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Abstract

John Keats, one of the most distinguished poets of the Romantic era, deeply contemplated the themes of mortality
and transience throughout his poetry. His odes—particularly Ode to a Nightingale, Ode on a Grecian Urn, Ode on
Melancholy, and To Autumn—capture his philosophical meditations on the fleeting nature of human existence,
beauty, and joy. Keats’ poetic vision embraces the ephemeral quality of life, reflecting his personal experiences with
suffering and death, while also attempting to find meaning and transcendence within it. This paper explores how
Keats navigates the tension between permanence and impermanence, examining his use of imagery, symbolism, and
the Romantic concept of Negative Capability. Through a close reading of his odes, this study demonstrates how
Keats transforms the melancholy of mortality into poetic transcendence, embracing the inevitability of change as an
essential part of human existence.
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Introduction

John Keats (1795-1821) remains a towering figure in English Romanticism, celebrated for his sensuous imagery,
profound exploration of beauty, and philosophical engagement with the nature of existence. Though he died at the
young age of twenty-five, his works have left a lasting impact on literature. Keats’ poetry is distinguished by its rich
and evocative language, which captures the fleeting moments of beauty and joy while grappling with the inescapable
reality of human mortality.

Keats' fascination with death was not merely an abstract concern; it was deeply personal. He lost both his parents at

an early age, and his beloved younger brother, Tom Keats, succumbed to tuberculosis in 1818. Keats himself was
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diagnosed with the same illness shortly thereafter. His poetry, particularly the odes composed in 1819, reflects his
inner turmoil as he sought to reconcile the pain of loss with the pursuit of artistic and existential fulfillment.
This paper focuses on four of Keats’ major odes—Ode to a Nightingale, Ode on a Grecian Urn, Ode on
Melancholy, and To Autumn—to examine how he treats the themes of mortality and transience. It argues that rather
than simply mourning the fleeting nature of life, Keats uses mortality as a lens to appreciate beauty more

profoundly, suggesting that the very impermanence of existence enhances its intensity and significance.

Keats’ Philosophy of Mortality and Negative Capability

A crucial concept in Keats’ poetic approach is his idea of "Negative Capability," a term he coined in a letter to his
brothers George and Tom Keats in December 1817. He described it as the ability to remain in "uncertainties,
Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason." This idea is fundamental in understanding
how Keats confronts mortality—not through definitive conclusions but through an acceptance of its inherent
ambiguity.

Keats’ philosophy differs from other Romantic poets like William Wordsworth and Percy Bysshe Shelley. While
Wordsworth often finds solace in nature’s continuity and Shelley looks toward revolutionary ideals for
transcendence, Keats embraces the transient and unresolved aspects of life. His poetry does not seek permanence or
solace in an afterlife but rather finds beauty in impermanence itself. He suggests that suffering, joy, and mortality
are inseparable, and it is only through their interplay that life gains meaning.

His odes exemplify this philosophy, presenting mortality not as an obstacle to happiness but as an integral part of the

human experience.

Mortality in Ode to a Nightingale
Ode to a Nightingale is perhaps Keats’ most profound meditation on mortality. The poem begins with the speaker’s

intoxicated reverie, as he listens to the nightingale’s song and longs for an escape from the suffering of human life:

Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget
What thou among the leaves hast never known,

The weariness, the fever, and the fret

Keats contrasts the immortal song of the nightingale, which has echoed through generations, with the painful reality
of human life, which is characterized by illness, decay, and suffering. The poet briefly flirts with the idea of death,

seeing it as a means to transcend pain:

Now more than ever seems it rich to die,
To cease upon the midnight with no pain,
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad

In such an ecstasy!

However, the nightingale’s song, though seemingly eternal, is ultimately an illusion. The speaker is brought back to
reality as the bird flies away, leaving him uncertain of whether his experience was real or merely a dream. The poem

thus highlights Keats’ struggle between the desire for permanence and the acceptance of transience. The
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nightingale’s song represents a momentary escape from mortality, but the poet ultimately acknowledges that he must

return to the impermanence of human existence.

The Timelessness of Art in Ode on a Grecian Urn
While Ode to a Nightingale juxtaposes the mortal and the immortal, Ode on a Grecian Urn explores the relationship

between art and time. The urn’s frozen images depict scenes of eternal youth and unfulfilled love:

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard

Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on;

The figures on the urn will never age, but they will also never experience the fulfillment of their desires. Unlike
human life, which is marked by change and decay, art seems to offer permanence. Yet, Keats does not entirely
idealize this state. The urn’s figures are forever trapped in a moment, unable to progress or experience the depth of

human emotion. The famous conclusion,

Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

suggests that while art can capture beauty, it cannot fully encapsulate the experience of living. The poem thus
presents a paradox: art achieves permanence, but it does so at the cost of vitality and change.

Embracing Transience in Ode on Melancholy
Unlike the previous odes, which grapple with mortality through contrast, Ode on Melancholy directly embraces the

ephemeral nature of beauty and joy:

She dwells with Beauty—Beauty that must die;
And Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips

Bidding adieu;

Keats argues that sorrow and joy are inseparable; one must experience melancholy to appreciate beauty. Rather than

seeking to escape death, as in Ode to a Nightingale, this poem asserts that mortality enhances life’s intensity.

The Cyclical Nature of Life in To Autumn
Unlike his earlier odes, To Autumn presents a more resigned and reflective perspective on mortality. The poem

personifies autumn as a figure of abundance and slow decline:

Where are the songs of spring? Ay, where are they?

Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,

Unlike Ode to a Nightingale, which yearns for escape, To Autumn accepts the passage of time as natural and
beautiful. The season of autumn symbolizes both fulfillment and inevitable decay, reinforcing Keats’ growing

acceptance of transience.
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Conclusion
Keats’ odes offer a rich and nuanced exploration of mortality. Rather than despairing over the fleeting nature of life,
he transforms it into a source of poetic insight. Whether through the longing of Ode to a Nightingale, the
ambivalence of Ode on a Grecian Urn, the bittersweet embrace of Ode on Melancholy, or the quiet acceptance in To
Autumn, Keats’ poetry illustrates a journey toward understanding and embracing transience.
His philosophy of Negative Capability allows him to dwell in uncertainty, neither seeking rigid answers nor
succumbing to nihilism. In this way, Keats offers not just an elegy for human frailty but a celebration of life’s
ephemeral beauty.
His poetic legacy endures, reminding readers that while mortality is inevitable, art and imagination can offer

moments of transcendence.
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