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The Awkward Bow of John Keats

I


Keats seldom wrote badly in prose; despite their "misspelled immediacy" he once or twice betrays a wish that his letters be published.  And since Keats early understood his destiny, in its ironic luck, privileges of genius, and final destruction, he is able to react to it along the way so sensitively that its tragic impact arrives bitter and full.  The letters are so powerful an account of his life, that they are not likely to be surpassed in intensity, or as an account of his personality, by a biography.  But the implications of considering these letters as art have not been brought out into the open, and that is what I want to do now.  We have not studied thoroughly enough how Keats adapted the personal letter to his considerable demands on life and friendship.  Lionel Trilling was right to honor Keats' geniality, his health at the moment Europe turned sick, his sensuality, and to establish as heroic Keats' vision of how, and out of what, the soul is made.  Yet, because he traces so thoroughly Keats' "deadset on the problem of evil"1 found that in several passages of imaginative philosophy, Trilling's conclusions divert attention from some remarkable feats of style and from Keats' many distinctly non-literary adventures.  The "problem of evil," as a matter of fact, has a meaning, and I will argue that it is the dominant one, which Keats' philosophic performances do not really foretell.  This meaning does not retain its power and finality in abstract formulations.  Only when we sense his style rendering evil in action, inside his swift life, can we follow Keats into his truest understanding of the "problem of evil."2

   


                               II


Many of Keats' first letters tend towards the journal and the essay, a mode congenial to his usual intent of showing how he is changed by what is happening to him.  But because they are letters Keats possessed an opportunity even a great essayist or diarist does not consistently have.  In a limited, practical sense not really true for a poem or essay, a letter is a personification of its writer, an extension of his presence toward a friend beyond the reach of his voice; an attempt to give talk and friendship a form less dependent on conversation. Keats appears on paper in his friends' hands speaking his mind on their intertwined concerns with a grasp of his friends' natures and needs only intimacy can grant.  Keats' sense of how strongly a person's "identity" pressed on him amounted to an obsession; why it did I’ll ponder later.  It was not a mystique; Keats could explain exactly what he felt:  "Now the reason why I do not feel at the present moment so far from you is that I remember your Ways and Manners and actions; I know you/r/ manner of thinking, your manner of feeling:  I know what shape your joy or your sorrow would take; I know the manner of you walking, standing, sauntering, sitting down, laughing, punning, and every action so truly that you seem near to me."  (II, p. 5)3  This "nearness" he cultivates so persistently that his readers come to discern the personalities and minds of his circle as these appear in the tone he takes toward them.  A subtlety of relationships sometimes resembling that a Jamesian novel emerges as Keats shows different sides of himself to his various friends.


Because Keats is not writing fiction we do not need to suspend our disbelief, even as we maintain our alertness to the various tones and poses as these vary from friend to friend.  The imaginative energy freed from its normal responsibility to render a world the reader is inspired to believe in, Keats spends to intensify his own, and his correspondent's, sense of their own intimate identities.  The letters become, at times in the most mundane, literal sense, a place where his life is lived.  What is happening to him he does not merely relate––he seems to let it happen to him as he writes.  The letter is not a history narrating the events and thoughts recalled from the past as Keats sits down at his desk––his life continues; what’s narrated is set down as it invades Keats' present mood.  This mood as the pen works is what must be preserved.  He will not let even the preciousness of the past swallow it up.  Often he says shrewd things about the act of letter writing itself:

If I scribble long letters I must play my vagaries, I must be

too heavy, or too light, for whole pages--I must be quaint and free of Tropes and figures--I must play my draughts as I please, and for my advantage and your erudition, crown a white with a black, or a black with a white, and move into black or white, far and near as I please--I must go from Hazlitt to Patmore, and make Wordsworth and Coleman play at leap-frog--      


                                                                                                      (I, p. 279)

In addition to relaxed and reckless musing, Keats defends here his habit of free-association, of which he gives an example a few sentences later in the same letter, letting his thought flickers from milkmaids to Hogarth, then on to Shakespeare, and finally to Hazlitt, and concludes:  "by merely pulling an apron string we set a pretty peal of chimes at work."  (I, p. 280)  (Has he in mind here the laughter and expostulations of some young lady so harassed?)  He insists that his readers have a precise, rather than a submerged sense of how contexts change as his mind dances through its subject matter.  The intent of some stylists, even letter writers, is to allow style to grow transparent before its subject, to vanish as a teller in favor of the tale.  Keats had no use for such an absconding.  He frequently writes of what is happening in the room:  Brown delivered of a couplet--"he has twins"; the entrance of a feverishly awaited note from Fanny Brawne; or a note announcing a friend's father's imminent death.  Such incidents propel him on new tacks.  Sometimes he gives an elaborate description of his posture at the desk, the "humor" he is in, the effect a black eye has on his mood, or the atmosphere of the room:  "the fire is at its last click."  A nectarine he is swallowing practically drips on the page.4  These stage directions serve to frame the extremely complicated drama of his thoughts.  His somatic life constantly interacts with his mental life.  "My mind is a tremble, I cannot tell what I am writing," he says to Fanny Brawne, feeling the surge of adrenalin started a second earlier when he wrote "I should like to cast the die for love or death.  I have no patience with anything else . . ."  (II, p. 224)  When he writes, "The thought of leaving Miss Brawne is beyond everything horrible––the sense of darkness coming over me––I eternally see her figure eternally vanishing” (II, p. 345), the action in Keats' mind's eye blooms on the page in the pathos of the historical present.  The virulence with which his unspoken fear (of his family's vulnerability to tuberculosis) flows into these remarks can be felt in some other lines written to his sister Fanny, some time after his brother Tom's death:

From imprudently leaving off my great coat in the thaw I caught cold which flew to my Lungs. . . .  George has been running great chance of a similar attack, but I hope the sea air will be his Physician in case of illness--  . . . You must be careful always to wear warm clothing not only in frost but in a Thaw--I have no news to tell you.  The half built houses opposite us stand just as they were and seem dying of old age before they are brought up.  The grass looks very dingy, the Celery is all gone, and there is nothing to enliven one but a few Cabbage Staks that seem fix'd on the superanuated List.             


                                                                                         (II, pp. 251-252)

Fear that consumption would kill his remaining brother and sister as well as himself inspires the image of the houses, which are given life only to die immediately like a totem of Keats' dread.  The instinct for turning a letter into a drama is here subdued to a morbid view which infects a glance out the window.  But in scores of letters Keats performs more like a self-delighting raconteur than a tactfully symbolic novelist.  His swift account to his brothers who missed it of a party which seems to have gotten rowdily out of hand, manages to suggest the host's stiffness; the eternal encounter between tipsy gaucheness and glowing wit; the ostentatious pedantry thought appropriate for sexual horseplay; and the wild, uneasy atmosphere which climaxes in Rice's shouted pun, whereupon Keats resumes command by guying Rice's awkward dancing, and by taking his readers down the back stairs to reveal the host's stockpiled determination to keep the party afloat:

I was at a dance at Redhall's and passed a pl/e/asant time enough--drank deep and won 10.6 at cutting for Half Guinies there was a younger Brother of the Squibs made him self very conspicuous after the Ladies had retired from the supper table by giving Mater Omnium--Mr. Redhall said he did not understand any thing but plain english--where at Rice egged the young fool on to <sary> say the Word plainly out.  After which there was an enquiry about the derivation of the Word C--t when while two parsons and Grammarians were sitting together and settling the mat- ter Wm Squibs interrupting them said a very good thing--'Gentlemen says he I have always understood it to be a Root and not a Derivitive.'  On preceeding to the Pot in the Cupboard it soon became full on which the Court door was opened Frank Floodgate bawls out, Hoollo!  here's an opposition pot--Ay, says Rice in one you have a Yard for your pot, and in the other a pot for your Yard--Bailey was there and seemed to enjoy the Evening Rice said he cared less about the hour than any one and the p/r/oof is his dancing--he cares not for time, dancing as if he was deaf.  Old Redall not being used to give parties had no idea of the Quantity of wine that would be drank and he ac/t/ually put in readiness on the kitchen Stairs 8 dozen . . . 

