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Betwixt you and I – cer tainly I
have gained more from poor
Keats who is dead and gone
than from any other source –
he in tro duced [me] to all the
learned men I know – and
helped me on my paint ing by
his great mind – and then his
Friend ship and death are so in‐ 
ter woven with my name that it
will be forever an honor to me.

1. ‘Writ in Water’: Keats and
Severn, a Double Por trait
This rev el a tion in a let ter, bur ied for much too long in the archives of
the Keats House, in Hamp stead, from the now fam ous ‘Friend of
Keats’, Joseph Severn – trav el ling part ner and sole com pan ion dur ing
the last days of John Keats in Rome –, is now part of a col lec tion of
let ters and mem oirs ed ited by Grant Scott in 2005; a se lec tion of ex‐ 
tracts and an not ated bits of fam ily cor res pond ence in ad di tion to the
tran scrip tion of Severn’s most sig ni fic ant, al though in com plete, ma‐ 
nu scripts which seem to have shed new light on Keats’s art and
name/fame. This ma ter ial has forced the Keat sian schol ar ship to re- 
examine the Keats- Severn con tro versy, pro pelled by many to the
higher sphere of un dy ing love and Chris tian self- sacrifice, as well as
dig deeper into Keats’s un likely ‘posthum ous ex ist ence’ 1 – as he him‐ 
self called it – of two artists brought to gether by the ne ces sit ies of
money, per sonal in terest and tuber cu losis. A com mon path(ology)
which has some what sur vived the test of time: from the shared cabin
on board the Maria Crowther to the twin tombs and epi taphs in the
Rome Prot est ant Cemetery. Such a lit er ary per spect ive, in the form of
a tale or a myth, from the ship to the grave, is symp to matic of the
grow ing in terest, amongst Ro mantic schol ars, for this some what dys‐ 
func tional re la tion ship, at times ig nored (as if Severn had been, in his
twen ties, bur ied alive along with Keats) at times over- idealised: ‘It is
per haps the most dra matic fore short en ing of any life in lit er ary his ‐
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tory (Scott 2005� 1)’. Food for thought or rather food for naught and
yet the sub stance of a large Vic torian her it age, forever in love with
this sen ti mental jour ney south of two ‘poet- painters’ (Oscar Wilde)
whose fates rely on an in ter woven tapestry of Names; one of which
will, of course, be John Ruskin. Only to his brother and under the seal
of fam ily secrecy can Severn trust the pri vacy of con fes sion to admit
the truth – the ugly truth: ‘I have gained more from poor Keats who is
dead and gone than from any other source’ (Scott 2005� 269). Severn
here un masked: the state ment bears his own sig na ture. Cir cum‐ 
stances also seem to par tially clear his name. At Wil liam Haslam’s re‐ 
quests and John Taylor’s, Keats’s ed itor, we know that Severn had
been but a poor sub sti tute for Charles Brown, being urged to take the
best friend’s place at the last minute. In the end, there was just simply
no one else who was will ing to go. The at trac tion and priv ilege of an
ap par ent ‘de vo tion’ 2 to the ‘great’ but ‘poor’ poet was the right to
leave Eng land and the re stric ted circles of the Royal Academy for the
prom ise of a more fash ion able exile and its range of Italian in flu ences.
How ever, the flaw Severn dis played when he sought to ex pand rap‐ 
idly and some times with poor judge ment his artistic com munity was
fail ing to dis crim in ate between some of his more frivol ous en coun‐ 
ters with lords and count esses and such stronger bonds as the one he
helped es tab lish between the two Johns: the Ro mantic poet, Keats,
and the Vic torian critic, Ruskin. Con trary to Severn’s own eman cip a‐ 
tion from the quar ant ine of the ‘Cock ney poet’ in Naples into the
health ier ranks of no bil ity in Rome, Wil liam Sharp, Severn’s first bio‐ 
grapher, des pite a cer tain care less ness in provid ing his read er ship
with re li able facts and re sources, gives non ethe less a more ob ject ive
ver sion of how the painter was in many ways re war ded for his at tach‐ 
ment to the poet. He fi nally in sists on how such an af fil i ation al lowed
the Severn circle to ex tend it self bey ond so cial and tem poral lim it a‐ 
tions:

The un ex pec ted re ward which his de vo tion to Keats had won him
was not long delayed in the com ing, and it is pleas ant to know that,
as one in stance, so good a judge of art and lit er at ure as Mr. Er skine
of Lin la then first took an in terest in the young artist, and com mis ‐
sioned a pic ture from him, on ac count of his con nec tion with the
poet, whose early death was even then re garded by not a few as a
dis astrous loss to Eng lish lit er at ure. Later on, he won the friend ship



Misplaced Labels: Picturing Keats from Severn to Ruskin

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

of Mr. Ruskin, Mr. Glad stone, and other em in ent men, primar ily on
the same ac count. ‘You would be sur prised’, he writes, ‘how often I
am poin ted out here as the friend of Keats (Sharp 1892� 147-48).

The last quote men tioned by Sharp is an ex cerpt from one of the
most fam ous of Severn’s fam ily let ters writ ten from l’Ac cri cia near
Rome, on 4 Oc to ber 1824, to his sis ter Maria, in which the painter ad‐ 
mits that his part ner ship with Keats has provided him with a con sid‐ 
er able suc cess on the Italian pictorial scene. In ad di tion, Severn re‐ 
veals that, in stead of build ing his life and art in the shadow of Keats’s
name, he has planned his artistic ca reer in col lab or a tion with Keats’s
fame. Fi nally, Severn views his in debted ness to the poet, not as a be‐ 
littling crutch but rather as a re ward ing source of pride:

2

Owing to this Lady’s death I have added a num ber of great and ser ‐
vice able friends to my fu ture life - is it not sin gu lar that to my
acqua[i]nt ance (sic) - and then gave me this order for the ‘Lear’ - my
com ing with Keats and friend ship for him - will be a never fad ing
Laurel, for every one knows it, as Keats’s name is rising, and every one
re spects my char ac ter for it. - You would be sur prised, how often it is
men tioned to me - and how I am poin ted out as the friend of the Poet
Keats. - It was the work of Provid ence for my good both in mind and
for tune. - I can never cease to re mem ber it, and be thank ful to God -
for turn ing to good what I began so care lessly. - it was a risk in deed
(Scott 2005� 262).

As time passed, Severn’s al lu sions to the sig ni fic ance of this com plex
part ner ship with Keats grew in length and num ber as the painter was
look ing for a stronger motive to jus tify his trip to Italy, turn ing the
whole ex per i ence into a pos it ive ad ven ture, whatever the set backs,
for the sake of fam ily pur poses and peace of mind:

3

I hope still to have the hap pi ness to see my poor dear Mother, and
should now be on my way but for the losses I have had, yet still if some ‐
thing turns up I shall set off to Eng land for I long to come and see you
all it will be 17 years in Oc to ber since you & I sailed down the Thames
with poor Keats, I see you now in my mind’s eye, and the blue coat you
had on, I can never for get you - how pale you look’d at the scene we
had passed and how I trembled - yet all this was for the best, for I could
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not ex pect to have done what I have done here, or cer tainly made so
many friends who are cap able of serving my fam ily (Scott 2005� 340)

Keats there fore be came the centre of the Severn fam ily’s main pre oc‐ 
cu pa tions as did his daily state of mind and the status of his bad
health in ex change for Severn’s ever in creas ing role in what Lord
Brock called the poet’s ‘tragedy of the last ill ness’. A new poet- painter
broth er hood (a first glimpse into the Pre- Raphaelite her it age surely)
which, des pite the un happy cir cum stances, was to bear more than
one fruit, res ult ing in the mar riage of one fam ily of artists to an other:
Severn’s son, Ar thur, with Ruskin’s Scot tish cousin and ward, Miss
Joan Ruskin Agnew. This proud union, Severn an nounced once again
in one of his nu mer ous let ters to his sis ter Maria, on 7 Decem ber
1870, while he was still Brit ish con su late, in Rome: ‘You’ll be sur prised
to hear that the sixth mar riage in my dear fam ily is soon to take place
– Ar thur is to be mar ried to Miss Joan Agnew who has a house &
garden on Den mark Hill’ (Scott 2005� 529). Severn’s own merit re lies
in deed upon his own am bi tion and his stub born ness in re fus ing to
share with oth ers some of his closer re la tions, some what selfishly
per haps but con vinced, in the long run, that keep ing his circle in tact
would res ult in a for tu nate out come for every one.

