National 6 Higher

Notes on Carol Ann 
Duffy’s Poems


1. War Photographer 
2.  Havisham
3.  Valentine 
4.  Originally
5.  Anne Hathaway
6.  Mrs Midas
Carol Ann Duffy

[bookmark: _GoBack]Carol Ann Duffy was born in Glasgow in 1955 to a Scottish father and an Irish mother. Raised as a Catholic, Duffy lived in the Gorbals – a deprived area of Glasgow – until her family moved to Staffordshire when she was six years old, which inspired her poem ‘Originally’. Duffy aspired to be a writer from a very early age and was encouraged to write poetry by an inspirational teacher at a Convent school when she was ten years old. 

Duffy went on to graduate from Liverpool University in 1977 with a BA in Philosophy. She won the National Poetry Competition in 1983, an Eric Gregory Award in 1984 and her first collection Standing Female Nude (1985) was met with acclaim. Robert Nye, from The Times, declared the book "The debut of a genuine and original poet". In 1993, Mean Time won the Forward Best Collection Prize, a Scottish Arts Council Book Award and the Whitbread Poetry Award. She has gone on to publish many books for adults and children and is also an acclaimed playwright and editor.

Appointed to the role of Britain's first female Poet Laureate in 2009, it is also important to note that Duffy is the first female and LGBT person to have this position. Duffy's poetry gives voice to society's alienated and ignored, wrestling with ideas about language and identity. Duffy also writes from a personal perspective about complex situations, but her use of language makes these works highly accessible and intriguing. As Duffy says herself: "I like to use simple words but in a complicated way." 
In her current role as Poet Laureate, Duffy has written original poems that showcase her dry wit on topics such as the Olympics, climate change, political scandals, and Prince William and Kate Middleton, to mention a few. She is also doing highly significant work in raising the profile of poetry in Britain.
Selected poems
The following Carol Ann Duffy poems have been selected for their representations of personas. They all describe experiences and/or the subsequent impact as told from an individual’s perspective:
‘War Photographer’ – the damaging observations of conflict, its victims and its distant observers, told through the eyes of the photographer who captures the brutal images.

‘Havisham’ – re-examination of Dickens’ character Miss Havisham and her bitter heartbreak, as evoked through brutal imagery.

‘Valentine’ – explores the different stages of a modern relationship through the extended metaphor of an onion.

‘Originally’ – Duffy’s personal poem about her experiences with dual identity. Her physical transition from Scotland to England is explored, as is the transformation from child into adult.

‘Anne Hathaway’ – a sonnet that gives voice to Shakespeare’s ‘neglected’ wife. Here she tells her romanticised version of their relationship.

‘Mrs Midas’ – examines the consequences of selfish and vain decisions in modern relationships, written using the myth of Midas and from the perspective of his fictional wife.


War Photographer

Background:
Duffy was inspired to write this poem by her friendship with a war photographer. She was especially intrigued by the peculiar challenge faced by these people whose job requires them to record terrible, horrific events without being able to directly help their subjects.

Duffy perhaps shares an affinity with these photojournalists - while they use the medium of photography to convey certain truths about the human condition, she uses words and language to do the same job. Throughout the poem, Duffy provokes us to consider our own response when confronted with the photographs that we regularly see in our newspaper supplements, and why so many of us have become de-sensitised to these images.

By viewing this issue from the perspective of the photographer, she also reveals the difficulties of such an occupation. By the end of the poem, it is clear her subject straddles two vastly different worlds yet increasingly feels he belongs to neither.

Summary:
This poem is written in the third person (he). It is about a person who is clearly not the poet. The surface subject of the poem is the war photographer of the title but at a deeper level the poem explores the difference between "Rural England" and places where wars are fought, between the comfort or indifference of the newspaper editor and its readers and the suffering of the people in the photographs. 

The photographer in the poem is anonymous: he could be any of those who record scenes of war. He is not so much a particular individual, like the poet he is an observer and recorder of others' lives. He is an outsider ("alone/With spools of suffering") who moves between two worlds but is comfortable in neither. The "ordered rows" of film spools may suggest how the photographer tries to bring order to what he records, to interpret or make sense of it. The ordered structure of the poem (stanzas all 6 lines, regular rhyme) mirrors this.  It is the poet’s attempt to make sense of the subject and bring order to it so that she can explore it, and her own views on the subject.

