
John Keats  (1795 -1821) 

 

Family, Misfortune, and Tragedy 
 

Keats was the first-born child of Thomas and Frances Keats, and was followed by brothers Tom and 

George, and sister Fanny 

 

Keats's grandfather gave his father Thomas an inn and livery business in north London (The Swan and 

Hoop), but then Thomas died following a riding accident when John was only 9 years old. His mother 

Frances then hastily and unwisely married a low-level bank clerk.  The marriage was a failure, and the bank 

clerk (exercising his legal rights as husband) proceeded to steal the family business, while Frances 

abandoned her family.  The children were taken in by their grandmother, and in the midst of their hardships 

developed a very close bond as siblings. 

 

When Keats was 14 his mother reappeared, quite ill with tuberculosis, and Keats assumed sole 

responsibility for her care until just prior to her death.  A very few years later, as she was growing older, 

the grandmother assigned the children to the guardianship of a certain Mr. Abbey, who turned out to be 

insensitive and grudging.   To make financial matters worse, his grandfather's will had been poorly written 

and was contested, causing delay in its settlement as well as a substantial diminution of the sum due the 

grandmother and each of the grandchildren. 

 

When John was 21 this estate finally was settled, but (as luck would have it) his brother George happened 

to be in dire need at the time (he had recently married and moved to America), so brother John lovingly 

gave George most of his own share.  John at this time also found himself sole caregiver for his young 

brother Tom, who like his mother succumbed to tuberculosis (which was of course a most unpleasant way 

to go).  Sister Fanny meanwhile continued to live in Mr. Abbey's household, and John was not able to have 

much contact with her. 

 

Due to circumstance, mismanagement by his guardian Mr. Abbey, and his own ignorance of money 

matters, Keats suffered from financial woes for his entire brief life. 

 

His Education and Poetical Epiphany 
 

Until he was 15 years of age John and his brothers attended a school in Enfield, but when Mr. Abbey 

became their guardian he determined that John should apprentice to an apothecary.  This actually seemed to 

suit John, and his medical studies continued at Guy's Hospital, where John did very well.  At age 20 he was 

one of only a handful of students out of a class of 700 to be awarded the position of "dresser" to a surgeon. 

 

But..... while he was in the midst of his medical schooling (when he was 18) he found his passion in poetry 

as he  read the likes of Spenser and Shakespeare.  His decision to abandon a promising medical career in 

favor of poetry was not well received by Mr. Abbey, but John was determined. 

 

Friends, and True Love 
 

John had a number of very close friends but was by his own admission uncomfortable around women.  He 

also expressed a great fondness for solitude.  But this disposition did not prevent him from falling 

passionately in love with one Fanny Brawne when he was 23 years of age.  John and Fanny soon were 

engaged, but her mother did not approve, because John was poor (as poets often are) and of course John 

had given his inheritance over to his brother George.  John became obsessed by this unrequited love. 

 

When he was in Rome during the last months of his life it was too emotionally painful for him to even open 

Fanny's letters to him.   Keats's letters to Fanny are considered by many to be among the classics of 

passionate correspondence.  As an example, here's a letter written October 13, 1819, a few months after he 

wrote his Ode on a Grecian Urn. 

 

 



My dearest Girl, 

This moment I have set myself to copy some verses out fair.  I cannot proceed with any degree of content.  I 

must write you a line or two and see if that will assist in dismissing you from my Mind for ever so short a 

time.  Upon my Soul I can think of nothing else - The time is passed when I had power to advise and warn 

you again[s]t the unpromising morning of my Life - My love has made me selfish.  I cannot exist without 

you - I am forgetful of every thing but seeing you again - my Life seems to stop there - I see no further.  You 

have absorb'd me. I have a sensation at the present moment as though I was dissolving - I should be 

exquisitely miserable without the hope of soon seeing you.  I should be afraid to separate myself far from 

you.  My sweet Fanny, will your heart never change?  My love, will it?  I have no limit now to my love - 

Your note came in just here - I cannot be happier away from you - 'T is richer than an Argosy of Pearles.  

