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“Some Ghostly Queen of Spades”:  
John Keats’s Images of Spectrality

Abstract: In the present paper I aim at exploring Keats’s use of Gothic and grotesque images 
in his three famous poems: “Isabella, or the Pot of Basil,” “The Eve of Saint Agnes” and the 
unfinished “The Eve of St. Mark.” I argue that there is a consistent pattern of imagery in Keats’s 
poetry that combines these two categories, and this imagery revolves around an idea of a spec-
tral presence, or a “life-in-death” existence. The mingling of these two literary and aesthetic 
modes allows for a powerful articulation of anxieties relating to mortality, a confrontation with 
the inevitability of death and decay of the human body, and the uneasy, tentative hope for the 
afterlife.
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Abstrakt: Niniejszy artykuł analizuje wykorzystanie motywów gotyckich i groteskowych 
w trzech słynnych poematach Johna Keatsa: Isabella, czyli donica z bazylią, Wigilia Świętej 
Agnieszki oraz Wigilia Świętego Marka. Autorka stawia tezę, że w poezji Keatsa można do-
strzec spójny schemat obrazowania, łączący te dwa elementy i koncentrujący się wokół idei 
widmowej obecności oraz stanu „życia w śmierci”. Połączenie literackich i estetycznych kon-
wencji groteski i gotyku pozwala na wyraziste ukazanie lęków związanych ze śmiertelnością, 
konfrontację z nieuchronnością śmierci i rozkładu ludzkiego ciała, ale również sugeruje nie-
pewną, pełną wątpliwości nadzieję na życie pozagrobowe.

Słowa kluczowe: poezja romantyczna, John Keats, gotyk, spektralność

* * *
In his last surviving letter of November 30th 1820, John Keats writes: “I have an 
habitual feeling of my real life having past, and that I am leading a posthumous 
existence” (Scott 2002, 485).

In these words Keats refers to his fatal illness (tuberculosis) which he came 
to cure in Rome in November 1820, three months before his death. Being nursed 
by his friend and companion Joseph Severn, he spent his final months in a rented 
apartment in Piazza di Spagna, just next to the famous Spanish stairs; the place 
now hosts the Keats and Shelley Museum. Despite the splendid location in sunny 
Rome, the words in the quoted letter have a distinctly morbid and Gothic tone, 
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suggesting a ghostly, spectral life after death before actual death happens, but also 
transcending the limits of one’s weakening body and watching one’s own dying. 
This transcendence, however, is not a triumph, but a resignation; it is a curious 
trope, an image of an unfinished, ghastly, morbid transformation. It is a trope 
which becomes a meeting point of two important literary and aesthetic categories: 
the Gothic and the grotesque. In the present paper I aim at exploring Keats’s use 
of Gothic and grotesque images in his three famous poems: “Isabella, or the Pot 
of Basil,” “The Eve of Saint Agnes” and the unfinished “The Eve of St. Mark.” 
I argue that there is a consistent pattern of imagery in Keats’s poetry that com-
bines these two categories, and this imagery revolves around an idea of a spectral 
presence, or a “life-in-death” existence. The paradoxical “posthumous existence,” 
which Keats mentions in his letter, is a perfect example of such an image.

As is well known, ghosts or spectres and various forms of haunting are per-
sistent elements in Gothic literature. Fred Botting writes that “[t]hrough its pre- 
sentations of supernatural, sensational and terrifying incidents, imagined or not, 
Gothic produced emotional effects on its readers rather than developing a rational 
or properly cultivated response” (Botting 1996, 3). In The Encyclopedia of the 
Gothic Julian Wolfreys characterises the term “spectrality” as a figure of other-
ness, disrupting orders or systems of representation and logic, and contends that, 
having to do with phantoms, apparitions and spirits, it is a liminal term, which it-
self escapes being defined (Wolfreys 216, 638). Crucially, it has been long recog-
nized that far from being only sensational tools of evoking the desired emotional 
response of a pleasant thrill, stock elements in Gothic fiction are embodiments of 
various cultural concerns and personal, psychological anxieties.

