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The Romantic Ode and the Art of Brinkmanship 

 

This article reappraises the Romantic ode through the concept of ‘brinkmanship’ introduced 

by Edward Young in 1728 and revived and developed by Coleridge. Young portrays the 

Pindaric ode as a risk-taking genre which appears wild and “immethodical” but “has as much 

Logick at the bottom, as Aristotle, or Euclid”. Coleridge elaborates this poetic “logic” and 

makes the idea of opposed but harmonized mental forces part of his theory of imagination. 

His critical speculations illuminate his own ode-writing and that of other Romantic poets who 

use the genre self-reflexively, to test the limits of imagination and explore its workings. The 

article focusses on Wordsworth’s “Intimations Ode” and Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale”, 

emphasizing their imaginative audacity, their strategic deployment of Pindaric devices such 

as transitions, apostrophes and paradoxes, and their daring intertextuality. Aspects of Keats’s 

odes normally taken as signs of Horatian restraint are interpreted instead as distinctive 

displays of Pindaric brinkmanship. 

 

Cet article réévalue l'ode romantique à travers le concept de ‘brinkmanship’ (une stratégie 

de la corde raide) conçu par Edward Young en 1728 et relancé et développé par Coleridge. 

Young dépeint l'ode pindarique comme un genre à risque qui semble sauvage et 

“immethodique” mais qui “a autant de logique au fond, comme Aristote ou Euclide”. 
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Coleridge élabore cette “logique“ poétique et fait de l'idée de forces mentales conflictuelles 

mais harmonisées une partie de sa théorie de l'imagination. Ses spéculations critiques 

illuminent sa propre écriture d’odes et celle d'autres poètes romantiques qui utilisent le 

genre de manière autoréflexive, pour tester les limites de l'imagination et explorer son 

fonctionnement. L'article se concentre sur l“Intimations Ode” de Wordsworth et l“Ode to a 

Nightingale” de Keats, soulignant leur audace imaginative, leur déploiement stratégique de 

dispositifs pindariques tels que les transitions, les apostrophes et les paradoxes, et leur 

audacieuse intertextualité. Les aspects des odes de Keats normalement considérés comme des 

signes de retenue horatienne sont interprétés à la place comme des manifestations 

distinctives de la technique du pindarisme. 

 

 

Fresh insight into the workings of the Romantic ode, and Keats’s distinctive handling of the 

genre in his Poems (1820), can be gained from the concept of brinkmanship introduced a 

century earlier by Edward Young, and revived and developed by Coleridge.1 Young, author 

of Night-Thoughts (1742-5) and Conjectures on Original Composition (1759), also wrote an 

important but little-known essay “On Lyrick Poetry” (1728) in which he rebutted the familiar 

 
1 The term “brinkmanship”, meaning the “the pursuit of a dangerous policy to the limits of 

safety before stopping” (Concise OED), was coined in the 1950s with Cold War politics in 

mind. But the concept is much older, and “brink” (edge, border, brim, verge), in both literal 

and figurative senses, dates back to the 14th century. Dr Johnson’s “follow them to the brink 

of absurdity” (Idler 153, 19 Aug. 1758), one of many similar expressions cited by OED, 

names the particular danger that writers of odes might be said to face, though he was 

referring to something else. 
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charge that the Pindaric ode was licentious and “immethodical” by arguing that, despite 

appearances, Pindar “has as much Logick at the bottom, as Aristotle, or Euclid”, though he 

“to some Criticks has appear’d as Mad” (Young 19-20). The secret of ode-writing, according 

to Young, is to push the imagination as far as it can go without losing artistic control, an idea 

he captures in the metaphor of an “Artful Lover”, Judgment, “that masculine power of the 

mind”, indulging his “very beautiful Mistress”, Imagination, by allowing her to appear to 

dominate while actually holding sway himself, the less he is suspected of it, the “more 

masterly” and commendable being his conduct (21). Young then clinches his argument with a 

military analogy: 

 

It holds true in this Province of writing, as in war, “The more danger, the more 

honour.” It [ode-writing] must be very Enterprizing, it must (in Shakespear’s Style) 

have hairbreadth ’Scapes; and often tread the very brink of Error ... (21-22) 

 

The principle of brinkmanship holds both for odes modelled on Pindar’s originals, metrically 

regular but notorious for their abrupt transitions and “intoxicating” (23) style, and the 

irregular variant popularized by Abraham Cowley, which seemed even more lacking in order 

and connection because of its loose versification and variable rhymes, but which followed the 

same artistic logic, incomprehensible to “Dwarf-understandings” (20).  

In Biographia Literaria (1817), Coleridge picks up and extends this argument, 

attributing it not to Young but to his schoolteacher James Boyer, who he says taught him 

“that Poetry, even that of the loftiest, and, seemingly, that of the wildest odes, had a logic of 

its own, as severe as that of science; and more difficult, because more subtle, more complex, 
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and dependent on more, and more fugitive causes” (Coleridge 1983, I: 9).2 In claiming for 

poetry a logic not only equal in rigour but of greater depth and subtlety than that of science, 

Coleridge goes even further than Young. He extends, too, Young’s point about the artistic 

satisfaction of “Difficulties overcome” (Young 25-26), an idea that Young had applied to 

rhyme but Coleridge applies to all aspects of poetic composition. The wildest odes confront 

the greatest difficulties but offer the deepest satisfaction. Unlike Young, however, Coleridge 

stresses the genuine dangers of lyric brinkmanship, pointing out that many odes fail in the 

challenge they set themselves, and instead of sublimity produce only bombast: not “the 

legitimate language of poetic fervor self-impassioned” but “the madness prepense of Pseudo-

poesy, or the startling hysteric of weakness over-exerting itself” (Coleridge 1983, II: 84-85). 

Strained rhetoric and manufactured emotion are as inimical to genuine lyric intensity as 

verbal flatness or timidity. 

Young’s theory, reinterpreted in Kantian terms, also provides part of the inspiration 

for Coleridge’s theory of imagination, which hinges on the idea of maximizing the tension 

between contrasting elements in a poem while maintaining coherence and unity.3 Echoing 

 
2 As Engell and Bate note (I: 9, n. 2), Coleridge had read and taken notes from Young’s essay 

in 1795 and refers again to his “valuable” remark about poetic logic in a letter of 1802. 

Jackson overlooks Young as a source but finds echoes of the idea in Coleridge’s later 

writings on logic and pedagogic method. 

