About the poet

Carol Ann Duffy was born on December 23 1955, in Glasgow, Scotland's largest city. Carol Ann was the eldest child, and had four brothers. She was brought up in Stafford, in the north midlands, where her father was a local councillor, a parliamentary candidate for the Labour Party in 1983 and manager of Stafford FC, an amateur football team. Carol Ann Duffy was educated at St. Austin Roman Catholic Primary School, St. Joseph's Convent School and Stafford Girls' High School. In 1974 she went Liverpool University, where she read philosophy. 

She has worked as a freelance writer in London, after which she moved to live in Manchester, where she currently (2002) teaches creative writing at the Metropolitan University. Her first collection of poetry was Standing Female Nude (1985), followed by Selling Manhattan (1987), The Other Country (1990), Mean Time (1993), The World's Wife (1999) and The Feminine Gospels (2002). She has also written two English versions of Grimm's folk tales, and a pamphlet, A Woman's Guide to Gambling, which reflects her interest in betting.

Of her own writing she has said:

“I'm not interested, as a poet, in words like 'plash' - Seamus Heaney words, interesting words. I like to use simple words but in a complicated way.”

She has a daughter, Ella (born in 1995) and lives in Manchester with her partner, the novelist Jackie Kay. Carol Ann Duffy was awarded an OBE in 1995, and a CBE in 2002. 

Valentine

This poem is written in the first person. The speaker appears to be the poet, addressing her lover as "you". In fact, Carol Ann Duffy wrote Valentine after a radio producer asked her to write an original poem for St. Valentine's Day.(Valentine was published in 1993, in the collection Mean Time.) But the poem is universal: it could be from any lover to any beloved (for example, there is no indication of the sex of either the "I" or the "you"). The poem, on the surface, is about the giving of an unusual present for St. Valentine's Day, but really is an exploration of love between two people. This is a good text to write about, because it has a single central image, which is developed throughout the poem: the onion is an extended metaphor for love. 

The form of the poem supports its argument (the ideas in it) as Duffy uses single isolated lines to show why she rejects the conventional Valentines: "Not a red rose or a satin heart...Not a cute card or a kissogram." Why not? Because each has long ceased to be original and has been sent millions of times. The symbolism of roses and hearts is often overlooked, while cards and kissograms may be expensive but mean little. As an artist, Ms. Duffy should be able to think of something more distinctive, and she does. 

Duffy in effect lists reasons why the onion is an appropriate symbol of love. First, the conventional romantic symbol of the moon is concealed in it. The moon is supposed to govern women's passions. The brown skin is like a paper bag, and the shiny pale onion within is like the moon. The "light" which it promises may be both its literal brightness and metaphorical understanding (of love) or enlightenment. The removing of the papery outer layers suggests the "undressing" of those who prepare to make love. There may also be a pun (play on words here) as "dressing" (such as French dressing or salad dressing) is often found with onions in the kitchen. 

The onion is like a lover because it makes one cry. The verb "blind" may also suggest the traditional idea of love's (or Cupid's) being blind. And the onion reflects a distorted image of anyone who looks at it, as if this reflection were a "wobbling photo" - an image which won't keep still, as the onion takes time to settle on a surface. The flavour of the onion is persistent, so this taste is like a kiss which lasts, which introduces the idea of faithfulness which will match that of the lovers ("possessive and faithful...for as long as we are"). 

One visitor to this site (Cathy Savage) suggests an alternative reading here: 

I have a different idea about “It will make your reflection/a wobbling photo of grief”. which, when I consulted my class, seems to sum up the female view of the lines, although the boys couldn't see it straight off. When women cry, for some reason, they often go to the mirror - so, as far as the female contingent in my class and I can see, the lover is blinded with tears and staring in the mirror (believe me, your reflection is a wobbling photo of grief in these cases!).

The onion is a series of concentric rings, each smaller than the other until one finds a ring the size of a wedding ring ("platinum", because of the colour). But note the phrase "if you like": the lover is given the choice. Thus the poem, like a traditional Valentine, contains a proposal of marriage. There is also a hint of a threat in the suggestion that the onion is lethal, as its scent clings "to your knife". The poet shows how the knife which cuts the onion is marked with its scent, as if ready to punish any betrayal. 

Note the form of this poem: Duffy writes colloquially (as if speaking) so single words or phrases work as sentences: "Here...Take it...Lethal". The ends of lines mark pauses, and most of them have a punctuation mark to show this. The stanza breaks mark longer pauses, so that we see how the poem is to be read aloud. The poem appeals to the senses especially of sight (striking visual images of light, shape and colour), touch (the "fierce kiss") and smell (the "scent" clinging "to your fingers" and "knife"). The poem uses conventional Valentines as a starting point, before showing how the onion is much more true to the nature of love. The poem seems at first to be rather comical (an onion as a Valentine is surely bizarre) but in fact is a very serious analysis of love. 

Valentine
Carol Ann Duffy [1955]
Relevant Background
· Carol Ann Duffy was born in Glasgow. She grew up in a working class family that believed in social change and the politics of protest 

· One of her schoolteachers encouraged her to write poetry. So she published her first poems at sixteen 

· Duffy attended university in Liverpool 

· Then she lived in London for 15 years and now lives near Manchester 

· Carol Ann Duffy works as a lecturer in poetry 

· Duffy likes to challenge normal views with new ideas and approaches 

Summary

Carol Ann Duffy wrote this poem in seven stanzas. Three of the stanzas consist of a single line.

