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JOHN KEATS’S “ON FIRST LOOKING INTO CHAPMAN’S HOMER”
I.  INTRODUCTION
1.   “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer” is a sonnet, a 
___________- line lyric 
poem. 

2.  It has a two-part structure:   

     (a)  An octave (the first _________ lines) and a sestet (the last _______ lines).

     (b) In Keats’s sonnet the _________ presents the causes while the sestet specifies 
the _________ arising from the cause. 
3.  The name “________” in its title (and in line 6) refers to the ancient Greek author 
of the epic poems The Iliad and The Odyssey, the first great 
literary works of 
Western Civilization. 

Homer probably lived around 2800 years ago, that is, in the 8th _______ 
BC.    
4.  The other name in the title (and in line 7) is “[George] __________,” an 
English poet and playwright who published his complete translation of Homer’s 
two epics from ________ into English in 1616, circa 400 years ago.
5.  Keats wrote his sonnet about the two __________  two hundred years later, in 
1816.  
II.  STRUCTURE OF KEATS’S SONNET 
A.  OCTAVE  
1.   The sonnet begins by presenting the circumstances or background (the _________) 
which, as the title of the poem indicates, led up to the speaker’s initial 
(“________”) reading (“__________ into”) Chapman’s translation of Homer’s 
Greek epics.
2. In lines 1-3, however, the speaker does not identify himself as a reader, but as an 
adventurous ___________ who has toured “_______” (2 and 3) exotic 
places:  “realms of _______ [regions rich with this metal]” (1); “goodly [large or 
pleasing] states and 
___________” (2); and some “__________ islands” (3).
3.  Line 4 astonishingly suggests that the speaker, who had enumerated his journeys 
from place to place, also seems to be able to travel back in _______, to a pre-
Christian period when “________” (4) or epic poets worshipped—that is, they 
owed their “_________ [loyalty] to” (4)—_________ , the god of poetry and 
music in ancient Greek and Roman mythology.
4.  How is such time travel possible?  Lines 5-6 reveal the ironic or unexpected answer.  
The speaker has done no physical ____________ at all.  
     (a) His journeys have been mental, through __________ the classical literature of  
Greece and Rome, whose writings had as their setting the area around the 
Mediterranean ______.

     (b) Ancient Greece dominated the Mediterranean’s eastern end while the later 
Roman Empire spanned the sea and even stretched to some “islands” (3) beyond 
its “__________” (3) boundary. 
     (c) In line 5 the speaker focuses on one “wide __________ [large area]” of this 
classical literary tradition, that which was ruled by the Greek epic poet “deep-
_________ Homer” (6), so called because even in Keats’s time a  brow or 
___________ with prominent furrows or wrinkles, presumably forged by fervid 
deep thinking,  was believed to be a sign of genius. 
     (d)  Echoing the geographical terms used earlier—“_________ of gold” (1) and 
“_________ and kingdoms” (2)—the speaker describes the epic poet’s writing 
as Homer’s rich literary “__________ [domain or realm]” (6).
5.  In line 5 when the speaker says that “Oft [Often]” he had “been _______” of 
Homer’s epics, he means that he had read many English translations of them.
     (a)  However, all these renditions had left him dissatisfied because they did not 
convey or let him “__________” the “pure _________” (7), that is, inhale or 
take in the clear sublime epic atmosphere which the speaker had heard the 
original Greek of The Iliad and The __________ possessed.
     (b) This disappointment immediately ceased when  he read the English translation of 
them made by “__________” (8), who the speaker exults had captured in 
sound and word choice the “_______ [intense]” and “_______ [daring]” (8) 
qualities of Homer’s poetic genius.     
B.  SESTET

1.  With the background reasons or _________ for the speaker’s frustration regarding 
Homer established in the octave, the sestet describes the immediate, but 
profound, __________ (consequences or results) experienced by the speaker 
on finally discovering an uplifting translation of __________ epics.


Thus the first eight lines recount how the speaker felt _________ he read 
Chapman’s version and the last six lines how he felt ________ reading it. 

2.  This translation revealed to him not only the Greek poet’s brilliance, but also a 
broader truth about the rich discoveries which great ____________offers to 
every reader.    
3.  To convey these effects, the speaker uses two similes of exploration and 
discovery.  

