I,c‘om:rd Unger
REATS AND THE MUSIC OF
AUTUMN (1956)

With the possible exception of Coleridge, who has
Joomed large as a critig, the'repmation of no romantic
act has in our century maintained so steady a course
as that of John Keats. While Wordsworth, Byron, and
Shellev were being attacked or neglected, Keats was
spared. mentioned with a special deference, and even
gven admiring critical analysis and scholarly study.
In recent years especially has his better work, so often
designated ‘the great odes’, received serious critical
auention. F. R. Leavis, Kenneth Burke, Cleanth
Brooks, and Allen Tate have all made appraisals and
interpretations of one or more of these poems. ‘Ode to
a Nightingale’ and ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ have been
of central interest and received the fullest examina-
ton, and this is in no way surprising. It is my impres-
sion, however, that ‘To Autumn' has been peculiarly
neglected, that it merits greater attention, both in its
Own right and for its significance in the interrelated-
fiess of all the odes, than it has received. For example,
€ Is not a single reference to it in James R. Cald-
Well's excellent book John Keats' Fancy. Tate-l n 3“
S53y primarily concerned with the N'Sh““lga e r(;e:t’
~ “htes of “To Autumn’ that it ‘is a very nea}:'.y -p,f"true
Piece of style buc it has little to say. This is

ENough ; e that it is not true in
the stzgrtl Ragtscnse, patd PRI be using the word

s¢ in which Tate must surf:lz'sa on Keats' later
- abouy 5 poem. Leavis, in an & “To Autumn’: ‘It
i 2 Quotes Middleton Murry of f the truth con-
53 nce Of 41 "o
.. Perfect and unforcedd;l“ﬁ’i:i peness is all.” ' And
A'hlled. d in .. words: : is extrava-
ten aviihmc amamglt;i:v comment: Such talk
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182 iation of K
ther the appreciation eats,
gant, and does not g;nd that order of significance in
o one could have pectiﬂg the Ode 1_lself. The ripe.
the Ode merel Keats is conce_med is the Physica)
ness with Which BE% 5 . genius manifests itself ;
ripeness of autglm;'éss with which t.xe‘renders_ this jp
the sensuous ntcge least touch of artistic over-npe;}e“..
poetry, wnhqlltof the opinion that the poem says liyy,
Leavis, t00, 1S ¢ MurTy'’s comment on the poem shows

Bntltéelie‘: gl:monstﬁ'ble insight into a part of
2 valid a2n

i - -qum that we should read a poep,
Leavis’ geamnglsdlbc;‘[’h surprising and confusing |
merely by itself to say where the legitimate contey
zm pot P"el"“f’d 2nd ends, but I would argue that ,

of 2 pocm begins times cannot be read in suc,
_need n_mm:l:nough for a reader to retum
ssobztion. It 15 eral times over the years, and 1o

to the same a3 ce. He might expand, or
End new : dmigmg he first found_by i

- v during the second reading.
using 2 ¢zmiliarity with Homer, can we read the
we have som<

|

i

E

in & is individual on one
:d: : Smificat tlmt:n'clmwlmlly zvail_zgle. But surely
na-n-noffoouwﬁngorsdxglmiymtrodt_:m_ogan

whether Petrarch’s or Yeats', which it recewves
:ﬁcoﬁa-orhofinzuthor,andcvenﬁmﬂ:
_ and finally from the stage of
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uestion, it is interesting to recal]
that $
have led the way toward the analyucalh;n::mtxm who
of poetry also insisted on the reverse Of“_ retation
: i

that early and long famous sOlation. In
annm,mced th_at 'nogpoa he;;ah)'isoc'; utlra]dnmn, F-[int
alone’, and his arguments are applicah eette ma_mng
v;dqal poem. Ransom, eValuating 2ia i: the indi-
Lycidas in two of his earljer essays, looks terpreting
and forward in Milton’s work 48 'su backward

oem is ‘nearly anonymous’, That the fﬁfju'lhm the
than the sum of its parts is true pe € Is greater

