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INTRODUCTION 

The term "New Criticism" has been applied to the work 

of critics before our time , but in its current us e it brings 

to mind a body of work that orig inated wi th T. s. El iot and 

I .  A .  Richards . John Crowe Ransom firs t employed the term in 

the present sense ;l it now applies to su ch cr itics as Allen 

Tate , Cleanth Brooks , Robert Penn Warren,' Kenne th Burke , 

R .  P. Blackmur , and Ransom himself in America, and to William 

Empson, L. c. Knights , G. Wilson Knight , and F .  R .  Leavis in 

England . 

Two elements distinguish the New Criticism from what 

pre ceded it . The New Critics in general have a high esteem 

for Metaphys ical poetry, and , more than their prede cessors , 

they emphas ize close analysis of individual works of literature. 

They place Donne and other Metaphys icals above the poets of 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries , and they are chary of 

making general izations concerning the poets . 

Eliot ' s  first book of pros e ,  � Sacred � ( 1920 ) , is 

considered the first important work of New Criticism;  f irst , 

because it displays a reverence for Donne and Metaphys ical 

poetry ; s econd, because the numerous quotations cited as proof 

contras t with the generalities of earlier crit icism ; and third, 

because the book shows a concern with the tradit ion of poe try, 

a concern which has become a characteristic of other New Critic� 

1John Crowe Ransom, � !!! Criticism ( Norfolk, 1941 ) . 
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including Tate, Brooks, and Leavis. 

Although Eliot usually receives credit for writing the 

first New Criticism, I .  A .  Richards produced the fundamental 

theory in Principles 2! Literary Criticism ( 1924 ) . He gave 

new critical meanings to such terms as experience and communi­

cation, meanings which have been assumed by subsequent New 

Critics. Two of Richards' students a� C�bridge, F._R. Leavis 

and William Empson, have become important as New Critics them­

selves. Leavis, particularly, has led the Scrutiny group, � 

is the center of New Criticism in England.. Eric Bentley gives 

us his estimate of Leavis' importance: 

Scrutiny • • • has appeared continuously since 1932 
and is still strong. Without any of the large-scale 
assistance that American critical journals get 
(Scrutiny has never paid a contributor one penny), 
it has survived the Depression and the Second World 
War. Moreover, though Mr. Leavis is still very much 
a prophet without honour in his own country (and in 
his own universtty), he has contrived to make Downing 
College a center of literar2 study in accordance with 
the principles of Scrutiny. 

In America, New Criticism at first developed chiefly 

in the South. In the late •twenties and early 'thirties, John 

Crowe Ransom, while still at Vanderbilt University, was one 

of the most impressive spokesmen for the Southern group. 

Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, through the Southern 

Review ( 1935-1942 ) ,  and Allen Tate, through articles in such 

periodicals as the American Review, joined Ransom in leading 

2
Eric Bentley, ed., The Importance £!Scrutiny (New York, 

1948 ) , p. xvii. 
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the early stages of the movement in the United States. After 

Ransom left Vanderbilt 1n 1937 to head the English Department 

at Kenyon College, he founded the Kenyon Review ( 1939 ) and gave 

the New Criticism a home and a voice. 

Understanding Poetry and !£ Approach � Literature, two 

ot the popular anthologies of poetry and literature by Brooks 

and Warren, have spread the New Criticism throughout the col­

leges and universities of the United States so that it is no 

longer confined to a few critics but has became a much more 

general movement. 

New Criticism concerns itself with works of literature 

apart from the psychological, historical, biographical, and 

sociological factors which may have brought them into being. 

Thus, the New Critics examine a poem closely, but they do not 

reach beyond the poem for facts which may throw light upon 

motivations for the poem or upon its place in the history of 

ideas. Already the statement, severely .applied, excludes 

Kenneth Burke, for he regards biographical knowledge as an 

important aid in the proper interpretation of a poem as the 

poet wrote it. He may be considered a New Critic, however, 

because he centers his attention upon the poem and brings in 

other facts only incidentally. Each New Critic has bis own 

criteria for judging poetry, and we shall see same of the critics 

bringing their tools to bear on Keats's poetry 1n the chapters 

of this study. 
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The New Critics are not more brilliant than any other 

body of critics in preceding centuries, but their strict 

attention to the individual work gives them an approach which 

places them very high among the theoretical and practical 

critics in the history of literature. Tate, Ransom, Burke, 

and Richards are among the theorists, but occasionally they 

produce essays of the practical sort. Brooks, Warren, and 

Leavis have done much more, however, 1n the field of practical 

criti ciam than the others. 

Raised as twins in the cradle of the twentieth century, 

modern poetry and the New Criticism have looked to the Meta­

physical poets of the seventeenth century as the masters of 

the poetic art. Donne's work, particularly, tends to be used 

as the standard by which to measure all poetry, and the effects 

on English poetry have been tremendous. In their admiration 

for Metaphysical poetry, the New Critics have naturally made 

the poets of the Romantic period the targets of many attacks. 

This anti-Romantic bias is present, to varying degrees, in 

most of them; Burke has little if any of it, but Brooks is at 

the other extreme. Each chapter of this study will show how 

one of the New Critics estimates and evaluates one of the great­

est poets of the Romantic period--John Keats. 

A history of Keats's reputation is an interesting study 

in itself. Before 1848, thanks to the articles in the Quarterly 

Review and Blackwood's, Keats's poetry had achieved notoriety 

rather than fame, but in 1848, Lord Houghton's biography 
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and his edition of the poems prepared the way for a gradual 

rise in Keats's reputation.3 Keats greatly influenced the 

Victorian poets, particularly the pre-Raphaelite group, and 

for a decade or so this fact was a significant reason for his 

survival.' H. Buxton Forman's edition (1883) of Keats's 

complete works and Arnold's essayS of 1888 indicated that, 

among some men of letters, Keats's reputation approached the 

present est1mate.6 Ernest de Selincourt•s introduction to 

his edition of Keats's poems (1905) defined the influences on 

Keats•s mind and art. With this introduction and Sir Sidney 

Colvin's biography of 1917, the poet's position as one of our 

great poets was firmly established. And the numerous critical 

works favorable to Keats which appeared in the 1920's indicated 

that his renown has became universal among English-speaking 

people. 

By 1925, then, Keats's greatness and high position among 

the English poets had been recognized. There is little reason 

to believe that this estimate will change, but with the rise of 

New Criticism a revaluation of all our poets has come about, 

and Keats has been examined no less carefUlly than the rest. 

Since the theories of the New Critics have led them to a bias 

Ssidney Colvin, John Keats (London, 1918), pp. 538-5•1 
pass1mJ also, !!£• Raymond Macdonald

. 
Alden, ed. � Critical Eaaaza 

2! � Earlz Nineteenth Centurz (New York, 1921}, pp. 160-172. 
'Colvin, John Keats, p. 540; also, vid. George H. Ford, 

Keats � � ViCtOrians (New Haven, 19,4):--
�atthew Arnold, "John Keats," in Essays !a Criticism: 

Second Series (London, 1908), pp. 100-121. 
6colvin, �Keats, p. 544. 
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against Ramantici�, it will be of great importance to note 

how Keats stands up under their close scrutiny, for the New 

Critics are the first significant non-Romantic critics in 

English literature since 1800, when the publication of Words­

worth's preface to the Lyrical Ballads gradually brought in 

an era of English criticism under the sway of Romantic ideals. 

It is interesting to see the difference between the 

estimates that the New Critics make of Keats and Shelley, two 

of the great second-generation Romanticists. Shelley's repu­

tation suffers considerably; his fault seems to be that he 

cannot be brought under the general principles of Metaphysical 

poetry. Yet Keats, despite his Ramanticis�receives high 

praise from the New Critics. 

Whether the opinions of the New Critics are right, wrong, 

or merely additions to ideas already held, the New Criticism 

has revolted with much success against the traditional approaCh 

to literature which was our inheritance from the Romantic peri­

od. The revaluations of the English poets have had a far­

reaching effect upon our understanding of English literary 

history, and the theories of criticism which have appeared 

during the past two decades will continue to influence both 

our ideas of past literature and our modes of present and future 

literary creativity. The new interpretations given different 

works are and will continue to be responsible for our better 

understanding of them. 

This study will show Keats's place in the scales of poetic 
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values se t up by five New Critics and will examine the inter­

pretations that they have given some of Keats ' s  poems. The 

critics chosen have been sele cted partly be cause of the ir 

importance as New Critics and partly because of the ir articles 

on Keats ' s  poetry which form the focal point for each chapter. 

Some of the best New Critics must,  unfortunately, be omitted, 

either be cause they have not wri tten critical essays on Keats 

or be cause the ir articles on Keats do not discuss the poetry 

in detail and are not relevant for this study. Ransom and 

Blackmur are among the first group, and Eliot, whose essay on 

Keats and Shelley treats Shelley ' s  poe try and Keats's letters, 

falls into the se cond group. But the five New Critics who 

have been se lected--Allen Tate , Kenneth Burke , Cleanth Brooks , 

William Empson, and F. R. Leavis--are adequately representative, 

and their discussions of Keats give a dramatic idea of the 

esteem in which Keats is held, at the middle of the twentieth 

century, even by this distinguished group or anti-Romantic 

critics. 



CHAPTER I 

ALLEN TATE 

Allen Tate , born in Kentucky in 1899 , graduated from 

Vanderbilt University in 1922 . He was one of the founders 

and editor of � Fugitive ( 1922-1935 ) , an advisory editor 

to Ransom ' s  Kenyon Review ( 1939-1942 ) ,  and editor of The 

Sewanee Review (1944-1946 ) .  He has taught at the Univers ity 

of North Carol ina, at Princeton Univers ity,  has lectured at 

several other s chools , and is now a lecturer at New York 

University .  His important criticism has been collected in 

Reactionary Essays (1936 ) ,  Reason � Madness ( 1941 ) , � lS! 

Limits 2!_ Poetn ( 1948 ) , and � Hovering Fly ( 1948 } • 

Bes ides these critical works he has written two biographie s ,  

a novel, and several volumes or poetry. l 

Tate has concerned himself less with practical criti­

cism �han with aes thetic theory and has , therefore , much less 

to say about particular writers than has Brooks , for instance . 

However,  Keats is one of the poets on whom Tate has commented 

at same length, and it is relatively easy to summarize his 

opinion of Keats . But 1n order to see how and why Tate judges 

Keats as he does , we must firs t see same of his princ iples of 

poetry . Although Tate says there are more than three kinds of 

�aobert Wooster Stallman, ed . ,  .Critiques � Essays in 
Criticism (New York, 1949 ) ,  p. 514. ' -
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poetry, he discusses three at same length in his "Three Types 

of Poetryn (1934). The first kind is that which is motivated 

by the practical will; the second revolts against the domination 

of science; the third is the product of the imagination and is 

perfect. Leaning upon allegory and moral abstraction, most of 

the English poetry before the seventeenth century is included 

in the first, as is more modern poetry which deals with scien­

tific, physical facts and thus relates action to knowledge.2 

Tate condemns poetry which is primarily allegorical as in­

ferior when considered as science and inferior when considered 

as poetry, because it results from a tendency to oversimplify 

life and thus ignores the totality of human experience.3 

Tate and other New Critics bec&me impatient with the 

moralist in art. As early as 1927, Tate says: 

The perfectly realized poem has no overflow of 
unrealized action. It does not say that men ought to 
be bette� or worse, or as they are; it has no ulterior 
motives.4 

Romantic poetry, a reaction against science, is the 

second type of poetry discussed by Tate. To Tate as to T .  s • 
. 

Eliot, Romanticism is the contusion or reason and faith. 

Reason is intellectual and quant1tative; faith, intuitive and 

2Allen Tate, ,2!! !B! Limits.� Poetrx (New York, 1948) , 

P• 91. 
3 

Ibid. 1 P• 96. 
-

4Tate, •Poet� and the Absolute," Sewanee Review, 
XXXV ( January, �1927) , �4-45. 
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qualitative .5 Although poetry cannot be said to exclude the 

reasonable elements , Tate maintains that poe try should be 

dominantly the offspring of the intuitive faculty, the imagi­

nation . Literature is the complete knowledge of man ' s  
-

experience , and the intuitive imagination is respons ible for 

man ' s  knowledge of a higherreality than science can give ; 

the facts and quantities of science are but incomplete results 

of man ' s  groping reason . 6 Tate is opposed to the pragmatic 

element in aesthetic theory ; he is against the practical in 

art , for the practical is the result of the application o� 

the scientifi c reason : 
. . 

• • •  poetry finds its true usefulness in its per­
fe ct inutility, a foous of repose for the will­
driven intellect that constantly shakes the 
equilibrium of persons and societ ies with its 
unrem1 tting 1mposi tion of partial formulas . When . 
the will and its formulas are put back into an 
implicit relation with the whole of our eXDer1enoe, 
we get the true knowledge which is poetry .� 

The third type of poetry discussed by Tate is  the kind 

which Shakespeare produced . It is perfe ct , the fruit of 

creative spirit . Poetry of this kind, genuine poetry, has 

been produced in every age ,  but it is found most completely 

5aobert Wooster Stallman, "The New Criticism and the 
Southern Critics , " in A Southern Vanguard, ed . Allen Tate 
(NewYork, 1947) , _p .  3o. 

6Tate, � the Limits � Poetry, p.  15 . 

7�., p.ll.3, 
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in the work of Shakespeare.8 It is not "useful" nor does it 

hold a moral for the reader: it is pure poetry, the produot 

of the lmman imagination, the "complete knowledge of man's 

experience, • • •  the unique and formed intelligence of the 

world of which man only is capable.119 
-

To Tate, a poem is a configuration of meaning, lO which 
. 

is produced by the poet's expression of his experience. This 

belief leads Tate to his discussion of "tension" in poetry, 
� 

and tension is the key word to Tate's theory, as symbolic 

action is to Burke's and paradox to Brooks's. Tate says: 

• • •  the meaning of poetry is its "tension� " the 
full organized body of all the extension and in­
tension that we can find in it. The remotest 
figurative significance that we can derive does not 
invalidate the extensions of the literal statement. 
Or we may begin with the literal statement and by 
stages develop the complications of metaphor: at 
every stage we may pause to state the meaning so 
far apprehend§d, and at every stage the meaning will 
be coherent. ll 

He finds that the Romanticists gave up to science the language 

of denotation and "kept for themselves a continually thinning 

flux of peripheral oonnotations";l2 in other words, they 

emphasized the use of intension in imagery. Great poetry 

cannot be intension only, nor can it be extension only; it 

.eibid. -

9 Ibid.' p. 15. 
10�.' P• '75. 
11Ibid., P • 83. -

12Ibid. , P• 82. -



must employ both to achieve the fullest poetic meaning--to 

achieve tension. 

5 

There are many sha4es of meaning in Tate's ideas, which 

have not been touched upon here, but the preceding �ary 

should serve as a point of departure for an investigation of 

Tate's understanding of Keats's poetry and for the esteem he 

has for it. Before examining his essay on Keats, however, it 

is advisable to attempt a reconciliation between his theory 

and that of Keats. Especially is this necessary when we realize 

that Tate usually speaks slightingly of Romantic poets in gen­

eral and yet very highly of Keats. As a matter of fact, the 

reconciliation between Tate's and Keats's theories is not 

difficult, for the poetic theory of the young Keats is similar 

at several important points to that of Tate and others of the 

llew Critics. 

Tate attacks the Romanticists for their contusion of 

reason and faith--in other word� for their lack of distinction 

between the intuitive imagination and the intellectual reason. 

Keats, himself a Romantic poet, would agree with Tate on this 

matter. Very early in his poetic career, Keats wrote in a 

letter to Benjamin Bailey: 

I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the 
Heart's affections and the truth of Imagination-� 
What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth • 

• • • The Imagination may be compared to Adam's 
dream--he awoke and found it truth. I am the more 
zealous in this affair, because I have never yet 
been able to perceive how any thing can be known 
for truth by consequitive reasoning--and yet it 



must be . Can it be that even the greatest Philoso­
pher ever arrived at his g oal without putting aside 
numerous obje ctions . However it may be , 0 for a 
Life of Sensations rather than of ThoughtsJl3 

6 

Thus, to Keats as to Tate , the imagination is not only a 

happier means of arriving at truth, but it is actually the 

only way by which truth can be grasped . Thorpe, in � � 

of John Keats, clarifies Keats's s tand on the relationship --

of the logical and intuitive faculties : 

It was not that Keats dis carded knowledge; 
we have seen how earnestly he sought to know and 
understand ; it was not that he despised conscious 
craftsmanship in verse building; • • •  it was 
simply that he fel t that without the operation of 
the imagination there could be no artistic percep­
tion or revelation. • • • It is cold rtreason 
unmitigated by the •f�th of intuitive imagination" 
that Keats condemns . 

In his analysis of tension in poetry, Tate makes the 

following remark: 

The metaphysical .Poet as a rationalist begins at 
or near the extensive or denoting end of the line; 
the romantic or Symbolist poet at the other, in­
tensive end; and each by a straining feat of the 
imagination tries to push his meanings as far as 
he can towards the opposite end, so as to occupy 
the entire scale LOr meanin!7 • • • • It would be 
a hard task to choose between the two strategies , 
the Symbolist and the metaphysical; both at their 
best are great, and both are inco.mplete .15 

The important factor is that the core of meaning should stretch 

1�auric e  Buxton Forman, ed . ,  The Letters of John Keats 
(New York, 1947), No. 31, pp. 67-68. 

- --

14o1arence Dewitt Thorpe, The Mind of John Keats (New 
York, 1926), pp . 118-119 . 

- - - -

15 
Tate , Qa � Limits 2f Poetri, p .  86 . 
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over most of the scale of meaning and not ln how it does so. 

The end in view for Tate is the fusion of an "intensely felt 

ordinary exp erience • • •  into an intensely realized art. 1116 

Keats, too, knew the.necessity for intensity in art: 

The excellence of every art is its inteDSity, capable 
of making all disagreeables evaporate, from t�;r 
being in close relation with Beauty and Truth . 