     (a)  A simile is a comparison of two things not in the same class or group.  The 
comparison is made explicit by using the linking words like, as, or than.

Examples of similes comparing speedy people with a fast animal:


(1)  He ran _______ a deer in that race.


(2)  She runs ____ fast ____ a deer.

(3)  They run faster _______ deer.

     (b)  In Keats’s sonnet which linking word is used in lines 9 and 11?  _______.       
4.  What is the first simile which the speaker employs?


He compares his excitement at chancing upon an inspiring translation of 
Homer (after reading so many disappointing ones) to that felt by a tireless  
astronomer or “__________ of the ________” (9) who is rewarded for his 
perseverance by discovering a “new _________” (10).

Note:  The word “ken” (pronounced like the name “Ken”) is a rarely used noun 
meaning “range of vision.”


The implication is that through such steadfastness all readers of literature can 
gain this reward of a life-changing ____________. 

5.  What is the second simile of the sestet?


(a)  The speaker compares the excitement of his discovery of Homer’s genius to 
that felt by a great geographical explorer, the early 16th-century Spaniard 
Hernando “__________” (11) on discovering “the ___________” Ocean (12).


Note:  This is one of the most glaring factual errors in British literature.  Keats 
confused Cortez (1485-1547), the conqueror of Mexico, with Vasco Balboa 
(1475?–1519), the Spanish explorer who in 1513 was the first recorded European 
to catch sight of the Pacific Ocean from the heights of “_________” (14), the 
early name for the Isthmus of  present-day Panama.

(b)  This second simile suggests two qualities which successful readers must have:  
First, like the explorer they must be “________” (11), that is, brave or daring, 
as in our modern word “stouthearted.” 

Not satisfied with the popular or easy interpretation of a literary work,  
courageous _________ search for its deeper, uncharted meaning.  

Additionally good readers must be observant of the smallest details; that is, they 
must see with “________ eyes” (11) the intricacies of a great literary work.    

In his bold and intricate translation of Homer, __________ displayed both of 
these qualities, just as Homer himself had in the original ________ of his epics. 

(c)  This simile also reveals the typical effects felt by readers on making such 
discoveries:  They are rendered speechless—“_________” (14)—but their minds 
are reeling—filled with “wild __________ [unharnessed speculation]” (13)—
about  the implications of the discovery just made.
II.  THEMES   
      What are the main themes (central ideas) of the sonnet?  

     1.  Exploration and discovery.


(a) The world of great ____________ offers every reader a sense of  
excitement and adventure.
    
(b)  This mental experience rivals that which is felt by explorers and discoverers 
of the ___________ universe.
     2.  In Keats’s sonnet these related themes are exemplified by mentioning four  
explorers and their discoveries.  Who and what are they?


(a) The speaker of the poem discovers Chapman’s enlightening 
______________ of Homer’s epic poems (8).


(b) The astronomer in the poem discovers a “______ planet” (10), one never 
before seen by another human being.

(c)  Cortez is identified in the poem as the first known European to discover the 
__________ Ocean (11-12).

(d)  The readers of Keats’s sonnet discover that great books allow them to 
_________ to places they could never physically visit.  

Opening up unimaginable vistas, such books are like undiscovered and 
_____________ lands.      

ANSWER KEY
I.  Introduction

     1.  fourteen.

     
Note to teacher:  There are two major types of sonnets:  the Petrarchan (or 
Italian) sonnet and the Shakespearean (or English) sonnet.

Keats’s “On First Looking” is a Petrarchan sonnet since it has the two-part 
structure of octave and sestet.


Note to teacher:  See point 4, page 8, of the following “Additional Notes and 
Commentary” for a more detailed explanation of these two typed of sonnets. 

     2.  (a)  eight; six.

          (b)  octave; effects.
     3.  Homer; century.

     4.  Chapman; Greek.


Note to teacher:  See point 3, pp. 7-8, for more details on Chapman and his 
translation of Homer’s epics.
     5.  poets (or writers).  

Note to teacher:  See points 1 and 2, p. 7, for the events surrounding Keats’s 
composition of this sonnet and its publication history. 
II.  Structure of Keats’s Sonnet

     A.  Octave

      1.  causes; first; looking.


