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This study probes into the profound comprehensions of 

Romantic poets P.B. Shelley and John Keats, sorting out their critical 

utterances to uncover the essence of Romantic poetics. Drawing upon 

an extensive analysis of their poetic works, letters, and essays, the 

research aims to elucidate the core principles, thematic concerns, and 

stylistic innovations that define Romanticism as a literary movement. 

By dint of examining Shelley and Keats’ critical reflections on poetry, 

imagination, nature, and the human condition, this study seeks to shed 

light on the philosophical underpinnings and aesthetic sensibilities that 

shaped their poetic vision. Through a comparative approach, the study 

highlights the distinctive contributions of Shelley and Keats to 

Romantic poetics while exploring the intersections and divergences in 

their literary ideologies. By closely examining their critical utterances, 

the research reveals Shelley’s fervent advocacy for the transformative 

power of poetry in social and political contexts, as well as Keats’ deep 

exploration of beauty, truth, and the transcendent in the realm of art. 

Furthermore, the study discovers the influence of Romantic 

philosophy, including the sublime, the picturesque, and the notion of 

the poet as a visionary figure, on Shelley and Keats’ poetic practice. 

Eventually, the study compromises understanding of Romantic poetics 

through the lens of two of its most celebrated exponents, accent on the 

lasting relevance of their critical perceptions in contemporary literary 
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discourse. In addition to this the research methodology involves a 

comprehensive examination of primary sources, including the critical 

writings, letters, and essays of both authors, to extract their visions on 

Romantic poetics. A thorough literature review will be carried out to 

ascertain key themes, concepts, and critical approaches relevant to the 

study. As well, textual analysis will be employed to closely scrutinize 

selected poems and critical texts focusing on identifying frequent 

motifs, stylistic elements, and philosophical underpinnings indicative 

of Romantic poetics. Furthermore, interdisciplinary approaches 

drawing from literary theory, philosophy, and cultural studies will be 

employed to contextualize the findings within broader intellectual and 

historical frameworks. 

 

Introduction 

The Romantic period which covers the late 18th and early 19th centuries, experienced a profound 

transformation in both artistic and literary sensibilities. Central to this movement were poets like P.B. 

Shelley and John Keats, whose works encapsulate the quintessence of Romanticism. Their poetry and 

critical writings offer rich insights into the core principles of Romantic poetics, including the 

valorization of imagination, the exploration of nature, and a deep engagement with the human condition. 

Shelley and Keats, though contemporaries, offer distinct yet complementary visions of Romanticism 

(Bloom 1971). Shelley is often seen as the more politically and socially engaged of the two, using his 

poetry as a vehicle for transformation. His works are imbued with a fervent idealism and a belief in the 

supremacy of poesy to incite variation. Keats, on the other hand, is celebrated for his sensuous and 

aesthetic appreciation of beauty and truth, exploring the transcendent and the eternal through a 

meticulous focus on art. 

This study aims to investigate into the critical utterances of these two towering figures of 

Romantic poetry, drawing on their poetic works, letters, and essays to uncover the philosophical and 

aesthetic underpinnings of their literary output. By examining their reflections on poetry, imagination, 

nature, and the human condition, the paper seeks to elucidate the defining characteristics of Romantic 

poetics and emphasize the lasting impact of Shelley and Keats’ contributions to the literary canon. 
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Shelley’s Vision of Romantic Poetics 

Imagination and Poetry: P.B. Shelley’s views on the imagination and poetry are most clearly articulated 

in his ground-breaking essay A Defence of Poetry. Shelley contends that poets are the ‘unacknowledged 

legislators of the world’ a phrase that encapsulates his credence in the transformative supremacy of 

poetry. For Shelley, imagination is a vital faculty that transcends mere reason, enabling poets to perceive 

and express truths which are out of reach for rational mind. It is also interesting to see how a poet’s 

imagination is captured in the form of poetry which in turn continues to affect the minds of the reader, 

human society and the world at large.  

Shelley contends that poetry has the power to reveal the interconnectedness of all things, 

fostering empathy and understanding among individuals. This vision is evident in his poetry, where he 

often blends the personal with the universal, as seen in works like Ode to the West Wind and Prometheus 

Unbound. As such the ‘West Wind’ becomes a symbol of change and renewal in the natural world, 

reflecting universal cycles of life and death; 

“Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead  

Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing (Shelly300).” 

