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JOHN KEATS’S POEM ISABELLA: AN
AESTHETIC STUDY IN THE LIGHT OF
BHARATA’S RASA SIDDHANTA (THEORY OF
AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE)

Nivindhya Sharma'
Ankit Trivedi*

The present paper aims at demonsirating the theory of
rasa as congeived by Bharata, in his treatise Natvasastra
(2* century BC). Bharata assidwously has put his idea, as
"vibhavanubhavavydabhicarisam vogatarasanigapattih
(the savouring of the emotion is possible through
the comblnation or imtegration of these elements:
vibhava (causes and determinants of the rise of an
emotion) amibhdava (following emotions) and finally
vvabhicdribhdvas  (transitorv  emotions). These
constituents are not only helpful in making the work
of art more creative but also the reader consummates
the aesthetic vatue of it. The attempt demonstrates this
working of rasas in John Keats s poetryv: Keats aesthetic
experience is categorically very akin to Indian poetics
when he supports ‘eternal poetry that is saturated with
emotions and feelings can be better objectified with the
theory of rasa. In nutshell, this study will help the readers
to interpret and experience all kinds of beauty which lies
in the poetry of John Keats.

Key words:vibhava,anubhava, vvabhicaribhavas
The rasa siddhinta (theory of aesthetic experience) of Bharata (5" c.)
is based on the four kinds of abhinaya ( acting/expression)}— Angika
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abhinaya (voluntary non-verbal expression) to depict emotions’
feelings of a character being played by the actor, viicika abhining
(verbal expression) to express emotions/feelings. tone, diction, __..mﬂm 1
of a particular character. dhiinn abhinave (costume and  siagh |
expression) 1o enhance expression, siirvika abhinava (invelun ._..-
non-verbal expression) expressed by the presence of tears, mark of§
horripilation, change of facial color. trembling of lips, enhancing
of nostrils) to express the deepest emotions of a character. Thig
the main topic dealt with in the NVinwsistra is the harmonious and
creative use of language-- both verbal and non-verbal —which makes
the expression a highest kind of poetry. Bharata puts this harmonious |
and creative use of language it in his Mitvadistra in the following wavs
“vibhvanubhivavvabhiciirisamvogatarasanisapattil™ (the mmei_._*.ﬁ,
of the emotion 1s possible through the combination or integration af
these elements: vibhiive (causes and determinants of the rise of u_-
emotion) anubhive ( gestures expressive of what 1s going on in =.E.
heart or the mind of main characters). like casting a terrified glance,
heaving a sigh or involuntarily shedding a teariand v @bhicaribhis
(transitory emotions which go along with and consequently rein
prevailing mood or emotional disposition), The vibhiviis (ca
and determinants of the rise of an emotion) are of two kinds: ilams
(supporting causes, usually the hero or the heroine or such objects) §
and wddipan (features or circumstances that accentuate the feelings off!
Blamban (hero or heroine). The dlomban (supporting causes, ust __,
the hero or the heroine or such objects) are again of two typesss

visavilamban (person or ohject of the rise of an emotion or
person or object for whom the emotion is awakened)and sl
(person in whom the emotion is awakened). Through the conjuncti
language used by the poet. he activates. with some kind of ¢

reader and the moventent it is consummated. the sobrdoa (sens
reader) experiences an afflatus or transpert which 15 desioned as
(aesthetic sentiment)

Bharata holds that each one of us 15 fitted with a built-in st
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cach othep deeply. [sabel]y’s WO brothers artistic creative manner 1o Support the theme and sense of the wow_..
10 ity her wipy, 4 wealthy noblemgp, So Fair Isabel, simple It .
forest, mupder him and bury his body ang i ..E_H wﬂnh.m E%ﬂﬂﬂwﬂaﬁﬁ eye! -
10 have lef the Lountry for a busipess tour. 3 They could not in the self-same mansjon dwell
¢ but one-nigpy, Lorenzo comes in her dream Without some stir of heart, some malady;
fate, Then Isubella instapig the pot of Basi| They could not sy Al meals but feel how wel|
Er:__ﬁwauﬁ.u.ﬁ_ﬁﬁsa :S&Enﬂ:a?snn&ﬁeﬁ

exclamation mark g the end directly exhibits the nature of the lovers
ki (eagemess), sanras (mental agony), cineg The exclamation in the first two lines forces the Sahrdaya to brood the
Vabhicaribhavas, Noy the feeling of suspense, The fear of being harmeg by her brothers preyents
40t in practical [ife, pec Isabella from secing Lorenz ip the open. Consequently they feel the
hich in lite prog PANES of separation, This is how her brothers" cruelty becomes the root
Matenal world), j become cause of their separation ang suffering. The brothers thus create the
Lol #Efﬁ:&n&&ﬁ (association wigh atmosphere of quiet 8loom in their piteous love story. In this poem the
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Em..._rm.. of vibhéiva (cause), amubhdva (manifestation), sarvikabhava
(in-built body response), sancaribhdva (fleeting emotion) and ablifndgya
(action). |

