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Welcome to the UCLA Journal of Religion!  
 
It is with great pleasure that I introduce a thoroughly rebooted undergraduate journal 
dedicated to the study of religion, based in the Center for the Study of Religion here at 
UCLA. The previous version of this journal, title Epoche, ran successfully for 
many years and published some great works, but the time had come for a rethinking and 
a reinvigoration. 
 
With the inspiration of CSR director Dr. Carol Bakhos and the willingness and dedication 
of these five fantastic editors, the rebooted and retitled journal is now officially 
publishing its first issue. And of course we are just beginning: please see the call for 
papers on the last page of the journal for further information on future submissions and 
volumes.  
 
A quick note on the selection process: out of many submissions, there were only three 
manuscripts on which the editors unanimously agreed. One was a unanimous rejection, 
and the other two were unanimous acceptances. That the two unanimous acceptances 
happened to be authored by editors is a matter of coincidence (or quality, rather!), as all 
evaluations were conducted via blind review.  
 
We hope you enjoy these excellent articles, and we look forward—with your help—to 
making this journal a flagship for undergraduate religious research. So here it is, the 
student-run and student-edited inaugural UCLA Journal of Religion… 
 
Ryan Gillespie 
Faculty Advisor   
 
 
A Letter from the Editors  
 
It is our pleasure to introduce the first issue of the UCLA Journal of Religion. We hope 
that this inaugural issue will set a standard of excellence, and begin building a reputation 
as one of UCLA's most respected student-run journals.  
 
In this issue, we have carefully chosen three works which we believe best represent our 
vision for the future of the journal. The undergraduates published share evidence of 
great scholarly potential. Their papers represent diverse perspectives, demonstrate 
academic rigor, and are thoughtfully and meaningfully written. We are proud and 
grateful that these students should introduce our journal to our readers. 
 
We give special thanks to CSR director Dr. Carol Bakhos for her initiative and support 
for restarting the journal and Sunny Kim for her technical assistance and 
encouragement. We also must express our gratitude to Professor Ryan Gillespie from the 
Center for the Study of Religion at UCLA for his time and effort in initiating the journal, 
and giving students the opportunity to run and publish a journal in this fascinating field 
of studies. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
The Editors 
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Kitzmiller, the Public Sphere, and the Necessity 

of Epistemic Attitude 

By Derek Bergmann1 
University of California, Los Angeles 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

n a pluralistic democracy, there is a natural challenge to foster 

solidarity amongst groups who hold radically different conceptions of 

justice, ethics, and religion. How do we maintain a space where religious 

and nonreligious citizens are equally able to speak and hear one another, 

and what do we do when such conversations begin to break down? To 

develop a response to this question, I will provide a brief overview of 

Kitzmiller v. Dover Area School District and the controversy surrounding 

the teaching of intelligent design in public schools. Subsequently, I will 

argue that this case illustrates an example of a breakdown of public 

discourse that arises when a group of citizens attempt to translate 

religiously substantive legislation into public discourse without the proper 

epistemic attitude. To elucidate this problem, I will lay out Rawls’ and 

Habermas’ respective conceptions of translation in the public sphere. This 

comparison will give rise to the argument that Habermas differs from 

Rawls in regards to his emphasis on attitude, or cognitive preconditions, 

within the conversation. While Rawls’ focus is on what reasons are given, 

Habermas also addresses how reasons are given. The central argument of 

this paper will be that this latter aspect—the posture by which justification 

is given—is critical to the process of translation. The work of Judith Butler 

and Cornel West will be used to support this contention. 

                                                           
1 Derek Bergmann. UCLA Class of 2017, double major in Philosophy and Study of 
Religion with departmental honors. His research has focused on the intersection between 
philosophy and religious traditions, specifically related to ethics, the public sphere, 
secularization, and Jamesian religious experience. 
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KITZMILLER V. DOVER AREA SCHOOL DISTRICT AND THE ID 

CONTROVERSY 

 

In 2004, the Dover School Board passed a measure requiring that 

“students . . . be made aware of gaps/problems in Darwin’s theory and of 

other theories of evolution, including but not limited to intelligent 

design.”2 This new measure specifically mandated the reading of an 

intelligent design statement in ninth grade biology class, which pointed to 

the holes in evolution as a theory rather than fact, and offered Intelligent 

Design (ID) as a viable alternative explanation to the origin of life.3 Soon 

after the Dover School Board passed this measure, a lawsuit was filed 

alleging that the requirement violated the Establishment Clause of the 

First Amendment. The case was brought before Judge John E. Jones III in 

the Fall of 2005, and he issued his extended opinion invalidating the 

Board’s measure on December 20, 2005.4 

 

The judge utilized two metrics to come to his decision. The first was the 

“endorsement test,” which evaluated whether the ID policy “in fact 

conveys a message of endorsement or disapproval of religion.”5 The 

conclusion was that the policy did, in fact, endorse religion based on its 

context within the larger anti-evolutionist education agenda. The policy’s 

stated intent to point out gaps in evolutionary theory was a successor of 

the Creationist attempt to utilize holes in evolutionary theory as evidence 

for a creative force, and many leaders within the ID movement had made 

statements supporting creationism as a theory. The judge specifically 

referenced “The Wedge Document,” a five-year plan to replace the 

“destructive moral, cultural and political legacies” of scientific materialism 

                                                           
2 Kevin Trowel, "Divided by Design: Kitzmiller v. Dover Area School District, Intelligent 
Design, and Civic Education," The Georgetown Law Journal 95 (2007): 859.  
3 Ibid, 860.  
4 Kitzmiller v. Dover School Board, 400 F.Supp.2d 707, 709 (Dist. Court, M.D. 
Pennsylvania, 2005). 
5 Ibid, 17. 
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with “theistic and Christian science.” Given ID’s location within the larger 

Creationist agenda and its explicitly religious goal, the Judge declared that 

it endorsed Christianity.6 

 

The second metric was the “Lemon Test.” According to this test, a message 

violates the Establishment Clause if: “(1) it does not have a secular 

purpose; (2) its principal or primary effect advances or inhibits religion; or 

(3) it creates an excessive entanglement of the government with religion.” 

The judge confirmed violations of both the first and second clause. Based 

on “the endorsement test” and “Lemon Test,” the ID policy was declared 

unconstitutional.7  

 

Regarding our discussion of the public sphere, there are two aspects of this 

case that warrant analysis. The first is how the attempt to introduce ID 

policy into a space that is governed by public reason relates to our initial 

question regarding translation. Given the Establishment Clause, the 

government is prohibited from making any law that will establish or 

endorse a religious orientation or tradition. Therefore, the public 

education system bears resemblance to the public sphere as a 

systematically neutral space in respect to religion. Furthermore, if we 

accept the judge’s conclusion that ID policy is a substantively religious 

piece of legislation, then this case offers an example of a legislative effort 

to mandate religious discussion in a space that is supposed to be free of 

any sort of religious inclination or bias. In other words, we have a case of 

tension arising from the introduction of religiously substantive dialogue 

into public reason. 

 

Second, the first metric of the Lemon Test, which considers “the secular 

purpose” of a given policy, implies a requirement closely resembling that 

                                                           
6 Ibid, 28-29. 
7 Ibid, 90. 
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of Habermasian translation. The Lemon Test does not assert that 

religiously substantive policy or discourse creates a de facto violation of 

the Establishment Clause. Rather, these types of policy become 

constitutionally problematic when they are introduced without any sort of 

secular justification. The public sphere is open to religious input, as long 

as the religious input can be supported by external reasons. The ID policy’s 

failure of the “secular purpose” clause partially resulted from a failure to 

provide such reasons. But, moreover, the ID controversy is an example of 

an instance when public discourse breaks down as a result of a debate 

between groups holding different conceptions of constitutional essentials. 

In a world where religious and ethical pluralism seems to be the indefinite 

reality, how can our approach to the public reason-giving accommodate 

the voices of passionate pluralities, while also maintaining the 

requirement for translation and neutrality?  

 

PLURALISTIC TENSIONS: RAWLS AND HABERMAS 

 

For both Habermas and Rawls, ethical and religious pluralism present a 

very real dilemma for democratic societies. In Rawls’ words, “How is it 

possible—or is it—for those of faith, as well as the nonreligious (secular) to 

endorse a constitutional regime even when their comprehensive doctrines 

may not prosper under it, and indeed may decline?”8 A similar question 

hangs at the back of Habermas’ discussion with Joseph Ratzinger in The 

Dialectics of Secularization—namely, how do we maintain democratic 

solidarity in the midst of the rapid secularization of society?9 In response 

to the natural tension between solidarity and pluralism, Rawls and 

Habermas present similar conceptions of a public sphere governed by 

rationality.  

                                                           
8 John Rawls. "The Idea of Public Reason Revisited (1997)" in The Idea of the Public 
Sphere: A Reader, ed. Jostein Gripsrud and Martin Eide (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 
2010): 214. 
9 Jürgen Habermas, Joseph Ratzinger, and Florian Schuller, Dialectics of Secularization: 
On Reason and Religion (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2006).  
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In Rawls’ view, citizens engage in public reason when they deliberate 

regarding their respective political conceptions of justice. A political 

conception of justice comprises a view of the basic principles and values of 

justice and cooperation that (1) applies to basic political and social 

institutions, (2) can be presented independently of any sort of 

comprehensive doctrine, and (3) can be determined from the fundamental 

ideas operative in a given constitutional regime, such as ideas of freedom 

and equality.10 A political conception of justice exists in contrast to 

citizens’ respective religious, ethical, and metaphysical orientations, which 

Rawls calls comprehensive doctrines. Habermas agrees with this reason-

first methodology; rationality must precede the expression of 

comprehensive doctrines so that citizens will be able to communicate 

intelligibly.11  

 

Rawls introduces the criterion of reciprocity to draw a line between public 

reason and citizens’ comprehensive doctrines. The criterion of reciprocity 

requires that when certain terms are proposed as the most reasonable 

terms of fair cooperation, those proposing them must also think it is at 

least reasonable for other citizens of differing comprehensive doctrines to 

accept the terms without social or political coercion.12 This requirement 

ensures that religious citizens cannot present religious terms on the basis 

of purely religious reasons. Habermas concurs with this process of public 

justification, which he calls translation. In order to achieve solidarity, 

those holding comprehensive doctrines, must translate their conception of 

the good or just, into a language that is universally intelligible.13 Both 

thinkers assert that the requirement of translation is not intended to 

restrict the expression of comprehensive doctrines in the public sphere. In 

                                                           
10 Rawls, "The Idea of Public Reason Revisited (1997),” 210. 
11 Jürgen Habermas, “The Public Sphere: An Encyclopedia Article," in The Idea of the 
Public Sphere: A Reader edited by Gripsrud, Jostein, and Martin Eide (Lanham, MD: 
Lexington, 2010): 119. 
12 Rawls, "The Idea of Public Reason Revisited (1997),” 208. 
13 Habermas, Ratzinger, and Schuller, Dialectics of Secularization, 51-52. 
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the proviso, Rawls explains that comprehensive doctrines can, and should, 

be expressed in public reason as long as they are supported by reasons 

justifiable to all. Given they satisfy the requirement of reciprocity, religious 

expressions can be done freely.14 

 

The requirement of translation does, however, pose a number of exclusive 

challenges to religious citizens. First, Rawls notes that to participate in 

public reason, religious citizens must give precedence to rationality.15 

Second, and more importantly, the requirement of translation is 

applicable only to those who hold religious comprehensive doctrines; 

secular citizens do not face such a requirement because public discourse is 

already in their natural language. The exclusivity of these challenges has 

left Rawls’ conception of the public sphere open to criticism of anti-

religious asymmetries. Charles Taylor has gone so far as to suggest that 

Rawls’ conception of public reason should be entirely reconceived given 

these inherent asymmetries existent within his formulation of democratic 

liberalism.16 

 

Though he does not go as far as Taylor, Habermas does acknowledge a 

similar concern related to Rawls’ conception of the public sphere. 