In this poem, Carol Ann Duffy states her dislike for the normal stuff you get on Saint Valentine’s Day. On one level, Duffy finds fault with Valentine's Day. On a deeper level, she wants to modernise the symbols we use for love. She also wants us to speak more honestly about love in relationships.

A ‘Red rose’, a ‘satin heart’ and a ‘cute card’ are the usual lovers’ gifts on Valentine’s Day. Duffy is very harsh on these clichéd [well-worn] symbols of Valentine's Day. In the poem Duffy suggests these normal cards, red roses and kissograms lack any real meaning:
‘Not a red rose or a satin heart’,
‘Not a cute card or a kissogram’.

Duffy seems to be a tough a character and gives her lover an onion instead of a rose:
'I give you an onion'.

Duffy looks at the ways an onion is suitable for showing love. She tells her lover what an onion will do for him. Duffy uses the onion as symbol. The onion represents light, discovery and tears. The onion represents the tough side of love. Duffy thinks an onion stands for the truth about love. Therefore the poem takes a deep look at love. It is not just about Saint Valentine's Day. It looks at what love is made up of.

Duffy explores what makes a relationship meaningful. She argues that you have to be honest to make a relationship work:
‘I am trying to be truthful’.

The first stanza contains a dramatic statement in one line. In this opening line, the word ‘not’ shows that Duffy rejects normal romantic stuff:
‘Not a red rose or a satin heart’.

Duffy does not want to treat love in the usual lovey-dovey tone of the Valentine cards.

In the second stanza, Duffy explains how an onion works as a love gift. The brown skin of the onion hides the white vegetable that’s inside. This brown skin is the wrapping paper of the gift, the onion. Duffy compares her gift, the onion, to the moon wrapped in brown paper. This picture of the moon represents the whole onion, just after it has been peeled. The brown wrapping paper around the moon is the brown skin of the onion. The round, white moon is there under the brown paper, and we know that when the paper is removed we will see the moon's light:
‘It is a moon wrapped in brown paper.
It promises light’.
What does ‘light’ mean?
The moon’s ‘light’ represents love. Moonlight often provides a romantic setting. ‘Light’ means the truth as well.
The peeling of the onion is like two people taking off each other’s clothes before they make love:
‘like the careful undressing of love’.
The different layers of the onion are like the layers of someone’s personality. You gradually discover these layers in a love relationship. The onion represents discovery.

In the third stanza, Duffy shows that love is more complex than lovey-dovey romance. In line 6, she announces her gift to her lover:
'Here'.
She is obviously handing the onion to the other person to hold and peal.
It is then that we see another aspect of love: ‘tears’.
At some stage in the peeling or the unwrapping of the onion, the eye sheds tears. The reason for these tears is physical.
‘Tears’ and ‘grief’ are part of real life love.
The reason for these tears is emotional.
Not only will the onion make your eyes water, the pain caused by a loved one similarly brings tears. Photos of happy moments are usually shared between lovers. Duffy imagines that in real life there are moments of hurt or sorrow in a relationship. She thinks lovers should honestly admit to these too:
‘wobbling photo of grief’.
The word ‘wobbling’ is a joke. The word mocks the way tears blur your vision.
A ‘satin heart’ does not reveal the tearful side of love. A ‘satin heart’ is a fake symbol of love. An ‘onion’ is a more truthful symbol.

In the single line fourth stanza, Duffy states the purpose of her unusual gift:
‘I am trying to be truthful’.

In the single line fifth stanza, Duffy rejects the ‘cute’ symbols used on Valentine’s Day:
‘Not a cute card or kissogram’.
Duffy does not approve of commercial tokens of love.

In the sixth stanza, Duffy uses the language of a wedding as she offers her onion gift: ‘I give you an onion’.
That sentence sounds like ‘I give you this ring’.
She uses words like ‘faithful’ and ‘for as long as we are’ to refer to the length of time the relationship will last.
Duffy states that the taste and scent of an onion are like the passion of love.
An onion is a good symbol for passion because its taste remains with you:
‘ stay on you lips’.
An onion is not sweet like a ‘red rose’ but it is savoury. Its taste lingers.
When a relationship fails, bitter feelings remain. The comparison with an onion works well. The taste of an onion remains on a person’s lips. The memory of a kiss can stay with one forever.
How is a passionate kiss ‘fierce’? Perhaps Duffy means that people feel hurt and guilt long after a relationship ends.
Duffy doesn’t like pretence. She suggests that love affairs should last only for the time that two people are interested in each other:
‘Possessive and faithful as we are, for as long as we are’.
‘For as long as we are’ suggests a relationship should only last as long as the lovers feel possessive. When they lose that intense interest in each other, the relationship should end.

