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Introduction 

The poem ‘A Photograph’ is written by Shirley Toulson. In this poem, she recalls her 
mother and her memories while looking at a childhood photograph when her mother 
was twelve years old or so. She has been deceased twelve years ago and she cannot 

explain her grief on her mother’s loss. 

Central Idea 

Shirley Toulson’s poem ‘A Photograph’ is a tribute to her mother. The poem 
describes three stages in the passage of time. In the first stage, the 
photograph shows the poet’s mother standing at the beach enjoying her 
holiday with her two girl cousins. She was around 12 years old at that time. 
The second stage takes us twenty or thirty years later. The mother would 
laugh at the way she and her cousins were dressed up for the beach holiday. 
In the third stage, the poet remembers the dead mother with a heavy heart. 
The photograph revives a nostalgic feeling in the poet. 

EXRACTS 

(I) “The cardboard shows me how it was When the two girl cousins went paddling, Each 
one 

holding one of my mother’s hands, 
And she the big girl – some twelve years or so.” 

Question 1. 
What does the cardboard here refer to? 

(a) A thick paper on which the poet’s photograph was pasted  
(b) A thick envelope 

(c) A thick paper on which the poet’s mother’s photograph was pasted  
(d) A paper boat 

Question 2. 
What does the cardboard depict? 

(a) It depicts a scenery 
(b) It depicts the picture of a house 

(c) It depicts the picture of a school 



(d) It depicts the picture of three girls 

 

Question 3. 
Who is the ‘big girl’ mentioned here? 

(a) The big girl is the poet herself 
(b) The big girl is the poet’s mother 
(c) The big girl is the poet’s relative 

(d) The big girl is the poet’s friend 

 

(II) “All three stood still to smile through their hair At the uncle with the camera. A 
sweet face, 

My mother’s, that was before I was born. 
And the sea, which appears to have changed less, 

Washed their terribly transient feet.” 

Question 1. 

What does the poet mean by ‘smile through their hair’?  
(a) It means that a smile was painted on the hair of the photographed girls  

(b) It means that the photographed girls were wearing a mask 
(c) It means that the hair of the photographed girls were covering their face when 
they were smiling 

(d) It means that the hair of the girls in the photograph was smiling too 
 

Question 2. 
What has not changed over a period of time? 

(a) The photo 
(b) The cardboard 

(c) The girls 
(d) The sea 

 

Question 3. 

Find a word from the extract which means “lasting only for a short time”?  
(a) Still 

(b) Transient 
(c) Changed 
(d) Less 

 



(III) “Some twenty-thirty – years later She’d laugh at the snapshot. “See Betty And 
Dolly,” she’d 

say, “and look how they Dressed us for the beach.” The sea holiday Was her past, mine 
is her 

laughter. Both wry with the laboured ease of loss.” 

Question 1. 
Why did ‘she’ laugh? 

(a) Because of the funny dresses that they were wearing at the sea holiday 
(b) Because one of them cracked a joke 

(c) Because of the funny dresses they were wearing at the party 
(d) Because of the funny man they saw at the sea holiday 

Answer: 
(a) Because of the funny dresses that they were wearing at the sea holiday 

Question 2. 
Who are Betty and Dolly? 

(a) They are poet’s cousins 
(b) They are poet’s friends 

(c) They are poet’s mother’s friends 
(d) They are poet’s mother’s cousins 
 

Question 3. 
…………. in the extract is the synonym of ‘photograph’. 
(a) Snapshot 
(b) Picture 

(c) Mine 
(d) Laboured 

 

(IV) “Now she’s been dead nearly as many years As that girl lived. And of this 
circumstance There 
is nothing to say at all. 

Its silence silences.” 

Question 1. 

Who does ‘she’ refer to? 
(a) The poet’s dead aunt 
(b) The poet’s dead mother 

(c) The poet’s dead cousin 
(d) The poet’s sister 



 

Question 2. 

Why is there nothing to say about the death of the poet’s mother?  
(a) Because the poet is confused 

(b) Because the poet was not in her senses when her mother expired 
(c) Because the death of the poet’s mother has left a deep void in the poet’s heart 
(d) Because the poet did not have a good relationship with her mother 

 

Question 3. 

Which word in the extract means the same as “events that change your l ife, over which 
you have no control”? 

(a) Silences 
(b) Circumstances 

(c) Situation 
(d) Circumstance 

 

SHORT ANSWER TYPE QUESTIONS 

1. What does the word ‘cardboard’ denote in the poem? Why has this word been used?  

Ans: In the poem, the word ‘cardboard’ means a frame which supports the photograph. 

