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JOHN KEATS'S JOURNEY TO AN UNDERSTANDING 

OF THE POET'S EXISTElfCE IN SOCIETY 

Because the critics have given so little attention 

to it, the question ot what John Keats thought about 

his relationship as a poet to society must be described 

as one of little interest to them. When they have 

commented upon this matter at all, writers have pointed 

out that, considering the whole of Keats's biography, 

it is clear that he never resolved this question to his 

own satisfaction.1 Finding 1t an apparently fruitless 

effort to consider this issue in Keats's life, most 

critics who are interested in the English Romantics 

have been inclined to propose and to answer questions 

which are about the relationship of Keats's poetry to 

Keats as a person and which are not about the relation-

ship of Keats and his poetry to society. From the 

viewpoint ot many commentators, especially Keats's 

biographers, the value of such examinations comes 

mostly from the way they serve to reveal Keats to be 

the very model of a great poet.2 However, in both the 

poetry and, especially, the letters which he wrote in 

the years prior to the last half or 1818 and during 
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the first two-thirds of 1819 when he wrote his greatest 

poetry, evidence exists, as it serves to illuminate the 

relationship between Keats and the external world, 

which sheds light on the way Keats came to fill his 

role as a poeto Certainly, Keats's really successful 

completion of an effort--though not his final effort--

to arrive at an understanding of his personal relation-

ship to the external, "social II world was one of h1s 

maJor achievements, being a central cause for his 

success both as a poet and as a man. 

It was the purpose •~f this paper, 'then, to describe 

from beginning to end Keats's difficult journey to an 

understanding of the nature of his existence as a poet 

in society. During this journey, Keats moved, often 1n 

an ago.n1zing manner, from the point where he saw poetrr 

as a solitary refuge in which he could find pleasure 

and goodness for himself to the point where, having 

given up these first, selfish considerations, he per-

ceived that worthwhile poetry must include ideas, not 

only about pleasure and goodness, but, also, about 

Pain and evil; and, eventually, during this journey, 

Keats finally moved to the point, one which he reached 

mainly through his powers of genius to overcome almost 

totally his own egotistical involvement in poetry, 
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where he could view himself, not as the recipient of 

poetry's beneficence, but, essentially, as society's 

servant, working in an altrustic manner, to reveal 

unvarnished beauty and truth in his poetry for his 

readers to use in whatever particular ways they saw fit. 

At the outset of this paper, I want to acknowledge 

the help I received from four different sources of 

information. To follow the path of Keats's journey would 

have been impossible had it not been fo~ the assistance 

of the primary source materials that are in The Letters 

of~ Keats, edited by Hyder Edward Rollins, and in The 
. , -

Poetical Works of~ Keats, edited by H. W. Garrod. 

As well, I want to express my gratitude to two men for 

their preparation of two quite different, but invaluable 

secondary reference sources. Because I constantly referred 

to his book while I wrote this paper, my thanks go to 

Professor Walter Jackson Bate for his 1963 publication, 

the definitive biographical account entitled John Keats; 

and, because his explanation of what Keats meant by the 

terms beauty and truth helped me to write my second chapter, 

I want to make clear my indebtedness to my acquaintance, 

Mr. James w. Hardin, for his writing in his unpublished 

1962 Ball State Teacher's College thesis, 11 The Development, 

Meaning and Critical Ramifications of John Keats's Concept 

of Negative Capability." 
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When one considers the whole ot Keats's biography, 

the beg1.J:m1ng ot h1a 3ourne1 to an understanding o:t what 
h1s role as a poet in society should be shove itself qu1te 

clearl7. For, even as a child, Keats came to be very 
much aware ot an external world that many would insist 1s 
probably be7ond any child's normal realm ot concern. Be 
underwent a series ot experiences during hie early years 

which inaugurated a pattern of living that made up almost 

the whole fabric of hie life. This pattern ot 11 ving, 

consisting of uprooting and alienating experiences which 

were woven together with stab111x1ng and humanizing 

experiences, was one certainly which influenced Keats's 

work ae a peet. In following an account ot these exper• 

1ences, one cannot but be struck by the na~re ot their 

1ntens1t7 and trequenoy. 

From the time Keats was approximately eight years 

Old,~ events which caused him some kind ot personal dis-

turbance began to show themselves 1n extremely clear 

terms. Although Keats and hie younger brother. George, 

* Keats was born the first ot tive children 
on 31 October 1795. 
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had probabl1 already known some unhappiness when their 

parents took the two boys some fifteen miles from their 

first home to begin their education at John Clarke's 

Enfield School, the first great eaper1ence ot uprooting 

came on 15 April 1804 with their father's early- death, 
caused b7 a fractured skull suffered in a fall from a horse. 

Although the affection which he held for his father was 

probably considerable, Keats, as a child. along with his 

brothers and sister, could probably have begun in a rather 

short time to take the loss tor granted, had his mother 

only been able to keep her family's affairs moving on a 

fairly even keel. But, because she was so distraught 

over losing her husband, and then, because she found that 

ahe had to take over the untam111ar, and quite unfeminine 

task of managing her late husband's livery stable, Frances 

Keats apparently experienced a kind or extended pan1o. On 

2:7 June 1804, hardly more than two months following her 

first huoband 1 e death, and much to the disapproval of her 

mother, Mrs. Jennings, she married a W1111am Rawlings, a 

man who shortly proved that be was only a fortune bunter, 

interested mostl7 1n acquiring the liver7 stable and 

hardly at all 1n Frances or her cllildren. Immed1ate17 

following the marriage, Mrs. Jennings, because she so 

disapproved ot the match and her new son-in-law, moved 

the Keats children out of her daughter's house. John 



Keats and his brothers and sister were never again to 
call thmir mother's house their home.3 

Certainly, one needs no great amount of empathy 
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to suppose young John Keats's feelings as he witnessed 
the chaos which so suddenly swirled about him. Most 
appalling to him must have been some kind of realization 
that his mother, who had once seemed so stable and loving, 
should be the one responsible for all of the trouble. 
Why, he must have wondered, did she let all of the unhappi-
ness come about? Following the new marriage and the 
Keats children's move to their grandmother's house, fate 
was to wait only a half year before it brought more 
trouble. On 8 March 1805, John Jennings, the Keats 
children's maternal grandfather, who intended to be their 
chief benefactor, died after several years of 111 health. 
He left behind him, first, an ambiguous will, which was 
to cause John Keats serious difficulty to the end of his 
days, and, next, a family with no adult men who were 
readily available to take responsib111ty. 4 And, then, 

probably within a year's t1me--prec1aelT when is uncertain--
Frances Keats Rawlings called her second marriage a 
failure, left her husband, as well as the fairly lucrative 
livery stable, and returned to her mother's house.5 
There, during the next three and one-half years while her 
children watched her, she fell victim to consumption, and, 
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in March of 1810, she died.6 Following his mother's 

death which was the climactic blow that external nature 

had dealt him thus far in his life, John Keats, age 

fourteen and one-half, became what almost seemed another 

being. 7 

Fortunately, other biographical facts permit some 

qualification of this bleak rehearsal. For, when the 

turmoil of his family life became so disturbing that he 

felt driven to try escaping from it, Keats was able 

almost immediately to find a surprisingly satisfactory 

way out. Within the context of the boarding school at 

Enfield, which had been his real home for almost half 

of his entire life, his endeavor to escape showed itself 

in a seemingly abrupt fashion. Quickly, it became a 

"sustained commitment to study, to reading, and to all 

that was represented by the school of the kindly John 

Clarke. tt8 Of course, this endeavor, coming from a 

fairly sudden, quite desperate need to grasp for some-

thing stable, may seem to have had its roots in shallow 

soil. But, like most human manifestations that have 

lasting meaning, its roots were, in fact, well grounded. 

First of all, though he had never been the bookish sort, 

having gained a reputation for being something of a 

rougbneck,9 a report states while he was at Enfield, 

"there was ever present a determined and steady spirit 
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in all his undertakings •••• He was a most orderly 

scholar. ••10 Then, as a growing boy of fourteen, he was 

probably able to bring support to this orderliness 

through the vigor which his own steady physical and 

mental maturation made possible. Quite simplf, both 

physically and mentally, he was probably ready to learn. 

But, more than any other cause, it was the person of 

Charles Cowden Clarke, John Clarke's twenty-three year 

old son who was swiftly achieving prominence in 1810 as 

the most energetic, well-read, and benevolent teacher in 

his father's school who made scholarly endeavor so 

enticing that John Keats could not resist its temptation. 11 

At this point, to extol Charles Cowden Clarke's 

virtues as John Keats's teacher and fast friend seems 

almost trite. Even though the self-effacing Clarke 

would never take any special credit for helping Keats,1 2 

there 1s no doubt that Clarke's influence on the boy was 

profound. Keats, himself, recognized this fact. 

Possibly no teacher has ever received a more eloquent 

tribute than the one Keats presented in his early verse 

letter ttTo Charles Cowden Clarke. tt The key statment is: 

Ahl had I never seen. 
Or known your kindness, what might I have been?13 

This statement is without exaggeration. For almost to 

the degree that Keats's disturbed family experiences had 
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introduced him to the external world's alien character, 

Charles Cowden Clarke introduced him to those things 

which men, in common. recognize to be their most impor-

tant and stable concerns. It seems to be no overstatement 

to say that through the wholesome acquaintance which the 

two established, Keats perceived for the first time that 

men themselves are worthwhile. While in Clarke's care, 

Keats began to know the nature of his own humanity. 

In the long run, to outline in extensive detail 

the specific ways in which Clarke helped Keats would 

accomplish little. It 1s enough to acknowledge the 

general directions in which Clarke led Keats, while 

recognizing that because he followed Clarke, Keats found 

his very existence to be enhanced. In the classroom and 

library, Keats discovered, at Clarke's direction, the 

joys of Greek and Roman mythology and of English litera-

ture. Through informal encouuters with Clarke, Keats 

gained his first inkling of the exciting intellectual 

activity that was going on in early nineteenth centu.rJ 

England. He learned about the oontemporarr English drama 

with the great actor, Edmund Kean, at its forefront;14 

he learned something of the tenor of English politics, 

mostly by reading~ Examiner, a politically liberal 

periodical published by Clarke's friend, Leigh Hunt.15 

But, most important of all, because of Clarke's friendship 
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and concern; Keate no doubt could recognize for the first 

time that at least one person beyond the limits of his 

rapidly diminishing family would support him as he faced 

an alien world. 

During the summer of 1811 • Keats must have re-

cognized the full value of Clarke's concern when a 

seemingly perverse nature again thrust itself into his 

life. A sour-tempered London tea merchant named Richard 

Abbey, whom Mrs. Jennings had named following Frances 

Keats Rawlings~s death to be the Keats children's princi-

pal trustee,16 apparently saw no good reason for keeping 

either John or George Keats at Enfield. As a very 

practical businessman, Abbey saw no use in the studies 

of languages, literature and mathematics, apparently 

thinking them to be merely frivolous.17 Taking George 

into the tea business, he arranged that John be apprenticed 

to an apothecary named Thomas Hammond. Of this turn of 

events, Walter Jackson Bate observed, "It is incredible 

that Keats, after what had happened to him at Clarke's 

school during this last two years, could have left Enfield 

without an almost desperate reluotance."18 At least for 

a time, Keats no doubt viewed this new experience of up-

rooting as a disaster second only in severity to his loss 

of his mother. Certainly, his thoughts of Clarke's 

friendship helped temper his new unhappiness; and he 



surely counted as fortunate the fact that Hammond's 

apothecary shop was located at Edmonton, s1 tuated only 

1 1 

two miles from Enfield. Upon finding his apprentice work 

to be quite easy, he soon found sufficient time to make 

five or six visits each month to Enfield. There, during 

these visits which continued for four years, as Clarke 

explained later, "we•• ffilarke and Keaty "had good talk. 0 19 

To the historian of Keats's life, the wish to 

ascertain the precise nature of Clarke and Keats's four 

years of "good talk" has proved to be a cause of almost 

unrelieved frustration. The reason for this frustration 

is quite simple. Aside from "Recollections of Keats•"'~ 

which Clarke wrote at a distance of fifty years from 

their acquaintance and a few pieces of Keats's earliest 

poetry, absolutely no evidence exists which can help to 

determine what happened during Keats's Edmonton days. 

However, from the information that is available, three 

related ideas suggest themselves. They are (1) that 

beyond any reasonable doubt, because of his "good talk" 

* Clarke's "Recollections of Keats" is a part 
of Charles and Mary Cowden Clarke's book, Recollections 
2.! Writers, New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1878. 



with Clarke, Keats eventually decided to become a poet; 

(2) that while making his decision, Keats may have 

recalled in some war both his pleasure, particularly 
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while in Clarke's company, o! discovering and appreciating 

poetry and his wr~hedness while undergoing various 

encounters with nature's alienating forces; and (3) that 

as a natural outcome of his recollections, Keats seems 

to have sensed that in taking upon himself the role of 

the poet, he not only could enter more intimately into 

the pleasure which he had already known in reading poetry, 

but he ooUld also acquire for himself a kind of psychological 

refuge from a threatening external world. 

Even in Clarke's description of Keats's early 

genuine interest in reading poetry, and, perhaps, in 

writing it, there is some hint of why Keats could come 

to view poetry, not only as a device for pleasure, but 

also as one for refuge. Thus Clarke wrote: 

It were difficult, at this lapse of time ,Lwritten 
some fifty years late.£?, to note the spark that 
fired the train of his poetical tendencies; but he 
must have given unmistakable tokens of his mental 
bent; otherwise, at that early stage of his career, 
I never could have read to him the "Epithalamia" of 
Spenser; and this I remember having done, and in 
that hallowed old arbour Lon the grounds of Enfiels,7, 
the scene of many bland and graceful associations 
having passed away. At that time, he may have been 
sixteen years old; and at that period of life, he 
certainly appreciated the general beauty of the 
composition, and felt the more passionate passages; 
for his features and exclamations were ecstat1c.20 
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Because the issue 1s central to any fmderstanding ot 
Keats's early work as a poet, commentators have explored 

in considerable detail the outcome of Keats's ecstatic 

reaction to Spenser. They have been greatly interested, 

also, in an additional comment from Clarke which explains 

that Keats was not only attracted to Spenser's "Epithalamia," 

but, after asking Clarke for a copy of~ Faerie Queene, 

he went through the work "as a young horse would through 

a meidow--ramp1ngt"21 As a result, there is no doubt 

that between 1812 and 1814, Keats, 1n Ernest Pettet's 

words, tttound" in Spenser "a kindred sp1r1t."22 

To some, this kindred feeling with Spenser has 

meant that Keats not only took Spenser for his first 

literary idol, but, also, that as a beginner at poetry, 

Keats, like Spenser, espoused a neo-platonic philosophy 

of life.23 Certainly, this observation bears more than 

a grain o:r truth. By taking into account how chaotic 

most of Keats's life had been, one can understand why 

Keats would have been especially sympathetic to a phil-

osophy which held as its basic tenent that "true reality 

is found not in the realm of sense but in a higher, 

spiritual realm of the ideal and the -universa1.24 A 

'='"number of Keats's earlier poems bear witness that Keats 

welcomed some strains of neo-platonism into hia thinking. 
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But, in the light of a careful study of both Keats's 

biography and early poems, one must assert that to call 

Keats a neo-platonist without qualification is a mistake. 

If nothing else, such an assertion ignores that Keats 

"lacked even the small exposure to Plato himself that a 
college undergraduate might have had.tt25 As well, it 

neglects the fact that Keats's indoctrination into neo-

platonism through his reading of Spenser and his talks 

with Clarke was both quite indirect and very subtle. 

Probably Clarke and certainly Keats were not aware 1n any 

specific way of their neo-platonic tendencies. Rather, 

in the early 1800 1 s--as evident in Coleridge, Shelley, and 

Carlyle--neo-platonism had animated the major currents of 

English literary thought. Without their being entirely 

aware of what hadlappened, both Clarke and Keats were 

swept along by these currents. But, most important, to 

suppose that Keats ever slavishly adopted a ready made 

set of ideas is to ignore an extremely important fact 

about Keats himself. From the beginning of his career, 

Keats asserted his individuality. In formulating practi-

cally all of his notions about poetry, while he necessarily 

had to use ideas that he had learned from other people, 

he never borrowed them without modification. Certainly 

he had no prior commitment to neo-platonism. Rather, he 

seemed to choose for his own use whatever notions came 
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way which best fitted his own needs. Then, after using 

these notions as points of departure, he constructed a 

coherent body of thought that was, essentially, his very 

own. This body of thought was a personal vision of ideal 

existence • 

... Naive thought it might be, Keats's vision of ideal 

existence, with its apparent overtones of neo-platonism, 

stood as a natural outcome of his repeated experiences of 

alienation and humanization. Probably with no social 

considerations as part of its formulation, it had as its 

principal reason for being Keats's own very real, entirely 

personal need for refuge from nature's most powerful 

manifestations 0£ evil-•the forces of pain and death. As 

a medium, poetry provided Keats the way to a more or less 

solitary refuge. Because of his past experiences with 

poetry, he envisioned, it seems, that by taking upon 

himself the role of the poet, a man could come to know 

in a much more intimate way than even poetry's most 

perceptive reader, the intrinsic joy which is.poetry 

1 tself. It should be made clear,• however, that Keats 

did not see in his vision that as a man took on the poet's 

role, he could avoid confrontation with the world's 

destructive, evil forces. Rather, Keats believed that 

by learning the poet's role, a man could gain for himself 

a more satisfactory means to deal with evil than the 
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means which other men possess. From his own point of 

view, Keats did not so much want to use poetry as a device 

for escape from pain, as he wanted to use it as a kind of 

balm to relieve the severity pf pain. 

In writing some of earliest poems, Keats had the 

components of his vision in mind. Thus, in the sonnet of 

praise which he addressed to Byron, he explained: 

Byron! how sweetly sad thy melody! 
Attuning still the soul to tenderness, 
As if soft P1ty,w1th unusual stress, 

Had touch1d her plaintive lute, and thou, being by 
Hadst caught the tones, nor auffer1 d them to die. 

0 1 eFehadowing sorrow doth not make thee less 
Delightful. ( 11. 1 •7 p. 376) 

In these lines, though he seems not to have accurately 

understood him in his efforts as a poet, Keats credited 

Byron with being especially gifted to use what he under-

stood was the poet's particular power--to be an extremely 

perceptive singer. Byron caught, or perhaps, he matched 

pitch with, the tones which he perceived were the very 

essence of tenderness. These tones compose a soothing 

quality which practically all men recognize--the balm ot 
"soft Pity." Then, with these tones, as Keats observed 

to Byron: 

thou thy griefs dost dress 
With a bright halo, shining beam11y-, 
As when a cloud the folden moon doth veil, 

Its sides are ting d with a resplendent glow, 
Through the dark robe oft amber rays prevail, 

And like fair veins 1n sable marble flow (11. 7-14 p.376). 



As a poet whom Keate fitted into his vision, Byron, at 

first, dressed over his personal griefs by using his 

poetic powers. But as Keats saw them, these poetic 

powers were able to accomplish even more. With Pity's 

soft tones, which were like "amber rays" that "through 
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the dark robe prevail," or, what seems a better comparison, 

"like fair veins in sable marble flow,n Byron permeated 

to dilute and, thereby, make less the power of "O'shadow-

ing sorrow. " 

A sonnet addressed to Chatterton suggests and 

interesting adjunct to Keats's vision of ideal existence. 

Though he intended to use the vision in living, he did 

not insist that the dividends of taking on the poet's 

role must necessarily end upon death. In the sonnet, 

Keats lamented the young, dead poet: 

O Chatterton! how very sad thy fate! 
Dear child of sorrow--son of miseryl 

How soon the film of death obscur 1d that eye, 
Whence Genius mildly flash 1 d, and high debate. 

(11. 1-4 p. 375) 
But after he mourned Chatterton: 

How soon that voice, majestic and elate, 
Melted in dying numbers! Oh! how nigh 

Was night to thy fair morning, (11. 5-7, p. 375) 
Keats, in an abrupt escape into some sort of ideal 

existence, apparently compounded of neo-platonism and 

conventional Christianity, declared: 



Thou didst die 
A half-blown flow'ret which cold blasts amate. 
But this is past: thou art among the stars 
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Of highest Heaven: to the rolling spheres 
Thou sweetly singest: nought thy hymning mars, 
Above the ingrate world and human fears (11. 7-12, P• 375). 

Quite obviously, while his vision of ideal existence was 

rooted mainly in earthly soil, Keats could not resist the 

temptation to contemplate a final, heavenly triump~ over 

"the ingrate world and human fears.n 

In late 1814, following the death of the seventy• 

eight-year-old Mrs. Jennings, 26 Keats, for the first 

time, made some 11practical" application of his vision 

of ideal existence. In his application, he succeeded 

perhaps more completely than one might have supposed he 

would. At least while writing two pieces of poetry, he 

used his vision of ideal existence as a kind of rationale 

to deal with pain and death as they again centered their 

forces upon him. In some lines from a sonnet, he found 

comfort as he pictured his grandmother in a conventional 

heaven: 

As from the darkening gloom a silver dove 
Upsoars, and darts into the Eastern light 
On pinions that nought moves but pure delight, 

So fled thy soul into the realms above, 
Regions of peace and everlasting love 

Where happy- spirits, cro wn'd with circlets bright 
Of starry beam, and gloriously bedight, 

Taste the high joy- none but the blest can prove. 
(11. 1-8, p. 421) 

Then, perhaps because he recognized his poetic work of 

singing to be a source of earthly joy, he seemed to 



direct his grandmother: 

There thou dost joinest the immortal quire 
In melodies that even Heaven fair 

Fill with superior bliss (11• 9•11. p. 421) 
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After some reflection, Keats decided, it seems, 

that his sonnet "As from the darkening gloom. tt was not 

entirely satisfactory. From his point of view, perhaps, 
as the sonnett contemplated the reaims of' "p:u,re deligl}.:t,, 11 it was 

too divorced from consideration of the real cause for his 

pain. This cause, of course, had made him, his brothers 

and his sister to be opphans, who were all quite alone 1n 

an alien world. Therefore, he might have felt somewhat 

better by writing this comment "On Death." 

Can death be sleep, when life 1s but a dream 
And scenes of bliss pass as a phantom by? 

And transient pleasures as a vision seem, 
And yet we think the greatest pa1n 1 s to die. 

How str·ange it is that man on earth should roam, 
And lead a life of woe, but not forsake 

His rugged path; nor dare he view alone 
His future doom which 1s but to awake (11. 1-8, p. 426). 

Apparently, with the help of poetry, Keats could rationalize 

that death is not ultimately triumphant. Beyond death, 

Keats could have supposed, man wakes into an existence--

one different from that which he ?,knew during 11fe--in 

which he is confronted not by loneliness, but, 1n some 
way, by truth. 

For almost a year, Keats maintained intact his 

v1s1on of ideal existence, believing that by a man's 
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taking upon himself the role of the poet, he could attain 

- one means to hold the e.arthly forces of evil at bay. The 
poems that survive from the first nine months of 1814 

suggest that following his grandmother's death, he settled 

again into the routine ot Hammond's surgery. For the 
most part, only the issues which existed near the periphery 

of his cloistered life at Edmonton and Enfield aroused 

him to write. Three languid poems entitled "To Some 

Ladies," "On Receiving a curious Shell, and a Copy- of 

Verses, From the Same Ladies," and "To Emma" clearly- show 

that Keats could manifest only the most polite concern 
for the roung ladies. Simply- enough, at that time, he 

was not interested in women. Two short, but vigorous 

poems, a sonnet "Written on the Day- that Mr. Leigh Runt 

Left Prison," and a short piece of four lines, "Anniversary 

of Charles II's Restoration," indicate that he could 

generate a good deal more interest in the great political 

tumult which filled England in 1815 preceding Napoleo.n's 

defeat at Waterloo. But these political poems should be 

understood for the most part as manifestations not so 

much of Keats's desire to persuade or to instruct society 

in political philosophy, but to fortify his own personal 

liberal political viewpoint which he had gained from 
Hunt and from Olarke. 



It was onlr in one of his poems from early 1815, 

a curious piece called, "To Hope,» that Keats touched 

upon a personally disconcerting issue, an issue, though 

he probably did not recognize it as such, which made 

suspect his first conception of the poet's work. Thus, 

as he asked "sweet Hope" to help him: 

When by mr solitarr hearth I sit, 
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And hateful thoughts enwrap my soul in gloom; 
When no fair dreams before my'm1nd 1 s eye" flit, 

And the bare heath of life presents no bloom 
(11. 1-4, p. 19) 

he pointed to a difficulty whichl:e encountered frequently 

during his career as a poet. All too often, he had 

- "hateful thoughts. enwrap" his "soul in'gloom" simply 
because he had nothing about which to write. At tim~ 

to find subject matter, he had to resort to abstractions 

as in "To Hope, 11 or he had to wr1 te poems about poetry 

1 ts elf as 1n the "Ode to Apollo. tt27 In time, the thought 

mar have occurred to him, though in only the most fleeting 

manner, that the business of the poet may be neither so 

easy nor so difficult as catching tones of some sort out 

of the etherial or the earthly atmosphere. It might be 

something else. But, during most of 1815, nothing 

disturbed his confidence in what he supposed he knew. 

Only another major upset in his personal existence would 

cause him to question what there was of his personal 

Philosophy of life and poetr7. 
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In late September, 1815, Keats completed h1s 
apprentice work at Hammond's, and, tor the t1rst time 

1n his 7oung adult 11te, he left his home for London 
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to enter on 1 October 1815 the United Hospitals ot st. 
Thomas an4 Gu7s, 1nten41ng to study surge17 and eventpall7 
to be cert1t1e4 as an apothecar1.28 At first, he might 

have cons1dere4 this move the natural thing to do. In a. 
short t1me, however, he no doubt began to regard his new 
situation ae the probable cause ot h1s undoing. The 
first reason tor his unhappiness was simple homee1ckness. 

Re was awar trom the Clarkes, and from Ent1el4 and 
Edmonton; and, while he and h1s brothers, George and Tom, 
soon became very close to each other, he apparently d14 
not take 1mmeiiate consolation that they lived within 
easy walking distance of the hosp1tai.29 Probably he 

felt unwelcome in Abbey'• oountlng house. Certainly, h1s 

loneliness was so apparent that 1n a short time, one of 
his lecturers at the hospital, Astle7 cooper, asked a 

student to look after Xeats. The student, George cooper, 
invited Keats,30 along with several other students, "to 
h1re a 3o1nt sitting room and separate bed Rooms."31 

Th1s living arrangement, though it probabl7 dispelled 
Keats's first loaelinese, did not insure him any immediate 
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satisfaction. Indeed, the biographical evidence shows 

something quite to ~he contrary. While he at first 

experienced some difficulty in adjusting to his work at 

Guys; he found greater, more prolonged trouble in adjusting 

to his fellow students.· Together, they disagreed with 

each other in an essential way, for, while Keats's primary 

interest was in poetry, their interest, it semms easy to 

understand, was in their apothecary studies. Many years 

later in March(?) 1847, Henry Stephens, one of the students 

who shared rooms with Keats, described the frequently 

abstrus_e, but very real conflict which grew up between 

Keats and his associates: 

His Passion !f I may so call it, for Poetry was 
soon Manifested--

"It was the Goa.l, to whence his wishes bent 
Where every hope, where every thought was sent 
Concent'red there, he lived for it alone"--

He attended Lectures and went through the usual 
routine, but he had no des,ire to excel in that 
pursuit, In fact Medical '.[nowledge was beneath his 
attention for--

"When -cne young Eagle with exulting eye 
Had learn'd to dare the splendour of the sky, 
Would his free wing, from that Majestic height 
Descend, to follow some less magic light? 11 

No--Poetry was to his mind the zenith of all his 
.Aspirations--The only thing worthy the attention 
of superior minds--so he thought--All other pursuits 
were mean & tame, He had no ideal of Fame, or 
Greatness, or the Attainment of Poetical Excellence, 
The greatest men in the world were the Poets, and to 
rank among them was the chief object of his ambition.--
It may read1.ly be imagined that this feeling was 
accompanied with a great deal of Pride and some 
conceit, and that amongst mere Medical students, he 
would walk, & talk as one of the Gods might be supposed 
to do, when mingling with mortals, ~his pride had 



exposed him, as may be readily imagined, to 
occasional ridicule, & some mortification.32 
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Further, as if the hostility that he received from 

the hands of his peers and the gory, stinking work 

which he did at the hospital were not enough, he would 

not agree even with those few acquaintances who did 

profess some interest 1n poetry. Again, Stephen's 

comments are enlightening: 

Having a taste & liking for Poetry myself, though 
at that time but little cultivated, he regarded me 
as something a little superior to the rest, and 
would gratify himself frequently, by shewing me 
some lines of his writing, or some new idea which 
he had struck out. We had frequently conversation 
on the merits of particular poets, but our tastes 
did not agree, Heff:l.s a great admirer of Spenser, 
His Fairy Queen was a great favorite with him, Byron 
was also in favor, Pope he maintained was not a 
poet, only a versifier. I was fond of the bold, 
nervous & declamatory kind of Poetry, He was fond 
of Imagery, The most trifling Similes appeared to 
please him, Sometimes I ventured to show him some 
lines which I had written, but I always had the 
mortification of hearing them--condemned, indeed 
he seemed to think it presumption in me to attempt 
to head along the same pathway as himself, however 
humble a distance--33 

However, if Keats treated Stephens in a high-handed 

way, Stephens apparently did not go completely unv1nd1-

cated as he witnessed an acquaintance of Keats named 

Newmarch, or possibly Newmarsh, repay Keats in his own 

coin. Stephens reported: 

Whenever "Keats" showed Newmarch any of his Poetry 
it was sure to be ridiculed, and severly handled.--
Newmarch was a light hearted, & merry fellow, but I 
thought he was rather too fond of mortifying Keats, 



but more particularly his brothers,as their praise 
of their Brother John amounted almost to idolatry, 
& Newmarsh & they frequently quarrelled.34 
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In retrospect, one can say tha.i during his first 

weeks in London, Keats for the first time aqua.rely 

confronted the.t indom1 table force called soc1ety--a torce 

which he regarded generall7 as a perverse thing, which, 

1n his probable view, was usually composed or only a few 

dif'f'ioult individuals who OP'POsed him and his poetry 

mostly for the sake of being contrary. As he frequently 

kne,1 1 t during the rest of his life, he found society to 

be excruciatingly int1m1dat1ng. Rather quickly he 

discovered his first defense against this toroe, a 

defense by conceit, to be entirely unsuccessful. As a 

result, he again contemplated retreating into the sanctuary 

or poetry. In on0 o:t his beat ea:rly pieces, a sonnet 
written 1n November 1815, he seemed almost ready to 

acquiesce to society's power, aee1ng a life of solitude 

as possibly h1a only alternative. 

To solitude, however, Keats made one major plea: 

O solitude! it.I must with thee dwell, 
Let it not be among the jumbled heap 
Of murky bu1ld1nge (11. 1-3, P• 36) 

Without hesitation, he was rendT to abandon great and 

gloomy London, a composite symbol of all of soc1ety's 

perverse, intimidating manifestations tor something not 

unlike Enfield and Edmonton. Therefore, he beckoned 
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solitude to: 

climb with me the steep--
Nature's observatory--whence the dell 
Its flowery slopes, its river's crystal swell, 

May seem a span; let me thy vigils keep i , 
'Mongst boughs pav1111on'd where the deer's swift ieap 

Startles the wild bee from the fox-glove bell. 1 • 
(11. 3-8, p. 39) 

But, before he concluded, Keats presented solitude with 

a significant reservation to any agreement they might 

make. By this reservation, Keats practically rejected 

an existence in pure solitude; and, what is much more 

important, he acknowledged for the first time in writing 

his very real dependence on humanity. He explained to 

solitude: 

! 

But thought I'll gladly trace these scenes with thee, 
Yet the sweet converse of an innocent mind, 

Whose words are images of thoughts refin'd, 
Is my soul's pleasure; and it sure must be 

Almost the highest bliss of human-kind, 
When to thy haunts two kindred spirits flee (11. 9-14, p. 36). 

Undoubtedly, while he wrote these lines, Keats was 

not in the least concerned with poetic theory. Yet one 

cannot help remarking upon what these lines suggest about 

his personal and poetic values in late 1815. Less than a 

year before 1n December, 1814, he supposed the state of 

highest bliss would be found in a solitary existence with 

poetry. Eleven months later, following the move to London 

where he soon realized he could no longer take for granted 

the kind of companionship he had enjoyed with Clarke, he 
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maintained that the highest bliss of human-kind occurred 

uwhen two kindred spirits flee" to solitude's haunts. It 

seems clear that in the sonnet, "O Solitude,° Keats in 

some way equated the worth of poetry w1 th the worth of 

humanity. Possibly, because he recalled his old associa-

tion with Clarke, he regarded ttsweet conversett with 0 an 

innocent mind" to be important. With his new recognition, 

the first innocent mind whom he sought out was a young 

acquaintance named George Felton Mathew. 

Although Keats had known Mathew since late 1814 

or early 1815, apparently it was only after he moved to 

London that he decided to become in any way close to 

Mathew.35 Clearly, the relstt.onship was established 

mostly on Keats's initiative because he probably regarded 

Mathew, by comparison with the dullards at Guys, to be a 

particularly special kind of man. In Keats's eyes, 

Mathew stood out from others as the f'irst person he had 

ever known who professed to be a poet.36 

w. Jo Bate describes the Keats-Mathew relationship 

as a "comedy of enthusiasm. 11 37 But pwobably from both 

Keats's and Mathew's view.points, the comedy was laced 

with irony. In his rush to gain a cohert after his first 

gray ueeks in London, Keats wrote his first verse epistle, 

addressing 1 t "To George Felton Mathew," 1 ts first lines 
stated: 
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Sweet are the pleasures that to verse belong, 
/ And doubly sweet a brotherhood iu song (11. 1-2, p. 23). 

Because he assumed Mathew to be a singer in what he 

considered the manner of Spenser, Chatterton, and Byron, 

Keats invested him with a ngreat partnership" (1.8, p. 23) 

in which the two of them would diffuse: 

Over the genius-loving heart, a feeling 
Of all that•s high, and great, and good, and healing. 

(11. 9-10} P• 23) 
The epistle continues w:i'th the plea 0o Mathew lend thy_aid" 

that "we may soft humanity put on, • • 

And Sit, and rhyme and think on Chatterton; 
And that warm-hearted Shakespeare sent to meet him 
Four laurell'd spirits, heaven-ward to intreat him. 
With reverence would we speak of all the sages 
Who have left streaks of light athwart their ages. 

(11. 53, 55-60, p. 24) 
But, while the friendship with Mathew at first 

seemed to offer Keats the best possible means to escape, 

if only briefly, "far different careen that sternly 

beckoned him "from soft 'Lydian airs,'" ( 11. 17-18, p. 23) 
Keats apparently perceived rather quickly that Mathew was 

not one who w011.d leave "streaks of light athwart" ( 1. 60, p. 24) 

his own age. Probably. Mathew did not approach Keats as 

an intellectual equa1;38 and. as a poet, he took littla 

interest in placating hie reader's "genius-loving heart." 

(1. 9, p. 23) Unlike Keats, he probably did not much 

idolize Shakespeare. Milton, or Chatterton.39 Nor was 

he interested in language as such. He regarded imagery 
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and metaphor as only ttexternal decorationstt which were 

not related to ttthe deep emotions of the muse.tt Rather 

than sanction poetry with a particular intellectual 

orientation, he preferred a poetry of sentiment. The 

qualities in poetry which he regarded as ttindica ti ve of 

extreme sensibility" were those that brought forth both 

tears in the eyes and a breaking in the voice. For him, 

emotion was probably the most important thing in poetry.40 

For a time, Keats did pattern his views after 

Mathew's. For example, Mathew considered Keats's ttThree 

Sonnets on Woman" to be especially praiseworthy.41 In 

particular, he was moved by the sentiment 1n the lines: 

God! she is like a milk-white lamb that bleats 
For man's protection. Surely the all-seeing, 
Who joys to see us with his gifts agreeing, 
Will never give him pinons, who intreats 
Such innocence to ruin,--who vilely cheats 
A dove-like bosom (11. 31-36, p. 22). 

But, Keats soon began to realize that to continue doting 

on sentiment, without going beyond it to any particular 

action or development, soon loses its appeal. While he 

had hoped to find some kind of refuge in poetry, he 

discovered that Mathew's approach to poetry did not, 

really could not, satisfy his needs. Because of its 

insistence upon almost pure emotion, Mathew's approach 

to poetry decreed that both the poet and his reader, in 

a real sense, should wallow in these emotions. His 
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approach led to a kind of dead end, where neither the poet 

nor the reader could make any intellectual or even emotional 

advance. By perceiving sometli.1ng of these ideas, at first, 

probably on a purely instinctive level, Keats knew that 

a poetry which had sentiment for almost its entire founda-

tion was of little use to him, or, for that matter, to 

many other people. With such a realization, Keats no 

doubt was particularly distressed to find that for his own 

ends the only thing that a poetry of sentiment could 

effectively accomplish was to lead him back to the painful 

emotions he wanted to avoid. Because of his experience 

with Mathew, although he was still far away from any 

final knowledge of what he wanted in poetry, he at least 

knew one that he did not want. He must have experienced 

considerable disappointment to realize that he had jumped 

to conclusions by thinking that on poetic matters he and 

Mathew were compatible. 

