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Abstract. This paper examines how John Keats’s odes grapple with the paradox of beauty’s
permanent life’s impermanence, arguing that his poetry does not resolve this tension, but
instead makes it central to his aesthetic vision. Through close readings of Ode on a Grecian
Urn and Ode to a Nightingale, this paper explores how Keats constructs beauty as something
immortal yet emotionally inaccessible preserved in perfect form but severed from
fulfillment. Drawing on theoretical frameworks such as Elaine Scarry's concept of "deferred
consummation" and Keats' own concept of "negative capability," the research demonstrates
how Keats stages desire as a condition of suspension rather than resolution. Comparisons
with Wordsworth's Tintern Abbey and Shelley's Ode to the West Wind illustrate Keats'
different approach: although his contemporaries seek permanence through memory or
transformation, Keats strives to preserve beauty at its height, even if this separates it from
life. Finally, the article argues that Keats' greatness rests not in transcending transience, but
in immortalising the anguish it leaves behind—transforming the boundaries of form into a
lyrical space of desire.
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1. Introduction

John Keats is the poet of fixity, his work haunted by the awareness of impermanence. Faced with
personal loss and his own premature death, Keats resorted to art to stop time and preserve beauty in
its first blossom. His major odes, particularly Ode on a Grecian Urn and Ode to a Nightingale, create
beautiful realms where transience is halted: desire endlessly postponed, melody echoing beyond
death [1]. However, the stillness that gives these works their formal perfection also prevents human
fulfilment. Art immortalises, but also alienates: the lovers on the urn never kiss; the nightingale
sings, but cannot be pursued. Beauty serves as both a shelter and a captivity.

Unlike Wordsworth, who finds permanence in memory [2], or Shelley, who locates it in
transformation, Keats clings to the singular, unspoiled moment [3]. His poetry embodies what Elaine
Scarry refers to as "deferred consummation"—desire sustained in constant approach but never
arrival. Rather than resolving the dichotomy between beauty and mortality, Keats' odes explore it.
This essay contends that Keats' search of beauty is linked to his recognition of loss. Through close
readings of the odes and comparisons with Romantic contemporaries, it investigates Keats' vision of
form as a zone of exquisite incompletion rather than fulfilment.
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2. Ode on a grecian urn: the eternal suspension of desire

In Ode on a Grecian Urn, Keats reflects on the strange and haunting beauty of art that endures
beyond time. At the center of the poem lies a fundamental paradox: art preserves beauty by arresting
time, but that very preservation denies the vitality of lived experience [4]. For Keats, the urn serves
as a silent storyteller, capturing scenes of love, ritual, and pastoral life in perfect, unchanging calm.
The figures it depicts are no longer individuals, but rather symbols of idealised desire frozen at its
pinnacle. In this sense, Keats provides a metaphysical meditation on the cost of artistic permanence:
beauty can survive only by foregoing fulfilment.

This paradox emerges from the very first line, which describes the urn as a “still unravish’d bride
of quietness.” The word “still” holds dual meaning, suggesting both temporal continuity and spatial
stasis. As Helen Vendler observes, Keats is captivated by the way form resists time, yet in doing so,
freezes experience[5]. The urn is revered because it does not decay—but this same resistance to time
also denies the climax of emotional release. It is, in effect, an aesthetic tomb: a moment not lived but
preserved.

Nowhere is this more powerfully rendered than in the image of the lovers who can never kiss.
Their desire remains forever poised, always on the verge of consummation but endlessly deferred.
Elaine Scarry’s notion of beauty as “deferred consummation” finds clear expression here. The
moment is perfected in form but emptied of fulfillment. The beauty of the scene lies not in what it
delivers, but in what it denies.

Keats underscores this tension in the well-known contrast between heard and unheard melodies.
The music that remains unplayed is “sweeter,” precisely because it never fades or fails. Here again,
the consolations of art—its resistance to loss—are linked to a kind of emotional absence. By
preserving longing, the urn refuses to resolve it.

