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CHAPTER I

JOHN MIDDLETON MURRY

John Middleton Murry, a modern d iscip le  and 
c r i t i c  of John Keats, was born in London on August 6, 
1889. His industry in pursuing a s t r ic t ly  c la ss ica l 

education at Christ’ s H ospital, London, won fo r  him a 
scholarship to Brasenose College, Oxford, where despite 

promise as a scholar i t  developed that his shy, s e lf -  
centered disposition  made him neither the id o l of his 

professors nor the ohosen companion of fellow  students.
"A sudden and unorthodox end" to this career at 

Oxford was brought about by the romance between him and 
Katherine Beauchamp. H is-w ife-to-be was then, and is  
now, better known under the pen-name of Katherine Mans
f ie ld .  In 1912, while he was yet an undergraduate, the 
two l e f t  Oxford to be married.

The philosophy of his youth, what l i t t l e  he had, 
was based on princip les found in P la to ’ s Republic. He
believed that he could discern in that work an ideal of

*
beauty and of reasonable liv in g . Thus, regardless of 
the fa ct  that he had been baptized and confirmed in the 
Church of England, this half-hearted acceptance of 
P la to 's  philosophy became his only creed.
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Sandy as were the foundations of John Middleton 
Murry’ s philosophy, his choice of a career had firm ly 
rooted i t s e l f  in the s o i l  of ardent desire . He would be 
a w riter ’. Unsurprisingly, therefore, his ch ief in terest, 
while he was yet at Oxford, had been the Rhythum, or The 
Blue Review magazine, as i t  was known fo r  the la st three 
issues. He had founded i t  with Michael Sadlier, a fellow  
student. Together they proudly fostered it s  eighteen- 
months career. But the only litera ry  importance of this 
jou rn a lis tic  attempt was the publication of the early 
stories of Katherine Mansfield. Mr. Murry admiringly 
acclaimed them the best features of the magazine.

Upon leaving BraBenose College, John Middleton 
Murry was given a position  on the Westminster Gazette.
In a short time he became the third litera ry  c r i t i c ,  
junior to Walter Be let Mare and John B. Beresford. A f
ter a “wanderjahr in Paris,** as literary  correspondent 
of the Times, he was appointed art c r i t i c  fo r  the Gazette.

On the whole, his f i r s t  twenty-four years of
l i f e  "had been d is tin ctly  f o r b i d d i n g . H e  did not have

/
the id ea lis tic  philosophy to stay o ff  the blows of l i f e  
that would come to a young poverty-stricken, se lf-in d u l

gent boy. What had been worthy of publication among his

1. John Middleton Murry, God, 5-7.
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w ritings, aside from the a rtic le s  written fo r  the Times 
and the Gazette, was usurped by an unscrupulous pub
lish er who le f t  the author bankrupted. Yet there was a 

trace of sweetness in that early l i f e .  For example, he 
and his wife were deeply in love. But their incapacity 
to understand fu lly  a l l  the whims of one another led 
gradually to long physical as w ell as mental separations. 
As a resu lt, Mrs. Murry spent much of her time in south
ern Europe, while her husband remained in London.

The f i r s t  rea lly  great upheaval in Mr. Murry’ s 
way of l i f e ,  however, came with the mighty convulsion 
of the world in 1914. He writes:

The war, in which I took no active part [he 
was invalided out of i t ] ,  had annihilated what
ever b e lie fs  I had. ‘«That those were I find it  
hard to discover now . . .  my friends had begun 
to be k illed . I was to ta lly  unprepared for 
their deaths. Men of my own age, who had shared 
my in terests, and whom a fter my fashion I loved, 
were suddenly blotted out. A chasm yawned in my 
universe.

Those war years saw Mr. Murry a struggling w riter. 
There was l i t t l e  i f  any market fo r  the products of his 
pen. So i t  was not until 1916 that he sold his f ir s t

•z
book, Fyodor Dostoevsky. fo r  which he gladly accepted 
but ten pounds. His main support at the time came from

2. Ib id . , 5-7.
3. Literary biography of the Russian w riter, 

Fyodor Dostoevsky.
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his a rtic le s  for the Times Literary Supplement. At the 
end of 1916 the War O ffice Intelligence Department as
signed to him the editorship of The Daily Review of the 
foreign  Press.

With the declaration of the Armistice came 
greater opportunity. Mr. Murry was offered, and he ac
cepted, the task of editing the revised Athenaeum. Un
fortunately it s  b r ill ia n t  career lasted ju st eighteen 
months.

The tradition  of the old Athenaeum was a g lo r i 
ous one for  many of the prominent writers of the 19th 
century, among them Charles Lamb, had been associated 
with i t .  This journal, devoted to litera tu re , music, 
drama, the fin e  arts and scien ce , dates back to James 
Silk Buckingham, its  f i r s t  ed itor, who lived from 1786 
to 1855, and brought the Athenaeum into being in 1828. 
Two years later Charles Wentworth Dilke, himself a mer
itorious w riter, secured the position  of the magazine. 
Through a series of changes, i t  at la s t  became one of 
the foremost modern English w eeklies. But in 1919 i t  
ceased publication for some time.

With the dissolving of this source of income, 
the Murrys retired abroad, liv in g  f i r s t  on the Riviera 
and then in Switzerland. Again Mr. Murry sought f i 

nancial sustenance by means of his pen. His weekly



a rt ic le s  found favor with Massingham’ s Nation and with 
the Times Literary Supplement.

5

In January, 1923, Katherine Mansfield died, a f
ter an illn ess  of many months. Upon this event hinged 
the greatest experience of John Middleton Murry’ s l i f e .  
Strangely enough, i t  led to his writing of Keats and 
Shake speare. For this reason, and also to explain the 
man’ s strange personality, i t  is w ell to quote from his 
autobiography:

Then in the dark, in the dead, s t i l l  house,
I sat there motionless, i t  seemed hours, while 
I tried to face the truth that I was alone . . .
Slowly I succeeded. At last I had the sensa
tion that I was in my hands and fe e t , that where
they ended I a lso ended.................and beyond that
fron tie r  stretched out vast immensities, of 
space, of the universe, of the illim itab le  some
thing that was other than I .

Here i t  seems that John Middleton Murry, who by 
nature is an extreme introvert, was realizing fo r  the 
f i r s t  time the smallness of his personality compared to 
the immensity of the world beyond. He feared that world’ s 
greatness principally  because he had no substantial pin
nacle from which to view im partially the scene around 
him. Gradually, however, he taught himself to look 
squarely at the thing he feared. In that gaze he found 
that he had reached a completeness of personal being.

What had happened? ~*He was not sure.
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. . .  i f  I could, t e l l  that, Hie w rites}, I 
should t e l l  a secret indeed. But a moment 
came when the darkness of that ocean changed 
to ligh t . . . when i t  bathed me and I was 
renewed; when the room was f i l l e d  with a 
presence, and I knew that I was not alone— 
that I never could be alone any more, that 
the universe beyond held no menace, fo r  I 
was a part of i t  . . . 4

This is  the story of that experience. How was 
i t  a reason fo r  the composition of Keats and Shakespeare? 
Mr. Murry is  by "profession and inclination" a litera ry  
c r i t i c .  But until the time of Katherine Mansfield’ s 
death he had no idea of how to explain what he conceived 
to be in tu itive rules fo r  lasting  litera tu re . After her 
death he f e l t  himself to have undergone a sp iritu a l en
lightenment. He believed that Keats also had undergone 
a "kindred desolation and received a kindred illumina
t io n ."5 This thought was important to John Middleton 
Murry, fo r  he reasoned that such an illumination was v i
ta lly  connected with Keats’ evolution and progress as an 
a r t is t . I f  he could find the solution  to Keats' awaken
ing, perhaps he could explain his own vague inclinations.

I fe l t  that I was on the brink Che writes} 
of discovering the true significance of Poetfy.
Here was the poet whose pure poetic power was 
reckoned by me and by the others of more

4. Ibid., 28—29.

5. Ibid., 53.
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competence than myself, as second only to 
Shakespeare's • . • [poetry! was the imma
nent purpose of the universe made vocal.®

There was the f l ic k e r  and then the gleam of 
light that he sought. Poetry "was the immanent purpose 
of the universe made v oca l,"  He then wished to con
vince others of the truth of v;hat he had seen, Keats 
and Shakespeare was to be the resu lt. The more he 
thought of this thesis, the more enthusiastic he became. 
He lo st  in terest in The Adelphi, the magazine which he 
had founded about four months a fter his domestic trag
edy . The Adelphi was to have been the instrument of 

his message. But his c r it ic s  ca lled  the views expressed 
in the magazine too m ystical, nevertheless the univer
sal interested him less than the p ra ctica l. He was de
termined to experiment with his views on Keats and 
Shakespeare, nevertheless he refuted those who ca lled  
such views mystical by writing:

I am not in the least an in te lle c tu a lis t .
I regard myself, quite simply, as one who has 
made his eth ica l and re lig iou s values consist
ent with the litera ry  values.................

What is  my ch ie f crime as a c r i t ic  is , in 
my own eyes, my chief virtue, namely, that I 
take literature very seriously indeed. With 
Keats I hold that "the fine writer is the most 
genuine being in the world," with Milton "that 
he who would not be frustrate of his hope to

6. Ibid., 54.
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write w ell hereafter ought himself be a true 
poem." I regard the man of genius as pro
phetic of a condition of l i f e  which humanity
may one day a tta in .7*

The Adelphi was discontinued and the composition 
of Keats and Shakespeare begun. It  was completed in 
1925.

His next book, Jesus, Man of Genius, has a men-
tionable bearing on his work, fo r  i t  may be seen that
to John Middleton Murry, the

. • * l i f e  of Jesus is  . . .  a work of the kind 
that a litera ry  c r i t ic  must perform, i f  his judg
ments are to have meaning. He had to se ttle  what 
was the supreme human values: and settle  the ques
tion not in the abstract, but in the concrete.
This I have tried in Jesus, Man of Genius: one 
day it s  neceasary counterpart w ill be written in 
the l i f e  of Shakespeare.®

He followed these works by Things to Gome,
God (1929), and Studies in Keats Hew and Old (1930). 
During these years he-also contributed a r t ic le s  to 
numerous magazines of varied kinds. His la test book, 
an autobiography, was published in 1936.

7 .

8

D illy  Tante, ed itor, Living Authors, 289. 
I b id .. 289.



CHAPTER I I

AH' IHTRGDUCTICSr TO KEATS AHD SHAKESPEARE

The works of sign ifican t poets are, fo r  John 
Middleton Murry, the subject of fascinating studies; and 
accordingly he writes:

Great poetry is  the utterance of that to 
which the human soul responds, of that which 
the human soul endorses. So that the h istory 
of the souls of the great poets is  the most, 
essential h istory of the human soul i t s e l f .

But what makes a man respond to the poets’ 
words? This question was uppermost in Mr. Murry’ s mind 
when he began his work on Keats and Shakespeare; and so, 
in order to find an answer, he determined to study an 
outstanding personality in the poetic f ie ld .

Por this purpose he chose John Keats, whom he 
compares to Shakespeare him self, not in his f in a l poetic 
perfection , for  Keats was not allowed to obtain maturity, 
but in his beginnings. Within the pages of his book 
this c r it ic  then traces the promptings of a man’ s soul, 
and through close observation he tr ie s  to see i t s  b r il -  
liance, and the reason fo r  the luster.

Keats and Shakespeare was not begun with the ob
je c t iv e  that might seem self-ev iden t from a study of the

1. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare, 2.
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finished product, namely, that Hr. Murry wished to pre
sent John Keats as the only d irect descendant of Shake
speare the poet. The author writes:

I went out to reveal a relation  of one kind 
between Keats and Shakespeare; Keats himself 
has revealed, through me, a relation  of another 
kind. 2

The author had f i r s t  considered a study of Keats 
a mere steppingstone to an understanding of Shakespeare. 
But Keats had forced  Mr. Murry to observe him as a po
e tic  personality, a true poet in his own righ t. In 
other words, Keats focused the c r i t i c ’ s attention on the 
essence of h is true poetic nature.