Specifically, he suggests that Rawls’ public sphere places three burdens 

exclusively on religious citizens. First, it requires religious citizens to 

develop an epistemic stance toward other religions and the distinction 

between secular and sacred knowledge. In other words, to engage in public 

discourse, religious citizens must acknowledge that the public reasons 

generated by other comprehensive doctrines hold equal weight to their 

own comprehensive doctrine. Religious citizens must also develop an 

                                                           
14 Rawls, "The Idea of Public Reason Revisited (1997),” 216. 
15 Ibid, 221. 
16 Charles Taylor, “Why We Need a Radical Redefinition of The Public Sphere,” in The 
Power of Religion in the Public Sphere, ed. Eduardo Mendieta and Jonathan 
VanAntwerpen (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011). 
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epistemic stance toward the primacy of secular reasons in the public 

sphere.17 

 

Given the challenges applying exclusively to religious citizens, Habermas 

holds that simple reason-giving is not enough to maintain solidarity within 

public discourse. In addition, certain “cognitive preconditions” are 

required for the continued use of public reason.18 By cognitive 

preconditions, Habermas means an epistemic attitude or stance involving 

a degree of reflexive criticism regarding one’s own comprehensive 

doctrine.19 In other words, Habermas is suggesting that citizens must, for 

the sake of continued solidarity, participate in the process of translation 

with a willingness to consider the faults and implications of their beliefs. If 

this attitude is not collectively maintained amongst individuals in a 

society, then there is a threat that public discourse will unravel. Habermas 

notes that, unlike motives, the attitudes requisite for effective engagement 

in public reason cannot be developed via normative mandates. He argues, 

“the normative expectations of an ethics of citizenship have absolutely no 

impact unless a required change in mentality has been forthcoming first, 

indeed, they then serve only to kindle resentment on the part of those who 

feel misunderstood and their capacities over-taxed.”20  

 

At this point, let us return to the discussion of Kitzmiller v. Dover School 

Board. This legal case and the overall controversy surrounding ID policy 

in public schools is an example of the unraveling anticipated by Habermas. 

In the judge’s opinion, there is unwillingness for self-reflective critique by 

the advocates of ID policy. As noted above, the leading these advocates 

created the measure to counteract the “evil” of scientific materialism.21 

                                                           
17 Jürgen Habermas, “Religion in the Public Sphere (2006),” in The Idea of the Public 
Sphere: A Reader, ed. Gripsrud, Jostein, and Martin Eide (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 
2010), 302. 
18 Ibid, 302. 
19 Ibid, 308. 
20 Ibid, 302. 
21 Kitzmiller, 400 F.Supp.2d at 737. 
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Furthermore, discussions amongst ID leaders revealed their intent to use 

the policy as a step to reintroducing creationism back into public 

education. Both of these facts point to a lack of the cognitive preconditions 

that Habermas sees as requisite for successful public reason giving. If a 

religious citizen enters into the public sphere already assuming that the 

other side is intrinsically evil and takes measures to implement a policy 

with duplicitous motives, then the process of translation will naturally 

break down. To clarify, my intent is not to critique ID proponents 

regarding the substance of their worldview or their method of 

policymaking; rather, I am simply assessing their translation efforts and 

motives relative to Habermas’ assertion that an epistemic attitude of 

humility is necessary for these sorts of translation efforts to be successful. 

 

In the ID controversy, the advocates of ID policy were not the only group 

lacking the cognitive preconditions necessary for effective public reason-

giving. Habermas asserts that secular citizens must transcend a secularist 

self-understanding of Modernity if they want the liberal public sphere to 

remain functional.22 For Habermas, a secular citizen cannot simply reject 

religion as archaic or irrational, for doing so would delegitimize a central 

aspect of the religious citizen’s identity. The secular citizen, therefore, has 

a duty to not only hear the public justification of a given religious 

comprehensive doctrine, but also to actively aid the religious citizen in the 

process of translation from her point of view. However, the secular citizens 

participating in the debate take a far more antagonistic tone. In a PBS 

documentary regarding the ID policy debate, Kenneth R. Miller, a cell 

biologist who served as the leading expert witness for the plaintiff in the 

Kitzmiller case, is quoted saying, “Intelligent design makes people 

stupid.”23 His statement is an example of the anti-ID camp’s generally 

dismissive and critical tone toward those who ascribe to the theory. In the 

                                                           
22 Habermas, “Religion in the Public Sphere (2006),” 303. 
23 Jonathan Sahula, “Judgment Day: Intelligent Design on Trial,” in NOVA, PBS: 
broadcast November 13, 2007. 
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public sphere, if no “fellowship ethos” exists, then the religious citizen will 

be unwilling to provide a gracious translation of her ideas, and the secular 

citizen will be unwilling to actively engage with the ideas that are 

translated.24 The root of the breakdown in the ID controversy lies in an 

attitude problem. 

 

TOWARD AN ETHICS OF RECONCILIATION: BUTLER AND 

WEST 

 

If Habermas is right, and the stability of the public sphere relies on a 

certain epistemic attitude, then how can we move towards a posture of 

reciprocity? In other words, how can we promote a solidarity that is 

holistic to the human experience rather than a required element in a 

construction necessary for the continuation of democracy? To address 

these questions, I will briefly discuss the ideas of Judith Butler and Cornel 

West presented in The Power of Religion in the Public Sphere. 

 

Butler argues for a reframing of public discourse grounded in an ethic of 

cohabitation. By acknowledging the reality of cohabitation, we accept the 

fact that we do not have the power to choose who inhabits the earth 

alongside of us. Furthermore, no one should possess the power to 

determine who our neighbor is. Instead, we should accept the person who 

lives in proximity to us as given to us.25 Since, our neighbors are given to 

us, and we are given to our neighbors, we have an obligation to preserve 

each other’s lives, even if we belong to pluralities that are radically 

divergent. Butler goes so far as to attempt a deconstruction of the 

‘plurality’ within pluralism altogether, drawing on Arendt to suggest that a 

plurality is necessarily exclusionary, for we must appeal to the outsider to 

                                                           
24 Habermas, Ratzinger, and Schuller, Dialectics of Secularization: On Reason and 
Religion, 49. 
25 Judith Butler, “Is Judaism Zionism?” in The Power of Religion in the Public Sphere, ed. 
Eduardo Mendieta and Jonathan VanAntwerpen (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2011): 83.  
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establish the insider.26 Therefore, we are bound to the stranger, and “to 

destroy the other is to destroy my life.”27 

 

Butler suggests a “practice of remembrance” in order to foster this attitude 

of belonging. In order to engage with the outsider, we must remember our 

moments of alterity. West expands on the practice of belonging through 

his concept of prophetic religion. West’s prophet is one who calls attention 

to suffering, who does not shy away from communicating the ramifications 

of injustice and catastrophe.28 In essence, the prophet is a continual 

practitioner of remembrance, and that which she recalls is not selective. 

She does not allow historical amnesia to draw a comforting naïveté over 

the genocide, the oppression, and the many other deplorable events that 

mark human history. Through this practice, the prophet calls for justice. 

Yet the prophet does not take a posture of self-righteousness. On the 

contrary, she seeks to deepen her imagination, to open her mind to 

different discourses and arguments.29 Put simply, the prophet is one who, 

via the practice of remembrance, cultivates a potent distaste for injustice 

and a sweeping empathy that leads toward loving action.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Through a discussion of Kitzmiller v. Dover School Board, we have related 

the ID controversy to tensions within the public sphere. Habermas’ 

primary critique of Rawls’ conception of democratic liberalism was that it 

lacked an acknowledgment of the necessary attitudes, or cognitive 

preconditions, amongst citizens in the public sphere. Accordingly, I have 

drawn a parallel between Habermas’ concern and the resentful and 

                                                           
26 Ibid, 84. 
27 Ibid, 88. 
28 Cornel West, “Prophetic Religion and The Future of Capitalist Civilization,” in The 
Power of Religion in the Public Sphere, ed. Eduardo Mendieta and Jonathan 
VanAntwerpen (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011): 97. 
29 Ibid, 98. 
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dismissive tone evident between the contested parties in the ID 

controversy. Subsequently, we examined input from Butler and West 

advocating for an attitude of citizenship rooted in remembrance. To 

conclude, I leave an open question for the reader. If advocates and 

opponents of the ID policy held cognitive preconditions grounded in the 

practice of remembrance, how would the debate have changed? My hunch 

is that, in the very least, collective epistemic humility would have 

empowered both parties to avoid mutual resentment and move together 

towards democratic solidarity.  
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Lasting Legacies: Jewish Life Under Medieval 

Muslim Rule 

By Elizabeth Ho1 
University of California, Los Angeles 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

ince its conception as a monotheistic religion under Muhammad, 

Islam has shared a continually fluctuating relationship with the Jewish 

people. The Middle Ages—during which Jews under Muslim rule went 

from being viewed as compatriots and equals to categorized as separated 

dhimmis—were no exception to this. Following the Quran’s establishment 

of jizya and dhimmi policy, a document known as the Pact of Umar 

became a major influence in the development of standard Islamic rule—a 

standard which ultimately classified the Jewish people as second-class 

citizens to be regulated and restricted. Though social and political 

conditions also played a hand in determining how Jewish communities 

fared under Muslim rule, the Umayyads and Fatimids demonstrated how 

abstaining from the legalization of discrimination could produce citizens 

like Jewish courtier Hasdai Ibn Shaprut, the innovators he sponsored, and 

the scholars of Kairouan—all of whom left a lasting impact on the world 

through their contributions to society and modern scholarship. 

