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Abstract

This paper examines the role of John Keats in the Romantic revolution in English poetics, situating his
works within the broader context of nineteenth-century Romanticism. It explores how Keats, through his
philosophy of “Negative Capability,” his celebration of beauty, and his meditations on mortality, reshaped the
aims and methods of poetry. Unlike neoclassical ideals of order and rationality, Keats emphasized sensation,
ambiguity, and imaginative intensity, thereby advancing the Romantic transformation of English literature.
Through close readings of his major odes and letters, this study highlights Keats’s distinctive contribution to
the Romantic aesthetic and his enduring influence on the evolution of lyric poetry.
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Introduction

The Romantic Movement in English literature, spanning the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, represented a profound transformation in the understanding of poetry, imagination, and human
experience. At the heart of this revolution stood John Keats (1795-1821), whose brief but prolific career
contributed to redefining the very essence of English poetics. Unlike his predecessors, Keats emphasized the
primacy of sensation, the sanctity of beauty, and the inevitability of mortality, all of which shaped a poetic
vision grounded in the immediacy of lived experience. His work illustrates how Romanticism shifted away
from neoclassical ideals of order and rationality toward a poetics of passion, subjectivity, and the sublime.
This paper explores Keats’s role in the Romantic revolution, focusing on his philosophy of “Negative
Capability,” his treatment of beauty and mortality, and his unique contribution to the Romantic reimagining
of English poetics.

The Romantic Revolution in English Poetics- The Romantic revolution in English poetics marked a decisive
departure from the literary traditions of the eighteenth century. Neoclassical poetry, represented by figures
such as Alexander Pope and Samuel Johnson, had emphasized reason, order, balance, and adherence to
classical rules of composition. Poetry was often conceived as a vehicle of moral instruction and rational clarity.
By the late eighteenth century, however, poets began to challenge these assumptions, seeking instead to
foreground imagination, emotional intensity, and individual experience.

The publication of William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads in 1798 is
often regarded as the founding moment of the Romantic movement in English literature. In the “Preface” to
the second edition (1800), Wordsworth redefined poetry as “the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings:
it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity.” This was a radical statement in its time, shifting
poetic authority away from classical decorum toward lived human experience. Coleridge, in Biographia
Literaria (1817), further theorized the role of imagination as the creative faculty that reconciles contradictions
and shapes perception into artistic form. Together, these redefinitions of poetry formed the intellectual
foundation of the Romantic revolution.

Other poets expanded and diversified this transformation. Lord Byron introduced a highly personal, satirical,
and rebellious voice that dramatized the tensions of his age. Percy Bysshe Shelley emphasized poetry’s
... _________________________________________|

©IJARPS JOURNAL, 2025 WWW.IJARPS.ORG 174



eISSN 2583-6986

IDEALISTIC JOURNAL OF ADVANCED RESEARCH IN PROGRESSIVE SPECTRUMS (IJARPS)
A MONTHLY, OPEN ACCESS, PEER REVIEWED (REFEREED) INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL
Volume 04, Issue 07, July 2025

prophetic and visionary function, famously declaring poets to be “the unacknowledged legislators of the
world.” John Keats, the youngest of the major Romantics, contributed a distinctive poetics centered on beauty,
mortality, and the sensuous immediacy of experience. Unlike Wordsworth’s didacticism or Shelley’s idealism,
Keats advocated for poetic ambiguity through his concept of “Negative Capability.”

The Romantic revolution also expanded the themes and forms of poetry. Nature was no longer a
decorative backdrop but a living presence that reflected human emotion and spiritual truth. The ordinary and
the humble became legitimate subjects of verse, as Wordsworth’s depiction of rural life demonstrated. The
lyric form flourished as the preferred vehicle of subjective expression, and the ode, in particular, was
revitalized by Keats.

Ultimately, the Romantic revolution transformed English poetics from a system grounded in rational
order to one rooted in individuality, imagination, and emotional intensity. It liberated poets to explore
uncertainty, to embrace the sublime and the mysterious, and to elevate personal experience to the level of
universal significance. This shift not only redefined poetry in the nineteenth century but also laid the
groundwork for modern and contemporary approaches to literature.

John Keats and the Philosophy of Negative Capability- Among John Keats’s most enduring contributions to
the Romantic revolution in English poetics is his idea of “Negative Capability,” a concept he introduced in a letter to
his brothers George and Tom Keats in December 1817. He described it as the ability to remain “in uncertainties,
mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason” (Keats 60). This idea was not merely a casual
remark; it expressed a fundamental principle of his poetic vision and distinguished him from his contemporaries.

