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      Introduction

      
      John Keats took his place among the great English poets in the narrow space of six years. He was twenty when he first had
         a poem published in 1816, twenty-one when a first volume of his poetry appeared, twenty-two when the second followed. In the
         same year his work was ferociously attacked in the press, and his young brother Tom died of tuberculosis; and at the same
         time he fell in love with Fanny Brawne, with no prospect of marriage. His health was never good. Yet an annus mirabilis followed, in the course of which he wrote a series of master works that included ‘The Eve of St Agnes’, ‘La Belle Dame sans
         Merci’, Lamia, the long fragment of Hyperion and the great odes. All were published in July 1820, in his third and last volume. By now he knew himself to be dying. In
         September he set off for Italy, with no real hope that the warm climate would save him. In Rome he wrote no more. He died
         on 23 February 1821, at the age of twenty-five, asking that his tomb should be marked with the bitter words ‘Here lies one
         whose name was writ in water.’

      The works he left were of irresistible strength and beauty, and slowly they made their way to readers. A first collected edition
         appeared in 1829. Four years later Richard Monckton Milnes, a young politician with literary tastes, friend of Tennyson and
         Thackeray, sought out two of Keats’s friends while travelling in Italy: Joseph Severn, who had made the journey to Rome with him and nursed him
         there, and Charles Brown, who had shared a house in Hampstead with him and preserved many of his papers. They were generous
         with their help, and Milnes was encouraged to collect more material. He prepared a two-volume Life, Letters, and Literary Remains, including more poems, eventually published in 1848. Keats’s reputation grew and established itself. Tennyson declared him
         the greatest poet of the century, and successive generations have discovered his work with fresh wonder and steady admiration.
         His own words in a letter to his brother, ‘I think I shall be among the English Poets after my death’, have been fully borne
         out.

      He was born on 31 October 1795, the eldest child of twenty-year-old Frances Jennings, daughter of a moneyed family owning
         property in the City, and her twenty-one-year-old husband Thomas Keats, a lad from the country who looked after the horses
         at the Swan and Hoop in Moorgate, an inn owned by his wife’s father. It is not known whether John Keats was born at the Swan
         and Hoop, but he was a London boy, taken to St Botolph’s in Bishopsgate on 18 December to be christened. Two younger brothers,
         George and Tom, and a sister, Fanny, followed. When John was eight his father was found dead on the road, thrown from a horse.
         Within two months his mother left the children to marry again and Mrs Jennings, his maternal grandmother, took charge. She
         sent him to an excellent boarding school in Enfield, run by the cultivated, liberal Dissenter John Clarke, whose son Charles
         Cowden Clarke, eight years older than Keats, became a protective friend. Another schoolfriend, William Haslam, remained devoted
         to him throughout his life, giving him moral and financial help to the end. The school’s library encouraged wide reading, and Keats immersed
         himself in the English poets, Spenser a favourite. He also translated from the Latin, making a start on Virgil’s Aeneid. He saw little of his mother, whom he loved passionately, but when he found her ill during a school holiday he was able to
         nurse her. The illness was almost certainly tuberculosis, and early in 1810 she died. Keats felt a strong bond of tenderness
         with his younger brothers and sister, as orphans who must depend on one another. There was some money due to them from their
         grandfather, partly tied up in Chancery, and their appointed guardians were not overly sympathetic or helpful.

      A few months after his mother’s death Keats left school to start on medical studies, by his own choice. The wish to help and
         serve the sick was important to him: at the end of his life he wrote of the necessity of being among ‘those to whom the miseries
         of the world / Are misery, and will not let them rest’.* He was first apprenticed to a surgeon in Edmonton and after four years entered as a student at Guy’s Hospital, where he passed
         a qualifying examination in the summer of 1816, needing only another year in the wards to complete his professional qualifications.
         At the same time he was writing poetry and had a sonnet published in Leigh Hunt’s radical paper, the Examiner. Encouraged by this, he decided to abandon medicine and give himself entirely to poetry, a bold decision in this troubled
         postwar period. But he did not forget, or regret, his medical studies, and in 1819 even considered returning to them.

