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For the post of Written Recruitment Test for the post of Postgraduate 

Assistants in Tamil Nadu Higher Secondary Educational Service. 

Syllabus: English (Subject Code: P02) 

Unit-III - MODERN LITERATURE (1798 - 1832) 
 

This material contains 

1. Author’s details 

2. General information about the work 

3. Summary 

4. Opening and closing lines 

5. Important lines/ quotations 

6. Literary devices  

7. Questions 

 

Ode to Grecian Urn 

About the Author  

Author: Keats 

Birth: 1795 

Death: 1821 

He Fell in love with Fanny Browne 
Member of cockney school of poetry: The "Cockney 

School" refers to a group of poets and essayists Leigh 

Hunt, John Keats and William Hazlitt . The term came 

in the form of hostile reviews in Blackwood's 

Magazine in 1817.  

Poems 

1. Poems - 1817: The work shows the influence of 

Spenser and Leigh Hunt. He dedicated this volume to 

Leigh Hunt. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Henry_Leigh_Hunt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Henry_Leigh_Hunt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Keats
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Hazlitt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literary_criticism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blackwood%27s_Magazine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blackwood%27s_Magazine
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2. Endymion - 1818: The poem is partly based on 

Drayton’s The Man in the Moon and Flectcher’s The 

Faithful Shepherds. The third and last volume of this 

poem published in 1820. It begins with the line "A thing 

of beauty is a joy for ever" 

 

3. Isabella or The Pot of Basil - 1818: This poem is 

transformed from a tale of Boccaccio. 

4. Hyperion: The poem is written in the style of Milton’s 

Paradise Lost. 

5. The Eve of St. Agnes - 1819 

6. The Eve of Saint Mark  - 1819 

7. Lamia - 1819: The story of this poem is derived from 

Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy. 

8. The Fall of Hyperion a Dream - 1819 This epic poem 

remains incomplete. 

9. The Caps and Bells : This is an incomplete fairy tale.  

10. Otho the Great - 1819: Keats collaborated in this play.  

11. King Stephen: This is an incomplete play. 

12. Letters: His letters contain his prose work. His criticism 

also finds expression in his letters. 

He has written 61 sonnets 

His great odes are Ode to a Nightingale, Ode on a Grecian 

Urn, Ode to Psyche, Ode on Melancholy and Ode to 

Autumn.  

His great sonnet is On first looking into Chapman’s Homer  
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His great poem is Belle Dame sans Merci. 

Sensuous poet - The essential quality of Keats as a poet is 

his sensitiveness to beauty, sensuous beauty 

The words carved in John Keats’s tomb are “Here lies one 

whose name was writ in water” 
 John Keats said, “I think I shall be among the English poets 

after my death”.  

Matthew Arnold said, “He is, he is with Shakespeare”. 

Shelly says, ‘Keats was one of the inheritor’s unfulfilled 

renown.�He is an Imitator of Spenser. 

He is an Imitator of Spenser. 

He is influenced by Spenser and Leigh hung.  

About the work: 

Written in spring1819 and published in 1820. Published 

anonymously in the January 1820, Number 15, issue of 

the magazine Annals of the Fine Arts 

Type: Ode 
Theme /about: “Immortality of Art” - longing for the 

permanence of beauty is expressed in this poem 

Source:  a marble urn which he saw in the house of Lord 

Holland. Keats was also inspired by the famous Elgin 

marbles. 

Poem 

Ode on a Grecian Urn  

Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness, 

       Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 

Sylvan historian, who canst thus express 

       A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 
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What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape 

       Of deities or mortals, or of both, 

               In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 

       What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 

What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 

               What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 

 

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 

       Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 

Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear'd, 

       Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone: 

Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 

       Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare; 

               Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 

Though winning near the goal yet, do not grieve; 

       She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 

               For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 

 

Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed 

         Your leaves, nor ever bid the Spring adieu; 

And, happy melodist, unwearied, 

         For ever piping songs for ever new; 

More happy love! more happy, happy love! 

         For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd, 

                For ever panting, and for ever young; 

All breathing human passion far above, 

         That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd, 

                A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. 

 

Who are these coming to the sacrifice? 

