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Keats in the Museum:
Between Aesthetics and
History - ‘Ode on a
Grecian Urn’

A. W. PHINNEY

Among the many readers of ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, Cleant
Brooks was the first to consider in any detail the poem’s portrayil
of the urn as a historian. Yet, as the subtitle of his essay - ‘History
without Footnotes’ ~ suggests, Brooks ultimately emphasises the
:u-n’s umyersa.lity, rather than its historical particularity. As
Sylvan historian’ the urn tells only tales, rather than ‘formal
history’, and it ‘certainly supplies no names and dates’. Indeed, in
?}? especially paradoxical formulation, Brooks asserts that the urn's

istory is beyond time, outside time’. But this apparent lack of his

tori \tent i iBapednad i ‘autonomois |
wo'rT:! f)?r;tl:"t IS not a defect in his eyes, for the ‘autonomos
tthe urn ‘comes to have a richer and more important |
to have a richer and more import¥

hxs;ory l_(tilan that of actual citjes’ ! {h B
rooks’ i hi : bty
- ::itj S OWn attitude concerning the relation betv
and criticism s e dgn@ here. Just as the ur

cial circumstance:

' KEATS THE yys
fesson almost too well ‘(p.l215). If there i
es. eciﬁca”y literary criticism, rather B

EUM 133

a iscipli h as hi
ne such as hi ;
other discipli le to def story or socio|, " 4 branch of some
o must be able to define an aegtheric Structure gy OPOl0g, then
; re t )
ially the same over time, a ‘formy| pattery’ hat reming essen

et from poem to poem’ and that af|gy, s ‘to SEEmS 10 carry
by Donne in th'e same gengral terms throygh whialfpmach a poem
oem by Keats’ (p. 218). Like the urn, po N we approgch a

; etry m
Lalities that transcend history 2 ¥ must embody cergain

From angthfl' pedrsgcctll\:c: tl"Cﬂ,‘We might say that both (g
2 Grecian Urn’ and Brooks’s re;_admg of it Participate in ¢ e on
ideological illusion. For suc':h faith in the transhistorica?‘ e same
art can be Shown to be itself historically condi:ionedmiaurc }?f
Romantic period, art has become an ornaments| commodit v{h‘ i
value must be justified in a utilitarian society. The poet znd :)l:e
critic affirm the timeless iconicity of art precisely because art hai
lost its immediate relevance to the history of its time. ‘The relative
dissociation of the work of art from the praxis of life in bourgeois
society thus becomes transformed into the (erroneous) idea that the
work of art is totally independent of society.” Christopher
Caudwell’s Illusion and Reality offers a good example of how this

analysis has been applied to Keats:

Keats is the first great poet to feel the strain of the poet’s position in
this stage of the bourgeois illusion, as producer for the free market....
© The poet now escapes upon the ‘rapid wings of poesy” to a world of
romance, beauty and sensuous life separate from the poor, havr:hl_!.
real world of everyday life, which it sweetens and by its own loveli-

g ; ¢ -gated upper
~ness silently condemns.... [This world] is the golden-ga
fr fv o"_r'll J ofnypel‘_ipﬂ, the word-painted lands of rlgc mgﬁhnnlsﬂlg::x
" Grecian urn, of Baiae’s isle. This other world is defiantly

: %&l} ‘. ’Q;.\ty' — thatisall
earth, ‘%1;}] yeneed 0 know. .
_ i Rhes marksof commadlry pwdumon..‘.
; dy an end in itselt’
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134 AW, PHINNEY

that poetry, or even consciouzniis, can Sfet one free of the
history and culture ls_the grand 1 u§lon of every Romantic ! .?s v
llusion that has continued to dominate subsequent Criticigns i
Romantics. of the
Of course many scholars have de'fended Keats againg, this k;
critique by arguing that thc. pogt.hlmself rccggnised the impomfi of
ity, and, indeed, the undesxrablllt.y, of escaping from he Woilﬁbll‘
process, and that ‘Grecian Urn’ lmPIICS as much,® By | tllinkd of
have yet to explore the extent to which the ode anticipates g, W
confrontation that has emerged in the history of ji reaz."er
‘Keats’s poem is not just concerned with the tensions Bekdas g’
and life; it also dramatises the conflicting claims of aestheric n an
cism and historical critique in the understanding of 4 e Ofcrln.
As I will be trying to show, the ode suggests that neithe, mod:rt,
understanding is sufficient by itself, and that both necessarily imof
mingle in any interpretive act. While neither the work of art “Orei:.
interpreter can escape history, one’s interpretation of the wbrl(s
;;""-“' for this very reason, partake of the nature of an aesthetc
ction.

Before turning directly to the ode, however, I would like to examine
some of the historical context that haunts about its shape. For as
we §hall see, fhe poem’s dramatisation of the conflict between acs-
thCEICS and history is not solely a product of Keats’s imaginative
genius .but also a reflection of the contradictions inherent both in
rhc.a'ge s approach to ancient art and in Keats’s own contemporary
position as an artist, | 0l

n" ‘Ode on a Greeian Urn’ was a child of the vogue for Greek
rt ushered in by Winckelmann in the latter half of the eighteenth
;;:;;fg; nP%Rula";ised’ in ,En‘glégd‘ by Fuseli’s translation of
2 0Ms o] A T3, AL AL TR S it 1 il .
Wi.n':kilménn,'lsti denll";;intmg and Sculpture of the G
commonplace of contem

d vision of Greek culture qui
ry iticis le

KEg
TN THE Mg

as he used to call it’; ‘Keag mad
... Made

Iji?l’ii"‘g Spirit of the past. He'was, the fir e wi
ssentially modern that'Sp,m is: “Jgtg Point oy
would say, “just as thgre is N0 Now or -
Keats's personification of ‘the ey living Spirie ¢ 10 Ghose” 9
;mmw‘“" youth’ and the timeless, idyllic iz :
«Grecian Urn’ both recall WiﬂCkelmann's o
tion of the Apollo Belvedere: ‘Of 4 the wor:nraptured descrip-
havock of time, the statue of Apoll, | S that escapeq b
idea of art.... [A]n eternal spring |ike tha e 15 the sublimesy
randeur of man with the charms of yoy [{; 7

and human flaws swell not, blood Palpitaze;.not];u sick decay,
dwells in blest tranquillity, and the smiles thar po ifr;?.. [Pleace
to invite the love-sick muses.” % Like the speaker of ‘ré;;“ £ mr?
Winckelmann finds in Greek art a world of unchangin b‘:;au Ufm )
from the defects of poor humanity. But in order 10 ?nain:iyn‘ r;:'c
vision, he must exclude the world of historica| process as somelhinu
that is outside the work. Contemplating the Apollo Belvcdngg
Winckelmann sees the images not of a particular place in time b
of eternity. There is *no Now or Then', as Keats says. Time is only
what the work escapes.