For Keats, Negative Capability meant that the greatest poets were those who could dissolve their ego into their
subject, allowing mystery and ambiguity to remain unresolved. He believed Shakespeare to be the supreme
example of this quality, since Shakespeare’s plays reveal no fixed personal philosophy but instead embody a
multitude of voices and perspectives. Unlike Wordsworth, who sought to ground poetry in personal experience
and moral reflection, or Shelley, who viewed poetry as a prophetic tool for truth and social change, Keats
embraced a poetics of openness, uncertainty, and aesthetic intensity.

This philosophy found expression in his major works. In Ode on a Grecian Urn, Keats dwells on paradoxes—
the stillness of art versus the flux of life, permanence versus transience—without offering a final resolution.
The famous line, “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all / Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know”
(Keats 49), epitomizes this willingness to rest in ambiguity. Similarly, in Ode to a Nightingale, the poet
vacillates between longing for the bird’s immortal song and resigning to his own mortal fate. The poem ends
not with certainty but with a haunting question: “Do I wake or sleep?”’

Negative Capability thus became the cornerstone of Keats’s poetics, shaping a vision of art that resists dogma
and embraces mystery. It reflected his conviction that beauty and truth are not reducible to rational categories
but are experienced through imagination and sensation. This openness to uncertainty not only defined Keats’s
unique place within Romanticism but also foreshadowed later literary movements, such as modernism, which
similarly grappled with fragmentation, ambiguity, and the limits of knowledge.

Beauty and Mortality in Keats’s Poetics- One of the defining features of John Keats’s poetry is his sustained
meditation on the relationship between beauty and mortality. For Keats, beauty was not an abstract ideal but a lived,
sensuous experience, often entwined with an acute awareness of life’s transience. This tension between permanence
and impermanence became a central theme of his odes, situating his work at the heart of the Romantic revolution in
English poetics.

Keats’s sensitivity to mortality was shaped by personal experience. Having lost both parents at an early age
and watching his brother Tom die of tuberculosis, Keats himself succumbed to the same disease at just twenty-
five. These experiences sharpened his awareness of life’s fragility, which in turn infused his poetry with a
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profound sense of impermanence. Yet rather than despair, Keats turned this awareness into an aesthetic
principle: beauty was to be cherished precisely because it was fleeting.

In Ode on a Grecian Urn, Keats explores the paradox of art’s permanence and human life’s mortality. The
figures on the urn, frozen in time, possess an eternal beauty that human beings can never attain. Their love
“for ever warm and still to be enjoy’d” contrasts with the ephemeral passions of mortal existence (Keats 48).
The poem does not resolve this tension but allows it to stand, culminating in the enigmatic claim that “Beauty
is truth, truth beauty” (49). Here, beauty becomes a form of truth precisely because it captures the intensity of
fleeting experience.

Similarly, Ode to a Nightingale juxtaposes the bird’s immortal song with the poet’s awareness of human
suffering and death. The nightingale’s song seems timeless, “heard / In ancient days by emperor and clown”
(Keats 43), while the poet longs to escape the “fever and fret” of mortal life. Yet he cannot fully transcend his
human condition, and the poem ends in uncertainty—“Was it a vision, or a waking dream? / Fled is that
music:—Do [ wake or sleep?” (44). This unresolved ending underscores Keats’s belief that poetry need not
provide answers but rather evoke the mystery of existence.

In To Autumn, Keats presents a quieter meditation on mortality by linking beauty with the natural cycles of
life and death. The ripening fruit, the swelling gourds, and the setting sun all point to the inevitable decline of
the season, yet the poem finds richness and harmony in this transience. The beauty of autumn lies precisely in
its temporality, offering an acceptance of death as a natural counterpart to life’s abundance.

Through these works, Keats redefined beauty as inseparable from mortality. Unlike neoclassical aesthetics,
which often sought permanence and universality, Keats embraced the ephemeral as a source of poetic power.
His poetics suggest that beauty derives its intensity from its transience, and that mortality deepens rather than
diminishes aesthetic experience. This intertwining of beauty and death not only reflects Keats’s personal
struggles but also exemplifies the Romantic revolution’s embrace of ambiguity, emotion, and the fleeting
intensity of life.

Keats and the Romantic Aesthetic of Sensation- One of John Keats’s most original contributions to the Romantic
revolution in English poetics lies in his emphasis on sensation as a foundation of poetic experience. While other
Romantics such as Wordsworth and Coleridge privileged memory, reflection, or imagination, Keats insisted that
sensation—immediate, bodily, and affective—was integral to both the creation and reception of poetry. For Keats,
sensation was not opposed to thought; rather, it was the starting point from which deeper imaginative and
philosophical insights emerged.

In a letter to Benjamin Bailey in 1817, Keats wrote: “I am certain of nothing but of the holiness of the Heart’s
affections and the truth of Imagination—What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth” (Keats 72).
This remark illustrates his conviction that truth is accessed not through rational deduction but through affective
and sensory apprehension. In this way, Keats distinguished himself from Enlightenment rationalism and even
from some of his Romantic contemporaries, articulating a poetics grounded in the intensity of lived
experience.

