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It is legitimate to date the beginning of the 

Romantic Period in England from the publ ication 

of the Lyrical Ballads of Wordsworth and Coleridge 

in 1798, There were two generations of poets in 

the first thirty years of the nineteenth century, 

The first one (1 798-1815) was formed by Wordsworth, 

Coleridge and Southey, who belonged to the Lake 

Se h o o 1 ; t he s e e o n d g ro u p w as i n te g r ate d by Byron, 

Shelley and Keats, who did not belong to any particular 

school but whose revolt of passion against reason 

was a common tendency, 

Keats 's deve lopme nt as a. e r eative a"tist who 

tirelessly struggled throughout his short career to 

break away from "the d ida et ic ism, the sentimentality 

of Moore, the patriotic flutings of Campbell, the 

el e g a n t i na n i t i e s o f Ro g e r s , t he e h i va 1 r ~ o f Scott, 

and the melancholy posturings of young Byron" ,(1) 

as variously listed by Aileen Ward in the se~ond 

chapter of her book on Keats, is a source of interest 

to any stu de nt of English Letters, A 1 thou g h Keats 

fell under t,he influence of Leigh Hunt, a polifacetic 

1) Aileen Ward, John Keats, "The Making of a Poet", Secker & 
Ward, London, 1963, p, 44. 



-2-

writer of his time, whose theories about poetry 

w e r e r a t her su pe r f i e i al _ p o et r y s h o u l d b e regarded 

merely as an indu"lgement in the pleasure of the 

senses- he soon managed to bre·ak away from him. 

Keats had a "genuine adhesion to the notion of 

priesthood in literature" (1 ), and by the time of 

his death he had already achieved maturity as a 

poet and .as a human being. Furthermore, he had 

b e e n a b l e to r e a eh pe r fe et bala ne e w i t h i n h i s art, 

but as we are deal ing with a Romantic poet, it is 

important to notice some of the principal aspects 

of neo-et ass ic ism in o rder to u nde rstand Keats•s 

intellectual stand-point in contrast to that· of his 

predecessors. 

During the Augustan Age the w-iters endeavoured 

to imitate the works of Virgil, Horace, Cicero 

and Lucretius, who in the ir day had sou ght to emulate 

the methods of the Classical Greek writers. For 

almost a century, reason and the critical habit 

e o n t i n u e d to preva il ove r e m o ti o ns a n d ~e creative 

spirit. Naturalism and formalism were supreme 

in this age of prose and reason, which set up 
1) Legouis and Cazamian•s, History of English Literature, Aldine 

Press, 1971, p. 1061. 
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rules_of wr.iting and principies of good form.During 

the Romantic Period, however, many poets began 

to revolt against the formal rules oftheclassical 

tradttlon. Tht:?y turned to nature and simple life (a 

movement encouraged by ttie doctrines of J. J. 

Roussea), arid to the past, particularly medieval 

tales and bal l ads. The ir subject- matter became the 

remote and unfamiliar, or the out-of-door aspects of 

the world, or human nature in terms ofthe brotherhood 

of man. They renewed the sensuous elements of 

love and adventure characteristic of the old romances 

which were stories written in verse or in prose 

during the Middle Ages. "The essential ideas were 

a be1ief in the intuitive powers of the imagination, 

in the value of the individual as opposed to group. 

conformity and external authority, inthe exaltationof 

rural life, of content over form, of the subjective 

over the objective, of the emotion and imagination 

over the intellect and judgement". (1) At the 

beginning of his career Keats's overwealthy 

imagination distorts his vision. In some of his 

poems as in Sleep and Poetry and Endymion, the 

1 ) Morris H. Needleman, Will iams Bradley Otis, An Cl.a t 1 i ne 
History of Engl ish Literaturé, Volume II: Since Mil ton, Barnes 
& Noble Books, U.S.A,, 1961, p. 409,. 
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/:_anguage is artificial, loaded, exag·gerated. The 

poems are flawed by a remoteness, a rambling of 

episodes, a ~isproportion of structure, and, -,specially, 

a flaccid sensuousness and lush sentimentality1 
;--i 

~ut in spite of these shortcomings, his talent is 

foreshadowed. Gt is in sorne of his masterpieces,_j 

like Hyperion, that he could at last achieve the 

fusion of form and content, reason and feeling, 

sensation and intellect; in other words, the order 

and harmony which· must prevail in a real wor·k o;¡ 
art. 

The s p 1 i t b etwe en the hea rt and the intellect; 

this deep-rooted duali.ty, istypical of Romanticism. 

Keat's sou 1 d iv is ion between dream ánd real ity, 

/ 

between the world of sensations and the worl d 
of // 

the mind, betwe.en poetic truth -beauty regarded 

as truth from the poet's imaginative powers and 

philosophic truth- cold facts, rationalism-created 

a tense inward struggle which reflects itself in 

his work, giving· it great dramatic intensity. For 

Kea·ts the world of beauty, grasped, perceived or 

created by the imagination, clashed with the tragic 

worldofreality, put hefound it impossible to ignore or 
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turn away from the actual world. Keats weuld not 

have l;>een abte to fulfit t his ambition to become a 

great poet if he had not struggled between his 

tendency to regard poetry as an indulg.ement in the 

pleasure of the senses and a deeper ambition: his 

desire to identify h.imself with human suffering. As 

a poet, not only as a dreamer, Keats knew he could 

not escape from reality. His attitude to life and 

poetry experienced a great change in a short span 

of time. lt is the purpose of this essay to study 

these changes in four poems: Sleep and R>etry, 

Endymion, Hyperion, and The Fall of Hyperion. 

lt was in Hampstead, a pleasant couiitry 

village, in which Hunt held a kind of. literarycourt, 

where he was visited by Byron, Shelley, Moore, 

Lamb and many other famous men, that Keats was 

finally introduced to him by his tutor CowdenClarke. 

Hu n t , a 1 i be r a 1 i n p o 1 i t i c s a n d a roma n t i e in literary 

training, a poet, essayist, editor, and dramatist, 

bu rst: out in adm iration after read ing Ke ats' s poems 

written in praise of Clark~ and himself. Keatsfelt 

great admiratio·n and respect for Hunt's theories 

about poetry. He attributed to him the notion that 
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poetl"'y should be a kind of tl"'ascendental expel"'ience 

1 ead i ng into a super natura 1 !"ea 1 m. LA ter o n, however, 

he discovered that Hunt's poetical notions were 

absolutely banal. 

O,e night ir.1.Hampstead the convel"'sation l"'an on 

so late that Hunt off~l"'ed to put him ovel"'night in his 

s tudy. Keats was too exc i ted to sl eep a nd as he lay 

the l"'e w i th h is e yes open, he had a so l"'t of l"'evelation 

of h is own desti ny. He was abl e to see wt th the eyes 

of the imagination Fbussin's Empil"'e of Flol"'a, a 

painting which he .and Hunt might have studied that 

a f te I"' no o n , a n d d r a w a e o m par is o n b et w e e n i t and his 

lit.era.ry cal"'eer. He realized that the poetl"'.y he had 

been writing until then had not dealt with human 

sorrow, only with the pleasant aspect of life. Keats 

became conscious at that moment, that in order to 

be able to fulfill his mission as a poet, he had to 

wrest beauty from the suffering of mankind. Hecould 

not yet envisage this new kind of poetry clearly, 

but hé knew he could write it. His overexcited 

imag i nation too k hol d of him and he began to express

h is thoughts in Sleep and Fbetry, which epitomizes his· 

poetical beliefs at the time, and dimly foreshadows 
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h is d e v el o p m e n t • I t is a l o n g , r a m b li n g and ecstatic 

poem, which can be considered as the key to Keat's 

early conflict between dream and reality. Itexpresses 

Keats's romantic concept of poetry. Nature is the 

e te r na I s o u re e o f de 1 i g h t; p o et r y is t he so u 1 ' s 

reaction to the beauty which he finds in it. There 

is a reation, however, between sleep-theunconscious 

world- and inspiration. During sleep the poet has 

visions which are "awful, sweet and holy". The goal 

he struggles to reach is fame, which is attained 

through poetry. 

"No one who once the glorious sun has seen, 
And aU the clouds, and felt his bosom clean 
For his great Maker' s presence, but must know 
What 'tis I mean, and feel his being glow:" (1) 

Consequently, the first invocation of the poem 

is dedicated to sleep, nature and fame; the second 

to poetry, which is a sort of substitute for religion, 

u nde·rstood in term s of paganism: the love of beauty 

and art. Foetry is considered as a goddess andthe 

poet w o u 1 d li k e to b .e e o m e a p r i es t , a " de ni z e n" , o f 

religion. Not only tt;iat, but he would also like to 

die "a death of luxury". (A,c;:cording to Hunt'sconcepts, 

1) Keats, Poetical Works, Óxford U~iversity Press, Lóndon, 1970, 
p. 43, line 41. 
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that poetry should be ornamental, a poet was one 

who i.ndulged i.n luxury). 