: t
but of a poet’s whole work _ or nlhc:jngj:fua,rm
better poems, and of poets whose achievement is ;xosl

formidable. Fortunately, Leavis -
critic is not limited by Ju pn’ncipl: :fnrcg?i;m: ool
‘merely by itself’. As I read “To Autums’ in the light of
Keats” other poems, I shall also be working in an ilig.
mination kindled by all the writers mentioned above
It seems generally agreed that “To Autumn’ is a rich
and vivid description of nature, expertly achieved
within a fairly intricate stanzaic pattern. The words
are successfully descriptive (or evocative) in their
netic qualities and thythmical arrangement, as -&h:
in their imagistic references. If we are familiar with
Keats’ other work, however, we can discover that the
is not only rich in pictorial and sensuous details,
ut that it has a depth ormcaningand a characteristic
complexity of structure. “To Autumn’ is allied i
ally to the odes on Melancholy, on 2 Grecian
and to a Nightingale. The four s are various
»licalments presenting differing aspects of a single
theme. i
In so far as the theme is ‘stated’ in any of the poems,
it is most clearly stated in the ‘Ode on Melancholy'.
In fact, if we want a general formulation ‘Mﬁ
;;e need only quote the last stanza — especially
nes:

"

Ay, in the v dll“l" e,
Veit'd Melacholy E*W"‘"" o
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Though seen of none save him whose S"”‘“Ous

viously preoccupied with the consiq
gg:tsth‘;,:sb?—’: uty anydpmelan holy are closely relat:(rﬁ‘
true melancholy is to be found only in the fullnegg of
living, in beauty, )0y and delight, for these eXperience
make most poignant the passage of time, through
which such experiences and then life itself must cop,
d.

to :ﬁ tel?is is clear enough in the ‘Ode on Melancholy'.
There is, however, the implication that the relatiop.
ship between beauty and melancpoly wor!gs both ways,
That is, either joy or sadness is most intensely fel;
when it is attended by a consciousness of the experi-
ence which is opposite and yet so closely related to i,
The theme, then, is more complex and subtle than
the aspect of it which appears on the surface in ‘Ode
on Melancholy’. Other implications of tl.le t.heme_may
be found throughout the four poems, which illuminate
and dlarify each other. This is not to say that the

oems are merely repetitions of the same theme, which
Keats had in mind before he wrote any of them. When
we understand the poems we might find it more accur-
ate to say that each is the exploration of a certain
theme. j

With so much of its context in mind, let us examm:
closely “To Autumn’. The poem opens }Vlth an a‘};o
trophe to the season, and with a description of nat
objects at their richest and ripest stage.

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,
CoClose bosom-friend of the xlnat‘lllrmg ;lll:s's
nspiring with him how to load an
Wsnpth frﬁit the vines that round the thatch-eaVe®
run; €€
To bend with apples the moss'd cottaget iyl
And fill all fruit with ripeness to the C‘f’r:l‘f,ﬁelll'
To swell the gourd, and plump the haZ

With a sweet kernel; tq set %

And still more, | buddiy,
£ TE, later f] 8 more,
Until they think warm dOan for the e
For Summer 5 will ney %

cells. S 0’Cr'bfirnmed th

€T cease,
€ir Clammy

The _dctails about the fruit,
constitute a lush and colorfy] owers g
the effects of the ‘maturing suﬁ}c}“’e of

the first stanza, however, slight o ? the fina} lines of
passage of time begin to Operate T% lc&mons about the
‘Jater, _the Becsi PP .to fh.owe{s are called
days will never cease’, and there is a‘:f that ‘warm
summir Whlchdhas already past Cierence 1o the

In the second stanza, an j inatiy

the description, and w e i, S
season in several appro

nd the bees
dutumn and

; enters
€ 8t a personification of the

Priate postures and settings.
Who ha§h not seen thee oft amid thy store?
Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find
Thee sitting careless on a granary floor,
Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind;
Or on a halfreap’d furrow sound asleep,
Drows’d with the fume of poppies, while thy hook
Spares the next swath and all its twindd flowers;
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep
Steady thy laden head across a brook;
Or by a cyder-press, with patient look,
Thou watchest the last oozings hours by hours.

As this stanza proceeds, the implications of F:he
descriptive details become increasingly strong. w;:
example, autumn is now seen, Not as setting them eom 7
to budding, but as already bringing s0me % 0,
an end, although it ‘Spares the next SV ) Gy
has become a ‘gleaner’. The whole st:a;ls ) pes

aradoxical qualities of autuma, ;uy et e i a}
‘Ingering and passinsi This is s};adyi 2 well 5
image, Autumn is the 507 © ) o o Sh:igg
fulfilling, Hence it is with ';‘ouxs by hours" 004176
he?) watches the last 00478
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is, of course, not unfamiliar g a

or a steady dnp?;‘;gt of time.
sh‘lnbpiiﬁl‘f :‘t: {P;;:t stanza that the theme emerges mog
ts N

mnspidh‘“s“"

y S ongs of Spring? Ay, where are they:
s i“mt&ec? tx;:.g;m. tt?ounﬁnst thy music too, -

‘]?Imtmred douds bleom the so_ftdymg day,
% ’mzlle sach the stubble-plains with rosy hue;
Thtn i;\ 2 wailful choir the small gnats mourn

Among the nver sallows, que :}lq& .

