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INTRODUCTION
Most critics will agree that the quest motif is central both to Shelley's "Alastor" and to Keats's "Endymion."
But beyond this general consensus, there is little agreement among scholars as to the messages that these authors
wished to convey.
Although Shelley wrote an explanation for his
"Alastor," few critics are v/illing to agree on an interpretation of the poem.

The "Preface," in which Shelley

attempted to make his intentions known, is likewise subject
to differing interpretations.

Some critics, in an effort

to twist the poem to suit their own particular interpretations, will go so far as to imply, and in some cases
openly state, that Shelley's interpretation (the explanation which he gives in his preface) of his own poem is
wrong.

Frederick L. Jones, for example, in an article en-

titled "The Inconsistency of Shelley's 'Alastor,'" contends
that because the poem was so autobiographical, Shelley forgot his purpose (to punish the poet) and became sympathetic
to hira.-^ Following this same line of reasoning, Jones
further asserts that "the veiled maid was created for one
purpose but, because Shelley fell in love with her, was
used for quite a different purpose.

She was created as

the agent of an 'avenging spirit,' but v/as used as a symbol
of truth and beauty."^
1
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One might reasonably argue that in "Alastor" Shelley
failed in presenting his intended thesis coherently, but
to imply that he lost sight of his intentions borders on
the absurd.

If Shelley was in possession of his mental

faculties at the time he wrote "Alastor," it is unlikely
that he submitted his poem for publication without first
rereading it; it is therefore unlikely that he wavered
from his original purpose.

Jones, however, further elab-

orates on his position by stating that "he [Shelley] did,
however, remember his original purpose long enough to insert in the right place (immediately after the poet was
fatally ensnared by the vision) three lines (203-203) to
explain the vision, to the effect that it was sent by 'the
spirit of sweet human love' to punish 'him who spurned her
choicest gifts.'"-^
It seems, then, that any serious consideration of
"Alastor" should attempt to reconcile the poem and its
preface.

Too often the critic v/ill cover up his ov/n seem-

ing lack of perception in the argument that Shelley failed
to understand his own poem.

Realizing the injustice that

"Alastor" has received regarding its merits, or lack of
them, Evan K. Gibson observes:

"Shelley wrote the Preface

as a clarification and expected the poem to be read in the
light of the Preface rather than, as too many have done,
the Preface in the light of the poem."^
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Keats's "Endymion," however, poses a more complex
problem than does Shelley's "Alastor."

Since Keats did

not write an explanation of his poem, critics are divided
as to whether "Endymion" is an allegory at all.

On this

point, Jacob D. V/igod has suggested that "'Endymion' . . .
is a personal, Romantic allegory.

As commentators have

often remarked, Keats makes no explicit statement about
his intention.

He could not do so, since the allegory

. . . was neither a conscious nor deliberate creation."^
But perhaps Keats felt about "Endymion" as one might feel
about an unsuccessful joke; when there is no laughter,
there is no desire to reveal the intended punch line.
No one knows why Keats did not bother to explain
his poem; he certainly had cause to, for the majority of
its reviewers received it most unfavorably.

In the

Quarterly Review, John Wilson Croker says of the poem:
At first it appeared to us, that P^r. Keats had been
amusing himself and wearying his readers with an
immeasurable game at bouts-rimes; but if we recollect rightly, it was an indispensable condition
at this play, that the rhymes when filled up shall
have a meaning . . . our author . . . has no meaning . . . .
There is hardly a complete couplet
inclosing a complete idea in the whole book.^
Croker sums up his review by saying:
If anyone should be bold enough to purchase this
'Poetic Romance,'- and so much more patient, than
ourselves, as to get beyond the first book, and
so much more fortunate as to find a meaning, we
entreat him to make us acquainted v/ith his success; we shall then return to the task v;hich v/e

now abandon in despair and endeavour to make all
due amends to Mr. Keats and to our readers.7
Even today, some critics. Amy Lowell and Nev/ell
Ford, for instance, fail to see any strain of allegory in
"Endymion."

Lowell concedes that "Endymion" is "one of

the most suggestive poems in English literature," but
states that "the suggestions in it are as fleeting and
unrelated as a Summer day-dream."^

From this position,

Lowell proceeds to point out that, in her opinion, the
poem is nothing more than an "idealization of sexual
love."^
Following Lowell's lead, Newell Ford has gone a
step further in proclaiming that the main theme of
"Endymion" is "Endymion's quest for an everlasting eroticism."

He feels that the shepard-prince seeks "an

imaginatively idealized eroticism, seemingly capable of
immortal prolongation (or at least of an endless 'repetition' after death)."

On this point, however, Wigod feels

that "under these circumstances it is well-nigh impossible
to conceive of Keats writing a long poem, the first great
trial of his inventive and imaginative powers, whose theme
would be--in the words of Newell Ford—a 'quest of ever12
lasting eroticism.'"

Here, Wigod seems to be working at

odds with his earlier statement that "the allegory was
neither a conscious nor deliberate creation."
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Most of the major critics view "Endymion" as an
allegory, or at least they interpret it in that spirit.
In reference to a letter that Keats wrote to his publisher,
John Taylor, in which he suggested that certain changes be
made in the poem prior to its going to press, Claude Finney
says:

"While 'Endymion' was going through the press, Keats

revised this passage [vv. 777 et seq.] and added the four
first verses in which he stated the neo-Platonic quest of
'fellowship with essence,' for he realized on second
thought that an explicit statement of his theme v;as necessary."-'-^

In this letter, Keats says:

You must indulge me by putting this in for setting aside the badness of the other, such a preface is necessary to the subject. The whole thing
must I think have appeared to you, who are a consequitive Man, as a thing almost of mere words—
but I assure you that when I wrote it it was a
regular stepping of the Imagination towards a
Truth. My having written that Argument will perhaps be of the greatest service to me of any thing
I ever did. It set before me at once the gradations of Happiness even like a kind of Pleasure
Thermometer—and is my first step towards the chief
attempt in the Drama—the plaving of different
Natures with Joy and Sorrow.!^
In view of Keats's apparent intended allegory, then,
interpretations which suggest that "Endymion" is nothing
more than a poem about an oversexed young man and his quest
for an "everlasting eroticism" tend to reflect more upon
the critics' inability to comprehend any deeper meaning
in the poem than upon Keats's inability to make his meaning clear.

"Alastor" and "Endymion" are similar in that they
were both early works of their authors; and being early
works, their message is perhaps not as clear as those to
be found in their later, more mature works.

But it would

be shortsighted indeed to conclude that because these poems
are not always clear in their expression that they have
no meaning or were products of authors who were even ignorant of their own purpose.

A careful study of both

poems will reveal that their authors had intended, if not
always clear, messages.
This thesis is primarily concerned with the similarities and differences between "Alastor" and "Endymion."
But since the meanings of these poems are in such dispute,
a chapter will be devoted to the allegory of each in an
effort to settle on what appear to be the most logical
interpretations.

CHAPTER I
THE "PREFACE" OF "ALASTOR"
The key to an understanding of "Alastor" lies in
its preface, for as Gibson points out:

" . . . it should

contain the most complete expression of the idea which
took form as Shelley developed the story. "-^ In a similar
vein, Hoffman observes:

"If the poem is to be properly

appreciated, we must not abandon the attempt to discover
minute connections between it and the Preface, for the
Preface makes us aware that a meaning was intended."^
The first paragraph of the "Preface" relates the
story of the poem.

Shelley says that the poem "represents

a youth of uncorrupted feelings and adventurous genius led
forth by an imagination inflamed and purified through
familiarity with all that is excellent and majestic to the
contemplation of the universe."-'^

This youth "drinks deep

of the fountains of knowledge, and is still insatiate."^
As long as he can direct his desires "towards objects thus
infinite and unmeasured, he is joyous, tranquil, and selfpossessed."^

A time comes, however, when these objects no

longer satisfy him, for his mind "is at length suddenly
awakened and thirsts for intercourse with an intelligence
similar to itself."

Regarding this line, Gibson suggests

that "Shelley's fragment. On Love, probably written in the
same year (1^15), sheds considerable light on the
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Preface . . . . "'^ In this fragment, Shelley says:
We are born into the world, and there is something
within us which, from the instant that we live,
more and more thirsts after its likeness. It is
probably in correspondence with this law that the
infant drains milk from the bosom of its mother;
this propensity develops itself with the development of our nature. We dimly see within our intellectual nature a miniature as it were of our
entire self, yet deprived of all that we condemn
or despise, the ideal prototype of everything
excellent or lovely that we are capable of conceiving as belonging to the nature of man.^
After the poet's mind is awakened, "he images to
himself the being whom he loves."^
bodies all of his own imaginations.

In this vision he emThe vision "unites

all of wonderful, or wise, or beautiful, v/hich the poet,
the philosopher, or the lover could depicture."

Gibson

states that the vision took on these particular characteristics "because of his [the poet's] vast mental development and familiarity with speculations approaching the
ideal."^^
Shelley then says that "the intellectual faculties,
the imagination, the functions of sense, have their respective requisitions on the sympathy of corresponding
powers in other human beings. "-^^ The poet unites these
requisitions and attaches them to a single image.

Again

referring to Shelley's fragment. On Love. Gibson sees the
vision as "a miniature as it were of our entire self, . .
a mirror whose surface reflects only the forms of purity
and brightness; a soul within our soul that describes a
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circle around its proper, paradise, v/hich pain, and sorrow,
and evil dare not overleap"^^ (ellipsis not mine).
Shelley concludes this first paragraph by pointing
out that the poet "seeks in vain for a prototype of his
conception.

Blasted by disappointment, he descends to an

untimely grave. "-^^
It is important to note that the poet "images to
himself the being whom he loves."

This vision was not,

as Gibson has pointed out, "sent to him by an outside agency." ^

Many critics insist that the vision v;as sent to

the poet as a punishment for his neglect of human sympathy.
Critics are, hov/ever, strongly divided on this point.
Summarizing the issue. Baker says:
The real point at issue would seem to be this:
when Shelley v/rote the poem, did he mean it to be
the story of a peerless youth's quest for the
ideal maiden of his dreams, or did he mean to imply that the youth v/as in some way culpable , and
that the quest was a punishment?
The first paragraph of the preface contains nothing that would suggest an avenging spirit of solitude. In the poem itself Professor Havens has
noticed two passages v/hich seem to show that in
writing the poem Shelley had in mind the cursemotif. Yet neither of them is necessarily involved with the avenging alastor theme. The preface says that the poet "images to himself the
Being v;hom he loves," neither stating nor implying
that this being has been sent to punish him, or
that any supernatural agency beyond the poet's
own imagination is involved, or even that the
poet has been really culpable in his neglect of
love.-'-^
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If one only concerns himself with the first paragraph of the "Preface" and chooses to ignore completely
its remainder, as Baker does,-^'^ Then these assumptions are
well founded; but it seems unwise to discount the entire
second half of Shelley's "Preface" on so conjectural an
assumption, especially since the second paragraph, although
vague and ambiguous in places, is not necessarily, as Baker
assumes, at odds with the poem itself.

Shelley makes it

quite clear in his second paragraph that the poet is guilty
of neglecting human sympathy.

The real issue, consequently,

is whether or not an outside agency sent the vision as a
punishment for this guilt, even though the poet was deluded
by a "generous error."
Gibson sees the visionary maiden in this way:
The vision, then, according to the Preface, is an
"epipsychidion"—a soul out of his soul--and not
something outside of the poet's ov/n nature. As
such an image of love is not to be found in this
life, for it is "the invisible and unattainable
point to which love tends" (On Love), the youth's
search for a prototype of the vision is doomed to
failure. Therefore, he dies "blasted by his disappointment."!"
And concluding his discussion of the first paragraph of the
"Preface," he adds:
Such, apparently, is Shelley's brief outline of
the story as he thought he had v/ritten it in the
poem; not the stc^y of a youth pursued by a supernatural spirit of solitude, Alastor, who, as an
avenger, "drives him on in his search of its own
phantasm till he dies"; not "the plan that the
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invisible spirit of solitude should tempt the poet
to destroy himself"; "not that Alastor or the gods,
jealous of his knowledge of the thrilling secrets
of the birth of time sent him a baneful dream";
but, rather, the story of a youth who, after living
a life of solitude, falls in love with a vision
of his "soul mate," a creation of his own mind,
and perishes of disappointment, apart from any other
influence either human or divine. If any other interpretations of the poem are true, they must be
established elsewhere than in Shelley's ov/n diecest
of the story.19
The second paragraph of the "Preface" provides the
reader with a general explanation of the poem.
summarizes its contents:

Gibson

"The second half of the Preface

deals with the cause of the poet's death but widens the
discussion to explain the necessity of human sympathy in
general and the evils of the solitary life."^^
The second sentence of this paragraph has caused
general confusion.

Shelley says:

"The poet's self-centered

seclusion was avenged by the furies of an irresistible
passion pursuing him to a speedy ruin."^-^ From this line,
many critics have drawn the inference that these "furies
of an irresistible passion" are agents of some avenging
force.

But one must keep in mind that Shelley considers

"Alastor" to be "allegorical of one of the most interesting
op

situations of the human mind."'^'^

It would appear, then,

that this "passion" is a product of the poet's own making.
What is generally confusing about the second paragraph is that Shelley discusses two classes of individuals.
These are the "luminaries of the world" and, in Shelley's
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words, "those meaner spirits."

Shelley says:

But that power which strikes the liminaries of the
world with sudden darkness and extinction, by
awakening them to too exquisite a perception of
its influences, dooms to a slov/ and poisonous decay those meaner spirits that dare to abjure its
dominion. Their destiny is more abject and inglorious as their delinquency is more contemptible
and pernicious,23
The poet which Shelley depicts in "Alastor" is obviously a luminary of the world, and he dies, in accordance with Shelley's description of the luminary's fate,
an early death.

The poet has been struck with too ex-

quisite of a perception of the ideal; he falls in love
with a vision which is the embodiment of perfection.
Newell Ford says:
Goaded v/ith a ceaseless vision of an ideal society,
thirsting for knowledge--knowledge of 'the thrilling secrets of birth of time,' of the fate of the
soul at death, of the possible illusoriness of all
human ideals—such spirits are fated to lead lonely and tortured lives. They are Shelleyan Fausts
denied even the compassionable interludes with
Margaret or in Auebach's Cellar. It is the cardinal irony that such spirits love their fellowbeings more deeply and abidingly than those who
embrace and copulate and beget families. For the
love which activates the Poet is disinterested,
and its objects are all human-kind rather than a
mate and propagation.^^
The poet has not neglected love; but, rather, he has pursued a type of love which cannot be found in this earth
and has, as a consequence, unconsciously neglected human
sympathy.