In contrast, Wordsworth’s Tintern Abbey imagines permanence as something flexible and
internal. His landscapes change with the self, returning in memory to nurture and refresh. Keats' urn
does not shift and does not allow the scenes to emerge. His aesthetic is bright but inhuman—beauty
maintained at the expense of development and, thus, of existence.

Yet this is not a rejection. Keats remains in awe of the urn’s endurance, even as he mourns its
stillness. The poem’s final line—“Beauty is truth, truth beauty”—does not resolve the tension but
echoes it. The urn does not respond. It simply endures. And in that endurance, Keats discovers both
solace and sorrow.

Examples and Close Readings:
1) Paradox and irony of The Opening: Minimal unfolding as eternity
“Thou still unravished bride of quietness, / Thou foster-child of Silence and slow Time”
“Still” dusks with an elusive sense of motionlessness and persistence at once. The metaphor of

the “unravish’d bride” invokes infinite possibility, forever proscribed. The urn, a “foster-child of
Silence,” is not a child of time but is adopted into its leisurely, sullen continuity.

2) The Unheard Ideal: Music and the Sublime
“Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard / Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on.”
Here, Keats favours the Ideal over the Real. The “unheard,” though, is sweeter because it never

tastes of decay. The command to “play on” ironically lauds the silence of the pipes—their refusal to
issue forth in sound—as well as reaffirms the eternity of unacted upon experience.

3) Lovers in Perpetual Approach
“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.
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The repeating "never" punctuates a scene of frozen longing. The caesura before "yet" signals the
end of movement. The lover's triumph is stasis, while his misfortune is stillness itself. Scarry's
concept of "deferred consummation" couldn't be more aptly reflected in this eternally delayed kiss.

4) Tintern Abbey with the Mind and Art of Memory
"Though absent long, / These forms of beauty have not been to me, / As is a landscape to a blind

man's eye."
Unlike the urn, Wordsworth’s remembrance of nature is evolving. The “forms of beauty” serve as

internal nourishment, not as static externals. The experience is elastic, not confined. It changes with
the viewer, not apart from him.

3. Ode to a nightingale: the ephemeral reach toward immortality

In Ode to a Nightingale, Keats dramatizes a flight into a realm where pain is stilled and death
forgotten, only to be drawn back into the weight of time-bound existence. The poem follows an arc
of longing: the speaker wishes to immerse herself in the bird's singing, and so in a world of
"immortal" beauty. But, unlike the urn's set perfection, the nightingale's song is transitory,
suggesting flight rather than immobility. The bird is not retained, but rather disappears, an
incarnation of the poetic that cannot be contained. The speaker's reach, while genuine, remains
incomplete.

This desire emerges from the opening stanzas. Sleepy and “numb’d” like one drugged, the
speaker looks upward to the bird “in some melodious plot / Of beechen green.” Untouched by
human suffering, the nightingale becomes a vessel for the imagination’s attempt to escape the body.
As Andrew Kappel notes in The Immortality of the Natural [5], Keats establishes an “ontological
difference” between poet and bird: the nightingale’s “immortal voice” is mythic, enduring beyond
the singer’s body. Birds die—Keats knew this—but the song survives.

And yet, the fantasy falters. The vision seduces but collapses under real experience. Wine, death,
poetry—all seem possible exits, but none succeed. The speaker realises: one cannot fully leave the
world. Keats’s “negative capability” allows him to inhabit this liminal space—neither wholly
present nor wholly transcendent. The poem doesn’t renounce life, but contemplates the limits of
imaginative escape [6].

The sixth verse heightens the tension: "Now, more than ever, it seems rich to die." Death appears
beautiful—an ecstasy. But Keats draws back again. The poetic leap fails, and the bird soars on
indifferently. The poet is unable to follow. The music continues, but the speaker's access to it
expires. The final lyrics indicate this: "Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep?" The question is
more than just emotional; it is epistemological. Was this genuine transcendence, or only the echo of
a dream?

This uncertain return marks a key difference from Shelley’s To a Skylark. Shelley embraces the
skylark’s song as divine, carrying it into a purer, almost angelic realm. But Keats cannot forget the
ache of return. The nightingale might represent poetic inspiration, but Keats doubts it can last.
Shelley sees song as aspiration; Keats sees it as fleeting comfort.