The manner in which Keats achieved intensity is best seen by 

an analysis of his revisions in the variou s drafts of his 

poetry. At the opening of the eighth stanza of the "Eve of 

St. Agnes" he changed 
� 

She danc'd along with vague uneager look 

to 

She danc'd �long with vague regardless eyes. 

� is denotative but not so successfUlly so as eyes. Keats's 

preference for concrete terms makes his imagery fall near the 

denoting end of the scale of meaning and yet, because the terms 

do not lose their connotative values, stretch over to the 

intensive end. Although Keats certainly did not think of his 

teChnique in these terms, nevertheless the revisions can be so 

interpreted in Tate's terms; actually Tate's terminology is 

merely a different way of expressing what Keats consciously 

worked toward and, more often than not, achieved. 

Tate names Shakespeare as the poet who most completely 

16'l'ate, "Poetry and the Absolute, " p. 45. 
17 -

Forman, � Letters 2! � Keats, No . 32 , p. 71 . 
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wrote the poetry he calla the perfe ct kind, and Shakespeare 

was Keats ' s  great preceptor . Keats derived his theory from 

his reading of Shakespeare , and his theory was the bas is of 

his practice . Thus ,  Keats and Tate would came very close to 

agreement on several of their principal attitudes toward 

poetry . This is a significant fact ,  for Keats ' s  theory is  

behind the poetry he produced, particularly the more mature 

later poetry, poetry which Tate e steems highly in spite of 

his u sual aversion to Romantic poetry .  Wherever Tate mentions 

Keats in his writing, he speaks in co.mmendation, not in censure . 

Tate ' s  earliest s ignificant references to Keats appeared in 

1928 .  He gives a reason for considering Keats as a modern 

poet : 

The idea of purposive change , which is  distinctly 
modern, Keats superimposes upon the ancient world 
by statically aggregated organisms ruled by 
caprice . Thus the modern dilemma, Progress  or 
Tradition, .appears , and Keats is  the first modern 
poet,  in the contemporary sense of the term .l8 

·Mentioning Arnold ' s  statement that the Romanticists did not 

know enough, Tate defines the defeat in Keats ' s  knowledge as a 

failure to sustain a rational indifference to the 
humanitarian ideas of the age . Far from knowing 
too little, he knew too much. The conflict be-
tween " s ensation" and " thought, !' which racked him 
all through his brief career, turns out to be an 
instinctive and thus not wholly successful 
resistance agaif8t the implicat ions of the Revo-
lutionary Idea . 

18Tate, "Tradition or Progre s s , n!!! Republic, LI � 
( June , 1927) , 154 . 

19�. ,  P• 155 . 
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Turning from a discussion of this defect, Tate praises the 

odes very highly: 

It, since his· time, no other English poet has smelted 
out again the form and quality of the great "Odes"-­
the most perfectly assembled representation of the 
English impulse after Shakespeare--the explanation 
may not be far to seek.20 

Tate finds the explanation in the fact that the poetic world 

of tradition is too far removed from the present sources of 

human interest to be available to poets. He concludes the 

article by saying: 

Had Keats lived, he might have realized the claims of 
his posterity, not, perhaps, as his posterity seems 
to have wished, in an "interpretation" of the social 
opinion of his age, but in a return to the first 
"Hyperion" and, through it, as Mr. Murry would like 
to believe, to Shakespeare.21 . 

Six y ears later, in 1934, Tate discusses decadent Romanticism 

and its evils for modern poetry, clarifying his position and, 

in so doing, giving us an idea of his regard for one of.Keats's 

odes: 

• • •  I should like it to be plainly understood 
that I am not attacking the great Romantic poets. 
Romanticism gave us the "Ode to a Nightingale.n22 

In 1940, while explaining denotation he points out 

that poetry is more than direct denotation, and his example 

is taken from a remark he heard a child once make about a poem 

20Ibid. 
-

21Ibid. 
-

22Tate, Qa � Limits 2[ Poetrz, p. 20. 
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by Keats--"It is something about a bird." This, Tate says, 

is about all that the poem does denote, but the connotations 

cannot be expressed in paraphrase.23 

Most of our concern in this chapter is with one of 

Tate's few articles of practical oriticism.24 It is mainly a 

study of the "Ode to a Nightingale" but contains evaluations 

of Keats's poetry other than this ode; it is, therefore, the 

best source for our analysis of Tate's criticism of Keats. 

As will be seen in this ltudy, the New Critics pay more 

attention to the odes than to Keats's other poems. This fact 

is understandable, since the New Critics study poems as complete 

units and, with the possible exception of "Lamia," "Isabella," 

and "The Eve of St. Agnes," the odes are the finest complete 

poems of Keats's performance. 

Tate lists the best of Keats•s. poetry in pointing out 

why there has been less useless writing on Keats than on the 

other English Romanticists: 

The reasons • • •  are obvious if a little hard to 
state; the bulk of Keats1s work is comparatively 
slightJ at his best (the odes, "Lamia," " The Eve 
of St. Agnes," and parts of "Hyperion ) he has a 
masterful stmplicity of purpose and control.25 

Except for Hzperion, Tate says that the poems listed show 

23�., P • 12. 
24Tate, "A Reading of Keats,n American Scholar, XV 

(Winter, 1945; Spring, 19 46), 55-63; 189-197. 
25 Tate, 2a �Limits � Poetry, p. 166. 
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such an ass�ilation of influences that "only the most trivial 

academic mind could suppose Keats ' s  rel ation to the ' history 

of ideas • to have more than the value of a few monographs . "  
-

It is in this sense that Tate interprets Arnold ' s  reference 

,to Keats as "with Shakespeare . n 26 

Tate regards "Lamia" very highly . He claims that the 

poem, with its flexible and speedy movement is the most 

original contribution of the nineteenth century to English 

narrative verse . 27 The su ccess of the verse is that its pio­

tor�method supports the main effect . Keats, according to 

Tate , found the perfect means to bring into for.m the material 

of the poem . "Lamia" is Keats ' s  greatest achievement in the 

long poem. 28 

The sonnets are not considered by Tat� as among the 

poet ' s  great work; he feels that without the rest of Keats ' s  

poetry, the sonnets would never have won the ir reputation . 29 

The truly great poetry of Keats,  according to Tate, deals with 

the same conflict of hie experience, 30 the conflict which led 

h� to connect love and death .31 The poe try of Keats ,  as 

defined by Bridges , who1s quoted by Tate, is characterized by 

26
Ibid.  -

27� . ,  P• 169 . 
28

� . ,  p .  170. 
29Ibid . -
30Thid.  -
31 

�., P• 174. 
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the tact that "Keats's art is pr�arily objective and pic­

torial, and whatever other qualities it has are as it were 

added 2!!. .i2, thill£iS perceived11--the particular problem of Keats 

springs tram the addins 2a � things perceived. Lessing cen­

sures the painting poet, but Tate defends Keats in this 

respect: 

• • •  Like every great artist he knew • • • that his 
problem was to work within his limitation� and to 
transcend them. He was a poet of space whose problem 
was to find a way of conveying what happens in time; 
tor it is ttme in which dramatic conflict takes place; 
and it is only by conversion into dramatic actuality 
that the parts or the verbal painting achieve relation 
and significance. "The form of thought in Keats," 
says Mr. Kenneth Burke, "is mystical, in terms of_an 
eternal present"--and, I_shog2d add, in terms of the 
arrested action of painting. 

It is what Keats adds to the pictorial elements of the "Ode 

to a Nightingale" which causes Tate to claim it as greater 
-

than the more perfectly styled piece of poetry, "To Autumn." 

The "Ode to a Nightingale" tries to say everything that 

poetry can say.33 

Six of the eight stanzas of the Nightingale ode are 

pictorial; stanza three is a meditation upon the mutability 

and frustration of life, which grows out of the picture in 

stanza two. The seventh stanza treats the main problem of the 

poem and springs from the conflict in Keats's experience--

32 
Ibid. ' p. 1 '71 . -

33Ibid., P • 168. -
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a linking of death and the act of love--whioh Tate mentions 

as the source of Keats's greatest poetry. Keats's use of 

the nightingale as a symbol for something tmmortal is distur­

bing to Tate's sense of common reality. The statement, "Thou 

wast not born for death, immortal Bird, " contains the symbol 
-

and is out of place because there is a disparity between the 

symbol and what it represents.�4 Tate states that, despite a 

certain difficulty presented by this statement, he thinks 

that the bestowing of immortality upon a mortal bird is almost 

carried by the tmaginative insight of the poet; nevertheless, 

he is "nagged by a difficulty that will not down. n35 The use 

of the compasses in Donn�s "AValediction:Forbidding Mourning" 

-
is more tmplausible, but more convincing because of transitions 

in the structure of the poem which keep the reader with the 

poet throughout the poem. Keats says song equals tmmortality, 

and Tate feels that the mortal bird cannot carry connotation• 

of immortal qualities. 

Tate condenmsthe third stanza of the ode, ass erting 

that the best to be said of it is that Shelley, Wordsworth, 

and Keats himself wrote worse poetry.36 Tate says the stanza 

is bad because Keats is attempting to present the idea that 

life is mutability and frustration, and he "B!! � language 

34
Ibid., P• 172. -

�5Ib1d. -
36 Ibid., P• 174. 

--
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� a!! � !2£ l!ll!, realm .2! e,xperience. n37 Tate thinks that 

Keats deals in this and other poems with situations or ideas 

not familiar to him through his experienced worl� and usea 

the language of the preceding age or else commits errors of 

taste. 

Tate remarks Keats's tendency in his poetry to link 

death and the act of love.38 It is this conflict in the 

young poet's experience which Tate suggests is responsible 

tor Keats's finest poems. Although it is one of his reasons 

for revering Keats's poetry as he does, Tate points out that 

this Romantic linking of death and love is one of the signs 

of a decline in insight and in tmaginative and moral power.39 

"A Reading of Keats" includes, also, a discussion of 
� -

the�de on a Grecian Urn," in which Tate sets forth the idea 

that this poem contains the same paradox found in the 

Nightingale ode. What Keats sees as eternal youth and eternal 

living on the urn is actually eternal death, since the figures 

on the urn have never had the attributes of 11fe.40 Like 

other critics, he condemns the final stanza, as something added 

on to a poem already complete. Although the urn is an object 

better suited to Keats's pictorial imagery than is the n1ght1n-

37Ibid. -
38 

�-, P• 175. 
39Ibid., p. 176. -
40 178. Ibid., P• -
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gale, it is  the "Ode to a Nightingale" which Tate considers 
-

the greater poem, for in it, despite the faults , there is no-

where the violation of set limits which is found in the final 

stanza of the Grecian Urn . The greater dramatic credibility 

of the Nightingale ode is another factor, for Keats is not 

implicit in the structure of this poem as he is in the "Ode 

to a Nightingale" and, therefore , should not violate the 

unity by tmposina his own comment on the reader . 41 

Tate closes his es say by saying that Keats seems to have 
. 

been the master of the central experience of England during 

his age . 42 Borrowing a few phrases from T .  s. Eliot, Tate 

goes on to say that Keats's artistry and recognition of the 

place of the imagination in art •will keep h1m not only among 
� 

the masters of English poetry but among the few heroes of 

literature • • • • He did not know, because he lacked the 

maturity to know, the boredom; he knew a little ot the horror ; 

but he knew much of the glory, of human life . "43 
� 

It is a dramatic fact that Tate and other New Critics 
. 

have an anti-Romantic bias and yet praise the poetry of Keats • 

. 
The reason is not difficult to see . What he condemns in 

Shelley, for example, is not present in Keat s ,  and the elements 
. 

in Keats ' s  poetry which he finds praiseworthy are seldom present 

41
Ibid . , PP • 179-180 . -

42Ibid . P• 183 . 
_, 

43 
�., PP• 183-184. 
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in Shelley . Tate ' s  usual lack of admiration for the English 

Romanticists does not apply to Keats . Keats's use of concrete 

imagery, his presentation and exploration of his own experiences ,  

and his clear understanding of the imagination ' s  function make 

Tate ' s  apparent incons istency not difficult to res olve . Keats , 

Tate says , 11was in one of the great modes of poetry . tr44 Through­

out Tate ' s  criticism Keats rece ives prais e-.certainly not the 

high praise given Shakespeare , but high praise nevertheless . 

The letters of Keats have not been mentioned,  because 

they are not our primary concern here , but Tate speaks of them 

as among the great letters of the world . The artiole entitled 

11A Reading of Keats" is one of Tate ' s  rare ventures into 

practi cal criticism, and this fact in itself is an indi cation 

of his admiration for Keats ' s  poetry. 

44 Ibid . ,  p .  168. -



CHAPTER II 

KENNETH BURKE 

Kenneth Burke, born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania , in 

1897. received his education at Ohio State Univers ity and 

Columbia Universi ty .  Unlike the four other New Critics 

examined 1n this study, Burke is not profes s ionallf as sociated 

with literature; he became a musi c  critic for The Dial in 1927 --. 
and for The Nation 1n 1933 . From time to time he has lectured ____ ......._ 

on several aspects of culture , including literature , but never 

has the study or teaching of literature been his principal 

interest . His main critical works are Counter-Statement 

( 1931), Attitudes Toward History ( 1937), � Philosophy � 
. . 

Literary � ( 1941), and ! Grammar � Motives  ( 19 45) . 

Besides these works he has translated French and German writings 

and published a book of his own short stories. l 

In this chapter, we shall examine Burke ' s  theory of 

poetry and his analysis of the " Ode on a Grecian Urn. "  At one 
- . -

time or another, he has touched upon nearly every critical 

theory known to literary his torians , and his work illustrates 

the practice of many of them. Indeed, he might be taken as a 

representative of every aspect of modern oriticism .2 He has ,  

however,  specialized i n  the area of symbolic expression, and, 

s ince he is the only oritio who has worked in this field exten-

lstallman, Critiques � Essays !a Criticism, pp . 509-510 . 
2stanley Edgar :a,man, � Armed Vision ( New York, 1948 ) ,  

P• 347. 
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sively and intens ively, we must res trict him to it arbitrarily . 

A que stion about Burke ' s  being a New Critic arise s  from 

the fact that his concept of a poem as s ymbol ic ac tion is 

, inextrioably tied up with the poet ' s  life and the cultural 

backgrounds of the age in which that poet lived . Burke says : 

In any event , as regards the correlation be tween mind 
and body, we may note for future appli cation in this 
essay,  that the poe t  will naturally tend to write about 
that which must deeply engrosses h�--and nothing more 
deeply engrosses a man than his burdens, including 
those of a phys i cal nature ,  such as disease • • • •  

The poe t  may come to have a " vested interes ttt in his 
handicaps ; these handicaps may become an integral 
part of his method ; and in s o  far as his s tyle grows 
out of a dis ease, his loyalty to it may re inforce the 
disease • • • •  It bears again upon the sub je ct of 
•symbolic action, n with the poe t ' s  burden symbol ic 
of his  s tyle , and his s tyle symbolic of his burdena . 3 

These s tatements indicate that Burke advocates rather than 

repudiates the s tudy of biography as a means of interpre ting 

a given work. Another s tatement will clar'1fT his position : 

Please ge� me s traight : I am not saying what we need 
know of Coleridge ' s  marital trobbles and sufferlags 
from drug addiction in order to appreciate "The 
Ancient Mariner" and other poems wherein the same 
themes figure . I am saying that, in trying to under­
stand the psychology of the poetic ac t ,  we may intro­
duce such knowledge, where it is available , to give 
us material necessary tor discus sing the full nature 
of this act . w�e't 

• • • if we try to dis cover that the poem is 
doing for the poet,  we may discover a set Qf generali­
zations as to what poems do for everybody . 4 

This attitude would j us tify, partially at leas t ,  his torical 

3xenneth Burke , � PhilosoJ?hl .2f Literary Form ( Baton 
Rouge , 1941), p .  17. 

4 Ibid . , p .  73.  -
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scholarship, whereas Brooks , for instanoe, apparently utilizes 

the historical approach only in a study of word usage , in 

order to get the poet ' s  surface meaning . In other words,  

Brooks would feel that Milton ' s  bl indness is  completely ir­

relevant to the study of his po�try ; to Burke , it is of the 

utmost importance . Despite tendencies not characteristic of 

New Criticism, Burke ' s  concern with critical analys is of the 

text of a poem clas sifies him as a New Critic .  

In this chapter, unlike the others , we shall be 

limited to a glance at the center of Burke ' s  the ory of symbolic 

action and at his study of a poem by Keats in which he uses 

this theory as the bas is for his analys is . There will be 

little attempt made to see where Burke places Keats among the 

English poets , because he has not clearly indicated where he 

places him .  In his article,  "Symbolic Action in a Poem by 
� 

Keats , "  Burke interprets the poem as he sees it,  but he does 

not judge it, except in a few comments which reflect a 

favorable attitude toward Keats ' s  poetic techniques .  

Perhaps the best brief statement of how symbolic action 

works is.the following tram� Philosophy � Literary�: 
. 

The general approach to the poem might be called 
"pragmatic" in this sense : It assumes that a poem ' s  
structure i s  to be described mo st accurately by 
thinking always of the poem ' s  function. It assumes 
that the poem is des igned to "do samet�" for the 
poet and his readers , and that we can make the most 
relevant observations about its des ign by cons ider-
ing the poem as the embodiment of this act .  In the 
poet , we might say, the poetizing existed as a 
physiological function. The poem is its corres­
ponding anatomic structure . And the reader , 1n par-



ticipating in the poem, b7eathes into thi s anatomic 
s tructure a new physiological vital ity that 
resembl es , though wi th a difference , the act ot 
its make r ,  the re s emblance be ing in the overlap 
between the writer's and the reader's s i tuati on, 
the difference be ing in the fact that the s e  s itu­
ations are tar from identi cal . 0 

20 

A s imilar s tatement oc curs in the s tudy of Keats , in whi ch 

Burke says that "a poem is an act, the symbolic a c t  of the 

poet who made it--an act of such a nature that in surviving 

as a s truc ture or obje ct , it enables u s  as readers to re-enact 

it.n6 Thes e  s tatements do not give a comple te picture of 

Burke's the ory , but Burke himself ha s wr i tten several volumes 

whi ch attempt to define his "symb ol i c  action , "  and it is fut ile 
� 

to attempt here a further summary of the term as he uses i t . 