And Prometheus represents universal themes of resistance against tyranny, sacrifice, and the quest for 

knowledge as well as self-determination;  

“To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite; 

To forgive wrongs darker than death or night (Shelly 152).” 

In these poems, Shelley employs vivid imagery and intricate symbolism to convey his ideals, utilizing 

the natural world as a metaphor for human experiences and aspirations (Perkins 1959). 

Social and Political Contexts: Shelley’s advocacy for the transformative power of poetry extends to the 

social and political realms. He believed that poetry could inspire change and challenge the status quo. 

This conviction is evident in poems such as The Masque of Anarchy written in response to the Peterloo 

Massacre, where Shelley calls for nonviolent resistance against oppression. His radical vision of a just 

society, free from tyranny and exploitation, underscores his belief in the ethical responsibility of the poet 

(Bloom 1971). 

In A Defence of Poetry Shelley elaborates on the idea that poets possess a heightened sensibility 

and moral vision, enabling them to perceive and articulate the injustices of their time. He sees poetry as 

a means of awakening the conscience of humanity, promoting values of love, compassion, and equality. 
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Shelley’s idealism and commitment to social justice are integral to his conception of Romantic poetics, 

positioning poetry as a catalyst for moral and political awakening. 

Keats’ Exploration of Beauty and Truth 

Aesthetic Sensibility: John Keats’ poetic philosophy is epitomized by his well-known dictum, “Beauty is 

truth, truth beauty”, from his Ode on a Grecian Urn. This statement reflects author’s belief in the 

intrinsic value of beauty and its capacity to convey profound truths. Unlike Shelley, whose poetry often 

engages directly with social and political issues, he focuses on the aesthetic and the transcendental, 

seeking to capture moments of sublime beauty and intense emotional experience. Keats’ letters present 

cherished perceptions into his poetic vision. In his correspondence, he frequently discusses the concept 

of ‘negative capability’ the capability to persist in indecisions and embrace ambiguity without the need 

for definitive answers (Levinson 1988). This notion is central to Keats’ understanding of the poet’s role, 

emphasizing the importance of intuition and imagination in the creation of art. 

The Transcendent and the Eternal: Keats’ exploration of beauty and truth is deeply intertwined with his 

contemplation of the transcendent and the eternal. His odes, such as Ode to a Nightingale and Ode on 

Melancholy reveal a preoccupation with the fleeting nature of life and the desire to grasp something 

permanent and unchanging. Through his rich and sensuous imagery, Keats seeks to transcend the 

temporal limitations of human existence, capturing moments of profound insight and emotional 

resonance. His engagement with the ideal state of mind in the form of imagination continues to engage 

the imagination of his reader.  

In Ode to a Nightingale Keats juxtaposes the transient nature of human life on earth with the 

eternal song of the nightingale, creating a poignant meditation on mortality and immortality. Keats has 

also brought out human suffering which is unbearable for the temporal body of flesh and blood, but a 

short-lived moment of imagination could bring relief to the suffering soul which has been half in love 

with easeful death. Similarly, Ode on a Grecian Urn explores the tension between the transient and the 

eternal, as the static beauty of the urn contrasts with the dynamic flow of life. Both these poems 

exemplify Keats’ ability to fuse sensory experience with philosophical reflection, achieving a synthesis 

of beauty and truth that lies at the heart of his poetic vision. 

Comparative Analysis of Shelley and Keats 
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Convergences in Romantic Ideology: Despite their differing approaches, Shelley and Keats share several 

key aspects of Romantic poetics. Both poets emphasize the primacy of imagination as a source of 

creative inspiration and a means of accessing deeper truths. Their poetry is characterized by a rich use of 

imagery and symbolism, drawing on the natural world to convey complex emotional and philosophical 

themes. Additionally, Shelley and Keats both exhibit a profound sensitivity to beauty, though they 

express this sensibility in distinct ways. Both poets, however, regard beauty as a fundamental aspect of 

human experience, capable of revealing profound insights into the nature of existence (Mellor 19980). 