In this poem, Duffy describes the experience of someone whose job it is to witness terrible crimes against humanity and bring them back to us many miles away.  The poem is about how he deals with this kind of traumatic experience. 

Structure:
Form is the structure and layout of the poem on the page. It includes the type of stanzas the poet uses, and their rhyme scheme. 

The regular form of this poem in some ways mirrors the sense of the photographer’s attempt to order his strong emotions. The form is a way of containing, controlling and dealing with the anger and pain the poet feels. 

The fact that the form is unchanging, that the stanzas are all of the same length and the rhyme scheme is constant suggests that despite the photographer’s efforts nothing will change. 
This idea is re-enforced by the fact that the poem starts with the photographer home from an assignment and ends with him off on one again. 

The poem is circular, a closed loop where nothing can change.




Havisham

Background:
‘Havisham’ is an exploration of love turned to hatred through the bitterness of rejection and ‘Great Expectations’. Once a beautiful heiress, Miss Havisham had been jilted by Compeyson and had lived ever since in her wedding dress amongst the decaying ruins of her wedding feast at Satis House, Rochester, where she brought up her protégée, Estella, to despise men. She paid for Pip’s apprenticeship and he believed her to be his secret benefactor. He rescued her from nearly burning to death; but when she later died she left almost all her fortune to Estella. 

The title indicates a move away from “Miss” Havisham – i.e. this is my creation now, not Dickens’- and the poem is in Havisham’s voice. Havisham is a woman driven mad with loss and rejection and the poem is a hymn of pain and rage as she moves in and out of dream and awakening, always remembering the love of her life, who jilted and betrayed her. In many ways, ‘Havisham’ is the opposite of ‘Anne Hathaway’.

Summary:
She begins by telling the reader the cause of her troubles - her phrase “beloved sweetheart bastard” is a contradiction in terms (called an oxymoron). She tells us that she has prayed so hard (with eyes closed and hands pressed together) that her eyes have shrunk hard and her hands have sinews strong enough to strangle with - which fits her murderous wish for revenge. (Readers who know Dickens' novel well might think at this point about Miss Havisham's ward, Estella - her natural mother, Molly, has strangled a rival, and has unusually strong hands.) 
Miss Havisham is aware of her own stink - because she does not ever change her clothes nor wash. She stays in bed and screams in denial. At other times she looks and asks herself “who did this” to her? She sometimes dreams almost tenderly or erotically of her lost lover, but when she wakes the hatred and anger return. Thinking of how she “stabbed at the wedding cake” she now wants to work out her revenge on a “male corpse” - presumably that of her lover. 
Structure:
The poem is written in four stanzas, which are unrhymed. Many of the lines run on, and the effect is like normal speech. Duffy has said that she enjoys the way stanzas help her to concentrate and fix her ideas more effectively, and has described them as being almost like mini-canvases. Duffy uses many adjectives of colour - “green”, “puce”, “white” and “red” and lists parts of the body “eyes”, “hands”, “tongue”, “mouth”, “ear” and “face”. 
Sometimes the meaning is clear, but other lines are more open - and there are hints of violence in “strangle”, “bite”, “bang” and “stabbed”. It is not clear what exactly Miss Havisham would like to do on her “long slow honeymoon”, but we can be sure that it is not pleasant. 
The lack of rhyme and the presence of enjambment help to create a more defined voice in the poem. However, while this can often produce a more natural, realistic speech pattern, in this case it has the opposite effect: Havisham’s voice is choppy and stilted, which emphasises the lack of order and structure to her thoughts.
Similarly, although at first glance the poem looks fairly regular, there is no fixed meter. This, and the occasional slightly off-kilter half rhymes and assonance, help to reinforce this lack of logic and the erosion of the speaker’s psyche.

Valentine
Background:
‘Valentine’ is from a collection of poems entitled ‘Mean Time’ (1993), and expresses love and affection in the form of a conceit whereby the symbol of love being offered by the speaker is an unconventional onion.

The poem challenges the stereotypical view of a Valentine’s gift and is reminiscent of metaphysical poets such as John Donne, who approached ordinary objects in original and surprising ways. The multi-layered complexity of the onion represents a real relationship and is used as an extended metaphor throughout.

The strangeness of this unusual gift, which can make a lover cry, highlights the negative as well as the positive effects of a deep and loving relationship. The forceful presentation of this gift, and the final word choice, also suggests this is a relationship which is cruel, domineering and menacing.