The article interpre ting the "Ode on a Gre cian Urn" 
- -

i s  our main concern in thi s chapter, and perhaps the beat way 

to e s cape entanglement in Burke's voluminou s the ori z ing i s  to 

get into a review of his s tudy of Keats . 

Burke begins by d ifferentiating betwe en language as a 

means of informat ion and language as action--the former is to 

b e  unders tood in terms of s c ience and the latter in terms of 

poetry . 7 He then takes the two terms from the crux .. ot the 

poem and sub s t itute s s cience for truth and poetry for beau ty . 

The poem, then, ass erts , "Poetry i s  science, s c ience poetry." 

5 Ibid. , pp. 89-90 . -

6:aa.rke , "Symbol i c  Action in a Poem by Kea t s , "  Ac cent , 
IV (Autumn, 1943), 30 . 

7Ibid. -
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Burke notes that this is a "counter-assertion," as the state­

ment, "God's in his heaven, all's right with the world, " is a 

counter-assertion to an accepted Victorian attitude that all 

is not right. The statement by the urn is a counter-assertion -
to a Romantic philosophy which denies any relationship between 

science and poetry. Burke goes on to say that the five stanzas 

of the poem were a necessary preliminary for the statement at 

the end; without them the poet would have been forced to say, 

"Beauty is B2l truth, truth a21 beauty." In other words, 
-
Burke is saying that Keats here transcends mere Romanticism 

by the use of his own inspired genius, working in the Romantic 

vein in the lines of the poem prior to the oracular "Be�uty is 

truth, truth beauty,"a 

Burke then goes into the poem at the beginning. He 

suggests that there are two levels of action implied by the 

poet in the first stanza. The doubt raised as to whether the 

urn depicts gods or men, deities or mortals, is the indication 

of these levels. The second stanza continues this question, 

but the two levels are no longer implied; they are explicit. 

There is a specific contrast between heard melodies and unheard 

melodies, between the sensual ear and the spirit which responds 

to the ditties of no tone.9 

The description of inaudible sounds suggests to Burke 

9Ibid., P• 31 -
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the matter of motives-behind-motives . The myst ic oxymoron 

of the motionless prtme mover is  another, si milar , paradox. 

At this point Burke make s a camment whi ch pl aces Keats at the 

top ot English poets in the employment of one poetic te chnique 

and also explains why the inaudible sounds sug ge st motives­

behind-motives:  

Here the poet whose sounds are the riche st in our 
language is meditating upon absolute s ound, the 
essence ot sound , whi ch woula be soundless as the 
prilDe mover is motionles s, or as the 11principleu 
of sweetness would not be s weet, having transcended 
sweetnes s, or as the sub-atomi c particles of  the 
sun are each, in their10aolate purity, said to be 
devoid of temperature. · 

A contrast between Keats's unheard melodies and those 

in Shelley's little poem beginning with the line, "Musi c, 

when soft voi ces die , " is made by Burke: 
-

Here the futuristic Shelley is anticipating retro-
spec.t1on; he is looking forward to looking back. 
The form of tho ught is  naturalistic and temporalis­
tic in te rms of pist and future. But the fo rm of 
thought in Ke ats a mystical, in te rms of an 
eternal Rresent . The Ode i s  striving to move be­
fOnd the region of becg.ming

. 
into the realm of be ing. 

(This is another way of saying that we ar§ here 
concerned with two levels of mot1vat 1on.)�l 

�rke al so notes the su spension of ero tic imagery in ."an 

arrested pre-ecstasy . nl2 

Ne xt Burke discusses and analyze s  the implication of a 

11
Ib1d., P• 32. 

12
�. 
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variation or the love-death eqaation in s tanza two . Not until 

he reaches stanza tour in his analys is does Burke explain how 

the love-death equation 1� implied here . He finds strong 

suggestions of Romanticism 1n tbis ,  but he als o  detects poli­

tical significance, since capitalistic individuali sm sharpens 

the consummation in love-death by heightening the individual 

identity and making the death more 1mperious . 13 At this point 

Burke appears to be wandering fro.m his purpose, but he connects 

it by tying in a passage from a letter by Keats to Fanny 

Brawne, in which the poet speaks more definitely of the con­

sumption and consummation of love in fire . 14 Here Barke 

admits tbat these speculations " interfere with the symmetry 

of criticism as a game, " but he defends his introducing such 

background facts by saying that " these concerns have such 

important bearing upon matters of culture and conduct in 

general that no sheer conventions or ideals of criticism shou ld 

be allowed to interfere with the ir development . nlS Burke goes 

on to introduce Keats ' s  illness into the s tudy of the poem, 

showing that the s tate of agitation in this and other poems 

might be the result of the illness . l6 

Speaking of the separating of the two motive s  in s tanza 

three, Burke says : 

l3
ill.9.· 

14
Ibid. , P •  33 . -

15
Ibid . 

16
Ibid . -



The poem as a whole makes permanent, or fixes 
in a state of arrest, a peculiar ag itation . But 
within this fi xitr, bf the nature of poetry as a 
progress ive medium, there must be development . 
Hence , the agitation that is maintained througho ut 
{ as a mood absolutized so that it fills the ent ire 
uni verse of discourse ) will at the same time undergo 
internal transformations . In the third stanza� 
these are manifested as a cle ar division into two 
distinct and contras ted realms. There is a trans­
cendental fever, which is felicitous , divinely 
abo ve "all bre athing human passion. 11 • • • From the 
bodilr fe ver, which is  a passion, and malign, there 
has split off a epiritual aetiJ;ty, a wholly benign 
as pect of the total agitation. 

24 

At the close of the third stanza, a move ment is finished . 

The first stanza raises the question as to whether or not 

there are two motivational levels in the poem; the se cond 

stanza answers by showing that there are two levels; and the 

third stanza indicates the separation of these le ve ls . l8 

Burke r aises the question : In what direction will the poem 
. 

mo ve after thi s third stanza? He concl udes that there must 

be a scene of the same quality as this trans cendent spiritual 

aotiv1ty .19 The s cene which Keats pictures is,  of course , 

the sacrifice s cene . It is the inclusion of the sacrifice 

which Burke uses as his justification for discus sing the love­

de ath equation in stanza two . The s cene is a vision of death, 

or immortality, and this "deatb7-deatbless scene" is nthe 
- � 

corresponding ground of our transcendent act . The Urn itself, 

17
�. ,  PP• 34-35. 

l8Ibid. , p. 35. -
19Ibid. -
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as with the s c ene upon it,  is  not merely an immortal act in 

our present mortal scene ; it was originally an immortal act 

in a mortal s cene quite different . The tmagery, of sacrifice , 

piety,  s ilence , desolation, is  that of communication with the 

immortal or the dead . " 20 This immortal act in mortal s cene 

is fitting , als o ,  in that lt continues the .separation of 

mortality and immortality, at the same time maintaining a bond 

of communi cation between them. 21 The poem, through the urn, 

also is a bond between mortality and tmmortal ity, for the 

reader uses it to transport him into the s cene. 22 

The f inal s tanza, in contras t t o  the warmth of imagery 

in the third, s peaks of " Cold Pas toral ! " We , through the poem, 

have now gone from transcendent fever to trans cendent chill, 

tram bodily pas s ion to mental action. The chill i s  benign, 

for the benign aspects of the fever were all that remained 

after the split in stanza three . 23 In this connection, Burke 

sugges t s  that Keats deliberately plays with double sounds and 

meanings in the words brede and overwrought. Both words , in 

the puns ,  would "merge notions of sexuality and craftsmanship, 

the erotic and the poetic . 1124 

20 �. , p .  3?. 
21 

Ibid . ,  p .  38. -

22
Ib1d. -

23Ibid . ,  P •  39 .  -

24Ibid . -
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Burke bas now, with interruptions , traced the develop­

m ent of the poem up to the oracl e. Without the introductory 

stanzas , truth and beauty are at odds , beauty having its ful­

fillment in Romantic poetry and truth in sc ience . " ·  • •  With-
-

out benefit of  the rites which one enacts in a sympathetic 

reading of the Ode ( rites that remove the discussion to a 

different level ) ,  the enjoyment of 'beauty • would involve an 

esthetic kind of awareness radically in conflict with the 

kind of  awareness deriving from the practical • truth. ' And 

as regards the tactics of the poem, this confl ict would seem 

to be aolved bf • estheticizing ' the true rather than by 

1 ver1ty1ng ' the beautitul . 1125 · 

The essay returns to the remark at the beg inning in 

which Burke substitutes for Keats ' s  phras ing of the oracle 

the statement, "Poetry is science , science poetry. "  Burke 

goes further and equates poetry and �' sc ience and scene . 26 

A slight change is all that is required to bring these 

equations about.  This interpretation is  in keeping with 

the rest of  Burke's commentary on the lines preceding the 

oracle, for hi s entire interpretation turns abo ut the act­

scene rat io in stanza four . 

Burke ' s  analysis is extremely complex and reaches into 

such deep levels of meaning that this summary does not do 

25Ib1d . , P• 40 -
26 

Ibid. -
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justice to his position . And yet it  mus t  stand . Except for 

the few statements whi ch are to be mentioned in the paragraph 

following this one , the article has importance for us only 

in its unique interpretation of this one poem . Of all the 

analyses or the ode produced by New Criticism, this by Burke 

is  the most thorough. 

In keeping with the purpose or the other chapters , we 

should close this one by looking at one or two of Burke ' s  

comments in praise of Keats . One . we have already seen--

that about his poetry ' s  having the richest sounds in English 

literature . Burke usually restri cts himself to analysis and 

is  cons tantly working over his theory, which is his main 

concern in wri ting books of criticism .  However,  he often 

implies approval of what he is dis cussing , and the entire 

essay on Keats shows that Burke ' s  opinion of this parti cular 

poem 1s very high . In comparing a poem by Yeats to this ode 

by Keats , Burke says : "Both Yeats and Keats ,  of course , were 

maca more 1 dramat1stic 1 in their thinking than r6mantic poets 

generally. n27 This statement is s imilar to that by Brooks 

that Keats, of the Romanticists ,  came closest to writing drama­

tic poems . The continuity of the ode , acc ording to Burk, , is 

achieved by the use of rhetorical questions . When Keats 

returns to the rhetorical questions in stanza four , 11 one even 

gets the impression that the form of the rhetorical questi on 

27 
�. , P • 41 . 
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had never been abandoned ;  that the poet ' s  questing& had been 

couched as questions throughout .  This is tonal fel icity at 

its bes t �  and something much like unheard tonal felioity . " 28 

� 
The very fact that Burke should write an e ssay on Keats--one 

of his very few articles of prac tical cr itic ism--is a good 

indication of his respect for Keats ' s  poetry . 

One difference between Burke and other New Critics is 

that Burke has very little anti-Romantic bias . His master 

in criticism is Coleridge , and he admires Coleridge ' s  poetry 

greatly . Therefore, there being no reason for presuppos ing 

that Keats will be treated unfavorably by Burke � it is 

unnece s sary to explain why Keats is treated favorably in 

spite of his being a Romanticis t .  With this in mind� and 

since there is no disparagement of Keats in Burke ' s  writing 
. 

and s ame high praise for him in the one article devoted to 

his " Ode on a Gre oian Urn, " there is every indication that, 

with another New Critic (as Burke is cons idered to be ) , Keats 

is one of our greatest literary craftsmen . 

� 
Ibid . ,  P •  37 • ........... 



CHAPTER III 

CLEANTH BROOKS 

The main purpose of this chapter is  to point out how 

Cleanth Brooks judges Ke ats ' s  poe try and, with his theory in 

mind, to see why he rates htm as he does. Brooks was born in 

Kentucky in 1906 and re ceived his advanced education at 

Vanderbilt, Tulane , and Exe ter Colle ge of Oxford Univers ity. 

Wi th a Southern education and a posi tion on the facul ty at 

Louisiana State University, Brooks be came a leader among the 

group known as the Southern poet-critics . At Louisiana 

S tate , Brooks and Robert Penn Warren edited one ot the sig­

nificant periodicals of Ne w Criticism, The Southern Review . 

Three analytical anthologies--Unders tanding Poe try ( 1938 ) ,  

� Ap2roach to Li terature ( 1941 ) , and Understanding Fiction 
� 

( 1943 ) --are the results of further collaboration by Brooks 

and Warren. These,  wi th Understanding Drama ( 1945, 1948 )  

edi ted by Brooks and Robert B. He ilman, have been influential 

in spread ing New Criticism throughou t the colleges and 

univers i ties of the Uni ted States . Modern Poetrz � � 

Tradition ( 1939 ) , Brooks ' s  first book of criticism, contains 

the main elements of his theory. � Well Wrought � ( 1947 )  

shows an advance in his theory, bu t mainly it is an application 

of his previously expressed ideas to practical analys is. Brooks 

now holds a professorship at Yale Uni versity. l 

1stallman, Critiques and Ess azs !a Criticiam, p .  509 . 
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In this chapter we shall examine two or the books on 

which Brooks and Warren collaborated ; but presumably they 

represent Brooks ' s  opinions and for convenience can be treate� 

s o .  The purpose in so doing is not to slight Warren at all, 

but Brooks is  the more voluminous critic of the two . His 

Modern Poetry .!!!.!! � Tradition and the article on the "Ode 
-

on a Grecian Urn" give a clearer idea of his regard for Keats 

than do the analyses in the anthologies . 

Brooks, like Tate and other New Critics , is  representa­

tive of a strong reaction against Romanticism, but without 

contradicting hims elf, he also reacts against neoclass icism.  

While speaking of the history of modern English poetry in 

1935, he wrote of the Romantic Revolt : 

The second maj or critical revolution, the Romantic 
Revolt, had as its ostens ible objective,  the 
liberation of the imaginat ion .  Unfortunately it 
failed to be revolutionary enough. As we have 
seen, the Romantic poets , in attacking the neoclas­
s i c  conception of the poetic, tended to offer new 
poetic ob jects rather than to discard altogether 
the conception of a special poetic material . Even 
Coleridge himself, with all his critical acum�n, 
did not cam�letely free himself from the didactic 
conception . 2 

Brooks directs his attack, therefore , against the idea of 

didacticism, an element present in neoclas s i c ism, and the concept 

of a special poetic material both ot which occur in nineteenth­

century English Romanticism .  But a later statement further 

reveals his attitudes toward these periods of English poetry . 

2 cleanth Brooks , Ko�ern Poetrz .!!!.!! � Tradition 
( Chapel Hill, 1939 ) ,  P •  52. 



He says in 1947 : 

It is true that in Modern Poetry and the 
Trad ition I suggested the need for a radloal-ri­
Vislon or the history or English li terature , and 
that I there critic ized certain aspects of the 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century poetry . I 
hope that the treatment accorded to particular 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century poems in this 
book, will perhaps put that criticism in better 
perspective . I should certainly dislike to be 
thought to maintain that English poetry ceased 
with the deat� of Donne , to be re sumed only in 
our own time. 
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We are, then, not to assume that Brooks re jects the poetry or 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries , but,  as has already 

been seen, he does exhibit an antipathy to the poetry of 

these periods . Of particular interest for this study are the 

reasons for his lack of esteem for moat  Romantic poetry . 

These reasons are eas ily seen in Brooks ' s  early essays 

or 1935 .  One ·of his aversions is  a Ramanti c sentimentality 

which results tram an attempt to overs implify experience : 

The sentimental ist takes a short cut to intensity b7 
removing all the elements or the experience which might 
conce ivably militate against the intens ity. · Every poe� 
or course ,  makes a selection, but the sentimentalist, 
we feel , selects on too narrow a basis  • • • •  The 
sentimental poet makes us feel that he is sacrificing 
the totality of his vis ion in favor of a particular 
interpretation. ' 

Brooks points out that the Romanticist do� this in order to 

achieve sincerity,  but he goes on to show that true s incerity 

is that which will not ignore the complexity of experienoe . 5 

� Brooks , � !.!!! Wrought � ( New York, 1947 ) , p .  204. 

'Brooks , Modern Poetry � �  Tradition,  p .  37 . 
5

Ibid. -
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Another shortcoming of the Romantic poet is that, like the 

neoclassicist, he maintains the existence of a special poetic 

material. To both the neoclassicist and the Romanticist, 

same things are intrinsically poetic. Brooks takes issue with 

this idea; he points out Donne's use of the compasses in "A 

Valediction : Forbidding Mourning " and says : 

• • • the compasses are poetic in the only sense in 
which ob jects can ever be legi�1mately poetic--they 
function integrally in a poem. 

Brooks assails the didacticism in the poetry of the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries : 

For poetic symbols are not true.· The state­
ment that they are true is in itself a metaphor . 
The didactic view of poetry, with its emphasis on 
the illustr�tive function of the metaphor, assumes 
that poetic symbols are to stand for ideas, and 
naturally true ideas are to be preferred to false. 
Under such a theory the goodness of a poem is to a 
great extent determined bJ its truth. This, bow­
ever, is to bring poetry into a competition 'ith 
science, whi.ch falsifies their relationship. 

These, then, we may consider as the targets of Brooks's main 

criticisms of the Romanticists : their sentimentality, their 

notion of a "poetic material, ." and their didact icism. Else-
� 

where, while mentioning s�nt1mentality as one of the weaknesses 

of Romantici sm, Brook� names two ot·her factors which are . 

characteristically Romantic faults : escapism and a vulner­

ability to irony. s This examination of Brooks's anti-Romanticism 

6 12. Ibid. , P• -
7 .!J:?!S.., p. 45. 
8 61. .ill£· '  p . 
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is merely a negative approach to his theory of poetry, but it 

serves a purpose here , for it throws into relief his under­

s tanding and admiration of Keats ' s  poetry .  Before we turn to 

that s tudy, however,  we should have in mind the main tenets 

of Brooks ' s  theory . 

