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JOHN KEATS
(1795 – 1821)
What John Keats did... and why you should care
Pity the short, tragic life of poet John Keats. Abandoned, orphaned and impoverished as a child, he was pulled from school and forced into a medical career he didn't want by an unscrupulous guardian. He found the courage to pursue a literary career at the age of 21, but by then his life was already approaching its end. He suffered from bad reviews, then depression, and then tuberculosis, the last of which proved deadly. He died in 1821 at the age of twenty-five, leaving behind a broken-hearted fiancée, a handful of poems and a legacy as one of the great poets of the Romantic age. 

Critics were so hard on Keats during his lifetime that his friends believed that he died from the stress of his negative reviews. (An autopsy of his tuberculosis-ravaged lungs debunked that theory.) Yet Keats' reputation has proved to be more enduring than the names of any of his critics. Today, Keats' lines are part of our collective consciousness. "A thing of beauty is a joy forever,"1 "Beauty is truth, truth beauty" - these lines and more come to us courtesy of John Keats. He never achieved old age, but he arrived at immortality.
In the final, painful months of his life, unable to write and separated from the woman he loved, Keats lamented that he was living a "posthumous existence"- that is, he felt dead already. Ironically, Keats' posthumous life has turned out to be longer and more illustrious than the one he had on earth. Though he'd published just a handful of poems by the time he died in 1821 at the age of 25, his work establishes him as a natural talent and one of the stars of English Romantic literature. We can only imagine the heights his talent would have reached had he lived. 

Keats' dramatic life seems like the subject of a Romantic poem, which in fact it was. (Percy Bysshe Shelley, who died just one year later at the age of 29, composed the elegy Adonais upon his friend's death.) He was abandoned, orphaned, mistreated by a wily guardian. Just when it seemed like Keats' life was coming together - his poetry was getting decent reviews, he was set to marry the woman he loved - he was taken down by tuberculosis, the disease that killed his mother and brother. Keats was well aware of the tragic quality of his life - in fact, he could be a little self-pitying - but there's no denying that his own painful experiences contributed to the poignancy of his poems, and to his unparalleled powers of perception.
· Keats was no wimp. He was known for his ability to rule in schoolyard fights. As one student recalled, his classmates expected that he "would become great - but rather in some military capacity than in literature."
· One of Keats' duties as a medical student in the era before anesthesia was to physically restrain patients on the operating table during surgeries.
· The doctor who autopsied Keats said the poet suffered from the worst case of tuberculosis he had ever seen. He couldn't believe Keats had lived as long as he did.
· In keeping with his requests, Keats was buried with Fanny Brawne's unopened letters, a lock of her hair and a purse made by his sister.
· For years after Keats' death, his fans (including Byron and Shelley) believed that his fatal lung hemorrhage was caused by the stress of his negative reviews.
· Fanny Brawne wore the gold engagement ring John Keats gave her until her death in 1865.
· Percy Bysshe Shelley drowned in 1822, and when his body washed ashore, it was identified by the copy of Keats' Lamia that he carried in his pocket.

John Keats practically defines the term "Romantic." Not just in the literary sense, referring to a group of English writers working in the first half of the 19th century, but also in the more modern sense of a guy whose life is filled with drama and passion. He was raised in a middle-class family, unlike many of the more aristocratic Romantics such as William Wordsworth, and critics mocked him as a small town boy and an upstart. His first poems were either made fun of or ignored, and he never succeeded in becoming famous or respected during his short life. Keats died of tuberculosis at the age of 25, shortly after the publication of his last book of poems, which included the "Ode on a Grecian Urn." 

Based on the quality of these poems, written at so young an age, it’s awe-inspiring to think of what kind of writer Keats could have become had he survived as long as his peers. It’s not too much of a stretch to imagine that he could have been another Shakespeare. But his early death has only increased the myth and aura of the Romantic Keats.

