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The letters of John Keats (1795 – 1821) offer interesting insights into his thought patterns, both as a 

man and as a poet. His letters have had a very eventful journey being for the first time collated by 

Richard Monckton Milnes, also known as Lord Houghton, in 1848. Till then his letters were not 

published for reasons of dishonouring his privacy. Even in this edition of Lord Houghton’s Life and 

Letters, Keats’ letters to his beloved Fanny Brawne were not printed. A more elaborate edition of the 

letters was published by Harry Buxton Forman (1878), in where some of these latter letters also made 

way. There were other editions as well; among the most popular ones is the edition of selected letters 

John Keats’ Letters by Robert Gittings. Gittings’ edition of the letters treat the poet from a uniquely 

human perspective and also showcase the journey of him gradually evolving into a poet, cautiously 

underscoring Keats’ desire to live and lead a fulfilling life, a luxury that was almost unavailable to him 

due to his consumptive tuberculosis. Keats’ letters are a journey leading the reader from one idea to 

another and helping him to understand the poet’s works in a manner that is unprecedented. They offer 

sensitive inroads into the psyche of one of the greatest poets of the English language.  

To the letters of John Keats we owe several phrases of literary axioms, for instance, ‘the 

holiness of the Heart’s affections’, ‘what the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be Truth’, ‘Pleasure 

Thermometer’,  ‘Negative Capability’, ‘egotistical sublime’ and many others. Some of Keats’ poetry 

also got drafted for the first time in a letter. Keats had several correspondents, namely, his friends, his 

fellow poets, artists, his publishers, his rivals, his family consisting of his brothers and younger sister 

Fanny, apart from the more intense correspondences with Fanny Brawne, his beloved. The letters to his 

younger sister Fanny were not only touching, but were sensitive illustrations of life and its many lessons 

from an elder brother who was extremely caring and protective about his sister. Reading them is an 

exercise in education.  Keats lived on this earth for a brief period, between 1795 and 1821, and within 

these twenty five years was subject to many political, social and economical truths which made an 

everlasting impression on the poet. This was the time when Britain and France were almost constantly 

at war. The fate of the French revolution of 1789 being negative, saw resurgent radicalism among some 

of Keats’ contemporaries, himself not excepted, and along with Shelley, Leigh Hunt and several others; 

some of them were also loosely criticised as belonging to the Cockney school of poetry. Keats had a 

turn for the classics – his poetry almost naturally veered towards classical mythology, and legends with 

their pagan interests. Lempriere’s Classical Dictionary was among his favourite books. He was also a 

keen admirer of Shakespeare, both as a playwright and a poet. His letters are also an account of Keats’ 

literary and aesthetic relationship with the various arts down the ages.  

The letters under study for this present course are four in number and cover around only a year 

in the poet’s eventful and short career. They are, respectively,   
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a) To Benjamin Bailey (November 22, 1817) 

b) To George and Thomas Keats (December 21/22, 1817) 

c) To John Taylor (February 27, 1818) 

d) To Richard Wodehouse (October 27, 1818) 

The first one was to his friend, the second to his two brothers, the third to one of his publishers, while 

the fourth was to one of his legal advisors. In all of these covering roughly a period of 11 months, Keats 

gives a very absorbing picture of the life that surrounded him then along with what he was thinking as 

a poet. In 1817, he was writing his Endymion, his first ambitious long poem, consisting of four books 

and about four thousand lines. The work got completed on 28th November 1817, a little after the first 

letter was being written to Benjamin Bailey. The recent biography of John Keats by Nicholas Roe (New 

Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2012) offers a mesmerising read of the real person that Keats 

was and deconstructs perceptively to what might have been the real purpose of some of these lines.  

The letters of John Keats, among other things, showcase a mind that has finally come to terms 

with the oddities of life. Both Gittings and Roe are in agreement with the fact that Keats was impetuous,  

impulsive, sometimes outwardly violent and aggressive. In fact the letters showcase him to be a man of 

tolerance, where he is striking a balance between life and aesthetics. The impulsiveness of Keats is 

evident in the frequent spelling errors and gaps in his letters. He is, as it were, racing between his ideas 

and the hand that writes them out. Some of these letters are elaborate and extend to even days or months 

on end, carrying with it a rhythm that in itself becomes a literary statement.  

 

To Benjamin Bailey (November 22, 1817) 

This letter chiefly talks about Imagination, and interestingly, links it up with Beauty and Truth. 

‘What the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be Truth’.  Keats speaks of the holiness of the Heart’s 

affections and affirms that his concept of Imagination is both spontaneous and intuitive, contrary to the 

idea of ‘consecutive reasoning’. This latter phase would include everything from rationalism, to 

empiricism to excessive analysis.  The heart’s affections are both intuitive and spontaneous, just like 

Love is. He also gives the example Adam’s dream; Adam woke up and found it to be true. And in the 

same breath he endorses and wishes for a life of ‘sensations’ rather than of ‘thought’. The proximity 

between beauty and truth is the affirmation that spontaneous beauty automatically brings a component 

of truth and self-realization with it. This was further endorsed in Keats’ ‘Ode on a Greacian Urn’ (1819) 

where Keats comes to an axiomatic conclusion that ‘Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty’, which is the only 

truth there is to be known.  

