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Ode on a Grecian Urn, by John Keats

In A Nutshell
John Keats practically defines the term "Romantic." Not just in the literary sense, referring to 

a group of English writers working in the first half of the 19th century, but also in the more 

modern sense of a guy whose life is filled with drama and passion. He was raised in a 

middle-class family, unlike many of the more aristocratic Romantics such as William 

Wordsworth, and critics mocked him as a small town boy and an upstart. His first poems were 

either made fun of or ignored, and he never succeeded in becoming famous or respected 

during his short life. Keats died of tuberculosis at the age of 25, shortly after the publication of 

his last book of poems, which included the "Ode on a Grecian Urn." 

 

Based on the quality of these poems, written at so young an age, it’s awe-inspiring to think of 

what kind of writer Keats could have become had he survived as long as his peers. It’s not too 

much of a stretch to imagine that he could have been another Shakespeare. But his early death 

has only increased the myth and aura of the Romantic Keats. 

 

Keats wrote five odes, and all of them are shockingly good. These are the kinds of poems that 

literary critics die for, and that send later writers into bouts of envy. Of the five odes, "Grecian 

Urn," with its immortal and mysterious final lines, is the most well known. The "ode" is an 

Ancient Greek form of poetry that is marked by its seriousness and technical difficulty. They 

are usually very thoughtful works that try to praise and elevate their subject. Keats’s odes are 

considered the best in the English language, and they are certainly the most famous. Anyone
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who has even a passing interest in poetry should read them, and re-read them. To a great

extent, they have defined what modern lyric poetry is. 

 

"Ode on a Grecian Urn" was written in 1919, the year in which Keats contracted tuberculosis,

a grisly disease known as "the red death." He told his friends that he felt like a living ghost,

and it’s not surprising that the speaker of the poem should be so obsessed with the idea of

immortality. The poem consists of a person talking to a kind of fancy Greek pot known as an

"urn" that was made of marble. Keats would have been able to see many urns from Ancient

Greece at the British Museum in London, the biggest archeological treasure-trove in the

world. They are known not only for their sleek, beautiful shape but also for the quality of the

pictures that were often painted on their sides. Most of the poem centers on the story told in

the images carved on the side of one particular urn. But this isn’t some mellow reflection on a

pot: it’s a wild rollercoaster of a poem covering BIG subjects like sex, love, nature, and death.

Visit Shmoop for much more analysis:

• Ode on a Grecian Urn Themes

• Ode on a Grecian Urn Quotes

• Ode on a Grecian Urn Summary

• Also: literary devices, characters, trivia, audio, photos, links, and more

Big Picture Study Questions

1 Have you ever been happy enough that you felt you could live in that moment forever? If

not, did this poem convince you that such moments are possible?

2 What ’s the deal with the speaker? He ’s all over the place. He seems to go from curious to

nostalgic to lustful to frustrated. If you had to write his fictional life story, what would it

say?

3 Why do you think the first critics of Keats ’s poetry hated it so much?
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