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ABSTRACT

In this thesis | examine the workxutside Historyand The World’s Wife collections
of poems by Eavan Boland and Carol Ann Duffy, resigely. My main goal is to make a
comparative analysis of their works as feminisviggens in order to discuss the implications
of such re-visions to women’s literary history aimddition. First, | discuss the historical
context in which women have produced literatureuighout the centuries. Particularly, it
interests me to explore the main aspects that smsmétave contributed to distance men’s
literary production from women’s. Second, | analywev Boland and Duffy explore different
themes in their works from a revisionist perspextisonsidering Adrienne Rich’s concept of
“re-vision.” | argue that their revisionist poetrgntests the Western literary tradition and the
canon by means of transgression and the concgyofanation, based on Giorgio Agamben’s
theorizations. Finally, | consider the differencasd similarities in the way each author
explores the main themes in their works in ordetransgress and profane the literary canon
and tradition. | argue that, as result of theirfanation, the authors help to build and

consolidate women'’s literary history and tradition.

Keywords: literary tradition, literary history, tragression, profanation, revisionism



RESUMO

Nesta dissertacdo examino as olfdasside Historye The World’s Wifecoletaneas de
poemas de Eavan Boland e Carol Ann Duffy, respactente. Meu principal objetivo é fazer
uma andlise comparativa de suas obras, que podenorssideradas revisbes feministas, e
discutir as implicacbes de tais revisbes para #rase a tradicdo literaria de autoria
feminina. Primeiramente, discuto o contexto hiswrno qual as mulheres produziram
literatura através dos séculos. Particularmenteraasa-me explorar os principais aspectos
que, de alguma forma, contribuiram para distarecigeratura produzida por homens daquela
produzida por mulheres. Em segundo lugar, anatistodBoland e Duffy exploram diferentes
temas em suas obras a partir de uma perspectisorasta, considerando o conceito de “re-
visdo” de Adrienne Rich. Argumento que a poesidsrenista dessas autoras contesta a
tradicao literaria ocidental e o canone por meidrdasgressao e do conceito de profanacéo,
baseando-me na teorizacdo de Giorgio Agamben. rr@mde, considero as diferencas e
semelhancas na maneira como cada autora explopairaspais temas em suas obras de
maneira a transgredir e profanar o canone e ac#aditeraria. Argumento que, como
resultado de sua profanacéo, as autoras atuammtiidosde construir e consolidar a historia e

a tradicéao literaria de autoria feminina.

Palavras-chave: tradicédo literéria, historia literdransgresséao, profanacao, revisionismo.
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INTRODUCTION

It would be ambitious beyond my daring, | thoudbtking
about the shelves for books that were not thers,iggest to
the students of those famous colleges that theyldhewrite
history, though | own that it often seems a litfleser as it is,
unreal, lop-sided; but why should they not add@pment to
history, calling it, of course, by some in consjpias hame so
that women might figure there without impropriety?

Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own

Eavan Boland and Carol Ann Duffy are both renownathes in contemporary Irish
and British poetry respectively. They have in comnaorevisionist and feminist approach to
their work. Boland was born in Dublin in 1944 arasta long career that began in 1962 with
the publication of her first collection of poen23 poemsSince then, she has been a prolific
writer, having published several works suchrae War Horsgin 1975,In Her Own Image,
in 1980,In a Time of Violencein 1994, and in 2014A Woman without a Countryin
addition, she has also published collections ohyssuch a®bject Lessons: The Life of the
Woman and the Poet in our Tinme1995 andA Journey with Two Maps: BecomingMoman
Poetin 2011. Duffy was born in 1955 in Glasgow, Saatlabut she was raised in England.
She has published more than ten collections ofrpa@eich asMean Timan 1993,Rapturein
2005, which earned her the T.S. Eliot Prize, &hd Beesn 2011. She has also written poetry
for children such a$he Oldest Girl in the Worldoublished in 2000, anQueen Munch and
Queen Nibblepublished in 2002. Furthermore, she is also gwright whose works include
Cavern of Dream$1984) andCasanowa (2007).

In this thesis, | focus on two of their most popud@oks of poetryQutside History
(1990) by Boland andrhe World’'s Wife(1999) by Duffy. My purpose is to make a

comparative analysis of the authors’ feminist relans and their implications to women’s
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literary history and tradition. | claim that theg-vision somehow profanes and transgresses
the Western canon and literary tradition; theretbiy reclaim a literary space that was often
denied to women in the past.

The concept of “re-vision” that | adopt throughdhe thesis is the one proposed by
Adrienne Rich in her 1972 essay, “When We Dead AemalNriting as Re-Vision.” Since
then, Rich’s revisionist concept has been recuyezmployed and expanded by scholars
such as Liedeke Plate, Sandra Bermann, Maggie Huammong others. Women writers also
have responded to Rich’s call in the last decadeduzing revisionist literature. Boland and
Duffy are certainly part of this movement in whiahiters and poets look back at what has
been written in the past in search of what hashdfeen neglected: women’s point of view.

In Outside HistoryandThe World’'s Wifgthe poems are written from a revisionist and
feminist position. Irish history and literatureassical mythology, women’s condition and the
canon are the main targets of Boland’s re-visio®urtside History The poetic voices are
mostly ordinary women facing experiences that megns unimportant, but which often turn
out to be enriching, transformative, but also palinfn The World’'s Wifg Duffy revises
canonical works in which female characters are lysogere personifications of male ideas of
femininity. Unlike in Outside History Duffy’s poetic voices are predominantly well-know
characters of Western literature that are relefreed their narrative captivity.

In order to choose which poems to analyze, myemoih of choice was that they
should have enough aspects in common so that thayg e grouped into themes. Thus, |
propose three major themes which somehow the authpproach from a revisionist
perspective. The poems chosen for analysis f@artside Historywere “The Shadow Doll,”
“Object Lessons,” “We Were Neutral in the War,” ‘“hftang Curtains with an Abstract
Pattern in a Child’'s Room,” “The Rooms of Other WoomPoets,” “The Achill Woman,”

“We are Always too Late,” “The Making of an Irisho@dess,” “Daphne Heard with Horror
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the Addresses of the God” and “A False Spring”.nfrithe World’s Wifethe poems chosen
were “Medusa,” “Pygmalion’s Bride,” ffom Mrs. Tiresias,” “Eurydice,” “Delilah,”
“Salome,” “Queen Herod,” “Little Red-Cap” and “MrBeast”.

Some critics have approached Boland’'s and Duffy'srkw through feminist
perspectives. In a dissertation entitled “MusclimgA Study of Contemporary Women Poets
and English Poetic Tradition,” written by Vicki Beam in 1992, the works of the two poets
analyzed in this dissertation are also discussé Jecond chapter focuses on Boland’'s
career and her main works published until then]ubiog Outside History However,
precisely because Bertram does not focus on spewaiiiks by Boland, she does not provide a
detailed analysis of the poemsQutside History differently from the work | develop in this
thesis. Besides, | disagree with Bertram when dhens that: “Eavan Boland could be
described, perhaps harshly, as a dutiful daugttgatrsiarchal poetry” (59). As | discuss in
the chapter about Boland, | believe she has bgmrsastent critic of what Bertram refers to
as “patriarchal poetry.” The third chapter of Bantrs dissertation focuses on Carol Ann
Duffy and Deborah Randall and their use of dram@imologuesThe World’s Wifédhad not
yet been published so the chapter discusses Dufiigs works, Standing Female Nude
(1985),Selling Manhattar{1987) andrhe Other Countrg1990). Again, she does not analyze
in details the poems in these books. In my th&sispntrast, | make a detailed analysis of the
poems inThe World’'s Wifamentioned above. Bertram’s dissertation, unlikestugy in this
thesis, does not make a specific comparison betBedsnd’'s Outside Historyand Duffy’s
The World'sWife.

Many have been the works published on Boland'srgoén 1993, the journalrish
University Revievpublished a special issue about Eavan Boland.r8esentributors such as
Victor Luftig and R. T. Smith discuss Boland’s &ejory and her main works published until

then. Smith’s essay “Altered LighOutside History recognizes Boland’s attempt to deal
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with myth and history while focusing on the “penuadlmotif” (90) in the book. In her 2001

article “Beautiful Labors: Lyricism and Feminist W&ons in Eavan Boland's Poetry,”

Christy Burns writes: “I will here be exploring thension in Boland’s work between her
political investment in representing women — esgdcthe laboring poor — and her attraction
to beautiful images and seductive, lyrical langlia@d8). Thus, although Burns mentions
Boland’s interest in Rich’s work, her focus différem mine.

In the collection of essayaside Out: Women Negotiating, Subverting, Appraiong
Public and Private Spac¢epublished in 2008, Sara Sullivan’s essay “Writiimgide and
Outside: Eavan Boland’s Poetry of the Domestic 8patiscusses the importance of the
private sphere in Boland’s work, a discussion thatlso relevant for this thesis. Jody Allen
Randolph in turn published in 2013 a work on EaBatand in which she states that she “will
follow Boland’s evolution from text to context, frolrish poet to a woman whose poetry,
written in Ireland at a time of change, has beeltoveed as broadening factor in other poetic
conversations” (xvi). Randolph discusses Bolandgamworks, includingOutside History
and compares Boland’s and Adrienne Rich’s worksvamen whose poetry has strongly
influenced other female writers. Her focus, howedéfers from the one | adopt here.

Duffy’s work has also received some critical atitmm Jane Dowson and Alice
Entwistle in A History of Twentieth-Century British Women’s FPgepublished in 2005,
recognize Duffy’s influence on other poets who dobk called, according to the critics,
“Duffyesque” (215). They also give special attentitm Boland’s lyric. The collection of
essayslhe Poetry of Carol Ann Duffedited by Angelica Michelis and Antony Rowland in
2003, brings several perspectives on Duffy’'s warkcluding Jeffrey Wainwright’'s essay
about Duffy’s appropriation of Ovid’'s work, whosegaments support some of my
discussions of Duffy’'s poems. Susanna Braund alsoudses Duffy’'s use of myth and

establishes a comparison between Duffy’s poemstabgthology inThe World’s Wifeand
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Margaret Atwood’s and Marguerite Yourcenar's wonkhier 2012 article, “We’re here too,
the ones without names.” Dowson also publisheddh6ZCarol Ann Duffy:Poet for Our
Timesin which she discusses Duffy’s career. Not so maitics have studied Duffy’s work
so far, when compared to the number of articleBoland’s, perhaps because Duffy began
publishing in the 1970s while Boland has been phiolg since the 1960s. It is noteworthy
that the two poets have had some of their poembspel together ifPenguin Modern Poets
vol. 2, along with Vicki Feaver. Despite that, @$t have paid little attention to the works of
these two poets from a comparative perspective.

The critical texts chosen for my discussions iis tihesis are mostly from feminist
literary criticism since they provide theoreticalpport for the focus of this research on
feminist re-vision and the consolidation of womelitarary history and tradition in Boland’s
and Duffy’s works. | organize the thesis into thodmpters. In chapter one, “Where are the
Women Poets?,” | give a concise historical contéxhe main difficulties faced by women in
order to write. | discuss some aspects that througthe centuries have had some impact on
literature produced by women. The chapter highsighdcial and cultural aspects such as
education, which | discuss relying on the classicks of Mary Astell, Mary Wollstonecratft,
John Stuart Mill and Virginia Woolf'sA Room of One’®©wn Another aspect, financial
independence, is analyzed through Woolf's famoupragch to the subject. Another
important discussion that | address is the conbietween women writers and the images
generated by male writers in Western traditiorhearte that Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar
have extensively explored ithe Madwoman in the Attic.

The second chapter, “Eavan Boland: A Poet of Smlhgs,” begins with a brief
contextualization of Boland’s work. Then, the clapis divided into four sections:
“Womanhood or Private Stories,” “Sisterhood or SdarStories,” “Writing Back to

Mythology” and “A Profane Writer.” In the first tee sections, | analyze the poems in
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Outside Historymentioned above considering the themes they haveimmon and how
Boland addresses other issues such as marriagéernobd, domesticity, tradition and
history. | try to discuss each poem in an atteropléemonstrate how Boland objects to the
conventional depictions of women in Western literat | also debate the possible reasons for
the appeal of Ovid’'s work to women writers, inclugliBoland and Duffy. To conclude the
chapter, | connect Boland’s re-vision to the comoafpprofanation discussed by Giorgio
Agamben inProfanations My argument is that through transgression, Bolaothehow
profanes the Western canon.

The third chapter, “Carol Ann Duffy: a Tongue-imé€zk Poet,” is focused on Duffy’s
The World’s Wife In the first section, “Mythology or ‘Girls, forgevhat you've read’,” |
return to the discussion of myths in the works aihven writers and especially the presence
of Ovid in the work of Duffy. | analyze how Duffyeworks stories oMetamorphosesind
how she uses them to address topics such as jgal@msale sexuality, gender roles and
poetry itself. The second section, “The Bible an'alife a bitch’,” addresses the Bible from
a literary perspective, considering the works ofrtNimp Frye and J. R. Porter. Then, the
focus is on the biblical rereadings from a genderspective, since this is Duffy’s main
approach to her biblical discussions. | analyze fPsif questioning of the misogyny
perpetuated in biblical stories. “Fairy Tale ohdd the language, girls” is the third section in
which there is also a discussion of the term féalg based on the works of Steven Swann
Jones, Donald Haase, Roger Sale and Maria Cristaréins and the role of gender in such
stories enriched by the arguments of Jeana Jongesmse Jack Zipes. Here, Duffy also
addresses gender roles, the writing of poetry adafe sexuality. In the last section,
“Profane to Survive,” | also point out to Duffy’sahsgressive vocation and how, as Boland,

she manages to profane Western literary traditrhthe canon. The conclusion emphasizes
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how the discussions in this thesis help to suppayt claim that the poets profane and
transgress the Western canon and literary traditioough their poetry.

The themes | work with in each chapter help us tstded the implications of
Boland’s and Duffy’s re-vision. For that purposkistwork discusses the similarities and
differences in their works, their use of transgi@ssand profanation and the importance of
gender issues for both authors. Finally, it is imgat to highlight how this research is
important for the field of literary studies in geakeand especially for feminist literary
criticism since it discusses revisionism and howcan be used to unveil centuries of
mispresentation of women in Western literary higtdme relevance of this thesis also lies in
the fact that it gives prominence to Boland’s andfips poetry as these two influent women
poets are not well known in Brazil, besides the that there are not many publications that

compare the work of both authors.
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CHAPTER ONE:

Where are the Women Poets?
Did | my lines intend for public view,
How many censures would their faults pursue,
Some would, because such words they do affect,
Cry they're insipid, empty, uncorrect.

Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea, “The Introdoicti

Taking us by and large, we're a queer lot
We women who write poetry. And when you think
How few of us there’ve been, it's queerer still.

Amy Lowell, “The Sisters”

Somewhere you are writing or have written in

a room you came to as | come to this

Eavan Boland, “The Rooms of Other Women Poets

But the Gods are like publishers,
usually male,

and what you doubtless know of my tale
is the deal.

Carol Ann Duffy, “Eurydice”

When it comes to literary tradition, it may be s#mdt women have been given a
limited space. In the special case of poetry, woinave always had more space as muses
than as authors. In her famous esgaiRoom of One’s Owtiirst published in 1929, Virginia
Woolf tries to give an overview of women’s literanystory. When faced with the work of

women in the nineteenth century, she writes: “Amrdeh for the first time, | found several
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shelves given up entirely to the works of woment Bhy, | could not help asking, as | ran
my eyes over them, were they, with very few exaej all novels?” (604). Woolf's
argument is that even with the evidence of theease in the numbers of writings by women,
their presence in poetry was still scarce.

Nonetheless, Woolf was able to find some womerispao had been forgotten over
the years. Her pioneer critical work MRoom of One’s Owrand some of her other essays
about women authors and literature, were certaggponsible for redeeming women writers
and poets who had been relegated to oblivion. abei$ that, despite difficulties such as a
poor education, the lack of financial independergander bias, confinement to the private
space, women have always written. These obstablesgever, distanced men’s literary
production from women’s. Regarding the differenbetween education available for men
and women in the past, Barbara J. Whitehead aclatlges that: “Women were officially
denied entrance to universities until the nineteeeintury. If the definition of what it is to be
an educated woman is to be a woman educated lkana then by definition there would be
very few educated women in early modern Europe”\(#hitehead’s argument is that women
were educated differently and had no access tkititeof education given to men.

As far back as the seventeenth century, this ¢rmeh gap between the sexes was
viewed with concern. British writer and philosopihary Astell published in 169A Serious
Proposal to the Ladiesn which she defends education for women: “FacsiGod has given
women as well as men intelligent souls, why shdbkely be forbidden to improve them?”
(191). Religion was one of the main themes in Astalriting, therefore, coherently, she uses
God as an advocate of women's right to an equaladidun. Nearly one hundred years later, in
1792, Mary Wollstonecraft i\ Vindication of the Rights of Womamakes a new plea. In

what might be considered one of the earliest feshimorks, Wollstonecraft argues that
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women’s education is the only way to reduce theguadity between the sexes. In the

introduction, she expresses her indignation akihe of education offered to women:
The conduct and manners of women, in fact, eviggmbve that their minds
are not in a healthy state; for, like the flowenrsiesh are planted in too rich a
soil, strength and usefulness are sacrificed taityea. One cause of this
barren blooming | attribute to a false system dfcation, gathered from the
books written on this subject by men who, considgriemales rather as
women than human creatures, have been more antkiauake them alluring
mistresses than affectionate wives and rationaharet (258)

Wollstonecraft's keen statement shows us today th@wveducation system was unfair and

made in a way so that women could never reach ihigllectual potential and would, thus,

remain in a docile and submissive position.

Surprisingly, in the nineteenth century, a man wesponsible for endorsing the task
of arguing in favor of women’s schooling. In 18@&hn Stuart Mill writesThe Subjection of
Womenan essay in which he makes a case for womenissri@ne of the topics covered by
Mill is education. He writes:

When we put together three things — first, the ratattraction between

opposite sexes; secondly, the wife’s entire depecel®n the husband, every
privilege or pleasure she has being either his gifdepending entirely on his
will; and lastly, that the principal object of humaursuit, consideration, and
all objects of social ambition, can in general baght or obtained by her only
through him, it would be a miracle if the objecthsing attractive to men had
not become the polar star of feminine education famchation of character.

(27-28)
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In Mill's view, formal education offered to womeersed no other purpose than to make them
compliant wives who desire nothing else than tocagdetheir husbands. His argument is
similar to Wollstonecraft's because he also betiebat education offered to women at the
time was in fact a kind of indoctrination. Womerdta learn just what they needed in order
to perform the roles established for them by aigatnal society. Obviously, being a writer
was not one of these roles.

The issue of women’s education is also one of #geets addressed by Virginia
Woolf when imagining what would have happened iél&speare had had a sister: “She was
as adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to seedhd as he was. But she was not sent to
school. She had no chance of learning grammar @gid, llet alone of reading Horace and
Virgil” (592). For Woolf, despite having as muchtential as her brother, Shakespeare's sister
would have no chance to develop her talent becatig®th her lack of education and the
prejudice from society. Nevertheless, women writemserged and were popular, such as
Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea, Margaret of blestle, Margaret Cavendish and Aphra
Behn; all of them mentioned by Woolf in the fourthapter ofA Room of One’s Own
However, they also acknowledged the difficulty foomen to write and to be recognized as
writers. In “The Introduction,” Anne Finch write$Alas! a woman that attempts the pen /
Such an intruder on the rights of men, / Such ayprptuous creature is esteemed, / The fault
can by no virtue be redeemed” (168). Her speakbraisited by the gender bias of the time,
even though Finch herself was a recognized poet.

All of these writers lived in the seventeenth centand, except for Behn, were part of
the nobility. This situation certainly corroborat®géoolf’'s famous and also controversial
statement that “a woman must have money and a widmer own if she is to write fiction”
(565). Woolf argues that, in order to write, a warmeeeds not only talent, but also material

conditions to do so. When one thinks about peraddsstory when women did not have their



20

own income, and had as main social function beingesvand mothers, Woolf's statement
brings forth a relevant argument.

Woolf also realizes that although the lack of ficial conditions can be an obstacle to
any writer, this condition emerged as an even grdaarrier to women: “But for women, |
thought, looking at the empty shelves, these diffies were infinitely more formidable. In
the first place, to have a room of her own, lehala quiet room or a soundproof room, was
out of question, unless her parents were exceplyjonah or very noble, even up to the
beginning of the nineteenth century” (595-596). Wawsists that a writer needs a space
where she can work and for centuries this was brgazh for most women.

The issue of money and its relation to women's ttimm$ to dedicate themselves to
writing poetry is also acknowledged by George Raritho argues that “the more materially
privileged a woman was, the better the chancedhatwas literate — and the technical skills
of poetry generally required a good education, evpilose (rather than verse) was the likely
medium of underclass literacy (although such prosggh influenced by the Bible, was often
strongly rhythmical)” (223). Parfitt believes thatorder to write poetry a writer must have
access to quality education and this was, for g tone, only available to wealthy women.

Besides that, women were often criticized for gentdas, as Finch’'s poem
corroborates. Deborah Kennedy argues that: “If e@uld be ridiculed for their attempts at
verse, so could women, and so they were. What seomeen writers objected to was their
work being critiqued just because they were won{&f). It is certainly not surprising that in
a male-oriented literary tradition, literature pucdd by women is appraised from a gendered
and often negative perspective. Given that liteeafproduced by men was for ages the one
considered standard, women writers were judgedh&tystandard.

Woolf reminds us that in relation to men's and wosm@oint of view, it is men's view

that prevails: “it is obvious that the values ofmen differ very often from the values which
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have been made by the other sex; naturally, thsoisYet it is the masculine values that
prevail. Speaking crudely, football and sport araportant’; the worship of fashion, the
buying of clothes ‘trivial’ ” (609). The writer tluargues that the same criterion applies to
literary criticism: “This is an important book, tleeitic assumes, because it deals with war.
This is an insignificant book because it deals i feelings of women in a drawing-room”
(Woolf 609). For Woolf, the judgment on the valug a book is generally made with
preference to themes considered universal and hediech are often associated with a
masculine worldview.

US feminist poet and essayist Adrienne Rich fedtweight of being a young woman
poet having to deal with such worldview. In her tarm essay, “When We Dead Awaken:
Writing as Re-Vision,” she maintains that: “I habeen taught that poetry should be
‘universal’, which meant, of course, nonfemale. iUtlien | had tried very mucimot to
identify myself as a female poet” (22-23). Rich f@mses her hesitation in revealing herself as
a poet who happens to be a woman. She probablyadidzant her poetry to be judged on the
basis of any gender bias. This means that, evamgthehe writes in the twentieth century,
Rich still shares with her predecessors the saelfs of inadequacy about being a woman
poet. More than two hundred years earlier, Annelirimad written in “The Apology”: “Each
woman has her weakness; mine indeed / Is stillritewhough hopeless to succeed” (178).
The reader can easily see from these lines thatdb#@c voice considers her writing not as a
gift but, instead, as a curse.

Historically, poetry written by women was consetr‘minor,” simply because the
author is a woman. Indeed, even the vocabulary teseéscribe a woman's poem is distinct,
as Alicia Suskin Ostriker observes:

We seldom encounter, in praise of women poets,sdike great powerful

forceful masterly violent, large or true. The language used to express literary
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admiration in general presumes the masculinityhefauthor, the work, and the
act of creation — but not if the author is a wom@amplimentary adjectives of
choice then shift toward the diminutivegraceful, subtle, elegant, delicate
cryptic, and, above allnodestfor the most continuous term of approbation for
a woman poet from the early nineteenth centurpa¢odiay before yesterday has
beenmodesty(3)
Ostriker argues that the kind of criticism of pgeproduced by women, even when it is
positive, reinforces gender bias. The use of differadjectives to describe the work of men
and women makes it clear that writing is not eviddan a neutral way. Otherwise, there
would be no verses like Anne Bradstreet’s in “Theléjue”:
| am obnoxious to each carping tongue
Who says my hand a needle better fits;
A poet’s pen all scorn | should thus wrong,
For such despite they cast on female wits;
If what | do prove well, it won't advance,
They'll say it’s stolen, or else it was by chan@)
The poetic voice in this poem discloses the kinthgfasse a woman poet experiences. Even
if she can prove her intellectual skills, she rtivesrisk of being discredited.

