estimated, could still be improved. His comment
in the letter to the George Keatses in America (21 April 1819, no. 159,
II, 95} seems to point that way. Under the heading “"Wednesday
Evening”, Keats writes the ballad and then adds jokingly: “Why
Iour kisses — you will say — why four becanse 1 wish to restrain the
keadlong impetnosity ofy my M:;;se ~- she would have fain said
'score’ withont hurting the rhyme — but we must temper the Ima-
gination as the Critics say with Judgment. I was obliged to choose
an even number that bath eyes might have fair play: and to speak
truly I think two a piece quite sufficient — Suppose 1 had said
seven; there would have been three and a balf a piece — a very
awkward affair — and well got out of on my side” (ibid., II, 97).
All this is good fun, and it is pleasant to find Keats so high-spirited at
the time. It also proves, bowever, that the poet was still undecided
about some of the details of his ballad, that he thought it good enough
for the entertainment of his brother and sister-in-law, bnt not yet
sufficiently polished for his exacting critical taste. The poem was
probahly left dormant and was still in the same state when the
manuscript was gathered for the 1820 publication, Blunden?! fixes

1 Blunden, London Mercury, IV (1921), 141,
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the date of his sending it to Taylor and Hessey on 27 April 1920.
A fortnight later “La Belle Dame” appeared 1in Hunt’s Indicetor.
It was the “wretched wight” version. It certainly means that Keats,
trying to resume work, had dispatched the manuscript of “Lamia”,
and the other poems of the 1820 volume, and then had unearthed his
ballad and reshaped it, in a less medievalistic mood. Is Pre-Ra-
phaelitism responsible for the strong tradition of the knight-at-arms
version? or are modern readers more romantic than the Roman-
ticists themselves? Modern editors seem to choose one text or the
other according te unjustified personal preference, when they do
not make a mixture of the two, selecting some of the Indicator
corrections (“3s withered” (8), “who cried” (39) etc.) and preserving
the figure of the knight errant of ancient romance!

H one examines attentively the variations introduced hy Keats
in the light of the interplay of symmetries and imagery, it is imme-
diately striking that his inverting of stanzas V and VI of the first
version improves the balance at the centre of the poem. Stanza VI
now describes the lover's offerings of “garland”, “bracelets” and
“fragrant zone” to his heloved; in stanza VII the lady presents her
adorer with “roots of relish sweet”, “honey wild and manna dew”.
The two scenes of wooing lovers make a fine diptych at the centre
of the poem. The change of pronouns we commented on ahove is
reinforced in the new order of stanzas. We pass from initial I of

I met a lady in the meads... (IV)
1 set her on my pacing steed... (V)
I made a garland for her kead... (V1)

to initial ske within stanza VI

She look'd at me... (V1)
She found me roots... (VII)
She took me... (VIII)

1t ends with the dramatic reversal

And there she stumber’d on the moss
And there I dream’d. {1X)

The change also proposes a more satisfactory progression alon,
the path of seduction: the light foot, long hair and wild eyes o
stanza IV lead naturally to the admiring contemplation of the lines:

I set her on my pacing steed
And nothmng else saw all day long.
(Indicator: V, 17-18)
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Then comes the faery’s song. Entranced the young man adorns the
lady’s beauty; to the excitement of the senses of sight and touch
("For sideways wonld she lean” is a certain improvement, adding
languor and weight, over the “sidelong would she hend” of the first
version), then of hearing, the poet thus adds the scent of flowers in
“garland”, “bracelets” and “fragrant zone”. The lady responds with
the tasty offerings of delicate food. The avowal of love opens the
“elfin grot”, Contrary to the frustration of deprived nature in the
opening and conclnding parts of the poem, the central passage is a
festival for the senses.

The contradiction tbat existed in the first version of the lover
shutting "‘her wild wild eyes” (81) and the lady then lulling him
“asleep” (33), has now disappeared. In the “elfin grot” the lady does
not weep over the “victim”; sbe is now a real maiden yielding to
the power of love:

She gaz'd, and sighed deep. (30)
And the lover acts his part, as expected of a lover:

And therve I shut her wild sad eyes
So kiss’d to sleep.

X
And there she slumber'd on the moss. (31-38)

The accumulation of sibilant sounds cannot pass unnoticed, it
creates the soothing effect of silence invading the bower of hliss and
the heart of the lovers, when there is nothing more to say.

Inevitably the meaning of the scene changes with the altering
of the imagery. The lady is no longer a sort of “lamia” entrapping
some yonth in destructive love of i‘erself. She is left lying in her
sleep, an image of tﬁratified love, abandoned in full hliss, while her
lover experiences the pang of separation owing to the awakening
through his dream. In fact the evolution towards the abrupt fall into
nightmare has heen made more suhtle. There are no tears and sore
sighing, but a2 gaze which may be ane of wonder or expectation, a
deep sigh which denotes the final abandonment to overwhelming
passion. The “wild wild eyes” have lost something of their mad-
ness in "'wild sad eyes”, to put on the first real tonch of anxiety, or
simply anticipation of the climactic, inevitable end of love expe-
rienced. Anyway the sadness leads to soothing sleep and the lady
disappears in a far more tender mood than in the letter version of
the poem. “She slumber’d on the moss” is all sweetness.

It i3 difficult not to attribnte the changed atmosphere to Keats's
situation in spring 1820, when he had recognized the true nature of
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his illness, and had declared himself condemned.! The commisera-
tion felt in the choice of “wretched wight” instead of the medieval
fignre of the knight, may bear the mark of a feeling of self-pity;
moreover the whole poem becomes more of a hnman experience,
especially in the simplie bliss and sadness of true lovers. The dream
becomes an irrepressible cry of anguish on the part of the young
man who, beside his sleeping love, is suddenly invaded by his know-
ledge of the truth about himself and the approach of Death. “La
Belle Dame Sans Merci” (39), who, now is mot necessarily to be
identified with the beautiful "faery’s child”. The inversion, empha-
sizing the pronoun, in the next line — “Thee hath in thrall” (40) —
suppresses an unpleasant accumulation of “th” ’s in close succession,
and corresponds now to a tragic cry from the depth of the poet’s
heart. Thee has really become himself.

Seen in that light the Indicator text should be accepted as Keats’s
final version of “La Belle Dame Sans Merci”. He has polished the
lines that sounded unsatisfactory to his exacting ear (for instance
“hill's side” has become “hill side™), replaced the mmprobable knight-
at-arms of the Middle Ages by a “wretched wight”, his near kinsman;
his beautiful lady, idealized by love mto a fairy, turns out to be a
sweet maid yieiding to bis passionate embrace, and she is left in
blissful sieep while he follows the solitary path leading to the inevi-
table meeting with another ominocus love, “La Belle Dame Sans
Merci”. The symmetry has been improved; the imagery made more
coherent; so has the subtle interplay of regularity with irregularity,
which creates the climax of painful bliss in stanza V111, as was the
case in the letter version.

If a date must be proposed for this unearthing of the poem and its
revision, reference could be made to an April letter 1o Fanny Brawne
(no. 257, II, 286) where Keats talks of some improvement in his
health and is looking forward to “taking a walk with yon npon tbe
first of may”. He goes on: “in the mean time undergoing a babylonish
captivity 1 shall not he jew enough to hang up my harp upon a
willow, but rather endeavour to clear up my arrears in versifying
and with returning health begin npon something new; pursuant to
which resolution it will be necessary to bave my or rather Taylor's
manuscript, which you, if yon please, will send by my Messenger
either today or tomorrow.” This was done; Taylor received the ma-
nuscript on April 27. Is it not possible to imagine Keats going on
“clearing up arrears in versifying” as his poor state of health per-
mitted? And the result shows that his powers as a poet were not
dwindling, but were simply thwarted by illness. Some of the feelings
expressed in the “Belle I})a.me" second version can be compared to

1 Keat’s first hemorrhage occurred on 8 February 1820, according to Brown's Life
of Jokn Keats, quoted in Reollins, op. dil,, II, 251, footnote 3.
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Keats's anxious feelings about his love addressed to Fanny Brawne
during the same period. A March letter (no. 247, 11, 277) comments
on his disease aud contemplates the horrid chance there was “of
slipping into the ground instead of into your arms — the difference
is amazing Love — Death must come at last.” In their naked brevity
the three statements could apply pretty well to the themes of the
ballad. At a year’s distance it echoes the lines of the 21 April 1819
letter to the George Keatses in which the original form of the poem
appears. “] can imagine such happiness carried to an extreme —
but what must it end in? — Death” (no. 159, II, 101). The identity of
perspective is remarkable in spite of the sad evolution from the
“living year” of 1819 to the despair of 1820. All this can only be
conjectural, of course, but the suggestion is just probable enough
not to be left out of this study. Whatever the time of the revision, it
seems a confident assertion to state that the “wretched wight” version
should be selected for all future editions of Keats’s poems.
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18. The “Fetters” of the Sonnet

The example of “La Belle Dame Sans Merci”, as a case of an 1820
revision of a poem, is not unique, though Keats’s activity was at a
very low ebb owing to bad health. A few weeks after the publication
of the ballad in the Indicator anather of Keats’s poems was delivered
to be printied, the sonnet “On a Dream” {“*As Hermes once...”). If
had been composed shortly before the ballad, and must have been
very dear to Keats and his circle of friends, seeing the number of
transcripts that have remained. Keats seems, then, fo have agreed
to let Hunt offer it to the public after a last careful revision. One
line shows an important and significant change from our point of
view. Line 7 was altered from

But not olympus-ward to serene skies
{Dante manuscript in Ashley Library)
to
Not unte Ide with its snow-cold skies.
(in Indicator)

What is interesting here is, on the one hand Hermes’ upward flight
in the middle line of the sonnef, and on the other hand the cold
image attached to it. Instead of the separation of lethal and life-
blooded imagery, a sort of reconciliation of extremes takes place in
the centre of the poem.

Hermes is a link between the nether and upper worlds in the
ancient tradition of the Mediterranean. He then 15 a character well-
snifed for a poem that establishes an equivalence between the regions
of ecstatic escape and the maiming deliverance of death. The god is
shawn shaking off, it seems, the ponderous fetiers of this world for
the bright, life-giving influence of the highest spheres. And yet
Mount lda is not the goal we have learnt to expect; the Muses’
inspiring haunt is devoid of its usual qualities. Keats suppressed
the epithet “pure” that had qualified the mountain in some inter-
mediate verston. Still, purity exists in the “smow-cold skies” that
surround its peak. The epithef, bowever, offers an image also sugges-
tive of frustration. And therefore the summit of the pyramid coin-
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cides with dazzling frost and apparently empty desert. What should
culminate in full intensity, meets with disappointing sterility. The
negation at the beginning of the line prepares the refusal of
the high aim to which Hermes was entitled to aspire. Opposite
feelings are compressed together and made to coexist. Conse-
quently the structural imagery of the sonnet modifies the rising
line followed by similar pieces in Poems 1817. Instead of the elation
rising to a climax, and the abrupt death into silence at the end, it
reproduces the elaborate evolution encountered in longer poems.
In spite of the negations, the imagery is there to build np the pyra-
midal structure, the curve rises in the first two quatrains to fall
again. The third Shakespearian quatrain and the couplet are linked
together to form a sort of sestet opposing the octave. Petrarcban
and Elizabethan models are reconciled in a typically romantic
synthesis.

It is evident that the sonnet bears close relation with the spirit
of “La Belle Dame” and “The Eve of S5t Agnes™. Indeed the “second
circle of sad hell” (9),

Where in the gust, the whirlwind, and the flaw
Of rain and hail-stones, lovers need not iell
Their sorrows, (10-12)

resemhles in an extraordinary way the atmosphere of Madeline and
Porpbyro's flight. The extended couplet retains sometbing of the
morbid dream of the “wretched wight”:

... pale were the sweet lips I satw,
Pale were the lips I kiss'd. (12-18)

The sonnet ends, however, in an ambiguons impression of strange
magic with the lovers floating “about that melancholy storm™ (14).
The lady has preserved “her fair form” buf seems to nndergo a sort
of swoon nearing death, and the “storm” has lost some of its terror
to answer the epithet of “melancholy”. The floating impression
cannot be assimilated to the imagery of a fall. 1t corresponds to that
intermediate stage introducing the sestet: “the second circle of sad
hell” (9), which sounds less desperate in its marginal position than
hell itself.

‘What is found in the sonnet, then, is a great variety of former
tendencies. Pyramidal structure and symmetry there are; bui the
imagery is not so clearly defined as in the other poems. The use of
negative forms takes away the potential force of the rising move-
ment; the fall is also assualged by images which lessen the desperate
depths of death and bell. Antitheses reconcile the pallor and
sweetness of the lips, the entrancing beauty of the lady with the gust
and storm, the sunny peak of Ida with the snow and the cold, the
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pleasant shade of Tempe with Jove's grief (8). Opposites exist side
hy side so that the imagery of rise and fall does not stand out so
clearly as in Keats's other warks of the same period.

Another element which also points to the spirit of experimenta-
tion in sonnet-writing is the breaking of the fourteen lines into irregular
gronps from the point of view of meaning, The first sentence extends
with a marked enjamhment right to the end of line 5. Then three
further lines give the octave its normal dimensions. Yet the “but”
at the start of the sestet is closely related to the negations of the
previous lines:

Not unto lda...
Not unio Tempe...
But o that second circle of sad hell, (7-9)

Thus the traditional division is abolished. The third quatrain itself
is of barely three and a half lines; in consequence the conplet is
considerably augmented in Iength. When we refer to the fastidious
considerations of Keats for the choice of the sonnets in Poems 1817,
the puhlication of “On a Dream” during his life-time shows a renewed
spirit of adventure, and a disdain of farmal criticism on the part of
the public, which is in line with his objection to the last sentence
of the preface composed by his editors for his last volume of verse.
Speaking of “Hyperion” they thought it a kindness to the poet to
forestall the remarks of critics in the following apology. “The poem
was intended to have been of eqnal length with Endymion, but the
reception given to that work discouraged 51%: author from proceeding.”
We hape our argument ahont the abandenment of the poem wauld
have met with better approval an the part of the poet.

“On a Dream” is also an interesting poem for ns, hecause it
again stresses that perpetual tendency of Keats's art to evalve. He
is fonnd once more in the act of exploring the dark passages of the
“Mansion of many Apartments”. As already said (p. 170} Keats had
turned towards the Shakespearian form of the sonnet, and thus
towards a different perspective from that defined in the “Epistie to
C.C. Clarke” (60-61). couplet offered the possibility of a less
abrupt break in the end. A rapid exploration of sonnets puhlished
posthumously will reveal something of the cffart Keats devoted to
experimenting new structures and interplay of images within the
strict and limited pattern of such poems.

A good example of the new rise and fall of the imagery is given
hy a sonnet written in 1818 (September: *Four seasons fill the
measnre of the year”. From the eagerness of spring in the first
quatrain, one rises to the luxury of summer in the secand. Here the
poct feels that man approaches “his nearest unta heaven” (8). And
yet summer time feeds on the memory of the previous season, and
is only made of “Spring's honied cud of yonthful thought” (6)}.
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Therefore it is to be wondered whether the “quict coves” (8) of autumu
are not the most bliss-inspiring nooks where man enjoys maturity
and fulfilmeut, untouched by the agitation and feverish eagerness
z]f the growing process: “... contented so to look/On mists in idleness”
10-11).

The line souuds like an epitome of the future ode “To Autumu”.
The poet feels like suspended out of time, protected by his own
inward passivity, enjoying beauty undisturbed; letting “fair things/
Pass by unheeded” (11-12). The couplet is definiicly a fall with the
images of winter’s “‘pale misfeature” (13) and man’s mortality as
the final key note. Bnt this is prepared in the third quatrain where
the “coves™ (8) of autumu — note the early start of the quatrain —,
call to mind the seclusion of caves without the darkness attached to
them. The feeling of furling "“wings” (9) and the “mists” (10} also
suggest a protective nest. And if beauty can exist “uvheeded” (11),
it also takes on a certain coldness; the “brook” naturally warbles and
runs lively and pure, but its freshness has a cooling mfluence. It is
not surprising to find it s0 near the evocation of wiunter time.

Thus this sonnet offers the patiern of a rise to the middle of the
poem, repeating, in part, the movement of Peirarchan octaves. Then
it reaches a sort of balance in the ambiguous third quatrain, a
detached ecstasy, and dies smoothly in the couplet.

It is difficult to know which sonuets Keats would have preserved
for publication eventually; but his Shakespearian sonnets offered him,
undoubtedly, a field for trying all the variants that his *‘teeming
brain” ("When I have fears...”, 2) suggested. All types of different
image-interplay are used. In his answer to a poem of Reyuolds'
{8 Febr. 1818), “Blue! "Tis the life of heaven...”, the imagery related
to the blue colonr drops from the wide expanse of the sky (1-4) to
the level borizons of seascapes (5-8), and finally withdraws into
the forest (9) and the most secret of blue flowers: the violet {12).
The couplet — which extends over two and a half lines — coucen-
trates on tbat “mere shadow” (138), the blue colowr, that can speak in
a girl’s eye (14), and thus love opens wide the immense hope secreted
in "fate” (14). The imagery here corresponds to a descent, or rather
to a sort of distillation of the colour, which, as it dimiuishes in quan-
tity is purified to its essence, and thus increases in intensity. Finally
the perspective wideus again as the distillate evokes life and iuti-
mations of future happiness (14). The last word “fate”, though, is
never completely exempt from disquieting undertones, so that here
again, a certain ambiguity remaius m spite of the bealthy enthusiasm
swelling cutward from a “mere shadow” (18).

The two sonnets, written during the same period, in which appears
the lady whom Keats had known at Hastiugs five years before, also
end with extended conplets. “Time’s sea bath beeun five years ai its
slow ebb” follows a uearly identical pattern of imagery. The first
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quatrain introdnces the circumstances. Then the poet searches for
remembrance, first, in the sky {5), then in the rose (7), and finally
in the “budding flower” (9). Now that very concentration of percep-
tion leads to annihilation:

But my fond ear...
... doth devour
Its sweets in the wrong sense. (10-12)

“Delight” (18) and “darling joys” (14) exist, but they suffer an
“eclipse” (12) and are tainted “with grief” (14). The co-existence of
opposite feelings becomes the key to the conclusion. Trying to analyse
his sentiment, the poet goes down into the very core of intensity and
scems to reach that limit of perception which engenders a numbness
of the senses, — “the feel of not to feel it”, as Keats put it in a stanza
probably written in November or December 1818 (“In drear-nighted
December”, 21). It sounds like a pun, and Keats's friends and editors
have altered the line to avoid the unpleasant noun “feel”. Yet it
should be preserved as the manuscripts have it, and accepted as one
of those desperate attempts of artists’ to express the jnexpressible.
“Delight” in the sonnet is “eclipsed” by “sweet remembering”, and
brings “grief”. It sounds paradoxical; bnt, as can be seen in the
“Eve” or "La Belle Dame”, it is a feeling which increasingly haunts
the poet. _

The other poem of love, born of the same occasion, “When 1
have fears..”, preserves an octave with rising imagery. After the
evocation of his possible future works, compared to the reaping of
rich corn and the filling of vast “garners” (1-4), the poet lifts up
his eyes towards the sky with its strange constellations and mysterious
shapes of clonds and darkness. The deciphering of the depths of
the universe and the “magic” (8) of the exploration bring the poem
to a first climax. Fame was the theme, while that of the second
part of the diptych is love.

e poem rises anew to “the faery power / Of unreflecting love!”
{11-12). And there we are suddenly left facing the endless solitude
of the “shore /Of the wide world” (12-18). The image of the
extended couplet (12-14) suggests the anguish of that tremendous
void of a limitless horizon, before which the high bliss of fame
or love vanishes, and both “to nothingness do sink” (14). This is
still very similar to the rise and fall of “Time’s sea hath been...”. The
fall does not occur without due preparation, as in other instances;
in this case, the repeated negative words, or pbrases, play an impor-
tant part: “I never look” (5), “1 cannot look” (7, 9). It is also the case
in “When I bave fears...”. The haunting pressure of the “fears that I
may cease to be / Before..” (1-2, and 3} recurs in the repetitions of
“never” (7, 10 and L1). The negations destroy the imagined feelings
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of pleasure or bliss; it therefore introduces a coexistence of opposites,
ancg this seems to become a characteristic feature of Keats’s sonnets
during the years 1818-1819,

In “To Homer”, the rise and fall take place in the octave where
the perspective of the sea in the first quatrain is replaced by that of
Jove uncurtaining Heaven (6) for the blind poet, in the second.
This rise, however, is counterbalanced in each guatrain by an ima-
gery directed toward the depths of the sea or the earth. The “giant”
ignorance of line 1 slopes down on the “dolphin-coral in deep seas”
of line 4. Jove in Heaven (6) precedes Neptune and the “spumy tent
of the sea” (7), and Pan with “his forest-hive” (8). So the sestet
starts on the level of “the shores” {9), reminding vs of the sitnation of
the poet at the beginning of the sonnet, who saw himself “as one who
sits ashore” (8). But this time the shores are “the shores of darkness”,
which do not exclude “light” (9). This sort of antithetic interplay fills
the third quatrain.

Aye, on the shores of darkness there is light,
And precipices show untrodden green;
There is a budding morrow in midnight;
There is a triple sight in blindness keen. (9-12)

The balance is strict to the last detail: the imagery of darkness comes
first in lines 9-10, second in 11-12. The power of imagination
transcends all the obstacles set up by obscurity to annihi%a.te the
poet’s vision,

The couplet assimilates Homer’s perception to that of Diana,
described with the attributes of the triple Hecate, “Queen of Earth,
and Heaven, and Hell.” The pyramidal imagery reappears in that
summary of the three domains explored by the poet.

The March 1819 sonnet “Why did 1 laugh to-night?” is entirely
based on negative antithetic statements. The poet gets no answer to
his question:

No God, no Demon...
Deigns to reply from Heaven or from Hell. (2-3)

The next stage is to shrink from such extremes and try the inward
core of one’s self, the heart. The octave ends with an evocation of
the triple, voiceless worlds of “Heaven and Hell and Heart” (8).
If there is a pyramidal structore here, it is an inverted one. But the
real rise and fall of the sonnet occurs in the sestet. It starts with the
opening question “Why did f laugh?”’ (9) and immediately opposes
actval life, “this Being’s lease” (9), with the weight of its mortality,
to “the utmost blisses” (10) reached through the powers of the
imagination. The initial “yet” of the next line establishes the irre-
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versible downward trend of the whole poem, though the couplet
reveals in a vigorous antithesis the highest intensity of death:

Verse, Fame and Beauty are intense indeed,
But Death intenser — Death ts Life’s high meed. (13-14)}

Thus the paradex is driven to its utmost capacity of suggestion.
Rise and fall coincide: the usnally crushing experience of mortality
is assimilated to the crowning climax of life’s intensity.

The April 1819 letter to the George Keatses swarms with poetry,
among which five sonnets. That entitled “On a Dream™ we have
already discussed (see p. 182-183). Two bear the same title “On
Fame”. Both of these start in the Shakespearian manner, and in the
first two quatrains follow the traditional presentation of the themes,
with a clear interaction of imagery between octave and sestet. Both
end with clinching lines dismissing fame and its enslaving worship.
They therefore give an impression of freedom and elation in their
conclusions.

The sonnet “On Fame”, nombered X111 in the Literary Remains
edition of 1848 sbould, we think, come after the other and be num-
bered XIV; in the letter it comes after the one beginning “How
fever'd is the man”. In some way it answers the question ending this
same¢ sonnet:

Why then should man...
Spoil his salvation...? (13-14)

The worshipping of Fame is a mistaken creed; running after Fame
is useless; salvation is to be found in acceptance of the world as it is.
Once this has been achieved, it is not impossible to imagine Fame
crowning the contented poet without his teiling for it. Fame is per-
sonified: “She is a Gipsey” (5), and “like a wayward girl” (1) she
remains indifferent to those who woo her, and yields to those whose
“heart” is “‘at ease” (4), and capable of being “content without ber”
6). The third quatrain is marked by the insistent phrase “A very

ipsey is she” (9) and establishes the necessity of scorn. This is the
articulation between the two parts of the sonnet. The octave had
concentrated on Fame herself, the sestet proposes a line of conduct;
the wanton should be despised and forgotten. It culminates in the
couplet which advises disdain as a way to win her love,

The sonnet is rather direct in 15 meaning withont any rich inter-
play of imagery. But it can be said to be firnigly built, and it organizes
itself round the opposition of what Fame is like and how it should
be treated; it proves once again, if that were necessary, Keats’s
virtuosity in handling the delicate and exacting poetical structure
of the sonnet.
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The other sonnet “On Fame” starting “How fever'd is the man”
shows that the task of reconciling form and content could be too
much for the poet, and that he bad to decide for himself whether
the imagery and meaning sbould be coerced into the traditional
rhyme patterns, or whether strict respect of form shonld be subordi-
nated to more important considcrations of beauty. At the time Keats
must have felt the sonnet form as an overpowering burden, a restric-
tive ruling authority instead of a subtle mould to force the poet’s
message into shape. Hence a sort of revolt that sbakes the rhyme
pattern of three sounets out of the five transcribed in the April letter
to the Keatses in America.

