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Keats Posthumously 
Personalized 

Stanley Plumly, Posthumous Keats: A 
Personal Biography (New York & 
London: W. W. Norton, 2008) 

“A Man‟s Life of any worth is a conti-
nual allegory – and very few eyes can 
see the Mystery of his life,” wrote Keats 
to his brother George in the spring of 
1819.1 Stanley Plumly‟s magni cent 
book, pursuing the mystery of how the 
poet‟s immortality is achieved, is per-
haps more respectful of what Keats 
worded as the gurative aspect of one‟s 
life than any other biography. The es-
says, though rich in suggestions, admit 
again and again the need to be able to 
remain in uncertainties about how 
much we can know. Plumly‟s specula-
tions about the importance and rich 
ambiguities of the images of mist and 
veiling in Keats‟s poetry are brilliant in 
this respect. Commenting on passages 
from Endymion, The Fall of Hyperion, 
“To Autumn,” and the letters, Plumly 
writes that air is the medium of trans-
formation and disappearance for Keats, 
the means of “erasure, chameleon 
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adaptation, anonymity, mystery, spirit, 
the veil, the mist, himself absorbed” 
(302). Yet it entails the promise of 
something transformed – a life myste-
riously preserved, veiled and to be 
revealed, in the words of the poems.  

Posthumous Keats recon gures tra-
ditional biographies (such as, for in-
stance, the famous Keats biographies of 
the 1960s written by Walter Jackson 
Bate, Aileen Ward, and Robert Git-
tings) by leaving behind the need for 
narrative and linearity. Plumly is pur-
suing “connections and crossovers,” 
thus the chapters move around key 
ideas in a circular and essayistic fa-
shion, often using an emblematic scene 
or image as central (15). This yields an 
occasionally anecdotal, but highly in-
sightful and truly elegantly written 
book: a personal biography, which 
reveals its author as a keen and tho-
rough researcher as well as a poet en-
dowed with a Keats-like sympathetic 
imagination.  

The central idea Plumly‟s book sets 
out to investigate is how the immortali-
ty of Keats‟s poetry is necessarily 
bound up with his mortality, his tragic 
early death – a biographical fact that 
has all too often been emphasized, yet, 
Plumly claims, cannot be neglected. 
The immortality of Keats‟s poetry and 
fame is achieved against all odds and, 
to use Severn‟s great phrase, in spite of 
the “intellectual lottery” of the afterlife 
(361). Plumly follows the ups and 
downs of this afterlife from the mo-
ment Keats died and was buried in the 

little Protestant Cemetery surrounded 
by green pastures with grazing sheep. 
He discusses the friends‟ disputes 
about a more proper monument and 
epitaph, the planned and postponed 
memoires and biographies, the idealiz-
ing images of the abundant posthum-
ous portraits, the fate of the Keats 
house in Rome and of the letters writ-
ten to Fanny Brawne. All of the com-
memorating gestures of the friends and 
admirers tend to the immortality of the 
poet‟s fame; yet nothing can bring 
about “the fragile, lucky, deferred thing 
that immortality is” more than the 
words of the poems, “scraps of words 
written in re” (362–4). 

Plumly‟s nice metaphor of words 
written in re hopes to explain their 
survival. Yet, as he notes, not only 
Keats‟s name but also his reputation 
looked as though written on water in 
the decades-long shadowy aftermath of 
his death. At the worst, John Taylor, 
his publisher and benefactor, sold the 
copyright to the poems and unpub-
lished manuscripts in 1845 for almost 
nothing. By this time Keats‟s work was 
effectively out of print in England. As 
for a written account of the poet‟s life, 
which was so absent during those dec-
ades, all the members of the Keats 
circle planned to write their biogra-
phies, memoires, or monographs, in-
cluding, among others, George Keats, 
the early mentor Leigh Hunt, the friend 
and surrogate brother Charles Brown, 
and Joseph Severn, who was the only 
witness to Keats‟s last months. Their 
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quarrels show that each of the potential 
biographers claimed to know the real 
Keats, while, as Plumly poignantly 
remarks, none of the friends was a 
direct and complete witness to Keats‟s 
entire life, his maturation, and his 
growth as a poet. Although each of 
them left at least notes and fragmenta-
ry comments behind, as well as letters 
and other memorabilia, in reality they 
all had to die (except for Severn) before 
Keats‟s work in context with his death, 
and with due narrative perspective and 
insight, could be addressed. As is prob-
ably true in most cases of biographies, 
an impartial – and in time removed – 
outsider is needed to collect and ar-
range the various sources. Richard 
Monckton Milnes will become that 
collector and “arbiter of value” - his 
Life and Letters of Keats published in 
1848. Ironically, he will also become 
the biographer of the Keats circle, un-
derscoring the fact that our knowledge 
of Keats relies so much on his letters to 
the friends and, in turn, on their views, 
however fragmentary they are.  