                                                                                                            (I, pp. 200-201)

Keats' tonal acumen shines through this passage.  He establishes the ceremonials of bourgeois regency society with stiff phrases, "pleasant time enough," "ladies had retired," "anything but plain english," "whereat," "there was an enquiry," "settling the matter," "On proceeding;" then he explodes the composure with lively obscenities.  Keats grew to resent some social mores for the constraints they tightened on him; if he gave way to his impulses, he says once, people would be "amazed."  Young Squibs is a "fool" for coming out with C--t, but James Rice is the hero of the evening for his pun on yard.  Surely the difference between the words is as much of tone as of gender.  Keats mocks inept profanity but applauds a stroke which shatters decorum with finesse.


The peculiar ability Keats has to keep before us the sense that not only his thoughts are following one another but his body's sensations and his life's problems and promise are also acted out from sentence to sentence, is akin to Montaigne's similar gift of style.  In some of the most remarkable pages of Mimesis, Eric Auerbach has analyzed Montaigne's style and shown how its conversational discontinuous intimacies achieve for Montaigne a fidelity to his sense of his own existence––something denied to writers who use a style more committed to gracefully unfolding logic and a consistent point of view.  What Auerbach has to say about Montaigne provides us with an understanding of how Keats creates the illusion of his living self in prose.  Here are some of Auerbach's more pertinent remarks:

The reader must cooperate.  He is drawn into the movement of the thought, but at every moment he is expected to pause, to check, to add something.

I had been reading him for some time, and when I had finally acquired a certain familiarity with his manner, I thought I could hear him speak and see his gestures.

Occasionally he repeats ideas over and over in ever-new formulations, each time working out a fresh viewpoint, a fresh characteristic, a fresh image, so that the idea radiates in all directions.

All these are characteristics which we are much more used to finding in conversation––though only in the conversation of exceptionally thoughtful and articulate people––than in a printed work of theoretical content.  We are inclined to think that this sort of effect requires vocal inflection, gesture, the warming up to another which comes with an enjoyable conversation.  But Montaigne, who is alone with himself, finds enough life and as it were bodily warmth in his ideas to be able to write as though he were speaking.

Such words mirror a very realistic conception of man based on experience and in particular on self-experience:  the conception that man is a fluctuating creature subject to the changes which take place in his surroundings, his destiny, and his inner impulses.  Thus Montaigne's apparently fanciful method, which obeys no preconceived plan but adapts itself elastically to the changes of his own being, is basically a strictly experimental method, the only method which conforms to such a subject.

The obligatory basis of Montaigne's method is the random life one happens to    have.5


I believe that what Auerbach says of Montaigne is also true of Keats in his Letters, though this is not--need I add--to say that the Letters are the equal of the Essais.


An implication of Auerbach's remarks is that the possessor of such a veering, uninhibited style, dependent on what happens to him, will appear more alive to his readers than a fictional character, and more likely to show a sensitivity and a vulnerability to his future and past which a fictional character could not so persuasively manage.


The best example of how the Keats writing a letter interacts with his own past self presented in an anecdote is his celebrated chance meeting with the lady from Hastings, Mrs. Isabella Jones.6


In a letter to his brother and sister-in-law in America Keats recounts how he hesitates, then turns back to walk with this "enigmatic" lady.  He accompanies her on various errands, his "guessing at work," "prepared to meet any surprise."  I pressed to attend her home.  She consented, and then again my thoughts were at work what it might lead to, tho' now they had received a sort of genteel hint from the Boarding School." /one of the visits on her rounds/ Keats' narrative cultivates suspense, quick with lightly-veiled sexual expectancy.  In Isabella's splendid rooms, remembering that he and she had "warmed before," he tries to kiss her:  "She contrived to disappoint me in a way which made me feel more pleasure than a simple Kiss could do––She said I should please her much more if I would only press her hand and go away."  In the eased tension of the next few lines Keats reflects to his brother that he hopes he will be of help to her "in matters of knowledge and taste," that he has "no libidinous thoughts about her," and that she and Georgiana are the only women “a peu pres de mon age" he would be "content to know for their mind and friendship alone."  (I, pp. 402-403)  The stirred and amorous Keats of the encounter is transformed, before our eyes, by the pressure of Isabella's hand, into a con- tented and suave intellectual friend.  We feel the chaste spirit of that handclasp cooling his remaining thoughts about her.  Keats was not a man to suppress a passion when writing to his friends, and we have an interesting, though not coldly convincing argument, from Robert Gittings, that Keats' passion for Isabella, in abeyance at this point in the letter, was in time returned.  What Keats is dramatizing here is the lady's power, the spell she has put him under.  The pressing of the hand, as she meant it to, spreads its influence through his later behavior.  What that touch did not do was keep Keats from presenting himself as at first aroused, as he began to re-enact the adventure.  He lives through the chance meeting again, in its symbolic essence.


Reluctance to commit himself more than playfully or tentatively to principles and generalities--"I am reading Voltaire and Gibbon, although I wrote to Reynolds the other day to prove reading of no use––"  (I, p. 237) crops up everywhere, and this sophistication, mocking what has just been said, emphasizes the quality of his mind, present to itself, querying, anti-nostalgic.  The skill with which Keats gets across the reason why he had to break a promise, writing in a letter of 13 March 1818 to Bailey, is interesting on several counts.  The fact that Keats is making excuses for several social lapses he examines via some preposterous figures of speech.  The askew tone which results is designed to stir Bailey's awareness of Keats' predicament by offering a playful reason for something Bailey knows that Keats takes with mortal seriousness.

I have sunk twice in our Correspondence, have risen twice and been too idle, or something worse, to extricate myself--I have sunk the third time and just now risen again at this two of the Clock P.M. and saved myself from utter perdition––by beginning this, all drench'd as I am and fresh from the Water––and I would rather endure the present inconvenience of a Wet Jacket, than you should keep a laced one in store for me.  (I, p. 240)

As he writes, Keats is drenched and wet, and the arch comparison of himself to a drowner glistens with wit; he offers his wetness as evidence of how shamelessly he has "sunk" in his epistolary duty.  By exaggerating, he wants to shrink Bailey's ire.  The laced jacket is apparently Keats' idea of the outrageous form Bailey's punishment of Keats' laziness might take.  The inconvenience of the wet bathing suit is a mock hair shirt.  And the point of the whole is to give Bailey the honest explanation of his failure to stop off and visit him at Oxford.  He didn't want to go, it seems, and was "fingering" pleas of various disabilities; but he did have in fact a more urgent commitment he must keep:  to Tom's health, which had just turned precariously for the better.  But Keats doesn't want to take advantage of a motive he feels he hasn't lived up to.  So he recounts, with bantering candor, his struggle to write the present letter:

Why did I not stop at Oxford in my Way?––How can you ask such a Question?  Why did I not promise to do so?  Did I not in a Letter to you make a promise to do so?  Then how can you be so unreasonable as to ask me why I did not?

(The insouciant logic chopping here reproaches Bailey's coy complaint that Keats should have promised.  As he tells Reynolds, he is obliged to write Bailey in "a High way.")

This is the thing––(for I have been rubbing up my invention; trying several sleights––I first polish'd a cold, felt it in my fingers tried it on the table, but could not pocket it:  I tried Chilblains, Rheumatism, Gout, tight Boots, nothing of that sort would do, so this is, as I was going to say, the thing.––I had a Letter from Tom saying how much better he had got, and thinking he had better stop––I went down to prevent his coming up.  Will not this do?  Turn it which way you like––it is selvaged all round--                                        
                                                                                                         (I, p. 241) 

Keats’ concern for Tom’s health is registers keenly, but conveyed with Bailey’s feelings also on his mind.  There is no abrasion of guilt, only the sparks of two friends’ honesties rubbing against each other.  The texture of the letters is made of such winning improvisations, such opposed impulses brought into play, just as they intruded into Keats' living mind.  The strength of Keats' confrontation of his own harsh fortune  and impending mortality in these letters is nothing so abstract or conclusive as solving for himself the problem of his own life’s injustices; but seems to come from giving conflicting facts and sensations full scope; in not letting one concern, or misery, or destructive impulse overwhelm more benign or blessed themes in his life.