3 For these extensions of Young’s theory, see Duff 2009, 88-89. For parallels between 

Coleridgean ideas about poetic logic and modern cognitive poetics, see Duff 2014, where I 

also discuss “transport”, another strand in eighteenth-century and Romantic discourse about 

the ode, drawn from the theory of the sublime. Maclean gives the broader context of lyric 

theory. All these topics are relevant to the present inquiry, though my focus here is different. 
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Young’s idea of a conflict of mental faculties, but multiplying his oppositions and adjusting 

his metaphors, Coleridge defines the imagination as a “power, first put in action by the will 

and understanding, and retained under their irremissive, though gentle and unnoticed, 

controul” which “reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant 

qualities”, uniting “a more than usual state of emotion, with more than usual order” and 

“judgement ever awake and steady self-possession, with enthusiasm and feeling profound or 

vehement” (Coleridge 1983, II: 16-17). The ability to balance or synthesize discordant 

elements becomes for Coleridge a criterion of artistic worth: the greater the discordance, the 

more admirable the synthesis, the perfection of poetic form consisting in the meeting of the 

two extremes, what he elsewhere terms “harmonized Chaos” (Coleridge 1987, II: 224).  

These bold speculations, now regarded as central to Romantic literary theory, 

originate in Young’s analysis of the logic of the ode form, which in turn builds on hints in 

Cowley, Congreve and other writers about the “secret Connexion” underlying the seeming 

incoherence of Pindaric odes.4 That Coleridge was able to grasp the significance of Young’s 

argument and develop it into a full-blown theory of literary cognition reflects his lifelong 

interest in the relationship between creative psychology and poetic form, and his particular 

fascination, as both theorist and practitioner, with the formal dynamics and cognitive 

 
4 Congreve [i]; cf. Cowley 50 (comparing Pindar’s style with the Old Testament prophets); 

Trapp 204, 207. For other examples, see Williams 65-69. Congreve is usually credited with 

the discovery of Pindar’s metrical regularity, correcting misapprehensions spread by 

Cowley’s free translations and imitations. Wilson, however, emphasizes Cowley’s own 

insights into Pindar’s “elliptical” method, as an experiment “with the ways in which the mind 

constructs unspoken connections” (27). For a modern classicist’s take on the “logical 

structure” of Pindar’s poetry, see Hubbard.  
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properties of the ode. While still a pupil at Christ’s Hospital, Coleridge had played with 

Young’s theory in his “Prospectus and Specimen of a Translation of Euclid, in a Series of 

Pindaric Odes” (written in 1791), taking literally the idea that Pindar was as logical as Euclid 

or Aristotle by making Euclidean geometry the actual subject of a lyric poem. His translation 

of parts of Euclid’s Elements – the five postulates and the first geometric proof – into English 

dithyrambic verse is itself a virtuoso display of brinkmanship, straining plausibility by 

juxtaposing such radically different discourses. But his headnote, a mock-prospectus, defends 

the exercise, claiming that the “unwarrantable liberties” he has taken are “equally 

homogeneal with the exactness of Mathemat[ical] disquisition and the boldness of Pindaric 

Daring” (Coleridge 2001, I: 34). This balance of opposites is mirrored in the poem’s imagery 

of a reined-in Pegasus and of maenad-like muses with “dishevell’d hair” who assist the 

logical demonstration then madly run in “Transport” once their “task is done” (ll. 64-65).   

The effect is ironic and the poem is no more than a youthful jeu d’esprit, addressed to 

his brother George and not intended for publication, despite its paratextual play with a staple 

device of the book trade, the prospectus and specimen (Duff 2020, 123-25). The poem does, 

nonetheless, signal Coleridge’s early interest in the imaginative possibilities of the ode and in 

the constructional principles that govern it, an interest that finds more serious expression in 

his “Ode on the Departing Year” (1796), a regular Pindaric built in triads of strophe, 

antistrophe and epode, labelled accordingly. His headnote makes no mention of poetic logic 

but refers to “Impetuosity of Transition” and “Precipitation of Fancy and Feeling” as “the 

essential excellences of the sublimer Ode” (Coleridge 2004, 36)5, thereby singling out the 

 
5 From the dedication “To Thomas Poole” in the separately published 1796 edition of the 

poem. A shorter version of the headnote, entitled “Argument” and omitting this phrasing, 
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structural and cognitive features that give the genre its peculiar intensity. It is the ‘madness’ 

or ‘wildness’ produced by the abrupt transitions of form and theme and by the emotional and 

imaginative “precipitation” (in the sense of rapid forward motion, or sudden, unexpected 

action) that the ode-writer must methodize into meaningful poetic argument, a compositional 

process that Coleridge explains in more detail when he returns to the topic in Biographia 

Literaria. 

Coleridge’s experiments with regular and irregular odes, and his various descriptions 

of the genre, set the terms of the Romantic revival of the ode and account in part for its 

remarkable ascendancy in the period (Hamlin 10; Fairbanks; Curran 71-76; Duff 2009, 204-

5). The fullest realization of the Young-Coleridge theory of the ode, however, is 

Wordsworth’s “Ode. Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood”, 

which had an even greater influence on the odic revial, though it was widely misunderstood 

and ridiculed when first published in Wordsworth’s Poems, in Two Volumes (1807). An 

irregular Pindaric written in dialogue with Coleridge (who almost certainly awakened 

Wordsworth’s interest in ode-writing), Wordsworth’s poem extended further the imaginative 

range of the genre and raised to a new level the art of brinkmanship.6 So audacious, indeed, 

 
appears in Coleridge’s Poems on Various Subjects (2nd edn, 1797) and subsequent 

collections.  

6 For the poem’s generic affiliations, with the irregular Pindaric tradition but also with 

pastoral elegy, the philosophical hymn, and epic, see Williams 140-51 and Sitterson; for its 

dialogue with Coleridge, see Magnuson 273-317, Ulmer, and Ruoff. O’Neill assesses its 

long-term impact, citing Gerard Manley Hopkins’s claim, germane to my argument, that in 

Wordsworth’s ode “human nature got another of those shocks, and the tremble from it is 

spreading”. 



8 
 

was the risk-taking that Coleridge believed Wordsworth had pushed things too far, and he 

devotes several pages of Biographia Literaria to a critique of the poem, praising some 

sections while condemning others. A comparison of Wordsworth’s poem and Coleridge’s 

critique will bring into focus the literary issues surrounding the strategy of brinkmanship. 

This, in turn, will shed light on Keats’s deployment of the ode, which learns from both poets 

(and from other precursors, notably Milton) and takes the art of brinkmanship in new 

directions.  

The importance of the “Intimations Ode” in English poetic history is beyond dispute 

but familiarity with its famous lines, echoed by so many writers, should not blunt us to the 

audacity of its ideas and technique. Wordsworth exploits to the full the traditional grandeur of 

the Pindaric ode by taking the grandest theme imaginable, immortality, but displays at the 

same time true “Pindaric Daring” by approaching it in a radically unconventional way, 

finding evidence for immortality not in divine revelation but in the humblest manifestations 

of infancy and childhood. The poem’s most audacious and shocking moments are when 

Wordsworth highlights the co-presence of the natural and supernatural, and marvels at the 

dual identity of the child as both a creature of another world and an inhabitant of this one.  