In the last stanza, Duffy demands that her lover take her gift:
‘Take it’.
She tells him that they might marry. She suggests that the bright white core of the onion is like a wedding ring:
‘Its platinum loops shrink to a wedding ring’.
She imagines a ring made out of the white valuable metal, platinum.
But Duffy seems to mock at and sneer at marriage. The word ‘shrink’ means reduce. Perhaps Duffy feels that marriage can deaden love and passion. Marriage is ‘lethal’ in her opinion.
While Duffy insists that her lover take her onion, she says marriage or the ring is just an option:
‘if you like’.
This idea fits in with the idea of the fifth stanza that people should only stay together for as long as they are passionate.
Duffy thinks that marriage is like a ‘knife’, sharp and cutting. It is possible that she is bitter about marriage due to the way she has seen men behave. Her words at the end of the poem suggest that her lover will be ‘lethal’ or deadly to her if he marries her. The gentle picture of peeling away the layers has changed to the brutal picture of cutting up the onion with a knife. ‘The careful undressing of love’ has changed to ‘cling to your knife’. The poet is clearly mocking the fact that relationships hurt deeply if they last longer than the passion.
In Duffy’s view, neither love nor marriage is ‘cute’.
Sometimes people never recover from a broken relationship. They will continue to feel heartache, pain and bitterness:
‘Its scent will cling to your fingertips, cling to your knife.’
The repetition of the word ‘cling’ shows the way feelings can take a grip on people. The word ‘knife’ links marriage to a wound. Duffy may have been hurt in previous relationships.
The final image about scent clinging has another meaning. The word is a reference to body scent. Body scents are very strong and physical. Scents linger after lovemaking. These scents will remain in memory after the relationship ends. The smell of an onion stays on your fingers for good while. Again, the onion proves to be a good way of getting the poet’s message across. The final word 'knife' is a further reminder of the capacity [power] of love to hurt.

Themes

The poet shows you have to be honest to make a relationship work:
‘I am trying to be truthful’.

In this poem Carol Ann Duffy refuses to look at relationships as simply romantic:
‘Not a cute card or kissogram’.

The poet suggests that marriage is a negative experience:
‘Lethal’.

The poet portrays her various personality traits:
She is distrustful about romance.
‘Not a red rose or a satin heart’.

Her emotions are complex because she believes in gifts, despite her rejection of satin hearts:
‘It is a moon wrapped in brown paper’.

She is direct, blunt and honest:
‘I am trying to be truthful’

She is passionate:
‘fierce kiss will stay on your lips’.

She has been marked by hurt and pain:
‘wobbling photo of grief’.

She is cautious about love:
‘for as long as we are’.

She is tender:
‘the careful undressing of love’.

She is harsh:
‘shrink to a wedding-ring’.

She is bitter:
‘cling to your knife’.

The poet views love as healthy so long as it avoids both tacky romance and marriage.

Tones

Sometimes the tone is cynical and distrustful:
‘for as long as we are’
‘cling to your knife’.

Sometimes the tone is disapproving:
‘Not a red rose or a satin heart’.

Sometimes the tone is tender:
‘the careful undressing of love’.

Sometimes the tone is direct, blunt and honest:
‘I am trying to be truthful’

Sometimes the tone is humorous and weird:
‘I give you an onion’.

Sometimes the tone is passionate:
‘fierce kiss will stay on your lips’.

Sometimes the tone is cautious:
‘for as long as we are’.

Sometimes the tone is angry or negative:
‘shrink to a wedding-ring’.

Sometimes the tone is bitter:
‘cling to your knife’.

Imagery

The central image is the onion itself.
This image is a metaphor, a comparison image.
Because the metaphor of the onion is used throughout the poem, it is called an extended metaphor. The four phrases that relate directly to an onion are as follows:
‘I give you an onion.
It will blind you with tears
Its … loops
Its scent will cling to your fingers,
cling to your knife’.

Four metaphors indirectly refer to the onion.
These other images or metaphors are connected to the onion metaphor.
Because these other images relate to the onion, they can be called subsidiary metaphors.
‘It is a moon wrapped in brown paper…
It will make your reflection
a wobbling photo of grief…
Its fierce kiss will stay on your lips…
Its platinum loops shrink to a wedding ring’.
For an explanation of the first image of the moon read the summary again.
For an explanation of the second image of tears that blur eyesight read the summary again.
The third image of the fierce kiss compares the scent of an onion to a passionate kiss. This is an example of personification.
[Personification means to treat a thought or a thing as a living being]
In the fourth image, Duffy compares the layers of an orange to the white metal, platinum.
[If you wish to, you can refer to the comparison of love to an onion as an analogy. An analogy is a parallel image. The ‘onion’ in this poem is an image which forms an analogy for the poet’s view of a love relationship. Without this analogy or comparison, we would know a lot less about Duffy’s attitude to romance and relationships. The comparison or analogy is an image for the poet’s distrust of romance and marriage.]

The poet lists four images that are typical of Valentine's Day:
‘red rose… satin heart …cute card…kissogram’


Sound effects
Alliteration [the repetition of first letters]:
‘I’m trying to be truthful’.
The repetition of the ‘t’ sound strengthens the feeling of honesty.
Note the three ‘k’ sounds in
‘cute card or kissogram’.
Find more.

Consonance [the repetition of a consonant sound]:
Note the nine ‘n’ sounds in the last stanza:
‘scent will cling to your fingers’
The ‘n’ sound is found twice in ‘onion’ and its use in the last stanza is a constant reminder of the onion as a new Valentine symbol or metaphor.