Spectral presence also belongs to the genre of the grotesque. According to 
Wolfgang Kayser, one of the most important modern theorists of the grotesque, 
“grotesqueness is constituted by a clashing contrast between form and content, the 
unstable mixture of heterogeneous elements, the explosive force of the paradoxi-
cal, which is both ridiculous and terrifying” (Kayser 1957, 53). Chief elements of 
the grotesque are incongruity, abnormality, excess, deformity, and transgressive 
potential. Furthermore, Kayser links such an experience to the idea of the uncanny 
(another connection between the grotesque and the Gothic), suggesting that the 
grotesque world is the once familiar, now alien, realm (Kayser 1979, 276). The 
spectral presence fits all of these categories: it is profoundly liminal: inhabiting 
the space between presence and absence, it can and simultaneously cannot be 
seen, is both known and alien, estranged, at once belonging and not belonging. It 
evokes fear but in many Gothic representations it also seems absurd and ridicu-
lous; yet, primarily, it is incongruous as it transgresses the boundaries between the 
realms of fantasy and reality.

Crucially, spectral presence is metonymically linked to death and dying; it is 
a foreboding of death or a visitation of a once alive, now dead figure. It reminds 
one of the inevitability of death and decay and as such, it is also connected to 
the ailing, decaying body. It is vital to remember that the grotesque frequently 
relates to the human body, in its physical, usually deformed or decaying, aspect. 
This correlation is owed, primarily, to another powerful theorist of the grotesque 
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– Mikhail Bakhtin. In his Rabelais and his World Bakhtin gives one of the best 
descriptions of grotesque physicality: the grotesque reveals “two bodies in one,” 
an “unfinished metamorphosis” in which “[f]rom one body a new body always 
emerges in some form or other” (Bakhtin 1984, 26). Bakhtin concentrates on 
the body as it changes, dies or gets born, is unfinished, frequently deformed or 
seemingly incomplete, as in the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch and Breughel the  
Elder (Bakhtin 1984, 27); spectral presence, like Keats’s posthumous existence 
of his (still) alive, degenerating, ailing body denotes just such an incomplete, 
unfinished metamorphosis.

Keats, as we know, read and enjoyed Gothic fiction, even if his interest mixed 
with ridicule. In her biography John Keats: The Making of a Poet, Aileen Ward 
states that “some of his pocket money went on thrillers popular with schoolboys 
of his time, such as Beckford’s Vathek and the novels of Monk Lewis and Mrs. 
Radcliffe.” (Ward 1964, 18) Writing from Teignmouth in Scotland, where he was 
taking care of his ailing brother Tom, Keats describes the Scottish landscape in 
a letter to John Hamilton Reynolds of March 14th 1818 in such terms:

for I am going among scenery whence I intend to tip you the Damosel Radcliffe – I’ll cavern 
you, and grotto you, and water-fall you, and wood you, and water you, and immense-rock 
you, and tremendous-sound you, and solitude you (Scott 2002, 102).

Clearly, the Gothic aesthetics was deeply ingrained in Keats’s literary imagi-
nation. A year after the mentioned letter he composed three perfectly Gothic po-
ems – “Isabella, or the Pot of Basil,” “The Eve of St Agnes” and the unfinished 
“The Eve of St Mark” – and in another of his letters – this time to his brother 
George – of February 14th 1819, he introduced them once again through a refer-
ence to Anne Radcliffe:

In my packet […] I shall send you my Pot of Basil, St. Agnes Eve, and if I should have 
finished it a little thing called Eve of St. Mark – you see what fine Mother Radcliffe names 
I have–it is not my fault–I do not search for them (Gittings 1970, 214).

However, the Gothic mode goes far beyond the names of the heroines, which 
Keats classifies as Radcliffian. In all three of the poems one may find other staple 
Gothic elements – the setting, the atmosphere, a constant sense of anxiety and 
a foreboding of a disaster, hauntings, premonition or physical presence of death 
and dead bodies, a threat of violence. Crucially for the aim of this article, Keats 
merges the Gothic convention with the grotesque mode, which is particularly vis-
ible in the images that can be classified as “life-in-death,” spectral presences.

