
JACKIE KAY POETRY 

Jackie Kay’s poems often explore identity, family, 
separation, belonging, memory, race, sexuality, and the 

complexities of love. Her voice blends humour with 
emotional honesty. 

 

 

Gap Year 

Summary 

Mother narrates her son’s travels abroad. She feels both proud and bereft, discovering 
the emotional “gap” between parent and adult child. 

Themes 

• Letting go / growing up 

• Parental love 

• Distance & connection 

• Identity & independence 

Techniques 

• Second-person address (“you”) to son 

• Imagery of travel vs home 

• Structure mirroring emotional distance 

• Motif of heartbeat / physical closeness 

 

QUOTATIONS 

Mother–Son Bond 

• “I feel like your mother again” 

• “When you first left / I felt nothing.” 



• “My heart soars like the birds in your photograph.” 

Distance & Separation 

• “You’re in Peru, I’m in the dining room.” 

• “Miles away.” 

• “Your bed is empty.” 

Growth & Independence 

• “You’ve grown taller, hungrier.” 

• “My baby, my bottle-fed, rabbit-hutch baby.” 

Structure / Form 

• “Two full moons away” (time passing, longing) 

• Timeline lists, dates → emotional gap widening. 

 

Mini-Essay — “Gap Year” 

Question: Show how Kay presents a close but changing relationship. 

In Gap Year, Kay presents a close yet evolving relationship between mother and son as the child 

travels abroad. The repeated contrast between geographical distance and emotional closeness 

forms the heart of the poem. Lines such as “You’re in Peru, I’m in the dining room” demonstrate 

the physical separation, while “My heart soars like the birds in your photograph” shows the 

mother’s pride and continued emotional attachment. 

Kay uses imagery of emptiness — “your bed is empty” — to express longing, while the timeline 

structure maps the mother's emotional journey from numbness (“I felt nothing”) to acceptance. 

She reflects on his growth — “You’ve grown taller, hungrier” — acknowledging that 

independence is natural. 

The final lines reveal a mature, tender bond. The mother recognises her own identity shifting: “I 

feel like your mother again,” suggesting both pride and renewal. Kay successfully portrays a 

universal experience of parenthood: learning to let go while holding on emotionally. 

 

 

 



Keeping Orchids 

Summary 

Speaker describes receiving orchids after meeting her birth mother. The flowers 
become a symbol of difficult, frozen emotions. 

Themes 

• Adoption 

• Unexpressed emotion 

• Tension between past and present 

• Fragile relationships 

Techniques 

• Extended metaphor of orchids 

• Colour, decay, fragility 

• Juxtaposition of inside/outside worlds 

• Enjambment conveying emotional spill 

QUOTATIONS 

Emotional Breakdown / Repression 

• “Something inside me is breaking.” 

• “They sit like a closed book.” 

• “The moment of our meeting / still locked in them.” 

Symbolism (Orchids) 

• “Orchids that didn’t last.” 

• “Still, they won’t open.” 

Tension in Meeting Birth Mother 

• “Your face was the first I ever saw.” 

• “A bit of her breath is still / held in the lungs of the flower.” 

Language / Structure 

• Broken lines → fractured emotion 



• Repetitions of “still” → unresolved pain 

 

Mini-Essay — “Keeping Orchids” 

Question: Show how Kay explores the difficulty of expressing emotion. 

In Keeping Orchids, Jackie Kay explores the painful difficulty of expressing emotion through the 

extended metaphor of the orchids given to the speaker after meeting her birth mother. The 

orchids become symbolic of the feelings that remain “locked” between them. The line “still, they 

won’t open” suggests both the literal condition of the flowers and the emotional paralysis caused 

by years of separation and secrecy. Their refusal to bloom mirrors the speaker’s inability to speak 

openly about the encounter. 

Kay further conveys emotional repression through fragmented structure. Enjambment and abrupt 

line breaks interrupt the speaker’s thoughts, reflecting how traumatic memories surface unevenly. 

For example, “Something inside me is breaking” is short and stark, suggesting the speaker can 

only articulate intense feelings in bursts. The use of Scots-inflected phrases adds authenticity and 

vulnerability. 

Ultimately, Kay shows that the long-awaited meeting brings no catharsis. The orchids decay 

“slowly,” just as the unresolved tension continues to haunt the speaker. The poem powerfully 

communicates that some emotions cannot be easily articulated — they linger, unsaid, just like 

the unopened flowers. 

