Teacher guide
The World’s Wife by Carol Ann Duffy


LITTLE RED-CAP
The poem is drawn from the story of Little Red Riding Hood, a tale that has come down to us over centuries.  It originated in ancient stories from Asia, but the version we know was shaped in medieval rural France.  It spread across Europe and has a number of variations, although the presence of the little girl [not always in red], the Wolf and the grandmother are constant.  The stories have changed over time and in our own day, the tale has been published in various forms for children and also splendidly subverted by a number of writers and film makers, like Angela Carter in her story, The Company of Wolves which was made into a film by Neil Jordan in 1984.
It is about growing up and the dangers of either ‘straying from the path’ or behaving in an unsuitable way with ‘wolves’.  In the earlier stories it is notable that the girl rescues herself by outwitting the wolf and getting the help of other women, whereas in the later versions she is rescued by a woodcutter.  Modern writers are giving Red Riding Hood back her ‘feisty’ nature.  Some basic research via a search engine on the internet will give you a wealth of material relating to this and other fairy tales, if you are interested.
Little Red-Cap is a sexual and revolutionary symbol.  Red is the colour of passion and of blood which is associated with menstruation and therefore with sexual maturity.  In the French Revolution, the revolutionaries wore red caps as a sign of their allegiance and paintings of the time show them led, symbolically, by a bare breasted woman wearing ‘the cap of liberty’ and carrying the tricolour.
Duffy uses both of these ideas within her poem, which is partly autobiographical.  When she was sixteen she met the poet Adrian Henri at a poetry reading.  He was 23 years older than her, but she went to Liverpool University to be with him, and their relationship lasted for ten years.
The poem begins as a metaphorical journey through life represented by playing fields, the factory, allotments, representing childhood, working life and retirement.  [Allotments are similar to gardens, except that they are all together in a group, away from houses and generally used for growing vegetables and fruit].  The path offers different possibilities at either side, with the silent railway line which once offered escape and the hermit’s caravan [a hermit is a holy man who lives in isolation in order to pray and become closer to God; it is sometimes used for anyone who cuts themselves off from society] as an alternative to the kneeling married men who keep their allotments as others keep mistresses [and which are just as demanding].  The path leads to the woods, which symbolise the unknown – the future, sex, maturity etc. and, in the tradition of the story
It was there that I first clapped eyes on the wolf.
The wolf is a poet and a representative of the male–dominated literary world.  He is giving a poetry reading and is described in phrases that are linked by the rhymes of drawl / paw / jaw.  He has red wine staining his bearded jaw – the colour of passion and the suggestion of a blood-stained mouth.  To the girl he seems larger than life, expressed in a joking reference to the famous lines, What big ears he had!  What big eyes he had!  What teeth!  Readers will be aware of the sequel to these which end with Red Riding Hood being gobbled up.  Here, however, it is the girl who makes a move on the wolf.
In the interval, I made quite sure he spotted me
sweet sixteen, never been, babe, waif …
He buys her first drink, starting the ritual seduction process.  She addresses the question in the reader’s mind by telling them why, in one simple word – Poetry.  She wants the knowledge and experience that will make her a writer and she describes the process first in terms of another metaphorical journey, where she would be led by the wolf deep into the woods / away from home thus giving up the secure familiarity of home for the mysterious and unknown world of sex and literature.  The place is described in words that suggest pain, confusion and darkness – a dark, tangled thorny place – but it is lit by the eyes of owls, traditionally birds of wisdom and knowledge in fairy tales.  She follows the wolf-poet like an infant – I crawled in his wake, showing how much she has to learn.  The childlike metaphor is continued with scraps of red from my blazer, reminding the audience of Red Cap again.  Duffy uses some internal rhyme to link the ‘murder clues’ with shreds / red and clues / shoes.  The picture is of the childish things being shed as she goes further into the woods, but it is also a reminder of what happened to the heroine of the fairy tale.  It is further linked in readers’ minds with what they have read in the newspapers and in detective fiction about teenage girls being raped and murdered and left in secret places.  She arrives amidst more nursery sounding rhymes
but got there, wolf’s lair, better beware
an idea carried on by Lesson one that night … which we may guess, since it is ‘the love poem’ was how to lose your virginity for which Duffy uses the symbol of the white dove
which flew, straight from my hands to his open mouth.
The narrator has sacrificed innocence for the experience of literature.  In the original French version of the story there is often a long account of how Red Cap sheds her clothes before climbing into bed with the wolf, which has clear associations with seduction and rape.  Duffy has used this in her description of her crawl through the woods, but here, instead of the wolf having invaded the female world of the grandmother’s cottage, she follows him willingly to the ‘wolf’s lair’ which is the world of books and language.  As she comments
what little girl doesn’t dearly love a wolf?
The books she covets are described in rich and lavish imagery

a whole wall was crimson, gold, aglow with books.
This is the treasure she wants and she has happily exchanged the white dove of purity for a different kind of bird:

Words, words were truly alive on the tongue, in the head
warm, beating, frantic, winged; music and blood.
The words have life and the poetry sings.  The new writer has lost her physical and literary virginity and her education lasts for ten years before she becomes disillusioned, and sees below the surface of magical things to their roots and that
a greying wolf / howls the same old song at the moon
an idea that is emphasised by her use of repetitious rhyme

year in, year out / season after season, same rhyme, same reason.
She is playing on the saying ‘Without rhyme or reason’ which implies that someone acts without motivation.  She has outgrown the wolf and the words which were ‘music and blood’ have become stale and repetitious.  She is now able to analyse poems and the way that things work for herself, expressed metaphorically in nursery style rhymes;
I took an axe / to a willow to see how it wept.  I took an axe to a salmon
to see how it leapt.  I took an axe to the wolf / as he slept …
This last gesture symbolising that he has outlived his usefulness and that, like Red Cap in the earlier stories, she can rescue herself from his clutches.  The axe is of course used by the woodcutter in the later versions of the story, where the grandmother often springs alive from the wolf’s stomach and is replaced with large stones to fool the wolf for long enough to enable an escape.  The stones may here represent the lack of inspiration weighing down his old belly, in contrast to the earlier experience of the winged words that could fly.
In early tellings of the story there is reference to a cannibal meal that the wolf tricks Red Cap into preparing from some ‘meat’ [from her grandmother] and some ‘wine’ [the grandmother’s blood] which she unknowingly consumes, the old woman thus becoming one with her granddaughter.  In Duffy’s poem this idea is expressed through seeing
the glistening virgin white of my grandmother’s bones.
She symbolically frees her previous self [the virgin] and becomes part of a female hierarchy.  As the narrator comments rather cynically about the wolf

I stitched him up.
The narrator, the young female poet, Little Red Cap have thus completed the revolution against male dominated literature and can make their own music.

Out of the forest I come with my flowers, singing, all alone.
THETIS

Thetis was one of the Nereids, the fifty daughters of Nereus, who lived in the sea.  Her father was a shape-shifter, an ability that is passed on to his daughter in this poem.  She rejected the advances of the god Zeus, who then learned that she was destined to bear a son who would be greater than his father.  To avoid disaster among the gods, Zeus married her to a mortal, Peleus, to whom she bore a son, Achilles.  When he was a baby, she dipped him into the river Styx to give him immortality, but the heel by which she held him was left vulnerable and he was later killed in the Trojan wars.

In the poem, Thetis is fated to be brutalised by men, whatever shape she takes.

Stanza 1 presents her as a song bird being crushed by a male fist – perhaps an association with the story of Philomel who was raped by her brother-in-law, Tereus, and had her tongue cut out, so she could not accuse him.  The gods turned her into a nightingale, forever singing her sad song.  Duffy plays on words by substituting sweet sweet for the usual ‘tweet tweet’.  The use of the saying ‘a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush’ emphasises the man’s role as a hunter.

The emphasis here is on shrank, a bird in the hand, sweet … small song and the stanza abruptly stops with squeeze of his fist.  The use of half-rhymes shrank / hand / man / sang and sweet / squeeze highlights the contrast between the fragile bird and the male fist.
In stanza 2 she becomes an albatross, phrased as shouldered the cross which has Christ-like connotations, especially when combined with up the hill a reference to Calvary.  This is the albatross of Coleridge’s poem, ‘The Ancient Mariner’, which follows a ship, bringing good weather, until it is shot with a crossbow, and the ship is doomed to disaster.  The rhyme scheme in this stanza of cross / albatross / crossbow and sky / why / eye links Christ with the bird and with death and also links the sky or heaven with the question of why the deaths happened.  Clipping the wings of a bird makes it unable to fly away and, metaphorically, imprisons it.
Stanza 3 begins with humorous references to shopping for a suitable shape i.e. one that may make her safe from the male pursuer, but also implying the right dress size – Size 8 often being seen as the most desirable since it is very small.  These are soon undercut by the double meaning of charmer closely followed by strangler’s clasp.  This is emphasised by the colloquial Big Mistake.  This changes the tone for the final complex sentence that ends the stanza.  The rhyme scheme shape / snake / mistake / nape links the metamorphosis to its failure as the rhyme grasp / clasp makes clear.

Even becoming a big cat in the jungle is no guarantee of safety.  Notice how the rhymes roar / claw/ paw / floored / raw / gore / jaw emphasise aggression and power until my gold eye saw, when the language suddenly becomes colloquial and mundane, the guy in the grass with the gun.  The alliteration adds an effect more humorous than threatening, especially when combined with the double-meaning of twelve-bore which refers to type of hunting rifle, but also implies dullness .  This use of bathos lends a resigned air to the attempts of Thetis to find a shape that will deter male pursuers.

Even in her own element, the sea, Thetis is not safe.  The mermaid, like eels (traditionally slippery), dolphins (friendly to man) and even whales, is followed by the fisherman, who is given a song-like rhythm, to add to the double meaning of ‘hook, line and sinker’!  Note the half-rhyme of singer and sinker, giving an ironic twist to those who catch the ocean’s opera singer.
I changed my tune comments the narrator, using a common expression for trying a different strategy when others haven’t worked.  The fast moving mammals of the next stanza change their shapes in vain.  They will all end up in museums or shops, in ‘lifelike’ poses to educate the public.  The names are stopped by two slower, longer lines, as the scampering creatures come to an end.  Formaldehyde, used to asphyxiate animals before they are gutted and stuffed, makes Thetis decide against any of these.  The stanza ends on a humorous note with ‘Stuff that’.  A taxidermist is someone who stuffs animals and birds, usually for museums or stately homes, but sometimes for individuals who want to preserve their pets.

Even when Thetis becomes the wind, she knows it is all hot air, for above the clouds, a fighter plane, symbol for brave young warriors, comes out of the blue and the roar of its engine cuts through the hurricane with which she tries to write her name, symbolically trying to establish her individuality.  The Hurricane was the name of a fighter plane in the second world war, which adds another ironic note.
Turning to fire (symbol for desire) she discovers that her new husband is proofed against burning.  So this time, when Thetis changes, she turns inside out.  Perhaps the reality of motherhood changes her and giving birth to Achilles gives a new outlet for her energies and her feelings.  The rhyming of burned / learned / turned suggests this.  It may relate to Duffy’s own experience of motherhood and the effect it can have.
QUEEN HEROD

King Herod is infamous for the ‘slaughter of the innocents’ in the New Testament.  Traditionally, the bible story reports that the three Magi (Wise men/Kings) stopped at his court on their journey following the star, to ask if Herod knew the whereabouts of ‘the new-born king’.  This alarmed Herod, who did not want a rival king setting up against him, so he entertained the Magi lavishly and pretended he wanted to visit the new baby, begging them to return and tell him when they had found the child.  After they had taken their gifts to the infant Jesus, however, they returned home by a different route and Mary and Joseph, warned by an angel of Herod’s murderous intentions, took the baby and travelled into Egypt.  Meanwhile, Herod, thwarted of his revenge, ordered that all male children in Bethlehem, of the appropriate age, should be killed.
It should be noted that this massacre of the innocents has little foundation in historical facts relating to Herod or the period in which he lived.

Duffy uses the story to give a feminist slant by using the viewpoint of ‘Queen Herod’ and by making the Magi three Queens, rather than Kings.  There are also some echoes of T.S.  Eliot’s famous poem ‘The Journey of the Magi’, which would make useful background reading for this poem.

The first stanza tells of the arrival at Herod’s palace of the three Queens in the middle of Winter (December 25th occurs around the Winter solstice).  They are dressed in furs, riding camels and have foreign accents.  Like the biblical Magi they bring gifts, but this time for the King and Queen, who entertain them royally in return.
Ice in the trees.
With the first line, Duffy sets the scene and conveys a picture of snow frozen on the bare tree branches, informing the reader immediately of the season and the atmosphere.  The rest of the stanza is a single sentence, which links together all the ceremonial aspects of the Queens’ arrival, the metre provided mainly by the use of alliteration and the listing of what was provided for the guests – sunken baths, curtained beds / fruit, the best of meat and wine / dancers, music, talk – until the rhyming triplet that links Queen Herod to the visitors

as it turned out to be
with everyone fast asleep, save me
those vivid three
where ‘vivid’ tells the reader that the guests are both lively and exotic.

The stanza is brought to an end with the end of the night, abruptly.

till bitter dawn.
The second stanza begins by linking the wisdom of these female Magi to their age and experience

They were wise.  Older than I.
They knew what they knew.
They wait until the males are in a drunken sleep and then ask to see ‘the baby’.  This is not the baby Jesus, however, but the daughter of Queen Herod.  At this point the poem becomes associated with the fairy tale, ‘Sleeping Beauty’ as the Queens mimic the fairies at the christening and bestow their gifts on her – of grace, strength and happiness.

The baby is equated with wealth ‘a little treasure’
Silver and gold
the loose change of herself
glowed in the soft bowl of her face.
We learn little about the guests except that the tallest queen gives the baby ‘grace’, although whether this is physical or spiritual grace is left ambiguous.  The second queen has ‘hennaed hands’ and is therefore presumably Asian and her gift to the baby is ‘strength’, although whether this refers to physical or to moral strength is again left unclear.  The third queen is black and gives the baby ‘happiness’ while she stares lustfully at her mother.  It would seem to make clear that the happiness is unlikely to be brought by a man.  This is confirmed by the queens’ warning to the narrator about the star in the East, which, for them, heralds not the birth of the saviour but one who represents mankind

The Husband.  Hero.  Hunk.
The Boy Next Door.  The Paramour.  The Je t’adore.
The Marrying Kind.  Adulterer.  Bigamist.
The Wolf.  The Rip.  The Rake.  The Rat.
The Heartbreaker.  The Ladykiller.  Mr. Right.
All of these are clichés, either used in love songs and romantic cards or used about men who are apparently irresistible, but serially unfaithful.

The intimacy of the black queen’s gesture as she ‘scooped out my breast’ gives an added emphasis to the vow made by Queen Herod, as she suckles her infant girl.

No man, I swore,
will make her shed one tear.
The scream of the peacock outside acts as a protest from that showiest of male birds.

This baby will not become the ‘Sleeping Princess’ waiting for a handsome Prince to awaken her [in any sense].

As the visitors leave, Duffy presents several images; the kneeling camels, the guide clapping his hands in the cold, spitting and drinking from the jug held by a young maid, the maid herself ‘chittering’ a word that suggests both chattering and shivering – the contrast between the rough man and the delicate girl is made briefly.  The final image of departure however is both powerful and sexual

I watched each turbaned Queen
rise like a god on the back of her beast
and is promptly linked with herself ‘splayed … below Herod’s fusty bulk’ in a contrast that explains Queen Herod’s mind reverting to the black Queen, and her warning.

The warning, for Queen Herod, is not of a new king to threaten her power, but of a ‘swaggering lad’ or a ‘wincing prince’ [an ironic reference to the Prince who hacked his way through the thorn hedge in ‘The Sleeping beauty’] who would either break her daughter’s heart or marry her and ‘take her name away’.  This loss of identity with only a ring in return seems unbearable to Queen Herod and in the poem it is she who orders the massacre of the innocents, to protect her daughter.  The description of the Chief of Staff is appropriate for one who would lead such an expedition – a ‘hard man’ who has suffered and is mean.  Her instructions recognise that the murdered children will have mothers, but she is ruthless, Spare not one.
At midnight, the prophecy from the Old Testament of a new star in the East comes true.  Duffy uses tension in this stanza to build up to the appearance, by using personification to describe the chattering stars and the way they shivered in a nervous sky.  Also to treat Orion, the hunter, as a real man who knew the score, with his yapping dog star at his heels.  The diamond studded W is the top part of the constellation, star-studded!  The appearance of the new star is heralded by And then … and what the narrator calls The Boyfriend’s Star is described in confident and aggressive adjectives as blatant, brazen and buoyant the alliteration adding to the impression of arrogance.

The final part of the poem deals with the fierce protection Queen Herod feels towards her daughter, both as a mother and as a Queen and the mother of a future Queen.  This repeats the archetypal idea of the mother, tender and protective towards her baby, who turns into a fierce aggressor if anything threatens her child, but also restricts it in this poem specifically to girls.  This is because Duffy is exploring the reversal of the patriarchal attitudes of the Christian churches, where the saviour is male, the prophets and the Magi are male and also the destroyers are male.
MRS. MIDAS

In the original, mythological story, Midas was a King who was given a wish by the god, Dionysus.  He asked that he should be able to turn things into gold with a touch.  At first this was wonderful, but then he realised that it also applied to food and drink, and to living things.  Eventually he went back to Dionysus and begged him to take the golden touch away.  Dionysus granted his wish and told him to bathe in a certain river, after which Midas returned to normal.

The happy ending does not happen in the poem, which is narrated by Midas’ wife.  The first she knows about his new power, is described in the first stanza of the poem.
It begins in a deliberately prosaic way, establishing the season as Autumn (the season of ripeness and changing colours) and the time of day as dusk, while the narrator prepares dinner in the kitchen.  The kitchen is personified, its steamy breath/ gently blanching the windows.  The word ‘blanching’ links it to the cooking of the vegetables as well as to the white misting on the glass.  The atmosphere is calm, established by I’d just poured a glass of wine, begun/to unwind with its rhyming wordplay.  The feeling is continued with the soothing image of wiping the misted window ‘like a brow’.  The tone alters with the first sight of Midas who is ‘snapping a twig’.
The image that begins the second stanza is drawn out, just as the onlooker’s gaze struggles to peer through the fading light down the length of the garden, leading the audience into the caesura that follows that twig in his hand was gold.  The idea of Autumn is reinforced by the name of the pear variety on the tree and the shape of the fruit is compared to a light bulb, the single word ‘On.’ making an impact as the reader realises that the pear, too, is gold.  The narrator’s first thought is the pragmatic idea that her husband is putting lights in the tree, but it is in the form of a question, indicating her uncertainty.

Duffy’s description of Midas’s progress into the house is a mixture of the down-to-earth and the exotic, representing the confusion in the narrator’s mind and her struggle to come to terms with what is happening.  Following the transformation of the doorknobs the reader is given an image of what happened when ‘he drew the blinds’ as the narrator is suddenly taken back to her schooldays and her history teacher, Miss Macready, describing the Field of the Cloth of Gold.  This was a meeting, in 1520, between Henry VIII and Francis I of France, when each King tried to outdo the other in the splendour of their tents, clothes and entertainments.  Cloth of Gold is silk fabric shot through with gold thread.  Duffy makes this connection with one of her jokey rhymes

He drew the blinds.  You know the mind;
Midas is also connected with the image when he sits down
like a king on a burnished throne.
This phrase comes from Shakespeare’s ‘Anthony and Cleopatra’, where Cleopatra is described for the audience:

The barge she sat on, like a burnished throne,
Burned on the water.
Midas is in a strange mood, according to his wife he appears both ‘wild’ and ‘vain’ and he laughs when she asks what’s going on.  He is still at the stage when he is pleased with himself and his ability to turn everything to gold.

