
carol ann duffy mrs faust
carol ann duffy mrs faust is a compelling and innovative poem by Carol Ann Duffy, one
of Britain’s most celebrated contemporary poets. The poem reimagines the classic Faust
legend from a fresh perspective, focusing on Mrs. Faust, the wife of the infamous character
who made a pact with the devil. This reinterpretation explores themes such as power,
gender roles, dissatisfaction, and the consequences of ambition. Carol Ann Duffy’s Mrs
Faust offers a nuanced critique of the original narrative, emphasizing the overlooked
emotional and psychological experiences of the female character. The poem’s rich imagery,
modern language, and dramatic monologue style make it a significant work for both literary
analysis and understanding Duffy’s feminist approach. This article will delve into the
background, themes, literary devices, and critical interpretations of Carol Ann Duffy’s Mrs
Faust to provide a comprehensive understanding of the poem.
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Background and Context of Carol Ann Duffy’s Mrs
Faust
Carol Ann Duffy’s Mrs Faust is part of her collection titled "The World’s Wife," published in
1999. This collection is known for giving voice to the female counterparts of famous male
figures from history, mythology, and literature. Mrs Faust stands out as a modern feminist
reimagining of the traditional Faust legend, which centers on a man who sells his soul to
the devil in exchange for knowledge and power. Duffy’s version shifts the focus to the wife
of Faust, revealing her perspective and emotional landscape.

The Original Faust Legend
The Faust legend has its roots in German folklore and was famously adapted by Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe. Faust is depicted as a scholar who becomes dissatisfied with life and
makes a pact with Mephistopheles, the devil’s agent, trading his soul for unlimited
knowledge and worldly pleasures. The story traditionally explores themes of ambition,
temptation, and the human condition.



Carol Ann Duffy’s Feminist Reinterpretation
In Mrs Faust, Duffy challenges the masculine narrative by highlighting the overlooked
experiences of Faust’s wife. The poem portrays Mrs Faust as a woman trapped in a loveless
and neglectful marriage, yearning for attention and autonomy. Duffy critiques the
consequences of Faust’s pact not only on him but also on those around him, particularly his
wife. This feminist lens redefines the power dynamics and emotional complexity within the
Faust story.

Themes in Mrs Faust
Carol Ann Duffy’s Mrs Faust explores several profound themes, using the poem to question
traditional gender roles and the cost of ambition. The thematic richness of the poem
contributes significantly to its literary value and relevance.

Gender and Power
The theme of gender and power is central to Mrs Faust. The poem illustrates the imbalance
in the relationship between Faust and his wife, where Faust’s pursuit of power and
knowledge overshadows his wife’s needs and desires. Mrs Faust’s voice reveals her
frustration and marginalization, challenging patriarchal norms and expectations.

Desire and Dissatisfaction
Duffy explores the theme of desire beyond the traditional Faustian bargain. Mrs Faust’s
dissatisfaction lies not only in the absence of material gain but also in emotional neglect
and lack of intimacy. Her desires are complex and humanized, reflecting a deeper yearning
for recognition and fulfillment.

Consequences of Ambition
The poem addresses the consequences of Faust’s ambition from a new perspective. While
Faust gains knowledge and power, his wife suffers the emotional fallout. Duffy emphasizes
that ambition and success come with costs, particularly for those in the background, such
as Mrs Faust.

Literary Devices and Style
Carol Ann Duffy’s Mrs Faust is notable for its distinctive use of literary devices and stylistic
choices that enhance its thematic impact and reader engagement.



Dramatic Monologue
The poem is written as a dramatic monologue, allowing Mrs Faust to speak directly to the
audience. This technique gives the character a powerful voice and creates an intimate,
confessional tone. It contrasts with the traditional narrative focus on Faust himself.

Imagery and Symbolism
Duffy employs vivid imagery and symbolism to convey Mrs Faust’s emotional state and
critique societal issues. For example, references to darkness, chains, and imprisonment
symbolize Mrs Faust’s feelings of entrapment. The imagery of the pact and the devil also
serves as a metaphor for the dangers of unchecked ambition and neglect.