      Keats enjoyed the life of a young Londoner. His student’s scribble on a friend’s chemistry notebook, ‘Give me women, wine, and snuff / Until I cry out “hold, enough!”’, tells
         us he was neither an ascetic nor a recluse. He loved his friends, and his high spirits, warmth and intelligence brought him
         many, rich and poor, some with literary ambitions of their own, lawyers, artists and publishers. John Hamilton Reynolds was
         a would-be poet who settled for the law, Benjamin Bailey a wealthy undergraduate preparing to become a clergyman at Oxford;
         the cheerful Charles Brown had private money, travelled with Keats and shared a house in Hampstead with him, close to the
         family of Charles Dilke, who offered him almost a second home. The painter Benjamin Haydon entertained him in his studio,
         and Keats allowed him to make a life mask of his face, and lent him money he could ill afford. Another struggling artist,
         Joseph Severn, joined the circle; as did the good Richard Wood-house, legal and literary adviser to the publishing firm of
         Taylor & Hessey. Like Haslam, they all expected great things from Keats as a writer.

      With established literary figures Keats was stiffer. He knew both Shelley and Wordsworth, but was unwilling to be patronized
         by Shelley, and dismayed by Wordsworth’s self-importance and political shift to the right. His feelings about Leigh Hunt changed
         from gratitude for his initial encouragement to disillusion with his frivolity, but he was again grateful when Hunt took him
         in during his illness in 1820.

      Keats’s first collection, published by Charles Ollier early in 1817, was made up of sonnets, verse letters to friends and
         short occasional poems. It was little noticed, except that he was immediately approached by other publishers, Taylor & Hessey,
         eager to publish further work of his. He started at once on a large undertaking, Endymion, 4,000 lines of fanciful narrative loosely drawn from Greek myths, which he worked on for a year and saw published in April
         1818. After this he took a tale from Boccaccio for ‘Isabella; or, The Pot of Basil’, and began Hyperion, planned as an epic, again drawn from Greek mythology. There is scattered brilliance in all these works and a steady growth
         of control, but Hyperion remained a fragment. Meanwhile he was reading, Shakespeare, Milton, Chaucer, Dryden, Chatterton, and his contemporaries Coleridge,
         Wordsworth and Byron; and listening to Hazlitt’s lectures on literature.

      His brothers and sister were always in his heart. He sent Fanny comic poems written to amuse her, and when George settled
         in America in 1818 long letters went off regularly to him and his wife. His letters were treasured by friends and family alike,
         and often included newly written poems. The voice is direct and vivid, quick and humorous, becoming thoughtful and intense
         in feeling as he explores ideas. Few poets have offered so many insights into the workings of the imagination and the process
         of composition. He lets us see the world he inhabits, where he is and what he is looking at, whether it is a sparrow picking
         about in the gravel outside his window, a river ‘streaming silverly through the trees’, or a lady’s room, ‘a very tasty sort
         of place with Books, Pictures a bronze statue of Buonaparte, Music, aeolian Harp; a Parrot a Linnet – A Case of choice Liquers
         &c &c’. Bred in London, Keats was always eager to get out into the country, and in the few years of his adult life he visited
         the Isle of Wight, Margate on the east coast, Oxford and Stratford-on-Avon, Devonshire, the Lake District, Scotland with a
         brief foray into northern Ireland, and Hampshire. Letters and poems alike draw on these travels.

      But in the autumn of 1818 his eighteen-year-old brother Tom was struck down with advanced tuberculosis. Keats cared for him
         single-handed at his house in Hampstead, where Tom died in December. The distress and difficulty of the task wore down his
         own strength. During that autumn Mrs Brawne, a widow with three children, arrived in Hampstead. Keats began a flirtation with
         her eighteen-year-old daughter, Fanny, and was soon seriously in love. So the year ended divided between grief and excitement.

      Out of these feelings came Keats’s greatest work, written in 1819. In January he went to Chichester and wrote ‘The Eve of
         St Agnes’. The spring, with many sunlit days and clear nights, was spent in Hampstead, with Fanny Brawne close by, and here
         he wrote the ballad ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’, as well as the supremely beautiful and subtly wrought ‘Ode to a Nightingale’
         and its companion odes, ‘On a Grecian Urn’, ‘On Melancholy’ and ‘To Psyche’, meditations on the fragility of human pleasures
         and the evanescence of all experience. In July he went back to the Isle of Wight and began work on Lamia, another tale set in ancient Greece, containing some of his most gorgeous and powerful writing. The witch Lamia changes herself
         from a snake into a woman for love of Lycius and they become lovers, but at their marriage feast his old tutor, the philosopher
         Apollonius, sees her true nature and by calling her name destroys her. Lycius dies horror-struck.

