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CHAPTER I: DEVELOPMENT OF STYLE AND CRITICAL RECEPTION

Dav1d Tlmms beglns his book on Phlllp Larkln w1th the.
assertlon that "Phlllp Larklntls the best poet England now
has..l, This kind of comment on his stature is finally begin- -,
. nlng to have some currency. Martln Scofield, for instance,
testifies that Larkin “has come to be cons1dered by many
people as the best Brltlsh poet writing-today", 2 and Hermann
Peschmann says that Larkln 1s "quite slmply the most 1mpor—
tant poet of his generation".3 Donald Davie honours Larkln 5.
achievement by calling him "the effective unoff1c1al ‘laureate
of post-1945 England",4 and even his detractors (and they are
legionf, people such as Arthur Obergglallow that Larkin is a
"figure larger_than,other poets who happen to be around”.
.Philip_Larkin, without question, has risen to the stature.of‘
a major contemporary poet.

‘Beyond critical recognition, the esteem in'whichnﬁarkin
is held by other poets shows in the public pralse accorded
him by such figures as W H. Auden, Roy Fuller, Ted Hughes,
Thom Gunn, Seamus Heaney, John Betjeman, Alan Brownjohn, and
Robert l,owell.6 Additionally, his distinction as a poet-
critic has'resulted in therhonour inen him in his commission

to edit The Oxford Book of'TwentiethJCenturx English Versel7

The last poet to be accorded that recognition was William
'Butler Yeats, in 1936, And as recently as 1976 Larkln was
- awarded the prestigious "Shakespeare Prize" (for outstandlng

British contributions. to European culture), .a compliment which



) Anthony Thwalte, and Donald Dav1e, for example, were éll

B oudly advocatlng and defendlng Larkln S talent An the flftles

2

- ) . . v

was last given to an Engiish poet_@hen it was awarded to John

Masefield in 1938. These distinctions -- and the list is by

”

no means- complete -- are'an'index of the recognition which
Larkin finally enjoys, a recognition which has not come easily.

- The most telling truth about Larkin's rise to prominence *
1s that it has not been untll the seventles that he has ' \
#*, . .

recelved from the world of criticism the degree of recognltiOn

which he'deserves.8 And. %p,splte of "an increase in: the number g 9

123

of Crltlcs who are willing to pralse his work, such late

recognltlon remalns somewhat subdued by a tradit;on of L

countervalllng negatlve cr1t1c13m. Whlle Larkln has always : “ﬁ .

-

had a !arge readership and is- a poet whose books are bought™,

and read by the publlc, his reoeptlon by the world of criti- - - o

l' .

cism, on the other hand has been .an uneven one, Hls more ~

apprec1at1ve crltlcs have become bltter about this fact. In™. :
a symp051um on contemporary poetry whlch was held in 1972‘ih‘ S -

the pages; of The Rev1ew,.cllve James noted_that.

. : . * . . ) ?' B

. s . =] . ,

Perhaps the most encouraging thlng about DR
the last ten years is the way Larkin hasg LR
. emerged into unassailable unigueness R
despite criticism's failure to -do its job, I %,
Criticism has never managed. to demonstrate . ™.
-- although reviewing has mahaged to asSBrt -— o
Larkin's quality as 3 poety it has cavilled,
carped and higgled at his work but has been _;,‘,
unable to celebrate his felicities except S N
in parentheSLS. R : .t ,

- . - - ’

. "W " .

Whlle thls is not unlversally true - John Waln, D. J Enright, , 'i_
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P phh ' s t._
‘-and131xt1es —, the ev1dence1.for the most part supports
> . James' .andlctment of the Crltlcal world The Carpihg and

’ r(\.»r .
qullllng gnd nlggliﬁg of WhlGh he speaks contlnues on. lnto

-

InwaJLepture glven at Oxfordaon March 12

—

“*'  the pYesent. 1975,
e _ ;

" P . i . !

" ',Jab@,Wain;‘after a close-analysls of Larkin' s "How Distant",

o

h‘Fﬁelt ébmpelledtto,saf:

B “.';-
B .

-

»oo 1 apologlse for .the“ponderous shreddlng .
f'é- 4 out of this beautlfully lucid poem;

e e - my- excuse must Pe the monumental thick-

I heaqedness ‘with which Larkin's poetry is |
S “Sften approaphed"there is no explanatlon,
e = “m' . however otlose, that is not needed by

o R somebody.lo ST }
. J-“ L R
R , .

= Larkin, then, has arrlved at hls new stature as a major
L el - \

contemporary poet w1th the ald.of only a handful of advocateni

@ 'grltics‘and an apprecratlve readlng publlc. And to an extent

_he has arraved desplte what James has referred to as,"all the
N boom, bﬂsI§End sweaty rumble of the llterary roller Ferby“:ll

LT However, before taklng a shorthand look at some of the more !

Lo CL Ry
R . "?ﬁcf *

oﬂpromlnent perspectlves of Larklnlan cr1t1c1sm lt.ls worth

!

!
“Qggkr brﬁnglng the poetry into focus by way of %
: ‘ i

1

O ofjhls development as a poet SN
v e |

‘ If we do not, count Larkln s XX Poems (19Fl

which was

. ff-publlshed 1n a. llmrted edition of 100° coples,} he has four
J - l

‘volumes of poetry 1n the publlc view. bhey 1hclude

x ihe North Shlp (1945), The Less Decelved {1955),, The Whltsun

13

Weddlngs (1964), and ngh Wlndows (1974) It is standard.

"L - ‘. . -
“ practlce to view Larkln as a poet who develops away from- what

Y

Roger Bowen has refsrred to as the, mgelf-conscious lyr1c1sm
v QW‘ | o > ‘-.' “‘\’ .
k- ¢ A '

P o . . .
. .- .
. . : L . .'.—"; : A e 1

\
]
‘

m

oo i, b
brief analysis

J
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'of The North -Ship to a more mature, "spare torie"14 in - .

The Less Deceived, a tone which iS‘then sustained in the:

Golnmesnﬁhioh follow. The growth of Larkln s sens;blllty,

his development as a poet 1s also seen centrally as having

to do with a movement away from the influence-of Yeats and-~ ..
tOWards discipleship under Hardy. This shift is.seen both by -
Larkin's critics and Larkin himself as the &iscarding of an
early romanticadméuISe for the sake of a more tough-minded‘

maturity. When The North Ship was reprlnted in 1966, it con- |

talned an '1ntroductlon _;n_uhlch Larkln claimed his new

dlsc1plesh1p under Hardy's lnfluence, ‘and referred to the
early 1nfluence of Yeats with a sense of embarrassment.. He
noted that "The predomlnance of Yeats in’ thls volume deserves
some explanatlon.",,and told how Vernon Watklns visited "the
'ﬁndlish Club" in ngord in 1943 and “swamped us with Yeats"

Larkin was enthusiastic and impressed, and

As a reésiult I spent the next three years
trying to write like Yeats, not - -because ‘I
liked his péfsonality or understood his
ideas but out of infatuation with his music
(to use the word I think Vernon used).’

In falrness to myself it .must be admitted
that it is a particularly potent music,
pervasive as garlic®, and has ruined many

a better. talent. - . .

.

Larkin included in the reprlnt an additional poem, one from '

<

XX Poems entltled "Waltlng for breakfast" whlch, he said, he,
added as a "coda" and whlch “sh0ws the Celtic fever abated
and the patient.sleeping'soi.lndly".l5 And indeed it does. *The

first stanza reads like a pastiche of Eliot:



;

Waiting for breakfast, while she brushed her hair,
I looked down at the empty hotel yard :
Once meant for coaches. Cobblestones were wet,
But sent no light back to thé loaded sky,

Sunk as it was with mist down to the roofs.
Drainpipes and fire-escape climbed up

Past rooms still burning their electric light: 16
I thought: Featureless morning, featureless night.

Al

In its sharp rendition of feeling made precise through an )

objective correlative,-the poem is quite different from the

- characteristic poem "XXIV" of The North Ship ‘where the "Celtic

fever" Larkin refers to is running very high:

Love, we must part-now; do not let it be -

_ Calamitous and bitter. 1In the past .
There has been too much moonlight and self-pity: - °
Let us have done with it; for now at last : !
Never has sun more boldly paced the sky,

Never were hearts more eager to be free,

To kick down worlds,. lash forests; you and I
No longer hold them: we are husks, that see
The grain going forward to a different use.

There is regret. Always, there is regret.

But it is better that our lives unloose,

As two tall ships, wind-mastered, wet with light,
Break from an estuary with their courses set

And waving part, and waving drop from sight.17
, ' G

The major difference in sensibility between the two poems
. ‘ &

lies in the more empirical, more visual-concrete realism of .
. B S -

. A
the later "Waiting for breakfast".. Long after Larkin came

~ under the influence of Hardy's poetry, he was to claim that

When I came to Hardy it was with the sense

of relief that I didn't have to jack myself

up to a concept of poetry that lay outside
. my own life -- this is perhaps what I felt
Yeats was trying to make me do. One could
simply relapse into one’s own life and
write from it.18 : *



i
[3)

Larkin hefe coihcidentally gives us an appropriate disfinction.
between the gwo Boems just quoted. Poe@ "XXIV" appears to:be
written out of a "concept of poeﬁry", a notion that the poetic
requifes the infinitely sad théme registered in the language
of romantic fefrain. It is a poem, therefore, whichiis held
together by a cliché form. “Waiting for breakfast", on the‘
other hand, while not thematically exciting, is'créfted in
such a way that the emction éxpreséed is more iﬁdividual.. itél
individuality is assured by the empiricai base of its seﬁting;
Larkin's development és a pdet is very much in accordance with
this kind of a shift in perspective; away_frbm.the palgly
romantic ana toward a more solid grounding of his attention to
the immediate physical world.

The standard view ig thét it is due to thé influence of

~ ,
Hardy that we find in.The Less Deceived, as Hermann Peschmann

_ put it, "s new note of personal authenticity and ironic
questioning of experi-ence".19 For the most part, this is
true, and if we add to this view three other important facts,
we can begin to realize the reality of Larkin's fuller
‘development.

First, there is the additional fact of his connection
with the Movement group, a group whose loosely similar aims
had their effect on Larkin's poetic; second; Larkin's shift
to the fionic stance is a 5it less sudden than the standard
view allows; and thirdly, there is the continuation of a more
tempered romantic impulse in Larkin's more mature work. This '’

latter fact is the one most usually overlooked by his critics,



e 7
‘and will become 1mportant to our concerns in thls study.
One of the dlfflcultles in plac1ng Larkln in the
Movement group‘lles=1n the fact that the group ‘tends to be

-unlformly con51dered a pretty smug’ lot.. Therterm "Meﬁement"\

»

has become a label for a group Who now suffer the scorn of

critics such as Ian Hamilton, who has said "that: "Tpday,

»

looking back on. thé poets included in'NEW'Linee (the Enright

team, plus Thom Gunn), it seems dlfflcult to concelve of
N arldlty more notable than thelrs.?zp And A, Alvarez has

\=4.

plnned the Movement 1dent1ty to Larkin's poetry by referrlng
I'
to "Church Going" as a kind ofiset—plece. In his popular

The New Poetry' {1962), he has said;

The pieties of the Movement were as
predictable as the politics of the thirties'
poets. They ‘are summed up at the beglnnlng
of Philip Larkin's 'Church-g01ng"

'Hatless, I take off
My cycle-clips in awkward reverence. '

This, in concentrated form, “is the image of
the post-war Welfare State Englishman, shabby
and not concerned with his appearance; A
poor —- he has a bike, not & car; gauche but
full of, agnostic piety: underfed underpald
overtaxed, hopeless, bored, wry.él

" The tendency has been to see the Movement-group as an inhib-

.
1ted spec1es, low-key and bored and if 2t all animated,

‘anlmate@ by a severlty of 1rony. This view has recently been

ably contested by Bl

e Morrleon ‘but in spite of that, it

' - f K - . .
still remains a stanfard way of viewing Larkin's work to see

it as the glib prcduct of'thefMevement.zz_
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If the Movement can be said to have an effect on Larkln s

- development it is an effect which transcends the rigid conr

fines of Alvarez's caricature and is related to an essential

growth toward a quality of'reelism ' When Robert Conquest

‘wrote his 1ntroductlon to New Llnes (1956), the anthology

‘ Whlch was meant to publlc1ze the Movement poets, he was

anxious to-underscore_the fundamentally empirical base of the

poetry. He said:

If one had briefly to dlstlngulsh this
poetry of the fifties from its predecessors,
I believe the most 1mportant point would be

. that it submits to no great systems of

~~  theoretical constructs nor agglomerations of
unconscious commands. ' It is free from both
mystical and logical compulsions and -~ like
modern philosophy -- is empirical in its’

. attitude to all that comes. .This reverence
for the real person or event is, indeed,
part of the. general intellectual amblence
(in so far as that it is not blind or
retrogre551ve) of our time.23

(my emphasis)

'-It-was this .essentjally "empirical“ intensity of mind, a

-consc1ous attention to the physmcal world, whlch was to become

the fundamental perspective of Larkln s poetry after

The North Shlp.

An attentlon to the physlcal world ltself as source of
poetic 1nsp1ratlon, as opposed to the world of art, the.

"poetic" world, was at the theoretical base of the Movement

poetic as Congquest saw it. . It is the same 1nt1macy with the
'1mmed1ate which Larkln saw as the. honest center of Hardy's

t. poetlc._ If Larkin chooses_to account for his development as



9
&
a poet by way of saylng that after The North Shlp, "I looked

to Hardy rather than Yeats as ny 1deal and eventually a more -
atlonal approach ‘less hysterical and emphatlc, asserted it-
sel% “,24 we should add that the basic emp1r1c1sm of that
approach was also nourished by his‘qonnection with the Move-
ment. Much later we will. see that he can be connected with
the Imagists and with D. H. Lawrence, in thls empirical blas.
The quallty of realism which Larkin's poetry develops
toward is also alded by an amblence of 1rony which can be
associated w1th_the Movement. In part, the Movement poets
were reacting against the romantic temperament -of much of the
poetry of the forties. As Blake Morrison has said: '
The important thing as far as the development
of the Movement is concerned is that from the
mid-forties on Amis and Larkin were to be
increasingly set against the fashionable neo-
Romanticism of the day, and to work towards a

poetry that was tougher, more sceptical, and
deliberately down to earth.

In their sceptioiem the Movement poets were characterized by:
an anonymous reviewer as "anti-phoney“ and "anti-wet" (anti-
'romantic).2§ MuchlLarkinian criticisﬁdhae ‘tended to turn
these terms toward the negative, and mistake a quality of
frankness in his poetry for .a kind of cynicism. More of that
.later. The important point:about irony . in re;ation to

' Larkin‘s development is that'it'is;a quality which can be
found even in the early work tamlng the romantic impulse.

at the same time, it is a quallty whlch is not as thorough-

going in the later work das many would have us believe.-



. T 1Qs. -

We said earlier that the §taﬂdafd’view of Larkin's _
. development was that, as a result of the influence of Hardy,

he suddenly found a more ironic voice, a voice which is aud-

ible in the tones of The Less Deceived, and one which is in

direct opposition to what Roger Bowen characterized as the

9éelf—conscious lyricism"z'7 of The North Ship. Even though

that volume is, overall, a romantic one, Blake Morrison has
qualified that view of it by pointing to a slightly deeper
level of meaning in poem "III". Morrison shows how Larkin has
takén the opening lines of Arnold's "Dover Beach” ("The sea
is calm Eonighthhg tide is full, the moon lies fair") and
compressed them just as he also debunks them:

The moon is full tonight

And.hurts'thg eyes, . 8 3

It is so definite and bright.
In other words, small as it might be, there is nevertheless
evidence here which points to the fact’ that Larkin's_irony is
already quigtly present, in at least some of the ﬁoetry, as
early as 1945, Additionélly, both Roger Bowen and Peter
' Perguson have very recently written articles based on their
reading of XX Poems. The title of Ferguson's essay is
"Philip Larkin's XX Poems: The Missing Link", a title which
is iﬁtended to indicate that the limited edition of this‘l951

“vqlume of poemg provides us with the bridge from the early

romanticism of The North Shig'to the more ironic disposition

. of The Less Deceived. It is pointed out in this article, and

also in Bowen's "Poet in Transition: Philip Larkin's
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XX Poems", that many of the poems in XX Poems were later

published again in-The Less Dece;ved ‘and the number is

substantial -- thirteen of the twenty. Bowen notes that,
properly viewed,'"the 16 new poems which make up that volume

(The Less Deceived) only pursue the style Larkin had begun to

develop in XX Poems". Bowen sees that style as characterized
by a "controlled use of metaphor“ and a “confidence in the
ironic voice“.29 . The upshot of this revised deilneatlon of
Larkin's development is that one can now see that his growth
+o maturity of style was more gradual than'was previously
assumed. Bdded to Morrison's discovery of Larkin' s early
irony, the 1n51ght helps to scramble further the blunt view

that Larkin's development is toward an 1rony whlch.ls first

employed in The Less Decelved.

Equally -important is the fact that Larkin's early roman—

tic 1mpulse is still present in The Less Decelved Its

quality is. altered, but it is there, transformed 1nto a more.
able presentation through craft and richer than the "Celtlc

fever" which anlmates The North Ship. What begins to emerge

is the realization that Larkln 8 development as a poet 1s
quite other than a simple shlft from the thoroughgoing
romantic to the thoroughgoing ironic. Hls growth 1s one which
has been a blossomlng attrlbutable to the deepenlng of the
roots of two impulses, the romantlc and the 1ron1c.. Thls v1ew
is not the less accurate for being unusual but since it 1s
unusual it 1s hest brlefly explained by way of a short demon~
stration;of.what:we mean by the "romantlc" 1mpulse 1n ‘his .

mature work.
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In a comment Larkin once made in response to a question
A . Ch :

posed by Ian Hamilton, he gives us a hint as tp the nature of:,

o
his development: » ‘ *® ' o

HAMILTON: One final, rather broad question.
How would you characterlze your development &
* as a poet from The North Ship to . (
The Whitsun Weddings? ' N
LARKIN: 1 suppose 1'm less likely to write .
a really bad poem now, but possibly equally ' '
less likely to write a really good one. .
If you can call that development, then I've
develope Kipling said somewhere that when
you can gE one thing really well, then do
somethingl else. Oscar Wilde said tkat only
‘mediocrities develop. I just don't know.
I don't think I want to change- just to
become better at what I am.

. e )

"I don't think I want to change, just Become better at what I
am.," In that final comment Larkln glves us, very casually, a
way of accurately understandlng that his development is &
matter of further refining what'he already does well. .Rather
than singularly a staft from a romantic to an ironic 1mpulse
the evidence of the poetry suggests a versatlllty of attention,
an aolllty to dlsclpllne both impulses by way of an extra-
ordinary talent for eﬁgaging the weight and texture_of the
physical world in the exploratlve thought process of the

poems. This is the most 1mportant fact about Larkin's develop-
ment as a poet. The view of him as only an ironic poet has
been respon51ble for the most lop-sided, patch—eyed criticism
of his work: to date. It is a central concern of thlS study

to develop a more just criticism of his work in thls regard

Larkin's poetry is, in Robert Conquest's words, "emplrlcal
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‘. ;1n 1ts,att1tu@§ to all that comes"w

The Less Deceived as 1ndlcat1ve onlY'of Larkin's growth to -~

> ' CA ¥ 4’
sceptlgﬂsm .and 1rony; the s;ngle e;ample of "Weddlng’Wde"
4

'.ﬂﬁ That he must:go-and shut it leav1ng me - .* 3 T,
"

.. R . 4 ‘- Lo Rad

2L to sa§ whlchpls dec1dedly
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. A :
not at the same tfrg taglmply that'lt &s muﬁed unromatlc,‘gq.
s * < M - @ : . ﬁ ..
or coldly objectlve., As caveatfto those crltlcs who would‘see

l .

s ‘ .
< from\that vo&ume,f stands as staqtllng ev1dence agampst suéh
’ ! . . BN 3 -2 L
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The.w1nd;51ew allrhy weddldﬁ ~day, ®.°

AAﬁa my, wedding-~night was the: night of.«he’ hlgh winds
*'And a stablegdoor was bandging, again And agalnfa

Stupld in candlellght hearing rain, = -, = T

Seelng my face in the twisted dandlestick, L
-Yet Seeing nothing. When he came back - &t .
" He .said the horses were restless, and I was sad e
That any man or beast that nlght should lack " - 4 -
The happlness I had '“~-_ , , o '

Le g

-

'Now' in the day
All's ravelled under "the sun by the wind's blOW1ng.
"He has gone to look ati“the floods, and I
Carry a chipped pail to the chicken-run,
Set it down, and stare.., All is:wind
Hunting through clouds and forests, thrashlng
My apron and the hanging cloths on the line. -. -
Can it be borne, this bodying-forth by wind
Oof joy my ‘actions turn on, like . a thread
Carrying beads? Shall I be let to sleep
Now this perpetual morning shares my bed?
.Can even death dry up
These new delighted lakes, conclude 32
: Our kneellng as cattle by all- generous waters?

- \.

"Weddlng Wlnd“ is not entlrely representatlve of the contents

of The Less Deceived; it is’ less 1ronlc, more open to experl—

ence than some other poems in the volume. But-ls.ls a poem

‘which, fh its dramatic lyricism, absence of”ifony, and cautious

reach toward a beauty of 31gn1f1cance ‘out ‘of the ordlnary,

2

stands as an indication of the survmval of Larkln 8 more

% ' ¢ _.’ "AA' ...-.113\'.'.-"
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'romantlc impulse beyond The North p

, TLhere is none of the "self-consclous lyr1c1sm of the

poems we find in The North Sh;p,.but ‘neither is there only a

2

"spare tone".33 What we have here is a rare instance in which
: - -

we can trust the tale, and also trust the teller; the poem is®

. an excellent example of Larkin .as “better at what I am". By

contrast with poem FXXIVﬁ_of The North Ship, which is written
out ofla_“concept of poetry", and written as a result, with
worn lines likeh“Tﬁere is regret. Always, there is regret",
"Wedding wind" is markedly ﬁore concrete and well crafted.
The strong sense of 1mmed1acy in the poem is remlnlscent for
example, of D H Lawrence.'
its able grasp of a llVlng consc1ousness of the physical

world is also remlnlscent of Ted Hughes' "Wlnd" . arpoem-

which 51m11arly enacts a notion. of | exlstence as both strongly

" physical and'wondrous. Thls ls an aspect -of Larkin's work

which has been pretty well" pushed to the 51de by a tradltlon
of cr1t;c1sm which sees him as a,lessuengaged, more w1thdrawn

pocet than an association with either Lawrence or Hughes Qodld

—seem to imply.

J.

The 1nwardness of the speaker, and hef senSe of wonder

in sexual fulflllment is. ‘well caught in the quality of

. o
nervousness whlch is also present in the symbollcally spatse.

K

and violated surroundings.: The religiouS'impulse,\hinted at

. in the feellng of awe- and in the analoglcal structure of the
.language ("candlellght" "beads", "kneellng as cattle") is -

.gestured toward without, being futly embraced. Therée is the
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reserve hére @f:a‘boet who‘has acquired.a qualityjﬁf'scep—
ﬁicism.‘:But it is not a sceﬁticism which.igiﬁerely ironical,
retitent, or.detached. "Wedding Wind" is & poem'written out
of a roqaﬁtic imbuiéé which has been matured by a quglifying.
empiricism of perspective. In terms of Larkin's aeveiopment,

it stands as evidence of the persistence of an open, more

risky impulse in his poetry after The North Ship. The sur-
vival of this tendency in Larkin's poetry, in spité of his
tutelege under Hardy aﬂd his connection with the Movement
‘group, is usually overlooked by his more negative critics.
It is therefore appropriate that we note "Wedding wind"
'immediately pfior to a discussion of the majoF critical
responses to Larkin's work, for if there is a ;redominant note
in Larkin criticism,‘it.is the one which claims tﬁét he is
basically a glib, ironic, and ﬁétached writer. s |

The most bersistent-and thé most negative-label which‘is -
;ttached to the poetry of Philip Larkin is one wﬁich; fér
'varioﬁS»reasQns, tags Him‘a; a pdét.;f‘defachment. The'lébel
is a convenient allocation of*given Movemént traits to Larkin
as their fineét graduate. . An anonymous. reviewer's description”
6f_the Movement in l954“is?one which.manf subsequeﬁt critics
work from in their analyses -of Larkin's7poe£ry. That reViewéf_,
‘provided a ste;eotype mould in which his work is still éést by
more recent critics:. | | | | | B

It (the ﬁovement) is borea by the despair
of the 'forties' not much interested in

‘suffering, and extremely impatient of poetic
sensibility, especially poetic sensibility
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o about "the wrlter and soc1ety R
Lo .So it's- goodbye to all those r;%her sad &

Little Magazine and "experlmental writing". e-

M .f-- little discussions about "how the writer, 0 7 R -
R ‘ ought toé live", and it's gdodbye to the. ' ?---

The Movement, as well .as being antd-s: s .
phoney, is anti-wets sceptlc%l robust-, .. ~ -, S e

: - ironic, prepared to be as comfortable as - @
D possible-in a wicked, ¢commercial, .-

| threatened worlgd which doeenvt look ‘ S T

.. anyway, as if ifs“geing to be changed mich " -
{ by a cohgle‘pf handfuls“ofoyoung Ehgllsh -
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The adjectlves he useS° "bored" _" patlent". "antl—weg:

sceptlcal nqbust 1ron1c are. not\used in a dlsparaglng ijf

“.manner, but. ar: mean: here, rather,'as deacriptlon. Yet lt is
"from that very cluste% of words and thé%accumulatlon of them
‘lnto the tagglng of*a\spec1f1c psychologloal type hat much
“of the negatlve cr1t1c15m of Larkln flnds 1ts gene81s. “Much |
Larkln cr1t1c15m,' "*that is,-is aimed at the psychologlcal
base of the poetry, a base whlch 1é\mlstak1ngly seen _ as
'-embodylng some of the least-engaglng of the Movement poets'

l‘tralts. Consequently, the notlon of Larkln as an urbane,

bored gllb and detached wrlter was a promlnent one on unl—

: yer51ty campuses 1n England durlng the late flftles and early‘

siﬁtie3r It is a view. whlch John Wain attempted to dlspel in
’his eeéay,”"Engagement or Wlthdrawal? Some Notes on the Work
Fof Phlllp Larkln“ 36 But for all of its ability to‘demon-;"

strate Larkin's novelistic: talent as a poet a talent which\

7is, in ”The Whitsun Weddings" also a participant ability

having to do with Larkln 5 fundamentally empathetlc imagin-

ation, the view of him as a sourgpoet of withdrawal persisted
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R N -and pemeists. ™Mo L. Rosenthal in his“inflﬁentiél The Modern:

- . ‘e .

L L - '
. e Poets (l960) had sald of Larkln-that “he N -

o ——— o * TN N e e o

...';'.‘ - e @ 1& typlcal of"a yeounger grouw of self-—

,snuﬁbers -and self-loathers. {who,

’ T £he o nevertheless, .Mfavé never thought o put
S To =~ - dpwn their wretthdd mirrors). He.is"
i - .~ foréver promising to be a wit .and then
. ® _  »:*: appedling to the. reader to pity
Yo w“ & ‘dnstead., It is another tdzrn=on that patty
. B e bitterness—about li¥e that Betjeman too
. "o W . sometimes exhibits -~ not-a, workd's
L ‘sorrow and loss of. meanind; .but the
: .- _ ‘5§llenness of ‘a man who finds-squalor in
‘ R CT ey his™own splrlt and fears to liberate
R L B hlmseif £rom 16‘37 o . :
=~ . . ' " ’ s o "- "‘."z T l e 1.
. ‘ . Y . ~M . . . : \ 3 . ‘ ' o
.+ ™~ And in his later hpok, The New Poets (1967), Rbsenthal was to
. *Q : “ ' * . ) L ’ - . :
- I - 2 say- that a ﬂfundamental;lugubriousﬁessfmarks} and mars, much
< - . D S . e el to . 7 _' 7
T, “of Larkin‘s writing-despite its “colloquial ease and half-

confe551onal natumalness 38 More recently,rcalvin_Bedient
S ‘

has glven us: what amounts to a portralt of Larkln as a poet'

s

of w1thdrawal. In hleéElght-Contemporary Poets he condemnS:

r'd

him with faint praise:

Poet though he is of the essential absence
from life itself, he yet makes. himself
present as regret that it must be so; and
for all his defeatism it is easy to find
him a sympathetic figure as he stands at the

- window, trying not to cloud it with his |
breath, mourning the winter casualties,
concerned to be there even.though convinced
beyond all argument that, like everythlng
else, his concern is gratuitous.

The figure Bedient creates here is but a slight'variation on
a portralt .given in an earlier essay, where he renders Larkln

. as "a wise ghosﬁ”, who "observes life half w1stfully, half
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coldly, from the further s1de“ 40 Thls klnd of comment .

‘ becomes staple fare in the world of rev1ew1ng._ An anonymous

reviewer ‘in The Vqulnla Quarterly Rev1ew, for example,asees-

Larkln as "a somewhat bitter swan- plunglng down the waters of’

' the so-sad Thames" .41 And Erlc Homberger refers to Larkin as

"The saddest heart 1n kthe postwar supermarket“ A2 While .some
g thS see hlm as a sort of poet as cry-baby, others, such
as J. M. Newton, see hlm as maudlln—perverse.' In & review of

The Whitsun Weddings, Newton has said that there is no

"delicate generous spirit struggling against defeat" ih ,
Larkin's poetr?, but-only "a ratherimean.sourneés and miseéry
and putting these into poetry seems to be the poet's way to
feeling a llttle more ‘comfortable and complacent with them" }43
The viewvthat Larkin is a poet who 1s~w1thdrawn_from the
.world'is as much the result of a certaiu notion as to what
his themes are as it is also.of-the notion”that'his'ground-
tone is one of despair. Geoffrey Thurley says of |
"Mr. Bleaney" that it is a-poem which "really adumbrates the
great theme of all of Larkin's work: failure“.44 And Martin
Seymour-Smith says that “Larkin's subject:is self—deprecation,
" sexual defeat, decay".45 All in all, it has- become a firm |
convention in the world of  Larkin criticism to see him as
a profoundly pessimistic poet.46\
Larkin is seen as a detached writer because cynical,-or
" bored, or‘Sad‘ or defeatist Collected together, the comments

quoted above pro:ect,an image of him as a poet of misery, a

bored and detached pe531mlst who at best is a moaner and at

e T
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Qoret is doWnright soured and Swiftian. This view of Larkin
asﬁe withdrawn oessimist remains current today, and is the
view'whic?'ﬁost'obecures‘his reei“achievement.' Interestingly,
on this point,iLerkin,‘who ie-otherwise extremely reticent
about his own work, hes addreseed‘tﬁe eritics who see him as
a dreary connoisseur of failure. 1In an interview with_Iaﬁ

Hamilton, he has said:

One thlngg[slc] I do feel a sllght
restiveness about is being typed as
someone who has carved out for himself

a uniquely dreary life, growing.older,
having to work, and not getting things he
wants and so on -- is this so different
from everyone else? I'd like to know how
all these romantic reviewers spend their
time -- do they kill a lot of dragons,
for instance? If other people do have
wonderful lives, then I'm glad for them,
but T.can't help feellng that my miseries
are overdone a bit by the critics.4? '

The good-humoured question, "do they klll a lot of dragons,
for 1nstance?" 15 one which: Larkln asks as a way of 1nd1cat1nd
that ‘he, at least, considers hlmeelf to be a realist, neither
a poet of "bleak wanhope" 48 sor a lotus—eater. I shall later
attempt to show that the record of the poetry itself bears out,
the truth of Larkln -8 clalm that hls "mlserles are overdone a

bit by the critics".: Taken as a,whole,.each.volume of

Larkin's work contains poems which are relentless in their

attention to the dismal aspects of human eigerience. Lerkin

v

is a poet who deals frankiy with transiency and deeth as

themes. But additionaily,;each volume also- contains poeme

which . manage to praisé{life while at the same time keepihg a

-~
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steady eye on lg% bleaker-aspects. The- error of the "romantlc ;
‘rev1ewers" is that they 1dent1fy Larkln s sen51b111ty -as .only

‘an ironic one.” It is a mlstake whlch we have already seen as
1nvolved 1n on@ ver51on of his development as a poet The
result is'a tendency on the part of“these critics, to emphaSLZeit
a tone of sardon1c1sm in Larkln s poetry, at the expense. of
other tones whlch also 1nform“hls work. We can later demon-':
strate that the sardonic is’ a tone which Larkin often

T

introduces in hls poetry only for the sake of dlsmlSSlng 1t

r T

as inadequate to the demands .0of experience. _

As opposed to the v1ew-of Larkin as a- detached wrrter,
there is another promlnent v1ew which sees hlm\as a poet ef .{_j{
the ordinary, a celebrator of common humanlty, a. poet whose'
colloqulal style glves the average person access to hlS poet1ci7
world. "It is a view whlch 1s generally a more compllmentary
one. Anthony Thwalte has sﬁld of Larkin that "In a stralght—
forward Wordsworthlan sense, he is a man speaklng to men
(though his detractors mlght put it that he is a chap chattlng?“
to chaps).' ? John Betjeman titles his review of "The Whltsun;
Weddings" with the words, "Common experlences f and says thaty
Larkin "has certalnly closed the gap between poetry and the
_publlc whlch the experlments and obscurlty of the past flfty

fyears have done so much to widen". 50 while "in the culmlnatlng

paragraph of his pamphlet on Larkln, Alan Brownjohn states.
that Larkin's is "a poetry which- catches and makes beautlful

the stuff of the experlence of common men 1n the twentleth

century“.SJ "The poetry 1tself:test1f1es-to ‘the accuracy of

-~
"
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these clalms. Larkln s poems are everywhere populated with
_ordlnary people llv1ng thelr plaln llves.e.His “Show Saturday"

and "To the Sea“ both from the recent ngh Wlndows, are -poems

Whlch are espec1alfy brllllant in thelr celebratlon of the
rituals of ordinary llfe,.and 1n “Born Yesterday" wfrom

The Less Deceived, the speaker wlshes for the newborn infant

(Sally. Amis) an untroubled ordlnary happlneSS' -

May you be ordinary:
Have, like other -women,
An average of tdlents:-
Not ugly, not good looklng, ;
Nothing uncustomary ‘ T B
To pull you off your balance,
That, unworkable itself; o
Stops all the rest from worklng. -
In fact, may you bevdull ~-- -
If that.is what a skllled
Vigilant, flexible, ' .

. - . Unemphasised, enthralled ° 5o

~ ~  iCatching of happlness is called

P

As we can'see from this'poem "Larkln does at times, trust the

values of the commonplace' and it 1s therefore appo51te of

Richard Sw1gg;lfor egample,.to call him the "Laureate of the

‘Ordinary",53 or‘of;Hernann_Peschmann to say that he is "the

~ poet of 1*‘homme moien sensuebiltheLaureate*of the dommon Man".
. feschmann adds that “Perhaps one should. add. though, 'of the T
rCommon Contemporary Man'. w34 But if for the nost part" thfs:
view of Larkln s 1dent1t§hls a compllmentary one, Wthh ls
1ntended to indicate the democratlc and untroubled way ln whlch )
¢ he is capable of show1ng what Peschmann refers to as a .
"com;a551onate tenderness for the suffering of others 55 it

is also angldentlty'for which .some’ crltlcs_have taken hlm to
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%ask,‘clgiming that it renders his work pedestrian aﬁd'evasive.

.-A. Alvarez is the ﬁdétﬁiﬂfluéntial éfitic to have seenr
Larkin's resort tp-fhe ordinafy in a diségreeable ligﬁt. He
_has yeéy'shatply'criticized what he perceives to-be the
attentions of the Mévement ppéts, and he ﬁeels‘that Larkin
tyﬁifiés their-desire to restore "poetry to the reélm éf
common sense". He claims that in "Church Going" Larkin has
tried to show that "the poet is not a strange creaturel
inspired; on the contrary, he is just like the man next'door.
- in,faét, he probably is the man next door".”® 1In that poem
it is the.ostensible:mediocrity of the speaker which Alvaréz‘
; objecté to. He registers‘a'worry_that Larkin's speaker rep-

e 3

resents a mentality which is evasive, one which is neither
alért to the world outside of England, nor to the urgency of
the modern Zeitgeist. In the end, -Alvarez's development of )

his objection builds into yet -another kind of case against

Larkin, one which is cast in terms of Larkin's timidity in
matters of psychological depth. That is' a case I shall deal‘
with shortly. To continue with the record of those who dis-
like his attenﬁién to ordinary éiperience and ordinéry values,

there is Richard Swigg{s observation in Poetry Nation Review,

written in the critical tradition of Larkin-as-psychic-failure;

Indeed, what marks Larkin off so distinctly

- from Auden's fumblings about the value of
being ordinary is the deathly inadequacies
which his contempt and clarity of purpose
bring him to celebrate. His is not just

. the case of the Philistine mind which
vearns for some semi-tragic prestige to gless
over his own reluctance to see beyond his
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undeveloped, withered feelings: Larkin's
Philistinism is, more unpleasantly, an
‘aspect of a very purposeful mind
dedicated to the breaking down, the
- dissolving away into multiplicity,
"ambivalences, of direct or definite
feeling. : -

Swigg later says in his essay that what he finds ultimatély

repulsive in Larkin islhis “total numbing of distaste for the
vulgarizea":.s7 For Swigé, Larkin's attention to the ordinary
is really nothing more than a fascination with the cheap and
taydry,'the‘preeccupation of a decadent mind. If Swigg sees .
Larkiﬁfs‘Philistiniem as a kind of mental disease, a leES
'dogmatic, but more casual critic, the poet . Charles Tomiinson,

sees Larkin's descent to the ordinary as indicative of "a

provincial laziness of mind adopted as public attitude and as

the framework for an equally provincial__verse".58 And'speak—

ing of Larkin's untroubled attitude to modernity as an -aspect
of form and of matter; John Press aligns Larkin's sensibility

with that of John Betjeman:

_His distaste for elaborate speculation
about the nature of poetry, his warm
approval of Betjeman's passionate,
exclusive love for 'Dear old, bloody .old

"England, ' his longing backward look at
the prelapsarlan innocence of English

_poetry in the days before the cosmopolitan
heirs of Symbolism brought. obscurity intod
the world, all point to one conclusion:
that Larkin is a classic example of the
provincial poet.59

4

Unlike Alvarez, Swigg, and Tomlinson, John Press is not inter-

ested in attacking Larkin; he is simply anxious to mark off
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the circumferenoe of Larkin's sensibility. Within the bounds
of that circle, one which ie narrowed to "most unpromising‘
material -- tﬁe boredom, the.inadequacy, the pointlessnees,
the nagging anxiety of suburban life in our day“ Press finds
Larkin to be "a poet who has endured 'a wretched width of
cold; with unfailing dignity and self—awareness“.60

As we can see, such variations on the theme of Larkin's
ordinariness can in fact differ widely in assessments of his
accomplishment as a poet. Perhaps the most interesting
variation of the perspective is fhe one which characterized
.Larkin as noE‘only laureate of the common man, laureate of
fordinany experience, but as the candid laureate of the new
post-war Welfare State England. Many analyses of Larkin's
achievement take. this oerspective on the poetry. Signific-
antly, they all stress his honesty, his willingness to confront
an England which ie immediately before his eyes. A. Kingsley
iWeatherhead, for example, sees the focal point of Larkin's
-poeefy to be not.simply the poetry of ordinary life; but the
poetry of the common humanlty of an England whlch has been
"dlstlngulshable for a generatlon or so", an England in which
"the eagles and trumpets are gone" and the whole nation has
settled down to.ordinary life. Speaking of the sixties,
.Weatherhead nectes that, |

During these years the glorious and the
flamboyant have gradually been edged out: of
life, corporate and private, in favor of the
safe, reasonable step, the considered

decision, the committee report: it is as
though Britain realized that it had lost its
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youth ‘and was determined to be -sensible,

to watch its weight and its-savings, and not
catch cold. And thére has developed a way
of life, not less wise, certainly not a whit
less moral, but less, so-to-say, photogenic:
in a word, ordinary.6l . ' ' :

- On the basis of this_pgrceptién'of_ﬁhé contemporary.Ehglish
social'temperament} Weafherhead.sees‘Larkin,‘a poet_who_“will
not pountenance a Split bgtweénilife and\poetry",é? aé the —
spokesman of thatwtemberament} an intelligent mah who;télls
the grey truth. lAs'a.resﬁlt:Weatherhead_can épp;éciafe the
béauty whigh_Larkin evqkésvin the ordinary hﬁmgnity qf‘a.poem
-sﬁch as “The'Whitsun Wedéihgs“,63 with its:imﬁediacy and
appreciationaof_dfdinafy ritﬁal. He finds:Lérkin to be a
poet capable of:ﬁinding‘moménts of beauty in the midst of thg
new prosaic order of English life.“

'

Another critic, Frederick Grubb, finds what he calls
Larkin's "provinciality" to be precisely what makes for the

sanity of his view of reality:

There 1s a rationale behind Larkin's
provinciality which must be.distinguished
from the parochial. The parochial is the
glorification of prudence, chosen through
self-interest, medioccrity or fear. A dirty
word to the mass media, the provincial is
the trust in roots, the refusal to be gulled,
the reservation of respect and enthusiasm
before the glamorous and the seductive,
which characterizes the man who is deter-
mined to start from the minimal, the known,
the dependable in his own thought and
experience. 64 |

It is these characteristics of sensibility which Grubb finds

in the attitude of the speakers in Larkin's poems. Of



26
"Afte;ﬁoons“, for example,. he says that it "is typical of
poeﬁs.whose kindly‘sfoicism:is British in its refusal of
‘:ggggg"' and although he reglsters 2 fear that Larkin might
_"end'as the John.BetJeman-of Little England" He mlght well
be reassured by hlS own good evidence, evidence which con-
:cludes that even though Lafkln -5 subject is "man and mans:
live and let live", he is not the poet'of c;lche experlence;

Grubb sees Larkin preeminently as the poet who’pierces the”

illusions of. "the paradis artﬁficiel"'and shows us the
.”reality of anxiepy and fear" whach, as in "Wants", lies just:
slightly behind our lives. It is in this "downright honesty';' .
of:Lafkin's perceptioﬁs, an honesty which very ofhen piefces

the veil of ordinary or common illusions, . which makes him.A

more than a "Jcohn Befjeman of. Little Em;;land".“:’-5

This quality of "honesty" is the one most often referred
-to by those critics and reviewers who 'respond appreciatively
to Larkin!s work. Speaking, for instance, of the "cumqlative
effect" of harkih's poetry, Stephen S; Hilliard has recently

said thata-

LY o

- o : ,
For me, his ability to face and live in a
world of ‘limited and uncertain meaning is
provocative; he accepts what drives other
poets to evasion or despair. I was'
attracted to Larkln by the wit and beauty

of his wverse, but' I ha{% come to value more
" its clear-voiced honesty.,at a time when many
of us conceal ourselves in rhetorlc or
retreat into silence. 6% :

v

Larkin, far from' Slmply hldlng within the citadel of the

commonplace, is really a poet whose candld attentlon to common
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e&pefiegce takes on a classical purport in its recognition of
iife as it ié lived, not as transformed into “rhétoric". And
this is'perhaps the most stimulating version of Larkin's:
accomplishmént.to daté. - As this study will eventually attempt:
to‘show, Larkin is above all a poet of witness, and his alert—-
-ness to the visage of the physical world is a scrupulous one.
He is a boet who writes out of a strong conviction that the
functlon of art is to record one's perceptions of the experi-
entlal world, not to 51mply express emotional states or
abstract 1deas. To that extent, the view of him as.a poet of
the coﬁmonpléce ané the ordinary is one which is'consonént
with his ‘own essentially empiticai tempef of imagination.
.Perhapé;the most influential critic to praisé the
-rightnéss of Larkin's conséﬁt to the ordinary, his facing up
to?the'realities of‘present day Englangd, is Donald Davie.
ngain, it isjthe:aCCuracy of Larkin's picture of English life
which Davie tesponds to. - We recognize, he says, that "the
England in his pdems is the England we . have iﬁhabited".67
And speaklng of the landscape in "The Whltsun Weddings", Davie
finds Larkln to bhe unconventlonally calm about the clutter which
other poets so naturally become hystériéal abouts:
And for Larkin indeed this éeems to be cone of
the rules of the game; there is to be no
historical perspective, no measuring of-
present and past. Canals and smashed cars
come along with hedges and cattle 51mply
because they come along like that in any
railway journey through England, as we all
know. And precisely because poem after poem

since The Waste Land has measured our present
'(usually seen as depleted) against our past

-t
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(usually sean as rlch), Larkints refusal
to do this is thoroughly refreshing --
- at last, we recognize with relief, we

can take all that for granted, take it as

read. It's in this that Larkin differs

from John Betjeman, whom he admires;

Betjeman is the most nostalgic of poets, '

Larkin the least.©8
For Davie, it is the contemporaneousness of Larkin's.glance
which is interesting. Davie, in an attempt to underline’
-Larkin's quiet reallsm -- as opposed oddly,; to the escapism
of Ted Hughes -- says that- he admires Larkin's wmlllngness +to
accept the fact that, in England, landscape is now totally
neutralized by 1ndustr1allsm, and that in the words of Malrl
MacInnes, "Humanlty has covered all, w69 ‘Though ‘worried about_
a potential pa551v1ty in the stance . Davie is nonetheless
respectful of the fact that-"Larkln as regards landscape and
archltecture and 1ndeed literature also, agrees to tolerate
the 1ntolerable for the sake of human solidarity with those

who don't flnd it tolerable at all w70 _In other words, Davie

considers Larkln's tolerance of squalor to.exist in the name
- of his respect for:the human being ahove all else. By com-~
parlson, other writers seem to Davie to be escapist. For
him, Larkin's apparent brovlhcialism is nothing more than an
honest ﬁaoing up to‘the diminished reality of contemporary
England. Davie would agree with Frederick Grubb's claim that
:"Larkln is the antidote of an- ex1le 7l_a poet who confronts
reality by staying home to pay witness.