Sibilance [repetition of ‘s’ sounds]:
‘Its fierce kiss will stay on your lips,
possessive’.
The ‘s’ sound imitates the sound of a kiss and is an example of onomatopoeia. Onomatopoeia is word sound that imitates meaning.

Rhyming
'Valentine' is a lyric with no rhyming pattern.

Internal Rhyme [a word or sound rhyming within a line]
Note the four ‘in’ sounds repeated in this line:
‘Its platinum loops shrink to a wedding ring’.


Cross Rhyme [a word or sound rhyming across two or more lines]:
Note the repetition of ‘cling’ in the last two lines.


Rhythm
The rhythm has a natural feeling with the run on lines and simple conversational words. The poem feels like a lover’s speech naturally addressed to the other lover.
Originally
Memories play a significant role in the poetry of Carol Ann Duffy, particularly her recollections of childhood places and events. The poem "Originally," published in The Other Country (1990), draws specifically from memories of Duffy's family's move from Scotland to England when she and her siblings were very young. The first-born child, Duffy was just old enough to feel a deep sense of personal loss and fear as she traveled farther and farther away from the only place she had known as "home" and the family neared its alien destination. This sentiment is captured in "Originally," in which it is described in the rich detail and defining language of both the child who has had the experience and the adult who recalls it.

As the title suggests, a major concern of the poem is beginnings—one's roots, birthplace, and homeland. Stanzas 1 and 2 center on the pain of giving up, or being forced to give up, the comfort of a familiar environment and of feeling odd and out of place in a new one. In stanza 3, the final stanza, Duffy does an about-face, describing what it feels like to accept fate, to resign oneself to change and move on. The last line of the poem, however, presents an intriguing conundrum: Has the speaker really learned to forgo originality, or has she not?

In addition to The Other Country, "Originally" appears in The Salmon Carol Ann Duffy: Poems Selected and New 1985–1999 (2000). This book contains works chosen by Duffy specifically for the Salmon Publishing poetry series and includes poems from five of her previous volumes.

Originally Summary

Lines 1-3

Lines 1 through 3 of "Originally" establish the personas in the poem, identified by the phrases "our mother" and "our father's." The first word, "We," must refer to a family. These lines also establish the setting of the work and suggest a personal attachment to a place: "our own country." The setting, or place, however, is not stationary; rather, the "red room," most likely a reference to the vehicle in which the family is traveling, appears to rush along, falling "through the fields" that go by in a blur. The phrase "turn of the wheels" further clarifies that the speaker and her family are in a car, but the words that precede it are a bit misleading in the tone they convey: "… our mother singing / our father's name to the turn of the wheels" suggests a merrily traveling family, riding lightheartedly down the road. The rest of the poem, however, suggests otherwise.

Lines 4-6

Lines 4 through 6 imply anything but a carefree joyride. The speaker's brothers are distraught, crying, and "one of them bawling Home, / Home." This boy's cries disclose the source of the children's pain and frustration: they want to go home, but home does not exist anymore. Instead, it is only a house with "vacant rooms" back in the city they have left for good.

Lines 7 and 8

Lines 7 and 8, the final two lines of stanza 1, make clear that the family has moved permanently from their previous home. The speaker's mind is still back in her old house as she clutches a toy, "holding its paw," perhaps in the same manner she would like to have her own hand held in an act of comfort during a tumultuous time. Just as she offers solace to the toy, so, too, the toy provides her a measure of security and relief as she silently longs for the place "where we didn't live any more."

Lines 9-11

Lines 9 through 11, the first lines of stanza 2, present a more objective view of the effects on children of pulling up roots. The beginning of line 9 is
Model Village

by Michael Woods

A variety of people's voices are heard in this poem. They represent a cross-section of a village community. We hear their stories being told within the frame of an adult describing a model village to a child.

On one level a model village is a scaled down representation or a toy such as the famous example at Beaconscott in Buckinghamshire, whilst on another it may be seen as representational, a stereotype of a village community. A third possibility centres on the idea of a model as being something worthy of emulation. In this latter context there is clearly an ironic sense that the damaged lives in the poem are anything but worthy of emulation.

The poem gives voice to isolated, haunted and repressed people. We are told about a frustrated spinster who poisoned her mother as revenge for preventing her marrying the man she loved; a sheep farmer who saw a strange, terrifying animal; a vicar who has sexual fantasises involving a choir mistress; a librarian who takes 'refuge' in her job but observes all the villagers. In saying 'I know their cases' she draws attention to the fact that everyone is far more complex as an individual than outward appearances might suggest. This is brought into sharp focus by Duffy's use of alternating narrative/descriptive and dramatic stanzas. Stanzas one, three, five and seven offer traditional descriptions of the village and its inhabitants and, through the questions forming the last line of each, crosses the boundary between the voice that asks them and those that provide the answers. We might say that these voices are 'thrown' across this boundary in a way that is analogous to a ventriloquist throwing a voice across the void between her or him and a dummy. The modulation between an adult voice that seems to be addressing a child and the thrown voices of various damaged adults accentuates, through this contrast, some of the darker elements touched on in the poem.
Prayer deconstructed

Duffy's modern sonnet Prayer is divided into three quatrains and a couplet, with a rhyming scheme of ABAB CDCD EFEF AA. Despite the rhyming of the final couplet being the same as the first, i.e. AA, we can identify this as a Shakespearian sonnet. The first two quatrains open in a similar fashion 'Some days/nights although we...' and have similar qualities despite dealing with parallels. The first stanza centres on day and woman the second, upon, night and man. Both use similes to provoke mental impressions, the first employs the image of birds in a tree as musical notes and the second uses a distant sound of a train as simile to Latin chanting of psalms. The woman and the man are nameless as are the child and the lodger who are mentioned later.

