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Abstract: Long relegated to a marginal post in Romantic studies, as the chronicler of 
Keats’s last days and custodian of his posthumous reception, Joseph Severn was given 
an intriguing rebirth at the start of the twenty-first century: first, with Grant F. Scott’s 
modern scholarly edition of Severn’s Letters and Memoirs (2005), and, then, with Sue 
Brown’s engaging biography (2009). These twin achievements made a persuasive case 
for reappraising Severn’s life and legacy, inviting us to see him not only as a one-
dimensional coterie figure (the timeless, static, and sometimes vain, “friend of Keats”) 
but also as a dynamic artist-cum-diplomat whose work – straddling temporal, 
geographical, cultural and generic borders – merits greater consideration. The present 
article sets out to examine one facet of this freshly fleshed-out figure: namely, his mobile 
epistolary persona, seen through the prism of crossings. With more attention than ever 
being paid to transnational Romanticism but also to the “poetics” of Romantic-period 
letters, one might wonder if Severn’s private correspondence can reward sustained 
critical focus. Severn’s epistolary writing is interesting for the light it sheds not only on 
his illustrious contemporaries but also on the porous borders he came to embody. As 
a borderline achievement in its own right, it offers a meaningful case study in Romantic 
border crossings and the performative rewriting of the self across place and time. 
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In a letter penned from Rome in the summer of 1868, at the ripe age of seventy-
four, Joseph Severn resolves to muster the “best” of his epistolary abilities for his 
sister Maria, who has sent him a “charming” letter of her own. The problem, as he 
is the first to admit, is a lack of interesting material: “so now ‘I’ve sot’ myself down 
to do my best for you’ve put me on my metal [sic], but you are to be envied in 
having those dear girls to write about, whereas I have nothing but my dull self & 
of that nothing but the rheumatism.”1 Thus, when put on his mettle (or “metal,” 
in his evocative misspelling),2 Severn manages to produce a letter which almost 
effortlessly performs the “dull self” he submits as a limitation – a letter which, 
oscillating between banal domestic cares and news of the larger world, posits the 
writer as “a mere Barometer for the present” (515). At first glance, not only is there 
nothing remarkable about this letter; its sole hope of resistance or endurance 
would seem to lie in its comically deflating dullness. At the same time, the letter 
gives voice to an underlying enthusiasm which buoys up Severn’s prose: he looks 
forward to the “pretty novelty” of receiving a refuge-seeking “Cardinal & 22 
Nuns,” driven to his door by the approaching Garibaldeans; he enjoys a season of 
“splendid” fruit; and, though struggling to follow his doctor’s orders of “dolce 
fa[r] niente,” he relishes four Walter Scott novels put aside for his convalescence: 
“am I not lucky?” (515-16). This feeling of objectless gratitude and youthful 
wonder is registered once again at the close of the letter, when he expresses relief 
at “having such an enviable position, so far beyond my poor merits & such as I 
could never even dream of ‘To husband out lifes [sic] taper at the close’ I dare say 
even you are astonished as much as I am / Your loving Joe” (516-17).3 

If there is a surprisingly cosmopolitan Romantic-period artist whose border-
crossing correspondence has yet to receive its fair due, it is Joseph Severn – a man 
who would sum up his own life as “tedious,” “a dull long blank without the least 

 
1  Joseph Severn: Letters and Memoirs, ed. Grant F. Scott (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005), 515. All 

subsequent quotations from Severn’s letters and memoirs are taken from this edition, 
with references given in parentheses in the text. 

2  Although unlikely, the possibility of a pun here is not to be excluded. In letters written 
years earlier, Severn complained to his wife of the “villainous” new metallic pens which 
had come to replace outmoded quills: “these Iron pens are villainous inventions, I have 
taken a quill & it is delightful.” Quoted in Grant F. Scott, “Preface,” in Joseph Severn: 
Letters and Memoirs, xx-xxix, xxv. 

3  The allusion to Oliver Goldsmith’s “Deserted Village” (1770) is striking not only because, 
as the subsequent correspondence attests, Severn’s “taper” would keep burning for 
another decade, but also because it looks back to a painting, based on Goldsmith’s poem, 
which he had completed a decade earlier (the last of his paintings to be exhibited at the 
Royal Academy). 
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interest except its length.”4 Long relegated to an auxiliary post, as the caretaker of 
the dying Keats and custodian of the poet’s posthumous reception, Severn was 
given an intriguing rebirth at the start of the twenty-first century: first, with the 
appearance of Grant F. Scott’s modern scholarly edition of Severn’s Letters and 
Memoirs (2005), and, then, with Sue Brown’s meticulously researched biography 
(2009).5 These twin achievements made a persuasive case for a broader reappraisal 
of Severn’s life and legacy, inviting us to see him not only as a one-dimensional 
coterie figure (the timeless, static, and sometimes vain, “friend of Keats”) but also 
as a dynamic artist-cum-diplomat whose work – straddling temporal, geographical, 
cultural and generic borders – merits greater consideration.6 By and large, 
however, this new Severn has garnered only passing interest: while Scott’s edition 
and Brown’s biography generated appreciative reviews, little has been written 
about Severn’s correspondence or memoirs in the years since.7  