 

JEWISH LIFE UNDER MEDIEVAL MUSLIM RULE 

 

When Muhammad first began preaching Islam as a monotheistic religion 

throughout polytheistic Arabia, the Prophet and his followers viewed the 

Jewish people as ‘Ahl al-Kitāb, or “People of the Book,” whom they 

                                                           
1 Elizabeth Ho, UCLA Class of 2017, studies Judaism, Islam and Semitic languages, and 
hopes to continue in these fields throughout her post-graduate studies. 
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believed would support Islam’s message to the world.2Judaism’s 

similarities to Islam in both scripture and the centrality of monotheism 

initially seemed to place the Jews in a position to be both friend and ally to 

Muhammad in his fight against paganism. Due to this assumed connection 

between the two religions, the Prophet issued a document upon his 

relocation to Medina known as the “Charter of Medina,” which essentially 

stated that “the Jews [would be] guaranteed complete protection with a 

social and political status not less viable than what was envisaged for the 

Muslims.”3 Throughout the language of the Charter, it is evident that 

initial policy regarding the Jews under Muslim rule had every intention of 

creating an environment of interreligious equality and partnership. 

Conflict and tension, however, soon supplanted this promising start when 

the Prophet’s message was met with both scholarly and religious 

opposition among the Jews of Medina.4 As the divergence between the two 

ostensibly similar faiths continued to grow, the Quran’s portrayal of the 

Jewish people began to shift further away from the egalitarian stance 

proposed by the Charter of 622. Unlike Muhammad’s earlier preaching, 

which featured the Jews in a more positive light, many of the “koranic 

revelations that Muhammad received in Medina frequently mention[ed] 

the Jews in a negative context,” and the development of a new policy 

regarding the Jews commenced.5 What eventually came to replace the 

Charter of Medina was the concept of the Jews as dhimmis—minorities 

who would be protected so long as they submitted to paying jizya. In 

reference to this notion of Islamic rulers extending protection to their 

Jewish subjects, the Quran necessitated that Jewish minorities “pay 

tribute (or jizya) out of hand and with willing submission” in order to 

                                                           
2 Norman A. Stillman, “The Jewish Experience in the Muslim World,” in The Cambridge 

Guide to Jewish History, Religion, and Culture, ed. Judith R. Baskin and Kenneth 

Seeskin (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 85. 
3 Ahmad Ziauddin, “The Concept of Jizya in Early Islam,” Islamic Studies 14, no. 4 (1975): 

295. 
4 W.N. Arafat, “New Light on the Story of Banū Qurayza and the Jews of Medina,” 

Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland 2 (1976): 100. 
5 Stillman, “The Jewish Experience,” 86. 
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receive their legal designation as ‘Ahl Al-dhimma, or “people of the pact of 

protection.”6 This ruling was twofold—while the Jews under Muslim rule 

were now being offered the benefit of protection, receiving such benefits 

would mean submitting to the role of “humbled tribute bearers”—the latter 

of which would be construed in a variety of ways throughout the Middle 

Ages.7 As the Quran provided no further clarification regarding the exact 

nature of jizya, or what “willing submission” entailed, early Islamic rulers 

found it within their jurisdiction to interpret the enigmatic verse as they 

saw fit.8 Ultimately, anything from a caliphate’s religious stance to current 

social or political pressures—such as the wars and plagues that took place 

throughout the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries—could lead Islamic rulers 

to view jizya as either an opportunity to promote the protection and 

tolerance of the Jewish people, or an occasion to emphasize their second-

class status. On the more xenophobic end of the spectrum, some rulers 

went so far as to implement jizya as a form of humiliation and 

punishment, for to them it was proof that “the treachery of the Jews [had] 

deprived them of the rights and privileges” previously accorded to them in 

the Charter of Medina.9 Other rulers, however, chose to fall more in line 

with the Prophet’s initial hopes for equality and Judeo-Muslim friendship 

by intentionally setting aside jizya or other discriminatory measures in 

favor of promoting true protection. 

 

Following the Quran’s mention of jizya and dhimmis, the next major 

development regarding the status of Jews under Muslim rule came in form 

of the Pact of Umar, which became an essential component of the Islamic 

legal system during the early Abbasid period.10 The document, which was 

                                                           
6 Ibid., 87. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Ziauddin, “The Concept of Jizya,” 303. 
9 Ibid., 298. 
10 Charles H. Parker, “Paying for the Privilege: The Management of Public Order and 

Religious Pluralism in Two Modern Societies,” Journal of World History 17, no. 3 

(2006): 278. 
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likely issued by caliph Umar Ibn al-Khattab, came to be seen as the 

archetypal example of how Muslim rulers should deal with their protected 

minority subjects.11 This particular elaboration of the Quran’s dhimmi 

policy expanded the “submission” of protected peoples to include a variety 

of requirements, including wearing distinctive clothing and agreeing not to 

bear arms, build new synagogues, or pray too loudly.12 Outside of the 

general consensus that dhimmis were subordinate to their Muslim rulers, 

the Pact introduced several of these additional measures that further 

restricted Jewish life and were especially enforced during periods of social, 

economic or political pressure.13 Throughout the following centuries, the 

Pact of Umar and Quranic injunction regarding dhimmis and jizya came 

to play a central role in influencing how Muslim rulers interacted with 

their Jewish subjects. As a result, this period of medieval Islamic rule saw 

times of both Jewish constraint and isolation, as well as times of Jewish 

self-determination and equality. Two caliphates in particular—the 

Fatimids and the Umayyads—exhibited the more positive end of the 

spectrum by casting aside the restrictions of the Pact of Umar in favor of 

extending equality to their Jewish populations. These periods of endorsed 

tolerance towards Jewish dhimmis eventually left their mark on the 

medieval and modern world through the examples they set of thriving 

interreligious communities, as well as the resulting growth in medieval 

diplomacy, scholarly developments and the arts.  

 

The Fatimid caliphate, which ruled over much of North Africa from 909 to 

1171, created one such legacy through their particularly tolerant attitude 

towards the Jews under their jurisdiction. Due to a series of firsthand 

documents recovered from the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Cairo, known today 

as the Cairo Geniza findings, much about the quality of life for Jews under 

                                                           
11 Stillman, “The Jewish Experience,” 88. 
12 Parker, “Paying for the Privilege,” 278. 
13 Stillman, “The Jewish Experience,” 88. 
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Fatimid rule has come to light.14 Among those records is proof that the 

more religiously moderate Fatimids not only ignored “the discriminatory 

tariffs prescribed by orthodox Islam, but also employed non-Muslims in 

their civil service.”15 This open-handedness in dealing with their dhimmi 

population was partially influenced by outside political pressures—the 

Fatimids were a Shia minority ruling over an antagonistic Sunni majority 

and, as a result, “preferred to rely on Christians and Jews, elevating them 

to high positions in government and finance.”16 Sectarianism and internal 

conflicts within the Muslim majority thus benefitted the caliphate’s Jewish 

population by removing them from the defaulted position of “other,” and 

placing them into a third category that was far more neutral than that of 

the Sunni opposition’s. 

 

In addition to this, the Fatimids also offered their Jewish subjects 

positions of leadership and a higher degree of autonomy as a means of 

lessening dhimmi dependence on nearby rivals, the Abbasids.17 As a result, 

both rivalries for power among the caliphates and religious tensions may 

have played a role in encouraging the already-liberal Fatimid caliphate to 

further embrace their Jewish dhimmis. Regardless of which factors had 

the greatest impact on Fatimid policy, an influential position known as 

“Head of the Jews,” or Ra’is al Yahud was born to meet both the needs of 

the caliphate and their Jewish population.18 Records show that this office 

of Ra’is al Yahud worked so seamlessly with its Muslim rulers that even 

the well-respected Jewish religious leaders of the day—such as the Gaon of 

Babylonia—utilized this system and Jewish representatives at the Fatimid 

                                                           
14 S.D. Goitein, “The Cairo Geniza as a Source for the History of Muslim Civilisation,” 

Studia Islamica 3 (1955): 76. 
15 Stillman, “The Jewish Experience,” 100. 
16 Elinoar Bareket, “The Head of the Jews (ra’is Al-yahud) in Fatimid Egypt: A Re-

Evaluation,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 

67, no.2 (2004): 185. 
17 Ibid., 187. 
18 Ibid., 188. 
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Court to ensure that their voices were heard.19 Several Cairo Geniza 

documents also report that beyond rejecting the discriminatory measures 

favored by orthodox caliphates, the Fatimids went directly against the Pact 

of Umar’s instructions by aiding their Jewish courtiers with restoring 

razed synagogues and implementing tax alleviations for the Jews.20 The 

ensuing flourishing of Jewish autonomy and well-being under Fatimid 

rule—owed in part to a unique political and religious atmosphere, as well 

as the caliphate’s moderate religious stance—resulted in great 

contributions to medieval religious scholarship and literature. 

 

The metropolis of Kairouan, which functioned as an important center for 

Jewish thought, provides a unique window through which these results 

can be most clearly seen. It was in this city that the scholars of Kairouan 

gained renown for their contributions to both secular and religious 

Hebrew literature and two Jewish academies for higher education were 

founded.21 As an important medieval community of scholars and religious 

sages, Kairouan produced many important Judeo-Arabic works on the 

Talmud and Hebrew literature—including one Talmudic commentary by 

Rabbi Hananel that is still included in standard versions of the Talmud 

today.22 The city was an epicenter for Jewish thought that embodied the 

great heights to which truly supported religious minorities could rise when 

encouraged by their rulers and local environment—higher education, 

typically a marker of privilege and wealth, was an integral part of the 

community. Both the scholarly work produced there and documents found 

in the Cairo Geniza, have illuminated the implications of this vibrant 

community and its significant contributions to the development of modern 

religious scholarship. Beyond its impact on Hebrew literature and Judaic 

thought, Kairouan also served as proof that Jews and Muslims are capable 

                                                           
19 Ibid., 190. 
20 Ibid., 191. 
21 Stillman, “The Jewish Experience,” 100. 
22 George Robinson, Essential Judaism: A Complete Guide to Beliefs, Customs, and 

Rituals (New York: Atria Paperback, 2001), 350. 
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of not only surviving, but thriving together. The Fatimids, through 

utilizing the tensions of their day to create an environment conducive to 

tolerance and interreligious partnership, thus benefitted both themselves 

and their Jewish population in a way that has continued to remain 

significant for a multitude of reasons.   