In his meditation on the essence of the true po
e tic  nature, Mr. Murry had found William Shakespeare to 
be the highest example of i t s  perfection ; yet he could
not make him the sole ob ject of his study fo r  the poet's

*

works remain only in their completed form. The marks to

their composition have been erased. Considering th is,
John Middleton Murry sought as his guide John Keats,
whom he ca lls  the proper "mediator between the normal

consciousness of man and the pure poetic consciousness
3in which form alone Shakespeare remains to us."

2. Ibid., 7.

3. Ibid., 4.
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Therefore when he had. been asked to deliver the 
Clark Lectures at Cambridge, h is f i r s t  thought was to 
speak of Shakespeare alone. This, however, presented a 
major d i f f ic u lt y .  He realized that concerning Shake
speare he had drawn conclusions which would be impossi
ble to place before even a highly in te lle ctu a l audience 
without explanation. He remembered, furthermore, that 
he had nmde his own approach to  Shakespeare through 
Keats. Hence he chose this mediator.

A second problem then arose. Mr. Murry suddenly 
found i t  impossible to rea lize  his conception of Keats’ 
poetic personality within the confines of one chapter. 
L itt le  by l i t t l e  he found that John Keats, rather than 
William Shakespeare, had become supreme in this l i t e r 
ary pattern of his lectures. Consequently, with the 
growing importance of'K eats’ position  in his thought and 
researoh, Mr. Murry found i t  necessary to "put Shake
speare out of" his “mind and devote" himself "to Keats 
a lone.«4

He began the composition of his lectures under
/

the t i t le  of Keats and Shakespeare ; and he continued to 
retain this t i t l e  because he f e l t  that i t  s t i l l  applied, 
but perhaps in a more unique manner than before, for

4 .  I b i d . , 5 .
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h is work developed into the amazing adventure-story of 
an author follow ing Shakespeare’ s mysterious path with 
John Keats as his guide.

In Shakespeare I was lo s t ; and I had wan
dered in his works as in a great and trackless 
fo rest  fo r  many yes,rs before I became possessed 
with the conviction that he also had gone fur
ther than they. He was the greatest adventurer 
of a l l ;  his was the greatest soul; his path the 
most dizzy and mysterious; he was himself verily  
’ the prophetic soul of the wide world dreaming 
of things to come.’ 5

When he had found the one who might show him the 
way through that "trackless fo r e s t ,"  John Middleton 
Murry sought to rediscover the d is t in c t  steps that had 
led Shakespeare to his goa l. In the b e lie f that the 
great writer "utters his own s o u l,"6 he wished to under
stand the soul of the greatest of a l l  English w riters. 
Prom that knowledge he had hoped to grasp a reason fo r  
men’ s universal endorsement of great poetry.

This book, Keats and Shakespeare, is  then a psy
chologica l study rather than a critique of literatu re . 
Its author saw what the "great soul" had accomplished.
Through Keats he tried  to see how i t  had been done; and

/
this is his greatest contribution to the f ie ld  of c r i t i 
cism. He alone has taken us, with Keats as our guide,

5. Ibid., 3.

6. Ibid., 3.



on a journey, mysterious and inviting , into the land 
where poetry is  godly and God is  poetio . To follow  a 
mind through it s  formative years, from the f i r s t  ex
cited  quiverings of awareness to a maturity well a t
tained is  an enthralling adventure. Yet to le t  that 
one lead us to another, even greater than he, is  a con
quest for any c r i t i c .

While preparing the lectures, Mr. Murry had 
copied one passage a fter  another of Keats’ le tte rs  with 
the purpose of using those precious b its of concrete 

evidence to explain Keats’ mental powers. By means of 
these le tters  he could show more clea rly  the «golden 

thread” between Keats and Shakespeare. What that thread 
is , and how i t  was spun, raises questions which Mr. Murry 
attempts to answer in Keats and Shakespeare.

In his consideration of Keats, th is c r i t i c  be
comes the interpreter of the poet. Never his judge.
Month by month, even day by day, he follow s his career 
across those four years of poetic endeavor. He follow s
from Sleep and Poetry, in 1817, to the fin a l re jection

/
of Hyperion, in 1819; from his f i r s t  eager grasping at 
Shakespeare’ s ideals to his desertion of them, when he 
too was in the depths; f in a lly  to h is turning to Milton; 
then back to Shakespeare, with the joy fu l understanding 
of nature that is  to be found in the Ode to Autumn.

13
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Suoh noted c r i t ic s  as Mr. H. l'Anson Fausset,
author of Keata: A Study in Development, published in
1922; Lord Houghton, the w riter of the Life and Letters
of John Keata, released in 1928; and Mr. Albert Srlande,
the French biographer of Keats, have tried  by explaining
the poet’ s l i f e  to illuminate h is  works. They have been
successful to a great extent in doing th is ; but few have
been able, as has John Middleton Murry, to rein force our
loosely  woven, picture tapestry of Keats' soul at work.
It  was, then, with the thought of showing the workings
of a poet’ s soul that Mr. Murry expressed the objective
of hia book as essentia lly  an attempt,

. . .  to examine the nature of pure poetry, to 
discover what i t  is ,  what is  i t s  sign ificance, 
from what kind of human being i t  is produced, 
and, as far as possible, the causes which make 
that kind of human being what he is .

He continually thinks t>f Shakespeare and of Keats as such
pure poetic beings. What he hopes to prove is  that the
poet is  the complete man. He continues:

. , , Just as I believe that there is  a fin a l 
human truth which men can a tta in , and that the 
pure poet expresses this truth; so a lso  I be
lieve that there is  an actual human complete-' 
ness which men can attain , and that the pure 
poet attains that completeness more fu lly  than 
others. I hope to have shown in what that 
completeness consists, and why the pure poet

7 .  I b i d . , 11



is  recompensed fo r  hie exceeding suffering by 
the exceeding great reward of achieving this 
completeness to the uttermost.®

In answering the question why universal man en
dorses great poetry, Mr. Murry tr ie s  to d iscover the 
true nature of the poet through an observation of John 
Keats, hie ideal poet. Therefore, Keats and Shakespeare 
is not only the study of an individual who w ill  help us 

to understand Shakespeare, but i t  i s  also an examination 
of the universal idea of the true poet. Mr. Murry, how
ever, doubts i f  he rea lly  fu l f i l le d  his ob jective, fo r  
he declares in a summary that what the poet is  and does 
is a mystery. Yet his perception of the mystery of 
Keats he states as follow s:

In the l i f e  of a pure poet is a secret f i t 
ness, because to be a pure poet demands that 
a man should make himself the fa ith fu l servant 
and obedient servant of the unseen harmony 
which is in the universe. This harmony is 
manifested through* and in 0Keats] .9

To demonstrate this assumption Mr. Murry con
ducts his readers with the most fastid ious care through 
the avenue of Keats’ works, pointing out each sign post
that leads to the poet’ s greatness. At no time, through-

1

out the book, does our conception of Keats become blurred. 
We see the human figure of the man. We understand his 8

15

8. Ib id ., 11.
9 .  I b i d . , 220.
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environment; we marvel at his courage; we recognize his 
talents. His formal education was meager; yet in his 
maturer poems there is  a perfection of language, and "a 
living depth of poetica l thought.”

The principal reason fo r  Mr. Murry’ s insight 
in to  Keats’ personality is  the harmony of their minds. 
Both accepted the important place of poetry in l it e r a 
ture. Each was g ifted  with Btrong analytica l powers. 
Alike they attempted to see beyond the natural, into the 
sp iritu a l. Therefore Mr. Murry understood that John 
Keats’ potential greatness, together with the persistent 
development of his talents, constituted his genius but 
that time alone was denied him to prove the ultimate 
worth of his ta lents. Then not only as his c r i t i c ,  but 
also as his defender, Mr. Murry advocates that the reader 
should attempt to understand rather than pass judgment on 
John Keats. He w rites:

There is no man liv in g , and no man has 
lived , who has the right to pass judgment 
upon Keats . . .  By that standard [his own] , 
and by no other, he fa ile d , and he fa ile d  
fo r  one cause and no other--because he had 
not t i m e . #

Mr. E. de Selincourt, an eminent c r it ic  of Eng
lish  poetry, a lso  stresses the importance of this time

10 .  I b i d . , 7 5 -7 6 .
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element. In his "Warton Lecture," which he read in 1921 

before the B ritish  Academy in celebration of the cente
nary of Keats, he says:

The three short yearE of his poetic l i f e  
show an astonishing growth, but they were only 
a fraction  o f the time which from the f i r s t  he 
regarded as indispensable fo r  his apprentice
ship :

0 for ten years, that I may overwhelm 
Myself in poesy; so I may do the deed 
That my own soul has to i t s e l f  decreed.

This is  his prayer in Sleep and Poetry, and 
i t  is  no mere phrase. At the end of two of 
these years he s t i l l  finds himself ’ very young- 
minded’ even in that quality in which to us he 
stands pre-eminent, ’ the perceptive power of 
beauty,’ and when the third was drawing to its  
close he was s t i l l  looking forward to  s ix  more 
years of labour before he could hope to sa tis 
fy  his own idea . *■

Aside from an understanding of the limited span 
of years given Keats to spend on hie poetic development, 
there are three terms *to be remembered and comprehended, 
as the author comprehends them, i f  we are to grasp the 
f u l l  meaning of Keats and Shakespeare. These are; 
"Negative ca p a b ility ,"  "D iligent indolence," and knowl
edge as an "Instinctive fa cu lty ."

Under the chapter heading of "Poetic Character," 
John Middleton Murry explains "Negative capability" and 
in conclusion presents Keats’ interpretation of the 11

11. L. de Selincourt, Oxford Lectures on 
Poe try , 185-186.
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phrase:

. * . i t  struck me what quality went to form 
a man of achievement, especially  in l ite r a 
ture, and which Shakespeare possessed so 
enormously—I mean Negative C apability, that 
is ,  when a man is  capable of being in uncer
ta in ties , mysteries, doubts, without any i r 
ritab le  reaching a fte r  fa c t  and reason. ^

According to Mr. Murry, i t  was th is acceptance of l i f e ,  
th is tolerance and forgiveness of wrong, that allowed 
Keats to grasp the "rea lity  of Shakespeare and his own 
identity  with the Shakespearean character. w1̂

Mr. Murry’ s own shortened d efin ition  of "Nega
tive capability" is as fo llow s:

He IjCeatsl had learned from his great fo r e 
runner the secret of ’ Negative Capability’ --th a t 
the supreme poet is  he who can accept the fa c t  
that the mystery must be, and wait for the moment 
when he can comprehend i t  by the facu lty  of po
e t ic  in tu ition , instead of impatiently turning 
fo r  aid to fa cu ltie s  less  potent than his own.14

"Negative capability,"* therefore, means the quiet ac
ceptance o f, and sincere e ffo r t  to understand, l i f e  as 
i t  is .  Keats’ attainment of i t ,  John Middleton Murry 

makes the theme of th is f i r s t  book on Keats and Shake
speare. 12 13

12. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare, 47-48.
13. I b id . , 49.
14 I b i d . , 55 .
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Of the second term, "D iligent indolence," Keats
wrote to Reynolds on February 18, 1818:

The mere remembering of great works is  not 
knowledge of them: knowledge of them arises 
out of a passive saturation, and fo r  this 
saturation and the subsequent creative ac
t iv ity  of the sp ir it  but l i t t l e  is neces
sary. A dozen lin es of ’ fu l l  poesy’ are 
enough. 0

Keats, then, visualized knowledge as the companion of 
thought. The "mere remembering" to him meant a saturat

ing knowledge of fa cts  that exclude meditation upon them. 
The thorough understanding of the f u l l  meaning of a dozen 
lin es of poetry therefore taught him more than any amount 
of encyclopedic information.

The third term, knowledge as an "Instinctive 
fa cu lty ,"  is  the result of thinking which holds that 
"knowledge is  essentially  self-engendered; i t  is  the 
s e l f ’ s creation of i t s e l f  out of experience."15 16 This 
may be explained again by the thought that memory is  not 
knowledge. But above a l l  i t  must be remembered that 
Keats, as well as Mr. Murry, accepted Platonic in tu ition
as a means to knowledge. Knowledge fo r  Keats was the

1

result of his quiet listen ing to l i f e ’ s song; and, hav
ing listened, musing upon i t .