Let us start from “Isabella; or the Pot of Basil,” Keats’s romance which he 
deemed as “smokable” – prone to being criticised (Scott 2002, 351) – probably 
because of its at once shocking and sentimental character. “Isabella, or; the pot of 
Basil” voices profound concerns about death, dying and material physicality 
of the decay of the human body, but also speaks about precarious, albeit paradoxi-
cal, hope of regeneration and renewal. The plot (adapted from Boccaccio) is well 
known: Isabella is a young lady born into a rich family in medieval Florence, 
whose brothers want to forestall her love affair with Lorenzo, a family servant, 
and decide to use radical means, by murdering the unfortunate lover, and burying 



86 Małgorzata Łuczyńska-Hołdys

him in a forest. Lorenzo comes back as a ghost to let Isabella know what happened 
to him; consequently,Isabella, equipped with a knife, runs to the forest, exhumes 
his body, cuts off his head and buries it in an earthenware pot, planting basil seeds 
in the soil. She spends her days mourning Lorenzo, embracing the pot, and as her 
tears water the seeds, the basil brows thick and bushy, while she withers.1

Both spectrality and the grotesque lie at the heart of the poem. The spectral 
“life-in-death” existence is epitomised by the absence/presence dynamics of Isa-
bella’s unfortunate lover. After the nightly visitation of Lorenzo’s ghost (a staple 
Gothic element) and the dismal scene of exhumation and dismemberment of his 
body, Isabella fully commits to her obsessive mourning ritual, non-stop crying 
over the pot in which she buried the remains of her lover’s body. Lorenzo’s ab-
sence is at the same time the constant presence of his severed head, mouldering 
in the pot of basil. This paradox gives rise to what may be called a parody of 
afterlife: Lorenzo lives on, in the alternative form of the basil plant, which is 
nourished by his decomposing, rotting head and by Isabella’s tears. In no other 
poem does Keats go to such lengths in emphasis on the morbid, the macabre and 
the unhealthy.

The reading of “Isabella” through the lens of the grotesque is pertinent on 
a number of levels. First and foremost, the constant, paradoxical dwelling in-
between life and death represents the feature of categorical transgression, the 
grotesque incongruity. As a result, the readers witness what Kayser calls the es-
tranged world, hanging between the familiar and the ominously distorted: the 
basil pot becomes an urn, the growth of the basil feeds on death and decompo-
sition, while the tending of the plant is a mourning ritual. Secondly, grotesque 
incongruity is also present in the fact that while the story is undeniably ghastly 
and macabre, there is something funny in the oversentimental, excessive central 
image of the poem. The young woman lovingly embracing the earthenware pot, 
shedding tears all over it (it is hardly surprising that this is exactly the scene which 
became a subject of almost uncountable painterly renderings). This clash is on 
a par with John Ruskin’s influential statement that “the grotesque is, in almost 
all cases, composed of two elements, one ludicrous, the other fearful” (Ruskin 
1873–1874, 126). Nevertheless, even if we see the ridiculous aspect of Keats’s 
narrative, the other, darker vein prevails; the funny element is promptly subverted 
by the uncanniness of Isabella’s mourning and Lorenzo’s severed head.

The discussion of the grotesque elements in “Isabella; or, the Pot of Basil” 
however, is best warranted by a recourse to Mikhail Bakhtin and his analysis of 
the grotesque body. For Bakhtin, the essential principle of grotesque realism is 
laughter, but arising out of degradation, destruction of hierarchies and mixture 
of categories, a transfer of ideals to the material level (Bakhtin 1984, 19–20). 
This degradation, nevertheless, is regenerative: it brings about a new beginning. 

1   For an extended discussion of this poem in the context of trauma and the grotesque, see my 
book The Written and the Visual. Representations of Women in English Nineteenth-Century Poetry and 
Art. Gottingen: Vanderhoeck und Ruprecht, 2021, as well as the article “Keats, the Grotesque, and the 
Victorian Visual Imagination: Isabella; or the Pot of Basil,” in Romantic Dialogues and Afterlives, ed. 
Monika Coghen, Anna Paluchowska-Messing, 159–170. Krakow: Jagiellonian University Press, 2021.
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Bakhtin writes: “Degradation digs a bodily grave for a new birth; it has not only 
a destructive, negative aspect, but also a regenerating one. […] Grotesque real-
ism knows no other lower level; it is the fruitful earth and the womb. It is always 
conceiving” (Bakhtin 1984, 21). From this perspective, we may see the travesty 
of the death/burial/rebirth cycle in what happens to Lorenzo’s body: first it is dug 
out by Isabella, in order to be buried again in the pot and subsequently sprout to 
new life as a plant. The Gothic and the grotesque perfectly intermingle: the spec-
tral, life-in-death presence of Lorenzo gives rise to grotesque realism and parody.