      In August he and Brown found lodgings in Winchester, ‘the pleasantest Town I ever was in’, with its cathedral, water meadows,
         mellow houses and walled gardens. Keats took up Hyperion again and completed Lamia. The fine autumn was like a blessing on his writing. Brown departed, Keats worked on happily alone. He walked in the fields, and from this came his greatest ode, ‘To Autumn’. It tells us what he saw of the season, and what he knew,
         setting his pleasure in the rich texture of shapes and colours, the sounds of living creatures, the swellings, pressings,
         oozings, bendings and plumpings, the fume of poppies and the still-budding flowers, against the ‘soft-dying day’, the wailing
         of gnats, the gathering swallows, the full-grown lambs (ready for market) and the wind, which, like everything else, ‘lives
         or dies’. Rooted in a directly observed world, ‘To Autumn’ surpasses even the earlier odes with their exquisite dreams: it
         is a flawless piece.

      This was the last contentment he knew. The swallows left, Keats returned to Hampstead, winter arrived. Although he and Fanny
         Brawne became formally engaged, he was tormented by physical longing to possess her – not allowed outside marriage with a
         girl of her class – and by intense, unfounded jealousy. When he showed clear symptoms of the tuberculosis that had killed
         his brother, the torment grew worse, since it meant there was no hope ever of consummating his love for her. In February 1820
         he recognized that his illness was fatal. In May, Brown left to travel, a sad loss for Keats. He was nursed first by the Hunts
         and then by Mrs Brawne and a tender and loving Fanny.

      He was able to oversee the printing of the volume of poems published by Taylor in July 1820 but in September, on doctor’s
         advice, he left for Italy. Brown did not offer to go, and Haslam was unable to leave his pregnant wife, but Joseph Severn
         heroically went with Keats. The voyage was frightful, in a confined cabin shared with other voyagers, storms delaying them
         and quarantine regulations keeping them aboard for another ten days after they reached Naples on 21 October. They arrived in Rome in mid-November and moved into lodgings on the Spanish
         Steps. Taylor had been in touch with an English doctor in Rome, James Clark, who, having seen Keats, remarked, ‘he’s too noble
         an animal to be allowed to sink’, but failed to diagnose his condition – in fact he had very little of his lungs left. Keats’s
         plan was to kill himself with the laudanum he had brought with him. Severn got rid of the laudanum, and Keats had to comfort
         himself with the thought that he would soon have daisies growing over him. His last letter, to Brown, said he felt he was
         ‘leading a posthumous existence’. He would not read Fanny Brawne’s letters, but asked to have them buried with him, and kept
         in his hand for hours at a time the smooth white cornelian stone she had given him.

      Severn’s letters tell the rest. There was a brief time of respite in which Keats managed to drag himself up to the Pincio
         Gardens, worked at his Italian and began to think of writing a poem. But in mid-December came haemorrhages, night fevers,
         delusions, desperation. An English nurse was found to help through the horrors, until, in the afternoon of 23 February, Keats
         asked Severn to lift him, ‘for I am dying – I shall die easy – don’t be frightened – thank God it has come.’ Severn held him
         until eleven that night, when at last Keats died, peacefully.

      He was buried three days later in the cemetery for non-Catholics in Rome. Fanny Brawne wrote to Fanny Keats, ‘I have not got
         over it and never shall.’ Shelley mourned him by writing Adonais, and was drowned in 1822 with a copy of Keats’s volume of 1820 in his pocket. The house in which Keats died is now the Keats–Shelley
         Museum.


      
      A Ballad
      
      
      
      
      La Belle Dame sans Merci

      
      A Ballad

      
      
      
      
      I

      
      
      
         
         O, what can ail thee, knight-at-arms,

         
         Alone and palely loitering?

         
         The sedge has wither’d from the lake,

         
         And no birds sing.


