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CHAPTER I 

AND HOW SHALL WE KNOW THE DANCER FROM THE DANCE? 

Labour is blossoming or dancing where 
The body is not bruised to pleasure soul. 
Nor beauty born out of its own despair. 
Nor blear-eyed wisdom out of midnight oil. 
O chestnut-tree, great-rooted blossomer. 
Are you the leaf, the blossom, or the bole? 
0 body swayed to music, 0 brightening glance. 
How can we know the dancer from the dance? 

—William Butler Yeats 

In the last three years of his life, John Keats be

came increasingly aware of the dual nature of existence— 

an awareness which brought about much anxiety and painful 

brooding over his position, as a mortal, in the universal 

schema. Keats straggled to reconcile the disparities which 

confronted him by channeling his hard-won, yet indefinite, 

conclusions into a coherent system through which he could 

transcend his finite limitations and achieve a comprehen

sive understanding. His letters and his poetry, especially 

those pieces conceived immediately preceding, during, and 

after his Scottish walking tour in the summer of 1818, pro

vide one of the most penetrating literary accounts of man 

wrestling with self and environment in order to establish a 

workable relationship between poetic vision and the very 

essence of his nature. 

Although the tempo of his grapplings accelerated in 

the final years of his life, his recognition of the 
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dialectical quality of existence came early in his career. 

Early on he evidenced a concern over the definition of the 

limits and boundaries of illusion and reality and came to 

find it necessary to separate these opposing aspects of per

ception to their proper spheres so that he might attain to 

the regions of thought proper to his aesthetic goals. Al

though in his immature poetry Keats expressed a willingness 

to believe that poetic vision could in some way satisfy his 

needs, and allow him to break his mortal bars, his insecurity 

about the veracity of the imaginative process was also evi

dent. In "Sleep and Poetry," written in 1816, he alluded to 

the disparity between luxuriating in a sensual, and highly 

imaginative, realm and coming to grips with those realities 

which confront the human heart: 

And can I bid these joys farewell? 
Yes, I must pass them for a nobler life. 
Where I may find the agonies, the strife 
Of human hearts . . , . 

Here he establishes a poetic credo, founded upon his aware

ness of the illusory and the real, which will remain cur

rent throughout his career; if his dedication to poetry, 

to "do the deed/ That my own soul has to itself decreed" 

(11. 97-8), is to be successful, he must bid farewell to 

the joys of the mythic realms of the pastoral, "Of Flora, 

and old Pan" (1. 102), and immerse himself in the stark 

realities of life. 



However, it is often far easier for one to know what 

he must do than it is for him to do it. Such is the case 

with Keats as he attempted to write and think his way into 

an understanding of himself both as man and as poet—to as-
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certain a "standard law/ Of either earth or heaven" upon 

which he could rely with some degree of certainty. His ef

forts toward the reconciliation of the contrarieties of life, 

including those of illusion and reality, cannot be charac

terized as an orderly, step-by-step progression; rather, 

they are marked by a flowing and ebbing of conviction—a 

movement forward tempered by a nostalgic sense of loss for 

what has been left behind. For, as Clarence Dewitt Thorpe 

has noted: 
. . . there was one side of Keats that demanded, 
as a condition for poetic creation, a state 
of detachment in an imaginative flight into 
a dream world quite separated from actuality; 
there was another side that insisted that the 
world of reality, of men and women and pain 
and sorrow, must have first place in all 
great poetry. Closely allied and corollary 
to this was the conflict between the claims 
of feeling, mere intuition or sensation, 
and those of thought, reason, and knowledge. 

The tone of a letter written to Benjamin Bailey on 10 June 

1818 suggested that he found it difficult to find satisfac

tion while laboring under the demands of such a divided 

consciousness which, at times, could not be unified into a 

harmonious, productive whole. In an obviously low moment 

in his struggle, he said that "I am never alone without re

joicing that there is such a thing as death—without placing 
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my ultimate in the glory of dying for a great human purpose. 

. . . Life must be undergone, and I certainly derive a con

solation from the thought of writing one or two more Poems 

before it ceases." Continuing, he addressed himself to the 

problem of the imagination: "Women must want Imagination 

and they may thank God for it—and so m[a]y we that a deli

cate being can feel happy without any sense of crime. It 

puzzles me and I have no sort of Logic to comfort me—I 
4 

shall think it over." Closely related to this is a passage 

from an earlier letter in which Keats found that "Health 

and Spirits can only belong unalloyed to the selfish Man— 

the Man who thinks much of his fellows can never be in 

Spirits" (Letters, 1.175). His position is worlds away from 

that expressed in his letter to Bailey of 22 November 1817: 

I am certain of nothing but of the holiness 
of the Heart's affections and the truth of 
Imagination—What the imagination seizes as 
Beauty must be truth—whether it existed be
fore or not— . . . The Imagination may be 
compared to Adam's dream—he awoke and found 
it truth, (Letters, 1.184-5) 

As he expanded upon this, he admitted that he had "never 

been able to perceive how any thing can be known by conse-

quitive reasoning," but yet he felt that it must be possible 

And, indeed, he must allow for this possibility 

since the speculative bent toward "consequitive reasoning" 

is very much a part of that aspect of his consciousness 

which is antithetic to the imagination. However, it is in

teresting to observe that as he questioned the nature of 
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reality ("A Question is the best beacon towards a little 
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Speculation." ), his speculations, paradoxically, rein

forced his awareness of the various polarities which he was 

at odds to reconcile: 

. . . it is an old maxim of mine and of 
course must be well known that evey point 
of thought is the centre of an intellectual 
world—the two uppermost thoughts in a Man's 
mind are the two poles of his World he re
volves on them and every thing is southward 
or northward to him through their means— 
We take but three steps from feathers to 
iron. Now my dear fellow I must once for 
all tell you I have not one Idea of the 
truth of any of my speculations—I shall 
never be a Reasoner because I care not 
to be in the right, when retired from 
bickering and in a proper philosophical 
temper—. (Letters, 1.243) 

He had yet to attain an adequate understanding of the di

vergent qualities of the actual and the imaginative for he 

was still "but three steps from feathers to iron" and still 

evidenced a longing to forgo the conflicts which reasoning 

thought entailed. Perhaps this longing suggests more than 

a retreat from actuality; it may be an expression of the 

seeming futility he found in searching for a final resolu

tion to his dilemma. That such might be the case is hinted 

at in his letter of 24 March 1818 to James Rice: 

What a happy thing it would be if we could 
settle our thoughts, make our minds up on 
any matter in five Minutes and remain con
tent—that is to build a sort of mental 
Cottage of feelings quiet and pleasant— 
to have a sort of Philosophical Back Garden, 
and cheerful holiday-keeping front one— 
but Alas! this can never be: for as the 
material Cottager knows there are such 



places as franee and Italy and the An
des and the Burning Mountains—so the 
spiritual Cottager has knowledge of the 
terra semi incognita of things unearthly; 
and cannot for his Life, keep in the check 
rein . . . . (Letters, 1.254-5) 

The problems he faced in attaining an adequate aes

thetic perspective likewise provided the young poet with 

difficulties in trying to build "a sort of mental Cottage 

of feelings quiet and pleasant"; again, the letters provide 

an indication of his conflicts. In Febiruary of 1818, he 

voiced an antipathy for the self-consciousness he found in 

contemporary poets—the hatred he felt toward poetry which 

seemed to have designs upon its readers: "Poetry 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" (Letters, 1.224). He particularly found fault 

with Wordsworth who, "for the sake of a few fine imaginative 

or domestic passages," bullied his readers "into a certain 

Philosophy engendered in the whims of an Egotist." Although 

we are all given to speculations, "every man does not brood 

and peacock over them till he makes a false coinage and de

ceives himself . . . " (Letters, I. 223). Rather than as

suming the egocentric self-consciousness of his contem

poraries, he preferred to work under the aegis of the old 

poets, such as Shakespeare and Milton, who had maintained 

the proper emotional detachment from their subjects and had, 

therefore, soared like eagles instead of limiting themselves 
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to the brooding introspection of owls. He urged us to "open 

our leaves like a flower and be passive and receptive" 

(Letters, 1.232)—to be like the beautiful, retired flowers 

who would "lose their beauty were they to throng into the 

highway crying out, 'admire me I am a violet! dote upon 

me I am a primrose!" (Letters, 1.224). It seems that Keats 

is again under the influence of that side of him which de

mands a separation from the actualities of everyday life; 

he is expressing a desire not only to avoid a poetry which 

obtrusively amazes the reader with itself, but to avoid 

that introspective vision which confronts Keats, the poet, 

with himself. 

The tension of the dialectic remains unresolved, 

however, for within three months Keats had swayed into the 

region of his consciousness which insistently championed 

reality. He came to feel that "Wordsworth is deeper than 

Milton" because he saw "into the human heart" as Milton 

never could (Letters, 1.281-2). And his realization was 

a hopeful one, for it proved to him that "there is a grand 

march of intellect" (Letters, 1.282) which not only affects 

the historical relevancy of knowledge, but, by analogy, 

makes it seem possible for him to bid farewell to illusory 

joys and "pass them for a nobler life" of actuality where 

he "may find the agonies, the strife/ Of human hearts 

. . . . " There is a bit of exultancy in his tone when he 

adds: "After all there is certainly something real in the 
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World" (Letters, 1.282). But, as this study will demon

strate, Keats continues to be caught up in that "peculiar 
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sway of nature" which causes him to vacillate upon those 

points of thought which serve him as the centers of his 

various intellectual questionings. 

To this point the letters have been briefly surveyed 

as a means of establishing a familiarity with the uncertainty 

which pervaded the mind of the poet in those months preceding 

the Scottish tour—an undertaking which Keats considered as 

"a sort of Prologue to the Life" (Letters, 1.264) that he 

intended to pursue in the future—and to show the usual man

ner in which he confronted problematic issues. With this 

done, we may turn our attentions to the poetry of the period 
7 

(21 January through 1 May 1818) with a better insight into 

its significance. 

With the exception of "Isabella," for which Keats 

took an almost immediate disliking, only two poems from this 

segment of the poet's career were ever published before his 

death—"Robin Hood. To a Friend" and "Lines on the Mermaid 

Tavern." Yet, the compositions of this period are quite 

important, for they adumbrate many of the central issues 

which are to inform the rest of Keats's work. 

In the last weeks of December, 1817, and in the 

early part of January, 1818, Keats was perplexed with the 

revision of Endymion. His vexation was largely the result 

of the disparity he found between it and the sort of writing 



he hoped to do in the future; he desperately longed to for-

8 
get the romance and begin anew. His poems, "On Seeing a 

Lock of Milton's Hair" and "On Sitting Down to Read King 

Lear Once Again," provide an indication of the problems he 

faced and of the program which he felt must be undertaken 

in order to overcome them. 

In the letter which contains the irregular ode to 

Milton, Keats revealed that he must embark upon a new course 

of poetic action—that he was dissatisfied with the incom

petence of the "most skyey Knight errantry" which had 

colored his earlier works (Letters, 1.209). He expanded 

upon this in the ode itself: 

When every childish fashion 
Has vanish'd from my rhyme. 

Will I, grey-gone in passion. 
Leave to an after-time 

Hymning and harmony 
Of thee, and of thy works, and of thy life; 
But vain is now the burning and the strife. 
Pangs are in vain, until I grow high-rife 

With old Philosophy, 
And mad with glimpses of 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 power,— 
A lock of thy bright hair,— 
Sudden it came. 

And I was startled, when I caught thy name 
Coupled so unaware; 

Yet, at the moment, temperate was my blood. 
I thought I had beheld it from the flood. 

(11. 23-42) 

Here we find "a direct statement of the uncertainties, the 

self-questionings, that this new evolution in thought and 
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expectations had been carrying with it."^ 

In the Lear sonnet, he suggested that, perhaps, he 

had been too much enamored with the illusory aspect of na

ture; he had lost sight of the proper course for a nobler 

sort of poetry, a poetry grounded in actuality: 

. . . for, once again, the fierce dispute 
Betwixt damnation and impassion'd clay 
Must I burn through . . . . (11. 5-7) 

Hence, he outlined the course which he must follow in order 

to "grow high-rife/ With old Philosophy." There was a hope 

that this re-dedication to poetry, this new awareness of 

the position which he had attained in "Sleep and Poetry," 

might allow him to transcend the false, illusory path which 

had become an apparent dead end: 

When through the old oak forest I am gone. 
Let me not wander in a barren dream. 

But, when I am consumed in the fire. 
Give me new Phoenix wings to fly at my desire. 

(11. 11-14) 

Keats, in this somewhat prayerful entreaty, expressed the 

desire to undergo a sort of fire-baptism which would give 

him the strength to combat that division of his conscious

ness which demanded an imaginative escape from reality. 

Yet, despite this new-found hopefulness, he was vexed by 

the thought that he might not be able to see this program 

through: 

When I have fears that I may cease to be 
Before my pen has glean'd my teeming brain. 

When I behold, upon the night's starr'd face. 
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Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance. 
And think that I may never live to trace 

Their shadows, with the magic hand of chance; 

. . . —then on the shore 
Of the wide world I stand alone, and think 
Till love and fame to nothingness do sink. 

(11. 1-2, 5-8, 12-14) 

Here, in "When I have fears that I may cease to be," Keats 

seemed to feel that the "love and fame" which his poetic 

contributions had garnered for him up to this point was in

consequential. Until he had the chance to trace the shadows 

of "a high romance," that is, one which went beyond his pre

vious efforts in terms of his new program, he could not 

stand satisfied. Once again, the position which he has 

reached is unstable. 

