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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this thesis is first, to examine and
define the concept of myth as a fundamental element in
the poetry of John Keats; and secondly, to show, through
a careful study of the poet's own work,'the degree of
evolution or development in his art. This is made
possible through tracing his technigue and the very
special way by which he handles and manipulates myth,
first with reference to his early then later gnd more

mature peetry.

The investigation suggests that through his use of
myth, Keats succeeded in producing some of the greatest
poetry ever written in the English language, This gtudy
ghows that, although at the beginning of his career as
8 poet, he drew heavily on Greek and Roman, as well as
Elizabtethan sources in his use of mythology, yet in his
matiure stage he developed a new and unigque concept of
myth, which is peculiarly his own, displaying s great

deal of original genins and crestive agbility,.

Mythology, with its mysterious and fascinating
world of gods, demigeds, satyrs and dryads holde a

peculisr appesl to most poets and writers, Each eof them
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hes attempted to draw upon it with wvarying degrees and

for different purposes.

Keats's approach tc myth is unique. He drew on
classical myths on account of his interest in the liter-
ature of the past, especiglly the ancient Greek lore,

Suck rich reservoir of ancient myths have undoubtedly
left its impact on the poet's mind and poetic inspiration.
For him, the ancient world of classical mythology stood
Tor the depths of human culture and experience. Classical
myth has become, for him, s kind of native language,
through which he could convey his vision and insight

into bumen life. In other weords, Keats found in myth a
perfect medium of expression for hig subtle ideas and

deep understanding of the mystery of life.

Kents has always tried to dig out the rcots of
classical myth which he believed 1o provide an explenstion
for the origin of poetry., In his opinion, myth, nature
and poetry are one., 4 gympgthetic reader of his poetry
can Tfeel the active presence of myth that is genuinely
interwoven with hig intense delight in all the beautiful
manifestations of nature. Keata's poems are szturated
with fauns, nymphs and dryads who throb with life emid
the serene beauty of the natural scenery. They are, in
his own words, there behind every bush and rese. More-

over, Hests, as a sensitive poet, =shares in the processes
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of nature as if they are tsking place within himself.
Nature has always kindled his imagination and excited
his peetic inspiration. The poet believed that the old

myths grew out of the natural hasppenings.

Ancient classical myth, which iz the main source of
inspiration for Keats, is coloured by his own stamp of
thought and feeling, This is because he has put much of
himself in it and introduced varicus modifications into
its texture and meaning, thus cresting his own peraonal
myth. In his hands, the sncient myth is modified in
such a way as to carry his beliefs on life, srt and

society.

The choice of "Myth and ity Functicn in John Keats's
Poetry", as the basis of my analysis, is prompted by the
Tact that there has been ne full-length study of thias
subject by any of the scholars or critics of Keats. It
is true that his poetical works in general have been
subjected to endleas critical digcusgsicns in various
forms: book-length studies, reviews in newgpapers,
attacks and parodies in verse, articles in periodicels
and the like. But all thege critical works are mainly
concerned with Keats the man end the artist, or with
separate pocema. DMoreover, mogt critics dealt with the

poetry per sé, without tracing the close relationship
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between the poet's work and the sources he drew upon.
Douglas Bush deveted a number of studies to "mythology”,
but these were mainly in connection with the romantic
tradition in English peoetry in general., &G.5. Kirk
discugsed "kiyth: its Meaning and Function", but the
discussion deals mainly with myth in encient and other
cultures. Raphael Patai wrote about "kyth and Modern
Man" but the study doea not concentrate on Keats and his
manipuletion of mythology in any particular or comprehen-

give waY.

In writing abeut "The Sources and Punciion of liyth
in John Keats's Poetry", an attempt 1s made, in chapter
one, towards an understanding of the meaning of the term
"myth" and the variation of emphasis in its use in works
preceding Keats and the influence this had on his work.
Wext, o comparison ia held between Keats's concept of
myth and thet of the Elizabethans, with the intention of
finding out the affinities and differences (if any),
between both conecepts. The sources of myth which Keats
drew upon and the influences which shaped his concept of

myth have been a subject of discussion and detailed study.

One of the mgin aims of this study is to illustrate
how Keats applied and manipulated myth in his poetry

and the extent of his success In using myth as a medium
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of expressing and conveying his unique vision of life

and art. In order to achieve this purpose, it was
necesaary firat, to examine Keats's use of myth in his
early pretry and secondly, to consider the developments
which occurred in his mgnipulation of myth in his later
peoetry, with the purpose of showing Keats's maturity
both as a myth-maker and an artist. Hence the examina-
tion of Keats's ugse of myth in his poetry has included
selected poems from the Volumes 1817, 1818 and 1820, which
beat represent and exemplify Keats's apprecach to myth

and its stages of development.