- Lolette KubY's book on Larkin, An Uncommon.Poet For the

Common Man (1974), insofar as it deals with Larkin's focus on
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ordinary experiénce, is in sympathy with the kind of inéights
which we have witnessed in thé criticism of Grubb and Davie.
"In Larkin's poems"; she says, "the problems of the twehtieth._
century are not issues. They are the things his personae
handle, the sights they see, the way they think." For Kuby,'
Larkin's preoccupation with the everyday is far from pedes-
trian. The note of caution on which she ends her book is one
that most appreciative critics of Larkin would consent to.
Tt is crucial to any understanding of his work in terms which
_ involve the "ordinary" and the “common”. She says:
Perhaps to speak of Larkin's poetry as
appealing to the common-man or the
. Ymiddle-brow public" is to miss the mark.
. It implies ard uncomplicated poetry of pap
ideas and 'pop' language. What Larkin
actually appeals to is the common in man,
the common denominators of his humagifgﬂ the
essential processes of his psychologys™ his
disillusionments, his conflict as an~ =
- individual with society, and his conflict as
‘a unique consciousness with the unconscious
forces of nature, time, change, and death,
and he does so in highly compléx poetry
whose meanings are not easily exhausted. 72
Like Grubb and Davie, Kuby‘is anxious to underscdre the real-
ization that there is a kind of candour in Larkin's attention
to the everyday, and that, the attention does not exclude him
from the realm of-thematic depth. His themes are rooted in
the ordinary, but are enriched by it, not toppled to the
pedestrian., His frank realization of essentially where he

lives, and his ability to evoke the recognizable ambience of

contemporary life, have earned for Larkin his loudest notes of
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praiée. That praise, unfortunately, is often drowned, to
recall the words of.Ciive Jémes, in.the "boom, bust and
sweaty rumble of the literary foller derby".-"3
There is also a good deal of ‘noise in that derby which
- . - .

- has to do with the quéstioh of Larkin's mental timidity.' It
comes from a critical view'which sees his écﬁievement as
limited by a fear of psychological exploration. Based on a
narrow.view of what makes for'relévant poétry in our time,
A, Alvarez‘fingg Larkin to be, in effect, lacking in adven;
turousness:atln almbst.CatchTZZ fashion,” if- Larkin is |
coﬁsidered by‘c;iticS'such as M. L. Rosenthal and J. M. Newton
‘to be a péét-of mentai squaior, Alvarez, on éhe other hand
says tha; his work is‘wantihgfbeééﬁseuof its quality of’
resefvé. ‘The title of Alvarez's introductian to The New _
Poetry is ."The New Poetry,'gg'Beand the Gentility Principle",
It could well be retitled "ﬁéyond Larkinism", becausé"what ~
Alvarez -claims is that Larkin is too genﬁeel a poét. :IH the
context of the fdliowiné comment, we can see what that means:

My own feeliﬂg is that a goba deal of poetic

talent existsrin England at the moment.

But whether or not it will come to anything

largely depends not on the machinations of any

literary racket but on the degree to which

the poets can remain immune to the disease go

often found in English culture: gentility.’4
In Alvarez's thesis, Larkiﬁ is symptomatic of that "aiseasé"
in that in his essentially Movement alliance with '"common

sense" he is not a poet of risk, not a poet of "extremity".

His relative calmness of bearing is irrelevant to the crisis



3L,

realities:of.cur'time.i AlVarez sees "gentility" as psycho- -
logicélLyitimid;_giveﬁ-the darksome discoveéries of modern
psjéﬁéanaleis; He offers a blueprint for contemporary
poetry, while at the same time disclaiming that it is one:
- I am not'suggesting that modern English ™

poetry, to be really modern, must be '

concerned with psychoanalysis or with .

concentration camps or with the hydrogen

bomb or with any other of the modern

horrors.- I am not suggesting, in fact,

that it must be anything. For poetry that

feels it has to cope with pre-determined

subjects ceases to be poetry and becomes =

propaganda, I am, however, suggesting  that

it drop the pretence that life, give or take

a few social distinctions, is the same as

ever, that gentility, decency and all the

other social totems will eventually muddle

through.75% : o
Alvarez's terms bring with them a- distinction betweén'the poet.
who is "enislan'ded"76 (Larkin being in this category) and
poets who are moré explorative and cdsmopdiitan;‘such as Ted
Hughes. He argues this distinction by way of a comparison of
two poems, Larkin's "At Grass" and Hughes' "A Dream of
 Horses". ‘He finds Larkin's poem about retired race horses to
be "elegant and unpretentious and rather beautiful in its
way", while the horses in Hughes' poem havela "violent,
impending presence', a primitive reality to them. He continues,
”théy reach back, as in a dream, into a nexus of fear and
sensation”. The poem is seen as representative of the "new
depth poetry, the openess to experience"77 which Larkin is

seen as incapable of exploring. Larkin is restricted in scope,

too circumscribed by his common sense and gentility: This
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'analysis returns us;3in*roundabout fashion, to the picture of -

Larkin as a. poet of W1tharawal a poet Oof restrictive common

-sense, and 1n flnal lrony, ~a poet too stable for large con-
- J . ‘\‘-7 ; e i

temporary 51gn1flcance. S oL " e AL

The llmltatlon of Alvarez s thesis lles in the fragility

-~

of its base in the analy51s of the two poems. Larkin's poem
is really one about old age. It is not a poem which takes as

its intention” the exploratlon of the dark recesses of cons-

T

c1ousness. “Alvarez 1is comparing apples and oranges. Had_he

e *referred to "Weddlng wind", or "If,.My Darling", for instance,
‘he would ‘see that Larkln is as alert to’ the mystery and vul-
_ - T
‘nerablllty of conscxousness as any contemporary. Additionally,

Larkin does'not consc1ously write in the” tradltlon of

Confe581onal verse. ‘His accompllshment as a poet lies in a”

: fqulte other dlrectlon -- we might say an opp051te one,; as thlS

:'study w111 attempt to demonstrate. He is 51mply not as noisy

'lg bout the theme as some of his critics mlght ‘wish him to be.

;Alvarez s argument ln its eagerness to endorse the poetry of

Hughes, also overlooks 1nterest1ng 51mllar1t1es which can.be

R

' drawn between the work of the two poets, but we shall return

'.to that connectlon later. His. vlew ‘of Larkin as a genteel

7recluse is flnally more 1mportant 'in the power it has had in

crltlcal c1rcles than 1in the accuracy OY rigour of its clalms.-

- ER

- n

It is a v1ew Whlch abets the COMmMOoE notlon that Larkin is a

- poet of detachment pale and timid in hls perspective on

experlencey
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Alvarez s jealous regard for the poetry of Hughes is only
'~matched by hlS praise for the poetry of 'the Confessronals,
..espec1ally the work"of Robert Lowell 78 Larkin supposedly ?
ipales by comparlson, and yet lt is those comparisons which N

more sympathetlc CrlthS have made along these lines that most

ably answer Alvarez s thes1s.' Indeed the criticism of this

-

order has managed to, accent Larkin' s more subtle psychologlcal

effects. Roger Bowen, for instance, unwrttlngly upends

- -]

Alvarez s.claims in an analys1s of Larkin's ablllty to create’ .

a strongly 11v1ng sense of psychic 1nten51ty in hlS poem

W

"Deceptlons" The mlnd of the rape- v1ctlm in the poem is

characterlzed by Larkln as “open like a drawer of knlves"
. = ¢
Bowen pralses Larkln s ablllty to lmaglne the almost Plath-

llke paln of her’ mlnd“ and hls unguarded reglstratlon of the
:moral—psychologlcal complex1t1es‘of the scene He finds'
“Larkln 8 sympathy -— both for the v1ct1m and the raplst -- to f
'be poaghant and adds that the poem "reverberates W1th contem—
porary 51gn1f1cance for poet and reader" 7? Alvarez-has said
of Lowell that he has dealt w1th hls "dlsturbances" qulte
) “nakedly, and w1thout evaslon"ﬁso The 1mpllcatlon of. Bowen s
.nanaly81s of "Deceptlons" is- that Larkln,'ln a dlfferent poetlc.
_qmanner, has done prec1sely the same thlng. And the securlty
of that judgement 1s perhaps the more solid, glven that Bowen
1s not consc1ously in- argument w1th Alvarez s thesis.

Alan Brownjohn more dlrectly‘meets Alvarez's objectlon to

_Larkln in hls essay "Engllsh Poetry in the Early Seventles"-

He compares W. D Snodgrass' poem "The Operatlon":wlth

—



Larkin'a "Amhulaneee" and finds a quality.of‘"retieenEe" iﬂ
Larkln s poem which, far from belng the mere expressmon of
'gentlllty,'ls a quallty whlch gracefully holds the poem back

from exhlbltlonlsm. Larkln s reticence ls seen as a quallty
ﬂﬂwhlch is capable of "pesse551ng, yet w1thhold1ng,_features of

uextremlty":sl

-

Closed like confessionals, they thread - -
- Loud noons of ‘cities, giving back P

.None of the glances:they absorb. :

Light glossy grey, arms on a plaqpe, T e

They come te rest at any kerb: i

All streets 1n time are. v151ted

Then chlldren strewn on steps‘pr roadf
Or women coming from the shops.

Past smells of different dinners, .see
A wild white face that overtops _ _
. Red stretcher-blankets momently - R
~As it is carried in ‘and: stowed, B

And sense the solving emptlness-
y N That lies just under all we do,

. .~ And for a second get it whole, g4,
C - . B0 permanent and blank and true.

lBrownjehn.finds this anchoring of the terrifying epiphany in
"the ordinary, casting of the_pereeption of death as rising
‘suddenly out of the context of "daiiy living", -to bejindiceﬂ

ative of hYvréticence that manages an ‘infinite, and infinitely .-
disquieting, suggestiveness".B; ‘He finds Snodgrass''poem to N
be melodramatic hy comparisoh, too much given to Confessional

_ - _ oY .

-egocentrism. -

s

From stainless steel basmns of water :
They brought warm cloths and they washed me, -

‘From spun aluminum bowls, cold Zephlran sponges, fuming;
Gripped in the dead vellow glove, a brlght stralght razor
C 'Inched on my stomach, down my' groin, :



. Parlng the bréwn hair off. - They left me
'Whlte as a child,: not frlghtened.

In: the,thln loose, light, ‘whlte garments,,
The delicate sandals of poor Pierrot, 84
¢ o ‘»A schoolglrl flrst offerlng her sacrament

For Broﬁnjohn, the poem is too n01sy.- The poet, he says,

"1s adoptlng the posture of a martyr to drastlc experlence

S

He notes that "the camera certalnly homes w1th melodramatic
'v1v1dness on that razor" and says that the second stanza (at

least the. part quoted) 1s "turnlng self—pltylng 85 In the-

..

end Brownjohn allows that the Snodgrass poem redeems itself

g -

somewhat in its descendlng stanzas, but hlS p01nt about
Larkln s flner "retlcencea stands flnn Hls vrew of" Larkln

“ .. is one which ably answers the Alvarez thes;s. Larkln 1sna

4

poet who, rather than evading the experlence of extremlty,
deals with 1t 'in a manner less strldent than we. are used to

in our experlence of Confe551onal poetry.j
, -

Brownjohn 5 way of answerlng,Alvarez 1s very adept but
equa;ly-adequate is Anthony ?hwalte 5 somewhat;more ‘general

_approach to the question_of "rélevance":
The fact ‘that Larkln hasn't, in his poems,
confronted head-on the death ¢amps or the

. ‘ Bomb (or Vietnam or Che Guevara) doesn't

. ' Q- make him, by definition, minor. His® - "

s : théemes ~-- love, change, disenchantment, the

‘ mystery and inexplicableness of the past's

o ‘ ’ ' gurvival and death's flnallty —-—.are

’ ' : . unshakeably major

1t

. To Thwaite's comment we might add that.Larkin is as sensitive

as any to the registration of personal and cosmic pain, indeed
. , _ 5 o FREEES

RS
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‘his "romantic feviewars"S’ think him obsessed with it. But J
the registration of that pain'is more quietly crafted, as
Alan Brownjdhn haé shown. = And Larkin's attention to the
physical world and to the more "ordinary" aspects of life,
give his poetry a wider scope than is the case in Confessional
poetry; Aéditionally, as the following comment btharkin
himself might éhdw, the mannexr of the extremists can be one

which simply wears thing

Whether one finds the recent emphasis on
violence and insanity dlscouraglng depends,

I suppose, what your view of.poetry is. If
these are ggQEjnely ‘what a writer finds poetic
then of course/he must deal with them. For
some, I. fear, they have become simply
fashionable properties.88 )

It is significant that Emily Dickinson is'a poet whom Larkin
much admires. Her quiet intimacy with the reader is in kin
with Larkin's'owﬁ quality of "reticence". (one recalls here

" John Bayley's observation that Larkin's "intimacy is that of

“the lounge-bar, never the psychiatric couch".sg). In reViéwing

:one of Dickinson's volumes, Larkin has said that,

[chklnson s] successes, when one comes to
think of them, are when she is atrher least
odd, her most controlled. This is worth
remembering in an age when almost any poet

' who can produce evidence of medical care is

' automatically ranked,hlgher than one who-has

stayed sane: ‘'very mad, very holy' as the
natives say in one of Evelyn Waugh's novels,
and we must take care not to copy their way
of thinking. Poetry is an affair of sanity,
of seeing things as they are.>0
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- This sentence, "Poetry is an affair qf éanityﬂigf seeiny
things as they are", can be.said to ékpress the mature
intention 6f’all of Larkin's work.‘
W. H. Auden bequea;hed a écathing commeﬁt éﬁ "our .
makers” in 1972. He sgaw our poets as writers who,
even at their best are so often morose or
kinky, petrified by their gorgon egos:

We all ask, but I doubt if anyone
can really say why all age-groups should find our

Age quite so repulsive,9l v

It is a harsh‘judgeﬁent, but inman age when, as Larkin has
séid, there is an "emphasis on violence and insanity", and
when death by suicide has become a common way to crown a
poet{s career, it is devastatingly'aﬁpropriate; Larkin is a
poet who is capable of_expréssing a kihd pf-health'in the
midst of this malaise, a pdét who resists absorptiop in the .
self by way of an unusually quickened attention to the phy—'
sical world outside his ego. The criticism of his work to
date has not managed to explore the full implicatioﬁ of this
focus of his work. As we have seen, the major complimentary
emphasis on his work has ﬁeén in terms .which relate his
sefisitivity to thelordinariness of the life which surrounds_‘
him, It is a view which is turned toward the negative by
those critics wﬁo see that“Sensitivity as-limited, brovincial,
or evésive of the crisis-mentality of our time. And the view
of Larkin as a poet of detéchmént is the one which is most

- prevalent and most limiting of his achievement and,in this

(A
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case wehmight say,rhié persoﬁ. Tt is a label which critics
attach to his work fbr various reésons: because hg‘is a
éynical swaggerer, the‘bored'product of the Movement:; because
of his pervasive mood of sadhess: or because .of a groundtone
éf pessimism and despair which many find to be the cumulative
iﬁpression his work conveys.

A wider critical perspective remains to be developed fof
Larkin; a major means of achieving this is by a careful exam—
ination of his unusual concern witﬁ the physical world and its
specific detail, witﬁ experiential reality as a vital stimulus
to poetry. This is the thregd in his work which involves the
whole fabric. To pay attentién to Larkin's comments on ar£,
and to the poétry as attentive to the physical world, is.to

e writes.

It is one which has its tﬁentieth century ots in Imagist
theory_ahd is @iso one which.D. H; Laﬁrenée is richly con-
nected with. It is pointlesé to upbrﬁid Larkin for not writing
in é Confessional mode, as A. Alvarez.has done. If we venture
co;operatively info hié wbrk'using La#kin's‘own comments on
art and those of other artists of an empirical tradition as a
guide, we are le;i.to'an uhderstanding'of the complexity of
his work. It is a complexity wﬁich, once understbod, abruptly
leaves behind idle commentary on his b;eakness, and tasteful
speeches on how the poet should or shduld not write. If we
venture this degreé of co—operation'with the work, it enables

us to offer a more just criticism than has thus far been con-

ventionally granted in the world of Larkin criticism.
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Above all, it gives us the opportunity to appreciaﬁe the work |
while'aiso énalyzing its complexity of craft.
The method by which this study will emphasiéé’Larkin's

durable grasp of the physical world is through close analysis

of pertinent poems, the majority of which are to be found in

o

the volumes after The North Ship. The only place where a

volume is given exceptional attehtion is in the chapter

entitled "The Physical World: Agnostic Wonder". This is

because High Windows is the volume which is coincidentally

most appropriate to the theme dealt with in that chapter. As
mentioned befdre,-Larkin is not a poet who develops simply
from an early "romantic" to a later "ironic" disposition. His
mature work is bothlsophisticated in irony, and strongly

empirical in its cautious reach toward the more romantic. As

-a result, the poetry after The North Ship, with the exception

of High Windows,is treated without developmental divisions.

‘Chapter Two, "The Boredom and Sadness of the World",

confronts the conventional tradition of Larkin criticism

which sees him as an essentially aloof poet. As this is the
tradition which.is at complete loggerheads with our interests
here, it is necessary to blunt its edge before proceeding.

It is a view which mistakes the‘complex nature of Larkin's
irony,. failing to recognize an exp;oratory aspect to its place
in his ovefall intention of discovering the intelligible in
the physical ﬁorld; Related to'tﬁis migtake is a notion that

Larkin's'other_characteristic.tdne is one of sadness. This

-point will be examined in the light of Larkin's own recognition
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of the impﬁrtanée of the tone to his view of life, and as
opﬁosed'tofthe criﬁics"élaim that if is his domiﬁant, and
dominantly passive, tone.‘

.Chapter Thfee,."Imagism_ahd.the Physical ﬁorld"; proceeds
past the objections to Larkin's ééetic personality,.and into
the rich connectioﬂ wﬁich his wdrk has with the Imagist |
thgofists of the early part of éhe century. By co—operéting
with;Larkin‘s own views on art) and relating them to the
similarly empirical bias of the Imagists and ﬁo given theor-
etical comqeﬁks of:Wailace Stévensl we can come to an under-
~standing of the complex epiphanic Kétu;e of Larkin's work
-— a recognition which leads us to a realization of the
negative capabiiity which is central to his disposition.as a’
poet of the physical world. |

Chapter Fouri_"The Physical World: Agnostic Wonder",
involves ; widening of concern. Larkin's retrieval of the
physical world as a vital stimulus to poetry is also seen as
bringing'with it a retrieval of &onder. In this connection,
D. H. Lawrence_;s seen -- in his similar insistence on the
need for a.recoénition of the physical world as being an
alive and present focus fbr_all(gft —— to be a'figgre behind
Larkin's work. Lawrence's exam%ie, in large measure, accounts
for the-agnostic wonder which is central to Larkin's work.
Indeed the wonder is so central that it upends all easy
commentary on his bleakness.

Chapter Five, "Placing Larkinﬁ émphasizeS‘the‘importance

of Larkin's achievement in terms of its provision of an option
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~for meaoing which has not been provided by the Modernist
tradition which preceded him, nor the Cconfessional one which
is contemporaneous with his work. Additionally, it relates
Larkin's achievement to the work of three other contempor-

. ariesﬁ Ted Hughes, R. S. Thomas, and Thom Gunn. Different

as all fouE poets are from one another, they share a common
conviction that the physical world is the most vital source

of poetic inspiration in their work. Significantly, their
craft is an émpirical one, and oan be as readily connected
with that of the-Imagists and of D, H. Lawrence'-- as we found
to be the case in Larkin's work. Their focus on thelphyaical
world brings with it.a similar capacity for the wonder which
we findﬂto be'at:the‘center of Larkin‘Sgamagination. |
Conaequently, they can.be said to share in Larkin's movement
past-the all but terminal pessimism of the Modernist tradition,
and to prov1de an - optlon for meanlng which is not made avall-

able in the contemporary tradltlon of Confe551onal verse,
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- Inquiry, 3 (1977), 486. Jchn Betjeman wrote an appreciative

review of The Whitsun Weddings (see Note #50), and Alan
Brownjohn has written a pamphlet on Larkin's work {See Note
#8). Robert Lowell, in a review of Larkin's The Oxford Book
of Twentieth-Century English Verse, noted that "When I read
Larkin first in 1956, he made other styles obsolete.” (See -
. "Digressions from Larkin's 20th-Century Verse," Encounter, 40
(1973), 66-68. ' ' o
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Philip Larkin, The Oxford Book of Twentleth Centu;y
English Verse, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973). For the
‘most part, the reviews of the book have been negatlve.
Reviewers have seen Larkin's inclusion of many minor poets
at the expense of major Modernist poets to be irresponsible.
For an exainple of a review which follows this standard line,
see Stephen Spender's comments in Spectator, 31 March, 1973,
pp. 394-5. In the same line-~-but w;th indignation--there is
Robin Skelton s editorial ,comment in Malahat Review, No. 27.
_(July 1973) in which he says that Larkin's selection is "a
compilation which no knowledgeable person can contemplate
without dismay" and "When we get down to the matter of
-authors included and excluded it is hard not to gasp with
astonishment (5). The tone of Skelton's remarks is
representative. - Larkin's selection is ‘seen by ‘many as an
affront to established modern critical taste. There are more
even tempered reviews of the book, though they are few in
number., See, for example, George Woodcock's "Old and New
Oxford Books: The Idea of an Anthology:" in Sewanee Rev1ew,
82 (1976), 119-30. and John Wain's "Art, if You Like," in
Encounter, 34 (1970), 68-71.- ' o

8ThlS might be partly due to the fact that in- the periocd
stretching from 1973 to 1975 there was much publishing
activity. In 1973, David Timms' book was published, and
Larkin's Oxford Boock of Twentieth-Century Verse appears.
Timms' book was a good, basic introduction to Larkin'ggwork.
Published in paperback and in the Oliver and Boyd "Modern
Writers" series, it was given the opportunity to reach a wide
audience. It has had good reviews. Clive James, for example,
said that "it can be strongly recommended. The scholarship
" is meticulous and the commentary is gratifyingly sane. See’
"Wolves of Memory," rev: of High Windows, Encounter, 42

S (1974), . Then Phoenix published a special "Philip Larkin

Issue,“ a double,lssue (Nos. 11-12, Autumn and Winter,
1973-74), which included worksheets of Larkin's "At Grass"
and over a dozen articles and reviews which, for the most
part, were written by well known ‘critigs. 1In 1974 Larkin's
High Windows appeared, and became the subject of reviews on
both sides of the Atlantic. One of the noticeable shifts in
the early seventies was the increase in attention paid to
Larkin in the United States. -Journals such as Sewanee Review,
Contemporary Literature, and Southern Review began to-carry
essay articles on Larkin, and a doctoral dissertation on
Larkin's poetry by Lolette Kuby was published in 1974 under
the title: The Uncommon Poet for the Common Man: A Study of
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Philip Larkin's Poetry (The Hague: Mouton). In 1975 Alan
Brownjohn wrote a 32 page pamphlet for the Longman Group's
British Council "Writers and Their Work" series. Even this
external look at the publishing activity of a-two year period
in the mid-seventies shows a considerable. surge in attentlon
to Larkin's work.

9Clive James, "The State of Poetry -- A Symposium," :
The Review, Nos. 29-30 (Spring-Summer 1972), 108. !

_lOJohn Wain, "The Poetry of Philip Larkin: A Lecture
" given at Oxford on March 12, 1975:;% rpt. in Malahat Review,
No. 39 (July 1976), 97. : C

1lolive James, 108.

12Peter Ferguson relates that: "To the best of my
knowledge, thé only .surviving copy of XX Poéms currently not
held in a private collection is the copy held in the British
Library Reference Division, where it may be read by holders
of reader's tickets." ‘See "Philip Larkin's XX Poems: The
Missing Link," Agenda, 14, No. 14 (1976), 53. Ferguson
quotes from a few of the poems in his article, so there is
at least a partial view of the volume possible. Additionally,
Roger Bowen quotes from it on two separate occasions. See
"Poet in Transition: Philip Larkin's XX Poemis," Iowa Review,
8, No. 1 (1977), 87-104., and "Death, Failure, and Survival
in the Poetry of Philip Larkin," Dalhousie Review, 58, No. 1
. (1978), 79—94. -

w

3Ph111p Larkin, The North Ship (1945; rpt. with intro.
Laondon:. Faber and Faber, 1966); The Less Deceived (1955; rpt. :
Hessle: The. Marvell Press, 1966): The Whitsun Weddings
(1964; rpt. London:: Faber and Faber, 1968): High Windows
(London: Faber and Faber, 1974). All future references to
Larkin's poetry in volume form will be to these editions.
They will be abbreviated, respectively, as follows: T. N. S.,
T, L. D., T. W. W., and H., W. ) .

. " ° - ;
14Roger Bowen, "Poet in Transition," 87. T

15Philip Larkin, The North Ship, pp. 9-10. For a more
detailed account of the connection between Watkins and '
Larkin, see Larkin's tribute to Watkins, "Vernon Watkins: an
Encounter and a Re-encounter," in Vernon Watkins: 1906-1967,
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ed. Leslie Norris (London: Faber and Faber, 1970), pp. 28-34.

167 w. s., p. 48.

Y7 1bid., p. 37.

lBPhilip Larkin, "Philip Larkin Praises the Poetry of
Thomas Hardy," Listener, 25 July 1968, p. 111.

lgHermann Peschmann, p. 50.

2OIan Hamilton, "The Making Of the Movement," in Michael
Schmidt & Grevel Lindop, ed., British Poetry Since 1960: A
Critical Survey (Oxford: Carcanet Press Ltd., 1972), p. 72.
The essay first appeared in New Statesman, 23 April, 1971.
The most unfortunate aspect of Hamilton's comments lies in
the fact that he did not intend to include Larkin in them.
His essay has, therefore, an oddness of structure. After all
of the limiting remarks, Hamilton's final paragraph contains
the following comment: "Conspiciously absent from the fore-
going 'reappraisal' is any comment on the poet whose
. contributions t® New Lines seems to me to have any lasting
potency; at one level, it could be said that Philip Larkin's
poems provide a precise model for what thée Movement was
supposed to be seeking (p.. 73)."

: 2lA. Alvarez, The New Poetry,(1962:.rpt. Harmondsworth:
Penguin Books, 1967), pp. 24~25.

-22Blake Morrison has written a two-part essay on the
Movement titled "The Movement: A Re-assessment." . It appears
in Poetry Nation Review 1, 4, No. 1 and in Poetxrvy Natlon
Review 2, 4, No, 2. (PN Review does not date its volumes: .
It supersedes Poetry Nation, which ceased publication in-‘1976.
The first number after the new title refers to the No. of
the new production and the number which follows it is a
hangover. from the previous jdurnal. PN _Review began produc-
tion in 1977. By deduction, Morrison's essay appears in
that year.). Morrison's essay is written partially in reply
to Ian Hamilton's essay on the Movement (See Note #20).
Hamilton had charged that the Movement was created by a group
of self-seeking philistines anxious for publication. He
viewed 'an anonymous Spectator article (October 1, 1954) whlch
praised the group, as "advance publication" for Robert
Conguest's New Lines. Morrison upends this "conspiracy
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theory" by shOW1ng thaf the bonds between Amis, Davie,
Montgomery, Waj arkin grew by virtue of common ties
-of university, soc1al background, intellectual interests,
‘and their shated view of the writer's attitude to his
audience. By indicatind, in a conv1nc1ng fashion, that the
Movement was a milieu, not a consplracy at a printer's

- office, Morrison has p01nted to a seriousness which 1is
-ignored" by Hamllton S essay. : .

. 23Robert Conquest ‘New Lines (1956' rpt New York:
'-Machllan, 1967), R. XV.

- w

4Ph:l.llp Larkln, Letter to Judith Anne Jghnson, quoted
by David Timms, p. 55. Timms' source: Judith Anne Johnson.
.M The Development of Philip Larkin's Poetry,"‘Unpubllshed
M. A. dlssertatlon, North Dakota State Unlver51ty, 1865, _
pp. 29- 30. T S ; o E
25 R . f v
B%ake‘Morrlson, Part One, 26.

26Anon. "In the Movement," Spectator, 1 October, 1954,
- p. 400. TIan Hamilton ($ee Note #20) identified this reviewer
" as.Anthony Hartley. Blake Morrison disagrees® (See Note-#22},
and claims that” it was written by J. D. Scott. .

27Roger'Bowen, "Poet In Transition," 87.
28 o Lo . T
Blake Morrison, Part One, 27. .-

29Roger Bowen, "Poet In. Transition," 87. Bowen gives a
list of the thirteen poems from XX Poems which later appeared
in The Less.Deceived. The following is the list’. given in
order of their: sequence in The Less Deceived. The number
after the title indicates the number of the poeém as listed
in XX Poems: ."Wedding Wind" (I), "Coming" '(XII), "Dry Point"
(XI), "Next.Please" (III), "Going" (XIX), "Wants" [XVIII),

"No Road". (XIII), "Wires" (XVI), "Spring" (VIII); )
"Deceptions" (IV), "Latest Face" (v), "If, My Darling".(XIV)},
and "At Grass" (XX). Bowen states that "Of these, only
'Wedding Wind,' 'Spring,' and 'Wants' had titles in XX Poems,
whlle 'Dry—P01nt' was orlglnally called 'Etchlng' (lO});ﬁ

. 30Ph111p Larkln, "Four Conversatlons,“ Interview with Ian
'Hamllton London Magazine, .4 (November 1964), 72 73.
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31Robert Conquest p. xv.‘
320 wiw., p. 21.

33Roger Bowen, "Peet In Traneitioh," 87.

34For an analyeie of Hughes"pbem;'see below p. 228.
. 35 . 1} L1} i ‘
. Anon. In the Movement, _400.

36

) Waln 5 essay was prlnted 1n Crltlcal Quarterlz, 6
: (1964) 167-68, ' . :

= 37M. L. Rosenthal - The Modern Poets (1960' rpt New York:.
alaxy Books, 1965), p. 222. :

+
: 38 L, The New Poets (1967; rpt. London:
oxford- Un1versmty Press, 1968), p. 234. Rosenthal continues:
"It [lugubrlousness] -is related to the guestion-begging
assumption, only completely saved from dreariness by his w1tty'
effects, that most of. life 1s nothlng much (pa 234).

S
.39Calvin Bedient,'Eight Contemporary Poets (London:
Oxford: Unlver51ty Press, 1974), p.  94.-: Bedient tends-to be-
'condescendlng in his treatment of Larkln He characterizes
him as a "neighbourly’ snowman, ‘he sometimes wears his.hat -
toppled jauntily, and smiles and makes you: laugh. Notice
the drooplng carrot' nose 1in .the. mocklngly tltled 'wild

; Oats.'. {(p. 69)." 'William H. Pritchard, in a' review of
-.ngh Wlndows, refers to this passage in Bedient's book and
T rejoing: "If I wete the recipient of praise such as this I

-would feel it necessary to respond, in the words of one of
~the best new poems from High Windows, ‘In a-pig's arse,
ﬂfr;end W See "Larkin lees," Hudson Rev1ew,.28 (1975), 303.

40 "On Ted Hughes," Crltlcal-euarterly,
14 (1972), 108. Bedient compares Hughes to Larkir, noting
- that; "Hughes is a nihilist on the scuffling, muscled side
. of nothlngness, the opposmte kind from, say Philip Larkin, .
_who has long since become a wise ghost. Larkin observes llfe
half wistfully, half.coldly, from the “further side (108).
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. 41Anon, "ngh Wlndows by Phlllp Larkln," rev. of
ngh Wlndows, Vlrglnla Quarterly Review, 52 No. 2 (1976) 50.

-

42Er:Lc Homberger The Art of the Real (London' J. M.VDent
& Sons Ltd., 1977), p. 74. coo . ‘,“ L

43J -M. Newton, ﬂ...And a More Comprehen51ve Soul, f rev.
g?ﬁ The Whitsun: Weddlngs, Cambrl e Quarterly, I (Wlnter -
965-66),  98. . . L

44Geoffrey Thurley, The Ironic Harvest:u Enqlish_Poetry”
. “in the Twentieth Century {London: Edward Arnold, 1974),
- p. 147 o o

-

. . " -3

4SMartln Seymour—Smlth ‘Who"s Who -in Twentleth Century
Literature (New York' McGraw-Hill, 1977), p. 205. I use N
this source .as a way of %indicating that the viéw of Larkin
as a poet of failure has taken on all of, the authorlty of
'legal descrlptlon :

-

: 46Philip Gardner, one of’ Larkin's most commonly referred
to crltlcs, once expressed the view that Larkin- is a poet
- who is dark in outlock. See "The Wintry Drum: The Poetry wof
Philip Larkin," Dalhousie Review, 48, No. 1 (1968), 88-89.° o
Gardner admires Larkin for the honesty with which he faces .
‘the drabness of realjty. For Gardner, Larkin.is a pe551mlst1c
.poet, and this is what makes him a powerful one. What is
interesting is the fact’ that his essay has betome a locus.
" ¢lassicus of Larkinian cr1t1c1sm, is- constantly referred to
by other critics as proof of Larkin's dark v1510n. .

AT o .'."'d

Philip Larkin, “Four Conversatlons, 73; .

48The phrase belongs® to John Press, who' has sald of -
Larkin: "To blame Larkin for his bleak wanhope 1is to. mis-
interpret the nature of his poetry A poet owes- complete
fidelity to the truth as he perceives it, ‘however dispiriting
- or ghameful i+ might be." See Rule and -Energy: Trends. In -
British Poetry Since The Second World War (London- Oxford -
University Press, . 1963), p. 105. ‘

49Anthony Thwalte, "The Poetry of Phlllp Larkln W in,
Martin Dodsworth, ed. The Surv1val of Poetry (London. Faber
and Faber, 1970) . p. 37. : R
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50John Betjeman, "Comimon Experiences," rev. of The -

Whitsun Weddings, Listener, 19 March 1964, p. 483.

51p1an Brownjohn, Philip Larkin, Writers and Their Work

.. {London: ~ Longman Group for the British Council, 1975},
p: 32. . " .. :

223, 1. p., p. 24.

‘ 53Richérd Swigg}-“Deséending To The Commbnplace,“_
PN Review 2, 4, No. 2-(1978), 3. '

>4germann Peschmann, 57. .

>S1bid., 51. -

56, a1y . | .
A, Alvarez, The New Poetry, 'p. 25.

57

Richard Swigg, 11.

'SBCharles Tomlinson, "Poetry Today," in-Borié Ford ed.,
The Pelican Guide to English Literature, No. 7: The Modern
Age (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1963), p. 458.

59John“Press, p. 98.

6°Ibid;, pp. 105-106. . S l

61A Klngsley Weatherhead, "Philip Larkin of England,"-
,ELH 38 (1971), 6l6- 17

- 821pi4., 630.

, 63T. W.A W.. ’ p. 21‘ . . " - . : . R ' s ~

64Freder1ck Grubb A Visiocn of Reallty' A Study_of
Liberalism In Twentieth- ~Century Verse: (New York: Barnes and
1Noble, 1965), pp. 226 227. : )

6$Ibid.{_p.:233 and 234'réspective1y.
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6GStephen S. Hllllard "Wit and Beauty," rev. of High
Windows, Pralrle Schooner, 49 (1975), 270:

67Donald Davie, p. 64.

®81pid., p. 65.

69Thls is the last line of MacInnes' poem, "Hardly
Anything Bears Watchlng. Davie quotes it in full on p. 67

of his book. The poem is about the speaker's chagrin over
the fact that all "things" are covered with the marks of, the
human and therefore have "lost their intense surprise"(1.3).
The speaker is depressed about this reality. Larkin is not,
argues Davie, and herein lies his forte as a writer.
Larkin's view of the industrialized landscape is an accurate
one, especially given that "Britain as a whole is the most

" industrialized landscape in the world (p. 70).

70Donald ﬁavie, p. 69.

7lFrederick Grubb, p. 226, Grubb continues: “Where

Gunn seeks enfranchisement in America, Porter salvation in
London, and Hughes in the zoological gardens, Mr, Larkin has
stayed put in Hull (p. 226}."

72Lolette Kuby, p. 108. The title of Kuby's book is a
bit mlsleadlng. Her central focus is on Larkin's anti-
romantic vision and is therefore in the tradition of '
criticism which sees him as a darkly ironic writer. Chapter
. Five, "Disillusion of Reality,;" and Chapter Six, "Belief
Must Dle“ provide the reader with her central insights into
Larkin's ‘work. o

73Clive James, p. 108. For context, see above p. 3.

74A.-Alvarez, The New Poetry, pp. 27-28. This image of
Larkin travels a lot. Richard Murphy has said: "A glass
case in a room called, 'The English Tradition' is where some
people, BAmericans especially, think that Philip Larkin's
poetry belongs: they imagine he is a kind of old-fashioned
taxidermist who fluffs up the wings of dead ducks, .like .
iambic pentameter and rhymed guatrain, for a public devoted
to. almost extinct birds." See "The Art of Debunkery," fev.
of High Windows; New York Review of Beooks, 15 May 1975,

p. 30.
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"S1pia., pp. 27-28.
761bid., p. 26. . - ‘

771bid., pp. 30-31.

78Alvarez often states this preference for the
Confessionals. His book The Savage God: A Study of Suicide
(1971; rpt. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1974), could be
said to be written in tribute to Sylvia Plath. For Alvarez's
comparison of Larkin and'Plath see his review of The less
Deceived 1in Beypnd Al) This Fiddle (New York: ' Random House,
- 1968), pp. 85-87.

¥

79Roger Bowen, "Death, Failure and Survival in the
Poetry of Philip Larkin," 93.

BOA. Alvarez, The New Poetry, p.‘29.

BlAlan Brownjchn, "Engllsh Poetry In The Early Seventies,"”
in Michael Schmidt and Grevel Lindop, ed., British Poetry
Since 1960: A Critical Survez (oxford: Carcanet Press, 19121,
p. 247. -

82, w. W., p. 33.

83a1an Brownjohn, p. 247,

B4ns quoted by Brownjohn, pp. 246-47. . o

Eees——

85Alan Brownjohn, p. 247.

86Anthony Thwaite, p. 54.

87 Philip Larkin, "Four Conversations," 73.

88 , "The State of Poetry--A. SympOSLum "
The Review, Nos. 29-30 (Spring-Summer, 1972), 60.

89John Bayley, "Too Good For This World," rev. Qf High
Windows, Times Literary Supplement, 21 June 1974, p. 653.
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s 90Philip Larkin, "Big Victims: Emily Dickinson and
Walter de la Mare," rev. of The Complete Poems of Emily
Dickinson, ed. Thomas H. Johnson, and The Complete Poems of
Walter de la Mare, New Statesman, 13 March 1970, p. 368.

ng, H. Auden, "Ode to the Medieval Poets," in Damian
Grant, ed., Poetiy 1973 (Hull: Hull Printers Ltd..for
. The Critical Quarterly, 1973), p. 5.




CHAPTER IX: THE BOREDOM AND SADNESS OF THE WORLD



CHAPTER II: THE BOREDCOM AND SADNESS OF THE WORLD

The critical view of Larkin as a poet who iszcynicallyf
*‘and/or sadly detached from the world is the one Whlch is both :
. the most per31stent and the least: accurate. It is a view

which is dlrected at the psychological base of the poetry, ‘and -
sees 1t as expre351ve of a poetlc personality which is
1nadequate to the demands of experlence. In the criticism of
thls order, Larkln S lronlc manner is usually seen- as a shield
against experlence: and his sadness as an expressmon of with-
(ill_'a\«ra.l.~.:L On both. counts Larkln has been severely misjudged.
He_is more curious about, more ‘engaged by, and more in empathy
with the expetiential;world than‘his critiCs'havehgiven;him
credit for. The‘inadequacy oflthe view.oﬁ himhas‘ardetached
writer has its origin in a failure to understand the,conplex—
ities of his qua;ity of impersonalitglas a writer. At its
centte.of poise that impersonality has a sophisticated ironic
manner, an impulse to praise, and a conscious philosophy of
sadness.' | -
| Since it dis easy to confuse terms‘like "detachment“ andr
"impersonality", it is worth making a basic and operative dis-
tinction. We can say that the pnrely detached writer{is like
the artist descrlbed by Joyce's Stephen Dedalus, a craftsman
who is "beyond or above his handiwork, 1nv151ble, refined out
of existence".2 He is ,a cold figure,‘aloof and separate from
the chaos and struggle of the world. Only‘the adroitness of

his craft makes his supreme boredom and smugness at all

[l
F
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tolerable. On the other hand the 1mpersonal wrlter is more.
involﬁed with the world, struggles more w1th its tensrons and
‘conflicts, and for that reason is, paradoxlcally more secure
and more human in the w1sdom of his, poise. His work has its
genesis in a fresh and demanding contact with life, yet is
strangely calm in the demeanour of its‘final-artistic form.
This- is the quality of impersohality which informs Larkiﬁ's
work. The logic of its. process was once caught by D ‘W.
Hardlng in an attempt to "account for the oddly. engaglng cool-i
ness of Isaac Rosenberg’ s works >

" This willingness--and ablllty-—to let hlmself
- be new-born into the new srtuatlon, not
subduing his experlence to his .established
~ personality, is a large part, .if not the-
. -+ whole secret of the robustness which
characterizes '‘his best work...-It was '
Rosenberg's exposure of his whole personallty
‘that gave his work its quality of
1mpersonallty.3 _ -
leen the tenac1ty of the clalm that Larkln 15 a poet of
detachment, it is the more dlfflcult to demonstrate a quallty )
similar to Roaenberg s lmpersonallty-ln his poetry. But 1t~
would be less than fair not to admit at the outset that given
‘llnes of Larkin's poetry help sustain the claim that he is
pretty vored with it all. Lines like the follow1ng from
"Dockery and Son", for example, especially strike the reader
who is inclined to see the major Larkin tone as one of caustic
withdrawal:
Life is first boredom, then fear.
Whether or not we use it, it goes,

And leaves what something hidden from us chose,
And age, and then the only end of age.4
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And the Swiftian cynicism of these lines from "This Be The

A}

Verse", 1is not entireiy engaging:

Man hands on misery to man.,
It deepens.like -a coastal shelf.
Get out as early as you can, 5
And don't have any kids yourself:

Even Larkin's advocates are uncomfortable with the boredom,

sadness and cynicism of lines such as these.s Both examplee

~would. seem to give a-basis for the impatience which Charles

Tomlinson registered when he claimed that Larkin is toofgiven

to a "tenderly nursed sense of defeat".? Yet, having said
that, one must.nevettheless insist on the'importance of a
clear anq_baSic truth; namely that the speaker in any poem,
and especiaiiy in. a Larkin poem, is not necessarily the

author. Larkin himself has said that- "What I should 1like to

do is write different kinds of poems that might be different:

56

©

people.“8 So any given persona is best seen as an exploration

of the possibilities of personality rather than the direct

statement of the poet's own. Shakespeare is not MacBeth..

