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Romantic Literature

I. Keats’ “La Belle Dame sans Merci”

A. First, put up last times overhead of characteristics of Romantic lit—keep this as backdrop for all of today’s discussion and see how fits in

B. Be sure that you ask questions; I’ll try to lead our discussion through these poems, but you need to help me out to let me know if there are things you don’t understand

C. Read the poem (p. 942); as I read, you need to think about two things:

1. What different voices do you hear in here?  Where does different speaker begin to speak?

2. What images/moods do you sense in the poem?

D. Ballad—what kind of form is it? Where might you expect to hear ballad?

[more popular form; on country radio!; see Keats using different form—not one that you’d expect with Neo-classical]

E. Different voices?

[hear switch at end of stanza 3; kind of question and answer—person sees knight, asks what’s wrong; Knight answers]

F. What images/moods do you sense?

1. foreboding quality with “no birds sing”—even get it in first stanza

2. sense of loveliness of woman—flowers, sweet smell, he can’t stop looking at her

3. season—stanzas 1 and 2; see withering vegetation and squirrels busy: know it must be fall; associate that with dying, moving toward winter (not the new life of spring)

4. knight himself—looks bad

5. pale warriors (stanza 10)—image from Revelation; suggests death

G. What does it “mean”?

1. May not be that supposed to have deep meaning; in large part, is enjoying the weirdness of supernatural; may be some commentary about how we’re drawn after things even if we know we shouldn’t be

2. Need to see way that this poem pushes us to see other forces out there that are bigger than we are

II.   Whitman’s Song of Myself
A.  American poet; very much the grandfather of American poetry; very often see references to him or playing off him

1.  In many ways, his poetry works very well to show a lot of pieces of Romanticism

2.  I had a professor in grad school who was not shy about pointing out how wonderful he was; he claimed that he was one of only two or three people in this country who really understood Song of Myself—so, assuming I learned anything from him, you should feel pretty lucky!

3.  What jumped out at you about this poem’s form—especially in contrast to Pope (put on overhead)?  

[a.  long, kind of conversational lines;

b.  not usual poetic; American idiom—like barbaric yawp  (which, if seen Dead Poet Society, was important there and, of course, I expect you all to call me O Captain, My Captain!!)

B.  His poem is an epic poem; in epics, usually have epic subject announced in first lines; may remember from Odyssey (mind and character of Odysseus)

1.  Read opening of poem; see his announcement of subject: himself!

2.  What is the attitude of poet here?  [very celebratory—of self, and of country]

C.  Only have part of poem here, but need to think of this poem having a kind of story, which we’ll discover now

1.  Skip to stanza 5, p. 1004; Read first two lines

2.  Whitman making reference to old division that he saw as very prevalent; talks of soul—any ideas of what the “other” is? [body—so he’s saying that he won’t allow one to be praised over the other; back to Descartes and the Greeks]

3.  Goes on to say at line 44ff that had mystical experience that he describes in sexual language of joining of body and soul—this is basis for poem

4.  Because of this union, what is he ready to do?  What are some of the major parts of rest of poem (see for instance stanza 16)?

[he is ready to go out and see this country, and see that in next stanzas;]

5.  Lot that happens here, but we’ll jump ahead—see stanza 21 (p. 1008) where makes explicit what he’s doing here (body and soul); see inclusiveness (man and woman—he’s representing all people); and even lover of the earth (line 170 ff)

6.  (stanza 24; line196-7)  Who does he say he is singing about?  Who is going to be included?  

[One of the things he’s doing in here as representing all is that he’s opening up this epic to many not represented before] 

7.  Recapitulation of poem (could just read this!)—Stanza 48, p. 1014

8.  In some of stanzas skipped, poet says he has become teacher, prophet, healer for this new nation; from all that he has learned

9.  So ready at end to embrace death, too; doesn’t see that as a problem (read Stanza 52)

D.  Summary of poem

Poet has mystical union of body and soul; inspired by that, journeys out to see America; giving voice to those usually voiceless; journeying to get material for this poem; from what learns, ready to be big healer, teacher, prophet for America

-see way that opens up poetic possibilities, includes people/topics not normally in poems; identifying with nature; not traditional view of God (mentioned last time)

E.  Questions?

III. Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn”  (if time)  p. 947

A.  Besides the fact that this is extremely famous, poem also works well because it deals with Romantic ideas that Whitman doesn’t

B.  Read first stanza

C.  What’s going on here?  What are these descriptions?  [All scenes from the vase]

1.  As shown in second stanza, what is attitude of poet towards them? [better on vase than in real life]

2.  Why?  Make parallel to picture you have from high school senior trip and going to see friends now—any reason why you might possibly want picture over currently seeing them? [because of change: now they may have ten tattoos, body piercing, and they call you dude; likewise, if on urn they won’t decay, like happens with life—people grow old, less beautiful]

3.  But poem doesn’t rest easily on that idea; is tension—can see most clearly in last stanza (read)

4.  Those sculptured shapes won’t decay, but also don’t live (“Cold pastoral”)—don’t get warmth of life

5.  Last lines textual question; spoken by urn, but how much is urn and how much is narrator of poem?

Alexander Pope in Essay on Criticism 

“True wit is Nature to advantage dressed,

What oft was thought but ne’er so well expressed;

Something whose truth convinced at sight we find,

That gives us back the image of our mind.” (II. 297-300)
