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Poetry

GSI Simon

An Artful Resistance:

Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn” and “Ode on Melancholy”

Paper assignment #2, four pages, first draft due (officially) Monday, March 13.

Final draft due Wednesday, March 22.


During class we discussed “Ode to a Nightingale” and the speaker’s resistance to “aesthetic distraction” as figured by the nightingale song, and how that moment of distraction prompts an inner conflict between the poet’s nearly paranoid fear of losing his sense of self and his desire to escape the dreary, diseased and pain-ridden life of conscious existence.  Many similar themes and psychological tics inform “Ode on Melancholy” and “Ode on a Grecian Urn”, particularly the speaker’s skepticism of certain forms of art and beauty and his preoccupation with man’s mortal woe.  One poet who shared many of Keats’s concerns, Wallace Stevens, put it rather succinctly: “Death is the mother of Beauty.”  Your job, on the other hand, is to pick one and only one of these two poems and to elaborate its themes and rhetorical techniques more fully.  These questions and directions may help:

For “Grecian Urn”:

· Describe the poet’s conflicted attitude toward the urn, and discuss how that sense of conflict is conveyed.

· What sense can be made of this non-sequitur: “Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard / Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on”?
· What does the poet intend to encapsulate with that pivotal phrase, “Cold Pastoral!”?
· There is a volta-like transition that occurs in the poem.  Where is it, and what does it alter?
· Finally, consider the relation of the last five lines in isolation and in context with the rest of the poem.  How do they revise or extend the speaker’s anxiety?    The urn, oddly enough, is speaking.  Do we trust him?  
Note: these are all meant to be discussion questions, prompts for further contemplation.  Naturally, that means any yes/no questions deserve a fuller answer than a simple yes or no.  Also, do not tailor your paper as a response to any one question: your paper should be an assertion of your interpretive analysis and should highlight the ideas you find most interesting.

For “Melancholy”:

· Consider, as we did with “Nightingale” the motifs of poison wine, dream and flora.  To what purpose and effect does the poet use them here?

· The poetic speaker is clearly concerned with one’s emotional being and how it exists in the natural world.  One thing worth asking: where does the one’s self begin and the natural world end – that is, what boundary exists between our emotions and the world that prompts them?
· The speaker is making a subtle but intended distinction between what occurs between stanzas one and two.  How do the two events differ and how might they be confused?
· To quote Jason Lee’s character in Vanilla Sky: “The sweet is never as sweet without the sour.”  Consider that quote in relation to the poem.  Why is it an inadequate summary of this poem?  Why didn’t Keats just quote Jason Lee instead?
For next week, we will have an office hours schedule for you to discuss revision of your paper draft.  Be sure to contact me if you haven’t secured a time slot by the end of this week.  Okay, good luck!