Many years afterward in a letter of 3 February 

1847 written to Keats's first biographer, R.M. Milnes, 

Mathew made clear his own feelings about the relationship. 

While he apparently felt pride in having had some associa-

tion with Keats, he nevertheless did not hesitate to 

describe his position on poetry to be fundamentally 

different from Keats's. Keats's eye, Mathew explained: 
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was more critical than tender, and so was his mind ••• 
He delighted in leading you through the mazes of 
elaborate description, but was less conscious of the 
sublime and the pathetic. He used to spend many 
evenings in reading to me, but I never observed the 
tears in his eyes nor the broken voice which were 
indicative of extreme sensibility. These indeed 
were not the part of poetry whichl:e took pleasure 
in pointing out. Nevertheless he was of a kind and 
affectionate disposition, and though his feelings 
might not be so painful to himself, they would 
perhaps be more useful to others.42 

With disenchanted thoughts and. feelings much, like the ones 

that Mathew had for Keats, Keats drifted away from 

Mathew to search elsewhere for a "kindred spirit." After 

a time, he felt he had found this spirit in the writing 

and the personality of Leigh Hunt. 

In much the same way that he had first looked upon 

Mathew, Keats regarded Hunt as a person with whom he 

could exchange ideas about poetry. However, the relation-

ship between Keats and Hunt, by compairson with the Keats-

Mathew association, was built on far more stable, though 

not entirely infallible grounds. Certainly, the relation-

ship did not begin in a manner which in the least resembled 

the way Keats hastily and aggressively made Mathew his 

confidant. Rather, Keats's interest in Hunt developed 

slowly over quite a long period of time. 

To appreciate the extent of his interest in Hunt, 

one must keep in mind that Keats prefaced his first 

Personal meeting with Hunt by undergoing six or seven 
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years of preparation. On numerous occasions as a student, 

he heard Charlew Cowden Clarke speak of Hunt as a friend. 

sometime before he left Enfield in 1811, he began to 

read Hunt's liberal periodical, The Examiner, a practice -----
which he continued far into his adult years. According to 

Clarke, this reading "no doubt laid the foundation of his 

love of civil and religious liberty.43 Several years 

later, herapparently manifested hie acceptance of Hunt's 

politics during his association with Mathew. Certainly, 

Mathew, holding views on politics which were as limited 

as H.s views on poetry, remembered Keats's pol1 tical 

ideas many years later when, in his correspondence with 

Milnes, he complained that Keats: 

was not one who thought it better to bear the ills 
we have, than fly to others which we know not of. 
He was of the sceptical and republican school. An 
advocate for the innovs.tions which were making 
progress 1n his time lsisil. t\_faul tfinder w1 th 
everything establ1shed.ffi1£7. 

Though without intending to do so, of course, Mathew, 

in making this complaint, not only described Keats's 

liberal approach• but, for the most part, he also 

described Hunt's. Then, in Februar7, 1816, as he moved 

steadily into the second portion of his work at Guy's 

Hospital, Keats read Hunt's newly published narrative 

romance, !h! Story 2! Rim1n1.45 Immml.ately, he was 

delighted to realize that not only in politics, but also 
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in poetry, both he and Hunt stood together. 

Still, the exciting discovery of Rim1n1 did not end 

Keats's preparation to meet Hunt. Rather, this discovery 

served as a kind of signal for Keats to begin an entirely 

new study of Hunt's work. But this time, of course, he 

studied Hunt's poetry, not his politics. No doubt, the 

study kas haphazard and very- informal. After all, his 

work at Guy's Hospital kept him very busy. But it 1s 

clear that the study was completed and that it was 

extremely successful. In biJ books, John Keats and~ 

Stylistic Development 2£, Keats, Walter Jackson Bate 

documents in a claar way the extent of Hunt's influence 

on Keats's style and versification.46 These studies 

confirm that Keats essentially infused his writing whth 

Hunt's ideas about society. But the question remains: 

why ·w·as Keats so oaptivat:ed by Rimin1? The answer to 

such a question not only clarifies what Keats thought 

about poetry during most of 1814, but it also serves to 

determine the point of departure which Keats used when 

he moved on to other ideas. 

Probably Keats's reason for finding particular 

Pleasure in Rimini was his supposition that through 

the poem, Hunt affirmed Keats's old ideas about poetry. 

As a framework for the poem, Hunt used the famous Italian 

tale about Paolo and Franoeaca. And w1 thin this framework, 
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he made room to paint many Italian scenes.47 One can 

easily imagine that after reading the poem Keats assumed 

that Hunt intended his beautiful scenes to be places where 

both poet and reader could find refuge from unpleasant 
' , 

reality. Probably K-~ats believed that in Hunt, he had 

found a poet, perhaps excelled only by Spenser, who actually 

put his, Keats's ideas about poetry into practice. 

But, by espousing Hunt's poetry, Keats implicitly 

-adopted a new, and ~t first, a Ef1rf subtle issue into 

this thinking. In the weeks that followed his initial 
discovery of Rimini, he decided to a,ttempt imitating 

Hunt. "A Specimen of an Introduction to a Poem" and 

"Calidore, a Fragment" were the two attempts at imitation 

which he made; and they were both failures, mostly because 

he had no plan to develop them into anything.48 By 

attempting these imitations, however, he caused himself 

to address his poetry to a general audience, and not to 

specific people or events as he had most of the t1ne in 

writing his very early poems. One should explain, of 

··- course, that 1n some of his early poems, though Keats 

appears to address the general public, it seems quite 

Probable, when one considers how involved Keats was with 

his poetry,that he wrote these poems mostly for his own 
benefit and not reafly for his reader's. Yet in "A 

Specimen," as well as in "Calidore, 0 by 1m1 tating Hunt, 



whose purpose 1n writing Rimini was to produce a 

straight-forward narrative-descriptive poem to be 

read by other people, Keats also took for himself this 

purpose. Specifically, 1n "A Specimen, 11 he began by 

writing: 
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Lo! I must tell a tale of chivalry. (1.1, p. 9) 

Without any development in m1nd and upon reflection, 

probably feeling 111 prepared and overly presumpt~ous to 

try following in Hunt's footsteps, he never told the tale. 

But, whatever his reason might have been for doing so, 

because he assigned himself the task, saying that he"~ 

tell a tale of chivalry, 11 it seems apparent, though this 

interpretation is debatable,that Keats implicitly felt 

the need to communicate with a larger group of readers 

than he had previously written for. Responding to this 

need, he became, for the first time in his career, a poet 

essentially responsible to society. At the time, he was 

probably not much aware that he had taken on such a 

responsibility. Rather, his awareness of the fact de-

veloped slowly in the following months and years. It 

seems farily clear that the growth of this awareness 

began only after Keats had read Hunt's R1m1n1. 

Only one clear piece of evidence exists which shows 

that before his first meeting with Hunt, Keats had begun 

to alter his thoughts about poetry. During August and 
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September of 1816, having completed his course of st,:ud7 

at Guy's Hospital and having passed the difficult examina-

tion in Latin to become an apothecary,49 he decided to 

take a vacation at the coastal torm of Margate. There, 

he intended to make his first ,serious, uninterrupted 

attempt to write poetry.50 Actually, like his effort 

earlier in the year to imitate Hunt's poem, this attempt 

failed miserably, mostly because he did not have any 

particular incidents in mind from wlh.ich he could develop 

his poems. During his two month at Margate, he wrote 

only three pieces, a sonnet and two verse epistles. One 

of the epistles was Keats's statement of homage and thanks 

to Charles Cowden Clarke. The sonnet and the other verse 

epistle were intended for Keats's brother, George. Be-

cause of its brevity, the sonnet says little, except to 

describe the scenery around Margate and to ~ell George, 

that ttwi thout the social thought" of him, all of the 

beautiful scenery would mean nothing. At least, then, 

Keats had the word, social, in his vocabulary, as the 

word suggested the need for a close human relationship. 

But, in the verse epistle, with nothing else to say and 

because he had thought intensely about the matter for 

several weeks, he explained his notions about poetry. 

In the beginning passage of the epistle, "To My 

Brother George, tt Keats lamented both his inability to 



produce poetry: 

Full many a drear1 hour have I past, 
My brain bewilder d, and my mind o'ercast 
with heaviness; (11. 1-3, p. 25) 

and his fear: 
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That I should never hear Apollo's song. (11. 9, p. 25) 

But, in spite of his bewilderment and despair, he re-

affirmed his strong faith that: 

•• o there are times, when those that love the bay, 
Fly from all sorrowing far, far away; 
A sugden glow comes on the~, nought they see 
In water, earth, or air, but poesy (11. 19-22, Po 26) 

Thus, his old belief reasserted itself that through the 

power of poesy, the poet could "fly from all II sorrow to 

find 'a sudden glow" of joy. He felt so certain in his 

views because 

It has been said, dear George, and true I hold1t, 
(For knightly Spenser to Libertas fjf.UIJ.i] told it). 

(11. 23-24, p. 26) 

By naming Hunt for Liberta~ along with Spenser as the 

authority for his belief, he dispelled any doubt con-

cerning how highly he regarded Hunt. 

Further into the epistle, Keats described the 

nature of what he believed the poet could achieve with 

his special powers. He defined his personal goal in 

writing poetry, previous to his meeting Hunt. He hoped 

to see "wonders strange." :-a th confidence, he declared 

that: 



These wo;g.ders strange he [the poe!/ sees, and mant more, 
Whose head is pregnant w1 th poetic lore ( 11. 53•54, p. 26) 

Asking questions about the poet, he continued: 

Should he £the poeyupon an evening ramble far 
With forehead to the·sootb1ng breezes bare, 
Would he naught see but the dark, silent blue 
W1 th all 1 ta diamonds trembling tbrough and through.',? 
Or the 007 moon, when in the waviness 
Of whitest clouds she does her beauty dress, 
And etaidl7 paces higher up, and higher, 
Like a sweet nun in holf•da;r attire? (11. 55-62, P• 27) 

And, zestfull7, he answered: 

Ah, 7est much more would start into his s1ght•-
The revelries, and mysteries of n1ght. (11. 63-64, P• 27) 

Then, though still ma1nta1n1ng his staunch beliet, he 

conolu4e4 with an element ot uncertainty. To George, 

Keats vowed that should he ser see "The revelries, and 

mysteries of nightn ... 

I will tell you 
such tales as needs must with amazement spell 7ou. 

(11. 65-66, P• 27) 

Up to this point, Keate had said nothing.that 

essent1all7 altered his earliest ph1losoph)" of poetry-. 

But in the next eeot1on of the epistle, he revealed that 

he had broadened the lae1s tor h1a thought about poetr7. 

In h1s thinking, there 1s no longer a narrow preoccupation 

with himself, tor, although still egot1stioa1, he 1s at 

least concerned with h1a effect on other people. Ot 

course, he still wanted to know the poet's "warm glow" 

1n order to see "wonders strange." "These," he said, 



"are the 11v1ng pleasures of the bard: but," be added, 

ur1cher far Lf.iJ poste:ri ty-' a award." ( 11. 67-68, p. 27) 

Of this award, Keats posed the question: 
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What does ,Lihe poel7murmur w1th his latest breath, 
While his proud eye looks through the :tilm of death? 

confidently, inclusively and with great naivete, he gave 

an extens1ve answer: 

What though I leave this dull, and earthly mould, 
Yet shall my- spirit lofty converse hold 
iiith after times •. ~11. 71-7:'5, P• 27) 

First of all, he stated that with this con.verse: 

The patriot shall feel 
My stern alarum. and unsheath his steel; 
Or, 1n the senate thunder out m1 numbers 
To startle princes from their easy slumbers. 
'To.a sage will mingle with eaoh moral theme 
My happy though ts sen ten tioua; he will teem 
With lofty periods when my verses tire h1m 
And then I'll stoop trom heaven to inspire him. 

(11. 73-80, P• 27) 
But the politicians and the sages will not be the only 
ones who will benefit from hie poetry, for after his 

death, he will leave: 

Lays ••• of such dear delight 
That maids will s1ng them on their bridal night. 

(11. 81-82, p. 27) 

The O gay villagers, upon a more ot May" will use hie 

songs· as they crown "that lovely le.as ••• their queen • " 

(11. 86-87, p. 27) And further: 

To sirnet rest 
3hall the dear babe, upon its mother's breast 
Be lull'd dth songs of mine (11. 101-10:;, p. 28). 



Then, 1n a climax of great good feeling, he concluded 

the passage in the poem: 

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 sonsl (11. 103-109, p. 2$) 
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Within less than half a year, Keats was entirely 

unable to muster such buoyant gladness about his role as 

a socially responsible poet. He began to question 

seriously the real extent of the poet's powers. At 

least to himself, it seems, he suggested that his roles 

as poet and as socially responsible individual were 

probably incompatible. Even in his "Epistle to George 

Keats," he admitted a schism of sorts to exist between 

the poet and society. In his view, while the poet lives, 

the dividends of his poetry "are the 11v1ng·pleasures of 

the bard. 11 It is only "through the film of death II that 

the poet's "proud eyen will see these pleasures awarded 

to posterity. But this issue, one about which he became 

profoundly concerned, still had not squarely confronted 

Keats in the late summer of 1816. 

Toward the end of September, Keats left Margate.51 

Shortly before his departure, he wrote to Clarke expressing 

his despair over failure to produce poetry: 



t'ith shatter'd 
I zlowly oo.11, 
: till r:, cooping 

boat, orgr ans.pt• and convs.ss rent 
n ca.rec l::.nowins my intent; 
up the water with my f1:nser:::;. 

(11. 13-20. p. 29) 
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rut w:l th:tn a feH weel-:n • he enjoyed n reunion with Clarl{o. 

F'ollowinc a n:1cht which the t,m spent renc'iinc frora 

Chapman t::::. tranelation of Homer, he went homo at daybreo.lr 

to complete within two hourn hi~ mont fa.".!louc nonnet. He 

titlea it s:l;;1ply-- 11 on the firnt looking into Ghapma.n'H 

Homer.:: Jc ooon ar.; ho completed the Bonnot, he evidently 

felt that it W!W c;ood. 'tlhile ho hnd previoucly been very 

nhy about chowing bi~ poetry to nnyone, he s~nt a copy of 

th.r;'! poem to Clttrke by ten o'clock in th0 mornine,. Keats 

probably lool:ea upon the r1onnet ns fi tt:tnc:ly and succei:rn-
r:2 

fully conclua:tnc hi~ fru1tleao days tit Vinrcate. -·· · Tlith 

zo::nethinc: to write about, in :f'act. he knew t}-1..nt he could 

wr·1 t0. J:,eyond his renewed confidence 1 only one other 

thing coula 1ncreaso hia happiness. 'f'lrl.s would be an. 

1ntroauction to Hunt. tmd this introauctio11 was shortly 

forthcorainc. In late September o.r early October, Clarlte 

had zhown n few of ?{eat~:' s poe,:rn to Hunt. Ieinc very 

nu.ch i:mprcnccd with who.the :read., Hunt invited Cla.rl:a 

to 1)rihG i'.oo.ts to hie cottage in the Vale of Health. 

Ir.m10diately, Clarke told Eeat,s aboat the inv1ta.t1on. 53 

i1nd, in the first surviving letter {9 October) excepting 

tho verse epistles, Kentn prophetically and ezc1 tadly 



wrote to Clarke: 

I can now devote any time you may mention to the 
pleasure of se~ing Mr. Hunt--•t will be e.n Era in 
my existence.54 

After some sixty-two years, Clarke recalled 

Keats's first meeting with Hunt: 

That was a "red-letter day" in the young poet's 
life, and one which will never fade with me while 
memory lasts.55 

In retrospect, one can say that as the two 

approached Hunt's cottage, Keats began a period of 

sustained ecstasy, which would continue for at least 

three months. In Clarke's words: 

The character and expression of Keats's features 
would arrest even the casual passenger in the 
street; and now they were wrought to a tone of 
animation that I could not but watch with interest, 
knowing what was in store for him from the bland 
encouragement, and Spartan deference in attention, 
with facinat1ng conversational eloquence, that he 
was to encounter and receive. As we approached 
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the Heath, there was the rising and accelerated 
step, with the gradual subsidence of all talk. 
The interview, which stretched into three "morning 
calls, n was the prelude to many after-scenes and 
saunterings about Caen Wood and its neighborhood; 
for Keats was suddenly made a familiar of the house-
hold, and was always welcome.56 

To say that Keats found himself overwhelmed by Hunt is 

almost an understatement. From all appearanoep, Hunt, 

the writer and humanitarian, was everything Keats had 

expected him to be. A passage from the Clarke Recollections 

might describe Keats•s feelings about Hunt soon after 

their first meeting: 



Hunt was peculiarly encouraging to young aspirants, 
whether fledgling authors or callow causists; and 
treated them with nothing of condescension, or 
affable accommodation of his intellect to theirs, 
or amiable tolerance for their comparative in-
capacity, but, as it were, placed them at once on 
a handsome footing of equality and complete level 
with himself •. l'Jhen, as was frequently the case, 
he found himself left master of the field of talk 
by his delighted hearers, only too glad to have 
him recount in his own felicitous way one of his 
"good stories," or utter some of his "good things, 11 

he would go on in a strain of sparkle, brilliancy, 
and freshness lilce a sun-lit stream in a spring 
meadow.57 

It was these "good stories" and "good things, u 

one can easily suppose, which most interested Xeats. 

After all, he could recall in a vivid way how Hunt's 

The Tale of Rimini had seemed to rescue him from --- -- - -----
Mathew's empty approach to poetry. If Hunt could help 

him so much 1n an indirect and impersonal manner, then, 

through direct, personal contact with Hunt, he surely 

could gain the help he needed to escape from doldrums 

like the ones he had recently experienced at Margate. 

So far as he knew, Hunt, more than any other person, 

could show him how to ga.!n the bliss he had so long 

believed must be the true poet's lot. 
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And, at least for a time, Keats was not disappointed 

with Hunt, or for that matter, with life itself. Not 

only could he count on Hunt's fast friendship, but he 

was quickly accepted by Hunt's brilliant and interesting 

friends. Haydon, Reynolds, Hazlitt, and Shelley accepted 
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Keats as one of the1r1 own.58 To propel his elation even 

higher, the Hunt circle soon assured Keats that he would 

do well to edit some poems for publication.59 On 31 

October •1816, Keats arrived at his majority. 60 If nothing 

else, he could claim his legal, if not his financial free-

dom from Abbey. And, by mid-November 1816, Keats and his 

brothers, George and Tom arrlnged to live together. 61 

After so many years apart, the three boys could at last 

feel that they had a home. The feeling of immense comfort 

which Keats himself knew from this happy arrangement re-

vealed itself in a moving sonnet, written on Tom's seven-

teenth birthday {18 N"vember) and entitled simply, nTo My 

Brothers. 11 As W. J. Bate points out, the sonnet: 

is poignant,with stock associations of home. There 
is the hearth, so dear to the English soul--the 
••taint cracklingstt of the fire over the coals are 
"whispers" of 11household gods"; there are no 
parents but there are at l•east "fraternal souls" 
in the emall apartment in the midst of mercantile 
London.62 

Because 1 t so clearly shows the quality of Keats's jo1 

during the last months of 1816, the sonnet is quoted 1n 

full: 

Small, busy flames play through the fresh laid coals, 
And their faint cracklings o'er our silence creep 
Like whispers of the household gods that keep 

A gentle empire o'er fraternal souls. 
And while, for rhymes, I search around the poles, 

Your eyes are fix'd, as in poetic sleep, 
That aye at fall of night our care condoles. 
This 1s your birth-day Tom, and I rejoice 

That thus it passes smoothly, quietly, 
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Man1 such eves of gently wh1sp'r1ng noise 
May we together pass, and calmly try 

What are this world's true 307s,••ere thy great vo1ce, 
From its fair face, shall bid our spirits tl7 

( 11. 1 -14, p. 36) • 
Of course, the irony of the sonnet, "To My Brothers," 
lies 1n the fact that within two years, the Keats's 

brothers fraternal kinship ~aa forever put asunder. 63 

But at the time when Keats wrote tho aonnet, such a 

possibility seemed very remote. 

There was another event in 1816 tth1oh, more than 

an1 other, sent Keate to the very pinnacle of intoxicating 

In ru _E_x_am_i_•n_e_r_ for 1 Deeember, Hunt declared 
to his readers--and to a completely unexpect1ng Keats-• that 

there were three "Young Poete", Shelley, 'Re7nolde, and 

Keats, who had the very h1gbest sort ot promlse.64 Later, 

Henry ~~tephens, Keats's old rooming associate at Guy' a 

Hospital, wrote the.t liunt•a article "sealed fl.eats'il 

fate e.nd he gave bimeelt up more completely to "Poetry.u65 

W1th such encouragement, one can easily supponc, Y..eats, 

both as a mm and a poet, could begin to f'eel like the 

poet of "I ntood Tip-Toe • • - n who searched for Endymion. 

He could think that, like tlie poet, he would soon be so 

filled w1 th the strength which genuine happiness can g1 ve 

man, he would trul1, ttburst our mortal bars" to f1nd him-

self 1n "some t·rond' rous region." Prom a nupert1cial 

viewpoint, when compared t-11 tb his forlorn, alien o1rcum-



stances of late 1815, Keats, 1n late 1816, could believe 

his life to be magically transformed. Yet, as December 

wore on to its conclusion and as he wrote his extremely 

significant poems, "I Stood Tip-Toe ••• " and "Sleep 

and Poetry", he began to hear 010w rumblings" and "strange" 

thunderings. He started to sense that all was not well 

in his thinking as a poet. In a surprisingly short time, 

he found his ecstatic excitement to be dispelled. 

Although intrinsically related, the causes for his 

troubled thinking appeared to be two in number. One cause 

was a part of his growth as a poet; the other, which 

was mostly self-made, might be more accurately described 

as a part of his growth as a man. 

Essentially, the trouble came from Keats's ever-

increasing awareness that his assumptions about poetry 

and what he observed in the real world seemed to be 

incompatible. When he wrote his "Epistle to George" 

while at Margate, he had hinted that he sensed this in-

compatibility as he tried briefly to resolve his divergent 

roles as poet and socially responsible 1nd1 v1dual. But. 

from the time of hie vacation in August and September 

until he completed preparations to publish his first 

book of poems in late December, he be,gan to regard 

poetry 1n a far more candid, penetrating way. No doubt, 

the disappointing experience at Margate had taken its toll. 
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He could no longer really hope to write poetry by attuning 

his soul in some way to the tones o:t an "ingrate world." 

Probably his discussions with the Hunt circle had helped 

him to approach poetry in a more incisive way. By mid-

December, while completing "I Stood Tip-Toe ••• , 11 he 

allowed his doubts concerning his old assumptions about 

poetry to have a rather faint voice. Before the end of 

December, however, as he worked to complete "Sleep and 

Poetry," these doubts became clear realization~.• 

The subtle suggestion that Keats had begun to 

doubt his old assumptions came in the second half of 

"I Stood Tip-Toe. • • " Because he wrote it with no 

plan in mind, most of the poem turned out to be a cata-

logue of luxuriant nature descriptions. His delight in 

the flowers and brooks, bees and fish, and, for a few 

lines, in a young maiden, grew with such buoyance that, 

after a time, he seemed almost to exclaim: 

For what has made the sage or poet write 
But the fair paradise of Nature's light? (11. 125-126, p. 6) 

In the next lines he clarified what the thought was 

the poet's function. This function was to me "the calm 

grandeur of a sober line" to charm: 

us at once away from all 
so that we feel uplifted from 
Walking upon the white clouds 

our troubles: 
the world, 
wreath1 d and curl 1 d. 

( 11. 138-140, p. 6} 

Of course, if he 1s to exert such charm on his readers, 



the poet must first know this uplifting experience. 

In describing such an experience, Keats belie~ed that 

without aoubt: 
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So felt he £the poei/, who first told, how Psyche went 
On the smooth wind to realms of wonderment; 
What Psyche felt, and Love, when their full lips 
First touch'd; what amorous, and fondling nips 
They gave each other's cheeks; with all their sighs 
And how they k1st each other's ·tremulous eyes 

( 11 • 141-146, p • 6) • 

But, as continued, Keats began to modify his description 

of the poet's wonderful experience. Almost as if to do 

so were against his better judgment, he 1n~roduced by 

intimation the disconcerting thought that if the poet 

saw Psyche and Love's amorous joy, he al~osmust have seen 

their pain. He must have seen: 

The silver lamp,--the ravishment,--the wonder--
The dark:nesa,--lo.neliness,--the fearful thunder; 
Their woes gone by ( 11. 147-149, p. 6) o 

By preparing a second description of what he 

thought must make up the successful poet's creative 

experience, Keats emphasized that his awareness of pain 

was not an accident. Again, as he described what he 

thought must be the successful poet's uplifted feelings, 

Keats supposed: 

So did he Lt'he poe-£ feel, who pull 1 d the bough aside, 
That we might look into a forest wide, 
To catch a glimpse of Fauns, and Dryades 
Coming with softest rustle through the trees; 
And garlands woven cf flowers wild, and sweet 
Upheld on ivory wrists, or sporting feet (11. 151-156, p. 6-7i 



And, as before, Keats explained that if the poet could 

reveal such delights, he could also tell: 
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us how fair, trembling Syrinx fled 
Arcadian Pan, with such a fearful dread (11. 157-158, P• 7); 

Yet, as though he held some slight hope to resolve this 

painful dread into pleasure, Keats concluded: 

Poor nymph,--poor Pan,--how did he weep to find, 
Nought but a lively sighing of the wind 
Along the reedy stream; a half heard strain, 
Full of sweet desolation--balmy pain (11. 159-162, p. 7) 

Together, these two descriptions are of compelling 

interest. They seem to qualify Keats's old assumption 

that a man should use poetry to gain a pleasurable refuge 

from pain. Through these descriptions, bu·t particularly 

through the second one, Keats seems to admit that a de-

parture into "wonders strange" amounts to more than he 

once had believed. Indeed, he may have sensed that his 

old assumption was practically a dead letter. As a re-

sul t, before he concluded "I Stood Tip-Toe • ,, . . , 
he apparently tried to reverse the direction of his 

thought. In the poem's last eighty lines, he admitted 

by 1mpl1oation that the modern poet (as Keats regarded 

himself) was quite inept. But, he felt certain that the 

"bard of old, n ( 1 • 163, p. 7) with his powers to capture 

and control feeling, must surely have "buI·st our mortal 

bars."(1. 190, p. 7) Yet even while he insisted upon 

the true poet's transcendent powers, he seemed, at least 
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to a degree, to compromise his stand. He suggested that 

the old poet did not enjoy any sort of sustained refuge 

beyond the mortal bars. Rather, after he communed with 

the immortal, he returned to human activity, becoming a 

kind of all-knowing sage who served both the immortal and 

the mortal. Because he held knowledge well beyond the 

range of most men, the sagacious old bard 11 gave Lt'he 

immortal7 Cynthia her Endymion." (1. 204, p. 8) And, 

through humanitarian action, he revealed to mortals the 

joyful fulfillment which can be found in life. By tell-

ing of "men of heal th 11 ( 1 • 216, p. 8) and "lovely women," 

(1. 219, p. 8) the poet restored vitality to the languid 

sick. After writing "I stood Tip-Toe • • • , 11 Keats's 

spirit, no longer fortified by his old assumption, could 

not soar as he once had hoped. Instead, he soon had to 

admit that his wings had been clipped by the realities 

of earthly pain and evil. 

In the rambling, four hundred-line poem, "Sleep 

and Poetry, tt which he gegan immediately afterr®mpleting 

"r Stood Tip-Toe ••• , 11 Keats reluctantly acquiesced 

to his new realization. To avoid the issue, he filled 

the poem's first two-hundred and ten lines, and, as an 

afterthought, the last ninety lines, with a jwnble of 

:Personal ideals, hopes, ambitions, and intentions. But, 

at the beginning of the poem's most serious passage 



(lines 210-312, pp. 47-49), in quite an abrupt manner, 

he faced the inevitable fact that pain and evil, along 

with pleasure and goodness, have a place in poetry. He 

admitted that: 

in truth we've had 
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Strange 
Mingled 

thunders from the potency of song 
indeed with what 1s sweet and strong • 

(11. 230-232, p. 48) 

To characterize these "strange thunders" which were themes 
0 d1sturbing the grand sea" of poetry, he used figures of 

speech that carry brutal connotations •. 

• • • in clear truth the themes 
Are ugly clubs, the poet's Polyphemes 
Disturbing the grand sea (11. 233-235, p. 48). 

Grimly, he explained: 

••• A draiftless shower 
Of light 1s Poesy; 1 tis the supreme power, 
'Tis might half slumb 1ring on tts own right arm. 

(11. 235-237, P• 48) 

Here, for one of the first times in his career as 

a poet, Keats used the device of personification in his 

poetry. With this useful device, he revealed his new 

feelings about poetry, regarding its power, at least in 

part, as a drainless, unrelenting, sinister thing "half 

slumb'ring on its own right arm." As he continued, in 

order to amplify his feelings, he broadened this personi-

fication, giving poetry a wily, feminine character. With 

uneasiness, he described poetty's seductive power: 



The ver1 aroh1ngs of her e7e-lids charm 
A thousand willing agents to obey 
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And stlll she governs w1 th the mildest away. 
(11. 238-240, P• 48) 

But, at the same t1me, he was pa1nfull1 aware that 

beneath poetry's mild faQade, there was a slumbering, 

t1end1ah strength. Thus: 

Strength alone even though ot Muses born 
Is like a fallen angel: trees uptorn 
Darkness, and worms, and shrouds and sepulchres 
Delight it ( 11 • 241-244,p. 48) 

The naked power of poetl'l' 

••• feeds upon the burrs, 
And thorna of lite; forgetting (11. 44-45, P• 48) 

(at least, forgetting what Keats always wanted to believe) 

the great end 
Of poesy, tbat it should be a friend 
To sooth the cares, and 11ft the thoughts of men • 

(11. ~44-247, P• 48) 
Keats's statement of belief calls to mind his 

confident lines in the "Epistle to George." 

Full joy I feel ••• 
That my soft veroe will charm thy daughters fair, 
And warm th7 sonsl (11. 107-1091 P• 28) 

But, quite obviouelJt the bounding confidence which Keats 

felt when he wrote to George had disappeared by the time 
he wrote "Sleep and Poetr7." Even while wr1t1ng "I stood 

Tip-Toe ••• 11 he had hinted rather abstrusely that hie 

confidence was slipping. Because of his new, clear per-

oept1ona about poetry, however, be muAt have felt, as he 

worked his way through 0 s1eep and Poetry, .. that everything 
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which once had made poet17 seem so attractive to him had 

disappeared into thin a1r. To protect himself from his 

new and harsh realizations, then. he marshalled all ot his 

forces. He rat1ona.11zed ably. 

At first, Keate clung to the hope that men should be: 

••• accounted poet kings 
Who simply tell the moat heart easing things • 

(11. 267-268, P• 48) 
And, he added to this: 

O may these jo;ys be ripe be:t'ore I 41e (1. 269, P• 48) 

Yet, as he prepared to continue 1n the next lines, he was 

olearl7 aware that he could not varnish the truth. The 

issue ot pain simply was not to be denied. While aware 
o.r· poetry• a discordant elements, he tried to rationalize 

bis faith that 1n the future poetr7 will "tell.the most 

heart easing things." He tried to defend himself against 

the "dread thunderbolt" of disgrace which he anticipated 

to strike at his ver7 essence after the possible ta1lure 

of bis book. Theretdre, he wrotea 
Will not some say /fn the face of paiy I presumptuousl1 
Have spoken? that from disgrace 
1 Twere better tar to hide my foolish face? 
That whining boy should with reverence bow 
Ere the dread thunderbolt §t diegraoe:tul failur.!7 could reach? 

(11. Z,0•274, P• 49). 
In answering these challanglng questions about how he 

should survive, 1t seems very doubtful. that Keats ent1rel7 

believed what he wrote. But, upon deciding to take a 



resolute stand• he exclaimedt 
Howl 

If I do hide m7self, 1t~wre shall be 
In the very fane, the light or Poesy 
If I do tall• at least I w111 be laid 
Beneath the silence of a poplar shade; 
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And over me the grass shall be smooth shaven 
And there shall be a kind memorial graven. 

(11. 274--280t P• 49) 
Huddenl7, E:eats'e apparentl7 placid fa9ade gave 

way. He seemed to shout: 
But off Despondencer Miserable banet ( 1. 281, P• 49) 

And, 1n the face ot his tear, he made a forceful statement 
of faith: 

What though I am not wealthy in the dower 
Ot spanning wisdom; though I do not know 
The sh1tt1ngs ot the m1ghtJ winds that blow 
Hither and thither all the changing tho-gghts 
Ot mmu though no great must•r1ng reason sorts 
Out the dark mysteries ot human souls 
To clear oonoe1v1ng: 7et there evex- rolls 
A vast idea before me, and I glean 
Therefrom my l1bert1; thence too I've seen 
The end and aim ot Poesy ( 11. 284-29:5, p. 49) • 

With th1s etatement1 Keats for the first time clearly 
abandoned his escapist ph1loeoph7 ot poetry. He seemed 
Prepared to accept poetry as an adjunct to lite•-l1te 

which 1s co111paeed ot both pleasure and pain. He ant1c1• 

Pated 1n a profound wa:, the great price he had to pay 

to gain any sort ot liberty. the nature ot wh1oh he 

hardly understood at the time. Yet, however vague this 

notion ot 11bert7 was to him, even as he stated 1n tbse 

lines, 1t was tor him "the end and aim ot Poes7.• For, 
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while momentar11~ cautioning himself: 

Sta7t au inward frown 
Of consoienoe bide me be more calm awhile ( 11. 304-305 P• 49) 

he continued on to comm1 t himself in an absolute wa7 to 

poetry as a way of life. He was prepared to accept the 

enormous ta~k of achieving this ideal of liberty. To 

begin with, he impliei tl1 compared the vast, knknown 

realm of }?oetey w1th "an ocean dim": 

An ocean dim, sprinkled with many an isle, 
;spreads awfully- before me (11. 306-307. P• 49). 

And, he continued: 

How much toil! 
rrow many days I what desperate turmoil I 
Ere I can have explored its wideness 
Ah, what a taakl (11. 307-310, P• 49) 

Finally, as if to seal his commitment, be said: 

U~on my bended kneea 
I could unsay thoae-4(tasks) (11. 310-311, P• 49-50). 

But, rejecting this, he concluded: 

No, impossible! 
Impossibler (11. 311-312, p. 50) 

Within this one long passage of ";3leep and Poetr71 " 

Keats began to reach for his maturit1 as a poet. 

Essentially, he started to e>ut away his immature belief 

that 1n a world of pain, poetry can make everything right. 

But this was onl1 a beginning. For, what he began 1n 

"Sleep and Poetr;ytt would take many months and great 

effort to bring to .fru1 t1on. r1Jh1le he seemed on the 
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verge of doing so in this poem, he still needed to admit 

to himself, without hoping for some eas1 way out, that if 

he were to attain a life of liberty, he could not achieve 

his goal simply by denying pain's realit1. From another 

viewpoint, he needed to realize that as a socially re-

sponsible poet he would not help society by causing it 

to deny this reality. He could no longer address pain 

with the remark: 

They ffiembers of society should not know thee 
( 1. 282, p. 49). 

Instead, it would be through much toil that he would seek 

some other means to attain freedom and, thereby, acheive 

the end and aim of poetry. 

For Keats, the most significant, short-range 

outcome of adopting his new approach to poetry appeared 

1n the nature of his relationship w1 th Hunt. Naturally, 

just after he completed 11Sleep and Poetry," he did not 

immediately change his feelings toward his benefactor. 

But, it was probably inevitable that his feelings should 

begin to change. In a sense, Hunt was the very psrsonifi• 

cation of Keats's old views about poetry. As a result, 

after writing "Sleep and Poetry," Keats probably began 

more and more to regard Hunt as something of a relique, 

an artifact which he wouJ.d put on the shelf with his 

Old ideas. 
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Yet, one must be clear, Keats's eventual disen-

chantment tdth Hunt did not result from an honest difference 

of opinion. It was more probable that after a time Keats 

began to regard Hunt as a disappointment. Fleetingly, 

he might have blamed Hunt for failing to be the sort of 

fairy god-father which, in his own mind, he had unrealisti-

cally and unfairly hoped Hunt bo be. Hunt had allowed. 

him the bliss of a warm friendship; but Hunt had not 

shown Keats what at one time Keats had believed to be 

poetry's bliss. Perhaps he became unhappy with Hunt 

partly because he came upon his new, disturbing ideas 

about poetry only after what he supposed was Hunt's 

failure to suggest anything that might take their place. 

After knowing him for a few months, then, Keats had 

to accept Hunt as he really was-... a man of easy-going 

manner, kindly disposition, and idealistic temperament. 

Like most other men, Hunt was incapable of miracles. He 

was not a kind of all-knowing seer or sage like the poet 

in "I Stsod Tip-Toe .... "o:f whom Keats wrote, "surely 

he hath burst our mortal bars.t' (1. 190, p. 7) Probably 

he held no special truths which Keats had n~t already 

learned in early 1816 when he made his intensive study 

of R1m1n1. Unfortunately, Keats never thanked Hunt 1n 

any proper way for the invaluable help which he did re-

ceive from him. Yet, he could never have atta1nec1. his 
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final, great achievement without using R1m1ni as an early 

model for his poetry. Nor, would he have remembered the 

rich, warm months of late 1816 without the enjoyable, 

wholesome companionship, and the forthright praise and 

encouragement which Hunt gave him. Mostly because of 

Hunt's influence Keats decided irrevocably to become a 

poet. 

