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Enduring Love: The Keats Connection

[letter to George and Thomas Keats]  - 21st December 1817

“…. Several things dovetailed in my mind, and at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of Achievement especially in Literature and 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 and reason—Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine isolated 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.”

In this famous passage, Keats explains the concept of Negative Capability, a concept which has been frequently used by literary critics to the resent day.   Negative Capability (the willingness to remain in doubt or not to resolve conflicts of ambiguities) may be seen his poetry; for instance, in the concluding questions of “Ode to a Nightingale.”  Appropriately, the phrase itself is an oxymoron, a joining of conflicting or opposing elements.

Penetralium link – Enduring Love: being unable to make sense of things, the hidden parts which constitute mystery – and being discontent with half knowledge – a person fabricates (unwittingly) via unique rationale, their own version of events.

Ref: verisimilitude 

Ref: Joe, Jed, Clarissa and Jean Logan
Links: Enduring Love (ch. 19 specifically) – Keats and Wordsworth

[To John Hamilton Reynolds]

[Wordsworth’s Poetry:]

[February 3, 1818]

My dear Reynolds,

It may be said that we ought to read our Contemporaries, that Wordsworth and C should have their due from us. But for the sake of a few fine imaginative or domestic passages, are we to be bullied into a certain Philosophy engendered in the whims of an Egoist – Every man has his speculations, but every man does not brood and peacock over them till he makes a false coinage and deceives himself* – Many a man can travel to the very bourne of Heaven, and yet want confidence to put down his half seeing--- Poetry should be great and unobtrusive, a thing which enters into one’s soul, and does not startle it or amaze it with itself but with its subject. – How beautiful are the retired flowers! How would they lose their beauty were they to throng into the highway crying out, admie me I am a violet!  Dote upon me I am a primrose!  Modern poets differ from the Elizabethans in this.

* Jed (theory of self persuasive relevant here)

Continuum Contemporaries
One of the purposes of the novel’s open-to-doubt account o what occurred at Keats’s meeting with Wordsworth in December 1817 (ch.19, pp 167-8) is to remind the reader that stories are often perpetuated because they are memorable and appealing rather than because they are true.  When questioned by Wallace at the police station over whether the Keats-Wordsworth anecdote is rooted in fact, Joe replies ‘the only account we have is unreliable’ (ch. 20, p 179).
Deciding on whether an account is reliable or unreliable is not necessarily straightforward and can frequently be a matter of perspective.  It is a dilemma the reader faces through most of the book with regard to Joe’s narrative because his is the only account available.  Reliability can also be subjective and is often a matter of trust rather the of the ‘facts’ that Joe would prefer to rely upon.  A story might also be factually incorrect but emotionally true: ‘It isn’t true, but we need it.  A kind of myth’ says Jocelyn of the Keats and Wordsworth story; ‘It isn’t true, but it tells the truth,’ says Clarissa (ch.19, p169).   The story of the two poets also parallels Joe’s relation with Jed, since Wordsworth (at 47 the same age as Joe) dismisses his admirer’s poem because he is ‘unable to endure any longer this young man’s adoration (ch.19 p168).  Keats, we are told by the ‘unreliable’ witness Haydon, felt the rebuff deeply and never forgave Wordsworth (ch.19 p168), just as Jed’s inability to forgive Joe’s rejection of him is about to be demonstrated in this scene by the restaurant shooting.
McEwan cites two texts that would have provided information on the first meeting between Keats and Wordsworth.  The first of these, Robert Gittings’ biography of Keats, is referenced in the novel (ch.19 p169), but the second, Stephen Gill’s William Wordsworth: A Life, is only mentioned in the acknowledgements.  In a phrase that could apply to Joe Rose, Gill says of the two poets’ meeting: ‘Perhaps more than on any other occasion in Wordsworth’s life one longs for a reliable witness to what actually happened.  Instead, there is only the word of the painter who introduced them, Benjamin Haydon.   The words ‘pretty piece of Paganism’ are reported by Haydon and it is he who decides that this was an insult for which Keats never forgave Wordsworth.  Yet Gill points out that ‘pretty’ was not for Wordsworth a derogatory term.  And Gittings observes that Haydon’s account was given thirty years later when his ‘megalomaniac tendencies’ were bordering on ‘insanity’.  McEwan is not choosing the anecdote about Keats just for its example of a grievance felt by a younger man against an older, but because of its parallel case to the restaurant scene with regard to the difficulty surrounding the reliability and objectivity of witness accounts.  (Gittings says that ‘What followed [when Keats met Wordsworth], though often repeated in various forms, is still open to doubt’.)  Interestingly, what in many ways undermines Joe’s account of the restaurant shooting is his ‘daydream’ about the poets’ meeting triggered by the words ‘By then Keats was dead’ (ch.19 p170).
In relation to Keats, the theme of enduring love* surfaces again in the novel’s last chapter.  Clarissa has been in touch with a Japanese scholar who has read a reference to a letter Keats wrote but never posted.  It was addressed to his fiancée Fanny Brawne and contained a ‘cry of undying love not touched by despair’ (ch.24 p.221).  In a strand of the narrative that runs parallel to Joe’s attempt to divert Parry’s love through rational analysis, Clarissa is determined to track down further proof of Keats’s ardent love for Fanny: of something undying at the moment of Keats’s death.  Her quest is as driven as Joe’s, and just as his is partly rooted in guilt, hers is partly rooted there too: in her desire to affirm that love endures after death, a belief that is arguably all the more important to her because she cannot conceive and so will not endure through her children.  Joe says she wants her ‘ghost child’ to ‘forgive her’ despite the fact that she is guilty of nothing (ch.3 p32), just as Joe wants expiation for Logan’s death despite the fact he has ‘nothing to be ashamed of’ according to Clarissa (ch.23 p217).
The relevance of Keats to the three protagonists of Enduring Love is suggested by the references in the restaurant scene to his poems ‘Endymion’ and ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’.  While one of the closing lines of the ode is quoted in the novel, ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’ (ch19 p166), it is complemented by the equally famous line ‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever’, which are the opening words of Book I of Endymion (1818).  When connected to the closing sentence of McEwan’s novel – Jed’s assertion that ‘Faith is joy’ – the lines help to draw the different values but linked terms of the novel’s love triangle.  Joe adheres to the notion of truth’s importance above everything else, even though he is aware of the near impossibility of objectivity.  Clarissa, the Keats scholar, places greater trust in Keats’s view of love and beauty – joys that endure (on 13 October 1819 he wrote in one of his letters to Fanny that ‘Love is my religion’).  For Jed, such joy is to be found in faith. 
Links:  Keats and Wordsworth and Joe and Jed
Clarissa and Keats Chapters 1,5,19,29 and 24 (and Joe and Jed and Jean Logan)