In that second poem “On Fame” (number X1V in Literary Remains
1848), the sestet is effected by the poet’s incapacity to insert his
meaning into words fitting the normal, echoing rhymes. The third
quatrain starts as usual (e f e), but the fourth line docs not rhyme
though it clearly ends what should be a quatrain. The “crystal
space” of line 12 is echoed by the last word of the next line: “grace”
{18). This, however, cannot be called a couplet from the point of
view of meaning. And the last word “miscreed” (14) rhymes with
“feed” (10}. The scheme goes thus: ¢ fe g g f. Even in the variations
of Petrarchan sestets used by Keats in bis early sonnets no snch
liberty had been taken with the traditional form. The lines struck
out and corrected in the autograph manuscript testify to the poet’s
hesitations and struggle with the rhymes of the last lines. He finally
decided in favour of meaning and ima.geri; over strict formalism.
Whether he would ever have published such a sonnet is impossible
to say, but in its final stage it scems to mns far more “loaded with
ore’’ than its companion.

Indeed the sonnet offers a series of antithetic images in the octave.
Each term is soon contradicted; the fever of line ] is opposed to
the “temperate blood” of the next; the completeness of “life’s book™
is destroyed in its “leaves” (3); “maidenhood” and “rob” (4) sound
still mare violently contradictory. The second quatrain preserves the
theme of self-destruction, but applied to a natural imagery that
makes it unbelieveable and unacceptable: “the rose™ plucking herself
(5), “the ripe plum” wiping off its “bloom” (6). In contrast with
the fresb beauty of the bashful “Naiad™ (7}, who would not soil
her “pure grot” with “muddy gloom” (8), the “elf” (7) is a sinister
hobgoblin. al”he turn is marked at the beginning of the sestet by the
stressed “but” (9), and the images of the “rose” (9) and the “ripe
plum” (11) reappear to express the confident abandonment of natural
things to their earthly condition, content to be generously what they
are. The rose offers herself to the greed of bees and the kisses of
the wind (9-10). The bloom covering the “ripe plum” may be “dim
attire” (11}; still it bas its incomparable perfection of delicacy:
touch it, it is gone for ever. “The undisturbed lake” of line 12 could
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be the caol haunt of the Naiad {7), and the image is suggestive of
that passiveness which culminates in acceptance of all the goodness
of the earth and enticing, comforting guesses at profound truths. The
smooth surface of the lake has “crystal space” {12) which opens
immense scope towards bath the depths of the watery world and the
limitless heights of the reflected sky. All this is pure negative capa-
bility absorbing the material world and turning out to be a source
of ultimate, if transitory, knowledge and wisdom. The clinching
lines implicitly conclude in favour of such reconciliation with mor-
tality in a question:

Why then skould man, leasing the world for grace,
Spail his salvation for a fierce miscreed? (13-14)

"Grace”, “salvation”, “miscreed” — which implies the existence of
a true creed —, the theme is ultimately a religious one, the confession
of the poet’s faith, a reconciliation with the “forked” nature of
man.! {t may be noted that we have abandoned Garrod’s reading in
line 13, i ¢. “teasing the world for grace”, for Rollins' “leasing”.
We think that the regular interplay of opposites throughout the poem
justifies the latter’s deciphering of Keats’s handwriting. “Tease”
and “spail” go the same way towards destruction, while *lease”
offers a more positive attitude of exchange and eagerness regarding
“grace’” which is suddenly discovered menaced in the next Ime.
It fits in with the preceding contrasts of images.

The structure of the sonnet is remarkabﬁre firm, with its answering
echoes between octave and sestet, in spite of the irregularity of the
rhyming pattern in the latter part. If 1t ends with a certain feeling
of elation, it is more an interior feeling than a clear, sensuous image.
On the contrary the octave apparently plunges towards the ""meddling”
influence creative of darkness and “muddy gloom”: and the sestet
ends with the lease unfortunately spoiled by a “fierce miscreed”. But
the interaction of antitheses, nepations of negative imagery and
questioning provokes a general effect similar to that of the lake
image (12}, which strikingly conjures up out of the clear depths
of its waters a perspective of the pure span of the sky and ajr. The
conclusion then is a warning, and therefore offers the possihility of
escape from the dangerous gquicksands of a “fierce miscreed”.

“To Sleep” is another irregular Shakespearian sonnet. The first
two quatrains follow the traditional pattern abeb cded. Then there
is one line rhyming with b, and one rhyming with ¢. And the sonnet
ends with a third quatrain efef. The ahortive draft in the Hampstead
Milton — 12 lines only — i5 a witness of the poet’s entanglement in

Y King Lear, 111, iv, 3 quoted by Keats in the journal-leller to the George Keatses
of 21 April 1819; No. 159, IT, 101,
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the struggle of rhymes and meaning. In that versian the third qua-
train is left unfinished. In the (30 April) letter version lines 9 and 10
of the draft —

Then shut the hushed casket of my soul
And turn the key round in the oiled wards

— have been practically preserved, but bave become respectively
lines 14 and 13:

Turn the key defily in the oiled wards
And seal the hushed casket of my soul.

These lines were a fit conclusion for the poem. They are perfect
in their imagery and harmaony to let the sonnet slip away into silence
and sleep. However they did not rthyme as a couplet, and tbe solution
we now have, unconventional as it is, was probably built up back-
wards from the conclusion, ta fill the missing link between the actave
dedicated to a eulogy of sleep and its beneficial action, and the
ideas now given prominence at the end. Sleep appears as a divinity
to be worshipped and praised, capable of bringing moments of bliss:
“forgetfulness divine” (4). The imagery is centered on the soothing
power of darkness and silence: “embalmer” — *still midnight” (1)
— “careful fingers and benign” (2) — “gloom-pleas’d eyes” —
“embower’d from the light” (8} — “enshaded” — “forgetfulness™ (4)
— “soathest sleep” (5) — “poppy” (7) — “bed” — “lulling” (8).
Then the tone of invacation turns to religious awe: “forgetfnlness
divine” (4} — “if so it please thee” (5) — “thine hymn” (6) —
“wait the amen” (7) — “charities” (8). The concentration of words
tendiag to create the atmasphere of calm serenity, of regenerating
power and high submissive gratitude is extreme.

Then the sestet introduces the tension of sleepless nigbts. It is
very skilfully linked to the worshipping of the previous lines by the
prayer ‘‘save me” repeated twice (9 and 11}, The disturbing agitation
of the day appears like light shining “upon my pillow” (10); darkness
increases the questioning of the mind and warks blindly “burrowing
like a male” (12). Though Keats comments on these last sonnets
saying: “I have for tbe most part dash’d of [f] my lines in a
hurry”, the last two lines of “To Sleep” are most remarkable for the
density of their imagery. They sum up the silent and stealthy inva-
sion of sleep which occurs in the octave — ““Turn the key deftly
in the oiled wards” (18) — recalling the “careful fingers” of the
beginning (2); and the “hushed casket of my soul” (14} stresses the
silence and suggests the secrecy and mysterious torments alread
present in the sestet: “many woes” (10) — “burrowing like a male”
(12). Inevitably there creeps into the mind a remembrance of Sha-
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kespearian caskets teasing everyone into a search for the hidden truth
and beauty secreted in one of them. If this was written “in a hurry™,
how far could perfection of achievement be brought in such a poet !

And yet the difficnlty of complying with the requirements of such
strict form as the sonnet implies found expression in the last sonnet
copied in that same journal letter, extending from Febr. 14 to May 3
1819: “If by dull rhymes...”. 1t is preceded by a brief comment “1 have
heen endeavouring to discover a better sonnet stanza than we have.
The legitimate does not suit the language over-well from the poun-
cing thymes — the other kind appears too elegiac — and the couplet
at the end of it has seldom a pleasing effect — 1 do not pretend to
have succeeded.” The sonnet is a very interesting testimony to Keats's
virtuosity at the time. He rejects the rhyme pattern, but not rhyming.
The new scheme sounds as follows: abc abd cab cde de. Three
rhymes are repeated three times, one only twice; the arrangement of
sentences and rbymes corresponds closely to the intention mentioned
in the poem, i. e. to “find out™

Sandals more interwoven and complete

To fit the naked foot of poesy. (4-6)

The poem is more than a clever four de force. It exemplifies what
it precisely discusses theoretically. Instead of hovering in high abs-
traction, the poet shows what he means, and though the attempt was
not repeated, it is a gallant pizce of work with beauties of its own.
Once more its qualities lie in the correspondence and interplay of
images which also answer the notion of “sandals more interwoven”;
the phrase could easily be taken for a motto deseribing Keats’s efforts
to load more and more his poetry “with ore” (see bis later remark:
16 Aug. 1820, To Sbelley; no. 285, 11, 328). The first tercet introduces
the suhject, and compares the strict arrangement of verse lines in
a sonnet to Andromeda in fetters. The beanty of the prisoner is not
denied, but it means sufferings; and, if, as said above, the rhymes
are qualified as “dull” (1), this applies to their arrangement in rigid
patterns. The virtne of rhyming lines is not rejected. The image of
the “sandals” in the second tercet is closely related to that of the
chained, naked princess on the legendary rock. The sandals seem
to he made for Andromeda and not only for “the naked foot of
poesy” (6). Poesy still sounds in the reader’s memory when he meets
with “the lyre” in the next line (7); the necessity of industry and
“attention” (9) in the practice of the instrument makes the passage
to the fourth tercet easy. “Sounds” and “syllahes” are indeed tﬁe
poet’s material, rare and precious like gold: *Midas’ coinage” (11).
Hence the “misers” (10) that poets should be, using their “ears” (9)
to clean away all that could mar the beauty of poetical form: *“Jealons
of dead leaves in the bay wreath crown™ (12). Otherwise they wonld
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produce again “pained lovelioess” (3). And the clioching lines con-
centrate on the necessity to “free” poetry (13). Total freedom however
is impossible; anarchy wonld go against the very essence of poetry.
But instead of the chains and ﬁgtters of the beginning, the restrictive
reins should be made of “garlands”, which preserves the interweaving
image of line 5. As in the second sonnet “On Fame” (XIV) and in
"To Sleep” the imagery of the conclusiop refers to that of the octave.
Here the “wreath crown” (12) and the *garlands” {14) echo, while
they contrast with, the chains and fetters of the first tercet, and
hark back to the “interwoven sandals” of the second. In a sort of
symmetry the problems of restricting rules embrace the evocation
of the music of poetry. In fact the whole technique of the writing
of poetry is touched on in a discussion of its strictest model in
prosody. The “If hy dull rhymes...” sonnet could be described as
composed of two sestets dedicated respectively to form and sounds,
the raw material of the poet’s job. The last two lines conclude. The
logic of the poem is also worthy of notice. The hypothesis of the
first tercet leads to the three proposals:

Let us find out... (4)
Let us anspect... (7)
. letus be (11)

The third is skilfully placed at the end of the line to avoid the rigid
monotony of regularity. The conclusion is well marked by the
initial “So” {13} of the last sentence. All this may be refused the
name of a sonnet, but it proves Keats's understanding and mastery
of poetic technique, his ceaseless search for a perfection that would
unite shape, music and meaning, his capacity for invention and his
disdaio of inevitable condemnation oo the part of readers. The poet
i1 some way explodes a form that can no longer resist the inward
pressure_of the load of meaniogful imagery he intends to force
into it. The odes written in 1819 and printed in the Lamia volume
are the ripe fruit of his intense struggle with the exacting forms of
poetical patterns. It is also typical of him that he printed no sennet
in the collection and scems to have considered them at the time as
experiments to polish further in later days.
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PART 1V

Balance and Complexity



19. The “Couplet” Odes

Whatever the reason for Keats’s not printing his sonnets in the
Lamia volume — we know he intended to publish a book of short
pieces later on (2 Jan. 1819, To the George Keatses; no. 137, 11, 26} —
it is evident that they helped him te work ont the fermal solutions
that led to the choice of rhyme scheme for the 1819 “Odes”. It is
immediately visible that the free monld of the “ode” and the varia-
tions adopted by romantic poets tend in Keats’s work towards a firm
model of stanza, cnlminating in the regularity and mastery of form
of the "Ode to a Nightingale”! If the same rhyme pattern is pre-
served thronghout the eight stanzas of this ode {abab cdecde), it sutfers
a few exceptions in the "Ode on a Grecian Urmn” and “To Antnmn”,
In the former poem stanzas I and V run thns: ebab cdedce; 111 and
IV agree with each other: abab cdecde; 11 ends in cdeced. In the
latter the first stanza differs slightly from the other two: abab cdedece
against abab cdecdde in II and III. ldentical observations can be
made in the "Ode on Melancholy”, including the cancelled first
stanza, and the “Ode on Indolence”.

It is also immediately striking that the stanzas strongly resemble
the alternate rhymes found in the octave of Shakespearian sonnets,
followed by the varied schemes of Petrarchan sestets. M. R. Ridley,
in his study of Keats’ Craftsmanship, has fully discussed this point
and he describes the Keatsian ode “as a loosely counected series of
variously reformed sonnets”.? Ridley refers only to the experimental
sonnets written in the same journal Ietter to the George Keatses
(Febr.-May 1819) and seems to forget previous explorations: indeed
the 1818 fragment of the “Ode to May” conld be classed as an
irregular sonnet of the experimental type. 1t numbers fourteen lines
(inclnding fonr short ones), but the sestet is placed first; or it can
be described as composed of three Shakespearian quatrains, the first
being followed by a conplet, the actave coming last (ebabcc dedefgfg).
It can be objected, of conrse, that the short lines exclude its being
considered as a sonnet; yet the specific choice of the rbyme pattern

1F, Matthey, op. cit., £8, XLIX (1958}, 306-307.
*M. R. Ridley, Keals' Craftsmanship (1933; London: Methuen, 186%), 205.
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cannot but Iead to such comparisons. The poet himself talks of an
“ode"”, and seems to be satisfied with his achievement, as be contem-
plates finishing the poem “in good time” (3 May 1818, To Reynolds;
no. B0, 1, 278). The events of 1818 stopped the process, but the memory
of such an intention was bronght back to life when the 1819 wave
of inspiration and intensive work drove the poet powerfully onward
again.

The early “Odes to Apollo” offer no such comparisons with the
art of the sonnet, though quatrains play an important part in the
composition of their stanzas, either the abab type of “In thy western
hall...” or the deedfggf type of lines 4-10 of each stanza in “God of
the golden bow”. The extempore ode however, written “On Secing
a Lock of Milton's Hair” in January 1818, appears as the first step
toward Keats's preference of the ten-line stanza in his later and
greatest achievements in the ode form. The fact that it was an
extempore composition also calls to mind the sonnet contests at
Hunt’s parties. Keats may very well have been induced through
babit to fall back on something resembling the rhyming scheme usual
on such occasions. Three of the four stanzas contain ten lines — the
second stanza being the exception [eleven lines} — as in most of the
future great “Odes”; each starts with a quatrain of alternate rbymes
followed by a sestet based on various arrangements of ¢, d and e
rhymes. The beginning of the ode “On Seeing a Lock of Milton’s
Hair”, it must also be remarked, closely echoes Wordsworth's lyric
“A slumber did my spirit seal.” Borrowing the very words, brief
lines and rhyme pattern of that short meditation over the relics of
a dead friend, Keats adapted to them the customary interplay of
final syllables in Petrarchan sonoets. The irregularity of the un-
rhyming sbort line in the middie of the second. stanza (17} — which
caused the unnecessary pencilled addition of “I swear™ (22) — may
well have been acceptedp by the poet as a remedy for the regularity
of couplets invading the poem at that stage. On the wbole the “ode”
was a daring challenge, successfully met, and some pride can be felt
in Keats's comment: “This 1 did at Hunt’s at his request”. And tbe
next sentence does not seem to express profound dissatisfaction:
‘c'gJerbaps 1 sbould have done something better alone and at home.”

n the whole be sounds well pleased and possible weaknesses may
be excused owing to the conditions of tbe composition. Therefore it
appears that the path towards the final original form developed by
K}:eats starts a full year before the fruitful period of spring 1819,
and is marked by the encouraging prospect opened up by the abortive
*Ode to May".

The other odes published in the Lamia volume do not compare
with the stanza type in depth and concentrated “ore”. Written in
rapid heptasyllabic couplets “Fancy” and “Bards of Passion...” sound
very much like tbe songs about “Robin Hood" and the “Mermaid
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Tavern”, The tone is less that of a popular ballad, the subjects closer
to Keats's preoccupations about his art, but the rhythm is identical.
It is a lax form that car run on and on indefinitely and does not
require the poet to answer happily the compulsion of the stanza type
ode. “Fancy” is typical of the couplet type; the ennmeration of all
the blisses fancy can bring to the chimney-corner dreamer oz a
winter’s day could be pursued far beyond the thirty-six lines (31-66)
devoted to it. Similarly the fourteen lines suppressed in the Lemia
volume (lines 94-107 of 2 Jan. 1819 journal letier, uo. 137, 11, 24)
are not necessary to the developmeut of the idea. We tend to think
that Keats’s friends and editors thought them slightly improper as
was the case on other occasions, and tbat Keats may have been
unaware of that suppression or have accepted it on the grounds that
mawkishness bad again crept into his work, ar perhaps for more
personal reasons. Still it must be acknowledged that the balance of
the two parts of the poem is better preserved in the letter version
addressed to the George Keatses in America (zo. 137, 11, 21-24).
Structurally the poem consists of two main parts in which the imagery
leads twice from a feeling of disappointment to one of elation. Fancy
is the means to escape, the remedy for the transient character of
everything both in nature aud in human relations. Some lines already
sound like a foretaste of the “Qde on a Grecian Um”:

Where's the maid
Whose lip mature is ever new?
Where's the eve, however blue,
Doth not weary? Where's the face
Ore would meet in every place?
Where's the voice, however soft,
One would hear so very oft? (70-76)

The disap%ointed questions correspond to the description of uwature
snbject to the laws of passing time in the first half.

Summer’s joys are sposit by use,
And the enjoying of the Spring
Fades as does its blossoming;
Autumn’s red-lipp’ d fruitage too,
Blushing through the mist and dew,
Cloys with tasting. (10-15)

Iz botb cases Fancy is shown as creative of an eternity of sensations
bi?tlh in the experience of natural beauty and iu that of the enjoyment
ol love:r
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O the Ravishment — the Bliss!
Fancy has her [his Mistress) there she is —
Never fulsome, ever new.
{101-103 of the letter version)

The ecstasy repeats on the level of love the elation of the first part
of the poem when she {Fancy) brings at the time of frost all the
“Beauties that the earth hath lost” {30). The poem is clearly based
on two sequences of rising spirit and imagery. The second part leads
to the highest bliss of love’s experience and explodes in the conclu-

sion.
Break the mesh
Of the Fancy's silken leash;
Quickly break her prison-string
And such joys as these she'll bring.
Let the winged Fancy raam
Pleasure never is at home.
(89-94 of the published version)

The last couplet is a repetition of the first two lines of the ode and
rounds up the whole composition, which comprises an introduction
of eight lines followed by the two sncceeding rising movements of
the main themes, both starting with the same exclamation:

O sweet Fancy! let her loose,
{9 and 67 of the published version)

The nature theme develops over fifty-eight lines: the second, dedi-
cated to the ideal mistress, over twenty-eight in the Lamia volume
version. The conclusion starts in the middle of a line and is thus
intimately linked with the second part of the poem (five and a haif
lines altogether). Even if the suppressed fonrteen lines of the letter
version do not make the poem any better, they undoubtedly pre-
serve a more satisfactory equilibrinm of its two balves and bring it
to a higher degrec of sensuous elation.

No date is given for the ode; we only know when it was copied
for the Keatses in America: 2 January 1819. But it can be safely
conjectured that it must be one of the poems he speaks of in the same
letter. Relating the despondency that followed Tom's deatb and
the necessity for him to start again with his poetry, he adds “1 have
however a few Poems which you will like and I will copy out on
the next sheet” (no. 137, II, 12). As the verses sent with the letter are
“Fancy”, “Lines on the Mermaid Tavern” and the song “I had a
Dove”, he must have had these pieces in mind. 1f we knew who was
the “mistress fair” of the fourteen snppressed lines, it would help
to decide on a date. Could it be Fanny Brawne with whom he had
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“an understanding” on Christmas Day that month ? ! It seems impos-
sible that he should have referred to her in such an idealized sort
of way, as a creature of his fancy only. The two persons that could
fill his bereaved beart with a %,eminine presence just before and
after Tom’s death were Isabella Jones whom be had met at the end
of October 1818, and the memory of his sister-in-law, Georgiana.
It is symptomatic that he places them on the same level and that
speaking of one leads to the other. After the evocation of their
meeting and walk to lslington {24 October 1818, To the George
Keatses; no. 120, 1, 408), he comments: “1 have no libidinous
thonght about her — she and your George are the ouly women
a peu prés de mon age whom I would be content to know for their
mind and friendship alone.” This partakes of the resignation of
absence, which also built up the idealized figure of Georgiana. In
the long journal letter of the beginning of 1819 he several times
writes to his sister-in-law more “particularly” {no. 137, I, 13};
and just before copying “Fancy” a few lines seem to make her the
ethereal woman of some immortal love: “I never forget you except
after seeing now and then some beantiful woman — bnt that is a
fever — the thought of you both is a passion with me but for the
most part a calm one” (no. 137, 11, 21). The word "both” has been
taken as a reference to George and Georgiana, but we do not doubt
that “the beautiful woman" seen ‘now and then” is Isabella Jones
of whom he had said in his previous letter to America: “I expect to
passe some pieasant hours with her now and then™ (no. 120, 1, 408).
The need to confide, in an off-hand way, one's love for a woman
to another loved one is psychologically justified, especially when
both are distant, idealized figures. And if there remains some hesi-
tation about accepting a relation between the “mistress fair"’ passage
of the ode on “Fancy” and the Hastings lady the description of what
happened on October 24 and the cancelled lines should remove it:
“As I had warmed with her before and kissed her — I thought it
would be living backwards not to do so again — she had a better
taste: she perceived how much a thing of course it was and shrunk
from it — not in a prudish way but in as I say a good taste — Sbe
contrived to disappoint me in a way which made me feel more
pleasure than a simple kiss could do — she said I should please her
much more if 1 would only press her hand and go away. Whether
she was in a different disposition when 1 saw her before — or whether
1 have in fancy wrong'd her | cannot tell” (24 October 1818, no. 120,
I, 403). Compare "Fancy":

1 See H. E. Rollins’ calender of “Everts in the Life of Keats,” in his edition of the
Letters, I, 47,
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Mistress fair,
Thou skalt kave that tressed hair
Adonis tangled all for spite;
And the mouth he would not kiss,
And the treasure he would miss,
And the hand he would not press
And the warmih he would distress,
O the Ravishment — the Bliss!

(94-101 of the letter version)

We therefore conjecture that “Fancy” can be dated some time
after the lslington meeting and before Tom's death, and that it was
kept in Keats's papers till a day when be felt the need to confide
in his beloved "Sister”, become at a distance a sort of understanding
motherly presence. Therefore he gave her in the December- January
and Janvary-April letters both the ’rival” characters of lsabella
Jones and, in a casual way, that of his new love, Fanny Brawne
{18 December 1818, no. 187, 11, 18),

“Bards of Passion” is built up on the same pattern as *Fancy”.
Four lines, repeated at both ends of the poem, serve the purpose
of introduction and conclusion. They enclose two passages of cighteen
and fourteen lines respectively. Thus, as is the case in “Fancy”, the
second part 1s slightly shorter than the first. Again the poet’s ima-
gination bears the reader on high to a paradise where

... the rose herself has got
Perfume which on earth is not. (15-16)

Opposed to tbe static description of the Elysium of poets in the
first part, the second proposes to listen to the inviting voices of
bards of old and join with them in a communion of all mortal
experience, sad or happy. The call towards elation creates once
more 2 rising structore of imagery, bowever primitive when compared
to other poems.

