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ABSTRACT 

 

This study is an examination of apophatic discourse as utilized by three major 

writers of the British Romantic movement. The poetry and prose of Samuel Coleridge, 

Percy Shelley, and John Keats features various iterations of the unsayable from the 

liminal to valorizations of the negative sublime. Apophasis is traditionally associated 

with negative theology, but I intend to demonstrate how Romantic poets borrow from 

both classical and Christian tradition in the deification of their art, and subjects, beyond 

representation. This thesis will analyze selected poems and prose through motifs of 

absence, silence, and the unnameable. Ultimately, this method of unsaying ushers in 

modernity and celebrates potentiality wherein Romantic conceptions of sublimity, 

identity, and infinity are demonstrative of a language that is shrouded in a “mist” and 

“veil” of doubt and the ineffable beyond ordinary perception, semantics, and nominalism. 

Romantic apophasis results in a language that engages with the self, the Natural world, 

and the eternal and literature becomes a divine entity in which it “extends beyond itself” 

(Ferris 67).  
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“While we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for 

the things which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are eternal.” 

2 Corinthians 4:18 (NIV)  

 

“The negative sublime seems to offer to the poet the truly primary power of the god, the 

original or eternal power reigning before his own first poetic spirit got its start at birth”  

Thomas Weiskel, “The Romantic Sublime” 

 

“As prestige of language falls, silence rises”  

Susan Sontag  

  

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Danish author, theologian, and existentialist, Søren Kierkegaard, once asserted, 

“Only finitely is it true that something is better than nothing, where the infinite is 

concerned, the opposite holds—nothing is better than something.” This appraisal of 

infinity and nothingness has been shared across many disciplines where the infinite 

potentiality of the ungraspable is evident throughout a myriad of ancient and modern 

texts alike in both Eastern and Western culture. Theories of silence and of speaking and 

unspeaking have appealed to various artists, theologians, critics, and philosophers over 

the centuries for their poignancy as well as a means “to evoke what is beyond words—

and indeed beyond the limits of language altogether” (Franke 2). Notably, there has been 

a revival of studies surrounding negative rhetoric within the past thirty years likely due to 

general scholarly trends of theories of language and rhetorical as well as interdisciplinary 

studies.   
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Apophasis, as this rhetorical device of nay-saying is known, in its employment, 

takes many forms from an ironic use of denying that something should be brought up, to 

the use of litotes, aporia, and omissive paralipsis. Etymologically, the term apophasis 

itself derives from the Greek word ἀπόφασις or apophemi literally meaning “to say no” 

or “to deny.” William Franke, a modern leading scholar in apophatic studies, further 

delineates its meaning as “away from speech” or “saying away” often referring to 

encounters with "the inexpressible" in the "incommunicable registers of experience," 

which is characterized by a complete "backing off from language" (1). At its most 

intense, apophasis is neither “the thing one intends to convey by language” nor “the thing 

that is conveyed by language” (Sells 32). It becomes, instead, a no thing in the form of 

“positive nihilism” without “quite sinking into nihilism” as defined by Kierkegaard. 

Operating on “ambivalent poles of emphasis,” apophasis simultaneously empties 

language of its positive affirmations and orthodoxies while aiming to orient language 

beyond every “verbal-conceptual formulation," toward a poetics of silence and a 

necessity of unsaying (Franke 2: 3). 

Primordial apophatic tradition originates with Plato himself extending to the 

Neoplatonism of Proclus, Plotinus, and Longinus in the third century. In fact, many 

concepts of Neoplatonism itself are marked by the negative. For example, Franke 

declares Platonic philosophy to have been inordinately focused on issues pertaining to 

“why philosophy and, indeed, knowledge in general must be [foundationless]...everything 

that exists in total dependence on what it is not ⎯ on what has no objective existence in 

the manner of finite beings” (Franke 62). Eastern examples of the apophatic can be found 

in the Hindu Upanishads where denial of the “unreal” reveals the “real” and Brahman is 
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conceptualized in terms of “neti, neti” or “neither this nor this.” Buddhist philosophy also 

contains parallels in the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths, the theory of anatta (or not-atman) 

as a denial of self or true essence, and what Carol Yang refers to as “cessation of 

desire.”   

In the West, this motif was further developed and employed by early medieval 

church fathers like St. Augustine and Thomas Aquinas who applied negatives in their 

religious discourses. They considered God to be beyond articulation, or, as Anselm 

argues ontologically for the existence of God, as “that which nothing greater can be 

thought.” In fact, an entire theological approach exists within biblical hermeneutics 

known as negative theology which is predicated on approaching God through negative 

attributes. Such ideas extend to the biblical narrative where the creation of the universe 

occurs ex nihilo. Modern philosophy exhibits its own moments of apophasis with the 

“anti-theology” of the Enlightenment, whereas the Romanticism of the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth century featured transcendent ideas and prized the originality of the 

artist, defining genius as the creation of unique art out of nothingness, in which they 

emphasized subjectivity and ecstatic expression. Continental philosophy makes use of 

apophasis from the dialectic of Hegel to the phenomenology and existentialism of 

Husserl, Sarte, Heidegger, and others where conversations of being and non-being 

extends to speaking and unspeaking. Twentieth century thinkers Jacques Derrida and 

Michel Foucault have also written on, and experimented with, theories of language 

surrounding negation and unsaying evidenced in famous concepts and essays such as 

Foucault’s “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” and Derrida’s “How to Avoid Speaking” (1986).  
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The ultimate form of apophatic expression is silence which culminates in a 

moment of stillness, and suspension, an experience of awe, where speech fails and silence 

becomes a language all its own. The term which most closely embodies this phenomenon 

is the sublime as conceived by the British Romantics. It often operates in the space of the 

unsayable rendering those who have experienced it speechless. For example, natural 

landscapes often served as metaphors of the divine for the Romantics. As such, the 

sublime is synonymous with the divine and is irrevocably tied to unspeaking since “the 

unsayable is the mystery of the sacred” (Gundy 471). The sublime is an encounter with 

the divine through emotion and the inexpressible: “essentially, the claim of the sublime is 

that man can, in feeling and in (non)speech, transcend the human” (Weiskel 3).  

Discussions of the sublime and transcendence in conjunction with the Romantic 

period are often iterated, but rarely in terms of the absent, and the unspoken, where 

emphasis is placed on what the text is not saying and why it refuses to speak. Scholars of 

Romanticism have always emphasized the movement’s enigmas and incongruencies. 

Mark Storey, for example, categorizes the Romantics as having been unequivocally 

concerned with “burdens of mystery” and the “unintelligible” while Paul de Man sees the 

Romantics as “the first modern writers to have put into question, in the language of 

poetry, the ontological priority of the sensory object,” which confronts an “unreachable 

anteriority” which allows “for no end, for no totality” (5). The Romantic movement 

promoted the powers of creative imagination, seeing poetry as a means to elevate society 

toward freedom and individualism. As Gundy articulates of the movement, “[its] real 

energy is all with the doubters, the iconoclasts, the suspicious, and skeptical ones” 

(Gundy 470).  
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While previous scholarship has acknowledged the Romantics as having taken part 

in the long tradition of unspeaking, there has not been, to my knowledge, a body of work 

which is solely dedicated to the contributions of Romantic writers to this theory of 

rhetoric. In fact, Romantic writers are conspicuously absent despite the fact that, 

typically, for the Romantics, “the only reality that counted was one that could not be fully 

grasped, one that was more glimpses and guessed at, dreamed and desired, than 

demonstrably present or possessed” (Kompridis 122). This thesis is an attempt to address 

this exclusion as well “as fill up the space between” as Coleridge says in “Christabel.” 

My own interpretation diverges from that of a purely theistic or Christian iterations of 

negation, but considers the divine in any form be it the sublime, the political, skeptical, 

supernatural, or that which “whatever it may be, somewhere among, within, and behind 

all this, we call God” (Gundy 468). My analysis will tackle selected works and general 

writings from Coleridge, Shelley, and Keats specifically as each author engages with the 

ineffable in various ways.  

To further aid in unraveling Romanticism’s predilection for apophasis, let us 

consider Edmund Burke’s account of the sublime. Burke’s notion of sublime and 

obscurity consists of the following: vacuity, darkness, limina, solitude, and silence. All of 

which pose a challenge to rationality. Burke celebrated poetry and considered it to be 

superior to other forms of art for its obscurity. To Burke, darkness is more conducive to 

creativity and the imagination. Additionally, the Burkean sublime prioritizes unfinished 

works rather than those of completion, considering them to be more sublime (infinite). 

Burke states, in “A Philosophical Enquiry,” that “in unfinished sketch of drawing, I have 

seen something which pleased me beyond the best finishing” (113). Arcane themes are 
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preferred to those of clarity as “hardly any thing can strike the mind with its greatness 

which does not make some sort of approach towards infinity; which nothing can do 

whilst we are able to perceive its bounds….a clear idea is another name for a little idea” 

(Burke 58). Similarly, each of these Burkean elements (occasions of absence, silence, the 

liminal, unfinished, etc.) encompass my definition of negation as it appears throughout 

this thesis. This thesis will ultimately demonstrate how the Romantics borrow a 

theological tradition of negation in order to interact with, and reform the secular, and the 

sublime, specifically in terms of themes of imagination, melancholy, ecstatic sensation, 

which corresponds to apophatic discourses, highlighting and celebrating the unknown, 

transforming the imagination, doubt, and creative powers, and the self, into a divine 

persona.  

