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JACK STILLINGER

The “story” of Keats

The “story” of Keats — how a young man of no apparent distinction in family
or social origins, education, or early accomplishments, grew up to become
one of the ten or twelve most admired poets in all of English literature — is
really several stories, some of them not entirely consistent or compatible
with some of the others.! This chapter focuses on two. The first is the story
of Keats the young genius whose life and career were cut short — some said
by the hostility of reviewers — just as he was about to produce the major
works that his friends thought him capable of. This is the Keats of Shelley’s
Adonais; of Byron’s famous quip in Canto 11 of Don Juan that Keats’s
“mind, that very fiery particle,” was “snuffed out by an article”; and of the
inscriptions on his gravestone in the Protestant Cemetery in Rome: the
broken lyre symbolizing unfulfilled aspirations; the words that the poet
himself requested, “Here lies one whose name was writ in water”; and his
friends’ well-meant embellishments mentioning the poet’s “bitterness [. . .]
of heart, at the malicious power of his enemies.” The product of this first
“story” is the Keats whom the British public thought of, if they remembered
him at all, during the first three decades following his death on 23 February
1821.

The second story, more a critical construct than imagined facts of biogra-
phy, tells how Keats rapidly rose to canonicity, beginning in the middle of
the nineteenth century, as his poems became increasingly published, read,
quoted, and talked and written about. This is a story about readers’ chang-
ing interests and values, and how Keats, once he got some readers, has
appealed to each separate one of those interests and values ever since. The
two stories are connected in that the first, along with some noteworthy
attempts by the poet’s friends to correct its principal details, became the
means of providing the audience and the accompanying attention that
enabled the second. The first story is, in effect, the history of Keats getting
into the canon by way of biographical interest. The second is, in effect, the
history of Keats staying in the canon by virtue of the complexity and open-

246

The “story” of Keats

endedness of his writings. Whether or not these stories are true, it is a fact
that Keats has been, just as he predicted he would be, “among the English
Poets” (KL 1.394) for the last 150 years. What was lacking in the thirty
years preceding that period — the 1820s through the 1840s — was a sufficient
readership.

|

Some of the first story is biographically accurate. Keats did die young, at
twenty-five, and his active writing career amounted to little more than three
and a half years, from the earliest sentimental effusions in his first published
volume, Poems (1817), through the late ode, To Autumn, the last attempts
at The Fall of Hyperion in the fall of 1819, and some private odes and
sonnets to Fanny Brawne (1819 to early 1820). Certainly he would have
written more had he lived longer, though we have very little idea where his
interests would have taken him. But it is clearly erroneous to think that the
brevity of his life and career prevented him from achieving anything of sig-
nificance. On the contrary, even if cut off just as he was getting under way,
this “poet of promise” had nevertheless left a body of mature work in nar-
rative and lyric forms sufficient to make him a “major” writer by anybody’s
standards. The imagined poet of promise was in fact a poet of enormous
accomplishments.

The traditional notions of Keats’s low origins and patchy education
also have required adjustment. His father was head innkeeper, livery-
stabler, and principal manager at the Swan and Hoop, a prosperous London
lodging owned by his father-in-law (Keats’s grandfather), John Jennings.
Notwithstanding the reports of hostile reviewers and the fables of literary
history, the poet’s “low” origins were actually soundly middle class, as we
reckon these things today. As for education, from 1803 to 1811 Keats
attended an excellent boarding school, John Clarke’s at Enfield, north of
London, and proved an insatiable reader and remarkable learner. He then
served a four-year apprenticeship to an apothecary-surgeon (1811-15), fol-
lowed by a first year of courses as a medical student at Guy’s Hospital in
London. He passed the apothecaries’ exam and received his certificate to
practice as apothecary and surgeon in July 1816, at which point he aban-
doned medicine for a full-time career in poetry. The literary part of his edu-
cation was as comprehensive as that of many another famous writer, and the
scientific (and human) aspects of his medical training, as Alan Richardson’s
essay in this volume shows, were a further enrichment.

