“When I have fears that I may cease to be”

John Keats
Abstract
After summarizing the content and main formal elements and influences of John Keats’s sonnet “When I Have Fears That I May Cease to Be,” this paper offers a brief survey of the social-philosophical context that inspired it. Though these concerns are not dominant in the poem, there are some hints that may refer the reader to scientific and religious issues alluded to in Keats’s letters written at about the same time. The final section analyzes the immediate biographical context in which the sonnet was composed; if any poet warrants a closer inspection of biographical questions in the analysis of their work, Keats is certainly a case in point. Therefore, in the last section of the paper, his perception of illness and impending death is discussed in detail and related to the genesis of “When I Have Fears.” Possible discussion and essay topics are suggested at the end of this paper.
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Content Synopsis
This sonnet by John Keats addresses the question of imminent death or, at any rate, the fear of it. Its structure follows that of an implicit question (how should one behave in the face of passing away?) answered in a way that suggests a practical mode of thinking and acting. Death is addressed in three rather different perspectives: first, as the end of personal existence; second, as time running out before the poetic tasks undertaken by the speaker are accomplished; and third, as the loss of erotic love, of intimate human encounters. The answer is given in a way that combines these three aspects and brings them to a synthesis in which the “Nothingness” of being also eliminates the other two concerns.
The first four lines of the poem raise the question of death clearly and directly. The speaker (whom, based on Keats’s persona, we may identify as a male character) considers his fear of death and its relation to the lack of time necessary for completing his mission which, as he states in Sleep and Poetry, he has undertaken himself. Indeed, in that program-setting work, written just over a year before “When I Have Fears,” Keats begged “for ten years, that I may overwhelm / Myself in poesy; so I may do the deed / That my own soul has to itself decreed” (96–98; unless indicated otherwise, all references to Keats’s poetry and prose are to Cook, John Keats). From this manifesto onwards, the passing of time was of prime importance for him: he constantly felt that he needed to accelerate the process of his poetic coming of age and hence frequently referred to images of ripening and maturity.
These images appear in the form of the poet’s metonymical pen that “has glean’d my teeming brain” (2), alluding to the process of harvest (gleaning) and the idea of abundance (teeming), as well as the figures of lines 3 and 4: books compared to “rich garners” holding “the full ripen’d grain.” The last word of line 3 is of particular interest here: Keats pays tribute to Shakespeare (whose sonnet stanza he also follows closely), since the term “charactery,” an archaism in Keats’s own time, significantly appears in The Merry Wives of Windsor (5.5.51) and in Julius Caesar (2.1.322), denoting a set of signs used to convey a meaning.
The second four lines (5–8) continue this imagery, portraying a symbolic order of “high romance” (6) in the starry night sky, a system that could and should be traced by the speaker, provided he has enough time to do so. Anxiety continues to be the main sentiment, however, since the end of life is emphatically synonymous with the end of all poetic ambition to fame. Uncertainty and tension are communicated through the repeated use of the auxiliary “may” attached to negative expressions both in the first four lines and in the second.
This tentative approach, however, turns into the determinism of the future auxiliary “shall” (10) in the next passage, which hints at the positive belief that the unidentified “fair creature of an hour” (9) that Keats refers to will never cross his ways again. This section (lines 9–12) addresses “the fairy power / Of unreflecting Love” (11–12); the fact that this ideal love is “unreflecting” evokes the dualism of an innocent type of erotic attraction that combines the awakening of the senses (cf. “relish,” 11) and the adolescent disregard for all the circumstances of status, time, and energy, the potential loss of which had already begun to disturb Keats around this time, since he believed that all forms of sexual and erotic love would drain his creative energies and steal his precious time from poetic composition, which he found detrimental in view of his self-appointed mission and the increasing awareness that his life span was very limited.