         To what green altar, O mysterious priest, 

Lead'st thou that heifer lowing at the skies, 

         And all her silken flanks with garlands drest? 
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What little town by river or sea shore, 

         Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel, 

                Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn? 

And, little town, thy streets for evermore 

         Will silent be; and not a soul to tell 

                Why thou art desolate, can e'er return. 

 

O Attic shape! Fair attitude! with brede 

         Of marble men and maidens overwrought, 

With forest branches and the trodden weed; 

         Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 

As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral! 

         When old age shall this generation waste, 

                Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 

Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st, 

         "Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all 

                Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know." 
 

Summary 

  The Grecian urn is a bride wedded to quietness. It is the foster-child of 

silence and slow time. This silence and slow time have protected the urn. Art 

cannot be ravaged by time. It is “Immortality of Art”. The urn is a sylvan 

historian. It is describing a historical incident through the picture carved on it. 

The urn tells a story much more sweetly than a poem. The poet asks a series 

of questions about the story. The urn is telling a story sweeter than the poem, 

through the figure within the border of leaves. The story may be about gods, 

human beings or about both. 

  Unheard music is sweeter than a heard. Heard music gives unlimited 

scope to imagination.  

  “Heard melodies are sweet but those unheard are sweeter” 
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The unheard music has no particular tone. It appeals to the spirit rather 

that to the bodily ear. The lover depicted on the urn will never be able to kiss 

her. So, her lover can maintain the freshness of his love for ever. Being 

unkissed and unravished, the woman can retain her beauty forever. 

  The boughs of the trees depicted on the urn are very happy, because 

they enjoy never ending spring. They will never shed their leaves. The 

musician depicted on the urn will never experience weariness. He will always 

be playing on his pipe and his songs will always be playing on his pipe and 

his songs will always be new. The lovers are happy because their love is 

always warm and they never experience satiety. But the poet implies that art 

has petrified the lover and fixed them up in an unchanging position and made 

them incapable of attaining consummation. Their love is yet to be enjoyed. It 

is implied that whereas human lovers are “breathing” and alive, the lovers 

fixed by art are petrified, dead. 

  The poet describes a procession leading a heifer to an altar but he 

does not know who are the people in the procession. He also does not know 

to what altar the heifer is being led and does not know whether the city which 

the people have left is situated on the banks of a river or close to a sea-shore 

or on the top of a mountain. The poet can observe is that the heifer is looking 

up and lowing at the skies.  

  The Grecian Urn, with its figures of men and women and branches of 

trees, remains silent. It belongs to eternity and not to time. It preaches certain 

timeless values. ‘The present generation may be destroyed by time and other 

generations having other problems than ours may arise in future. To all these 

changing generations, the urn preaches a changeless principle; beauty and 

truth are identical that beauty and truth are one. 
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Opening lines 

Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness, 
       Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 
Sylvan historian, who canst thus express 
       A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 

 

Closing lines 

Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st, 
         "Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all 
                Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know." 

 

Important lines 
1. “Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard, are sweeter” 

 
2. “Beauty is truth, truth beauty” 

 
3. “Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness, 

Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 
Sylvan historian, who canst thus express 
A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 
What leaf-fring’d legend haunts about thy shape 
Of deities or mortals, or of both, 
In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 
 
Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 
Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear’d, 
Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone: 
Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare; 
Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 
Though winning near the goal yet, do not grieve; 
She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 
For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 
 
Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed 
Your leaves, nor ever bid the Spring adieu; 
And, happy melodist, unwearied, 
For ever piping songs for ever new; 
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More happy love! more happy, happy love! 
For ever warm and still to be enjoy’d, 
For ever panting, and for ever young; 
All breathing human passion far above, 
That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy’d, 
A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. 
 
Who are these coming to the sacrifice? 
To what green altar, O mysterious priest, 
Lead’st thou that heifer lowing at the skies, 
And all her silken flanks with garlands drest? 
What little town by river or sea shore, 
Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel, 
Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn? 
And, little town, thy streets for evermore 
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell 
Why thou art desolate, can e’er return. 
 
O Attic shape! Fair attitude! with brede 
Of marble men and maidens overwrought, 
With forest branches and the trodden weed; 
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral! 
When old age shall this generation waste, 
Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st, 
“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.” 
 

4. “Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 
As doth eternity...” 