The third quatrain sets a different tone from the opening section; firstly, it is the only quatrain to include a half-rhyme (scale/calls). Also during this section we are presented with a small review of the character we are hearing about. We could say, that due to the change of direction, this is the sonnets volta, or turn, giving it the classic Italian form of an octave and a sestet. The lodger is interesting because this is a rootless person - someone passing through or travelling and alone rather like we are merely passing through this world.

The final couplet is our epigram - the shipping forecast. The Shipping Forecast is seen by some as comforting and a daily ritual that happens every night before bed time, just like a prayer. It is also a navigation aid for the traveller - a traveller on the ocean, which conjures up images of solitude and vastness rather like human existence in the universe

Duffy has included plenty of metaphor and imagery in Prayer to evoke a plethora of contrasting emotion; our woman in the opening quatrain is 'gifted' when she sees a pattern in nature. The man feels that 'small familiar pain' of reminiscence as he hears a train. The lodger and the piano student; it is a comfort. The sadness and distance we are asked to remember in being called home by our parents while being out playing. Prayer involves all the emotions we might impart. Yes, it is highly nostalgic but also engages with the role of prayer in our lives in this a secular age and society.

Small Female Skull

by Michael Woods

A severe hangover results in the sensation that the head can be lifted from the body and interrogated, addressed and explored independently of the person to whom it is normally attached.
This poem is a rather surreal. Its circumstance of composition was to do with an extremely unpleasant hangover. It deals with the awful experience of feeling that one might almost lift one's head form one's shoulders and look at it. The fact that 'skull' rather than head is concentrated upon is sufficient to alert us to the fact that we are being presented with a memento mori, a reminder of mortality or death. Such a motif is common in Renaissance paintings.

The poet gropes for a simile to articulate what the skull is like. She lights upon 'ocarina', a musical instrument made from terracotta with holes for stops, one of which is described as 'an eye'. The visual similarity between this and a skull is striking. Duffy clearly intends the reader to make a connection between the fragility of the instrument and that of a skull so as to draw attention to the ephemeral nature of life. The breath breathed into 'the hole where the nose was' becomes a 'vanishing sigh' again suggesting the temporary nature of life and a wistfulness concerning it. The experience is sustained and the skull's vulnerability is emphasised through the comparisons of 'the weight of a pack of cards, a slim volume of verse'. There is a moment of recognition mingled with mystification in 'So why do I kiss it on the brow, my warm lips to its papery / bone'. The relationship between the living human and the acknowledged premonition of what she will become is more consolatory than frightening. The poet experiments with the skull as a ventriloquist's dummy. This reminds us of the relationship between the subject of the poem and the object of its effects, the persona.

The kiss (stanza 2) appears to be almost an act of communion between the living and dead states of the same person. In this way the present and a hallucinatory future are fused. The skull is treated very tenderly and the way it is explored is reminiscent of the manner in which Hamlet muses over the skull of Yorick, the court jester. He remembers moments from Yorick's life just as Duffy is able to detect in the bone 'the scar where I fell for sheer love'. The tactile quality of bone and the story the skull tells is developed in, 'and read that shattering day like braille' draws attention to the process of decoding that characterises the entire poem. The woman has been touching the skull throughout so the braille image is entirely appropriate. This especially effective since it concentrates upon a means of communication which is independent of the usual representation of words. In the same way the experience recounted in the poem is unconventional. The gap between skull and poet is closed like the fontanelles of the 'firstborn' mentioned in stanza three and the poem's concluding lines: 'I only / weep / into these holes here, or I'm grinning back at the joke, / this is / a friend of mine. See, I hold her face in trembling, passionate hands.' appear to be almost a consummation. The friend and the poet are one and the same. The stark reminder of death is a spur to celebrating life. In another sense, then, the experience of handling the 'small female skull' results in a rediscovery of the self and a gratified, wholesome love of self. It is an observation often stated but worth recalling here that it is impossible to love other truly until we learn to love ourselves. The bizarre experience recounted in this poem would, it seems, point towards this truism.

Before You Were Mine

This poem is quite difficult to follow for two reasons. First, it moves very freely between the present and different times in the past, which is frequently referred to in the present tense. Second, because the title suggests romantic love but the poem is about mother and daughter. The poem is written as if spoken by Carol Ann Duffy to her mother, whose name is Marilyn. The poem comes from Mean Time (1993). On first reading, you might think that the “I” in the poem is a lover, but various details in the third and fourth stanzas identify the speaker as the poet. Younger readers (which include most GCSE students) may be puzzled by the way in which, once her child is born, the mother no longer goes out dancing with her friends. In 1950s Glasgow this would not have been remotely possible. Even if she could have afforded it (which is doubtful) a woman with children was expected to stay at home and look after them. Going out would be a rare luxury, no longer a regular occurrence. Motherhood was seen as a serious duty, especially among Roman Catholics. 