Note to teacher:  Keats uses “looking into” in his title of the sonnet because he 
had read only selected passages from Chapman’s translation of Homer.  He did 
not wish to give the impression that he had read and studied it in its entirety.  See 
point 2, page 7, for a more detailed discussion of this point. 

     2.  traveler; many; gold; kingdoms; western.


Note to teacher:  In some school texts, “travell’d” (1) is spelled as “travelled” or 
“traveled.”
     3.  time; bards; fealty; Apollo.

     4.  traveling.

         (a)  reading; Sea.

         (b)  western.

         (c)  expanse; brow’d; forehead.  

Note to teacher:  In some school texts, “brow’d” is spelled as “browed.”
         (d)  realms; states; demesne.


Note to teacher:  In the poem Keats uses an acceptable alternate pronunciation of 
“demesne”: “di [short i as in “dilute”] mean [long e].” Thus its second syllable 
perfectly rhymes with “seen” (2), “been” (3)—in British English “been” is 
pronounced as “bean,” that is, with a long e,” not the short e in the name “Ben,” 
as in American English—and “serene” (7).  See point 12, pages 10-11, for a fuller 
discussion of “demesne.”

       5.  told.  
         (a)  breathe; serene; Odyssey.  


Note to teacher:  In filling in blanks in a handout, students should underline the 
title of a literary work which would be italicized when typing on a word processor.

See point 13 and 14, pages 11-12, for a more detailed explanation, including the 
name of the great English poet from whom Keats borrowed the wording “pure 
serene.”   
       (b)  Chapman; loud; bold.
     B.  Sestet


1.  causes; six; effects; Homer’s; before; after.

2.   literature.


3.  (a)  like; as; as; than.

      (b)  like.


4.  (a)  watcher; skies; planet.


       Note to teacher:  See point 16, page 12, of “Additional Notes” below for details 
      
about the 1781 discovery of the planet Uranus. 

     (b)  discovery.


5.  (a)  Cortez; Pacific; Darien. 

       Note to teacher:  See points 17, 19, and 21, pages 12-14, for more detailed 
 

explanations 
about Cortez, Balboa, the Pacific, and Darien.


        Note to teacher:  In some school texts “star’d” (12) and “Look’d” (13) are 


spelled as “stared” and “Looked.” 



     (b)  stout; readers; eagle; Chapman; Greek.


        Note to teacher:  See point 18, page 14, for Keats’s original version of “eagle 


eyes.”

     (c)  silent; surmise.


       Note to teacher:  See point 20, page 14, for an alternate analysis of “Silent . . . 
 

wild surmise.”
III.  Theme

     1. (a)  literature.

         (b)  physical.

     2.  (a)  translation.  
           (b)  new.  
           (c)  Pacific.  
           (d)  travel; unexplored.



ADDITIONAL NOTES AND COMMENTARY FOR TEACHERS


Below are 21 notes on “On First Looking” that I amassed during research for a graduate-level course I was to teach on the English Romantic poets.  A few of these details you may wish to incorporate into your class period devoted to Keats’s sonnet.    

1.  Date of Composition and Publication: “On First Looking” was written in October 
1816.  This original version was printed in The Examiner, a minor London 
magazine edited by the Romantic poet Leigh Hunt, in its December 1, 1816, issue.  

Two lines of the original were revised in the version which Keats used when the 
sonnet was reprinted as the first poem in his first book, Poems, published in 
March 1817.  

These revisions in lines 7 and 11 are discussed in points 13 and 18, pages 11 
and 13, below. 
2.  Real-life Incident which Inspired the Poem:  Charles Cowden Clarke (1787-1877), a 
literary friend of the twenty-one year-old Keats (1795-1821), borrowed a copy of 
the folio edition of George Chapman’s The Whole Works of Homer, published in 
1616, from his friend the editor of The London Times.  

Chapman’s translation had long been out of print, replaced by the popular 
English translation of Homer’s epics by the great eighteenth-century poet 
Alexander Pope.  

Clarke invited Keats to his residence and the two budding poets stayed up all 
night reading selected passages from Chapman’s vigorous translation. (Hence the 
title of the sonnet “On First Looking into”; that is, Keats did not want to give the 
impression that he had read closely all of Chapman’s translation; he had merely 
“looked into” it.)