The poem, then, stages its own collapse. It begins in rapture, ascends toward vision, but cannot
sustain it. The bird sings on, but the poet falls silent. The ode rises and falls, and in its final,
shortened question, reflects this movement. Beauty is heard—and then gone. What remains is not
the music, but its fading trace.

Examples and Close Readings:
1). Immortal Bird as Escape
“Thou wert not born for death, immortal Bird! / No ravenous generations tread thee down”
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The bird becomes mythic: not the bird but its song. “Immortal” here reflects poetic idealization.
The nightingale, unlike its human counterpart, lives not with the erosion of time. Its music is cut free
from generational decay.

2). Longing to Dissolve
“Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget / What thou among the leaves hast never known — /

The weariness, the fever, and the fret—
This is the poet once again wishing she might escape the pain of the body through sensual

subjection. The human "fever" and "fret" are unknown to the bird; the bird represents unreachable
purity.

3). Collapse of Vision and Return
“Nor let us thunder out, as we began, / Surely we will not thunder in than we began” perturbedly

suggests that the destructive undertakings of early Industrial improvement were to get themselves
mutated, in some dim, distant future where humans may have vanished, into geometries and
substances as noxious and powerful, for ill or well, as those events which only our own presence has
saved us from time after time.

This is to the edge of capitulation. The beauty of death is depicted not in terms of negation, but
rather in relation with beauty. But it is only a vision—the reality cannot endure.

4). Final Epistemological Uncertainty
“Was it a vision, or a waking dream? / Gone is that music: — Do I sleep or wake?”
The composition concludes in a condition of incredulity, caught between the actual and the false.

The melody is lost, as is the opportunity to solve things. However, the question stays unanswered,
just as the longing remains unmet.

5). Compare with Shelley’s To a Skylark
“We have wept, and we know how well / And are willing to weep again.” — Walter Scott & Janet

Little “Though the day of our departure / Wither, as you well may say, / But we have wept, and we
know how well / And are willing to weep again. / We look before and after / And pine for what is
not;? / Our sincerest laughter / With some pain is fraught”

Shelley’s skylark still sings / Its silent skies are unmarred by pain. But unlike Keats, Shelley
retains the hope that art can exceed suffering. Keats, though, is more skeptical, and records
transcendence only in the form of a wound which beauty makes when it vanishes.

4. Keats vs. other romantics: form, memory, and motion

Keats’s longing for permanence, crystallized through static form and heightened sensory immediacy,
marks a critical divergence from his Romantic contemporaries. While all three poets—Keats,
Wordsworth, and Shelley—deal with the impermanence of beauty and the passing of time, their
approaches differ significantly in aesthetic method and philosophical implications. For Keats, art is a
refuge of stopped motion, keeping beauty at its peak. However, this preservation comes with a cost:
the suspension of life itself. Wordsworth and Shelley, on the other hand, favour more kinetic theories
of poetic endurance—those that prioritise inward transformation or continuous forward motion over
the beauty of stillness.

In Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, Wordsworth offers a dynamic conception
of memory as a medium through which beauty is both retained and renewed [2]. He does not
attempt to preserve the world by holding it still, but by reabsorbing it into consciousness. The poet’s
return to the banks of the Wye is not nostalgic, but regenerative; the landscape is revisited through
the lens of emotional and spiritual maturity. The memory is not frozen, but living—imbued with
what Wordsworth calls “a sense sublime / Of something far more deeply interfused.” The landscape
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becomes a moral and spiritual reservoir that continues to nourish the self across time. It is not
captured and displayed, but felt, relived, and adapted.

Keats, by contrast, offers no such internal elasticity. His art strives for the kind of permanence
that embalms: the lovers on the urn do not evolve, nor does the nightingale’s song change with time.
In Helen Vendler’s terms, Keats’s form becomes “sepulchral”—it immortalizes beauty at the cost of
the mutable human spirit [5]. Elaine Scarry’s theory of “deferred consummation” further supports
this reading: Keats’s poetry continually gestures toward fulfillment it will not allow, keeping
aesthetic pleasure in a state of exquisite suspension.