Chapter twe examines Keata's technique and his
manipulation of myth in the early poetry; the premises
clearly reveal Keats's groping attitude towards myth and
the positive influence of Spenser and the Elizabethan
poets in thig respect. Keats's "Epistle To George
Felton Mathew", "I stood tip-toe upon & little hill*,
"Sleep and Poetry" and "On Seeing the Elgin Marblesa®,
from the 1817 Volume, are clear examples of Keats's

early approach to myth,

In chapter three, an eXsmination of Keats's use of

myth in his major work Endymion (the 1818 Volume), is

attempted, with the purpose of pointing out the degree

cf development in Keats's insight into the genesis and
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meaning of myth and of his beginning te find in it an

appropriate mode of expressing his thoughts and emotions.

The purpose of chapter four is to examine Xeats's
technique and his use of myth in scme representative
poena of the 1820 Volume which clearly show Keats's
maturity both as a myth-maker and as an artist. Keats's
"Hyperion. A Fragmeni® and "Ode to Psyche"™ as well aa
guch later work zs "Ode to & Nightingale®™, “"0Ode on &
Grecian Urn”, and "0Ode Tec Autumn®™, clearly reveal sn
unmistakable evoluticn in his manipulation of myth and
g positive mgturity in his myth-meking faculty. The
examination has alsc included "The Fall of Hyperlion. 4
Dream™, published in 18%6, on account of its importance
to an understanding eof the first Hypericn and because
it serves to reveegl Keata's maturity of thought at its

beat.

The main aim of the thesis, as its title suggests,
ia therefore devoted to the study of Keats's work in the
light of his wvery special and individual use of myth.
However, in the process of dcing so, it is hoped that
the work would also help to ghed light on Keats's mind
and art and to reveal a unique and an unususl artist at
work — an artist whoe undoubtedly took great pains to

achieve perfection in a wvery apecial and sdmirable way.,
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Hence the work aspires to bring forth some of Keats's
undeniable merits and to show his crestivity in so far
a3 he wag gble, through his use of myth, to objectify
his personal emotions and raise them to the level of
universality. Irn this he succeeded in fulfilling his
life-long obtjective of becoming among "the greateast
poets of all timesg"; for he gave us through that very
special technigue a concrete example of his concept of
the "Negative Capability™, which in Kesets's own opinien,
is the baslec and essential precondition of every great
artist, The fellowing pages, it is hoped, ﬁill surmarize
the evidence on which this hypothesis is based,
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PART 1: THE CONCEPT OF MYTH:A DEFINITION
AND AN INTERPRETATION .

PART 2: KEATSS OWN PECULIAR VIiEW OF THE

CONCEPT AND MEANING ' OF “MYTH"
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CHAPTER ONE

PART I: THE CONCEPT OF MYTH: 4 DEFINITION

AND AN INTERPRETATICN

The term "™myth"™ has stimulated = great deal of dis-
cussion and excited much controversy smong writers,
critics, thinkers and men of letters at all times.
Paychologlsts, anthropologlsts, historians and linguists
all seem tc have been preoccupled with the concept and
meaning of myth. A8 Patai rightly ohserves,_in Eyth and
Modern lMan, "we are stil} a3 far as ever from a generally

agreed upon coasensus as to the megning of myth".l

¥Nevertheless, what concerns us here 1z the "defini-
tion® or rather the "“interpretation® of ™myth" as
literature. ULy aim, in fact, ig to examine closely the
nmanipulstion of myth as a method or technique in liter=-
ature in general and the megning and intention of the
term as handled by Keats in particuler., However, it
would be useful if we first have a quick survey of the

meaning snd definition of the term as uged by varied

1

Raphsel Patai, Myth and Modern Man {(New Jersey:
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 19127, P- 9«
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writers in different eras of history ss that will of

necespity throw more light on the subject of our study.

The words of St., Augustine, in his Confessions

(xi-14), would perhaps most aptly expreas the predicament
of enybody whe is pressed for a brief and comprehensive

definition eof myth. He wriies:

What 1is myth? 'I know very well what
it is, provided that nobody asks me;
but if I em as%?d and try to explain,
I am baffled'.

To Ruthven, myths, "seemingly immune te rational expli-
cation”, can nenethelegs "stimulate retional enguiry®.

Thias, in the writer's opinion, "accounts for the diver-
gity of confllecting explanstions, none of which is ever

comprehenasive encugh to explain myth away“.E

It is relevant st this pelnt to meke a clesr dist-
inction between the term myth and mytholegy. G.3. Kirk,

for exemple, mentiong in his book, Myth: Tts keening and

Punctiong in Ancient end Othexr Gultures, that the CGreeks

used muthos to denote "a tale or something one uttered,

1 Quoted by K.K. Ruthven, in Myth: The Criticel Idiom
(London: Methuen & Co, ITd., 1978), P- L.

 Ibid., p. 1.
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