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Introduction


ANDREW HODGSON


John Keats lived from 1795 to 1821. The poems he wrote in the last six years of that life are among the most pained and vibrant of any English poet. They combine wisdom with exuberance, sensuality with purpose, ebullient personality with an ability to think into the hearts of others. They stand in wonder at all that life might be and in sorrow at the true state of existence.


Keats’s childhood was scarred by tragedy. His father died in a riding accident when he was eight; he was orphaned by fourteen. There is a story of how when Keats was four, his mother fell ill: having heard that she needed to rest in complete silence, Keats acquired an old sword and stood guard at her bedroom door, even forbidding his mother from leaving the room. It is an early instance of the compassion and combativeness that fuse in Keats’s poetry. At school he was renowned, his friend Charles Cowden Clarke recalled, for his ‘terrier-courage’, his ‘utter unconsciousness of a mean motive’, and his voracious reading (he ‘appeared to learn’ the contents of a classical dictionary). By fifteen he was training as a surgeon’s assistant. For five years he dealt close-hand with the gruesome life of the preanaesthetic operating theatre.


Schooled in sufferings within and beyond the range of medicine, Keats sought poetry to be ‘a friend / To soothe the cares, and lift the thoughts of man’ (‘Sleep and Poetry’). His early poems teem with pleasure in nature. In ‘I stood tip-toe upon a little hill’ his eye is drawn by how swimming minnows






[. . .] ever wrestle




With their own sweet delight, and ever nestle


Their silver bellies on the pebbly sand.


If you but scantily hold out the hand,


That very instant not one will remain;


But turn your eye, and they are there again.




Keats doesn’t just describe the fish, he refreshes our sense of them. His language wins intimacy with their behaviour: ‘bellies’ rubs vulnerably against ‘pebbly’, rhymes ‘nestle’ and dart in and out of one another. But like the minnows, Keats’s poetry ‘wrestles with its own sweet delight’ in the luxuries of life and language. He knew that art cannot simply offer escape. ‘Can I ever bid these joys farewell?’ he asks in ‘Sleep and Poetry’. His answer is firm:




Yes, I must pass them for a nobler life,


Where I may find the agonies, the strife


Of human hearts [. . .]




A quest to comprehend the human heart, its ‘agonies’ as well as its affections, beats at the core of Keats’s writing.


The early poems are precise, quick, dense with impressions, events, sensations; they give Keats’s first volume, published in 1817, the feel, as a later poet, Edward Thomas, put it, of ‘an intimate poetic journal’. Having abandoned medicine, Keats was keeping company in London’s politically dissenting circles. Keats was robust in his sympathy for ‘the Liberal side of the Question’, yet the measure of his political mind is not what, but how, he thought. He lamented the proliferation of ‘stubborn arguers’ of all leanings who ‘want to hammer their nail into you and if you turn the point, still [. . .] think you wrong’; he advocated ‘letting the mind be a thoroughfare for all thoughts’. A distrust of the ‘preresolved’ shows in the verve of his writing, too. He exploited the intricacy and immediacy of the sonnet, yet at his most exhilarating, he peers beyond the close horizons of the form. The ending of ‘When I have fears that I may cease to be’ (an 1818 example) is captivating and unnerving in its embrace of a perspective from which ‘love and fame to nothingness do sink’: harried by mortality, Keats leaves us on the brink of a state where human values dissolve.


In Spring 1817, Keats left London for the Isle of Wight to set about a long poem, Endymion, which, he told his brother George, would be ‘a trial of my Powers’, particularly of his ‘invention’. Like many of his near contemporaries – Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Shelley – Keats was fascinated by the imagination; his poems both exult in and scrutinize the mind’s creative force. Endymion retells the Greek myth of the shepherd Endymion’s quest for the goddess Cynthia, who has appeared to him in a dream. The poem, as meandering as its protagonist, springs from a jubilant faith that ‘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.