The present article sets out to examine one facet of this freshly fleshed-out 
figure: namely, his mobile epistolary persona, seen through the prism of crossings. 
With more attention than ever being paid not only to transnational Romanticism8 
 
4  This line occurs at the start of his unfinished memoir, “My tedious Life” (1873), reprinted 

in Letters and Memoirs, 625. 
5  Sue Brown, Joseph Severn, a Life: The Rewards of Friendship (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2009). Added to these was the electronic edition (edited by Grant F. Scott and Sue 
Brown, and first published in Romantic Circles) of fifty-one letters written by Charles 
Brown between 1821 and 1842 (forty-five of which addressed to Severn). Most of the 
letters were rediscovered by Sue Brown in 2003. 

6  As Scott writes, “What is now remembered of the character of Joseph Severn derives 
from his companionship with John Keats during five months of an 86-year-long life. It is 
perhaps the most dramatic foreshortening of any life in literary history.” Scott, 
“Introduction,” Letters and Memoirs, 1. 

7  One noteworthy exception is Alessandro Gallenzi’s Written in Water: Keats’s Final Journey 
(2022), rev. ed. (London: Alma Books, 2024), which goes to great lengths to correct the 
editorially corrupt, and therefore often misleading, narrative of Keats’s final days in 
Rome. While his primary interest lies in establishing a more accurate portrayal of Keats, 
Gallenzi pays admirable attention to the different modes – the “language, tone, style and 
mood” – of Severn’s prose, so as to root out the “embellishments” and “descriptive 
fripperies,” along with other “creative additions” proffered by the “fraudulent” William 
Sharp, Severn’s first biographer (107-108). For a reconsideration of the “cogency and 
congruity” of Severn’s posthumous portrait of Keats, see Oliver Herford, “John Keats by 
Joseph Severn: On Likeness and Life-writing,” The Cambridge Quarterly 42, no. 4 
(December 2013): 318-41. 

8  A valuable introduction to the question of Romantic borders and transnationalism can 
be found in Jeffrey Cass and Larry Peer, eds., Romantic Border Crossings (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2008). For a study of Romantic-period engagements with literary and cultural 
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but also to the “poetics” of Romantic-period letters,9 one might wonder if Severn’s 
private correspondence, no less than that of the canonical poets he out-lived by 
several decades, can reward sustained critical focus. By turns dull and self-
reviving, Severn’s epistolary writing is interesting for the light it sheds not only 
on his illustrious contemporaries but also on the porous borders he came in 
various ways to embody. As a borderline achievement in its own right, it offers 
a meaningful case study in Romantic border crossings and the performative 
rewriting of the self across place and time. 

 
Crossing Over: Movement in Writing 
 
Despite what is still commonly assumed, the vast majority of Severn’s letters 
(including the letter discussed above) make no mention whatsoever of John Keats: 
as Sue Brown writes of the post-Keats years, “Severn had a life to get on with, a way 
to make in the world.”10 While Keats’s health is the obvious subject of the frantic 
journal-letters addressed to William Haslam, Charles Brown, and John Taylor, in 
the months following the harrowing journey to Rome, Keats can hardly be seen as 
a predominant thread when Severn’s correspondence is taken in its entirety (or at 
least in Scott’s expanded, though still greatly abridged, version). A corrective to 
the mixed and mashed texts of William Sharp’s The Life and Letters of Joseph Severn 
(1892), which became the basis for critical discussions of Severn in the twentieth 

 
traditions of the European continent, see Diego Saglia, European Literatures in Britain, 
1815-1832: Romantic Translations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019). 

9  Pioneering studies of Keats’s correspondence – in particular, Susan J. Wolfson, “Keats 
the Letter-Writer: Epistolary Poetics,” Romanticism Past and Present 6, no. 2 (1982): 43-61; 
Timothy Webb, “‘Cutting Figures’: Rhetorical Strategies in Keats’s Letters,” in Michael 
O’Neill, ed., Keats: Bicentenary Readings (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), 
144-69; John Barnard, “Keats’s Letters: ‘Remembrancing and enchaining,’” in Susan J. 
Wolfson, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Keats (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001), 120-34; and Grant F. Scott, “Introduction,” Selected Letters of John Keats, ed. 
Grant F. Scott (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), xxi-xxxiii – helped lay 
the groundwork for more recent critical readings of Romantic-period letters, as evidenced 
in the essays gathered in Madeleine Callaghan and Anthony Howe, eds., Romanticism 
and the Letter (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020). See also Pamela Clemit, “Letters and 
Journals,” in David Duff, ed., The Oxford Handbook of British Romanticism (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 418-33. Interestingly, while several chapters of The Oxford 
Handbook of British Romanticism have a distinctly transnational focus, Severn’s name 
occurs only once in the entire reference work, in a discussion of Keats’s poetic style (414). 

