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Introduction



Keats: his name releases a flood of familiar images. He is the apostle of ‘beauty’ and ‘truth’. He is the dedicated sensualist, sometimes swooning and softly pillowed, sometimes feasting greedily on luscious fruit and jellies. He is the poor orphan whose ‘march of passion and endeavour’ is fraught with hardships. He is the lover who loses his life almost as soon as he finds it. He is always pitifully young but full of extraordinary adult wisdom. Suffering and striving combine at every stage of his career. So do selflessness and self-fulfilment. Other writers have seized on him as the embodiment of their own ambitions – and sometimes of their distress and neglect. Readers have made him a byword for the poetic identity. At once pathetic and sublime, his story distils familiar human fears, and realises the most noble ideals. Its fascination is endless; its power to move and inspire is inexhaustible.

And yet, and yet … Keats’s ‘posthumous existence’ has blurred his ‘reality’. The translation of his life into a legend has distorted or denied important aspects of his achievement. When Richard Monckton Milnes published the first full-length biography of Keats, in 1848, the process was already well advanced. Thanks largely to Shelley’s elegy Adonais (1821) and Leigh Hunt’s memoir Lord Byron and Some Contemporaries (1828), Keats had already been enshrined as the archetype of the stricken Romantic: a supersensitive soul, brought to an early grave by the hostile reviewers of Blackwood’s Magazine and the Quarterly Review. He was pre-eminently a poets’ poet – at best an exotic marvel, at worst a sad curiosity. (In his lifetime, his poems had sold badly, and in 1834 his publisher had glumly concluded ‘the world cares nothing for him’.)

Milnes worked hard to challenge this impression, and to winnow fact from fantasy. But his book did not attempt – and was not adequately equipped – to capture Keats whole. Hampered by conventional morality, Milnes quoted Wordsworth, the Poet Laureate of the day, who insisted that ‘Silence is the privilege of the grave, a right of the departed’,1 and made no mention of many important personal circumstances, including Keats’s love affair with Fanny Brawne.2 His reading was partial in other respects as well. Although Milnes admired the technical subtleties of Keats’s poetry, and its delicious intensity, he played down the troublesome political dimension to these things, and entirely ignored the radicalism which had incensed contemporary Tory critics.3 His Keats, in other words, was a writer whose actions mattered less than his reactions, and who was therefore still likely to seem escapist and effete.

In the aftermath of Milnes’s Life, the impression that Shelley had given in Adonais continued to dominate all others. In the same way that Hazlitt had described Keats in the 1820s as showing ‘a prevalence of the sensibility over the will’, William Rossetti characterised him in the 1860s as a pitiful outcast, and Oscar Wilde towards the end of the century as ‘The youngest of the martyrs’. For them all, Keats had been blighted by the world but lived apart from its harsh realities.

Sidney Colvin, who published the first thorough biography of Keats in 1917,4 gave a more elaborate defence. He emphasised Keats’s pugnacity, discussed his relationship with Fanny Brawne, examined the conditions and effects of his training as a doctor, developed the analysis of his work, and even took the trouble to explain that the word ‘Keat’ meant ‘brave’, and had nothing to do with the name ‘Kate’. It was a valiant, and in some respects a vain effort. Hard on Colvin’s heels came a rush of other biographers who, as they pored adoringly over their subject, continued to wrap him in gentle phrases and soften the outline of his ambition. Amy Lowell in John Keats (1925), Dorothy Hewlett in Adonais (1938), Betty Asquith in Keats (1941), Blanche Williams in Forever Young (1943) – all these confirmed the picture of Keats as a beautiful weakling. Apparently the audience for the story was insatiable.

Then the picture altered. Hyder E. Rollins published The Keats Circle: Letters and Papers 1816–1878 in 1948, More Letters and Papers in 1955, and an annotated edition of Keats’s letters in 1958. In the 1960s, three important biographies sprang up around this great mass of fresh material: Aileen Ward’s John Keats: The Making of a Poet (1963, revised 1968), Walter Jackson Bate’s John Keats (also 1963), and Robert Gittings’s John Keats (1968).5 In different ways, these books denied there had been anything irresolute in Keats’s character, and gave an apparently comprehensive account of his daily doings. They dealt with his medical training, they investigated his love life, they separated his sensitivity from his sickness, and they analysed his philosophy as well as his poetics. In fact the attention they paid him was so detailed that one of his subsequent editors has said: ‘The accumulation of information from so many sources allows us [now] to know Keats better than most of [his] contemporaries knew him, even those who saw him every day; and modern scholars who [study] the record undoubtedly know Keats better than they do most people that they see every day in their own lives.’6

Even these fine studies have their limitations. Scrupulously logging the facts of Keats’s life, they imply that his drive to self-realisation was determined by largely personal considerations. By his bad reviews, of course, but also by the early and tragic loss of his parents, the painful death of his brother Tom, his own protracted illness. In other words, they intensify the form of his Romantic alienation by diversifying the sense of him as a victim, and focus attention on his view of life as a ‘vale of soul-making’. While this allows them to ask valuable questions about the ways in which his poetry explores the value of suffering, it also means that they – like their forebears – concentrate on his achievement as an aesthetician, propounding notions of the creative ‘fancy’ and linking them to his ideas about ‘negative capability’ (though Ward does provide some vivid description of the political background). Wordsworth and Coleridge are shown exploiting, then shrinking away from, their early radicalism. Shelley is a fiery polemicist. Byron is obviously satirical and social. But Keats remains – in Colvin’s phrase – someone whose mind is ‘naturally unapt for dogma’,7 and who, as Eliot said, ‘did not appear to have taken any absorbing interest in public affairs’.

