Keats’s Brain
Keats was allegedly phased by  money matters
.  People are sometimes like this because they don’t like numbers.  Allegedly, Keats did once, a little addled, drink ‘confusion to mathematics’, along with his addled friends Haydon, Lamb & others
.  You might do this if you didn’t like numbers, or just if you were addled.  Of course, there are quite a lot of numbers in physics and Keats occasionally took a swing at physics, mostly taking Sir Isaac Newton and his light-dissecting prism as a sight
.  While Keats liked looking at paintings and had Haydon, a painter, among his close friends, he didn’t himself much paint or draw.  Nor is there evidence that he was very musical.  We know that he did not like bagpipes (“nothing could stifle the horrors of a solo on the Bagpipe”
) - although perhaps this is not evidence for being unmusical.  Keats clearly had exceptional verbal skills.  As we know, he liked writing, and talking.

Exceptional verbal skills and a lack of special development in mathematical, artistic or musical ability may indicate – according to some contentious psychological theories - a predominance of the brain’s linguistic left hemispherical functions over those of its more pattern-orientated and visually artistic right-side functions
.  Research that supports this in a roundabout way has shown that startling mathematical abilities (associated with the right hemisphere of the brain) often accompany deficiency in verbal skills (associated with the left hemisphere of the brain) 
.  Albert Einstein, who was keen on physics and maths, could not spell.  And even though there is evidence that Keats, particularly when writing quickly, could not spell
 one could conclude that Keats’s brain veered – like his liberal politics – a wee bit to the left.

If all this speculation is sound, it would provide one sort of explanation for the widespread view that Keats was ill at ease with what we might call the analytic end of the intellectual spectrum, where maths, physics and dry philosophy have their life.  The working hypothesis would then be that he just didn’t have the brain for it.  Such a nicely reductive explanation would clearly please the nicely reductive Professor Richard Dawkins, who, in one of his many attacks on alleged mumbo-jumbo
 is highly irritated by Keats’s apparent proprietary mysticism towards the rainbow in Lamia, and who sets out, as his loyal reviewer Mr Bragg confirms, ‘to prove that science provides a much more ‘awful’ rainbow than Keats could ever dream of’

It used to be common coin – and seems still to be with the thrifty Professor Dawkins - that all the so-called Romantic poets were anti-scientific and anti-intellectual
.  But this hypothesis has never before been founded on any lop-sidedness of cerebrum.  The usual explanation is that following on the thin, cool air of the Enlightenment, the Romantics were obliged to flirt with stormier skies.  In addition, there were undesirable social and technological consequences of the nascent Industrial Revolution that displeased the predominantly cottage-dwelling poets of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the sight, for instance, of factory smoke through the upper leaves of shady copses and, later, coach horses leaping at the hoot of steam-engines. 
Today, close scholarship, with its natural interest in dismissing all generalities as simplistic, dismisses such generalities as simplistic
   But one wonders why detailed argument was ever necessary here, for the single example of, say, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, always seemed just enough to do away with any theory about the weak-mindedness of his artistic generation.  Coleridge’s very large brain was whirring early, and, evidently, in all its many hemispheres.  Poetry appeared at first light and ‘At a very premature age, even before my fifteenth year, I had bewildered myself in metaphysicks’
 and this ‘fertile, subtle, expansive’
 mind continued to whirr unto death, touching, as his simultaneous friend and enemy, Hazlitt, judged, though not in praise, every single available subject.  Literature, Art, Philosophy, Theology, Psychology and the inner-waters of so-called Romantic Science washed this way and that in the cavernous mind of this extraordinary and troubled man.  Countless other artist-thinkers from this period show us that talk of an intellectual/non-intellectual schism in the Romantic period is largely mumbo-jumbo.