However, in the fourth stanza, things begin to look less attractive.  When he tries to eat corn on the cob, we are given the image
Within seconds he was spitting out the teeth of the rich
as the corn particles turn to gold in his mouth.  He asks for wine and amuses himself turning all the cutlery into gold while she pours it.  Her hand is shaking because she has begun to see the consequences of his ‘gift’.  The wine is described so that the reader can taste it, ‘ a fragrant, bone-dry white from Italy’ which creates more impact when we know what will happen to it as Midas drinks.  Duffy creates the transformation of the wine glass through ‘goblet’ to ‘golden chalice’ but leaves the audience to imagine the drinking through the reaction of the narrator

It was then that I started to scream.
The rest of stanza five is Midas telling his story while his wife finishes the wine, ‘hearing him out.’ There are some amusing touches while she locks the cat in the cellar and moves the phone out of reach, but the toilet I didn’t mind, leaving the reader to imagine the solid gold WC.  The implications of ‘keep his hands to himself’ however, are not funny because she can’t allow him to touch her.  As the narrator, she reacts in the way most of the readers would if they were told his story, I couldn’t believe my ears, so she is representative of the ordinary, modern person faced with a myth or fairy tale they are expected to believe.  The circumstances, however, mean that she sees the truth for herself.

Stanza six sees the narrator using wordplay to explain

Look, we all have wishes; granted.
aBut who has wishes granted?  Him.
The properties of gold are delineated by the narrator.  It is a metal that has been sought after, bought, sold, stolen and used to underpin the finances of countries.  Here, however, it is seen for what it is – a soft, stainless metal that cannot be eaten or drunk (or smoked, it seems).  The narrator can see at least one benefit from her husband’s predicament,
At least/I said, you’ll be able to give up smoking for good.
Aurum is Latin for gold and luteous comes from the Latin word for yellow.

The bald statement ‘Separate beds.’ begins stanza seven.  Married life can no longer continue; more than that, the narrator wedges her door shut with a chair even as she uses the ambiguous phrase ‘near petrified’, which of course she would be if she was turned into gold.  The wonderful image of Midas
turning the spare room/into the tomb of Tutankhamun
not only rhymes but creates a picture of enormous wealth wasted on a dead person, and so is amusing and sinister at the same time.  It is followed by a wistful account of how passionate their relationship was in ‘those halcyon days’ and the contrast between ‘unwrapping each other, rapidly’ where the alliteration and assonance lend a clumsy haste to the words that echoes the action, and ‘I feared his honeyed embrace’ an image that recalls a fly trap, emphasised by ‘the kiss that would turn my lips to a work of art.’ Duffy uses words that refer to pleasure, ‘honeyed embrace’ and ‘work of art’ but endows them with fearful meaning because of their context.

More play on words is at the start of stanza eight, in the form of a question that employs two relevant clichés, ‘when it comes to the crunch’ and ‘a heart of gold’.
The narrator’s dream of the beautiful little gold baby

its perfect ore limbs, its little tongue
like a precious latch, its amber eyes
holding their pupils like flies
is also horrific, because of course it is a little statue.  The image of flies trapped in amber echoes the ‘honeyed embrace’ of the previous stanza.  The ‘dream-milk’ burns the mother’s breasts like liquid gold and she wakes up in the golden rays of the sun.
When Midas finally moves out of the house, in stanza nine, it has to be like a fugitive, ‘under cover of dark’ to a caravan ‘in the wilds’.  He is no longer a member of society, as well as no longer being a husband.  The narrator’s tone is both angry and regretful

And then I came home, the woman who married the fool
who wished for gold.
The fairy tale rhythms of these lines are ironic, since there is no happy ending.  The narrator’s visits are described in terms of the golden clues around Midas’s caravan.  These are beautiful, but also sad, since they seem to show his frustration at being unable to keep himself in food , ‘golden trout on the grass’.  Starvation is making him delirious, according to the narrator, who finds that being asked to listen to the music of Pan from the woods is ‘the last straw.’
In the final stanza, the narrator begins with anger

What gets me now is not the idiocy or greed
But lack of thought for me.
Some readers may wonder who was the worse off for his idiocy and greed, especially when they read

I sold/the contents of the house and moved down here.
The mood changes at the end to nostalgia and regret, however, as the narrator recalls Midas

I miss most/even now, his hands, his warm hands on my skin, his touch.
The one thing that she loved most was the thing that he made fatal to her by his thoughtless wish.
The poem uses the story in an imaginative way to explore human greed and how it can affect relationships.  There is humour and horror in the way that Duffy writes imagining what it might mean to be married to a man with the golden touch.
MRS. TIRESIAS

In Greek mythology, Tiresias was a soothsayer (truthteller) or prophet.  When out walking one day he saw two snakes copulating and wounded the female, whereupon he was turned into a woman.  He remained a woman for seven years, after which time he again saw two copulating snakes and, after wounding the male, was turned back into a man.  He was blinded after Zeus and Hera asked him to settle a dispute about whether men or women more enjoyed the pleasures of love.  His reply that ‘Of ten parts a man enjoys one only, but a woman enjoys the full ten parts in her heart’ caused him to be blinded by Hera.  However Zeus gave the powers of a seer and he was made famous in the story of Oedipus Rex as the prophet who told Oedipus that Thebes’ suffering was caused because he had murdered his father and married his mother.

The poem explores ideas of masculinity and femininity.  Although Tiresias came home female, he does not have all the female characteristics.

Duffy presents him as the typical man at the start of the poem, setting out on a country walk with his stick and the dog, giving a very informal effect with the Liverpool slang word, kecks, which is added to by the open-necked shirt [slight rhyme here connects the clothes].  The Harris tweed jacket with the patched elbows is reminiscent of the gentleman farmer.  The whistling is also typically male and the whole ensemble is rather like a scene from ‘One Man and his Dog’.  The countryman impression is continued with the narrator’s comment that he liked to write to The Times after hearing the first cuckoo of Spring.  This is something that twitchers, and journalists who write ‘countryside columns’ actually do.  She then adds that she’s usually heard it a while before him but, with a wife’s sensitivity, has not spoiled his pleasure by saying so.
The cuckoo has been heard that morning, but by evening there is an ominous rumble of thunder which suggests both the gods from the myth and an approaching storm – an emotional one as it turns out – showing Duffy’s ironic use of the pathetic fallacy.  The first the narrator realises is when his face appears in the mirror alongside hers and Duffy uses a transferred epithet to convey the shocking V of the shirt because it is not the shirt that is shocking but the breasts it reveals.
Using one of a number of comforting colloquialisms, Life has to go on, which is suggestive of bereavement, appropriately, since she has lost her husband, Duffy imagines how someone might deal with the situation.  The narrator thinks up a story for the neighbours and comments At first I tried to be kind with the clear implication that later she stopped trying.  She helps him with the feminine things that he isn’t used to, like hairstyles and clothing and behaves like a sister.’ even when they are in bed together

holding his soft new shape in my arms all night.
The thing that changes her behaviour is the very male fuss he makes about having a period.  Whereas, the narrator implies, women just put up with the pain and inconvenience, Tiresias sends for doctors and demands

full-paid menstrual leave twelve weeks a year.
This attitude is emphasised by the humorous counting references that are typical of medicines
One week … /two doctors / three painkillers four times a day.
Duffy is making a point that if men had ‘women’s problems’ there would be more consideration given to them.  The dramatic image of the pale face peering at the moon, while he utters the curse [a euphemism for menstruation referring to Eve and the exile from Paradise] is an amusing travesty of a scene from a horror film recalling werewolves or lunatics but is also a reminder that the menstrual cycle is lunar.  It is also related to the theme of transformation.  The face is referred to as ‘selfish’ because in all this complaining there seems to be no consideration for the fact that his wife has been going through this for years without much sympathy.

When he refuses to let her kiss him in public because
I don’t want folk getting the wrong idea
she realises he cares more for what others think than he does for her and then

It got worse.  The reader is left to imagine how.

The narrator tells us how Tiresias took full advantage of his female appearance to become a celebrity, being entertained by ‘powerful men’ although she was well aware that he would not be ‘in their arms’ but only on their arms, or appearing on TV pretending to understand that he knew how we felt.  His appearance may be feminine, but his understanding is still male, as he gives away through his voice.  The metaphor of fruit is used through the rest of the poem to represent both lips and female genitals.  The contrast between the ‘husband’s’ voice
A cling peach slithering out from its tin
[a reference both to its lack of naturalness and to the fact that it is sweet but heartless, while the verb ‘slithering’ suggests sliminess and a snake-like quality] and her reaction

I gritted my teeth
which are connected by assonance, suggests his lack of authenticity, more like a male impersonator than a real woman.

The final part of the poem is ironic, as the previous husband and wife meet

at a glittering ball
under the lights
among tinkling glass
all of which present an image of falsity and brittleness.  She presents her [female] lover and watches his reaction.  This might after all have been him, had he chosen to behave differently.  Her lover has violet eyes and violets are the symbol of faithfulness.  The narrator watches him imagining them making love, again using the image of mouths and fruit but his lips give away his masculinity, while hers the fruit of my lips are natural.  This very sexual picture where the lips that the lover bites are both mouth and genitals creates my red wet cry in the night.  The handshake is presented as a ‘clash’.  Although both hands have sparkling rings and painted nails they represent the battle between the essentially masculine and essentially feminine.
Tiresias’ experience as a woman is presented as external only; he still cannot think or feel as a woman and the poem raises questions about what really is a ‘feminine’ or a ‘masculine’ experience.
PILATE’S WIFE

Pontius Pilate was the Roman Governor of Judea during the time when Jesus was preaching and when he was arrested.  His wife, Claudia Procula, is said to have sent him a message warning him to have nothing to do with Jesus, for she had had a troubling dream about him.  The story is that he didn’t want the responsibility for condemning Jesus, whom he felt to be innocent, so he asked the Jewish crowd outside the Palace whether they wanted him to release Jesus, or Barabbas, who was a thief, it being the custom at Passover to release a prisoner.  The crowd shouted for Barabbas, so Pilate is said to have sent for a bowl of water and symbolically washed his hands saying ‘I am innocent of the blood of this just man.’ Charlotte Brontë wrote a poem about Pilate’s Wife’s Dream which shows her hating her husband and dreaming of the crucifixion which makes her into a Christian believer

Duffy presents the figure of Pilate’s wife as a bored Roman woman stuck in a foreign country with little to occupy her.  She begins the poem with those famous hands, imagining them soft, like a woman’s from idleness, with pearly nails like shells from the sea of Galilee.  The implication of his camp hands that clapped for grapes is clear.  He is presented as effeminate and lacking in either masculinity or courage.  The marriage is unhappy; his touch makes her flinch and she longs for
Rome, home, someone else.
As she and her maid try to prevent boredom by joining the crowd around Christ’s triumphal entry to Jerusalem, she trips and saves herself by grabbing an ass’s bridle, suddenly finding she is looking up at Jesus, the Nazarene – which means an inhabitant of Nazareth, the village where he was brought up.  This procession took place on what is now known as ‘Palm Sunday’ because the crowds cut branches from the palm trees to strew in front of the ass on which Jesus was riding.

He is the opposite of Pilate, described as Ugly.  Talented.  The most important thing however is that he looks at her as an individual being, shown in the repetition of

He looked at me.  I mean he looked at me.  Then there is the use of the colloquial phrase, which has an underlying religious meaning, My God.
His eyes were eyes to die for.  Of course many people believed he was God and many died for their belief.  The reference to
his rough men shouldering a pathway to the gates
is to the apostles, many of them working class fishermen, here shown acting as ‘minders’.
The narrator’s dream when she shares the pain of the crucifixion, but also imagines Jesus as a lover with brown hands and tough palm, so unlike the hands of Pilate, but also skewered by a nail; these nails are not pearly fingernails, but those that pinned Jesus to his cross.  Her hasty note to her husband is in vain.

The symbolic gestures are made.  Pilate saw me,
looked away, then carefully turned up his sleeves
and slowly washed his useless, perfumed hands.
The contrast between the care not to wet his sleeves, and the result of his action is made.

They seized the prophet then and dragged him out
up to the Place of Skulls.
This is Golgotha, the hill where the crucifixion took place.  With an irony frequent in this collection, the narrator, who tries to save him, doesn’t believe in his divinity, while her husband, who washed his hands of guilt, does believe.  Pilate is forever remembered as the man who allowed the crucifixion by trying to forgo responsibility.  His wife in this poem is presented as the woman who takes action and tries to stop it, not because she believes he is God, but because he is a real man.
There is little of the light-hearted about this poem.  As in ‘Queen Herod’, Jesus is seen as a representative of manhood rather than divinity, but the fact of his terrible death leaves little room for humour or jokey rhymes.
MRS. AESOP

Aesop’s fables are numerous and well known.  Many of our proverbs come from the morals of his stories.  Here is a list of proverbs and sayings that appear in the poem:
	Dead men tell no tales
	Slow and steady wins the race [the tortoise and the hare]

	A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush
	Sour grapes

	Look before you leap
	You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear

	A shy mouse
	Dog in a manger

	A sly fox
	A big fish in a small pond

	One swallow doesn’t make a summer
	Action speaks louder than words

	The jackdaw envies the eagle
	The pot calling the kettle black

	Donkeys would prefer to be lions
	He who laughs last, laughs longest


Here Duffy imagines what it would have been like to be married to a man who never stops repeating tales and drawing morals.  She also uses the story of the American wife, Loretta Bobbitt, who cut off her husband’s penis.

The first line of the poem has religious overtones, although meant in a blasphemous way.

By Christ, he could bore for Purgatory.  Purgatory is the place where souls go to be cleansed of their sins after death.  There is no set time for this and since it is a place of suffering the time seems endless.  The implication here is that Aesop could make it seem even worse.  This idea is continued in Dead men, Mrs. Aesop … tell no tales.  A motive for murder, in the circumstances!  The jokey rhyme of
He was small / didn’t prepossess.  So he tried to impress
suggests an insecure man given to making preachy comments to cover up his lack of physical appeal.  But, she comments, even if he had ‘a bird in the hand’ it would know how to show its opinion of him.
Duffy uses a number of references to his morals and fables to create a humorous, but at the same time deadening effect.  This works because they have become clichés since they were first told and their cumulative effect is of someone who cannot have an original thought but behaves as though they were wise and knowledgeable.  This is emphasised by the internal rhyming of shy / sly / sky.  The pompous way in which he refers to his wife as Mrs. Aesop or, even worse, Mrs. A captures his character well.

She particularly hates going out with him as everything he sees suggests yet another boring story with a moral, one especially dreadful one being that suggested by the sleeping hare and the tortoise who was creeping, in Duffy’s telling phrase, slow as marriage up the road.  Asshole is her dismissive reaction to this moral.

The questions that begin stanza four are those that might be asked if someone had missed part of the story through boredom, but the number of them, one after the other, has the effect of a non-stop monologue, as Aesop narrates endlessly until, ironically in one who never stops talking, he comes to yet another moral.

Action, Mrs. A., speaks louder / than words
she becomes really indignant because the sex
was diabolical.
Finally she can stand it no longer and decides to give him a fable.  Her fable is about a little cock that wouldn’t crow – a reference to his poor performance in bed – and a razor-sharp axe.  She threatens to cut off his tail in a phrase that is implying both emasculation and the stopping of his ‘tale’.  This, she suggests, is to save my face which is both preserving her identity and saving her from shame.  The woman can only preserve her individual identity if the man loses his symbol of masculinity.  As she says

That shut him up.  I laughed last, longest.
The threat ‘cut off his tale’ in fact and she had the last word.
MRS. DARWIN

The shortest poem in the collection, this makes its point simply and economically.

It starts with a date

7 April 1852
significant because the readers should be aware that Darwin’s famous book ‘On the Origin of the Species’ was not published until 1859, so the implication is that it was the narrator who prompted the idea that humans were descended from apes.  This connects with the saying that ‘behind every great man there’s a woman’ – usually taking a back seat, which is not Duffy’s style.

The humorous rhymes of 1852 / zoo / you reinforce this point.
MRS. SISYPHUS

Sisyphus, according to legend, was a trickster, who stole the secrets of the gods.  At one time he was said to have chained up the King of the underworld, Hades, so that nobody could die.  When he finally released him, Sisyphus himself became near to death but persuaded his wife not to bury him, so that when he arrived in the underworld he protested to Persephone, its Queen, that e had not been buried and should not be there, thus gaining himself an extra lease of life.  When at last death caught up with him, he was condemned to an eternity of futile labour, pushing a great rock up a mountainside, only to have it roll back as soon as it reached the top, so Sisyphus would have to start all over again.

In the poem, Duffy imagines what it would be like to marry a man who spends every minute in such futile labour.  There is a child like counting rhyme in the endings of many lines, jerk / kirk irk / berk / dirk / shriek / cork / park / dork / gawk / quirk / lark / mark / bark / etc. but they way they build up to the final word ‘work’ is a clever piece of construction, as well as an amusing technical feat which is much harder than it seems.

Again there is a sense of the modern, pragmatic world being brought into collision with an ancient myth and the voice of common sense, in the shape of the wife, as narrator, speaking on behalf of the audience.  Sisyphus is presented as a kind of freak show, pushing a stone the size of ‘a kirk’ [Scottish for church] up to the top of a hill again and again, and drawing crowds to watch.  The irritation felt initially by the narrator has turned to anger

Now it incenses me
And she speaks of attacking her husband with ‘a dirk’ [Scottish for dagger].

Sisyphus’ command to think of the perks is the kind of excuse often given y men in dull jobs to explain why they continue with them, although it’s hard to see what ‘perks’ can be gained from continually pushing a boulder up a mountain, as his wife points out later

He might as well bark / at the moon –
He is presented here not as a victim of the gods, or as a wrongdoer being punished, but as a keen worker, inspired by something divine (true, in a sense) just as Noah was commanded by God in the Old Testament to build the Ark, or as Johann Sebastian Bach was inspired to compose music.  The wives of these two characters are briefly mentioned as comparisons for the narrator, since they were also abandoned while their husbands worked away at their tasks.  An extra little irony appears in

My voice reduced to a squawk as a contrast with the wonderful music produced by Bach.  The narrator’s smile has become fixed and ‘twisted’ presumably with having to conceal her true feelings.  While she lies ‘alone in the dark’ the man who should be in bed with her is out on the hillside

Giving one hundred per cent and more to his work.
Since one hundred per cent is maximum, it is clear that he is considerably overdoing it!

The humorous tone belies the underlying reality of the neglected wife, whose husband is more interested in his work than in her.  Duffy has given her a voice and she uses it to laugh rather than cry.
MRS. FAUST

The story of the German philosopher, Dr.  Faust [or Faustus] who sold his soul to the devil in order to enjoy a life of power, riches and knowledge, is famous throughout Europe and has been told in different ways.  The most famous re-tellings, however, are through plays – Goethe wrote his version of ‘Faust’ in 1832, while Christopher Marlowe’s Dr.  Faustus was finished in 1616.  The original stories on which the plays were based were medieval and show Faust as a wandering conjurer.  In the original stories and the Marlowe play Faust is torn to pieces at the end, while devils carry off his soul; however the Goethe play shows him being given the grace to repent.