With a knowledge of what Brooks wishes to keep out of 

poetry, we must look for elements which he cons iders conducive 

to great poetry . He finds in the Metaphysical poets , Donne 
. 

particularly, the best exploitation of poetic technique , and 

his judgments of other poets are colored by hi s esteem for the 

Metaphysi c al� Brooks himself realized the unjustnes s  of 

such a pre judice,  for he says : 

• • •  to propose to find in the poem ambiguities , 
ironi es , and paradoxes will s eem to many a reader 
an attempt to fit the poem to a Procrustean bed--
in fine , the bed in whi ch John Donne slept c�for­
tably enough but in which a Rsmantic poet can hardly 
be supposed to find any ease . 

Nevertheless ,  he does attempt to judge the Romantici sts by the 

s tandards with whi ch he judges Donne--standards derived with a 

preconceived regard for Donne . This fac t  i s  the main reason 

that the Romanticists in general receive such rough treatment 

at the hands of Cleanth Brooks . 

In looking at a poem, Brooks , like Tate , ins i s ts upon 

the poem as a unit . In 1937 , in one of his early collaborations 

with Robert Penn Warren ,  Brooks mentions thi s matter and at 

the same time distinguishes between two sorts of unity : 

9Brooks , � !!!! Wrought �' p .  116 . 



• • •  a poem, in so far as it is succes sful , is a 
unitied construct, a psychological whole ; and since 
a poem is an organism it is not only greater than, but 
ditferent from, the sum of its parts . lO 
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The problem which the reader with a Romanti c background faces 

in reading a modern poem is to realize that the totality ot 

the poem and its effect are more important than the isolated 

items which make up the poem : 

• • • Every succes sful poem creates a EsychOlogioal 
unity, and not even the stmplest metap or rails to 
violate a logical unity . The distinction between 
the two kindS or unity is extremely important : 
psychological unity is the aim of every poem;  
logical unity is a devif! to  achieve this aim, and 
may or may not be .used . 

Brooks s�ys that the poet "explores ,  consolidates ,  and 

' forms ' the total experience that �s the poem . rt l2 However, 

although he is a make� instead of a communi cator , ultimately 

"a  poem must communicate poetry . A poem may be read in a 

number of ways --as a sociological ,  or a hi storical , or a philo­

logical, or a philosophical, or a metrical document . Such 

types of reading , though invaluable in preparing for the 

proper reading of a poem, do not consti tute that reading . "  

The reader who in studying a poem looks for a stereotyped 

poetical feeling is not giving the poem the reading it should 

have . l3 

lOBrooks and Robert Penn Warren , "The Reading of Modern 
Poetry, " American Review, VIII ( February, 1937 ) , p .  439. 

llibid . ,  P• 442 . -
1! 

Brooks , � !!ll:, Wrought �, P• . 69. 
1�Brooka , Modern Poetrz � !E! Tradit ion, p .  238 . 
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Be cause the overs�plification of experience may result 

in sentimentality, Brooks procla�s one of the poet ' s  tasks 

to be a reconciling of the irrelevant or seemingly varying 

elements of experience . In prais ing Keats ' s  as opposed to 

Shelley ' s  approach to poetry, Brooks says that "Keats • • • 

explores a particular experience--not as a favorite generali- 7 
� � zation to be beautified--but as an ob ject to be explored in / 

its full ramifioationa . nl4 In this connection, Brooks says 

with T. s .  Eliot, "When a poet ' s  mind �s perfectly equipped 

for its work, it is constantly amalgamating disparate experience."l5 

This idea is also the res ult of Richards ' influence on Brooks , 

an influence greater than that of Eliot. 

At the center of Brooks ' s  theory lies hi s idea of irony 

in poetry. In 1936 he writes : 

In the all-important chapter of his Princ iples of 
Liter� Criticism, that which treats "The Iliiagi= 
nat!o� Ricbirds distinguishes between two general 
types of peetrr : firs t,  poetry which leaves out 
the oppos ite and discordant qualities of ah 
experience , excl uding them from the poem; and 
se cond, poetry in which the imag inat ion· includes 
them, re solving the appa�ent dis cords , and thus 
gaining a larger uni�y. l6 

. 
He then quotes from Ri chards , agreeing with him in his state­

menta :l7 

1'arooka, Modern Poetry � � Tradition,  p. 238 .  
15Ibid. , P •  33 . 
16Ibid. , p. 41 . -
17 

Ibid.  -



"The difference comes out clearly if we consider how 
comparat ively unstable poems of the first kind are . 
They will not bear an ironical contemplation . • • • 

Irony in this sense cons ists·  in the bringing in or 
the opposite.  the c omplementary impulses ; that is 
wbJ poetry which i s  exposed to it i s  not of the high­
est order. and why irony i tself is s o  cons tantly a 
characteristic of poetry whi ch �s . "  _ 
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In 1942 .  Brooks contributed a chapter to � Language 

2! Poetry, ed�ted by Alle� Tate . The chapter , entitled "The 

Language of Paradox, " became the first chapter in � Well 

Wrought �· An advance upon his earlier s tatements regarding 

irony, i t  reflects the core of his theory of poetry . There 

are several statements which deserve �e ing quoted here i 

• • • there is  a sense in which paradox is  the 
language appropriate and inevitable to poetry . It 
is the s cientist whose truth require s a language 
purged of every trace of paradox; apparently the 
truth which the poet utters can be approached 
only 1n terms of paradox. l8 

• • • the paradoxes spring from· the very nature ot 
the poe t ' s  language : it ia a language in which the 
connotations play as great a part as the denotationa . l9 

The method of art can, I believe , never be direct--is 
always indirect. 20 

Almos t  any insight important enough to warrant a 
�eat poem !ll?Parentl:y has to be stated in such 
LParadoxi ca!f terma . 21 

l�Brooka, � � Wrought �� p .  3 .  
19

Ibid . ,  p .  a .  
-

20Ibid . ,  p .  16 . 
-

21 
Ibid .  

-
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It would be intere s ting and profitable to pause and anal7ze 

thi s idea, but we mu st merely note what Brooks bel ieve s and 

pas s on . Howeve r , we should ob s erve that mu ch of the adverse 

criticism levelled at Brooks ' s  crit ical method has attacked 

this vi ew . 22 

Like other New Cr it ics , Brooks s tudies the poem as a 

uni t ,  not looking tor effe ctive parts bu t rather tor to tal ity 

of effect . Hi s particular contribut ion to the analys i s  of 

poetry lies in hi s discovery that totali ty of effe ct is suc­

ces sfully achieved in paradoxical situations , qualifying 

irony being one ot the attr ibute s  of great poetry . 

In one ot Brooks ' s  earli e s t  es says , he menti ons a 

passage tram Keats as an exampl e of the use ot metaphor to 

say what only metaphor can say : 

One need not rest upon an illustrat ion drawn tram 
one of the metaphysi cal poets , howe ver . Keats will 
eas ily yield exampl e s : 

Thou , s il ent form, dost tease us out 
of thought 

As doth e tern1ty .23 

After explaining how Keats ' s  metaphor does what it only can 

do, Brooks says : 

Keats here , like all other poets , i s  really building 
a more pre cise sort of language than the d i c t i onaries 
contain, by playing off conno tation s  and deno tat i ons 
ot words against each other so as to make a total 

�R. s .  Crane , " Cleanth Brooks ; or , the Bankruptcy 
of Cr itio&Ill onism , " Modern Philolos!, XLV ( May, 1948 ) ,  226-245 . 
Al s o ,  Fogle , � Imagery 2f Keats � Shelley, pp . 241-278. 

23 . 
Brooks , Modern Poetry � � Tradition, p .  16. 



s tatement of a great2aeal more accuracy than is  
ordinarily obtained . 
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A s imilar reference to Keats is  made in a later part of the 

same essay :  

But one is  not forced to rely on the metaphysi cal 
poets or on the moderns for illustration . One may 
find , to c ite an ins tance from the Romanti c  poe ts , 
a very brilliant case of qualifying irony as u sed 
by Keats . 25 

Brooks then analyzes a part of the " Ode to a Nightingale " and 

remarks that the entire poem is paradoxical in theme . 

In 1939 , Brooks published Modern Poetrz � � 

Tradi tion. The later chapters of this book contain more of 

these laudatory references to Keats . In condemning Romantic 

sub jectivism and neoclass i c  ob jectivism as is olated techniques , 

Brooks praises the dramatic fusion of the two whi ch was 

achieve d  by the Elizabe thans . He also discusses the Romanti­

cists on this score : 

Wordsworth has as little of the dramatic as does 
Shelley, and where we find an overt attempt at 
the dramatic,  it  is the personal self-dramatizat ion 
of Byron--the self-cons cious aotor, not the ob­
j ectifying dramatist .  Keats, oddly enough, comes 
closest to giving us dramatic poems--in the great 
odes ; and Keats �self had re cognized before his 
death the ne3d for a s tiffening and toughening of 
his poetry . 2 

This is  not, of course ,  unqualified praise of Keats , but Brooke 

24Ibid . -

25ibid . ,  P• 31 . 
26 Ibid . 1 P• 217 . -
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does place him above the other Romanticists and credits Keats 

with an awarene ss of hi s weaknesses . 

In the same book, Brooks , while dis cuss ing form in 

poetry, says : 

If we mean by form the arrangement of the vari ous 
elements of the poem in order to further the poet • s  
total intent ion, then Keats ' s  " Ode to Autumn" has 
perfection of for.m quite as much as does Pope ' s  
Rape 2f 2 �. 27 

Brooks ' s  most interesting early discussion of Keats i s  round 

in chapter ten of Modern Poetry and � Tradition .  Brooks 

makes a contrast between Shelley and Keats whi ch shows b±m to 

regard Keats very highly . In the first plac e ,  a new estimate 

of the two i s  ne cessary : 

One of the mos t  s triking evidences of the in­
accuracy of the traditional account of English poetry 
is  seen in the ease with whi ch Shelley and Keats are 
paired . I do not mean to say that critics have not 
always been aware of differences of method and effe ct 
between the two poets ; I have in mind differences of 
poetic caliber . The traditional historian hardly sees 
Shelley as a very. unsatisfactory poe t  greatly inferior 
to Keats . A more cons idered view must surely hold him 
so . 

Shelley is not merely guilty of poor craftsman­
ship--slovenly riming , loosely decorative and somet imes 
too gaudy metaphor . Cons iderat ion of the two on the 
bas is of tone and attitude will reveal more important 
difference s .  Keats is rarely sentimental, Shelley 
frequently s o .  Keats is  too much the artist to risk 
Shelley ' s  sometimes embarras s ing de clarations --'' ! die,  
I faint , I fail , " or " I fall upon the thorns of � life l 
I bleed l tt Keats ,  even in his apprenti ce s tage ,  attempts 
to give his lyricism a restraining form ; he maint,ins 
his ob j ectivity as in ''To Autumn" ; he attempts a 
qualifying self-irony as in the n ode to a Nightingale . " 28 

27
Ibid . ,  P •  237 . 

-

28Ibid. 
-



With his partiality for the Metaphys icals , Brooks ins ists 

upon judging
'
Keats and Shelley by Metaphys ical s tandards : 

There is surely no attempt to turn Keats into 
a Donne , or , for that matter,  into a Shakespeare or 
Kilton, if one observes that his most mature poetry 
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can be brought under the general pr inc iples of �bol ist­
metaphysical poetry. And if Shelley, measured by 
these princ iples , camas off rather badly, the issue 
may be more important than s ame readers will at first 
be willing to allow. For the charges of sentimentality,  
lack of proportion, confusion of abstract generaliza­
tion with symbol ,  and confus ion of propaganda with 
tmaginata�e ins ight are not charges to be dismi s s ed 
lightly . 

Probing more deeply after the reas ons tor the difference in 

quality of the two poets , Brooks finds that Keats does not 

tend to overs implify experience , but explores a particular 

experience to the greatest extent : 

Does it add any clarification to say with one 
of the popular histories of English poetry that Keats 
"worships beauty for beauty ' s  sake , with none of. the 
s e condary moral intentions of • • • Shelley" ? Cannot 
the essential distinction between them be stated some­
what as follows : Shelley tends to make a po int , to 
state a dogma, decking it with the beaut iful and the 
ethereal . When his poetry fails , it fails through 
overs implifi cation or cloying floweriness . Keats ,  on 
the other hand, explores a parti cular experience--not 
as a favorite generalization to be beautified--but as 
an obj ect to be explored in its full ramifi cations . 
Even the abstract statement , "Beauty is  Truth, Truth 
Beauty, tbat i s  all/Ye know on earth, " cannot be re­
moved tram the poem without violence . It is defined 
and given meaning only in terms of the context , and is 
taken legitimately only as a statement elicited by the 
pre ceding l ines of the poem, and as one element in the 
whole experience . It is  not intended to be a generali­
zation wbich can march out of the poem and take its 
place alongs ide the · s cientific and practical general1-

29Ibid . -



zations of the workaday world . 30 

This tendency to explore an experience prevents Keats ' s  

allowing didacti cism to enter his poetry at the expense of 

higher poetic values :  

Both Keats and Coleridge,  indeed,  are separa-
ted from the ir contemporaries by a reluctance to 
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force didacticism .  They respe ct the complexity of 
experience too much to violate it by overs implification ; 
the concrete , too much to indulge in easy abstractions . 
They think through the ir images .  Ins tead of the 
formula employed by Shelley in his "Ode to a Skylark" -­
lush imagery followed by the abstract 

Our sweetest songs are those that tell 
of saddest thought • • •  

Iteata gives us  the " Ode to a Nightingale . 1131 

What Brooks says here is high praise from anyone , but it is 

extremely high praise when one remembers that ·it is an anti-
' 

Romantic critic speaking of a Romantic poe t .  Of course , 

Brooks praises  Keats for the non-Romantic elements in his 

poetry , but he finds that Keats ' s  most mature poetry can be 

brought under the principles of symbolist-metaphysical poetry . 

In !a Approach � Literature, Brooks and Warren and 

John Thibaut Purser analyzed two of Keats ' s  poems , "Ode on 

Melancholy" and the sonnet " Bright Star . tt In these analyses,  

as  in the one of the "Ode to  a Nightingale"  in Understand1Ag 
� 

Poet�, there is much interpretation included for the benefit 

of beg1nn1ng students Which can be ignored by the pr-sent 

study . In general, Brooks likes the "Ode on Melancholy" 

30Ibid • •  pp . 237-238 . 

�lib1d . ,  P •  238 . 
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despite the weakness of the second stanza . He commends the 

opening of the poem because the abrupt beg inning creates 

suspense ,  giving a "dramatic effe ct to  a poem which might 

seem at f irst glance largely embroidery work . n32 The sacri­

ficed clarity is excusable be cause it is not serious . Brooks 

notes the dangerous proximity to sentimentali ty at the close 

of the firs t stanza ,  but he goes on to indi cate that melancholy 

becomes separated from sentimentality in the second s tanza . 

He praises the " weeping cloud" image and that of the "April 

shroud" very highly , saying that "The mood may help us t o  

s e e  more clearly into the meaning o f  lite --to s e e  the close 

conne ction of joy and sorrow, a paradoxical unity in their 

contrast .  n33 He condemns the digres s ion on "the lady" in 
... 

stanza two on the grounds that Keats has pres ented a scene 

whi ch does not relate to the theme or t otal effec t  or the 

poem . 34 He says the digression " tends to make the experience 
... 

seem unreal and to make the melancholy seem trivial and self-

centered . n35 

However, Brooks points out that the re turn to the cen­

tral theme in the las t stanza recovers the los t effe ct remark-

ably well . The paradox of Melancholy ' s  be ing worshipped in 

32Brooks , Warren, and John Thi�aut Purser , !a Approach 
to Literature { New York, 1942 ) , p • .  480'• 

33Ibid . -

34Ibid . '  pp . 480-481 . 
35Ibid . ,  P • 481 . 



the temple of Deli ght naturally st rikes Brooks' s love of 

paradox. 36 The finest image in t he poem, Brooks says, occurs 

in lines seven and eight of stanza three : 

Though seen of none save him whose st renuous tongue 
Can burst Joy ' s  grape against his palate fine. 

To j ustify his praise., Brooks notes that the ima ge of taste 

has been prepared for throughout the poem a nd that the poem 

has been built around this image of taste a nd that of the 

temple rites. 37 
In his concluding comment on the poem, Brooks says: 

The poem, as has already been ind icated, is 
not altogether successful, t hough parts of it are 
very fine. Despite individ ual passages of fineness, 
one must still ask the question : Why ca nnot we put 
it beside the greatest poems? Individ ual faults 
have already been commented upon • • • •  There are in 
general two approaches Lto the them!(: ( 1 ) a rather 
straightforward , direct approach, or ( 2 ) an ironical 
approach. Keat ' s  LiJ£7 poem falls somewhere bet ween 
the two. He is really using an indirect ironical 
approach : Don ' t  look there for melanD holy; if you 
want somet hing really to  be sad about find t he most 
beautiful thing that you can, for the loveliest 
things must perish. His poem requires irony, t here­
fore. But the poem does not have enough ir ony. It 
depends too much on the embroidery work of the 1t· decorative . imagery. The most successful passages 
which we have fou nd a re ironical or tend to irony. 
But the poem d oes not have enough to be entirel y 
successful. �a . 