“I'm ten years away” is confusing (does “away” mean before this or yet to come?) but the second stanza's “I'm not here yet” shows us that the scene at the start of the poem comes before the birth of the poet. Duffy imagines a scene she can only know from her mother's or other people's accounts of it. Marilyn, Carol Ann Duffy's mother, stands laughing with her friends on a Glasgow street corner. Thinking of the wind on the street and her mother's name suggests to Duffy the image of Marilyn Monroe with her skirt blown up by an air vent (a famous scene in the film The Seven Year Itch). She recalls her mother as young and similarly glamorous, the “polka-dot dress” locating this scene in the past. 

Duffy contrasts the young woman's romantic fantasies with the reality of motherhood which will come ten years later: “The thought of me doesn't occur/in...the fizzy, movie tomorrows/ the right walk home could bring...” 

In the third stanza Duffy suggests that her birth and her “loud, possessive yell” marked the end of her mother's happiest times. There is some poignancy as she recalls her child's fascination with her mother's “high-heeled red shoes”, putting her hands in them. The shoes are “relics” because they are no longer worn for going out. The “ghost” suggests that her mother is now dead, but may just indicate that the younger Marilyn is only seen in the imagination, as she “clatters...over George Square”. The verb here tells us that she is wearing her high-heeled shoes. The image recalls her mother's courting days. Duffy addresses her as if she is her mother's parent, asking whose are the love bites on her neck, and calling her “sweetheart”. The question and the endearment suggest a parent speaking to a child - a reversal of what we might expect. “I see you, clear as scent” deliberately mixes the senses (the technical name for this is synaesthesia), to show how a familiar smell can trigger a most vivid recollection. 

Back to top 

In the last stanza Duffy recalls another touching memory - the mother who no longer dances teaching the dance steps to her child, on their “way home from Mass” - as if having fun after fulfilling her religious duties with her daughter. The dance (the Cha cha cha!) places this in the past: it seems glamorous again now but would have been deeply unfashionable when the poet was in her teens. “Stamping stars” suggests a contrast between the child's or her mother's (“sensible”) walking shoes, with hobnails that strike sparks and the delicate but impractical red high heels. And why is it the “wrong pavement"? Presumably the wrong one for her mother to dance on - she should be “winking in Portobello” or in the centre of Glasgow, where she would go to dance as a young woman. Or perhaps the “right” pavement was not in Scotland at all but some even more glamorous location, Hollywood perhaps, to which the mother aspired. 

This is an unusual and very generous poem. Carol Ann Duffy recognizes the sacrifice her mother made in bringing her up, and celebrates her brief period of glamour and hope and possibility. It also touches on the universal theme of the brevity (shortness) of happiness. (This is sometimes expressed by the Latin phrase carpe diem - “seize the day”). The form of the poem is conventional: blank verse (unrhymed pentameters) stanzas, all of five lines. A few lines run on, but most end with a pause at a punctuation mark. Note the frequent switches from past to present both in chronology and in the tenses of verbs - the confusion here seems to be intended, as if for the poet past and present are equally real and vivid. The language is very tender: the poet addresses her mother like a lover or her own child: “Marilyn...sweetheart...before you were mine” (repeated) and “I wanted the bold girl”. What is most striking is what is missing: there is no direct reference to Marilyn as the poet's mother. 

Back to top 

It is an account of a real mother, doing her best in tough circumstances and making sacrifices for her daughter. There are trust and generosity here, so that the poem is light years away from the suspicious and unhealthy atmosphere of We Remember Your Childhood Well. 

· What picture does this poem give of the relationship between mother and daughter? 

· Do you find anything interesting in the way the poet presents the parent and her child here? Who is caring for whom? 

· How does this poem explore time - and the relation of the past and present? 

· Parents often give up their own aspirations because of their obligations to their children. Is this true of the situation in Before You Were Mine? Do parents still make such sacrifices, or have we become more selfish in our attitudes and behaviour? 

Before You Were Mine

by Carol Ann Duffy

CONTENT

BEFORE YOU WERE MINE is essentially a kind of love poem addressed to my mother. It is entirely autobiographical. In the poem, I am imagining my mother 10 years before I was born- almost trying to re-create her as a teenaged girl in language. The images in the poem come from old photographs of my mother. One in particular reminded me of the famous image of Marilyn Monroe where her dress is blowing up around her knees- (“your polka-dot dress blows round your legs. Marilyn.”) Of course, my mother’s name was not Marilyn, it was actually May. Other images come from stories my mother told me about her dancing days, tales about the weekend search in the ballrooms of Glasgow for “Mr Right”!

The poem is about a child’s almost possessive love for her mother and about the freedom a woman loses when she has a child. There is a sadness in the poem because a child can never know her mother when she is truly free- ie before she was a mother. The child knows or senses that these years (“the decade ahead of my loud possessive yell”) were magical for the young woman who was to become her mother. Partly this is because the mother, as we all do, glamourised her young self when telling anecdotes to her child. The mother in the poem is perceived almost as a movie star- (“you sparkle and waltz and laugh...”).

My family moved from Glasgow, Scotland to Stafford, England when I was 6. The poem ends in England, with my mother teaching me the old dance steps as we walk home from Church. I remember that the metal studs in the soles of our shoes (cobbler’s repairs?) would make sparks on the pavement as we stamped out the steps.

