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 ELLIOT M. SCHRERO

 KEATS7 ODE ON A GRECIAN URN

 Few English poems have produced more disagreement among
 critics than Keats' Ode on a Grecian Urn. Some have declared

 it to be without blemish; others, while acknowledging the beauty
 of the poem, have objected to its concluding lines; and still
 others who have defended the last lines have found fault with

 the rest, either in whole or in part. Even the grammar of the
 poem has been disputed. While some commentators read the
 concluding sentence as an address by the poet to his readers,
 others read it as part of the urn's lesson to humanity; and now
 Mr. Earl R. Wasserman has denied what everyone else has as
 sumed, that in the last line but one the referent of the word

 "that" is simply the aphorism "Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty."1
 Under these circumstances, the poem both invites and dis

 courages additional comment; it presents a challenge both tempt
 ing and intimidating because so much ingenious argument about
 it has achieved so little agreement. We are astonished, for exam

 ple, by the sweep and brilliance of Kenneth Burke's analysis,
 which, bringing the poem into relation with all of nineteenth
 century romanticism as well as with "capitalist individualism,"
 tuberculosis, and Christian theology, reveals the Ode as a com
 plex tissue of motivational levels and dialectical transformations.

 Yet we ought to be impressed by Cleanth Brooks' warning against
 trying to grasp the meaning of the poem by abstracting its
 thought, though Mr. Brooks nevertheless admires Mr. Burke's

 1. See Mr. Wasserman's essay on the Ode in The Finer Tone (Baltimore,
 1953), pp. 13-62.
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 commentary on the poem as symbolic action.2 So it is not easy
 even to decide what points of agreement or disagreement critics
 such as Mr. Burke and Mr. Brooks have reached in their studies

 of the poem. Luckily, such difficult questions are not my con
 cern here. I hope merely to suggest a way of reading the poem
 which, while not necessarily at odds with Mr. Burke's way of
 reading it or Mr. Brooks' way, has been ignored by them and
 (so far as I know) by everyone else who has written about it.

 That no one should have troubled to mention the reading I
 am about to suggest is the more surprising, to me at least, be
 cause, compared with some that have been proffered, it is easy
 and obvious.

 I propose to read the poem not as a symbolic act (though I
 would not deny that it can be read as that) or as an instance
 of paradoxical and ironic language, or as an argument justifying
 a conclusion or presenting and solving a problem; I propose to
 read it as something that reproduces in the medium of words
 the form and quality of a mental and emotional process in such
 a way as to move and please a sympathetic reader. More exactly,
 I wish to view the poem as an artistic rendering of reverie or
 meditation, in which words and sentences reflect a sequence
 of thoughts and feelings such as might probably be thought and
 felt by a person like the presumed speaker of the lines under
 the circumstances assumed in the poem and in an order which
 the poem renders natural and at length inevitable. Furthermore,
 I wish to view the presentation of those thoughts and feelings,
 in their systematic development, as endowed by the poet with
 a power of moving our own feelings in a manner akin to that
 in which the urn moves the speaker of the poem himself during
 the course of his meditation.

 Viewed in this way, the poem presents roughly the following
 action: A sensitive and thoughtful man, drawn by the beauty

 2. See Kenneth Burke, "Symbolic Action in a Poem by Keats," Accent (Au
 tumn, 1943), and Cleanth Brooks, The Well Wrought Urn (New York, 1947),
 pp. 139-152.
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 and mystery of a figured urn to examine it closely and to ponder

 its features in detail, finds that it depicts scenes of unchanging
 beauty and happiness. He compares this unchanging felicity to
 life as he knows it, brief, painful, unstable, and matching every
 best with a worst. For a moment he forgets this painful con
 trast as he loses himself in contemplation of one of the scenes
 depicted on the urn. Then he recalls the contrast between the
 ideal felicity figured to his imagination by the urn and the world
 in which he knows himself to be; but now the contrast has

 lost its painful implications for him; and, wonderfully, the urn
 suggests a consoling thought which comes to him as a great
 and saving discovery, the most important, indeed, that man can
 attain to. This action is so presented in the poem that a sympa
 thetic reader may not only feel something like the sequence of
 pain and relief experienced by the speaker of the poem in the
 course of his meditations, but in addition may enjoy a kind of
 satisfied wonder at the surprising change in the speaker's state
 of mind, which comes about in an unexpected yet entirely prob
 able manner, just at the point where his pain is about to become
 greater than ever and seemingly unrelievable. (Perhaps "speaker"
 is not the happiest word for the ego or intelligence whose ex
 perience the poem represents; I use the word because it is con
 venient.)