How can women write poetry, then? This is a questi@mt pervades Sandra Gilbert
and Susan Gubar's famous wofthe Madwoman in the AtticMhen analyzing Harold
Bloom's theory about the anxiety of influence, tiheglize that Bloom focuses only on men’s
tradition. They ask: “Where, then, does the fenpalet fit in? Does she want to annihilate a
‘forefather’ or a ‘foremother? What if she candimo models, no precursors? Does she have
a muse, and what is its sex?” (47). Gilbert and&udielieve that Bloom's model cannot give

an adequate account of women poets and theiritradit
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Going back to Virginia Woolf, when she tries to wes her own question about the
scarcity of poetry books written by women, she obse that: “The original impulse was to
poetry. The ‘supreme head of song’ was a poetesth BB France and England the women
poets precede the women novelists” (604). In Weoliew, women should have written more
poetry since their relation with the genre goeslacancient times, to Sappho, for example.
A mythical figure, of whom little is known, Sapplsprobably the most famous woman poet
from antiquity and her name comes up often whersthigect is poetry produced by women.
However, legends related to her sexuality and treimstances of her death caused her to
become a conflicting personage, as Deborah Kenaegles:
Sappho was an iconic figure, but the spectacutaiest surrounding her life
have made her a mixed blessing as a model for wgoets. She won respect
for her poetry but disapproval for her persona.lo, a woman poet might be
praised as an “English Sappho”, but the term waguently followed by a
qualifying remark about her having the virtue tBafppho apparently lacked.
5)

As can be seen from this quotation, although Sapm@sobecome a kind of foremother for

women poets, her reputation preceded her work. Assalt, Sappho could be imitated as a

poet, but never in her behavior.

Social and professional reputation interminglegmfunfavorably for women writers;
something of which Aphra Behn is a good exampler idgortance in women's literary
history can be measured by Woolf's praising of h&li:women together ought to let flowers
fall upon the tomb of Aphra Behn, which is, mosarstalously but rather appropriately, in
Westminster Abbey, for it was she who earned tHearight to speak their minds” (604). For
Woolf, a woman, like Behn, who had managed to becamnprofessional writer in the

seventeenth century, was an example to be followedvever, despite being a successful
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writer during her lifetime, in the course of timertwork was gradually forgotten. According
to Jane Spencer:
The variety of her work, and the extent of her ggscin her lifetime, meant
that she had the potential to be very influentitdraner death. The eighteenth-
century construction of Restoration writing in geleand Behn'’s in particular,
as decadent and salacious, had profound effectseotenor of that influence,
and made her legacy to later female writers ansyneae. (3)
Spencer argues that Behn had the requirementsctortaepart of the canon, but the morality
of the centuries after her death prevented heeteive the recognition that she deserves.
When writing verses like: “A many kisses did heegivAnd | returned the same, / Which
made me willing to receive / That which | dare maime” (111), Behn is challenging the
sexual conduct expected of women. Thus, her inflaeon future writers and poets was
misrepresented for centuries until she was reda®alin the twentieth century, especially
through Woolf's famous reference to her works.

Behn did not fit the moral standards of the eightb century, much less in the
necessary modesty that was then required of wonréersv Janet Todd claims that: “Not
content with shocking the nation with her lewdneéBshn also failed in a proper sense of
literary privacy. An eighteenth-century woman writgho went public did so with a panoply
of excuse and subservience. Behn, however, stdettlared that she was writing for fame”
(2). Todd believes Behn had against her not ontyskgual behavior, which was considered
inappropriate, but also her search for recognitiat was then allowed only to men.

Could it be just coincidence that the behaviotved important figures of women's
literary history, Sappho and Aphra Behn, was usedndervalue their work? It seems clear
that women were not welcome in an activity congdemasculine. Gilbert and Gubar

acknowledge the feeling of inadequacy of women a8 when analyzing a poem by Anne
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Finch: “Because they are by definition male adegt... writing, reading, and thinking are
not only alien but also inimical to ‘female’ chatastics” (8). Gilbert and Gubar emphasize
that historically, writing, as well as other intgtual activities, were frequently attributed to
men. Thus, women writers often felt as invadera iireld to which apparently they did not
belong.

Especially when it comes to tradition, Gilbert g@dbar argue that literary tradition
can be understood as an essentially male tradifldrey dare to ask: “Is a pen a metaphorical
penis?” (3). Gilbert and Gubar come to an answeh#&ir own question when analyzing a
letter of Gerard Manley Hopkins: “Male sexuality is.not just analogically but actually the
essence of literary power. The poet’s pen is iness@nse (even more than figuratively) a
penis” (4). The writers believe the pen metaphdisiaapresents the authority of male gender
and this belief guides the ideas they discusth@e Madwoman in the Attidhen, considering
literary history as something in which the presesicenen predominates, the authors question
the influence over women writers of the images tegtdy men in the Victorian period: “a
woman writer must examine, assimilate, and trargdbe extreme images of ‘angel’ and
‘monster’ which male authors have generated fof (&r). Gilbert and Gubar argue that
stereotypical images produced by men’s writing gatee enormous difficulty for women
writers who need to struggle to overcome them.

Years earlier, Woolf had addressed some of the esoscechoed in Gilbert and
Gubar’s theory in her essay “Professions for Womienivhich she describes the effect a
famous Victorian poeniThe Angel irthe Houseby Coventry Patmore, had on her as a writer:
“It was she who used to come between me and myr pelpen | was writing reviews. It was
she who bothered me and wasted my time and so nvechene that at last | killed her” (141).
The “she” to which Woolf refers is Honoria, “thegah in the house,” who was based on

Patmore’s wife. When one reads some verses ofdampit is possible to see what bothered
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Woolf: “In mind and manners how discreet! / Howless in her very art; / How candid in
discourse; how sweet / The concord of her lipstaeatt; / How simple and how circumspect;
/ How subtle and how fancy-free” (51). The womasdaiided by the poet is an idealized one.
All the adjectives used by Patmore place her asesam who cannot be human, since
apparently she has no faults, only virtues.

If this angelic image of woman was so influentrakie nineteenth-century, this is due
to the fact that the image of "the angel" embodiesult that had never ceased to exist.
According to Gilbert and Gubar ifthe Norton Anthology of Literature by Womehe
importance of Jesus's mother underwent a changegdilne Middle Ages: “From the twelfth
century to about the fifteenth, Mariolatry — thdtaf the Virgin — swept Europe” (5). In the
medieval world, religion had great influence on e lives and the worship of a sinless
woman could redeem all other women, as acknowletgegilbert and Gubar: “Mary’s grace
sanctifies all women, even an ostensibly fallen sneh as Christ’s disciple the reformed
prostitute Mary Magdalene. Thus, though Mary hérsehy have been unique ... even
ordinary women are not to be excluded from the gdem of heaven that she rules” (6).
Gilbert and Gubar’'s argument is that in the collecimaginary all women were considered
sinners, but even the worst of all could follow Wiegin's example and be saved. As a result
of this belief, stereotypical notions about womegrevmaintained. If they were not holy and
pure like Mary, this would mean they could onlylilke her opposite, Eve.

In the Bible, Eve is seen as the other half of Adtra one that was created to be his
companion and should be submissive to him. Shds portrayed as responsible for the
Original Sin and the resulting expulsion from thar@en of Eden. Therefore, being daughters
of Eve, all women were sinners until proven otheeniThey had to try to achieve the
unachievable, to be as pure and sinless as thenMigry, or to settle for being eternal

sinners like Eve.
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The myth of Lilith also reinforces the image of wemas sinful by nature. Ifhe

Madwoman in the AttjcGilbert and Gubar tell her story:
Created not from Adam'’s rib but, like him, from tbast, Lilith was Adam’s
first wife, according to apocryphal Jewish lore cBese she considered herself
his equal, she objected to lying beneath him, abwinen he tried to force her
submission, she became enraged and, speakingdfiabie Name, flew away
to the edge of the Red Sea to reside with demdmgalened by God’s angelic
emissaries, told that she must return or daily laseundred of her demon
children to death, Lilith preferred punishment tr@rchal marriage, and she
took her revenge against both God and Adam byimguipabies — especially
male babies, who were traditionally thought to berenvulnerable to her
attacks. (35)
It is a story, as well as Eve's, that endorses visrgibservience to men. Lilith’s sin was to
think she could be equal to Adam when, in fact, wlas supposed to be an obedient wife.
Both women, Lilith and Eve, who disobeyed God’'s cmand, dared to challenge male
authority, thus they became symbols of female siefs.

Often endorsing this ideology, the history of raire displays several works in
which women are represented in the binary oppaesitioangel or monster, as acknowledged
by Gilbert and Gubar. They observe that: “The id@aman that male authors dream of
generating is always an angel” (20), neverthelalsxy according to the critics: “repeatedly,
throughout most male literature, a sweet heroisglethe house (like Honoria) is opposed to
a vicious bitch outside” (Gilbert and Gubar 29). Whmen authors idealize a submissive
woman, they also denigrate the independent woman.

One of the main arguments of Gilbert and Gubarhe Madwoman in the Attis that

the image of a "monster" in particular is extremieymful to women writers: “to the extent
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that they [feminine monsters] incarnate male drefadomen and, specifically, male scorn of
female creativity, such characters have drastiafigcted the self-images of women writers,
negatively reinforcing those messages of submiess® conveyed by their angelic sisters”
(29-30). For the critics, supposedly evil femininkaracters were devised as a way of
indoctrinating women to follow suit good characterso are, not coincidentally, those that
match the masculine fantasy of femininity.
Adrienne Rich also suggests that women writesesrch of inspiration are hampered

by feminine images created by male writers:

She comes up against something that negates eweryshe is about: she

meets the image of Woman in books written by mdre fhds a terror and a

dream, she finds a beautiful pale face, she finlBelle Dame Sans Merci,

she finds Juliet or Tess or Salomé, but precisdigtvehe does not find is that

absorbed, drudging, puzzled, sometimes inspireatwre, herself, who sits at a

desk trying to put words together. (16)
Rich’s argument is that when a woman decides tdewshe comes across an imaginary
constructed by an essentially masculine literapditron in which she cannot recognize
herself. Surprisingly, the poet does not refeth nineteenth-century context, but to her own
experience of writing in the twentieth century. §imeans that the influence of these images
pervaded not only Victorian women's writing, busalinfluenced the woman writer of the
second half of the twentieth century. So it makedqet sense that in this article Rich has
developed her concept of re-vision. Re-vision fog awthor is the “act of looking back, of
seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old texinfi@ new critical direction” (11). Rich urges
women writers to fight the images from the past thehumanize them. Mythological and
stereotypical images of women are part of a tradlithat, according to Rich, needs to be

revised.
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When it comes to literature produced by women, rte@n question to be asked
regards literary tradition. Considering that, “Weestliterary historyis overwhelmingly male
— or, more accurately, patriarchal” (Gilbert andb@u47), it is fair to inquire if, after all: is
there any women’s literary tradition? If we thinktbe number of women writers throughout
history, from the best known to those that havenbreeiscovered since the work of Virginia
Woolf in A Room of One's Ownhe answer is yes. The problem seems to be thaten's
literary tradition has not been consolidated, gitkat: “Over the last twenty-five years,
feminist research has given us knowledge of womaters who had been (almost) erased
from the record, and has made it necessary toa¢hesrecords we already had” (Spencer 1).
Spencer argues that women’s writings from the past to be reestablished and revised.

In his famous essay, “Tradition and the Individialent,” T.S. Eliot writes: “No poet,
no artist of any art, has his complete meaningealéfis significance, his appreciation is the
appreciation of his relation to the dead poets amidts. You cannot value him alone; you
must set him for contrast and comparison, amongdée” (44). Eliot is saying that any
writer is inexorably inserted in a relationshiplwitis predecessors. This means that a writer's
forefathers have a direct influence on his work alsg on the relevance of this work. That is,
to be relevant, the writer and his work have tdadjae with what was done before. If this
dialogue is successful, then we have a tradition.

Harold Bloom, whose theories often displease feshauritics, gives us his view about
literary tradition inThe Westeri©€anon “Tradition is not only a handing-down or proceds
benign transmission; it is also a conflict betwgast genius and present aspiration, in which
the prize is literary survival or canonical inclsi (8-9). For Bloom, tradition is actually a
battle between those who have shaped it in thegrasthose who hope to become part of it.
If we consider the prize of being included in tl@an mentioned by Bloom, this is a battle

most women have lost. One needs only to look atthiers who, according to the critic,
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constitute the Western canon. Among twenty-sixewsit only four are women: Jane Austen,
Emily Dickinson, George Eliot and Virginia Woolfn Imy opinion, these four writers
represent nothing more than a concession. UndolybtBtbom’s criterion is defined by a
male-centered worldview. Furthermore, as previousintioned, it is not surprising that only
one of them is a poet, Emily Dickinson.

No doubt there is gender bias in the perceptiowludt is considered so-called “high
literature,” as evidenced by the recurrence of wonveters almost always being accounted
for as exceptions. In Pam Morris’s view: “In coreithg the work of female writers male
critics use the same logic to deny, ignore or nma&igie women’s artistic achievement.
Women writers are always regarded as special casgsig is male, and women are always
primarily women and only secondly writers” (43). Me’s argument is that women authors
are judged first by their gender and only then,agfsvtaking this factor into account, is their
work evaluated. In the case of poetry, this criterseems to be even stricter, since: “More
than any other genre, poetry is associated witfonstof literature as universal, as the form
suited to the lofty treatment of the great and tese human themes. Women have
undoubtedly found it particularly intimidating tdaon entry into this elevated discourse”
(Morris 79). In other words, since it is often cmesed a prestigious and elevated genre,
usually associated with the so-called “great ctasspoetry has had the detrimental potential
to become intimidating to women.

The simple act of writing had, and perhaps sab a different meaning for women, as
claimed by Jo Gill: “women who did write — privagedr for publication — were subverting all
kinds of expectations in so doing” (24). Gill argubat when writing, women could challenge
the patriarchal authority. Nevertheless, the crigiminds us that for “women poets, language
is arguably always experienced as strange, as aidras other” (Gill 40). It is as if women,

although they have always written, felt that larggiaoes not really belong to them. Most
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likely, the conflicting relationship between womand language is related to cultural factors.

According to Cora Kaplan:
The difficulty women have in writing seems to mebmlinked very closely to
the rupture between childhood and adolescence, whewestern societies
(and in other cultures as well) public speech mae privilege and women’s
speech restricted by custom in mixed sex gatheringsif permitted, still
characterized by its private nature, an extensibnthe trivial domestic
discourse of women. (55)

Kaplan’s view is that since they are relegatedh® private sphere, women have trouble

developing their ability to express themselves gl given that the public sphere has been

traditionally reserved for men.

Because of the public nature of literary discourgemen writers have often felt that
they are invading a space to which they do notrgel&aplan states: “A very high proportion
of women’s poems are about the right to speak aritd.wihe desire to write imaginative
poetry and prose was and is a demand for acceaadarity within the law and myth-
making groups in society” (55). If to the male writanguage is seen as an extension of their
own being, to the woman writer language is somethiat needs to be conquered so that
women’s point of view has its space in literarycdisrse. The need to address the right to
speak and write, acknowledged by Kaplan, can berebd in poems such as the one by Lady
Mary Chudleigh’s “To the Ladies,” written in thegbteenth century: “Like mutes she signs
alone must make, / And never any freedom take:t/sBIli be governed by a nod, / And fear
her husband as a God: / Him still must serve, Hithabey, / And nothing act, and nothing
say” (163). The poetic voice regrets the fact thatriage turns women into slaves to their

husbands, and this is mainly because she feelddkeyheir right to speak.
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Another eighteenth-century poet, Anne Killigrewldeesses the prerogative to write in
“Upon the Saying That My Verses Were Made by Andth&he envious age, only to me
alone, / Will not allow what | do write, my own” §b). The poetic voice's feeling of anger
and frustration is palpable. These lines and te itself show the poet's fear of not being
recognized as a true author. The difficulty in alitey recognition as writers indicates how
much, more often than not, women have had to seugg their space in literary tradition. If
women’s social and intellectual space has alwags tienited, what may be said about their
literary space? According to Jane Spencer: “Itédl ktnown, and has now been the subject of
much discussion, that women’s writing has a vergimsmaller space in literary history than
men’s” (1). The critic reminds us that, as in otepaces, women’s access to literature was
also hindered.

The issue of space has always been problematiovbmen. Men traditionally
occupied the public space, while the private, djpathy the domestic one, was destined to
women, which, according to the British feminist geapher Doreen Massey, was related to
an attempt of social control: “The attempt to cnafivomen to the domestic sphere was both
a specifically spatial control and, through thatsaial control on identity” (179). Massey
argues that by restricting the physical space ahem, it was also possible to restrict their
social role, since women would not be able to deenselves as participants in the public
sphere. Besides, the clear separation of spacepiedcby women and men contributed, and
still does, to the social construction of gender,stated by Alison Blunt and Gillian Rose.
They argue: “The social construction of gender edéhce establishes some spaces as
women’s and others as men’s; those meanings thee 8@ reconstitute the power relations
of gendered identity” (3). Blunt and Rose beliekattby creating exclusive spaces for men
and women, gender differences are strengthenethanefore privileges related to one or the

other can be maintained.
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This distinction of space based on gender alsdsléa differences in relation to the
value added to each space, as stated by Daphn& Syasculine spaces (such as nineteenth-
century American colleges) contain socially valukdowledge of theology, law, and
medicine, while feminine spaces (such as the haroejain devalued knowledge of child
care, cooking and cleaning” (10-11). For Spain, worhave historically been removed from
the knowledge production spaces and confined tnglesspace, the domestic one, where they
could not grow intellectually. If women become fedcto live an intellectually limited life,
women's writing is compromised as well.

Spencer acknowledges two reasons for the constwhiwbmen's space in literature:
first, “the history of women'’s relatively low acee$o all the advantages that writers need,
beginning at a basic level with literacy itself;dasecond, the masculinist biases, conscious
and unconscious, of our records of literary agtiv{tl). Spencer observes that women have
always been in disadvantage. As argued before,oa @ducation combined with a man-
centered literary history contributed to the oldiviof women's tradition. It is noteworthy how
all these arguments dialogue with Virginia Woolféflections discussed in 1929 AsnRoom
of One's OwnAlthough she did not make a historical accoust, $ensitivity allowed her to
realize several factors that distinguished womand men's work which are still debated
nowadays. For example, she realized the gulf thstexl between the two sexes regarding
social and economic conditions: “Why was one seXasperous and the other so poor?
What effect has poverty on fiction? What conditi@ns necessary for the creation of works of
art?” (579). Woolf insists that as long as womee In poor conditions, they will never have
the necessary requirements to compete on equas teittim men.

So why would this renowned feminist writer be icrted by feminists themselves?
For one thing, it is possible that her ideas waterljudged out of its historical context. In the

1920s, Woolf certainly did not have the same amainhformation about women writers
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from the past that are available now. In fact, ntiwned before, if women's literary history
and tradition is being gradually restored, thismisch due toA Room of One's Owrn
Sexual/Textual PoliticsToril Moi appropriately analyzes what she consd® be “some
negative feminist responses to Woolf’ (1). Her maiiticism is addressed to what she sees as
Elaine Showalter's misreading of the English writdoi argues that “Woolf's essays fail to
transmit any direct experience to the reader, abegrto Showalter, largely because as an
upper-class woman Woolf lacked the necessary negatxperience to qualify as a good
feminist writer” (4). Moi criticizes the fact thdor Showalter an author’s private life and
social class defines whatever she may write abonbb

The critic continues her scrutiny of Showalter'sas and she maintains that:
“Showalter’s position ... in fact strongly favoursetfiorm of writing commonly known as
critical or bourgeois realism, precluding any neadognition of the value of Virginia Woolf's
modernism” (4). Moi’s belief is that if Showalteases her argument on a nineteenth-century
literary movement, how will she be able to recogr¥¥oolf's modernist style? | agree with
Moi's view that Showalter's argument does not hisich twentieth-century context no critic
can still believe that the author's personal liveudd be taken into account in the appraisal of
a literary work. Another point that Moi considem®lplematic in Showalter's criticism is her
view of the treatment given by Woolf to androgyBye claims that: “Showalter sees Woolf's
insistence in the androgynous nature of the gredemas a flight away from a ‘troubled
feminism’ (282) and locates the moment of thisHtign Rooni (2). For Moi, Showalter sees
Woolf's defense of androgyny as a negative chaiatiteinstead of recognizing this concept
as what it really means for the English writer: theans to expose the fragility of gender
constructions.

This reading seems to be clear to Moi when sheesurit
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This is not, as Showalter argues, a flight fromefixgender identities, but a
recognition of their falsifying metaphysical naturéar from fleeing such
gender identities because she fears them, Wodtteifhem because she has
seen them for what they are. She has understoodhiiayoal of the feminist
struggle must precisely be to deconstruct the déedting binary oppositions
of masculinity and femininity. (13)

The critic asserts that Woolf's position on gendsues was ahead of her time. In my
view the English writer understands that gendestractions had fragile bases that might be
questioned. Certainly Woolf's value for feministicsm needs to be properly recognized, as
emphasized by Moi: “A feminist criticism that woullb both justice and homage to its great
mother and sister: this, surely, should be ourgda). | think Moi is right in her defense of
Woolf since her contribution is undeniable. Her kvar A Room of One's Oweertainly led
the way to the recovery of women's history anditi@d in literature. Woolf's influence can
be measured by Gilbert and Gubar’'s statement inpte&ace of the second edition ©he
Norton Anthology of Literature by WomeéfTo be sure, despite (or perhaps because of) its
enlarged parameters, this revised edition ... coeSnto remind readers of Woolf's
affirmation that ‘books continue each other” (xxibEven with the 11-year interval between
the two editions, 1985 and 1996, Woolf's wordg gtiide the anthology.

In The Norton AnthologyGilbert and Gubar explain that their organizatioiterion is
not based on the usual literary movements and gridVe have continued to organize these
diverse writings chronologically, for we still belie that, though conventional literary
periodization does not suit women’s aesthetic gast,history of women'’s literary tradition
does have significant phases of its own” (xxxi)eTmnitics make a distinction between history
and literary history, since the latter could not jdstice to the particularities of women's

tradition. This means that literary periods, aslvesl the canon, are most often based on
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literature produced by men. Joyce Warren agreds tis line of argument when she writes:
“Originally created by a critical establishmentttineas male-dominated for a predominantly
white male literary tradition and sanctioned byhaonological inevitability, such literary
periods have always been fictions, but fictionshwihe tenacity of convenience and
convention” (ix). In fact, as Warren points outetary classification based on periods such as
romanticism, realism, among others, was creatednét the needs of an exclusively
masculine tradition that supposedly follows sonmets.
The option for a chronological classification béea historical periods ihe Norton
Anthology of Literature by Womanay not be the ideal one, but it allows the reddesee
how the literature produced by women changed awres.tThis seems to be a better option to
locate women writers than conventional periodizatior it avoids the sort of problem
acknowledged by Warren:
Typically, women writers are simply wedged intoaddished literary periods
that hardly suit them. For example, Emily Dickingsnsometimes located in
the so-called American Renaissance, a categoryl-ofizde writers that was
created by F. O. Matthiessen in the 1940s for s and the nation’s purposes
and that, although frequently challenged, still dwates studies of nineteenth-
century American literature. Only by being consaeter disciple of the much
lesser poet Ralph Waldo Emerson can Dickinson leeddo this literary
period, and even then she is out of place. (ix)

For Warren, it does not seem right that Emily askn is considered as part of a literary

period that was not intended to include women. inuiew, since standard periodization is

part of a tradition that has excluded women fomamy years, such periodization needs to be

revised.