*NB. Keats: ‘A thing of Beauty is a joy forever’.

Unit 1 ‘Aspects of Narrative’ 

May 2009

a)
How does McEwan tell the story in Chapter 10


(21 marks)

b)
Some readers feel that the relationship between Joe and Jed is the most compelling aspect of the whole novel.

What do you think about this view?




(21 marks)

January 2010
a)
How does McEwan tell the story in Chapter 5?


(21 marks)

b)
What do you think is important about McEwan’s use of the other texts (ie. Scientific, literary and religious) in Enduring Love as a whole?
(21 marks)

Enduring Love: Evolutionary Psychology

A Definition of Evolutionary Psychology

· Evolutionary psychology is the combination of two sciences – evolutionary biology and cognitive psychology.
· Evolutionary psychology is the approach of explaining human behaviour based on the combination of evolutionary biology, anthropology, cognitive science, and the neurosciences.  Evolutionary psychology is not a specific sub field of psychology, such as the study of vision, reasoning or social behaviour.  It is a way of thinking about psychology that can be applied to any topic within it.
The Origins of Evolutionary Psychology 

· Evolutionary psychology seeks to understand human behaviour and cognition in the context of evolutionary history.  This field began with the work of Charles Darwin himself.  Almost 150 years after the publication of Charles Darwin’s ‘The Origin of the Species’, the impact of evolutionary theory still resonates in the sciences and society.  Though initially concerned with understanding the diversity of species in the world, Darwin eventually realised that the implications of his theory extended beyond basic biology.  An examination of his published work reveals that Darwin held a deep interest in psychology.  At that time, psychology was only beginning to emerge as a field distinct from philosophy.

The Theory of Evolutionary Psychology 

· Evolutionary psychology is the science that seeks to explain through universal mechanisms of behaviour why humans act the way they do.  Evolutionary psychology seeks to reconstruct problems that our ancestors faced in their primitive environments, and the problem-solving mechanisms they created to meet those particular challenges.  From these reconstructed problem-solving adaptations, the science then attempts to establish the common roots of our ancestral behaviour, and how those common behavioural roots are manifested today in the widely scattered cultures of the planet.  The goal is to understand human behaviour that is universally aimed at the passing of one’s genes into the next generation.  
· At the core of evolutionary psychology is the belief that all humans on the planet have innate areas in their brains which have specific knowledge that help them adapt to local environments.  These are highly specialised, and only activate when the information is needed.  These areas give the brain specific algorithmic (step by step) instructions that have evolved from our ancestral pasts to adapt to all situations, including the situations that we face today.  But since our brains were conditioned to live in deep history, as E.O Wilson has named our ancestral past, and not to modern conditions, the result is a grey area between genes and culture that drives some humans into depressive states.
Links to Enduring Love

· The evolutionary evidence for human psychology is necessarily based on an incomplete jigsaw puzzle, which inevitably includes conjecture and somewhat circumstantial evidence, mixed with scientific findings, as well as more esoteric psychological insights and speculations.  (see penetralia and verisimilitude).
· Evolutionary psychologists believe that all humans have innate areas of their brains  which have specific knowledge to help them react in certain situations (the Balloon incident, particularly Joe and John Logan).

· Evolutionary psychology is heavily linked to Natural Selection as the most adapted to survive and will survive to produce offspring, and in turn strong genes become inherent, furthermore, those less likely to survive to procreate will not pass on genes which do not lend themselves to success.  But for the weak who do survive, life is a struggle; the evolution of society inevitably yields modern problems which the weaker of the human species are ill-equipped for as they have no past experience to draw on: society has changed rapidly in the last century and there is no hereditary impulse to guide survival.
· Modern mental illnesses, such as de Clerambault’s Syndrome and depression, are a result of this huge societal change and Jed Parry is an example of those who are unable to function successfully in the modern world.

· Examples of Evolutionary Psychology which fascinate evolutionary psychologists are: the humans natural ability to learn language, the ability to interpret other people’s emotions and to co-operate with other humans.  Obviously Jed misinterprets Joe’s emotions and is a loner rather than one who co-operates.  During the Balloon Incident, the man with the car, John Logan, ‘knew something we didn’t  and kept on running.’  As for Jed Parry, ‘my view of him was blocked by the balloon that lay between us’ (Pg 9).  It could be said that Logan was drawing on his ancestral past and was instinctively aware of further imminent danger.  However Parry remains opaque, obscure, unfathomable, ‘my view of him was blocked’.