The task of approaching a solid, universal definition of Romanticism is not unlike 

the struggle to encapsulate the divine or the infinite through unspeaking. Isaiah Berlin, in 

his indispensable work, The Roots of Romanticism, defines the movement as a series of 

contradictions. He says, “[it] is a dangerous and confused subject like a dark cave by 

Virgil,” or, indeed, the Platonic allegory of the cave (Berlin I). Berlin further describes 

Romanticism as a convoluted movement of gigantic and radical transformation from 

“irreconcilable as both ‘art for art’s sake and social salvation’” to “imponderable” and 

unutterable” (Berlin 17). Northop Frye declares the central theme of Romanticism to be 

“that of attaining an expanded consciousness” (42). Berlin ultimately concludes that the 

Romantic movement is simultaneously all of these and none of these. This suggests that 

Romanticism is a movement containing Whitmeanean multitudes and the task of finding 

one, universal, definition for its “paradigmatic qualities” is impossible (Franke 120).  



xii 

 

Morse Peckham famously aimed to reduce romanticism into one theory by 

considering the notion of negative romanticism. In fact, he coined the term in his 1951 

article, “Toward a Theory of Romanticism.” He posited radical, or positive, romanticism 

as an intellectual, theological, and aesthetic revolution with “a mind against static 

mechanism and redirection of the mind to dynamic organicism whose values are change, 

imperfection, growth, diversity, the creative imagination, and the unconscious” (14). Its 

negative counterpart consists of “the attitudes, feelings, and ideas of a man who has left 

static mechanism, but has not yet arrived at a reintegration of his thought and art in terms 

of dynamic organicism” (15). From this, one concludes that the state of negative 

romanticism is anticipatory. The experience of a negative romantic is “a period of doubt, 

of despair, of religious and social isolation, of the separation of reason and the creative 

power” (20). These persons range in romantic literature from pariahs, and sinners to 

melancholics and hedonists. Yet, these withdrawals embolden rather than diminish, 

acting as springboards where doubt fosters creativity and nurtures the creative powers of 

the imagination: a shift from the finite to the infinite.  

Maire Kurrik differentiates between negation and mere deletion. He states, 

“Deletion is a transformation distinguished from negation by the fact that it is an 

operation of erasure. Deletion is a minus action; it omits, effaced, erases, and cancels” 

(Kurrik 206). Conversely, negation is a “plus action;” which does not delete, but rather 

adds, multiples, preserves, and separates. Overall, there is a notion that a negative 

conception of romanticism, contrary to what the nomenclature might suggest, allows 

more freedom to the individual wherein the “sublime entails a new consciousness of 

negativity, put in the service of subjectivity” all the while engaging within the realm of 
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the infinite. (Kurrik 51). Yet, this concept of the infinite, however, is not the “bad” 

infinite as criticized by Hegel for being what Franke refers to as a “perpetual state of 

unfulfillment” (125). Rather, this nothingness reaches beyond the promises of potential 

and is an existing perfect condition in and of itself producing no frustrations in the 

perceived lack of a completed whole.  

Apophatic themes can be found in many other Romantic pieces including the 

famous aphorisms of Blake’s “There is No Natural Religion.” In fact, Franke summarizes 

Blake as having “revived the ideal of theological inspiration of poetry….prying open the 

heavens ....[with] “heaven” constituted in a dimension immanent to human consciousness 

extended to infinity” (4). Additionally, William Wordsworth ponders in his preface to 

Lyrical Ballads, “What is a poet? To whom does he address himself? What language?” 

(13) In another work, he poses the question of “what need of many words?” He 

ultimately concludes words lack in encapsulating one's emotions for even the greatest 

poet: “there cannot be a doubt but that the language which it will suggest to him, must, in 

liveliness and truth, fall far short of that which is uttered by men in real life, under the 

actual pressure of those passions….” (17). Art is limited in its capacity to imitate the 

“infinite complexity of pain and pleasure.” And in “Ode on Immortality” Wordsworth 

makes the declaration of “thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears” or, in this case, 

words. Also consider the “spots of time” in “Yarrow Revisited” and the “unintelligible 

world” of “Tintern Abbey” and the “noisy years” contrasted with “eternal Silence” in 

“Intimations of Immortality.” While these examples will not be subject to a full analysis 

they serve as an important precedent for the movement and its tradition in apophatic 

rhetoric.  
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 The silence motif in “Christabel” is integral to the ways in which Coleridge 

encapsulates a tone of “dread, the hidden, and unsayable” (Stokes 174). The enigmatic 

qualities of the human condition and the mysteries surrounding external or supernatural 

forces requires a means of discourse with consideration of the “limitations of man” and 

the “intuition of oneness” (Cooper 129). Coleridge’s interaction with apophatic themes, 

limina, and rhetoric are prevalent in many works notably in “Limbo.” However, my 

chapter will focus on thresholds contained within “Christabel” as well as various 

instances of silence, lapses in time, and absence throughout. Anthropologist Victor 

Turner first described liminality in the 1970s, influenced by Arnold van Gennep’s 1908 

Rites de Passage, in which the transitional state originates from the Latin, limen, meaning 

“threshold.” Turner classifies this term as “a catalyst for the creative impulse; it 

frequently generates myths, symbols, rituals, works of art” (Wry 198). In fact, Leigh 

Hunt, a contemporary, once said of the author, "Coleridge is a man of that universality of 

genius, that his mind hangs suspended between poetry and prose, truth and falsehood, and 

an infinity of other things..." (The Examiner 1816).  

The threshold motif also manifests in which binaries of gender, the sacred and 

profane, spaciality, and sexuality are blurred. Additionally, Coleridge’s use of rhetoric, as 

a whole, wrestles with issues of representation common  within negative theology when it 

comes to God/divine. Finally, the Gothic and liminal states are enhanced by the form as 

Coleridge’s poem, unfinished, is a literary fragment. The motifs of silence and absence 

throughout, accentuated by its unfinished state, provide the poem with movement and 

potential for growth, so that it becomes a living, organic entity. Ultimately, in 

“Christabel,” Coleridge attempts to maintain the sublime in its contradictions and to 
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apprehend it without representing it—in short, to speak what it “cannot tell,” thus 

“respecting the unknown as unknown” (McCarthy 23).  

Percy Shelley was one of the most versatile writers of his time and his command 

of the English language is unmatched. Yet, it is his use of unspeaking with which my 

analysis is governed. More specifically, as Brisman summarizes, his “need to create a 

new language of the sublime” (52). A few scholars have written on Shelleyan negatives 

including John Buxton, Timothy Webb, and P.M.S. Dawson. Dawson makes note of 

Shelley's tendency for negative epithets particularly in light of his unorthodox political 

views while Webb focuses more on the interplay between plentitude and absence. John 

Buxton’s reading of Shelley’s proclivities for negatives is a Platonic argument rather than 

political. Undoubtedly, issues of language and voice play an important role in 

“Prometheus Unbound” and “Mont Blanc” both relying on, according to Christopher 

Hitt, a “significant amount of intertextuality” (145).  

My own reading draws upon Pseudo-Dionysian mysticism and negative theology. 

Although Shelley, the avowed atheist, would unlikely refer to subjects of his 

contemplations as “God,” his negatively phrased “unsaying” language is reminiscent of 

Pseudo-Dionysius’s own discussion of negative terminology in Scripture. Dionysius 

refers to God as “…..invisible, infinite, ungraspable, and other things which show not 

what He is but what in fact He is not.” He goes on to say that, “This second way of 

talking about Him [seems] much more appropriate, for, as the secret and sacred tradition 

has instructed, God is in no way like the things that have being and we have no 

knowledge at all of His incomprehensible and ineffable transcendence and invisibility” 

(Rorem 135). In fact, it is this “second way of talking” “by which Shelley arrives at a 
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degree of knowledge about fundamental reality– by stating emphatically and poetically 

what he does not and cannot know” (Porter 10). Shelley’s masterful manipulation of 

language, and non-language, is highlighted in both the epic and poem I analyze within 

this body of work which revolve around a refusal to speak, or to submit, resulting in a 

new manner of speaking or unspeaking.  

In a letter to Reynolds, Keats states, “I have a mysterious tale and cannot speak it” 

(Fournier 91). Of course, the ultimate silence for Keats is his untimely death as he 

literally sinks into silence (Fournier 97). Ironically, Keats is one of the best known and 

most celebrated poets of his time despite his expectation to be forgotten by posterity as 

one whose name “is writ in water.” Numerous examples in his letters and poems contend 

with “intuition of void, of silent spaces” (Kennedy 90). For example, the Elgin marbles in 

his sonnet represent the Platonic ideal. Thomas Kennedy states, “Keats uses a traditional 

rhetorical device, description by negation, describing the work of art by describing his 

inability to describe it. The effect is to place the ideal beyond the limits of human 

experience” (Kennedy 93). Likewise, Keats employs similar methods in “Chapman’s 

Homer,” “Sleep and Poetry,” “When I Have Fears,” “Endymion,” and, of course, his odes 

in which he demonstrates a Schlegellian “perfect expression of the unsayable.” 

Declarations of “the visions are all fled” and the descent of “my soul to nothingness” 

indicate a resignation to darkness and a sense of melancholic aphasia which Fournier 

describes as “a silence mingled with the desire to renounce personal diction and achieve 

an impersonal, curative, voice, a silence however characteristically broken by 

magnificent outbursts of literary creation, of clusters of images and words….” (Fournier 
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89). Keats's engagement with apophasis is ultimately a celebration of doubt as a locus for 

creativity and potentiality.   

Our own times are a refrain of disruption and unprecedented events, from 

economic turmoil, political division, civil unrest, terrorism, climate crisis, and, indeed, 

novel pandemics. We find ourselves in a “mist” of uncertainty and a cloud of unknowing; 

and, as our predecessors, we seek to find answers and comfort amidst disaster and 

confusion. The condition of being human is a lived reality of the unknown in which one 

grasps at shadows as in a cave. In short, to borrow Gundy’s assessment of the modern 

day, “doubt is everywhere” (468). Whether uncertainty in Coleridge’s cryptic 

“Christabel,” or Shelley’s Dionysian skepticism in “Mont Blanc,”and “Prometheus 

Unbound,” or the letters and odes of Keats. The Romantic vision of art, and indeed, lived 

experience itself, is a continuous act of self-creating, self-reforming, overcoming, and the 

process of making something out of nothing (Berlin 120). Only with a mind toward the 

negative and far-reaching gaze into the infinite is one able to “....cage the uncageable, 

pursue truth where there is none, to stop unceasing flow, catch movement by means of 

rest, time by means of space, and light by darkness” culminating in what Berlin surmises 

as the ultimate expression of the Romantic doctrine, saying, “that is romantic sermon” 

(121).  
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CHAPTER ONE 

“A Sight to Dream Of, Not to Tell!” A Study of Limina and Rhetoric in Coleridge’s 

“Christabel” 

 

“I worshipped the Invisible alone” 

“Hymn in the Vale of Chamouni" (1802) 

 

“A fear--a future fate.--'Tis positive Negation!” 