It is easy to see how this came about. Like virtually all Romantic artists, Keats frequently defines himself as an outsider, either to dramatise his wounded sensitivity, or to make an imaginative space in which to develop ideas of transcendence. In one of the letters he sent to his brother George in America he approvingly quotes some remarks by Hazlitt about Godwin’s novel St Leon (1799) which crystallise the image. The novel’s hero, Hazlitt had said in a lecture which Keats saw in manuscript, ‘is a limb torn off from Society. In possession of eternal youth and beauty, he can feel no love; surrounded, tantalised, and tormented by riches, he can do no good. The faces of Men pass before him as in a speculum, but he is attached to them by no common ties of sympathy or suffering. He is thrown back into himself and his own thoughts. He lives in the solitude of his own breast, – without wife or child or friend or enemy in the whole world … He is himself alone. His existence is purely intellectual, and is therefore intolerable to one who felt the rapture of affection, or the anguish of woe.’

Echoes of these remarks reverberate throughout Keats’s own writing. At one point he undertakes to ‘live like a hermit’; at another he says he can ‘bear anything – any misery, even imprisonment – so long as I have neither wife nor child’. (His friend Benjamin Robert Haydon revealingly referred to him as ‘the only man I ever met with who is conscious of a high call … except Wordsworth’.) The emphasis not only suited his appeal to posterity; it licensed his view of writing as a form of divine madness, and his devotion to poetry as a search for a maturer self. Time and again, Keats shows us that he wants to be a poet more than anything else, and proves this by choosing poetry itself as one of his important subjects. Inspired by Classical stories, by translations, by paintings, by engravings, by Tassie gems and by myths, his lines often seem to provide a substitute for experience rather than a realisation of it. Byron recognised this when he said that Keats belonged to ‘that second-hand school of poetry’ – though his perception was soured with a sneer. Invoked more sympathetically, Keats’s world might be described as an in-between creation, a fancy as well as a fact, a cold pastoral as well as a warm and living landscape. It is a place ideally suited to Romantic artists in general and to the ‘chameleon poet’ in particular – the poet, that is, who has easy, Shakespearean access to whatever situation or character presents itself.

Identifying these things in Keats is essential to any account of his love for ‘the principle of Beauty’. A great deal of his imaginative energy, and a large part of his personality, depended on his ambition to create a ‘shape’ which could resist the flow of time. But while this does justice to his relish for the exclusivity of the artist, it also promotes the idea that he lived in a vacuum, and never described or responded to wider issues. Admittedly, certain individual poems, and some parts of others, have always been cited as exceptions to the rule. It is commonplace, for instance, to speak of ‘Hyperion’ in terms of the struggle between generations, and to relate this to arguments surrounding the aftermath of the French Revolution. Or to emphasise the attack on money-grubbing in ‘Isabella’ (Bernard Shaw described the poem as proto-Marxist). Or to draw attention to the passages about those ‘who lord it o’er their fellow-men / With most prevailing tinsel’ at the beginning of the third book of Endymion. Or to follow Aileen Ward in connecting the sonnet ‘Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream’ with the Tory government’s trial of the radical William Hone.

Until recently, however, these and other such episodes have usually been regarded as isolated instances.8 Little biographical effort has been made to consider how their arguments might be developed through the whole body of his work, and little thought devoted to how they might reflect his experience – not just as a private individual, but socially and politically as well. To point this out, and to try and make good the lack, is not to impose a historicist analysis on work which is designed to resist it. It is to uncover a large and neglected part of Keats’s inspiration. The evidence of contemporaries is clear about this. His work was filled, Leigh Hunt said, with ‘political opinions [which were] not to be borne by the then government authorities’.9 Charles Cowden Clarke insisted that ‘his whole civil creed was comprised in the master-principle of “universal liberty”.’ His conservative and soon-discarded friend George Felton Mathew complained that he was ‘of a sceptical and republican school’. Reviewers who attacked him did so because he belonged – as Blackwood’s said – ‘to the Cockney School of Politics, as well as the Cockney School of Poetry’.

Even the speediest survey of Keats’s writing proves the point. At all times, and in various ways, it tangles with what he called his ‘barbarous age’, supporting his claim that he ‘should have been a rebel angel had the opportunity been mine’, and was ‘willing to jump down Aetna for any great public good’. He commemorates patriotic heroes such as King Arthur, Robin Hood, John Milton, Algernon Sidney; he criticises the Holy Alliance and all kinds of despotic authority (whether it be of governments over people, or Church over State, or his guardian Richard Abbey over his family); he engages with the issue of military power, with the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, with the repressive effects of the Corn Laws, enclosures and the Six Acts, with radicals such as Cobbett, Kosciusko and his early mentor Leigh Hunt, and with the plight of people working in factories.

Important as these things are, they form merely a part of Keats’s neglected story. The forms and idioms of his work also show him responding to a particular historical crisis. The couplets that he used in Endymion were, as Blackwood’s complained, a way of ‘lisping sedition’. Sonnets like ‘On Seeing the Elgin Marbles’ make a similar sort of challenge to conventional ideas of closure. His treatment of myths had the revolutionary purpose of making them seem intimate, and therefore capable of speaking about contemporary concerns. Even his so-called ‘effeminacy’ formed a part of the process. The headily opulent language of his work, as Blackwood’s again realised, was a form of linguistic androgyny – a counterpart to the idea of the ‘chameleon poet’ – which as it distanced itself from familiar male discourse also commented upon it. Like all other aspects of his Romantic temper which have been treated in purely literary terms, it has an important social dimension.