The i.nfluence of neo-classicism on Keats is 

present in the reference to Greek legends and myths 

such as Apello, Flora and Pan, which the poem 

co nta ins. The poet' s enthus iasm grows as he becomes 

aware of the immens e force of po etry. He is abl e 

to visualize his bri.lliant future withi.n literature. 

"Then the events of this wide world l'd seize 
Like a strong giant, and my spirit teaze 
Ti.11 at its shoulders it should proudly see 
Wings to find out an immortal ity" • (1) 

Bu t 1 i fe is e p heme r a 1 a n d t he p o et has strange 

forebodings that he may not fulfil 1 his vocation as 

a poet. lt is as if he were beggi.ng the pagan gods 

to allow him to fulfill i.t. The tone of his voi.ce is 

pathetic: 

"0 for ten years, that I may overhelm 
Myself i.n poesy; so I may do the deed 
That my own soul has to itself decreed". (2) 

Yet, he conceives these years as a series of 

joys. He wants t_o pass through the realm of Flora 

and old Pan; to enjoy the sati.sfaction of all the senses. 

But thes'e youth_ful pleas.ures, this fri.volous manner 

of looking at life does not. satisfy him entirely. 
1) Ibid., p. 44, line 82. 
2) Ibid., p. 44, line 96. 
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"And can I ever bid these joys farewell? 

Yes, I must pass them for a nobler 1 ife, 
Where I may find the agonies, the strife 
Of human hearts". (1 ) 

He wants to establish a sympathy with human 

sorrow, but he is still too young; too immature to 

be able to understand what suffering really means. 

He is carried away by his imagination and he has 

the vision of a splendid charioteer before whom 

"shapes of delight" emerge. The charioteer bends 

forward, ltstens and writes down whatthesemysterious 

crea tu res seem to tel1, him. lt is evident that Keats's 

prophetic vision of himself is port.rayed th_rough the 

charioteer (the poet), and that through thls vision 

he is implying that a certain kind of knowledge is 

achieved through poetry. But his imagination fails 

him again, as it is wont to do many a time, and this 

m a g n i f i e e n t v i s i o n fa des • K e a t s i s 1 e f t a 1 o ne to face 

the crude facts of life, but he shows that he is not 

consistent with his former attitude. He rejects ., 

rea 1 i ty,\imm edl~'tely: 

''The visions'-all are fled -the car is fled 
Into the 'light of heaven, and in their stead 
A sense of real things comes doubly strong, 
And, 1 ike á muddy stream, would bear along 
My soul to hothingness". (2) 

1) Ibid., p. 45, line 122. 
2) lbid., p.46, Une 155. (underlinings mine) 
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Keats's idealistic position is reflected in 

these lines: it is evident that he lacks experience. 

Real i ty u pse ts h im. The prosa ic, sord id s ide of 

1 i fe pro v o k es i n h i m a mor a 1 divo r ce • H is tendency 

towards escapism is manifested. He cannot accept 

the present state of things in the poetic realm: 

"Is there so small a range 
In the present strength of manhood, that the high 
Imagination cannot freely fly 
·As she was wont of old?'(1) 

There is a nostalgic feeling for the past; for 

a Golden Age which wtll never come back. Neo

classicism is attacked. With its excessive preoccupation 

with the form, i ts rules and l aws, poetry has 

almost be en suffocated, but Keats prophes ies a 

new era will begin for poetry. This new era is 

Ro.manticism in whlch nature becomes the source 

of inspiration. Hunt's notions of poetry, however 

- t ha t i t s h o u l d b e ,. e g arded as a p a 11 i a t l ve o n l y

ar e present throughout the poem. Hence, the aim 

of poetry becomes vague: 

. }'forgetting the great and 
C>F poesy¡:·~t it should be a friend 
To sooth the cares,. and 1 ift the thoughts of man. "(2) 

1) Ibid., p. 46, line 163: 

2) Ibid,, p. 48, line 245. 
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In keeping with this effemi.nate point of view, 

Keats gives his definition of a good poet: 

"And they s~an be accounted poet kings 
Who simply tell the most heart-easing things" .(1) 

K e a ts's p o et i c c re e d , t h o. u g h s ti 11 i mm a tu r e , 

is absolutely sincere, Furthermore, in the incredible 

short span of four years he managed to ac hieve all 

his dreams about immortality and fame. It is not 

bol d t he n to s a y t ha t h is fa i t h i n h is ow n p rophetic 

vis ion was infallible. Though at this time the natural 

habitation of his mind was the pure romantic kingdom 

of beauty, Keats already had more thana premonition 

of what lay behind, He still .had to cross through the 

realms of Flora and Pan, which he later did ir, 

End.ym ion, but h is ideas of the end and aim of poetry 

were a.lready hinted at. The lines in which he refers 

to the mortal stru,gg.le he is about to begin bear 

witness to it, thoug:h they may seem melodramatic: 

"yet there ever rolls 
A vast idea before me, and· I glean 
Therefrom. myJiberty; thence too l've-seen 
The end anéfainí' of Po~S)f. 'Tis clear 
As anything mol;lt true·; ~~ that the year 
Is made of th~, four seé$o~manifest 
As a large ~ro~s, some·t>ld cathedral's crest, 
Lifted to the white clouds. Therefore should 1 
Be but the essence of de.form ity, 
A coward7. did my ver:y eye-1 ids wink 

,. 
1) Ibi-d., .p. 4S.,llne 245, 
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At speakil':lg out what I have dared to think. 
Ah! rather let me l ike a madman run 
Over some precipice; let the hot sun 
Melt my DedaHan wings, and drive me clown 
Convuls'd arid headlongt an inward frown 
Of conscience bids me be more calm awhile. 
An ocean dim, sprinkled with many aisle, 
Spreads awfully befare me. How much toiU 
How many dayst what desperate turmoil~ 
Ere I can have explored its widenesses. 
·Ah, what a taskt upon my bended knees, 
I could unsay those--nol :impossiblet · 
Impossiblet ". (1) 

Keats's two antagonistic attitudes: the desire 

to escape from real ity, and at the same time to· 

assume the suffering of mankind, are at the roots 

of his inner conflict. A conflict which forced him 

to wr ite g re at poetry. He would not have bee n able 

to achieve this, if he tiad remalned among 

"O'erwhe lm i ng sweets", Floras and Pans fo rever. 

"Slee,e and R>et~" was publtshed in March 

1 81 7; in Apr i 1, Keats began Endym ion, It is the 

story of a man who fell in love with a beautiful 

but unattainable ideal; an ideal which can only be 

achteved thro!,Jgh erotic love. Erotic sensibility is 

a characteristic .. vv.,itch is common to the Romantic 

writers; the th!rne of tt:ae "femme fata le" or "fatal 

woman" is usual' a.mong them. Keats is no exception 

1) Ibid., p. 49, line 290. 
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to the rule. A-obably, he took elements from this 

theme and developed them in Endymion in his own 

way. In the Romantic Agony • Mario A-az s ays: 

"The ancient myths, such as that of the Sphinx, of 

Venus and Adonis, of Diana and Endymion, were 

called to illustrate. this type of relationship which 

was to be so insistently repeated in the second 

half of the century". (1) The fatal woman's 

relationship with her lovers was that ofsuperiority. 

The loyer was usually a youth who maintained a 

passive attitude. He was obscure or inf.e,rior either 

in condition or in physical exhuberance. The fatal 

woman ended by devou r ing him. A 1 thou g h 1his is not 

Endymion's case., the truth is that eac·h time that 

the shepherd-prince meets the goddess, he fells 

into a deep depression after having contemplated 

his love. The clash with realtty is too strong for 

him, and leaves him with an acute feeling of 

1 o ne 1 i ne s s a n d f r\j !:i t,r a t i o n • T h is w as t he e as e with 

most of the Romantic W)~ t ter s • T he y t r i e d to es e a pe 

f ro m re ali t y• t h ,:, o u g h t he i r i de a 1 s : love of na tu re , ------------------------------------l) Mario Praz, The Romantic Agol"t{, Oxford University Press, 
London, 1970, p. 215. 
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art, freedom, humanity. Many times, however, 

their inability to face life as it is, made them 

search for destructive means of evasion. 