The form makes it a near relation of “Fancy”, and it must bave
been written some time after Tom’s death as it corresponds closely
in spirit to the feelings expressed at the beginning of the December
1818 to January 1819 jourual-letter. After relating their brother’s
end, Keats confirms his belief in "immortality of some nature or
other” (mo. 1387, II, 4), and further down discusses the nature of
separation. “There you are with Birbeck — here 1 am with Brown
— sometimes | fancy an immense separation and sometimes, as at
present, a direct communication of spirit with you. That will be one
of the grandenrs of immortality — there will be no space and conse-
quently the only commerce between spirits will be by their intel-
ligence of each other” (16 December 1818, no. 187, 11, 5). “Bards
of Passion” certainly springs from tbat baunting preoccupation since
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his brother’s departure, now renewed and reinforced by Tom’s
death. When the poem was written is impossible to state exactly,
but the idea of communication between distant werlds appears in
the letter of Jane Porter forwarded to Keats by Richard Woodhouse
on 10 December 1818. He meant to comfort him and instil confi-
dence at a difficult moment. She was giving praise to Endymion.
There is no doubt that the poet was not indifferent to the good
opinion of the lady writer, as he chose to copy part of the letter for
George and Georgiana a week later. Setting Keats and Chatterton
side by side, Jane Porter wrote “great talents have a Commission
from Heaven (see no. 137, II, 10, footnote 7). The timely and tactful
intervention of Woodhouse was successful; the journal-letter testifies
to the new spur given to the poet’s activity. On the day he copics
Miss Porter’s letter he speaks of setting to work again. He means
“Hyperion” but, as mentioned above, he alludes to other works, and
“Bards of Passion” could very well have been inspired by Miss
Porter’s allusion to mysterious links with Heaven. The model of the
recent ode to “Fancy” was there to suggest an easy-flowing structure.
We should then date it between 10 and 17 December 1818.

Therefore we vonclude that the odes written in couplets were
products of the last months of the year 1818, and must be considered
as efforts on the poet’s part to turn hardship into creative activity.
They are the start of a new chapter in his life and work; hence
the rising imagery. In a state of bercavement fancy and memory
alone conld supply him with the comfort of living nature, or of a
motherly mistress’s presence. His touching and eager will to keep
a diary and thus erganize a sort of communication across the Atlantic
ocean is akin to the desire for an escape through imagination and
extra-terrestrial perception of inspiring voices. “I shall read a passage
of Shakespeare every Sunday at ten o’clock — you read one at the
same time and we shall be as near each other as blind bodies can
be in the same room™ (no. 137, 11, 5). What “Fancy” had spelled
out on the level of nature and love is developed on a higher plane
in “Bards of Passion”:

... the souls ye left behind you
Teack us, here, the way to find you. (25-26)

Yet the two poems remain among the less impressive works of
Keats’s 1820 volume. They give rise to his remark at the time of
copying his “Ode to Psyche”: ‘I have for the most part dash’d
of[f] my lines in a hurry” (Journal-letter 30 April 1819, no. 159,
11, 105-6), and himself seemed surprised to find “Fancy” rather a
considerable piece of verse: “1 did not think this had been so long
a Poem” (ibidp., 2 Jan. 1819, 1II, 24). The rapid ea.sil'y stretched addi-
tion of couplets corresponded, no doubt, to the poet’s growing objec-
tions against the constraint of set forms, the sonnet particularly,
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which was, perhaps also a consequence of his despair and weariness
of spirit at the end of the year 1818. The quotation he inserted in
his journal.letter on 29 December (the precise date is conjectural),
testifies to his rebellion against restriction and external compulsion
in artistic matters. He applands one Dubois’s advice to players:
‘In singing never mind the music — observe what time you please.
It wonﬁd ¢ a pretty degradation indeed if you were obliged to
confine your genius to the dull regularity olY a fiddler — horse
hair and cat’s guis — no, let him keep your time and play your tune
— dodge him’” (no. 137, 1], 16). Evidently Keats in his discourage-
ment saw only “horse hair and cat’s guts” in the exacting rules of
the sonnet and its limited dimensions. His couplet odes allowed
unrestricted development of imagination and extension of fanciful
thoughts. In the letter he does not speak of “Fancy” and “Bards of
passion...” as odes. “These are specimens of a sort of rondeau which
I think 1 shall become partial to — because yon have one idea am-
plified with greater ease and more delight and freedom than in
the sonnet” (i%id., 11, 26). Rondeau is justified here by the fact that
the poems are rounded off by a final repetition of the opening lines;
otherwise the pattern is a very lax one. “Bards of passion...” was
printed in the Lamiz volume under the title “Ode”, which shows
that the poet was actually keeping his time and playing his tune.
From what has been said of Keats, in this study, however, it is
clear that form could not be entirely wiped off or done without for
a long time in one who linked more and more closely his eager
search after truth and the “clear perception of Beauty” (ibid., 11, 19).
Keats’s genius was already groping toward an original solution to his
problem. To Haydon he expresses discontent as to his late work:
“I smoke more and more my own insufficiency — 1 sce little by
little more of what is to be done, and how it 15 to be done, should I
ever be able to do it” {10 Januvary 1819, To Haydon, no. 140, II, 32}.
It was with that confidence in new, possible progress that the pace
is set for the writing of “Isabella” and the “Eve of St Agnes” — and
we have secen how the pyramidal pattern of imagery evolved from
the one to the other. The achievement of such poetry also proved
that the “ottava rima” and the Spenserian stanza favoured the
poet’s imagination and gave firm support to bis inspiration. The
abandonment of the “Eve of St Mark™ on tbe contrary tends to
attract attention on the lack of such formal device and attribute
the failure to the illimited freedom of couplets and their inade-
quacy at shaping the poet’s intentions. And yet the theme promised
as much as that of the “Eve of St Agnes”. The structural imagery
starting in the “chilly sunset” (7} of very early spring and the “silent
streets” (14) of a “Sabbath” morning, with “staid” %15), “demurest”
(17} and “patient folk” (20) going to “vesper prayer” (18}, allows
us fo guess that Bertha was probably to experience some warmer life
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and to sense death as the final stage of the story. What is perhaps
different from the imagery of the “Eve of St Agnes”, and may have
caused some difficulty in the pursuit of the compasition, together with
the boundless rhyming echoes of couplets, is the fact that the cold
imagery of the half-dead city and the warm description of the illu-
minated manuscript and rich architecture and furniture succeed each
other in contrapuntal effects, destructive of the pyramidal pattern. The
comfort of the room stands in opposition ta the darkening still-life
of the surrounding streets and cathedral close. The blossoming of
Bertha’s maidenhood — “poor cheated soul” (69) -— in some ecstatic
meeting with a lover could produce the expected rise of the image
structure. And the vision of

... the Phantom and image
Of tlka gent and ilka carle
Whom coldé Deathe hath in parle, (98 h-j)

she will probably see from the “arched porch and entry low” (19).
All ibis leads us to anticipate some trance and the bliss of love
under the menace of ominous death. Whether we are led astray by
a fit of gothicism, we shall never know; but the immediate, if subtle,
mixture of brilliant and subdued atmosphere coupled with the absence
of compulsion from a set pattern of stanzas seem to have let the
poet down after a promising start. Anyway the early months of
1819 opened new vistas, renewed confidence, and another chapter
of experimentation was launched.

The comment that precedes the copy of the “Ode to Psyche”, in
the Journal-letter to the Keatses in America {no. 159) on 30 April
1819, testifies to the way in which Keats set down very rapidly the
drafts of his odes on paper, and then paid careful attention to the
working out of some chosen subject. “The following Poem [*Ode to
Psyche™] — the last T bave written is the first and only one with
which T have taken even moderate pains — I have for the most part
dash’d of[f] my lines in a hurry” (no. 159, 11, 105-6). The variants in
Garrod's critical edition of Keats’s work show, however, that more
pains were to be taken before the manuscript of the Lamie volume
was sent to its publishers. The first poem to reach a stage judged
by the author sufficiently satisfactory to be printed was the “Ode
to a Nightingale”, published in Elme's Annals of Fine Arts in July
1819; the next the “Ode on a Grecian Urn” wbich appeared in
the same magazine in Januvary 1820. The others were sent to Taylor
and Hessey for the publication of the 1820 collection of poems in
April of that same year. Yet all were conceived in spring 1819,
except “To Autumn”, One gets a feeling that Keats graped his way
towards the ten-line stanza ode through the “Qde to Psyche”, some
new freedom being then taken touching the number of lines ("To
Autumn”) or lengths (“To a Nightingale”, “To Fanny”).
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20. The Search for a New Pattern:
“To Psyche”

The poct considers' the *pains” he bas taken in the composition
of the “QOde to Psyche” as successful in loading his poetry “with ore”:
“This 1 have done leisurely — 1 think it reads the more richly for
it and will I hope encourage me to write other thingis] in even a
more peac[elable and healthy spirit.” The insistence therefore is on
content and not particnlarly on form. It is true that the “Ode to
Psyche” is a puzzling assemblage of unegual parts. It is composed
of four “stanzas” of irregular length — twenty-three, twelve, fourteen
and eighteen lines respectively. It is, however, immediately striking
that a sort of symmetry exists: two longer sequences embrace two
shorter ones. {Even more so if the first six lines are detached as a
captatio benevolentiae introducing the subject). Let us now examine
the rhyme scheme of the first part, the longest; we find it a curious
mixture of two Shakespearian quatrains (abab) (cdcd), followed by
a Petrarchan sestet on two rhymes (eggeeg), if we take into account
the manuscript and transcript version {the word “fan” — line 10 —
was replaced by the unrhyming word “roof” in view of the 1820
publication). The sestet extends into an unrhymed supplementary
line. Two couplets follow; finally another gnatrain of alternate
longer and shorter lines ends the passage. Thus, at first appearance,
the poem suggests a relation with Keats’s experiments on the sonnet
form at the time,

A rapid look at punctuation and meaning shows that the division
does not quite coincide in reality with these features. Four lines
play the part of a rhetorical excuse for the paet’s audacity. The
next two end the introdnction with a question and introduce the
subject.

Surely I dreamt to-day, or did 1 see .
The winged Psyche with awaken’d eyes? (5-6)

1t savours of the hesitation between “wake” and “sleep” concluding
the “Ode to a Nightingale™ (79-80) and is one more element of proof
showing that the odes were conceived at much the same time, Yet in
“Fo Psyche” the doubts are expressed at the beginning. Certitude
grows thronghont the lines describing the experience: the discovery
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in an Arcadian landscape of an embracing conple. The last three
lines are dedicated to the identification of the “fair creatures” (9):
Eros and Psyche. 1o between, fourteen lines describe the poet wan-
dering “ in a forest tbonghtlessly” (7} — which offers an opportunity
for a description of nature {(10-15) —; he comes across the two lovers
“couched side by side” (9}, pictured in more details in lines 15-20.
The meeting symbolizes the suddenness of inspiration, and stands
in contrast with the thoughtless attitude of the poet. Therefore the
core of part I corresponds to the dimension of a sonnet withount
being one, unless we keep in mind Keats's rejection expressed when
copying the Andromeda sonnet “If by dull Iines...”, freedom being
extended to the shortening of one line (12). One feels instinctively
that a link exists with the sonnet form whose elements are there
scatiered abont, dissimmlated, as it were, by the poet in his will
to escape the model imposed by habit.

The next two passages of twelve and fourteen lines are remar-
kable for their parallelism and both contain reminders of the tech-
niques of sonnet writing. One is made up of three Shakespearian
quatrains, the other could be yet another attempt “to discover a better
sonnet stanza tban we have” (no. 159, I, 108). The justification of
the Andromeda sonnet immediately follows the copy of the "Ode
to Psyche” which we have just quoted in the journal-letter; the
statement is interesting for its assimilation of the sonnet to a stanza,
whicb seems to imply the eventuality of its use as an element of a
longer piece of verse. And if we come back to part III of tbe “QOde”,
its tourteen lines are composed of a Shakespearian quatrain (abab), a
Petrarchan one (cddc), and a sestet (¢fghgh) which reproduces in
an echo the enumeration of lioes 30-35 of part 1. A note of the
apparatus criticus shows that there was some hesitation abont
repeating one more echoing line to give a further f rhyme. Here
again we are oot conlronted with an exact sonnet pattern — some
lines heing shorter than the usnal pentameters; hut tbe passage is
reminiscent of elements related with it and recurring again and again
in Keats’s works. Parts 11 and 111 are a sort of hymn in honour of
Psyche, and the last six lines of each sonnd like a chorus marking
a symmetrical opposition. The first part expresses the poet’s regret
at the neglect of this goddess of classical Greek mythology:

... temple thou hast none,
Nor altar heap’d with flowers;
Not virgin-choir to make delicious moan
Upon the midnight hours;
No voice, no lute, no pipe, no incense sweet
From chain-swung censer teeming;
No shrine, no grouve, no oracle, no heat
Of pale-mouth’d frrophet dreaming. (28-85)
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Then in the next section, he vows to make the injustice good by dedi-
cating himself to Psyche’s worship:

So let me be thy choir, and make a moan
Upon the midniiht hours;

Thy voice, thy lute, thy pipe, thy incense sweet
From swinged censer teemung;

Thy shrine, thy grove, thy oracle, thy heat
Of pale-mouth’d prophet dreaming. (44-49)

The repetition recalls the “rondeau” type of poem Keats thought he
would “become partial to”. Indeed everything that was seething in
the poet’s mind at the time appears gathered in “To Psyche”. It will
probably be objected that what is here called a sestet in part 111
possesses two unrhyming lines (44 and 45), and is composed of
alternating longer and shorter lines, thus partaking of the freedom
used by other Romantic poets, for instance Wordsworth in his “Ode
on Immortality”. So much is trne, but it must also be noticed how
the running-on of longer lines into shorter ones suppresses the impres-
sion the second brief element conld produce, and how the accumn-
lation of verbs, nouns, adjectives or adverbs loads every syllable
with weight and tends to limit tbe importance of grammatical links.
To this there must be added the compensation of triphthongs and
feminine rhymes which prolong shorter lines. If the words “moan”
(44) and "honrs” (45) do not rhyme in that portion of the “Ode”,
they are, however, the rhyming echo of part II and thus create a
link and a unity between the two central passages and the twofold
aspect of the worship theme,

The last portion of the poem is practically equal in length to
the first, if we except from it the six introductory lines (eighteen
against seventeen). It again scems to owe much to the sonnet, being
composed of two Shakespearian quatrains and a sestet in the form
of a couplet plus another such quatrain. Finally a quatrain with
two shorter lines recalls the verse structnre recurring at the end of
cach previous part, and strongly resembling a2 song burden. There-
fore if we except the conclnsion (64-67), the poet’s promise to bnild
a fane” to Psyche (50-63) is made in a form very similar to the
experimental “To Sleep”, copied in the journal-letter immediately
before the ode. Both retain the Petrarchan division after eigbt lines,
but use three Shakespearian gnatrains: two at the start and one to
end the poem. The two intermediate lines rhyme with the first
quatrains in “To Sleep” (abab cdcd be efef) and with each other in
“To Psyche” part 111 (abal cdcd ee fgfg + hiki). Once again we
are on the verge of the possibilities offered by the art of the sonnet,
bnt the poet seems to have tried bard to get away from the exact
pattern as much as possible, in order to veil skilfully the indebtedness

208



of the ode to bis mastery in the art of the sonnet. Abandoned as an
individval pgem, but offering a limited and well-structured unit
of thonght for longer compositions, the sonnet has bacome tbe “sonnet
stanza”.

From the point of view of imagery, the poem evolves from
the descriptive narration of a personal event — or at least of an
event presented as a personal, direct experience (I) —, towards a
bymn to the goddess (II-IIT}) and ends in a promise of dedication to
her (1V). Symmetry exists then; it is reinforced by the poet’s pre-
sence in parts [ and IV; t0 ] wander’d in a forest thoughtlessly” (7)
corresponds “Yes, I will be thy priest” (50). Parts I1 and 11I are
devoted to the goddess: “O latest born and Joveliest vision” (24) and
“Q brightest” (86) give the tone of the central ecstasy of adoration.
Within that hymn (24-49) the poet also appears absorbed in the
flight of the admired one:

Yet even in these days so far retir'd
From happy pieties, thy lucent fans,
Fluttering among faint Olympians,

I see, and sing, by my own eyes inspired. (40-43)

All the song exalts Psyche above “all Qlympus’ faded hierarchy” (25).
In the universe of darkness where she hides, she is the "loveliest
vision” (24),

Fairer than Phoebe's sapphire-region’'d star
Or Vesper, amorous glow-worm of the sky. (26-27)

And the absence of “temple” (28), “altar” (29} and “cult” (30-35)
makes her glory still purer and more detached from the weight of
carth: O brigbtest!” (36). To reach such heights of exaltation the
poet has described the palpable, natural setting where the couple
embrace. They are on earth fully, with all senses aleri: depth of
grass (10), fragrancy and colonrs of blossoms (11} and ‘“flowers”
(13-14), "whisp'ring” of leaves, blossoms (10-11) and “brooklet” {12)
and their uncbtrusive motion, mystery and stlence of “hush'd”,
cool "forest” (13 and 7). The same sensuons “calm” }15) and softness
resides over the picture of the satisfied couple of lovers (15-20).
¢ choice moment when the poet espies them is one of rest, balanced
between the sensed memory of just past enjoyment and the expec-
tation of renewed delights.

Their lips touck'd not, but had not bid adien,
And ready still past kisses to outnumber, (17 and 19)
209



The wings of the Jovers — “pinions” (16), "winged boy” (21} — are
the only features that prepare us for the rise to the bright, ethereal
“vision” of the central hymn. The sensuous qualities are not for-
gotten in the song of adoration: the mystery of the “midnight hours”
(31 and 45), “shrine” and “grove” (34 and 48), the “delicious moan”
of the choir {30 and 44) together with the "veice”, “lute” and “pipe”
(32 and 46}, the perfume of incense and motion of the “swinged
censer” (32-38 and 46-47). Every element is repeated in “a finer
tone”; the amorous “slumber” (18) is alchemized into the dream of
a prophet “pale-mouth’d” in the “beat” of his trance (34-35 and
48-49). The imagery of the hymning song is the same as that of the
narrative passage; but it realizes a vertical relation between the
goddess and her priest that opposes and re-enacts that of the “two
fair creatures, couched side by side” (9). Lines 86-39 establish the
earth-heaven relation of religious “vows” (36), and the high inspi-
ration of poetry — “fond believing lyre” (87) — making “hely”
(38 and 39) the natural elements: the “forest bonghs” (38), "air”,
“water” and "fire"£39).

The absence of cult deplored in part Il enhances the divine
quality of Psyche, while the desire to establish the natural condition
of worship leads to the downward slape of the pyramid. The last
part of the “Ode” is sitvated in this world with the poet’s decision
to be a “priest” and “build a fane™ (50). Therefore the higbest pitch
of elation is realized by the repeated negations of lines 28 to 35
annihilating the material causes of enjoyment. Abstract existence
of the goddess is not enough, reconciliation with the earth necessary.
Hence the wished-for descent and the role of the poet as a priest
capable of reconciling high abstraction and its presence in the world.
The exploration is not of the subterranean regions, but of the em-
pyrean.

Though the last portion of the poem is sitnated on earth again,
it 13 loaded with the experience of the upward journey gathered up
in the vision of the goddess with “lucent fans”,

Fluttering among the faint Olympians. (41-42)

The full delight of the first scene, and the frustration concerning the
unheeded goaddess are linked together in the rich description of the
promised temple, “new grown with pleasant pains” (52). The
“pains” are no longer attached to the *hard and rare” reascent
after the exploration of infernal regions and the toil of a passage
through destruction and death, but they suppose venturing beyond
and above the material world of sensual experience to discover the
trne nature and immortal background of hliss. Futurity contrasts
with a past of forgetfulness; the “fane” (50) is to be built “In some
untrodden region of the mind” (51), which implies the fresh eagerness
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and anxiety of any voyage of discovery. If we are back on earth,
the "new grown” (52} feeling shows no total abatement of elation.
Time is not destructive, and the descent to reality carries out the
structural imagery of the pyramidal pattern, but does not destroy
the bopeful rise of spirits. The contemplated renascence of the myth
is prolonged by the image of the “dark-cluster’d trees” (54) which
“fledge the wild-ridged mountains” (55). The ruggedness of the
“mountains” (55) and “pines” (53) are replaced by the protecting
intricacy of “branched thoughts” (52) and “cluster'd trees” (54).
With them the forest of part I reappears. The “slumber” {18) of the
“fair creatures” (9) finds an equivalent in the “Dryads [...] lull'd to
sleep” (57). Yet the seclusion of the “sanctuary” expands in the
“wide quietness” (58) it offers; and the “wreath’d trellis” (60) is no
prison, but the fruitful cell adorned by nature to incite tbe free
“working” of the “brain” (60). Among the sensuous pleasures offered
by the “murmur of the wind” (38) in the branches, the lulling song
o? “zephyrs, streams, and birds, and bees” (56), the mystery of the
“dark-cluster’d trees” (54), the inviting softness of the “moss™ (57),
the fragrancy of the “rosy sanctuary” (59), the colonrful ligbht and
shapes of “flowers” (63), “buds and bells, and stars” (61), Fancy
reigns, rooted in the rich soil of sensations. His activity — compared
to a gardener’s — “Who breeding flowers, will never breed the
same” (63) — appears hotb a toil and a bliss, and echoes the im-
pression given by the lovers “ready still past kisses to outnumber”
(19). The slightly ambiguous feeling is summed up in the concluding
quatramn:

And there shall be for thee all soft delight
That shadowy thought can win,

A bright torch, and a casement ope at night
To let the warm Love in. (64-67)

“Soft delight” (64) in some way opposes “shadowy thought” (65),
thongh they are complementary. The bright and lively warmth of
the one seems to contradict the cool illusion and slumbering
vagueness of the other. At the same time, delight is heightened by
the working of imagination. The Jast two lines are both a remarkable
epitome of the legend of Eros and Psyche and a summary of the
rich oppositions of the “Ode”. Psyche is there, invisible, in the
expectation of Love’s intrusion. The warmth of life forces its way
into the cold conceptions of the mind that needs it and asks for it.
The "torch” (66) is there, an attracting flame perhaps, hiding in
its brightness the danger of inescapab]ge curiosity. The shades of
obscurity (66) surround and protect the accomplishment of the
mystery and the “casement” (66) links the confinement of the “‘sanc-
tuaarj‘;’;)(.’ig) with the “wide gnictness” (58) of “midnight bours” {31
an .
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Therefare we believe we are right in saying that the “Ode to
Psyche” develops a basic up- and downward imagery: parts I and ¥V
answer each otﬁer as belonging to the world of sensnous perceptions.
Parts I1 and IH hover in the high flight of guessed-at truths. And
yet there is no brutal fall from the poet’s wish to be the priest of a
new worship, but a complex vision of the possible coexistence of
actvality and ideal. The movement rises towards the future which
remains tinted with the certitude given by the discovery of the
embracing couple and the promise of renewed delight, “at tender
eye-dawn of aurorean love” (20). This belief supports the structural
imagery of the “Ode” and makes it more optimistic than the others
where the notion of passing time introduces a more disquicting mood.
There is no exact symmetry of form, nor equality of parts, though
the pyramidal structore is present. Keats seems to stand on the verge
of giving shape to a new pattern of poems, abandoning the sonnet
whose difficulties and restrictions could not be satisfactorily over-
come, and using some of its typical features to fashion a “sonnet
stanza” capable of serving more ambitious perspectives. Is it mere
chance if the “QOde to Psyche’” was copied after three timid attempts
at breaking the traditional frame of sonmets, and just before the
revolutionary irregular “sonnet stanza™ “If by dull rhymes..”? But
whereas, then, Keats did not “pretend to have succeeded”, his com-
ment on the “Ode” denotes a more confident spirit,
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21. The Rise of the “Stanza” Qde:
“On Melancholy”

On 8 March Keats could write to Haydou: “What Imagination |
have I shall enjoy, and greatly, for I have experienced the satis-
faction of having great conceptions without the toil of sommet-
teering. 1 will not spoil my love of gloom by writing an ode to
darkness” (no. 149, If, 43). The last sentence has generally been
understood as meaning that the poct was not going to write an ode
on darkness. We really wonder whether it 1s not the first allusion
in the correspondence to the writing of the stanza odes, and more
particularly to the “Ode on Melancholy”, the black humour of old.
Keats insists on the limitations imposed by the sonnet, too strict a
barrier against the outflow of inspiration. Compressing what he
perceives of the creative powers of the melancholy mood into mere
fourteen jambic peutameters would be “toil” indeed, and would
eventually mar the rich possibilities of the theme. It would “'spoil
the poet’s love of gloom”. No such disappointment with an ode on the
subject! “Writing an ode on darkness” cannot bring such feeling
of gmstration, as the poem can be extended to suit the nch texture
of images aud complexity of thoughts. 1t can rise “up to a climax”,
but also offer scope for a return to a more earthly, less ethereal mood.

