The Shadow Doll by Eavan Boland
Symbol:
The poet chooses the doll as a striking and unusual symbol to convey her feelings about the feelings of women in general and how they have been treated, especially in marriage. The doll is a shadow in that light is thrown on certain aspects of women’s lives. It is not a real woman, but is metaphorically a shadow of a woman. It is contained in a glass dome (“under glass”), suggesting both protectiveness and confinement. It is delicate (“a porcelain bride”), as people often expect women to be, and though “the shadow doll survives” and is beautiful/well crafted the atmosphere in which it survives is dry, emotionless: “an airless glamour”.  There is a suggestion that women’s voices and experiences have not been heard: the doll is “Under wraps”, is “discreet” , and so doesn’t or can’t speak of women’s experience of “visits” (when they leave their protective zone), “fevers” (perhaps in pregnancy), “quickenings” (when the mother feels the baby moving in pregnancy), “lusts” (not just men who experience that). 

Personal:

How personal is this to the poet? To start with the focus is on the doll, an “it” (line 7). Then in line 10 there’s “she”, presumably the bride to whom the doll is sent. She sees in the doll a “shadow” of her own life to come as a bride. “when she looked ... she could see herself”.  But by line 16 the poet is making it personal to herself: “the vows/I kept repeating”, as she remembers the night before her own wedding, practising her lines/vows for the next day, unsettlingly alone (and “astray” ) among the peripheral and trivial stuff of the wedding - “cards and wedding gifts ... the coffee pots and the clocks”. It’s as she makes a link across time to the original bride, who in turn is making a link with the doll.

Imagery:
We get a very clear picture of the doll, thanks to the writer’s detailed descriptions - the “stitched blooms”, the “hoops”, the “seed pearls”.  The poet cleverly adds to the description with varieties of white: “ivory tulle”, “oyster gleam of the veil”, “shell-tone spray of seed pearls”.  This gives the description greater clarity, but the white is less than cheerful, reflecting the mood of the poem. There’s the possibly lonely picture of the bride to be alone among the gifts, nervous about the wedding to come, and the related picture of the Victorian bride having reservations about the life ahead of her, wondering if she will share the fate of The Shadow Doll. There is much imagery of confinement, perhaps repression: “stitched”, “hoops”, “sewn”, “Under glass, under wraps”, and the reference to the “battered tan case” and the last rather bleak image “pressing down again. And then, locks”.

Links:

Love focused very much on the ups and down of the marriage relationship - intense at the start with distance creeping in as time goes on. In The Shadow Doll there are reservations just before the marriage (is it going to be too restrictive? Will her feelings have to be kept “Under wraps”?), though the groom or future husband doesn’t figure at all here so it can’t so easily be seen as a poem about relationship. Perhaps we can deduce her reservations about her impending marriage and about attitudes to women in general. Unlike many of her other poems on the course a child does not figure, but once again motherhood does - it is implied by the images in 9, especially “quickenings”.  She may be saying that the experience of motherhood has not been given much outlet for expression, though in her poetry, like  Love and The Pomegranate and This Moment she is redressing the balance.  

Time is an issue here as in the other poems.  She forges a link across time with the bride who was looking at the shadow doll. As in This Moment she turns her attention to a particular significant moment: “the night before” her wedding. In Love we see that a relationship can deteriorate over time. In The Pomegranate time is moving the daughter into adulthood. 