And yet, despite this, B rooks finds it far mor e  successful 

than the sonnet "Bright Star. " He notes the similarity of 

theme between the two and says that the sonnet fails where the 

36Ibid. -
37Ib id. 
38Ibid. -
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the ode does not becau s e  it is completely devoid of irony . 39 

Like other critics , Brooks give s praise to the firs t e ight 

l ines , although hi s 11fine " is qualified by "rather . " The 

rest of the poem he condemns for " childishnes s " and " senti­

mentality" at which the reader is tempted to laugh. 40 This 

is a criticism offered not by Brooks alone , for many writers 

on this poem have . expressed similar opinions . As Brooks 

says . "Few poems begin so auspiciously as this one , to crumble 

at the end . n 41 

The analysis of the " Ode to a Nightingale" in Unders tanding 
-

Foetry i s  a fuller analysis than e ither of those di s cussed in 

the paragraphs pre ceding . In the first paragraph, Brooks sums 

up the theme of the poem without c omment , but he deals more 

extens ively with the imagery : 

The images are elaborate and decorative and the poet 
dwells upon them lovingly and le isurely, developing 
them in s ome detail as pictures . 42 

He call s the imagery well-suited to the general character of 

the poem, and this is all that he requires of any element in 

·a poem . Later in the analys is , he speaks at more length of the 

imagery : 

The poem as a whole lives obviously in terms of 
its imagery, but the emphas i s  on the imagery is on 

39�. ,  P •  482 . 

40
Ibid . -

42 
Brooks and Warren, Unders tanding Poe try ( New York, 

1938 ) , P •  410 . 



the decorative s ide . The imager� is not welded 
suffioientl� to the theme ; the ironical effe ct of 
the experience as a whole is not achieved through 
the imagery . Indeed, this imagery, superb as it is , 
lies closer to surface description than doe s , for ex­
ample,  the highly functional imagery of, say, 
Shakespeare . But admitting this defect, we can 
cons ider the imagery of this ode as carrying almos t  
a s  far as is  bumanly _�oss ible beautiful des cription 
rich in association . 43 

45 

Brooks discusses the ess ential weaknes s  of the poem, 

saying that "it  i s  a higher compliment to Keats to examine 

his poetry closely enough to find such a weakness than to 

res t  our praise on those parts whi ch are completely prais e­

worthy, the elaboration of the particular details . " 44 This 
. 

weaknes s  is  that Keats has not enforced the irony of the total 

s ituation of the poem; that i s ,  he has not kept the reader 

alert to the contrast between the world as it is and the ideal 

world of beauty . 45 Brooks finds a use of irony in Keats ' s  

play on the word forlorn, but he blames Keats for not taking 

advantage of it . 46 

The keenness of Keats ' s  perception which results from 

the careful exploration of an experience comes in for praise 

fram Brooks : 

We feel that he knows what he is  talking about . A 
poorer poet would try only for the de corative effect 

� 
�· �  P •  413 . 

" Ibid . ,  P •  412 • ........... 

45Ibid . ,  pp . 412-413 . 
46Ibid . ,  P • 413 . 



and would fail . Moreover, much of the sugges tiveness 
res ides also in the choice of precise de tails • • • •  

The force of as sociation ie greate st when it is · 
aro used by pre cise detail . 47 

46 

In concl usion , Brooks refers again to the excellence of 

the imagery and says that the is olated images are not cl osely 

enough knit together . He speaks of the ode as a fine poem, 

and he closes on the note we have already heard--that Keats 

himself real ized his weaknesses,  which "lay in the general 

struqture and in the occasional lack of positive relat ion be­

tween meaning and imagery in his work . 1148 

Strangely enough, Brooks does not condemn the third 

stanza as does Tate , an� of course , the paradox in stanza 

seven is as delightful to Brooks ' s  critical impulses as it 

is self-contradicto»� to Tate , who des ires a log ical statement . 

Both critics find the poem excellent despite obvious faults, 

and both seem to praise Keats rather more highly than the ir 

anti-Romanticism would lead one to expect . 

The last article to be treated here provides even more 

interest than those dis cussed on the pages preceding . It is 

the chapter on Keats ' s  " Ode on a Gre cian Urn" which was re­

printed in � � Wrought � from !£! Sewane e Review . �9 

The "Ode on a Gre cian Urn" has received mu ch attention because 

of the well-known statement , "Beauty is tr uth, truth beauty, " 

47Ibid . ,  P • 414. 
48-

Ibid . ,  P • 415 . -
j9 Brooks , "History Without Footnotes : an Account of Keats ' s  

Urn, " Sewane.e Review,  LII (Winter,  1944 ) , 80-101 . 
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and Brooks opens his commentary by noting this apparently 

didactic element in a poem by a poe t  whose poetry generally 

would lead one to believe he would have approved MacLeish ' s  

dictum, "A poem should not mean/ But be . n50 The poem,  Brooks 

says , raises a question regarding the relationship of belief 

and art and raises it in its sharpest form by equating Beauty 

and Truth. 51 The ultimate question to be answered in this 

matter is whether or not Keats the poet was able to exemplify 

the relation of beauty and truth in this particular poem . 52 

In attempting his answer to the �estion, Brooks examines 

the poem to see if the statement at the end is dramatically 

prepared for . To examine the ode successfully with this end 

in view, Brooks tells the reader that he must not dismiss as 

mere description the early characterizations of the urn. 

What appears to be mere de coration might prove to be meaningful 

symboliam . 53 

A preoccupation with the paradoxical tone of the ode 

is evident in Brooks ' s  analysis . The paradoxes in the imagery 

are emphasized--the urn ' s  being a "bride of quietness , " a 

"foster-child of silence and slow time , "  a " sylvan historian, " 
� 

etc . The second stanza tells of the first s cene on the urn, 

50srooks , � !!!! wrought �� p .  139 . 
51

Ibid • .......... 
52

Ibid . , P • 140 • ........... 
53 

Ibid . ,  P •  142 • .......... 



and the paradox is ever present : 

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 
Are sweeter. 

A c tion is vibrant on the urn, although the figures are in 

actuality motionless.54 

In the third stanza, Brooks finds the real blemish 

48 

of the ode, the sentimental repetition of happy . And yet even 

here there is a defense, because the whole situat ion is 

paradoxical.55 Brooks does not believe that these paradoxes 

are unintentional, and thus he defends Keats against Garrod ' s  

charge that here the ironic undercurrent of the poem is 

uncontrolled. B�ooks says : 

The undertone is there , but Keats has not been taken 
" farther than he meant to go." Keats's attitude, 
even in the early stan zas , is more c omplex than 
Garrod would allow : it is more complex and more 
ironi c, and a recognition of this is important if we 
are to be able to relate the last stanza to the rest 
of the "Ode. " Keats is perfectly aware that the 
frozen moment of loveliness is more dynami c that is 
the fluid world of reali ty only because it is frozen . 56 

It is this constant enfor cing of irony that Brooks expec ts in 

great poetry, and the " Ode on a Grecian Urn" has it in abun-

dance. 

Brooks defends Keats's fanciful contemplation of the 

empty town in stanza four by indi cating that this town has a 

richer history than real cities, because it is known 1magina-
= 

54Ibid . ,  PP • 142 -143 . 
55

Ibid . ,  P •  145 . 
-

56�., PP • 146-147. 



49 

tively; this is paradoxical, and thus the tone of the poem is 

maintained.  The final stanza res tates the paradox, that the 

urn and its figures,  although they are marble , have a life 

above life 1tselr . 57 The urn which Keats • s  imag ination has 

created "is cold, and the life beyond life which it expresses 

is life which has been formed, arranged . The urn itself is a 

silent form, and it speaks, not by means of statement, but by 

• teasing us out of thought . •  It is enigmatic  as e ternity is , 

for, like eternity, its history is beyond time, outside time, 

and for this reason bewilders our time-ridden minds : it 

teases us . n 58 The urn will tell its story to all generations . 

And what will it say to them ? Presumably it will say 

that 11fomed experience , "  imaginative ins ight, embodies 
the . basic and fundamental , peroeption of man and nature . 
The urn is beautiful, and yet its beautJ is based-­
What else ·is the poem concerned with?--on an imagina­
tive perception of essentials . SuCh a vision is 
beautitul but it is also true . The sylvan historian 
presents us with beautitul histories , and it is a 
good historian. 

Moreover, the 11truth11 which the sylvan his torian 
gives is the only kind of truth which we are likely to 
get on this earth, and, further.more , it is the only 
kind that we have to have . The names,  dates ,  and 
special oir�stances,  the wealth of data--these  the 
sylvan historian quietly ignores .  But we shall never get 
all the facts &DJWay--there is no end to the ac �lation 
of facts . Koreover, mere ac cumulations of facts --a point 
our own generation is only beg inning to realize--are 
meaningless . The sylvan historian does better than that : 
it takes a few details and so orders them that we have not 
only beauty but insight into essential truth.. Its 
"history, " in short, is a history without footnotes .  
It has the valid! ty of myth--not myth as a pretty 

57�. , p .  149 . 
58Ib1d . ,  P •  150 . 



but irrelevant make -belie£, an idle fancy, but myth 
as a valid perception into real ity . 59 

50 

Thus Brooks explains the crux of the poem , and thus it i s  that 

he justifies it,  for it  is  dramat i cally prepared for . He 

closes by condemning paraphrase once more . The condemnation 

fits into the chapter because Keats ' s  poem says what only 

poetry can say ;  paraphras e  i s  only a literal explanation of 

surface meaning . 

Brooks does not regard Keats so highly as he does the 

Metaphys ical or modern poets , but he certainly places Keats 

above the other Romanti ci sts , with the pos s ible exception of 

Coleridge . Throughout Brooks ' s  career as a critic,  he shows 

a high regard for the odes . Evidence of his regard is  found 

in many places ; in 1939 he made a contras t  between Keats and 

Shelley whi ch indicates why he can praise the former and not 

the latter . Keats constantly explored unique experienom �nd 

thus avoided a cloying sentimentality which found its way intp 

Shelley ' s  style . Keats did not force didactic ism, and when he 

appeared to do so in the "Ode on a Gre cian Urn, " he. did s o  in 
� 

keeping with the dramatic unity or the poem . Irony and paradox 

are present t�oughout the odes , and the se elements are , to 

Brooks , the s tuff ot which poetry is  made . And finally,  he 

claims that Keats can be brought under the general princ iples 

of symbolist�etaphya! oal poetry ;  in words that he uses else­

where , Keats can sleep in Donne ' s  Procrustean bed with some 

degree of comfort at leas t .  

59�. ,  pp . 1� 151. 



CHAPTER IV 

WILLIAM EMPSON 

Wi lliam Empson and F .  R .  Leavi s are · the two repres en­

tatives of Engl ish New Criticism to be examined in thi s 

stuq . Empson was born in Yorkshire , England , in 1906 ; he 

took a degree in ma thematics at Cambr idge Univers ity and then 

s tudied under I .  A. Ri chards tor tour years , during which time 

he edited Experiment ( November , 1928-May, 1929 ) ,  a magazine 

containing verse and critici sm by Cambridge students and 

profes sors . In 1937 Emps on became Le cturer in English li tera­

ture at Peking National Univers ity in Peiping and remained in 

China dur ing the Japanese invas ion until the European War . 

He then re turned to London and served as Chine se Ed itor for 

the Bri tish Broad casting Company . After the war he returned 

to Peking Nat ional Univers i ty and is there now . Be s ides two 

books of poetry , he has publ ished two books of crit i c i sm-­

Seven Tipe s 2f Ambigui ty ( 1930 ) and Some Ver s ions of Pas toral 

( 193 5 )  • 1 

Empson announced his the ory of criticism in Seven Types 

£{ Ambiguity; his later writing , though more pol ished and 

mature , is supplementary to it . Emps on uses the word amb iguity 

in an extended s ense ; it is "any verbal nu ance , how� ver slight 

which gives roam for alternative reactions to the s ame pie ce of 

language . n2 

P • 1 . 

1
stallman, Critiqge s and Es s ays � Cr itic ism, pp . 510-511 . 

2will iam Empson, Se ven Tu>es 2!_ AmbiS}li ty ( London, 1930 ) ,  
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The first and � impl e s t  type of amb igu i ty is that in 

which a de tail i s  effe ctive in s e veral ways at on ce . 3 Emps on 

g i ves us as an example the line , 

Bare ruined choir s , where late the sweet birds sang . 

Of it he writes : 

. There i s  no pun ,  double syntax, or dubiety of 
feeling , • • • but the comparison holds for many 
reas ons ; be cause ruined monas tery choirs are places 
in whi ch to s ing , be cause they involve s i tting in a 
row, be cause they are made of wood , are carved into 
knot s and so forth, be cause they used to be sur- . 
rounded by a shat tering building crystallised out of 
the likenes s  of a for e s t ,  and c oloured wi th s tained 
glas s and painting l ike flowers and leave s ,  because 
they are now abandoned by all bu t  the grey wall s  

· 

coloured l ike the skies of winter • • •  ; �he s e  r�as ons , 
and many more relat ing the s imile to i ts place in the 
Sonne t ,  must all combine to g i ve the . l ine its beauty ,  
and there is a s ort of ambiguity in not knowing whi ch 
of them to hold mos t  clearly in mind . 4 

Empson allows that with thi s  definition the first type of 

amb iguity covers almo s t  everything of importance in literature . 

The second type of amb igu ity o c curs when two or more 

meanings are re s olved into one . With the exception of the 

fir s t ,  thi s i s  the mo st common of the s e ven type s . It is 

achieved by u s ing several different metaphors to s ignify one 

central meaning ; it i s  an amb igu ity , no t of word , but of 

grammar . 5 

Type thre e oc curs when one word can give two apparently 

3 
2 .  Ib id . ,  p .  

-

4 
�· � pp . 2-3 . 

5 
ill.2.· �  pp . 40-50 .  
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unconnected meanings --meanings which can be connected only in 

the context of the poem . 6 The pun is an obvious e xample of 

this type, but a more s ubtle use is found in drama when a word 

oan be received in two or more different ways by two or more 

p eople . The irony of Othello' s oalling the villain "Honest 

Iago" is jus t  such an ironic subtlety. Although the ironic 

situation which allows the word hone s t  to be unders tood in 

different meanings by the speaker and the hearers results in 

the third type of ambiguity, u sually dramatic irony belongs 

under the firs t type . The third ty pe is like the first except 

that one word produces the result in type three and thus makes 

for a higher art. 

The fourth type of ambiguity occurs when the alternative 

meanings of a statement do not agree among themselves but 

combine to make clear a compli cated state of mind in the author. 

At times, type four includes type three, b ut there are differ­

ences . ?  In the third type, two different moods are made 
I 

relevant by the context ; in type four, however, their reac tion 

to produce something different from eaoh other is an explos ion . S 

The fifth type is found when, by a fortunate confusion, 

the author discovers his idea in the act of writing , so that a 

s imile may not apply to anything exactly , but lies half-way 

6 102. Ibid . ,  P •  
............ 

7 
133 . Ibid . , P •  

.......... 

8 1 50. Ibid . ,  P •  ............ 
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between two things when the au thor is moving fram one to the 

other . 

When a s tatement , by ne edle s s  repetition, by contra­

d iction, or by irrelevant s tatements , says no thing so that the 

reader mus t  offer his own interpretative s tatements , whi ch may 

confl i c t  with one another, the s ixth type of amb iguity i s  pre s ent. 

An example is found in the des cription of Zule ika Dobson : 

Zuleika was not stric tly beau tiful at all . 9 

And, to continue , 

Her eye s were a trifle large, and the lashe s larger than 
they need have been . 

Neither s entence clarifies an image for the reader , and yet there 

is no apparent conflict in the mind of the author . lO 

The explanations given here of the firs t s ix type s  of 

ambiguity are not thorough, but the s ix do not concern u s  so 

mu ch as the seventh. Before ge tting into a d i s cu s s i on of the 

seventh type , which we shall define, by example ,  from Emps on ' s  

analys i s  of the " Ode on Melanchol7, " let u s  glance briefly at 

a few is olated references to Keats in the preceding chapters 

ot the book . The references are ei ther uncomplimentary or 

just ind ifferent . Emps on is an anti -Romantic i s t ,  l ike Tate 

and Brooks ; he says that the nine teenth-century poets " explo i ted 

a s ort of tap-root into the world of the ir childhood , "  from 

9 �· � P •  176 . 

10Ib id . ,  P.P •  176-177 . 
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which " they would suck up • • •  an unvarying sap which was 

their poetical inspiration . nll Among the poets specifically 

listed is Keats , whose "desire for death and his mother • • • 

has become a byword gmong the learned. n l2 Empson later refers 

to Keats ' s  "Ode to a Nightingale "  as a probable influe.noe on 

Shelley ' s  "To a Skylark. rrl3 The first of these references 

shows an apparent lack of respect for Keats , but the second is 

a matter-of-fact statement and hence not remarkable . 

The seventh type of ambiguity occurs when the two meanings 

of the word are the two oppos ite meanings defined by the context . 

The total effect of its use  shows a fundamental division in 

the poet ' s  mind . One of the significant examples offered by 

Empson is taken from Keats ' s  poetry.  He says that Keats often 

u ses this type of ambiguity " to convey a dissolution of normal 

experience into intens ity of s ensation. rrl4 However. this need 

not be an ambiguity.  &npson cites the rioh wine which can 

"boil oold as a bubbling well" and the contrast between the 
•. 

"bitter chill" and the warm pas sion in " The Eve of St . Agnes "  
� 

as examples of what he means . He finds · the same method employed 

in the "Ode on lttelancholy" and quotes the firs t stanza to show 

that sensations of joy and sorrow combine into sexuality . l5 

ll
ill£• I P •  20 . 