This devotion to a dialogue of feelings is akin to his attentiveness to friends.  Keats' constant sensitivity to them expects and creates an unusual kind of reciprocity.  He draws them into his letters, to act and speak as if with their own independent wills.  Sometimes, as he is writing, he invokes his friends in an emergency and they arrive in a thumping swarm.  Shelley and Hunt had been resistant to Book I of Endymion when Keats showed the manuscript to them.  Hunt said it was "unnatural" making "ten objections in the mere skimming over."  Keats writes of this humiliation to his brothers, and then tries to analyze it, but analysis is not really what his uneasiness needs:

The fact is he and Shelley are hurt & perhaps justly, at my not having showed them the affair officiously & from several hints I have had they appear much disposed to dissect & anatomize, any trip or slip I may have made.--But who's afraid Ay!  Tom!  Demme if I am.  I went last tuesday, an hour too late, to Hazlitt's Lecture on poetry, got there just as they were coming out, when all these pounced upon me.  Hazlett, John Hunt & son, Wells, Bewick, all the Landseers, Bob Harris, Rox of the Burrough Aye & more;  . . . I know not whether Wordsworth has left town--But sunday I dined with Hazlitt & Haydon . . .   

                                                                                                                         (I, p. 214)

After the lukewarm reception of Endymion, Keats wants to be pounded on the back by those who take him and his work more heartily.  Instinctively, the next incident in his letter, with psychological dispatch, becomes a rough welcoming by the friends he admires the most.  It is almost as if Keats were the hero of the lecture, the winner.  This succession of events on the surface unconnected is much more effective and tactful than any amount of artistic arrogance or mustering of the favorable opinions of Endymion could ever be.  It is a little demonstration, in which the letters abound, of how the healthy, praise-demanding mind feeds itself, reassured when the larder is full.   His brother George and his wife Georgiana in Kentucky, both farthest from and dearest to him, are naturally the ones he tries most tenaciously to draw into his enormous and wayward transatlantic letters.  "The going on of the world make/s/ me dizzy--There you are with Birkbeck--here I am with brown--sometimes I fancy an immense separation, and sometimes, a direct communication of Spirit with you."  (II, p. 5)  His skill at devising a ritual to embody that communion we can see in a letter written a little later.  The passage I single out is composed entirely of trivialities; I quote it partly to show how Keats could make even near-nonsense dance to a meaningful tune:

though I am writing to you I am all the while writing at your Wife.  This explanation will account for my speaking sometimes hoity-toityishly.  Whereas if you were alone I should sport a little more sober sadness.  I am like a squinti/n/g gentleman who saying soft things to one Lady ogles another--or what is as bad in arguing with a person on his left hand appeals with his eyes to one one the right. . . .  Writing has this disadvan/ta/ge of speaking.one cannot write a wink, or a nod, or a grin, or a purse of the Lips, or a smile--O law!  One can-/not/put ones finger to one's nose or yerk ye in the ribs, or lay hold of your button in writing--but in all the most lively and titterly parts of my Letter you must not fail to imagine me as the epic poets say--now here, now there, now with one foot pointed at the ceiling, now with an-other--now with my pen on my ear, now with my elbow in my mouth--O my friends you loose the action--and attitude is every thing as Fusili said when he took up his leg like a Musket to shoot a Swallow just darting behind his shoulder. . . .  Haydon--yes your wife will say, 'here is a sum total account of Haydon again I wonder your Brother don't put a monthly bulleteen in the Philadelphia Papers about him--I wont hear--no--skip down to the bottom--aye and there are some more of his verses, skip (lullaby-by) them too" "No, let's go regularly through" "I wont hear a word about Haydon--bless the child, how rioty she is!-- there go on there"  Now pray go on here for I have a few words to say about Haydon--                          
                                                                                             (II, pp. 204-206)

Keats leaps the Atlantic to the receiving end of his letter.  He is amusingly restless with the limits of prose, he insists on cramming it (as he does his poetry) with all the resources it (almost) has not got.


Another device Keats borrowed for his letters from his behavior among intimates is the "rhodomontade," or genial verbal blitzkrieg.  The language of these descends from the paradoxical jesters of Shakespeare, his fools and ironic wenches.  His friends expect rhodomontades of him; they represent another nervous extreme of his personality his prose manages to retain in full force.  Like the speeches of their Elizabethan prototypes––Falstaff, Hotspur, Touchstone––Keats’ bravura outbursts depend for their effect on being sustained, and they lift Keats above other letter-writing wits who merely turn a phrase or two and move on to other matters.  Excitement rises from the sense that Keats does not know where his rants are going but will eventually, surefootedly, arrive there.  As he comes on against Reynolds, he turns nouns into verbs and the Gothic novel into a pillow fight.  The wit of it is that the Gothic novel is itself a gross but painless assault on over-susceptible emotions, and therefore appropriately ridiculous to pummel a friend with:

Buy a girdle--put a pebble in your Mouth--loosen your Braces--for I am going among Scenery whence I intend to tip you the Damosel Radcliffe--I'll cavern you, and grotto you, and waterfall you, and wood you, and water you, and immense-rock you, and tremendous-sound you, and solitude you.  . . . I'll have at you with hip and haw smallshot, and cannonade you with Shingles--I'll be witty upon salt fish, and impede your cavalry with clotted cream.                                                                      (I, p. 245)

A brainier development of the rhodomontade was Keats' increasing ability to take a general insight, and by focusing it sharply––letting his page fill up with a rush of staccato supporting instances––reach a bass-drum conclusion which sends a reverberation booming out wardfrom the original insight:

It is a great Pity that People should by associating themselves with the fine/st/ things, spoil them--Hunt has damned Hampstead /and/ Masks and Sonnets and italian tales--Wordsworth ha/s/ damned the lakes--Millman has damned the old drama--West has damned--wholesale--Peacock has damned sattire Ollier has damn'd Music--Hazlitt has damned the bigotted and the blue stockined how durst the Man?!  he is your only good damner and if ever I am damn'd--<damn me if> I shoul'nt like him to damn me--                                                                 (I, p. 252) 

Keats himself was an extravagant damner.  His onslaughts sometimes appear as mere blood sport indulged from annoyance; more often, though, they transform themselves into exploratory dramatics.  Such vituperative energy could propel him into balanced insights, as in his attack on Devonshire to Bailey, written Friday, 13 March, 1818.  Devonshire's incessantly rainy weather touched him off, but his thoughts swiftly reach out from the damned climate to embrace sexuality, manliness, listlessness, and finally the relation between man and his countryside.  His obsession with rich associations makes him pursue a natural harmony of a kind which inversely suggests the kind Wordsworth named in his title to Book XIII of the Prelude:  --"Love of Nature leading to love of man."  Not only does Keats ride from one sensual sortie to another in this passage, he breaks into the tirade to announce that the flimsiness he marks in Devon men has infiltrated his own total sense of the seaside, from flowers to breakers.  I will cut through the passage touching on each expansion of awareness:  

it a splashy, rainy, misty snowy, foggy, haily, floody, muddy, slipshod County-- . . . the Primroses are out, but then you are in-- . . . The Women like your London People in a sort of negative way--because the native men are the poorest creatures in England--  . . . Were I a Corsair I'd make a descent on the South Coast of Devon, if I did not run the chance of having Cowardice imputed to me:  . . . There are knotted oaks--there are lusty rivulets there are Meadows such are not--there are vallies of femminine Climate--but there are no thews and Sinews--

At this point Keats links the slackness of the land to its male inhabitants; the land's feminine features are sovereign, with the result that a curious dreaminess, at once sexual and pugnacious, come over him:

Moor's Almanack is here a curiosity--A/r/ms Neck and shoulders may at least be <e> seen there, and The Ladies read it as some out of the way romance--Such a quelling Power have these thoughts over me, that I fancy the very Air of a deteriorating quality--I fancy the flowers, all precocious, have an Acrasian spell about them--I feel able to beat off the devonshire waves like soap froth-- . . . A Devonshirer standing on his native hills is not a distinct object--he does not show against the light-- . . .  I like, I love England.  I like its strong Men-- . . . Give me a barren mould so I may meet with some Shadowing of Alfred in the Shape of a Gipsey, a Huntsman or as Shepherd.  Scenery is fine--but human nature is finer--The Sward is richer for the tread of a real, nervous, english foot-- . . . Are these facts or prejudices?                     


