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The first female poet laureate

	Adapted from two articles in the Guardian on 1st May, 2009:

· ‘Carol Ann Duffy becomes first woman poet laureate’ by Alison Flood (http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2009/may/01/carol-ann-duffy-poet-laureate)

· ‘Carol Ann Duffy’s talent is more important than her gender’ by Carol Rumens (http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/booksblog/2009/may/01/carol-ann-duffy-poet-laureate)


Four hundred years of male domination came to an end on May 1st with the election of Carol Ann Duffy as poet laureate, succeeding Andrew Motion, who has held the post for ten years and is the first poet laureate to resign from the job. Duffy, the widely-tipped favourite for the post, only agreed to accept the post ahead of poets Simon Armitage and Roger McGough because "they hadn't had a woman". Speaking on Woman's Hour this morning on Radio 4, she revealed that she had thought "long and hard" about accepting the offer. "The decision was purely because they hadn't had a woman," she said. "I look on it as recognition of the great women poets we now have writing, like Alice Oswald." Subsequently, Duffy admitted that the final decision was not hers but her daughter’s: "The final say went to my 13-year-old daughter. She said, 'Yes, Mum.' … I didn't dither." Duffy added: "I hope after my 10 years are up, there will be another woman laureate, then another, for 300 years."

The excitement of welcoming the first woman to the post of poet laureate is similar to the emotion with which a supporter of an under-rated football team greets a goal. It's all about that deep atavistic solidarity with your own tribe - if you're a woman, that is. Then, of course, for both genders, there's the moral satisfaction, and political buzz, in seeing the re-balancing of old inequalities. Women poets worth honouring have always been around, but rarely have they enjoyed full permission to be taken seriously (even if, as sometimes happened, their books sold exceptionally well). Excluded from serious education and its resultant networks and power-centres, most never came near to realising their potential. Things have improved enormously, of course. Women's poetry has arrived.

And yet, on the most important level, gender is utterly beside the point. What matters is the quality of the work, and that the poet laureate should be the real thing – a genuine poet endowed with the power of language and the power of feeling. Carol Ann Duffy possesses both. Her best poems have huge freshness and force. They are colloquial, energetic and contemporary but shaped with a strong sense of line and stanza. Under their sparkle they are solidly built. They are also politically subversive. Duffy is an empathetic dramatist: from her earliest full-length collection, Standing Female Nude, she has written powerful monologues that speak through those who are powerless. These characters may equally be marginalised young men as well as women.
As one of the bestselling poets in the UK, Duffy has managed to combine critical acclaim with popularity: a rare feat in the poetry world. Her 1999 collection The World's Wife, which saw every poem told in the voice of a wife of a great historical figure, from Mrs Aesop to Queen Herod, was the first to gain her mass appeal. She went on to win the TS Eliot prize in 2005 for her collection of linked love poems, Rapture. She has also won the Dylan Thomas award, the Whitbread poetry prize, the Somerset Maugham award and the Forward prize, and features regularly on school and university syllabuses.

Duffy's humour, compassion and realism are ideal qualities for the difficult task she has ahead of her. She cares about poetry and she will make a good ambassador for children's reading and writing: she's a fine children's poet, too, in fact. As well as her seven collections for adults, marked by their accessibility, lightness of touch and emotional depth, Duffy also writes poetry and picture books for children, edits anthologies, and has written a number of well-received plays. As a lesbian, she writes with special empathy with women.
In an interview with the writer Jeanette Winterson, Duffy stressed that she was "not a lesbian poet, whatever that is". "If I am a lesbian icon and a role model, that's great, but if it is a word that is used to reduce me, then you have to ask why someone would want to reduce me. I never think about it. I don't care about it. I define myself as a poet and as a mother – that's all." Women readers of whatever sexual persuasion feel empowered by her work. Of course, we felt empowered when Margaret Thatcher was elected prime minister but the hope that a woman might run things in a more womanly way quickly dissolved. This is a different sort of job and a very different sort of woman. Hopefully, subversion and fun will characterize Duffy’s style as poet laureate.

The post of poet laureate is not without its problems. The main challenge of the post will be to avoid the situation in which, on the one hand, you try to promote real poetry, and, on the other, you are expected to write unreal poems for royal occasions. Duffy declared herself ready to tackle the official verse which the laureateship requires, but only if the occasion inspired her. "If not, then I'd ignore it," she said. It has been suggested that the focus is to be shifted from the dealings of the royal family to concentrate more on national events. This could fruitfully broaden the imaginative field and means that the poet is free to take her time, absorb things properly at the subconscious level, and follow her own political instincts, so that it's far more likely that what she writes will be genuine and lasting. Provided she is allowed this freedom of manoeuvre, it can only bring out the very best in Carol Ann Duffy.
Another danger of the position is the impact it can have upon the poet’s output. The previous poet laureate, Andrew Motion, has warned about the havoc the laureateship can wreak on one's own writing. "I dried up completely about five years ago and can't write anything except to commission," he said last September. And quality can be affected as much as quantity since the laureateship is famous for bringing out the naff poet in its appointees.
The post also goes hand in hand with an inevitable degree of celebrity status thrust upon the incumbent. A further word of warning has also been given by Andrew Motion, who has advised his successor to take "steps to preserve [their] privacy", saying last year that "no matter how well known you are as a writer, it's almost impossible to imagine what it is like being jerked out of one semi-private life into a more-or-less public life". Duffy said she was ready to deal with the scrutiny which comes as part and parcel of the laureateship, suggesting that her experience of public appearances would stand her in good stead, but that she would vigorously defend her private life. "I'm a very private person and I will continue to fiercely protect my privacy and my daughter," she said.

Duffy plans to donate her yearly stipend of £5,750 to the Poetry Society to fund a new poetry prize for the best annual collection. "I didn't want to take on what basically is an honour on behalf of other poets and complicate it with money," she explained. "I thought it was better to give it back to poetry." She has, however, asked that her "butt of sack" – the 600 bottles of sherry traditionally given to the laureate – should be delivered up front, after learning that the previous poet laureate, Andrew Motion, is yet to receive his allocation.

This year marked the first occasion on which the public was invited to make suggestions for the laureateship to the Department for Culture, Media and Sport – a move which is likely to have helped the bestselling Duffy to clinch the role. The DCMS also consulted with the poetry establishment to come up with a shortlist for the laureate, and passed this on to the Prime Minister’s office, with the Queen approving the final choice of Duffy. Gordon Brown, the prime minister, congratulated her as both the first poet laureate of the 21st century and "as the first woman to hold the post". Calling her a "truly brilliant modern poet" he paid tribute to her ability to put "the whole range of human experiences into lines that capture the emotions perfectly" and wished her well for her ten-year term.
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