Inevitably, a biography which wants to explore these aspects of his work must look for their origins in his life – not just in the background to his existence, but in his daily experience and the very foundation of his identity. Milnes nested Keats safely in the comfortable bosom of the middle class, as did most others who decisively shaped his posthumous reputation. His brother George Keats, for instance, protested huffily to Hunt that the family did not come from ‘a low origin’. Only William Rossetti, among nineteenth-century commentators, admitted that things might not have been so cut and dried: he said that Milnes’s attempts to make Keats respectable were ‘a concession to that deadly spirit of flunkeyism in the British people’.10

Rossetti was right. Keats was born at a time when pressure created by the Industrial Revolution had blown the pattern of the old order into fragments. The growth of commerce, of international trade, and of the bureaucracies which served these things, meant that a new social configuration had begun to emerge – and Keats was unsure whether he was climbing out of the working class, or likely to slip at any moment from the lower rungs of the middle class. So was George, as his irritation with Hunt and the facts of his own career make plain. Where Keats himself constantly felt that money worries blocked his way upwards through society – even as he tried to work round the problem by becoming a writer and therefore in a sense déclassé – his brother took himself off to America to reinvent himself. Their sister Fanny made the same escape: she married a Spaniard – an exiled liberal novelist – and spent most of her adult life abroad.

Keats’s writing was profoundly affected by the instability of his origins. Other, less nebulous elements in his early life were just as decisive. His family were dissenters of some kind. His school was not merely an unusually tolerant institution, but run along roughly the same lines as a Dissenting academy. (The years Keats spent at school amounted to nearly a third of his life.) His youthful friendship with Charles Cowden Clarke shows that even as an adolescent he was deeply engaged with the pressing political issues of the day.11 His training as a doctor, and especially his contact with Astley Cooper, the senior surgeon at Guy’s, encouraged him to see his profession as a liberal and liberalising way of ‘doing some good in the world’. When he gave up medicine for poetry, these principles remained intact, underlying and informing his wish to be a ‘physician to all men’.


 



There is good reason to believe that the lives of all important writers need to be reconsidered at regular intervals, no matter how familiar they might be. While the wind of history blows, their stories revolve and alter, offering new attractions and sometimes new difficulties to each successive generation. This might be reason enough for wanting to add another Life of Keats to those that already exist, even supposing that his radicalism had already been adequately described. As it is, the justification is more substantial. The Keats that has come down to us is finely figured, yet incomplete. Embedding his life in his times, I have tried to recreate him in a way which is more rounded than his readers are used to seeing. Examining his liberal beliefs, I have tried to show how they shaped the argument as well as the language of his work. At all times, I have tried to illuminate his extraordinary skill in reconciling ‘thoughts’ with ‘sensations’.

My intention is not to transform Keats into a narrowly political poet. It is to show that his efforts to crystallise moments of ‘Truth’ combine a political purpose with a poetic ambition, a social search with an aesthetic ideal. He is always engaged with the ‘Liberal side of the Question’, even when sinking most deeply into the imagination. He is fascinatingly ‘formed by circumstances’, as well as wonderfully self-creative. Yet my account – any such account – needs to be introduced with a note of caution. As the connections accumulate, they inevitably expose separations as well as links between his life and his work. This is something that all biographies must (or should) demonstrate. Art, after all, is never merely a convulsive expression of personality.

The point needs to be made especially forcefully when thinking about Keats – for one obvious reason. He was extraordinarily young when he produced his greatest poetry. Although never prodigious in the sense that Mozart was prodigious, and although his friends recognised this by stressing what Hunt called his ‘great promise’12 rather than his maturity, the fact remains that he was only twenty-three years old when he wrote ‘The Eve of St Agnes’, the six odes, ‘Lamia’ and the two ‘Hyperion’s. Accounts of his reading, his friendships, his psychological imperatives, his poetic ‘axioms’, his politics, and his context can never completely explain this marvellous achievement. The story of his life must also allow for other things – things which have become embarrassing or doubtful for many critics in the late twentieth century, but which are still, as they always were, actual and undeniable: inspiration, accident, genius.
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CHAPTER ONE



IN SEPTEMBER 1820, five months before his death, Keats sailed to Italy with his friend Joseph Severn. Their journey along the south coast of England was disrupted by a series of terrible storms and exasperating calms. Often their boat was driven backwards the way it had come. Occasionally the captain allowed his passengers ashore while he waited for a favourable wind. During one of these delays, they explored ‘the splendid caverns and grottos’ around Lulworth Cove, in Dorset. Keats told Severn it was ‘a part [of England] he already knew’, but did not say precisely how or why. His reticence was characteristic. Throughout his life, he made very few remarks about his early days, and none about his distant ancestors. Even his closest friends discovered next to nothing about his family, except that both his parents had died young, and left him with ‘a personal soreness which the world had exacerbated’.

Over the years, biographers have struggled to fill in the details of his background, some finding out things that Keats was unlikely to have learned himself, others collecting the scattered facts that emerged after his death. Sadly, most of these ‘facts’ derive from an unreliable source – from Richard Abbey, who became guardian of the four Keats children in 1814.1 (He was appointed by their maternal grandmother, Alice Jennings, who made herself their ‘discreet Parent’ after the death of Keats’s father in 1804.) Abbey was a tea broker in the City of London, a reactionary northerner who placed an exaggerated value on prudence and practicality. He disapproved of Keats’s parents for what he reckoned to have been their fast living, and thought their eldest son’s poetic hopes were ridiculous. Keats and his sister came to look on him as a monster. They thought his administration of their finances was always mean and sometimes dishonest.