 

Though vastly different from their rivals the Fatimids, the Umayyads also 

set an important precedent for history through the welcoming 

environment they produced for Jews and Muslims alike. Under Umayyad 

rule, al-Andalus in particular became known for its support of “fruitful 

intermarriage […] and the quality of cultural relations with the dhimmi,” 

all of which contributed to the legacy of a ruling elite that uniquely 

“defined their version of Islam as one that loved dialogues with other 

traditions.”23 One figure in particular, Jewish courtier Hasdai Ibn Shaprut, 

embodied the pinnacle of dhimmi mobility in Umayyad society through 

his career as a court “physician, diplomat, finance minister, and factotum” 

to two consecutive caliphs—Abd al-Rahman III and al-Hakam II.24 

Shaprut was also a nāsī, or “secular head of Andalusian Jewry,” who 

functioned as the representative of various Jewish communities 

throughout the Iberian Peninsula in dealings with the Islamic rulers of the 

day.25 As a high-ranking aristocrat, Shaprut was even sent out to negotiate 

with Christian rulers—making him a unique figure whose dhimmi status 

did not restrict him, but rather enabled him to facilitate unity between 

three different religious groups as the Jewish representative of an Islamic 

ruler in a Christian court. His influence grew so great that when Byzantine 

Jewry found itself under persecution at the hand of Emperor Romanos 

Lekapenos, it was Hasdai—the Jewish courtier in a Muslim court—whom 

                                                           
23 Maria Menocal, The Ornament of the World: How Muslims, Jews, and Christians 

Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain (Boston: Little Brown, 2002), 21. 
24 Walter P. Zenner, “Jewish Retainers as Power Brokers,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 

81 no. 1/2 (1990): 128. 
25 Stillman, “The Jewish Experience,” 102. 
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they requested mediate on their behalf.26 In his work on “Jewish Retainers 

as Power Brokers,” Walter Zenner states that this Umayyad-assisted 

“Muslim Golden Age in Spain” saw a multitude of men like Shaprut—

“powerful minority officials and courtiers [who] were mediators, not 

merely clients, that served several interest groups.”27 The Umayyads, who 

offered a wealth of opportunities to their Jewish subjects, reached this 

pinnacle in Islamic history partly due to their successful relationship with 

the dhimmis. Rather than restricting their Jewish residents to a second-

class status perpetuated by a series of humiliating regulations, the 

Umayyads chose to create an environment in which upward mobility 

among even their religious minorities was possible. The result of this 

openhanded treatment was powerful courtiers like Shaprut—men who 

capitalized on the self-determination and freedom available to them in al-

Andalus, then in turn went on to invest that freedom by acting as patrons 

to pioneering scholars and artists. Hasdai Ibn Shaprut’s patronage, in 

particular, “played a dominant part in the development of Jewish culture 

in Moslem Spain,” and aided several key thinkers whose works have had a 

great influence on modern scholarship today.28 One such innovator 

sponsored by Hasdai’s patronage was Menahem ben Saruk, a classical 

Hebrew grammarian who founded a Hebrew grammar school in Cordova 

then went on to publish his Mahberet, or “Hebrew Dictionary.” Saruk’s 

Mahberet was not only the “earliest attempt at a complete vocabulary of 

Biblical Hebrew under a systematic arrangement,” but also the first 

Biblical Hebrew dictionary to be written in Hebrew, rather than Arabic.29 

Yet another unique individual encouraged by Hasdai’s support was 

Hebrew poet Danush ben Labrat, whose use of Arabic themes and metrics 

                                                           
26 Jacob Reiner, “The Original Hebrew Yosippon in the Chronicle of Jerahmeel,” The 

Jewish Quarterly Review 60, no. 2 (1969): 128. 
27 Zenner, “Jewish Retainers,” 143. 
28 M. S. Stern, “Summary: Two New Data About Hasdāi B. Shapirūt,” Zion 10 (1944/45): 

viii. 
29 Morris Jastrow, “Jewish Grammarians of the Middle Ages,” Hebraica 4, no. 1 

(1887):26. 
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in his poetry was previously unheard of, and who went on to “set the 

standard for medieval Andalusian Hebrew poetry.”30 The implications of 

Saruk’s Mahberet and Labrat’s groundbreaking poetry would not be 

known today had it not been for the support that both scholars received 

from a Jewish man who was himself supported by his Muslim rulers. In 

what is perhaps most indicative of Jewish status under Umayyad rule, 

Hasdai not only wielded great influence among Jews, Muslims and 

Christians, but also “had a grand vision of Sepharad as a leading seat of 

world Jewry.”31 The environment and policies of the Umayyad caliphate 

during Hasdai’s time were so tolerant and egalitarian towards the 

dhimmis, that this diplomat and patron was able to envision Jews as not 

only flourishing under Islamic rule—but even reaching new pinnacles of 

philosophy, art and innovation.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Throughout the Middle Ages, the quality of Jewish life under Muslim rule 

was largely left at the mercy of either current political and economic 

conditions or the religious beliefs of current rulers. The Prophet himself 

shared a varying relationship with the Jews from Mecca to Medina, which 

ultimately reflected itself in the text of the Quran and the development of 

the Jews as dhimmis subjugated to jizya. While the designation of Jews as 

‘Ahl al-Kitāb was interpreted in a variety of ways—most notably in the Pact 

of Umar, which significantly chose to further “humble” these religious 

minorities with far more than jizya—there were also important periods in 

which the dhimmis lived with the full support and encouragement of their 

Muslim rulers. Amidst an environment in which discrimination was both 

legalized and normalized, the Umayyads and Fatimids left a lasting mark 

on history by promoting equal treatment, higher learning and cultural 

                                                           
30 Stillman, “The Jewish Experience,” 103. 
31 Ibid., 104. 
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assimilation for their Jews. Whether it is through the scholarship and 

innovation that their truly protected dhimmis produced, or the fact that 

both caliphates demonstrated to the world that Jews and Muslims are fully 

capable of cohabitating and thriving together, the Umayyads and Fatimids 

left a mark on history that has remained significant even today.  
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KEATS, THE ROMANTICS, AND THE SPIRITUAL CRISIS OF 

MODERNITY 

   

he general preoccupation of the British Romantic poets can be 

summarized as the attempt to aid England in the transition to what 

was becoming the Modern world we know today. The major poets of the 

early 19th century were a generation or two ahead of what would become a 

strongly secular culture, yet they had no immediate replacement that 

could fill the needs religion once served. The world of the Romantics was 

not quite like ours, but the seeds of modernity, planted almost four 

hundred years before, had begun to sprout. The scientific and industrial 

revolutions, and past years of both religious and political turmoil, had 

created a cultural landscape in which the tools of the past were of little use. 

Trust in and loyalty to a monarch, a stable class hierarchy, a livelihood tied 

closely to the land, and a religious approach to both the understanding of 

the universe and humankind's role in it—these were all in the autumn of 

their existence by the first quarter of the 1800s. Romantics such as 

Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, P.B. Shelley, and Keats saw themselves as 

the threshold guardians of history, desperately attempting to prepare 

humanity for what was becoming a secular, mechanized, technological, 

and science-driven world. Although their emphasis was less on the cause 
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of cultural changes than on treating its effects, they nevertheless perceived 

that a greater current was sweeping through the West. Romantic literature 

is often read as a reaction to the purely reason-based values of the 

Enlightenment, itself one of the historical monuments built by modernity. 

But the Romantics, however enchanted with the Enlightenment concept of 

revolution, atheism, and humanism, were left feeling estranged from 

spirituality and the human heart. They could not return to the medieval 

mode of religion, but neither could they, as poets, fully accept the 

Enlightenment. Their self-determined mission to reinvent the human 

experience was what Shelley termed “the spirit of the age.”2 

 

It is during this upheaval that John Keats came of age. For Keats (1795-

1821), poetry serves a crucial epistemological and spiritual function for 

society. The poet must be not only a maker of words, but of truth; and the 

experience of poetry must be not only artistic, but spiritual. Poetry, he 

believes, can provide society a sense of the sacred, elevating, and 

consolatory aspects of religion, albeit outside the Church or Scripture. As 

he ultimately discovers in his many letters, truth is the knowledge of all 

that we can know, and then the acceptance of what we cannot—the skill of 

“Negative Capability,” as he called it, to be “capable of being in 

uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & 

reason.”3 But truth alone cannot uplift and console. The work of the poet 

has to be beautiful as well as true: “’Beauty is truth, truth beauty,’—that is 

all/ Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know,” Keats famously writes in 

“Ode on a Grecian Urn.”4 For poetry to be an accurate reflection of the 

world, it must represent both the intense suffering of the human condition 

as well as beauty, that which makes mortal life worthwhile for its own 

                                                           
2 P.B. Shelley, “A Defense of Poetry,” in Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, ed. Donald H. 
Reiman (New York: Norton and Company, 1977), 508. 
3 John Keats, The Letters of John Keats, ed. Hyder Edward Rollins, vol. 1, 1819-1821 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1958), 193. 
4 John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” in The Poetical Works of John Keats, ed. H.W. 
Garrod (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939), 27 v. 49-50. 
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sake, without the promise of a better afterlife (or what he considers 

“happiness on Earth repeated in a finer tone”).5 In his letters and one of 

his greatest works, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” the poet becomes a spiritual 

guide for the Modern age by serving as an example of how truth and an 

experience of the sacred may be attained in a secular world. This 

fascination with the secular spiritual experience is the beating heart of 

Keats’s work, contextualizing him within the zeitgeist of the Romantic 

Period.   

 

Keats was without a doubt immersed in the political, social and religious 

conversations of time, and committed solving the riddles of his age.But, 

perhaps due to his youth, (he wrote most of his poetry over the course of a 

few years, and died in 1821 at the age of 25), middle-class education, and 

rather outcast status as a poet and ex-apothecary and medical student, in 

his own time he was deemed more fit to serve the ailing body than the 

ailing soul.6 And yet, his treatment of the state of spiritual experience in 

the early 19th century is fresh and arguably even more Modern and 

Romantic than those of the poetic giants of his age: making his debut 

towards the end of the period, he was a product of Romanticism and fully 

engaged in its values, a true skeptic of the traditional religious structure 

and fully prepared to construct a new spiritual system atop the ruins of the 

old.   