Shelley says:

"Among those who attempt to
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exist without human sympathy, the pure and tender-hearted
parish through intensity and passion of their search after
its communities, when the vacancy of their spirit suddenly
makes itself felt, "^5

Anyone v/ho is "tender-hearted" is

prone to be sympathetic to his fellow mortals and return
gestures of love with similar gestures; it is apparent,
therefore, that the poet's neglect was v/holly unconscious,
Shelley continues:

"All else, selfish, blind, and torpid,

are those unforeseeing multitudes who constitute, together
with their own, the lasting misery and loneliness of the
world."

The words "all else" in this sentence are of

paramount importance, for they relieve the poet of all the
charges leveled against those "unforeseeing multitudes."
Of these "meaner spirits," Shelley says:
They who, deluded by no generous error, instigated
by no sacred thirst of doubtful knowledge, duped
by no illustrious superstition, loving nothing on
this earth, and cherishing no hopes beyond, yet
keep aloof from sympathies with their kind, rejoicing neither in human joy nor mourning v/ith
human grief: these, and such as they, have their
apportioned curse. They languish, because none
feel with them their common nature. They are
morally dead.^'^
Shelley concludes his "Preface" by saying:

"Those

who love not 'their fellow beings live unfruitful lives,
2^
and prepare for their old age a miserable grave."
This
statement could not refer to the poet of "Alastor," for
Shelley's poet dies prematurely.

It is, hov/ever, inter-

esting to note that this concluding statement follov/s the
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line, "All else [other than the poet's type], selfish,
blind, and torpid, are those unforeseeing multitudes who
constitute, together with their ovm, the lasting misery
and loneliness of the world."

The word "those" must refer

to "those unforeseeing multitudes" to v/hom Shelley refers
in the preceding line, for if it includes the poet, how
is one to explain the verse which immediately follov/s?
Shelley quotes Wordsworth:
'The good die first.
And those whose hearts are dry as summer dust.
Burn to the socket!'29
Shelley's poet is guilty of unconsciously neglecting
human sympathy, and for this action he is condemned, both
in the "Preface" and in the poem.

Yet Shelley does not

feel that the poet's crime of neglect (if crime is the
correct word) is as great as those who are deluded by no
"generous error."

The poet is not condemned in the "Pref-

ace" and glorified in the poem as many critics seem to
assume.

He is both glorified and condemned in the "Preface,"

and he is both glorified and condemned in the poem.
In his quest for the ideal, he is simply unav/are
that he is neglecting mankind.

He is too preoccupied with

"the thrilling secrets of birth and time" (1, 12^) and
later with the vision of the ideal to notice the human
misery that he is bringing about around him.

Perhaps

Weaver expresses Shelley's sentiments when he says:
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"Among 'these evil times and evil tongues,' the duty of
the poet, having done all, is to stand.

In him the multi-

tude must find a sure refuge,"^^
Shelley's discussion of the two classes of individuals makes the second paragraph of his preface confusing.

But perhaps he felt this dichotomy necessary to

emphasize his didactic purposes, for he begins his second
paragraph with the statement:

"The picture is not barren

of instruction to actual men,"-^-'- If "actual men" are in
some way different from poets, this dichotomy is needed,
for there is no reference to "those unforeseeing multitudes" in the poem itself.

CHAPTER II
THE I4EANING OF "ALASTOR"
Shelley's "Alastor" begins with an invocation,
Desmond King-Hele considers it to be Miltonic and insists
that it soon "develops into a Nature-worship as fervent as
Wordsworth's,"^

Shelley says that he has loved Nature and

Nature only and that he has been a seeker of beauty and
truth in nature:
Mother of this unfathomable world!
Favour my solemn song, for I have loved
Thee ever, and thee only; I have watched
Thy shadow, and the darkness of thy steps.
Of thy deep mysteries,
(11, lg-23)
It is interesting to note, however, that this attitude is
in marked contrast with the attitude which the poet in
"Alastor" develops during the course of his quest after
the ideal maiden. The poet, contrary to Havens' assump2
tions, does not search in the world of the physical. On
this point, Gibson observes:
He seeks in vain for a prototype of his conception.
That is, he seeks for the pattern or original of
the vision itself, the antitype. Although the
Preface does not say where or how the poet seeks,
we certainly would not expect a philosopher of his
surpassing powers to make the blunder of expecting
to find the prototype, the original of his vision,
in the realm of the physical. Nor do the furies
or an irresistible passion come from searching in
the actual world, (Indeed, such a search might
have saved him,) But they come from attempting
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to find the "communities of love" without a personal bond or kinship v/ith mankind. This was the
vacancy of spirit in v;hich he perished,3
Such a striking contrast between Shelley and his poet
would tend to discount somev/hat the more biographical approaches to the poem.
In the invocation, Shelley also concerns himself
with the "grand law of cosmic love," the same type of neoPlatonic concern which Coleridge depicts in his "Rime of
the Ancient Mariner,"

Shelley says:

If no bright bird, insect, or gentle beast
I consciously have injured, but still loved
And cherished these my kindred; then forgive
This boast, beloved brethren, and withdraw
No Portion of your wonted favour now!
(11, 13-17)
These lines reflect the Platonic idea of the brotherhood
of all things in nature's vast chain of being, for all
things, according to Plato, stem from the godhead,^
After the forty-nine line invocation, in which
Shelley calls upon the "Great Parent" to enable his strain
to ", , , modulate with murmurs of the air, / And motions
of the sea" (11, 46-47), he begins to relate the tragedy
of a young poet who lived, died, and sung in solitude, a
poet for whom ". , , virgins, as unknown he passed, have
pined / And wasted for fond love of his wild eyes"
(11. 62-63).

Here, Shelley clearly expresses the Renais-

sance notion that the beauty of the soul is reflected
through the eyes.

But now, Shelley laments.
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The fire of those soft orbs has ceased to burn.
And silence, too enamoured of that voice.
Locks its mute music in her rugged cell. (11.64-66)
Also of interest is that in his invocation, Shelley
addresses the earth, ocean, and the air (1. 1 ) , three of
the four elements, but he never speaks of fire except in
relation to the poet.
same thing.

Keats, in his "Endymion," does the

Perhaps the purpose is to show the poet's

brotherhood with all the elements of nature.

By tradition,

the poet also possesses the divine light or inspiration
within his soul v/hich enables him to perceive things or
have visions that the normal man cannot.

The poet is

therefore more closely aligned with nature.

It follows,

then, that the very situation surrounding the poet's death
in "Alastor" may be significant, for the poet dies as the
two lessening points of the moon disappear behind a mountain.

The moon, at this point, closely resembles the two

starry eyes of the dream vision.
Following his invocation, Shelley relates in a general manner the course of the poet's life (11. 50-66) and
then, by way of the flashback, begins to tell the story
of a poet v^^ho, from his very infancy, was nurtured by
"solemn vision, and bright silver dream" (11. 66-67).
Even during his early years
The fountains of divine philosophy
Fled not his thirsting lips, and all of great
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Or good, or lovely, v/hich the sacred past
In truth or fable consecrates, he felt
And knew.
( H . 69-75)
Gibson interprets these lines as suggesting that "he [the
poet] intuitively received the emanations of nature and
the wisdom of the ancients."^

Hoffman, however, attacks

the problem in a different way:
The manner of the poet's education as revealed in
both Preface and poem agrees with Locke's theory
of knowledge. The wording of the Preface—"the
magnificence and beauty of the universe sinks into the frame of his conceptions"—is a hauntingly
suggestive epitome of the account, in the Essay
Concerning Human Understanding, of how sensations
become the origin of both simple and complex ideas,
"sink," as it were, into the mind. Not a word in
Preface or poem indicates the presence of the poethero of those innate ideas of Plato the existence
of which Locke set out to disprove.6
It is true that the impetus for thought comes from
external stimuli, but it is doubtful that Shelley would
accept the idea that complex ideas are formed merely from
simple ideas through a process of association.

Even though

Shelley might not have believed that the mind contained
innate ideas, he probably did believe that the mind has a
mystical function which transcends mere knowledge by association.

It would be difficult, for example, to explain

a poet whose
• , , blood.
That ever beat in mystic sympathy
V/ith nature's ebb and flow , . .
(11.651-653)
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in terms of Lockean philosophy.
When early youth passed, the poet left his "cold
fireside and alienated home" (1, 76), It is significant
that even at this early age, v/hen the poet searched for
beauty and truth in the phenomenal world, "the values of
human companionship were unknown to him, even in his own
home,"'^

But although the values of human sympathy were

unknown to him, other humans tended to his needs.

Roam-

ing over undiscovered lands in his quest for strange
truths, his "sweet voice and eyes" (1. BO) made such an
impression even on savage men that they offered him rest
and food.

And just as he accepted food from savage men,

he cared for the animals of the forests:
. . , the doves and squirrels would partake
From his innocuous hand his bloodless food.
Lured by the gentle meaning of his looks.
And the v/ild antelope, that starts when'er
The dry leaf rustles in the brake, suspended
Her timid steps to gaze upon a form
More graceful than her own,
(11, 100-106)
At length, the poet's wanderings took him to the
"awful ruins of the days of old" (1, lOS), He visited
Athens, Tyre, Balbek, Jerusalem, Babylon, Memphis, Thebes,
and "dark Aethiopia,"

And pondering over the memorials of

times long past, he gazed until
. , . meaning on his vacant mind
Flashed like strong inspiration, and he saw
The thrilling secrets of the birth of time.
(11, 126-123)
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Up to this point, Shelley has done little but to
depict the poet's physical and mental attractiveness, and
an encounter with savage men is hardly enough to establish
the theme that the poet tends to neglect companionship with
his own kind.

It is at this point in the poem, however,

that Shelley introduces the Arab maid.
Not unlike the savage men of the wilderness, the
Arab maid tended to the needs of the poet.

She watched

him nightly as he slept and went without sleep herself in
order that she might
, , , gaze upon his lips
Parted in slumber, whence the regular breath
Of innocent dreams arose,
(11, 135--137)
Then, after a sleepless night, the Arab maid would return
to her own cold home, "wildered, wan, and panting" (1, 139).
Because of her generally awe-stricken condition, the Arab
maid never dared to confess her love to the poet; consequently it is more difficult to condemn the poet for
cruelty and easier to feel sympathy toward the Arab maid's
plight,

Gibson says:

During this time he had lived a solitary life—a
life untouched by human love. Finding in nature
and "divine Philosophy" an overwhelming interest,
he did not realize his need of anything else,
Shelley gives no indication that he deliberately
refused to accept human love and sympathy. Rather,
he was merely unaware of its significance or personal value to him. So engrossed was he in his
pursuit of truth and beauty that he was not
conscious of the virgins who "pined and wasted for
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love of his v/ild eyes" (11. 133-134). The references to the strangers who wept, the virgins who
pined, and the Arab maid, are used to show not a
deliberate, v/illful, rejection of human companionship but an innocent neglect of a vital part of
the human soul. This "generous error" (Preface)
arose from a desire which must be highly admired—
the desire to find truth, to find the meaning of
life and of the universe. And v/hat heightens the
tragedy of the poet's death is the fact that it
was caused by an exclusive emphasis upon this very^
very quality which v/as so commendable in his life.°
Some critics, however, view the Arab maid encounter
as having autobiographical overtones and see parallels between the poem and the events of Shelley's own life:
It has been said that "Alastor" is Shelley's apology
for deserting Harriet and going away with Mary;
that the Arab maiden represents Harriet, whose
love was unsatisfying because she could not understand him; that Shelley found his visioned ideal in
Mary, Such an interpretation, however, is unconvincing; it assumes that the Poet of "Alastor"
is identical with Shelley, though the incidents of
the poem do not correspond with incidents of his
life. Shelley had accepted Harriet's love and
cherished it for approximately two years, but the
Poet never perceives that the Arab maid loves him;
moreover, Shelley found later in Mary not the embodiment of his ideal, but the actual companion
who could give him the human sympathy necessary to
save him from the vain search for that embodiment,
whereas the Poet refuses all offers of human sympathy because he cannot realize his ideal.9
Of all the available criticism, Gibson gives what
is perhaps the best explanation of Shelley's inclusion of
the Arab maid.

He says:

"He [Shelley] appears to have

included these lines merely to reiterate and re-emphasize,
just before the appearance of the vision, the fact that
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the youth is unaware of his opportunities and of the importance of human companionship."-^^
After the poet leaves the Arab maid, he wanders on,
and in the vale of Cashraire he has the vision of the veiled
maid.

The vision came to the poet in his sleep, and "her

voice was like the voice of his own soul" (1, 153). The
maid was also a poet, and
Knowledge and truth and virtue were her theme.
And lofty hopes of divine liberty,
(11, 15^-159)
After their discourse, the maid raised "wild numbers" on
her harp and inflamed the poet's imagination,

Gibson says:

The voice stifled in her tremulous sobs, the beating heart heard in the pauses of her song, the
tumultuous breath, all contribute to show the influence of the imagination upon the affectionate
phase of the soul. But the imagination does not
deal entirely with concepts. It stimulates the
creation of sense perceptions,H
Then the maid stops playing and advances with
, , . her outspread arms now bare.
Her dark locks floating in the breath of night.
Her beamy bending eyes, her parted lips
Outstretched, and pale, and quivering eagerly,
(11, 177-lBO)
The poet, hopelessly in love, extends his arms to meet her
panting bosom, but
. , , she drev; back a while ,
Then, yielding to the irrestible joy,
V/ith a frantic gesture and short breathless cry
Folded his frame in her dissolving arms,
(11, 1B4-1B6)
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Havens feels that the vision which Shelley depicts
in the poem is not particularly identical with the vision
described in the "Preface,"12

But Gibson finds the vision

in the poem to be an exact replica of that vision.