“Limbo” (1817?)  

The works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge are peppered with rhetoric indicative of 

negation and occasions of silence. Evolution in apophatic discourse is especially notable 

in Coleridge texts with scholars like Christopher Stokes drawing attention to the presence 

of absences and withdrawals: “Coleridge’s poetry and thought increasingly bears witness 

to lack, aporia, and limit” (178) making “gestures to apophasis” (13). Gregory Leadbetter 

makes note of the frequency with which early Romantic writers like Coleridge, as well as 

Wordsworth, employ instances of a language of negation in which they draw upon 

Neoplatonic ideals of Oneness and the eternal. Likewise, Lee Brown recognizes the “

unspoken telos of every poetic text” (236). In “Aids to Reflection,” Coleridge himself 

describes language in circular terms where the “wonder of words begins” at the “end.” 

Coleridge’s description illustrates the mysterious appeal of literature which ought to exist 

in both its beginning and conclusion. This phrase intimates a philosophy where language 

is not confined to words on the page, but rather exists beyond the pale of established 

lexicon. For Coleridge, human language is tied to human understanding and, as such, 

shares in its limitations.  
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 A focus on elements of the missing, the inexplicable, and rhetorical instances of 

absence appear prominently in works like “Dejection: An Ode,” “The Eolian Harp,” “The 

Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” and “Christabel.” Coleridge was clearly interested in 

exploring beyond the verbal and developed a unique philosophy of language. Nowhere is 

this more clearly established than in “Christabel” which will be the focus of this chapter. 

The term I have defined as “negation” in the introduction takes various forms throughout 

“Christabel” most notably in its liminal spaces and gaps in character speech, description, 

and the narrative itself. Only one other scholar, Mark Hennelly, has attempted a 

contemporary liminal reading of “Christabel.” A liminal reading of “Christabel” 

demonstrates these blurred lines of reality: the knowledge that something else exists 

beyond the horizon but is imperceptible to both the eye and mind. Limina is neither here 

nor there and thus the very essence of what Coleridge refers to in Biographia Literaria 

as: “something-nothing-everything.” 

It is in this way that Coleridge anticipates the via negativa, or, as Hennlley states, 

the “yeabynays.” The state of limina is “on the margins” alongside human interaction 

with divine entities as well as rhetoric which is itself marginalized. Additionally, using a 

myopic, or ‘negative eye,’ toward the ballad amplifies the poem’s missing or unspoken 

elements highlighting the imagination and limitations of human sensory experience. 

Negation afterall, “ denies being and speech so as to better affirm them” (Bradley 58). 

Coleridge uses negation in order to underscore ideas of sacra and the infinite through a 

cloud of darkness. Within the work, Coleridge attempts to navigate between the infinite 

and the finite, the material, and the spiritual emphasizing “higher, unseen realities” 

(Dramin 226). The poem remains in a constant state of flux and “suspended animation” 



3 

 

throughout with its states of “betwixt” and “between,” and, as Coleridge says, “so many 

thoughts from to and fro” (Coleridge 240).  

“Christabel” begins in media res and its opening stanza further demonstrates the 

state of limbo that Coleridge maintains throughout: 

‘Tis the middle of the night by the castle clock, 

And the owls have awakened the crowing cock; 

Tu⎼⎼whit!⎼⎼Tu⎼⎼whoo! 

And hark, again! the crowing cock,  

How drowsily it crew? 

 (1-5)  

From the outset, the reader is drawn into the twilight of the poem. The senses are 

awakened as the sights and sounds of the half-evening are materialized. The narrative 

takes place in the “middle” of the night, almost frozen in time, occupying spaces of 

betweenness from the paradoxical birds of morning and night to the indeterminate time 

displayed by the “castle clock.” These threshold spaces function as divine “places” and 

erase distinctions and differentiations. Coleridge presents a sense of timelessness and 

placelessness by juxtaposing the nighttime animal of the owl alongside the crowing 

rooster of dawn.  

             The use of “drowsily” is significant for its meaning of “half asleep” or lethargic. 

These temporal disruptions render those that can exist only in the mind as a product of 

fantastical fancy. Conventionally understood paradigms of time and place have no 

bearing here as the poem takes place on the cusp of either. Coleridge, in relying on a 

system of negatives statements, demonstrates an engagement with the sublime that is not 
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predicated on a system of language that affirms, but rather constitutes an emphasis on 

lack, and a journey of transcendence. This is in keeping with Burke's “valorization of 

poetic language, (the fulcrum of the sublime), with emphasis on the “confused and 

limited non-sense” which does not “negate the sublime, but redoubles” and enjoins it 

(Stokes 173). Mark Hennelly takes note of “Christabel’s” subjunctive mood and its 

relation to negative potential. The subjunctive mood is particularly evident, and affective, 

with the un-prefixes in the narrative - unsandaled, unblest, unholy, unblest, which 

are  conducive to the nonsensical and liminal in the form of the uncanny.   

             The following stanza further illustrates these oppositional settings and states of 

betweenness: 

 Is the night chilly and dark?  

The night is chilly, but not dark.  

The thin gray cloud is spread on high, 

 It covers but not hides the sky.  

The moon is behind, and at the full;  

And yet she looks both small and dull.  

The night is chill, the cloud is gray:  

'Tis a month before the month of May,  

And the Spring comes slowly up this way 

 (14-22). 

This second stanza, like the first, is full of contradictions. The moon is illuminated but 

also dull. The night sky is cloaked within the clouds, yet not hidden. The night is chilly 

and dark, but the warmth of springtime looms ahead. These threshold spaces represent 
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not only opposing sides of the same coin, mirror images of one another, but also reflect a 

“no thing” which is neither this nor that. Hennelley’s essay likewise speaks of the 

“exploratory phase” of “Christabel,” wherein “passage and passengers represents a 

concept of limina, signifying no-time, or no-place” and where “language is wandering in 

the desert of its own limits” one that is “barren and soundless” in a state of “half-being” 

(Stokes 172).  

            This convoluted way time and place are demonstrated allows for an inspecificity 

that situates the narrative into realms of possibilities beyond one conclusion. Limina, like 

the sublime, or, indeed, the divine, is a personal experience that is defined individually to 

each person that experiences it —- beyond a singular definition. These first stanzas are 

phrased in the interrogative mode and Coleridge also utilizes the rhetorical device of 

erotesis whereby the answer one expects to be given is in the form of a negation.  

            The plot properly begins as Christabel sneaks out of the castle and makes the 

journey from her father’s castle to pray in the woods. The nature of Christabel’s 

clandestine prayer continues with the next few lines of the sixth stanza: 

She stole along, she nothing spoke, 

The sighs she heaved were soft and low, 

And naught was green upon the oak 

But moss and rarest mistletoe: 

She kneels beneath the huge oak tree, 

And in silence prayeth she 

(31-36).  
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Tellingly, Christabel’s prayers are silent. On the one hand, her prayers must be uttered in 

silence to hide a sinful nature as “her prayer is not one of piety but is rather an eroticized 

secret” (Leadbetter 205). Yet, what is more significant here is the inescapable fact that 

prayers themselves operate in a liminal space such as in a liturgy. The act of prayer itself 

is a leap of faith that “constitutes a fall into darkness, a groping, an incongruity and 

unrecognizability of what is impossible to be seen” (Andrews 206).  In addition to 

obvious moments of ellipses in the narrative there are likewise significant gaps in 

Christabel’s life (i.e. the absence of a mother) as Susan Eilenberg says, “absences in the 

narrative match the absences of Christabel” (214). It is also worth noting the bareness of 

the forest which has “naught” of green and only the “rarest mistletoe.”  

              When Geraldine eventually appears wordlessly onto the scene, the reverence, 

fear and awe, with which Christabel reacts is akin to how one might approach a godly or 

divine figure whereby thoughts, and language, are difficult to form. Geraldine is a figure 

of links herself as a bridge between this world and the next. She is the catalyst to another 

key moment of liminality when Christabel decides to make the “silent” journey, “still as 

death” back to the castle with her new companion:  

[....] All in the middle of the gate; 

The gate that was ironed within and without… 

The lady sank, belike through pain, 

And Christabel with might and main 

Lifted her up, a weary weight, 

Over the threshold of the gate…. 

(126-131). 
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Significantly, the door Christabel opens stands in the “middle” of the gate, ironed both 

“within” and “without” occupying two spaces at once. Within these lines, Christabel is an 

androgynous figure exemplifying both feminine and masculine characteristics as she 

literally, and inexplicably, carries Geraldine across the threshold of the doorway. As with 

other thresholds present throughout, this hermaphroditical characterization constitutes a 

dialectic or both and neither. A literal and figurative passing has occurred through the 

movement from one place to another, as well as in Christabel’s transition in the narrative 

from innocence to experience in a trespassing of the taboo. Throughout much of the 

events of the ballad, Christabel and Geraldine demonstrate a marginality in their linkage 

of shared “shame” as well as in the complicated interplay of their dynamic. 

        I now wish to direct the focus of this chapter to the moment after Geraldine disrobes. 

Crucially, Coleridge misdirects his audience, and heroine, blocking the view to 

Geraldine’s body: “Behold! her bosom and half her side— / A sight to dream of, not to 

tell!” (252-254). This device is known as aposiopesis. Known as the inexpressibility 

trope, aposiopesis is a sudden cut off or refusal of the speaker/narrator to say more. Here, 

language fails, and the imagination must fill in the gaps. The empty space at such a 

pivotal moment of the text has spawned numerous interpretations. This emphasis on 

some foul or holy unknown marking illustrates intersections of the sacred and profane in 

both Christabel’s simultaneous horror and fascination as she is “forced into silence, 

robbed of the power of utterance” (Leadbetter 206). This incident is another place where 

Coleridge utilizes forms of apophasis and limina to underscore notions of the sublime. 