Keats wrote five odes, and all of them are shockingly good. These are the kinds of poems that literary critics die for, and that send later writers into bouts of envy. Of the five odes, "Grecian Urn," with its immortal and mysterious final lines, is the most well-known. The "ode" is an Ancient Greek form of poetry that is marked by its seriousness and technical difficulty. They are usually very thoughtful works that try to praise and elevate their subject. Keats’s odes are considered the best in the English language, and they are certainly the most famous. Anyone who has even a passing interest in poetry should read them, and re-read them. To a great extent, they have defined what modern lyric poetry is. 

"Ode on a Grecian Urn" was written in 1819, the year in which Keats contracted tuberculosis. He told his friends that he felt like a living ghost, and it’s not surprising that the speaker of the poem should be so obsessed with the idea of immortality.

The poem consists of a person talking to a kind of fancy Greek pot known as an "urn" that was made of marble. Keats would have been able to see many urns from Ancient Greece at the British Museum, the world's biggest archeological treasure-trove. (The northern Europeans plundered the Greeks' ancient artifacts, and some might joke that now the Greeks are taking revenge by blowing up the European economy…) Urns are known not only for their sleek, beautiful shape but also for the quality of the pictures that were often painted on their sides. Most of the poem centers on the story told in the images carved on the side of one particular urn. But this isn’t some mellow reflection on a pot: it’s a wild rollercoaster of a poem covering BIG subjects like sex, love, nature, and death.









“ODE ON A GRECIAN URN”
WHY SHOULD I CARE?
Back in the 19th century, the first readers of John Keats’s poetry were like, "Keats, man, this stinks." They might also have thrown in some slander about his middle-class origins. Nowadays, people are more likely to have the opposite reaction and say, "Wow, this is the most amazing poem I’ve ever read!" 

How could a single work provoke both disdain and ecstatic praise? We need a modern equivalent to understand the phenomenon. So, we’re going to compare the publication of Keats’s first book of poems, which included this ode, to the time when Bob Dylan started playing "Like a Rolling Stone"on an electric guitar. If you don’t know the back-story, Dylan started his career playing folk music and protest songs on an acoustic guitar at small festivals. Sometime around the middle of the 1960s, he began writing songs for a full band and electric guitar, which many of his fans considered high treason. He’d start out his concerts playing his old stuff, the quiet folk songs, and halfway through he’d plug in his electric guitar, turn the volume way up, and basically blow people’s ears off. Subtle? No. Historic? Definitely.

The Romantic poets made a similar fuss back in the 19th century. Before they came along, most English poets were writing quiet, polite poems with simple rhyme schemes about old-fashioned subjects like Ancient Greece and Rome. Then the first Romantic poets William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge came along and published poems in everyday language about dramatic subjects like shipwrecks and the plight of rural farmers. Returning to our comparison, this was like the invention of rhythm and blues. But it didn’t stop there.

The second generation of Romantics, including Keats, came along next, and they were like, "Guys, this is really good, but it’s not radical enough. We need to turn the volume way up." So Keats wrote poems like this ode, which takes a polite subject – a study of a Greek pot – and turns it into a screeching, over-the-top celebration of music, sex, and youth. The form is incredibly dense and complicated, and the language practically chokes you with complex metaphors, bizarre repetitions, and tortured emotion. Even the first generation of Romantics had to plug its collective ears and say, "For heaven’s sake, turn it down!" But it was too late. After the "Ode on a Grecian Urn," poetry was never the same, just like rock and roll was never the same after "Like a Rolling Stone." Pandora’s Box had been opened. Unlike Dylan, however, Keats didn’t live to see his poems become famous and critically acclaimed. He died when most people still thought he was a crummy poet.

Shmoop Editorial Team. "Ode on a Grecian Urn." Shmoop. Shmoop University, Inc., 11 Nov. 2008. Web. 26 Dec. 2015.
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GETTING AT MEANING

1. TO WHAT “UNHEARD MELODIES” DOES THE SECOND STANZA REFER? WHY ARE THEY “SWEETER” THAN THE HEARD ONES?

2. SIMILARLY, THE THIRD STANZA REFERS TO WARMTH AND PASSION OF TWO KINDS, OR ON TWO LEVELS.  WHAT ARE THEY?  WHAT ADVANTAGES DO THE LOVERS ON THE URN ENJOY? WHAT ARE THE LIMITATIONS OF ART AS REPRESENTED BY THE URN?


