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Introduction





When Keats died in 1821, at the age of twenty-five, he was virtually unknown as a poet, except as an object of suspicion and ridicule. The best-received of his three volumes had sold a measly 250 copies; Blackwood’s Magazine and the Quarterly Review had been scathing about his long poem Endymion (1818); he himself had been accused of luxuriousness and effeminacy.


Not surprisingly, his small band of admirers leapt to his defence – but several of them only made matters worse. Shelley, in his elegy Adonais (1821), Leigh Hunt in his memoir Lord Byron and Some Contemporaries (1828) and Richard Monckton Milnes in the first full-length biography (1848), all helped to enshrine Keats as the archetype of the stricken Romantic. According to them, he was a supersensitive soul who had lived apart from the world, and who had immediately shrivelled up when exposed to its cruelties.


The Victorians accepted this version of events, and sentimentalised it even more thoroughly. Their Keats was a pre-Pre-Raphaelite, sugared and swooning. ‘O for a life of sensation rather than thoughts’, they found him saying in one of his letters – and took the remark at face value. It suited them, as part of their drive towards national cohesion, to suppose that significant poets in the past had never paid much attention to troublesome ideas of any kind – let alone actually dissenting ones. It especially suited Tennyson – a champion of Keats’s – since it provided a kind of cover for his own more thoughtful moments.


This polite version of ‘little Keats’ lasted an astonishingly long time – until almost the end of the twentieth century, in fact. Then, at long last, the picture began to change. People began to realise that those early bad reviews were not just examples of critical stupidity, but proof of a very particular kind of disapproval. Blackwood’s and the Quarterly were hard-core Tory journals, and as far as they were concerned, Keats was a dangerously subversive figure – lower class (his father had been an ostler), badly educated (he had not been to university), and the friend of radicals (Leigh Hunt, Shelley and their circle). Furthermore, his poems proved this in all respects – not just in their explicit remarks about liberty and oppression, but in their very fabric: their suburban references, their luscious music and their pulsing eroticism.


Actually, ‘explicit remarks’ about liberal politics are pretty few and far between in Keats’s poems. There are some early pieces, such as the lines ‘Written on the Day that Mr Leigh Hunt Left Prison’, and a few later swipes (such as the attack on money-grubbing in ‘Isabella’) – but generally Keats, like his idol Shakespeare, does not come to the front of the page and wag his finger at his readers. ‘We hate poems that have a palpable design on us’, he says in one of his letters, and elsewhere ‘Axioms in philosophy are not axioms until they are proved upon our pulses’. In other words, Keats’s radicalism is invariably not something we see spelt out in his poems, but something we experience at a fundamental and sensuous level. It exists in a brilliantly realised world of stories, myths and legends, where we are continually required (as we also are in Shakespeare) to make morally responsible interpretations. It occurs in lyrics and odes which are shaped by distinct historical forces, but which have transmuted these forces. (We can see this in ‘To Autumn’, for instance, which was written shortly after the Peterloo Massacre.)


To read Keats in this way – as a man of the world (a qualified doctor, a sociable spirit) who was in love with the world of the imagination – is to do him justice as an individual, and to prove his kinship with his great Romantic contemporaries. It also shows why he matters to us now. As he resisted the pressures of his history, and absorbed and recast them in his work, he made a connection between his own time and all time – between a particular truth and all beauty. In the process, he made himself exemplary.
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On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer









Much have I travelled in the realms of gold,


     And many goodly states and kingdoms seen;


     Round many western islands have I been


Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold.


Oft of one wide expanse had I been told


     That deep-browed Homer ruled as his demesne;


     Yet did I never breathe its pure serene


Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:


Then felt I like some watcher of the skies


     When a new planet swims into his ken;


Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes


     He stared at the Pacific – and all his men


Looked at each other with a wild surmise –


     Silent, upon a peak in Darien.






























from Sleep and Poetry








LINES 96–154




O for ten years, that I may overwhelm


Myself in poesy; so I may do the deed


That my own soul has to itself decreed.


Then will I pass the countries that I see


In long perspective, and continually


Taste their pure fountains. First the realm I’ll pass


Of Flora, and old Pan: sleep in the grass,


Feed upon apples red, and strawberries,


And choose each pleasure that my fancy sees;


Catch the white-handed nymphs in shady places,


To woo sweet kisses from averted faces –


Play with their fingers, touch their shoulders white


Into a pretty shrinking with a bite


As hard as lips can make it, till, agreed,


A lovely tale of human life we’ll read.


And one will teach a tame dove how it best


May fan the cool air gently o’er my rest;


Another, bending o’er her nimble tread,


Will set a green robe floating round her head,


And still will dance with ever varied ease,


Smiling upon the flowers and the trees:


Another will entice me on, and on


Through almond blossoms and rich cinnamon;


Till in the bosom of a leafy world


We rest in silence, like two gems upcurled


In the recesses of a pearly shell.







And can I ever bid these joys farewell?