In an article “Recollections of Writers” which Clarke published in The 
Gentleman’s Magazine in 1874 (that is, almost sixty years after Keats’s sonnet 
was published), he recalled how overwhelmed both he and Keats were by 
Chapman’s “loud and bold” (line 8 of Keats’s sonnet) translation of Homer, so 
different from Pope’s prim and proper rendition.

In his article Clarke even listed some of the famous passages from both Pope’s 
and Chapman’s versions which they compared; the two agreed that in these 
sections Chapman better captured the Homeric spirit.  

Clarke even remembered how excited Keats was by Chapman’s description of the 
shipwrecked Odysseus coming to shore in Book 5 of Homer’s The Odyssey.          


Leaving Clarke’s residence at dawn, Keats went home and immediately wrote his 
famous sonnet, at 10 a.m. sending it to Clarke, who was stunned by its brilliance.

Keats made a few minor emendations in this manuscript of the poem sent to 
Clarke before it was 
published on December 1, 1816.  However, he did not correct 
the factual error of line 11, where he confuses two Spanish explorers by 
designating Cortez, not Balboa, as the European discoverer of the Pacific 
Ocean.
3.  George Chapman:  Keats did not read Greek, so he was unaware of how many 
liberties Chapman (himself not a well-qualified Greek scholar) took in his 
translation.  


Still, Chapman’s was the first English translation of Homer’s works.  He 
published his translation of The Iliad in stages, the first books (or chapters) in 
1598 and the remainder during 1601-02.  His translation of the Odyssey 
appeared in parts spread over 1614-15.  As noted above in point 2, page 7, the 
folio edition of Chapman’s The Whole Works of Homer was published in 1616.

Popular for awhile, Chapman’s translation fell out of favor with John Dryden’s 
more 
exact 1700 translation and particularly with the 1715 rendition by Pope, 
who had hired classical Greek scholars to assist him.  The latter had become the 
popular (even standard) version of Homer’s works by the time Keats wrote his 
1816 sonnet, exactly two hundred years after Chapman’s folio edition. 

Chapman’s translation of The Iliad is in iambic hexameter (14 syllables to a line 
or seven iambic feet) couplets (two rhymed lines), while his translation of The 
Odyssey is in iambic pentameter (10 syllable to a line) couplets.


Most critics agree that although Chapman’s translation at times is more robust 
and his language choice is sometimes daring, his knowledge of ancient Greek was 
not expert enough to make his translation true to Homer’s original.  
Furthermore, since 
Homer did not use rhyme, almost any rhymed translation of 
his epics (such as Chapman’s or Pope’s) is necessarily artificial and 
strained.


Despite Keats’s enthusiasm for it, to modern tastes Chapman’s translation of 
Homer is regarded not only as second-rate but also as tedious.

4.  Petrarchan Sonnet:  The octave-sestet division (and its rhyme scheme) make Keats’s 
“On First Looking” a Petrarchan (or Italian) sonnet.  It is so named because it was 
popularized by the 14th-century Italian poet Francesco Petrarch.  

While Keats’s sonnet follows the cause-effect pattern, other Petrarchan sonnets 
present a problem, express a doubt, or ask a question in the octave, and solve or 
resolve the problem, remove the doubt, or answer the question in the sestet.

The other major type of sonnet is the Shakespearean (or English) sonnet 
perfected by William Shakespeare in his Sonnets (published in 1609 apparently 
without Shakespeare’s permission and most likely written in the mid-1590s).


The Shakespeare sonnet consists of three quatrains (4-line stanza) and a closing 
couplet (2 lines). It typically has the examples-generalization structural pattern; 
that is, each quatrain presents an example, with the concluding couplet 
offering a generalization based on the proof of the several examples.  

5.  Lines 1-5:  “Much” (1), “many” (2 and 3), and “Oft” (5) emphasize the speaker’s wide 
range of travels, which in line 5 the reader realizes connotes his broad reading 
experience in classical literature. 

At the time Keats wrote this sonnet he had never travelled abroad; in fact, he had 
never left the area around London, England.  


6.  Line 1:  “realms of gold”:  This image suggests worldly mineral riches until line 5 
when Homer’s name appears; then the “realms” are recognized as literary and 
cultural kingdoms.  