This kind of dehistoricising of the artwork exemplifies what
Hans-Georg Gadamer calls ‘aesthetic differentiation’ - ‘disregard-
ing everything in which a work is rooted (its original context of
life, and the religious or secular function which gave it its
significance)’ so that ‘it becomes visible as the “pure work of
art” ! For Gadamer, this aesthetic attitude is what produced
such cultural phenomena as ‘the “universal library” in the sl’he".
P'fﬁ literature, the museum, the th:amf% the iz;c:c;:sl:il.‘zm
Whi tapose the accumulated artifacts o A
S s e o] . Methad, p- 78 nc b

‘ il : 's account, arguing
er to reverse cause and effect in Gadamers S60V LG

nst - uti the museum pr
{ 52&&&& such institutions as ‘Museums_have
‘ ke e J.__ ’ﬂﬁ_gs,‘Malraux suggests, usdcsuthe o

de towar!
g works they bring
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136 A W.PHINNEY

v through books, such as the Mugg,
antique art on )ciany’ through frequent vyisjeq
Museum. K at’S’S treatment of the urn ag an ary; Seup tH
made possible Ke k from its original context, the i Stie SYmba‘
By ﬁeeiggfhf :,:t)biet d’art, to be contemplateq in iscd“m tra::‘
formedn:[ Ir?:i) of its original historic;l content, jp CO:ldobf itse":
Thhu:cliicl[:a of the poet’s own speculations about oy, Cony

: eYet neither Keats nor }11415 age ““‘fom"ly Viewed ang;
an historical perspective.™ While Keats’s urn has been ey off from
the past, stanzas 1 and 4 of the ode neYertheles§ bear Witheg, t;orn
artempt to recover that past. Aesthetic consciousnegg e, a
fully disengaged from the consciousness of hlstc?ry: Indeeq the
claims made by Winckelmann for the superiority of
involved historical arguments (see Gadamer, p, 17¢). In

justify his assertions, Winckelmann offered an accoun
that produced that art, attributing the refinement of
only to climate but also to cultural factors such as

litical systems, sports, and even clothing. Thus
acknowledged the extent to which art is a socia| prod
in a localised historical matrix, and in doing so he i
the question of whether ancient artistic practice co
by the moderns. This ideal taste, he notes, °
inal among the Greeks, but seemed also qui
country: it seldom went abroad without lo
Winckelmann’s attempt to defi
Was contradicted by the ver
argument,

The r

to Eu

Apo).
to the bOlchn

Que g ¢

Cvey
VEry
reck oy
order

t of the Wol’;(c)i
Greek taste not
mythology, p,
Winckelmann
uction, rooteg
mplicitly rajseq
uld be imitateg
Was not only orig
te peculiar to thei
ss”.!5 Paradoxically,
ne an eternally valid aesthetic ideal
y historical claims that undergird his

newed interest i Greek art

£ that was Winckelmann’s legacy
Topean collectors apd artists,

and which spurred on effortT1 (0
2rtworks and place them in museums, was ts
?Slsad)' ﬁss'urefi by this conflic between historicism and ae_sthetic&
aesél{ééigs%.c'ﬁc example of this tension between historicism al{n
m in y 15 o
example wich wl:'o EtemP°FafY discussions of classgn;ia‘l/ ;ariiﬂ_}_
can be foung ; ich Keats would haye been intimately f mili A
F-l'ginmarb;l,s P debate over the valye and authenticity of |
2 5 :Irrfmn'ed by Hfl\yfh?’ Lotd‘“Elgi"n"
Pacth ected and influential an
ayn;‘ Jght"‘q' ETIER =D
thle. Dt que

ré ovcrrif‘ei}ti}hjz ;r; -4 Gre_ck’ they

Hadrign. | g | Ca)’nt Kan’,ht later c(,nccdman of the time of
ere indeed classical Greek Works, he still %

lyate ‘merely architectura| Sculptureg o " Mained vy

crutinys and that they had probably beep, 2 U intendeg
S

[

N €
scarcely ranked among artists’| rather thyp byc[\:tgd‘ nly. by ‘w
mself

While these strictures may haye been Partially e

jealousy, they were also fognded on Payne Knigh‘?uvar_c
unbridled enthusnaﬁm of his contemporaries f,
Sfen failed to take into account the original iy
art Was produced. In hlls-Analytical Inquiry ing
Taste, for instance, he ridiculed the Imitations of
had recently become such ubiquitous OrMaments
gardcns:

are 0

d by petry
S Belief that g
T antique 3p too
10N in which that
0 the Princ:ples of
Greek temples that
1n English country

In the rich lawns and Shrubbe[iesAof England .. they Tose all tha
power to please which they 5o eminently possess o the barren hils
of Agrigentum and Segesta, or the naked phains of Peestym m;'
Athens.... the scenery, in which they SPrang; and in which ¢he mind,
therefore, contemplates them connected and associated with number-
less interesting circumstances, both local and historical - both physi-
cal and moral, upon which it delights to dwell. In our parks and
gardens, on the contrary, they stand wholly unconnected with all
that surrounds them - mere unmeaning excrescences. .8