                                                                                                (I, pp. 241-242)

His coming up for air here is warranted, for he has been expounding deep subconscious resemblances and impulses.  It excites him to feel something "nervous" and human enter the land; it enters through his images.  The transaction was more often in the other direction for Wordsworth, who speaks of "The sanctity of Nature given to man."  (Prelude, XIII, 1.295)  Keats' impulse to send human energy and animation into other kinds of existence reappears in his description of the poet as lacking any determined character: the poet animates things that interest him:  men and women, the moon.  This animation when Keats accomplishes it  reveals a ripening of his own sexual appreciation of the world.  He takes personally the idea of sexual intercourse between the "dwindled englishmen" of Devon and the ladies of this feminine climate, imagining an intervention the size of Caligula's sardonic wish.

Where too the Women are so passable, and have such english names, such as Ophelia, Cordelia &c--that they should have such Paramours or rather Imparamours--As for them I cannot, in thought help wishing as did the cruel Emperour, that they had but one head and I might cut it off to deliver them from any horrible Courtesy they may do their undeserving Countrymen--    

                                                                                                                         (I, p. 242)

The unitary “head” into which Keats wishes to concentrate the “courtesy” all Devon lasses have to offer males is, naturally, their maidenheads.  

This readiness to intervene, to bring into play a magnified sensitivity, to act as if he were another person, makes lively and risky and moving many vivid passages.  What literary criticism we find within his letters indicates that his habit of becoming, however tentatively or provisionally, what he saw or read, could be dangerous.  Keats cares what reading another poet does to his own inspiration.  Of Milton he concludes, after long exposure and attempts to imitate his poetic grandeur:  "Life to him would be death to me."  (II, p. 212)  It is quite likely that his desire to understand Wordsworth may have caused Keats to walk several hundred miles on foot:

we find what he (Wordsworth) says true as far as we have experienced and we can judge no further but by larger experience--for axioms in philosophy are not axioms until they are proved upon our pulses:  We read fine----things but never feel them to the full until we have gone the same steps as the Author.  

                                                                                                                        (I, p. 279)

Here it is the 'burthen of the mystery' which man enters as he grows that Keats has chiefly in mind, but there is a quite literal sense in which Keats set out to go the same steps Wordsworth trod.

III


Much of the special aura and expectation of the walking tour Keats made with Charles Brown through the North of England and Scotland comes from the way Keats looked on it and justified it:  as a deliberate experiment performed upon himself and the poetry of Wordsworth, a crucial moment in his literary development.  He will go to Scotland to "gorge wonders," he tells Reynolds.  (I, p. 268)  A strong thirst for the Wordsworthian experience is apparent in these lines written to Haydon before he sets out:

I will get such an accumulation of stupendous recollections that as I walk through the suburbs of London I may not see them--I will stand upon Mount Blanc and remember this coming Summer when I intend to straddle ben Lomond--with my Soul!

                                                                                                                      (I, p. 264)

Towards the sudden end of the journey, abandoned when he caught a bad cold, he recalls his hopes and hints at what happened to them:

I should not have consented to myself these four Months tramping in the highlands but that I thought it would give me more experience, 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 . . . I have been among wilds and Mountains too much to break out much about the/i/r Grandeur . . . The first Mountains saw, . . . weighed very solemnly upon me.  The effect is wearing away--yet I like them mainely . . .                                                             
                                                                                                       (I, p. 342)

His attitude toward the trip recalls his conviction that the months spent writing Endymion would strengthen his imagination's intensity and staying power.  Keats was clearly fascinated by the potential wild scenery possessed for expanding his poetic faculties, a phenomenon which beckoned like a repeatable miracle from Wordsworth's poems.  Keats was not interested in what prospects and cataracts could do for his moral being, however.  He seems to have been utterly self-reliant morally, and a respectful agnostic in his letters to Bailey the future minister.  He hoped simply that the impact of the Lakes and Scotland would make him a better poet.  In his letters to Tom and Bailey he frequently records the progress of the experiment, sometimes in verse, but more often he writes his changing appreciation Wordsworth into his impressions of the country and people and events he passes through.


Keats had been aware for some time that Wordsworth's conception of the self, which Keats christened the "egotistical sublime," was a far different approach to poetry and experience than was his own reliance on negative capability and "diligent indolence."  (I, p. 231) Wordsworth wanted his "I" to be enlarged, exalted, purified.  Keats was not entirely sure he had an "I" to be so overwhelmingly invaded; if he did have such an “I”, though, Scotland might bring it to life.  A few months prior to his trip Keats relished egoless "idleness" when he wrote"let us open our leaves like a flower and be passive and receptive--budding patiently under the eye of Apollo and taking hints from every noble insect that favors us with a visit . . ."  (I, p. 232)  The tone and emphasis here suggest a more sensual, more easygoing, less morally concerned demand on experience than Wordsworth's similar state of "wise passiveness," in "Expostulation and Reply."


Wordsworth's claims for nature must prove themselves on Keats' pulse.  That Wordsworth was away canvassing Tory votes the day Keats hiked up to Rydal Mount to visit him must have sharpened for Keats the distance between the man he had come to see and the poet whose genius was tantalizing him; and perhaps the event made him look on his energetic quest in a more ironic light.


Keats probably believed that the act itself of describing spectacular scenery and the accompanying sensations would involve him in the Wordsworthian vision into "the life of things."  A few minutes from the beginning of his first journal letter to Tom he tries out the Wordsworthian  formula in prose. Recalling Lake Winander, and it seems to work:

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 lidded and stedfast over the wonders of the great Power.  The disfigurement I mean is the miasma of London.  I do suppose it contaminated with bucks and soldiers, and women of fashion--and hatband ignorance.             


                                                                                                       (I, p. 299)

The "sensations sweet" rise in Keats, though he does not pursue them into their deeper levels as Wordsworth does; they become an exercise of and a criterion for a vision which is sensual, which draws sustenance from nothing mystical.  The sensitivity of Keats' reaction to a "scene" is interesting––implicit in his condemnation of the miasma of London that has spread to the Lake Country and disfigures it––is a rejection of the Wordsworthian proposition that grand mountains ennoble those who dwell there.  People have a more decisive influence on us than nature does:  "The border inhabitants are quite out of keeping with the romance about them, from a continual intercourse with London rank and fashion."  (I, p. 299)  Keats traces his progress along the lakes in this first letter from the North.  He gives Tom an intricate account of a waterfall, a fuller description of a landscape than any he will attempt until the very end of the trip, when he climbs Ben Nevis into a mist that is optically but not mystically suggestive.


That nervous honesty of Keats, unwilling to say or write what he did not feel asserts itself first in the casual idioms and works up to the highest claim Keats allows to scenery:

the waterfall itself, which I came suddenly upon, gave me a pleasant twinge.  First we stood a little below the head about half way down the first fall, buried deep in trees, and saw it streaming down two more descents to the depth of near fifty feet--then we went on a jut of rock nearly level with the second fall-head, where the first fall was above us, and the third below our feet still--at the same time we saw that the water was divided by a sort of cataract island on whose other side burst out a glorious stream--then the thunder and the freshness.  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 . . . We afterwards moved away a space, and saw nearly the whole more mild, streaming silverly through the trees.  What astonishes me more than any thing is the tone, the coloring, the slate, the stone, the moss, the rockweed; or, if I may so say, the intellect, the countenance of such places.  The space, the magnitude of mountains and the waterfalls are well imagined before one sees them; but this countenance or intellectual tone must surpass every imagination and defy any remembrance.  I shall learn poetry here . . . I cannot think with Hazlitt that these scenes make man appear little.  I never forgot my stature so completely--I live in the eye; and my imagination, surpassed, is at rest . . . 

                                                                                                                (I, pp. 300-301)

Emerging from this meditation are several ideas that conflict substantially with the Wordsworthian view of things.  "The intellectual tone" is what Keats likes to derive from Nature, a strange and satisfying sensation, but sub-mystical.  Keats lives in the eye, and he meets the "intellect" of the place as he would meet a painter's play of mind through his textured vistas on canvas.  And what these places do is not to excite and elevate the imagination but to tranquilize it, make it numb, as it surrenders to the scenic richness that surpasses it.  Such a scene is of the sort that excites Wordsworth's imagination to its highest intimations.  But for Keats though the 'intellect' is awake, the 'imagination' is awed into stillness.  A careful reader of Keats' earlier poetry might have foreseen this relaxation; nature, the seashore, the countryside was always stimulating to Keats in a way he feels as one of his great salvations of the imagination:  consider the sonnets:  "To One who has been Long in City Pent," "After Dark Vapours," or the sestet of "On the Sea":

Oh ye!  who have your eye-balls vex'd and tir'd,

   Feast them upon the wideness of the Sea;

    Oh ye!  whose ears are dinn'd with uproar rude,

   Or fed too much with cloying melody--

    Sit ye near some old Cavern's Mouth, and brood

Until ye start, as if the sea-nymphs quir'd!