Yes, I must pass them for a nobler life,


Where I may find the agonies, the strife


Of human hearts – for lo! I see afar,


O’er-sailing the blue cragginess, a car


And steeds with streamy manes – the charioteer


Looks out upon the winds with glorious fear:


And now the numerous tramplings quiver lightly


Along a huge cloud’s ridge; and now with sprightly


Wheel downward come they into fresher skies,


Tipped round with silver from the sun’s bright eyes.


Still downward with capacious whirl they glide;


And now I see them on a green-hill’s side


In breezy rest among the nodding stalks.


The charioteer with wondrous gesture talks


To the trees and mountains; and there soon appear


Shapes of delight, of mystery, and fear,


Passing along before a dusky space


Made by some mighty oaks: as they would chase


Some ever-fleeting music on they sweep.


Lo! how they murmur, laugh, and smile, and weep –


Some with upholden hand and mouth severe;


Some with their faces muffled to the ear


Between their arms; some, clear in youthful bloom,


Go glad and smilingly athwart the gloom;


Some looking back, and some with upward gaze;


Yes, thousands in a thousand different ways


Flit onward – now a lovely wreath of girls


Dancing their sleek hair into tangled curls;


And now broad wings. Most awfully intent


The driver of those steeds is forward bent,


And seems to listen: O that I might know


All that he writes with such a hurrying glow.






























from Endymion








BOOK I, lines 1–33




A thing of beauty is a joy for ever:


Its loveliness increases; it will never


Pass into nothingness; but still will keep


A bower quiet for us, and a sleep


Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.


Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing


A flowery band to bind us to the earth,


Spite of despondence, of the inhuman dearth


Of noble natures, of the gloomy days,


Of all the unhealthy and o’er-darkened ways


Made for our searching: yes, in spite of all,


Some shape of beauty moves away the pall


From our dark spirits. Such the sun, the moon,


Trees old, and young, sprouting a shady boon


For simple sheep; and such are daffodils


With the green world they live in; and clear rills


That for themselves a cooling covert make


’Gainst the hot season; the mid forest brake,


Rich with a sprinkling of fair musk-rose blooms:


And such too is the grandeur of the dooms


We have imagined for the mighty dead;


All lovely tales that we have heard or read –


An endless fountain of immortal drink,


Pouring unto us from the heaven’s brink.







    Nor do we merely feel these essences


For one short hour; no, even as the trees


That whisper round a temple become soon


Dear as the temple’s self, so does the moon,


The passion poesy, glories infinite,


Haunt us till they become a cheering light


Unto our souls, and bound to us so fast, 


That, whether there be shine, or gloom o’ercast,


They always must be with us, or we die.






BOOK I, lines 769–842




    ‘Peona! ever have I longed to slake


My thirst for the world’s praises: nothing base,


No merely slumbrous phantasm, could unlace


The stubborn canvas for my voyage prepared –


Though now ’tis tattered, leaving my bark bared


And sullenly drifting: yet my higher hope


Is of too wide, too rainbow-large a scope,


To fret at myriads of earthly wrecks.


Wherein lies happiness? In that which becks


Our ready minds to fellowship divine,


A fellowship with essence; till we shine,


Full alchemized, and free of space. Behold


The clear religion of heaven! Fold


A rose leaf round thy finger’s taperness,


And soothe thy lips; hist, when the airy stress


Of music’s kiss impregnates the free winds,


And with a sympathetic touch unbinds


Aeolian magic from their lucid wombs;


Then old songs waken from enclouded tombs;


Old ditties sigh above their father’s grave;


Ghosts of melodious prophesyings rave


Round every spot where trod Apollo’s foot;


Bronze clarions awake, and faintly bruit,


Where long ago a 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 stepped


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


Is 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 orbèd drop


Of light, and that is love: its influence,


Thrown in our eyes, genders a novel sense,


At which we start and fret; till in the end,


Melting into its radiance, we blend,


Mingle, and so become a part of it –


Nor with aught else can our souls interknit


So wingedly. When we combine therewith,


Life’s self is nourished by its proper pith,


And we are nurtured like a pelican brood.


Ay, so delicious is the unsating food,


That men, who might have towered in the van


Of all the congregated world, to fan


And winnow from the coming step of time


All chaff of custom, wipe away all slime


Left by men-slugs and human serpentry,


Have been content to let occasion die,


Whilst they did sleep in love’s elysium.


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, up-perchèd high,


And cloistered among cool and bunchèd leaves –


She sings but to her love, nor e’er conceives


How tip-toe 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-stones,


The seed its harvest, or the lute its tones,


Tones ravishment, or ravishment its sweet,


If human souls did never kiss and greet? 