The answer to these doubts and anxieties comes in the last two and a half lines of the sonnet, introduced by the word “then” in line 12. Keats invites the image of the “Shore” (12) to express the meditative, contemplative environment that helps him lose himself in the vastness of the physical sea. On another, figurative level, the same sea refers to “the wide world” (13), in which a multitude of people is looked down upon, as it were, by an outsider, who is characterized by the virtue of disinterestedness: an attitude that allows one to distance oneself from the turmoil of the surrounding world (for a more substantial review of the term, see below, “Influences”). The conclusion is rounded off by a return to the sea image: the poem ends in the verb “sink,” where all that previously seemed relevant – “Love and Fame” – vanish in the general sea of “Nothingness” summoned by meditative contemplation.
The shore had long been (and would remain to be, cf. Tennyson’s “Crossing the Bar,” among other poems) a symbol of the end of life. It is on the shore that the dying person must metaphorically wait for the saving grace of God that comes in the form of a ferryman or pilot, real or implied (see, for instance, John Donne’s “Hymn to God the Father”). This is what happens in Keats’s meditative state as well: although here there is no sign of a transcendental, redeeming encounter with death and its beyond, the process of contemplation (matched by poetic expression) is capable of filling the mind with a sense of satisfaction that goes beyond resignation.
Form: The Shakespearean Sonnet
“When I Have Fears” is usually considered Keats’s “first fully Shakespearian sonnet” (Gittings 188). This statement is, however, only partly true. The rhyme scheme (abab cdcd efef gg), the meter (iambic pentameters with invariably ten-syllable, that is, masculine, lines), and the overall structuring of the argument (three when-clauses followed by a then-clause) are, indeed, by and large Shakespearean, though Shakespeare himself would often launch the then-clause in line 9, creating a division reminiscent of the Petrarchan sonnet, where the volta (the great caesura or cut in the middle of the sonnet) occurs after line 8 (see, for instance, Shakespeare’s Sonnets 12 and 15).
There is, nevertheless, one crucial deviation from the Shakespearean sonnet, which, as its rhyme scheme also implies, generally consists of three quatrains (lines 1–4, 5–8, and 9–12, respectively) and one final couplet usually drawing the final conclusion of the poem, often in a witty, humorous, or paradoxical manner. Keats introduces the then-clause half a line before its due: though in the standard scheme it would be expected to begin in line 13, in actual fact, it starts in the middle of line 12, preceded by a pause indicated by a colon, a semi-colon, and/or a dash (depending on the editor’s choice). This emphatic departure from the Shakespearean scheme in what Keats himself also considered a fine achievement of his in a letter to John Hamilton Reynolds (dated 31 January 1818; see Rollins I:222) can be interpreted, perhaps, as an indication of haste. With time running out, there is an urgency and impatience that leads to this acceleration, the then-clause cutting in before the expected length of the third when-clause has been completed. (Note that John Milton’s confessional sonnet, “When I Consider How My Light Is Spent,” whose tone is related to the mood of Keats’s sonnet in more than one way, uses a similar effect to highlight the paradoxical impatience of Patience, who “to prevent / That murmur, [too] soon replies…”; see 8–9.)
It is hardly surprising that Helen Vendler, in her Coming of Age as a Poet, chose Keats’s sonnets as the touchstone of his maturing process. She writes: “Keats is an example of the young poet who finds his voice by persistently composing in a single inherited form – in Keats’s case, the sonnet – until he has made it his own” (43). As her appendices (71–79) also make it clear, “When I Have Fears” (alongside “Time’s Sea Hath Been Five Years at Its Low Ebb,” composed at roughly the same time) marks the turning away from the Petrarchan tradition as best epitomized by the sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer.” In Vendler’s words: “Another young poet might have remained content with the ‘perfect’ sonnet on Homer. Keats’s depth of heart and mind required that he go on . . . within a year . . . to write the sonnet of Shakespearean fruit, and forest, and fire” (67).
Influences
Shakespeare’s influence can also be traced in the vocabulary and the syntactic elements that Keats uses. The idiosyncratic application of “charactery” has already been mentioned; there is hardly any other content word, however, that Shakespeare might not himself have used. What constitutes a distinctly Keatsian vocabulary is the reference to ripening and maturity, but even that is prefigured in some of Shakespeare’s relevant sonnets, most notably Sonnet 12, where the second quatrain reads
When lofty trees I see barren of leaves,