Keats told his sister the story of Endymion 

in the letter he wrote to her on September 10, 1817. 

"Many years ago there was a you ng handsome 

She.pherd who fed his flocks on a Mountain's Side 

called Latmus -he was a very contemplative sort 

o f Fe,.. so n a n d 1 i ved so 1 ita,.. ily amo n g t he t,.. e es and 

Aain-s little thinking- that such a beautiful Creature 

as the Moon was growing mad in Love with him

However so it was; and when he was asleep on the 

Grass, she us.ed to come dOwn from heaven and 

admire him excessively·for a long time; andatlast 

could not refrain from carrying htm awa~· in her 

arms to the top of that high Mountain Latmus while 

he was a drea.m,ing- büt ~ dare say y·ou have read 

this and all the other beautiful Tales wnich have 
.. ' .,..· 

come down fr9.l'l'.' the anc ient times of t hat beautiful 

Greece". (1) 

The poem cons ists of four thousand l ines and 

1) Maurice Buxton Forman, ed., The Letters of John Keats, letter 
No. 19, Sept. 19, .1817, Oxford University Press, London, 1935, 
p. 38. 



-15-

is divided into four parts • .CI·t is written in hel"oic 

e o u p 1 et s , i n i a m b i e pe n ta m et e~ T h e. m y t h provtdes 

the background for the f i rst boo k. The romance of 

Endymion and Fhoebe happens in a sort of mythical 

Gol den Ag e when man had not yet lost co ntact with 

nature. Keats's poetic thought is expressed in the 

first opening 1 ines. He explains the manner in 

w h i e h t he so u l i ns t i n·c ti ve l y pe re e i v es b e a u t y • lt 

is this beauty perceived by man which binds his 

soul to the earth. lt is a means of enduring his 

mortal fate. 

"A thing of beauty is a joy for ever: 
Its loveliness increases; it will never 
Pass into nothingness; but stm wm keep 
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep 
Full of SWé~t dreams, and health, and quiet breathing. 
Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing 
A flowery band to bind us to the earth". (1) 

I nstances of b~auty are the ~l.i n, the moo n, 

old trees, clear rills and many other things we 

have imagined or have heard or read about. These 

things of beauty are not perceived for a short 

m om ent; t he sou l identifies w ith them and transforms 

them into poetry. Beauty i s id en ti f i e d w i t h t ru t h w h i e h i s 

immortal and must remain with man forever, else 

he dies. 

1) Keats, Poetical Works, op. cit., p. ·ss, line 1 . 
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11 Nor do we merely feel these essences 
For one short hour; no, even as the trees 

That whisper round a temple become soon 
Dear as the temple.'s self, so does the moon, 
The passion poesy, glories infinite, 
Haunt us till they become a cheering light 
Unto our souls, and bound to us so fast, 
That, whether there be shine, or gloom o'el"'Cast, 
They alway must be with us, or we die. 11 (1) 

There is a festival in honour of Pan and Endymion's sister, 

Peona, becomes aware of her brother's sufferings. She persu,adÉ!s 

him to trust her with his secret •. En dy mi o n te 11 s her about 

h is three encou nté rs with Phoebe, the moon. The 

f ir s t o ne to o k p l a ce i n t he fo re s t , t he s eco n d one 

in a well; the third in a cave. In each one ofthese 

encount.ers with the moon-goddess there was an 

exaltation of the senses, but when the bliss of love 

d is a p pe ar e d , t he r e ~ e m a Ú1,e d no t h in g bu t emptiness. 

As we have already said, this attitude was typical 

of the Romantic writers. The clash with reality 

became too painful for them, and as in the case of 

Endymion, left them with a bitter sense of fl"'Ustl"'ation. 

Keats's personal philosophy about happiness 

is given in the famous passage where he defends 

his love against Peona's criticism: 

11 Wherein ltes happinéss? In that which becks 
Our ready minds to fellowship divine, 
A fellowship with essence; till we shine, 
Full alchemiz'd, and free of space". (2) 

1) Ibid.,, p. 55, line 25. 
2) Ibid., p. 74, line 777. 
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11 Fe 11 o w s h i p w it h es se ne e II m e a ns II a n emphatic 

fusion wtth pal"ticulal" things of beauty 11 • (1) Fol" 

Keats thel"e exist diffel"ent levels of happiness. 

The simplest one consists in the l"esponse of oul" 

senses, when we feel the contact of a l"osewleaf in 

out" skin. Thl"ough this pl"imal"y union with natul"e, 

out" senses al"e awakened, and we listen to old songs 

which wel"e sung in a past golden age. If thtsmil"acle 

takes place, it means that we have all"eady achieved 

communion with the divine wol"ld of natul"e and al"t. 

O,ly thl"ough the annihilation of the pel"s·onal tty is 

man able to achieve this fusion with the spirit of 

essential beauty. Thel"e is a l"eSUl"l"ection ofthings 

thl"ough the "kiss of muste", the wind, old songs, 

ditties, pl"ophecies and so on; but thel"e al"e other 

bonds which are mol"e 11 self-destroying 11 , because 

in them the sul"l"endel" of the self is mol"e complete 

a n d pe I" m a ne n t ; a n d t he se a I" e II l ove and f I" i e n d s h i p11 • 

The Cl"OWn of values is love, which in Keats's 

opinion is the WOl"thiest goal of ali out" stl"iving: 

1) Kenneth Muil", ed., John Keats, A Reassessment, Clal"ice 
Godfl"ey, "Endymion11 , Liverpool Univel"sity Pl"ess, Livel"pool, 
1969, p.27. 
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"But there are 
Richer entanglements, enthralments far 
More self-destroying, leading, by degrees, 
To the chief intensity: the crown of these 
Is made of love and friendship, and sits high 
Upon the forehead of humanity. 
All its more ponderous and bulky worth 
Is friendship, whence there ever issues forth 
A steady splendour; but at the tip-too, 
There hangs by unseen film, and orbed drop 
Of light, and that is lCNe". (1) 

Sexual love is an "unsating food"; it is like 

being in paradise. The most ambitious men have 

sacrificed all their dreams of greatness to achieve 

love's "endless bliss". 

"Aye, so delicious is the unsating food, 
That men, who might have tower'd in the van 
Of all the congregated world, to fan 
And winnow from the coming step of time 
All chaff of custom, wipe away all slime 
Left by men- slugs and 1-uman serpentry, 
Whilst they did sleep in love's elysium". (2) 

The flowers bloom, the fish have mail, the 

earth rivers, woods and vales, the meadows runnels, 

because the souls kiss and greet. Consequently, 

according to Keats, human love, precisely in this 

form of fellowship with essence, is a principie of 

beauty in nature and in the universe. 

Keats explains his theories about "fellowahip 

""'ith essence" or negative capability, in his letter 
1) Keats, PoetiCal Works, op. cit., p. 74, line 797. 
2) lbid., p. 75, line 816. 
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to Richard Woodhouse, Cctober 27, 1818. 

"As to the R>etical Character itself (I mean 

that sort of which, If I am a thing, I am a member¡ 

that sort d isti ngu is~ed from wordsworth-ian ar 

egotistical sublime; which is a thing per se and 

stands a.lene) it is ,not itself -it has no self- it is 

every thing and nothing -it has no character- it 

enjoys light and shade; it lives in gusto- be it foul 

ar fair, high ar low, rich ar peor, mean ar elevated. 

It has so much delight in conceiving a lago as an 

Imagen. What shooks the virtuous _philosopher, 

delights the camelion Fbet. lt does no harm from 

its relish of the dark side of things anymore than 

from its taste far the bright one; because they 

both end in speculation. A Poet is the most unpoetica1 

of anything in far -and filling some other Body-

The Sun, the Moon, the Sea and Men and Women 

who are creatures of impulse are poetical and have 

about them an unchangeab'le attribute- the poet has 

nene; no identity- he is certainly the most unpoetical 

of al 1 God's Creatures". (1) 

1) The Letters of John Keats, op. cit., letter No. 93, 27 Oct. 181 B, 
p. 227. 
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In the II Book, Endymion decides to search 

for Phoebe in the depth of the earth. He visits the 

Bower of Adonis; there he learns about Venus and 

Adonis's tragic love-story. The sea-born goddess 

fe 11 in love with Adonis bu t her love was no t r eciprocated; 

Adonis cóntented himself with being loved. Later 

on, when Adonis was killed by a boar, Venus became 

almost mad with pain. Jove- moved by her sorrow, 

de e re e d t ha t A do n is s h o u l d b e r e a r ' d b a e k to life 

e a e h su m m e r • En d y m i o n ' s 1 ove s i e k ne s s increases 

as he watches the lover's happiness, but Venus, 

b e i n g a n ~mm o r ta 1 g o d de s s , i s a b 1 e to s e e i n to his 

future. She prophesies he will find happiness one 

day. After he visits the Bower of Adonis, Endymion 

flies away upan the wings of a large eagle, which 

takes him to a jasmine bower where he is allowed 

to see Phoebe once again. But she is an elusive 

presence, who hints at her reasons for concealment. 

lf Jove and Minerva discover that she is in leve, 

she will lose her realm: 

"Horror rus hes 
To palpable before me--the sad look 
Of Jove--Minerva's star1:-no bosom shook 
With awe of puri~no Cupid pinion 
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In reverence veiled-my crystalline dominion 
Half lost, and all old hymns made rullity! 11 (1) 

Endymion's loneliness becomes unbearable 

when she departs again. He strays until he finds 

a grotto where he takes refuge against a storm. 

