
“Adonais: An Elegy on the Death of John Keats”, by Percy Bysshe Shelley 

 

John Keats (1795-1821) died of tuberculosis at twenty-six. In the last year of his life he lived with the Shelley’s in Rome. The poem, 

which occupies 55 stanzas is by its very length an astonishing memorial to the young poet and obviously draws in a great deal of the 

self-adulation of the younger Romantics. Shelley survived him by only one year, dying in a sailing accident at the Golfo de Spezia in 

Italy on 8 July 1822.  

 

I 

       I weep for Adonais—he is dead! 

       Oh, weep for Adonais! though our tears 

       Thaw not the frost which binds so dear a head! 

       And thou, sad Hour, selected from all years 

       To mourn our loss, rouse thy obscure compeers, 

       And teach them thine own sorrow, say: "With me 

       Died Adonais; till the Future dares 

       Forget the Past, his fate and fame shall be 

An echo and a light unto eternity!" 

 

II 

       Where wert thou, mighty Mother, when he lay, 

       When thy Son lay, pierc’d by the shaft which flies 

       In darkness? where was lorn Urania 

       When Adonais died? With veiled eyes, 

       ‘Mid listening Echoes, in her Paradise 

       She sate, while one, with soft enamour’d breath, 

       Rekindled all the fading melodies, 

       With which, like flowers that mock the corse beneath, 

He had adorn’d and hid the coming bulk of Death. 

 

III 

       Oh, weep for Adonais—he is dead! 

       Wake, melancholy Mother, wake and weep! 

       Yet wherefore? Quench within their burning bed 

       Thy fiery tears, and let thy loud heart keep 

       Like his, a mute and uncomplaining sleep; 

       For he is gone, where all things wise and fair 

       Descend—oh, dream not that the amorous Deep 

       Will yet restore him to the vital air; 

Death feeds on his mute voice, and laughs at our despair. 

 

[...] 

 

VI 

       But now, thy youngest, dearest one, has perish’d, 

       The nursling of thy widowhood, who grew, 

       Like a pale flower by some sad maiden cherish’d, 

       And fed with true-love tears, instead of dew; 

       Most musical of mourners, weep anew! 

       Thy extreme hope, the loveliest and the last, 

       The bloom, whose petals nipp’d before they blew 

       Died on the promise of the fruit, is waste; 

The broken lily lies—the storm is overpast. 

 

[...]  

 

 

XVII 

       Thy spirit’s sister, the lorn nightingale 

       Mourns not her mate with such melodious pain; 

       Not so the eagle, who like thee could scale 

       Heaven, and could nourish in the sun’s domain 

       Her mighty youth with morning, doth complain, 

       Soaring and screaming round her empty nest, 

       As Albion wails for thee: the curse of Cain 

       Light on his head who pierc’d thy innocent breast, 

And scar’d the angel soul that was its earthly guest! 

 

[...]  

 

XLVIII 

       Or go to Rome, which is the sepulchre, 

       Oh, not of him, but of our joy: ‘tis nought 

       That ages, empires and religions there 

       Lie buried in the ravage they have wrought; 

       For such as he can lend—they borrow not 

       Glory from those who made the world their prey; 

       And he is gather’d to the kings of thought 

       Who wag’d contention with their time’s decay, 

And of the past are all that cannot pass away. 

 

[...] 

 

LV 

       The breath whose might I have invok’d in song 

       Descends on me; my spirit’s bark is driven, 

       Far from the shore, far from the trembling throng 

       Whose sails were never to the tempest given; 

       The massy earth and sphered skies are riven! 

       I am borne darkly, fearfully, afar; 

       Whilst, burning through the inmost veil of Heaven, 

       The soul of Adonais, like a star, 

Beacons from the abode where the Eternal are. 