" Qr uinking as the light wind lives or diey;
And fulfgmwn Jlambs loud bleat from hilly boum,
" Hedsecrickets sing; and now with treble soft

The rod-breast whistles fmm a g?xﬁenﬂqﬂ;

And gathering swallows twitter in the skies.

opening question implies that the season of
E?:fth and rd;lrth. with its beauties of sight and
sound. has passed, and that the season of autumn is

jng. But autumn, too, while it lasts — “While
barred douds bloom the soft-dying day’ — has its beaw-
its music as Keats’ poem demonstrates. The
of the last stanza contrasts significantly with
that of the first, and the final development of the
Poemaddsmningmitseaﬂierporuons.'lh?shght
mqiiaﬁonsa;emnﬁrmeq.Wemayxecal!tha_t m’ln‘;:re

!

and :
glow to the day and the lains. The transitive, 5057
what rare use of the verb, bloom, wimiu%
associations, is perhaps surprising, and

appropriate angd effective ;
. A . ; N syew 2
:}::iv(l\ﬁ::‘gt‘irt“ (‘mjtl‘:rmg a hc.mt\t‘:‘]::‘:g - ehsiang of
ting. The o 3 s ing. |
‘stubhlc-Phint‘ h “lu’"l“nm.m of ,m‘("gw.ng_ but
% l S has the same signific Y hue' 3nq
although the image is wholly convir "\ PCOngryiLy
in its reference. While the poc‘“mh and .
and suggestive th T Mare ¢
transitoriness
by the passing course of )
by the
istics of the poem are to be fo — Ao character.
‘And gathering swallows twitter - .
we have the musi
directed toward the darkening <t
L mn Skl n
gather in flocks toward pj gthllt& e bitually
e eic 5 » Particularly when
ey prepanng to fly south at the approach of
winter. But they are sl gathering. The day, the
season, are ‘soft-dying’ and Y ar

are :
the symbol of life as most i mmm“m“

A intensely and poignantly
beautiful when viewed from this mthnd:orsm perspec-
tive. '

This reading of ‘To Autumn’ is obviously slanted
in the direction of a theme which is also found in the
other odes. The theme is, of course, only a of
the poem, akindofdimemion.orenuﬁo-.-:i‘:his
almost concealed by other features of the poem, par-
ticularly by the wealth of concrete descriptive detail.
Whereas in ‘Ode on Melandlolz: the"h‘_ﬁ" e
of its aspects, is the immediate su ject, in "o Auuma
the seassgn is the subject and the details which describe
and thus present the subject are also the medium 2
which the theme is explored. It may be of T.‘
this point, to distinguish between % has
illustration. For example, Herrick's ‘To

3
8y

imilar to Keats'-
a theme which is at least su . stated, and
But in Herrick's poem the theme B 9p by
it is, in fact, the subject Autumn’,