Keats’s trust in the persistence of beauty and his gratitude for its consolations is driven by his awareness of all that creates need for such refuge – of ‘the unhealthy and o’er darkened ways / Made for our searching’. Throughout 1817, Keats’s brother Tom was in the early stages of tuberculosis: by the end of the year he was spitting blood. Yet Keats musters courage in the grip of tragedy. In the very acknowledgement of misery he strives to understand life’s ‘darkened ways’ as avenues for ‘searching’, paths which might bear the fruits of experience.


In March 1818 Keats joined his brothers in Devon. There, he composed Isabella, or, The Pot of Basil, a story of ill-fated love he later lamented as too ‘smokeable’ – susceptible to mockery – but whose fluctuations between dreaminess, Gothicism, and pathos are in truth controlled and wittily self-aware. Seeking experiences to ‘strengthen’ his ‘reach in Poetry’, Keats planned a tour of the North with his friend Charles Brown. The expedition proved exhausting. Keats and Brown tramped for over six hundred miles through cold and wet. They met natural beauty and inhuman poverty. On a brief crossing to Ireland they encountered ‘a squalid old Woman squat like an ape half starved from a scarcity of Biscuit in its passage from Madagascar to the cape’. ‘What a thing would be a history of her life and sensations’, Keats wondered, letting fall the material for a disquieting unwritten poem.


‘Thin and fevered’, Keats returned to London in August, ‘as brown and shabby as you can imagine, scarcely any shoes left, his jacket all torn at the back’. George had emigrated to America; Keats was left to nurse Tom, whose tuberculosis was worsening. Meanwhile, the reviews of Endymion were emerging. They subjected Keats to some rough stuff: Blackwood’s Magazine’s complaint at the poem’s ‘calm, settled, imperturbable, drivelling idiocy’ catches their tone. Keats was unflustered, declaring it ‘a mere matter of the moment’: ‘I think I shall be among the English Poets after my death.’ The next year would secure the truth of that conviction.


It started with an attempt to write an epic – the most ample and ambitious of poetic genres. Hyperion. A Fragment narrates the overthrow of the Titan Gods of Greek mythology by the Olympians. Keats finds in the story a poem about the necessity of change, and about the difficulty of making new starts when burdened by knowledge of the past. The poem dramatizes the Titans’ difficulty in accepting the wisdom of the defeated sea God Oceanus, that they are ‘not the beginning nor the end’ of history, but rather caught in currents beyond the individual life – that ‘on our heels a fresh perfection treads’. Hyperion blends its drama of conflicting voices with portraits of the suffering Titans which achieve a marmoreal grandeur. But its range and splendour was difficult to sustain, and circumstances challenged the poem’s ethos that a balm lies in selfless acceptance of ‘naked truths’: in December Tom died, and Keats laid the poem aside.


Keats’s richest writing is often self-divided. The Eve of St Agnes, written in January 1819, is at once a gorgeous embodiment and doubtful appraisal of ‘the holiness of the Heart’s affections and the truth of Imagination’ in which a more youthful Keats had expressed ‘certainty’. Keats’s heroine Madeline trusts a legend that, retiring supperless and naked on St Agnes Eve, she will dream of her future husband. A suitor, Porphyro, discovers her plan, enters her bedchamber and seduces her. In bare outline, Madeline seems naive, Porphyro opportunistic. Yet the sensuality of Keats’s writing ignites sympathy. At the poem’s climax, Porphyro wakes Madeline: ‘a painful change that nigh expelled / The blisses of her dream’. Porphyro seems ‘pallid, chill, and drear’. But the dream has only been ‘nigh expelled’. Porphyro’s passion half-sustains its ‘blisses’, reversing the ‘painful change’:




Into her dream he melted, as the rose


Blendeth its odour with the violet –


Solution sweet.




The description risks seeming hazily idyllic, but ‘Solution sweet’ casts a knowing glance to the poem’s own machinations, acknowledging that only in art can real and ideal marry so fluidly. The ‘sharp sleet’ ‘pattering’ against the windows soon affirms that bliss passes, passion fades, and time engulfs us.