Which erst from heat did canopy the herd,

And summer’s green all girded up in sheaves,

Borne on the bier with white and bristly beard…

(5–8; all Shakespeare references are to Burrow).

It was through William Hazlitt’s early-1818 series of lectures that Keats was initiated into a radically new, highly Romantic approach to Shakespeare. Keats had missed the greatest part of the first two lectures but listened attentively to the third (“On Shakespeare and Milton”), which, in Coote’s words, probably sounded as though he had heard “a matured version of his own best intuitions” (125). According to Hazlitt’s presentation, Shakespeare
was just like any other man, but that he was like all other men. He was the least of an egoist it was possible to be. He was nothing in himself; but he was all that others were, or that they could become. He not only had in himself the germs of every faculty and feeling, but he could follow them by anticipation, intuitively, into all their conceivable ramifications, through every change of fortune, or conflict of passion, or turn of thought (Coote 125).

Coote goes on to argue that for Hazlitt – and, consequently, Keats – “Shakespeare personified disinterestedness in the highest degree, while Milton was the embodiment of the ideal Keats had set for himself. . .” (125). “When I Have Fears,” then, composed approximately at the time of Hazlitt’s epochal lecture, may well express Keats’s desire to synthesize the dual influence of Shakespeare and Milton, which makes its allusion to the latter’s sonnet “When I Consider” all the more likely and striking.
By this time, of course, Keats had already written his “Negative Capability Letter” (to his brothers, dated 21/27 December 1817), in which he summarized much the same ideas, defining the newly invented term “Negative Capability” as that condition “when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason. . .” Bate, in his influential exegesis of Keats’s term, gives the following paraphrase of Keats’s insight:
In our life of uncertainties, where no one system or formula can explain everything . . . what is needed is an imaginative openness of mind and heightened receptivity to reality in its full and diverse concreteness. This, however, involves negating one’s own ego. . . . To be dissatisfied with such insights as one may attain through this openness, to reject them unless they can be wrenched into a part of a systematic structure of one’s own making, is an egoistic assertion of one’s own identity (56–57).
Bate goes on to argue that “fact and reason” are not highlighted as something inherently wrong or oppressive, but the “irritable reaching” after them is damaging to the poetic inspiration on the one hand, and the holistic, disinterested experience of life as it is on the other (57).
Historical Contexts
Though there is no obvious reference to history in this sonnet, its origins and imagery can be placed in a tangentially historical context. Considering the climate of the first half of the 19th century, we can see a period of turmoil and transition. The industrial age was in full gear at the time, which inspired a counteraction from various literary circles in more than one form. Tellingly, though interested in scientific and technological development, Keats and his friends would avoid visiting the industrial areas of Liverpool when they set out on their walking tour to the Scottish highlands (Gittings 219). The ample references to agriculture in terms of economy, on the one hand, and to old-fashioned genres such as the “high romance” of line 6 in terms of literature, on the other, may reveal a mild sense of escapism, a turning back to earlier days. This is clearly enhanced by the formal invocation of Shakespeare’s heritage which, as opposed to Keats’s Petrarchan experiments in the sonnet genre from before, pinpoints the importance of the national past.
Societal Context

Society features mostly as an absent entity in “When I Have Fears.” Neither the loss of individual life, nor the ebb of creative energies, nor again the passing of momentary love rises to the level of social issues in a direct manner. Indirectly, however, through the appearance, at the end of the poem, of the “wide world” (13), humanity as part of the universe does occur at last, but only in order to underscore the word “alone” in line 13. Thus, society is pictured as an indifferent sea of people who cannot or will not help one overcome the fear of death. It is hence through a marked isolation or detachment from society that a solution can be found; society must be transcended, as if one were looking down at the sea from its shores. Clearly, this is not synonymous with social criticism: Keats says nothing disparaging about human communities; he merely states that in the ultimate questions of life and death, society has no means to help one howsoever.
Religious Contexts
In the practice of contemplation as a way out of insurmountable desperation, one can discern Buddhist meditative techniques. Indeed, in a letter Keats wrote a few weeks after completing “When I Have Fears,” there is an explicit reference to the “Buddhist places of delights” (Cook, John Keats 620):
I have an idea that a Man might pass a very pleasant life in this manner – let him on any certain day read a certain Page of full Poesy or distilled Prose and let him wander with it, and muse upon it, and reflect from it, and bring home to it, and prophesy upon it, and dream upon it – untill it becomes stale – but when will it do so? Never – When Man has arrived at a certain ripeness in intellect any one grand and spiritual passage serves him as a starting post towards all “the two-and thirty Pallaces”. . . How happy is such a voyage of conception! what delicious diligent Indolence! (Letter to J. H. Reynolds, 19 February 1818).
In a philosophical sense, this idea is associated with the disinterestedness mentioned above, while in poetic terms, it prefigures Keats’s mature understanding of his own type of poets which he opposes to Wordsworth’s “egotistical sublime” (see above, Letter to Richard Woodhouse, 27 October 1818). Thus understood, it is no wonder that Keats would also try to attain the highest possible level of detachment in his poetic creativity and, if anywhere, it is on this note that a Buddhist approach and his poetics coincide.
To Christianity, whose institutionalized forms Keats felt increasingly uneasy with as time passed, no direct reference can be found in this poem, though the mention of the romance genre, which has sometimes been understood as a par excellence “Christian” form of literature, could incite some vague after-taste of Christian values.