Spectrality and eerie, unearthly presence is also at the centre of “The Eve of 
Saint Agnes,” the second of the poems chosen for analysis in the present essay. 
The work is among Keats’s most famous texts; in his book Reading the Eve of 
Saint Agnes: The Multiples of Literary Transaction Jack Stillinger lists fifty-seven 
interpretations of the poem. Many of them centre upon the Gothic; yet, it is my 
conviction that the Gothic coexists with the grotesque, and the fusion of the two 
categories is particularly visible in eerie, “out-of-this-world” imagery, as well as 
in the twining of violence, eroticism and death.

In his book Rethinking the Concept of the Grotesque, Shun-Liang Chao writes: 
“The scholarly consensus is that the grotesque combines two emotional poles 
in one; when one of them comes to the fore, the other, still present, retreats into 
the background” (Chao 2010, 4). One emotional pole is laughter arising out of 
the grotesque playfulness (Bakhtin’s perspective); the other – fear, shock or pity 
resulting from its macabre or fearsome aspects. This second pole is the centre 
of Wolfgang Kayser’s reading, who “argues that all forms of the grotesque are 
overwhelmed by dark, unfathomable forces that turn our familiar world into an 
estranged one which ceases to be reliable and liveable” (Chao 2010, 4).

In “The Eve of Saint Agnes” the second face of the grotesque prevails, al-
though playfulness is also present in the idea of superstition, which frames the 
narrative. According to it, if a young woman prays to St Agnes on the eve of her 
feast and performs certain rituals (like going to bed supperless, not speaking or 
looking at anyone on that evening), she will be rewarded by a dream in which 
she will see the face of the man she is destined to marry. Madeline, the young 
heroine, diligently strives to meet these conditions: that evening she dances with 
“vague, regardless eyes” (l. 64), sighs a lot (l. 66) and refrains from speaking 
although Keats mentions that “her heart was voluble/paining with eloquence her 
balmy side” (ll. 205–206), a description which borders on the playfully ridiculous. 
Still, before we can laugh Madeline off as a sentimental victim, almost a parody 
of a naive Gothic heroine, the laughter promptly dies off as the narrative follows. 
Porphyro, who is in love with Madeline but rejected by her family, is allowed to 
her chamber by Angela, Madeline’s old nurse, on the condition that he will not 
harm her. Porphyro is a figure in between the Gothic hero and the Gothic villain: 
while Madeline shares his feelings, what happens in her bedroom has distinctly 
uneasy overtones. Unseen, Porphyro hides in her wardrobe and watches the una-
ware girl undress, and when she falls asleep, prepares a feast of fruit and spiced 
sweets, gets into her bed and makes love to her. Upon awakening, Madeline is 
disconcerted and confused; what most shocks her is the realization that the real 
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Porphyro is not quite the same as the hero from her dream; when she realizes that 
their lovemaking was not a fantasy, she reacts with dismay and shock, exclaim-
ing: “No dream, alas, alas! And woe is mine” (l. 328) and asking “Cruel! What 
traitor could thee hither bring? (l. 330). Jack Stillinger, in his famous sceptical 
reading of the poem, does not hesitate to suggest that what happens in Madeline’s 
chamber is a rape, and he describes Porphyro as a “peeping Tom and villainous 
seducer” (Stillinger 1975, 546). The boundaries between sex and violence are 
blurred in a strange, Gothic and grotesque fashion. Other critics also note the 
harsh, deceptive implications of the poem. In her essay “Keats and the Tongueless 
Nightingale” Beverly Fields concentrates on violence and oppression, drawing on 
the comparison of Madeline to Philomel from the Greek myth, in which Philomel 
is raped by Tereus, who also cuts off her tongue so that she cannot tell her story. 
Later, she is changed into a nightingale (Keats describes Madeline in her chamber 
as a “tongueless nightingale,” an ominous image in the context of what happens 
later). Lynne Pearce, in reference to Stillinger’s reading, notes: “While I would 
not wish to suggest “The Eve of Saint Agnes” is “simply” a poem “about rape,” 
or to deny the ambiguity that surrounds Madeline’s desire/complicity, the context 
of Porphyro’s behaviour is certainly that of a rapist” (Pearce 1991, 104). What is 
most striking, in this part of the story, is how perfectly Madeline’s situation fits 
Kayser’s definition of the grotesque experience, understood as finding oneself 
in a world which suddenly becomes estranged, alien, distorted. Madeline’s dis-
comfort and confusion is a result of just such an experience. She wakes up in her 
own room, in her own bed, but neither remains unchanged. Porphyro’s presence 
transforms the familiar, safe surroundings into a strange, alien place. The change 
is emphasised even more by the fact that Madeline remains in between the wak-
ing and dreaming state, not certain what is real and what is imagined – and what 
is the result of the supernatural spell induced by the superstition. The boundaries 
between the familiar and the other, reality and fantasy, become painfully strained. 
This experience is both grotesque and uncanny: as Frances Connelly writes,  
“[a]n effective grotesque fixes our attention on an existing boundary, making the 
contours of the familiar and ‘normal’ visible to us, even as it intermingles with 
the alien and unexpected” (Connelly 2014, 11).