He

says:
If we are to believe the Preface, "he images to
himself the Being whom he loves," a being who
unites in a single image the sympathetic demands
in the poet of "the intellectual faculties, the
imagination, the functions of sense," And such a
three-fold division is just v/hat is found in the
description of the vision (11, 149-191). Havens,
complaining of contradictions between the Preface
and the poem itself, says that "an attentive reader may find some hints" in the poem of the Being of
the Preface, But thirty lines of carefully organized detail is certainly more than a hint to an
inattentive reader,13
Aside from questions about Shelley's consistency between the "Preface" and his poem, the vision has brought
about many other speculations.

One question that has

puzzled many readers is the poet's sexual activities with
the vision of ideal beauty,

Campbell, for example, feels

that the vision is "much too earthly and realistic; she
who should have been but a symbol of the soul's desire
steps out of the land of imagery like some scantily dressed
beauty of a society ball,"
port to Campbell's argument,^5

Hoffman likewise lends supBut Gibson observes:

Such an objection disregards the statement of the
Preface, 'The Poet,' says Shelley, 'is represented
as uniting these requisitions, and attaching them
to a single image,' Thus, we see that the vision
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is a three-fold creation of 'the intellectual faculties, the imagination, the functions of sense,'
The omission of the sense details v/ould have left
the image incomplete.!^
Many critics see elements of Platonism in the dream
vision,

King-Hele, for example, interprets the veiled

maid as being an expression of "the Platonic view that a
man's ideal mate is his 'other half, having a mind in
tune with his ov/n. He may spend many years seeking this
ideal in vain, for souls are not worn openly like badges:
as a rule, the soul's shining core is, as Shelley puts it,
veiled,"17 And, in a similar vein, Wilson sees the vision
as being Platonic in origin, but contends that Shelley's
•Id

attitude toward the Platonic veil is ambiguous,
Hoffman, however, sees no connection between the
vision and Platonism.

The love episode, he feels, v/hich

is depicted in the poem is not of the same type which
Plato describes in his Symposium.

He believes that the

vision is, as Campbell has said, "much too earthly and
realistic."!"
Perhaps Woodman's comments clarify the question
somev/hat:
In 1^15, Shelley could not yet submit to the dialectic of passion and discover the 'true law' in
the Orphic and Neo-Platonic occult tradition. At
the same time, hov/ever, he could no longer live
in the rationalise tradition, finding in the order
of the universe the prototype of the psychic universe within himself."20
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But he significantly adds:
The resolution of this impasse (which Shelley believed would destroy him) v/as found in turning independently and directly to Plato. In I8l7
["Alastor" was written in 1^15] Shelley translated
Plato's Symposium in which he saw, or thought he
saw, the poet's search for his epipsyche described
in terms of intervention on the part of the gods.
The poet's quest in "Alastor" v;as given a metaphysical status in the Symposium, leading, as it
did in the Symposium, to the ultimate reality that
transcends nature.^i
To say that the vision is an exact embodiment of the
Platonic ideal would be without grounds, but it is clear
that within the context of the entire poem, the veiled
maid fits into what one might term as a natural sort of
Platonism.

Similarly, Hildebrand says that "Alastor" con-

tains elements of platonism, but it is not, by any stretch
of the imagination, an exact blueprint of it,22

One must

not forget, however, that Shelley's main concern in the
poem is not with the quest for ideal beauty, but rather
with the idea that man must not neglect his fellow man
under any circumstances.

Any other philosophical elements

are, by necessity, secondary to this general theme.
Rather than elements of Platonism, some critics see
characteristics of narcissism in the vision.

Hoffman, for

example, observes that "the search for an ideal mate is
familiar enough in the poetry of the romantics, but in
Shelley it acquires the specialized form of narcissism," -^
Gibson, however, attacks Hoffman on this point:
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One must understand . . . that the vision is not
the poet's own soul. He does not fall in love
with himself as Hoffman believes, who makes the
vision the poet's own inner self. "Shelley's
poet is unable to separate his ideas of a beloved woman from his consciousness of himself
except in the matter of physical form." But
there is no basis for such a conclusion. The
Preface states that all love is sympathy with
like qualities in others. The vision is a creation hy his soul of an ideal "soul mate," one
who will respond to every characteristic of his
soul on all three planes,24
Following the appearance of the vision are three
lines which many critics consider pivotal in an understanding of "Alastor," for in these lines the curse motif seems
to be apparent:
The spirit of sweet human love has sent
A vision to the sleep of him who spurned
Her choicest gifts,
(11. 203-205)
Regarding any supernatural element in the poem, Gibson
says:
But is not this interpretation an overpersonification of what Shelley meant to be only slightly
figurative? Although spirit does mean "an intelligent but immaterial being," it may also mean "the
essential principle of some emotion as governing
action." Used in the latter sense it is in entire
agreement with the Preface and the rest of the poem.
That is, the dormant spirit of sweet human love in
the poet's ov/n nature, sent the vision--that spirit
of human sympathy v/hich, according to the Preface,
makes itself felt at some time in all those who
are not morally dead, Shelley does slightly personify the word by the use of the feminine pronoun
and the verb sent, but such momentary personification is not uncommon, particularly as he regarded
the spirit of love as a universal feeling of human
sympathy and, therefore, not improper for personification. Certainly there is little basis, in the
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light of the rest of the poem, for regarding those
lines as the entrance of a super-natural character
into the plot.25
After the poet awakes from his dream vision, the
period has arrived when the objects of nature and divine
speculation cease to suffice, for he has experienced a
sympathy between himself and the maiden of his dreams.
Nature no longer holds the mystery for him that it had
before he beheld the "thrilling secrets of the birth of
time" and the visions have vanished (11. 196-200).

When

he realizes that the prototype of his vision is not to be
found in the realms of nature or of the "real" world, the
poet contemplates death:
Does the dark gate of death
Conduct to thy mysterious paradise,
0 Sleep? Does the bright arch of rainbow clouds.
And pendent mountains seen in the calm lake,
Lead only to a black and watery depth,
V/hile death's blue vault, v/ith loathliest vapours
hung.
Where every shade which the foul grave exhales
Hides its dead eye from the detested day,
Conducts, 0 Sleep, to thy delightful realms?
This doubt with sudden tide flowed on his heart.
The insatiate hope which it awakened, stung
His brain even like despair.
(11. 211-222)
During the day the poet contemplated his plight, but
as night came his passion returned, and he went forth into
the darkness and continued to wander.

This situation lasted

several days,.until finally,
, , , his scattered hair
Sered by the autumn of strange suffering
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Sung dirges in the wind; his listless hand
Hung like dead bone within its withered skin;
Life, and the lustre that consumed it, shone
As in a furnace burning secretly
From his dark eyes alone,
(11. 24^-254)
The poet's wild eyes were so full of fire that they fright'
ened infants who hid their faces from the poet's glance.
This reaction is quite different from that of the animals
of the woods who, earlier, guided by the poet's gentle
looks, took food from his hand.
The poet, however, continued to attract the attention of youthful maidens who were, like himself, taught by
nature (11, 66-67).

They would

. . . interpret half the woe
That wasted him, would call him v;ith false names
Brother and friend, would press his pallid hand
At parting, and watch, din through tears, the path
Of his departure from their father's door.
(11. 266-271)
In his failure to reciprocate the youthful maidens' sympathy, the poet again denies the fellowship of his fellow
mortals.

Because he is so preoccupied with his quest for

the vision, it is evident that his denial of sympathy is
not deliberate.
The poet finally pauses upon the Chorasmian shore,
where he beholds a swan rising from the water.

This in-

cident causes the poet to assess his own dilemma:
Thou hast a home,
Beautiful bird; thou voyagest to thine home.
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Where thy sweet mate will twine her dov/ny neck
With thine, and welcome thy return with eyes
Bright in the lustre of their own fond joy.
And what am I that I should linger here.
With voice far sweeter than thy dying notes.
Spirit more vast than thine, frame more attuned
To beauty, wasting these surpassing powers
In the deaf air, to the blind earth, and heaven
That echoes not my thoughts?
(11, 2^0-290)
Gibson contends that the poet's encounter with the swan
only serves to make him more aware of the distance between
himself and nature, and he yearns for companionship with
a being similar to himself:
The desire for "a community with v/hat we experience within ourselves" (On Love) causes the poet to
realize that there can be no actual communion betv/een
the divine spirit of man and the deaf, blind, and
thoughtless physical world. There may be an
appreciation of nature's beauties and even a mystic sense or emotional reaction to the majesty
and mystery of nature, but these will not substitute for companionship with thinking, sentient
beings.2o
Newell Ford also attaches significance to the poet's
encounter with the swan:
The ethical sense of the Poet-Idealist is
highly developed. Both individual awareness and
social meliorism are his ideals. In the judgment of the inert masses the swan may be "wiser"
than the Poet, but in the judgment of thoughtful
and dedicated spirits the swan's happiness and
the Poet's sadness measure exactly the difference
between instinctual animalism and human awareness.27
Ford feels that the irony of this situation points up
Shelley's realistic attitudes, for "such spirits are
fated to live lonely and tortured lives,"2°

He adds:
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Shelley is a realist in recognizing that v/ithout
the biological attraction such love could not
exist (see his essay On Love.), but though for him
love has no shame of the flesh, the most productive love is non-possessive and disinterested.29
He observes further:
The swan can have no inkling of such love. It
cannot contemplate its destiny or give its allegiance to higher rather than lower ends. It cannot choose; it can only obey. Instinct is its
autarch. As always, Shelley chooses the path of
liberty, the liberty that permits a higher choice.
For the love that Shelley believes in is nothing
less than the mind's attraction toward all that is
excellent (essay On Love).30
After the swan flies away, the poet again contemplates death, perhaps suicide:
A gloomy smile
Of desperate home wrinkled his quivering lips.
For sleep, he knev/, kept most relentlessly
Its precious charge, and silent death exposed.
Faithless as sleep, a shadowy lure,
With doubtful smile mocking its own strange charms.
(11. 290-295)
He has reached the awareness, at any rate, that if the
vision is to be found, it can only be found in death, and
he is "startled by his own thoughts" (1. 296). But he is
not being driven to death by any pursuing force, for, as
Shelley points out:
There was no fair fiend near him, not a sight
Or sound of av/e but in his own deep mind.
(11. 297-29S)
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The impatient poet sees a long abandoned shallop
floating near the shore, and
A restless impulse urged him to embark
And meet lone death on that drear ocean's waste.
(11. 304-305)
The shallop, with its sides gaping wide with "many a rift"
and its "frail joints" moving with the tide would not appear to be the ideal craft in which to embark upon the sea,
even on a clear and sunny day such as it was.

Neverthe-

less, the poet's restless impulse was overpowering, and
he set sail.

The fair weather was short lived, but, as-

sisted by a whirlwind, the boat sped along before the storm.
Regarding the condition of the shallop, Gibson feels
that it parallels the condition of the poet, for by this
time his hand "hung like dead bone within its withered
skin" (1. 231),^-^

He says:

There is little hope of the continuance of mortality in such a body as this. And so, when the
poet therefore contemplates meeting death by embarking in the leaky shallop, he is not contemplating suicide, as Havens says, but, realizing
that his life is at an end, is merely seeking his
final resting place.32
When Shelley brings his poet to the contemplation
of death and to the shore of the vast sea, he changes his
method of presentation.

Gibson describes this change:

Before, he has introduced the youth and illustrated
his character and attitudes in the world of the
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actual or at least the possible. VJhile the events
and descriptions as a whole may be representative
or in a sense didactic (this is inferred in the
Preface), the reader receives the impression that,
thus far, the happenings were part of the actual
life of the poet and not merely figures of speech
in an allegorical system. However, from here on,
the poem presents many physical impossibilities.
It is hard to believe, for instance, that Shelley
expected the reader to accept the poet's crossing
of the sea in the boat as a literal experience.35
Gibson bases this assumption on the observation that a
boat such as Shelley has described would scarcely be fit
for such a journey, if one takes into consideration all of
the turmoils that the little boat is submitted to.34

He

rightly concludes that "such objects and events must have
more significance than that of a surface narrative v/hich,
up to this point, has been at least romantically plausible ,"^^
Shelley relates the voyage:
And faster still, beyond all human speed,
Suspended on the sweep of the smooth wave,
The little boat was driven. A cavern there
Yawned, and amid its slant and winding depths
Ingulfed the rushing sea. The boat fled on
With unrelaxing speed,--'Vision and Love!'
The Poet cried aloud, 'I have beheld
The path of thy departure. Sleep and death
Shall not divide us long!'
(11, 361-369)
At this point, Shelley's philosophy becomes rather agnostic,
Gibson says:
The conflict is over. The storm of death has subsided, V/hat lies beyond? But Shelley is not prepared to give the answer. The theme of his poem
deals with the here and now, not the hereafter.
Nor does he believe that man knows the ansv/er.

34
There may be a happy existence beyond this life,
and there may be nothing but oblivion awaiting
the soul after death, V/ho knows? And so he
presents both possibilities in the allegory,
choosing the more optimistic for purposes of the
story,3o
But the poet "proceeds calmly to death merely because it
is a necessity and because he has no desire to live any
longer, as the vision has turned this v/orld to ashes. "37
The boat then follows the windings of the cavern,
and as the stream becomes calm, the boat begins to move
slowly.

But the poet then comes upon a whirlpool, and
I' the midst was left.
Reflecting, yet distorting every cloud,
A pool of treacherous and tremendous calm,
(11. 3^4-3^6)

Gibson feels that perhaps the whirlpool serves as Shelley's
suggestion that after death may lie complete oblivion, a
total annihilation of the personality.3°

If one chooses

to follow this interpretation, then the pool of "treacherous and tremendous calm" would necessarily represent
the other possibility, i.e., "the reflections of this life
seen on the surface of water suggest the wishful thinking
which may be the only basis for our belief in an individual existence after death."39
Shelley, however, chooses to deliver the poet from
the whirlpool.'s raging waters:
Of glassy quiet mid those battling tides
Is left, the boat paused shuddering.--Shall it sink
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Down the abyss? Shall the reverting stress
Of that resistless gulf embosom it?
Now shall it fall?--A wandering stream of wind,
Breathed from the west, has caught the expanded
sail.
And, lo! with gentle motion, between banks
Of mossy slope, and on a placid stream.
Beneath a woven grove it sails, and, hark!
The ghastly torrent mingles its far roar.
With the breeze murmuring in the musical woods.
V/here t h e embowering t r e e s r e c e d e , and l e a v e
A little space of green expanse, the cove
Is closed by meeting banks, whose yellow flowers
Forever gaze on their own drooping eyes.
Reflected on the crystal calm.
(11. 393-40S)
It is especially interesting to note that a gentle breeze
from the west saved the poet from impending doom.