 Each of the five stanzas of the Ode corresponds to a stage of
 meditation, a station of the speaker's progress towards his epi
 phany. In Stanza I, charmed and attracted by qualities of the
 urn which yet he does not fully understand but confident that
 closer contemplation will prove rewarding, the speaker moves
 to examine the features of the urn in detail. He asks himself

 what beings, what life the scenes on the urn depict. The first
 lines of Stanza II reveal that the speaker has begun to recognize

 what scenes the urn depicts?what beings these are that charm
 his imagination, and what their situation is. They are pipers
 and lovers in a verdant grove, fixed in a moment of unchanging
 happiness. At first the speaker merely notes the beauty of the
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 scenes and their permanent fixation in a moment; but then, notic

 ing the lover, who never can actually kiss,

 Though winning near the goal,

 the speaker momentarily feels a kind of pity. He consoles the
 lover, at least in his imagination, with the thought that if the lover
 never can actually kiss, yet he will love forever and the beauty
 of his beloved will never fade.

 At once the speaker perceives the painful contrast which his
 own desire to console the lover has brought him to realize: it is
 he himself who is to be pitied; for the figures on the urn, con
 ceived as sentient, enjoy unchanging happiness, whereas the
 speaker, like all men, is doomed to suffer the corruption and
 decay even of love itself. Stanza IV represents a further stage
 of contemplation. The speaker evidently has turned to a new
 scene; and now, as if in reaction from the painful contrast he
 has just perceived between the ideal world depicted on the
 urn and the actual world of every day, he has yielded to the
 charm of the scene now under his eyes so completely that he
 treats the scene as not only ideal, but actual. So real has the
 scene become for him that he asks himself about details implied
 by the scene but not in fact depicted there. Soon his imagination
 carries him to the little town that must have been emptied of
 its folk; and he again feels something like an impulse to pity or
 sadness, this time for the town forever left desolate.

 Just here, as we learn from the final stanza, the speaker is
 shocked by his own thought (perhaps also by the word"return")
 into self-consciousness and a consoling discovery. The urn
 has "teased him out of thought"; it has made him forget to be
 perfectly rational and logical and it has stirred his imagination
 to the point where it has seized an insight not accessible to
 reason: the ideal has a reality of its own, and beauty does exist,
 it is real, it is true (as Plato said)?somehow, whatever our
 critical faculties may urge. The speaker has undergone a kind
 of epiphany. The urn, providing evidence of its own authority
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 in its beauty and stillness, preserved so long in the midst of
 feverish woe, has made the speaker feel the immanence of the
 ideal in the passing moment. For the speaker, musing on the urn
 has produced a kind of experience like that which musing on
 eternity produces. We cannot think consecutively and logically
 about eternity (which is at the farthest remove, in one of its
 aspects, from the instant of time fixed?for eternity!?on the
 face of the urn) but become rapt in contemplation of things
 inaccessible to thought. In the present situation, however, the
 "rapture" caused by the urn has led the speaker to the consoling
 faith that the ideal is as real as the actual, and indeed that the

 ideal, which by its nature keeps its nature, renders the actual,
 always losing its nature, comparatively trivial.

 If this, or roughly this, is the sequence of thoughts and feel
 ings represented by the lines of the poem, then it is useless to
 translate the poem into an argument of which the final lines are
 the conclusion. It is, in fact, inappropriate to give the aphorism
 "Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty" any strictly "rational" status
 whatever; for the discovery that aphorism sums up is not acces
 sible to reason. The aphorism may be thought of as standing
 for a state of mind to be imagined rather than a belief to be
 proved. In this connection it is useful to recall that the Ode
 was written by a poet who customarily undervalued what he
 mentions in his personal letters as "consequitive reasoning":

 The excellence of every art is its intensity, capable of making all dis
 agreeables evaporate from their being in close relationship with Beauty
 and Truth ... it struck me what quality went to form a Man of Achieve
 ment, especially in Literature. ... I mean Negative Capability, that is,
 when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, with
 out any irritable reaching after fact and reason?Coleridge, for instance,
 would let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium
 of mystery, from being incapable of remaining content with half
 knowledge. This pursued through volumes would perhaps take us no
 further than this, that with a great poet the sense of Beauty overcomes
 every other consideration, or rather obliterates all consideration.3