Incidentally, the exposure of only “half” of Geraldine’s side reveals a part rather than the 

whole which fits Stokes’ definition of the sublime as “opposites of pain and pleasure, the 
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visionary and invisible: it intimates the whole and yet is often fragmented or non-

realized” (2).  

               These lines are arguably, the most explicit use of language concerning the 

negative and nothingness as the text is missing crucial information about Geraldine. 

Originally, the scene featured a few lines describing what Christabel had seen, clearly 

identifying Geraldine as a witch, explaining her supernatural qualities and mysterious 

spell. These lines however were later edited out. Yet, the absence of such critical 

information fits the narrative. This “missing link” between this world  and the next. 

Ultimately, as Susan Eilenburg succinctly explains, “There can be no language proper to 

an undefinable subject” (Eilenburg 89). 

             Furthermore, McCarthy explains this “throw away” demonstrating the mistaken 

privileging of authorial purpose over textual silence and invitation of the transcendent 

and imaginative sublime: 

What Favret sees as limiting and obstructionist, Hazlitt finds too 

disturbingly ambiguous, too dangerously unlimited. Yet, both of these 

responses seem implicitly to privilege the passage’s content (what 

Coleridge does or does not tell us) over the structure of the text’s refusal 

to“tell” at the key moment of Geraldine’s unveiling. This excessively 

articulated silence around Geraldine’s body returns the poem to the 

unrestricted economy associated with.....the sublime, allowing readers to 

imagine a seemingly endless set of horrors, or, for that matter, utter 

banalities, to fill in the gap (14)  
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Similar arguments are made about the entire work more generally given its unfinished 

state.  Coleridge later stated that he had every intention of completing the work saying, “I 

had the whole present to my mind,” but became too distracted by the multiplicitous 

possible endings to settle on just one. The abrupt ending illuminates the gaps in 

knowledge - both textually and ontologically - as well as the transitory purpose of the 

text. Mark Hennelly says of the marginality of Coleridge’s narrative ballad, “The parts 

attain their goal of terror in the threshold phenomenon itself; how there is no conclusion 

at the end; a completed work would not possess the same influence” (218).  

           Christabel's muteness in Part 2 enjoins motifs of silence and aphasia as Geraldine 

strips Christabel of speech, in a trance, leaving: “....nothing doubting of her spell” (366). 

Missing is Christabel’s response to Geraldine’s words from the night before. Gone are the 

moments between what has transpired from night to day. In the end, Christabel is left on 

“unsteady ground” in a cloud of uncertainty. This instability is reflected in the emptied 

mind: “The maid, alas! her thoughts are gone, / She nothing sees---no sight but one!” 

(597-599) and she left with the imprint of the serpent image of Geraldine, holding 

dominion over all. Christabel is left without words, sight, and thoughts.  

                        'She said: and more she could not say: 

For what she knew she could not tell,  

O'er-mastered by the mighty spell. 

(618-622).  

Nevertheless, it is clear that Christabel’s experiences are unable to be summed up into 

words and she is left robbed of speech, words forfeited, and a silence representing a 

“ransom of the voice” (Franke 182 as  Geraldine “deletes the deletion and cannot be told 
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of” (Eilenberg 216). The divine, or supernatural, thus manifests itself in terms of 

invisibility, duplicity, concealment, and unnamed deformity. All that remains from the 

encounter is “perpetual suspension and a deferral of certainty” (Woodford 101). 

             Ultimately, the poem itself is best read as “a sight to dream of, not to tell!” Only 

a language of negation, conveyed through a rhetoric of silence/aphasia, the liminal, and 

the Gothic sublime can “speak” to the unrepresentable. The ultimate poetic act becomes 

that of speaking /uttering nothingness. The “gaps” and liminal spaces serve as a 

generative dream from which its characters, and readers, never fully awaken. The poem’s 

various states of betweeness, paradoxes, and apophasis culminate into an enigmatic work 

in which one straddles two realms. To close, I include a final assessment from Mark 

Hennelly as he sums the whole of it nicely: “In ‘Christabel,’ Coleridge's gnosticism,” or 

indeed, negativa, “seems likewise and liminally edgy…..it is also ineffable or unsayably 

absent because rational discourse cannot present its irrational difference, but as we have 

seen, we can only hope to trope it through liminal metonymies, sacra, contagious magic 

of Geraldine” (220).  
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CHAPTER TWO  

Dionysian Theology and Rebellious Silence in Percy Shelley’s “Mont Blanc” and 

“Prometheus Unbound”  

 

“Entering the darkness that surpasses understanding, we shall find ourselves 

brought, not just to brevity of speech, but to perfect silence and unknowing. Emptied of 

all knowledge, man is joined . . . with the One who is altogether unknowable; and in 

knowing nothing, he knows in a manner that surpasses understanding.”  

St. Dionysius the Areopagite 

 

“We are all Greeks,” Percy Shelley once declared in Hellas. This statement is one 

Shelley always espoused and was particularly true at the onset of the Greek War of 

Independence which he fervently supported. According to Shelley, Western civilization 

inherited from the Greeks, our religion, our literature, our laws, and politics. Shelley, a 

well-known philhellene, immersed himself into Greek art and culture that extended to his 

translation of epics by Homer and Euripides. Compared to his contemporaries, Shelley is 

most frequently associated with Hellenistic philosophy and literary tradition. The works 

of Plato and his proto-apophasis had the most profound influence on the revolutionary 

poet. Although Plato cannot explicitly be called a negative theologian in the most literal 

sense of the definition, as Dierdre Carabine asserts, “the thrust of his thought” in terms of 

his notions of Higher Forms, transcendence, and unknowable reality, “moves in that 

direction” (32). Afterall, Plato’s Forms have, as one scholar describes, “a theological 

flavor” (Cook 113).  
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Indeed, many scholars have interpreted Plato’s immutable forms as combining 

into one transcendental source. So, while there remains no unknowable God in Plato, 

there are hints of the “transcendent, unknowable good” and of the ineffable. In fact, the 

highest realities in Greek thought are often mediated in silence through the act of 

contemplation rather than articulated. Likewise, Shelley’s writings feature immeasurable 

forces of nature with language presented as both a sufficient and limited means of 

interacting with higher ideals. This presents a doubleness of speech, or, as John Pierce 

says of Shelley’s rhetorical silence, “an interplay between nihilism and plentitude” (112).  

 Shelley's predilection for negatives, albeit prominent in his various writings, has 

been relatively neglected in critical studies, as have connections to mysticism and 

Psuedo-Dionysian thought. Shelley’s familiarity with mythology and preoccupation with 

the Absolute and the Infinite, however, has been written on extensively, but rarely with 

an emphasis on denials and negatives. Yet, much of negative theology originates from 

Platonic thought deriving from the historic Plato, as well as from forerunners of 

Neoplatonism including Plotinus, Proclus, and the unknown identity of Dionysius the 

Areopagite. This study is an attempt to redress this oversight in scholarship and 

demonstrate the ways in which Shelley employs and formulates religious, Dionysian and 

apophatic motifs in developing unsaying into a secular, political language of skepticism 

and rebellion — of an unspoken name— in “Mont Blanc” and “Prometheus Unbound.”  

Many poems in Shelley’s repertoire utilize a language of negation including 

“Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” “To A Skylark,” and “Ode to a West Wind.” Each 

invokes negative theology as making use of similar rhetoric involving negation. For 

example, “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty” focuses on the “awful shadows of some unseen 
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power,” (1)  the “unknown,” “darkness,” and the loveliness of the natural scene which 

“words cannot express” (73). Even Shelley’s prose possesses a uniquely artistic flair with 

various negatives. Shelley’s great praise of poetics, Defence of Poetry, is filled with this 

turn to the negative in the search for an adequate description of poets: 

…..Poets are the hierophants of an unapprehended inspiration, the mirrors of the 

gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the present, the words which express 

what they understand not, the trumpets which sing to battle and feel not what they 

inspire: the influence which  is moved not, but moves. Poets are the 

unacknowledged legislators of the World (emphasis added, 678).  

Yet, it is in “Prometheus Unbound” and “Mont Blanc” where Shelley interacts most 

singularly with ideas of silence and denials, treading between skepticism and idealism, 

engaging with doubt and denials, freeing himself from the chains of orthodoxy and 

dogmatism.  

It may be unconventional to pair Shelleyan negatives with early mystical theology 

and Christian apophasis given Shelley’s own atheism. However, the works of Pseudo-

Dionysius, based on the writings of Proclus, are a fusion of the Neoplatonic as well as 

Christianity. Shelley’s affinity for Plato is revealed in the Platonic imagery and symbols 

of caves, boats, and veils appearing in his canon which metaphorically represent journeys 

of particularity to grand unity. James A. Notopoulos brilliantly tracks Shelley’s Platonist 

influences from Plato himself, to Neoplatonists, through the Early Christian Church of 

the Middle Ages, and even to Shelley’s own German and English contemporaries. 

Shelley would have been both familiar, and interacted, with Christian Platonism likely 

from his acquaintance with Thomas Taylor and others. Notopoulos concludes that the 
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Neoplatonism of the third century would thus have been more “congenial to his nature.” 

It was the sentimentalism that would have most appealed to Shelley even more so than its 

more logical counterpart for its “use of symbolism, abstraction, mysticism, and the 

dialectic” (87). In fact, Shelley’s own essay, “On Christianity,” makes references to both 

ancient and Judaic conceptions of God in terms of negation and mystery:         

Tactitus, and the Jews, held God to be something eternal and supreme, neither 

subject is to change nor to decay, permitting no statues in cities or temples as the 

Universal Being can only be defined by negatives which deny his subjection to 

laws of all inferior existences, where indefiniteness ends, idolatry and 

anthropomorphism begin (Shelley 618).  

Shelley himself within these lines declares that reliance upon the negative allows one to 

escape the perils of “idolatry” and that a language predicated on negatives is amenable to 

other beings and forces beyond those associated with Christian orthodoxy.   