37

Certainly, one cannot expect that an ambitiouskveoich asThe Norton Anthology of
Literature by Womenwvill not receive its amount of criticism. Margaretell, for instance,
questions the treatment given by Gilbert and Gubawriters before 1800. In her book,
Writing Women'’s Literary History Ezell maintains that, although Gilbert and Gubar’
anthology is “a true landmark on the path to esthliig women’s studies as part of a
standard university-curriculum” (41), it is frudireg for “both feminist literary historians and
literary critics working in the pre-Romantic persotb discover that ‘the tradition in English’
of women'’s literature before 1800 occupies only p&@es out of 2,390” (41). For Ezell,
Gilbert and Gubar give little space to early wonveriters and this may compromise the
studies on literature produced by women becausbheofmportance of their anthology. It is
important to mention that Ezell refers specifically the first edition ofThe Norton
Anthology

In the second edition, Gilbert and Gubar made sohamges as, for example, in the
subtitle. They consider it “the most significanaalge within the anthology: whereas the book
was originally subtitled ‘The Tradition in Englishiwve now subtitle it ‘The Traditions in
English’ (xxiv). Besides that, the number of pagesoted to literature produced before the
nineteenth century, one of Ezell's criticisms @& #mthology, increased to 281 pages.

Another point that Ezell considers problemati¢he fact that Gilbert and Gubar are
guided by Virginia Woolf's work ilA Room of One's OwiTheir emphasis on the nineteenth
century, in which, according to the authors, womeiters “created what was in some sense a
golden age of the female imagination” (Gilbert &wbar 303), is probably based on Woolf's
view that “towards the end of the eighteenth cgntauichange came about which, if | were
rewriting history, | should describe more fully atitink of greater importance than the
Crusades or the Wars of the Roses. The middle-glassan began to write” (603). Woolf

emphasizes the importance of the change of profilwomen writers, who did not belong
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only to the upper classes anymore. The significanvmlf gives to this fact is certainly
related to her belief that, “Money dignifies whatfrivolous if unpaid for” (603), as | have
been discussing here. For Woolf, being a professiamiter, someone who could publish and
make money with writing, was something fundamertal the financial and intellectual
independence of women, as it is the case of ApkeranB
According to Ezell, the problem in following Woddf'view without questioning it is

that:

This assumption of the supremacy and desirabilftyrint is ironic in the

context of the literary history of early women wri. Coterie literature is

devalued as the “leisure” pastime of aristocradids, or a disguised means to

break into serious literature, but this is onlyetawrhen an alternative literary

environment is well established. Before the eighiieecentury, coterie

literature was the most common form of literaryteaage. (37)
Ezell argues that one cannot judge literature preduat other times using modern
parameters. She uses the term “coterie literattoe’refer to a system of manuscript
circulation, which, according to the author is ‘®b@nd noncompetitive in nature; works
circulate in manuscript inviting additions and emtions, with no need for the author to
establish ownership or copyright” (Ezell 38). Caqnsently, publishing was not seen as
something essential, whether for women or men vegrit€hus, the concept of a professional
writer is not something that can be applied tofhst without reservations. Ezell also points
out that: “Because of our concept of the literarwibnment as a nineteenth-century
competitive, commercial one, we have overlooke@aluded a literary world before 1700,
one in which men and women participated togeth@8).(She insists that our assessment of
literary history remained influenced by a Victorisiew of the past. | agree that this is a

problematic issue because with publication as teran to consider something as literature,
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many women writers remain forgotten even when wdmdnadition was somehow
consolidated in the past.

In analyzing Woolf's influence in the constructiohwomen's literary history, Ezell
does not fail to consider the context in which aiete A Room of One's Own

She [Woolf] is a great novelist, an inspired analysthe process of literary
creation — but she is not a great historian, arlunfair to demand that she act
in such a role. She was bound by the limitationshef historiography of her
day. We, on the other hand, have taken a text neditp be provocative and to
stimulate further research into women’s lives ie ffast and canonized it as
history. (49-50)
Ezell's criticism is not directed toward the Enlglisriter, but to the use which has been made
of her work. Woolf's essay is not a historical tig&a and should not be treated as such.
However, | believe that using Woolf's work in atical manner, as a literary reference on the
subject, is something positive. After all, thisaipioneering text, which can be considered as
one of the first modern texts to take a feminisklat literature.

It is important to highlight the influence of theneteenth century ideology in the
construction of our view of early women writers, a&sknowledged by Ezell: “Part of the
decline of the Renaissance and Restoration femdl®is arises from the Victorian's low
esteem for the eras in which they lived” (92). thes words, the process of silencing women
writers has its origins in Victorian morality, whiavas considerably different from previous
centuries, especially regarding women. Patmoresalided womanThe Angel in the House
as mentioned, was the model to be followed. Theeefmn relation to an ideology of
domesticity, Ezell claims that: “Very few of the men celebrated by the early anthologists
and encyclopedists emerge unscathed by the stémhygegof the Victorian watchdogs of

feminine delicacy” (92-93). For her, the privatke Iof women writers came to be seen as a
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determining factor in evaluating their works. Todmmsidered a good writer, a woman would
have to be, first of all, a good mother and wife.

In view of this, women writers who had been populahe past were gradually erased
from literary history because they would not fie tiictorian model of feminine virtue. Ezell
observes that: “while Aphra Behn becomes repugbactuse of her unwomanly wit and
licentious content, presumptuous Margaret Cavendlisth Katherine Philips, is saved by her

domestic virtues and sweet ‘girlishness™ (101).c&more, the example of Behn illustrates
how women's writing was progressively undervaluadbehalf of a gender ideology that
preached feminine inequality and women'’s inferjorAs a result, Ezell reminds us that: “Not
only were the numbers of editions of early womeritess minuscule by the end of the
[nineteenth] century, but also the number and emjttheir entries in the anthologies were
progressively eroded” (104-105). Victorian moratesmined the fate of the work of many
early women writers, which was in most cases, adhiv

Consequently, Woolf found it difficult to get infoation about her predecessors in the
1920s. She had to create the character Judith §hedes in order to fill a historical gap: “For
it is a perennial puzzle why no woman wrote a wofdhat extraordinary literature when
every other man, it seemed, was capable of sorgpmmet” (Woolf 589). She urges us to
reflect on the matter. With all the limitations loér time, she used her imagination to try to
solve this seeming enigma. What she could not knaw that there was a literary tradition
produced by women to which, however, one had neeraocess, given the privilege of a so-
called “universal” tradition.

Even so, one cannot deny the importance of Wotdks in leading the way for
feminist scholars such as Gilbert and Gubar, wHpdteto consolidate the work of women

writers from the past. Despite the shortcomingsigai out by EzellThe Norton Anthology

plays an important role in bringing together wometters from all periods. Certainly, Ezell's
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argument in relation to early women writers is &dvane. However, | do not believe that the
smaller space of these writers in Gilbert and Gshkamthology invalidates their work. After
all, it is only the beginning of the redemptionaofragmented tradition. There is still much to
be researched so that women'’s tradition can bellgyadued as that of men’s.

According to Jane Dowson and Alice Entwistle, thargeoning number of women
poets in the last two decades of the twentiethucgns certainly remarkable. By the year
2000, we see women penetrate the glass ceilingiesbity authority” (169). Undoubtedly,
within the context of the late twentieth centurydaearly twenty-first century, women's
writing has gained in recognition and prestige. ldeer, in the epigraphs that open this
chapter, it is possible to notice a sense of di&fsation regarding tradition. Although
belonging to different generations, the four worpeets — Anne Finch, Amy Lowell, Eavan
Boland and Carol Ann Duffy — seem to have in comriundesire to belong to a tradition; a
tradition in which they are respected and in whtaky can learn from each other.

Authors of the second half of the twentieth ceptoland and Duffy, each in their
own way, seek to consolidate this tradition. Thaytevpoetry that defies the canon, while
questioning the construction of a tradition thas lexcluded women. Boland'®utside
History, first published in 1990, also highlights womep&rspective. She contests the Irish
tradition of feminine myths by using common womenspeakers. lithe World's Wifefirst
published in 1999, Duffy appropriates traditiondlaacters from European literature by
making her speakers discuss the same traditiorctbated them. The woman'’s point of view
of famous stories is highlighted and Western traditis challenged. By doing so, both

authors help to build and consolidate women’sditgtradition.
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CHAPTER TWO:

Eavan Boland: A Poet of Small Things

There is no other way:

myth is the wound we leave
in the time we have —

Eavan Boland, “The Making of an Irish Goddess”

Eavan Boland, given the quality of her work, igaeled as one of the foremost
writers of Ireland. One noticeable hallmark of pbeetry is undoubtedly the predominance of
a woman'’s perspective, often analyzed by criticbeang a feminist point of view. By means
of this standpoint, Boland gives special attentmthe private and domestic spaces inhabited
by women throughout history, taking into accourtt tthe private is also political, as feminist
critics such as Carol Hanisch, Joan Kelly and BuBiitler among others, have been debating
since the emergence of the second wave of the ishmmovement.

Another evident characteristic of her poetry is treatment of myths. R.T. Smith
believes that “Eavan Boland has for a decade broteghght the nature of the myths that
women have been relegated to” (96). Boland is tecasf myths, especially feminine myths,
often present in literature in general and paréidylin works by men. She is fully aware of
the negative effect of these myths on women writard feminine mythical images in the
Irish poetic tradition are of special interest toldhd. In her pamphleA Kind of Scar she
complains that: “The majority of Irish male poetspédnded on women as motifs in their
poetry ... The women in their poems were often passiecorative, raised to emblematic
status” (80). For Boland, in the Irish literary rRdamasculine — tradition, women have always
been treated as objects. For that matter, her yp@tns at contesting this tradition by

questioning and deconstructing these myths.



43

Something that stands out in Irish literary traxdiitis the frequent identification of
women with the land or with the nation. Accordirgg Declan Kiberd, “one of the most
ancient and, in the event, subversive conceitsandib tradition was the notion that the land
was a woman, to be worshipped, wooed, and woredéssary by death” (235) In this case,
land and women are seen as spoils that belongose ttvho manage to impose themselves
upon them often through violence. Probably, thisnidication of women with the land is
related to the Irish colonial past. In the colordahtext, a woman was often considered just
one of the many riches the colonizer appropriatedartografias ContemporaneaSandra
Goulart Almeida maintains that since the colon@atof America and other continents, the
perception of the land was related to the imaga afoman that was supposed to be tamed
and conquered by the Europeans (96). The repregentd the colonial territory as a woman
is also acknowledged by Ania Loomba:

The long pictorial tradition in which the four camnts were represented as
women now generated images of America or Africat thasitioned these
continents as available for plunder, possessioscodiery and conquest.
Conversely, native women and their bodies are destrin terms of the
promise and the fear of the colonial land. (151)
It is clear that there is a strong sexual connmtain this association of the feminine image
with the colony. In the European imaginary, the exignce of conquering a territory
resembles that of taking possession of a woman.

Furthermore, Loomba believes that “from the bemigrof the colonial period till its
end (and beyond), female bodies symbolise the ameduland. This metaphoric use of the
female body varies in accordance with the exigeneed histories of particular colonial

situations” (152). In other words, throughout thstdry of colonization the woman and her
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body were often used to signify the European appatipn of foreign lands. Moreover, it is
not a static symbolism; it could change considetirggcontext of each time and place.

It is interesting then to refer to John Donne’emo “To his Mistress Going to Bed,”
posthumously published between 1654 and 1669. Dedicovoice describes the American
continent as a woman: “O my America! my new-fouadd, / My kingdome, safeliest when
with one man man’d, / My Myne of precious stones, Emperie, / How blest | am in this
discovering thee!” (158-159). The poetic voice camngs the woman with a continent and
celebrates the "discovery" of America. He humanittes continent by addressing it as a
woman. Ironically, the woman figure in turn is defnized when used as a surrogate for
land.

Almeida quotes John Donne’s poem as an examplbeoimage of America as a
woman, along with Johannes Stradanus’s image of rigmeVespucci “discovering”
America, which is represented by a nude native worSBae claims that both representations
are part of a founding narrative in which the feenabdy becomes an emblem of the conquest
of America. Moreover, the idea of the colony as@man helps to establish the colonizer's
superiority in terms of gender and civilization J9@iven the examples, and others such as H.
Rider Haggard'sSheand Luis de CamdesThe Lusiadsone can say that many literary works
were compliant with the ideology of colonizatiordats objectification of women.

| believe that colonial history has placed themwao writer in a complex situation
because this is the model she finds in Westerrafyetradition; a model in which she is an
object, a symbol, who therefore does not speakhésself. Thus, as mentioned in the first
chapter, Adrienne Rich calls for a re-vision ofsthradition, which is followed by many
women writers, including Boland. Rich states: “Waed to know the writing of the past, and
know it differently than we have ever known it; totpass on a tradition but to break its hold

over us” (11-12). For Rich, the literary cycle vishich men are active subjects and women are
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passive objects, needs to be interrupted. Fortehigppen, it is important that tradition and
the canon are revised so that women writers arentiatidated by what was written in the
past and defined as the tradition. Surely, Bolaniddvs Rich’s revisionist concept, as pointed
out by Victor Luftig: “That Rich has been an imgnt influence on Boland hardly requires
proof. The younger poet (by a half generation)regsstered that influence either explicitly or
implicitly on a number of occasions” (59). Thes®timportant poets share the same beliefs,
especially regarding women's writing.

In A Kind of Scay Boland writes that like “the swimmer in AdrienRech’s poem,
‘Diving into the Wreck,’ | needed to find out ‘tlttamage that was done and the treasures that
prevail™ (87). Both poets address the myths tockhivomen are often associated. In “Diving
into the Wreck,” by Rich, the poetic voice clainmat there is “a book of myths / in which /
our names do not appear (279), while in Boland'sitS@le History,” the speaker claims: “I
have chosen: / out of myth into history | move &/kpart of that ordeal” (45). Both poetic
voices acknowledge the power, but also reject tlyghsnof Western literature. Rich and
Boland realize the pernicious influence of theséghs:yon women. Concerning Irish poetic
history, Boland argues that: “The idea of the diefg@anation being reborn as a triumphant
woman was central to a certain kind of Irish po&ark Rosaleen. Cathleen Ni Houlihan.
The nation as woman; the woman as national muse’ (8sh culture is replete with stories
of feminine myths that celebrate imaginary women.

Barbara O’Connor also observes that:

Idealized women have long played a central rolethe Irish cultural
imagination. Visual representations of allegoriaatl mythical female figures
such as Queen Maeve, Mother Ireland, the VirginyMand Hibernia have,
along with their more anonymous sisters, colleans, comely maidens, been

presented as role models of Irish femininity. (144)
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The use of emblematic feminine characters has peerasive in Irish history, not only as
metaphors for the nation, as Boland insists, &t ak perfect examples of how Irish women
should behave, as O'Connor emphasizes. Regardinfcttieen,” mentioned in the quote
above, O’Connor states that the most known referdocthis figure relates back fthe
Colleen Bawn a melodramatic play first performed in 1860, amdtten by the Irish
playwright Dion Boucicault. The play was inspireg the novel of Gerald Griffin,The
Collegians published in 1829, which was based on a trugy stbout the murder of a 15-year-
old girl, Ellen Hanley, by her husbantihe Colleen Bawnwhose title derives from the lIrish
cailin banthat can be translated as “fair girl,” is Eily @@nor, a peasant girl who is secretly
married to a noble gentleman, Hardress Cregan. Menvanlike the real story, in the play the
couple has a happy ending. Based on his own playgciBault, along with John Oxenford,
wrote a libretto for an opera by Julius Benedidig Lily of Killarney In addition, the play
was also adapted to films.

Other female figures inhabit the Irish collectiwgaginary, such as the tragic figure of
Deirdre. In Irish mythology, when Deirdre is bormpephecy foretells that she will grow up
to be a beautiful woman but she would also be #huse of many wars. Despite that, the King
of Ulster decides to marry her in the future. Hoem\Deirdre falls in love with Naoise and
they flee the country. The King pretends to forgihe couple and when they return he
commands the killing of Naoise. Then, Deirdre icéal to marry the King and also to live
half of the year with the man who killed Naoise.ifdee then commits suicide. Her story
inspired plays and books, such as John Millingtgng®’sDeirdre of the Sorrowand James
Stephens’'®eirdre.

Another character of Irish mythology that is freqtly evoked in literary works is
Queen Maeve or Medb. She is mostly known from tts lepic taleTéin B6 Cuailngeand

for her beauty, independence and aggressive sexusllaeve has also been the subject of
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Yeats’'s poem “The Old Age of Queen Maeve.” The fgof Dark Rosaleen is famous
because of James Clarence Mangan’s poem “Dark &asalwritten in the first half of the
nineteenth century. According to William DumbletdRosaleen personifies Ireland in the
same way Uncle Sam stands for the United State®lon Bull for England” (15). In the
poem, Mangan romanticizes the image of a womanmyOdark Rosaleen, / Do not sigh, do
not weep! / The priests are on the ocean greehgy Tarch along the deep. / There’s wine
from the royal Pope / Upon the ocean green; / Apah&h ale shall give you hope, / My dark
Rosaleen!” (107). Similar to John Donne’s poem,\wlenan is here compared to the nation.
In this context, a woman writer or poet, as Bolaiagdes considerable problems to identify
herself with such culture.

What would then be Boland's place in Irish literémadition? In her own words: “I
was a woman and a poet in a culture which had thatgst difficulty associating the two
ideas” (79). Boland acknowledges, as mentionedrbetbat in Ireland, women were themes
and not subjects. However, this does not mean gshat embraces the tradition as it is.
According to Heather Clark:

Boland has sought to revise this tradition, and enedom for those women
whose voices have been silenced over time — wonten died of fever in a
maternity ward, prostitutes who worked at the Bhtigarrisons, young
emigrants bound for a life of domestic service ws®n and New York, and
finally, the postwar suburban mother who standseingarden at dusk and calls
her daughter home. These are the figures, Bolasidta) who have always
existed “outside history,” and whose absence slekss¢o atone for and

redress. (328)
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Boland's strategy of re-vision is to put in a proerit place female poetic voices that question
traditional figures of Western poetry. Conscioufpland choses to turn everydayness into
poetic trope.

One of her books in which she addresses everyémayréim women’s perspective is
Outside History In this work, it is possible to recognize the om@ance given by Boland to
the private and domestic spaces inhabited by wotmeughout history. Divided into three
sections, “Object Lessons,” “Outside History: a wsmtpe” and “Distances,” this book
represents what can be considered Boland’s engangemitt the history of small things, but
of great emotional values. The poems are writtemfthe common woman’s perspective, and

through this view there is a reinterpretation aftbiical and literary figures.

2.1 - Womanhood or Private Stories

A noticeable hallmark of Boland’s poetry is heriligp to communicate women’s
experiences. She problematizes womanhood and aradithe complexity of ordinariness.
Marriage, motherhood, domesticity, all this canplaet of the life of an ordinary woman. In
“The Shadow Doll” Boland's speaker expresses hpraessions about a Victorian doll, which,
according to the epigraph that opens the po@ms“sent to the bride-to-be in Victorian times,
by herdressmakeér(17). The poetic voice begins to describe thaaitletof the doll's dress:
“They stitched blooms from ivory tulle / to hem tbgster gleam of the veil. / They made
hoops for the crinoline” (Boland 17). The brideassgivity, represented by the doll figure, is
emphasized by the third person pronoun "They &d¢h"They made.”" Who are they? On a
literal interpretation, one can infer that “theyeahe dressmakers. Nevertheless, a careful
reading reveals that “they” stand for those whotthe situation. Perhaps, “they” are those
who have the power to control not just the bridé'sss, but the bride herself and women in

general, especially in the context of Victorianistc
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The poetic voice’s description continues: “Now,sammary and neatly sewn — / a
porcelain bride in an airless glamour — / the shadoll survives its occasion” (Boland 17).
The doll's lifeless beauty becomes a symbol ofipiégsn her “airless glamour;” the same
passivity observed in many feminine literary mythse doll immortalizes a fleeting moment
and embodies, as well as the myths, the imageeoidisalized woman; a figurehead carved
only to meet society’s expectations. This figurmas: “Under glass, under wraps, it stays /
even now, after all, discreet about / visits, feyeguickenings and lusts” (Boland 17).

Perhaps, the doll has been a witness of some eaditairaffair, “visits,” “fevers,” and maybe
also a pregnancy (as evoked by the word “quickesi)ngthe result of a woman’s sexual
desire and “lusts.” But the doll cannot talk anditrapped; likewise, the wife is also trapped,
not by glass, but by marriage itself.

Since the shadow doll was a Victorian custom, ating to Boland’s epigraph, she
refers to marriage at that time. According to Sallitchell, when it comes to Victorian
marriage: “A woman’s civil status was dramaticallitered when she married ... Once
married, a woman had no independent legal existdiverything she owned or inherited or
earned was her husband’s; she had no right evemetad her own income for her own needs”
(103). This means that the Victorian wife was offast one of her husband's properties.
Under these conditions, it would be expected thahynwomen felt trapped by marriage.
Although woman's legal status has advanced sireaitieteenth century, Boland's speaker
feels connected to the misfortunes of her foremrsthshe could see herself / inside it all,
holding less than real / stephanotis, rose petedger feeling / satin rise and fall with the
vows / | kept repeating on the night before — tfagsamong the cards and wedding gifts”

(17). The past bride, “she,” feels like the dolheSfeels the artificiality of the wedding

ceremony, represented by the “stephanotis” ande“petals.” The present bride, “l,” enters
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the poem for the first time later in the poem ahd sontinues the story. Past and present
bride merge into one.

The poetic voice feels like she is not much défarfrom the lifeless doll. She is also
part of a ritual in which her individuality is ntdken into consideration. It is almost as if she
was saying goodbye to the person she had beerthenil The last lines of the poem leave the
reader somewhat anxious about the poetic voicdlsrdu “pressing down, then / pressing
down again. And then, locks” (Boland 17). In mywijehis ending represents what happens
after the wedding. Possibly, the woman will be Ked” in marriage, in her role as a wife and
all that it represents. Boland’s view is very diéfet from romantic and idealized stories in
which marriage comes at the end as a prize ancdomipe of eternal happiness. In “The
Shadow Doll” the poetic voice seems aware thaethee no such things as “happy endings.”

In Boland’s poetry, there is neither happinessurdrappiness after the wedding. What
there is, in fact, is the daily routine and donwsti Inside a home, even the smallest things
can be poetic themes. For instance, in “Object dessthe scene painted on a mug is
described in all its details: “A hunting scene:dd3. Hawking. Silk. / Linen spread out in a
meadow. / Pitchers of wine clouding in the shadowf /beech trees. / Buttermilk. / A
huntsman” (Boland 13). These details represendaalized view of the past, a time when
people allegedly had more contact with nature. én fmodern life, the poetic voice finds
beauty in a small domestic object; perhaps beciduesmug symbolizes a change in a couple's
life: “Together, we unpacked it / in the new hou@@bdland 13). For now, it is just a “house;”
the couple knows that it still needs to be turmegd a home.

However, what stands out in the poem is the cehbatween a romanticized past and
a deglamorized present. The scene depicted in tige seems far away from the speaker's
reality: “A wild rabbit. / A thrush ready to singA lady smiling as the huntsman kissed her: /

the way land looks before disaster / strikes ofesunfg / becomes a habit / was not a feature /
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of the history we knew” (Boland 13). The poetic amiis aware of how fragile the idyllic

scene of the mug is, “the way land looks beforaster;” such artificial tranquility cannot

stand up in the face of reality, “of the history \eew.” The banal routine of home is
highlighted: “those mornings / we drank coffee d amared cake in a kitchen full of / chaos,
before we knew the details of / this pastoral waszely / veiled warnings” (Boland 13). The
escape of the idyllic scene is temporarily forgottas evoked by the word “chaos.”
Moreover, the poetic voice acknowledges that trensdn the mug is a “pastoral” whose
“details” are like “warnings” that something is athdo happen.