FORM

BEFORE YOU WERE MINE is written in 4 5-lined verses and uses no rhyme scheme or formal metre. The poem is a kind of collage, sticking together images from photographs (“Maggie McGeeny and Jean Duff”), anecdotes (“your Ma stands at the close...”) and found objects (“Those high-heeled red shoes”). Unifying these different images is the voice of the “I” in the poem- me, the child- who is fiercely imagining the impossible- the living image of the mother pre-motherhood... “I’m not here yet...” “I knew you would dance like that...” “...your ghost clatters towards me...” “I see you, clear as scent...” Characteristically of my poems, BEFORE YOU WERE MINE falls into regular verse shapes. The poem begins and ends with two pavements- one in the Glasgow of the mother’s youth and the other in the England of her motherhood.

LANGUAGE

The language and diction of BEFORE YOU WERE MINE are largely conversational (“the best one, eh?”) and at times intimate (“whose small bites on your neck, sweetheart?”). In parts the tone is very close to how I would talk to my mother, a slightly heightened version of my own voice- (“I’m ten years away from the corner you laugh on/with your pals...”). Some of the words in the poem reflect the almost cinematic quality to the picture I had in my head of my mother as a young, glamorous dancing girl- “fizzy,” “movie”, “lights”, “stars”’ “winking”, “sparkle”, “waltz”. In the second verse, there is a reference to my mother’s own mother- (“your Ma stands at the close/with a hiding for the late one”) and the language here uses words from my mother’s youth. She called her mother “Ma”, not “Mum”, more usual among the Glasgow Irish. A “close” is the entry to a tenement building or block of flats. A “hiding” means a “spanking”. If my mother was late home from a dance, she would be punished with a hiding! (“You reckon it’s worth it.”) The “cha cha cha!” of the last verse are the words we would shout on the last three stamps of the dance she taught us.
Carol Ann Duffy's Litany: Lists , Resurrection and Collusion. 

Submitted by Janet Lewison on 06 August 2010 

L.P. Hartley once wrote 'the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.' Carol Ann Duffy explores the relative 'foreignness' of recollection revealing both its reassuring familiarity and its unexpected revelation. This conflict between voluntary and involuntary memory; between what we think we know and what we find we didn't dare to know or admit, forms the 'foreign' land of much of Carol Ann Duffy's poetic landscape. I say landscape deliberately. Duffy's evocation of the past conjures up worlds and words very much concerned with territory and 'ownership' and in this poem 'Litany' we see such how the resurrection of the past represents who we are, and what we are and were. 

Duffy loves lists. Indeed lists are a way that Duffy can ironise our relation to the past. Such lists inspire collusion and a spirited humorous collusion at that. Every time I read a Duffy list I admire the very developed degree of selectivity and peculiar attentiveness employed by the poet to make such a list work; to make it representative of the message and era she has elected to represent and re-animate. 

When we read the first stanza of 'Litany' those of us who can recall the 1960s smilingly tick off the resonances and connotatations of Duffy's acknowledged world. It feels so right, so present to us. This 'presence' is then used as the basis for the more 'inside' revelation. The poet uncovers the secret tensions behind half-understood childhoodsthrough the play between recognition and misrecognition. 

Duffy deploys a simile: 'sly like a rumour' to risk a revelation. For Duffy's childhood recollection is now narrated by an adult and adults may convert half-glimpsed fascination into definitive knowledge. This tension between a the writer who is an adult and the writer who was the child under renders Duffy's revisitation of the past both comical and tragic. 

For this territory is a world where words were infantilised for the sake of politeness, for the sake of social sanitisation and stability. Coffee mornings and 'get togethers' skirted around authenticity and truth.Children were expected to know nothing. But Duffy knows how curious children are about the unsaids, about the secret worlds and words of the adults; of family friends. 

Duffy rediscovers the superficiality of social connection, and ironises it heavily. How lonely was such a childhood we wonder? How lonely indeed for the adults trying to conform and to present themselves as relentlessly normal? Safe,'normal' words imprisoned and suffocated relationships. We wonder of course how far things have actually changed? 

Duffy makes us retouch the signs of the past. Thinking arrives through sensory recollection. We experience a past that we may or may not have directly experienced through resonant sensory detail and this makes us involved. We are seduced by the pride in pyrex and the grand 'lounge' of the past! 

We remember cellophane. We hear its name once again. 'Polyester' has become transmutated into a joke; a failed symbol of pragmatic enterprise( one does not have to iron it) with erotic nullity. ( It produces static and is distinctly sweatyand erotically unappetising !) The juxtaposition of the different senses makes the reader extend their involvement within this world of the 'Lounge' and the suppressed word; memory is truly resurrecting..and uncomfortable! 

It is a world of conventional relationships and behaviours. Anything that could undermine such a world is feared and abjected: 

'An embarrassing word, broken to bits..'

Duffy's astute alignment of biscuit and unlooked for testimony is throwaway and yet devastating. Protocol twitches at the mention of something real, unsightly and unmentionable. 