A key component of Dionysian mysticism asserts that God, and the divine more 

generally, is “invisible, incomprehensible, inscrutable, unsearchable, and infinite” with 

“no (adequate) perception of it, no image, opinion, name of expression for it, no 

contact...not power, word, mind, expression” but rather “separate from everything 

(Carabine 282). Shelley’s own works pivot around similar ideas in the “nameless” and 

“shapeless” forms featured in “Prometheus Unbound” and in “Mont Blanc.” In fact, 

Shelley accounts for this substitution in his own words: “The thoughts which the word 

‘God’ suggests to the human mind are susceptible of as many variations of human minds 

as themselves agree only in venerable terms, names, mystery, majesty, and power the 

invisible world contains” (Shelley 615). Shelley adapted apophasis to illustrate his own 
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views on nature, politics, liberation, and oppression developing it further into a new 

language of the sublime. It seems, according to Webb, that “Shelley's fascination with the 

negative arose out of a necessity of his own imagination or temperament; its use is 

sufficiently widespread, consistent, and peculiar to Shelley to suggest that it is more than 

a stylistic device or a flourish of the vocabulary or an irritating tic inherited from the 

eighteenth century” (Webb 40).  

 Negative terms abound in Shelley’s “Mont Blanc” from “unremitting,” 

“unresting,”  “ceaselessly,” “chainless,” “unfathomable,” “unsculptured,” “viewless,” 

“voiceless,” etc. In a work of only 144 lines, these account for a significant portion of the 

total words used. “Mont Blanc'' opens with rumination and a visual metaphor of the 

universal mind. The tone soon switches to aural followed by a moment of silence: "the 

strange sleep / Which when the voices of the desert fail / Wraps all in its own deep 

eternity" (27-29). The vale is described through various negatives as “rude, bare and 

high,” along with "ghastly, and scarr'd, and riven” (70-71). Much of the work revolves 

around an unnamed speaker philosophizing mountains and terrain into questions about 

perception and “unearthly forms” (62). The voice of the mountain, as implied, is mute - it 

makes no positive assertion and has no determinate meaning. Thus its content can be 

described only negatively, and its consequences presented only as contingencies, 

possibilities, never as certainties. Shelley’s rhetoric undoubtedly mirrors the problem of 

Plato’s “unknowable One” in which the instability of the metaphors places Shelley’s 

speaker in a position to grasp at “shadows” and “circle around an unnameable center, 

aware that something is there, but able to speak of it only in terms of what it is not” 
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(Porter 8). Yet, as John Pierce states, “the value of the image lies in its representation of 

silence and absence” of the “remote, serene, and inaccessible” (110).  

Furthermore, Shelley’s use of negatives is, quite literally, an (a)theistic response 

to his literary predecessors. In fact, Paul Endo interprets “Mont Blanc” in this very way 

as Shelley’s negative engagement with the positivity demonstrated by Wordsworth and 

Coleridge in their own praise of the Alps. He says, “The negative sublime is less an 

outright repudiation of the sublime, then, than an attempt to isolate and mine its critical 

potential, that moment when comprehension, still emerging from incomprehension, 

retains its own negativity” (Endo 379). While Cian Duffy asserts that Shelley’s language 

indicates not only the “inexpressibility trope,” although this way of speaking of the 

sublime is certainly commonplace, but, rather, “Shelley’s remarks must be seen as 

expressing dissatisfaction with the conventional discourse on the sublime” (85). Shelley’s 

objective was to move away from the “pious, conservative catastrophism,” into 

skepticism and the superior ‘cultivated’ imagination.  

A key component of negative theology states that “divinity [is] not only invisible 

but incomprehensible and unsearchable” (Carabine 50). Shelley likewise employs motifs 

and language to reflect divine shadows: 

In the still cave of the witch Poesy,  

Seeking among the shadows that pass by  

Ghosts of all things that are, some shade of thee,  

Some phantom, some faint image; till the breast  

From which they fled recalls them, thou art there! 

(44-48).  
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In an interesting move, Shelley proclaims: “thou art there! addressing the 

mountain directly in the final line. A few lines later he ponders the divine and wonders at 

some higher presence:  

Has some unknown omnipotence unfurl'd  

The veil of life and death? or do I lie  

In dream, and does the mightier world of sleep  

Spread far around and inaccessibly  

Its circles?  

(53-57).  

Compare also the synesthetic imagery in the “many voiced trumpets” (57) of 

God’s word from Pseudo-Dionysius to Shelley’s “many-colored, many-voiced vale” (12). 

The use of “veiled and unveiled” is one of Shelley’s favorite images borrowed from both 

Plato and Dionysian mysticism. Scholar John Buxton explains, “For Shelley the veil was 

the interposition of the material world between finite mind and Platonic idea; it was also 

the obscuring effect of concrete imagery, with its appeal to our senses, which his negative 

epithets were intended to remove” (Buxton 159).  

               The end of the poem reaches near-religious awe as Shelley apostrophizes the 

mountain: “Mont Blanc gleams on high” (129). Ultimately, “Mont Blanc,” the landscape, 

and the work itself, is representative of Shelley’s political and aesthetic views which are, 

like Power, “remote, serene, inaccessible” (97). In other words, Shelley writes the 

mountain only to unwrite it. This is the overall trajectory of “Mont Blanc” — its telos is 

vacancy” (Hitt 145). Afterall, “it is only through the denial, or the transcendence, of the 

data of sense-experience that the Poet can achieve the highest kind of creativity” (Webb 
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55).  In “Mont Blanc,” ultimately, “none can reply —— all seems eternal now” (75). The 

human mind is cut off from the source of its imagination with only “silence” and 

“vacancy” left to its imaginings (144).  In other words, "Shelley's rhetorical question 

transmutes silence and vacancy into the human mind's imaginings without hesitation, 

without pause for self-doubt. Indefiniteness ends, yielding to the self-idolatry of the 

egotistical sublime" (Endo 296).  

“Prometheus Unbound” opens up on the silence which Jupiter has enforced. The 

elements are “mute with wonder” (I.90) as “the voices of the wind, air, springs “made us 

to silence.” Critical moments in Shelley’s work occur during moments of unspeaking, 

absence, and the unseen. As John Pierce suggests of the epic, “the balance of the play is 

more obsessed with the potentially creative, silent meaning that lies beneath the 

tyrannical, inert silence of the first Act” (Pierce 115). Language, or the lack thereof, as a 

whole, plays an integral within the drama as a response to the tyranny. Intriguingly, 

however, silence is both the language of both the oppressor and the oppressed. 

Furthermore, the “closet drama” itself is, as E. Douka Kabitoglou states, “the very 

embodiment of Platonic creation myth where linguistics support a cosmology” 

(Kabitoglou 225).  

Dionysius says the divine, “is present in every shape and structure,” although, 

itself “formless and beautyless” (101). Shelley, likewise, describes the spirits in 

“Prometheus Unbound,” particularly with Demogorgon, similarly, as being “shapeless.” 

The offspring of Jupiter and Thetis, this being is undifferentiated into male or female 

binaries. Shelley’s visionary drama is closely related to a gnostic view of the lesser god 

toppled by the greater. Furthermore, the desire to free oneself of semblances of the 
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tyrannical old order (words, images, truth) are most succinctly stated  in “Prometheus 

Unbound” when Demogorgon states that “deep truth is imageless” (II.iv.116).  In one’s 

inability, or refusal, to encapsulate the sublime or visual arts into verbiage, Shelley 

highlights their transcendence and his own refusal to undermine them with dogmatism.  

            The first scene of Act Two features Panthea and her sister Asia in which they 

discuss a dream/vision the former has had regarding Prometheus. Dreams exist in a realm 

of shadows and ghosts, phantoms, some invisible present form lingers unseen and 

unknown being that cannot be conceived by wakefulness: “ I saw not, heard not, moved 

not, only felt / His presence flow and mingle through my blood / Till it became his life, 

and his grew mine, / And I was thus absorbed…..” (II.i.79-82). When they enter the cave 

of Demogorgon they encounter this figure of “no form, nor outline,” (II.iv.6). 

Interestingly, Prometheus invokes this same language when referring to his beloved, 

Asia, as “shadow of beauty unbeheld” (III.iii.7).  

                  Act IV opens up with more shadows and cave imagery. Here, Shelley alludes 

to Platonic imagery, bringing to mind the philosopher's famous allegory of the cave. 

Additionally, the character of Zoroaster Shelley presents as a Platonic figure of two 

realities: current and shadow reality that exists. The “shadows,” “phantom,” and hosts” in 

the cave are shading the truth which is hidden from view and language insufficient 

similar to the refusal to name Prometheus’ curse as well as other figures (ie Demogorgon: 

“Eternity,” III.i.52). As a Platonist, Shelley recognized the memetic quality to life 

contending that “the visible was but a series of misapprehended shadows cast by some 

invisible fire” (Raben 22). A key point in analyzing Shelley’s rhetoric within this 

convoluted political allegory resides in the fact that the epic itself is an abstraction, 
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difficult to pin down, and not intended for the faint of heart. According to Linda 

Brigham, Shelley regarded “Prometheus” as his best work, “despite the challenge it posed 

to his readers” (34). In a letter to John Gisbourne, dated January of 1822, Shelley stated 

that he had “never intended it but for five or six persons.” These notions parallel 

Dionysian beliefs whereby symbols of the sacred are intended only for the “genuine lover 

of holiness….knowledge is not for everyone“ (Carabine 291). This idea is also presented 

in Mont Blanc within the final lines of the third stanza: “Thou hast a voice, great 

Mountain, to repeal, / Large tales of fraud and woe; not understood / By all, but which the 

wise, and great, and good / Interpret, or make felt, or deeply feel” (Shelley 144). Rather 

than by metrics of holiness, Shelley would consider worthy only those who were free 

from corruption, as Frye refers to the “ myth-making man,” who harnesses creative 

powers of the imagination ultimately in order to stop himself from creating (94). 