Vibhava (cause) is usually of two kinds, tddipana (context) and
alambanal experience). Vibhdva is lsabella’s undeclared love for
Lorenzo, which eventually brings about her estrangement and suffering,
Keats expresses their love in the following lines:

Em_:. every mom their love grew tenderer,
With every eve deeper and tenderer still:
He might not in house, field. or garden stir,

W.E her full shape would all his seeing fill: (stanza I1, lines
10)

Uddipan- (context) is the impossibility of their marriage due to her
brother’s dislike of Lorenzo, While dlambana (experience) depends
upon:

i Visava (event)- the secret meelings of Isabella and Lorenzo
that cause the death of Lorenzo, and

il Asraya - (experiencer) - Isabella and Lorenzo.

This suspense of the reader is clarified in the next lines where the rasq
takes a flight towards the emotion of fear caused by the imagined danger
lo the lives of the lovers. As the sahrdava goes on reading the poem he
comes to know that Lorenzo is a timid lover. he is nervous and shy of
Isabella, and so is hesitant to declare his love to her The sahrdava's
suspense is gripped in his shy nature as he reads on impatiently to know
whether Lorenzo will be able to summon sufficient courage to unfold
his passion to the lady of his choice or not. Keats versifies this in the
F:ui__m way employingsasamdehaalamkara directly conveying the
meaning:

A whole long month of May in this sad plight
Made their cheeks paler by the break of Jupe:
1t morrow will I bow to my delight,
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To-morrow will | ask my lady's boon.” (11, 25.28)

The speaker’s showing uncertainty, whether he would be able to
express his love to Isabella or not, enhance the sahrdaya's curiosity
and the feeling of suspense too. But when her brothers come to know
about her love. they decide to kill Lorenzo and bury him in the forest.
These repetitions please us and confer o sort of significance on what is
being said.

Here adbhutc: rasa can occur either by itself or as part of a memory
of the beloved. that 15, through the wiabhicaribhiva of smrii. The
lover’s impressions about his beloved are awakened by his being fully
engrossed about the movements of fus beloved. though the latter is nat
actually before him.

Love! thou art leading me from wintry cold.

Lady! Thou leadest me to summer clime.

*And | must taste the blossoms that unfold

In its ripe warmth this gracious morning time.’

So said, his erewhile timid lips grew hold’

And poesied with hers in dewy rhyme:

Great bliss was with them. and great happiness
Grew, like a lusty flower in June’s caress. (11, 71-72)

Finally, Lorenzo collects his courage and succeeds in expressing
his feelings to Isabella. Now, “Great bliss was with them. and great
happiness/Grew, like o lusty flower in June's caress,” (11, 71-72) the: «
use of expression, “great bliss™ and “great happiness™ adds to the

ecstasy of the lovers and enables the sahrdave to experience the same

bliss. But this experience is just a relaxing juncture.

Very soon Keats presents a fresh complication in stanzas from XIV
to XXII where the sahrdaye learns that Isabella’s two brothers cannot
bear the thought of their sister marrying Lorenzo and so they determing
to kill him. Now a feeling of suspense 15 born which is sustained (il the
poem reachc+ its climax. In the stanzas X1V to XV the poet not only .

enables the  raavie to be familiar with nature of the two brothers but
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. For them the Ceylon diver held his breath,
B2 And went all naked (o (he hungry shark:

For them his ears Bush'd blood; for them in death
The seal on the cold ice with pitcous bark
Lay full of darts; for them ilone did seethe
A thousand men in troubles wide and dark:
Half-ignorant, they wim'd an casy wheel’

That set sharp rucks s work, to pinch and peel. (11.113-
120)

SSEHer the coiphisis on the repetition of words, “for them™ Intensifies the

(& SRust feeling as it remunds the sahirdaya that gl the tortures depicted
1 Bre, either being experienced by human beings or by animals, are
I n..-.an_.E.n ol them, This detailed picture of the tortures is full of