There he ponders on all his life. He remembers 

t he fes t i val i n h o no u r o f Pan , h is s is te r ' s sorrow 

and his own wandering until he met Phoebe, and 

he says: 

"How long must I remain in jeoparcly 
Of blank amazements that amaze no more? 
Now I have tasted her sweet soul to the core 
All other depths are shallow: essences, 
Once spiritual, are l ike mudcly less, 11 (2) 

Nothing more can satisfy him after he has 

tasted her love. Phoebe's _brilliant presence has 

darkened everything which once seemed beautiful to 

him. While he is reflecting on all these things, 

he be g i ns to he a r s t r a n ge no is es • Sud den l y. a river 

springs before his eyes, and he listens t>Alpheus's 

pathetic 1 ove..:sto ry. He f el 1 in 1 ove w ith Arethusa, 

a peerless nymph who could not requite his love 

because of her vows to Diana. There is a touch of 

irony i_n Arethusa's lamentation. She wishes tha·t 

t he g o d d es s he r s e 1 f ha d fa i 1 e n i n 1 ove so t ha t sh e 

l) Keats, Poetical Works, op, cit., p. 99, line 789. 
2) Ibid., p. 102, line 901 • 
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didn't feel so guilty. Alpheus tries to console her 

by telling her th·at Diana mu·st feel the same pains 

occasionally. 

"Those fitful sighs 
'Tis almost death to hear: O 1et me pour 
A Dewy balm upan them ~~ear no more, 
Sweet Arethusai Diana's self must fee1 
Sometime these very pangs" • (1) 

En d y m i o n ' s s y m p a t hy fo r t he t h w a r te d lovers 

is expressed in his prayer to the one-goddess 

befare he reaches the sea in the last part of the 

second book: 

"I urge 
Thee, gentle Goddess of my pilgrimage, 
By our eternal hopes, to soothe, to assuage, 
If thou art powerful, · thes.e lovers' pains; 
And make them happy in some happy plains"'. (2) 

The poem 's ma in theme -thé II immortal ity of 

passion"- i~ stressed through Endymion's encounters 

with all these famous lovers. 

In the III Book Phoebe disappears into the 

back.ground and there remains only a thin thread 

with the poem's main theme, through Glaucus's 

story. Endymion makes his way across the bottom 

of the sea where the sight of the skeletons of men, 

beasts, elephants and nameless monsters frightens 

1) Ibid., p. 102, line 901. 

2) Ibid., p. ·105, line 1012~ 
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him .. He meets Glaucus, a wretched old man, who 

f.ell in love with Scylla, the nymph, when he was 

young, but as he was refused by her, he found 

relief in Circe, the demon-goddess. W.hen Glaucus 

discovered her true personalit}i, Circe tookrevenge 

by condemning him .to a thousand years of old age. 

She also punished innocent Scylla by taking her 

life from her. The shepherd-p,rince does not a,ly 

rescue him., but. he also r·estores to life his beloved 

Scylla and all lovers drowned in the sea. Endymion 

emerges from this adventure tested í.n courage and 

humanity and ready to continue hisj~rneythrough 

the air. 

It is through the .stories of all these lovers: 

Venus and Adonis, Alpheus and Arethusa, Glaucus 

and Scylla, that the power and im po rtance of erotic 

love is stressed throughout the poem. After Endymion 

has restored Claucus's youth and brought back to 

life all the other lovers who were lying at the 

bottom of the sea, they all go to pay homage to 

Neptune. There Endymion receives his recompense. 

He listens to a voice that tells him he will be 

crowned with love and glory, 
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"Dearest Enclymion! my entire love! 
How have I dwelt in fear á' fate: 'tis done... 
Immortal bl lss for me too hast thou won. 
Arise then·! for the ,hen-ctove shal l not hatch 
Her ready eggs, before, 1'11 kissing snatch 
Thee into endless heaven. Awake! awake!" (1) 

But before this happens, he has to go through 

his last trial. He has travelled to the depth of the 
.. 

earth, and to the bottom of the sea, now he will 

have to go through the air. This means that before 

he is flt for heaven, he has to be spiritualized 

through suffering. 

In Book IV Endymion is preparing himself 

for the journey to heaven's dome by offering vows 

in the middle of the forest, when he hears the 

volee of an Indian Maid who seems to be in the 

same painful plightthat he i;¡.: sad, lost and lonely. 
·,!~·· 

The Indian Maid being young and beautlful: 

furthermore, .sharing Endymion's attitude to lave, 

is too great a temptation for him to reslst. He 

falls in love with her in spite of his love for 

Phoebe. lt is here that his painful soul-division 

sta.rts, because he cannot understand how he can 

lave anather perso~ besides Phoebe. Mercury 

appears befare him and the Indian Ma id; he offers 

1)~, p. 131, line 1022. 
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t·hem two winged steeds and they start their journey 

to heaven mounted u pon them. Endymion f alls into 

a sort of reverte and he sees Diana in front of him 

t but he cannot resist the temptation to k·iss the 

sleeping ,ylaid who is riding next to him, and as he 

does this, Phoebe dtsappears. Endymion is torn 

between the thought of his tre~chery to the moon

g,oddess and his love f(?r the lndian Matd. When 

they both disappear, he becomes much discouraged 

and he wanders until he discovers "The Cave of 

Quietude". In this place he recovers his health 

ag_a in. He rema i ns there u ntil gr.ief and woe are 

repla·ced by self-contentment. When he comes 

back from the Cave he asks the lndian Maid to 

share his s.imple life of human pleasures with him, 

but for sorne unkn¡ws reason, she refuses to swear 

vows to him. Endymion is seized once more with 

despondency, he decides to become a hermit; his 

sister Peona will take care of the lndian Maid. it 

is not until this moment_ of self-denial, when he 

decides to deyote his life to the welfare of the 

she.pherds, that the miracul~us transformation of 

the dark-tressed gJrl into the moon-goddes takes 
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Many allegorical interpretations have been 

given to the poem. They all link Endymion with 

the poet. His adventures are considered a symbol 

for the poet's quest in searc"h of a poetic ideal. 

So m e e r i t i es bel i e ve P h o e be stands as a n ima g e 

of "essential beauty", while others think that the 

Indian Maid represents sensual passion. Keats 

himself stated his purpose in writing Endymion 

in a letter he wrote to Bailey, a friend of his who 

was stu dyi ng theol ogy at Oxfo.rd, and who i ntroduced 

him to philosophy. 

"(Endymion) will be a test, a trial to m.y 

Powers of Imaginatio~ and chiefly of my invention 

which is a rare thing indeed..;by which I must make 

4,000 lines of one bare circumstance and fill them 

with Poetry; and when I consider that this is a 

great task, and that when done it will make me 

say -God forbid that I should be without such a 

task~ I have heard Hunt say and may be asked -Do 

. , 
not th:e lo,ter-s of Poetry ltke to have a little Region 

to wander in where they may pick and choose, and 

in which the images are so numerous that many are 
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forgotten and found new in a secon·d Read'ing:which 

may be food for a Week's stro11 in Summer? ••• 

Be si des a lo n g p o e m is a test o f I nv e n t i o n w h i c h 

I take to be the Polar Star of Poetry, ·as Fancy 

is the Sails, and Imagination the Rudder," (1) 

It is evident that Keats did not intend to write 

an allegory. As he himself declared, 1-"eonlywanted 

to test his powers of imagination and invention. 

Clarice Godfrey in his essay on Endymion points 

out that all allegorical interpretations have their 

basis on the passage where the shepherd defends 

his love against his sister's criticism. 