If Wordsworth internalises beauty as moral continuity and Keats externalises it as sculptural
form, Shelley takes a third approach, launching beauty outward into the realm of change. In Ode to
the West Wind, Shelley abandons the static model totally [3] . The wind is not an aesthetic thing, but
a force of dispersal, destruction, and renewal. “Make me thy lyre,” the speaker pleads—not to
possess or freeze beauty, but to become its conduit. Art, here, is kinetic: it moves through time,
ignites change, and never rests. The poem’s terza rima form itself enacts propulsion: linked tercets
pull the reader forward, resisting the stillness so central to Keatsian form.

This comparison reveals that Keats’s aesthetic, while luminous, is radically different in emotional
orientation. Where Shelley burns with visionary fire, and Wordsworth meditates on temporal
reconciliation, Keats builds temples to arrested time. His odes are poised at the edge of beauty’s
decay and refuse to fall forward. They do not regenerate; they do not return. They remain.

By comparing Keats to his Romantic predecessors, one can detect not just differences in form but
also in philosophy. For Shelley and Wordsworth, time is a channel of transformation. For Keats,
time is a wound that must be sealed with golden resin. He seeks to completely defy deterioration
rather than outpace it through action or recollection. In doing manner, he gives his poetry a
sculptural stillness while still conveying profound melancholy.

Examples and Close Readings:
1). Wordsworth’s Flexible Memory
“These beauteous forms, / Through a long absence, have not been to me / As is a landscape to a

blind man’s eye: / But oft, in lonely rooms, and ’mid the din / Of towns and cities, I have owed to
them / In hours of weariness, sensations sweet”

This passage depicts memory as emotionally dynamic rather than pictorially static. Beauty is not
retained outside the self, as Keats believed, but reanimated through internal sensation—tied to
emotion rather than visual fixity.

2). Shelley’s Dynamic Vision of Art
“Drive my dead thoughts over the universe / Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth!”
Shelley’s metaphor of scattering and rebirth rejects stillness. Beauty is not something to be

arrested; it is kinetic, catalytic. “Dead thoughts” gain life only through motion, in stark contrast to
Keats’s sealed forms.

3). Keats’s Arrested Moment on the Urn
“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.”
Keats here confines desire to an idealised stillness. Unlike Wordsworth's growing emotional

memory or Shelley's flame-like propulsion, Keats imagines beauty as an unending moment. The
scene is finished, but lifeless.

4). The Static Sublime in Ode to a Nightingale
“Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird!”
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The nightingale, too, is imagined as untouched by death. Its song is not heard anew, but
suspended. While Shelley’s skylark soars as metaphor for divine energy, Keats’s bird hovers like an
impossible dream—one that, once fled, leaves the poet in silence.

5. The human cost: the limits of eternal beauty

Though Keats’ poetry often immortalizes beauty, this longing to perpetuate beauty comes at a cost.
And underpinning the sensuous lushness of his verse is an undercurrent of existential loss: an
awareness that to idealize beauty is paradoxically to make it untouchable, even lifeless. In poem
after poem, Keats depicts the psychological price of this artistic ambition. Beauty, once fixed, no
longer touches the world; it floats above it, pure but impenetrable [7]. The speaker may wish, even
try, to become it, but is finally rejected. The process of recurring disappointment is a poetics of
exquisite sadness, in which yearning outlasts fulfilment and aesthetic perfection is an echo of decay.

La Belle Dame sans Merci finds Keats moving away from the sculptural immobility of the odes
in a narratively convincing enactment of that theme: beauty as a deadly spell. The unnamed knight's
obsession with the enigmatic woman produces yearning so intense that it drains him of life. Critics,
such as those quote in The Reader in Thrall [8], claim that the knight's emotional standstill
represents a greater existential impasse, in which the potential of transcendence is indistinguishable
from arrestedness. What begins in ecstasy ends with repetition: The knight wakes up alone, recalling
a dream that has already claimed many dreamers. Beauty did not free him; rather, it emptied him.