From Keats's vieWPoint, it was the quality of 

egotism, more than any other matter, which caused Hunt 

eventually to seem a less desirable person. In early 

1817, Benjamin Haydon, the painter and one of the least 

closely aligned members of the Hunt circle, brought the 

issue to Keats's attention. As an orthodox Christian, 

Haydon had grown increasingly at odds with Hunt, whose 

easy-going attitude toward religion Haydon had begun to 

take as a personal affront.66 Apparently, the very idea 

that Hunt would feel free to make light of such a serious 

matter outraged Haydon. Because he had become one of 

Haydon's special intimates after his introduction into 

the Hunt circle, Keats no doubt caine to know the strength 

of Haydon's feeliggs. Eventually, Haydon warned Keats: 

Beware, for God's sake of the delusions and 
sophistications that are ripping up the talents 
and morality of our friend Hunt! (Letters, I, 135) 

With such influence, together with his disappointment 

stemming from his faulty assumption that Hunt had purported, 
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yet had failed to act as his personal poetic seer, Keats 

began to consider Hunt's thoughts and actions as motivated 

mostly by mere vanity. Later, Keats harshly termed Hunt's 

vanity as "egotism of a drivelling nature." (Letters, I, 191) 

But. one should also regard Keats's growing 111 

feeling for Hunt from another viewpoint. Without question, 

practically all of Keats's feelings against Hunt were 

shot through with pettiness. At some later t1me, had he 

considered thewe feelings in a candid way, he probably 

would have been ashamed of them. Yet, regardless of how 

foolish they were, these feelings may have served Keats 

to his advantage in two ~ays. First, he may have realized 

that to expect miracles from any person was foolhardy. 

Hunt showed him that absolute perfection was not a human 

virtue. Once for all, then, he had to discard perfecti-

bility as unrealistic. He had to recognize that human 

achievement would always be limited. Second, with his 

growing disgust for Hunt's vanity, he apparently began 

to feel that his ti es with Hunt were too close. Iu a 

sense, Keats could think that Hunt possessed him; and, in 

an innocent way, Hunt certainly did possess him. Much of 

his thought came directly from Hunt. Yet however innocent 

this possession may have been, Keats probably saw it as 

insidious. Therefore, though complete freedom from Hunt 

was truly impossible, he came to feel tha·t he must rid 
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himself of Hunt's possessiveness and strike out entirely 

on his own, hoping to establish his own identity and, 

thereby, to call his soul his own. 

The third of March 1817 should have been another 
11red-letter 0 day in Keats's life. He would remember it 

as the date of publ1.ca tion for lb.is first book of poems. 

(Letters, I, 33) But, surely the disenchanting experience 

with Hunt and his growing doubts and fears concerning his 

ideas about poetry made the day seem less important than 

it might have been. By comparison with his effervescent 

experience of late 1816, he could regard his state of 

affairs in early 1817 as extremely bleak. Throughout 

his life, he had been shoved hither and thither by the 

workings of fate. But after each of these past uprooting 

experiences, he had bem able to grasp for something 

familiar. After a time, he had again found himself on 

stable ground. Now, however, so far as he could see, 

there was nothing but poetry for which he could grasp; and 

he was entirely aware that he knew very little about what 

he was grasping for. With such an awareness, then, he 

found that his only alternative was to scrutinize his 

situation carefully and to assess his possibilities for 

advancement. He could no longer ijope that other men 

like Clarke, Mathew, or Hunt could tell him what to do. 



Rather, the time had come when he needed to begin 

determining for himself what the nature of his exist-

ence as a poet would be. 
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What came of Keats's effort to reassess hie views 

on life was nothing less than an almost total personal 

reorientation concerning his goals for himself as a man 

and as a poet. One need only compare what he wrote dur-

ing the last happy days of 1816 with what he wrote and 

did during early 1817 to find that a major upheaval in 

his life was underway. While writing "Sleep and :Poetry," 

he apparently supposed that he had about come to terms 

with poetry. With hope, he made the appeal : 

O Poesy! for thee I grasp my pen 
That am not yet a glorious denizen 
Of thy wide heaven; yet, to my ardent prayer 
Yield from thy sanctuary some clear air 

(11. 79-82, p. 44). 

wben poesy granted him this clear air of revelation, he 

hoped to: 

Wr1 te on my tablets all that was permitted ,1 

All that was for our human senses fitted. 
Then the events of this wide world I'd seize 
Like a strong giant ( 11. 79-82, p. • 44). · 

Yet, as the early months of 1817 wore on, Keats's 

Vision of himself as a "strong giant" must have dis-

appeared as he experienced feelings of deepening con-

fusion. At the beginning of March,, when he prepared his 

famous sonnet, 110n Seeing the Elgin Marbles for the First 

Time," it appears that he was completely bewildered about 

what to do as a poet. After viewing the magnificent Grecian 
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artifacts and,. perhaps, after reflecting upon the great 

skill of the artists who carved .the marbles, he lamented: 

My spirit is too weak; mortal.1 ty 
Weighs heavily on me like unwilling sleep, 
And each imagin'd pinnacle and steep 

Of godlike hardship tells me I must die 
Like a sick eagle looking at the sky (11. 1-5, p. 376) 

To reinforce his feelings of inadequacy, he soon found 

that no one had much noticed his first book of Poems. By 

late March or early April, he probably sensed that his 

publishers; the Olliers, were impatient about the book's 

poor sale. In a blunt letter dated 29 April 1817, they 

informed him that in their opinion the book was a failure. 
1 

They were abandoning 1 t. And, without much doubt, Keats 

also knew some feelings of loss and embarrassment after 

he, in tum, decided to abandon Hunt. After a few months, 

Hunt certainly realized that something was wrong. In a 

letter of l July 1817 to Charles Cowden Clarke, Hunt 

asked, while using a niclmame which he had coined for Keats: 

What has become of Junkets [.s1i72I know not. I 
suppose Queen Mab has eaten him. 

In a real sense, Hunt was right, for during the mid-

dle six months of 1817 from April to September, Keats pre-

tty much withdrew into his concern for poetry, discarding 

his wish to become a strong giant who would use poetry to 

control "events of this wide world" ( 11Sleep and Poetry• 

11. 81, p. 44) and entering an intensive period of personal 
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introspection and study. Because he left scant evidence 

in his few letters which survive, one can make only some 

superficial comments about the first manifestations of 

Keats's personal examination. It is certain, however, 

that he engaged himself in what appears to be four endea-

vors, the first intrinsically supported by the other three. 

He began probing to ascertain what should be the nature of 

his efforts as a poet. To ca.rry out his probing, he exam-

ined what his personal involvement with poetry should be. 

Almost concurrently, he implemented this probing at least 

partly as he started his serious reading of Shalcespeare; 

and, he sustained this probing as he began to write his 

longest poem, Endymion, into which a number of his new and 

most significant ideas eventually found their places. 

Together, through these efforts, he undertook what must 

simply be described as a search for truth. There seems no 

question that these activities contributed directly to the 

formation in Keats's mind of a complex of ideas, all of 

which helped him determine hie existence as a poet. 

With good fortune, Keats unintentionally began his 

reorientation by falling back upon perhaps his oldest and 

most fundamental poetic tenet, his belief that through a 

medium of poetry, he could reach a state of joyful soli-

tude in which he could gain relief from worldly pain. 

Starting with this tenet, he did not leave a stone unturned. 



Because of his disillusionment with almost every-aspect 

of his life in London, he began to think of going away, 

much as he had in August and September 1816 when he wen't 

to Margate.3 On ~7 March 1817, he wrote to Reynolds: 

My brothers are anxious that I shod go by myself 
in the country--they have always been extremely fond 
of me; and now that Haydon has pointed out how 
necessary it is that I shod be alone to improve 
myself, they give up the temporary pleasure of 
{t) living with me continually for a great good 
which I hope will follow--So I shall soon be out 
of Town (Letters, I, 125) 

In fact, the trip was delayed almost a month until 14 

April 1817.4 A~ong other things, a move by the Keats 

brothers from London to Hampstead, where the sickly 

Tom Keats could enjoy the country air took up some time.5 

But, when Keats finally did leave London for the Isle of 

Wight,6 his departure, in the eyes of hie biographers, 

was significant. His journey signaled the beginning of 

what professor William Walsh calls "that astonishing 

Passage from Cockney to Classic". 7 To accomplish this 

metamorphosis, Keats entered ~pon the most significant 

Period of growth in his entire life. 

The first manifestation of Keats's growth was quick 

1n coming, for his effort to gain solitude proved almost 

immediately meaningful to him in a way which he had not 

anticipated. While he found the sparsely settled Isle 

Of Wight much to his liking, he was not satisfied with 
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his venture, practically from its beginning. What a 

frustrating paradox it must have seemed to him when he 

realized that he could not write anything, although he 

had pretty much achieved the solitary state which he, as 

well as his brothers and Haydon, had long believed was 

most conducive to writing poetry. After several fruit-

less days, he might have recalled that six months before, 

in an almost similar situation while at Margate, he had 

been very unproductive. In a week or so, he apparently 

decided that as an ingredient for poetic creation, soli-

tude was quite useless to him. Shortly after making this 

decision, he left the Isle of Wight for the familiar sur-

roundings which he could find at Margate.8 A few weeks 

later, he explained in a letter to Hunt: 

I went to the Isle of Wight--thought so much about 
Poetry so long together that I could not get to 
sleep at night--and moreover, I knew not how it 
was, I could not get wholesome food--By this means 
in a Week or so I became not over capable in my 
upper Stories, and set off pell mell for Margate, 
at least 150 miles--because forsooth I fancied that 
I should like my old Lodging here, and could con-
trive to do without trees. Another thing I was too 
much in Solitude, and consequently was obliged to 
be in continual burning of thought as an only re-
source {Letters, I, 138-1~9). 

The first results of Keats's effort at reassess-

ment were these. In a brief time, he almost completely 

discarded his notion that he could best work as a poet 

While living alone. Quickly, he got his fill of being 
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only with himself. Ue complained that because almost no 
one disturbed him during hie wetk on the Isl~ or Wight, 
he had been "obliged to be in continual burning or thou.ght 
aa an only resource. u Indeed, he nthoue;b.t so much about 
Poetry so long together that lJiy could not get to sleep 
e.t night. •1 As $. whole, he believed tha.t be 0 waa too much 

in solitude. 11 And, had he continued 'With h1s explanation, 

one might suppose, he might have l"Sasoned that while othet' 
poets aocompl1shed something in solitude, the life of' a 
near-hermit was not for him. Very dimly, he might have 

perceived that an ex1st$nce which precludes almost any oon• 
tact with other people is one steeped in egotism. certainly, 
he knew that such a life lef't him tlnot over capable in ff,.1i7 
upper stories. .. To improve hia capabilities, h0 needed 

to live 1n ts.m111ar surroundings, in his ''old Lodging here" 

e.t Margate; and presumably, he needed the people who would 

be in these surroundingst though they might be-•like Hunt•• 

ot a somewhat egotistical frame or mind. 
On 10 &nd 11 May 1817, Keats wrote two lettstis, one 

to Hunt c1 ted abOve and one to Haydon, which considerably 

amplified his thinking abOut egotism. Probably because he 

m1esed the pleasure or Hu.~t•s company. ha felt a continuing 

need for self~just1!1cat1on at havins so abruptly dropped 
hie friend. As a rat1ona11zation for abandoning· Runt, he 

used the exouse that Hunt's eelf,-centeredness was intolerable. 
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For the moment, this excuse was something of an hypocri-

tical facade. He had only begun 1n quite a subtle fashion 

to confront his own egotism. He still had not progressed 

far enough in his thinking to allow the.issue of Hunt's 

egotism to die a silent death. The latter portion of the 

letter to Haydon contains a singular display of Keats's 

peevish, self-righteous feelings about Hunt: 

I wrote to Hunt • • • s ce.1~cely know ·what I said in 
it--I could not talk about Poetry in the way I 
should have liked for I was not in humor w1 th either 
his or mine. His self delusions are very lamentable 
they have inticed him into a Situation which I should 
be less eager after than that of a galley Slave--what 
you observe thereon is very true must be in time. 
Perhaps it is a self delusion to say so--but I think 
I could not be deceived in the Manner that Hunt is--
may I die tomorrow if I am to be. There 1s no great-
er Sin after the 7 deadly than to flatter oneself into 
an idea of being a great Poet--or one of those beings 
who are privileged to wear out their Lives in the pur-
suit of Honor--how comfortable a feel it is that such 
a Crime must bring its heavy Penal ty'i That if one be 
a Selfdeludar accounts will be balanced? 

(Letters, I, 143) 

One can feel fairly certain that as Keats vented his wrath, 

he knew the ring of his bombastic words sounded hollow. 

He probably sensed that perhaps he, least of' all, could 

rightfully enjoy the comfortable lmowled3e that Hunt's 

alleged "Crime must bring 1 ts heavy .Pe:':lalty," that the self• 
' 

"'"-deluder's "accounts will be balanced. 11 Indeed, as he tacit-

ly admitted, it was a self delusion for him to say anything 

against Hunt, for he, even more than Hunt, was one of those 



'11ho had taken tor hinleelf the prl\tilege "to weo.r out hie 

lite in the pursuit of Honor." Eoth his ha~y, apparently 
neo-platonio notion that the poet's tirat duty ie to h1m-
telf' in orde:r to find some -way of escape from Ge.rthly pain, 

and hie personally conjured uP trireat expe-ctationa that Hunt 
would mus him a great poet, oontt-ibuted to his nelf-cen• 
teredneso. And, it is clear from another portion of' the 
Haydon letter that he sensed his :poetic efforts had been 

poorly motivated by uEnvy and detraction Wh1ch were ~timu• 
ltmto to further exert1on° (Lettel:'ls, I, 11~2). Aware of 

his weakn8Ss, he wrote, ''! think I could n.ot be deceived 

in the Manner that Hunt 1a tt (I.1~'tt(;)rjl , I, 14.:.:>) • Perhaps 

with the assistance of h1ndn1eht, he recalled both his o,m 
and nunt. • s ego-centered actions , 

Further evidence that Keats was disturbed about the 
~e;ot1ot1cal ntttu);"e of his po~tlc ef'fot"ta in 1n the letter 
to Hunt, in t-;h1 oh he ravGaled : 

I have aaked mya elf so often why I nhould be a 
Poet more than other Men••-aee1ng how gree.t a 
thing it is,-how grortt things ar~ to be eained 
by 1 t•-\1hat a thing to be 1n the Mouth of Fame--
that at last the Idea has grown oo monstrously 
beyond my seeming Fower or attainment that the 
othe~ day I nearly consented ,nth myaelf to drop 
into n Phaeton-yet ••• at this moment I drive 
the thought from me (Letter,n, I• 139). 

Probably it t-1as an well that Keats d1tnn1Gsed the question 
about why l1e ohould, be n :poet. For him to pursue th1& 

extremely esoteric question with his still relatively auper-
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f1c1al approach to poetry would have only led to something 

co vague as to be worthless. Even in his last effort to 

aeal -with the problem in H:merion, the Fall some three 

·years later, he had not arrived at an answer that satisf-

ied him. Yet, with the aid of an inordinately perceptive 

and zealous study of Shakespeare, begun shortly after he 

set out on his venture to the Isle of Wight and to Margate, 

he had begun to arrive at a second extremely important rea-

lization in his effort at reassessment. 

While he failed to perceive why he should be a poet, 

Keats began to perceive, though quite inexactly, at first, 

how. he should exist as a poet. A passage from the letter 

to Haydon reveals the source of his perception. Kea.ts 

wrote to Haydon: 

I remember you saying that you had notions of 
a good Genius presiding over .tou--1 have of late 
had the same thoug.rit for /_siSI,_ things which fil do 
half at Random are afterward confirmed by my judge-
ment in a dozen features of propriety--Is it too 
daring to Fancy Shakespeare tbis Presider? (Letters, 

I, 141-42) 
While he might have felt somewhat impetuous for claiming 

such an august mentor, Keats, during his impassioned stu-

dy or Shakespeare, began to take the Bard as the presider 

over the molding of his literary judgment. Though Keats 

seemed to l"egard his student- 11 good Genius 11 relationship 

1;-l a. rather mystified way, one can observe that since Keats 

was full of impressions and phrases from his study of the 
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master, it does not seem strange in retrospect that his 

writings "half at Random II and his thoughtful II judgement 11 

of these efforts at sometime "afterward" should coincide. 

Certainly, one of these half random comments, written in 

an early portion of the Haydon letter, served him as the 

touchstone for his eventual, profound realization of what 

the nature of the poet, indeed, must be. He confirmed this 

realization to his own thoughful satisfaction even before 

the end of 1817. 

As suggested in the Haydon letter, Keats, during his 

reading of the fourth act of King~; had apparently been 

struck by a speech which Edgar made as he stood on the 

brink of the Dover Cliffs; looking down at the beach of 

the English Channel. Edgar had. exclaimed: 

How fearful 
And dizzy 'tis to cast one's eyes so low! 
The crows and choughs that wing the midway air 
Show scarce so gross as beetles. Halfway down 
Hangs one that gathers sa.mphire, dreadful trade? 
Me thinks he seams no bagger than his head. 
The fishermen that walk upon the beach 

'-:'"· Appear like mice (King ~' IV, VI, 12-18 ). 

With the aid of the one that "Halfway down/ • • • gathers 

samphire, dreadful trade! 11 and 11The fisherman that ••• 
' . 

upon the beach/ Appear like mice, 11 Keats took his next 

step forward in his metamorphosis, moving from "cockney 
9 

to classic. 11 Having earlier discarded his self-concept 

of regarding himself as one striving for poetic omniscience, 

he had redesigned his view of himself, constructing a new 



relationship between himself as a poet and the world around 

him. In the Haydon letter, he explained: 

I am "one that gather Samphire, dreadful trade" 
the Cliff of Poesy Towers above me--yet when Tom 
who meets with some of Pope's Homer in Plutarch's 
Li vea reads some of those to me they seem like !'11ce 
to mine (Letters, I, 141). 

Thus, as he viewed himself, Keats no longer made any pretense 

as he once had about attaining poetic omniscience. Rather, 

he considerably changed his view of himself, seeing that 

he was one situated within a craggy hierarchy of values, 

perched with the Cliff of Poesy above him, but also seeing 

himself above Pope, the "unenlightened 11 eighteenth century 
. . 

versifer whose lines seemed "like Miceu by comparison with 

his own. Clearly, he used his disdain of Pope to bolster his 

flagging spirit, caused deliberately (and sensibly) by low-

ering his own self-evaluation. But, one can forgive his nar-

row-mindedness about Pope. It apparently helped him initiate 

a. new pattern of thinking in which he began to view himself, 

not as a poet striving for egotistical supremacy, but as a 

poet in the middle of things, engaged in earthly affairs, 

particularly as he "gathers samphire, dreadful trade." 

Of course, in his new view of himself, Keats still did 

not obliterate all egotistical involvement in his work as 

a poet. Rather he successfully subordinated egotism, and 

by doing so, he la.id the groundwork for achieving a magnifi-

cent victory over egotism, though he required several more 
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montha • some extremely 1mportan.t reading, a:nd a good deal 

of writing to l"each his triumph. While it 1s apparent that 

h.in study ot Sha.keapea.re had alread.y a.warded him di vidende, 

he still needed to consider "the bard 11 with ca.re to re$.ch 
'What Caroline F. E. Spurgeon deaoribed as Keats• n •{own deep• 

10 
est and ri.1oat o.t'is1ne.l convictions al,)out life a.nd po$try. 0 

Aleo, he was completely a:ware that if he were to acoompl1eh 

a.'lythin5 of a laat1n5 nature, he needed to write. He was 

under no delusion that hia task would be easy as he began 
hia po.em ar.out En.dy.m1on; the shephe~d-king <whose human per-

fection meae him nttraoti ve to the e:-eddeaoes of Olympua. 

In an nocure.te way, Kea.ts ant1oipa.ted the nature or his fu• 

tut>e efforts ne he wrote to Hun.t: 

I besa:n my Po.em abOut a Forthieht since and have 
done oome every day except trnvellin~ onea--Perhape 
I may have done n ~od deal for the Ttime but it 
nppears nuch a Pin a Point to mo that I \dll not 
coppy /j1!f/ any. out-•When I conaider that so many of 
these ?in pointa go to form a fodkin point ( nod . send 
I end not my Life with n be.re Eodk1n, in 1ta modem 
a ens e) and tl'iat 1 t requires n thous tL"ld oodlcins to 
mnke a SpeaJ;" bright enoueh to throw any 11€ht to poa-
teri ty--I see that nothing but continual uphill 
J oumeying? Now 16 there any thins moN> unplea.eant 
( 1 t may come a..rnong the thousand and one) to whistle 
all theae t':log1tat1<::ms into the Sea wher~ I hope they 
wil breed Storma ~1olent enough to blook up all exit 
ft'Om (Rutla.) Russia (Ji.9tters, I~ 139) 

!I 

During the :rest or the spr1ns ~..nd tht>ough the summer 
or 1817, l[eatz apparent1y did "whistle all ••• cog1tat1ono 
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into the sea'' as he journeyed through the first and second 

books of End:ymion. until he paused for a few days in early 

September when he traveled to Madgalen College, Oxford, at 

the invitation of his friend, Benjamin Bailey. During his 

month at Oxford, Keats underwent the kind of experience 

which he had hoped for, but had failed to gain, during his 

visits to Margate and to the Isle of Wight. In the comfor-

table academic atmosphere, he was able to complete the en-

tire third book of Endymion ~1032 lines) in a bare three 
11 

weeks. At the same time, upon Bailey's suggestion, he 

rea.d several books • Among them was the ambitious , though 

short; 1805 publication by William Hazlitt, entitled fill 
12 

Essaz .Q!1 Principles Qf Human Action. This book pro-

vided him a point of departure from which he could begin 

to purge the last traces of egotism from his poetic con-

cepts and, then, to climb toward his maturity as a poet. 

Although it is easy to scoff, saying that the words 

in a book could not cha...~ge the course of a man's life, there 

1s no question that Hazlitt's Essa:y; did exert such an influ-

ence on Keats. He found the central notion of the Essay 

to be almost immediately useful. Further; w. J. Bate has 

asserted that during the next year, in late 1817 and well 

into 1818, the notion became "something of a polar Star 11 so 

far as Keats's notions about the nature of his existence as 
13 

a man and a poet were concerned. This extremely important 
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idea which must be considered 1n any account of Keats's 

development has the appropriately unpretentious label of 
11dis1nterestedness." 

It is altogether possible that Keats knew about the 

psychological concept of the disinterested mind before he 

read He.zli tt' s Essay, for ''natural II disinterestedness, as 

opposed to natu~al selfishness, was a fairly common, late 

eighteenth-century notion wi t,h which almost any British or 
14 

continental intellectual could be familiar. Many think-

ers had come to regard the concept with its self-explan-

atory name (the disinterested mind should never be confused 

in any way with an uninterested mind) as the best possible 

refutation of the unhappy Hobbesian contention which mada 

itself felt so forcefully in eighteenth-century philoso-
15 

Phy that Man's primary motive for action is selfishness. 

Another, even better reason to believe that Keats knew some-

thing about natural disinterestedness is that during his 

closet association with the Hunt circle, Keats had been 

introduced to Hazlitt, Hobbes's most vigorous opponent in 
16 

early nineteenth-century England. Because of this ac-

quaintance, Keats could very well have k.."lown about Hazlitt's 

book concerning disinterestedness in opposition to Hobbesia.n 

self-love at some time before Bailey directed Keats's at-

tention to it. But; one should. never accuse Bailey of lead-

ing Keats over already familiar ground. For, whatever Keats 
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might have previously kno,-m about the concept, disinter-

estedness was never so appealing to him than when he came 

upon it at Oxford. He had the good fortune to come across 

the notion at precisely the right moment in his development 

to make the best possible use of it. l\n examination of Haz-

litt's concern for "the Natural Disinterestedness of the Hu-

man Hindi' needs to be made before the nature of Keat's great 
17 

interest in the concept can be appreciated. 

Especially as a young man, but actually throughout all 

of his life, Hazlitt, felt compelled to advocate his belief--

really a primary thesis of the Essay--that Thomas Hobbes and 

his eighteenth-century :f'ollowerst especially Hartley, were 

fundamentally wrong in their notion uthat self-love in one 
18 

way or another, is the mainspring of all human action." 

Hobbes believed that there is implanted in every man an innate 

desire for self-preservation which dictates his every action. 

He maintained that man will never take any action for strict-

ly altruistic reasons because his all powerful love of self 

will overrule any concern which he may have for the welfare 

of others. Ha agreed that man may act in what would appear 

to be a generous way. But, he lrould insist that man acts 

generously only because he wishes to be praised, or because 

he wishes to get along with other people, ·or because he wish-

es to think well of himself; but especially man acts as he 

does because he wants others to grant him the same opportu-
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nities of upeaceable, sociable, and comfortable living11 

19 
that they want for themselves. Hobbes, in fact; insis-

ted that man never hopes; nor plans, nor does anything ex~ 

oept that he might be sure to help himself or avoid pain at 
20 

sometime in the future. 

On this point where Hobbes maintained that man always 

acts out of selfishness in order to assure for himself a 

pleasant, painless future, Hazlitt was convinced that Hobbes 

and his followers had ignored a very significant fact of 
21 

life. In order to prove his conviction, Hazlitt question-

ed how it 1a that any man can actually know and 11love'' his 
22 

ovm identity, especially in the future. To begin answer-

ing this query, Hazlitt reasoned that for a man to lmow his 

past and his present identities, he must depend upon his 

memory and upon his sensations respectively. If a child, 

for example, burns his finger, he lmows only through sensa-

tion that it is he and not someone else who feels the pain. 

In a similar way, he knows only through memory that 1 t was 

he, and not someone else, who felt pain because he burnt his 
23 

finger at sometime in the past. But, Hazlitt argued, and 

here Hazlitt arrived at the most vital point in his argument, 

that for a person to know his future identity, it 1s not 

enough, as Hobbes believed, to depend on memory arJ.d sensation. 

Hazlitt held that when a man pictures his future identity, he 

does so only by depending upon the sympathetic identifying 
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potentialities of his imaginative faculty. Therefore, 

the child. who has once been burned will thereafter avoid 

the fire, with its prospect of pain, only because, through 

the identifying ca.pa.City of the imagination, he sympatheti-

cally "projects himself forward into the future, and ident-
24 

ifies himself with his future being." As a result, the 

sympathetic, identifying imagination, for all practical 

purposes, 11 creates II the child• s future, just as 1 t II creates" 

any man•a future--by warning the child not to touch the 
25 

fire. In Hazlitt's opinion, the philosophy of Hobbes 

and his followers was sorely lacking because it failed to 

take into account the sympathetic imagination as a creative 

human faculty. 

As Hazlitt examined the faculties by which man can 

identify with his past (by memory), with his present (by 

sensation), and with his future (by imagination), he rec-

ognized that the first two of these faculties. memory and 

sensation, oa.n cater only to man's subjective, selfish wants 

and needs; they center upon man himself to constitute his 
26 

"personal identity. But, with the identifying faculty 

of the sympathetic imagination which points to the future, 

Hazlitt found no subjective, selfish point of reference. 

For, while he ha.a distinct faculties for knowing his past 

and present, man has no comparable faculty which can give 
27 

him "a direct present interest in his future sensations." 
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Memory and sensation are not enough to enable the child 

who was burnt, for example, to avoid future, direct con-

tact with the fire. Rather, because of his complete in-

ability to identify distinctly and selfishly with his fu-

ture self, with the fire which might burn him in the fu-

ture, or, for that mattert with any people or things which 

he might encounter in the future; the child--or a:ny person--

finds, as he enters the realm of the future that he be-

comes disengaged and liberated from the self which he has 
28 

known in the past or lmows in the present. By means of 

his imagination, any person can, in a sense, transcend his 

own identity and turn his liberated, really disinterested 

concern in any direction he might choose (italics are 

mine). While he might choose to turn his concern toward 

his o·wn future though.ta and feelings ( toward his own future 

identity), there is no reason why he should not just as 

well direct his concern so that he might enter sympatheti-

cally into the thoughts and feelings of others, really to 

enter into the identities of others~ Indeed, if certain 

qualities 1n other people, or monotony does not work 

against it, a "general Ltru1y genuine, lasting, disinter-

este.97' benevolence can arise from an habitual cultivation 

of the natural disposition of the mind to sympathise with 

the feelings of others by constantly taking an interest in 

those [Jeelingi] which Lfj.iJ lmow@ and by imagining other 
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[Jeel1nsi/ that /Ji.iJ ao[ei] not know. 
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With this explanation o'f mo.n's natural capacity 'for 

imaginatively disinterested identification with others, 

Hazlitt dismissed the Hobbesian belief that man is natur-

ally selfish. From Hazlitt• s viewpoint, selfishness cannot 

be construed to be natural, or, at least, any more natural 

than disinterestedness. Rather, selfishness is "a purely 

artificial feeling 11 which is "caused by a long narrowing of 

the mind Las a man considers only hiy own particular 'feel-

ings and interests, and a voluntary insensibility to every-
30 

thing which does not immediately concern him!' In Hazlitt's 

opinion, then, Hobbes's argument for the natural self1s1mhss 

of man simply contradicts the facts of natural human exis-

tence. For, as Hazlitt stated with clarity and conviction, 

because of man's capacity for sympathetic imagination, he 

could not in truth 11love himself, if he were not capable of 

loving others. Self-love, used in this sense, is in it's 

Cs1iJ fundamental principle the same with disinterested 

benevolence 11 • 
31 

In 1805, as he wrote his Essay primarily to argue for 

man's natural benevolenc~, Hazlitt did not intend to press 

for any practical application of his theory of disinteres-

ted, sympathetic imagination. Indeed, he made his aim 

quite clear when he said, "I only wish to def'ine the sense 

of the general position Lconcerning the disinterested 1mag-
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1nation,7 ae strictly as I can. 11 A few pages further on 

in the Essay, he remarked, 11 ! leave it with the reader to 

apply this the power of the imagination to the cases of 

friendship, family attachments, /J.ni/ the effects of neigh-
33 

bourhood. 11 But one shOuld. never suppose for a. moment 

that Hazlitt did not want the imagination to be used. With-

out question, he hoped that the readers of his Essay would 

recognize the imagination to be a vi•tal, creative force. 

In particular, though his remarks in the Essay are not ex-

plicitly political, he no doubt had in mind a political 

application for the imagination which, to give a specific 

exa~plet he thought should be put into effect at once in 

early nineteenth century English politics. 

In the early 1790 1s Hazlitt began to share with his 

father an increasing disgust ldth the conservative Tory 

government as it imposed harsh controls upon the British 

people to forestall a possible nationwide upheaval like 

the French Revolution, while it dismissed as an unnecess-

ary luxury in a time of possible peril the institution of 

many civil, economic end religious reforms which desper-
34 

ately needed to be made. Without question, he believed 

that the ruling classes should wisely temper their fears 

or revolt, liberate the people from the harsh measures 

Which, because of their severity, actually invited revolt, 

and, at the same time, by means of sympathetic identifioa-
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tion, rise to a state of disinterested benevolence in 

which they could recognize the rights of the ordinary 

Britiah:c1tizen .. Then 11 rather than use their power to 

suppress the citizen while only insuring his right to sub-

sistence, the government leaders should take political ac-

tion (in this case 11 to institute various reforms) to sub-

stantiate each citizen in his aspirations--not only for 

self-preservation--but for a self-realization of his great-

est intellectual, emotional, and moral capacities as a hu• 
35 

man being. .And, yet by leaving 111t with the reader to 
-36 " . . . apply the power of the imagination 1n some practical way, 

Hazlitt would have probably been more than pleased to learn 

that at least one of his readers, John Keats, himself a man 

with a great dislike for the Tory government ana a strong 

devotion to liberty, had. made his own first applications 

of imaginative disinterestedness to politics and to person-

al freedom. 

Almost at once, Keata was apparently able to assimi-

late the principle of imaginative disinterestedness into 

his thinking. Probably even more than Hazlitt, he found 

that aspect of the imaginationta power which disengages 

and liberates a person from hie egotistical self to be pro-

foundly compelling. Indeed, it was the answer to his pray-

ers for salvation from egotism. Though having just arrived 
to visit Bailey and even while he was probably still reading 
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Hazlitt's principle that he felt he could write a.bout 
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it. On 5 and 6 September 1817, rather than continue at 

once to narrate Endymion's quest for ideal love and beau-

ty, Keats, as he wrote the first lines 0£ Endymion, Book 

III, decided to consider the s1gn11'1cant ideas, especially 

disengagement, which he had come upon while reading Haz-

litt. Hazlitt's principle of imaginative disinterested-

ness, when applied to politics, seemed so obviously right 

that Keats could not resist expressing his own condemna-

tion of selfish political expediency before he offered his 

own interpretation of how the imagination's disengaging 

powers, if permitted to work, could produce a benevolent 

freedom, desirable in politics and, by clear implication, 

in poetic creation. 

In harmony with Hazlitt's thinking, particularly 

concerning contemporary nineteenth century English poli-

tics, Keats began Endymion, Book III, using a cynical tone. 

This tone is completely foreign to the rest of the poem, 

but 1 t echoes the tone of his very early political poems. 

In Endymion, he states that: 

There are who lord it o'er their fellow-men 
With most prevailing tinsel; who unpen 
Thei~ baaing vanities, to browse away 
The comfortable sreen and juicy hay 
From human pastures (III, 1-5, p. 105). 

This expression of disgust with political injustice quick-
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ly became one of stinging scorn and contempt for its per-

petrators as Keats sneered; 

With not one tinge or sanctuary splendour, not a sight 
Able to face an owl's, they a till are dight 
By the blear-eyed nations in empurpled vests, 
And crowns, and turbans (III, 8-12, p. 105). 

So utterly devoid of merit and innate nobility were these 

irresponsible rulers who took advantage of the politically 

illiterate, powerless, "blear-eyed nations 11 that their 

worthlessness was matched only by their outrageous self-

glorification, when: 

With unladen breasts, 
Save blown self-applause, they proudly mount 
To their spirit's perch, their being's high account, 
Their tiptop nothings, their dull skies, their 
thrones--
Amid the fierce intoxicating tones 
Of trumpets, shouting, and belabour'a rune, 
And sudden cannon (III, 12-18, p. 105). 

Yet, as he concluded his fierce diatribe against egotis-

tical politicians by warning: 

Ah! how all this hums, 
In wakeful ears, like uproar past and gone--
Like thunder clouds that spake to Babylon, 
And set those old Chaldean.a to their tasks--

(III, 18-21, p. 105) 
Keate asked what was for him a new and important question: 

Are then regalities all gilded masks? (III; 22, p. 105) 

With only the pol! ti cal education which he had re-

ceived at Enfield School under Clarke's guidance, Keats 

would have probably answered this question with a resounding 
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"Yes!" Because of his old anger a.t the Prince Regent, who 
37 

was responsible for Leigh Hunt's libel conviction, one 

can suppose that Keats thought that practical politics, 

particularly under a monarch, could never be anything much 

more than gilded and selfish. But, with the help of Haz-

litt's imaginatively disengaged disinterestedness, his 

viewpoint had broadened in scope. While the term regalit;t 

would necessarily continue in his mind to denote govern-

mental control, he began to sense that it could mean some-

thing more. It could suggest not only a calculating, self-

ish ruling principle of government but, on another level, 

an ideal of omnipotence, at once both forthright and un-

assuming. With thoughts such as these, then, he answered 

his question { ''Are then rega.11 ties all gilded masks?) with 

a very definite "No! There are indeed throned seats un-

a calable/ But by a patient wind, a constant spell. 11 (III, 

23-24, p. 106) Through the workings of this imaginatively 

disinterested, 11 constant spell, 11 he was certain that: . . 
Aye, 1bove the withering of old-lipp 1d Fate 
A thousand Powers keep religious state, 
In water, fiery realm, anu airy bourne: 
And, silent as a consecrated urn, 
Hold sphery session for a season due (III, 29-33, 

p. 106). 

From these ''thousand powers," so disengaged from petty, 

pompous human concern, something better could come than 

that which the despicable 11 gilded masks" produced and, then, 
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insisted was good enough. As if to compare the silent 

nobility of these "thousand powers 11 with the ego-centered-

ness of the "gilded masks, 11 he described with real satis-

faction the unassuming, benevolent nature of genuine regal-

ity, at first noting that: 

• • • few of these :f'ar majesties, ah fe'Wl!1 
Have bared their operations to this globe 

(Endymion, III, 34-35, p. 106). 
Instead., these thous and powers : 

• • • w1 th gorgeous pageanty enro be 
Our piece of heaven--whose benevolence 
Shakes hand w1 th our Olm Ceres; every sense 
Filling with spiritual sweets to plenitude, 
As bees gorge full their cells i(}Ena161on, III, 36-40, 

p. 6). 
Acting with disengaged, imaginative disinterestedness, a 

genuine and noble regality can negate niggardliness to en-

courage phyaical and spiritual abundance. 