Having introduced the initial pieces from this phase 

of his poetic crisis concerning the relegation of imagina

tion and reality to their proper spheres, there is no need 

to follow a strictly chronological treatment of the remain

der of the poems, because, as Morris Dickstein observes, 

" . . . the same issues recur from poem to poem like painful 

but unpurgeable obsessions, repeatedly attacked but never 
10 

resolved." 

At times Keats could heartily welcome the polarities 

which confronted him, as can be seen in his "Fragment: Wel

come joy, and welcome sorrow": 

Welcome joy, and welcome sorrow, 
Lethe's weed and Hermes' feather; 

Come to-day, and come to-morrow, 
I do love you both together! 
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I love to mark sad faces in fair weather; 
And hear a merry laugh amid the thunder; 

Fair and foul I love together. 
(11. 1-7) 

But these oppositions could also fill him with the painful 

anxiety which he expressed in "God of the Meridian": 

To thee my soul is flown. 
And my body is earthward press'd.— 

It is an awful mission, 
A terrible division: 
And leaves a gulph austere 
To be fill'd with worldly fear. 

(11. 3-8) 

Keats was confronted by an awesome self-awareness; the di

chotomy between that part of his consciousness which was 

governed by the need for an illusory detachment and that 

which demanded a firm grounding in reality—that "terrible 

division"—filled him with the fear that he might not be 

able to achieve an adequate reconciliation without the loss 

of his sanity: "And is not this the cause/ Of madness?" 

(11. 16-17). This almost tragic confrontation with self 

reduces him to the position of a humble supplicant: 
O let me, let me share 
With the hot lyre and thee. 
The staid Philosophy. 
Temper my lonely hours. 
And let me see thy bowers 
More unalarm'd! (11. 20-25) 

He longed for the ability to temper his Orphean feverish-

ness, to balance his emotionalism with a staid, intellectual 

detachment. The difficulty he had in effecting a "more un

alarm'd" view of the bowers of imaginative vision is implicit 

in "Spirit here that reignestl": 
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Spirit I look 
All passion-struck 

Into thy pale dominions. 

(11. 8-10) 

Keats is, as yet, unable to attain the temperate balance 

which is a touchstone of the new program he had outlined; 

in the ode to Milton, he had been startled by the sudden

ness of his imaginative vision, but he had momentarily been 

able to retain his emotional stability: "Yet, at the mo

ment, temperate was my blood./ I thought I had beheld it 

from the flood." 

In the sonnets "To Homer" and "O Thou Whose Face 

Hath Felt," sometimes entitled "What the Thrush said," 

Keats expressed a longing for "an apocalyptic light out of 

darkness," but also yearned "for a strictly natural renewal." 

In the first sonnet he seemed to passively await a mystical 

initiation into the mysteries of life: 

Standing aloof in giant ignorance. 
Of thee I hear and of the Cyclades, 

As one who sits ashore and longs perchance 
To visit dolphin-coral in deep seas. 

(11. 1-4) 

However, this illumination is also allied with a natural 

element of resolution for one who was "straining at parti

cles of light in the midst of a great darkness—without 

knowing the bearing of any one assertion of any one opinion" 

(Letters, 11.80): 
Aye on the shores of darkness there is light. 
And precipices show untrodden green. 

There is a budding morrow in midnight. 
There is a triple sight in blindness keen . . . . 

(11. 9-12) 

11 
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This is a variation upon a theme which he had earlier estab

lished in "What the Thrush said": 

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 triple morn. 

(11. 5-8) 

If passive insight can be hoped for with any degree of cer

tainty, then Keats need only follow the natural prescription 

12 
of the thrush—to "fret not after knowledge" (1.9). Such 

a position, however, is inconsistent with the conclusion 

Keats reached in the letter which contained the Lear sonnet: 

1 think a little change has taken place 
in my intellect lately—I cannot bear to 
be uninterested or unemployed, I, who for 
so long a time, have been addicted to 
passiveness—Nothing is finer for purposes 
of great productions, than a very gradual 
ripening of the intellectual powers—. 

(Letters, 1.214) 

These sonnets again attest to the wavering character of 

Keats's capacity to settle his thoughts. 

Still, as the conflict continued, Keats came back 

to his concern with the "gradual ripening" of his intellect. 

In a letter to J. H. Reynolds, dated 3 May 1818, he expanded 

upon the necessity of acquiring knowledge: 

Every department of knowledge we see ex
cellent and calculated towards a great 
whole . . . . An extensive knowledge is 
needful to thinking people—it takes away 
the heat and the fever; and helps, by 
widening speculation, to ease the Burden 
of the Mystery . . . . (Letters, 1.277) 

The ideas contained in this statement are antithetic to the 

passively natural solution offered in "Spenser! a jealous 
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honorer of thine": 

But Elfin Poet 'tis impossible 
For an inhabitant of wintry earth 

To rise like Phoebus with a golden quell 
Fire-wing'd and make a morning in his mirth. 

It is impossible to escape from toil 
0' the sudden and receive thy spiriting: 

The flower must drink the nature of the soil 
Before it can put forth its blossoming . . . . 

(11. 5-12) 

The poet cannot "open [his] leaves like a flower and be 

passive and receptive" but must actively pursue knowledge: 

"The difference of high Sensations with and without knowl

edge appears to me this—in the latter case we are falling 

continually ten thousand fathoms deep and being blown up 

again without wings and with all [the] horror of a bare 

shouldered Creature—in the former case, our shoulders are 

fledge, and we go thro' the same air and space without fear" 

(Letters, 1.277) . The pursuit of knowledge would allow him 

to span the "gulph austere" without anxiety. In addressing 

himself to the "terrible division" of a divided conscious

ness in "To the Nile," he reached a similar conclusion. Ex

panding upon the awareness that "A desert fills our seeing's 

inward span," he emphasized the necessity of attaining a 

realistic knowledge which would bring about a reconciliation 

of the apparently evil oppositions that arise from overly 

subjective speculation; there is a note of urgency in his 

tone: 

O may dark fancies err! they surely do; 
'Tis ignorance that makes a barren waste 

Of all beyond itself . . . (11. 9-11) 
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Following the program which he sets out in "On Seeing a Lock 

of Milton's Hair" and "On Sitting Down to Read King Lear 

Once Again," knowledge is intimately related to his aware

ness that neither the apocalyptic nor the natural solution 

to his problems are adequate; in his new poetic credo there 

can be no magically attained powers of insight—"the realiza-

13 tion of his powers must be a self-realization." Implicit 

is his recognition of the necessity of strengthening that 

division of his consciousness which is grounded in actuality: 

. . . what strange powers 
Hast thou, as a mere shadow! But how great. 
When in an Eye thou art, alive with fate! 

(11. 12-14) 

The verse epistle "To J. H. Reynolds Esq." is in

structive for one concerned with this period of Keats's de

velopment, for it serves as a compendium of the intellectual 

advances and retreats in his continuing struggle toward the 

reconciliation of the disparities which had perplexed him 

since January. The poem's introduction employs a language 

which recalls his "old maxim" that "the two uppermost 

thoughts in a Man's mind are the two poles of his World he 

revolves on them and every thing is southward or northward 

to him through their means": 
Dear Reynolds! as last night I lay in bed. 
There came before my eyes that wonted thread 
Of shapes, and shadows, and remembrances. 
That every other minute vex and please: 
Things all disjointed come from north and south,— 

(11. 1-5) 

And with this visitation came the awareness that he had not 
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yet attained to the ideal of a temperate, emotional detach

ment which he had set out in the ode to Milton and in the 

Lear sonnet: 

0 that our dreamings all, of sleep or wake. 
Would all their colours from the sunset take: 
From something of material sublime. 
Rather than shadow our own soul's day-time 
In the dark void of night. 

(11. 67-71) 

Keats was desirous of an objectified reality which could 

free him from the morbid subjectivity which dominated his 

perceptions of the world; the desire was voiced a bit more 

bluntly at poem's end: "Away, ye horrid moods!/ Moods of 

one's mind! You know I hate them well" (11. 105-6). Keats's 

concern with the "material sublime" is indicative of the 

problems he is having in understanding the nature of illu

sion and reality; Dickstein comments that such a concern 

" . . . indicates that he is not wholly satisfied with dream 

as against reality: he looks for a locus of unity between 
14 

dream and reality in the objective world." 

As the poem continues, Keats alluded to the aware

ness that he had not yet acquired the knowledge which was 

necessary for the tempering of his "high Sensations" so that 

he could approach the conflicts of life without fear; he 

still could not arrive at any conclusions with certainty: 

. . . For in the world 
We jostle,—but my flag is not unfurl'd 
On the Admiral-staff,—and so philosophize 
I dare not yet! Oh, never will the prize. 
High reason, and the lore of good and ill. 
Be my award! Things cannot to the will 
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Be settled, but they tease us out of thought; 

(11. 71-77) 

Here, too, he introduced the dialectic of good and evil which 

would weigh more heavily on his mind as his career pro

gressed; more than once he would have to bum through "the 

fierce dispute/ Betwixt damnation and impassion'd clay" 

which he outlined in the Lear sonnet as a part of his new 

poetic direction. 

Continuing, he elaborated upon his desire to forgo 

his detestable, subjective moods of mind for a firmer hold 

on an objectifiable reality—he no longer could find happi

ness in the world: 
Or is it that imagination brought 
Beyond its proper bound, yet still confin'd. 
Lost in a sort of Purgatory blind. 
Cannot refer to any standard law 
Of either earth or heaven? 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 Nightingale. 

(11. 78-85) 

At least, however, there is the hope of a future reconcilia

tion between the antithetic divisions of his consciousness; 

although he has been unable to relegate his rampant imagina

tion to its proper sphere, his imaginative flights are 

"still confin'd," no matter how ineffectively, by that side 

of him which depends upon the world of reality. If conflict

ing elements are caged in one man's awareness, their in

escapable confrontations should ultimately lead to a resolu

tion. 
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Nevertheless, such a resolution remained unavailable 

to Keats at this time; he could not completely understand 

the mysteries into which he had been initiated: "Dear 

Reynolds! I have a mysterious tale,/ And cannot speak it 

. . ." (11. 86-7). Because of his intemperate imagination, 

his attempts at comprehension were in vain; as he stated in 

the ode to Milton, he had yet to "grow high-rife/ With old 

Philosophy": 

. . . —but I saw 
Too far into the sea, where every maw 
The greater on the less feeds evermore.— 
But I saw too distinct into the core 
Of an eternal fierce destruction. 
And so from happiness I far was gone. 
Still am I sick of it . . . . (11. 93-9) 

And it was this sickness which urged him to divorce himself 

from his dark subjectivity and to seek "something of ma

terial sublime." 

Predictably enough, by parceling his sickening aware

ness of evil into the province of erring "dark fancies," 

Keats had swayed into a position which was in opposition to 

the poetic program under which he was now attempting to work. 

By attributing his perceptions of evil to his "horrid moods," 

he was apparently trying, as Dickstein notes, "to discredit 

at once the knowledge of evil and the knowledge of self" 

which are "both parts of his profound new awareness in the 

Lear sonnet. 

In the preceding pages an attempt has been made to 

show the intellectual vacillation which characterized Keats 
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as he tried to resolve the differences between good and evil 

and to achieve a balance between the conflicting demands of 

his divided consciousness; such an attempt is important be

cause it is these concerns which provide the framework upon 

which the remainder of Keats's poetical works are based. 

From the poems of his Scottish tour and the great odes to 

his last completed poem, "Lamia," he continues to return to 

the dialectical conflicts of which he became increasingly 

aware in the first five months of 1818. 

In addition to the sheer beauty of his poetry, it 

is Keats's continual vacillation in the face of crisis which 

continues to evoke a sense of immediacy in the modern reader. 

As we find ourselves, metaphorically, caught up in the dizzy

ing dance of life—the "Dancing music, music sad,/ Both to-
16 

gether, sane and mad" —we, too, are hesitant to arrive at 

any conclusions with certainty. We, too, are at odds to 

find an adequate resolution to the painful, and often tragic, 

dialectic by which we are held captive. How often do we, at 

one time or another, labor futilely to escape the miseries 

of life, to find a place where the "body is not bruised to 

pleasure soul/ Nor beauty born out of its own despair"? 

Keats sought after a justification of the disparities which 

confronted him, and in the growing self-consciousness which 

pervaded his poetry during the last three years of his life, 

he sought a separation from his environment in order to 

better understand both himself and the circumstances and 
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situations which affected him. In effect, he longed for the 

ability to know "the dancer from the dance." 
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CHAPTER II 

THE GRAND SUBLIME AND A FEW BLISTERS 

We can see horribly clear in the works 
of such a man his whole life, as if we 
were God's spies. 

—John Keats 

In a letter written to Benjamin Bailey on 13 March 

1818, the young poet provided a sketchy outline of the in

tellectual position which set the tone for the walking tour 

that he took with Charles Brown during the following summer: 

Scenery is fine—but human nature is finer— 
The Sward is richer for the tread of a real, 
nervous, english foot—the eagles nest is 
finer for the Mountaineer has look'd into 
it—Are these facts or prejudices? 

(Letters, 1.242) 

In order to achieve the emotional and aesthetic perspective 

necessary for the sort of poetry which Keats hoped to write, 

he could not be satisfied with the imaginative flights that 

were prompted by the beauties of nature; he must delve into 

the realities of human nature. Actual experience improves 

upon the delights of the imagination, for "the eagles nest 

is finer for the Mountaineer has look'd into it." Once 

again, this passage reveals that the struggle to reconcile 

the disparities of his divided consciousness continues. 

