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Preface

Had you been sitting here two hundred years ago, at this time 
of day, and looked across the Thames, you might have seen a 
brig gliding past on its way to Naples, carrying a dying poet 
and a young painter. It is impossible for us to know what the 
two passengers were thinking or feeling as they sailed towards 
the estuary, just as it is to visualize with any degree of accuracy 
what they saw along the banks from the deck of their ship, 
but through an effort of imagination, by an accumulation of 
detail, contextual historical evidence and logical reasoning, 
we can create a mental picture that, if  not real, is at least a 
close approximation of reality.

I became interested in John Keats as a student in Italy. Looking 
through my diaries, I see I translated his ‘Ode on a Grecian 
Urn’ in 1988 and the beginning of his ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ in 
1992. I believe I first tried my hand at a translation of ‘On First 
Looking into Chapman’s Homer’ as early as 1986. My initial 
enthusiasm for Keats has not diminished: I have remained a faith-
ful admirer of his poetry all my life, with frequent pilgrimages 
to his grave in Rome both before and after I moved to Britain in 
1997, and although I accept that there are flaws in his writing, 
I don’t think that these eclipse his merits as a poet.

Over the last few years I have had the privilege of curating an 
English edition of Keats’s Complete Poems and publishing an 
Italian translation of his Letters, a book that has always been a 
particular favourite of mine. While annotating these volumes, 
I consulted a great number of reference books and resources, 
and was surprised to find that, when it comes to the last chap-
ter of Keats’s life – his “posthumous existence”, as he himself 
called it1 – the information is based in large part on secondary 
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sources, such as the now-discredited Life and Letters of  Joseph 
Severn by William Sharp (1892), if not on unverifiable inference 
and sheer guesswork.

The various “definitive” biographies of our poet are often at 
odds in their accounts. Nicholas Roe tells us that Keats woke 
on 17th September 1820, the day of his departure for Naples, 
“to fine weather and a fair wind”, while Andrew Motion has 
him leaving “under an overcast sky”.2 Roe declares that Keats 
and Severn “cast off at seven”, whereas Aileen Ward sets their 
departure at “mid-morning”.3

Two days after his landing in Naples, Roe puts Keats in a car-
riage on the Strada di Toledo, “where the noisy life of Naples 
carried on with cries of ‘Pane!’, ‘Panzarotti!’, ‘Acqua!’ and ‘Vino 
– Vino Rosso!’” and where the poet is supposed to have seen

men haggling over sardines; hungry children at pizza ovens; 
smoky stalls selling chestnuts; carpenters’ benches and shoe-
makers’ stools; water- and lemonade-sellers; dogs, chickens 
and a pig in the gutter; corner kitchens with steaming pots; 
dung-carts, carts full of grapes and wagonloads of melons; 
a bagpipe player with dancing puppets; two lawyers, arm in 
arm, coming back from court; a monk begging; labourers with 
striped red caps; letter-writers at portable desks; and then a 
funeral bier, all crimson and gold, followed by mourners in 
masks and white gowns.4

This is all very colourful, and fits the stereotypical idea we may 
have of Naples and its inhabitants at that time, but it is not 
based on any actual first-hand account, letter or diary entry: 
if not altogether fabricated, it is pieced together from one or 
more coeval texts and placed there to fit the author’s romantic 
notion, as well as the readers’ expectation, of what Keats may 
have seen that day after getting off the Maria Crowther.

Does it matter whether it was sunny or cloudy when Keats 
left London – whether his ship weighed anchor earlier or later 
in the morning? I think it does, if there is a way of checking 
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through primary sources. If that proves impossible, it is far 
better to remain silent. And is it acceptable for biographers 
to fill the inevitable gaps in a person’s life with touches of 
the picturesque or frolics of the imagination? In my opinion, 
deduction is allowed, but only if accompanied by some relevant 
testimony or circumstantial evidence. It is true that biography 
should not be reduced to a dry scientific exposition of facts, 
but at the same time honest biographers should refrain from 
embellishing their subject if they cannot substantiate or docu-
ment their claims.

With this in mind, I revisited what we know of Keats’s last 
few months in Italy, a period in his life which has always struck 
me as of immense interest, and found the various accounts 
inadequate. Most of the biographies devote no more than thirty 
pages to the interval between his departure from England and 
his death – some of them, including Roe’s, the most recent, 
fewer than twenty.

It is as if stepping out of his country Keats did indeed enter a 
sort of afterlife. This was, without a doubt, what the poet felt 
himself: in his first letter from Naples, he describes how the 
port “looks like a dream” and how he “do[es] not feel in the 
world” any more.5 After making a final “awkward bow” in his 
bitter letter to Charles Brown from Rome,6 Keats falls silent, 
and we hear his voice only through Severn’s diary and letters. 
Yet he was far from dead: he may not at times have felt “at all 
concerned in the thousand novelties around [him]”,7 and have 
been forced to lie low for long spells because of his illness, but 
Severn tells us in his diaries how he often revived and was able 
to stay through dinner, crack jokes, walk around, visit places, 
and even ride a horse. In short, he and his mind were very much 
alive until the very end.8

So, is it possible, after more than a century of scholarship 
and a dozen biographies, to add anything new to what has 
already been said about this period of Keats’s life? A quick 
look through some archival material enabled me to find a 
number of documents that do not seem to have been consulted 
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by previous researchers, perhaps because they are written in 
another language or stored in Italian archives. This prompted 
me to extend my research further, and I discovered that there is 
a vast quantity of papers and records that has gone untapped. 
I realized that, if I could not rewrite the story of Keats’s last 
months in Italy, I could at least correct many of the mistakes 
made by previous biographers and fill some of the lacunae by 
using documentary evidence. All of a sudden some of the refer-
ences in Severn’s diaries and letters became clearer, new names 
and details emerged, and many of the elusive characters that 
appear in them took on a definite shape, offering a more vivid 
context and creating a fuller picture of the events.

That is why I have decided to write this book. I am not a 
professional scholar, nor do I pretend to be one, but I shall 
as far as possible use first-hand sources and question all the 
romantic assumptions that have been superimposed by previous 
biographers. The result, I hope, will not be an arid, unpoetic 
narration of facts, but a historical account that aims to be as 
close as possible to the truth – at least to the kind of truth that 
we, citizens of a far-removed world, can conjure up at a distance 
of two hundred years.

– London, 17th September 2020




