ITRODUCTION

Inn march 1819, just when he was entering his most productive period. A then little known peot, wrote to his brother: ‘[T]he fire is at its last click --- I am sitting with my back to it with one footaskew upon the rug and the other with the heel a little elevated from the carpet ... These are trifles -- but ... [c]ould I see the same thing done of any great Man long since dead it would be a great delight: as to know what position Shakespeare sat when he began “To be or not to be” --- such thing[s] become interesting from the distance of time and place.’
 The statement is interesting in itself for it’s characteristic eye for the apparent ‘trifles’ of life, its sense of, and concern with, the literary past, and, not least, its faulty grammar.  The writer was, of course, John Keats? He, two, is now ‘long since dead’; And, many of his most famous lines, from his poems and his letters, have achieved a near proverbial familiarity on a par with Hamlets remark. From our own ‘distance of time and place’ it is tempting to label him as simply another dead poet, a ‘great Man’. Despite his own doubt, which itself formed the subject matter of much of his poetry, this he is yeti, it is important to remember that this greatness must not, and can    not, be separated from the apparent ‘trifles’ of a life indeed, the ‘delight’, if any, we take in the poems should derive as much from a sense of keats ‘with one foot askew upon the rug’, grounded in what he elsewhere calls ‘circumstances’ not that dissimilar to our own, as it does froooom any view of him as a ‘great Man’.

Paradoxically, from the first, the claims made for Keats’ greatness as a poet depended on an overestimation of what one of his earliest champions, the liberal 

journalist and poet leigh hunt, called an ‘origin ... of the humblest description’ (see Gittings p. 17). As a Romantic poet, writing in the shadow of Rousseau and Wordsworth and an apparent prioritising of the simple over the sophisticated, it is interesting to note that both his supporter’s and detractors. Whilst he was alive and later, sought to turn him into something of a ‘noble savage’. The truth of his origins and his life, insofar as it can be reclaimed, is rather different. 


Keats 

was born on 31 October 1795 in london. He came from a comfortable trade background, what once might have been called the lower middle classes, a growing group in Regency Engerland: his father, Thomas was, before his death from a riding accident in 1804, which did reduce the family circumstances, manager of a livery stables; and his mother, Frances, whose own death, from the ‘family disease’ tuberculosis, or consumption, in 181000, greatly influenced the young Keats who nursed her, came from the relatively prosperous Jennings family  Onherremarriage she was involved in complex legal wrangles over the family fortune. Worthy of a Dickens novel. At a time when it was possible too live well off under £200 a year, Keats’ grandmother settled about 9,000 pound on Keats and his two brothers’ and sister. Although it would have enabled him to indulge in the life of a poet, which he would later krave, Keats sore little of this money, and its true extent did not become clear until after his deaf. However, whatever his privations after 1804, Keats     in no sense one of absolute poverty.


Given his origins, it is not surprising that Keats and his brother george were sent to Enfield Academy, run by John John Clarke, between 1803 ant 1811. What is surprising is the extent to which he was held to be ‘uneducated’ by hostile reviewers during his lifetime, or to suffer from ‘educational deficits’ by more recent critics (Levinson p. 7). This view is derived from an odd mix of the Romantic concern with ‘natural’ genius, which was inherited by the Victorians who did so much to create the myth of ‘John Keats’, and the Regency literary establishments distrust of middle class cultural aspirations. 

Whilst he was denied the University education of Shelley, say, and whilst it is important to remember a young Keats, always conscious of his diminutive stature, who was fond of cricket and fighting, such a view is simply misleading. Something of the depth of kats’ learning can be gleaned from the recollections of Charles Cowden Clarke, John Clarke’s son and Keats’ friend. He recalls:

such was Keats’ indefatigable energy for the last two or three successive half-years ... that upon each occasion he took first prize by a considerable distance. He was at work before the first school hour began, and that was at seven ... at his Latin or French translation ... (Clarke p. 122)

Although, often attacked for his lack of Greek, the mark of the truly educated at the turn of the nineteenth century, and for daring to rework the material of Clasical culutre, Keats began his life-long interest in Classical mythology under the guidance of the Clarkes, reading, most notably Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary. Yet, more than actual work, or the vest amount of material that he read in the school library, including Spenser Spenser and probably milton, as well as popular novels, histories and scientific works, it is perhaps to the Enfield Academy that Keats owes a great deal of the state of mind or attitude which explains so much of his poetry: Nicholas Roe characterises this as ‘imaginative’ yet ‘practical’, identifying in particular its bias towards observation and experimentation, and as ‘reformist and republican’ (Roe  1997 pp. 28, 34-5)!!!!!  Indeed, it might be argued that his very recourse to the stuff of mythology which is so evident, and has been seen as a  weee weakness, particularly in the early poetry, is itself part of broader attempt to (mis)represent Classical Greece as an ideal society in 

contrast to the oppressive regime of the British Government around the time of the Napoleonic wars !!!!  which also provide a backdrop to nearly all of Keats’ poetic output (Butler pp. 130-7). 

� Letters 2:73. For full details of this and all other references turn to the Bibliography at the end of this  Introduction. Keats’ letters will be cited by volume and page number; critical and other material will be given by surname, if necessary date and volume, and page number, in parenthesis after the quotation.





