
 

 

Giuseppe by Roderick Ford and The 

Gun by Vicki Feaver 
How do the poets present controversial issues? 

Both Roderick Ford in ‘Giuseppe’ and Vicki Feaver in ‘The Gun’ present different issues which are 

considered to be controversial in today’s society, and their own personal responses to these. Feaver’s 

poem illustrates the widely debated topic of gun ownership and its positive and negative aspects, 

while Ford depicts his uncle’s experiences during the Second World War, and questions whether 

killing in conflict can ever be justified. Both poets present different arguments relating to the issues 

they discuss, but while Ford does this through the description of two different characters, Feaver 

conveys her own indecision regarding her opinions. 

In both poems, the poets convey a sense of uncertainty surrounding the issues they present. For 

example, the manner in which Ford introduces the theme of ‘Giuseppe’ suggests his uncle’s 

uncertainty over the subject matter of his story; instead of directly telling the poet about a woman who 

was killed and fed to starving soldiers, he uses an extended metaphor, choosing to describe the 

woman as a “mermaid”. By depicting the murdered woman as a mermaid, which is a mythical 

creature often associated with children’s stories, the poet creates a fairytale-like atmosphere; this 

serves to create a distance between the person telling the story (the speaker’s uncle) and the reader of 

the poem, as the tale suddenly appears less real to the reader due to the use of a seemingly fictional 

character, meaning that they are less likely to be shocked by the details which emerge as the poem 

progresses. This suggests that the speaker’s uncle feels remorse for the actions he describes, as he 

appears to be trying to detach himself from them, implying that he is uncertain about the extent to 

which he can be held accountable for his behaviour. The structure of the poem reinforces this idea, as 

the poet makes frequent use of caesurae, for example, “she, it, had never learned to speak/because she 

was simple, or so they’d said.” The punctuation of these lines with several commas implies that the 

speaker’s uncle makes numerous pauses in the retelling of his story, which could suggest that he is 

uncertain over whether or not to go on with his recount, or that he is carefully choosing his words in 

order to downplay the incident and present himself in the best possible light, which also suggests his 

uncertainty over the seriousness of the events he describes. 

Meanwhile, the contrasting language used by Feaver in ‘The Gun’ also creates a sense of uncertainty 

over whether her ownership of a gun is positive or not. For example, she describes herself as “excited 

as if the King of Death/had arrived to feast…his black mouth sprouting golden crocuses.” This phrase 

contains much juxtaposition which suggests the speaker’s indecision, such as that between her 

excitement and the phrase “the King of Death”. Death is commonly considered to be a negative 

phenomenon, and it is something which many people fear, and so the speaker’s announcement that 

she is “excited” by the arrival of ‘death’ subverts the reader’s expectations, which could suggest that 

the speaker is uncertain as to whether or not she agrees with the public perception of death and, by 

extension, negative public attitudes towards causing death through hunting with guns. This is similar 

to ‘Giuseppe’, in which Ford contrasts the mythical character of the mermaid with the barbaric tale of 

her murder, which challenges people’s commonly held opinions on whether or not killing is 

justifiable. Furthermore, the antithesis between the King of Death’s “black mouth” and the “golden 

crocuses” which the poet says sprout from it reinforces this sense of uncertainty, as black is a colour 

usually associated with death, while flowers are often thought to symbolise life, which makes it 

appear as though the poet is stating that life can come from death. This suggests that she feels as 

though she feels that life and death are inextricably intertwined, as her hunting of animals essentially 

gives life by providing food for herself and her family, while everything which is alive will eventually 

die, which implies that she is unsure over whether her shooting animals is a negative thing, or simply 

part of the natural process of living and dying. Feaver’s uncertainty is also suggested by the structure 

of the poem, as the stanzas she uses are of unequal length and sometimes only one or two lines long. 



 

 

This, like the use of caesura in Ford’s poem, suggests that the poet pauses frequently in order to revise 

the words she is using and ensure that she is creating an accurate reflection of her thoughts. Both 

poets use a combination of structural pauses and contrasting language in order to portray the 

uncertainty felt by the poem’s characters. 

The titles of both poems also hint at the poets' attitudes towards the themes they present. For example, 

in 'Giuseppe', the poet chooses to title the poem with his uncle's name, rather than referencing the 

story his uncle told him, which is the main idea throughout the poem. This suggests that the poet feels 

that it is his uncle's telling of and reaction to the story which matters to him, as opposed to the content 

of the story itself. This is reinforced by the final lines of the poem, "[he] couldn't look me in the 

eye,/for which I thank God." This suggests to the reader that the poet cares primarily about his uncle, 

as, despite the seriousness of the actions which his uncle has just admitted to, the poet still appears to 

be relieved, due to the fact that his uncle's inability to meet his eye suggests that he is remorseful, and 

therefore allows him to keep some of his humanity. The idea that the uncle's humanity is diminished 

in the eyes of the poet due to his actions is also suggested in the title, as the poet refers to his uncle 

simply as "Giuseppe", rather than also adding the title 'uncle', or any word which might establish an 

emotional connection between the speaker and his uncle. This suggests that the poet has become 

somewhat emotionally detached from his uncle as a result of this story, as he momentarily does not 

consider him to be a part of his family, or even someone who he knows (as simply referring to him by 

his first name means that he could be addressing anyone by that name). However, at the end of the 

poem, the poet refers to Giuseppe as "my uncle" without mentioning his name, which could imply 

that the poet has come to recognise his uncle as a family member again (due to his remorse for his 

actions), and suggests that there is some degree of reconciliation between them. Overall, the title of 

this poem suggests that the poet feels that the controversial issue he presents itself is less important 

than the way those involved respond to it. 

Similarly, in 'The Gun', Feaver refers to the gun itself in the title of the poem, while the main body of 

the poem mainly discusses the actions she takes and her feelings towards them. While in 'Giuseppe' 

this technique suggests that the speaker places less importance on the controversial issue than the 

people involved in it, in 'The Gun', it implies that the speaker sees the gun as being the cause of the 

events which occur in the rest of the poem, which is reinforced by the opening lines of the poem, 

"Bringing a gun into a house/changes it". These lines, combined with the ominous sounding title of 

the poem (as guns are often considered to be destructive and dangerous), imply that the speaker is 

constantly aware that the changes which have occurred in her life have happened due to the 

introduction of the gun into her household. In addition, the poet has chosen to title her poem "The 

Gun", as opposed to "A Gun", which suggests that she feels that her ownership of and experience with 

the gun in her home is something which is deeply personal, as the title does not attempt to present the 

ideas of the poem as a universal theme, or relate the poet's experiences to those of others. This 

contrasts with the title of 'Giuseppe', in which the poet appears to be attempting to detach himself 

from his uncle, and create a less personal effect on the reader. While both poets use similar techniques 

in titling their poems, using a title which does not immediately appear to refer directly to the content 

of the poem, these titles suggest very different attitudes towards the issues the poets present, and have 

a different effect on the reader. 

In conclusion, both Roderick Ford and Vicki Feaver show an awareness of the controversial nature of 

the issues that their poems present, with both poems using lexical choices and structural techniques to 

convey the sense of uncertainty which is often found in attitudes towards controversial issues. 

However, the titles of each poem present quite different attitudes towards the issues they present: 

while Ford's 'Giuseppe' hints at a feeling of emotional detachment from the uncle who tells him of the 

controversial event his poem describes, Feaver's 'The Gun' implies a personal, subconscious 

awareness of the controversial issue she depicts, and her recognition of this issues responsibility for 

the changes in her life. 