However, the example of Coleridge, and the richness of intellectual life in this period, may risk only reminding us of the comparatively low horizons of Keats’s own intellectual outlook, at least when a lad.  If, as a child, Coleridge was befuddling himself with metaphysics and if, to labour a possibly relevant point, the young mathematician Blaise Pascal
 was reading Euclid (allegedly at 5) before publishing useful geometric theorems at age 9, and the remarkable Victorian physicist, William Rowan Hamilton
, by his early teens had learned perhaps 14 languages, it is tempting to see the young Keats, indeed even the immature Coleridge, indeed the whole lot of we mere toilers as relative dunderheads.  The precocity of the predominantly right-brain intellect can be truly remarkable
.  Artists, musicians and mathematicians zoom, right-sided, across our dull heavens in their rocket-powered perambulators.  Here, in this infant brightness, are no poets.  Verbal intellectuals, even verbal geniuses, appear to blossom slowly, much later than their coruscating numerate and spatially alert peers.  As an afterthought, Professor Dawkins should be made aware that infant precocity also blesses few biologists.  The mathematically prodigious Professor Hawking warns us, ‘I showed no interest in biology  ... It also had a rather low status at school.  The brightest boys did mathematics and physics; the less bright did biology’

Nonetheless, it has been reported that Keats, at school, had a ‘brilliant, probing and retentive’ mind.
  But, as we see, and without being unduly harsh, this is a fairly relative assessment.  As a left-sided, largely linguistic brain, Keats’s early development was not likely to be very precocious.  Unlike Coleridge, he read no ‘metaphysicks’.  He seemed to prefer the Harry Potters of the day:  Arabian Nights and Robinson Crusoe and Gothic novels and then (a bit more challenging) Latin authors ‘and mythological keys’
  Later he read a bit of history.  But he steered clear of mathematics, science and dry philosophy, for, as we have seen, he did not have the brain for it.  Furthermore, as a boy, Keats has often been described as ‘violent’, with a ‘quick temper  ... passionate and unstable’
.  None of this dispels the traditional sense of the youthful Romantic poet, the emotional non-intellectual (relatively speaking), deep in ‘imaginative’ literature, whereas the diapered Pascal gawps acutely at the geometric shadows of Platonic form, and the pubescent Hamilton works his way systematically through Chaldean and Sanskrit.
Interestingly, while we are mentioning Keats’s emotional disposition, traditional neurological theories of the cerebral lateralization of emotion used to say that any excessive and largely ‘negative’ emotional inclination might be due to dysfunction in an emotion-inhibiting centre in the right hemisphere of the brain
.  If we take seriously tales of Keats’s early emotional volatility and his tendency, by his own admission, to occasional suicidal gloominess as an adult (“I am in that temper that if I were under water I would scarcely kick to come up to the top”
), this also lends support to the view that the right side of Keats’s brain was not as contentious in his overall outlook as that on the left.  Yet, to be wholly fair, and scientifically balanced, contemporary work on this interesting subject muddies the picture a little, and unfortunately finds emotion centres on both sides of the head
 so we are left to speculate as to which were most operative or non-operative in Keats’s case.
Although no doubt unaware of these implications of Keats’s cerebral organization, contemporary Keats scholars are generally not happy with claims that Keats is un-intellectual.  Many of them wish to see the poet aligned more closely, perhaps, with the likes of the scarily intellectual Coleridge.  But whether Keats himself would have wished this is doubtful, Coleridge for him being insufficiently endowed with the largely non-intellectual virtue of ‘negative capability’
.  Still, Dr. Goellnicht, for one, has written a very learned book aiming to refute the idea that Keats was, as he puts it, ‘anti-scientific and anti-intellectual’
.  Keats’s writing is carefully studied to show widespread traces and hints of contemporary intellectual and scientific concepts.
Still, in spite of the underlying determinations of his grey-matter, it can’t actually very hard to show that Keats was some kind of intellectual, a sort of passive one.  As a poet and writer, as a friend of intellectuals and artists, as part of an audience at talks by Hazlitt, Coleridge and others, Keats’s was clearly the sort of intellectual who enthusiastically enjoys the ideas of others without necessarily having a huge number of his own.  Actually, it is a little unfair to say that Keats had no ideas of his own.  His letters brim and spark with ideas; what he does not do is make any great effort to render them consistent.  He prefers to stroke the hound rather than go a-hunting.
Keats plays with ideas.  And he is very honest about his constitutional inability to give them any system, ‘I shall never be a reasoner, because I care not to be in the right’
  Not caring to be in the right goes to the heart of, for instance, this famous notion of ‘negative capability’ his proposal concerning ‘when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason’
  This widely discussed idea has been called one of Keats’s axioms by some
, misleadingly suggesting a mathematical character.  But Keats’s attempt to clarify his ‘axiom’ only leads to puzzlement. Negative capability, implying a comfortable lack of certainty, is explicated solely in terms of beliefs that Keats appears to have held with obliterating certainty, ‘This pursued through volumes would  ... take us no further than this, that with a great poet the sense of Beauty overcomes every other consideration, or rather obliterates all consideration’
.  So, our attitude to negative capability has perhaps, like Keats’s, to be one of negative capability.  Of course, if he is to be consistent, and yet there is no evidence that he wishes to be, then this should be Keats’s own position, if he indeed wishes to have a position as such.
Negative capability cannot, of course, be the by-word of the intellectual, and Keats is very clear about this in the slightly inconsiderate contrast he draws between himself and Coleridge.  Nor, presumably, is it the outlook of the scientist.  Professor Dawkins, as in all things, is quite firm about this: ‘The scientist feels  ... wonder but is restless, not content; recognizes the mystery as profound, then adds, ‘But we’re working on it’