The eerie, unreal, both gothic and grotesque nature of “The Eve of Saint  
Agnes” is also visible in other “spectral presences” which preside over the main 
story of Keats’s romance. Angela, the old maid, who plays an ambiguous role in the 
plotline, dies a grotesque death, “palsy-twitched, with meagre face deformed.” 
The other such presence is the old Beadsman, who appears in the first stanzas  
of the poem as “meagre, barefoot, wan” as he prays on his rosary in the hostile, icy 
cold outside the castle and who “then reappears at the end as a corpse lying in his 
cell, undiscovered, unburied” (Stillinger 1999, 36). The deaths of Angela and the 
Beadsman successfully undermine the seemingly “happy” ending, in which 
the lovers fly away from the castle; nevertheless, Porphyro and Madeline too 
seem to be strangely changed, as they escape into the icy storm gliding like phan-
toms (ll. 361–362). Even more ghostly, eerie, “out-of-this-world” elements are 
present in the rich, evocative imagery of the setting of the poem. The freezing cold 
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of the January weather fits well the Gothic ambience. So does the castle itself, 
which, despite its “ancient revelry” seems almost haunted, due to the sculpted fig-
ures of knights and ladies that are rendered as “sculptured dead” “imprisoned in 
black, purgatorial rails” (ll. 14–16), and the “carved angels” staring at the guests  
“[w]ith hair blown back, and wings put cross-wise on their breasts” (ll. 34–36). 
In the presentation of the castle Alan Boehm notes the “disturbing effects of frag-
mentation, spatial and architectural distortions, a grotesque confusion of sculp-
tured and human forms, and other optical uncertainties that undermine or compli-
cate the beauty and concreteness of the castle setting” (Boehm 1988, 21). Here, 
too, the familiar and the alien merge, just as the boundary between life and death, 
dream and reality becomes precarious.

The last of the three poems mentioned in Keats’s letter is the unfinished “The 
Eve of Saint Mark.” It tells a story of Bertha, a girl who in solitude reads an illu-
minated manuscript, standing at a window overlooking the streets and the Cathe-
dral of Chichester. In her reading she discovers the legend of St. Mark, the martyr-
saint and patron of Venice. The poem also includes a fragment written by Keats on 
a separate page in his scrapbook, which was later identified as a part of the poem.2 
The passage tells about a superstition according to which people keeping a watch 
in a church porch on the night preceding the feast of St Mark, which falls on April 
25th, could see the ghosts of those destined to die during the year passing into the 
church. The poem comprises a number of staple gothic elements – superstition, 
foreboding of death, gloom, silence and solitude, uninviting weather conditions 
(the city is drenched in rain). The most Gothic element, however, is the shadow 
which rises over the reading Bertha.