3. THE URN HAS CAUGHT THE WARMTH AND MOTION OF A MOMENT HELD FOREVER IN SUSPENSION, AND IN THE FOURTH STANZA THE READER IS DRAWN EVEN FURTHER INTO THE “ETERNAL PRESENT”. WHAT PART OF THE SCENE IS NOT EVEN PICTURED ON THE URN AND MUST BE IMAGINED?  IN THE LAST LINE OF THE FOURTH STANZA, WHO OR WHAT IS “DESOLATE”?”

DEVELOPING SKILLS IN READING LITERATURE
1. ODE. THE ODE, AN ELABORATE KIND OF LYRIC POEM, DEALS WITH A SERIOUS THEME IN LANGUAGE THAT IS DIGNIFIED AS WELL AS ENTHUSIASTIC AND EXALTED.  IN WHAT WAYS DOES THIS POEM EXEMPLIFY THE CHARACTERISTICS OF AN ODE?

2. DICTION. POETS CAN MAKE USE OF AMBIGUITY , CHOOSING WORDS WITH VARIOUS POSSIBLE MEANINGS.  CONSIDER STILL IN LINE 1.  IN WHAT TWO SENSES MIGHT THIS WORD BE UNDERSTOOD?  HOW MIGHT EACH BE APPROPRIATE TO THE POEM’S MEANING?  CAN YOU FIND ANY OTHER EXAMPLES OF THIS?


BRING ON THE TOUGH STUFF - THERE’S NOT JUST ONE RIGHT ANSWER.
1. Have you ever been happy enough that you felt you could live in that moment forever? If not, did this poem convince you that such moments are possible?
2. What’s the deal with the speaker? He’s all over the place. He seems to go from curious to nostalgic to lustful to frustrated. If you had to write his fictional life story, what would it say?
3. Why do you think the first critics of Keats’s poetry hated it so much?
4. How would you describe the overall tone of the poem? Is it joyful or sad?
5. Is the speaker able to identify with the Ancient Greeks depicted on the urn, or is he merely excited by the "mystery" of their culture and its foreignness. Do you feel like you can identify with life on the urn?
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‘THOU stil unravish'd bride of quictness.
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time,
Sylvan historian. who canst thus express
A flowery tale more sweetly than our thyme.
What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape i
Of deities or mortals. or of both.
In Tempe or the dales of Arcady?
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth?
What mad pursuit? What strugele to escape?
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 2
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Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard
Are sweeter: therefore. ye soft pipes. play on:

Not to the sensual car. but. more endear'd.
Pipe to the spiri difties of no fone:

Fair youth. beneath the trees. thou canst not leave
Thy song. nor ever can those frees be bare:

Bold Lover. never. never canst thou kiss.
Though winning near the goal—yet. do not grieve:
She cannot fade. though thou hast not thy bliss.

For ever wilt thou love. and she be fair!
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Ab. happy. happy boughs! that cannot shed
Your leaves. nor ever bid the Spring adicu.
And. happy melodist, unwearied.
For cver piping songs for ever new
More happy love! more happy. happy love!
For ever warm and still to be enjoy d.
For ever panting. and for ever young.
All breathing human passion far above.
That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd.
A burning forchead. and a parching tongue
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Who are these coming fo the sacrifice?
To what green altar. O mysterious priest.
Lead'st thou that heifer lowing at the skies.
And all her silken flanks with garlands drest?
What lttle town by river or sea shore.
Or mountain-built with peaceful cifadel
Is emptied of this folk. this pious morn?
And. little town, thy sirects for evermore
Will silent be: and not a soul fo tell
Why thou at desolate. can ¢'er refurn.
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O Atic shape! Fair atitude! with brede
Of marble men and maidens overvwrought.
With forest branches and the trodden weed:
‘Thou. silent form. dost tease us out of thought
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral!
When old age shall this generation waste.
Thou shalt remain. in midst of other woe
Than ours. a friend to man. to whom thou say st
“Beauty is truth. truth beauty."—that is all
Ye know on carth. and all ye need to know.
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