Typically the cancelled — originally first — stanza of the ode
is built on an imagery of melaucholy linked with the infernal werld
of legends. The phantom ship of death with her bone ribs (1), blood-
stained sails (3-4) and gibbet mast (2) belongs to the dark passages
of gothicism and the dragon (5) to the subterranean caverns of Tar-
tarus, The hlack waters of “Lethe dull” add to the gloom of the
general imagery.

In the published version Lethe is still present with its dark sug-
gestion of a landscape in the world of the d[::ad, adorned with wreaths
of poisonous plants and haunted by night birds and insects, Melan-
choly, as an incitement to self destruction is rejected, though. The
negative marks the stanza strongly. The temptation to yield to the
inviting beverage of “poisonous wine” (2) or taste the “ruby grape
of Proserpine” (4) is preceded by the warning call: “No, no, go not
to Lethe..” (1). But the imagery of that first stanza is still one of
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darkness. “Lethe” (1) belongs to the underworld; Proserpine (4)
reigns there; Psyche (7) hides in the dark. The black shadow of the
yew-tree (5) enhances the “poisonous” character of its “berries” (5),
after the enumeration of *wolf’s bane” (2) and “nightshade™ (4).
Death lingers in cach line; the “tight-rooted” plant of line 2 is
disquieting; the word “twist” in the previons line has prepared the
impression of some serpentine knot and emphasizes the lethat agony
attached to “wolf’s banc™; the “pale forehead to be kiss'd” (3) implies
some dying figure and the verb “snffer” still bears a notion of pain
in spite of the negation. Death-moths and beetles (6) are the snitable
insects for this context; Psyche is seen “mourning” (7); and the
“owl” {7) is ready to preside over ominous “sorrow's mysteries” (8).
Even the redness of the “wine” (2), and “ruby grape” (4) suggests
less the gay colonr of some palatable claret, than that of running
blood. The “rosary of yew-berries” (5) inevilably speaks of some
miserere. The conclusion of the stanza summarizes the suicidal
snggestion: '

For shade to shade will come too drowsily
And drown the wokeful anguish of the soul. (9-10)

Suddenly melancholy appears as a desirable power to be courted
and cared for. The “anguish of the sonl” can he a source of wake-
fulness. The shadows of death must not be allowed to destroy the
inward alertness and attention which can accompany the languor
and spleen of indolent hours. As Keats linked sleep and poetry in
earlier days, he now scems to couple poetic imagination with indo-
lence. A year before he had already described to his friend Reynolds,
in a charming way, the happiness of what he called “a voyage of
conception”: “What delicious diligent Indolence! A doze upon a Sofa
does not hinder it, and a nap npon Clover engenders ethereal finger-
pointings ~ the prattle of a child gives it wings, and the converse
of middle age a strength to beat them — a strain of musick conducts
to 'an odd angle of the Isle’ and whben the leaves whisper it pnts a
‘girdle round the earth’ " (19 February 1818, no. 62, I, 231). The
events of the second half of 1818 had provisionally changed his out-
look. Melancholy of the darkest sort had overcome pleasurable indo-
lence. Spring 1819 seemed to reinstate the Ilnxury of spinning “airy
Citadels” and weaving “a tapestry empyrean” (ibid., 1, 231-2).
But now the poet makes a difference between the possible moods
of indolence. “An indolent day — fill'd with speculations even of an
unpleasant colour — is bearable and ever pleasant alone” (Journal-
letter, no. 159, 11, 77) Is it venturing too far to name melancholy
that indolence “of an unpleasant colour’”? The ade precisely shows
that melancholy is not despair and can be turned to fruitful per-
ception of the world of beauty.
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Stanza 2 is still linked with the previous lines by allusions ta
sadness. 1t falls “sudden [...J like a weeping cloud”™ (12) over “dracp-
headed flowers” (13). But if the “fit” (11) is like a shroud, it also
comes from “heaven” (12) and “fosters™ (13) the growth of flowers;
it simply “hides” %14) the greenness of spring; it is “an Apeil
shroud” (14). Therefore destructive elements are closely interwoven
with more optimistic allusions and the latter prepare the second
half of stanza 2 where rich sensations are displayed and revelled in.
With tke “morning rose” (15), “the rainbaw” suddenly perceived in
the rolling “wave” {16}, the full blossoming of crimson “peonies”
(17) and the fascination of a passionate woman (18-20), we are
lifted away from the annihilating suggestions of stanza 1. Linec 15,
which is the perfect middle of the ode in its final state, is the point
of equilibrium where the poet passes from a destructive melanchaly
to a creative one:

Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose. (15}

Sadness is avercome by a fine excess. The imagery of “morning” and
light (“rainbow”} creates a fecling of new bicth, and the poem
explodes in a fire-work of sensuous experience. Colours burst out
in the “rose’ {15), the “rainbow” (16}, the “wave” (16}, the “peonies”
(17) — the redness has lost its sinister connotations here — and
the “peerless eyes” of line 20, though ill-determined, offer the varied
transparency of their mysterious colouring. Shapes are sketched in
by the “rainbow” (16) and the “globed peonies™ (17}; and the “sand-
wave” introduces motion and noise, wbich the rich passion of the
maenad-mistress takes up again and prolongs: “rich anger® (18),
“let her rave” (19), “feed deep” (20). Touch is evoked in “emprison
her soft hand” {19} and the depth of penctration suggested by the
lovers’ eyes last in endless contemplation. The sensation of taste is
excited hy the “salt sand-wave” (16) and the amorous “feeding” upon
the mistress’ eyes (20). Hearing is ronsed by the “sand-wave” (16),
and the wild “raving” of the woman, in striking contrast with the
silence of her lover. A feeling of plenty invades the lines owing to
the “wealth of globed peonies™ (17), the mistress' “'rich anger” (18)
till the mad passion is tempered by the soothing caress and patient
delight of the poet.

Emprison her soft hand, and let her rave,
And feed deep, decp upon her peerless eyes. (19-20)

Tbe highest ecstasy of the lover is then fully realized in stanza 2,
which thus reackes up to the summit of the pyramidal structure
already sensed in Keats’s 1819 poems.

Stanza 3, indeed, concludes on a downward movement which
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brings us back to some perception of the inevitable character of
mortality. Stanza 2 had emphasized the rich possibilities of melan-
choly and established her relation with Beauty. Now line 21 blows
a trumpet of victory — “She dwells with Beauty” — and imme-
diately runs on into the evidence: “Beauty that must die”. The
abrupt fall “on th'other side” is temper’d by the interplay of opposites
that fill the stanza. The destructive and creative are closely linked
to carry out that complex totality of experience which is typical of
Keats's great “QOdes”. The downward slant of the pyramidal struc-
ture i5 50 contrived as to retain the full wealth of the ecstasy, while
mingling with it the recognition of the temporal decay of what man
wishes eternal. Immortality lies in the artistic realisation, nof in
the experience described. Joy (22 and 28), Pleasure (23), Delight
(25) preside over stanza 3, but their happy influence is tinted with
disquieting perspectives. Joy, in an image suggestive of lovers waving
kisses, is “ever” "bidding adieu” (22-23). “Aching Pleasure” (23}
suggests both the satisfaction of enjoyment and its pnbearable
satiety. Therefore Pleasure is evoked as “Tnrning to poison while
the bee-mouth sips” (24). The atmosphere of stanza 1 reappears: if
the bee contrasis with the death “beetle” and “moth” of line 6, the
poison awakes a memory of lethal beverage and plants. The sensuous
sipping ends in destruction. *Veil'd Melancholy” (26) recalls the
“mournful Psyche” (7) of the beginning; she, however, dwells in
the “temple of Delight”, but the word “shrine”, in spite of the rich
connotations attached to the word in general, is evocative of death
too. The image of the chosen one, “whose strenuous tongue/Can
burst Joy's grape against his palate fine” (27-28), answers, on the
living and sensuous side, the imagery of “ruby grape of Proserpine”.
The 1nspired romantic poet once more appears as a daring explorer
of the many-sided and unirodden paths of the universe. Capable of
the finest appreciation of all sensations, only he is “strenuous”™ enough
to risk bursting “Joy's grape” and sip the dangerous juice. The
experience will necessarily teach him to bear “sorrow’s mysteries”
{8) which recur in the last line but one:

His soul shall taste the sadness of her might. (29)

1t is worth noting the fine reminder of the grape image in “taste™.
And the recompense of the poet's exertions will be evcﬁasting fame,
the accomphshment of his dream of immortality. His soul being
“among cloudy trophies hung” (30). Eveu here, the adjective “cloudy”
sounds very near the atmospbere of shades (9) of stanza 1 and
completes the repetition of imagery at both ends of the ode, not in
exact symmetry though, as the various elements recur in practi-
cally the same order: the drinking image — “poisonons wine” (2),
“grape of Proserpine” (4), “Joy's grape” (28) and “to poison while
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the bee-mouth sips” (24); the separation image — *forehead to be
kiss’d/ By nightshade™ (3-4) and “whose hand is ever at his lips/
Bidding adicu (22-23); the disease image — “pale forehead™ (3)
and “aching Pleasure” (23); the adoration image — “‘rosary” (4),
“sorrow’s mysteries’ (8), “sovran shrine” (26), and “temple” (24);
the depressed spirit 1mage — “mournful Psyche” (5} and “veil'd
Melancholy” (25); the soul destiny image (9-10 and 29-30). The
difference of tone of the two stanzas is striking, however, when the
comparison shows that the total negativeness of stanza 1 is contra-
dicted in stanza 3 by the vigorous suggestions of words such as temple
of Delight, sovran shrine, strenuous tongue, Joy's grape, palate fine,
sadness of her might, cloudy trophies. Undoubtedly, the downward
slope of the pyramidal structure is a subtle intricacy of feelings barn
of the rise and elation from stanza 1 to stanza 2. This elation reigns
in the middle of the poem, borne aloft by the rich trance of sensuous
perceptions.

This can explain Keats’s decision to strike out the phantom ship
stanza. The sacrifice produced the new pattern of poems Keats was
in need of. Longer tban a sonnet it preserved a lighter sequence of
thymes echoing the Italian and Elizabethan models; it balanced
the rise and fall of structural imagery; and in the three remaining
stanzas took np in a way the Greek lIyrical tradition and the succes-
sion of strophe, antistrophe and epode in the ode form — though
Keats’s odes cannat be called Pindaric. The cancelled stanza also
proves that the pyramidal structure, as the *QOde” proposes it in its
final form, is an afterthought, a decision difficult to date, in view
of the Lamia publication. Reading Keats’s 1819 spring letters pro-
duces the impression that the main themes of the odes were haunting
the poct’s mind, and that he must have worked at several poems
in rapid succession, alternating with periods of draft revisions and
corrections. Allusions to wine SII. p. 64, 90), allegory (p. 67), indo-
lence (p. 61, 77, 78, 79, 113, 116), Greek vase (p. 79), darkness (p. 80),
stars (p. 101), nightingales (p. 88), vision in dreams {p. 91), poppies
(p. 123}, etc., keep recurring from the middle of February to the end
of June. Some of the themes and images caught the poet’s fancy and
peopled bis odes. The poems were not all brought to a stage of
perfection considered sufficient for pnblication. They are never-
theless interesting witnesses of the poet’s critical attitude and activity.
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22. A Case of Falling Apex: “On Indolence’

One that never reached completion is the ode dedicated to
“Indolence”, one of Keats’s main subjects of discussion in the journal-
letter (no. 159). It can be linked more particularly with the notes
written on 19 March 1819, during a period of enforced idleness due
to his being hit in the eye by a cricket ball. “My passions are all
asleep from my having slumbered till nearly eleven and weakened the
animal fibre all over me to a delightful sensation about three degrees
on this side of faintness. {...] In this state of effeminacy tbe fibres
of the brain are relaxed in common with the rest of the body, and
to such a happy degree that pleasure has no show of enticement and
pain no unbearable frown. Neither Poetry, nor Ambition, nor Love
have any alertness of countenance as they pass by me: they scem
rather like three figures on a greek vase” (II, 78-79). The lack of
incitement in the pursuit of Love, Ambition and Poesy is the subject
of the “Ode on Indolence”, and the theme itself could hardly fit a
collection of poems dedicaied to Poesy, inseparable from Love, and
whose publication could not suggest a haughty disdain of success
and fame. This may be cause enough to justify Keats’s abandonment
of his draft. We can, however, trace aesthetic reasons for dismissing
the subject in the end.

The two transcripts we have testify to the poet’s hesitations in
building np the structure of his poem. The order of the stanzas
changes. If we refer to the 1848 first edition of the poem, the original
order {Ch. Brown’s transcript) went thus: 1 - 2 -5 -6 - 4 - 5, &f'his
was altered in the second transcriptto 1 -2 -4 - 5 - 3 - 6. Woodhouse
cannot be held responsible for the variations; he was too respectfnl
of Keats’s manuscripts for that. Therefore, though we can only guess
at the reason for the change, it is probably an attempt by the poet
to remedy the lack of the pyramidal structure of imagery which be
had now evolved. This second transcripi was revised again, and for
the publication of Shorter Poems from Literary Remains in 1848
the order chosen was that of the corrected version of Brown's tran-
script.

Now the imagery of stanzas [ and 1 is characterized by the rigid
two-dimeunsional “shades” (I, 8} like figures “on a marble urm” (I, 5).
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They stand in olgposition to the more realistic semblance of sculp-
tured statues: “Phidian lore” (I, 10). The mood is one of reserve
and serenity. They “stepp’d serene” (I, 8),

With bowed necks and joined hands, side-faced. (1, 2)

No rush, no enthusiasm; they pass “in placid sandals” (f, 4); no
festive colouring, they walk “in white robes graced” (I, 4). Silence
is the mark of stanza 11. Why do the inconsistent “shadows” {II, 1)
come “muffled in so hush a masque” (11, 2)? Like ghosts they “steal
away” (II, 4). "Was it a silent [...] plot” (11, 3) to rouse the poet to
inspiring madness?

Pain had no sting, and pleasure’s wreath no flower. (11, 8)

Drowsiness {11, 5), “indolence” (II, 6) establish a death-like numbness
{II, 7); my pulse grew less and less {1I, 7). A sensation of total
abandonment and disintegration invades the last lines (II, 9-10):

0, why did ve not melt, and leave my sense
Unhaunted quite of all but — nothingness?

The last word expresses such finality and annihilation that it is
difficult to see any sign preparing the expected central elation in
the poem. 1f we believe that a pyramidal structure of imagery would
have been Keats’s aim and a criterion according to which he would
accept or reject the poem for publication the order of stanzas, as
we have it in Woodhouse’s transcript shows a marked improvement
over the original one in Brown's; that of the printed text may well
be the best that conld be proposed with the material as it was Jeft.

Indeed the third stanza sees the figures coming once more, and
they are presented as disturbing the enjoyment of powerful sensations.
Uncertain sensations they are, as they issue {rom a state of passivity:

My sleep had been embroider'd with dim dreams;
My soul had been a lawn besprinkled o’er
With flowers, and stirring shades, and baffled beams:
The morn was clouded, but no shower fell,
Tho’ in her lids hung the sweei tears of May;
The open casement press’d a new-leav’d vine,
Let in the budding warmth and throstle’s lay. (111, 2-8)

The paradisiacal atmosphere is troubled by the dimness of the
“dream” (111, 2), the “shades” and “‘baffled beams” (11I, 3} the
“clouds” (111, 4), the “tears” (III 5). Yet bliss goes as far as human
happiness permits, and the last line make us realize that the choice
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moment could not be perpetuated. Stanza 111 is however the moment
of high sensations that should stand in the middle of the “Ode”. It
is not impossible therefore to guess at the reason for the original
order, where stanza IV, used to precede stanza II1, so that the iden-
tification of the three mysterious figures led on naturally to the
poet’s regrets about their disturbing him:

A third time came they by, — alas! wherefore? (111, 1}

In the final solution, stanza I1I coming first, the wish to leave the
ecstatic numbness of indolence and take flight to the etbereal world
of allegories becomes the central element and turning point of the
poem. The true nature of the three characters is revealed. Though
they pass silently, the poet burns “to follow them” (IV, 3), aching
“for wings” {IV, 4). Identification gives the “shadows” (I1, 1} a more
palpable shape, though they do remain abstractions; they do not
belong to “Phidian lore™ (1, 10), which is a flaw, and in our opinion
spoke against the selection of the poem; the high pitch of sensations
at the heart of the poem could not be achieved satisfactorily through
such allegorical figures. Moreover their only characteristics are
static, cold and depressing, and contradict the desire for “wings”
(IV, 4). “Pale of check”™ (IV, 6), “fatigued eye” (IV, 7)., “most
unmeek” (IV, 9) are not the sort of qualifications that excite the
senses towards a high apprehension of truth. The rich qualities of
Love, Ambition, Poesy appear in stanza V, but each is spoken of
in a deprecating way. Though the poet still insists that he “wanted
wings” (V, 1), the three personages are looked down upon: “What
is Love? and where is it?” {V, 2). The neutral pronoun is revealing.
Ambition is but a “short fever-fit" (V, 4); whereas Poesy "has not
a joy” to offer (V, 5). The highest sensations are to be found in the
sweetness of “drowsy noons” (V, 6),

And evenings steep’d in honied indolence. (V,7)

‘We are back to the experience of indolence in stanza II1. Yet such
numbness, as seen above, leads to annihilation, and its only virtue
lies in the protection it offers against the passing of time (V, 9)
and the satiety of life (V, 10). In fact Keats [inds it hard to escape
the journey into destruction and death characteristic of an earlier
period of his development. Hence the feeling that in spite of the
“wings” (IV, 4 and V, 1), the pattern remains on the verge of a
down- and upward journey. There is no solution. Indolence prevents
the flight; it numbs sensation.

The dismissing of the “ghosts” (VI, 1) in stanza VI comes as a
relief, as they are unable to rouse the poet into active sensuous
experience:
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Ye cannot raise
My head cool-bedded in the flowery grass. (V], 1-2)

Abstract ideas have no inspiring powers for the poet; they are but
“phantoms™ (VI, 9) asked to “fade softly” (VI, 5) and “never more
return” (VI, 10).

The theme itself made a pyramidal structure impossible. The
many changes in the ordering of stanzas prove it. They can be
shuffled like a pack of cards, and rearranged without ever creating
a satisfactory structural imagery. The solution we have is probably
the most acceptable from the point of view of the place of the apex;
acceptable but no more. The very core of the “Ode” is loaded with
too deep disappointment to create the proper elation:

O Shadows! 'twas time to bid farewell!
Upon your skirts kad fallen no tears of mine. (111, 9-10)

If the wish to safeguard the bliss of indolence concludes the stanza
in the proper mood and prepares the descending path towards the
dismissal of the allegories, the regret anticipating so conspicuously
the conclusion of the poem could not be placed mare awkwardly.
Trying to analyze the “Ode”, we get a strong feeling that Keats's
failure was due to the contradiction existing between the subject
and the structure he had become partial to. Unable to rebuild its
structural imagery in a positive way, he gave it up with its repetitions
and unpromising pageantry of cold-blooded shadows. But failures
pave the road to snccess, the ten-line stanza ode was undoubtedly
well on the way.
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23. Blissful Ecstasy: “On a Grecian Urn”

The “0Ode ou Indolence” leads uaturally to that “Ou a Grecian
Urn”. This time the figures are visible on the artifact and no longer
impalpable abstractions intruding into the poet’s blissful state of
laziness and languor. Herein lies an important difference; the urn
itself experiences indolence, which preserves its integrity from the
harsh pursuits of busy life and the mortality attached to the passing
of time. In “On Tudolence” the poet himself was in the numbed
state and therefore could not but be disturbed by the call to activity
suggested by the reproachful apparitions of Love, Ambition aud
Poesy. There s also certainly some link between the “Ode” and the
sannet written by Keats in the same months and addressed “To
Sleep”, the “soft embalmer of the still midnight” (1}, capable of
sealing “the hushed Casket” of the soul (14). It 1s an old theme, very
dear o the poet's heart; sleep used 1o be the “soft closer of ounr eyes”
(“Sleep and Poetry”, 11) presiding over the flight of imagination; it
therefore allowed the young poet

To see the laurel wreath, on high suspended,
That is to crown our name when life is ended.
("Sleep and Poetry”, 85-36)

But time bas passed and it is clear that fame cannot be courted and
won 5o easily.

Fame, Bke a wayward girl, will still be coy
To those who woo her with too slavish knees.
(Sonnet xiii, “Ou Fame”, 1-2)

In consequence Keats rejects her troublesome sollicitation, and scorus
the “Gipsey” (ibid. 11). The poet must be like the lilies of the field,
neither toiling, nor spinning; poetry must come naturally or uot
come at all —a principle Keats repeats in his correspondence. And

another sonnet on the same subject of Fame sings the confidence
of the rose that
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... leques herself upon the briar
For winds to kiss and grateful bees ta feed.
{Sonnet xiv, “On Fame", 9-10)

Poetry then hides in the very intimacy of things, and must be looked
for there. Indolence can help to discover it. It creates that state of
receptivity in which “the fibres of the brain are relaxed in common
with the rest of the body and to such a happy degree that pleasure
has no show of enticement and pain no unbearable frown” {19 March
1819, To the George Keatses; no. 159, 11, 78-78). We are strongly
reminded of the pbenomenon of “negative capability”. And Keats
adds a few lines further: “This 15 the only happiness; and is a rare
instance of advantage in the body overpowering the Mind” (ibid. 79).
.In the “Ode on Indolence” the presence of Love, Ambition and Poesy
prevents the mind from being totally “overpowered”. Their stirring
and mysterious appeal troubles the “visions” (“Ode on Indolence”,
VI, 7-8) that is to say the deep sensations that alone procure an
apprehension of truth, Therefore the allegories of “On Indolence™
are asked to “be once more / In masque-like figures on the dreamy
urn” {V1, 5-6).

The Grecian urn, as a piece of art, realizes a state of indolence.
1t expericnces the bliss of perfect passiveness. As E. Wasserman has
shown so well, it exists in “that region where carth and the ethereal
light and darkness, time and no-time become one.”" The perfect
and delicate balance that escapes mutability is there, in the work
of art; it gathers in its painted or sculptured form the dynamic and
dramatic process of creation and the fixed state of its completion.
Through the power of “negative capability” the poet can enjoy the
blissful passivity of the object and sense emphatically the dramatic
meaning of the scene. Paraphrasing Wordsworth one conld speak
of “the inward eye" of indo{,ence, stirring to life a world of sensa-
tions. The figures on the urn are no allegories borm of the poet’s
drowsy consciousness and destructive of his happiness; they have
objective existence and belong to the beautiful form of the artifact,
which itself partakes of their potential sensnous activity, Thus the
urn itself is an “unravished bride” (1) because the scene depicts a
girl about to be kissed and the “maidens’ loth™ (8); and the expe-
rience of the urn asleep in its perfection escapes the maddening fret
of the world, as it can wake to life whenever it is empathetically
admired. In turn the Grecian form lends that essence of “life's fitful
fever" the complicity of its “quietness” (1) and the protection of
“silence and slow time™ (2). Using the rich material of sensations,
the poet builds up the imagery that will carry the reader up to the

1E. Wasserman, The Finer Tone: Keals' Major Poems [Baltimore: John Hopkins,
1958), chap. 2.
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full enjoyment of sensnous perceptions. But he cannot be blind to
the fact that they are and are not, that their full and high delight
is an illusion, the dream of what actual life is not. Therefore tbe
oxymoronic process of linking contraries in the vocabulary and
images (for instance ‘“‘still nnravished bride”) must extend to the
whatﬁe structure of the “Ode” and can be expected to be found in
the analysis of thc poem. The pyramid of structural imagery answers
the scheme perfectly, and we hope to be able to show that it is there.
We also presume that the method may throw some light on the
disputed conclusion of the poem.