"lt is only on the asumption that the· words 

"a fellowship with essence", mean "union with 

some kind of trascendental reality" that Endymion's 

love for Phoebe can be said, with any confidence 

to symbolize the pursuit of an ideal." (2) 

However, the fact that Keats uses the word 

"essences" in other parts of the poem, suggests 

that he uses the term to describe his particular 

1) The Letters of John Keats, op. cit., letter No. 25, 8 Oct.1817,. 
p. !52. 

2) Kenneth Muir, ed., op. cit., p. 27. 
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response to other forms of beauty. 

In my opinion, Keats was not trying to work 

out an allegory, but it is logical that his inner 

self-division should project itself upan his work •. 

In Sl ee p and Poetry he was anx iou s to establish 

contact with human sorrow, but he was still too 

young, too immature to be able to tear himself 

away from the pleasu res that l ife off e red him. 

Besides, he could not face reality as it was, In 

Endym ion, however, he had to deal wi th al 1 sorts 

of problems. He had to win his independence from 

Leigh Hunt. He was worried about Tom·Keats's 

illness (he didn't know whether or not it was 

consumption); he himself had to struggle against 

a ve ne real disease and was running short of funds 

m ost of the time. A 11 these exper ienc es must have 

helped him to mature. The change of tone in Book 

IV reflects the change in Keats's own life. The 

shepherd-prince suffers so much that he has to 

search far refuge i.n "The Cave of Quietude". In 

this strange place, he can at Last regain peace, He 

arrives almost to a state of absolute indifference. He 

is no Jonger in "the realm of Flora and Pan", but 
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in a sort of "dark paradise" where "new-bornwoes" 

pierce him continually. He falls into a dreamless 

sleep and awakéns with his st-rength renewed. H_,é 
/ 

1 

achieves a kind óf spiritual freedom which he 'had 

never felt before. lf the "rnessage" of the -poem is, 

as Godfrey says, "that man is purified by suffering",(1) 

then it is possible to deduce that Keats had indeed 

made great progress from his former banal attitude 

to w a r d s 1 i fe a n d p o et r y to· t h is 1 a s t e o ne 1 u s i o n a t 

which he arrived after a long spiritual struggle. 

I believe that in Endymion Ke-ats attempted to find 

a solution to his inner conflict between dream and 

---rea-li ty. He tried to integra-te these two opposite 

wo rl ds. In sp i te of the many attac ks that the poem 

has received, it is still worth while reading and 

studying. lts imagery is beautiful, the heroic 

couplets are smooth and the description of the 

settings luxurious. Keats's richness ofimagination 

is oresent throughout the poem. 

Endymion was finished in December 1817. On 

January 23rd., 1818, Keats wrote to his friend 

Haydon, the f am ous el as s ical pa inte r, whom he had 
1) Ibid., p. 36. 
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met at Hampstead three years befare, the following 

lines: 

-"in Endymion I think you may have ma~bits 

of the deep and s~otimental cast- the nature of 

Hyperion will lead me tol treat it in a more naked 

a n d G r e C· fa n m a n n e-r 11 • ( 1 ) 

This change was significant, because it meant 

that Keats was psychologically prepared to give up 

the "mawkish" tone, the excess of sentimentality 

that characte'rtzed his former poetry, for another 

style. One in which his new attitude to life could 

be reflected and that aÜowed him to express his 

ideas with more depth. In other words, he had 

finally won independence from Hunt's influence. 

In Hyperion, the effeminacy and intensity which 

impairs many passages of Sle,ep and Poei:ry and 

Endymion, has d·isappeared completely. lt has been 

su bst ituted by Keats ,. s best qu ali ties wh ic h ar e 

his manliness, courage and determination. 

Keats had decided to write Endymion, as a 

test of his ability andas a trial for his imaginative 

1) The Letters of John Keats, op. cit., letter No. 38, 23 Jan.1818, 
p. 82 .• 
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po w e r s • He w ante d to le ar n t he di ff i cu lt i es o f w r i t ing 

a l o n g na r r a t i v e p o e m t hr·o u g h p r a c t i c e , no t o n l y 

through theory. Endymion's failure taught Keats a 

hard lesson, but it was a fruitful expérience to him. 

He had to accept sorrow as part of everyday 

ex pe r i e n c e • B a il e y ' s ·c o n ce o t i o n o f p o et r y , t ha t i t 

s h o u l d no t c o ns i s t o f m e re lu x u r i a n t d e s c r i p t i o n or 

exquisite sentiment, but of moral and philosophic 

truth, had a great influence upon him. He began to 

study philosophy: Socrates and Plato. He read 

Milton's Paradise Lost and Cary's translation of 

Dante. He became interested in rel igion; the figure 

of Jesus attracted him, The unfavourable crittcism 

that Endymion received, and his brother Tom's 

painful ag~ny, changed his superficial ideas about 

life and literature in a radical way. 

Both poems Endymion and Hyperion deal with 

feeling, but the difference between them is that 

in Endymion happiness is identified with love, 

beauty and truth, whereas in Hyperion, sorrow 

has become more beautiful than beauty itself. In 

the letter to Bailey, written '?n November 22nd., 

1817, Keats says: "Ó-for a Life of Sensations 
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rather than of thoughts", (1) but Hyperio;n is ·a 

philosophic poem which deals with human sorrow 

as the source of all wisdom, whereas in Enctyrpion 

the pleasure of the senses is exalted. Keats's 

change o.f attitude from one poem to another is 

evident: E·ndymion and Hyperion do not seem to 

have been written by the same man. Keats makes 

a comparison in his le.tter to Bailey between two 

kinds of persons: "In passing however I must say 

of one thing that has pressed upon me lately and 

increased my Humility and capability ofsubmission 

and that is this truth -Men of Genius are great 

as certain ethereal Chemicals operating on the 

Mass of n eu tr al i rite 11 ect- by (for but) they have 

not any i nd ividu ali ty, and determ i ned Cha rae ter-

1 would cál 1 the top and head of those who have a 

proper self Men of Power •• ," (2) He identifies 

Men of Achievement with Men of Genius. The quality 

inherent to this kind of men is "negative oapability", 

which implies a state of passive sensitiveness and 

1) The Letters of John Keat_s. ·op. cit., letter No. 32, 22 Nov., 1817, 
p. 68. 

2) lbid., p. 67. 
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extreme receptivity. lt is a condition which is 

essentfal ·to poetic nature; the way to self-achievement 

is through self-annihilation. The poet is the only 
1 

man capable of reaching beyond himself,.to apprehend 

eternal truths of existence and transmit them 

directly to humanity. 

I bel ieve that the character of Hyperion is a 

symbol for the men of Power, ·whereas Ap·o110, the 

.god of poelry, is a man of Genius. Hyperion has 

an identity. Apoll·o· has none. 
' 

"I am gone 
Away from my own bosom: I have left 
My strong- identity. my real self". (1) 

In this same letter Keats expresses his 

regret for not having a phtlosophic mind: 

"l am continually running away from the 

sub je et -su re th is e an not be E!xactly the case with 
¡ 

a e o m p l ex M i n d- o ne t ha t is i m a g i na ti ve a n d a t 

the same time careful of its fruits -Who V1o0uld 

ex is t p a r t 1 y o n t h o u g h t- to w h o m i t is ne e es s ar y 

t ha t years s hou ld br i ng the ph i1 osop h ic Mi nd ••• "(2) 

In Hyperion though, Keats had already achieved 

1) Keats1 op. cit., p. 223, line 112. 

2) The Letters of John Keats, op. cit., letter No. 32, 22 Nov., 1817, 
p, 68, 
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a philosophy of life. He f-adcometothefull realization 

that wisdom is the crown of all values and that it 

cannot be obtained without sacrifice. Tom's illness, 

h is p re m o n i. t i o ns abo u t h is o w n e a r 1 y de a t h , h is 

destre to do humanlty some good, the sense of 

failure prov'oked by the savage crlticism that 

_§:ndymion received, made him search refuge in the 

abstract world of beauty which Hyperion represents. 

T he p o e m develo p s in t w o 1 e ve 1 s ; i t is a p olitical 

poem in the sense that it represents the inevitable 

mar c h o f Pro g res s a n d H is to r y a n d tt is a philosophic 

poem about sorrow, wisdom and beauty, which Keats 

accepted as corre lattves. Keat,s, 1 ike m ost of the 

Romantic writers, was in favour of a more democrattc 

system of government. He hated tyranny and despotism. 