Figuratively speaking, the writings of classical Greece and Rome are “realms 
of gold”:  They are often termed the Golden Age of Literature because not only 
did all subsequent secular Western Civilization literature flow from them, but 
also because (many critics believe) classical literature has never been excelled.                                                                                          
Finally, no other critic has suggested this point, but I think “realms” is a pun on 
“reams” of paper from which books are made.  A ream is a “unit of measure for a 
quantity of paper,” with the number of sheets per ream varying from 480 to 516.
7.  Line 3:  “western islands”:  Critics have made several attempts to locate these 
“western islands.”  Since the last four lines of the poem deal with the early 
explorers of the Western Hemisphere (the Americas), some have suggested that 
the reference is to the West Indies, the gateway to the gold and silver of Mexico.  
However, at Keats’s time tourists (as the speaker of the poem is presenting 
himself) never traveled to the West Indies, overrun with slave plantations.  

Most tellingly, line 4 rules out the West Indies since the speaker says that the 
poets (“bards) of these “western islands” worshipped Apollo, a Greek and Roman 
god venerated only in the area around the Mediterranean Sea. 


With the mention of Homer in lines 5-6, to some critics the reference to “western 
islands” (3) now becomes apparent because Odysseus, the epic hero of Homer’s 
The Odyssey, spent ten years sailing through a string of Ionian Sea islands, all of 
which are off the “western” coast of continental Greece.


The speaker as traveler seems to be stating that he himself retraced the route 
supposedly taken by Odysseus on his return voyage to his island and kingdom 
Ithaca, located in the northwestern section of the Ionian Sea.


I doubt this interpretation because this section of the poem where “western 
islands” are mentioned precedes the specification of Homer’s “wide expanse” (5), 
his epics dealing with the siege and fall of Troy and the travels of Odysseus.   


Consequently, I believe that the first four lines are designed to give an overview of 
ancient Mediterranean literature, both Greek and Roman, and that “western 
islands” refer to isles in the western parts of the Mediterranean, some of which 
are mentioned in the Roman poet Virgil’s Latin epic The Aeneid, for instance.

Since it is only at line 5 that the speaker zeroes in on the Homeric Grecian part of 
the Mediterranean, the “western islands” should not be associated with Odysseus.  

By the way, while most Olympian gods had different names in Greek and Latin 
terminology (for instance, the Greek Zeus was called by Romans Jupiter), 
“Apollo” (4) is the name of the god of poetry in both ancient Greece and ancient 
Rome, more proof I feel that the first four lines of Keats’s sonnet present a 
panorama of classical Mediterranean literature.   
8.  Line 3:  “have I been”:  As I did in the Answer Key II.A.4.(d), I stress that in British 
English “been” has a long e and is pronounced the same as the word “bean.” 


Almost all of your pupils will likely be familiar only with the American 
pronunciation of “been” with a short e and sounded as the name “Ben.”


I give this caution because some of my college students have brought up either 
that in line 3 “been” is a slant rhyme for “seen” (2), “demesne” (6) and “serene” 
(7) or that “been” (7) rhymes perfectly with three rhymed words in the sestet:  
“ken” (10), “men” (12), and “Darien” (14), all of which use a short e.


Additionally, without the explanation of the British pronunciation of “been,” 
some of your 
students will miss out on one of the brilliant rhyming contrasts 
between the 
octave and the sestet:  The former uses the long e for the rhymes in 
lines 2, 3, 6, and 7, while the sestet counterpoints this long e sound with the short 
e rhymes in 10, 12, and 14.  

Keats, who rivals Spencer, Shakespeare, and Pope in his mastery of the sound 
elements of English poetry, reveled in such subtle aural balancing.      

9.  Line 4:  “fealty”:  Normally pronounced as three syllables, (fee ul tee); its first 
syllable has a long e sound and receives primary stress; the second syllable has a 
schwa sound and receives tertiary (or minimal) stress; and the third syllable has a 
long e  sound and receives secondary stress.