Still, the nature of Keats’s relationship to science – as opposed to ideas in general – is obviously made more complex, even more peculiar by the fact that, on leaving school, he  was apprenticed into what appears to be, and is certainly argued by Dr. Goellnicht to be, a ‘scientific’ profession, that of an apothecary-surgeon.  If one had not known this and knew Keats only through his poetry and letters, it is quite likely that one would be surprised to hear that the writer of these poems, the author of these letters had been a doctor and a ‘scientist’.  For unless one has Dr. Goellnicht’s efficient radar for such things, there is barely an overt trace of it in Keats’s work, almost as if he wrote – as he might well have done – to get away from it.
Keats’s career as an apothecary puzzles scholars.  It is not entirely unlike Coleridge’s stint in the armed forces as Silas Tomkyn Comberbache
.  It seems either vaguely or rashly motivated and, like Coleridge’s soldiery, abandoned in due course without any noticeable regret.  It seems natural to suggest that Keats’s ‘career choice’ may have been influenced, as children’s often are, by elders and betters such as his eminence grise, Richard Abbey, who did find appropriate work for his brother at some desk
  Certainly Keats did not enter the medical profession with any of the high-minded reasoning of the fictional Lydgate, ‘Lydgate was ambitious above all to contribute towards enlarging the scientific, rational basis of his profession’
  After all, we know that he did not have the brain for that kind of thing.
Many of Keats’s biographers still look at this point for an almost heroic motivation, as if to warrant the sense of the substantial and tragic figure Keats became rather than the juvenile he was.  Andrew Motion implausibly argues that Keats, at 14, ‘realised  ... that medicine itself was at a revolutionary stage in its development’.
  If so, he may have been the only person alive in 1810 who could have foreseen the ‘revolutionary’ changes in the profession that would take another five years and several setbacks to bring around.  Robert Gittings, like others, reminds us that Keats’s career choice followed on the recent death of his mother – due to pulmonary tuberculosis.   Keats, naturally distressed, had loyally nursed his mother through her final illness, and Gittings proposes, ‘He had just seen his mother die of a disease for which there was no proper diagnosis or treatment.  His reaction was to attack the unknown agency of death’
.  

