
Ode on Melancholy: Analysis and Activities 
 
 

1. a) Study the verse printed below. Identify the rhyme scheme of the poem. Can 

you suggest why Keats arranged the rhymes in this pattern? 

b) Using the same verse, identify the prevailing meter (rhythm) of the poem. 

What effects does the meter suggest to you? Can you find any rhythmical 

disturbances? What effects might these create? 

 

No,	no,	go	not	to	Lethe,	neither	twist	 	 	 	 A	

Wolf’s-bane,	tight-rooted,	for	its	poisonous	wine;	 B	

Nor	suffer	thy	pale	forehead	to	be	kiss’d	

By	nightshade,	ruby	grape	of	Proserpine;	

Make	not	your	rosary	of	yew-berries,	

Nor	let	the	beetle,	nor	the	death-moth	be	

Your	mournful	Psyche,	nor	the	downy	owl	

A	partner	in	your	sorrow’s	mysteries;	

For	shade	to	shade	will	come	too	drowsily,	

And	drown	the	wakeful	anguish	of	the	soul.	

	

	



2. Personification is a literary term meaning “the attribution of human qualities to an 

object, an element of the natural world or another non—living thing.” Personification 

abounds in Ode on Melancholy. In the first stanza, Keats warns the reader not to let the 

downy owl be a ‘partner’. Collect examples of personification from the poem. For each 

one, provide your thoughts and analysis:  

 
 
Personification 
Example 

Comment and Analysis 

 

‘nor [let] the downy owl 

a partner in your 

sorrow’s mysteries 

[be]’ 

 

Keats warns the reader not to let the downy owl become a ‘partner’ in sorrow. This 

forms part of the first stanza where he warns readers not to surround themselves 

with things associated with sadness, such as the death-moth or beetle. By 

personifying the owl into a ‘partner’, he suggests a sense of permanence or even 

complicity between the owl and the reader. The sense of melancholy surrounding 

the owl is heightened through assonance: the OW sound in ‘downy owl’ is 

repeated in ‘sorrow’ and echoed in ‘nor’ and ‘your’. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Oxymoron is a way of suggesting the presence of paradox in the world, or the 

co-existence of Joy and Melancholy. What examples of oxymoron can you find 

in the poem? 

•    

•   

•   

•   

 

4. Read the following analysis. Can you fill the missing phrases from the list below? 

a. remain aware of and alert to 

the depths of his suffering 

b. that joy will come to an end 

c. feel her beauty even more 

acutely 

d. pleasure and pain are 

inextricably linked: 

e. is the mythological queen of 

the underworld 

f. the kernel of sadness that lies 

at the heart of all pleasure 

g. remain alert and open 

h. at the heart of his own life’s 

sadnesses 

i. “beauty that must die,” 

j. or forget their sadness 

k. “the melancholy fit,” 

l. inside the “temple of Delight,” 

 

The three stanzas of the Ode on Melancholy address the subject of how to cope with 

sadness that is inevitable in the world. The first stanza tells what not to do: The sufferer 

should not “go to Lethe,” 1)___ (Lethe is the river of forgetfulness in Greek mythology); 

should not commit suicide (nightshade, “the ruby grape of Prosperpine,” is a poison; 

Prosperpine 2)___ ); and should not become obsessed with objects of death and misery 

(the beetle, the death-moth, and the owl). For, the speaker says, that will make the 

anguish of the soul drowsy, and the sufferer should do everything he can to 3) ___. 

In the second stanza, the speaker tells the sufferer what to do in place of the things he 

forbade in the first stanza. When afflicted with 4) ___ the sufferer should instead 



overwhelm his sorrow with natural beauty, glutting it on the morning rose, “on the 

rainbow of the salt sand-wave,” or in the eyes of his beloved. In the third stanza, the 

speaker explains these injunctions, saying that 5) ___ Beauty must die, joy is fleeting, 

and the flower of pleasure is forever “turning to poison while the bee-mouth sips.” The 

speaker says that the shrine of melancholy is 6) ___ but that it is only visible if one can 

overwhelm oneself with joy until it reveals its center of sadness, by “burst[ing] Joy’s 

grape against his palate fine.” The man who can do this shall “taste the sadness” of 

melancholy’s might and “be among her cloudy trophies hung.” 

As the only ode not to be written in the first person, Ode on Melancholy finds the 

speaker admonishing or advising sufferers of melancholy in the imperative mode; due to 

his life-experience, he is able to give the listener instructions or commands. Examples 

include “go not to Lethe” and “make not your rosary of yew-berries”. Furthermore, the 

speaker urges action rather than passive contemplation; the speaker declares that he 

must 7) ___ to “wakeful anguish,” and rather than flee from sadness, he will instead glut 

or feed it on the pleasures of beauty. Instead of numbing himself to the knowledge that 

his mistress will grow old and die, he uses that knowledge to 8) ___. Because she 

dwells with 9) ___ he will “feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.” 

In the third stanza, the speaker offers his most convincing synthesis of melancholy and 

joy, in a way that takes in the tragic mortality of life but lets him remain connected to his 

own experience. It is precisely the fact 10) ___ that makes the experience of joy such a 

ravishing one; the fact that beauty dies makes the experience of beauty sharper and 

more thrilling. The key, he writes, is to see 11) ___ —to “burst joy’s grape” and gain 

admission to the inner temple of melancholy. Though the Ode on Melancholy is not 

explicitly about art and poetry (as opposed to Ode on Indolence, for example), it is 

implied that Keats’ odes themselves are his way of finding meaning 12) ___.

 