This Gothic consciousness is further enhanced by readings such as La Belle Dame as Vampire,
reading the name-sake as a vampire is a state of living death – she is not so much a lover but as an
eater . It is in this context that the poem enacts a reversal of aesthetic values. Beauty does not purify
or ennoble; it eats. The knight’s desolation is turned into a cautionary image of what happens when
desire for the eternal circumvents the temporal — when one longs for the immortal and finds only
silence.

Keats was not unaware of this danger. He stated in his letters that "a World of Pains and Troubles
is to school an Intelligence and make it a Soul." In other words, beauty does not promote human
development on its own. Suffering, rather than stasis, produces wisdom. Furthermore, his poetry do
not blindly worship beauty; rather, they challenge it with experience. Even in his most idealistic
poems, such as Ode on a Grecian Urn and Ode to a Nightingale, Keats portrays the desire for
eternity as overwhelming and futile. Art may promise liberation, but its perpetual life is a type of
deprivation, a presence cut off from time, desire, and death [9].

In doing so, Keats makes beauty an object of worship and fear. /The lovers who urn cannot kiss; /
The nightingale cannot be followed. And the knight, under the spell of a supernatural muse, is
hollowed by it. Keats’s aesthetic, far from escapist, is thoroughly bound up with human fragility. His
obsession is with keeping beauty in the form (it’s not a denial of mortality but an elegy for it).

Examples and Close readings:
1). Beauty as Emotional Entrapment in La Belle Dame sans Merci
“I met a lady in the meads, — / Full beautiful — a faery’s child, / Her hair was long, her foot was

light, / And her eyes were wild.
The woman is otherworldly from the start, unmoored from the real. Her beauty is beguiling, but

those "wild" eyes suggest danger. She is not only the desired, but destined to destroy desire.
“And there she lullèd me asleep / And there I dreamed—Ah! woe betide! — / The last dream that

I ever dreamt / On the hill’s cold side.”
The chill hill is a symptom of lifelessness, a spot where love becomes freeze dried repetition. The

knight is a fixture in the memory, living but not alive.



Proceeding	of	ICIHCS	2025	Symposium:	Exploring	Community	Engagement:	Identity,	(In)equality,	and	Cultural	Representation
DOI:	10.54254/2753-7064/2025.NE28204

19

2). Gothic Vitality: Death in La Belle Dame as Vampire
This portrayal of the lady as a vampire demonstrates how "idealised beauty" is not passive but

rather consuming. She drains the knight's life away, much as the nightingale's melody gradually
abandons the speaker in Ode to a Nightingale, leaving him deserted rather than cured and exalted.

3). Keats on Suffering, in His Letters (May 1819)
“See’st thou,” he says, “how necessary a World of Pains and troubles is to school an Intelligence

and make it a soul?”
This philosophical touchstone illuminates Keats’s work as an artist. Art isn't a way of dodging

pain but of absorbing it. Static beauty is beauty insofar that it shows what life has to give up.
4). Stasis as Loss in Ode on a Grecian Urn and Ode to a Nightingale
“She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss:”
“Gone is that music:—Do I wake or sleep?”
But they reveal a gulf between what is witnessed or heard and what is felt. Beauty is, but it is not

reached by the self. It is this bittersweet suspension — of joy unexperienced, music gone — that
permeates Keats’s emotional poetics.

6. Conclusion

Keats’s odes exist in an exquisite state of tension between beauty and death, desire and deferral. In
"Ode on a Grecian Urn," the lovers remain poised but never grasp; in "Ode to a Nightingale," the
bird's voice reaches beyond earthly hearing. Keats believes that timeless art provides both solace and
distance. It retains beauty in its most vibrant moment, but at the expense of fulfillment, movement,
and life. Whereas Wordsworth finds repetition in memory and Shelley revision in modification,
Keats sees form as a source of excruciating arrest: a perfect prison inside which emotion can be
nourished but never satiated.

His poetry does not try to evade this paradox. It does not float above it, but rather resides inside
it, transforming unfulfilled desire and mortal longing into something permanent. Keats does not
resolve the tension between the transient and the permanent, but rather renders its emotional fibre,
immortalising not the fulfilment of beauty but the anguish of its absence. Keats expresses
impermanence via art.
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