The poem is a clever monologue built on word play and rhymes and a rhythm that rattles through Faust’s life at breakneck speed.  It begins with Faust as a student, as in the originals, First things first – and tells the story of their romance
shacked up, split up,
made up, hitched up
and their University studies

B.A. M.A. Ph.D. [the three levels of academic qualification]
in one stanza which ends with the amusing suggestion that instead of kids they had
Two towelled bathrobes.  Hers.  His.
Already there is a suggestion that material things matter most to this couple.  In the second stanza, in quick succession they acquire fast cars, a yacht, a holiday cottage, computers and mobile phones.  They are fast moving and upwardly mobile.  The character of Faust is reflected in his face

clever, greedy, slightly mad
although the narrator concedes

I was as bad.
Things begin to go wrong in stanza three, where Mrs. Faust admits
I grew to love the lifestyle
not the life.
In other words she enjoyed all the material benefits of the way she lived, but she wasn’t happy married to Faust.  Similarly he enjoys the kudos or the money, but he doesn’t love her.  As he starts visiting prostitutes there is an ambiguous reference to chronic irritation meaning she was both annoyed and possibly suffering from a sexually transmitted disease.  Her attempts to give shape and meaning to her life are very modern

I went to yoga, t’ai chi,
Feng Shui, therapy, colonic irrigation.
and recall the fads pursued by various unhappy celebrities like Princess Diana.

The lifestyle continues however, with dinner parties where Faust shows off his business acumen doing deals out East which are probably in oil and expensive possibly because they involved bribery of one kind or another.  He would then take a cab to Soho, notorious as the haunt of brothels and strip clubs, expressed as
to say the least
to lay the ghost
get lost, meet panthers, feast.
in ambiguous phrases where ‘to say the least’ can imply doing things other than speaking, or ‘to put it at the most basic’, and the verb ‘to lay’ can have a slang meaning and recalls the original story where Faust conjured up beautiful women for his pleasure.  ‘To lay the ghost’ can also mean to put something to rest ‘Get lost’ also has the double meaning of ‘losing oneself’ or being told to leave.  The final phrase is a reference to Oscar Wilde, who referred to his dangerous habit of visiting low class rent boys as ‘feasting with panthers’.

However, even this successful lifestyle was not enough for Faust and his wife arrives home one evening to the smell of hellish and forbidden smoke – a clear hint about the visitor in the study, and the use of a homophone to rhyme allowed / aloud emphasises the idea of things no longer being ‘out of bounds’.  This stanza slows the pace of the poem slightly, through the use of longer lines and sentences in order to show the importance of what is being described and because it is a turning point in an already significant career.
The pace picks up again as Faust climbs ever further and more rapidly up the career ladder, expressed in a phrase associated with a man who visits whores

the world … spread its legs
This piece of personification expresses the new phase of Faust’s life, where the speed of his successes is put succinctly.

Safe seat.  MP. Right Hon. KG
puts his political career in brief, as he moves from being a Member of Parliament to the cabinet to the House of Lords and to a Knight of the Garter [a very exclusive order, chosen by the monarch personally].  A ‘safe seat’ is a parliamentary constituency which has a record of voting for the same political party, and thus ensures the candidate will be elected.

His business career in banking closely parallels this

Vice-chairman.  Chairman.  Owner.  Lord
as he moves from being the deputy to becoming the Chairman, then owning the bank and being created a peer.

Although some people might well have one of these glittering careers, it would be very rare to have both.  And then he goes further, with a religious career, starting near the top of the hierarchy.

Enough?  Encore!
A joke question and answer for a stanza that has Faust doing impossible things.  In Marlowe’s play Faustus is described as having ridden a dragon to study the stars; he is also shown as challenging God, and making a fool of the Pope.  These ideas are all present in these lines, as well as one or two more modern pieces of wish fulfilment like golfed, holed in one and walked on the moon, like an astronaut.

The wonderful depiction of Faust using the sun to light his cigar sums up the unlimited powers he seems to have acquired.  A fat Havana is a large cigar from Cuba, where they make the best cigars in the world.  This image is also relevant to the Marlowe play, where Faustus is shown using his new found power for stupid, childish pranks.  In fact Duffy’s Faust is a lot more dangerous, because he then becomes an arms dealer.  The two ideas – of the childish and the sinister – are separated by a stanza break, but linked by a half-rhyme

lit a fat Havana on the sun.
Then backed a hunch –
He sees the market for smart bombs, which are bombs programmed to hit specific targets, and Duffy emphasises what he is doing by rhyming harms / arms.  The tone is lightened however as she adds farms to the rhyme scheme, even though his agricultural venture is in cloned sheep, which Duffy cheekily rhymes with Bo-Peep.  The overall picture in this stanza is of a man who has too much money and power and doesn’t know what to do with it, much like Marlowe’s protagonist; this is compounded by the fact that he cannot find love and is reduced to Internet dating.

In the meantime, Mrs. Faust is travelling the world – mentioned in the ambiguous phrase

I went my own sweet way, and continuing

saw Rome in a day which is a subversion of the saying ‘Rome wasn’t built in a day’, meaning that there is a limit to what can be done in a given amount of time.  The unlikelihood of what she is doing is compounded by a reference to the fairy story, ‘Rumpelstiltskin’ spun gold from hay, which was the impossible task set the miller’s daughter, but here accomplished as part of a list of other things, most of which are modern women’s experiences, if they can afford them.  The references to the plastic surgery that changes her body shape link with the change implied in went my own sweet way, as does the ‘enlightenment’ apparently received on her world tour.
She continues to change – enlightenment, via Buddhism, having led to celibacy, vegetarianism and the renunciation of alcohol.  Duffy is leading her readers on a less than serious tour of the various ways in which people try to escape from themselves; changing their appearance
Went blonde,
redhead, brunette
and changing their lifestyles, either through religions or going ‘back to nature’
went native
but this can lead to madness and, possibly to crime

went on the run, alone.
In the end you can’t escape from yourself, so the narrator

went home.
This is one of the few poems where we hear a second voice, this being from Faust himself, telling her of the pact he made with Mephistopheles, the devil.  His first comment, however, is a reference to the Marlowe play, where Faustus conjures up Helen of Troy to spend the night with him, and contains the famous lines

‘Is this the face that launched a thousand ships

And burned the topless towers of Ilium?’
These lines refer to Helen as the cause of the Trojan wars [Troy was called Ilium in classical myth, hence Homer’s book, The Iliad, which tells the story of the wars.] The laconic way in which Faust reports that his time is up and the devil is coming to claim his soul, is the complete opposite of the terror felt by Marlowe’s Faustus, however.  It is told in terms that play down the satanic nature of the bargain by calling Mephistopheles the Devil’s boy and admitting that he has to
reap what I sowed
an agricultural metaphor meaning that you have to accept the results of what you have done earlier in life.

It is followed by a string of clichés to describe the life he has led,

gagging for it,
going for it,
rolling in it
i.e. sex, power and money, which came because, as Faust declares

I’ve sold my soul.
The devil is described in traditional terms

a serpent’s hiss
referring to the story of Adam and Eve, but also through the senses, as the narrator hears the hiss, then

tasted evil, knew its smell
which according to tradition is the smell of sulphur, which is a combustible material– and which stinks appropriately.  This is the ‘brimstone’ referred to in the bible.

There is an incongruous image of the scaly devil hands poking up

right through the terracotta Tuscan tiles
the tasteful ‘Homes and Gardens’ decoration being at odds with subterranean demons, and the rapid departure of Faust there and then is set deliberately against his expression, oddly smirking.
The narrator’s reaction shows her priorities,

Oh well.
Faust’s will …
everything now belongs to her, and she lists them, having to end with
the loot, et cet, et cet / the lot / to me
since there is too much to inventory.

As she ironically remarks C’est la vie [that’s life] which, of course, it wasn’t for Faust.  She now enjoys all the benefits of his pact with the devil, while keeping her soul – although the reader may wonder about this during the final stanza as Duffy connects like hell / got well with buying someone’s kidney on a credit card.  This practice, which is condemned by the World Health Organisation, involves rich people buying a kidney from poor people, through brokers.  Duffy’s clear suggestion in the way she uses such throwaway phrases, is that Mrs. Faust is as uncaring and soulless as her husband.  The poem finishes with a twist, suggesting that just for once the devil has been fooled and using alliteration to draw out the tension to the last line,

the clever, cunning, callous bastard
didn’t have a soul to sell.
This provokes the audience into considering what we mean what we talk about the soul, especially if it doesn’t have a specifically religious meaning as the part of you that lives on after death.
DELILAH

In the bible, Delilah was a Philistine and the mistress of Samson, a man noted for his strength, who fought against the Philistines.  She was promised a large sum of money if she could find out the source of his strength.  Eventually she discovered that it lay in his long hair, which she cut off as he slept, enabling him to be captured and enslaved by her countrymen.

In her poem, Duffy imagines Samson as tired of being strong all the time, and wanting Delilah to teach him to be gentler and more caring.  It is this idea that begins the first stanza

Teach me, he said –
we were lying in bed –
how to care.
Delilah reveals herself to be caring in the way she

nibbled the purse of his ear, while Samson’s response is
He sat up and reached for his beer.
Stanza two has the voice of Samson talking about the feats of strength he can perform.  In the bible story he kills a lion with his bare hands, ties dozens of foxes in pairs with torches between their tails and sets them loose in the Philistines’ crops and slaughters a thousand Philistines with the jawbone of an ass.  In the poem the things he talks about are even more unlikely.  Duffy mixes her biblical and mythological allusions when she refers to the Minotaur’s lair – this was the monster, half man, half bull, that was killed by Theseus.  She also uses one her favourites devices, the transferred epithet to describe how Samson would flay the bellowing fur / from a bear where it is more effective than ‘flay the fur / from a bellowing bear’ as the word ‘bellowing’ is also associated with ‘billowing’ and the impression is of the fur flying around.  The rhyming of lair / bear / dare adds to the feeling of heroism and it all leads up to

There’s nothing I fear.
This boast is ironically undercut by his guiding of Delilah’s hand to his heart – since it is her influence over his feelings that leads to his undoing.  His four-medal wound from the war is ‘over his heart’ whereas the blow that Delilah deals will be directly to it.  Samson claims he is unable to be tender or loving since

I have to be strong.
The bible story tells how Samson was born specifically to rescue the Israelites from their long oppression at the hands of the Philistines and he has had no choice in the matter.  Duffy sees this as a human problem for Samson, who asks What is the cure?
Duffy deliberately uses the coarse phrase He fucked me again as an indication of Samson’s inability to have loving or tender feelings, although later, when they sit together at dusk, there is a slight softening about him his voice, for a change, a soft burr where ‘burr’ means a whirring sound and ‘for a change’ becomes wanted to change / my warrior.
I was there is a phrase that means ‘I know what happened’ and ‘I was with him’ both in a physical way and the psychological sense of ‘I knew what he wanted.’
The narrator follows this with a slow account of Samson falling asleep, notably using the word soften to describe the start of the process that will see him lose his fabled strength.  There are a number of sibilants used alliteratively to portray the fall [both physical and spiritual] of Samson.

So when I felt him soften and sleep,
when he started, as usual, to snore,
I let him slip and slide and sprawl, handsome and huge, on the floor.
The image of Delilah, stopping before she gets the scissors

I fastened the chain on the door
is symbolic because the next time the door opens, it will be Samson who is in chains.

She then fetched and sharpened my scissors – the instrument of execution, as an executioner would sharpen his axe in previous times to ensure a swift death for his victim.  The reference to snipping first at the black and biblical air is a humorous aside that conjures up the way tailors test their scissors, and is also an allusion to Dylan Thomas’s famous verse play ‘Under Milkwood’ which refers to the ‘small town, starless and bible-black’ where, under cover of this pitch darkness, much ‘malarkey’ is going on.  It is used because the covers of bibles were generally black [although inside their pages were many stories like Samson and Delilah]

The narrator comments

That’s the how and the why and the where referring to the ‘list’ of interrogative words, ‘who, when, where, what, why and how’.  She then answers the ‘what’ question

Then with deliberate, passionate hands
I cut every lock of his hair.
If Samson wanted to be gentle, tender and loving, then he would have to sacrifice his God-given strength.  The loss of this, however, would ensure that his enemies could overpower him.  There is always a price to pay for what we desire and Duffy’s interpretation of the story leaves out any mention of payment for betrayal.  The bible was written by men and it is therefore only their view of women that is seen.
ANNE HATHAWAY

Anne Hathaway was Shakespeare’s wife.  He married her in 1582 and they had three children, Susanna, the eldest, and twins, Hamnet and Judith.  Hamnet sadly died when he was twelve.  Although Anne was older than Shakespeare, she outlived him, and famously, he left her his ‘second best bed’ in his will.  Shakespeare worked in London, but it is clear that he made regular visits to his home in Stratford-on-Avon and both his house and Anne Hathaway’s cottage can still be seen.  It is likely that the second best bed was the one which he shared with his wife, while the best bed was kept for visitors, and this is the idea that Duffy explores in her poem.

As well as plays, Shakespeare wrote a large number of sonnets, mostly about love, and it is this form that is used here, to give Anne Hathaway a voice.  The poem is written in iambic pentameter, Shakespeare’s rhythm, and ends with a rhyming couplet, as do all his sonnets.  Again, like William’s sonnets, this uses an extended metaphor to compare their nights together to Anne’s husband’s wonderful writing and to celebrate his achievements both as a writer and a lover.

The first two lines are a tribute to Shakespeare’s imagination, where the bed becomes the whole world, encompassing

forests, castles, torchlight, clifftops, seas
where he would dive for pearls
suggesting not only the varied settings of Shakespeare’s plays, but also areas of sexual pleasure.  His words are shooting stars which light up the universe, but which for Anne fell to earth as kisses / on these lips.  The rest of the world may have the benefit of the words, but it is she who has the love.  The rhythms of their lovemaking are described in literary terminology, where her response to his movements becomes

a softer rhyme / to his, now echo, assonance, revealing the way she follows or repeats
what he does.  it is not hard to guess what is referred to as
a verb dancing in the centre of a noun
when we remember that a verb is active and his verb is inside her noun.

Her occasional dreams make her feel like a character from one of Shakespeare’s plays – as though he has created her and given her life in the bed, which is compared to a page where he uses his writer’s hands.  The idea of vivid experience is continued through the use of the senses, and the extension of the idea of the page/bed
Romance / and drama played by touch, by scent, by taste.
Lovemaking as romance and drama is conveyed sensually to the reader through the imagination of what is involved in the touch, scent and taste.  It may also recall to the reader their knowledge of Shakespeare’s writing about love, in the sonnets or in plays [most famously ‘Romeo and Juliet’], which could suggest that he knows a good deal about the subject.

The wonderful experiences that Anne Hathaway has are contrasted with those of the guests

In the other bed, the best, our guests dozed on / dribbling their prose
where the language of love is ‘dribbled prose’ rather than the ‘shooting stars’ of drama and poetry.

Anne’s final couplet is about remembrance.  She compares her widow’s head to a casket.  Normally this would hold the ashes of a dead person, but Anne’s memories of Will are of a living laughing love , the alliteration pointing up the reality of her recollection, and of their time together

as he held me upon that next best bed.
Duffy connects the two ideas through the rhyming of head / bed and through the repetition of I hold him / he held me.
This is one of the most celebratory poems in the collection, where Duffy imagines Shakespeare as an artist both in words and in lovemaking; where the two are intimately woven together so that making love through words and language is brought vividly to life.  She also uses Shakespeare’s technique of comparing love, or a lover, to something greater in time or the natural world, and finishing on a note of remembrance.  Compare Shakespeare’s famous sonnet No. 18

Sonnet XVIII 
Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date:
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimm’d;
And every fair from fair sometime declines,
By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm’d;
But thy eternal summer shall not fade
Nor lose possession of that fair thou owest;
Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade,
When in eternal lines to time thou growest:
So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this and this gives life to thee.
William Shakespeare
QUEEN KONG

This is the only poem in the collection which is based upon an original film, ‘King Kong’, although the film itself is based upon the story of ‘Beauty and the Beast’.  Made in 1933, the film used special effects that were advanced at the time.  It tells the story of a film maker who travels to a secret island where an unknown terror lurks.  With him he takes a film crew and the beautiful heroine, played by the actress Fay Wray.  The native islanders steal the girl and offer her as a sacrifice to the ‘beast’ which is a giant gorilla called Kong.  When Kong sees the girl, he falls in love with her, and runs off to his island stronghold with her.  She is rescued by her lover and the two escape back to safety.  When he follows to recover his sweetheart, Kong is knocked out by a gas shell and is taken back to New York to be exhibited in a freak show.  On the opening night, the girl is photographed by the press and Kong, mistaking their flashbulbs for an attack upon her, bursts his chains and rampages through New York, causing panic.  Eventually he finds the girl in a skyscraper hotel and seizes her, holding on to her as he is attacked by the emergency services and the armed forces.  There is a famous scene of King Kong at the top of the Empire State Building, holding the girl and swatting off aeroplanes that attack him.  Eventually, however, he is killed and the heroine saved.  It is hard not to feel sympathy for the giant gorilla who wanted only to love, although his love was so destructive.

Duffy takes the story and reverses it, using a female giant gorilla who falls for a film maker and telling the story through her eyes.  She herself has said that it is a favourite film and she felt that a female gorilla would have gone about things very differently.  The poem, like the film, has very little reality about it, but still expresses emotions that everyone can empathise with.

The story begins in New York where Queen Kong has found her love.

I remember peeping in at his skyscraper room
and seeing him fast asleep.  My little man.
That last phrase is both literal and colloquial, since it is a phrase that might be used to a child, or to suggest inadequacy in some way.  It is also possessive and emphasises the physical difference in size between the man and the giant gorilla.

There is an obvious amount of absurdity in the comment that she has been in Manhattan for a week, making plans, since, even in New York, it is rather unlikely she wouldn’t be noticed.  This joke is taken further with
staying at 2 quiet hotels
The hotels are in The Village, a reference to Greenwich Village, which is known as the place where artists, writers and musicians live and being a tolerant community, people were used to strangers / and more or less left you alone.
The comment about being
especially fond of pastrami on rye
leaves the reader trying hard to imagine how much of this delicacy would be needed to cope with her appetite.  Of course this is all in complete contrast with the outright panic caused by the sight of King Kong in the film, as Duffy presents her female in the light of a civilised tourist.

The second stanza is a flashback, telling the story of their meeting on an island very different from Manhattan.  There is a direct cinematic reference

As you see, this island’s a paradise.
This motif connects the idea of paradise – the original perfection – with the primitive, as the island is undisturbed.  The island in the original film is very primitive, with pre-historic creatures roaming across it and ancient structures.  Duffy gives the film making a modern twist,
He’d arrived, my man, with a documentary team
to make a film.  (There’s a particular toad
that lays its eggs only here.)
The reader is led to imagine someone like David Attenborough, or the BBC Natural History Unit from Bristol arriving to make a serious film, unlike the sensation seeking director from ‘King Kong’, so another contrast is made by Duffy here.  The rest of the stanza mirrors the film, as the huge gorilla scoops up the tiny man, just as Kong picked up the screaming Fay Wray

and held his wriggling, shouting life till he calmed.
Duffy uses the word ‘life’ in order to make the point that he is absolutely at the gorilla’s mercy, just like the girl in the original film.

For me, it was absolutely love at first sight.
However, unlike King Kong, this gorilla has a voice and can tell us about her feelings,
I’d been so lonely.  Long nights in the heat
of my own pelt, rumbling an animal blues.
There is an amusing comparison here between the ‘rumbling’ growls of the gorilla and a blues singer, who is normally a guitarist and whose songs are all about miserable lives and events – and loneliness.  Duffy then continues with a cliché
All right, he was small, but perfectly formed
and gorgeous.
The use of this slang term makes Queen Kong sound like a love-struck teenager talking about her favourite pop star.  She continues with a typical Duffy double entendre

There were things he could do / for me with the sweet finesse of those hands / that no gorilla could.
When she vows to follow him to the ends of the earth, we know, from the film, that this is going to create problems.
For he wouldn’t stay here.  He was nervous.
This is a very mild reaction compared to the endless amount of screaming that Fay Wray achieves in the film, but it is one of the few occasions where the reader is allowed a glimpse of the man’s possible feelings.  When Queen Kong arrives at the camp each night to see him, the reader is not surprised to see

His colleagues / always sent him out pretty quick
and there is a reference to the scene in which King Kong begins to undress Fay Wray in the film only here, the gorilla is also compared with another film star of the day, Mae West, and her famous line, ‘Peel me a grape’.