As the winter receded, Keats was troubled by a sore throat and uncertain about his poetic career. He speculated on the world as a ‘vale of Soul-making’ in which suffering nurtures human character. The challenge of inner growth drives the bold, self-questioning Odes Keats composed with the coming of the spring. ‘Ode to Psyche’ kicks open the door to this new poetry of inward exploration. It is the least familiar of the Odes; its branching rhymes and rhythms give a thrill of fresh exploration to each reading. It begins as narrative, recounting a vision of Cupid reclining in a forest with Psyche, a nymph from Greek mythology later deified as the Goddess of the Soul. It morphs into lyric apostrophe, as Keats promises to construct a shrine to Psyche ‘In some untrodden region of my mind’. The poem is teasingly self-entangled: in writing a poem ‘to’ the soul, Keats is also speaking from it; in the very act of promising this shrine, his poem creates it. Affirmation, exploration, and uncertainty mix. At its close, this hymn to the inner life keeps open a window to the world beyond, ‘to let the warm love in’.


The other Odes follow the swirls of the ‘working brain’ evoked in ‘Psyche’. ‘Ode to a Nightingale’, composed, according to Charles Brown, in Keats’s Hampstead garden one May morning, explores the flight afforded by nature, and the composition of poetry itself, from the world in which ‘youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies’. Keats achieves intense sympathy with the nightingale but also awareness of his difference from a creature ‘not born for death’. ‘No hungry generations tread thee down’, Keats remarks in a tone somewhere between joy, wonder, and sadness. As the line puzzles at the survival of the bird’s song across time, it throws open a vista on human life as a march of generations succeeding greedily upon one another.


‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ questions art’s promise of an existence salvaged from the ravages of time. It battles with affecting persistence the suspicion that to live in art would be to feel bereft as much as unshackled from the world of ‘breathing human passion’. Yet to inhabit the living world is to be subject to the fact, as Keats puts its it with stark certainty, that ‘old age shall this generation waste’. The poem’s riddling final lines search out words for the difficult consolation that art extends amid that knowledge, and in so doing compact beauty and truth with the same inscrutable fascination as the urn itself: that ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’ may not be all we know on earth nor all we ‘need to know’, but we should be grateful that art can persuade us as much.


‘Ode on Melancholy’ writhes with awareness of one of Keats’s central truths: that pain and pleasure are entwined. Wittily voyaging out in search of melancholy, the poem discovers that it




[. . .] dwells with Beauty – Beauty that must die; 
And Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips


Bidding adieu [. . .]




As often, Keats’s imagery seems pregnant with movement. The knowledge Keats arrives at here reemerges in a letter from the start of July: ‘I have never known any unalloy’d Happiness for many days together: the death or sickness of some one has always spoilt my hours’. The addressee was Fanny Brawne, with whom Keats had fallen in love at the start of the year – hopelessly so, in the sense that he could not marry without secure prospects, and that the ‘sickness’ spoiling his hours was now his own tuberculosis. Keats’s relationship with Fanny forms one backdrop for the composition of Lamia, Keats’s most single-minded poem, written in couplets braced against susceptibility to human feeling and illusion. It is two stories in one: a breezy account of the god Hermes’s love for a beautiful nymph, which hovers over the poem like a taunting reminder of the naivety, as Keats once put it, of thinking ‘that such a thing as happiness is to be had’ on earth; and the tale of a relationship between the youth Lycius and a snake-turned-woman Lamia, and its annihilation by the philosopher Apollonius, who pierces Lamia’s disguise with a look ‘Keen, cruel, perceant, stinging’. Keats’s adjectives twist home with a mix of relish and horror as illusion is dispelled.


