The. Guedion (Rediery) Sa’cw&av |Le. 1\ 09

i
: 3
H

| Jo Shapcott asks
‘whether thereis
'such athing as
'femde€e poetry

~ any ofthe

" poemsinmy
next book are
influenced by
the artist
. . Helen Chad-
e = wick, whose
o T L ealywork
made much use of images of her own
body - until achangeinthelate 1980s.
Shewrote: "'l made aconscious deci-
sion in 1988 not to represent my body
... Itimmediately declares femae gen-
der and | wanted to be more deft." |
think | aminlovewith theword "deft",
which seemsto me to describe exactly
how a poet should be - but apart from
that | wasintrigued by theideaof art
that might not declare gender. When |
applied theideato poetry | saw how
prescriptive we can be - particularly as
readers - in our assumptions about the
influence of gender on writing.

A related question hasbeen knock-
ing around in my head for the past few
weeks. dowomen genuinely write
different poems from men and, if so,
what could be said to characterise
the"female' poem? Theocca
sion that prompted the ques-
tion happened when the
Aldeburgh poetry festi-
va and the Poetry So-
ciety combined to
host an event caled
The Female Poem,
which | chaired, and
which boasted adistin-
guished pand of writers:
Maureen Duffy, Annie
Freud and Pascale Petit.
It was so popular thatit
sold out in minutes
and had to be moved
toalarger hall, which
suggests the subject
isurgent - and not
just to women; our
audiencewas mixed.

The other mem-

| bersofthe panel-had been equal Iy

haunted by the question. Werealised
that for our own day-to-day writing it
was perhaps more important not to let
thoughts about gender dominate, cer-
tainly not at first, so that the language
can lead usinto places, charactersand
identitieswe can't dways anticipate. It
was pretty clear that such thoughts are
not expected of men, though: their po-
etry is set asakind of default mode,
echoing Simone de Beauvair'sidea that
"manis defined as ahuman being and
awoman asfemae". Sowhilewomen
readers are happy to devour anything
that isgood, male readers are some-
times nervous of poetry books by
women - those with editorial experi-
ence among us had noticed it was
difficult to get men to review women's
books, asif adifferent, specialised
expertisewas necessary. Or, that the
kudoswasless?

But there are advantages: the panel
was convinced that a poet ought to be
anoutsider. The edge, the discomfort,
makes for clearer vision. Duffy re-
minded us of the audacity and courage
of AphraBehninthisregard. Virginia
Woalf pinpointed the feding of an out-
sider beautifully inA Room of One's
Own: "l thought how unpleasantitisto
belocked out; and | thought how itis
worse, perhaps, tobelockedin."

Andwe dl relished the freedom of
shifting boundaries; the extreme polar-
ity of male/female doesn't necessarily
fit whoweareand how wewrite. The
poet can be moved aong a continuum
of femininity and masculin-
ity in poemsto produce

the effects or characters
needed. Weimmediately
thought of poetswho do

| _thi S, suc_h_as Keét;or ID_iEki nsb?As

you might guess, therewasno final
agreement asto whether thereisadis-
tinctly female poetic sensibility: some
thought that you could pinpoint a
unique openness to the world and the
body in women's writing, others
thought these were exciting options for
any writer, just asterritories that might
be seen as particularly masculine are
open to everyone.

CJUnderwood: Asfar asl'm concerned,
gender, age, ethnicity, sexuality and so
on have no impact on the nature of a
poem. All that mattersisthat thework
has something valid and interesting to
say, not who or what issayingit.

degrus. But everyonehasan age, gen-
der, ethnicity, sexuality (or two) and so
on, and we experiencethem all the
time. Wearenever not experiencing
our age, gender, etc. Areyou saying
that poetry comes from - or ought to

| come from - somewhere that has noth-

ing to do with our actual, everyday,
breathing experiences? That the origins
of echt poetry lie, somehow, in some
way, outside us? That to alow our age,
gender, etc, to show in our poetry isto
contaminate something that ought not
have anything to do with such ordinary

| - evenvulgar - things? That poetry
shouldn't describewhat it islikefor us,

saddled or armed with our particular
gender and so on, to go about thebusi-
ness of living?

BillyMills. There arewomen poets
whosevoiceisinescapably female: HD

| and Plath, say. Then thereareothers

who address gender-rel ated topicsin a
versethat is, in most respects, indistin-
guishable from their male counterparts
(Mary Barber and her contemporaries
among them). But could you redlly tell
the gender of Marianne Moore (¢
tured) by reading " The Steeple-Jack”,
or even "Marriage'? The problem with
this discussion isthat thereisno single
answer; poetsareindividuals, and, de-
spite the constraints of both socid and
literary convention, the best ones
manageto find voicesthat goway
beyond any narrow definition of
who they are. If they are good
enough, their works may sur-
vivelong past atimewhen any
idea of their personal identity
4 has evaporated.
Join the debate at gaardian.(ﬁk/ 1
books/booksblog
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