When the film – a prize-winner as it happens – is finished, the director tries to tell Queen Kong that he is going home by miming a plane and hopping up and down

on my heartline
the line of the hand allegedly relating to marriage.  Queen Kong knows she could
swat his plane from these skies like a gnat
which actually happens in the original film when Kong is being buzzed on the Empire State Building.  However the female gorilla lets the man go and tries to live without him.  In a typical double meaning, Duffy comments

I watched him fly
Although she indulges in the very gorilla style behaviour of beating her breast, it is not in aggression or triumph, but in sorrow.

After the man’s departure, Queen Kong shows her grief in a rather human way by going into a depression, shown in her sleeping for a week, bingeing on food and not bothering to wash.  All the noises of the jungle seem to get on her nerves
The parrots clacked their migraine chant.  / The swinging monkeys whinged.
She tries to cure her ‘fever’ of love by drinking the river where he swam but her monthly bleeding reinforces the passion of her feelings.

I bled when a fat, red moon rolled on the jungle roof.
Here she and the moon, the influence of the menstrual cycle, are clearly identified.  So, as she says,

After that, I decided to get him back.
Unlike King Kong in the film, she is not brought as a captive to New York, but comes as a visitor

So I came to sail up the Hudson one June night
She even manages to find something familiar in this very unnatural city

with the New York skyline a concrete rainforest / of light
There is the rather amusing idea of her being ‘discreet’, a difficult feat for a giant gorilla one might think, and climbing the skyscrapers of New York in the darkness each night until she finds her man.  Notice the hint of voyeurism Duffy gives here

a thousand windows, each with its modest peep-show
of boredom or pain, of drama, consolation, remorse.
Eventually she finds him, in bed by himself and is gratified to notice that he has
over his lovely head / a blown-up photograph of myself
While the reader can think of several reasons why this might be there, she can see only one and she is convinced of his love for her.  There is a suitably romantic image of her padding away
through Central Park, under the stars
The following two lines, asking the reader to imagine how Queen Kong ‘shopped’ for clothes, particularly in Bloomingdales, one of New York’s most famous and prestigious department stores, are amusing because of their absurdity, although they also reinforce the idea of femininity that has been presented to the reader throughout.

The ‘rescue’ of her man is probably the nearest to events in the film where King Kong grabs Fay Wray out of a skyscraper hotel and climbs the Empire State Building.  Here this is seen in the female simile
I picked him, like a chocolate from the top layer / of a box
although whether he sees her trick of letting him
dangle in the air between my finger / and my thumb in a teasing lover’s way
in quite the same way as she does we are left to imagine.

Rather than trying to fight off the shells and planes of the armed forces, Queen Kong portrays herself and the director
saying farewell / to the Brooklyn Bridge, to the winking yellow cabs
to the helicopters over the river
she compares the latter to ‘dragonflies’ which puts them in perspective as regards size.  We are then given an alternative ending to the film, as we see the two of them back on the island and are assured that it was
twelve happy years
during which time we are told all the familiar little things that are part of their routine, but not very much about the man’s feelings apart from his enjoyment of the cool breeze she created by blowing on him and the sad music he made with his home made pipes.  Hid death may have been natural [we are not told his age], but there is an implication of being killed by love.

When the man dies, she first reacts in a typical animal manner

shaking him / like a doll, licking his face, breast, soles of his feet, / his little rod.
She then turns him into an ornament

I wear him now about my neck / perfect, preserved, with tiny emeralds for eyes
(although emeralds the size of eyeballs wouldn’t look very tiny to us)
No man has been loved more
which is rhymed with he hears me roar as though even in death she fancies he cannot forget her entirely.

Although the two gorillas are seen in very different ways, in the film and the poem, the same form of love can be observed in both, as neither King Kong nor Queen Kong give their ‘objects of desire’ any choice in the matter and Duffy is satirising the way in which powerful males use women as objects.  She even has Queen Kong literally use her man as an ornament.  It is an ironic reversal of the ‘beauty and the beast’ story of the original film where beauty is male and the beast female.  Where it is usually men who treat women as ‘dolls’ or ‘babes’, in this poem, because of her greater size and strength, Queen Kong can treat her man in this way.  The main contrast between the gorillas is King Kong’s lack of articulacy and thought, which Queen Kong has in abundance.
MRS. QUASIMODO

The poem refers to Victor Hugo’s famous novel, The Hunchback of Notre Dame.  The original story is set in Paris around 1482 and concerns Quasimodo, the bellringer at Notre Dame Cathedral.  He is ‘the ugliest man in Paris’ having not only a severe hunch, but an enlarged and blind eye, warty skin and excessive hair.  His beloved bells, which give him much joy when he rings them, have made him partially deaf.  He falls hopelessly in love with the gipsy dancer Esmeralda, when she brings him water in the town square where he has been flogged for trying to abduct her, on the orders of the evil brother of the Cathedral’s Archdeacon.  Later, he rescues her from the gallows and carries her to sanctuary in the Cathedral.
Duffy’s poem imagines a mate for Quasimodo, who is as ugly and outcast as he is.  She then imagines the effect on ‘Mrs. Quasimodo’ of his infatuation with the gipsy, Esmeralda.

The poem opens with the bells.  Appropriately Mrs. Quasimodo, as a village peasant girl, has learned to love the sound of the Notre Dame bells as they sound out the times for prayer across the fields.  The bells are personified in the phrases

Their generous bronze throats
Gargling or chanting slowly
The description of the girl herself (in her own voice) reveals someone deformed and outcast

The village runt, name-called, stunted, lame, hare-lipped
This last deformity giving her a tragic lack of articulacy, in comparison with the wonderful voices of the bells.  Despite being ‘sweet-tempered’ and ‘good at needlework’ she remains
An ugly cliché in a field
And the picture is completed with the image of her
Pressing dock leaves to her fat, stung calves
The ugly outcast with her ears tuned to the beauty of
The five cool bells of evensong
They are so wonderful to her that she even invests them with magic or divine powers

I believed that they could even make it rain.
In the second stanza she has moved into Paris.  As she says

The city suited me
She, with her ‘lumpy shadow’ feels at home in a place full of ‘jagged alleys’.  It is a place where people can hide.  Her identification with the city is extended in the simile

My small eyes black
As rained-on cobblestones
Which also suggests that her eyes are hard and black and shiny.

The fact that she frightens cats may give a small hint about what happens later in the poem, since animals are notoriously unworried about what their humans look like, but can sense how people feel towards them.

We are told that she lives in a typical old Parisian apartment block, on the seventh floor, where her poverty means that the main meal consists of boiled potatoes and a single small fish.  The view, which is only of the grey leaded roofs of other buildings, fades in the Winter evening and is described in magical, artistic terms

then stared across the grey lead roofs
as dusk’s blue rubber rubbed them out
Given emphasis by its position at the end of the stanza, and following the slow description of twilight, is the single line

And then the bells began.
At the start of stanza three, she has followed the sound of her beloved bells into the Cathedral bell tower.  She is described as
Out of breath and sweating anxiously, puce-faced
‘puce’ means purple, so the effort involved shows clearly.  At last she arrives, however, at the bells, where the campanologists allow her to join them on the bell ropes and introduce themselves.  When Quasimodo tells his name,
I felt a thump of confidence
A recognition like a struck match in my head
This is ‘love at first sight’ or perhaps the recognition of kinship between two ugly, outcast people with a passion for the bells of Notre Dame.

It is Christmas time – the time when nobody wants to be on their own and the two are left alone in the tower.  Interestingly, Duffy does not use the word ‘love’ but the coarser Anglo Saxon word

He fucked me underneath the gaping, stricken bells
Until I wept.
Again the bells are personified, almost like jealous mistresses watching the two of them below.  ‘Gaping’ suggests open-mouthed, presumably with horror, while ‘stricken’ suggests both having been struck by their clappers, and the idea of grief as they watch Quasimodo being unfaithful to them.

As she often does, Duffy both separates and links ideas across stanzas.  Here she links

‘I wept’ with ‘We wed’, so the Christmas union is followed by a formal union later on.  Quasimodo uses his beloved bells to express his joy,

He swung an epithalamium for me
An epithalamium is a wedding song and this one is described in some detail by Duffy.

Embossed it on the fragrant air
To emboss something is to adorn it or embroider it, so the reader can imagine the chimes decorating the air of the Cathedral which is fragrant with incense from the services.  He rings different changes on the bells

Long, sexy chimes
Exuberant peals
Slow scales trailing up and down the smaller bells
If you have ever listened to cathedral bells on a special occasion, you will recognise how the larger bells ring a melody, while the smaller ones chime a descant over the top.

An angelus
Literally an angel, the angelus is the midday prayer that commemorates the annunciation of the angel to Mary that she would be the mother of Jesus, so it is suitable for a wedding.

There was no honeymoon – they spent the week in bed instead and Mrs. Quasimodo’s description of the parts of her husband she kissed is quite amusing; his mouth is ‘a horseshoe’, his nose is ‘a tetrahedron’, he has squint in his left eye and a ‘pirate wart’ on the right eye and his skin is like pig leather This description is intended to reveal Quasimodo’s ugliness to the reader, while showing that his new wife has no illusions about her husband’s looks.  This is all framed as part of a question, which ends

And give his cock a private name –
Or not?
This idea refers to D.H. Lawrence’s famous novel, ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover’, where the gamekeeper with whom she is having an affair calls his penis John Thomas and it becomes part of the intimacy between them.

However, the long question is followed by an ominous line

So more fool me
This instantly warns the reader that all is not going to be well under the bells!

At first it seems to be going quite well.  They have a house in the cathedral grounds

The bellringer
The hunchback’s wife
Mrs. Quasimodo seems well aware of how they must appear to others, since she quotes a (modern) upper class voice talking to a friend

(The Quasimodos.  Have you met them?  Gross.)
However she says they ‘got a life’ – referring to the modern cliché, ‘get a life’.  And there is a sense of contentment in the portrait she paints of ‘our neighbours’, by whom she means the gargoyles and statues all around the cathedral

Sullen gargoyles, fallen angels, cowled saints
‘cowled’ refers to the hoods on their robes.  The saints at least have their hands raised ‘in greeting’ as she chooses to interpret it – although really in blessing – as she carries her husband’s supper on a tray to the bell tower for him.
Mrs. Quasimodo recalls one particular incident, when she is in the ‘lady chapel’ – a side chapel of the cathedral dedicated to Our Lady (i.e. the Virgin Mary), while her husband is ringing the bells and she stops by the tomb of a royal couple which has their effigies (statues) carved on top.
I kissed the cold lips of a Queen next to her King.
This gesture represents an acknowledgement that in love and death we are all equal – royalty and bellringers.  It is also more ominous, because the lips are unresponsive.

This leads into the next stanza, which begins

Something had changed
Her husband has begun to find fault – and he has become unresponsive to her, just as the effigy of the dead Queen was unresponsive.  She soon realises what has caused the change

And in that Summer’s dregs,
I’d see him
Watch the pin-up gipsy
Posing with the tourists in the square
The ‘Summer’s dregs’ is an appropriate phrase because it means not only the end of the Summer but also the end of their love.

In the book, Esmeralda is a gipsy dancer who entertains the crowds in the cathedral square.  The phrase ‘pin-up’ reduces Esmeralda to a ‘calendar girl’ or an empty headed model.  Mrs. Quasimodo sees her husband

Turn his discontented, mulish eye on me
With no more love than stone
This referring back to the stone Queen.  This idea is linked to the next stanza through the rhyme stone / known.
Duffy uses Mrs. Quasimodo’s voice to utter the thoughts of all those women who are not young and beautiful when she asks

Because it’s better, isn’t it, to be well formed.
She then lists all the attractions that Esmeralda has, physically, including a rather sensuous description
Your slender neck quoted between two thumbs
Imagining the two thumbs like speech marks on each side of a slim neck.  The whole stanza has a sensual appeal, as it is describing a physical beauty of ‘creamy skin’, ‘tumbling auburn hair’, ‘devastating eyes’, the last feature meant literally, since they are devastating all Mrs. Quasimodo’s hopes.  It is almost as though she is deliberately tormenting herself with her husband’s besotted signs of love

And have each lovely foot
Held in a bigger hand
And kissed
When Esmeralda is rescued by Quasimodo and brought to the bell tower, he watches over her, described in this stanza by the rejected wife

Then be watched till morning as you sleep,
So perfect, vulnerable and young
You hurt his blood.
And given sanctuary.
‘Sanctuary’ was an ancient law, whereby a wanted criminal who could get at least as far as grasping the knocker of a church door could claim protection from the authorities as long as they were inside the church.  In the book, Quasimodo swings down on one of the bell ropes and carries Esmeralda from the scaffold, bringing her into the cathedral with a cry of ‘Sanctuary’.  It stands for protection and safety, which Esmeralda has but, ironically, Mrs. Quasimodo no longer possesses, as the next line makes clear

But not betrayed
With the obvious implication that she, his wife, has been betrayed.  The effect is traumatic on someone who has always had low esteem and the stanza that follows is in deliberate contrast to the description of Esmeralda, although partially addressed to her, as the reader is told of Mrs. Quasimodo

Driven to an ecstasy of loathing of yourself
Banging your ugly head against a wall
Gaping in the mirror at your heavy dugs
‘Dugs’ is an old fashioned word for breasts, and Mrs. Quasimodo’s ‘inventory’ of her physical appearance continues with ‘thighs of lard’, ‘mottled upper arms’ and ‘wobbling gut’.  The stanza culminates in a shocking array of insults thrown at Mrs. Quasimodo by herself.

Duffy is making a point here about the way in which women are judged on their physical appearances.  There is no mention either in the description of Esmeralda or of Mrs. Quasimodo herself of anything other than looks.  She has deliberately made no mention of Esmeralda’s kindness in the book, but is making the point that Quasimodo, being a man, judges his wife not on the sweet nature and ability to embroider we were told about early in the poem, but on the way she looks (despite being so ugly himself).

The question is then posed

Where did it end?
Such situations have led to suicide, anorexia, murder etc. which can be read in the daily papers.  But Mrs. Quasimodo is much more subtle in her revenge.  Although furious with her husband, her description of Esmeralda shows that she doesn’t blame her, so she turns her attention to his other ‘mistresses’ – the bells.

The way she narrates her revenge on the bells is told as an extended metaphor, the tools and the destruction told in terms of torture.  She knows her husband’s pet names for the bells and starts with ‘Marie’ the largest of the bells

And, though it took an agonising hour
Ripped out her brazen tongue
Having finally destroyed the clapper, she then moves on to his second favourite, Josephine, who is personified through ‘her astonished, golden lips’.  Quasimodo’s cry in the book ‘The bells, the bells, they made me deaf’ is here echoed in
The bells.  The bells
I made them mute
She gleefully reports that they will never ring again

No more arpeggios or scales, no stretti, trills
For christenings, weddings, great occasions, happy days.
There is a reference to their first meeting in

No more practising
For bellringers
On smudgy autumn nights.
There will no longer be any bells to call people to prayer and, in the next few lines that have a tolling rhythm,

No single
Solemn
Funeral note
To answer
Grief.
Any joy she had in the bells has been destroyed by Quasimodo and so

I sawed and pulled and hacked
I wanted silence back.
Her final insult, when she has finished her work of destruction is carefully signalled through rhyme to the reader

Get this:
When I was done,
And bloody to the wrist,
I squatted down among the murdered music of the bells
And pissed.
The destruction of her marriage and her self esteem is revenged.  Here Duffy speaks, through Mrs. Quasimodo, for all the less than gorgeous women who have ever been rejected in favour of those who were younger and more beautiful, sometimes by men who were hardly picture books themselves.
MEDUSA

The word ‘Medusa’ means ‘sovereign female wisdom’.  The most popular legend about Medusa is that she was once a young and beautiful woman, but that she was seduced by the sea-god Poseidon in Athena’s temple.  Athena was furious and turned her into a monster with snakes for hair and the power to turn everything she looked at to stone.  The Greek hero, Perseus, was given the task of killing the Gorgon, Medusa and was helped by Hermes, who gave him a pair of winged sandals, and by Athena who guided him to the right place and held up a polished shield so that he could cut off Medusa’s head without being turned to stone by her gaze.  On the way home from his successful quest, he used the Gorgon’s head to rescue Andromache, a beautiful maiden, from a sea monster.

A feminist reading of the mythology sees this myth as symbolising the suppression of the divine feminine by the rising patriarchal society of Classical Greece.  Snakes have always played a dual role, both as representatives of evil and of healing.  Freud saw the myth as symbolising a fear of castration in the male, where snakes have a phallic image, and the innate fear of female sexuality finds expression in Perseus’ slaying of Medusa.

In Duffy’s poem, we hear the voice of Medusa as a wronged woman – the bride left at the altar, having been betrayed.  The snakes become symbols of the jealous suspicious thoughts inside her head.  Duffy uses sound patterning to reinforce this idea

my thoughts / hissed and spat on my scalp.
She is changed by the poison of jealousy, rather than by Athena

My bride’s breath soured, stank
in the grey bags of my lungs.
I’m foul mouthed now, foul tongued,
yellow fanged
Duffy uses repetition of double meanings here, suggesting that Medusa has foul breath, but also can speak only in foul words, appropriate to the thoughts-turned-snakes.  Jealousy has turned her into a monster with ‘bullet tears’ in her eyes.

The second stanza finishes on a question, which links it to the third stanza which begins with a command

Are you terrified?
Be terrified.
It is as if she has decided that if she cannot be loved, she will be feared.  Her love, in this poem, appears to be for Perseus, whom she addresses as
perfect man, Greek God, my own
with a knowing reference to modern comments of men being ‘greek gods’.

Medusa’s voice is that of a woman who knows the man will be unfaithful, expressed in rhyme, for emphasis

but I know you’ll go, betray me, stray / from home.
So better by far for me if you were stone.
At least a statue can’t fall for other women!

The next two stanzas are concerned with Medusa’s powers of petrifying things, enabling Duffy to have a little amusement as she imagines what might happen to ordinary creatures.  A bee becomes a pebble, a songbird a handful of gravel; a ginger cat turns into a housebrick and a pig into a boulder.  She uses glances for flying things, looks for mammals, but for herself

I stared in the mirror
What she sees is what has been created by ‘love gone bad’.  She sees the monster she has become, which is destructive.  Medusa in the ancient myths was both creator and destroyer and this idea is preserved by Duffy in
Fire spewed
from the mouth of a mountain
because it is associated with volcanic activity and thus with the earliest forces that helped to form the earth, but which can also destroy life.

The final stanza sees Perseus arriving without love or compassion or any words for her at all

And here you come
with a shield for a heart
and a sword for a tongue
He has ‘his girls’ and she tries to remind him

Wasn’t I beautiful?
Wasn’t I fragrant and young?
And, with a final brilliantly chosen colloquialism as a double meaning

Look at me now.
Suggestive of both her changed state and the change of state he would undergo, if he accepted her invitation.