That said, Keats uses an acceptable elision, omitting the schwa and forming a 
two-syllable pronunciation, feel tee, with the primary stress on the first syllable.   
Thus line 4 has the requisite ten syllables, not the odd eleven.     
10.  Line 5:  “wide expanse”:  A metaphor for Homer’s sprawling epic poems.           
11.  Line 6:  “deep-brow’d Homer”:  An alternate interpretation to the idea that “deep-
brow’d” refers to the deep 
furrows in Homer’s brow or forehead, forged by 
intense meditation and attesting to his wisdom, is that Keats simply meant that 
Homer had a large forehead, which for thousands of years was also believed to be 
a sign of a person with a massive brain.


It is interesting that in the handwritten first manuscript of the poem, Keats wrote 
“low-browed”; then he crossed out “low” and wrote over it “deep.”


The expression “low-browed” would seem to be an insult since “lowbrow” 
indicates a person who lacks cultivated or intellectual tastes.  

I do not believe that Keats would use this first epithet to describe the great 
Homer in order to demean him.  
Thus “low-browed” must have a different 
connotation.  

Having served as an apprentice to a surgeon (1811-1816), Keats would have 
studied the human anatomy.  His medical studies would have doubtless 
introduced him to the archeological discoveries which had shown that ancient 
people had slightly smaller foreheads than later human beings.  

Thus Keats may have used “low-browed” to indicate that Homer, regarded by 
many as the first poet, lived in ancient times. 


However, on a second reading of his manuscript, Keats could have realized that 
“low-browed” might be interpreted as an insult of Homer, so he changed it to 
“deep-
browed” to stress the depth of Homer’s epics.

Incidentally there is a bust of Homer in the British Museum, a Roman copy of a 
lost Hellenistic original of the 2nd century BC. It shows the forehead of Homer 
with three prominent furrows.  

Keats’s 1817 poem “On Seeing the Elgin Marbles” attests that he visited the 
British Museum.  However, there is no record that he saw that bust of Homer, 
which also has three deep wrinkles between the eyebrows, perhaps to accentuate 
the squinting of a blind person since Homer was reportedly sightless.      

12.  Line 6:  “his demesne”:  This reference follows up the earlier geographical terms 
used in lines 1-2.  

The French-based word “demesne” is usually pronounced as “di main” (short i as 
in “dilute” and long a, with the stress on the second syllable).  However, an 
alternate correct pronunciation is “di mean” (short i and long e, with the stress 
again on the second syllable.  

Here this latter pronunciation is obviously used by Keats so that “demesne” 
rhymes with “seen” (2), “been” (3, British pronunciation), and “serene” (7).        

13.  Line 7:  “Yet never did I breathe its pure serene”:  In Keats’s first manuscript version 
of the poem and in its subsequent first magazine publication, line 7 read, “Yet 
could I never judge what Men could mean,” which may be paraphrased as “I 
could never understand (‘judge’) the high evaluation of Homer by critics or 
scholars (‘Men’) who could read the original Greek of Homer.”  

For this reason, Keats’s sonnet asserts that the power of Homer’s works had 
eluded him until he read parts of Chapman’s translation.  


Charles Cowden Clarke, who (as noted above in point 2, page 7) showed Keats the 
translation, in his 1874 article said that Keats revised line 7 of the sonnet in his 
first published book Poems (March 1817) because he said the original version 
of the line was “bald and too simply wondering”; that is, the line was too patent 
and outright a statement as in “a bald lie,” and too greatly displayed overt, not 
subtle, “wonder” or amazement.

Since Clarke was using his recall of an assessment made by Keats almost sixty 
years 
in the past, his commentary might be challenged.  A more probable 
explanation of why the line was changed is a criticism made by Leigh Hunt, the 
editor of the 
magazine in which the sonnet first appeared and a critic whom 
Keats respected.  

In that issue Hunt praised “On First Looking,” but he added that it contained 
“one incorrect line,” without specifying in print which line. 


Since Keats replaced only line 7 when the poem was republished in book form, 
some critics speculate that Keats had been told by Hunt that the “incorrect line” 
was line 7 since it contained a same or identical rhyme, a repetition which was 
regarded at that time as a major defect in a poem.    


The same rhymes in the original are “demesne” (line 6, pronounced “di mean”) 
and “Men could mean” (line 7), an awkward repetition of “mean.”   By 
ending the revised line 7 with “serene,” Keats avoided this fault of a duplicated 
morpheme.  