12IbiCl . -
13

Ibid. l P • 158 .  -

14
Ibide  1 P •  192 . -

15Ibid. 1 P • 214. -
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For the purpo se of showing how the " Ode on Me lancholy" 

i s  a parody by contradi c t ion of " the wise advi ce of unc le s , "  

Empson paraphras e s  it, not only for hi s own pleasure , bu t also 

for our intere s t : 

• or cours e ,  pain is what we all des ire , and I am sure 
I hope you will be very unhappy . But if you go snatch­
ing at i t  before your time , my boy, you mus t  expect the 
consequence s ; you will hardly get hurt at al l . '  

' Do not abandon yours e lf to melancholy, del ight­
ful as that would be , or you will lose the sensations 
of inc ipi ent melancholia . Do not think always abou t 
forge tting ,  or you will forg e t  its pain . Do no t achi eve 
dea th, or you can no longer l ive in its shad ow . Tas t e  
ra ther a t  the ir mo s t  sharp the fu ll sens a t i ons of 
death, ot melancholy and of obl ivion . • l6 

He then l i s t s  the oppo s i te not ions whi ch appear in the poem 
. 

and show the div i s i on in the poet ' s  mind a 

Oppos i te notions combined in thi s poem include death 
and the sexual a c t ,  a pair of which I mus t  pr odu ce 
further examples ; pain and ple asure , perhaps a s  a 
milde r version of thi s ; the c oncepti on of the woman 
as at once mi s tre s s  and mother , at once s oothing 
and exc it ing , wham one mu s t  ma s ter , to wham one mu s t  
yield; a d e s ire at on ce for the eterni ty of fame and 
for the irrespons ibility of oblivi on ; an apprehens i on 
of ideal beauty as s ensual ; and an apprehens ion of 
e ternal be au ty as fleeting . 

And he says that " the perf e c t i on of form , the immediacy of the 

s tatement , of the Od e ,  l i e  in the fac t tha t these are all 

coll e c ted into the sing le ant i the s i s  whi ch unite s Melancholy 

to Joy . n l7 

Al though bi ographers have attemp ted to show how Ke ats 

came by the s e  notions , Emps on ins i s t s ,  in keep ing with New 

16
�. , P •  21 5 .  

17
Ibi d . 
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Cri t i c i sm, that they are not needed . to explain why the poem 

i s  universally inte llig ible and admire d .  The " Pairs of 

oppo s i te s , s tate d in the right way, make a dire c t  appeal t o  

the normal habi ts of the mind . "l8 Emps on launches into an 

examinat ion of the imagery and points ou t how each word c on­

tribu te s to the total effe ct . He c onclu d e s  by saying : 

No doubt mo s t  people would admit that thi s i s  how 
Ke ats gets hi s effe cts , but the words are not ob­
viou s ly ambiguou s be cause , in the general weal th of 
the wr i ting, it is pos s ible to spread out to each 
word the meanings which ar e a c tually d iffused into 
all of them . l9 

For Emps on to state thes e  things i s  for him to say that the 

" Ode on Melancholy" i s  excellent poetry . We mus t  infer that 

Empson uses the poem a s  a good exampl e of the s e venth type 

of rumbigu i ty�-he does not s o  s tate ; but his summary comments 

and particularly those that refer to Keats ' s  imagery . indi cate 

his re spect for the poem . 

In The Sewanee Review for 1947, Emps on publ ished a le tter 
-

under the t i tle of "Thy J:?arling in an Urn, " which was an an swer 

to Brooks ' s  interpretation of the " Ode on a Gre c ian Urn, " whi ch 

appear ed in � !!!! Wrought � and whi ch we have already ex­

amined . Following Empson ' s  essay, Brooks has add ed a p o s t s cript, 

in whi ch he makes l ight of the d ifferenc e s  be twe en hi s own and 

Empson ' s  interpre tati ons--differences played up by Emps on . In 

his le tter , Emps on says that he , too , can en j oy the "Beauty 

18lbid . 
19 Ib id . ,  P •  217 . 



is tru th" pas sag e ,  but of Brooks ' s  explanation he says : 

I find hi s explanation of it rather fu z zy wr it ing , 
and I su spect the we akne s s  here is due to a ce rtain 
an ti -emotional i sm in hi s own whole mode of approaoh . 20 
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Emps on sugg e s t s  .that the anti -emo t ionalism results in Brooks 's 

�patience with the au thor ' s  expres s ion of personal feel ings-­

here Ke ats ' s  in the ode . Keats ' s  purpos e  in s tanza thre e, 

Empson tells u s ,  was to des cribe hi s feelings . The poet is 

"unhappy ; e s pe cially about hi s love affair , but al so from 

the tedium of the pursui t· of beauty or pleasure and fr om 

the expec tat ion of death . " 21 The juxtapos i tion or this 

stanza and the next create s a very dramatic effe c t  which Empson 

believes Brooks overlooks . He says : 

• • • the poe t has jus t  told us he i s  des ol ate too 
( if the critic will conde s cend to notice anything 
s o  sentimental ) ;  there i s  a compar ison • • • •  Here 
in fact is the cr is is or the poem--in the sudden 
exertion of mus cle by whi ch Keats skids round the 
corner from s elf-pi ty to an imag inative view of the 
world . 22 

Emps on thinks that the l ine beg inning "Oh Attic shape S "  is the 

blemish of the ode , be cause he believes At tic is an uninten­

ti onal and bad pun sugge sting a false Gre ek der ivat i on, the 

type of thing for which Keats ' s  contemporaries called him a 

Co okney . 23 

20Emps on, "Thy Darl ing in an Urn, " Sewanee Review LV, 
( Winter , 1947 ) ,  p .  693 . 

21Ibid . , pp . 693-694 . -
22Ibid . ,  P• 694 . -
23 

Ibid .• , P •  695 . The word Attic i s  the ad j e c t ive from 
Attica ana-IS, therefore , not a false derivation .  
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Hi s explanation of "Beauty is truth" is s omewhat more 

thorough than Brooks ' s .  Before commenting at leng th on i t ,  

however ,  he enlarges upon the transition be twe en the fourth 

and final s tanzas : 

None of the se peopl e can g e t  anything permanent out of 
the world except beauty, and at on ce we turn back to the 
pot with a painful ecstasy in the final st anz a ;  there 
i s  nothing left . Thi s is the force behind the cry 
"Beauty i s  Truth" ( o�viously�4

I thin� howe ver the terms 
of it are to be interpre te d .  

Empson agrees wi th Murry that the philos ophy in the las t three 

l ine s may be all right in itself , but he remarks that what is 

pu zzl ing about "Beau ty is truth" is that there have been no 

ques tions raised about truth before . However , he ind icates 

his wil lingne s s  to per.m it their exi s tence in the poem by 

s aying that Keats , 

l ike his readers , was puzzled by the remarks of the 
pot, and yet felt that they were very nearly intel­
ligible and relevant . The words sacrifice and 
eterniP. have made u s  ex.pe,ct a. divfiie s ort of truth, 
a reve\&t ion , and revelat ions are expected to be puz ­
zl ing . In short ,  if we re cognize the s tre s s  of 
feel ing in the re s t  of the poem , I do not think a. reas on­
able man should withhold hi s sympathy from the end of 
1 t . 25 

Thi s idea Emps on bel ieve s was Keats ' s ;  however , he offers 

another poss ibl e explanation • 

The essential dramatic process i s  that by fe eling 
the beauty of the pot Keats i s  led to make refle c ­
t i ons o n  human life . I t s  beauty can be said to be 

2" �-, p .  694 .  
25 �. , P •  696 . 
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" true" as a sound guide to human l ife , able to tell 
the arti s t  how to2�ige s t  his suffering s and turn 
them into beauty .  

Empson has g iven indicat ions that for him the poem ' s 

machinery su c c eeds ; he says , however, that " the que s t i on 

whe ther i t  does work is surely a matter of • ta s te ' ;  it can 

only be left to the reader to try for h1ms elf . " 27 Brooks 

says in hi s posts cript to Empson ' s  article that he would be 

will ing to append this las t s tatement to every dis cus s ion ot · 

poetry he has wri tten . 28 

Because the Seven Types 2! Ambigui tt and "Thy Darl ing 
. - . 

in an Urn" contain Emps on ' s  only signifi cant referenc�s t o  

Keats and be cause they contain li ttle whi ch informs us of his 

estimate of Keats ,  Empson is of les s interes t for this s tudy 

than the others . Some Ver s ions of Pas toral ( 1935)  contains 

only one , ins ignifi cant, reference to Keats . ilevertheless , 

Emps on deserve s a chapter in thi s thesis be cau s e  hi s inter­

pretations contr ibu te new ideas to our unders tanding of the 

" Ode on Melancholy" and the " Ode on a Gre c ian Urn . "  But .even 
-

in the se essays hi s evaluat ion of Keats is no t clearly s e t  

forth, for hi s cri t i cism contains both hos tile and friendly 

general i zations ab out Ke ats ' s  poe t i c  achievement. He is not s o  

avowed an anti -Romanti c i s t  a s  are Brooks and Tate ,  and ye t his 

opinion of Ke ats doe s not appear to be so high as the irs . 

26�· 

27Ibid . ,  p .  697 . -

28 699 . ill.<!· , p .  



CHAPTER V 

F .  R .  LEAVIS 

F .  R .  Leavis is one of the most important New Critics 

of England . He was born in Cambridge , England , in 1895, 

received his education at the University there , and is now a 

Fellow of Downing Coll ege at Cambridge . His most influential 

books of criticism are !!! Bearings !! Enslish Poetry ( 1932 ) ,  

� Continuity ( 1933 ) ,  and Revaluation ( 1936 ) . The titles of 

the books indicate Leavis '  desire for a revised estimate of 

the traditional account of the English poets , a desire whi ch 

conne cts him with T .  s .  Eliot . His extensi ve contribut ions 

to Scrutiny, both as a contributing cri tic and in his capacity 

as an editor,  jus tify hi s important place in the world of 

oriti ci
.
sm . l When Eliot and Murry began to expand their interests 

so as to exclude themselves from practical oriticism, Leavis 

took up the task of criticism, and , as Bentley rightly says, 

he has given England same of its finest criti cal analyses . 2 

In his criticism, he is a follower of I .  A .  Richards , who is 

often given credit for founding the New Criticism and was 

Leavis 1 teacher at Cambridge .  

Brooks ' s  interest in the explorat ion of a unique experi­

ence we have already noticed.  This interes t  is one of Le avis ' 

principal attributes , too . But Leavis follows Richards more 

1stallman, Critiques � Essays !a Criticism , p .  512 . 
2

Bentley, The Importance £! Scrutiny, p .  xvi . 
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closely than does Brooks , for , to Leavis ,  a poem is the com­

muni cation of an experience and not merely the formation of 

experience . The difference is not great enough to pause upon, 

but Leavis finds the poet ' s  response to an experience and his 

communication of the response " ind istingu ishable . "  He speaks , 
-

in � Bearings � English Poetry, regarding the notion of a 

poetic material to whi ch Brooks was opposed : 

Poetry tends in every age to confine itself by ideas 
of the essentially poetical which, when the conditions 
which gave rise to them have changed ,  bar the poe t 
from his most valuable material, the material that is 
most signifi�ant to sens itive and adequate minds in 
his own day . 

There is a difference , however, between the thought of Leavis 

and that of Brooks on this matter . Brooks condemned the notion 

of a poetic material, and his general dislike for the Romanti ­

cists was increased ; Leavis ,  on the other hand , does  not dis­

credi t the Romanticism of the early nineteenth century . It 

is the Romanticism of subsequent poetry, that of the Victorian 

period, which Leavis condemns --the Romanticism which attempted 

to use the "poetic material" of a preceding age for its own 

poetry . He says , in 1932 , that it is highly unlikely that " the 

number of pot ential poets born var ies as mu ch from age to age "  as 

is often believed. 4 He goes on to say : 

Every age ,  then, has its preconceptions and assumptions 
regarding poetry : these are the essentially poetical 
sub jects, these the poetical materials,  these the poetical 
modes . S  

1942 ) , 
�. R .  Leavis , !!! Bearings � English Poetry ( London, 
P •  12 . 
4Ibid . ,  P •  7 .  -
5Ibid . -
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The difference between the Romantic ists and the ir successors 

is clear : 

It was poss ible for the poets of the Romantic period 
to believe that the interests animating their poetry 
were the forces moving the world, or that might move 
i t .  But Victorian poetry admits implicitly that thg 
actual world is alien, recalc itrant and unpoet ical . 

The Vic�orians , in other words , were not the poets of their 

own age . "Poetry matters , "  I.eavis says,  "be cause of the kind 
- -

of poet who is more alive than other people,  more al ive in 

his own age . He is ,  as it were, at the mos t cons cious point 

of the race in his ttme . 7 The Vi ctorian poets were not at 

the most cons c ious point of their age ; the ir poetry, therefor e,  

is  not the poetry which matters . 

Here it is,  then, that the poet ' s  experience must be 

considered the vital element of his art, and it is his power . 

of communi cation which make s the "experiencer" into a poet : 
-

The potentialities of human experience in any age are 
realized only by a tiny minority,  and the important 
poet is important be caus e he belongs to .this ( and has 
also, of course , the power of communication ) . Indeed, 
his capacity for experienc ing and his power of com­
muni cating are indistinguishable ; not merely because 
we should not know of the one without the other, but 
because hi s power of making words express what he 
feels is  indist ingu ishable from hi s awareness  of what 
he feels . He is unusually sensitive ,  unusually aware,  
more s incere and more himself than the ordinary man 
can be . He knows what he feels and knows what he 
is interested in . He is a poet because his interest 
in h1s experience is not separable from his interest 
in words . • • •  Poetry can communi cate the actual 

6 �. , p .  15 . 
7 .!E!.9.· , p .  13 . 



quality of experience wi th a subtlety and precis ion 
unapproachable by any other means . But if the 
poetry and the intelligence of the age lose touch 
with each other , poetry will cease to matter mu�h· 
and the age will be lacking in finer awareness . 
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The poetry of the Victorian period was not in touch with the 

intelligence of the age ; Tennyson, for example ,  wrote poetry 

quite apart, in subject matter and tone , from his experience 

and knowledge .9 The undoubted su ccesses of the Romantic 

period were taken as a precedent by the later nineteenth­

century poets, but poetry of the type written by Wordsworth. 

Coleridge , Keats , and Shelley was not to be produced success­

tully in an age s o  different fro.m the Romantic as was the 

Vi ctorian .lO 

This differentiat ion may seem pointless here , but it 

is valuable to see that Leavis does not condemn the Romant ic  

period . Brooks· attacked Romantic elements as  such, no matter 

where or when they existed, but Leavis , like Tate , speaks of 

the great English Romanticists on the one hand and of de cadent 

Romanticism on the other . 

The center of Leav1s 1 poetic theory is in his conception 

of the indistinguishable nature of the poet ' s  sensit ivity to 

experience and his power of communication . Richards ' influence 

is  seen here , in Leavis ' early criticism.  An added element 

8 
Ibid . ,  PP• 13-14 • .......... 

9 Ibid . ,  P• 15 . 
10Ibid. , P •  14 . 
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creeps into hi s later ideas on this matter . In 1945, Leavis 

wrote in Scrutiny of the poetical re -creat ion of emotion . 

A comparison of Wordsworth ' s  "A Slumber Did My Spirit Se al" 

and Tennyson ' s  "Break, Break, Break" serves to show the right 

and wrong way to present feeling in poe try . He says that 

Wordsworth wrote his poem "because of something profoundly and 

and involuntarily suffered--suffered as a pers onal calamity, 

but the experience has been so  impersonal ized that the effe ct 

• • •  is one of bare and dis interested presentment • • • •  The 

s tatement is concrete , and • • •  the whole poem is s een to be 

a complex organization, charged with subtle l ife . "ll Leavis 

is prai s ing Wordsworth ' s  ob jectivity--his ability to keep the 

emotion in the poem but not on paper . Tennyson ' s  poem furnishes · 

an example of the sentimental in poetry : 

In Break, break, break we • • • have the poem that 
offers emotion directly--the poem in which the 
emotion seems to be ' out there ' on the page .l2 

And Leavis conclude s that "Wordsworth ' s  poem i s  a s e curer kind 

of achi evement pl3 

In g iving two other poems as example s ,  Leavis  says that 

the better poem 11 is  _a complex whole , and its distinction, 

plainly, is bound up with its complexity . This complexity • • • 

involves the presence of something , a specif i c  s ituation, con-

XIII, 

u 
Leavis ,  " ' Thought ' and Emotional Quality, 11 Scrutini 

( Spring , 1945) , p .  54 . 
12

Ibid . I P • 55. 
13Ibid . -



66 

cretely grasped . n l4 And so it is that Leavi s emphas izes the 

nature of the poet ' s  relationship to an experience ; in doing 

so,  he seems to agree with Cleanth Brooks . 

It Leavis sounds l ike Brooks here , in " Imagery and Move-
-

ment" ( 1945 )  he e choes Burke . While cons i dering the effects 

of poetry, the reader, Leavis says , can " find ' imagery ' g iving 

place to • movement • as the appropr iate term tor calling atten­

tion to what has been analyse d .  • • • The important thing is 

to be as aware as pos sible of the ways in which life in verse 

may manifest itselt . " l5 Burke , too , is interes ted in the 

movement whi ch refle cts life in poetry, the movement which 

trans cends imagery, the movement whi ch Burke calls " symboli c  

action . "  

Before getting into the arti cle devoted to Keats ' s  

poetry, let us look at the s ignifi cant references to Keats in 

the other articles by Leavis . In !!! Bearings � English 

Poetry, Leavis speaks of the Romanti cists who could believe 

that the ir poetry was composed of interes ts whi ch move the 

world while the Victorians thought of the world as alien to 

poetry. He then says : 

A compari son between any comparable pas sages 
of Tennyson and Keats will sugges t  readily how even 
Keats ,  who might at first seem to res ist this gen­
eralized distinction, may be reconciled with i t . �6 

14
Ibid . , P •  58 . 

15Leavis ,  " Imagery and Movement, "  Scrutiny, XIII 
( September , 1945 ) , p. 124 . 

16Leavis , !!! Bearings !a English Poetry, pp . 15-16 . 
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Leavi s then continues by discussing Tennys on, but he never 

returns to Keats . The part of the s tatement whi ch holds in­

terest for us occurs as a parenthetical remark--that Keats 

would at first appear to res ist  a generalized distinction • 

. By this Leavi s means that at first glance Keats ' s  poetry 

would apparently not be concerned with moving the world, s ince 

there are few references to contemporary events or places .  