His poetry abounds with sensuous imagery that appeals directly to the reader’s senses. In The Eve of St. Agnes,
the rich descriptions of “argent revelry,” “spiced dainties,” and “golden dishes” create an atmosphere of
luxuriant sensuality. Similarly, To Autumn immerses the reader in the fullness of the season with images of
ripening fruit, buzzing bees, and the drowsy warmth of the sun. The poem exemplifies Keats’s ability to render
sensation not merely as surface detail but as an entry into the deeper rhythm of life and death.

This aesthetic of sensation is particularly evident in the odes. In Ode fo a Nightingale, Keats depicts the
intoxicating pull of the bird’s song in terms that blur the boundary between physical and emotional experience:
“My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk, / Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains” (Keats 41). The
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language of intoxication conveys how sensation overwhelms and transforms consciousness, transporting the
poet beyond ordinary perception.

By insisting on sensation as a key element of poetic experience, Keats expanded the Romantic aesthetic to
include not only intellectual and imaginative dimensions but also the visceral, embodied responses of the
senses. This emphasis aligned with the Romantic movement’s rejection of neoclassical restraint, yet Keats
pushed the boundaries further by treating sensation as both the origin of beauty and the vehicle of
transcendence. His poetry demonstrates that the intensity of sensory experience can itself become a mode of
truth, shaping a poetics that is immersive, immediate, and deeply human.

Keats’s Legacy in the Romantic Revolution- Although John Keats’s poetic career lasted only a few years,
his legacy within the Romantic revolution is profound. His odes, sonnets, and letters encapsulate the Romantic
emphasis on imagination, individuality, and the primacy of beauty, while also extending these ideals into a
more complex and modern vision of poetics. Unlike Byron’s political fervor or Shelley’s prophetic idealism,
Keats carved a distinctive niche in Romanticism by insisting on the value of aesthetic experience and by
embracing ambiguity through his philosophy of “Negative Capability.”

Keats’s influence can be traced in several directions. First, his richly sensuous imagery and focus on sensation
anticipated later aesthetic movements, particularly the nineteenth-century “Art for Art’s Sake” philosophy
associated with Walter Pater and Oscar Wilde. Critics have often observed that his poetry, especially Ode on
a Grecian Urn and To Autumn, foreshadows modernist concerns with ambiguity, fragmentation, and the
tension between permanence and transience. Second, Keats deepened the Romantic preoccupation with
mortality and human limitation by making death not merely a subject of reflection but a central dimension of
aesthetic experience. In this sense, his poetry bridges Romanticism and modern lyric traditions, influencing
writers such as T. S. Eliot and W. B. Yeats.

Moreover, Keats’s belief in poetry as an immersion in experience rather than a vehicle for moral or
philosophical certainty helped secure Romanticism’s break with Enlightenment rationalism. His rejection of
dogmatic truth in favor of imaginative openness continues to shape critical debates about the role of poetry
and art in society. As Matthew Arnold famously remarked, Keats possessed an “exquisite sense of the
beautiful,” yet his significance extends beyond beauty into the very heart of how poetry constructs meaning
through uncertainty and paradox.

Thus, Keats’s legacy in the Romantic revolution lies in his ability to transform personal sensitivity into a
universal aesthetic principle, ensuring that his brief life left an enduring mark on the trajectory of English
poetics.

Conclusion- The Romantic revolution in English poetics represented a decisive break from the neoclassical
traditions of rational order, moral didacticism, and rigid form. Within this transformation, John Keats emerged
as a poet who not only absorbed the central tenets of Romanticism but also expanded them in original and
enduring ways. His philosophy of Negative Capability, his meditations on beauty and mortality, and his
aesthetic of sensation collectively articulated a vision of poetry that embraced ambiguity, celebrated fleeting
experience, and privileged the immediacy of the imagination.

Keats’s poetics reveal that beauty and truth are not abstract absolutes but experiences lived through the senses
and heightened by the awareness of life’s transience. His works—Ode on a Grecian Urn, Ode to a Nightingale,
and To Autumn—embody the Romantic revolution’s ideals while simultaneously pointing toward later
developments in aesthetics and modern poetry. By rejecting rigid rationalism and affirming the value of
uncertainty, Keats helped to redefine poetry as a space of openness, intensity, and profound human
vulnerability.

Though his life was brief, Keats’s legacy endures in the way his works continue to resonate with readers and

critics. His unique blend of sensuous immediacy and philosophical depth situates him not only as a central
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figure of Romanticism but also as a bridge to later movements that grappled with ambiguity, aesthetic
autonomy, and the limits of human knowledge. In the broader context of the Romantic revolution, Keats stands
as a poet who transformed personal experience into universal insight, ensuring that the revolution he joined
would echo far beyond his own age.
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