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Teaching notes 

Studying and revising Larkin 
Luke McBratney 

These teaching notes offer approaches to studying and revising The Whitsun Weddings. They include 
ideas for considering narrative and offer an approach to responding to critical views. 

Larkin’s narrators 
The narrator (often referred to as the speaker) of a poem is not the same as the author. Daniel 
Weston makes this point clearly in the magazine pp. 22–25. 

You might explore the different types of narrators that Larkin uses in different poems in the collection.  
For example, you might consider the following: 

• The use of comical narrators in poems such as ‘Self’s the Man’, ‘A Study of Reading Habits’ 
and ‘Toads Revisited’.  

• What the narrators of these poems have in common — you could think about the use of 
rhyme, comic images and comic ideas.  

• Contrast the comical narrators mentioned above with those who narrate poems such as ‘The 
Whitsun Weddings’ and ‘Here’. 

Narratives 
Think about the story being told in each narrative poem. 

Some questions include: 

• whose story is being told? 

• what is the narrator’s attitude to the main person or people in the story?  

• to what extent does his attitude change? 

• how does the story relate to the narrator, or to what extent does it affect him?  

As well as the collection’s title poem, you might consider other poems in this way such as ‘Dockery 
and Son’, ‘Love Songs in Age’ and ‘Faith Healing’. 

‘The Whitsun Weddings’ 
Re-read Weston’s article and note what he says about the narrator of ‘The Whitsun Weddings’. In 
particular, consider how the narrator shapes the reader’s response to the poem.   

Some areas that you might think about include: 

• the ‘opaque’, ‘loosely defined’ nature of the narrator 
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• the narrator as an observer 

• how the narrator is changed during the course of the poem 

Critical views 
AO5 requires you to ‘Explore literary texts informed by different interpretations.’ The mark scheme of 
one exam board offers three approaches: 

• exploring alternative meanings in the text 

• applying a particular critical stance (such as Marxism, or feminism) 

• referring to the interpretations of particular critics 

When answering an exam question that tests AO5, you do not need to adopt all three. Be guided by 
the text under discussion and the question posed. Beware of using critics as substitutes for your own 
thinking and remember it is much better to evaluate or apply a critic’s viewpoint rather than simply 
quote a view.  

Reading criticism, such as in the form of ENGLISH REVIEW articles, is a powerful way to help you 
develop your AO5 skills. Let’s use the article by Daniel Weston as an example. 

Understanding critical views 
Weston’s article helpfully offers a range of critical viewpoints on ‘The Whitsun Weddings’. You might 
like to note these views and be able to quote, evaluate or apply them yourself. 

Quote or summarise the viewpoint of the following critics: 

• John Osborne 

• Antony Easthope 

• Gillian Steinberg. 

Applying or evaluating a critical view 
Consider the following view closely:  

‘Uncertainty soon develops into full-blown class anxiety when the train fills with representatives of the 
post-1950s’ newly-rich working-class’ (Antony Easthope, quoted by Daniel Weston on p. 21). 

We can begin considering the view by applying the first part of it to the poem. Easthope is commenting 
on the thoughts and feelings of Larkin’s narrator in ‘The Whitsun Weddings’ and, taking a Marxist 
approach, seems to be suggesting that elements of changing England have already caused him 
unease. We might agree with this part, noting how, in the second stanza, the beautiful countryside 
seems to have given way to ugly elements of modernity as the speaker describes such details as the 
‘floatings of industrial froth’ on the canals and the ‘acres’ (usually a measurement of land) of 
‘dismantled cars’.  

Such thoughts and feelings seem to be, in Easthope’s reading, merely the start of a sort of snobbery 
on the part of the speaker. Here our response to the critical view might become more evaluative. The 
‘class anxiety’ that Easthope diagnoses might be questioned. You might agree that there is a sense of 
the speaker’s social distance from the working-class people he observes, but is it so severe as to be 
‘full blown’? 
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Some of the aspects you might look at include: 

• the presentation of the girls in the third stanza 

• the presentation of the fathers and the uncle in the fourth stanza 

• the confetti and advice in stanza five (consider the effects of the use of zeugma — when one 
verb qualifies two nouns, each with a different sense). 

While many of the above might lead you to an interpretation of the poem as revealing a kind of 
snobbery, consider also the ways in which the speaker’s attitude seems to change in the poem’s final 
stanzas. Some of the aspects you might consider include: 

• the presentation of the newlyweds (the ‘girls’) in stanza six 

• the speaker’s response to the marriages in stanza seven 

• the speaker’s final thoughts of the poem and the ‘arrow-shower’ image 

Quoting the author 
While sometimes an author’s view can offer a unique insight into their creative processes, they can 
also conceal as much as they reveal. For example, you might like to look back at Weston’s article and 
identify two quotations from Larkin, first one that presents ‘The Whitsun Weddings’ as a real 
experience rendered in verse; and presents ‘The Whitsun Weddings’ as being significantly different to 
his real experiences 

While you should be wary of treating the author as a special authority on their own work, it doesn’t, 
however, mean that you can’t use their ideas in an evaluative way as we did with the quotation from 
Easthope above. 

Practise evaluating an author’s view by using the following quotation. As Weston says, the ‘real 
authority’ is the words on the page, so be sure to refer closely to the poem as you consider the extent 
to which you agree: ‘You can’t say “The Whitsun Weddings”…is a sad poem. It was just the 
transcription of a very happy afternoon… . You couldn’t be on that train without feeling the young lives 
all starting off, and just for a moment you were touching them.’ (Larkin, quoted in Anthony Thwaite 
(ed.), 2002, Philip Larkin Further Requirements: Interviews, Broadcasts, Statements and Book 
Reviews, London: Faber, p.57). 

Online resources 
A lecture by Professor John McRae that introduces The Whitsun Weddings: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=llRpougG8vg 

The South Bank Show: Philip Larkin (1981). Presented by Melvin Bragg, this programme celebrates 
Larkin’s poetic achievements: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XdeEFErYVtk 

Without Walls: J’Accuse Philip Larkin (1993). Presented by Terry Eagleton (a leading Marxist critic), 
this provocative programme argues that Larkin’s work is overrated and worse: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hxxd3fbLgFs 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