BOOK II, lines 387–427




    After a thousand mazes overgone,


At last, with sudden step, he came upon


A chamber, myrtle walled, embowered high,


Full of light, incense, tender minstrelsy,


And more of beautiful and strange beside:


For on a silken couch of rosy pride,


In midst of all, there lay a sleeping youth


Of fondest beauty; fonder, in fair sooth,


Than sighs could fathom, or contentment reach:


And coverlids gold-tinted like the peach,


Or ripe October faded marigolds,


Fell sleek about him in a thousand folds –


Not hiding up an Apollonian curve


Of neck and shoulder, nor the tenting swerve


Of knee from knee, nor ankles pointing light;


But rather, giving them to the fillèd sight


Officiously. Sideway his face reposed


On one white arm, and tenderly unclosed,


By tenderest pressure, a faint damask mouth


To slumbery pout; just as the morning south


Disparts a dew-lipped rose. Above his head,


Four lily stalks did their white honours wed


To make a coronal; and round him grew


All tendrils green, of every bloom and hue,


Together intertwined and trammelled fresh:


The vine of glossy sprout; the ivy mesh,


Shading its Ethiope berries; and woodbine,


Of velvet leaves and bugle-blooms divine;


Convolvulus in streakèd vases flush;


The creeper, mellowing for an autumn blush;


And virgin’s bower, trailing airily,


With others of the sisterhood. Hard by,


Stood serene Cupids watching silently.


One, kneeling to a lyre, touched the strings,


Muffling to death the pathos with his wings;


And, ever and anon, uprose to look


At the youth’s slumber; while another took


A willow-bough, distilling odorous dew,


And shook it on his hair; another flew


In through the woven roof, and fluttering-wise


Rained violets upon his sleeping eyes.






BOOK III, lines 1–40




There are who lord it o’er their fellow-men


With most prevailing tinsel: who unpen


Their baaing vanities, to browse away


The comfortable green and juicy hay


From human pastures; or – O torturing fact! –


Who, through an idiot blink, will see unpacked


Fire-branded foxes to sear up and singe


Our gold and ripe-eared hopes. With not one tinge


Of sanctuary splendour, not a sight


Able to face an owl’s, they still are dight


By the blear-eyed nations in empurpled vests,


And crowns, and turbans. With unladen breasts,


Save of blown self-applause, they proudly mount


To their spirit’s perch, their being’s high account,


Their tip-top nothings, their dull skies, their thrones –


Amid the fierce intoxicating tones


Of trumpets, shoutings, and belaboured drums,


And sudden cannon. Ah! how all this hums,


In wakeful ears, like uproar passed and gone –


Like thunder clouds that spake to Babylon,


And set those old Chaldeans to their tasks. –


Are then regalities all gilded masks?


No, there are thronèd seats unscalable


But by a patient wing, a constant spell,


Or by ethereal things that, unconfined,


Can make a ladder of the eternal wind,


And poise about in cloudy thunder-tents


To watch the abysm-birth of elements.


Ay, ’bove the withering of old-lipped Fate


A thousand Powers keep religious state,


In water, fiery realm, and airy bourne,


And, silent as a consecrated urn,


Hold sphery sessions for a season due.


Yet few of these far majesties – ah, few! –


Have bared their operations to this globe –


Few, who with gorgeous pageantry enrobe


Our piece of heaven – whose benevolence


Shakes hand with our own Ceres, every sense


Filling with spiritual sweets to plenitude,


As bees gorge full their cells.






BOOK IV, lines 513–62




                                     There lies a den,


Beyond the seeming confines of the space


Made for the soul to wander in and trace


Its own existence, of remotest glooms.


Dark regions are around it, where the tombs


Of buried griefs the spirit sees, but scarce


One hour doth linger weeping, for the pierce


Of new-born woe it feels more inly smart:


And in these regions many a venomed dart


At random flies; they are the proper home


Of every ill: the man is yet to come


Who hath not journeyed in this native hell.


But few have ever felt how calm and well


Sleep may be had in that deep den of all.


There anguish does not sting; nor pleasure pall:


Woe-hurricanes beat ever at the gate,


Yet all is still within and desolate.


Beset with plainful gusts, within ye hear


No sound so loud as when on curtained bier


The death-watch tick is stifled. Enter none


Who strive therefore: on the sudden it is won.


Just when the sufferer begins to burn,


Then it is free to him; and from an urn,


Still fed by melting ice, he takes a draught –


Young Semele such richness never quaffed


In her maternal longing! Happy 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 keep


Their lids shut longest in a dreamless sleep.


O happy spirit-home! O wondrous soul! –


Pregnant with such a den to save the whole


In thine own depth. Hail, gentle Carian!


For, never since thy griefs and woes began,


Hast thou felt so content: a grievous feud


Hath led thee to this Cave of Quietude.


Ay, his lulled soul was there, although upborne


With dangerous speed, and so he did not mourn


Because he knew not whither he was going.


So happy was he, not the aerial blowing


Of trumpets at clear parley from the east


Could rouse from that fine relish, that high feast.


They stung the feathered horse: with fierce alarm


He flapped towards the sound. Alas, no charm


Could lift Endymion’s head, or he had viewed


A skyey masque, a pinioned multitude –


And silvery was its passing. Voices sweet


Warbling the while as if to lull and greet


The wanderer in his path. Thus warbled they,


While past the vision went in bright array.
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