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INTRODUCTION: THE VOICE OF
AN ERA IN SELLING MANHATTAN

Carol Ann Duffy is a titan of
contemporary poetry, celebrated for her
ability to give voice to the marginalized,
the overlooked, and the lonely. Before
she became the first female Poet
Laureate of the United Kingdom, Duffy
published a seminal collection in 1987
titled Selling Manhattan. This volume
is often cited as the moment she truly
found her distinctive voice—a voice that
is at once accessible and profound,
lyrical and devastatingly direct. This
article offers a deep dive into the
collection, exploring its major themes,
key poems, and its lasting impact on the
landscape of modern British poetry. We
will examine why Carol Ann Duffy
Selling Manhattan remains a
touchstone for readers and writers alike,
focusing on its powerful commentary on
love, loss, capitalism, and the very
nature of language itself.

HISTORICAL AND LITERARY
CONTEXT

A Poet Finding
Her Footing

To understand the significance of Selling
Manhattan, it is essential to view it
within Duffy’s career trajectory. Her first
collection, Standing Female Nude

(1985), was a bold debut that used
dramatic monologues to explore
different personas. However, with Selling
Manhattan, she refined this technique.
The poems here feel more personal,
more urgent, and more deeply rooted in
the specific emotional landscapes of
post-industrial Britain. The 1980s, the
era of Thatcherism, economic division,
and the commodification of public life,
forms the backdrop for the collection’s
relentless interrogation of value,
property, and human connection. This
context is crucial when analyzing Carol
Ann Duffy Selling Manhattan, as the
title poem itself is a direct engagement
with these socio-economic forces.

The Literary
Landscape of the
1980s

In the late 1980s, British poetry was
shifting away from the more esoteric
forms of the preceding decades. There
was a hunger for work that was political
without being preachy and emotional
without being sentimental. Duffy’'s work
filled this void perfectly. She drew from
the traditions of the dramatic monologue
(influenced by Browning and Eliot) but
injected it with a distinctly modern,
feminine sensibility. The language in
Carol Ann Duffy Selling Manhattan is
colloquial yet crafted; it captures the
rhythms of everyday speech while
maintaining the precision of high art.
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This blend made her work accessible to
a wider audience, a key factor in her
eventual appointment as Poet Laureate.

MAJOR THEMES IN SELLING
MANHATTAN

Love, Intimacy,
and the Fear of
Connection

One of the most prominent themes
running through the collection is the
complexity of love. Duffy presents
relationships not as fairy tales but as
fraught negotiations between two
individuals, often separated by fear,
habit, or the simple passage of time.
Poems like “Valentine” (which would
later become one of her most famous)
first appear in this collection. Here, the
speaker offers an onion as a Valentine's
gift, rejecting the traditional cliché of a
rose. The onion is a metaphor for love's
honesty—it makes you cry, it's multi-
layered, and it's intense. This poem
epitomizes the direct, unromantic, yet
deeply moving approach to intimacy that
defines Carol Ann Duffy Selling
Manhattan.

Other poems in this vein, such as
“Adultery”, explore the dark side of
love—the secrecy, the quilt, and the
wreckage left behind. Duffy does not
judge but merely observes the
devastating consequences of broken
trust. This nuanced examination of
human connection is a core strength of
the collection.

Capitalism,
Commodification
, and the Selling
of Self

The title of the collection is not
accidental. The poem “Selling
Manhattan” uses the historical land
swindle of the Manhattan sale as a
metaphor for the selling of one's soul,
one's home, and one's identity in a
capitalist world. Duffy suggests that we
are all, in some way, selling pieces of
ourselves—our time, our labor, our
values—for a price. The poem is a
powerful indictment of a society where
everything, including human
relationships and personal integrity, has
become a transaction. The keyword
Carol Ann Duffy Selling Manhattan
perfectly captures this central tension:
the act of trading something priceless for
something tangible but ultimately
empty.

Time, Memory,
and Nostalgia

Another key theme is the relentless
march of time and how it alters our
perception of the past. Duffy’s speakers
often look back at childhood, lost loves,
or past versions of themselves with a
mixture of longing and regret. In poems
like “In Your Mind”, the speaker exists
in a state of double consciousness, split
between the present reality and a
remembered (or imagined) past. This
exploration of memory is delicate and
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poignant. It contributes to the overall
feeling of melancholy that pervades
Carol Ann Duffy Selling Manhattan, a
sense that we are always trying to hold
onto something that is slipping away.

Language and its
Failures

Duffy is acutely aware that language is
both a tool for connection and a barrier
to it. Several poems in the collection
touch on the inadequacy of words. We
struggle to express our deepest feelings,
falling back on clichés or failing to speak
entirely. This self-consciousness about
language gives the poems a meta-
textual quality. The poet is not just using
words; she is examining how words are
used, abused, and ultimately, how they
fail us. This linguistic dexterity is a
hallmark of Carol Ann Duffy Selling
Manhattan and a reason why it is
studied so frequently in academic
settings.

KEY POEMS AND THEIR ANALYSIS

“Valentine”: A
Radical Act of
Love

As mentioned, “Valentine” is perhaps
the most famous poem from the
collection. It is a masterclass in
defamiliarization—making the familiar
strange. The speaker rejects the "cute
card" or "kissogram" and instead offers
an onion. The poem progresses through
a series of stark, tactile metaphors:

e “It is a moon wrapped in

brown paper.” This suggests
honesty and transparency, much
like the onion's own thin skins.

e “It promises light / like the
careful undressing of love.”
Here, the sensual and the
mundane are intertwined.

o “Its fierce kiss will stay on
your lips, / possessive and
faithful / as we are, / for as
long as we are.” The onion’s
smell lingers, just as true love
does, but its bite is also sharp and
demanding.