This

event is similar to one described in Shelley's later poem
"Ode to the West Wind."

In this poem, the west wind is a

redeeming, rejuvenative force.

Shelley says:

Drive my dead thoughts over the universe
Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth!
(11. 63-64)
The trumpet of a prophecy! 0, Wind,
If V/inter comes, can Spring be far behind?
(11, 69-70)
Perhaps Shelley always associated the west wind with
rebirth and redemption, and if this assumption is true,
then Gibson's assertions about Shelley's allegory of death
and life gain considerable strength.
After his deliverance from the raging whirlpool,
the poet longs to deck his hair with the yellow flov/ers
which line the bank, but his solitude returns, and he is
unable to find joy in nature.

The impulse to rejoin the
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vision is still foremost in his mind.
Continuing his search in "Nature's dearest haunt"
for "some bank, / Her cradle, and his sepulchre" (11. 429430), the poet wanders onto a well:
Hither the Poet came. His eyes beheld
Their ovm wan light through the reflected lines
Of his thin hair, distinct in the dark depth
Of that still fountain; as the human heart,
Gazing in dreams over the gloomy grave,
Sees its own treacherous likeness there.
(11. 469-474)
Hoffman believes that this passage describes the
"narcissus-like action of the poet as he bent over the well
to look at his own reflection" and adds that "the fountain
[he uses this term as synonymous with well] becomes a
mirror reflecting . . . the countenance of one v/hose soul
is in love with itself."^^

These assumptions are without

foundation, for it is natural for one to look into a v/ell
upon approaching it; and furthermore, it is doubtful that
Shelley would use the words "treacherous likeness" in
relation to the poet's vision of himself if he wanted to
establish the theme of self-love.

The well is functional

in that it indicates to the reader the poet's physical
deterioration which is caused by the intensity of his
quest after the ideal.
In reference to his theory about Shelley's concern
in "Alastor" with the fate of the soul after death, Gibson
says of the well:
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The reflections in the v/ell are compared to the
possibility that 'the human heart /Gazing in
dreams over the gloomy grave, / Sees its own
treacherous likeness there.' And so, here, the
maelstrom leading to oblivion has at its center
a treacherous calm, reflecting and yet distorting
the life of this physical, sentient world. But
it is only a reflection. Beyond is black nothingness. Such, Shelley seems to say, is one possibility,41
And later, he observes:
This well, which represents the mysterious source
of life and from which flows the stream (11. 477479), refelcts on its surface the woven boughs of
hereditary influence and the impressions that this
sentient life receives from the world of nature.
As v/e have pointed out, it is from these impressions
that man builds his hope for sentient existence
after death (11. 469-474).^^
As the poet stood by the well,
. . . tv/o eyes.
Two starry eyes, hung in the gloom of thought.
And seemed with their serene and azure smiles
To beckon him.
(11. 493-494)
And following the light of his soul, ". . .he went, pursuing / The widings of the dell" (11. 493-494).
Up to this point in the poem, Shelley has given
elaborate descriptions of nature, and Havens believes
that "in 'Alastor' we have pictures of nature for their
own sake."^3

But if one regards Shelley's letter to

Elizabeth Hitchener dated June 5, 1^11, there is little
basis for such an assumption.

In this letter, he says:

"My opinion is that all poetical beauty ought to be
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subordinate to the inculcated moral."44

One would con-

sequently tend to agree with Gibson, who contends:
There can be little doubt that this section
[the section beginning with the poet's departure
in the shallop] represents the span of human life,
for the poet himself recognizes that the various
aspects of the setting are types of his mortal
existence and appears to draw from it resignation
as to the loss of the vision.45
This argument gains considerable strength upon examination
of the poet's speech which immediately follows his departure from the well:
'0 stream!
Whose source is inaccessibly profound,
Whither do thy mysterious waters tend?
Thou imagest my life. Thy darksome stillness.
Thy dazzling waves, thy loud and hollow gulfs.
Thy searchless fountain, and invisible course
Have each their type in me: and the wide sky.
And measureless ocean may declare as soon
Why oozy cavern or what wandering cloud
Contains thy waters, as the universe
Tell where these living thoughts reside, when
stretched
Upon thy flowers my bloodless limbs shall waste
I' the passing wind!'
(11. 502-514)
The poet then walks beside the grassy shore of the
small stream until the stream becomes surrounded by huge
rocks, and the simplicity of the scene "made contact with
the universe" (1. 561). Here, the poet beholds a lone
pine, which closely resembles him in its solitude.

It is

appropriate, then, that the poet find his final resting
place here:
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Yet the grey precipice and solemn pine
And torrent, were not all;--one silent nook
Was there. Even on the edge of that vast mountain.
Upheld by knotty roots and fallen rocks.
It overlooked in its serenity
The dark earth, and the bending vault of stars.
It was a tranquil spot, that seemed to smile
Even in the lap or horror.
(11. 571-57^)
Interpreting the latter portion of the poem as being primarily concerned with life and death, Gibson says:
There may be a quiet cove in eternity where the
good and wise will continue their existence. The
stream of life scatters its waters to the passing
winds as it loses its identity in the 'immeasurable
void' of oblivion (11. 569-570), and yet on the
edge of the precipice, overlooking the earth, is
a tranquil nook where the poet finally comes to
rest--a spot that seems to smile even in the lap
of horror (11. 571-57^). This quiet cove or tranquil nook as a haven for the soul appears to represent Shelley's hope for the retention of personality after death, for in his essay On Life,
probably written in 1^15, he says of man: "V/hatever may be his true and final destination, there
is a spirit within him at emnity with nothingness
and dissolution." But the uncertainty of that
hope, as shov/n in the two images of oblivion, is
expressed in his Journal on July 2S, 1S14. That
he recognized the possibility of loss of individual
being is also established by a prose fragment, On
the Punishment of Death, probably written in 1^14
or IBI5. So the Allegory of death comes to an end,
and we might expect the poet actually to expire on
the banks of the cove.46
The poet knows that death is upon him, and before
dying "images of the majestic past" (1, 629) go through
his mind "like winds that bear sweet music" (1, 63I). He
then places his hand on the trunk of the old pine and takes
a last gaze at the moon:
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And when two lessening points of light alonp
Gleamed through the darkness, the alternate gasp
Of his faint respiration scarce did stir
The stagnate night:—till the minutest ray
Was quenched, the pulse yet lingered in his heart.
Utterly black, the murky shades involved
An image, silent, cold, and motionless,
As their ov/n voiceless earth and vacant air.
(11. 654-662)
There has, however, been some confusion as to the
meaning of this passage.

Kenneth Neill Cameron interprets

the "two lessening points of light" as "either the poet's
own eyes or a final vision of the eyes of the maid, probably the former. "^'^ And while the resemblance is striking,
one would still be inclined to agree with V/ichert who says:
Shelley is depicting the "mystic sympathy" that
flov/s between the poet and nature, and he does so
by linking the death of the poet with the setting
of the moon, v/hich is a crescent ("her mighty
horn") apparently near the equinox and therefore
in an extreme water-holding position. As such a
moon sets behind "jagged hills," its crescent will
for a short time be visible after the portion in
between them is obscured by the hills. Those
horns, as they dip down to extinction behind the
hills, are the "two lessening points of light" of
the poem, V/hen they are completely extinguished,
the poet is dead, and the "mystic sympathy" between the poet and nature has been carried to its
utmost and beautiful conclusion,48
Gibson contends that Shelley never really makes it
absolutely clear that the poet is united with the vision
in death, but the following lines tend to make one feel
that the poet is ultimately reunited with his vision:^9
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'Vision and Love!'
The poet cried aloud, 'I have beheld
The path of thy departure. Sleep and death
Shall not divide us long!'
(11. 366-369)
. . .

Also contributing to the feeling that the poet is united
with the vision in death is the fact that he dies when the
moon goes down.

Perhaps this incident only serves to un-

derline the belief that the poet was always in mystic sympathy with nature, but the description of the moon is so
reminiscent of the "two starry eyes" of the vision that
the suggestion should not be overlooked.
The fact remains, however, that the poet does not
die with the vision strong on his mind; he dies contemplating "images of the majestic past" and with one hand
upon the trunk of the old pine.

It was never Shelley's

intention to assure the reader that the poet would be
united in death; for, throughout the poem, Shelley points
out the uncertainty of the fate of the soul at death.

If

Shelley would assure his reader that the poet would be
united with the vision, then the poem and the "Preface"
would be contradictory, for, according to the "Preface,"
the poem is to be concerned v/ith the dangers of neglecting
human sympathy, not its concrete rev/ards.

Gibson offers

this opinion:
Shelley also wishes to drive home the thought that
such a hope of expecting to find one's ideals beyond this life is without any certain foundation.
It is as if nature stretched out a vast allegory
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for the poet to observe to show the futility of
his quest. Behold our life! V/hat do we know of
it, rising we knov/ not whence and ending we knov/
not whither? And so he presents these images of
all that WG know of our existence, beginning and
ending with hollow caves giving forth a thousand
confused voices. V/e must capture what we can of
our ideals in this world. The future is unknown.^^
The remainder of the poem is a grand lament for the
poet in which Shelley asks that no tears be shed nor any
monuments or verse be constructed in the poet's remembrance, because
Art and eloquence.
And all the shows o' the world are frail and vain
To weep a loss that turns their lights to shade.
It is a woe too 'deep for tears,' when all
Is reft at once, when some surpassing Spirit,
Whose light adorned the world around it, leaves
Those who remain behind, not sobs or groans.
The passionate tumult of a clinging hope;
But pale despair and cold tranquillity.
Nature's vast frame, the web of human things.
Birth and the grave, that are not as they were.
(11. 710-720)

CHAPTER III
THE MEANING OF "ENDYMION"
"Endymion" has been interpreted in as many different
ways as has "Alastor," but in the case of "Endymion," there
are no guiding prefatory comments.

As a consequence, some

critics fail to see any allegorical strain in the poem
whatsoever.
Apparently Keats's contemporaries also disregarded
any allegorical significance which might have been attached
to the poem.

As Kenneth Muir points out:

There is no evidence that Keats's friends or his
earliest critics saw more in the poem that it
appears to be on the surface—a long poem held
together by a slender main theme, to which a profusion of description and digressive narrative
much of it in itself very fine, is loosely
attached,1
Muir continues to point out, however, that about
sixty years after Keats's death, Frances Mary Ov/en published a study of the poem in which she exposed, or thought
she exposed, allegorical significance,2

Since then, Muir

continues, most critics have taken a similar approach,
He^ says:
Most critics have followed her lead and seen in the
poem conscious allegory worked out to a fairly detailed, if not very clear, plan. Although they
are, in the main, agreed to interpret Endymion's
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adventures as a symbol of the quest of Man, or the
poet, for some kind of Ideal, they differ considerably in the significance they attach to detail
and in the extent to which they have committed
themselves. Interpretations which are superficially similar contain significant differences
and, since the poem considered as an allegory is
vague and obscure, the critic seems to reveal as
much of himself, and his modes of thought, as he
does of Keats, in what he sees there.3
Muir relies somewhat on these observations to discount any allegorical design in "Endymion," and he is
correct in his assumption that if the poem is considered
as an allegory it is vague and obscure.

He fails to re-

alize, however, that the poem is somewhat vague and obscure whether it is considered as an allegory or not.
Again regard John Wilson Croker's review of "Endymion,"4
Even when the poem was written, it was considered vague
and obscure.

The fact is, however, that by interpreting

the poem allegorically, it can be made meaningful, although perhaps no one interpretation will prove entirely
satisfactory.

Read as a simple story, it is, as Croker

had earlier observed, a poem without meaning,
Muir feels that Keats gave no indication that the
poem should be read as an allegory,^ but his contention
that the divergence among the allegorical interpretations
tends to make one believe that the poem is not an allegory
is absurd,

Shelley plainly stated in his "Preface" to

"Alastor" that his poem was to be an allegory, and it is
apparent that at least as many different allegorical
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interpretations exist for it as for "Endymion,"
In his book entitled The Evolution of Keats' Poetry,
Claude L, Finney has reasonably established Keats's allegorical intentions.

But whether or not his interpretation

of the poem as a neo-Platonic allegory is correct is subject to question and will be examined in greater detail in
the course of this study.

Even if one does not accept

Finney's interpretation, his arguments for Keats's allegorical intentions are impressive.

The fact remains, too,

that most major critics interpret the poem in allegorical
terms.
The major critics of the allegorical approach to
"Endymion" are Newell Ford and Amy Lowell.

Jacob Wigod

feels that all of the real strength of the opposition
rests with Ford.6

Wigod says:

Most recently, as I have said, Newell Ford has
taken Miss Lowell's position anew, but with stronger butresses. He has clearly demonstrated, it
seems to me, that "fellowship with essence"
(1. 779) has no Platonic or neo-Platonic meaning at all. The phrase, which occurs in the significant "Wherein lies happiness?" passage, means,
rather, "a blending with a thing of beauty,"
Keats enumerates some of these things of beauty
/(ll, 7^1-794), niay I add, in lines closely resembling one of those lists of luxuries and v/onders
so characteristic of him in the early Poems (1^17)
and "Endymion," Consequently, the key phrase on
which all the critics cited above (Bridges, Colvin,
De Selincourt, Thorpe, Murry, and Finney) depend
heavily for their transcendental and neo-Platonic
interpretations of the poem has been shown to
contain no Platonic kernel of meaning whatever,'
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The fact remains, however, that there is really no
sure way of ascertaining exactly what Keats meant by his
use of the phrase "fellowship with essence,"

Surely, it

would be dangerous to conclude that just because he uses
the word "essence" as meaning a thing of beauty in one
instance that he restricts his use of the word to this one
particular connotation in all instances.
Nor is the use of the word "essence" as meaning a
thing of beauty necessarily foreign to Platonic transcendental thought.

