
‘Before You Were Mine’ by Carol Ann Duffy 
 
Content 
The speaker considers how her own birth changed her mother’s life by looking back to the time 
before she was born and imagining her mother a glamorous young woman, unfettered by 
responsibility. 
 
 
Theme 
Relationship with parents, motherhood, childhood, youth, love, freedom, responsibility. 
 
Persona 
The poem is written from the first-person perspective of an adult speaker looking back and is 
addressed to the speaker’s mother, as evidenced by the use of direct address: ‘I’m ten years 
away from the corner you laugh on’. The mother-daughter relationship between speaker and 
addressee is indicated by Duffy’s reference to a time ‘before I was born’ and the present-tense 
phrase ‘I’m not here yet’ to show that the poem is set in a time prior to her existence.  
 
Context 
• Carol Ann Duffy was born in Glasgow in 1955 before moving to Stafford at the age of six. 

The references to ‘George Square’ and ‘Scotland’ suggest that the poem is autobiographical 
and that the mother Duffy addresses is her own mother, Mary. 

• The reference to ‘Marilyn’ and the image of ‘Your polka-dot dress blows round your legs’ 
is an allusion to the 1955 film ‘The Seven-Year Itch’ and brings to life the postwar era 
during which Carol Ann Duffy’s mother came of age, which was associated with fun, 
freedom and glamour.  

 
Form & Structure 
• The poem is structured as four quintains written in free verse.  
• The first three quintains are in the present tense as the speaker imagines her mother as a 

young woman. Duffy’s use of the present tense helps to bring her mother’s past more 
vividly to life by creating a sense of immediacy and vibrancy, as seen in the image ‘your 
ghost clatters toward me over George Square’.  

• In the final quintain, the speaker shifts to using the past tense as she recalls her own 
childhood memories to show how her mother’s life changed once she had her: ‘You’d teach 
me the steps on the way home from / Mass’.  

• However, in the final line she returns to the present tense ‘That glamorous love lasts / where 
you sparkle and waltz and laugh’ to show how she has chosen to preserve her mother in 
her memory as a young woman and clings to the image of her as free and unburdened.  

• The absence of any rhyme scheme or metre can be understood as reflecting the way 
memories occur sporadically, without any sense of order or pattern. For instance, lack of 
rhyme and metre across the lines ‘I remember my hand sin those high-heeled red shoes, 
relics, / and now your ghost clatters toward me over George Square’ creates the impression 
that the speaker is relaying her memories of her mother spontaneously, as they come to her, 
without filtering them or organising them in any way. Duffy’s choice not to use rhyme or 
metre in this poem may therefore be motivated by her desire to  

• The lack of rhyme and metre can also be seen as capturing the sense of freedom the speaker 
associates with her mother’s younger days. For instance, Duffy’s choice not to use metre 
allows her to use the especially long line ‘in a the ballroom with the thousand eyes, the 



fizzy, movie tomorrows’ to project her mother’s sense of spontaneity by conveying a lack 
of constraint and limitation.  

 
Language & Imagery  
• Duffy’s use of informal, colloquial words like ‘hiding’, ‘reckon’ and ‘eh’ contributes to the 

poem’s conversational tone and the impression of a dialogue between a real-life mother 
and daughter, even though we only get the speaker’s side of it. The sense of informality 
pervading the poem reflects the closeness that exists between the speaker and her mother.  

• The connotations of ownership attached to the possessive pronoun ‘mine’ portray 
motherhood as a form of entrapment and points to the way having a child changes a 
woman’s life irrevocably. The aural image in the line ‘my loud, possessive yell’ presents 
the speaker as making all-consuming demands on her mother and taking away her freedom.  

• Duffy uses the onomatopoeic verb ‘clatter’ to capture the sound of her mother’s high heels 
and the onomatopoeic adjective ‘fizzy’ to capture the energy and vitality associated with 
her mother’s youth. She also uses the onomatopoeic exclamation ‘Cha cha cha!’ to evoke 
the rustling movement of her mother’s dress and her dance steps. These instances of 
onomatopoeia make her mother’s character more vivid by creating strong aural imagery 
and making it easier for the reader to imagine the scenes she describes. 

• The poem is also replete with visual images which capture the speaker’s mother as a young 
woman. The image of ‘the ballroom with the thousand eyes, the fizzy, movie tomorrows’ 
paints a picture of a glamorous, carefree existence and conveys a sense of her excitement 
as she anticipates her future, which is full of possibility. The image of ‘the bold girl winking 
in Portobello’ portrays her mother as someone confident, adventurous and full of life.  

• The simile in the line ‘I see you, clear as scent, under the tree’ highlights how evocative 
smells are when it comes to triggering memories and conveys a sense of the speaker’s love 
for her mother. 

• The metaphor contained in the image of the speaker’s mother ‘stamping stars from the 
wrong pavement’ conveys a sense of loss and wistfulness by showing how her life has been 
changed by motherhood and how her dreams have been curtailed. The metaphor describing 
her mother as a ‘ghost’ adds to the sense that her girlish days of freedom are long past.  

 
Tone 
• Duffys use of enjambment and caesurae throughout the poem creates a conversational tone 

by evoking the natural rhythms of speech, as seen in lines such as ‘your Ma stands at the 
close / With a hiding for the late one. You reckon it’s worth it.’  

• The rhetorical question ‘The decade ahead of my loud, possessive yell was the best one, 
eh?’ creates a rueful tone that conveys the speaker’s acknowledgement that her arrival 
ended her mum’s freedom.  

• Her tone is reminiscent as she recalls her own childhood memories of her mother: ‘I 
remember my hands in those high-heeled shoes’ and it becomes wistful in the final line – 
‘That glamorous love lasts / where you sparkle and waltz and laugh before you were mine’ 
– as she ends by returning to the vision of her mother as young and unfettered.  

 