But, in Keats's penetrating mind, the scope of dis-

engaged, imaginative disinterestedness could not be limited 

to politics. Beyond the political applications of noble 

disinterestedness, he recognized disengaged nobility as an 

indigenous quality necessary for producing worthwhile poe-

try. Thus, in Endymion, after giving his attention to pol• 
l 
i 

1t1cal regalitiea, Kea.ta shifted his concern to the noble 

Apollo, the god of the poets, and, then, to Apollo's "sister-

:f'air,11 the moon. In an extensive passage, Keats described 

and pr-a1sed the quality of disengaged, disinterested 



nobility, found in the moon, "most meek and most alone," . . 

which he believed defined the very essence of the poet 1s 
selfless approach to his subject matter. Thus he 
announced: 

I here swear, 
Eterne Apollo! that thy Sister fair 
Is of all these the gentlier-mightiest, 
When thy gold breath is misting in the west, 
She unobserved steals unto her throne, 
.And there she sits most meek and most alone; 
As 1:f' she had not pomp subservient; 
As 1:f' thine eye, high Poet! was not bent 
Towards her with the Muses in thine heart; 
As if the m1n1str1ng stars kept not apart, 
Waiting for silver-footed messages 

(Endymion, III, 41-51, P• 106). 
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Next, Keats spoke directly to the moon, 11 the gent-
lier-mightiest" of all the deities. The moon, with dis-
interestedness, as "She unobserved steals unto her throne, 
/ .And there she sits most meek and most alone, 11 person-
ified that psychological state of disengagement that Keats, 
like Hazlitt, believed must be attained in ord.er to pro-
duce unassuming, benevolent, disinterested human action. 
In politics, action inspired by disinterested motivation 
Produces great good. In poetry, disinterested observa-

tion produces unegotistical writing filled with truth. 
Acknowledging in her this quality of disengaged observa-

tion with which everything is seen without any sort of 
bias, Keats addressed the moon-goddess, saying: 

Thou dost bless every where, with silver lip 



Kissing dead things to life. The sleeping kine, 
Couch 1d in thy brightness, dream of fields divine: 

-Ir~numberable mountains rise, and rise, 
Ambitious for the hallowing of thine eyes; 
And yet thy benefiotion pass·et,h..,not 
One obscure hiding-place, one little spot 
Where pleasure may be sent: the nested wren 
Has thy fair race within its tranquil ken, 
And from beneath a sheltering ivy leaf 
Takes glimpses of thee (Endymion, III, 56-66, 

p. 106-7) 

' So perceptive are the moon goddess 8 powers of disengaged 

observation, Keats says to her, that even: 

The mighty deeps, 
The monstrous sea is thine--the myriad sea! 
O moon! far-!,Pooming Ocean bows to thee, 
And Tellus Lthe ocean's mothey feels his forehead's 

cumbrous load (End;yp1ion, III, 68-n, p. 107) 
One can only conclude by asserting that the ideal of dis-

engaged disinterestedness dominated Keats's thinking 

about politics and poetry for the rest of his life. 
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But, for good reason, Keats could not allow his po-

litical ideas nor his poetic theory, even when he discuss-

ed them using the luxuriant words and metaphors of 

Endymion, to dominate hie writing. Apparently, he reali-

zed that neither theoretical nor practical politics off-

ered much material for sustained poetic development. In 

any case, to achieve the goal which he set for himself 

When he began Endymion, to "make 4000 Lines of one bare . . ':" 

circumstance and fill them with poetry" (Letters, I, 170), 

he had to get on with the narration of Endymion's adven-

tures. Yet, one should never suppose that as Keats turn-
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ed his attention toward other matters that he necessarily 

stifled his enthusiasm for imaginative disinterestedness. 

Quite to the contrary, this notion came to be almost con-

tinually on his ~ind. By contrast to the philosophical, 

impersonal way which he probably supposed his teacher, 

William Hazlitt, used the notion to oppose the selfish-

ness that tended to limit the natural rights of man, Keats 

began, even while he was still at Oxford, to use imagina-

tive disinterestedness in an elementary, personal, and, 

what soon proved to be both for himself and his poetry, 

a p%'0found way. 

III 

Although the evidence from ten letters and approx-

imately one hundred lines of Endymion, pertinent to the 

concept or ~maginative disinterestedness is scanty and 

often tenuous, one can sense that for some time after his 

introduction to it, Keats tended to consider the concept 

almost as if it were divided into its two component parts 

-•the imagination and disinterestedness--rather than as 

one whole notion. No doubt, even before he read Hazlitt's 

Essai. he had known about the imagination as a more or lees 

logically unexplainable faculty which helped the artist or-

ganize his ideas into a completed work. Thus, in the 8 

October 1817 letter to Bailey, he quoted from still another 
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spring to his brother, George, saying that "Endymion • • 

• will be a test, a trial of my powers of Imagination 

(Letters, I., 169) and that ua long Poem is a teat of In-

vention which I take to be the Polar Star of Poetry, as 

Fancy is the Sails, and Imagination the Rudder" (Letters, 

I, 170). But, in the two months or so after he had read 

the Essay, disengaged. disinterestedness, and not the ima-

gination, was foremost in his mind. Only in late November, 

shortly before he wrote the famous 22 November 1817 letter 

to Bailey did the imagination suddenly become important 

to him again. Disengaged disinterestedness, however, was 

important to him almost immediately, at first, as a rat-

her abstract, psychological notion, and, then, as a way 

to approach the complex and painful business of living. 
Eight·days after he wrote his diatribe against 

selfish government in Endymion, Book III, Keats was con-

sciously ready to apply the concept of disinterestedness 

to his own life. On 14 September 1817, he wrote to his 

friends, Jane and Mariana Reynolds, saying that to them 

and their brother, Jolm: 

I shall ever feel grateful for having made known 
to me so real [.a. word denoting the highest praisy 
a fellow as Bailey. Lieata met Bailey for the first 
time at the Reynolds's in the spring of 181.Jl.38 He 
delights me in the Selfish and (please God) the 
disinterested (sic) part of my disposition. If the 
old Poets have any pleasure in looking down at the 



Enjoyers of their Works, their eyes must bend 
with double satisfaction upon him--I sit as at 
a feast when he is over them and pray that if 
after my death any or my Labours should be worth 
saving, they may have as "honest a Chron1cler11 

as Bailey. Out of this his Enthusiasm in his, 
own pursuit and for all good things is of an ex-
alted kind. (Letters, I, 160) 
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Bate has stated that "Benjamin Bailey was perhaps the 

last of Keats's close personal friends to affect his in-
39 

tellectual development in an essential, formative way~" 

And, so far as it goes, Bate 1s statement is entirely cor-

rect. But, while Bailey came as close as any of Keats's 

friends to being a real scholar, a man who offered Keats 

valuable suggestions about what books he should read and 

with whom Keats could engage· in extended and serious dis• 
40 

cussion, Keats probably valued Bailey in the long run 
not so much for hie strength as an intellectual but for 

his overall stability as a person. In what might be ta-

ken as an implied comparison, Keats states that, much as 

his effervescent, dilettantish friends in the Hunt circle 

had once delighted him, "he [Bailei/ delights me in the 

Selfish ••• part of my disposition, 11 but, apparently 

with real fervor, Keats also recognized that 11he delights 

me {please God) in the disenterrested part of my dispo-

Sition.11 (Letters, I, 160) 

Clearly, it was not only fortunate that Bailey sug-

gested to Keats that he should read Hazlitt's book, but 
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1t was one of the most fortunate workings of Fate that 

Keats should find in Bailey a practical example of dis-

interestedness which he could recognize and appreciate. 

In the earnest, industrious, self-assured Bailey, Keats 

could probably see that disinterestedness was something 

more than a beautiful idea. In Bailey, disengaged disin-

terestedness appeared to obliterate the personal, petty 

egotism which Keats hated so much. But what is even 

more important, having understood the nature of disinter-

estedness in Bailey, Keats, as a person, could begin to 

recognize within himself the subtle, very real differences 

between the selfish end the disengaged, disinterested parts 

of his own disposition. With this broadened sensitivity 

and increased understanding, he could begin to use his 

anti-egotistic, self-effacing powers of disinterestedness 

even as he rejoiced that 1'I sit as at a feast when he 

[§,a,11e:i7' 1a over them /.wh~n Bailey discusses the old, 

great poetiJ and their poetry and pray that if after my 

death any of my Labours should be worth saving, they may 

have as "honest a Chronicler as Bailey" (Letters, I, 160). 

Thus, in sharp contrast to the superficially neo-platonict 

eacapistic, and certainly unattainable pleasures which he 

had once wished for, he could start, even as he learned 

about them, to take advantage of the truly worthwhile, but 

very temporal pleasures which he said are "of an exalted 
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kind" (Letters, I; 160) and which are inherent in prac-

tical, disengaged disinterestedness(_; Even several months 

after his viait to Oxford, having been disturbed by a num-

ber of serious problems, he could affirm that his delight 

in Bailey and his absolute faith in disinterestedness as 

applied in his own life had stood the test of time and, 

probably, the onslaughts of egotism. In the 13 January 

1818 letter to his brothers, George and Tom, he wrote: 

I am quite perplexed in a world of doubts & fancies--
there is nothing stable in the world •• I do not 
mean to include Bailey in this ••• he is one of the 
noblest men alive at the present day ••• That sort 
of probity & d.isinterestedness which such men as 
Bailey possess, does hold & grasp the tip-top of any 
spiritual honours. that can be paid to any thing in 
this world. (Letters, I, 204-205) 

Yet, in spite of the sincere m,aise which he gave to 

Bailey for living an exemplary, disinterested life, Keats 

would probably have agreed that it was Hazlitt who helped 

him most of all to confirm his allegiance to disinteres-

tedness. A note _of warning needs to be sounded, however, 

before this notion can be more fully developed. Because 

it is so simple to recognize that Keats read Hazlitt's 

book, one could suppose the nature of Hazlitt's and Keat•s 

relationship to be so obvious that it deserves no further 

consideration. Certainly, the fact that Keats read the 

§BaI must never be minimized. But, to assume that the 

relationship between the two wae anything like the simple, 
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impersonal, very distant relationship which might exist 

between any writer and one of his readers would be a mis-

take. From Keats's and, perhaps, Hazlitt's vie'W!)oint, 

their relationship, which began pretty much as a one-

sided matter, eventually matured into a strong, personal 
41 

alliance, one extremely important to Keats. In a final 

analysis, probably both Hazlitt and Keats would have 

agreed that their relationship was at least partly suc-

cessful because, unlike the Kea.ts-Hunt relationship, it 

occurred in a more or less disengaged and disinterested 

manner. A rehearsal of the biographical facts concerning 

Kea.ts 1s and Hazlitt's relationship should make plain this 

disinterestedness. 

Because he had probably read Hazlitt's articles in 

Hunt's Examiner, Keats no doubt was familiar with Hazlitt's 

name, if not his ideas on politics, drama, and literature, 

~hen he met him at either Hunt's or Haydon's in late 
42 

1816. For his own part, Hazlitt also underwent a bit 

of preparation for his introduction to Keate. During the 

autumn of 1816, he probably read and then joined With his 
43 

associates in the Hunt circle to approve some of' Keats's 

poems which Clarke had asked them to consider. But, be-

cause he was rather critical and d.emanding of contempo-

rary writers, his reaction to the poems was probably not 
44 

so generous as his colleagues. 
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Of Keats and Hazlitt's first meetings, almost noth-

ing can be said. One can suppose, however, that the two 

were not eapecialy attracted to each other. This supposi-

tion seems reasonable because Hazlitt neither wrote any-

thing. which survives nor said anything to his associates 

which they noted about his first impressions of Keats. 

Certainlyt the young, impressionable Keats felt no need to 

make any special comment about Hazlitt, at least, in the 
45 

few letters that survive from late 1816. In all likeli-

hood, both Keats, busy editing his Poems, and Hazlitt, 

writing his books,~ Round Table and Characters QI 
Shakespear's Plays, had little time for each other or for 

46 
anyone else in the few months after they met. 

But Hazlitt and Keats were probably quite aware of 

each other. No doubt, they met at various gatherings of 

the Hunt circle. In particular, they probably saw each 

other in the early months of 1817 at Haydon•s when Hay-

don painted small portraits or heads of the two which he 

eventually worked into his very large painting, 11Christ 's 

Triumphant Entry into Jerusalem 11 (Letters I, 129; also 

see Letters I, 76). While Hazlitt might have had little 

time to read Keats's poetry, Keats was reading some of 

Hazlitt's writing. In the letter to Haydon written on 10 

and 11 May 1817, it seems fairly clear that along with read-

ing Shakespeare's primary works, Keats had just completed 
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reading Hazlitt's book on Shakespeare is enough for 

us" (Letters, I, 143). But, he also said that he had 

just read Hazlitt's vitriolic review o:f' Robert Southey's 

Letter 12, William Smith, Esq. ~. Certainly, Keats did 

not like this vindictive review which he described as con-

cluding 11With such a Thunderclap tr (Letters, I, 138). 

The initial relationship between Hazlitt and Keats 

can be described, then, in fairly simple terms. The two 
probably thought o:f' each other as nothing more than casual 

acquaintances. To Hazlitt, Keats was perhaps a young, 

bright, but floundering poet. To Keats, Hazlitt was pro-

bably a middle-aged• shy, austere, able, but at times, 

evil-tempered critic. In September, 1817, with Bailey•s 

help, however, this indifferent relationship began to 

change. Mostly because he read Hazlitt's Essay. which 

gave him a sure weapon against his own egotism, Keats be-

gan to think of Hazlitt much less as a mere acquaintance 

and a good deal more as a special person. 

One can only suppose why Keate began to regard Haz-

11 tt with increasing esteem, although in the 21 September 

1817 letter written at Oxford to J. H. Reynolds in London, 

there is at least one valuable hint of what Keats's 

thoughts and feelings about Hazlitt might have been. While 

inquiring after news of happenings in London, Keats asked 

With apparent casualness, "How is Hazlitt? 11 Then, he vol-
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,. ... 

We L)3a.1ley a.nd. KeatiJ were reading his ffia.zli tt I iJ 
Round Table last night--! know he thinks himself 
not estimated by ten .People in the world--I wishe 
LsiiJ he knew he is. (Letters, I, 166) 

After his confusing, disappointing association with Hunt, 

Keats perhaps planned to keep himself from being swept 

off his feet again by anyone. But, because of this remark 

in the Reynolds letter; it is not at all difficult to sup-

pose that Kea.ts permitted himself to indulge in an adul-

ation of Hazlitt which was not unlike what he had once 

felt toward Hunt. However, by comparison with the unre-

strained, impulsive homage which he gave Hunt, he probab-

ly did not grant obeisance to Hazlitt without using some 

good sense. He could call to mind not only the Round 

Table which he had read. with Bailey, but also Hazlitt's 

Essal• his Characters Q! Shakespear's Plays, and bis nu-

merous contributions to~ Examiner and to~ Edinburgh 

Review. He ncould consider these publications together 

as substantial evidence that Hazlitt, in fact, knew a 

great deal about many things. But, more than anything 

else, Hazlitt possessed a. more or less penetrating know-

ledge about literature. Keats could think that by contrast 

to the shallow Hunt, whom he once ridiculed for "flattering 

himself into an idea of being a great Poet 11 , (Letters, I, 

143) Hazlitt might actually know how to become a poet; or 
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might be able to explain to someone what must be done to 

become a poet. In short, Keats could conclude that 

Hazlitt was the seer for whom he had been searching dur-

ing the last year. 

Yet, aside from his interest in Hazlitt as an inor-

dinately perceptive student of literature, Keats intimated 

some really more deep-seated causes for his homage to 

Hazlitt. For, when Keats wrote of Hazlitt, "I lmow he 

thinks himself not estimated by ten People in the world--I 

\dlshe [i1s;l he knew he is," (Letters, I, 177) one wonders 

if Keats was completely frank with himself. No doubt, he 

believed that Hazlitt deserved to know that people thought 

well of him; but one questions if' Keats would ever have 

wanted the extent of his own admiration made known to 

Hazlitt. Probably he would not. Once before, when he had 

made known his admiration for a man, in that instance, for 

Hunt, he had lived to regret it. He needed only to recall 

the incident in late February or early March of 1817 when 

he received a laurel crown from Hunt and, in turn, he gave 

Hunt an ivy Cl'O'Wn (also, he wl'Ote a sonnet in honor of the 

event, "On Reoe1 ving a Laural Crown From Leigh Hunt 11 ) to 

ascertain the embarrassment which this sort of revelation 
47 

brings. During the montha from April to September, 1817, 

as he became increasingly self-effacing in his reaction 

against egotism, he had almost certainly decided that such 
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did not want to 11 be laugh1 d at in any way11 (Letters, I, 

l 74). .And, definitely, no evidence exists that he ever 

made any revelation of his feelings to Hazl1 tt,. Perhaps, 

he thought•-although probably he encountered some evidence 

to the contrary-•that Hazlitt, the apostle of anti-egotisti-

cal, imaginative disinterestedness, could not, in principle, 

at least, care much for personal praise. It is precisely 

for this reason--the belief that Hazlitt would probably not 

insist that personal praise was his due•-that Keats might 

have wanted to give him homage. He could reel that Hazlitt 
genuinely deserved the praise. 

To summarize, one can suppose two reasons for Keats •s 

homage to Hazlitt. First, it might be that by comparison 

with Hunt, who Keats thought, though •without much fairness, 

had demanded a oerta.1n obeisance both :f'or himself and his 

ideas, Hazlitt seemed to Keats truly deserving or some un-

solicited adulation. But, from a. much less altruistio, tar 

more selfish viewpoint, it might be that by comparison with 

his mounting disgust for Hunt's egotism, Kea.ts, in the warmth 

of his admi:ration for Hazlitt. could ignore Hazlitt 1a failure 

to pay even token attention to him as a poet. Hazlitt, 1n 

fact, never did comment on Keats 's Poems • But, 'Without 

much trouble, Keats might have 1~te,rpreted Hazlitt's indif-
ference to be really a kind of disengaged, disinterested 

concern. He could suppose that, upon reading and. judging 
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the Poems, Hazlitt felt no direct, personal stake in them, 

as Hunt once felt about Keats's writing. Because he found 

them to be more or lees mediocre, he saw no reason to bo-

ther Keats with any sort of comment--whether good or bad. 

In late 1816, Keats had luxuriated in the Hunt cir-

cle's abundant encouragement. At the time, and even though 

he later repudiated it, this good will was extremely impor-

tant to him. However, by September, 1817, he had progres-

sed in his development so that he no longer wanted or nee-

d~? to be coddled as a kind. of pet lamb.. Rather, in the 

latter half of 18171 as he progressed through Endymion, 

he was beginning increasingly to depend upon his own re-

sources, coming more and more to depend upon himself in 

order to make his own decisions and to earn his o·wn 

praise. Perhaps, then, Keats secretly admired Hazlitt 

because he felt that by comparison with the overbearing 

way Hunt might have forced. ideas upon him, Hazlitt pre-

sented ideas to him ~e h11a on many things, including dis-

interestedness, in a disinterested manner, a manner which 

invited him to examine the ideas and, then, with a sense 

of freedom, to select or reject these ideas as he pleased. 
I 

It might be that because Keats felt Hazlitt's ideas were 

not forced upon him, he freely adopted many of them as his 

ow.n. But, whatever the reason, it seems certain that with 

Hazlitt's disinterested 11help,u Keats was fast abandoning 
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hl.a ooyish immaturity, ta.ltlng on, the ways of a man, and 

be5inning to strive for what 1a e.t least one e;oa.1 ot 
ua211tt'n theary of 1ma.£ljinative disinterestedness, pEtt'-· 

sona.l af;)lf-real1~at1on. When one coneidera the problems 

that Kea.ts was about to face, it ia certain that he, with 
Hazlitt's help, had come of age Juat 1n time. 

IV 

To f'ollow the n1e,;nif1oant events in Keats's life 
from October to D&oember 1817 is to witness an intense 
drama or eelt-rea.l.1zat1on-.. the ooncluaion of tmioh event-
ually made 1 t possible tor I~eatn to prophesy accurately, 
11 I think I eha.11 be anions the En&lish Poets after rny 

death" (~~tem. I, :%;Ji). During these monthe, Kea.ts found 

that by the sheer foroe of will, he could aoh1ev-e for him• 

self a peyohOlogica.l st,nte of disengaged, imaginatively 
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aided d.1s1ntarestedntss; and, 'With this disintarestedneso • 

ht! could begin not only to take in stride the day-to•da.y 

personal troubles wh1 oh he had to face, bUt, als.o, wl th the 
additional help of his imaginative powers, h~ couid negate 
the perverse egotism which he believed had affected his own 

1+9 
poetry. Freed from theoe mundo.ne, egotistical. cares, he 
soon beoame a poet liberated from confusion about what po--
etr:r 1B and clearly apprenhendine; what he and his poetry 

should be about. 
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Especially during October 1817, Keats became in-

creasingly a.ware that d.1sengaged disinterestedness was 

valuable to him. This growing awareness is apparent when 

one compares Keats's approach to trouble near the begin-

ning of' the month to the way he met adversity just a few 

weeks later. In two letters, one written on 28 September 

1817 to Bailey• it appears that he had no particular, ef-

fective defense which he could deliberately use against 

trouble. Rather, he found himself driven to use ineffi-

cient defense mechanisms with which he could not effect-

ively protect himself'. To justify failure, he used super-

ficial 1'-ationalization; to release pent-up feelings of dis-

gust, he used torrents of displaced, verbal abuse, direct-

ing his complaint, not at the trouble maker, but at one 

·who was poweI-less to set things aright. Thus, in the 28 

September letter written at Oxford to Haydon, he reported 

in lines suggesting fatigue and confusion: 

within these last three weeks I have written 
1000 11nea--wh1ch are the third Book of my poem 
(Endymion) My ideas with respect to 1 t I assure 
you are very low--and I would write the subject 
thoroughly again. but I am tired of 1 t and thinlt 
the time would be better spent in writing a new 
Romance which I have 1n 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,! hope to gather in my next 
poem. (Letters, I, 168) 

Of course, from the vantage point of hindsight, 

Keats could have seen that his rationalizations were 
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accurate. Indeed, ''Rome was not built in a day. 11 T1'ie 

fact that Endymion was not turning out as he had hoped 

did not mean that his future efforts as a poet were doom-

ed. Quickly after completing Endyp;ion, he did gather 
11the fruit of' ithi/ Experience, 11 becoming able to form-

u.li.e his o,-m. practical literary philosophy. But, at the 

time when he wrote to Haydon, these accurate rationaliza-

tions did not help lessen his awareness that his efforts 

had gone wrong. He had drained himself intelleotually 

and physically to complete his third book. After rea11z-

ing that his 111000 linee 11 were not satisfactory, he could 

not avoid bitter feelings of forlorn exhaustion. 

A few days later, upon returning to London from 

Oxford, Keats did not find any relief from his unhappiness. 

Aggravated by a bad cold and- the "horrid row" caused. by 

his landlady's children, he soon found that everyone in 

town seemed. to be out of sorts. Perverse egotism was ~un-

n1ng rampant. In the 8 October letter to Bailey, he com-

plained: 

I went to Hwit's and Haydon's who live now 
neighbours. Shelley was there--! know nothing 
about any thing 1n this part of the world--every 
Body seems at Loggerheads. There's Hunt infat-
uated--There'a Haydon's Picture in status_g,uo. 
There' e Hunt walks up and dol'm his {lfaydoY:!J}/ paint-
ing room criticising every head most unmercifully--
There's Horace Smith tired of Hunt. The web of our Life 
is of mingled Yarn. (Letters, I, 169) 

But these vexations seem to fade into relative 1ns1gn1f1-
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ca.nee a.s he announced with growing annoyance: 

I am quite disgusted with literary Men and will 
never know another except Wordsworth--no not even 
Byron--Here is an instance of the friendship of 
auch--Haydon and Hunt have known each other many 
yeara--now they live pour ains1 dire jealous 
Neighbours. Haydon says to me Keats dont show 
your Lines to Hunt on any account or he will have 
done half for you--so it appears Hunt wishes it to 
be thought, When he met Reynolds in the Theatre 
John told him that I was getting on to the comple-
tion of 4000 Lines. Ah! If he will say this to 
Reynolds what would he to other People? 

(Letters, It 169) 

No doubt, having vented his anger by writing this passage, 

Keats felt better. Meddling friends lil~e Haydon and, es-

pecially, Hunt would be frustrating to anyone. Keats's 

disgust at Haydon's and Hunt's petty advice and at Hunt's 

pretended, possessive assistance seems more or less jus-

tified. Yet, no matter how understandable Kea.ts 's com-

plaint was, it suffered from one major fault. Keats dir-

ected it toward Bailey and not the offenders, Haydon and 

Hunt. Of course. talking with these two would probably 

have accomplished nothing. However, aside from helping 

him let off some emotional steam, Keats's approach to the 

matter, without a:ny doubt, accomplished nothing. 

But Keats's earlier statement, "I know nothing about 

any thing in this part [the Hunt Circlets pary of the 

World, 11 (Letters, I, 169) implies that at least in this one 

instance while confronting a major source of confusion in 

his life, he appreciated the value of a specific, effective 
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defense against trouble, if he could only find one. If 

nothing else, he would like simply to put Haydon's and 

Hunt's indiscretions out of his mind. In truth, such a 

wish was not totally unreasonable. Having read Hazlitt' e 

Essay and having espoused himself to its ideas, he knew 

that he was no longer really a pa.rt of' Haydon's and Hunt• s 

intimate group anyway. Recognizing this fact, he declared 

toward the conclusion of the letter to Bailey: 

You see Bailey how independent my writing has 
been--Hunt's dissuasion (about Endymion's length) 
was of no avail--I refused to visit Shelley, that 
I might have my own unfettered scope--and after 
all I shall have the reputation of Hunt's eleve. 

(Letters, I, 170) 
With Keats striving for his "own unfettered scope," dis-

engagement was becoming a fact in his life. 

Certainly, as October wore on, Keats began deli-

berately to bring disengaged disinterestedness into his 

everyday existence. To an extent which he had never been 

able to achieve before, he began objectively to take his 

day-to-day troubles in stride. In order to do so, he tried 

to be less preoccupied with himself, attempting to disengage 

his own egotism from his "neutra.1° self. Therefore, at the 

end of October, when new attacks of egotistical meddling 

suddenly crune toward him with special violence, it appears 

that he handled the problemo without knowing the surprise 

and bitterness which he had expetenced before in facing 

trouble. Indeed, Keats managed a totally unexpected attack 



110 

which came in the October issue of the new Tory publication, 

Blackwood 1 s Edinburgh Magazine with almost surprising 

deftness.50 William Blackwood, with help from the con-

servative critics, John Wilson and John Gibson Lockhart, 

planned to write a series of articles deriding the liberal 

"cockney School" of intellectuals which recognized Leigh 

Hunt as its mentor. These critics promised: 

Our talk shall be (a theme we never tire on) 
Of Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Byron, 
(Our England's Dante)--Wordsworth--HUNT, and KEATS, 
The Muses' son of promise; and of what feat3 
He yet may do.51 

Of course, Keats could not view this promised 

attack with complete indifference. The capital letters 

for his name, along with Hunt's upon whom a "flaming 

attacktt had already been wTitten, suggested that in time 

he would be given special attention (Letters, I, 179). 
Yet, rather than becoming terribly disturbed about it, 
he dealt with the issue in a more or less analytic 

fashion. He recognized that the attack came from a source 

which was interested in making trouble for its o~m sake. 

Therefore, in a fairly disengaged fashion, he could 

dismiss the whole matter, saying in the 3 November letter 

to Bailey: 

dont mind the thing much--but if he should go to 
such lengths with me as he has done with Hunt I 
mu.@t 1nfal1bly L'si£i'call ,him to an account--if 
he be a human being and appears 1n Squares and 
Theatres where we might possible meet--! dont 
relish his abuse. (Letters, I, 170) 
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But Keats never met the critics; and when the Blackwood's 

article on Keats finally a.ppea.red in August 1818• sugges-

ting that its subject ought to return to the apothecary's 
52 

"plasters, pills• and ointment boxes," he hardly noticed 

it. With the help or disengaged disinterestedness, Keats 

settled what could have been a troublesome vexation with 

almost no trouble at all. 

Keats's reaction to a second, though more distant 

concern probably shows even more clearly his determination 

to be disengaged and disinterested. In a letter from 
Bailey, Keats learned that there had been some difficulty 

about Bailey• s ordination in time for him to take up a 

curacy. The blame was apparently put upon the Bishop of 
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Lincoln. Upon hearing of Bailey's disappointment and, 

probably. with the pending attack from Blackwood's on his 

mind, Keats suddenly let loose a storm of violence which 

he did not want to permit himeelf1 

The stations and Grandeurs of t.he·World have taken 
it into their LEads that they cannot commit them .. 
selves towards an inferior in rank--but is not 
the impertinence from one above to onA ~!e~ more 
wretchedly mean than from the low to the high? 
There is something so nauseous in self-willed 
yawning impudence in the shape of oonsc1ence--1t 
sinks the Bishop of Lincoln into a smashed frog 
putr1fy1ng: that a rebel against common d.ecency 
should. escape the Pillory!· That a mitre should 
cover a Man guilty of the most coxcombical, tyran-
ical and indolent impertinence! I repeat this 
word for the offence appears to me most especially 
impertinent-•and a very serious return would be 
the Rod--Yet doth he sit in his Palace. 

(Letters, I~ 178-9) 



it does not become us to kick them? At this 
Moment I take your hand let us walk up yon 
Mountain of common sense now if' our Pride by 
vainglorious such a support woud Csii/ fail--yet 
you feel firm footing--now look beneath at that 
pa.reel of knaves and fools.. Many a. mitre is 
moving among them. (Letters, I, 179) 

~1,3 

Of course, though he tried to deny the fact, Keats is 

argument does smack of the vainglorious. But, when 

something even approaching disengaged. disinterestedness 

is brought to bear on a disturbing issue, it seems less 

threatening. 

Finally, a third problem, far more than the others, 

demanded that Keats, by himself, 11walk up yon Mountain 

of Ldisenga.ge_gj' common sense" (Letters, I, 179). In do-

ing so, he began to arrive at his maturity both as a man 

and as a poet. While still at Oxford in September, he 

received a letter from Haydon requesting that he inquire 

after a young artist named Charles Cripps, whom Haydon 

had observed copying an alter piece during some previous 
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visit to Oxford. Appealing to Keats as 8fl artist of 

sound judgement, as a comrade in art, and, like himself, 

interested in doing good for others, Haydon wrote: 

I am anxious to know about that Young Man, the 
copy promised eomething--will yQu if you can see 
the Young M[t.h, and as certain what his wishes in 
Are are--if he has ambition, if he seems to 
possess powru:,--if he wishes to be e;reat--all of 
which you c,a.n soon see--(Letters, I, 161) 
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But in the calm after tbie storm, rteata lirent on to de:f1ne 

the diaintareet.ed, objective ·way which he wanted, in faot, 
to numage trouble. With the Bishop of Lincoln• s otf'enae 

on his illind, he reflected; 
such ia trJ.ti World••Md. we li ve--you have su.ttely 
Lfieei! 1n a continual struggle au.a1nst the suffoca-
tion of acc1denta•-we must bear ( and . my Spleen is 
mad e.t t. he thou. gh. - t th. ereof l the Proud Hans c .. on-
tum$ly Lfnsul tins behav1o.t/. ( Lett era, I• l 79) 

For the moment, he pleaded: "'. -' 
o ror a recourse somewhat human independant of' the 
great conaolat1ona of' Religion and depraved 
sensa.tions, or the Beautiful, the poetical 1n all 
th1nss-o. for a Re. m~ .. dy a9a1nst such wron~a. wj,,thin 
the pale ot the Worldl \&etters, I, l79J 

Yet. he knew that any effective remedy 11wlth1n the pale 
ot the World" against wo:d91y \1rc:,ngn could not be merely 
1'nomewhat human. ti The ttPrc>ud Mans Contumely.,1 must be 

recognized for the perverse. destructive, egotistical 
th1tlg it 1th And one must head oft aueh 1neult1ng beha-

vior, first of all• by turz11ng; not unt'eaaonably, upon 
one.self. lteata said earnestly: 

By Heavens my dear :Sail<¼y, I t.ncw you have a op1 ca 
of tthet I mean••you can set me and hu.ve set 1 t in 
all the rubs that may befal me you have I know a 
sol'-t ot F1"ide which would kick the Devil on the Jaw• 
E'On.e a.no mo.ke him dt"Unk vi 'th the kirur.-There is 
nothing oo bnlmy to a soul Yi.mbi ttered ns yours 
muat be, as Pride. (Letters, I, l 79) 

Hoitever, not wanting to be overly severe toward Bailey or 

even h1moelt; Keats concluded: 
When we look ait the nea.vens we cannot be proud--
but ohall otock and stones be impertinent and say 
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continued: 
should any friend be disposed to assist him up to 
London & to support him tor a Year I 111 train him 
in the Art, with no Qther remuneration but the 
pleasure of eeeing him adva.noe-•I •11 put- h1m 1n 
the right way, and do every thing to adv-a.nee him. 

(I:t~t.te;rs, I, 161) 
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Haydon's generous ofter stirred Kea.ta into action. To• 
gether with Bailey, whom Haydon suggested mig..1-J.t also be 

interested 1n helping the young a~tiot, Kes.ts found 

Cripps; aaoerta.1n$d bis interest in pa1nt1ne;, pred1.o• 

tins "that he will be a tolerable neat brush; •t and con"" 
eluded enthu.siastieally the.t Haydon •s helping Cripps •11s 

perhaps the finest thing that Will be:f'al h1tn this many a 
yeart1 (+'etterg • I, 167). 

But, by the end o:f' October, When he was encounter• 
ins so many dif:ficul t1en that he complained in a latter 

to Bailey; 11 there 1e no quiet nothing but tfeaa1ng and 

snubbing and vexation, 11 (Lettmr!• I, 172) one or the 

things which e.nnoyed Keats moat was Haydon's apparent ae-
c.is1on to abandon Cripps• even before the young .fellow 

55 
arrived in London. Keats's frustration about the mat• 
tett is apparent when he reports to Bailey: 

I asked Haydon to dine with me. w.hen I thought 
of settling all Matters with him in regard to 
Cripps and let you know about 1t--no1f althOugh 
I engaged him a Fortnight be:f'ore--he sent illness 
as_ an exouse-•he never ·will come•-(Lettera, I• 174•) 

To Kee.ta, it began to seem that his and Bailey's efforts 
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to :raise money to help Cripps study under Haydon had been 

for no pul"Pose. Very upset, he wrote to Bailey again a 

few days later: 

The thought that we are mortal makes us groan ••• 
I hope you will receive an answer from Haydon soon--
if not P:ridel Prid.e! Pride! (Letters, I, 179) 

Yet, as 1f to defeat this egotistical pride which he 

hated so much, he doggedly refused to allow Haydon's 

apparent attitude to cause Cripps disappointment. The 

money would be raised: 

I have received no more subscription Lto pay for 
C~1pp'e stud£ --but shall soon have a full health 
Liberty and leisure to g!,,ve a good part of my time 
to him--I Lf.r not Haydon/ will certainly be in time 
for him--We have promised him one year let that have 
elapsed and then do as we think proper. 

(Letters, I, 179) 
.And, with a curious, almost whimsical remark, perhaps 

speaking in more general terms than before, he concluded 

the matter saying: 

If I did not know how impossible it is, I should 
say 'do not at this time of disappointments 
disturb yourself about others'--(Letters, I, 179). 

By recognizing "how impossible it 1s 11 not to be 

11distu:rbed • • • about others," Keats appears to be at 

or even beyond the threahhold which he wanted to cross, 

becoming, in truth, an esl3-ent1ally disengaged, disinter• 

ested person. Some months before, while still wrapped in 

his pervasive, egotistical concern for himself, he would 

not; one can easily surmise, have cared much about any 



116 

other artist's advancement, much less have pretended that 

he wanted to aid this advancement materially. As well, 

only a short time before, upon recognizing either a. real 

or imagined affront from a close acqua.inta.noe, for exam-

ple, Leigh Hunt, Keats would have repaid the troublemaker 
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more than in kind by rejecting him almost totally. But. 

as he wrote to Bailey, he now reoognizod the 1mposs1b1l1ty 
or trying to p,:,event other people'a concerns and actions 
from impinging upon his own. Instead, by using disen-

gaged dialntereatedneae, he began to get out of the shac-

kles of his limiting, petty self, and rather than run 

from advers.1 ty aa a child might, he deli beratel;y faced 1 t 
aa a. mature 1nd1V1duaJ.. It is extremely significant 'bhat 

by contrast to the wny he managed hia relationship with 

Hunt, Keats, while fully rnmre of Haydon 1 a faul ta, did 

not reject the man. After soma three weeks, ,1hen Bailey 

finally received. an °f),ctremely outting~1 letter :from Haydon, 

{Letters., I, 183) Kea.ts ·was able to counter his own great 
disillusionme~t in Haydon, a person or whom he once thoue;ht 
so much, by <11apos1ng of the trouble, but, certainly, not 

ot Haydon. uuotering the full power or hie disengaged, 

d1sinte~ested common sense, ho wrote in the 22 November 

1817 letter to Eniley: 

••What occasiono the greater pert of the World'o 
Quarrels? nimply this, two l~inds meet and do not 
undorotand each other time enough top @event 
any shock or surprise at the conduct of either 
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party--As soon as I had known Haydon three days I 
had 2rJ enough of his character not to have been 
eurp r ised at such a Letter as he has hurt you with. 
Nor when I knew it was it a principle with me to 
drop his acquaintance although with you it would 
have been an imperious feeling. (Letters, I, 184) 

No doubt, Keats used his mild accusation against 

Bailey, that in the same circumstances he would have 

known "an imperious feeling 11 to drop Haydon, in order to 

shore up his own determination to treat Haydon with dis-

interestedness. This accusation in no way obscures the 

fact, to use Keats's own words, that 11a very gradual 

ripening of the intellectual powers 11 (>Letters, I, 214) 

had brought him to his point of view, the one which he 

retained for the rest of his life. Through the sheer 

force of his will, he had become, in truth, 11one who 

gathers samphire, dreadful trade, 11 one who deals direct-

ly with earthly affairs. (Letters, I, 141) But, in fact, 

by recognizing his nature as a man able to face the world, 

Keats had not merely begun to approximate that description 

of himself which he had borrowed from King~ some six 

months before and explained to Haydon. Certainly, he had 

done something more. With the help of disengaged, disin-

tel:"ested objectivity, he had begun to perceive his mature 

definition of reality or truth and of beauty. 