Sex and death intervene in the memory of the child and destabilise the rigid boundedness of such a 'reality' so that the transgression instigated by the looming knowledge of sex, reedits the past. The litany of names in the final stanza operates as much as an ironic obituary now for Duffy's narrator as for background detail and verfication. These names are now most like absences, they are 'hauntings' and only survive through the humanity and humour of Duffy's excavation into the words upon which we rest (somewhat anxiously perhaps) the past. 

I can still hear the coffee cups!

Synaesthesia - A confusion of senses; e.g. "Don't look at me in that tone of voice" or "This porridge tastes a funny colour". Usually used to convey sensory particularities.

Faux pas - a social gaffe.

Gaffe - A mistake.

Furore - An uproar.

Juxtapose - to set two ideas in relation to one another.

Verbatim - word for word.

I still can't remeber the Greek term for using a noun as a verb and it is slowly driving me mad. I'll probably be at home all weekend, my arms wrapped around my knees, rocking back and forth and muttering, "A nouns as a verb... A noun as a verb..."

Notes on the poem:

Key Ideas

This is a reflection on a childhood, and a critique of the veneered society of the 1960s. It reveals the early sensual development of the poet, and also her first desire to break social rules. This is perhaps relevant when we learn of her sexuality and later life.

The poem makes use of lists, reflecting the idea of a litany, and the religious notion is reinforced with the monotone repetition of the status symbols of comfortable, middle class life. Later we are also listed the subjects which are "off-limits" in the perfect domestic environment of the 60s home, and casts notions of shame (with its religious connotations) onto the natural inquisitiveness of a child.

Contrasting with the polished domestic ideas which are so fraught with tension and social "codes" are the two lines dealing with the natural world, in which wasps are systematically killed and butterflies quiver nervously; perhaps this can be used to juxtapose the natural impulses with the sterile atmosphere of home.

The meter is used to reflect the rigid social setting, and confine the text as the poet felt hemmed in and confined as a child.

Duffy as an adult reflecting is able to identify the superficial nature of her parents' home, and is clearly critical of it; nonethless, the rigid ideas are, like a religious litany, deeply embedded in her memory, as shown in her ability to remember verbatim her mother's reaction of shame to her childish errors in front of her friends.

She finishes with a bitter representation of that childhood in a powerful short image. The taste of soap at once showing her punishment for swearing, while suggesting the power of the "clean" over her own "natural" behaviour.

Dream Of A Lost Friend

by Michael Woods

The poet has a dream about a time before the death of a friend from AIDS.
This is a poem about loss and the treachery of time. The fact that the friend can only be contacted in a dream emphasises that he is dead. The use of the euphemistic 'lost' in place of the word dead is not simply to evade reality but reminds us that loss is very much at the centre of our experience when a loved friend dies.

The device Duffy uses is similar to that in Wilfred Owen's 'Strange Meeting' but the subject of the poem is encountered in a state that has not yet experienced death. Owen imagines meeting an enemy soldier after he has died. It is true to say that the friend in Duffy's poem is dead but she is imagining a time before he was.

The presentation of the relationship is couched in terms of the way a disease seems to have foreknowledge; it is aware of the death it will mete out and, oddly, the poet is aware that she and the friend are not yet aware. This is a complex juggling with time and it presages Duffy's preoccupation with temporality in Mean Time. Like those in the cemetery in Pére Lachaise, the friend is physically 'Forever dead.'

Poet For Our Times

by Michael Woods

An intoxicated tabloid newspaper journalist talks to somebody in a bar, proudly recalling some of his best headlines.
In this poem of alternately rhyming stanzas, we are presented with a satire on the sort of journalist capable of writing such headlines as the infamous 'Gotcha' in The Sun. This referred to the sinking of the Argentinean warship, the General Belgrano during the Falklands War of 1981. The insensitivity and callousness of such a headline outraged many people. On the other hand, the jingoistic and xenophobic tendencies it panders to must have had some currency in Britain as such newspapers, whether we like it or not, can reflect, as well as shape, the attitudes of those who read them. The Prime Minister rebuked the Archbishop of Canterbury when he prayed for the Argentinean as well as the British dead.

The headlines in upper case letters that form two lines of each stanza are genuine. Duffy's only modifications arose out of the need to make them fit the meter and rhyme of the poem. They present a nation obsessed with gossip, titillation, and lack of respect for anything that really matters. It is incredible that a national newspaper (if The Sun and its ilk may be called such) should run front page stories on fictional characters from television soap operas as if they were real people.

The easy rhyme and casual, conversational tone of the poem reflects the idea that any truthful endeavour or rigorous thought has disappeared. This man's horizons and ambitions stretch only to hoping that his headlines will be learnt by heart instead of those by real poets. His sense of chagrin that he wasn't alive to make lewd puns in relation to the sinking of the Titanic leaves us in no doubt that he is atavistic, sexist and insensitive. The final line of the poem sees the journalist condemn himself out of his own mouth and it seems that Duffy almost breaks cover from behind her mask. She uses 'tits' and 'bottom' in puns that remind us of the tabloids' penchant for publishing nude pictures of women whilst stressing that 'bottom line' cannot be any lower and neither can the journalists who peddle such material.
One of the alarming ideas emerging form this poem is that there are probably a great number of young people who probably could recite tabloid newspaper headlines.  If such headlines do become 'The poems of the decade' then what has become of poetry?