While domestic details become significant, thetgad's fragility is confirmed: “we
found the broken pieces of / the sparrow hawk &wedkisses of / the huntsman, the pitcher /
and the thrush’s never / to-be-finished / aria” IgBal 14). What was about to happen is the
sight of the beautiful idealized scene destroyedigally by a mere floor: “you and | had
sworn / to sand down and seal / with varnish” (Bdld4). | believe "Object Lessons" is
chiefly Boland's response to pastoral traditionténdepiction of a poeticized rural scene,
which is the main characteristic of pastoral paelitgrally annihilated by the contemporary
urban scene of the poem. If we consider that: “pastoral tradition has long had a unique
place in Ireland” (Potts 3), it is only naturalttonk that a revisionist poet like Boland would
react to it. According to John Bugg, the “term fmaal’ itself is drawn from the Latipastor,
for “shepherd,” and quite literally means depictioof the lives of shepherds” (160). The
origin of the term refers to the life in the cowyside and the proximity of the human being
with nature. Pastoral poetry dates back to theemdbreece and Rome, according to Rhian
Williams:

Traditionally, pastoral poetry is associated to@hassical world (it began with
Theocritus’sldylls) and was importantly developed by Virgil in Hislogues

even when written centuries later it tends to reerClassical figures and
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settings. Originally pastoral poetry entertaineghssticated courtly audiences
with tales of rural simplicity, and presented pai@ty rather twee scenes of

shepherds ... usually at rest from their labourge(ofeclining beneath a tree)
speaking in unrealistic elaborate and arcane layg@adout their work, their

landscape and their loves. The tradition restsemognizing such a scene as
ideally harmonious and full of simple pleasure,contrast to the faraway

corruption of urban space. (54)

The pastoral poetic tradition relates to the idédhe country life as a paradise on
earth. Somehow, the pastoral poem can be seemedisge from a cynical and harsh reality.
Presumably because of its escapist potential, #stopal genre has been used by poets of
different times, from Christopher Marlowe’s “Thed8@mnate Shepherd to His Love,” written
in the sixteenth century, to “Shoeing the Currda’the Irish poet Mary O’Malley, published
in 1997, as acknowledged by Mark Strand and Ea@arigl inThe Making of a Poem

In Ireland, the influence of the pastoral traditi@tates back to its colonial past, as
argued by Donna Potts: “Irish writers from Golddntid Heaney have relied on the traditional
association of Ireland with the countryside andl&ng with the city to offer a critique of the
impact of British colonization on the land” (100)herefore, one can understand the Irish
pastoral tradition also as a form of resistanaeotonial oppression.

However, for an Irish woman poet, as Boland, teednto resist is even more urgent
considering that, as Potts points out: “Boland’isseeof dispossession arises not merely from
her status as an Irish writer but also from hetustas a woman, dispossessed by patriarchal
structures” (101). In such circumstances a womatoisbly oppressed by both colonization
and gender bias. Thus, Boland reinterprets thetivadl pastoral scene in "Object Lessons"
and the contemporary domestic scene takes its.plec8oland’s poem, pastoral imagery is

nothing but a simple painting in a mug, a small detit object as fragile as the supposed
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uncorrupted world of the pastoral poem. Somehow ,bitoken pieces of the mug denote the
necessity of rupture with the idealization of tlesforal and a consequent reinvention of such
genre.

In “We Were Neutral in the War” Boland contrastsausewife's perspective with her
husband's. The poetic voice describes her typaatine broken only by his concern: “Your
husband frowns at dinner, has no time / for theylvao has learned to crease three / fingers
and wave ‘day-day’. This is serious, / he sayssTould be what we all feared” (Boland 23).
Boland’s second-person speaker, “your husbandfigbrithe reader closer to that home
environment. Involved, the reader readily idensifigith the housewife. Thus, one is led to
question what it is, in fact, "serious." For theepo voice, what happens inside a home is
noteworthy: “You pierce a sequin with a needle.ou¥slide it down single-knotted thread /
until it lies with all the others in / a puzzle bfightness. / Then another and another one”
(23). Despite her husband's concern with the oeitsiorld, the wife remains focused on what
she considers to be important; her meticulous vebr&ewing sequins together that creates a
“puzzle of brightness” in clothing.

Domestic details are emphasized and what would beniversal” theme is pushed
into the background: “On the breakfast table thadhires are / telling of a city under threat
where / you mixed cheese with bitter fennel andll/ifh love over demitasse” (Boland 23).
The event that the newspapers consider importaabasit people who want to harm other
people, “a city under threat.” Such hatred doesbedtng “on the breakfast table,” where the
housewife carefully prepares her food, which i®arse of pleasure for her since she “fell in
love over demitasse.” It is important to stress B@aland is not diminishing the impact of a
war in any society, considering that the poemls titakes reference to Irish neutrality during
World War Il. Since ancient times, war has beewetip theme, but often from the viewpoint

of men. Simon Featherstone claims that: “War polety been more exclusively masculine in
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its composition and outlook than any other compgarakind of writing” (95). For
Featherstone, this is a poetic genre which, hisatlyi, has ostracized women's perspective.

Boland's poem tries to rescue what was kept céedteaside each Irish home during
World War II, which was women’s history. Perhapg thoem's title refers not only to
Ireland's policy at the time, but also to a premtleupposed neutrality of women when it
comes to war. What | mean is that, usually, mentsanain actors of armed conflicts. Even
in the current context, women who fight in wars d¢enconsidered exceptions. Hence, it is
possible that the title, “We Were Neutral in the W& deliberately ironic, considering that
“we” is supposed to represent the entire populatioineland, but historically men have been,
in the majority of cases, the ones to make decisairout peace, war or neutrality.

Undoubtedly, for a woman, the experience of watliiterent. Boland then leads the
reader to see the war, a theme often associatbdwasculinity, through the eyes of a mother
and wife: “The night he comes to tell you this iarw you wait for him to put on his dinner
jacket. / The party is tonight. / The streets areet/ Dublin is at peace” (24). For her, what
really matters is the present time, “tonight.” Therld may be at war, but this woman’s
world, “Dublin,” is still peaceful. At least for éhtime being, she wants to enjoy the small
pleasures of an ordinary life: “The talk is of deaut you take / the hand of the first man who
asks you” (Boland 24). This ordinary woman chooseselebrate the present, since she is
reminded by the “talk of death” of how ephemerf is.

Boland's depiction of womanhood is opposed to thlich she criticizes in Irish
tradition: “a fusion of the national and the femi@iwhich seemed to simplify both” (76). As
mentioned before, many feminine myths embody théslition, such as that of Mother
Ireland. In Heather Ingman’s view, “Women were togdassive embodiments of Irish virtue;
men were Mother Ireland’s sons who were to saerifieir lives for her” (7). This figure has

limited the lives of Irish men and women by predeiaing gender roles. In “We Were
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Neutral in the War,” for instance, Boland reactsthe mythic image of Mother Ireland
depicting her poetic voice as a mother who is r®grabol, but an ordinary human being who
takes care of her house and her family in the pessible way.

Another example of an ordinary mother who oppdblesimage of Mother Ireland is
the poetic voice of “Hanging Curtains with an AbstrPattern in a Child’s Room,” in which
the title could not be more mundane. The poeticerpierforms a task that, banal as it may be,
has a special meaning for her: “I chose these dor-y/ not the precinct of the unicorn, nor /
the half-torn / singlet of a nursery rhyme printeit / the signals of enigma: / Ellipse.
Triangle. A music of ratio” (Boland 58). She deddw®t to use what would be a traditional
childlike decoration, “unicorn” or “nursery rhymeimpce.” Instead, she chooses to stimulate
her child's mind with geometric shapes which ahe “signals of enigma.” Probably the child
is a girl whose mother does not want her to baugrfted by fairy tales and nursery rhymes.
That would be understandable considering that thasatives usually underestimate women.
In Psychology of GendgWicki Helgeson maintains that: “Nursery rhymegpidefemales as
quiet and sweet, maids, crying, and running awagnfspiders, whereas males are shown as
kings, thieves, butchers, and adventurers” (199)other words, these traditional stories
construct well-defined gender roles for both men avomen. In this binary opposition
women are fragile and decorative objects, while arensubjects of their own stories.

Boland’s speaker offers an alternative to her teerg “Draw these lines / against a
winter dusk. / Let them stand in for / frost on gpm@der's web and on / bicycle sheds” (58).
For the mother, her daughter can and should moyendeany stereotype. The abstract
pattern gives her the possibility to build her omeality, to “draw these lines” whenever she
looks through the curtains. Yet this mother is aotuncommon being. On the contrary, she
could not be more common and she is aware of that:

| hang their weather in
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your room, all the time wondering

just how I look from the road —

my blouse off-white and

my skirt the colour of

all the disappointments of a day when

the curtains are pulled back on

a dull morning. (Boland 58-59)
The poetic voice does not glamorize motherhood.dhehing is an expression of her state of
mind after doing household chores; she feels “diftey” almost invisible, but not enough to
hide “all the disappointments of a day.” She knakaat is how she looks “from the road” and
it is also how she feels; weary and “colorless’tiy demands of motherhood. After all, she is
not a symbol, a fantasy, a goddess; she is justraan trying to be a mother.

In these poems, one can begin to understand Besléeh of womanhood. For the
poet, being a woman may involve her duties as @enand a wife, but certainly those roles
do not define her. These poetic voices are mone that: they also get involved and suffer
because of what happens in the outside world. Hneyabove all, complex people who are

able to perceive the beauty that exists even isithelicity of daily routine.

2.2 - Sisterhood or Shared Stories
Boland communicates not only women's individualpexiences, but also the
relationship between them. The concept of sistatheamportant to feminist theory. Astrid

Henry reminds us that: “Slogans such as ‘Sisterhedtbwerful’, the ubiquitous catchphrase
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of the late 1960s and early 1970s, stressed a conmsisterhood based on the shared
oppression of all women” (391). Of course, as wevkrioday, women are not equal and,
therefore, oppression is not felt in the same waglbwomen. However, this does not mean
that the idea of solidarity between women shouldliseegarded. As the US feminist writer

and theorist bell hooks puts it: “Abandoning theddof Sisterhood as an expression of
political solidarity weakens and diminishes feminimovement. Solidarity strengthens

resistance struggle” (44). For hooks, feminism segdmen to be united.

When it comes to literature, connections betweemen writers are of fundamental
importance to consolidate women's literary traditi©®ne needs only to be reminded of
Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Owmentioned in the previous chapter. Her pioneering
work certainly helped women writers to establislcannection with their literary past.
Boland’'s “The Rooms of Other Women Poets” pays hgarta Woolf. The poetic voice tries
to connect with her foremothers, just as Woolf didwonder about you: whether the blue
abrasions / of daylight, falling as dusk acrossrypage, / make you reach for the lamp. |
sometimes think / | see that gesture in the wayusmilanguage” (Boland 12). Boland creates
an interesting image of a woman poet searchindidgot as a metaphor for the centuries in
which women struggled to write, facing all the difiities discussed in the first chapter. The
poetic voice has an imaginary conversation witreothomen poets of the past in search of
this history, a tradition with which she can idéntiShe finds this tradition in a closed,
domestic environment, in which women have inhabitedughout history and in which they
produced their work, their knowledge. Thereforeg Hignificance of the private sphere is
reconsidered.

In this space, this room, its furniture, no maktew simple, gains importance:

The chair you use, for instance, may be cane

soaked and curled in spirals, painted white
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and eloquent, or iron mesh and the table

a horizon of its own plain, deal trestles,

bearing up unmarked, steel-cut foolscap,
a whole quire of it. (Boland 12)

All these objects have a special meaning for a womaet, as they symbolize a
significant achievement: the room vindicated by Weo that women could write. Above all,
this room becomes a heritage, which is passed @n ine woman poet to another. This
brings to mind the concept of “herstory,” an altgive word for “history,” which in itself
symbolically conveys the prevalence of the masewioice in historical accounts. According
to Devoney Looser: “Second-wave feminist accoumtthe 1970s and 1980s viewed history
as overwhelmingly ‘his,” coining the term ‘herstbgnd presenting it as a compensatory
feminist practice. Herstory designated women’s @latcthe center of an alternative narrative
of past events” (1). For feminists, this is a wdy pootesting against the androcentric
viewpoint of conventional history and at the saingetthe term “herstory” emphasizes that
“history” belongs mostly to men.

At this, the poetic voice is well aware of the imjamce of the room: “Somewhere you
are writing or have written in / a room you cameatl| come to this / room with honeyed
corners, the interior sunless, / the windows shititckear so | can see / the bay windbreak, the
laburnum hang fire” (Boland 12). She knows thah@ligh women writers have slowly found
their way, they still face adversities — “the imbersunless” — but even with “the windows
shut” the poet’'s mind is capable of finding a wayt.drhis emotional and intellectual bond
established by the poetic voice with her forematherclaims the history or herstory of

women writers who were often disregarded in thestroetion of the literary canon.
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Furthermore, the poetic voice asserts herselflgsrary heir of all the unappreciated
writers, and of the few ones who had some recammitshe realizes that her history as a poet
would be incomplete without the works of Aphra BelAmne Finch, Katherine Philips, and
so many others who paved the way for her twenst-ientury daughters.
Boland’s emblematic poem about the experience @f@n’s writing can also be
considered a manifesto in favor of sisterhood. A##, how can women's tradition be
strengthened if women are alien to one anotheblirhooks’s view:
Male supremacist ideology encourages women tewehve are valueless and
obtain value only by relating to or bonding with mé&Ve are taught that our
relationships with one another diminish rather tkarich our experience. We
are taught that women are “natural” enemies, tbatarity will never exist
between us because we cannot, should not, andtdeond with one another.
We have learned these lessons well. We must unteam if we are to build a
sustained feminist movement. We must learn todive work in solidarity. We
must learn the true meaning and value of Sisterh@3])

hooks’s words uncover a truth that many women caonalo not want to see: the fact that

they are not often encouraged to identify with otwemen.

In traditional stories, such as fairy tales, thdyorlationship between women is
frequently based on rivalry. When analyzing thes taf Snow White, Gilbert and Gubar
suggest that: “women almost inevitably turn agamsimen because the voice of the looking
glass sets them against each other” (38). In otleeds, in Western narratives women are
often incapable of empathizing with other women. tba contrary, they constantly compete
with each other for male attention. As hooks rermind, women need to transform female

rivalry into female solidarity.
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In my view, this is one of Boland's strategiesrésponse to a culture that exhorts

women to see one another as enemieshinSecond Sg$imone de Beauvoir argues that:
Women feel their solidarity more spontaneously tmaen; but within this
solidarity the transcendence of each does not gaawards the others, for
they all face together toward the masculine wonltlpse values they wish to
monopolize each for herself. Their relations aré oonstructed on their
individualities, but immediately experienced in ggality; and from this arises
at once an element of hostility. (606)

The French writer and philosopher suggests thdt eaenan experiences conflicting feelings

towards other women. Although they are able to tifienwvith one another, they need to

survive in a world that does not really belong herh. Women are in fact often secondary

characters in a male narrative who frequently edetd harass one another for a chance to be

noticed by the protagonists.

Boland tries to depict women hidden behind symletsl shows that women’s
relationships with one another can be supportivéThe Achill Woman,” Boland brings into
focus a woman’s perception of another woman. Thatipaoice is that of a young student
who remembers her encounter with a simple womath@fAchill Island, Ireland’s largest
island. Despite the differences between them ardoissage of time, the young woman is
able to make a kind portrayal of her helper: “I eanber the cold rosiness of her hands. / She
bent down and blew on them like broth. / And rotnad waist, on a white background, / in
coarse, woven letters, the words ‘glass cloth” @l 27). It is a description that tries to be
as accurate as possible, but Boland's speaker riuefsil to see the simple beauty of the
scene in its details: such as the color in the wosnhands, “cold rosiness,” which can be
read as an indication of health. The poetic volse aotes her “glass cloth’ that she probably

uses for manual work and how the letters are “@dryecause she sewed them herself.
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The poetic voice does not make any judgment omwitbhrean and does not try to speak
for her. Instead, Boland's speaker only shares tvétreader a defining moment of her youth:
“And she was nearly finished for the day. / And asnall talk, raw from college — / week-
ending at a friend’s cottage / with one suitcase tie set text / of the Court poets of the
Silver Age” (27). But she is sincere in recognizihgt, at the time, she did not realize the
significance of that meeting because she was"stilV.” She is more interested in her object
of study, which according to Boland & Kind of Scaris “those sixteenth-century English
song writers, like Wyatt and Raleigh, whose linppear so elegant, so off-hand, yet whose
poems smell of the gallows” (73). Boland, like thaetic voice, focused on poetry written by
foreign men from a distant time. Vicki Bertram aoliiedges that: “As a keen young poet
she [Boland] grappled, like her male colleagueshwhe English poetic inheritance, quite
blind to the indigenous material that lay all ardurer” (91). Meanwhile, the history of her
own people embodied by the Achill woman escapedtiention:

but nothing now can change the way | went
indoors, chilled by the wind

and made a fire

and took down my book

and opened it and failed to comprehend

the harmonies of servitude,

the grace music gives to flattery

and language borrows from ambition — (Boland 28)
The poetic voice has gained wisdom over the yeadsoaly now is she able to recognize the
significance of that meeting. In this last starthe, poetic voice describes what she missed at

the time, “harmonies” and “grace” that she wad stimature to realize that they could exist
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outside the books. IA Kind of Scar Boland writes that the Achill woman was “the ffirs
person to talk to me about the famine. The firstpe, in fact, to speak to me with any force
about the terrible parish of survival and deatholhhihe event had been in those regions”
(74). The island woman shared with Boland her pekstory about a dramatic episode in
Irish history. From one woman to another, histooynes alive and awakes a woman poet's
consciousness about the suffered past of her farers

In “We Are Always Too Late” there is also the megtbetween two women, but they
do not talk. The poetic voice recalls a past evantvhich she empathizes with another
woman'’s feelings. She acknowledges from the begmrthat the main theme here is
memory, which for her “is in two parts” (Boland 42)hus, the poem is divided into two
“acts,” as if the reader was about to see a drdRiest, the re-visiting: / the way even now |
can see / those lovers at the café table. Sheaping’ (Boland 42). Indeed, the poetic voice
goes back in time to “re-visit” a moment in whidtesvas a witness of a small private drama.

Although she is touched by the woman’s tears,pibietic voice is able to notice the
scene outside: “New snow falls and the old, / Igsis balance in the branches, / showers
down, adding fractions to it” (Boland 42). The “nemow” that replaces the “old” one is a
reminder of the passage of time. At that point,gbem goes to its second act: “Then / the re-
enactment. Always that. / | am getting up, pustangy / coffee. Always, | am going towards
her” (Boland 42). The poetic voice realizes shimia performance, “the re-enactment,” only
repeating her previous actions, “always that,” withbeing able to change them.

The beauty of nature makes an impression on hirsha wants to share it with the
crying woman: “l raise one hand. | am pointing thdse trees, | am showing her our need for
these / beautiful upstagings of / what we suffer mhat survives. And she never even sees
me” (Boland 42). One can sense her frustration ghlimitations of memory; even though

she can “re-visit” and “re-enact” a precise momené¢, woman still “never even sees me.”
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Although she may consider what happened from angéespective, her actions are always
the same, as if she were actually a charactepiayawith “beautiful upstagings.” Despite the
fact that the poem relies on one person’s membgypbetic voice does not try to mislead the
reader. She is aware that her memory can “re-vasit! “re-enact” the events. So every time
she remembers the fact, something may be diffefEme. one thing | believe that never
changes is the empathy she felt at the time. Shablis to understand another woman’s

feelings and, as well as in the other poems andliizee, she embraces sisterhood.

2.3 -Writing Back to Mythology

Addressing the concept of mythology, Pierre Brurlaims that: “Etymologically, the
word [mythology] means a discourse on myth. Howeivea more practical context it can be
understood as designating a codified body of myhd,in fact is generally used in this sense,
being applied especially to the body of Greek amdnBn myths” (xi). In other words, the
notion of mythology is associated with myths gradipggether in classical literature.

In ClassicalMythology Mark Morford and Robert Lenardon maintain that tivord
myth comes from the Greek wordythos which means ‘word,” ‘speech,’ ‘tale,” or ‘story,’
and that is essentially what a myth is: a story. {@hat is to say that a myth is a human
creation that comes alive in a narrative. For RoBeholes and Robert Kellogg the “word
mythosmeant precisely this in ancient Greece: a tradifigtory. In the transmission of
traditional narrative it is of necessity the owtliof events, the plot, which is transmitted. Plot
IS, in every sense of the word, the articulatiorihaf skeleton of narrative. A myth, then, is a
traditional plot which can be transmitted” (12).eThotion of myth is close to the concept of
literature in the sense that both develop narrative

Undoubtedly, the classics of Greek and Romanaliiee had enormous influence on

the formation of Western literature. Trhe Classical TraditionGilbert Highet states that
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“modern world is in many ways a continuation of thierld of Greece and Rome” (1). His
statement is confirmed by the omnipresence of aheierks such as Homershe Odyssey
Virgil's The Aeneidand Ovid's Metamorphoses Since these ancient societies were
fundamentally patriarchal, their literature refistithis system. There is in these examples a
predominance of men as authors and women as ceeraSue Blundell agrees that:
Almost everything that we know about Greek womerdesived ultimately
from a masculine source — from the things which se&d about women, from
the images of women which they created in liteeatand art, and from the
informal rules and legal regulations which they stomcted in order to deal
with women. Both as a group and as individualsvibenen of Ancient Greece
are to a large extent creatures who have beenteddry men. (10)
The witches, female monsters, nymphs and goddéisaepermeate Greco-Roman literature
are male constructs in which, quite often, womendapicted in a misogynistic way.

More recently, many revisionist women writers, Isues Boland and Duffy, have
appropriated these myths and turned them into fiemiconstructs instead. Ostriker uses the
term “revisionist mythmaking” to describe when “thigure or tale will be appropriated for
altered ends, the old vessel filled with new winéjally satisfying the thirst of the individual
poet but ultimately making cultural change posS$ilff12-13). The myth is used to tell new
stories instead of being a tool to perpetuate dineesold narratives.

In “The Making of an Irish Goddess,” Boland is iitgd by the myth of Ceres, the
Roman goddess of agriculture, to approach oncenabai Great Famine. Between the years
of 1845 to 1850, Ireland suffered with potato blighince potatoes were the main food source
for the majority of Irish population, it is estinealt that one million people died of hunger
during the 1840s. Ruth-Ann Harris observes thatlpopulation suffered the most: “Few had

the resources to flee the disaster, and the sdetieio emaciated dying bodies lying by the
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roadsides remains vivid in the folk memory to tesy” (3). The calamity that affected the
crops left deep marks in Irish society. Novels werdten on the subject in the nineteenth
century such as Margaret Brewkhe Chronicles of Castle Cloyner, Picturesof the
Munster People published in 1885 in three volumes, and Anthongll®pe’s Castle
Richmond also published in three volumes in 1860. Poem® \atso written such as “The
Famine Year” by Jane Francesca Wilde, Oscar Wildetther, published irPoems by
Speranzan 1864.

The Great Famine remained a recurrent theme sh tontemporary literature in the
works of Walter Macken and Nuala O’Faolain, amotigecs. In Boland’s “The Making of an
Irish Goddess,” which also addresses the themehef“Great Famine,” the relationship
between mother and daughter is central to the paaiit is highlighted from the beginning:
“Ceres went to hell / with no sense of time” (Baladil). In Ovid’sMetamorphosesCeres’s
daughter, Proserpina, is kidnapped by Pluto andntdak the underworld. In her desperate
search for Proserpina, Ceres only finds her daughdedle and in Ovid’'s words:

But yet with rage opprest,

She curst all landes, and said they were unth#irdsfarychone,

Yea and unworthy of the fruites bestowed them upon.