15. Ib id . ,  61.
16. I b id ., 63.
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© thou whose face hath f e l t  the w inter's wind,
Whose eye has seen the snow-clouds hung in mist,
And the black elm-tops ’ mong the freezing stars, 
io  thee the Spring “w ill be a harvest time*
0 thou, whose only book has been the lig h t 
0 supreme darkness which thou feddest on 
^ight a fter  night when Phoebus was away,
To thee the Spring sha ll be a tr ip le  morn.
0 fr e t  not a fter knowledge--! have none,
And yet my song comes native with the warmth.
0 fr e t  not a fter  knowledge--I have none,
And yet the evening lis te n s . He who saddens 
At thought of idleness cannot id le ,
And he’ s awake who thinks himself a sleep .17

ihe interpretation that Mr. Murry places on this 
selection  presents John Keats not as an id le  dreamer but 
as a thoughtful philosopher. "D iligent indolence" leads 
him to knowledge. His "Negative capability" to receive 
thci.t knowledge makes him the true poetic thinker and only 
d irect apostle to Shakespeare.

1

17« IM d ., 62. (Verses written by Keats to 
Reynolds in his le tte r  of February 18, 1818.)



CHAPTER I I I

AH ANALYSIS <F KEATS’ EARLY DEVELOPMENT

The expected summons of a premature death did 
not destroy John Keats’ courage. That courage was not 
developed in an hour, nor was he born with i t ;  the g i f t  
came from his w i l l .  I t  sprang from a determination to 
face the destiny that was meant to be h is . Perhaps 
Keats was thinking of a ll  this when he wrote to Bailey 
on January 23, 1818:

The best of men have but a portion of good 
in them--a kind of spiritual yeast in their 
frames, which creates the ferment of ex istence-- 
by which a Man is  propelled to a ct, and strive , 
and buffet with Circumstances.1

The raising of that yeast in the soul of John 
Keats has been recorded by Mr. Murry in his Keats and 
Shakespeare. He watch’ed i t  ferment through the four 
•♦miraculous years'* of the poet’ s career. Because an un
timely death intervened, these years are a l l  he can re
cord. He observes, however, that had i t  not been for
the short span of Keats’ l i f e  there might reasonably/
have been much more. Pour years, though he expected a 
few more, were a l l  that were offered to him in order

1. Murry, Keats ancl Shakespeare, 54. (Prom 
John Keats’ le tte r  to Bailey on January 23, 1818.)



to develop his poetic powers.

Not many people would have remarked, in 1816, 
that Keats’ poetry would ever be great. He had written 
"but a handful of raw sonnets." Yet the few who did ob
serve carefu lly  might have noted in Keats’ f i r s t  volume
"a confession of generous enthusiasm in thought and 

2a c t ."  This phrase, ’’generous enthusiasm," is Mr. Mur

r y ’ s, and should be noted, fo r  he uses i t  w isely. I t  
is  not a condemnation of the boy’ s naive and often crude 
verse, but the revelation of his ambition, his striving 
for  the greatness of poetic beauty. Here is an example 
of those early verses:

What f i r s t  inspired a bard of old to sing 
Narcissus pining o ’ er the untainted spring?
In some delicious ramble, he had found 
A l i t t l e  space, with boughs a l l  woven round;
And in the midst of a l l  a clearer pool 
Than e ’ er re flected  i t s  pleasant coo l,
The blue sky here,'and there, serenely peeping 
Through ten drill wreaths fan ta stica lly  creeping.
And on the bank a lonely flow er he spied,
A meek and forlorn  flow er, with naught of pride, 
Drooping its  beauty o ’ er the watery clearness,
To woo it s  own sad image into nearness:
Deaf to ligh t Zephyruss i t  would not move;
But s t i l l  would seem to droop, to pine, to love.
So while the poet stood in this spot,
Some fa in ter gleamings o ’ er his fancy shot; '
Nor was i t  long ere he had told the ta le .
Of young Narcissus, and sad Echo’ s bale. 2 3

2, Ib id . , 14. **
3. John Keats, "I Stood Tip-toe Upon a L itt le  

H il l ,"  The Poetica l Works of John Keats, ed. by
H. Buxton Forman, 7.
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This youthful enthusiasm might have been directed
away from, rather than to, pure poetry i f  i t  had not been

for the intervention of Leigh Hunt. Man's mind is shaped
by those he learns to love and respect. John Keats was
ju st twenty, when, taking his lodgings in London, he had
been introduced to Leigh Hunt. Finding the boy earnest
in hie desire to become a poet, Hunt invited him to jo in
the literary  c ir c le  that had found it s  apex at Hunt's own
cottage at Hamstead, and at his quarters at Borough and
Cheapside. C ritics  have questioned Leigh Hunt's a b ility
as a poet and c r i t i c ;  but of him Mr. Murry fa ir ly  writes:

Hunt was a man of great g i f t s  . . .H e  had 
an in tu itive understanding of the essence of 
poetry, of the order of nature of poetic crea
tion, not in fer ior  to that of Coleridge. That 
he was himself but a second-rate poet, and that 
in some respects his influence on Keats at this 
moment may have been harmful * need not be de
nied. But these things are nothing compared 
with the fa c t  that more than any other single 
man Hunt encouraged Keats in his beginnings, 
and defended and ju s t if ie d  him when he was 
dead.4

To Leigh Hunt, then, a gratefu l Muse gives thanks fo r  
his having f i r s t  steadied Keats' footing on the long 
climb to Shakespearean heights. '

Sleep and Poetry was s t i l l  wet with prin ter’ s 
ink when Keats wrote down his d e fin ition  of poetry.

4. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare, 16-17.



24

For he ca lled  i t  the '»natural song of re jo ic in g  which 

springs from the heart in response to Nature."^ Through 
poetry he had looked at God, s creation and found i t  
beautiful.

For what had made the sage or poet write 
But that fa ir  paradise of Nature»a lig h t?5 6 7

By his contemplation of the essence of poetry, Keats 
also saw its  hidden powers:

*Tis might h a lf-e  lumb * ring on it s  own right arm.^
The power of poetry, i t  can be affirmed, is 

mightier than most people are able to fathom. Yet what 
does Keats mean by »»half-slumb*ring on it s  own right 
arm»»? Mr. Murry is quite concerned with this point be
fore he attempts to undertake a further discussion of 
Keats» early development. He sees i t  as Keats» best
defin ition  of poetry, though he admits i t  is *»a d e fi-

»
nition  of poetry by poetry.** Poetry, according to 
Mr. Murry, is "strength, ease, majesty, naturalness, a 
softness as a sleep, a relaxation of a l l  tensions, a 
passing-beyond a ll  e f fo r ts , a sovereignty of in stin c
tive comprehension— » The c r i t i c  expands his explanation

5. Ib id . , 18.

6. Keats, "Sleep and Poetry," The P oetica l Works
2jL Keats, ed. by H. Buxton Forman, 6.

7. I b id . , 49.
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of Keats’ defin ition  by continuing, " i t  is the poetic 
facu lty  as i t  were momentarily self-conscious and de
claring its  own nature, as i t  might declare i t ,  in an 
image or metaphor."8 To substantiate th is view, John 
Middleton Murry further quotes from a le tte r  written by 
Keats to Taylor, his friend and publisher:

I think poetry should surprise by a fin e  
excess, and not by singularity ; i t  should 
strike the reader as a working of his own 
highest thoughts, and appear almost a remem
brance. y

Therefore, Mr. Murry determined that a t th is early stage
of Keats’ poetic development he understood poetry as,

. . .  a power, a potency which exists in its  
own right, and of i t s e l f  w ill bring to him 
’ the fa ir  v isions of a l l  p la ce s ,’ and inspire 
him to set down a l l  beauties seen or remem
bered or imagined; i t  w ill carry him even 
beyond th is:

Then the events of this wide world I ’ d seize 
Like a strong giant, and my sp ir it  teaze 
T il l  at i t s  shoulders i t  should proudly see 
Wings to find out an immortality. ^

But there is one point of John Keats’ interpre
tation of the meaning of true poetry to which Mr. Murry 
gives too l i t t l e  importance. The c r it ic  fa i ls  to em-

t
phasize the p ractica lity  of poetry, as stressed by Keats,

8. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare, 23.

9* , 21. ( le t te r  of February 27, 1818.)
10» 1bi d ., 18.

66057
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wiiile dwelling at length on poetry as a "sovereignty 
of instinctive comprehension." For Keats, poetry is a 
remembrance of l i f e *8 eternal truths as he observed 
them. This to him was the epitome of p ra ctica lity . 
Poetry was his l i f e  of thought. Through the medium of 
poetry he wished to give expression to h is meditations 
on the world about him. He wanted to see the poetic 

beauty of l i f e ,  and, seeing, to understand and a ct upon 
such knowledge. His evening song, therefore, was his 
most beautiful one. He had learned the practica l le s 
son of poetry.

Keats had been at the writing of Sleep and 
Poe try , "a boy of twenty-one, but this moment uplifted  

into an awareness of his own powers, trying to grapple 
with their inmost se cre t .«11 Who, then, could expect 
from his lip s  a mature * poe t* s thoughts when he was not 
yet a mature man? "The wonder is that he saw so much, 
not that he could not see wholly and a l l  the tim e."1  ̂
With Sleep and Poetry, Keats had begun an adventure.
Its newness had not worn away by the time that he be-

/gan Endymion. 11 12

11. Ib id . , 24.
12. I b id ., 24.
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John Keats' conception of poetry was born with 
Sleep and. Poetry. Y/hat followed under the t i t l e  of 
Endymion became

. . . a 'proving upon h is pulses' of the idea 
of which he already had in tu itive  possession.
He lived , thought, f e l t ,  imagined and wrote 
himself into i t  more fu l ly , but i t  was a l
ready h i s .13 14

Most c r i t i c s  of John Keats skip over Endymion 
with "profound" gen era lities . But Mr. Murry, patiently 
and deliberately appraises i t  as necessary to Keats' 
early development, fo r  Keats is  trying to c la r ify  in his 
own mind "the sacredness of the in stin ctive  impulses," 
and the "truth of that which the in tu ition  seizes as 
beauty."

. . .  he knows they are connected, but he does
not know how. That knowledge and that ignorance
are alike fundamental to Endymi on; they are the
sources of it s  strength and weakness.™»

In this youthful attempt he came to the conclu
sion that,

A thing of beauty is  a joy  for ever;
Its  loveliness increases; i t  w ill  never 
Pass into nothingness; but s t i l l  w il l  keep 
A bower quiet fo r  us, and a sleep
Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet bfeathing. 
Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing 
A flowery band to bind us to the earth,

13. Ib id . , 32.
14. Ib id . , 29.
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Spite of despondence, of the inhuman dearth 
Of noble natures, of gloomy days,
Of a l l  the unhealthy and o ’ er-darkened ways 
Make for  our searching: yes, in spite of a l l ,
Some shape of beauty moves away the pall 
Prom our dark sp ir its . Such the sun, the moon,
Trees old, and young, sprouting a shady boon 
For simple sheep; and such are d a ffod ils  
With the green world they liv e  in; and clear r i l l s  
That fo r  themselves a cooling covert make 
’ Gainst the hot season; the mid fo rest brake,
Hich with a sprinkling of fa ir  musk-rose blooms:
And such too is  the grandeur of the dooms 
We have imagined fo r  the mighty dead;
A ll lovely  tales that we have heard and read:
An endless fountain of immortal drink,
Pouring unto us from the heaven’ s brink.15

Again, within these verses is  to be found boyish 
enthusiasm coupled with an in su ffic ien t intimacy with 
his Muse. Yet the,

. . . three thin volumes in which Keats gave to 
the world the work of his creation constitute 
one of the choicest treasures of English song.