Though a collector of antiquities himself, Payne Knight bcligve‘:d
that the attempt to re-create the art of the past in the world of the
present was bound to fail. While one might succeed in reproducing
the art object itself, one could never bring back tllle.cultural.snu-
ation that had given purpose and meaning to the original woLLo.d :

For Haydon, by contrast, imitation was the only tFere_ mcm[arbles.
ascertaining the authenticity and greatness of the E':f i
Mere historical conjecture carried little weight in a_"j‘ e
ludgement. ... Although Haydon was a hl_stqﬂctéonl’of iy
thought of his art first and foremost as the “?‘cl:g\rouﬂ adties

ather than disputing Knight's claims on hlsm;. realm of artistic
fore : field of debate to the r m their

» Haydon displaced the bles was evident o

Practice. For him, the value of the mar

0
i Bancre | e aa through the process
anatomical realism, which he had discove bes [chis truhls

1ailia e = Lo him who doud® L o bt
OPying the marbles t est L“ daily, and he W1

iy fivd AT ‘t ars y,

,_?:“! dy them, as ?&w -o‘E eight y¢
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138 AW, PHINNEY

then, the debate between Payne Kp;
m}s\:dv;e:;lf:r’ of issues already implicit in Winckﬂ;::h,“ayd%
::iaﬁon of Greck art. How can on¢ best understang and j, 2P
art of the past, through' an internal acsﬂhepc analyss, o.rl!lfdge the
historical contextu isation? Can one cfiocrely imitage antj o)

in the modern world, or is such art inextricably boyp o v:{u; an
With i

istorical origin?

hlsiz(:;lts’s soﬁ'net ‘On Seeing the Elgin Marbles’, Writter
after his visit to the British Museum with Haydon ip Ma rnhsho»nly
shows the young poet wrestling with these questions, ¢y V)
mediate between a historical and an aesthetic apﬁfbach gﬂg.tg
the sonnet confronts the creative issue. While Kéét.s' ’l,t,lﬂlly,
Winckelmann’s view of Greek art as ideal, that ideal js 5 B aqqpts
as unattainable, crushing the poet with the recognition of hli’:sxte,d
inadequacy. Nevertheless the sonnet makes claims for i o
pathetic sublimity in this tension between the poet’s Peréonalnalz
historical limitations and the grandeur of the mythologica] W;‘Sd
suggested by the marbles. As a modern poet, Keats cannor rilie
the past, but as an interpreter he can at least imagine the past ayg
derive pleasure from the awareness of his difference from it:

ol &

- Yet'tsagentleluxuryto weep mi J
e et That L have not the cloudy winds to keep
Fresh for the opening of the morning’s eye.?

(1. 6-8)

.
BEmIN - Ty )

meless beauty but from the
grrd v on Bluos yno )

KEATS 1y
dismm" that the_y bgar the marks 6t only of 'mBMUsEUM 139
ntervening .“:,en;;r:.i 3 Hcr; ]]flcats seems g i
fir) alfernatl \ (= PO: 1tions o aYdOI‘] i mg to )
;::’;“bles, for _Kea;s, i not just to W:rl‘li\::{,ne nigh, ]’_Y“ esise
aware of their hl_stor'y = both of the world teﬂuty but to , it
! n-’)‘-and of“t’henr history since (their itk At Created ther ¢
ipillowy main’) — and finally of the g ¢ *¥ Elin on the
ayasting of old time’ that reduces grearnec t: ! Bistory irelf
pitude’. ‘On Secing the Elgin Marbles te E’_Shadgw of amg
increasingly elliptical phrases that imitage gpo > 114 Series of

| . te the
hemselves in their power of suggestion, fragmented marbles

for Keats may have come from the possibiliirl;-[t‘;n:n:}l ;r:z:?“m
: i on to

conjuring up thoughts of ‘Grecian grandeur® 4nd « 3
afold tme’,the marblescalled to mind the s 1o Y5008
As Gadamer has suggested, there is a similarity between ,_::m Il:
tion of the artwork as an aesthetic object in the museum anjothg
~ alienation of the artist in modern society. While ‘the work loses it
place and the world to which it belongs insofar as it belongs ro acs-
::hénilifjcqnsélousness‘, this estrangement ‘is paralleled by the artist
also losing his place in the world’ (Gadamer, p. 78).
~ We can trace this parallel quite precisely in the case of Kears,
gxbl' itly countered his failure to find a large contemporary
‘his hopes in poetic immortality. Just as antique
dly be rescued from the ruins of history by putting
and considering it in purely aesthetic terms, so
ue himself from his own contemporaries by
on of great writers, the literary equiv-
he attacks on Endymion, for
shing self-assurance: This is a
1 shall be among the

]
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140 AW PHINNEY

o study of Keats’s odes, Heley, . :

In her penctrqtmi’hrn» into three movements, which th diVidc
\Ode on a Grecian archetypal, and aesthetic "‘Oméntc ¢ i\ra:
terises as mlmcfl‘l?;tion of the urn. While I agree Wit ths' Iy,
speaker’s contfen;F: oem, | would prefer to labe| these m i iy
ot diVis']oiztoat:sthcl:iC, and l’e"m"j"CUtiF-n The Structure o tcmcms
as hnstor;Ca d’ial“tical argument, in which the CO“ﬂiCting clai%‘h
is that 0 d aesthetics are dramansed.and finally sublageg ifhs of
history ?:,de _ the hermeneutic — that mcludes them both s;:“qa
::lr;d[::lpartia] moments in the‘ un;]i'erstandmg og the aArtwo, I“ce:
while the hermeneutic moment In this sense can € seen ag g co |

: ialectical movement, this does not imply, o n.
clusion of a dia ! i ! we i
see, that the meaning of the urn or the poem can be reduceg g £
essential formula.* ,