But bitterly above the rest she banned Sicilie,

In which the mention of hir losse she plainely dgpie.

And therefore there with cruell hand the earinguglres she brake,

And man and beast that tilde the grounde to deaimger strake. (129)
No wonder Boland connects this story to the tragexiyerienced by Irish mothers during
what became known also as the Irish Potato Famimeboth myth and history, the

consequence is the same: starvation.
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The poetic voice identifies herself with Ceresidfering: “But | need time — / my
flesh and that history — / to make the same des¢Botand 31). She also needs to experience
hell, “the same descent,” to be able to tell herystwhich is marked on her “flesh.” This
woman, who is also a mother, describes her own latlythe bitterness of reality: “In my
body, / neither young now nor fertile, / and witte tmarks of childbirth / still on it” (Boland
31). This is the body of a long-lived woman who leaslured great pain. Undoubtedly, the
issue of the feminine body has been a major thempeetry written by women. As discussed
earlier, in the colonial context, the female boéypresents the colonial land and it is thus
transformed into a battlefield, in which it playsae of symbolic resistance against Western
invasion (Almeida 98). But the objectification obmen’s bodies is not exclusive to colonial
contexts. Susan Rubin Suleiman claims that the leefpady has a central place in Western
culture:
In the visual arts — from the prehistoric Venusvdiflendorf to the countless
representations of nymphs, goddesses, odalisqueégtha Virgin Mother, right
down to the images that grace our billboards andaziae covers — as in
poetry, mythology, religious doctrine, medical apslychoanalytic treatises,
and prose narratives of all kinds, we find ampkibeony to the fascination
that the female body has exerted on our individaad collective
consciousness. And simultaneously with its attosctive find testimony to the
fear and loathing that that body has inspired: biedbut unclean, alluring but
dangerous, woman’s body ... has appeared mysterogdicitous — a source
of pleasure and nurturance, but also of destrueimhevil. (1)

From ancient times to contemporary societies, thage of the female body has been

omnipresent in the West. As discussed before bya Aroomba, paradoxical feelings of

aversion and desire emerge from the collective msdous regarding women (151).
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Within this context, women poets have claimed fbemiselves something that,
throughout history, has been taken from them: atthover their own body and sexuality. In
Ostriker’s view, woman “has been discouraged froriting about the flesh herself, just as
she has been forbidden to assume control overexerakand reproductive life. Socially or
intellectually, a free woman is a dangerous wom@3). Ostriker reminds us that a way to
control a woman is to hamper her connection todwer body. In this sense, when a woman
writes for and about herself, she is no longemtiise shaped by the writing of others.

In “The Making of an Irish Goddess,” the speakértgly is “neither young now nor
fertile.” It is the opposite of the sexualized anbjectified image of the female body
disseminated throughout Western culture, as disdusg Suleiman. The poetic voice’s body
is not an object of desire for the male gaze, atitar a body marked by a painful experience:

in my gestures —
the way | pin my hair to hide
the stitched, healed blemish of a scar —

must be

an accurate inscription

of that agony:

the failed harvests,

the fields rotting to the horizon,

the children devoured by their mothers
whose souls, they would have said,
went straight to hell,

followed by their own. (Boland 32)
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She is reminded of the famine by a “scar” on hatybehich is also a mark on her soul, “an

accurate inscription of that agony.” Far from refroing idealized images, the poetic voice

exposes to the reader what feminine myths hidefldwes, weaknesses, miseries and realities
of the human condition. Boland distorts Ceres’s gemaas the rescuer mother, as

acknowledged by Sara Sullivan: “The unchristenedngovictims of the famine descend to

the underworld, followed by mothers who in this rgt@are not the rescuers, but the

destroyers” (348). Unlike Ceres, the famine mothanes not heroines, they are as much
victims as their children, all of them “went stdaigo hell.”

The poetic voice claims that: “myth is the wound leave / in the time we have”
(Boland 32). She realizes that myths are a kindcuwked legacy that persists even in
contemporary world. Thus, the poem ends enigméticalmodern Dublin where the poetic
voice needs “to pick out / my own daughter fronil tl&e other children in the distance; / her
back turned to me” (Boland 32). | believe that thgling represents the pervasive "wound"
of the myth, something that is passed on from acgmeration to another; in this case, the
mother who, like Ceres, is still looking for herugiater. There is no way of knowing whether
the meeting will actually happen or not, sincedaaghter’s back is turned.

One can say that in the stories of feminine mytheir suffering is often a result of
men's actions. This is the case of Ceres's stdrgsa/suffering is caused by Pluto. The same
is true in Daphne’s story, another character ofd@wWletamorphosesCoincidentally, Ovid's
work is also the main source of inspiration for @aknn Duffy in The World’'s Wifgas |
shall discuss in chapter 3. Therefore, it is wasking why Ovid is a strong presence in the
work of both poets. Dowson and Entwistle believat tim “making sense of the pattern of
human existence, myth instructs us about our owpe&tations and anxieties, hence the

apparently timeless popularity of Oviddetamorphos€s(233). So, if it is about the myths,
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why would Ovid be more popular than other authoh® walso wrote about myths? Scholes

and Kellogg suggest that:
Ovid’s great influence on later literature ... desvet from his form but from
the quantity of mythic materials he assembled @Mletamorphoseand made
readily available; and, more significantly, fromshnterest in psychology,
especially the psychology of love, which is apparet only in the
Metamorphosebut in theAmores the Ars Anatorig and theHeroidesas well.
(71-72)

Thus, the great merit of thdetamorphosesvould be its gathering of several myths in the

same work along with Ovid's well-crafted psychot@diapproach.

But what could be the appeal of Ovid's work for vesrmwriters? Curiously, Ovid's
influence on women's writing has a long history.rala Newlands and John Miller
acknowledge in their introduction foHandbook to the Reception@¥id that an “interesting
case is how women writers through the ages engdtipeQvid’s poetry” (2). The scholars
mention some examples which are discussed in titededollection: “during the Middle
Ages Christine de Pizan and Heloise responded poitant ways to that verrt of Loveas
well as to theHeroides Ovid’s fictional letters by heroines ... Muchdgta handful of women
writers shared in an early modern craze for Hezoides— writers like Aphra Behn, Mary
Wortley Montagu and Jane Barker” (Newlands andévlifl). Perhaps we could say that in the
past, women writers searched for inspiration ind®vivork since he had been a canonical
author for centuries and addressed themes thatreleraant to them.

The significant presence of Ovid is something ammon between contemporary
writers and their foremothers. However, if in thespAphra Behn and others seemed more
interested in Ovid's love poetry, today the maiterast is theMetamorphosesBesides

Boland and Duffy, other poets such as Jo Shapaodttddice Fulton, just to name a few, have
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written revisions about characters in thietamorphosespublished in the collectiorfter
Ovid. Alison Sharrock argues that “there is no doulat tthe Ovidian corpus provides a
particularly rich site for gendered study. Morertheny other non-dramatic ancient poetry,
male-authored as it overwhelmingly is, Ovid’s wagkves space to a female voice, in
however problematic a manner, and to both malefamale voices which reflect explicitly
on their own gendered identity” (95). Consideritige above, one can argue that the
significant number of female characters in Metamorphosesnakes this work a relevant
source for contemporary women writers who propaseetvrite classical stories in a new
light.

In Outside History Daphne is an inspiration for one of Boland's psemaphne
appears as one of the entries in John Lempriggéassical Dictionary in which she is
described as:

a daughter of the river Peneus or of the Ladorthbygoddess Terra, of whom

Apollo became enamoured. This passion had beegdrlig Cupid, with whom

Apollo, proud of his late conquest over the sergeython, had disputed the

power of his darts. Daphne heard with horror thdreskes of the god, and

endeavoured to remove herself from his importusitig flight. (236-237)
Boland makes a clear reference to this text inpoem'’s title “Daphne Heard with Horror the
Addresses of the God.” Possibly, for Boland thie tsums up the tragic story of this woman
myth, because it is a story about sexual violehtéhe Metamorphosed)aphne's “horror”
does not bother Apollo, who pursues her relentye$siced with an impending rape, she begs
her father to either let her be swallowed by eamthto change her shape. So, Daphne
metamorphoses into a tree, but still Apollo doesleave her alone. Ovid writes:

Well (quoth Apollo) though my Feere and spouse ttemunot bee,

Assuredly from this tyme forth yet shalt thou bg tmree.
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Thou shalt adorne my golden lockes, and eke mysplgaHarpe,

Thou shalt adorne my Quyver full of shaftes andwes sharpe. (22)
Even after she relinquishes her human form, Dahegll possessed against her will.

Boland’s poem is not a rewriting of Daphne’s stalge does not have a voice in it,

she is a “wounded presence.” The poem focuses congersation between two women,
probably mother and daughter. The setting is aegaeshd the mother tells her daughter, who
assumes the poetic voice, about a wedding long iganwhile, the daughter focuses her
attention on the garden:

| thought the garden looked so at ease.

The roses were beginning on one side.

The laurel hedge was nothing but itself,

and all of it so free of any need

for nymphs, goddesses, wounded presences —

the fleet river-daughters who took root

and can be seen in the woods in

unmistakable shapes of weeping. (Boland 35)
This stanza is a clear response to the myth of Baptihe fleet river-daughters who took
root.” If in the classical tradition that is thettggg of a woman's misery, in Boland's version it
is a peaceful place; a place “so free of any ndedrymphs, goddesses,” a safe space. Rather
than being a prison, a tree is nothing but a &, the speaker recognizes the lasting effect
of myths in “unmistakable shapes of weeping.”

After the mother finishes her story, the daugistél remains there: “I / stayed in the

heat looking out at / the garden in its last défni. / Freshening and stirring. A suggestion, /
behind it all, of darkness. In the shadow, / besiaelaurel hedge, its gesture” (Boland 36).

The garden is alive, “freshening and stirring,” feme myths still inhabit it. The daughter is
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not completely alone in the garden; an oppressast, fdarkness,” lurks there, maybe just
waiting for an opportunity to return and make ‘“gssture.” In my view, the title “Daphne
Heard with Horror the Addresses of the God,” repnés the “wounded presence” of myths in
the lives of ordinary women and the poetic voicknagvledges her “presence,” a constant
reminder of the pernicious omnipresence of myths.

Boland is well aware of how insidious myths can lbe"A False Spring,” she recalls
her younger self studying Virgil in college. In peular, the sixth book ofhe Aeneidriggers
her memory: “I want to find her, / the woman | oneas, / who came out of that reading-
room / in a hard January, after studying / Aeneathe underworld” (29). The poetic voice
realizes that, possibly, the one “who came outhat treading-room” has succumbed to the
agonies of the underworld “in a hard January.”Ha sixth book ofThe Aeneid Aeneas is
guided by the Sibyl in a search for his father, Wees. In Boland’s poem, the poetic voice is
guided by Boland herself in search of “the womamd¢e was.” However, the young woman
is no longer the same.

After following Aeneas’s journey, she leaves thlerworld with “her mind so frail
her body was its ghost” (Boland 29). It is such adhexperience that her soul feels
disconnected from her body; the student is nowrapty skeleton. At that time, she still had
no awareness of her place in an overwhelmingly nit@iery history. Certainly, the authority
of a canonical epic poem written more than two #ama years ago can discourage a female
undergraduate studenthe Aeneidis mostly about men and how they interact with one
another. Understandably, the young woman feltifogis male world. Likewise, Boland had
trouble finding her place in Irish literary traditi, since in her own words: “Irish poetry was
predominantly male” (80). Fortunately, she was dbl€find her place by contesting the

Western canon and focusing on women'’s historidgestories, as Looser would claim.
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As a revisionist poet, who is now able to underdtidne distress of her former self, she
wants to go back in time: “I want to tell her stanaest, / she is embodied now” (Boland 29).
Patriarchy has not defeated her; however, she desdhat the past cannot be changed: “But
narcissi, / opening too early, / are all | find’qlBnd 30). The flowers of narcissus are
typically associated with the end of winter and bHeginning of spring; here their “opening
too early” can be related to the “false spring'tiod title. The rebirth promised by springtime
does not happen. The poetic voice is left with hig to look forward to except / what one
serious frost can accomplish” (Boland 30). | betigiie “frost” symbolizes the deep marks
left on her by “the underworld.” In the end, shéngd knowledge from that experience. She
knows that although the past is unalterable, tbasdhot mean it cannot be rewritten.

The poems analyzed here that approach classicdlologly are not written from the
point of view of the characters Ceres, Daphne eneieneas. The poetic voices are that of
ordinary women who react and somehow reflect ablo@itimpact of these myths on their
lives. In these ancient stories, which have plagesignificant part in the Western collective
imaginary, mothers are rescuers, young women anebkebjects and men are heroes. Boland
juxtaposes these archetypes with her speakers hFandetder is able to understand that,
different from the mythological stories she refeysthe poetic voices are of women whose

greatest achievement is the freedom to be whowlaey to be.

2.4 — A Profane Writer

Eavan Boland has always been concerned with thatsin of women in Irish literary
tradition. While men often appear as authors amideasubjects, women tend to be placed in
the position of muses, symbols, myths, etc. Witthis context, a woman who speaks and
writes for herself goes against a long-standinditin. Boland reminds us that: “A woman

poet is rarely regarded as an automatic part @ti@mal poetic tradition ... She is too deeply
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woven into the passive texture of that traditi@nintimate a part of its imagery, to be allowed

her freedom” (88). To change this picture, womeadt® be active subjects and dismantle
the discriminating nature of the canon. The meamwihg literary canon which concerns me

here is given by W. J. T. Mitchell as being “th&tdi of great writers who are usually included

in literary anthologies, discussed in the majorksoof literary history, and taught in schools

and universities as the standard texts that arerstabd to be the heritage of a common
literary culture” (20). Throughout history, the canhas been an authoritative model since its
body of works and authors has had little diveraitg has, most often, excluded women.

No wonder then that the canon has been strongtyested over the last decades.
According to Mitchell, challenges “to the estabéghcanon of ‘dead white male European’
authors came from women, people of color, and-§jesteration academics who lacked the
automatic reverence for traditional literary cudtuhat sustains the stability of a canon” (21).
Once the excluded ones were able to talk, they ddetarightfully that their voices be heard
and that their works be considered as a relevarit gfaliterary history. It is therefore
necessary that classical mythology, which is a icenable part of the Western canon, be
revised and rewritten, in the manner proposed bgefide Rich. Regarding women and the
canon, Kathryn Graham states: “The reason why soyroathese women writers are lost to
us, why their work has disappeared, is that itecome a part of tlkmnon The canon is
that body of literature deemed worthy of study e tliterary establishment which,
historically, has been composed of white upper-wger-middle-class men” (314-315). This
means that, as | discuss in the first chapterpbieious destiny of numerous women writers
is a result of the fact that they were mostly igstbby those who had the power to decide
what books had value and what books did not have.

It can be argued that mythology, as well as daeon that preserves it, inhabits a

sacred sphere. The act of disrespecting sometlungidered sacred, a common reference in
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Boland’'s poems, brings to mind the idea of profamatThe history of the word profane has
French and Latin origins and according Am Etymological Dictionary of The English
Languageits etymology refers to that which is unholy, imps in the original sense of being
“before the temple’, hence, outside of the temglegular, not sacred” (477). That is to say,
this word can be used to describe that which ioseg@ to the sacred, which appears before
that which is sacred. As the philosopher Giorgi@den puts it:
The Roman jurists knew perfectly well what it meemt'profane.” Sacred or
religious were the things that in some way belontgethe gods. As such, they
were removed from the free use and commerce of they;could be neither
sold nor held in lien, neither given for usufruct murdened by servitude. Any
act that violated or transgressed this special aitebility, which reserved
these things exclusively for the celestial gods r.far the gods of the
underworld ..., was sacrilegious. And if “to conséetgsacrarg was the term
that indicated the removal of things from the sphef human law, “to
profane” meant, conversely, to return them to tee tise of men. (73)
If somebody crosses the line of what belongs ¢ogibds and what belongs to human beings,
then an act of profanation is committed. This inmasor rejection, of the sacred sphere can
be performed by means of transgression.

For John Stephens, the “general sense of ‘trassigie is as a violation of, or going
beyond the bounds of, a law, rule, command, ofikee Transgression is physical, cultural
and moral” (987). Thus, in order to transgress, naeds to challenge the establishment.
When one thinks about women and literature, trassgon of the literary establishment
seems inevitable. Western literary tradition, a&sdcanon, can be considered part of a sacred

sphere. In the terms discussed by Agamben, whemnzaw poet, such as Boland, invades this
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sacred sphere, she profanes this tradition. Bataadt of transgression is to challenge and
revise tradition and its mythology.

In Outside History the poems demystify woman figures and their aepees.
Bertram writes that the “problem witButside Historyfor me, is that the poems seem quite
happily outside history” (106) and later she statéhese poems are too quiet, too still, too
cerebral” (106). | disagree with Bertram’s viewchese in my opinion the poems are deeply
emotional in their denunciations of historical tjges. Moreover, the poetic voices contest
the oversimplified portrayal of women in Westerterature that occurred for centuries by
means of addressing the themes of womanhood, istgrand mythology. The poems here
analyzed demonstrate that it is possible to rewhte tradition by appropriating the canon
and, thus, resignifying women'’s literary historyherstory.

Eavan Boland writes poetry that focuses on womenaetsve subjects, while
questioning the construction of a canon that hatueed them. By doing so, she rescues her
foremothers and helps to consolidate women’s lijeteadition. Fortunately, Boland is not
alone in this revisionist quest. In the next chgptanalyze the work of another woman poet

who also contests the Western Canon.
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CHAPTER THREE:

Carol Ann Duffy: A Tongue-in-Cheek Poet

These myths going round, these legends, fairytales,
I'll put them straight; so when you stare
into my face — Helen'’s face, Cleopatra’s,

Queen of Sheba’s, Juliet's — then, deeper,
gaze into my eyes — Nefertiti's, Mona Lisa’s,
Garbo’s eyes — think again.

Carol Ann Duffy, “Mrs. Beast”

Carol Ann Duffy is a Scottish poet who is currgnthe United Kingdom’s poet
laureate. The honorary position dates back to dwergeenth century and she is the first
woman to achieve this post. After four hundred geéris notable that a woman has been
chosen as poet laureate, especially since thiswsitar whose work has a strong feminist
edge. This important accomplishment shows Duffygevance in contemporary English
language literature. As Boland, Duffy can be coesed a revisionist poet who follows
Adrienne Rich’s concept of re-vision, discussethmfirst chapter.

Another characteristic Duffy shares with Bolandhex mordant criticism of myths.
However, while Boland's main object of criticismlish literary tradition, Duffy proposes a
re-vision of Western tradition as a whole. As mem#id in the epigraph that opens this
chapter, she wants to “put straight” feminine mythat inhabit the Western canon from
ancient times to the present. In one of her bestsincollection of poemsihe World's Wife
Duffy addresses myths of history, fiction and Gr&tmman mythology. She rewrites,
reinterprets, and most importantly, contests thestaction of these myths by an
exclusionary tradition.

Angelica Michelis and Antony Rowland state ab®be World’'s Wife“Myth, in its

social as well as its literary sense, is one ofrttagor areas Duffy re-views from a feminine,
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and often feminist, perspective in this volume”)(Zbhey recognize that re-vision of myths is
central to Duffy’s work. Her engagement with fensinwriting is also recognized by other
critics, such as Elena Semino who, regardihg World’s Wifeclaims: “In line with a well-
established tradition in feminist writing, the paeexpose the male bias in the ‘stories’ that
dominate Western culture, and present the famous aofehistory and fantasy as weak,
idiosyncratic, irrational, and, most of all, enlyreself-centred” (34). She argues that Duffy’s
work unveils sexism by displaying the male-centdoaais of history. The critic also makes a
relevant statement concerning the work’s title: the title of the collection, Duffy has
modified the idiomatic expression [the world and Wife] by makingwife the head of a noun
phrase, thereby foregrounding the female membethef couple” (Semino 33-34). For
Semino, when Duffy plays with her collection’sditlshe is aiming at empowering women.
One of Duffy’s strategies to unveil patriarchaubte standard against women is her
humor. InThe World’'s Wifeghe reader is introduced to the wives of some fsraharacters,
such as Tiresias, Pygmalion, and also to the wofesistorical figures such as Freud and
Darwin. Furthermore, Duffy appropriates traditiochbracters from classical literature, such
as Medusa and Eurydice, among others. All poemdraraatic monologues, that is, poems in
which the speaker does not address the readettlgjrbat a silent listener instead. In this
case, the speaker often makes a speech in whighnaatic situation is revealed. Duffy’s
speakers make their speeches with good doses adrhwit and irony. Their mockery aims

at men, patriarchy and the Western canon.

3.1 - Mythology or “Girls, forget what you've read”
As | discuss in the second chapter, the conceptythology which concerns me in
this research is “the body of Greek and Roman my#Brinel xi). Furthermore, the concept

of myth | follow is Scholes and Kellogg's definiticof myth as “a traditional story” (12).
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Considering the above, even though “mythology seem@hospitable terrain for a woman
writer” (Ostriker 211-12), a considerable numbemoimen poets and writers has ventured on
this subject. In addition to Carol Ann Duffy andviaa Boland, other names come to mind
such as A. S. Byatt, May Sarton and Sylvia Platkt o name a few. In poetry as well as in
fiction women seem to know that a returning tophast is necessary so that the future can be
built; as Adrienne Rich emphasizes in her concépé-wision. For this reason, she considers
it “an act of survival” (11). How else can one explthe fact that so many women poets have
written their own versions of Medusa, consideriniydhe Greco-Roman mythology?

Ostriker believes that because “it is in the puldamain, it [myth] confers on the
writer the sort of authority unavailable to someavigo writes ‘merely’ of the private self.
Myth belongs to ‘high’ culture and is handed ‘dovthtough the ages by religious, literary
and educational authority” (213). Women writersrse® be fascinated by myths because
they have the power to confer them some of thdhaity. Accordingly, it is no coincidence
that of the thirty poems ofhe World’s Wifeeleven use classical mythical figures as poetic
voices. One of them is precisely the tragic figoféMedusa. Although she became known as
a monster with snake hair, she was once a beautdolan, according to Perseus’s narrative
in Ovid’s Metamorphoses

She both in comly port

And beautie, every other wight surmounted in suwh s

That many suters unto hir did earnestly resort.

And though that whole from top to toe most bewtifile were,

In all hir bodie was no part more goodly than heatre. (111-112)
Ironically, it is Medusa’s beauty that seals heefa

It is reported how she should abusde by Neptune bee

In Pallas Church: from which fowle facte Joves ddagturnde hir eye,



80

And with hir Target hid hir face from such a villan
And lest it should unpunisht be, she turned hinsslg heare
To lothly Snakes. (Ovid 112)

Medusa is cruelly punished, despite being a victin Neptune’s abuse. Her
heartbreaking story illustrates the deep-rootedogyBy of classical tradition. Alastair
Blanshard observes that: “Western culture has shitseff remarkably sympathetic to the
misogyny of antiquity. The traditional privilegingf male activity and its anxieties about
female power in Greece and Rome have regularlyd@amaudience who have been only too
keen to hear and repeat its phallocentric maxin328). In other words, the West has
embraced ancient misogyny because it was convesiece Greek and Roman cultures were
in line with European sexist notions about women.

