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Practice exam question 

Larkin and Duffy 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 35 of the magazine. 

Part of the main body of an answer 
While we have argued that the poets both explore ‘failure’ and ‘disillusion’, it might be even more 
accurate to suggest that, when writing about love, Duffy’s poetry exemplifies the former while Larkin’s 
the latter. Certainly, in ‘Havisham’, the type of love evoked is a complete failure: it has stopped and 
been supplanted by other, darker and more destructive emotions. And in ‘Talking in Bed’ the word 
failure seems perhaps less appropriate than disillusion. In that poem, while a connection between two 
people undoubtedly exists, it is certainly not the idealised, ‘much-mentioned brilliance’ (to borrow a 
phrase from ‘Love Songs in Age’) that many believe true love to be.  

Furthermore, it might be argued that Larkin’s disillusion is more serious than Duffy’s failure. ‘Talking in 
Bed’ feels personal: it is an emotionally-involved lyric that might have been inspired by the dwindling of 
Larkin’s affection for Monica Jones as his attachment to Maeve Brennan grew in 1959. It certainly has 
a ring of truth, with its understanding of the discrepancy between the ideal, or the ‘emblem’ of love, 
and its actuality. The poem builds this case, gradually, through a third-person account of images of the 
couple ‘lying together’ (which carries the irony of barely-concealed deception even as it evokes a kind 
of togetherness) then of the outside world though the ‘wind’s incomplete unrest’ which ‘disperses 
clouds about the sky’ (seemingly foreshadowing stormy times ahead) before growing closer with the 
speaker and his addressee becoming the subject, presumably one of those who lie restless and 
uncommunicative in bed. 

Duffy’s ‘Havisham’, however, is more distant from its poet: a dramatic monologue occasioned by 
literature and in a modern Gothic style that is far from the gloomy realism of Larkin. It relates more to 
literature than to life, and its effectiveness depends on the reader’s prior knowledge of Miss Havisham, 
the jilted bride from Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations. The failure of love that it dramatises is 
much more extreme than in ‘Talking in Bed’, and it is expressed using extreme descriptions: it is a 
loud poem, painted in garish colours and characterised by violent, unexpected, actions. For example, 
the ‘curses’ are ‘puce’ and they are ‘sounds not words’. As the poem comes to climax it does so in a 
cacophony of sound. Plosive ‘b’ sounds alliterate in descriptions that rework wedding imagery in 
disturbing new contexts: a ‘red balloon’ is ‘bursting’ in Havisham’s face and she ‘stabbed at a 
wedding-cake’ with a ‘Bang’ that stands out as a single word sentence with a caesura on either side. 
The failure dramatised is even more than that of love as the ‘b’ sounds take on blubbing, mournful 
connotations after Havisham’s perverse desire for a male corpse and the persona counsels the reader 
not to ‘think it’s only the heart that b-b-b breaks.’ And thus, the poem concludes with a sense of 
double, or even triple, failure: through a broken heart, a broken mind and a breakdown of language. 

The disillusion dramatised by Larkin is characterised by a failure of language of another sort. It is not 
the degeneration of human language into animalistic sounds and stuttering sobs, but of the couple’s 
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inability to communicate in a loving or even satisfactory way. While Duffy’s poem is full of 
exaggeration, garish colour and non-realistic effects, Larkin’s is a much quieter, colourless and subtler 
representation. While ‘Havisham’ encloses the reader in its persona’s narrow world and broken mind, 
‘Talking in Bed’ situates its central, uncommunicative couple in broader terms as Larkin describes the 
gloomy land and skyscape beyond the bedroom, perhaps suggesting that the couple’s discontent is 
part of a wider malaise affecting modern couples. Unlike Havisham, whose identity is proclaimed by 
the poem’s title and whose actions are in keeping with the grotesque figure from Dickens, the couple 
in Larkin’s poem are not given an identity and instead are defined by their situation, which we might 
imagine is one felt by many. It is a situation that exemplifies disillusion and is expressed not as in 
‘Havisham’, by a noisy crowding of images and effects, but by quiet understatement and a crowding of 
negatives. Even physical proximity is defined, paradoxically, in negative terms as ‘this unique distance 
from isolation’. The verbal communication is similarly negative, expressed not in what can be said but 
by what cannot: ‘Words at once true and kind,/ Or not untrue and not unkind.’ The subtle quibbling 
paradoxes, which perhaps the evoke the need of quarrelling partners to choose words with care or 
cause offense, are set off by the subtle effects of rhyme. In the previous tercets only the first and third 
lines half rhyme, but in the last stanza — a triplet — the rhymes are stronger; all three lines rhyme, 
and make their message of communicative failure and disillusion in love ring out with memorable 
certainty and finality. 

Commentary 
• The answer uses the exact terms of the question and its keywords. By considering ‘failure’ 

and ‘disillusion’ closely, the essay is able to develop a sophisticated argument. 

• The poetic methods that are explored are appropriate to the argument. They are well 
selected and no feature is identified solely for the purpose of display. 

• Comparisons are made throughout. Close reading of the poems facilitates comparisons of 
language and genre. 

• Contexts, such as attitudes to psychoanalysis and masculinity in the late twentieth century, 
shape the discussion and cast light on interpretations. 
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