In attempting to reach an adequate understanding of 

these disparities, he elaborated upon the inability of 

poetry, as he had conceived of it in the past, to offer a 

23 
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full awareness of the unity which he sought between illusion 

and reality: 

I am sometimes so very sceptical as to 
think Poetry itself a mere Jack a lan-
thern to amuse whoever may chance to be 
struck with its brilliance—As Tradesmen 
say every thing is worth what it will 
fetch, so probably every mental pursuit 
takes its reality and worth from the ar
dour of the pursuer—^being in itself a 
nothing . . . . (Letters, 1.242) 

And in trying to determine whether his conclusions were 

"facts or prejudices," he tried to parcel those areas of 

which he was imaginatively aware into specific categories: 

Ethereal thing[s] may at least be thus real, 
divided under three heads—Things real— 
things semireal—and no things—Things real— 
such as existences of Sun Moon & Stars and 
passages of Shakespeare—Things semireal 
such as Love, the Clouds &c which require a 
greeting of the Spirit to make them wholly 
exist—and Nothings which are made Great 
and dignified by an ardent pursuit . . . . 

(Letters, 1.242-3) 

This probing into the reality of imaginative perception, and 

the realization that he must immerse himself in the study of 

human nature are poetically orchestrated, twelve days later, 

in his epistle "To J. H. Reynolds Esq." As was demonstrated 

in the preceding chapter, this verse epistle revealed Keats's 

desire to experience an objectified reality which would al

low him to rid himself of a subjectivity which was tainted 

by what he felt to be an overly morbid imagination; he 

longed for "something of material sublime" to free him from 

his prejudices. As Keats began to tread through the north 
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with "a real, nervous, english foot," it was this longing 

which was uppermost in his mind. 

Although a certain wavering of resolve was evident 

in his attribution of evil to the excesses of a morbid 

imagination in the closing of his verses to Reynolds, he 

retained, steadfastly, another element of the program which 

he outlined in "On Seeing a Lock of Milton's Hair" and "On 

Sitting Down to Read King Lear Once Again"—knowledge, with 

its ability to foster a temperate, speculative balance, re

mained central to his thoughts. That such was the case is 

evident in his letter to John Taylor of 24 April 1818: 

I was purposing to travel over the north 
this Summer—there is but one thing to 
prevent me—I know nothing I have read 
nothing and I mean to follow Solomon's 
directions of 'get Wisdom—get under
standing'—I find cavalier days are gone 
by. I find that I can have no enjoyment 
in the World but continual drinking of 
Knowledge—. . . I have been hovering for 
some time between an exquisite sense of the 
luxurious and a love for Philosophy—were 
I calculated for the former I should be 
glad—but as I am not I shall turn all 
my soul to the latter. (Letters, 1.271) 

Earlier, he described his walking tour as "a sort of Prologue 

to the life I intend to pursue . . . " (Letters, 1.264). 

At this point he saw that life to be one which, through a 

"continual drinking of Knowledge," would become increasingly 

grounded in an objective actuality—one that would allow him 

to separate fact from prejudice, reality from illusion— 

which would make possible the relegation of an inadequate. 



26 

subjective imagination to its proper sphere. Therefore, as 

he set out on the walking tour, Keats appeared to have 

adopted a fairly definite mental framework upon which he 

could mold his observations and experiences into a cohesive 

developmental form. 

Strength of purpose seemed to fail him, however, on 

the second day out, for the awesome sublimity of Lake Winder

mere and its surrounding mountains surpassed his expectations 

and caused him to feel removed from the flux of actuality 

into a state where "there is no such thing as time and space 

. . ." (Letters, 1.298). But an exuberant sensation of 

suspended wonder in the face of newly experienced natural 

beauty is not surprising in a young and sensitive poet, and, 

by itself, is not necessarily an indication of an intellec

tual wavering. As he continued in this journal letter to 

his brother, Tom, he sketched a description which seems 

rather curious for one who had set his sights on attaining 

an objective immersion in a knowledge of the realities of 

human nature: 

There are many disfigurements to this Lake 
—not in the way of land or water. No; the 
two views we have had of it are of the most 
noble tenderness—they can never fade away— 
they make one forget the divisions of life; 
age, youth, poverty and riches; and refine 
one's sensual vision into a sort of north 
star which can never cease to be open lid
ded and stedfast over the wonders of the 
great Power. The disfigurement I mean is 
the miasma of London. 
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Yet this paradoxical delight in a scene which permitted him 

to escape the actuality of the "divisions of life" and to 

revel in a forgetful state apart from the limitations of 

time and space is really not surprising. For Keats had come 

to the north country in order to leave behind his subjective 

perceptions and to replace them with "something of material 

sublime." Having seen "too distinct into the core" of the 

"eternal fierce destruction" of life because of an overly 

active imagination, he sought to escape this side of his 

consciousness through an objective experience of natural 

phenomena. And it appears that he was successful at this 

point; for, he attested to an awareness of a refining of his 

sensual, imaginative vision. As he stated later: "I live 

in the eye; and my imagination, surpassed, is at rest" 

(Letters, 1.301). Morris Dickstein has noted of this pas

sage that " . . . Reality for once surpasses and suppresses 

the mind's demands upon it. Man can forget himself, sub

merge himself in the grandeur of the external world." 

Although Keats seemed exultant in his newfound abil

ity to suppress the horrors of an excessive, imaginative 

self-consciousness and to "live in the eye," certain other 

elements in his observations suggest that the darker side 

of his imagination was far from dormant; rather, his per

plexing confrontation of self was functioning in a manner of 

which he was not aware. He told his brother that "descrip

tions are bad at all times—I did not intend to give you any; 
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but how can I help it? I am anxious you should taste a 

little of our pleasure . . . " (Letters, 1.301). Certainly 

he wanted to share the pleasures of his experiences with his 

ailing brother, and one might argue that he could not help 

but engage in detailed description because it served him as 

a means of escaping subjectivism and attaining more of the 

"material sublime." However, it also seems plausible that 

he could not avoid his more than usual involvement with 

description because he was unconsciously projecting upon 

phenomenal nature that crisis of self-confrontation which he 

was striving to forget. 

Looking back for a moment, one notices that in his 

anticipatory excitement about the walking tour Keats was 

somewhat deluded: "I will clamber through the Clouds and 

exist. I will get such an accumulation of stupendous rec

ollections that as I walk through the suburbs of London I 

may not see them . . . " (Letters, 1.264). The increasing 

self-consciousness of his imagination and the problems of 

which it was aware were far too powerful to be completely 

subdued. Only one month before his trip he was overwhelmed 

by his anxieties: 

However I am now so depressed that I have 
not an Idea to put to paper—my hand feels like 
lead—and yet it is and unpleasant numbness 
it does not take away the pain of existence— 
I don't know what to write . . . —and even 
now I have but a confused idea of what I 
should be about my intellect must be in a 
degen[er]ating state—it must be for when I 
should be writing about god knows what I am 
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troubling you with Moods of my own Mind or 
rather body—for Mind there is none. (Letters, 
1.287) 

In another letter which he wrote shortly before the tour, he 

alluded to the continual "pain of existence" in a manner 

which foreshadowed the projectionistic tendencies of his 

descriptions of the north: "There is a continual courtesy 

between the Heavens and the Earth.—the heavens rain down 

their unwelcomeness, and the Earth sends it up again to be 

returned to morrow" (Letters, 1.273-4). 

In the first letter from the northern tour, one can 

find evidence that his personal dilemma was subtly coloring 

his preceptions of nature. For example, he attested to 

having "an amazing partiality for mountains in the clouds" 

(Letters, 1.300), an affinity which may be, in part, attrib

utable to the analogous haze of uncertainty which clouded 

the poet's attempts at understanding. The following pas

sage from a later letter tends to bear this out: 

This is the world—thus we cannot expect 
to give way many hours to pleasure—Cir
cumstances are like Clouds continually 
gathering and bursting—While we are 
laughing the seed of some trouble is put 
into the wide arable land of events—. 

(Letters, 11.79) 

Also, in his observations of a mountain stream, Keats pro

vided a description which could easily be applied to his 

subjective approach to life: "this is buffetting all the 

way on a rocky bed ever various . . . " (Letters, 1.300). 

Perhaps the strongest analogy to Keats's intellectual 
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conflicts is found in his description of the Ambleside water

fall: 

At the same time the different falls have 
as different characters; the first darting 
down the slate-rock like an arrow; the second 
spreading out like a fan—the third dashed 
into a mist—and the one on the other side 
of the rock a sort of mixture of all these. 
(Letters, 1.300-1) 

The manner in which he represented the varying characters 

of the falls is reminiscent of his self-conscious struggles 

toward attaining a reconciliation of those dialectical ele

ments of existence which "cannot to the will/ Be settled, 

but they tease us out of thought." As was suggested in the 

introductory chapter, when Keats was beset by a question 

which engaged that side of his consciousness which was given 

to "consequitive reasoning," he confronted it straightfor

wardly—darting, headlong, "like an arrow" into the fray. 

But in the process, his energies became spread out "like a 

fan" as he grappled with the divergent qualities of which 

his reasoning made him aware. Finally, as he recognized 

the apparent futility of trying to bridge the gap between 

these disparities, his hopes for arriving at a final resolu

tion were 'Sashed into a mist." Unable to know the truth of 

any of his speculations, he was left with a confused "sort 

of mixture of all these" speculative processes. 

Keats may have felt certain that he had attained 

the level at which objectified reality surpassed the illu

sory imagination, effectively placing it in its proper sphere. 
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He revealed that he "shall learn poetry here and shall hence

forth write more than ever . . . " (Letters, 1.301). How

ever, his security was premature, for the tenor of his ob

servations reveals that his horrid moods of mind were oper

ating slightly beneath the surface of his awareness in their 

usual, subjective fashion. His position was merely a plateau 

in the ascent toward proper understanding; he had yet to 

reach the summit. The dialectic remains. 

As Keats continued to amble through the countryside, 

he failed to discern the proper relationship between imagi

nation and reality. Dickstein assesses the situation quite 

succinctly in finding that "by going north Keats manages to 

avoid the problem by focusing on a more narrow and limited 
2 

reality." However, Keats began to recognize the problems 

associated with this narrowness of vision. In commenting 

upon a group of youngsters at a country dancing school, he 

said: "This is what I like better than scenery. I fear our 

continued moving from place to place, will prevent our be

coming learned in village affairs; we are mere creatures of 

Rivers, Lakes, & mountains" (Letters, 1.307-8). The awe 

which struck him so forcefully as he began his tour was be

ginning to fade, and he was starting to return to the posi

tion from which he set out: "Scenery is fine—but human 

nature is finer." Stuart M. Sperry also notices that the 

poet's observations up to this point of the tour "do little 

more than confirm the same problems of aesthetic perception 



32 

revealed in the Epistle to Reynolds" and adds that "Keats 

was forced on to further depth of realization only by a new 
3 

event. This was his visit to the Burns memorials . . . ." 

"On Visiting the Tomb of Burns" is occasioned by 

his first encounter with a Burns shrine, and is the first 

poem of any consequence to be conceived during the tour. 

The sonnet was written "in a strange mood, half asleep" 

(Letters, 1.309), and this dreamlike mood is reflected in 

the first quatrain: 
The town, the churchyard, and the setting sun. 
The clouds, the trees, the rounded hills all seem. 
Though beautiful, cold—strange—as in a dream 

I dreamed long ago, now new begun. 

Keats's lurking subjectivity seems to be coming to the sur

face, for in this passage there is an obvious duality of 

vision—one based on actuality, and one based on a dreamlike 

world of seeming. The conflicts of his divided conscious

ness were beginning anew, and he was once more confronted 

with the problems of separating fact from prejudice. In the 

letter which contains this sonnet, Keats was aware that he 

was still a captive of his illusory imagination: "I will 

endeavour to get rid of my prejudices . . . " (Letters, 

1.309). 

In the second quatrain, Keats came to a powerful 

realization: "All is cold Beauty; pain is never done" 

(1. 8). Morris Dickstein sees this awareness as making a 

remarkable leap in Keats's understanding in that the poet 
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has come to see that "the deficiency is in the world as well 

as in himself, and not in this scene alone but in 'all' such 
4 

beauty." However, Keats immediately undercut the validity 

of this position by ascribing it to an overpowering subjec

tive response: 

For who has mind to relish, Minos-wise, 
The Real of Beauty, free from that dead hue 
Sickly imagination and sick pride 

Cast wan upon it! (11. 9-12) 

As the conflict between the objective reality of the "ma

terial sublime"—the "Real of Beauty"—and the subjective 

illusion of a morbid self-consciousness reasserted itself, 

he implied that he might never attain the reconciliation for 

which he so desperately longed, for the "pain is never done." 

Such a possibility reduced him to an almost tearful state as 

he humbled himself before the presiding genius of the area: 

. . . with honour due 
I oft have honour'd thee. Great shadow, hide 

Thy face; I sin against thy native skies. 

(11. 12-14) 

Sperry finds the climax of this sonnet to anticipate "what 

was to be a steady growth of realization as the trip pro

ceeded. The 'sin' against Burns's 'native skies' lay in the 

failure of the imagination to conform itself to the real 
5 

nature of its objects." 

The day after the dilemma of his divided conscious

ness reintroduced itself into Keats's awareness, he dashed 

off some doggerel verse to his sister, Fanny, which revealed 

that he was attempting to combine with the problems of 
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self-confrontation his growing knowledge of human nature as 

a means of attaining a fuller understanding. He realized 

that wherever he might go, he could not escape the pains of 

existence which he had hoped to leave in the "miasma of 

London" (Letters, 1.299): 

There was a naughty Boy, 
And a naughty Boy was he. 

He ran away to Scotland 
The people for to see-
Then he found 
That the ground 
Was as hard. 
That a yard 
Was as long. 

As in England— (IV.11. 1-9, 20) 

Perplexed by the universality of the h\iman condition, he 

was once more given to speculation: "So he stood in his 

shoes/ And he wonder'd" (11. 21-2). 

