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Three Sonnets of John Keats

I.  AFTER DARK VAPORS HAVE OPPRESSED OUR PLAINS

II.  ON THE GRASSHOPPER AND THE CRICKET

III.  WHY DID I LAUGH?

For Unaccompanied Choir

I.  AFTER DARK VAPORS HAVE OPPRESSED OUR PLAINS

After dark vapors have oppressed our plains

   For a long dreary season, comes a day

   Born of the gentle South, and clears away

From the sick heavens all unseemly stains.

The anxious month, relieving from its pains,

   Takes as a long-lost right the feel of May,

   The eyelids with the passing coolness play,

Like rose leaves with the drip of summer rains.

The calmest thoughts come round us—as of leaves

   Budding—fruit ripening in stillness—autumn suns

Smiling at eve upon the quiet sheaves—

Sweet Sappho’s cheek—a sleeping infant’s breath—

   The gradual sand that through an hourglass runs—

A woodland rivulet—a poet’s death.

The poem was written on January 31, 1817.  I understand the “dark vapors” as the dim, heavy, fogged light of the low sun in December - a truly frightening light north of the 40th parallel.  (Toronto, my town, is at 44(, London, farther north, at 53(.)  If one is not too busy, 9 to 5, to notice, and if one renounces briefly the palliative of continuous electric lighting, then it becomes obvious that the old myths of the solstice, the fears of the sun vanishing, have their reasons.  The  warm day in late January which “takes the feel of May” incites the poet to review the season’s cycle, the cycle of birth and death.  Keats’ last six verses offer a cycle of cross rhythms, short phrases wafting over the rhymes.  These, in turn, incited the slow cross rhythms that end this choral setting, written in six-eight and three-four to comfort the eye, though the ear will find five’s and seven’s drifting apart and together.

Do not be afraid to sing real “r’s” in the first two lines, for Keats has a great time with them, and they will give a needed edge to the sound, which must start out strong despite the low register for sopranos and tenors.  Be aware that the rhymes are not limited to the final syllables:  “from its pains” / “summer rains”;  “feel of May” / “coolness play”; “comes a day” / “clears away”  -- and others.  In the last chord please get both fifths  in tune.
II.  ON THE GRASSHOPPER AND THE CRICKET

The poetry of earth is never dead:


When all the birds are faint with the hot sun,


And hide in cooling trees, a voice will run

From hedge to hedge about the new-mown mead;

That is the grasshopper’s—he takes the lead


In summer luxury—he has never done


With his delights; for when tired out with fun

He rests at ease beneathe some pleasant weed.

The poetry of earth is ceasing never:


On a lone winter evening, when the frost


Has wrought a silence, from the stove there shrills

The cricket’s song, in warmth increasing ever,

     And seems to one in drowsiness half lost,


 The grasshopper’s among some grassy hills.

Keats wrote the sonnet for an impromptu contest.  Although we have the conventional stop after both of the first two quatrains, the short clause, “That is the grasshopper’s,” linking the quatrains and sounding like a coda to the first, gives the rhythm a brilliant asymmetry.  The syllable ‘creek’ or ‘kreek,’ providing an accompaniment counterpoint throughout should be sung with a forceful ‘r’—best, I think, would be a front-trilled r like the Spanish double rr, but any consistent solution might do.  The final ‘ah’ in the bass and tenor should be the same vowel sung in ‘grass’, that is, in ‘grasshopper’ and ‘grassy’.  I like it back in the throat, the English way, though the narrower North American ‘agh’ can be equally musical.

III.  WHY DID I LAUGH? 

Why did I laugh tonight?  No voice will tell:

  No God, no Demon of severe response,

Deigns to reply from Heaven or from Hell.

  Then to my human heart I turn at once.

Heart! Thou and I are here sad and alone;

  I say, why did I laugh?  O mortal pain!

O Darkness! Darkness! ever must I moan,

  To question Heaven and Heall and Heart in vain.

Why did I laugh? I know this being’s lease,

   My fancy to Its utmost blisses spreads

Yet would I on this very midnight cease,

  And the world’s gaudy ensigns see in shreds;

Verse, fame and beauty are intense indeed,

But death intenser--death is life’s high meed.

At first, these feverish verses, bathetic and contrived, hardly seem the stuff of sonnets.  An encomium to Death, but Keats was still quite healthy and full of sport when he captured this image of adolescent frenzy.  And he had no complaint worse than a black eye from a cricket game when he wrote about this poem to his brother, George:

“It was written with no agony...the first steps to it were through my human passions -- they went away, and I wrote with my mind -- and perhaps I must confess a little bit of my heart.”

I love the spirit of experiment that animates this sonnet, an experiment of mind, of tone, of rhythm, of emotion.  If in the end there is still something that the Europeans call “Kitsch” and that we call “corn,” well, that is part of its game. 

Sing the first, weak syllable ‘e’s’ of  severe, response and reply as bright, or ‘long’ ee’s.   The second syllable of severe is part of another series: “voice...severe...Heaven.. ..Heart...here....ever.” “Human heart,” (line 4) is in a phrase quoted from Wordsworth in that same letter to George.  Some of the strongest rhymes are half concealed by rhythm or position:  “midnight cease,” “ensigns see,” “life’s high mead”;  “are intense...intenser”; “gaudy...beauty.”  The sound contrasts are as vivid as the sound resonances.