He desired for England a better way of living, one 

in wh ic h Ju st ice ex lste d for eve rybody, not only for 

the privileged few. The poem as a whole expresses 

his belief in human progress, but actual self experience 

had tal!ght him that spiritual growth cannot be 

achfeved wíthout suffering. The old system embodied 

by the Olympians must be overthrown by a new 

generation of gods, who are better than. them in al 1 
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aspects, more beautiful and wiser. Apollo represents 

Keats's ideals. He has achieved immortality by 

taking upon himself the sorrows of mankind. 

Keats expresses his bel ief in Progre·ss through 

his presentation of the old gods who have·been 

defeated by the new. T-he tension of the poem undergoes 

a "crescendo" from beginning to end. Saturn is not 

seen any more as an almighty god but as a gray-

hair'd realmless man who is a pathetic figure 

altogether. He is not surrounded by life but bydeath: 

"No stir of air was there, 
Not so much life as on a summer's day. 
Robs not one light seed from the feather'd grass, 
But where the dead leaf fell, there did it rest, 
By r.-eason of his fallen divinity 
Spreading a shade: the Naiad 'mid her reeds 
Press'd her cold finger closer to her lips". (1) 

Saturn cannot bel ieve he has lost hts power. __ 

His kingdom represented the fruit of the struggle 

between Chaos and Creat'ion; out of it grew the 

Earth. He belongs to the race of the Titans -the 

old gods who reigned before the days of Zeus- and 

who have been displaced by the Olympians. Hyperion, 

he 1 d in res pe c t as t he .S.'P ir i t of t he Su n, is t he sole 

survivor ·among· thi-s desolatio~, but he does not feel 

safe_ either; he is afraid he will share the fate of 

1) Keats, Poetical Works,op. cit., p. 220, Une 7. 
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the Titans. He believes he will soon fall: he knows 

it is inevitable 

"Satum is fallen, am I too to fall? 
Am I to leave this haven of my rest, 
This cradle of my glory, this soft clime, 
This calm luxuriance of blissful light, 
These crystall ine pavilions, and pure fanes, 
9f all my lucent empire? lt is left 
Deserted, void, nor any haunt of mine. 
The blaze, the splendor, and the symmetry, 
I cannot see--bl.t darkness, death and darkness. 11 (1) 

The ma in d iffe rence betwe en Hype r ion and 

Apollo his successor, is that the former is not 

as aware of human sorrow as A pollo will be. He 

has power but he does not have negative capability. 

Coelus, his mother, speaks about the generational 

gap, wh ich is the reason of the feud among the gods. 

"There is sad feud among ye, and rebell ion 
Of son against his sire. I saw hi~ fall, 
I saw my first-born tumbled from his throne! 
To me his arms were spread, to me his voice 
Found way from forth the thJnders round his head~ 
Pale wox I, and in vapours hid my face. 
Art thou, too, near such doom? vague fear there is: 
For I have seen my sons most unl ike Gods". (2) 

In Hyperion, Book II, Keats's theory about 

Progress is expr.e·ssed throug h Oc eanu s 's speec h. 

".We fall by co.urse of Nature's law, not force 
Of trunder1 or of Jove. Great Saturn; thou 
Hast sifted well the atom-univers; 
But for·.th_is reason, that thou art the King, 
And only blind from sheer supremacy, 

1) Ibid., p. 226, Une 234. 

2) Ibid., p. 229, line 321 • 
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One averoe was shaded from thine eyes, 
Through which I wandered to eternal truth. 
And first, as thou wast not the first of powers, 
So art thou not the last; it cannot be: 
Thou art not the beginning nor the end." (1) 

Progress mea ns a devel opment towards greater 

perfection in beauty; it is a natural law in- accordance 

with the eternal l.aw of change. As light is the first 

fru it, born of the struggle between e haos and 

darkness, life is the result of the victory of light· 

u pon them. As Heaven and Earth are fairer than 

Chaos and Darkness, so have the old generation of 

g o d s b e e n su r pass e d by a p o w e r s t ron g e r i n beauty. 

Keats's former idea about progress is given in a 

single _phrase: 

" 'tis the eternal law 

That first in beauty should be first in might: 11 (2) 

The theme of the poem is expressed through 

the description of Thea's f.ace, the goddess of the 

earth, at the beginning of Book l. lt is the key to 

understand Keats's theories about the relation 

between beauty and spirltÜal growth. It shows the 

manner in which hi_s ideas. o·f pr·ogress developed 
: ~ . 

du r ing the compos i tion of the poem. He had intended 

1) Ibid., p. 234, line 181. (under1.inings mine) 
2) Ibid., p. 235, line 228. 
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to make Apo11o more beautiful than Saturn and 

Hyperion, but while he was writing the first and 

second books, he was witnessing Tom's lingering 

towards death. He cou l d not believe in a mere 

physical beauty which must disappear with the 

passing of time. His set of values had to change 

by force. All the time he was groping towards 

a new conception of beauty. In Tliea's face Keats 

finds: 

"Sorrow more beautiful than Beauty's self''. (1) 

Clyme ne' s ca nfess ion in Bao k 11, is a 

declaration of Keats's new beli·efs: grief and joy 

al"e t-he two faces of the same ca in. To acce pt 

l ife is to accept dar kness as we 11 as light: sorrow 

as well as pleasure. 

'~ living death was in each gush of sounds, 
Each famiiy of rapturous hurried notes, 
That fell, one after one, yet all at once, 
Ltke pearl beads dropping sudden from their string: 
And then another, then another strain, 
Each l ike a dove leaving its olive perch, 
With muste wing 'd instead of silent plumes, 
To hovel" roUnd my head, and make me sick 
Of joy and grief at once." (2) 

In the 111 Book of Hyperion there is acomplete 

break with Keats's fol"mer view of life. Apello, 

1) Ibid., p. 222, line 36. 
2) Ibid., c. 236~ line 281. (underlinings mine) 
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the new god, becomes im mortal thro~g h suff er i ng. 

Hyperion's philosophical and political implications 

are that hlstorical change cannot be achieved 

without sorrow. Human progress must be based 

u p o n s p i r i tu al p ro gres s , a n d \ t h is e a n no t . b e a:::hieved 

without man developing a capacity to die and being 

re b o r n in to a ne w s pi ritual 1 i fe • A p o 11 o 's im mortality 

i s no t b as e d m os t l y u pon p o w e r , bu t u p o n his lnfinite 

understanding of human woe. This makes him more 

beautiful than his predecessors. 

In Hyperion Keats has already gone through 

the experience of suffering; he cannot accept his 

old vision of life. He has re;;llized he cannot use 

poetry as an escape from reality. He has accepted 

sorrow as an inevitable part of the human condition. 

The recurrent images of pain are like the musical 

theme of the poem. The old gods: Saturn, Thea, 

Cybele, the Titans, Typhon, Dolor, Prophyrion, 

and others, have been displaced by the new gods, 

not only more beautiful a.'1d .clever, but more 

sensitive to the wounds of mankind. In Endymton, 

beauty was for the most part the beauty or convention, 

whereas in Hyperion Keats has matured. He 
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understands that moral beauty can·not be achieved 

without man's capacity to understand human misery. 

Apollo is the God of suffering -he is deified 

through pain--as the god of beauty and poetry; 

he is no t a n e 1 u si ve p·r es en e e, 1 i k e t he g o d des s 

i.n En4'mion, who lea_ds man to confltct and despatr. 

In Hyperton there is a conflict between the 

:old and the new generation, but there is no inner 

conflict in Keats. He is convinced of the benefite 

of sorrow u pon man's soul. 

The poem culminates with the Ode to Apollo, 

who learns the lesson of human agony in Mnemosyne's 

si.lent face She is the goddess of memory. 'She 

belongs both to the old order and to the new. She 

has forsaken the old gods to guard his new-born 

loveliness. Apollo has the power to perceive through· 

inllitton all the events that have happened in the 

hisbry of mankind. lt is a sort of revelation; a 

mystical experience, through which he reaches 

e es tas y • By des e r i b i n g A p o 11 o ' s " d e a t h into 1i fe " , 

Keats reasserts his theories concerning hiowledge; 

that it arrives through.woe, not through happiness. Apollo reads 

in Mne·mosyne's face all the successive "creations 
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and destroyings" inherent to historical change. 