Further, 4in his more dramatic poems Larkin explores the ques-

" tion of-the very adequacy -- or inadequacy -- of g£Ven

personality traits in their relation to the demands of experi—‘

ence, For the sake of argument we can consent to a tendency

toward a wryness of manner in Larkln s "established

personality". "Having accepted that, it then becomes possibie ‘

to demonstrate the way in which he is capable of leaving that '[ﬁ_

safe anchorage and venture the "exposure of his whole person-

ality" to a more open and enriching contact with the world
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of experience.

On this point, "Church Going" can be said to be a

represéntative poem. Its subtle modulation of tone and inter-

- play between what amounts to two ba51c personallty traits,

one ironic, the other more.oﬁen gives it a paradlgmatlc
“iﬁportance which is not diminished by virtue of .its present
stetus as‘en anthology chestnﬁﬁ. Towﬁnderstand the purchase
‘whiéh Larkin has on the wry manne;,of.the speaker in that peem
is to'realize’the far wider 'range of his poetic personality, -
one which animates all of his;work. The central point worth
making about the speaker in "Chﬁrch Going" is that his initial
boredoﬁ of demeanour is only the "established pe;sonality“
which, in 1ts detached la21ness, is seen as inadequate to the

'demands of experience. In the very flrst stanza, the speaker

is cast as obnoxiously smug. As a résult, it is easy to

overlock a more serious and sensitive identity which is almost

successfully concealed behind his ironic mask.

Once I am sure there's nothing going on _

I step-inside, letting the door thud shut. °

Another church: matting, seats, and stone,

And little books; sprawlings of flowers, cut

For Sunday, brownish now: some brass and stuff

Up at the holy end; the small neat organj

And a tense, musty, unignorable silence,

Brewed God ‘knows how long. Hatless, I take off
.- My cycle- cllps in awkward reverence.

His scepticism of manner verges on the totally cynical. His
list of observatlons is gllbly tossed off in the diction of a
wry reporter, We are almost convinced —- by phrases like

» "some brass and stuff up-at the holy end"” -- that he is
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“tiredly above itfali, that thé scene is unworthy of his
attention. But in a telling momen£ of off-guardedness he
takes his cycle cliﬁs off.in,fawgward revefenceﬁ. It is from
{he rgéognition of whatmthis gesture means thgt the poem
builds its more serious base. There is more to this person
than a disposition of boréaom-and irony. The intention of
the poem is to.qiscover what 'that is. On one level the poem
- is an exploration of the self, with the chﬁrch acting as an
immediate stimulus, an‘agitant which chips away: at éhe
speaker's inadequate ironic cievérness. As the exploration
proceeds what we witness is the gradual ascension of a more
sensitive and more éerigus voice.. That voice indicq}es the
eﬁistenéé of an odd déub;eness of identity in the speakeW®:

Throughout the poem the process.cf contemblation'is thus
given as a dialogue between two voices of a single personality.
One voice is sceptical and often turns to the caustic, while
the other is more sensiti&e and struggles toward praise. “In
a sense the voices are in direct analogy to the two major
impulses‘in Larkin's poetry: the_ifdnic and the romantic.
These two impulsés erupt and subside, sometimes competitively,
sometimes co—operativeiy, at‘every turn in the psycﬁdlogical
drama‘Which is the poem.. In thé three final sﬁanéas,.the two
-impulses are welded togetﬁer into the expression of a richer,
more unifiéd'sensibility than the.one thcﬁ we héve seen at
the beginning gf the poem. At this point the ironic reserve
and the reverence adjust and_témper each other, giving a

furthef coherence‘to.both:
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‘ - I wonder who
Will be the last the very last, to seek
This place for what it was; one of the crew
That tap and jot and know what rood-lofts were?
Some ruin-bibber, randy for antique,
Or Christmas-addict, counting on a whiff
Of - gowns-and-bands and organ-pipes and myrrh?
Or will he be my representatlve,

Bored, uninformed, knowing the ghostly silt !
Dispersed, yet tending to this cross of ground

Through suburb scrub because it held unspilt

So long and equably what since is found

Only in separation -- marriage, and birth,

And death, and thoughts of these -- for whlch was built
This special shell? For, though I've no idea

What this accoutred frowsty barn is worth,

It pleases me to stand in silence here:

A ‘serious house on. serious earth it is,

In whose blent air all our compulsions meet,

Are recognised, and robed as destinies.

And that much never can be obsolete,

Since someone will ever be surprising

A hunger in himself to be more serious,.

And gravitating with it to this ground,

Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wisé€ in,

If only that so many dead lie round.
The early defensive irony is now transformed into a satirical
'good humour. The reference to the "ruin-bibber" and to the
"Christmas-addict’ “are not only evocative of absurd contem-
porary types; the very fact that the sbeaker feels pressured
to mock them aleo:shows a‘'desire on his parf to protect the
sanctity of the ground. The lrony is here 1n the name of the
reverence whlch follows in the final two stanzas. The humour
in the poemFis no longer simply clever. It is now both pro;
tective of the sanctity of the place and a ballast to the’
praise which the last stanza embodies.

When the speaker characterizes himself as "Bored,

uninformed", he evokes an image of a wryly detached person.

O
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"It is an image, of gourse{:which hasie corresponding relation
‘to tﬁe poet hiﬁself and'one which has been taken at faéeé
value by many of Larkln s crltlcs. -
‘ In the context, however, the statement is- supremely
iroplc., It mlght describe the speaker as we. 1n1t1ally meet~
. him in the first stan;e, but it dées not do justice to the
person who also says that: "It pleases me to sta%d in silence
.here“ and‘who then rises to what John Press has aptly termed
the "weighty splendor"lo of the last stanze. )
What throws many of Larkin's readers off is the'surfece
effect og his irony, an e?fecﬁ which sometimes makes it
.appear ﬁhat.there %s no "ﬂﬁngefvin himself to be more serious".
Ag we can see, ih the instance of "Chu}c@ Goiné":‘that is
quite simply not the cese. To insigt en one aspect of a
write;'s tone as expressive éé his music is seieeﬁive and
beside the poiﬁf. That Larkin'is a poet whose work is highly
ironic does not mean of necessity that he is also detached. B
Larkin himseif has often implied that the writer must needs
have‘an irrevefence s0 that his praise will not‘seem pious.
He once said, in apparent echo of Oscar Wilde, .that in Stevie
Smith's poetfy Uthe silliness was part of the seriqﬁsness";ll
In a similaf.vein, he ﬁae praised Auden for his "unique blend
—0f dedication and irrevereﬁce",l2 and in one ef his many
tributes to the jocular aspect of Be;jeman*s art,. he cdﬁeﬁl

close to a description of his own:
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1

. Betjeman is serious: ‘' his, subjects are

. serious, and the fact that his tone can be
light or ambivalent should not deceive us
into thinking-he does not treat them

. serlously. His texture is subtle, a constant
flickering' between solemn and comic, self-—

‘mockery and self-expression... He offers us,
indeed, something we cannot f£ind in any other

"’wrlter -—a galety, a sense of ‘the- rldlculous.

13

(my emphaSLS)

In another instance he was to say that "Readers find it
exceedingly difficult to combine the notions of being serious

and being funny.“l4 We-can safely add that this fact has

come home to.roost in the criticism of his owﬁ“poetry for onel
of the fondemeotal misconceptions regarding Larkin's poetry

-is that his' mocking suffaee tohes'are the:expression of a
boredoﬁ andicyoicish:.rehher fhaﬁ;an-effioacious guaid_
agaigst'bomposiﬁy. often, when Larkin.is at his mostlostene
sibly sa%cestic,;he_is moving carefully and ironically '.’_
towerd;pfaise. £rohy in Larkin's poetry 1is a device of
exploration, not alshielduexpressing a recoil‘from the world.
What we. notloe of Larkln s speaker in "Church G01ng" and in a
long llst of other of hlS poems is” a driving curiocsity about
h;s su;roondlngs. In spite oﬁ_the sooewhatninhibited demeanor,
rhhé'w?y’cleverness and off-hand mahner, the curiosity of the
rspéekef’inT“Church éoing" impels him to explore a setting-
whieh. on first sight,‘seems,nothing short of e7physical and
metaphorlcal ruln. In the lest analysﬁs,-the speeker's'séep—

.“t1c1sm3 and the scept101sm of the poet, "are excepﬁionally

eXploraglve.- It agitates real}ty, is part of an over-all

oy

~
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strategy of dlscovery,-a desire to contact an 1nte111g1blllty
to the physical world. R L .

- Larkin is not a poet of ‘cold detachment,‘and_yet.it is :
obvious that many of his poemns, "Chnrch Going" included,
identify'a-speaker who -seems solitary.’.This'is true of many.
of his personae. The speaker in "Here", for example, states'
a preference for "Isolate villaées, where;remoyed lives/

Loneliness clarifies". Aand in "Vers de Socidté" there is the

-expression of a desire to stay‘clear'of'society, the "forks

- and faces" of dinner partles, and spend time 1nstead "Under

a lamp, hearlng the noise of the w1nd / And looking out to
15

‘see the-modn thlnned/kTo an air—shaped blade." _ There just

is a loner quallty in many of Larkln 's. speakers. But thlS
..;I

should not .be confused wrth a kind of Prufrocklan w1thdrawa1

_Solltude, in Larkin's poetry, is never expressed as the"' 7

product of what Thom Gunn Calls‘ 51ttrng 1rresolute-all day “'l
at stool/ Ihside the heart “l6 As we-have'seen in "Church
Going", solltary being can 1nvolve an actlve state of 1mag—
1nat1ve thlnklng, one in which the 1mmed1ate world is con-
stantly present as stimulus, is constantly provoklng cur1051ty..

Hence, in a more recent poem, "High Wlndows”, we can’ see that,‘

although the speaker is obviously a solitary figure, his

' identity in this regard does fiot make him passive or removed:

When I see a couple of kids h S
And guess he's fucklng her and she' 8

Taking pills or wearing a diaphragm,

I know this is 'paradise;lli
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Everyone ‘&ld has dreamed of all of thelr llves -
'Bonds and gestures pushed to one. side.
Liké. an outdated combine harvester,
And everyone going down the long slide
Tc happiness, endlessly._ I.wonder if
, Anyone .looked at -me, forty years. back,
"And thought, That'll be the llfe,
. No God anymore, or sweatlnq 1n the dark ’
\
About hell and that, or hav1nq to hide
What- you think- of the priest. He “
And*his lot will all go down the lonq sllde
lee free bloody birds.: And 1mmed1ately

Rather than words comes the thought of hlgh windows?’
The sun—comprehendlng glass, ,

And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows
Nothing, and is nowhere, -and is endless.l7

Here{fas in "Church Going", the contemplatlon seems to rise

-

1nev1tably from the speaker s sen31t1ve alertness to the.
physmcal world around him. Larkln has’ Sald of Betjeman that
in hls poetry “the eye leads the spirit", 18 a comment which
could be sald to descrlbe this poem Interestlngly, the eye
leads the splrlt into deep contact wrth llfe, leads it away
‘fromtanxlnltlal sardonlc bllndness. Slmply to "see a couple'
of kids" leads the speaker 1nto what amounts to a deep exis-—
tentlal eplphany, and away from a detached gllbness of stance.

.\

"'The speaker s emplrlcal CurlOSlty leads’ hlm from what starts’
Fl -

a3 an 1dle-m1nded glance, to a more- fulfllllng moment of vision.
The mawklsh tone and dlctlon can ea51ly waylay us "“from the
reallzatlon that 1t is an 1ntensely exploratlve poem; Here

-~

 as ln "Church G01ng" there 1s 2 cur1051ty about the phy31cal

L

"world and the manner of one' s perceptlon of 1t
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At first glance‘the young people's liberation from old

- -

sexual mores. is consented to in the easy colloquial tone. The .
matter-of-fact complacency of the speaker's acceptance'of the
new values is not questioned in theLfirst stanza. As a unit

of thought the stanza has a ﬁinalit§ about it which seems to
close tﬂe case on a superficial level of judgement. The
ostensibly bored commentator seems too tired -- if not ﬁoc
lazyf to move eny.further. . But although the stanza ends, the
seﬁtence confinues., In- an arabesque of form it accumulates

an undertone. of scept1c1sm\and regret whlch rises to the '
'\explicit in the surprising final stanza. Again, as in "Church
Gciegﬂ, the seemingly caustic and detached manne:;cf the |
speaker is’ finally subdued by a more seriogs and mc;e'sensitive
one. "High Windows"'is a poem which enacts the fits.and
etarts‘of a mind inﬁent on working its way through appearence
‘to something more substantial. The earlier tone of glib and
defeapiet acceptance is'ultiﬁafely cast in an ironic*stfuc&ﬁre
and undercut by the lyrical pondering of eternlty whlch closes
the poem, Beh;nd the last stanza we mlght even be hearlng a

'__bent echo of Shelley's Adonais: , R

The One remains, the many: change and pass;
Heaven's light forever shines, Earth's shadows fly:
Life, like a dome of many-coloured glass, .

Stains the white radiance of Eternity.l19

g

. . . < .
Not untypically, the language in the earlier stanzas of Larkin's
poem is’ expressive of the speaker's cynical disbeTief. Like

* the speaker in "Church Going", he is now 'past all of this
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supposed superstltlon. As a result the quasi-religious
gesture which concludes the poem is understandably an attenu-
ated one 1ndeed. But for all of that it is there, guarded,

but attempted. Larkin is often typified.as an agnostic, and

the label, as abels go, is quite accurate. Neverthe-

less, in the. entext of this and others of his poems, there is
an imaginativel nergy which tramples any complacency one
might be tempted to associate with the term. The speaker is
eautious of his vision ("that shows/ Nething; and is
nowhere“}: he realizes the fragility of his gesture. Yet
ehen.ail the motives fo£ despair eie considered, he is still
eoméelled by the "sun—comprehending gless“ and by what is
beyond it: the-"deep blue'air” which is "endless". Even if
the moment of epiphany is qualiﬁied by the sense of its
potential emptiness, i£ is for all of that a vision which
'helps him to order his experienee.‘ Significantlf,'the moment
is not one of-feligicus transcendence, but a beauty momen-—
.tarily‘capght out ef the immediate physical.world, a sugges-—
tion of possibilities which trenscend the "nothing" which he
1n1t1ally feels when he glances at the “couple of kids".* THe
speaker in Larkin's "Water" says‘that if he ‘were "called 1n/
To construct a rellglon" he would stress the importance of,
weter:

And I should raise'in the east

A glass of water

Where any-angled llght

Would congregate endlessly.20
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The image iéuworth 1 okidg at bécause it is analogous to the
implications thcﬁ gié also suggested by Larkin's immediate
.and starkly'visible windows, windows which are seen as haviAg

"sun-comprehending glass". The suggesfion in both instances

is that a.kind of natural, perceptible Leauty in EE? physic-

- ally immediate wb:ld can have an edifying)effect'on the

imagination, one which suggests more than it conveys, even

though.'it might not provide the underpinning for anything

- traditionally religious or mythical. It may not be as con-

fidently based asg Shelley's "dome of many-coloured glass",

but it precariously infers a similar bedﬁty. It is fof this
Teason, perhaps, that £ﬁe speakef in JHigh Windows" ugés {
image of high windows, "Rather than words", to understand his
feeling that life might -- or could be -- more edifyiﬁg than
the "going down" into meaninglessness which he finally sees
aé the fate of the young couple. I;ﬁnicaiif,'their sexdal

licence was initially seen as "freedom". Because of the

rising epiphany of the last stanza, their going "down the

long slidé/ Like fréé bloody bi;ds" is, by a final critical
contrast, a reduction downward. |
As'in."church Going", a surféce manner of wry detachment
is wupended by the speaker's innate cﬁriosity. His sceptical
viéwpqin;, while initially given £o cynicdi glibness, u}tim—
ately becomes the agent of his more reve;ent and more romantic
exploratiﬁe concerns. Again the ironic ;;d the romantic

impulses are in tandem. The movement of both poems is one of

cautiously searching for the edifying in the actual, the
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immediaﬁelf visible physical wofldi -And these two'poems ére
.in large measure paradigmatic of Larkin's work as a w@éle ini
that they indicate a sopﬂzé&icated interﬁlay between a surface
irony and an aséending seriousness. The physical world in

the poems,- as Hs_usual in Larkin's work, isrthe.dramatic étage
upon which the contemplative éxploratiph‘takﬁs place. )
\,//5. W. Hardiﬁg indicated the distinction of Rosénbefg's,
iﬁpe;sonélitf as being the result of a willingnéss to "be
new-born into the new sitﬁation,'not sﬁbéﬁtqg his experience
to his estabiished personality". We can see. that -even in
Larkin's,more sgzg%ary poems, he can be said to shére in that
distinction. Harding said that it was the “exposure of his
whole perscnality Ehét gave his work its quality of imperson-
ality" and again the analogy is appropriate. The Qhole -
personality of a Larkin poem usually includes a driving 
curiosity about the physical_wbrld, one which'¢on£inuallyi
chips away at a deceptive mask of boredom. And when the mask
is crumbled, the concluding note is often one 5f préise. The’
mistake which too many of his critics. have“made is to mis—
judge the mask for the whole personallty.

The case for Larkin's emotional commitment to the human
world is relatively much easier to make.. John Wain has
already ably demonstrated Larkin's novelistic “power to put
himgelf in other pecple's places to guess what 1t must be
illke.to live their lives, to have ’knowledge'of the humqn
heart'". He demonstrated this some .time ago, in a close

_analysis of "The Whitsun Weddings", a poem which he sees ‘as -
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all the more compassienate because of a quality of detachment

in the speaker. Wain avers that whlle it may appear that the
\

speaker is distanced from the people in the weddlng parties,.

he is in fact deeply 1nvolved Her says that,

In a sense the poet's involvement is greater
than theirs: he sees and understands just what
it is that each participant feels, and then
puts them together to form one complete
experience, felt in its directness by no one,
yvet present in the atmosphere and available

to tgat 1maglnat1ve contemplation that makes
art. .

And on the basis of this partlcular poem, most. would agree:
that Larkln s empathetlc mastery 1s assured Many critics
have followed Wain's example and argued for the‘value of the
“poem_along these q.ines.22 Indeed, while "Church GoingiI
reﬁains Larkin's most popular anthelogy piece, "The Whitsun
.Weddings" is the poem which has earned the largest critical -
aeclaim Almest all agree that as the train appreaches

Loridon with 1ts cargo of newly—weds, Larkin rises to the

]

moment with the expre551on of a deeply compassionate note of

praise and celebration:

-

I thought of London spread cut in the sun,
Its postal districts packed like squares of wheat:

There we were aimed. And as we raced acrossr
Bright knots of rail

Past standing Pullmans, walls of blackened moss

Came close, -and it was nearly done, this frail

Travelling coincidence; and what it held

Stood ready to be loogsed with all the power

That being changed can give. We slowed again,

And as the tightened brakes took hold, there swelled

A sense of falling, like an arrow-shower 23

Sent out of,sight, somewhere becoming rain."®
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We can aéd to the recognition of this délicate epiphany by
making a poiﬁt whigh, developed, helps further to diminish,
the claim that Larkin ié a poet of aloofness. His negativé
critics asidé,-what distinguishes these lines is a controlled
tenderness of emotion, a risked geéture of sensitivity which
successfully avoids the‘melodramatic and the cloying.
Importantly, that tenderness is not unusual in Larkin's work,
not momentarily caught here and there. In much of his poetry
thch deals with the human, this quality is overlooked by
those who are distracted by the ironic glibness.of Larkin's
poetic surfaces. As we have.seen{ that surface can be a
deceptive bne. Just as it tﬁinly velils a deeperﬁ\&;iosityfand
seriousness about thé world in the more gontemplative poéms,
it veils a tenderness of.feeling in many of the‘morg‘ﬁumanly
based ones. Similarly, the irony becomes, in the last‘analY—

sis, a valuable stratagem in the poem's'dverall intention of

deeper expression. "Born Yesterday" is a good example of this

interplay at work:

Tightly-folded bud,

I have wished you something
None of the others would:
Not the usual stuff

About being beautiful,

Or running off a spring

Of innocence and love =—
They will all wish you that,
And should it prove possible,
Well, you're a lucky girl.

But if it shouldn't, then
May you be ordinary:

Have, likelother women,

An average|of talents: .
Not ugly, not good looking,

I ISP T AL PR
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-fNothlng uncustomary
. To pull you off your balance,
. That, unworkable itself,
' Stops -all the rest from-working.
In fact, may you be dull --
. 'If that is what a skilled,
Vigilant, flexible,
Unemphasised, enthralled

Catching of happiness is called.24

For all ‘of the surface cleverness of the poem, the deeply felt
- tenderness is assured. The ostensible brutallty of rude llnes
like "may ycu be dull" 1is diminlshed-by the feeling whlch is
assured in the magicaliy approériate image, "Tightly-folded
bud", and in the syntactlc and adjectival earnestness of the
concluding lines. That the speaker dlsplays a sceptlclsm
Aregarding "the usual stuff/ About being beautiful" indicates
an' unsentimental honesty‘in his struggle to reach, even strain
after; firmer values. The poem is comnleted with an expres-
sion of good faith‘and'concern for the child which is not
dependent ‘on ‘a twisted sense of the real world. What we see
at work here is not a cynicism, but an energetlc and enllvened
,honesty to fact and to feellng. The irony in the poem is koth
an exploratlve ‘device, and a- sprlngboard for the tenderness
“felt. 'Rather than an 1nhab1t1ng devmce, the 1rony is a pro- '
tectlon against the 1nsult of sentlmentallty. Larkin ‘once
" said that Leslie Stephen "gave Hardy his poetlc credo 1n a
sentence that is really all anyone needs to know about wrltlng
;poetry”. That sentence 1ncluded the dlrectlve. "The ultlmate
aim of the poet should be to tcuch our hearts by showlng his

‘own."zs Those who mistake Larkin's -ireny as a shield- agalnst

the world and agalnst feeling might be surprlsed that he would33‘

4
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even entertain such a soft notion. But eettaile, in."Born |
'Yeéterday", there‘ie evidence that he not only agrees with
.Stephen, but can enact the precent in his own poetry.

And the instances of "The Whitsun Weddings" and "Born
Yesterday" are not ieolateqrexamples of Larkin's capacity.for
feeling. All of his work is punctuated with poems whiehAmake
the emotional statements of other contemporaries seem either

hlstrlonlc or lemon—squeezed through the mind. To complete

the examples with a poem from the recent High Windows volume

‘will confirm the persistence of this strength and helps us to

see Larkln s w1111ngness to' bring his feellngs to bear on the
-

uglier aspects of the experience of being human. "The 0ld

et

Fools" ngvidee.the(poet with a challenging demand on his
emotions: for if in our response to the newborn it is difficult
to transtend cliche, our difficulty with the very old and

dying is that they frequently strike us dumbs

What do they think has happened, the old fools,

To make them like this? Do they somehow suppose 8

Its more grown-up when your mouth hangs open and drools,

And you keep pissing yourself, and can't remember

Who called this morning? Or that, if they only chose,

They could alter things back to when they danced all night,

‘Or to their wedding, or sloped arms some September?

Or do they. fancy there's really been no change,

And they've always behaved as if they. were crippled or tight,

Or sat through days of thin continuous dreaming

Watching llght move? If they don't (and they can' ‘t), its
, strange:

Why aren't they screaming?26-

At this stage it goes without saying that the speaker's appar-
ent disrespect is so much fakery:; that the tossed.off smugness

of phrase is there both to draw us into the reality, and
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prepare us for the reverence which the poem will eventually
spring. The clever surface of the poem not only keeps the
desﬁairfil ugliness somewhat at bay, it also draws us into the
brutal facts of the old people's lives. Typically, the move-
ment of sensibility progreéses.past the apparent brutal wry-
ness. The final tone is one of deep cbmpassion and bewildered
reverence. . The poem very soon moves beyond the dehumgnized
picture of peéple drooling and pissing themsel&es. The entire
third stanza expresses a reverence for the so-called "foecls"
and an'agnostié allowance and hope that their lives have
accomplished a perfection which transcends their physical
debasement:

Perhaps being old is having lighted rooms -
Inside your head, and people in them, acting.

People vou know, yet can't quite name; each looms
Like a deep loss restored, from known doors turning,
Setting dowrn a lamp, smiling from a stair, extracting
A known book from the shelves; or sometimes only

The rooms themselves, chairs and a fire burnlng,‘

The blown bush at the window, or the sun's

Faint friendliness on the wall scome lonely
Rain-ceased midsummer ‘evening. That is where they live:
Not here and now, but where all happened once..

This is why they give

An air of baffled absence, “trying to be there ’
Yet being here.

As in "Lines on a Young Lady's Photograph Album",27 there is,

the‘expressed hope that time does not simply debase, it alsco

distills. This is the speaker's only stabilizing thought in

the situation. Curiously, when he asks "Why arén't_they
screaming?" we don;t at that early juncture in the poem,

notice that the panic is really his own. The respect which
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he learns for the old "foolé“ is based on a.delicate grasp?
of their calm, as Qpposed to his fear. The tenderness-
expressed for the old pecople is enti?ely missed if.the
reader is Qayiaidlby thé.irony of the titlé. Wére'itlmore
.blandly titled "The Young Fool", it would flatly miss the
telling play of irony. The contrast between aged wisdon ana\
youthful naiveté, old poise with young panicﬁ is made devas--
tatingly resonant by the title as phrased. Again, as we
have noted in othef of Larkin's poems, the speaker's wryness
will never, aqn its own, be adequate to the mystery and.
possible .beauty of existence, the kind of majesty which is,
-risked in the image of life as described in a line from the
second ‘'stanza: “the million-petalled flower/f being here'.
In the final analysis, "The 014 Fools" is a deeply tender _
éoem. Its note of praise in spite of ité fearful grasp of
ugliness givés it a quality-which Larkin appreciated in the
similarly close—gp poetry of Wilfred Owen: a "deep aﬁd
unaffected compassion", a "visionary compassion“.28

Gathered together, the evidence shows that, far from
being a detached and merely ironic writer, Larkin is-a pbet
whoge ironic manner is‘an'explorative and disciplining onef
and that he is also a poet capablé of . deep emotional risk.

He has himself, inxéh interview, spoken of the function of".
irdny in poetry.

‘He deécxibed what he considered to be the two most

important forces at work in the poet's psyche. It is a

statement -- like many of his others -- which casts a
& .

s
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brighter”light on his work than many of his critics® )

comments s

o

The poet is perpetually in that common human
condition of trying to feel a thing because he
believes 1t or believe a thlng because ‘he
feels it.

Except when-springing from those rich and
narrow marches -where the two concur, there-
fore, his writing veers perpetually between
the goody-goody-clever-clever and the s5illy-
‘shameful -self-indulgent, and there is no p01nt
in inclining towards one kind of failure ‘
rather than another.. All he can do is hope

.~ that heé will go on getting flashes of what .
seems at the time like agreement between thelr
opposed impulses. 29 : -

L

A good deal of Larkin's achievement ‘lies precisely in the’
. LA > Y o L

enactment of the balance which he is here emphasizing. In

“all of the ‘poetry which wefhave looked”at.thus faf,‘there

~

is that contlnual play between thé “goody goody~clever-clever

4

and the "51lly-shameful self—lndulgent“ . And as we’ have

' seen,- one 1mpulse enrlches and‘matures the other, growing
from,‘and returnlng to an authentlc center in each of the
poems. Hls'irony is the,agent of a8 fundamental respect for.

" the world cur1051ty about it, and compass1on.for 1ts.

humanity. o o

e ‘. - w

If Larkln s 1rony is not 51mply an expre551on of & cold

| detachment from the world nelther is his tone of sadness

pureiy an expression of a weak withdrawar*from it. Nonethe-;

-

less, one of~the most characterlstlc tones 1n Larkln s work-"“-

is that of sadness. Along with.his. ‘tone' of praise, and hlsﬁ

tone of humour, it contrlbutes 31gn1f1cantly to hls overall

- -

e
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2w1th hls crrt;cs about their dlstaste.
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orchestration of feeling.- Just as thereuare poems in which
the’groundtone is one'of:humonr, or praise, there are also
oneg in which a basically sad tone is almost exclusinely
struck, though the instances‘are rare, - fhe‘erxibility of
ﬁerkin's tonai effects usually involve at,leaet two of his

three major notes. "Sad Steps", 30 4 poem whose very title

-,

1nvokes the heav1ness whlch we o£ten associate with the '

3emotlon of sadness, is a poem whlch ranges from the sad to

‘the humorons, to the note of pralse.;

Most crltlcs refer to Larkin s sadness in one way or

another. Some see 1t as the expreSSLOn of a passive quallty

of pessimlsm, and some see it as an expre351on_of a basic

~ aberration of personality, evidence of an immature self-

absorption;sl One recollects D. H.uLewrence's remark on

dEnglandépainters, who he.eaid-“so_often euck on their sadness
like a iollipop, mournfully, and comfortabIY",32 because in
its stetement of his ‘own taste,‘here undeveloped analytic-

“ally,. he voices the kind and the qnelity of objection which

is raised by,Larkin's-critics.ebout his sadness. The objec-
tion,: that ig. -~ like some instances of the objections_raised

about-Larkin's ironic tone -- 1is again -aimed at the psycho-

logical base of the poetry. If we look closer at Larkinfs_

-poetry and pertlnent items- of his cr1t1c1sm, we begin to see
& thoughtful coherence to- hls use of the tone; one whlch

'allows us to understand why he has reglstered -an objectlon

33

Y
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Not surprisingly,.Larhin seems to have given the‘matten

of‘tone a good deal of thought' Hls scrutlny ‘of the matter:

1nd1cates that he sees it as the ba51c emotlon whlch con-

"nects us compassmonately w1th other hhman belngs. .For\

) o : :
" of sadness 1n'Hardy s-noyels, we can. ‘see that he con51ders

1t the most serlous and phllosophlcal of emotions:

" . The dominant tion in Hardy is sadness.
;» Hardy'was pecu arly well equipped to
. percelve the melancholy, the misfortune,
the frustrating,- the falllng elements of
life...the real critic of Hardy could,
"I think, develop =& thesis’ concerning the :
two-fold value Hardy placed on\sufferlng. Lo
_first, he thought it was 'true' |
{Tragedy is true guise, Comedy lies'):
secondly, it .could be .demonstrated that-
Hardy associated sensitivity to sufferlng,
and' awareness of the causes of pain with
superior splrltual character ' ‘

It would follow, therefore, that the
presence of pain.in Hardy's novels is a .
p051t1ve, not a negative quallty -= not
the mechanical worklng out of some’'pre- -
determined’ allegiance to pessimism or any
other concept, but the continudal imaginative
celebration of what is both the truest and,6 |
the most 1mportant element in life, most
important in the sense of most;negessary to
'splrltual development 34 ~

t?r

o

Many of 'these analytlcal comments are pertlnent to

afLarkln 8 own ‘work. His comment, for 1nstance, that Hardy's

=

: . _ ' . _
sadness 1s not the outgrthh of a"pre—determ'g-d allegiance
to pesslmlsm"ls ‘the one whlch is mast: solldly app icable.

&’

ing the.m? posztlve note.‘ Addltlonally, his "sen51t1v1ty
R ,,W"!~_ o 1

',humanlty:of.others, ln a profound sense.l Given what he says

5

'"Larkln, to know sadness ig to reallze one s humanlty, and the

W .
We have already seeg]a capacmt;//n Larkln 's part for strlk-_w'



" mark:of ' his work.,

: \.??ﬁ

to sufferlng“ has become, for many of hls readers, the" hall-.
35 - And Lolette Kuby, in’ her book on Larkln :
'has dealt at length w1th Larkln R “awareness of the causes :

36

"'of paln“ But the analogy stops there.x Larkln, for'

iexample, trusts the comic splrlt more than "did Hardy, and onA
" the, ev1dence of the poetry, would seem\to dlsagree w1th
'Hardy*s conv1ctlon that "Tragedy is true- gulse Comedy Lles.
It is for this reason that Larkln s sadness 1s often free of
the unallem}ated 1nsmstent quallty of chagrln whlch we flnd
i Hardy s work But ‘apart from the contrasts and 51mllar- ‘c
1t1es Whlch we can draw between the two wrlters on the po;nt
the more strlklng thlng about. Larkln s comments 'is that they-
 indicate a good deal of scrutlny of the emotlon,slts relatlon"
to the wrlter s ex1stent1al perspectlve,~and to the developf‘
ment of sens:.blllty.l-t ° |

If- we move from the external nature of the comments he
has made above, and return to the.poetry itgelf, we can see
that Larkin's express1on of the sadness of life is connected
with - hls basic. view of the 1ncompletlon the 1mperfectlon of
lllfe. In Larkln =] v1ew of the human” condltlon, what - con-
nects us all.is the ‘fact of the dlscrepancy between ourl
spiritSal wants and‘thesr-failure to be satisfied. dust as
we ﬁtruggle for. the harmony of fulflllment time and death
'ef%ortlessly consplre agalnst us. Thls all sounds very
.HardYesque,'and it might be partly what dgaws Larkin to his

work. But the difference'betmeen the two writers on this.

point is largely one of tone. Briefly, we can say that} -
I '
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Larkin's sadness is simply less tﬁoroughgoiag, is alleviated
byla stronger perception of the beneficent aspects of life.
'But, as in Hardy, Larkin's work is everywhere etruck by the
focusing power on iife, thch the fact of dedth triggers.

As the speaker in "Next, Please" firmly states:

Only.one ship is seeking us, a black-

Sailed unfamiliar, towing at her back

A huge and birdless silence. In her wake

No waters breed or b_reak.37
Althqugh there is, as Frederick Grubb'put it, "nothing,of the
grovelling beforeﬁeath“?8 in Larkin's work, as we have
already seen in "The‘Old'Fools" and earlier in "Ambulances"

: ;

the intransigent fact of death is one of his major thematic
concerns.‘ Larkin's centraliziﬂg focus on the connecting .
bond of human ttansieacy thus becomes a perspective in which
the pathetic aspect of'human'imperfection is seen as evocative
.of -- and demanding;of -- the emotion of sadness. If the’
human experience of'the'world'is scarred Qith a thwarted
natural desife for perfection, death serves as a reminder.of
the failure of that desire, not the attainment of it. This
existential truth gives to life a quallty of sadness, one
which flows through the world as a partlcularlzed ver51on of
Wordsworth's "still~‘sad music of humanity";Bg- Wordsworth's
phrase is the more apt because it suggests a fact of life
. which is’ both out51de the self, and yet deeply connected w1th
.one's own humanaty. It is a music whlch Larkln has tranﬁi

cribed with an unusual degree -of poighancy in his work as a
| - . .
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whole, but in "Home is so Sad" it is the focus of his most -
central thematic concern:’

1.Home is so séd._ It stays as it was left,
{giihaped to the comfort of the last to go
s if to win them back. Instead, bereft

8f anyone to please, it withers so,

Having no heart to put aside the theft

And turn. again to what it started as,

. A joyous shot at haw things ought to be,

Long fallen wide. You can see how it was:

Look at the plctures and the cutlery, 40

Thle music in the piano stool. That vase.
This poém gives a-speci® legitimacy to the claim that Larkin

} |
is a poet of common humanity. In the context of the present
disCussiQn, we can see most centrally what gives us a common
bond: - thé basic fact of our transiency and-ultimate defeat.
) '\‘ , - .‘\ .
There is niothing maudlin in the tone of this poem. If-it is
|‘ , -t -
sad, it is!not entirely pessimistic or entirely defeatist.
Any pessimism which is involved in its viewpoint is a strong
| '. P .
pessimism, not a weak expression of despair.41 There 1is too
1 .
much compaséion and too much praise of small courage in the
| - o
poem for that kind of selfishness to concern us.

The sadness of humanity is embodied in the visible
scoriae of the objects in the home, like the "wear on a
threshold"42:Which he so much responded to in Hardy's work.
Thé objects speak with a naturally symbolic effect. The
selflessness of the speaker, the entirely compassionate bear-
ing of his pefson, is assured by the way ih,which the objects

filter through His con501ousness in a clarlfylng and sugges—

tlvelway. He is there as a wmtness to the fact of the human
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lends us his eyes for the sake of the motion outward to the
thsicai world, -We reball agaie Larkin's comment that "the
‘eye leads the spirit“43 ih_Betjeman's diSceveries,‘and here,
‘the speeker encourages us onAﬁhe same journey. "Look", he
says, "at the pictures and the cutlery:/ The music in the
pianoc stool. That vase." The pﬁysical world comes close to
speaking for itself, and éhe function offthe.speaker is to
bring the reader in close enough contact with it that the
aﬁstraction seems to iesue from the details of the scene.

The g;ggpeint on the scene is coloured by the viewer's
sensibiliey, but his'sensibility is also coloured by what is
viewed. The‘essential,conseﬁance of.viewer and‘vieWed in
this case'indicates an occasion of insight intoethe "still,
sad music of humanity" which is made the more 1ntelllgent by
its contingency on the fact of the phy51cal world. Putting
all of this together moves us a long distance from the claim
that Larkin is somehow self—absorbed in hls sadness.

An additional point is worth maklng w1th regard to the
quallty of Larkin's sadness. . It is one whlch_can ea51ly be
overlooked because of the heaviness, weightiness, which we
‘associate with the emotion. The essential eedness of the
human condition gives to it also an air of beauty which is
peéuliaily and almost correqundingly atoning, as the markedly
more genteei poets of the nineties so then reminded us. Ip
a less forlorn way, there is the presence of‘thie insight in
Larkin's viewpdﬁnt. One noéices for example, thet in the

praise of the human attempt at life, the "joyous!shot at how

-
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things ought to be," and in the strange quality of beauty
which is left behind in the objects, there is thé_registration
of a pfofound appreciaﬁipn of human life. This sense of an
ambiguous quality in life, an odd mixture of ‘the ﬁgly'and‘the
beautiful, is. too ofgen overlocked in the criticism of
Larkin's poetry. And that blending is overlooked because:
there is so much confusioh'of his sadness of tone with a
stock notion that it expresses a despair with life and a'

RN

withdrawal from e;perlence But the sharp recognltlon of
death- and fallure in Larkln s poetry is not a 51gnal of des-
pair. As we have already seen, on more than one count he 15"

,,,-' . ) ' )
more courageous than this. In a comment he once made con-
cerniﬁg Betjemgnfs'growing:preoccupation‘with death, he per-
ceives a quality in Betjeman which is d;sfihctly appropriate-
to his own; ' ' _ ‘ S
Fear of death lsxéoo much of a:screaming
close-up to allow the .poetic faculty to
function properly, but demands expression by:
.reason of its very frightfulness. Nonethe—
less, it benefits his LBetjeman' s] poetry; _
making the colours brighter and the beauties
more transiently poignant by contrast, giving
a seasoning of honesty and a grim sense of

proportion that 'reconciled' writers all too
.often lack. :

One would wofryrthét the Qubtiné of'the'boet's own words begs .
the question, were i£ not for the fact thét'the poetfy-bears
out a.remarkablg alliance?with the kind of Parédéx which is
stated here: /%ome is so Sad" is a poem which achieves pre-
cisely the deiicacy of.its poise. And we can't help noticing

Y



the‘reference to death in-Larkin’s passage as a "screaningn

' close-up". In what must be more than a- c01n01dence, the

. speaker in "The Old Fools“ asks, "Why aren’t they screaming?"
The extent to which the speaker can ‘answer that question,:iS'_“
intimately connected as we have seen, with the coexlstentl
realization of a quality of beauty in life which, 1n,the
poem, 1s_abstractly phrased-as "the millionapetalled'%lower ;A“-
fof heing'here“ Additionaily,:it is particularized‘in‘the S
dance of images which is at the poem S center of reverence,
the collection of the old people 5 memorles intg the "llghted
rooms/ In31de [the] head“ the 1nterwoven moments of partially

. graspable beauty;

~

Setting down a lamp, smiling from a stair, extractlng
* A known book from the shelves; or sometimes only

The rooms themselves, chairs and a fire burning,

The blown bush at the window, or the sun's

Faint friendligess -on the wall some lonely |,

Rain~ceased mifsummer evening.

To repeat Larkin' s statement of Betjeman s paradox1cal view-
point, the fact of death in this poem, its "screaming closeel
up" reality, is not simply morbid; it provokes a deeper and
Tore'appreciative recognition of the beauty of life. To
recognize Larkin's highly conscious awareness of this para-
'dox‘is to further recognize an intelligent coherence to his
basic’philosophy of sadness. ~ It also pointsfto a fnndamental
_ : 3 : _ ‘
inadequacy in that kind-of Larkin criticism which‘attitudf
inizes about proprieties of sen 111ty. If.we step.aside

from that klnd of critic1sm, ‘and observe the quiet epiphanles
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of the'poetry itself, we witness an important feCt about his

work as elwhole: that sadness in Larkin's poetry is thereé as

'a function of a deep commitment to the human world and an

honest perception of the paradoxical quality of- its visege.'

is a.foil for his sense of the beautlful Seen this way, it
can be sald to glve hlS work a sense of proportlon, even a-

realism. That sense of proportlon 1ncludes a dellcate sense

-of the béauty of life and of its undeniable tran81ence.

~

, Gathered together, the evidence of the poetry clearly

shows that Larkin has been unfairly appraised as a poet of
>

bored detachment and sad withdrawal. ' Hik ironic cleverness

is the function of a sophisticated curiosity about the world,

just as it is also a tempering device for his romantic:

impulse and his instinct for praise. His tone of sadness is-

¢learly not his only tone€, and it.is not, when present,
exptessive ef a self-absorption. On the contrary, it is
expressive of a basic motion outward to the world of shared

. : .
human experience,-and like his creative scepticism, aidszhim
in the'tfanecendence of’ the "gorgon ego"45ﬂof which Auden.
spoke. Larkinh is not a poet detached.or withdrawn. Indeed,
as the'next chapter will show, he has paid the physical

world thefsupreme‘compliment of teking it as the source of

inspiration for beth'his poetic and his poetry.

Q

‘It is an expfession of his engagement with life as much ‘as it

’
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people. Someone said once that the great thing is not to be
different from other people, but to be different from
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In the interview.with Ian Hamilton and in the.context of
speaking about "Church Going," Larkin said that "The poem is
seeking an answer...I think one has to dramatize oneself a
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much, anyway(74)." (See Chapter One, Note #29).

QT. L. D., p. 28.

lOJohn Press, "The Poetry of Philip Larkln," Southern
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Phlllp Larkin, "Frivolous and Vulnerable,“ New
Statesman, 28 September 1962, p. 417.
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p. 479).
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S "Betjeman En Bloc," rev. of John
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J. R, Watson, C. B. Cox, John Press, A. Kingsley Weatherhead,
and Donald Davie. For a thorough analysis of the poem, see
John Relbetanz "!The Whitsun Weddlngs" Larkin's
'Relnterpretatlon of Time and Form in Keats," Contemporary
Literature, 15 (19786), 528 40. Reibetanz connects the poem
with Keats' great ode--in its theme of the relationship
between art and life, its elaborate stanzaic form, and its
largely pastoral setting. Each poem has a central symbol--—
Keats' urn and Larkin's train. Reibetanz finds Larkin's poem
remarkable for its realism, its contemporary eye for the
recognition of beauty out of the experience of the prosaic.
-For further commentary on "The Whitsun Weddings," see below,
PP, 196-99.

) 23T.‘W. W.} p. 21.

24T. L. D., p. 24.

2SPhilip‘Lar_kin, "The Puddletown Martyr," rev. of Youn
Thomas Hardy, by Robert Gittings, New Statesman, 18 April .
1575, p. 514. The full quote from Leslie Stephen is: . "The
ultimate aim of the poet should be to touch our hearts by
showing his own, and not exhibit his learning, or his fine
taste, or his skill at mimicking the notes of his predecessors
{p. 514)." Regarding.the emotional vulnerability of his own
poetry, Larkin once remarked: "I always think that the poems
I write are very much more naive--very much more emotional--
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almost embarrassingly so--than a lot of other people's.
When I was tagged as unemotional it uséd to mystify me; I
. used to -find it quite. .shaming to read some of-the things
©I'd written ("Four Conversations," 74-75).