This sense of nature as a comfort, bred into him from his childhood in crowded London, came into play when he traveled to Oxford, Devon, the Isle of Wight, and the nearby South Coast, in search of quiet.


As the northern tour progressed, the implication in the first letter to Tombecomes more pronounced.  Nature, or rather Wordsworthian nature, was uncongenial, and perhaps an enemy to guard against.  Keats says this explicitly, once in prose, and again in his couplet on Burn's birthplace.  What did reward Keats, and he begins to draw on it more and more for the descriptions in his letters, is character: the woman with the pipe in her mouth, the thump of the village dance, the staring faces as he and Brown passed with their knapsacks and spectacles, into Scottish villages.  Keats found it unnatural to respond the scenes he saw, no matter how beautiful, if people weren’t involved; his imagination, on the trip North, was refined to respond to what was lively and human.  The instinctive metaphors he reaches for to hit off his experiences in the Lake District are sensuous, social, and literary, quite unlike Wordsworth's more austere imagery.  Here’s an instance drom his dawn climb of Skiddaw:  "All felt on arising into the cold air, that same elevation, which a cold bath gives one.  I felt as if I were going to a Tournament."  (I, p. 307) Keats' gift for just the right spontaneous suggestive word shows here in 'elevation,' for anticipation of a mountain climb.


That the conflict between wild and human nature was personal and esthetic, and not merely imposed on Keats by the rugged distances between towns, emerges in a telling form.  Describing people, his prose turns more lively and uses more of the rhythmic and figurative élan of poetry, as in this rendering of a Scottish dancing school:

No they kickit & jumpit with mettle extraordinary, & whiskit, & fleckit, & toed it, & go'd it, & twirdl it, & wheel'd it, & stampt it, & sweated it, tattooing the floor like mad; The differenc/e/ between our country dances and these scotch figures, is about the same as leisurely stirring a cup o' Tea & /b/eating up a batter pudding . . . This is what I like better than scenery.                                                     

                                                                                                                         (I, p. 307) 


There is regret he will not become "learned in village affairs; we are mere creatures of Rivers, Lakes, and Mountains."  (I, p. 308)  But Keats was not the creature of anything, and scenery lies fallow through most of the northern letters.  He cleaves to what he cares about.  He describes the Irish and Scottish character, and the repressive effect of Scotch Presbyterianism on chambermaids ("A Scotch Girl stands in terrible awe of the elders--poor little Susannas")  (I, p. 319) and Robert Burns:

Poor unfortunate fellow--his disposition was southern--how sad it is when a luxurious imagination is obliged in self defense to deaden its delicacy in vulgarity, . . . No Man in such matters will be content with the experience of others--It is true that out of suffrance there is no greatness, no dignity; that in the most abstracted Pleasure there is no lasting happiness:  yet who would not like to discover over again that Cleopatra was a Gipsey, Helen a Rogue and Ruth a deep one?     


                                                                                                (I, pp. 319-320)

This is a swift and acute tracing of the effect of a dour moral climate on an impetuous man, pausing to acknowledge pleasure's irony, then stating the real claims of Burns' impulse.  The theme of entering in person what has only been experienced imaginatively, "to discover over again," compulsive with Keats, explains somewhat why nature was imaginatively moribund for him.  Keats thought of himself as entering in sympathy the being of what excited him, as he does with Burns, and mountains offered him no life worth exploring.  The idea, in fact, is preposterous.  Wordsworth absorbed the mountains' grandeur into his own, which is not preposterous.  Keats wanted the actual sensation he wrote out of to approach the paper as palpably as possible:  Burns' "Misery is a dead weight upon the nibleness of one's quill."                                                  


                                                                                                               (I, p. 325)


Another instance of how Keats' sympathy works:

On our return from Bellfast we met a Sadan--the Duchess of Dunghill--It is no laughing matter tho--Imagine the worst dog kennel you ever saw placed upon two poles from a mouldy fencing--In such a wretched thing sat a squalid old Woman squat like an ape half starved from a scarcity of Buisquit in its passage from Madagascar to the cape, --with a pipe in her mouth and looking out with a round-eyed skinny lidded, inanity--with a sort of horizontal idiotic movement of her head--squab and lean she sat and puff'd out the smoke while two ragged tattered Girls carried her along--What a thing would be a history of her Life and sensations.                              


                                                                                                (I, pp. 321-322)


To the friend who would expect the most of his descriptions Keats confessed, trying to explain why a sonnet written in Burns' cottage had come out lame, "My dear Reynolds--I cannot write about scenery and visitings--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 before you the real Isle of Tenedos."  (I, p. 325)  Here again he implies his imagination cannot inform scenery.  In a poem composed as the tour closed he carefully weighs the arguments for and against wild nature, and concludes:

One hour half ideot he stands by mossy waterfall,

But in the very next he reads his Soul's memorial:

He reads it on the Mountain's height where chance he 

         may sit down

Upon rough marble diadem, that Hill's eternal crown.

Yet be the Anchor e'er so fast, room is there for a prayer

That Man may never loose his Mind on Mountains bleak and bare;

That he may stray league after League some great Berthplace

         to find

And keep his vision clear from speck, his inward sight unblind––


                                                                                                          (I, p. 345)

The mental state required to read "the Soul's memorial" in mountains is perilously close to finding oneself "half ideot."  So dangerous was the Wordsworthian thirst for nature to Keats' imaginative metabolism that he finds it safer to come down  from the mountains in search of a "great Berthplace;"  (Burns perhaps) which is made interesting and speculative by the rebel personality of the man who lived there.  The "Anchor" Keats resists is Wordsworth's "Anchor of my purest thoughts . . . and soul Of all my moral being."  (Tintern Abbey, 1.109-111) Keats is ready to haul in, and keep his vision clear, his inward sight sensitive to pleasures the senses can respond to.  He is on top of Ben Nevis:

the Mist cleared away but still there were large Clouds about attracted by old Ben to a certain distance so as to form as it appeard large dome curtains which kept sailing about, opening and shutting at intervals here and there . . . although we did not see one vast prospect all round we saw something perhaps finer--these cloud-veils opening with a dissolving motion and showing us the mountainous region beneath as through a loop hole . . .                                                                     

                                                                                                                         (I, p. 353) 

Unlike the similar passage in Wordsworth, the view from the top of Mt. Snowdon, there is no sublimity, no

               emblem of a mind

That feeds upon infinity, that broods

Over the dark abyss, intent to hear

Its voices issuing forth to silent light

In one continuous stream . . .

                                                                                (The Prelude, Bk. XIV, lines 70-74)

Instead, Keats is taken with the sudden opening of a mist that to muffled eyes reveals ordinary, finite, but impressive mountains.  The natural happening is poetry enough, because the dissolving veils of mist symbolize the mind clarifying its vision to see from a splendid vantage the green earth.  On the road through Scotland Keats unburdened himself of sentiment and philosophy he did not need.

IV


To Keats the dramatic and poetic talents were closely related.  He conceived the poet as always filling and informing another being, a process akin to the dramatist's assumption of various masks or personae.  Part of the thrill for the poet comes from leaving himself behind; it’s present even when the poet only briefly enters an image:  "There is a comfort in throwing oneself on the charity of ones friends--'tis like the Albatros sleeping on its wings--I will be to you wine in the cellar . . ."  (I, p. 288)  

When he writes a letter to a friend, however, Keats is not filling an alien body, he is creating himself.  His very self is a competitor for the informing presence of the creative energies, and Keats reveals how fierce the competition is on many occasions.  "I feel more and more every day, as my imagination strengthens, that I do not live in this world alone but in a thousand worlds--"  (I, p. 403) Keats knew that the imaginative energies were not restricted to the life of their owner; they are evanescent, "etherial" as Keats would say, but most important, these energies are free.  They are free from pain and sickness, from personality, the complications of living among people, from numbing logic, from evil and death.  Acute consciousness of the reality of these brutal things, which Keats had young, does not prevent his imagination from feeling free in the very act of informing them, of making them palpable and terrible.  By being dramatic, flying out of himself, hovering above his life, entering where he chose, Keats was asserting his freedom.  Now this illusion that human life is drama, and therefore free, is what reality destroys.  The delight that lifts Keats to a “fine illumined version” of himself in the letters is what tuberculosis kills.  Drama may be seen an escape from reality--because drama embodies reality without being subject to it.  We know that in his passage on how the soul is made Keats tells us the mind sucks its identity from the world of circumstances, from its private measure of pain and joy.