Jt is evident that the opening lines of the poem create a feeling
of repose and peace — “quietness” (1), “silence”, “slow time” (2). The
forest atmosphere — “sylvan” (3), flowers (4), “leaf-fring’d” (5),
“Tempe”, “dales of Arcady” (7) — reinforces the impression of
fresh secluded calm. Tales (4) and legends (5) are pleasant enter-
tainment and have lulled many a child to sleep. But from the very
start the restful and cool quietude is pregnant with the warmth of
life; “still unravished bride” of line 1 hints at a potential passion;
the rapid passage through “slow time™ (2), from the implications of
“bride” (1) to “child” (2) and the adnlt state and load of past implied
in “historian” (8), completes the imagery of life being engendered
out of numbness. The closed womb of quietude and silence of the
slart expands into the vastness of life and even immortality with
the figures of “deities or mortals” of line 6. Tension grows rapidly;
the rhythm accelerates in the series of brief questions that end the
stanza. “Slow time” is broken up in the rush of anxious interrogations.
Instead of the silence and the drowsy insight into the past we hear
of “loth” (8), “mad pursuit” (9), “struggle” (9), “pipes and timbrels”
(10) leading to some “wild ecstasy’ (10). The quickening pace of
the lines together with the apparition of the figures of gods and
the final stroke of the word ecstasy that suggests another suspended
state, on a bigher level, drives upwards towards the summit of the
pyramid. If ecstasy does indeed mean a renewed stasis, this time
all thg senses are alert, absorbing to the full the world of life-giving
experience.

Stanza 2 explains the refined quality of ecstatic sensations.
Throngh them everything is transmuted into essences: “unheard”
melodies are sweeter than heard ones (11-12); the forest cannot shed
its leaves and ‘‘be bare” (16). Even the most desirable experience
of love seems to be made perfect by making passion an eternity of
warm eagerness. Inward concentration of perception has brought
sensual enjoyment to a peak, and the repeated negations of the
stanza reverberate like a drumming pulse when the heart feels like
bursting: *... play on / Not to the sensual ear...” (12-13); “thon canst
not leave / Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare” (15-16); “never,
never canst thou kiss” (17); “she cannot fade” (19).
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The voice of nature already spoke “more sweetly” than the poeli-
cal language in stanza 1 (4). Now the inward melody spiritualizes
the power of hearing. The pipes must “play on” “more endear’d/...
to the spirit ditties of no tone” {13-14). The perennial greenness of
the trees denies sterility, and heightens the leaiPdeecoration of stanza 1
to the rank of some paradisiacal garden. Love comes last and draws
enthusiasm highest, as it is etherealized to the point of evading
mortality. The harping negations explode into their contraries in
the last line of the stanza:

For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! (20)

The bigh pitch of elation fills the ceniral stanza. Happiness is
the mark of these lines. 1t is “no cheap gaiety, but the summum
bonum, the opposite of the weariness, the fever and the fret that
are inherent attributes of the unhappy mortal world”.2 The poet has
brought sensations “all human passions far above” (28). Thc nega-
tions of stanza 2 still linger in the happiness of boughs which “cannot
shed” their leaves “nor ever bid the spring adien” (21-22); and the
trumpets of “for ever”s, blown a first time at line 20, resound glo-
riously in the middle of the “Ode”.

And, happy melodist, unwearied,
For ever piping songs for ever new;
More happy love, more happy, happy love!
For ever warm and still to be enjoy’d,
For gver panting, and for ever young;
All breathing human passion far above... (23-28)

The sabdued violence compressed in “‘still unravished” blossoms in
the trance of love’s full delight.

Twenty-two lines precede that song of unequalled bliss, twenty-
two follow. The last trace of our unhappy mortal state can be found
in the word “unwearied” (23), which inevitably drags behind it a
shadow of the weariness of tbe world. And our imperfect status
of created beings shows in exact symmetry in the “breathing human
passions™ of line 28. The words already point at the downward path,
as we are reminded of the actual results of all enthnsiasm on earth

... @ heart kigh-sorrowful and cloy’d,
A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. (29-30)

The generous warmth and bliss of elation are already disintegrating
and a new bitterness creeps into the poem. The weight of mortality

VE. Wasscrman, The Finer Tone: Keals' Major Poems {Baltimore: John Hopkins,
1953), chap, 8.
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once more interrupts the flight and draws the poet irrecoverably
back to the earth. We suddenly remember that the lover was des-
cribed as unable to kiss, “though winning near the goal” (18}. The
poet entreated him not to “grieve” (18), which was encouraging, but
not actually free from impending sorrow. Was there no frustration
in the fact that, though the girl could not escape, “thou hast not thy
bliss® {19)? In the very flight towards the highest peak of passion
and sensuous apprehension, there was a germ of failure; and if we
forget it in the transports of trumpeted happiness in stanza 3, the flaw
cannot but expand over the Jast two stanzas of the “Ode”.

The transition to the second scene, that of sacrifice, has often
been deemed brutal. It is true that it produces a surprise; the scenery
is g0 totally different. Yet the parallelism with the sacrifice of
maidenhood, suggested in the very first line, must not be overlooked.
And for those reacting sensitively to the imagery of the end of
stanza 3 ("a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd,/ A burning forchead,
and a parching tongue”), the question:

Who are these coming to the sacrifice? (31)

is a happy break slowing down the rapid disillusionment that
inevitab]l))r succeeds the greatest bliss. The stately pace of the proces-
sion is both a step in the direction of some further high degree
of trance, a cool-headed religious one, and a return downward
to the reality of life and natural setting. The “sacrifice” (31},
“altar” and “mysterious priest” (32) evoke a subdued enthusiasm
and solemn internal experience. But there is present, too, in
the imagery a faint suggestion of death that echoes the shades
of sorrow, negated and dismissed, but still lingering in stanza 2.
The mad music and songs that canght the imagination are replaced
by the sinister and monotonous “lowing™ (33) of the sacrificial victim;
the white flash of “her silken flanks™ (34) conjures up purity and
recalls the “maidens Toth” (8) of stanza 1; the “garlands” adorning
the “heifer” (33), the greenness of the “altar” (32) also parallel
the “sylvan” (8) and flowery {4} imagery of the beginning. But the
mood has changed; we are no longer stepping towards “wild ecstasy™
(10) under the exuberance and protection of leafy trees; we tread
no more towards the pantheistic scenery of “the dales of Arcady”
peopled with the gods and mortals of legends, but towards a new
quietness that is not pregnant with tbe mad pleasures of creative
life. The open landscape of “sea shore™ (35} shows no living human
activity; and the buttresses of the “mountain-built” “citadel” (36),
though “peaceful”, offer no equivalence to the secrecy of the clearing
echoing with the festive trance of “pipes and timbrels” (10). After
the flux the ebb has definitely set in. The quality of silence (59)
spreading through that “pious morn” (87) calls to mind the grim state-
ment of the sonnet written in the journal-letter on 19 March 1819:
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No God, no Demon of severe response,
Deigns to reply from Heaven or from Hell.
(“Why did 1 laugh...”, 2-3)

Silence, emptiness, solitude and desolation are really compacted at
the end of stanza 4. Even the slow procession has disappeared:

... not a soul to tell
Why thou art desolate, can &'er return. (39-40)

This completes the lethal connotations that pervades the “Dde” at
that stage. Why did they laugh indeed to the accompaniment of
pipes and timbrels? To forget? To escape?

Stanza 5 tries to answer; but it is evident that the mood is still
on the downward slope. Shapes, attitudes (41), “marble men and
maidens” {42), the “silent form” of the urn itself bave transformed
the merry festival and made its imagery the decoration of a funeral
monument. Again echoes from stanza 1 can be heard: the “brede / Of
marble men” (41-42} recalls the “bride” of line 1; the “forest bran-
ches” and “weed” parallel the "sylvan” bower and “leaf-fring’d”
arbour. But now the weed is "trodden”, the actors “overwrought”
(42), that is to say exhausted. “Slow time” (2) has been re-established
by the salemn pace of the procession; “silence” (2) reigns and, as
in the sonnet, the questioning spirit gets no answer.

Thou, stlent form, dost tease us out of thought
As doth eternity. (44-45)

Beauty is still there; “Attic shape! Fair attitude™ (41), “silent form”™
(44) express aesthetic appreciation. The rich word “overwrought”
(42) also translates admiration for the artistry of the urn. However
it has undertones of exhaustion and weariness too and these complete
the downfall of spirits at the end of the peem summarized in Cold
Pastoral” (45): Arcady deprived of its piping shepherds.

This brings us to the conclusion where the passing of geuerations
(46) is contrasted with the immortality of the work of art. The urn,
or any other artifact, is made "a friend to man” (48), and the poet
makes it deliver the famous and so much disputed message:

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,” — that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.
{Punctuation from the Lamta volume 1820)

We agree with J. Stillinger?, that the printed tradition of punctua-
tion — texts most probably corrected by Keats himself — is more
reliable than that found in the transcripts. 1t can easily be shown

17, Stillinger, *“Who Says What to Whom at the End of ‘Ode on 2 Grecian Urn'?",
he Hoodwinking of Madeline and Other Essays on Keats's Poems (Chicago:
Uriversity of illincis, 1971), 167178,
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that punctuation in transcripts is often erratic. Therefore “Beauty
is truth, truth beauty” forms one statement, a sort of aphorism spoken
by the urn in its new role of “a friend to man”. Apart from E. Was-
serman, modern critics (counting among others Cleanth Brooks,
C. M. Bowra, Douglas Bush, W. ]. Bate and D. Perkins) attribute
the last sentence to the nrn addressing the readers, and not to
the poet, as was the tradition (for instance J. Middleton Murry}.
We find it impossible to agree with those who see iu the final
words an address from the poet to the urn, or to the figures on
the urn.! From our point of view, wbether the last statement
comes {rom the poet or from the urn itself does not seem to be
a fundamental question. The problem jis to know whether it 35 an
enthusiastic conclusion, the solution of Keats’'s anxious quest, the
concise motto expressing his faith. OQur method of analysis has
brought us aloug the downward slope of the pyramid and we canpot
but expect to find in the concluding lines a more dispirited statement
than has been judged most of the time. "Beauty is truth, truth
beanty” has been exemplified by the urn itself. The work of art
was able to rouse the poet’s senses till he felt, through the powers
“of the hody overpawering the Mind” (12 March 1819, To the Gearge
Keaises; no. 159, II, 72), the apprebension of a higher truth than
can be given by the consecutive reasoning of ‘philosophy‘ The fever
of the ecstatic msight “into the life of things”, in turn, abated, and
left behind a clearer, if colder, perception of formal beauty, and
of the unanswerable questions it raises: “teasing” “as doth eternity”.
Logical truth bas been given no answer in the “Ode”. We still do not
know “what meun or gods are these?” (8). The "what” questions of
stanza 1 remain as mysterious as the “who” and “why” questions
of stanza 4. But in-between there has taken place an experience of
full-blooded truth, a truth that opened on further questioning, and
darker “passages”, intimations of death. Reconciliation occurs through
the medium of the perfection and beauty of the scene. The backneyed
statement “Beauty is truth, truth beauty’” summarizes remarkably,
in its concise twofold pattern, the aesthetic line structuring the
whole poem. At the same time it rcintroduces the ambivalent feeling
created at the begiuming by the oxymorouic phrases such as “still
unravished bride” where the meaning can be sensed far better than
explaned.

As for the last thirteen words, they can now be interpreted as a
disillnsioned statement. “All”, at the end of line 49 must be under-
stood as meaning “the little you know on earth”; and the words “on
earth” again insist on the restrictions imposed by mortality. And
yet that limited “all” is very much, being the minimum necessary
to man’s survival. Greater things may be revealed bereafter.

1 Seereferences in J. Stillinger, op. cit.
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Verse, Fame and Beauty are inlense indeed,
But Death intenser — Death is Life's high meed.
(“Why did 1 laugh...”, 18-14)

We are back to the sonnet of 19 March and cannot overlook the
comments that precede it: “Nothing ever becomes real till it is
experienced — Even a Proverb is no proverb to you till your Life
has illustrated it” (19 March 1819, To the George Keatses; no. 159,
I1, 81). Undoubtedly Keats had not rejected the conclusions drawn
in his correspondence to Reynolds of spring 1818 where the parallel
sentiment appears: “Axioms in philosophy are not axioms until
they are proved upon our pulses” (3 May 1818, no. 80, I, 279). In
the great “Odes” Keats reiterates in the form of works of art his
convictions about human life, and man's capacity to know truth.

In the “Ode on a Grecian Um”, as in the sonnet “Why did I
laugh...?” the quest of the poct rises to the heights of a revelation
of Paradise, and guesses at the pitfall of Death. Aesthetically he
expresses bis exploration througb a complex imagery in the shape
of upright and inverted pyramids — the upright one being the imme-
diately perceptihie one. 'lyruth reigns at tbe apex of elation based on
the experience of beauty; whereas beauty alone, insufficient as it
is in its cold perfection, is the necessary medium. The little the poet
gains in that way is very much, all important even, to make life
bearable at all, till the intenser revelation of deatb. Thus we do
understand the message of the “Ode™.

The introduction of a religious ceremouy, with its reminder of
the mortal condition of man produces an e{Erect of expansion which
contradicts in some way the downward trend of the imagery. As
has already been observed about other poems built on the same up
and down pattern, the second half of the “Ode” remains loaded
with the weigbt of the previous experience. The upward flight daes
not allow the descent to bring the poet and the reader back to the
initial level. The inquisitivencss of feelings is still there, but its
nature has cha.nﬁed The urn was an ambiguous object at the start:
it was a “bride”, a “child”, a “historian". Its relation to the poet
and man was mauifold aud ill-defined as the bride was “still unra-
vished”, the child a “foster-child”, and the historian called “sylvan”,
assuming thus a close relationship of nature and time, in the shape
perhaps of some Celtic bard of old! In the last stanza the relation
has been cleared up; the urn has become simply “a friend to man”.
At the same time the significance of its message bas been enriched
with the experiences of full-blooded elation and blissful ecstasy, but
also with the lethal background of guesses at eternity. Hence the
wide ambiguity of the last lines and their grim humourcus tone full
of disillusionment.
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24. Interwvoven Subtleties: “To a Nightingale”

Some years ago we showed how we saw the “Interplay of Struc-
ture and Meaning in the *Ode to a Nightingale’.” ! The scrutiny Jed
to the conclusion that the “Ode” offered a subtle example of pyra-
midal structure in its imagery. We even thought its perfection
surpassed that of the “Ode on a Grecian Urn®”, and still think so.
Formally, it is a unique example of artistry among the great odes.
Keats slightly altered the pattern of the ten-line stanza. He made
line 8 of each a six-syllable line with three stresses only, thus freeing
himself from the massive sonnet stanza tutelage, and inserting an
element suggestive of the irregular warbling of the bird. On the
other hand the regularity of the rhyme-pattern was kept with the
utmost rigour throughout the poem. Indeed, we showed (op. cit.)
that the seeming trregularities of stanza VI are only apparent, and
that numerous examples from other poems by Keats allow its rbyme-
scheme to be considered identical with the other seven parts of the
poem.

Indeed the “Ode to a Nightingale” develops smoothly from
beginning to end, and presents no such break as is found in “On a
Grecian Urn”; after the ecstatic climax and the trance-like state it
induces the poet and readers to start on the downward slope to a
new apprehension of the passing world of mortality. The maenad-
like enthusiasm, suddenly replaced by the stately procession, may
be effective, but it upsets the balance. In this respect also the “Ode
to a Nightingale” is a unique achievment. Stanza [ ends with the
intimation of the presence of the bird singing, unseen, “in full-
throated ease”” {10). The next stanza opens with: O for a dranght
of vintagel..” (11;. ‘The image of the full throat emitting the en-
trancing notes and that of the full-flavoured draught relate the two
sections closely and achieve that perfection of unobtrusive poetry
Keats had been in search of so eagerly. The imagery dispenses the
same feeling of total abandonment and deep relief: on the one hand,
the fascinating song fills the shadows with its magic, on the other,
the throat absorbs the thirst-quenching “vintage”. The same organ

1F. Matthey, op. cit, ES, XLIX {1968), 303-317.
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changes function, but proposes corresponding feelings of relish and
liberation. From I1 to III the link is realized auditively through the
repetition of “fade away”™ {20 and 21). The same devices are used in
the other symmetrical part of the “Ode”. The repetition of “forlorn”
echoing from line 70 to 71 achieves the formal link between stanzas
V11 and V111. It is true, as 'F.P. Harrison has noted 1, that both “fade
away” and “forlorn” change senses in the process, which allows the
normal development and movement of the poem. One passes from one
theme to another through associations of ideas. Thongh more obvious
than the throat image the transitions are just as subtle and rich in
meaning. The passage from VI to VII also goes through an interplay
of associated images and ideas. Stanza V1 ends with: “To thy high
requiem become a sod” (60), which summarizes the death-call ima-
gery. It is a definite conclusion, and a desperate one. The next
line enhances the existence of its very opposite: immortality. But the
word “death” is still there, prominent in the very centre of the line:
“Thon wast not born for death, immortal Bird” (61). Deliberately,
delicately and effectively the two stanzas are linked in spite of the
different moods and themes they deal with. In close juxtaposition
birth, death and immortality epitomize in a masterly way the
numerous connotations and echoes awakened by the “Ode” in the
reader’s consciousness.

Now if we examine the transitions from stanza III to IV and
from V to VI there 1s a difference. A gap scems to divide the des-
pairing views about “Beanty” and “Love” wbich bring stanza 111
to its pessimistic end, and the impatient desire to escape:

Away! away! for I will fly to thee. (31}

No word sounds to raise an echo from line 80 to 81. The desire to
join the nightingale “on the viewless wings of Poesy” follows lo%i-
cally the desperate clear-sighted apprehension of the reality of life;
the poet’s reaction is one o% disgust and vigorous rejection. And yet
for the careful listener “Away! away!” recalls the distant “Fade
away” (20) and “Fade far away” (21) ten lines before. They are
fleeting sounds, but andible ones. What was perhaps a faint haunting
memory receives new strength from the immediately following “for
1 will fly to thee”. Imaginary desire is translated by determination
into rcality: “already with thee”.

Symmetrically the transition from line 50 to 51 is not obvious
either. The colourful, fragrant, semsuous description of stanza V
ends with a beautiful line that conjures up the rich colours of the
sky-line, the warmth of the season and the busy hum of insects:

The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves. (50)
''T. P. Harrison, "Keats and a Nightingale," ES, XLI (1960), 853-359,
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It is the final brush-stroke of a condensed picture of nature’s en-
dearing "sweets”, the core of stanza V. The collection of pleasaut
sensations has been ordered so as to place the audible one last. And
thus “murmureus™ still drones in our ears when stanza VI starts:

Darkling I listen. (51)

As in the case of “away” echoing at the beginnings of stanzas III
and IV, again the negative “l cannot see” (41) has prepared, ten
lines earlier, an exchange of sensory relations with the positive
I listen” (51}, Moreover “darkling” calls to mind the general atmo-
sphere of “embalmed darkness” (43) which pervades the whole poem
and endows every other sense with the power of vision. “Shadows
numberless” (1), “forest dim” (20), “verdurous gloom” (40}, “passing
night” (68), plus the death images arising from them, weave a web
that blurs the sight. The bearing faculty is stimnlated, and the song
of the bird rises from the background of ebscurity.

It is, however, necessary to point out the difference in degree
between the tie joining stanzas 1 and Il for example, where the
association of ideas is organic and more tangible, and that more
cvanescent, intimate feeling born of the two stanzas we are now
considering. The poet does not listen to “the murmurons haunt of
flies”, but to the bird’s song, turning into death’s call. The reader
does ot for a moment mistake the one for the other.

We are now confronted with the middle section of the “Ode”.
Stanza V cannot be separated from 1V: they are interknit; the last
three lines of stanza Il%’ run into the first three of the next part:
“I cannot see..” (41), “But, in embalmed darkness, guess.. (43)
follows logically “But here there is no light” (38). Thus the pyramidal
pattern stands clearly before us. Two central stanzas form an
indivisible whole, from the triple point of view of theme (the
enthralling moment of bliss), logical link (“there is uwo light” [..]
“I canuot see”), and imagery (sensations heightened by darkness).
They are, to some extent, isolated. Three stanzas (I-111} precede;
three (VI-VIII) follow. The symmetry is perfect.

Another element concurs to strengthening this formal analysis;
the poet bas chosen to mark the starting point of each part of the
triptych by his own personal intrusion into the poem. He is there at
the start, of course.

My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains
My senses, as though of hemlock I had drunk. (1-2)

Ounly after sharing his sufferings can the reader turn to the bird.
The next two stanzas explore the realms of forgetfulness through
the iatoxication of wine and the consciousness of life’s reality. But
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at the start of the ceuntral section (IV-V) the poet rushes to the
forefront again. His determination — “Away! away! for 1 will fly
to thee” (31) — gives a new impulse to his dispirited meditation,
which now rapidly develops into enthralling rapture; and we are
made to understand that the happy instant of full bliss is realized
in the intimate sensuous perception of tbe unatural world pressing
all around. It is a receptive trance; powerful passivity bas been
forced upon bim by the negative “‘I cannot see”. In stanza V1 bliss
does not exactly die out — “ecstasy” remains the key word of line 58,
made more conspicuous by the short hexasyllabic verse. Yet the
contrapuntal theme of death — "easeful” (52) though it is — shatters
the perfect mood. Activity is resumed; the opening words of the
stanza drive onward with a new pulsation: “Darkling 1 listen™ (51).
Lost among the shades the poet concentrates on his hearing faculty,
aud this perception does not plunge him back into some sensuous
apprehension of the surrounding world, similar to that provoked by
the blurring of his sight; paradoxically it rouses his cerebral activity.
The consciousness of the hlissful ecstasy leads to a desire for death,
as if the experience could thus be turned into an immortal cone. It
is the recurring temptation, but threateus to turn into the mere reve-
lation of nothing after death. The ecstasy is prolanged, but we feel
it belongs more and more to the bird and less to the perplexed
listener. The sequence described by Mrs. Miriam Allott! is here
realized with both rigour and imagination. The search of a “swoon”
or a “sleep’” stamps its mark in the introduction to the poem; it should
procure forgetfulness and bliss. The central meditation achieves it,
and the concluding stanzas parallel the moods of the first oues, but
with increased complexity, loading thus the poem with that “ore”
Keats recommended in his famous letter to Shelley (16 Aug. 1820).
It is a totally successful piece of artistry where the “high meed” of
the trance stands out, poised above an admirable symmetry.

1f we look into the imagery in detail, we discover stanzas [V and
V hovering in bliss; the passage is filled with the transcendeunt beauty
of the starry night, and the perceptions of eartbly “essences”. They
produce an impression of deep communion with the whole universe
in a vertical apprehension O‘Epintcrstcllar space and the commonest
elements of earthly scenery. The poet bathes in an atmosphere of
deep satisfaction which coincides with the revelation of truth., His
senses, in a state of extreme receptivity, absorb the most secret mes-
sages that speak of nature’s perfection. The “tbings of beauty” are
not abstract ideas; they are real, tangible, seusuous objects of delight;
they summarize the freshuess of spring and the promise of summer.
Time is stopped and full life condensed in the enclosed space. The

!Miriam Allott, “‘Isabella’, “The Eve of St Agoes’ and ‘Lamia’.” Jokn Keats:
A Reassessment, ed. K. Muir (Liverpool: Liverpool Univ. Press, 1958), 89-62.
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author’s unique experience is transmitted with unequalled power of
suggestion.

¢ communion between the poet and the outer world is a
moment of grace in which contrasting feelings intermingle. Just
as time seems to stop and space to be reduced to a point by the
suppression of vision, alternating bright and sombre images convey
a sense of reconciliation of opposites. Bliss is made a complex whole
where contradictions cease to destroy each other. The triumphal
escape on Bacchus’ chariot (32), the entbusiastic flight to the night-
ingale on “the viewless wings of Poesy” (83) is submitted to the
slowing down of the decisions of reason: "the dull brain perplexes
and retards” (84). From “Away! away! for I will fly to thee” {31)
to “Already with thee” (35), the flight upward is sudden and quick.
The enthralling moment supersedes the wishful desire. But imme-
diately after comes the slower movement of "tender is the night”
(35}. Even here the tenderncss, the intimacy of the soft beauty of the
illuminated night sky is contradicted by the very presence of the
bright celestial bodies {86-37). And in turn the happy congregation
of moon and stars contrasts with the darkness which presses around
the poet’s solitude (88). Darkness, however, is the proper medium
for the imagination working on the suggestions of sensuous per-
ceptions. Though “there is no light” (88), space is filled with
presence: the swift breath of the breeze (89), its rustle through the
“verdurous glooms” {40) — note the touch of colour, and of mystery
— the meandering paths made more silent and inviting by their
carpet of moss {40). Flowers blow white, pink or purple blue, present
though unseen (41); their fragrance penetrates to the soul, and, in
spite of the atmosphere of “embalmed darkness™ {43), discreet hues
tint a chiaroscuro picture of soft “grass”, prickly bushes and blossom-
ing “fruit trees” (45). These are the adorning wreaths of the
sacred temple of nature where the poet fecls the spell and guesses
at truth, and the “incense™ (42) both heightens and softens perception.
The goddess, spring, distributes (44) her gifts with profusion recon-
ciling the rough virginity of hawthorn and the tender blush of fragile
eglantine (46). The swoon-like disappearance of the timid violet
and its burial under a cover of “leaves’” (47) is made more acceptahle
by the promise of the future, symbolized in the musk-rose. Its colour
and fragrancy, “full of dewy wine” (49}, recalls the merry intoxica-
tion of stanza II, and tbe figure of Bacchus (32). It also lures to
activity the fertilizing insects which come with the warmth, the
glory and the sweetness of a dying day in summer {50).

