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Do Women Poets Write Differently To
Men?
PASCALE PETIT

T
wo years ago I took part in a discussion at the Aldeburgh Poetry Festival called ‘The Female
Poem’. Jo Shapcott, Annie Freud, Maureen Duffy and I considered the question: do women
write different poems from men and, if so, what could be said to characterise the ‘female’

poem? It was nine on a Sunday morning and the hall was packed, with men as well as women. The
event sold out within minutes of being advertised and had to be moved to a larger venue, which
suggests the subject is pressing.

We considered whether it might be more useful to think in terms of ‘feminine’ and
‘masculine’ poetry, rather than the division of gender, and that some men might write feminine
poems and some women masculine poems. Jo said that when writing Of Mutability she was
intrigued by the idea of art that might not declare gender. She also pointed out that “the idea of
identifying the female poem may then push one outside a bit further, because we don’t talk about
the male poem in quite the same way; it’s as if the male poem is the default”.

We agreed that this idea of the woman poet as outsider could have its advantages. I said that
being on the margins might give women a clearer vision, and that there are women poets who
write strange poetry, creating haunting and distinct worlds. Emily Dickinson is one example:

As all the Heavens were a Bell,

And Being, but an Ear,

And I, and Silence, some strange Race

Wrecked, solitary, here –

And then a Plank in Reason, broke,

And I dropped down, and down –         (‘I felt a Funeral, in my Brain’)

Other examples include Selima Hill, Medbh McGuckian, Moniza Alvi, Pauline Stainer, Charlotte
Mew and, internationally, Valérie Rouzeau, Alfonsina Storni, Doris Kareva and Zhai Yongming. The
strangeness may come from women’s marginal position as well as their closer relationship with
the body, and its wonder, shock and messiness. Here is McGuckian on the Incarnation:

We will have to understand some such

word as ‘today’, a luminous Word

for the ‘until’ verse of the god-

making, brief Messianic stir

air-kissing the harmony of the data (‘Chairé’)1

The sequence this is taken from explores the Incarnation, but it can equally be read as a study of
how astonishing it is for a human life to begin inside a person. Similarly, Moniza Alvi’s poem
‘Mermaid’ displays an unease with the body, female sexuality symbolised by a fishtail which is
invaded by a man:

________________________________________
1. The Book of the Angel, Gallery Books, 2004.



She danced an involuntary dance

captive

twitching with fear.

Swiftly

he slit

down the muscular length

exposing the bone in its red canal. (‘Mermaid’)2

The strange quality of some women’s poetry reminds me of women surrealist painters.
Artists such as Remedios Varo, Leonora Carrington, Frida Kahlo, and, later on, Annette Messager,
Tabitha Vevers and Louise Bourgeois, differ from their male counterparts in that they are
depicting a woman’s hitherto unmapped imagination, which can reveal an alternative world to the
default male one. Remedios Varo painted spiritual other-worlds but Frida Kahlo, according to Diego
Rivera, was: “the only example in the history of art of an artist who tore open her chest and heart
to reveal the biological truth of her feelings”. In Kahlo’s case the body dominates her imagery. But
is a poem by a woman different to a man’s if the main focus of the work is not the body? 

Or, to turn the argument on its head: are there features of men’s poems that mark them out
as made by men? Of course there are male poets who write strange poetry – Rilke is supremely
otherworldly – but (hard as it is to generalise) men’s strangeness might be more in relation to the
centre, rather than the margins. Peter Redgrove, who has been described by Seamus Heaney as “a
conjurer of strangeness”, could be viewed as a more ‘feminine’ poet, although his poems pulse
with electro-erotic currents that have a masculine energy.