10  Brown, Joseph Severn, a Life, 4. 
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century,11 Scott’s edition contains a selection of 160 of Severn’s letters, written to 
family and friends between 1820 and 1879, along with eighteen letters from other 
correspondents, three-quarters of the collected letters printed for the first time. 
Appearances by well-known figures, such as Leigh Hunt, Thomas Uwins, Thomas 
Lawrence, and William Gladstone, make the selection a compelling “Barometer” 
for Severn’s social and artistic aspirations. Yet much of the correspondence 
consists of what might be characterized, following Samuel Johnson’s famous 
phrase, as “letters about nothing”12 whose mundane surface content belies a stronger 
impetus for sociability. These letters are marked not only by the kind of good-
humored conversational anecdote for which Severn was appreciated (and 
sometimes derided), but also by a keen awareness of the material make-up – the 
meaningful craftedness – of the letter, its borders and limits, its precariousness as 
well as its perdurability: “some day my letters may possibly be of value – 100 years 
hence!!” he half-jokes to his sister, at age eighty-one (23 April 1875, 545). If, at 
various points in his life, he preached the importance of “study[ing] Letter 
writing” and “taking care to spell […] well” (to Thomas Severn, 5 July 1822, 205-
206),13 and reproached his wife for her “downright bad habit”14 of not beginning 
her letters with the “day & date” (25 October 1850),15 Severn was at best an 
“idiosyncrat[ic]” speller and punctuator,16 who had to apologize for his “damned 
bad writing – I cant read it myself” (to Charles Brown, 26 October 1822, 217).17 Like 

 
11  For a comprehensive account of the limitations of Sharp’s work, see Grant F. Scott, 

“Writing Keats’s Last Days: Severn, Sharp, and Romantic Biography,” Studies in 
Romanticism 42, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 3-26; and Gallenzi, Written in Water, 103-118.  

12  Suggestive readings of Johnson’s letter to Hester Thrale of 11 April 1780, in which this 
phrase appears, can be found in Thomas Keymer, “‘Letters about nothing’: Johnson and 
Epistolary Writing,” in Greg Clingham, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Samuel Johnson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 224-39; and Louise Curran, “The Form 
of Samuel Johnson’s Letters,” Essays in Criticism 73, no. 2 (2023): 156-93. 

13  See his letter of 15 July 1827, in which he approves of his brother’s material progress: 
“Your letter’s magnificent – you write like an Emperor – a steel pen – why I should 
thought it had been a gold one, all set with diamonds & rubies, you say such precious 
things […]. Now I call this I have received a real fine letter – just the right stuff, so I wont 
rail at you any more” (276).  

14  The words are in fact double-underlined. 
15  Quoted by Scott, “Preface,” xxv. 
16  Scott, “Preface,” xxvi. Scott also points out that Severn’s letters are rife with dashes of “various 

lengths, which he used liberally and in place of other forms of punctuation” (xxvi). 
17  See his letter to Elizabeth Severn of 8 [June] 1838: “This I fear you will not be able to 

make out it is such a s[c]rawl – but as you got one yesterday and badly written I fear you 
must compare them together considering [them] as trattoria productions” (354). 
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many cost-cutting correspondents, he would regularly “crosshatch” his letters – 
a significant formal feature that is easily overlooked in print, but which Scott duly 
notes, and on one occasion reproduces,18 suggesting that the “manuscripts have 
their own patchwork beauty, [though] they are often very difficult to read.”19 
Adding to the “visually expressive style of his letters” are his frequent underlinings, 
with words or phrases sometimes double- or triple-underlined for emphasis.20 

Materially and visually, then, but also temporally and topographically, 
Severn’s correspondence proceeds through a series of crossings, crossings-back, 
crossings-over. Motion is an important motif in the letters. Like William 
Wordsworth, John Clare, and many other Romantic-period writers, Severn was 
a passionate pedestrian, walking, on one occasion, “some 200 Miles” from Rome 
to Florence to meet up with Charles Brown and Leigh Hunt (to Hunt, 26 June 1823, 
244). Towards the end of his life, one of his greatest pleasures remained the 
morning walk, which took him through the Roman streets he had traversed for 
half a century. He found it more difficult to find his footing at sea. If his earliest 
extant letters record his journey with Keats on the Maria Crowther, the single-
decked, 130-ton brig, built in 1810, that took them across rough waters for two 
months only to be held up in quarantine in the Bay of Naples, then the travel-
letters written in the decades to come convey an ever-new astonishment at the rapid 
advances in transportation technology.  

While seafaring meant seasickness (“of all things the most degrading and 
disgusting that can happen to man” [353]),21 he could not but be amazed at the speed 
of the steamship on his first trip back to England, in 1838. “Perhaps you dont 
know,” he writes to his wife, “that the steamer goes 100 miles a day” (8 [June] 1838, 
353-54), granting him a kind of whirlwind Grand Tour in reverse, with a stop at 
the Louvre (“It has intoxicated me I have see[n] all the fine thing’s I have so long 
dreamd of”) and the “lovely woods of Foutainbleaux [sic],” before his arrival in 
London: “my whole journey is only 10 days, wonderfull for me” (14 June 1838, 355).  