4

2. Sons and Daugh ters: Severn,
Ruskin and the Fam ily Name
John Ruskin, im pressed by the scope of Severn’s in flu en tial circle,
draws, in his Prae ter ita, an in cred ibly vivid por trait of the ‘lov ingly
hu mor ous’ painter, after hav ing first come upon him and George
Rich mond, at Severn’s house in Via Rasella, when he vis ited Rome for
the first time in 1840�

5

But there is noth ing in any circle that never I saw or heard of, like Mr.
Joseph Severn then was in Rome. He un der stood every body, nat ive
and for eign, civil and ec cle si astic, in what was nicest in them, and
never saw any thing else than the nicest; or saw what other people
got angry about as only a hu mor ous part of the nature of things. (....)
Lightly saga cious, lov ingly hu mor ous, dain tily sen ti mental, he was in
coun cil with the car din als to- day, and at pic nic in Cam pagna with
the bright est Eng lish belles to- morrow; and caught the hearts of all
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in the golden net of his good will and good un der stand ing, as if life
were but for him the rip pling chant of his fa vour ite song,- ‘Gente, e
qui l’uc cel latore’ (II, 249).

A few dec ades later, Ruskin’s protégée was to marry Severn’s son and
be come part of the father- painter’s en larged fam ily, here as so ci ated
to the memory of Keats as well as to the changes that oc curred
through out the years on the Italian scene:

6

So you want to know what Joan said about her visit to you & here it is
‘Ar thur and I went on Monday last to see your Sis ter (our Aunt Maria)
& found her very well. I thought her such a sweet old Lady & very
hand some. I hope to be able to go & see her pretty often’— There
now I think you’ll be well pleased with my daugh ter Joan (...) The
selling of my pic ture of Keats Grave has been a great feather in my
cap – I am glad to hear that poor dear Tom is able to go up & down
the stairs, and that you showd (sic) off in a new gown for Joan’s visit
& that have sum mer days—What you say about the cli mate chan ging
is cer tainly true. Easter is no longer very fine at Rome but has al ways
a touch of winter & I think your Easter is now bet ter than when we
re mem ber it as chil dren. 3

In the same way Grant Scott drew our schol arly at ten tion on the
added value of Severn’s private let ters and the know ledge we might
gain from their pub lic a tion, Rachel Dickin son has done very much the
same in her edi tion of Joan Severn’s ‘sense and non sense let ters’ to
John Ruskin. The name of Severn comes up once again in the most
re cent com pil a tions of epis tolary schol ar ship on Ruskin. No sur prise
there. In the same way that the last let ter we quoted could very well
come right out of a Jane Aus ten novel or be in cluded in Rachel
Dickin son’s sens ible re search, there are valu able de tails on Severn’s
pat ri archy and pat ron age as well as on Ruskin’s opin ions on the ideal
arts, on travel or on edu ca tion hid den be hind the ap par ent non sense
of (fe)male af fect a tion. The let ters, al though un sub stan tial at times,
work as a sub sti tute for the critic’s per sonal diary. Sim il arly, Ar thur
Severn’s re col lec tions of his father- in-law show in sight into the realm
of the writer’s per sonal con fes sions and ‘prove ex tremely in ter est ing,
con sid er ing the au thor’s in tim ate as so ci ation with Ruskin and his
great tal ent as a ra con teur’. 4 This tal ent Ar thur surely in her ited from
his father whose com pany and stor ies sev eral of the cen tury’s

7
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greatest minds never ceased to enjoy. If the let ter to his brother
Thomas Severn, writ ten in Rome and dated 10 June 1872, re calls a visit
from Ar thur and Joan at John Ruskin’s re quest in ‘the north of Italy’, it
also men tions the homage paid to a noble line of paint ers and story- 
tellers; a Ruskin- Severn col lab or at ive piece of mem or ab ilia cel eb rated
in the form of a pic ture by Joseph Severn of Joan (Agnew Ruskin)
Severn, ‘the charm ing Bride’:

Lately, I have had the de light of a visit from my Ar thur & his Bride
with Mr. J Ruskin, Mrs Hil liard & her daugh ter & Mr God win. This
was in deed a treat & no doubt my de sire to re turn was partly caused
by the charm ing Bride of fer ing me an asylum in her house at Herne
Hill fear ing that I might have been left penny less. In the re cent visit
she showed me great af fec tion & I was able to draw her pic ture &
pro duce one of my best works – This jour ney is an in vite of Mr. John
Ruskins, but I fear at this mo ment they may be hampered with the
rain & in und a tions in the north of Italy – my Ar thur is pur su ing his
paint ing tho’ not quite bril liantly as at first, he has now the mis for ‐
tune of a little in de pend ence which may im pede his work ing. 5

When the older gen er a tion painted and im mor tal ised the next, the
younger heirs were al ways eager to pre serve the cul tural au thor ity of
their eld ers. Need less to say that both Severn and Ruskin owe a great
deal of their posthum ous glow to the care of a grate ful couple, named
guard i ans of the artists’ secrets and rev el a tions. They felt en titled to
keep their titles, so to speak, the ones they claimed to have rightly in‐ 
her ited. Bey ond the closed circle of friends and fam ily, such claims
opened a new path way into a lar ger polit ical land scape and ‘eco nomy
of art’ (Ruskin 2008� 101-02). In scrib ing the name of the poet as a
trompe- l’œil in stead of a genu ine epi graph would then make for a
power ful state ment on the aes thet ics of writ ing, the value of art and
the birth of mod ern cri ti cism: Ruskin’s re sponse, how ever de ceit ful,
to Keats’s own ‘(pathetic) fal la cies’. 6 In the end, Ar thur and Joan sur‐ 
vived, whatever the cost, forever in debted and per haps slightly
burdened by two, dare we say three, fam ous last names: Severn,
Ruskin and Keats.

8
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3. ‘A Joy for Ever’: Ruskin and the
Keats Leg acy
If Ruskin was in awe of Joseph Severn’s ef fi ciency in equally pleas ing
all the mem bers of his Anglo- Italian co terie, he was cer tainly most
thank ful, as were many oth ers at that time – Shel ley, to name just one
– to have brought Keats to Italy. Keats, the Lon doner; Keats, the
Hamp stead poet: the only Ro mantic who had never trav elled abroad
be fore or even ex pressed the de sire to leave Eng land. Yet Keats, by
way of fantasy and exoti cism, had dreamt of Italy as a heav enly place
of cul ture – a place he came to dis cover, or un cover rather, with
glimpses of dis ap point ment, blinded as he was by his af flic tion and
the rem nants of his patho logy. Be cause he never made it to Venice,
he kept of the city ‘whose Name was [lit er ally] writ in water’ a bet ter
image than the one he drew out of a gloomy Rome. In ad di tion to the
time he spent with Severn, this is also some thing he shared with
Ruskin, aside from the many la bels that were forced onto his Italian
her it age. Venice is here ap proached from an other angle, the sym bol
of its in her ent rich ness in terms of nature and per spect ive: the roots
of an artistic rap proche ment, bey ond the im per at ives of his tory or
chro no logy. Keats and Ruskin: a ‘Ro mantic Vic torian’ pair with a com‐ 
mon friend, a re li able circle, con nec tions lead ing to a sim ilar un der‐ 
stand ing of art and cri ti cism. If Byron and Shel ley be longed to a lar‐ 
ger group of Brit ish poets and paint ers who did in deed travel to this
unique spot (in time) – ‘Lord Byron, we hear, has taken a house for
three years, at Venice; whether we shall see him or not, I do not
know. The num ber of Eng lish who pass through this town is very
great’ 7 – Keats, on the other hand, would have to be con tent with just
pic tur ing its beau ties from afar and in vent his own Gothic re vival
with no real image in mind, all the while lack ing in what the Ro‐ 
mantics would pro mote as cul tural ex per i ence. By re con struct ing, in
the un fin ished Eve of St. Mark, a Veni tian sanc tu ary for his heroin,
whose dis cov ery marks the cli max of this holy frag ment, Keats seems
to be wan der ing off with her, away from dark thoughts but his mind
re struc tured by a Book of le gends and pious po etry. This ce re mo nial,
more than simply hon our ing the power of evoc a tion amongst the
ruins, gives the poet a chance to revel in ar chi tec tural de light by