Language and Tone
The language in Mrs Faust is modern and accessible, yet rich with nuance. Duffy uses
colloquial expressions and rhetorical questions to create a conversational tone that
resonates with contemporary readers. The tone shifts between bitterness, sarcasm, and
longing, reflecting the complexity of Mrs Faust’s character.

Character Analysis: Mrs Faust
Mrs Faust is a multifaceted character created by Carol Ann Duffy to challenge traditional
literary archetypes. Her portrayal offers insight into the emotional and psychological
dimensions of women overshadowed by powerful men.

Voice and Perspective
Mrs Faust’s voice is assertive and candid, providing a counter-narrative to Faust’s story. Her
perspective reveals the loneliness and neglect she experiences, as well as her critical view
of her husband’s choices. This shift in viewpoint humanizes a character often ignored in the
original legend.

Emotional Complexity
The poem highlights Mrs Faust’s emotional complexity, including feelings of resentment,
longing, and empowerment. She is not a passive figure but an active commentator on her
circumstances, expressing a desire for change and recognition. This complexity adds depth
to the poem’s feminist critique.

Symbolic Role
Mrs Faust symbolizes the overlooked consequences of ambition and the suppression of



female voices. Through her character, Duffy critiques societal norms that prioritize male
success while marginalizing women’s experiences and contributions.

Critical Reception and Interpretations
Carol Ann Duffy’s Mrs Faust has been widely studied and discussed in literary circles for its
innovative approach to a classic myth. Critics have praised its feminist perspective and
linguistic craftsmanship.

Feminist Literary Criticism
Many critics view Mrs Faust as a powerful feminist text that challenges patriarchal
narratives. The poem is celebrated for giving agency to a female character traditionally
relegated to the background. Feminist scholars emphasize how Duffy’s work exposes
gender inequalities in literature and society.

Modern Relevance
Mrs Faust’s themes of dissatisfaction, power imbalance, and emotional neglect resonate
with contemporary audiences. The poem is interpreted as a commentary on modern
relationships and the ongoing struggle for gender equality. Its relevance extends beyond
literary analysis to cultural and social discussions.

Educational Use
The poem is frequently included in academic curricula focused on contemporary poetry and
feminist literature. Its accessibility and thematic richness make it a valuable resource for
teaching poetic techniques, narrative voice, and critical thinking.

Provides a feminist reinterpretation of a classic myth1.

Highlights the emotional cost of ambition2.

Uses dramatic monologue to give voice to a marginalized character3.

Employs vivid imagery and modern language4.

Encourages critical reflection on gender roles and power dynamics5.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Carol Ann Duffy in relation to the poem 'Mrs
Faust'?
Carol Ann Duffy is a British poet and playwright who wrote the poem 'Mrs Faust' as part of
her larger work 'The World’s Wife', which reimagines famous male figures from the
perspective of their female counterparts.

What is the main theme of Carol Ann Duffy's 'Mrs
Faust'?
The main theme of 'Mrs Faust' is the exploration of gender roles, power dynamics, and the
consequences of ambition, as it retells the Faust legend from the perspective of Faust's
wife.

How does Carol Ann Duffy portray Mrs Faust in her
poem?
Carol Ann Duffy portrays Mrs Faust as a strong, independent woman who challenges the
traditional narrative of the Faust legend, offering a more modern and critical view of her
husband's pact with the devil.

What literary devices are prominent in 'Mrs Faust' by
Carol Ann Duffy?
In 'Mrs Faust', Carol Ann Duffy uses literary devices such as irony, allusion, metaphor, and
vivid imagery to convey the complexities of the characters and themes.

How does 'Mrs Faust' fit into Carol Ann Duffy's
collection 'The World’s Wife'?
'Mrs Faust' is one of the poems in 'The World’s Wife', a collection where Duffy gives voice to
the wives and female counterparts of famous men, exploring feminist themes and rewriting
traditional stories.