When Abbey was approached by Keats’s publisher John Taylor in 1827 to give evidence for a possible biography, he seized the chance to defend his own part in the story. He concentrated on his bitterest memories, and retailed gossip as truth. Only Grandmother Jennings escaped his censure. Her husband was stigmatised as a ‘gourmand’ who excessively enjoyed ‘the pleasures of the table’. Keats’s mother was ‘more remarkably the Slave of other Appetites’. Keats’s father ‘did not possess or display any great Accomplishments’, and ‘thought it became him to act somewhat more the Man of Consequence than he had been accustomed to do’.

Whether or not Taylor believed Abbey, he ended their conversation thinking: ‘These are not Materials for a Life of our poor Friend which it will do to communicate to the World’, and made no further effort to get at the truth of things. Others were even less resourceful. The sentimental poet George Felton Mathew, for instance, who befriended Keats in 1815, answered his own question ‘O! Where did thine infancy open its eyes?’ by saying ‘’twas the Queen of those regions of air, / The gay fields of Fancy – thy Spirit has blest!’ Leigh Hunt, who knew Keats much better than Mathew, said simply that his ‘origin was of the humblest description … He never spoke of it.’ Only Charles Brown and Charles Dilke were more precise, one saying that Keats’s father was ‘a native of Devonshire’ and the other that he was ‘a Devonshire man’. Neither of them offered any clues about his family’s occupation, or character, or social standing.

More recent research has established that the names Keats, Keat and Keates seem to have originated in Berkshire, but are most common throughout the west of England.2 Thomas Hardy liked to say that one branch of the family, living in the east Dorset village of Broadmayne, bore a ‘facial and temperamental resemblance’ to the poet. Others have been discovered in Winterbourne Came, where the dialect poet William Barnes worked as the parish priest, and around Poole, Corfe, Looe Bay and Plymouth. Thomas Keate (1745–1828), who was surgeon to George, Prince of Wales, and shared Keats’s looks as well as his professional interests, came from Somerset. Eighteenth-century records also show the name flourishing in and around Madron, in Cornwall.

Keats’s only sister Fanny claimed that their father came from this part of the world, and when her daughter Rosa was baptised, she entered her grandfather’s name as ‘Mr Thomas Keats of Land’s End, Cornwall, England’. It is tempting to think that by removing her origins so far from London she was trying to bury her family in obscurity while also giving them a local habitation. Was this done to hide something? Was her father illegitimate, for instance, as some have suggested when pointing out that his baptismal records do not survive? Or was she simply reporting a shadowy truth? If she was, her case can be strengthened by one intriguing piece of evidence. When her grandfather was born, a Thomas Keats was running a small boat called The Lark out of Plymouth, hauling bulk commodities between Devon, Dorset and Cornwall.3 At the same time, members of the Jennings family were living near Madron, engaged in a similar line of business: they owned a boat called the Charming Phill and worked as coastal traders. It is possible that the two families were linked by common interests long before they were joined in marriage.

This boat-owning Thomas Keats moved inland in the 1770s, perhaps elsewhere in Devon, perhaps to Berkshire. In any event, it is likely that memories of his previous life came with him, and possible that in due course these were passed on to Keats himself. His writing often uses images to do with the sea. He describes himself as ‘leap[ing] headlong into the sea’ when he begins Endymion; he refers to ‘dead-drifting’ and to casting an anchor ‘stiff’; and all manner of tides and currents run between his earliest ‘Imitation of Spenser’ and his epitaph: ‘Here lies one whose name is writ in water’.4

Keats could have learned more about his father’s family if he had wanted: he had relatives in London who could have advised him when he was working at Guy’s Hospital in 1815 and 1816, and afterwards when he was living in Hampstead. There was Thomas Keats the surgeon. There was Elizabeth Keats, possibly his aunt, who swam briefly into his ken after his father’s death. There was a ‘coffee-German’ he once met with his brother George at Covent Garden in 1819.5 But he did not seek out these people, and neither did they make any effort to contact him. Although this occasionally led him to complain about feeling isolated, it could also produce a sense of freedom. Writing to his sister-in-law in 1818 he said awkwardly but proudly that his name had been ‘Enchanted … the Lord knows where’, and even the letters he sent to those he loved best were often signed simply ‘Keats’. The signature encapsulated feelings which shaped his whole existence. Forgetting or concealing his origins, he longed to turn himself from a private citizen into a poetic landmark.

The family history of Frances Jennings, Keats’s mother, is much clearer – and so is the role her forebears played in his life. Her father John, the son of Martin Jennings and Mary Cleminson, was baptised in St Stephen’s, Coleman Street, on 13 October 1730. (He had a sister, also Mary, whose first husband died young and who later married Charles Sweetinburgh, a victualler who worked near Bishopsgate.) Details of the first part of his life are obscure, but in 1774, when he was in his mid-fifties, he made a number of significant appearances in public records. He became the leaseholder of a stables called the Swan and Hoop at 24 The Pavement, Moorgate. which is now a main street running into the City of London, but then stood close to the eastern edge of the capital. The same year, he also bought his Freedom of the City, and joined the Innholders’ Company.

Initially, John Jennings took a short lease on the Swan and Hoop; ten years after moving in, he renewed it for a further twenty-one years and also began renting the inn which lay adjacent. The following year he extended his little empire by acquiring the lease on 22 The Pavement, subletting it and earning £46 per annum. At around the same time, he began dealing in mortgages, acting as a moneylender, and investing in Government Funds and East India stock. Keats’s brother George said these wheelings and dealings made John Jennings ‘very well off’, but added that his grandfather was also ‘extremely generous and gullible’. Even if his household did not spend ‘four days out of the week roasting and baking for the Sunday dinner’, as Abbey said it did, he evidently enjoyed life too much to become securely ‘affluent’. Once the stabling and the inn sections of the Swan and Hoop had been combined, they catered for a large number of businessmen and visitors travelling into the City from the expanding eastern suburbs – people who looked for good company as well as good service.