      
      
      
      
      II

      
      
      
         
         O, what can ail thee, knight-at-arms,

         
         So haggard and so woe-begone?

         
         The squirrel’s granary is full,

         
         And the harvest’s done.


      
      
      
      
      III

      
      
      
         
         I see a lilly on thy brow,

         
         With anguish moist and fever dew;

         
         And on thy cheeks a fading rose

         
         Fast withereth too.


      
      
      
      
      IV

      
      
      
         
         I met a lady in the meads,

         
         Full beautiful – a faery’s child,

         
         Her hair was long, her foot was light,

         
         And her eyes were wild.


      
      
      
      
      V

      
      
      
         
         I made a garland for her head,

         
         And bracelets too, and fragrant zone;

         
         She look’d at me as she did love,

         
         And made sweet moan.


      
      
      
      
      
      VI

      
      
      
         
         I set her on my pacing steed,

         
         And nothing else saw all day long;

         
         For sidelong would she bend, and sing

         
         A faery’s song.


      
      
      
      
      VII

      
      
      
         
         She found me roots of relish sweet,

         
         And honey wild, and manna dew,

         
         And sure in language strange she said –

         
         ‘I love thee true’.


      
      
      
      
      VIII

      
      
      
         
         She took me to her elfin grot,

         
         And there she wept and sigh’d full sore,

         
         And there I shut her wild wild eyes

         
         With kisses four.


      
      
      
      
      IX

      
      
      
         
         And there she lulled me asleep

         
         And there I dream’d – Ah! woe betide!

         
         The latest dream I ever dream’d

         
         On the cold hill side.


      
      
      
      
      X

      
      
      
         
         I saw pale kings and princes too,

         
         Pale warriors, death-pale were they all;

         
         They cried – ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci

         
         Hath thee in thrall!’


      
      
      
      
      
      XI

      
      
      
         
         I saw their starved lips in the gloam,

         
         With horrid warning gaped wide,

         
         And I awoke and found me here,

         
         On the cold hill’s side.


      
      
      
      
      XII

      
      
      
         
         And this is why I sojourn here

         
         Alone and palely loitering,

         
         Though the sedge has wither’d from the lake,

         
         And no birds sing.


      
      
      

      
      
      Sonnets

      
      
      
         
         To one who has been long in city pent,

         
         ’Tis very sweet to look into the fair

         
         And open face of heaven, – to breathe a prayer

         
         Full in the smile of the blue firmament.

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

         
         Fatigued he sinks into some pleasant lair

         
         Of wavy grass, and reads a debonair

         
         And gentle tale of love and languishment?

         
         Returning home at evening, with an ear

         
         Catching the notes of Philomel, – an eye

         
         Watching the sailing cloudlet’s bright career,

         
         He mourns that day so soon has glided by:

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

         
         That falls through the clear ether silently.


      
      
         June 1816. According to Keats’s brother George, ‘written in the fields’ on a day when he and his fellow medical students went
            out of London to bathe in a river and enjoy the sunshine. The first line is an echo of Milton’s Paradise Lost, Book I: ‘As one who long in populous city pent…’ All of Keats’s early sonnets are written in the Petrarchan sonnet form,
            with the octet a-b-b-a, a-b-b-a.


      

      
      
      
      
      On first looking into Chapman’s Homer

      
      
      
         
         Much have I travell’d in the realms of gold,

         
         And many goodly states and kingdoms seen;

         
         Round many western islands have I been

         
         Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold.

         
         Oft of one wide expanse had I been told

         
         That deep-brow’d Homer ruled as his demesne;

         
         Yet did I never breathe its pure serene

         
         Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:

         
         Then felt I like some watcher of the skies

         
         When a new planet swims into his ken;

         
         Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes

         
         He star’d at the Pacific – and all his men

         
         Look’d at each other with a wild surmise –

         
         Silent, upon a peak in Darien.


      
      
         Oct. 1816 (first printed in the Examiner, 1 Dec. 1816, and revised for the volume of Poems published 1 Mar. 1817).

         As close to perfection as a sonnet can be, rising in the sestet to the marvellous surprise of the ending – a work of genius
            by a twenty-one-year-old.


      



End of sample
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