The poem ends with a warning: “Its
scent will cling to your fingers, /
cling to your knife.” This final line
suggests that love, like an onion, leaves
a mark and can lead to pain (the knife).
It is a perfect encapsulation of the
collection's unflinching realism.

“The Way of the
World"”: A
Monologue of
Loss

This poem is a powerful dramatic
monologue spoken by a homeless
woman. It is a prime example of Duffy’s
social conscience and her ability to
inhabit a voice utterly different from her
own. The speaker observes the "way of
the world" from her position on the
margins. She is invisible to the
passersby who cross the street to avoid
her. The poem is heartbreaking in its
simplicity and dignity. The woman does
not ask for pity; she simply reports her
reality. This poem shows the human cost
of the economic system that the title



poem critiques. It gives a face and a
voice to the dispossessed, a recurring
theme in Carol Ann Duffy Selling
Manhattan.

“Selling
Manhattan”: The
Metaphor of the
Deal

The title poem is one of Duffy’s most
ambitious. It imagines the moment when
the indigenous people sold Manhattan
for trinkets. But the poem is not just
about history; it is about the present.
Duffy uses this foundational myth of
America to explore modern themes of
land, ownership, and loss. The poem
suggests that we are all complicit in this
"selling" of our world. We trade our
environment, our time, and our joy for
material gain. The poem is haunting and
beautiful, full of imagery of rivers, beads,
and promises. It sets the philosophical
tone for the entire collection. When
searching for Carol Ann Duffy Selling
Manhattan, this poem is the
gravitational center around which all
other themes orbit.

LITERARY TECHNIQUES AND
STYLE

The Power of the
Dramatic

Monologue

Duffy’s use of the dramatic monologue is
her signature technique. In Carol Ann
Duffy Selling Manhattan, she perfects
this form. She adopts the voices of
diverse characters—a homeless woman,
a priest, a lover, a historian (in the title
poem). This allows her to explore a wide
range of perspectives without being
didactic. The reader is given direct
access to the speaker's consciousness,
creating an immediate sense of intimacy
and empathy. This is not poetry of
distance; it is poetry of presence.

Colloquial
Language and
Directness

Unlike some of her contemporaries who
favored dense, allusive language, Duffy
uses the rhythms of everyday speech.
Sentences are often simple. Words are
concrete. This directness is disarming.
When a speaker says, “l give you an
onion,” the reader is instantly on
familiar footing. The poetry lies not in
complex vocabulary but in the
unexpected juxtaposition of ordinary
things. This accessibility is a major
reason why Carol Ann Duffy Selling
Manhattan remains popular with both
casual readers and literary critics.

Imagery and the
Physical World

Duffy is a poet of the physical. Her
poems are filled with objects—onions,
trains, hotel rooms, coats, knives. These
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objects are never just props; they are
loaded with symbolic meaning. She
grounds abstract emotions in tangible
things. Grief is a damp coat. Love is an
onion. Money is a handful of beads. This
materiality makes her work deeply
resonant. We can see, smell, and touch
the world she creates. This technique is
used to brilliant effect throughout Carol
Ann Duffy Selling Manhattan.

LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE AND
LEGACY

Impact on
Contemporary
Poetry

The publication of Selling Manhattan
marked a turning point for Duffy and for
British poetry. It proved that poetry
could be both popular and serious, both
accessible and profound. The collection
paved the way for her later masterpieces
like The World's Wife and her tenure as
Poet Laureate. It demonstrated that a
poet could tackle big political and
philosophical ideas—capitalism, gender,
power—through the intimate lens of
personal relationships. The collection is
widely taught in schools and universities,
and “Valentine” has become one of the
most recited wedding poems (ironically,
given its cautionary tone).

Feminist
Readings

While not overtly feminist in a slogan-
like way, the collection is deeply feminist
in its structure. It prioritizes the silenced

voices. It critiques the patriarchal
structures of commerce and ownership
(as seen in "Selling Manhattan"). It
refuses to romanticize love or
motherhood. Duffy gives her female
speakers agency, even when they are in
positions of weakness. This subtle,
powerful feminism is another reason why
Carol Ann Duffy Selling Manhattan
continues to resonate with readers
today.

HOW TO APPROACH THE
COLLECTION AS A READER

1. Read Aloud: Duffy’s poetry is
meant to be heard. The rhythm of
her lines, the pauses, and the
enjambments come alive when
spoken. This is especially true for
the dramatic monologues in Carol
Ann Duffy Selling Manhattan.

2. Pay Attention to the Titles: The
titles of the poems in this
collection are often significant.
They set up an expectation that
the poem then subverts (e.g.,
"Valentine," "The Way of the
World").

3. Look for the Turn: Many of the
poems have a "volta" or a turn, a
moment where the poem shifts
direction or reveals something
unexpected. This is a classic
sonnet technique that Duffy
adapts masterfully.

4. Connect the Poems: Read the
collection as a whole, not just
individual poems. You will see
recurring images (masks, coats,
the sea, money) and themes that
create a cohesive, powerful
statement about the human
condition.




ALL TIME

Carol Ann Duffy’s Selling Manhattan is
more than just a collection of poems; it
is a compass for navigating the
complexities of modern life. It asks us to
consider what we truly value and what
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beauty and pain of intimate connection.
It gives voice to the invisible and holds a
mirror up to the powerful. With its sharp
language, emotional depth, and
unwavering honesty, this collection has
earned its place in the canon of
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