In his 1962 Ball State Teacher's College thesis, Mr. 

James w. Hardin deliniates Keats's concepts of truth and 
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beauty. Hardin explains: 

Realit;y or Truth, as Keats so often called it,. is a 
fluid progression o:f events which can be apprehen-
ded only at the 11Moment 11 when each event occurs. It 
does not remain '.'the Mystery" because 1 t is a preor-
dained and static group of cosmic laws which, even 
though they are beyond man's feeble power to fathom 
them, exist in such a state that they might be under-
stood; Keats's truth remains a "Mystery0 simply be-
cause it is constantly being created anew and is 
thus--except for,the fact that its component parts 
constitute a great harmony--nonpredictable in na-
ture .. 57 

Hardin continues by explaining that 11 the term, 

beauty. 1s to be understood a.a the momentary instance 

of harmony between a soul and an object--a single per-

ception of one of the 'thousand of those beautiful par-

ticles, 111 cons ti tut1ng the whole of fluid truth which 

can be apprehended at the "Momento 11 

With the gen~~ally prevalent definition of beauty, 
Lt,"his concepy has simply nothing to do; rather it 
is concerned., as Keats believed the • • • poet must 
be., with apprehending the balance of all antitheses--
"foul or fair, high or low • • • ir Keats might have 
said, in other words that "apprehending the balance 
of all antithesis overcomes every other consideration." 
One's ability to discover such Beauty could, in Keats's 
words, be facili ta.tea by "a very gradual ripening of 
the intellectual powers, 11 ."a continual drinking of 
Knowledge" which would increase the poet's store of 
antithetical comparatora.5tl 

It was following Keats's earliest comprehension of 

beauty and truth--both wsimply.different degrees of com-

pleteness, the former apprehensible by man in 'the moment, 1 

the latter always broadly fluid and essentially unknow-

able"--that he wrote in Endymion, Book IV, the "Hymn of 
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59 
the Indian Maid." Apparently, at the time when he wrote 

it, he considered the passage as the most significant 

thing he had ever produced. He was entirely serious, 

not merely being 11poetic, 11 as he penned these lines with 

an antithetical theme: 

'o sorrow, 
Why dost borrow 

The natural hue of health, from vermeil lips?--
. To give maiden blushes 

To the white rose bushes? 
Or 1s't thy dewy hand the daisy tips? 

'o Sorrow, 
Why dost borrow 

The lustrous passion from a falcon-eye? 
To give the glow-worm light? 
Or, on a moonless night, ~--

To tinge, on syren shores, the salt sea-spry? 

'o Sorrow, 
Why dost borrow 

The mellow ditties from a mourning tongue?--
To give at evening pale 
Unto the nightingale, 

That thou mayst listen the cold dews among't 

•o Sorrow; 
Why dost borrow 

Heart's lightness from the merriment of May?--
A lover would not tread 
A cowslip on the head, 

Though he should dance from eve till peep of day--
Now any drooping flower 
Held sacred for thy bower, 

Wherever he may sport himself and play. 

'll'o Sorrow 
I bade good-morrow, 

And thought ,to leave her far away behind: 
B~t cheerly, cheerly, 

Sha loves me dearly: 
She is so constant to me, and so kind: 

I would deceive her 
And so leave her 



But ah! she is so constant and so kind. 
(Endymion, IV, 146-81, pp. 135~36) 
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With this conclusion, that sorrow Ilia so constant 

and so kind, 11 Keats dismissed totbally and finally what-

ever manifestations of escapism that he might ever have 

possessed. Rather than devot~ t~s,efforts as a man and 

as a poet to the goal of achieving earthly, human exist-

ence void of pain, he admitted without reservation that 

in man's life pain has its place along with pleasure. 

Perhaps, this realization of the antithetical relation-

ship between pain and pleasure was the first one of the 

''thousand of those beautiful particles 11 (Letters, I, 

4-03) of fluid truth of which he was clearly cognizant. 

In one of the most important passages in the famous 22 

November 1817 letter to Bailey, he elucidated this real-

ization, acknowledging it as a fundamental aspect of his 

approach to life: 

You /.Bailey] perhaps at one time thought there was 
such a thing as Worilidly Happiness to be arrived at, 
at certain periods of time marked out--you have of 
necessity from your disposition been thus led away--
I scarcely remember counting upon any Happiness--! 
look not for it tf it be not in the present hour--
nothing startles me beyond the Moment •••• The 
first thing that strikes me on hea@in~ a Misfor-
tune having befalled another is this. Well it can-
not be helped.--he will have the pleasure of trying 
the resourses of his-spinit, and I beg now my dear 
Bailey that hereafter should you observe any thing 
cold in me not to /;juy• it to the account of heart-
lessness but abstraction--for I assure you I some-
times feel not the influence of a Passion or Affec-
tion during a whole week--and so long this sometimes 
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continues I begin to suspect myself and the genuiness 
of my feelings at other times--thinking them a few 
barren Tragedy-tears (Letters, I, 186) • 

By steeling himself to the reality that he must objective-

ly begin to accept life as 1 t is in "the !,ioment, u (Letters, 

I, 186) Keats no doubt found it less frustrating, less 

painful to accept pain for what it is than to continue 

contradicting his ovm good sense by supposing he could mere ... 

ly wish and pain would go away. He knew, in fact, that 

he really had nothing to fear from pain, for, once he ob-

jectively recognized this adversary, his disengaged disin-

terestedness would protect him well enough. 

Within a brief time, Keats's new, inclusive approach 

to the nature of life began influencing his efforts as 

a poet. If he could manage personal troubles by viewing 

them objectively, having already used disinterestedness 

to free this "neutral intellect 11 from his egotistical 

self, he could use the same approach while writing poetry 

to solve problems which egotism caused. ·rhanks to the recent, 

gradual ripening of his intellectual powers, he had perceived 

in an antithetical fashion what he must become to achieve 

such solutions. Rather than becoming one of what he called 
11:Men of Power, 11 he realized that he must strive to become 

one of what he called ''Men of Genius. 11 In the 22 November 

1817 letter to Bailey, he explained: 
I wish you knew all that I thinlr about Genius and 
the Heart--and yet I think you are thoroughly ac-
quainted with my innermost breast in that respect or 
you could not have known me even thus long and still 
hold me worthy to be your dear friend. In passing 
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however I must say of one thing that has pressed 
upon me lately and encreased my Humility and capa-
bility of submission and that is this truth--Men of 
Genius are great as certain ethereal Chemicals op-
erating on the Mass of neutral intellect--by fJor 
buy they have not any individuality, any determined 
Character. I would call the top and head of those 
who have a proper self Men of Power--(Letters, I., 184). 

In this important contrast between 11Men of Genius 11 and 
"Men of Power, 11 each of the latter possesses a 11proper 

self 11 while each of the former lacks "any individuality, 

any determined character. u Apparently; one of the "Men 

of Power" asserts his individuality as a 11proper self, 11 

insisting as much as possible that,his ego-centered, 
11proper 11 desires be fulfilled. One of the 11Men of Genius, 0 

however, not having 11any determined character," influences 

matters in a far more subtle, really disengaged way. His 

powers are like 11 certain ethereal Chemicals opera.ting on 

the Mass of neutral intellect. 11 If he were such a 11Han 

of Genius, 11 Kea.ts, the poet, knew that his "ethereal•• 

power over his "neutral 1ntellect 11 was his faculty of 

imagination. Having long been aware of 1 ts role in art-

istic creation, Keats would probably have described the 

imagination as the logically unexplainable, psychological 

force which, when brought to bear on all of the intellec-

tual, emotional, and spiritual elements of his 11neutral 

intellect, 11 would be able, first, to sort out from these 

various elements the ones which are most useful for 
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artistic creation and; then, once these selected elements 

have mixed and mingled together within the artist, to fuse 

them into an artistic (poetic) whole. Not for one moment 

had Keats doubted the imagination's importance: 

I am certain of nothing but of the holiness of the 
Heart's affections and the truth of Imagination--
What the imagination seizes a.s Beauty must be truth--
whether it existed before or not--for I have the same 
Idea of all our Passions as of Love they are a11 in 
their sublime, creative of essential Beauty--Irt a 
Word, you max know my favorite ,&.Peculation by my 
first Book Ldiacussed hereaftcy,and the little song _er Hymn of the Indian Maid II which is quoted abovi/ 
I -sent in my last L,letter of 3 November 18117 which 
1s a representation from the fancy of the probable 
mode of operating in these matters--The Imagination 
may be compared to Adam's dream--he awoke and found 
in truth. (Letters, I, 18lt--51 

Probably Keats championed the imagination most of 

all because it could not be influen~ed in any way by 

egotistical desire. Indeed, 11\'lh.at the imagination seizes" 

in the moment as 11 easential Beauty" 11must be 11 a single 

perception of fundamental 11truth--whether it existed be-

fore or not. 11 For a long time, Keats had toadied to what 

he eventually called "the whims of an Egotist 11 (Letters, 

I, 233) only to produce what he recognized after a time 

as unsatisfactory poetry.· But, thanks to the imagination's 

totally unbiased, discerning powers,' he knew now that these 

Whims could be rejected, essential beauty which "must be 

truth" (Letters, I, 184) could be perceived, and poetry 

of integrity could be written. In summary, he believed that: 
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the sim,12.le imaginative mind has its rewards in the 
repetiLtYon of its own silent working coming con-
tinually Zana without biaV on the spirit {_or trut.h7 
with a fine suddenness. Tb.etters, I, 185) · 

Like Adam following his dream, the poet can awaken from 

his creative e».-perience and find that he has written truth. 

A second reason for Keats's allegiance to the imagi-

nation·was its extremely appealing efficiency. Because 

of its very nature, it was superior to step-by-step 

reasoning. No doubt, he believed that ordinary intellec-. 
tual activity, especially as embodied in conventional moral 

systems and aesthetic theories, suffered from cumbersome, 
11 consequitive 11 reasoning which, potentially, at least, was 

also subject to egotistical contamination. Recognizing 

the freedom which the imagination gives the artist (or 

anyone) by cutting him free from any predetermined, iconic 

methods for creation, Keats wrote to Bailey: 

I am the more zealous in this affair [or espousing 
himself to the imaginatio~t because I have never 
yet been able to perceive how any thing can be 
kno~m for truth by consequitive reasoning--and yet 
it must be--Ce.n it be that even the greatest ever 
(when) arrived at his goal without putting aside 
numerous objections--However 1 t may be, O for a 
Life of Sensations rather than of Thoughts! It 
ff...nowing 1mag1native.truth7 is 'a Vision in the form 
of Youth' a Shadow of reality to come--ana this 
consideration has further conv@nced me for it 
has come as auxiliary 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 befall those who delight in sensation 
rather than hunger ,Lconsequitivelx.7' after truth. 

(Letters, I, 185) 
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Without question, even as, he wrote these lines, 

Keats realized that 11such a :rate" was befalling him in 

his efforts to finish Endymion-. He was on the verge of 
11 a. Life of Sensations rather than of Thoughts! 11 Very 

shortly, he saw "a Shadow of reality to come." To re-

count, after turning out 1032 lines of his third book 

during three weeks in September, he had. produced hardly 

half that number of lines for his fourth book in more 

than twice the time during October and November. In 

the last three weeks of October, he wrote only three hun-

dred or so lines. By the time he wrote to Bailey on 22 

November, he had finished just five hundred lines, bet-

ter than a quarter of these being lyrical or quasi-lyri-

cal insertions, mostly filler with which he could mark 
60 

time. This slow down in production had occurred because, 

as p:t-eviously discussed, EndYmion, as a poem was·no longer 

what he wanted. .At his inception of the poem,t,he had in-

tended to expand the fable of Endymion, which he had touch-

ed upon briefly in 11 ! Stood Tip-Toe ••• n He had planned 

to guide Endymion through numerous adventures while he 

quested for the ideal, this ideal taking the form of an 

unknown goddess whom he first ha.d discovered in a dream. 

Eventually, he had·intended Endymion to learn the goddess's 

identity as that of Cynthia, the moon deity, and with this 

knowledge, to earn his own immortality, becoming 11 enskyed 11 
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along •with Cynthia. But, such a conclusion was no longer 

compatible with his point of view. Because he had ex-

pended so much time and effort to write better than three 

thousand lines of the poem, however, he could not simply 

discard it. Rather, he needed a conclusion with which he 

could achieve a compromise between his old escapist views 

as expressed in Endymion's first three books and hi~ new, 
61 

matter-of-fact, disengaged disinterested views. 

Once again, as it had seemed necessary when he had 

previously withdrawn from London, going to Margate and 

to the Isle of' Wight to get on W1 th his writing, Keats 

felt that he must go away for a few days. Yet, this de-

parture meant something far different fromtthose earlier, 

often worthless ones. He went to the valley of Michleham, 

a few miles south of London between the villages of Dork-

ing and Leathe~head, a place with an inn called the Fox 
62 

and Hounds. By withdrawing from London, where he knew 

social and egotistical involvement, he seemed deliberate-

ly to act out in his own life his formula to attain poetic 

truth. As much as possible, he att-empted to, ca.use himself 

to become neutral intellect, so that-the "simple imagi-

native mind," unhampered by consequitive peasoning and 

depending on "Sensations rather than thoughts 11 could be 

free to work in order to come 110n the sp1:b1 t /.of truth7 
With a fine suddenness." (Letters,!, 18~) Within a 
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short time, his efforts bore fruit. In six days, from 

22 until 28 November 1817, he wrote a daily average of 

eighty to eighty-five lines, eventually to produce about 

five hundred lines and, therewith, complete the first 
63 

draft of the poem. The contrived plot of these lines 

suggests that Keats was able to bring off a not entirely 

unsuccessful conclusion in order to keep Endymion from be-

ing a failure, simply for not being finished. 

At this point, in order to achieve a fuller appre-

ciation of Keats's accomplishment, a summary of the plot 

in Endymion, Book IV, is useful. In the first half of the 

book, Keats had already introduced an Indian Maid, lonely 

and hungering for human love, whom Endymion encounters 

and who sings to him the song, 110 Sorrow,/ Why dost 

borrow • • • 11 (Endymion, IV, 146-47, p. 135) After the 

song and following his affirmation of love to the Indian 

Maid, 

I must be thy sad servant evermore, 
I cannot choose but kneel here and adore, 

(Endymion, IV, 301-02, P• 139) 

Endymion takes her hand and asks, "Wilt fall asleep?" 

{Endymion, IV, 318, p. 140). Then, following an ominous 

warning coming from the woods, "Woe to that Endymion!" 

(Endymion, IV, 221, p. 137), Mercury appears and the two 

lovers are carried on winged, jet-black steeds into the 

air. The lovers sleep; Endymion dreams that he is among 
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the gods and learns that the goddess he has sought 1s 

really Cynthia. Naturally, he feels torn. In great 

suffering, he is carried to the Cave of Quietude. In 

this place of desperate apathy and exhaustion, where one 

can gain peace through painful, personal introspection, 

Endymion, himself, recovers peace of mind. Thus, as one 

passage states: 

the man 1s 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 o.I' all. 

(EndJ2111on, IV, 522-525, p. 145). 

Descending to earth, Endymion determines to give up his 

long search for the ideal. The Indian Ma.id and he will 

live in the natural realm of Pan, where, by comparison 

with Cynthia's exalting realm, the breathing is not so 

thin. But it turns out that the Indian Maid, for reasons 

not entirely clear, _ 1s forbidden to accept his love. With 

her departure, as Endymion sits helplessly alone realizing 

that both his heavenly and earthly desires have been 

thwarted, his sister, Peona, appears to welcome his return 

to the human world. He tells her of his misfortune and 

announces his decision to become a hennit. Before he 

leaves, they are to meet that ~vening in the grove behind 

the temple of Cynthia. The hour comes, and with it, the 

conclusion of the poem. The Indian Maid is audd.enly 

transformed before his eyes into Cynthia. The ideal has 
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been discovered through acceptance of the earthly. 

Yet, as Bate remarks, "Endymion is not really 
1 enskyed 1 except through the most improbable~~ 
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machina. 11 Keats felt, no doubt; that he must immort-

alize his hero in order to maintain the integrity of the 

ancient legend and, at least, superficially to establish 

some sort of coherence between the poem's conclusion and 

what had gone on in its first three books. But, certain 

confessional passages in Book IV clearly show that Keats, 

in fact, no longer espoused or even hopefully sought some 

other worldly escape from earthly pain for himself or his 

hero.;} Thus, at the point in Book IV where Endymion, at 

least for the time, believes that he has lost both 

Cynthia and the Indian Maid, Keats, himself, intrudes up-

on the nar~ative to assure his miserable hero (and, no 

doubt, himself) that it is the recognization of funda-
c,c:.£-WIO 

mental truth~ when man puts aside his efforts 11 to burst 

his mortal bars" ( 11 I Stood Tip-Toe • • • 11 1. 190, p. 6). 

Man is an earthly creature and he must stay on earth. 

Endymion! unhappy! it nigh grieves 

*Generally, the passage, Endymion, IV, 513-779, 
implies that Keats had given up his effort, either for 
himself or for Endymion, to escape earthly pain. The 
Cave of Quietude passage, especially lines 513-48, con-
sists of a rationalization by means of which Keate could 
accept defeat. But, Endymion, IV, 636-648, contains 
Keats's_most overt statement of resignation. 



Me to behold thee thus in last extreme: 
Ensky 1d ere this, but truly that I deem 
Truth the best music in a first-born song 

(End:ymion, IV, 770-73, p. 151). 
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Clearly acknowledging the 1rrevocab111ty of his mortality, 

and the fallaciousness of even trying to attain the dream 

of immortality, Keats admits as Endymion speaks: 

I have clung 
To nothing, lov 1d a nothing; nothing seen 
Of felt but a great dream! O I have been 
Fresumptuous against love, against the sky, 
Against all elements, against the tie 
Of mortals each to each, against the blooms 
Of flowers, rush of rivers, and the tombs 
Of heroes gone! Against his proper glory 
Has my own soul:.: conspired: so my story 
Will I to children utter, and repent. 
There never liv'a a. mortal man, who bent 
His appetite beyond his natural sphere, 
But starv'd and died (wdymion, IV, 636-48, p. 150). 

As Newell Ford has observed, Keats acknowledged inwx-1-

ting this passage in his Endymion that: 

••• the limitations of mortality are not 
dissolvable merely because hope and wish 
delude the yearning heart. Truth is not dream, 
and wisdom lies in a sober resignation to the 
unecetatic conditions of mortality. Here alone, 
if happiness 1s for man, let him look for it. 
This is the lesson which finally has been learned, 
and it is 1 the poet rather than his hero who has 
learned it.66 

With in a month, following his return in late No-

vember to London, Keats, in a flash of brilliance, was 

able to articulate the great eKper1ence through which he 

had passed. He clearly recognized the implications of 

this eA-perience for this work as a poet. And, in the 

months that followed, he realized its significance for 
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him as a man facing "the u11ecstatio conditions of' 
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mortali ty11 and acting as a responsible member of soci-

ety. In a letter written 21 December 1817 to his brothers, 

George and Tom, he gave his first statement concerning 

what he had achieved. In the letter, he relates that 

while walking home with his friends. Brown and Dilke, from 

a Christmas pantomine, he had what he called "not a dispute 

but a disquisition 11 with Dilke. He says that as it procee-

ded: 

••• several things dovetailed in my mind, & at 
once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man 
of Achievement especially in Literature & which 
Shakespeare possessed so enormously--! mean Negative 
Capability, that 1s when ma.n is capable of being in 
uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irrit-
able reaching after fact & reason--Cole~idge, for 
instance, would let go by a fine isolated verisimil-
tude caught from the Penetralium of mystery, from 
being incapable of remainin6 content w1 th half know-
ledge. (Letters, I, 193-94) 

Many months later, curiously enough, while a.gain remark-

ing about his mild antagonism toward Dilke, Keats con-

tinued his explanation of negatively capable half-

knowledge. In the 17-27 September 1819 letter to the 

George Keatses, he wrote: 

That Dilke was a Man who cannot feel he has e. 
personal identity unless he has made up his 1,!ind 
about every thing. The only means of strengthening 
one's intellect is to make up ones mind about 
nothing--to let the mind be a thoroughfare for all 
thoughts. Not a select party. The genius is not 
scarce in population. All the stubborn arguers 
you meet with are of the same brook--They never begin 
upon a subject they have not preresolved on. They 
want to hammer their nail into you and if you turn 



the point, still they think you wrong. Dilke ·will 
never come at at. ruth as lon~ as he lives; because 
he is always trying at it.. (.Letters, II, 213) 
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In tracing Keats's personal experience in those 

final days of his work on Endymion, Book, IV, it seems 

that he became what he had described in his 22 November 

1817 letter to Bailey; he had become one of the "Men of 

Genius. 11 (Letters, I, 184) Having caused himself to be-

come psychologically a neutral intellect and, following 

this w1thdrawl; one almost entirely free of egotistical 

preconception, Keats rose to a state of negative capabi-

lity. As an artist, his intellect-was made up about 

nothing. Rather, he caused his m&nd to become a thorough-

fare or a passageway through which all thoughts that came 

his way might pass. He accepted all of these thoughts so 

that his powers of imagination could evaluate them and 

then select the ones which should be included in the work 

of art (specifically, in this case~ Endymion). Never 

permitting his egotistical self to intrude upon the imagi-

nation* a efforts, he was content to be 11in uncertainties, 

Mysteries. doubts, without any irritable reaching after 

fact & reason," (Letters, I, 193) a. contentment absent in 

Coleridge and . ., especially, in Dilke, which kept them from 

coming upon truth. Then, following his preparation in 

negative capability, his imagination, having settled upon 

the materials out of which his poetry should be made, was 
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ready. as he described in the ,o January 1818 letter to 

hie publisher, Jobn. Taylor, to mount "the gradations of 

Uappineao whioh a.re like a ltind of Pleasure Thermometer .*1 

( t,et t&l;'fh I , 218 ) 

By means of' a paesagt) in ~d:vn1on, Eook I, about 

which he ei:plained 1n the above-mentioned letter to 

Taylor, ul assurs you that when I 1'trote 1t, it waa n 

reGU.latt stepping of the Imagination towo.rds a Truth,'' 

(Lettern, I, 218) Kenta aeems to define thG creat1"i1e 
process th.roue:11 '\'1hich he ptU::.O$d. Thus, he first of all 

cauoed his het'O, Endymion, to ask, 11 \;'hereL'"l lioo ha.pp.1-

ne.oa ·, 11 .And,, thon, a.naworln5 his own question, Endymion 

says, 

In that wl'li oh becks 
our ready mindo to f0llowahip divine, 
A :f'ellowahip tdth essence:· till we ahine 
F'ull alohem1zed, and free of space 

(Endymion, !, 777-780, p. 7li.) 

Diverse cr1 ti cal opi111on e:>:ists c.onceming the meaning of 
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thene lines. Yet, within the conte:{t of Keats 'o appar-

ent effo.:rte to describe the creative pt'Oceas,. one can in• 

terprot the 11 t'ellowc1tlp d1vine,/a. f'ellowsh1p with essence" 
no th~ encounte?' bet.,1een n divine, neut.t"al 1nteliect, 
wliloh 10 nee of egotism, and the essence of existence. 

This ex1counter ta.kos place in the poet• e mind '\-thich, :f'or 

this context, r~eato onllo uthe tho:rouehfare or all 

thoughto. ii (Letters, II, 2l;i) Follo,dne this in1 t1ru. 
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encounter, the selection of those materials out of which 

the poetry is to be made occurs, and., then, and only then, 

the poet and his subject matter, "full alchemizea, and 

free of·space, 11 are ready to ascend the l?leasure Thermo-

meter, 

To begin the climb, moving from rational objectivity 

to aesthetic fusion, Endymion seems almost to command the 

poet to 

Fold 
A rose leaf round thy finger's taperness 
And soothe thy lips (Endymion, I. 761-83, p. 74). 

By folding a rose leaf about his finger, the poet height-

ens his sensuous pleasure. Then, Endymion continues, 

_ 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: 
The old songs waken from enclouded tombs; 
Old ditties sigh above their father's grave; 
Ghosts of melodious prophecying 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 

(Endymion, I, 783-94, p. 74). 
The simple pleasure of touching a rose leaf widens into 

the more profound pleasures found in the beauties of nature 

and of music. At his le~el, as if to ascertain that the 

poet is still with him, Endymion pauses briefly to inquire. 
11Feel we these th1ngs? 11 .And, as if the poet indicates that 

he does, Endymion goes on to show that even greater things 



are possible as he says: 

••• that moment have we stept 
Into a sort of oneness, and our state 
Is like a floating spirit I s. But thei"e 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-tip 
There hangs by unseen film, an orbed at?op 
Of light, and that is love: Its influence, 
Thro'\om in our eyes, genders a novel sense, 
At which we start and fret; till in the end, 

1,1e1 ting into 1 ts radiance, we blend, 
Mingle, and so become a part of it,--
Nor with aught ease can our souls interknit 
So wine;edly: when we combine there·with, 
Life's self is nourish•d by its proper pith, 
.And we are nurtured like a pelican brood. 

(Endmion, I, 795-815, PP• 7lt--75) 
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The final steps toward fusion of the poetic materials 

requires great intensity within the poet. This intensity: 

••• genders a novel sense, 
At which we start and fret; till in the end, 
Melting into its radiance, we blend, 
!-Ungle, and so become a part o:f' 1 t. 

(Endymion, I, 808-811, p. 75) 

In a conclusive remark concerning the Pleasure 

Thermometer passage, Keats wrote to Taylor (30 January 

1818), 11My having written that Argument (Passage) will 

perhaps be of the greatest Service to me of any thing I 

ever did. 11 (Letters, I, 218) And; of course, it was. 

Finally, after months of thought and writing, Keats was 

beginning to realize his practical abilities as a poet. 
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I 

Upon completing his first draft of Endymion and 

with his return to London 1n early December, Keats con-

cluded the long period of introspection which he had 

forced himself to endure for most of the year.1 Once 

in town, he very deliberately turned his back upon soli-

tude and study in order to begin moving outward in his 

ooncernso Once again, he became an active member of 

societyo During most of the holiday season, except for 

the sudden coalescence of thoughts which he experienced 

to produce his most singular of literary concepts--

negative capability (Letters, I, 193-94), aud for writing 

two revieW§of theatricals at Reynolds's request,2 he put 

aside serious intellectual endeavors, and, with zest, he 

gave himself over to numerous social activities. (Letters, 

I, 191-94) He spent long evenings with friends; he 

attended the theatre for his own pleasure; he went to 

dinners and dances; probably he drank a lot of wine.3 

In general, since he_was asking less for himself his 

conduct during the holidays did much to confirm that, 

having taken disinterestedness into his very being, he 

found himself blessed with a new, rewarding sense of 

freedom. Thus, kept at a safe distance, the world seemed 

less intimidating than it had. Indeed, for a time, at 
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least, living in the world was fun. 

Earlier, in the 22 November 1817 letter to Reynolds, 

Keats had described rather indirectly how he kept the 

world at bay. He had appealed to Reynolds: 

Hey dont you, as I do look unconcerned at what may 
be called more particularly Heart-vexations? They 
never surprize me--lord! a man should have the 
fine point of his soul talcen off to become fit for 
this world--(Letters, I, 188). 

No doubt, from Keats's viewpoint, to "look unconcerned 

at ••• Heart-vexations 11 did not mean that he refused 

to give them the attention that they deserved. Looking 

unconcerned was merely an overt manifestation of his 

disinterestedness. Certainly, nothing had taken "the 

fine point off his soul.ti Rather, acting as a kind of 

shield, disinterestedness had begun to protect him, 

making him "fit for this world.," 'llo use another meta-

phor, with the help of disinterestedness, Keats, upon 

encountering "Heart-vexations," was no longer the thin-

skinned boy that he once had been. Therefore, when 

Wordsworth and Hunt made flippant or derisive remarks 

about Endymion which, at an earlier time, he would have 

taken as crushing blows, he dismissed tho remarks, but 

not to his critics, as being of no consequence4 (Letterq, 

I, 213-14). When his virtual enemy, Mr. Abbey, told him 

"in an indirect way, that I had no business" calling to 

visit his sister, Fanny, who was in London for the holidays 
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from her boarding sohool 1 he would not be 1nt1m1dated 
(Letters. I, 214). He visited her anyway.5 With plans 

tor Cr1pp's stud7 getting on well enough,6 he put aside 

hia anger at Ha7don and renewed h1s f'rien4ah1p with the 
man, assuring h1m, ttYour friendship tor me is not getting 

into its teens" (Letters, I, 203). And, at almost the 
same t1me, when Haydon had serious fall1nge out with both 
Reynolds and Hunt, Keats, though he lamented the unhappiness, 

say1ng "I am qu1 te perplexed in a world ot doubts & 

tanc1es--uproar•a 70ur only musik1" (Letters. I, 204, 
also Letters, I 205) s1mpl7 sta7ed out of the fuss. 7 
(Bate, P• 276) Because ot the distance from trouble 
which disinterestedness helped him maintain, he did not 

waste his t1me and ener87. B7 the last of January, 1818, 

he knew that ht ha4 something far more important to do. 

In the new year, Keate began turning outward not 

onl7 in his social interests, but, also, 1n his concerns 

as a poet. This change 1n concern. unlike his change 

from being in solitude to being gregarious, d14 not 
occur at once. But, atter a few months. it was, like 
hie increased interest 1n social activ1t1ea, just as 
deliberate. The reason tor h1s eventual change came 
directly trom the way he understood the concept of 

negative capab111t7. He valued the concept because it 

assisted him to ascertain what was essential beauty, 1.e., 



143 

a momentary glimpse of the preordained and static group 

of cosmic laws which are truth~·a.- /:n time, using this 

bee.uty as the subject matter for his poetry, he appal'ently 

realized, though with difficulty, that one of the legiti-

mate reasons why other people shoUld want to read his 

poetry was to learn of the beauty, that is, truth, which 

it could make clear to them. Being a man cognizant that 

he was irrevocably a member of society, he probably viewed 

it as his duty to make available to society whatever he 

perceived as beauty. To follow the course which Keats 

took in the next five months toward the recogn1 tion of 

his social duty will be the purpose of this last chapter. 

From the first of January until the middle of March, 

Keats was preoccupied with correcting Endymion before he 

sent it off to his publishers. Between 6 and 20 January, 

his work on Endymion, Book I, apparently went along 

satisfactorily (Letters, I, 38). Aside from working on 

his manuscript, he did very little except socialize. For 

him, the first weeks in the new year were still a time of 

rest after his long, hard effort to complete Endymion. 

They were a time of intellectual indolence. Yet, Keats 

did not really waste time. CJ'l As he explained 1 t, "Nothing 

is finer for the purposes of great productions, than a 

very gradual ripening of the intellectual powers" (Letters, 

I, 214). Certainly his idea of gradual ripening applied 
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to himself as much as anyone. As time passed,.he allowed 

the concept of negative capability to penetrate deep into 

his thinking. Its influence became increasingly powerful in his 

life. Very soon, it guided him to consider at least im-

portant issues. He settled one of them even before he wrote 

about it. The other issue occupied his thoughts, apparently, 

for the rest of his life. 

In the 5 January 1818 letter to his brothers, a 

letter which, otherwise, is only of passing interest, 

Kaats wrote an important statement which shows that, 

thanks to negative capability, he had disposed of at 

least one matter with almost no trouble. At some earlier 

time, his brothers had asked him about some novelists 

whose books he had been reading. He replied by writing4-

You asked me what degrees there are between Scotts 
Nuvels and those of Smollet--They appear to me to be 
quite distinct in every particular--more especially 
in their Aim--Scott endeavours to th.@ow so interest-
ing and ramantic a colouring into common and low 
Characters as to give them a touch·of the Sublime--
Smollet on the contrary pulls down and levels what 
with other Men would continue Romance. The Grand 
parts of Scott are within the reach of more Minds 
that [Jor thB.!!7 the finest humours in Humphrey 
Climker--(Letter, I, 199-200). 

With this statement, Keats made explicit his i;reference 

in favor of Smollett, a neo-classical novelist who lived 

a full two generations before him, in opposition to Scott, 

his contemporary and one of early nineteenth century 

England's most successful writers, and, thereby, shows 
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himself to be dissatisfied with the romanticism which 

was popular in his own time. An apparent paradox, this 

dissatisfaction with romanticism by one of England's 

most famous romantic poets deserves consideration not 

only because it is a curious matter in itself, but also 

because it evidences perhaps the most vital development 

in Keats•s literary judgement which occurred during his 

entire life. 

First, one should understand that Keats's dissatis-

faction with one strain of romanticism 1s not, in any 

way, a total rejection of the whole of romanticism. 

Instead, it makes manifest that Keats had greatly increased 

his sense of discrimination concerning literature. It 

seems clear that in preferring Smollett over Scott, he 

did not totally refuse to consider Scott or any other 

contemporary writer. As well, 11 ttle evidenc,3 exists 

showing that he was very fond of Smollett. Rather, 

wha·t had happened was that he had acquired, through 

negative capability, specific criteria for literary 

judgement which were not related either to popularity, 

like Scott's, or to at least some of the tenets of 

nineteenth century romanticism. 

At the center of any literary judgement which 

Keats made was his concern with the intensity and 

depth of beauty which he found in a piece of literature. 
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He believed that this beauty must be of a negatively 

capable sort which an:, writer could perceive only when 

he would be content with "being in uncertainties, 

M1steries, doubts" ( !liettera, I, 193). If he were 

entirely candid, Keats, in stating his preference for 

:3mollett rather than for 3cott, would probably have 

admitted that he could not judge with absolute certainty 

which of the two instilled his writing w1th the greater 

degree of negatively capable beauty. However, he could 

feel confident that should either one have perceived 

such beauty, it tfould be i.:,mollett, and not Scott, who 

would have caused this beauty to be most evident to his 

readers. Apparently, Smollet·t was content at "being 

1n uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts" (Letters, I, 193) 
because be upulls down and levels what with other Men 

would continue n0manoe 11 (Letters, I, 200}. ~a Keats 

probably thought of it, Smollett's view of life out 

through whatever layers of deception that might have 

1mpared 1t. On the other hand, Scott, as he:: 

continued to produce one romantic novel after another, 

was persistently 1treacbing after fact & reason." By 

doing so, he was attempting to avoid "being in life's 

uncerta1nt1es, Mysteries, doubts" (Letters, I, 193) 
by covering his 1'common and low characters ••• to 

give them a touch of the ;:::,ubl1me 0 with many coatings 
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of romanticism. Unfortunately, with these coatings, he 

covered over whatever negatively capable beauty that 

his "novel of the Antiquary" might have contained 

(Letters, I, 200). 

To Keate, any literature which aspired to integrety, 

showing life as it is, was preferable to a literature 

corrupted by any biased viewpoint. Upon perceiving the 

nature of negative capability, he realized that the 

romanticism popular in his day, especially Scott's, 

made posa1ble auchabiased vie~rpoint. In its own 

way, it distorted the truth concerning the nature of 

human existence. In an absolute sense, then, Keats's 

understanding of negative capability helped him in a 

significant wa.y to increase both in bread th and depth 

the degree of his taste. In essence, with negative 

capability's aid, he defined what became his mature 

·approach to literary evaluation. 

In his remarks on Smollett and Scott, Keats merely 

touched upon a aecond issue, one at the time which did 

not immediately concern him. The key passage in his 

statement reads, "§mollett and Sooty appear to me to 

be quite distinct in every particular--more especially 

in their .Aim "t (Letters, I, 199 - 200). It was this 

matter of aim or purpose that soon became central 1n his 

thinking. He needed to decide what use he intended for 
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his poetry which he hoped that he would fill with the 

truth he perceived while in a state of negative capab111tyo 

For the moment, he apparently deferred any serious 

concern about his future goal because he wanted to 

continue, following the new year, to luxuriate in his 

intellectual indolence. He could point out that to 

re~ork Endymion, certainly no small task, occupied his 

time well enough. To consider such a complex matter as 

what he intended eventually to accomplish as a poet no 

doubt demanded more than he was willing to give just then. 

But the very circumstances of Keat's existence did 

not allow him to put off for long some effort to find 

what direction he would be talting as a poet. Among 

other things, while he maintained his general indolence 

of thought, be found himself meditating, probably for 

only brief periods of time,· upon the significant 

accomplishments of others, upon other people's nworks 

of genius." (Letters, I, 205). In a btief note 

written on 10 January 1818, he told Haydon, "I am 

convinced that there are three things to re3oioe at in 

this Age--_Lwordsworth1_y The Excursion your Pictures, 

and Hazlitt's depth of taste" (Letters, I, 203). Three 

days later, on 13 January 1818, ·after repeating in a 

letter to his brothers his 11 three things to rejoice at 

in this age, 11 he added a fourth thing to his 11st. 



