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Presider: Jonathan Mulrooney (College of the Holy Cross)

Panelists: Anahid Nersessian (University of Chicago), Emily Rohrbach (Northwestern University), Mark Canuel (University of Illinois, Chicago)
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Session Description:
This session will intervene in recent Keats criticism by considering how Keats’s poetics bring into being particular forms of historical imagining.  Over the past three decades, much scholarly attention has been devoted to exploring the material and social contexts of Keats’s poetry.  Initiated by Jerome McGann’s 1979 MLN essay “Keats and the Historical Method in Literary Criticism,” this mode of inquiry gathered momentum at a 1983 MLA session on “Aesthetic Creation in Keats” and in a related 1986 special issue of Studies in Romanticism (25.2) entitled “Keats and Politics.”  Attending to Keats’s imaginative engagement with the historical events of his day, and with the aesthetic movements that responded to them, we have come to learn much about how his poems evince, in Morris Dickstein’s words from that SiR issue, “aesthetic creation that, far from turning in upon itself—aims at a renewal of both self and society” (181).  Prominent examples of this work include James Chandler’s England in 1819 (1998), which positioned Keats as a central figure in late Romantic re-workings of poetry’s self-conscious historicity; Nicholas Roe’s John Keats and the Culture of Dissent (1998), which elucidated the influence of progressive educational culture on Keats’s career; and Jeffrey Cox’s Poetry and Politics in the Cockney School (1999), which demonstrated how Keats and his aesthetic commitments shaped—and were shaped by—London’s highly politicized literary coteries.

Emerging from and reacting against this strong body of scholarship, and working in the same kind of MLA forum that was so important to the development of Keatsian historicism, this session will present three revisionary papers that attend to poetic form as itself an historical act.  In the wake of three decades of Romantic “New Historicism,” the goal of the panel is not so much to situate Keats's poems historically as it is to consider how the poems inaugurate, enact, shape, represent, transform or aestheticize particular historiographical practices or ways of conceiving "history."  Given this focus, I have decided to gather three papers by younger scholars: one a professor at mid-career, one a junior professor, and one a graduate student, and to invite a response from one of the original “Keats and Politics” contributors.  That is, rather than providing a forum for established and highly well-known scholars—from whom I received a number of very fine proposals—I have conceived the session as an illustration of the vital impact that the New Historicism has had on the “next generation’s” understanding of Keatsian aesthetics. Methodologically diverse and focused on three different points (and poetic genres) in Keats’s career, these papers share a fundamental desire to discern how Keats’s work has enabled our own senses of the historical.  Thus, as much as the panel seeks to understand how Keats’s aesthetics “made history,” we will also be self-critically envisioning the recent scholarly history that continues to make and remake Keats, and us.  

Anahid Nersessian’s paper “Letters to history: on Keats’s epistles” will open the session by reading Keats’s early “Epistle” poems as an attempt to develop and elaborate an aesthetic relation to history: here the strategic reinvention of the poetic letter becomes a dialogic encounter with the absent past.  Rather than taking a stand on whether Keats’s works evince radical or reactionary political commitments, Nersessian considers how the subject-speaker of these epistolary poems authorizes itself to produce a viable poetics of the present.  The historiographic consciousness that emerges in poems like “Epistle to John Hamilton Reynolds” and “To Charles Cowden Clarke,” Nersessian argues, exemplifies a second-generation Romantic historicism that “struggles to mediate between the rigors of a politicized history and the seemingly trivial pleasures of artistic antiquarianism.”  Holding in tension the poet’s fascination with the literary past and his immediate and intimate epistolary task, these poems imagine their speaker’s, and their reader’s, historical positions as continually under negotiation.

Building on Nersessian’s concern with Keats’s attempt to cohere the past in the present, Emily Rohrbach’s paper “Keats and the Ethics of Historical Surprise” will explore how “Ode to Psyche” both represents and enacts an historical consciousness defined by “the temporal shape of deferred action.”  In Rohrbach’s view, “Psyche,”—a poem particularly important in Chandler’s study as well—stages a surprise encounter with history to allegorize the emergence of a new kind of human subject.  The poem’s central figure, Psyche, is imagined to arrive through the speaker’s anticipated construction of a mental “fane”—a structure without which the poem cannot, paradoxically, have begun in any real historical or rhetorical sense.  This temporal disruption—the poem’s disruption of a linear process of being—displaces rather than develops the Christian discourse of the soul Keats inherits, even as it undoes the conventional logic of cause-and-effect that informs progressive historical narratives.

Mark Canuel’s paper, “Romantic Progress, or Keats’s Scrutiny,” complements the first two speakers’ insistence on form’s historical dimensions by arguing that Keats’s The Fall of Hyperion needs to be read in the aesthetic context of the “progress” poem: an art form that had routinely attempted to configure a relationship between poetry and progressive views of history.  Canuel argues that The Fall can usefully be contrasted with earlier poems like Thomson’s The Seasons, which had tended to see poetry in the service of “Philosophy” and which guided poetry toward scientific principles.  Keats’s late work, Canuel argues, not only establishes a skeptical view on that account; it attempts to find a new and more progressive view of poetry than enlightened progress narratives seemed to allow.  What is at stake, for Canuel as for the other panelists, is neither an enlightened view of progress nor a simple resistance to it, but poetry’s enactment, through form, of new modes of historical experience. 

The session will conclude with a brief response from Alan Bewell, whose “The Political Implications of Keats’s Classicist Aesthetics” was a vital part of the original “Keats and Politics” volume.  Prof. Bewell will consider the ways in which the panel responds to and departs from the work that the original 1983 MLA session and 1986 Studies in Romanticism issue helped inaugurate.