Don Paterson, reviewing Les Murray’s Collected Poems in the summer 1992 issue of Poetry
Review, praised Murray’s sprawl and range, implying that these are masculine attributes: “Les
Murray writes big poems. Big, fat, long, hairy-arsed, man-sized poems. Poems that stretch as far
as the eye can see, like one of those Australian sheep-farms the size of Wales.” This comment made
a lasting impression on me, as I was still developing as a poet then and Murray was (and still is)
one of my favourite poets. There were not so many women poets I could turn to as role models in
the eighties and early nineties, but Murray, with his emphasis on the trance aspect of writing, his
extraordinary ability to identify with creatures from the natural world, and his disregard of
fashions, was an exemplar. But here was a male reviewer speaking to other men about Murray’s
male virtues as a poet; though Murray, with his extreme sensitivity and empathy with his non-
human subjects, seems to have as many feminine as masculine characteristics in his writing
(assuming that empathy as a trait is more feminine than masculine!).

Conversely, the sprawl that Paterson praises, though perhaps unique to Murray, might be a
quality to which some female poets aspire, even though historically one of the criticisms levelled
at them is a tendency to narrowness of scope, limiting verse to the domestic sphere. This apparent
narrowness is not just a criticism confined to Britain. At this year’s London Book Fair I asked the
Chinese poet and critic Xi Chuan what he thought of women’s poetry in China, because during
visits there I was struck by how reserved women poets were. In Xi Chuan’s memorable response,
he said that “women poets write like a flame”, and that he “can tell it’s a poem written by a woman
with the first line”. He admitted that they are not as well known as men, but thought they are
better poets, though tend to write on less big themes. He added that although their reach is
narrower, often limited to the home, their subjects are not less important.

Yet as early as 1900, the Qing Dynasty poet Qiu Jin wrote:
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2. Europa, Bloodaxe Books, 2008.



Don’t tell me women

are not the stuff of heroes,

I alone rode over the East Sea’s

winds for ten thousand leagues.

My poetic thoughts ever expand,

like a sail between ocean and heaven.

My poetic imagination ranges far and wide,

as freely as a sailboat on an open sea...

(‘Capping Rhymes with Sir Shih Ching From Sun’s Root Land’)3

I cite the case of Chinese poetry because it is an explicit example of the suppression of female
poetry in a culture, whereas in the UK the suppression was covert. As Michelle Yeh wrote, in her
introduction to her Anthology of Modern Chinese Poetry: “Just as women have been traditionally
marginalized in Chinese society [...] so, too, have women poets occupied a peripheral place in the
literary canon, the range of their poetry bound by literary conventions and moral constraints
narrower and more rigid than those for men”. The Chinese situation has since improved,
especially with the advent of the contemporary feminist poet Zhai Yongming, and her concept of
“Black Night consciousness” – the otherness or darkness of female poetry.

But are women’s themes restricted in British and Irish poetry? As I ponder that question I
keep turning to Eavan Boland’s poignant book, A Journey with Two Maps: Becoming a Woman Poet
(Carcanet, 2011), where she describes the courage it took for her to write about domestic life after
the birth of her first child, against the Irish tradition of male rhetoric. Her argument is that the
domestic is no less important than the streets of Irish history. In the chapter ‘Letter to a Young
Woman Poet’ she says:

But the past I want to talk about is more charged and less lyrical than that for women

poets. It is, after all, the place where authorship of the poem eluded us. Where poetry

itself was defined by and in our absence [...] But there is also a difficult and dangerous

walking on ice, as we try to find language and images for a consciousness we are just

coming into and with little in the past to support us.

This makes me consider my own journey, and how sparse the vista was when I looked for
influences. When I was a sculptor I’d been involved in the feminist movement in the visual arts
and believed that women artists had something different to bring to the canon. We were not just
genderless people who only had the option of copying what men had done. When I stopped
making sculptures to concentrate on writing poetry, again I struggled to find role models. I
revered Sylvia Plath, not for her life story but her way with language, though it was impossible to
imitate her. I scoured the first women’s anthologies for guidance, but One Foot on the Mountain:
Anthology of British Feminist Poetry (Onlywomen Press, 1979) and Bread and Roses (Virago, 1982)
seemed to be more about making a stand against the patriarchal tradition, rather than creating
powerful alternatives. Much of the poetry explored women’s subjects, such as giving birth, which,
although groundbreaking, was also limiting.

