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Introduction: what you can find here

We begin the discussion of each poet with brief chronologies of the poets’ lives, leading 
up to the publication of The Whitsun Weddings and Mean Time, careful to avoid too 
much emphasis on context. The texts and the poetry come first, but always with the 
requirements of the exam assessment in mind. Accordingly, the headings under which 
the texts and poems are examined are closely linked to the assessment objectives of 
Unit 2. So, chronology is followed by a section on themes, ideas and attitudes (AO1), 
then effects, how meanings are created (AO2), and contextual influences (AO3). The 
discussion of both texts concludes with connections (AO4). From this approach it might 
appear that the books are to be studied separately. Instead we suggest from the start 
that the reader would benefit from linking poems by the two poets. As these are two 
carefully organised, coherent single texts, not selections as with some of the pairings on 
this paper, it makes sense, for example, to compare how each poet begins and ends their 
book, and to consider what poems they put at its heart.

For each assessment objective addressed here, the details are only suggestions to get 
you started. It is important that you become an autonomous reader and explore the 
poetry for yourself.

Philip Larkin: The Whitsun Weddings (Faber)

Chronology

1922 Born in Coventry.

1932-40 Attends King Henry VIII School, Coventry.

1940 Attends St. John’s College, Oxford; first published poem, in ‘Listener’ magazine.

1942 Found unfit for military service.

1943 First class degree in English; begins his career as Librarian.

1945 Publishes first full collection of poetry, North Ship.

1946 Publishes Jill (novel); meets Monica Jones.

1947 Publishes A Girl in Winter (novel).

1955 Publishes The Less Deceived (poetry); appointed Librarian at University of Hull 
(until 1985).

1961 Starts reviewing jazz for ‘The Daily Telegraph’.

1964 The Whitsun Weddings published.

1965 Awarded Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry.



3

Themes, ideas and attitudes

(AO1 = 30 marks)

Time Linked to disappointment, regret; virtually every poem, 
to some degree or other, addresses the passing of time, 
especially prominent in ‘Afternoons’, ‘Home is so Sad’, 
‘Nothing to be Said’ and ‘An Arundel Tomb’.

Journeys The two famous train journeys, ‘Here’ and ‘The Whitsun 
Weddings’ in which Larkin describes in detail the landscape of 
eastern England and post-war English urban life; don’t forget 
the train journey in ‘Dockery and Son’ with its ‘awful pie’ and 
the plane journey in ‘Naturally the Foundation will Bear 
your Expenses’. (Consider whether ‘Ambulances’ creates a 
different kind of journey.)

Relationships His view of marriage in ‘Self’s the Man’ and ‘The Whitsun 
Weddings’; the striking honesty about the failure of 
relationships in ‘Wild Oats’, ‘Talking in Bed’ and ‘Broadcast’.

Characters The use of situations and conversations to create Mr Bleaney, 
Dockery, the Faith Healer and the ‘She’ of ‘Love Songs in 
Age’. (Consider the use of self-criticism and irony in ‘Self’s the 
Man’.)

Love Poems that explore the power of love and its 
disappointments; ‘Love Songs in Age’, ‘Faith Healing’, ‘Wild 
Oats’, ‘Talking in Bed’ and ‘An Arundel Tomb’. (Consider the 
range of attitudes to time, relationships, love and truth in ‘An 
Arundel Tomb’. Why do you think it is the final poem in the 
collection?)

Effects, the ways in which meanings are created

(AO2 = 30 marks)

Details Small details, such as the ‘walls of blackened moss’ as the train 
enters London in ‘The Whitsun Weddings’; objects that make 
up a scene such as the ‘Baby-Dolls and Shorties’ in ‘The Large 
Cool Store’, emphasised with lots of adjectives, in this case at 
least six, ‘machine-embroidered, thin as blouses, / Lemon, 
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sapphire, moss-green, rose / Bri-nylon’. (Consider the ways 
in which the small details, the objects and adjectives reveal 
Larkin’s attitudes. Or, how they can create atmosphere as 
the ‘Flowered curtains, thin and frayed’ do at the start of ‘Mr 
Bleaney’.)

Cinematic techniques The moving shots from the train in ‘Here’ for example, how 
the long, broken up sentences and the repetition of ‘swerving’ 
create this effect. The panoramic shot that opens ‘MCMXIV’; 
the power of close ups, such as those in ‘Home is so Sad’, 
‘Look at the pictures and the cutlery. / The music in the piano 
stool. That vase.’

Rhyme and regular 
forms

The controlling syntax and regularity of forms seem to give 
clarity and sincerity to the poet’s voice. The rhyme words 
are not always heavily stressed. Can add to fluency, as in the 
third stanza of ‘Here’, five of the eight lines run on. Of the last 
twelve lines of ‘Ambulances’, only three are end-stopped. Can 
be used to emphasise the atmosphere, as the way in which 
‘quicken’ strengthens ‘thicken’ and ‘existence’ is opened out 
by ‘distance’ in the last part of ‘Here’. (Consider the effect of 
the triple rhyme, ‘find’, ‘kind’, ‘unkind’ at the end of ‘Talking 
in Bed’. And the effect of rhyming ‘sung’ with ‘young’ in ‘Love 
Songs in Age’.)

Imagery, mainly similes Small details clearly described seem to take the place of 
imagery. There are similes that stand out. So ‘Here silence 
stands / Like heat.’ (‘Here’), ‘the unfailing sense of being 
young / Spread out like a spring-woken tree’ (‘Love Songs in 
Age’), ‘exiled /  like losing thoughts they go in silence’ ‘Faith 
Healing’, ‘Closed like confessionals’ at the beginning of 
‘Ambulances’.

