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To Freeze or Not To Freeze: Keats and Goethe contemplate the moment

Keats freezes in time youth, beauty, music, and love, in “Ode to a Grecian Urn”.  Or, he observes that the action on the urn is frozen:

Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave

Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare;

Bold lover, never, never canst thou kiss,

Though winning near the goal – yet, do not grieve;

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss,

For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 






(Ode to a Grecian Urn 15-20)

In Faust, Goethe warns against this romantic yearning for time to stand still.  Trying to capture the perfection of a moment, instead, is the danger.  Should Faust ever say to the moment

Verweile doch, du bist so schoen! 

     (Stay, you are so fair!)





(Faust 1699)

he loses the wager with the devil, and the devil gets his soul. 

If Keats could enter the life that is drawn on the urn, would he want to freeze that moment?  Would he risk his eternal soul, believing rapture can stay at its pinnacle, time without end?  

Does Keats’ ode truly cement the moment in time?  Does Faust’s temptation apply to Keats’ feeling the moment?  