Slipping across temporal borders, Severn’s correspondence also records the 
epoch-defining political developments which Keats, Shelley, and Byron did not 
live to see, including the coronation of Queen Victoria in June 1838, which – thanks 
to the fleet steamer – Severn arrived in time to witness (1 July 1838, 362), and the 
 
18  Scott, Letters and Memoirs, 33-34. 
19  Scott, “Preface,” xxv.  
20  “Preface,” xxvii. Gallenzi reads the “stylistic sloppiness” of Severn’s letters as part of 

their appeal, characterizing them as “terse, direct, spirited and even witty at times;” 
Gallenzi, Written in Water, 255. 

21  Severn describes his seasickness in graphic detail in several early letters (see, e.g., 96, 99-
100, 107). 
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Italian Risorgimento, which coincided with his return to Rome as British Consul in 
1861, and of which his letters offer arresting snapshots: “here all is uncertainty, no 
one can even guess what is to transpire – the City is so full of French soldiers, 
every monastery is now a barrack & you see monks & soldiers, shouldering each 
other, what a marvellous state of things, what an important moment, what a crisis, 
almost bursting with the future” (to Thomas Severn, 6 April 1861, 481).22 

Time, ever in motion, goes backwards as well as forwards in these letters, as can 
be seen in his heart-rending description, in a letter to Charles Brown of 21 November 
1837, of the death of his infant son, a “horrible misfortune” involving a crib 
accident which occurred two days before the family’s temporary removal to Olevano, 
to escape the raging cholera epidemic (346).23 This moving account, written upon 
the family’s return to Rome, offers a rare glimpse in the correspondence not of private 
hope and rejuvenation – feelings more characteristic of Severn’s prose – but of 
“deep,” time-warping “grief” which crosses over into public mourning: 

 
we are returned to our house which within presents every painful 
remembrance of our dear angel and without doors reminds us of friends 
snatchd off by the Cholera […]. Our return to Rome was after an absence 
of 20 years instead of a few months – for the number of deaths some 15 
thousand, the palid [sic] countenances all seemingly sunk in years – the 
vacant streets and the gloom, it all seems like an absence of years[.]  

(347) 
 
In another revealing passage, from a letter composed ten years earlier, Severn 

writes to his younger brother, Tom, of his distress at learning that “the nice grassy 
Fields where we used to fly our Kites are all covered with their nasty lath & 
plaister houses – well now I dont like this – I’d have liked to revel once more in 
my boyish scenes – to have traced my wayward character to its external causes, 
and many of these would have been found in these dear fields” (276-77).24 As 

 
22  This letter tellingly shifts the feeling of political fraternity to a more personal register: 

addressed to his “beloved brother” (a phrase he uses twice, along with “you & I are 
loving brothers”), and signed “Your loving brother Joe,” the letter also mentions 
Severn’s “most affecting meeting” with Keats’s sister, Fanny Keats de Llanos, which felt 
“like a brother & sister who had parted in early life, meeting after 40 Years” (481). 

23  According to Sue Brown, some “15,000 people, one-tenth of Rome’s population, died as 
typhus and starvation followed on the cholera.” Brown, Joseph Severn, a Life, 212. 

24  Cf. his letter to Thomas Uwins of 24 October 1829: “Here am I, at this distance from my 
home, settled, perhaps never to return; and yet in that home I cannot bear the least 
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Charles Rzepka observes, this example of “Severn’s suburban Wordsworthianism 
is the more remarkable for the fact that Wordsworth’s Prelude – tracing ‘The 
Growth of the Poet’s Mind’ – was not to appear in print for another quarter of a 
century.”25 In many ways, the letter anticipates the fragmentary memoirs of 
Severn’s later years,26 which are sprinkled with “spots-of-time”-like moments; but 
it also bespeaks the painter’s default optimism, his unshakable faith in regrowth: 
“These things would help to keep me from England, was it not that I have you all 
to see and keep after my dearest recollections […] but however there is some hope 
that I may outlive them or not return till they have all crumbled down, and the 
grass begun again” (277).  

 
“You see I have become downright Italian” 
 
Letters like these, in addition to blurring temporal boundaries, usher the reader 
into a strikingly more complex version of Severn than that which is associated with 
his better-known dispatches to Brown, Haslam, and other members of the Keats 
Circle. In this respect, the most significant addition to Scott’s edition is a (regrettably 

 
change – even a garden (where I played when a boy) being built upon caused me to shed 
tears when I heard it” (297). 

25  Charles Rzepka, review of Joseph Severn: Letters and Memoirs, Studies in Romanticism 46, 
no. 4 (Winter 2007): 544. Rzepka mistakenly identifies the addressee of this letter as 
Severn’s “son,” rather than his brother (544), a slip which interestingly anticipates a 
countervailing tendency in Severn’s correspondence (discussed below). 