Paradoxically enough the nightingale seems to be forgotten.
The bird’s song was used, like the tempting fragrancy of the musk-
rose, to attract the poet’s imagination, and act as a catalytic element
to absorb him totally into the trance. Thus he can realize that com-
plete acceptance and immediate participation in the existence of
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natural objects. Here again we sense wbat Keats meant by “negative
capability”, tbat state of absolute receptivity which corresponds to
the intensity expressed in Shelley's Qde to the West Wind, “the
sense faints picturing them” (111,8). The bird’s song itsel{ is no longer
cousciously heard. It was the vehicle to the moment of communion;
having roused the senses to a sort of blending of perceptions it is
submerged temporarily.

What immediately precedes and follows the “tender night” of
happiness contrasts vielently with its blissful mood. Beth stanzas III
and VI deal with the destructive night of death. The poet’s own
experience of life haunts the despairing lines of stanza 111. Through
them we inevitably recall his brother Tom’s illness and death and
guess at the young man’s anxiety and feverish tension caused by his
new love for Fanny Brawne. The seeming relief obtained by the
evocation of “Beauty” (29) and “new Love” (30) is shattered by the
negative “cannot keep her lustrous eye” and “[cannot] pine at them
beyond tomorrow”. “Fade away” {21) echoes the end of stanza 11
where the vanishing process was linked with the pleasant shades of
the “forest dim” (20). Then it bad nothing of the sinister meaning
attached to darkness in other parts of the poem. Now *fade away”
progresses through “fade far away” towards “dissolve” (21). The
inviting mystery of the “forest dim” evolves towards the dangerous
temptation of annihilation, The escape will come throngh the deter-
gﬁnatéfm of imagination to jein the bird ‘‘on the viewless wings of

oesy’.

On the other side of the blissful ecstasy, death also reigns. 1t has
become through the magic filter of participation in the realm of
nature — a subtle attraction hard to resist, were it not for the clear
foresight of its annihilating force. Ecstatic death is a tempting hope;
but the empathic communion with beauty on earth has revealed an
important truth: death made void and vain by the loss of sensations.
It cannot be “Life’s high meed” to become “a sod” (60).

Symmetrically again and aue step farther on either side of the centre
of the “Ode", stanzas IT and V1] deal with two thematic pendants:
evasion, escape. Before thinking of death, evasion from the harsh
actuality of life could be imagined through the artificial paradise
of intoxicating wine, and its accompaniment of merry-making,
singing and dancing. “Sunburnt mirth” (14) exults in the clear
poctry of the South. The attraction of the Mediterranean literary
tradition prepares the allusions of stanza VII. Indeed, afier the
dismissal of deatb, as no solution, at the end of stanza VI, the poet
still remembers the quality of the central inspiring moment: it is
the escape towards immortality. The voice of inspiration, as it comes
from the bird, was heard in former days, has been heard far and
wide, as Keats succeeds in summarizing in eight wonderful lines. All
the sources of inspiration of our western civilization are there:
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“emperor and clown” (64) suggests the classical world reinterpreted
by the Elizabethan dramatists; “Ruth” {66} concentrates in her cha-
racter and figure all the poesy of tbe biblical tradition; “faery
lands” contains the magic of popular and Arthurian legends of
the Middle Ages, the northern sagas and the oriental tales of
Arabian nights as well. This interpretation is supported by the
important digression of Keats's journal-letter (21 April 1819), where
he speaks to George of “the use of the world”, which is not only a
“vale of tears” but a “vale of soul-making”. The sense of immortality
in man leads “one part of the human species™ to “have tbeir carved
Jupiter”; another part “the palpable and named Mediator and
saviour, their Christ their Oromanes and their Vishnu” (no. 159, 11, 108).

This passage helps to clarify the complete meaning of the word
“forlorn” which echoes from the end of stanza VII to the beginning
of VIII. The “faery lands forlorn” of Jine 70 appear as far away
countries, remote in space and time, attached to dreams of eastern
magic, or to the legendary world of romance. Thinking of the
mastery of form Keats had now achieved in relatively short poems
thraugh the evolution of the early months of 1819, it is not out of
place to guess that in “forlorn” there is the meaning of abandoned,
relating to the tradition of mediaeval tales with their profusion,
their lack of restraint or strict architecture; that was to be put aside,
at least temporarily. Abandoned is the prominent meaning of the sad
exclamatory “forlorn” that opens the last stanza. The poet is left
alone; the bird and its song have lost their entrancing power of
a.itrigiion. The painful separation from the inspiring source is accom-
plished.

What remains in the concluding lines of stanza VI11 is the ambi-
guous atmosphere that existed at tie very beginning, when pleasure
and pain were blended intimately:

My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains
My sense... (1-2)

‘Tis not throuih envy of thy happy lot,
But being too happy in thine happiness, (5-6)

This painful excess of joy is precisely the cause of the complex
development of themes and images. Here also can be found an echo
of the sonnet we could not help linking with “On a Grecian Urn”.

Heart! Thou and I are here sod and alone
I say, why did I laugh?
(“Why did 1 laugh...”, 5-6)

And the symmetrical equivalent to tbe first lines sounds in the
hesitation, the undecided ambiguous atmosphere of the very last
lines:
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Was it a vision, or a waking dream ?
... Do [ wake or sleep? (79-80)

A memory of the blissful moment is still hovering: not only about
the peaceful elements of landscape ennmerated there, but also in
the poet’s mind. Unwilling to accept the return to full reality, aban-
doned by the “deceiving elf” of passing inspiration, Xeats ends on
an nnanswered question. At the same time be coins the exact and
necessary balance of imagery with the beginning of the "Ode”.

In fact both stanzas 1 and V1l are divided into two practicall
equal parts, and this is done by the use of words snggesting in ca.cﬁ
case & separate complex of images. There is an accumulation of
disquicting allusions in the first lines: “ached”, “drowsy numbness
pains” {1}, "hemlock” (2}, "dull opiate”, “emptied... to the drains”
(8), “Lethe-wards”, “sunk” (4}, “envy” (5). The imagery suddenly
develops into a series of pleasant suggestions: “happy lot” (5), “toa
happy in thine happiness” (6), “'light-winged Dryad” (7}, “melodious
plot” (8), "beechen green”, “shadows numberless” (9), “singest of
summer”, “full-throated ease’” (10). Line 5 in the middle marks the
change as it includes both “envy” and *happy lot”.

The same sequence, not exactly in the same spirit of course,
recurs in the last stanza. Oue half bathes in a regretinl mood: “for-
lorn” (71), “toll”, “back from thee” (72), “adieu”, “cheat” (73),
“deceiving elf” (74), “adien! adieu! the platntive anthem fades” (75).
And yet the “elf” (74), the "anthem” (75) (which includes the meaning
of song of praise), and further on the “meadow” the “still stream”
(76), the “hill-side™ (77), the “valley-glade” (78) recall the bappy
mood of the ecstatic moment; the atmosphere, naturally enough,
bears the stamp of the indelible deceptive experience; )},lence the
last lines with their pervading melancholy: “Vision”, “waking dream”.
The words suggest respectively the blinding intuition of truth and
the illusion of momentary intoxication. So the last words of the poem
— “Do I wake or sleep?” (80) — actnally express the aching question
of the very nature of the poet’s experience; they sum up the whole
interplay of images throughout the “QOde”. The significant expe-
rience of the start, the double-sided impression made by the night-
ingale’s song, called for analysis and development. The process ends
in an irresolute state of mind; the communion with the world is
possible, but it is transitory, and so desirable that such momentary,
but perfect reconciliation cannot be discarded so quickly and easily;
neither can its magic supernatural influence be ignored. Hence the
twofold feeling of man’s "forked” nature: the necessity to awaken
and the desire to remain in the swoon of ecstasy.

What must not be overlooked is the part played by the bird’s
song. Like Ariadne’s guiding tbread it circuits throughout the “Ode”,
disappearing in the central passage as said abave, to make room for
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an expansion of all sensory apprehension, and is alchemised into
its verbal counterpart: “Poesy” (33). Bnt it led to the ecstasy,
and it reappears again to fade in the last stanza. It undergoes
variations according to the spirit of the different stanzas. Hidden
in the “beechen green” (st. 1) its warbling evokes the “warm Sonth”
and identifies itself with “Provengal song”, “dance” and “mirth”.
lts notes jar in a sorrowful “groan” (24) in st. 111; they emerge
to attract the poet’s attention ont of his trance — “I listen” (51)
— and chaunt again a solemn “requiem” (60} at the end of stanza
VI In st.V1l its softer cadence comforts “the sad heart of Ruth”
(66) and casts a magic spell over the deep-sounding “seas” (70). The
“plaintive anthem” (75) of the final passage fade into a more neutral
and general “music” (80) which encompasses all the possible varia-
tions of the melody.

In fact the changing character of the song stresses the structural
imagery of the poem. It is built np as a pyramidal pattern with its
central elation and its symmetrical ambiguities at both ends. But it
stands as a far more elaborate construction thanm any of those we
have studied here. The melody follows a complexity of up and down
movements working symmetrically which matches the complex
nature of the experience. There is elation in stanza II and V1],
just as there is deep, morbid abandonment both in I11 and VI. Thus
environed the elation of IV-V is still more striking. Beginning and
end translate our nature of “forked” creatures in perpetual search
for an answer to the anxiety of painful joy and the acceptation of
a world so often felt to be a passing dream.

Iv-v

IL ViI

III VI

In fact the Ode to a Nighiingale combines the two main structnres
that guided Keats's compositions. The start leads towards the enthu-
siastic elation of being “too happy in thy happiness” (6), but it could
also have sunk “Letbe-wards” (4)! Stanza 11 follows on the rising
path, but ends in an intimation of ‘“‘world unseen” (19} and pleasant
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swooning away, which the dissolving elements of reality turn
towards the depths and pangs of morbid experience. In consequence
there follows tbe liberation of stanza IV and its imaginary flight
into a sky peopled with legendary deities, while the surrounding
darkness becomes alive with the retined intoxication of “‘sensations”.
Stanza VI is a fall indeed, until the temptation of “easeful Death”
(52) loses its spell with the consciousness of the loss of all perceptions.
“I can imagine [...] happiness carried to an extreme — but what
must it end in? — Death” (no. 159, 11, 101). The “Ode” illustrates
it totally. A belief in immortality drags the poet up out of the pit
of despair, and seems to encourage new explorations of the world of
imagination, even though the spell of “magic casements” (69) may
open on “perilous seas” (70). And just as an actual nightingale’s
song follows ascending and descending variations we are brought
back to the ambignous necessity of accepting a world of anxious
questioning. A mere pyramidal structure would have been too simple
a device for the high complexity of meaning enclosed in this great
work of art. The skilfu] interweaving of up and downward move-
ments into the whole fabric of the “Ode” makes it a matchless piece
of controlled mastery without impairing the high quality of inspi-
ration.
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25. Pregnant Perfection: “To Autumn”

After the achievement of the “Ode to a Nightingale” it seems im-
possible that the poet should repeat such a high feat of craftsmanship
and inspiration. And yet the last of the printed “Odes”, “To Autumn”,
also reaches perfection. Keats modifies the form of the stanza once
again; instead of making it lighter, as was the case in “To a
Nightingale®, he nses, on the contrary, full iambic pentameters and
adds another similar line, making the unit more weighty, as if the
swelling “of the gourd” had to pass into the formal pattern of the
poem. The main featnres of the ode-stanza are retained. 1n “To
Antumn” each starts with a Shakespearian guatrain and is followed
by the basic interplay of three rhymes fonnd in the Petrarchan
sonnet. But here instead of a sestet, we have a septet where one
rhyme appears three times. It is worth noting that all three stanzas
follow the cde pattern and end with the ¢ thyme. In the interval we
find decc for stanza I, and ¢dd for the other two. 1t is a very slight
variation which maintains a sort of couplet just hefore the closing
verse. Variety within the limits of secnre habits, already put to the
test, again marks the choice of the poet; the evolution has progressed
step by step, has produced masterpieces, and the author’s selection
for publication shows his awareness of the fact. What corresponded
to tl?e pattern leading to an apprebension of truth was retained, the
rest left as material for future inspiration.

“To Autumn” is limited to three stanzas only, and lacks any
wide movement to compare with “To a Nightingale”. Keats seems
to have concentrated on the moment of revelation, so that the “Ode”
corresponds to the central part of the last odes we have described.
1t is just as if the core experience of intimate contact with reality
through the antennae of the senses was enough and offered the only
and sufficient opening of our mortal cendition towards a guess
at truth. There is no anguish or despair from which to climb np
to some summit of elation. All concentrates on a total apprehension
of truth through sensations, as if it were “all/Ye know on earth,
and all ye need to know”! Reflection and thougbt are Limited to a
minimum. Only at the heginning of stanza 111 does there appear a
rhetorical question betraying some distrust and the need for a rea-
sonable answer:

Where are the songs of Spring? Ay, where are they? (28)
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[t is immediately dismissed in the next line: “Think not of them”
(24). And the poct abandons himself to the sense of hearing in order
to get at more profound truths.

Stll, the triptych we bave here retains something of the pyramid
that had become Keats’s pattern of ordering efficiently the imagery
of his poems. The composition in three parts places the image of
the season in the middle. There Autumn bas become a deity, a
statuesque figure endowed with the serene authority of attitude and
gesture of some mythological character. Her “soft-lifted” hair (15),
her head nobly loaded, and crowned, with ears of corn (19-20)
compares with the Greek tradition of goddesses. She reigns over
auvtumnal activities, and her “wise passiveness” once again recalls
the soverecign hovering of the poet’s mind in the moments of blissful
trance. The overpowering quality of drowsiness that pervades that
central stanza is due to the accumulation of static imagery. Autumn
enjoys the fulfilment of the natural cycle of the year and the process
of maturation. Amid her “store” (12), “on a granary floor” (14)
or some “half-reap’d furrow” (16), crossing “a brook™ {20) or “by a
cyder-press” (22), she is there, lost in the delight of plenty pouring
in from all parts, absorbed in the pleasure oig abundance deprived
of toil and sweat. She is "sitting careless” (14), or “sound asleep”
(16), "“drows'd with the fume of poppies”™ (17)! She is seen with a
“hook” in her band; but she is not “over the sickle bending”. The
happy “Solitary Reaper” of Wordsworth is shown in the full activity
of a farm lass. Keats's figure “Spares tbe next swath and all its
twined flowers” (18). Thus she bathes in the beauty of the season
and lives to the full its inward revelation of total goodmess. She
herself turns into a fine picture of an idealized gleaner sketched
when crossing a “brook” (20), erect with her load of sheaf well-
balanced on her head. She has nothing of a miserable woman bending
over the stubble. The vision is transmuted into a sphere where nothing
counts, but the plentiful bounty of nature and time; a time that is
alchemized into near eternity by her endless and “patient” watch (21)
by the “cyder-press” (21). “The last cozings hours by hours” (22)
slow down the rhythm of time and season till it seems to reach the
limits of some never-ending present.

Calm enjoyment, total delight also “oozes” from the quict atmo-
sphere of Winchester, the country city where Keats had found a
refuge at the time; the mood of the stanza suits the idle life of the
streets and country lanes, and a certain exhaustion of the poet after
the busy summer of 1819. On 24 August he comments in a letter to
J. H. Reynolds: “I feel my Body too weak to support me to the
height; I am ohliged continually to check myself and strive to be
nothing™ (no. 185, 11, 147). Once more he is hinting at the passivity
leading to an absorption of sensations; once more he is trying to
control the feverish passions of his temper, And the control is so
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much more necessary as that “state of excitement” is “the only state
for the best sort of Poetry” (ibid.). “What can I say but what I
feel?” (ibid.) Hence the anxious search for the deepest sort of feeling.
Keats’s statement may sound very paradoxical indeed; for it scems
to place him at the centre of a poem, from which he appears precisely
to be absent. But he is the medium through which poetry comes
to existence. The quality of the feeling and its intensity jostify the
process. “Negative capability” comes ?irst, and what he feels will
set the imagination working on the sensuous models of real life.
The source of Keats’s poetic inspiration is based more and more
willingly on an entire abandonment to sensory perceptions of the
onter world.

The working of the senses towards a revelation of the supreme
qualities of autumn is given in the two symmetrical panels of the
triptych. Stanza I revels in the enumeration of full, round shapes,
pleasant to the eyes, suggestive of fragrant, delicious maturaty. They
invite the hand to finger the mellowness and rich weight of appe-
tizing froits. The “mists” (1) of the season take away the sharpness of
shapes and make them more inviting. An internal complicity with
the process of maturation links the peet and the fructifying couple
— the sun and bis “close bosom-friend” {2). The ripening is felt as
a loading {3), a filling (6), a “swelling” (7); the movement gocs from
the inside out. But it also reaches to the “core” {6} of “apples” (5)
and “gourds” (7), and to the “sweet kernel” (8) of “hazel shells” (7).
The “conspiracy” (3) of the sun-season couple in bringing nature to
foll “ripeness” (6) suggests a time process starting in the past. § ring
is present in the distance, throngh the “budding” of flowers (Sfa.n
the fertilizing presence of “bees” (9). Summer is there too, with its
warmth (10] and luxurions suggestions of prolonged, indolent saticty.
We also feel “warm days will never cease” (10).

Time passes slowly throughout the stanza, giving it the necessary
rhythmm and progression. 1t 15 implicit in the change of the seasons
that preside over the “maturing” evolution. The divine-like process
is seen as something almost divine, an etherealized mystery and a
blessing (3} whicb gives free play to the delight of 2ll the senses.
Touch is active everywhere, from the testing of “mellow fruitful-
ness” (1) to the “clammy cells” of line 11, The tenderness of outward
surfaces {skin of the fruit and moss of “cottage-trees” (5) and plump-
ness (7} of the pulp is simply irresistible. Sight caresses the curving
lines evoked by the different varieties of fruit, and “the vines that
ronnd the thatch-eves run” (4). Even the word “bosom™ (2) fits the
imagery. Taste and smell are not forgotten in the enumeration of
fruit or flowers. And the impression of plenty is summarized in the
“o’er-brimmed” of the last line. There is tven a suggestion of
humming attached to the presence of tbe “bees” (9). This perception
of the ear is carried on throngh the second stanza where “the

242



winnowing wind" {15} and the warbling “hrook” (20} maintain a
remembrance of faint motion and noise in the spell of ecstasy, pro-
longed in a very delicate way by tbe hardly perceptible “oozings”
from the cider press (22).

But the poet has preserved the sense of hearing for the third
stanza where he suddenly listens for “the songs o% Spring™ (23).
Music runs through time; Wordsworth (in his “Solitary Reaper")
also made it a powerful waker of recollection and dreams in “thc
hliss of solitude™. It creates a unity in the "Ode to a Nightingale”,
where the words gnalifying the song become more nnmerous towards
the end — when paradoxically the melody itself fades! Here tbe
music simply fills stanza IlI. As the “music” (24) of Autumn, it
assumes a certain melancholy and thus, in a very subtle way, the
downward movement answers the growth of maturity. Music is
made of the “wailful choir” of “small gnats™ (27), of the water
flowing over the “river shallows” (28), the breaths of “light wind”
(29), the bleating of “lambs™ (30). Crickets “sing” (81), “the red-
breast whistles” (82);

And gathering swallows twitter in the skies. (33)

The mnsical images press closer and closer towards the end, and the
last ones unexpectedly, perhaps, sound more and more lively. As in the
greater “Odes” the complexity of the poem increases after the core
vision and revelation. There is a sudden hreak; melancholy, un-
doubtedly, invades the vision. “Where are the songs of Spring?”
(28) expresses regret and could turn to despondency. “Think not
of them™ (24) stops the process, but is no answer. And the “barred
clouds” {25), “the stubble plains” {26), the mourning of the “wailful
choir” {27), the bleating of “full-grown lambs” (30} are no signs of
joy and life. The “dying day" of line 25, in spite of its “soft” passing
away points toward mortality and the term of the tidal time process
that slows down to near eternity in stanza II. But sensations have
revealed the central vision, and made the time evolution more
complex. If autumnal ahundance hints at past seasons, it is remar-
kable that Summer is named first, just before the impressive figure
of the presiding goddess appears standing “amid [her] store”,
whereas Spring is mentioned in the line that immediately follows
stanza II. Thus Autumn reigns in the middle, profiting by Summer’s
maturing warmth, and leading, as it were, to a futurity of Spring
over a ﬁlank of Winter. Spring is rememhered, which awakes the
nostalgia; but the new birth is sensed through the culmination of
ripeness; hence the new complexity of stanza III in which opposites
of depression and clation appear in close connection.

he nostalgia for the “songs of Spring” (2%) is checked by the
recognition of the “music” of Autumn (94). The impending menace
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of “barred clouds” (25) vanishes in the blooming serenity of a
“soft-dying day” (25), though the suggestion of death lingers bhehind.
The sterility of “stubble-plains” turns to chaste virginity (“rosy
hue”, 26) at the tonch of the last rays of the sun. The cloud of
homming insects is “borne aloft” (28) to sink again, just as the
“light wind”™ both “lives and dies” (29). The “lamhs” of spring are
now ‘“‘full-grown” (80) and their whining call now sounds “loud™
among echoing hills. The “gathering swallows” of line 33 are evo-
cative of departure, and seem to symbolize sadly the inevitable end
and death of the Juxuries of the year. But a contrapuntal movement
occurs in the last lines of the poem that suddenly widens the prospect
and rushes towards a feeling of elation into limitless space. From
the “hedge” (31) a song invites us into a “garden-croft” where a
whistling and “ireble soft” (32) can bhe heard; and then the pitch
heightens tremendously into the twittering of swallows in the sky.
The last line evokes both departure and coming back, death and
new birth of the year; the whirling motion takes its flight upwards
into wide and open space, as if the limited frontiers of the “hilly
bourn” (30) andp “garden croft” had suddenly exploded from the
internal pressnre of the vision of eternal truth. The downward
movement exists in the third panel of the triptych, but it is strongly
counter-balanced by the central experience and revelation of a
profound permanence; it ends on a hopeful note. The ambivalent
surprise OF the last line corresponds to a similar feeling in line 1
of the poem where the “mists” of the season could not but be tinted
with some sadness and melancholy.

