
     Scholar Critic                                                 ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
        Vol-02, Issue-02, August 2015.                                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 
 

163 
 

Keatisian Concept of Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty: an Interpretation 

Mr. Krishna Praveen and Dr. V. Anitha Devi 

Department of English, SSL 

VIT University, Vellore 

Abstract: John Keats, the celebrated romantic icon in English literature has always 

remained a germane subject for critics as well as common readers, ever since he started 

moving his pen. The connoisseur has gifted us lot of romantic poems where each and 

every one of them still remain fresh and provides enough room for more interpretations. 

Among his famed odes, Ode on a Grecian Urn demands special mention. The poem, as 

already   identified, is a typical example of Keats’ genius and substantiates his adjective 

as the romantic icon. Though the poem opens endless possible interpretations, the 

mystery still revolves around the concluding lines of the poem. This paper is a 

deliberation on the various interpretations of the poem and also an attempt for a new 

interpretation of the concluding lines of the poem. 

Key words- Beauty, Truth, Romanticism. 

Introduction 

 Much has been thought, discussed, and interpreted about the often quoted concluding 

lines of the celebrated poem Ode on a Grecian Urn by the romantic icon john Keats. Even after 

more than 150 years of its creation the poem still remains fresh and provides immense room for a 

different interpretation. From the very first line till the last word, the poem succeeds to take the 

readers to a wonderful world of fantasy. The readers are elevated to that ecstatic state where the 

poet has been at the time of its creation. Apart from its romantic flavor, the poem is at its brim 

with philosophical outlook towards human life. Hence it could be deduced without a second 

thought that the poem is not only a spontaneous overflow of powerful aesthetic excitement but 

also a serious discourse upon human existence and its transience.  
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The reason for the special mention of this particular poem by Keats is also worth a 

subject to think about. One can find as many reasons for the same. The prime among them is but 

the controversy that the poem aroused particularly by its concluding lines. The phenomenal 

twentieth century English poet TS Eliot considered the final lines, a blight upon an otherwise 

beautiful poem. The addresser and the addressee for the last thirteen lines of the poem is another 

important controversy that the poem brings up simultaneously. The arguments end up at four 

obvious possibilities that, it is-the poet to reader, urn to the reader, poet to urn, poet to figures on 

the urn. However, it is a fact beyond argument that there remains still a lot to be explored in this 

poem. Along with another obvious interpretation of the concluding lines of the poem, this article 

tends to discuss the frequently quoted lines of the poem.  

It’s really a matter of great importance to elucidate what makes Keats special among the 

other romantics before exploring the wisdom hidden in the poem. 

Keats as the Romantic Icon 

 The term romantic signifies manifold meanings. In a literary perspective it implies a style 

that emphasizes imagination and intuition over logic and passion over reason. Romanticism has 

been designated as the ‘liberalism in literature’ since it stands also for liberty and freedom. Even 

among the celebrated and elated romantic poets, to name a few, William Wordsworth, S.T. 

Coleridge, P.B.Shelly and Byron, Keats is the most romantic. Keats, being inspired from the 

Greek legends as well as from the Elizabethan romanticism, brought in the traces of both the 

Hellenic art and Elizabethan romanticism discernibly and has shown not even a faint rumbling of 

revolutionary thunder in his poems unlike the other romantics. To add more bright shades to his 

accolade, he was neither a revolutionary propagandist nor advocated any reformation. He just 

kept himself aloof from the cross current and the sweeping tides of revolutionary idealisms. He 

was an ardent lover of sensuousness and yearned to ascertain beauty in everything he imagined 

and adored beauty in all its forms and phases; physical, spiritual and intellectual. 

Analysis of the Often Quoted Lines 
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  The poet seems to be flabbergasted at the sight of an ancient urn and puts forward a few 

rhetorical questions about the pictures depicted in it. If not to veer out from the core subject 

under discussion, it could be deduced without a second thought that, it is but the poet’s own 

psyche that puts forward the rhetorical questions and those questions turn out to be the questions 

to the poet himself where he seeks a convincing explanation to the mysteries and doubts that 

hover around him. The discussion could be commenced from the opening lines of the poem. 