26  As Scott notes, in total, Severn composed six “distinct sets of reminiscences over a period 
of twenty-eight years,” the best known of which being “Incidents of My Life” (1857-
1858), “On the Adversities of Keats’s Fame” (1861), and “My tedious Life” (1873) (565). 
Like his correspondence, Severn’s memoirs deserve greater study, particularly as some 
of these reminiscences contain details long-judged unseemly or borderline appropriate, 
and which until recently were printed in bowdlerised form (if at all), despite the light 
they shed on Severn’s cross-cultural exchanges. A striking example of this is an anecdote 
concerning a defecating “Italian gentleman,” which can be found both in “Incidents” 
and (in slightly modified form) in “My tedious Life”: “I was lost in bewilderment & 
stood still being the last in line [in a narrow alley]; when owing to the ease & elegance & 
good breeding of the crouching Italian gentleman all was arranged & went off even 
pleasantly except the Atmosphere which was irretrievable – My imagination presented 
no means of escape but how limited are our northern notions, for no doubt there does 
not exist an Englishman, who if he found himself so unfortunat[e]ly placed could 
possibly have got out of it, but in some awk[w]ard clownish way, & yet this Italian gave 
a degree of elegance to the thing & made it go off well in every way, except as I said 
before the Atmosphere.” “Incidents of My Life,” 588-89. 
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small) selection of the 700-odd letters which make up the Townsend Collection, 
most of which were addressed from Severn to his wife Elizabeth between 1833 
and 1861, in the period Sharp and subsequent critics dismissed as “uneventful.”27 
The first extant letter in this freshly discovered sequence appears halfway through 
Scott’s edition, announcing a new epistolary identity in the cropped signature – 
no longer “Joseph Severn,” “brother Joe,” or “Signr Giuseppe Severn – Pittore 
Inglese” (the direction he requested his English correspondents use in the 1820s, 
when two unrelated Severns apparently also lived in Rome [230, 233, 236]), but 
the disarmingly tender moniker “Sev” (1, 3 May 1833, 315). This more intimate, 
confiding persona evinces an important undercurrent in his conjugal letters, 
which display a less helplessly performative version of the writer who watched 
“poor Keats” sink into his grave. It also evokes the ambiguous etymology behind 
Severn’s name, which he shares with the longest river in Britain (as Keats liked to 
joke):28 “Severn” is generally thought to derive from the Romano-British Latin 
sabrina, but it may also derive from the Welsh Hafren, which, as Sharp pointed out 
on the first page of his Life and Letters, “is said to mean divider or frontier stream.”29 
As a marker of linguistic, cultural, and geographical border crossing, Severn’s 
name destined him for a life of vital liminality. Like his shifting signatures, the 
Joseph Severn we meet in the letters is a man on the move, at once fixed and fluid, 
trying on a variety of masks and voices, and often self-divided. 

This points to another salient transnational feature of Severn’s correspondence, 
which stems from his seemingly temperamental split between his native England 
and his adoptive Rome. Following his departure with Keats in 1820, his life would 
chart a course of bidecennial border crossings (as well as meaningful border mix-
ups and delays):30 after an extended sojourn in Italy, where he established himself 

 
27  William Sharp, The Life and Letters of Joseph Severn (London: Sampson Low, Marston & 

Company, 1892), xxii. Scott makes a laudable effort to justify his selection of Severn’s 
recently discovered letters from this period, indicating that he has “tried to select only 
those letters that provide the most factual and significant information about [Severn’s] 
activities” (xxiii, n.11). However, such an admission also serves as a reminder of the editorial 
mediation, which, even in a greatly expanded selection like this, continues to play an 
important role in delimiting critical readings of Romantic-period figures like Severn.  

28  Keats inscribed a gift copy of his 1817 Poems: “The Author consigns this Copy to the 
Severn with all his heart.” For a discussion of the unwritten poem, which might have 
taken this pun much further, see Meiko O’Halloran, “Keats’s Unwritten Epic,” The Review 
of English Studies 75, no. 3 (2024): 315-33. 

29  Sharp, The Life and Letters of Joseph Severn, 1. 
30  Severn initially forgot his passport when leaving London with Keats (Haslam had to 

arrange to have it sent to Gravesend the day after their departure) (93), an oversight 
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as a widely respected painter, he spent two decades back in England, before 
hitting rock bottom and fleeing to the isle of Jersey; finally, a fortuitous consulship 
appointment granted him a comfortable last twenty years in Rome, where he 
would eventually be buried next to Keats in the old Protestant Cemetery. It comes 
as little surprise to find this self-proclaimed “Anglo Roman” (to Walter Severn, 19 
April 1870, 520) interrogating the cultural divide he came ambivalently to 
embody, as his expatriate existence became more home-like than the home he had 
left behind. 

His first long letters to his family, for instance, which strike a rather different 
tone from those to Haslam and Brown,31 focus less on his “dying friend” than on 
his own “good health” and better Italian “pros[p]ects” (125), including his hopes 
for the “Death of Alcibiades,” his first large oil painting since “The Cave of 
Despair,” for which the Royal Academy had awarded him a gold medal the 
previous year. He is homesick but not forlorn, as his strung-out syntax suggests: 
“my heart will be ever at my dear home – but my head is restless for fame and 
fortune – […] where I may be next I know not – but I hope here in Rome” (to Maria 
Severn, 21 January, 11, 14, 19, 20 February 1821, 125). His recourse to juxtaposition 
is at first decidedly unsubtle. Commenting on the difference between Italy and 
England, he remarks that “the only advantage I can see here over good old 
England is the beauty of the winter climate” (126); “I find myself a real Inglishman 
[sic] amongst for[e]igners – and have determined that there is nothing like or equal 
to England” (127). By the end of this long journal-letter, Severn’s chauvinism 
becomes more caricatural still: “O how I wish the Inglish [sic] had this country 
what a fine account they would turn it to – It is thrown away upon these idle beasts 
of Italians” (130). To honour his patria, he envisions painting “a Series of English 
pictures […] illustrating the rise and power of England,” including one of “The 
Britons proclaiming Arthur – King – when the Romans took their final leave of 
Britain” (to Charles Brown, 1 January 1822, 187): a crude glorification of his 