264, w., p. 19.

27p. L. p., p. 13.

2BPhilip Larkin, "The Real Wilfred," rev. of Wilfred '
Owen, by Jon Stallworthy, Encounter, 44 (1975), 74. Larkin
says; "To the reader of poems, conscious of their unique '
element of visionary compdssion, he seemed a genius of high
and extraordinarybnature. To endure the Great War, .and not
only to endure it but accept it in a way tHat made possible
‘a mature artistic expression of it, while at the same time
both passionately abhorring its horrors and winning the’
Military Cross-—all this arxrgued a personality-at once robust
and selfless, a spiritual nature both strong and deep (74)."
And later: "From lacking any 'touch of tenderness' he became
the spokesman of a deep unaffected compassion.(80)."

29 , "Context: ' Philip Larkin," London
Magazine, I .(February 1962), 32. One guesses that Larkin .
had Elizabeth Wordsworth's "Good and Clever" in mind when he
made this comment. He included her poem in his The Oxford
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If all of the good people were clever,
and all the clever people were good,
The world would be nicer than ever
We thought that it possibly could.

But somehow 'tis seldom or never .

The.two hit it off as they should,
The good are so harsh to the clever,
~  The clever, so rude to the good!

So friends, let it be our endeavour
To make each other understood;
¢ For few can be good, like the clever,
Or clever, so well as the good.
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CHAPTER III: IMAGISM AND THE PHYSICAL WORLD

Larkin's poetic personality is a flexible one. His
personae vary from one poem to another, and his tones shift
and blend in many combinations. But if there is a dispos-
ition of mind which is centgal to all of his perscnae, it is
a basically empirical one. Robert Conquest has said of the
poetry of the Movement that it was "empirical in its attitude”
to all thét dcmes".l If we éxplore that suggestion in
Larkin's work‘further, it leads us to a recognition of a | -
rich connection between his work and the theories of the
Imagists. 1In both his cfiticism and his poetry Larkin shows
an Imagist bias, a-recognition of the iﬁporﬁance of thé
physical world as stimulus to the ultimhtely epiphanic natﬁre
of poetry. If we examine the complexity of Larkin's craft
from this viewpoint, we are léd to an understanding of the
complex nature of his world view, bné which'takes'ﬁs far past
the comfort of describing it in eaéy abstractions. To recog-
nize the complexity of Larkin'g epiphanies and their
variation in the dark aﬁd lighthuality of their moments is
- tb leave behind simplistic‘not%ons like the one which claims
that he is a poet of a bleak nature. Further, we begin to
realize that Larkin's view of experience ig characterized.
above. all by a qualifying agnosticism, é_téntativeness thati

resists simplistic conclusiveness.
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Larkin's is a poetry of visual participation in the
observable physical world. As we have already seen in the

. previous chapter, his speakers often beckon the reader into

a beholding process. "Look", says the speaker in "Home is so
S_ad",2 at "the pictures-and the cutlery./ The music in the
piano stool. That vase." This kind of invitation to witness

is nbt simply an accident‘of form in Larkin's work, it is

the result of an epistemological conviction that the truth —-
as Larkin sees it -- is inseparable from an empiriéal alert-
ness of mind ("When I see a couple of kids",3 begins thé
speaker in "High Windows"). 1In aﬁ‘importaht and central way,
Larkin's speakers are like thé people on the train in "The.
Whitsup Weddings": they are "loaded with the sum of all they
saw'-'.4 What we as readers see is the produét cf the engage-
ment of an empiricél intelligencé and a sensitive poetic
personality with the physical fact of the world. We are
involved in the process by proxy, join: the perceptuai.journey'
in accordance with the degree qf our own willingness to
respond to the substance and the suggestiveness of the world
as he presents it. The reader ventures little distance‘in the
world of Larkin's—poetry, unless he participates in the
speaker's empirical glance. Any concentrated experience of -
Larkin's poetry—includes the visual process of looking,
noticing, gazing, even staring at the world, as it is cére—
fully recreated in its engaging detail. The most trivial

sorting of Larkin's lines in’ this regard gives evidence of at
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least his insistence on the importance of the.process:

: For the moment, wait, X
Look down at the yard. Outside seems old enough:
Red brick, lagged pipes, and someone walking by it - °
Out to the car park, free. , :

¢

("The Building")5

One sees, with a sharp tender shock,
His hand withdrawn, holding her hand.
("An Arundel Tomb")6

5oe

;_My swivel eye hungers from pose to pose--

("Lines On A Young Lady's_Photograph-A‘lbum“)7

The eye can hafdly pick thém ocut
From the cold shade they shelter in,
Till the wind distresses tail and manes;

("AL Grass")8

The eye sees you
Simplified by distance
Into an origin,

'("Solar")g

Latest face, so effortless . {
Your great arrival at my eyes, 10
‘ ("Latest Face")

One shivers slightly, looking up there. 11

("sad Steps“)

, and I
Carry a chipped pail to the chicken-run,
Set it down, and stare.

("Weddingkwind")l2

Here is unfenced .existence:
Facing the sun, untalkative, out of reach.

( "Here'r' ) 13
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In what amounts to a hablt of beholdlng v1sual sen31t1v1ty,
Larkin allgns his art w1th an honoured tradltlon of emplr—
lcally orlented poetry, one whlch reaches backward throughout
'h most of the great poetry of the Eﬂgllsh speaklng tradltlon;
The centre of gravity in Larkln!s poetry is the phy31cal
world as it suggestlvely manlfests itself on the stage of hls
sensitive and personal 1mag1natlon. He is not simply a poet
who has an abilitylof concrete expression, a talent for crisp
metaphor -— thouéh he is a genius in that regard also.

T. §. Eliot was a master of that klnd of Sklll but hls
quallty of reallsm and his relatlon to the world of substance
3s_of an utterly opp051te nature to Larkln‘s. There 1s'a
deeper commitment in Larhin's relation.to the physical world,
and it lS a. commltment whlch is deménstrable in his reactlon
to the relatlvely more abstract nature of Modernlstrart
Larkin attempts a retrieval of a living consciousness of the
physical world in his work, a.retrieval.nhich he quite cons-
ciously sees as paled to extinction by the Modernist trad-
ition of which Eliot was part. Larkin's poetry, in'its
empirical attitude, its empirioal;epistemology, directs us
toward the world, and contains as a result a good deal of the
semblancelof its substance, its weight and texture 14 "In
these terms, the Modernlst tradition is a relatlvely more
subjective tradition, and a more restrictively intellectual
and inwardly gazing one. Additionally, it is a tradition

more concerned with the technique of art, and more obscurely

finds its base in otherhworks of art -~ especiaily those of
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the past. When we read T. S. Eliot's The Wastelandrl> we

L

are‘d;rected more £o other works of Aré.than to view tﬁé
recognizable physical world. Eliot's is not én empiricaily
biased poetry, it is a culturally and mentally biased one.
‘There is a mythlc vigor to the world of Ellot's poetry, but
relatlvely llttle of the feel of - the world 1tself

For all of the c1rcumscribed limitations of the
Modernist:tradition its narrowness in splte of a brilliance
‘of craft, it is still fashionable in many crltlcal and T
academic ciEcles to consider contemporary writers as
relativelymstuntéd figures next to éhé Modernist giants.

Itdeed, one of the major critical shibboleths of our time is

that there is nothing artistically new under the sun; that

'Joyce and Eliot —- if not the entire company of the
. \ N ) . . N .
Modernists -- have taken the craft of poetry, and of narr-

ative fiction, as far as they can go. But Larkiﬁ, and a
host of‘other contempdrary cfitics'and poets, speak wi£h é.
voice of dissent. For them the Moderniét‘revolﬁtion was a
revolution of:technique only, an elaborate movement of art
into the narrow discussion of itself. Worse still, it was a
damnation.of the real ﬁorld in the‘name of craft. Larkin is
a revolutionary poet —-- or a counter-revolutionary one --

in his adoption of a poetic and a strategy of form which aims
to subdue craft below the level of content, and to use tech-
nique as a method of relaying to the reader his forays ;ﬁto
the immediate physical world.  Larkin's Poetry makes an

effort to discover the physical:world as still intelligible.
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The bias of his work is therefore more empirical, less
mentally subjective, than the bias df‘the Modernists.

One of the major proponénts of the’émpirica%ly biased
attitude to art in the past century was Thomas ngdy. We
are already somewhat'aware of Larkin's recognition'of‘his
debt to himﬁ%h precisely this regafd. Additionally, we knéw
that Larkin has learned much on this peoint from the example
: of Betjeman. But we begin,to.realize that Larkin is a writer
whoAresbonds to the empirical bias of many wrifers, and that
hiénwork is amenable to the criticaiAtenéts of many empir-
ical'thepr@sts, including;those §f Wallace Stevens, and, most
céntrél to our more ahalyticél.interests here, the Imagists.

To invoke the wisdém of the Imagists is to move forward,
for the most part without the plessing of Larkin's critics.16
As we shall see shortly, Larkin himself has abjured all
-cgnnectionfwith one of the major Imagist theorists, Ezra
Pound. And while-ope can only conjéctdre that it is really
the Symbolistic-Pound to whom .Larkin objects, Larkin's
critics seem to have taken hié words in a categorical way.'

-~

This perhaps accounts for the firmness with which Alun R.

Jones -- in rejecting a mild suggestion of M. L. Rosenthal's
on the issue -- states flatly that:
: ¢

. Indeed, if the younger Britisﬁhgoets have
anything in common at all--and their work is
excitingly diverse--it is in their complete
rejection of the Imagist-Pound-Eliot traditifg
and their consummate craftsmanship as poets.
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But rejectipnsg are often blessedly tainted with indirect .
absorptions, and some of the Imagistg'_convicfions about the
necessity for an empirical epistemologﬁ of poetry are in
almost precise consonance with Lgrkin's critical convictions.
Additionally, whatever the extent of Larkin's direcf con-~
nection wifh their aims and methods, the more in?eres£ing
point is that their theories are strikingly apposite to the
achievengfnt of his.art, and can usefully underline the com-
plexity of his' craft.

‘When critics examine the continuity of his work with
eariier twentieth century traditions, it is ﬁsual for them
to associate Larkin's style with that of the-Georgians’.l8
If we £ﬁiﬁk of his attention to provincial themes, his trust
in.the voice of persbnal feeling, and the relative access-
ibility of his language and style, if'is an association which
%as a logic to it. But in the crisply empirical viewpoint of
‘his work, he can also be legitimately connected with'éhe
Imagists. Colin falck once said thit it was the Imagists
who "cranked the engi@e'of twentieth-century poetry even if

it .was left to others to take the car on its journey".19

T :
Larkin, very like Stevens, is a ﬁoet whose empirical jburney
takes him far past the limitations of Imagist practice; but
the Imagist spark has heiped both poets to crank their
engines.
Briefly to survey anew some of the Imagists' comments on

art in the context of Larkin's criticism and his poetry is to

recognize a kinship‘of aim which will help us to illuminate

L}
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some of his finer poetic effects: For if.the Modernist-
Symbolist tradiyion is one which more abstractly mines rgality
for ahalogy and meﬁéphor, the Imagists are more concéinea
with confronting meaning face-on as it emerges from the .
physical world in,co-operatioh with the actively receptive .
Qbserﬁént cohsciousness.zq Larkip;s rejection of thé former
tradition is separable from a distinguishable connection with
the latter. Indeed, if we move toward this latter conneé-
tion by way of examining his reésons for rejecting the
Modernisthymbolist fradition, we-begin to see the grounds
fqr making the analogy in the first placex
Larﬁin registered an objectign‘té the Modernists in a

comment he made in 1955: one which has risen to the stafu:e
of being his host commonly quoted'statement on art:

As a guiding principle-I believe that every

poem must be its own sole freshly created

universe, and therefore have no belieﬁ in

'"tradition' or common myth-kitty or casual

allusions in poems to other poems or poets,

which last I find unpleasantly like the talk

_of literary understrappers letting you see
they know the right people.?2l”

(my emphasis)

For Larkin, the poem embodies the act of a personglity con-
fronting the newness of the physical world. Its validityris
based oh the peffeptible presence of a fresh impulsé from the
world as registered by an empirically biased imagination.
This is opposed to a merely cerebral journey through books.

Almost ten years after the statement just quoteéd, he was to

say:
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What I do feel a bit rebellious about is that -
poetry seems tc have got into the hands of a
' ‘ critical industry which is connected with
) culture in the abstract, -and this I do rather
.lay at the door of Eliot and Pound...I think
a lot of this 'myth-kitty'-business has grown
out of that, because first of all you have to
be terribly educated, you have to read
"everything to know these things,” and secondly
you've got somehow to work them in to show
hat you are working them in. But to me,
the whole of classical and biblical mythology .
means very little, and I think that using
- them™~today not only fills poems full of dead
spots but dodges the writer's duty to be

original.<< ] s

{my empﬁagié)

We recali-that Larkin has claimed it was Hardy who turned

the "duty to be original® into a liberating example for him,
3 - J

that when he read Hardy it was with a "sense of relief" that

he learned one could "éimply relapse into one's life and

write from it".23 It is perhaps out of the kind of casual

grounding of art in the world of personal sensation of which
' &

Hardy speaks in the following statement that Larkin finds

sanction for his objection to the Modernists. The statement

comes from Hardy's 1901 "Preface" to Poems Of The Past And

The Present: ; —

Unadjusted impressions have their value, and
the road to a true philosophy of life seems
to lie in humbly recording diverse readings
of its phenomera as they are forced upon us
by chance and change. 24

While there is a good deal of craft in the work of both

Larkin and Hardy, they share a conviction that the initial

SEN
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notivation of the work mﬁst‘be from the stimulus of the
sensational world.. Neither poet is concerned with wha%
Larkin refers to above as "culture in the abstract", to the
detriment of the ésSentialiy honest basis in one's own 2
history of experiential impressions. Larkin's critics and -
reviewers Eoﬁtinually chide him fof not producinngbre poems,
more volumes, én& some see the relative smaliness of his out-
put'as'indicative of a feckless éttitude to ért.25 But it
can be argued that he is simply folléwing the conscience of
his Muse, a conscience which dictates that reticence is
preferable to contri@ance,'ahd that the poet must patiently
await the natural stimulus of the world of experience. On
this point, aﬁd in*seeming.eého'of Hardy's words, Larkin has

—

said as recently as 1972 that:

I seem to have spent my life waiting ‘for poems
to turn up. A negative attitude pérhaps,

but writing isn't an act of the will. All
you can do is try to make sure that when
something does arrive, you aren't too tired
or busy or anything else to do it justice.26

For Larkin and for Hardy, the poet's work is seen as the
chronicle of his selected moments of actual experience,
recorded as a process of interaction between the poet’s
empirical, and hfghly personal, imagination and—;is world.
In a sense, this is a conviction which is at least as old as
the Romantics. But it is one which Larkin has felt was lost
in the essentially evasive manoeuvre of the Modernists into

the technélogy of craft. In the context of his role as a
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jJazz critic, Larkin has made a comment which shows that he
considers all forms of Modernist art to sever the tie of this
copnec%ion. In doing so, it peverts the healthy bond which
"iq/possible ~-- and necessary -- between art and life. He
registers an aﬁnoyance with the Modernist jazz musician,
Charlie Parker, and rejects his art along with that of
Pound's and Picasso's. He has said of the technical clever-
. ness of all three—=artists, that: —— B
I dislike such things not because they are
new, but because they are irresponsible
exploitations of technique in contradiction
of life as we know it. This is my essential
criticism of modernism, whether perpetuated

by Parker, Pound or Picasso: it helps us
neither to enjoy nor endure.27

In this view, Modernist art is seen as an -art of alienation.
The artist is removed from the world and removed from his
audience. It is for this reason, among'others, that Larkin
admi;es_the differently colloguial manner of ﬁetjeman.
Speaking of the'"aberration of modernism that blighted all
the értsﬂ, Larkin has said that it w;; Betjemén who retrieved
it from."the loop-line that it took éway from the genérai
reader" "by knocking over "the 'No Road Through to Real Life!

signs that this new tradition had erected".28

Coilected to-
gether, Larkin's objections to Modernist art amount to a
scepticism regarding aﬁy form of art which is not baseé on a
‘living connection with the.experientiaiAwo:ld. In their
uneven preoccupation‘with craft, the Modernists are seen by

‘

Larkin as disconnected from the recognizable physical world,

Lt
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from their .aygdience, and ultimately from what he perceiyés.to
be the funcgf;n of art: to help us "enjoy" and/or “"endure"
life. y

For all of the reservations which Larkin has expressed
concerning the uneven relationship between form and content
in Modernist art, it goes without saying that he is himself
a craftsman of the first'order. Larkin nowhere states that

the example of other#mnrksﬁoﬁ—&ﬁt—should be ignored. Many of

his own poems argfg;riched by their knowledge of other wofks.
But craft in ggég}n's work aspires to be tfansparent, does
not wish to Qé%i attention to itself. Indeed, this is why
many of his cri%i&g are waylaid into misreadings of his work
by a surface simplicity in some of his mannerisms, especially
ones of tone. When Larkin is writing on the work of o&her
writers he is usually alert to the degree to which they evoke
the visage of the physical world in either a transparent or .
~a cloudy way. As a critic he is impatient with works which
are given to too much narrative noise. In the m&é;t of many
of Larkin's comments on writers as different otherwise as
William Bérnes, Auden, Betjeman, and Hardy, there is a

shrewd registration of the quality of éhe imagery, its
relation to the furniture of the writer's physical world.

To recognize this critical inclination of TLarkin's, and to
notice-the similarity of his criticai phrasing to the.lang—
uagé of the Imagist theorists, is to begin a journey toward

more specific connections which he has with their aims and

methods,



103

In an ea51ly assembled shower of phrases from Larkln s
crltlcal dgrk which, follows, the reader will recognlze a kin-
$hip between Larkin's penc1lllng.of empirical graces and the‘
sgmilarly pictorial bias of the Imagist theorists. In a
recent comment on "the poet" Larkin has stressed the need
for the poet "to recreate the familiar". 22 And particularly
of Barnes, he has said that his "view of nature is clear...
and shining, full of exqulslte plctorlal natures" 30 His
emplrlcal bias is shown, in a negatlve context, in his con—
ments on Auden's Homage To Clic. In a review of that volume,
he regretted the intrusion of a new "abstract windiness"
into Auden's style, censoriously noting that Auden's poetry
needed to find "root again in the lifenSurrounding him rather

than in his reading“.3l We are already aware_of his recog-

nition that in Betjeman "the eye leads the sﬁirit",32 and we .
can add to his lauding of this fact his claim that Betjeman

holds a."helief-that a‘poem's meaning should be communicated

33

directly and not by symbol",”> and his notice of Betjeman's

astonlshlng command of detall both visual and c1rcum—

stantial", 34 .

-

Approprlately, we can conclude the showexr with hls
tribite to. Hardy s ab;llty to "often be extremely dlrect"35'
in his treatment of the physlcal world In his recognition
of Hardy' s;talent for "a krndﬂof‘telescopinglof a couple of
: images",36 he points to a quality of Hardy's craft which
makes us réalize -- or perhaps:slnply to remdmber ~- that

Hardy is a major figuré in the maintenance of the imagistic
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~base of English'poetry. .It is a base whlch the Imaglsts were
theoretlcally attemptlng to salvage after what they percelved
‘to be the dlssolutlon of its presence in the poetry of the
latter part of the prev1ous-century.

On such ev1dence we recognize in Larkin's concerns, ané;
in hié'phrasing‘of them, a conhect&on with the language of
T. E. Hulme,-and Ezra Pound. Pbrases"such as "extremely
direct", or "exquisite pictorial ﬁatu;es", and the "teles~
ooping of a couple of images",eate:oonsonant with ~- if not.
uw\in_eoho of -- the terminology of the fmaéist theotistsif'

- If we go back to the Imagist theorists, we can recall
’their desire to animate again the‘empiricalrhasis of thought
Eand art,hand in that aim we can recognize many of‘Larkin's
lsimilar concerns. Thus, in a language whlch ig in klnshlp

w1th Larkin's own crltlcal standards, there is Hulme s

- comment that:

Poetry...is not a counter language, but a
" visual concrete one. It is a compromise for
a language of intuition which would hand
over sensations bodily. It always endeavours
- . to arrest you, and to make you continuously
. ‘ see a physical thing, to prevent you gliding
' through an abstract process.

¢

;'; : | L - - (my emphasis)

. For Hulme, this is not a mete:matter of contriving a'concrete“
metaphor 1n the work “but rather has to do w1th the emplrlcal
authent1c1ty of the thought process whlch the poem embodies.

' The poem is concelved as a recreatlon of the phys;cal ‘world

as percelved in a moment of unusually;alert attentlon to the

’
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meaning of‘its face. Hulme.was therefore to say that o
"Whenever you get an extraordinary‘dnterest in a thing, a
great zest in its contemplatlon...you have justlflcatlon for-
poetry.“38 aAnd when he trled to. create a critical litmus -

- test for the authentlcitylof‘any given poem ‘in this regard

he said that a quality of "freshness" 1s v1s1ble, a freshness
"which.is difficult to sham' '"Freshness conv1nces you, you
feel at once that the artlst was 1n an actual physlcal state.
You feel that for a m1nute."39 It 1s a comment whlch is-in

step w1th Pound's dlrectlve that the poet must "use his

age because he sees’ or feels 1t - not because he thlnks ‘he

can use it to back up some system of ethlcs or economlcs" 40.
a’ comment whlch - somewhat 1ron1cally -— sounds llke a pre— .
Modernlst ver51on of Larkln s scorn of "myth kltty" Much

'Tof Larkln‘s poetry even centrally and excluslvely contalns a
good deal of that "zest" and that "freshness" of whlch-Hulme
"speaks, By way of a brlef example of its presence in hls

r‘work there 1s the virtual tumble of detall from the phys1cal

world whlch 1s at the llVlng base of his poem, "Show

b

'Saturday"“ It is .a poem whlch‘has afcrowded-llfe of 1ts own,
a Breughel llke grasp of the lmmedlacy of llfe s plural

detall. c.

In the main arena, more judges meet by a Jeep:;
The jumping's on next. Announcements, splutterlngly loud

Clash w1th the quack of a man with pound notes round his hat
And a lift-up board. There's.more than just ‘animals:

Bead stalls, balloon-men, a Bank; a beer-marquee that
-Half-screens a canvass Gents:; a tent selling tweed,
. And another, jackets. Polkd sit about on bales
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Like great straw dice. . For each scene is linked by spaces
Not given to anything much, where kids scrap, freed,

While their owners stare dlfferent ways w1th incuricus faces.
The wrestllng starts, late; a wide ring of people; then cars:
Then trees; then pale sky. Two young men in.acrobats' tights
And embroidered trunks hug each other; rock over the grass,
.Stiff-legged, in a two-man scrum. One .falls: they shake hands.

Two more start, one~gray—ha1red he wins, though. They're
80 much fights

As long immobile strainings that end in unbalance

With one on his back, unharmed, while the other stands

Smoothing his hair. But there are- other talents—-

The "sest" oontinues in a celehratory rendering of a freshly
aninated }magery of objects, people, and their gestures. In
its observation of the plutal tumble of life it is reminis-
cent offyhat RandailpJarrell has termed the "empirical
gaiety"4? of William"Carlos Williams' art. And it is an
effect whlch Larkin often manages, one which is attributable
'to hls emplrlcal cur1051ty of mind and his klnshlp w1th the
Imag;sts" view of _the poem as the act of the mind 1n "close .
contact with the physical world. Boredom with the world is-
its.utterlf poiarfopposite; ) | |

| But it is neither the convictionhof'the Imagist theor;
rlStS nor of Larkin that poetry is only the act of the_
emplrlcal 1mag1natlon in contlnual __presentatlon of the
hworldﬁs plenitude. We could say. that ‘the mistake of many of
the fmagist poets was that they mistook simple selectlon of
objects for actually. saylng somethlng profound Nonetheless, w
it 1s central to Larkin's view that the quallty of freshness

be there as- part of the poem 8 authentlcatlng reallty, and

at the same tlme the expresslve dlmen81on of the poem must
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tfansform the empiricglfélancé‘into,something muchllarger.-n
For ‘Larkin, an impressidﬁ.of;the:wq¥ld5is at the stimulatingl‘
base of the poem, buﬁ thére is also‘a pfocggs of thought .

Hrégarding the impreésionlwhich mﬁst.beléonveyed.43 In a
sense, Larkin could Bé said to také thé'Imagist theorists

‘more seriously than aid ﬁany?of;the'imagist practitioners.

Larkin's Imagist impulég'ié oné.which is visible in the
process of empirical‘thought_whiphjiS‘eﬁdeied.in each of
his works separately. - Each both évokes.thé world and ponders

. it without leaving‘iﬁlbeﬁind. It &é %o; this reason that his
symbolic effects areunaﬁurali andISeémltofrisé inévitably
from within the context of the pqem;siinéiﬁidﬁal séiting.

‘ We ha§e already seen this grace of fo:m’at.work-iﬁ the explor-
afory empiricismlof "Chﬁréh Gbing",.hThelald Fools", ahd
"High ﬁindows". Inferestinglyj the'sfmbolism which this
kind 6f poetry embodies is thatfwhich.Pound describedfas
.thes"péffect symbol". Pound describes-i£ 4in his "Credo" of,

1912:

Symbols.--I believe that the proper and
perfect symbol is the natural cbject, that
_if a man uses "symbols" he must K so use them.
that their symbeolic function does not _
-obtrude; so that a sense, and the poetic
quality of the passage, is not lost to
those who do not understand the symbol -as
such, to whom, for instdnce, a hawk is a
hawk, 44 : ] :

" Larkin is a master of éxactly this kind of an effect, and it
.is one whiqh he admires in the work of Haray and Betjeman.

" The physical visage of the church in "Church Going", for
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instance, is empirically_rendered—as evioence of the.speaker's
thematic point about the:decline of traditional belief. A
stixvey of its detaiis shows it to be a living index of the
decllne of all the values whlch it once more v1gorously |
' embodled And 'in Larkin's evocation of the phySlcal fact of
.'the-hospltal in "The‘Building" the empirical imagination
ireglsters 1t as a naturally symbollc expressron of ‘the human
"de51re to bulld 1t physrcally and splrltually into 'a sub~

.stltute cathedral

&

- ‘Higher than. the handsomest' hotel-
' The lucent comb shows up for miles, but see,
‘A1l round it close~ribbed streets rise and fall
. Like a great. sigh out of the last’ century.
- The porters are scruffy, what Xkeep draw;ng up . -
. At the entrance are not taxis; and in the hall.
- As welr as, creepers hangs a frightening smell.45

The cirdumstantial contemplation'oflthe poem proceeds from :i
here through another ten stanzas. As’ the speaker wanders
through the hospltal's 51ghts, he gathers 1mages of the
_fearful faces of the entering patlents. The gestures of-the
; patlents‘accumulate into a powerful 1mag1nat1ve loglc,'onern
~in. whlch ‘the stock natural symbollsm of the hospltal as sub—
stltute church is flnally questloned On the basls of the
speaker 3 w1tness of the settlng, he deduces that the proper
metaphor for the hospltal is that of a prlson.i "O world",
says the speaker in the smxth stanza, "Your loves, your
chances, are beyond the stretch/ Of any hand from here'"

" And as the cumulative 1mpres81on of the hospital reaches a‘:

. cohering moment-of'integrity, he expresses the meaning of the
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«#~—— building in a manner of saddened empirical discoverys The
hospltal is a natural symbol, not of heallng, but of the
undenlable ex1stent1al fact of death In keeping with its
con51stent use of natural symbolism, the speaker concludes
his experlentlal journey through the physical details of the
.place, by saylng of the patients that:
All know they are g01ng to die.
Not yet, perhaps not here, but in the end,
. And,somewhere like this. . This is what it means,
- This clean-sliced cliff; a struggle to transcend
. The: thought of dying, for unless.its powers
‘Outbuild cathedrals nothing contravenes

The* comlng dark, though crowds each evenlng try

With wasteful, weak, propltlatory flowers.'

Thematlcally, the poem- deals w1th the . 1nadequacy of modern
'-man s attempt to outbulld death ulth a new faith in med1c1ne
| and technology Ironlcally, the very attempt to defeat

death is seen as an evasion. of 1ts presence. All of the

appearance of control is an lllu51on.‘.And yvet the‘f1X‘we are “
jln is that rellglous lllus1ons ‘are seen as even less adequate

Up the street from the hospltal is a'“locked church". The :

natural symhol;sm of that-fact Is.compelllng ev1dence for the'

speaker's case. Hence, in a- contemplatlon in whlch the o |
phy51cal world Ais lntlmately 1nvolved in the process of
.thought -the speaker accumulates the emplrlcal evidence into .
a dlsmally accurate conclu51on glven the c1rcumstances. 'To
1_fuse the words of a’ speaker 1n another of Larkln 5. poems, What
46

- is "In every sense emplrlcally true" about the hospltal is

" its VlSlble testlmony of our pathetlc weakness in the face of *:

-



'settled for thls more rudimentary form of art
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the mortality which it’tries to outbuild. The "wasteful

'weak propltlatory flowers" complete the foray into reality.

as an embodled eplphany, the discovery of a telling clue.

‘The flowers, in their naturally symbolic effect, 1nd1cate

the'fragility;of the human being, its. sad beeuty.' They pro-

ject & sadly ironiec truth. For all of their smallness, there

-

is more meaning in their failure than in the illusion of

ldngevity‘whiqh the "clean-sliced cliff" unsuccessfully. pro-

4
;

jects.

It was Stevens who said that "much of the world of fact

is the equivalent of the world of imagination",47 which‘isjan

empirical conviction that is at the center of this poem, as
- it can also be said to underline a good deal of Larkin's

; ‘poetry as a whole. Nonetheless the world of fact is unlnter-

-4

esting unless sifted.and rearranged into meaning by the

| unifying intelligence of the poet. Additionally, the poet's
_;cdioring of the fact of the world by‘his poetic persenality'
-gives it a dimension which tékes it still further past a meré

'eﬁspension of ebjects. The Imaglst practltloners qulte often

48

Nelther_Larkln nor Stevens claims that the poem of

:reality, the poem of empirical fact,; is an objectively veri-

: fiable medium of truth. Stevens has said that "poetry is an

-

unofficial view of being",él-9 and'Larkin woﬁld agree. - But it

. is worth noticihg that 'poetry of this order does mimic the
inductive method, can be said to be more directly experiential

'fhan more confidehtly mythic poetry. On the basis of that

-
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distinction, it can be said to be,'ln‘its continual contact
with the energizing stimulus of the'physical Qorld, given to
a quality of negative capability. It is.patient with the'
details of its vision and at least attempts to regist abstrac-—
tions which do not rise from the experlential world.h.One
takes it that this is what Larkin had in mind when he said
that each-poem should‘be iis " own sole freshly created

50

universe" - The poet's personallty, .as transformed into

‘nhls impersonal poetlc personallty,uls deeply 1nvolved .and ‘
hence the poem is- coloured ‘in 1ts perspectlve. But-the
interaction between the personallty and the physacal world
is an engaged and curious one. In poetry of thls nature, : E'
‘negatlve capablllty plays a central part._ |
leen the nature of Larkln s art 1ts complex use of
dlfferent personae and its conceptlon of each 1nd1v1dual poem
-as its "own sole freshly created unlverse ‘ the Crltlc who is

anxiohs to‘delineate the world—v1ew of‘the work as’'a whole,'

1s in perll of not only mlstaklng one persona for the entlre

. personallty, but of mistaking one "freshly oreated universe"

~ for the entire universe of the poet's work Wlth that
4‘methodlcal dlfflculty clearly:in view, we can proceed with
~our examlnatlon of Larkin's Imagist 1mpulse without fear of
'jeopardizing our view of him as a less'bleak poet than his
. eritics have so far claimed hlm to be.-
To assert agaln the importance of the poet s personallty
. in the creatlon of the poem of reallty, we can say that it is’

' precisely the poetic personality of the poet which enables
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him to realize a meaning in what he sees. It is the emotional

coloring of the pérsohée"which gives a uniqueness to the

particular vision of #fe physical world. Thus, it is the’

familiay ironic. pérsona of Larkin's "Mr. Bleaney" which
" colours the world which that poem embodies. The world per-
ceived in the poem is one which that barticular persona has
an inclination to recognize. Paradoxically, the persona's
limitation of perception is his very qualification for the
uniqueness of the moment of vision. The poem is worth look-
ing at with this fact in mind.

Larkin finds the reality of the sub-heroic Mr. Bleaney
indexed in the physical details‘of his room;a The proeaic
quality of Bleaney's existence is captured in the speakeX's
beholding empirical conscioushess: His eye collects impress—
ions in a journey toward comprehension:

Flowered curtainsg, thin and frayed
Fall to within five inches of the sill,
Whose window shows a strlp of bulldlng land,
Tussocky, littered. 'Mr. Bleaney took
My bit of garden properly in hand. "
Bed, 'upright chair, sixty-watt bulb, no hook
Behind the door, no room for books or bags--
'I'll take it.' So it happens that I lie .

Where Mr. Bleaney lay, and stub my fags
. On the same saucer-souvenir, 5l

The objects which are selected to comprise the contemplation
have all of the freshness and realistic presence which Hulme
“stated'as necessary to the image. But the ordering of the

" images, the connecting of the spaces between them, is the
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cohering process .which gives the.poem its true brilliance.
And the poem beckons us to participate in that process.

There is a unifying quality in all of the central images, an

essence which is recognlzed and abstracted At ‘the same .

time the process of thought 1s stated in the natural symbol—'d '

1sm of the objects just as they are also collected 1nto a

perceptlble whole. " We notlce the dearth of aesthetlc

Lot

"demeanor in Bleaney S rOOm, and how the "Tussocky, llttered"

[N

strlp of bUlldlng land shares wath the equally tussocky

b

‘

cuxtains, llght bulb and mlnlmally functlonal furnlture,.an
unkempt, unflnlshed quallty whlch phy51cally represents
Mr. Bleaney's llfe“ All of these images. have an analogous
form; they Quitefhaturally represent the protean quality of
Bleaney'swlife Significantly,'it is because the speaker.
detects a 51mllarly tossed clmnsumess in the sky that the K
somewhat gllb persona can consent to an ex1stent1al respect
for Bleaney s unambltlous and awkwardly low—keyed exlstence._j
But if he stood and watched the frigid wind -
Tousling the .clouds, lay on. the fusty bed
- Telling.himself that this was home, .and grinned,.
- And shivered, without shaklng 0ff the dread d
.That how we live measures  'our own nature,
And at his age having no more to show
Than one hired box should make him pretty sure
He warranted no better, I don't: know.
The "frlgld w1nd/ Tousllng the clouds"' bears an analogous
relatlon to the "Strlp of land/ Tussocky, llttered"' Even

the sonnds dre analogous_to the.slmllar v1sage ofvplctures{

Because of this ragged quality'which is noticed in all
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selectéd'detéils of the scene, Bléaney'é life is peréei§$§ as L
_ﬁaving.a kina of sanction for its prosiness which is seen as-
somehow written intoAthe scheme of things.lehére'are_pebple
“like ﬁléaheyh sayé the speaker,  just - as there are‘days and
.gqttings like ghe one here gﬁoked; In theApoet's foray iﬁtélj:‘u
reality in this'bartiéular "sole freshly_created-uniﬁe:se":f
'éhéﬁe'is'a realized recognition of this truth. 1In terms ‘of
Tmagist theory;'£he péem ﬁasses the test. Tbefe }; the
illﬁgioﬁ thaé, in Hulme's wordsﬂ "the artist Was‘in an
- actual physicél'state“, and:in_the partidipatinq:éxperiéﬁce-i.
of reading.the poem, "You fe€l that for a minute."

This physicél orientation of ghought and exprégSion-ip
-Larkin's work.is_ohe of the major g;dunds-dn w%ich we can v
recognize a consonance of his craft —;“ahd“of.bxi%;iance;r-
with the-Imagists. Both Hulme and'Léikin seem toﬁagree thét,.x

-

as Stevens éptly put it, "Accuracy of observation is the

52

equivalent of accuracy of thinking." Stevens also once,

said that "The real is the ohiy baée. But it is the base."53
Thgt is, we can add, the reéi is the,stimulus: and 1is an.;
integral part of the thiﬁking‘proéess of fhe poem. And the -
_poet's_personality.plays a céntrai part in tﬁe cqlqring'of ”
the feal, just as the rgal often'challenges the qolor of his
.view, altering its shade. The Imagist impulse in Larkin's
work is always éart of a larger intérgst in‘personéiiexpreSr
sion, usually of new personal discovery in the_complek=
conversationugf-thinking and feéling which takeS'plaéerbetween

the poet and his world. We see this in the,prOCeSs of thought
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f_.whlch "Mr. Bleaney" exézesses. And there is a further point

‘_;‘worth notlng.' Larkln qulte typlcally completes ‘the emplrlcal

-journey of dlscovery in that poem with a quallfylng agnostlc
,gesture. The speaker says flnally, "I don“tﬁuuww indi-
cating that the eplphany of ex1stentlal raggedness ln‘the.
poem is not meant as a.controlling perceptioniin'the world.of
his imagination. A Qood deal of the difficulty which_critics 7
have created for the reader who is anxious to note the com—
plex1ty of Larkin's work comes from the exercise of a. conclus-
.1veness of mind which the poet does not encourage. So that

in the instancefof this poem;.while the‘speakerlclearly |
indicates a bias toward a downward epiphany of existential

seediness, he draws back in'a final motion of negative

".capablllty.

Additionally, of course, as we recakﬁ from the prev1ous

- chapter, Larkin ig a poet,who writes from a versatile poetic

—~

personality, and as‘we'have just seenlin "Mr. Bleaney", the
ﬁbrsona whichhhe adoﬁts}is the one which he finds most .
'approprlate to the settlng whlch he confronts. And his set-
‘tings are not espe01;ii§ chosen always to be dreary ones, just
as the epiphany which'® rlses from the settlng does not always
match the visage of the settlng as ‘we - are flrst led to v1ew:
_it. If, for lnstance,_we turn to fDubllnesque";fthe "freshly
created uniﬁerse" is, as the.poet requires,:"freshly...cteated".
iThe speaker:iﬁ_the poem wears. the familiargpersoha of poig-

hant sadness, and also embodiesiLarkin's much overlooked

_instinct for praise. Inhits registration of a complex moment



T‘v1ews in thls regard Its brllllant achlevement character-

izes the Imaglst requlrement that the poem represent a moment
of highly.suggestive illumination out -of the context of the

physical world:

Down stucco 51destreets,

Where light is pewter &

And afternoon mist

‘Brings lights on in shops
‘Above race-guides and rosarles,
A funeral passes.

The‘hearse is ahead,
But’ aftér there follows
*\A troop of streetwalkers
‘In wide flowered hats,
Leg-of<mutton sleeves, .
And ankle length dresses. :
-"_There is an air. of great friendliness,
"' As if they: were honouring
* One they were fond.of;
‘Some caper a. few steps,'
Skirts held skilfully’
.-(Someone claps time),-

And of a great sadness also.
As they wend away
A voice is heard singing

. Of Kitty, or Katy,
As if the name meant once
All love, all beauty. 54

-

Wallace Stevens has said that "Poetry increases the feellng

forx reallty "55’ and in this‘poem it takes the shape of a

feeling for’ an entire_éultdre. There‘is an essentially
Imaglst pictorial v131b111ty to the scene, and the speaker s

emplrlcal imagination searches out, and reallzes the 11v1ng

~reality of its physical_world;' The juxtaposition of the

-

'race-guides and.rosaries" telescopes two contradictory

:)-f c ' | - 116‘1

';of eplphany, 1t remlnds us of the subtlety of the Imagists'

~
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:1mages between whlch blossoms an emplrlcally shrewd comment f

o

about the llfe and culture of Dublln. - Larkin 1s here 1n‘:'

effortless company w1th~Joyce, glg}ng us an 1mmed1ate’sense-

.Aof the culture, its'physical—SPiritual reality.”wThe poem‘asf

a whole embodles a moment of eplphany, one in whlch the )

ostens1ble contradlctlons in. the scene are blended mu51cally

(.1nto an 1llum1natlon. The 1llum1nat10n-1s based-on~a per—

- ception oié_ a quality which pervades life 1n Dublin like the
lfafternoon mist” which so evanescently suggésts its surface;

“Hence. whlle the fact of the funeral 1n1t1ally appears in:

' odd contradlctlon to the galety of the funeral party, af

- galety whlch’ls-caught in the speaker S, part1c1patlon 1n the

‘llvellness of its v1sage in. the'mlddle stanzas, the” emplrlcal;

(S

1ntelllgence accumulates the partlculars of the Scene 1nto
'somethlng more profound ’At 1ts center rswthe recognltlon _
of a sadly beautlful quallty in- the Jdlife whlch ‘is w1tnessed
As in -"Home . 1s so: Sad"‘ there 1s a recognltlon of a Splrlted
courage in the energy of the people, one whlch saves the .
speaker from a~s1mply‘pathet1c concluslon The sound of the
voice "s1ng1ng/ Of Kitty, or Katy"‘ rises from the scene as;}n
'audlbly approprlate to)the 1magery._ In that sound and 1n ’
‘the sxght of the physical world of the poem,-lt rlses as. a.

very Irish version of the'"strll, ‘sad music of human::.ty",'56__,'~

~ one which is as poignantly beautiful as it isﬁalso-energeticf fff;

 Larkin's respect ‘for it:shows in a rising tone.of- praise

which turns the epiphany to song.. . ';f_n”_t:; L



Stevens has said that "Reallty is the splrlt's true,

B v - - -

. @cehter w37 and we can add that the splrlt is also the,true

. P A £
r -

jj{‘ o . center of reallty in Larkln s world “The close 1nterplay,

the conversatlon, between Splrlt and the Physical world lS

" the fulcrum onh whlch the emplrlcal p01se of his poetry rests.~

i

= 'h His personae, each of which ls governed by an astute emplrlcal

- Ce T 1ntelllgencer show a w1lllngness .to méve exploratrvely 1nto
o M the 11v1ng detall of actually felt oxr 1mag1ned thSlcal

f'worlds.; Larkln hlmself sees the act of recreatlng the f-'th

- e . -

experlence from whlch the poem takes 1ts 1nceptlon to be an
_ “act of. v1ctory over tlme. From the p01nt of v1ew'of our;

‘,-

. central focus here, hls statement eon the matter sounds very

-

-,

e llke an essentlally Imaglst conv1ctlon about the work of art

*as the expre551on of llfe s rarest moments of reallzatlon

.

the poet's moments of eplphany. Wlth the experlence of f S

“Dubllnesque“ Stlll close behlnd us,'we can see the more

¢ . - -

:spec1f1cally that the follow1ng comment by Larkln has anj

.

a

r
-
1y hl

Imaglst rlng to 1t°' ”l:;“. . S R ; :fff S

-~

-'T wrlte poems to preserve thlngs I have
. seen/thought/felt (if T may so indicate a
* ™. . '« composite and complex experience) both for.
Loae myself and for others, though I feel that my
L. prime responsibility is to the experience
. . .itself, which I am.trying to keep from ,
’ ) . .. oblivion for its.own sake.- Why I should do
: T Th——=—.  this.'I have no idea, but I think the 1mpulse,h
t to preserve lles at the Yottom of all art. 58&-

S

-

1

We 1mmed1ately recognlze the close connectlon whlch he makes

s ’ . _'

between seelng, thlnklng,‘and feellng. In; this v1ew, each-‘

poem recreates;a»real perceptlon, moves ;t,upwardiinto'the

! “r
-
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kind'of transCendence'from time'ﬁhich-the'WOrk of art, in'its_
quallfled way, can assure. In hlS statement of hls preserv—
atlve 1nst1nct Larkln echoes the Imagist notion, once

ﬂexpreSsed by Hulme, that “therature, like memory,.selects
oniy the viuid?patches of life", and that‘in a sense "Life is
' composed of exquisite moments and the :est is oniy shadows
w59 '

" of them." Larkin's comment on his motivation to preserve

not only underlines the accomplishment of "Duhlinesque" it
s
brlngs to mind Pound’s famous descrlptlon of the "Image" and.
hls descrlptlon ‘of its eplphanlc effect of managlng a v1ctory
- over time and place. When the wrlter successfully conveys
"the complexlty of the experience which Larkln has termed a
seen/thought/felt" one he . approx1mates the "Image" whlch
Pound had described as:
that which represents an intellectual and
emotional complex in an instant of time....
It is the presentation of such a 'complex'
instantaneously which gives the sense of a
sudden liberation; that sense of freedom from
time limits and space limits; that sense of

sudden growth, which we experience in the
presence of the greatest works of art.60

5 -

Both' Pound and Larkin, in strikingly.similai'terminoiogy,
express a view of art which is concerned w1th the reglstratlon
of a moment of perceptlon in tlme that seems. to transcend

- our more ordinary awareness of life. Ochourse, it is a
classic definition of the artist that he is the one who
sees/thlnks/feels more than the people around him, and is
able to articulate the complex1ty of his 1n51ghts. The.

artlst 'ig .the person who makesupubllc his diary of perceptive
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moments;_‘fhey'are preserved in what becomes his public

R chronlcle, bne‘whlchhis,cohaected to his;diary,fand yvet
different from-lt'in:precisely thé"act'otltrahsformatioh

: which me"have delineateo inftheibrevious;chapter: "Dublin—
esqae"raod”a whole serieslof Larkihis_poems ablyienaCt the
7process lnvolved iﬁ the'Selection of “the "vivid'patohES of
life" which he has deemed worth maklng publlc. “Dubllnesque“g
is the act of preservatlon of ‘a thlng whlch ls'"seen/thought/
felt". In the empirical’ sharpness of its Imagist base, and
the.characteristic=sensitiyity'ofFitsftriamph: it is the:
registration of a moment ofrdeeplg felt eonhection'of.theﬁ

- poet with his world.. Moments of epiphany"are of central
importanee to Larkin's work. :The:complexity of his art coulo
be sald to lie in précisely’the carefully recreated difficdlty
of perceptlon which these moments embody., As we have seen
many. of his central\poems’are the expresslon of a large and
dramatlc reallzatlon whlch seems to rise 1nev1tably out of,

the emplrlcally alert attentlon of hls speakers.' The. crltac‘
1s put in the challenglng po51tlon of havmng to recognlze the =~
_dellcacy of momentary 1n51ght in each of his poems, w1thout
-agltatlng the 1n51ght 1nto a cruder form‘ln prose and collec—
ting the moments of the poet's chronlcle into a precms form
.which betrays their trae.subtlety. This is a rlsk we take

.With all forms of'arth Of”eourse.; But in the case of Larkin,
the poet's consc1ous re51stance-to all forms of large abstrac~"
"tlon or "myth kltty“ requlres that a correspondlng temper of

_negatlve capablllty be brought to. bear on' the work. Larkln;Sj
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epiphanies are often very quletly located amidst the noiser
superstructure of a poem, so 1t 1s sometlmes easy to be dls-
ftracted from them. .Stevens has ‘said that "Poetry is a :

. t .
pheasant dlsappearlng 1n the brush“ R and in Larkln 5 poetry‘
there is often more- than one pheasant suggestlng a truth
just as it also resists it. . We recollect for 1nstance the
Asuggestlve 1mages whlch make up the furnlture of . the old
:people 5 mlnds_ln-ﬁThe-Old Fools", It 1s worth looklng at
that pertinent passage again.

