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Abstract- John Keats’ poetry intricately explores
gender roles, often intertwining beauty, power, and
vulnerability, both conforming to and critiquing
Romantic-era norms. The Romantic period idealized
women as ethereal and passive, while portraying men
as dominant and active. Keats mirrors this by often
casting women in static, aesthetic roles, as seen in
“Ode on a Grecian Urn,” where female figures are
frozen in eternal beauty, their agency erased.
However, he subtly critiques this idealization by
highlighting how it dehumanizes and objectifies.
Keats’ nuanced portrayal of gender reflects societal
tensions, blending admiration with critique. By
challenging binaries of dominance and vulnerability,
his work redefines the interplay between power and
creativity. This complexity makes Keats’ poetry a
profound commentary on the evolving notions of
identity, gender, and artistic expression.

Index Terms- Gender roles, Romantic, Femininity,
Masculinity, Vulnerability, Objectification, Femme
fatale, Keats’, Critique.

I INTRODUCTION

John Keats, a key figure in the Romantic movement,
is often celebrated for his sensual imagery, emotional
depth, and philosophical musings. However, his
treatment of gender roles within his poetry presents a
complex dynamic that both aligns with and subtly
resists the patriarchal norms of the Romantic period
(Mellor, 1988)'. By weaving together themes of
beauty, vulnerability, and power, Keats’ poetry delves
into the intricate interplay of gendered expectations
and creative expression. This essay explores Keats’
portrayal of women and masculinity in his major
works, shedding light on how his poetic themes both
conform to and challenge the traditional gender roles
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of his time, offering a layered critique of the Romantic
era’s cultural ideals.

The Romantic period (late 18th to early 19th century)
was characterized by a deep engagement with nature,
emotion, and individualism. However, these
philosophical ideals often coincided with rigid gender
roles (Mellor, 1993)2. Women were frequently
idealized as passive, nurturing figures confined to the
domestic sphere, while men were depicted as active,
intellectual, and dominant. This patriarchal framework
often found expression in literature, where women
were portrayed as muses or objects of male desire
rather than agents of their own destiny (Wolfson,
2001)3. The literature of this era, while celebrated for
its emphasis on emotion and introspection,
paradoxically upheld societal norms that restricted
female autonomy. These restrictions often rendered
women in Romantic works as symbolic conduits for
male creativity, rather than as individuals with their
own aspirations or agency. Romantic poets like Keats,
while engaging with these conventions, also grappled
with the inherent contradictions in idealizing beauty
while denying subjectivity, a tension that resonates
deeply within his poetry.

This cultural backdrop provides a lens through which
Keats’ work can be analyzed. Romanticism’s
preoccupation with nature and beauty often mirrored
society’s hierarchical structure, with women’s roles in
art reflecting their constrained positions in life. For
instance, the idealization of women as ethereal and
untouchable in Romantic poetry parallels the societal
expectation for women to embody purity and virtue,
thereby limiting their agency. This dynamic often
reduced women to static symbols of inspiration, their
individuality overshadowed by the demands of male
creativity. By examining how these societal norms
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permeate his poetry, we can see that Keats’ work not
only reflects these ideals but also questions their
implications. His nuanced depictions, filled with
tension between admiration and critique, reveal an
evolving engagement with these roles, suggesting a
subtle resistance to the restrictive paradigms of his
time. By placing his poetry within this historical and
cultural context, we can better understand Keats’
exploration and critique of these roles, as well as his
broader commentary on the interplay between art,
beauty, and gendered expectations.

Keats frequently portrays women as idealized and
passive figures in his odes and narrative poems. In Ode
on a Grecian Urn, for instance, the female figures are
frozen in time, permanently caught in a state of beauty
and stasis (Wolfson, 2001)*. The poem celebrates their
eternal grace but simultaneously denies them agency
or voice, emphasizing how the act of preservation can
strip away personal identity and autonomy. This
depiction aligns closely with Romantic conventions,
where women often served as aesthetic symbols rather
than individuals with depth and complexity (Garland,
2005)°. Keats’ fixation on timeless beauty underscores
a broader cultural anxiety about female autonomy, as
the eternal preservation of beauty seems to necessitate
the silencing of female agency. Furthermore, this
artistic immobilization reflects the patriarchal desire to
control and objectify women, transforming them into
static representations of idealized femininity devoid of
personal expression or growth.

