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INTRODUCTION

John Keats, a British Romantic poet of the 19" century, was one of the
most outstanding representatives of the Romantic Movement. Many of
Keats’s poems have now become the cream of British poetry and world
literature. For a long time people believe that Shakespeare owed everything
to a sort of wild power; that he came into the world of literature and
dominated it without any of the received qualifications of training and rank.
The thing seems somehow miraculous. In the attitude of a small group of
friends early in the nineteenth century towards Shakespeare’s ardent
worshipper, John Keats, a similar notion of the wonderful, appears to have
played a part ----- that he should write poetry in spite of his unpoetic origins,
that he should write it at such an early age, and that it should be so
accomplished and glorious for generations. The poems of Keats have been
enjoyed, imitated and venerated, and most important, his poems have
aroused argument for generations, especially about his “Negative Capability”
concept and his great odes in 1819. * The reasons why Keats’s poetry has
been constantly receiving attention from critics lie in the following aspects:
the life experiences and poetic career, the Romantic features of his poetry,
the uniqueness, and the foresightedness.

Keats was not widely known as a great poet during his lifetime but
severely attacked by critics. His fame soared after is death. He uses his
imagination to depict a beautiful world with natural and Greek images,
describing human’s pursuit for beauty and permanent ideal for bright future

in order to ease and comfort bitter feelings in life. Reading Keats’s poems,
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we can get splendid spiritual enjoyment and be convinced that the world is
beautifully worth our love. By soaking ourselves in Keats’s poems, we can
find spiritual homeland and support in modern world where material
civilization gets increasingly rich.

As one of the representatives of English Romantic movement, John
Keats is a leading poet in English literature, whose poems play an important
role in Britain poetry and world literature. It is no doubt that the life
experience of every author will, more or less, influence his artistic works.
This is especially true when it comes to Keats, for many of his poems are in
some sense quite personal. As an Indian scholar of Keats claims, “Any
critical estimate of Keats as a poet must begin with a recognition of the fact
that his life and poetry inextricably blended. Every poem of his has its root in

»2 Keats was the least fortunate one amid the

the actual experience of his life.
Romanticists. He died at the age of only 26. Even before his death, his life
was overshadowed by the terrible tuberculosis which took both his mother
and brother. Unlike the well-to-do young aristocrats Lord Byron and Shelley,
Keats was of very humble origin: his father was head hostler at a livery
stable. What’s more miserable is he suffered his parents’ death at respectively
nine and fifteen. As for career, ever since he abandoned medicine for poetry,
he laid his aim at dedicating himself to poetry and believed that he would be
“among the greatest English poets”,? but his poetic ambition met with many
setbacks and he never won the popularity he was thirsty for throughout his
life. Keats developed an ambition of becoming a great poet, and made some
attempts in writing poems as early as when he was a young teenager.

Keats’s studies became prosperous in the 20™ century, during which
new methods and theories of criticism mushroomed. Studies shifted to
Keats’s personal development, Keats’s poetic style, and his poetry-creating
process. Keats’s poems were studied from different perspectives with various

methods. In the early period of this century, a considerable number of critics
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did research on the influence from poets of the Elizabethan times on Keats
and concluded that Keats’s ideas on the aesthetic and philosophy of life most
probably dated from the Elizabethan times. At the same time, another trend
in Keats studies appeared, that was comparison. Commentators put their
focus on the comparison between Keats and other poets such as Spenser,
Shelly, Wordsworth and Shakespeare.

From the 1960s on, scholars seemed to realize that Keats’s success not
only lied in his imitation of great poets, but also in his ability to make
breakthrough in his poetry. They began to reinterpret Keats’s poetry form
various new perspectives. There emerged writings on the research of Keats’s
aesthetics. Moreover, Keats’s aesthetics of “Negative Capability” was
discovered by critics but did not get great attention and deep analysis.

Many critics both abroad and at home give various interpretations about
“Negative Capability” according to their own understanding. Some critics
understand it only from the literal meaning, especially from the word
“negative”. Most of the time, people understand “Negative Capability” as
“passive capability”. Some critics treat it as escapism. J.M. Murry explains
the line “the feel of not to feel it” as the

. - phenomenon of “Negative Capability”.> He sees in line an
evocation of a state of affectlessness similar to Coleridge’s in the Dejection
ode. He relates it to recurrent moods of spiritual torpor that afflicts Keats.’

LR N3

Stuart M. Sperry calls “Negative Capability” “escapism” after he analyzes
Keats’s earlier poems and letters.® Sperry thinks that in Keats’s poems “In
Drear-nighted December” and “The Human Seasons”, Keats tries to build an
analogy between man’s life and nature, but without real success. In the two
poems, “the all-too-human poet reaches out wishfully towards the natural

254 In

process as a healing balm, an antidote, for the pains of his humanity.
Sperry’s eyes, Keats remains in the negative state.