I think we can characterise the speaker’s encounter wit
in the first stanza as an attempt to undersnand the urn ip
terms, to see it as the expres§ion qf a fnrclgn culturg. The speake;
approaches the urn as an antiquarian, like ngne Knight. Froy the
outset, the urn is located in the general medium of time, its foster.
parent, and is apostrophised as an historian. Understanding the ur
historically is not an easy task, however, because of the tempora|
distance that separates the poem’s speaker from the world of the
urn’s making. ... Interpretation is further complicated by the faq

that the urn does not offer a direct account of history;
not its own time but the |

h the urp
hlStorical

it represents
deal time of pastoral. The locales of
Tempe and Arcady were indeed real places in ancient Greece, but
much more importantly they were the settings of romance. Thus
the speaker realises that what he is inquiring into is a matter of
‘legend’, not fact, and that the urn is a ‘
this historian ‘Sylvan’

¢ (‘Ode to Psyche’, ||, 36-8) 25

To

boufess / A flowery tale more sweetly ¢ ;ay that o
exp o make a statement about the relative ady ¢, then, js A
Onl)(l)PPOSCd to the verbal arts but to fix 4 18tor] ?h € Visual
as[wcen the worl.d that could make the urn and Kta; dlffcrc‘nc,
be ¢ could not in conscience tel| 5 “flowery 5 2 R ‘I’Wn, since
K?:hout the ironies and dashes of realism thye Y, that is
Wi

et
J ‘The Eve of St. Agnes’. The poem’s first stane adds 10 [gqpeqr,
an

72 thys s
en in the world of the past, and perforpy, ; kind ¢ :;:Mi;'h,‘
Pdeological geiidue, Sintir toihs critique of Milggq in the f:nc:ttw
lReynolds cited above. :

In spite o.f this hlstor}:cal distance, howgvcr, the umn can g et
{se an erotic charm. The breathless qQuestions that conclyge the first
ct nza — ‘What men or gods are these? Wha;
sta

maidens loth? | Why
ad pursuit? What struggle to escape? /Whar ipes and timbrelgs
What wild ecstasy?’ — suggest a mounting sexual tension tha

atches the ecstasy represented on the urn, Thy
r::niquarian curiosity of the speaker is transformed
and self-involved examination. ...
How is it that an artifact from a historically remote era can ssill
affect us? The question that faces Keats here is cssenrial_ly that later
osed by Marx: ‘The difficulty lies not in undcrstandmg.rhat the
E}reek arts and epic are bound up with.certam forms of social devel-
The difficulty is that they still afford us artistic pleasure
i i a norm and as an unat-
and that in a certain respect they count as 2~y
tainable model.’26 Stanzas 2 and 3 of the ode' suggest tgv;t vy
to this problem. One answer can be found in the snl ‘:m —
itself. While cultures change, Keats seems to :e[saaz:nf‘.) gt g
certain passions, such as love and desire, Fliaalways e
human condition that their pf)m‘_a)’a‘l;”; i
immeaiite' hold upon our imagination. e:cxplanatibn for the con-
seem to enact a second, more §0Ph‘s:;:afﬂmd melodies are swe‘et.
tin peal of the aesthetic b ses our attention o1 the p az
bu eard / Are sweeter fo ressed in the work of arty
d and and unexPrSE O ence. As E. B
ccessar e ol synbolsation
.7 ly be what it
[he work Wlth a

s the apparently
Into a passionate
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- anappeal to the visual imagination; it Mug;
.ﬁmami er to be understood.”?” Keats’s owy, £ 1
n y ‘ m
Jel: beyond the realm of the merely Visug) D

imagination, but the point s simi], ‘:allinE
ar,

uditory !
o5 ﬂcma“;

notes, z
plemenfed ik

the urn are sweeter thanp

melodies of the p! (;d::ss not the ‘sensual ear’ but t}:t .
otential form that allows the imag;ht,.t "
the process of actualising thgm, Natigy .
In this sense, it becomes the tas; < thtf aUdlentc © 10 perfor, th
work of art. The urn, as [(W. J'], < setr)ves, rema,lns Teady :
come alive ... as music on the erted pageb ecomes aliye whey t;o
inked notes are scanned and [QISEPIELEe BY spme later imaginc
tion”.® Significantly, whereas the first stanza records a Serieg :
questions, suggesting that the urn presents an independent worlg,
be interrogated by the speaker, the 1mper§t1v?s of the second mnz:
_<play on’, ‘Pipe to the spirit’, ‘do not grieve ~ NOW imply thy, ; s
the speaker who gives l’ife to the scene pefore him, putting it i play
through his directions.?? Indeed, we might even venture to say tha
all of the statements in stanzas 2 and 3 seem to carry this imper,.
tive overtone, telling the figures on the urn what they can and wil
do. Thus the speaker can endow the urn’s representations with
life of their own, speculating on the joys and frustrations of the fair
youth, and attributing emotions even to the trees that shelter the
lovers. Keats’s point here, I take it, is that our interest in art ofien
involves the pathetic fallacy, projecting our own feelings onto inani-
mate objects. As the speaker thus enacts in his imagination the
firama portrayed on the urn, it seems to. be lifted out of the past
into the present; it seems to be happening ‘now’. This feeling of
contemporaneous performance dissolves the historical distance tljat

it. Furthermore, this ‘now’ seems to be infinitely repeat
suggested by the echoing repetitions in these two stanzas

KE
Iso implies that th: AT INTIge MUSEUM 143
But Keats also implies that this ki, 4 of idens:
s representations and the resulting bcliq‘““ﬁ?“"" 4 e
int e

u ing history may d e
scendmg ; 0 y epend upon . possibil;
m;‘ the speaker’s echoing incantationsah(e:it:m bad fith, l:\y t;']l:
e schoolchild knows, the same word re 0 ring hollow; 5,

cgins t0 lose all meaning. Infinite febttig::c: 100 many

mbness- lntt,zrl‘eaved ?q]ong the “love’, there 5 SIY only lead ¢4
Heave's deaves’, ‘leaves’, implying that deprryyes oo ocHOme of
As BrOOkS points out (Well W"Ollght Ur are inevitable 3

. np. 1
love depicted on the urn s “far abgye ?Allsi);c::hs':\yg‘:znh
uman

ion’ is not only to indicate its idea] ; :
s:;sgest that it is altogether outside the 'l::l?nrp&‘::z i!;ur also o
ably human- And, by the same token, to say that the yry umz
history. bec.ause. it 1s a{t,and art represents the eternal 2
human being, 1s precisely to abstract art from..any rcaslemhum
context. ] |