9
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piecing back to gether some of his ori ginal Italian mod els. The poet
trusts his fancy to do all the work, he who had ven tured no fur ther
than the shores of his nat ive coun try. The poem is not just writ ten
but carved in stone with mo nu mental words – the first la belled ref er‐ 
ence or rev er ence to the ‘stones of Venice’ 8 which would later be‐ 
come so dear to Ruskin:

Untir’d she read the le gend page 
Of holy Mark from youth to age; 
On land, on seas, in pagan- chains, 
Re joicing for his many pains. 
[...] 
At length her con stant eye lids come 
Upon the fer vent mar tyr dom; 
Then lastly to his holy shrine, 
Exalt amid the tapers’ shine 
At Venice (v.89-92 &115-19) (Stillinger 1978� 242)

The Saint- Agnes scenery, the stage of Keats’s other cel eb rated Eve, is
also tinged with Veni tian splendor, fan tas ized to the point of be ati fic‐ 
a tion. The visual prowess, the mys ti cism, the pro fuse sense of de tail
and sub text in Vit tore Carpac cio’s works would be come the cen ter of
every one’s at ten tion, Keats, Ruskin, Burne- Jones, all equally en rap‐ 
tured by a feel ing of dis tant fa mili ar ity; Carpac cio’s Le gend of Saint
Ur sula (1490), more par tic u larly, fas cin ated Ruskin, when he vis ited
Venice in 1869, ‘after hav ing had his at ten tion drawn to the artist by
Burne- Jones’: ‘There she lies, so real, that when the room’s quite
quiet, I get afraid of wak ing her’ (he writes to Joan Severn, Venice, 19
Septem ber 1876, be fore paint ing his own Copy of the Head of St. Ur‐ 
sula from Carpac cio’s The Dream of St. Ur sula, 1877) (Hewison/ War‐ 
rell/Wild man 2000� 264)’. Struck by the re dis cov ery of these works,
the sub stance of which will in spire his later the or ies on mod ern art,
Ruskin will bring to what can only be labeled as tra di tion a sense of
nov elty and eu phoria, thus con ceived by the Pre- Raphaelites as an
artistic re vival. Keats him self shaped his own ver sion of an Eng lish
Ro mantic art on the basis of an open her it age where Venice, forever
un vis ited, is not as such a place of memory but a place where the
ima gin a tion can eas ily flour ish and thus be me mori al ized: a me morial
of the un known, the in her it ance of which can not be grasped or
claimed but cer tainly in ven ted. Keats, long be fore Shel ley, clearly