"0 for ten years, that I may overwhelm
Myself in poesy ,"»

was his passionate prayer; only about fiv e  years 
were vouchsafed him, and, when we note the rapid 
growth of his powers, when we contrast the f l i c k 
ering beauty of the "Endymion" with the high sub
lim ity of the "Hyperion,” or with the fau ltless  
supremacy of the "Odes," we are almost awe
stricken at the thought of what f iv e  more years 
might have done fo r  the development of his genius.16

15. Keats, "Endymion,"Book I , The P oetica l 
Works of John Keats, ed. by H. Buxton Forman, 57-58.

16. W. M. Payne, Greater English Poets of the 
19th Century, 25-26.



Mr. Murry and W. M. Payne might have disputed 
the «sublimity of the Hyperion« but they both concede 
the swiftness and importance of Keats’ early develop
ment as a sign of his potential greatness.



CHAPTER IY

EXAMPLES OP BEAUTY AND TRUTH IE 
THE POETIC CHARACTER

"Beauty in a l l  things" was Keats' motto, as well 
«s his "great poetic in tu ition ."  For he wished, to prove 
to himself, and to show others, that l i f e  "is  supremely 
beau tifu l." Had he reached a complete understanding of 

that phrase, he would have achieved his confessed poetic 
goal. Unfortunately, he did not fu lly  attain  an accept
ance of this idea of beauty in a l l  things. In despair 
he wrote to his fiancee, Fanny Brawne:

I f  I should d ie, said I to myself, I have 
l e f t  no immortal work behind me, nothing to 
make my friends proud of my memory, but I 
have loved the principle of beauty in a ll  
things, and i f  I had had time, I would have 
made myself remembered.

But who could blame him? For had Shakespeare 
died at the age of twenty-six, he too would not be re 
membered as the English Dean of poets. By 1590, the 
year of his twenty-sixth birthday, William Shakespeare 
had presented nothing better than Two Gentlemen of 

Yerona. Hamlet, Macbeth, and Lear were s t i l l  figments 
of a hopeful imagination.

1 .  Murry, K eats  and S ha k esp ea re . 72 .



31

If Keats did not reach his goal, what then did 
he accomplish? Mr, Murry answers that question in the 
further discussion of Keats’ development.

In four years John Keats developed from a hero- 
worshiping boy to a mature being, modestly but eagerly 
laying his contribution on that same a ltar of man’ s cu l
ture at which Shakespeare had worshiped. The idol of 
Keats’ youth, and the example of his maturity, had been 
Shakespeare. Their kinship was closer than that of 
brothers, because theirs is  the sp iritual relationship 
of poetic minds with a harmonious conception of a mu
tual Muse. For Keats,

. . .  the thread of the Shakespearean influence 
runs so close  to the centre of Keats* being 
that we can, with patience, watch i t  gradually 
merge into the very substance of his soul.

He never reached the heights which Shakespeare 
had attained because his night settled  a l l  too soon upon 
the mountain. Had the hours of tw ilight been prolonged, 
he probably would have made i t ,  fo r  he was climbing in 
the hewed-out clinks that the pick of Shakespeare’ s 
genius had made. Though he reached a high a ltitude, he 
never sat secure to look below, fo r  he was always climb
ing. His eyes, always toward the sun of poetic truth. 2

2. I b id ,, 33.



32

In the words of another scholar here is a de
scription  of the poetic character that John Middleton 
Murry saw in Keats. They are those of E. de Selincourt, 
a former Professor of Poetry in the University of Ox
ford, who writes:

. . . Keats is a poet, f i r s t  of a l l  because he 
had the supreme sensitiveness of a poet1 a im
agination, and caught up the beauty about him 
as a lake takes colour and shadow from the sky, 
partly because he was born a r t is t  and studied 
with constant devotion the technique of his 
art, but a lso because he had a mind and sp ir it  
bent on applying to his art the searching test 
of hard thought and v ita l experience. We only 
read Keats aright when we learn from his lip s  
that he wrote, not fo r  a r t 's  sake only, but 
fo r  the sake of truth and for  the sake of 
l i f e . «

"Caught up the beauty about him as a lake takes colour 
and shadow from the sky." This is  one of the most com
plete yet the shortest descriptions of Negative Capa
b il i ty . By centering the meaning in the word "take," 

this description further explains that indispensable 
quality of the poetic character, the a b il ity  to receive 
beauty, whereby Shakespeare and Keats possess the unique
ness of the poetic philosopher. The unerring recognition

1

of beauty as truth and truth as beauty, together with the 

aptitude for  lin gu istic  expression, set them apart as 
poets. 3

3. de Selincourt, ojd. c i t . , 185.
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To Mr. Murry, poetry is no accident but a natural 
branch from the tree of l i f e  as exemplified in the poetic 
character. In so much as poetry flow s from the natural 
expression of the "most genuine being," a fine writer, 
he believes i t  has no greater ju s t if ic a t io n . But i f  he 
seems a l i t t l e  confusing in his explanation of the poetic 
character, this is  due to his zealous attempt to represent 
the character of the poet as that which has found and un~ 
derstood the right balance between good and e v il in the 
world.

Keats' f i r s t  earnest contemplation of good and 
e v il  at work was inspired by Shakespeare's King Lear.
On December 28, 1817, the boy-poet, with this play in 
mind, made the observation to his brothers that "the ex
cellence of every art is  its  intensity , capable of mak
ing a ll  disagreeables evaporate from their being in close 
relationship with Beauty and Truth."4 Mr. Murry in ter

prets this observation by saying that the poet found in 
the play,

. . .  an intensity which makes a l l  disagree
ables evaporate from the closeness of their re
lationship with Beauty and Truth; in the man 
[ghakespear<3 there is  a Negative Capability 

which enables the sense of Beauty to obliterate

4. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare, 42. (Letter 
of Keats to his brothers, December 28th, 1817.)
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a l l  consideration, which is  only another word 
fo r  ’ a l l  irr ita b le  reaching a fter  the fa ct  and 
reason .*

That, one might say, was the main result 
of Keats’ submission to Shakespeare during the 
year which had ended . . .

As Keats’ c r i t i c ,  John Middleton Murry further
believes that the kinship between Keats and Shakespeare
was always one of the strongest influences of Keats*
l i f e ,  despite h is temporary turning to a M iltonic style
with the beginning of the F irst Hyperion. For Milton
was but a refuge "in which Keats hid himself from the
rea lity  of Tom’ s death."6 I t  was a "habitation not his 

7own. *

Milton was foreign  to Mr. Murry’ s idea of the 
poetic character, and therefore foreign  to Keats. In 
the light of this c r i t i c ’ s arguments, the poetic char
acter must have a natural submission of i t s e l f  to l i f e ’ s 

experiences,—a, naturalness in the creation of poetry, 
an inclination  toward knowledge without a hurried search 
for i t .

Mr. de Selincourt used the metaphor of the cloud
/

and the lake. John Keats gives us yet another to

5. Ib id ., 42.
6. I b id ., 100
7. Ib id ., 99.
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illu s tra te  this dominant characteristic of the poetic 
personality:

Memory should not be ca lled  Knowledge . . .
Let us not therefore go hurrying about and c o l
lectin g  honey, bee-like buzzing here and there 
impatiently from a knowledge of what is  to be 
aimed at, but le t  us open our leaves like a 
flower and be passive and receptive.®

Prom an early age Keats was eager to receive beauty from 
a l l  things,

. Why s o sad a moan?
L ife  is the rose ’ s hope while yet unblown;
The reading of an ever changing ta le ;
The light up lifting  of a maiden’ s v e il;
A pigeon tumbling in clear summer a ir ;
A laughing schoolboy without g r ie f or care,
Riding the springy branches of an elm."

io express what he perceived, Keats chose the medium of 
dramatic poetry.

Such an achievement, Keats knew, was possible 
only in the form in which Shakespeare had achieved 
, ’ in the drama, in the poetry o.!r representation, 

which in the hands of great genius does perform 
this manifest m iracle .-*-0

xemporarily, at least, Tom’ s death z’ emoved from 
Keats’ eyes the rosy-coloured glasses of h is hero-worship 
for Shakespeare. For a time he could not adjust his

®* I b id ., 61-62. (Letter to Reynolds, February 18, 18187}

9. Keats, 
of John Keats, ed. "Sleep and P oetry ,” The P oetica l Works 

by H. Bux,ton Forman, 45.
10. Murry, K eats  and S ha k esp ea re , 75.
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visions to true co lors . It  was during those last months 
of 1818, a period of sorrow and d is illu s io n , that Keats 
f e l l  under the spell of Milton. For Keats, Milton was 
a garden of escape to which pain had lo s t  the key. In 
September, 1818, he had begun his work on Hyperion.

Hyperion and M iltonics were a refuge of ab
stractions that Keats was building fo r  himself 
to shut out the concrete world.-*-*-

But a fter  Tom’ s death his passionate love fo r  
Fanny Brawne interrupted his work on Hyperion. It  was 
not that he had rejected  Milton but that Fanny’ s youth
fu l gaiety had made him momentarily happy. Because of 
her, he wrote "Ever Let the Fancy Roam,” "Bards of Pas
sion and of Mirth," »The Ode to Melancholy," and "The 
Eve of St. Agnes." But by January the spell had tem
porarily loosed it s  hold and he returned to Hyperion.

M iltonic musings dulled the sense of pain. For, 
in spite of h is love fo r  Fanny, his passion for  writing 
was proving to be even greater. He could not support 
Fanny on what a poet of those days received, but neither
could he refuse to honor his Muse. His bitterness con-

/
tinued. He might have turned to Shakespeare during this 
period, for that poet had a lso  suffered a similar de
pression. Mr. Murry describes Shakespeare as having

1 1 .  I b i d . , 70.
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endured a b itter love. He saw Shakespeare as having
. * . accepted the world of men and women;
Shakespeare had made his terms with the oub- 
l i c ; and in these things Shakespeare had 
shown his greatness. Keats could not f o l low him . . .

. . . but now, as his suffering was more b it 
ter, so his passion fo r  the abstract of Milton 
had reacned a pitch of frenzy. In this frenzy 
he was rewriting Hyperion.

Here Mr. Murry takes too positive  an attitude 
in favor of Shakespeare’ s having a b itter  love. There 
was in Shakespeare’ s l i f e ,  as seen through his plays, a 
perioo. of utter depths. Yet what was the cause of i t  is 
s t i l l  a disputed subject among scholars. The dark maiden 
of the sonnets may have been merely, in the sty le  of the 
day, a mysterious and imaginary love.

Suddenly, on September 20, 1819, the miracle of 
Keats was accomplished. He had seen in tu itive ly  what 
Shakespeare had seen. So seeing, he composed the Ode to 
Autumn.

Season of mists and mellow fru itfu ln ess ,
Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;

Conspiring \vith him how to load and bless
With fr u it  the vines that round the thatch-eves run; 

io bend with apples the moss'd cottage trees, '
And f i l l  a l l  fru it  with ripeness to the core;

To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells 
With a sweet kernel; to set budding more,

And s t i l l  more, later flowers fo r  the bees,

1 2 .  I b i d . , 167.
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Until they think warm days w ill  never cease,
For Summer has o ’ er-brimm’ d their clammy c e l ls .

Who hath seen thee o ft  amid thy store?
Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find 

Thee s itt in g  careless on a granary f lo o r ,
Thy hair s o f t - l i f t e d  by the winnowing wind;

Or on a h a lf-reap ’ d furrow sound asleep,
Drows’ d with the fume of poppies, while thy hook 

Spares the next swath and a l l  it s  twined flowers: 
And sometimes like a gleamer thou dost keep 

Steady thy laden head across a brook;
Or by a cyder-press, with patient look,

Thou watchest the last oozinge hours by hours.
Where are the Songs of Spring? Ay, where are they?