As if to insist on these points, Keats turns in stanza 4 10 2 scene
that cannot be concelv.ed as‘umversal - a sacrificial procession. Not
only does this procession hint at a darker side of life concealed by
the picture of young love given in stanzas 2 and 3, it also returns
the urn to an alien, ‘mysterious’ world of ritual, reminding us again
that the culture represented by the urn is foreign to us, and that the
urn is a historical artifact. Whereas in the previous two stanzas the
speaker’s apostrophes insist on the urn’s capacity to escape time,
here the questions reassert a temporal modality, insisting on ends
and beginnings — ‘To what green altar?’ and from ‘What lirtle
town?’ : ‘

But is the temporality now that of fiction or that of history? ?:l
one hand, these questions seek to extend the story that is lnhml’l
by the scene of sacrificial procession. On the other ha:ed.u ktc{ia\;;
also archaeological questions, the kind that m‘smhical R
someone trying to locate the historical and geograp L
the urr . Her  the poem seems to blur the line btl“":: the clabors-

listory, insisting on the extent to-which both rely

schema. The extension Of that narrative

jes of
: the boundaries ©
er to move beyond at are not act

Pa
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144 A.W.PHINNEY

through the worlf of an intt:fP:lC"”- ':5 \Tlﬂnylzmnmcnm |
noted, the urn might be classed amo Bf Lﬂt cats ¢
semireal ... which require a greeting {))(/It'lc Spirit ¢ y
wholly exist' (Keats's Letters, I, 243). While on one hang g, "
of ahistorical self-projection into the urn’s rcprcscmatmns iy
taken by the speaker in stanzas 2 and 3 can be seen P
bad faith, on the other hand it would be anllllusi(m 10 belig Act o
historical inquiry can somehow proceed w:r_hout the ajq 0;’0 thy
pretive imagination.’! As Keats .observed'm one of hig IclnrQ,_
‘[N]o Man can live but in one soucr?' ata time - hig enjoyme
the different states of human society must depepg sl Nty
Powers of his Mind - that is you can imagine a romap il hl &
an olympic game as well as I can’ (Keats’s Letters, 11, 18), H;i) 1, or
is a real and binding force in human affairs, but historica| uS;orY
standing must also always be a form of storytelling, sifika '; er.
our own standpoint in history, we can only know fh; rom
through a kind of imaginative projection. Past
The haunting power of the speaker’s
from this attempt to recover the dista
The world of the urn is imagined as if
an ahistorical ‘now” - ‘this plous mor

O Maj, g,

questions in stanza 4 result
Nt past as a fictive presenc
its drama were unfolding i

: n’. Yet at the same time the
stanza insists upon the gulf of silence that separates the speaker

from thar world, just as the speaker’s return to the questioning atti-
tude of the first stanza seems to acknowledge that this world can
never be known except as a matter of conjecture. The town at the
origin of the procession is created by the speaker’s imagination,
only to be abandoned as forever desolate, lost in history. Thus the
fognh stanza evokes the dual sense of presence and absence, prox-
imity and distance, that troubles all interpretation.
t Stanza' S be‘gins. by recapitulating these issues in a kind of coda.
thhee[ilc";(‘) :n ana ‘l:mc s:ape’ - histori‘cally determined, yet sfill an 395'
e 10 rought, mfxrble artifact that nevertheless mvltgsvthf
llJ' [ 10 Te-experience its scenes as immediate and organically
aive. As a ‘silent form’, the yyp requires that its audience speak for
rpret the urp honestly is also to ‘confrOlg(fh’

it. And yer to inte
s A s inp
fg:ctg': Eﬁ :tiesI:lt}', Which reminds us that the enterprise of spe king
S overcome hei(:‘;ssm| Y Presumptuous, in that it assumes t
non-contingene 1) 20d achieved a transcende
Sinte am BN know dge. Hence the urn is §
Ut @ solution, tea) g ‘us out of th
repelling the INterpreter’s attem g t.‘,’, i
. ‘T“R 3 o

: :

‘Nowever another ‘p.os,;ible interpretation,

EATS I 1
’ HE )
The urn is, finally, a ‘Cold p MUSE

4 7 astora|’ g
sents @ timeless world, it a]sc 2for w
re

: ile j

) Ieminds ! Suppoge
) i % us of Sedly rer,.
Keats's epithet recalls the eXpression ¢ our own r p

tem .
yisiting the Tomb of Butns’, ywhicy ,sr:‘gpl}ic:; % in s sompy
though beautiful in itself, canpo, be Gt to a |, Scape th,
ciousness of natural ephemerality 51 umaa At from the con”
sonnets Kgats Opposes. this trouble COHSCioun Mortality, [ that
world, which could relish the ‘req] o beaury’ ;ﬂcss 10 the Greel
according 10 K,c.ats’ Was 1o be born jngq , o :mss Misfortune,
‘arbarous age’ in which pleasure and beaypy a:e[ de_fn world and ,
by ‘the kirk” and the ‘doctrine of thrify’ (Keats’s | ;:'Orced from life
Thus while ‘Cold’ has usually been interpreted a;e ers, 1, 319-29),
arn’s own marble hardness, its inhuman i aasref;rfcncerm the
also be taken as an expression of the speaker’s his?or:,‘ 3';!&1: may
from the urn. The urn’s pastoral, warm ang invinn]ca istance
ARRSALs ISk (EMain. ¢ kind of cold beauty’ for hifnasnlr:c;nl:i
cannot, in the world and time in which he lives, relish [he real of
beauty’.