From another poem “On Fame”, Stuart M. Sperry also finds Keats’s
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passiveness. He writes, “Keats had just written a sonnet describing Fame as a
‘wagward girl” who is ‘coy’ to those who woo her too actively, ‘But makes
surrender to some thoughtless boy, / And dotes the more upon a heart at
ease.” Those categories (activity, thoughtlessness, the passive ‘heart at ease”)
unexpectedly take on large meaning.”5 Sperry says, “Keats writes a poem not
about servitude to fame but about the human mind itself. This wish for
secular ‘grace’ through art arises from the passionate human desires for
permanence, the inability of the mind to reconcile itself to mortality. Again
Keats turns to nature as a model of passive unselfconscious participation in
the rhythm of the life process.”6

Stuart M. Sperry still tries to prove that Keats’s “Negative Capability”
to be “escapism” and “passiveness” in Keats’s letter, the one in which he
includes “What the Thrush Said” (with its message of “O fret not after
knowledge”).”  “This letter will suffice if we take note of the
recommendation of ‘passive and receptive’ feminine sexuality of the flower,
‘budding patiently under the eye of Apollo,’(1:232) against the active and
masculine bee, ‘buzzing here and there impatiently from a knowledge of
what is to be arrived at.””(1:232) For Sperry, this is Keats’s “wise
passiveness”.?  But there is a darker side to Keats’s “wise passiveness” in
the poem “To Sleep”, for “it partakes not only of sex but of extinction.”® In
this poem Keats replaces the ‘Sweet forgetting’ of the natural process with
the ‘forgetfulness divine’ of Sleep, but the longing for “the feel of not to feel
it” is only the more intense. Also in this poem, Keats follows the logic of his
own desire for passive insentience by concluding in a wish for easeful death.
Keats uses the same effect for the purpose in the Nightingale ode: “To thy
high require become a sod.”'® Stuart M. Sperry thinks that Keats in the poem
“To Sleep” achieves greatness. He earns his escapism by being more than an
escapist. ™!

Kenneth Muir in his essay “The meaning of the odes”, studies of



Keats’s “Negative Capability” linked with his odes. He mentions that “The
indolence was closely linked with “Negative Capability” he felt to be a
characteristic of the best poets, alternating moods of activity and indolence
being, in fact, the rhythm of the mind is necessary for the exercise of
“Negative Capability”. It is arguable, indeed, that since during the act of
creation the poet must organize, choose and reject, he can exercise “Negative
Capability” only during his moods of receptive indolence ---- what
Wordsworth called ‘a wise passiveness”’.12

In China, there are also some critics who regard Keats’s “Negative
Capability” as “passiveness” or “escapism”. Luo Yimin studies Keats’s
“Negative Capability” from the interrogative sentence structure of Keats’s
odes, showing that Keats always remains in ‘“uncertainties, Mysteries, and
doubts” instead of trying to go out of this state, even at the end of “Ode to a
Nightingale”: “Do I wake or sleep?”(VIIIL.10) Keats still cannot break up the
“Negative Capability”. Luo Yimin believes that Keats practices his
“Negative Capability” by creating a “mysterious world” in his odes.™ Two
other scholars, Qian Chaoying and Xi Yanping, separately analyze Keats’s
“Ode on a Grecian Urn” and “Ode to a Nightingale” in terms of Keats’s
“Negative Capability” from the “beauty” point of view.'* Wang Jing writes a
thesis entitled “Keats’s Negative Capability”. But she understands it as a
kind of Psychological phenomenon, pointing out that “Negative Capability”
only means self-consciousness completely lost or partly lost. Still, Keats can
only abstract himself into objects to find freedom.™

All the explanations above are limited to part of the meaning of

“Negative Capability”, based on “being in uncertainties, Mysteries, and
doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason...from being
incapable of remaining content with half knowledge”(I1:193). In fact, if we
study his whole life and his philosophy of life, Keats’s “Negative Capability”

is not only limited to such a narrow meaning. “Uncertainty” is only a little
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part of “Negative Capability”, and it exists in the earlier stage of his mind in
the process of writing. Also impersonality does not mean passiveness or
escapism. In fact, Keats is always seeking the solution to the contradictions
between life and art, imagination and reality, pleasure and pain, beauty and
truth. Sometimes he even experiences the pain and pleasure by going out of
himself, and tries to find beauty by imagination, but truth is real, so Keats’s
permanent aim is to pursue the beauty in truth. And that is the highest stage
of “Negative Capability”.