Perhaps being old is hav1ng llghted rooms "
- Inside your head,, and people: in them, acting.: T c
.People you know, yet. can't quite name; each looms - -
Like -a deep loss restored, from known doors tuming,
~ Setting down a lamp, smlllng from a stair, extracting
. A known book from the shelves; or sometimes only
_The rooms themselves, chairs and a fire burnlng,
- The blown bush'at .the window, or the sun's
. Faint friendliness on the wall some lonely
Rain-ceased midsummer evening. That is where they live: -
" Not here and now, but where all happened once.52
‘Each'memorysis an:image, and also a suggestive-truth, a
'"pheasant dlsappearlng in the brush" The memorieS'are‘
curlously s;mllar in nature to hlgh moments of poetry, ‘in
that deep ;mpulses of meanlng are sensed without being fully
defined. Larkin seems to entertain an idea about conscious-
ness itselflhere, and yet quite typically he draws back from
it'at the same'time.‘ Can it be; the speaker seems to ask,
that the old people's memories collect into a meaniﬁoful
wholeness? The speaker can only ponder scome such hopeful
abstraction, - and is unwillihg to conclude with‘a cosy convic-

“tion. Like. Larkin himself, the speaker is a thinker as
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- speculator,,contemblator,-not as abstract.philosobher;f ihe‘
phllosopher mlqht say that Larkln is here g1v1ng us a hlnt
| of a Platonlc connectlon between the "here and now and the
“world of Ideal Forms “where all happened once". i The dunglan
;psychologlst could probably more thoroughly convmnce us that

'what we see here is an enactment of the way in whlch the
_1nd1v1dual psyche 1s 1ntlmately connected wmth a collectlve'3l‘:
consclousness. Larkln s work as a whole is more suggestlve ;ﬁ
. of this kind of dramatlc questlonlng of large 1deas than is’

'sometlmes assumed to be the case.§3

L
: '

Nonetheless, qulte typlcally,ln the above poem the‘
reader is presented with the rug -pulling "Perhaps" whlch
opens the.stanza, and the ironic- respectful comment whlch
closes the-poem and the contemplatlon: "Well/ We shall flnd
" out.® 'In otherfwords,;the memories which the poet.evokes
and suggests as.pomerfullare not_at'the sameltime‘accumulated
"into a case for a-conclusive,idea. ihere'is.a tentativeness
_in'the speaher; and correspondingly.inythe poet himself.‘ He
xrefuses'to be;railroaded into:reconciliation in the world of
'categorlcal abstractlon Larkln s poetry as a whole is
powerful 1n prec1sely this quallty of negatlve capablllty,
.Lthls unw1lllngness to sell 1deas, or put in another way, to
""do the reader's thlnklng for him. It is perhaps because of
this agnostic disposition'of'his'intelligence_that the craft'
of the Imagists is so flexibly vigible in his work_in the

design of his images.
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‘ThHe aanntage‘of the epiphanic image for the explorative-
5m1nd is 1ts transcendence of abstraction, its de51gned :
refusal to state less ‘than it can suggest When Poundwdis—
;cussed the 1mage in his essay on "Vort1c1sm" he sald that it
must embody more than “shells of thought". He said: .

The image is not an idea. It is a radiant

node or cluster;; it is what I can, and must

. perforce, call a VORTEX, from which and

through which, and into whlch ideas are
constantly rushlng.64

This dramatic attitude to ideas describes precisely the’

[_profoundly antl 1ntellectual nature of Larkln s. eplphanles,‘5

both in "The Old Fools“ and otherw1se 1n his work.. In the .
passage we have just seen in "The Old Fools", there is the
rushlng Ain of 1deas,'a provocatlve suggestlveness whlch draws
R the reader into the speaker s actlve contemplatlon The mlnd_
wearles of abstractlons qulckly.l The 1mag1natlon our con- |

nection w1th reallty, qulckens w1th the reglstratlon of com-

S plex mystery, the dellcate "pheasant dlsappearlng in. the

‘brush". Larkln has been accused of lacklng lntellectual

: v1gor, but the ev1dence of the work shows that hls anti-

| 1ntellectuallsm is a profound one 65' It is the deeper

1

he51tatlon of the emplrlcally—mlnded and’ 1mag1nat1vely more
complex poet of the phy51§al world Stevens 'analogous com-=
ments on the eplphanlc, and therefore more profound nature'
of art by comparlson to thought are also useful in this con- .

'text, Speaklng of the 1mag1natlon as a "mlracle of logic",

he has sald.

L
.t
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The truth seems to be that we live in concepts
of the imagination before the reason has
established them. If this is true, then
reason ig simply the methodizer of the
imagination. - It may be that the
imagination is a miracle-of logic and
that its exquisite divinations are
are’ calculations beyond analysig, as the
conclusions of the reason are calculations

. wholly within analYSlS.

(my. emphasis)

But if Seevens' s;atemenf is an adequafe.expression‘of the
truth concerﬁing the;relative,ineptneSS of old abstractions

.to the new divinations of-poetryl it is-nonetheless,pos-:
.sible for the critic to point towa}d the divinations in ‘a
suggestive way. And -in the case'of'Lerkin, there is'the‘

need to get' the criﬁical'reco;dlstfaight on just how
"exquisite" they‘afe in_the-firstfplace,‘lwe have.alfeady

seen in such poems'as‘"Ambelanoes"; "Mr. Bleaney“{ “Fhe
.éuilding".-e so haﬁe familiar oneS'——.that the‘epiphanies move‘
toward'sharﬁ and crashiﬁg.reooénitions.of-a void-like quality
whlch seems to suggest an 1mb1c1llc order ——-or dlsorder.#—f
to the scheme of things. _The fear.of‘death-ls reglstered'byy
:the persona in “Ambulances" for example, in the chllllng
'jnatural symbollsm of the ambulance itself. Itsrmeanlng is
-evoked and realized as an 1ndex of the'"solv1ng emptlness"-
rwhlch is just below the surface of llfe. It surfaces
"momently" in the minds of the women in the. poem who afe-
forced to ! see/ A wild white face ‘that overtops/ Red stretcher:

blankets momently".67 The entire poem moves to the
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sudden confirmation of, in the words of another poem, a

" “sharp tender shock" . 8

Larkin's work is‘punctuated with
- such .epiphanic shocks, just ds it is also punctuated with
.more seemy.ones, such as we have seen in "Mr. Bleaney“..

On the other hand, in "Ghurch Going", "The Whitsun
Weddings", ahd "Hioh Windows", we also see that Larkin's
‘epiphenies are orten ones of edification. -In these
'inStancee; the epiphanies are-large existential versions of
the euggeetion bf beauty which we have just re-examined in
"The 0ld Fools". - Bluntly, we can say that Lerkin's epiph-
anies fall into the;two basic categories: the cautiously
romantic; and the darkly‘ironic. Every sihgle poem will in
some way crash through the conflnes of this kind of categor-
“1zatlon but on the far ends of the spectrum, this is very
rougply what we see.

Lookiug over the chronicle of Larkin's epiphaniee, the
poetry which - is in publlc v1ew, there seems no reason to
assume that he -- at any point -- has decided to create poems

which will express anything like a conversion or preference
for one kind of epiphauy over auother. in all instehces, the -
:momente of epiphahy rise from his poems as authentic, and not
shammed«to’further either a'pessimistic view of life or a..
more atoned one. ' Lerkin has never been a dogmatic pessimist,
nor a dogmatlc Optlmlst though we are well aware of his
crltlcs' view of him as tending toward the former dlscomfort-

just as’ we are also aware of the ba31s of that judgement in
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a'confusioﬁ about his‘poetic.pefsonaiitf.' And given his
insis;egde;on thg need for the poeﬁlto await patiently, and
honéstly recqfd.his‘impressions about life as the physicai
world suggests its‘momentb§s messages to him; it.ddeén't seem
that Larkin is interested in‘gi&ing’us a’ poem which collects
all of his épiphanies together. He seems.unwilling-to‘write.
a conclusion to his wérk for us. It is perhdps forlthis-
reason that so many of his critics dé him the disfévor of
_ forging oﬁe_for fhemselves, and naming it his. | .
'Larkiﬁnobviously\sées hié poetry as one of witness, the

preservation of moments of unusual attenticn;to the experi-
ential world. In short, it-appeérsrthat he has a standing
record by now thch-indicafes that he is above ali1a poet of
“negative capagility and is intent on”sticking to his claim
that “myth-kitty" has no energetic connection Witﬁ‘his work.
Nonetheless, if Larkin ;éfﬁées to nail down his view into a
récognizable formula of:Métaphysics, his critics are more
bold, and many seek to give to him a'coﬂclusiveness WhiChihe'
'reéists.in_an instincpual-way. Hénce, we find that man§
critics are‘ﬁil;ing to séﬁtle for characterizing Larkip's
world-view on the basis éf one or two poems, and simply ignore h
the others as somehow beside the pbint. So that we find
Lolette kuby saying, for instance, that:

Féw poets seem further from myéticism than

Larkin, particularly since the mystical

experience usually is thought of as

ikuition into the ineffably harmoniocus,
the heart of light.®9 .
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On the basis of Larkln s "Absences“ she offers that Larkin
is a poet of "negatlve mystlcal experlence 7O~ That judge-
“ment is in keeping with her overall .view of Larkin as a
'Vbasica}ly.dark existentialisthwtitet. Kenneth Moon would~
seem to agree. He'sees "Mr. Bleaney" as a representatlve

© poem in_this regard, saying that it is paradlgmatlc in its
recognltlon of the fact that all human venture is trivial
:when measured "agalnst the scale of the universe"

Philip Gardner has recently decided that "The Building" is

the represehtative poem in High Windows and Sgys that "The

view we see is drab and‘looal: the regret we feel,
W72 |

_ uniuersal. These. short examples would seem to show that
Lafkin is a poet-whose'aark‘epiphauies are having more

effect on hls crlthS than his lighter ones. Yet we.can see
. that the basis of these judgements lies in selectlve
'jgenerallzatlon.,

| 'rIn a sense, given the agnostlc nature of Larkin's poetry,
and.glven the ‘complexity of his epiphanies in almost every
'T'case, -any attempt to nail -down his overall view of llfe is-
destlned to fallure. The c1rcumstant1al nature of Larkln ‘S
1nd1v1dual poems would seem to make nonsense of any attempt
j'fully to abstract a.systematlc view of life which, the poet
.telis us, is not‘there, Any version of Larkin's Qorld-view
will have‘to include both_the darker moments and the brighter
_ones;and generalization on the basis of a single-minded

attention to the chronicle is destined to failure. Further,

because of the temporary, circumstantial nature of Larkin's
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art, no Single ‘poem can comfortably be said to represent hlS
view, Larkin resists concluSiveness with as much energy as’
his critics pursue it. As a way of underlining these points Tf
it is worth looking at two poems which seem to come to

opposite conclusions. -

.

We can proceed by way of .relating a fact or two of very
. recent critical history. Larkin's poem, "The EprOSion"

which is the last in his High Windows, is one which embodies:-'

what appears to be a reconciling image of atonement. - In
keeping With the pertinence of Imagist theory- to Larkin's -

work, we can see that it contains a carefully and beautifully
rendered epiphany, perhaps one of the most clairvdyant in his-’
chronicle. More than one reviewer has beehn struck by its
edifying dimen51on,_and not surprisingly, those who would

“ seem to agree with Kuby s view of Larkin's previous work as .
being far "from mysticism", have registered delight and sur-
;prise”that the reputedly weary poet has managed to accomplish )
such a,well-hehaved moment.l But then Larkin published a poem L
titled‘fAubade"74 almost three years later, 4in 1977. As tHe i

7 reader will:see shortly, it embodies all of the_cheerfulness

- of a funeral. Larkin, it would seem, has let his'"romantic
reviewers"75 down _again.  And done 0 quite quickly‘_ The

two poems are here placed in sequence and are uninterrupted

by critical commentary. In the juxtaposed’ reading of them,.

the experience of their strikingly diSSimilar attitudes to "

death; they stand.as caveat to all critics who offer con—n

jectures about Larkin's conclugive view. -

A
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" The Explosién

- On the day,offthe explosion
‘Shadows pointed-towards-the pithead:’
In -the sun the slagheap slept.-

Down the lane came men in pltboots coe
- Coughing ocath-edged talk and pipe-smoke, “:-
Shoulderlng off the freshened 31lence.Aﬂ

One chased after rabbits; lost—them:
‘Camne back .with a nest of.lark's eggs;
~Showed them; lodged them in the. grasses.

e ' So they passed in beards'and:molesklns,‘:w
Fathers, brothers, nicknames, laughter,
Through the tall “gates standlng opep

At noon, there came a tremor' cows
Stopped chewmng for a second; sun,
Scarfed as in a heat-haze, dlmmed ‘

. The dead go on before us, they
N Are sitting in-God's house 1in comfort, . -
fre o . We shall see them face to face-- - . s

) Plaln as lettering in- the chapels, L L
Tt was said, and for a second , . '
Wives saw men of the explosion ;'j -

. Larger than in llfe they managed—u.{ e B .
e Gold as on a cdin, or walklng T W
e Somehow from the sun towards them,

s -

”<f6%e show1nglthe eggs -unbroken. oL

w

Aubade

_ PR T wérk all day, and get half drunk at nlght.

Lo Waking at-four to soundless dark, I stare.

oy 7 In time the curtain-edges will grow light.
o Till then I 'see what's really always there'

'Unresting death, a whole day nearer now.

Making all thought impossible but how

And where and when I shall myself die.

Arid 1nterrogatlon. yet the dread

M
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- of dying, and being Qead, - -
Flashes afresh to«hold and horrlfy

The mlnd blanks at the glare. Not 1n remorse
~- .The good not -done,.- the.love not giver, time
- Torn off unused.-- nor wretchedly because
. An only life can take s6 long.to climb’
Clear of its wrong beglnnlngs, and. may never;
But' at. the total emptiness for ever,
The sure extinction that-we travel. to.
- And shall be lost in always Not +to be here,
Not to .be anywhere,
And soons nothlng more terrlble, nothlng more true.
This is a specaal‘way of belng afraid . wn oo
. Na.trick dispels.. Religion used to” try, : oy,
E =~That vast moth-eaten misical brocade ' :
= Created to pretend we never:die, B ,
' i And-specious stuff’ that. says No rational being -
“Can-. fear a thlnq it ‘will ‘not feel, not seeing
That this is what we fear —— no s1ght ‘no sound, .
No touch or taste or:smell, nothlng to thlnk w1th
- Nothing tdé love-or: link with, Tk S
.. The anaesthetlc from whlch none come round g -8

-

" And so- it stays just on the edge of VlSlon,
- Alsmall 'unfocused blur, -a standing- chill’
That slows each impulse down to 1ndec1slon
Ce e Most. thlngs may never happen' thls one w1ll
. And realisation of it ‘rages. out :
=. ' In furnace fear when we ate -caught without
People - or drink. Courage "is- no good:
I¥ means. not scarlng others. - Belng brave
- Lets no one off the-grave. Lo
Death is no dlfferent whined at than withstood: .

' Slowly llght strengthens, and thé room takes shape.;
It .stands plain®as a wardrobe, what  we know,
. Have- always known,;-khow that we can't-escape,
Yet ‘can't accept. - One side will have to go.
‘Meanwhile: telephones crouch; gettlng ready to r1ng
In locked-up offlces, and all the uncaring
. Intricate rented world begins to rouse
The' sky ‘is white as clay, with no sun.
" Work has to be done. - -
' Postmen llke doctors - go from house to house.

_“The Exp1051on" appears to be a rendltlon of a harmony
e of belng, a harmony whlch 1s based on ‘a recognltlon of*the

efflcacywof ralth,;though,dramatlaed as a llylnghreallty‘



w1th1n the mlnds of the w1ves, and therefore separate from."),-‘

‘.

the speaker Hls engaged lmaglnatlon is. nonetheless undenl—"’°.'

‘ably present* The eplphany whlch both the poet and the w1ves;"_f

share w1th the reader, 1s captured only I'for a second" and
is powerfully centrallzed in the 1mage of the men walklng
;"Somehow from the sun towards them / One showlng the eggs

unbroken". Unllke the wasteful weak propltlatory flowers"

.whlch are prOJected as the concludlng 1mage of . defeat at the =

.-, P
v

end of - “The Bulldlng" the flnal 1mage “of . “The Exp1051on" 1s
one whlch atones the llVlng w1th the. dead and loss with a
'-mysterlous beauty., The persona 1s'the cautlously romantlc

v

;one in- Larkln s range of, poetlc personalltles, andwthe tone

[

of the poem ends on a note of. pralse. On the ev1dence of

thls pPoem alone, Larkln is: far from belng only the poet of

what Lollete Kuby has termed "negatlve mystlcal experlence“d

) And vet to contlnue ‘the exercrse,'on the baSls offhls most
.recent poem, "Aubade" thls 1s prec1sely an approprlate '
phrase. Very much in the tradltlon of Larkin's eplphanles in -
"Next élease" Ambulances" "The Bulldlng"" and a whole )
serles of other poems,“the lnexorable fact of death rlses‘out
of the very hope for llfe whlch the tltle of the poem in

' thls _case, 1ron1cally embodles. The nlght thoughts of the.-
speaker ache through the poem as one large eplphany, a. paln—‘A
ful reallzatlon of mortallty whlch "Flashes afresh to hold
and, horrlfy". The sad _persona is. almost entlrely uncompro~
'mlslng in hls sadness There is none of the beauty whlch

. that persona also senses_ln_poems such“as‘"Home is.So Sad“,

i ' * E +
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“Dubllnesque“ :and a whole serles of poems whlch we c0uld
“also shuffle out of the chronlcle. The—speaker 1ntroduces
an 1ron1c—playful tone in an apparent attempt to joke hlS'.
way through to the dawn.- ‘But’ hls ‘humour is a ‘black humour;
and, he deBcrlbes death as ""The anaesthetlc from whlch none‘

come: round “Ifnd:f\' devastatlng punnlness, "a standing
. 1

A

{chlll“ ' Flnally. no amount of analytlcal struggllng would

"seem to change the dreary and’ defeated sense of life, or-=‘

ﬂ,death—ln llfe, whlch is proaected in the 1mage which con-

cludes the poem,_where "the sky is whlte as clay, w1th no .

sun" and "Postmen llke doctors go from house to house n

On the basls of each poem we can hypothetlcally draw a.-

conclu51on about Larkln s ultlmate v1ew.r In one lnstance,'

supported by other examples, we could venture that he is. a .

'-bleak poet a dogmatlc pe551m1st - On the ba51s of the other,
' i supported by addltlonal examples; we could call hlm a ‘poet -

e

who is- reconc1led one who has grown up-to the expectatlonS‘
of hls romantlc rev1ewers"'; hut we begln to reallze that
the . truth of the matter s more complex and demandlng than
_thls. Nelther poem 51ngly embodles Larkln s ultlmate v1ew,h

'and at the same “time each 1s a contemplatlon a momentary

eplphany of the posslble truth one’ dark the other llght

©"o

Most 1mportantly, the ev1dence of the two poems shows that
- Larkin is a poet who', flguratlvely speaklng, knows a lot
dbout heaven and a lot about hell For all of that there .

.18 no myth whlch he has.contr;ved;to contaln both of thei~

.1experiences. Quite:typically; he distances himself:ftqﬁ'thehn

-

e

76-
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visiéﬁ in “The Explosion".bf,céntering iénin.the conscious-
ness of the wives themselves, just as he centered the wonder
in I'.‘if\i'ecld:i.ng_Wind" in thé whole being of the young bride.
And‘Laikinqbwns these views no more than Shakespeare owné
MacBeth's or Félstaff's of Mercutio's. Which is to say that
'heAdogs own them in a profoundly impersonal wéy. Larkin's
_persqhae.are;nbt‘Philip Larkin in any categorical sense.
‘Aﬁd énéldgdusly,'Larkin's:epiphanieé'are sé complex and
”ﬁaried that fhéy‘defeat any attempt to dismantle them in a
‘search after{the controlling myth which, the poet has.warned‘
-ué,'doeS'nbtiéxist.- And who is todéﬁy wHich of'the epip- -
'hanies,itﬂe dafk or the light, aré"the most profound sinée‘we
certainly can't add them up into a total.’’ N
Thé truth of the matter, we begi@ to realize, isfﬁhat
“Larkin éhareslwith the most ffénkly realistic writersﬂr
.Shakespeare included, éunegatiyé bapability'which isAthe
~ genius of hisAmastery over a wide'range of perépectiﬁes on
iife. Larkin writes poems wﬁich,-like the*face'of the‘WOrld:_
1%ts§lf, are dark, and poems which, like the face of fhe'world
- itself, are ligﬁt."There is a balance to fhat?ﬁisioﬁ which':
is as natural as the movement of night into day. Without a
.firm commitment to a mythic éuperstructﬁre,'thejopen—minded
 poet is—destingd“td turn ﬁp flashes of iight,-gnd flésheé-of
darkrl Ithis.foolhardy for the critic tOAinsiSt,vqgéinst the
: evidencet that his moments are.only sunny, or more?éonvéﬁ—
tionally, only dark, just as it is absﬁrd~to.indulge in

guessing games about what he might do next. Once the moments
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of epiphany are conveyed eiwand lt is sheer genius that ;’ .
Larkin so continually renders them fresh —- they are freed
from the poet in a profound way, and take their place w1th
other works of;art.. They either move us intelligently or:h
not.r If they do not, it 1is p01ntless to send them back to

. Larkin in Hull. He doesn t own them: -More absurdly, one
begins to realize, it is a waste of energy - to morallze about
their impropriety, unless one is honestly declaring_oneself
as a custodiafmof morality and/or religion 2Larkin is av
poet more thoroughly open in sen51bility than any critic who
has written on his work He is a poet par excellence, of
negative capability, And' one doesn't say that as a w1ld
gesture of defence. It is verifiable,on the grounds of-theJ
integrity of his poetry as we can find it related in- yet
another way to the poetic of the Imaglsts. Importantly,.
tHulme s v1ew-of the work of art as religlouslyfinconclusive”
can be seen as centrally appropriate to Larkin s resrstance
to flnal abstraction . -

| In his;fanous definition of_thé‘;claésioal'in verse“,
"Hulme made a statement whlch is suggestively approprlate to
Larkin s poetry. In the context of attempting to define the
difficulty -- and the maturity ~— of Shakespeare s work, its
unusual resilience,yHulne deScribed it as expressiye of "the
classic of motion". As he proceeded to define the "classicalv
in verse", he made‘a statenent which can both sanction and |

. S . :
focus Larkin's work in a way which all of the impressionistic

SA34 -
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guesswork of volumeé of 'Larkin criticism,has‘understandably

failed to do. He said:

What I mean by classical in verse, then,

is this. That even in the most imaginative
flights there is always a holding back, a
reservation. The classical poet never
forgets his finiteness, his limit of man.

He remembers always that he is mixed up with
earth. He may jump, but he always returns
back: he never flies away into the circum-—
ambient gas.

You might say if you wished that the whole
of the romantic attitude seems to crystallise
in verse round metaphors of flight. Hugo is

~always flying, flying over -abysses, flying
up into the eternal gases. The word infinite
in every other line.

In the classical attltude you never seem to
swing right along to the infinite nothing.

If you say an extravagant thing which does
‘exceed the limits inside which you know man
to be- fastengd, yet there is always conveyed
in some way,~at the end an impression of your-
self standgng outside it, and not quite
believing it, or consc1ously putting it.
forward as a flourish. You never go bllnd;y
into an atmosphere more than the truth, an
atmosphere too rarefied for man to breathe
for long. You are always faithful to the
conception of a limit./®

(my emphasis)

ﬁnlme's definition Piovides ﬁs with a strikingly‘accurate
aescription of LarkinPn'most'centrél-moments(of'epiphany.
vLarkin both records tﬁgﬁ; and_steps.béck frnm nailing them
“fdpwn.l The'speakef"at the end of "Church Going" could be

l said to :enember that he is "mixedlup with earth". His

n élassicai attitude ndlds him back from the "swing right

:Ialong to the infinite nothing" of which Hulme speaks:
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.. For, though I've no idea

What thls accoutred frowsty barn is worth,

It pleases me to stand in silence here;

Y-\ sé%ious house on;serfous earth'it is,

In whose blent air all our compulsions meet,

Are recognized, and robed as destinies.

And that much can never be obsolete,

Since someone will forever be surprising

A hunger in himself to be more serious,

And gravitating with it to this ground,

Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in,.

If only that so many dead lie round. -
We have moved successfully into a rarefied "atmosphere", but
are returned to "the conception of a limit". Significantly,
the ironic turning back leaves us seriously. facing the grave-
yard,-a perspective'ﬁhich underlines. -the need to be "seriocus"
just as it also prevents us from "flying away into circum-
ambient gas". The flight‘is romantic, but rémantic in the
order of the difficult realism which Hulme is speaking of.

In the concluding epiphany of "High Windows", there is
the same reining in of the flight, the same’ recognition of
" the power of the “atmosphere",.and the_same‘corresponding
recognition that it is "too rarefied for mah to breathe for
long".
Rather than words comes the thought of hlgh wmndows.,
The sun-c¢omprehending glass,

Any beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows
- Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless;80

As we recall from Cha%ter One, the speaker is both given to
the flight into an epiphany of wonder, and an eplphany of

void. The precarious poise of the moment is as delicate as
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anything whlch is concelvable in -art. The.image is desigﬁed;
crafted carefully, to- embody a gracefulness of vort1c15t1c _z

" motion.- There is the suggestlveness of Pound"l"VORTEX"'at
work ln the dramatlc quallty of the moment and there is also
the: recognltlon of- llmlt whlch Hulme has so clearly deflned

as the hallmark of “the cla581c of motlon LIf we look at
Hulme s deflnltlon agaln, we hotice the way in Wthh it 1s
also stated by him as belng the art of temporary and pa331ngf
wonder, an art the descrlptlon of which.is remarkably
approprlate to Larkin's work as a whole, and to" thenlnd1v1dual_
accompllshment of the poems we. are presently in local contact
with. In descrlblng the depth and the elu51ve‘qual1ty of

this art, Hulpe was to say that:

The intellect always analyses —- when there .
is a synthesis it is baffled. That is why
the artist's work seems mysterious.
The intellect can't represent it. This is’
a necessary consequence of the particular
‘nature of the intellect and the purposes
for which it was formed. It doesn't mean
. that your synthesis is ineffable, simply that
it can't be definitely stated.
Now this is all worked out in Bergson, the
central feature of his whole philosophy.
It is all based on_the ¢lear conception of
of these vital complexities which he calls
" "intensive" as opposed to the other kind
which he calls "extensive", and the-
recognition of the fact that the intellect can
only deal with the extensive multiplicity. To
deal with the intensive you must use intuition.8l

(my emphasis)

-While.this is aldifficult notion,'it'ie not impossible to

' comprehend." By the‘time'it is sifted through Imagist theory
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of oraft,'it'arriveS'at a notion.of the individual“poem as
the conflrmatlon of 'a mysterious 1ntu1tlon Pound described
1ts transcendlng effect in hls deflnltlon of the.“Image“
.And Pound's recognltlon of the newly—lntellectual power offl
artlstlc 1ntu1tlon is also underscored in ‘his descrlptlon Of
the vorticistic design of the image. Its w1sdom is |
"intensive“;_and ls therefore_the more difficult to‘create;
just as, because of its dellcacy, 1t is easy for the crltlc
to destroy

Hulme sald that romantlclsn was llke "spllt rel:l.glon"82
because hav1ng lost falth 1n the lnflnlte,.lt put the 1nf1n1te
in the flnlte and concelved of the notlon of man as presently
perfect chalned down from perfectlon by the strlctures of N
c1v1llzed soc1ety. It was based, that 1s, on a myth ;e |

-~

whlch became stale. “A romantic movement.must have an end of

ES

the: very nature of the thlng. It may be deplored. but it

can' t be helped - wonder must cease to be wonder “83;‘It must

fcease to be the stralned and self—con501ous motion oﬁf into

empty "c1rcumamblent gas" . Et was once'underplnned by myths
whlch are dead, very llke the “vast moth-eaten mu51cal brocade"

whlch Larkln names rellglon 1n "Aubade“‘ In the néw classical

verse, - the edlfylng can only be found 1n the real phys1cal
world and be the recognition of the wondrous in the face-of

- @®he world a face which changes dally. Hulme once said:

"the world exists to develop the lines bn its face",84‘a

' comment which was made in consonance with Bergson's view -of
- . ‘ ,: A p . "

life as becoming, fluid, unfixed, and .potential. - Hence;.ror
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~ -Hulme, “woncer'can oniy be:an attitude'ofta man passing from
-:one stage to another, it can never be a permanently flxed
‘thlng'“ss It is a v1ew of the poet whlch is hlghly suggestlve
- of Larkin's aghostlc achlevement Hulme is suggestlng‘that
there‘can-be a poetry which exists without myth-and-is yet.a
;.noetry‘of wonder. ‘In the case of Larkin we can see that the

- poet can take on the’ role of registering that wonder, while
) rcontlnually holdlng back from reconc1llatlon into rellglon.

For Larkrn, that wonder is the product of his engagement with
the dally newness of the physlcal world ‘His moments of
‘wonder, because so grounded in- the experlentlal world, are
.varied. -Hencet_while-some of the epiphanies are suggestive
. of light others are darkly terrlfylng,' mnch as in Shahespeare,
| all intense moments of perceptlon are not the same in thelr '
;quallty,_lndeed are often so dlfferent that they seem mutually

' "'?

_to_eXC@ude one another...It is for;thls reason that
Shakespeare seems inexhaustible in terms of'the)rceas which
can ‘be led to hls work for conflrmatlon . Since’hoth Larkin
land Shakespeare are constantly writing" out ‘the c1rcumstant1al
the changlng face of the physlcal world the re31dual experl—l
.ence of thelr work 'ls one of mystery, rather than one of heavy
phllosophlcal conv1ctlon Attentive to the constant changes
in the v1sage of the phys1cal world nelther writer ia- glven

‘1

to the statement of a dogmatlc pess1mlsm or a vatlc optlmlsm

: _Both dlsposltlons are 1rrelevant to thelr more exploratory

art. As emplrlcally oriented wrlters, they are glfted w1th a

'negatlve capablllty whlch always walts for further evidence.
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Thlnklng of other modern writers in this context we can
offer that when the gods were seen to have died agaln, the
fixity at the center of traditional myth crumbled for many of

,them. Thls is why Eliot's Wasteland86

will always be a focus-
t . \

ing work . .in modern literature. . It is a funeral. oration in
which all of the symbois of'the myth are numbered and'buriedr
one by one. But it is a poem whlch is limited by a nostalgia
for the myth which it ‘buries, a nostalgia which prevents it
from turning to the physical world in an attempt to contact
. a fresh sense'of mysterf. From one p01nt of v1ew we can say
that Larkln s rejectlon cof Modernlsm is made on preCLSely this
groundf. In a sense, the'Modernlst rejection of the physikal
world is the expreseion ofla terminal boredom with life, an
inability to survive the funeral with‘a new'curiosity.

In the Imagist impulse; as we have seen Hulme prescribe

it as a classical disposition, the option was opened for a

- retrieval of the world as wondrous, still suggestive of mean-

ing. The faot of the matter, of course, is that the physical
world did not die at allr Writers who recognlzed the death

- of the myth without throwing the physical world away w1th it
refused to give in.to the Modernist-Symbolist funeral. They
became, and become, writers who; in HuLme;s directive, arer
"passing from one stage.to another",87 They move through
moments of wonderlepiphanies Which'grow from their contact.
with the'physioaloworld —-- and the'chronicle‘of'their moments
QrOVides us with the moving"record of their joﬁrneyathrongh

time.
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LWallace Stevens and D. H, Lawrence are two such wtiters.
. They write their‘chronicles as the earned product:of:their
experience of the physical wo;ld, and are both poete;pre—
eminently suitable to Hulme's“perception of the "classic of .
 mot1on" as a poetry of wonder w1thout religion. "It is not
accidental that we flnd SO many - of Stevens' comments on art
not only consonant with Larkin's achievement, but in echo of
ményxof'the more complex notions of the Imagist'theorists.
Neither Larkin nor Stevens is willing to construct‘e reiigion
out of his own ego. Neithem, that 1s, is interested‘in the

: 1nterlor movement into 1dlosyncratlc mythlc structure. whlch

poems such as The Four Quartet388 entail. By contrast, they

are poets who venture into the newness of the physical world,

leaving the dead myth behind. 1In this context one recolleots
' o

Larkin's "Water", a poem which suggests a good deal about the

o~ B . . ' | : )

writer'suattitude to the physical world, and whet he miéhté

wish to discover there as a substitute for the myth which is

dead: : oo ' o o

If I were called in
To construct a religion
I should make use of water.

Going to church’
Would entail a fording g _ o
To dry, different clothes; o s

My liturgy would employ
Images of sousing,
A furious devout drench,

And I should raise to the east

A glass of water :

Where any-angled light 89
,,yould congregate endlessly.
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" Larkin turns_up:many dark epiphanies in his work; The record
ofjthe criticism‘of his work'shows.that this is what he'is
famous for. ‘And it could be argued-that the absence of a= . 1
myth in hls work 1s what ~accounts for this habit of reglster—

ing eplphanles of dark shock. But on the suggestlve basis of
the poem above, we can see that he is also concerned with
epiphanies of light, and lt is more than interesting that the
image at the end of'the poem reads like his own description of
epiphanies of llght moments of beauty whlch sparkle 1mag1n-

tlvely out of the fact of the world. Thelr opposmte ls the

dark perception, and nobody ¢an deny that Larkln's work‘ls noti
populated with such moments., though why so many insist;on

their dominance becomes“finally.an‘imponderabie.p But at least
this much can be said: to view the poetry as a mhole,as'
expressive of only a bleakness, sadness; and-éespair,.is to
.ignore that side of the‘work in“which "any-ang;eo light“ does
in fact exist. | |

In an attempt to-right this imbalance of'the‘criticism;

it is worth looklng at the work from the pomnt of view of- 1ts
capacmty for wonder, its faith in the sparkle of beauty whlch ‘f{
suggestlvely rewards the emplrlcally orlented poet of reallty,
even amidst his impulses to despalr. Larkln s retrleval.of |
the physical world- brings with it the-retrieeal of a sense'ofr
"wonder without religion, a recognltlon that to live in a
manner receptlve to the mystery of the phy51cal world is to
discover somethlng whlch‘can gstave off the worry that ex;stence«is

. really no more than a muddle. _D.‘H. Lawrence can heélp us to
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“ ooy "

lReberﬁ Conquest,. New Lines, (1956- rpt New York.

~MacMillan, "St. Martins® Press, 1967), p. xv.’ For context,
see above, p. 8. ‘ . - '

T. W. W., p. 17.
‘"H. Wr' p- 17.
T. W. W., p. 21.

H. W., p. 24.

G W , P ‘545__ .
S et b :_-_i_g; SRRy ,
f:_BT. L, D;;zﬁ. 45; y
9H - 3. i ‘
i 519?;'r;ibfraé:,4¥f;? | -
s - o

Richard Hoggart once made a comment which expresses

'iﬂw:that 'immediacy" of art which is central to the English
. . tradition. It can act as .a widely general placing of the
- différence between ‘Eliot's art and Larkin's. Hoggart said:

. "Good literature recreates the 1mmed1acy of life -- the sense

_‘L‘that life was and is all these things, all these different -

orders of things, all at once. It-embodies the sense of -

" human life developing in a historical and moral context. It

. . recreates the pressure of value-laden life so that--to the

- extent of the writer's gifts and art--we know better what it -
‘must have meant to live and make decisions in that time, at

. that place, to -have thought and felt, to have smelt roast

' beef,-been troubled by falling hair and wondered what one was
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~ making of one's ‘life. See “therature and 8001ety," Norman

. MacKenzie, ed., printed in'A Guide To The Soc1al Sciences
° (New York: 'New American Library, 1966}, p." 205.-

Interestingly, it is a comment which .could well:- describe -
~T. S. Eliot's Prufrock as it could Lawrence s Tom Brangwen—a :
"as he grows older. *The more ordlnary and recognlzable : .

1mmed1acy of Tom's world is the one which Larkin would llkely

po;nt to as anOlVlng the feel of the substantial world7
. lsT; S. Eliot, The Wasteland f1322; rpt.“colleoted: '
ﬂ%%ms: 190941962;-Londcn:.-Eaber and'Faber,_I974);‘p; 61-80.

-

, 16Yet I must 1ndellbly underllne the help of Anthony .
J-Thwalte in . this ‘matter, not in . any recognltlon of the Imaglst:
_+ impulse as'such,-bit in hls recognltlon of the importance of .
realizing Larkin's groundlng of his poetic is own life.- “" .
Thwaite. has said; " "What Ha¥dy taught Larkin was 'that - a man' s”'
.own life; itssuddenly surfacing perceptions,. its ‘moments -
- of. vision' its seemlngly casual eplphanles (in the. Joycean
o sense), could fit whole -and without compromise lnto poems.
~ There did not need to bée any large -scale gystem of belief,
.any such c1rcumamb1ent framework .ds_Yeats -constructed w1th1n
- which to fashion His work." See "The Poetry. of Philip - '
Larkin;" in The Survival of Pbetry, - ed. Martln Dodsworth
' (London:u Faber and Faber, ;970) p. 43",

17a1un R. ‘Jones, "The Poetry of Phlllp Larkln. A Note

on Transatlantlc Culture," Phoénix, Nos. 11-12 (Autumn and -
Winter 1973-74), 140. Jones was-. respondlng to M, 'L. Rosenthal'
claim--innocently general -in its drlftu—that “younger :

~ British poets...are turnlng to Amerlcan post Imaglst models '
as a means of re-orienting their work " (as; quoted by Jones;-
p. 140). As it turns out, Rosenthal is rlght in a general .
way. Larkin's "Show. Saturday“ for example is not alien in,
its method from the poetry  of Wllllam Carlos Williams.
Additionally, on the point-about 'younger British. poets!:
Rosenthal is not far off-the mark: Thom Gunn, for 1nstance,
has publicly stated that the Imagist impulse .is: one from which
the contemporary poet can learn a good deal about what he’
terms "matter and principle." See below, pp. 244-245,

’ . \\ - o, : ) . ._
laCentra; tfeatments;oﬁ Larkin's kinship with the
Georgians can'be found in two essays: "Larkin, Edward

Themas: And The Tradltlon,ﬂ by Edna Longley in Phoenix, :
Nos. 11-12" (Autumn and Winter 1973-74), 63-89, and "Rhetorlc

i . ‘¢

RESERd
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if-and the Moderns," by A. T Tolley in, Southern Review, ‘6 .
15(1970) 380~ 94., = . e

S 19Colln Falck "Cranking”The Engine;" rev: of Imagist.
"Poets,_ed by Peter Jones, -Poetry Nation,. 1 (1973), 129. _
Falck suggestlvely notes that: . "Another look at what .

”“Imaglsm did and did" not do for poetry might renew somé poetic. °

- _hopes on “both sxdes of the Atlantlc at the present time.
(192) | : . A

. 2OAt ‘its most ba51c, the dlfferent empha31s of the
Symbollst attltude to the object(s) of the world,; . is under--
‘lined in a clear -comment which J. P. Stern-has madée on the .
matters ‘"The concentration of meaning we call a symbol *

involves a loss as well as a gain, obv1ously it7is not attalned o

at that middle distance from which realism portrays the world:
indeed, symbollsmﬂlsn t confined. to any- stable perspectlve at
all. It is making rather than a matching a 'disfigutring' of

-things thé world contains rather -than a retracing of them, w

See On Realism {London:. Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973), -»
pp. 156-57. g o A , o
o .

Phlllp Larkln quoted by John Press in.A Map of Modern

‘-Enqllsh Verse (London' Oxford- UnlverSLty Press, 1969), p. 258.

. .His source: Poets of The 1950's,%D. J. Enrlght‘edm, (Tohyo:
- n.py 19551} pp. 77-78. ' - . . : oo
Lo 22 . ", in "Four Conversations," interview with
_Ian Hamilton, 'London Magazine, 4 (November 1964}, 71-72.

_ . "Phlllp Larkin Pralses the Poetry of
Thomas Hardy,! p. 1ll.. For context see abOVe P. 5

23

2~Thomes Herdy,:“Préface“ to Poems Of“The - Past And -
Present, 1901; rpt. in The Collected Poems of Thomas Hardy
(London, Machllanl 1962), p. 75.‘.A :

25Thls,k1nd of & comment is even borlngly recurrent

often operates on the level, of triteé quantlfylng. One takes u;

it that~quallty can ‘be Judged in poetry on the level of

" -"billions and billiors have been scld. ", George Hartley, .

Phoenix; 13 (Sprlng 1975), ‘reviews High Windows with the

:  introductory remark: - "We" ehould’make the ‘most of ¢ lebrating j*
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-
Larkin now, for if his pattern of publication continues, his

‘next collection will appear in 1984 (87)."

