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	LA BELLE DAME SANS MERCI

	Summary: The title literally means ‘The Beautiful Lady without Mercy’. John Keats crafts a ballad inspired by Arthurian legend with a memorable femme fatale while obliquely commenting on his personal circumstances and the health of his family.
	Biographical: John Keats was born in England in 1795. He became part of the famous Romantic Movement. La Belle Dame Sans Merci (1819) was written not long before Keats’ early death in 1821 from tuberculosis. He would have been aware of the serious nature of this illness from nursing his brother; tragically, he was to soon discover that he had contracted the disease himself.
	

	Part 1: The narrator questions the knight on his presence in winter. (S. 1-3)
	“sedge has withered”
“no birds sing”
“harvest is done”
	Keats uses pathetic fallacy to suggest how the knight is out of kilter with the seasons.
	
	

	Part 2: The knight starts to tell his tale of falling in love with the lady. (S. 4-6)
	“a lily on thy brow”
“on thy cheek a fading rose”
	The imagery of flowers continues this theme, vividly capturing his pale appearance.
	Interpretation: This poem was inspired by Keats’ admiration for mythology – in this case, Arthurian legend – as well as his own personal circumstances. The year 1819 saw the young Keats (who was only 24) at the height of his poetic powers crafting many masterpieces which are still famous to this day; his work received little recognition until his untimely death in 1821 though.
The tragic ending of the knight may allude to the illness and death of his brother Tom whom he had nursed through tuberculosis during the previous year. He may also have been conscious of his infatuation with Fanny Brawne, a young lady to whom he was betrothed but did not have the financial means to marry. He did not yet know that he too would succumb to tuberculosis.
[bookmark: _GoBack]A sense of mystery pervades the poem: in a clever manoeuvre (similar to Shelley’s Ozymandias), Keats places the narrator at one remove from the knight himself. This frame for the narrative means that the reader can ultimately decide whether the knight is genuinely a victim of supernatural forces or just delusional.   
	

	Part 3. The lady’s magical powers become apparent; he is bewitched.  (S. 7-8)
	“long… light… wild”
	The tricolon of adjectives uses liquid alliteration / assonance to evoke the lady’s soft beauty.
	
	

	Part 4: The knight is lulled to sleep and realizes that he is trapped forever. (S. 9-11)
	“roots of relish sweet…”

	Another tricolon which suggests the drug-like intoxication the knight suffers.
	
	

	Part 5:  The knight turns once more to the narrator to conclude. (S. 12)
	“wild wild eyes”
(no punctuation)
	The repetition (echoing the earlier description) becomes more ominous here.
	
	

	Partner poems? 

	 “Ah! Woe betide”
(hyphenated caesura)

	This exclamation captures the knight’s fresh realization of his imprisonment. 
	
	

	
	“pale… pale… death-pale”
	The barren hinterland he now inhabits is reinforced by this echoing repetition.
	
	