While Keats was experiencing the "beautiful enchant

ing, gothic picturesque fine, delightful, . . . Grand, sub

lime—a few Blisters &c" (Letters, 1.322), the problems of 

reconciling the many disparate elements of existence re

entered his speculations: "my head is sometimes in such a 

whirl in considering the million likings and antipathies of 

our Moments—that I can get into no settled strain in my 

Letters . . . " (Letters, 1.324). This unsettled condition 

also seemed to affect his compositional powers momentarily, 

for as he visited the second Burns shrine, he wrote a son

net which was so bad that he did not want to share it in 

his letters (Letters, 1.324). Although Keats was fairly 
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accurate in his appraisal of the "Sonnet Written in the 

Cottage Where Burns Was Born," several of the lines are of 

interest: 

My pulse is warm with thine own Barley-bree, 
My head is light with pledging a great soul. 
My eyes are wandering, and I cannot see. 
Fancy is dead and drunken at its goal; 

Yet I can stamp my foot upon thy floor. 
Yet can I ope thy window-sash to find 
The meadow thou hast tramped o'er and o'er . . . . 

(11. 5-11) 

The awareness of objective reality remains functional, but 

his creatively imaginative abilities have been annulled. 

This passage seems to mark a turning point in Keats's under

standing of the relationship between reality and imaginative 

flight. He had been consciously struggling to suppress his 

subjective imagination, and here he seemed to have been 

overly successful—his poetic ability was stifled. In a 

letter to Reynolds, he indicated that the imaginative did 

have a place with the actual: "Fancy is indeed less than a 

present palpable reality, but it is greater than remembrance 

—you would lift your eyes from Homer only to see close be

fore you the real Isle of Tenedos.—you would rather read 

Homer afterwards than remember yourself—One song of Burns's 

is of more worth to you than all I could think for a whole 

year in his native country . . ." (Letters, 1.325). 

His creativity had also been deadened by the reali

zation that the oppressive qualities of life also weighted 

the joys of Burns as much as they had him. He said that 



36 

Burns's "Misery is a dead weight upon the nimbleness of one's 

quill" (Letters, 1.325). Although he tried to forget this, 

he could not; Burns was miserable, and his works revealed 

this condition quite clearly: "We can see horribly clear 

in the works of such a man his whole life, as if we were 

God's spies" (Letters, 1.325). Yet despite the fact that 

Keats's "sensations are sometimes deadened for weeks to

gether, " he was becoming aware of a reality which allowed 

him to feel somewhat hopeful: "Things like these, and they 

are real, have made me resolve to have a care of my health 

. . . " (Letters, 1.325). Apparently Keats felt that he 

was approaching an understanding, however insubstantial, of 

the positions which his divided consciousness must assume in 

order to function in a proper poetic manner, and he seemed 

to be approaching a fuller awareness of the "lore of good 

and ill" in its relationship with the human condition. As 

Stuart Sperry suggests, " . . . the confrontation with Burns 

was forcing him to struggle to assimilate the discordancies 

of experience . . . more as basic elements conditioning the 

value and meaning of h\iman existence. The problems of 

aesthetic perception and the larger issues of life were be-
6 

ginning to merge inextricably." 

As Keats and Brown continued to take in the sights 

of Scotland, Keats was particularly impressed with Ailsa 

Rock. His impression with this is of interest chiefly in 

that he described the rock in terms which reveal that the 
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poetic program which he set out in "On Seeing a Lock of 

Milton's Hair" was still on his mind. In the ode, he was 

concerned with the attainment of a knowledge which would 

grant him the ability to temper his emotions—to achieve a 

speculative balance between imagination and reality. Upon 

seeing the lock of hair he tells us 

. . . I was startled, when I caught thy name 
Coupled so unaware; 

Yet, at the moment, temperate was my blood. 
I thought I had beheld it from the flood. 

(11. 39-42) 

In the description of his response to Ailsa Rock, he showed, 

with a remarkable similarity in phrasing, that he had yet 

to achieve the ability to look upon nature with a cool, 

emotional detachment: 

The effect of ailsa with the peculiar 
perspective of the Sea in connection 
with the ground we stood on, and the 
misty rain then falling gave me a 
complete Idea of a deluge—Ailsa struck 
me very suddenly—really I was a little 
alarmed—. (Letters, 1.329) 

Keats still struggled with the warring elements of his con

sciousness, and he continued to evidence his awareness of 

duality in his sonnet, "To Ailsa Rock": 

Thy life is but two dead eternities— 
The last in air, the former in the deep; 
First with the whales, last with the eagle-skies— 

Drown'd wast thou till an earthquake made thee steep. 
Another cannot wake thy giant size. 

(11. 10-14) 

However, unlike Keats in his dilemma, the duality for Ailsa 

Rock had been resolved; its present state was stabilized. 

^'-tr-' .1 *̂ l J.1XI 
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Keats's intellectual position was far from being 

stable, and this may, in part, explain why he tended to iden

tify with the people of Scotland. He discussed this affinity 

in the letter which contains "To Ailsa Rock": 

I must incline to the scotch—. . . The 
Scotchman will never give a decision on 
any point—he will never commit himself 
in a sentence which may be refered to as 
a meridian in his notions of things—so 
that you do not know him . . . . 

(Letters, 1.330) 

The most noticeable difference, however, lies in the fact 

that the Scotchman will not commit himself, and Keats could 

not commit himself with any certainty. Perhaps this char

acteristic of the Scotch consoled him in his inability to 

"refer to any standard law/ Of either earth or heaven." 

Another reason for his inclination toward the Scottish people 

was that they already possessed something which he was striv

ing to attain on this tour—"The Scotchman is farther in 

Humanity" (Letters, 1.331). 

Keats provided an insight into the progress which 

he had made toward probing "farther into Humanity" in a 

letter written to Benjamin Bailey dated 18, 22 July 1818: 
I should not have consented to myself these 
four Months tramping in the highlands but 
that I thought it would give me more expe
rience, rub off more Prejudice, use [me] to 
more hardship, identify finer scenes load me 
with grander Mountains, and strengthen more 
my reach in Poetry, than would stopping at 
home among Books even though I should reach 
Homer—By this time I am comparitively a . . . 
mountaineer—. (Letters, 1.342) 
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Keats had become relatively successful in his attempts at 

gaining a knowledge of the actual which should improve upon 

the delights of the imagination, for he considered himself 

to be a mountaineer. To recall a passage from an earlier 

letter to Bailey is instructive: " . . . the eagles nest is 

finer for the Mountaineer has look'd into it—" (Letters, 

1.242). But he was again finding that immersion in the 

"material sublime" was not as effective in releasing him 

from his problems as he had hoped: "The first Mountains I 

saw, though not so large as some I have since seen, weighed 

very solemnly upon me. The effect is wearing away—" 

(Letters, 1.342). 

As the effect wore away, he was once more assaulted 

by the complexities of his divided consciousness: 

I will say a few words written in a sane 
and sober Mind, a very scarce thing with 
me . . . . I carry all matters to an ex
treme—so that when I have any little vex
ation it grows in five Minutes into a theme 
for Sophocles—. (Letters, 1.340) 

His speculations evidenced a lack of the temperate balance 

for which he strove, and the turmoil which he experienced 

in confronting the disparate elements of his thoughts ren

dered him uncertain of his mental stability. He seemed to 

have returned to the anxiety which characterized his per

ception of the "gulph austere" in "God of the Meridian." 

As one may recall, in this earlier piece he was fearful that 

his attempts toward reconciliation of the "terrible division" 
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might result in the loss of his sanity: "And is not this the 

cause/ Of madness?" (11. 16-17). 

At this point in the tour, Keats seemed to become 

aware that he could not live merely in the eye of objective 

reality; his imagination could not be suppressed: " . . . 

you must allow for imagination—I know I shall not be able 

to help it" (Letters, 1.341). He remained desirous of cor

recting the ignorance of his erring, subjective imagination, 

and implied that the corrective must be found in a renewed 

self-confrontation. Working his way to the root of his 

problems was an undertaking which would require a great 

deal of time and effort, and his awareness of the difficul

ties involved suggested a bit of hesitancy in his desire to 

begin: 

I must absolutely get over this—but how? 
The only way is to find the root of evil, 
and so cure it 'with backward mutters of 
dissevering Power' That is a difficult 
thing; for an obstinate Prejudice can sel
dom be produced but from a gordian com
plication of feelings, which must take 
time to unravell and care to keep unra
velled—. (Letters, 1.342) 

In "Lines Written in the Highlands After a Visit to 

Burns's Country," Keats provided a poetic expansion of the 

problems suggested in this letter to Bailey, and as Dick

stein has remarked, the piece offers ". . .a reflection on 

the whole enterprise of the tour, with its promised joys 

7 

and unexpected torment." Keats reflected the early expec

tations of the tour, and their limitations, in the following 
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passage: 

There is a deeper joy than all, more solemn in the heart. 
More parching to the tongue than all, of more divine a 

smart. 
When weary steps forget themselves upon a pleasant turf. 
Upon hot sand, or flinty road, or sea-shore iron scurf. 
Toward the castle or the cot, where long ago was born 
One who was great through mortal days, and died of fame 

unshorn! (11. 7-12) 

Initially, he reveled in the joys of an objective reality— 

a solemn enjoyment which induced a greater intensity of 

feeling, "more divine a smart," than does the painful, sub

jective consciousness which plagued him before he began the 

tour. Yet, one is reminded that the joys of self-forgetful

ness remain operative only during that portion of the tour 

which preceded his visits to the Burns shrine: "When weary 

steps forget themselves . . . Toward the castle or the cot 

. . . ." For, as was shown earlier, once he reached the 

memorials, the awareness of the conflicts of his divided 

consciousness was reawakened, and he realized that he had 

been deluding himself in thinking that his living in the 

eye of objective reality had effectively negated the morbid 

perceptions of his imagination. Owing to an overly re

stricted vision, he had failed to perceive the beauties of 

nature from a fully integrated viewpoint: 

Light heather-bells may tremble then, but they are 
far away; 

Wood-lark may sing from sandy fern,—the Sun may 
hear his lay; 

Runnels may kiss the grass on shelves and shallows 
clear. 

But their low voices are not heard, though come on 
travels drear . . . . (11. 13-16) 
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While he had been delighting in the objective, he had failed 

to notice that the subjective, "forgotten eye" of the imag

ination "is still fast lidded to the ground" (1. 21). 

The intellectual position which pre-exists his re

newed awareness of the subjective imagination is one in 

which the observer is divorced from the actualities of the 

world: 

At such a time the soul's a child, in childhood is 
the brain; 

Forgotten is the worldly heart—alone, it beats 

in vain.— (11. 23-24) 

The language employed in this passage recalls Keats's con

ception of life as comparable to a "large Mansion of Many 

Apartments." In reflecting upon the philosophical import 

of Wordsworth, he related this comparison in a letter to 

Reynolds: 
I compare human life to a large Mansion of 
Many Apartments, two of which I can only de
scribe, 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 notwithstanding the 
doors of the second Chamber remain wide open, 
showing a bright appearance, we care not to 
hasten it; but are at length imperceptibly 
impelled by the awakening of the thinking 
principle—within us—we no sooner get into 
the second Chamber, which I shall call the 
Chamber of Maiden-Thought, than we become 
intoxicated with the light and the atmos
phere, we see nothing but pleasant wonders, 
and think of delaying there for ever in de
light: However among the effects this breath
ing is father of is that tremendous one of 
sharpening one's vision into the heart and 
nature of Man—of convincing ones nerves that 
the World is full of Misery and Heartbreak, 
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Pain, Sickness and oppression—whereby This 
Chamber of Maiden Thought becomes gradually 
darken'd and at the same time on all sides of 
it many doors are set open—but all dark— 
all leading to dark passages—We see not the 
ballance of good and evil. We are in a Mi'st— 
We are now in that state—. (Letters, 1.280-1) 

By seeking to ground himself completely in objective ac

tuality, he had subverted the "thinking principle" and re

turned to the "infant or thoughtless Chamber." Obviously 

this regressive position could not be maintained if he was 

to attain the understanding for which he had been striving— 

a fact he recognized, in "Lines Written in the Highlands 

After a Visit to Burns's Country," as he attested to the 

folly of attempting to suppress the imagination: 

Scanty the hour and few the steps beyond the bourn 
of care. 

Beyond the sweet and bitter world,—^beyond it 
unaware! 

Scanty the hour and few the steps, because a longer 
stay 

Would bar return, and make a man forget his mortal 

way: (11. 29-32) 

The perceptions of his subjective imagination, to which he 

had attributed his awareness of evil in the world, could 

not be forgone; he must allow the imagination and attempt to 

reconcile it with that side of his consciousness which de

manded actuality in order to burn through "the fierce dis

pute/ Betwixt damnation and impassion'd clay" which char

acterized the "sweet and bitter world." For if he was to 

sharpen his vision "into the heart and nature of Man," he 

must allow for the "Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness 

and oppression" of the world. 
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In his attempts to relegate the imaginative and the 

actual to their proper spheres, and thereby reconcile the 

demands of his divided consciousness, Keats had revolved 

around the static center of resolution from one polar ex

treme to another—from the painful depths of an excessively 

subjective imagination to an unrealistic immersion in total 

objectivity. Despite his vacillations, however, the strength 

of his desire for an adequate understanding of these dis

parities, coupled with a remarkable awareness of speculative 

drifting, enabled him to remain happily anchored to the cen

tral point which, when finally attained, would allow him to 

leave behind the horrors of that "terrible division": 

No, no, that horror cannot be, for at the cable's 
length 

Man feels the gentle anchor pull and gladdens in 

its strength . . . . (11. 39-40) 

And, Keats added, if this strength could be maintained, 

there was hope that he could achieve a clarity of inner 

vision and bridge the "gulph austere" without the loss of 

his mental stability: 

Yet be his anchor e'er so fast, room there is for 
a prayer 

That man may never lose his mind on mountains black 
and bare; 

That he may stray league after league some great 
birth-place to find 

And keep his vision clear from speck, his inward 

sight unblind. (11. 45-48) 

Stuart Sperry, in commenting upon Keats's poetic probing 

into the dialectical qualities of his consciousness, feels 

that "the methods of using such works as the Epistle to 
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Reynolds and 'Lines Written in the Highlands After a Visit 

to Burns's Country' to explore imbalances and dangers in 

his sense of the creative process, as well as various means 

of compensation, was proving instructive, however troubling 
g 

or neurotic the results might appear." 