6Ph111p Larkin, "Out of The Air, : Not Like Larkin,"
a comment made on the BBC, transcrlbed in Listener, 4i
August 1877, p. 209.‘

‘27' : , BXl Wha£ Jazz: hA Record'biary 1961-68
(London: Faber and .Faber, 1970), p. 17. '

-

28 ", Introduction to John Betjeman: Collected
Poems, complled by the Earl of Birkenhead (Boston: Houghton
Mufflin, 1971), p. xxviii. '

2?‘* g , "Subsidies and Side Effects:" Times
Literary Supplement,, 18 February 1977, p. 183.

30 : "The Poetry of William Barnes," rev. of
. The Poems of Wllllam Barnes, ed by Bernard Jones, Listener,
16 August 1962 p. 257.

¢

_ 31 ' , "What's Become of Wystan," rev. of
Homage to Clio, -Spectator, 15 July 1960, p. 104.

]

2 ) . ) .
3_ . Introduction to John Betjeman:
‘Co&lected Poems, p. xxiii. :

;3 ,'"Betjeman En Bloc," rev. of John
‘Betjeman: Collected Poems, Llsten, 3 (Spring 1959), 15.
. "‘.-*
- 34 , "The Blending of Betjeman,f rev. of
: Summoned By Bells and First: and Last . Loves, Spectator, 2 ’
‘December 1960, j<B 913.

35 : , "Philip Larkin Praises the Poetry of
‘Thomas Hardy," Llstener, 25 July 1968, p. 11l1.

301pid., p. 1l1l.

37T\ E. Hulme; "Romanticism and Classicism," :1924' rpt.
in Prose Keys to Modern Poetry, ed., Karl Shapirp (New vark:
'Harper and Row, - 1962), p. 101.
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'  ﬁOTES.CONT'D$ CHAPTER I1I. .

381pid., p. 102. .

3%1pida., p. 101.
. 40Ezra Pound., "Vorticism," Fértﬁiqhtiﬁ Review, 96 (1914),
464. ' | |
Ay w., p. 37. . . - | '
42 '

_ #“Randall Jarrell, "An Introduction to the Selected
Poems of William Carlos Williams," 1948; rpt. in Poetry and
The Age (New York: Vintage Books, 1955), p. 217. -

43Larkin has said that once the poet is motivateé by an

"emotional concept," it is then up to him to "construct a
verbal device that will reproduce this emotional concept in
anyone who-cares to read it." See "The Pleasure Principle,"
Listen II (Summer-Autumn, 1957), 28. And Anthony Thwaite
quotes Larkin as saying in The Poetry Society Bulletin
{n.d.) that "Some years ago I came to the conclusion that to-
write a.poem was to construct a verbal device that would
preserve an experience indefinitely by reproducing it in
whoever read the poem." See "The Poetry of Philip Larkin,"
in The Survival of Poetry: A Contemporary Survey, ed.
Martin Dodsworth {(London: Faber and Faber, 1970}, p. 47.

Hpora Pound, "A Few anfts,“‘l9i3: rpt. in Shapiro,
Prose Keys, p.. 109. ‘

454, w., p. 24.

~

4®urines on A Young Lady'!'s Photograph Album,” T.L.D.,

p. 13. In this poem the speaker marvels at his sudden
realization of the innocence of youth and the evidence of
ageing which the photograph seems to shout from the world of
fact. Patricia Ball, in"The Photographic Art," A Review of
English. Literature, III (April 1962), p. 50-58, refers to-
this poem and says that' "The art is not in the camera work,
though the inspiration may be; it is the imagination '
rejoicing at candor, its kindling at the idea of a camera's
record which transfigures accuracy and makes it a means to
perception. (p. 55)." The essay also deals with the use of
fact in short examples from the poetry of Kingsley Amis and
John Wain. s ‘ : -

!
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YTyallace Stevens, "Imagination as Value," 1949;: excerpt
rpt. in The Modern Tradition, ed. Richard Ellman and Charles
- Feidelson Jr. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965),

P. 223. : '

-

48 rarrell has said that with the Imagist tradition, “The
subject of poetry had changed from the actlons of men to the
reactions of poets--reactions being defined in a way that
left the poet without motor system or cerebral cortex."
(Poetry and the Age, p. 217). It is perhaps for this reason

that, as William Pratt has also suggested, "Imagist poetry '
‘ 1tself is minor poetry,"“--The Imaglst Poem (New York:
Dutton, 1963), p. 38.

49Wallace'Steveps, "TImagination as Value," The Modern
Tradition, p. 222. : -

5OPhiiip‘Larkin, in Poets of the l950's,'for‘coﬁtekt,
see above p.. 98, ' '

5lp. w. w., p. 1o.

52Wallace Stevens, "Adagla," in Opus Posthumous, ed.
and- introd.,_Samuel French Morse (New York: Alfred A. Knopf
1966), p. 158. . y .

531pid., p. 160.

5% w.| p. 28.

*“Wallace Stevens, "adagia," Morse, p. 162,

56W1111am Wordsworth, "Llnes Composed a Few Miles Above

" Tintern Abbey," 1798; rpt. in Russell Noyes, ed., English
Romantic Poetry and Prose (New York: Oxford University. Press,
1956), P. 2600 ' . e '

57 ' . ’ \'

Wallace Stevens, "Adagia," Morse, p. 162,

8philip Larkin, in Poets of the 1950's, pp. 77-78.
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7. B, Hulme, "Notes On Language and Style,"” 1925; . rpt.

in Further Speculations, ed. by Sam Hynes (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1955), p. 99. :

60Ezra Pound, "A Few Don'ts," 1913; rpt. in Shapiro, -

- Prose Keys, p. 105. BAnalogously, Anthony Thwaite tells us
that Larkin once said that in the reading of "The Whitsun
Weddings," as the voice,comes to the close, it should "lift
off the ground." See "The Poetry of Philip Larkin" -in
The Survival of Poetxry, p. 48. ' ‘ '

61Wallace'spevens, "Adagia," Morse, p. 173\

62H. W., p. 19.°

63This kind of analysis of Larkin's work is rare,

primarily, one guesses, because Larkin's poetry holds it off
with continual gestures of apparent anti-intellectualism.
Nonetheless, J. R. Watson, in "The Other Larkin," Critical
Quarterly, 17 (1975), 347-360, sees Larkin's vision as
amenable to Mircea Eliade's version of the "wholly desacral-
ized cosmos" (as quoted by Watson, 350). In Watson's view,
Larkin's scorn of myth-kitty and religion is separate from

@ nostalgia in his work for a further religious meaning. The
interesting process of logic in which Watson engages is—--in
Paraphrase--to see Larkin as a poet whose negative vision of
modern life is so strong that it in some way implies its own
opposite. He says that "Larkin's poetry abounds with ,
figures who belong-involuntarily to the modern desacralized
cosmos (351)."tjﬂftson's view is that Larkin is a poet who

- recognizes the Wofld as in need of religion and as devoid of

ning without it. It is for this reason that he.sees

Larkin as attentive to the ritualistic quality of life as he
perceives it in, for example, "The Whitsun Weddings." Watson
s encouraged by Larkin's. vision in "The Explosion," and says
that on the evidence of his growing concern with ritual life,
we can see that "one of Larkin's greatest strengths as a peet
-is his position as "'homo religious' with an intuitive aware-
ness of the tenuous sacred in the midst of the profane
(360).” Like many analyses which see a given writer as .
embodying the ideas of philosophical and/or religious think-
ing, the terminology is usually more helpful to the critic
than it is conscious to the poet. In.the final analysis,
what is helpful about Watson's'approach is that in spite of
his terminology hé’manages to point to a real concern in

>
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!.

. Larkin's work for "ritual." (See my comments on ritual,,
below p. 194, : . T . .
3 Addltlonally, in terms of Larkin's "ideas," the European.
tradition of existentialism would be.the most likely tradition
for a terminology which suits the case, though one wonders
how far it would gostoward an appreciation of the art itself.
Nonetheless, existen ialist notions such as Sartre's basi¢
_statement about existence preceding essence, would seem to
aptly describe the agnostic base of Larkin's work. And more
importantly, both Sartre and Camus' claim that 1dent1ty is
achieved through lived discovery of oneself in the journey of
life unguided by a God, would seem to also be appropriate.’
The more one reads Larkinian criticism, the more apparent it
becomes that the vast majority of his readers expect that he
have g pat answer-to issues -and questlons which, for the
-existentialist/agnostic can only be seen as 1ntellectually
imponderable, though at the same ‘time, emotionally pressing.
When, for.example,  the speaker in "Ignorance" (T. W.. W., 39),
considers the fact.of death, his "idea" is both exmstentlal—-
ist in its blankness, and ex15tent1allst in its reglstratlon
- of a klnd of emotlonal 1ncredullty.

i

And yet spend all our life on imprecisions,
That when we start to die
Have no idea why.

The sense of the "absurd" is deflnltely lnvolved in Larkln 's
work.

Finally, as the reader’ w1ll shortly see, T thlnk that
Larkin's ability with abstractions lies precisely ln his
ablllty to exceed their llmltatlons.

64 . T . s it '

""Ezra Pound, "Vorticism, 469.
: 65One thinks here of Alvarez s clalms in The New Poet;g,:
‘See above, pp. 30-32.

A}

86ya11ace Stevens, The. Necessary Angel 1951; except'rpt;z
in The Modern Tradition, p. 225. - ! ‘

t

) v .
67T. W. W., p. 33% )

GS"An Arundel Tomb," T. W, W., p. 45.
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69Lolette Kuby, An Uncommon Poet for the Uncommon Man,---f

. (The  Hague: ‘Mouton, 1974), p. 55. . Kuby says that, "yet,
'Absences' is surely the visualization of a mystlcal experl—_f
_ence, a negative mystical experlence, into the 1neffable o
Nothlng "o . . , | f"'lt

7O1pia.; p. _55'.

- 71Kenneth Moon, "Cosmic Perspective:. A Use' of Imagery
‘in the Poetry of Phlle Larkin." : Poetry Australia, No...68:
(October 1978); 59. Moon also analyzes this notion as he’

finds it registered in "Talking in Bed," "Essentlal Beauty "
."Days n "Next Please " and "An Arundel Tomb "o SRS :
72

e Philip Gardner,_"Bearlng the Unbearable," rev. oﬁf'
‘quh Wlndows, in Phoenlx, 13 (Sprlng 1975),.100 o

E 7‘3}]‘:‘. o ) op- 42-

o 74Ph:Ll:Lp Larkln, in Times therary Supplement 23
December 1977 Pr 1491

see above; p. 19.

. "Four Conversations," For context, =

: 76Nonetheless, apart from the exer01se -of. forcmng the 1ssue
above, I have no difficulty. with the poem myself, find its
-comedy strong, in the' center, and wonder if Larkln is even
"having his critics on in the. concluding lines. That sky is
"right out of Hardy s "Neutral Tones." There has beén a lot
-0of easy associationof Larkln with Hardy's neutral tone .of

. sensibility and expression. Additionally, ‘the "Postmen like
doctors, " who appear as messengers of mortallty, collide
humorously with Larkln s priest and doctor in "Days"

(T. W. . W., p. 27),'a poem which, jokes at the absurdity of
human ‘posturing around death. .In that, K poem the speaker asks;
"Whexre can we llve but in days?" The concludlng stanza
states.“ :

Ah, .solving that question -
Brlngs the priest and; the doctor
In their long coats

Runnlng over the flelds._
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77When Larkin himself was asked a similar question about
thé comparative judgement of works of art according to their
theme, or basic insight (in this case, a work's socio-
political theme), he replied: "good social and political
literature can exist only if it originates in the imagination,
_and it will do that only if the imagination finds the subject
exciting, and not because the intellect thinks it impoxtant;
and ‘it will succeed only in so far as the imagination's
.original concept has been realized. To say more than this
seems possible only if you are prepared to postulate and
" compare two equal concepts equally realized, and to argue -
that the one about factories is better than the one about
fairyland, and I don't think you can do this as long as you
are talking ‘about literature and not about something else."
See "The Writer in His Age", answer to question posed by
London Magazine in same, 4 (May 1957), 47. ' '

"

78T. E. Hulme, "Romanticism and Classicism," Shapiro,

Prose Kevys, pp; 94-95. -Larkin has himself made a comment .
- which somewhat parallels Hulme's statement of the precarious °
classical moment. In the context of introducing two of his
poems ("MCMXIV" and. "Send No Money"), he said that each poem

. represented what he thought to be: "+he two kinds of poem I

' write: the beautiful and the true. I have always believed
that- beauty is beauty, truth truth, that is not all ye know

. oh edrth nor all ye need to know, and I think a poem usually
starts off from the feeling How beautiful that is or from

the feeling How true that is. One of the jobs of the poem .
“is to make the beautiful seem true and the true beautiful,
but in fact the disguise can usually be penetrated.". See

Let The Poet Choose, ed. James Gibson (London: Harrap, 1973),
p. 102.  In the instance of the two poems of which he:speaks,
ofie of the impulses . is enacted in each of the poems. It’
‘could be said that in ."Church Going,” "Whitsun Weddings,"

and "High Windows," the momeritousness of the poems lies in
their interweaving of the two impulses. : '

79T. L. -.D_-'.r P 28. .
80y, w., p. 17.

»B;T. E."Hulme, "Romanticism & Classicism," Shapiro, -
Prose Keys, p. 103. : S

82

Ibid., p. 94.



154

- NOTES CONT'D: CHAPTER III.

®31pid., p. 103-104.

84T. E. Hulme, As quoted by Glenn Hughes in Imagism and
the Imagists gNew York: Biblo and Tanner,.1972),lp..19.

85T "E. Hulme, "Romant1c18m & Cla551c1sm," Shapiro,

Prose Keys, p. 104,

36’1‘. S. Eliot, "The Waste Land," 1922;.rpt. in Collected

" Poems: 1909-1962 (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), pp. 61-86.

[

87T E Hulme,."Romant1c1sm and Cla551c1sﬁ," Shapiro,
Prose Keys, p. 101.

L

8'I‘ S. Eliot, Four Quartets 1935-1942; fpt. in Collected.
Poems: 1909~ 1962 (London. Faber and Faber, 1963), pp. 187-
223, : . '

8%, w. w., p. 20.

90Wallace Stevens; “Esthethue Du Mal " in The Collected
Poems of Wallace Stevens (New York: Alfred A, Knopf, 1957),
p- 325. . . . - — - -
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CHAPTER IV: THE PHYSICAL WORLD: AGNOSTIC WONDER




CHAPTER IV:. THE PHYSICAL WORLD: AGNOSTIC WONDER

Larkin'é'retrieeel of the physical world as a vital-
iZing_stimulus to poetry lies at the creative center of his
Qerk} ihe complexity of his experience of the world is*
borne out in'the sophistication of his art, one.which is
crafted to_inclede a registration of subtle moments of |
. epiphany, and one which is in keeping with his essentially
'agnosticetemperament. There is a quality ef‘negative
capability. in his work which defies all analysis of it as
simply dreary, bored, sad, or withdrawn. At this point one
feels secure in stating that he is an exceptienally explor-
atory wrlter, and steps energetlcally ‘past the eqotlonal
complacency of drearlness and the 1ntellectual stas;s of
terminal pesslmlem. ~.That he is an 1ntensely sceptical writer
is undeniable. But as we have seen in the previocus two
chapters, hls scept1c13m is nothlng if. not tough-mlnded the
expreSSlon of an Honesty to the seriousness;of the world

All of that hav1ng been said, what remalns to bhe explored-
is that side of hls work’ whlch is the most neglected.' its
concern with the wondrous‘vxsage of the physical world, aﬁd.;
its‘instinct for praise. A fuller realizatieh of this
dimension of hie werk enables us to complete our view of him -
as a more balanced writer than has yet beee c;eiﬁed in the
conventional werid of'iLarkin;. criticism. This' chapter, iﬁ.

other words, attempts to right a balance, to seek a more juet
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"jperspectlwe on his work as a whole. Whiie certainly not
_“denylng that Larkln is a strongly peSSlmlSth writer -- as
::was Shakespeare -~ we can here demonstrate that his- v1ew of
the world 1ncludes as much a glance at the mystery of llfe as ,
_1t does at its squalor. our gulde 1n this demonstratlon 15‘
D. H: Lawrence, a wrlter who can be seen as: more closely -

g lconnected wrth Larkln s world than has so far- been clalmed
to be the case .Larkln shares with Lawrence a 51mllar
emphasis on the need for a llVlng consc1ousness of the phys—
ical world, and, 51gn1flcantly, 1t is a consc1ousness whlch
ieads both writers to,a prlmarlly agnostlc wonder, one which -
could be said to constitute their.most profound weapon
against debpair. S " S ’

- Few w1ll be surprlsed to flnd Lawrence s name mentioned

'to the side of a study of Larkln s poetry, but most would
conSLder the connection between the “Ewo wrlters, ‘to be ev1d-
enced in the-fact of only two poems. Larkln has wrltten one
poenmn, “Weddlng‘wlnd",l w1th a Lawrentian concern with the

“”power of love, and ariother, "The Exp1051on ? Wlth a -

‘Lawrentian feellng for “the unlfylng mystery of death. (éeamus
Heaney has mentloned the Lawrentlan temperament of the former
poem and regretted that Larkin did not develop ‘the influence’
past the single 1nstance.3 And - Walford JDavies has sald of
"The Exp1051on" that it has. the "perlod feel offearly _

Lawrence about it", 4 So, at least in terms of these two poems,

-3 - 1

there is a recognltlon of the connection. But the matter is

usually left at that .and no central klnshlp of sen31b111ty
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.inhthe‘work as a whole is considered to be ‘operative. In |

- the"COntext”of'speaking of "I Remember, I Remember“'

" H Klngsley'Weatherhead has said that the thlngs which dld

not happen 1n the speaker s chlldhood are "curlously similar

~f to some of those in. Sons and Lovers" 5. Dav1d Timms, 1n his

book .on Larkln, replled that "Thls ig. true, but not curlous

surely,'f'6

and rmplles that we' should leave well enough alone.

But 1n splte of'hls confldence on.the matter what remains

yet more curlous, and ultlmately very suggestlve, is. at least

4

Lark;n s ownlng of an early 1nfluence of Lawrence on. hls

attltude 5 craft -In hls‘l970 trlbute ko Vernon Watklns,

Larkln 1nd1cates hlS early regard for Lawrence, just as he7

¥

.

o

? -to the work of Yeats.

tells us of the process of hls conver51on —— by Watklns -

©7 ' 'We talked a good deal about poetry, or rather

';~Vernon talked, in the main, and.I listened:

it was dlfflcult to avoid-the subject in his

© company. .He did listen patiently to my.
Y

i ‘enthusiasm for D..H. Lawrence, remarking

simply, 'The shape of the- ‘poem by Lawrence:

. :is the shape of the words on the page; the "

: g_he thought form so 1mportant7

-

: shape of. a poém by Yeats is the shape: of the
‘instrument on which the poem is played. I

saw 1nstantly ‘what he meant, arnd asked’ him 1f '

Y

We also know of hls clarlflcatlon of the record,on how much .

he was 1ncapable of absorblng Yeats 1nfluence w1thout }051ng,

hls w1ts;8

And just as lt could be . argued that he has

..+ absorbed some " of ‘the 1nfluence of Yeats' work in splte of the

u~later rejectlon,‘lt is. worth pursulng the connectlon w1th

Lawrence a bit further. One.ls encouraged in that venture,



not only by the poet's own recognltlon of an early en%husiasm}'

o, ..

-but by the knowledge that Larkln s connectlon w1th the

1
n-_1

_AImaglstsh views on- craft is one that places Lawrence“s poetry

=

‘1n an 1nterest1ng p031tlon of formal 51m11ar1ty., Most - f :*th
1mportantly, however, ‘one 1s dlrected by a feellng that both

Lwrlters share a sense of the dramatlc presence of the phy51cal

‘

_world and are 51m11arly wonder—struck 1n thelr lmaglnatlve con-

for wonder, one we are now, aware of as. hav1ng a. craft connec—

.

tion w1th the emplrlcal blas of the Imaglsts, e are less L

.‘surprlsed at ‘the exlstence of "Weddlng Wlnd" and “The -f

~ . = .

Exp1051on" 1n-hls chronlcle. Indeed they -Seem precLsely ln )

. . [

-‘keeplng w1th hlS capag; ty for reglsterlng mqments of trans~*'

cendlng meanlng whlch rlse from the 1mmed1acy of the phy51cal

_world Lo T : ’ ‘

¥ v

Interestlngly, if we reread Lawrence S poetry wlth
'LfLarkln 1n mlnd -we are struck by the way ln whlch Lawrence

embodles many of ‘the attltudes to poetry whlch Larkln has
claimed to admlre 51ngularly in other wrlters. There-ls

“always, for - 1nstance, that feellng 1n Lawrence s poetry that

the expre351on‘1s ‘more 1mportant to him than the craft of

the work Addltlonally, there is the same capac1ty for™

unscreened emotlonal statement whlch Larkln so much admlresr

_1n the work of Betjeman, just as_one also flnds Lawrence to ,

‘be often glven to humour 1n hls poetry, and glven to to551ng‘
H

. of £ frank recognltlons of the human body and the v1tallty and

health of the language of slang which goes w1th 1t And 1n '

>

_tact with 1t After some ‘somé knowledge of Larkln's capaczty “

r e

S
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terms of an expre531on of bltterness and lmpatlence w1th alla

L

oA,

“crltlcs than Larkln could ever hoPe to become To reread

L L'"“

'Lawrence is to- recognlze the relatlve tlmldlty of Larkln s

PN

. 'occaslonal outbursts of struttlng sardon1c1sm. Indeed there_

- - . hl

-

are more useful analogles whlch can'be drawn between the two L

'wrlters than this- study could ever flnd space for But 1n ‘

‘
» . .
‘ v <!

terms of our centrallzlng focus on Larkln s retrleval of the‘f

phy51cal'WOrld the connectlon could be sald to be a‘very

I

rlch one, and one whlch helps to focus Lark;n‘s quallty as a'r;

f pcet_of wonder.

T Ca

5Lark1n and Lawrence Share a conv1ctlon regardlng the need
for the artlst to 1nvoke the llVlng presencelof the phy81cal

P

: also see the work of art as. belng the re presentatlon of~‘.

1

';funusuallyvp01gnant moments of percelved and deeply felt con-"

that reduces the human belng to pettlness, Lawrence mlght be g’fgi

' sald‘to prov1de blgger game for Larkln s poet~as cynlc 'ra{-ﬁlgﬁf;

‘fg‘world as both palpably and mysterlously present Both wrlters :t-

'Tnectlon w1th that world If before turnlng to the" poetry 1t—_ '

_them.

3

self we brlefly refresh .our memory of - some of Lawrence E

Q.statements on the value and the’ functlon of art "a famlllar
Rgsense of 1ts ep;phanlc power beglns to emerge, one that lS

_ é%sqnant w1th Larkln E; v1ews on art as we have come to know

b . - N
| A v . ! [ et - . .. : o ‘<
L '. f '

- -

In "Morallty And The Novel"9 Lawrence makes one of hls

.

oL '
“ 0 .

“many - statements on the relatlonshlp between the artlst and
the phy31cal world one whlch 1nsmsts on the central 1mpor~1

,tSnce to art of the act of 1nvok1ng the world 1n a.f
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relationship of mysterious connection.. In the following
paSSage"we can see 'that his recognition of the epiphanic

dlmen51on of art recalls many of our concerns in the prev1ous.

chapter..

The business of art is to reveal the relation
between man and his circumambient universe,
at the living moment., As mankind is always
truggllng in the toils of old relatlonshlps,,
art is always ahead of the "“times", which '
themselves are always far in the rear: of the
living moment....If we think about it, we find
-that our life consists in this ach1ev1ng of a
. pure relatlonshlp between ourselves and the
living universe about us. This is how I "save
my soul" by accomplishing a pure relation-
ship between me and another persony me and .
other pecple, me and a nation, me and-a race;
of men, me and the animals, me and the trees - :
. or flowers, me and the earth, me and the - ~ -
skies and sun and stars, me and the moon: an
Anfinity of pure relations, big and little,
like the stars of the sky: that makes our -
‘eternity for each one of us, me and the '
timber I, am sawing, the lines of force T
follow; me and the dough I knead for bread,.
me and the very. motion with which I write,

'« . me and the bit of gold I have got. .This, if’

we knew it, is our life and our eternity: .
"~ the subtle, perfect relation between me and
' my whole circumambient universe.l0

Lawrence of cqarse, is speaklng of the navel, but the drlft
'of his essay\is 1nclu51ve of all art. Hence he sees_Van

Gogh'e sunflower as the expre551on of, and the presegnatlon'
;of,,a momentaneous" reallzatlon of “perfected rel;tlon" l¥'

+

He - additionally claims that the-mysterious.quality of art
‘ilies'in the fact that it isqrecorderrof that relation which =
givee us the "feeiing" of "that which exists in the'non-

dimensional space", and aslseeming to be-"deathléég[;life-

‘less, and eternal";12 Art which manages, to triumph byer-

1
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time in its reéistration of this kind of intimate related-
ness between the artist and the Otherness'of the world, he

offers, can lea to‘a,sense of momentary harmony which"

approximates ious dimension At the same time, it

. is alsoc supe 'or to rellglon in ltS re31stance to any

"nailing down™ of the moment 1nto "a stable equlllbrlum"’l3
Lawrence also says, "And there is somethlng 1n51de us . whlch
must also be beyond.llfe and beyond death since that
'feellng whlch we get from an Assyrlan llon or an Egyptlan
:hawk s head is so lnflnltely prec;ous to us. wld Lawrence'ls'
'here mov1ng the Imaglst recognltlon of a transcendlng quallty'
'1n moments of eplphany to a rellglous dimension whlch they
.might have felt uncomfortable w1th _Just as one suspects
Larkln mlght recoml from it though not to a far distance.
"Importantly, for all of Lawrence 3 eagerness on the_mattef}
he 'refuses to.name_a ;ellglous‘myth, or, in his own_lingo,
'heminuoiVed'in hnaiiingsdown" the “feeling";-.ﬂe'is;for the
most‘part-as agncstic“about:that point'es.we find Larkin to

. be{n Larkln once said that he thought the most successful

.

poems*were those whlch ultlmately "float free from the- pre-

r

occupatlons that chose them" and are "reassembled -- one
‘hoées - 1n the eternlty of the‘i.maginati_on"',15 which‘is
about as far as one can go wmthout in hawfehce's'terms,
"nalllng down" the issue. -

In both the 1nstance of Lawrence's gesturlng at the
ibower°oﬁ these moments of "pure relatlons", and Larkin's

‘concern with “things I have seen/thought/felt",l,6 there is
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the récognition of a ‘barely articulable significance to the
moment itself which Doth writers wish to leave ultimately
undefined, leave on an agnostic basis of wonder without

feligion.' Again, looking at Lawrence's passage, we notice

- his claim that there is_an "infinity of pure relations", or,

X .

- 'we .might say,‘epiphanies. ‘Eurtﬁer,'the éﬁggestion of the-
;.rich,beauty-aha-éignificapce of'these moﬁents of unusual
: 3coﬁnecﬁioﬁ‘of the mind with the physical world, fécails
"‘Lérkin;é.ﬁatﬁréi symboi iﬁ "Water"l'7 which equally power-
'fully notes tﬁej"any—ahgled‘light" which "dongregate(s)

e eﬁdlessly" as tﬁe-sun glitters, one suspects prismaticaéﬁ:ibj

on -the glass of water. And if both writers' comments see

- to echo’the recognition .of beauty at the end of Lawrence's

The Rainbow, it is probably not an accident of association.

The novel ends with a gesture of hope in the sufficiency of
a‘reglization of momentaneous beauty which is durable enough
to méove Ursula through the despair which threatens to destroy

her:

~
-

Steadily the colour gathered, mysteriously,
"from nowhere, it took presence upon itself,
there was a faint, vast rainbow. The arc
bended and strengthened itself till it

arched indomitable, making great architecture
of light and colour and the spaceof heaven.l8

——

As phfsiéal faét; the natural symbol is the more convincing

in the novel as metaphor for the hope whigﬁ she at least

wishes‘tb feel. This single epiphany of "pure relationship“.

© is enough to éncourage her in spite of her almost counter-

=
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valllng awareness of “the old, brittle corruptlon of houses

19

and factories". Thls other reallty constantly threatened

to lead Lawrence, and w;\éan 1nclude Larkln to a perceptlon

20

of life as "slow dying“. In "Nothlng To Be Said", Larkln

placed that klnd of awareness of bleakness on an even larger
scale. What we notlce in the middle of theﬁlmages whlch ‘he
uség in that poem, is something like the "old, brittle ‘

k3
corruptlon cf houses and factorles" about Whlch Lawrence

knew: _ .. ‘ \

Fﬁﬁzhaticns vague as weed,

'For nomads among stones,

Small-statured cross-faced tribes

And cobble-close families

In mill-towns on dark&mornlngs

Life is slow dying.?
Larkin's sympathy for the "cobble-close families/ In mill—
towns on dark mornlngs" is remlnlscent of the paln which
Lawrence intimately knew as part of that way of life. And
with this knowledge, 1t_was the more dlfflcult for Lawrence
to praise life, to find it'wonderful Yet the re5111ence of
" his imagination, it would seem, has 1nsp1red Larkln to the
moments of praise and wonder whlch,sone begins to reallze_as
an accumulating fact, is a‘central aspect of"his work.

Larkin and Lawrence are veterans of the-darkness; This
is why, perhaps, one never feels duped by thelr moments of
llght In "The Earth” section of his poem "Transformatlons“,
t,

Lawrence addresses the earth W1th: "on me_lies the-duty/ To -

see you all, sordid or radiant—tissned",227a'statement which

IR
.oF ﬁ
’ i ~
. .
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silly."™;
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is as candid as his claim in "Song Of Death" -that "without-
the song of'death,dthe song of life/ becomes pointless and
23 B . . *
But Larkin's relation to Lawrence is yet more specific-

ally-visible.than in this'general kinship of a gquality of

“honest realism.. The work of both writers also incorporates .

a rich and enriching.connection of sensibility to the won-
drous presencerof,the physical universe. This is the central
point. And both have an ability to move that.wonder felt in

its presence,-outward again toward‘a~respect for and recog-

nition of, the mystery of the human world. Tq\notice a“

" similarity of logic in this motion of wonder in both writers,

is to concede a depth in Larkin's.work which has been over-

looked in the critical evaluation of his work which claims

~it is wanting because dreary. In short, as in much of

Lawrenee's work, there is in Larkin's an agnostic:wonder at

the ‘beauty of the physical univerée which is the stimulus to
a corresbondindﬁresbect for the human world.

'Softhat we'can hotice this connection requires that we
now dlstlngulsh between the human world and the physlcal

¥

universe, rather than hold to what could become a llmltatlon

. in the use of the term "the phy51cal world" a term whlch

tends to be assoc1ated 1n the 1mag1natlon - 1f not in. the

mind -- w1th the world of landscape and the fact of the-'

human being. Lawrence and Larkln both we w1ll see, are

ﬂunusually attentlve to the phy51cal universe as an entlrely

rigsing reallty, cne whlch 1ncludes the phy51cal fact of - the
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heavens, just as they ‘are also sharply attentlve to the
smallest detalls of landscape nature - With that easily held
«dlstlnctlon in view, between the phy51cal unlverse,.and the
'human world we can move to’ thelr poetry in an attempt to see
"the-fmportanceuof the dlfference, and finally to see thelr
. fusion ohe which we can say iﬁportantly underlines.tneir
shared sense of a meanlng to existence as almost assured by
its pervas1ve quallty of mystery. .

‘As an initial motion toward the.poetry'it is worthwhile,--
" as a way of refreshing our memory of Lawrence's‘markedly |
physmcal poetry, and also. as a way of, connectlng Larkli;s
poetry to that fact 1mmed1ately, to juxtapose a few llnes
.from each . wrlter in an attempt to make the connectlon as
qnlckly asap0551blezat'the outset. -Hence, to list but a‘very
'_few of what could be termed instances:of.wonder at the expan-
sive:fact -of'tne pnysical’universe, and respect for the
mystery of the numan,.we.can coﬁe.up‘with.the following kind .
of'coildcation. -dne adds that there is nonintention here to
Cite t%e lines from:Lawrence'as sources of'specific inspirf
, ation in.Larkin's poetry ‘;Ef Lar]tin can at all be said to
be 1nsp1red by Lawrence, it is.an inspiration.which his
orlglnal genlus fully transforms 1nto his own.art
L ;‘_ And all.the manifold biue,,amazing'eyes,.'

The rainbow arching over in the: skies,
New sparks of wonder opening in.surprise:

(Lawrence: "Blueness" )'24



Rather than words comes the thought of high w1ndows.
" The sun-comprehendlng glass,

And beyond it, the deep blue alr. that shows
Nothlng, and is.nowhere, and is endless.

(Larkini "ngh Wlndows

Space, of course, is alive.
“that!' s why, it moves abouts

and that s what makes it eternally spac1ous and unstuffy,

And somewhere it has a w1ld heart

"and. sends pulses even through me: -

and I call it the sun; = S

and I feel arlstocratlc, noble, when I feel a pulse go
through me. \

167

")25

from the w1ld.heart of space, that I call ‘the sun of suns.f.

(Lawrence'. "Space")26

Here is. unfenced existence:
Faclng the sun, untalkatlve, out of reach. -27

. . . (Larkln. -“Here")

-And I should ‘raise 1n the east‘

‘A glass of water ‘ .

' Where any—angled llght :

Would congregate endlessly. PP og
e _ : : (Larkln'__"Water“)
"To be an arlstocrat of the sun."
" you don't need ocne 51ngle social 1nfer10r to exalt you'

you draw your hnobility diréct-from ‘the sun .
let other people be what they may.

I am that I am
from the sun,

and people are not ‘my measure

Perhaps,~1f we started rlght .2all the children could

grow up sunny - : D :

and sun-aristocrats. . ‘

We need have. no dead .people,. money slaves, and soc1al
. worms.

(Lawrence:i “Arlstocracy of The-Sun")‘

29
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Coined there among

Lonely horizontals

You exist openly.

Our needs hourly

Climb and return like angels.
Unclosing like a hand,

You.give for ever. , . 30
' T (Larkin: "Solar")

. and for a second
Wives saw men of the explosion

" Larger than in llfe they managed—-
Gold as on coin, or walking

Somehow froin the sun towards them,

One showing the' eggs unbroken. 31
(Larkin: “The Explosion")

.The world of Lawrence's poetry is the world of the self
aslplaced‘in connéction with a iiving physical universe, one
rwhich constantly chargestthe personae with a sense of wonder.

' The most casual sortlng of his lines shows thls. While
Larkln,ls reputedly a.dreary poet, one who is supposedly with-
drawn pe551mlst1cally from the world, it can be argued that
'he shares with Lawrence a 51m11ar sensibility to the physxcal
universe.' Once that is established, the view of him as only
a bleak poet begins to melt into irrelevance; If there is a
persona which is the most overlooked one. in Larkin's work,

it is the one who-stands at the end of "Here" in The Whitsun

Weddings, The speaker in that poem moves on a train through
1an 1ndustr1allzed landscape past the countryside toward
"Isclate villages, where removed lives/ Loneliness clarifies,"”
and Stlll further journeys to-a place where he stands‘on a
lonely shore He-both respects the tumble of life which he

has observed on his journey, and chooses to base his own
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ps?chological health on the freédoﬁ which is suégestedlto hiﬁ
in the expansive féct of the physical -universe. The universe
elicits from him a sense-of won@er and gives him a sense of
selfu§ossessién. "Here" ends Qith‘a flight igto freedom from
the time and space limits of oEdinary'awareneSS which we have
begun to recognize as one of the.most p:ofound-of'Larkin's
poetic éffects: | | .' |

Here silence stands

Like heat. Here leaves unnoticed thicken,

Hidden weeds flower, neglected waters. quicken,

Luminously—peopled air ascends;

And past the poppies bluish neutral distance _

Ends the land suddenly beyond'a beach *

* Of shapes and shingle. Here is unfenced existence:

Facing the sun, untalkative, out of reach.
The disposition of the speaker at:the end of the poem is a
disposition gf Lawrentian wonder. The coﬂcluding‘lines
register the sense of psychological liberation which is con-
sequent on a reallzatlon of the magnltude of the phy51cal
universe, one which is lnflnltely suggestlve of freedom, just’
as it is also guarantor of the mystery of being. Looked at .
in some detail‘in'Larkin's work, we can notice that there is
a distinctly Lawrentian logic -at work in the power of that
mystery.r It is precisely the realization of a 1iberating!
"pure relationship" to fhe physical universe in Larkin's
work which is reached for b; many of ‘his personae as guarantee
of the self as inviolable, and as mysteriously and elusively
meaniné%ul past the limitations of all other forms of rela-
tiopship. , |

,
’
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Somewhat parado#ically, the seminai experience of a'
'cosmlc wonder plays an 1mportant Rart in the worklng out of
a fundamental respect for the.world of the human. In the
work of both‘Larkln and Lawrence, there is a contanual'motion'
imaginatively outward to, the physical unive:se as source-of
personal psychological freedom and wonder, and back again to
the hystery of thre human warld. A'good dea; of impatience
Which Lawrence registered about'people”—— entire eiaSSes of
them -- lay in a desire to base all’of social mythology on
the power,of myatery. Anger, in the worﬁ.of Lawrence and~in
Larkin, is often anger at the wastage of human spirit, its .
suffocation underua darkening-cover of social ambition and
greed. Both writers are alert to the sordld and unlmaglnatlve.
reality of socmety and both find a staylng power in thelr
capacity for wondexr at the tact of the gnlveree. J

We have argued in Chapter One that;solitﬁde in Larkin's
poetry }s not expressed as a gesture of Prufrocklan w1thdrawal
and in this context we see that the solltary aspect of many
of his speakers is the solitude of wonder. It is aleo a soli—
tude_Whioh he himself questions.with.his_owh gestures of
_self-deprecatioh, eeemingly worried tﬁat the_highiclaiﬁAotp
quasi-religious dimension which he places on it renders it g

&

absurd, postured, and only another form of flying off into -
*circumambient gas".33 It is because of this relative caution
about the wonder that we find Larkin to'be less exclamatory

on the point than Lawrence, less given to what many see as a

narrative noisiness in the work of Lawrence.' Larkin avoids



T~.7he has Chosen And.whlle the poem ends w1th the. dreary ;~

- . L A L A S
that pltfall entlrely just as Lawrence fell 1nto it less
, ~often than is' sometlmes commonly assumed. Hav1ng-made that

- '

_called-for p01nt,-we_can now turn to a more“speclflqarecogr-

-

nition of the form which it takes. T

The same poet who places his speaker in "Here" 1n a

by
.

_cllmactlc and final posrtlon of "faclng the sun untalkatlve{

out of reach" has the speaker in "Dockery and Son"'rec01l

v

'from the confinement of Dockery's: neatly settled llfe of

marrlage, social posltlon, and osten31ble success. After
leavr_% Dockery ln.Oxford he rldes the traln -— a hlghly

suggestlve natural. symbol for his own way of llfe -— and

™ -

falls asleep between Oxford and Sheffleld When he awakens,

there 1s an 1nterest1ng connectlon qplte casually made bet—-

-

ween hlmself and the "Unhlndered moon" . "_c,_“': a,

T fell asleep, waking at the fumes .. .
. And furnace—glares of Sheffield, where I changed
And ate an awful pie, and walked along . o
- The platform to its end to see,the ranged - - ‘ “
J01n1ng and partlng lines reflect a strong !

34:

Unhlndered mpon;

1In thls albelt minor.. example of the connection, ‘we recognlze'_f
\Tthe speaker s ratlonallzatlon of -- or dlscovery of a o 3

sanctlon for —= the freer llfe whlch at thls p01nt he th;nksa- -

-

llnes "Llfe ls flrst boredom, then fear,“ etc.‘ llnes whlch’

seem to refer to both Dockery and . hlmself the fact of that

- 1

_moon as "strong" and as reflectlng a travelllng v1sage on
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the rails,. seems to stand above the pgem's other consider-

. ations as attractively compelling. It is perhaps for-this

reason that 1n ‘a much later poem, “Vers de Societé", we find

-

a speaker who dreads the prospect of a dlnner party, and
w1shes to be home alone in the presence of the phy51cal
<:}b<énlverse, recharglng his’ spirit with: somethlng more than
prattle. 'Interestlngly, he dec1des ultlmately to go to the
party, but not untll he makes hls p01nt. o
_ My_wife and I have.asked a crowd of craps: . -
. -, - Lo come and waste their time and ours: perhaps
- You'd care to. join us? In a pig‘s'arse, friend
. * Day comes. to an end.. - '

The gas fire breathes, the trees are darkly swayed
B And so Dear Warlock-Wllllams._ I'm afrald--_

T.-T D Fuhny how hard €. ig to be alone.
© .+ . 1 could spent half. my evenlngs,.lf I wanted
Holdlng a.glass of washing’ sherry, canted
Over to catch the drivel of some bltCh o
".Who's read nothlng but Whlch- : o
. Just thlnk of all the. spare tlme that has flown :

L Stralght irto nothlngness by beIng fllled
" - With forks and faces, rather than repaid

. Under 4 :lamp, hearlng the. noise of wind,
“,And looklng out to see the moon thlnned

- To an air-sharpened blade..

. A llfe,_and yet how sternly 1t's lnstllled

- oo ALl solitude is selflsh ' No “‘one now
w2 . ‘Believes the hermit w1th his gown and dish
- . Talking-to God (who's. gorie too): the big ‘wish
- -Is to have,people nice to you, whlch means
. - -Deing it back somehow.
o ?Vrrtue is soc1al Are, then these routlnes

17Play1ng at’ goodness, llke g01ng to’ church? .
.. .. - .Somethihg that bores us, something we don't do well
v " {Asking that ass ‘about his fool research)’
...But .try to..feel, because, however crudely,
- It shows us what should bé?: : X
- Too' subtle, that. _Too decent, too. Oh hell,

CF



'Only the young can be alone freely. SR
The time is sharter now“for company, - .. - - . T
And s1ttlng by a lamp more often. brlngs : o Ly
Not beace, but other thlngs.

.'Beyond the .light stand failure ‘and remorse 35;;;'”

Whispering Dear Warlock-Wllllams. . Why, of course~— T R

w

Apart from suspectlng that Larkln is hav1ng a swat at his _
- §._-. .

crltlcs here in hls dlSCUSSlon of the false dlctum "All
~solltude is selfls ", we notlce that ‘the phy51cal unlverse.;d
‘15 evoked Wlth all of the power of Lawrencman 11v1ng pres—-ﬂ
ence and mystery.- In a cageo of Imaglst plctorlal VlSlbll—'b-
1ty in the sharp evocatlonébf the moon, the speaker

underllnes the value of'what 15"

4 . : e repald o iy
Under a lamp, hearlng the ‘noise of ‘the w1nd

“And looklng out “to see the, moon thlnned

To an air’ sharpened blade. '

Thls llv1ng consc1ousness of the physlcal unLverse 15 remln— .

;} iscent of Lawrence .S 51m11ar penchant for conversatlon wmth

o

the heavens.? Slmllarly, the recognltlon of the value of the;'

'/?pad$r is a- recognltlon both ofolts fhmltatlons and a recogjl
hltlon of 1ts worth to the self as- a guarantor of self— f’
posse551on. Addltlonally, and thlS 1s a polnt Whlch becomesz
more 1mportant later the wonder of'lonellness w1th the-t

unlverse is valued as necessary to any real communlng w1th

‘people In thls 1nétance Larkan makes ‘that p01nt in a-
r ‘

‘purely negatlve May ‘in the satlre of the klnd o_'

jhnon—communlng whlch t prospect of/the dlnner partyibrlngs

to the speaker s m:Lndl . 3.AH‘ T T ST
ol ;‘.[-“' ‘ . s ‘. . l L .. i" . *;'
:\J\ C L ) ) :. . -‘ 4 o .. i

R4
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N ,-i The connectlon w1th Lawrence on thlS p01nt about

*5f‘ solltude 1s not only a theoretlcal one.. In one of the many

z*f 1nstances ln whlch Lawrence dealt w;th the power of lonely

:":;wonder hls poem‘“Dellght Of Belng Alone“7 ‘he also 1nvoked

-fthe sustalnlng example of the moon'

~

S B . | know no greater dellght than the sheer dellght
Feooom 0 e of. being. alone. e
U . - . It makes me realise the dellclous pleasure of the moon
“« . .. " that she has in travelllng by herself'. throughout
T time, '
- ..or thé splendld grow1ng of the ash- tree R
'._alon@, or a hlll~s1de 1n the north hummlng ln the Lo
. w:,nd 36 v . , ‘

T N S S e
- And 1inr-a more prosaic version of the same point, Lawrence. .