 

Whilst Leila Sleeps 

Summary 

Mother and child flee from immigration authorities. Tension of escape contrasts with 
the innocence of the sleeping child. 

Themes 

• Refugee experience 

• Motherhood & protection 

• Fear, displacement 

• Authority vs vulnerability 

Techniques 

• Repetition (“police”) to build threat 



• Fast-paced syntax = urgency 

• Symbol of the sleeping child 

• Car journey as liminal space 

 

QUOTATIONS 

Fear & Threat 

• “Those men are dull as winter.” 

• “Police lights in the mirror.” 

• “My heart beats like a drum.” 

Motherhood 

• “I hold her tight.” 

• “Leila sleeps, unaware.” 

Escape & Movement 

• “We drive into the night.” 

• “The road is dark and endless.” 

Loss of Control 

• “I breathe in shallow breaths.” 

• “Keep driving — keep driving.” 

 

Mini-Essay — “Whilst Leila Sleeps” 

Question: Show how the poem creates a sense of fear and urgency. 

Kay creates intense fear and urgency through fast-paced syntax, repetition, and the symbolism of 

the sleeping child. The poem’s opening hints at danger: “those men are dull as winter,” 

suggesting cold authority figures approaching. As the mother drives, her heartbeat becomes a 

drum — “my heart beats like a drum” — a metaphor conveying physical terror. 

Repetition (“keep driving — keep driving”) imitates the rhythm of panic. The mother’s shallow 

breath and fragmented thoughts emphasise desperation. All the while, Leila “sleeps, unaware,” 

which heightens tension by contrasting innocence with threat. The car journey becomes liminal 

space, a fragile escape route. 



Through these techniques, Kay powerfully evokes the fear of a mother trying to protect her child 

in a hostile world. 

 
 

Grandpa’s Soup 

Summary 

Grandchild celebrates a grandfather’s life and soup. After his death, the soup becomes 
a metaphor for grief and absence. 

Themes 

• Grief 

• Memory 

• Family love 

• Loss & nourishment 

Techniques 

• Sensory imagery (taste/smell) 

• Repetition & childlike voice 

• Contrast: lively past vs empty present 

 

QUOTATIONS 

Warmth & Love 

• “His soup was legendary.” 

• “He’d stir the pot and sing.” 

Memory & Legacy 

• “I keep on making it, but it tastes of absence.” 

• “His voice is still in the kitchen.” 

Grief 

• “Now the house is quiet.” 

• “The soup grows cold.” 



Mini Essay — Grandpa’s Soup 

Question: Show how Kay explores grief through memory. 

In Grandpa’s Soup, Kay uses the comforting ritual of making soup to explore how grief lingers 

after the death of a loved one. The repeated emphasis on the grandfather’s presence — “His 

soup was legendary,” “He’d stir the pot and sing” — evokes a warm, lively figure whose identity is 

tied to food, nourishment, and family connection. The vivid sensory imagery allows the reader to 

feel the speaker’s affection and nostalgia. 

However, once the grandfather has died, the tone shifts. When the speaker tries to recreate the 

recipe, “it tastes of absence,” a powerful metaphor showing that grief changes even the most 

familiar experiences. The kitchen, once full of his songs and energy, becomes a place of silence: 

“Now the house is quiet.” Kay presents grief not as dramatic devastation but as an everyday ache 

that colours ordinary tasks. The soup that once embodied love now highlights loss. Through 

simple domestic imagery and a gentle childlike voice, Kay shows how memory can both comfort 

and wound after bereavement. 

 

Darling 

Summary 

A poem addressed to a deceased friend, combining grief with celebration of personality. 

Themes 

• Memory 

• Bereavement 

• Friendship 

• Warmth vs loss 

Techniques 

• Direct address 

• Playful tone hiding sorrow 

• Strong imagery of light, laughter 

 

QUOTATIONS 

Affection & Loss 



• “Darling, you were the funniest.” 

• “I miss your laugh.” 

• “The world is quieter without you.” 

Celebration of Life 

• “Your bright red coat.” 

• “Everyone loved you.” 

Lasting Impact 

• “You’re still here / somewhere.” 

 

Mini Essay — Darling 

Question: Show how Kay conveys affection and loss. 