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!  Not merely is the Heart a Hornbook, It is the Minds Bible, it is the Minds experience, it is the teat from which the Mind or intelligence sucks its identity--As various as the Lives of Men are--so various become their Souls, and thus does God make individual beings, Souls, Identical Souls of the sparks of his own essence-––                                               


                                                                                               (II, pp. 102-103)

Nowhere in this passage does Keats bring imagination into his formulation, and the absence renders the Vale of Soul Making' passage inadequate to explain the terror of his last letters, because in that season when the most sardonic pains of frustrated love and creativity were making his soul, his imagination was also being mocked and ruined.  If a person has creative energetic imagination much more may be accomplished than to acquire a soul; he or she may live in any imagined soul and give that soul a lasting voice in art.  Keats in the Vale of Soul-Making passage is describing not the tragic drama of life, not the clash of imagination with the soul's world of circumstance, but a "system of salvation."  He is concerned with "intelligence" (the faculty that perceives and comes to terms with pain) only, not "imagination," (the faculty that may transform it) and this concern effectively removes the mind's dramatic capabilities from consideration.  The passage leaves the impression that the interaction between the world and the human intelligence is always blessed and divine.  It is impossible to read the letters of Keats' last year and believe this.


If a created soul alone were the outcome of this interaction, we could take Keats' Vale of Soul-Making passage as his final wisdom, but something else also, more tragic and not at all redeeming, happens.  Keats cannot rest satisfied in the knowledge that his identity is being formed, because he is tortured by everything that he will never be, by all the "identity" he will never win.  And it is his imagination that gives him the knowledge that inflicts this torture.


Imagination and reality are mortal enemies, no matter how much the energies of the imagination understand and love the adventures of reality.  And the way reality attacks imagination is to constrict it, to force all its energies to inform and live in a dying animal.  It is a form of revenge.  The terror of the last letters comes from the denial of Keats' once immense and sensual imaginative freedom.  Not merely is his body dying, but his imagination knows it must sink with it.  The heroism is in turning his imaginative powers high as he sickens.


Keats was always insistent on giving the body's changes their full share in his mental life.  In this passage he shows his sensitivity to the strangeness in the implacability of the aging process, but also how the imagination may fight it:  "All this may be obviated by a wilful and dramatic exercise of our minds towards each other."

From the time you left me, our friends say I have altered completely--am not the same person--perhaps in this letter I am for in a letter one takes up one's existence from the time we last met--I dare say you have altered also--every man does--Our bodies every seven years are completely free-materiald--seven years ago it was not this hand that clench'd itself against Hammond.  We are like the relict garments of a Saint; the same and not the same:  for the careful Monks patch it and patch it:  till there's not a thread of the original garment left, and still they show it for St. Anthony's shirt.  This is the reason why men who had been bosom friends, on being separated for any number of years, after- wards meet coldly, neither of them knowing why--The fact is they are both altered--Men who live together have a silent <p> moulding and influencing power over each other.  They inter-assimulate.  'Tis an uneasy thought that in seven years the same hands cannot greet each other again.  All this may be obviated by a willful and dramatic exercise of our Minds towards each other.  Some think I have lost that poetic ardour and fire 'tis said I once had--the fact is perhaps I have:  but instead of that I hope I shall substitute a more thoughtful and quiet power.  I am more frequently, now, contented to read and think--but now & then, haunted with ambitious thoughts.  Qui/e/ter in my pulse, improved in my digestion; exerting myself against vexing speculations––scarcely content to write the best verses for the fever they leave behind.  I want to compose without this fever.  I hope I one day shall.  You would scarcely imagine I could live alone so comfortably "Kepen in solitarinesse"       

                                                                                                              (II, pp. 208-209)

A sense of change from what he was to what he is creates an elegiac tone in the letters from here on to the end.  "Dramatic exercise of" the mind he thinks might keep alive its waning communion with his body.  The image that tries to express the physiological change, the seven-year cycle of cellular replacement, is helped to success by the clenched fist and St. Anthony's shirt, the one for its departed hot blood, the other for the pretense required to keep up its apparent indestructibility, losses that Keats is sharply aware of as he writes. 

That body and soul should be separate is manifestly his belief, and yet he feels their continuing "interassimulation."  At this point, before we can appreciate the intense drama of his last letters, we need to reopen the question of whether or not Keats thought of himself as, at times, possessing no identity, a question prematurely closed by Lionel Trilling in 1951.


The question is, first of all, whether there is a difference between the "self" or "identity" and the creative powers.  Trilling seems to see none; that Keats felt an estrangement between them will shortly be clear, if it is not already.  According to Trilling, Keats affirms "the creativity of the self that opposes circumstance, the self that is imagination and desire, that, like Adam’s [in Eden], assigns names and values to things, and /thus/ can realize what it envisions."  "He has brought his two knowledges face to face, the knowledge of the world of circumstance, of death and cancer, and the knowledge of the world of self, of spirit and creation and the delight in them . . . "7  Trilling's formulation, though heart-warming, is askew at its two points.  First, Keats declares that the creative powers may operate independently of the self––he rejoices in this phenomenon which allows him to be Endymion, Troilus or a sparrow pecking at gravel; and second, the self, the one we have whether we are poets or not, partakes generously of the world of death and cancer.  Trilling cannot equate the world of self with spirit and creation; creativity asserts itself against the world that would destroy the self, but the imagination and the self are not the same.


In Trilling's view, the faculty of negative capability is utterly dependent upon personal identity:

Of that poor Dilke who will never come at a truth so long as he lives because he is always trying at it, Keats says that he is 'a man who cannot feel that he has a personal identity unless he has made up his mind about everything.'  Negative capability, the faculty of not having to make up one's mind about everything, depends upon the sense of one's personal identity.  Only the self that is certain of its existence, of its identity, can do without the armor of systematic certainties.8

Surely, one of the uncertainties Keats has in mind in the passage Trilling quotes is whether or not one is continuously conscious of one's identity.  (After all, if we stop to think, we sense securely we are separate beings.)  Trilling is overlooking the opposition of negative capability to "personal identity" which haunts Keats, and is mistakenly displacing the famous coinage from its literary, creative context to a moral one.  If we return to the passage we see that the specific intent of Keats’ negative capability concept is to show how the poet protects himself from "systematic certainties" in the presence of intuition or inspiration, the "Penetralium of mystery," so to allow him to isolate a "fine verisimilitude."  (I, p. 194)  A brave letting go of logical responsibility is imagined here, and the resulting state of mind is akin to the "diligent indolence" Keats several times describes so vividly.  But the mind practicing negative capability or diligent indolence may also lose its grip on its identity for a while.  However, in a footnote Trilling heads off this conflict between identity and imagination by stating that "the dependence of 'personal identity' on negative capability is only apparently contradicted by certain notable remarks which Keats made about men of genius in poetry lacking personal identity . . .  In these passages he is speaking of the poet as poet, not of the poet as man."9  Trilling is mistaken, as I believe I can show.


One of the concepts that later dovetailed in Keats' mind on that walk with Dilke is touched on in a letter he wrote a month earlier to Bailey, on Nov. 22, 1817.  The phrase "capability of submission" in the passage I am about to quote seems to mean contentment with a lack of personal identity, and foreshadows the more celebrated "capability":

I must say of one thing that has pressed upon me lately and encreased my Humility and capability of submission and that is this truth––Men of Genius are great as certain etherial Chemicals operating on the Mass of neutral intellect--by /for but/ they have not any individuality, any determined Character.  I would call the top and head of those who have a proper self Men of Power--.                                 