          Therefore, according to Angela Leighton, Shelley could subscribe to the sublime 

rhetoric of enthusiasm, transport, and religious illumination only uneasily and with 

caution: the "Shelleyan sublime,” she argues, is distinguished by "its unbelief, and its 

recognition . . . that what the human imagination confronts in its creative aspiration may 

be only a vacancy” (379). Hence this prevalent emphasis on emptiness and lack - a void - 

to either be filled or kept agape. Narratively, “Prometheus Unbound” illustrates this most 

effectively in the disappearance of its titular character. Wasserman interprets 

Prometheus's disappearance as the culmination of his perfection: "When Prometheus 

enters his cave with Asia the possibility of narrative has ended because he has passed 

beyond the limits of language and imagery. Only now is he truly the One Mind, and 

therefore he must disappear from the play” (Rieder 778). His absence becomes essential 



21 

 

to the narrative as his character has evolved and language altogether falls apart in the 

final acts of the epic replaced by various songs and performances. The epilogue of 

“Prometheus Unbound” contains the following words:  

To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite; 

To forgive wrongs darker than death or night; 

To defy Power, which seems omnipotent; 

To love, and bear; to hope till Hope creates 

From its own wreck the thing it contemplates; 

Neither to change, nor falter, nor repent; 

This, like thy glory, Titan, is to be 

Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free; 

This is alone Life, Joy, Empire, and Victory  

(IV.570-578). 

Conclusively, Shelley’s “Prometheus Unbound” is a “verbal labyrinth” and 

formidable work inspired by Aeschylus. Yet, through Shelley, “we have isolated one 

element in the Romantic revolution as the recovery by man of a good deal of what he 

formerly projected on God….creative power, the desire for liberty, and the capacity” 

(Frye 87). Transposing secular humanism and poetry into the realm of the divine. 

Shelley’s language espouses ideas of mysticism which operates “out of recognition of its 

ineffability, a refusal to fill it with meaning” (Endo 390).   
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CHAPTER THREE 

Of Melodies Unplayed: Keatsian Doubt and “Negative Capability”   

  

“I am however young writing at random, straining at particles of light in the midst 

of a great darkness without knowing the bearing of any one assertion of any one 

opinion...This is the very thing in which consists poetry. ”  

John Keats, “Letter to George and Georgiana Keats,” 19 March 1819 

 

    “The godfather of creative doubt,” Jeff Gundy declares, “is the boy genius John Keats” 

(468). For Keats, doubt and uncertainty are companions to poetry and his works echo 

Jennifer Hecht’s maxim of “Doubt gets a lot done” (486). Yet, doubt, as prescribed by 

Hecht and other thinkers throughout history, is not the “paralyzing inaction” that plagued 

literary characters like Hamlet, but is, instead, what Gundy refers to as “flexible 

skepticism” which promotes a worldview that embraces the unknown. (487). In a letter to 

Benjamin Bailey, Keats elucidates his notion of ideal poetic objectives. He says, “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” (121). In other words, the aim of poetry 

should, first and foremost, concern itself with beauty and sentiment with less emphasis on 

didacticism and one’s ego. It was this very presence of “intellectual egoism” which Keats 

found so distasteful in Wordsworth and in another 1818 letter to his brothers, Keats’s 

outlines these concepts in his famous theory of “negative capability:”  

.....several things dovetailed in my mind, & 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 
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when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any 

irritable reaching after fact & reason  

(109). 

Keats’s “man of Negative Capability” welcomes inconsistencies, refusing to be held 

hostage, “limited or impoverished by the rationality that may be considered a keystone of 

Western enlightenment.” Rather, “instead, via willing suspension, he will resign himself 

to ambiguity, incompleteness, and incommensurability” (Yang 142). Keats’s words 

suggest working through the doubts and mysteries that define the human experience by 

tempering it with a sense of beauty and creativity thereby unburdening oneself. Doubt is 

at the crux of progress and it is often in this uncertain state where true appreciation of life 

and artistic vision resides. Such a position therefore demands a language of unspeaking. 

Keats, as evidenced throughout his works, as well as personal letters, stands in solidarity 

with the skeptics and all who adhere to the “Shakespearean credo that perfection of [art] 

is silence” (Brown 466).  

            Within this final chapter, I will explore the ways in which Keats’s theory of 

“negative capability” as well as his own linguistic employment of negation, doubt, and 

absence anticipates apophasis in relation to the sublime and contradictions of human 

experience. Keats is often regarded as less philosophical than Shelley, Coleridge, and 

Wordsworth and his familiarity with Plato is controversial and difficult to determine. 

Nonetheless, Platonic themes are present throughout Keats’s literary canon for its 

preoccupation with the immaterial and immutable. Keats’s ambivalent speakers are often 

caught between opposing forces of life and death, growth and decay, sorrow and joy, 

time and timelessness, straddling the sensuality of this world and ethereality of a dream 
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or realm of fancy. The apophatic themes in the odes “illustrate Keats’s apparent earnest 

endeavor to resolve the conflict between imagination which engages with the empirical 

real and one that creates the immaterial ideal” (Han 265).  

            Yet, this duality results in the “unattainability” commonly found in Keats that 

“heralds contemporary apophatic poetry” (Franke 38). Keats’s own letters and biography 

indicate a struggle between sentiments and thought, or what Han refers to as, “poetry of 

philosophy and sensation.” This results in a complicated view of the success or failure of 

language to convey the unspeakable and ineffability of human experience (Han 262). 

Apophatic theory is a necessary counterpart to metaphysical conceits and paradoxes 

where it is unnecessary to synthesize contradictions as the divine is exempt. In fact, the 

very study of apophatic discourse suspends ordinary logic concerning laws of non-

contradictions. Michael A. Sells summarizes this argument well in Mystical Languages of 

Unsaying. He discusses the issue of contradictions in his own work concluding:  

The position taken here is that the paradoxes, aporias, and coincidences of 

opposites within apophatic discourse are not merely apparent contradictions. Real 

contradictions occur when language engages the ineffable transcendent, but these 

contradictions are not illogical. For the apophatic writer, the logical rule of non-

contradiction functions for object entities. When the subject of discourse is a non-

object and no-thing, it is not irrational that such a logic be superseded (3).  

By its very definition, “in paradox we are both free and unfree, limited and unlimited, 

nothing and everything” (Kurrik 49). All culminating in the absolution of the 

contemplator from the burden of objective truth, which in turn, opens the receptacles of 

the mind to the limitless possibilities of knowing and unknowing in its absence. 
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          At quick glance, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” its uses of “nots” and “nevers” and “un” 

prefixes immediately signify motifs of absence and negation as the speaker directly 

addresses the urn in the ekphrastic piece. The strategy is one of apostrophe in which the 

addressee is absent, an abstraction, or an object. In fact, it is much easier to discern what 

the poem is not saying rather than attempt to decipher its enigmatic message. As Marshall 

Brown articulates, “the poem gives us everything but the thing we are looking for, the 

music—or the muse—itself” (468). The poem, instead, is essentially about representation 

engaging the audience through imagination and sensation via the urn as the urn itself is 

inherently silent transcending limits of visual representation, as well as verbal. The ode 

itself represents Keats’s complicated relationship with language as the ode “transforms 

the eternal form of urn into temporal medium of language” (Kennedy 96). The ode 

presents the audience with timeless space and locationless reality creating for the readers 

“an urn that can exist nowhere in the empirical realm — for it is the embodiment of 

immortality, a pure concept — but that still can be sensually enjoyed” (Han 260). The urn 

itself is a figure of mystery and likely originates from Keats’s own imagination as we do 

not know which specific artifact might have served as a model.  

             “Grecian Urn” begins, “Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness, / Thou foster-

child of silence and slow time, / Sylvan historian, who canst thus express / A flowery tale 

more sweetly than our rhyme” (1-4). The speaker allocates silence to the “foster child” 

and “unravished bride” with a simultaneous assertion of the ability of the “historian” to 

dispense a tale. Furthermore, in just a few lines, the speaker has complicated the urn’s 

identity by coining it as a child, a virginal bride, and a(n) historian. Keats’s use of “foster 

child” and “virgin bride” illustrates another metaphysical conceit.  
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            Moreover, the speaker does not attempt to explain his meaning, nor does he pass 

judgment, positive, or negative, on these declarations. The absence of particularities 

becomes more evident as the speaker poses a series of questions to the urn: “What men or 

gods are these? What maidens loth? / What mad pursuit? / What struggle to escape? / 

What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?” (8-10) These lines contain rhetorical 

questions to which the silent urn can provide no answer contradicting the earlier claim. 

As such, the observer must fill in the enigmatic “gaps.” The poem proceeds with a series 

of negative words and phrases in the second stanza: 

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 

Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 

Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear'd, 

Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone: 

Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 

Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare; 

Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 

Though winning near the goal yet, do not grieve; 

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 

For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 

(11-20).  

Here, the speaker celebrates melodies “unheard,” and “ditties of no tone,” along with 

kisses unshared, and the absence of death and decay. The ditties contained within the 

verse are unspecific, possibly of a wordless tune. Music is frequently considered as the 

ultimate form of the sublime as it is the purest example of sentiment and sensation. Keats 
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plays with conventions where the “speechless encounter with the Real” is transformed 

“into musicality” (Fournier 96). Heard and unheard senses versus the spirit. This stanza 

praises the nature of potentiality and encourages its subject not to grieve for deeds 

undone. The lovers on the urn are presented in a liminal state - one of limbo - where the 

consummation of their union is expectant but not yet realized. The ideals of eternal, 

youthful beauty and love never growing weary is tempting, but ultimately leaves much to 

be desired. The third stanza reads as one of mockery as the speaker contemplates the 

“unshed leaves” and “unwearied melodies” of “happy, happy, happy love” (24). The 

fourth stanza is one of death and absence in the the appearance of the “mysterious priest,” 

(31) paired with the “emptied folk,” (35) and the “silent” streets (39) with “not a soul to 

tell” of the “desolate” (40).  

