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Practice exam question 

Feminine Gospels 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 31 of the magazine. 

The ending of an answer 
Despite some poems offering depictions of female power, Duffy’s women are not always presented as 
powerful. Some, such as those in in ‘Work’, ‘Loud’, ‘History’ and ‘The Woman Who Shopped’ seem 
designed to explore the lack of power allowed to many women and how hard they have to work to 
overcome the obstacles that patriarchal societies put in their way. 

For example, ‘Work’ allegorises female work, using the device of a single mother who takes on 
different jobs to feed her growing family. While the magical realist style of the poem and its largely 
comic tone mean that it is easy to treat it simply as a fairy tale, as the poem develops it grows 
progressively darker and more serious. At first, the female worker has the power to live and to provide 
quite comfortably: in the opening stanza, she performs domestic chores for others at home and ‘life 
was a dream’. Note how Duffy places that clause at the end of the stanza on a separate, end-stopped 
line, thus making her point definitely and with some force. Yet, as the woman’s powers increase in 
proportion to the complexity and volume of work she undertakes, they always seem to fall short of 
what is needed. In addition, the progressive strain on her powers is commensurate with the changing 
nature of work through the ages. Duffy’s verb choices make this clear: while she simply ‘worked’ in her 
own home in the opening stanza as part of a cottage industry, she ‘toiled’ in the fourth (which is set in 
a factory during the Industrial Revolution) and she ‘flogged’, ‘ripped’ and ‘slogged’ in the seventh 
(which is set in our current Information Age). By the final stanza, the woman is powerless as she lies 
dead in a grave, ‘worked, to the bone’. Duffy’s point appears to be that capitalist societies are 
destroying people and the planet, but there is no sense that the allegorical figure of the woman has 
the power to change anything, or is subversive in the sense of wanting to overthrow the system that 
oppresses her. Behind this figure though, Duffy seems so be interested in engaging and shocking her 
reader, perhaps so that they realise that an extreme form of subversion, such as revolution, or 
fundamental social and industrial reorganisation, is required if people are to escape the fate of the 
female worker in the poem. 

The poem that exemplifies the powerlessness and subversion of the quotation most closely is ‘The 
Laughter of Stafford Girls’ High’, which is set in an authoritarian and patriarchal school of the early 
1960s. Today’s readers are likely to be amused by the repression and androcentrism of the lessons, 
where the teachers impart information — such as a list of male poet Laureates — to be learned by 
rote by the girls. Students of English are likely to recognise not only the male nature of this canon, but 
also that many of the poets named are no longer considered to be of much literary merit and some, 
such as Colley Cibber and Thomas Shadwell, were famously mocked in their own lifetimes. In this 
setting, where teachers are all powerful and students voiceless — an atmosphere that stifles individual 
thought and creativity — the giggle that breaks out and snowballs throughout the school is a welcome 
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eruption of subversiveness. The formerly meek girls become emboldened and together they move 
from powerlessness to burgeoning power. Laughter breaks out after the list of male poets is recited, 
Antony’s speech from Julius Caesar is performed as though by Elvis and, when the young English 
teacher pops ‘an anxious head outside her door’, ‘Anarchy roared in her face like a tropical wind’. This 
short simple sentence, after two long complex ones, stands out, its simile suggesting the force and 
uncontrollable nature of the laughter, which subverts the school’s repressive regime. Indeed, it is 
possible to view the poem as not only a comic tale, but also as an allegory in which the subversion 
stands for feminism. Nicola Onyett expands this idea, commenting on how the school represents the 
‘stiflingly sexist and conservative cultural climate of Britain before the second wave of feminism began 
in the early 1960s’. Reading the poem with this in mind, it is easy to see how the girls of the poem and 
even some of their teachers suggest people invigorated by the subversive force of feminism, whose 
message spreads, changing all who come in contact with it, leaving those who resist it (like the 
headmistress in the poem) seeming foolish and outdated. 

In simple terms, it is easy to agree with the view that ‘the women in Feminine Gospels may not be 
powerful, but they are subversive.’ But the truth is also more complex. Even in the presentation of the 
most powerful figures in Duffy’s collection (such as Elizabeth I in ‘The Long Queen’) there is always a 
suggestion of vulnerability, and while the women in the poems might not always proclaim themselves 
to be subversive, subversion is usually one of Duffy’s main intentions. As a final pronouncement on 
Feminine Gospels the viewpoint might be dismissed as an over-simplification, but thinking about the 
poems more broadly and particularly on their subject matter and intentions, it could be seen to provide 
a useful starting point for more detailed exploration. 

Commentary 
• The essay responds to the terms of the question directly and grapples with keywords. 

• Argument is clear and well-developed, with each paragraph having a clear topic and a sense 
of progression from the previous one. 

• The use of the critic is helpful, with her idea being applied by the student to the poem.  

• Context is well-integrated and serves the argument helpfully. For example, the details of the 
male poet laureates, Shadwell and Cibber, illuminates a reading of the poem. 

• The analysis serves the argument. Rather than exploring isolated details, there is a sense of 
how details work together to create effects, for example, the point about the tone of ‘Work’ 
moving from comedy to seriousness and the way in which the verbs increasingly express 
feelings of hardship and pain. 

• The conclusion returns to the quotation directly in light of what has been argued in the main 
body of the answer and leaves the reader with a final thought. 
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