The fifth stanza contains one such shock, when Wordsworth introduces the Platonic 

idea of pre-existence in answer to the questions that closed the fourth stanza and summarized 

his predicament: “Whither is fled the visionary gleam? / Where is it now, the glory and the 

dream?” (Wordsworth 2000, ll. 56-57).7 The shock is partly that he offers any answer at all, 

as the questions seemed like rhetorical ones, designed to express a sense of irretrievable loss 

rather than to seek for answers. The answer itself is a further shock, not only in its rejection 

of Christian orthodoxy in favour of pagan myth, but also in its recasting of the myth itself and 

 
7 Except where indicated, all quotations are from the 1807 version, as given in Gill’s edition. 
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the philosophical doctrine associated with it. Platonic anamnesis is a process of recollection 

(literally “un-forgetting”) by which, through dialectical reasoning, we are able to retrieve the 

latent knowledge we already possess by virtue of our prior existence in a state of perfect 

knowledge. The distinction between childhood and adulthood plays no part in this theory, the 

only relevant distinction being the absolute one between our prior, transcendent state and our 

earthly existence, when the soul inhabits the mortal body. In Wordsworth’s version, the 

distinction between these two states is not absolute, but partial and incremental. At birth, we 

remain close to our transcendent origins: “Not in entire forgetfulness, / And not in utter 

nakedness, / But trailing clouds of glory do we come / From God, who is our home” (ll. 62-

65). What should, in Platonic or Christian terms, be a clean break, the passage from a 

spiritual to a material realm, becomes instead a transitioning and overlapping: early 

childhood is a threshold state, and “Heaven lies about us in our infancy!” (l. 66).  

Subsequent stanzas develop this mythic hypothesis, charting the different stages of 

human life in terms of a progressive distancing from our paradisal “home” and a gradual 

fading of its “celestial light” (l. 4). In stanza six, in another extraordinary imaginative leap, 

Wordsworth rejects the cliché of Mother Nature, replacing it with the more surprising and 

disturbing metaphor of Nature as Foster-mother, the well-intentioned Nurse who “doth all she 

can / To make her Foster-child, her Inmate Man, / Forget the glories he hath known, / And 

that imperial palace whence he came” (ll. 81-84). Like the character E.T. in the Steven 

Spielberg film, the extra-terrestrial child, newly arrived on Earth but really belonging 

elsewhere, is made to conform to the order of Nature. The seventh stanza presses further this 

wildly original idea, reimagining the ordinary activities of parenting and growing – a 

mother’s kisses, learning to talk, the “endless imitation” (l. 107) by which a child learns to be 

like others – as manifestations of this naturalization (or, as we euphemistically call it, 

socialization) process. Its supernatural provenance erased, the child “from afar” (l. 61) 
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becomes a fully-fledged earthling and learns to play his part on the “stage” (l. 103) of human 

life (play-acting being another of the poem’s organizing metaphors, reinforcing the idea that 

the real world lies elsewhere).  

 As the imaginative stakes are raised, the grammatical forms shift. The seventh stanza 

switches from the declarative to the imperative, exhorting us to “Behold the Child among his 

new-born blisses” (l. 85) and wonder at his all-too-eager participation in his earthly make-

over. The eighth stanza makes a further switch, to address the child directly through the 

vocative I-Thou form. Here, the disproportion between internal and external already signalled 

in the “pigmy” metaphor (l. 86) of the previous stanza – the child as diminutive adult, and as 

miniaturized giant from another, larger realm – is visualized even more dramatically in a 

sequence of paradoxes (I quote the whole stanza, in the 1807 version): 

 

Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie 

Thy Soul’s immensity; 

Thou best Philosopher, who yet dost keep 

Thy heritage, thou Eye among the blind, 

That, deaf and silent, read’st the eternal deep, 

Haunted for ever by the eternal mind,— 

Mighty Prophet! Seer blest! 

On whom those truths do rest, 

Which we are toiling all our lives to find; 

Thou, over whom thy Immortality  

Broods like the Day, a Master o’er a Slave, 

A Presence which is not to be put by: 

                 To whom the grave 
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Is but a lonely bed without the sense or sight 

Of day or the warm light, 

 A place of thought where we in waiting lie; 

Thou little Child, yet glorious in the might 

Of untamed pleasures, on thy Being’s height, 

Why with such earnest pains dost thou provoke 

The Years to bring the inevitable yoke, 

Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife? 

Full soon thy Soul shall have her earthly freight, 

And custom lie upon thee with a weight, 

Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!   

(ll. 108-31) 

 

Conceptually and linguistically, this is the poem’s most audacious passage, where 

Wordsworth reaches for the boldest analogies, juxtaposes most forcefully the natural and 

supernatural, mortality and immortality, and pushes to the furthest extreme the paradox of his 

epigraph, “The Child is Father of the Man” (from his poem “My heart leaps up”, the germ of 

the “Intimations Ode”).8 In terms of the emotional dynamics of the poem, this is the moment 

of maximum intensity, signalled rhetorically by the switch into apostrophe and the raising of 

 
8 In Poems (1815), three lines from “My heart leaps up” (written 1802, published 1807) 

replace Wordsworth’s original epigraph, Paulò majora canamus (Let us sing of somewhat 

loftier things), the opening line of Virgil’s fourth eclogue. Manning explains the significance 

of this switch.  
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the linguistic register through a sequence of hyperboles and paradoxes, each more vertiginous 

than the last. 

Intertextually, too, this is a climactic passage, in which Miltonic allusions, present 

throughout the poem, proliferate and undergo their most striking development. Just as 

Platonic anamnesis produces a web of metaphors, making the whole poem a drama of 

remembering and forgetting, the “celestial light” motif from Paradise Light (Milton 1968, III: 

51), introduced in line four, generates a comprehensive symbolism of light and darkness, 

seeing and non-seeing, vision and the visionary (Trott 116-18). This borrowed imagery is 

used with systematic precision to articulate the poem’s argument. The child as “Eye among 

the blind” is Wordsworth’s most daring variation on this motif, daring because it alludes so 

bluntly to the painful fact of Milton’s blindness while appropriating his trope of 

compensatory “inward” vision for Wordsworth’s own narrative of “visionary” powers lost 

and regained – the ultimate theme of the “Intimations Ode”. “Seer blest”, Milton’s epithet for 

the archangel Michael (XII: 553), is another daring appropriation, its paradoxical application 

to a human child reinforced by an even riskier allusion to the “Heaven-born child” of 

Milton’s “On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity” (l. 20). Milton’s ode, a crucial model for 

Wordsworth’s, though formally more regular, displays its own Pindaric daring by 

mischievously imagining itself as a literary gift to lay at the feet of the new-born Jesus, a 

“humble ode” to “prevent” (in the old sense of pre-empt) the gold, frankincense and myrrh of 

the three “star-led wizards” (ll. 23-24), the Magi. But Wordsworth goes further, 

controversially transforming the “infant God” (l. 16) of Milton’s poem into the “blest” but 

secular child of his own. In this sustained feat of intertextual brinkmanship, even the Holy 

Spirit becomes grist to Wordsworth’s allusive mill, the personification of Immortality as a 

“presence” that “Broods like the Day” over the growing child being a reworking of the lines 

from the invocation to Book One of Paradise Lost where Milton describes how the Holy 
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Spirit “Dovelike satst brooding on the vast abyss / And mad’st it pregnant” (I: 21-22). The 

allusion confirms, once again, that Wordsworth’s true theme, like Milton’s, is creative power.   