What is the significance of the character Mrs Faust in
Carol Ann Duffy's poem?
Mrs Faust represents the often overlooked female perspective in classic tales, highlighting
issues of identity, autonomy, and the impact of male ambition on women.

How does Carol Ann Duffy's 'Mrs Faust' challenge



traditional narratives?
The poem challenges traditional narratives by giving Mrs Faust agency and a voice,
subverting the typical portrayal of women as passive or secondary in the Faust legend.

What is the tone of Carol Ann Duffy's 'Mrs Faust'?
The tone of 'Mrs Faust' is witty, ironic, and at times darkly humorous, reflecting Duffy's style
of blending serious themes with accessible language.

In what ways does 'Mrs Faust' reflect feminist ideas?
'Mrs Faust' reflects feminist ideas by centering the female experience, critiquing patriarchal
structures, and questioning the roles assigned to women in literature and society.

Why is 'Mrs Faust' considered relevant in contemporary
poetry?
'Mrs Faust' is considered relevant because it revisits a classic myth through a modern,
feminist lens, encouraging readers to rethink historical narratives and the portrayal of
women in literature.

Additional Resources
1. Mrs Faust by Carol Ann Duffy
This is the original poetry collection by Carol Ann Duffy that reimagines the Faust legend
from the perspective of Mrs Faust. Through a series of dramatic monologues, Duffy explores
themes of power, desire, and identity, giving voice to the often overlooked female
character. The poems blend dark humor with poignant insights, challenging traditional
narratives.

2. Faust: A Tragedy by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
Goethe’s classic play is the foundational work that inspired Carol Ann Duffy’s Mrs Faust. It
tells the story of Faust, a scholar who makes a pact with the devil Mephistopheles in pursuit
of knowledge and pleasure. The play delves deeply into themes of ambition, morality, and
redemption.

3. Metamorphoses by Ovid
This ancient Roman poem is a rich source of myths and transformations, many of which are
referenced in Duffy’s work. Ovid’s narrative style and exploration of change and identity
resonate with the themes in Mrs Faust. It provides important classical context for
understanding the mythological allusions in Duffy’s poetry.

4. Selected Poems by Carol Ann Duffy
A collection showcasing the breadth of Duffy’s poetic voice, including themes of love,
gender, and power. Reading this alongside Mrs Faust offers a deeper appreciation of her
style and recurring motifs. This selection reveals Duffy’s skill in blending contemporary
issues with classical forms.



5. The Female Voice in Literature: From Myth to Modernity
This critical study examines how female characters in literature, including figures like Mrs
Faust, are portrayed and reimagined over time. It explores the shifting dynamics of gender
and power, providing a framework to understand Duffy’s feminist reinterpretation of the
Faust myth.

6. Modern Retellings of Classic Myths
This anthology includes essays and poems that reinterpret traditional myths in
contemporary settings. It places Mrs Faust within a broader literary movement that revisits
and revises ancient stories for modern audiences. The book offers insight into how myth
adapts to new cultural contexts.

7. Dark Desires: Exploring Temptation in Literature
An analytical collection focusing on the theme of temptation, a central element in the Faust
legend and Duffy’s poetry. It discusses how desire drives characters to make profound
choices, often with moral consequences. This book helps illuminate the psychological
complexity behind Mrs Faust’s narrative.

8. Voices of the Devil: Mephistopheles in Art and Literature
This book traces the portrayal of Mephistopheles, the devil figure in Faustian tales, across
various media. Understanding this character enriches the reading of Mrs Faust, where the
devil’s influence is a key force. The work explores themes of manipulation, power, and the
nature of evil.

9. Women and Power in Contemporary Poetry
A collection of essays and poems that examine how modern poets, including Carol Ann
Duffy, address women’s experiences and empowerment. It contextualizes Mrs Faust within
the feminist literary tradition and highlights how poetry serves as a means of reclaiming
female agency. This book underscores the significance of Duffy’s work in today’s literary
landscape.
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