Keats had now attained a realistic understanding 

of his position despite his lack of resolution, and remained 

somewhat hopeful that he might still find a corrective for 

his dilemma: 
I assure you I often long for a seat and a 
Cup o' tea at well Walk—especially now that 
mountains, castles and Lakes are becoming 
common to me—yet I would rather summer it 
out for on the whole I am happier than when 
I have time to be glum—perhaps it may cure 
me—. (Letters, 1.351) 

In the same letter from which the above passage was taken, 

he included a bit of doggerel verse occasioned by his visit 

to Staffa: 

Many a mortal of these days. 
Dares to pass our sacred ways. 
Dares to touch audaciously 
This Cathedral of the Sea! 
I have been the pontiff-priest 
Where the waters never rest. 
Where a fledgy sea-bird choir 
Soars for ever; holy fire 
I have hid from mortal man; 
Proteus is my Sacristan. 
But the stupid eye of mortal 
Hath pass'd beyond the rocky portal; 
So for ever will I leave 
Such a taint, and soon unweave 
All the magic of the place. 

(11. 35-49) 

There is nothing remarkable about these lines, but they are 

of interest in that they reveal that Keats still possessed 
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the ability to deal with the problems of the limitations of 

the imagination in a playful manner. 

However, his mood of lighthearted hopefulness was 

only temporary. As he neared the end of the tour, a 

troubled sense of uncertainty returned, and with it a re

newed tendency to externalize the dilemma of his divided 

consciousness. The chasms upon the side of Ben Nevis, the 

highest mountain in Great Britain, induced a descriptive 

passage which recalled his earlier affinity "for mountains 

in the clouds," and alluded to the problems which beset a 

sensitive mind perplexed by the anxieties of trying to under

stand the dialectic of the "gulph austere" revealed in "God 

of the Meridian." The chasms seemed to "give the appear

ance to Nevis of a shattered heart or Core in itself— 

. . . they turn one giddy if you choose to give way to it— 

. . . Sometimes these chasms are tolerably clear, sometimes 

there is a misty cloud which seems to steam up and some

times they are entirely smothered with clouds—" (Letters, 

1.353). 

As Keats and Brown ascended Ben Nevis, they "came 

on a Mist, so that from that part of the verry top [they] 

walked in a Mist" (Letters, 1.353), and it seems that the 

symbolic import of this condition influenced Keats's specu

lations on life to which he gave poetic form in "Written 

Upon the Top of Ben Nevis." Walter Jackson Bate feels that 

while the sonnet is "of course only a gesture," it is of 
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interest "in what it shows of the preoccupations in [Keats's] 

own mind even at such a moment ('We are in a Mist,' as he 

had said to Reynolds in the letter on the 'Chamber of Maiden-
9 

Thought': 'We see not the ballance of good and evil')." 

Initially, Keats evidenced a concern with the ability to 

understand man's position in the universal scheme, address

ing himself to the problems associated with attaining a 

knowledge of hell, heaven, and earth. After requesting a 

lesson from the Muse, he recalled the chasms which he had 

encountered: 

I look into the chasms, and a shroud 
Vaporous doth hide them,—just so much I wist 
Mankind do know of hell; I look o'erhead. 
And there is a sullen mist,—even so much 
Mankind can tell of heaven; mist is spread 
Before the earth, beneath me . . . . 

(11. 3-8) 

He then turned his thoughts to mankind's awareness: 

. . . —even such. 
Even so vague is man's sight of himself! 

(11. 8-9) 

Finally, he applied his perceptions to his attempts at rec

onciling the disparate elements of his own existence; 

likening himself to a "poor witless elf" he realized: 
. . . —that all my eye doth meet 

Is mist and crag, not only on this height. 
But in the world of thought and mental might! 

(11. 12-14) 

These lines do not suggest that an adequate reconciliation 

is forthcoming; rather, they describe, as Sperry has noted, 

"the painful state of 'Purgatory blind,' the stance of one 

wrapped in obscurity between earth and heaven and lacking 
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any clear norm of reason, 'any standard law,' to serve as 
10 

guide." Keats summed up his position at the end of the 

tour quite ably in his remarks to Mrs. James Wylie in a 

letter dated 6 August 1818: "It is impossible to prove that 

black is white. It is impossible to make out, that sorrow 

is joy or joy is sorrow" (Letters, 1.358). He remains in 

the mist of dialectical uncertainties. 
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CHAPTER III 

TOWARD A HIGHER UNITY 

. . . am I these things, and others, 
or are they secret keys, impossible algebras 
of what we shall never know? 

—Jorge Luis Borges 

The walking tour did not provide the understanding 

which Keats had hoped would enable him to reconcile the 

many oppositions with which he had been confronted. It did, 

however, offer him the opportunity to rethink some of the 

positions which he had achieved during the first five months 

of 1818. Early in this period he set out a poetic program 

which he was determined to follow—a program which required 

a temperate knowledge of the various qualities of nature 

with a particular emphasis upon attaining a sharper vision 

into the heart of man. Setting out from London with a con

sciousness that was dominated by a morbid and illusory sub

jective imagination, he went to the north country in hopes 

of suppressing the excesses of this side of his awareness 

by immersing himself totally in its opposite—objective 

actuality. In coming to grips with the realities of human 

nature, as revealed to him, especially, in his ponderings 

occasioned by his visits to the Burns memorials, he began 

to realize that the subjective and objective aspects of his 

thoughts could not be separated; his only hopes for acquir

ing the proper understanding lay in reconciling these 

50 
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polarities. Once again he had returned to the problems which 

plagued him before he began the tour. However, he could now 

confront the problems which accompanied the relegation of the 

imaginative and the actual to their proper spheres with the 

added knowledge which he had obtained during his excursion. 

Working from this new speculative foundation, Keats 

produced a number of his most widely read pieces in the 

next eleven months (August 1818 through June 1819), includ

ing his introduction to the humanitarian version of the 

"Fall of Hyperion," "Hyperion," "The Eve of St. Agnes," 

the "Bright star" sonnet, "La belle dame sans merci," and 

the great odes. While these are hallmarks in the Keats 

canon, and as such have given rise to many detailed studies, 

they are not of considerable importance to one concerned 

with Keats's final position in his attempts to reach an 

understanding which would provide a sense of higher unity 

in his divided consciousness; they merely show Keats's con

tinued vacillation between struggle and solution. In the 

odes, for example, one sees Keats trying to write himself 

out of his dilemma; but, failing to reach any clear-cut 

solutions, he seems to conclude that the more one considers 

the multi-faceted problems of illusion and reality, the 

more one becomes confused. Keats was only to begin to find 

a poetic integration for "the million likings and antipa

thies" of his troubled speculations in the summer of 1819 

when he was working on "Lamia," his last sustained poetic 

offering. 
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However, before turning to a study of this poem, 

which Alexander W. Crawford finds to "complete the develop

ment of [Keats's] philosophy of life, and to give it its 

final statement," a brief survey of the letters in the 

months preceding its composition may prove helpful in ascer

taining the manner in which the heightened awareness pro

vided by the Scottish tour affected the workings of the 

poet's mind. 

First, Keats seemed to find it easier to accept the 

subjective colorings of the illusory imagination as a part 

of his speculative disposition, and he alluded to an aware

ness of the universality of the human condition: "An in

dolent day—fill'd with speculations even of an unpleasant 

colour—is bearable and even pleasant alone—when one's 

thoughts cannot find out any thing better in the world; and 

experience has told us that locomotion is no change . . . " 

(Letters, 11.77). In addition, he suggested that he was no 

longer trying to escape from the realities of his warring 

consciousness; he evidenced a renewed self-confrontation in 

terms which indicated that he was now able to view the con-

flects of psychic division with a bit more objectivity than 

he had shown before: 

Though a quarrel in the streets is a thing 
to be hated, the energies displayed in it 
are fine; the commonest Man shows a grace 
in his quarrel—By a superior being our reason
ing [s] may take the same tone—though errone
ous they may be fine—This is the very thing 
in which consists poetry; and if so it is not 
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so fine a thing as philosphy—for the 
same reason that an eagle is not so fine 
a thing as a truth—Give me this credit 
—Do you not think I strive—to know 
myself? (Letters, II.80-1) 

And his heightened objectivity in dealing with the diver

gent qualities of his consciousness also appeared to be in

fluencing his method of approaching the problems of the 

actual world: 

I have been always till now almost as care
less of the world as a fly—my troubles were 
all of the Imagination—. . . Now I find I 
must buffet [the problems of the world]— 
I must take my stand upon some vantage ground 
and begin to fight—I must choose between 
despair & Energy—I choose the latter—. 

(Letters, 11.113) 

In the last two passages, Keats indicated that he had ar

rived at a level of understanding which would allow him to 

face the dialectics of existence, both internal and exter

nal, in a manner which is reminiscent of that suggested by 

Friedrich Schiller in his essay on aesthetics entitled On 

Naive and Sentimental Poetry: "Strive for unity, but seek 

it not in uniformity; strive for repose, but by means of 
2 

the equilibrium and not the cessation of your activity." 

Rather than to quietly submit to the problems which accom

pany the hostilities of an embattled consciousness, Keats 

was coming to find an admiration for the "energies dis

played" in the conflict. Perhaps he had grown tired of the 

despondency which has plagued his earlier, somewhat passive, 

attempts at resolving his dilemma; he was now exhibiting a 

desire to stand his ground and to fight energetically for 
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whatever reconciliation he might attain in order to escape 

the despair of which he had grown weary. 

From the inception of his new poetic program which 

he revealed in "On Seeing a Lock of Milton's Hair" and "On 

Sitting Down to Read King Lear Once Again," Keats had been 

concerned with the acquisition of the knowledge which would 

allow him to confront phenomenal stimuli with a temperate, 

speculative balance. Heretofore, he had been unable to work 

with a sensibility characterized by a cool and unemotional 

detachment, but in a letter to Sarah Jeffrey dated 9 June 

1819, he seemed to be approaching that long sought after 

goal: 

To be thrown among people who care not for 
you, with whom you have no sympathies forces 
the Mind upon its own resources, and leaves 
it free to make its speculations of the dif
ferences of human character and to class them 
with the calmness of a Botanist. 

(Letters, 11.115) 

Again, this new-found strength was associated with self-

confrontation—a reliance upon his own resources which pro

vided him with a greater confidence in his abilities as a 

writer: "I dare say my discipline is to come, and plenty 

of it too" (Letters, 11.116). Because of financial dif

ficulties, Keats had been considering taking a medical 

position aboard a ship which sailed between England and 
3 

India, but perhaps because of his renewed confidence in 

the results of his poetical studies, he gave up this idea: 

"I have given up the Idea of the Indiaman; I cannot resolve 
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to give up my favorite studies: so I purpose to retire into 

the Country and set my Mind at work once more" (Letters, 

11.117) . And in setting his mind at work once more, it ap

pears that his discipline truly returned to him; in the 

summer of 1819 he completed not only the majority of "Lamia," 

but finished a five act play, Otho the Great, in collabora

tion with Charles Brown. The play is of little interest in 

itself, but several of its passages are phrased in a manner 

which reflects Keats's continued concern with the problems 

of fragmentation and its resolution, and, as will be seen, 

these passages loosely function as glosses upon the specu

lative directions which the poet is exploring in "Lamia." 

In April of 1819, Keats evidenced, once again, his 

concern over the struggle to obtain a means of reining in 

the excessive tendencies of his divided consciousness, for 

he wrote that ". . .we must temper the Imagination as the 

Critics say with Judgment" (Letters, 11.97). In a letter 

written to J. H. Reynolds on 11 July 1819, he suggested that 

in "Lamia" he had achieved the disciplined and detached con

trol which he had been unable to master in earlier efforts: 

You will be glad to hear under my own hand 
. . . how diligent I have been, & am being. 
I have . . . proceeded pretty well with Lamia, 
finishing the 1st part which consists of 
about 400 lines. I have great hopes of suc
cess, because I make use of my Judgment more 
deliberately than I yet have done; but in 
Case of failure with the world, I shall find 
my content. (Letters, 11.128) 

Not only had he acquired a more desirable level of control. 
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but he also had developed a much healthier attitude in terms 

of poetic expectation. Through his determination to find 

content despite the possibilities of artistic failure, he 

was allowing himself a greater compositional flexibility by 

freeing himself from the entanglements which accompany the 

oftentimes restrictive nervous strain created by the neces

sity of success. As he continued in the letter, he revealed 

an intellectual maturity which was approaching that level 

of temperate awareness toward which he had been striving 

since his embarkation upon the poetic program of early 1818: 

. . . however I sho[uld] like to enjoy what 
the competences of life procure, I am in no 
wise dashed at a different prospect. I have 
spent too many thoughtful days & moralized 
thro' too many nights for that, and fruitless 
wo[uld] they be indeed, if they did not by 
degrees make me look upon the affairs of the 
world with a healthy deliberation. 