Assertions Consider the effects of: ‘Life is slow dying’, ‘Home is so sad’, 
Life is first boredom then fear’, ‘Now Fight Cancer is there’.

(Advice: select words and lines relevant to the key words in the questions. Avoid working 
through poems from first line to last.)
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Contexts

(AO3 = 20 marks)

(Advice: contextual influences should be used to illuminate the text, to add to the 
understanding of meanings and effects. This should always be supported by close reference to 
the text and quotation.)

• His experience of urban life, Coventry and Hull in particular

• His personal relationships

• The influence of other poets, especially Hardy with his use of intricate syntax and 
traditional forms

• His interest in music, particularly jazz which he wrote about for many years

• His experience writing novels influencing creation of characters and situations

• Lack of religious faith influencing his views on mortality

Carol Ann Duffy: Mean Time (Picador)

Chronology

1955 Born in Glasgow, Roman Catholic background.

1962 Moves to Stafford.

1966 Begins writing poetry.

1974 Attends University of Liverpool, studies Philosophy.

1983 Wins National Poetry Competition.

1985 Publishes Standing Female Nude, wins Scottish Arts Council Award.

1987 Publishes Selling Manhattan, wins Somerset Maugham Award.

1990 Publishes The Other Country.

1993 Mean Time, wins Whitbread Poetry Award, the Forward Prize.
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Themes, ideas and attitudes

(AO1 = 30 marks)

Popular culture Reflected in references to the Top Ten, the Beatles, Vimto, Big 
Mac.

Characters The wives in ‘Litany’, the nameless, cynical ‘Fraud’, ‘The 
Biographer’, the captain in ‘The Captain of the 1964 Top 
of the Form Team’. (Consider Duffy’s attitudes to these 
characters; is it sympathetic or sarcastic?)

Childhood and 
education

‘Litany’, ‘Stafford Afternoons’, ‘Brothers’, ‘Welltread’. 
(Consider Duffy’s attitudes to childhood and education.)

Time Most of the poems are to some extent or other connected to 
time: the impossibility of returning to the past in ‘Never Go 
Back’, when the clocks actually go back an hour, the wish to 
be able to go back in time to put things right in ‘Mean Time’, 
stuck in past time in ‘Havisham’, the passing of time, ageing 
in ‘Beachcomber’. Were all the good, alive moments in the 
past asks ‘Moments of Grace’?

Love and love 
relationships

Remembering first love in ‘First Love’, the transience of love 
in ‘Crush’, exploring the sensual, intimate side of love in 
‘Sleeping’, ‘Steam’ and ‘Close’, sex and deceit in ‘Adultery’, 
the pain and sadness of a relationship in ‘Disgrace’. (Consider 
the tone and attitudes to love of the unusual love poem, 
‘Valentine’.)

Effects, the ways in which meanings are created

(AO2 = 30 marks)

Colloquial language There is the sense of a speaking voice. Expressions like 
‘Hang on’, words like ‘snog’. Adoption of different voices, 
monologues, in ‘Havisham’, ‘The Suicide’, ‘Fraud’.

Subtle patterns of 
sound

This could be described as use of alliteration and assonance. 
Take opening of ‘Moments of Grace’, ‘dream’ is picked up in 
the ‘fam’ of ‘familiar’ and ‘less’ in ‘place’ in the opening line, ‘I 
dream through a wordless, familiar place’. In the third line, 
‘past the postman with his modest haul, the full trees’, ‘post’ 
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echoes ‘past’, and ‘est’ echoes ‘past’ and ‘post’, and ‘full’ is an 
echo of ‘haul’. Patterns of sound hold feelings and attitudes 
together. (‘Stuffed’ is an extreme example of Duffy’s love of 
patterns and repetition. Is it too clever? How many patterns of 
sound can you find in it?)

Rhyme is rare In ‘Fraud’, a poem with varying lines lengths, a more political, 
satirical poem, rhyme links the lines and makes the tone that 
undermines the character. (Consider the effects of rhyme in 
‘The Cliché Kid’.)

Religious language Important words like ‘Litany’, ‘Confession’, ‘Moments of 
Grace’ and ‘Disgrace’. Also, poems that explore guilt and 
regret such as ‘Adultery’ and ‘Disgrace’. (The collection 
ends with ‘Prayer’, a sonnet. How does Duffy use words and 
sounds to create prayers in this poem? On what tone does 
Duffy end her book?)

(Advice: avoid making assertions, such as ‘the colloquial language here shows Duffy’s interest 
in everyday life’. Support your point with a relevant quotation. Engage with it and analyse the 
effects of language and imagery.)

Contexts

(AO3 = 20 marks)

(Advice: contextual influences should be used to illuminate the text, to add to the 
understanding of meanings and effects. This should always be supported by close reference to 
the text and quotation.)

• Her Catholic upbringing

• Her study of philosophy, perhaps leading to her interest in such things as the meaning 
of time

• Her experience in performance poetry scene of the seventies in Liverpool and in the 
writing of plays

• Her experience of ordinary urban life in Glasgow, Stafford and Liverpool
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Connections

(AO4 = 30 marks)

(Advice: connections should always be supported by relevant quotations. Use the quotations to 
explore, through detailed examination of language (AO2), the different attitudes and feelings of 
the poets.)

Love Disappointment mostly in Larkin; regret and sadness in Duffy but also 
intimacy and sensuality.

Characters Usually observed from outside by Larkin; often speaking for 
themselves in adopted voices in Duffy. Larkin has a tendency to 
measure himself against them; Duffy tends to let them speak for 
themselves.

Remembering Looking back to childhood, to earlier stages of a relationship in Duffy; 
mostly regrets in Larkin.

Time The relationship of past to present and the inevitability of the passing 
of time in Duffy; time invariably linked to death, the end of days in 
Larkin.