Keats describes the scene as follows:
Her shadow, in uneasy guise, 
Hover’d about, a giant size, 
On ceiling-beam and old oak chair, 
The parrot’s cage, and panel square;

[…]

Untir’d she read, her shadow still 
Glower’d about, as it would fill 
The room with wildest forms and shades, 
As though some ghostly Queen of spades 
Had come to mock behind her back, 
And dance, and ruffle her garments black

		  (ll. 73–76, 83–88).

Bertha’s shadow is a towering, distorted shape, metamorphosing, always 
changing, taking many different illusory forms (“it would fill/The room with 

2   For the controversy relating to this inversion, see Walter H. Houghton. 1946. “The Meaning 
of Keats’s Eve of St. Mark,” ELH, 13(1) (Mar.): 64–78 and David Luke. 1970. “«The Eve of Saint 
Mark»: Keats’s «Ghostly Queen of Spades» and the Textual Superstition,” Studies in Romanticism 
9(3) (Summer): 161–175.
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wildest forms and shades”). In its propensity for shape-shifting it perfectly fits 
the category of the grotesque because of its distortive uncanniness, and, at the 
same time, it is essentially gothic; crucially, in her illuminating study of the gro-
tesque, Frances S. Connelly identifies mutability, metamorphosis and play as cru-
cial elements of the grotesque mode:

[I]n order to understand the grotesque it is essential to understand it as being “in play.” It 
always represents a state of change, breaking open what we know and merging it with the 
unknown. As such, the one consistent visual attribute of the grotesque is that of flux (Con-
nelly 2014, 5).

The grotesqueness of Bertha’s shadow is particularly apparent in its incongru-
ity, which David Luke calls a “peculiar and even terrifying discrepancy between 
shadow and body”(171). Moreover, in the realms of both the grotesque and the 
Gothic, fantasy and reality are intertwined – Bertha’s shadow gains an independent 
life of its own, as it no longer is the heroine’s silhouette, but morphs into “some 
ghostly Queen of spades.” In the tarot deck, the queen of spades corresponds to 
the queen of swords and is traditionally read as the death card. It signifies disaster 
and bad luck, and Keats’s comparison suggests randomness and lack of control 
over the workings of sinister fate. Last but not least, her dancing figure behind 
Bertha’s back, simultaneously mocking her and presaging her demise, brings to 
mind the medieval trope of Danse Macabre – the dance of death, an allegorical 
concept signifying the universality and equalising power of death, in visual arts 
frequently represented as a procession of corpses and skeletons towards the grave. 
The weird crossing between the worlds of the living and the dead, its absurdity 
and paradoxical nature, the fact that it can be seen as both terrifying and ridiculous 
make the spectral shadow an epitome of the grotesque.

Fred Botting emphasises the fact that the Gothic is a deeply psychologized 
genre, and as such focuses on internal, psychological states, frequently dealing 
with obsession, madness, anxiety, fantasy, hallucination and transgression (Bot-
ting 1996, 7). These themes pervade the three discussed poems and are visible in 
the obsessive mourning of Lorenzo in Isabella, the precarious tension between 
reality and fantasy, love and violence in “The Eve of Saint Agnes,” the forebod-
ing and superstition in “The Eve of Saint Mark.” All three poems are also similar 
in the fact that, in different ways, they speak about mortality and the afterlife. In 
“Isabella,” Lorenzo is grotesquely regenerated and lives on in the form of a basil 
plant, also immortalised by his lover’s mourning; in “The Eve of Saint Mark” the 
dancing Queen of spades foretells the death of Bertha; the lovers in “The Eve of 
Saint Agnes” seem to have already entered a spectral, out-of-this-world existence 
as they become phantoms gliding in the storm, living – like Keats – a posthu-
mous existence. The mingling of the grotesque and the Gothic modes allows for 
a powerful articulation of anxieties relating to mortality, a confrontation with the 
inevitability of death and decay of the human body, and the uneasy, tentative hope 
for the afterlife.
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