 3. Keats to his brothers George and Thomas, December 21, 1817. For this
 and the following quotation I am indebted to W. J. Bate's valuable essay, Nega
 itve Capability (Cambridge, Mass., 1939). Cf. Bate, p. 7.
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 I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the Heart's affections and
 the truth of the Imagination?What the Imagination seizes as Beauty
 must be Truth?whether it existed before or not. . . . The Imagination
 may be compared to Adam's dream?he awoke and found it truth. [Note
 the similarity to the experience represented in the Ode.] I am the more
 zealous in this affair, because I have never yet been able to perceive how
 anything can be known for truth by consequitive reasoning?and yet
 it must be. . . . However it may be, O for a Life of Sensations rather
 than Thoughts.4

 If the end of the poem represents a "fine isolated verisimilitude

 caught from the Penetralium of mystery," and the poem as a
 whole imitates a mental process whereby the speaker seizes that
 "verisimilitude," it is not quite fair to complain, as some critics
 have done, that the final aphorism is either meaningless or un
 true. This is to regard the aphorism in abstraction from the
 poem, or to judge it as doctrine; but surely, whatever we say
 about it, we ought to treat it as signifying an attitude or state
 of mind which embraces more than the literal meaning or the
 dialectical status of the words "Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty."
 Even if we object that the attitude represented by the aphorism
 is unhealthy, it is still possible to admit that the poem enables us
 to grasp what that attitude is, and to be moved and pleased
 through contemplating the experience of which it is a part. Re
 garded as a work of art rather than as a system of thought, the
 excellence of the Ode depends far more on the relation of the
 aphorism to the reverie that leads up to it than on the "truth
 value" of the aphorism taken by itself.

 Some critics, notably I. A. Richards and Cleanth Brooks,
 recognizing that the aphorism ought not to be judged solely as
 doctrine, have insisted that it be viewed in relation to the struc

 ture of the Ode as a whole. But they have not sufficiently urged,
 it seems to me, the nature of the reverie rendered by the suc
 cessive stanzas of the poem, as well as the manner in which the

 sequence of the stanzas contributes to the power of the render
 ing to move our feelings. For example, there is no mere repetition

 4. Keats to Benjamin Bailey, November 22, 1817. See Bate, p. 11.
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 in the poem, Dr. Robert Bridges to the contrary notwithstand
 ing; or rather, there is no repetition that is not at the same
 time an advance. In fact, the Ode has features like those of a

 good plot: it has "reversals," and its major reversal?the un
 expected but probable change in the speaker from a state of
 mind likely to eventuate in sorrow to one of calm and even a
 solemn kind of joy?is accompanied by a discovery of no trivial
 kind.

 Stanza IV?the pivotal stanza?recapitulates the movement of
 the preceding three, beginning with inquiry and ending with
 a kind of recognition. The preceding movement from question
 to recognition eventuated in thoughts of the most painful kind;
 here, the outcome is in suspense because the contrast which
 previously pained the speaker is now temporarily forgotten, yet
 the speaker is certain to recall it shortly. There is even a hint
 that the speaker is moving toward sorrow once again in his
 thoughts about the desolate town, to which none of its inhab
 itants can return. Therefore it is with pleased surprise that, as
 readers sympathetic to the speaker and sharing his meditation,
 we discover in Stanza V an outcome just the reverse of what
 seemed imminent at the end of Stanza IV. Moreover, our in
 terest continues?if we read the poem in the fashion I am pro
 posing?up to the very last line of Stanza V; for it is only there
 that the consoling message of the urn is completed and the
 speaker's epiphany brought to its culmination.

 The speaker's reversal of feeling and its causes are rendered
 moving and probable by many potent details in the preceding
 stanzas. As Kenneth Burke has pointed out, the Ode opens on
 a note of breathless and intense inquiry; and such a beginning
 admirably prepares the way for the great discovery to come.

 With the speaker, we approach the urn as we would a beautiful,
 mysterious, and superior being. The urn is still not ravished, it
 has on the contrary (wonderfully enough) been fostered by
 time; and, though the bride of quietness, it expresses a tale more
 sweetly than "our rime," the speaker's own forte. If so rare
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 an existence as the urn's proves rewarding to contemplation
 it will be no unlikely outcome. And not only is the urn wonder
 ful and striking as a whole, but its details are equally remarkable.