For many of Wordsworth’s contemporaries, the daring imaginative and linguistic 

leaps of the “Intimations Ode”, not to mention its reckless intertextuality, were a step too far. 

The ever-hostile Francis Jeffrey, reviewing Poems, in Two Volumes in the Edinburgh Review, 

singled out this poem – then called simply “Ode” – as “the most illegible and unintelligible 

part of the publication” (Woof 199). James Montgomery, a more sympathetic critic whose 

own poetry was profoundly influenced by Wordsworth’s, felt at a similar loss, complaining 

that “the reader is turned loose into a wilderness of sublimity, tenderness, bombast, and 

absurdity, to find out the subject as well as he can” (Woof 213). Robert Southey called it “a 

dark subject darkly handled” (Woof 237), thus pointedly rejecting Wordsworth’s imagery of 

light. The most revealing response is that of Coleridge, who makes the “Intimations Ode” a 

test case of his newly formulated aesthetic principles, discussing the poem at length in 

Chapter 22 of Biographia Literaria. His critique is well known but its terms are worth 

pondering. While praising the fifth and ninth stanzas as illustrative of the “imaginative 

power” he identifies as one of Wordsworth’s characteristic “beauties”, he turns to stanza 

eight for examples of a corresponding “defect”, namely “mental bombast”, where “thoughts 

and images” are “too great for the subject” (Coleridge 1983, II: 136). With undisguised 

critical zeal, he picks out multiple instances, dismantling the stanza phrase by phrase: 

 

Now here, not to stop at the daring spirit of metaphor which connects the epithets 

“deaf and silent,” with the apostrophized eye: or (if we are to refer it to the preceding 

word, “philosopher”), the faulty and equivocal syntax of the passage; and without 

examining the propriety of making a “master brood o’er a slave,” or the day brood at 

all; we will merely ask, what does all this mean? In what sense is a child of that age a 
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philosopher? In what sense does he read “the eternal deep”? In what sense is he 

declared to be “for ever haunted” by the Supreme Being? or so inspired as to deserve 

the splendid titles of a mighty prophet, a blessed seer? By reflection? by knowledge? 

by conscious intuition? or by any form or modification of consciousness? 

 

The questions are rhetorical and sarcastic but Coleridge rubs in his point by considering 

hypothetical answers, only to dismiss them as meaningless. The “magnificent attributes” 

Wordsworth assigns to a six-year-old child, having no basis in consciousness, could, 

Coleridge says, be equally well applied to “a bee, or a dog, or a field of corn” (II: 140). He 

expresses particular disgust at the lines (which Wordsworth later removed) about the grave as 

“A place of thought where we in waiting lie”, calling this a “frightful notion” – “lying awake 

in the grave” – as unchristian as it is counter-intuitive (II: 141). The only way of making 

sense of such “splendid paradoxes”, Coleridge concludes, is to interpret the words in a way 

contrary to their “common import”, but to do so is to remove any chance of receiving from 

them “any feeling of sublimity or admiration” (II: 141).  

Coleridge’s criticisms, unlike Jeffrey’s or Montgomery’s, do not proceed from 

incomprehension. Later in Biographia Literaria, he defends the poem against the charge of 

obscurity, explaining that Wordsworth was using the Platonic theory of pre-existence in a 

symbolic rather than a literal way, and that “the ode was intended for such readers only as 

had been accustomed to watch the flux and reflux of their inmost nature, to venture at times 

into the twilight realms of consciousness, and to feel a deep interest in modes of inmost 

being, to which they know that the attributes of time and space are inapplicable” (II: 147). 

The subtle psychology and figurative method of the “Intimations Ode” have rarely been so 

well described. But the eighth stanza, he implies, crosses a line: poetic logic cannot 

encompass the paradoxes of Wordsworth’s “wonder-rousing apostrophe” (II: 140). The 



15 
 

juxtapositions and hyperbolic language of the stanza push beyond reason and demonstrate not 

the imaginative summa of “harmonized Chaos” but self-contradiction and loss of artistic 

control. 

Some of Coleridge’s objections seem hard to sustain. If one grants, as he does, the 

mythic premises of Wordsworth’s argument, and the symbolism of light and vision, this 

stanza is consistent with others, and coherent in itself. Disproportion is Wordsworth’s theme: 

the awesome contrast between our gigantic interior (the “Soul’s immensity”) and our 

“pigmy” exterior, and between the infinity of immortal life and the brevity and unreality of 

earthly existence. The child marks the intersection of these two ill-fitting worlds, and the 

hyperboles and paradoxes of the eighth stanza are an attempt to convey this contrast, in all its 

shockingness. 

The syntax of the passage, too, though complex, is coherent. It is significant that 

Coleridge quotes the first two-thirds of the stanza (from “Thou best Philosopher” to “not to 

be put by”) but not the last third, where it becomes clear that the quoted lines are all part of a 

single, twenty-one-line sentence, elaborately hypotactic but also marked by the exaggerated 

parataxis of its vocative constructions (“Thou… Thou … Thou”). The sentence culminates in 

a question: why the “blest” child, with his “untamed pleasures” (l. 125) and “heaven-born 

freedom” (in the 1815 version), should conspire so eagerly in his own naturalization and 

confinement, “Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife” (l. 128), the “Eye among the blind” 

now itself blind. The stanza in fact concludes in a vein opposite to the one in which it began, 

the sublime imaginings of the earlier lines brought abruptly down to earth, “with a weight, / 

Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!” (ll. 130-31). The stanza thus repeats a pattern of 

elevation and fall already evident in the first four stanzas, each of which pivots on the word 

“but”, or an equivalent transition. 
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The “why” question near the end of stanza eight is therefore in exact apposition to the 

“whither” and “where” questions at the end of stanza four, and it is no coincidence that the 

pivotal ninth stanza should extend and complete the answers begun in stanza five, nor that its 

exuberant opening, “O joy!” (l. 132) should totally reverse the downbeat mood at the end of 

the previous stanza – in emotional terms, the most precipitous and exhilarating of all the 

poem’s Pindaric transitions. It is here, in a sequence of logical moves which completes his 

proof, that Wordsworth explains that the “visionary gleam” has not gone for good, since “in 

our embers / Is something that doth live” (ll. 132-33). Like E.T. in Spielberg’s film, the extra-

terrestrial child can still “phone home”, since his “obstinate questionings / Of sense and 

outward things”, “Blank misgivings of a Creature / Moving about in worlds not realized” (ll. 

144-48), are none other than Platonic unforgettings, “shadowy recollections” (l. 152) of our 

supernatural origins, the ultimate source of our visionary powers. In short, they are the 

“intimations of immortality” of Wordsworth’s title (added in 1815, to assist baffled readers). 