Do not threat me even in jest. I have been astonished that Men could die Martyrs for religion - I have 

shudder'd at it - I shudder no more - I could be martyr'd for my Religion - Love is my religion - I could die 

for that - I could die for you.  My Creed is Love and you are its only tenet - You have ravish'd me away by a 

Power I cannot resist: and yet I could resist till I saw you; and even since I have seen you I have 

endeavoured often "to reason against the reasons of my Love."  I can do that no more - the pain would be 

too great - My Love is selfish - I cannot breathe without you. 

Yours for ever 

John Keats 

 

Poor Health 

Like his mother and brother, John suffered from tuberculosis.  No one realized in those days that 

tuberculosis was contagious.  Keats was all too familiar with the symptoms, and the first sign of arterial 

blood he read as a "death warrant."  Others around him tried optimistically to dismiss the symptoms.  

Unfortunately the treatment for the disease at the time was completely ineffective, involving bleeding the 

patient and providing only a skimpy diet, and even going as far as depriving one of intellectual stimulation.  

(He was even forbidden to write, or to read good books). 

 

A trip to sunny Italy was viewed as restorative, and his physician sent him southward, a decision that 

tormented Keats, for it separated him from his beloved Fanny.  Keats arrived in Rome in November, 1820, 

accompanied by the young English painter Joseph Severn, who along with a Scottish physician looked after 

Keats until his untimely death the following February, at age 25.  Keats requested that on his tombstone the 

inscription be carved "Here Lies One Whose Name Was Writ in Water."  The inscription as carved was 

embellished a bit by others. 

 

Writing Becomes His Passion 

Keats was introduced to poetry at age 18 (he had begun his apothecary apprenticeship three years earlier), 

when a friend name Charles Clarke loaned him a copy of Spenser's The Faerie Queene.  Keats 'went 

through it as a young horse would through a spring meadow - ramping!  Like a true poet, too - a poet "born, 

not manufactured", a poet in grain, he especially singled out epithets, for that felicity and power in which 

Spenser is so eminent.  He hoisted himself up, and looked burly and dominant, as he said, "what an image 

that is - sea-shouldering whales!"' 

 

Despite expectations that he enter the medical profession Keats began writing in earnest, and was twenty-

one when his first volume of poetry was published.  It was not well received at first; critics were apparently 

not favorably disposed towards his poetry, and labeled him a "cockney." 

 

The two odes we are reading were written in the spring of 1819, a few months after Keats first met Fanny 

Brawne (late 1818), and a few months before he detected the first sure sign of his own tuberculosis 

(February, 1820). The success of these odes sealed his growing reputation.  Indeed it is a testament to his 

genius that one who died so young could establish such a reputation as to be mentioned in the company of 

Shakespeare and Milton. 

 

Biographical information, chronology and quotations distilled from: 

http://englishhistory.net/keats/life.html  

http://www.keats-shelley-house.org/johnkeats.php 
 



Ode on a Grecian Urn 

 

Apparently many have tried to locate THE Greek vessel that Keats beheld in his poem.  IT has never been 

found, and is thought by most scholars to have been imagined, and inspired by one or more of several 

image sources.  Students should not presume the urn to be identifiable.  The purpose of showing images 

such as these is simply to provide a visual context of looking at an urn such as he describes, and wondering 

about it, as Keats himself muses in the poem. 

 

Among the sources identified as possibly figuring in Keats's inspiration: 
 

1.  Any of the numerous extant Greek ceramic vessels found in the British Museum and elsewhere.  Sayre 

features a Greek vase in figure 405.  See the first PowerPoint image from Sayre (a vase which in this case 

happens to be found in Germany, but there are many like it in the British Museum). 

 

2.  The Portland Vase:  in the Sayre text (fig 544)  you will see Josiah Wedgwood's ceramic imitation of 

the celebrated Portland Vase.  The original glass vase had been discovered near Rome in the 17th century.  

