
Ode to a Nightingale: Response 

 In the poem "Ode to a Nightingale" by John Keats, the theme of immortality is explored in the 

form of a singing bird in the distance, which conjures feelings of longing and causes one to question the 

purpose of their existence.  Keats begins by bemoaning an ache in his heart of which he cannot find a 

cause-- an emptiness that seems to occupy the lives of those who spend their days searching for meaning 

and consistency in the ever-changing world.  He drinks as a means of escape until he is allured by the 

song of the nightingale, whom he realizes has never experienced his pain ("What thou among the leaves 

hast never known, the weariness, the fever, and the fret...") and is utterly oblivious to the fact that it will 

one day grow old and die like every other creature that has lived before it.  Keats admires its unwavering 

happiness (even admitting that he would gladly die while it is "pouring its soul abroad in such an 

ecstasy"), and comes to realize that although the nightingale will someday perish, its song will live on as 

it has since ancient times, capturing the attention of others just like him with its purity and bliss.  This, he 

understands, is the true mystery of the song that both haunts him and attracts him, and as the bird flies 

away he poses the question, "Fled is that music:--Do I wake or sleep?"  Although this line could be (and 

is probably intended to be) interpreted literally, I believe it represents Keats' option to either to continue 

living his life in anticipation of death or abandon his fears and finally accept the inevitability of change 

with the hope that he can one day become immortalized through a legacy of his own. 