Regard, for example, these lines:

And such too is the grandeur of the dooms
We have imagined for the mighty dead;
All lovely tales that v/e have heard or read:
And endless fountain of immortal drink.
Pouring unto us from the heaven's brink.
Nor do we merely feel these essences
For one short hour; no, even as the trees
That whisper round a temple become soon
Dear as the temple's self, so does the moon.
The passion poesy, glorifies infinite.
Haunt us till they become a cheering light
Unto our souls, and bound to us so fast.
That, whether there be shine, or gloom o'er cast.
They always must be with us, or v/e die.^ (I, 20-33)
In this instance, the word "essences" refers to things of
beauty, but it is not necessarily alien to Platonic or
neo-Platonic thought.

Notice, for example, that things

of beauty have poured unto us from "heaven's brink."

This

idea is strikingly similar to many ideas in Platonic and
neo-Platonic thought.

Plato believed that ultimate reality

existed in heaven and that the things on earth were but
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shadows of reality,^

In these lines, Keats is not mirror-

ing this concept, but to say that his expression is not
neo-Platonic would be shortsighted.

Similarly, V/ordsworth's

"Ode on Intimations of Immortality" does not express the
belief that elements in Nature are but shadows of reality
or that "essence" must be a union with something otherworldly, but few will deny that the poem is neo-Platonic,
There appears to be no reason, then, why, even if
one accepts Ford's contention as to the meaning of the
word "essence," that the poem has, as Wigod says, "no
Platonic kernel of meaning v/hatever,"-*-^

One would cer-

tainly be more inclined to agree v/ith Finney that the
"V\/herein lies happiness?" passage is an expression of neoPlatonism than with Ford, the seeming authority on the
meaning of the word "essence," who claims that the passage
infers a "hedonistic hierachy, "•'•-'• But a careful analysis
of "Endymion" will illustrate further some of the variations in critical approaches to the poem,
"Endymion" is divided into four books, each book
being functional within the scheme of Keats's allegorical
plan and each relating a stage in the poet's spiritualization,

Murray's observations as to the structure of

"Endymion" reflect a gross oversight on his part.

He says:

"I do not believe that Keats meant anything particular
by a great deal of it , , , , The beginning he knew, the
end he knew; of what should come between he was ignorant:
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and that is the reason why 'Endymion' is a perplexing
poem,"
Similarly, Lowell criticizes certain episodes,
claiming that they lack meaning.

Her criticism of the

Venus and Adonis confrontation is typical of her generally
overly-critical, imperceptive stance.

She says:

For what purpose did Keats introduce the myth of
Venus and Adonis into the Second Book? Explanations have been many, varying with the particular
allegory favored by the commentator. The reason
perhaps is not so far to seek, Keats was a little
put to it to fill his allotted thousand lines.
He did not fear digressions, he welcomed them,-^3
Perhaps Keats did pad his poem excessively in order that
he might fulfill his original planned length; but these
added incidents, in all instances, relate to his intended
theme,
Before discussing all four books in detail, it seems
appropriate to give an interpretation of the poem which
is complementary to the ideas of the majority of the critics
who interpret "Endymion" in allegorical terms.

Such an

interpretation can be found in Colvin's John Keats, He
said:
The bewildering redundance and intricacy of detail
in "Endymion" are obvious, the presence of an underlying strain of allegoric or symbolic meaning
harder to detect , , , , But the ideas are certainly there: they account for and give interest
to much that, taken as mere narrative, is confusing or unpalatable: and the best way of finding a clue through the mazes of the poem is by
laying and keeping hold upon them wherever we can.
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For such a clue to serve the reader, he must
have It m his hand from the beginning. Let it be
borne in mind, then, that besides the fundamental
Idea of treating the passion of Endymion for
Cynthia as a type of passion of the poetic soul
for essential beauty, Keats wrote under the
influence of two secondary moral ideas or convictions , ^ inchoate probably in his mind when he began
but gaining definiteness as he went on. One was
that the soul enamored of and pursuing Beauty
cannot achieve its quest in selfishness and isolation, but to succeed must first be taken out of
itself and purified by active sympathy with the
lives and sufferings of others: the other that a
passion for the manifold separate and divided
beauties of things and beings upon earth is in its
nature identical with the passion for that transcendental and essential Beauty: hence the various
human love-adventures which befall the hero in
dreams or in reality, and seem to distract him
from his divine quest, are shown in the end to
be in truth no infidenities but only attractions
exercised by his celestial mistress in disguise,-^4
Book I is "entirely introductory, and carries us
no farther than the exposition by the hero of the trouble
in which he finds himself,"^^

Keats, however, appears to

be untroubled, for he says that he will trace the story
of Endymion while
. • . each pleasant scene
Is growing fresh before me as the green
Of our own vallies: so I will begin
Nov/ while I cannot hear the city's din;
Now v/hile the early budders are just new.
And run in mazes of the youngest hue
About old forests; while the willow trails
its delicate amber; and the dairy pails
Bring home increase of milk,
(I, 37-45)
In the middle of Mount Latmos stood an alter where,
during the early morning hours, a group of joyful children

30
gathered; but then young damsels appeared, followed by
shepherds and an aged priest, v/ho
. . . full soberly
Begirt with ministring looks: alway his eye
Stedfast upon the matted turf he kept.
And after him his sacred vestments swept.
(I, 149-152)
Then, amid another group of shepherds, Endymion appeared,
whose
. . . youth was fully blown.
Showing like Ganymede to manhood grov/n;
And, for those simple times, his garments were
A chieftain king's: beneath his breast, half bare.
Was hung a silver bugle, and between
His nervy knees there lay a boar-spear keen,
A smile was on his countenance; he seem'd.
To common lookers on, like one who dream'd
Of idleness in groves Elysian , , , ,
(I, 169-177)
Even among all of this merry-making and joviality, however,
there were some who could see
A lurking trouble in his nether lip.
And see that oftentimes the ^eins would slip
Through his forgotten hands: then would they sigh.
And think of yellow leaves, of owlets' cry.
Of logs piled solemnly,--Ah, well-a-day.
Why should our young Endymion pine away! (I, 179-1^4)
The assembly then gathered round to hear the aged
priest speak and address the great god Pan,

Keats then

describes the merriment that follov/s: dancing, archery,
and discussion.

Joining in the discourse which followed

was Endymion, although he was still troubled and uninterested.

He and the aged priest sat
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'Mong shepherds gone in eld, whose looks increas'd
The silvery setting of their mortal star.
There they discours'd upon the fragile bar
That keeps us from our homes ethereal . , ,
(I, 35S-361)
For those critics who contend that the only justification for reading any neo-Platonic elements into the
poem is Keats's "Wherein lies happiness?" speech, these
lines should prove troublesome.

The reference to "homes

ethereal" and the "fragile bar" are strikingly Platonic,
Consider, for example, Plato's discussion of the origin
of the soul in his Phaedrus, Mortals are all estranged
from the ground of their being, for their true home is
with the gods.

The "fragile bar" represents earthly

existence; and, according to Plato, one might be reincarnated many times before he would be sufficiently
spiritualized to rejoin Zeus and the procession of souls
in heaven.16
Nevertheless, the troubled Endymion was in no mood
for such a discussion, and his sister, Peona, approached
to comfort him,

Keats says:

Who whispers him so pantingly and close?
Peona, his sweet sister: of all those.
His friends, the dearest. Hushing signs she made.
And breath'd a sister's sorrov/ to persuade
A yielding up, a cradling on her care,
(I, 407-411)
Peona then took Endymion to the place v/here the streams
join and form a waterfall, and it was here where they
found the boat that
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Towards a bov/ery island opposite;
Which gaining presently, she steered light
Into a shady, fresh, and ripply cove.
Where nested v/as an arbour, overwove
By many a summer's silent fingering;
To whose cool bosom she was used to bring
Her playmates, with their needle broidery.
And minstrel memories of times gone by,
(I, 427-434)
In this quiet bower, Endymion fell asleep, v/ith Peona
watching over him,

V/hen he awoke, Peona played her harp,

and
. . , nothing since has floated in the air
So mournful strange. Surely some influence rare
Went, spiritual, through the damsel's hand,
(I, 496-49S)
But suddenly she stopped and turned to her brother and
questioned him concerning his troubled condition.

When

none of her guesses revealed the source of his mood, he
related the story of his dream vision.

Along the maid

came,
• • . blushing, waning, willing, and afraid
And press'd me by the hand: Ah! 'twas too much;
Methought I fainted at the charmed touch.
Yet held my recollection, even as one
Who dives three fathoms where the waters run
Gurgling in beds of coral: for anon,
I felt upmounted in that region
Where falling stars dart their artillery forth.
And eagles struggle with the buffeting north
That balances the heavy meteor-stone , , , ,
(I, 634-643)
Like Shelley's poet in "Alastor," however, Endymion and
the dream vision were soon locked in a lover's embrace:
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I was distracted; madly did I kiss
The wooing arms which held me, and did give
My eyes at once to death; but 'twas to live.
To take in draughts of life from the gold fount
Of kind and passionate looks; to count, and count
The moments, by some greedy help that seem'd
A second self, that each might be redeem'd
And plunder'd of its load of blessedness,
(I, 653-660)
Leonard Brown feels that Endymion, upon awaking
from the dream vision, considered death as an avenue not
to reunion, but rather to forgetfulness.

He quotes lines

69B-705 as his authority,-^'^
Peona is, however, against the quest after the
vision from the outset, and Brown says of her argument:
Endymion new hears Peona, like half of the voice of
his own soul (720-760), debate the advisability of
forsaking this world for those dreamy regions where
must dwell his vision, but into which he cannot
mount, Peona's speech is an argument against following the quest, against seeking reunion in this
impossible way with the dream maid. In short,
Keats is forecasting the evil which will befall
Endymion if he denies the human world for the
vision--an evil which "Alastor" demonstrated to
Keats, and which Endymion's own future struggles
will also demonstrate, but from which, in Book
IV of the poem, he will draw himself back in time
by his pity and love for the Indian maid.lo
Peona says:
. , , how light
Must dreams themselves be; seeing they're more
slight
Than the mere nothing that engenders them!
Then wherefore sully the entrusted gem
Of high and noble life v/ith thoughts so sick?
V/hy pierce high-fronted honour to the quick
For nothing but a dream?
(I, 754-760)
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Peona's arguments, however, fail to sv/ay Endymion
away from his quest.

He reasons that his vision is no

mere "slumberous phantasm" (1. 771) and states that his
. . , higher hope
Is of too wide, too rainbow-large a scope.
To fret at myriads of earthly wrecks,
(I, 774-776)
After relating the general situation of Book I (i,e,,
Endymion's encounter with the dream maiden and his subsequent troubled spirit), Keats relates perhaps the most
controversial passage in the entire poem, a passage of
paramount importance to any neo-Platonic or transcendental
interpretation which might be given to the piece.

Explain-

ing his feelings for the dream maiden, Endymion reflects:
Vi/herein lies happiness? In that which becks
Our ready minds to fellowship divine,
A fellowship with essence; till we shine.
Full alchemiz'd, and free of space. Behold
The clear religion of heaven! Fold
A rose leaf round thy finger's taperness.
And soothe thy lips: hist, when the airy stress
Of music's kiss impregnates the free winds.
And with a sympathetic touch unbinds
Aeolian magic from their lucid wombs:
Then old songs waken from enclouded tombs;
Old ditties sigh above their father's grave;
Ghosts of melodious prophecyings rave
Round every spot where trod Apollo's foot;
Bronze clarions awake, and faintly bruit,
Where long ago a giant battle was;
And, from the turf, a lullaby doth pass
In every place where infant Orpheus slept.
Feel we these things?—that moment have we stept
Into a sort of oneness, and our state
Is like a floating spirit's. But there are
Richer entanglements, enthralments far
More self-destroying, leading, by degrees.
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To the chief intensity: the crown of these
Is made of love and friendship, and sits high
Upon^the forehead of humanity.
All its more ponderous and bulky worth
Is friendship, whence there ever issues forth
A steady splendour; but at the tip-top.
There hangs by unseen film, an orbed drop
Of light, and that is love.
(I, 777-^07)
Claude Finney, the first to assert openly that "Endymion"
is a neo-Platonic allegory, says of this passage:

"V/hile

'Endymion' was going through the press, Keats revised
this passage and added the four first verses in which he
stated the neo-Platonic quest of 'fellov/ship with essence,'
for he realized on second thought that an explicit statement of his theme was necessary. "-^^
Writing to John Taylor, his publisher, concerning
this passage (I, 777-^07), Keats said:
You must indulge me by putting this in for setting
aside the badness of the other, such a preface is
necessary to the subject. The whole thing must I
think have appeared to you, who are a consequitive
Man, as a thing almost of mere words—but I assure
you that when I wrote it it was a regular stepping
of the Imagination towards a Truth. My having
written that argument will perhaps be of the greatest Service to me of any thing I ever did. It set
before me at once the gradations of Happiness even
like a kind of Pleasure Thermometer—and is my
first step towards the chief attempt in the Drama—
the plaving of different Natures v/ith Joy and
Sorrow.20
In view of this alteration, Finney concludes:
If we interpret "Endymion" in the light of this
passage, as Keats intended us to do, we see that
the theme of the poem is the neo-Platonic quest
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of immortality. Keats outlined four stages or
gradations through which Endymion must pass before he wins the happiness of "fellowship with
essence"--first, appreciation of the beauty of
nature, "the clear religion of heaven"; second,
appreciation of the beauty of art; third, friendship; and fourth, love. He developed these four
stages in the four books of "Endymion," devoting
a book to each stage,21
In the first book of the poem, Endymion sees the
vision three times-, and after he relates to Peona his last
encounter with the dream maiden, he decides to renounce
his quest and thoughts of the vision altogether:
, , , Ah! v/here
Are those sv/ift moments? Whither are they fled?
I'll smile no more, Peona; nor v/ill wed
Sorrow the way to death; but patiently
Bear up against it: so farewell, sad sigh;
And come instead demurest meditation.
To occupy me wholly, and to fashion
My pilgrimage for the world's dusky brink.
No more will I count over, link by link,
My chain of grief: no longer strive to find
A half-forgetfulness in mountain v/ind
Blustering about my ears: aye, thou shalt see.
Dearest of sisters, why my life shall be;
What a calm round of hours shall make my days.
There is a paly flame of hope that plays
V/here'er I look; but yet, I'll say 'tis naught —
And here I bid it die.
(I, 970-9^6)
Brown says of the passage:

"Yet, 'there is a paly flame

of hope that plays V/here'er I look,'

Endymion cannot for-

get entirely the enchantment which he has seen.