A Wepaalumkira. In dhayni theory, :__,,mr__sﬂ.w?ﬁa.hbﬁs__._nnsﬁu:ﬂu_nnﬂ
81 er primary meaning)in which the vacvdrihe{conventional meaning)
£} % desired in ts original form works like ikyepaslamkira, Now the

I

- AL puts the conventional meaning in relation with
omething else with which it 15 dpparently connected in the statement,
HIE. common ¢lement between dksepaalamkiraand abhidhd bom
Bvani is suppression or when something remains to be said. At this
. the sahrdava is mentally prepared 1
Bons o be posturized further in the poem and so he is led to an
Feliension about the successiyl Joumey of love,

WS apprehension is translated into fear i stanza XV where Keats
eribes the brothers discovering Lorenzo and Isabella’s secret love,
e discovery of their Jove emotions enables the reader 1o imagine
Mite inuninent disaster. The apprehension and leur of the reader
S feames true in the poem VEry soon when he encounters the conspiracy
b pEisabella’s brothers of killing Lorenzo, The conspirucy is versified in
_.« “anza XXI1 by using virodhalamkéira in the following way:

-
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And many a jealous conlerence had they,

And many umes they bit their lips alone,

Before they fix"d upon a surest way

To make the youngster for his crime atone;

And at the last, these men of cruel clay

Cut Mercy with a sharp knife to the bone:

For they resolved in some forest dim

To kill Lorenzo, and there bury him. (I1. 169-176)

The exposition of honour-killing aceentuates the feelings of 2.35
Now the poem tales a tum to its main sentiment of karuna with the
poem starts and ends. After materializing their plan, the __”En_ brothers
tell a false story to Isabella that Lorenzo has gone to foreign lands on a
business trip. Isabella innocently believes on them EE En.ﬂ.m from the
pangs of separation which ironically in Indian terminology is $rmgdra
rasa:

She weeps alone for pleasures not to be:

Sorely she wept until the night came on,

And then, instead of love, o misery!

She brooded o'er the luxury alone:

His image in the dusk she seem’d to see,

And to the silence made a gentle EEE___. .

Spreading her perfect arms upon the air,

And on ___mq... couch low murmuring “where? O where? (I1.
233-240)

la in low volume arises the sahrdava’s EQ. for r.n_. EE-E.
Wnuwn.ﬂ:s: and helplessness and thus he/she sympathizes with mﬁﬁwﬂ
rasa. Isabella is disappointed to learn about the sudden departure o -
lover. Though she reconciles herself to the absence of Lorenzo, u_._n. sti
longs to hear about his well-being, However, when no news arrives,
she is greatly pained and hurt. She weeps and moans. She n.__E sees a
vision in which the pale shadow of Lorenzo tells her about his Eiﬁ
She is shocked to think about her brothers' E_u.o&‘ knife that r_. .
her lover. Then following the words of Lorenzo's ghost, Isabella visits
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the place where he is buried. Her visit has a grim digging scene where
Isabella unearths the head. takes it home. combs its hair, washes it with
her tears, and kisses it all the day. The poet has artistically enabled the
reader to feel the intensity of pain, sorrow and suffering of Isabella
with the help of karuna rasa in all these scenes. Keats states this
anubhdva (the pathetic mental condition of Isabella). The management
of some of the rhetorical constructions like repetition and parallelism
15 also employed very beautifully by the poet. When, he talks about his
murder to Isabella in her vision, Keats appropriately says:

Strange sound it was, when the pale shadow spake:

For there was striving, in its piteous tongue,

To speak as when on earth it was awake,

And Isabella on its music hung:

Languor there was in it, and tremulous shake,

As in a palsied Druid’s hard unstrung;

And through it moaned a ghostly under-song,

Like hoarse night-gusts sepulchral briars among,
(XXXVI lines 281-288)

These characteristics of satrvikabhdva are also experienced in
Isabella when she laments and feeds his skull with tears. In fact, the
last characteristic of prataya (lack of awareness) is more forcefully
obvious in her actual loss of feeling, when she learns in her vision
about Lorenzo’s murder by her brothers. When Isabella’s only sign
of Lorenzo's remembrance is also stolen away, she experiences deep

abhinaya (which is the indicator of the sthavibhava), The sorrowful
body movements of Isabella (angika), their pathetic language (vacika),
their sad and mourning appearance (ahdrya) and their despondent,
melancholic and piteous condition (séttvike) display abhinaya (action)
of the tragic poem. All these sancaribhdvas, awaken pathos. For
instance, in the following description of Isabella’s grief, a variation
on the word “forget” clearly conveys the desired meaning of the

. St 20
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poet and the sahrdove withesses the presence ol karsng rava with
aksepaalamkara,

And she forgol the stars. the moon, and sun,

And she forgot the blue above the trees,

And she forgot the dells where waters run.