Keats could easily have seen the original in the British Museum (which he often visited) where it was put 

on display in 1810.  (It was shattered by a drunken Irishman in 1845, but admirably repaired afterwards)..  

Keats could also have seen Wedgwood's copy of the vase, since it was made 5 years before Keats was born, 

and reproduced in a limited edition, of which about fifty still survive.  Wedgwood labored for 3 years to 

make the perfect copy, and he considered it his finest work.    On the Portland Vase one sees (or imagines) 

the fair youths unable ever to kiss, beneath happy boughs that will never shed their leaves. (interesting 

footnote:  Josiah Wedgwood was Charles Darwin's maternal grandfather)   See the second and third 

PowerPoint images, of Wedgwood's copy of the Portland Vase. 

 

3.  The (so-called) Elgin Marbles, (a.k.a. Parthenon Frieze) taken from the Parthenon (purchased by Lord 

Elgin from the occupying Turks early in the 19th century), shipped to London and installed in the British 

Museum in 1816.  Keats greatly admired these works, and wrote a sonnet about them.  In the frieze one can 

clearly see a heifer lowing to the skies as it is being led in procession.  (You might point out to your 

students that if they spend a term in Gower Street, they'll be just a few blocks away from the British 

Museum, and they can go and be inspired themselves).   Three PowerPoint images:  the fragment showing 

the heifer supposedly led to sacrifice  /  a detail of the Parthenon itself, showing the part of the temple (the 

entablature) where the frieze would have been located   /   and Sir Lawrence Alma Tadema's Victorian 

painting depicting his conjecture at how an unveiling of the frieze might have taken place (showing pudgy 

British gentry high up on a scaffold trying their best to look Greek). 

 

4.  Keats himself made a drawing of the so-called Sosibios Vase, a Roman vase in marble relief housed in 

the Louvre.  He may have executed the drawing based on an engraving, or perhaps a cast.  The drawing is 

now in the Keats-Shelley Museum in Rome, located in the apartment Keats occupied overlooking the 

Spanish Steps.  Three PowerPoint images:   two of the Sosibios Vase itself (note the priest leading what 

seems to me to be a lamb to the altar)   /  and Keats's signed drawing of the vase 

 

Useful sources for further exploration of biography, chronology, analysis and vocabulary: 
 

http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/urn_voc.html#V 

http://englishhistory.net/keats/life.html 

http://www.victorianweb.org/previctorian/keats/urn.html 

http://www.keats-shelley-house.org/johnkeats.php 

 

Jenkins, Ian. The Parthenon Frieze. London: The British Museum Press, 1994. 



A Suggested Approach: 

 

1.  Biographical Sketch.   One really must get a sense of the passion and the adversity in Keats's life to 

fully appreciate his poetry.  I would like to think that at least a few of our students might respond to his 

exuberance as well as the poignant aspect of his unrequited love.  Remember he was eighteen years old 

when he discovered poetry, and against the advice of his guardian he decided to abandon his studies in 

medicine.  It was far more important for him to live his life than to make a living.  Of course he died 

tragically young, but his art lives on, just as he envisions the urn will live on as well. 

 

2.  Analysis.   Ode on a Grecian Urn is neatly divided into 5 stanzas, so a group of 20 can divide into 

groups of 4 each and workshop each stanza using the questions provided.*  Before you begin, there are a 

few basic things to discuss or point out to all groups: 

 

a.  What is an ode?  The roots of the Romantic ode can be traced back to the Greek chorus, and also to a 

Roman version of the ode developed by Horatio.  The Romantic poets were inspired by these ancient 

models but used them as vessels for emotive expression.    The poet would introduce a scene, reflect 

meditatively upon it, and then offer an insight and a new perspective on the scene. 

 

b.  What is the structure?   Iambic pentameter and a rhyme scheme of abab(cdecde), with the last 6 lines 

variable from stanza to stanza. 

 

c.  What about the formal sounding language?   Keats loved Shakespeare.  You might ask what impact this 

choice of formality has upon our reading of the poem. 