Thou still unravished bride of quietness, 

Keats seems to hit directly at the right spot to prove his bent through the very first line of 

the poem. The vista of romance seems unexpurgated in it. When the poet chanced to see the urn, 

he with a sudden gush of excitement imagines the urn as the unravished bride of quietness. The 

urn appears to him as a woman married to the groom ‘quietness’ and looks still young, even 

though it’s aged. Their marital relationship seems unconsummated to the poet, which ultimately 

makes the urn eligible for the adjective, unravished. 

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 

Are sweeter: therefore, ye soft pipes play on; 

Even though the above mentioned lines signify the true romantic spirit, often did the 

critics raise questions about the structural integrity of these lines. Renowned Keats critic Walter 

Jackson Bate considers the second and third stanzas “a digression” and for him, the poem 

remains complete “though admittedly less rich”, if the second and third stanzas are omitted. 

Though the fact is such, the magnitude of referential significance Keats injected in these lines 

makes it worth mentioning at this context. Here the poet seems apparently to be at great mirth by 

the unheard music from the pipes. To substantiate his happiness the poet brings in a comparison 

with his own previous experience with melodies. If the deconstructionist theory works out in a 

perfect manner, that is to shift the parallels with in the binary opposites, it could be deduced that 

the poet is not at all happy, but sad. His attempt is to discover happiness in what is essentially 

poignant. The melody mentioned in the poem could be connoted as the essence of human 

existence. John Keats, being a chronic tuberculosis patient had nothing other than a doleful life. 



     Scholar Critic                                                 ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
        Vol-02, Issue-02, August 2015.                                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 
 

166 
 

Hence there occurs the possibility of an obvious question of how it is possible for a person to 

find pleasure in something that torments him whole through his life. The only convincing 

explanation is that, the words signify not the elated mind of the poet but the eagerness of a 

desponded mind to find happiness in whatever comes to its sight.  

Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed 

Your leaves, nor ever bid the spring adieu; 

 These opening lines of the subsequent paragraph justify the above mentioned 

interpretation. The third paragraph explains poet’s excitement at the sight of the boughs that 

looks happy [Keats effectively brings in transferred epithet here]. The repeated use of the word 

happy signifies his yearning for the very emotion. Keats observes that the boughs are not 

unhappy for it’s been frozen in time rather they are happy that they are not going to shed their 

leaves ever. Spring signifies youth, the charm of youth and the fact that the boughs are not going 

to leave their youth seems to make the poet unhappy. To put it in a different way, the boughs are 

not going to succumb to the law of nature i.e. to yield to death. 

For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd, 

For ever panting, and for ever young; 

The frequent use of the words ‘For ever’ is worth mentioning here. The poet seems to be deeply 

obsessed with the eternity ideal. Though these lines are famous for the sensuous element since 

most of Keats’ readers considered these lines as the perfect example for Keats being addressed as 

the sensual poet, the longing of an extremely romantic mind for eternal bliss makes these lines 

more attractive and connotative. 

All breathing human passion far above 

 The critics have reached at a general agreement that the happiness of the boughs, of the 

melodist, and of the youth is far above the passions of the humankind. From the perspective of 

the speaker, the words ‘far above’ and ‘all’ suggests something different. Poet acknowledges 

himself as one among the others who lives in this big world and looks excitedly at the urn which 
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by itself is a world but tiny and far below than the other. From this bigger world, the mortal 

beings look at the tiny world which is frozen in time. There is indeed a possibility of another 

interpretation to it. The poet seems to have an intention to say that even though the immortal 

figures upon the urn possess eternal happiness, the passions and aspirations possessed by the 

human beings are far above them and are far enough that it ultimately becomes impossible to 

achieve. Hence the poet, upon this realization becomes sorrowful and despondent. 

 The following stanza describes the sight of a decorated heifer lead by a priest and a folk. 

The poet keeps on asking the rhetorical questions about their journey, their destination and about 

their home town. The poet sympathizes with the plight of the crowd, since they could not reach 

their destination as they are frozen upon the picture and also feels pity thinking about the village 

which will remain silent for ever since the folk could not go back there. 

 The final paragraph, which remains a puzzle for many critics particularly with its 

concluding lines demand special mentioning here.  

