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 Traditions of critical reading have since the beginning of the twentieth century 

approached late romantic texts as a set of interactions between oppositions of the real and the 

ideal. One proponent of such analyses, Arthur C. Benson, suggests in “Realism in Fiction” that 

the profound tension that exists between the real and the ideal in romantic texts is the primary 

tendency by which such texts are characterized—that is, that all romantic writings can be 

understood solely as the expression of the author’s struggle to escape reality in favor of an ideal. 

However, by attempting to reduce all instances of romantic literary expression to a singular 

conflict between two abstract extremes—the real and the ideal—Benson fails to examine the 

numerous material issues extant within romantic poetry through which conceptions of the real 

and the ideal manifest. Drawing from more recent literary analyses—such as that performed by 

Geraldine Friedman in “The Erotics of Interpretation” and by Irina Strout in “Nature’s Calling: 

The Evolution of Sexuality and Poetic Imagination in John Keats’s 1817–1820 Poetry”—I intend 

to demonstrate the inseparability of the real and the ideal with one such material issue within the 

context of late romantic poetry; namely, the critical presence of sex and erotic love in John 

Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” I argue that, by associating sex and erotic love with both the real 

and the ideal, Keats substantiates the abstract concepts of the real and the ideal, and also 

deconstructs the supposed binary between the two.  

 Keats’ romantic odes can be considered an attempt by the poet, discontented with the real 

world, to escape into the world of the ideal. Benson argues in “Realism in Fiction” that this 

attempt to “brush aside the vulgar, obvious, and commonplace elements of life, to represent 

character at its highest and most heroic,” results in a tension between the realistic and idealistic 

elements in romantic writings, which is the tendency by which these romantic texts are primarily 
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characterized (Benson 820). Benson asserts that because the essence of romance is to “represent 

life as it is not, emphasizing salient points, exaggerating, suppressing, making people say what 

they do not say but only dimly think”—in other words, to represent an idealized existence—the 

non-ideal components of reality extant in these texts become more poignant by comparison 

(Benson 825). Or, to put it more plainly, that the construction of an ideal necessarily produces the 

bi-product of the real. Therefore, the primary objective of the writer in producing romantic texts

—which is to escape reality—is subverted by the act of producing romantic texts itself. This self-

undermining tendency in romantic writing, posits Benson, is so foundational to the genre that all 

romantic-era texts can be fully understood as an expression of humankind’s struggle to reconcile 

the real with the ideal—a universal conflict which Benson refers to as the “incredible dualism of 

humanity” (Benson 828). While Benson’s is a compelling case for a structuralist interpretation of 

late romantic texts—positing a binary conceptual opposition as the framework according to 

which all romantic literature is organized—his generalizations of such writings remain 

unsubstantiated by the specific literary analyses required to support such a claim. Benson 

mentions only vaguely that romantics rehabilitate life through the use of “ideal effects” (Benson 

823). But to what “effects” does Benson refer? How do these contribute to the construction of a 

romantic ideal? And around which objects, actions, or persons is such an ideal constructed?  

Contrary to Benson and his abstract, dichotomous evaluation of late romantic texts, Irina 

Strout in “Nature’s Calling” offers a more materialistic approach to Keats’ odes, focusing on the 

specific, tangible issues around which the romantic ideal is invented. Strout is concerned 

primarily with the issue of sexual love and erotic passion which, she argues, is an essential 

component of the poetic imagination, and therefore of Keats’ engagement with the world. “I have 
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never yet been able to perceive how anything can be known for truth by consecutive reasoning 

… O for a life of sensation rather than of thoughts!” Keats declared in a letter to friend Benjamin 