However, Keats doe s fit the generali ty if we probe the deeper 

s ignifi cance of his thought . 

A more spe cific reference to Keats ' s  poetry is found 

in " Imagery and Movement . "  Leavis says : 

• • • whatever tip the analys t may propos e  to  himself 
for a local focuss ing of attent ion, the s igns of 
vitality he is looking for are matters of organi­
zat ion among words , and mu s tn ' t  be thought of in the 
naive terms that the word ' image ' too readily en­
courages . Even where it appears that same of the . 
s impler local effe cts can be pi cked like plums out 
of their surroundings ,  i t  will usually turn out that 
more of the virtue depends on an extended context 
than was obvious at firs t s ight . Cons ider, for 
ins tance , this characteristic piece ot Keat s ian 
tactual imagery : 

Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose,  
Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave , 

Or on the wealth of glob�d peonies • • •  

The ' glob�d ' gLves the s ensation of the hand vo­
�usly cupping a peony, and it might be argued that 
this effect can be expla ined in. terms of the isolated 
word . But actually it will be found that ' globed ' 
seems to be with so  rich a palpabil i ty what it says , 
to enact in the pronounc ing so gloat ing a selt­
enclosure , because of the general co�operat ion of the 
context . • • • 

The palpability of 1 glob�d ' --the word doesn ' t  
merely des cribe, or refer to,  the sensation ,  but 
gives a tactual image . It is as if one were actually 
cupping the pe ony with one ' s  hand . So elsewhere , in 
reading poetry, one responds as if one were making a 
given kind of mov�t or a g iven kind of effort : the 
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tmagery the analyst is concerned with isn ' t  • • • 

merely, or even mainly, visual . As it--the dif­
ference between image and fUll aotua!rty is recog­
nized here ; a difference , or a distance , that 
varies from tmage to image , just  as , where poems 
as wholes are concerned , the analogous difference 
varies from poem to poem. l? 

Leavis uses Keats ' s  poem as an example , but at the same t ime 

he praises the poet very highly . 

He notes Keats ' s  influence on the subsequent poetry 

of England in !!! Bearings !a English Poetrz. Discussing a 

sonne t by Andrew Lang , Leavis shows the var ious influences 

present and says that in the sonnet there is "ye t another 

presence , that of Keats --the Keats of � Belle B!!! � Merci 

• • •  which counts for so much in ' the poetical ' of the 

nineteenth qentury. nl8 Again, in Revaluation, Leavis refers 

to Keats ' s  powerful influence upon Vic torian and pre -Raphaelite 

poetrr. l9 

The chapter on Keats in Revaluation ( 1936 ) is more 

extensive than any other discus s ion of Keats ' s  poetry examined 

in this study . Leavis begins and ends by cons idering Keats ' s  

poetry in relation to that which he might later have written 

had he lived . He says : 

For Keats has became a symbolic figure , the type of po­
etic genius , a hero and martyr of poe try , with . claims 
to a greatnes s  such as can hardly at any time have , for 
the devout , invested the symbolic Chatterton ; and there 

1'7 Leavis, "Imagery and Movement, "  p .  122 . 
18

teavis,  !!! Bearings in English Poetry, p .  12 . 
19 Leavis ,  Revaluation ( New York, 1947 ) ,  p .  241 . 



is a general consensus that the greatness is a matter 
of promise and po tentiali ty rather than achievement. 
The stress falls on the poe try that Ke ats might have 
wri tten and the Le tters . It is salutary then, to 
remind ourselves , not only that Ke ats ' s  poetry, the 
poe try he ac tually wrote ,  was a ma jor influence in the 
nine teenth century, but that in its qualities ,  in 
what it ac tually is , mus t reside the chief grounds for 
a high estimate of his po tentialities .20 

This is an approach to Keats we have not seen before--an 
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approaQh which looks at the poe try actually written to see 

indications of what might have been produced .  It is s ig­

nificant that though Leavis attempts to res trict hims elf to 

this approach. he praises Ke ats's poetry so highly at times 

that he seems to have been unable to keep his admiration 

wi thin the bounds he se t. Of course,  he does emphas ize the 

quali ties of Keats which. in maturi ty, would have allo�ed 

him to achieve greatness ,  but i t  appears that Leavi s vastly 

admires the poetry which Keats actually wrote.  

The method by which Le avis evaluates Ke ats 's poems is 

familiar--it is the me thod of New Critic ism: "To try and en­

force this  j udgment with some particularity would seem to be 

a promising approach to Keats . n21 

The first poem analyzed by Le avis is the "Ode to a 

Nightingale, " which Leavis mentions as " commonly placed highes t 

among the Odes . "22 In compar ing this ode to Shelley ' s  "To a 
. 

Skylark, "  Leavis says : 

20Ib1d • ........... 
21Ib1d. , P• 244. 
22Ib1d • ........... 



If intellectual structure is what Shelley characteris � 
tically exhibits,  the Ode to a Nightingale may freely 
be allowed to lack it .�u�tlie superiority of the 
Ode over To a S!Jlark, which bes ide it appears a nul­
lity, is not-merely a superiority of details ( ' words ' 
and 1 1mages 1  seen and felt ' one at a time ' ) • .  The rich 
local concreteness is  the local manifesta�Son of an 
inclus ive sureness of grasp in the whole . 
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And, as Leavis says elsewhere , Shelley could not grasp an 

experience . 24 The ode has a fine and complex structure , 

realized in parts and in the whole ; "To a Skylark" does not . 25 
' 

He discusses the movement of the poem, pointing out 

that in the first stanza it starts Lethe-wards until the fifth 

line, when the direction changes towards life . "The common 

medium • • • in which the shift of direction takes place 

with such unobtrus ive effectivene s s ,  the pervas ive s ense of 

luxury, is given explicitly in the closing phrase of the 

stanza, ' full-throated ease . r n26 The second stanza, Leavis 

says, reverses the movement, changing direction from the move­

ment toward life to a movement toward a world unseen,  the poet 

des iring to "fade away into the forest dim" with the bird . 27 

The third stanza is " the only one in the poem to be 

completely disintoxicated �d disenchantea . n28 This is 

23 Ibid . ,  P •  245 . -

24 ' 
Leavis ,  " ' Thought ' and Emotional Quality, " p .  60 . 

25 -
Leavis , Revaluation, p . 245 . 

26�. ,  P •  246 . 
27Ibid . ,  P •  247 . -

28Ibid . -
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the stanza which Tate condemns as out of place , but Leavis has 

no such comment to make . He praises the image produced by 

" spectre-thin., 11 for to him it  suggests the unreality of the 

lackluster moments dreaded by the drug addict or the manic 

depressive, who.,  like the poet,  live for the high points of 

life . 29  The fourth stanza returns to the idea of es cape ., but 

the fifth moves  from an attitude of negative dissolution to 

one of positive satisfaction : 

We have now the rich evocation of enchantment and 
delighted senses ,  and here again the touch of the 
consummate artist manifests itself ; in the very piling 
up of luxuries a sure delicacy presides .3� . 

The reference to " the consummate artist" certainly seems a 

strong one to make about a poet whose greatness the critic 

considers more potential than real . 

The s ixth stanza Leavis mentions as that which is · made 

too prominent by the simplifying memory . He reinforces the 

poem ' s  statement that Keats is only half in love with death, 

and he cites the word rich in "rich to die" as evidence of the -
-

pos itive motion of the poem. The desire not to  die appears in 

the closing linea of the stanza, and a complete revulsion 

against death is seen in the line opening the seventh stanza : 

Thou wast not born for death, tmmortal bird . 

Leavis mentions Bridges '  s tatement that the line i s  a fallacy, 

29Ibid • ., PP • 247-248 . -
30 

Ibid . ,  P• 248 . -



and we have seen Tate ' s  s imilar remark . The line receives  

kinder treatment at  Leavis 1 hands : 

That the thought i s  fallacious witne sse s ,  of course,  
to  the intensity of the wish that fathered it.  Keats 
entertains at one and the same time the desire to 
escape into easeful death from ' the wearines s ,  the 
fever and the fret ' • • •  and the complementary des ire 
for a tull life unattended by these disadvantagea . And 
the inappropriateness of the nightingale ' s  s ong as a 
symbol of enduring satisfaction • • • manifests 
locally the complexity of the impulsions behind the 
poem .  The regressive des ire to 1 cease 1upon the mid­
night ' slips , it will be noticed, into the positive 
nostalgia represented by Ruth. 31 
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Leavis also defends the . poem against Bridges • attack 

on the last stanza . Bridges says that Keats repeats forlorn 

because he can think of no better way of carrying on . Leavis 

finds a peculiar and appropriate force in the repetition . 

And he , too , marks the difference in the two uses of the word-­

but,  unlike Brooks , he describes the shift as one of point­

of-view and not an ironical shift of meaning .32 

In summing up his estimate of the poem, Leavis says 

that it is out of the question to compare the ode to the work 

of Shakespeare ' s  maturity : 

It is  as if Keats were making ma jor poetry out of 
minor--as if, that is ,  the genius  of a major poet 
were working in the material of minor poetry • • • •  

The pain with which his heart aches is not that .  of 
a moral maturity, of a disenchanted wisdom • • •  The 
dis intoxicated third stanza represents . the actual 
upon whfoh the poem turns its back, seeking decep­
tion .  Though 1 the fancy cannot cheat so well as she 
is famed to do, • the ' sole self, ' plaintively yearning, 
can make of its very regret a sweet anodyne . �3 

31Ibid . ,  PP • 249-250 . 
32Ibid . ,  pp . 250-251 .  -

33Ibid . ,  pp . 251-252 . -
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Moving to another poem, Leavis says that the " Ode on a 

Grecian Urn" exhibits more simply the same impuls ion as the 

"Ode to a Nightingale" :  

The urn, with i ts ' leaf-fringed legend , ' give s a firmer 
stay to fancy than Keats could make of his imagined 
l ight-winged Dryad of the trees in its melodious 
plot of bee chen green.34 

The movement of . the Nightingale ode is from the actual to .  the 

ideal , from the ideal to the actual--back and for th several 

times . The " Ode on a Grec ian Urn" has the same movement . 

Burke , too, remarked the presence of both mortal and divine 

elements in the poam . Leavis ' interpretat ion of the poem is 

not singular ,  bu t his explanation of the final lines is . 

worth citing . He says that his obs ervations on the f inal 

lines 

are not offered as proof of 8DJ remarkable percipi­
ence . The excuse for them is the puzzled , awed or 
DelPhic attention that ,  in spite of their obvious­
ness has been paid to the famous concluding pro­
nouncement of the Ode--the sub tleties and profun­
dities it s till provide s  occasion for . · 

' Beauty i s  truth, truth beauty • --that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 

This surely, in the context jus t  examined, should 
cause no me taphys i cal tremors of exc itement or 
illumination, and need . no great profUndi ty or in­
genuity of any kind to eluc idate it . Tha propo­
sition is s trictly in keeping with the attitude 
concretely embodied in the poem. The use of the 
word • truth' corresponds s trictly to the attitude 
towards reality analysed above . Life , alas l is not 
as we would have it ; but it ought to be ,  and , with 
the aid of the Grecian urn, can be felt for a 
moment to be : imag ination, concentrating on the 

3o& �. , P •  252 . 



beauty of the urn and ignoring the discordant and 
indocile facts , attains a higher reality, com�ared 
with which actual life seems thin and unreal .35 
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Leavis continues by discussing the influence on the pre­

Raphaelites of Keats ' s  ideas on beauty. He contrasts the 

splendor of Keats ' s  poetry with the shallow aes theticiam of 

the later poets . In one sentence he speaks of Rossetti, who 

had none of nxeats ' s  magnificent vital energy, tt36 thus showing 

his admiration for Keats , and he later remarks that Keats ' s  

aestheticism was not a cutting off of a special valued order 

of experience from the rest  of life : 

Actuall7, we feel • • •  that there is in the poetry of 
this Keats , in the very richness and vitality with 
which he renders his • exquis ite sense of the luxuri­
ous, ' an inherent contradiction : so  strong a grasping 
at fUlness of life implies a constitution, a be ing, 
that could not per.manentl7 refuse completeness of 
liv1ng . 37 . 

• • • we can ourselves see in Keats ( if we can see 
more too } the great Aesthete --the one Aesthe te of 
genius • • • •  The effe ct of this insisting on the 
Aes thete in Keats is  merely to bring ou t still more 
the extraordinary force of his genius .38 

In discussing the "Ode on Melancholy, "  Leavis speaks 

of the paradoxical force in the presence of "perverse and 
� 

debilitating indulgences . n39 Leavis refers to the voluptuous-

35Ibid . ,  P • 254 . -
36Ibid . ,  p .  256 . -
37

Ibid. , P • 257 . -
:sa.ru.g,. , pp . 259-260 . 
39

Ibid . ,  - P• 260 . 
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nes s  of the poem in a half-cens orious tone, but he modi�ie s  

the censure b y  saying ,  " In the s trength that makes the luxury 

of thi s more than merely voluptuam we have that which makes 

Keats s o  mu ch more than a mere aesthe te . n 40 Leavis speaks 

again, in explaining this s trength, of the use of globed in 

the characteristic Keats ian tactual imagery. He says that 

such tactual effects " expres s ,  not merely the voluptuary ' s  

itch to be fingering , but that s trong grasp upon actualities-­

upon things outside hims elf , that firm sense of the solid 

world, whi ch makes Keats so dif�erent from Shelley . "41 But, 
� 

to return to the s trength of whi ch he spoke earl ier , Leavis 

quotes from Arthur Symons : 

' Keats has a firm common sense of the imagi­
nation, seeming to be at home in it , as 1� it  were 

· li terally of this world , and not of another . • 42 

To this ,  Leavia adds that ,  "by virtue of this s trength, which 
-

is at once intelligence and character, • • • Keats never takes 

his dreams for reality or • • •  remains los t  in them . " 43 

Turning to the ode "To Autumn!' Lea vis says that it 

illu strates mos t  clearly the relation be tween Keats • s  firm 

grasp of the outer world and firmnes s  of his art . 44 The poem 

40Ibid . ,  P •  261 . -

41 Ibid . ,  pp . 261-262 .  -

'2
Ibid . ,  P • 262 . -

-43
Ibid . -

44
Ibid. -
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does not say, however , what Middleton Murry believed it to 

say--that "Ripeness is all . "  Only the phys ical ripeness of 

autumn is Keats ' s  concern, 11and hi s genius manifes ts itself 

in the sensuous richness with which he renders this in poetry, 

without the leas t touch of artistic over-ripeness . " 45 

From time to time in the chapter on Keats , Leavi s refers 

to the more mature Keats of the Le tters . He conclude s,  that 

Keats , by the time of writing "To Autumn, " had begun to mani­

fe st this maturity in his poetrr. 46 The abandonment of 

Hzperion is mentioned , and Leavis treats the poem as "verse 

of art, " saying that it is ironical that such should result 

from the poet ' s  first attempt at bringing profounder and more 

philos ophical concerns into his poetry. 4'7 The vigor of Keats ' s  

poetry Leavis does not find in Hyperion, and he dispraises the 

poem. But the revised Hyperion rece ive s different evaluation . 

The suffering 1n the poem is  so completely impersonalized that 

Leavis says : 

• • •  this pers onal urgency is completely impersonalized ; 
it has become the life , the informing spirit, of the 
profoundest kind of impersonal ity. There is no element 
of self-pi ty--nothing at all of the obliquely self­
regarding--about the attitude of the famous lines : 

•None oan usurp this height, ' returned that shade , 
'But those to whom the miseries of the world 
Are mi sery, and will not let them res t . ' 

It was , in the Romantic period, the aes thete who 

45Ibid . ,  P • 263 . 
46Ibid. , P • 266 . -
4'7

Ibid .  -



achieved so un-Byroni c and so un-Shelleyan a note in 
the contemplation of human suffer ing --the ae s thete no 
longer an aes thete . T.here is no afflatus here , no 
generou s emoti onal ity .  The fac ts , the ob j e c ts of con­
templation, abs orb the poet ' s  at tent ion completely ;  
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he has none left for his feeling s as such .  As a 
result, his response , his att itude, seems to us to 
inhere in the facts , and to have itself the au then­
ticity of fact . The s treng th tha t makes the sensuous 
Keats ' s  Ode to a Ni ht in ale so different from the 
apiritua�etley s o a lark--the grasp of the 
ob j e c t ,  the fir.m sense of ac ua ity, the character and 
cr it ical intelligence impl ied • • •  in the ar t i s t ' s  
touGh and his related command of total effe c t--now 
manifes t s  i ts elf in the field of trag i c  experienc e .  
His own acu te and ine s capable d i s tre s s e s ,  includ ing 
the pain of watching helplessly the suffer ing of 
persona dear to �� he can wi thou t feeling them the 
les s ,  contemplate at the same time from • • •  the out­
s ide , as ob jects , as facts ; and the c ontemplat ion of 
the inevi table and endles s human suffering to which 
hi s more tmmediately personal e�erience leads him 
has a like impersonal streng th. 

Leavis conclude s his chap ter by re turning to a con­

sideration of Keats ' s  potentialities . T.he high e s timate general ­

ly held of the s e  po tent ial ities i s  jus t ified , Leavis feels , by 

the induction to the revised Hyper ion . 49 The completed lines 

of thi s poem show that Keats the poet and Keats the letter­

wri ter were the s ame by the t ime of his wri ting the � £t 
HzPerion . SO Although there is no indica tion that Keats might 

have written great poetic plays , he was "beyond any doub t 

g ifted to be came a very great poet . " 51 

48I2!£. , pp . 270-271 . 
49 Ibid . ,  P • 272 • 

........... 

50ibid • 
........... 