"Mute thou remainest-mutei yet I can read 
A wondrous lesson in thy silent face: 
Knowledge enormous makes a God of me. 
Names, deeds, grey legends, dire events, rebellions, 
Majesties, sovran voices, agonies, 
Creations and destroyings, all at once 
Pour into the wide hollows of my brain, 
And deify me, as if sorne blithe wine 
Or bright elixir peerless I had drunk, 
And so become immortal". (1) 

He ·becomes im._mortal by self-annihilat'ion; 

h.e is a Christian as well as a pagan god. With 

Apollo, Keats succeeded in creating averypowel"ful 

symbol: one that combines both the ethical and 

the· aesthetical ideal. He knew by now that the 

.way to merge beauty and truth was through the 

acceptance of reality as it is. 

Hyperion was finished by the end of April 

1819. Three months later, in the month of July, 

Keats began to rewrite it. This short period of 

time is nothing in the life of a normal person, 

but in the life of a genius, it means a total 

revolution. In ·The Fall of Hy_perion Keats recasts 

Apollo's encounter with Mnemosyne in ·the form 

of a vis.io<J.n- :or a dr.éam • but this time Apol lo is 

himsetf·. The Greek Mnemosyne becomes the Latín 

1) Ibid., p. 242, line 111. 
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Moneta, because Keats probably ".desired a sterner 

name for a sterner knowledge" (1) 

Keats plays a double role within the poem, 

that of the poet (or dreamer) and of his own jury. 

He has decided not to make any concessions to 

himself. He wants.to know from an objective 

viewpoint whether he has done humanity some good 

ornot. 

In Hyperion Keats was to revea1 the secret 

of poetic nature; he was to narra te his own birth 

as a poet. In the seco.nd version the question is 

what good poetry is and the differences between 

a poet and a dre am er. The reward fo r Ap·ollo 's 

exper ie nce in Hyper ion -his "death tnto 1i fe."

was an insight into human suffering. This means 

that Keats had fina~ly accepted that the world is 

full of misery. The Fall of Hyperion reflects 

Keats's search for an tde-ntity. He tries to discover 

the truth about htmself, Whether he has been an 

escapist or a man that redeems humanity through 

his art. 

1) J. M. Murry, Keats and St,akespeare, Oxford University Press, 
London, 1935, Pee 170. 

··:.·::·· 
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He begins by defending his right to narrate 

his dr,eams; he lays emphasis on the difference 

that e.x.ists between fanatism (su pe rsti tion) and 

real poetry (the soul's medicine). The dreams of 

the fanatics, offer a paradis·e only to a sect, 

wher~'as t·he doors of poetry ane opened to all 

·humanity. All men have poetic dreams but only 

the poet is capable of utter ing his. Whether his 

dream has been that of a poet or a fanatic will 

be know·n after his death. 

"Fanatics have their dreams, wherewith they weave 
A paradise for a sect; the savage too 
From forth the loftiest fashion of his sleep 
Guesses at Heaven; pity these have not 
Trac'd upon vellum or wild lndian leaf 
The shadows of melodious utterance. 
But bare of laurel they live, dream, and die; 
For Poesy alone can tell her dreams, 
With the fine spell el worcls alone can save 
Ir.nagination from the sable charm 
And dumb enchantment. Who alive can say, 
"Thou art no Poe~ay'st not tell thy dreams?11 

Since every man whose soul is nota clod 
Hath visions, and would speak, if he had loved, 
And been well rurtured in his mother tongue. 
Whether the dream now pupos'd to rehearse 
Be poet's or fanatic's will be known 
When this warm scribe my hand is in the grave. 11 (1) 

After this brief II i_nduction 11 Keats begins to 

describe his dream. He dreams he is in an earthly 
1) Keats, Poetical Works. op. cit., p. 403, line 1. 
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Eden eati·ng the remnants of an eternal banquet. He 

drinks a delicious liqu:or, a "nectar" and falls 

i nto a swoo n. Whe n he comes to h is se nses he has 

a vision which is awe-inspiring ra'ther than 

delightful: he looks .around and discovers he is in 

an old sanctuary (Saturn's temple), where things 

are incorruptible. I agree with Aileen Ward's 

opinlon that "the dreamer's pr·ogress frorri the 

garden into the temple corresponds to the poet's 

growth from unreflective delight in a11 the .beauty 

of the world to his first awereness of the misery 

which life holds for the sentient man. The development 

wh-lch Keats previsioned in Sleep and Poetr-y and 

Endymion arad under.went in reality with Tom's last 

illness". (1) 

The poet's journey through this place, which 

has been interpreted by Murry as "the temple of 

1 ife become conscious of _itself in man" (2) is 

s y m b o l i e • T he p o et mu s t s t r i ve fo r k no w 1 e d g e along 

the road, he hears a volee which summons him to 

ascend the steps of this strange temple¡ its tone 
1) Ward, op. cit., p. 326. 
2) Murry, ºe• cit.,. p. 174. 



-45-

is prophetic. The man who. dares dream and does 

not fulfill- hls dreams rots in life. The allegorical 

meaning is clear: the poet must have the talent 

to persevere and atta in his goals, else he will 

never reach immortality. He makes a strenuous 

effort to ascend the steps and is saved on the very 

brink of death by a sort of miracle. When he é6ks 

the goddess the reason for saving him, she answers 

that he has been rescued, because, like Apollo, 

he has fe 1t w ha t it is to di e a n d 1 i ve a g a in befo re 

h is fata 1 h o u r • l n o t he r w o r d s , w ha t K e a t s is really 

trying to say is that spiritual birth is essential 

for the poet's development, but that this cannot 

be achieved without sacrifice. Keats knows what 

i t is to d i e i n 1 i fe , beca u s e o f h is su p ,.. e m e creative 

effort to accomplish mastery within his art; also 

because he has been the silent spectator of his 

brother's incurable sickness. He has acquired 

"knowledge enormous" through eno.rmous pain. 

M o ne ta , t he R o m a n g o d de s s o f ·ad m o ni ti o n te 11 s 

him: 

"None can usurp this height, return'd that shade, 
But those to whom the miseries of the world 
Are misery, and will not let them rest." (1) 

1) Keats, Poetical Works, op. cit., p. 406, line 147. 
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The en.trance to this temple is open only to 

the men who are conscious of the painof the world. 

The poet .answers her that there are men who feel 

this giant agony and work for the welfare of humanit;y. 

Moneta then reminds him that they are novisionaries. 

He has arrived there because he is less than they; 

he is not an active imaginative man: 

11 What benefit canst thou, or all thy tribe, 
To the great world. Thou art a dreaming thing, 
A fever of thyself!-think of the Earth; 
What bliss even in hope is there for thee? 
What haven? every creature hath its home; 
Every sole man hath days of joy and pain, 
Whether his labours be sublime or low--
The pain alone; the joy alone; distinct: 
Only the dreamer venoms all his days, 
Bearing more woe than all his sins deserve. 
Therefore, that happiness be somewhat shar'd, 
Such things as thou art are admitted oft 
Into like gardens thou didst pass erewhile, 

And suffer'd in these temples: for that cause 
Thou standest safe beneath this statue'.s knees. 11 (1) 

Yet, he is a man who suffers from a c reative 

disease; he is a "fever of himself 11 • The dre~mer 

alone "venoms 11 all his days. The rest ofhumanity is 

no dreamer. The dream e r in th is se nse is o ne who 

c o m e s i n to t he fu l l a w ar e ne s s o f 1 i fe • Bu t for those 

who dar-e cross the threshold of humanconsciousness 

there is a reward. They will finally reach a height 

which is reserved for them a tone. Keats • however, 
1) Ibid., p. 407, line 167. 
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feels he has done nothing for humanity. He believes 

he is less than the ordinary man, more talented 

than him but less useful. He is just a dreamer; 

a man who rejo ices in h is own woes. He· defends 

real poets, though. He thinks they are humanists 

who carry within themselves the cure far their 

own illness. His suffering increases because he 

does not even know to which tri be he belongs. 

Maneta shows him the difference: 

"The poet and the dreamer are distinct, 
Diverse, sheer opposite, antipodes. 
The one pours out a balm upan the World, 
The other vexes it. 11 (1) 

Keats then states that he prefers to die, 

rather than belong to the tribe of the false poets. 