In this

balanced state betv/een decision and indecision, an artful
device on Keats's part, Endymion is left at the close of
the first book,"22
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Book II begins with Endymion's departure from Mount
Latmos and his subsequent quest after the dream vision.
Wandering in "undertain ways" (1, 4^), Endymion paused by
a shady spring and saw a bud on a wild rose tree which
snared his fancy.

He plucked the bud from the tree and

dipped it into the water, and
It swells, it buds, it flowers beneath his sight;
And, in the middle, there is softly pight
A golden butterfly; upon whose wings
There must be surely character'd strange things.
For with wide eye he wonders, and smiles oft.
(II, 59-63)
Followed by Endymion, the butterfly then flew off
to a fountain, which was near a cavern's mouth.

The but-

terfly dipped into the water and disappeared, only to return as a nymph and inform him that she had been his guide
that day and that he
. , , must wander far
In other regions, past the scanty bar
To mortal steps, before thou cans't be ta'en
From every wasting sigh, from every pain.
Into the gentle bosom of thy love,
V/hy it is thus, one knows in heaven above:
But, a poor Naiad, I guess not. Farev/ell!
I have a ditty for my hollow cell.
(II, 123-130)
Finney feels that "the bud, which became in turn the rose,
the butterfly, and the nymph, symbolizes the fleeting
beauty of this ever changing world of matter, which, despite its imperfect and evanescent nature, is the only
guide by which man can be led into the region of ideal
beauty."^^
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Unaware that Phoebe was the goddess of his visions,
he prayed to her for assistance in his quest.

He then

asked:
0 be propitious, nor severely deem
My madness impious; for, by all the stars
That tend my bidding, I do think the bars
That kept my spirit are burst—that I
Am sailing through the dizzy sky! (II, 1^3-1^7)
Here again is the neo-Platonic or transcendental idea of
the spirit being held captive in the body.

Finney says:

"The neo-Platonic quest is directed by means of the neoPlatonic ecstasy in which ideal beauty is experienced.
These ecstasies, which occur at intervals throughout the
poem, supply the motive force of the action." ^

Here,

Finney indicates that the flights through the air are symbolic of such neo-Platonic ecstasy and points out that there
25
is a similar flight in Drayton's "Endymion and Phoebe.",
A voice then comes from the cavern which commands
Endymion to descend into the "sparry hollows" (II, 204)
of the world.

The voice also warns that one who fears to

follow where "airy voices" (II, 213) lead is never crowned
with immortality,
Finney feels that "the idea of having Endymion
explore an underworld and some of the descriptive details
of this underworld were suggested to Keats , , , by the
cavern in Shelley's 'Alastor' and the Cave of I^mmon in
p/:

the second book of Spenser's Faerie Queen, ""^^ And in

59
correspondence with his idea that each book represents a
stage through which Endymion must pass before he can attain
fellowship with essence, Finney concludes:
The underworld, therefore, symbolizes the imaginative world of art--in particular, the world of
poetry--into which man is led in pursuit of ideal
beauty, Endymion's cult of natural beauty in the
first book v/as a necessary preparation for his
cult of artistic beauty in the second book. The
beauty of art,- Keats believed, is a permanent and
ethereal distillation of the beauty of nature,27
Lending credence to Finney's argument is a letter
of May, 1^17, which Keats wrote to Haydon while composing
the first book of "Endymion,"

The letter reads: ", , ,

the looking upon the Sun, the Moon, the Stars, the Earth,
and its contents, as materials to form greater things-that is to say ethereal things—but here I am talking like
a Manman,--greater things than our Creator himself made!!"2o
Finney also feels that his interpretation of the
significance of the underworld episode gains strength
when one considers these lines:
He saw not fiercer wonders—past the wit
Of any spirit to tell, but one of those
Who, when this planet's sphering time doth close,
V/ill be its high remembrancers: who they?
The mighty ones who have made eternal day
For Greece and England,
(II, 249-254)
Finney interprets the "mighty ones" of England as being
Keats's Renaissance masters, i,e,, Spenser, Shakespeare,
Chapman, Drayton, and Milton.29
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At length, however, "after Endymion had experienced
the wonders of poetry for a while, his emotions, subjected
to intense stimulations, became utterly exhausted; and,
in his weariness, he sat down before the maw of a wide
outlet, fathomless and dim."30

Keats says:

What misery most drowningly doth sing
In lone Endymion's ear, now he has raught
The goal of consciousness? Ah, 'tis the thought.
The deadly feel of solitude . . . .'
(II, 281-2^4)
Brown feels that "this deadly solitude teaches him his
first lesson, leads him to make his first step towards
redemption—something that Keats must have thought Shelley's
Poet never made.

It teaches him to love, and to desire,

the natural world."31
In solitude and in misery, Endymion prayed to Phoebe
"to rescue him from the exhausting v/orld of poetry and reop

store him to the refreshing world of nature."-^

Endymion

says:
0 think how I should love a bed of flowers!—
Young goddess! let me see my native bowers!
Deliver me from this rapcious deep! (11, 330-332)
Finney feels that "in calling the underworld of poetry a
'rapcious deep,' Keats spoke from his experience.

The

reading of great poems stirred him to the very depths of
his being,33
Improving in spirits, Endymion resumed his journey.
He saw a "panting light" (II, 3^3) and went towards it.
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only to find a chamber, v/here a youth lay sleeping on a
couch.

Overcome by his beauty, Endymion outstretched his

hand, and the young boy answered:
• • . 'Though from upper day
Thou art a wanderer, and thy presence here
Might seem unholy, be of happy cheer!
For 'tis the nicest touch of human honour.
When some ethereal and high-favouring donor
Presents immortal bowers to mortal sense;
And now 'tis done to thee, Endymion, Hence
Was I in no wise started. So recline
Upon these living flowers,'
(II, 433-441)
The Cupids seated Endymion and narrated the story of Venus
and Adonis; and when the story was finished, a silver car
appeared which bore Venus,

Upon witnessing this scene,

Endymion felt sympathy for the lovers and said a prayer,
presumably in their behalf.

Brown says:

In response to Endymion's 'burning prayer' , , ,
Venus tells Endymion that he too will in time be
rewarded (573), and to follow the 'guiding hand'
which carries him 'safely through these wonders
for sweet ends' (574-575). V/hereupon the company departs, leaving Endymion once more alone.
But he has learned a second lesson: he has learned
to pity the plight of others. His progress is
assured, therefore, toward further joys, and so
nearer to his beloved,34
Colvin, however, interprets the episode differently.
observes:

He

"The symbolic meaning of the story is for him

[Keats] evidently much the same as it was to the ancients,
—the awakening of nature to love and life after the sleep
of winter, with all the ulterior and associated hopes
implied by such a resurrection,"35
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Endymion v/atched his company vanish through a hole
in the earth, but then the earth closed once again, and
he was in solitude.

But he felt more assured in being

reunited with the vision, and again he resumed his quest.
Then Endymion was faced with temptation; the mother Cybele
appeared in a "sombre chariot" (II, 64I) led by lions and
asked Endymion to ascend from the underworld with her,
Endymion, however, trusted himself to an eagle, which
delivered him to a jasmine bower, where his celestial
mistress again appeared to him.

Of this episode. Brown

reasons:
In short, her reappearance is his reward for learning to love nature and to have human pity of Adonis,
But he is still far from the perfection which Keats
has planned for him: He calls her "knov/n Unknown"
(739)> whereas she must become the Known; and he
again forgets humanity in his wish to remain with
his loved one forever. Therefore the time for the
final union is not at hand. She leaves him asleep

(652).56
Apparently sensing an inconsistency in Keats's neoPlatonic scheme, Finney observes:
This dream, which Keats described with many details, is a nympholeptic dream rather than a
neo-Platonic vision. It is no more sensual but
it is far more vulgar than the similar dream in
Shelley's 'Alastor,' The vulgarity is due to the
cockney diction to v/hich Keats for the moment
reverted,37
But Colvin concludes that Keats intended that the brief
union between the two lovers would greaten Endymion's
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capacities for spiritually illuminating thought and
emotion,^°
Endymion continued on his journey and sav/ two
springs gush from the rocks, which represent the AlpheusArethusa story,

Keats says:

Upon the last few steps, and with spent force
Along the ground they took a winding course,
Endymion follow'd--for it seem'd that one
Ever pursued, the other strove to shun , , ,
(II, 925-928)
Endymion then questioned:
'What can I do, Alpheus? Dian stands
Severe before me: persecuting fate!
Unhappy Arethusa! thou wast late
A huntress free in'—At this, sudden fell
Those two sad streams adown a fearful dell,
(II, 1005-1009)
The episode clearly represents a stage in the poet's development,

Colvin reasons:

"That from Diana, conscious

of her own weakness, indulgence for the weakness of her
nymph Arethusa should be won by the prayer of Endymion,
now for the first time wrought to sympathy with the
sorrows of others, is a clear stage in the development of
the poet's scheme,"39

Similarly, concluding his dis-

cussion of the second book of "Endymion," Finney observes
In the second book the steady growth of
Endymion's soul is made manifest. Just as his
early cult of natural beauty had prepared him for
his later experience of friendship and love, the
final stages in his ascent to a fellowship with
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essence. The humanizing effect of art upon his
soul is brought out vividly near the end of the
second book through his meeting with Alpheus and
Arethusa, When he learned the sad story of their
love from the murmuring voices of their streams,
he forgot his own sorrows in pity of their sad
fate.40
After sympathizing with the lovers, Endymion was
suddenly placed in the sea.

Brown says:

"Presumably as

a reward for his pity, he is to be conducted further along
the road toward a happy reunion with his fair enchantment,"41
But, whatever the reason.
He turn'd--there was a whelming sound—he stept.
There was a cooler light; and so he kept
Towards it by a sandy path, and lo!
More suddenly than doth a moment go.
The visions of the earth were gone and fled-He saw the giant sea above his head. (II, lOlS-1023)
Book III begins with a condemnation of those "who
lord it o'er their fellow men" (III, 1 ) , and Brown feels
that this denunciation is understandable "as soon as we
remember Endymion's coming change, from passive to active
pity."^^

He continues to point out that "they are evil

forces of the world , , ., and Keats represents them
symbolically in the submarine scene by Circe and her magic
spells, and Endymion's struggle against them is to bring
him nearer to final and complete redemption,"^3
Concerned with the neo-Platonic aspects of Book
III, Finney reflects:
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Keats composed the third book in September lBl7,
while he was visiting Benjamin Bailey in Magdalen
Hall, Oxford, According to his original plan, he
intended to embody in this book the neo-Platonic
ideal of friendship as it is expressed, for instance,
in the fourth book of Spenser's Faerie Queene; but,
influenced by Bailey's Christian Humanitarianism,
he converted the neo-Platonic ideal of friendship,
the love of man for man, into the humanitarian
ideal of benevolence, the universal love of man for
humanity, which he derived with Bailey's assistance
from V/ordsworth's Excursion, The one, which is
personal and active, is an individual discipline;
and the other,-which is universal and visionary,
is a messianic mission,44
Endymion now takes up a praise of the moon, but his
attention is diverted by the old man, Glaucus,

Keats says

He saw far in the concave green of the sea
An old man sitting calm and peacefully.
Upon a weeded rock this old man sat.
And his white hair was awful, and a mat
Of weeds were cold beneath his cold thin feet;
And, ample as the largest winding-sheet,
A cloak of blue wrapp'd up his aged bones,
O'erwrought with symbols by the deepest groups
Of ambitious magic , . ,
(III, 191-199)
Upon seeing Endymion, the old man cried aloud:
'Thou art the man! Now shall I lay my head
In peace upon my watery pillow; now
Sleep will^ come smoothly to my weary brow.
0 Jove! I shall be young again, be young!
0 shell-borne Neptune, I am pierc'd and stung
With new-born life! \\Tiat shall I do? V/here go.
When I have cast this serpent-skin of woe?
(Ill, 234-240)
Endymion mistook the old man's intentions; he thought
that Glaucus would employ some black art to murder him.
But gaining in courage,
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He spake, and walking to that aged form,
Look'd high defiance, Lo! his heart 'gan warm
^^^^ pity, for the grey-har'd creature v/ept.
Had he, then wrong'd a heart v/here sorrov/ kept?
Had he, though blindly contumelious, brought
Rheum to kind eyes, a sting to humans thought.
Convulsion to a mouth of many years?
He had in truth; and he was ripe for tears.
The penitent shov/er fell, as down he knelt
Before that care-worn sage, who trembling felt
About his large dark locks and faultering spake , , ,
(III, 281-291)
Brovm questions:

"V/hat is the meaning of all this?

It

demonstrates that the pity which Endymion felt in Book II
for Adonis and Alpheus and Arethusa was not an accidental
or momentary pity; it is a permanent quality in Endymion's
nature by now,"45
It is at this point that Glaucus relates his story
to Endymion, a story v/hich Finney interprets as being the
Platonic conflict between the sensual and the spiritual.
He says:
Glaucus, a young god of the sea, loved a nymph,
Scylla, who symbolized the spiritual ideal of his
dreams. He pursued her, who, like all ideals,
ever eluded him, until he, wearied by his unsuccessful quest, sought comfort in the court of
Circe, who symbolized sensuality, and to "this
arbitrary queen of sense" "bov/ed a tranced
vassal," As a consequence of his sensuality,
Scylla, his spiritual ideal, v/as slain by Circe,
his sensual mistress. But he soon realized the
nature of his servitude to Circe, for he saw by
accident the horrible shapes of beasts into which
her former lovers, victims of lust, had been
transformed. Sick with horror and disgust, he
would have fled; but Circe divined his intention
and condemned him to live for a thousand years in
a state of palsied senility and then to die. The
theme of this story, the conflict of spiritual
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love and sensual love, is a common theme in neoPlatonic poetry, Keats learned the story of
Glaucus and Scylla from Sandy's Ovid, in v/hich
Sandys, interpreting mythology in neo-Platonic
terms, represented Circe as the symbol of sensual indulgence , , . ,46
Upon being transferred to the sea, Glaucus discovered the dead body of Scylla, whom Circe had slain, and
he left Scylla in a niche in a crystalline palace below
the sea.

