
Isabella on a page – plot summary
Stanzas: Summary: Key quote:

I-III Isabella and Lorenzo are in love. Their love grows, but it causes
them a mixture of delight and pain.

They could not, sure, beneath the same roof sleep /
But to each other dream, and nightly weep.

IV-IX
Their unrequited love seems to make them both seem ill, pale, weak.
Lorenzo struggles with the idea of revealing his love. Eventually, he does.

...brought him to the weakness of a child:
Alas! when passion is both meek and wild!

X-XIII
For a brief period, they are happy. But Keats immediately invokes
images and stories of tragic or thwarted unrequited love.

Even bees, the little almsmen of spring-bowers,
know there is richest juice in poison-flowers.

XIV-XVIII Isabella lives with her brothers, who are depicted as cruel,
proud capitalists.

Half-ignorant, they turned an easy wheel,
that set sharp racks at work to pinch and peel.

XIX-XX Keats invokes the Italian writer, Boccaccio (much as Homer
would invoke his muse) and asks for his blessing.

There is no other crime, no mad assail
to make old prose in modern rhyme more sweet...

XXI-XXII
Isabella's brothers notice their developing relationship and are unhappy.
They plan to marry her off to 'some high noble’. They plan to kill Lorenzo.

...these men of cruel clay
cut Mercy with a sharp knife to the bone...

XXIII -XXVI
The brothers approach Lorenzo and request that he accompanies
them on a journey. Lorenzo says a fond farewell to Isabella.

Lorenzo, courteously as he was wont,
Bowed a Fair greeting to these serpents’ whine

XXVII -XXVIII The brothers murder Lorenzo in a forest and bury him. They passed the water
Into a forest quiet for the slaughter.

XXIX -XXXIII They tell Isabella that he has gone abroad on business. But when
he doesn't return, she pines away and gets sick.

So sweet isabel / By gradual decay from beauty
fell, / Because Lorenzo came not.

XXXIV -XLII
A vision (a ghost) of Lorenzo appears to Isabella. It describes the location of
Lorenzo's body and takes pleasure from Isabella's paleness. Like the ghost of
Hamlet's father, it says 'Adieu!' before disappearing.

Sweet spirit, thou hast schooled my infancy...

XLIII -XLV
Isabella takes an aged nurse with her to find Lorenzo’s resting
place. Keats muses on the human tendency to be fascinated by death and decay.

...To see skull, coffined bones, and funeral stole…
and filling it once more with human soul?

XLVI -XLVIII
Whereas before she was blind and passive, now Isabella is a visionary,
Active character. She digs until she unearths the body.

Upon the murderous spot she seemed to grow,
like to a native lily of the dell....

XLIX-L
Keats compares his story to the ‘gentleness of old Romance’. Isabella
cuts off Lorenzo’s head and kisses it.

Ah! wherefore all this wormy circumstance?
Why linger at the yawning tomb so long?

LI-LIV
Isabella takes the head home and cares for it like a child. She puts it in a pot
and plants basil over it. She forgets everything else and waters the basil with
her tears.

...it drew / Nurture besides, and life, from
human fears, / From the fast mouldering
head there shut from view...

LV-LVI Keats calls on Melancholy, Echo (another tragic lover) and
Melpomene, the muse of tragedy. this signals his tragic intent.

She withers, like a palm
Cut by an indian for its juicy balm.

LVII-LX

LXI-LXIII