What has most needed correcting is the idea that Keats was killed by the
reviewers. Of all the elements of the story, this is the most often repeated and
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perforce the most firmly established, extending even into some of the Shelley
scholarship of the twentieth century.? The assassins in the story are the two
most notorious pronouncers on Keats’s second volume, the long poem
Endymion (1818): John Gibson Lockhart, writing in Blackwood’s Edinburgh
Magazine for August 1818, and John Wilson Croker, in the Quarterly Review
for April (both reviews actually appeared in September, just after a nagging
sore throat had forced Keats’s early return from an impressive but physically
demanding walking tour of northern England, Ireland, and Scotland with his
robust friend Charles Brown). Lockhart, in the fourth of his series of articles
on the “Cockney School of Poetry,” calls Endymion “imperturbable drivel-
ling idiocy,” quotes passages of “very pretty raving” and “loose, nerveless
versification, and Cockney rhymes,” and concludes by urging Keats to
abandon poetry and return to his apothecary’s shop (KCH 98, 100, 104,
109-10). Croker, declaring that he could not get past the first book of
Endymion and could make no sense even of that, goes on at length about
faulty diction and versification. He too relegates Keats’s poetry to the
“Cockney School,” characterized by “the most incongruous ideas in the most
uncouth language” (KCH 111). Denouncing the liberalism implied by Keats’s
connections with his anti-Tory mentor Leigh Hunt, both reviewers make
clear that their criticism has a political bias.?

Keats’s admirers — some scores of his acquaintances at the time and many
hundreds of thousands of readers subsequently over the past 180 years —
have hated Lockhart and Croker for their contemptuous treatment. But the
poet himself seems to have been very little affected. With Shakespeare as his
“presider,” he had higher standards than his assailants did. “Praise or
blame,” he told his publisher J. A. Hessey on 8 October 1818, “has but a
momentary effect on the man whose love of beauty in the abstract makes
him a severe critic on his own Works. My own domestic criticism has given
me pain without comparison beyond what Blackwood or the Quarterly
could possibly inflict” (KL 1.373-74). To his brother and sister-in-law in
America he commented a week later, “This is a mere matter of the moment
— I think I shall be among the English Poets after my death. Even as a Matter
of present interest the attempt to crush me in the Quarterly has only brought
me more into notice” (1.394).

It was consumption — what we now call tuberculosis — that killed Keats.
But the sentimental fable of fatally harsh reviews quickly arose during the
final stage of his illness, and it got into print soon after his death, Here is an
example from Shelley’s (admittedly self-serving) Preface to Adonais (1821):

The genius of the lamented person to whose memory I have dedicated these
unworthy verses, was not less delicate and fragile than it was beautiful; and
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where cankerworms abound, what wonder if its young flower was blighted in
the bud? The savage criticism on his Endymion, which appeared in the
Quarterly Review, produced the most violent effect on his susceptible mind;
the agitation thus originated ended in the rupture of a blood-vessel in the lungs;
a rapid consumption ensued, and the succeeding acknowledgements from
more candid critics, of the true greatness of his powers, were ineffectual to heal
the wound thus wantonly inflicted.

“Delicate,” “fragile,” “blighted in the bud” set the tone, and Shelley’s
descriptions of Keats in the poem — for example, as “a pale flower by some
sad maiden cherished . . . The bloom, whose petals nipt before they blew /
Died on the promise of the fruit” (48, 52—53) — further emphasize the poet’s
pitiful weakness.

Shelley did not know Keats very well. Those who did, a group of fiercely
loyal surviving friends, almost immediately conceived the idea of writing a
memoir to tell the truth about the poet’s “beautiful character,”* a character
that did not include delicacy and fragility. Hessey’s publishing partner John
Taylor sent announcements to both the New Times and the Morning
Chronicle (29 March, 9 April, and 4 June 1821) to the effect that “speedily
will be published, a biographical memoir of the late John Keats” (Letters of
Brown, 89). Then followed a prolonged squabble among the surviving
friends over which was best qualified to do the job and who had the rights
to his unpublished poems, letters, and other papers. Charles Brown, Keats’s
housemate during 1819—20 and the friend closest to him while he was
writing The Eve of St. Agnes, the odes, and the rest of his most important
poems, was a frontrunner, but it was more than a decade before he could
begin serious work on the project.

The first memoir in print was Leigh Hunt’s chapter, “Mr. Keats, with a
Criticism on His Writings,” in his Lord Byron and Some of His Con-
temporaries (1828), a lively account that opens with a lengthy paragraph on
Keats’s physical appearance and contains ten pages of excellently chosen
quotations (with Ode to a Nightingale entire) to illustrate his descriptive
genius, as well as most of his letter of 1o May 1817 on his aspiration “to be
in the Mouth of Fame” (KL 1.136-40). Hunt draws on and supports ele-
ments of the “story” that had been taking shape, with details of the poet’s
“origin” (“of the humblest description”), his schooling (“the rudiments of a
classical education”), and the bad effects of the reviews (a “system of
calumny” that injured “a young and sensitive nature”).’ Hunt presents Keats
as a sickly person all his life, and concludes with details of the poet’s final
illness and death in Rome supplied by Joseph Severn. Hunt’s memoir is one
of a small cluster of events of the late 1820s marking the beginning of Keats’s
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