 

Little has been written on Keats's spirituality in the past forty years; that 

topic seemed most popular between the 1920s and 1970s. The focus of this 

paper is not to restart that tradition, but to draw together the loose ends 

and bring attention to a concept not explored to its full potential. Ronald 

Sharp put forth the theory of Keats’s "religion of beauty," but Keats was 

not seeking to establish a new religion. His poet is not a priest, but a 

                                                           
5 Keats, Letters, 1:185. 
6 Z. [pseud.], “Cockney School of Poetry,” Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 3 (1818): 
524. 
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guide—more of a shaman than a clergyman. There is no social 

infrastructure that his poet must pass through, no vows to take, no robe to 

wear, no senior members or society to which he must conform. The poet is 

secular, Modern and humanistic in message as well as character, but also, 

it seems, timeless: driven by the conviction that the individual is 

autonomous and capable of understanding truth using his own, 

independent means; untethered from beliefs, ideologies, or methods 

circumscribed by any one time period, culture or religion; but also keen to 

the needs of his time and culture, using the language of the period to 

articulate a sense of the sacred. This work studies the development of such 

a figure and his ultimate social purpose, which is a spiritual one.    

 

THE POET AS SEEKER AND SEER OF TRUTH   

 

In an 1818 letter to Richard Woodhouse, Keats sketches his concept of a 

“chameleon poet,” a figure who is a transparent and empty receptacle for 

the experiences of the world and a transcendent source of inspiration. “As 

to the poetical character itself…” he begins, “it is not itself—it has no self—

it is everything and nothing—it has no character.”7 Having no character—

and therefore no preferences—the poet is amoral and non-judgmental 

towards the world, experiencing life indiscriminately, with all its binaries 

and oppositions. The poet  

enjoys light and shade – it lives in gusto, be it foul or fair, high or 
low, rich or poor, mean or elevated. It has as much delight in 
conceiving an Iago as an Imogen. What shocks the virtuous 
philosopher delights the chameleon poet. It does no harm from its 
relish of the dark side of things, any more than from its taste for the 
bright one – because they both end in speculation (ibid. 1:386-387). 

 

This “chameleon poet” is fascinated by the variety of the world, 

uninhibited by the bounds and dictates of virtue or religion. He imitates 

the world itself, capable of replicating every shade of the palette of human 
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experience—indeed, the poet celebrates its entirety. But this free 

engagement in the world as it is, rather than only the world as it should or 

ought to be, is not for the sake of deconstructing supposedly constrictive 

social structures or exploring and enjoying previously withheld carnal 

pleasures. The poet, by virtue of his non-discriminatory approach to the 

world, is neither harmed nor elevated by experiences which are no longer 

wrong nor right, but opens his mind to engage with the world at large and 

receive unfiltered truth.   

 

Not only does the poet not discriminate against the truth of the world, he 

must allow himself to embody it. “A poet is the most unpoetical of 

anything in existence,” says Keats, “because he has no identity, he is 

continually in for—and filling—some other body” (ibid.).  

It is a disappointing and underwhelming claim for poets, and particularly 

remarkable coming from one who proposes a lofty and weighty role for 

true poets. But it is in the humility of Keats’s poet that his power becomes 

evident. Unlike others, “who are creatures of impulse, are poetical, and 

have about them an unchangeable attribute,” the poet “is the most 

unpoetical of God’s creatures,” without identity and eternally changeable 

(ibid.). And yet, the seemingly empty poet exists, and, moreover, writes, 

filled with a power that is beyond his own:  

 

It is a wretched thing to confess, but is a very fact that not one word 
I ever utter can be taken for granted as an opinion growing out of 
my identical nature– how can it, when I have no nature? When I am 
in a room with people, if I ever am free from speculating on 
creations of my own brain, then not myself goes home to myself: 
but the identity of everyone in the room begins so to press upon me, 
that I am, in a very little time, annihilated –  not only among men; 
it would be the same in a nursery of children (ibid.). 

 

Others, possessing their own identity, fill the empty poet so that he loses 

any concept of having an identity of his own. The poet’s mind speculates 

on the products of his imagination until he comes into contact with some 



 
 
Karina Anastasia Roché  Spiritual Guide for the Modern Age 
 
 

29 
 

external identity, and then, like a chameleon placed in a new environment, 

takes on new colors. It is significant that Keats uses “annihilated” to 

describe this process of letting other identities fill one’s own—it suggests 

the complete giving up of the self, a total relinquishing of any self-

protective impulses, desires, thoughts, opinions, or beliefs. Having no self, 

the poet “should write from the mere yearning and fondness… for the 

beautiful,” says Keats (ibid., 1:388). All poetic thoughts that flow from the 

mind have a source beyond the non-existent poetic self: “even now I am 

perhaps not speaking from myself,” Keats admits, “but from some 

character in whose soul I now live” (ibid.). This quality is crucial for the 

poet if he is to be receptive of truth, yet capable of perceiving the specific 

needs of his time.   

 

A MANSION OF MANY APARTMENTS  

 

Truth, however, is not acquired all at once; and in his May 1818 letter to 

John Hamilton Reynolds, Keats outlines the epistemological process by 

which one progressively comes into knowledge of truth. He uses the 

metaphor of a “Mansion of Many Apartments” to describe the mind’s 

successive acquisition of what he understands to be truth:  

I compare human life to a large Mansion of Many Apartments, two 
of which I can only describe, the doors of the rest being as yet shut 
upon me—The first we step into we call the infant or thoughtless 
Chamber, in which we remain as long as we do not think—We  
remain  there  a  long  while,  and,  notwithstanding  the  doors  of 
the second chamber remain wide open, showing a bright 
appearance, we care not to hasten to it; but are at length 
imperceptibly impelled by the awakening of  the thinking 
principle—within us—we no sooner get into the second chamber, 
which I shall call the Chamber  of   Maiden -Thought,  than  we  
become  intoxicated  with  the  light  and  the atmosphere, we see 
nothing but pleasant wonders, and think of  delaying there forever 
in delight (ibid., 1:280-281). 

 

The first line of this section is the key. Two of these “apartments” of 

knowledge are open to Keats and available for exploration, while the 
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others are shut—but only for the time being. And yet, even though several 

apartments are open, many do not exit the initial rooms. The mind of the 

individual in the first room is too immature to see that the second door is 

“wide open;” the mind of the slightly more mature individual is too 

consumed by the delight of having acquired new and comfortable 

knowledge to consider other doors and wish to explore them. There are 

limits indeed on what can be known, but some limits are self-imposed.  

 

This second room, although ultimately unfulfilling for the truth-seeker, is 

where many, including great thinkers, remain. These are those 

“halfseeing” the “bourne of Heaven” but never truly entering it. But 

although he may be temporarily unable to travel to a room of more 

sophisticated thought, the poet must strive to shatter the false illusions of 

the second apartment and engage in “sharpening one’s vision into the 

heart [head?] and nature of Man—of convincing one’s nerves that the 

World is full of Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness, and  

oppression” (ibid.). He who wishes to become a “chameleon poet” cannot 

fill his knowledge of the world only with pleasantries; he must embrace it 

in its entirety, with its many painful realities. But such a struggle against a 

comfortable illusion ultimately has its rewards, “whereby this Chamber of 

Maiden Thought becomes gradually darken’d and, at the same time, on all 

sides of it many doors are set open” (ibid.). Keats qualifies this hopeful 

statement, noting that the doors are “all dark—all leading to dark 

passages—We see not the balance of good and evil. We are in a mist--We 

are now in that state. We feel the ‘burden of the mystery… if we live, and 

go on thinking, we too shall explore them [those passages]” (ibid.). This, 

then, is the limit of knowledge and truth. Neither Wordsworth nor Milton 

could get past the darkened room, though they too saw the doors and 

Keats admits that Wordsworth rose above the mist (ibid.). The true poet, 

having conquered non-thinking and illusion alike, now stares into “dark 

passages” and is tasked with this heavy truth: that total and ultimate truth 

cannot be known. There will always be other doors and other dark 
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passages, ones we can never hope to know. This is why Keats writes to 

Bailey, “I have not one Idea of the truth of any of my speculations” (ibid., 

1:243). But Keats is also determined to find hope within the barriers. As 

Emily Rohrbach notes in her book, Modernity’s Mist, “Keats’s poetic 

project is, finally, not to find a way out of the mist but to discover how to 

think and imagine from within it.”8    

 

NEGATIVE CAPABILITY  

 

Keats discovers how to "think and imagine from within" the mist in 

perhaps what is his most famous letter, on the topic of “Negative 

Capability.” In a later letter, Keats suggests a "grander system of salvation 

than the chrystiain [sic] religion" (Letters 2:102), one which does "not 

affront our reason and humanity" (ibid., 2:103). Having studied Mavor, 

Robertson, and Voltaire, Keats was thoroughly aware of the 18th century 

value of reason, and his own thinking was thoroughly shaped by it.9 Bate 

notes in his biography of Keats how the young poet often oscillated 

between lofty outpourings declaring his commitment to being a poet of 

experience rather than one toiling for knowledge—only to later rethink and 

rewrite his ideas on the matter (Letters 2:252). As a post-Enlightenment 

thinker, Keats was committed to reason and logic, and understood that the 

future belonged not to men of faith but to men of reason. Intellectual 

exercise was in itself a good for Keats: "Every mental pursuit takes its 

reality and worth from the ardour of the pursuer—being itself a nothing," 

he says, qualifying that the thought in itself has no value except for its 

effects upon the thinker (ibid., 1:242). And yet, he could “never be a 

Reasoner” (ibid., 1:243), and wished to be free from what Wordsworth 

called “meddling intellect.”10 The spiritual, poetic Keats felt deeply that 

                                                           
8 Emily Rohrbach, Modernity’s Mist: British Romanticism and the Poetics of 
Anticipation (New York: Fordham University Press, 2016): 5. 
9 Porscha Fermanis, John Keats and the Ideas of the Enlightenment (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 11. 
10 Walter Jackson Bate, John Keats (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 1963), 239. 
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reason could not explain everything—as his definition of truth 

demonstrates. The primary quality of his poet, and his main tool for 

achieving knowledge of truth, is not reason, but the capacity to embrace 

mystery. It follows that if truth is the understanding that truth cannot 

ultimately be known, the perceiver of truth must accept this and find ways 

of utilizing limited knowledge.    