Bailey. This partiality to sensual experience over intellectual or inward experience with the world 

is apparent even in Keats’ early works, with their “perpetual kissing, and turning, and 

panting” (Enscoe 43). For example, “Endymion,” written in 1817, is highly concerned with 

issues of sex and sexual desire, beginning with a celebration of beauty and “fellowship with 

essence” (Keats, “Endymion,” 116). Essence, Strout argues, is often used by Keats as a synonym 

for “‘a thing or shape of beauty,’” particularly in his letters, and therefore “Endymion” must be 

primarily concerned with physical or earthly beauty (Strout 129). It is also notable that the first 

line of “Endymion” declares that “[a] thing of beauty is a joy for ever,” the key phrase here being 

“thing of beauty” and not just “beauty” itself. This distinction prefaces that the poem will be 

dealing with tangible and not figurative beauty, and demonstrates the necessity in romantic 

writing to ground idealized concepts such as beauty in the material, or real, to express them at 

all. 

Strout’s analysis of the remainder of “Endymion,” which deals with hero’s love for a 

naked goddess he encounters in a dream, examines the construction of a romantic ideal through 

the expression of the material issue of sex and erotic love. Passages used to describe Endymion’s 

engagement with the goddess and with the world in general, in line with Strout’s previously 

mentioned analysis, favor sensual experience over rational experience, and employ much of the 

same sensual language that Enscoe identifies within Keats’ poetry: 

  […] madly did I kiss 

The wooing arms which held me, and did give 
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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 […] (652-656) 

Here we observe one moment of Endymion’s physical intimacy with a dream-goddess—the 

object of his sexual and romantic attraction—with emphasis on both Endymion’s body parts as 

well as those of the goddess. “Kiss,” “arms,” “held,” “eyes,” and “looks” each indicate that 

sensory input—here, sight and touch—is the means by which Endymion understands his dream 

and feelings toward the goddess, not by rationalization. Even when Endymion describes the 

figurative influx of “life” or spiritual energy he experiences in the dream, he does so in terms of 

the physical act of drinking in water from a golden fountain. This metaphor illustrates the 

necessity, in Keats’ poems, to understand even internal transformations in terms of outward 

sensual experience, and illuminates the construction of a romantic ideal via material expressions 

of physical beauty and sexual intimacy. The poetic hero Endymion seeks eternal bliss and the 

“endless fountain of immortal drink” in Elysium, wanting to escape the “gloomy days” and 

“unhealthy and o’er-darkened ways” of mortals on earth (23, 9-10). The sexual encounter he has 

with a goddess, however, he equates to the experience of living itself. For Endymion, to 

participate in this erotic embrace is to “take in draughts of life from the gold fount,” referring 

directly back to the idealized immortal existence the poem had previously detailed as the object 

of Endymion’s desire. In other words, sex and erotic love in “Endymion” become essential to the 

construction and expression of a romantic ideal.  

A similar kind of sexual discourse and imagery takes place in Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian 

Urn,” in which the speaker describes their encounter with an urn and the images inscribed upon 
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it. Although at first read “Grecian Urn” may not seem to be one of Keats’ lustier or sexually-

driven poems, the presence of the same sexual discourse and imagery identified by Strout and 

Enscoe in “Endymion” brings “Grecian Urn” well into the realm of Keats’ erotic repertoire. For 

example, in the third stanza of the poem, the speaker exclaims: 

More happy love! more happy, happy love!  

Forever warm and still to be enjoyed, 

Forever panting, and forever young; 

All breathing human passion far above, 

That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloyed, 

A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. (Keats, “Grecian Urn,” 25-30) 

Although the speaker’s intellectual or imaginative engagement with the urn takes place 

internally, this outburst of emotion and sensual imagery indicates that the speaker is actually 

interacting with the urn on a physical level. The importance of sensual experience over rational 

experience here indicates some degree of physical intimacy between speaker and urn, 

particularly when in addition to the “kissing, and turning, and panting” language that Enscoe 

identifies in many of Keats’ love poems. For example, terms like “warm,” “panting,” “young,” 

