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Beauty, Truth and Old Vigour

Re-reading of Keats's Ode on a Grecian Urn

Norio YOSHIGA
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What did Keats want to say by the concluding lines of his Ode on a
Grecian Urn? Too many things! His oversimplified statement has given
us various interpretations. Is the conclusion really a blemish of the
beautiful poem as T. S. Eliot said. Is it actually a cerebration about the
beauty of art? The question is still open to us.

We can notice that there is a sense of time or history in the ode. His
idea of history plays an importantrole in the poem. As Keats expressed
it in "Ode to May," anciant Greece was an ideal world of poetry and
arts. The old vigour of its poets was highly evaluated by Keats. Though
such world had gone forever, he could revive the world and its messages
on his imaginary urn. As a friend to man, the urn is expected to remain
in the long history of man and gives us not a consolation but a piece of
advice how to live with human misery and woe by the help of beauty.
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Stop and consider! Life is but a day;

A fragile dew-drop on its perilous way

From a tree's summit; a poor Indian's sleep
‘While his boat hastens to the monstrous steep

Of Mountmorenci . . .

O for ten years, that I may overwhelm
Myself in poesy; so I may do the deed
That my own soul has to itself decreed

Sleep and Poetry, 11. 85-98.
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And can I ever bid these joys farewell?
Yes, I must pass them for a nobler life,
‘Where I may find the agonies, the strife

Of human hearts.

Sleep and Poetry, 11. 122-25.
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He (Milton) did not think into the human heart, as Wordsworth has done --- Yet Milton
as a Philosopher, had sure as great powers as Wordsworth---What is then to be inferr'd? O
many things---It proves there is really a grand march of intellect.

(To Reynolds, 3 May, 1818)

MM A — N B < Q B NN 0D — 0 U Q E QIEBE (i
B L0 Qa0 Blv B OBE L AR H B Had v P S0 Q
Pae® Ar— AN B <HVEE <ERRAE L0 RIR’
O RMWEEA0E I A O 4° HLNSHBE [{xu—akN] & [H
H R R—] QEENSOBEBL 28 O R N [{Ny—ak N NE
S oKD Sdrm N KN Ao <K D S D AZE R B

Oceanus Q4  "For 'tis the eternal law / That first in beauty should be first in might."
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Thou still unravished bride of quietness,

Thou foster-child of silence and slow time,
Silvan historian, who canst thus express

A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme:

Ode on a Grecian Urn,11. 14.
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‘What leaf-fringed legend haunts about thy shape
Of deities or mortals, or of both,
In Tempe or the dales of Arcady?
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth?
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape?

‘What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?

(5-10)
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Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard

Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on;
Not to the sensual ear, but, more endeared,

Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone.

(11-14)
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Fair youth beneath the trees, thou canst not leave
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare;
Bold lover, never, never canst Thou kiss,
Though winning near the goal--yet do not grieve:
She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss,
For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair!

(15-20)
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‘Who are these coming to the sacrifice?
To what green altar, O mysterious priest,
Lead'st thou that heifer lowing at the skies,
And all her silken flanks with garlands dressed?
‘What little town by river or sea shore,
Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel,
Is emptied of ‘HEm folk, this pious morn?
And, little town, thy streets for evermore
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell
‘Why thou art desolate can e'er return.

(31-40)
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Mother of Hermes! And still youthful Maia!
May I sing to thee
As thou wast hymned on the shores of Baiae?
Or mayI woo thee
In earlier Sicilian? Or thy smiles
Seek as they once were sought, in Grecian isles,
By bards who died content on pleasant sward,
Leaving great verse unto a little clan?
O, give me their old vigour, and unheard
Save of the quiet primrose, and the span
Of Heaven and few ears,
Rounded by thee, my song should die away
Content as theirs,

Rich in the simple worship of a day.
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O Attic shape! Fair attitude! With brede
Of marble men and maidens overwrought,
With forest branches and the trodden weed;
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral !
‘When old age shall this generation waste,
Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st,
'‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty'-- that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

(41-50)
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I am certain of nothing but of holiness of Heart's affection and the truth of Imagination --
‘What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth -- whether it existed before or not.

(To Benjamin Bailey, 22 Nov. , 1817)

The excellence of every Art is its intensity capable of making all disagreeable evaporate
from their being in close relationship with beauty and Truth.

(To George and Thomas Keats, 21 Nov. ,1817)
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A thing of beauty is a joy for ever
Its loveliness increases; it will never

Pass into nothingness, ...

Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing
A flowery band to bind us to the earth,

Spite of despondence, of the inhuman dearth
Of noble natures, of the gloomy days,

Of all the unhealthy and o'er-darkened ways
Made for our searching--yes, in spite of all,
Some shape of beauty moves away the pall
From our dark spirits.

Endymion, 1. 1-13.
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