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EXPLORING THE DEPTHS OF
LOVE: AN ANALYSIS OF
VALENTINE BY CAROL ANN
DUFFY

In the realm of modern poetry, few
contemporary voices resonate as
powerfully as that of Carol Ann Duffy,
the former Poet Laureate of the United
Kingdom. Among her most celebrated
and studied works is the poem
Valentine by Carol Ann Duffy, a piece
that has captivated readers since its
publication in her 1993 collection, Mean
Time. This poem offers a refreshingly
honest and unconventional take on the
theme of love, moving decisively away
from the saccharine clichés that often
dominate Valentine's Day. Instead of
presenting roses, satin hearts, or a "cute
card," the speaker offers her lover an
onion, using this humble vegetable as a
powerful and multifaceted metaphor for
the complexities of true affection.

The enduring appeal of Valentine by
Carol Ann Duffy lies in its refusal to
simplify love into a mere greeting card
sentiment. It acknowledges that love, at
its core, is not always pretty,
comfortable, or easy. It can be tear-
inducing, challenging, and even
unsettling. The poem is a masterclass in
using everyday objects to explore
profound emotional truths, a technique
that makes Duffy's work accessible yet
deeply sophisticated. For students,
literature enthusiasts, and anyone

interested in the nuances of human
relationships, this poem remains a rich
and rewarding subject of study.

The
Unconventional
Gift: Why an
Onion?

The central conceit of Valentine by
Carol Ann Duffy is the substitution of a
traditional romantic gift with an onion.
This choice is deliberately provocative
and sets the tone for the entire poem.
The speaker immediately dismisses the
expected symbols of romance, stating:
"Not a red rose or a satin heart." By
doing so, Duffy signals that this will be a
poem about authentic love, not the
performative or commercialized version.
An onion is common, pungent, and
unglamorous. Yet, the speaker insists it
is a "moon wrapped in brown paper," a
phrase that instantly elevates the
mundane to the mystical.

The onion is presented as a promise of
something more profound. The "brown
paper" suggests something hidden,
waiting to be peeled back layer by layer.
This act of peeling becomes a central
action in the poem, mirroring the
gradual revelation of a partner's true self
in a relationship. Duffy cleverly plays on
the sensory experience of an onion—its
appearance, its feel, and its
unforgettable odor. The poem argues
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that love, like an onion, demands
exploration beyond the surface. A red
rose might be beautiful, but it fades and
has thorns. A satin heart is artificial. An
onion, in contrast, is genuine, useful, and
integral to life's basic sustenance, much
like love itself.

Unpeeling the
Metaphor: Layer
by Layer

The strength of Valentine by Carol
Ann Duffy is built upon its extended
metaphor, which is meticulously
developed through sensory imagery. The
poet uses vivid language to describe the
physical properties of the onion, linking
each directly to an aspect of love or
relationships.

THE SENSORY EXPERIENCE OF LOVE

Firstly, the speaker encourages the lover
to "take it," and the poem immediately
focuses on the onion's appearance: "It
will blind you with tears / like a lover."
Here, Duffy directly connects the onion's
ability to make one cry with the
emotional pain that love can cause. This
is a bold acknowledgment that love is
not always joyful; it involves
vulnerability, sacrifice, and sometimes,
heartache. The "tears" are not
necessarily a sign of sadness, but of the
intensity of feeling. True love, the poem
suggests, is not a shield from pain but a
relationship that often exposes us to it.

Secondly, the poet describes the onion
as having a "fierce kiss" and "fierce kiss
will stay on your lips, / possessive and
faithful." The "fierce kiss" of the onion's
scent is @ memorable and somewhat

jarring image. It suggests that true love
leaves a lasting impression. It is not
fleeting or forgettable. The words
"possessive and faithful" are particularly
intriguing. While "possessive" can have
negative connotations, here it is paired
with "faithful," suggesting a devotion
that is intense and unwavering. This is
the kind of love that marks you, for
better or worse. The pungent scent of
the onion acts as a lingering memory,
much like the impact of a deep
emotional connection.

PrRoOBING THE CORE OF EMOTION

The poem continues with the instruction
to "Take a careful knife and cut me in
two." This action of cutting is a moment
of revelation and potential destruction.
The speaker offers herself to be
examined, to be opened up. The onion's
structure is revealed, along with the
keyline "We are like that." Inside, the
onion is perfect and cyclical, but it is also
a "shrinkable" thing. This suggests that a
relationship can be both whole and
fragile. The "shrinkable" nature of the
onion implies that love can be
consumed, eroded, or worn down over
time if not handled with care.

The final stage of the metaphor is the
most direct and unsettling: "It's platinum
loops shrink to a wedding-ring, / if you
like." The layers of the onion are
compared to a wedding ring, the
ultimate symbol of commitment.
However, the word "if" is crucial. It
introduces an element of choice,
obligation, and perhaps even doubt. The
"wedding-ring" is not presented as a
fairytale culmination but as the logical,
yet demanding, endpoint of the
relationship's "shrinkage." This line
suggests that commitment can feel
restrictive, a gradual closing in of
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possibilities. The "platinum loops"
gleaming in the moonlight contrast
sharply with the plain onion, hinting at
the transformation of a simple, honest
love into a formal, binding contract.