The building itself was impressive; its frontage was 117 feet long, lying between Little Moorfields (now Moorfields) and Moorfields (now Finsbury Pavement), just to the north of London Wall. The original plan, dated 1753, shows two coach houses, a spacious yard, stabling for some fifty horses and also room for several carriages. When Jennings took over the lease, he spent the large sum of £670 on repairs and alterations, turning premises that had been merely functional into one of the area’s most hospitable ports of call. Yet it remained a bustling rather than a stylish place, as Keats emphasised when, in his unfinished satire ‘The Cap and Bells’ (1819–20), he recalled the time he had spent there as a child. He made no mention of fashionable demi-landaux or wealthy clients, and concentrated instead on the hungry coachmen making faces which said ‘eat, eat, eat’, and the ‘Polluted Jarvey’ (driver) ‘Whose springs of life are all dried up and dead, / Whose linsey-woolsey lining hangs all slack, / Whose rug is straw, whose wholeness is a crack’.

It is not surprising that Keats’s memories should have settled as they did. Ever since Moorfields had first been developed, it had become more and more sharply differentiated from the respectable suburbs of Bethnal Green, Stepney, Hackney, Walthamstow, Enfield and Edmonton – which Jennings relied on for his business. It was distinguished by the new Square and Circus at Finsbury, renowned for the new Bethlem Hospital which was opened in 1815, and ornamented by the houses of rich physicians working at the two sites of St Luke’s Hospital. But much of it was poverty-stricken, its maze of overcrowded streets lined with meagre shops, and its few surviving patches of green busily overrun. One was used by the Honourable Artillery Company as their parade ground; in Tub Field the Clerkenwell Volunteers regularly met and marched. The Swan and Hoop was a refuge from such places and also reflected their variety. It belonged to a part of London which showed the wide world of Georgian England in miniature: higgledy-piggledy, riven with inequalities, and eager to promote its commercial interests – and to defend them with force if necessary.


*



ON 25 FEBRUARY 1774, three weeks after John Jennings moved into the Swan and Hoop, he got married. His wife was Alice Whalley, a thirty-eight-year-old woman who had been born at Colne, in Lancashire, but who had lived in London for several years. Little is known about her background, and nothing about how she met her husband – though it is possible that her family, like the relatives of another and more famous Lancastrian, Robert Peel, were customers at the inn.6

The wedding took place in St Stephen’s, Coleman Street. Although it was an ordinary Anglican church, the couple were in fact associated with dissenting stock (which denomination is not clear). Records in the Guildhall Library7 show that several members of the Jennings family – including another John Jennings, who died in 1778, and Keats’s great-aunt Mary Sweetinburgh and her husband Charles – were buried in Bunhill Fields, just to the north of Moorgate by the City Road. Ever since 1665, when Bunhill was denominated ‘Tindale’s, or the Dissenters’ burial ground’, it had been preferred as the final resting place for Nonconformists. (Robert Southey referred to it as the ‘campo santo’ of all kinds of rebels and outsiders.) John Bunyan, Isaac Watts and Daniel Defoe were buried there, and in time they would be joined by William Blake, the radical Joseph Cartwright, and Thomas Hardy the co-founder of the London Corresponding Society.

These dissenting allegiances are reflected in the way that John and Alice Jennings brought up their three children: Frances, who was baptised on 29 June 1775; Midgley John, who was baptised on 21 November 1777 (his unusual first name was then common in the Colne region of Lancashire8); and Edward, who was baptised on 4 January 1782 and died aged fourteen. When they were six years old, the boys were dispatched as boarders to Clarke’s School in Enfield – the same ‘liberty-loving’ establishment that Keats and his brothers would eventually attend. Nothing is known about Edward. Midgley volunteered for the Navy soon after leaving Enfield, was taken on board HMS Leopard as an able seaman at Deal, and in August 1799, after serving briefly as a clerk and acting purser, became a first lieutenant. Abbey’s judgement that John Jennings behaved like a ‘tyrant’ at home implies that Midgley volunteered because he could not wait to get away. The ethos of Clarke’s academy, however, and the fact that Midgley rose so quickly through the ranks, makes it just as likely that he was doing something he believed in. (At the Battle of Camperdown in 1797 he was temporarily in command of the marine attachment on board the 74-gun HMS Russell.) He was eager to oppose a much more threatening kind of tyrant than his father, and to exemplify the values that his family and school espoused. The stories that his nephew would later hear about Camperdown, where Midgley bravely showed himself on deck to distract fire from his admiral Duncan, set a standard of heroic determination that Keats hoped to match by other means.

Frances Jennings had no such public arena in which to prove the effect of her upbringing. Reports of her ‘singular character’ suggest that she had the same spirit as her brother. Nothing is known about her education – presumably she went to a local dame school where she learned the ‘talents, sense and deportment’ for which she was later praised – and little about her looks and personality from any source except Abbey. Predictably, he was disparaging – so much so that it is difficult not to suspect his hostility masked all sorts of opposite feelings. ‘At an early age’, he told Taylor, Frances decided ‘that she must & would have a Husband; and her passions were so ardent … that it was dangerous to be alone with her. – She was a handsome, little woman – Her features were good & regular, with the exception of her Mouth which was unusually wide. A little Circumstance was mentioned to me as indicative of her Character – She used to go to a Grocers in Bishopsgate Street, opposite the Church, probably out of some Liking for the Owner of the Shop, – but the man remarked … that Miss Jennings always came in dirty Weather, & when she went away, she held up her Clothes very high in crossing the Street, & to be sure, says the Grocer, she has uncommonly handsome legs. – He was not however fatally wounded by Cupid the Parthian.’

