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“Then glut thy sorrow:” Embracing Melancholy Considered Healthy

But when the melancholy fit shall fall

  Sudden from heaven like a weeping cloud,

That fosters the droop-headed flowers all,

  And hides the green hill in an April shroud;

Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose,

  Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave,

    Or on the wealth of globed peonies;

…
--John Keats, “Ode to Melancholy”, Stanza Two, Lines 1-7
glut (v.) c1315, “to swallow too much, to feed to repletion,” probably from O.Fr. gloter “to swallow, gulp down,” from L. gluttire “swallow, gulp down,” from PIE base *glu- “to swallow” (cf. Rus. glot “draught, gulp”).  The noun (1533), from the verb, originally meant “a gulp;” meaning “condition of being full or sated” is 1579; mercantile sense is first recorded 1594. 
               Online Etymology Dicitonary, http://www.etymonline.com
     An ode is a lyric song.  Keats’s ode to melancholy sings to the “fit [fallen] sudden from heaven like a weeping cloud” with images of spring rain, fresh flowers, crashing waves, and the homely, domestic garden’s abundance.  Melancholy enhances wilting life: the cloud weeps its dew on the “droop-headed flowers”, fostering the life within that needs those tears. Gardeners know that almost all troubles with plants are troubles with water: too much, or too little, or applied at the wrong time or in the wrong way.  The weeping cloud “fosters” the flowers, giving them what they need and allowing them to fulfill their nature and grow and bloom and fruit.   The image of the gentle mist continues in the fourth line, painting the scene of a green hill hidden in an April … shroud?  We were expecting mist, or veil, or wisps of cloud, but “shroud” reminds us the life-enhancing force has its black side, hiding death. 

     But when this happens, the reader is advised to “glut thy sorrow”.  If the phrase ended there, the reader would imagine his sorrow being gulped down, filling him to repletion.  He would know nothing but sorrow, feel nothing but its overwhelming sadness.  Gorging upon sorrow, he would surely fall ill.    Instead, on what does the melancholy person glut his sorrow?  “On a morning rose, / Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave, / Or on the wealth of globed peonies” – beautiful scenes of nature.  A person wandering in a garden in “a weeping cloud” would see the morning rose as its petals slowly open in the sun, its leaves spotted with drops of dew, its fragrance traveling on the wind.  The morning rose is profoundly peaceful and embodies the beauty and perfection of nature.  Or if the melancholic is near the shore, he should feast instead on the waves breaking on the beach, sand and mist and salt billowing in the air, mist and sun forming a rainbow.  The rainbow is the ancient symbol of reconciliation and promise for the future between God and fallen man.  The rose and rainbow are products of the interplay of mist and sun – melancholy and happiness – while also standing as singular displays of beauty.  
     In our age, which prizes rational, scientific, psychopharmacological and genetic analyses of melancholy, such advice might seem at first unhelpful, if not downright unhealthy.  Glut thy sorrow?  Drink it in to satiation?  How can one find the rose and the rainbow under the shroud?  But Keats’ song rings true to anyone who, after pain and sorrow and tears, somehow comes to see the world with grateful eyes.  Tears and darkness nurture beauty, and a promise of everlasting peace.  