Later in the summer, Keats returned to Hyperion, prefacing its narrative with a severely self-critical effort to distinguish the ‘poet’, who offers solace and salvation to all humanity, from the exclusive ‘Fanatic’ and indulgent ‘dreamer’. Keats confronts the tragic awareness reflected in the features of the Titan Goddess of memory Moneta, who keeps vigil at the fallen Saturn’s shrine:






Deathwards progressing




To no death was that visage; it had passed


The lily and the snow; and beyond these


I must not think now.




Keats’s memories of the operating theatre flood back here as he is faced with a knowledge of the world whose burden he finally backs away from with a touching vulnerability. When Keats gets to the story of the Titans, he cannot break free of its tragic roots. Dramatizing his rapt response to suffering Saturn and Thea, he portrays himself ‘Gasping with despair / Of change’: what had promised to be a demonstration of imaginative growth, breaks off unable to escape the sense that life is suffocated by suffering. In September, Keats gave up the poem for a second time.


‘Change’ always stimulated Keats. Writing to George in America the same month, he was moved by the thought that ‘Our bodies every seven years are completely fresh-materiald’:




This is the reason why men who had been bosom friends, on being separated for any number of years, afterwards meet coldly, neither of them knowing why – The fact is they are both altered – Men who live together have a silent moulding and influencing power over each other – They inter-assimulate. ’Tis an uneasy thought that in seven years the same hands cannot greet each other again.




Wide-eyed and saddened, the writing typifies Keats’s response to life: warmed by the thought of human ‘inter-assimulation’ (Keats marries ‘simulate’ and ‘assimilate’), the reflections gain poignancy from their inclusion in a long-distance letter. Separation from friends and from Fanny coloured the remainder of Keats’s life. Increasingly ill through the winter, he wrote little. One night in February he coughed blood. By the summer he had plans to winter in Italy. He departed in August. Fanny sewed a silk lining into his cap, which he said ‘scalded’ his scalp: anguish dwelt with tenderness. After a torrid journey, Keats arrived in Naples and then Rome, where, from a room above the Spanish Steps, he sent his final, heartbreaking letters. ‘I have an habitual feeling of my real life having passed and that I am leading a posthumous existence’, he wrote to Brown: ‘God knows how it would have been – but it appears to me – however, I will not speak of that subject’. The wavering of Keats’s voice as he approaches and retreats from acknowledging his immense potential embodies the humanity that underlies his greatness.


*


The following selection ranges chronologically across Keats’s output, mixing in poems published in his lifetime with those published posthumously. Excerpts have been made from the long early poem, Sleep and Poetry and from Endymion. The two Hyperion poems, left fragmentary by Keats, are included in their entirety. Quotations from Keats’s letters in the introduction are taken from The Letters of John Keats, 2 vols, ed. Hyder Edward Rollins (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1958).




‘I am as brisk’




I am as brisk


As a bottle of whisk –


Ey and as nimble


As a milliner’s thimble.






Song


Tune – ‘Julia to the Wood-Robin’




Stay, ruby-breasted warbler, stay,




And let me see thy sparkling eye,




Oh brush not yet the pearl-strung spray




Nor bow thy pretty head to fly.




Stay while I tell thee, fluttering thing,




That thou of love an emblem art,




Yes! patient plume thy little wing,




Whilst I my thoughts to thee impart.




When summer nights the dews bestow,




And summer suns enrich the day,




Thy notes the blossoms charm to blow,




Each opes delighted at thy lay.




So when in youth the eye’s dark glance




Speaks pleasure from its circle bright,




The tones of love our joys enhance




And make superior each delight.




And when bleak storms resistless rove,




And every rural bliss destroy,




Nought comforts then the leafless grove




But thy soft note – its only joy –




E’en so the words of love beguile




When Pleasure’s tree no longer bears,




And draw a soft endearing smile




Amid the gloom of grief and tears.








‘Give me Women, Wine, and Snuff’




Give me Women, Wine, and Snuff


Until I cry out, ‘Hold, enough!’


You may do so sans objection


Till the day of resurrection;


For, bless my beard, they aye shall be


My belovèd Trinity.