In conclusion the passage from the “luxaries” and “sensations”
of the first part to the mythic vision of the second, and the complex
acceptance of the third re-enacts the main symmetries and patterns
of the 1819 poems. But ncver had the imagery been so dense. Our
study could make nse of practically every verb, adjective or noun
in an interplay of connotations that may well evade complete ana-
lysis for ever. Subtle themes in undertones run from one end to the
other and weave the three isolated panels into one whole: from the
immobility and the closed-in atmosphere of the *‘mists” we pass to
the whirling flight of the “swallows” into free “skies”; from the
silence of the maturing process to the high-pitched twiitering; from
Summer to a renewal of Spring; from the “luxuries” of stanza 1
to the anditive festival of stanza 111. In fact after the central vision
and communijon with truth, the experience of the senses can be
repeated in “a finer tone”, It prevents the morbid remembrance of
mortality from becoming all powerfnl. “To Autumn” appears a poem
practically limited to the cenmiral vision; it evolves between less
distant extremes than the other “Odes”, and shows Keats focusing
his attention on that all important moment of receptive communion
with the tangible world.
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PART V

Towatds New Attitudes
and Forms



26. Disintegrating Irony: “Lamia”

When the 1820 pablication of bis poems was in preparation,
Keats chose to place one of his latest works first in the collection.
Therefore the book opens with *Lamia”; and this is a sign of the
importance given by the poet to this tale which must be examined
in the light of what he was writing to Bailey: “One of my Ambitions
is to make as great a revolution in modern dramatic writing as Kean
has done in acting — another to upset the drawling of the blue
stocking literary world — if in the course of a few years I do these
two things | ought to die content” (14 August 1819, no. 181, II, 139).
The difference in tone that iz found in “Lamua”, and has been
observed by all eritics, may well be interpreted as the starting point
of that reaction against “the drawling of the blue stocking Iiterary
world”, The choice of rapid and flippant couplets to tell the story
has been attributed to the influence of Dryden's poetryt It is certain
that the spirit displayed in the poctical tale shows a sort of de-
tachment from the subject which is new on the part of the poet.
Keats looks at bis heroes from the outside; and their adventures are
observed sympathetically but critically, with an irony that did not
exist in the “Eve of St Agnes”. At times the tale takes on a sort of
grotesque garb unknown before in Keats's poems, as when the ser-
pentine Lamia is described in all her variegated gloss, “‘a gordian
shape of dazzling hue”, in wbich we suddenly discover “a woman'’s
mouth with all its pearls complete” (60). It is not possible to take
such incongruous figure too seriously. The very first lines also batbe
in the mood of the mock epic poetry.

Upon a time, before the faery broods

Drove Nymph and Satyr from the prosperous woods,
Before King Qberon’s bright diadem,

Scepire, and manile, clasp’d with dewy gem,

Frighted away the Dryads and the Fawns

From rushes green, and brakes, and cowslip’s lawns,

The ever-smitten Hermes empty left

His golden throne, bent warm an amorous theft. (1-8)

T W. ]J. Bate, jofin Keats (Oxford: Q. U. P, 1967), 546-547.
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There is a light-heartedness in the treatment of themes that used
to be very dear to Keats which surprises. Western legends and Medi-
terranean mythology sound like splendid jokes, pregnant with
amusing possibilities for the poet. Keats used to take the gods and
goddesses of poetry and nature far more seriously; it is difficult to
imagine him addressing his prayer for inspiration to the “ever-smitten
Hermes” starting on a search for some “amorous theft”, with the
detachment of some X VIIith century rake. The god’s thwarted desire
i; another pleasant satire on the apparent might of man-imagined
cities.

In fact what is never denied throughout the poem is a certain
view of the woman character in Lamia. Her desire is to be made a
real woman; but she has the power of a witch. She cannot get rid
of her connection with the serpent kind, which of course relates
her strongly to the biblical tradition. She is irresistible temptation,
so Lycius is immediately involved in the deepest passion. She trans-
forms the laver’s existence and makes the material world of every
day life a dream. She is happiness of the most dangerous sort, because
of her egotism which causes her lover to lose all individual freedam.
And even though, as a woman, she disappears in the end, the woman’s
character and its serpent qualities of fascination and attraction
remain the immortal truth of the tale. Gods and men alike are victims
and must submit. One power only is capable of defeating the spell:
it is cold philosophy which alone can see through the essence of the
beloved to the risk of destroying love itself. With these conside-
rations we are back to Keats’s intention of upsetting “the drawling
of the hlue stocking literary world”. How can ane explain Keats’s
sudden cynicism tolling the death of romantic love? .

The correspondence of the early summer months of 1819 re-
peatedly shows his desire to reorganize bis life in order to solve
his growing money troubles by taking up some rational and reward-
ing occupation, to escape from town life and the disturbing presence
of too many friends calling on him (see letters to Sarah Jeffrey,
81 May and 9 June, and to Fanny Keats, 9 June and 17 June).
However the rational notion of finding “a Situation with an Apo-
thecary” or sailing on an Indiaman rapidly vanished under the

ressure of his own inward call and the encouragement of his friends.

e inward division between rational and irrational decisions appears
less clear when matters of beart are concerned. But it is not impassible
to guess at the troublesome background of Keats’s divided senti-
mental life at the time.

Indeed it seems to us that "Lamia” more than any previous work
of Keats reflects the complexity of feelings that were assaulting his
heart. His need for some woman’s affection has already been dis-
cussed, and it is clear that since the time (18 Dec. 1818) wben
he pave George and Georgiana a portrait of Miss Brawne in one
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of Lis journal-letters, the two young people had become better
acquainted and were now deeply in love. So much so that, after six
months had elapsed, the young man felt he must do something
about if, and could not help contemplating marriage. But Keats
recoiled; family life he considered as the inevitable end of bis ambi-
tion. And how could he cope with the necessity of earning a living
when he could not even support himself! when the liitle be could
ather from his guardian had been lent generously, but thought-
essly to a number of friends who, apparently, were in no hurry
to send borrowed sums back, or were simply incapable of doing
so! The sudden decision of Keats to try and find a place in
the country where to live in retirement seems fo be an attempt
to solve both the financial and the sentimental situations: cheap
board and lodging, and an end to the overpowering presence
of Fanny Brawne. We do not mean to say that the girl pestered
him and invaded bis privacy; we rather think that Keats could
not bear feeling her so near, while he himself was absorbed in
his work by will and necessity. In the struggle of heart and reason,
reason decided that he should go away, and never come back unless
he was in a situation to make their love materially possible. *As 1
told you a day or two before I left Hampstead, 1 will never return
to London if my Fate does not turn up Pam or at least a Court-
Card” {1 July 1819, To Fanny Brawne; no. 172, 11, 123). It is a
wilful separation, meant to re-instate peace and calm in the poet’s
heart. In fact it simply inflamed his imagination, and the strange,
spiteful attitude he assumed concerning Bailey's marriage (14 August
1819, To Bailey, no. 181) or Haslam’s fiancée (17 September 1818,
To the George Keatses, no. 199), and the cruel tone of his passionate
correspondence with Fanny Brawne betray the interior divorce and
turmoil of feelings tearing his heart to pieces: “Ask yourself my
love whether you are not very cruel te have so entrammelled me, so
destroyed my freedom™ (ibid., mo. 172, 11, 123). The letters have
surprised and scandalized; they shonld not. They are the true picture
of overwhelming love confronted with the decisions of reason and
their seeming wisdom. To Sarah Jeffrey he bad written on 31 May:
“1 have the choice as it were of two Poisons {yet 1 onght not to call
this a Poison) the one is voyaging to and from India for a few
years; the other is leading a fevrous life alone with Poetry” (no. 164,
11, 112-3). The alternative {eft no room for love, But the decision
did not suppress the feelings that were brewing in his heart, and
a spleer invaded the poet as soon as he found himself seitled in
the Isle of Wight: “T am glad I bad notf an opportunity of sending
off a Letter which I wrote for yon on Tuesday night — ‘twas too
much like one out of Ro[u]sseau’s Heloise. I am more reasonable this
morning. The morning is the only proper time for me to write to
a beautiful Girl whom 1 love so much: for at night, when the lonely
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day has closed, and the lonely, silent unmusical Chamber is waiting
to receive me as into a Sepulchre, then believe me my passion gets
entirely the sway, then 1 would not have yon see those Rapsodies
which [ once thought it impossible I sbould ever give way to, and
which I have often laughed at in another, for fcar you should either
[think me] too unhappy or perhaps a little mad” (1 July 1819, no. 172,
I1, 122). The letters to Fanny Brawne swarm with such distress,
and show the young man torn between his irrepressible love and
his efforts at modelling a life in accordance with the advice of his
reason. “Man is originally ‘a poor forked creature’ ” (no. 159, 11, 101)
he had quoted in the April journal-letter. He was experiencing it
mare and more profonndly.

“Lamia” translates into poetic terms the drama of man divided
between love which requires abandonment and a clear perception
of passion which cannot but kill it. Lycins and Apollonius are the
two aspects of man's problem when confronted with the woman
character. On the one hand he would like “a brighter word than
bright, a fairer word than fair” (1 July 1819, mo. 172, 11, 123} to
speak of his lave; on the other he cannot admit that his freedom
be so0 impaired. As to the woman character, it is interesting to note
that Keats's picture in “Lamia” is tinted with the reminiscence of
Milton’s Eve in Paradise Lost. The link of Eve and the serpent is
biblical tradition. But Milten gave epic dimension to the parental
relation of Satan and Sin. Satan gives birth to Sin, “the Snakie
Sorceress”, who

... seemd Woman to the waste, and fair,
But ended foul in many a scaly fould.?

Lamia is very much the woman with the Miltonian background
of “snaky sorceress” attached to the tradition of the fall. In Paradise
Lost Eve discavers her own beauty in a pool of clear water before
she meets with Adam. Just the same Lamia, metamorphosed into a
real woman, delights in her own beauty:

There she stood

:I::air, on a sloping green of mossy tread,
By a clear pool, wherein she passioned
To see heyself... (1,179, 181-3)

Milton’s Eve approaches Adam not “uninformd”
Of nuptial Sanctitie and marriage Rites.?

1 Milton, P. L., 11, 724, 11, 650-651.
2ibid., VIII, 486-487.
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Lamia is described as

A virgin purest lipl'd, yet in the lore
Of love deep learned to the red heart's core. (1, 189-190)

The flaw in the woman character, therefore, is twofold; there
18 her narcisstsm, her consciousness of superior entrancing beauty,
and her disquieting relation with sin, and these spring from her
intimate connection with the serpent.

Paradise Lost also shows Eve disregarding the nse of consecutive
reasoning; it does not seem to be one of her attributes.

So spake our Sire, and by his countnance seemd

Entring on studious thoughts abstruse; which Eve
Perceving...

Rose, ond went forth among her Fruits and Flours!

Lamiz also evades problems:

Lycius, perplex’d at words so blind and blank,
Made close inquiry; from whose touch she shronk,
Feigning a sleep. (11, 102-4)

She is all seduction and enjoyment of sensations, just like Milton’s
Eve. Therefore the presence of Apollonius, with his power of reason
that can pierce her throngh terrifies her.

Keats at the time seems to embody the characters of both Lycius
and Apollonius: cager for love as he had never been and exerting
his strength to resist giving away his liberty before realizing his
dream of fame: hence the objective narration and the irony felt in
the poem. The letters show how clear-sighted he was concerning
his own plight; he put much of the situation into “Lamia”, and as
a defence against his self-imposed loneliness, looked at it with a grim
smile. The happiness of his friends yiclding to the call of love was
answered with biting remarks that ﬁctray a jealous heart; Haslam
and his future wife become *a pattern of Lovers”. A picture of the
"young woman”’ suggests the comment: “I think she 1s, though not
very cunning, too cunning for him”, and the couple nspires ridicule:

Pensive they sit, and roll their languid eyes

Nibble their fosts, and ceol their tea with sighs,

Or else forget the purpose of the night

Forget their tea — forget their appetite.

(17 gcptcmbcr 1819, To the George Keatses; no. 199, II, 187-8)

1 Mitton, P. L., VIII, 89-41, 44,
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The same fierce humour and wit was going to develop in “The Cap
and Bells” whose subtitle, “The Jealousies”, reveals the poet’s mood
during the summer of 1819.

Jealousy, indeed, is linked with the flaw in the woman character;
it regularly invades the letters to Fanny Brawne. And the tragedy
concocted {y Brown and Keats during the summer months, Otho the
Great, also treats of jcalonsy at the counrt of 2 meek, generous and
victorious king. All the activities of the poet seem now centred on
the problem of love, which is closely linked to, but in a way has
replaced, that of beauty. If intimations of truth could be discovered
through beauty, could truth be also experienced through love, wo-
man’s character being what it is? “Lamia” tends to explore the
field and tries to avoid complete self-destruction by placing the
author in the situation of assuming an objective point of view; rein-
forced perhaps by the parallel effort of writing a dramatic work.
“Shakespeare and the [Plaradise Lost every day become greater
wonders to me” (14 Aug. 1918, To Bailey; no. 181, I, 189); both
models fulfil precisely conditions of objectivity and detachment.

Now if “Lamia” treads on a new path in the course of Keats’s
evolution, and introduces a different tone and general spirit, does
it point to some new stracture in composition, and does the imagery
help to trace it? The poem is made up of two unequal parts (897 and
311 lines respectively). At the beginning of Part 1, the first three
paragraphs form a separate episoge (145 lines altogether). It is an
introduction to the tale establishing the supernatural origin of
Lamia and the immorfality of the serpent in the woman cha-
racter. The rest consists of a long passage (150 lines), preceded
and followed by three briefer groups of verse very similar quanti-
tatively (twenty-five, fourteen, fifteen; and twelve, sixteen, twenty
lines). Therefore it could be concluded that the Lamia-Lycius story
of part 1 cbeys a sort of symmetry comparable with what we have
met repeatedly in this study.

The second half of the poem was written later, after an inter-
ruption due to Keats's intense work in order to complete Otho the
Great. It 15 also made up of ten sections of unequal length. Again
the first gronp of three paragraphs (fifteen, ninety, forty lines) seem
to form a separate whole of 145 lines. It deals with the outward
world intruding into the lovers’ bliss and causing Lycius to desire
}he public consecration of his love. It ends when all is ready for the
cast,

Approving all, she faded at self-will,

And shut the chamber up, close, hush’d and still,
Complete and ready for the revels rude,

When dreadful guests would come to spoil her solitude.

I1, 142-145)
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Then the story takes a new turn; Apollonius appears on the thresh-
old, uninvited; and the drama grows tense through six short
sections till it unfolds and rushes to its fatal end in the final longer
episode (seventy-three lines). It is not possible to discover a sym-
metry in these various passages. Apart from the introductory episodes
of hoth parts of the poem, there are no formal features of composition
that stand ont clearly. To some extent, then, both parts of the poem
run parallel. Both start with a 145-line episode establishing Lamia’s
supernatural origin on the one hand, and iycius’ worldly attachment
on the other. Both aspects condition the ensning developments of
each part.

Now if we turn towards the general mood of the story supported
by the imagery, it is immediately evident that the bliss created by
Lycius and Lamia’s love spans from part I to part I, and fills the
central portion of the whole poem. Therefore the evolution starts
with the secondary theme of Hermes' conquest of the nymph; then
the metamorphosis of Lamia places the subject in its human context.
Her capture of Lycins’ attention and heart, their life of luxury in
Corinth raises the whole atmosphere to an intensity that should be
the apex of elation. But the pressure and realities of the world inter-
fere with bliss, and finally Apollonins’ presence hreaks the spell and
the poem reaches its sad conclusion. On the whole the poem follows
the structure described as the main trend of Keats’s 1819 poems.
But in detail things do not appear as clearly; the rise and fall ele-
ments are blended in a way that creates the condition for the new
outlook of cbjective irony that the poet projects on his heroes.

Hermes' successful expedition draws a downward curve from
Olympus to the vales of Crete, while to all appearances his quest
takes a favourable turn; he is not only “winning near the goal”, he
experiences the full accomplishment of semsual pleasures. After a
last recoiling movement, the nymph,

... ltke new flowers at morning song of bees,
Bloom’d, and gave up her honey to the lees. (I, 142-148)

We cannot forget cither that Hermes, as a messenger of the gods,
belongs at once to the npper and lower worlds. The poet calls him
“star of Lethe” (I, 81), w?lich groups both the attributes of heaven
and hell. The ambiguity as to the direction pointed at by the imagery
remains throughout the poem. Lycius, though intoxicated hy his
sudden love for Lamia, experiences an unexpected fit that brings
him to death’s door when he hears the haughty refusal of his beauti-
ful companion to “roam”

“Over these hills and vales, where no joy 15, —
Empty of immortality and bliss.” (I, 276-278)
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In fact her protests are mere showing off on the part of the cruel
lady because ber divine character has not procured the fulfilment
of her desires. Joy does not exist away from the real sensations of
this world. Hermes had to leave the beights of Elysium to find a
Nympb to fondle, the Nymph he has been dreaming of; and it is
only in the valleys and woods or “on the shores of Crete” (I, 12)
that the tangible delights of love can be experienced: “It was no
dream” (I, 126}). The poet adds — but it must be understood in the
light of the new irony that creeps into *Lamia” —

... OT say a dream it was,
Real are the dreams of Gods, and smoothiy pass
Their pleasures in a long immortal dream. (I, 126-128)

If after all it és a dream, it is simply because everything that apper-
tains to the gods i3 a dream, and so is immeortality. This was esta-
blished in the very first lines of the poem. Gods are pleasant
characters that generations push aside and replace; their immortality
depends on man’s faithfulness to them. It is on earth that Hermes
rouses the Nympb to “warmth” (I, 141). She is rushed blooming
*like new flowers at morning song of bees” (I, 142) giving up “her
honey to the lees” (1, 148), “into the green-recessed woods” (1, 144).
“Nor grew they pale, as mortal lovers do” (I, 145): the setting 15
fully in reality. The imagery awakens the senses to all the delights
of colours, sounds, taste, fragrancy and hidden caresses. And if the
couple is left to enjoy it without end, it is simply becanse they are
part of the commonplaces of mythology and are granted the sort of
tmmortality that goes with it.

Lamia must be made a woman in order to enjoy love. It is her
ardent wish from the first.

“When from this wreathed tomb skall I awake!
When move in a sweet body fit for life,

And love, and pleasure, and the ruddy strife
Of hearts and lips 1" (1, 38-41)

In spite of her mysterious powers that allow her to bargain with a
powerful god, her pursuit is to become a real woman, in whose body
alone will he given her the full delight of her dreams. This is very
different from what we had been accustomed to. Instead of repeated
efforts to fly up into some idealized bigh sphere away from reality,
Keats turns to realit{; itself, out of which it is no use trying to escape.
The trance used to be produced by a sublimation of the perceptions
of the senses roused to excess. Why not take the same impressions at
their face value? In that light we may understand the sentence
Keats wrote to Reynolds just when he had finished the first part of
“Lamia™ (11 July 1819, no. 175, II, 128): *I bave of late been
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moulting: not for fresh feathers and wrings: they are gone, and in their
stead I hope to have a pair of sublunary legs. I have altered, not from
a Chrysalis into a butterfly, but the Contrary having two little
loopheles, whence I may look out into the stage of the world™.
Lamia also does not plead for a higher status among immortals, but
her sole aim is to become as real a woman as possible, When she
baits Lycius by playing the superior being —

“Alas! poor youth,
Whai tasie of purer air hasi thou o soothe
My essence?” (I, 281-3)

— she nearly loses her lover who faints to death for pain. Like
Hermes she must leave off “feathers and wings”, and recalling
Lycius to life turn herself into a woman “chrysalis”,

... bidding him raise
His droaping head, and cleor his soul of doubi,
For that she was a woman, and without
Any more subtle fluid in her veins
Than throbbing blood, and that the self-same pains
Inhabited her frail-strung heart as his. (304-309)

Taking life as it is, with its delights and pains, and seeing the
beauty of it in spite of the clear-sighted penetration of the rational
and piercing look, may well be the revolution Keats intended to
introduce into the literary world, if a few more years were given
him to achieve his poetical aim.

In “Lamia” all is made to converge towards the earthly condition.
There are similarities between Lamia, “the demon’s self” perhaps
(I, 56}, Lamia the serpent, and Hermes the god. Lamia considers
herself as buried in her rainbow-coloured skin:

“When from this wreathed tomb shall 1 awake!” (1, 38)
and she weeps
As Proserpine still weeps for her Sicilian air. (I, 63)

She also wears other insignia that establish her connection with the
powers of heaven,

Upon her cresi she wore a wannisk fire
Sprinkled with stars. (1, 57-8)

In the same way Hermes, that “bright planet” (I, 87), can swear by
his "serpent rod” (I, 89). He is the 'star of Lethe” (I, 81). His
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realized dream gets lost in “the green-recessed woods”; he and the
nymph are left to their bliss. The convergence of the heavenly and
subterrancan clements in Lamia leads to the metamorphosis from a
serpent into a woman. The pangs to wbich she is submitted in the
process recall the passage throngh death in the tradition of down-
ward explorations. But now Lamia passes through destruction in
order to attain mortal life:

Left to herself, the serpent now began

To change; her elfin blood in madness ran,

Her mouth foam’d, and the grass, therewith besprent,
Witker'd at dew so sweet and virulent;

Her eyes in tarture fix’d, and anguish drear,

flot, glaz’d, and wide, with lid-lashes all sear,
Flask’d phosphor and sharp sparks, without one cooling tear.
The colours all inflam’d throughout her train,

She writh’'d about, convuls’d with scarlet pain:

A deep volcanian yellow took the place

Of all her milder-mooned bady’s grace;

And as the lava ravishes the mead,

Spoilt ol her silver mail, and golden brede,

Made gloom of all her frecklings, streaks and bars,
Eclips’d her crescents, and lick’d up her stars:

So that, in moments few, she was undrest

Of all her sapphires, greens, and amethyst,

And rubious-argent: of all these bereft,

Nothing but pain and ugliness were left.

Stll shone her crown; that vanisk’d, also she
Melted and disappear’d as suddenly. (1, 146-166)

This is a remarkable piece of colourful imagery — though atrocious

gothicism too — in which the hellisb powers in her are not forgotten:

sulphur is the main colour and active substance in the alchemy that

Eransmx_zlt;:s her throngh “pain and ugliness” (I, 164). She reappears
a mai

More beautiful than ever twisted braid,
Or sigh’d, or blusk’d, or on spring-flowered lea
Spread a green kirtle to the minsirelsy. (I, 185-8)

She has escaped “the serpent prison-honse” (I, 203), and at the same
time, lost her starry diadem. Both extremes converge towards the
earthly qualities of the woman. Her character, however, remains
tinted by her origin:
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Not one hour old, yet of sciential brain

To unperplex bliss from its neighbour pain;

Define their pettish limits, and estrange

Intrigue with specious chaos, and dispart

Iis most ambiguous atoms with sure art,

As though in Cupid's college she had spent

Sweet days a lovely graduate, still unshent,

And kept his rosy terms in idle languishment. {1, 191-199)

Her intuitive knowledge makes her an expert of sentiments and
passions.

As for Lycius he appears as a philosopher’s disciple whose
thoughts remain rooted on earth:

His phantasy was lost, where reason fades
In the calm’d twilight of Platonic shades. (I, 235-236)

‘While he is immediately won by the beautiful creature he meets on
his way, she enjoys for a time the cruel pleasure of baiting and
teasing him. Like Hermes she dominates him, "a stoop’d falcon ere
he takes his prey” (I, 67). But she must surrender her pretence at
being of a choicer “essence” (1, 285); otherwise she could not sing,

Happy in beauty, life and love, and every thing. {I, 298)

Immortality seems to be linked with the total abandonment to love.
Lycius experiences it as soon as he is struck by Lamia's beauty.

And soon kis eyes had drunk her beauty up,
Leaving no drop in the hewildering cup,
And still the cup was full. (1,251-3)

Such is the reality of the blissful trance of passion. And the poet
insists on the necessary insertion of love in this world:

Let the mad poets say whate'er they please

Of the sweets of Fairies, Perts, Goddesses,

There is not such a treat among them all,

Haunters of cavern, lake, and waterfall,

As a real woman, lineal indeed

From Pyrrka's pebbles or old Adam’s seed. (I, 328-333}

This time, therefore, full happiness is realized on the level of actua-
lity, and not in a feverish dream, not among essences, but amid
human beings, though they were but “Platonic shades™.

It is bliss that creates a separation from everyday life; the lovers
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enjoy the feeling of living “in a dream” (I, 350}, in isolation from
the bustle of Corinth, realistically pictured.

Men, women, rich and poor, in the cool houss,
Shuffled their sandals o' er the pavement white,
Companion’d or alone. (1, 355-357)

Values have changed; and the lovers fear the interference of friends
and particularly of old Apollonius and his reasoning wisdom. For
the young people entranced in love, he appears as “the ghost of
folly”, with all senses blinded to the warmth of life. The power of
love tben is strong enough to create a world within the world, a
privileged nook where an immortal feeling confronts mortality.
There 15 the flaw, inevitably. The “phosphor glow” that lights the
way and welcomes people at the porch of Lamia’s palace must not
he overlooked. Shut in their marhle and crystal residence “‘unknown /
Some time to any” ([, 388-9), their life expands out of time, till
the parasite worm within the chrysalis bores through and slits the
cocoon to destruction.