When old age shall this generation waste, 

Thou shall remain, in the midst of other woe 

Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st 

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty”- that is all 

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 

 After a detailed analysis and description of the pictures depicted on the urn, the poet 

turned breathless with adoration for the unbelievable beauty of the urn. Poet imagines that the 

urn seems to convey a great message to the human beings. He realizes that the human beings 

assume premature old age and all the way yield to death. To the surprise of the poet, the urn 

though of an ancestral birth, still stays young amidst the mortal human beings and seems to 

covey a message to the humankind who ultimately turns despondent watching the immortality of 

the urn. The urn says that “beauty is truth, truth beauty-that is all you know on earth and all you 

need to know”. 

Early Interpretations of the Concluding Lines 
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 As according to the renowned eighteenth aesthetician, Antony Ashley Cooper, The Third 

Earl of Shaftesbury, “what is beautiful is harmonious and proportionable; what is harmonious 

and proportionable is true; and what is at once both beautiful and true is, of consequence, 

agreeable and good.” The beautiful, the true and obviously the good are different forms of a real 

great font or rather all three are the offshoots of a single great source. Since evidences prove that 

Keats was quiet acquainted with the works of Shaftsbury, some critics tend to relate the idea of 

beauty and truth as written by Keats to that of the Earl of Shaftsbury.  According to Harry M 

Bloom, the phrase Keats uses at the concluding part of the poem is a direct allusion to 

Shaftesbury’s philosophical corner stone “all beauty is truth”. At the same time, some argue that 

Shaftesbury’s influence could only be related to the words that Keats used and not to the idea it 

carries. 

 Another interpretation relates the phrase to the eternal glory of art. It expounds that art is 

inclusive of all truth, the truth that defines and propagates the meaning of life and that truth is 

beautiful rather that truth assumes beauty only because it is embedded in the ideal of art. 

New Interpretation 

 If not to take the words for granted, there arises two major questions; what is truth? And 

what is beauty? The truth that the urn signifies might be the ultimate truth regarding human kind 

that is but death. Urn seems to say that human beings possess a bliss called death and instead of 

lamenting upon what they do not possess, that is immortality, why don’t they celebrate their  

transient mortal life ? The realization of this ultimate truth is but beauty. This is the wisdom that 

human beings ought to realize in their life, rather the only wisdom as according to the words of 

the urn. Hence the term beauty signifies death. Death is but the ultimate truth as far as human 

beings are concerned. If human beings could realize this fact they would make their lives more 

beautiful and to quote Tennyson, could drink their life to the lees.  

Thematic Parallels 

 Keats comes in par with William Shakespeare’s conception of the very terms in his 

poem, The Phoenix and Turtle. Shakespeare’s poem clearly stems from the general Renaissance 
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revival of Platonic thought expressed primarily as Christian Neo-Platonism. The ideal found its 

expression mostly in Elizabethan poetry than in philosophy. Edmond Spenser too seems to 

advocate the same in his Hymne in Honor of Beautie. 

 The Indian aesthetic philosophy, ‘Sathyam Shivam Sundaram’ too shows great 

resemblance to the theme of Keats’ words ‘Beauty’ and ‘Truth’. According to Indian philosophy, 

Truth is the experience, shivam is the action that comes out of the experience, and beauty is 

nothing but the flowering of consciousness of the man who has experienced truth. These three 

are supposed to be the ultimate reality for those who are on the mystical path. 

 P.B.Shelly, had said well in his famous poem, Ode to Skylark, “We look before and after 

and pine for what is not”. Shelly too seems to join Keats in propagating the same ideal. He 

explicates the essential human nature to turn dejected and low for what they do not possess 

through his lines.   

Conclusion 

 In the famous Hollywood movie Troy, Brad Pitt who appears as Achilles, the protagonist 

utters a very significant thought that, Gods envy the humans for they are mortals. They could put 

an end to their life at any moment they wish to, where as the Gods do not possess this bliss of 

mortality that the human beings enjoy. There remains no room for despair if the reason that 

brings the very emotion is observed in a different perspective. Keats seems to be deeply 

conscious of his failing health and obviously his fast-approaching-death. One could easily 

deduce a fact that Keats was deeply distressed about his early ailment and since he belongs to a 

genre of poetry which is essentially characterized as subjective in nature, he has referred to this 

anxiety in many of his poems not as a lamentation for the obvious death that he is about to 

confront, but as a solution to get rid of that anxiety. In that regard Ode on a Grecian Urn, is to be 

considered as his magnum opus. 
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