 
which nearly resulted in his (literally as well as figuratively) missing the boat. In a darker 
turn of events, later in his life, an administrative holdup in Rome prevented him from 
crossing the French–Italian border and reaching his wife before she died in Marseilles 
(he arrived two days late) (489). 

31  If he ascribes this difference in tone to a desire not to worry his family (see, e.g., his letter 
of 22 February 1821, 135), the gap is also indicative of a rhetorical variability rarely 
attributed to Severn. Sue Brown justly observes of the letters written during Keats’s 
illness that they “are quite different from any others Severn wrote;” Brown, Joseph Severn, 
a Life, 95. A notable early discussion of the first group of letters Severn addressed to his 
family can be found in Ifor B. Evans, “Keats and Joseph Severn: A Re-Estimate with 
Unpublished Letters,” London Mercury 30 (August 1934): 337-49. 
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fatherland (no less than his father, with whom he hoped to “take a tour all over 
England – to collect the antiquities and records for my purpose” [to Maria Severn, 
19 February 1821, 127]), which the painter found easier to delineate in prose than 
to depict on canvas.32 

At the same time, as Severn’s idiosyncratic misspellings suggest 
(“Inglishman,” “Inglish”), he was not unhappily assimilating Italian customs and 
idioms, passing through social and cultural stations which had once seemed 
beyond his reach. He details delectable Italian dinners, and lists the many 
newfound pleasures of Roman life, not least of which the way that “nasty stiffneck 
Rank is laid aside here” (to Charles Brown, 1 January 1822, 185). In addition to 
hours spent visiting palaces and galleries, where he could marvel at the Old 
Masters, he admired the Italians’ “clever way […] of catching Fleas & Bugs,” along 
with the “bea[u]tifull [sic] appearance of Fire Flies at Night – Thousands of sparks 
will cover the Fields at once and remain glistening [?] about” (to Sarah Severn, 16, 
24 June 1821, 161-62). Painterly details like these bring the letters to life, while 
embedding Severn more firmly in his Italian setting. A long passage in the same 
letter, accompanied by a sketch, describes his close inspection of “a number of 
Acts […] employed in the removing a dead carcasse [sic] of a Black Beetle – to their 
cell – full 20 Yards distant,” from which he draws a personal allegory: “I will go 
to Florence and labor like an Ant – and return to Rome – to my home here” (160). 
In the months following Keats’s death, Severn would inform his parents of his 
progress in “study[ing] Italian” (letter to his mother [Spring 1821], 140) – “I should 
have liked father to hear me blow a fellow up just now in Italian – I gave it him in 
style” (130) – and of his success in fitting in: “this place – the manner of living – 
every thing seems to agree with me” (140).  

If, in the summer of 1822, he could still assert his preference for “the beauty of 
my England” over “any thing I have seen,” claim that “England is worth all the rest 
of Europe – in the little it has of all things” (to Maria Severn, August [1822], 208-209), 
and declare that the “English carry on such a Monopoly” on music (to Thomas 

 
32  The painting, as he sees it in his “minds [sic] eye,” is centered around a series of stark 

contrasts: “I have the Romans (unarmed & crest fallen) crossing to their ships – in the 
distance – whilst the Britons breaking the line rush to Arthur with Crowns of Oak – and 
make him King – Arthur is commanding a Roman Officer to release an Old man from 
Chains – the Roman is sulkily delivering the key […]. In the foreground also I have a Briton 
breaking the Roman standard under his foot – You see this will be a fine subject to paint 
here – The Britons in skins with their Golden Hair – will make a fine contrast with the 
Romans – in Armour – and with Black hair” (187-88). Severn first mentions the idea of 
these “English” paintings in a letter to his sister of February 1821 (127), and returns to 
the project in letters to his father of March 1822 (194) and November 1825 (268). 
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Severn, 5 July 1822, 207), then the years to come – during which he served as a 
cicerone to the swelling number of English expatriates and helped found the 
British Academy of the Arts at Rome – would also bring about a gradual 
modulation in his patriotic tone. In a letter to his sister Maria of 4 October 1824, he 
confesses to being more than a little “smitten” with the “Italian Ladies,” “for their 
language is so beautiful – and themselves and their Country” (263). A few months 
later, Severn not only walks back on his earlier statements about those “idle beasts 
of Italians”; he now flips the cultural contrast on its head: “why what a set of 
people the English are – they think all the Italians wretches when I have found 
them (with exceptions) far more honest than the English” (275). By 1827, while 
dismissing “the English style” of music as “being bad, (if it is a style at all)” (281), 
he would embrace his hybrid identity more explicitly than ever: “you see I have 
become downright Italian,” he tells his brother, Tom (15 July 1827, 279).33 

