
 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2021 www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

Volume 31, Number 4, April 2021 

Practice exam answer 

‘Residents from raw estates’: 

Larkin and working-class spaces 

Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the answer on p. 25 of the magazine. 

The end of the answer 
Moreover, many of Duffy’s love poems take elements of the ordinary and make them extraordinary. 

‘Before You Were Mine’ is unusual in that it sounds like it addresses the speaker’s lover but it actually 

addresses her mother. It conjures up a working-class world of the 1950s, which unlike Larkin’s 

depictions of working-class culture, seems vibrant and exciting. The ‘ballroom with the thousand eyes’ 

makes the dance hall seem extraordinary, otherworldly and strange. It defamiliarises the dance hall. 

Its double sense, of being both an amazingly lit space and a place where many eyes are watching, 

adds to its strange appeal. Duffy’s mother’s dancing clothes are also treated as being extraordinary.  

Her ‘polka dot dress’ evokes glamour as it ‘blows around your legs’, which transforms a normal night 

at a dance to movie star proportions. It alludes to the iconic image of Marilyn Monroe in The Seven 

Year Itch, a film released in 1955, exactly ‘ten years away’ from the birth of Carol Ann Duffy. The 

name, end-stopped at the end of the first stanza and preceded by a caesura, makes the point clear: 

‘Marilyn.’ This is also the Christian name of Duffy’s mother. 

Furthermore, her ‘high-heeled red shoes’ are similarly transformed into the extraordinary. Yet rather 

than this extraordinariness coming through popular culture, it comes spiritually. The mother’s shoes in 

the hands of her child become ‘relics’, which evokes memories of the mother’s rebellious youth into 

the mind of her daughter. They are so vivid that the daughter hears the noise they make: ‘your ghost 

clatters towards me over George Square.’ The onomatopoeic ‘clatter’ brings them alive for the reader 

and a crowd of sensuous detail, including the unusual use of synaesthesia as the girl sees the mother 

‘clear as scent’, conveys this extraordinary memory vividly, culminating in the imagined speech of 

Duffy’s grandmother: ‘whose small bites on your neck, sweetheart?’ 

While Duffy’s speaker inhabits the ordinary experiences of young people going out and evokes their 

extraordinary qualities from the inside, Larkin is an observer, viewing ordinary lives from above and 

with distaste. Jonny Patrick argues that Larkin ‘felt a distaste, that could grow to contempt and disgust, 

for a working class whose wages were rising throughout the 1950s’. That seems certainly true of 

poems such as ‘Here’ in which ‘residents from raw estates’ want an endless list of consumables: 

‘ – Cheap suits, red kitchen-ware, sharp shoes, iced lollies,/ Electric mixers, toasters, washers, 

driers—’. Yet elsewhere, Larkin’s attitude to working-class life is ambiguous. In ‘The Whitsun 

Weddings’, the contempt and disgust that Patrick identifies is, at first, discernible. The fathers have 

‘seamy foreheads’ and ‘broad belts under their suits.’ This last detail implies they are vulgar, having to 

wear work belts with formal attire, and is perhaps an appropriate detail for the solidly middle-class poet 

whose forefathers had been prosperous tailors since the eighteenth century. Furthermore, the mothers 
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are ‘loud and fat’ and an uncle is ‘shouting smut’. Even the girls themselves are depicted in clothing 

that is ugly and artificial: ‘nylon gloves and jewellery-substitutes.’ The use of the ordinary speech of the 

working-class women, ‘I nearly died,’ seems to look down on them, unlike the use of ‘sweetheart’ by 

the grandmother in ‘Before You Were Mine,’ which is not as cliché as the working-class speech in 

Larkin’s poem. Instead, it expresses clever irony since it voices disapproval and puns with the idea of 

the love bites having been inflicted by a sweetheart or being on a sweetheart.  