Thematic
Depths: Honesty,
Time, and
Authenticity

Valentine by Carol Ann Duffy is rich
with thematic content that extends
beyond a simple romantic relationship. It
is a poem about honesty and the
difficulty of expressing profound emotion
without resorting to cliché. The speaker
is determined to be truthful, even if that
truth is uncomfortable. The poem
challenges the reader to think about
what a gift truly represents. Is it a
superficial symbol or a genuine offering
of the self?

TIME AND TRANSIENCE

The theme of time and transience is also
subtly woven into the poem. The
traditional Valentine's qgift, a red rose, is
a symbol of fleeting beauty; it will wilt
within days. The satin heart is timeless
in its artificiality, but hollow. The onion,
however, has a different relationship
with time. It is a bulb, a source of future
growth. It can be stored, planted, and
used. However, the poem also
acknowledges that this potent symbol
has a dark side. The "possessive and
faithful" kiss can "stay on your lips," a
lingering presence that might become
too strong, too invasive. The final lines,
with their threat of weeping, suggest

that the truth of love, once fully
exposed, can be overwhelming. The
"fierce" truth of the onion is that love, in
its most honest form, includes the
potential for deep pain.

GENDER AND POWER DYNAMICS

While not explicitly a feminist poem,
Valentine by Carol Ann Duffy can be
read as a subversion of traditional
gender roles in romantic poetry.
Historically, love poems were often
written by men, idealizing and
objectifying the female beloved. Here,
the speaker is likely female (though the
poem avoids gender-specific pronouns
for the lover), and she is in control of the
narrative. She chooses the gift, dictates
the terms of the relationship. She is not
a passive recipient of love but an active
participant who defines its terms. The
poem empowers the speaker to express
a love that is not about pleasing social
expectations but about sharing a
complex, sometimes difficult, reality.
This aligns with Duffy's broader body of
work, which often gives voice to
marginalized or silenced perspectives.

Literary
Techniques and
Poetic Structure

Duffy's mastery of poetic craft is evident
in every line of Valentine by Carol Ann
Duffy. The poem is written in free verse,
with no consistent rhyme scheme or
meter. This structural freedom mirrors
the unconventional and free-spirited
nature of the relationship being
described. The lack of a rigid form
suggests authenticity and spontaneity, a
refusal to be confined by traditional



poetic structures, just as the speaker
refuses to be confined by traditional
romantic gestures.

The use of short, clipped sentences and
enjambment (where a sentence
continues from one line to the next)
creates a conversational tone. The poem
feels like a direct address, a whispered
instruction: "Not a red rose or a satin
heart." "I give you an onion." This
directness draws the reader in, making
them the recipient of this unusual gift.
The repetition of the phrase "l give you
an onion" acts as a refrain, grounding
the poem and reinforcing its central
symbol.

The imagery is predominantly tactile and
olfactory. We feel the "brown paper," the
"careful knife," the "platinum loops." We
smell the "fierce kiss" of the onion. This
sensory immersion makes the poem
vivid and memorable. The most striking
image is perhaps the final one: "Its scent
will cling to your fingers, / cling to your
knife." This suggests that the experience
of true love is indelible; it leaves a mark
that cannot be easily washed away. The
poem itself, much like the scent of an
onion, is something that stays with the
reader long after the final line.

Critical
Reception and
Lasting Impact

Since its publication, Valentine by
Carol Ann Duffy has become a staple
of English literature curricula at the
GCSE and A-Level, and it remains a
favorite for public readings and
discussion groups. Its popularity stems
from its accessibility and its profound

depth. It is a poem that can be enjoyed
at a surface level for its clever conceit,
and then studied for its intricate use of
language and complex thematic
concerns. Critics have praised the poem
for its originality, its emotional honesty,
and its subversion of romantic
conventions.

In a world saturated with commercialized
love, Duffy's poem offers a counter-
narrative. It insists that love is not a
product to be bought but an experience
to be lived. It rejects the easy
sentimentality of Hallmark cards in favor
of a more nuanced, and ultimately more
rewarding, depiction of human
connection. The poem's enduring
relevance lies in its universal truths: that
love involves risk, that it can be painful,
and that its most authentic forms are
often found in the most unlikely places.
The "onion" has become a powerful
symbol in modern poetry, representing a
love that is honest, demanding, and
fiercely alive.

Conclusion: A
Fierce and
Faithful Promise

In conclusion, Valentine by Carol Ann
Duffy is far more than a simple poem
about a relationship. It is a compelling
meditation on the nature of love, the
challenges of communication, and the
courage required for genuine intimacy.
Through the brilliant and sustained
metaphor of an onion, Duffy dismantles
romantic clichés and constructs a vision
of love that is complex, honest, and
deeply human. The poem rewards
careful analysis, revealing new layers of
meaning with each reading, much like
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the onion itself. Its "fierce kiss" is a
challenge to us all to think more deeply
about what we offer and what we
receive in the name of love. The final
image of the "possessive and faithful"
scent that clings to the fingers is a
lasting testament to the indelible power

of true, authentic connection. This poem
will undoubtedly continue to be read,
taught, and cherished for generations to
come, firmly cementing its place as a
modern classic in the canon of love
poetry.