10
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stands out as the pre ma ture voice and posthum ous em bod i ment of
those visual in flu ences, whether they were ex trac ted from the world
of ar chi tec ture or from the spectre of Italian paint ings. Al though a
stranger to Italy’s most fam ous land marks, Keats mapped his own
geo graphy of trans ition, he who un der stood very early on that no
truth is worth writ ing ex cept in the name of art’s es sen tial mut ab il ity.
Between his Eve of St. Agnes and Mil lais’s ver sion of it, or between
Carpac cio’s and Burne- Jones’s pic tures, Keats, pro tec ted by Severn
and then honored by Ruskin will give rise to both the Itali anate charm
of Shel ley’s Ad on ais as well as the chain of words and im ages which
held the Pre- Raphaelite School to gether. The vir tue, maybe even the
glory, of the Keat sian aes thet ics (in which Ruskin found great ma ter‐ 
ial to work on) is to have over come the obstacles of dis tance and in‐ 
ex per i ence by pro mot ing an at tach ment to some of the long- lasting
val ues and uni ver sal la bels of art. Keats, like Kant, a genius eager to
tran scend place and ori gin by ver si fy ing on some thing he never really
saw or as such ex per i enced. The res ult is the solid dur ab il ity of his
po etry writ ing, valu able in that there is no end as to how much of its
sub stance can be re cycled by oth ers. From Vic torian la beling, al ways
keen to ad vert ise a weaker, Ophelia- like Keats with ef fem in ate lines
of con duct feed ing on sexual mad ness as a genre, to a di luted sense
of mod ern ity like Ruskin’s, the writers (or paint ers), whatever their
choice of label, have found plenty of hid den and altered sources to
im it ate in Keats’s poems. The hand of Ruskin ex tends to other dig ni‐ 
fied heirs: Fran cis Scott Fitzger ald in Tender is the Night, Vir ginia
Woolf in Mrs. Dal lo way, Tony Har rison in his ‘Kum quat for John
Keats’, Willem De Koon ing and his own ab stract ver sion of an epi‐ 
taphic homage in the paint ing en titled …Whose Name was Writ in
Water, Dan Sim mons’s Keats cy brid in his science- fiction tri logy,
Gérard Genette even, in Pal impsestes, trans lat ing Keats’s verse, in the
space of a foot note… 9 Keats thus re born as a concept: fic tional, lin‐ 
guistic, ex pres sion ist, in dus trial, mech anic. Caught up in the end less
cycles/circles of Keat sian broth er hoods (from one af fil i ation to the
next), such trib utes in the forms of pal impsests, whether dis placed,
de con struc ted or mis labeled, have al ways been at the heart of post- 
Romantic in vest ig a tion and spec u la tion. Other ref er ences seemed to
be more eas ily iden ti fi able in the works of con tem por ar ies and suc‐ 
cessors, much more versed, and yet not al ways so con vin cingly, in the
dif fer ent modes of por trait ure, posthum ous rep res ent a tion and cul‐
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Works Ci ted Pri ma ‐
ry Sources
Di ckin son, Ra chel, ed. (2008) John Rus‐ 
kin’s Cor res pon dence with Joan Se vern:
Sense and Non sense Let ters, Ox ford: Le‐ 
gen da [im print of MHRA and Maney].

Rol lins, Hyder Ed ward, ed. (1958), The
Let ters of John Keats: 1814-1821, 2 vols,
Cam bridge, MA.: Har vard Uni ver si ty
Press.

Rus kin, John (2008), ‘A Joy For Ever’
(And Its Price in the Mar ket): Being the
Sub stance (with Ad di tions) of Two Lec‐ 
tures on the Po li ti cal Eco no my of Art,
De li ve red at Man ches ter, July 10  and
13 , 1857, Ro ck ville, MD.: Arc Manor.

Scott, Grant (2005), Jo seph Se vern: Let‐ 
ters and Me moirs, Al der shot: Ash gate.

Sharp, William (1892), The Life and Let‐ 
ters of Jo seph Se vern, Lon don: Samp son
Low, Mars ton.

Shel ley, Mary, ed. (1845), Es says, Let ters
from Abroad, Trans la tions, and Frag‐ 
ments by Percy Bysshe Shel ley, Lon don:
E. Moxon.

Stef fan, Tru man Guy & Stef fan, Ed &
Pratt, Willis W., ed. (1973), Don Juan by
Lord Byron, Lon don: Pen guin Books.

Stil lin ger, John (1978), John Keats: The
Com plete Poems, Cam bridge, MA.: Har‐ 
vard Uni ver si ty Press.

Ge ne ral Cri ti cism
Bloom, Ha rold, ed. (1965), The Li te ra ry
Cri ti cism of John Rus kin, New York, NY.:
A Da Capo Pa per back.

Ge nette, Gé rard (1982), Pa limp sestes :
La lit té ra ture au se cond degré, Paris :
Seuil.

He wi son, Ro bert/ War rell, Ian/Wild‐ 
man Ste phen (2000), Rus kin, Tur ner
and the Pre- Raphaelites, Lon don: Tate
Gal le ry Pu bli shing.