‘To one who has been long in city pent’




To one who has been long in city pent,




’Tis very sweet to look into the fair


And open face of heaven – to breathe a prayer




Full in the smile of the blue firmament.


Who is more happy, when, with heart’s content,




Fatigued he sinks into some pleasant lair


Of wavy grass, and reads a debonair




And gentle tale of love and languishment?


Returning home at evening, with an ear




Catching the notes of Philomel – an eye




Watching the sailing cloudlet’s bright career,




He mourns that day so soon has glided by:




E’en like the passage of an angel’s tear




That falls through the clear ether silently.








‘O! how I love, on a fair summer’s eve’


O! how I love, on a fair summer’s eve,




When streams of light pour down the golden west,


And on the balmy zephyrs tranquil rest




The silver clouds, far – far away to leave


All meaner thoughts, and take a sweet reprieve




From little cares; to find, with easy quest,


A fragrant wild, with Nature’s beauty dressed,




And there into delight my soul deceive.


There warm my breast with patriotic lore,




Musing on Milton’s fate – on Sidney’s bier –






Till their stern forms before my mind arise:




Perhaps on the wing of Poesy upsoar,




Full often dropping a delicious tear,






When some melodious sorrow spells mine eyes.






To my Brother George




Full many a dreary hour have I passed,


My brain bewildered, and my mind o’ercast


With heaviness; in seasons when I’ve thought


No sphery strains by me could e’er be caught


From the blue dome, though I to dimness gaze


On the far depth where sheeted lightning plays;


Or, on the wavy grass outstretched supinely,


Pry ’mong the stars, to strive to think divinely:


That I should never hear Apollo’s song,


Though feathery clouds were floating all along


The purple west, and, two bright streaks between,


The golden lyre itself were dimly seen:


That the still murmur of the honey bee


Would never teach a rural song to me:


That the bright glance from beauty’s eyelids slanting


Would never make a lay of mine enchanting,


Or warm my breast with ardour to unfold


Some tale of love and arms in time of old.


But there are times, when those that love the bay,


Fly from all sorrowing far, far away;


A sudden glow comes on them, naught they see


In water, earth, or air, but poesy.


It has been said, dear George, and true I hold it,


(For knightly Spenser to Libertas told it,)


That when a Poet is in such a trance,


In air he sees white coursers paw, and prance,


Bestridden of gay knights, in gay apparel,


Who at each other tilt in playful quarrel,


And what we, ignorantly, sheet-lightning call,


Is the swift opening of their wide portal,


When the bright warder blows his trumpet clear,


Whose tones reach naught on earth but Poet’s ear.


When these enchanted portals open wide,


And through the light the horsemen swiftly glide,


The Poet’s eye can reach those golden halls,


And view the glory of their festivals:


Their ladies fair, that in the distance seem


Fit for the silvering of a seraph’s dream;


Their rich brimmed goblets, that incessant run


Like the bright spots that move about the sun;


And, when upheld, the wine from each bright jar


Pours with the lustre of a falling star.


Yet further off, are dimly seen their bowers,


Of which, no mortal eye can reach the flowers –


And ’tis right just, for well Apollo knows


’Twould make the Poet quarrel with the rose.


All that’s revealed from that far seat of blisses,


Is, the clear fountains’ interchanging kisses,


As gracefully descending, light and thin,


Like silver streaks across a dolphin’s fin,


When he upswimmeth from the coral caves,


And sports with half his tail above the waves.


These wonders strange he sees, and many more,


Whose head is pregnant with poetic lore.


Should he upon an evening ramble fare


With forehead to the soothing breezes bare,


Would he naught see but the dark, silent blue


With all its diamonds trembling through and through?


Or the coy moon, when in the waviness


Of whitest clouds she does her beauty dress,


And staidly paces higher up, and higher,


Like a sweet nun in holy-day attire?