‘Medusa’ is a meditation on what can happen when love turns into jealousy, hate and suspicion.  There are often stories in the newspapers about rejected lovers who stalk, injure and even murder their ex-partners – who become ‘monsters’ in effect.
THE DEVIL’S WIFE
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This poem is about Myra Hindley who, together with Ian Brady, was convicted of the sexual assault, torture and murder of several children in 1965.  She was originally sentenced to 25 years in prison, but successive Home Secretaries lengthened this (none of them wanting to be remembered as having released her) until eventually she died in prison in 2001.  Ian Brady is still held in Ashworth hospital, where he has been on hunger strike for a long time.  The relationship between these two has been called a classic ‘folie à deux’, where neither would have committed such terrible crimes on their own, but together a kind of evil chemistry drove them on.

1. DIRT

In the usual way, this poem is a monologue, the voice that of Myra Hindley herself.  She joined the office where Brady worked about 12 months after him and immediately knew that he was different from the dull and worthy boys she had gone out with before.  Neither Brady nor Hindley are referred to by name, but only as ‘the devil’ and ‘the devil’s wife’.

In the first stanza, we see Brady through Hindley’s eyes

Different.  Fancied himself.  Looked at the girls
in the office as though they were dirt.  Didn’t flirt.
Didn’t speak.  Was sarcastic and rude if he did.
She sees this as a challenge and responds by being ‘insolent, dumb’ even though she is secretly ‘on fire for him’.  Her tactics worked

I scowled and pouted and sneered.  I gave
as good as I got till he asked me out.
There is no mention in the poem of Brady’s admiration of Hitler and his works, nor of his twisted philosophy that held that rape and murder were ‘the supreme pleasure’ a notion he had got from reading the works of the Marquis de Sade.  These ideas he shared with Hindley, in addition to his identification with Raskolnikov in Dostoevsky’s novel ‘Crime and Punishment’.  All that we are told by the poem’s narrator is

In his car
he put two fags in his mouth and lit them both.
He bit my breast.  His language was foul.  He entered me.
This description is a mixture of the intimate and the sadistic and the final phrase is chosen deliberately to suggest not merely sexual intercourse but the taking over of Hindley’s personality, reinforced by

We’re the same, he said.  That’s it.  I swooned in my soul.
This idea reinforces the notion of ‘the devil’s wife’ having found a ‘soulmate’.
The idea of burying a doll in the woods is a reference to the way they buried several of their victims on Saddleworth Moors, which led to them being christened ‘The Moors Murderers’ by the press.  One of them, Keith Bennett, has never been found.
I went mad for the sex.  I won’t repeat what we did.
Not surprisingly, since rape, torture and murder were part of it and even hardened policemen felt sick after listening to a cassette tape they had made of the last moments of ten year old Lesley Ann Downey.

The voice of Hindley continues talking about the way they hunted for their victims in woods, playgrounds or fairgrounds.

I’d walk around on my own.  He tailed.
She, the lone woman, acted as decoy, although, as she says, she felt like ‘Nobody’s Mam.’ Her famous mugshot (see above) is the source for how she felt

Tongue of stone.  Two black slates
for eyes.  Thumped wound of a mouth.
2. MEDUSA

This part of the poem is concerned with Hindley’s arrest and imprisonment.  Since there had never been a case like this before, where a woman was involved in the sexual abuse and murder of children, she was treated as a monster by the press and every detail of her appearance and demeanour was scrutinised closely for clues to her personality.  Still under the influence of Brady, she showed no remorse at their trial for the terrible crimes she had committed.  This is reflected in the understatement used by Duffy as Hindley’s voice continues her story.

The first stanza is a reference to the murder and burial of their first victim, sixteen year old Pauline Reade, who had been wearing a pink party frock – ‘the doll’.  Hindley claimed she had helped to bury the body after Brady had raped and murdered the girl; he claimed she been involved in the assault and murder as well.  Duffy uses repetition

I know it was me who was there.
I know I carried the spade.  I know I was covered in mud.
as a contrast to the final line

But I cannot remember how or when or precisely where.
Following the first line this gives a dreamlike quality to Hindley’s confession of being partly involved.  She was unable to remember the exact location of the bodies and Pauline Reade was not found until 1987 – identifiable only by the pink dress.

The second stanza shows Duffy imagining Hindley’s response to the public comments about her looks and her attitude.  She had changed her appearance and dress to please Brady and had very bleached hair, short skirts and high boots.

He held my heart in his fist and he squeezed it dry.
She had followed Brady in everything, including a total lack of compassion and remorse, summed up in the final two lines of the stanza

I gave the cameras my Medusa stare.
I heard the judge summing up.  I didn’t care.
Hindley is associated with Medusa in the idea of the feminine turned evil, her hard stare at the camera equated to the Gorgon’s ability to petrify those she looked on.

She is aware of the public’s opinion,
I was left to rot.  I was locked up, double-locked.
I know they chucked the key.  It was nowt to me.
In a high security prison, she had to be kept separate from other prisoners for her own safety – ‘double-locked’.  She was also aware that her sentence was a long one and Duffy uses a rhyming line to emphasise both her Mancunian accent and her appearance of bravado.  She continued to communicate with Brady in a secret code they had devised.  They even asked permission to marry.

I wrote to him every day in our private code.
I thought in twelve, fifteen, we’d be out on the open road.
This unrealistic hope is quashed in the fourth stanza and she has to face the fact that she will never see Brady again.  Duffy uses the idea of the devil and people’s view of women to express both public sentiment and Hindley’s feelings.

But life, they said, means life.  Dying inside.
This appears to refer to the way in which successive Home Secretaries, beginning with Michael Howard, lengthened the original sentence given by the judge.  The final phrase can mean both being in prison until your death, but also undergoing a personal and spiritual ‘internal death’.

The Devil was evil, mad, but I was the Devil’s wife
which made me worse.  I howled in my cell.
If the Devil was gone then how could this be hell?
The question posed in the last line is one of Duffy’s thought provoking ideas about how women can pay the price for being manipulated by men.
3. BIBLE

This part of the poem refers to Myra Hindley’s steadfast denials of her involvement in the sexual abuse and murders.  Whereas Brady accepted the fact of his guilt and his sentence, she continued to deny any part of them, mounting an appeal with the help of Lord Longford.  The first stanza relates to these denials, the lack of punctuation and grammatical syntax giving an idea of the desperation she feels.

I said No not me I didn’t I couldn’t I wouldn’t.
Can’t remember no idea not in the room.
Hindley claimed to have stayed in the car while the murders on the moors were committed, and to have been out of the room when Lesley Ann Downey was killed.

The bible is a reference to the fact that Hindley re-discovered her Catholic faith while in prison and a number of people were convinced of her sincerity, despite the fact that she continued to deny her guilt up until 1987.  She published a long document stating that she had been manipulated by Brady, who was solely responsible for all the actual murders.

I never not in a million years it was him.
The second stanza deals with her long campaign to win her freedom, which went up as far as the European Court.

I said send me a lawyer a vicar a priest.
Send me a TV crew send me a journalist.
Can’t remember not in the room.  Send me
a shrink where’s my MP send him to me.
This string of commands, encompassing the church, the law, the media, psychiatric medicine and politics depicts someone determined to explore every avenue.  Her claims, however, remain the same

Can’t remember no idea it was him it was him.
By the constant use of repetition in this part of the poem, Duffy creates a voice both of determination and denial.  Written in the form of a conventional sonnet, replacing rhyming couplet with repetition at the end, its irony consists of the breakdown of a relationship and of the narrator’s sanity.
Many years later, in 2000, Hindley did take part in a TV programme, which was condemned by the relatives of the murdered children

4. NIGHT

This short part of the poem refers to Hindley’s decision in 1987 to confess to her part in all the crimes.  By this time she was estranged from Brady and his influence over her had waned.  Duffy creates a voice that speaks of ‘the long dark night of the soul’, an expression which, in religious terms, means the spiritual suffering that leads to repentance and forgiveness.

In the long fifty-year night,
these are the words that crawl out of the wall:
Suffer.  Monster.  Burn in Hell.
These were the sentiments expressed by the victims’ families and many members of the public.  Hindley came to understand them.

When morning comes,
I will finally tell.
Amen.
The ‘amen’ is to show a spiritual reconciliation which she seems to have made with herself, with the decision to confess.

5. APPEAL

The title of this part of the poem has a double meaning, since it can stand for a legal appeal, which Hindley never stopped trying for.  Even when her appeal to the House of Lords was unsuccessful, ‘given the uniquely terrible nature of the crimes’, she was taking her appeal to the European Court of Human Rights when she died.

On the TV programme in 2000, Hindley said she wished she had been hanged.  Ironically the death penalty has been abolished only some few months before the Moors Murder trial.  In a way Hindley felt she might have achieved closure for herself and the victims’ families through her execution, which is the subject of the final part of the poem, which looks at all the various methods of judicial killing employed at different times and by different cultures.

Duffy’s repetitive use of ‘If’ at the start of each line makes this stanza both a list of methods of execution and a question about whether such methods should be contemplated

If life means life means life means life
There seems to be an implicit question here about whether taking someone’s life violently is any different to locking them away with no possibility of release.  But the poem itself finishes on a much bigger question

But what did I do to us all, to myself
When I was the Devil’s wife?
What she did to herself was to lose her humanity and her femininity.  What she did to ‘us all’ was, in many cases, to cause the public to lose their sense of perspective and to provide a figure upon whom they felt justified in pouring out every form of invective, and in treating as less than human – after all she was ‘the Devil’s wife’ and thus far removed from the human race.  Duffy is warning us that to ignore the possibility of this evil within ourselves is unwise.  Myra Hindley was an ordinary secretary until she met Ian Brady, just as many other ordinary people can become torturers and killers, given the right circumstances.
CIRCE

Circe is one of the many characters in Homer’s ‘Odyssey’.  This tells the story of Odysseus who had offended the sea-god, Poseidon.  When he tried to return to his native island of Ithaca after the Trojan wars, Odysseus found himself constantly being driven further from home by the sea and the waves.  It took him ten years to return home and he had many adventures.  The island on which the enchantress, Circe, lived was very beautiful but all the men who were tempted to land there were given magic potions by Circe which turned them into swine.  They were then served as dinner for Circe and her attendants.  With the help of the god Hermes and a magical plant, Odysseus managed to defeat Circe and rescue his men.  They spent some time on the island and Odysseus fathered two sons by Circe

The poem is written from Circe’s point of view which sees all men as pigs.  There is also an implicit reference to the cannibals of the South Seas islands who referred to human flesh as ‘long pig’.

With characteristic irony, Duffy begins her poem with Circe informing her attendants of her fondness for and knowledge of ‘the pig’, described in various ways

the tusker, the snout, the boar and the swine.
(‘nereids’ are sea-nymphs, while ‘nymphs’ refers to all female nature spirits)

The double meanings continue with

One way or another, all pigs have been mine –
which seems to suggest that the terms ‘men’ and ‘pigs’ can be used interchangeably.

This first stanza is full of references to the senses – first of touch and smell,

under my thumb, the bristling salty skin of their backs,
in my nostrils here, their yobby, porky colognes.
Here Duffy is using the double meaning of ‘under my thumb’ with an oxymoron ‘porky colognes’ which suggests both pig and man, while the colloquialism, ‘yobby’ gives a clue to Circe’s view about both.

She then makes use of the sense of hearing, using internal rhyme and metre to add humour

I’m familiar with hogs and runts, their percussion of oinks
and grunts, their squeals.
Circe’s memories of standing with pig swill by the sty at dusk, lead to the sense of taste

tasting the sweaty spicy air, the moon
like a lemon popped in the mouth of the sky
This poetic description however has unnerving connotations of banquets at which the boar’s head was served with an apple in its mouth.  This leads the reader, through a favourite Duffy device of both linking and separating stanzas, here by using a break, but maintaining the sentence, into the first recipe for pork.

Throughout the rest of the poem Duffy never allows the reader to forget that the pigs were once men and the clever juxtaposition of elements of recipe with references to male behaviour keeps us uneasy.

The double meanings continue with the second stanza

which uses the cheek – and the tongue in cheek
which have metaphorical meanings as well as physical ones, the suggestion being of men’s lack of shame and proficiency at seduction, saying things they do not mean.

The recipe instructions

Lay two pig’s cheeks, with the tongue,
in a dish, and strew it well over with salt
and cloves.
are followed by Circe’s reminders to her nymphs, which are definitely double entendres

Remember the skills of the tongue –
to lick, to lap, to loosen, lubricate, to lie
in the soft pouch of the face
where the sexual meanings are emphasised by the use of alliteration, but which are finalised by the verb ‘to lie’ which had a strong double meaning even in Shakespeare’s time.  Circe is well aware of the ability of men both to bring sexual pleasure and to deceive.  She points out to her nymphs that
each pig’s face
was uniquely itself, as many handsome as plain,
the cowardly face, the brave, the comical, noble,
sly or wise, the cruel, the kind, but all of them,
nymphs, with those piggy eyes.
However different each man may be, they are all the same when it comes to women.  Having dealt with the tongue, Circe moves on to the ears, once more beginning with the recipe

Well-cleaned pig’s ears should be blanched, singed, tossed
in a pot, boiled, kept hot, scraped, served, garnished
with thyme.
Circe asks, rhetorically,

Look at that simmering lug, at that ear,
did it listen, ever, to you, to your prayers and rhymes,
to the chimes of your voice, singing and clear?
with the clear implication that the answer is ‘no’ and that men take what they want and go their own way, without listening to or considering women.

Now Circe and her nymphs have their revenge and she urges them to enjoy their feast.

Mash
the potatoes, nymph, open the beer.  Now to the brains,
to the trotters, shoulders, chops, to the sweetmeats slipped
from the slit, bulging, vulnerable bag of the balls.
This final delicacy of the testicles is particularly lingered on since this is where the essence of male-ness comes from.

There is another use of double meaning to follow

When the heart of a pig has hardened, dice it small.
Dice it small.
Where being ‘hard-hearted’ has the metaphorical meaning of cruel or unfeeling and the remedy is to cut it into tiny pieces.

The poem finishes with Circe recalling the visit of Odysseus and his men to the island

watching the tall ships sail from the burning sun
like myths;
Of course, I was younger then.  And hoping for men.
However, Odysseus, after giving her two children, deserts her and goes off home to his wife, in, some might say, typically male fashion!

The implication is that she has learned better and now the men that arrive are all the same and useful only for one thing

let us baste that sizzling pig on the spit once again.
MRS. LAZARUS

The story of Lazarus is told in the New Testament, in the gospel of St. John.  He lived in the town of Bethany with his sisters, Martha and Mary.  The family were close friends of Jesus, who came to visit them and wept with the women when he heard that Lazarus was dead.  He then asked the company to move away the stone from the mouth of the sepulchre, despite their protests that the dead man had been in there for four days and would be decomposing.  He called to Lazarus to ‘come forth’ and the dead man appeared in his grave clothes.
The gospel account is very understated, leaving it to the reader’s (or listener’s) imagination to fill in the details.

In her poem, told from the point of view of Lazarus’ imaginary wife, Duffy does just this, narrating how she goes through the grieving process only to have it all made into pointless horror by his resurrection.

In the first stanza, Mrs. Lazarus behaves as a grieving middle-eastern wife

ripped the cloth I was married in
from my breasts, howled, shrieked, clawed
at the burial stones till my hands bled, retched
his name over and over again, dead, dead.
This form of grief seems excessive to the English, but anyone who has seen a funeral in for example, Palestine, will know this is expected.

The second stanza takes the form of a quieter, more private expression of sorrow, where the widow has gone home to feel the place empty.  She sleeps in a single bed and feels herself to be only half a person (which refers to the idea that a man and woman become one flesh when they are married).

widow, one empty glove, white femur
in the dust, half.
This expresses the idea of having a limb missing, or being only part of a whole.  She has to do the usual sad clearing out

Stuffed dark suits
into black bags, shuffled in a dead man’s shoes,
noosed the double knot of a tie round my bare neck
The double meaning of being in ‘a dead man’s shoes’ is brought out quite poignantly here, as she literally tries to walk in her husband’s shoes, knowing that she must now take on his role, as well as her own.  The suggestion of ‘noosing’ his tie makes the reader wonder whether she is seriously considering suicide and her picture of the
gaunt nun in the mirror, touching herself
reminds us that she now has no sexual contact with the man she loved.
I learnt
the Stations of Bereavement, the icon of my face
in each bleak frame;
This refers to the religious rite of the ‘Stations of the Cross’ a series of pictures or sculptures commemorating Christ’s last journey, a memorial of suffering, only here it is her face that is seen as an ‘icon’ or religious picture.

It appears that, for Duffy, the four days that Lazarus spent in the tomb in the New Testament is considerably extended;

but all those months
he was going from me, dwindling
to the shrunk size of a snapshot, going
going.
Duffy here breaks the stanzas between going and going to lengthen the time period and to remind the reader of the saying taken from the auction rooms, ‘going, going, gone’.  At last she can no longer remember his face with certainty and even the tiny reminders that linger are no longer present.

Till his name was no longer a certain spell
for his face.  The last hair on his head
floated out from a book.  His scent went from the house.
After the reading of the will, he seems to exist only in her wedding ring, and he becomes ‘legend, language’; something to be thought of as the past and only talked about rather than felt.

There is a hint that she is beginning to find comfort elsewhere

my arm on the arm of the schoolteacher – the shock
of a man’s strength under the sleeve of his coat –
along the hedgerows.
She is careful to point out
But I was faithful
for as long as it took.  Until he was memory.
Again this suggests a much longer space of time than four days, which is a deliberate technique on Duffy’s part to make the ending far more shocking.

Mrs. Lazarus tells us that she was healed of her grief and able to look forward to enjoying life again, when the villagers came running to find her.

I knew by the sly light
on the blacksmith’s face, the shrill eyes
of the barmaid, the sudden hands bearing me
into the hot tang of the crowd parting before me.
This is a cleverly drawn image of a crowd who have seen something amazing and terrible – the blacksmith’s face with its ‘sly light’, and the barmaid with her ‘shrill eyes’ an adjective normally applied to a voice but here in keeping with the expectation of seeing someone faced with unexpected terror are representatives of the villagers.  The event itself is expressed in a simple sentence

He lived.  But the dreadfulness of this simple fact is expressed in the rest of the stanza

I saw the horror on his face.
I heard his mother’s crazy song.  I breathed
his stench; my bridegroom in his rotting shroud,
moist and dishevelled from the grave’s slack chew
This is a scene worthy of Edgar Allan Poe.  There is certainly little cause for rejoicing in this version of the story.  As a resurrection it is more like ‘the living dead’.  Lazarus himself is filled with horror at being restored to the world and his wife shares his feelings; the grave has been unable to hold him in its ‘slack chew’ and from the mouth of the grave Mrs. Lazarus describes him

croaking his cuckold name, disinherited, out of his time.
He no longer has a place in the world, things have moved on and yet he is there, expecting everything to go backwards and be as it was.  This is a powerful poem that asks the reader to consider whether we would want even loved ones to be restored to us in such a way.  Mrs. Lazarus, a good wife, would clearly think not.
PYGMALION’S BRIDE

In Greek mythology Pygmalion was a talented sculptor, but his eye was so attuned to beauty that he found fault in every woman he saw.  Eventually he carved an ivory statue of a flawless and beautiful woman.  He was delighted with his work and spent much time stroking the statue and giving it gifts of clothes and jewellery.  He named her Galatea (sleeping love) and finally had to admit to himself that he had fallen in love with his creation.  At the feast of Aphrodite [the goddess of love] he begged for a wife just like his Galatea and the goddess granted him his wish and brought the statue to life, much to his joy.

Naturally Duffy casts a somewhat cynical eye on this story, which seems to suggest that the perfect woman would be one that the man had created himself.  The poem, as with the others, is written from the point of view of Galatea, Pygmalion’s bride.