 Beginning with the soft pipes, the speaker turns to these details.
 What he perceives draws him further and further into rapt com
 munion until, in Stanza IV, the speaker has ceased to stand
 outside, as spectator, but imaginatively moves, so to speak,
 actually within the world that charms and draws him. This
 movement from being without to being with the world of the
 urn is skillfully suggested by the sudden absence in Stanza IV
 of something previously emphasized in Stanza III and implied
 by Stanza II?the contrast between the speaker's world and
 the urn's world. It is a movement rendered both touching and
 probable by the details of Stanzas II and III and the thoughts
 they suggest to the speaker.
 To begin with, the pipes, as Cleanth Brooks has brilliantly

 suggested, are to be thought of as playing very softly, just below
 the threshold of our sensual perception. And these magical pipes,
 addressing the spirit, which must attune itself to their harmony,
 are part of a world which abstracts the best and only the best
 from our own. Who would not strive to hear their music, to
 penetrate the nature of the legend to which these details belong?
 It is natural for the speaker to urge the pipes to "play on"
 (just as the implied fear that they will cease is touching).

 Equally natural and probable is the speaker's subsequent recog
 nition that of course the pipes will play on, that they are part of
 a timeless felicity. Having come to this stage of his meditation
 (Stanza III) after his impulse to console the lover, the speaker
 naturally seizes the contrast with his own situation and finds pain
 as well as delight in the "flowery tale" told by the urn. It is pain
 of a sort we are bound to take seriously; for the speaker laments
 the passing of all that is best and most beautiful in our own lives.
 Sympathizing as we must, we find it natural for the speaker to
 escape his awareness of human misery by fleeing imaginatively
 into the idyllic scenes suggested by the fourth stanza: given
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 his pain and its cause, given the depiction of an existence re
 moved from the bitterness of actuality, the speaker's momentary
 forgetfulness of his situation in actuality is moving and probable.

 What renders the reader's emotion poignant in its own way,
 however, is that, as spectator of the speaker's meditation as well
 as sharer in it, he is in a position to notice the speaker's forget
 fulness and to expect, with foreboding, a deepening of the
 speaker's pain, when, as is inevitable, he wakes from his trance
 like immersion in the world of the urn and finds himself once

 again in the actual world. The contrast between this foreboding
 on our part and the outcome that in fact occurs invests that out
 come with some of the joy and wonder felt by the speaker
 himself.

 If we consider the proportion between the speaker's change
 of feeling and its causes, we must admit that few minds would
 be capable of imagining circumstances more moving and con
 vincing than those which Keats has invented to lead the pre
 sumed speaker of the Ode to his final insight. The insight is a

 mystical one, seized by the spirit and the imagination rather than
 by the rational part of the mind; and the causes that enable the
 speaker to receive that lesson must be adequate to their effect.

 Adequate they are! Is there any experience that "teases us out
 of thought" more powerfully than musing on a beautiful scene
 of immobilized activity? If we try to grasp the inner reality
 of the frozen instant by steady contemplation, can we easily
 avoid falling into a kind of trance? Perhaps some readers of
 the Ode have never experienced or have forgotten experiencing
 the fascination of such a reverie. Yet one of the fantasies that

 lie behind Keats' Ode surely must be a common one, considering
 the art-forms (from Cocteau's film Orph?e to Through the
 Looking Glass) which have made use of similar psychological
 materials. A vulgar analogue of Keats' reverie is likely to result
 whenever we consider a picture that contains itself, like that of
 the Dutch girl carrying a box of cleaning compound on which
 she is again pictured in the same situation.
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 Assuming that the foregoing reading of Keats' Ode is cor
 rect, then some current views about the poem are probably
 wrong. Take, for example, the common view that the last
 sentence of the poem is addressed by the speaker to us, his
 audience. If the poem as a whole represents a reverie, then
 that interpretation of the last sentence makes the speaker sud
 denly, without warning or preparation, turn from his great dis
 covery in order to press it upon everyone else. I do not see
 how such a reading can be defended. Another view that seems
 to me mistaken is that the third stanza merely repeats?and
 sentimentally?motifs handled in Stanza II. Nor, to pass to the
 final stanza, can I find much relevance to the Ode in the sug
 gestion that we read "Art" for "Beauty" and "Science" for
 "Truth" or interpret the concluding lines as a manifesto about
 Art.

 Easy and simple as may be the reading suggested here, I know
 of no published analysis of the poem that does not at some point
 explicitly or by implication prefer a contradictory or a more
 difficult and abstruse interpretation. Perhaps ease and simplicity
 are sufficient grounds for rejecting an interpretation of a great
 poem; but even if they are, the reading I propose seems to me an
 indispensable preliminary to interpretation of the Ode, if only as
 a likely but naive view which ought to be disposed of before we
 turn to more recondite appreciation.
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