Abbey’s bias is obvious when his account is compared to others. Charles Cowden Clarke, for instance, the son of Keats’s schoolmaster, agreed that Frances had a ‘good figure and large oval face’ but called her ‘sensible’. And George Keats insisted that ‘She was a most excellent and affectionate parent and as I thought a woman of uncommon talent.’ These reports make Frances seem less like the flirt that Abbey described, and more like an obviously pretty, capable and vivacious woman, someone who was naturally strong-willed, and who throughout her childhood had been encouraged to think and act for herself. She was clearly frustrated by the lack of opportunities that life offered so long as she remained single. Marriage would mean sacrificing her property and inheritance to her husband, but it would also give her a role – certainly within her family, and possibly in business as well.

Thomas Keats thought so, anyway. It is not known when he began working at the Swan and Hoop, nor whether in applying to the inn he was exploiting old connections between his family and the Jenningses. But his quickness and energy made him welcome. He was a short, thickset man with brown hair and dark hazel eyes, generally reckoned to be ‘of good sense and very much liked’, and with ‘a total freedom from vulgarity and assumption’. Charles Cowden Clarke was very particular about this when recalling Thomas’s visits to the school in Enfield, saying that he was ‘a man so remarkably fine in common sense, and native respectability, that I perfectly remember the warm terms in which his demeanour used to be canvassed by my parents after he had been to visit his boys’. Although he seems originally to have been employed in the Swan and Hoop as an ostler (‘a principal servant’, Charles Cowden Clarke says), he was well-off enough to keep a ‘remarkably fine horse’ for ‘his own Riding’, and there is no reason to suppose that the assets of £2,000 he had acquired by the time he was thirty were ‘solely’ the result of his ‘fortunate’9 marriage.

The wedding of Thomas and Frances took place on 9 October 1794 in St George’s, Hanover Square: he was barely twenty, she was nineteen. Because the church had no previous connection with either of their families, and because none of their relatives acted as witnesses, it is sometimes assumed to have been ‘a hasty affair’. There is no corroborating evidence for this, but the location says something about their characters. St George’s was (and still is) a fashionable church in the middle of London, a good distance from the parish where the young couple were known. It allowed them to state their independence as well as show their social intentions. John Jennings, at least, seems to have approved of the match. Once the wedding was over, he continued to employ his new son-in-law and – according to Leigh Hunt – let him and Frances use his house as their own.

Others suggest that Thomas and Frances in fact spent the first year and more of their marriage in a neighbouring parish – exactly where is not known. This in turn means that it is not clear where Keats was born, only when: on 31 October 1795. He was baptised on 18 December in St Botolph’s Without, a church in the City. It was not in the same parish as the Swan and Hoop but had connections with the Jennings family. Mary had been baptised there in 1733. Two years later, when their second child George was born on 28 February 1797, Thomas and Frances had left their first home and were living north of the City Road in Craven Street, about three-quarters of a mile away from the Swan and Hoop. A little over two years later, when a third son, Thomas, was born on 18 November 1799, they were still there.

The first few years of Keats’s life are obscure. In later life he mentioned that he felt afflicted by ‘even earlier misfortunes’ than the deaths of his parents, but what he meant remains a matter for speculation. Perhaps he was referring to the death of a third brother Edward, aged one, in 1802. (Like several of his relatives, Edward was buried in Bunhill Fields.) Perhaps his father’s continuing employment at the Swan and Hoop was not as easy-going in fact as it seems in outline. Perhaps his mother was as flighty as Abbey made out. On the other hand, Keats may have meant something more general. Securely employed, living close to open country, steadily improving his prospects, Thomas Keats provided well for his family: his wife, his three surviving sons, and his daughter Fanny (christened Frances Mary) who was born on 3 June 1803. Yet the times in which they were living were perilous. Overseas, Napoleon rose from the flames of the French Revolution, smashing the familiar shape of Europe and threatening to invade England itself. At home, the Tory government treated dissenters ruthlessly, and maintained its authority by introducing a series of vicious repressive measures. It was, as Keats would later say, in many respects a ‘barbarous age’, and its dangers flickered round him continually.
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2 Ibid., p. 638.

3 See Dwight C. Robinson, ‘Notes on the Antecedents of John Keats: The Maritime Hypothesis’, Keats-Shelley Journal XXXIV (1986).

4 Ward makes the same point.

5 Other possible relations include William Keats, a linen draper in the City; Thomas Mower Keats and his brother Joseph, who worked as hatters; and Frederick Keats, a wine merchant whose uncle was employed by Fortnum and Mason.

6 Gittings, Keats, p. 29. 

7 Gittings explored these thoroughly, and reports on Keats’s relations in detail.

8 As Gittings points out.

9 Ibid., p. 27












CHAPTER TWO



TWO DAYS BEFORE Keats was born, George III drove in state to open Parliament in Westminster. When his coach reached the Mall it was surrounded by an angry mob shouting ‘No war! No King! No Pitt! Peace! Peace! Peace! Bread! Bread!’ Fists were raised threateningly, loaves of bread were hoisted on sticks. When someone threw a stone and shattered a window in the coach, the King gasped to one of his companions: ‘My Lord! I, I, I have been shot at!’