Whereas the speaker previously sought to locate the urn in
history, he has now become aware of his own historicity. Like the
lietle town at the other end of the processional route, ‘this genera-
tion’ shall also be wasted by time, and the urn shall ‘remain, in
midst of other woe / Than ours’. The speaker’s encounter with the
urn can only be understood as a single episode in its history. Like
the figures in the sacrificial procession, the urn is invelved in a per-
petual journey that never goes anywhere, appa;cntly moving
forward in time without ever coming to a point where its
significance can be summed up. : :

The urn’s concluding message, however - “Beauty is truth, nu(l
beauty’ — would seem to offer just such a summation, ?F:gz"i"o“:
asserting the universal and implicitly timeless meaning (}’1 St
of art. Yet if one takes seriously the tension benween : lis g
aesthetics that seems to pervade the rest gf the] P:}?il::;mion e
10 read this phrase simply as r}}e unequwoc]iii R ke uch
timeless truth of the aesthetic object. We ‘}";thﬂ the limitations of
asimplistic declaration as an indication ©

ing. There i
; ill to meaning. ¥
the urn itself or the speaker’s desperate ‘Z:e fess at odds with the

jc princi-
i 5 RS ¥ (csahermeneuncp i
rest of am, namely, that the line St e proces
quj _-‘;;i‘goeghai?p >§y;:‘er9rg‘tatlon :l:.?e gsdsG:damcr writes, ‘A
< h i GRLA1EL [N i3 eter:
Maginative projection by the interpr
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10 umlcrmmul i text s always pogfy,
o fu (Y rojects helore Jifmself n meaning fo, I
W aome initinl nwnnlpu emergen i um
on only [ecnune hcl i rrml!n“ the (g, "M
o in regard to @ certain meaning, Thy o Wi
ular EXPEEE L, which 18 cnnnm‘nrly,rcviml I termy iy
o fore: -u’nl';" nto the meaning, is "f{('t'l'nl'tla1¢||,,“ W lig

! l; ;:;;LMM””‘I' P 236), 1t iw just this procegg of prg

chere’ (Trt :uion hat the ode dramatises. As the speakey Bmdumf.
meum:

his alternative approaches to the urn, he g
f how it speaks and what it hag 1o fy,

uld argue that in the famous pansage from the ety
: fren cited a8 0 plosy to the urn’s sentence - . e
qeizes as Beauty must be truth = whether CXlsgeg
pefore or not' (Keats's Letters, 1 184) -"K{-’““‘ CHPOUSCH a1, Vi
the relations between part and wlmlc: meaning and projection
{s in some ways comparable to C,gdnn']cr 4 clcucrnprlgn of the
hermeneutic circle? Keats's concern in rh'm passage, | {hmk, o
with timeless Neoplatonic essences but with the act of imaginarg)
seizing truth, Imagination, Keats goes on to suggest, i a heuriic
100l, supplementing logic, in any cognitive process. ...

The qualification that follows ~ ‘that is all / Ye know on earth,
and all ye need to know' = might be taken then as a recognition of
the role that imagination must inevitably play in human knowledg,
because of the very limitations of our mortal state. In this sense, it
both echoes and answers the conclusion to Byron’s own meditation
on a Grecian urn in Canto 2 of Childe Harold: *Well didst thn
speak, éthena's wisest son! / “All that we know is, nothing can be
Vk“"‘_"" " (II. 55-6). Like Byron, Keats recognises humanity’s essr
":u“_ ignorance, but he also suggests that imagination allows us 10
aurmise about the past. When Childe Harold’s narrat
Faiot;:n:; slkull, asks “Can all Saint, Sage, © |

o s lonely tower, this tenement refi

‘ ' answers, ‘No, and yes’.

CHing
el Pmc o BO0 L
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gabilise ftwelf, recopnising all statem
dmﬁ satements ] pmvmr’mnl, Indeed, we Might 5
avz,mlunulity in cnw’dcd into the poem’s mm,h,,w o
pr really pure who is speaking, the ugy o i 10, 4
"? ouph the spenker attributes the message ,,w'
,rp'cnkcf"‘ own sentence, one would think, q,,c:

.|lcnbh“ case, the textual controversy o h
nt Ty 14 wver the puncry
wtion of the

15 last two lines becomes all the more in

ntl:rial gubstance to the question of who i[: ':;:':f.’,,:'":;;u fives

ceter OF the nmterl'nl, [yltcrprctgtl, In any interpretive aer u'mu.
ar desire for a definitive text, it seems to me that we nud::’x
open 10 the pqumlnllltly that the variations in punctuation may reflect
Keats's OWN indecision as to who should have the poem’s final
word? Should the speaker be shown as merely transmisting 1o
(uture readers the wisdom of an earlier age, or should that wisdom
pe displayed as the speaker’s own, discovered through the
encounter with the urn? The fact that the later version of the poem
printed in the Lamia volume encloses ‘Beauty is teuth, truth beauey’
in quotation ma rks, apparently leaving the ode’s last thirteen words
1o the speaker, sugpests that in the end Keats may have chosen to
try to make clearer the speaker's role as an interpreter and mediator
of the urn’s message. However we decide this controversy, it seems
(0 me that its most interesting aspect is that as interpreters of the
poem we find ourselves in exactly the same position as the poem’s
speaker. Just as the speaker attributes to the urn a message that he
must himself produce, so we try to ascertain the ‘truth’ about the
poem, without fully realising perhaps the extent 1 wleich that
truth’ will be a function of our own notions of ‘beauty’ In this
century, for instance, we have gone through a continual process of
reinterpreting the ode’s conclusion and its relationship to the rest of

i
5 of trugh, Including e

ar lhlb '/‘rly
ce we are
Poem’s speaker
0, 1t must be the
the urn igsalf 1

'hetigﬂm'v because we have developed the potion that ‘true” art

avoids simplistic didacticism,

In effect, Keats's poem turns upon itself and o1 4 obre

Question of how to understand the urn ﬁ“ﬂ:& pasrn

:I[‘M i " w ul :