But if Keats was really motivated by anything half as ambitious as an assault on the ‘unknown agency of death’ this motivation was clearly, in keeping with his most obvious personal dispositions, not a rational one, but rather fits the image of him as quite passionate and impulsive.  It may even suggest he was uninformed.  For the widespread, rational attitude towards pulmonary tuberculosis at this time was one of complete hopelessness, ‘Consumption .. killed more people in nineteenth-century Britain than smallpox, typhus fever, scarlet fever, measles and whooping cough put together.  There was no recognised cure, and many patients considered it useless to consult a doctor’
  Keats himself knew, when he had evidence of his own pulmonary TB, that he would soon die.  He did bother to consult a doctor.

The work of the apothecary-surgeon in any case seemed to discourage any great nobility of motive or, more pertinently, any suggestion that one would have to be predominantly interested in science to consider it.  Even Dr Goellnicht struggles to make it look remotely glamorous or intellectual.  Keats apparently learned ‘how to pull teeth, set broken bones, apply various plasters and bandages, bleed  ... and probably how to deliver babies’
.  In addition, Goellnicht tell us, Keats would ‘have learned  ... how to identify the symptoms of various diseases and disorders’ but all this without – although he omits to say this - being able to do anything at all about them.  ‘some theoretical knowledge’ was relevant, but the overall impression is of work with a largely pragmatic and experiential element in which ‘theoretical’ knowledge seems remarkably thin on the ground.  One thinks of our apparently ubiquitous friend Coleridge himself lying abed in 1801 with swollen joints, boils and a painful testicle, delivered by the local surgeon-apothecary of what even the hermeneutic Richard Holmes calls ‘nostrums: leeches, poultices, vinegar fomentations, sal ammoniac rubs, bark infusion, and brimstone’
  It is almost a medieval picture.  It was an age in which even dentistry posed serious conceptual difficulties, let alone killer diseases, ‘A bad tooth was generally pulled out, the patient sitting or lying on the floor, before chairs came into common use, with his head held between the operator’s knees and his limbs .. bound with  ... straps to limit the inconvenience of struggling’

Professor Dawkins, who thinks Keats is a scientific obscurantist, has a gift for making everyone feel old-fashioned.  He makes Keats look very old-fashioned.  Yet, the justification of this particular charge largely serves to remind us of how irrelevant it has to be in Keats’s particular case.  It is unobvious that Keats entered medicine for any ‘scientific’ reasons, and it is unclear that while practising he was engaged in anything particularly ‘scientific’, and we know he did not abandon medicine for any ‘scientific’ reasons.  In his final year of training, Keats was supervised by an allegedly clumsy surgeon, ‘Billy’ Lucas, and he became witness not merely to the routine butchery of the surgery but to especial surgical incompetence and, as a result of this, he came to fatally doubt his own skill with a scalpel and he ‘never took up the lancet again’
  This resignation to a sense of impotence may strike the person with a 21st century sense of the overwhelming power of science – e.g. Professor Dawkins - as unforgivable, but it seems easy to understand how someone in the early nineteenth century, witnessing suffering and death on a daily basis and acutely aware of the lack of any really significant means for holding back the unknown agency of death, should conclude that medical ‘science’ was, in effect, predominantly useless.  So, it is not at all clear whether Keats can be called anti-scientific, for it is doubtful that there was yet a sufficiently developed sense of a contrary ‘scientific’ attitude that could command real allegiance in the face of major human sickness.  The charge then is essentially anachronistic.  

Importantly of course, as he began to sever his ties with medicine, Keats’s growing friendship with poets and writers, such as Cowden-Clark, Hunt and others and his own rapidly developing interest in writing poetry must have been immensely liberating for this – as we have seen - essentially verbal young man.  Once released from medicine and committed to poetry, Keats completely immersed himself in his new life, like someone freed from bondage.  It is well known that he a powerful sense of poetic mission.  For an essentially verbal mind, the opportunity to sport with language was bound to come with such a sense, a sense that this was what he – having such a brain – was literally born to do.
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