(Letters, II. 128) 

He also alluded to the attainment of a partial solution to 

his overly subjective perceptions of the world; he seemed 

to be tempering the demands of that side of his conscious

ness which favored an illusory and visionary escape with an 

increasingly humanized perception which was cognizant of 

its mortal limitations. He was forgoing the temptations 

of imaginative flight for a healthy grounding in the actual: 

I have of late been moulting: not for fresh 
feathers & wings: they are gone, and in their 
stead I hope to have a pair of patient sub
lunary legs. I have altered, not from a Chry
salis into a butterfly, but the Contrary, hav
ing two loopholes, whence I may look out into 
the stage of the world: and that world on our 
coming here I almost forgot. 

(Letters, 11.128) 



57 

Keats had been laboring under an awareness of the 

"gordian complication of feelings, which must take time to 

unravell and care to keep unravelled" (Letters, 1.342) and, 

therefore, approached the composition of "Lamia" from a 

position which was strikingly similar to that alluded to in 

the following passage from Otho the Great: 

Grievously are we tantaliz'd, one and all— 
Sway'd here and there, commanded to and fro 
As though we were the shadows of a dream 
And link'd to a sleeping fancy, what do we 

here? (V.i.1-4) 

As he explored in "Lamia" the tempestuous swayings of a 

divisive awareness from his newly attained level of an 

anxiety-free, controlled detachment, he was able to antici

pate the usual complications which had plagued his thoughts 

in his earlier major attempts. As Stuart Sperry has sug

gested, he converts " . . . the familiar predicament to posi

tive advantage by accepting it frankly from the outset, by 

adopting the dilemma as the nucleus for a drama of divided 

impulses and sympathies whose very point would lie in its 

4 

insolubility." He was able to set aside his former prob

lems much in the manner suggested by these lines spoken by 

Auranthe to Conrad in Otho: 

. . . Farewell 
Thou clod of yesterday—'twas not myself! 
Not till this moment did I ever feel 
My spirit's faculties! (I.i.88-91) 

This passage indicates that he was beginning to transcend 

his constant speculative vexations and was attaining to the 

hard-won state of calm which he envisioned earlier in 
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Endymion: 

No more will I count over, link by link. 
My chain of grief: no longer strive to find 
A half-forgetfulness in mountain wind 
Blustering about my ears: aye, thou shalt see. 
Dearest of sisters what my life shall be; 
What a calm round of hours shall make my days. 

(1.978-983) 

Working calmly under the influence of his "spirit's 

faculties" for the first time, Keats was able to re-

confront the "Sad task and hard" of relating "To human 
5 

sense th' invisible exploits/ Of warring Spirits" in a 

relaxed, yet deliberate, manner which allowed him to play 

with a complex range of ambiguities in "Lamia." These am

biguities developed as an outgrowth of Keats's recurrent 

speculative dilemmas, and because of this development, one 

can account for the vast array of antitheses which permeate 

the poem. James Land Jones comments that in ". . . Lamia 

. . . as in no other of his poems, the full gamut of con

traries is structured: the immortal and the human, imagina

tion and intellect, poetry and philosophy, permanence and 

change, dream and reality, love and ambition, contemplation 

and action, passion and thought, pleasure and pain, pursuit 

..6 and satiety. 

It appears that Keats's recently acquired ability 

to compose with a detached control was allowing him to ex

ternalize his awareness of life's diversities in a way which 

transferred the conflicts of his consciousness to the written 

page. He seemed to separate himself from his troiibled 
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intellectual environment in order to witness the warfare of 

polarities from a perspective which was somewhat freer from 

emotionalism than had been his previous subjective attempts 

at understanding. By doing this, he was able to progress 

beyond the morbidity that formerly plagued his subjective 

self-awareness and to draw nearer to the realities of the 

human heart for which he had longed since 1816 when he 

realized in "Sleep and Poetry" that he must bid farewell to 

the "joys" of the imaginative realm: 

Yes, I must pass them for a nobler life. 
Where I may find the agonies, the strife 
Of human hearts . . . . (11. 123-5) 

He was beginning to discover the knowledge which would aid 

him in bridging the gap between the conflicting demands of 

his divided consciousness and help him to define the limits 

and boundaries of illusion and reality so that he might 

relegate these antithetic elements to their proper sphere. 

In the opening lines of "Lamia," the enigmatic serpent/ 

woman seems to long for the same ability which Keats was 

beginning to acquire in a manner which is strikingly similar 

'When from this wreathed tomb shall I awake! 
'When move in a sweet body fit for life, 
'And love, and pleasure, and the ruddy strife 
'Of human hearts and lips! (I. 11.38-41) 

It is interesting to notice that in the process of his in

tellectual maturation Keats had come to understand that 

side of his consciousness which demanded an illusory, imag

inative escape more fully. He was now aware that he had 

been deluded in his former estimation of the "joys" of the 
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luxuriant imagination, despite their seductive quality, for 

he had replaced "joys" with "wreathed tomb" in the transi

tional formula which he had set up as a guideline for at

taining his goals both as artist and as man. 

One may, at first glance, find it curious to dis

cover a partial identification of the poet with Lamia, but 

a close reading of the poem suggests that there exists such 

identification with all the characters—Lamia, Lycius, 

Apollonius, and, to a certain extent, Hermes. Walter Jack

son Bate, in commenting upon this distribution of identifi

cation, adds that " . . . not only is Keats's identification 

distributed among all characters (with Lycius receiving the 

least sympathy) but, more important, it is involved in the 

course of the story, in the light of which all characters 
7 

reveal their limitations." If one accepts "Lamia" as 

Keats's final statement upon his philosophy of life, and 

as the culmination of his speculative wanderings, then this 

distribution of identification among the characters, coupled 

with the manner in which these characters interact, suggests 

that the poem may be viewed as a mythicized history of the 

poet's aesthetic and intellectual development, with the 

main characters assuming a loosely allegorical equivalency 

to the various dialectical components of Keats's conscious

ness. 

Because of the ambiguous nature of "Lamia," critics 

have established differing systems of equivalencies from 
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which they have constructed their various interpretations 

of the poem, and because of Keats's ambiguity in this work, 

the oftentimes conflicting theories, paradoxically, comple

ment each other by offering a multi-leveled approach to a 

continually perplexing composition. Hopefully, the identi

fications required by the framework of this study will like

wise offer a complement to the continuum of "Lamia" scholar

ship and not detract from the progress which has been made 

toward an adequate understanding of the poem's complexities. 

Although Jones does not provide an explicit compari

son, he does imply that Lycius can be roughly equated with 

Keats himself, for he finds the theme of "Lamia" to be 

" . . . the attempt of man to disavow the complex awareness 

of his consciousness, to separate good from ill, joy from 
Q 

pain." However, such an identification must be qualified. 

Lycius does not represent Keats as the author of the poem— 

Keats as an integrated individual—but, rather, appears to 

be identified with that aspect of Keats's psyche which has 

been caught up in the frustrations of trying to reconcile 

the disparities of his fragmented consciousness. He is the 

eternal speculative quester who wavers between dialectical 

considerations. Jones's further comments upon the poem 

tend to reinforce this identification: 
The poem dramatizes the failure that comes 
to one who will not press on beyond the con
tradictions of consciousness to a state of 
mind in which those contradictions are ac
cepted and consequently transformed into a 
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vision of the harmonious operation of the 
cosmos. Somewhere Hegel has said that the 
hand that inflicts the wound must also be 
the hand that heals it. Keats would have 
affirmed the maxim . . . . 

That Keats would have affirmed this maxim is indicated in 

Otho the Great. Ludolph's attendants are at odds to dis

cover 

. . . how to ease and slacken 
The tight-wound energies of his despair. 
Not make them tenser—. (V,iv.2 5-7) 

They decide that the only remedy is to allow his mind to 

cure itself: "There is no other means" (V.iv.34). Because 

that aspect of Keats's awareness which Lycius represents 

fails to "press on beyond the contradictions of conscious

ness" and move effectively toward a higher unity, it is 

symbolically bid farewell with the death of Lycius at the 

poem's end. In his divorcing himself from the ineffectual 

approach represented by Lycius, Keats indicated that he had 

made further progress in his efforts toward reconciliation, 

and he appears to offer an additional comment on this de

velopment in Otho the Great in terms which suggest that he 

was indeed moving beyond his former position: 

. . . but here make oath 
To alienate him from your scheming brain. 
Divorce him from your solitary thoughts. 
And cloud him in such utter banishment. 
That when his person meets again your eye. 
Your vision shall quite lose its memory. 
And wander past him as through vacancy. 

(I.i.67-73) 

If one accepts Lycius as a representation of the 

speculative questioning which caused Keats to hover between 
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dialectical contradictions, then Lamia and Apollonius may 

be identified as representations of the untempered, frag

mentary consciousness with which Keats has had to contend. 

Lamia suggests that side of his consciousness which demands 

subjective illusion and visionary imaginative flight. As 

Sperry comments, " . . . Lamia, in all her shifting lights 

and colors, her capacity for transformation, her ability 

first to conceal and then reveal, represents a power closely 

akin to the imagination." She delights in the creation 

of illusion; for she can muse and dream upon anything she 

desires: 

Of all she list, strange or magnificent: 
How, ever, where she will'd, her spirit went . . . . 

(I. 11.204-5) 

Apollonius, on the other hand, suggests an antithetical 

position—the demand of objective reality and an immersion 

in the stark actualities of everyday existence. He appears 

to be constantly involved in the solution of "some knotty 

problem" (II. 1.160) and prides himself in his ability to 

penetrate illusion. As will be demonstrated, the poem is 

ultimately a study in the unbalanced operations of these 

conflicting approaches to life and the effects which they 

have when not limited to their proper bounds. 

Approaching "Lamia" with a more healthy deliberation 

and a more detached artistic control than he had shown be

fore, Keats began this mythicized account of the development 

of the poet's mind in a sort of pre-lapsarian Utopia with 
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the episodic adventure of a lusty god, Hermes, in search of 

another amorous conquest: 

Upon a time, before the faery broods 
Drove Nymph and Satyr from the prosperous woods, 
Before King Oberon's bright diadem. 
Sceptre, and mantle, clasp'd with dewy gem. 
Frighted away the Dryads and the Fauns 
From rushes green, and brakes, and cowslip'd 

lawns. 
The ever-smitten Hermes empty left 
His golden throne, bent warm on amorous theft: 

(I. 11. 1-8) 

Keats implies a partial identification with Hermes and his 

environment in that in the god's confrontation with Lamia, 

in which he requires her assistance in locating his would-

be paramour, Hermes suggests the speculative approach toward 

the imagination which is possible for a mind which pre

exists psychic fragmentation—the unified awareness which 

Keats had lost and which he longed to reattain. Unlike 

Lycius, and that aspect of Keats's consciousness which he 

represents, Hermes succeeds in his dealings with the Cir-

cean she-serpent, for the divisions between illusion and 

reality are not operative, or at least they seem unimportant: 
It was no dream; or say a dream it was. 
Real are the dreams of Gods . . . . 

(I. 11. 126-7) 

Sperry is helpful upon this point, for he finds that " . . . 

we are dealing in the case of Hermes with a realm of aware

ness where our own habitual distinctions between reality 

and dream, consciousness and unconsciousness, truth and 

error, are simply irrelevant, while the narrator's tone of 

affected nonchalance contains more than a trace of 
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bitterness." And he adds: 

Hermes derives his primary advantage from his 
mythological nature, from a state of awareness 
in which the divisions that haunt the modern 
consciousness do not exist. . . . [Like the 
earliest poets] he ventures upon the imagination 
in its full range of potentiality, when the 
ambivalences that characterize it for a later 
time are submerged or, at most, present only 
latently.12 

In order to obtain Lamia's aid, Hermes agrees to 

"put to proof the lythe Caducean charm" (I. 1.33) which 

will allow her to reassume her woman's shape—a transforma

tion (I. 11.146-170) that Morris Dickstein finds to involve 

the replacement of deification with an "explicit humaniza-

13 tion." The outgrowth of this "humanization" is that Lamia 

passes beyond the mythic state in which a unified conscious

ness is possible and enters the modern realm of dialectical 

contradiction. Sperry feels that from one level of inter

pretation " . . . the drama of the episode depicts the trans

formation and attenuation of imaginative power from its 

first discovery to its modern degeneration to mere charm or 

14 spell." It is this degenerated and divisive condition of 

the imagination with which Lycius must contend. 

After her transformation which places her in a realm 

characterized by a disunified awareness. Lamia possesses, 

in addition to her beguiling imaginative charms, some rather 

curious capabilities: 

Not one hour old, yet of sciential brain 
To unperplex bliss from its neighbour pain; 
Define their pettish limits, and estrange 
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Their points of contact, and swift counterchange; 
Intrigue with specious chaos, and dispart 
Its most ambiguous atoms with sure art . . . . 

(I. 11.191-6) 

These capabilities are strikingly similar to what for Hegel 

is the first step in his dialectical method—the Understand

ing. Although any apparent similarities between Keats and 

Hegel must be coincidental, an insight into the German 

philosopher's theory of dialectic will later prove helpful 

in determining to what degree Keats was successful in attain

ing respite from the dualities which had plagued him. It 

may also suggest, in part, why Keats allows Lycius to die 

at the end of the poem. J. N. Findlay, in Hegel: A Re

examination, quite lucidly discusses the Understanding as 

it is used in a strictly Hegelian sense: 

The kind of thought characteristic of a for
mal deductive system is called by Hegel the 
thought of the Understanding, a thought char
acterized by great fixity and definiteness of 
notions, presuppositions and deductive proce
dures, as well as by an extreme stress on the 
the distinctness and independence of one notion 
or principle from another. The Understanding, 
we may say, cuts off the corners of our ideas, 
all the fine penumbra by which they shade into 
other ideas, or imply them without plainly 
including them: it also checks the tendency 
of our ideas and principles to shift and trans
form themselves into other ideas and princi
ples when faced with unwonted cases or ques-
tions. -"-̂  

Lycius, at an earlier time, may have operated from 

a position somewhat akin to the psychic wholeness exempli

fied by Hermes, for when Lamia first encountered him while 

dreaming among mortals, he was 
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Charioting foremost in the envious race. 
Like a young Jove with calm uneager face . . . . 