However wild the analogies and abrupt the transitions, and however paradoxical its central 

motif of “recollecting forgetting”, as Johnston puts it, the poem’s mythic premises are thus 

carried through to their logical conclusion.9 The geographical imagery that is another 

organizing device also finds its completion here, in the delightful picture of children playing 

on the shore “of that immortal sea / Which brought us hither” (ll. 166-67) , another 

‘threshold’ metaphor and another striking example of Wordsworth’s ability to create 

powerful philosophical symbolism out of precisely observed details from everyday life. 

In judging the eighth stanza, allowance must be made, too, for the literary conventions 

of apostrophe. As Culler notes, apostrophe is a rhetorical device in which odes specialize, 

 
9 See Davidson for another defence of the poem’s logical coherence, and a discussion of the 

question of intelligibility in its reception history. 
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though critics have often shied away from it, treating it “as the figure of all that is most 

radical, embarrassing, pretentious, mystificatory” in lyric poetry (137). Coleridge’s strictures 

on the passage he quotes, and his more general remarks on the hysterical and manufactured 

quality of so many “odes and apostrophes to abstract terms” (1983, II: 85), are an example of 

this. Yet, used properly, apostrophe serves a clear purpose, both as an intensifier, a figure of 

speech reflecting and metonymically producing impassioned feelings, and as an indicator of 

poetic artifice, the “sign of a fiction which knows its own fictive nature” (146). The fact that 

other rhetorical figures – personification, paradox, hyperbole, other forms of amplification – 

congregate around apostrophe underlines its strategic importance, making it a focal point of 

lyric utterance, a place where the most powerful emotions are expressed, where the 

imagination is most forcefully engaged and the greatest linguistic risks are taken. As such, it 

plays a key role in the art of brinkmanship, a strategy of escalation which involves maximal 

risk-taking and a testing of ultimate limits. 

 For Coleridge, otherwise so responsive to the Pindaric artistry of the “Intimations 

Ode”, the apostrophes, hyperboles and paradoxes of the eighth stanza (though partly inspired 

by his own “exquisitely wild” six-year-old, Hartley10) push the boundaries of lyric too far. 

They are, in effect, a “brink” from which he believes Wordsworth does not make a hair-

breadth escape, but rather falls into error. Whatever his reasons for coming to this conclusion 

(parental incredulity or theological disapproval are more likely than distaste for apostrophes 

or hyperboles per se, devices he uses frequently himself), the theory of brinkmanship, with its 

 
10 As confirmed by the echoes of Wordsworth’s earlier poem “To H. C., Six Years Old” 

(written 1802, published 1807), an extended apostrophe which addresses Hartley as “Thou 

faery voyager” “whose “fancies from afar are brought”, “O blessed vision!” (ll. 12, 5, 1, 11). 

Hartley (named after a philosopher if not quite one himself) was born in 1796.  
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insights and complications, suggests a way of reading other Romantic odes. In the remainder 

of this essay, I will apply the theory to Keats’s odes of 1819. From Keats’s scattered remarks 

on his critical reading, there is no evidence that he was acquainted with Young’s essay, or 

that he paid particular attention to the ideas about odes in Biographia Literaria, a work he 

probably did read (Lau 1991, 72, 81-82, 103-5; Stillinger 21-27). But the influence of 

Coleridge and Wordsworth’s poetry was crucial to his ode-writing, particularly after 1817, 

and the powerful brinkmanship of the five great odes of 1819 is made possible in part by their 

example, even though he handles the technique differently. 

That brinkmanship is an aspect of ode-writing that underwent significant development 

in this period is probably to be explained more by broader currents in Romantic poetics than 

by the resurrection of Young’s theory, important though this is to Coleridge’s critical project. 

A key feature of the Romantic revival of the ode was the emergence of a form of aesthetic 

theorizing within the ode form itself. Though found in other genres, this “transcendental” 

quality (art’s self-reflection on its own preconditions, a Schlegelian union of producer and 

product) is especially visible in the ode, one reason why it became the paradigmatic genre of 

Romantic poetry. The self-theorizing did not spring from nowhere: from Pindar onwards, the 

ode has often been a vehicle for reflection on the art of poetry and the “poetical character”, 

and there are many examples throughout literary history of odes that pit the power of the poet 

against that of the athlete or hero or monarch for whom they are nominally written. The best 

example in English is Dryden’s “Alexander’s Feast” (1697), subtitled “The Power of 

Musique, An Ode” but also about the power of poetry and the poet, contrasted with that of 

the legendary military commander Alexander the Great. Odes have often been vehicles, too, 

for intertextual dialogue, between contemporaries or, more typically, across time, the 

prototype for the latter variety being Horace’s famous ode to Pindar (IV. 2), which contrasts 

his own, more modest form of ode-writing (emblematized by the low-flying bee) with 
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Pindar’s extravagant original (imaged as the soaring swan – or a turbulent mountain river 

bursting its banks), thus crystallizing the two rival odic traditions, Pindaric and Horatian.11  

In the Romantic period, this self-reflexive aspect intensifies, as odes probe ever more 

deeply into the psychology of their own creation and the secrets of their technique. 

Imagination, the master-concept of Romantic literary theory, becomes also a central theme of 

the ode, the clearest example being Coleridge’s “Dejection: An Ode” (1802), with its explicit 

foregrounding of the “shaping spirit of Imagination” (Coleridge 2004, l. 86) and strenuous 

analysis of the mental sources and conditions of what he later terms the “esemplastic power” 

(1983, I: 168). That Coleridge’s ode was itself a response to the first four stanzas of the 

“Intimations Ode”, presenting its own, more drastic version of Wordsworth’s predicament 

and its own attempted answers to Wordsworth’s questions, confirms that intertextual dialogue 

was now another major driver of the genre’s development (cf. Magnuson 273-317; Ruoff; 

Ulmer). The ode takes on as part of its primary subject matter the key topics of Romantic 

aesthetics: imagination, sensation, creativity, poetic function, aesthetic autonomy, the rivalry 

of art forms, the relationship between poetry and philosophy. The genre becomes itself a 

forum for aesthetic debate, as other philosophically-minded authors enter the far-reaching 

conversation begun by Wordsworth and Coleridge.   