 

This reconciliation is what Keats called Negative Capability, a term that 

has since become highly popular among literary theorists. Bate recounts 

that Keats had been entirely alone in Hampstead for a week when he wrote 

it in the late December of 1817 and had this revelation. “It is felt,” Bate 

elaborates, “that Keats is now at a level of speculation from which he is 

beginning to touch on some of the highest functions of poetry.”11 To 

George and Tom Keats, the poet Keats writes,   

At once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of 
Achievement especially in Literature & which Shakespeare 
possessed so enormously—I mean Negative Capability, —that is 
when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, 
without any irritable reaching after fact & reason—Coleridge, for 
instance, would let go by a fine iso-lated verisimilitude caught from 
the Penetralium of mystery, from being incapable of remaining 
content with half knowledge. This pursued through Volumes would 
perhaps take us no further than this, that with a great poet the 
sense of Beauty overcomes every other consideration, or rather 
obliterates all consideration (Letters 1:193-194). 

 

Keats has already established that the poet is a figure of sacrifice; and 

relinquishing the conditioned Enlightenment grip on reason is the last of 

these sacrifices for the sake of poetic ability. But to Keats, this is not a 

negative sacrifice, despite the term's name: it is a liberation and an 

accomplishment. The poet is “capable” of being in an otherwise 

uncomfortable condition of “uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts,” and is free 

from the mind's itching to rationally know or prove. He who is still solely 

committed to reason does not fully see truth. Coleridge, another 

                                                           
11Ibid., 236-7. 
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contemporary Keats criticized, allows truth, a “fine isolated verisimilitude 

caught from the Penetralium of mystery,” escape him because he could not 

let go of the “irritable reaching after fact & reason,” and could not accept 

“remaining content with half knowledge” (ibid., 1:243).  But this very 

infatuation with reason-based knowledge is in fact a mere reiteration of 

the self's imposition upon poetry. However, in this scenario, it is the mind 

and not the self that wishes to have its desires confirmed by the external 

world. In describing to Bailey the peril of intellect, Keats warns, "We take 

but three steps from feathers to iron," as all are too easily blinded by the 

convictions of their intellectual beliefs (ibid.).   

 

Keats does not attempt to reconcile reason with mystery as he reconciles 

other oppositions, by making them harmonious; rather, he defines the 

limits of reason and suggests that Negative Capability is necessary for the 

poet's complete understanding of truth. The urge to explain everything 

through reason inhibits the experience of truth; the search for objectivity 

closes us off from the reality of subjectivity. While Keats' letters are 

demonstrative of his conviction that one must thoroughly contemplate the 

nature of the world and the mind, he recognizes that a fixation on 

explaining all through reason comes at the expense of truth. Negative 

Capability allows one to discover the extant but inexplicable aspects of life 

which also belong to truth. The inability to explain through reason and 

logic does not negate the reality of an experience or its truth. It only, at 

least temporarily, bars us from a rational interpretation of that experience. 

And the poet, as a self-effacing reflector of truth, cannot discriminate 

against experiences simply because they are less palatable to the post-

Enlightenment mind.  

 

The truth, so wrapped in mystery, is also subjective to Keats, but his 

Negative Capability allows him to see that subjectivity only leaves more 

room for poetic expression. “I do not think myself more in the right than 

other people and that nothing in this world is provable,” Keats writes to 
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Bailey (ibid., 1:242). Realizing that there are many dark passages and 

rooms his mind has yet to explore, ones that will remain closed, and being 

only too well aware of the power of imagination to create the illusion of 

truth, Keats was loathe to confirm any of his “speculations.” “Almost any 

Man may like the Spider spin from his own inwards his own airy Citadel,” 

warns Keats (ibid., 1:231). But the subjectivity of truth does not render it 

useless. “Man should be content with as few points to tip with the fine 

Webb of his Soul,” says Keats, “and weave a tapestry empyrean--full of 

Symbols for his spiritual eye, of softness for his spiritual touch, of space for 

his wandering of distinctness for his Luxury” (ibid., 1:232). Using the 

faculties of one’s imagination, an individual can create meaning and a 

spiritual experience even within a world of uncertain and unstable truths. 

And although it might seem that this subjectivity will lead to chaos, that “it 

may at first appear impossible for any common taste and fellowship to 

exist,” Keats recognizes there are many ways up the same mountain: 

“Minds would leave each other in contrary directions, traverse each other 

in Numberless points, and all last greet each other at the Journey’s end” 

(ibid.). The variety of ways of understanding truth is for everyone’s benefit, 

and by sharing ideas “every human might become great” (ibid.). 

Differences and contradictions in thought should be explored; the poet 

should await with joy visits from new knowledge and ways of seeing the 

world, for they will enhance his knowledge of truth and bring his poetry to 

life. It is a view that takes into account the plethora of worldviews available 

around the globe, whether religious or otherwise, and declares that one 

gains by considering all of them. No one religion or worldview can lay 

claim to all of truth, but together they are all a part of a greater one. Freed 

of any circumscribers of what can and cannot be considered as truth, the 

poet can finally perceive truth and begin to create. “Let us open our leaves 

like a flower,” Keats poeticizes, “and be passive and receptive--budding 

patiently under the eye of Apollo and taking hints from evey [sic] noble 

insect that favors us with a visit” (ibid.).   
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BEAUTY AS SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE  

 

The result of the ability to receive unobscured truth, however, inevitably 

leads to the jarring realization that life is rife with suffering. As soon as the 

poet gains the courage to step out of the Chamber of Maiden Thought, 

which is religion and coddling philosophies, he realizes that the “World is 

full of Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness, and oppression” (ibid., 

1:281). This is the difficulty of abandoning religion and faith for the sake of 

a secular, logic- and science-based worldview: the real nature of the world, 

which is often unbearably cruel, begins to feel meaningless and its 

unredeemed pain unbearable. The individual’s physical and even mental 

world is well-explained through science and logic, but one of the 

fundamental pillars of the human experience—the spiritual one—has been 

knocked out from underneath. “He realized from the beginning of his 

career both the problem he faced,” says Sharp, “how to find grounds for 

affirmation and hope in the absence of metaphysical certainty and in the 

presence of unavoidable suffering—and the solution to that problem.”12 

Keats understood that poetry, to be relevant to the Modern mind, could no 

longer rely on the dogma of the “pious frauds of religion” or the 

“halfseeing” illusory “bourne of Heaven” in the Chamber of Maiden 

Thought; but neither could poetry represent only reality without offering 

some sense of elevation, and consolation to the higher, spiritual part of an 

individual, the soul, as distinct from the purely cognitive mind.  

 

An example of art depicting unredeemed but true misery can be found in 

Benjamin West’s painting, Death on a Pale Horse, which Keats saw at an 

exhibit, and afterwards left with a feeling of distaste. “It is a wonderful 

picture, when West’s age is considered,” he admits; however,  

there is nothing to be intense upon; no women one feels mad to kiss; 
no face swelling into reality. the [sic] excellence of every Art is its 

                                                           
12 Ronald A. Sharp, Keats, Skepticism, and the Religion of Beauty (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 1979), 24. 
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intensity, capable of making all disagreeables [sic] evaporate, from 
their being in close relationship with Beauty & Truth—Examine King 
Lear & you will find this examplified [sic] throughout; but in this 
picture we have unpleasantness without any momentous depth of 
speculation excited, in which to bury its repulsiveness (Letters, 
1:192).  

 

As with Wordsworth and Coleridge, Keats admires West’s skill but 

disapproves of excellent craft that does not also deliver profundity and 

create something useful for the soul. Without a meaning that aids the 

viewer, a skilled painting is just as egotistical as a poem written for the 

poet’s adoration rather than for the reader. Keats’s complaint is that West 

portrayed only the bitterness of life—but ugliness and misery alone are but 

a part of truth, though they tend to overwhelm at first and obscure life’s 

joys. The painting depicts death coming to reap the wretched living—but 

the living in the painting, though they fight for life, are deadened figures. 

There are no characters to whom we can relate, “no face swelling into 

reality” or “women one feels mad to kiss;” the individuals in the painting 

are a blur, struggling, fainting, fighting, their figures and colors melting 

into each other. The king on his horse and the fainting maiden are generic 

and their purpose unintelligible. Death tramples over the crowd, yielding 

lightning bolts, wearing an expression of death-lust, and his sheer size 

dwarfs the humans and leaves the viewer with little hope for their survival. 

Perhaps this hopelessness is West’s intention, and he meant to instill 

horror at the thought of our inevitable end—but it is on this very point that 

Keats strongly disagrees. If the Chamber of Maiden Thought gilds one’s 

view of the world, a worldview such as West’s reveals only the rust and 

rot—both are “halfseeing” and represent partial truth.  

 

The poet’s aim (and presumably the artist’s as well) is not to depict only 

the joys or miseries of life—thereby shoving a certain view onto the 

receiver, and betraying a biased ego not fully committed to truth—but to 

assist the soul. Estranged from religion, which granted meaning and 

consolation, the individual needs a new source of aid in relating to a world 
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that has remained essentially the same in its portions of light and dark. 

The purpose of the poet’s truth-seeking becomes evident: his is a spiritual 

goal. “With a great poet,” realizes Keats, “the sense of Beauty overcomes 

every other consideration, or rather obliterates all consideration” (ibid., 

1:193). Beauty is that which is life-affirming, Sharp claims (5), and is how 

Keats solves the difficulties of skepticism: with “aestheticism,” “a principle 

of life and not just art that Keats intentionally offers as the foundation for 

a new religion”13 (2). For the ego-less poet, his depiction of truth serves to 

console with beauty in the midst of horror.  

 

This is why Keats criticizes West’s painting for not being “in close 

relationship with Beauty & Truth.” A beautiful work should make “all 

disagreeables [sic] evaporate,” overcoming ugliness that makes one 

hopeless and despair with a more powerful beauty that reaffirms us that 

life is worth living. A work may provide “unpleasantness” granted that it 

excites “momentous depth of speculation… in which to bury its 

repulsiveness,” for representations of misery alone, with no assistance for 

contemplation of them, do not aid the soul in its betterment. Ugly poetry 

or art strip life of its potential earthly sacredness. For the secular 

individual, there is no afterlife, and therefore the spiritual and sacred must 

be experienced during the mortal period. Works of misery that do not 

“bury” their “repulsiveness” are a kind of sacrilege, defacing the only realm 

left to the Modern individual.  