Jeni Couzyn’s Bloodaxe Book of Contemporary Women Poets (1985) was the first in a string of
women’s anthologies from Bloodaxe, the publisher which went on “to transform the publishing
opportunities for women poets, not because they are women poets but because they are
outstanding writers by any standard [...] Bloodaxe has been unusual in having a poetry list which
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3. Translated by Zachary Jean Chartkoff.



is 50:50 male: female.”4

Then in 1993, The Virago Book of Birth Poetry also included poems by men. The introduction
by Charlotte Otten was encouraging; she described Anne Sexton breaking the taboo of women’s
subjects with her poem ‘In Praise of My Uterus’: “Sexton caused an earthquake. The male world
lost its equilibrium; the female world burst into poetry. Women’s bodies became the poetry. No
aspect of pregnancy was considered too embarrassing, too trivial, or too private for a poem.”

These were milestones, but I still looked for the wide horizons described by Qiu Jin, wanted
my imagination to wander “far and wide”, specifically to the Amazonian wilderness which I’d
visited. My main influences at that time were still male poets, until I discovered Sharon Olds and
Selima Hill. I admired Olds’s directness, but was as impressed by her syntax and the way she wove
metaphoric images into her narratives as I was with her themes. Hill seemed to be doing
something highly original and at the same time female. Again, the themes were gripping, but it
was her proliferation of surreal images that felt expansive. They have a “sprawl” – her poems are a
freshly shaken world:

I left the room,

and slipped into the garden,

where I gulped down whole mouthfuls of delicious aeroplanes

that taxied down my throat

still wrapped in sky

with rows of naked women in their bellies... (‘Why I Left You’)5

Hill is an example of an ‘outsider’ sensibility, but the profusion of women poets who have
emerged in the last decade offers an array of possibilities. There are women who write like men,
who engage with the tradition on its own terms, and there are those who are re-inventing that
tradition. Alice Oswald is an example of a poet who engages fully with the tradition, but also re-
invents it. Recent single-sex anthologies such as Modern Women Poets and Women’s Work display
the confidence and sheer range of women’s writing but the real breakthrough is in mixed
anthologies where men do not dominate the gender ratio, as in Salt’s The Best British Poetry series.
Also, Ten: New Poets from Spread the Word (Bloodaxe Books, 2010), which features seven women
poets and three men, indicates that in the future, women-only anthologies might become
unnecessary.

In Ten, Karen McCarthy Woolf fuses female themes, such as losing a baby, with an ambitious
playfulness with form. In the highly kinetic ‘Mor Bleu’, inspired by Anselm Kiefer’s installation
Palm Sunday, a collage of voices cascades through the air. This is poetry that is as formally exciting
as it is emotional:

— we haven’t got —

a heart beat

— haven’t got five minutes

a groan of sea

shushes up on shore

— rushes and there’s no —

no ha ha ha of music
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4. Neil Astley, In Person: 30 Poets (Bloodaxe Books, 2008).
5. Violet, Bloodaxe Books, 1997)



Like McCarthy Woolf, who draws on an English/Jamaican heritage, Malika Booker delves
into the rich tradition of her Guyanese background to bring us tales from beyond these shores, as
in ‘Pepper Sauce’:

I hear she scoop up that pepper sauce out of an enamel bowl,

and pack it deep into she granddaughter pussy,

I hear there was one piece of screaming in the house that day...

There is a rawness in such writing that feels fresh, yet it is as lyrical as it is terrifying. The
increasing visibility of women poets with multicultural roots further invigorates the picture.
Ultimately, the answer to the question: “do women poets write differently to men” for me is yes,
but I acknowledge that, for many, gender is not relevant to their craft, and welcome the plurality
of approaches. The variety is thrilling and open-ended.

Pascale Petit’s fifth collection What the Water Gave Me: Poems after Frida Kahlo was shortlisted for both the T.S. Eliot
Prize and Wales Book of the Year, and was a book of the year in the Observer.
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