This word had been used in the poem because the picture is very old when the cardboard 
was used as a photo frame. 
 

  

2. What has the camera captured? 

Ans: The camera has captured the poet’s mother and her two cousins, Betty and Dolly, 
on the beach. They went for paddling where her mother’s uncle captured the photo in 
between the moment. Her mother was around twelve years old and was in the middle. 
She was holding the hands of her cousins who were on the side of her. It was her 

mother’s favourite past memories. 
 

 3. What has not changed over the years? Does this suggest something to you?  

Ans: The lines ‘And the sea, which appears to have changed less’ depicts that the sea 
which touched her mother’s feet is the one which has not changed over the years. 
Whereas, her mother and her cousins grew older. The sea symbolises eternity and 

immortality whereas man is mortal. The poet is sad about her mother’s demise twelve 



years ago and her laugh is her favourite past memory. 

 

  

4. The poet’s mother laughed at the snapshot. What did this laugh indicate?  

Ans: The poet’s mother laughed at the snapshot recalling her favourite past memories. 
She looked back at the photograph and remembered how their parents would dress them 
up for the beach holiday. Her laugh indicated her remembering the innocent days and 

the nostalgia feeling. Behind the laugh is also a feeling of pain that those days won’t be 
back. 

 

 5. What is the meaning of the line “Both wry with the laboured ease of loss.”  

Ans: These lines means that the poet’s mother felt pain whenever she saw the old 
photograph because the innocent childhood days would never be back. Those are just 

the memories. While the poet has lost his mother twelve years ago and she misses her a 
lot and recalls her laughing and pointing out the outfits they used to wear at the beach 

holidays. Both of them lost something. 

  

6. What does “this circumstance” refer to? 

Ans: The words ‘this circumstance’ refers to the present situation of the poet which is 
the painful memories of her mother who have been deceased twelve years ago. While 

looking at the old photograph of her mother’s childhood makes her miss her more. She 
remembers her laughing and how the photograph was her favourite past memory. 

 

LONG ANSWER TYPE QUESTIONS 

 

1. The three stanzas depict three different phases. What are they? 

Ans: the first stanza depicts her mother’s childhood days when she was twelve years old 
or so. It talks about a photograph of her with her two cousins on a beach holiday. Her 

uncle took the photograph. Her mother changed over the years as she grew older. While 
the sea which touched their feet in that beach holiday hadn’t changed over the years. In 
the second stanza, the poet talks about her childhood days when her mother used to look 
at the photograph and recalls everything mentioned in the first stanza. In the last stanza, 

the poet shares that her mother is dead as many years ago as was her age in the 
photograph. She died twelve years ago. The poet is recalling her mother’s old memories 
while looking at the photograph. She is in pain and misses her deceased mother. She has 

no words to describe her grief. 

Question 2. 



Happy moments are short-lived but provide a lifetime memory. They provide a cushion 
to bear the difficulties which the future has in store for you. Comment in the light of the 

poem ‘A Photograph’ by Shirley Toulson. 
Answer: 

Our life is a mixture of happy as well as adverse times. We must learn to move on with 
the help of those happy memories which provided us with so much enjoyment and 
happiness. As life is not a bed of roses, everyone at one stage or another is likely to face 

difficulties. At the time of difficulties, happy moments can give us solace and fill us with 
positivity which is required during difficult times. Happy moments will certainly provide 

us with a hope that, as happy moments are short-lived, so are difficult times. One must 
learn to cope with the situation. The memories of happy times can provide us a cushion 

to bear difficulties with patience and peace. 

Poetic Devices 

Allusion 
 An allusion is a reference or an incidental mention of something, either directly 
or by implication. An example of allusion in this poem is ‘cardboard’ which 
actually refers to the photograph. 
 
Alliteration 
Alliteration is the repetition of the initial letter (generally a consonant) of 
several words marking the stressed syllable in a line of poem. Examples of 
alliteration in this poem are ‘stood still to smile’, ‘terribly transient’, ‘Its silence 
silences’ etc. 
 
Transferred Epithet: 
 A transferred epithet is a description that refers to a character or event but is 
used to describe a different situation or character. ‘Transient feet’ is an 
example of the transferred epithet in the poem. It refers to human feet but it is 
used to describe the lack of permanence of human life. 
 
Oxymoron 
 In this literary device, there are two opposite ideas that are joined to create an 
effect. ‘Laboured ease’ in the poem is an example of an oxymoron. Laboured 
meaning with ‘great difficulty’ and ease means ‘comfortably’. Both words have 
opposite meanings but here they are clubbed together. 
 
Personification 
 The example is ‘Its silence silences.’ The situation has been given the human 
quality of silence. 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 