 

THE VALE OF SOUL-MAKING  

 

In his April 1819 letter to George and Georgiana Keats, Keats attacks and 

overturns the view that life is primarily an experience of suffering, and lays 

the foundation for a new spirituality which his poet will serve. Keats 

criticizes the common perception of the world as being a “vale of tears,” in 

                                                           
13 Ronald A. Sharp, Keats, Skepticism, and the Religion of Beauty, 5, 2. 
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which suffering must be endured as a meaningless fact of life, and 

considers it immature philosophy. The suffering of the world is not 

meaningless; rather, it is a “vale of Soul-making” in which humans gain 

individuality, identity, and a unique Soul, part of “God” yet distinct from 

him or anyone else: “The common cognomen of  this world among the 

misguided and superstitious is ‘a vale of tears’, from which we are to be 

redeemed by a certain  arbitrary interposition of God and taken to 

Heaven,” scoffs Keats, “What a little, circumscribed,  straitened notion!” 

(Letters, 2:102) Instead, he suggests, “call the world, if you please, ‘the 

Vale of  Soul-Making’. Then you will find out the use of the world” (ibid.). 

Even “in midnight,” says Keats in “To Homer,” “there is a budding 

morrow” (10). “The vale of tears” is “circumscribed” because, in self-pity, it 

ignores the other, joyous half of truth. It is also outdated, because it stands 

only so long as an “arbitrary interposition of God” is available to redeem 

the misery of the vale of tears, promising that one will be “taken to 

Heaven.” Keats was determined to create an earthly spirituality that did 

not require faith in an afterlife to make life worthwhile.   

 

He begins by outlining the nature of the soul, and demonstrates that it is 

because of the suffering inherent in life that one can attain spiritual 

experience. Keats assumes that “human nature” is “immortal” (Letters, 

1:102) and distinguishes between two metaphysical concepts: a “Soul” and 

an “Intelligence” (ibid.). A Soul is unique to each individual but possesses 

the “essence” of God, an “identity” and one who is “personally itself” (ibid). 

An Intelligence, present in all human beings at birth, is akin to “sparks of 

divinity” which he calls “atoms of perception,” and “pure, in short they are 

God” [emphasis added]—but they are essentially alike and not unique 

entities (ibid). An Intelligence, it might seem, is the perfect poet, having no 

self, no identity, and taking on the colors of everyone whom it encounters. 

But Keats’s poet is the product of a journey or a process, not one who is 

produced ready-made. And here is where he makes the great discovery to 

which scholar John Middleton Murry attributes Keats’s genius: 
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Intelligences are developed into unique souls by living in a world of 

suffering, a “system of spirit creation” (ibid., 2:102).  The Soul is formed by 

three “Materials” Keats identifies: first, Intelligence, already present, a 

piece of “God” within an individual, the seed from which the Soul 

develops; second, “The World” or “Elemental Space”, or, as Keats also 

describes it, a “school instituted for the purpose of teaching little children 

to read,” the environment of life with its “Pains and troubles,” posing tests 

and challenges and allowing the Heart to “feel and suffering in a thousand 

diverse ways;” and third, the “Human Heart,” a guideline or “hornbook” 

which helps interpret and direct experience, the “Minds Bible… the Mind’s 

experience… the teat from which the Mind or intelligence sucks its 

identity” (ibid., 2:102-3).    

 

In an approach that echoes Buddhist thought, Keats proposes that the 

problem of suffering is the foundation on which the world religions were 

built—and therefore the foundation for the spirituality of the poet.  The 

Vale of Soul-making is none other than a path to salvation, phrased 

poetically and in less overtly religious diction. It is an alternative to 

religion’s treatment of the subject of suffering, wherein the individual 

comes into full consciousness and development of his Soul. The process of 

“Spirit-creation” which Keats outlined is a “grander system of salvation 

than the chrystiain [sic] religion,” one which does not “affront our reason 

and humanity” (ibid.), that is, it does not require one to put aside reason in 

favor of superstition, nor does it exclude the majority of people who belong 

to another faith or way of thinking.   

 

However, Keats does not at this point attempt to overturn the religious 

traditions that came before him. While he suggests that Christianity’s 

metaphysics are flawed (and hence producing the theological struggles 

Christians attempt to resolve), Keats goes on to note that Christianity and 

other world religions are connected to each other through the “system of 

Soul-making” (ibid.). This system, Keats states, “may have been the Parent 
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of all the more palpable and personal Schemes of Redemption, among the 

Zoroastrians the Christians and the Hindoos” (ibid.). “Keats's attitude 

towards religion was already essentially that of the modern historical 

relativist,” says Sharp, because he “sees all myths and religions as purely 

human phenomena—not as true or false but as so many attempts to give 

meaning to human life.”14 This is what Keats refers to when he says that 

“Minds would leave each other in contrary directions, traverse each other 

in Numberless points, and all last greet each other at the Journey’s end…” 

so that “every human might become great”” (Letters 1:232). To be clear, 

Keats believes that any faith, when practiced with a “philosophic Mind” 

which seeks to “increase in knowledge and know all things,” and found 

fulfilling, is worthwhile: “it is necessary to your eternal Happiness,” Keats 

writes to his orthodox friend Bailey, “[have] this old Wine of Heaven which 

I shall call the redigestion of our most ethereal Musings on Earth” (ibid., 

1:185).  It is the humanistic nature of his “speculation” that makes it so 

accessible to all, whether the believer or the atheist, and makes it so true—

because any individual, independent of culture, Church, or religion, and in 

harmony with his rationality, may free himself of the struggle to escape 

suffering and come into knowledge of his spiritual nature. “He seriously 

thinks that the system of soul-making he has apprehended is the 

fundamental and essential religious truth, of which all religions are partial 

and simplified statements…” says Murry, “what he is saying is something 

of importance to all men.”15 

 

ETERNITY AND THE CONSOLATION OF BEAUTY  

 

The religions of old had, for thousands of years, established a way of 

relating to the eternal, and provided a sense of comfort, perhaps even a 

shield, against suffering and mortality. In the Vale of Soul-making letter, 

                                                           
14 Ronald A. Sharp, Keats, Skepticism, and the Religion of Beauty, 15. 
15 John Middleton Murry, Keats and Shakespeare (London: Oxford University Press, 
1925), 141. 
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Keats distilled mythologies to their essence, and found that all spirituality 

comes from our shared experience of suffering, and our shared need and 

endeavor to come to terms with it. Viewing all religions as mythologies, 

and therefore on an equal footing, Keats could not, however, use one 

religion’s response to suffering as the basis for his spirituality. He used the 

diction of Christianity, and the imagery and figures of Greek mythology, 

but they did not define his approach to the eternal and the consoling. 

Every faith has a different version of the afterlife, or the eternal, and what 

is required to conquer suffering—therefore Keats would have to find not 

only what common issue the faiths all sought to address, but again distill 

their responses into something common, universal, and palatable to the 

logical mind and independent individual. The concept of what is “eternal” 

might vary amongst religions—but earthly experience, like suffering, is 

available to all. Keats would therefore have to derive his immortality from 

the mortal state. “There is in Keats' cosmology the knife-edge where the 

two [mortal and immortal] meet,” says Earl Wasserman, “and are 

indistinguishably present.”16 On this knife-edge Keats could reconcile 

religion, which is preoccupied with the immortal, and secularity, which 

refuses to deny the reality of physical and mental experience in favor of the 

spiritual. It is in this line of thought that he realized, “this earthly love has 

power to make/ Men's being mortal, immortal”17 (“Endymion,” I:834-44). 

He finds his mortal-based immortality in “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” in 

which art, as a physical expression of the earthly, is capable of symbolically 

attaining the eternal. “The mere external aspects of an urn would not make 

it beautiful, a thing of art,” says Thorpe, “It is rather that the symbols 

executed there... that has the power to set aflame the mind and soul of the 

imaginative observer: that is true art, that, beauty; that is truth preserved 

in enduring form for the ages.”18 The urn of the famous poem is itself a 

                                                           
16 Earl R. Wasserman, The Finer Tone (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1953), 15. 
17 John Keats, The Poetical Works of John Keats. Ed. H.W. Garrod. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1939. Print.  
18 Clarence Dewitt Thorpe, The Mind of John Keats (New York, Oxford University Press, 
1926), 131.  
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physical art form and historical artifact which is a vehicle for the primary 

art form, image reliefs.  The speaker of the poem gazes at the depiction of a 

long-gone Hellenic, mythic world, which comes to life in his imagination 

and causes him to muse on the nature of art, beauty, and eternity.   

 

The urn, having survived since the days of the Ancient Greeks, still exists 

to represent that age, but also something common to all ages. However, 

while the physical urn is a historical artifact, a “Sylvan historian,”19 the 

reliefs are more than that: they embody the mythology of  their time, and 

their people’s spiritual relationship to the world. The youth chasing his 

beloved maiden, and the priests bringing a cow to the altar to be sacrificed, 

are by no means biographical or historically accurate, though they were 

made in their own time. Rather, they illustrate the mythic life of the 

Greeks, that which was essential to them—and therefore all humanity—

rather than that which is culturally temporary. To capture this mythos for 

posterity, the images must speak to the soul, and freeze life: rendering it 

life-like but not life itself, immortal but depicting mortals. The “Bold 

Lover” can never “kiss,/ Though winning near the goal,” but his beloved 

“cannot fade” and he will “For ever… love, and she be fair” (ibid., v.v.17-

20). Never “can those trees be bare,” and the “Fair youth” will never cease 

to play his song (ibid., v.v. 15-16). All is suspended in the moment just 

before its achievement or consummation so that the viewer can 

contemplate its mythological significance rather than its temporal 

purpose. The urn itself is an “unravish’d bride of quietness” (ibid., v. 1); it 

has not quite entered the circle of life which guarantees decay and death, 

and is not in the realm of sensuous expression and sound. It is “a ravishing 

that can never become ravishment."20 This is because the eternal does not 

partake in the expressions of the physical world; that is, it is lifeless but 

immortal:  or, as Keats writes in Endymion, it is because “silence was 

                                                           
19 John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” v. 3. 
20 Wasserman, The Finer Tone, 20. 
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music from the holy spheres” (II:675). The silence of the “soft pipes” that 

play “Not to the sensual ear, but…/ to the spirit ditties of no tone” 