The poem seems to suggest that Galatea is only pretending to be a statue, since she gives the reader a commentary on Pygmalion’s behaviour and her reactions.  He seems to be the kind of man that prefers an unresponsive woman, where he can make all the running.

At first Galatea imagines that if she freezes him out, he will leave her alone

Cold, I was, like snow, like ivory.
I thought He will not touch me,
but he did.
Duffy uses a number of similes that are amusing because they expect the reader to know that the speaker is a statue, even though she is enacting the role of a totally unresponsive woman.

stone-cool lips
marbled eyes
My ears were sculpture
Pygmalion is not all put off by the fact that he is making love to a carving

He spoke –
blunt endearments, what he’d do and how
he is even ‘talking dirty’ but from her viewpoint

His words were terrible.
Her defence is to make her ears ‘stone-deaf’ a typical Duffy double meaning, as well as ‘shells’ which refers to the slang expression ‘shell-like’ for ears; the joke is then extended by her using the supposed quality of shells to create the sound of the sea

I drowned him out.
which is taking the double meaning further still.

As in the original story, Pygmalion buys her presents, which she ‘pretends’ not to see.  They are the kind of presents that men imagine women want

polished pebbles,
little bells.
pearls and necklaces and rings.
The reader learns more about Pygmalion from his use of the term ‘girly things’ [rhymed with the jewellery] and her description of ‘his clammy hands’ and the way he caresses her.  Galatea’s reactions follow a similar pattern, connected by rhyme
I didn’t blink,
was dumb.
I didn’t shrink,
played statue, shtum.
The final word meaning silent, uncommunicative, is a typical piece of Duffy slang.
The very physical descriptions of the next stanza are all to do with hurting

He let his fingers sink into my flesh,
he squeezed, he pressed.
His nails were claws.
It is as though he was hoping for evidence that he had made some impression upon her, as he searches for any marks or bruises he might have left, but the statue shows no signs of wear

I would not bruise.
I showed no scratch, no scrape, no scar.
The alliteration emphasises the lack of blemishes that have appeared on the ivory surface.  As in the original story, where Pygmalion lays his creation on a couch

He propped me up on pillows,
jawed all night.
he really enjoys having a captive audience, and one that can’t answer back.  Duffy contrasts the attitudes of the two through metaphor

My heart was ice, was glass.
His voice was gravel, hoarse.
Apparently the man that Duffy pictures enjoys one-sided arguments

He talked white black
suggesting that he could turn white into black through (probably spurious) debating.

As often before, Duffy here separates stanzas, but links them with the rhyme ‘black / tack’.  Unlike the original story, where Galatea’s statue was brought to life, the woman herself ‘changes tack’, using a sailing metaphor to suggest a deliberate change of behaviour.  Instead of being a cold and unresponsive statue, she now becomes a warm, passionate woman.

was soft, was pliable,
began to moan,
got hot, got wild,
arched, coiled, writhed,
begged for his child,
and at the climax
screamed my head off –
This description is the complete opposite of her previous attitude – although it appears that it has all been faked

all an act.
As a way of getting rid of her unwanted suitor, however, it is very effective.

And haven’t seen him since.
Simple as that.
Duffy is using the story to point out male fears of female sexuality, where male fears of impotence and castration are tied in with the desire to be in control of a relationship.  A sexually demanding woman is threatening in that the man, if unable to satisfy her, will feel inadequate and impotent, just as Pygmalion prefers his statue-woman to a warm and passionate real one.
MRS. RIP VAN WINKLE

The story of Rip van Winkle is an old New York tale, set just before the American War of Independence.  He was a farmer, but was too lazy to tend his farm properly, despite the constant nagging of his wife and the poverty of his children.  He would go to the pub, The King George III, or up into the nearby Kaatskill mountains to get away from her, and to shoot squirrels with his dog, Wolf.  On one occasion he had wandered further than usual and had come across a strange man trying to carry a keg.  Rip van Winkle responded to his calls for help and they carried the keg to a clearing on the mountain where there was a strange company.  They all started drinking and Rip passed out.  In the morning he awoke on the mountain, feeling fresh and alive and returned home, only to find it was twenty years later.  His daughter, now married with a child, took him in and he spent his days happily at the pub, now called The George Washington.

The story told by Mrs. Rip Van Winkle imagines her husband having sunk into his apparently endless sleep at home and the first stanza is a simile that shows her attitude to the change in her life

I sank like a stone
into the still, deep waters of late middle age,
aching from head to foot.
This suggests a letting-go and a willing submersion, with the aches explained in the next stanza as having been caused by her attempts to keep in trim (for her husband?)

I took up food
and gave up exercise.
it did me good.
She no longer feels the need to keep in shape for a man and she can please herself.  While he slumbers on, she can change her lifestyle to suit her own tastes.

I found some hobbies for myself
Painting.  Seeing the sights I’d always dreamed about.
Duffy’s well established use of the single word sentence gives a conversational, informal tone to the monologue, as Mrs. Rip Van Winkle seizes the chance to go off to exotic places, armed with her paints.

The Leaning Tower.
The Pyramids.  The Taj Mahal.
I made a little watercolour of them all.
However, even being able to do what she wants with her life does not compare with the total relief she feels at not being importuned to go to bed with her husband.

But what was best,
what hands-down beat the rest,
was saying a none-too-fond farewell to sex.
From which the reader can draw their own conclusions of what the Rip Van Winkles’ sex life was like.  They can also imagine her feelings, when reading the final stanza

Until the day
I came home with this pastel of Niagara
and he was sitting up in bed rattling Viagra.
Despite the humour of the rhyme and the situation, the question Duffy leaves with the reader yet again is what women get out of relationships.  The original Mrs. Rip Van Winkle may be a nag, but her husband is idle and a bad provider (except of more mouths to feed); the wife in the poem has learned how to be an individual with her own freedom, when her idle husband starts demanding his ‘conjugal rights’ after years of doing nothing other than sleeping.
MRS. ICARUS
Daedalus and his son Icarus had to escape from the island of Crete after helping Theseus to kill the Minotaur.  The only way out was by air and they used wings with feathers held together by wax.  Daedalus warned his son not fly too close to the sun for fear of melting the wax, but Icarus became so thrilled with his ability to fly that he forgot the warning and flew too close to the sun.  The wax melted and he fell to his death in the sea.
In her poem, Duffy imagines Mrs. Icarus as an onlooker, impatient with the stupidity of a man who knew the dangers, but still ignored the warnings.  The idea of the hillock could be taken from the famous Brueghel painting ‘Icarus’, where the only thing visible of the subject is a pair of legs disappearing into the sea, while life carries on as normal.  The painting itself inspired a poem by W. H. Auden, ‘Musee des Beaux Arts’.  It may also suggest she is looking down on him!

The way in which she piles up the list of adjectives in the final line, leading to the slang word ‘pillock’ is indicative of the contempt she feels for her husband, while the rhyming of ‘hillock’ with ‘pillock’ is inspired.  Mrs. Icarus is representative of all those women who have had to stand by and watch their husbands do stupid and/or dangerous things which make them look foolish.
FRAU FREUD
Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis is famous for his theories on infantile sexuality, including the concept of ‘penis envy’ in which he asserts that when little girls discover their lack of this organ they feel envy for the males who possess it and seek to acquire it through sexual intercourse later on, and through giving birth to male children.  Feminists have since pointed out that it is not the penis that women envy, but the freedom and power that it seems to bring.
In this poem, Duffy uses the voice of Freud’s wife (a very different one from his real wife) to make fun of the idea, by employing 30 different terms for the penis.

Rather than the usual monologue, Frau Freud is apparently addressing a female gathering and giving her views on her husband’s theories, albeit in rather less scientific language and with a knowing reference to ‘Ms M Lewinsky’ which she rhymes with ‘winky’.  In fact the rhymes add to the fun here, finishing with her conclusion,

I suppose what I mean is,
ladies, dear ladies, the average penis – not pretty
the squint of its envious solitary eye … one’s feeling of pity …
Which neatly turns the idea of ‘penis envy’ on its head, with the woman feeling superior and the penis itself feeling envious, despite the huge number of names it has been given which suggest a sadly misplaced pride on the part of those who possess one.  The form of the poem is itself ironic, since it is a sonnet, with a conventional rhyming couplet to finish, but is a reversal of the usual love poem.
SALOME

In the New Testament Salome was the daughter of Herodias and stepdaughter of Herod Antipas, King of Galilee.  Herod had arrested and imprisoned John the Baptist for condemning the marriage because Herodias was the widow of Herod’s half brother.  In revenge, Herodias persuaded Salome to ‘seduce’ Herod with a dance, making him promise to give her whatever she asked for.  Her reward was the head of the Baptist on a platter.
In her poem, Duffy presents Salome as a modern girl-on-the-town, who often goes out drinking and ends up with a one night stand.  This is made clear at the start
I’d done it before
(and doubtless I’ll do it again,
sooner or later)
woke up with a head on the pillow beside me – whose?  –
what did it matter?
The reader, who of course knows the story, will understand the double meaning of ‘a head on the pillow’ which would normally be used as synechdoche to represent a man, but in this case is meant literally.

Salome is used to waking up with men she can’t remember, so she describes him
Good-looking, of course, dark hair, rather matted;
the reddish beard several shades lighter;
with very deep lines round the eyes,
from pain, I’d guess, maybe laughter;
and a beautiful crimson mouth that obviously knew
how to flatter …
This estimate is, of course, entirely wrong, as it was the Baptist’s inability to be diplomatic or tell anything but the truth that got him into prison in the first place.  Her good morning kiss is pressed onto lips

Colder than pewter
an interesting comparison that allows a joking half-rhyme with the name ‘Peter’.  Salome’s search for the stranger’s name takes her through several apostles

Simon?  Andrew?  John?
which creates some tension, as the reader can see she is in the right area, but wonders what will happen when she remembers.

The next stanza is concerned with Salome’s hangover and distracts attention from ‘the head on the pillow’, which also prolongs the suspense.  Duffy piles on the rhymes and half-rhymes in a busy fashion, like the maid at work

And, indeed, her innocent clatter
of cups and plates,
her clearing of clutter,
her regional patter,
were just what I needed –
hungover and wrecked as I was from a night on the batter.
Salome, like many others after a binge, resolves

Never again!
I needed to clean up my act,
get fitter,
cut out the booze and the fags and the sex.
This resolution brings Duffy neatly back to ‘the head on the pillow’ as Salome decides
it was time to turf out the blighter,
the beater or biter,
who’d come like a lamb to the slaughter
to Salome’s bed.
The slang references to the unknown sexual partner, whose preferences she can’t remember culminate in the knowing phrase ‘a lamb to the slaughter’ which can mean an innocent person being exploited, but here means something more literal, as Duffy is aware of the Baptist’s associations with Christ, ‘the lamb of God’.  Finally, the realisation dawns on Salome of what she has done

I flung back the sticky red sheets,
and there, like I said – and ain’t life a bitch –
was his head on a platter.
The poem is full of dark humour, mainly created by the use of rhymes and half rhymes, which are built up through the poem until they culminate in the sinister final word, ‘platter’, and the modern, colloquial references.
When Salome says ‘ain’t life a bitch’ does she mean for herself or for the Baptist?
Oscar Wilde wrote a play about Salome in which she was presented as being in love with John the Baptist and where Herod lusted after her but ended by executing her.  Richard Strauss wrote an opera based on Wilde’s play and Aubrey Beardsley was inspired to make a number of drawings based on the story.
Salome has been seen as the original ‘femme fatale’, but Duffy makes her seem more like ‘Cosmo girl’, with a twisted streak.
EURYDICE

Eurydice in Greek mythology was the wife of Orpheus, a gifted musician and lyricist who was the son of Apollo.  It was said that he could charm the animals and even the stones with his wonderful songs.  The happy couple were wandering in the meadows one evening when Eurydice was accosted by a shepherd.  Fleeing from his advances, she trod on a snake hidden in the grass, which bit her.  Its poison was so strong that Eurydice died almost immediately and went to Hades.  Orpheus was so grief stricken that he found the path to the underworld and went to beg for his wife’s return.  His music affected all the ghosts and Hades himself with its beauty and longing and he was allowed to take Eurydice back to the world, on condition that he did not look back to see if she was following him.  On the long journey to the surface they walked silently, Eurydice behind Orpheus, but at last he could bear it no longer and turned to see if she was still with him.  At that moment she was snatched back into the underworld for ever.

Typically Duffy takes a cynical view of this story, imagining Eurydice as a kind of unpaid assistant who was always in her famous husband’s shadow and was fed up with being cast as the eternal love in his poems and songs.

She begins by addressing a female audience and using word play about being a ghost

Girls, I was dead and down
in the Underworld, a shade,
a shadow of my former self
Duffy then uses the idea of Hades for some word play about language itself

it was a place where language stopped,
a black full stop, a black hole
where words had to come to an end.
As Eurydice points out she became ‘unavailable’ and ‘out of this world’ an expression used deliberately by Duffy because it can mean a truly wonderful experience.  The narrator says

in the one place you’d think a girl would be safe
from the kind of a man
who follows her round
writing poems,
hovers about
while she reads them,
calls her his Muse,
but once sulked for a night and a day
because she remarked on his weakness for abstract nouns.
It cannot be easy living with an artist and this is something Duffy knows about, from her years with Adrian Henri.  As the above lines suggest, Eurydice had very little time to herself, when she was not being called upon to bolster Orpheus’s ego and has to be very diplomatic at all times about his work.  The reader can see how it might become wearing and also perhaps share Eurydice’s feelings when she hears

Ye Gods –
a familiar knock-knock-knock at Death’s door.
The appeal to the gods is appropriate as is the reference to being ‘at Death’s door’.  There may also be a reference to Bob Dylan’s song ‘Knocking on Heaven’s Door’.  His arrival is described tersely

Him.
Big O.
Larger than life.
With his lyre
and a poem to pitch, with me as the prize.
The slang use of ‘Big O’ makes Orpheus sound like a modern superstar, which is emphasised by ‘larger than life’ especially as he is in the land of the dead.  The alliteration in the final line creates a poetic metre, appropriate to its subject.

In the next stanza, Duffy uses flashback to enable Eurydice to describe more of her life with Orpheus, ‘the boy’.

The blurb on the back of his books claimed
that animals
aardvark to zebra,
flocked to his side when he sang,
fish leapt in their shoals
at the sound of his voice,
even the mute, sullen stones at his feet
wept wee, silver tears.
This is, of course, a parody of what the legend claimed about Orpheus – that he could charm Nature with his art.  Eurydice soon brings the reader down to earth in modern fashion

Bollocks.  (I’d done all the typing myself,
I should know.)
And given my time all over again,
rest assured that I’d rather speak for myself
then be Dearest, Beloved, Dark Lady, White Goddess etc. etc.
Eurydice is quite clear that being addressed by various endearments in her husband’s artistic work is no substitute for having her own voice and being able to articulate her own views.

In fact, girls, I’d rather be dead.
However, this is not a choice she is given, and Duffy has an opportunity for a sly dig at the publishing world

But the Gods are like publishers,
usually male,
and what you doubtless know of my tale
is the deal.
The bargain made by Orpheus is what most people know about this legend, but the way in which he wins it is described rather colloquially here

Orpheus strutted his stuff.
The effect is portrayed in a four line rhyming stanza

The bloodless ghosts were in tears.
Sisyphus sat on his rock for the first time in years.
Tantalus was permitted a couple of beers.
The woman in question could scarcely believe her ears.
[Tantalus was a figure in Greek mythology who had abused the Gods’ hospitality and was punished by being chained in water which drained away when he bent to drink; with fruit trees dangling above him which blew out of reach when he tried to eat.  This is the origin of the word ‘tantalise’.]
Eurydice herself has no choice

Like it or not,
I must follow him back to our life –
Eurydice, Orpheus’ wife –
to be trapped in his images, metaphors, similes,
octaves and sextets, quatrains and couplets,
elegies, limericks, villanelles,
histories, myths …
She will be ‘his wife’ rather than a person in her own right, with her existence defined through poetic techniques, forms and styles.

Eurydice repeats the instructions Orpheus was given, with the reminder that they would go

into the upper air that for me was the past.
Eurydice wants only to stay and tries to think of ways to make Orpheus turn round.  Her first method is amusingly phrased

What did I have to do, I said,
to make him see we were through?
I was dead.  Deceased.
I was Resting in Peace.  Passé.  Late.
Past my sell-by date …
This is reminiscent of Monty Python’s famous ‘Dead Parrot’ sketch, made more humorous by the use of rhymes.  It does not appear to have much effect on Orpheus, nor does her touch on his neck with the appeal to let her stay.  They keep plodding upwards

It was an uphill schlep
from death to life
The word ‘schlep’ means ‘drag’ or ‘haul’ but handily rhymes with ‘step’.  Finally Eurydice remembers the only thing likely to make much impact on the artist ahead of her
Orpheus, your poem’s a masterpiece.
I’d love to hear it again …
It works

He was smiling modestly
when he turned,
when he turned and he looked at me.
This is satire from Duffy, who is well aware of how self centred artists and writers can be.  Eurydice has what she wants and can go back to being dead and therefore silent.  As she says

The dead are so talented.
The living walk by the edge of a vast lake
near the wise, drowned silence of the dead.
Despite the facetious tone of the poem, Duffy is making a serious point about the way in which those who write or compose for a living use the people around them, and the selfishness of artists whose partners may feel they have no chance to be themselves for they are always in the shadow of another’s talent.
THE KRAY SISTERS

The Kray twins, Ron and Reggie were famous for running a savage and violent East End gang in the 1960’s.  They had been brought up by their mother, as their father had deserted from the army during World War II and was constantly on the run.  Although they were seldom in trouble at school, they were both champion boxers.  The twins, in their turn, deserted from the army, where they had been called up for National Service, and became involved in crime, finally being given a dishonourable discharge.  By this time they were in charge of a gang and were involved in hijacking, armed robbery, protection rackets and arson.  They owned a number of clubs that gave them a ‘front’ for their criminal activities.  They were also well known for their social connections, often appearing in the newspapers.
Ron was actually insane and was later certified as a paranoid, schizophrenic psychopath.  His twin protected him and worked with him until they were finally imprisoned.  It took the police a long time to secure a conviction, despite three murders and a trail of violent criminality.  This was partly because of the East End code of silence, but more because of the intimidation of witnesses.  At last they arrested all the gang members together and witnesses finally came forward.  The Krays were given thirty years in 1968.  Ron was detained in a secure mental unit, dying in 1995, while Reg remained in a top security prison until 2000, when he was released, suffering from cancer.  He died later that year.

Duffy has fun in this poem, with cockney rhyming slang and with the idea of the Kray twins being sisters rather brothers.  She also takes liberties with their personal history (and with history too).

Glossary of rhyming slang used in the poem:
frog and toad
road

whistle and flute
suit

threepenny bits
tits

mince pies
eyes

God forbids
kids

Vera Lynn
gin

orchestra stalls
balls

The poem begins with the notoriety that the twins achieved everywhere they went

There go the twins!  geezers would say
when we walked down the frog and toad
in our Savile Row whistles and flutes, tailored
to flatter out thr’penny bits, which were big
like our East End hearts.
Duffy takes the opportunity to satirise the myths about lovable cockneys sticking together like one big family – a cliché which still prevails in Eastenders.  Savile Row is a street in London where the haute couture tailors have their premises.  It stands for the best and most expensive in British men’s clothes, a further Duffy joke.