14.  Line 7:  “breathe its pure serene”:  Most certainly Keats borrowed this phrase from 
an earlier English Romantic poet Samuel Coleridge who used it in his 1802 poem 
“Hymn Before Sunrise in the Vale [Valley] of Chamouni.”  

There in lines 70-85 Coleridge apostrophizes Mount Blanc in the Swiss Alps, the 
peaks of many of which poke through the clouds :  “Thou too, hoar [ancient] 
Mount [Blanc], with thy sky-pointing peaks 
. . . glittering through the pure 
serene / Into the depth of clouds  that veil thy breast— . . . stupendous  Mountain 
. . . tell . . . [the] rising sun [that] Earth . . . praises God.” 

Here “the pure serene” means the clear unclouded expanse of sky from the top 
(or head) of Mount Blanc to the band of clouds around its directly lower level 
(called the mountain’s “breast”).


In Keats’s poem “its pure serene” metaphorically refers to the clear rarefied air 
suffusing Homer’s writings, producing their balance of intricacy (depth and 
breadth) and simplicity (purity of vision).

By “breath[ing]” the “pure serene” of Homer’s writing, the speaker makes this 
unpolluted air a part of his poetic self.  


This interpretation of line 7 is consistent with the original version of line 7:  “Yet 
could I never judge what Men could mean,” which as noted in point 13, page 11, 
can be paraphrased as “I could never understand (‘judge’) the high evaluation of 
critics 
(‘Men’) who could read the original Greek of Homer.”

15.  Line 9:  “Then”:  This conjunction frequently serves as the transition word between 
cause and effect.

16.  Line 10:  “a new planet”:   This refers to Uranus, which was discovered by the British 
astronomer Sir William Hershel in 1781, just fourteen years before Keats was 
born. The ancient and medieval world believed there were only seven planets.  
Uranus was the first planet unknown to ancient astronomers.      


At Enfield charity-school in northern London, which Keats attended from 1802-
1811, the prize that he won for his translation of a passage from Virgil’s Aeneid 
was a copy of John Bonnycastle’s Introduction to Astronomy, which devotes a 
section to Herschel’s discovery of Uranus.

17.  Line 11:  “stout Cortez”:  Correctly spelled as Cortés, but the “Cortez” spelling was 
frequently used in Keats’s time.   The Spanish conqueror of the Aztec Empire of 
Mexico never travelled to Panama and never saw the Pacific Ocean.


(a)  It seems incredible that none of Keats’s friends (or enemies) failed to detect 
his confusion of Balboa and Cortez in the sonnet.  Yet no one made mention of it 
in a letter or an article.  Keats himself seemed unaware of the error since between 
the December 1816 
publication of the sonnet in Hunt’s magazine and its 
publication in his first book of poems four months later he had the chance to 
remove the error (just as he had replaced all of line 7 because Hunt had pointed 
out his rhyming error).  However, he did not.   

In fact, it was not until forty-five years after the poem’s publication that the great 
English poet 
Alfred Lord Tennyson (a devoted admirer of Keats’s poetry) became 
the first person to point out the historical error in print.

One critic has suggested that even if the inaccuracy had been drawn to 
Keats’s attention, he would have hesitated to correct it since “Balboa” has three 
syllables while “Cortez” has only two; the extra syllable of “Balboa” would have 
disrupted the rhythm and hence scansion of the line, this critic adds.  (See the 
Wikipedia article, “On First Looking.”) 

This argument appears fallacious to me since Keats could have just as easily 
left out the redundant adjective “stout” (since all explorers are inherently “brave” 
or “daring”)  and changed “Or like stout Cortez” to “Or like Balboa.”  

In fact, that change would have perfected the scansion of the line because Keats 
himself did not seem to realize that in the pronunciation of Cortez, the stress 
correctly goes on the second syllable (-tez), not on the first (Cor).


Keats, a poetic genius whose formal education at Enfield charity-school (1802-
1810), 
was not the best, had problems with the pronunciation of foreign names.  

It should be pointed out that just before the publication of Keats’s long poem 
Endymion (1818), his publisher discovered that Keats had placed an incorrect 
stress on several names from classical mythology—apparently never having heard 
them pronounced correctly—thereby destroying the scansion of more than a few 
lines.   