‘Twould humour many a heart fo leave them thus
Skut from the busy world of more incredulous. (1, 896-7)

Such comments are very new in Keats's poems; one guesses he
does not want to let emotion invade him, as the subject verges on
his own personal problems. He recoils from the romantic temptation
of letting loose the egotistic troubles of his heart explicitly. The
second part of the poem also starts with considerations which are
meant to dismiss the immediate preoccupations of bis love affair:

Love in a hut, with water gnd a crust,

{s — Lave, forgive us! — cinders, ashes, dust;

Love in a palace is perhaps at last

More grievous torment than a hermit’s fast. (11, 1-4)

Again Keats wants to avoid getting deeply involved in the tale,
though it is clear that he is talking to himself. He does not believe
the first alternative could satisfy his love, and cannot afford the
other. Some lines of the brief introduction to Part 11 are too near
the expression of thwarted passion of his letters to Fanny Brawne
not to betray a disguised avowal of his own case:

... too short was thetr bliss
To breed distrust and hate, that make the soft voice hiss.
Besides, there, nightly, with terrific glare,
Love, jealous grown of so complete a pair,
Hover’d and buzz’d his wings... (11, 9-18)
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As a comparison, here is just one example of the tone in the letters.
“If yon should ever feel for Man at the first sight what 1 did for
you, | am lost. Yet I sbould not quarrel with you, bnt hate myself
if such a thing were to happen — only I should burst if the thing
were not as fine as a Man as you are as a Woman” (25 July 1819,
To Fanny Brawne; no. 178, 11, 132). Keats's self-torturing mind,
“jealons grown”, repeatedly hints at some possible rival, and abandons
itself to foreseeing and picturing the worst that could happen. The
poem, too, repeatedly hints at the fatal end: “For all this came a ruin”
(11, 16). Again the cold statement occurs right in the middle of the
highest bliss, and prepares the cool impassive atmosphere through
an interplay of opposed contrary impressions and comments. The
lovers are depicted nnited in sleep in a way comparable to that of
the “Ode to Psyche”. The curtaining allows tbe eye to gaze into
“the summer heaven, blue and clear” (II, 21). It is the apex of bliss
which both enjoy in retirement, till the outward world intrudes in
the form of “a thrill / Of trnmpets™ (11, 27-28). Lycius returns to

COnsciousness:

His spirit pass'd beyond its golden bourn
Into the noisy world almost forsworn. (11, 32-83)

The delicate balance of wise passiveness is upset; the tale can only
step on towards its already proclaimed fatal conclusion. The struggle
is now that of tender indolence against the thinking process: “Why
do you think?” (11, 41) is Lamia’s first reproachful question. Her
“sciential brain” (1, 191) knows too well

That but @ moment’s thought is passion’s passing be(lII.I )
, 39

Lycius’ good intentions are destructive, though he sincerely believes
in his capacity to heighten their happiness of luxurious enjoyment.
Lamia’s witchcraft had “tangled [him}J in her mesh” (I, 295); but the

young man’s will

“... to entangle, trammel up and snare
Your soul in mine, and labyrinth you there
Like the hid scent in an unbudded rose” (11, 52-54)

is an illusion. Heart and mind stand as antagonistic powers. The
desire to show off his beautiful bride to everybody’s eyes, the perverse
delight in “her sorrows” (11, 74) — which recalls the mistress’s “rich
anger” of the “Ode on Melancholy” (18) — the luxury of passion
turning to cruelty, taking on “a hue/Fierce and sanguinecus”
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(11, 75-6) and displaying some fine energy, are the flaws in the man’s
character. He seems unable to resist the intruston of consciousness
info the wise passivity of bliss. Identically the woman character
cannot rid itself of tbe serpent of origins. All through the poem we
are reminded of its lingermg presence. It recurs for instance when
the poet conjures up the image of Apollo

... 1 act to strike
The serpent — Ha, the serpeni! certes, she
Was none. She burnt, she loved the tyranny. (11, 79-81)

Thus the flaws in man and woman create the conditions for their
incapacity to realize that enduring and godlike bliss of love, The
only moment of full delight for them both takes place when in the
half slumber of satisfied love tbey wait in an indolent mood for
renewed kisses. Otherwise the working mind drives them asuoder.
Lamia is more self-centred than Lycius. She has no friends, no
parents, therefore she dedicates herself entirely to love. Lycius is
more socially-minded, and wants to pride himself upon Lamia’s
beauty, and share his joy with others. Thwarted intentions and
opposed aims succeed each other, and prevent any definite movement
of elation or depression from establishing itself. Both lovers are full
of good will; but disintegration takes place, mixed with images that
re-mstate the delights of bliss. Such is the character of the passage
when Lamia, left alone, prepares the “glowing banquet-room”
{11, 121). The anti-climax 1s always present in the midst of the
fairy-land description. What Lamia does is but

... lo dress

The misery in fit magnificence. (11, 115-116)

The Iight, the colours, the “haunting music” (I1, 122), the “untasted
feast / Teeming with odours” (II, 152-3) rouse all the senses to the
habitual trance. But the lady herself paces the hall “in pale contented
sort of discoatent” (II, 185). The thwarted rhapsody of love comes
to an end and Apollonius’ aminous entrance into the luxurions palace
chills the heaving wave of sensuous perceptions.

For a time Lamia's well-prepared spell seems to win the day.
The magic of “brilliance and perfume” (II, 174), the “blaze of
wealth” (I, 198), the intoxication of “music™ (II, 199) and wine
(11, 202) are evoked in a concentration of images that reaches again
to a climax of sensations: “Soon was God Bacchus at meridian height”
(I1, 213). It is, however the last effulgence of embers that burns
themselves out. We are warned not to be taken in; it is no longer
possihle in the clear-sighted age of scientific description:
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Da not all charms fly
At the mere touch of cold philosophy?
There was an awful rainbow once in heaven:
We know her woof, her texture; she is given
In the dull catelogue of common things. (11, 229-233)

There is, of course, a deep regret expressed in these lines, but at the
same time an acknowledgement of a new world confronting the
romantic idealization of life. Another dark passage has been opening
in the “Mansion of many Apartments”. Things must be looked at in
two different ways. The world of sensations is nat to be abandoned,
but its feverish apprehension is not the only guess at truth; cold
reason must have a chance even though the risk of its destructive
powers cxists. With Apollonius stepping in and piercing through the
sham appearance of the woman character, the poet tackles a new
problem, that of dealing in poetry with the unpaetical realistic side
of life, and thns “upset%s] the drawling of the blue stocking literary
world” (14 Aug. 1819, To Bailey; no. 181, 11, 139).

Reconciliation of the twa aspects is difficult, perhaps impossible,
and, therefore, the splitting of the male clement into two characters
was necessary: but Lycius, “blinded” (I, 347) by love turns to be
made “senseless Lycius! Madman!” (I1, 147) through the working of
his will; while “the ghost of folly” (I, 377), Apollonius, through his
rational pawer becomes a “foul dream” (11, 271}, the destructive
agent of old beliefs. He only laughs scornfully at Lycius’ threat
of punishment:

“Shut, shut those juggling eyes, thou ruihless man!
Turn them aside, wretch! or the righteous ban

Of all the Gods, whose dreadful images

Here represent their shadowy presences,

May pierce them on the sudden with the thorn

Of painful blindness.” (11, 277-282)

The contempt shown by Apallonius echoes the introduction ta the
poem where the generations of gods Iightly replace each other in
playful succession. And it is worth noting that Apollonius, if he
brings the illusory world of romance to an end, takes on the custo-
mary attributes of the inspired, or inspiring character in romantic
poctry:
*Look upon thal gray-beard wreich!
Mark how, possess’d, his lashless eyelids stretch
Around his demon eyes.” (E, 287-289)

He is not so different from the Ancient Mariner or Leech-gatherer,
and therefore stands for some new creative force in poetry. Like
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the serpent’s his power partakes of the demoniacal magic sources of
poetry. If he assumes the role of piercing through the illusion of
love, this is due to the personal problems of the poet at the time;
in the process the notion of truth apprebended in some high sensuous
trance 1s also shattered, and it causes the poem to evolve irregularly,
elation and depression being sct in close opposition througbout the
different passages of the tale. However the main theme of love still
retains the 1819 general structure of rising from a birth out of death
into life, through the metamorphosis of iamia and the passton of
the lovers, to destruction and death. In spite of the action of disillu-
sioned reason, it is not poetry that is submitted to the most devastating
attack, but the woman character wbose supernatural connection
with a serpent is never denied to the end.

This hard and harsh narrative is the only complete example of
the new mood in Keats's poetry. It is tberefore impossible to know
whether he would have stuck to the new vein of poetical ore, and
explored and developed to perfection the possibilities offered by
clear-sighted irony. The “Cap and Bells” seems to give an affir-
mative answer to the question; but no conclusion can be drawn from
such an incomplete portion of a long narrative, which introduces
political satire into the game. The new attitude certainly did mnch
to temper the mood and tone in “To Avtumn”. It shows that Keats
did not abandon the principles elaborated in tbe early months of
1819, but that they were applied with less strict observance owing
to the “moulting” of Keats’s attitude towards romance.

In conclusion it can be said that the dilemma set up by the con-
frontation of the wise passiveness of surrendering to scnsuous
impressions and the active exploration of rational thinking made the
symmetry and structural imagery lesser elements in the composition
of “Lamia”. However, the general pattern is still felt so {ar as the
main characier is concerned. Lycius is driven into the same climactic
experience. For once it is not the passing of time that is the destruc-
tive agent of the blissful harmony of love, but the cold analysis
of the true character of love, and o¥ the opposing forces lying within
the man’s and the woman’s unconscious minds. Time exists, o?course,
since this is a narrative, and is given visnal form in the age of Apolio-
nius who is described: “bald-headed” (II, 245), and with a “gray
beard” (11, 287). The reasoning faculty seems to be linked with old
age; but it is not time tbat is made responsible for the frustration
and annihilation of love, it is the hard, unfeeling insight into the
spell of magic.
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27. Conclusion

At the close of this exploration of Keats’s poems, in which we
have tried to trace one particular mark of the evolution of the poet’s
art, we hope to have given a tangible hold of what is often sensed
more than demonstrated. The poet’s life-time was so short that it
is difficult to select one clear element capable of giving a simple
but conclusive outline of the changes occurring in the crafstmanship
leading from juvenilia to masterpieces. Recurrent themes and
images contradict the very notion of evolution; the analysis of the
detailed technical elements of prosody is likely to miss much of the
longer poems, or give too great importance to their weak passages.
That is the reason why we have tried to define one feature of general
composition and examine its evolution. It is revealed through the
imagery proper to each single poem, and emphasizes the determi-
nation of the poet to use symmetries intermingling with the dynamic
unfolding of the themes.

If we have confined our analysis largely to the published works,
it was hecause it seemed advisable to base our conclusions on the
part of Keats's works that was approved and cared for by the poet
till the unltimate processes of fair copies and proof correcting were
completed. It is true that there is some difficulty in stating positively
that Keats was able to direct and contrel the publication of the
Lamia volume, as he did in the case Poems 1817 and Endymion. Some
doubts can arise from the way he crossed out the editor’s “Adver-
tisement” in one of the gift copies, where he added the resentful
comments: ‘“This is none of my doing — 1 was ill at the time"; and
the violent expostulation about the sentence apologizing for the
unfinished state of “Hyperion”, on account of the disconragement
caused hy the critical reception of Endymion: ‘““This is a lie”.

However Garrod has shown in his introduction to his critical
edition of Keats's poems?! that Keats was still arguing with Taylor
about the end of “Lamia”, and objecting to suggestions of modifi-
cation on the part of his editors a fortnight before the book was due
to appear; also that Woodhouse's uninspired proposal to replace the

¥ Garrod, op. cit. XXEv-xxxvi.
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closing lines of the poem was rejected. On the whole Keats had his
own way so far as the poetry was concerned; only the editor’s adver-
tisement to the readers seems to have escaped the poet’s control. In
spite of tbe repeated periods of illness that impaired his creative
capacity in 1820, he is seen concentrating his energy, when he was
well enough, on the publication of the Lamie volume, and a few
individual poems in different literary papers (the “Ode on a
Grecian Um” in Janvary 1920, “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” in
May, “As Hermes once...” in June). It is known too that about the
middle of March he was dedicating his attention to the revision
of “Lamia”™ (13[?] March 1819, Ch. Brown fo Taylor; no. 245,
I1, 276), and that the manuscript was sent to the editors at the
end of April.? A letter to Taylor testifies to the fact that Keats
was doing strenuous proof-reading in the first weeks of June 1920.
It shows that the poet’s fastidious control of aesthetic details was
still alive at the time. For instance: “In the first Staoza my copy
reads — 2nd line
bitter chill it was

to avoid the echo cold in the next line” {no. 268, 11, 295). This was
a few days before the baemorrhage on June 22. The poet’s keen
awareness of such poetical problems entitles the critic to feecl more
secure than has been sometimes thougbt, about the respect of the
author’s intentions — despite editors’ doubts and objections — in his
last published works. The prefatory “advertisement” {dated 26 June)
is the editor’s sole responsibility; Keats was ill at the time. The
theory concerning the lack of reliability of Keats's printed texts is
due to the deterioration of his health since the winter 1819-1820,
and to the opinion that in consequence he did not care any more for
such details. We, on the contrary, feel that what was left of his
energies was devoted to working up to perfection the completed
poems, during the periods when he felt better. As for the works in
pragress it is, of course, no use arguing much, as we do not know
what would have been their fate.

Thbos our study of the works that we know were considered
acceptable by Keats has led us to sketch out the vast architectural
prospects that supported the composition of his poems. One based
on the archetypal plunge into the mysteries of the underworld,
wbich corresponds to a time of apprenticeship and discovery, to a
decpening apprehension of the totality of the world of nature and
of the mortal status of man. The sonnet form, in its brevity, and
natural teadency to rush towards a climax contradicted the taste
of the young poet for the imitiatic down- and upward journey of
the epic tradition. The pattern engendered an enthusiasm for an

t Blunden fixes the date 27 April, in London Mercury, IV {1921), 141.
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opposite internal structure of composition — the pyramidal symmetry
—, reinforced by the aesthetic discovery of the world of painting,
sculpture and architecture. 1t proposed an escape, limited as it was,
away from the hardships of every day life, a direct coniact with
truth through the visionary power born of the beauty of life and art;
it also forced upon the poet the melancholy recognition of the
restricted scope of such experiences, dve to the passing of time and
man’s mortality. The “Qde to a Nightingale” seems to offer the
most perfectly achieved synthesis of both elements in the subtle
interplay of the depressing imagery born of the reality of life,
opposing the high elation of sensuous perceptions drawn from the
natural world. '%’he sovereign atmosphere of “To Autumn” crowns
that evolutionary process by draining it of the dramatic and pas-
sionate tension felt thronghout the Nightingale ode. Resignation or
lucid acceptance of a transient world of ieauty fills Keats’s Jast
ode with an objectivity and serenity that surpass all his previous
less temperate verse.

Was this masterpiece the highest and last achievement to be
built on the np- and downward dynamic of imagery? The growing
silence of 1820 makes it impossible, of course, to decide; but the
general tone of irony, in “Lamia”, the repeated breaks of anti-
climax and the consequent lack of sustained elation in the unfolding
of ibe amorous experience, hint at some new profound change
occurring in Keats’s aesthetic views. The pyramidal and symmetrical
structure is not entirely discarded, but its dynamic evolution is
shattered by the cold objective commenis on the action, and the
irony that grins at the dramatic and romantic plot. Was it the start
of a sustained effort towards the exploration of some new “‘dark
passage” revealed by experience? If it partly shakes off the well-
established, 1819 pattern of composition, is it a decisive step towards
some new underlying structure? “The Cap and Bells”, in its un-
finished form, seems to answer in the affirmative. The tonc of dis-
illusionment reigns and turns to a facetious mood; poetry expresses
the sentimental farce of its own illusions. If the poet regretted the
intrusion of scientific truth into mythological interpreiations of
the world, as in the case of the rainhow (“Lamia”, 11, 281-238)}, he
now decidedly chooses the bare realistic side of things to upset his
readers and shock voluntarily the literary world of the time. Stanza
XXIV of “The Cap and Bells” will be a sufficient example to show
th[?t Keats is now developing the spirit of the rainhow passage in
[ 1) alnia!!.

It was the time when wholesale houses close
Their shutters with a moody sense of wealth,
But retail dealers, diligent, let loose

The gas (objecied to on score of health),
Convey'd in little solder’d pipes by stealth,

265



And make it flare in many a brilliant form,
That all the powers of darkness it repell'th,
Which to the otl-trade doth great scaith and harm,
And supersedeth quite the use of the glow-worm.
(“The Cap and Bells”, XXIV)

Can anything be more destructive of a whole tradition of symbolic
interpretation of such mysterious phenomenon as the glow-worm’s
phosphorescence? Indeed the way seems suddenly very distant from
the ecstasy of “Tender is the might”! A sense of humour pervades
the work and dismisses any tendency to revert towards romantic
moods:

“See, past the skirts of yon white cloud they go,
Tinging it with soft crimsons! Now below
The sable-pointed heads of firs and pines
They dip, move on, and with them moves a glow
Along the forest stde! Now amber lines
Reach the hill top, and now throughout the valley shines.”
(LXII, 4-9)

“Why, Hum, you're getting quite poetical!
Those nows you managed in a special style” (LXIII, 1-2)

It sounds like self-destruction; it is brilliant, Incid, cruel. At the same
time it strikes the reader as astonishingly modern in its sardonic
determination to dispossess heroes, plot and descriptions of the spell
and aura that used to make them bearers of high truths. From the
point of view of structure nothing can help us to guess at the whole
composition. There is a flight; but it is a mockery and cannot possibly
be situated within the unfinished poem. However the huge effort
of the poet during the last months when he could still use his creative
faculties, seems to prove that the attempt was serious, and that his
idea of blowing up the poetic notions of “the blue-stocking literary
world” was here being put into effect. lllness proved a still more
overpowering challenge. What may have been the impact of Lord
Byron’s Don Juarn on Keats’s change of perspective remains to be
examined at length. But this is no concern of ours in the limits set
to this study. And there is no knowing whether there could have
been any sequel to the balance and rich ore of “To Autumn”.

It is evident that the present prospect does not sound all the
many-sided aspects of the evolution of Keats’s art. One particular
viewpoint has been chosen leading to a perception of the changing
attitude of the poet in the field of composition. The concentration
of imagery enhances the perception of symmetries, of dynamic and
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struciural patterns that recur in certain periods of the poet's life,
and are changed and reversed in others. Poems 1817 and Endymion
belong to the stage of journeying to the wide and bottomless pit of
nature’s secrets, to an extension of knowledge and a building up
of imaginary worlds. The “living year” of 1819 produces the master-
pieces, prozling tentatively at the high ideals of truth, heauty and
immortality; the structure of composition becomes pyramidal. The
trip to Scotland with Ch. Brown, and the writing of “Isabella” mark
the in-between period of changing outlock iIn time and artistic
performance. Lamia can be said to inaugurate a further evolution,
though it is not clear where this might bave led.

Whatever the mode of composition, bowever, it can be seen, too,
that the symmetrical patterns used by Keats in his most important
works made for a particular concentration of tension in the middle
of the poems; there stands the possible point of revelation in the
poet’s quest, whether it is the rejection of the *Ill-fated, impious
race! / That blasphemed tbe bright Lyrist to his face” (“Sleep and
Poetry”, 201-2), or the blissful trance of stanza 8 in the “Ode on a
Grecian Urn”. The central experience is the pivot in each particular
instance, especially in Jonger works. It models the mood of the
conclusions. The path to knowledge in the first phase of Keats's
development, culminating in Endymion's prolonged exploration,
is replaced hy the contemplative retirement of the odes. The stasis
allows the world of sensations to press in upon the poet’s inactivity
and offers him an intimation of happiness, or truth, or immortality.
Instead of the discovery of the vast worlds created by imagination,
the intimate bower born of the passivity of indolence and melancholy
offers a concentration of sensucus perceptions that opens on glimpses
of ecthereal bliss. The voices of revelation seem to whisper to the
poet’s entranced ears. But the basic clement remains the concrete
presence of the surrounding natural world apprehended through the
senses, whose facnlties are heightened by inactivity itself. As soon
as life starts on its course again, the complex oppositions of contraries
reappear, “teasing us out of thought”. “Aching pleasure” is the
recognized and accepted reality of *forked” existence. The poet
must cape with the paradoxical presence of *veiled Melancholy”
“in the very temple of Delight”. And the means Keats found most
illuminating to solve the dilemmas was to weave a protective cocoon
out of the intense delights profusely offered to the expectant appre-
ciation of the chosen few. For them “tender is the night”, since the
absence of light creates the necessary conditions for the concentrated,
intense alertness of the senses, The central experiences of separation
and elation gives meaningful value to life as a whole; the aching
tension temporarily solves the problems set by the mortality of man's
nature and the passing of time. “Vision” or “waking dream” there
is comfort in feeling identified with one
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... whose strenuous longue
Can burst Joy's grape against kis palate fine;
His soul shall taste the sadness of her might,
And be among her cloudy trophies hung.
{’Ode on Melancholy”, 27-30)

As Keats sald “the poetical character has no sclf”; it exists only
through the sensuous experience of nature and lmman affection,
love. Abstract feelings lead to false idealized mawkishness, There-
fore Porphyro performs “all the acts of a boni fide bushand”, to
use Woodhouse’s phrase (19 September 1819, To Taylor; no. 192, 11,
163). Intensity alone can separate the immanent presence of pleasure
and pain and make the former pure and clear. “Lamia” still retains
this pattern. She is described as one who knows how

To unperplex bliss from its neighbour pain. (I, 192)

She therefore belongs to the categories of the chosen ones capable
of building up an isolated nook for herself and her lover, secluded
out of time, away from the busy life of Corinth. The existence of
such a place reposes entirely on the magic powers of the poetic song:

A haunting music, sole perhaps and lone
Supportress of the faery-roof... (I1, 122-3)

As iu the "Ode to a Nightingale” wine concurs to the unreal and
irrational seclusion {rom the fever of the world :

... for merry wine, sweet wine,
Will make Elysian shades not too fair, too divine.
(11, 211-212)

It is, however, only a second best to the real power ol the “sciential
brain” (I, 191); it stands in oppositiou to scientific analysis. “Cold
philosophy™ (11, 230} destroys the “charms” of poetry and the
intoxication of the feast, just as the “Cold pastoral” of the ode
throws the chill of misgivings over the “breathing human passion”
of “marble men and maiden”. The “sciential brain” of the poet seems
to be still prevalent in the odes, but *Lamia” paves the way for the
predominence of other more saentific forces and the ensuing “'Change
of Sentiment” confessed to Woodhouse (19 September 1819, no. 192,
I1, 168). The six-hour conversation partly related to Taylor by
Woodhouse (ibid., 1I, 162-168) swarms with allusions to the revo-
lution of taste Keats would have liked to force on the literary world.
The correction of the last lines of the “Eve of St Agnes” “bringing
Old Angela in dead stiff and ugly” are avowedly meant “to leave
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on the reader a sense of pettish disgust” (ibid., I1, 162-3). And
Woodhouse observes that the development of such an attitude was
parallel to that of Byron who was just publishing his Don juan.
“I should have thought, he affected the ‘Don Juan’ style of minglin

up sentiment and sneering: but that he had before asked Hessey 1

he could procure him a sight of that wark, as he had not met with it,
and if tbe ‘Eve of St Agnes’ had not in all probability heen altered
before his Lordship had thus flown in the face of the public” (ibid.,
11, 168). To discover what made both Byron and Keats evolve indi-
vidually away from the mood of tradition and introduce the
“sneering” element amidst the sentiments of romanticism, could be
the object of some further study. “The Cap and Bells” could be seen
in a better light, and given better tribute. But this, as said before,
escapes the purpase of this book.

Our hope is to have thrown some more light onto the mysteries
of poetic creation, and furthered the appreciation of a work that
has not yet disclosed all its secrets. TEc foregoing considerations
probe some of the technical aspects of the craftsmanship of compo-
sition, and some of the archetypal patterns that may nnderlie the
creative activity of a poet. They also show that the field rapidly
widens, and that the view-point necessarily opens onte a vast
expanse of reflections and digressions which are not immediate
problems of imagery or structure, as they do not exist of themselves
but are born of a whole life of complex struggles, of happiness and
misery. And yet it was the imagery that directed our attention towards
the symmetrical structures and dynamic development of Keats's
poetic tales and other poems. 1t is our hope that the many allusions
to the imagery bave enriched, rather than destroyed the spell
cast on the reader hy the works themselves, and alsa shown pros-
pective students of Keats how perspicacious was Woodhouse's view
of his contemporary when he wrote to Taylor: “His poetry really
must be studied to be properly appreciated” {ibid., II, 164).

Printed in Switzerland
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