Think not of them, thou hath thy music to o ,- -  
While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day,

And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue;
Then in a w ailfu l choir the small gnats mourn 

Along the river shallows, borne a lo ft
Or sinking as the lig h t wind liv es  or d ies ;

And full-grown lambs loud bleat from h il ly  bourn; 
Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble so ft  
The red-breast whistles from a garden-croft;

And gathering swallows tw itter in the sk ie s .13

This is  the Ode to Autumn. A French writer,
Henri-Frédéric Amiel, once wrote of autumn as i f  i t  had

*

a dual personality:

There are two forms of autumn: there is  the 
misty and dreamy autumn, there is  the v ivid  and 
b r illia n t  autumn; almost the d ifference between 
the two sexes. The very word autumn is  both 
masculine and feminine. Has not every season in 
some fashion, it s  two sexes? Has i t  not its  
minor and its  major key, it s  two sides of ligh t 
and shadow, gentleness and force? . . . The 
scarlet autumn stands fo r  vigorous a c t iv ity : the 
grey autumn fo r  meditative fee lin g . The one is

13. Keats, "Ode to Autumn," The Poetical Works 
of John Keats, ed. by H. Buxton Forman, 245-246.
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expansive and overflowing; the other s t i l l  and 
withdrawn. Yesterday our thoughts were with 
the d|ad. Today we are celebrating the vin
tage •

Perhaps, because Keats combined the two, the 
vivid and dreamy autumn, in an a r t is t  manner his Ode 

became a masterpiece. The drowsily placid beauty of 
f a l l  changes to the v iv id  bountifulness of autumn with
in his verses. Yet it s  fulness comes with the ecstasy 
of joyous serenity. Through i t  John Keats had reached 
Shakespearean heights. His c r i t i c  interposes:

It  need not be pointed out with the f in 
ger how deeply Shakespearean that perfect poem 
i s —Shakespearean in it s  rich  and opulent 
serenity of mood, Shakespearean in i t s  lovely 
and large periodic movement, like the drawing 
of a deep, fu l l  breath. This is  not that ma
je s t ic  marshalling of design which marks the 
constructed period of Milton; this is  natural 
and spontaneous poetic power. . . .  at the 
moment that he fin a lly  abandoned the second 
Hyperion, he wrote the Ode to Autumn. I t  is  
the perfect and unforced utterance of the 
truth contained in the magic words: ’ Ripeness 
in  a l l .  ’

In the task of revealing a new aspect of Beauty 
and Truth, both Keats and Shakespeare showed themselves
to be pure poets. As was his purpose, Mr. Murry leads

1

his reader to an understanding of the poetic character 14 15

14. Henri-Frederic Amiel, Amiel’ s Journal, 
trans. by Mrs. Humphry Ward,  ̂ 100.

15. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare, 189.
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by showing him Keats* * progressive understanding of po
etry. The means employed are Keats' own le tte rs . With 
such an understanding one has the key to Keats as an 
a r t is t  and a man; fo r  the conception

. . .  of the fine  writer as the 'most genuine 
being in the world» l ie s  at the core of Keats' 
inward l i f e .  Not only was his gradual under
standing of that obscure and d i f f ic u lt  truth 
the most essential process in his mental 
growth; but i t  necessarily  had a profound in
fluence upon his actual l i f e .  . . .  i f  we 
read the story of Keats loya lly , we come into 
possession of a truth such that the old and 
vexing co n flic ts  between art and morality, be
tween literature and l i f e ,  cease to ex ist fo r  us.

I t  was because Keats held that poetry was l i f e
and l i f e  poetry that the c o n flic t  ceased to ex ist. Nor
from l i fe  he drew poetry and into poetry he put a l l  that
l i fe  had taught him, that beauty was truth and truth
beauty. With the completion of his Ode to Autumn, John

»

Keats had found what his twentieth century c r i t i c  was 
to learn, that—

Pure poetry . . .  is  revealed to us as the 
natural utterance of the fin e s t  and comple- 
test liv in g . 1

Like the sudden thunder stoim on a tranquil 
lake, the rea lity  of truth as beauty and beauty as truth

16. Ib id . , 46-47.

• »17 . I b i d 47 .
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struck Keats. Mr. Murry merely explains this change as 

the return of Keats to his "true and natural s e l f , "  and 
states the facta thus:

At some time between Tuesday, 15th Septem
ber and Sunday, 19th September 1819, a change 
took place in Keats which involved his aban
doning the second Hyperion fo r  ever. He be
came his true and natural s e l f ,  and, moved to 
his depths by the sight of a warm stubble- 
f ie ld  on his Sunday walk round Winchester, 
composed the Ode to Autumn—pure Keats, un
contaminated and calm, i f  ever poem was. 8

Then the Ode to Autumn had been the culmination 
of Keats’ attempts to understand God's creation. He at 
last worshipped the beauty and fu lln ess of creation be
cause he understood the Creator. To George, his brother, 
he wrote:

I w il l  c a ll  the world a School instituted  
fo r  the purpose of teaching l i t t l e  children to 
read. I w ill ca ll  the human heart the horn Book 
read in that School. And I w ill ca ll  the Child 
able to read, the Soul made from that School and 
it s  horn book. Do you not see how necessary a 
World of Pain and troubles is  to school an In
telligence and make i t  a Soul? A Place where 
the heart must fe e l and su ffer in a thousand 
diverse ways. Hot merely is  the Heart a Horn
book. I t  is  the Mind's B ible, i t  is  the Mind's 
experience, i t  is  the test from which the Mind 
or Intelligence sucks it s  identity . As various 
as the Lives of Men are, so various becomes • 
their Souls, and thus does God make individual 
beings, Souls, Identical Souls of the sparks of 
his own essence.18 19

18. Ib id . , 188.
19. Ib id . , 136. 

George, A pril 30, 1818.)
(Taken from his le t te r  to
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The problem of e v il ,  of su ffering , had bothered Keats.
Fow that he could understand i t ,  he again could under
stand Shakespeare as a representative of the good in 
God’ s creation . In the sunrise of his understanding,
John Keats wrote:

How fe v e r ’ d is  the man who cannot look
Upon his mortal days with temperate blood,

Who vexes a l l  the leaves of his l i f e ’ s book,
And robs h is fa ir  name of it s  maidenhood;

I t  is as i f  the rose should pluck h erse lf,
Or the ripe plum finger it s  misty bloom,

As i f  a Naiad, like a meddling e l f ,
Should darken her pure grot with muddy gloom,

But the rose leaves h erse lf upon the briar,
For winds to kiss and grateful bees to feed,

And the ripe plum s t i l l  wears it s  dim a ttire ,
The undisturbed lake it s  crystal space,
Why then should man, teasing the worl£0of grace, 

Spoil his salvation fo r  a fie rce  miscreed?20
It  was in the Spring of 1819 that John Keats had 

written this sonnet on Fame, showing that he had found 
the serenity that a human l i f e  might attain in the ob- 
servance of the laws of creation . He himself had had to 
accept death in order to accept l i f e .  Yet more than that, 
he had to see the beauty of both. His v ictory  over b it 
terness lay not in the accepted knowledge that his ta l
ented youth was to be snatched from him but in the love 
and understanding of Him who was to take i t .  For this 
John Middleton Murry classes him as a great poet. But

20. Keats, «On Fame,» The P oetica l Works of John 
Keats, ed. by H. Buxton Forman,"348.
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especia lly  does he raise him to that lite ra ry  height fo r  
the fin a l w ords of his masterpiece, the Ode on si Grecian 

Urn. For with it s  fin a l words came the communicable 
climax of Keats* meditations on death and l i f e .  To the 
Grecian Urn he apostrophizes:

Thou shalt remain in the midst of other woe 
Than ours a friend to man, to whom thou sayest,

’Beauty is truth, truth beauty,'* that is  a ll  
Ye know on earth, and a ll  ye need to know.21

Mr. Murry concedes this change in the young poet 
as a miracle beyond explanation. Turning to  the Hew 
Testament you w ill  find a statement of the mystery, he 
says, but not the reason fo r  i t .  Keats had kept his own 
counsel on this clim actic retreat of hie soul to the 
beauty of f i r s t  values. Three days later, with no ex
planation other than that Mthere were too many M iltonic
inversions in it,**22 Keats wrote to Reynolds that he had

»
abandoned the second Hyperion and that he had written the 
Ode to Autumn.

Having returned to Shakespearean ideals, what 
heights might Keats have reached? Citing The Eve of 

^gnes as an example of his potentia l greatness,,
Mr. Murry contrasts and compares Shakespeare and Keats.

21. Ib id . , 234.

22. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare. 193.
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For harmony of emotional e f fe c t , fo r  subtlety 
of variation, fo r  sensuous opulence, no English 
narrative poem has ever surpassed The Eve of S t. 
Agnes. In a sense i t  is like Yenua and Adonis; 
yet how d ifferen t! It  comes from a mature being. 
When Shakespeare had reached a like maturity of 
being, he had a lso reached mastery of dramatic 
s k i l l .  He was not writing narrative poems, but 
’ fin e  plays’ ; he was at the stage where he could 
coin the natural riches of h is  soul into a Mid
summer Night’ s Dream and a Much Ado. Keats was 
not yet, and knew he was not yet, at such a 
point; but i t  seems to me inevitable that he 
would have attained it.^3

Then Mr. Murry develops his observations on Keats’ dra
matic powers:

In the meantime he had made another attempt 
at drama. The manuscript of the fragment of 
King Stephen is dated November, 1819; . . . and 
was Keats’ own proof to himself that his dramatic 
s k i l l  would ’ show poorly in a drama.' These 170 
lines of an abandoned play are more like the 
Shakespearean part of those early h istories  that 
indiscrim inately bear his name, than anything 
ever written by another hand than Shakespeare’ s . 23 24

In 1820 Keats published Lamia, Isa be lla , The Eve * 1 1 1
of St. Agnes, and other Poems. The ob ject of this pub
lica tion  had been purely lu crative . John Keats had to 
meet a practica l world that had no rewards to o ffe r  a 
poet but required of him the same taxes.

This was his last publication, fo r  toward' the 
end of 1820 John Keats grew fa ta lly  i l l  and in February,

23. Ib id . , 202.
24. Ib id ., 202.
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1821, he died. But as to how far Keats ventured in the 

attainment of hie goal, John Middleton Murry writes in 
summary:

Keats’ poetic mastery . . . can be compared 
with nothing in English literatu re save Shake
speare in his maturity. Keats was twenty-three.
How was this miracle—fo r  indeed ,i t  is  nothing 
less--accomplished? That question can never be 
wholly answered; but i t  can be answered in part, 
and the particular answer is  an answer to the 
most important part of the question. We can 
know what Keats meant, and how he achieved his 
knowledge when he said:

’Beauty is truth, truth beauty,’ — that is  a l l  
Ye know on earth, and a l l  ye need to know. 5

This paragraph is  the climax of Keats and Shake
speare . Eor i t  is  the culmination of the proof offered
for what was said in the book’ s introduction:

Great poetry is  the utterance of that to 
which the human soul endorses. So that the 
h istory of the souls of the great poets is  
the most essential h istory of the human 
sou l.26 25

25. Ib id . . 131.

• 326. I b id 2.



CHAPTER V

KEATS AKD SHAKESPEARE COMPARED WITH 
STUDIES m  KEATS HEW AHD QID

In thiE small volume of one hundred fo r ty -s ix  
pages, en titled  Studies in Keats Hew and Old, John 

Middleton Murry has arranged the chapters in an order 
corresponding to the chronological events of the poet’ s 
l i f e .  Moreover, a a in hie previous work, Keats and 
Shakespeare, the c r i t i c  treats of the four »poetic 
years» of John Keats’ career. Here, too, he watches the 
cycle of Keats’ poetry from the f i r s t  green shoot of 
fancy to the brightly colored ana enlarged bud with its  
potential beauty. But the blossom never fu lly  blooms.
So the story remains unfinished.

As Mr. Murry ex*plained:

Most of these essays on Keats were designed 
to f i l l  gaps, of which I have since become sen
s ib le , in my previous book, Keats and Shake
speare. But each of them has its  own independent 
ju s t if ic a t io n , and I hope they w ill prove to be 
of some in terest and value to the growing number 
of those who find sustenance in the rich  and he
roic nature of Keats.