Knowing that critics would leap on this poetic defect to castigate the book, the 
publisher stayed up all nights pointing out all the errors of mispronunciation and 
supervised as Keats corrected them, by adding or deleting a syllable from the 
faulty lines.

(b)  The cause of Keats’s Cortez-Balboa confusion may be traced to a history book 
Keats came across at Enfield charity-school when he was 14 or 15, William 
Robertson’s History of America.  History was not a part of the school’s 
curriculum, but this book was added to the school’s library around this time.

Keats must have read it because in his sonnet he seems to have conflated two 
scenes described by Robertson: 
Balboa’s sighting of the Pacific Ocean and 
Cortez’s first view of the Valley of 
Mexico.


(1)  Balboa:  According to Robertson, in 1513 Balboa was told by the 
natives of what is now Panama about a great body of water visible from a peak.  
They led the Spanish explorer and his soldiers up the mountain, but nearing its 
top, Balboa halted his men and the natives, choosing to view the spectacle by 
himself.  



At the sight of the endless stretch of water, the Spaniard fell to his knees 
and broke into a prayer to God for bringing him to this great ocean, one of His 
grandest creations. 
(Keats’s sonnet omits Balboa’s falling to his knees and the 
uttered prayer.)  


Robertson continues that Balboa’s soldiers, observing their leader’s 
transported manner, rushed upward to join him in his amazement and 
exultation.


(2)  Cortez:  Again according to Robertson, after a long march inland to the 
Aztec 
capital, Cortez and his soldiers reached the top of the ring of volcanoes 
around the city in November 1519.  


Below in the 
Valley of Mexico they beheld the massive Lake Texcoco, in 
the middle of which were the unexpected splendors of the island city of 
Tenochtitlan 
(now the downtown area of modern-day Mexico City).  


That these natives, whom the Spaniards regarded as savages, could 
construct a “Venice” (the word used by Cortez in a letter) filled him and his men 
with astonishment.  Cortez wrote that at first they questioned whether they were 
merely dreaming and doubted whether such a magnificent scene really existed.


(3)  The situations of the two accounts of Robertson are similar:  In both a 
Spanish explorer positioned on a high place views an unexpected large body of 
water.  


This similarity may have caused Keats, who after all had read History of 
America around six years ago, to confuse Balboa with Cortez.  


The immediate praise of the poem by Keats’s literary friends and its 
acceptance for publication by the magazine editor Leigh Hunt, who obviously did 
not spot the historical inaccuracy, perhaps blinded Keats himself to the need to 
check whether or not it was really Cortez who “discovered” the Pacific Ocean.                     
18.  Line 11:  “with eagle eyes”:  In the manuscript and the subsequent magazine 
publication of the sonnet, this phrase was “with wond’ring eyes,” that is, with 
eyes full of amazement.  

As in the revision of line 7, Keats sought a less overt statement of Cortez’s 
wonderment by using the metaphor “eagle eyes.”

19.  Line 12:  “Pacific”:  The relative serenity of the Pacific Ocean, especially when 
compared to the often violent Atlantic, may hark back to the “pure serene” of 
Homer’s epic poems. 

20.  Line 13-14:  “wild surmise . . . Silent”:  Some critics stress a difference between how 
the expedition’s leader viewed the Pacific and how his men beheld it:  Cortez 
“star’d” (12) 
silently (14) 
at the massive body of water like an eagle searching 
for its prey while his men silently “Look’d” not at the ocean but “at each other 
with a wild surmise” (13).  


Dumbstruck, they are flooded by a bewildering variety of guesses, as to what lies 
beyond the horizon.

The uses of the dashes in lines 12-13 suggest that Keats meant “Silent” to refer to 
both Cortez and his men.       

21.  Line 14:  “Darien”:  The Darien mountain range runs the length of the Isthmus of 
Darien now called Panama.  

Keats intends the standard three-syllable pronunciation, Dar e en:  the first 
syllable has a short a sound as in the word “dare” and is given secondary stress; 
the second syllable i has a long e sound and receives tertiary (or minimal) stress; 
the third syllable has a short e sound, is given primary (or maximum) stress, and 
consequently rhymes with “ken” (10), and “men” (12).