51 
Ib id . , P •  273 • 

........... 
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Of course, Leavis dis cusses Keats ' s  work as a sign of 

what was to follow, but in doing so he remarks some excellent 

things in the poetry actually written . Keats ' s  concern with 

experience, hi s usual emotional ob ject ivity,  his express ive 

vitality of communication naturally rece ive commendation fram 

Leavis,  whose theory of poetry evolves from these elements . 

The res traint of Leavi s from complete acceptance of Keats as 

a truly great poet is to be explained by references to Keats ' s  
-

you thful and immature failings to came up to Leavis ' standards 

all the time . Leavis does not place Keats highes t  among the 

Raaanti oists ( although he does place him at the top of the 

second generation ) ,  but he indicates that Keats would have 

been, not only one of the very great Romanticists , but also 

one of the greatest poets of our literature . 



CONCLUSION 

The danger of pre-suppositions be comes evident in this 

study ; since it is fa irly well �nown that the Romanticists ot 

early-nine teenth-century England do not rece ive much praise 

from the New Critics,  one might assume that Keats is not 

popular among them . However,  as we have seen in the preceding 

page s ,  the assumption would be a false one . 

Two extremely important re sults are emerg ing and will 

continue to emerge from the examinations of Keats ' s  poe try 

by the New Critics : Keats ' s  place in the revised estimate of 

English literature and the various interes t ing interpre tations 

of hi s poetry, particularly the odes . Keats , paired with 

Shelley by nine teenth- and twentieth-century scholars and 

critics,  has been divorced from him by the New Cr itics , who 

have striven to relegate Shelley to the lower levels of poets 

and found Keats worthy of the position given him by previous 

critics . The separation of the two poe ts is not the important 

fact, however; that Shelley and other Romant icists have suf­

fered rather seriously from the critical examinati ons of the 

New Critics is of great significance . Of equal importance is 

the fact that Keats has come through the ant i-Romantic as saults 

of the New Critics relat ively unscathed , for the recognition 

of his greatne ss from all side s is an ind ication that his 

poetry is  truly of the greatest . Although it is doubtful that 

the New Critics have struck death-blows at Shelley and other 

English Romanticists , it is evident that the se Romant icists 
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have suffered a loss in prestige--tor the present at leas t .  

The reader must not assume that Keats rece ives no adverse 

criticism trom the New Critics ; indeed, these cr itics are 

very quick to find fault when fault is to be found . Usually, 

however , Keats ' s  concrete imagery, his attention to particular 

experience , his use of paradox and irony, his love of fine 

phrases , and his ob jectivity rece ive the approval of the New 

Critic s . The New Critics do not make extravagant claims for 

Keats ' s  work, but a few statements already quoted will bear 

repeating in order to show the nature and scope ot the New 

Critics • estimate of Keats . Allen Tate is respons ible for 

several of the most laudatory : 

The idea of purposive change , which is dis­
tinctly . modern, Keats superimposes upon the ancient 
world bJ stat ically aggregated organism ruled by 
caprice . Tbus the modern dilemma , Progres s  or 
Tradition , . appears ; and Keats is the first modern 
poet, in the contemporary sense of the ter.m.l 

• • •  no other English poet has smelted out again 
the for.m and quality of the great "Odes " --the most 
perfectly assembled representation or the English 
impulse atter Shakespeare • • • •  2 

I am not attacking the great Romantic poets . 
Romanticigm gave us the "Ode to a Night ingale . "3 

Keats was in one of the great modes of poetry .4 

Burke says that Keats is 

The poet whose sounds are the richest in our language . 5 

1Tate , "Tradition or Progress , "  p .  154. 
2Ibid. , P • 155 . 

:Tate , On � Limits � Poetry, p .  120 . 
�. , P • 168 . 

Saurke , "Symbolic Action in a Poem by Keats , " p .  31 .  
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Brooks also praises Keats : 

Keats explore s  a particular experience-�not as a favor­
ite generali zation to be beautified--but as an ob ject 
to be explored in its full ramifi cations . 6 

Keats • • •  comes closes t to g iving us  dr�ati c  poems . 7 

The traditional hi storian hardly sees Shelley as a very 
unsatisfactory poet greatly inferior to �eat s . A more 
c ons idered view must surely hold him s o .  

Keats i s  too much the artist t o  risk fhelley ' s  same­
times embarras s ing de clarations • • • 

Both Keats and Coleridge indeed , are separated from 
their contemporaries by a reluctance to force d idacti­
cism .  They respec t  the complexity of experience too 
much to . violate it by oversimplification . lO 

Although their importance is not so obvious as the 

importance of the New Critics ' es timate of Keata, the interes ting 

interpretations given s ame of Keats ' s  poems by the New Critics 

are of more s ignifi cance in the long run because of their 

las ting contributions to the understanding of Keats ' s  poetry . 

All five critics treated in this s tudy have analyzed the " Ode 

on a Grecian Urn, " three have treated the " Ode on Melancholy , " 

and three have dis cussed the " Ode to a Nightingale . " 

The most significant variations in interpretation occur 

in the analyses of the 110de on a Gre cian Urn . " The urn ' s  

6Brooks , Modern P oetry � � Tradition ,  p .  238 . 
7 �. , p .  217 . 
8Ibid . I P •  237 . -

9Ibid . -

10
Ibid . ,  P •  238 . -
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statement at the close of the ode has dis tQrbed cr itics of 

all sorts , and the explanations offered by the New Critics 

are valuable .  They will s erve to show, in summary form, the 

importance whiCh new ideas have for the interpretation of 

poetry .  F. R .  Leavis ,  whose explanation ( 1936 ) of the Urn 

appeared earlier than the other four given in this s tudy, s ays 

that the s tatement, "Beauty is truth, truth Beauty, " in con-

text, 

• •
· 

• should cause no metaphysi cal tremors of exc ite­
ment or illumination, and need no great profundity or 
ingenui ty to elucidate it . The proposit ion is s trict­
ly in keeping with the attitude concre tely embodied 
in the poem • • • •  Life , alas l is not as we would have 
i t ;  but i t  ought to be, and, with the aid of the 
Grecian urn, can be felt for a moment to be : imagina­
tion ,  concentrating on the beauty or the urn and 
ignoring the discordant and indocile facts , attains 
a higher reality! compared with whi ch actual life seems 
thin and unreal . 1 

Burke ' s  analysis ( 1943 ) is second in order of appearance . 

He believe s  that the poem is  equating beauty and poe try, truth 

and s cience , and thus says that "Poetry i s  science , s cience 

poetry . "  Burke ' s  thorough analys is  of the poem makes it hard 

to see how he oould be wrong ; Allen Tate says , however ,  that 

the interpretation is  probably Burke ' s  and not Keats ' s .  

Undoubtedly Tate has in mind the s tatements in Keats ' s  le tters 

in whi ch he refers to the imag ination as the real source of 

Truth, and perhaps the pas sage in "Lamia" in which he says : 

• • • Do not all charms :fly 
At the mere touch of cold philosophy? 

llLeavis , Revaluation, p .  254 . 



There was an awful rainbow once in heaven : 
We know her woof, her texture ; she is given 
I� the dull catalogue of common things . 
P.bilosophy will clip an Angel ' s  wings , 
Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, 
Empty the haunted air, and gnomed mine-­
Unweave a rainbow, as it erewhil e  made 
�e tender-person ' d  Lamia melt into a shade . l2 
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Though Tate ' s  essay was the next of the five to appear after 

Burke ' �  in its republication in � �  Limits £! Poetry ( 1948 ) 

he makes mention of Brooks ' s  essay ;  and thus we may consider 

that Tate ' s  is last,  chronologically, in the group . Brooks ' s  

interpretation of the last lines is  as follows : 

The urn is beautiful ,  and yet its beauty i s  based-­
what else is the poem concerned with?--on an imagi­
native perception of the essentials . Such a vis ion 
is beautiful but it  is also true . The sylvan historian 
presents us with beau tiful histories , and it  is a good 
historian . 

Moreover the " truth" which the sylvan hi storian 
gives is the oniy kind of truth which we are likely to 
get on this earth, and , fUrthermore , it is the only 
kind that we have to have • • • •  Lf:he Urn'!/ "his tory, " 
in short, is a-Erstory without footnotes .  It has the 
validity of myth--not myth as a pretty but irrelevant 
make-belief, an idiS fancy, but myth as a valid percep­
tion into reality .  

Brooks ' s  contribution i s  not s o  much in his explanation as in 

his justification of the urn ' s  s tatement in the poem .  He 

jus tifies its presence on the basis of dramatic credibility, 

somewhat as Burke does , though for different reasons . 

:&npson, whose anal.ysis of the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" was 
. � 

produced as a reply to Brooks ' s  article, finds that the final 

lines hinge upon the transition between the fourth and fifth 

12John Keats , "Lamia, " Part II, 11 . 229-238 . 
13Brooks , � !!!! Wrousht �. pp . 150-151 . 



s tanzas : 

None of these poeple can get anything permanent out 
of the world except beaut� and at once we turn back 
to the pot with a painful e c s tasy in the final s tanza;  
there is  nothing left . This is the force behind the 
cry "Beauty i s  Truth" ( obviously, I think ) however 
the terms of it are to be interpreted . l4 
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Emps on does not believe that the f inal lines have a place in 

the poem, however . The philosophy in the lines may be corre ct 

or not, but the lines do  not belong . Tate agree s  with 

Empson ; he says that Keats is  not implicit as a charac ter in 

the s tructure of the " Ode on a Gre cian Urn" as he is in the 

Nightingale ode , and that therefore the final s tatement is out 

or place . 

The appli cation of the new critical approach and methods 

to the poetry of Keats has resulted in more thorough explana­

tions and interpre tations of the great odes than had previously 

been made . The analyses by the New Critics are interes ting 

and valuable by themselve s ,  but the laurels whi ch Keats ' s  poe try 
-

has retained throughout the examination indi cates that the New 

Critics place him very high among the Romanticists and high in 

English poetry . His greatne s s ,  which was generally realize d  

near the beg inning of the twentie th century, has been accepted 

by the anti-Romanti c New Critic s ,  a fact which bears out Arnold ' s  

claim that Keats ' s  poetry places htm with Shakespeare . Finally, 

whatever the reasons for Keats ' s  greatnes s ,  we must agree with 

Allen Tate that he knew mu ch of the glory of human life and was 

i:'mupaon, 8Thy Darl ing in an Urn, " p .  694 .  
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in one of the great modes of poetry .  At the same time ,  Tate , 

Brooks , and Leavis are certainly right in believing that the 

great poetry he did produ ce was but the produ ct of an tmmature 

genius whi ch, if it had reached the maturity i t  was aurely 

approaching , would have carried Keats to the highe s t  levels 

or the poetic art . 



B IBLIOGRAPHY 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Alden, Raymond Macdonald ,  ed . Criti cal Es says of the Early 
Nine teenth Century. New York :  !cribner fs;-1�. 

Arnold ,  Matthew. ESsays � Criti cism : Second Series . London : 
Macmillan, 1908. 

Bentley, Eric,  ed . � Importance of Scrutiny. New York : 
Stewart, 1948 . 

Brooks , Cleanth . "Empson ' s Criticism, " in Ac cent Anthology, 
e d .  Kerker Quinn and Charles Shattuck . New York, Harcourt , 
1946, pp . 496-508 . 

, Modern Poetry and the Tradition. Chapel Hill : 
----u�n�iversity of North�rOirna Pres s ,  1939 . 

-----��_.,, n posts cript" to Emps on r s " Thy  Darling in an Urn, " 
sewanee Review, LV ( Winter, 1947 ) ,  697-699 . 

, The Well Wrought Urn : Studies in the Structure of 
--P-oe-.try. New York : Reynal & Hitchco'CK, "iV4'1 . 

-

--��� and Warren, Robert Penn . ttThe Reading of Modern Poe try," 
. Allierican Review, VIII ( February, 1937 ) ,  435-449 . . 

I 
__ ....,.,;, and ----·' Understandins Poe try .  New York : Holt,  

1§38 . 

----��' , and Purser, John Thibaut . � Approach � 
Literature . New York : Crofts , 1942 . 

Burke , Kenneth. Counter-Statement . New York : Harcourt, 1931 . 

, Permanence and Change :  an Anatomy of Purpose . 
---!'�'��"o ... r�k: lew Repubffi �ooK5, 193'5. -

-----' The Philos ophy of Literary Form . Baton Rouge : 
Louisiana State University Pre ss�41 . 

New 

, "Symbol i c  Action in a Poel1l by Keats , '' Accent, IV 
__ (..,.1-utumn, 1943 ) , 30-42 . 

Colvin, Sidney . John Keats : 
Critica, and Irter-Fame . 

- -

His Life and Poetry, His Friends , 
London : Maom111an, 1m. 

Crane , R .  s. " Cleanth Brooks ; or the Bankruptcy of Critical 
Monism, " Modern Philol ogy, XLV ( May, 1948 ) , 226-245 .  

De Selincourt ,  Ernest,  e d .  
Methuen, 1935.  

The Poems of John Keats .  - _ .......,,;.;..;...;.. London : 



88 

Eliot , Thomas Sterns . The Sacred Wood : Essays � Poe try � 
Criticism .  London :--re€huen, _ �. 

----�-' The Use of Poe try and the U s e  o£ Criti cism .  Cambridge : 
HarvaFcr'unlversity Press,-1�.- -

Elton, Will iam . ! Glossary � the !!! Criticism .  Chi cago : 
Modern Poetry Association, �9 . 

Empson ,  William . Seven Types 2! Ambiguity. Edinburgh : New 
Dire ctions , 1947. 

, Some Vers ions o£ Pastoral . London : Chatto & Windus , __ 1_9 ... 35 . - -

__ """".,.,' "Thy Darling in an Urn, " Sewanee Review, LV ( Winter , 
1947 ) '  691-697 . ' 

Fogle,  Ri chard Harter . The Imaiert of Keats and She llet; a 
Comparative Studt. �pel 11 :--universitY of Nor h -
Caro11na Pres s ,  949 . 

Ford , George H.  Keats and the Vi ctori ans , a Study of His In­
fluence and Rise to -rame: 1821-1895. !few Haven: "Tale 
Un1vers i'ty-Pre s s , -r9rr.- - -

Forman, Maurice Buxton, e d .  The Letters of John Keats . London : 
Oxford Univers ity Press,  !§47 . -- ----

Garrod, H. w . , ed . The Poeti cal Works of John Keats . Oxford : 
Clarendon Press , �39 . -- ----

Hyman, Stanley Edgar . The Armed Vi s ion . New York : Knopf , 1948 . 

Leavi s ,  F .  R .  " Imagery and Movement : No tes in the Analys is of 
Poetry, " Scrutiny, XIII ( September , 19 45 ) , 119 -134 . 

---.n-- ' New Bearings in Engl i sh Poe try. London : Chatto & 
11ndu�942. -

----��� Revaluation : Tradition and . Development in English 
Poetn. New York : Stewart, !947 . --

' " ' Thought ' and Emoti onal Quality, " Scrutiny, XIII 
--(·s-pring , 1945) , 53-71 . 

Lowell , Amy . 
2 vola . 

John Keats . _ .;,;;,;...-.;..;;.. Bos ton : Houghton Miffl in, 1925 .  

Murry, John Mi ddleton .  Keats and Shakespeare ; a study of Keats • 
Poetic !!lli � 1816 J?.2. 1�. LOndon : Humphrey M!Iford, 



89 

-------' Studies � Keats . London, Oxford Univers ity Press ,  1930 .  

Ransom, John Crowe . " The Bases of  Criticism, rr Sewanee Review; 
LII ( Autumn, 1944 ) , 556-571 .  

, The New Critic ism . Norfolk, Connecticut : New Directions , 
-....... 19,...'1-Nl .- -

Richards , I .  A .  Principles 2f Literary Critic ism .  New York : 
Harcourt, 1925. 

Stallman, Robert Woos ter . . n cleanth Brooks : A Checklist, " 
Univers ity 2f Kansas City Review, XIV ( Summer, 1948 ) , 

.
317-324. 

, ed . Critiques and Es says in Critic ism . New York : y 

---R_.o_n_a. ld,  1949. 
- -

S tauffer, Donald A . , ed . The Intent of the Critic . Prince ton : 
Princeton Univers ity Press , 1941.-- ---

Tate, Allen, ed . � Language 2f Poetry. 
Univers ity Preas ,  194� 

Prince ton : Princeton 

, "Modern Poets and Convention, " American Review, VIII 
--c F-e�bruary, 1937 ) , 427-435 .  

--���� On the Limits of Poetry: Sele cted  Essais • 
swailow Press-Morrow-co . ,  1948 . 

New York : 

, "Poetry and the Absolute , "  Sewanee Review, X:XXV 
_......,.( ... 31"!'"a..nuary, 1927 ) , 41-52 . 

, Reactionary Essays on Poetry and Ideas . 
----ws-c-ribnerts,  1930. - --- New York : 

, "A Reading of Keats , "  American Scholar, XV ( Winter, v" 
----1-9�45 ;  Spring, 1946 ) , 55-63 ; 189-197. 

, Reas on in Madness : Cri ti cal Essays . New York : Putnam ' �  ----.1"911"':41...:: • 

-------' ed . A Southern Vanguard . New York : Prentice -Hall,  1947. 

---�· "'lradition or Progres s , " � Re;eubl1c , LI ( June 29, 19 27 ) , 
151•.155 . ' 

Thorp • .  Willard . nAllen Tate : A Checklist, " Princeton Univers ity 
Library Chronicle, III ( April 1942 ) , 85�98. 



90 

· Thorpe, Clarenoe Dewitt .  The Mind of John Keats . New York : 
Oxford Univers i ty Pres;:-1� -- ----

'lrowbridge, Hoyt . "Ar i s totle and the ' New Cri t 1 o 1sm, ' "  
Sewane e Review, LII ( Au tumn, 1944 ) , 537-555 . 


	Keats and the New Critics
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1417470250.pdf.W0h7R

