
‘Wild Oats’ by Philip Larkin 
 
Content 
Larkin recounts the story of his failed engagement and his obsession with his ex-fiancée’s more 
attractive friend. 
 
Theme 
Lust, self-esteem, memories, youth.  
 
Persona 
The poem is written from the first-person perspective of a speaker reflecting retrospectively on 
his past experiences, as indicated by the use of the first-person pronoun ‘I’ and the use of the 
past tense in the opening lines: ‘About twenty years ago / Two girls came in where I worked’. 
The fact that the speaker is looking back on his life is also illustrated by Larkin’s use of 
parentheses in the second stanza to reflect on his interpretation of events: ‘She was trying / 
Both times (so I thought) not to laugh.’ 
 
Context 
The poem recounts Larkin’s real life experiences, as he was once engaged to a woman called 
Ruth Bowman who had a beautiful friend named Jane Exall, whom Larkin was in love with. 
 
Form & Structure 
• The poem consists of three eight-line stanzas written in free verse (no fixed metre or rhyme 

scheme).  
• Larkin’s use of enjambment throughout, as seen in lines such as ‘Gave a ten-guinea ring / 

I got back in the hand’, contributes to the poem’s offhand, conversational tone by 
replicating the rhythms of natural speech and adds to the reader’s sense that the speaker 
was never particularly invested in his relationship with his ex-fiancée by conveying an 
impression of flippancy and glibness.  

 
Language & Imagery  
• Larkin uses contrasting images in the first stanza to present the two women in the poem, 

capturing his attraction to the first through his use of a nature metaphor to describe her as 
a ‘bosomy English rose’ and then juxtaposing this image with the image of ‘her friend in 
specs I could talk to’ in order to show that his lack of attraction to the second woman made 
her less intimidating to him.  

• The image of his ex’s attractive friend ‘trying not to laugh’ in the second stanza suggests 
the speaker’s self-consciousness around her and his fear of her ridiculing him.  

• His obsession with his ex-fiancée’s friend is conveyed through the way he refers to her 
using the adjective ‘beautiful’ in the second stanza and his disclosure in the third stanza 
that ‘In my wallet are still two snaps / Of bosomy rose with fur gloves on.’ This image 
shows that he still thinks about her and views her as the perfect woman, despite the passage 
of twenty years.  

• Larkin uses the metaphor of a ‘shooting-match’ in the first stanza to present the world of 
romance as a violent confrontation. This metaphor conveys his cynical view of romantic 
relationships due to its connotations of aggression and one-upmanship.  

• The image of the ‘ten-guinea ring’ in the second stanza is symbolic of the speaker’s 
engagement, while his acknowledgement that she gave it back to him symbolizes the failure 



of their relationship and presents it in cold, transactional terms which convey his lack of 
feeling for her.  

• Larkin’s use of the metaphor ‘Rehearsals’ in the final stanza to describe his meetings with 
his ex-fiancée suggests that their whole relationship was merely a trial run and reinforces 
the idea of failure by suggesting that it never progressed any further.  

 
Tone 
• Larkin’s use of the informal noun ‘specs’ in the first stanza and the discourse marker ‘well’ 

in the last stanza create a conversational tone, as though the reader is a friend to whom he 
is telling this story.  

• The speaker’s dismissive, matter-of-fact tone as he reports the trajectory of his failed 
relationship in fairly emotionless, factual terms – ‘met / At numerous cathedral cities’ – 
conveys his lack of feeling for his ex-fiancée, in contrast to his passion for her friend.   

• His tone is wry, matter-of-fact and self-mocking as he describes the end of his engagement 
as ‘an agreement’ between him and his ex-fiancée ‘That I was too selfish, withdrawn, / And 
easily bored to love’ – an admission that creates dark humour by acknowledging that their 
‘parting’ was down to his faults and simultaneously his disinterest in his partner. 

• Larkin’s acknowledgement that his obsession with ‘bosomy rose’ has been responsible for 
his lifelong loneliness is conveyed through the musing, rueful tone of the poem’s closing 
line, in which he speculates that they have been ‘Unlucky charms, perhaps.’ 

 