Keats is one such author, and his use of the ode as a vehicle for aesthetic debate has 

been examined by a succession of critics (Bate; Beer; Vendler), as has his dialogue with other 

authors, both contemporaries and precursors. Amid the wealth of interpretations and 

 
11 Classicists now question this over-simple opposition, pointing out, for example, the dulce 

periculum (sweet danger) motif in Horace’s Odes III. 25 (West), which may have some 

relevance for Young’s brinkmanship analogy, though Young invokes the traditional 

comparison, calling Horace “Correct, Solid, and Moral” (24). 
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contextual studies, and the many illuminating discussions of technical aspects of his verse 

craft, there is, however, a danger, as with the “Intimations Ode”, of overlooking the sheer 

audacity of Keats’s odes. The erroneous assumption, made by some critics, that Keats is 

closer to the Horatian than the Pindaric tradition has diverted attention from what is, I 

believe, an extraordinary investment in the art of brinkmanship, and a capacity for “Pindaric 

Daring” that is as strong as, if not stronger than, that of the any of the poets I have discussed, 

with the possible exception of Milton. The Pindaric brinkmanship of other writers seems to 

have acted as a spur to his own creative risk-taking, and many of his odes appear to take up 

where others leave off, pushing the technique even further. Milton may be the one writer who 

is not surpassable in this regard, for the simple reason that, to quote one of Keats’s brilliant 

aperçus from his annotations to Paradise Lost, “Milton in every instance pursues his 

imagination to the utmost” (Keats 1977, 525), an outer limit no other writer can exceed. 

Keats’s metaphor for this is of an eagle pouncing and then “gorging” on its prey (“Beauty”), 

a compelling image for Pindaric creativity to set alongside Horace’s swan – even if Keats is 

talking here mainly about epic. In making this observation, though, Keats gives a clue to his 

own technique, which is also one of maximization: the pursuit of imagination to its furthest 

extreme. In this, as in other respects, Milton was a vital role model for Keats, in the sphere of 

lyric as much as epic.  

 The critic who has come closest to recognizing this dynamic in Keats’s poetry is Paul 

Sheats, who quotes the Paradise Lost comment and explains how Keats saw ode-writing as a 

“trial of imagination” (Keats’s own phrase, used in another context12) in which he 

 
12 In a letter to Benjamin Bailey, 8 October 1817, Keats refers to the writing of Endymion as 

“a test, a trial of my Powers of Imagination and chiefly of my invention” (Keats 1958, I: 169-

70). 
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“concentrates and intensifies techniques he had mastered in other genres” (Sheats 1990, 180; 

2001, 88). Sheats discusses the Pindaric strain in Keats’s ode-writing, showing the range of 

regular and irregular Pindarics (mostly English rather than classical) which served as his 

models. Like other critics, though, Sheats sees a restraining impulse in Keats’s odes, evident 

both in his  early, minor odes, written in 1816-18, where he “shuns further ascent towards the 

Pindaric heights of the greater ode” and conceives of the genre as a vehicle for “moral self-

discipline” (1990, 183), and in his odes of 1819, where he exercises more subtle forms of 

restraint by sceptically questioning the claims of the visionary imagination and tempering the 

lyric afflatus normally associated with odes. Even a poem like “Ode to a Nightingale”, Sheats 

argues, though Pindaric in its strophic “turns” and some of its other gestures, ultimately 

“aligns itself generically with the mock or counterode and fruitfully turns the form against its 

own aspirations” (1990, 199-200). 

 In making his case, Sheats, like other critics, emphasizes the stabilizing influence of 

the new stanza form Keats devised for the “Ode to the Nightingale” and used again with 

modifications for his other odes, a Horatian feature in so far as it is monostrophic and has a 

relatively fixed metre, in contrast to the triadic stanza pattern of a regular Pindaric and the 

metrical variability of an irregular Pindaric (a form which Keats also experimented with, 

notably in “Ode to Psyche” and some pre-1819 odes). Sheats makes much, too, of a remark in 

a letter of April 1819 where Keats tells his brother and sister-in-law of his wish “to restrain 

the headlong impetuosity of my Muse” and to “temper the Imagination as the Critics say with 

Judgment” (Keats 1958, II: 97). With its mention of impetuosity, this does indeed sound like 

an echo of Coleridge’s headnote to the “Ode on the Departing Year”, though the term was a 

commonplace in contemporary definitions of the ode, as was the pairing of Imagination and 

Judgement, a neoclassical binary invoked metaphorically by Young. But if Keats’s comment 

brings Coleridge and Young to mind, we should note that it is at least half tongue-in-cheek, 
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and also remember that what Coleridge and Young advocated for lyric poetry – whatever “the 

Critics” in general said – was not a tempering of imagination by judgment, and certainly not 

“restraint”, but a more subtle dialectic involving simultaneously the maximization of 

imaginative risk-taking and the exercise of hidden artistic control: in short, brinkmanship, or 

the “reconciliation of opposite or discordant qualities” postulated in Biographia Literaria. 

   If we were to revisit the odes of 1819 with this somewhat adjusted critical agenda, we 

might be struck afresh by the breath-taking audacity of their artistry. The “Ode on a Grecian 

Urn” is no mere exercise in ekphrasis but an astonishing feat of imagination that brings to life 

an inanimate object two thousand years old, recreating an entire lost world by speculating on 

the frozen postures of a few carved figures. The opening two lines are the most daringly 

enigmatic personification ever devised, taking their cue from the foster-child of the 

“Intimations Ode” but replacing Wordsworth’s natural-supernatural family with an even 

stranger genealogy. The apostrophized stone pot is both an “unravished bride of quietness” 

and a “foster-child of silence and slow time” (Keats 1977, ll. 1-2), a complicated mixed 

metaphor that makes no mention of the true parentage (presumably the long-forgotten 

sculptor) and tells us little else, but nonetheless manages to convey in a remarkably powerful 

way how the human imagination responds to the tantalizing relics of the past – and to the 

philosophical enigmas of artistic “immortality” and “beauty”, the poem’s ultimate themes. 

With its extraordinary opening, this is an ode that positions itself from the start on the brink 

of intelligibility and never leaves that dangerous place, the meditation that follows offering 

not so much a solution to these conundrums as a dramatization of the experience of being 

puzzled by them (“teased out of thought”, in Keats’s famous phrase, l. 44). Though 

intellectually coherent, the poem is more a prolonged wondering than an argument, the five 

stanzas consisting almost entirely of unanswered questions and “wild surmises” of the kind 

described in his sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer” (l. 13), an earlier exercise 
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in conjectural history. It is this aspect of the poem – its insistence on the unfathomability of 

the issues it raises and on the inadequacy of our mental equipment for dealing with them, 

except in an aesthetically playful way – that has made it a favourite of deconstructionist 

critics, but this may be simply another manifestation of odic brinkmanship, applied to the 

operations of logic itself. 