Then Glaucus related the story of the sinking

of a ship and the drovming of the crew,

Glaucus found a

wand and a scroll in the wreckage, which related his ov/n
plight (III, 6^9-711).

Upon hearing the prophecy of the

scroll, Endymion, overjoyed, cried:

"We are twin brothers

in this destiny!" (Ill, 713). He then questioned
, , , what achievement high
Is, in this restless world, for me reserved,
(III, 714-715)
only to find out that he was to resurrect Scylla and the
dead lovers whom Glaucus had placed in the crystalline
palace; for, as Finney observes:
Only a man like Endymion, who had pursued his
spiritual ideal unswervingly, could perform the
messianic miracle of the resurrection of the lovers, Glaucus had betrayed his spiritual ideal
but he had repented, he had suffered penance,
and he had regained his spiritual force by a
discipline which is partly neo-Platonic and partly humanitarian. The exploring "all forms and
substances Straight homev/ard to their symbol
essences" is neo-Platonic, and the collecting and
preserving of the lovers v/ho were drowned in the
sea is humanitarian, Keats found this fusion of
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the neo-Platonism and humanitarianism in V/ordsworth's Excursion, from which he derived much of
his humanitarianism,47
Endymion learned the magic rites from Glaucus and
restored him to youth and the dead lovers to renewed
happiness,

Colvin observes:

The entire episode is in line v/ith the idea that
the spirit touched with the divine beam of Cynthia
--that is aspiring to and chosen for communion with
essential Beauty—in other words the spirit of the
Poet--must prepare itself for its high calling,
first by purging away the selfishness of its private passion in sympathy with human loves and
sorrows, and next by acquiring a full store alike
of human experience and of philosophic thought
and v/isdom.4o
After the miracle had taken place, the group journeyed to Neptune's palace, and there Venus spoke to
Endymion:
'Endymion! Ah! Still wantering in the bands
of love? Now this is cruel. Since the hour
I met thee in the earth's bosom, all my power
Have I put forth to serve thee. V/hat, not yet
Escap'd from dull mortality's harsh net?
A little patience, youth! 'twill not be long . . .'
(Ill, 904-90^)
The words, "mortality's harsh net," just as the mention
of the "fragile bar" relate to the Platonic concept that
the soul is held captive in the body.

For while in the

mortal state, Plato contends, one can never fully achieve
a fellowship v/ith essence.

Brown adds, however, that

"Venus's speech must be quite encouraging to Endymion.
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But one notices that this added encouragement has come
only after Endymion proved himself worthy of it by freeing
Scylla, Glaucus, and the dead lovers."49
V/hen Book IV opens, the poet found himself again
on land, and here he encountered a beautiful Indian maiden.
Brown feels that "pity for the maiden overcomes him.
forgets himself, that is."^^

He

According to this interpre-

tation, it would seem that Keats is still concerning himself with the humanitarian theme of Book III.

Finney,

however, observes:
In the fourth book Endymion passed through the stage
of love, the fourth and final stage of his ascent
to a fellowship with essence. The theme is purely
neo-Platonic, without a trace of humanitarianism;
for, after Keats returned to Hampstead from his
visit with Bailey in Oxford, he became dissatisfied , , , with certain principles of V/ordsworth's
humanitarianism,51
Brovm continues his argument, and equating the
Indian maid of "Endymion" with the Arab maid of "Alastor,"
concludes that "Endymion, countering the Poet and enunciating Wordsv/orthian doctrine, is touched by the demand
made by this human figure upon his human emotions,"^
It seems, however, that Brown contradicts his own argument when he points out that "Endymion calls that new
love, this human love, 'beautifullest' (305)."^^

If the

poet is moved by a humanitarian inclination, such as Brown
implies with his contention that the poet is "enunciating
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doctrine," there would be no reason for Endymion to say
that this human love is superior in beauty.

It seems,

therefore, that at least on the point of Keats's use of
Wordsworthian humanitarianism in the fourth book, Finney's
interpretation is more nearly correct.
Endymion's quest, however, is almost complete; for
as Brown says:
He has avowed his love for nature and for others
(Book II); he has exerted himself actively on behalf of others (Book III); and he has now, in
Book IV, given himself over solely to a possible
human love. But v/hat must Endymion still do? He
must learn the essential unity of all his separate
loves and passions,54
Mercury then appeared with a pair of winged steeds,
and
Through the air they [Endymion and the maid]
flew.
High as the eagles. Like two drops of dew
Exhal'd to Phoebus' lips, av/ay they are gone,
Far from the earth av/ay—unseen, alone.
Among cool clouds and winds, but that the free.
The buoyant life of song can floating be
Above their heads, and follov/ them untir'd,
(IV, 347-353)
Finney contends that "mortal love, although based upon
the physical plane, can rise on the winged steeds of the
imagination into the heights of idealization,"^^
The two lovers then succumb to sleep, and, Finney
observes:
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There is a close connection, Keats believed, betv/een sleep and imaginative insight; for in dreams,
as well as in the ecstasies engendered by sensations of beauty, the imagination seizes upon
Ideal beauty and truth, which are qualities of
original essence, 'The Imagination,' he said in
his letter to Bailey, 'may be compared to Adam's
dream—he awoke and found it truth,'^6
At length, he roused the steeds, "leaving old Sleep within his vapoury lair" (1, 4^3); and, De Selincourt says:
. . , as he beholds the beauty of the moon and
once more the ideal regains its hold upon him,
his human love begins to fade; he cannot take her
with him; her steed drops to earth, and he is left
alone (512), And now for the time he seems to have
lost both. His imagination which has separated
him from his human love is not vital enough to
compensate for her loss—without her lacks its
necessary inspiration; whereas without the
presence of the ideal in his heart, even his
earthly love proves herself a shadov/,57
Brown significantly adds:
He loves not only the ideal but also humanity;
he finds beauty not only in humankind but also
in the symbolical figure of the moon. That is,
he loves truly all of the best, the finest, and
the loveliest that both creation and imagination
can offer him. The single difficulty is seem- .
ingly that he must choose between alternatives,^°
In a state of despair and exhaustion, Endymion is
borne into the Cave of Quietude, where he falls asleep.
Soon he is back on earth, and awakes to find the Indian
maid beside him,

Endymion says to her:

. , , My sv/eetest Indian, here.
Here will I kneel, for thou redeemed hast
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My life from too thin breathing: gone and past
Are cloudy phantasms. Caverns lone, farewell!
And air of visions, and the monstrous swell
Qu ^f^sio^a^y seas! No, never more
bhall airy voices cheat me to the shore
Of tangled wonder, breathless and aghast.
Adieu, my dantiest Dream! although so vast
My love is still for thee.
(IV, 64S-657)
Endymion then offered her a life of happiness, but she refused.

She said:

. , , Believe, believe
Me, dear Endymion, were I to weave
With my own fancies garlands of sweet life.
Thou shouldst be one of all. Ah, bitter strife!
I may not be thy love: I am forbidden-Indeed I am--thv/arted, affrighted, chidden.
By things I trembled at, and gorgon v/rath,
(IV, 74^-754)
Peona then enters and misinterprets the mood of
Endymion and the Indian maid.

She assumes that they in-

tend to become married and reflects on the time when the
Indian maid shall be queen,

Endymion, however, is re-

solved to become a hermit or a seer; for although the
"pleasures of men are real, there is a higher happiness
which one cannot attain if one takes an earthly realm."^^
But Finney significantly concluded:
Endymion, hov/ever, had attained his quest of immortality unwittingly; for the Indian maid changed
before his eyes into the goddess Phoebe and made
him her immortal paramour. The beauty of a particular woman is a manifestation of ideal or
essential beauty, Keats meant, and the love of the
beauty of a particular woman is the highest means
by which man can attain a fellov/ship v/ith essence,59
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By now, it should be apparent that whether one considers Endymion to be a neo-Platonic allegory or a poem
which simply traces the steps in a poet's development,
the meaning is essentially the same.

Brown, Colvin, and

Finney, although they approach the poem differently, all
reach the same basic conclusion.

Brown could easily be

speaking for all three v/hen he says:
But his complete purification is now effected:
he has learned to love nature (Book II); to feel
for others (Book II); to help others (Book III);
to give himself to human love in the person of
the Indian girl while at the same time maintaining his love for the ideal (Cynthia), and for
beauty (the moon); and yet to renounce his selfish passion for all these loves, and consequently
to love all of them selflessly. Accordingly he
is now spiritualized (993).^^
The explications given above of "Endymion" and
those given of "Alastor" in Chapter II provide a basis for
considering similarities as well as differences between
the two poems.

CHAPTER IV
"ALASTOR" AND "ENDYMION": A
COMPARISON AND CONTRAST
It should be apparent, after a detailed explication
of both "Endymion" and "Alastor," that the poems are strikingly similar, while at the same time, strikingly different.

The situation in each poem is basically the same:

a poet envisions to himself ideal beauty in the form of a
woman and pursues that vision throughout the poem.

The

striking dissimilarity is in the method by which each poet
achieves his quest, not in the basic philosophy of the
poems.

One question, hov/ever, that needs answering before

proceeding to compare the poems in depth is how much influence Shelley's "Alastor" exercised on Keats in his v/riting
of "Endymion."
After implying that the preface to "Alastor" and
"Alastor" itself are contradictory, Colvin says concerning the poem's influence on "Endymion":
It is rather the preface to "Alastor" than the poem
itself which we can trace as having really worked in
the mind of Keats, In it the evil fate of those
who shut themselves out from human sympathies is
very eloquently set forth, in a passage which is
only partly relevant to the design of the poem,
inasmuch as its warning as addressed not only to
the poet in particular but to human beings in general. The passage may have had some influence on
Keats when he framed the scheme of "Endymion"
•

,

•

.
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Wigod feels that "'Alastor' and 'Endymion' are most
interesting because they were poems written under the
influence, almost the spell, of Wordsworth and his
'Excursion' (1^14) by the two great, budding young poets
of the Romantic period."2

But he observes:

Shelley takes the negative point of view in his
poem and Keats, the positive. The poet in 'Alastor,'
who lives in 'self-centered seclusion' from human'
ity passively meets his death; whereas Endymion,
actively sympathizing with and helping others,
attaining selflessness, gains immortality and
undying love."3
V/igod's use of the word "negative" in describing Shelley's
poem, however, is really not appropriate.

Perhaps a better

way to view Shelley's stance in his "Alastor" would be to
recognize that he was not prepared to say what, if anything, exists after death.
it is more agnostic.

This stance is not negative;

Perhaps V/igod's misunderstanding of

V/helley's philosophy stems from his failure to recognize
that Shelley's "Preface" and his poem are complementary,
for he observes that "it was Keats's esteem for 'The
Excursion' (and, presumably, Shelley's preface) and his
desire to complement Shelley's poem v/hich contributed much
to 'Endymion's' final structure and shape."^
Finney also feels that "Alastor" had some influence
on "Endymion," especially regarding some of Keats's descriptive passages in Book II,

He says:

"The underground

wanderings of Endymion, v/hich do not occur in Drayton's
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poem, were suggested to Keats, I believe, by Shelley's
'Alastor' and the cave of Mammon in the second book of
Spenser's Faerie Queene."^
Leonard Brown, the only critic who has done a detailed comparison of "Alastor" and "Endymion," has gone
a step further than most critics, however, in proclaiming
that "it is 'Alastor' , . . which gives 'Endymion' its
meaning.

But this meaning comes to Keats' poem from

Shelley's, not through sympathetic adaptation, as Wordsworth comes to 'Endymion,' but through a kind of philosophical repulsion.

Consequently, in order to discover

Keats' meaning, we must first find out the meaning of
'Alastor.'"^
Brown makes tv/o significant points which, although
not wholly applicable, are generally enlightening.

He

feels that "Alastor" is a modern tragedy and that "when
in modern tragedy perfect man succumbs to the imperfect
world, tragic irony is pushed to the limit; and from the
pessimism which the drama forces upon us, there is no
alleviation in the way of even cathartic escape.

lAan is

right; the universe is wrong. ""^ Here, Brown has made his
first mistake; he has implied that Shelley's poet was a
"perfect" being.

It is a contradiction in terms, however,

for one to be "perfect" and at the same time deluded by
a "generous error,"

But Brown's misinterpretation of

"Alastor" greatly facilitates his comparison and contrast
of the two poems.
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Brown continues to point out that "Shelley's meaning is too painfully clear: this imperfect world destroys
such perfect souls as are born into its confines,"^ From
this position, he concludes that "obviously, therefore,
Alastor or the Spirit of Solitude does not bring the Poet
to his tragic death because he has forsaken humanity,
which, conceivably, might have to be a Greek rendering of
the theme,"9

Brown is right in his assumption that the

supernatural plays no part in Shelley's poet's do^vnfall,
but he fails to grasp two basic elements of "Alastor":
1) Shelley never indicates that his poet is perfect, for
he is condemned for neglecting human sympathy.

And 2 ) ,

Shelley's poem is a tragedy of one who has given up the
realities of this world for vain hopes that may never be
realized.
Because Brown has misinterpreted "Alastor," much
of his comparison and contrast is invalid.

He points out,

for example, that "any dissimilarity which may exist between 'Alastor' and 'Endymion' may, in a very real sense,
be the greatest argument for Shelley's influence upon
Keats' poem,"^^

In reality, the philosophy depicted in

each poem is similar, and if Keats set out to portray a
completely different set of values than were presented in
"Alastor," he failed in his task.

At any rate, if Brovm's

assumption that Keats felt that he was working at odds
with Shelley has any merit, his statement that "either he
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[Keats] misunderstood the poem, or he disagreed with its
philosophy"^^ would have to be accepted.

But in any case,

if he attempted to disagree with the philosophy of
"Alastor," he misunderstood the poem.

Brov/n says that

Keats might have said to Shelley: "Salvation is to be had
from staying in this world, rather than from following a
mad dream to futile death. "^2

g^^ ^j^^g message, as Gibson

has pointed out, is just what Shelley was arguing in
13
"Alastor." ^ In fact, if either poem is other-worldly
oriented, it is "Endymion," for Ford, perhaps correctly,
has observed:

"Endymion's goal, evidently, is escape from

mortality; the 'scanty bar' that separates him from endless bliss with his beloved is the same as the 'fragile
bar / That keeps us from our homes ethereal'" (11, 360361),^^
But although Brown's general approach to the comparison and contrast between the two poems is invalid,
at least his observation that "the general scheme and
even occasional incidents of the two poems are similar"
is correct.