Scientific & Technological Contexts
Alan Richardson argues formidably that Keats’s poetry is highly informed of contemporary scientific developments. His training as an apothecary (earlier looked down on as “the standard way for those without university educations to enter medical practice,” 230) has now been established as indicative of Keats’s reputation as a “brilliant, probing, and retentive mind” (230). Still, in “When I Have Fears,” scientific themes are not particularly dominant; the most peculiar reference to science-related issues is the personification of the starry sky at night, upon which “Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance” (6) appear, linking the astronomical observation of the night sky with the astrological and mythical signs that can be deciphered from it.
Within the same, second quatrain of the sonnet, Keats’s method of composition bears some resemblance to present-day chaos theory. More on the possible meanings of “the magic hand of Chance” (8) will be given below, in “Biographical Contexts,” but in order to lend some solid foundation to this seemingly far-fetched scientific association, Hugh Roberts’s analysis of Shelley’s poetics in relation to 20th-century scientific theories may be brought in. Indeed, the following statement is to a good extent adaptable to Keats’s working method: “Chaos science is part of the ‘peculiar relations’ of our ‘age’; through its optic, Shelley’s [and Keats’s] poetry reveals ‘an unforeseen and an unconceived delight’ ” (249).
Referring to Keats’s training as an apothecary, Garrett Stewart also hints at the therapeutic power of poetic language. On the one hand, he claims that words are often the very theme of Keats’s art and that “[i]deally wielded, they heal” (135). What is more, he uses the metaphor of biology to describe Keats’s endeavors as a poet, claiming that he was “an intuitive anatomist of language, its closely articulated skeletal structure, its ligaments and fibers, its muscular tensions and release, its rhythmic corridors of breath – while also a genetic specialist in its origins and mutations” (135). This clarity of structure and organization evidently shines through “When I Have Fears” as well.
Biographical Contexts
John Keats’s case is an interesting one in the history of modern criticism. Especially his “Ode on a Grecian Urn” but, indirectly, also his other works have been taken as a touchstone of theory by, among others, the critics of the so-called American New Criticism. Kenneth Burke (49–50), for instance, phrased the three-step formalist analytical process in the following way, using Brooks’s argumentation (Chapter 8) as a starting point:
First, say what can be said of the work if you had nothing but it, and didn’t even know who wrote it. Here, necessarily, your analysis would be internal, wholly in the realm of Poetics. Next, if you can place its authorship, and you have other poems written by the same author, examine these on the assumption that the recurrence of the same terms elsewhere may throw additional light upon their nature as a special nomenclature . . . . Finally, in the attempt wholly outside the realm of Poetics proper to study the ways of symbolic action in general, introduce any kind of available evidence (such as letters, diaries, notebooks, biographical data) that might indicate how the terms within the poem link up with problematical situations (personal or social) outside the poem. . .
We have already seen instances of the first step; e.g., the formal analysis that addresses the hastiness of the then-clause in line 12. Also, according to the written account of Keats’s friend and admirer, Richard Woodhouse (whose contrastive reading already constitutes step two of the above scale), lines 7 and 8 refer to Keats’s working method, following “the magic hand of Chance” rather than careful planning and design (see above; cf. Gittings 196). This may also account, in a practical sense, for the fact that Keats slightly departs from the standards of the Shakespearean sonnet, beginning the conclusion a half line too soon.

A comparison of “When I Have Fears” with the “Time’s Sea” sonnet demonstrates even more clearly how the second remove of analysis functions; moreover, this latter parallel has often been put up as evidence for a casual encounter in Keats’s life that had haunted him for the better part of the four years preceding the composition of “When I Have Fears” (cf. Gittings 188 and Coote 131). In this way, once again we have a transition from the second step to the third, i.e. the biographical element, which, though it has much relevance, is thrice removed from the textual close-reading of the work itself. This stage, biographical analysis, constitutes the last subchapter of this paper.
Of the ten years Keats thought necessary and sufficient to perfect his poetry (in 1816; Sleep and Poetry, 96–97), in the end, he was only granted four and a half. His looming presentiment of a premature death would determine his poetic endeavors, to which he subordinated all other realms of his life, including, as “When I Have Fears” testifies, erotic love as well as the desire for immediate fame. His anticipation of death was intensified by his constant encounter with the passing of close friends and relatives. He lost his father in a riding accident when he was eight and a half years old and his father, Thomas, had not yet turned 31 (Gittings 19); from that time onwards, John Keats had to take responsibility for his mother and his siblings as the eldest son of the family. His mother, Frances Jennings, however, who had unhappily remarried after Thomas Keats’s death, also died early, following a desperate struggle with what seemed a family illness with the Jennings’ and Keats’s, consumption. As Gittings explains:

Litigation and death had been a dominant background to the happiness of [Keats’s] schooldays; the last blow was perhaps the worst. In March [1810], at school, he was told that his mother was dead. He had buoyed himself with hope, and the shock was sudden; at the time it shattered his new self-sufficiency. . . . On 20 March 1810 he saw her buried . . . her cause of death recorded, like that of her brothers, as a “decline,” the stock term for tuberculosis (29–30).
Within a year of the composition of the famous “Negative Capability Letter” and “When I Have Fears,” Keats saw his brother Tom die of the same illness on 1 December 1818, less than a fortnight after his nineteenth birthday. Their common friend, Charles Brown, immediately offered his lodgings to Keats, “fearing a breakdown if he stayed alone” (Gittings 265). Keats, who had already experienced a foretaste of tuberculosis himself during his walking tour to Scotland in summer 1818 (see Gittings 218–229 and Coote 159–183), which he and Brown had to interrupt due to his “sore throat” (Coote 182), saw that death loomed ever larger in his life. Paradoxically, this led to what is generally referred to as Keats’s “annus mirabilis,” the year of wonders, during which, between autumn 1818 and autumn 1819, he composed most of his greatest masterpieces.
“When I Have Fears,” of course, was completed months before this final series of traumas would set Keats on track with his most mature works. In January 1818, all connections with tuberculosis had still merely been an ominous presentiment. But the sense of trauma that dominated Keats’s childhood and adolescence, inevitably turned his attention toward death and passing; it is in this respect that these biographical details may prove relevant for our understanding of this sonnet, partly explaining both the origins of the anxiety and fear of death and the potential solutions of this problem through disinterestedness and meditation.
Discussion Topics
1. This sonnet is often considered a turning point in Keats’s oeuvre. Can you find traces of this change if you compare it to poems composed in the months before and after it?
2. Does reading this poem bring you closer to understanding death or reaching a peace of mind among the problems of everyday life?

3. The repetition of “when” raises expectations in the reader. Are one’s expectations fulfilled or frustrated when reading the then-clause at the end of the poem?

4. Do we need to know about Keats’s awareness of his lethal illness fully to appreciate this sonnet? How far might biographical information further and/or hamper our understanding it?
5. How do love, life, and poetry relate to one another according to “When I Have Fears”?

6. It is often argued that such confessional poetry may have a therapeutic purpose, that is, psychologically to purge the author’s mind of evil or destructive thoughts. May the reader undergo a similar process of purification when reading the work?
7. When Keats refers to a “high romance” in line 6, what may he be referring to? His own, yet unwritten works? The works of others he ought to have time to decipher in the future? Or some common myth encoded into the cultural reading of the starry sky?
8. What (if anything) does the “fairy power / Of unreflecting love” (11–12) have in common with the love described in “La Belle Dame Sans Merci”?

9. Of the various definitions of symbol in OED (XVII.451–452), which do you think are the most relevant in interpreting the word as it appears in line 6 of this sonnet? Is it possible to attribute different meanings to it?

10. Does this poem enable the reader to experience the paradoxical sea of “Nothingness”?
Essay Ideas

1. Discuss the philosophical term “disinterestedness” in the early-19th-century context of “When I Have Fears.”
2. Using a concordance of Keats’s poetry or an online resource of his collected poems, give an assessment of the terms related to ripening and maturity as applied in “When I Have Fears.”

3. “Keats’s notions of the loss of self-identity and of the empathetic quality of the imagination were derived from well-known Western sources, especially from Hazlitt, [but] his position in these matters can best be appreciated by drawing a parallel between it and that of Zen” (Benton 34). Discuss.
4. Give a contrastive analysis of the symbol, metaphor, or allegory of the sea in Donne, “A Hymn to God the Father,” Keats, “When I Have Fears,” and Tennyson, “Crossing the Bar.”
5. Give a thorough syntactic analysis of the way the three subordinate clauses beginning in “when” relate to the main then-clause.
Complementary Texts
John Donne, “A Hymn to God the Father”
John Milton, “When I Consider How My Light Is Spent”

Shakespeare, Sonnets 12, 60, 64, 73.

John Keats, “Time’s Sea Hath Been Five Years at Its Low Ebb”; “La Belle Dame Sans Merci”; “After Dark Vapours Have Oppressed Our Plains”; “To Autumn”
Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “Crossing the Bar”
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