No less audacious in its conception and execution is the “Ode to Psyche”, the first of 

the odes of 1819, and another meditation on time, beauty and creativity. The poem has been 

read as a “kind of manifesto” (Chandler 409), staking out Keats’s claim to the new poetic 

territory revealed in Wordsworth’s “Prospectus” to The Recluse (1814), whose psychological 

idiom and spatial imagery Keats repeatedly echoes. That the manifesto should take form of 

an ode signals his awareness of the transcendental turn that had made the genre a focal point 

for self-reflection and aesthetic inquiry, and his intertextual dialogue with Wordsworth is 

clearly part of that inquiry. A second, equally important dialogue (interwoven with the first) 

is with Milton’s “Ode on the Morning of Christ’s Nativity”, which emerges once again as a 

key precursor of the Romantic visionary ode. As critics and editors have noted, the “Ode to 

Psyche” is replete with verbal echoes of Milton’s poem, and if Keats’s main narrative source 

(not followed closely) is the story of Psyche and Cupid in Apuleius’s The Golden Ass, it is 

Milton’s haunting description of the silenced oracles and abandoned pagan temples rendered 

redundant by the coming of Christ that inspires Keats’s central vision, the creation of a “fane” 

to Psyche “In some untrodden region of my mind” (ll. 50-51). Strictly speaking, this part of 

Milton’s poem is apocryphal, like the earlier description of his “humble ode” as a 

supplementary gift at the Epiphany, but it is precisely these daring Pindaric touches that 

capture Keats’s imagination and trigger his own wild fantasy, of being the one, belated 

worshipper of the neglected Greek goddess to whom the poem is addressed. This may be the 

one occasion on which Keats does actually trump his Miltonic model, since his portrayal of 
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himself as not just Psyche’s “priest” (l. 50) but also her “choir”, her “voice”, her “lute”, her 

“pipe”, her “incense”, her “shrine”, her “grove” and her “oracle” (ll. 44-48) is an act of 

imaginative saturation and brinkmanship more audacious even than Milton’s. That the 

brinkmanship here is of a specifically intertextual kind – Keats engages with his precursors 

by mimicking their tactics, intensifying their language and trying to capture their imaginative 

territory for himself – lends credence to Bloom’s reading of the ode as an instance of “anxiety 

of influence”: a poem which “takes belatedness as its overt subject” (Bloom 1975, 152) and 

moves through the six “revisionary ratios” stanza by stanza (153). Brinkmanship, indeed, is 

fundamental to Bloom’s theory, which, though formulated in terms of “defence”, is all about 

creative risk-taking, the testing of boundaries and the exercise of poetic “strength” in the face 

of powerful adversaries. Though genre distinctions are largely ignored by Bloom, the ode, 

like the epic, is clearly a focus for anxiety of influence in this period, and for the artistic 

successes and failures that stem from it.   

 For a fuller illustration of Keats’s version of lyric brinkmanship, we can return to 

“Ode to a Nightingale”. As with the “Intimations Ode” and “Ode on a Grecian Urn”, we need 

to renew our basic sense of what is extraordinary about this hyper-canonical poem, the 

subject of so many interpretations and commentaries. One way of doing so is to ask how, in 

1819, it was possible to write an original poem on the subject of nightingales, especially for a 

writer like Keats so acutely aware of the literary tradition. The Literature Online database 

gives nearly nine hundred results for poems in English wholly or partly about nightingales 

printed before 1819, two hundred of them published since 1790. Inclusion of classical and 

other literatures would extend the list by many thousands. A favourite theme of both male 

and female poets, nightingales abound in almost every poetic genre, and there are at least ten 

English odes with a title identical or very similar to Keats’s (by Joseph Warton, Christopher 

Smart, George Dyer, Mary Robinson x 2, Anne Bannerman, among others). Despite the 
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comparative rarity of the bird itself, so common was its poetic representation that the 

nightingale had become a symbol for the poet at least as early as Hesiod, and Shelley’s 

Defence of Poetry (written in 1821) was only one of a long line of texts to make this 

association explicit; Plato’s Republic is another (Ferber 138-42). 

Coleridge, in his ode-like “conversation poem” “The Nightingale”, first published in 

Lyrical Ballads (1798), solved the problem of how to write originally on this subject by 

playing off against Milton’s ultra-traditional description of the nightingale as “Most musical, 

most melancholy” bird and insisting that, on the contrary, the nightingale’s song was a 

“merry” one (Coleridge 2004, ll. 13, 43), at least if you were in the right mood when listening 

to it. He then elaborates this motif in a set of increasingly zany variations, imagining first a 

whole flock of merry nightingales bursting forth “in choral minstrelsy”, like a hundred 

aeolian harps swept simultaneously by a “sudden Gale” (ll. 80-82), then describing how 

many a nightingale would “perch giddily” on a swaying branch, and “to that motion tune his 

wanton song / Like tipsy Joy that reels with tossing head” (ll. 83-86) – as complete a reversal 

of Milton’s “melancholy” as one could wish for. Such imaginative flights and daring 

analogies are a good illustration of the “fantastic playfulness” (as he calls it in the first 

version of “Frost at Midnight”, l. 25) which was a crucial ingredient in his new genre of 

“conversation poem”, but also a reminder that the genre evolved in part out of his 

experiments with the Pindaric ode, whose imaginative boldness, swift transitions and 

fondness for apostrophe are carried over into the new genre, albeit in blank verse rather than 

lyric metre.13 

 
13 For a reading of “The Nightingale” centred on its quasi-Pindaric “turns” and “transports”, 

see Duff 2017. 
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 Keats, clearly inspired in part by Coleridge’s defamiliarization tactics, renews the 

age-old theme through his own zany imaginings and a number of formal innovations, the 

most visible of which is his new stanza form. He is content, though, to remain within an 

existing genre rather than invent a new one, and he makes full use of the conventions of the 

Pindaric ode even as he pushes the genre in new directions. The poem’s relationship to 

literary tradition is indeed so explicitly a part of its theme that any reading must take into 

account its rich intertextuality, of which its Pindaric affiliations are a vital part.14 

Unsurprisingly, a particularly important precursor is Wordsworth’s “Intimations Ode”, less as 

a formal model (since he rejects the irregular ode format) than for its thematization of 

immortality and imagination, topics Keats takes up directly. A less obvious connection is a 

shared use of the art of brinkmanship, deployed in a self-reflexive way so that both poems are 

explicitly about the power of imagination (and the sources and effects thereof) as well as 

illustrations of that power in action. Keats, in effect, joins the Romantic conversation I 

mentioned earlier, using the literary motif of the nightingale as a focus and the Pindaric ode 

as a medium for aesthetic debate. Like Wordsworth and Coleridge, he uses odic transitions to 

structure his inquiry, and apostrophes, hyperboles and other figures of speech to generate 

imaginative and emotional intensity, thereby enacting the aesthetic effect he simultaneously 

analyses.  

 
14 For the poem’s multiple echoes of other writers, see Lau 2018, 414-15; the interpretative 

challenges they pose are discussed by Chase, and in metacommentaries by Baker and 

O’Rourke. Lau 1991, 28 notes the concentration of Wordsworth echoes, greater than in any 

other Keats poem. For Coleridgean echoes, equally numerous and doubtless informed by 

their famous conversation on nightingales (inter alia) on 11 April 1819 as well as textual 

influence, see Stillinger 8-13 and Lau 1991, 89-107. 
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 Since other critics have demonstrated the logical structure, or intellectual “plot” 

(Chayes 74-77; Hühn 166), of the “Ode to a Nightingale”, I will highlight instead, as with my 

other examples, the feats of imaginative daring that the poetic logic has to make cohere, 

treating this not as a ‘tempering’ process but as a more subtle process of organization 

involving a Coleridgean reconciliation of opposites, and other cognitive procedures. This is 

not to read the poem like the New Critics, who emphasized its organic unity, a Coleridgean 

principle, but not the “impetuosity” and “precipitation” on which Coleridge also insisted 

when it came to odes; nor like the deconstructionists, who treat the seeming contradictions in 

the poem as actual aporias, signalling epistemological crisis (Chase; Fry 185), rather than an 

imaginative manoeuvres and figures of speech that are part of the Pindaric brinkmanship.  