The ch ief difference between the two books lie s  
in the diverse treatment of the same subject matter. 1

1. John Middleton Murry, Studies in K eats Hew 
and Old, Prefatory Uote. ----------------------------------



47

The f i r s t  is a biography, the second a series of essays 

with a central character. In Keats and Shakespeare the 
stress is  on the workings of Keats’ mind, i t s  develop
ment, and eager journey toward the Shakespearean moun
tain. iVhile Studies in Keats Kew and Old does not have 
the same sweep of movement, i t  does focus the reader’ s 
attention more upon Keats’ litera ry  companions, the 
meaning of certain phrases of his a rt , and upon the in
fluence of those whom he admired upon his work. This 
la tter  book, therefore, cannot be reviewed as a whole 
as easily  as Keats and Shakespeare but rather as a group 
of essays d is tin ct from one another.

The f i r s t  essay, "An Elegant, Pure, and Aerial 
Mind: George Felton Mathew,“ reveals a character l i t t l e  
talked of in Mr. Murry’ s f i r s t  volume on Keats. The 

reason fo r  th is essay’ s*being is to o ffe r  the suggestion 
that because "genius must begin where i t  can"2 one should 
be gratefu l fo r  Keats’ friendship fo r , and association 
with, George xelton Mathew despite the priggishness of
that gentleman. Being of great comfort and encourage-

/
ment to Keats at a period when he was in need of them 
he has a place in a volume on Keats. This essay is ,  

however, rather a deprecation of George Felton Mathew

2 .  I b i d . , 6.
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than a citation  of hie m erits. S t i l l  i t  is a fa ir  ap
praisal of him.

Mathew’ s poor verses were saved from n u llity , 
says Mr. Murry, only because they are intimately con
nected with three poems of Keats’ f i r s t  volume of po-

3
ems. They were written during the short period of 
close friendship between the two men, a time very short 
indeed, because of professional jealousy on the part of 
Mr. Mathew. By the close of 1815 Keats and Mathew were 

merely friendly acquaintances. There was no longer the 
sincere generosity that warrants fond intimacy.

Keats came to London to be entered as a medical 
student at Guy’ s . He had l e f t  the freedom and fa m ili
arity  of h is country surroundings at E nfield for the 
d irty , confining streets of London. He had le ft ,  too, 
the companionship of Cdwden Clarke and had accepted that 
of George F. Mathew, neither his heart nor h is mind 
would accept the substitution, naturally, then, when in 
the winter of 1815-1816, Clarke v is ited  London, Keats
turned again to him leaving the jealous Mathew. Mr. Mur-

1

ry believes George Mathew to  be too petty to completely 
a ttract Keats. Perhaps that is correct, yet Keats may 

also have been at fa u lt in his hasty discard of Mathew’ s

3 .  I b i d . ,  2 .
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f  riendship.

Through Cowden Clarke, Keats met Hunt and Haydon. 
Mathew resented this fo r

* *.* ^rS resentment is  written large in the 
review [of  Keats’ poems of 1817jf, which was in
tended as a counterblast to Haydon's. Keats’ 
sentiments are puerile; he has deserted Reason 
and Religion; he is  in danger of becoming ’ a 
proud egotist of diseased fee lin gs and per
verted p r in c ip le s .’ 4

How d ifferen t is  the tone of that review from
the verses "To a P oetical Friend,» written shortly be
fore ;

0 no!—for a Shakespeare--a Milton are ours!
And who e 'e r  sung sweeter, or stronger, than they? 

As thine is , I ween was the spring of their powers; 
Like theirs, is  the cast of thine ea rlier  lay.

And fo r  his part George Mathew had inspired this lovely
expression of Keats’ friendship fo r  him.

C Solitude! i f  I must with thee dwell,
Let i t  not be among the jumbled heap
Of murky buildings; climb with me the steep ,_

Nature’ s obeervatory--whence the d e ll,
Its  flowery slopes, it s  r iv e r 's  crystal swell,

May seem a span; le t  me thy v ig ils  keep 
'Mongst boughs p a v illion ’ d where the deer’ s sw ift leap 

otartles the wild bee from the fox-glove b e ll.
But though I ' l l  gladly trace these scenes with thee 

Yet the sweet converse of an innocent mind,
Whose words are images of thoughts r e fin 'd ,

Is my sou l’ s pleasure; and i t  sure must be

4. I b id ., 10-11.

5. I b i d . . 1 .
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Almost the highest b liss  of human-kind,
When to thy haunts two kindred sp ir its  f l e e .6 7

Yet i t  is  pathetic, suggests' Mr. Murry, that 
Keats’ so lita ry  monument to his former friendship fo r  

Mathew should have been a means of sealing his choice 
of careers. For Leigh Hunt selected "O Solitude” to be 
printed in The Examiner of May 5th, 1816.

The second essay, "On F irst Looking Into Chap
man’ s Homer,” is  excellent fo r  its  explanation of the 
steps in poetic creation . I t  is  more interesting than 
the f i r s t ,  being fa r  less petty in deta ils  of minor im
portance. Here the author remarks that “great poems 

have an a ir  of springing fu lly  armed, like  Minerva, from 
the head of Jove." Yet he argues that i f  poetry is a rt, 
i t  must, as the other arts, spring from hard work and a
talent d iligen tly  employed. The reader sees only the

»
completed work. Mr. Murry wants him to understand also 
the labour behind that fin ished product.

Through Keats, John Middleton Murry taught him
se lf the inner meaning of poetry. Having done that his 
ambition to demonstrate it s  value to the world grew ex
ceedingly strong. In selecting Keats’ sonnet, "On First

6. Keats, "O Solitude," The Poetical Works of 
John Keats, ed. by H. Buxton-Forman, 37.

7. Ib id . , 15.



Looking Into Chapman’ s Homer," he hoped to illu stra te  
that the poet’ s mind accumulates
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. . . through successive acts of sense-percep
tion a series of images which can be assimi
lated into the main process of his thought and 
act as surrogates fo r  i t .  And the condition 
of this assim ilation is an emotional and quali
tative correspondence. His perception of the 
moon is  a delighted discovery, so is  his per
ception of the ocean— in both the hidden love
liness of an unknown rea lity  is  revealed to 
him; therefore, both in the qu a lities  d is 
covered and in the emotion awakened in d is 
covering them, these sense-discoveries are 
analogous to the main thought--discovery of 
the nature of poetry.®

He then declares that the thoughtful exploration 
of the beauty of Nature, and the natural beauty of po
etry, and the poet’ s own power to capture i t ,  is  far 
more important than the mechanical labour of transcrip
tion. Therefore, the unconscious work of the mind,
rather than the pen and ink composition of the "great

»
poem," is , according to his c r i t i c ,  the most momentous 
labour. For the a b ility  of the poet's in acquiring a 
true "Negative capability" consumes the bulk of his po
e tic  e f fo r t . I f  he does not

. . . ’ go hurrying about and co llectin g  honey' 
[meaning knowledge! , bee-like buzzing here and 
there impatiently from a know ledge of what is to 
be aimed at, but . . . like a flower . . .  be 
passive and recep tiv e .’ * 9

8 .  I b i d . , 3 1 -5 2 .

9. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare, 62.
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he w ill be inspired; fo r  him, then, "poetry w ill come 
as natural as the leaves to the trees."

This was Keats’ way to poetry. Passively behold
ing its  beauty, he created h is f i r s t  great sonnet, "On 
F irst Looking Into Chapman’ s Homer."

The contents of Chapter III are to be compared 
rather than contrasted with what Mr. Murry said in Keats 
ajid .Shakespeare. He reintroduces the axiom: "Keats had 
to live  a l l  his great poems,

This essay gives the reader a complete and in 
teresting summary of Mr. Murry’ s ideas on the re la tion 
ship between Keats’ personal l i f e  and the story of En- 

dî mi_on. Yet the c r i t i c  contends that although Endymion 
is the ch ie f example, i t  is not the only one of the po
e t ’ s liv in g  in his great poems, nevertheless, Endymion 
concerns Mr. Murry here*. He explains that though

• • • Endymion was to be a journey through the 
realm of Flora and old Pan, i t  became inevita
bly more than th is . Keats could not keep him
se lf  out of i t ,  and with himself there entered 
his poem the agonies and s tr ife  of a human 
h ea rt.J"L

In the words of another famous English cr i 't ic ,
Sir Colvin, John Middleton Murry writes of the meaning 10 11

10. Murry, Studies in Keats Hey/ and Old, 43.
11. Ib id . , 44.
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Keats put into his poem:
’ The tale of the loves of the Greek shepherd- 
prince and the moon-goddess turns under Keats’ 
hand into a parable of the adventures of the 
poetic soul striving a fter  fu l l  communion with 
the sp ir it  of essential Beauty.’ ^^

That striving is  especia lly  brought forth  in the 
fourth book of Endymion with it s  “inevitable co n flic t  in 
the being of the seeker a fter  essential Beauty, of the 
follow er of the holy a ffection s  of the H eart."13

Mr. Murry gave this fourth section specia l con
sideration, fo r  here he found the message of the poem, 
"obey love and pursue essential beauty." Paraphrasing 
this, he says, "Ho ultimate truth is true, except we 
love i t . " 14 He proclaims that this is  what Keats meant 
when he declared that "Beauty is  Truth, Truth Beauty."
And "this is what he had glimpsed when he wrote Endymion. "

So John Middleton Murry hoped to show by his es
say on the "Meaning of Endymion" that the youthful Keats, 
like the shepherd-prince, was seeking eternal beauty. 
gndymion was but the f i r s t  turn on that road to eternal 
beauty and truth for  i t  would not be until the poet had 
found a harmony between good and e v i l  that he realized  
"Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty."

12. Ib id .. 35.
13. I b id ., 60.
14. I b id . . 61.
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A major point fo r  a pro and con discussion of 
this essay is  Mr. Murry’ s treatment of Keats* philosophy. 
He allows his own philosophy to  creep into his reading of 
Keats’ . Often they are sim ilar, but frequently they are 
not. I t  is not John Middleton’ s method of presenting, 
or misreading of any portion of Keats’ writings, fo r  he 

is  u tterly  fa ir  in th is , but a very emphatic interpreta
tion of many of the poet’ s le tte rs  that gives the im
pression that he is presenting his own views as those of 
Keats.

fo  explain what is  meant in the above paragraph, 
the follow ing excerpt of the text of this chapter in 
otudies in Keats Hew and Old has been quoted. The para

graphs are long but unless transcribed in their entirety 
they do not fu lly  illu s tra te  the point.

Keats writes to -Bailey on November 22, 1817:
I am certain of nothing but of the holiness 

of the Heart’ s a ffe ction s , and the truth of Im
agination. What the Imagination seizes as -Beauty 
must be Truth--whether i t  existed before or n o t ,- -  
fo r  I have the same Idea of a l l  our Passions as of 
Love; they are a l l ,  in their sublime, creative of 
essential Beauty. In a word, you may know my 
favorite speculation by my f i r s t  book [ i .e .  Gf  ' 
Endymionl .