So “Negative Capability” has extension of several thoughts, with at
least three further extensions. First, a great poet should have the capability of
being in uncertainties, Mysteries, and doubts. Second, the excellence of
every art is its intensity. Third, beauty overcomes everything.

Keats’s great odes are closely linked with his “Negative Capability”.
The year 1819 was very important for Keats, because this was his most
productive year, in which he experienced a lot of pain in his life, and wrote
his famous great odes including “To Psyche”, “Ode on Melancholy”, “Ode
on Indolence”, “Ode to a Nightingale”, “Ode on a Grecian Urn”, and “To
Autumn”. These odes express successive moods of the poet, and only in
these odes can Keats exercise “Negative Capability”. Through these odes we
can see the changing process of Keats’s mind, from uncertainty to certainty,
from naivety to maturity. In his odes, Keats expresses his “uncertainties,
Mysteries, and doubts” about the art and reality, and shows a maximum of
intensity. After a period of painful experience, he can develop himself to a
mature poet. He can face and accept the reality calmly and optimistically,
and even tries to find ways to solve the disagreeable things in life and art. So
we can say Keats’s “Negative Capability” is a creative process as well as a
creative theory. It is a “positive capability” rather than a “passive capability”.

This book consists of five chapters.

Chapter One explores Keats’s philosophy of life and its relationship



with ‘“Negative Capability”. Keats’s life was harsh and sad: He first
experienced the grimness of life in the tragic deaths of his father and his
mother; then he experienced the shattering of the family for Tom’s health;
later Keats spit blood, and another agonizing period in Keats’s life, of
anxiety and fear, was starting; his hopeless love with Fanny Brown also
tormented him. It is probably hard for anyone brought up in the last twenty
years to feel, in the way Keats must have felt, the thrill of horror and doom
which the diagnosis of consumption could provoke. It carries with the
suggestions of fate, misery and terror. The experiences of life make Keats
aim at richness, intensity and complexity. He is an impersonal and a dramatic
poet, but in a special sense. He is dramatic in his ability to imagine himself
into an aobject, or to contemplate his own emotions objectively. But he does
not indulge in mere pleasant fancies or evade unpleasant realities; he is
trying to get the truth. “Beauty is Truth, truth beauty.” stands for his
permanent belief. His “beauty” is the product of inclusiveness, unified by
intensity of mind and technique. All these are what “Negative Capability”
contains. And because Keats gets the idea from Shakespeare’s King Lear, so
in this part I will mention the “Negative Capability” phenomenon in King
Lear. '

Chapter Two is about the Psycho-Aesthetical Interpretation of Keats’
Poetry, In this part, the author makes a study about the aesthetic sentiments
and uncertainties through theoretical views of psychology. After
experiencing the uncertainties, Keats finally reaches his highest stage: beauty
overcomes every thing, including the pain in mind and the ugliness of the
reality. Combing with the uncertainties and the intensity expressed in Keats’s
odes. Keats thinks that “the excellence of every Art is its intensity”(I,193).
Keats achieves intensity by adopting a number of expedients to show a kind
of intense feeling or intense art. This is clearly reflected in the odes of “Ode

on Melancholy”, “To Psyche”, “Ode to a Nightingale”, and “Ode on a
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Grecian Urn”. These odes not only express the intensity of contradictory
feeling of the poet in different ways but also show the poet’s great worship
for the Grecian classical art. The “Negative Capability” is fully reflected in
this part.

Chapter Three makes a research on Keats’ Philosophy of Nature which
has gone through a process of evolution, from his early craving for the
transcendence of nature to his final option for nature. Evolution and
development resort to the early enthusiasm in imaginative creation of
supernatural world and final return to accept the actual nature. Keats’s
philosophy of nature marks his reputation and contribution to the tradition of
nature in romanticism.

Chapter Four reveals Keats’ philosophy of religion. Keats has different
attitude towards religion in different stage of his life. From the rejection to
acceptance, nobody can explain better than Keats himself his grander system
of salvation in his “the vale of soul-making”.

Chapter Five explores the Spiritual Value of Keats’s Poetry in modern
society. This part includes the inspiration of Keats’s optimistic attitude in our
modern society and his concern about harmony between human being and
nature.

This book will try to follow the appreciation way of classical Chinese
poetry to analyze Keats’s aesthetic principle, Keats’s philosophy of life,
Especially through the analysis on Keats’s Negative Capability, readers can
have a deep understanding about Keats’ “Negative Capability”, therefore,
readers can experience the beauty of Keats’s poetry, and comprehend the
ideological content and spiritual values of his poems. More important, the
social and cultural functions of Keats’s poetry are probed into in this book.
What’s more, Keats’s strong willpower in fighting against the misfortunes in
his life is extremely encouraging, and could help people develop an

optimistic view in face of difficulties. What’s more, his ecological principle
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