“breathing,” “heart,” “burning,” and “passion” move the tone and subject of the speaker’s 

emotional outburst in a decidedly sexual direction. The possibility of the speaker’s sexual 

engagement with the urn is further supported by descriptions of erotic images inscribed on the 

urn, as well as the speaker’s hyperawareness of the physical objectivity of the urn itself. Among 

the scenes depicted on the urn, the speaker chooses to dwell primarily on those that deal with 

themes of sex, love, or desire. The first stanza, for example, describes imagery of some sort of 
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ritualistic orgy, and the second a scene between two young lovers. The speaker also frequently 

refers to the urn as a “shape” or “form,” returning to the same phraseology that Strout had 

pointed out Keats often uses to describe women—the typical objects of desire in many of his 

poems.  

This heightened presence of the material issues of sex, erotic love, and physicality in 

“Grecian Urn,” as in “Endymion,” also allows for the invention of a romantic ideal—in this case, 

surrounding the notions of knowledge (or truth) and immortality. We perceive these to be the 

ultimate objects of the speaker’s desire from the very outset of the poem as he first addresses the 

urn: “Sylvan historian [...] What leaf-fringed legend haunts about thy shape / Of deities or 

mortals, or of both[?]” (Keats, “Grecian Urn,” 3-6). This inquiry—the speaker’s first question 

posed to the urn—most prominently features a thirst for knowledge, accentuating the urn’s 

position of superior wisdom by addressing it as a “Sylvan historian” and urging it to reveal its 

concealed “leaf-fringed legend.” More subtly, the speaker reveals a preoccupation with his own 

mortality, drawing a distinct and inviolable line between “deities” and “mortals” like himself 

through the use of the conjunction “or.” The speaker also makes clear his lesser status as an 

ephemeral being—and therefore a desire to be more like the imperishable gods to which he 

refers—through the use of the term “deities” from the Latin divinite, or “divine.” This 

connotation of sublimity is starkly contrasted by the term “mortals” from the Latin mort, or 

“death.” The careful phraseology here demonstrates the speaker’s deep concern with his own 

transitory existence and, subsequently, the more favorable undying existence of the gods. 

However, the poem’s idealization of the notions of divine knowledge and immortality manifest 

far more explicitly in other areas of the poem—particularly those that are concerned with the 
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issue of sex and erotic love. The foremost instance in which the expression of sensuality enables 

the construction of a romantic ideal occurs in the very first line of the ode, in which the speaker 

addresses the urn as a “still unravished bride of quietness.” Here the speaker not only feminizes 

the urn, but by calling it a “bride” designates it as an object of masculine sexual and romantic 

attraction. Furthermore, the use of the phrase “still unravished” indicates the speaker’s desire to 

ravish or engage sexually with the urn, and his intentions to try and penetrate its mysteries. This 

highly erotic terminology, however, is used figuratively to describe the speaker’s aspiration to 

divine knowledge and immortality.  

Keats returns to this method of idealistic construction time and again, exploring the allure 

of idealized notions of knowledge and eternality through representations of sex and eroticism. 

The first stanza features the speaker’s desperate want to know the divine secrets of the urn, 

demonstrated by his urgently repeated questions to the urn and use of anaphora: 

What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 

What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape?  

What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? (8-10) 

Here the speaker makes a frenzied appeal to the urn to reveal its knowledge of both gods and 

men; he even subliminally refers to his own “struggle to escape” the limitations of his reality. 

The scene he observes on the urn, however, is one of an orgiastic pursuit of “maidens loth” by 

figures in “wild ecstasy.” The speaker’s own feelings of arousal and excitement can even be 

gauged by comparing these lines—with their many pauses and staccato phrases, sensational 

language, and rushed pace—to those preceding, which feature much more modest phraseology 

(excepting “unravished”), archaic language (“thou,” “Sylvan”), and slower, less punctuated 
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rhythm. The speaker makes a blatant shift from a tone of calm reverence, praising the urn, the 

“foster-child of silence and slow time,” to an almost excessive and frantic desire to permeate its 

mysteries (2). Here, therefore, the material representation of sex and eroticism in “Grecian Urn” 

become the vehicle for idealized notions of, in this instance, divine knowledge or truth. 