 

d.  I'm struck with the "layered" nature of the experience of reading the poem.  Our students hold in their 

hand Keats's poem, which is in turn a vision of another work of art, which is in turn a vision of an idyllic 

scene, which would have naturally been inspired by other works prior.  We can also read into the poem 

something of Keats himself, but beyond that we are led by his imagination.   One sees throughout the poem 

ambiguities between art and life, and life and death, the real and the imagined, the real and ideal. 

 

3.  Images.   Although Keats was evidently not inspired by a single vase or image, it may be helpful to 

stimulate the students to connect with the poem by sharing with them works and images Keats would have 

known, and which surely must have been in his mind as he composed the ode.  I have asked Laura to 

provide a set of PowerPoint images for your use. References to these images are woven into the set of 

questions.   Some reference to Greek aesthetics may provide some context (as Sayre says on p. 186 "beauty 

itself was a function of proper proportion."  And in describing the Parthenon itself Sayre writes that the 

proportions thereof  "represent to the ancient Greeks not merely beauty, but the ultimate wisdom of the 

universe." (187) . Yet (as Steve Denison suggested today) for Keats the classical world of beauty and 

reason is not sufficient.  Hence his idea of "negative capability," in which he found he could also accept 

uncertainty and mystery. 

 

4.  Oral Interpretation.  I firmly believe that an effort towards effective oral interpretation is essential to 

fully understanding this poem (or any poem for that matter).  It's not just words. It's rhythm, and sound, and 

music AND (since this is Romantic) emotion!.  The rhythm should not be mechanically rendered.  Think of 

how to play Chopin for example, un poco rubato.  One might pause after the word Beauty, and pause after 

the word Truth.  Encourage students to read slowly and with expression, even if it means interrupting them 

to encourage them to work harder at it.   If in the end you don't succeed in getting them to respond, try 

setting a good example yourself. 

 

* there are a number of other stanza-by-stanza questions for your consideration at 

http://www.victorianweb.org/previctorian/keats/urnlqpva.html 



Ode on a Grecian Urn, STANZA 1 

 

vocabulary:  
sylvan:  pertaining to forests or woods, rustic  

Tempe: a valley near Mount Olympus, sacred to Apollo 

dales:   valleys 

Arcady:  as in Arcadia, a pastoral region near Athens associated with idyllic settings, shepherds and hunters 

leading a contented life of simple pleasures  

loath:  reluctant.     

pipes and timbrels:   flutes or pan-pipes, and small drums or tambourines 

 

The poet is addressing an urn decorated with figures.  Look at the image of the Greek ceramic vase.  The 

"leaf-fringe" would refer to a decorative band typical of Greek vases that employed a leaf motif.  The 

shapes of Greek vases were very particular in type and function, although we are not given a clue as to 

what shape urn the poet imagines.  

1.  Comment on the following phrases Keats uses to describe the urn itself:  Probe the richness of the words 

as you contemplate their meaning: 

   "unravished bride of quietness"   /   "foster child of silence and slow time"    / "sylvan historian" 

2. How does the poet regard the urn compared to his own poem?  Why might he say this? 

3. What figures does the poet see?   

4. What does the poet profess to know or guess about what's going on in the images depicted on the urn?    

What is Tempe?  Arcady?   What are pipes and timbrels?   

5. What feeling(s) do you sense in the voice of the poet?   

6. What does the formal language ("thy," "thou," etc) contribute to the spirit of the poem?   

7.  Elect someone in the group to read the stanza slowly and clearly, in a spirit of quiet, thoughtful reverie, 

as if alone onstage reciting a Shakespearian soliloquy.  Read questions in a spirit of genuine curiosity. 

 

================================================================== 

STANZA 2 

 

1. Why do you think Keats would suggest that unheard melodies (that transcend the senses) are sweeter? 

2. From his description, explain what imagery Keats sees in the last six lines.    

3. Look at the Portland Vase copy by Josiah Wedgwood.  Although the original Portland Vase is not Greek 

(it is Roman) there is good reason to believe Keats saw the original Portland Vase at the British Museum.  

