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The Desire for Death in Ode to a Nightingale

Norio YOSHIGA

“She (Melancholy) dwells with Beauty——Beauty that must die,” wrote Keats in Ode on
Melancholy. For him, Beauty is, like a vision, fragil and evanescent. Therefore, it is the main
theme for him to complain the short life of Beauty in the world of imagination. When he
recognizied the mutability of Beauty, Keats tried to eternalize it in the timeless world of death
with the help of the analogy of death as a preserver.

We can say death is, in a sense, another eternity. In Ode on a Grecian Urn the poet preserved
all the pasion and beauty of the motal world in an urn which symbolizied “tomb” and “death.”
In Ode to a Nightingale, on the other hand, he tried to g ¥ an eternal life to the ecstasy evoked
by the song of a nightingale by wishing “easeful death.” But this attempt failed when he
associated easeful death with death of nothingness. The fact is very important for us to
understand the process of the fall of the world of imagination and the poet’s returning to the

actual.
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The visions all are fled——the car is fled
Into the light of heaven, and in their stead
A sense of real things comes doubly strong,
And, like a muddy stream, would bear along
My soul to nothingness: but I will strive
Against all doubtings, and will keep alive
The thought of that same cha.riot, and the strange

Journey it went.?
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Why did I laugh tonight ? No voice will tell :
No god, no demon of severe response,

Deigns to reply from heaven or from hell.
Then to my human heart I turn at once—

Heart ! thou and I are here sad and alone ;”
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Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness,

Thou foster-child of silence and slow time,®
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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,

For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair !?
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Darkling I listen ; and, for many a time
I have been half in love with easeful Death,
Call’d him soft names in many a mused rhyme,
To take into the air my quiet breath;
Now more than ever seems it rich to die,
To cease upon the midnight with no pain,
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad

In such an ecstasy !'®
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Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain—

To thy high requiem become a sod.'*
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To die: to sleep;
No more; and, by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to, 'tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish’d. To die, to sleep;
To sleep ; perchance to dream ; ay, there’s the rub ;
For in that sleep of death what=dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,

Must give us pause.'”
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The same that oft-times hath
Charm’d magic casements, opening on the foam
Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.
8
Forlorn ! the very word is like a bell
To toll me back from thee to my sole self '
(Italics : Mine)
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