
‘Valentine’ – Carol Ann Duffy 
 

• Discuss and answer the following questions in as much detail as you can.  

• These notes will help you to revise, so the more detailed your notes the 
better!  

• Write in full sentences, otherwise your notes will not make sense when you 
look back at them. 

 

Subject matter – what is the poem about? 
 
1) What can we tell about the subject matter of the poem from its title? 

2) There is no indication of the identity or gender of the ‘I’ or ‘you’ in the poem. 
What effect does this have? 

3) What is the first indication that this is not a normal romantic poem? 

4) Which lines are positive and which are negative? 

5) What traditional symbols of love are mentioned in the poem, and what is the 
poet’s attitude towards these? 

6) What gift does she consider to be a more suitable representation of love and 
relationships? 

7) What original romantic images are connected to the gift which make it 
appropriate? 

8) What negative aspects of this gift are compared to the negative aspects of 
love and relationships? 

9) What imagery connected to what might be considered the ultimate 
commitment in a relationship is used in the poem? In what way is it suggested 
that this might also be considered a negative image? 

10) What point is made at the end of the poem? 

11) On the surface, this poem is about giving an unusual gift for Valentine’s day. 
What do you think the poem is really about? 

 
Ideas and attitudes – what is the poet trying to say? 
 
1) Why does the poet reject the traditional symbols of love in the poem? 

2) Think about the different views of love developed in the poem. What different 
aspects of love are revealed by the poet? 

3) The tone is the way a speaker would say / read a text and a writer’s attitude 
towards the subject of a text. Can you identify the tone which is established by 
the language and structure of the poem? Does the tone change at all? 

 

 



Language – how are words used in the poem? 
 
1) What technique is used throughout the poem to compare love and an 

 onion? 

2) How does the imagery connected to the onion help the poet to develop her 
ideas? (what five different connections are there?) 

3) Apart from these comparisons, the language tends to be quite simple and 
straightforward. Why do you think this is? 

4) Write down some of the words / phrases in the poem which show that love is 
not always easy and straightforward. 

 

 
Form and structure – how is the poem put together? 
 
1) Does the poem have a regular structure, rhyme scheme or rhythm? Are 

 the lines and stanzas the same length? What effect does this have? 

2) What effect does starting lines 1 and 12 with ‘not’ have? 

3) Why do you think some words or short phrases (i.e. ‘Here’, ‘Take it’ and 
‘Lethal’) have a line or stanza to themselves? 

4) What is the connection between the three singles lines (1, 11 and 12)? 

5) Write down words or phrases from the poem which are connected to the three 
different views of love which you identified in question 2 in ‘Ideas and 
attitudes’. 

6) What impression of love does the final verse leave us with? 

 

 
Personal Response 
 
Duffy says in line 11 of the poem, ‘I am trying to be truthful’. To what extent do 
you think she has achieved this? Has she made you think more deeply about the 
subject of love? Do you think her view of love and relationships is realistic or overly 
cynical? 
 
 
 
 
 