Therefore, it is not hard to think of re-vision evhwe read the story of a woman who
is raped and held responsible for that. It is wonémtioning that even today rape victims are
often blamed for being raped. In an attempt toudtige to Medusa, many women writers and
poets wrote their own version of the myth, suctAa$. Byatt's “Medusa’s Ankles,” Sylvia
Plath’'s “Medusa,” May Sarton’s “The Muse as Medusanong others. Likewise, she also
inspired the famous article by French feminist Hél€ixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” in
which she states: “You only have to look at the Meadstraight on to see her. And she’s not
deadly. She’s beautiful and she’s laughing” (885i)xous urges her readers to envisage
Medusa beyond her so-called monstrosity. Most int@odly, the French critic discusses
women'’s writing as a way of rebelling against aljge@ntric culture. For her, the myth of
Medusa and other representations of women cregteten, keeps women from writing their
own accounts of femininity. When women are no longfeaid of Medusa’s image because
rather than being terrifying, “she’s laughing,” yhean get in touch with their own bodies

through their own writing. It must be taken intocagnt that Medusa was labeled an
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abomination in narratives which have for years esel patriarchal values. So, it makes
sense for feminists to seek to restore Medusdsiftrumanity.

Duffy, as a feminist poet, also gives voice tosthecurrent image of woman. If in
Ovid’'s Metamorphoseshe is an antagonist of the hero Perseus, in Buffedusa” she
emerges as a complex protagonist. Moreover, ifyBuyersion Medusa is a woman in love
and crazy with jealousy: “A suspicion, a doubtealgusy / grew in my mind, / which turned
the hairs on my head to filthy snakes, / as thaughthoughts / hissed and spat on my scalp”
(40). The poetic voice’s hair is transformed infdtliy snakes” not because of a curse but
rather because of her “suspicion.” She is unableatrol her “thoughts,” therefore they
“hissed and spat” like actual snakes. For Duffg, @orgon, another name by which Medusa
is known, which in Greek mythology refers to a ntendigure, is just a woman who cannot
control her feelings.

Like many jealous characters, Duffy’s Medusa isadiisposed by fear of losing her
beloved Perseus: “Be terrified. / It's you | loveperfect man, Greek God, my own; / but |
know you'll go, betray me, stray / from home. / [g&tter by far for me if you were stone”
(Duffy 40). Frenzied, she threatens him, “be texdf’ Her loved one is a “perfect man” at
least physically; morally he may not be so “perfdmcause she is sure he will “betray” her.
Duffy plays with Medusa’s power to turn beholdessstone devising a justification for her
actions. The poetic voice thinks her supposedlwitimful fiancé would be better as a “stone,”
so he could never “stray from home” again. CleaHgr love is a possessive and even
unhealthy one. As Othello in Shakespeare’s homomgnptay, Medusa would rather kill than
being betrayed.

Interestingly, Louis Lo claims that: “jealousy momoted within patriarchy and
logocentricism” (3). He thus observes that if “dender of jealousy is masculine, it suggests

that a jealous woman is masculinized” (Lo 6). lesgthat it is possible to consider jealousy as
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mostly a masculine feeling. At least when it cortiesexual jealousy, men tend to be more
violent than women. Biologist Randy Thornhill anttfaopologist Craig T. Palmer argue that
in “its extreme forms, sexual jealousy leads mercammit violence against their mates
and/or against male competitors they perceive ssmty threats” (43). In other words, male
jealousy is often related to the need to ensurerpation since, unlike women, it is claimed
that men cannot be absolutely certain of theirmpéie

In Duffy’'s “Medusa,” the poetic voice’s violentgousy reverses the gender roles and
makes Medusa an unnatural woman. She resemblesetigently portrayed literary male
character with murderous impulse towards his partdence, Medusa's ugly side makes its
appearance: “| stared in the mirror. / Love goné bshowed me a Gorgon” (Duffy 41). The
green-eyed monster is the real abomination, theg@a” The woman, not the myth, suffers
because of her suspicion: “And here you come / waithield for a heart / and sword for a
tongue / and your girls, your girls. / Wasn'’t | h&#tul? / Wasn't | fragrant and young?”
(Duffy 41). Duffy refers to the “shield” Perseusesdo defend himself from Medusa’s eyes as
the fiancé’s “heart” and the “sword” he uses to agetate her as his “tongue.” As in
mythology, the poetic voice is also hurt, only thime she is hurt by words. Like Ovid’s
Medusa who was once a beautiful woman, Duffy’s Medocomplains that she too was once

“beautiful,” “fragrant” and “young,” but now she figrobably lost her youthful attractiveness
and consequently she has also lost her fiancé&s lov

In these last lines of the poem, it is possiblariderstand and even to empathize with
her emotionally fragile state. After all, Medusanis longer young and beautiful. Her last cry
carries an ironic double meaning: “Look at me nd@uffy 41). It can either refer to the

power of Medusa'’s look to turn everything into gtar, as Jeffrey Wainwright puts it: “But

‘Look at me now’ is also a sorrowing cliché of tbace beautiful woman. Thus is this
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apparent female power turned to tragic defeat”.(6®)eed, apparently, Medusa is devastated
by the loss of her ephemeral mastery over Perseus.

Duffy’s contemporary Medusa also suffers for helids in the myth of beauty. In her
book, The Beauty Mythfirst published in 1991, US feminist writer Naokiolf argues that:
“We are in the midst of a violent backlash agafastinism that uses images of female beauty
as a political weapon against women’s advancenteatbeauty myth” (10). For Wolf, this
myth has been used to maintain control over woriiis means that if they are concerned
about their physical appearance, they will not hiawe to fight for gender equality. When
Wolf writes about aging, she observes that:

Youth and (until recently) virginity have been “logigul” in women since they
stand for experiential and sexual ignorance. Agmgiomen is “unbeautiful”
since women grow more powerful with time, and sitlce links between
generations of women must always be newly brokédeiQvomen fear young
ones, young women fear old, and the beauty mythcates for all the female
life span. (14)
For Wolf, beauty is associated with youth becausgnger women are unexperienced and
therefore easier to control. Once women get olthery are considered ugly because they have
gained experience. Medusa'’s despair about the adwant of age and her anger at Perseus’s
“girls” are symptoms of the beauty myth she ha®iporated since she knows she has lost
her “value” and she will inevitably be replacedymunger versions of herself.

Another negative consequence of the myth is repmef female sexuality, which is
“turned inside out from birth, so ‘beauty’ can tateplace, keeping women’s eyes lowered to
their own bodies, glancing up only to check theftections in the eyes of men” (Wolf 155).

Wolf argues that women are taught to believe thairtsexuality is something external to
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them. Medusa, for instance, believes her sexuaigmbodied in her “beauty” reflected in
Perseus’s eyes.

On the other hand, in Duffy’s “Pygmalion’s Brideg’ sexually submissive woman
decides to change the course of events. Firsg ielievant to discuss Duffy’s source of
inspiration. The Pygmalion myth is part of Greek thblogy, however, his story is best
known from theMetamorphosesn which Pygmalion is a sculptor who falls in éowith the
statue of a woman that he creates himself. The nmgh also an inspiration for Irish
playwright Bernard Shaw to write his famous pRygmalion first performed in 1913.

According to Ovid’s verses:

Offended with the vice whereof great store is paakhin
The nature of the womankynd, he led a single lyfe.
And long it was ere he could fynd in hart to takeyde.
Now in the whyle by wondrous Art an image he didvgr
Of such proportion, shape, and grace as nature gave
Nor can to any woman give. In this his worke hek&oo
A certaine love. (256)

Ovid is part of a misogynistic tradition, as fensincritics have pointed out (Katharine
Rogers), for in his “Pygmalion” a woman of fleshdapolood is not worthy of his affection.
Thus, he accomplishes his desire to have a tatallynissive woman by carving a statue. In
Shaw’s play, a phonetics professor accepts a beamnsform a simple girl who sells flowers
into an aristocratic lady by changing her speechiil®/in Ovid’'s version we have
Pygmalion's point of view, in Duffy's the statuerdedf, following the writer's aim to give
voice to silenced women, is the one who tells tbeys Transgressing the rules of traditional
poetry, the muse speaks for herself: “Cold, | vias, snow, like ivory. / | thoughie will not

touch me/ but he did” (Duffy 51). Duffy emphasizes theetio voice’s inanimate condition



85

by her choice of words; she is then apparentlyidrifcold,” and dead as “ivory.” From the
beginning, the poetic voice makes clear that sleaaery different opinion of the matter.
She does not have the faintest interest in thepsaulbut her will is not taken into account.
Despite the statue’s disbelief, Pygmalion touchers tHe kissed my stone-cool lips. / | lay
still / as though I'd died” (Duffy 51). As a quirggential muse who is completely passive, “as
though I'd died,” the bride is kissed by Pygmaliemen though, or perhaps because of it, she
cannot kiss him back.

So far, he feels at ease with his partner becausassapparently lifeless. However,
she complains: “He spoke — / blunt endearmentst Wea do and how. / His words were
terrible” (Duffy 51). The poetic voice emphasizbatt“He” is the one who “spoke,” and this
line stands alone because it does not matter wiaat said. This line is not only about
Pygmalion’s right to speech, but it is also aboogtge tradition in which men are the ones
who speak. Sarah Parker agrees that: “For centtnesctive, shaping task of poetic creation
has been associated with masculinity, while the ral silent, inspiring muse has been
associated with femininity” (12). In other wordsaditionally, men can be creative and
women need to be contemplative instead. The sitniadf “Pygmalion’s Bride” mirrors this
historical convention. It is intriguing, to say theast, that of the seven stanzas of the poem,
four begin with the pronoun “he”.

The male pronoun is the predominant one untififttestanza:

He brought me presents, polished pebbles,

He brought me pearls and necklaces and rings.
He called thengirly things

He ran his clammy hands along my limbs. (Duffy 51)
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The patriarchal origin of the story is highlighted this detail. In Ovid’s version, the bride’s
desire is never mentioned. The only thing that ematis Pygmalion’s desire. Woman’s
outlook, which is absent in the original story,tle greatest asset of Duffy’s version. The
poetic voice not only has the opportunity to tat kBide of the story, but also to provide a new
ending to it.

In the penultimate stanza, she decides to retbeseoles: “So | changed tack, / grew
warm, like candle wax, / kissed back, / was sotis\gliable, / began to moan, / got hot, got
wild” (Duffy 52). In an exciting turn of events, éhpoetic voice discloses her own sexuality.
Duffy’s choice of words creates an interesting casttto her description of the poetic voice
in the first stanza. Pygmalion’s bride is no longeold,” she is “warm;” she is not “like
ivory” anymore, now she is “like candle wax,” slsetiuly alive. She refuses to be an object
and becomes a subject. Ironically, a fake orgadmiss free: “and at the climax / screamed
my head off — / all an act. / And haven't seen Bince. / Simple as that” (Duffy 52). As a
result, the former statue is no longer Pygmaliotiésal bride. Once she regains control of her
own being, she also takes ownership of the stoban8loning sexual submission, the poetic
voice takes on a role that is traditionally resdri@ men: the one who seduces and controls
sexual activity.

Undoubtedly, women's sexual submission is an erfiecharacteristic of traditional
societies, and consequently, of literary traditibms not hard to think of some examples, such
as the story of Daphne and of Ceres’s daughteisefrma, both discussed in the second
chapter. Sexual violence against women is not amyifested in classical literature, but it
extends to the Renaissance, as it is the case akeSpeare'Jitus Andronicusin which
Lavinia is raped and has her tongue and hands eldopff. Even in more contemporary
literature, female characters such as Blanche DuBoiTennessee Williams’A Streetcar

Named Desireare punished when they reject submissiveness.ulifiy® poem, the poetic
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voice breaks with this lineage of victimized womehen she objects to her original role of a
sexually submissive woman for male fantasy in Pygma& story. Her insubordinate
sexuality not only scares Pygmalion and sends hwayabut it also attacks one of the bases
of patriarchy, which is the control of women’s sakty.

Given this, Duffy also twists the rules of patriaydn “from Mrs Tiresias,” in which a
man turns into a woman. Tiresias is a blind proph&reek mythology, depicted in Homer’s
Odysseyand Sophocles’antigone He is also one of the characters in khetamorphosedn
Ovid’s account, his transformation occurs because:

For finding once two mightie Snakes engendring Waod,

He strake them overthwart the backs, by meanesaohbeholde

(As straunge a thing to be of truth as ever yet toke)

He being made a woman straight, seven winter Isged72)
So, Tiresias is changed into a woman as a punishrimetirom Mrs. Tiresias,” his wife has a
straightforward explanation for the phenomenon:| “iAknow is this: / he went out for his
walk a man / and came home female” (Duffy 14). #ar poetic voice, the cause is not as
important as the consequences. She knows her ufigvée in which her husband “liked to
hear / the first cuckoo of spring / then writeTioe Times(Duffy 14) will never be the same.
It is a British tradition to write a letter to theewspapeiThe Timesabout hearing the first
cuckoo; the arrival of the bird in Europe announg@sng. Probably, this means that Tiresias
Is a traditional man.

Duffy explores the impact of the myth in a hetesagal relationship. At first, the wife
cannot believe her eyes and ears: “The eyes wersdime. / But in the shocking V of the
shirt were breasts. / When he uttered my namesinvbman’s voice | passed out” (Duffy 15).
This is the worst nightmare of a heteronormativeietyg, a man with a “shocking” cleavage

revealing his “breasts” and speaking in a “womaigie.” The borders between genders are
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violated, compromising the conventional binary ogpons of male and female. If the
husband is not a man anymore, what is he anywaya Wout the gender roles? Under these
circumstances, can they still be a couple?

The fragile base of gender constructions and bseswuality is called into question. In
her influential bookGender TroubleUS philosopher Judith Butler states: “The insiito of
a compulsory and naturalized heterosexuality reguand regulates gender as a binary
relation in which the masculine term is differetd¢th from a feminine term, and this
differentiation is accomplished through the praegiof heterosexual desire” (31). For Butler,
heteronormativity depends on the social constractibgender in which only two opposite
sexes can coexist. Thus, anyone who deviates tnianpattern is marginalized within society.

In an attempt to continue as a member of the bietemative club, Mrs. Tiresias tells
a pack of lies: “Life has to go on. / | put it albabat he was a twin / and this was his sister /
come down to live / while he himself / was workialgroad” (Duffy 15). Although she may
keep up appearances, her home life cannot be sa@kartsgenderism comes at a price: “Then
he started his period. / One week in bed. / Twaatscin. / Three painkillers four times a
day” (Duffy 15). It is the so-called gentle sexé&enge. Tiresias, supposedly strong for being
a man, is unable to bear the pain women have &at®@ since puberty. In this sense, he
becomes a reluctant martyr to sexism with his ‘@fpainkillers four times a day.”

Simone de Beauvoir acknowledges the taboos sutiogra woman’s period: “on the
day she can reproduce, woman becomes impure; ajarouis taboos surround the
menstruating female. Leviticus gives elaborate lagns, and many primitive societies have
similar rules regarding isolation and purificatio(l67-168) and thus she develops her
argument further: “The blood, indeed, does not makeoman impure; it is rather a sign of
her impurity. It concerns generation, it flows frotine parts where the fetus develops.

Through menstrual blood is expressed the horrguired in man by woman’s fecundity”
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(169). That being so, menstruation is a constantrmger of the woman'’s reproductive power,
perhaps the only power man cannot possess.

Tiresias learns female pain but still makes refeeeto the age old negative
associations to it. Perhaps because of this, reppeases Kurtz's horror Heart of Darkness
as: “The cursehe saidthe cursé (Duffy 16). However, through the wife’s ironicmearks it
is possible to read Tiresias's overreaction to mnealscramps as a reminder about which sex
is actually the weaker. Besides, at every oppaigumduffy exposes the ridiculousness of
macho dogmas:Don’t kiss me in public/ he snapped the next day,don’t want folk getting
the wrong ide&a(16). The husband not only discloses his homoph&delings, but also his
hypocrisy. Predictably, the marriage breaks upEresias takes on the role of woman before
the world.

He is seen by his ex “on the arms of powerful m@niffy 16) and he goes so far as to
appear “on TV / telling the women out there / h@as,a woman himself, / he knew how we
felt” (Duffy 16). Tiresias's assumption that he sgpeak for women, “as a woman himself,” is
analogous to the repression of women's voicedenaly history. Male writers have created
myths, legends and muses as woman's representdiignthey are actually stereotypes that
imprison women in masculine concepts of femininitikewise, Tiresias, who did not wish to
be a woman, despite his statements on TV, only asimihat he believes to be a woman
because he cannot really know “how we felt.” MrsteSias may recognize that in his
appearance: “The one thing he never got right / thasvoice” (Duffy 17). However, she
knows that in the inside he is still a man, becalsenever speaks of him as a “she.” At the
final meeting of the former couple, Duffy puts genddentities to the test. Mrs. Tiresias
introduces her female lover to her ex and she nhesway he stared / at her violet eyes”
(Duffy 17), and she also “saw him picture / heebit her bite at the fruit of my lips, / and

hear / my red wet cry in the night” (Duffy 17). &sias’s “picture” of his ex-wife and her
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lover, his stare “at her violet eyes,” indicatesattthe envies Mrs. Tiresias's current
relationship and at the same time demonstratesvieision to such a homosexual connection.
His physical appearance may have changed, butesised and his moral judgments are still
the same. Duffy unveils the complexity of human usdity and the hypocrisy of a
heteronormative culture. It is clear that Mrs. $ias has tried to conform herself to cultural
standards. Her husband’s metamorphosis gives blearace to break free of conventionalism
and embrace her identity as a lesbian. Furtherntbi®jdentity is no longer attached to her
husband or to her role as a wife.

Another mythical figure who searches her own idgnin The World's Wifeis
Eurydice. The story of Eurydice and her husbanch@up is also in Ovid’8Metamorphoses
On her wedding day, she is bitten by a serpentdaesl Orpheus plays his lyre and persuades
Pluto, king of the underworld, to let him rescus hiife. Following her other re-visions of
Ovid, Duffy brings to light the untold story. In tigydice,” the poetic voice — Eurydice herself
— makes a point of addressing women: “Girls, | wigad and down” (Duffy 58). This
approach immediately creates complicity betweeryd@ioe and her desired audience. In her
view, it is clear that only women are able to ustind her. In the first stanza she also
clarifies what her feelings about poetry are whes describes her new home:

It was a place where language stopped,
a black full stop, a black hole

where words had to come to an end.
And end they did there,

last words,

famous or not.

It suited me down to the ground. (Duffy 58)
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She seems pleased to be dead because she isaced\where words had come to an
end.” Eurydice is free of words and she confedsas“it suited me down to the ground.” She
is happy for being free of language and also awasnfher husband. For the reader who
knows the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice as a covptese love defied death, her feeling is,
at the very least, intriguing. She portrays hemblansl as:

... the kind of a man

who follows her round

writing poems,

hovers about

while she reads them,

calls her His Muse,

and once sulked for a night and a day

because she remarked on his weakness for abstnaas.n (Duffy 58)

Here we can understand why Eurydice is happy fangodead and far away from
language. She is tired of Orpheus following “heund” while “writing poems.” Eurydice’s
mordant humor demolishes Orpheus’s mythical imaga great charmer. He is unmasked as
an insecure and immature man who “sulked for atnagid day” because of a criticism.
Moreover, his vanity is fed by his wife’s approvalittily, Duffy creates a metapoem in
which the poetic voice sarcastically comments andwen role in Western literary tradition,
the one who “reads” the poems written by a manveimal is unfairly awarded the epithet “His
Muse.”

Many of the poems by Duffy carry this mordant icribf literary tradition and
especially of poetry as metacommentary. Frederiokvgk acknowledges that in “Greek, the
prefix meta- designatedafter either in spatial order or in temporal sequenc#62).

Furthermore, Burwick describes metapoetry as anftér self-conscious poems that call
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attention to the themes, tropes, or rhymes the poeturrently exercising. Metapoetry
involves self-conscious commentary on the cregteeess, the poem’s genre, or the poet’s
concern for his poem” (162). For Burwick, the cahtheme of a metapoem is poetry itself,
either in its formal or thematic aspects. The moetiice is thus aware, self-conscious, of the
effect produced by the poem.

In Duffy’s “Eurydice,” the poetic voice self-constisly highlights the artifices of
poetry written by men in order to expose forms @pression by which women are
subjugated. For instance, when she complains‘thlaings were different back then. / For the
men, verse-wise, / Big O was the boy. Legendaryiff{p59), she regards literary tradition as
a men's club in which members praise only eachro®we top of that, she does not recognize
any value in her husband's poetry: “Bollocks. (fldne all the typing myself, / | should
know.) / And given my time all over again, / ressared that I'd rather speak for myself /
than be Dearest, Beloved, Dark Lady, White Goddésdtc., etc” (Duffy 59). Eurydice
quotes other stereotypical and sexist epithetsdégsHis Muse,” male poets have awarded
women, “Dearest” and so on. In addition, in likermar as many women in the past, her
contribution to a man’s work was erased from histsuch as Dorothy Wordsworth’s well-
known influence on the poetry of her brother Witlia- she was also the one who typed most
of his work. Justifiably, Eurydice rejects the staypes created by male writers in which
women are no more than dumb caricatures of themselv

Eurydice is aware that she is a hostage to a natarated system: “But the Gods are
like the publishers, / usually male, / and what gowbtless know of my tale / is the deal”
(Duffy 59). However, this does not mean she comsphéth it. She satirizes male obsession
with divinity; men think they are gods and so ane publishers. In Mary Daly’s view:
“Exclusively masculine symbolism for God, for thetion of divine ‘incarnation’ in human

nature, and for the human relationship to God oea" sexual hierarchy” (4). For Daly, when
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one associates men to the Almighty, masculine sugcg is legitimized. The feminist
philosopher goes further and states: “I have alreagjgested that if God is male, then the
male is God” (Daly 19). In other words, it is noirmmdence that God has always been
regarded as a man. When only men are often def#ikdhat is left for women to do is to
worship them.

Orpheus feels like a god and he expects his wifeeimerate him as such. She,
however, is tired of that and wants to remain deat Orpheus insists on rescuing her:

Orpheus strutted his stuff.

The bloodless ghosts were in tears.
Sisyphus sat on his rock for the first time in gear

Tantalus was permitted a couple of beers.

The woman in question could scarcely believe hes.ea

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 ... (Duffy 60).
Duffy parodies Ovid’s verses:
... As he this tale did tell,

And played on his instrument, the bloodlesse glsosited teares:
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To tyre on Titius growing hart the greedy Grypebkmares:

The shunning water Tantalus endevereth no to drink:

And Danaus daughters ceast to fill theyr tubbesthae no brink.
Ixions wheele stood still: and downe sate Sisypipgon

His rolling stone. (250)

She simplifies Ovid’'s account, focusing on men’smmotional reactions in order to
expose the ridiculousness of the situation. In @@t Eurydice “could scarcely believe her
ears,” since nobody bothers to ask her what shethasy about it. It is a paradoxical
situation in which her so-called release from thdarworld actually means her imprisonment
in Orpheus’s “images, metaphors, similes” and soSime is about to go back to a life in
which her primary role is that of a wife, simply fidheus’ wife.”

She is desperate to escape the images Orpheusrda®d for her. Eurydice’s
arguments echo those found in Gilbert and Gubarskwwvhen they write: “Like the
metaphor of literary paternity itself, this coreifanotion that the chief creature man has
generated is woman has a long and complex hiskooyn Eve, Minerva, Sophia, and Galatea
onward, after all, patriarchal mythology definesmam as created by, from, and for men, the
children of male brains, ribs, and ingenuity” (12pr Gilbert and Gubar, since ancient times,
women have been considered creations of male wyrisgmbols of male creativity. Eurydice
and Pygmalion’s Bride can be regarded as rebellidagghters” of this tradition.