Insisting that works of genius are not, of necessity, 

"the first things in this world.rt he praised: 

that sort of probity & disinterestedness which 
such men as Bailey possess, does hold & grasp 
the tip top of any spiritual honours, that 
can be paid to any thing in this world 
(Letters, I, 205). 

These medilationa, quite easily, might have led him 

to consider his own accomplishments. Aside from 

Endymion with which he was dissatisfied, he might have 

wondered just what had he to show for all of his past 

efforts. 
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Knowing that he had nothing to show. Keats needed 

only to look about himself to be reminded that he had 

no assurance that he would ever accomplish anything. 

He needed only to consider his own family to realize 

the transient nature of human existence. Both his 

father and mother had been dead for years. His youngest 

brother, Tom, was becoming progressively weaker from 

an illness for which there seemed no cure. His brother, 

George, though in good health, also worried him. He 

knew that George, out of work and spending his time as 

Tom's nurse, was becoming restless, as he wondered what 

his future prospects would be (Letters, I, 82 - 84). 

Further afield, Keats lamented ·that because of arguments 

among his friends, he could no longer count on the 

personal relationships which, at one time, he had found 
12 so valuable. And, he had cause to wonder with Bailey 
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ttwhy should Woman suffer?" (Letters, I, 209), why' should 

she "have Canoer?" (Letters, I, 292). Before he fell 

heir to these human problems of disease and death, 

Keats knew that he must attempt to satisfy his own 

curiosity. He wanted to find out if he were capable of 

"works of Genius." But even more, perhaps, he wanted 

to strive tt:ror that sort of probity & disinterestedness 

which such men as Bailey possess" in order to find some 

way to earn 1 egi tima tely t1 the tip top of any sp1r1 tual 

honours, that can be paid to any thing in this world" 

(Letters, I, 205}. 

Keats received indiDect encouragement to satisfy 

his curiosity from his "disinterested" mentor, William 

Hazlitt. During the holiday season, he talked with 

Hazlitt several times. At two or three "very intelle-
13 

ctual dinners" which both Keats and Hazlitt attended, 

the conversation must have·turned to Hazlitt's immediate 

concern, the series of eight Lectures on the English Poets, 

which he planned to present at the Surrey Institution 

between 13 January and 3 March ( see Letters I, 212, 

note 2). Whether through informal discussion or by 

attending the lectures, all of which he heard except 

for o~e!4Keats certainly learned of Hazlitt's thoughts 

which were generally concerned with poetry's and the 

Poet's purposes. These thoughts are delineated most 
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clearly in Hazlitt's first lecture, tton Poetry in General." 

In one of his most important statements 1n the 

lecture, Hazlitt explained his belief that: 

Impassioned poetry 1s an emanation of the moral 
and intellectual part of our nature, as well 
as the sensit1ve--of the desire to know, the 
will to act, and the power to feel; and ought 
to appeal to these different parts of our 
constitution, in order to be perfect 5. 

In making this statement, no doubt, in light of his 

own efforts to perceive the intrinsic value of 

"impassioned poetry, 11 Hazlitt insisted that any student 

of such poetry should place special emphasis upon its 

mora.1-•in deference to its intellectual--worth. He 

. held that poetry, if it were to support successfully 

man's "desire ,to know, .. • • will to act, and • • • 
I •Pqwer to feel," should harmonize knowledge--whether it 
' be knowledge o:£ good and evil, but especially of evil--

w1 th man's natural concern to carry on the business of 
; 

living. In successful poetry, he thought that the poet 

should present life, including its evil aspects, as 

it is .. To do so, especially to be concerned with evil, 

is the poet's moral responsibility, for, by putting 

evil into a meaningful context within his poetry, the 

poet makes 1t possible for his readeu to know exactly 

ev11 1 s nature. By ascertaining this knowledge for him, 

the poet makes it possible for his reader to gain a. 



152 

unique freedom," not from the consequences of evil-• 
'16 which are inescapable-- but from being deceived by it." 

In making possible this unique freedom for his reader, 

the poet helps him at least partly to overcome evil's 

pervasive nature so that he can gain a sense of 

perspective in his encounters with it. And, with the 

understanding which he can perceive with this perspective, 

the reader can integrate hie knowledge of evil w1th his 

knowledge of other aspects of human life in order, 

thereby, to achieve some accurate understanding of the 

nature of reality or truth;7 i.e. what Keats understood 
18 as a preordained and static group of cosmic laws. 

One can hardly doubt that Keats possessed something of 

these ideas, especially of the poet's need to be 

concerned with evil, as he heard Hazlitt discourse 

1n his lecture, non Poetry in General 0 upon poetry, and 

the poet's respons1b111ty, by saying: 

••• all that 1s worth remembering in life, 1s 
the poetry of it ••• the poet does no more 
than describe what all the others think and 
act (Works, I, 2).19 

Easily, Keats could interpret Hazl1tt1 s statement 

of the poet's function as a charge from his teacher to 

give his readers whatever glimpses of essential beauty 

as perceived 1n a state of negative capability that he 

might come upon after observing human nature. Refreshed 

by almost two months of rest, during which 11a very 
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gradual ripening ot 51i7 intellectual poweratt occurred, 

he q,u1okly felt ready to find now he could beet 

describe "what all the othorsffit mankini!.7 tb1nk and act. tt 

On 20 January, he took hie completed revision ot ~dzmion, 
nook I, to hie pub11sh$rf! (r,etters. I, 38). The next 

da7, finding h1mselt with a little tree time, he deo1ded 

to ~1s1 t Le1gb Hunt, who, he thought, would 11ke to see 
20 

a copy of 'h1s t1:rst book. During the v1e1t, Hunt 

showed him tta real authenticated Lock of' Milton's Ba1rn 

(J,,ettert;, I, 210) and asked him to write some lines about 

the look. To please Runt, though be might not have 

cared much tor eucb an extemporaneous exercise, Keats 
21 agreed to try. As he wrote, 1t became clear that 

he was at the beg1nu1ng of a new era 1n h1s 11fe. 
22 

£-uddenly h1s holiday ot intellectual 1:ndi,lence t1as over. 

A few de.ys later, ua1ng a considerable understatement 

as he wrote to his brothers. ho e.oknowlegged that: 

I think a. little change has taken place in my 
intellect latel7-I ccu:u1ot bear to be uninterested 
or unemployed, I, who for so long a .. time, 
have been addicted to passiveness (Letter§/, I, 214). 

By following the •'L1nes on neeing a Lock of Mil ton's 

Ha1r•" one can eae1ly observe the: po1nt at which Keats' e 

"11 ttle cl1auge" began. At first, his wr1 ting was 

ohOPP1• not at all serious: 

Oh1ef of organic Numbers! 
Old scholar of the spheres! 

Thy sptr1t never slumbers, 
But rolls about our ears 

For ever and tor ever, 
O, what a mad endeavour 

Worketh he, 



Who, to thy sacred and ennobled hearse, 
Would offer a burnt sacrifice of verse 

And Melody! (LL. 1 - 10, P• 377). 
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But, as he continued in his fairly superficial praise of 

Milton: 

How heavenward thou soundest 
Live Temple of sweet noise; 

And disoourd u.nconfoundedst: 
Giving delight new 30ys, 

And Pleasure nobler p1n1ons--
O where are thy Dominions! (LL. 11 - 16, p. 377). 

the nature of the poem changed rapidly. These lines, 

except for a sonnet for Mrs. Reynolds and her daughters 

on their aging oat, were the first new ones that he had 
23 

wTitten since-he finished the first draft of ~ion. 

The effort of writing apparently served ~a jar him into 

a total awareness of what all of hie previous experience, 

especially his meditations in the past few weeks upon 

personal achievement or "works of Genius, u in fact, 

meant. If he were to accomplish anything of essential 

worth as a poet, he must, it was clear, be one who would 

work "a mad endeavour/ ••• / Who, to ,LMilton'ysacred 

and enobled hearse,/ Would offer a burnt sacrifice of 

verse / And Melody! tt (IJ.,. 6 - 10 passium p. 377). Like 

Milton, whose greatness had continued without abatement 

long after his death so that his poetry is still a 

"L1f'e Temple of sweet noise," (L. 12, p. 377) still 

unconfounded by discord. "Giving delight new joys, / And 

Pleasure nobler pinions!" (LL. 14 - 15, p. 377). Keats 



realized that he must reach upward toward greatness. 

Indeed, he asked ot Milton (though without accurate 

punctuation), 110 where a.re thv. Dominions!" (L. 16, 

p. 377). For the moment, he felt uncertain, really 

overwhelmed at the prospect. Yet, aff'irm1l1g his 

determination with 11 a young delian oath," (L. 18, 

p. 377) he declared to Milton: 

;ihen every childish fashion 
Has vanish I ti from my rhyme 

~·l111 I grey-gone in passion 
g1ve to an after-time · 

Hymning and harmony 
Of thee, and of thy Works and of thy ~1fe: 
But vain is now the burning and the strife--
Pangs are in va1n--until I grow high-rife 

With Old Philosophy 
And mad with glimpses at futurity! 

For many years my offerings must be hush'd: 
When I do speak I'll think upon this hour, 
Because I feel my forehead hot and flush'd, 
Even at the simplest vassal of thy PoHer--

A Lock of thy bright hairt 
Sudden 1 t came, 

And I was startled when I beard thy name 
Coupled so unaware-• 
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Yet, at the moment, temperate was my blood: 
Methought I had beheld 1 t from thy, flood (!1L. 23 - 42 

p • 378} • Jan 21 st 

In fact, while wr1 ting his "lines on Seeing a Lo ck of 

Nil ton• s Hair,'' Kea. ts found himself swept back 1n to the 

main stream, into •1the flood," of poetry and his 

development as a poet began again with renewed vitality. 

Del1an youth, he ~anted to test his strength by adventure 

1n the mode of the old poets. He believed all of his 

efforts as a poet--all of "the burning and the strife"--
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would be tt1n vain--until I grow high-rife/ With Old 

Philosophy/ .And mad with glimpses at .futurity" 

{LL~ 29 - 32, p. 378). Not withstanding his feelings 

of hesitation, as one being so startled that he felt 

his "forehead hot and flush 1 d, 0 (L. 35, p. 378) he found 

his new realization to be extraordinarily tantalizing. 
24 He wanted to learn where his new thoughts would·lead him. 

Just two da7s' later, on 23 January 1818, Keats 

announced bis first plans for his "mad endeavour .• 11 

They were extremely ambitious and far reaching. 

Exoi ted by his new prospect, he began to chafe at being 
25 

held down to correcting the wordy, romantic Endymion. 

He wrote to Haydon, telling him "to wait for • ,. • 

Hyper1o7H-

When that Poem is done there will be a w:lde range 
for you--in Endymion I think you may have many 
bits of the deep and sentimental cast-- the 
nature of Hyperion will lead me to treat 
1 t in a more naked and grecian i1anner--
and the march of passion and endeavour 
will be undeviating (Letters, I. 207). 

In comparing them, Keats had decided that tbe "one great 

contrast between" the two poems would be: 

that the Hero of the written tale being mortal 
is led on, like Buonaparte, by circumstance: 
whereas the Apollo in Hyperion being a 
fore-seeing God will shape his actions 
like one (Letters, I, 207). 

No doubt, in making this decision of primary significance, 
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Keats's impassioned study of Shakespeare helped him. 

Having reread King on the preceeding day, 22 January, 

he compared the "golden-tongued Romance 0 of Endymion with 

the "bitter-sweet" of Sl:.takespeare's greatest play to decide 

how he would bring about the profound change in his wr1t1ng. 26 

In a sonnet written "On sitting down to King Lear once 

Again," which he included in his 23-24 January 1818 letter 

to his brothers, he expanded his plans for his mad endeavor. 

First, he insisted that the t1Fair plumed Syren, n his 

romantic mode, must leave his writing. It simply did not 

have the strength to support the "bitter-sweet" truth 

which was the essence of great poetry. Second. he defined 

what he intended to do to aohiwe poetry that would be 

"naked and grecian. 11 

"On sitting down to King Lear once A.gain" 
0 golden tongued Romance with serene Lutel 
Fair plumed syrent Queen! of far away! 
Leave melodiz1ng on this wintry day, 
Shut up thine olden volume & be mute. 
Ad1e11 t for once again the fierce dispute• 
Betwixt Hell torment & impassioned Clar 
Must I burn through: once more assay 
The bitter sweet of this Shakespeareian fruit 
Ohief Poetl & ye clouds of Albion. 
Begettors of our deep eternal theme, 
When I am through the old oak forest gone 
Let me not wander in a barren dream 
But when I am consumed with the Fire 
Give me new Pheonix-wings to fly at my desire 

(11, 1-14, p. 380). 

Ha\ring copied out the sonnet, Keats continued, telling 

his brothers, ttso you see I am getting at 1 t, w1 th a 



sort of determination and strength," ( Letters, I, 215). 

He was convinced that h1s intentions were entirely 

legitimate. He was insistent, "Betwixt damnation and 

impass1on 1 d clay/ I must burn through.tt(L. 6, p. 380) 

But there was a weakness in his apparent strength. Still, 

he could not avoid having some feelings of reservation, 

wondering if he could achieve his goals. He was "getting 

at" them, but "with a g,,! determination and strength" 

(italics mine). Realizing that he planned intentionall7 

to divorce himself from the wars of his romantic contem-

poraries, he could not avoid wondering what would raall7 

happen to him after going "through the old oak forest" 

(L. 11, p. 380) of romance. Would he, then, only "wander 

in a barren dream?" (L. 12, p. 380) Having died as a 

romantic poet, would "new Phoenix wings" (L. 14, p. 380) 

lift him from his own ashes?27 Within a few days, 

unhappily, he became quite certain that he had reason 

for his suspicion and doubt. He knew that while his 

ttnew Phoenix wingstt (L. 14, p. 380) might help him fly, 

still they would probably not be so useful as he had 

hoped. 

On 'Z7 January 1818. taking time out from his work 

on End:ymion, Book II, Keats attended the third of Hazlitt's 

Lectures on the English Poets, entitled 110n Shakespeare 

and Milton" ( see Letters_, I, 39). He found most of what 
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Hazlitt said to be assuring. The old poets, when 

compared with the poets of the modern age, were far 

superior. 'rhe four greatest of the old poets, Chaucer, 

Spenser• Shakf!speare and Milton, all demonstrated subtle 

differences among themselves as writers, but, as imagina-

tive poets, shaeed one common and defining characteristic 

with all great artists: an absorbing interest in their 

subject matter, which means that their commitment to the 

truth of nature is stronger than their interest in them-

selves.28 As Hazlitt turned his attention directly upon 

Shakespeare, Keats might have been especially struck by 

one of Hazlitt's most brilliant passages. With reference 

to Shakespeare, Hazlitt'described with great perception 

the kind of negatively capable existence to which Keats 

aspired. Shakespeare, Hazlitt s!!d; 

was just like any other man, but that he was like 
all other men. He was the least of an egotist that 
it was possible to be. He was nothing in himself; 
But he was all that others were, or tha~ they could 
become. He not only had 1n himself the germs of 
every faculty and feeling, but he could follow them 
by anticipation, intuitively, into all their 
conceivable remif1cations, through every change 
of fortune or conflict of ~assion, or turn of thought. 
He had 'a mind reflecting ages past,' and present: 
all the people that ever lived are there. There was 
no respect of persons with him ••• He had only to 
think of any thing in order to become that thing, 
w1 th all the circumstances belonging to it. 29 

By contrast with this total commitment to a subject of 

which Shakespeare and Milton were the greatest masters, 



Hazlitt continued: 

The great f'ault of a modern :Poetry is, that it is 
an e:rper1ment to reduce poetry to a mere effusion 
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of natural sensibility: or what is worse, to divest it 
both or imaginary splendour and human passion to 
suxround the meanest ob3ec·ts ,r1 th the morbid feel-
ings and devouring ego egotism of the 1n-iters' 
own minds. Milton and Shakespeare did not so under-
stand poetry. They gave a more liberal interpreta-
tion both to nature and art. They d1d not do all 
they could to get rid of the one and tbe other, to 
fill up the dreary void w1 th the Moods of their own 
Minda. They owe their power over the human mind to 
having had a deeper sense than others of what was 
grand in the objects ot nature, ot aftect1ng in 
the events of human life. But to the men I speak 
of there 1s nothing interesting, nothing her0 1cal, 
but themselves. To them the fall of goda or ot 
great men is the same. The7 do not enter in~o the 
feeling. They cannot understand tbe terms.30 

Simply enough, rrazlitt put 1nto the plainest poscible 

words w'hat was current 1n Keats•e mind. To penetrate 

to the greatest truth in the manner of the old poet, he 

needed to divorce himself from "the morbid feelings and 

devouring egotism" which, as he already recognized, per• 

meated contemporary poets and their poetry. 

But something else that Hazlitt ee.1d served to 

shatter whatever complacency Keats might have begun to 

feel. At the beginning of h1s lecture "On Shakespeare 

and Milton," Hazlitt discoursed tor some little time on 

the nature of creative genius as 1t me.n1teots itself in 

are and, by comparison, 1n natural philosophy. R1s 

explanation is lengthy but, i'or Kea.ts, it was also very 

s1gn1t'1cant. Re began, by remarking: 



In looking back to the great works of genius in 
former times, we are sometimes disposed to wonder 
at the little progress which has since been made 
in poetry, and in the arts of 1m1tammon in general. 
But this is perhaps a foolish wonder. Nothing can 
be more contrary to the fa.ct, than the supposition 
that in what we understand by the fine arts, as 
painting and poetry, relative perfection is only the 
result of repeated efforts in successive periods, 

t61 

and that what has been once well done, constantly 
leads to something better. What is mechanical, 
reducible to rule, or capable of demonstration, is 
progressive, and admits of gradual improvement: what 
is not mechanical, or definite, but depends on 
feelings, taste, and genius, very soon becomes stationary, 
or retrograde, and loses more than it gains by trans-
fusion. The contrary opinion is a vulgar error, 
which has grown up, like many others, from trans-
ferring an analogy of one kind to something quite 
distinct, without taking into the account the difference 
in the nature of the things, or attending to the 
difference of the results. For most persons ••• 
have been led hastily to conclude, that there was a 
general tendency in the efforts c£ the human intellect 
to improve by repetition, and, in all other arts 
and institutions, to grow perfect and mature by time. 
We look back upon the theological creed of our an-
cestors, and their discoveries in natural philosophy', 
with a smile of pity: science, and the arts connected 
with it, have all had their infancy, their youth, 
and manhood, and seem to contain in them no principle 
of limitation or decay; and, inquiring no farther 
about the matter, we infer, in the intoxication of 
our pride, and the height of our self-congratulations, 
that the same progress had been made, and ~-1111 
continue to be made, in all other things which are 
the work of man. The fact, however, stares us so 
plainly in the face, that one would think the smallest 
reflection must suggest the truth, and overturn our 
sanguine theories. The greatest poets, the ablest 
orators, the best painters, and the finest sculptors 
that the world ever saw, appeared soon after the 
birth of these arts, and lived in a state of society 
which was, in other respects, comparatively barbarous. 
Those arts, which depend on individual genius and 
incommunicable power, have always leaped at once from 
the first rude dawn of invention to their meridian 
height end dazzling lustre, and have in general 
declined ever after ••• as soon as the first 



mechanical diff1cul ties had been got over, and the 
language was sufficiently acquired, they rose by 
clusters, and in constellations. never -SQ. to ris_e 
again131 

Here, Hazlitt points out that the old poets had 

the advantage of seeing human life more clearly and 

responding to it more fully because they were unhibited 

by more sophisticated patterns of thought. Probably 

Hazlitt's words served to put into focus Keats's doubts 

about his recently formalized aspirations to be with the 

old poets, the 11 begetters of our deep eternal themett 

(Letters, I, 215). Because of his sense of disengaged 

disinterestedness and, more practically. his routine work 

of revising Endymion, Book II, Keats was not greatly upset 

that his so recent, sparll1ng hopes had suddenly tarnished. 

For good reason, it appears, he maintained his sense of 

humor. Apparently, he perceived quite suddenly how to 

revise "the gradations of Happiness" or "the Pleasure 

Thermometer" section of Endymion, Book I, which he had 

already sent to his publisher.32 At last, he had finally 

caused this section, which he regarded as the most impor-

tant in the book, to say precisely what he wanted it to 

say. As noted above, he wrote to Taylor concerning the 

revision, 11 Hy having written that Argument will perhaps 

be of the greatest Service to me of any thing I ever did" 

(Letters, I, 218). And, no doubt, his feelings of 



exhilaration carried over to thenext day when he wrote to 

Reynolds. 

The 31 January 1818 letter to Reynolds, written 

mostly in verse, begins with five stanzas of bawdy, 

jocular lines (Letters, I, 219-20). Concluding these 

lines, he then announced, "Now l Purpose to write to you 

a serious poetical Letter" (Letters, I, 220). But, after 

writing a few clauses, he contradicted himself. Because 

he was so full of good humor, he admitted: 

I cannot write in prose, It is a sun-shiny day 
and I cannot so here goes, 

Hence Burgundy, Claret & port 
Away with old Hock and Madeira 

Too couthly §robably earthli7 ye 
are for my sport 

There's a Beverage brighter and 
clearer. (Letters, I, 220) 

But, as he continued, much in the same way as when he 

wrote the ttLines on Seeing a Lock of Milton's Hairtt for 

Leigh Hunt, something happened. He began to write ajfu-

more serious poem. Apollo, the god of the poets and, by 

far, Keats's favorite mythological character, came to 

mind. Suddenly, his bubbly, effervescent feelings were 

at an end.33 He wrote: 

God of the Meridian 
And of the East and West 

To thee my soul is flown 
And my body is earthward press'd. (LL. 1-4, p. 379) 

His 11 soul 1s flown" to be with the old poets, but his "body 
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is earthward press'd, 11 forced by circumstances to keep 

company with the modern world, and, therefore, modern 

poetry with its "morbid feelings and devouring egotism. 11 

With a far greater sense of uncertainty than he had 

expressed in the lines wJmh he had written at Hunt's, he 

admitted, concerning his goal to be with the old poets, 

"It is an awful mission." (1. 5, p. 379) .Any effort to 

achieve the goal will produce "A terrible division/ which 

leaves a gulph austere/ To be filled with worldly fear--." 

(11. 6-8, P• 379) l:uch as he had recognized almost two and 

one half months before, sayflng in the "cave of Quietudett 

section of Endymion, Book IV, that he had been presumptuous 

to pursue "beyond his natural sphere" {;m.~ 64'7, p. 148) 

the impossible of his old, apparent neo-platonism, he 

allowed, with fearful gloom: 

Aye, when the Soul is fled 
To high abuve our head 
Affrighted do we gaze 
After its airy maze--
As doth a Mother wild 
When p.em young infant child 
Is in an eagle's claws--
And is not this the cause 
of Madness? (11. 9-17, P• 379) 

Was it madness? He could not help thinking it so. He 

could only hope of Apollo: 

God of song 
Thou bearest me along 
Through s1gh·i;s I scarce can bear 
0 let me, let me share 
With the hot Lyre and thee 



The staid Philosophy. 
Temper my lonely hours 
And let me see thy bowr's 
More unalarm'd-- (11. 17-25, P• 379) 
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Stopping his writing abruptly, aware that his emotions 

were getting out ot hand, he concluded the letter: 

My Dear Reynolds, you must forgive all this ranting--
but the fact is I cannot write sense this Morning--
however you shall have some--I will copy my last 
Sonnet. 

When I have fearathat I may cease to be 
Before my pen has glean'd my teeming brain, 

Before high piled Books in charactery 
Hold like garners the fu.11 r1pen 1 d grain--

When I behold upon the night*s starr'd face 
Hugh cloudy symbols of a high romance 

And feel that I may never live to trace 
Their shadows w1 th the magic hand of Chance: 

And when I feel, fair creature of an hour, 
That I shall never look upon thee more 

Never have relish in the fairy power 
Of unreflecting Love: then on the Shore 

Of the wlde world I stand alone and think 
Till Love and Fame to Nothingness do sink.--
(Letters, I, 222). 

Strictly from a biographical viewpoint, the sonnet, 

"When I have fears that I may cease to be, 11 seems only 

somewhat less important to Keats than the sonnet, "On 

s1 tt1ng down to King Lear Once Again." As Bate points 

out, the most popular interpretation of this sonnet has 

been that in it, Keats clairvoyantly anticipates an early 

deat11.34 Yet, to use such an interpretation is, in fact, 

to miss the point. Keats speaks of death in the sonnet 

in only general terms. He was not immediately worried 

about dying. Rather, for the first time since his 



conception of negative capability, just as he had so 

recently defined in the sonnet on rereading King Lear 

what he hoped would be the nature of his future poetry, 

he now defined 1IL the sonnet, 11 When I have fears that_I 

may cease to be," just what he hoped his future purpose 

as a poet uould be. Indeed, in this sonnet he was trying 

to t'wri te sense. tt {Letters, I, 222) He probably wrote 
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this sonnet several hours before he wrote the letter to 

Reynolds, containing "God o.t' the Meridian.tt Writing it 

without the alarm of 0 God of the Merid1an, 0 apparently he 

concluded that he was willing to accept the challenge of 

bridging the "gulpb austere 0 (1, 7, p. 379) within himself, 

havi:ig already found that "To thee fKpollpJ my soul is 

flown/ And my body is earthward pressed. 0 (11. 3-4, p. 379) 

It seems he decided that he was willing to keep faith with 

Apollc, uGod of Song.tt (1. 17, P• 379) He wanted to 

believe that somehow, either he could reconcile his 

divergent nature as a poet (that is, reconcile his desire 

to be with the old poets, and his corporal, especially 

intellectual existence as a modern poet), or, by some 

miracle, not withstanding his being a modern poet, he 

could become one with the old poets anyway. He was 

holding to this belief because he eventually wanted to 

glean his "teeming bre.1n; 11 (1. 2, p. 366) he wanted to 

prepare 11high piled Books in oharactery;t /Jhaij Hold like 



full garners the full ripen'd grain;~ (11. 3-4, P• 366) 

trace the shadows of the "Hugh cloudy- symbols of high 

romance/ • • • / • • • w1 th the magic hand of chance. n 

(1. 6 and 1. 8, p. 366) In other words, he was willing 

to defy- Hazlitt, who had implied in his lecili:ll?e "on 
Shakespeare and Milton" that the modern poet could not 

reach the heights of the old poets. As well, he was 

willing to defy his own good sense. He could justify-

such defiance not because he hoped eventually- to gain 

any sort of personal self-glorifbcation as a poet, but 

because he aspired to glean his "teaming brain, 0 tl. 2, p. 366) 

to fill "high piled Books," ti. 3, p. 366) to trace the 

shadows of high romance nwith the magic hand of chance" 

(1. 8, p. 366) so that he could reveal the essence of 

imaginative truth in his poetryo 

In the very important 31 January- 1818 letter to 

Reynolds, it seems that the only thing he did not 

was to whom he wanted to make known this imaginative 

truth. Possibly, he supposed that the object of his 

revelation was obvious. Wb.7 else should he write poetry 

unless he could reveal in it what he perceived as truth 

to his fellow himan beings? Coming squarel~ to face the 

social purpose for his poetry, however, still did not 

much concern him. In time, he would come to this matter 

anyway. For the time being, he was far more interested 
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in pursuing his goal of traversing the "gulph austere 11 

(1. 7, P• 379) 1n order to become one in spirit with the 

old poets. Undaunted by how impossible it seemed, he 

planned to get at his goal with defiant vigor. Of course, 

the a.mazing thing about his attempt 1s just how close he 

came to accomplishing the impossible. 

In the 3 February 1818 letter to Reynolds, Keats 

made clear the zeal with which he sought to be with the 

old poets. In his discussion of considerable length, he 

gave his mast lucid statement of why he wanted to divorce 

himself from his contemporaries, who, as modern poets, 

found "nothing interesting ••• but themselves" to write 

about.35 Shunning this sort of egotism "as a quicksand, 11 

he told Reynolds: 

We must cut this, and not be rattlesnaked into 
anymore of the like--It may be said that we ought to 
read our Contemporaries. that Wordsworth &c should 
have their due from us. but for the sake of a few 
fine imaginative or domestic passages, are we to be 
bullied into a certain philosophy engendered in the 
whims of an Egot~st--Every man has his speculations, 
but every man does not brood and peacock over them 
till he makes a false coinage and deceives himself~-
(Letters,, I, 223-4). 

To continue by paraphrasing and giving a fuller explana-

tion of an obscure, but important passage in the letter: 

Keats, to illustrate his point that "Every man has his 

speculations, but every man does not brood and peacock 

over them till he makes a false coinage and deceives 



himself," acknowledged that, not only does "Every man have 

his speculations," but, also, that "Many a man can travel 

to the very bourne of Heaven. t1 That is, many a man 

perceives beauty through his negative capability. "Yet 

.,6infortunately suoh a mSB.7 wantliJ confidence to put down 

his halfseeing. t1 He lacks the "confidence" to state 

definitely 1n writing ~hat he conoei ved in "half seeing." 

(Letters, 1. 223-4) In other words, he lacks faith in 

his imaginatively conceived half-knowledge because it is, 

and always will be ( since man 1s capable only of knowing 

beauty which 1s merely a revealed segment of otherwise 

unknowable, preordained and static truth) incomplete or 

not tied into a neat, apparently logical system of some 

sort. 

But as Keats understood, out of the great number 

of men who lack "confidence" in what they conceive in 

"half-seeing" and, therefore, remain nonverbal, there 

will be someone, who, fearing that he will be accounted 

a fool unworthy of attention because he cannot explain 

everything after his experience of "halfseeing, '' insists 

on writing anyway. At first, Keats's statement about this 

sort of man is :i;articularly puzzling. "Sancho," Keats 

wrote, "will invent a Journey heavenward as well as 

anybody. 11 (Letters, I, 224) Apparently, Keats· intended 

that Sancho be understood as the sort of man, who, though 
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fully aware of his uncertain feelings about bis 1mag1na• 

tivel;r conceived half•ltnouledge, all the same, presumes 

that he should wr1 te. He 1s the men who "brood@ and 

peacock~/ over hir;i speculations ••• till he makes a. 

false coinage and deceivoa himself" (Letters, I, 223). l'he.t 

is, because he can not explain everything after hie ex-

perience of imaginative "halfsee.:ing," he decides to 

Minvent a Journey heavenward" (Letters, I, 224). He 

attempts to fill 1n the unknown portions ofhts half-

knot-:rledge with elements or his own selection to make 1 t 

seem understandable to humanity. In Hazlitt's words, he 

"w11l fill up the dreary void w1 th the ?-~oods ot bis own 

m1nd 0 .36 f;uch vol1t1on, Keats believed, merely contami-

nated whatever imaginatively conceived, negatively 

capable beauty that "Sancho" might ever have possessed 

as a writer. In practical terms, as Keats viewed, such 

volition on the part of any writer will produce only 

inferior writing. Thia writing cannot escape being in 

somo way egot1st1call1 ~elf-oriented and, probably didactic. 

Of such writing, particularly ot such poetry, Keats 

understood: 

We hate poetry that has a palpable design upon us--
and it we do not agree, seems to put its hand in its 
breeches pocket (Letters, I, 224). 

Rather than being stiff, de.fens1 vc, and narrowly pedan t1c--

w1th, "its hand in 1te breeches pocket," poetry, Keats 
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held: 

should be great & unobtrusive, a thing which enters 
into one's soul, and does not startle it or amaze 
it with itself but with its subject.--How beautiful 
are the retired flowers! how would they lose their 
beautft were they to throng into the highway crying 
out, 'Admire me I am a violet! dote u~on me I am a 
primrose! ••• Old Ma.thew spoke to LWordswort.!17 
some years ago on some nothing, & because he happens 
in e.n Evening Walk to imagine the figure of the old 
man--he must stamp it down in black & white, and 1 t 
1s henceforth sa.cred--I don*t mean to deny Wordsworth's 
grandeur & Hunt's merit, but I mean to say we need 
not be teazed with grandeur & merit--when we can have 
them uncontaminated & unobtrusive. Let us have the 
ole Poets, &brobin Hood four letter and its sonnets 
gave me more pleasure than will the 4th Book of 
Childe Harold & the whole of any body's life & 
opinions. (Letters, I, 224-5) 

In summary, drawing a clear contrast between the pinched, 

prying, pettiness of the modern poets with the freedom, 
' 

directness, and abundant poWEr of the old poets, especially 

the Elizabethians, Keats wrote: 

r-:todern poets differ from the Elizabethans in this. 
Each of the modrrns like an Elector of Hanover 
governs his petty state, & knows how many straws 
are swept dail1 from the causewaysm all his dominions 
& has a continual·itching that all the Housewives 
should have their coppers well sc.oured: the . 
antients were Emporors of vast Provinces, .they had 
only heard of the remote ones and scarcely cared 
to visit th~m \~e~~ers, I, 224). 

Metaphorical language concerning birds, like the reference 

to the Phoenix in the sonnet, "On sitting down to King 

Lear once Again," quo~ed above, served Keats well on 

several occasions. To conclude his discourse on the 

modern and the old poets, asserting his determination 
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prejudices governing poetry, Keats asked defiantly: 
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Why should we be owls, when we can be Eagles? (Letters4I, 224) 

Yet for all of his rebellious vigor, Keats remained 

entirely aware, having admitted as much in his "God of 

the :Meridian" that to accomplish such a metamorphosis, 

changing from a mundane, 11 earthward press 1 d 11 owl (1. 4, p. 377) 

to a soaring, noble eagle, was not a simple matter. He 

possessed no reason to assure him in any way that, even 

with his defiant blustering, he could accomplish the feat. 

Certainly, he got no encouragement from Hazlitt, who, in 

his Lectures on the English P9ets,wh1ch succeeded the 

lecture non Shakespeare and ¥111 ton," continued to insist 

that old poets were the greatest ones and that the modern 

poets will always be inferior. Hazlitt believed that the 

modern poets eeiuld not escape this inferiority, no matter 

how brilliant they might be, because, unlike the old 

poets, they lived in a complex society with sophistications 

that covered over the elementary nature of human existence 

out of which comes truly great poetry.37 But, for the 

time being, Keats apparently thought that he must not 

give up his determined stance. He intended to hang on 

doggedly, resolved that he would eventually become one 

with the old poets. Following this accomplishment, he 

would fill his poetry to the greatest possible degree 

with imaginative truth. 
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II 

Perhaps for several weeks, Keats's determination 

sustained him. What is more likely, he was too busy 

correcting the last books of Endymion in order to send 

them to his publishers, and, after the first week in 

March, too disturbed about his brothers to find much 

time when he could worry about how he could begin writing 

with the depth and fulness of Shakespeare or Mil ton 38 
(Letters, I, 40). One of the few letters which he wrote, 

the 27 February note to John Taylor, showed that his 

confidence was apparently still holding, Mostly he 

described what he hoped eventually to achieve in his 

poetry: 

In Poetry I have a few Axioms, and you will see how 
far I am from their Centre. 1st I think Poetry should 
surprise by a fine excess and not by Singularity--
should strike the Reader as a wording of his own 
highest thoughts, and appear almost a Remembrance--
2n.d its touches of Beauty should never be half 
way thereby making the reader breathless instead 
of content: the rise, the progress, the setting . 
of imagery should like the Sun come natural natural 
too h1m--shine over him and set soberly altho~gh 1n 
magnificence leaving him in the Luxury of twilight--
but it is easier to think what Poetry should be than 
to write it--and this leads me on to another axiom. That 
if Poetry comes not as naturally as the Leaves to 
a tree it had better not come at all (Letters, I, 238-9). 

In Writing this statement, Keats might have been 

trying to emulate the old poets' confidence. At a first 
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glance, it appears that he succeeded. No doubt, Keats 

had observed that the old poets• writing struck their 

readers nas almost a Remembrance," never leaving them 

"breathless instead of content." But, would it have 

crossed the old poets' minds to use such axioms? Would 

they have been so self conscious as to admit that »it is 

easier to think what Poetry should be than to write it?" 

Would they have been so inhibited as to believe "that if 

Poetry comes not as naturally as the Leaves to a tree it 

had better not come at all?" (Letters, I, 238-39) 

The truth, of course, is that Keats, withhls 

introspective analysis, and by using negative capability, 

wanted to cut through the preoccupied, artificial 

patterns of thought that have grown up in modern times 

and which are different from the old poets' direct and 

confident patterns of thought. Yet, at the sa.~e time, 

Keats knew that modern poets, even with negative capa-

bility, can no longer see life in the simple terms of 

the old poets. As Hazlitt had already warned it was 

this intrinsic difference between the old and modern 

poets which made it impossible for the modern poets to 

cross the "gulph austsre." (1. 7, p. 379) The old poets, 

who were members of a simpler, more innocent age, could 

confront basic i§ruths in their writing in a more or less 

straight forward manner in the sense that they did not 
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have to deal with tbe artificial intellectual patterns 

that a more sophisticated society could build up.39 

However, the modern poets, like Keats, whose ways of 

life were far more sophisticated than the old poets', 

could not avoid approaching the mmre difficult problems 

of their own times, except in a more complex, involved 

way. The evidence of this fact, specifically in Keats's 

letters, 1s extremely clear, showing that, although he 

resisted the idea for a time, he was essentially a modern 

poet who ultimately would not be able to deny the fact 

of his innate heritage. 