In Darling, Kay creates a tender portrait of a deceased friend by blending humour with 

poignancy. The speaker’s direct address — “Darling, you were the funniest” — immediately 

establishes warmth, intimacy, and admiration. The lively images, such as the friend’s “bright red 

coat,” celebrate a personality that lit up the speaker’s world. This affectionate tone prevents the 

poem from becoming purely mournful; instead, it becomes a tribute. 

Yet beneath the humour lies deep grief. Lines like “the world is quieter without you” expose the 

emotional void left behind. Kay’s contrast between the friend’s vibrant past and the stillness of 

the present captures the ache of remembrance. The assertion “You’re still here / somewhere” 

expresses the desire to hold on, suggesting that memory and love persist beyond death. Through 

conversational voice, vivid characterisation, and emotional honesty, Kay conveys how friendship 

can leave an enduring imprint long after the person is gone. 

 

Maw Broon Visits a Therapist 

Summary 

Comic yet poignant imagining of the famous comic-strip mother in therapy, revealing 
gender roles and emotional pressures. 

Themes 

• Domestic labour 

• Identity vs role 



• Feminism 

• Working-class expectations 

Techniques 

• Humour & parody 

• Dialect 

• Satire of gender norms 

• Persona poem 

 

QUOTATIONS 

Domestic Burden 

• “I dae everything in that house.” 

• “They’d be lost without me.” 

Identity & Suppression 

• “I’ve never had a minute to myself.” 

• “I’ve forgotten what I used to like.” 

Humour & Social Commentary 

• “Ach, the therapist nods.” 

• “She says I need boundaries — boundaries! In the Broon hoose?” 

 

Mini Essay — Maw Broon Visits a Therapist 

Question: Show how Kay uses humour to explore gender roles or emotional pressure. 

In Maw Broon Visits a Therapist, Kay uses humour and persona to expose the pressures placed on 

working-class women, particularly mothers who are expected to “dae everything in that house.” 

By adopting the iconic comic-strip character, Kay blends familiarity with satire, allowing readers 

to recognise the stereotypes being critiqued. Maw Broon’s exaggerated complaints — “They’d be 

lost without me” — reflect real frustrations rooted in domestic labour and emotional overload. 

Humour highlights the absurdity of the expectations placed on her. When the therapist suggests 

she needs “boundaries — boundaries! In the Broon hoose?” the disbelief exposes how impossible 

self-care becomes within such a demanding family role. Beneath the comedy lies genuine 



sadness: “I’ve forgotten what I used to like” reveals how her identity has been eroded by constant 

responsibility. Through Scots dialect, wit, and cultural reference, Kay presents a woman caught 

between affection for her family and the burden of being their sole support. The poem becomes 

both a parody and a feminist statement about the unseen emotional labour carried by women. 

 

 
 

 

COMPARISON GRIDS 

Grid 1 — Motherhood & Family Relationships 

Poem Key Points Useful Quotes Why It Links 

Gap Year 
Mother coping with 

distance 

“Your bed is empty” / 

“My heart soars” 

Shows joy + anxiety 

of motherhood 

Keeping 

Orchids 

Adoption, complicated 

maternal bond 
“Still they won’t open” 

Closed orchids = 

closed emotions 

Whilst Leila 

Sleeps 

Protective mother fleeing 

danger 
“I hold her tight” 

Physical protection 

under threat 

Grandpa’s 

Soup 
Intergenerational love 

“His soup was 

legendary” 

Memory as family 

connection 

Darling Grief for a loved one “I miss your laugh” 
Family-like bond even 

in friendship 

 

Grid 2 — Identity & Belonging 

Poem Point Quotation Link 

Keeping 

Orchids 

Adoption shapes 

identity 
“A closed book” Identity locked away 

Gap Year 
Mother redefining 

herself 

“I feel like your mother 

again” 

Identity shift tied to 

child 

Maw Broon 
Loss of personal 

identity 

“I’ve forgotten what I used 

to like” 

Self erased by 

domestic role 

 

 

 

 



Grid 3 — Emotional Complexity 

Poem Emotion Quotation Explanation 

Keeping 

Orchids 

Repressed 

sorrow 

“Something inside me is 

breaking” 

Pain that can’t be 

expressed 

Gap Year Joy + fear “My heart soars” Dual emotional states 

Whilst Leila 

Sleeps 
Fear “My heart beats like a drum” 

Urgent anxiety under 

threat 

 
 

 

 

 

 