Eurydice defies patriarchal control and dares terite her own story: “Girls, forget
what you've read. / It happened like this — / | dicerything in my power / to make him look
back” (Duffy 61). She raises her voice against silencing of women and urges them to
“forget what you've read.” Rather than reading theditional narrative, which is often a
man’s version, the reader is introduced to Eurydistory from her perspective. We learn

that, in fact, she had an active role in the oue@inthe story.
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In Ovid’s account, Orpheus looks back out of love:
... And now they were within
A kenning of the upper earth, when Orphye did begi
To dowt him lest shee followed not, and througteager love
Desyrous for to see her he his eyes did backwaremo
Immediatly shee slipped backe. (250)

Ovid assigns Eurydice's fate to her husband’'s ndédddings. In Duffy’s version,
Eurydice uses Orpheus’s vanity in her favor: “I whisking of filching the poem / out of his
cloak, / when inspiration finally struck. / | stagah thrilled. / He was a yard in front. / My
voice shook when | spoke —Q0rpheus, your poem’s a masterpie¢d’d love to hear it

again...” (61). She is the real poet whose “inspirati@®ts her free. Through her use of
metapoetry, Duffy creates a self-conscious speidetimocks traditional poetry: “What else?
/ 1 noticed he hadn’t shaved. / | waved once and gane” (62). For the poetic voice, the
tragic end of Orpheus’s story is her happy endindier account, Orpheus is just a man who
“hadn’t shaved.” Duffy’s outspoken Eurydice remingls how the history of literature has
supported gender hierarchy. More importantly, singesi women poets to mistrust an
establishment that endorses female invisibility.

Different from Boland’s poems about myths, Duffyimythical” poems are mostly
written from the point of view of female charactdrem Ovid's MetamorphosesDuffy
literally puts words in the myths’ mouths. She wl@vnership of the stories of Medusa,
Eurydice, Pygmalion’s bride and she creates a feifdiresias, so that a different version of
Ovid’'s story can be told by a woman. The poeticcesicriticize directly the misogyny of
classical literature. Moreover, Duffy explores npetetry as a tool that helps to expose how

literary and poetic languages have persistentlpnggh women as writers, relegating them to

the position of passive muses and sources of etsqir.
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3.2 - The Bible or “ain’t life a bitch”

The Bible is certainly one of the oldest narrativd the Western world and perhaps
the most traditional one. Jo Carruthers acknowlsdigat:

The influence of the Bible on Western literaturenisalculably powerful and

diffuse, not least because ... the Bible is the dygia literary text. It has been
written and rewritten, interpreted and ‘misintetpE, revised and

supplemented, in innumerable poems, plays, nogédsies and essays from
the Anglo-Saxon period to postmodernism. (253)

In addition to its religious status, the Bible e®n a source of inspiration for writers
throughout the centuries, as Greco-Roman mytholagyalso been. Not incidentally, myths
play an important part in biblical narrative. Acdong to R. Seth C. Knox: “Bible tales derive
largely from two sources: mythological traditionsdaoral/folk traditions” (119). Myth is one
of its sources and probably one of the most knowthain the Bible is that of the creation.
At this point it is important to highlight that itme Bible, myths are more than traditional
stories, they are considered sacred stories. Ngrthrye argues that:

Certain stories seem to have a peculiar signifieatitey are stories that tell a
society what is important for it to know, whethdoat its gods, its history, its
laws, or its class structures. These stories magabbed myths in a secondary
sense, a sense that distinguishes them from fetktal stories told for
entertainment or other less central purposes. They become “sacred” as
distinct from “profane” stories, and form part ohat the Biblical tradition
calls revelation. This distinction may not existnmany “primitive” societies,
but it usually gets established sooner or lated ance established it may
persist for centuries. In Western Europe the Batbeies had a central mythical

significance of this kind until at least the eigitéh century. Mythical, in this
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secondary sense, therefore means the oppositeobfréally true”: it means
being charged with a special seriousness and iaupoet (32-33)
For Frye, some mythical stories are regarded aeddwecause of their importance to the
construction of societies. In this sense, biblgtakies are myths that have acquired a sacred
status throughout history.
J. R. Porter also claims that the “Bible contaimet may be called myths in the strict
sense: sacred stories set in an indeterminate ‘timeeginnings’, in which the actors are
divine or superhuman beings. These stories seakdount for the fundamental origins of the
world, humanity, and social institutions” (20). Bitstories bear similarities to many myths in
their attempt to explain the universe. For instar@eid’s Metamorphose®egins with the
story of creation. The biblical myth of creationsdebed in the Book of Genesis is the story
of Adam and Eve. It is a story that illustrates biglical approach concerning gender roles.
Deborah Sawyer observes that:
For two millennia, when questions have arisen mdiggrthe appropriate roles
for men and women, Jewish and Christian commerstdtave had recourse to
sacred texts, many of which they share. It is agsuthat the explanation of
the origin and cause for the differences between amel women is contained
within these sacred texts. Furthermore, their shoegure ensures the authority
and veracity of the explanation. (7)

The Bible has often been used to endorse a dissafrgender bias within the Judeo-

Christian culture. The creation myth is an exangfla biblical passage constantly evoked in

order to justify gender differences.

Although Eve is the first woman, the mother of hamg she is originally the
“daughter” of Adam, the first man. Therefore, shieee obedience to him. Besides that, she is

also held responsible for the original sin, as uBsed in the first chapter. Eve’s alleged
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“disobedience” to God’s command has frequently besed as a justification for misogyny
since she is the one who is “tempted” by the ddishbuised as a serpent. Moreover, she
supposedly causes Adam to sin as well becauseigie lgm the forbidden fruit. God expels
both of them from the Garden of Eden, but harsherighment is inflicted on Eve and,
consequently, on all women: labor pain and subatdn to the husband. It is a story that
seeks to sanctify and naturalize male dominance weenen, after all if they are maintained
under constant surveillance they cannot follow Evié's “bad” example.

Eve’s myth has influenced the treatment of wonmeaughout history, but she is not
the only biblical personification of allegedly damgus female behavior. Women had their
names traditionally associated to seduction by medrthe biblical figures such as Delilah
and Salome, just to cite a couple of them. Bothriég represent a certain male fear of female
sexuality. These women are portrayed as dangerousew who seduce men and are able to
control them; thus the “divine” natural order in iallhn men control women is reversed.
Therefore, Delilah, Salome and others are congidexél women and often portrayed as
villains in other versions of the biblical myth.

In The World's Wifewomen figures from the Bible are strong, fearlasd they are
not willing to submit to patriarchal authority. Dyt “Delilah” is a defense of the famous
reputedly temptress of the Old Testament. She isnadivated by money, as she is in the
biblical story, but by Samson’s will: “Teach me, $&d — / we were lying in bed — / how to
care” (Duffy 28). Despite his immense physical isiith, Samson is emotionally weak. His
identity is defined by violence: “I can rip out thear / from the throat of a tiger, / or gargle
with fire, / or sleep one whole night in the Minoats lair, / or flay the bellowing fur / from a
bear, / all for a dare” (Duffy 28). He may be cdpat such “feats;” he can torture animals,
face a mythical creature or challenge his own nhrtgargling “with fire.” However, he

feels something is missing: “but | cannot be gerdtdoving, or tender. / | have to be strong. /



99

What is the cure?” (Duffy 28). Unknowingly, Samsgnactually questioning the notion of
masculinity when he acknowledges that he “cannajdmele” because he has “to be strong.”
Samson’s aggressiveness and insensitivity confarncoimmonsensical notions of

manhood. Men are supposed to be rational indivejwathile women are the ones assumed to
be essentially emotional beings, as Sara Ahmedear@li70). Samson can be considered a
symbol of normative masculine since he apparergf/o emotions and does not know “how
to care.” He is entrapped into an emotional empsnas a result of his attachment to
traditional gender roles; so he asks Delilah ftwe“ture.” In Delilah’s mind the message is
clear: “And, yes, | was sure / that he wanted tange, / my warrior” (Duffy 29). For her,
Samson needs to be freed of his gift that is ihdazurse:

And before | fetched and sharpened my scissors —

snipping first at the black and biblical air —

| fastened the chain to the door.

That's the how and the why and the where.

Then with deliberate, passionate hands.
| cut every lock of his hair. (Duffy 29)

Here, we can also see characteristics of a metap®aiiah is a self-conscious
speaker, she knows she is a character in a bildtocay, so first she snipes “the black and
biblical air” because she wants to change her stddoreover, when Duffy writes: “That’s the
how and the why and the where” — a quotation tisat appears in the title of this thesis — she
refers to Margaret Atwood’s “Happy Endings,” a nfieteonal short story in which a narrator
describes the act of writing a story: “That’s aballthat can be said for plots, which anyway

are just one thing after another, a what and a whdta what. Now try How and Why” (56).
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In this short fiction, Atwood’s narrator proposeslallenge, to “kill” the story, and Duffy
seems to accepts it. In Duffy’s poem, the “how Hrewhy” are important to revise Delilah’s
story. Unlike the biblical version, when she cugséry lock of his hair,” it is not an act of
greed on her part, but an act of love performedgassionate hands.” She simply gives
Samson what he wished for. Duffy proves that evemgtis a matter of perspective. Once we
see through Delilah's eyes, her constructed iméfgnume fataléalls flat.

Another sexualized female villain of the Bible th& addressed by Duffy is Salome.
She is a mythical figure of the New Testament, fasnfor having demanded the head of John
the Baptist. Although her actual name is not mewibin the Gospel of Matthew in which the
death of John the Baptist is narrated, Salome begaart of the collective imagination as a
sensual dancer. As Delilah, her sensuality is ptstrayed as potentially dangerous to men.
Her so-called “weapon” is her own body, which steesuto get whatever she wants.
Apparently, through a single dance, Salome is &bleonvince her stepfather, King Herod
Antipas, to order a man's execution.

Salome's story is commonplace in Western narratiléle she is demonized, the
King's role in the preacher's death goes unnoti¢éé. same thing happens to Madame de
Merteuil in Dangerous Liaisonsy French author Pierre Choderlos de Laclog, published
in 1782. Although she and Valmont are accomplicetheir seduction games, only Merteuil
is morally punished. In “Salome,” Duffy depicts healome as a heroine of modern times
instead. The poetic voice is that of a self-confidgexual woman who parodies traditional
poems in which female beauty is exalted:

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 — wRese
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what did it matter?

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 ... (Duffy 56)
In another metapoem, Salome views her lover adptoin the same way women have been
objectified by male poets throughout history; thifedence is her sarcasm for he is only a
“head on the pillow” but still “good-looking” andith “a beautiful crimson mouth.” Duffy
uses a common feature of poetic tradition to maouk discredit this same tradition, thereby
placing the woman in the poet’s role while the m&ys the role of the muse.

Moreover, the “head” is the ultimate muse; a dead. His kiss is “Colder than
pewter” (Duffy 56) and she does not even bothererabrering his name: “What was his
name? Peter?” (Duffy 56). Salome considers him Bssa human being and more as a
representation of her ideal of male beauty. Somelsbe is “returning” the Victorian cult of
female delicacy to their creators, as acknowledgeilbert and Gubar. IThe Madwoman
in the Attic the feminist critics write: “the aesthetic cult ladylike fragility and delicate
beauty — no doubt associated with the moral culthef angel-woman — obliged ‘genteel’
women to ‘kill’ themselves ... into art objects: slipale, passive beings whose ‘charms’
eerily recalled the snowy, porcelain immobility thie dead” (Gilbert and Gubar 25). This
means that women were idealized to the point aigpeonsidered more interesting as corpses
than as people. Most likely, this bizarre romanation of death is due to the fact that the

departed do not age and notably they cannot talk.ba



102

Duffy’s Salome revenges her literary sisters byaasinating the male muse. It is a
symbolic rupture with Western literature, which stenfirms in the last stanza: “In the
mirror, | saw my eyes glitter. / | flung back thi&cky red sheets, / and there, like | said — and
ain’t life a bitch — / was his head on a plattddugfy 57). With heavy irony, she discloses her
remorselessness; she simply “flung back the stieklysheets.” Salome regards the situation
as a mere bad experience, “ain't life a bitch” shgs, for the man who came “like a lamb to
the slaughter / to Salome’s bed” (Duffy 57). Iralig, “the blighter, / the beater of biter”
(Duffy 57), as she “affectionately” refers to hast deceased lover, is compared to a “lamb,”
an animal traditionally associated with the sacedi described in the Bible. Salome is the
embodiment of male fears of female sexuality, the who cannot be controlled. She is the
presumed “bitch,” the creature that turns agaihst dreator. Salome judges and condemns
literary tradition for its depreciation of womersexuality and instead assumes her role as a
transgressor, as a woman who dares to defy patabrodes of behavior and established
gender roles.

Another story of the New Testament revisited byffipus the massacre of the
innocents. According to the Gospel of Matthew, safier the birth of Jesus, the Magi, also
known as the Three Wise Men or Three Kings, ariivderusalem to pay homage to the
newborn. The Magi’s visit warns King Herod about thirth of an alleged king of the Jews.
For fear of losing his throne, King Herod orders thurder of all male babies in Bethlehem.
An angel warns Joseph about the impending masaacdrbe flees with Mary and baby Jesus
to Egypt.

Duffy’s “Queen Herod,” as the title indicatesaigeminine version of the same story.
The poem begins with the visit of three Queenshtiwifts / for the King and Queen of here —
Herod, me —/ in exchange for sunken baths, cwthibeds, / fruit, the best of meat and wine,

/ dancers, music, talk” (Duffy 7). Unlike the bitdil Kings, Duffy’'s Queens bring material
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goods for the parents of the newborn, while foradhiégd they have something more valuable:
blessings and a warning. The poetic voice acknaydedhat: “They were wise. Older than I.
/ They knew what they knew” (Duffy 8). The androttenperspective of the Bible is rejected
in favor of matriarchy; feminine wisdom is appreetand recognized by Queen Herod.
Instead of gold, myrrh and incense, the Queene plessings to the poetic voice’s

daughter: Grace said the tallest QueenStrength said the Queen with the hennaed hands. /
The black Queen / made a tiny starfish of my daerghffist, / saidHappiness (Duffy 8).
They give the child things that can never be takem her, such asGrace; “ Strengtfi and
“Happiness, tools to live a full life. In addition, the blacQueen warns the poetic voice
about an upcoming danger:

Watch they saidfor a star in the East —

a new star

pierced through the night like a nail.

It means he’s here, alive, new-born.

Who?Him. The Husband. Hero. Hunk.

The Boy Next Door. The ParamoiiheJe t'adore.

The Marrying Kind. Adulterer. Bigamist.

The Wolf. The Rip. The Rake. The Rat.

The Heartbreaker. The Ladykiller. Mr RigliDuffy 8)
These are probably the most interesting lines @fpiem. Here, thestar’ does not announce
the birth of a future king, as it does in the Bildle Duffy’s version ‘a new start is a warning
about the threat posed to women representedHmn™ and all his “titles.” Audaciously,
Duffy associates baby Jesus, and all men, withrizssef male stereotypes. For the black
Queen, although men can have different personag,afe in fact all the same. They will all

end up seducing and hurting a woman.
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Faced with such a menace, Queen Herod states:nfan | swore, /will make her
shedone teaf (Duffy 8). The poetic voice is determined to pgrat her daughter at all costs.
She cannot tolerate the possibility of: “Some svesigngy lad to break her heart, / some
wincing Prince to take her name away / and givin@, ia nothing, nowt in gold” (Duffy 9).
Queen Herod agrees with the black Queen in theefb#iat men are threats to women,
especially those whom they marry. The husbanddsotie who will “take her name away,”
the woman’s individuality, and replace it with mame as a sign of his ownership over the
wife. Deborah Cameron emphasizes that: “What Isrfised’ by the naming traditions most
readers of this book will be most familiar with kat is, patriarchal ones, in which family
names pass down the male line — is women’s hisiaod/female ancestry. Where a woman
takes her husband’s name at marriage, the contiofiiher own identity over time is also
disrupted” (26). It is a historical convention petyated through marriage in which patrilineal
heritage is privileged while the maternal linegaared.

In order to avoid her daughter’'s misery within lswonvention, Queen Herod makes
an important decision:Take men and horseéknives, swords, cutlassesRide East from
here/ and kill each mother’s sori Do it. Spare not orfe(Duffy 9). In Duffy's version, the
massacre of the innocents is not ordered by thg'&ifear of losing his throne, but by the
Queen’s fear of losing her daughter. The poetice’@s not proud of her order, but she knows
that extreme attitudes are sometimes necessary:ddir best, / we Queens, we mothers, /
mothers of Queens. / We wade through blood / fersteeping girls. / We have daggers for
eyes” (Duffy 10). The choice for the pronoun “wessarts that the Queen’s battle involves all
women. The message is clear: each woman and metheto whatever it takes to protect
one another, even “wade through blood.” Queen Hgreidlence is only an instrument of
protection against an androcentric culture that ksyloally “kills” women’s identity once

they get married by depriving them of their own eamand history.
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The Bible is a repository of stories in whidh,their great majority, women play
subordinate roles, with some exceptions such ae®@&sther, Deborah and Abigail. Since
Eve, women’s subordination is justified on the basf the sacred nature of the biblical
stories. In these stories, women are potentialhgdeous to men, as in the case of Delilah and
Salome. In her “biblical” poems, Duffy plays withet sacred stories. Delilah is not a cruel
seductress, but a woman in love. Salome is notgaosanonymous dancer; she is a strong
woman who refuses submission. Queen Herod is tkeewdro ordered the massacre of the
innocents, not her husband, but for her daughsake. Duffy twists the narratives and in this

way, she confronts biblical stereotypical and mysusfic images of women.

3.3 —Fairy Tale or “I had the language, girls”

Besides rewriting biblical narratives, Duffy alsscounts traditional fairy tales. Being
originally a product of oral tradition, the fairglé genre, according to Steven Swann Jones,
“dates back, not just to the Middle Ages or billitaes, but to well before recorded history
itself. Oral literature inevitably precedes writtenlture, and the earliest written records in
almost every culture acknowledge the preexistetidairy tales” (1). So, fairy tales are one
of the most ancient genres of literary history heseathey exist since human beings began to
tell stories.

Maria Cristina Martins agrees that fairy tales laaldng history until they came to us
in the most known works of Charles Perrault and Brethers Grimm, besides more
contemporary versions such as the Walt Disneys &Haptations (19). Despite being one of
the oldest narrative forms, the term “fairy taledshnot been a consensus among scholars.
According to Donald Haase:

Despite its currency and apparently simplicity, them “fairy tale” resists a

universally accepted or universally satisfying deilon. For some, the term
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denotes a specific narrative form with easily idfiead characteristics, but for
others it suggests not a singular genre but an ellalrategory under which a
variety of other forms may be grouped. (322)
For Haase, the term is not an accurate descripti@anparticular genre since it offers
many possibilities of definition. Maria Tatar clarthat: “The term ‘fairy tale’ has not served
the genre well. Often dismissed as an infantilfection, the fairy tale in fact rarely features
the sprightly supernatural creatures so prominemtsiname” (4). In fact, the use of the term
to refer to a body of texts in which fairies ard always present nor are they the protagonists
is problematic. However, despite generating debétesntinues to be used. Perhaps because,
as Roger Sale puts it:
The term “fairy tale” is only a convenience sinesvfstories we call by that
name contain fairies, elves, leprechauns, or sinuiaatures. Yet everyone
seems instinctively agreed on what the term induateexcludes, even though
fairy tales blend easily into related kinds, likeyths, legends, romances,
realistic folk fables or cautionary tales. “Cindé&a® “Sinbad the Sailor”, and
“Hansel and Gretel” are fairy tales, while the ®srof King Arthur, Pandora,
Patient Griselda, and the Ancient Mariner are (&8)

Thus, although the term does not live up to thewdivy of stories that are named fairy tales, it

Is a term that most of us are already familiar veitid it leaves no doubt in the reader's mind

about the kind of story that one will read.

For our purpose here, it is also important to mersthe roles of women in fairy tales.
Martins observes that few people know that womerygd a pivotal role as writers in the
history of fairy tales. She reminds us thatLi;m Cabinet des féga collection of fairy tales
published in 41 volumes between the seventeentremdeenth century, the majority of the

authors were women (23). Among these authors, wglesiout Madame d’Aulnoy,
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Mademoiselle de La Force and Madame de Murat. swahen one thinks of women's roles
in fairy tales what comes to mind is their rolecharacters in the stories.

Perhaps in no other literary genre, gender ralesa strongly fixed. Jeana Jorgensen
states: “Characters in fairy tales often exhikiosgly gendered behavior. Male protagonists
are frequently sent on quests, whereas female gooists encounter tasks in the domestic
sphere” (403). In other words, men usually playvactoles and occupy public places. On the
other hand, women are the passive ones who wagnpigtat home. The submissive nature of
princesses, for example, is rewarded by marriageaahappy ending. Women who do not
conform to this role are often depicted as witciied evil stepmothers.

Undoubtedly, fairy tales reinforce patriarchalnss. Jack Zipes believes that:

It is not by coincidence that numerous feministicsj womenand men, feel
that the fairy tales of their childhood stamp th@iesent actions and behaviour
in reality. There are certain fairy-tale pattermsotifs, and models which
constantly arise in our life and in literature whi@appear to have been
preserved because they reinforce male hegemoimmgiaitilisation process. (9)

Somehow, fairy tales reflect and reinforce theipathal societies in which they are
written. When it comes to girls, from a very yousge they are taught to behave "properly”
and fairy tales are repositories of moral storibeud women’s behaviors which are often
considered proper in patriarchal cultures, sucbbeslience, chastity, gentleness, etc. So, it is
significant that “Little Red-Cap” is the poem thegggensThe World’s Wife Duffy chooses to
revise a tale about a girl who faces danger whendghiates from the path she was supposed
to follow. The girl's disobedience has serious egugnces for herself and her grandmother.
As traditional damsels in distress, they rely omn@ save them from the Big Bad Wolf.

According to Sandra L. Beckett, Charles Perrauls wee first writer to publish the story in
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1697 (583). Perrault may have been the first tawidea written version of the story, but he
certainly was not the only one.

The Brothers Grimm’s “Rotk&ppchen” translated igtaglish as “Little Red Cap” is
probably the most popular version of the storgtfpublished in 1812. They made changes to
Perrault’s story because as Zipes states, “foGitiams the tale was still too cruel, too sexual
and too tragic. They felt it necessary to cleampitfor the bourgeois socialization process of
the 19th century and adapted it to comply witheheerging Biedermeier or Victorian image
of little girls and proper behavior” (32). It isu a tale that has been altered over the years in
order to adapt to the moral codes of each periodohtemporary times, the story has been
revisited from a feminist perspective by authorshsas Angela Carter and Nalo Hopkinson,
among others.

In Duffy’s version, Little Red-Cap is not an innot¢egirl but a teenager who is in
search of knowledge. She is the one who pays aitetd the wolf: “He stood in a clearing,
reading his verse out loud / in his wolfy drawlpaperback in his hairy paw, / red wine
staining his bearded jaw. What big ears / he hallaMig eyes he had! What teeth!” (Duffy
3). In one more metapoetic poem, Duffy describesgugh the eyes of Little Red-Cap, the
wolf as somebody proud of his poem. Moreover, halge vain because he clearly wants to
get someone’s attention by “reading his verse oudl.’ Duffy portrays him as a bohemian
artist, a wolf who instead of blood stains from twig has a stain of “red wine.” In Duffy’s
poem, the Grimm’s tale is parodied when she writ¥¢hat big ears,” “What big eyes.”
However, in “Little Red-Cap” the girl's remarks ar®t naive; they express her sexual
attraction towards the wolf. Little Red-Cap sees Wolf as he really is: an intellectually
powerful figure. She decides to seduce him bechasawvns the gift of words, of poetry: “In
the interval, | made quite sure he spotted me,deswgixteen, never been, babe, waif, and

bought me a drink, / my first. You might ask whyerd’s why. Poetry” (Duffy 3). Far from
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being a victim, a “babe” or a “waif,” Duffy’s Litd Red-Cap is “sweet sixteen” and she wants
to be in control of the poem. The wolf buys herialdand she says that it is “my first.” We
cannot know if she refers to a first drink or &ffilover; however, she makes clear her reason
for being with the wolf: “Poetry.” She needs to pess the source of the wolf's power: words.