Ah, yes! much more would start into his sight –


The revelries, and mysteries of night:


And should I ever see them, I will tell you


Such tales as needs must with amazement spell you.




These are the living pleasures of the bard:




But richer far posterity’s award.


What does he murmur with his latest breath,


While his proud eye looks through the film of death?


‘What though I leave this dull, and earthly mould,


Yet shall my spirit lofty converse hold


With after times. The patriot shall feel


My stern alarum, and unsheathe his steel;


Or, in the senate thunder out my numbers


To startle princes from their easy slumbers.


The sage will mingle with each moral theme


My happy thoughts sententious; he will teem


With lofty periods when my verses fire him,


And then I’ll stoop from heaven to inspire him.


Lays have I left of such a dear delight


That maids will sing them on their bridal night.


Gay villagers, upon a morn of May,


When they have tired their gentle limbs with play,


And formed a snowy circle on the grass,


And placed in midst of all that lovely lass


Who chosen is their queen – with her fine head


Crownèd with flowers purple, white, and red:


For there the lily, and the musk-rose, sighing,


Are emblems true of hapless lovers dying.


Between her breasts, that never yet felt trouble,


A bunch of violets full blown, and double,


Serenely sleep: she from a casket takes


A little book and then a joy awakes


About each youthful heart, with stifled cries,


And rubbing of white hands, and sparkling eyes –


For she’s to read a tale of hopes, and fears,


One that I fostered in my youthful years.


The pearls, that on each glistening circlet sleep,


Gush ever and anon with silent creep,


Lured by the innocent dimples. To sweet rest


Shall the dear babe, upon its mother’s breast,


Be lulled with songs of mine. Fair world, adieu!


Thy dales, and hills, are fading from my view:


Swiftly I mount, upon wide spreading pinions,


Far from the narrow bounds of thy dominions.


Full joy I feel, while thus I cleave the air,


That my soft verse will charm thy daughters fair,


And warm thy sons!’ Ah, my dear friend and brother,


Could I, at once, my mad ambition smother,


For tasting joys like these, sure I should be


Happier, and dearer to society.


At times, ’tis true, I’ve felt relief from pain


When some bright thought has darted through my brain:


Through all that day I’ve felt a greater pleasure


Than if I’d brought to light a hidden treasure.


As to my sonnets, though none else should heed them,


I feel delighted, still, that you should read them.


Of late, too, I have had much calm enjoyment,


Stretched on the grass at my best loved employment


Of scribbling lines for you. These things I thought


While, in my face, the freshest breeze I caught.


E’en now I’m pillowed on a bed of flowers


That crowns a lofty clift, which proudly towers


Above the ocean-waves. The stalks, and blades,


Chequer my tablet with their quivering shades.


On one side is a field of drooping oats,


Through which the poppies show their scarlet coats,


So pert and useless, that they bring to mind


The scarlet coats that pester human-kind.


And on the other side, outspread, is seen


Ocean’s blue mantle streaked with purple, and green.


Now ’tis I see a canvassed ship, and now


Mark the bright silver curling round her prow.


I see the lark down-dropping to his nest


And the broad winged sea-gull never at rest;


For when no more he spreads his feathers free,


His breast is dancing on the restless sea.


Now I direct my eyes into the west,


Which at this moment is in sunbeams dressed:


Why westward turn? ’Twas but to say adieu!


’Twas but to kiss my hand, dear George, to you!






To Charles Cowden Clarke


Oft have you seen a swan superbly frowning,


And with proud breast his own white shadow crowning;


He slants his neck beneath the waters bright


So silently, it seems a beam of light


Come from the galaxy: anon he sports –


With outspread wings the Naiad Zephyr courts,


Or ruffles all the surface of the lake


In striving from its crystal face to take


Some diamond water drops, and them to treasure


In milky nest, and sip them off at leisure.


But not a moment can he there insure them,


Nor to such downy rest can he allure them;


For down they rush as though they would be free,


And drop like hours into eternity.