In the context of this letter, Keats mentions his own Endymion, which is an obvious tribute to 

the idea of Beauty. He was, at that time, only 500 lines short of completing it and was thus explaining 

his concept of Imagination to Bailey his friend. In order to understand more of Keats’ concept of beauty, 

one may certainly refer to Taraknath Sen’s essay entitled ‘Keats’ Idea of Beauty’ in his collection A 
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Literary Miscellany (Kolkata: Rupa & Co., 1972). The essay is a comprehensive study on Keats’ notion 

of beauty. Students would also do well to read some of Keats’ poems in connection with this letter.  

It is also interesting to realize here, that it was in the same year, 1817, that Coleridge published 

his Biographia Literaria, where he defined Imagination as having an esemplastic quality, and having 

progressive stages of the primary and the secondary. This would, certainly, be considered as 

‘consecutive reasoning’ by Keats. He is the votary of the senses, and believed in the apprehension of 

reality through spontaneity.   

   

To George and Thomas Keats (December 21/22, 1817) 

The letter to his brothers George and Tom were written within a few weeks of the last one 

discussed. It was the week of Christmas and Keats was in London having a very eventful time. The 

actor Edmund Kean was in London too, and Keats was very happy to see some of his performances, 

most importantly that of Shakespeare’s Richard III. In this letter Keats repeatedly talks about 

Shakespeare and then, most specifically, he talks of the instance of what he calls ‘negative capability’. 

To be at once in ‘uncertainties, mysteries, doubts’ is what John Keats says of William  Shakespeare.  

Perhaps, he is referring to the pluralities of the self that the master dramatist had to assume in the process 

of executing his various characters. The person who created Iago, also created Imogen. In other words, 

Shakespeare was always having to decimate his own identity to create another, which perhaps, had 

some point of origin in his own self. In which case does not the identity of Shakespeare himself  fracture 

itself into various types and facets in an effort of successful and credible expression? Could there be 

any ‘original’ identity of Shakespeare, or for that matter any artist? Coleridge could not have achieved 

this.  

Bhabatosh Chatterjee has made several interpretations of Keats’ credo of negative capability. 

In his book John Keats: His Mind and Work (Kolkata: Sarat Book Distributors, 2001(1971)) he has 

made a close analysis saying that negative capability of Keats ranges from an openness of mind and 

receptivity to all kinds of experiences to a tolerance and passivity, as well as a projection of the self 

onto other identities, also an interest in a variety, an empathetic spirit as well as a certain non-

attachment. Walter Jackson Bates also makes a detailed analysis of Keats’ negative capability in his 

biography of the poet.  

Keats’ idea of negative capability becomes a very crucial aspect of his own poetic philosophy. 

Interestingly, it is the ‘uncertainties, mysteries and doubts’ which attract his attention. It is 

Shakespeare’s King Lear that is in his mind. By that time there was a lot of uncertainty surrounding the 

poet’s life, his brother Tom was keeping rather unwell and other material burdens weighed him down. 

Keats was always very keen on Shakespeare and his works, and it is his poetry inherent in drama that 

always attracted him. Many of Keats’ ideas can be understood by applying the concept of ‘negative 

capability’ to his works. It may also be mentioned here that Keats was also influenced, to a certain 
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extent, by his reading of William Hazlitt, when he spoke of the concept of ‘negative capability’. (cf. his 

Lectures on the English Poets) 

 

To John Taylor (February 27, 1818) 

The next letter under study is written to his publisher John Taylor. In this letter, Keats discusses 

some of his beliefs or, as he calls them, his literary axioms. The first one is that poetry should surprise 

by a ‘fine excess’, and should appear to the reader as his own thoughts. It should come naturally to the 

reader, there should be nothing artificial about it. Thirdly, poetry should be coming as naturally as the 

leaves come to a tree.  

In another letter he will later write that axioms should not be axioms until and unless they are 

felt in one’s own blood and flesh, that is, there should not be any abstract reasoning after facts but, a 

complete and natural understanding of a fact, as truth. Consistently in Keats we do notice not the 

hopeless running after facts but an intuitive understanding of feeling.  

 

To Richard Wodehouse (October 27, 1818) 

In this letter, he talks of the ‘poetical character’ itself. He mentions the egotistical Sublime of 

William Wordsworth himself. It may be recalled that in his first meeting (December, 1817) with the 

great poet (whom he almost considered a hero), Wordsworth condescended on his poetic capacities as 

one with a ‘petty Paganism’. There were a few more occasions for him to meet the senior poet. Contrary 

to the egotistical character of the senior poet, Keats believes that there should be no ‘self’ – an 

everything and a nothing; it may be high or low, rich or poor. In other words, he is once again putting 

into use the concept of the ‘negative capability’. The poet is ‘chameleon like’. And then comes the 

revelatory, ‘A poet is the most unpoetical of anything in existence, because he has no Identity – he is 

continually in for and filling some other body.’ This is once again the implementation of his credo of 

‘negative capability’. The entire letter seems to be an application of this doctrine.  

 

The student would do well to not limit himself to these four letters only. They capture only a small 

portion of Keats’ life and emotions. The poet who preferred his name to be written in water, shines and 

shines alone in many of the literary truths which are solely contained in his letters to his friends and 

family.  
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