One of the strengths of Posthumous 
Keats is that it reconstructs points of 
view and offers historical insight 
through the gathering of actual materi-
al sources. The well-chosen initial 
chapter, for instance, follows the histo-
ry of the portraiture of Keats and gives 
incisive comments about the numerous 
portraits, engravings, busts, and copies 
of these that wish to resurrect Keats‟s 
face and presence after his death. 
Plumly nds that most of them have a 

“palpable design” for the viewer: they 
make Keats either into an overly sensi-
tive, effeminate poet, the victim of 
unfavorable reviews, or an ideal hand-
some poet “no mere mortal harm can 
come to” (43). An imposed a staged 
image of what a poet should look like 
also appears; such is the case with Se-
vern‟s of cial portrait of the contem-
plative young poet seated by a window, 
with Shakespeare‟s portrait hanging 
above his head. Most of the portraits 
seem to lack any knowledge of the real 
Keats and, masking their uncertainty 
about his reputation, draw the myth 
instead. Plumly convincingly argues 
that only a few of them convey the 
living presence of the poet: Brown‟s 
pencil sketch of Keats‟s face from the 
summer of 1819, the poet‟s pro le on 
Haydon‟s wall painting “Christ‟s entry 
into Jerusalem,” and the deathbed 
drawing by Severn. These are mostly 
sketches, drawn spontaneously, but 
therefore capture better the exceptional 
intensity of the living Keats. It is a pity 
that no illustrations accompany Plum-
ly‟s commentary; the reader has to 
resort either to other sources or to the 
small reproductions of the most impor-
tant portraits at the chapter headings. 

With Posthumous Keats we gain a 
fellow poet‟s insight, rich in sympathet-
ic identi cation with the young Keats, 
and bold in its leaps to connect bio-
graphical facts to their larger sig-
ni cances for Keats‟s poetry. One of the 
bold leaps is when Plumly writes that 
the intense creativity of Keats‟s living 
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year stems from having nursed Tom 
and witnessed his death: “he becomes 
that central quality of imagination we 
call inspiration, a grief gure that again 
and again needs to be addressed, rein-
voked, reconciled . . . as an enlarging 
emblem, a motivating measure, a rich 
resource of loss to which – to paraph-
rase Wordsworth – the poet repairs as 
to a fountain” (114). Tom‟s death will 
become transformative, but, as Plumly 
suggests, it will also signal for Keats 
that the slow process of death by in-
crements – a fact about the lingering 
condition of consumption – has begun 
for him as well.  

The essayistic biography is inters-
persed with brief but perceptive and 
beautifully written commentaries on 
the poems. In a masterly reading of the 
“overbrimmed” descriptions of the ode 
“To Autumn” and “Ode to a Nightin-
gale” Plumly makes the important 
claim that the moments of immense 
richness still to be enjoyed as if sus-
pended and extended beyond their 
proper bounds are some of the most 
characteristic moments of Keats‟s poe-
try. In Keats‟s poems it is dif cult to 
choose between the falling dusk and 
the fallen day as “the richest moment 
of lost time” (344). Moreover, Plumly 
notes that the modernity of Keats‟s 
poetry lies in its ability to re-write the 
lyric poem as an independent entity 
outside the self. The odes and the best 
passages of the Hyperion poems em-
phasize a necessary distance between 
the poem and the poet: the sublimity of 

the poem becomes “something other 
than the „egotistical sublime‟ of the 
poet” (353). 

Keats hoped to be “among the Eng-
lish poets,” but as his life was wearing 
away, he gave up that hope, regardless 
of the greatness of the poetry he had 
already written. If “posthumous” can 
mean life after the death of the prom-
ise, Plumly speculates, we might date 
the start of Keats‟s posthumous exis-
tence well before the letter to Charles 
Brown in November 1820, in which he 
writes about his “habitual feeling of my 
real life having past” (Letters, p. 398). 
His posthumous life might have begun 
after the last great lines of the The Fall 
of Hyperion and the last ode, written in 
the autumn of 1819. For Plumly the ode 
“To Autumn” is therefore emblematic: 
the slow process of wearing away, he 
writes, begins with this poem of fare-
wells and suspended endings, where 
the poet completely disappears into the 
poem. Yet, if mortality is the most im-
portant subject of Keats‟s mature poe-
try, its promise is the eternity of art: “If 
poetry – Keats is saying – is nally 
about the esh vanishing, disappear-
ing, turning cold . . . it is also, in its 
afterlife, about the word as spirit, aspi-
rant on the air, invisible, articulate, 
available” (347). 

Katalin Pálinkás 

Note 
1. All parenthesized references to the let-

ters are to this edition: Robert Gittings ed., 
Letters of John Keats (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1970), p. 218. 