: ion on the, e Like the urn,
ves ag its readers- L

oth as a fictive P ¢
ontext and as 30 600
" Thus while we can
rical issues, as |
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of this essay, this does nqt,
wdoin rhe ﬁ‘;‘s:th(:lfl'fhisroricnlly determined nn;f;‘t:mthk
continues to intrigue and fascingo tn,
1 as become an enduring object of f
B pecause the ades like the urn, like eternity, “teay, ;
tion, this 18 0% The persistence of art les in its enigma’srwim:]

v 1N thy

on cereain questions for further iy .
k' this poem, O assign it to a P"ﬂieﬁh'
if its questions, 1S called into q“e“ibnvhm}‘:

o 0 A
Mwloﬁ?dn‘:: ::nly in its dramatisation of the urns congip,
Y

'P";:“l w0 the aesthetic imagination but in terms of its thecoric gy

o i / Al [T |

1 .QSWC“- , . B TS e

ﬁ:n!l"l’\:toricnlly, the ode’s repeated questions, overinsistent repey,
and ambiguous syntax tease

. riddling puns and oXymorons, : ‘
‘tions, riddling p ibilities, inducing in us the same kinds of douly;

‘with multiple poss! ! ' I o
that plague the poem’s sp‘eaker.‘-...‘-The poem’s questions, for
mining contexts for the urn’s representy.

instance, rather than determining. : 's
“tions, merely suggest possible conjectures without deciding between

them: deities or mortals, or both; Tempe or Arcadyj; a little town by
ariver or the seashore or in the mountains. Or how do we under-
and a line like ‘More happy love! more happy, happy lovel’? Is

,ironic at his speaker’s expense, or is this a failure of

or

ow do we read the word ‘still’; as ad
et’ or ‘motionless’, eternally prolonged, or m
g huma: on far above’ intended as
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yde on-a Greeian Urn', Keats weighs the o
L?‘f,'g:heticism and historicism, poimi?lhs’ out :}I::T xlll‘uc claims of
bo ning thei” wruths. Aestheticism abstracts o0 casily f'l";ml:l»h.wh.lg
mll“ e orld of history, while historicism miuse acknowled mm\mj
husrhbﬁc potentiality of art and the extent to which histo rkﬁ the
netibr{,‘itsdl'f depends upon a form of aesthetic activity, In dramm:up‘ %
!?w's'; modes of reading, the poem also exposes he dgf‘icienclti:“!8
::crwi“ ways of wadmglthc Bomantics. To see in Keats's LS !h“el
ifﬁriﬂﬂtionof the -nrm'\shnsronc‘nl trpt_h of the aesthetic object, or alter-
qatively 0 $3Y t.hnt- one can historicise this affirmation as an uncon-
ious form of ideology, seems to me to underestimate Keats’s own
"&wﬁré‘ne"ss"of the‘Pafad9X9.5 of writing for the future. The ode
to suggest a third alternative, a mode of reading that does

attempts y
the story out of history, and vice versa, acknowledging the

not take the ry, and 1
role of the interpreter as participant in the interpretive act. But in

aking up this stance, the poem must also renounce any claim to be
able to determine its own interpretation definitively, just as I must
tenounce any claim that this essay might close the history of its
reading. In committing his work to the future, Keats realised, he was

to the medium of history, to the perpetual reading

jalsascommiting it £0 the mediun, ot istorks (0 REEETR
FOLE e Wit [ 5 SRR TR T s
and reinterpretation that maintains our dialogue with th past.
i et cho ol ol b 2. niy aea

-~ g .‘{, o ‘(., !
e iy e 191

o il

tﬁmﬂmyﬁmﬁfmfiglﬁh’%w@mﬁ_
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Ihacstag dws asdraiail; yeards e zpady grpdies, 0
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; relationship with the past, but at the )
g:a:‘s!;n;::;; e thr‘{ush thtvﬁlter‘ of the present, Gs::;; t;n‘c‘me the
i et Hermeneutics’, wthh'VlCWS unc_]ersranding as ; f"’Buqn*

and present in which the truth of interpretation depengs , * “fusion ™
Fs‘m- ative projection by the interpreter. For Phinney, Kcats'sa pr(,%::
pates the very conflicts which have pesulied from the history of its s At
tion, dramatising the conflicting aims of aesthetic criticism andlm-crp'ﬁa.
critique. A number of brief cuts have been made to Phinney At IE:"i“"
1 fi
1. Cleanth Brooks, The Well Wrought Urn (New York, 1947,
1975), pp- 156, 163, 162. Among Brooks’s Predeccssor’ “Pfint'
Garrod (Keats [Oxford, 1926] and Kenneth Burke (‘Symbols‘, LW
in a Poem by Keats’, Accent, 4 [1943], 30-42) were s selc .
the implied limitations of thc_ figures on the urn, py; neit
specifically with the theme of history in the poem,

SClign
"slllvc to
her deal

2. See the discussion of this tension in Brooks’s reading b
Keats the Poet (Princeton, NJ, 1973), pp. 275-6.

3. Peter Burger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans, Michael
(Minneapolis, 1984), p. 46. 2

4. Christopher Caudwell, lllusion and Reality: A Study of the Sources o
Poetry (1937; reprint, New York, 1973), pp. 107-8, [, anibis

5. Jerome |. McGann, The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation
(Chicago, 1983), p. 91, See also McGann's critique of the tradition of
formalist readings of Keats in ‘Keats and the Historical Method fn
Literary Criticism' in The Beauty of Inflections. Literary Investigations i
Histarical Method and Theory (Oxford, 1985), The relations betwea
Keats's poetry and the acsthetic ideas and their historical and politc
context have become a prevalent topic in recent criticism, See, for
example, Thomas Reed, ‘Keats and the Gregarious Advance of Intllst
in Hyperion' (ELH, $5 (1988], 195-232); Marjorie Levinson, Keatss
Life of Allegary: The Origins of a Style (Oxford, 1988); and Studies
- womaniicism, 25 (1986) which includes essays by Susan J. Wol

Morris Dickstein, William Keach, David Bromwich, Paul Fry, an
fewell [The New Criticism to which Phinney refers was an An

cFproku wan a pioneer, It argued tha

of ity formal structure and verk
ical and historical context,

Y Stuarg Sperry

Shay,

]

ures on the o

g, lan Jack, Keats and
9, William Sharp,

10. Johann Joachim Winckelmann, ‘Descr;

12. André Malraux, The Voices of

1. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and My,

KEATS INTHE

Ailip Fishey . M 151
I (A M
(1984], 85-102) and by Dou;:&f Arv,

T, K

e, B e 1 gl g o 3
1985, 823-44), both of whicy, ;, =>* Literay,, -
L ere; emp]?aSISlhg the pocm’sl;'ls,::::'lp’“ Some ofe;n;smlm' 25
allel situations of the poem’s spey) e, an:l.f i o::d e

1S reader. par-
i R. Haydon was arno? of At (0
(Benjamin ydon was an artist ang g ¢ E:’ 197), p. 3

2 .

