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The Eve of St. Agnes
— ARitual Ceremony for a Transition to Adulthood
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Abstract Keats' The Eve of St. Agnes was interpreted variously: romantic tapestry of unique richness of
color","a fantasy of wish-fulfillment" and so on. Jack Stillinger, however, challenged these traditional readings and
regards Porphyro as a villain but all characters in the poem seem faithful. Even Porphyro. They play their roll
according to a ceremonial order. The poem is a ritual ceremony of a transition for the young couple to enter into
adulthood.

The Eve of St. Agnes is a poem of transition: a transition of adolescence to adulthood. It is also a transitional
poem for Keats who was about to leave "the Chamber of Maiden Thought" for dark corridors where "Burden of
Mystery" rules. The poem reflects his idea of imagination, poetry and poets' task which he expressed in his letters.

His idea of dream and reality in the poem developed into the bitter contrast between the world of imagination and -
reality in Ode to a Nightingale. The relation of Madeline as a goddess with Porphyro as a pilgrim also presents
obvious parallel with that of Psyche with the poet as a priestin Ode to Psyche.
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St. Agnes' Eve—Ah, bitter chill it was!

The owl, for all his feathers, was a-cold;

The hare limp'd trembling through the frozen grass,

And silent was the flock in woolly fold:

Numb were the Beadsman's fingers, while he told

His rosary, and while his frosted breath,

Like pious incense from a censer old,

Seem'd taking flight for heaven, withouta death,
Past the sweet Virgin's picture, while his prayer he saith.
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They told her how, upon St. Agnes' Eve,
Young virgins might have visions of delight,
And soft adorings from their loves receive
Upon the honey'd middle of the night,
If ceremonies due they did aright;
As, suppertless to bed they must retire,
And couch supine their beauties, lily white;
Nor look behind, nor sideways, but require

Of Heaven with upward eyes for all that they desire.
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"...St. Agnes' Eve!
God's help! my lady fair the conjuror plays
This very night: good angels her deceive!
But let me laugh awhile, I've mickle time to grieve."

11.123-6.)
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'Twas said her future lord would there appeare
Offering as sacrifice—all in the dream—
Delicious food even to her lips brought near:
Viands and wine and fruit and sugared cream,
To touch her palate with the fine extreme

Of relish; then soft music heard; and then
More pleasures followed in a dizzy stream
Palpable almost; then to wake again

Warmin the virgin morn, no weeping Magdalen.

BYICoV i E FEYIC L) KRR & BE
POBEEZHED OGN, BWTERIC L) EEIGH
IR ER, ZOBE %5 BRI E BV,
ZLTET 7AALZOHEP L HED S L) D,
ZOHIBRE NI EFOBEKRTH 2D 5, TRHHEILE
EBEIL BT LN EPLEHATHEIH I TV 2D
ThHbdo HEIETEY DT LNZTHZ) ITFMMT
Foheho7zDb, Thd DERYHKFDH TH
NBRROKIZ LY PELIZEZ 6N 2 TH o -
bTHotze LPLEICLAEDZIE ZOE~Y
BEMELTOITITA o~DHEZPE EBHRET
HrH, K—740—2,oTITFI4 ViREOK
WTHY, BELEOFEORRITEISETORALD
[ROE] ~OBEIBAZON TN,

Ah, silver shrine, here will I take my rest

After so many hours of toil and quest,
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A famish'd pilgrim --saved by miracle.
. 337-9)
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Her eyes were open, but she still beheld,

Now wide awake, the vision of her sleep:
There was a painful change, that nigh expell'd
The blisses of her dream so pure and deep:

(1L. 298-300)
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How chang'd thou art! how pallid, chill, and drear!
Give me that voice again, my Porphyro,

Those looks immortal, those complaining dear!

Oh leave me not in this eternal woe,

For if thou diest, my Love, I know not where to go.

(L. 311-5)
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XXXVI
Beyond a mortal man impassion'd far
At these voluptous accents, he arose,
Ethereal, flush'd, and like a throbbing star
Seen mid the sapphire heaven's deep repose;
Into her dream he melted, as the rose
Blendeth its odour with the violet,—
Solution sweet: meantime the frost-wind blows
Like Love's alarum pattering the sharp sleet

Againstthe window-panes; St. Agnes' moon hath set.
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XXXV
Tis Dark: quick pattereth the flaw -blown sleet:
"This is no dream, my bride, my Madeline!"
'Tis dark: the iced gusts still rave and beat:
"No dream, alas! alsa! and woe is mine!
Porphyro willleave me here to fade and pine, —
Cruel! what traitor could thee hither bring?
I curse not, for my heart is lost in thine,
Though thou forsakest a deceived thing;—

A dove forlorn and lost with sick unpruned wing."
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