Divergences in Literary Approach: While Shelley and Keats share common ground in their Romantic 

sensibilities, they diverge significantly in their literary approaches and thematic concerns. Shelley’s 

poetry is often marked by its political and social engagement, reflecting his hope and faith in the 

strength of poetry to affect change. For instance, The Masque of Anarchy condemns political oppression 

and calls for nonviolent resistance, while Ode to the West Wind envisages the wind as a revolutionary 

force capable of spreading ideas and inspiring societal transformation. His visionary idealism and 

radicalism are evident in works like Prometheus Unbound where he envisions a future liberated from 

oppression and tyranny. He believes in the power of poetry to uproot the old (dead leaves) from the 

society so that new ideas will bring transformation for the betterment of the society. Keats, on the other 

hand, adopts a more introspective and contemplative approach (O’Neill 1998). His poetry is less 

concerned with social and political issues and more focused on the exploration of personal experience 

and the quest for beauty and truth. Keats’ aestheticism and emphasis on negative capability highlight his 

belief in the poet’s ability to embrace ambiguity and uncertainty, capturing the transient and ephemeral 

nature of life.  

Philosophical and Cultural Influences 

The Sublime and the Picturesque: The concepts of the sublime and the picturesque play a significant role 

in the poetry of both Shelley and Keats. These aesthetic categories, central to Romantic philosophy, 

inform their depictions of nature and the human experience. The sublime, characterized by awe-

inspiring grandeur and emotional intensity, is a recurrent theme in Shelley’s poetry. In Mont Blanc for 

instance, Shelley explores the overwhelming power of nature and its capacity to evoke a sense of the 

sublime, reflecting his fascination with the vast and the infinite, and examining the inextricable 

connection between the human mind and the grandeur of the natural world, as well as the limits of 

human perception and understanding in the face of nature's immense and indifferent power. Keats, while 
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also engaging with the sublime, places a greater emphasis on the picturesque, celebrating the beauty of 

nature in its more tranquil and harmonious aspects. His detailed and sensuous descriptions of the natural 

world, as seen in To Autumn exemplify his appreciation of the picturesque, capturing the delicate and 

fleeting beauty of the changing seasons (Bennett 1999). 

The Poet as Visionary: Both Shelley and Keats subscribe to the Romantic notion of the poet as a 

visionary figure, endowed with a heightened perception and the ability to reveal hidden truths. This idea 

is central to their perception of the role of a poet and what poetry does to human and society at large. 

Shelley’s depiction of the poet as a prophetic and transformative figure is evident in his declaration, 

“poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world” (Meehan, 130, 2022). For Shelley, the poet’s 

visionary insight enables them to perceive the deeper connections and underlying truths of existence, 

inspiring others to aspire towards a more just and harmonious world (Ferber 2012). 

Keats, while sharing Shelley’s view of the poet’s heightened perception, places a greater 

emphasis on the intuitive and imaginative aspects of the poetic vision. His concept of negative capability 

underscores the importance of embracing uncertainty and allowing the imagination to explore beyond 

the limits of rational thought. For Keats, the poet’s ability to capture moments of intense beauty and 

emotional depth is a testament to their visionary capacity, revealing the transcendent within the ordinary. 

Conclusion  

 The Romantic era marked a profound shift in artistic and literary sensibilities. Works of P.B 

Shelley and John Keats encapsulate the quintessence of Romanticism. Their poetry and critical writings 

offer rich insights into the core principles of Romantic poetics, including the valorization of imagination, 

the exploration of nature, and a deep engagement with the human condition. Shelley and Keats, though 

contemporaries, offer distinct yet complementary visions of Romanticism. Shelley is often seen as the 

more politically and socially engaged of the two, using his poetry as a vehicle for transformation. His 

works are imbued with fervent idealism and a belief in the power of poetry to incite change. Keats, on 

the other hand, is celebrated for his sensuous and aesthetic appreciation of beauty and truth, exploring 

the transcendent and the eternal through a meticulous focus on art. The paper probed into the critical 

utterances of these two towering figures of Romantic poetry, drawing on their poetic works, letters, and 

essays to uncover the philosophical and aesthetic underpinnings of their literary output. By examining 

their reflections on poetry, imagination, nature, and the human condition, the research elucidates the 

defining characteristics of Romantic poetics and highlights the lasting impact of Shelley and Keats’ 



       The Academic                                                                                       Volume 2 | Issue 6 | June 2024 

Jeremiah Pame                                                                                                         Page | 141  

contributions to the literary canon. Their perceptions continue to reverberate, accentuating the enduring 

legacy of Romanticism in contemporary literary discourse. 
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