Those who have done nothing far humanity: 

"Then shouted I 
Spite of myself, and with a Pythia's spleen, 
Apello! faded! O far flown _Apello! 
Where is thy misty .pestilence to creep 
Into the dwellings, through the door crannies 
Of all mock lyrists, large self worshippers 
An careless Hectorers in proud bad verse. 
Though I breathe death with them it wm be life 
To see them sprawl befare me into graves." (2) 

But he is still searching far enlightment and 

he as.ks the goddess who she is, whose this temple 

1) Ibid., p. 408, line 199. 
2) Ibid., p. 408, line 202. 
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and whose the image lying in front of him. She 

t e 11 s h i m t ha t i n t h is p l a c e t he T i ta ns fo u g h t long 

ago against rebellion. She decides to reveal to 

him the secret of her power. The reward for his 

courage will be to behold free from pain all the 

se.enes of human. pr-ogress through her "globed 

brain". The final revelation comes when Moneta 

par t s her ve i1 s a n d t he p o et e o n te m p 1 ates her face • 

He sees in it all the successive "creations and 

destroyings" of the universe from the beginning 

o f t he h f. s to r y o f m a n k i n d • T he r e is a combination of 

elements which only human experience can reflect. 

T he r e is p a in , e han g e , d e a t h , te r ro r , a n d above 

all, there is benignity towards him. There is a 

love which is eternal and impersonal. This is the 

poet's vision of the reality of the world. Keats 

is face to face with his notion of truth, at last. 

But he is not yet completely satisfied. He wants 

to k no w t he " h i g h t r a g e d y" a e ti n g i n the chambers of 

Moneta's skull. He wants to arrive at the ultimate 

consequences of an abiding knowledge. lt is the 

tragedy of life which is embodied in her. Thefallen 

image of Saturn, with Thea weeping at his feet, 
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represents the "giant agony of the world" which he 

himself had to bear and which by then, he knew 

only too well. Though Moneta had promised him he 

w o u 1 d b e f r e e f ro m p a i n o n e o n te m p l a t i n g t he tragedy 

of human destinies, Keats had to confess himself 

incapable of escaping from the painfut impact that 

fu 11 e o ns e i o u s ne s s h as u p o n e a e h i n d i v i dual. No one 

who has developed the power to see as gods can 

only see, is able to forget what he has absorbed 

afterwards: 

"whereon there grew 
A power within me of enormous ken 
To see as a god sees, and take the depth 
Of things as nimbly as the outward eye 
Can size and shape pervade. The lo~ theme 
At those few words hung vast before my mind, 
With half-unravel'd web. I set myself 
Upon an eagle's watch, that I might see, 
And seeing ne'er forget." (1) 

The most beautiful description of the whole 

poem is the passage where Keats immortalizes 

Moneta's face. In order to be able to write this 

passage Keats had to experience suffering to its 

highest degrees. He had to travel through "the 

val ley of soul making" whi_ch is the 11 school of 

lntelligence" and the "crucible of the Soul". (2) 

1)~, p. 410, line 302. 

2) The L.etters ofJohn Keats, op. cit., letter No. 123, 14 Feb., 
3 May, 1819, p. 296. 
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His v.ision had finally been sharpened tnto the heart 

and nature of man. 

11 Then saw I a wan face, 
Not pin'd by human sorrows, but bright-blanch'd 
By an immortal sickness which kills not; 
lt works a constant change, wl:lich happy death 
Can put no end to; deathwards progressing 
To no death was that vtsage; it had past 
The lilly and tt:ie snow; and beyond these 
I must not think now, though I saw that face-
But for her eyes I shoulp have fled away. 
They !1eld me back, with a benignant light, 
Soft mitigated by divinest Uds 
Half-closed, and visionless entire they seem'd 
Of all external things;--they saw me not, 
But in blank splendor, beam'd like the mild moon, 
Who comforts those she sees not, who knows not 
What eyes are unpward cast. 11 (1) 

According to Murry's theories, 11 Keats abandoned 

the revised Hyperion because he was commiting the 

sin of uttering soul-knowledge through an effort of 

mind-knowledge. 11 (2) 

K e a t s b el i e v e d t ha t t r u t h e o u 1 d no t be achieved 

through the rational faculty; it could only be known 

by an intuitive apprehension of reality. All that 

he had learnt, he had assimilated through actual 

self-experience. I have already mentioned that 

while he was writing the first two books of HYf>erion 

he was distressed by the thought of his brother's 
1) Keats1 Poetical Works1 op. cit., p. 409, line 256. 

2)Murry, op. cit.,p.169. 
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imminent death. He refused to accept disease was 

part of human experience, At the bottom of his 

heart, though, he knew he had to admit this fact. 

The conflict is solved in Book III. Apollo, the god 

o f p o et r y , t r a ns e e n d s re a 1i ty by a e e e p ti n g s uffering. 

At the moment Keats was writing The Fall of 

H y pe r i o n , he was trying to express his full acceptance o f t he 

beauty that exists in all things. This impli-ed an 

absolute submission of his conscious self to the 

mystery of human suffering. The new poem is his 

confiteor; the summary of his painful experience 

to understand this enigma, He transforms a classical 

legend into an agonized vision of the nature of the 

universe and the eternal harmony that exists within 

it. Yet, the tone of the poem is pessimistic. We 

have to understand Keats's ambivalent attitude 

concerning human destinies. The key to this 

comprehension lies in the part where he describes 

his share in the "giant agony of ttie world", 

"Oftentimes I pray'd 
Intense, that Death would take me from the Vale 
And all its burthens gasping with despair 
Of change, hour after hour I curs'd myself; 
Until old Saturn rais'd his faded eyes, 
And look'd around and saw his kingdom gone, 



-52-

And all the gloom and sorrow of the place, 
And that fail'.' knea1 ing Goddess at his feet." (1) 

lt comes to the surface that whtle Keats was 

finishing the poem his cup of sorrow had been 

filled to the brim. He could not go on writing while 

his feelings were being purged. It is impossible to 

profit by a moral catharsis when our emotions are 

involved in it. In his next poem, however, Keats 

was able to integrate at last theory and practica. 

I n t he O de to A u tu m n w h i c h w as w r i t te n in September 

19th, 1819, after he had made up his mind to abandon 

The Fa11 of Hyperion, he describes his contact 

with reality from an objective viewpoint. In Gitting1s 

optnion, this is "the most serene poem in the 

English langu·ag.e ". (2) This means that Keats's 

conflict had disappeared. He had reached a degree 

of matu I" i ty in his al"t, that allowed him to express 

his own innel" expel"ience thl"ough a new kind of 

poetl"y where dream and real,ity were finally 

reco.nciled. As Murry says, Keats had faced his 

crisis alone and emerged out of it "a calm, confident 

1) ~ats, Poetical Works, op. cit., p. 412. 
2) Rober:-t Gittings, John Keats: The Living Year, William 

Heinemann, Ltd., London, 1954, p. 186. 
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and happy man, secure of his purposeandofhimself."(1) 

lt is evident that his prolonged struggle against 

despair had been ·crowned by victory. 

I believe Keats was both a dreamer anda poet, 

but he was also a philosop.her. Philosophy understood 

in the sense of comprehension of the mystery of 

human life, not in its technical sense, because it 

is obvious that what Keats needed was a basis of 

philosophical theory. The knowledge that Keats 

pursued was not of an intellec;tual sort; it could 

no t b e base d u p o n a b s t r a c ti o ns bu t u p o n h is broodings 

ove r re a 1 1 i fe • I t d id no t m e a n e r u d it i o n or learning; 

it was an instinctive faculty of the undivided man. 

A quality which is essentially self-engendered by 

contact with true reality. Keats knew this kind of 

knowledge could not be transmitted directly_ but 

through the language of metaphor and parable which 

emanates from the soul and is the spontaneous 

utterance of the complete being. lf he had not 

sou ght truth, his poetry woul d have rema ined at a 

superficial level: the kind of poetry to which he 

referred in Sleep and Poetry: a sort of palliative 

1) Murry, op. cit., p. 190. 
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fer man's sufferings; a drug; an escape from 

real i ty. He wou 1 d have b ee n remembered only as 

the "bard of sensuous poesies of delight", notas 

an "intensely serious, mature poet", (1) the goal 

towards which he always strove. 

Keats fought to attain completeness as a 

human person, until at last, he was able to express 

his belief that "truth is beauty" and "beauty is 

truth", with full poetic power. For him ethics 

and aesthetics were part of an undivided whole that 

could never be separated. He once said of England's 

greatest poet: "Shakespeare led a life of allegory; 

his works are the comments on it" •. (2)" 

I think that Keats 's early death --his own 

"dying into life"-is a perfect illustration of his 

actual self-experience. He knew it was the only 

way to be among the Engl ish poets after his death. 

' . . 
1) Leon Gottfried, Mathew Arnold and the Romantics, Routledge & 

K.egan, London, 1963, p. 129. 
2) The Letters of ~ohn Keats, op. cit., letter No. 123, "To George 

and Georgine Keats", 14 Feb. to 3 May, 1819, p. 305. 
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