The final stanza leaves the reader the image of the urn as “Cold Pastoral!” unlike 

the warmth with which edenic imagery is so often associated. The urn remains a force of 

stability, with its “silent form, [that] dost tease us out of thought / as doth eternity” when 

the rest of the world has passed away (44-45). Throughout, the speaker’s mind “wanders, 

beyond and outward, to a world unknown, unfindable….abruptly, passions fall silent, to 

no end” (Brown 466). Immortality frozen in time in this artifact. The images on the urn, 

unlike human life, will not break, or die, or fall ill. Yet, the image is impersonal and 

unreachable as if it were a distant, indifferent god. It is precisely the threat of transience 

and death which makes us treasure the present moment. One cannot appreciate joy 

without sorrow. The poem leaves us to ponder its unanswerable questions. Is 

inexperienced love truly sweeter than that which is accomplished? The infamously 

cryptic final lines of the poem further demonstrate a celebration of doubt with seemingly 
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irreconcilable opposites, "Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all / Ye know on earth, 

and all ye need to know” (49-50). These abstractions provide no actual knowledge or 

truth, but rather, ironically, leaves the reader to speculate further on mortality and the 

human condition. The passage of time has been temporarily suspended, or bracketed, and 

the temporal and eternal perceived at once. This enables the artist, however briefly, to 

attain the godly status of the “No One,” creating what Franke refers to as “inarticulate 

absoluteness” (64). The Platonic “No One” combines into the “Universal All” as the ode 

accomplishes a unification where the urn (art) becomes indistinguishable from the 

imagination (creator) and “all fuse as the poem becomes urn and urn becomes poem” 

(Kennedy 104).   

Examples of omission are present in the first couple lines of “Ode to Psyche,” as 

Keats’s speaker entreats the goddess to hear the “tuneless numbers wrung” (1). The 

mention of the word “secrets” in the third line elicits “unspeakable” knowledge, a 

negation of both speech and revelation. The speaker describes himself, “I wander’d in a 

forest thoughtlessly” (7) and describes the two figures he comes across, “They lay calm-

breathing on the bedded grass; / Their arms embraced, and their pinions too; / Their lips 

touch’d not, but had not bade adieu” (15-17). The wandering “thoughtlessly” and 

untouching lips conjure similar images of the previous ode in which the mind is uncaged 

and objects vacillate between tangible reality and the unattainable. In each of the ideas, 

the reader is engaged in active questioning as they move through the poem, its 

complexities, and mysteries. Wolfson describes Keats’s odes as “the play of language as 

the drama of imagination or pursuit of a mystery: an unworshiped goddess, a 

nightingale’s song, enigmatic pictures on a Grecian urn, or haunting play of a mood or 
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season” (301). Keats plays with elements of negation in focusing on what is missing from 

the ode with only the power of one’s own imagination left to fill in the spaces. The motifs 

of absence imbue the work with nuance.  

“Ode to Psyche,” also operates on a more literal iteration of traditional apophatic 

theology in its total negation of the Judeo-Christian God. God has been replaced by what 

is pagan. In fact, the speaker in the poem blames Christianity for depriving the titular 

goddess of that which he seeks to restore. The speaker describes the missing elements, 

“though temple thou hast none, / Nor altar heap’d with flowers; / Nor virgin-choir to 

make delicious moan / Upon the midnight hours; No voice, no lute, no pipe, no incense 

sweet” (28-31). The speaker continues, “No shrine, no grove, no oracle, no heat / Of pale-

mouth’d prophet dreaming” (34). Yet, despite the absences, Helen Vendler, in her 

brilliant analysis of the poem, declares the ode to be a work of restoration by which 

through “constructive power of the mind we can assert a victory, complete and 

permanent, over loss” (Vendler 49). Artistic construction, like the identity of the self, is 

an ever evolving process. The speaker thus dedicates an “untrodden region” of the mind 

in order to worship the “neglected” goddess. Keats wrote a letter to his brother, George, 

in which he discussed the poem, "You must recollect that Psyche was not embodied as a 

goddess before the time of Apuleius the Platonist who lived after the Augustan age, and 

consequently the Goddess was never worshipped or sacrificed to with any of the ancient 

fervour—and perhaps never thought of in the old religion—I am more orthodox than to 

let a heathen Goddess be so neglected” (Cox 331). Keats identifies himself as a pagan in 

these lines and ample evidence of a focus on absence and neglect which he wishes to 

rectify in his work; giving form to the disembodied figure. Pertinently, in Keats’s 
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description of his worship of the goddess he gives her beautiful attributes because of the 

missing trappings other divinities often possess. The negatives attached to her become 

assertive positives as he contrasts her youth with “ancient vows” and the “fond believing 

lyre.” A quick note on form is also appropriate as “Psyche” is the loosest of the odes in 

terms of rhyme or structure. The lack of form speaks to its rhapsodic quality as the 

speaker has turned from the numbness of “Indolence” to the delights of the creative 

imagination not yet projected, or shackled, in a physical work of art. The poem still 

operates in an internal space without external representation indicative of tenets of 

negative theology.   

“Ode to a Nightingale” presents yet more dialectical themes of transience (real) 

and eternity (ideal) as the speaker wrestles with melancholy in the wake of his own 

mortality. One would be hard pressed not to read this particular poem biographically. 

Despite its obvious illusions to Keats’s own life, “Nightingale” explicitly invokes the 

notion of “negative capability” in which the speaker desperately attempts to escape his 

troubled consciousness through various means of sedation: opiates, alcohol, poetry. The 

speaker seeks some higher force, that which is “beyond,” thought but the means to this 

end are those which distract the mind “to leave the world unseen” (18). The speaker 

continues with his desire to, “Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget / What thou 

among the leaves hast never known, / The weariness, the fever, and the fret…” (21-23). 

In the fourth stanza, the speaker turns to poetry in an attempt to escape his repining. He 

says, “Away! Away! For I will fly to thee, / Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards, / 

But on the viewless wings of Poesy, / Though the dull brain perplexes and retards” (31-

34). The description of the “dull brain” represents a lack of lustre while the “perplexing” 
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and “retardation” indicate slower momentum and unclarity. Here, the speaker hopes that 

the “viewless” wings of Poesy will relieve his suffering. The efficacious sensations of 

Fancy and Poesy are intangible as “nothing here is seen or identified; only inference and 

guess are possible” (Vendler 90). The trope of “Nightingale” revolves around reiteration 

which is “almost forced upon him by the very vacancy of the bird’s song; unable to 

describe it, Keats lavishes on everything else” (Vendler 88). The bird’s song is an 

abstraction as opposed to the other distractions the speaker seeks which creates a barrier 

of language in its description. The speaker considers suicide, - “I have been half in love 

with easeful Death” - but comes to the realization that if he does not live then he cannot 

experience the sensations of life (52).  His physical absence in the world would preclude 

the great potential the world has to offer.   

In the final lines of the poem, the speaker begins to reflect on the elusive bird: 

“Thou wast not meant for death, immortal Bird!” (60) He continues, “No hungry 

generations tread thee down” (61-62). The bird is symbolic of an untouchable and eternal 

divinity, thereby, rendering the ruminations of the speaker inaccessible. Immortality is 

incomprehensible to mortals and cannot be fully grasped. Here, too, Keats’s speaker is 

limited as he departs from “examination of the limits and powers of wordless, abstract, 

and nonrepresentational music” (Vendler 105). The poem ends in a similar manner to 

how it began with “drowsy numbness” (1) and a question geared toward the nature of his 

experience: “Was it a vision or a waking dream? Do I wake or do I sleep?” (80) The 

entire poem may be read in apophatic terms as the entire sublime experience has 

consisted of meditation on a non-thing. As Vendler says, of the speaker, “He has ‘seen’ 

nothing of the nightingale; nothing has presented itself to him as a ‘vision’ or, for that 
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matter, as a dream with visual elements” (105). Instead, the ode has emphasized both a 

physical and metaphorical sense of darkness, a lack of illumination, dimness, and a sense 

of fading, or static sleep. No “truths” are highlighted as Keats enters into the blackness of 

the night where everything becomes sensation - beyond words - “as language maneuvers 

to erase itself into darkness” (Yang 140). Here, darkening becomes elation.  

Finally, we turn to “Ode on Melancholy.” This ode presents its own consideration 

of metaphysical conceits and negation and absence. The original first stanza was 

cancelled, so there is quite literally a missing element, a deletion, to the work which is 

indicative of the gap between speaker and subject. In the existing first stanza, Keats’s 

speaker supplies the reader with a series of imperative “donts:”  

No, no, go not to Lethe, neither twist / Wolf’s-bane, tight-rooted, for its poisonous 

wine; / Nor suffer thy pale forehead to be kiss’d / By nightshade, ruby grape of 

Prosperine; / Make not your rosary of yew-berries, / Nor let the beetle, nor the 

death-moth be / Your mournful Psyche, not the down owl / A partner in your 

sorrow’s mysteries  

(1-8).  

The speaker in “Melancholy” has moved away from the remedies the speaker in 

“Nightingale” seeking to alleviate a depressive state. Rather than indulge in one’s grief, 

this speaker encourages one to “glut thy sorrow in a morning rose, / Or on the rainbow of 

the salt sand-wave, / Or on the wealth of globed peonies” (14-16). In other words, feast 

yourself on sensuous delights instead of wallowing in self pity. The poem illustrates the 

complex views of language that Keats presents as he “found power of language to affect 

both cognition of Truth and creative imagination” (Han 265).  
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”Melancholy,” like “Urn,” recognizes the beauty of transience: “She dwells with 

Beauty - Beauty that must die” (21). The “she” is ambiguous here referring to either the 

personified Melancholy herself or the mistress in the previous stanza. Beauty and pain are 

interconnected and your beloved is all the more precious because he or she is mortal and 

cannot last. The act of reflecting on one’s own non-being, as well as that of our loved 

ones, makes us more appreciative. Death is a familiar concept to us, but, like immorality, 

also foreign. We do not know with certainty what lies behind the scope of this life. Here, 

again, “negative capability” is called upon to help us revel in the contradictions and 

unknowables - “cloudiness” of life, the afterlife, and melancholy. The speaker, at last, 

becomes a “yes sayer,” of the abstractions and contradictions contained in Beauty, Truth, 

and Pleasure, embracing the impermanence of the subjective and fleeting.  

A final note on the importance of apophatic language as it pertains to Keats and 

his poetic philosophy. In another famous letter to Jonathan Hamilton Reynolds, in May of 

1818, Keats compares the human condition, and state of doubt, to living in many 

apartments:  

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 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 
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and the atmosphere, we see nothing but pleasant wonders, and think of delaying 

there for ever in delight….  