Summary:

In ‘Valentine’, Duffy chooses to challenge the conventional symbols of love, namely the ‘red rose’ and the ‘satin heart’. This rejection of classic love tokens is indicated through the negative ‘not’ in the first stanza. Instead Duffy introduces the reader to her own symbol of love, the onion, which is unusual because the onion is a very unflattering, smelly, acidic and unromantic object. Duffy spends the rest of the poem proving to us how the onion is more faithful and reflects the true nature of love.
The poem itself is an extended metaphor about how the unromantic properties of an onion fits the notion of love. Each stanza also shows the different phases of love, how it begins with all the best intentions yet gradually deteriorates into misunderstandings and violence.
Duffy ends the poem on a warning note that love can be “Lethal” and so life-threatening, forcing the reader to confront the notion that a real love based on honesty and truthfulness can be painful and destructive as well as fulfilling and enriching.

The allusion to the negative aspects of conventional relationships suggests that, ultimately, they can often be restrictive to the individual, while a love, which is free from such constraints, is an ideal worth pursuing.

Structure:

The poem is written in free verse using irregular stanzas to support its content and purpose, which is to reject traditional restrictive conventions such as marriage and other notions of love and to warn lovers that being overly possessive can have undesirable consequences.
Although this appears to be a poem on the theme of love, Duffy deliberately avoids the use of language or imagery that we associate with this type of poetry. Instead, the words are often stark and monosyllabic to allow her to present her ideas clearly and unambiguously.

Originally

Background:
Duffy’s family moved to Staffordshire when she was six years old, meaning she had to settle into a new school and new area. Through this heartfelt poem, Duffy describes both the literal details of the journey and the move as well as the deeper, metaphorical journey that she and her family experienced as a result of this decision.

Summary:

In this autobiographical poem, Duffy reveals the importance of early childhood memories and experiences in shaping identity and also considers the impact of significant domestic changes during the formative years. It is clear that, even though Duffy was only six when she moved to England, her sense of ‘Scottishness’ has stayed with her.

She describes both the literal details of the journey and the move as well as the deeper, metaphorical journey that she and her family experienced as a result of this decision. However, this affinity has resulted in a sense of confusion about her own identity and where she belongs and the poem is her own attempt to define more precisely where her true origins lie. 

Although asserting that all childhoods involve change and transition, Duffy feels a distinct pull towards this country that she left so young and there is a definite feeling of loss running through the poem. In recalling how easily her brothers were able to adapt she emphasises her own sense of separateness.

As the title suggests, she considers to what extent our identity is shaped and defined not only by our environment but by changes in dialect and culture.
The initial catalyst for the poem, the memories of the move and her gradual assimilation into her new home, provokes a bigger, more philosophical meditation on the subject of childhood itself.

Perhaps the most significant line in the poem comes at the start of stanza two when she asserts that “All childhood is an emigration,” revealing clearly the universal truth that the process of growing up is always synonymous with change.

Structure:
Like much of Duffy’s work, the poem has a regular structure and the three stanzas of eight lines help to divide the poem into a straightforward chronology.

Stanza one recalls the journey from Glasgow towards her new home, Stanza two explores her initial sense of not fitting in to this new landscape. In the third stanza she considers the larger question about how our sense of identity is formed, shaped and affected by such transitions.

However, underneath this apparently ordered structure, the poet’s anxiety and uncertainty is revealed through the lack of a regular rhythm or rhyme scheme which reinforces the lack of order in her own life at this time.

The fact that the poem is mainly composed of a series of fragmented memories, occasionally using deliberately childish words or phrases, is reminiscent of the way most of us recall our own childhood and adds to the authenticity of the poem.
Anne Hathaway

Background:

Anne Hathaway (1556-1623) was a real woman, born at Shottery near Stratford-on-Avon in 1556 and died in 1623. Hathaway was also William Shakespeare’s wife. We only know some things about her – she was nine years older than her husband, but outlived him by seven years. They married in 1582, when Anne was already pregnant, and had three children together. Although Shakespeare spent many years working in London, he made frequent visits to their home in Stratford-upon-Avon. In Shakespeare’s will, despite being a man of considerable property, he specified that Anne was to receive only his “second best bed”. This has generally been perceived as a deliberate insult, a way of demonstrating that Shakespeare had been unhappy in the marriage. The poem is taken from ‘The World’s Wife’. 