 

Literary Devices 

Literary devices  Examples 

Alliteration: Alliteration is the 
repetition of consonant 
sounds in the same   

the sound of /n/ in “Ye know on earth, 
and all ye need to know. And /t/ 
sound in “”Beauty is truth, truth 
beauty,—that is all.” 

 

Assonance: Assonance is a repetition of 
the vowel sounds in the same line  
 

the sound of /o/ in “More happy love! 
more happy, happy love!” and /i/ 
sound in “Attic shape! Fair 
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attitude! With brede.” 

Consonance: Consonance is the 
repetition of consonant sounds  
 

 the sound of /l/ in “Will silent be; and 
not a soul to tell” and /n/ sound 
in “All breathing human passion 
far above.” 

Personification: Personification is 
attribution of human qualities to an 
inanimate object.  

 

the urn as “bride of quietness” and 
“Sylvan historian”; “you soft pipe, 
play on” as if pipe and urn are 
humans that can perform certain 
acts. 

Synecdoche: Synecdoche is a part of 
something represents the whole.  

used this device to express the 
downside of natural love as he 
has used the words, “burning 
love” that is fever and “parching 
tongues” is thirst. 

Anaphora- Repetition of a word, 
phrase, or clause at the 
beginning of word groups 
occurring one after the other 

 

the initial part of the sentence such as 
‘forever’ in the first two lines and 
‘happy’ in the last two lines. 

 

Apostrophe-Addressing an 
abstraction or a thing, present 
or absent, or addressing an 
absent person or entity 

The poet addresses the “urn,” the 
pictures painted on the urn and 
the lovers engraved on the urn. 

 

Metonymy- a figure of speech that 
replaces the name of things 
with something it is closely 
associated.  

Keats links the man’s heart to his 
feelings of being “high sorrowful 
and cloyed.” 

Paradox: - a statement that may 
seem contradictory but can be 
true, or at least makes sense.  

8. “Heard melodies are sweet, but those 
unheard”, “Pipe to the spirit ditties of 
no tone”, implying melodies are 
heard by the spirits and not by the 
ears. 

Symbolism:  using symbols to 
signify ideas and qualities, 
giving them symbolic 
meanings different from literal 
meanings.  

“plants and trees” are the symbols of 
youth and spring, “urn” itself is 
the symbol of time and life. 
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Critics View:   
I. A. Richards, analysed Keats's poems in 1929, relied on the final lines of the "Ode on a 
Grecian Urn" to discuss "pseudo-statements" in poetry: 
On the one hand there are very many people who, if they read any poetry at all, try to 
take all its statements seriously – and find them silly ... This may seem an absurd 
mistake but, alas! it is none the less common. On the other hand there are those who 
succeed too well, who swallow 'Beauty is truth, truth beauty ...,' as the quintessence of 
an aesthetic philosophy, not as the expression of a certain blend of feelings, and 
proceed into a complete stalemate of muddle-mindedness as a result of their linguistic 
naivety. 
T. S. Eliot, in his 1929 "Dante" essay, responded to Richards: 
John Middleton Murry gave a history of these responses.   
Cleanth Brooks defended the lines from critics in 1947: 
 'Beauty is truth, truth beauty' has precisely the same status, and the same justification 
as Shakespeare's 'Ripeness is all.' It is a speech 'in character' and supported by a 
dramatic context.  
M. H. Abrams responded to Brooks's view.   

 
  

QUESTIONS 

1. Who is the poet that said, “I woke one morning and found myself 

great”? 

 A) John Keats B) P.B. Shelley B) Lord Byron D) Blake  

2.   Who is the writer of A thing beauty is joy for ever? 

 A) John Keats  B) P.B. Shelley C) Wordsworth D) 

Shakespeare 

3. Keats is a ………………. poet. 

 (A) Sensuous     (B) Sensual   

 (C) Sensitive     (D) Sensible 

4. In which of his odes Keats wonders about the sustenance of the 

imaginative vision Do I wake or sleep?  

 A) Ode to a Nightingale  B) Ode to Autumn. 

 B) Both (A) and (B)  D) None of these 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I._A._Richards
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/T._S._Eliot
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Middleton_Murry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cleanth_Brooks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M._H._Abrams
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5. Who wrote the following words? “If poetry comes not as naturally as 

the leaves to the tree, it had better not come at all”. 