Imdeed, just how irrevocable Keats' nature as a 

modern poet was is obvious enough in r~is 19 February 1818 

letter to Reynolds, a letter which he wrote only a little 

more than two weeks after he so vigorously, but in the 

long run, so fallaciously declared on 3 February 1818, 

also in a letter to Reynolds, his intention to separate 

himself from the Hanoverl1ke, modern poets who governed 

only petty domains. The validity of what he wrote in the 

19 February letter is certain; for, no doubt, as he wrote 

the letter, being led to do so, as he told Reynolds, ttby 

the beauty of the morning operating on a sense of 

Idleness," (Letters, I, 232) he was so transported by 

his thoughts that, for the time, his intention to defy 

the modern concepts of poetry did net forcefully enter 
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his mind. Possibly, he might have allowed some though of 

his fruitful, restful days back in January during which, 

as he realized, -"a very gradual ripening of his 

intellectual powers" (Letters, I, 214) had occurred, to 

serve him as a point of departure when he began writing 

the letter. The letter jg valuable because Keats suggests 

within it the nature of ~is personal values which, in 

turn, eventually dictated the nature of his most mature 

poetry. Herewith, this letter is extensively quoted: 

My dear Reynolds, 
I have an idea that a Man might pass a very 

pleasant life in this manner--let him on any certain 
day read a certain Page of full Poesy or distilled 
Prose and let him wander with it, and muse upon 
it, and dream upon it--untill it becomes stale--
but when will it do so? liiever--When Man has arrived 
at a certain ripeness in intellect any one grand 
and spiritual passage serves him as a startin~ 
post to,-rards all nthe two-and thirty Pallaces 
How happy is suclt a "voyage of conception,' what 
delicious diligent Indolence! A doze upon a Sofa 
does not hinder it, and a nap upon Clover engenders 
ethereal f1nger-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 when the leaves 
whisper it puts a 'girdle round the earth. Nor 
will this sparing touch of noble Books be any irrever-
ance to their Writers--for perhaps the honors paid 
by Man to Man are trifles in comparison to the Benefit 
done by great Works to the 'Spirit and pulse of good' 
by their mere passive existence. (Letters, I, 231) 

Keats's eloquent description of a "voyage of 

conception,' which he characterized as a journey of 
11 delicious diligent Indolence!" follows directly from 

his earlier speculations on disengaged disinterestedness. 
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\ Because he had already gained so much from it, particu-

larly because it is such a central notion in his concept 

of negative capability, he could hardly avoid taking 

special delight 1n describing the intricacies of indolent 

thought, and in making further intellectual explorations 

with its help. In reality, it was only another "regular 

stepping of his Imagination toward truth" (Letters. I, 232) 

when he realized that, as a concept, nmere passive exis-

tence" (Letters, I, 214) served not only as the most 

reliable state in which to conceive truth but also as 

the most significant characteristic of the means by which 

truth could be disseminated. To use his own words, though 

from another context, these "noble Booksn (Letters, I, 231) 

are ttgreat & unobstruive,tt what they contain will enter 

into the reader's soul, and, as a device for conveying 

knowledge, being totallyr:eutral 1n character without 

any egotistical predisposition, they neither "startle • • • 

@or amaze" the soul with themselves, but w1 th their 

contents. (Letters, I, 224) Their neutral nature, far 

more than any person with some sort of aggressive, 

didactic purpose, though this purpose might be of the most 

virtuous kind, could encourage their readers in whatever 

way they saw fit to influence the 'Spirit and pulse of 

Goodl 140 Keats held to this not at all naively optimistic 

idea even until the last time he ever spoke of the purpose 
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and function of writing in his 16 August 1820 letter to 

Shelley (Letters, II, 322-23). Certainly, this concept 

of passive d5.sseminations from books has held credence 

even to the pre sP.nt day. 

In a second portion of the letter to :Reynolds, 

Keats described the applications that had occurred to 

him in making his further. explorations with the help 

of passiveness. As he had already explained, he believed 

that passiveness need not in anyway be a narrow, limiting 

concept. 

Now it appears to me that almost any Man may like 
the Spider spin from his own inwards his own airy 
Citadel--the point of leaves and twigs on which the 
Spider begins her work are few and she fills the 
Air with a beautiful circuiting: man should be 
content with as few points to tip with the fine 
Webb of his Soul and weave a. tapestry empyrean--
full of Symbols for his spiritual eye, of softness 
for his spiritual touch, of space for his wandering 
of distinctness for his Luxury--But the Hinds of 
Mortals are so different and bent on such diverse 
Journeys that it may at first appear impossible for 
any common taste and fellowship to exist between 
two or three under these suppositions--It is however 
quite the contrary--:r.Tinds would leave each other in 
contrary directions, traverse each other in Numberless 
points, and all /Jor ay last greet each other at 
the Journeys end--A old Man and a child would talk 
together and the old Man be led on his Path, and the 
child left thinking--l-1:an should not dispute or assert 
but whisper results to his neighbor, and thus by · 
every germ of Spirit sucking the Sap from mould 
ethereal every human might become great, and Humanity 
instead of being a wide heath of Furse and Briars 
with here and there a remote Oak or P1.ne, would 
become a grand democracy of Forest Trees. (Letters, I, 232) 

Thus, passiveness broadens from a power to achieve 
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spiritual delight for the individual, to a· power to bring 

about the best, most natural kind of instruction not only 

for children, but for all men, and, last of all, to a 

power which can lead man to be in harmony with his fellows. 

Passiveness leads man to find inner personal joy, to gain 

intellectual sustenance, and to know a guide to ethical 

conduct.· 

As if to give further justifications for his concept 

of passiveness, Keats sontinued his letter by writing: 

It has been an old Comparison for our urging on--
the Bee hive--however it seems to me that we should 
rather bethe flower than the Bee--for it 1s a false 
notion that more is gained by receiving than giving--
no the receiver and the giver are equal in their 
benefits--The tlf:lower I doubt not receives a fair 
guerdon from the Bee--its leaves blush deeper in 
the next spring--and who shall say between Man and 
Woman which is the most delighted? Now it 1s more 
noble to sit like Jove that 7:lor thSB.7 to fly like 
Mercury--let us not therefore go hurrying about and 
collecting honey-bee like, buzzing here and there 
impatiently from a knowledge of what is to be arrived 
at: but let us open our leaves like a flower and 
be passive and receptive--budding patiently under 
the eye of Apollo and taking hints from evey noble 
insect that favors us with a visit. (Letters, I, 232) 

Then, as a final affirmation of his ovm faith in passiveness, 

Keats, near the conclusion of his letter to Reynolds, 

copied out one of his loveliest sonnets: 

•o thou whose face hath felt the Winter's wind; 
Whose eye has seen the snow clouds hand in Mist 

And the blackpelm tops 'mong the freezing Stars 
To thee the Spring will be a harvest-time--
0 thou whose only book has been the light 
Of supreme darkness which thou feddest on 
Night after night, when Phoebus was away 



To thee the Spring shall be a tri~ple morn--
0 fret not after knowledge--! have none 
And yet my song comes native with the warmth 
0 fret not after knowledge--! have none 
And yet the Evening listens--He who saddens 
At thought of Idleness cannot be idle, 
And he's awake who thinlcs himself asleep! 

(11. 1-14, p. 379-80) 

180 

But even as he wrote to Reynolds, a letter which 

he must have recognized himself as one of his most 

singular departures into indolent thought, Keats did 

not permit himself to be transported entirely beyond &n 

awareness of reality. Most notably, only two days after 

he wrote the letter, he contradicted in one sense the 

letter's whole thesis, a thesis which seems best summarized 

1n the sonnet refrain, 110 Fret not after Knowledge." (Letters, 

I, 232) In the letter of 21 February 1810 to his brothers, 

he told them, "I am reading Volta.ire and Gibbon, although 

I wrote to Reynolds the other day to pro7e reading of no 

use" (Letters, I, 237). Simply enough, in writing to 

Reynolds, he quite deliberately sanrificed his credibility 

for the moment in order to make his point about the 

virtues of indolent thought. Indeed, in the concluding 

paragraph of the Reynolds letter (not quoted above), he 

admitted as much, that while what l:e had written "may 

neighbor • • • to truths," his idea of passiveness, all 

the same, was "a mere sophistication, n and that he had 

not deceived himself that "Man should be equal w1 th jove. 11 
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Instead, he would think man "very well off as a sort of 

scullion-Mercury or even a humble bee" (Letters, I, 233). 
It was not difficult, then, that when Keats again 

started thinking about his efforts to defy his nature as 

a modern poet, that he could easily transfer the idea 

of man, in general, being ·0 a sort of scullion-Mercury 

or even a humble bee" to himself.. In the long run, he 

could not deny his own good sense. He knew that as a 

modern poet, he was, at best, a "scullion-Mercury" or 

"a humble bee;" only Shakespeare, and, perhaps, Milton 

could be equated w1 th II jove." ( Letters, I, 233) He 

soon conceded that for him to reach his goal to be in 

spirit with the old poets was, essentially, an 1mposs1-

bil1 ty. Fortunately, not long after he made that 

concession·, he had found an alternate, but successful 

pathway to greatness. 

III 

Sometime between 28 February and 4 March, Keats 

received a surpr1ae visitor. After being with Tom in 

Devonshire, in far eouthwestern EngJ.and for some two and 

one-half months, Keat' s brother, George suddenly turned 

uib in London. His purpose in coming to town was twofold. 

Because he reached twenty-one on 28 February, he _believed 
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that it was time for him to inquire, especially of Mr. 

Abbey, about his future prospects. As soon as possible, 

he wanted to get about the business of living his O'\'m lif'e. 

As well, he probably wanted John to go to Devonshire to 

become Tom! s companion. Li-l 

No doubt, 0..1 suddenly f'indlng that he should give up 

his quiet existence as he corrected t.he l~.st port.ions of 

Endymion, Keats was at first dismayed~ Since mid-December, 

when his brothers had left for Devonshire where they hoped 

to f'ind a climate in which Tom's health would improve, he 

had been putting off his own promised departure to be with 

them., Thoueh he had excused himself from going, stating 

his need to work on Endymion, his real reason for avoid-

ine; the trip was his feeling, especially after the third 

week in January and throughout February, that he was on 
h.2 the verge of percei vine; something new. · At any moment, 

he hoped that he would come upon some way to escape his 

role as merely a modern poet and become one with the old 

poets. But, because he was coming increasingly to doubt 

that he could ever make such an escape, and because he 

knew that it was only fair he should take his turn looking 

after Tom, he did not protest his being disturbed. Quickly, 

he prepared to leave.43 

On 4 March, Keats took the coach for Devonshire, 

riding on the outside in the rain throughout the twenty-six 
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hour trip in order to save money.44 Once he arri'vea, he 

remained for two months. (Letters, I, 40-1) As he began 

his stay, very much in contrast to several earlier occasions 

when he absented himself from to'\'m, he did not regard his 

sojourn as any special opportunity to do great things. 

Yet the fact is that while he was away from London, he 

accomplished much. Keats arrived at his most per~anent 
45 thoughts concerning the nature of his existence as a poet. 

To a. considerable degree, Keats simply made himself 

achieve so much in his thinking about poetry. He wanted 

to avoid worrying about his brothers and to avoid boredom 

in his new· surroundings. He could not help being concerned 

about Tom. ·The boy's tuberculosis symptoms had become 
J.i.6 increasingly obvious. He had gro"\sm weaker and weaker. 

Keat's concern about George came from the knowledge that 

his brother planned to leave England, once he acquired a 

wife, to seek his fortu11e in the bacl~ country of the United 

States.47 With Tom's eventual death and George's impending 

departure, Keats could not help viewing the future gloomily. 

He could see that quite soon his sister, Fanny, would be 

hio only close relation who would be near him. .As well, 

when considering his new situation in Devonshire, he could 

not escape feeling despondent. After he arrived, the rain 

continued for six or more days. Once he met some of the 

local people, especially the men, he quickly felt alienated 
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from them. 4·8 Like his brothers, he enjoyed the company 

of the Jeffrey family, especially the girls, Marian, Sarah, 

and Fanny. (Letters, I, 78-80). But, for the most part, 

:b..1s interests in poetry did not coincide with the ordinary 

Devonshireman's concerns. Therefore, he kept much to him-

self, brooding over his mm problems •21-9 

By 14- March, Keats finished his revisions of Endymion 

(Letters, I, 40). i'lithin another week, he wrote a preface 

and a dedication for the poem. 50 On 21 March, he sent 

everything off to his publishers (Letters, I, lJ.o). nut 

these concluding efforts with his ,-longest poem 

probably did not begin to fill !his time. He was painfully 

aware that his future a.a a poet was terribly uncertain. 

(Letters, I, 270) ~ven before he left London, he had 

apparently almost iven into the inevitable. Very tired 

of re~orking Endymion and quite overtaken by feelings of 

despondency, as he thought about the future, he had written 

in the 27 February 1818 letter to Taylor, 11 However it may 

be with·me I cannot help lookine; into new countries with 

'o for a Muse of fire to ascend! 11 (Letters, I, 239). 

But these new 11 countries II or areas for him to e}..rplo1"e as 

a poet appeared no closer tha11 they had weeks before when 

he first announced his intentions to begin exploration. 

And probably, feelin5 unable to marshal a vigor which even 

resembled that of the old poets, he honestly doubted, even 
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if he were able to perceive a great idea for a poem, 

whether he could ascend· such a 11:r-Iuse of fire. 11 Essentially, 

he ·was ready to abandon his efforts to be in spirit with 

the old poets. He rationalized ably, in preparation to 

admit failure, telling Taylor: 

If Endymion serves me as a Pioneer perhaps I ouellt te 
be content. I have great reason to be content, for 
thank God I can read and perhaps understand Shakespeare 
to his depths, and I have I am sure many friends who, 
if I fail, will attribute any <ihange in my Life and 
Temper to Humbleness rather than to Pride--to a cower-
in5 under the v'!in5s of great Poets rather than to a 
Bitterness that I am not appreciated (Letters, I, 239). 

However, as his stay in Devonshire lengthened into 

weeks, Keats, in spite of his sensible rationalizing, 

became more and more unhappy •with himself. He wrote nothing 

in particular to acl:nowledge that, in fact, he was 11 cowering 

under the Wings of great Poets." Indeed, durin5 all of 

March, 1818, he wrote only a few But the tone 

of most of the letters which he did write is one suggesting 

thought and feelings of considerable perplexity. He found 

himself to be without any immediate-sense of purpose, because 

he, no doubt, recognized his failure to become one in spirit 
51 with the old poets. 

~,In The Letters of John Keats, ea, Rollins, there 
are only six letters for I-!arch 1818. 
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He came close to admitting as much in the 13 March\l~tter 

to Bailey, in which he stated with candor, "Now my dear 

fellow I must once for a.11 tell you I have not one idea 

of the truth of any of my speculations'' (Letters, I, 243). 

Feie;ning sagacity while making this revelation to Bailey, 

he tried rather desparately to find something definite 

within his confused thoughts by observing: 

••• it is an old maxim of mine and of course must 
be well kno"m that every [.sii/ point of thought is 
the center of an intellectual world--the tuo upper-
most thoughts in a l\Ian I s mind are the two poles of 
his 1:Jorld he revel ves on them and everything is 
southward or northward to him through their 
means (Letters, I, 2Li-3). 

Probably Kea.ts' s maxim assured him of at least 

momentary stability because it accurately described his 

immediate situation. It defined for him the position 

where he stood just then. But, undoubtedly, he could not 

find even the slightest possible hope for any long ranee 

feeling of self-confidence with it. During the last half 

of March and well into .April, he did revolve, as a planet, 

between 11 the two poles of his world." These two poles, 

•ithe uppermost thoughts II at the center of his intellect 

were his two perceptions, on the one hand, of modern 

poetry, and, on the other, of the old,_ e;reat poetry. Yet 

from his jaded viewpoint, he soon became totally disgusted 

that 11 everything was southward or northward to him through 

their means." .After meditating on both of them, he 



187 

eventually decided that to pursue either one was a waste 

of time and energy. .Adding to his already considerable 

dissatiDfaction •with mode1--n poetry was his resentment, 

having recognized the fa.ct as inevitable, that if he were 

to write poetry at all, then he must use the modem moae. 52 

Having previously so intimated (see 3 February 1818 letter 

. to Reynolds, Letters, I, 22li-), he continued to think that 

modern poetry possessed little real worth. He explained to 

Bailey: 

I am sometimes so very sceptical as to think modern 
Poetr•y its elf a mere Jack a lanthern to amuse who-
ever may chance to be struck with its brilliance--.As 
Tradesman say everything is worth what 1 t •will fetch, 
so probably every mental pursuit takes its reality 
and worth from the ardour of the pursuer--being in 
itself a nothinc;. (Letters, I, 211-2) 

.Plainly, he was not rushing to pursue modern poetry's 

brilliance. Using the tradesman's criterion for evalua-

tion, Keats though modem poetry to be worth nothing. 

Of course, Keat' s abandonment of the old, c;reat 

poetry as a mode of writing worthy of the aspiring writer's 

pursuit seems almost totally inconsistant with his earlier 

thouc;ht ana actions concerning.it. Yet, after what must 

have been considerable reflection, he ·was convinced, 

especially after considering his own disappointing effort 

at doin5 so, that any pursuit of the old mode was possibly 

even more worthless than the pursuit of the modern mode. 

If one were to write like the old poets, he would merely 
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be repetitious. Keat' s decision not to pursue the old 

mode is embodied in one of the most matter-of-fact state-

ments in all of his writing. In the 24 .April 1818 letter 

to Rice, he blamed the old poets for causing one of the 

most difficult perplexities that the modern poet must 

face. The old poets have already done everything. The 

modern poets can find nothing of significance to do. To 

explain himself, choosing Mil ton as a primary example of 

the old poeta, Keats began by posing a question which he 

apparently supposed would evoke a positive response. The 

question was: 
11 Did Mil ton do more good or harm to the world? 

(Letters, I, 255) Keats continued by answerin5, at first, 

in a positive vein, 

Milton wrote ••• (for I have it from a friend, who 
had it of--) he wrote Lycidas, Cornus, Paradise Lost 
and other Poems, with much delectable prose--he 
was moreover an active friend to 1-ian all his Life 
and has been since his death. Very good--(Letters, 
I, 255) • 

But, as Hazlitt had impled in his lecture 110n Shakespeare 

and IUlto:n 11 and as Keats herewith acknowledged, Milton's 

ana the other old poet's achievements which benefited man-

kind were not totally unblemished. With mheir achievements 

crune the one perhaps insurmountable problem at least for 

the writers of succeeding generations. As he explained 

the problem, admittedly using unnecessary parenthesis to 
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do so, Keats told Rice: 

• • • my dear fellow I must let you know that as there 
is ever the same quantity of matter constituting this 
habitable globe--as the ocean notwithstandin5 the 
enormous changes and revolutions taking place in some 
or other of its demesnes--notwithstanding Waterspouts 
whirlpools and mighty Rivers emptying themselves into 
it, it still is made up of the same bulk--nor ever 
varies the number of its .Atoms--Jmd as a certain bulk 
of Water was instituted at the Creation--so very likely 
a certain portion of intellect was spun forth into 
the thin .Air for the Brains of Nan to prey upon it--You 
will see my drift without any unnecessary parenthesis. 
That which is contained in the Pacific and lie in the 
hollow of the Caspian--that which was in 11I1l tons head 
could not find Room in Charles the seconds--he like a 
Moon attracted Intellect to its flow--it has not ebbd 
yet--but ha~ left the shore pebble all bare--I mean 
all Bucks [.a. trifling dramatist, Charles Buclrn, 1781-
184.§7 Authors of Hengist [An anonymous play, Hengist, 
Or the Fifth Century§ Jm Historical !,1elodrama, 181.§j' 
and Castlereaghs of the present day--who without 
Eiltons gormandizing might have been all wise Men 

(Letters, I, 255). 
Having delineated his complaint against the old, great 

poets, Keats ended his deliberate pursuit of the old mode 

of poetry. He probably harbored feelings of regret for 

having t·o do so. Yet, because he was unwilling to settle 

for what seemed to him as the goals of modern poetry, he 

continued to be without bearings. For the moment, he could 

not avoid supposing how delightful it woula be if he could 

find some easy way out of his perplexing intellectual 

dilemma. He remarked to Rice: 

What a happy thing it would be if we could settle our 
thoughts, make our minds up on any matter in five 
liinutes and remain content--that is to build a sort 
of mental Cottage of feelin3s quiet and pleasant--to 
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have a sort of Philosophical Back Garden, and cheerful 
holiday--keeping front one--(Letters, I, 254). 

"But alas! 11 Keats concluded, 11This can never be. 11 He 

li:new that to attempt using any simple solution to deal 

with his complex predicament would be naively foolish. 

To describe the nature of this naivete, he expanded his 

metaphor about the 11mental Cottage of feelings, 11 mentioning 

first, what he called 11 the material Cottager11 , and, then, 
11 the Spiritual Cottager. 11 11The material Cottager, 11 he 

wrote: 

knows there are such places as France and Italy and 
the Andes and The Burning; Hountains--so the spiritual 
Cottager has knowledge o'f the terra semi incosnita of 
things unearthly; and cannot for his Life, keep in 
the checlc rein • • • You will see however I am obliged 
to run i-Tild, being attracted by the Load stone Con-
catenation (Letters, I, 254-55). 

In the plainest termo, 11 the material Cotta5er, 11 as 

Keats thought of him was the person ·who would settle for, 

or perhaps, even insist upon the simple solution. Brushing 

aside all objections that decry oversimplification, he would 

be satisfied with some neat, logical system that ·would help 

him, probably in a good many instances, to understand and 

to deal with the nature of human existence • .All would be 

well, in his opinion, if he possessed in his "mental 

Cottace of feelings, 11 a 11Philosophical Back Garden, and 

cheerful holiday-keeping front one, 11 over which he held, 

or supposed he held, control. .And, the possibility simply 
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would not concern him that some unforeseen trouble, for 

which his limited system of logic had not prepared him, 

might crowd in upon his little circumscribed world. Con-

tent with a superficial, to a large degree, materialistic 

explanation of life, he would think it enough to know that 

in the world 11 there are such places as France and Italy 

and the lmdes and the 13urn1n5 Mountains, 11 though probably 

he would never want to visit them or even care to under-

stand anything about them. 

Of course, upon perceiving and then taking for him-

self the concept of negative capability, wherein a 11man 

is capable of bein5 in unce1.,tainties, Mysteries, doubts, 

without any irritable reaching after face ana reason, 11 

(Letters, I, 193) Keats divorced himself totally from any-

one like 11 the material Cottac;er. 11 Having at one time 

foolishly pursued the promise of salvation from worldly 

pain which he had believed one circumscribed philosophy 

of life made, he intended not to make the mistake again. 

In essence, then, Keats believed that any rigid, 

limited philosophy of life could not cope with the fact 

that reality or truth is a fluid progression of events 

which can be apprehended only at the '11oment II when each 

event occurs, and that it is beyona man's feeble power 

to fathom this progression of events, each of which might 

be understood only when it happens • .At best, a rigid 
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explanation of existence, thouc,;h probably presenting· 

itself as an all inclusive philosophy, could afford its 

adherents only a superficial unde1.,standing of life. In 

opposition to "the material Cottager," Keats certainly 

saw himself as a 11 spiri tual Cottager. 11 His knowledge 

was 11of the terra oemi inco5r1ita of things tu1earthly. it 

Unable to settle 11qu1et and comfortable" in a "sort of 

Philosophical Back Garden" or in a 11 cheerful holiday-keeping 

front one, 11 he understood that in order to maintain contact 

with the reality or truth of life, since the flow of life 

is impossible to control, he was 11obliged to run wild, being 

attracted by the Loadstone Concatenation, 11 being attracted 

by the connected series of events that is life. (Letters, 

I, 254-5) 
In the long run, Keat' s almost unfailing devotion 

to his understanding of truth's nature was his salvation. 

His intentions to remain 11in uncertainties, Mysteries, 

doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact an.a 
reason 11 (Letters, r, 193) sustained him until he perceived 

significant truth. But the burden of nai ting for such a 

perception, the burden of being negatively capable, was 

not an easy one. Possibly, the last days of March and on 

into April in 1818 saw Kea.ts undergo the acid test of his 

allegiance to the concept of negative capability. Having 

given up all efforts to become one in spirit with the old, 
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great poets yet continuing to believe that to pursue the 
goals of modern poetry was a worthless effort, he felt 
himself to be almost totally without a sense of direction. 
The feelings of perplexing anxiety which he endured while 
marking time until the fluid progression of events brought 
him to the "Moment" when he would know what he would do 
next as a poet were terribly unsettling. His patience 
to exist in uneasiness was tried perhaps to an ultimate 
extent. 

On 25 March 1818, just a day after he wrote the 
letter to Rice in which he implied that he was as a 
"spiritual Cottager," Keats wrote a verse letter to an 
ailing Jolm Reynolds. His aim was to entertain his friend. 
Probably he would have liked to avoid any thought of his 
con.fused state of affairs as a poet. Like his extemporaneous 
"Lines on Seeing a Lock of Milton's Hair, 11 which he wrote 
some two months before at Hunt 1 s, his ".Epistle to J. H. 
Reynolds" is more or less light hearted in nature. But, in 
the la.st third of the "Epistle,,: as in the last portion of 
the 11Lines • • • on I-1:il ton's Hair, 11 the poem's tone becomes 
serious. Therein Keats revealed perhaps totally the extent 
of his confused feelin5s as he persevered to maintain his 
nega.ti ve capability. X.!ost of all, he craved for clear-cut 

meaning. He wished, 
O that our dreamings all, of sleep or wake, 
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Would all their colors from the sunset take: 
From something of material sublime, 
Rather than shadow our ovm soul I s aay-time 
In the dark void of night. (Letters, I, 261, 
11. 67-70) 

He thought that he would feel a sense of assurance if "our 

dreamings all of sleep or wake" would take oome definite 

form in the 11material sublime, 11 even if this material be 

so subtle as the ucolors from the sunset. 11 But, he unhap-

pily understood that ma.n's day to day thought is filled 

with preoccupations and anxieties of all kinds. A man can-

not build anything meaningful out of materials so tenuous 

as the various colors contained in a ray of light. Instead, 

what would be apparent in 11fn.ii] ovm Soul's daytime, 11 man 

obscures 11in the dark void of night. 11 Because of this 

realization, viewing life as immensely, even unfathomably 

complex, Keats confessed, with !tl'egret: 

to philosophize 
l dare not yet!--Oh never will the prize, 
High reason, and the lore of good and 111 
Be my award. Things cannot to the ·will 
Be settled, but they tease us-out of thought (Letters, 
I, 262, 11, 73-76). 

As he knew so well, life is the most unstable of things. 

To £3rasp for anything certain and sustantial--as he had 

recently reached for the confidence, clarity ana directness 

of the old, great mode of wr1ting--w1ll lead only to failure 

and disappointment. ·w1 thout doubting this notion even for a 

moment, Keats was certain that in life "things cannot to the 
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will--, be settled." To the contrary, the more one tries 

to force some order upon life, the more he is led into 

confusion. To a real degree, the incomprehensible, 

uncontrollable tbings of life 11 tease us out of thought. 11 

Rather than try to thinlr., it seems vastly easier and, at 

times, more sensible not even to bother. 

\'ihile languishing in perplexity, Keats perhaps re-

minded himself of a time, only a few months before when, 

in the 11 Cave of Quietude, 11 he reflected upon his perplexing 

failure to achieve transendence over life's pain. Then, 

he had decided that: 

'rhere never 11 v' d a mortal ·man, who bent 
His appetite beyond his natural sphere 
But starved and died (Endymion, IV, 6LJ-6 ... 8). 

Now, in writing the 11Epistle to J. H. Reynolds," he used 

a similar rationale. First, he asked: 

••• is it that Imagination brought 
Beyond its proper bound, yet still confined,--
Lost in a sort of Pur5atory blind, 
Cannot refer to any standard law 
Of either earth or heaven? (Letters, I, 262, 11. 78-82). 

Then, he answered, 

It is a flaw 
In happiness to see beyond our bourn--
It forces us in Summer skies to mourn; 
It spoils the singing of the Ni{3htingale 
(Letters, I, 262, 11. 82-85). 

Indeed, he seemed to lament that in efforts 11 to see beyond 

our bourn, 11 one not merely sees more of truth than he would 

like, forcing uus in Summer skies to·mourn, 11 and spoiling 
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11 the sine;ine; of the Nightingale," but he very well might 

come upon new problems, new mysteries, that he had not 

anticipated. Continuing his 11Epistle, 11 Keats explained 

one such perception. 

Dear Reynolds, I have a mysterious tale 
.And cannot speak it. The fir£t page I r-ead 
Upon a. Lampit Rock of green sea weed 
J-1mons the breakers-- 'Twas a quiet Eve; 
'l'he rocl<::s were silent--the wide sea dia weave 
.lm unturnul tuous fringe of s11 ver foam 
Along the flat brown sand. I was at home, 
Ana should have been most happy--but I saw 
Too far into the sea; i.·rhere every maw 
The sreater on the less feeds e"V"ermore;--
But I saw too distinct into the core 
Of an eternal fierce destruction, 
And so from Happiness I far was gone 
(Letters, I, 262, 11. 86-98). 

Even an apparently peaceful garden in full of "fierce 

destruction. 11 

the hmil::: at pounce, 
The gentle Robin, [f.iJ like a para or ounce 
Ravening a worm (Letters, I, 262, 11. 103-5). 

Within a year, De Selincourt points out, 11Keats returns 

to the problem of Nature's cruelty ••• in the long lli-

February-3 ~ay 1819 letter to the George Keatses (Letters, 

II, 79f), and shows himself far more able to srapple with 

it. 153 But, for the moment, while writing the last lines 

of the 11Bpictle to J. H. Reynolds," he apparently felt 

that the effort to stru5gle for understanding of the per-

plexing, painful nature of existence was too much for him. 

Suddenly, he decided to bring the 11Epistle 11 to a conclusion. 
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He insisted, 0 ~4way ye horrid moods, 1-1:oods of one's mind! 11 

(Letters, I, 262-3, 11. 103-4), To Reynolds, he wished, 
11 do you e;et health--and Tom the same'' (Letters, I, 263, 

1. 109), In the next few weeks, tryine to talrn, at least, 

some superficial command of his situation, he announced, 

"I'll aance / And from detested moods in new Romance/ 

Take refuge." (Letters, I, 263, 109-11). 

Keat's 11new Romance" turned out to the rather lengthy 

verse narrative, Isabella: Q..r,--1ill.£ of Basil. Probably 

at sometime during J a.nuary, 1818, he had tallred with 

Reynolds about bringing out a book of short narrative 

poems based on stories in Boccaccio, Though nothing ever 

came of any joint effort to produce the book, both men 

made some tentative begin.'llings at writing these na.rra.ti ves. 

After Keats•s death in 1821, Reynolds published what he 

prepared in his The Garden of Florence. For his part, 

Keate began a few stanzas in early February 1818 on the 

story of the :Poet of Ba.ail, In late March, 1818, when he 

began seriously to work on his "new Romance," he used 

these few experimental stanzas as a star-ting point.. 

Completing 1 t in about a month, he apparently encountered 

only one problem as he wrote the poem. In Bate' s opinion, 

because Boccaccio's stol."y determined the plan for the 

narrative, Keats could not ca.use himself to become much 

involved with what he was doin5. Ao a result, the poem 
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did not provide the r:refuge 11 that he had hoped for. 54 

Still, Keats found time to think. Frequently, he 

fell into his "detested moods" about his seemingly point-

less existence as a poet. Probably his feelings of con-

fusion and self-pity came to an end only after a lette~ 

for him arrived on either 8 or 9 April from London. In 

the letter, John Reynolds informed him that he, along with 

John Taylor, Keats• s publishe1~, had decided that the pre-

face to Endymion, which Keats had prepared after he came 

to Devonshire, could not be printed. Something else would 

have to be written. 55 Terribly angered by the rejection, 

Keate put aside his self-doubtings to defend his preface. 

By writings. letter of recrimination to Reynolds and by 

trying to rationalize the rejection in his own mind, he 

suddenly found himself exploring an area of thought which 

he had seriously consider-ea once before. (Letters, I, 

266-68, but, especially see 267). Since the beginning 

of 1818, his futile effort to become one in spirit with 

the old poets and his revision work on Endymion had 

deverted his attention. But, within a little over two 

weeks, from 9 to 24 April 1818, he returned to the idea 

which he had put aside for several months. Following this 

return, he coon possessed a clear, definite awarene&s of 

what, in fact, was to be the central purpose of all his 

subs~quent efforts as a poet. 
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IV 

In both Reynolds's and Taylor's opinions, the 

trouble with Keats's preface was obvious. Written in a 

defensive, ego-centered manner, it simply would not do.56 

A a he had prepared 1 t during the third week in March, 1818, 

Keats had deliberately filled it with hostility, A great 

portion of this general 111 will came directly from his 

having given in, just a short time before, to the fact he 

could never become one in spirit with the old poets. He 

permitted his hostile feelings which this failure caused 

to feed upon his old animosities against the critics of 
I 

the literary journals who, a year before, had received his 

Poems in a hostile fashion and who, in Blackwoods' 

Edinburgh Magazine, had promised to write sl)me kind of 

unpleasantness about him in their continuing attack on the 
11 Cockney schoo1. 1157 These reasons, of course, did not 

excuse the bad taste of what Keats had written. By follow-

ing through a considerable portion of what he wrote, one 

can find at first hand why John Taylor would not send Keats's 

preface to Endymion to the presses. 

Bordering on the insolent, Keats began his preface: 

In a great nation, the work of an individual is of. 
so little importance; his pleadings and excuses are 
so uninteresting; hie 'way of life' such a nothing, 
that a Preface seems a sort of impertinent bow to 
strangers who care nothing about it.58 · 

But, Keats continued, at the very least, a preface should 
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cauae the reader to "catch an idea of an .Author's mod.esty 

a11d non-opinion of himself--wh1ch I sincerely hope may be 

e een in the line a I have to write • 11 ( Po eme , p • 1162) Yet, 

in the rect of what he wrote, Kea.ts ecsent1ally contradicted 

himself. Rather than a r:non-op1nion of h1moelf;rr he showed 

with his impertinent words that he held very strong feelings 

about himself. Barely holding hia hostile feelinga in check 

he wrote: 

About a twelvemonth since, I published a little book 
of verses; .1t wa.e read by some dozen or my friends 
who 11k 1d it; and vome dozen whom I ~as unacquainted 
with, who did not. Now when a. dozen human beings 
are at words with another dozen, it becomeG a matter 
or anxiety to aide with one's friends--more especially 
when excited thereto by a great love of Poetry. 

(Poems, p. li62-63) 

He went on to apeak a.bout the writing of Endymion itself. 

When he beean work on the poem, he explained, 

••• my steps were all uncertain. So this poem must 
rather be conside.t'ed a.o an enaeavour than a thing 
a.ccomplished; a poor prologue to uhnt, if I live, I 
humbly hope to do. In duty to the l~bl1 c I ohould 
have kept 1 t, back for a year or two, knowing 1 t to be 
oo faulty: but I really cannot do so,-•by repetition 
my favour! te passages sound vapid in my ea.rs• and I would 
rather redeem myself with a new Poem should this one 
be found of any interest •••• 

It has been too much the fashion ot late to consider 
men bigoted and addicted to every word that may chance 
to escape their lipa; now I here declare that I have 
not any particular phrase, word, or letter in the whole 
affair. I have written to please myself, and in hopes 
to pleaee others, and for a love of fame; if I neither 
pleane myoelft nor others, nor get fame, of what conse-
quence is .FlU"aseology', 

I would fain eacnpe the bickerings that all Works 
not exactly in chime bring upon their begetters--but 
this 1s not fair to expect, there must be conversation 
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of some sort and to object shows a man's consequence. 
In case of a London drizzle or a Scotch mist,, the 
following quotation from Marston may perhaps 1stead 
me as an umberella for an hour or so; 'let it be the 
courtesy of my persuer rather to pity my self-hindering 

·-labours than to malice me.' (Poems, 463) 

At least as dense as any London drizzle or Scotch 

mist, Keat 1s feelings of malice filled the atmosphere ae 

he replied in his 9 April 1818 letter to Reynolds concerning 

the rejected preface. Apparently, in rejecting the preface, 

Reynolds had said that the whole thing was written in an 

affected manner, in something of Leigh Hunt's flippant 

way.59 To which, Keats answered: 

Since you all agree that the thing is bad, it must 
be so--though I am not aware there is any thing like 
Hunt in it, (and if there is, it is my natural way, 
and I have something in common with Hunt) look it 
over again and examine into the motives, the seeds 
from which any one sentence sprung (Letters, I, 266). 

As he continued his commentary, Keats's motives became 

crystal clear. 

I have not the slightest feel of humility towards 
the Public--or to any thing in existence,--but the 
eternal Being; the Principle of Eeauty,--and the 
Memory of great Men--When I am writing for myself 
for the mere sake of the Moment's enjoyment, perhaps 
nature has its course with me--but a Preface is written 
to the Public; a thing I cannot help looking upon as 
an Enemy, and which I cannot address without feelings 
of Hostility (Letters, I, 266-7). 

