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Keats-Shelley House in Rome, October 2009
 
I am sitting in the death room of John Keats reading a book about Severn. Next to me is the bed Keats died in. It is an emotional moment. I imagine him lying in the bed, bathed in sweat and mumbling in delirium. Severn is worried about his friend, watching him and listening to his breathing, afraid that he is going to cough up blood.
The next day Keats wakes up and feels a little better. Strong enough to walk to the Spanish Steps, which he loves and looks at every day from the window where I now sit. But this morning he finds the strength to walk only a few steps up to look at the ever-present crowd. Maybe Thorvaldsen has just walked past, or one of the other artists who have come to stay in Rome. Maybe his doctor, Dr. Clark, is crossing the street to ask about his state of health.
It is warm in the sun, even though it is the end of November. Keats is hoping for a change for the better, dreams that the stay in Rome will slow the progress of the disease. He knows it is tuberculosis. Both his mother and his younger brother died of the disease. Even so, he is trying to make himself believe that it is not so serious, even though, during the six-week-long voyage from England, he has had intense bleeding from the lungs.
In the summer of 1820 the disease had worsened, and Keats feared where things were going. A doctor suggested that he should go to Rome for the winter. The English winters are cold and damp, and a stay in a milder climate might bring some relief.
But Keats could not travel alone. One of his friends, the painter Joseph Severn, offered to accompany him to Rome.
Severn was not one of Keats’s most intimate friends, but as nobody else wanted or was able to go, Severn agreed without knowing how ill Keats really was.
Now they are in the apartment on the second floor close to the Spanish Steps. Neither of them knows how much time Keats has left.
My story starts in this room with excursions and walks when Keats’s health allows it. They must have had long conversations on poetry, women, food, friends and enemies. Things that all young men talk about.
I have been given a stay at the Danish Institute. The purpose is to write about the English poet who died in this room at the age of 25. But how to go about it? Many books have been written about Keats, for he was one of the great romantics of English literature. He did not write much in his short career, but what he did produce was innovative and original. What might he have done if he had become well, had gone home to Fanny, his fiancée, had married her, had children and a long career?
The two young men stayed in Rome from November 1820 to February 1821. Severn wrote several letters to his family and friends. John Keats did not have the strength to write.
Severn’s letters constitute the only source from this period which has been handed down to posterity. At that time it took a letter from Rome three weeks to reach England.
My book has no literary analyses or new information on Keats’s life. The purpose has been to write what two young men think and feel during the time they spent together in an apartment so far away from home.
 
The first time I visited the Protestant Cemetery in Rome and stood in front of Keats’s tomb with the inscription “Here lies One Whose Name was writ in Water”, I knew that I had to write about the young poet. Not far from Keats’s grave is Shelley’s grave, another great English poet. The cemetery is a wonderful place. Under each headstone lies the story of the person buried here, maybe hundreds of kilometers from his home.
I have been to Rome many times. I have walked kilometer after kilometer along Via Appia, along the ancient walls of Rome, and visited countless sights. There have been trips to London to the Keats House, and strolls along the paths on Hampstead Heath where Keats, alone or together with Fanny, took many a long walk.
John Keats’s last journey started on the 19th of September 1820 from London on the sailing ship Maria Crowther.
 
Jørgen Munck Rasmussen, Møn, Autumn, 2013

 
Plumes of Blood
 
He coughed violently, again and again, held the white handkerchief in front of his mouth, became dizzy because he could not breathe deeply, and was totally slumped in his chair. After the coughing fit passed, he sat for a long time gasping, his lungs seething and frothing. He held the handkerchief in his hand, resting it on his left thigh.
 
He was alone in the house. Fanny and her family had gone into town to visit some family.
He thought about the spring outside, the beautiful, virtuoso flute concerto of the blackbird, the delicate spinet sounds of the willow warbler, the ecstatic chirping of the sparrows. The chestnut trees were everywhere with their white and pink candelabra of flowers, their canopies many meters above the box, the holly and the yew. He didn’t need to close his eyes to see the wavy hills rolling towards Kenwood House and the beautiful castle park. He knew every path, every clearing, and every hill on Hampstead Heath, where he has spent so many mornings, evenings, summer days, winter days and, not least, spring days. An early morning in the middle of May was, however, the most beautiful time to take a stroll around Hampstead Heath, alone or in the company of his friends or Fanny, Fanny the beautiful, the desired one, his life’s shining star in the sky. How many bold plans had been dreamt up on these long, leisurely walks here outside London, how many intimate conversations on the nature of poetry and the depths of art had been conducted in the soft breezes of spring, the gales of autumn, or the stormy cold of winter? Always beautiful. But a spring morning in May, or the clear, low sun of November, which sharply silhouetted the treetops against a pale blue sky, were probably the most beautiful moments. And then there was summer, and the cold and damp winter became but a memory. But it took a while before the threat of the next winter was repressed. Then the dream of Italy also disappeared, for Shelley had told him that a summer day in Italy could be like an oven, and you had to hide behind closed shutters until it was evening and night approached. But in the autumn, in the spring, and maybe in winter life was quite livable in Italy. He was well versed in Dante, Bocaccio and other Italian writers.
 
It had also been a great adventure to trek through the Lake District together with George Brown and experience the wonderful scenery, so beautifully described by Wordsworth. The trip up to the top of Ben Nevis had been a victory for him. Already at that time he had suffered lung problems and an infected throat. Ah, the gust at the height of 1300 meters, where the wind whistled and whispered in a rather special way. So breathlessly, so soulfully. And the trip to the Isle of Wight. Why had he fallen ill? It would be unjust of God to punish one family so harshly. Since he sat at his brother’s deathbed, he had started checking himself for signs of illness.
Now the signs were here!
 
What did his beloved Fanny feel deep down inside? She deserved better than an invalid coughing in an armchair. He loved her more than anything in this world. She had been his hope for a future where the tragedies of the past could be forgotten. Was a new tragedy in the offing? Would he be the next victim in the family? Would his life be as short as a winter’s day and with an agonizing ending?
And yet, why? Why let despondency defeat hope and the dream of a long life with many literary victories? Victories? Were the critics wrong? Was he not just a Cockney boy with literary fancies? What was poetry to the working classes? Nobody in the lower classes of society read poetry, and so it was only reasonable that the guardians of literature riles up when an individual like himself tried his hand at poetry.
One critic wrote:
“The writer of these poems had better return to pills and medications.”
And maybe they were right. After all, he was a qualified apothecary. The critics were out to get him because he was working class, and because he was friends with artists who were critical of the King and the government.
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