 Sex and eroticism similarly become the means by which a romantic ideal is constructed 

in the second stanza of the poem, in which the speaker makes an address to two young lovers 

who appear to be enclosing on a kiss or romantic embrace, but who have been frozen in time and 

place in their representation on the urn. Here the speaker becomes preoccupied with his own 

state of impermanence. In the lines preceding he refers to a piper playing a song beneath the trees 

as a “youth,”—focusing on the age of the musician and the many years of life they must still 

have to look forward to—and notes the eternal lushness and virility of the trees, which can 

“never [...] be bare” (15-16). To the two beloveds the speaker exclaims: 

Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 

Though winning near the goal — yet, do not grieve; 

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 

Forever wilt thou love, and she be fair! (17-20) 

Here the speaker allegorizes his own transitory existence through a discussion of the transitory 

nature of sexual desire which—by pointing out that the two youths will be in love forever, but 

only due to their existence as permanent figures on the urn—he argues would otherwise “fade,” 

just as life fades from mortal beings approaching death. Again, therefore, the romantic ideal of 

divine immortality exists only through the expression of the material issue of sex and sexual 

desire. 
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 Keats substantiates (makes material) any notion of a romantic ideal in “Grecian Urn” in 

far more than simply the narrative representation of sexual or erotic themes and imagery, 

however. Perhaps more important to the establishment of the poem’s commentary on romantic 

idealism is the actual, physical poem itself. “As an ode,” Geraldine Friedman argues in “The 

Erotics of Interpretation”—in reference to the poem’s self-designation as an ode in its title—the 

poem “foregrounds its material condition as writing on a surface” as well as its “functioning as a 

figure and a fiction” (Friedman 225). This textual strategy, according to Friedman, emphasizes 

the importance of the poem’s material aspects—those that the reader engages with on an extra-

narrative level—over its conceptual or plot-related development. These material aspects, David 

A. Kent asserts in “On the Third Stanza of Keats’s ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn,’” include primarily 

“interrogative, exclamatory, and phrasal forms” which “confirm the ode” as a poem leading to a 

“revelatory discovery,” and in which “the reader vainly searches for statements which contain or 

point to some verifiable meaning” (Kent 21). What the reader fails to acknowledge, both 

Friedman and Kent posit, is that through these extra-narrative elements, the meaning of “Ode on 

a Grecian Urn” is “perfectly embodied in [its] form” rather than in its conceptual development 

(Friedman 229). This theory would follow from the logic of the elliptical aphorism contained in 

the second to last line of the ode—“‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty.’” However, Friedman and 

Kent’s interpretations of Keats’ “Grecian Urn” do not go as far as to identify the extra-narrative 

development as one of sexual desire, climax, and disillusionment—that is, as an act of sex in and 

of itself. However, this drama of sex is that by which the extra-narrative elements of the poem 

may be primarily characterized, for it is largely in this drama that the poem bases its sense of 
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idealism, as well as through which the poem allows this idealism to collapse under the weight of 

inescapable reality. 

 Kent introduces the possibility of an extra-narrative reading of Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian 

Urn” first by outlining the grammar and rhetoric of the poem which—as Kent argues—not only 

take their “dramatically appropriate place in the poem’s ‘plot’” but allow for “intimate 

engagement” between the reader and the text (Kent 22). The consecutive repetition of 

interrogatives in the first stanza serve to express the excitement and suspense of speculation at 

the urn’s secrets, similar to the excitement and suspense the speaker attributes to the young 

lovers in the second stanza, frozen in a state of perpetual and intense sexual desire. In addition, 

the abundance of apostrophe in the first stanza elevates the urn to a position of sublimity, much 

like the poetic hero often does to the object of his sexual and romantic affections. These 

rhetorical techniques demonstrate the mounting arousal (of a decidedly sexual nature) at the 

outset of the poem, establishing the “intimate engagement” between reader and text to which 