Then Mr. Murry comments:

That is not an easy passage. Though Keats 
emphatically disclaimed the t i t le  of a ph iloso- 
pher, i t  is  metaphysical,'’and daring metaphysics.
’ What the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be 
Truth’ appears to mean that what the Imagination
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conceives as Beauty must be actually existent, 
’whether i t  existed before or n o t . ’ Thus, in 
metaphysical language, the in tu ition  by the 
Imagination of the essence ca lled  Beauty, ac
tually  confers existence upon i t —which is , to 
put i t  mildly, daring doctrin e, --s o  daring in
deed that i t  is  natural to doubt whether Keats, 
in spite of his apparent ex p lic itn ess , rea lly  
believed in i t . 15 *

"The Peel of Not to Feel I t ” is the strange and 
rather clumsy t it le  fo r  the next essay. Its  nine pages 
present a well thought-out d igest of "The Influence of 

Shakespeare: The Poetic Character" in Keats and Shake- 
.speare,. A comparison of the two chapters excludes any 

contrast. Both have fo r  their theme that "Negative Ca
pability" and "Diligent indolence" are essential char
a cte r is t ics  of the poetic nature. As such they are to 
be found in Shakespeare, and in Keats as the true f o l 
lower of Shakespeare. The residue that remains when a ll  
su perfic ia l words on "Negative Capability" of both chap
ters have evaporated is this paragraph:

To y ield  to L ife : this was, fo r  Keats, the 
secret of Poetry and of the human liv in g . To re 
ceive, to l ie  open, to  grow; yet also to s tr iv e , 
to seek, to endure: to strive to the uttermost, 
and when the organism can no more, to sink back 
through numbness, and pain, and despair, into ' 
the warm darkness of Nature’ s womb, thence to 
emerge re-born .ib

15. Ib id . , 35-36.
16. I b i d . , 70.
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Mr. Murry elaborates further on "Diligent Indo
lence" without changing any shade of his original concep
tion of the phrase in Keats. Here he speaks of i t  as the 
calm before the grandeur of a poetic storm. John Keats 
completed the explanation by writing:

Who a live  can say 
"Thou art no Poet--mayst not t e l l  thy dreams?«
Since every man whose soul is  not a clod 
Hath visions and would speak, i f  he had lo v ’ d.
And been w ell-nurtur’ d in his mother tongue.1*

"Beauty is Truth" is  among the best of the opin
ions that Mr, Murry has ever written on any of John Keats’ 
works. As one who believed himself a prophet in his 
f ie ld  of expression, lite ra ry  cr itic ism , John Middleton 
Murry began this f i f t h  essay as enthusiastically  as he 

had ever expounded the poetic theories of Shakespeare, 
the greatest of Englieh poets, of Keats, the true f o l 
lower of Shakespeare, and his as c r i t i c  of them both.

Once more he turns to the poem from which the fa 
mous phrase is  taken, and especia lly  to the last stanza 
that houses i t .

Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’ st», 

"Beauty is  Truth, Truth Beauty, « - - that is  a l l
Ye know on earth, and a l l  ye need to know.17 18

17. Keats, "The P all of Hyperion," The P oetical  
Works of John Keats, ed. by H. Buxton Porman, 443.

18. Keats, "Ode on a Grecian Urn," The P oetical 
l°£ks of John Keats, ed. by H. Buxton Porman~347
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He- dwells f i r s t  upon the cr itic ism  of th is stanza» fo r  
he obviously wishes the aesthetic reader to become tech
n ica lly  conscious of the poem. The thought is  beautiful; 
but its  expression in the la st stanza is unworthy of the 
rest of the ode. Then summing up the cr itic ism  of the 
ode, he says:

D iversity of opinion could hardly be more ex
treme than in these judgments. For Dr. Bridges 
the fin a l lines redeemed a poor poem; fo r  Mr.
E lio t they sp oil a good one; for Sir Arthur 
Q,uiller-Couch, they are ignorant and uneducated; 
fo r  Mr. Richards that s t i l l  ambiguous entity  
which he ca lls  a 'pseudo-statement.'

I have no hope, and no desire, to convert any
one of these eminent c r i t i c s .  I c a ll  them in 
evidence simniy to show the astonishing variety 
of opinion. y

How that Mr. Murry has introduced the opinions
of others into this chapter, he begins to elaborate on

his own interpretation of the poem. Believing that po-
»

etry “should be great and unobtrusive, a thing which en
ters into one's soul, and does not startle  or amaze with 
i t s e l f , but with it s  subject" he judges the Cde on a 
Grecian Urn to be a poem which "marvellously satisfies"^®  
thus containing the essentia l conditions of great poetry. 
Yet, in his opinion, the last two lin es, 19 20

19. Murry, Studies in Keats Hew and Old, 72.
20. I b id . , 73.
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"Beauty is  Truth, Truth Beauty"--that is  a ll  
Ye know on earth, and a l l  ye need to know.

are unworthy of the whole fo r ,

. . .  we hate poetry that has a palpable design 
upon us, and, i f  we do not agree, seems to put 
it s  hands into it s  breeches pocket.21

While fu lly  approving of the philosophical s ig 
nificance of these lin es , he holds that in their poetic 
statement they are too weak. Their worth as a guide to 
Keats' thought is  invaluable. While grammatically

"Beauty is  Truth, Truth Beauty"--that is a ll  
Ye know on earth, and a l l  ye need to know.

is  not correct, i t  is  surely correct as a key to Keats'

mind. "A ll ye know," or "a ll ye need to know" cannot be
taken l i t e r a l ly .  But, explains John Middleton Murry,

I f  we know that 'Beauty is  Truth, Truth Beauty,'
we have attained the topmost stretch of human
knowledge; we know, as i t  were, the secret— the
one thing needful.22»

Keats* l i f e  had been a constant search fo r  beauty 
and truth. Before the pain of liv in g  had engulfed him 
he had written:

pie excellence of every art is  in it s  in
tensity, capable of making a l l  disagreeables 
evaporate from their being in close re la t io n - ' 
ship to Beauty and Truth.

21. Ib id . , 73.
22. I b id ., 76.
23. Murry, K eats  and Shakespeare , 4 2 .
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Ihe Urn is that art in i t s  in tensity . I t  is  a symbol of 
eternity--the eternity of beauty.

The Greek vase, with it s  surrounding fr ie z e , 
was a form congenial to Keats’ r ich ly  p lastic  
imagination; i t  was a means by which he could 
immobilize, in ’ a frozen moment,’ the beauty of 
an imagined a ctio n .24 25

For,

Mortality and decay have slipped from them 
Lthese mortal figures on the vasej, lik e  a gar
ment; but that is a l l .  They are mortals as we 
are; who have wandered unawares into an en
chanted land, whence they can never return.

They wandered into the enchanted land where beauty is  
truth, truth beauty, where pain and e v il  have been f i l 
tered out.

This splendid interpretation of what the "Ode on 
a Grecian Urn" meant to Keats and his art gives the essay 
"Beauty is  Truth" in Studies in Keats New and Old a la s t
ing place in litera ry  ariticism . The chapter is  a fin e  
contribution to his previous work on the philosophy of 
John Keats. The subject is  made more understandable in 
the unity of i t s  completeness in a single chapter; and 
the conclusion of th is essay is worth noting:

Art pu rifies the world of existence of 
i t s  appeal to animal impulse, so that we may

24. Murry, Studies in Keat3 New and Old, 79.
25. I b id . , 79-80.
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retain a p oss ib ility  of a d ifferen t v is io n .26
John Middleton Murry wrote his own preface to 

"Keats’ Use of 'S pecu lation '":
In the f i r s t  ed ition  of Keats and Shake

speare there appeared, through my inadvertence, 
an asterisk which promised a note on Keats' 
use of the word 'sp ecu la tion .' The note was 
written and lo s t , and I had not time to re
compose i t .  The follow ing may serve in it s  
p la ce . 2 7

The essay's brevity might even have been brie fer and 
su fficed . The core of the writing is  to be found in 
this lone paragraph:

I know of no other uses of the word 
[speculation] in Keats' poetry--the meaning of 
the word is , almost p recise ly , ' contem plation.' 
'Observation' does not f i t  quite so w ell. I t  
is the simple act of v ision . In a l l  three in
stances [of Keats’ use of i t J i t  is  physical 
v ision , as in the line from Macbeth. There i 3 
absolutely no trace of the usual meaning of 
the word 'specu lation ' to-day: namely 'co g ita 
t io n . ' To-day we 'speculate about' problems 
and p o ss ib ilit ie s ;. Keats, i t  is to be no
ticed . . . from his le tte rs , 'speculates on ,' 
i . e .  'looks on .' I believe I am right in say
ing that 't o  speculate about' occurs nowhere 
in his w r it in g s .^

S’or his seventh essay of this series, Mr. Murry 
should be congratulated. In Keats and Shake 3 peare he 
discussed at some length the lines 187-210 of The F all

26. Ib id . , 91-92.
27. I b id ., 93.
28. I b i d . , 94.
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of_ Hyperion which are of the text in Professor de Selin- 
cou rt's  ed ition  of Keats* poems. Woodhouse explained 
that Keats had intended to erase the passage thereby in
fluencing Monckton Miles to exclude those particular 
lines from his text of The P all of Hyperion. But on the 
other hand, Professor de Selincourt, despite the Wood- 
housed word, as the outstanding authority on Keats* 
marks, included the passage in h is text, saying that i t  
was of the highest importance to the argument of the poem.

Mr. Murry rea lizes that too many c r it ic s  are in
clined to reach into the w riter 's  wastebasket and stress 
as important what they find there. A discarded passage, 
whether i t  i3 destroyed or crossed out in a manuscript 
is  a passage to be forgotten . I f  the author had put i t  
aside deliberately i t  no longer remains his liv in g  
thought being only the memory of a toying dream.

nevertheless he does not wholly rely  on Wood- 
house's authority on the marks used by Keats. For Mr.
Murry also contends that when Keats was writing the d is - #
puted lin es he

. . . was say ing  s omething which he did not 
r e a l ly  in te n d  to  sa y , and th a t he pulled him
se lf  up and began again at the point where he 
was conscious that he had 'gone o ff the r a i ls .* 2^

2 9 . I b i d . , 100.
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Believing therefore that the added lines fa ls i f ie d  the 
argument of the work, he defends the ’ dreaming w riter.* 

"Keats and Milton" has for it s  purpose the an
swering of a d irect attack upon John Middleton Murry’ s 
treatment of Milton made by Mr. E. M. Tillyard in the 
la t te r ’ s book Th_e_ M iltonic Setting. The author upbraids 

Mr. Murry for , as he puts i t ,  having a "considerable in
fluence in the c r i t i c a l  depreciation of Milton, "30 which 
he holds to be unwar ran table as w ell as excessive.

In his own defense John Middleton Murry brings 
into the essay this excellent comparison of the two 
poets, Milton and Keats:

The difference emerges fa ir ly  clear in a 
dual attitude towards the central Christian 
mystery. The protestant type of mind lays 
more stress on the Atonement, the catholic 
on the Incarnation; the catholic mind is  nat
urally sacramental, the protestant naturally 
exegetic. At this -point, i f  not before, the 
significance of the d istin ction  fo r  poetry is  
manifest. I should say that Keats’ poetry is  
sacramental, and M ilton’ s is  not. Keats’ po
etry is charged with warmth and mystery, like 
a pulse in the blood, while M ilton’ s is  not.
Keats was not a professed Christian, while 
Milton was; yet Keats, I should say, was much 
more a natural Christian poet than M ilton.3 f

Throughout the essay he refers back to Shakespeare, and
re te lls  what he has already said of Milton and Keats in 30

30. I b id . , 107.
3 1 . I b i d . , 109 -1 10 ,
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other chapters of the two volumes. He adds this fo llow - 
ing paragraph to what he has already said of Milton» 
Keats, and Shakespeare:

What I did not notice a t the time I wrote 
Keats and Shakespeare was the interesting fa ct 
that in this le tter  Cto Reynolds, Aug. 25,
1819J, Keats half-consciously  id en tifies  him
s e lf  not merely with Milton, the s e l f - s u f f i 
cient a r t is t , but with M ilton’ s Satan . . .

Of this sp ir itu a l and relig iou s order was 
the c o n f l ic t  that tormented Keats in August and 
September 1819. I t  was a struggle between the 
impulse to pride and s e lf -s u ff ic ie n o y , with 
Milton fo r  the ideal, and submission and hu
m ility , with Shakespeare for  the ideal.^2

He concludes i t  by restating Keats’ reasons fo r  
dropping Hyperion and returning to Shakespeare.