And she forgot the chilly autumn breeze:

She had no knowledge when the day was done,

And the new morn she saw not: hut in peace

Hung over her sweet basil evermaore,

And moisten’d it with tears unto the core. (11, 417-424)

Here the repetition of the word, “and she forgot”, ,ﬁ_nmﬁa_ﬁ. lsabella’s
undue obsession with Lorenzo’s head, which is buried in the pot
of basil. The sahardva casily grasps the meaning that q_.n.m:n:u has
forgotten everything except Lorenzo's head or sweet __.....___m_ and now
she is like a living dead body without any charm for _:.ﬁ.". The use of
repetition and parallelism imparts sweetness 1o the description. These
devices successfully suggest with karunag rasa, the strange, uncanny
pathos of Isabella’s predicament. But the sentiments of pity and _.__n_g _
generated in the heart of the sahardhve do not end here and continues,
The pathetic keynote of lsabella's tragedy crosses all the limits and
forces the sahardya for an outburst of tears, The saftardva also has the
mstances of incremental repetitions and parallel structure in his poetry
which he beautifully uses 1o impart melodious effect 10 his poetry. The
following stanzas 55 and 61, from Isabells can be taken to ,___ﬁgﬁ.m
the use of incremental repetitions und paralle! structuralism in Keats's
poetry:

O Melancholy, linger here awhile!

O Music, Music, breathe desponding!

O Echo, Echo. from some somber isle!

Unknown. Lethean, sigh to us- o sigh'

(Isabella. 1.433-36)

O Melancholy. turn thine eves away!

0 Music, Music, breathe despondingly!
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"V Echo, Echo, on some other duy,

Cron isles Lothean, sigh 1o us - o sigl!

ERLbuth of these stanzus the use of Raruny ras
e artistic use of the deyies of mcrementul repetition awng with
(4R apostiophe w0 intensify the plot emationally. Here the poet has
Epersonificd “Metancholy”, “Music” and “Echo”, 1o enact an opera of
SEWoe and thus 1o make the reader sympathize with the suffering Isabella.
W ABese figures, inherently, evoke a sense ol tragedy. A distinet and
R Smpathetc tone 15 used in an anistic ang creative manner 1o support
e theme and sense of the story. This distinciness of the sympathetic
e and language is dpparcatly reflected in the use of integjection,
postioplic, repetition and paralielisn, The repetition of interjection
A6 apostrophe deepens the pathos here and the lamentation becomes
Ouiinent. In the swnza 55 the three interjections in the lines, 433,434,
d 436, sccentuate the reader’s sirong sympathy for Isabella, Apart
O the apostrophes, as shown, Keats also uses the tragic atmosphere
A these stanzas, The parallel structure Impresses the reader with the
done ol woe, which resonates with the sad ditty of Isabella’s story. A
; : car that by enhancing the pathetic

a is conspicuc - hrough

<o "Hor cruel't 1s,” sud she.,

To steal my basil-pot away lrom ne!”

And so she pined. and 50 she died forlorn,
lmiploring for her basil to the lasi,

No heart was there in Florence but did mourn
Inn pity of her love, so overcast. LIL495-500

This last event ol stealing the basil -pot is the cruelest deed of Isabella’s
b Brother which moves the heart of the reader pathetically and the karua
Sl Pasa gets maturity here. The piteous feelings of the sahrdava get
..m Wutburst 6n this cruel sct done by the brothers, which causes the tragic
.? #nd o Isabella’s life. Her deuth combined with the word “forlom™
umu IBreales in exireme sympailicuc leeling in the reader’s heart and thus
_.ﬂ I&m last scene having the prommunence ol Karuna rasa.
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1 e analysis of the poem Jemonstratc . how the use of Karur.. ro
cimployed in the love gpisaiie of Isabelia and rE&EP.E_.‘_ theu sevic!
meeting, the impossibility ol their marriage, the sufferings of Isabells,
the revelation of the murder of Lorenzo, the installation of the pot of
basil, the siealing of the pot of basil and the eventual death E.Fnrq:m.
hatches the graph of karuna rasa, assisted by the secondary rasa i.c.
bhayénaka. All these sancaribhivas, awaken pathos.
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