ils. In To
logical analogy with the dafodils T %n i theme
however, th:gl?elatiomh&b‘m.e mhaF: in 61;::
Is not one of analogy- stated in other terms
Ject, and is at no point
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in our reading of the poem, tha
v}/ah‘ys:lf'cccozu‘lg both the reality and the symbol’, 44
:o(say n]ow that the development of ‘lhc subject i in
a respect, the cxploralioq of a_ t.hcrtr:j(r.c e T
The poem has an obvious struc reATIgs 'fr as it
is a coherent description. Its struc f owever, jg
not simple in the sense of being ﬂ:;rc y ;Ofnﬁ")mm“'
For example, the course of the day ap‘ rallels the
development of the poem. And an atW :’}clncsls of the
theme gives even greater sxg_mﬁcan_ce olariet 8 ru(ci:ture,
for the theme emerges with mch_aSlfk‘]g C Ylan i_ull-
ness throughout the poem until the very ?st line,
Because the theme is always in the g.roces:.s 0 Emﬁrg.
ing without ever shaking off the réne h1um ":nwhlc 2
is developed, the several parts odtttf 'Ir)oero ave 3
relationship to each other beyon. ei ”p grestsmn
in a single direction. The gathering -fiw? o“és return
some borrowed meanirllg t}? t\l:'flosigﬂlal";tgan z:;y n‘:lgt:
ial i and the 3
:?al:?sar:il?}: :g;erﬁ‘:rssti in a sitpilar relationship. (If we
had a special word for this kind of struc}urg in pqeliy'
we should be less inclined to discuss it gurau(\ile y.
The words organic and dynamic have been use(i as
well as the word dramatic. Particularly in r.eg;lxr to
Keats' poetry has spatial been used as a critical term
[by Tate]. For example, we might say that the strufnt:;z
of ‘To Autumn’ is spatial, not only because ot :
quality of the imagery, but because the st;t;lc u;":h
elements exist, or coexist, in a relationship wit esion
other which is different from the temRon'xl progtestive
that constitutes, on one level, gll descriptive, nar;‘ar i;
and discursive writing. This spatial metap_eze i
applicable in more or less degree to anyd tlions o
writing in so far as it fulfills the formal con le o
art. It is by such considerations that we moV ol
ever widening circle away from the ?rucul_ar Pmiti ally
experience, and the expressions which wgrgcal ok
metaphors thus tend to become abstract criti . cations
“To Autumn’ itself, as we have seen, !nas lmpll (akes
about space and time, but because it scarcely
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lhl:’fm,r Step into met, shor . 18g
toward 'ﬂ?ﬂf'mf:m, it is u{ 2 I; + Which 15 ale
extreme from ”l""”?".lir,;. all the odes , .“’,_’{" step
We havr: Ub'-,v,—rw:d the d’)“( arthest
of day), and thematic ar,p,,("j—le,vvl,p tempory| (.,
aspect of structure ap ,}.: ’,(' r,“'f uctyre
consider the P €ars when, )

oem within the

(
JNce More

. ' e ¥t AL 1

“T'o Autumn shares , feature 1:411 Xt Of Kea
the odes on the Nig}”ingal(. * of rj'l;.,,,}r,pm,.,. :
Each of these p - A e Clatin

’ocrm br:gm's with prl",l';u t
ances, then moves intg ;(n ik,

realistic circumst
realm, and ends with 2
> = Y Tétur
Ode to a Nightingale’, the
the poems, the sp_aker

n

ealities of life. This yigs <.
1anza — the speaker exclaims
As the Poem proceeds and while
1s ma_m(ained‘ the unpleasant
nto view. From the transition

desire for ‘easeful Death’ and
through the references to ‘hungry generations' and

‘the sad heart of Ruth’, the imagined and the real, the
beautiful and the melancholy, are held balanced
against each other. Then, on the word ‘forlorn’, the
speaker turns away from the imagined, back to the
real and his ‘sole self'.

‘Ode on a Grecian Umn’ opens with an apostrophe
to the actual urn. In the second stanza the imagined
realm, the ‘ditties of no tone, is invoked, and the
‘leaf-fringed legend’ comes to life. And here, too, l:;
imagined life and real life are set in c?ml:fﬂ';g“r‘nl
each other — the imagined is the negation f.r =

i he imagined life 15
It is in the fourth stanza that t o
most fully developed and at the same

1 . eople
into the real. The urn is left behind and m?ct':d ':m

: nes de
are considered as not only in the sc€ ith the
the urn, but as having left some, ent, the imagination
image of the town, des"‘"fl‘i;::eop Ay
has completcd its course.

fulfilled in the fourth s
‘Already with thee!"
the imagined realm
realities come back i
that begins with the
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to the town, In the final 8

men and maideny’ and

The statement about
ends is \

ceivable that

elsewh .

begins
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. explicit, although it shows the sam
obvxcc:t‘islra)i :f:;ec z,pThe lush and realistic descriptio,e,
f)tfm the first stanza is followed by the imagined picture
who, while a lovely part of ,

autumn as a person ly pa
i)ifvely scene, is also intent upon destroying it. The
nification is dropped in the final stanza, anq