Summary:

The poem relies on double meanings like those we often find in Shakespeare’s own work; it gives a voice to someone of whom history has recorded little. The language is strictly too modern to be spoken by the historical Anne Hathaway (especially the word order and the meanings) but the vocabulary is not obviously anachronistic – that is, most of the words here could have been spoken by the real Anne Hathaway, though not quite with these meanings and probably not in this order.

In the poem, Duffy really concentrates on conveying that this was a marriage based on an all – encompassing, deeply physical relationship. She uses the physical legacy of the bed left by Shakespeare to his wife to meditate on this specific aspect of their relationship. In doing so, she presents a couple completely in tune with each other both sexually and emotionally.
Fittingly, in a poem about the world’s greatest ever poet and wordsmith, she uses language itself as an extended metaphor to convey the intensity of their passion.
As well as emphasising the profound physical connection of the lovers, Duffy also considers that the most fitting way to honour our dead loved ones is by preserving the most enduring, vivid aspects of their character in our memories, thus allowing them to continue to survive.

Structure:

Fittingly, Duffy employs the sonnet form so adored by Shakespeare. This 14-line structure is often associated with love poetry, and is highly appropriate given the subject matter of the poem. Shakespearean sonnets contain three quatrains and a couplet.
The quatrains usually present the key ideas explored by the poet with the resolution or ‘volta’ (an Italian term which literally translates as: the turn) arriving in the couplet.
In the poem, Duffy quite literally employs a softer rhyme with a much more relaxed, less restrictive rhyme scheme, combined with overtly sensual, erotic language and imagery. She uses a regular meter but her deliberate choices of assonance and alliteration are designed to imitate the random touching made during love making, so that it is almost as though the words themselves are grazing each other.
Duffy makes frequent use of enjambment in the poem to show how freely and without obstruction love flowed between the couple, as well as to place emphasis on important words or phrases.
The entire poem is a metaphor comparing the couple’s love making to the process of artistic and poetic creativity.

Mrs Midas

Background:

In Greek mythology, King Midas performed a service for the god Bacchus and in return was granted a wish; Midas wished for everything he touched to be turned to gold. Though Midas initially enjoyed this ability, when he discovered that his food and drink also turned to gold he realised his mistake in wishing for riches above all things. Starving and deranged, Midas was forced to wander alone, searching for a cure.
In modern times, the phrase 'Midas touch' is often applied within the media to entrepreneurs who seem to have the ability to make unprofitable companies or a range of companies, yield significant profits.

Mrs Midas is a poem written from the viewpoint of the wife of the mythological King Midas, from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. With comical undertones, a wide range of emotions is expressed through the persona of Mrs Midas as she speaks out against her husband’s foolish actions and gradually separates herself from him. She leaves him to waste away in isolation while she laments the loss of their physical relationship and the chance to have a baby together to fulfil their dreams.

Summary:

Midas’ greed is what prompts him to make his wish in the first place. The damaging effects are portrayed throughout with both husband and wife, in the end, being left alone to suffer the effects of wishing to possess a substance, which ultimately “feeds no one”. Both Midas and his wife pay the price of not really taking the time to deliberate and think through what would follow if they chose one action over another.

Loneliness and solitude are all that is left for both characters by the end of the poem as a result of one selfish act. A life of solitude is chosen as soon as Midas is “granted” his foolish and selfish wish.

Structure:

This poem is written in the form of a dramatic monologue from a female perspective, similar to the other poems in The World’s Wife collection, in which well-known male characters from myths or history are presented from the viewpoint of the forgotten or disregarded women in their lives.
Duffy focuses on an aspect of this well-known character King Midas and presents an imaginary response from his wife’s viewpoint, providing fresh, thought-provoking and comical insight into their lives.

Mrs Midas is made up of eleven stanzas of irregular line length, ranging from six to ten lines to reflect how unpredictable and chaotic life has become for this couple in that at any second, with a simple touch, Mrs Midas could be turned to gold.

Stanzas one to six deal with the discovery of King Midas’ granted wish, and the sheer panic at the realisation and of the tremendous power he has been given. At the same time, a comic tone is maintained throughout, as Mrs Midas even catalogues everyday items being turned to gold.
The remainder of the poem reveals the harsh heartfelt implications of Midas’ gift; highlighting the damage it has done to the couple’s relationship and their future together. The final line in the poem sums up Mrs Midas’ regret at the loss of physical contact with her isolated husband. 