‘wrote: .

o To be - alone ig one .of life! s. greatest dellghts, thlnklng
. one's own thoughts, L e

I'“;f'. 'fﬁ' d01ng one's own little jObS, seelng the world beyond .
Lo . and feeling oneself, unlnterrupted in. the rooted
; "connection

'wlth the centre of all tHings 37 L

7 In both wrlters there is. a recurrently crlsp reglstratlon of
rthe wonder sensed in a barely artlculable connectlon of the
;self w1th the v1brant dlgnlty of the phy51cal unlverse. The
pure relatlonshlp" whlch 1s felt and prlzed could be sa1d
lto be H%rne out in the fresh __presentatlon of’ the 1magery.'
A "freshness conv1nces you', sald Hulme you'"feel that for
‘a manute".38 - ' o f
"In both Larkin's.work‘and in Lanrence's,'the capacity

'for a cosmic wonder, a reallzatlon of an elu51ve "centre of

: /
.all thlngs“ whlch is "both suggested by the phy31cal universe
. j ) ]
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dahd-yet'resrsts completing‘abstraotion, is the'basie
diépOsitionrof sensibility which correspohdingly'leads to a
w recognltlon of the mystery of the human world and a pralse
- for its struggle It can, of course, also lead to an.
‘ilmpatlence w1th all forms of human smallness of mlnd And
this sense of mystery, one takes it, is a much deeper form
of connection with the human world than the hPlaying at
goodness, like goihg to church?,'which,the speaker in
- Vers de'Société"‘refers to.

435 These klnds of cons1deratlons can be brought to more

Fl

spec1flc expressmon if we turn to ngh Wlndows and see it

‘_from thlS total pomnt of view. The vocabulary we are-u51ng

here-ls in large part also appropriate to The Less Deceived

and The Whitsun Weddings, but by focu51ng on quh Windows

. we ‘are given a measure of control over the work and can

N

Y

also‘enjoy the bonus of,regardlng-and celebrating the further
sophistication of Larkin's art in its more recent manifes-
tations. It is a sophistication which, we will see, ShOWS'

[ ' A . : -
. Larglnto beAstlll developing as "better at what I am", as

39 .

we recall him once'Wishing'for his line .of developmeht

Fhe personae whlch we are familiar w1th 1n Larkln s
other works are allve and well in thls volume ' The sad the .
1ronlc, and the serious persocnae, w1th thelr modulatlon and

1nterplay of humourous, sad, and,more serlously reverent
tones are all .present. And if there'is'a distinction to be:

made on the 1dent1ty of the speakers,~1t is that they apgfar
h]

{
to be older than the speakers in many of thexearller poems.

-
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To say-which .is to also recognize:that this is a volime
- more preoccupled with old age,'and mofé ostensibly intent_on
attemptlng to cope wlth age, . than the other volumes. Again,.
though e recall that the fact of human tran51ence has
'always been a central cons;deratlon of Larkln s.‘ Addltlon—
ally, the volume as a whole bears out by further example our
earlier conv1ct10n that Larkln is both an 1ntensely 1ron1cal
- writer; and also a romantlc one ——.lf by romantlc we bear in, -
Emlnd the kinds of consmderatlon of hls stature as a. poet of
the "classic of motmon" which we dellneated 1n the prev1ous
chapter. It is a volume which also.helps us tO'sustain our
.‘notion that-Larkin is-a poet‘whose classieal'control ofl‘
romantlc gestures enrlches his 1nst1nct for praise, sav1ng
.‘1t from toppllng into the maudlln. . .l‘-~
We can first sample the poems in the.volume‘ﬁhiéh are
related to the oontemplatlon'of the physieal‘unrverse as
Egglized in the Lawrentian mofents of "pure relationship“,
or alternately phrased; as Imaélst moments of epiphany. : r
What characterizes all of these wdrksuin'terns of their art
is the charaeteristic freshness of theAevocations,_and the
complexity of the moments attendent on them. In this con-

text, one thinks of ."Sad Steps",4.0 "Cut Grass“‘,m‘ "The

Trees", 4-2""S‘olar" and "Livings". 43' They are all worth look-
ing at in terms of Larkln s agnostic and Lawrencian wonder.
"Sad Steps" resuscitates 5ir Phlllp Sydney s sonnet and

turns it into somethlng more starkly empirical, more crisply

evocative of the physical universe, and expressive of

k]
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:a.personal attempt‘to oonfrqnt age'uith dignity.:
A " ', |
“ Groping back to bed after a piss

L I part thick curtains, and am startled by
- . The rapid clouds, the moon' S cleanliness.:f

Four o'clock: wedge—shadowedfgardens lie -

Under a -cavernous, a wind-picked, sky. -’
There's something laughable about thlS,_

-

The way the moon dashes through clouds that blow.
Loosely  as cannon-smoke to stand apart ' '
(Stone coloured light sharpening the roofs below)
-ngh .and preposterous and separate-m‘
Lozenge of love! Medallion of art!
0 wolves of memory! Immensements! No,
One shivers slightly, looking up there. -
The hardness and, the brightness and the plain
Far-reaching singleness of that wide stare
'Is a reminder of the strength and pain
Of being young; that it can't come again,
. .~ But is for others undiminished somewhere.

. -

We are almost tempted to say that the poem is expre551ve of
Larkin's entiré poetic personality, .given that it plays
gracefully amldst tones of humour, reverence, and sadness.
:.The ostensible insensitivity of the'speaker at the outset of
the poem is familiar 1n its strategy ‘0of holding back the
instinct for praise from wobbling into the maudlin. A sense
of wonder is freshly captured in the physical clarity of the
moon.as made present in "The rapid clouds, the moon's:
cleanlinessﬁ, and in the "hardness and brightness and the
plaink Far—reaching.singleness of that wide stare". The
epiphanic power of the moment is quite openly stated in the
speaker s claim to be "startled by" the Visage. He also

underlines the wondrous leVity of the epiphany Wlth the
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shudder of. recognltlon which .is lyrlcally admltted in- the.

llne, "One shlvers sllghtly, looklng up there K The moment

f "pure relatlonshlp" whlch ls‘“Seen/thought/felt" as a com-

Plex moment of connectlon w1th the physical unlverse,'ls

o

_owned by the speaker as-a profound moment of wonder w1thout

1

rellglon. Its pa851ng quallty-ls underllned by the speaker s 7
recognltlon that Ehe oonversatlon is a personal one, and
that the moon'ls azso.los1ng symbollc meanlng for hlm

Nonetheless, we. can- add that it is'in the peellng away of

symbollc eplthets -- "Lozenge of love! Medalllon of art‘/

-0 wolves of memory' Immensements! No" - that 1ts 51gn1f—

_ icance is freshly found The moment of beauty is not any

'leSS 51gn1f1cant because of the speaker S famlllar holdlng

back wzth humour and self—mockery. "There s, something

laughable about thls" he says, 1n an apparent attempt to

-_reSlSt "flylng away 1nto c1rcumamb1ent gas“ A " The gesture

_embodles Hulme's words on,the temporary wonder of the

Melassic of motion". The humour enrichés.the moment of

~of the fact that he is "mixed up with earth'.

beauty, and is expressive of the speaker's steady awareness

44

The aged identity of the speaker is also a gracious one.

His recognition of his own failing composure is not jealous

of other significances to the moon, especially as "Lozenge

- of love", so he can bow from the scene with a dignity.

‘ K -
That dignity, one concludes, grows from the moment of wonder

which he has experienced, one which gives him stay against

despair, and a self-possessiont which moves maturely_outward



“ih a gesture of goodwill toward the young. As in "ngh

Windows" in splte of hav1ng grounds for a cyn1c1sm and —

despalr, the movement of the speaker is. ultlmately one_

toward pralse The connectlon between a. wondrous relatlon—

ship to -the phy51cal unlverse and the capac1ty for pralse
is a creatlve one, and one whlch we shall later become yet-'

more spec1f1c about.

To contlnue W1th our con51deratlon of-the poems 1n the \\\;

. volume which deal most centrally w1th the contemplatlon of

the physical unlverse, the rendltlon of what Lawrence

termed "momentanecus" reallzatlons of. the artlst ln "pure

V.relatlonshlp“ w1th the "11v1ng universe about us" 1t rs o

worth brlefly looklng at "Forget What Dld" because it can

focus our attentumu‘¥>the other poems on thls theme . fn
that Ppoem the speaker thlnks back over hlsi“opaque Chlld—-
hood“ in gestures of regret but absorptlon in regret is

resisted in a statement of purpose - He dec1des that if he

continues to make entrles in his "dlary“ the future entrles-'-'

S will take on a. partlcular focus.n He resolves:

'And the empty pages?
Should they ever be filled
Let it be with-: observed

.Celestlal recurrences,

. ~ The dQay the flowers come, . = .. .
¢ And when the birds ‘3 45 .

Lawrence has Sald that "our llfe consmsts ;n thlS achlev1ng

—of a pure relatlonshlp between ourselves and the living

unlverse about us“ We recall also that Lawrence 1ncluded

179
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in the list of relationships "me and the trees or flowers,.
'me and the earth me and the skles and sun and stars, me
_and the moon.' an - 1nf1n1ty of pure Trelations".. Slgnlflcantly,
the phrase, an "infinity of pure relatlohs" resonates w1th
Larhin‘s'"ahyeangled‘llght" which . "congregate(s) endlessly",
and both would seem‘to.inboke Lawrence's rainbow image as a -
symbol of hope,'ohe whichisaved Ursula from despair‘and

-

lwhlch Lawrence used in another context as a natural symbol
of hope in the midst of 1life 'in a dark modern age.4§- C
Gathered together the "observed Celestial recurrences"
gpwould seem to suggest a scmewhat 51m11ar rainbow of =

. relatlonshlps‘—- here with the phy51cal‘un1verse - thch
_can prov1de the poet w1th hlS only,'yet majestlc, ray of

hope amidgt his dark journey through life. - The extenSlve o
.suggestlvene T of the connections between Larkin and~LaQrenoe
in this regard are almost as endless as the light on - -Larkin's
glass of water,-but;one resiéts\confidence_in'the analogies,'
because it is a worrisomely heat way of bringing sc much of
the poetry into sudden focﬁs;_lFOr all of that'ﬁorry though;
one must insist that it is something like Ehese"moments of
"pure relatiohship" which Larkin has epread rainbow-like

over the sky of his work, ih eeeming counterpoise_with the
Bleaney—iike reality below, and the dark reality of death
Jtahead. | : |

But we can leave'that speculation f%r'the rmoment and

hold for awhile to a steady recognitron of at least the.

power ©f the "observed Celestial recurrences", a phrase which
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so well descrlbes many of the poems in High Windows.

"Cut Grass" is a poem in whlch thlS central concept 1s
. enacted, ‘ |
Cut grass-lies frails

~ Brief is the breath
Mown stalks exhale.. .
Long, long the death
. It dies in the white hours
Of young-leafed June
With chestnut flowers, .
With hedges snowlike strewn,
White lilac bowed . ‘ =
Lost lanes of Queen Anne's lace,
and that. hlgh-bullded ‘cloud:
Mov1ng at summer's: pace.
The familiar:persona'of sadness expresses a particular-
 ~—moment of "pure relatlonshlp" whlch 1s at once beautlful and
lnseparable from the v1olent fact of death One recalls
‘indirectly,'Lawrence's claim that "W1thout the SOng of death
‘the song of .life is polntless and 51lly" 1n the context of this
poem, because its apprec1atlon of beauty is 1nseparable from
.an-appreciation of mortality. égaln, Larkin’ s:ablllty to.;
perscnalize the scene without ever losing sight of it
_recalls his empirical skill of intelligence, just“as it also
‘accounts for the Imagist power of the epiphany. . The building
up of delicately rich images from the 'visually pictorial.
- scene reaches to the height of the*“high—builded cloud",
which is analogously resonant with the ”chestnut'flowers“,

and the "Lost lanes of Queen Anne's Lace". This strikingly_

Hopkinsesque rhyming of image aids the accomplishment .of a-
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quiet moment of praise,; and a close relatedness between the
'observer and the observed. The epiphanic dimension of that
¢ : )
relationship is a'splendid enactment of a Lawrencian com-
munion between the observer- and what grows to bscome the’
- . "whole c1rcumamblent universe".
.. In “The Trees“ we find yet another moment of "pure

relatlonshlp" struck one whlch is also amenable to Lawrence's

,vocabulary.

The trees are coming into leaf
Like somethlng almgst being said;
The recent buds relax and spread,
Their greenness is a kind of grief.

Is it that they are born again
And we grow old?- No, they die too.
Their yearly trick of looking new
Is written down'in rings of grain.
~ Yet still the unresting castles thresh
In fullgrown thickness every May.
‘Last year is dead, they seem to say, °.
Begin afresh, afresh,‘:afresh.

The’lyric'base isjone of praise in spite of the threat‘of'ar
oountervaiiing sadnese of tomne. The'sadness and the humour
'unife in the creation of a lowekeyed registration of wonder.‘
Again, as in "Cut Grass", the contemplation is one in which
:rhe observer and. the observed merge in the monentaneous
reoognition‘of a living relationship. The almoet cosmic
sense éf pain which is sugéested in the devastating comment
that "Their greenness is a kind of grief" is alleyiated by‘
* the humour nhich urbanely refers to nhe ritual as a "yearly

trick of looking new". Any ironic impulse to destrcy the

. . . .-- 1 )
moment with quibble is overcome in the earnest note of

L4
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praise end eonnection which cloees the:poem. The last
stanza well states the "fullgrown thickness" of the trees,
and the'speake; pafticipates in the mysterioeus cycle of re-
newal in his concluding and almost prayerful repetition of
"Begin afresh;.efreSh{ aftesh“. Central to.Lawrenoe's
.recognition_of‘the value‘of jnst such noments of epiphahy
'wes a conviction that in these moments.there is the experi-
ence of a healing effect, an energizing of splrltual
relatlonshlp which can become the accumulat;%g base of an
enriched sense of existence. Larkln_ls-most likely aware
of Lawrencets evaluation.of:the moments of relatedness as
being just ‘such moments of healing wonder. With this in
nino, it is worth looking at that corollary of Lawrence's
again before tnrning to what-+is perhaps Latkin's most:dis-
tinctly Lawrencian effort, "Solar".

In Apoc:alypse‘_l'-7 Lawrence'discnssed the need for a

reorientation of the self with the -living fact of the:
‘phy51cal universe in a more thorough manner than we find

.1n hls."Morallty And The Novel"' In Agocalzgse, and in
_central'essays such as “Aristocracyh48 and‘"Hymns'In'A‘Man“s
,Life",4 he was to emph351ze the need for, and the possi-
bility of, rea1121ng in an 1mag1natlvely 1mmed1ate way the:rn
" sense of harmony whlch is p0551ble in tHe perscnal percep-
tlon of the interrelated nature of all llVlng llfe. ¥
"Everything in the world is relative t? everything else.

And every living thing is related to every other living

50

thing, " he had 'said at the outset of "Aristocracy". And

’
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'icentral to our concerns ﬁlth Larkin'e eplpnanieE'of_light,
there is Lawrence's comment in'AEocaleee regarding the need
for cultlvatlng, W1thout too fully abstractlng, what he
referred to -as "llv1ng organlc connectlons" | It 1s qulte
p0551blel—— though in this klnd of a dellberatlon one is
always guessing -- that Lawrence s words on’ the matter can
provide us with an awareness of somethlng like a similar
prescrlptlon as central to much of Larkln s poetry of pralse
and wonder. Lawrence s concluSLOn to AEocalese empha51zed
jthe efficacy of these connectlons, their heallng power.

With the sense of healing wonder of "The Trees" stlll in
mind, and as a stepping stone to "Solar" the.following

statement from the conclu31on of Lawrence s Agocalyg

mlght be said to have a central focus1ng smgnlflcance for

Larkin's work:

~

.-.1 am part of the sun as my eye is part of
me. ‘That I am part of the earth my feet
know perfectly, and my blood is part of the-
sea. My soul knows -that I am part of the
human race, my soul is an organic part of
the great human soul, as my spirit is part.
of my nation. In my own very self, I am
part of my family. There is nothlng cof me
that is alone and absolute except my mind,
and we shall find that the mind has no
existence by itself, j#’ is only the glitter
of the sun on the surface of the waters.

'So that my individualism is ‘really an
illusion. I am a part of the great whole,
and I can never escape., .But I can deny my
connections, break them and become a frag—
ment. Then I am wretched.

: What we want is to destroy our false,
" inorganic connectiong, espec1ally those ™
related to money, -and re-establish the
living organic connectlons, with the cosmos, . -
. the sun and earth, with manklnd and natlon

E

4
2



and famlly._ Start w1th the sun,fand the ,::f
rest ‘will slqwly,_slowly happen 51 PR

-
-
- - -

’ The passage can. be seen as more than c01nc1dental to

'~Lark1n. ~Indeed, it prov1des us w1th a focusrng vocabulary fh

-

1}

.which can ultlmately help us to apprec1ate the full splrlt—:

. ual depth of his retrleval of the physacal world t is a
depth whlch takes it -far past 51mple emplrlcal alertness

and far past, as we are conv1nced anyway,'a simply bleak

view of llfe.. We already know Larkin's work as, expre531ve;_ff'w
of an essentlally outward look;ng,.outwardly engaged vl

achlevement. And hls CrlthS already agree that he is a RN

B

poet of common humanity, . we mlght say in Lawrence s terms,

a poet of "natlon and famlly And in our more local con—"

cerns in thls chapter, we have considered "Forget What Digd"

as a poem expressive of an 1ntentlon to flll the pages of
the dlary (the artlst s chronlcle) with "Celestlal recur—l
rences/ The day the flowers come / And when the birds go™

-_Addltlonally, in "Cht Grass" and "The Trees" ‘he partly

+

fulfills just such an lntentlon. So we might turn to

Larkin's "Solar" with Lawrence's-words and their expression-
o s “ . ) ' . - L.
! ) . -

of the need.for_a'healing relationship in mind:

- PR

¢ . : ! s S
. Suspended llon face
« o~ 7 8pilling at. the centre . ) T .
ce Of an unfurnished sky. .- T
How stlll you stand, ‘ ’ ‘
And how unaided
' Slngle stalkless flower.
You pour unrecompensed-
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The eye sees you -

* Simplified by distance

i

Into an origin, ~

.'“fYour petalled head of flames

‘Contlnuously exploding.
' 'Heat is the echo” of your
Gold.

Coined there among
Lonely horiZontals
You exist openly.
Out needs’ hourly.

ol

. Climb and. return‘llke angels.
.. Unclosing like a hand,
;‘You:give]for ever,~

"Start w1th the sun, and the rest will slowly, slowly .

happen.": Wlth that comment in mlnd and w1th the above poem X

present Fwe recall the constant motlon of the sun as wonr:

drous 1n Larkln s work glv1ng to 1t a brlghtness above the -

’bleakness whlch hls critics are so centrally attentlve to.

The sun in “Water" glltters in "any—angled" llght, just as

:_ at the end of “ngh Wlndows the w1ndows are described as

hav1ng a "sun—comprehendlng glass and in "TherExplosion"

R

-

a recognlzed Lawrenclan poem, the colliers are seen'by the

w1ves as "Gold as<m1ac01n walklng/ Somehow from the sun

towards them“-h

The natural symbol of the sun,,we can now

E_assert r0ws Q a central 51gn1flcance in Larkln s work

", -

It grows to the status of a living phy51cal reallty whlch is

1

a natural symbol of-wonder healrng, and communlon And to

. the extent that we can say it carrles that klnd of a

Lawrenc1an 81gn1f ance, 1t can also be seen as Larkln 5.

' mOst powerfully rellglous symbol and yet rellglous only to

the extent of 1ts sustenance on the level of hlS own very



- : ( . 187

agnostic wonder. . . -
"Sclar" is Lawrenti#ﬁ‘in itg recognition of. the healing
power of wonder at the physical universe. At the same time
it is distinctly Larkinian in i@é reserve in the midst of
that wonder. The craft'of the poem is familiarly Imagist.

The sun is seen as "lion face", and "stalkléess flower, Gold"

and as "Unclosing like a hand", all images\which rush in and
< .

out of one anpther. Everé formal detail of/the. poem aiés_
the thematic expression of- the sun's essgnce as the mosff&
natura; symbol of perfecticon in the universe, the center of
.all things: Even the phonetic level of £he form, in its
layering upon layering of "o" sounds, mimes the Eir%ulafity
and perfection which the,iméges suggest. And‘yet,,gith.all
of these consideratiohs.accumulated, we notice that the
épeaker nonetheless resists the permanent flight, resists the
flight to mythic conviction with the cautionary incluéion of .
the phrase, "The eye seesyou/ Simplified by distance/ Into
an origin". The wonder is éhecked by the agnostic dispos-
ition of the speaker, ana vet it is not diminished; The
note of praise which characterizes the tone of the poem is
sustained. The poet does not find the face of God, yet he

is rewarded in his contemplation of the sun, and as we have
seen in the other poems on nature; rewarded with the

epiphany of* a mysterious presence which can be said to

approximate religious experience, without the naming of a

God.
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a\

In Lawrence's scale of being, which we could alsoc term

a scale of wonder, he‘emphasizéd the need for relations with

{
all of life, both human and purely physical. But he was to
R ) -

- constantly emphasize the'wondrous power of the sky, and the
- N . . s '
.centrality of the grandeur of the sun. In his essay,

"Aristocracy", he expressed the scale as follows:

His (man's) life consists in a relation with
all things: stone, earth,ptrees, flowers, ‘
water, insects, fishes, birds, creatures,’
sun, rainbow, children, women, other men.
But his greatest and final relation is with -
the sun, the sun of suns: and with the night,
which is moon and dark and stars. In the

1 % last great connections, he lifts his body
speechless to the sun, and, the same body,
but so different, to the moon and the stars,
and ‘the open spaces between the stars.

Sun! Yes, ‘the actual sun! That which
blazes in the day! Which scientists call a
sphere of blazing gas--what a lot of hdman
Greeks call Helios.52

<

In a less ecstatic way_Larkin geem; to have absorbed'sope—
thing like the logic of this scale from Lawrence's work. We
have seen the "relation" to the sky, the "sun, the sun of
suns: and with the night, which is moon and dark and stars"
in the poems which we héve just lggy. Significantly, Larkin
emphasizes‘}hgapower of that similarly wondrous sky, un-
alloyed by‘%nherited symbolism ("Yes, the actual sun!" said
Lawrence) ¥n his longest poem to date: "Livings". And if.
we examine fhat poem from the point of view of its recog-, -
nition of the wonder at the reality‘of thelliving presenée

of the physical universe, especially as located in siderial

nature, it is possible to claim that Larkin sees the -poet
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‘as necessarily sblitary, because his function has to do with-
the sustenance of a - sense of mysééryvim all of creation, and

v

a relating of that sense to the fact of the: human world. To -
\ )
examine "Livings" in this light invokes the logic of

Lawrence's wondey, Lawgence's claim that, unless we can be
alone with the u(;:zrse we cannot be said to have anything‘
like a religious &4 ehsion to our being. Aas we.shall later
see, unlesc we can recpond to the wonder of the physical
‘%niverse,'we are limited in our response to the mystery of
:exagman world, - | '
"Livings" is a long poem, arranged in thé form of a
triptych. Each section contains an expression of a way of
life. Section II is written in the persona of a lighthouse
keeper. As poet-figure his life or "living" embodies an
imaginative scope which the mcre limited figures to either
side of him in I and III cannot approximate. The persona
adobted in section I is that of a bored salesman in the
period of the late 1920's. Section III is the embodiment
of the "living" of a university‘con in what looks like a
'seventeenthgcentufy Oxford. Boéh the don and the salesman
are seen cs limited. in imagination. Thers;iesman's life_is
limited to hotel rooms and money. The don's life ic limited
ﬁo study rooms and books. Hence, both lives are circumscribed
by comparisoh to'that of the lightkeeper, who could be said
to live in tﬁé universe. Hedis a solitary figure and this
is a limitation. But it is a paradoxically liberating one.

»

He sees more, thinks more, and feels mere than the other two.
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The limitation of perépectixiéjhich is entailed in the

salesman's life devoted to commerc is given in the confid-

‘ence he expresses at the end of the ségtion:

-~

Ty

.. I drowse . .o
Between ex-Army sheets, wondering why "

I think it's worth coming. Father's dead:

He used to, but the business now is mine.

It's time for change, in nineteen twenty-nine:

J*
r

Time, of-course, will undercut the security of his proféssion
‘and the security. of his life. He &s on the way to the B
depression with an unimaginative "living“.
The life of the don; while seen aé-mﬁre-aware thgh the

salesman's, is nonetheless limited by its abéqrption in

books and dining-hall ease. While the salesman's life équld
be said to be a con&ersation with the world of money, the
don's lifé is a conversation with,thenworla of books. Thus,
"aélthe section closes, there is a narrative shift from with-
in the don's conséiousness, outward to a more authorial

- point of view. In this concluding stanza, we are brought to

recognize

e limitation of the don's imagination. It is

'placed i the context of the living physical universe and

found want®*ng, thoug certainly not contemptible.

The fields lJaround are cold and muddy,
streets close by are still,
ers at his study,

The kitchen cat has made-a kill;

The bells disguss the hour's gradations,
Dusty shelves /hold prayers and proofs:
Above, Chaldean constellations

Sparkle over crowded roofs.



The sudden llberatlon of the eplphany in the flnal two
llnes places the don in his rooms as limited to the awafe—
ness of the "Dusty shelves" whlch hold “prayers and proofs"
‘He lives a {elaglvely confined life underlthe ”crowded
roofs:, abose thch the oonstellations."Sparkle? with a
beckoning majesty'ahd mystery.53. Neither the don nor the
salesman has any conhection with thatireality, and their
l;ves are'the more limifed beoause of.&he fact.

The middle sECtion of the poem pfovioes as'with a
"llVlng" which is p01sed ln the midst of the elemental fact
of the universe. Hence the ch01ce of the llghtkeeper as
metaphoric brother-po.the poet of real}ty 1s sharply approp-
' ;iate; He is ahove the limitations of the life whfoh is:
=go§erned.and limited by money, ana above the life which is:
govethed and limited by books. Consequen{}y-he experieﬂces
more of the wonoer of -the physica; unive&se than the oiﬂpr_
two figures,i Inrfact, it coula be said that he is the one
who notioes hhe oonstellations which "Sparkle over crowded

roofs" in section III, and who sees the limits of the sales-

man's life in section I. In what must ‘be the liveliest poem

which Larkin has.yet placed in public view, the lightkeeper's

life is conveyed as richly animated by the energetic pres-
ence of the living fact of the universe. His is a life of
wonder amidst the elements, one of Lawrentian "living
organic connections" with the physical plane of'existenceﬁ'
This section of the poem is apposite}y shaped in an external

form which mimes the height of the lighthouse itself.

191"

A
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Héd%tionaily, it is the ohly section in "Livings" which is
,‘." P : . " . ‘ ! . 7 \
written in unrhymed verse. In all likelihood it is a formal
device used to convey the freer range of the poet—lightkeeper{s.

imagination:

Seventy feet down

The sea explodes upwards,
Relapsing, to slaver

off landing-stage' steps--
Running suds, rejoice!

Rocks writhe back to sight,
Mussels, limpets,
Husband their tenacity

In the freezing slither--
Creatures, I cherish you! .

By day, sky builds
Grape-dark over the salt.
Unsown stirring fields.
Radio rubs its legs,
Telling me of elsewhere:

Barometers falling,
Ports wind-shuttered,
Fleets pent like hounds,
Fires in humped inns
Kippering sea-pictures--—

Keep it all off1

By night, snow swerves

{0 loose moth world) )
Through the stare travelling
Leather-black waters.

Guarded by brilliance

I set plate and spoon,

And after, divining cards.

Lit shelved liners

Grope like mad worlds westward. -
Central to the enlivened.spirit of the lightkeeper's life
'is the fact that he lives in a physical universe, net under -

[] t;\. 2 - .

the "crowded roofs" of society. He is therefore not limited
to the perspective of the salesman's hotel rooms, or to the

confines of the don's study rooms. Somewhat fanciﬁ 11y, we |

R P
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caﬂ say that if ﬁhe'"sizar shivers at his study" in section
ITII, the.poetfas-iightkeeper "shivers" in the imaginatiﬁe
pfésence of the elements. And as such, he is kin with the
speaker i' "Sad Steps" who said amidst his realization of the
sky, that "One éﬁivers slightly, looking up there." We also
recollect that ;n "Sad Steps" the sky was/seen‘as spreadipg
a "Stone-coloured light éharpening the roofs below", ‘an
imége which sharply focuses the two planes of reality which
are lifted into juxtaposition both at the end of section IIIX
in "Livings" and in the scales of awareness which "Livings"
as a whole discussgs.

Risking high qoﬁgénse, we can say that the "high
windows" oflthe lz?hfﬁabﬁe ——- where the speaker says he is
"Guarded by brilljiance" -- are the focal point of conscious~
ness ‘in many. of Larkin's poems. They are a focal point
inasmuch'as we have seen centrally in "High Windows", "Sad
Steps", "Solar", and in a guieter manner in "Cut Grass" and
""The Trees", that Larkin's perspective\of ﬁonder is the
pefspectiée of a Lawrentian solitary wonder in the midst of
a living physical universe. And it is a universe which is
ggg;iéed as an essentially mysteriouslone.

It is also one which, taken at’face value, is the
source.of % sense of self—posseés;on and the stimulus to an
enriched connection with the human world. Paradoxically,
while the contemplation of the physical universe is a soli-.

tary matter at its center, it is the center of a conscious-

ness which is strengthened to carry a sense of mystery
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‘outward to the living éresence of‘theihuman'world.: and -
~£hi§, Bes‘tékes it; is whvaawrencé could make such exclam-
atﬁry noise abbﬁt th§ need for‘the.lonély conneétion with
"the sun, the sun of suns: and with the night, which is
moon and dark and starsﬂ, while at the‘saﬁe'time doing so
with the conviction that it was‘inseparable.froﬁ an outgoing
.and mature connection with theghuman‘ﬁorld.' Again, in the
context of this kind of ldgic, the "Playing'at géodness,
like goiyng to church" which Larkin'satirizés in "Vers de

Société", no more solid than the piecrust at the. dinner-

speaker does not want fp'attend. r

To return to\larkin's more socially oriented poems with

the Lawrentian logic™of his wonder in mind is to see them

mo fully for what they\are: poems of praise, and poems

which seek an imaginative "1 organic connection" with

"an organic part of the great human socul". As mentioned in’
f o N i 4
Chapter One, Larkin's status as a significant contemporary
poet has been supported to a large éxtentlby a body of -

criticism which sees him as a laureate Jdf. the ordinary man.54

It is on that ground that his work has feound the securest
critical support. Recentiy critics the bégun_to §peak of
‘his ability for éramatizing a ritual aspect io ordiﬂary
life, a penchant for witness to human festival which we see

in central poems such as "The Whitsun Weddings",55 "Show

Saturday",56 57.

and "To The Sea'. J. R. Watson has said that
this attention of Larkin's is ‘essentially a religious con-

cern, and that it is part of an Eliadean frame of perception.
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He says that one of Larkin's greatest strengths as a poet is
his position as 'homo religiosus' with an intuitive aware-

) 58
(1]

He sees this concern of Larkin's as the concern of a poet .

who'expresses overéll, a chagrin at the fact that he lives

in a modern "wholly desacralized cosmbé".sg More recently,

. Roger Bowen has responded to Watson's view by saying that:

on the evidence of the deep chagrin.of many of tbé poems on
death and failure, tﬁe version of‘Larkin as poet of "homo
religidsus" is a tenuous one.. Bowen says that it "appears
to have some.legitimacy but it remains to be confirmed in

60

Larkin's future work". In the light of the connection -

which we have 19€EHPetween Lawrence's work and Larkin's, we

can see that the debate is based on an assumption that

Larkin is either a religious poet and doesn't know it, and/
or his status as a religious poe£ has yet to be confirmed by
what one can only guess would be a sort of Auto da fé which
he might make in his poetry sometime in the future. This
kind of religious-vocabulary is beside the point in the first
ﬁlace, and Larkin's identity as a-poet of wonder is solid
enough that we might call him a deeply religious writer with-
out expecting of him that he couch his sense’'of mystery in
mythic terﬁs, expecting thét he perform a "nail}ﬂg down".
Larkin's religious iﬁpulse seems to have taken the form of

a Lawrentian wonder, one which is agnostic to the extent
that'it refuses to name a God, and refuses to claim that

the power of the wonder is so extensive that it can sum up
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all of creation and account for .the brutal fact of human
"failure and death. For all of that the surety of his grasp
of the mystery of the phy51cal unlverse, and the surety of
hi? grasp of the mystery of human Egigg,\gives to his work

a dimenéion which, whiie resisting "mfthékitty“, prebariously
manages to stave off an impulsa'toward exiatential despair..

' We can become more convinced of this quite other basis
for Larkin's concern with ritual if we recognize its kiﬁ—.
ship with Lawrence's similar grounding of his sense.of the
mystery of the human world in the mystery of ritual event.
Both wrlters express their respect for the mystery of the
human being in an exceptional capacit§ for recording a
profound feeling for community life. Since."The Whitsun
Weadings" is the poem which most centrally gives.Larkin his
reputatioﬁ as a ritualistic writer, it is worth making a
connection getween that poen and one of Lawrence's.
Lawrence's "Tommigs On The Train", though set differently
in a wartime context, has some interesting similarities to
Larkin's "The Whitsun_Weddings", not the least of_which.is
a strong émpirical base, and an Imagist cabacity for express-
ing a profound sense' of mystery. Significantly’, the
mystery registered‘is‘the mystery of-the "living organic
connection”" which dramatizes a unique connection with what
Lawrence termed "the great human soul”. “"Tommies On The

Train" is here quoted in full:-
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The sun shlnes, ) o
. The coltsfoot flowers along the rallway banks - B
Shine like flat coin which Jove in thanks - ;

Strews each side the lines, '

‘A steeple

In purple elms, daffodils
Sparkle beneath; luminous- hills
Beyond--and no people.

England, O Danae

To this spring of cosmic gold

That falls on your lap of mould!—-—

What then are we?

What are we P . -
" Clay-coloured, who rell in fatlgue

As the train falls league after league

From our destiny?-

A hand is over my face,

A cold hand.--1I peep between the fingers
To watch the world that lingers

Behind, yet keeps pace.

'Always there, as I peep . -
Between the fingers that cover my face!
Which then is it that falls from its place
And rolls down the steep?

-
Is it the train that falls like a meteorite
Backward into space, to’ allght
Never again?

Or is it the illusory world
That falls from reality

- As we look? Or are we
Like a thunderbolt hurled?
One or another
Is lost, since we fall apart

-Endlessly, in one motion depart
From each other.61

In Lawrence's poem there is a registration of the observer's
epiphanic connection with the family of his nation, a render-

ing which is cast as a moment of pathos and beauty at once.

There is a recognition of a quality of innocence in the
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family, one which is prized the more for the feeling that
it is threatened by.the experience which will follow the

train trip. The conclusion to Larkin's "The Whitsun'

Weddings", appears to have been crafted out of the exem-

plary subtlety of Lawrence's poem:62

-

‘There we were aimed. And as we raced across
Bright knots of rail

Past standing Pullmans, walls of blackened moss

Came close, and it was nearly done, this frail

Travelling coincidence; and what it held

Stood ready to be loesed with all the power

That being changed can give.  We slowed again,

And as the tightened brakes took hold, there swelled

A sense of falling, like an arrow-shower

Sent out of sight, somewhere becoming rain.
In both poems there is a recognition of a connection wigh
' "the great huﬁén soul", Larkin's is the more understandably
celebratory poem because of its context of theiweddings.
Consequehtly, the fmeteorite" of Lawrence's poem is lifted
upward to become an “arroszhower",in_Larkin's, oné whicﬁ is
" somewhere becdming rain", and therefore a more hopeful and
, fertile metaphor. Both poems are expressive of a love for
the human being whichlis at the far other end of MPlaying
at goodness, like going to church'. Their distance from
that posture‘is demonstrated in the ways in which tﬁey eacﬁ
praise the fact of the human world with the. respect thaETH

K
T

comes from not wishing to completely formulate for it, an
ZA .

abstract meaning. The element of human A\stery is evoked,

yet not paraphrased into.ide;. Both write s manége to main-

tain a poise of negative capablllty W, refuses a "nalllng

down" of the moment of pure relatl_nshlp 1nto "shells of
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. thought".s%

There is no fixed éociological or theologicél
idea in either of the poems. The compléx reépect for&thE'
mystery of the human world leads both writers to express
their "momentaneous" epiphany with a vorticistic dgsign of
image. Each poem, as the expression of a moment of connec-
tion with "the great human sbul", contains its idea as a
part of its complexly suggestive Imagist form.

Lawrence's exemplary stimulus might well be involved
in Larkin;s poem ogﬁxg;_ggg;hé;_leyellm'It goeé without say-
;ng that Lawrence is a writer wholis a master at capturing

the ritual aspects of life, the sense of community meaning

as unconsciously and deeply meaningful. In The Rainbow

- he was to underline the values of .community life, and the
threat to their deep meanding b he specter of industrial-
mechanical civilization. In "The Wedding At ThelMarsh”
chapter of that novel the narration celebrates the rich
.gaiety of Anna's wedding in a manner which ,looks férward to
Larkin‘'s witness of the Whitsun weddings in his poem. What
characterizes both the chapter and the poem is a praising
sense of renewal in the young, a perception of the contin-
uity of life in spite of the dark prospect of a future which
seems. damned to insignificance by the brutal gq& of indus-
trialism. In both cases, a narrative chagrin is overcome
in a final negative capability, one which praises the
mystéry of human innocence and human rituél as a suffiéing
momentary answer to the qualms: about diminished spiritual

meaning in the context of modern life.64 In the work of

2
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both Larkin and Lawrence we find this capacity to\leave off

verlty f attack on the death-in-life quallty of much of

life, in the creation of moments which bring the dis-"
posit;on of solitary wonder to a recognition of-a mystery in

the huhan world. It is one which seems to trgnscend beau-
tifully and momenténéously, all forms of‘cultural and
'existential bleakness. Larkin, especialiy, refuses to turn

the ‘moments into building blocks which reach upward to a
traditional Géd, or an absolute mythic conviction. The
value of these moments, it wbuld.seam is tﬁat, ve?y like _
the passing. woﬁder registered in his.,poems about thé self in ‘
the midst of the physical universe, they are also moments

of "any;éﬁgled light", parts of the rainbow which arches
'abové the trenchant.awaréness of personal, social, and
existential squalor that charactérize so many of Larkig's

.other poems.

"To The Sea" is an\appositelpoem on wh;ph to conclude

ﬁhis study of Larkin's agnostic wonder, because it is one
writéen with a‘wiée émpirical scope. It embodies a glance

of wénder which is both given as a recognition of a mystery

in the universe, aﬁd-a ritual beauty to human lifé; That-

Larkin placed it at the beginning of his High Windows would

seem to sanction a conviction that at least he feels it

_embodies a compelling epiphahy;

To step over the low wall that divides :
,-- Road from concrete walk above the shore , {
. Brings sharply back something known long before-- .

The miniature gaiety of seasides.
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. .
Everything crowds under the low horizon:

Steep beach, blue water, towels, red bathing caps,
-The small hushed waves' repeated fresh collapse
Up, the warm yellow sand, and. further off g
A white steamer stuck in the afternocon--

Still going on, all of it, still going on!

To lie, eat, sleep in hearing of the surf

(Ears to transistors, that sound tame enough
Under the sky), or gently up and down

Lead the uncertain children, frilled in white

And grasping at enormous air, or wheel

The rigid old along for them to feel

A final summer, plainly still occurs

As half an annual pleasure, half ‘a rite,

. As when, happy at being on my own,
" I searched the sand for Famous Cricketers, ~
- Or, farther back, my parents, listeners
To some segaside quack, first became known.
. Strange to 1t now, I watch the cloudless scene:
.+ The same clear water over smoothed pebbles,
" The distant bathers' weak protesting trebles
Down at its edge, and then the cheap cigars,
The chocolate-papers, tea-leaves, and, between

The rocks, the rusting soup-tins, till the first

Few familiesstart the trek back to the cars. '

The white steamer has gone. Like breathed-on glass

The sunlight has turned milky. If the worst

Of flawless weather is our falling short,

It may be that through habit these do best, .

Coming to water clumsily undressed

Yearly; teaching their children-by a sort : :

0f clowning; helping the old, too, as they ought.
As in "Show Saturday", there is an "empirical gaiety" which
guarantees the affection which the poet feels for the world.
Ultimately, the fact of the physical universe-in this poem
is a fact which includes the human world in a totally
unconscious and ritualidtic unity. The epiph@iny is one of
‘"wholeness and it includes the beach, sky; the people, their
funny junk, and the poet, all of a bundle.. The "momentaneous"

epiphany could be said to enact the totality of "living



202

organic connection”" which Lawrence listed in Apocalypse:

LY

I am party of the sun as my eye is part of me.

- That I am part of the earth my feet know rerfectly,
and my blood is part of the sea. My soul knows
that I am-part of the human race, my soul is an
organlc part of the great human soul, as.my spirit
is part of my nation.. In my own self I am part
of my family. There is nothing of me that is
alone and absolute except my mind, and we shall
find that the mind has no existence by . itself,

it is only the glitter of the siin on the surface
of the waters.

So that my individualism is really_an illusion.
I am a part of the great whole, and I can never
@scape. But I can deny my connections, break

them, and become a fragment. Then I am wretched.65

The "miniature gaiety" of the-sceue is recorded in a viéion
whlch collects all small detalls 1nto a praise of 1nnocence,
.just as it frames it with the recognition of a "living
organlc connectlon" whlch the crowd qulte unconsc1ously has
w1th the sea. The instinct for praise is uninterrupted by
'1rony. The humour in the poem is the humor of recognition,
a smillng respect for the small beauty of humanity made
visible to the poet in its moments of off-guardedness. Aall
sense of the~mystefious beauty of the human being is caught
in the images of their géétures, not in abstracﬁiuns about
them. The children‘are "frilled in white/ And gasping an
enormous air", or they "wheel/ The rigid old along'for-them
to feel/ A fiual summer". Each image of individual huﬁanity'
is an image of innocence, 1In spite of the potenuhally'dis-
piriting natural symbolism of the litter on the beach, the'-

speaker is more struck by the quality of the event, seen as
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"annual pleasure, -half rite". The potential stimulus in

the scene for a condemnation of social obesity is resisted

‘in a respect for the quality- of innocence and mystery whicn

seeme to transcend the squa@ The "white steamer stuck in

the afternoon", exists in the far distance of the poet's

view as a strange e;bodlment of the small beauty of the

scene, tEe delicate "Pheasant dlsappearlng in the brush“

which i; botgtthe experience and the poem.

} Typically, Larkin is not using his scene to back up_a)
‘teligion, or a myth., He is as tentative about its sig-
nificdnce as we have found to be the case in most of his
work. As the poem moves to its final note of pfaise the-

:}speaker says, hIt may be that through habit these do best."

© Urhat "may be" should indicate to us. that the poet, for all
of the confusion and agitation which it causes in—tis
critics, insists-on the agnostic.basis of all of his art.

"I don't know" says the speaker in "Mr.:Bleaney", and "We
shall find out", concludes the speaker in "The 0l1d Fools".
Larkin is a peet.who is not only energetically]exploratory
of the universe in whiéh he lives, but'a poet who, at the
risk of ending up only perplexed by it, refuses any "nailing
down" of its meaning into a fined idea.