The twins’ lifestyle suggests that London exists for their convenience

Oh, London, London,
London town, made for a girl and her double
to swagger around; or be driven at speed
in the back of an Austin Princess, black,
up West to a club; to order up bubbly, the best,
in a bucket of ice.  Garland singing that night.  Nice.
The Austin Princess was a car similar in style to an old Daimler or Bentley – the kind of car you would use for a wedding.  ‘Up West’ refers to the West End of London, where most of the theatres and better restaurants are situated (more so in the sixties).  The best champagne (‘bubbly’) showed off their wealth and status, while having Judy Garland singing indicates how exclusive the club must have been.  ‘Nice’ is a cockney catch-all phrase that indicates great satisfaction.  There is some subtle internal rhyme here; town / around, back / black, West / best, ice / nice that helps to create the rhythm of this hectic way of living.

The second stanza begins with another of Duffy’s one word sentences, which is an abrupt flashback

Childhood.
The childhood they remember is a parody of the Krays’ boxing skills, interwoven with suffragette myths.

When we were God forbids, we lived
with our grandmother – God rest her soul – a tough suffragette
who’d knocked out a Grand National horse, name of
Ballytown Boy, with one punch, in front of the King,
for the cause.  She was known round our manor thereafter
as Cannonball Vi.
This is an invention of Duffy’s who has taken the famous story of Emily Wilding Davison, a suffragette who threw herself under the King’s horse in the 1913 race as a protest and was killed, and given it a completely new twist.  ‘Our manor’ is a slang term for the area we live in – or, in the case of criminals, operate in.  The Kray girls go on to talk of their education by their grandmother

By the time we were six,
we were sat at her skirts, inhaling the juniper fumes
of her Vera Lynn; hearing the stories of Emmeline’s Army
before and after the ‘14 war.  Diamond ladies,
they were, those birds who fought for the Vote, salt
of the earth.
‘Juniper fumes’ refers to the main flavouring of gin which is juniper berries and the name ‘Vera Lynn’ is that of a famous singer from World War II.  ‘Emmeline’s Army’ is, of course, Emmeline Pankhurst and the suffragettes while the ‘14 war refers to the First World War of 1914-18.  They are called ‘Diamond ladies’ because they were both precious and very hard.  Duffy deliberately uses clichés like ‘salt of the earth’ to give the right cockney, sentimental tone to the poem, a tone which is continued in the mention of their mother – a satirical allusion to the archetypal idea that even villains love their mums, which was true of Ron and Reg.

Closer to her source story, Duffy gives her sisters similar dreams to the boys, when they started with their gangs and their first night club

We wanted respect for the way
we entered a bar, or handled a car, or shrivelled
a hard-on with simply a menacing look, a threatening word
in a hairy ear, a knee in the orchestra stalls.  Belles
of the balls.  Queens of the Smoke.
This is their dream of power, and feminist power at that.  Duffy enjoys imagining how women would act if they were in the same position as the male twins had been, and includes a humorous double meaning in ‘Belles of the balls’.  ‘The Smoke’ is a slang name for London and the girls earn their right to be ‘Queens’ by learning all they can about the city.

We dreamed it all,
trudging for miles, holding the hand of the past, learning
the map of the city under our feet; clocking the boozers,
back alleys, mews, the churches and bridges, the parks,
the Underground stations, the grand hotels where Vita and Violet,
pin-ups of ours, had given it wallop.  We stared from Hungerford bridge
as the lights of London tarted up the old Thames.
The use of listing works well to give the impression of absorbing information and the tone is maintained by the continuing use of slang such as ‘clocking the boozers’ (taking note of the pubs) and ‘given it wallop’ (enjoyed things to excess).  Vita Sackville-West and Violet Keppel had a scandalous affair from 1910 to the 1920’s which continued after their marriages, even eloping to Paris together until their husbands persuaded them to come home.

Hungerford bridge, originally designed by Isambard Kingdom Brunel, which crosses the Thames near Waterloo, is the only combined railway and pedestrian bridge over the river and it gives an excellent view of London by night with the grey water ‘tarted up’ by the lights along its banks.

The ‘pseudo – autobiography’ continues in the next stanza, with the sisters talking about the mistakes they made ‘in those early years’.  There may be a reference here to Reg’s brief, but doomed marriage.  Just as there was no room for women in the Kray twins’ life (other than earning money as prostitutes), so there is no room for men in the sisters’ operation.

enrolled a few girls
in the firm who were well out of order – two of them
getting Engaged; a third sneaking back up the Mile End Road
every night to be some plonker’s wife.  Rule Number One –
A boyfriend’s for Christmas, not just for life.
The euphemisms are well observed; ‘enrolled’ and ‘the firm’ make it sound as if this is a legitimate business, rather than a criminal operation and are terms commonly used in this context.  Being engaged or married, on the other hand, are made to sound like illegal activities which are ‘well out of order’.  The word ‘plonker’ has been brought into popular usage by ‘Only Fools and Horses’ and needs no comment, but Duffy uses capitals to advantage here for emphasis, as in ‘Engaged’ or ‘Rule Number One’, which is an amusing inversion of the RSPCA’s Christmas campaign, ‘A dog is for life – not just for Christmas.’ What comparison are the girls making here?

The rest of the stanza details the sisters’ meteoric rise which gives Duffy the opportunity to invent some ironic details, like the name of their first club, ‘Ballbreakers’ and the fact that the ‘Protection’ offered to women is ambiguous at best.  The move ‘Piccadilly way’ to a more upmarket club or ‘classier gaff’ in cockney terms, which enjoys the inventive name ‘Prickteasers’ means the girls have arrived at the top.

We admit, bang to rights, that the fruits
of feminism – fact – made us rich, feared, famous,
friends of the stars.
The alliteration adds to the effect of overflowing success, while the use of the slang ‘bang to rights’ ensures the readers do not forget whose achievements these are.  The twins appear proud of their fame, drawing attention to their newspaper cuttings.

Have a good butcher’s at these –
there we forever are in glamorous black-and-white,
assertively staring out next to Germaine, Bardot,
Twiggy and Lulu, Dusty and Yoko, Bassey, Babs,
Sandy, Diana Dors.
Most of these are stars of the sixties, although Yoko Ono and Germaine Greer were not household names until later, although both are famous for their feminist views.  Brigitte Bardot and Diana Dors were very glamorous film stars, while Twiggy was a model, famous for being thin and modelling Mary Quant’s mini-skirts.  Lulu, Sandy Shaw and Dusty Springfield were singers and Shirley Bassey seems timeless.  Again, the listing adds to the effect of the number of stars willing or anxious to be photographed with the sisters, thus reinforcing the idea of their fame and power.

Duffy takes another myth common to popular criminal gangs – that they are able to impose law and order in places where the police can’t go – and uses it here.

And London was safer then
on account of us.  Look at the letters we get –
Dear Twins, them were the Good Old Days when you ruled
the streets.  There was none of this mugging old ladies
or touching young girls.
This makes them sound like public benefactors, until you read the final stanza
Remember us at our peak, in our prime, dressed to kill
and swaggering in to our club, stroke of twelve,
the evening we’d leaned on Sinatra to sing for free.
The carefully chosen phrases ‘dressed to kill’, ‘swaggering’ and ‘leaned on’ do not suggest altruism, but rather the enjoyment of power.  This is strengthened by the following lines

There was always a bit of a buzz when we entered, stopping
at favoured tables, giving a nod or a wink, buying someone
a drink, lighting a fag, lending an ear.
The behaviour detailed here is more like that of petty dictators, granting favours to some, but whose mood can change rapidly if they are crossed.  Behaviour typical of Ron and Reg, in fact.  A little surprise as we discover that ‘Sinatra’ refers to Nancy rather than her famous father, but her song describes the real world of the Krays.  As they would prefer it

Leave us both there,
spotlit, strong, at the top of our world, with Sinatra drawling
And here’s a song for the twins, then opening her beautiful throat to take
it away.  These boots are made for walking, and that’s
just what they’ll do.  One of these days these boots
gonna walk all over you.  Are you ready, boots?  Start walkin’ …
Although Duffy has fun imagining the Kray twins as feminist sisters, it does raise the question about why it is such an unlikely scenario.  While men seem to form criminal gangs to engage in drug running, protection rackets and the exploitation of women and asylum seekers, women generally commit petty crimes, such as shop-lifting, or occasionally murder abusive husbands or, rarely, their children.  By making the reader think about this issue, Duffy is saying something serious about the way society works, although she does it in an entertaining way.
ELVIS’S TWIN SISTER

Elvis Presley was born in Mississippi, in 1935, and he did have a twin – a brother who was stillborn.  He grew up in Memphis, Tennessee and became the most famous star in history, selling over a billion records so far.  His singing style combined the influence of country and western, gospel and black soul music and he created a new interracial style called Rock and Roll.  Ironically, in view of his Christian beliefs – which led him to call his home Graceland – his music was called ‘the devil’s music’ by religious conservatives.  He died in 1977, but his home remains a focus of popular tourism.

In the poem, Duffy imagines his twin as alive and a sister [in more than one sense, since she is also a nun].  There are two quotations at the beginning; the first is from one of Elvis’s songs, ‘Are you lonesome tonight?’, the second from Madonna is rather enigmatic – does she have someone in mind?  Duffy has not tried to give ‘Sister Presley’ a Tennessee accent, although there are one or two phrases from Southern America.
We are told about the very different lifestyle of the narrator in the first stanza.

In the convent, y’all,
I tend the gardens,
watch things grow,
pray for the immortal soul
of rock’n’roll.
The calm, unhurried pace of nature is in contrast with the glamorous and hectic life led by her brother.  The southern phrase ‘y’all’ suggests the voice we should be hearing and, with the final line, reminds us that this nun is different, reinforced by the rhyming of soul / rock’n’roll, with its allusion to soul music.  The comparisons with Elvis continue in the second stanza

The Reverend Mother
digs the way I move my hips
just like my brother.
The word ‘digs’ is a slang term for ‘appreciates’ that is appropriate to the music.  Elvis was famous for his lower body movements that had thousands of girls screaming and led to him being christened ‘Elvis the Pelvis’.  American television banned any filming of him from the waist down when he appeared, as his gyrations were deemed to be too sexual for a family audience.  If you watch any of his early films, such as ‘Jailhouse Rock’ you will see what they were like.  His sister’s imitations do not seem to bother the Reverend Mother, who probably has a better sense of perspective.

In contrast with rock’n’roll, the music that comes from the convent is Gregorian chant, also known as plain chant.  This is the traditional religious music of monks and nuns and is usually unaccompanied, although it can have voice harmonies.
Pascha nostrum immolatus est …
This is a Gregorian chant hymn in Latin which takes its first line from St. Paul’s first epistle to the Corinthians.  The next word in the line is ‘Christus’ and it translates as ‘Christ, our paschal lamb, is sacrificed’.  The hymn is sung at Easter, which commemorates the resurrection of Christ and is appropriate to a garden because it is associated with Springtime and rebirth.  Here it
drifts out across the herbs
Sister Presley’s clothes are those expected of a nun – a dark habit (long dress) and a wimple, a starched white headdress that enclosed the whole head except for the face.  The only ornamentation on it is

a novice-sewn / lace band
Novices are the nuns-in-waiting who have not yet taken their final vows.  The only other things she has are

a rosary,
a chain of keys,
a pair of good and sturdy
blue suede shoes.
A rosary is a chain of beads which can be counted off for prayers; the keys will be those for various rooms she needs to enter for her duties; but the shoes are singular for a nun and come from Elvis’s song, ‘Blue Suede Shoes’.  there is a reference to the convent as ‘Graceland’ in the following stanza, a place of special grace or holiness.

It puts my trademark slow lopsided smile
back on my face.
The smile described here was one of Elvis’s most attractive features and can also be seen if you watch his films.  Sister Presley is a lovely, happy character, who fits well into convent life.

Lawdy.
I’m alive and well.
Long time since I walked
down Lonely Street
towards Heartbreak Hotel.
‘Lawdy’ is a southern expression meaning ‘Praise the Lord’ and ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ was one of Elvis’s earliest successes, released in 1956.

One of Duffy’s most light hearted poems, this seems to show that being content and happy does not depend on money or success.  Sister Presley appears to have similar attributes to her ‘brother’, but she has chosen to live in the convent, where money is unimportant, but where she will never be lonely.
POPE JOAN

The legend of the female pope is virtually impossible to substantiate historically.  The story says that she had travelled Europe, disguised as a monk, and that her great learning and piety led to her becoming a cardinal in Rome and finally being elected Pope in around 855 under the name John VIII.  It is said that she was discovered in 857 when, in procession on the way to St. Peter’s, she went into labour and gave birth to a child at the roadside.  Some endings say that mother and child died there; others that she was stoned to death and others that she was sent away to a convent with her child.  The Catholic Church itself denies any mention of a female Pope and gives a history of John VIII as ruling from 872 – 882.  In recent times, Pope Joan has become a feminist icon and she appears as a character in Caryl Churchill’s play ‘Top Girls’ as well as in a novel by Donna Woolfolk Cross, in addition to numerous historical studies and a film made in 1972.

Duffy gives her own voice to Pope Joan in her poem as she imagines being in such a position as a woman.

After I learned to transubstantiate
unleavened bread
into the sacred host
This is the mystery at the heart of the Catholic faith, which believes in ‘transubstantiation’ i.e. that the bread and wine are changed in essence, not in form, into the body and blood of Christ during the Mass.  This not something ‘learned’ in fact, but a power conferred on every priest at their ordination.  It is believed to descend in direct line from Jesus, who gave this power to his apostles at the last supper, just as the Popes are said to descend in a direct line from Saint Peter, the first Pope who was made Christ’s successor according to the New Testament.  As a priest Pope Joan would also have been given this power.  The next two stanzas also describe aspects of the papal duties, including using the censer during High Mass.  This is a container of fragrant smoke which is used to symbolise the smoke of sacrifice and the idea of prayers ascending heavenwards.  There is an ironic metaphor from Duffy in the ‘blue-green snakes’ as a reminder of Eve, the woman responsible for the downfall of the human race.  This idea is contrasted with the image of Pope Joan

high up in a papal chair,
blessing and blessing the air
as she makes the sign of the cross towards the crowds on each side and, as she says,

nearer to heaven
than cardinals, archbishops, bishops, priests,
being Vicar of Rome
This last title is one of those bestowed upon the Pope, who is also a sovereign ruler of his own state, ‘Vatican City’ which is mentioned in the next line, along with the comment

like the best of men
in nomine patris et filii et spiritus sancti amen
The Latin blessing means ‘in the name of the father and of the son and of the holy spirit’ and the ‘amen’ rhymes with men to indicate the satire of this situation.  However Duffy’s incarnation of Pope Joan is given an atheistic twist

I came to believe
that I did not believe a word
and she specifically addresses other women

daughters or brides of the Lord,
a reference to God as ‘the father’ and to the fact that nuns when taking their vows become ‘brides of Christ’.  For Joan the nearest she feels to ‘the power of God’ is the experience of childbirth, which she describes forcefully

the sense of a hand
lifting me, flinging me down,
lifting me, flinging me down,
as my baby pushed out
from between my legs
where I lay in the road
in my miracle,
not a man or a pope at all.
The miracle of childbirth is seen as far more meaningful than all the power and ritual of the male church, and it is only through the legend of Pope Joan that this point could be made so well.  Although the poem is written in conventional three line stanzas, it is all one sentence, thus ensuring that all the achievements that most people would consider amazing in the story of a female pope are merely the prelude to the one thing that no man can do – give birth to a brand new person, which Duffy seems to suggest is nearest to the creative power of God.
PENELOPE

In Homer’s Odyssey, Penelope was the wife of Odysseus, who took ten years to return home after the Trojan wars.  She was besieged by suitors wanting her to marry them, who insisted on living in the palace and helping themselves to anything they wanted.  She stayed faithful to her husband by pretending that she would make a decision when she had finished the tapestry she was working on.  She worked on it every day, but secretly unpicked it every night.  At last her deception was discovered and she then said she would marry whoever could string Odysseus’s great bow and shoot an arrow through twelve axes.  By this time Odysseus himself had returned to his court disguised as a beggar.  He won the challenge and then killed all the suitors who had pestered Penelope.

In this poem, Duffy creates a Penelope who is quite happy being on her own and doesn’t want either the suitors or Odysseus particularly.  It begins at the point where Penelope might reasonably expect Odysseus’s return after the ten years of the wars.

At first I looked along the road
hoping to see him saunter home
among the olive trees,
a whistle for the dog
who mourned him with his warm head on my knees.
This attractive domestic image is not to be, however, although the dog managed to live until his master returned, when he showed his recognition of him before dying.

After six months of looking out for her husband, Penelope says

and then I noticed that whole days had passed
without my noticing.
To while away the time, she takes up embroidery,

but found a lifetime’s industry instead.
Duffy imagines Penelope stitching an autobiography on to her tapestry

I sewed a girl
under a single star – cross-stitch, silver silk –
running after childhood’s bouncing ball.
She takes the opportunity to use colours and images to create the tapestry for her readers as she chooses a specific shade of green for the grass, then

a smoky pink, a shadow’s grey
to show a snapdragon gargling a bee.
This is a really unusual way to describe a bee taking pollen from inside a flower.  The ‘walnut brown’ for a tree is just right and the comparison of her thimble with an acorn continues the nature theme, especially as it pushes ‘through umber soil’, almost bringing the embroidery to life.  Her next two scenes show the end of childhood and the leaving of Odysseus.

I wrapped a maiden in a deep embrace
with heroism’s boy
and lost myself completely
in a wild embroidery of love, lust, loss, lessons learnt;
then watched him sail away
into the loose gold stitching of the sun.
The hero, Odysseus, having tried to stay with her, is forced to join the war, while Penelope stays behind with her son, Telemachus.  The alliteration here emphasises how quickly the courtship, marriage and domestic happiness were over and the sun’s ‘loose stitching’ seems to suggest that the golden days might fall apart.  The advent of the ill behaved and unwanted suitors is understated.

And when the others came to take his place,
disturb my peace,
I played for time.
The way Duffy uses the metaphor of embroidery and colour is clever and suggests the emotions of the sewer.

I knew which hour of the dark the moon
would start to fray,
I stitched it.
Grey threads and brown
pursued my needle’s leaping fish
to form a river that would never reach the sea.
I tricked it.
The movement of the needle suggests the movement of the leaping fish and the waves of the river.  The final scene in Penelope’s autobiography is shown in the final stanza

I was picking out
the smile of a woman at the centre
of this world, self-contained, absorbed, content,
most certainly not waiting,
‘Picking out’ could mean either outlining in colour, or unpicking, but the woman described is pleased with her life ‘at the centre of this world’ – a world that she has created for herself and by herself and which she can change at will.  Just as she has done this however, the now unwanted hero returns

I heard a far-too-late familiar tread outside the door.
I licked my scarlet thread
and aimed it surely at the middle of the needle’s eye once more.
This final image could refer merely to the smile that she was about to pick out on the woman, but it has an uncomfortable connection with a single eye that was blinded by a pointed stake when her husband escaped from the Cyclops, and the licking of a thread that is the colour of blood does not seem to bode well for the tardy husband here.  The danger of abandoning your wife and home for foreign adventures could be that she learns to live happily without you.  The moral of the faithful wife was after written by a man!
MRS. BEAST

This is loosely based on the story of ‘Beauty and the Beast’ but, as usual in this collection, it has a different viewpoint from the original, where Beauty’s love transforms the beast into a handsome prince.  In Duffy’s poem, the beast stays a beast (that is an ugly man) and Beauty herself networks with other women in a similar position.  These are powerful women, not only by reason of their looks, but because they have partners who are very ugly and therefore extremely grateful to them for staying around.  These women play what is usually considered the masculine role.