(“Grecian Urn” v.v. 12-14) leaves us wanting and unsatisfied, for our 

sensual needs have not been fulfilled: so our imaginations are forced to 

seek and probe for something more than earthly, for the meaning behind 

the lifeless life: “What men or gods are these? What maidens loth?/ What 

mad pursuit? What struggle to escape?/ What pipes and timbrels? What 

wild ecstasy?” (ibid., v.v. 8-10). “Heard melodies are sweet,” admits Keats, 

“but those unheard/ Are sweeter,” for this “silent form, dost tease us out of 

thought/ As doth eternity” (ibid., v.v. 11-12;44-45). The urn does “not 

directly communicate at all, but” rather allows “the unindividualized self 

of the poet to come into the presence of mystery... Art does not 

communicate by thrusting its meaning upon the observer but by absorbing 

him into a participation in its essence."21 

 

Though the melodies are unheard, and the piper will pipe forever and the 

lover will never earn his kiss, there is a vividness even in their 

preservation. The inevitability of mortality and the progression towards 

death has been paused so that the viewer can savor life itself: the image 

will “never bid the Spring adieu;” the “happy melodist, unwearied” 

seemingly oblivious of death is “For ever piping songs for ever new;” and 

all is “For ever warm and still to be enjoy’d,/ For ever panting, and for ever 

young” (ibid., v.v. 22-27). The urn has deliberately chosen to meditate on 

spring, a period of blooming life, when mortality seems conquered, for the 

time being, as all living things renew themselves and bring new life into 

the world. This vividness, moreover, is everlasting because is not a Grecian 

experience: we do not hear the pipes or the voices of those chasing and 

laughing and running, which are all specific to those individuals. The 

distance the urn provides us through this lifeless life allows us to share in a 

universal experience of the joy of life.  

                                                           
21 Wasserman, The Finer Tone, 51. 
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But the celebration of life, and the fact that the life depicted no longer 

exists in the physical world, forces Keats to become sadly aware of life’s 

opposite, that state towards which life is but a process: death. The 

intensity of life and knowledge of its needful conclusion “leaves a heart 

high-sorrowful and cloy’d” (ibid., v. 29). By the fourth stanza, Keats shifts 

his meditation away from the eternal depiction of life, and instead towards 

what those in the past did to come to terms with death. “Who are these 

coming to the sacrifice?” he asks; in his immersion in springtime, he did 

not see the pagan “mysterious priest” leading the “heifer lowing at the 

skies” to a “green altar” (ibid., v.v. 31-33). The “little town” with its 

“peaceful citadel” is “emptied of this folk, this pious morn” (ibid., v.v. 35-

37) as all have gone to worship and attempt to appease the gods that can 

summon death or bless the living. Even in the midst of the most delightful 

celebration of life, these people pay their respects to the gods, to 

participate in something larger than themselves, something immortal, and 

prepare a sacrifice that alleviates the anxiety of mortals. They, like us, look 

past the immediate images in the urn towards something eternal. “The 

sacrificial altar towards which the procession goes is, then, dedicated to 

heaven, to a realm of pure spirit,” says Wasserman.22 We cannot hear the 

chants of the priests or the lowing of the heifer, but we can relate to their 

understanding that their world, too, is transient, and their attempt to 

associate themselves with something eternal. But despite these efforts, 

their generation passed away: the “streets for evermore/ Will silent be; 

and not a soul to tell/ Why thou art desolate, can e’er return” (“Grecian 

Urn” v.v. 38-40).  

  

The fourth stanza ends on a melancholy note, for Keats realizes that art 

preserves some of the present— “When old age shall this generation 

waste,/ Thou shalt remain,” but it is not an afterlife. The people who 

                                                           
22 Wasserman, A Finer Tone, 42-43.  



 
 
Karina Anastasia Roché  Spiritual Guide for the Modern Age 
 
 

45 
 

inspired the procession on the urn, and their mythology and way of life, 

are dead; and so too will Keats’s generation pass, becoming nothing more 

than a non-human artifact depicting lifeless life. That, however, is not the 

point—rather, it is that through his probing into the extra-sensuous 

meaning of the urn, the speaker has come to associate himself with a 

people across the historical timeline, and, as a result, learned to associate 

with all humanity and the universe in general: first, with all life and all that 

is mortal; then, with the mortal yearning for the immortal. “It was leading 

him to a poetry whose central theme would be humanity…” says Thorpe, 

“of the character, sentiment, and passions of mankind, yet with the divine 

touch of eternal truth upon it, within the breath and spirit of the 

infinite."23 “This spiritual communication,” says Wasserman, “is the 

meaningful silence that Keats attributes to the urn.”24 

 

But the figures looking up towards the heavens, as does Keats, do not 

answer his most urgent question: how eternity is to be accessed, or in 

other words, how death may be overcome. They are as alive, as mortal, and 

as mystified as he. But he has been asking the wrong question.  The urn, 

like Keats’s poet, is not meant to have “a palpable design upon us,” for 

“Poetry should be great & unobtrusive, a thing which enters into one's 

soul, and does not startle it or amaze it with itself but with its subject" 

(Letters 1: 224). The urn, like the poet who brings spiritual guidance, is “a 

friend to man” who does not deliver an answer, but directs the individual 

to experience life in a spiritual way, “stepping… towards Truth” with all its 

subjectivity and mystery. “’Beauty is truth, truth beauty,’” speaks the urn, 

“’—that is all/ Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know’” (“Grecian Urn” 

v.v. 49-50). Beauty, only mentioned in the second to last line of the poem, 

makes a startling entrance as it reveals itself to have been the muse behind 

all that felt moving and real and true. There is no promise or certain 

                                                           
23 Thorpe, The Mind of John Keats, 157. 
24 Wasserman, The Finer Tone, 51.  
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knowledge of an afterlife, or of eternity; even the urn itself will one day 

waste away, albeit more slowly than its mortal maker. The viewer must 

resign himself to Negative Capability in order to realize that concrete 

knowledge of what is eternal is not what matters. Rather, it is the 

experience and delight of living, the process of soul-making, the partaking 

in humanity’s sorrows and joys which connect us to the past and future, 

and the inspiring sense of the greater, the immortal, the mysterious which 

surrounds us, out of reach for the mind but perceptible to the soul. Keats 

resigned himself to let go of the need to rationally explain the world; and 

so too he resigns himself to spiritual mystery, and finds peace:  

…thou must wander far  
In other regions, past the scanty bar  
To mortal steps, before thou cans't be ta'en  
From every wasting sigh, from every pain,  
Into the gentle bosom of thy love.  
Why it is thus, one knows in heaven above (“Endymion,” II:122-
128).  

 

Coming to the actual “bourne of Heaven” was hard-earned, as Keats chose 

an even darker, more uncertain, and more mysterious chamber in which to 

seek a truer relationship to the world. The experience of beauty, that 

secular word for our common and universal spiritual experience, is less 

concrete than a notion of the afterlife, but it allows Keats to transcend 

himself: “I feel more and more every day,” he says, “as my imagination 

strengthens, that I do not live in this world alone but in a thousand 

worlds” (Letters 1:403). “With reference to a work of art, Beauty is the 

emotional recognition of the life-truth revealed there,”25 and beauty is 

enough. “Keats does not hate the world for not being a heaven,” says 

Wasserman, “To him it is the source of rich beauty, an opportunity for an 

enthrallment in the essence of the sensuous; and it differs from heaven in 

its condition of being, not in its kind.”26 The afterlife was the promise of 

religion to ameliorate the pain of mortality; but Keats finds that there is 

                                                           
25 Thorpe, The Mind of John Keats, 128. 
26 Wasserman, The Finer Tone, 43 
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joy in life itself, with its vividness and suffering and mystery. The mystery 

allows him to partake in all human spiritual experience, and he enjoys the 

beauty that all mortals past, present, and future are capable of knowing. 

This beauty is, very simply, the recognition of the existence of the higher in 

the lowly. It sanctifies the world as it is, true, painful, and joyful all at once, 

and proclaims that it is all good. Helen Vendler describes it best in The 

Odes of Keats: “the sublimity—and ecstasy—of art is therefore granted as 

one moment along the span of life, a moment in which, by the intensity of 

art, all disagreeables are made to evaporate 'from their being in close 

relationship with Beauty & Truth.'”27 

 

It is the sense of beauty that pulls the poet’s soul through the dark 

passages of the Mansion of Many Apartments, and towards truth. “I never 

can feel certain of any truth,” says Keats, “but from a clear perception of its 

Beauty” (Letters, 2:19). The annihilation of the self to perceive all ways of 

coming into truth, the chameleon poet’s assimilation with all humanity 

and time, and the skill of Negative Capability that allows the him to 

embrace mystery rather than hastily accepting false answers, whether they 

are grounded in faith or reason, are not simply for the acquisition of the 

most accurate available knowledge. The poet is in search of a spiritual 

sense that is common to all; something that, like the urn, can speak to both 

its generation and the future one. This experience, which Keats called 

beauty, may be religious or secular, ancient or Modern, Western or 

Eastern, communal or individual. It is human, full of life, mortal; yet it 

speaks to our mysterious, inexplicable sense that there is something 

greater than us in this world, beyond the reaches of the body and the 

mind, towards which we can aspire. We know it when we see it, although 

the various religions have different words for it and different explanations. 

It tells us that celebrating life in its entirety is, in itself, a kind of worship.   

                                                           
27 Helen Vendler, The Odes of John Keats (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1983), 134-5. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Keats approaches his poetry with the mindset of one seeking to help an old 

culture pass the baton to a new one, to preserve a sense of sacredness and 

celebration of life yet not dismiss the advances of the Renaissance and 

Enlightenment which often conflict with the claims of faith. Yet, he did not 

merely want to replace religion; Keats understood that religion was not 

only an outlook and relationship to the universe, but an entire social 

system. The Church had its priests, whose purpose was to guide the soul. 

Likewise, poetry, if it was to serve the coming age, had to be more than a 

new Scripture. Keats’s solution is the poet, an exemplar for the spiritual 

Modern man, nimbly navigating a secular, globalizing, and reason-based 

world. The poet, by virtue of his character, knows what is eternally 

beautiful and true; but he also understands the age in which he is writing, 

and is keen to the best means of delivery of these eternal themes. Ever 

since Virgil guided Dante to see the underworld, poets have worked closely 

to make the spiritual available to the earthly. Keats’s poet speaks directly 

to us, the future, fully modernized society which his life’s work intended to 

serve.   
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