Similarly, in The Eve of St. Agnes, Madeline is
portrayed as a dreamer, vulnerable and idealized. Her
passivity becomes central to the narrative, as she is
metaphorically "awakened" by Porphyro's gaze and
actions (Bennett, 1990)°. The depiction of Madeline as
a passive figure not only emphasizes her vulnerability
but also underscores the broader Romantic tendency to
represent women as objects rather than subjects. The
narrative relies on Porphyro's initiative and control,
positioning him as the active hero who shapes the
course of events, while Madeline remains confined to
the role of the enchanted, silent muse. This dynamic
reflects the era's broader literary and cultural
tendencies to limit female agency and reduce women
to symbols of purity and beauty, echoing the
patriarchal values prevalent during the Romantic
period (Mellor, 1988)%. However, the dreamlike
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atmosphere of the poem, combined with Madeline's
idealization, suggests a tension between passive
beauty and the potential for emotional depth and
complexity that remains unexplored within the
confines of the narrative.

Keats’ portrayal of women as muses aligns with
broader Romantic preoccupations, but his work also
reveals a latent critique. By freezing the female figures
in eternal stasis, as seen in Ode on a Grecian Urn,
Keats critiques how idealization can strip subjects of
their humanity, reducing them to mere symbols of
aesthetic perfection rather than autonomous beings.
This immobility reflects a broader cultural tendency in
Romanticism to silence women's voices while
celebrating their visual appeal, emphasizing the
paradox where beauty is preserved only through the
erasure of individuality (Wolfson, 2001)°. Such
critiques invite readers to question the ethical
implications of objectification in art and life.

While much of Keats’ work conforms to passive
representations of women, certain poems offer a more
complex engagement with female power. La Belle
Dame sans Merci introduces the motif of the femme
fatale, a figure both alluring and destructive (Garland,
2005)1°. The titular "beautiful lady without mercy"
captivates and ultimately abandons the male speaker,
reversing the traditional power dynamics where the
man controls the narrative. This depiction of the
femme fatale not only subverts the conventional trope
of the passive muse but also invites readers to grapple
with the unsettling power dynamics it portrays. By
embodying both seduction and autonomy, the lady
disrupts the narrative's traditional gender roles,
challenging the assumption that feminine influence
must exist solely within the confines of male agency.
The ambiguity surrounding her motivations—whether
she is an agent of male punishment or a symbol of
unattainable desire—adds layers of complexity to her
character, emphasizing the fluid interplay of power,
vulnerability, and gender within Keats’ poetic
imagination.

The poem subverts the Romantic ideal of passive
femininity, suggesting a latent fear of female
autonomy (Curran, 2010)**. The femme fatale exerts
control over the male speaker's emotions, leaving him
weakened and disoriented. Rather than a purely
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negative portrayal, this figure reveals the complex
anxieties surrounding female power in Romantic
literature. By introducing a character who defies
traditional passivity, Keats not only highlights the
allure of female independence but also underscores the
unease it generates within patriarchal frameworks. The
femme fatale’s actions can be interpreted as a
commentary on the latent power dynamics that
permeate gender relations, where female autonomy
disrupts societal expectations and male control. Keats’
use of enchantment and supernatural elements further
blurs the lines between empowerment and danger,
questioning whether feminine influence is inherently
destructive or merely a reaction to male vulnerability
(Wolfson, 2001)*2. These layered interpretations
suggest a deeper exploration of gender tensions, where
the femme fatale embodies both the promise of
liberation and the fear of its implications for
entrenched power structures.

This subversion of traditional gender dynamics
highlights Keats’ nuanced approach to female
representation. The femme fatale’s duality as both a
source of inspiration and fear challenges simplistic
portrayals of women, reflecting the complex interplay
of admiration and anxiety that characterized Romantic
attitudes toward female power. By embracing this
ambiguity, Keats’ poetry encourages a multifaceted
reading of gender, where roles are neither static nor
monolithic. This duality can be seen as a reflection of
broader societal tensions, where the empowerment of
women was both celebrated and feared within
patriarchal frameworks. Keats’ portrayal of the femme
fatale also opens a discourse on the fluidity of identity,
suggesting that power and vulnerability often coexist
in complex ways. Through this lens, his work not only
critiques rigid gender binaries but also invites a deeper
examination of the emotional and psychological
dimensions underpinning human interactions. By
exploring this ambiguity, Keats prompts readers to
reconsider the binaries of power and passivity often
imposed on gendered interactions, offering a more
nuanced understanding of Romantic ideals.

Keats” treatment of masculinity in his poetry
challenges the traditional Romantic archetype by
portraying vulnerability and emotional depth in his
male figures. His male protagonists, such as the
speaker in Ode to a Nightingale, express emotional
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turmoil and existential longing, characteristics often
associated with feminine sensibilities during the
period (Wolfson, 2001)3. Similarly, the knight in La
Belle Dame sans Merci is depicted as physically and
emotionally weakened, left "alone and palely
loitering"” after his encounter with the femme fatale
(Garland, 2005)*. His passivity and melancholic state
disrupt traditional gender expectations, emphasizing a
reversal of power where the male figure becomes
vulnerable to feminine influence. These portrayals
challenge the era’s celebration of stoic dominance and
rigid male authority, highlighting the profound
complexity and sensitivity inherent in Keats’ poetic
vision.

