
“From Tales of Old Romance to Wormy Circumstance: Aesthetic Tradition, Metamorphosis and 
Legacy of Keats’s Medievalism” 

My thesis aims to provide an aesthetic reading of Keats’s medieval poems and their visual legacy. The 
selected poems illustrate Keats’s developing aesthetics, discussing first on “Calidore, A Fragment” and 
“Specimen of an Induction to a Poem” from his 1817 debut collection Poems and then the more widely 
known “Isabella, or A Pot of Basil”, “La Belle Dame sans Merci” and “The Eve of St. Agnes”. This 
selection shows the direction of Keats’s medievalism that reconsiders tales of “chivalry” (“Specimen”, 
1) and “Old Romance” (“Isabella”, 387) as they become affected by “wormy circumstance” (“Isabella”, 
385). These later works are interpreted by the Pre-Raphaelites who contribute to the popularisation and 
eternalisation of Keats’s  poetry. The two research questions this thesis develops are 1. What is the 
aesthetic evolution of Keats’s medievalism? and 2. How is Keats’s later medievalism adapted in Pre-
Raphaelite visual art, and to what extent these visual interpretations are loyal to their sources? 
 The discussion is divided into five chapters. In the first I will outline the basic features of the 
Romantic medieval revival, Keats’s early medievalism and the critical state of the art in this area. 
Chapter two focuses on aesthetics, providing biographical background of Keats’s mentors (Hunt, 
Haydon and Hazlitt), his divergences from the source texts of the later medieval poems and a brief 
overview of the Pre-Raphaelite agenda. The third chapter contains the focal point of the thesis, which is 
an aesthetic reading of the chosen poems that show skepticism, disillusion and reconsideration of 
medieval topoi, moving away from the idealised and optimistic tales of old romance and chivalry 
presented in the 1817 poetry collection. In chapter four, visual interpretations by the three founding Pre-
Raphaelite members (William Holman Hunt, John Everett Millais and Dante Gabriel Rossetti) will be 
examined in terms of which features of Keats’s poems they adapt and how loyally. While there is a clear 
correlation between Keats’s belief to ““load every rift” of your subject with ore”  and the Pre-1

Raphaelites’ emphasis on saturated colours and ornamental details typical of 15th-century Italian art, 
one can see several diversifications in how the painters portray not only medieval topoi, but also certain 
plot scenes, themes and symbols. The fifth chapter concludes the whole discussion and suggests 
possibilities for further research.
 Though the thesis’s main focus is on the poems’ features such as form, imagery and language 
that complement their aesthetic quality and revision of romance, social, political and biographical 
contexts will also be considered where relevant. My thesis thus aspires to contribute to the current 
scholarly appreciation of Keats as one of the pillars of Romantic aesthetics. His poetry remains 
markedly relevant to our present time, especially with its universal themes and in light of its 200-year 
anniversary marked by numerous thematic readings, exhibitions and conferences. 
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