Mrs. Beast begins by saying she can tell the truth about legends and fairytales (not surprising as she is part of one) so that when you look at her you will see the faces of various famous beauties.  Helen refers to Helen of Troy [see ‘Mrs. Faust’]; Cleopatra was the famous Queen of Egypt who had both Julius Caesar and Mark Antony for her lovers; the Queen of Sheba is famous in several religious books including the Koran and the Bible – both beautiful and a wise ruler she is said to have visited Solomon and later to have born his son; Juliet of course is Shakespeare’s creation; Nefertiti was an Egyptian Queen, the much loved wife of Akhenaten; the Mona Lisa refers to the famous Da Vinci painting and Greta Garbo was a famous film star in the early movies, up until World War 2.  Mrs. Beast says they are all part of the same ‘sisterhood’ and all, in one way or another, exploited by men.  Thus Duffy links all the different sources for her poems; mythology, history, the bible, literature and media with fairy tales, with which she began her collection.  The fairy tale theme is continued with ‘The Little Mermaid’, perhaps the ultimate story of a woman losing everything for love, as she walked and waltzed,
in agony, in fishnet tights
The pain mentioned is immediately undercut by the pun in ‘fishnet tights’ as Mrs. Beast is scathing about the Prince
all for a Prince, a pretty boy, a charming one
who’d dump her in the end, chuck her, throw her overboard
like an inedible fish!  The colloquial language is definitely not the tone of a fairytale.  Mrs. Beast has wise advice for young women, echoing ‘Queen Herod’ as she says

they’re bastards when they’re Princes.
What you want to do is find yourself a Beast.
The narrator here is no innocent young virgin, but a woman of the world
my own gold stashed in the bank
my own black horse at the gates
ready to carry me off at one wrong word,
one false move, one dirty look.
This is an inversion of the usual story, where the riches belong to the Prince and the hero carries away the heroine on his horse.  Duffy’s use of repetition affirms her independent status here.  The Beast is contrasted with the handsome and often arrogant Prince, whom the heroine must please.  The beast shows his gratitude for her return,

But the Beast fell to his knees at the door
to kiss my glove with his mongrel lips – good –
showed by the tears in his bloodshot eyes
that he knew he was blessed – better –
didn’t try to conceal his erection,
size of a mule’s – best.
As she has earlier remarked, one of the best things about a beast is that ‘the sex is better.’ Having a beast as a slave has its uses.  He waits for her to drink a bottle of Chateau Margaux ’54 (the 1966 vintage retails for around £200 a bottle) before they go to bed; as she says he had the beastly attributes, but she had the language to tell him exactly what she wanted.  Unlike the men who please themselves and behave like pigs, Mrs. Beast has found a union that makes sense,

The pig in my bed
was invited.  And if his snout and trotters fouled
my damask sheets, why, then, he’d wash them.  Twice.
She has other uses for his leathery tongue and hooked claws and he appears to be made up of a motley collection of animals, most of them associated with sexual prowess.  As Mrs. Beast asks,

Need I say more?
The next stanza – not linked to the previous one as it begins a new topic – is a parody of the kind of poker games shown in American films, only the players here are rich and beautiful women, all of whom have partners who are ugly and grateful.  She lists them;

the Woman / who Married a Minotaur, Goldilocks, the Bride
of the Bearded Lesbian, Frau Yellow Dwarf, et Moi.
The capitals and phrasing are reminiscent of the kind of signs that might appear in a fairground to attract customers to freak shows.  The references to

Five and Seven Card Stud, Sidewinder, Hold ’Em, Draw –
are to different versions of Texas poker.  The card game is a test of nerves and involves betting on a hand of cards.  A head-to-head is when all the players except two have dropped out, as described by Mrs. Beast between ‘Frau Yellow Dwarf’ and ‘Bearded’s Bride’.  It was over the largest amount of money she’d ever seen, and each player had a Queen turned face up on the card table in front of them.  When you ‘raise’ a player, it means that you bet more money on your hand and each player here has raised the other.  ‘Final card’ means the player cannot exchange a card in their hand for a different one.  The atmosphere is shown to be tense.

Goldilocks’ eyes
were glued to the pot as though porridge bubbled there.
The Minotaur’s wife lit a stinking cheroot.
There is a pun here on ‘pot’ as it refers simply to the total money bet by the players, but is used in the sense of ‘porridge pot’ because it refers to Goldilocks.  A cheroot is a kind of cigar and was popular in the kind of films where hard men gambled in poker games; it is therefore part of the parody.  ‘The Frau’ gives herself away by her trembling hands and her opponent raises her again, forcing her to call, which means she asks to see the cards.  At this point the player with the best hand wins all the money and it is ‘Bearded’ who has three aces, significantly diamonds (wealth) hearts (love) and ‘the pubic Ace of Spades’ as Duffy describes it (sex).  The money is won because, in an alliterative and colloquial line,

the drop-dead gorgeous Bride of the Bearded Lesbian didn’t bluff.
The poker game not only shows the toughness of these independent women, but the fact that they are all winners in life.  The next stanza depicts
a line of ghosts / unable to win.
This list is not of beautiful, loved women, nor of those in the poker school; it is those who are seen as losers.  Eve (blamed for losing Paradise for the human race); Ashputtel (a version of the Cinderella story – she, of course, marries a Prince); Marilyn Monroe (famed for her beauty but committed suicide); Rapunzel (another heroine who married a Prince); Bessie Smith (an early black jazz and blues singer, her life was cut short by a car accident); Bluebeard’s wives (murdered and stored in a locked room); Henry VIII’s (divorced or beheaded).  There is a sardonic reference to Snow White ‘cursing the day she left the seven dwarfs’ (for a Prince, naturally) and finally Diana, Princess of Wales.  Again they are part of the ‘sisterhood’ with all women.
A neat word play brings in ‘the sheepish Beast’ with ‘a tray of schnapps’.  This is a white German brandy and exceptionally strong, without any sugar added.  The fact that the women are drinking it adds to their tough image.  The toast they drink is to ‘Fay Wray’ the actress in the film, ‘King Kong’ (see ‘Queen Kong’).
Mrs. Beast sees the group as
Bad girls.  Serious ladies.  Mourning our dead.
This memory leads to her being ‘hard on the Beast’, standing on the cold balcony

And I made a prayer
thumbing my pearls, the tears of Mary, one by one,
like a rosary – words for the lost, the captive beautiful,
the wives, those less fortunate than we.
There is a kind of pearl called ‘tears of Mary’, which is used for rosaries, but it is ironic that the prayers she says are for fictional or historical characters who are past being benefited, until one remembers that she is a fictional character herself.  The poem ends on a kind of battle cry, or mission statement,

Bring me the Beast for the night.
Bring me the wine cellar key.  Let the less loving one be me.
The poem reflects many of the ideas and themes that are expressed in the whole collection.  The beast can be merely the violent and sexually demanding aspects of the male (although it is also present in ‘Queen Kong’); in this poem it is under the control of the female narrator, as the men in some of the other poems are.  It could be argued that the beast is being exploited, another theme that is explored in the collection, in a sense that it is women’s turn to make demands and to be ‘the less loving one’.  In the list of unfortunate ‘sisters’ being toasted by the poker school, there are echoes of the women who put up with stupid, greedy or boring men, while the tough card players themselves are representatives of all those women who got revenge.
DEMETER

The story of Demeter and her daughter Persephone is an ancient myth which seeks to explain the mysteries of the seasons and the death and renewal of the earth’s plants and crops.  When Demeter ruled in happiness, the earth gave abundant crops all the time, but one day the King of the Underworld, Hades, abducted Persephone and carried her off as his bride.  Demeter was angry and grief stricken.  She ignored her duties to seek her daughter and the earth became barren and dead.  At last Hades was persuaded to allow Persephone to spend time with her mother, but only on condition she had eaten nothing in the underworld.  However Persephone had eaten four pomegranate seeds and so was allowed to spend eight months of the year with her mother and the other four were spent with Hades.  That is why the earth blooms and is fruitful for the eight months that Persephone is with Demeter, and withers and dies during the time she is away.

Duffy’s poem reflects her own joy in her daughter and remembers the time without her, before she was born, which, looking back, seems to have been lacking.  She compares it to

Where I lived – winter and hard earth.
I sat in my cold stone room
choosing tough words, granite, flint
to break the ice.
Here the reader is given an image of the poet, trapped in cold isolation, the words of her poems not warm or funny, but hard and tough.  This is fairly true of Duffy’s writing, as many of her poems before this collection were sad or even menacing – you may know Valentine or War Photographer – and dealt with the difficult and painful aspects of life.  The final phrase has a metaphorical meaning; to create a social atmosphere especially at an event where people are strangers and not speaking.  This double meaning reinforces the sense of loneliness that is being expressed.  She follows this with

My broken heart –
I tried that, but it skimmed
flat, over the frozen lake.
Writing about heartbreak should at least be able to lead to emotion or catharsis, but the words skate across the surface rather than penetrating to the living water (or emotions) underneath.  It is as though the death of the earth has killed all feelings within the narrator / writer.

There is a dramatic change of tone and mood between stanzas two and three, caused by the arrival of Persephone, who has come from another world.

She came from a long, long way,
but I saw her at last, walking,
my daughter, my girl, across the fields,
This stanza is carefully constructed.  The reader sees only the two pronouns, ‘she’ and ‘her’ and the identity of the female seen is held back until the final line, when it is sandwiched in between ‘walking across the fields’.  Because it breaks up the natural phrase, it creates an emphasis on ‘my daughter, my girl’ which shows how precious she is.  Her progress towards her waiting mother is marked by a change in the climate which reflects her mother’s feelings, as Winter becomes Spring.
bringing all spring’s flowers
to her mother’s house.  I swear
the air softened and warmed as she moved,
the blue sky smiling, none too soon,
with the small shy mouth of a new moon.
What the frozen writer of the first two stanzas was unable to achieve with words, her daughter has achieved just by being there – the emotions are expressed in a use of the pathetic fallacy, and rounded off with a picture of the new season where even the sky appears to be smiling, as the upturned shape of the crescent moon, itself the beginning of a new cycle, suggests.  The poem is an interesting use of sonnet form, where the more usual composition of three quatrains and a couplet becomes four tercets and a rhyming couplet.  It is an appropriate form to use however for it is a love poem, very different from ‘Anne Hathaway’ but still expressing a love that can change the world, very different from the fierce possessive feelings of ‘Queen Herod’.

The poem works on several levels.  It is firstly, as the title suggests, an exploration of the archaic and religious myth of Demeter and Persephone; it is also a celebration of the poet’s feelings for her own daughter; finally it is about the act of creation that is writing a poem.  It is one of the most satisfactory poems in the book because the content, form and levels of meaning are in complete harmony, and because it expresses how the creative imagination works.
THE WORLD’S WIFE – GROUPING THE POEMS

In order to make comparisons / contrasts for the examination, it is useful to be clear about which poems might be grouped in different ways in order to write a clear and coherent argument.  Poems might be grouped by e.g. their source, their themes and ideas, their mood and tone or their style and form.

Grouping the poems by source.

	Mythology

Thetis

Mrs. Midas

Mrs. Tiresias

Mrs. Sisyphus

Medusa

Circe

Pygmalion’s Bride

Mrs. Icarus

Eurydice

Penelope

Demeter

History

Mrs. Darwin

Anne Hathaway

The Devil’s Wife

Frau Freud

The Kray Sisters

Elvis’s Twin Sister

Pope Joan
	The Bible

Queen Herod

Pilate’s Wife

Delilah

Mrs. Lazarus

Salome

Literature / Media

Little Red-Cap

Mrs. Aesop

Mrs. Faust

Queen Kong

Mrs. Quasimodo

Mrs. Rip Van Winkle

Mrs. Beast


Each of these groups may seem to be different, but when we look closely at them we can see that they all incorporate elements of myth or legend, in one way or another.  The historical figures have become ‘legendary’ because of the way that writers or the media have created an image of them.  Myra Hindley was demonised into ‘the devil’s wife’ by the newspaper images of her and the constant repetition of her terrible crimes every time there was a suggestion about her release.  The Kray twins became a byword for the ethos of the East End gang in their own lifetimes, while Elvis Presley is simply referred to as ‘The King’.  Darwin and Freud were the ‘fathers’ of modern evolutionary theory and psychoanalysis respectively.  Anne Hathaway and the ‘second best bed’ have been a subject for speculation by scholars, while the story of ‘Pope Joan’ has been revived by feminists seeking to argue against the total male dominance of the catholic church.  The figures from literature / media have also achieved mythological status, becoming a part of modern culture as familiar to most people as the bible stories or those from Greek and Roman legends.

If we view the whole collection in this way, it becomes clear that Duffy has set out to create a deliberately different viewpoint; one that sees the originally masculine orientation of these legends as ripe for ‘de-mythologising’.  Her viewpoint is resolutely human, female and modern and is expressed in a language and style to match.
The poems can also be grouped according to whether the narrator is the wife of a mythological character or the original female character speaking in a modern tone or the female equivalent of a male character.

	Wives

Mrs. Midas

Mrs. Tiresias (?)

Pilate’s Wife

Mrs. Aesop

Mrs. Darwin

Mrs. Sisyphus

Mrs. Faust

Mrs. Quasimodo

Mrs. Lazarus

Pygmalion’s Bride

Mrs. Rip Van Winkle

Mrs. Icarus

Frau Freud

Mrs. Beast
	Female Characters

Little Red-Cap

Thetis

Delilah

Anne Hathaway

Medusa

The Devil’s Wife

Circe

Salome

Eurydice

Pope Joan

Penelope

Demeter

Female Equivalents

Queen Herod

Queen Kong

The Kray Sisters

Elvis’s Twin Sister


In the first group, the very fact that they are known by their husband’s names shows why Duffy is trying to give them a voice.  The traditional dominance of male figures throughout history has overshadowed the female perspective of things.  The conventionally heroic tone adopted by male writers is turned upside down by the voices given to their wives by Carol Ann Duffy.  The women who narrate the stories see these male figures not as heroic but as very unimpressive, summed up perfectly by the brief comments of ‘Mrs. Darwin’ and ‘Mrs. Icarus’.
The second group are far more varied in tone, ranging from the coming-of-age ruthlessness of ‘Little Red-Cap’, through the frightening vindictiveness of ‘Circe’, to the mature joy of ‘Demeter’.  They include women who have been victims, those who have been happy without men, those who have known real love and those who have destroyed men.

At the centre of the collection is a meditation on the relationships between men and women and the need for women to find a voice.  In these poems they have found a number of voices, each different, yet all the same because they are the voice of the writer.  They cover a range of emotions, too, including anger, desire, loneliness, grief, loss, love, anxiety, and contentment.

The final group show Duffy exploring how a woman might react if she were in the position occupied by a man.  Queen Kong uses very different methods to get her man, from her male counterpart; Elvis’s twin sister is happy and fulfilled without the need for fame or money; the Kray sisters use their power to protect women.  Only Queen Herod reacts in the same way as her male original, but for very different reasons, such is the fierce protective love of a mother for a daughter.
THE WORLD’S WIFE – POETIC TECHNIQUES

Like all poets, Carol Ann Duffy uses a variety of techniques to create the effects she wants in her poems.  The most noticeable of these is her use of colloquial language and slang.  Duffy uses the language that is spoken by her readers and that sounds natural when read aloud.  She does not agree that there is a special type of ‘poetic language’ which is correct.  Her poems here are mainly in the form of monologues spoken by women who have found their voice through her in the modern world, and this is why, although the characters are distinct, their voices tend to sound the same.  She tends to juxtapose her colloquialisms with metaphors, as in ‘Little Red-Cap’:

I stitched him up.
Out of the forest I come with my flowers, singing, all alone.
Often the slang phrases are used as bathos, when she has built up the public view of the man in question, as in ‘Eurydice’, when the entrancing power of Orpheus’s art on the natural world has been described, and the image is destroyed by the single word

Bollocks.
Often they are used for comic effect as in the brief summary of Mrs. Faust’s courtship,

shacked up, split up,
made up, hitched up
or in ‘Frau Freud’, where the piling up of slang terms for the penis to prove how very lacking in envy she is for that member ends in the word ‘pity’.
Duffy has fun with ‘The Kray Sisters’ where she can use rhyming slang and gangland terms like ‘manor’ , ‘respect’ and ‘well out of order’ to give an authentic voice to her London gangster ladies.  There are many places where she mixes formal and informal diction to witty effect, for example in ‘Eurydice’
Just picture my face
when I heard
Ye Gods
a familiar knock-knock-knock at Death’s door.
Him.
Big O.
In addition, she makes use of popular sayings, clichés or proverbs, which add to the effect of a natural conversational tone, as do the one word sentences which are common in this collection.  The most obvious poem here is ‘Mrs. Aesop’ where the whole text is based around tales with a moral leading to the clever inversion at the end, where the ‘tables are turned’ and the moral is used against the inventor.  Very often, Duffy uses these maxims to create double meanings as in ‘Thetis’ where talk of taxidermy leads to

Stuff that.
She also uses them to create comic emphasis by using several synonymous clichés one after the other, as in ‘Eurydice’
I was dead.  Deceased.
I was Resting in Peace.  Passé.  Late.
Past my sell-by date.
They are used so frequently within the poems that they become part of the narrative, as they are in everyday speech, although we can be sure that Carol Ann Duffy has chosen them very carefully.  Rhythmically the poems work on the cadences of normal speech, just as Shakespeare’s did, although they use different methods to obtain their effects.  Some of the poems here work mainly on rhyme, like ‘Mrs. Sisyphu’s or ‘Salome’ to create their comic effects, others, like ‘Thetis’ use the rhymes to create a feel of desperate speed.  Other poems contain very little rhyme, except where a point is being made, as in ‘Mrs. Quasimodo’ when her husband loses interest and looks at her

with no more love than stone / I should have known.
The rhymes can also be used for emphasis, as in ‘Mrs. Faust’, where Duffy rhymes ‘harms’ with ‘arms’.  Other poems use various forms of sound patterning (alliteration, assonance, onomatopoeia etc.) to create their rhythmic effects.  The use of patterns of sounds is much clearer when the poems are read aloud, because poems work on sound and rhythm in a similar way to music.  Particularly when a poem is free verse, rather than having a conventional form or rhyme scheme, the metre can rely on sound patterns and on an internal rhythm which is not always obvious to a reader.  For example, in ‘Anne Hathaway’ the first six lines contain a significant amount of sibilance, a pattern that conveys the sound of sighs and kisses that come from the ‘second best bed’.  The use of assonance in ‘Queen Kong’ where the narrator has found her man uses ‘ee’ to link the idea of the watcher and the sleeper.

I remember peeping in at his skyscraper room
and seeing him fast asleep.
Duffy uses various poetic forms and metres within the book.  Some poems are written in iambic pentameter form, like ‘Little Red-Cap’, ‘Anne Hathaway’ and ‘The Kray Sisters’, but others are free verse form and may vary between stanzas.  Although the stanza breaks may seem arbitrary at first, it is clear that Duffy has crafted them carefully, using enjambment where she wants to link them and end stopped lines where a break is intended.  This is shown in ‘Mrs. Beast’ where the first stanza finishes on ‘The sex’ and the second starts with ‘is better.’ The two stanzas are separate in that the first deals with the unwisdom of trusting princes and the second with the superiority of beasts, but the two ideas are linked by their contrast.  It also puts sex at the heart of the relationship!  The remaining stanzas finish with end stopped lines as the subject clearly changes from beast and sex to poker and then from poker back to the unlucky women who need prayers.  She also uses the sonnet form four times.  In ‘Anne Hathaway’ it is a clever parody of Shakespeare and both this and ‘Demeter’ are true love poems.  In ‘Frau Freud’ it is an ironic use and in the ‘Bible’ section of ‘The Devil’s Wife’ it shows a breakdown, not only of a relationship but of sanity.
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