 A) Coleridge B) Wordsworth C) Keats D) Shelley 

6.  Who wrote the following lines? Heard melodies are sweet but those 

unheard are sweeter 

 A) Keats B) Byron C)Wordsworth D) S.T. 

Cateridge 

7. “Immortality of Art” is the theme of the Ode 

 A) To a Nightingale B) On Melancholy 

 C) On Indolence  D) On a 

Grecian Urn 

8. Heard melodies are sweet but those unheard are sweeter’ – this line 

occurs in 

 A) Ode on a Grecian Urn   B) Ode to Psyche 

 C) Adonais     D) Eve of St. Agnes  

9. Which of the following images is not found on the Grecian Urn ? 

 A) Mysterious priest    B) bold Lover 

 C) Desolate Youth     D) Happy Melodist. 

10. The Mariner in “The Ancient Mariner” kills 

 A) An Albatross B) A Devil C) A Penguine D) A 

Sparrow 

11. “Thou still unravished bride of quietness” is the opening line of 

 A. Odd to Autumn    B. Ode on a Grection Urn 

 C. Ode to the West Wind   D. Ode to Dejection. 

12. Keats describes the urn as a ………………………….. 

 A. preacher     B. historian  

 C. nun      D. terminator. 
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13. Which interpretation of Keats's "Beauty is truth, truth beauty" best 
represents the mimetic perspective? 

 A. The line is an ironic quotation, the equation of "beauty" and "truth" 
as "all we know on  earth" suggests that reality is an ittlusory concept 
and that the primary function of art is to  contstruct a world 
within an aesthetic reality of its own. 

 B. The author's arbitrary imposition of order upon the chaotic 
impressions of reality  constitutes the only 
"truth" in a work of art. 

 C. Those aspects of reality which we perceive to be "beautiful" are 
the only worthy subject  matter of the artist, 
and its the artist's job to observe closely and isolate those sublime 
 elements from the flux of the mundane. 

 D. A work of literature is "beautiful" insofar as it offers an accurate 
representation of  its subject matter, with fully realized characters 
and vivid description of events. 

14. In Keats’ poetic career, the most productive year was 
 A) 1816 B) 1817 C) 1820

 D) 1819 
15.Match the phrase to the ode : 

A) beechen green i) “Ode on a Grecian Urn” 

B) gathering swallows ii) “Ode on Melancholy” 

C) globed peonies iii) “Ode to a Nightingale 

D) green altar iv) “To Autumn” 

 Code : 
  (a) (b) (c) (d) 

A) (iii) (ii) (iv) (i) 

B) (iv) (ii) (iii) (i) 

C) (iv) (iii) (ii) (i) 

D) (iii) (iv) (ii) (i) 

16. In Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” the key ideas are best described 
as the following except one. Which one? 

 A) Movement versus stasis 
 B) Disappointing love versus eternal bliss 
 C) Scars of history versus consolations of art 
 D) Beauty versus truth 
17.Match the poem with the opening lines: 
 a) "Ode to Psyche" (i) "My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness 

pains 
 b) "Ode on a Grecian Urn" (ii) "No, no, go not to Lethe, neither twist 

Wolf's-bane, tight- rooted, for its poisonous wine," 
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 c) "Ode to a Nightingale" (iii)  "Thou still unravish'd bride of 
quietness, Thou foster-  
 child of silence and slow time," 

 d) "Ode on Melancholy" (iv) "O Goddess! hear these tuneless 
numbers, wrung By sweet  enforcement and 
remembrance dear," 

 Code: 
 A. (a) - (iv), (b) - (iii), (c) - (i), (d) - (ii) 
 B. (a) - (iii), (b) - (iv), (c) - (ii), (d) - (i) 
 C. (a) - (i), (b) - (iii), (c) - (ii), (d) - (iv) 
 D. (a) - (iv), (b) - (i), (c) - (iii), (d) - (ii) 

18. Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, This line is from the poem : 

 (A) To a Skylark    (B) Ode to the West Wind  

 (C) Ode - Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early 

Childhood  

 (D) Ode on a Grecian Urn  
 

 

 