                                                                                                         (I, p. 184)

(That a 'proper self' is indispensable to a Man of Power is an intuition splendidly illustrated by one of Antony's defeated speeches.  As his power slips from him Antony feels his self also melt away:

Ant.    That which is now a horse, even with a thought

        The rack dislimns, and makes it indistinct 

        As water is in water.

Eros                              It does, my lord.

Ant.    My good knave Eros, now thy captain is

        Even such a body.  Here I am Antony;

        Yet cannot hold this visible shape, my knave.) 

                                                                                                 (A and C, IV. xix. 9-14)

Unless we allow T. S. Eliot's image for the creative imagination, the aloof bit of platinum catalyst, to explicate Keats' vision of men of genius as "etherial Chemicals operating on the Mass of neutral intellect," that phrase is inscrutable.  What do the chemicals do to the intellect?  Probably by "neutral intellect"  Keats meant the chaotic knowledge of the world, emotions, attitudes, images, energies, which the chemicals magically combine and vitalize.  (We ought to note that for Keats the materials are neutral, but for Eliot the poet is.)  But if Eliot's image helps to increase our understanding of the passage, we must not follow Trilling in believing Keats conceived of the poet and active man as distinctive elements of his own being, the one without a personal identity and the other in full command of one.  Keats specifically records that the genius for leaving his identity behind operated among people as well as at his desk:

A Poet is the most unpoetical of any thing in existence; because he has no Identity--he is continually infor/ming/ and filling some other Body--the Sun, the Moon, the Sea and Men and Women who are creatures of impulse are poetical and have about them an unchangeable attribute​​––the poet has none; no identity––he is certainly the most unpoetical of all God's Creatures.  If then he has no self, and if I am a Poet, where is the Wonder that I should say I would <right> write no more?  Might I not at that very instant /have/ been cogitating on the Characters of Saturn and Ops?  It is a wretched thing to confess; but is a very fact that not one word I ever utter can be taken for granted as an opinion growing out of my identical nature--how can it, when I have no nature?  When I am in a room with People if I ever am free from speculating on creations of my own brain, then not myself goes home to myself:  but the identity of every one in the room begins to press upon me that I am in a very little time an/- ni/hilated––not only among Men; it would be the same in a Nursery of children:  I know not whether I make myself wholly understood: . . .      

                                                                                                                         (I, p. 387) 

For Keats, personal identity is a delicate, difficult, precarious, precious sensation.  And it is such precisely because his capacity for entering other kinds of being, his genius, was so powerful.  Continually Keats uses the words "press upon" to describe the uncannily tactile impact of his friends' lives on himself.  Identity was something often besieged, pleasantly or unpleasantly, and which also evaporates when creative animation is occupied elsewhere.  The phrase "not myself goes home to myself" is crucial for grasping why the letters are so generously dramatic.  The not myself is his informing genius; the myself is the identity to whose service it precariously returns.  When Keats is immersed in writing a letter, nothing "presses upon" him, his genius is free to work inside his own identity.  "I live under an everlasting restraint––Never relieved except when I am composing––so I will write away."         
                                                                                                                 (II, p. 12)


An essentially sexual animation underlies these migrations into alien identities.  Such migrations can compete with, in fact, and overcome an impression of domesticity.  George and Georgiana had urged Keats to marry.  Keats demurs, and defends his musing and active solitude as a much fuller and more intense experience than the pleasures of marriage.  At the conclusion of a rhetorical gesture embracing all the delights of marriage he is renouncing, watch how his prose falters:

Though the most beautiful Creature were waiting for me at the end of a Journey or a Walk; though the carpet were of Silk, the Curtains of the morning Clouds; the chairs and Sofa stuffed with Cygnet's down; the food Manna, the Wine beyond Claret, the Window opening on Winander mere, I should not feel––or rather my Happiness would not be so fine, <and> my Solitude is sublime.

                                                                                                                       (I, p. 403)

Something deep was bumping into the flow of his statement, disturbing for the moment his assurance as to which of those two things, marriage or solitude, was the superior.  And as he continues, describing the sublimity that welcomes him home, we see that the kind of sublimation that retains its sexual charm is what he experiences:

The mighty abstract Idea I have of Beauty in all things stifles the more divided and minute domestic happiness . . . I do not live in this world alone but in a thousand worlds . . . I am with Achilles shouting in the Trenches or with Theocritus in the Vales of Sicily.  Or I thro<ugh> w my whole being into Triolus, and repeating those lines, 'I wander, like a lost Soul upon the stygian Banks staying for waftage,' I melt into the air with a voluptuousness so delicate that I am content to be alone-- 

                                                                                                               (I, pp. 403-404)

The speech by Troilus that Keats seizes on to show off his pleasure at dissolving voluptuously into someone else tells Pandarus how he stalks about Cressida's door.  (T and C, III. ii. 9-30)  He burns to be wafted into bed with her, as a soul desires to be ferried to Hades.  Clearly, these excursions into other worlds are made entirely under the auspices of the pleasure principle; even death when implicit in them is made sensual.  When the unavoidable reality of death presses on his identity, he comprehends it in its full horror, and still is not able to enter it imaginatively until he makes it sensuous.  A line spoken by Troilus a few lines further on (Keats underscored the entire passage in his copy of Shakespeare) suggests how powerful these imaginary enjoyments were to him.  Since "Th'imaginary relish is so sweet," Troilus fears the physical enjoyment of love may suffer by comparison.  That Keats was deeply susceptible to unexperienced relish, the ditties of no tone piped to the spirit, does not need to be stressed at this point; what does, perhaps, is that the relishing of many pleasant, and certain momentous  "imaginary" states, cannot be tested against the real thing, at all.  Keats could not "really" determine how an albatross feels sleeping on its wings; or how cavalry feels when impeded by clotted cream; or a swimmer sinking for the third time; what it feels like to walk through a chamber of maiden thought; or what his spider web speculations felt like; except by sensing these verbal embodiments as written thoughts. The imaginary and the real are sometimes held together by mere verbiage.  The explanation for Keats' precarious sense of identity lies here.  His sense of identity comes to power only when this sort of autonomous imagination is quiescent, for only then may realities claim him which do not wholly exist in the realm of poetry and speculation, realities such as his somatic existence, his friends, his love, sensations he needs to feel, most deeply and truly, his "identity."


The great desperate moments in the letters come when the sense of identity and the imagination are not running from but intensifying each other.  Once he had said:  "Now it appears to me that almost any Man may like the Spider spin from his own inwards his own airy Citadel . . ."  (I, p. 231)  When what was "inwards" turned murderous the Citadel spun out was set on fire; his speculations became his airy hell.


In the letters he wrote to her as his illness deepened and his writing of poetry lapsed, Keats began to make Fanny Brawne, and his love for her, a symbol for his coming death.  Through her he made death palpable––warm with sensuality, health, and secure fame and great poetry, the achievement of all he desired.  He learned to speak to his own death.  Death is thereby robbed of its inhuman blankness.  Robert Graves' hallucination of the White Goddess has never advanced closer to the flesh.


But Fanny was also Keats' image of hope and health, the life he wanted to survive into.  His contrary senses and images of her seem to leap from deep psychic confusion and conflict.  But Keats is not confused––he recognizes arterial blood when he sees it and knows the cause of his coming death.  It is for the sake of presenting to Fanny the truth of his imaginative wretchedness that he speaks to her as if she were both life and death.  He is tortured by the promise and lushness of life; in a dramatic sense that works hand in hand with his disease, he is being wracked and killed by all he must leave, and it is Fanny he is leaving with the greatest terror.  Without her existence, death would be less palpable and less excruciating:  "I can bear to die--I cannot bear to leave her."  (II, p. 351)  She is his death, on that level of psychic unexpectedness only a great imagination can see into.  Many poets have been, as much as Keats, half in love with easeful death.  In his last months his love is whole and the ease swiftly vanishes.   

I have two luxuries to brood over in my walks, your Loveliness and the hour of my death.  O that I could have possession of them both in the same minute.  I hate the world:  it batters too much the wings of my self-will, and would I could take a sweet poison from your lips to send me out of it.  From no others would I take it.                                            

                                                                                                                    (II, p. 133)

I cannot exist without you--I am forgetful of every thing but seeing you again--my Life seems to stop there--I see no further.  You have absorb'd me.  I have a sensation at the present moment as though I was dissolving . . . I have been astonished that Men could die Martyrs for religion--I have shudder'd at it--I shudder no more--I could be martyr'd for my Religion––Love is my religion––I could die for that.  I could die for you.  