The protest had a long history. As the Industrial Revolution picked up speed in the mid-eighteenth century, new kinds of economic activity had proliferated, stimulated by advances in iron production, in clay manufacture, in cotton spinning, in steam power, in road and water communication. The population increased rapidly; markets boomed; ‘private profit and economic development’ became ‘the supreme objects’1 of unbroken Tory government; and England underwent ‘the greatest transformation in human history since the remote times when men invented agriculture and metallurgy, writing, the city and the state’.2

The changes created many hardships as well as chances for self-improvement. In the countryside, enclosures were displacing or destroying time-honoured communities with increasing rapacity. In the overcrowded cities, conditions were often desperate. Social divisions widened and deepened. A series of bad harvests drove up the price of bread (a family which paid six pence for a 4lb loaf in 1793 paid one shilling and four pence for it in 1800). Parliament did nothing to alleviate the miseries of a large part of the population; it did not want to disturb the status quo, and was frankly terrified that the Revolution in France – let alone other popular uprisings in America, Holland, Poland and Ireland – might lead to similar turmoil at home.

This of course is exactly what the leading radicals wanted to foment. There was never a mass uprising in England such as occurred in Paris, but by the 1790s the working classes had been thrust into ‘a state of apartheid’,3 and their objections had acquired a distinctly revolutionary edge. (The word ‘class’ as a means of defining social divisions had already come into existence by the middle of the eighteenth century.) Demonstrations were commonplace in the industrial cities of the Midlands and North. Lobbyists in London joined forces with protesters elsewhere to link ‘agitation from town to town and [plan] their own shadowy government, the Convention’.4 Food riots erupted across the country in every year between 1792 and 1796, and at the end of the century they were ‘very extensive indeed’.5 In 1795 2,000 people gathered in Copenhagen Fields in East London to denounce their rulers. In 1796 dozens of women in Nottingham ‘went from one baker’s shop to another, set their own price on the stock therein, and putting down their money, took it away’.6

Figures at the centre of this unrest were demonised by the government: Home Tooke, who won nearly 2,000 votes when he stood as an independent Reformer in Westminster in 1790; Thomas Paine, whose Rights of Man appeared in two parts in 1791 and 1792; Thomas Hardy, a shoemaker who was secretary to the London Corresponding Society, founded in 1792; Major Cartwright, who organised a Society for Promoting Constitutional Information; Earl Grey, who set up an Association of the Friends of the People which by 1794 had 5,000 paying members and was condemned by Burke as ‘the Mother of all Mischief’. These men and others (such as John Thelwall, William Cobbett, Henry Hunt, and Francis Place) were hounded for their beliefs, frequently arrested, and silenced wherever possible. In what became known as the ‘White Terror’, Prime Minister Pitt issued a Proclamation against Sedition in 1792, held treason trials in 1793 and 1794, suspended Habeas Corpus in 1794 and 1798, passed the Treason and Sedition Act in 1795 and the Unlawful Oath Act in 1797, and in 1799 banned Corresponding Societies – the Societies, that is, which had originally met merely to debate the question ‘Have we, who are Tradesmen, Shopkeepers and Mechanics, any right to obtain a Parliamentary Reform?’

The more harshly Parliament acted, the more fervent its opponents became, and the more eager to associate with other kinds of dissenters. Nonconformist religions, for instance, grew enormously in size and number through the last decade of the century, and became closely allied to those arguing for political change. (Not only the larger bodies such as Baptists, Unitarians, Methodists and Congregationalists – whose numbers had swollen from 15,000 in 1750 to 35,000 by 1800 – but also smaller groups such as the Sandemanians, Muggletonians and Swedenborgians.) Although these organisations had in some senses a restraining influence – Methodists, in particular, were strongly anti-intellectual – their scriptural message was directed clearly at the deprived, the poor, and the overlooked. They consistently challenged the establishment, appealing to ‘the pure in heart’ for sympathy, and diversifying political rage.

The result was more than simply a general atmosphere of fragmentation and anger. It was a world fraught with actual violence. In the factories and the fields, where the conditions of everyday life were routinely shaped by appalling levels of suffering, the danger of rioting was a constant threat. There was a ‘distinctly Sturm und Drang quality’ about political life too. ‘Think of the Earl of Chatham’, one recent historian has urged, ‘collapsing in the House of Lords as he made his last manic and incoherent speech against war with America in 1778, or of Edmund Burke flinging a dagger into the floor of the House of Commons in December 1792 as a symbol of his departure from the Foxite Whigs, and of Charles James Fox bursting into tears as a result.’7 Think too of the Prime Minister Perceval, assassinated in the House of Commons in 1811, or of the startling statistic that nineteen Members of Parliament committed suicide between 1790 and 1820, and that a further twenty lapsed into insanity, as did their king.

Why did the country not convulse in some more united way? The answer has something to do with deep memories of the Civil War, something to do with the confused response to the aftermath of the French Revolution, something to do with the large numbers of the bourgeoisie who profited in the upheaval, and a great deal to do with the fact that dissenters in the 1790s and 1800s had to compete with the stabilising effects of England’s long-drawn-out European war. When there were periods of particular hardship, such as during the hunger crises of 1795/6 and 1800/1, radicals were able to play upon the misery of those they spoke for. During times of national emergency (such as in 1798 when the French were massing across the Channel), or national celebration (in 1805 after Trafalgar), they lost the attention of their audience.