Just like that bird am I in loss of time,


Whene’er I venture on the stream of rhyme;


With shattered boat, oar snapped, and canvas rent


I slowly sail, scarce knowing my intent;


Still scooping up the water with my fingers,


In which a trembling diamond never lingers.


By this, friend Charles, you may full plainly see


Why I have never penned a line to thee:


Because my thoughts were never free, and clear,


And little fit to please a classic ear;


Because my wine was of too poor a savour


For one whose palate gladdens in the flavour


Of sparkling Helicon – small good it were


To take him to a desert rude, and bare,


Who had on Baiae’s shore reclined at ease,


While Tasso’s page was floating in a breeze


That gave soft music from Armida’s bowers,


Mingled with fragrance from her rarest flowers:


Small good to one who had by Mulla’s stream


Fondled the maidens with the breasts of cream;


Who had beheld Belphoebe in a brook,


And lovely Una in a leafy nook,


And Archimago leaning o’er his book:


Who had of all that’s sweet tasted, and seen,


From silvery ripple, up to beauty’s queen;


From the sequestered haunts of gay Titania,


To the blue dwelling of divine Urania:


One, who, of late, had ta’en sweet forest walks


With him who elegantly chats, and talks –


The wronged Libertas – who has told you stories


Of laurel chaplets, and Apollo’s glories;


Of troops chivalrous prancing through a city,


And tearful ladies made for love, and pity:


With many else which I have never known.


Thus have I thought; and days on days have flown


Slowly, or rapidly – unwilling still


For you to try my dull, unlearned quill.


Nor should I now, but that I’ve known you long,


That you first taught me all the sweets of song:


The grand, the sweet, the terse, the free, the fine;


What swelled with pathos, and what right divine;


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.


Who read for me the sonnet swelling loudly


Up to its climax and then dying proudly?


Who found for me the grandeur of the ode,


Growing, like Atlas, stronger from its load?


Who let me taste that more than cordial dram,


The sharp, the rapier-pointed epigram?


Showed me that epic was of all the king,


Round, vast, and spanning all like Saturn’s ring?


You too upheld the veil from Clio’s beauty,


And pointed out the patriot’s stern duty;


The might of Alfred, and the shaft of Tell;


The hand of Brutus, that so grandly fell


Upon a tyrant’s head. Ah! had I never seen,


Or known your kindness, what might I have been?


What my enjoyments in my youthful years,


Bereft of all that now my life endears?


And can I e’er these benefits forget?


And can I e’er repay the friendly debt?


No, doubly no – yet should these rhymings please,


I shall roll on the grass with two-fold ease:


For I have long time been my fancy feeding


With hopes that you would one day think the reading


Of my rough verses not an hour misspent;


Should it e’er be so, what a rich content!


Some weeks have passed since last I saw the spires


In lucent Thames reflected – warm desires


To see the sun o’er-peep the eastern dimness,


And morning shadows streaking into slimness


Across the lawny fields, and pebbly water;


To mark the time as they grow broad, and shorter;


To feel the air that plays about the hills,


And sips its freshness from the little rills;


To see high, golden corn wave in the light


When Cynthia smiles upon a summer’s night,


And peers among the cloudlets jet and white,


As though she were reclining in a bed


Of bean blossoms, in heaven freshly shed –


No sooner had I stepped into these pleasures


Than I began to think of rhymes and measures:


The air that floated by me seemed to say


‘Write! thou wilt never have a better day.’


And so I did. When many lines I’d written,


Though with their grace I was not oversmitten,


Yet, as my hand was warm, I thought I’d better


Trust to my feelings, and write you a letter.


Such an attempt required an inspiration


Of a peculiar sort – a consummation –


Which, had I felt, these scribblings might have been


Verses from which the soul would never wean:


But many days have passed since last my heart


Was warmed luxuriously by divine Mozart,


By Arne delighted, or by Handel maddened,


Or by the song of Erin pierced and saddened,


What time you were before the music sitting,


And the rich notes to each sensation fitting.