15

The concern with the Elements, for example,

is at first apparent in both poems.

Brown says:

Shelley opens "Alastor" with "Earth, ocean, air,
beloved brotherhood." This immediately suggests
"Endymion": In Book I Keats presents us to his
hero as he walked the natural earth, in Book II to
his hero within the earth, in Book III to his hero
under the sea, and in Book IV (347-363) to Endymion
as he is borne through the air. "Alastor" (1-149)
is devoted to an invocation and introduction, a
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summary of the Poet's early life, and the preparation for the vision; "Endymion" is devoted to
the same ends."i^
Dorothy Hewlett adds:

"The journeying of Endymion

through earth, water, and air has rightly been attributed
to Ovid's 'Fire, Aire, Earth, V/ater, all the opposites /
That strove in Chaos, powerful love unites.' ""^"^ It is
puzzling, however, that in "Alastor," as well as in
"Endymion," there is no mention of fire in the context of
its traditional place among the four elements.

Perhaps

Finney's observations on certain Elizabethan conventions
concerning love (also at work in "Alastor" and "Endymion")
provide an answer to the question of why the element fire
is not mentioned in the poems in its traditional context.
Finney says:
The description of the course of love occurs in
any Elizabethan sonnet sequence, in which several
sonnets are devoted to the eyes of the poet's
mistress; for through the eyes, which are full
of heavenly fire, as Spenser said, the souls of
lovers who have loved each other in heaven inter-.^
mingle and "knov/ each other here belov'd to bee,"-^^
Perhaps Finney's observation explains why the element fire is not included as something which exists, according to Ovidian tradition, above the air and farthest
away from earth.-'-9

It may be that the poets are saying

that the dream vision?, as well as their poets, are heavenly in origin.

This approach would be complementary to the

idea that the poet is in some way divinely inspired and.

go
especially in the case of "Endymion," would place added
significance to the neo-Platonic ecstasy which Endymion
experiences, as in the case of his dream flights through
the air.
In his examination of "Endymion," Brown also explicates each book and relates them to what he feels are
corresponding portions in "Alastor."
striking.

The similarities are

Brown says of Book I of "Endymion":

Essentially, therefore, the first book of
"Endymion" is a parallel to the first quarter of
"Alastor." So far both poets have concerned themselves with the statement of the problem: the
quest of a hero for an ideal. The structure and
even the details of the statement are the same: the
presentation of the hero in prophetic circumstances,
his falling asleep, the coming of the vision, the
changed aspect of the world after his waking, the
recurrence of the appearance of the vision, his
thoughts concerning the possible or probable insubstantiality of the vision, and finally his inability to forget the fair enchantment, his memory
of which torments him. Keats' theme is Shelley's
theme. So far they have moved together,20
Brovm feels, however, that with the opening of Book
II, Keats draws away from Shelley, for "Keats sends
Endymion into the earth, rather than away from it as the
21
poet went imaginatively in 'Alastor.'"
But perhaps
Brown confuses Shelley's intentions,

Keats draws away

from Shelley in the sense that some of the events of
Book II bear no real correspondence with the events of
"Alastor"; Keats does not, however, draw away from Shelley
in his philosophy.

But Brown observes:

Si
Both heroes, after the disappointment of waking
irom the visions, wander through solitude, and
come finally to the sea. Shelley's Poet manifested, however, no particular human sympathy
for those with whom he came into contact--the
cottagers who ministered to his wants, the
mountaineer, the youthful maidens; instead he
persisted in his selfish quest for the visionary
maid. Keats begins, therefore, to teach Endymion
several Wordsworthian lessons, lessons which he
must have felt Shelley's Poet sadly needed to be
taught. Consequently Endymion learns to love
nature, and is appropriately rewarded by seeing
it spring up all about him . . . .22
What Brown fails to realize, however, is that Shelley also
thought that his poet had erred in his neglect of others.
In Book III, Endymion finds himself under the sea.
Shelley's poet was never in such a situation, but he did
trust himself to the sea in his little shallop.

Brown

seizes upon this remote similarity to facilitate his
comparison and contrast.

He says:

V/hereas Shelley's Poet in "Alastor," trusting
himself to the sea, went to his death in his pursuit of the vision alone, Keats' Endymion, entrusted to the sea, moves appreciably nearer to
abundant life (1025- 1027), to the successful
termination of his quest for the fair enchantment.
Keats is making the point that Endymion, unlike
Shelley's Poet, wins more because he gives more;
he risks his own happiness in an active effort,
humanitarian and sympathetic, on behalf of Glaucus
and indirectly Scylla and all the dead lovers under
the sea,—i.e., on behalf of humanity. So far
as the possibility of the influence of "Alastor"
upon "Endymion" goes, the difference between
the two poems is here of as much importance as the
closest resemblance could be.23
Book IV of "Endymion" is concerned largely with
Endymion and the Indian maid, and Brovm goes so far as to

g2
conclude that "Lowell . . . thinks she is from Diodorus
*

Siculus; but I think she is from 'Alastor.' "^^' Regarding
Shelley's poet's neglect of the Arab maid. Brown feels
that "Shelley is attempting to make the point that a
search for 'all of great. Or good, or lovely, which the
sacred past in truth or fable consecrates' constitutes an
ideal which is, and ought to be, superior to an impermanent
momentary human passion."25

Brovm likewise adds:

"Keats

was interested in the hurt suffered by the Arab Maiden,
whereas Shelley's attentions were upon the ideal which
was ruling the Poet (what could better reveal the essential
difference between the natures of these tv/o romantic
poets?)."

If one reads Shelley's "Preface," with the

least bit of attention, one would see that Shelley condemns those who neglect their fellow men.

\^at Brown

apparently fails to realize is that through "Alastor,"
Shelley made it known that he felt solitude to be an evil
force in the world.

Brown's generally faulty observations

here, however, foreshadow his catastrophic conclusion.
Apparently Brown has misread much of Book IV; he
conveniently overlooks the fact that the Indian maiden
refused Endymion's offer of marriage.

He says:

"But

despite this Wordsworthian advice [here he refers to
Peona's plea for the Indian girl and Endymion to marry],
Endymion will not be won to Peona's plans for the nuptial
happiness of himself and the Indian girl.

He determines
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to become a 'hermit young' in a 'mossy cave' (860).
(Solitude still! ),"2'7 Despite Peona's advice, however, it
would be impossible for Endymion to v/ed the Indian maid
at this point, since she will not consent.
Brown's entire conclusion is also invalid because
it is not in accord with the text of the poem.

He says:

Endymion's final self-redeeming act consists of
his emergence from his late chosen hermitdom:
he goes, that is, to meet the Indian Maiden behind Dian's temple. There he sees the metamorphosis of his human love into the ideal which
he has sought so long; all differences are rubbed
out; all things become one for him. The Indian
Maiden is Cynthia, In giving himself up to
everything he has won everything. Renunciation
has culminated in redemption.2o
Endymion's decision to meet with the Indian maid once more
had nothing whatsoever to do with his renunciation of
hermitdom.

Endymion says:

. . . 'Stay!' he cried, 'ah, stay!
Turn, damsels! hist! one word I have to say.
It is a thing I dote on: so I'd fain,
Peona, ye should hand in hand repair
Into those holy groves, that silent are
behind great Dian's temple. I'll be yon,
At vesper's earliest twinkle—they are gone—
But once, once, once again—'
(IV, 90^-916)
.

.

.

.

Now am I of breath, speech and speed possest.
But at the setting I must bid adieu
To her for the last time.
(IV, 931-933)
In fact, he had resigned himself to death.

He says

. . , I did wed
Myself to things of light from infancy;
And thus to be cast out, thus lorn to die.
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Is sure enough to make a mortal man
Grow impious,

(IV, 957-96I)

Endymion had therefore intended to see the Indian maid
only once more, but it was at this meeting that she transformed, before his eyes, into his dream goddess, Cynthia,
and
They vanish'd far away!—Peona went
Home through the gloomy wood in wonderment.
(IV, 1002-1003)
Brown's argument that Keats is countering Shelley's
poet's solitude in this last section of Book IV is without grounds.

But even if his rendition of the events of

Book IV were correct, if one really understood "Alastor,"
he would not conclude that the poets were working at odds.
Brown's final statement is characteristic of an end product of misconceptions.

He says:

So ends Keats' reply to Shelley, V/hereas the
Poet in giving himself only to his ov/n passion
won nothing on this earth, Endymion in renouncing
his own passion won life and triumph. V/hereas
Shelley could speak of this world in his "Hymn to
Intellectual Beauty" as "This dim vast vale of
tears, vacant and desolate" (17), Keats could
name it instead the "vale of Soul Making."
Essentially this is the difference between the
two poems, and the difference between the two
poets.29
In "Alastor" and "Endymion," Keats and Shelley were
concerned with the same basic problems: 1) the quest after
the ideal, and 2) man's duty to his fellow man.
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In "Alastor," Shelley never makes it clear whether
his poet is reunited with the ideal, although there are
indications that the poet and his vision are rejoined,
Keats, however, makes it clear that his poet realizes his
goals, but his concluding message is somewhat vague.

He

obviously feels that man may become spiritualized by active
human sympathy with his fellow man, but his poem, in a sense,
tends to be more other-worldly oriented than Shelley's.
Shelley expressed the idea that man does not know
what lies beyond death; perhaps there is no union with an
ideal world.

After becoming spiritualized, however, Keats's

poet disappears with the dream vision, and Peona is left
in wonderment.

Keats's conclusions are certainly up to

question, but if one does not accept Finney's argument
that Keats was expressing that "the love of the beauty
of a particular woman is the highest means by which a man
30 then all of Keats's
can attain a fellowship with essence,"^
humanitarianism would be v/ithout purpose, for his entire
poem would assume an other-worldly stance.
In conclusion, then, both Keats and Shelley have
the same basic humanitarian concern, although the overall
philosophy of Shelley is perhaps more advanced.

Shelley,

aside from saying that man should be sympathetic to his
fellow man, provides no answers, nor does he believe that
man can know the nature of ultimate reality.

His philoso-

phy is ultimately agnostic, while Keats provides a step
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by step guide for spiritualization.

This outstanding

difference is the main one between the two poems and
the two poets.

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
After considering much of the available criticism
of "Alastor" and "Endymion," it becomes apparent that there
are many possible approaches to the two poems.

If, how-

ever, these poems are not considered allegorically, their
content cannot be satisfactorily explained.

Through con-

sidering these poems in detail, it also becomes clear that
Shelley and Keats, at the time of the poems' creations,
had definite plans in mind; their works were not, as some
critics seem to indicate, products of authors ignorant of
their own purposes.
Many critics have made significant contributions
in furthering a clear understanding of these tv/o poems,
but two critics seem to stand above the rest, Evan K.
Gibson and Claude L. Finney.
In the case of "Alastor," Gibson explains practically every aspect of the poem, and he never seems to
stretch points in order to make his interpretation appear
valid.

He relates, in an orderly and detailed manner,

exactly how the poem and the "Preface" are in accord; and
he demonstrates, beyond a doubt, that in "Alastor,"
Shelley follov/ed his forroat of the "Preface" in depicting
the fate of those who neglect human sympathy.
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Gibson also

B6

proved that the rather standard interpretation of the
avenging Alastor theme is not at work in the poem.

If it

were, then the poem would be inconsistent.
In challenging the concepts that "Alastor" and its
"Preface" are contradictory and that Shelley had the curse
motif in mind when he wrote the poem, Gibson has more than
likely discovered Shelley's intended meaning.
Claude L. Finney practically became a living legend
with the publication of the two volumes of The Evolution
of Keats' Poetry.

Few Keats scholars will deny Finney's

contribution or influence upon critical trends, but few are
willing to accept without reservation his approach to Keats's
poetry.

Finney's interpretation of "Endymion," perhaps

more than his interpretations of Keats's other poems, has
been the most controversial one.

His treatment of the

poem met with more opposition than all of the other criticisms combined.
Newell Ford's observations concerning the meaning
of the word "essence" have provided a bombshell which
critics of the allegorical approach could drop into the
ranks of most commentators on "Endymion," especially those
who took a neo-Platonic or transcendental approach.

It

has been proved, however, in Chapter III of this thesis,
that the word "essence," meaning a thing of beauty, is in
no way alien to Platonic or neo-Platonic speculation.

The

basis, therefore, for most attacks on Finney's observations
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has been destroyed.

It is also a misconception to assert

that Keats's use of the word "essence" provides the only
basis for a neo-Platonic interpretation.

Finney, for

example, finds many instances of Platonism in the poem,
too many, in fact, for one to attempt to discount his interpretation on the basis of the meaning of any single
word in the poem.
For those who have researched the available criticism on "Endymion," it becomes increasingly apparent that
Finney's interpretation of the poem answers more, or at
least as many, of the questions surrounding the poem than
any other available scholarship.

Not only does Finney

clarify points in dispute; he also proves, to the extent
that any literary interpretation can be proved, that his
observations are valid.

His neo-Platonic interpretation

seems to answer more questions in a convincing way than
any other approach.
After surveying the various approaches to "Alastor"
and "Endymion," and having established the probable meanings of each, this thesis has been concerned with the
similarities and differences between the two poems.

Im-

mediately apparent was that the quest for beauty motif
was a work in both.

Apparent similarities as well as dif-

ferences were also found in detail and description.
Leonard Brown's study (the only other detailed comparison and contrast of "Endymion" and "Alastor") and this
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thesis have reached vastly different conclusions as to the
relationships between the poems under consideration.

This

disagreement stems from two sources: 1) Brov^Ti has misinterpreted "Alastor" because he has failed to recognize
that the "Preface" and the poem are in agreement, and
2) he has misread much of Book IV of "Endymion." V/ith the
exception of his discussion of Book IV of the poem, however, Brovm's interpretation of the poem is one of the
more enlightening available.
If Keats intended his poet's quest to counter, in
some way, Shelley's poet's search for the ideal, then Keats
failed in his efforts.

In the final analysis, Keats only

succeeds in presenting another version of the same quest,
and his version is inferior in quality to Shelley's,
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