However, Larkin’s speaker shifts point of view subtly towards the end of the poem and the ordinary is 

not looked down upon, but provides a context for deeper poetic insights. He empathises with the 

newly-weds who, ‘gripping their handbags tighter, stared/ At a religious wounding’, perhaps 

suggesting a fear of sex and an awareness of how their lives will change as wives and mothers. By 

the final stanza, Larkin’s speaker has shifted from looking down on ordinary lives to sharing an 

experience with them. Using the first-person plural, he moves from the ordinary to the extraordinary as 

the experience of travelling with the wedding parties leads to philosophical insight. What this ‘travelling 

coincidence’ held ‘stood ready to be loosed with all the power/ That being changed can give.’ As the 

train’s brakes begin to tighten, the poem concludes with an image of transformation:  

there swelled  

A sense of falling, like an arrow-shower 

Sent out of sight, somewhere becoming rain. 

This extraordinary and ambiguous image arises from the common experience of the working-class 

weddings at the long weekend at Whitsun. While it might seem congruent with the earlier presentation 

of the nervous brides and suggest a kind of wounding to come, with the arrow-shower a phallic image 

prefiguring them falling into a subordinate place within a patriarchal order, this could also be an image 

of rebirth and renewal. Rather than being grey and miserable, the rain might refresh, and perhaps, like 

Blake’s ‘arrows of desire’ or Cupid’s arrows, Larkin’s ‘arrow-shower’ is intended to signify love and 

hope.  

On the surface, it seems that the poets’ depictions of the ordinary are polar opposites. Duffy writes 

from within a working-class context in which the everyday provides the full range of experience, from 

the routine to the extraordinary. Larkin, on the other hand, writes from a middle-class space that looks 

down upon the newly prosperous working class of the 1950s, characterising them through specific 

details that are alien to him and emphasise his superiority. Social divisions are highlighted overtly by 

Larkin, but, contrastingly, in ‘Mean Time’, Duffy evokes working-class life incidentally without drawing 

attention to social class or exploring social divisions.  

Yet both poets are similar as they transform the ordinary into the extraordinary to convey larger truths, 

though they do this in different ways. It is typical for a Larkin lyric to move from specific ordinary details 

to extend to broader, philosophical ideas, whereas Duffy will take an ordinary detail, like a pair of 

shoes or an onion, and transform it with emotional power. Duffy’s depiction of the ordinary certainly 

seems more egalitarian than Larkin’s, but to dismiss him as a snob also seems an oversimplification. 

Ordinary scenes from ordinary life can lead to extraordinary acts of empathy or social observation. 

Indeed, Larkin’s handling of the ordinary is extraordinary in that it registers profound shifts. Whether 

through the outbreak of war in ‘MCMXIV’, or in the young working-class mothers in ‘Afternoons,’ 

whose ‘beauty has thickened’ and who are being pushed ‘To the side of their own lives’. 
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Commentary 
The argument develops by means of comparison and there are a range of ways in which comparisons 

are made. As well as exploring broader areas of comparison, such as Duffy’s exploration of working-

class culture from within compared to Larkin’s looking down on it from a middle-class standpoint, the 

student compares closer details such as the different presentation of working-class speech. The 

concluding paragraph compares throughout, considering the poets’ presentation of the ordinary in 

mainly broad terms, expanding on the implications of what the rest of the essay explored. 

There is a good range of analytical detail and the analysis serves to advance the argument as well as 

to explore how the poets make meaning and create effects. The ways in which poetic techniques 

work, and often work together, are explored, for example, in the evocation of the memory of the 

speaker’s mother in ‘Before You Were Mine’. Features and techniques such as imagery, allusion, end-

stopping, caesura, onomatopoeia, synaesthesia and the use of sensuous details help to comment on 

effects and to develop the student’s argument with precision. 

Context is integrated to help illuminate the readings, for example, the precise references to 1950s 

popular culture in relation to Duffy’s presentation of working-class life in the first paragraph and the 

reference to working-class prosperity and Larkin’s view of this in the second. 

The argument is informed by different interpretations in several ways. For example, the quotation from 

Jonny Patrick is applied to ‘Here’; different readings of the end of ‘The Whitsun Weddings’ are offered; 

and the argument that Larkin’s presentation of the working class is snobbish is both explored and 

questioned. 
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