Lord Brock (1973), John Keats and Jo seph
Se vern: The Tra ge dy of the Last Ill ness,
Lon don: Keats- Shelley As so cia tion.

Ri chard son, Joan na, ed. (1980), Keats
and his Circle: An Album of Por traits,
Lon don: Mac mil lan.

Whi te ley, Jon (1993), Ox ford and the
Pre- Raphaelites, Ox ford: Ash mo lean

tural travel. The source of end less ques tions, some still un answered.
Was John Keats really ‘killed off by one cri tique’ or ‘snuffed out by an
Art icle (XI, 60) (Stef fan, Stef fan & Pratt 1973� 412)’? What be came of
the en gage ment with Fanny Brawne? Was he really bur ied with some
of her let ters? Why does the mys tery of the sick poet or of the young
dead icon con tinue to live on? In this con text, Keats, still the sub ject
today of re newed, pop u lar in terest (in light of Jane Cam pion’s most
re cent homage in Bright Star), whatever the out rageous label at‐ 
tached to the poet’s name, is cer tainly unique.

th

th
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1  ‘Then I am afraid to en counter the pro ing and con ing of any thing in ter‐ 
est ing to me in Eng land. I have an (sic) ha bitual feel ing of my real life hav ing
past, and that I am lead ing a posthum ous ex ist ence’. Let ter from Keats to
Charles Brown writ ten in Rome, 30 Novem ber 1820 (Rollins 1958� II, 359).

2  ‘In 1820, at Haslam’s sug ges tion, he went with Keats to Rome, where his
paint ing was ac cep ted for the sake of the man he had served so well’.
(Richard son 1980� 104)

3  Let ter from Joseph Severn to his sis ter Maria, Rome, Scala Dante, 5 July
1875, in Lon don Met ro pol itan Archives, Un pub lished Let ters by Joseph
Severn MSS., n°1-192.

4  ‘On Ar thur Severn’s Re col lec tions of Ruskin’, Lon don News (1903).

5  Lon don Met ro pol itan Archives, Un pub lished Let ters by Joseph Severn
MSS., n°1-192.

6  “Tak ing, there fore, this wide field, it is surely a very not able cir cum‐ 
stance, to begin with, that this pathetic fal lacy is em in ently char ac ter istic of
mod ern paint ing. For in stance, Keats, de scrib ing a wave break ing out at sea,
says of it—‘Down whose green back the short- lived foam, all hoar,/Bursts
gradual, with a way ward in dol ence (En dymion, II, 350)’. That is quite per fect,
as an ex ample of the mod ern man ner. The idea of the pe cu liar ac tion which
foam rolls down a long, large wave could not have been given by any other
words so well as by this ‘way ward in dol ence’ But Homer would never have
writ ten, never thought of , such words”. (Bloom 1965� 77)

7  Let ter from Shel ley writ ten in Milan, 20 April 1818 (Shel ley 1845� 106).

8  ‘The re li gious sen ti ment and sym bol ism of their [the Pre- Raphaelites’]
first works owed much to the High Church Re vival – the Ox ford Move ment
– and in all its phases Pre- Raphaelite art owed some thing to John Ruskin
who was an un der gradu ate at Christ Church and re turned later in his life to
the Uni ver sity as Slade Pro fessor. Some of the Pre- Raphaelites’ earli est and
most im port ant pat rons lived in Ox ford – above all Thomas Combe whose
col lec tion of paint ings is now in the Ash molean Mu seum. It was in the Ox‐ 
ford Union that their most im port ant at tempt at mural paint ing was made.
Burne- Jones and Mor ris dis covered Ros setti’s art when they were un der‐ 
gradu ates in Ex eter Col lege and the Aes thetic move ment into which one

Mu seum.
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strand of Pre- Raphaelitism de veloped, ori gin ated in Ox ford’. (Whiteley 1993�
9) (Hewison/War rell/Wild man 2000� 87-125)