Despite promises to return sooner, Severn would not go back to England until 
the summer of 1838, and at first only briefly. A succession of reversals of fortune 
turns the third quarter of the correspondence into a site of increasingly unsettled 
crossings. While his reunion with his family was joyful, and though he was 
gratified by the initially positive reception London society gave him, he could not 
help but contrast the filth, clamor, and sprawl of London to “our quiet life” in 
Rome, which, he tells Eliza, “is a paradise compard [sic] with the existance [sic] 
here – where all is bustle & fever” (8 July 1838, 365), and where “the Atmosphere 
is so monstruous dirty – & painful to the eyes” (24 July 1838, 367). Some months 
later, when he was back in Rome and his wife was now in England to enroll their 
children in English schools, Severn would attempt to disabuse himself of his 
lingering ambivalence, resolving to make “piazza paleta [sic]”:34 

 
[N]ow that I have made up my mind, how all the English feelings that have 
been lurking within my inmost heart during these 20 years, now expand & 
sustain me – with me the painter is Italian but the man English in every 
sence [sic] of the word […] I long to breathe the free air of England, see my 
children grow up Englishmen, & to try & transplant some of the beautiful 
eroticks of Italian Art in my native land –  

(18 November 1840, 388). 
 

 
33  This section of the letter is cross-written (279, n.10), suggesting a possible pun on 

“downright” (as the word marches perpendicularly across the first part of the letter). 
34  “Fare piazza pulita” means to make a clean sweep. 
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Having resettled in England, however, he found himself no less out of place 
than out of fashion, an uneasy status that informs the lexicon of these letters. “How 
strange it seems to come back to ones nature [sic] place after so long a strangership,” 
he writes to Haslam on 2 August 1842 (415), evoking, through a revealing 
solecism, a sense of self-alienating nostalgia. A darker mood sets in, evidenced in 
a group of desperate letters addressed to his long-standing patron, William 
Gladstone, to whom he writes of being “filld with fear at some trifeling debts” 
(8 April 1843, 419), and “disappoint[ed]” to find himself so out of touch with his 
“native place” (22 June 1843, 421). At his nadir, having resorted to illicit border 
crossings35 and been reduced to writing “‘begging letters’ which cannot be 
answerd” (to Elizabeth Severn, 20 November 1850, 438), he realizes that “there is 
nothing left for me but Rome once more” (to Elizabeth Severn, 14 August 1853, 
444-45), thus resolving to “begin ‘piazza puleta [sic]’” (to Elizabeth Severn, 
22 October 1853, 454) and make another clean sweep – not of Rome this time, but 
of the patria where “so many things” had become “cross-grained” (to Elizabeth 
Severn, 10 September 1853, 450). Reminiscent of the uncanny feeling, articulated 
by Keats as he gazed at the bustling Neapolitan harbor from his “posthumous” 
lookout point on the Maria Crowther, of no longer being a “Citizen of this world,”36 
Severn’s double “strangership” leaves him in a state of limbo which is poignantly 
registered in the mixed idioms and lexical repetitions, no less than in the insistent 
underlining, of the letters written during these troubled years. However, if his 
expatriate cosmopolitanism37 had at times limited Severn’s access to certain British 
cultural institutions38 and estranged him from his “nature” / “native place,” his 
hybrid identity would also offer him a final means of renewal, enacted through 
the border-straddling role he was (re)born to perform. 

 

 
35  For a time, Severn seems even to have considered removing to “the Normandy coast 

untill I hear something favorable from London, or when I can return in safety for the law 
extends to Jersey & even France” (to Elizabeth Severn, 14 August 1853, 445).  

36  The Letters of John Keats, 1814-1821, ed. Hyder E. Rollins, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1958), 2:350. 

37  On the cultural, political, and theoretical stakes of cosmopolitanism in the Romantic 
period, see Esther Wohlgemut, Romantic Cosmopolitanism (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009). 

38  In a letter to Charles Brown of 13 July 1836, Severn mentions his thwarted attempt at 
being nominated Associate of the Royal Academy of London (338-39). His candidacy 
“was successfully opposed by Turner, who lobbied against him on the basis of Severn’s 
émigré status in Rome” (339, n.13). 
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Rejuvenation and Longevity 
 
Indeed, the painter’s intuition that Rome – and the consulship to which he was 
appointed in 1861 – would him give him “new blood & life” (to Elizabeth Severn, 
21 August 1853, 448) proved accurate. Crossing back over to Italy enabled him 
profitably to play up his in-between status, as someone who was both “downright 
Italian” and a “real Inglishman.”39 One of the major themes of the letters written 
during the last quarter of his life is “the renovating principle” – akin, perhaps, to 
the “renovating virtue” of Wordsworth’s “spots of time” – which allows him 
“always [to] revive” (letter to Mary Severn, 29 January 1857, 464) and even, 
miraculously and often hilariously, to reverse his tedious longevity. As time wore 
on, he would report having “more & more strength & activity & dont remember 
ever being so young” (to Thomas Severn, 18 March 1862, 488); “I seem to have had 
my old age in my youth & now that I am in my old age I am enjoying my youth 
[…] This morg I am 20 years younger” (to Walter Severn, 19 April 1870, 519-20). 
A few months later, in a letter to his sister, Severn describes not only not “being 
dead” (as falsely reported by “several London papers”) but being doubly reborn 
on his seventy-seventh birthday: 

 
You will be amused that a gentleman has just now enquired about my 
Father, when he died, what age he was & that he would always be famous 
in English history, when I discovered he took me for my son & would 
hardly believe that I was the artist friend of Shelley & Keats […] I begin to 
be a wonder to all, for as yet I have not a wrinkle & they tell me I am as 
fresh as a rose –  

(7, 10 December 1870, 528-29). 
 