Kent refers. The use of multiple imperatives in the second stanza as the speaker urges the urn to 

reveal its secrets and “[p]ipe to the spirit ditties of no tone” establishes a sense of sexual coercion 

between speaker and urn and, due to the reader’s position of intimate engagement with the poem, 

between reader and ode. The exclamation at the end of the second stanza also indicates a 

mounting sexual excitement, and the use of multiple caesuras in the stanza contributes to the 

disorganized, frenzied development of the poem. The excessive presence of labial and dental 

consonants in the first and second stanzas, furthermore—such as in “men,” “gods,” “pipes,” and 

“timbrels”—produce in the reading of the poem a sense of oral foreplay. Each of these 

accumulations of sexual arousal and desire contribute to the construction of an ideal in the form 
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of the consummation of erotic love. In other words, the extra-narrative development of the poem 

aspires to a climax which is expected to resolve the poignant sexual tension of the ode. 

 As Kent aptly points out, the third stanza of “Grecian Urn” does constitute this climax, or 

turning point of the poem, which seeks to resolve the rising tension of the first and second 

stanzas. Pushing Kent’s interpretation further, however, the third stanza of the ode actually 

represents in its grammar and rhetoric a sexual climax within the sexual narrative of the poem: 

Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed  

Your leaves, nor ever bid the Spring adieu; 

And, happy melodist, unwearied, 

Forever piping songs forever new;  

More happy love! more happy, happy love! 

Forever warm and still to be enjoyed, 

Forever panting, and forever young; 

All breathing human passion far above, 

That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloyed, 

A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. (Keats, “Grecian Urn,” 21-30) 

At this point the speaker of the poem finds himself at a loss for words, unable to form 

independent clauses and repeating “happy” six times within the first five lines of the third stanza, 

and “forever” five times. The stanza contains such an excess of pauses and repetitions of 

“happy” that the reader finds themselves stopping to take breaths mid-way through several lines, 

“panting” just as the poem describes the “forever panting,” “still to be enjoyed” “happy love” of 

the speaker’s desire. As Kent notes, “the repetition conveys a sense of strain and desperation [...] 
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perhaps implying that the poet has reached the upper limits of his power to articulate his 

experience” (Kent 23). Here the sexual narrative of the poem reaches an apex of emotion and 

sensation (“warm,” “panting,” “burning”), signaling the fulfillment of its ideal in the form of 

sexual gratification. 

 The troubled attitude of the poem’s fourth stanza, however, reveals that the fulfillment of 

this ideal does not yield its desired results. Again the ode contains an abundance of 

interrogatives: “Who are these coming to the sacrifice? [...] What little town … Is emptied of this 

folk, this pious morn?” (Keats, “Grecian Urn,” 31-37). In this instance, however, the abrupt shift 

from “More happy love! More happy, happy love!” to a scene of sacrifice and confusion 

indicates a severe turn towards disappointment, disorientation, and loss rather than satisfaction or 

enlightenment. The speaker regains his ability to form independent clauses, demonstrating a 

movement away from the frenzied ecstasy and delight of the third stanza and a renewed 

awareness of reality. Instead of the highly romantic “[a]ll breathing human passion far above,” 

the speaker dwells on the dreary ordinariness of a “little town” and its pious “folk,” grown silent 

and desolate in observance of a sacrifice. Here the ode slows to a crawl, as if after the rapture of 

the third stanza it has expended all its energy, now spent. The reader is no longer busied with the 

labial and dental consonants of earlier stanzas—which had contributed to a sense of oral foreplay 

and mounting sexual desire—but with tired, muted consonant sounds (such as the “wh” in 