Human thought, to Keats, begins in comfort, but ultimately contends that it is fruitless to 

remain the light - in the positive affirmations of what things are. In seeing “nothing” but 

pleasant wonders one misses the holistic view of the universe which must embrace 

beauty, ugliness, and indifference. Keats begins to advocate for a different perspective in 

which he continues:  

....However among the effects this breathing is father of is that tremendous one of 

sharpening one's vision into the nature and heart of Man — of convincing one's 

nerves that the World is full of misery and Heartbreak, Pain, sickness and 

oppression — 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 - but 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 (Cox 

245)  

Ultimately, Keats welcomes the “mist” and “burden of Mystery” championing ideas that 

the purest conceptions of poetry cannot be tainted by egotistical intellect. Neither 

beautiful art, nor reality, have to make sense in order to have meaning. Keats, like the 

speakers in his odes, welcomes both pain and pleasure, joy and sorrow, life and death as 

the one depends so wholly on the other. The “burden of Mystery,” and of these dark 

chambers of the mind, are not to be feared or understood, but rather felt emotionally and 

instinctively rather than rationally. As Kurrik articulates, “The sublime entails a new 

consciousness of negativity, put in the service of subjectivity rather than in the service of 
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the other, mysticism” (Kurrik 51). Embodying subjectivity allows thought to achieve 

powers of the transcendent and individuals a unique, sublime experience.  

             Keats once wrote to his brother in celebration of the evolution of his own 

thinking: “The more we know the more inadequacy we discover in the world to satisfy 

us....I have made up my Mind never to take anything for granted - but even to examine 

the truth of the commonest proverb” (Cox 304). These words echo the signify that we 

must not be too comfortable in a single, fixed identity, or shackled by notions of 

objective truth. The human experience is a condition of uncertainty existing in the 

negative spaces. Likewise, good poetics should transcend the limitations of linguistics 

and attend to the infinite through the inconceivable. Keats summarizes the aims of the 

“(un)poetical character” to Richard Woodhouse:  “it is not itself - it has no self - it is 

everything and nothing - It has no character ...A poet is the most unpoetical of any thing 

in existence; because he has no Identity - he is continually in for - and filling some other 

Body” (Cox 295). Here, the poet himself can be understood as a “No One;” an idealistic 

Platonic Form, a transcendent “other” of divine proportions. An unnamed force of 

creative genius and imaginative potency. Poetry and the unidentifiable self become a 

deity through these discourses of doubt, nothingness, and apophatic rhetoric. Keats’s own 

words, as well as his odes, suggest that it is in the silences and ungraspables one 

encounters artistic salvation and divine (un)revelation for, “only then can [the aesthetic] 

represent, through negation, the meaning it is said to exclude” (Ferris 59).  
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CONCLUSION 

          A few closing statements after diving into the “cloud of unknowing.” The study of 

apophatic discourse, in many respects, bridges philosophy and literature resolving the 

“old quarrel” between them, as laid out in Plato’s Republic, without compromising the 

intrinsic integrity of aesthetics and the imagination. As William Franke claims in A 

Philosophy of the Unsayable, “apophaticism is the soul of philosophy inasmuch as it 

critically questions everything that can be believed” (Franke 328). Apophasis has been a 

favored form of (un)speech throughout many disciplines and eras for its ability to “say” 

what cannot be said as a means of communication itself. Afterall, “silence remains, 

inescapably, a form of speech” (Sim 138). The contemporary shift in apophatic rhetoric 

and its relation to its precedents is succinctly examined by William Franke:  

The discovery of unsayability and of its correlative languages of “unsaying” — 

leading to an appreciation of gaps, glitches, and impasses as constitutive of the 

sense of texts—is part and parcel of a major intellectual revolution that has been 

underway now for several decades and, in fact, if only somewhat more diffusely, 

for at least a century [….] the exigency of bringing out what all discourse 

necessarily leaves unsaid but which, nevertheless, by its very elusiveness, teases 

or discomfits discourse, features conspicuously and more or less consciously in a 

loosely defined lineage of writers across the entire trajectory of the Western 

intellectual tradition. All produce distinctive languages that, in various ways, 

withdraw and efface themselves (3).  

The British Romantics irrefutably take part in this tradition. So, what conclusions, if any, 

should we make about the inarticulable and inaccessible? As Marshall Brown queries, 

“What then of an art that, deep down, does not reflect or denote?” (Brown 466).  
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          Apophasis, like poetry, drama, or any art form, can never fully name its subject, 

and defies the need to “fill in” the gaps left behind, or reconcile the difference, and 

determine “to say what the text meant to say but didn’t.” Anticipating the modernists, and 

indeed, postmodernists, the British Romanticists, in employing denials and unspeakables, 

‘‘develop new models for human engagement with each other, the world and the divine,” 

emulating the negative figure (Carlsson 64). The Romantics best implement apophatic 

discourse as a revolutionary sect, who, contrary to former generations, espoused the 

primacy of literature and the arts and the intensity of ecstatic expression they inspired, 

often without developing a sufficient means of conveying the powerful emotions evoked. 

Afterall, Romanticism, at its heart, as Wasserman states, is “[an] aspiration with no 

definable goal, or with a goal that can be defined only in terms of infinity” (Dawson 120), 

or, indeed the negative, — “the language of perfectibility with no final goals” with which 

infinity is unified. An intellectual, political, and artistic movement which demonstrated 

itself as a direct response to the Enlightenment, Romantic writers praised individualism 

and sentimentality over the empiricist truths of their predecessors in deifying Nature and 

challenging the dogmatism of social and religious politics of the day. Consequently, 

“adequate reading of romantic texts, in their historical context, requires not so much a 

positivistic method as a deflected or denied positivism able to discriminate absence” 

(Mudge 180).  

           In utilizing apophatic discourse, the Romantics reintroduced poetics of doubt into 

the Western literary canon both borrowing from tradition and transforming it. Relying on 

a language predicated on non-language circumvents the need for one to understand the 

way the world is but rather how the sublime should be experienced - as an elusive 
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“nothing” beyond determinate being which situates itself against totality and a sense of 

an end. Afterall, “apophasis demands a moment of nothingness'' and a stillness (Sells 31). 

Yet, negation, as illustrated within this work, is more than mere repudiation. Apophatic 

rhetoric, as utilized by Romantic writers, underscores the strange, and often divine, aura 

of poetry and allows insight into the unknown and incommunicable. Analyzing literature 

in terms of the negative preserves its mystery and in acknowledging, and not forgetting, 

the obscurity surrounding the “most incomprehensible of all beings” (Burke 74). 

Apophasis “speaks” to the enigma of Romanticism and the ideals of 18th century sublime 

as “[it] becomes associated not with the clear and distinct, but with the vague and the 

obscure…..substitution and nothingness” (Weiskel 16). Negative discourse manifests 

itself in the transcendence and transposal from the confines of the fixed world to the 

unknown, inaccessible, and unarticulated.  

            To close, despite its expansive history across various disciplines, there remains 

much scholarship “untapped” when it comes to unraveling a theory of language 

predicated on unspeaking. This work is but a humble, abridged attempt to showcase the 

ways in which select writers of the Romantic movement resurrected classical, mystical, 

and theological traditions of apophatic rhetoric and discourse, shaping it to suit their own 

literary identity, and aesthetic principles, ushering in modernity in the process. The use of 

apophasis in Romantic texts allows ideas pertaining to the sublime and the imagination to 

flourish, rejoining the powers of potentiality, and turning one’s gaze to that which 

reaches outside of habitual perception. It is, afterall, the prerogative of an artist to engage 

with that which lies beyond ordinary scope. “A poet,” as Shelley states, “participates in 

the eternal, the infinite, and the one” crossing boundaries of time and space and unifying 
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all (Shelley 670). Negation emphasizes this as the purest form of Romanticism exists 

when everything materializes into one. 

           Additionally, this work is a celebration, or a recognition, at least, of the doubters 

and the skeptics who lie at the heart of human experience and progress. The Romantic 

way is the continual act of overcoming and becoming that enters into the realm of the 

divine and inscrutable as “poetry redeems from decay the visitations of the divinity in 

man” (Shelley 675). Fournier echoes Shelley’s sentiments when he declares poetry as “a 

redemptive force” (Fournier 92). Apophasis is the means by which doubt restores its 

reputation “not as a failing or a weakness” but rather “a creative, positive, and hopeful 

practice, one born out of the obvious gaps and lapses of our knowledge and wisdom, the 

everyday imperfections of our lives….” (Gundy 467). It is a love letter to those who are 

“drawn perpetually to mysteries, to the questions that have no answers, to the inscrutable 

silences and the roaring depths of the world and the soul” (Gundy 468).  

           Finally, a Nietzschean question is posed at the end of Michael Sells’s compelling 

work, “Philosophy of the Unsayable,” in which he assesses whether or not apophasis is 

dead and, if it lives, is there a place for it in contemporary society? This thesis responds 

to his query with an emphatic “yes” enmeshed in a series of “no’s.” The unprecedented 

and uncertain, both past and present, demand a language of negation. Our own society 

today is greatly indebted to the Romantics who ushered in modernity in multiple respects 

and championed revolutionary ideas. It is in this way they answered Sell’s call and future 

generations might also. The Romantics accepted the world in terms of “not just what is 

given” but what it could be which was “always mediated by an individual’s sense of the 

world” (Franke 124).  
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Apophatic rhetoric brings us to the precipice of eternity but offers no universal 

truths: “see neither beauty nor goodness in the universe, nor any significance, rationality, 

nor indeed any order at all” (Peckham 20). Correspondingly, apophaticism can be viewed 

as the sole way to approach Romanticism even as the study thereof undercuts its very 

intent “by subverting its own verbal expression” (Franke 65). In matters of the beyond, 

the negative way, as opposed to the positive, is more congenial. Equivocal language is 

more than denial, and by virtue of its indiscernibles and incomprehensibles, is an 

elevated, perfected state upon the horrors and joys of which mortals cannot speak. Above 

all, “the via negativa is not the road of despair but of hope” (Webb 57).  
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