 The most glaring contradiction is in Keats’s depiction not of immortality, a topic 

liable to provoke epistemological crisis in any writer, but of its opposite, the more knowable 

phenomenon of death. Hinted at in the opening lines with the references to hemlock and 

Lethe, the theme becomes explicit in stanza four, where the speaker, by way of contrast to the 

transcendent happiness of the nightingale, describes the human world “where men sit and 

hear each other groan; / Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last grey hairs, / Where youth grows 

pale, and spectre-thin, and dies” (Keats 1977, ll. 24-26). This has been taken as Keats the ex-

doctor speaking, recalling his many encounters with dying patients on the wards of Guy’s 

Hospital as well as the devastating recent experience of watching his brother Tom die of 

consumption. Just three stanzas later, however, death reappears in a very different guise, as a 

personification, “easeful Death”, stripped of any negative associations and endowed instead 

with an imaginative allure which verges on the sexual: 

 

Darkling I listen; and, for many a time 

    I have been half in love with easeful Death, 
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Called 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! 

    Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain— 

        To thy high requiem become a sod.  (ll. 51-60) 

 

Keats’s portrayal of himself as the love-struck maiden of the “Death and the Maiden” topos, 

or some such fantasy scenario, is as daring an act of imagination as any in Romantic poetry, 

but it is only when we set this aesthetic death-wish against the grim medical annotations of 

stanza four that we appreciate the true scale of Keats’s audacity. The leap from the one to the 

other, and the unseemly speed with which it occurs, show brinkmanship in its boldest form, 

all the more so in that the transition is linguistic as well conceptual, involving a total change 

of tone and register: from urgently serious to playfully relaxed, and from plain everyday 

speech (or a stylized version thereof) to ornate poeticism. The oxymoron “easeful Death”, as 

fine and improbable a phrase as any Keats devised, encapsulates his distinctive version of 

Pindaric style, which makes even the most difficult artistic manoeuvre seem deceptively easy, 

and which uses his unparalleled melodic gift to win us over, imperceptibly, to the daring 

speculations out of which he builds his poetry.  

 If such brazen self-contradiction and straining of imaginative plausibility are not 

poetic risk-taking, nothing is. But the brinkmanship does not stop there. After yet another 

transition, the stanza ends with an even more bizarre scenario (inspired perhaps by the 

controversial excised lines in the “Intimations Ode”) in which Keats imagines himself buried 
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in his grave, still with ears but unable to use them, and the nightingale’s mating song 

metamorphosed into his “requiem”. Like Coleridge’s “merry” nightingales, Keats’s bird sings 

itself into a Dionysian “ecstasy” appropriate for a Pindaric ode, but the “full-throated ease” (l. 

10) and chirpy happiness of the opening stanza has now given way to the plaintive tone of a 

funeral song. The juxtaposition of the “sod” in the ground, the poet’s buried corpse, with the 

ethereal birdsong up above brings into sharp new focus the mortality-immortality antithesis 

that has been in play from the start. It is here, too, with the allusion to funeral music, that it 

finally becomes clear that the “immortal Bird” (l. 61) is an emblem of artistic permanence, 

extending the conventional iconography of the nightingale as a symbol of the poet.   

 Keats completes his poetic fantasia by imagining (in a reverse move to Coleridge’s)  

that there has only ever been one nightingale, an observation that would worry ornithologists 

but which makes full imaginative sense, as it gives an unexpected and brilliantly original 

twist to the idea of immortality. Stanza seven describes some sightings (or hearings) of this 

ubiquitous and timeless bird, imagining that the sound Keats was listening to when he 

composed the poem was the same one that “was heard / In ancient days by emperor and 

clown” (ll. 63-64), and the “self-same song that found a path / Through the sad heart of Ruth, 

when, sick for home, / She stood in tears amid the  alien corn” (ll. 65-67). Critics have tended 

to focus on his third and last example, the song that “Charmed magic casements, opening on 

the foam / Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn” (ll. 69-70). The verbal music of these 

lines, with their Spenserian echoes, is indeed mesmerizing, bringing to an exquisite climax 

the mimetic euphony of the poem and providing the cue for the ending of the fantasia, the 

word “forlorn”. Its repetition in the next stanza (“Forlorn! the very word is like a bell”, l. 71) 

confirms that by now Keats is listening to his own song rather than that of the bird, as befits 

this supremely self-reflexive Romantic lyric. Yet we should pause, too, on his second, less 

familiar example, from the Old Testament story of Ruth. With its poignant evocation of the 
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plight of Ruth, widowed in a foreign land and longing for home as she tearfully gleans the 

“alien corn”, this allusion makes its own contribution to the complex emotional patterning of 

the poem, and to its rich intertextuality. But what makes it especially revealing is that there is 

in fact no mention of a nightingale in the Book of Ruth. Ruth toils in the field through into 

the evening but there is no birdsong to console her or to give symbolic expression to her sad 

feelings. The allusion is an invented one, a last piece of intertextual brinkmanship which in 

this case involves a rewriting of the Bible. It is a small detail but an indication nonetheless of 

the lengths to which Keats will go to develop his poetic theme, and, as he said of Milton, to 

“pursue his imagination to the utmost”. 

 In another well-known statement, from a letter of early 1818, Keats wrote that 

“Poetry should be great & unobtrusive, a thing which enters into one’s soul, and does not 

startle it or amaze it with itself but with its subject” (1958, I: 224). Like his remark on 

impetuosity quoted earlier, the comment has been cited as evidence of Keats’s imaginative 

restraint. But restraint is not the right word for the strategy of brinkmanship, which involves a 

pulling back, but only at the very last moment, when everything has been risked, all resources 

deployed, and victory secured. The unobtrusiveness with which Keats makes his moves is 

real enough, and is one of the ways in which his odes modify what in other hands is an 

ostentatious, attention-grabbing genre, compared by one eighteenth-century critic to a “flash 

of lightning” which “strikes with an instantaneous effect, amazes, and as it were storms the 

affections” (Lowth 20). Keats’s odes are not like this, and the unobtrusive quality of his 

writing, even at moments of maximum intensity, may explain why critics have been slow to 

recognize the dangerous artistic policy he is pursuing. But a revisiting of the strange places 

where Keats’s wild surmises take him, and of the leaps and turns by which he gets there, 

should nonetheless convince us that he had mastered the art of Pindaric brinkmanship and 

was, at his most audacious and inventive, truly a poet of “harmonized Chaos”. 
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