In Ode to a Nightingale, the male speaker is
overwhelmed by melancholy and a longing for
transcendence, qualities traditionally coded as
feminine (Wolfson, 2001)%°. His emotional fragility,
expressed through vivid sensory language and a desire
to escape mortal suffering, contrasts with the
stereotypical Romantic hero's assertiveness and quest
for dominance. This vulnerability not only humanizes
the speaker but also reveals Keats’ challenge to the
restrictive ideals of masculinity during the Romantic
era. His yearning for an ethereal experience,
symbolized by the nightingale's song, underscores the
emotional depth and sensitivity often marginalized in
male literary figures of the period (Garland, 2005)%.
The poem’s emphasis on emotional surrender and
introspection thus complicates the conventional
Romantic ideal, presenting masculinity as intertwined
with both strength and fragility, challenging the binary
opposition between dominance and vulnerability.

Similarly, the knight in La Belle Dame sans Merci is
depicted as physically and emotionally weakened, left
"alone and palely loitering™ after his encounter with
the femme fatale (Garland, 2005)'". His passive state
and melancholic condition suggest a reversal of
traditional gender power dynamics, where the male
figure is rendered vulnerable by the female's mystical
allure and autonomy. This portrayal critiques toxic
masculinity, emphasizing the emotional consequences
of repression and the dangers of idealizing control
over emotional expression. By highlighting the
knight's physical and psychological fragility, Keats
not only exposes the vulnerabilities inherent in human
experience but also challenges the Romantic archetype
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of male dominance. The knight's powerlessness
underlines the broader theme of emotional depth and
complexity, questioning rigid gender expectations
while exploring how vulnerability can coexist with
profound emotional experiences.

Keats frequently associates the feminine with beauty
and the sublime, blending Romantic ideals with
gendered imagery. This association often intertwines
feminine beauty with notions of spiritual
transcendence and artistic inspiration, yet it
simultaneously reveals the constraints imposed by
rigid gender norms. The feminine sublime in Keats’
poetry is often linked with passivity and aesthetic
perfection, emphasizing how women are idealized as
symbols rather than autonomous individuals (Curran,
2010). The association of feminine beauty with
fragility and ephemerality further reinforces the
Romantic era's tendency to confine women to passive
roles while elevating their visual and symbolic allure.
However, Keats also uses the feminine sublime to
critique these limitations, as his descriptions often
reveal a tension between admiration and control,
suggesting a deeper engagement with the complexities
of gender representation in Romantic literature.

The speaker in Ode to Psyche reveres the goddess
Psyche but also expresses a desire to "build a fane" in
her honor, metaphorically possessing and controlling
her through art (Bennett, 1990)%°. This tension
between reverence and control underscores the
challenges of representing women in a patriarchal
literary tradition. Keats’ portrayal suggests that while
he venerates Psyche as a figure of divine femininity,
the act of constructing a shrine implies an attempt to
frame and contain her symbolic power within the
confines of male poetic imagination. By
metaphorically 'building a fane,' the speaker not only
elevates but also appropriates Psyche’s image,
reducing her autonomy to serve the purposes of artistic
inspiration(Stillinger, 1997)%. This dynamic reflects
the broader Romantic preoccupation with idealizing
female beauty while simultaneously marginalizing
female agency, a recurring theme in Keats’ work
where women are celebrated yet constrained by their
aesthetic representation (Stillinger, 1997).

In conclusion, Keats’ exploration of gender roles in
Romantic poetry reveals both conformity to and subtle
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resistance against the norms of his era. While his
female figures often conform to passive, idealized
roles, his depictions of the femme fatale and
vulnerable masculinity suggest a more complex
engagement with gender dynamics. Keats’ work
challenges the rigid binaries of the Romantic period,
offering a poetic space where both men and women
grapple with emotional depth, vulnerability, and
power. By intertwining admiration, critique, and
exploration, Keats’ poetic vision transcends simple
categorizations, inviting readers to reflect on the
evolving nature of gender and creativity in literature.
Furthermore, this interplay between conformity and
resistance reveals the poet’s sensitivity to the shifting
boundaries of societal expectations, portraying a world
where emotional vulnerability and artistic expression
intersect with the complexities of identity and power.
Keats’ nuanced approach prompts a deeper
consideration of the ways in which gender roles
influence not only creative inspiration but also the
broader human experience, making his poetry resonate
with universal themes of struggle, resilience, and
transformation.
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