“who,” or “v” in “river”) and long, wailing vowel sounds (such as in “who,” “these,” and “thou”) 

which connote a sense of bereavement. The final stanza expands on the growing sense of 

confusion and loss in the fourth, opening with two despairing exclamations: “O Attic shape! Fair 

attitude!” (41). These contrast highly with the joyous, optimistic exclamations from the third 
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stanza, and are used to mourn the onset of reality rather than celebrate an expected ideal. The 

“flowery,” “leaf-fringed” legend of divine knowledge and truth has become nothing but “trodden 

weed,” implying that somehow the urn and the ideal that it represented has now been exhausted 

or overused (43). In other words, the virginal “bride” has now been ravished, and has 

consequently lost its allure. The sexual gratification of the third stanza, which the poem implied 

would lead to the attainment of divine knowledge and immortality, instead leads only to 

emptiness and desolation.  

The romantic ideal constructed through the sexual extra-narrative of the ode, therefore, is 

shown to be exactly that—constructed. The gratification that the speaker had so looked forward 

to is falsified and destroyed by an inescapable reality, characterized by “old age,” “woe,” and 

desolation (46, 47). On the extra-narrative level, the efforts by the reader to find “some verifiable 

meaning” in the ode are dashed by the defeatism of its final stanzas, and by the so-called 

“grammatically meaningless” elliptical aphorism of its final lines: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty.” 

Examining Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn” through the critical lens of a sexual extra-narrative, 

however, may lead to some renewed discussion on the concepts of the real the the ideal beyond 

the question of whether or not the two exist in a perfect and oppositional binary. First, the fact 

that both the real and the ideal are constructed within the singular and concrete narrative of sex—

the “ideal” in the form of sexual attraction and erotic pursuit, the “real” in the form of post-coital 

de-escalation and disappointment—suggests that the two cannot be considered mutually 

exclusive. Rather, the real and the ideal must exist simultaneously, as two sides of a single 

proverbial coin, with only one ever within view of the pursuer, but both equally extant or true. 

Second, it becomes evident that—regardless of the degree to which a romantic text is 
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characterized by either realistic or idealistic elements, or the abstract nature of notions of the real 

and the ideal—the inclusion of these elements depends necessarily on the construction of some 

material, non-abstract issue, such as (in the case of “Grecian Urn”) sex or erotic love. 



Miano !16

Works Cited 

Benson, Arthur C. “Realism in Fiction”. The North American Review, vol. 195, no. 679, 1912, 

pp. 820-832. JSTOR. 

Enscoe, Gerald. Eros And The Romantics. 1st ed., Netherlands, Mouton & Co., Printers, 1967, 

pp. 99-173. 

Friedman, Geraldine. "The Erotics Of Interpretation In Keats's "Ode On A Grecian Urn": 

Pursuing The Feminine". Studies In Romanticism, vol 32, no. 2, 1993, p. 225-243. 

JSTOR. 

Keats, John. “Endymion: A Poetic Romance”. The Norton Anthology Of English Literature. 9th 

ed., New York, N.Y., W.W. Norton & Co., 2012, pp. 906-909. 

Keats, John. “Ode on a Grecian Urn”. Keats: Poems Published in 1820. ed. Margaret Robertson, 

Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1909, pp. 113-116. 

Keats, John. “To Benjamin Bailey”. Letters of John Keats to His Family and Friends. ed. Sidney 

Colvin, London, MacMillan & Co., Limited, 1925. 

Kent, David. "On The Third Stanza Of Keats's "Ode On A Grecian Urn"". Keats-Shelley Journal, 

vol 36, 1987, pp. 20-25. JSTOR. 

Strout, Irina. "Nature’s Calling: The Evolution Of Sexuality And Poetic Imagination In John 

Keats’s 1817–1820 Poetry". South Central Review, vol 33, no. 3, 2016, pp. 127-143. 

JSTOR.