Since I have walked with you through shady lanes


That freshly terminate in open plains,


And revelled in a chat that ceasèd not


When at night-fall among your books we got:


No, nor when supper came, nor after that –


Nor when reluctantly I took my hat;


No, nor till cordially you shook my hand


Mid-way between our homes. Your accents bland


Still sounded in my ears, when I no more


Could hear your footsteps touch the gravelly floor.


Sometimes I lost them, and then found again;


You changed the footpath for the grassy plain.


In those still moments I have wished you joys


That well you know to honour – ‘Life’s very toys


With him,’ said I, ‘will take a pleasant charm;


It cannot be that aught will work him harm.’


These thoughts now come o’er me with all their might –


Again I shake your hand – friend Charles, good night.




‘How many bards gild the lapses of time!’




How many bards gild the lapses of time!




A few of them have ever been the food


Of my delighted fancy – I could brood




Over their beauties, earthly, or sublime:


And often, when I sit me down to rhyme,




These will in throngs before my mind intrude:


But no confusion, no disturbance rude




Do they occasion; ’tis a pleasing chime.


So the unnumbered sounds that evening store;




The songs of birds, the whispering of the leaves,


The voice of waters, the great bell that heaves




With solemn sound, and thousand others more,




That distance of recognizance bereaves,




Make pleasing music, and not wild uproar.






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.






On Leaving some Friends at an Early Hour




Give me a golden pen, and let me lean




On heaped up flowers, in regions clear, and far;


Bring me a tablet whiter than a star,




Or hand of hymning angel, when ’tis seen


The silver strings of heavenly harp atween:




And let there glide by many a pearly car,


Pink robes, and wavy hair, and diamond jar,




And half-discovered wings, and glances keen.


The while let music wander round my ears,




And as it reaches each delicious ending,






Let me write down a line of glorious tone,




And full of many wonders of the spheres:




For what a height my spirit is contending!






’Tis not content so soon to be alone.








‘Keen, fitful gusts are whispering here and there’




Keen, fitful gusts are whispering here and there




Among the bushes half leafless, and dry;


The stars look very cold about the sky,




And I have many miles on foot to fare.


Yet feel I little of the cool bleak air,




Or of the dead leaves rustling drearily,


Or of those silver lamps that burn on high,




Or of the distance from home’s pleasant lair:


For I am brimful of the friendliness




That in a little cottage I have found;




Of fair-haired Milton’s eloquent distress,




And all his love for gentle Lycid drowned;




Of lovely Laura in her light green dress,




And faithful Petrarch gloriously crowned.








Addressed to [Haydon]




Great spirits now on earth are sojourning;




He of the cloud, the cataract, the lake,


Who on Helvellyn’s summit, wide awake,




Catches his freshness from Archangel’s wing:


He of the rose, the violet, the spring,




The social smile, the chain for Freedom’s sake:


And lo! – whose steadfastness would never take




A meaner sound than Raphael’s whispering.


And other spirits there are standing apart




Upon the forehead of the age to come;




These, these will give the world another heart,




And other pulses. Hear ye not the hum




Of mighty workings?—




Listen awhile ye nations, and be dumb.








‘I stood tip-toe upon a little hill’


‘Places of nestling green for Poets made’


‘The Story of Rimini’




I stood tip-toe upon a little hill,


The air was cooling, and so very still,


That the sweet buds which with a modest pride


Pull droopingly, in slanting curve aside,


Their scantly leaved, and finely tapering stems,


Had not yet lost those starry diadems


Caught from the early sobbing of the morn.


The clouds were pure and white as flocks new shorn,


And fresh from the clear brook; sweetly they slept


On the blue fields of heaven, and then there crept


A little noiseless noise among the leaves,


Born of the very sigh that silence heaves:


For not the faintest motion could be seen


Of all the shades that slanted o’er the green.


There was wide wandering for the greediest eye,
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