
When I Have Fears That I May Cease To Be

John Keats (1795-1821)

When I have fears that I may cease to be

Before my pen has glean'd* my teeming brain,

Before high piled books, in charactry,*

Hold like rich garners* the full ripen'd grain;

When I behold, upon the night's starr'd face, 5

Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance,

And think that I may never live to trace

Their shadows, with the magic hand of chance;

And when I feel, fair, creature of an hour,

That I shall never look upon thee more, 10

Never have relish in the faery* power

Of unreflecting love; - then on the shore

Of the wide world I stand alone, and think

Till love and fame to nothingness do sink. 14

*glean'd – harvested

*charactry – letters of the alphabet

*garners – storehouse

*faery – magic

Euphemism: Softer way of saying something unpleasant.

Harvested

Letters of the alphabet

Storehouses

Magic

Metaphor:  l ikens  wr i t ing poetry 
to  harves ting grain, w i th the 
pen as  the main ins trument. 

Simi le ex tended from l ine 2:  
The many books  are compared 
to ful l  “garners”. He wants  to  
harves t (wr i te down) the frui t 
o f his  words  (“grain”) before 
he dies .

“high romance”:  abs tract or 
phi los ical  ideas  about the 
meaning of l i fe & love.

Quatrain 1 (l ines  1-4):  
The speaker ' s  brain i s  
l i teral l y  “teeming” wi th 
ideas  that he wants  
“penned” or  wr i t ten 
down.

Quatrain 2 (l ines  5-8):  
Keats  reflect on the 
poss ible consequences  
o f his  untimely death.

Quatrain 3 (l ines  9-
12):  Keats  addresses  
someone, poss ibly his  
beloved.

Rhyming couplet:  The poet 
comes  to an awareness  
that he i s  “alone” in this  
wor ld & that fame is  a 
shor t-l i ved thing for him to 
bother  about.

The t i t le accurately reflects  
that the thought o f dy ing 
young ter r i fies  the speaker. 
This  fear  i s  caused by the 
fact that he hasn' t 
accompl ish his  dreams, 
des i res  and aspi rations .

Keats  reflects  on, 
identi fies  w i th & tackles  
the emotion of fear.

He addresses someone, possibly his beloved

His  fear o f death leads  him to 
real i se that he may never  
exper ience & enjoy the “faery 
power/Of unreflecting love”, as  his  
beloved ex is ts  for only an hour.

“faery ” i s  o ld and odd to 
descr ibe the ephemeral  
nature o f romance & l i fe.

Line 14:  His  long ques t for the 
meaning of l i fe (he thought he 
would find in knowledge, fame 
& love) seems a for lorn hope, 
s ince “love & fame to 
nothingness  do s ink”. 

He comes  to terms  wi th the idea 
of dying, and sees  i t  as  a natural  
thing.

Shakespearean/El i zabethan sonnet:  14 l ine devided into 3 
quatrains  o f 4 l ines  each, ending in a rhyming couplet.

Personi fication (l ines  6-8):  When he 
looks  at the shining, s tarry night, he 
i s  reminded of “s ymbols  o f high 
romance” whose “shadows” he may 
not “trace” i f he were to die young.

Emotions  o f lonel iness , 
despai r, nihi l i sm (sense 
that l i fe i s  meaningles s ) & 
acceptance of the 
inescapable impermenance 
of l i fe.

Euphemism fir death

Crowded

ObservePersoni fication: The night 
sky i s  l ike a s tarry face 
looking down on the ear th. Milky Way

Connotes  great pleasure 
or  enjoyment.

Metaphor for  s tanding on the edge, 
(“shore”) s tar ing out at the wor ld.



What is the poem about?

What is the subject of the poem?

 The title accurately reflects that the thought of dying young terrifies the speaker.  This fear is caused by 

the fact that he hasn't accomplish his dreams, desires and aspirations.

 Keats reflects on, identifies with & tackles the emotion of fear.

Who is speaking?

 1st person narrator. 

What is the location/setting of the poem?

 The landscape that is created by the speaker will follow according imagination and takes place within 

the speaker's mind. 

Themes and messages of the poem:

 Unfulfilled desires.  He fears not being able to accomplish his dreams, desires and aspirations.

Attitudes and feelings in the poem:

Emotions and feelings of the speaker:

 The speaker is scared at first, but then accepting.

Tone of the poem:

 Loneliness, despair, nihilism (sense that life is meaningless) and acceptance in the rhyming couplet.

Form and structure of the poem (rhyme, rhythm, line length, stanza length, etc.):

 Rhyming scheme: Cross rhyme: abab; cdcd; efef; gg.

 The sonnet has 10 syllables per line, broken into 5 pentameters consisting of an unstressed followed 

by a stressed syllable, called 'iambic'.

Type of poem:

 Shakespearean/Elizabethan sonnet.

 Characteristics of the Shakespearean/Elizabethan sonnet:

   The poem is devided into three quatrains, each comprising four lines:

   Quatrain 1 (lines 1-4)

   Quatrain 2 (lines 5-8)



   Quatrain 3 (lines 9-12)

   Rhyming couplet (lines 13-14)

 The theme of the poem develop progressively through each of the quatrains, until the highest or 

contrasting point is reached in the rhyming couplet.

Rhyming couplet:

 The use of the dash in line 12 indicates a change, highlighting what is to follow.

 The rhyming couplet is a far cry from the previous quatrains which provided the speaker wirh high 

ideals about things, such as the meaning of life.

 The poet comes to an awareness that he is “alone” in this world & that fame is a short-lived thing for 

him to bother about.

 Line 14: His long quest for the meaning of life (he thought he would find in knowledge, fame & love) 

seems a forlorn hope, since “love & fame to nothingness do sink”. 

 He comes to terms with the idea of dying, and sees it as a natural thing.

Poetic devices (e.g. metaphors, similes, enjambment, alliteration, personification, 

etc.):

 Explained in the poem above.

Poetic devices:

 The poem is held together by the use of alliteration, assonance, personification, metaphor and simile. 

These poetic devices give the sonnet great power, contributing to a greater understanding of its theme.

 The concept of “teeming” (crowded) is continued with the words “high-piled”, “rich” and “full 

ripened”.  These words imply plenty and crowded.

Personal response to the poem (how do I feel, what impact does the poem have on 

me):

 YOUR PERSONAL RESPONSE!