;¢ again a realistic descrip}ion, still beautify)
gff:e":’s 1051;;1- lush, and suggesting an approaching

akness. .
bleTh . imaginative aspect of structure \yhlch thp three
llustrates opinions which are

in common i .
(i):c:c::r‘:f v‘rith the thought of Keats' times and which

occasi d in his poetry. The romantic
;f,e,s' Pﬁﬂpz%?s;im na_tu?e is proverbial, and
there are a number of studies (€-g- Caldwell’s on
Keats) relatin, their work and thought to the asso-
ciationist psy! ology which was current in th_elr times,
According to this psychology, all com;‘))lex ideas and
all products of the imagination were, by the associa-
tion of remembered sensations, evolved from sensory
:ences. Keats found this doctrine interesting and
important not because it led back to the mechanical
functioning of the brain and the nervous system, but
because sensations led to the imagination and finally
to myth and poetry, and because the beauty of nature
was thus allied with the beauty of art. In the early
which begins, ‘I stood tip-toe upon a little hill’,

Keats suggests that the legends of classical mythology

were created by poets responding to the beauties of

nature:

For what has made the sage or poet write
But the fair paradise of Nature’s light?
In the calm grandeur of a sober line,

We see the waving of the mountain pine;
And when a tale is beautifully staid,

We feel the safety of a hawthorn glade:

While at our feet, the voice of crystal bubbles
us at once away from all our troubles:

Recent Studies

So that we feel upl; .
d plifted from
;Na;klm%l upon the white clqudtshe worl?'
0 felt he, who first told, poy, pr i 4 and curld,

Olw Psyche went
sanis of wonderment.

What first inspired ab
t T .2 bard of old i
ixlarcussusdpl'ngng o'er the umain:gd“-ng'
An lspxxlxe ehc1ous.ramble, he had fo >%nng?
A dlt't € Space, with boughs aj) wol:;n
nd in the midst of all, a clearer pooeln e

On the smooth wind to re

In the Ode to Psyche, which wa
same year as the other odes (1
s;lmxlarfext?enben%e for himself
those of the ‘bards of old’. :

and Psyche while he '\}Jgndl;l:egaisncz‘rlfir:ponhcu‘)‘d
lessly’. Although the times are ‘too late fsc:rlag\:ighb
vows’ and the ‘fond believing lyre’, he is still b qtl:ies
‘own eyes inspired’. If he cannot celebrate lhisys m
bolic deity with rites and shrine, then he pmpmy to
do so with the service of the imagination, with ‘the
wreath'd trellis of a working brain, ... all the gardener
Fancy e’er could feign’ and with all that ‘shadowy
thought can win’. Conspicuous throughout Keats'
work, blended and adjusted according to his own
temperament and for his own purﬁoscs, are these
données of his time: a theory of the imagi

s written during the
819).! Keats daims a
and contrasts it with

magination,
the Romantic preoccupation with nature, and the
refreshed literary tradition of classical mythology.
These are reflected by the structure of his most success-
ful poems, and are an clement in their interrelatedness.

“To Autumn'’ is shorter than the other odcs._;_nhd
. in sev ¢
simpler on the surface o ull-throated ease’
niggtingale sings of UMM /e on the urn cannot
and the boughs in the flowery he Spring adieu’. The
shed their leaves ‘Iuoroe"v;,."[,ﬂe‘s iavpc :bgezr setting is
world in which the 8 o ring or Summer. Conse-
either young or i ' *,’,:":::ilzp:iirgctm of gtatement
quently, in these *:;;:«ilr Jre necessary in order to

ompl®?

and a greater C
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develop the paradoxical theme, l1.nhorder to Peney,
deeply enough the temple of Delight and arTive 5 [he
soi'r[;n shrine of Melancholy. The urp . appe
melodist’ plays a song of spring, and the Self gy
song’ of the nightingale is of Summer. One o

songs has ‘no tone’, and the other is in elther‘ ‘a
or a waking dream’, for the voice of the immgyy,,
Bird" is finally symbolized beyond the Sensual g,
But the music of autumn, the twittering of the
swallows, remain realistic and literal, becayge the
tensions of Keats's theme are implicit in the actug)
conditions of autumn, when beauty and melancholy
are merging on the very surface of reality. Keatg's
genius was away from statement and toward descrip
tion, and in autumn he had the natura] symbol fo,

Autumn’ is shorter than the
mplex in its materials, it has

SOURCE: The M

; an in the Name: Essays on the
Expenence of Po

etry, Minneapolis, 1956.

- Oly, Nightin le, and Grecian
_m ode:rwere Wnitten May, andg'aTo Autumn’ in

o i) :
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