Keats resented greatly having to make even momentary 

deference to the public by writing another preface. He 

explained, 
If I write a Preface in a supple or subdued style, it 
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would be subdued before my friends, and thank them· for 
subduing me--but among Multitudes of Men--I have no 
feel of stooping, I hate the idea of humility to them 

(Letters, I, 267), 
.And, delivering a final blow, Keats finished: 

I never wrote one single Line of Poetry with the least 
Shadow of public thou13ht (Letters, I, 267) • 

.Apparently, after a moment of reflection, 1,;:eats himself 

was a bit taken a.back by his own vindictiveness. He left 

a space on the page upon which he was writing. Then, in 

quite a different tone, as in the calm after the storm, he 

tried to qualify his remarks. To ease the embarrassment 

which he felt because of hie O'Wll rancor, he asked of 

Reynolds: 

l?orgive me for vexing you and making a Trojan Horse 
or such a Trifle, both with respect to the matter in 
Question, and myself--but it eases me to tell you--I 
could not live without the love of my friends--I 
would jump dol-m AETNA for any great .Public good--but 
I hate a l11a.wkish Popularity (Letters, I, 267), 

But, in elaborating upon his hatred of 11Mawkish Popularity, 11 

he nearly permitted his feelings of hostility to get out 

of hand again. Because ha was so bound up in his efforts 

as a poet, he possessed nothing but aisgust for an insincere 

public, made up of hypocritical "art lovers," which supposed 

it possessed the right to criticize indiscriminately and 

maliciously what an artist had done. He announced: 

My glory would be to daunt and dazzle the thousand 
jabberers about Picture and Books--I see swarms of 
Porcupines w1 th their Quills erect 11like lime-twigs 
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set to catch my Winged Book 11 and I would :f'right'em 
away with a torch--You may say my preface is not much 
of a Torch (Letters, I, 267). 

Yet, of' course, the fact that he had succeeded so well in 

making his preface a scathing torch was just the trouble. 

Because of his pride, he never permitted himself to acknow-

ledge the fact specifically. In only an indirect way, he 

admitted. that he had wr1 tten impetuously. In the letter 

to Reynolds, he implied that the preface, like Endymion 

1 ts elf, was not worth much. It was made out of quite worth-

less clay. He explained: 

It would have been too insulting ttto begin from Jove" 
and I could not set a golden head-upon a thin6 of clay 

(Letters, I, 267). 

He concluded his diatribe, saying, 

If there is any fault in the preface it is not 
affectation similar to Hunt's: but an undersong of 
disrespect to the Public--if I write another preface, 
it must be done without a thought of those People--I 
will think about it (Letters, I, 267). 

Certainly, Keats did think about it. But his thoughts 

soon ranged beyond the immediate business of writing another 

introductory passage for Endymion. After one day, on 10 

April 1818, he sent off a second preface to Reynolds and 

Taylor, writing, 

I run anxious you should fina this Preface tolerable, 
if there is an affectation in it 'tis natural to me,--Do 
let the Printer's Devil coolr. i t--a.nd 'let me be as the 
casing air.' (Letters, I, 269). 

Then, following in the subdued manner of this statement, as 
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personality, Keats withdrew from almost all contact with 

society so that, once again, he could allow his imaginative 

faculty, operating in an atmosphere of negative capability, 

to come upon a glimpse of truth. 

For the most part, one can only speculate about what 

Keats thought during the middle two weeks of .April, 1818. 

He wrote no letters and he apparently saw few people. His 

only visitor of note was John Rice, who crune do\'m from London, 

arriving on 18 .April and leaving on 20 April. (Letters, I, 

41) He did not interrupt his contemplation to give some 

clue concerning the nature of his thoughts until 24 April. 

On that day or on the day before, he received an advanced 

copy of Endymion from Jolm Taylor. (Letters, I, 270, note 4) 
Naturally, having devoted a full year of his life to the 

poem, he could not ignore the first printed copy he had 

ever seen of it. He replied to Taylor, thought, at first, 

assuring his publisher that 11 the book pleased me much--it 

is very free from faults, 11 by devoting better than half his 

letter to a listing of textual errors. (Letters, I, 270-71) 

However, as he wrote, he did not limit himself merely to an 

exercise in proofreading. He Y-•. new what a profound transition 

had occurred in his .. ':,housht and he wanted to say something 

about it. He couched his statement in general terms, writing 

not about himself but a.bout all young men. But what he said, 
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describin5 any youth's initiation into life, was also 

intensely personal. 

He observed: 

- Young men for some time ha.Ye an .. idea that such a 
thing as happiness in to be had and therfore are 
extremely impatient under any unpleasant restraining--in 
time, however, of such stuff is the world about them, 
thent know better and instead :)f striving from Uneasiness 
gr€-et. it as an habitual sensatio:1, a pannier which is 
to weigh upon them through life. (Letters, I, 270) 

With studied deliberateness, Keats probably forced 

the detached, impersonal tone upon this statement concerning 

young men. He probably did so because he wanted to renew 

his commitment to disinterestedness, a commitment which he 

realized, while renecting upon the brief, but quite violent 

preface eopisode, had become al together dormant in his think-

ing. Following his first single-minded, zealous determination 

in the last months of 1817 to subdue his self-seeking vanity, 

he might have dismissed any possibility of failure as seeming 

so remote that such an occurrance could not happen. With 

the beginning of 1818, as he turned his attention toward 

finding some escape from his role as a modern poet, he pro-

bably felt in a very complacent way that his defenses built 

of disinterestedness were so strong that he could safely 

leave them untended, perhapo indefinitely, in order to hold 

off any attacks they might be subjected to from egotism. 

Certainly as the new year protressed, while he supposed that, 

rather than to be a circumscribed material cottager, he would 
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be ti npiri tuo.1 cottager, he t.m.ae no obvious effort to' be· 

leso '.!):reoccupied with h1mu¢lf in mtu'lnging the buainesu of 

li vine. Ee requ:tred the shock or havine hie pr~d'o.ce rej0oted 

before he became a.ware, in the aftermath of the troublo,. 

that he waa not at all so :t'roe of smu5 egotism an ha, no 
doubt, suppoeea. 

Deluded by hie nzoumptlon that ha couL:1 remain dia1n-

toreoted enough to protect himself frori1 a..'rly egotist1cnl 

encroachment, Kaatz had became 011e of tho ''Youns Hon who . 
for some ti!:10 have an idea. .'.hl4'1.t such a th1ne ao hnppinens 

is to be hs.d and therefore are extremely impatie~t under 

any unplcaoruit restraining ,11 (Letters, ! , 270) But, 1 t 

is evident, as he concluded that ho could not eocape tho 

conventionn of modem poetry ttnd, pa.rticulnrJ.y, no. Reynolds 

nnd Taylol:' refused to use· h1a firet pro.face to End:,,n,io:p,, 

· -113 saw r.J.e happinens fa.t'.le, and chafing under the rontro.1nt 

of finaing that he could not have his way- 111 those import-

a.Y.tt mat tors, he wo.e quiddy oYel"come by i'eeling.z of ego-

tintical poevishnei:rn. Tho reJection, on top of hio dinap• 

po1ntmen.t that he could not become one 1n ap1r1t with the 

old poets., caused I~ent1.1 to embark upon a temper tant.rl.ltl. 

For hint, the obv1oua whipp1nc boy upon ·whon ho could vent 

hin ra50 WD.fJ the ,:,ea.dins public• eopecicl.ly the lito1~ry 

critics and tho 1na1ncore 11art lovero. 11 Ho neethed: 

:t ho:ve not the nlirJ1toet feel of hwnili ty towa!'dB the 
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Being, the Principle of' Beauty,--ana the Nemory of 
great Hen • • • a. Preface is written to the Public; 
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a thing I cannot help looking upon as an Enemy, and 
which I cannot address without feelings of Hostility 
••• I hate a Hawkish Populnrity.--I cannot be sub-
dued before them--Hy glory would be to daunt and daz-
zle the thousand jabberers about Pictures and Eooks--I 
see swarms of Porcupines with their Quills erect "Like 
lime-twigs set to catch my Win0ed Book 11 and I would 
fright'em away with a torch (Letters, I, 266-67). 

But, in the midst of all his hostility, Keats permitted 

himself one very significant contradiction. Though he 

damned his hypercritical, malicious readers into whose hands 

he accurately anticipated that his Endymion would fall, he 

also insisted, 11 I could not live without the love of my 

friends--I would jump down AEtna for a great public 

good. 11 (Letters t I, 267) 

In the days of contemplation that followed the pre-

face inciaent, Keats concluded in a manner which he supposed 

was common to all young men, that because 11of such stuff 

is the world, 11 to hold the 11idea that such a thing a.s 

happiness 1s to be had" is perhaps totally fallacious He 

decided that "instead of striving from Uneasiness, 11 that he 

should "greet it as an habitual sensation, a pannier ·which 

is to weic;h upon him through life. 11 (Letters, I, 267) 

Ho doubt, he did not like this decision, but after sorting 

out his complex thoughts, it appeared to be the only one 

he could make. He understood why he attacked the public 
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and what he understood probably embarrassed him now. 

Some eight months before, after reading Hazlitt's 

Essay .Qn Principles .Q! Human .Action, Keats had taken 

to the notion of disinterestedness so quickly because it 

helped him to keep disconcerting, often egotistically con-

jured up troubles at aome distance from him. The ideas in 

the Essay appealed to him, however, not strictly because 

of the personal, really selfish reason that they made his 

confrontation with life's troubles seem easier. In the 

Essay, Hazlitt had insisted that any man, if he so wished, 

could use his faculty of imagination in order to transcend 

his selfish, egotistical interests to enter sympathetically 

into the thoughts and feelings of others • With this 

broad.en.ed lmowledge, he could approximate o. state of benev• 

olence if he only cultivated the natural disposition of his 

mind to sympathise with the feelings of others. 61 With the 

ability to identify sympathetically with his fellow humans, 

he could come upon as many or, perhaps, even more ,vays than 

there are people by which he could fulfill his benevolent 

desire to do r;oocl for his fellow human. 
But, followinG his emotional outburst during the pre-

face incident, Keats could only admit to himself that, 

except in the formulation of his concept of negative 

capability, he had not achieved much obvious, definite 

success in his efforts to practice the ideals in Hazlitt's 
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Essay. At least briefly, when Reynolds and Taylor rejected 

his preface, he had. essentially forgotten about disinterest-

edness. His attempt to es cape the conventions of modern 

poetry, an attempt which he might have justified as being 

benevolently motivated because he could suppose that to bring 

the old, great poets' qualities of confidence and direct-

ness into his writing would in some way benefit his readers, 

had been terribly abortive. Yet~ it seems apparent that 

as he reflected upon this failure, he became totally willing 

to concede that the responsibility for it was entirely his 

own. Certainly in his own mind, his failure did not dimi-

nish in the slightest the worth of Hazlitt's ideas:-._ Cl.early 

it must have seemed to him that if he were to find again 

and maintain a sense of integrity between his thinking of the 

past with what he might conclude in the future, he needed 

to renew with all possible deliberateness his allegiance to 

the notions which Hazlitt had set forth in his Essay. 

As he loolced toward the future during his days of 

meditation Keats became very certain, first, about what he 

did not intend to do, and, then, about what he hoped to 

accomplish. Most of all, he knew, no doubt, that he did not 

want to repeat the ugly performance that he had given during 

the preface episode. It completely negated the benevolent 

intent of Hazl1 tt 'a nrinciples. Having allowed his disin-

terestedness to slip away as he prepared to send Endymion 
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on its way for public consideration, Keats perhaps re-

flected that he had become a person not unlike Sancho, 

the sort of man whom he had described in his 3 February 

1818 letter to Reynolds. (Letters, I, 223-25) Sancho, 

as Keats had obliquely suggested, refused to remain con-

tent with the limited perceptions which he gained in an 

experience of imaginative 11half-see1ne;. 11 As he wrote 

about these perceptions, he insisted upon filling in those 

areas of knowledge of which he did not have any command 

w1 th ideas of his own selection. By doing so, he supposed 

that he could relate to his readers with more success what 

he had originally perceived. 

EssenM.ally, as he wrote his first preface to Endymion, 

Kea.tr:, like Sancho, was not content to remain with the 

Jr,.:nowledge he possessed. Following its publication, he 

believed his poem would fall into the hands of readers who 

would treat it unfavorably. Tl1ough it would have been an 

almost totally ineffective effort, even if Reynolds and 

Taylor had not stopped it, Keats's ego-centered. intention 

in writine his first preface, like the characteristically 

egotistical intention of a. Sancho, was deliberately to 

manipulate his reading public. Unwilling to allow 2-l1Y 

reader of the poem whooe intentions might have been 

labeled as insincere to examine and evaluate it as he saw 

fit, Keats wanted to use his preface, deliberately causing 
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it to flame with invective, as a torch to frighten away 

those readern who might treat the poem in a contrary way. 

Like the arbitrary, didactic Sancho who insisted on telling 

his readers what to think, Keats, very arbitrarily, wanted 

to control who would and who would not read his poem. He 

may have supposed that by offending those readers of his 

poem who would be insincere, he would dissuade them from 

reading the poem at all. They might thinlr: or write in an 

unltind way about it. He want.ea only those who would think 

and write in a kind manner about the poem to read it. To 

use his own words, before Reynolds and Taylor stopped him, 

Keats, with his preface, had 11 a palpable desie;:n 11 upon his 

readers. Far from being "sreat and unobtrusive" as he 

said poetry and• therfore, the poet should be, he was stiff, 

defensive o.nd narrowly pedantic. He was prepared, if he 

should find someone who did not agree with him, "to put 

his hand in r..is breeches pocket, 11 and no doubt, glare. 

But, now, during the last week of .4pril, 1818, being entirely 

cognizant of the character of these thoughts as he prepared 

to conclude his experience of eeep reflection, he no doubt 

understood that in his effort made to protect his poetry 

and himself from whatever derision that might come along, 

he had allowed himself to 11brood and peacock over ffea 
speculationfV till he /jaaiJ a false coinage and deceive fil.. 
himself." And, facing squarely what he knew, that he had 
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created this, an essentially counterfeit facade for him-

self, he moved deliberately to do away with it, the last, 

very serious egotistical deception which stood in his way 

before he could begin his climb to greatness as "one of 

the English poets. 11 

W. J. Bate explains that until Keats went to Devonshire, 
11it never occurred to him to consider the larger questions 

of poetry (what it had done, what it m18ht do) apart from 

those of life itself.1!62 Rather, his interests had been 

so permeated with his concern for what 500d poetry could 

do for him in his own life that he had always believed--cer-

tainly his brothers and his close acquaintances had encouraged 

such a belief--that poetry*s purpose by nature was a selfish 

one. But, in deliberately holding to his belief, he must 

have begun to sense something wrong, if he had never sensed 

it before, when he found soon after he arrived in Devon 

that he could not establish anything more than the most 

passing acquaintance with the ordinary Devonshireman. At 

the time, he probably dismissed this failure to achieve any 

meaningful relationship with the local people as really 

their failure to understand him and, in any case, of no 

consequence. Yet, in the first six or so weeks of his stay 

in Devon, eopecially after the preface incident when he saw 

ho'\'1 contrary his ego-centered aims as a poet were to the 
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benevolent purpose inherent in Hazlitt I s principle of 

sympathetic; imaginative identification, something happened 

in his thoughts so that he knew he must cause his concerns 

as a poet to coincide with the ordinary man's concerns. 

To gain some sense of worthwhile purpose, he needed the 

satisfaction, at least in his own mind, of lmowing that he 

had. :reconciled his endeavol"S as a poet with the general, 

on-going endeavors of society. At the time of the preface 

trouble, he had determined the purpose of his existence as 

a poet as that of defining the nature o:f' "the eternal ,l;)eing, 

the Principle of Beauty." (Letters, I, 266) And, at the 

same time, though he vehemently insisted that his interests 

aa a poet were of such a personal nature that they should. 

be of no concern to society, he asserted in a clearly con-

tradictory fashion, ''I would jump do1-;n AEtna for a great 

public good." (Letters, I, 26) Now, in the last week in 

April, he resolved this contradiction, perhaps by asking 

himself just what greater public good he could accomplish 

than that of revealing in his poetry for his reaaer's 

understanding the glimpses of beauty that he perceived in 
11 the Moment.'' (Letters, I, 185-6) He might have thought, 

should he possess such knowledge of essential beauty, that 

it wao his duty to present his knowledge for his reader's 

consideration. And, further, recognizing it as his duty to 

reveal truth to the world, he might have concluded that 
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cally constructed exclusiveness and to begin regarding him-

self as a full-fledged member or society, fulfilling his 

obligation as a member by doing what he could do best. 

To achieve his new purpose as a poet, Keats knew that 

he still must overcome weaJ..:nesses. Though a bookish person, 

he realized that he had not read enough nor had he lived 

enough to write great poetry. He needed kno'11ledge; that 

is, he needed the fruits of reading and living generally. 

Henceforth, he lmew that, as a poet, "I mean to follow 

Solomon's direction of 'get Wisdom--get understanding.' 11 

Rejecting his old, selfish purposes for being a poet; he 

recognized that as a responsible member of society, 11 1 find 

cavalier days a.re gone by. 11 He could. not allow his efforts 

as a poet to be motivated only for selfish purposes because: 

I find that I can have no enjoyment in the World but 
continual drinking of Knowledge--! find there is no 
worthy pursuit but the idea of doing some good for 
the world--aome do it with their society--aome with 
their wit--some with their benevolence--some with a 
sort of power of conferring pleasure and good humor 
on all they meet and in a. thousand ways all equally 
dutiful to the command. of Great Nature--there ie but 
one way for me--the road lies through application 
study and thought. I will pursue it a.Yld to that end 
purpose retiring for some years. I have been hovering 
for some time between an exquisite sense of the 
luxurious and a love for Philosophy--\'lere I calculated 
for the former I should be glad--but as I a.iu not I 
shall turn all my soul to the latter (Letters, I, p. 271). 

Three days after writing this statement in his 24 April 
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a poet further, saying in the 27 April 1818 letter to 

Reynolds that after preparing himself by means of a 

baptism into philosophy or general knowledge, he hoped 

to ask Hazlitt in about a years time the best meta-
physical road I gan take.--For although I hate poetry 
to be Chief, there is something else wanting to one 
who passes his life among Books and thoughts on Books 

(Letters, I. 274). 

With these plans, though knowing that once they were com-

pleted he still would have more to do, Keats prepared the 

foundations for his final 11living year1163 of 1819 when he 

wrote his most 1mperta.nt poems. In making these prepara-

tions, he reached his essential maturity as a writer. To 

ataain this maturation; he had necessarily capitulated to 

the fact which he had tried so long to avoid. He had finally 

recognized in the fullest sense that he was a social animal 

and that within the structure of society, he must fill a 

useful role aa a poet, having as his purpose the revelation 

of what he perceived to be truth. Before setting out on 

the life he intended to pursae, he had only to review what 

he he.d brought to fruition, thus far; in his life as a poet, 

especially during his thoughtful days while living in 

Devonshire. In one of his most remarkable letters, the 

3 May 1818 letter to Reynolds, Keats revealed the nature of 

his maturity as a me.n and, more specifically, as a poet. 

Having finally defined the purpose of his existence, 
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Keats must have lmo"n, perhaps for the first time .in his 

life, a moat satisfying sense of confidence. He felt certain 

that he had built his assurance upon stable, not sanay 

foundations. He was not grasping for some will-o-the-wisp 

escapist joy or the simplicity and clarity of the old poets. 

Such grasping efforts t he };:new only too well, ended in per-

plexing failure. His t3oal to "Get Wisdom--get understanding" 

( Lett·ers, I, 271) was somethine; which he lr.:new that he could 

do and which he knew from his experience at C. C. Clarke's 

Enfield Bchool, his relationship with Hunt, o.nd his reading 

of Hazlitt could produce rewarding, personal satisfaction. 

Using a. metaphor about birds, hie testimony concerning tho 

value of acquired knowledge is eloquent. 

An extensive /_s1i7 knowledge is needful to thinking 
people--i t tali:es away the heat and fever; and helps, 
by widening speculation, to ease the Burden of the 
Mystery: a.: thing I begin to understand a little, 
and which ~·teighed upon you in the most e;loomy and 
true sentence in your Letter. The difference of high 
Sensations with and without knowledge appears to me 
this--in the latter case we are falling continually 
ten thousand fathoms deep and being blolm up again 
without wings and with all /J,hi/ horror of a shoulderd 
Creatu.re--1n the former case, our shoulders are 
fledgela7, and we go thro' the same air and space 
w1 tnoutfear (Letters, I, 277). 

No doubt, Keats had in mind one specific matter about which 

his 11widening specula.tion11 had eased "the Eurden of the 

l-1ystery1·1--the burden of lmowing that as a human being, it 

is preordained that he could never l;:now the true nature of 

existence but must grope throuch life so that occasionally 
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and, mostly by cha.nee, he might come upon momentary glimpses 

of portions of this truth which he called beauty. Thanks 

to his honest, adventurous mind, he had entirely chru.1.ged 

his concept of the nature of the poet. F!'Om his new view-

point, simply by seeing the poet not as an individual iso-

lated from the world, but as a person serving an integral 

function as a member of society, he realized that the degree 

of his achievement as a poet would be determined by the 

amount of knowledge he possessed about the world. Contrary 

to his old notion that an impinging world would contaminate 

both his poetry-and himself as a poet, he understood that 

the more he knew of the world; the more his knowledge wou1d 

increase the value of his poetry. Therefore, he concluded 

that: 

Were I to study physic or rather Medicine again,--I 
feel it would not make the least difference in my 
Poetry; when the Mind is in its infancy a Bias is in 
reality a Bias, but when we have acquired more 
streneth, a Bias becomes no Bias. Every department 
of lmowlede;e we see excellent and calculated towards 
a great whole. I am so convinced of this, that I am 
glad at not having given away my medical Books, which 
I shall a5ain look over to keep alive the little I 
lmow thitherwards (Letters, I, 276-77). 

Certainly, Keats knew that he had paid dearly in 

order to reach his new maturity as a poet. In particular, 

he had. given up his bias or strong inclination against 

modern poetry. In a perceptive analysis of modern poetry, 

he had seen that because of its complexity as it dealt with 

the subjective, im1er life of man, it cou1d not be so clear, 
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direct and confident as the great, old poetry. Previously, 

he had. felt it to be only sensible that, if at all possible, 

he wanted to be in spirit with the great, old poets whose 

virtues were obvious, rather than to try findinc; something 

or worth in the difficult, complex, and involved nature 

of modern poetry. But, since late January when he had 

announced to his brothers that he was "getting at" the task 

of being with the old poets, (Letters, I,· 215) he had con-

cluded not only that his goal was essentially an impossi-

bility, but also that achieving such a goal was not, in any 

case, very desirable. In his typical antithetical fashion, 

as he had viewed 11 the two uppermost thoughts" (Letters, I, 

2.li-3) in his mind with the old poets and the modern poets 

at the two opposite poles of his world, he had decided, in 

fact, that the confid.ent, calm philosophy of the old poets 

was not applicable to the anxieties of modern life. 

Essentially, these ola poets, like :Milton, were too innocent 

for modern times. 
From the Paradise Lost and the other Works of Hilton, 
I hope it is not too presuming, even between ourselves 
to say, his Philosophy, human and divine, may be toler-
ably understood by one not much advanced in years. In 
his time englishmen were just emancipated rz:om a great 
emancipated from a great superstition--and hen had got 
hold of certain points and resting places in reasoning 
which were too newly born to be doubted, and too much 
opposed by the 1,rass of Europe not to be thought etherial 
and authentically diveine--who could gainsay his ideas 
on virtue, vice and Chastity in Comus, just at the 
time of the dismissal of Cod-pieces and a hundred other 
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disgraces? who would not rest satisfied with his 
hintin5s at good and evil in the Paradise Lost, when 
just free from the inquisition and burrning in Smith-
f'ield'l The Reformation produced such immediate and 
great ,benefits, that Protestantism was considered under 
the immediate eye of heaven, and its ow remaining 
Dogmas and superstitions, then, as it were, regenerated, 
constituted those resting places and seemin5 sure 
points of Reasoning--from that I have mentioned, Milton, 
whatever he may have thought in the sequel, appears to 
have been content with these by his writings--He did 
not think into the human heart, as Wordsworth has 
done(Letters, I, 282). 

Keats understood, then, that the modem poet's business 

is to 11 th111k into the human heart. 11 As a man living in con-

temporary society, he could not subscribe to Hilton's 

"seeming sure points of Reasoning. 11 He knew that these points . ; ; ' 
w~re not really applicable to modern times. And, in any case, 

;,:, 
·\'.' 
ala he had already acknowledged in his 24 March 1818 letter 

} i 

tb Reynolds, he could repeat Mil ton• s ideas only at the risk 

of being repetitious. Finding himself to be far more akin 

to his contemporary, Wordsworth, than to the old poet, 

Milton; he knew that out of' necessity he needed to be one, 

like Wordsworth, who "martyred himself to the human heart." 

(Letters, I. 278-79) No doubt, Keats used the word martyred 

with deliberateness. for he felt vividly his own rejection 

of the hope to be in spirit with the old poets. At least 

in one sense, he had admitted that he was a modern poet only 

because he had been subjected to an undeniable pressure--the 

fact that he was of the modern age e.nd that he had to live 



as a modem man. It was under the duress of this fact 

that during his long days of contemplation while living 

in Devonshire that he had tried to "branch out" (Letters, 

I, 278) from the state of perplexity which he had lmo1-m 

when he realized that he could not be with the old poets, 

And, in these efforts to branch out, he had arrived 

repeatedly at only one conclusion--a conclusion which he 

reached, quite healthily, without any ree;ret. Out of the 

labJ.rinth of his painfully confused thought, he had come 

to the observation: 
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My Branchine;s out • • • have been numerous : one of them 
is the consideration of 't'lordsworth' s genius and as a 
help, in the mEll}'A~r of __ gold bein5 the meridian Line of 
world~i:i~~;i.:,::t;h~£fffi¢j{iliru,_d.lfie':rs.:.trom. Mil ton. --And here 
I have not.hing out. surmises, rrom an uncertainty 
whether Miltona apparently less anxiety for Humanity 
proceeds from his seeing f'urther or no than i·lordaworth: 
And whether 1·iordsworth has in truth epic passion@, 
and martyrs himself to the human heart, the main region 
of his song---In regard to his genius alone--we find 
what he says true as far ae we have experienced and we 
can judge no further but by larger experience--for 
axioms in philosophy are not axioms until they are proved 
upon our pulses: we read fine-------things but never 
feel them to the - full until we have gone the same steps 
as the .Author.--I know this is not plain; you will know 
exactly my meaning when I say, that now I shall relish 
Hamlet more than I ever have done--Or, better--You are 
sensible no man can set down Venery as a bestial or -
joyless thing until he is sick of it andtthere:fore all 
philosophizing on it would be mere wording. Until we 
are sick, ,.,e understand not ;--in fine, as Byron says, 
111rnowledge is Sorrow11 ; and I go on to say that "Sorrow 
is Wisdom"--and further for aught we can know for 
certaintyl 111-risdom is folly 11 --so you see how I have run 
away from Wordswor·th, and :Mil ton; and shall still run 
away from what was in my head, to observe, that some 
kind of' letters are good squares others ha.'l'ldsome ovals 
and others some orbicular, others spheroid--and why 
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should there not be another species with two. rough 
edges like a Rat-trap? (Letters, I, 278-279). 

After quite an extensive experience of being "obliged 

to run wild, being attracted by the Loa.dstone Concatenation," 

(Letters, I, 255) Keats was certain that the only ideas 

upon which he could depend were those that he had "proved 

upon ffiis own! pulses. 11 (Letters, I, 279). Essentially, 

he had run away from ·wordsworth and :Mil ton, both who had 

only recently been 11 the two poles of his Viorld, 11 (Letters, 

I, 243) because he was ultimately an independent thinker 

who knew, though using his observations of t·lordsworth and 

Ivril ton as points of departure for his own wri tine;; that he 

must, as best he possibly could, follow his own uourse to 

produce his own poetry .. It would be e;ratifying if he could 

give his writing the reassuring form of a "good square'' or 

the graceful shape of a 11handsome oval" or some consista.nt 

orbicular or spheroidal form. But none of these would 

necessarily fit his ovm purposes. As a writer, he believed 

that he must be free to find his own form. And why should 

not this fom "be another species with two rough edges like 

a Rat-trap?" He would assume complete responsibility for 

his independence and hope that 11a.ll will be well, 11 that 

after finding his oi'm way, he could achieve coherence in 

his wri tine; no that "by merely touching the spring delicately 

and etherially, the rough edged ffiat-tra:e,7,~111 fly immediately 
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into a proper compactness. 11 (Letters, I, 279) And if he 

achieved only confusion as he had experienced in the past, 

then 

••• alas for me, it being an impossibility in grain 
for my ink to stain otherwise: If I scribble lone; 
letters I must play my vagaries. I must be too heavy, 
or too light, f'or whole pages--I must be quaint and 
free of Tropes and figures--I must play my draughts 
as I please, and for my advantage and your erudition, 
cro'\'m a white with a'blacli::, or a black with a white, 
and move into black or white, far and near as I 
please--I must go from Hazlitt to Patmore, and make 
Wordsworth and Coleman pla.y at leap-frog--or keep 
one of them down a. whole half holalday at fly the 
ga.rter--"From Gray to Gray, from Little to Shakespeare" 

(Letters, I, 279-280). 

Perhaps Keats allowed his writing to border more and 

more on the absurd because, as one aware that he existed 

in perpetual uneasiness, he could not avoid fear for not 

knowing what he would ultimately accomplish. To use some-

thing of an old cliche to suggest the purpose of his 

nonsensical writing, "He needed to laugh in order to avoid. 

tears. 11 As a modem poet, he realizedtha.t even if his 

achievement would eventually be equal with Wordsworth 1s--an 

achievement which he did not take lightly or suppose he fully 

understood--he could not be certain if, with ,_.tordsworth, if 

he would become, indeed, a great poet, so that like a great 

eag:he, he would fly to meet, as all great poets have met, 

the pressing needs of their particular age. (Letters, 

I, 280) 
Kea ta' s fear of failure : to measure up to future 
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challenges was a very real one. Yet, in one of the most 

remarkable statements in all of his letters, one which 

irrevocably relates him to modern times in its concern 

for the inner life of ma11, ha made clear his courage to 

live with this possibility of failure. Contrary to Hazlitt's 

pessimistic view that art can not achieve the general 

progress found particularly in the advancement of natural 

philosophy, 64 he possessed the faith that; ,though he, as a 

person; might fail to participate in it, 11 there is really 

a grand march of intellect, 11 (Letters, I, 281) that there 

is a chance for accomplishing something more in art by per-

cei vine; the truth concerning the nature of human existence 

with greate.t> completeness than that of the old, great 

poets. Keats began his testimony of hope and faith, saying: 

I will return to Wordsworth--whether or-no he has an 
extended vision or a circumscribed grandeur--whether 
he is an eagle in his nest, or on the winc--And to 
be more explicit and to show you how tall I stand by 
the giant, I will put dorm a simile of human life as 
far as I now perceive it; that is, to the point to 
which I say we both r.a.ve arrived at. 

(Letters, I, 280). 

Then f~lows the notable passage: 

I compare human life to a large Hansion of Hany 
.Apartments, two of which I ca.n only describe, the 
doors of the rest being as yet shut upon me--The first 
we- step into we call the infant or thoughtless Chamber, 
in which we remain as long as we do not think--We 
remain there a long while, and not·withstanding the 
doors of the second Chamber 1"emo.in wide open, showing 
a bright anpearance, we ca.re not to hasten to it; but 
are at length imperceptibly impelled by the awakening 
of the thinlcine; principle--wi thin us--'\'re no sooner 
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get into the second Chamber, which I shall call the 
Chamber of Maiden-Thought, than we become intoxicated. 
with the light and the atmosphere, we see nothing but 
pleasant wonders, an.a think of delaying there for ever 
in delight: However among the effects this breathing 
is father of is t:l;l?,t tremendous one of sharpening one's 
vision into the heart and nature of nan--of convincing 
ones nerves that the World is full of Misery and. Heart-
break, Pain Sickness and oppression--whereby This 
Chamber of Maiden Thought becomes gradually dart.en' d 
and at the same time on all sides of it many doors 
are set open--but all da.rk--all leading to aa.rlt 
pa.ssa.ges--We see not the ballance of good and evil. 
We are in a Hist--i'l'e a.re now in that state--·we feel 
the "burden of the Mystery, 11 To this point was 
Wordsworth come as far as I-conceive when he wrote 
1Tintern Abbey' and it seems to me that his Genius is 
explorative of those dark Passages. Now if we live., 
and go on thinking, we too shall explore them. 

(Letters, r, 280-81) 

Probably Keats was not entirely confid.ent of the 

validity of his description of the Mansion of Many 

Apartments. But, by assuming its validity, his description 

helped him explain why 11,·rordsworth is deeper tha..-ri Hilton--

though I think it has depended more upon the general and 

gregarious advance of the intellect., than individual great-

ness of Mina." (Letters, r, 281) Because of this "e;rand 

march of the intellect--, 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. 11 It proveo 

that "After all there is certainly something real in the 

World. 11 His joy was so great that he concluded by assuring 

Reynolds, "Your third Chamber of Life shall be a lucky and 

a sentle one--s to red with the wine of love--and. the Bread 
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Of oourse, beoause he decided to explore the "dark 

Passages 11 beyond the Chamber of I1a1den Thought, Kea ts 

went on to write his greatest poetry during the next year 

of 1819. In his exploration of the 11dark Passages," he 

clearly came to his most valid confrontations with beauty 

while writing the great odes, and being aware of this 

achievement, he felt confident to make his plainest, most 

forthright statement of arr1rmat1on concerning his belief 

in an immutable principle of fluid truth. In his "Ode on 

a Grecian Urn, 0 while addressing the urn, the symbol of 
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this pr1no1ple of beauty and truth, which are both simply 

different degrees of the same thing, "the former apprehen-

sible by man in 'the moment,' the latter always broadly 

fluid and essentially unkno,m.ble • n 65 he defined the nature 

of the principle. the only one to which he--e.s a modern man 

existing 1n a continuing state of perplexing anxiety, and 

entirely aware that "this generation shall waste ••• 1n 

midst of other woe''--knew that he could cling. To this fun-

damental law, a steadfast "friend to man," he deolareds 

When old age shall this generation waste, 
Thou shalt reme.1n, in midst of other woe 

Then ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say•st 
•Beauty 1s truth, truth beauty,•--

("Ode on a Grecian Urn," 11. ;6-59, P• 210) 

But, 1n Nay, 1818, a full year before he ~rote these 

often-quoted, but seldom understood lines, Keats stood at 



the threshold of his own "third Chamber of Life,11 (Letters•.": 

I, 282) with no particular vision of the great perc~ptions 

of beauty and truth which could eventually manifest them-

selves 1n his writing. Indeed, he tzas certain perhaps of 

only three things. First, during the summer months of 1818, 

he planned to accompany his acquaintance, Charles Brown, on 

"a pedestrian tour through the North of England, and part 

of Scotland." 1ntend1ng th1s sojourn to be "a sort of 

Prologue to the Life I intend to pursue--that 1s to write, 

to study, and to see all Europe at the lowest expense." 

(Letters, 1. 264) Seoond, as he repeated in the 10 June 

1818 letter to Ea.iley, he wanted "to write, to study, and 

to see" as preparation to move on into other chambers in 

the Hinsion or hany Apartments--two of which were service 

to human1ty and, then, death. He assured 1:a.11eys 

••• now I am never alone without rejoicing that 
there 1s suoh a thing as death--without placing my 
ultimate in the glory of dytng for a great human 
purpose. (Letters, I, 293) 

And, third, he wondered how well he could accomplish his 

"great human purpose." It was only natural that he should 

be curious about how he would eventually reveal to his 

readers what he perceived as glimpses of beauty which are 

moment revelations of "the Nystery, 11 the preordained and 

statio group of' cosmic laws which, together, constitute 

reality or truth. He still wanted to determine if the poet 
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could atta.1n the large simplicity, the "old vigour," of 

the.poetry written long ago. In striving for the large 

simplicity of the old poets, he wondered if he could not 

achieve their scope. Then could he not, at least, find 

some sort of compromise? Could he not write with the 

same confidence and "content" of the old poets, even if 

only to a "little clan?" In his unfinished 11 0de to 

Maia" which he included in his 3 Nay 1818 letter to Reynolds, 

he asked Naia--"Mother of Hermies, 11 the messenger between 

men and the gods, between brief-living man and the ideal--if 

the poet could still write "great verse.n 

ffother of Hermies t and still youthful t1a.ia I 
Hay I sing to thee 

As thou wast hymned on the shores of Ba.iae? 
Or may I woo thee 

In earlier Sicilian? or thy smiles 
Seek as they once were sought, in Grecian isles, 
By Bards who died content 1n pleasant sward, 
Leaving great verse unto a little clan? 
ogive me their old vigour, and unheard, 
Save of the quiet Primrose, and the spann// 
or Heaven. and few ears//rounded by thee 
My song should die away//content as theirs// 
Rich in the simple worship of a day.--// 

(Letters, I, 278). 

With this fourteen-line fragment, Keats could only 

leave off to wait for what his future thoughts, actions, 

and experiences might bring to him and, therefore, to his 

poetry. Whatever could come his way, he knew with cer-

tainty that he could not accept it by using the viewpoint 

of a person who saw himself separated from society. Bather, 



he would accept it in the manner of a man who viewed 

himself as one among his fellow men, for he had deter-

mined that he would use this view as a point of departure 

as he began to seek- his future existence as a poet. 
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