See, however, the essays by pp..
% Inside: Keats and the Fip, il

The Life and Letter, ¥
p-29: * O 1oeh Seven Londo, g3

ption of the
 would e

ecty .
ons at Hamilton Col o

Universal Museum (1768), p. 56
Lorenz, Curator of Special Col|
providing me with this text,

d
Garrett Barden and John Cumming (New(;or(linfg;g’)";?;:). trans,

Silence (195 )
(New York, 1953), p. 14, ce (1951), trans. Stuarr Gilbers

13. Sce Jack, Keats and the Mirror of Art for an extensive aca of

14

Keats's knowledge of art and of possible models for the Grecian um.

See R, G, Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford, 1946), for »
general account of the development of historical consciousness
during this period. Both René Wellek (The Rise of English Literary
History (Chapel Hill, NC, 1941] and Walter Jackson Bate, The
Burden of the Past and the English Poet [1970; reprint New York,
1972]) detail the growth of a historical view of literature in the
el;;hteth century,

15, Johann Jon'chlm Winckelmann, Reflections on the Painting and

1

Sculpture of the Greeks: With Instructions for the Connoisseur, and an
.J]‘E‘;’&y on Gftﬁ#?" in Works of Art (1755), eans. Heney Fusel (London ‘

e IS s [ty gvitersy

mmmmmw&f.wh Robert HW (Oxford, 1927), p;::ﬁ.
1 Quoted Wil S¢ Cla, Lovd g adte M (Lo
1967), pp177-8, i

o
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ions from Keats's poems are from John K
0 e, Jack Sllinger (Cambridge, MA, 195" Keats, Cony
, ed.

The Letters of John Keats, 181 4-1821, ed, 1y
= '('Etrllﬁl'elad:;; MA, 1958), 1, 394, Yder Ro|

|d Sharp, Keats, Skepticism, and th‘e' Relig;
B e, GA, 1979), bp. 11458, and ], Philip g

g On of
s Historical Imaginasices b EBBerg :“‘ily
in Mankind: Keats's Historical Imagination’, PMLA, P “mo,
990-8,

ndler, The Odes of Jobn Keats (Cambrig i

23, 1:;‘%8\51 M’y own analysis remains strongly indebreg ro%c,l,?,“l,

work. See also the excellent d.lscussxon of ‘Grecian Urni i If"u
The Poet's Calling in the Engl_:sh Ode (New Hay

notes the hermencutic dimensions of the poem,

ling

24. As Fry observes, Keats ‘submits all bias to the sublations o 4
(p. 220). Fry goes on to emphasise t.har ‘many aspects of the
not confined within the shaping of dialect’ (p. 221), §ee also the ope
ended discussions of the structures of Keats's odes in Perking, Tl?,
Quest for Permanence and in Jack Stillinger, ‘Imagination and Realiyy

in the Odes’ (The Hoodwinking of Madeline, and Oy Essays o

Keats's Poems [Urbana, IL, 1971}, pp. 99-119), ‘

25. On Keats's sense of modernity and belatedness, see Bate, Johy Keats,
pp. 321-38; and Harold Bloom, ‘Keats and the Embarragsmeny of
Poetic Tradition’, The Ringers in the Tower: Studies in the Romanic
Tradition (Chicago, 1971), pp, 130-42, and Poetry and Repression;
Revisionism from Blake o Stevens (New  Ha ven, CT, 1976),
pp. 112-42, : - ol

26, Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Politicl
~ Economy, trans, Martin Nicolaus (New York, 1973), p. 111,
27. E. H, Gombrich, Apt and Illusion:

L »ﬂqmllfnlpm.mmiom(P»rlnce.tom\

i Keats, p. 518, yend)

ialegyio
odes are

1

i ML, !'jld
A Study in the Psychology of
NJ, 1969), pp. 242-3.

discussing the fourth stan,

b Sl:ah!«, s e it Yo
| "ﬂb:‘ 1 %
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3 past without interpretatiop: (T”fnPo:rré: 10 fyi]

| should note, however, thy Gadamey 1y, G g,
3 (inguish hns'pout‘;on f" om IRomamic her, Sl i
being oriented primaril, towar « * i
;:od uction’ (Truth and Method, p. 253"; Whi e o'h: g
nduly narrow, in my Opinion, there ggre. ¢
}Icrenccs between Gadamer g Ke:::. B

See Jack Stillinge'r, *Who Says Wiy ,
33 Grecian Urn"?" in The Hog ey
on Keats's Pomgs, PP. 167-73, for ana
and alternative interpretation, of the
yarious versions are effec o
raises. As he obsngcs, it makes ng genge :zy.:: :h: e
as being addressed to the urn, since ‘ye' s ordinarily Im,lmnn oo
has blien adc‘il‘rcsgcdda‘; ‘thou’, Nor g S it seem rtzlomblll:dut)h:h‘,":
that the speaker is a ressing the figures on g i =
‘on earth’, 0 Since they are oy
34. See Sperry, ‘What the ode expresses jg e difficul necess
ity of rem;ining content with the wq e

¥ art speaks i i
of “half-knowledge” it offers’ (Keats the Pé;p'e,n p. 2!;’3‘)’." ks

10 Whom 4 th &
king of Madalin:f;:;:I g!hgde >y
0

N of the yayi
» 1 ’
lines, | e 0U8 very

: se
tively refureq 'io;omso'll'
5 Stillinger

) Myt
Nt N
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‘w{ '1]J|||=7'|\1
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