This harks back to a much earlier letter to Brown, in which he recounts being 
mistaken by an acquaintance who, if Severn’s words are read to the letter, seems 
to have taken him for less than half his actual age (forty-two): “she declares I am 
ten years younger than I was 15 years ago – now what do [you] think of that” 
(13 July 1836, 337). This mask of youth, which Severn proudly donned into his last 
years, is suggestive of a broader embrace of carnivalesque pranks and postures 
which is on display throughout the correspondence. Several letters stage his 

 
39  Although his decade-long tenure as British Consul was not without its mishaps, his 

successful negotiation of this mixed identity is attested to both by the pension the British 
government ultimately accorded him and by the Order of the Italian Crown which the 
King of Italy bestowed upon him at the end of his consular career. 
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avidity for the Roman Carnival, including his dressing up, on one occasion, as 
Sancho Panza, and his participation in the traditional “Sugar Plum War” which 
brought together English nobles and fearless locals in jubilant “boys play” (to 
Thomas Severn, 24 March 1822, 197).40 If Severn goes to great lengths to re-enact 
such ludic exploits, he also reminds his correspondents that “the best part” of 
Carnival is “talking under a Mask with a feigned voice” (197): a privately 
transgressive role-playing freedom, which can be associated with the re-creative 
act of letter-writing itself. 

Severn’s last surviving letter to his sister (9 June 1879), composed two months 
before his death, offers a final glimpse of his surprising epistolary mobility, but 
also of the continued centrality of borders and border crossing to his writing. The 
letter begins by assuring Maria that he was not involved in a recent 
“assassination” attempt in his building, during which the “assassin […] escaped 
by another staircase” (560). Buttressing this account are reports of Severn’s age-
related ailments: “My knees are weak & I walk badly with a stick[,] the Doctor will 
not take me out, as I may tumble […] I find it difficult to keep the perpendicular 
[…] & I am obliged to straighten myself at dinner” (560). As in the “dull” letter he 
had sent her eleven years earlier, Severn apologizes for his sub-par production: 
“Your last letter was so well written that I am quite jealous & fear you cannot read 
mine, but patience for I am now 86” (559). Yet also woven into this letter is the 
renovating counter-strain, the voice of hope and renewal which relishes the trial 
and which quietly animates his prose: “I have suffered from the damp & dark! but 
am right again & just now I am expecting Henry who is going to India, having got 
an order to search a gold mine at Madras – He will pay me a visit on his way” (559). 
The reference to his son, Henry, who had immigrated to Australia the same year 
Severn fled to the Isle of Jersey – and who would die, in India, a few years after 
this last stop in Rome – attests to the globalized (colonialist) stakes of transnational 
crossings in the latter half of Severn’s long life but also gives intergenerational 
resonance to his patronymic etymology (“frontier stream”).  

As the letter tapers off, Severn’s writing becomes more desultory and 
disjointed – “muddled” is the word his biographer applies to her ageing subject41 
– until he finds himself unwittingly tripped up (corroborating his doctor’s fear of 
 
40  Forty-five years later, Severn would continue sharing carnival anecdotes with his 

correspondents, inviting them to take part in a scene he could now only appreciate from 
his window (to Walter Severn, 8 January 1875, 540). 

41  Brown, Joseph Severn, a Life, 337. The word is also used by Alessandro Gallenzi, who 
deems Severn an “honest enough chronicler,” but for whom “people and events became 
blurred, the timeline compressed and the chronology muddled” with age. Gallenzi, 
Written in Water, 255-56. 
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a “tumble”) by an effort to correct his sister’s spelling: “Trevi is spelt with an i & 
not an a as you spel [sic] it.” However, this nearly awkward landing brings Severn 
back to form, allowing him to “straighten” up one last time, and, like the fugitive 
assassin, make a clean escape by “another” epistolary “staircase”: “I am getting 
into a long letter about nothing & conclude with my hope that your new residence 
is comfortable & pleasant / Your loving brother Joe” (560).42 Crossing self-deflating 
dullness with an awareness of what his better-known friend once called the 
“remembrancing and enchaining” power of a “good long letter be it composed of 
what it may,”43 Severn meets his correspondent half way, leaving enough room at 
the bottom of his page for a future hand to pencil in: “Died 3rd Aug 1879” (560, n.4). 
The blank space in between is as expressive of the ambivalent performativity of his 
border-crossing identity as any of his vigorously underlined, cross-hatched prose. 
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