(I. 11.217-8) 

But upon his entrance into the action of the poem, he is 

caught up in speculative musing—lost in a fantasy "where 

reason fades,/ In calm'd twilight of Platonic shades" (I. 

11.235-6). In a world of division, Lycius has reached a 

reflective condition which is similar to that suggested by 

Keats in Otho the Great: 

. . . There are times 
When simplest things put on a sombre cast; 
A melancholy mood will haunt a man. 
Until most easy matters take the shape 
Of unachievable tasks . . . . (IV.i.122-7) 

Wrapped up in his speculations about the mysteries of life, 

he passes Lamia indifferently, but when she makes her pres

ence known, he is immediately captivated. On the artistic 

level, this captivation suggests the unwanted domination 

of the imagination which Keats had heretofore experienced; 

on the level of Keats's longing to obtain a temperate knowl

edge, it suggests that Lycius now has the potentiality of 

attaining the first philosophical stage which, following 

Hegel, marks the first positive step in the reattainment of 

harmonious unity—the Understanding, which Lamia at least 

partially represents. Again, Findlay is helpful: "For 

Hegel Understanding is the beginning of philosophy: only 

when various mutually complementary, often antithetical 

abstractions have been clearly developed, will it be pos

sible to integrate them into a richly analysed, living 
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16 
view." It is this "living view" which Keats sought to 

obtain when he consciously set out upon the walking tour 

in hopes of finding a curative power in an immersion in the 

totally objective; for, as suggested in the verse epistle 

to Reynolds, the imagination brought beyond its proper bound 

had rendered his illusory, subjective perceptions morbid. 

Keats appears to be re-enacting this subjugation to the 

excessive imagination as Lycius moves, under Lamia's spell, 

from trance to trance and is deluded into witnessing "un-

perplex'd delight" (I. 1.327). Keats indicated the prob

lem which Lycius faces in his delusion in a mature reflec

tion found in a letter dated 21 April 1819: 

But in truth I do not at all believe in this 
sort of perfectibility—the nature of the world 
will not admit of it—the inhabitants of the 
world will correspond to itself—Let the fish 
philosophise the ice away from the Rivers in 
winter time and they shall be at continual 
play in the tepid delight of summer. Look at 
the Poles and at the sands of Africa, Whirl
pools and volcanoes—Let men exterminate them 
and I will say that they may arrive at earthly 
Happiness—The point at which Man may arrive 
is as far as the paralel state in inanimate 
nature and no further—For instance suppose a 
rose to have sensation, it blooms on a beauti
ful morning it enjoys itself—but there comes a 
cold wind, a hot sun—it can not escape it, it 
cannot destroy its annoyances—they are as na
tive to the world as itself: no more can man be 
happy in spite, the world[l]y elements will prey 
upon his nature—. (Letters, 11.101) 

Only if man can exterminate the harsh realities of nature, 

what might be termed "perplexed delight," can he enjoy the 

position which Lycius assumes; therefore, the enchanted 

young Corinthian cannot prosper any more than can Keats 
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under the domination of that side of his consciousness 

which demands illusory, imaginative flight. 

That the conflicting demands represented by Lamia 

and Apollonius cannot exist without reconciliatory com

promise becomes evident as Lycius enters Corinth with the 

beguiling enchantress. She shudders at the sophist's ap

proach. Lycius apparently recognizes that both cannot work 

together in full force, for he purposely avoids contact with 

his "trusty guide"—while under the influence of Lamia, he 

views the sage as a "ghost of folly haunting [his] dreams" 

(I. 1.377). The folly, however, lies with Lycius and is 

ultimately the cause of his death; for in allowing his soul 

to soar into the realm of imaginative escape, he is unmind

ful of the inherent anxiety which must accompany such flight 

He overlooks the awesome self-awareness which confronted 

Keats earlier when musing over the possibilities of a simi

lar position in "God of the Meridian": 

To thee my soul is flown. 
And my body is earthward press'd.— 

It is an awful mission, 
A terrible division: 
And leaves a gulph austere 
To be fill'd with worldly fear. 

(11. 3-8) 

Lycius maintains his delusion despite Lamia's warning him 

of the "terrible division" which is apparent in their re

lationship: 

'What canst thou say or do of charm enough 
'To dull the nice remembrance of my home? 
'Thou canst not ask me with thee here to roam 
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'Over these hills and vales, where no joy is,— 
'Empty of immortality and bliss! 
'Thou art a scholar, Lycius, and must know 
'That finer spirits cannot breathe below 

'In human climes, and live . . . . (I. 11.274-281) 

Not only is he blinded to the obvious failure which 

he must suffer under the domination of the imagination, but 

he likewise fails to recognize what a temperate approach 

to this aspect of his consciousness might provide him in 

terms of knowledge. As has been suggested, the ambiguous 

nature of Lamia is also capable of offering the Understand

ing which can lead to a reunification of awareness, follow

ing the Hegelian method. The dialectical method is char

acterized by triplicity. Following Findlay, there are three 

stages in the dialectical rhythm ". . . in so far as there 

is a movement from an initial stage . . . characteristic of 

the Understanding, through a stage of contradictory, scepti

cal malaise, characterxstic of Dialectic proper, to a stage 

of accomodation which will reinstate stability and positive-
17 

ness at a higher level . . . ." (Recalling the Fichtean 

triad of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis may prove help

ful at this point.) In the first part of "Lamia," Keats's 

phrasing suggests that he might have reached a coincidental 

awareness of this tripartite method of attaining a recon-

cilation for his warring consciousness, and he, therefore, 

alluded that the imagination, when properly tempered, can 

fulfill a useful function. 
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Lycius, in his charmed amazement, may not be aware 

of the capacity of Understanding which Lamia possesses, but 

she appears to point her ability out to him when she bids 

him to "clear his soul of doubt" (I. 1.305) in order to 

clarify his thoughts and achieve a definiteness of notions. 

He does not respond, choosing to revel in an illusory, one-

sidedness—an "unperplex'd delight" (I. 1.327)—which 

ignores the dualities of nature. However, Keats allowed 

him, despite his delusion, to appear at least subconsciously 

aware of the contradictory aspects of dialectic, for Lycius 

marries "to every word a twinborn sigh" (I. 1.341). Keats 

suggested the threefold movement of the dialectical method 

when Lamia, as representative of the Understanding which is 

the first step on the road to reconciliation, is able to 

decrease the "triple league" (I. 1.345) distance to Corinth 

to a few paces. However, Lycius is so blinded by the illu

sory enchantments of her imaginative qualities that he is 

unaware -

This interpretation of the "triple league" might ap

pear a bit strained were it not for a similarly suggestive 

usage in two of Keats's earlier works. In "What the Thimsh 

said," one finds the yearning for a somewhat ambiguous long

ing for a light amidst the darkness: 

O 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 triple morn. 

(11. 5-8) 
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Again, in "To Homer," a similar thought is revealed: 

Aye on the shores of darkness there is light. 
And precipices show untrodden green. 

There is a budding morrow in midnight. 
There is a triple sight in blindness keen . . . . 

(11. 9-12) 

These Keatsian images of triplicity take on an added signifi

cance when viewed in terms of Hegel's final phase of philos

ophical development—Speculative Thought or Reason— in 

which a unification or reconciliation of dialectical con

tradictions occurs; the notions of the "triple league," a 

"triple morn," and a "triple sight in blindness" appear to 

be very much akin to this Hegelian stage as interpreted by 

Findlay: 
Speculative Reason involves the same flexible 
compromise between varying approaches and 
points of view that is characteristic of 
ordinary thought, which never applies a no
tion unsuitably nor sharpens it to excess. 
But in Speculative Thought are also contained 
all the abstractions that the Understanding 
has fabricated: these will release and dis
tinguish themselves as soon as the dialecti
cal and reasonable element is omitted. And 
it will also contain the dialectical element, 
together with its contradictions: these too 
will persist and be preserved in the results 
of Reason. . . . Hegel does not think that 
the harmonies of Reason involve any mere re
jection of the disharmonies and contradictions 
of dialectical thought. . . . One may, in fact, 
say, with some exaggeration, that for Hegel 
the overcoming of contradictions and irra
tionality consists really in their permanent 
acceptance, since they are seen to be essential 
to, and therefore part of, the final outcome.^^ 

The connotative value of the triplex images seems to offer 

an adumbration of the comprehensive awareness which Keats 
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was coming to understand in "Lamia" as the means of salving 

the pains of existence and of easing the anxieties of his 

warring consciousness. 

One cannot long remain in the womb-like protective-

ness which the illusory realm of the imagination creates 

before the realities of life reintroduce themselves into 

awareness and renew one's speculative questionings about 

the dualities of existence. Such is the case with Lycius 

as he is awakened from the pure delights of his sensual 

trance by the sound of trumpets: 

When from the slope side of a suburb hill, 
Deafening the swallow's twitter, came a thrill 
Of trumpets—Lycius started—the sounds fled. 
But left a thought a-buzzing in his head. 
For the first time, since first he harbour'd in 
That purple-lined palace of sweet sin. 
His spirit pass'd beyond its golden bourn 
Into the noisy world almost forsworn. 

(II. 11.26-33) 

Once one actively re-confronts the problems of relating 

self to environment, the position of dominance which the 

excessive imagination holds upon an individual must neces

sarily diminish—an observation which Lamia sadly and some

what jealously brings to the attention of her mortal lover: 

'You have deserted me;—where am I now? 
'Not in your heart while care weighs on your brow: 
'No, no, you have dismiss'd me; and I go 
'From your breast houseless: aye it must be so.' 

(II. 11.42-45) 

Although the hold of the imagination must relinquish some 

of its strength, it cannot be dismissed entirely. Keats 

came to realize during his Scottish tour that one " . . . 
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must allow for the imagination" (Letters, 1.341) in his 

efforts to probe deeper into the strife of human hearts, and 

Lycius reflects this realization as he tries to allay Lamia's 

jealous fears: 

'Why will you plead yourself so sad forlorn, 
'While I am striving how to fill my heart 
'With deeper crimson, and a double smart? 
'How to entangle, trammel up and snare 
'Your soul in mine, and labyrinth you there 
'Like the hid scent in an unbudded rose? 

(II. 11.49-54) 

However, Lycius, in hopes of maintaining the full 

force of her enchanting powers to delight in the midst of 

the common, everyday world, makes the error of clinging 

tenaciously to the delusive qualities of the imagination 

which Lamia represents: 

'What mortal hath a prize, that other men 
'May be confounded and abash'd withal, 
'But lets it sometimes pace abroad majestical, 
'And triumph, as in thee I should rejoice 
'Amid the hoarse alarm of Corinth's voice. 

(II. 11.57-61) 

To do so, Keats assures us in an aside, is sheer folly: 

0 senseless Lycius! Madman! wherefore flout 
The silent-blessing fate, warm cloister'd hours. 
And show to common eyes these secret bowers? 

(II. 11.147-9) 

In addition, in his willful attempts to channel Lamia's 

"wild and timid nature to his aim" (II. 1.71), Lycius tries 

to determine the course which the natural dialectic of imag

ination and reality must take. The seductive Lamia retains 

a sufficient power to delude Lycius into this unnatural 

position: 
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'But if, as now it seems, your vision rests 
'With any pleasure on me, do not bid 
'Old Apollonius—from him keep me hid.' 
Lycius, perplex'd at words so blind and blank. 
Made close inquiry; from whose touch she shrank. 
Feigning a sleep; and he to the dull shade 
Of deep sleep in a moment was betray'd. 

(II. 11.99-105) 

Findlay provides an interesting comment upon Hegel 

which is suggestive of why Lycius, the speculative quester, 

meets the ultimate failure—death: "In regard to genuine 

Dialectic, Hegel holds that its various stages should arise 

out of each other in a necessary manner. It is not we who 

19 must determine its course: it must determine itself." 

The symbolic failure of Lycius to negotiate a reconcilia

tion of the conflicting demands of the illusory and the 

actual—of Lamia and Apollonius—by consciously trying to 

manipulate them offers an insight into the reasons for Keats's 

reconciliatory failure during the tour of the northern coun

try; the poet, seeking to suppress the excesses of his sub

jective imagination, consciously fled to the contradictory 

objective extreme without allowing his speculative develop

ment to evolve in its own natural, undirected, and necessary 

manner. 

The wedding feast provides further evidence that the 

forced externalization of an excessive and illusory subjec

tivism cannot succeed without change—the reconciliation 

which must, paradoxically, maintain, yet surpass and alter, 

the forces of dialectical contradiction. As the wedding 

guests pass into the wedding chamber curiously amazed by 
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the illusory beauties of this unfamiliar hall, an unbidden 

visitant—Apollonius—enters displaying his usual perceptive 

ability to break through illusion and see it for what it 

really is: 

'Twas Apollonius: something too he laugh'd. 
As though some knotty problem, that had daft 
His patient thought, had now begun to thaw. 
And solve and melt; — 'twas just as he foresaw. 

(II. 11.159-162) 

As he encounters his young pupil, he purports to assiime a 

sympathetic and beneficial role, but Keats's attribution to 

him of the "sophist's spleen" (II. 1.172) belies this posi

tion: 

. . . 'Tis no common rule, 
'Lycius,' said he, 'for uninvited guest 
'To force himself upon you, and infest 
'With an unbidden presence the bright throng 
'Of younger friends; yet must I do this wrong, 
'And you forgive me.' (II. 11.164-9) 

Just as the deluded Lycius tries to parcel the divergent 

qualities of the imaginative and the actual into unnatural 

boundaries which suit his needs, Apollonius deigns to force 

his way into the fray—an action which, as has been suggested, 

cannot succeed. 