In Duffy’s metapoem, her self-conscious speakeinawledges that, historically,
poetry has been on the hands of men. In orderam land eventually surpass the master,
Little Red-Cap enters the wood as the wolf's loveesson one that / night, / breath of the
wolf in my ear, was the love poem” (Duffy 3). Sugtieely, her first lesson, “the love poem,”
evokes the courtly love tradition, which was anrexeelmingly masculine genre. According
to Antony Easthope, in courtly poetry, “the womaninmagined ... as a supreme object.
Idealised, placed in a position of apparent supéyito the man’s self-ascribed inferiority,
she is fixed and immobilized as passive objectigfalative desire. The pedestal raises her so
that she cannot move” (66). For Easthope, couoe [poems often create a false idea of a
supposedly female voice, when in fact the poenuidegl by the male point of view.

Thus, love poems traditionally emphasize the raatbor as the one who has the right
to speak as the poetic voice. Little Red-Cap taikaes to understand that, but ultimately, she
does:

But then | was young — and it took ten years
in the woods to tell that a mushroom
stoppers the mouth of a buried corpse, that birds
are the uttered thought of trees, that a greyinijf wo
howls the same old song at the moon, year in, gegr
season after season, same rhyme, same reasory @puff
Once the female poetic voice gains experiencet &i#a years,” she realizes that her

own story, her own heritage was stolen, “burieddwy Little Red-Cap can see that the



110

“greying wolf” is not as interesting or wise as shegined him to be since he “howls the
same old song at the moon.” While she acquired keaye, and became a different person,
the wolf kept doing the same things “season afassn,” writing the “same rhyme.” The
wolf is not her master; he is a usurper of her @aice and writing.

The solution found by Duffy's speaker to recoveatwvas taken from her is a radical
one: the wolf ought to die. As Jeffrey Wainwrighiserves: “The wolf in ‘Little Red-Cap’ is
the symbol of masculine poetry who must be slab0)( Indeed, the poem alludes to the
centuries in which women poets and writers werdugbedl from the canon. Only the total
rupture between the girl and the wolf can restoie @nsolidate women's literary history and
tradition:

... | took an axe to the wolf

as he slept, one chop, scrotum to throat, and saw

the glistening, virgin white of my grandmother’'snes.

| filled his old belly with stones. | stitched hiap.

Out of the forest | come with my flowers, singidj,alone. (Duffy 4)

Duffy’s use of the pronoun “I” emphasizes the sgeakactive role, “l took an axe to
the wolf,” “I filled” and “I stitched” — a role whadh in the fairy tale belongs to the huntsman.
Then, with only “one chop” her past comes to thdame as she sees “my grandmother’s
bones.” Antony Rowland suggests that: “When thet/padf's belly is ripped open, the
grandmother, a symbol of occluded women writerseigaled” (72). | agree that the bones
can be read as an emblem of the erasure of womeite and presence in Western literary
tradition. Once that tradition has been recovetiegl girl can finally come “out of the forest”
and most importantly “all alone,” without anybodyihg to guide her as before. Little Red-

Cap is the one who decides what path she wangéo t
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Another famous fairy tale revisited The World’s Wifds the one about “Beauty and
the Beast.” The first written version of the sttwglongs to French novelist Gabrielle-Suzanne
Barbot de Villeneuve. According to Zipes, Villenels version was published in 1740 and
her story inspired Madame Le Prince de Beaumopuhdish her own version of “Beauty and
the Beast” in 1756. Beaumont’s story became momulao and gave rise to a play and an
opera libretto in the eighteenth century (29). Btary of Beauty and the Beast is probably
one of the most known fairy tales and unlike “lgtRRed Cap,” the most famous versions were
written by women. Nevertheless, it is a story tbéen preaches feminine passivity, as
acknowledged by Zipes: “the message of Madame tlenéuve for women is ambivalent.
While all the rules and codes in her fairy tale sgeby women — there are numerous parallel
stories that involve a fairy kingdom and the lawwdhe fairies — Beauty is praised most for
her submissiveness, docility, and earnestness’3(Q9-Villeneuve’s story is complacent
about patriarchal values since the protagonisic®eraged to be subservient.

In Duffy’s account, the dutiful young daughter whrchanges her freedom for her
father's becomes “Mrs. Beast,” a grown woman whdimgly goes after the Beast. Self-
assertive, the poetic voice begins setting the tfribe poem:

These myths going round, these legends, fairytales,
I'll put them straight; so when you stare

into my face — Helen’s face, Cleopatra’s,

Queen of Sheba’s, Juliet’s — then, deeper,

gaze into my eyes — Nefertiti's, Mona Lisa’s,
Garbo’s eyes — think again. (Duffy 72)

For Mrs. Beast, “when you stare into my face” yoe ataring at the face of other
women idealized by Western culture: “Helen’s,” “Gpatra’s” and so on. Moreover, when

you “gaze into my eyes” you are looking at fabmchideas of female beauty: Mona Lisa,
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Garbo and many others. Mrs. Beast means that tteewnlhain fact “myths,” “legends” and
“fairytales,” that is, cultural constructs that leavnmprisoned women from time immemorial.
She takes a stand for all female figures createplag a single eternal role; in Simone de
Beauvoir’'s words “she is the Other” (xix). This meahat all these women are in fact one for
they represent a constructed idea of femininity.

Mrs. Beast wants to expose the fake images andomigptions produced by myths
and their pernicious influence on women. For instarshe advises us against believing such
deliberate misrepresentations: “I could have tadd  look, love, | should know, / they're
bastards when they're Princes. What you want tsdimd yourself a Beast” (Duffy 72). The
epitome of male provider, the prince who has theneyoand good looks, is completely
devalued by Mrs. Beast. In the original tale, trea& is transformed into a prince in the end,
in line with the “paradigms of fairy tale closuréhh establish a young girl’'s happiness as
wholly dependent upon her ability to secure a giaca husband” (Flanagan 27). Mrs. Beast
rejects such patterns; she is not at the dispdsalpoince. She is the one who has a Beast at
her disposal.

It is much better to love a Beast, as the poaticesconfesses, and, unlike traditional
heroines, she does not expect to be provided for:

... Myself, | came to the House of the Beast
no longer a girl, knowing my own mind,
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. (Duffy 72)
Duffy’s Beauty is not an inexperienced young gad, most fairy-tale heroines usually

are, but an emotionally and, most importantly, ficially independent woman. The poetic
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voice emphasizes her independence when she rapeatsrds “my own.” Furthermore, her
“gold stashed in the bank” and her “black hors¢hatgates” build an image of a powerful
woman who will not tolerate even “one” thing shaensiders as an insult. As opposed to the
traditional tale, she is not given away by one n@amnother. In fact, she is the one who
chooses to be with the Beast. More importantly,ishibe one in control: “He had the grunts,
the groans, the yelps, / the breath of a goatdltha language, girls. / The lady says Do this.
Harder. The lady says / Do that. Faster. The Lagyg Jhat’s not where | meant” (Duffy 73).
Mrs. Beast establishes her intellectual superiosityce she is the one who “owns” the
language, while the Beast has only “grunts,” “gsdaand “yelps.” Holding the power of
speech, the poetic voice transforms the once miBlelyst into her puppet; she commands
him saying: “Do this. Harder” or “Do that. FasteMbreover, she controls the sexual act and
establishes a clear opposition to the role of #esiye and chaste princess of earlier versions.
The poetic voice celebrates not only her victorgrothe tradition of fairy tales, but

also the consequent empowerment of women anddtremgth to write their own history in a
“legendary” card game:

... On my Poker nights, the Beast

kept out of sight. We were a hard school, tougfuek,

all of us beautiful and rich — the Woman

who Married a Minotaur, Goldilocks, the Bride

of the Bearded Lesbian, Frau Yellow Dwarf, et Moi.

| watched those wonderful women shuffle and dg@uiffy 73)

It is noteworthy that this select group of “beauitibnd rich” figures is composed of

women who have deviated from traditional standaais,Mrs. Beast herself. Rejecting

idealized princes and the norms of heteronormgtititey escape from the simplification of
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gender roles disseminated by fairy tales. For ‘tha®nderful women,” the quest for self-
fulfillment is more important than pursuing an warstic happy ending.

Unfortunately, however, a card game has its losers

But behind each player stood a line of ghosts
unable to win. Eve. Ashputtel. Marilyn Monroe.
Rapunzel slashing wildly at her hair.

Bessie Smith unloved and down and out.
Bluebeard’s wives, Henry VIII's, Snow White
cursing the day she left the seven dwarfs, Diana,
Princess of Wales. (Duffy 74)

Mrs. Beast reminds us of the baleful effects of mayin women’s lives. Whether in
history or literature, women’s struggle againstripathy is littered with martyrs: “Eve,”
“Marilyn Monroe,” “Rapunzel” and many others, olddacontemporary versions. They are a
constant reminder of the reasons why re-vision nieeessity, as Adrienne Rich states: “it is
part of our refusal of the self-destructivenessafe-dominated society” (11). Rich’s call for
re-vision still sounds current and urgent todayvaen she wrote it in the 1970s. Very often,
women still have no choice but to contest and rgsigiarchal culture. As the poem suggests,
the battle is not won yet.

Fairy tales are among the most popular storié§estern literature. Almost everyone
knows the tales of “Cinderella,” “Snow White,” “itlé Red Riding Hood,” “Beauty and the
Beast,” among others. As in the Bible and in mythgl female characters in fairy tales
inhabit a sexist world in which their behavior antrolled and judged often from a patriarchal
perspective. While docility and obedience are releds rebelliousness and self-sufficiency
are punished. In “Little Red-Cap” and “Mrs. Beadduffy reverses the restrictive rules of

fairy tales for women. Her poetic voices resembie so-called “villains” rather than
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princesses, since they have strong personalilieglhie stereotypical evil female figures such
as the witch or the stepmother. Duffy praises tlseipposedly “bad” behavior and thus
replaces the image of the flawless and flat heréoneassertive women who are capable of

taking care of themselves. Certainly, this is adesDuffy’s readers will not forget.

3.4 — Profane to Survive

The majority of the poetic voices the World’s Wifeanake a point of showing their
anger. They feel frustrated and resentful about hbeir stories were told since they
experienced centuries of patriarchal misrepresentatn all poems discussed here, Duffy
places her speakers in the position of confrontivg narratives that produced them. Once
these women have the chance to speak up for theessehey remove the masks they were
forced to use. The reader is able to perceive cexnpharacters instead of the simplistic
archetypes established for women over centuries.

Straight to the point, the “wives” unveil the reaif gender bias in traditional stories.
They contest male authority by portraying their Shands” as immature, insecure and vain
creatures who fail to recognize their own weaknesés if they were in a war, the poetic
voices work from within, dismantling rhetoricaljhe structure of the Western canon.
Eurydice, Salome, Mrs. Beast, and the others, tresisiination by subverting the rules of
traditional poetry. They are the ones in controthadir lives and their poetic creating and the
men are portrayed from women’s perspective.

As | discuss in the second chapter, | also belighad Duffy’s poetic voices, like
Boland’s, invade the sacred sphere of poetic taditAgamben argues that: “The passage
from the sacred to the profane can, in fact, alsmec about by means of an entirely
inappropriate use (or, rather, reuse) of the sacranhely, play” (75). Although Agamben is

not discussing literature, it is possible to thiokthe sacred and the profane in terms of
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literary tradition. | believe that imhe World’s Wifethe speakers “play” with the canon, they
re-vise or “reuse” those works that have a consedratatus in literary history. Therefore,
they commit an act of profanation against poeadition.

As | also mention in the second chapter, in thensediscussed by Agamben,
transgression is a part of the act of profanatiormer dissertation, Alcione Cunha da Silveira
acknowledges that the word “transgression” is hisally associated with the biblical
creation myth. Adam and Eve disobey God’s law andthis sense, they are summarily
judged and punished as “sinners” who violate theresh (18). Regarding women’s writing,
Deirdre Lashgari observes that:

mainstream arbiters of literary quality have oftearked from assumptions
unconsciously rooted in gender, class, and Eurdceatlture, with a bias
toward authorial distance. For a woman writing frita margins, whose work
may clash with these assumptions, acceptance biténay mainstream too
often means silencing a part of what she sees and/ik To write honestly
may thus mean transgressing, violating the litekanyndaries of the expected
and accepted. (1-2)
For Lashgari, since the acceptance of a literargkviavolves unresolved prejudices, for a
woman writer the choices are to conform to suclugrees and thus to deny a part of herself
or to confront the system — an act which inevitdbbds to transgression. Duffy and Boland
have chosen the last one.

When something is not sacred anymore, it can bagdd or at least contested. Then it
is possible to reclaim a space in literature thas wften denied to women in the pastThe
World's Wife Duffy manages to profane the canonical narrativeghich female characters
are often sexualized and objectified. Feminine mtlave their stories rewritten and the

sacred aura of the canon is called into questiggandben observes that: “The thing that is
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returned to the common use of men (sic) is puEfape, free of sacred names” (73). It can be
argued that to profane is to democratize accessomeething previously restricted. Duffy
returns myths to the use of women; thus, they mae fo rewrite and consolidate women’s

literary history and tradition.
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FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

In the present thesis | focus on the revisiorspeat of the works of Eavan Boland and
Carol Ann Duffy in order to show how in their calteons of poemsQutside HistoryandThe
World’'s Wiferespectively, both authors use re-vision as aegjyato build and consolidate
women’s literary history and tradition. The divisiof the works in three main themes and the
analysis of the most significant poetic strategiéseach author aims at validating such
arguments.

The main themes | identify in the work of Bolanisaliss aspects related to
womanhood, sisterhood and mythology. The poemsobsh to analyze under the label
“womanhood” are the ones that focus on women’s apees from their individual
perspectives: “The Shadow Doll,” “Object Lesson8¥e Were Neutral in the War” and
“Hanging Curtains with an Abstract Pattern in al@€kiRoom.” In “The Shadow Doll,” the
poetic voice compares her status as a bride toctoNan doll forever entrapped in its
wedding dress. “Object Lessons” depicts what happdter a wedding ceremony, the routine
of marriage, in which a broken mug becomes somettartalk about. “We Were Neutral in
the War” gives us the perspective of a housewifindua war period and “Hanging Curtains
with an Abstract Pattern in a Child’s Room” depiatsimple task in the daily routine of a
mother. In my view, these poems revise the frequargence or misrepresentation of
women’s point view in canonical literary works. Theminine perspectives on different
subjects in each of the poems disturb our notidtmiaconventional poetry. Somehow, we
are led to confront the way in which standard riewea have often dismissed the plurality of
human experiences and especially women’s expesence

The poems | analyze as “sisterhood” poems givehasip on the affinity between

women. In “The Rooms of Other Women Poets,” whislpiobably the most emblematic
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poem ofOutside Historythe title echoes Woolf'A Room of One’s Owdiscussed in the first
chapter. The room in which the poetic voice wrltesomes a token of the arduous journey of
literary women through history. “The Achill Womaf@cuses attention on the bonds that can
be formed between women despite or perhaps becdubeir differences and in “We Are
Always Too Late,” the poetic voice puts memory igteestion when she evokes her felling of
compassion for a strange woman whom she neverleachance to talk to. These poems look
at the way women relate to one another in a diftelight. As Gilbert and Gubar put it in
their analysis of the story of Snow White, mentidme the second chapter, “female bonding
is extraordinarily difficult in patriarchy” (38). erefore, for a feminist poet like Boland, it is
of fundamental importance to transform the precweckenotions women often have about
one another.

The theme of mythology is the most evident pomtcommon between Boland and
Duffy. However, although both authors address migy and consequently myths, their
approach to the subject differs from one anotherl discuss in the previous chapters, | refer
to mythology and myths in this thesis often considgthe characters and works of Greco-
Roman literature, more specifically the works ofid@Wetamorphosesand Virgil, The
Aeneid The weight of myths in the lives and history admen is the central point in these
poems.

In “The Making of an Irish Goddess,” by Bolandgetfamine caused by Ceres in
mythology is connected to the experience of mothedhduring Ireland’s Potato Famine. In
“Daphne Heard with Horror the Addresses of the Gtk myth of Daphne is like a ghostly
presence in a garden, a persistent reminder ofabluses against women that have been
naturalized in mythology. “A False Spring” depitke efforts of a female undergraduate to
study the male-dominated world ©he Aeneida task she fails to accomplish. However, she

is absolved of any fault by her older self whohsrt able to comprehend how a traditional
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story can create a negative impression in an immatnind. In these poems, the stories of
Ovid and Virgil are not rewritten, but rather, theharacters serve as catalysts for a re-vision
that aims to contrast life stories with traditiorsabries. Thus, Boland calls into doubt the

value of these myths to contemporary society.

Duffy’s poems about mythology follow a differerdith. She is particularly interested
in revising Ovid’s Metamorphosesrom the viewpoint of his female characters. It is
noteworthy that infThe World’s Wifeeven when the original character is male, the obléne
speaker still belongs to a woman. Duffy inventsved,” a diverse group of ladies who take
over their husbands’ authoritative voices. finof Mrs. Tiresias,” the fine line between
gender and sexuality vanishes and the artificiaftguch human constructs are ridiculed and
dismissed. “Medusa” is not a real monster, but é fsggure paranoid about her husband’s
faithfulness. The face of monstrosity is nothing bte image of a woman’s worst fears
reflected in the mirror. “Pygmalion’s Bride” revess Ovid’s story and gives freedom of
choice to the once laconic statue. In “Eurydiceliatvseemed like the story of two lovers
separated by a tragic destiny is rewritten as th&fessions of a bored wife who prefers
eternal rest to a lifetime of servitude. Therefangljke Boland, Duffy recasts the role of these
characters in Ovid’$Metamorphosescontesting and criticizing the chauvinistic toofethe
original stories while she also denounces modersives of these myths that disguise a much
pernicious sexism.

Another main theme of re-vision Tthe World’'s Wifas the Bible. My focus is on the
status of the Bible stories as myths and as sowtasspiration for Western literature. In
“Delilah,” the poetic voice wants to redeem herutgpion explaining that Samson literally
asked for what he got. On the other hand, the poatice of “Salome” does not seem
concerned about her reputation, at least her serpatation. She presents herself as a free

and voluptuous woman who cut off the heads of sgwveen — an episode which can be read
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as an act of revenge against the biblical defamatiders and other women’s names. “Queen
Herod” also brings attention to the poetic voicgislent revenge against a culture that
conceals female legacy while it legitimizes malpremacy. In her “biblical” poems, Duffy
offers the reader a chance to think critically alitve role of sacred narratives in the defense
of arbitrary power relations.

The third theme | select for my analysisTéfe World’s Wifas about fairy tale. Since
this is one of the oldest and most popular liteigepres in which gender plays a substantial
role, as | discuss in the third chapter, | couldlignore Duffy’s contribution to the efforts of
women writers, such as Angela Carter and Margateto8d, among others, who since the
1970s have been revising classic fairy tales aati@mpt to somehow deconstruct images of
femininity derived from patriarchal discourse amgborted by these stories (Martins 38). In
“Little Red-Cap,” the poetic voice and the wolf agg in a sexual and intellectual
relationship. The wolf is a kind of guardian of Werwhom the poetic voice understands she
must defeat to build her own narrative. In “Mrs.aBg” the poetic voice is freed from her
customary role in “Beauty and the Beast.” Since ghé¢he only one able to speak, she
subjugates the Beast to her desires. In both pabmgpoetic voices take the power of speech
for themselves and therefore they transgress trexeséimitations on gender roles imposed by
the traditional narratives of fairy tales.

In my analysis of Duffy’'s and Boland’s re-visiothe transgressive aspect of their
poems is highlighted. Both authors’ transgressgan instrument, a tool, used to achieve a
goal. In this case, the purpose of transgressiemséo be, paraphrasing Agamben, to restore
literature to the free use of women (73). As | desin the second and third chapter, for
Agamben, this returning of something “sacred” tenlamity is to profane (73). In my view,
the concept of profanation proposed by the Italdmlosopher could be applied to the

discussion of the implications of Boland’'s and Didfre-vision. Somehow, both authors
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“profane” the canon of Western literature, whiclguably has a “sacred” status in literary
history.

We have to consider that mythology and the Bibile tavo indisputable sources of
Western literature. Northrop Frye acknowledges thgthology has a “sacrosanct nature”
(38) and the same can be argued about the BiblggeStively, these two sources are
reviewed by Boland and Duffy. I@utside History the poems “The Making of an Irish
Goddess,” “Daphne Heard with Horror the Addresseshe God” and “A False Spring”
depict myths as pernicious and harmful forces #auld not be respected or revered, but
neutralized instead. This position reminds us ofamfen’s argument: “Profanation ...
neutralizes what it profanes” (77). Ihhe World's Wife the poetic voices of “Medusa,”
“Pygmalion’s Bride,” from Mrs. Tiresias” and “Eurydice” also disrespect ttansecrated
aura that surrounds these mythical characters landsaek to neutralize what they choose to
profane. Furthermore, Duffy dares to profane walihkn biblical narratives in “Delilah,”
“Salome” and “Queen Herod”.

It is equally relevant to mention that in theirvision both authors draw special
attention to gender issues. However, their stratetp approach this issue are different. In the
case of Boland, her poems give prominence to tidlictve relation between women and
the private sphere. As | discuss in the first ceggtistorically, women have been confined to
domestic spaces; therefore, they have primarilyguathe roles of wives and mothers.
Undeniably, this has been a striking distinctiobasen women and men and its effects can
still be felt today. InOutside History Boland discusses gender issues from the poinieof
of mothers, daughters, housewives. Her poems ramgpifemale experiences in such
conventional roles.

In “Hanging Curtains with an Abstract Pattern ifChild’s Room,” for example, no

matter how meaningless household chores may seeeny eetail has its importance in
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building a home. In “Object Lessons,” marriagelsauilt on domestic details and incidents
that can be beautiful to the ones who know how gpreciate them. Even though “The
Making of an Irish Goddess” and “Daphne Heard withrror the Addresses of the God” deal
with myths, experiences of mothers and daughtecsipcthe foreground of these poems.
Somehow, Boland gives value to private matters llaae been often underrated. If women
have been traditionally linked to the private realimen this realm should be equally or
perhaps even more esteemed than the public realef@nence to women'’s enclosed history.

In The World’'s Wife Duffy takes a more ironic and incisive tone relyag gender
issues. Differently from Boland, she often conssumetapoems that place at center stage a
questioning about the role of poetry and literaagition for women. For most poetic voices,
men and poetic tradition as male constructs aredikemies that should be interrogated and
overcome. The “wives” make no concessions; for thiems time to redress the balance after
centuries of subjugation. In the poems analyzedhe thesis | could observe that Duffy
criticizes the androcentric and patriarchal culttivat represses female sexuality, autonomy
and creativity. The sexism of canonized storidedslessly attacked by the poetic voices. For
instance, in “Pygmalion’s Bride,” “Salome” and “Mr8east,” feminine desire is openly
talked about and enjoyed as something positiveeaustof being demonized. “Eurydice,”
“Queen Herod” and “Little Red-Cap” exalt female kviedge while denouncing how
patriarchal discourse suffocates women’s creatovegp.

| believe the investigation presented in this ihgsovides enough evidence to validate
my arguments. Although the works of Boland and Ryifesent different strategies of re-
vision, their feminist agenda coincide. Both cdilees of poemsQutside Historyand The
World’s Wife explore stereotypical elements of gender discration that have been
recurrent throughout literary history. In the haradsmale writers, women have frequently

been objectified, sexualized, sanctified, diabaljzeften judged, but rarely absolved. Such
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caricatures became crystallized into the canon estéfn literary tradition. Women writers
had to follow a tortuous path in which they werenstantly haunted by simulacra of
themselves. Nevertheless, they have arrived atwileaty-first century empowered by the
ongoing rescue of a history that had been lostidrmst literature of the last decades, such
as the one produced by Boland and Duffy, has tddkle idealized constructions of the canon
so that we no longer have to fear them. Therelaygue that women’s literary history and
tradition in the hands of Boland and Duffy can fipaeceive the proper recognition and

consolidation they deserve.
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