9  « (…) la trans form a tion (‘tra duc tion’) ho mo pho nique (Nadirpher pro pose
ici le mot- valise tra duc son) (…) con siste à don ner d’un texte un équivalent
pho nique ap prox im atif en em ploy ant d’autres mots, de la même langue ou
d’une autre. L’archétype oulipien de la trans form a tion ho mo pho nique in ter‐ 
lin guistique (de l’anglais en français) est cette ex clam a tion de François Le
Li on nais devant les prim ates du Jardin des Plantes, évidemment inspirée
d’un célèbre vers de Keats : ‘Un singe de beauté est un jouet pour l’hiver’ ».
(Genette 1982 : 60)

English
We are now close to cel eb rat ing the 200-year an niversary of the poet’s
death and yet the name of Keats is still mis read (or mis spelled) as is the
exact date of his birth or the age when he died: the sub stance of a myth al‐ 
most al ways patho lo gic ally in cor rect. Nam ing or misnam ing is a ‘clin ical
fact’, writes Pierre Ba yard, one as in fec tious as the mul tiple forms (or la bels)
which have been gradu ally im planted onto his last name: Keats, Keatses...
John, re named ‘Jack’, ‘whose name was writ in [murky] water’!
Look ing back at some of the friend ships and re la tion ships which ex is ted
between John Keats, the dying poet in Rome, Joseph Severn, the nurs ing
com pan ion and ‘Friend of Keats’ and John Ruskin, a mem ber of Severn’s ex‐ 
ten ded fam ily (Ruskin’s cousin mar ried his son, Ar thur Severn), this paper
re flects on how one artistic circle seems to gen er ate the next. In this par tic‐ 
u lar case, the la bels are in fin ite: a Ro mantic and a Vic torian, a Brit ish and an
Italian, a lit er ary and a pictorial, a po etic and a crit ical vis ion of Italy. From
Naples to Venice, two of the greatest Eng lish minds of the nine teenth cen‐ 
tury, Keats and Ruskin, meet and offer to the world their ‘mod ern man ner’
of writ ing by as so ci at ing po etry to cri ti cism, nature to cul ture, paint ing to
words.

Français
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Alors que nous nous ap prê tons à cé lé brer les 200 ans de la mort du poète, le
nom de Keats, l’âge qu’il avait quand il mou rut mais éga le ment la date exacte
de sa nais sance font, en core au jourd’hui, l’objet de mul tiples er reurs de lec‐ 
ture (ou d’écri ture) : la source d’un mythe dont la sub stance n’est autre que
pa tho lo gi que ment in cor recte. Nom mer ou re nom mer est un « fait cli nique
», nous dit Pierre Bayard, un acte tout aussi in fec tieux que les formes d’ap‐ 
pel la tion mul tiples qui sont ve nues se gref fer sur le nom de fa mille du poète
: Keats, Keatses… ou bien sur son pré nom, John de ve nu « Jack », « dont le
nom [sera à ja mais] écrit dans l’eau » – une eau trouble !
En s’in té res sant, par voie de fi lia tion, aux ami tiés et re la tions qui se créèrent
au tour des per son nages de John Keats, le poète ago ni sant à Rome, Jo seph
Se vern, le com pa gnon des der niers jours ou « Ami de Keats » et John Rus kin,
membre du cercle fa mi lial de Se vern (la cou sine de Rus kin épou sa son fils,
Ar thur Se vern), cet ar ticle s’in ter roge sur le de voir de mé moire et d’ap par te‐ 
nance qui lie une gé né ra tion à une autre, un cercle ar tis tique à un autre.
Dans ce contexte pré cis, les qua li fi ca tifs abondent : ro man tique et vic to rien,
bri tan nique et ita lien, lit té raire et pic tu ral, poé tique et cri tique, le tout sur
fond d’exil, de dis sé mi na tion du pa tri moine, de mise en scène vi sion naire
d’une Ita lie sculp tée à son image. De Naples à Ve nise, deux des plus grands
gé nies an glais du dix- neuvième siècle aux pré noms iden tiques, Keats et
Rus kin, se ren contrent et se ré pondent pour éta blir en semble, avec la ma‐ 
nière, une nou velle mo der ni té dans l’écri ture, au croi se ment de la poé sie et
de la cri tique d’art, de la na ture et de la culture, de l’image et du mot.
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