The fin a l essay of this volume considers Keats 
and (Vordsworth as they lived  or would have lived  in so c i
ety. While the two poets are mentioned in Keats and 
Shakespeare, the second of John Middleton Murry’ s v o l
umes on Keats expands the subject v/ith pleasant d e ta il. 
The whole of the essay hinges on the point that Words
worth grew sp ir it le ss  in the revolting society  at the
turn of the nineteenth century. Shelley, Byron and even

/

Coleridge had tried  to cope with i t ;  Keats, ignoring it ,  

turned to aesthetic pleasures and problems; Wordsworth, 
too great a man to f a l l  into oblivion ,

3 2 . I b i d . ,  1 1 3 -1 1 4 .
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. . . flagged: the problem of accommodating his 
insight to the soc ia l fa c t  vías too heavy fo r  
him. Regeneration he experienced; the burden 
of the mystery was lightened; but the inspira
tion departed. He was too great a man not to 
dwindle under a l i t t l e  destin y .^3

nevertheless William Wordsworth was a source of inspira
tion to the youthful Keats. Keats appreciated “The Ex
cursion“ so much that Mr. Murry thinks that

Keats’ desperate question in The g a ll of Hy- 
perion, concerning the poet and the dreamer, 
had behind i t  ineradicable, almost organic, 
memories of The Excursion and of Wordsworth’ s 
solution to the mystery: which is ,  that pain, 
experienced to the depths of an ’ intensely 
fe e lin g ’ nature, mysteriously creates its  own 
consolati on. 4

Ho author seems to be immuned from the tempta
tion to speculate upon what might have been. John Middle- 
ton Murry yielded to the temptation when he put forth  the 
idea that Keats

gor anything we know . . . would have done the 
same Cas WordswortU . He died young. I f  Words
worth had died at th ir ty -fiv e , we should-look 
upon him as a marvel indeed, and Keats would 
have been spared some travail of s p ir it : he 
would not have been baffled  as he was, by the 
discrepancy between the inspired Wordsworth, 
in whom he largely  lived and who lived in him* 
and the Wordsworth whom he knew in the f le s h . ° 33 34

33. Ib id . . 145.
34. Ib id ., 133.
35 I b i d . , 145.
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ihe essay ends on a note of more serious in
sight into the broader picture of romanticism:

So the great relig iou s and poetic inspira
tion of English Romanticism dwindled into 
nothingness, the ineffectiveness so deeply 
f e l t  by Matthew Arnold. Religion and poetry 
alike were debilitated by the inward sense of 
tneir own irrelevance. The so c ia l process 
was beyond their con trol— beyond even their 
power to influence, because they did not see 
the nature of the terr ib le  contradiction of 
the new society : that i t  had been created by 
the emancipation of the individual, only to 
negate the rea lity  of the individual.35

This is the substance of the essays, or chapters, 
in Studies in Keats Hew and Old. I t  is  truly a digest 

of many important litera ry  problems in connection with 
John Keats. While fo r  the most part it  is  excellen t, i t  
is not the pretentious study of Keats that Keats and 
Shakespeare is .  Nevertheless the book has a deligh tfu l 
completeness that is n6t fu l ly  attained in Mr. Murryfs 
f i r s t  volume on Keats.

/

3 6 .  I b i d . , 1 4 4 -1 4 5 .



CHAPTER VI

JOHN MIDDIETdí MURRY THE CRITIC 
OF JGHK KEATS

A great w riter must be in complete sympathy with 
humanity; a great c r i t i c ,  with his subject. John Keats 
and John Middleton Murry f u l f i l l  these requirements.
Each was very conscious of himself as a human being, as 
a personality with the purpose in l i f e  of becoming «a 
complete man, by possessing his own s o u l."1 This is the 
fundamental quality that makes this c r i t i c  and this poet 
congenial. Mr. Murry may err in his presentation of 

parts of Keats* philosophy or works, but there is  no es
sential point upon which they disagree.

Tnroughout the two volumes, Keats and Shake spear e 
and Studies in Keats Uew and Old, concerned with Keats’ 
personality, poetry, and philosophy, Mr. Murry displays 
great analytica l powers. He catches the mood of the poet 
in each poem, be i t  an ode or sonnet, or a long narrative
or dramatic p iece. While recognizing Keats’ a b ility ,

1

John Middleton Murry is not ashamed to admit that he 

cannot fu lly  account fo r  the poet’ s return to Shakespeare. 

But yet, though unable to understand why at the precise

1. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare. 138.
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moment Keats did turn to Shakespeare, he is able to ex
plain the fundamental reason fo r  that reunion of these 
kindred sp ir its . He believes that i t  was the process of 
soul knowledge11 that led Keats again to Shakespeare:

Soul-knowledge is  God-knowledge, for  the 
rea lity  in the phrase ‘ to know God’ is  nothing 
other than the knowledge of the necessity and 
harmony of the universe which Keats declared 
when he cried: 'Do you not see how necessary a 
world of Pains and Troubles is  to school an 
Intelligence and make i t  a Soul?’ No man can 
.explain that mystery. It  came to pass in Keats, 
and Keats tried to communicate to his brothers 
the process by which i t  came to pass.2

Keats had found that to know God was to know His good
ness and His omnipotent care of the universe.

S t i l l  another proof of the deep sympathy between
the c r it ic  and his subject is  the sim ilarity  of their
defin itions of poetry. Throughout Keats and Shake-
_s_peare this c r i t i c  is  very desirous of having his

*

readers understand and agree with Keats and him that po
etry,

. should surprise by a fine excess, and 
not by singularity ; i t  should strike the 
reader as a wording of his own thoughts, and 
appear almost a remembrance.'^

1

And that,

. . . i t  is a power, a potency which exists 
in its  own righ t, and of i t s e l f  w ill  bring

2.
3.

Ib id . , 140. 
I b id ., 23.
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to him ’ the fa ir  visions of a ll  p la ces ,' and 
inspire him to set down a ll  beauties seen or 
remembered or imagined; . .

Though his standards, as re flected  from Keats’ , 
are severely high, John Middleton Murry does not judge 
the poet. Since Mr. Murry kept a journal of the man's 
e ffo r ts  and accomplishments, and the reasons fo r  them, 
i t  might be explained why he used his keen analytica l 

powers on Keats' mental progress rather than on his 
verses. This c r i t i c 's  aim is primarily to t e l l  a story 

of a man's journey toward his f in a l goal. John Middle- 
ton Murry's in the composition of Keats and Shakespeare 
was twofold; f i r s t  to ju s t i fy  Matthew Arnold's statement, 
a fter  quoting Keats' own I  shall be with the English 

jaoefra at my death! — "He is , he is  with Shakespeare"; 
and secondly to demonstrate,

Great poetry is the utterance of that to 
which the human soul responds, of that which 
the human soul endorses. So that the h istory 
of the souls of the great poets is  the most 
essential history of the human soul its e lf . '*

Like Amy Lowell, John Middleton Murry acknowledges 
Keats and Shakespeare to be "cousins germane -in their po
e t ic  points of view, however much the older surpassed the 
y o u n g e r . Y e t  unlike her he has an ob jective more

4. Ib id . , 18.
5. I b id ., 2.
6. Amy Lowell, John Keats, II , 363.
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universal than that of probing the depths of the poetic 
character.

Mr. Murry began his book by assuming that h i 3 
readers are thoroughly acquainted with Keats* poetry, 
fo r  he does not find litera ry  pleasures in pointing out 
the individual beauties of hi3 verses as he does in 
tracing the poet’ s attitude of mind throughout the whole. 
Herein l ie s  the orig in a lity  of John Middleton Murry’ s 
criticism  of John Keats. He was looking fo r  the uni

versa lity  of Keats* poetic ideas and the formation of 
them. He weaves in the pattern of the poet’ s mind from 
the skeleton that Henry Van Dyke suggested in this para
graph:

His poetry is  complete, i t  is true, i t  is 
ju s t if ie d , because i t  is the f it t in g  utterance 
of those periods of mental l i f e  which Keats
himself has called "the human seasons.” '

*

Therefore by follow ing Keats’ poetic footsteps to Shake
speare, the "great p o e t ,” Mr. Murry analyzed the work
ings of the poetic mind.

There is  an unified and well-developed discussion 
of Keats’ career throughout Keats and Shakespeare. Its 
drama gradually builds to a climax which the reader 
senses in every paragraph of the book. As in a good

7. Henry Van Dyke, Companionable Books, 184



short story, that climax is very d e fin ite . Coming as 
i t  does in the KOde to Autumn, the author proves his 
point that Keats is  with Shakespeare.

The reader1s f i r s t  opportunity to see the genius 
of John Middleton Murry as a litera ry  c r i t ic  comes with 

the w riter ’ s early grasping of Keats’ youthful enthusi
asm fo r  poetry. His criticism  does not condemn his 
f i r s t  poems with their ch ild ish  su p e r fic ia lit ie s  but 
rather cements them into the story of Keats’ career as 

the steppingstones to future greatness. By recogniz
ing the boy’ s idealism he writes:

Through a l l  the poetry of Keats’ f i r s t  v o l
ume, poetry fo r  the most part written a t the 
age of twenty-one, we fe e l  th is  tremulous ex
pectancy, this h a lf-fled ged  confidence, this 
boyish enthusiasm. Great things are done, and 
he is privileged to have a hand in them.®

And continuing throughout both books is a phi- 
losophy of willingness to asserting rather than opposing 
Keats’ poetic conclusions, together with a complete sym
pathy fo r  the poet’ s fee lin g s . This philosophy of treat
ment, as explained by Mr. Murry in the follow ing para

graph, completely permeates Keats and Shakespeare and 
Studies in Keats Hew and Old, - -

To take from him CKeats] what pleases us, 
and to re je ct the rest, is perm issible, but

70

8. Murry, Keats and Shakespeare, 15-16.



71

only i f  we frankly recognize what we are doing.
We are mere pleasure-seekers, who choose the 
sweet fru it  and refuse the sour, though they 
come from the same tree . . . The truly great 
man cannot be judged by our standards, he must 
be judged by his own. The inward compulsion 
which we fe e l  to judge a man by him self, in re 
lation  to his own being and the ideals which 
h is being drives upward into his consciousness, 
is  the surest evidence that we are confronted 
with a great man.^

To add to th is, the c r i t ic  of Keats must under
stand the wholehearted attitude of his mind. He must 
know with what earnestness and singleness of purpose the 
poet undertakes any venture. To whatever his instinct 
led him to and presented to him as ju s t  the poet gave 
wholly. Mr. Murry knew th is, and knowing i t ,  under
stood John Keats. Therefore he believed that the d i

vorce between Keats’ mind and heart alone made him turn 
to Milton.

Refreshing l i t t l e  b its of cr itic ism  tr ick le  into 
these two volumes of Mr. Murry’ s cr itic ism  of John Keats 
like a stream into a r iv e r . Each is pleasant in i t s e l f  
but all-im portant fo r  it s  contribution to the whole.
Such is  his often-repeated contrast of Milton and Shake-

tspeare:

Compare Samson Agonistes  with The Tempest. 
The difference between them is  between a dead 
art and a liv in g  one; between a poetry of

9 . I b i d . , 209.
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which the inward springs are p etr ified  and 
pure poetry that remains obedient to the f u l l 
ness of l i f e  w ith in .-*-0

For a l l  this Mr. Murry is  to be praised. Yet 
one phase of Keats’ experience he sadly neglects. It  
is the poet’ s environment. Shakespeare had seen Eng
land in her golden age of litera tu re , united at least, 
exteriorly  under the rule of a strong queen. The Eng
land in which Keats lived  was not the England of Shake
speare. Keats saw a mighty nation tottering in a surge 
of revolution. The c r it ic  alludes to England of the 
nineteenth century, but his treatment of i t  is f le e t 
ing and unsatisfactory. This omission may be ju s t if ie d , 
however, on the grounds that the book Keats and Shake
speare was not intended to be a biography but rather a 
diary of a man’ s inner l i f e .

Despite such a* possible explanation, the c r i t i c  
has overlooked a point that is  important. How does 
Keats influence other poets? He was not the "revolu
tionary romantic" as v/ere his contemporaries, Coleridge, 
Shelley and the young Wordsworth. For in commerce with 
the world Keats called himself a ch ild , and the problems 
of the world were not his problems. But he was a "c la s

s ica l romanticist" who harkened back to Shakespearean

10. I b i d . , 215.



73

romanticism and found in i t  the ’’utterance of that to 
which the human soul responds.”

Nevertheless John Middleton Murry did do what 
he had set out to do. He clea rly  demonstrated how the 
poetic mind found that "Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty. ” 
So what many c r it ic s  have not done Mr. Murry has done; 
he has taken Keats seriously and through him learned of 
poetry.
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