He could also have seen one of the copies by Wedgwood, and some scholars believe this may have been 

partly inspirational.   

4. What feeling(s) do you derive from the words Keats addresses to the figures depicted?    

5.  In what way do you sense a longing that is destined to be unfulfilled? 

6.  What does Keats suggest to be the relationship between art and life? 

7.  Elect someone in the group to read this stanza.  Pay attention to the rhythm (iambic pentameter) but do 

not read mechanically.  The Romantic ode is meant to convey emotion.  Pay attention also to punctuation:  

for example the first line leads immediately to the second, the fifth to the sixth, the ninth to the tenth.  

Listen for Keats's voice! 

 

================================================================== 

STANZA 3 

 

vocabulary: 

cloyed:  feeling ill or jaded from too much of a good thing 

 

1.  How does Keats continue his theme from stanza 2, of depicting figures frozen in time? 

2.  In the last 3 lines, how does he contrast this idyllic scene with human passion? 

3.  Elect someone in the group to read with feeling!  Note: the last syllable of the word unwearied should be 

distinct as "unweari-ed" 

 

================================================================== 



STANZA 4 

 

vocabulary:  
low:  to "moo"     

green altar:  an altar in the wild, or in nature 

pious:  showing reverence 

 

1.  What does Keats see, and what does he imagine?    

2.  Look at the fragment from the Parthenon frieze of the heifer being led to sacrifice. We know that Keats 

greatly admired the so-called Elgin Marbles at the British Museum, and wrote a sonnet about them.   

3.  What does this image of a religious procession contribute to the poem?  

4.  A particularly strong image in this poem is the town which Keats imagines but does not see depicted.  

How is this image poignant? 

5.  Elect someone in the group to read this stanza, with feeling.   Follow the rhythm, but not mechanically.  

When reading a question express genuine curiosity. 

 

================================================================== 

STANZA 5 

 

vocabulary:   

Attic:  Keats didn't find the urn in his attic.  Attica is the area or province in which Athens is located.  

brede:  embroidery or design 

overwrought:  covered with decoration 

Cold Pastoral:  the idyllic scene carved in marble, one of several oxymoron in the poem. 

 

Look at the Sosibios Vase (2 views) a Roman marble vase now in the Louvre.  Sosibios is the name of the 

artisan (a somewhat rare occasion for Roman art, to know the identity of the artist)   (See also Keats's 

drawing, the last PowerPoint image; Keats was apparently looking at an engraving.).   Note that in this 

stanza he refers to the figures as "marble men and women."   Interestingly there is depicted on one side of 

the urn an altar, with a priest leading an animal to it (what appears to my eyes to be a lamb). Whether Keats 

saw both sides of the vase in the reproduction is not clear to me. 

 

1. Keats continues to address the urn, and continues to compare the fixed scenes on the "silent form" to 

transient life both in his time and successive generations.  What conclusion does he draw? 

2.  As a Grecian urn (Attic shape) Keats is looking at something rendered in the classical visual language.  

Is there anything in the Greek aesthetic that may inform use of Keats's perception of beauty?   (see Sayre 

page 186-187 for some possible clues).   How does Keats’s “negative capability” show itself in this poem 

as well? 

3. Who or what is saying the last two lines, and to whom?   Poet to urn?  Poet to reader?   Poet to figures?  

Urn to reader?   

4. And the ultimate question:  what could the last two lines possibly mean? 

5. Elect someone in the group to read this stanza.  Lose yourself in the poem, as Keats lost himself in 

imagining the urn.  Read with passion and conviction, especially the last two lines. Pause each time you say 

Beauty or Truth, and pause briefly after earth as well.  Stay true to the iambic pentameter rhythm.  And 

even if you're not sure what these words could mean, read those lines as if you believe them with all your 

heart and soul. 

 

 

 