                                                                                                              (II, pp. 223-224)

On the night I was taken ill when so violent a rush of blood came to my Lungs that I felt nearly suffocated--I assure you I felt it possible I might not survive and at that moment though/t/ of nothing but you.                                (II, p. 254)

how horrid was the chance of slipping into the ground instead of into your arms––the difference is amazing Love–– (II, p. 277)

Every hour I am more and more concentrated in you; everything else tastes like chaff in my Mouth.              (II, p. 311)

I am sickened at the brute world which you are smiling with.

                                                 (II, p. 312)

I wish I was either in your a/r/ms full of faith or that a Thunder bolt would strike me.                     
                                                                                                     (II, p. 313)

The thought of leaving Miss Brawne is beyond everything horrible––the sense of darkness coming over me––I eternally see her figure eternally vanishing.                 

                                                                                                                    (II, p. 345)

The effect Fanny had on Keats, of working him into a pitch that slid easily from exaltation to hopeless morbidity, is obvious from his prose, and almost certainly reached its fullest dramatic intensity there.  He sums it up bluntly:  "I cannot think of you without some sort of energy," and delicately:  "I am almost astonished that any absent one should have that luxurious power over my senses which I feel.  Even when I am not thinking of you I receive your influence and a tenderer nature steeling upon me."  (II, p. 126)  A proto-Freudian misspelling marks the presence of Fanny as death.


When Keats speaks of his "posthumous existence" he refers to the richness, the torture, the calmness after death’s dissolution, he already feels writing letters to Fanny.  It is a sardonic reference to an executor-like winding up his earthly affairs, but it also is a way of animating his own physical death.  It is not their spontaneous lyrical philosophy but the action of a mind under the severest stress that is the momentous experience of Keats' letters.  He manages not only to think and live in his letters, but to die in them.


His final energies are spent exploring without reserve what life means to him; what it means to die.  In a letter exchanging courage and condolences with James Rice, who shared Keats' disease, the highest compliment he can pay to flowers is that they seem almost to have sprung from his imagination; he weaves the imagination into the texture of his earliest, most life-giving memories.  Life and Imagination are connected indissolubly; they serve as images, primitive totems, of each other's extinction:

How astonishingly does the chance of leaving the world impress a sense of its natural beauties on us.  Like poor Falstaff, though I do not babble, I think of green fields.  I muse with the greatest affection on every flower I have known from my infancy--their shapes and coulours are as new to me as if I had just created them with a superhuman fancy––It is because they are connected with the most thoughtless and happiest moments of our Lives--  

                                                                                                                        (II, p. 260)

When he wryly wants to remind Fanny and himself in what a useless limbo his imagination lives, and how feverishly actual his disease is, he brings together a stunning image of Fanny's beauty and a grotesque one of himself:

You appear'd very much fatigued last night:  you must look a little brighter this morning.  I shall not suffer my little girl ever to be obscured like glass breath'd upon but always bright as it is her nature to.  Feeding upon sham victuals and sitting by the fire will completely annul me.  I have no need of an enchanted wax figure to duplicate me for I am melting in my proper person before the fire.                         


                                                                                                        (II, p. 286)


An imagination that could perform the most far-reaching feats, as far from self as it was exhilarating to go, discovers that the body whose sensations fed its creative passion, is now devouring the imagination itself:  the last letter, written above the Piazza di Spagna from Rome, to Brown:

There is one thought enough to kill me––I have been well, healthy, alert &c., walking with her––and now––the knowledge of contrast, feeling for light and shade, all that information (primitive sense) necessary for a poem are great enemies to the recovery of the stomach.  There, you rogue, I put you to the tortu/r/e, . . .                                                
                                                                                                        (II, p. 360)

The "personal identity" makes its claims brutally and physically, forbidding the imagination to court its beloved primitive sense.  Keats seems to know how hard he is hitting, and is aware of Brown's inescapable shock; he dramatically acknowledges his blow:  "There," says Keats as if he had felt it land.  Years before, he had said, "Until we are sick, we understand not."  (I, p. 279)  What we find him understanding in his last sickness is how defenseless the mind is, its only work to show how real its pain and destruction are.  Along with inhaled identity, his intelligence is sucking death from what is happening, and that is what it is preoccupied with.  If his letters are tragic, as many think, it should be seen how unlike Lear or Oedipus the experience of them is.  You cannot write a tragedy from inside it, and expect the audience to enjoy freely the palpable terror.  Keats did not expect this exhilarated emotion from his friends.  His style forces itself to shorten the distance between reality and the representation of it so there is scant room for enjoyment.  In Lear's final words everything said is open to the audience as well as the dying man.  We cannot feel as Lear, but when he makes us feel in the direction he points to, we go with him.

And my poor fool is hang'd!  No, no, no Life!

Why should a dog, a horse, a rat, have life,

And thou no breath at all?  Thou'lt come no more,

Never, never, never, never, never!

Pray you undo this button.  Thank you, sir.

Do you see this?  Look on her!  her lips!

Look there, look there! 

                                                                                                            (V, iii, 305-312)

If we read Keats' next to last letter, spoken in as torrential despair, we know he is writing to Brown, and torturing Brown again because there is nothing to be shared.  Sometimes a letter doesn't have an answer.  All the emotion welling into Keats belongs to him alone.  We are moved not by communion.  By exclusion.

The fresh air revived me a little, and I hope I am well enough this morning to write to you a short calm letter;--if that can be called one, in which I am afraid to speak of what I would the fainest dwell upon.  As I have gone thus far into it, I must go on a little;--perhaps it may relieve the load of WRETCHEDNESS which presses upon me.  The persuasion that I shall see her no more will kill me.  I cannot q--  My dear Brown, I should have had her when I was in health, and I should have remained well.  I can bear to die--I cannot bear to leave her.  O, God! God!  God!  Every thing I have in my trunks that reminds me of her goes through me like a spear.  The silk lining she put in my travelling cap scalds my head.  My imagination is horribly vivid about her--I see her--I hear her.  There is nothing in the world of sufficient interest to divert me from her a moment.  This was the case when I was in England; I cannot recollect, without shuddering, the time that I was prisoner at Hunt's, and used to keep my eyes fixed on Hampstead all day.  Then there was a good hope of seeing her again--Now!--O that I could be buried near where she lives!                               


                                                                                                     (II, p. 351)   

It is cold-blooded to compare lines from even a great tragedy with the written speech of a dying man, but criticism is nothing if not cold-blooded about greatness.  One resemblance should be clear.  Keats used paper the way Shakespeare used the Globe stage.  The capitalized WRETCHEDNESS,  the last letters of quit choked into silence, the hammering Gods!, the leaps into the present "I see her--I hear her", the opening resolve to be calm broken by emotion, the collision of hope and death in each sentence, the Now!  that seizes his whole destiny into one breath:  no matter how pathetic their occasion, these must be recognized as a matter of style which lend his words theatrical power.  Keats' last words,

I can scarely bid you goodbye, even in a letter.  I

always made an awkward bow.

                              God bless you!

                                                                                                                      John Keats     

refer to parting friends bowing adieu, but they  also are stung with the knowledge that he is an actor leaving the stage and speaking his last words. Is this invocation of drama a tactful ruse on Keats' part to soften what what he means to say? By gently calling the world of make-believe and his own bygone shyness to mind, can he mean: Now I am dying.  The stage is reality?  If so, the greatness of the last letters may be experienced as the imagination surrendering its sovereignty over experience; its right to deflect fact into metaphor, to ignore and rearrange what it cant’s control for the sake of heightened meaning.  Keats' imagination and experience have lived as equals in a symbiosis; his immense appetite for the sensations of his destiny demands these reach his consciousness with no future, possessing none of the liberation that literature promises.  We are not watching tragedy.  His identity presses on us.  We are in the presence of a natural disaster, that is happening in the letters as inexorably as in the room above the Piazza di Spagna.


The "artistic pressure" under which Keats fused his sensations and ideas in his poems may surpass (as Eliot would surely argue), what his letters accomplish. But the last letters express, with an immediacy that still astonishes, the value life holds for a 24-year-old genius as he narrates what he experiences as he loses it forever.
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