Enraptured by the beauties of his bride-to-be, Lycius 

is momentarily able to ignore the building tension which 

must be accompanying the presence of Lamia and the sage in 

such close quarters. However, as he experiences a brief 

self-confrontation when he sees himself mirrored in a cup 

of wine, he somewhat guiltily realizes that the actuality 

which Apollonius represents must be admitted into his thoughts. 
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and he makes a feeble conciliatory gesture: 

By her glad Lycius sitting, in chief place. 
Scarce saw in all the room another face. 
Till, checking his love trance, a cup he took 
Full brimm'd, and opposite sent forth a look 
Cross the broad table, to beseech a glance 
From his old teacher's wrinkled countenance. 
And pledge him. (II. 11.239-245) 

Lycius, who does not possess the necessary temperate specu

lative balance, cannot control the results of his ineffec

tual attempt at reconciling the demands of Lamia and Apollo

nius. The sophist cannot abide Lamia's presence any more 

than she can his, and he, therefore, fixes his steady gaze 

upon her causing the illusive charmer to vanish. In the 

process of this confrontation, Lycius disavows not only that 

aspect of consciousness which Apollonius represents (II. 

11.276-290), but he also divorces himself from the antithe

tical aspect of which Lamia is a representation: 

'Begone, foul dream!' he cried, gazing again 
In the bride's face, where now no azure vein 
Wander'd on fair-spaced temples; no soft bloom 
Misted the cheek; no passion to illume 
The deep-recessed vision:—all was blight; 
Lamia, no longer fair, there sat a deadly white. 

(II. 11.271-6) 

Appollonius responds to the reactions of Lycius with 

gruff contempt, reminding the distraught lover that he has 

shown nothing but concern for his welfare in the past: 

. . . 'from every ill 
'Of life have I preserv'd thee to this day, 
'And shall I see thee made a serpent's prey?' 

(II. 11.296-8)* 

However, as Keats commented in a letter dated 21 April 1819 

such a one-sided preservation from ill is actually no means 
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of attaining an adequate degree of happiness: 

The whole appears to resolve into this—that 
Man is originally 'a poor forked creature' sub
ject to the same mischances as the beasts of 
the forests, destined to hardships and dis
quietude of some kind or other. If he improves 
by degrees his bodily accomodations and com
forts—at each stage, at each accent there are 
waiting for him a fresh set of annoyances— 
he is mortal and there is still a heaven with 
its Stars abov[e] his head. The most interesting 
question that can come before us is. How far by 
the preserving endeavours of a seldom appearing 
Socrates Mankind may be made happy—I can imag
ine such happiness carried to an extreme—^but 
what must it end in?—Death—. 

(Letters, 11.101) 

Because he has denied the dialectical contradictions 

of his consciousness, Lycius, as speculative quester, can

not prosper; therefore, Keats must have him die (II. 

11.307-11). 

Keats had reached the implicit realization that for 

one who lives in the fallen state of psychic fragmentation 

where "all charms fly/ At the touch of cold philosophy" 

(II. 11.229-30) the only hope for a harmonious easing of 

the dialectical tension lay in the attainment of a compre

hensive awareness—one which requires an acceptance of the 

disharmonies and contradictions of dialectical thought. 

With the death of Lycius, the poet appears to be vicariously 

purging himself of the former speculative vacillations which 

had been futilely one-sided, both subjectively and objec

tively, and, therefore, incapable of leading him toward an 

adequate reconciliation of his divided consciousness. His 

final position is closely akin to the flexible compromise 
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which, as has been stated, characterizes the Hegelian stage 

of Speculative Thought or Reason in which "the overcoming 

of contradictions and irrationality consists really in their 

permanent acceptance, since they are seen to be essential 

to, and therefore part of, the final outcome." In the light 

of this new knowledge which temperately accepts the conflicts 

of division, Keats offered an interesting comment in Otho 

the Great: 

So, I am safe emerged from these broils! 
Amid the wreck of thousands I am whole . . . . 

(I.i.1-2) 

Although he could not suppress the realities of his frag

mented nature, Keats could, through acceptance, reattain a 

sense of integrated wholeness. 
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CHAPTER IV 

A FEW WORDS IN CLOSING 

In my own wavering balance 
Desire fluctuates with modesty. 
But I choose what I see, 
I bow my neck to the yoke 
For the burden is sweet after all. 
And so I take it upon me. 

—from Carmina Burana 

In the summer of 1819, with the completion of 

"Lamia," Keats appears to have reached a temperate, specu

lative balance which allowed him to accept the dialectical 

contradictions of life—to accept the "burden of the Mystery" 

(Letters, 1.281)—in a manner which would free him from the 

anxieties of self-confrontation which had plagued him through

out his career. At this point, a brief review of the various 

directions which were taken by Keats in his attempts to 

reconcile the conflicting demands of his consciousness, be

tween January of 1818 and the summer of 1819, might prove 

helpful, for his speculative progression reveals a pattern 

of development which is quite similar to the threefold path 

which, as was suggested in the preceding chapter, Hegel felt 

must necessarily be taken in order to attain the level of 

comprehensive awareness which would allow for such a recon

ciliation. 

In January of 1818, the poet set out a poetic pro

gram in "On Seeing A Lock of Milton's Hair" and "On Sitting 

Down to Read King Lear Once Again" which he hoped would lead 
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him toward the acquisition of a temperate knowledge suffi

cient enough to allow him to reconcile the disparities of 

existence. In the course of his speculative development 

toward this knowledge, he worked from the perspective of an 

"old maxim" of his: 

. . . it is an old maxim of mine and of 
course must be well known that evey point 
of thought is the centre of an intellectual 
world—the two uppermost thoughts in a Man's 
mind are the poles of his World he revolves 
on them and every thing is southward or 
northward to him through their means—. 

(Letters, 1.243) 

Here, Keats reflected the kind of thought which separates 

perceptions into definite compartments which are cut off 

from each other in a way which precludes any tendency for 

them to overlap. Such a position is reminiscent of Hegel's 

conception of the Understanding—the first stage or moment 

in one's philosophical development. 

Working from the exclusiveness of this stage, in 

which Keats became increasingly aware of the conflict be

tween that aspect of his consciousness which demanded an 

illusory, visionary escape and that which demanded a ground

ing in actuality, he found himself filled with the painful 

anxieties to which he gave voice in "God of the Meridian": 

To thee my soul is flown. 
And my body is earthward press'd.— 

It is an awful mission, 
A terrible division: 
And leaves a gulph austere 
To be fill'd with worldly fear. 

(11. 3-8) 
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Because of the definiteness with which he had sepa

rated the disparate elements of his psyche, his "worldly 

fear" was able to develop into an overly morbid subjectivism 

which dominated his perceptions of the world—a one-sided 

domination which made reconciliation impossible. The reali

zation that an excessively subjective imagination cannot 

lead to the temperate knowledge for which he was striving 

is reflected in the verse epistle "To J. H. Reynolds Esq.": 

Or is it that the imagination brought 
Beyond its proper bound, yet still confin'd. 
Lost in a sort of Purgatory blind. 
Cannot refer to any standard law 
Of either earth or heaven? It is a flaw 
In happiness . . . . (11. 78-83) 

Dissatisfied with this position, Keats concluded in this 

epistle that he must attain "something of material sublime" 

(1. 69)—an objectified reality which he thought would free 

him from the excesses of his subjective perceptions. This 

conclusion led Keats, mistakenly, to seek reconciliatory 

knowledge in the one-sided immersion in objective actuality 

which characterized his speculative stance during the early 

portion of his northern walking tour during the summer of 

1818. He sought the ability to "live in the eye" and to 

surpass and suppress the morbid illusions of the imagination 

(Letters, 1.301). However, as he began to recognize that 

this objective narrowness of vision was also ineffectual, he 

realized that he "must allow for the imagination" (Letters. 

1.341). 
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Hence, at the end of the walking tour, Keats had 

progressed in his speculations, for he discovered that both 

aspects of his fragmented consciousness must be allowed if 

a reconciliation was to be achieved. As was suggested in 

the last chapter, Keats failed to reach an adequate resolu

tion during this tour because he had consciously tried to 

determine the course which the conflicts of his warring 

consciousness would take; he failed because the various 

stages of genuine Dialectic must arise out of each other in 

a manner which they determine themselves. However, in the 

last letter from the north country, Keats evidenced an aware

ness of the impossibility of achieving success through the 

mere parceling of disparate elements into definite categories 

whose boundaries and interactions, or the lack thereof, 

could be determined by himself. In so doing, he reached 

the second stage of Hegelian philosophical development. 

Dialectic proper—a stage which, following Findlay, is one 

in which opposed concepts, such as imagination and reality, 

" . . . either break down into senselessness or simply pass 

over into one another . . . ." Keats's remarks in his last 

letter sound strikingly similar: "It is impossible to make 

out, that sorrow is joy or joy is sorrow" (Letters, 1.358). 

Continuing on the quest for a balanced approach with 

which to confront his fragmented condition, Keats, having 

reached a temporary impasse, had to begin anew his specula

tions. However, his renewed efforts could now cover the 
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familiar problematic ground once again from the perspective 

of his heightened awareness. 

The directions which his speculations were to take 

him in the following year (and to some extent the direc

tions which he had followed in the past) are characteristic 

of a form of Romantic imagination which M. H. Abrams has 

termed the process of "redemption as progressive self-

education"—a process in which the traditional goal of man

kind to achieve a reunion with God shifted to a concern for 

achieving a reconciliation of the conflicting elements of 
2 

Man's divided consciousness. A knowledge of this process, 

which was in part developed by Hegel, is instructive in pro

viding an understanding of the reconciliation which Keats 

ultimately attained and upon which he gave his final poetic 

statement in "Lamia." Abrams offers an interesting account 

of this process which located the justification of the 

anxieties of division in human experience itself: 
Accordingly, the history of mankind . . . 
was conceived . . . as a process of the self-
formation, or self-education, of the mind 
and moral being of man from the dawn of con
sciousness to the stage of full maturity. The 
mind of man, whether generic or individual, 
is represented as disciplined by the suffering 
which it experiences as it develops through 
successive stages of division, conflict, and 
reconciliation, toward the culminating stage 
at which, all oppositions having been over
come, it will achieve a full and triumphant 
awareness of its identity, of the signifi
cance of its past, and of its accomplished 
destiny.^ 

That Keats came to a similar insight into this progression 
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is revealed in a letter written on 21 April 1819: "Do you 

not see how necessary a World of Pains and troubles is to 

school an Intelligence and make it a soul? A place where 

the heart must feel and suffer in a thousand diverse ways!" 

(Letters, 11.102). In another passage from this letter, he 

offers a "faint sketch of a system of Salvation" which he 

feels is less of an affront to his reason than is the tra

ditional Christian system: 

I began by seeing how man was formed by 
circumstances—and what are circumstances? 
—but touchstones of his heart—? and what 
are touchstones?—^but proovings of his heart? 
—and what are proovings of his heart but 
fortifiers or alterers of his nature? and 
what is his altered nature but his soul? 
—and what was his soul before it came into 
the world and had These provings and alter
ations and perfectionings?—An intelligence 
—without Identity—and how is this Identity 
to be made? Through the medium of the Heart? 
And how is the heart to become this Medium 
but in a world of Circumstances? 

(Letters, II.103-4) 

Although the comprehensive awareness which Keats im

plicitly revealed in "Lamia" has been dealt with in some 

detail in Chapter III, another point can be made which pro

vides a further insight into Keats's final position in his 

speculative development. As has been demonstrated, Lycius, 

as the speculative quester, had to die at the end of the 

poem because, having failed to control the conflicting de

mands of his psyche in the manner which he desired, he re

fused to accept the dialectical contradictions of his con

sciousness. An additional reason for his death is sug

gested in Keats's "system of Salvation." By attempting to 
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manipulate his environment, Lycius is, in effect, trying to 

circumvent the circumstances by which man's soul is formed. 

In so doing, he is cutting himself off from any hopes of 

fortifying and altering his nature in a manner which will 

provide his intelligence with an identity. As Abrams has 

noted, the culmination of the progressive self-education is 

reached at that stage in which "all oppositions having been 

overcome, [the mind] will achieve a full and triumphant 

awareness of its identity, of the significances of its past, 

and of its accomplished destiny." This concept of the "full 

and triumphant awareness," coupled with the final Hegelian 

stage of philosophical development—Speculative Thought or 

Reason—in which the overcoming of all oppositions is really 

nothing more than their permanent acceptance, provides a 

relatively complete statement about the reconciliation which 

Keats was able to achieve in the process of his progressive 

self-education. 

Through his struggles with the various dualities of 

human nature, Keats learned, through acceptance, the tem

perate knowledge which could bring about an easing of the 

tensions of his embattled consciousness—a renewed sense of 

wholeness in his divided self—and, as has been demonstrated, 

the disciplined and detached artistic control for which he 

had struggled. 
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NOTES 

J. N. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-examination (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 66. 

2 
M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition 

and Revolution in Romantic Literature (New York: W. W. 
Norton and Company, Inc., 1973), p. 187. This concept was 
developed by German philosophers of the Romantic period. 
It came to Keats through an all-encompassing intellectual 
tendency which pervaded the literary and philosophical 
thought of both England and Germany during the first three 
or four decades which followed the outbreak of the French 
Revolution—not through a conscious sharing of ideas. This 
book offers a remarkably detailed account of this phenomenon 

^Abrams, pp. 187-8. 
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