In fact the fortunes of the war made little difference to the plight of the oppressed. It was the running costs which caused most of their grievances. In the first phase of hostilities – from their outbreak in 1793 until the Peace of Amiens in 1802 – these were continuously high, partly because the country’s finances had barely recovered from the recent war with America, partly because European trade came to a virtual standstill. When Napoleon attacked the Austrian armies in 1796 he enlisted Spain as an ally and forced England to leave the Mediterranean. By the following year, Pitt had no allies on the Continent, and only Duncan’s triumph at the Battle of Camperdown – where Midgely Jennings distinguished himself – helped to contain the military as well as the domestic crisis.

Naval victories at Cape St Vincent and Aboukir Bay, and the annihilation of the Danish fleet in the Baltic, improved things considerably. But the expense of keeping France at arm’s length remained enormous. When the war began, the army numbered 50,000 men (the French army was 500,000 strong), and numerous Militia Acts were passed to swell the number of recruits. (A Supplementary Act of 1796, for instance, required 60,000 militiamen from England and 4,000 from Wales.) This added to the government’s already large economic burden. Direct Income Tax was introduced. In 1797 gold payments were suspended and the ‘paper pound’ was born. One-off revenues were repeatedly levied.8

Their cumulative effects hurt people badly: in 1800 less than 15 per cent of the population had an income of over £50 a year, and of these only a quarter earned more than £200 a year.9 It also made military expenditure, and military business, part of everyone’s life. As a child, Keats would often have seen men training on open ground near the Swan and Hoop and thought it nothing unusual. In 1806 George Cruikshank described ‘Every town’ in England as ‘a sort of garrison – in one place you might hear the “tattoo” of some youth learning to beat the drum, at another place some march or national air being practised upon the fife, and every morning at 5 o’clock the bugle horn was sounded through the streets, to call the volunteers to a two-hour drill … and then you heard the pop pop pop of the single musket, or the heavy sound of the volley, or the distant thunder of the artillery’.10

The cost of these manoeuvres far outstretched the national income. The fact that the government never flinched shows that they were as determined to defend the old order as they were to defeat the enemy abroad. Pitt himself, like Burke, openly wished that ‘the example of successful pillage’11 in France would encourage orthodoxy at home, and although the incomes of most people suffered as the National Debt increased, his hopes were in many respects fulfilled. (The Debt rose from £228 million in 1793 to just under £876 million in 1815.) They remained fulfilled for many years after his death, too – during the second phase of the war between 1804 and 1815. The heroics of Moore and the young Wellesley in the Spanish Peninsula; the alarms and excursions following the collapse of Russia’s alliance with France; the now-legendary  set-piece battles which took place across mainland Europe – all these drew people together. When peace was finally restored, even a radical speaker in unrepresented Manchester admitted that ‘The great importance of trade and manufacture in this country has been fully evinced during the period of the late war.’12

This ‘trade and manufacture’ blossomed in the years following Waterloo, helping to transform the old feudal order into a social structure organised around ‘money, property, talent, secular belief, parliament, the middle class, and an industrial class of labourers’.13 Although these changes were obviously divisive in some ways, they were also binding. They turned the country into a self-conscious nation. They encouraged a cult of heroes (ranging from Spenser and Shakespeare to Nelson and Wellington), and cultivated a sense of shared values. They provoked rage against injustice at home while promoting exploitation elsewhere. (The years between 1760 and 1820 saw the colonisation of Canada, the discovery of Australia and New Zealand, the annexation of the West Indies, and the final subordination of India.) In the process, one writer has shrewdly said, the English ‘fell in love with themselves’14 for the first time in their history, smothering differences and difficulties in order to create the image of a united nation. Southey – surprisingly, in view of his later views about such matters – realised that the price of coherence was a grievous self-deception. ‘The English love to be at war, but do not love to pay for their amusement … There is not a people upon earth who have a truer love of the royal family than the English, yet they caricature them in the most open and insolent manner. They boast of a freedom of the press, yet as surely and systematically punish the author who publishes anything obnoxious.’15

These paradoxes run from the top to the bottom of the Georgian and Regency worlds in which Keats lived. They are evident in the figure of the King himself, who was sometimes regarded amiably as Farmer George, sometimes pityingly as a lunatic, and sometimes derided as the patriarch of a drab, vindictive and remote court. They are even more obvious in the relationship between Parliament and the people. During the seven Tory administrations which governed during Keats’s lifetime,16 the number of representatives in the Commons rose to 558, but many of these bought their places or traded on inherited privileges. Only property owners were allowed to vote, and large parts of the country, notably the industrial boom towns, had nobody to speak for them in Westminster. These facts alone are enough to counter any report of the period as a paradigm of high living and high style, of Beau Brummell and the Brighton Pavilion, of striped wallpaper and stucco, of Nash terraces and Carlton House – the Prince Regent’s London home. Coleridge comes closer to the truth when he describes the period as ‘an age of anxiety from the crown to the hovel, from the cradle to the coffin; all is an anxious striving to maintain life, or appearances – to rise, as the only condition of not falling’.17

Occasionally government threw the people scraps of comfort. In 1795 the Duke of York introduced some military reforms to prevent the army mutinying as the navy would do at the Nore two years later; in 1803 the administration of the War Office was overhauled; and in 1809 an Act was passed which banned the sale of government offices. More widespread changes were ruled out – though a few efforts were made to remedy the plight of the poor. The best-known of these was the ill-conceived and counterproductive Speenhamland System for Poor Relief, introduced in the year of Keats’s birth, which guaranteed labourers a minimum wage by subsidising them out of the Poor Rates. (The effect was to encourage farmers to lower wages.) Otherwise, charities performed the work that government refused to undertake: the Society for Bettering
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