For all of that, his vision of life is more "any-angled"
that most of his critics have suggested. Indeed, it could J
be said that it is his basic. agnosticism whiche accounts fox

the quality of negative capability which can be said to

characterize his work as a whoie. Additionally, as we have
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seen, agnosticism islnot a disposition of passive obscur-
antism in the world of Larkin's work. He examines life i;
its most overcast of lights, and in its light of wonder, A
ana_ﬁurns up epiphanies which are both light and dark. The
reader is left with the personal decision as to whéther or
not'thefe is a balance to that work, and whet®r or not it"
is an overall visién of life which is meaningful to him.
This study was written with the conv1ctlon that some would
be cheated of maklng that klnd of a decision 1n an 1ntelll—
gent way, because the work of the poet has been cast 1n ‘a
crltlcal'vocabulary which hot only fails to recognize the
compléx basis of the art in the physical world, but —
is clouded by.the,existence of a damaging cliche. The
cliche -- that Larkin is a poet of bleakness -- is the one
which seems to haﬁe most successﬁully.distracted his réaders
from the rainbow df'epiphanies which more brightly arch
across the top of the churéhes, hospitais, and rooms that
Larkin also so humanly and imaginatively knowé as containing
the meanness, greed, ambition, bathos, émall courage, and
beauty of the human world. As a poét of witness to the
living fact of the physical world, he pays it the homage of
waking daily to an engaged curiosity about its meaning; not

confident that it has all been summed up finally in books.
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e lT.‘L. D., p. 15. For an analysis of this poem, see
Labove p. 13. i ’ . ) +
2 : a . R

H.,W.,'p. 42. For an analysis of this poem, see above
p- 130. ' . ‘

3Heaney has said: "He never followed the Lawrentian
success of his early poem "Weddlng Wind" which ends with a
kind of Biblical swoon, an image of fulfilled lovers 'kneel-
ing like cattle by all generous waters.'" See "Now and In
r\' England," Critical Inquiry 3 (1977), 483.

} '

4Walford'Dav:Les, "An Ordlnary Sorrow of Man‘s Llfe,"

rev, of High Wlndows, Sewanee Review, 54 (1976) 2 526.
‘ v e - K :

As quoted by Timms in Philip Larkin, p. 80.

5

®bavid Timms, Philip Larkin, p. 80.

S/

7Philip.Larﬁzn, "Vernon Watkins: an Encounter and
Re-encounter," in Vernon Watkins: 1906-1967, ed. Leslie
Norris (London: Faber and Faber, 1970), p. 30 ~ -

- Bsee above, p. 4.

9D H. Lawrence, "Morality and the Novel, " in Selected

Literary Criticism, ed. Anthony Beal (London. He;gemann,
1964), pp. 108-113. -

. . . \_ A ~
Ibid., pp. 108-109. ' N~

Ibid., p. 1l09. . -

10
11

121vi4., p. 109.

131pid., p. 110.

41pia., p. 109.

l5Anthony Thwaite, quoted by hiﬁ,-from a BBC Broadcast
- (unspecified), in "The Poetry of Philip Larkin,' Phoenix
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Nos. 11-12 (Autumn and Wintér 1973-74), 55.
*€pnilip Larkin, in Poet's of the 1950'5, pp. 77-78.
For context; see above p. 118, .

A0 W, w., p. 20.

“.18D H. Lawrence, The,Ralnbow (1915; rpt. Harmondsworth,
Penguin Books, 1971),,p. 495, The Rainbow contains more than

one passage which.is in striking rhythm with Larkin's work.
- See also Note #64.

19’I‘he phrase is employed in the final paragrapﬂ\ﬁﬁ
Lawrence's The Rainbow: "She (Ursula) saw in the rainbow
the earth's new archltecture, the old, brittle corruptlon of
houses- and factories swept away, the world built up'in a
living fabrlc of Truth, flttlng to the over- archlng heaven.
'(p. 496) .*

20The phrase is from "Nothlng To Be Said," T. W. W.,
p. 1ll.
21T. W. W., p. 11.
q.
22

D. H. Lawrence, "Transformations," in.The Complete /
Poems of D. H. Lawrence, ed. Vivian de Sola Pinto and Wa#ren
Roberts {New York: The Viking Press, 1964), p. 73. Al '
future references to Lawrence's poetry can be found irf this
edition, and it will be listed as DHL~CP.

.

23DHL~CP, 965. Lawrence is a poet who seems more atoned
to the fact of death than we find Larkin often to be.
Lawrence's "Ship of Death" (961), appears to indicate that
he is more venturous than Larkin is in the matter. But for
all of that, Larkin's poem "Wants" (T. L. D., p. 22), with
its claim that pagt all our habits, customs, and conventions,
the "desire of obiivion runs," is partly in keeping with at
least Lawrence's recognition of the centrality of the death-
wish to the psychic make-up of the human being. "Drift on,
drift on, my soul, towards the most pure/ most dark oblivion,"
says Lawrence's sgpeaker in "Ship of Death.” And while it is
true that Lawrence would appear more copen to the possibility
of death as the most fulfilling of existential occurences,
?

i
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-

el

hisrshock at its ugliness, as dramatized in the novels, is as
- rife-with fear as anything we see in Larkin. One thinks

"~ here, for instance, of the death of Mr. Crich in "Women In

Love." Both writers explore all sides of the reality; crash
continually up against its horror on the one hand,: and its
myStery on the other. Even in Larkin's "Nextr Please"

(T. L. D., p. 20), where the regret at the transience of life
is given in a curious reversal of Lawrence's "Ship of Death"
into the image of a vessel outside of us (and therefore
having less to do with us than Lawrence envisaged to be the
case in his poem), there is a .strange beauty to the mystery *
of its fact: : L '

i

Only one ship ig.seeking us, black-
Sailed unfamiliar, towing at her back
A huge and birdless silence. In r wake
No waters breed or break.
_ , N
It is perhaps because Lawrence so firmly and'loydly sang his

song of life +that he has not been made subject to the
charges of morbidity which Larkin suffers. B

24pHL-CP, p. 136.

25H, W., p. 17.

' 26DI'III_CP ] p- 9.

27T. W. W., p. S.

28r. w. w., p. 20.

2%paL—cP, p. 526.

30H. Wg ,' p- 33- =

3lH. W.; p. 42. As stated in the text, none of these

examples are meant as proof of a direct one-to-one relation-
ship of influence. But the list of poems from Lawrence
which appear as comfortable with the imaginative contours of
Larkin's poetic world is an endless one. For the reader who
might like to read pleasurably on this count, some of the

r
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other Lawrence poems which are iﬁteresting include:
"Flat Suburbs,

Window" (102),

‘"From a College Window"
"Suburbs on a Hazy Day"
"Man Of The Sea"

208

CHAPTER IV.

"At The
S.W., in the Morning" (50},
“New Heaven And Earth" (256),
"Ultimate Reality" (604ﬂ,
(731), "Democracy" (526),

(35),
(53),

(705), "Rebuked"

" "False Democracy And Real” (650), "Furniture"'(657), "Things;
Men Have Made" (448), "On The March" (163), "What Have Thix/
Done To You" (630), "At Last" (514), "Escape" (482), "Young
Fathers" (%21). 3 : S

) ]
320 w. w., p. 9. ‘¥
33T. E. Hulme, "Romanticism and Classicism," Shapiro,

Prose Keys, p. 94. For fuller cbntext see above pp.
3¢, w. w., p. 37. e ’
3. w., p.l35. S | /)
36pH1.~cP, p. 610. ' J
37 - In anotﬁer egample of -

"Loneliness," DHL-CP, p. 610.
this connection Lawrence stated the feeling of self-possession
as almost medicinal ang;, in typical unabashed analysis, takes
on the mantle of a cosmic psychiatrist:

People who" complain of loneliness must have lost something.

lost some living connection with the cosmos, out of
themselves, .

lost their life-flow

like a plant whose roots are cut.

And they are crying like plants whose roots are cut.

But the presence of other people will not give them new,
rooted connection

it will only make them forget.

The thing to do is in solitude slowly and painfully put _
forth new roots

into the unknown, and take root by oneself.

("The Uprooted," DHL-CP, p. 610)

L .
In this context, one of course remempers Lawrence's admir-.
ation for the capacity for lonelinéss which he so ably
characterized in the figure of Mellors in Lady Chatterly's
Lover. , .

—~ )
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. : _
‘ 38T. E. Hulme, ?Romgnticism & Classicism," Shapiro,
Prose Keyls, p. 10l.:-For context, see above, p.

. LY

39Philip Larkin, “FourfConversations," For context,
see above, p. 12. = '

Oy, w., p. 32.

H.VW., p. 41.

\é 425w, p. 12. | :

| \
) ¥
‘%3H. W., p. 13. ' %
. 1

!

T. E. Hulme,
Prose Keys, p. 10Ol

‘ :¢g] 45H, W., p. lé.

o PR : _ o
401he use of the symbol in Lawrence is complex and!

various, goes well past the single instance of The Raihbow.
For further discussion of it, see Keith Sagar's The Art of
D. H. Lawrence, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1966), especially pp. 65-68. See also Tom Marshall's

- The Psychic Mariner: A Reading of the Poems of D. H. Lawrence
(Nqﬁ;%ork: The Viking Press, 1970}, especially pp. 116-63.

"Rdmanticism & Classicism," ShapiroL
For context, see above, p. 135. 1
. !

i

7D. H. Lawrence, Apocalvpse, 1931; rpt. with intro. by
Richard Aldington £{London: Heinemann, 1972).

48 , "Aristocracy," 1920; rpt. in Phoenix II:
~Uncollected, Unpublished and Other Prose Works by D. H., .
Lawrence, collected and ed. with notes and introd. by Warren
Roberts and Harry T. Moore (New York: The Viking Press,
1968), p. 475. -

49
pp. 597-601.

, "Hymns in a Man's Life," Phoenix II,

50

, "Aristocracy," in Phoenix II, p. 475.

51

, Apocalvypse, pp. 103-104.
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) 2 , "Aristocracy," in Phoenix II, _
Pp. 481-82. Lawrence also asserted the central importance
of man's relationshipc<to the sun An "Reflections On The
Death of a Porcupine"@Phoenix IT, ¥p. 460-74). "No creature
is fully itself,” he said, "till it is, like the dandelion,
opened in the bloom of pure relationship to the sun, the
entire living cosmos (p. 469)." ‘

3a¢ the risk of being oversubtle, one notes that.
Lawrence was struck by the wondrous glance of the Chaldeans.
He felt that post-Chaldean civilizations had dispirited.the.
heavens with abstractions. In "The Dragon Of The Apocalypse,"
a review of a book by Frederick Carter, he said: "I would’
like to know the stars again as the Chaldeans knew them, two
thousand years before Christ. I would like to be able to put
my ego into the sun, and my personality into the moon, and my.
character into the planets, and live the life of the heavens,
@s the early Chaldeans did." (Selected Literary Criticism,
"pp. 160-61). Lawrence also made a comment in this review
which contrasts the world of scholarship with the world of
the Chaldeans: "It matters so little to us.who care more -
about life than scholarship, what is correct or what is not
correct (p. 159}." It can be seen that Lawrence and Larkin
share this preference for a kind of profoundly ignorant wonder
to the staler world of, in the words of Larkin's poeimn,
"prayers and proofs." In this context, one recalls Ursula's
experience of college in The Rainbow. It was a disappointing
one: "College was barren, cheap, a temple. converted to the
most vulgar, petty commerce. Had she not gone to hear the.
echo of learning pushing back to the source of mystery? The
source of mystery! And barrenly, the professors in their
gowns offered commercial commodity that -could be turned to
geod account in the examination room; ready made stuff too,
and not really worth the money it was intended to fetch;
which they all knew (p. 436)." What sustains her in the
midst of a threat from that kind of learning is her knowledge
©of the unlverse as wondrous: "But she could see the glimmer
of dark movement just out of range, she saw the eyes of the
wild beast gleaming from the darkness, watching the vanity of
the campfire and the sleepers: she felt the strange, foolish
vanity of the camp, which said 'Beyond our light and our order
there is nothing,' turning their faces always inward towards
the sinking fire of illuminating consciousness, which com-
prised sun and stars, and the Creator, and the System of
Righteousness, ignoring always the vast darkness that wheeled
round about, with half-revealed shapes lurking on the edge
(pp. 437-38)." ‘
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54See abové, p. 20,

551, w. W., p. 21.

0y w., p. 37.

574, w., p. 9.

58J. R. Watson, "The Other‘Larkin," 360. See also
Note #63, Chapter Three.

Sglbid., p. 350. The term is Eliade's, as quoted by
Watson.,

. 60Roger Bowen, "Death, Pailure, and Survival in the

. Poetry of Philip Larkin," Dalhousie Review, 58 (Spring 1978},
93. Bowen agrees with Watson that there is a religious
impulse in Larkin's work which "has an undoubted claim on our
attention (79)," but on the basis of the poems about death--
some of which are quoted from Larkin's unpubllshed manu-

scripts--he feels that Larkin's viewpoint is a darkly mortal
one.

®lpnr—ce., p. 162.

62Again, as a way of underlining the creativity of-Larkin's

poem, in spite of any guesses we can make about sources of
stimulation, Lawrence's poem "The Train" (DHL-CP, p. 873),
rmight also be involved in the stimulus. Additionally, one
recollects John Reibetanz's relating of the poem to Keats's
"Ode on a Grecian Urn." (See Note #22, Chapter Two.) And
for a relating of the poem to Virginia Woolf's The Waves,
see: Ian Milligan; "Philip Larkin's, 'The Whitsun Weddings'
and Virginia Woolf's, The Waves in Notes and Queries 23,

No. 1 (1976) 23. :

63Ezra Pound, “Vorticism,“ 469, For context, see above,
p. 123.

64Interest:mgly, this process is captured in a miniature, .

somewhat paridigmatic way, in the "Wedding at the Marsh"
chapter of Tﬁe\Balnbow Tom Brangwen is the interesting

centre of conscicusness in this regé?d. He is growing older
. I
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and is agitated by the incompleteness of being. * In a moment
- of solitary wonder he looks at the windows in the church

" {during the wedding), and his attention is rewarded with an
epiphany. The "blue window at the back of the altar" even
brings to mind Larkin's window in “%%gh Windows." The
impressiveness of the moment lies in¥the typical Lawrentian
ability to evoke wonder as passing, yet adequate--a claim
which we have similarly made for'Larkin. Here'is the
pertinent passage: "Brangwen was staring away at the burning
blue window at the back of the altar, and wondering vaguely,
with pain, if he ever should get old, if he ever shpuld feel
arrived and established. He was here at Anna's wedding.
Well, what right had he to feel responsible, like a father?
he was still unsure and unfixed as when he had married himself.
His wife and he ! With a pang of anguish he realized what
uncertainties they both were. He was a man of forty-five.
Forty-five ! in five more years fifty. Then sixty--then
seventy--then it was finished. My God——and one was so
unestablished.

How did one grow old——how could one become confldent? He
wished he felt older. - Why, what difference was there, as
far as he felt matured or completed, between him now and him
at his own wedding? Hé felt himself tiny, a little, uprlght
figure on a plain circled round with the immense, roarlng
sky...When did one come to an end? In which direction was it
finished? There was nc end, no finish, only this vast
roaring space...That was the clue. He exulted straqgely, w1th
torture. He would go on with his wife, he and she like two
children camping on the plains. What was sure but the end-
less sky? But that was so sure, so boundless.

Still the royal blue colour burned and blazed and sported
itself in the web of darkness before him, uhwearingly rich
and splendld...Always it was so unflnlshed and unformed
(pp. 134-35).

This chapter of The Rainbow is lnterestlng otherwise. The
narrator's eye for the excitement of the wedding itself, one
‘suspects, might be involved in Larkin's "The Whitsun Weddings“.
"How funny such dressed-up people lock in the winter sunshine!
{p. 133)" says Lawrence's narrator. And the relatives are
there, half tipsy, part shy, and full of awkward gestures”
and sometimes lewd comments, just as we find in Larkin's poem.

SSD. H. Lawrence, Apocalypse, pp- 103-104.
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- CHAPTER V: PLACING LARKIN

(A) Larkin: A Recapitulation

~

) Larkin's work as a whole 1nv1tes the reader to look ‘
outward at the llqes on the face of the physical world. In
its connection with the emoirdcal bias of the Imagists and_:
its Lawrentian alertness‘to'the mystery of the living'phye—
ical uniyerSe, it prov1des the reader with’ a value whlch far
transcends its restriction to the poetlc personallty whlch .
aceompanies.it. The optlon for meaning whlch 1t entalls,
%ts.difference from the more-lntellectually 1nward ga21ng‘
work of the Modernists, is perhaps 1its most profound. eontri—
- bution to the p0551blllt1es for life which art and culture
can sometlmes provide for us. .While Larkln,rs a poet with
a keen eye- for all of the failing aspects of‘lite, his con-
sistent recourse to the phy51cal world as source of meanlng
gives to his work a buoyancy whlch resxsts despalr It was
M. L. Rosenthal who said of our more recent poetry that

"If there is, in fact, ‘one dlstlnctlvely modern quallty in -
literature, it lies in the centrlfugal spln toward su1c1de.
of the speaking v01ce.“l - Many commeatators on modernaculf:
ture have noted with chagrin that'ﬁoderh 1iterature is
predominantly a literature of disaster.zh And the more
recent perspective of Confesslonal poetry is one Whlch all

but turns suicide into the lastjpoetlc act, the supreme com-

'plaint against life. The sense of meaningfiessness which

*



ii::‘

NCE
215

that tradition is mired in is given in Lowell's evocation of

contemporary'apocalypse and human failure in "Fall 1961",

where the motion of the voice is precisely in the "cenri—

fugal spin" of which Rosenthal speaks:

‘All auvtumn, the chafe and jar
of nuclear war;

we have talked our extinction to death

I swim like a minnow
behind my studio window.

Our end drifts nearer,

the moon 1lifts,

radiant with terror.

The state

is a diver under a glass bell.

A father s, no shleld
for his child. -

We are ‘a lot of wild
splders crying together,
but without tears.

It is the crisis mehtality-of this kinaiof poem

which |

Alvarez has responded to.'in. hls lntroductlon to The New

Poetry,

etically more limited poetry of Philip Larkln 4

to agree with Larkin that,

.- \\——-—u

Nonetheless,

Ay

Whether ocne finds the recent emphasis

a mentality which we recall he chose over the theor—

We are wise

as he put it hlmself. ’

on

violence and insanity -discouraging depends,
I suppose, on what your view of poetry is.
If these are genuinely what a writer finds
poetic, then of course he must deal with

them.5

if we consent to Larkin's claim that "Poetry'is

an affair of sanity, of seeing things as they are",6 consent,

that is,

to a notion that past aiL of the disillusionment-of
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-thejwasteland'tradition 6f poetrf, and the sunlessness of
the Confessionals, there'is.the possibility of meaning:out—
side of the self, then we are brought inevitabl? to thé
doorsteb of Larkin's poetry of the physical world. 'For if
Larkin is a poet knowledgeaﬁle of the impulse to despair
which qharacteriies Modernist and Confessional poetry alike,
ﬁe'is ﬁevertheless a,poét-whose quality Qf negative capabil—'l
it?Ais rédemptive of that "centrifugal spin toward suicide"
-of_Which Rosenthal speaks. Additionally,.iflthere is an
aspect of his work which most centrally aids that retardation
‘_éf despair,lit is its willingness to venture paét the.
"gorgon ego” of which Auden‘spokef7 and into the physiéal
.world. - |
In tﬁé context of this persistence of sanity in an

‘insaﬁé time, Lawrence is helpful as a casual focusing point.
' We noted in the preVious:chapter his recognition of the-
healing effect of the céhnection between the artist andlthé
physical wqud._ And in what can be considered a central
peem of his in this contgxt, "The Sane Universé", he gave
statement to an option which Larkin, innhis'idiosyncratic
way, can bé said to have chosen instead of the Confessional
motion inward:

One might talk of the sanity of thg atom,

the sanity of space,

the sanity of the electron,

the sanity of water-- ' S

For it is all alive

"and has something comparable to that which

we call sanity in ourselves. 8
The only oneness is the oneness of sanity.
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Lawrence's idea that "it" has "something comparable to that’
which/ we call sanity in'ourselves"'is by no means a panacea-
$oT the poet's recognition of the failing elements of his

mwghe life of his times, and his ultimate existential

‘2 kind of healing knowiigge.' It is-limited, not mythic, and

agitated by a feeling that\;eelity can also readily faid the

poet, dupe him as it seems t¥\have done for each age as we
lock back on it;n-So the edifié\tion which he occasionally

. . . . LN
feels in his forays into reallty‘

s:surroﬁnded by doubts
whlch keep his mystlcal sense on the level of agnostlclsm.

Matthew Arnold once said that the Romantlc Poets rdid not

know enough".9 And D. J. Enright once brought that comment

to bear on Modernist poets, sayihg'thet the same is true of
their work in an opposite way:
These poets [Modernists] , too, did not know
enough--and their ignorance has proved
 remarkably infectious. They may have known
what the Romantics were ignorant of, but ‘they
were ignorant of what the Romantics knew. 1In
this aspect, as in others,‘Modernlsm seems to

be a violent inversion of’ Romanticism:  each is

‘notably weak where the other is notably strong.lo

Put in other words, ﬁhet Enrioht has said is that if the

Romantics were too naive, the Modetnists were too cynicai.
Otherwise, one can add that if the;Romantics_were.too con-—
fident of a benevolent visege to‘the_face of "the physicel'

world, the Modernist. and Confeesional:poets are largely
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“incurious about fhe physical world in the first placgz.ll
.And if the price paid is the insanity which is thé other:
side of Lawreﬁce's‘poéﬁ~"The Sané Univérse“, the reward
which Larkin finds in his digcovery of wonder in the phys-
ical Qorld Brovides us with the possibility of an option for
meaning whiéh is exceptionally valuable from almost all '
points Qf-view. |

Thus, when we return to Alvarez's introduction to

The New Poétfy and take note-of his prescriptive connecting
of the poetry of the early part of thercentury to the poetry
of todéy,.we begin to realize that he has bypgssed_somethiﬁg'
vaiuable in an avoidance of its true nature. Toward the

close of his introduction he has said:

Dr. Leavis has come, apparently, to believe '
that D. H. Lawrence and T. S. Eliot" '
repre —the two warring and unreconcilable
. poles of mode iterature. The best contem-
porary English vérse, however, shows that
their influences an be creatively recorciled.-
"In the seriousness\of what I have called the
new depth poetry, t openness to.expgrience,
the psychological ins\ght and integrity of
D. H. Lawrence would, \ideally, combine with
" the technical skill and formal intelligence
of T..S. Eliot.l2 -

. Alvarez then-éonclhdgs his introdyction with the comment

1

that "a good deal of poetic'tale t exists in England at the
moment" , and-adds‘that_it can ly,develd§ if "poéts can.

remain immune to the disease.

ture: gentility"_l3 As we

o often found in English cul-
ecall from Chapter One, Philip

~ Larkin. is the poet at whgm Alvarez slams the charge of



\ 219

.éentility. It is thefefore with a strong sense of an injus-

tice haviﬁg-been done Epat‘one notes of Larkin éhat his work

has as its mainspring a teéhnica%hsophisti@atipn which

métghes Eliot's -- but.without gazing at itself. .And that

'it'is not 6nly characte;ized by an "openness to experience"
“which we can associate with Lawfence's work, but'tellinglyf.

it absorbs. from Lawrence's example a ghite othe£ direction .
'6flmpvément than an inward motion to "psychological depth" j/Lw/
- it takeé from Lawrence's example a recognition of the
impbrtance of the movement outward to the physical worid

.In that motlon outward to discovery of the mystery of both

‘the phy51cal unlverse and the human world, there is a-
'correspondlng recognltlon of a "depth" which is both psycho-
logical and unlversal.‘ And therein, one wants to say, l;es_u.,7'
the full genius of Larkin's work. For if Alvarez feels'that'
‘the "disease" of Engliéh culture is "gentility",‘a legioﬁ of ‘
his contemp&rarieé wbuld say thét there is a.leséildcai;u
culturally more international ones’ despair. .And_iffLarkih

is a poet who feels that reality deep within the reaches of

his imagination,-he aléo writes in,a tradition of art which
"knows that the physical world is not dead vet, and therein

+ lies a paradoxically slim but nonetheless gfeat hope for us

all. Andwhile it is true that the perspective of Confessional
poetry may well be the one which will break through darkness
iﬁto a sudden discovery of light, it is the tradition of a
poétry'of the physical world to which Larkin belongs that

has so far achieved the most durable reclamation of meaning
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during and after the disillusive decades of the first half
\ ' ,
of the century. : Given that knowledge we can conclude that

"The greatest pdverty is not to live/ In a physical world."14

¥

(B) Poetry of the Physical World: An Emerging Tradition

Three.major‘congemporary BFitiSh poets, Thom Gunn,
Ted'Hughes,land R. S. Thomas, although éach in their own way ‘
radically different from:PhiliblLarkin and from each other,
are.all similar in &heir shared‘convictien that "The
greatest poveréy is ﬁgt to live/ In a physical world."
We_havexélready seen how ¢onventional it is to consider
Larkin and Hughes as oppogiﬁe in sensibility;ls‘and one
supposes thgt'tﬂé cOnjuncfion of an Anglican Vicar with a
poe?,who writ;Z about motorcyclists and,E;vié Presley is a
combiﬁation which could insult anyone wﬁo worries about the
‘neatnesé of ‘the human mind. But in a shared conviction that
the physical worlé must be atteﬁdéd to anew as a vitalizing
stimulus to ﬁoetry, these poets belong to é distinct
tradition of a p&étry of the physical world which is emerg-
‘ing in Britain today. Indeed, theirs.is the poetry which -
stands not only as an ‘option for meéning which the
Confessional\tradition has failed to embody, but could be
said to represent a kind of survival of consciousness past
the Modernist tradition which gives to their work one of its

most compelling traits.
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-.Iéiis é'trédition of poetry which includes, as we have
noted in detail in Larkin's work, an empirical alextness of
intélligence; énd‘a:willingneSSQx>regist all ideas and/or
mytbfwhich is not borne out by, or does not emerge from, the:
act: of witness to the living world. Significantly, all of
thege poets conspire to:reduce form below thé,level of
cbntent, to use craft as a Way of direéting the rgader out-
ward in a-cﬁrious and/or beholding glgnée. .If there are
) \;_}(egrly twéntieth century influences behind their work, théy‘
are the influences of the Imagists and of D. H. Lawrence.
And while 6ne must take much care to respect the individual
achieyement of each of thése poets -- they are intensely |
"éxplgrative write:s iﬁ their separate Qays -~ it is fair to
charaéteri;e the tradition as one thch, in its ret;ieval

of the physical world as stimulus to poetry, is also one

P which retrieves a sense of wonder in.both the physical

- universe and the human world. Consequently, its most strik
ing aspect of sensibility could be said to be its movement

pagt the sunlessness of The Wasteland tradition.

That courageous and difficult distinction is one.whicﬂ
is achieved in spite of immense doubts which, like Larkin,
all of these poéts live with as sensitive and intelligent’
;ftists in an unsettled and unsettling'time. ‘The Wéstelénd'
heritage of our culture is a héritage they know well. But
just as in some ways the Confessionals could be said %o be
victims of it, these poets attempt to move past it by way of

. Y
a new trust in meaning, or at least the potential for-meaning
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in the physical world. This, it can be claimed, is their
only complete act of faith thus far. But'given the all but
terminal pessimism of the Modernist and Confessional alter-—

native, it is as we have said of Larkin's work as whole,

" a paradoxically slim but nonetheless great hope. In his

"Human Condition", Gynn's speaker says, "Particular, I must /
Find out the limitdtion/ Of mind and universe", and that:

I seek, to break, my span.

I am my one touchstone.

This is a test more hard

Than any ever known.l16

The poets of this emerging tradition all "seek, to break"

that "span" -- to transcend meaningless gubjectivism —-— and

discover in the phyéical world, an intelligibility which is

E \
redemptive. They seek to realize moments of epiphany which

~suffice as a complex answer to the meaninglessness by which

their time and their culture is threatened. While they are
not reéonciled or atoned artists, they are unwilling to sub-
mit to easy despair. In short, they share with Larkin an
explorgtory negative capability, one which is rewarded by
the flashes of light which sparkle amidst the surrounding
darkness of their time..

Ted Hughes' work is animated by a living consciousness
of the physical Wi rld.‘ That consciousness is characterized
by its curiosity about the instinctual, energetic, and
natural aspects of reality. Hughes shares with Lawrence the

notion that the realm of thought is stale by comparison to
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the deep and quick mystery. of the 11v1ng COSmos. Hughes
renders as alive everythlng his poetry beholds -- from the

smallest of creatures to the physical universe conceived as a

LR

‘pulsating whole. He has a lop-sided reputation for being a

,poet of will in spite of the fact that his own comments on

poetry can be seen as embodying:a kind cf‘respect for the

otherness of the world, is quite ‘intent on subduing the will in

“the name of pointing to the mystery of which he constantly speaks.

Natural energy animates Ted Hughes' poems to the extent

_that they often take on an uncanny life of their own. As

—
Anthony Thwaite has said, "There is a profusion of creatures in

Hughes‘ work, almost a modern bestiary", 17 and they are en-

]

livened with the flash of 1nst1nct the quick move of surviving

nature. As a result the poems are.often considered by c:itics

and reviewers to be violent, and prurient about violence.‘18

But if we momentarily trust the tglier and not hls crltlcs,
there is an aspect of his animal poems whi¢h Hughes himself

can illuminate for us. In his Poetry in the Making, he has

said that "Maybe my concern has been to capture not animals
particularly and ﬁot poems, but simply things which have a
vivid life of their own,"19 a. comment which reéonates back-
wards throughout mﬁch of what I have been saying of Larkin's
poetry of "Agnostic Wonder". In.his advicé Fo school children

on how to write animal poems, Hughes has said:

The one thing is, imagine what you are |
writing about. See it and live it. Do not
think it up laborously, as if you were working

¥
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out mental arithmetic. Just -look. at'lt
touch it, 'smell it, llsten to it, turn . b
yourself into it.

He goes onlto say that if the poet does thls, the\craft of

the poen almost takes care of 1tself and; "You Wlll read

back tlfough what you have written and you will get a\shockQ

You wilN have captured a spirit, a creature."zo All of! this
: : I} ' {

recalls Larkin's poetic, his notion that every pbem should

“be its own sole freshly created universe";?} nd be

written from what surrounds one, rathe& than om a "concept
of poetry‘“'.22 Larkin;and Hughes share therc nvictioﬁ that.‘r
“art" is secondary to oontent, and that conftent should be éée

content of the world. Different though tHey may otherwise

be as poets, they are conjoined by a poetic which echoes

Stevens'® notion that, "The real is only th

ase. But it 45
23 )

the base."

The advice which Hughes gives the aspiring Ypoet, the’

stress he puts on the need to go past the ego to the object
in an intimate way, 1s borne out as accomplished fact in his

own poetry:

. More than to the visionary his cell: -
His stride is wilderness of freedom:
The world rolls under the long thrust of his heel
Over the cage floor the horizons come.

("The Jaguar")24

Pike, three inches long, perfect

Pike in all parts, green and tigering the gold.
Killers from the egg: the malevolent aged grin.
They dance on the surface among the flies.
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Or move, stunned by their own grandeur,
‘Over a bed of emerald, silhouette

- " Of submarine delicacy and horror,
A hundred feet long in their world.

("Pike" ) 25

Thé briefest of quotes.give tegtimony to Hughes' ability to
caﬁture "qkspirit, a creature". In both examp;gs above,lthe
’speaker's Sgrspective is from deep withinlthe dramatic in-
scape of thexgreature itéelf. It is the product of an

. ability to cagture myétery as fact, rather than as concept_'
-searching for supporting symbol. “Bﬁll Moses" - is.one of.

Hughes' finest examples of this ability at work.

In "Bull Moses" the speaker looks into a parn, into a
"Blaze of darkness" toward the bull, which he sees in "a
sudden s?ut~eyed look/ Backward into the head".'_He'regiéters:A
a quigk‘and sharp momen£ of epiphany; "Blackness is:depth/ '
Beyond star." In that moment, he welds the déep mystery éf
the bull's primitive being with that of his own dark recesses’
of mindf and with the ramifying and dark eternity past the
stars. While putting:the moment into paraphrase robs it of]
its dramatié flash, éhe prodding is worthwhile if it shows
to the reader HugheS{ remarkable ability to evoke, perhaps
one should say allow, a deep and deepening epiphany  to rise
from the physical world. The poem proceeds in an evocation
of the intractable Qeight and largeness of the creature, and

ends with the speaker seeing:
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, . somethlng
Deliberate in his leisure, scme beheld future
Founding in his quiet.

I kept the door w1de,‘
Closed it after him and pushed the bolt.

26 .
The poem méfeé-frpm"a moment of primitive fright, through a
sense of mystery, to. the bartly humorous respect of the close.
The dark epiphéﬁy, in its potential for both a sehéélof awé,
and a éense dfzihick void, is reminiscdent of Larkin's con-
clusion to "High Windows", where the emptiﬂess star?ié; the
speaker into g,recognition of éomething obscurely profound.
Hughes'tﬁoments of wonder rise constantly out‘of his

preoccupation with the primitiyeﬂaspects of being--— emerge.

from his sense ofxtﬁe physicél,'élemental context of life.
 ;His more hegative crit?cs are distracted f;om some of the

réffects of his poetry by the ostensible nihilism of his erﬁ
persona. But Hughes' Crow, rather than:beiné mgrély a
nihilistic éiofection of Hughesrhimself, "flying-the biack
flag of himself",27 is-ironicali&_a vibrantly creative férbe.
In the universe of the Crow volume; the Crow is energetic,
certainly humorous, and above all, an agit%pt, an agent of
perception, pestering the issues of Creatigﬁ;ﬁshocking thé
reader into confronting the universe in a fresh way. Hence,

Crow saw the herded mountains, steaming in the morning.

And he saw the sea

Dark-spined, with the whole earth in its coils.

He saw the stars, fuming away into the black, mushrooms of

the nothing forest, clouding their spores, the virus of God.
And he shivered with the horror of Creation.
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Eﬁen“lines‘like these, "horror of Creation" included, are
energetic. The dramatic, thunderous grasp of the universe
..itself,‘is fresh and startlino. Although the registration
of the "stars" as "mushrooms of/ the hothing-forest" is an
unsettling ilmage, the effect of the image is to lift, albeit
,violently, the "veil of familiarity". And if the "wonder of
.our'being"zg'which it ‘gestures at is a somewhat black wonder,
it is for all of that an achieved one, and, one might add,
preferable to the darkness wrthout wonder‘whioh has made up
such a large part of our imagiﬁative heritage since The
Wasteland Hughes' Crow flles perhaps directly out of the
prlmeval nlght of Shakespeare s MacBeth (“"Light thickens and

the crow/ Makes wing to the rooky wood.“3?

and if we can put
him in kind Withnshakespeare's creature, we can grant to him
an ability to evoke‘a'sehSe of dread as an imaginative state

prefatory to the most edlfylng of reallzatlons. Hughes once

said that the "whole art of wrltlng is to make your reader's’
31

imagination go into'actlon"~i and the Crow poems definitely

manage that effect. The cumulative effect of.the volume,
viewed from the perspectlve of a cultural context in which
many are stlll waltlng for the end in an anodyne state of
dogmatic pe551mlsm, 1s a comparatlvely llvely cne.

And another cruoial point is called for in this context.
We have seenﬁthat,the price”whioh Larkin has paid,in the
critical worlid for turning up unsettling epiphanies is an
unjust:one;- As an exploratory poet, Hughes is in the danger

of being mlstaken as a poet of the void in the same way that

R

)
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. A ; . o, .
Larkln's romantlc reviewers have mlstaken him., The error

rises, as we know, from 1solat1ng the unsettled moments and
calllng them the representatlve ones._ But to contlnue the"
analogy to Larkln further Hughes can also be seen as a poet
of temporaryzyonder, a writer wholnever‘really'conclUdes his
work into the‘“nailing down"33 process of categorigal convicj
tion which Lawrence saw as deadly. To usé Larkin's coinage,
there is no "m.yth—kitty"?’4 in:Hughes' worh of_thet order.f

S0 that even if Hughes entertains a large and horrifying

. prospeot for meaning;in Crow. (a moot point in itself), it
must,be‘piaced_inlﬁumtapoéition'with his more e$eureol§f‘
.edifying perceptione or epiphanies;m-Like Larkin, Hughes'is

'.above all a poet of wonder, and . is 51mllarly agnostlc in hlS

__wonder Whlle there are epiphanies of ex1stent1al shock 1n'-.7

=’hJ.s chronlcle of moments, there are also ones of compelllng f‘
‘llght ones of lntellect defeatlng mystery |

f That is the usual dimension of the Hughes poem .His
graep of the basic wisdom of Lawrence's sense of-the cosmoei,
as a'presence, and as a mysterﬁ gives to hie work_a poweyr
‘which most criticél exegesis‘wfli always run behind. From
that pointlof view, hie\"Wind" is a striking exampie.A In

the contéxt of this poem, Stevens' notion that,"Poetryr
‘35

increases the feellng for reallty" is borne out as a -

_substantlal truth:

This house has been far out at sea all night,

The woods crashlng through darkness, the booming hills,
Winds stampeding the fields under the window ‘
Flounderlng black ~astride and blinding wet
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Till day rose: then under an orange sky
The hills had new places; ‘and wind wielded’
Blade-like, luminous black and emerald,
Flexing like the.lens of a mad eye. - "

At noon I scaled along the house-side as far as -

The coal-house door. Once I looked up-- :
Through the brunt wind that dented the balls of my eyes
The tent of the hills drummed and strained its guyrope,

The fields quivering, the skyline a grimace,

At any.second to bang and vanish with a flap:
The wind flung a magpie away and a black- . _
Back gull bent like an ,iron bar slowly. The house

.Rang like some fine green goblet in the note
That any second would shatter it. Now deep
In chairs, in front of the great fire, we grip
-Our hearts and cannot entertain book, thought,
Or each other. We watch the fire blazing, _
And feel the roots of the house move, but sit on,
Seeing the window tremble to come in, 36
Hearing the stones cry out under the horizons.
! The strong actuality of the poem, its ability to present
the-dniverse in édnvuléion, giﬁes it a étark phySicality_
. which makes .the fact of the event inseparaple from the idea

which it discoverSu'-In-Poefry in the Making Hughes has said:’

"In“writing that ﬁdémAI'was{méinly_coﬁcerned with the
stfengtﬁ'of the blast, the way it seemsftd sh§ke:the world
up like a box of toys."B?:‘If;ié.becausé of.tﬁisiinitially'
mimetic intention;'that.the pbem'éltheme seems to risel
ine§itably from itsiphysicai'settihg, is_n@f abstractéd, and
'therefore manégeé‘a naturally symbolic efféct. The craft of
the poém is in its.apposite diction,‘its,appropfiately strong
verbs, for instance, and in its enjambed syntax, a syntax

which mimes the action of the wind itself. The ravelled

landscape and the threatened buildfngs,stand as symbols of



the frégiiity of human creations in the midst of elemental
forces. The wind's crying "out under the-horizon" presents
both the whistle of the wind's intensity, and its primitive
hold on the less civilized aspécts of being. From a very
common natural event, Hughes manages to behold a sudden
‘epiphany, one which dramatically presents the reader with a
sudden sense of humanity's fragile grip on existence. That
precarious tenure is symbolically centred on the figure who
scales along the coal-house door, and in the quiet placing
of the figures around the fire in a huddle which evokes an
image of frightened primitive ancestors hiding in the cave,
away from the blast of nature.

Hughes finds something refreshing about this ability to
witness nature with open attention again, to behold it in
an engaged manner, rather than simply mine it for symbol, as
tHe Modernists tended to do. He has spoken of the value of
this kind of witness in a comment he has made regarding
"wild" landscapes:

Civilization is comparatively new, it is still
a bit of a strain on our nerves--it is not qujte
a home to mankind yet, we still need occasional
~ holidays back in the old surroundings. It is
only there that ancient instincts and feelings
in which most of our body lives can feel at
home and on their own ground. It is almost
as though these places were generators where.
we can recharge our run-down batteries. And .
what do we recharge with, what sort of
electricity? Those prehistoric feelings,
satisfactions we are hardly aware of except
as a sensation of pleasure--these are like a
blood transfusion to us, and in wild surround--
ings they rise to the surface and refresh us,

renew us. . For some people, even to think
about such places is a refreshment.38
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iWhat for many is only the terrifying, the dreadful ‘E%hout
edificatory reward, is for Hughes the very sourcde of the

. fresh and the wondrous. His driving curiosity‘abOut the

'world, and his fundamental grasp of the creaturedom of the‘.
:human,.while leading him towaxrd a perception of l e violence
.of nature, also leads him to a hlghly indj duel:sense of
brimitive wonder.” of wonder- whlch leads
to quiescenoe'or religious conversion. As in the.case of'
Larkin, it ads to the flash of peculiar beaﬁty which is'
occasional the reward of.the exceptionally alert poet,
the poet who is both aware of the darker;aSpecte of_lifeﬁl

and yet awyke to the beauty which the worldbsrill sparkies.

forth. Amcng other things, the greatness of poetry,.for

Hughes, lies 1ts power to express what he has termed

Something O the splrlt of the snowflake in

the water of the river. Something of the duplicity:

and relativity and the merely fleetlng_quallty .

of all this. Something of the almighty,importanc%

of it and something of the utter meaninglessness.
In that comment Hughes indicates‘the.eSSentiai’negative
capability of his mind, and at the same time, his.wondrous
perspectlve on existence. There-is nothing in'the comment,
or the poetry 1tself whlch w1ll satlsfy the "nalllng down
instincts of the crltlc. Addltronally, if there is at all
a religious dimension to the view, it is like Larkin's, ah
agnostic one. For Hughes, there is no'sufficiency.of evidence A
which he has collected for the making of a case regarding

either the imbicility of Creation, or for its harmonious
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beneficence. His view is open, and.in_the‘kind of intellié
gence which it embodies; it recollects Larkin's poised
tentativeness at the end of "High Windows". 1In that moment
‘the blue sky is reglstered as belng"Nothlng, aﬁd is nowhere,
and is endless" ,40 a precarious tumble of mysteriously com-
pel??ng beauty; and an "utter meanlnglessness . Starting
with a faith in the empirical imagination and a recognition
of the bossibility of meaning in the ph?sical world, both
poets accumulate a sense of exxstence which is wondrous. = In
both-lnstaA;ae, a retrleval of the physical world as a v1tal
.stimulus to poetry eorrespondingly brings with it a retrieval
of a sense of wondet which the Imagists, and more.especially
in this case, D. H;'Lawrence, knew well, | |

It might‘initially‘eeem odd to readers of Larkin's
poetry that R. S. Tﬁbmas would be in any way considered
'Slmllar to Larkln.”‘Recollectlng, for instance, Larkia's
scathlng comments :on "myth—kltty" - and realizing that Thomas
is‘one of the most intensely searching religious poets of our
time, 'a poet who is also obséssively interested in biblical
-myth, would seem'teﬁpiace them, in sensibility, as far apart
as it initially appears that Hughes and Larkin are. But
again, the connectlon is in the energetlc base of the poetry
in the physical world.

Thomas is interested in myth, but there is a difference
between his use of myth and that of, say, T. S.. Eliot's.

Tt is a difference which is hinted at by John Press in Rule

'and Energy, where he says that "Thomas® faith is rooted in
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. the soil of Wales, and alsc in the éarth,'whicﬁ is our

element, our planet, our home."41

That description,. in spite
of thosé éritics who insist on seeing Larkin as parochial

and those who see thhes as merely violent, unwittingly
describes the sense of the physical bas%s}of human existence
which is shared by all of the poets in this emerging tradition.
For them, the "earth" is "our element, our planet, our |
home". Like Hughes and Larkin, Thomas writes directly ffom
the physical wofld,-and the cﬁmulative effect of his poetry

is one which gives back to the reader, a sense of cogﬁic
wonder, That effect is never achieved in the mere realm of
the abstract, 1is always the‘result‘of Thomas' ability to
sharply draw the human figure in the midst of the recognizable
physical universe. Hence, Qhen John Press, fér example,
praises the sharpness of Thomas' style, he déscribes it as
intensely realistic.ﬁ The poetry, he says, is characterized
by é "harshness and'ﬁuhgency of concept and phrase", and it

is as though Thomas is always “paring_éway thersurpius flesh
.of epithet and of explanation, gtripping the language to the

42

bone". What Press is here saying is borne out in the

poetry itself, and also in Thomas' view of poetry as we find

him express it in the title poem of Poetry For Supper

(1967)43 written four years éfter Press had made these .

comments. In that poem, Thomas presents in dialogue form

~

the tension he sees as needed between the fact of the physical

world and the poet's imagination:
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'Listen, now, verse should be as natural.
As the small tuber that feeds on muck

- And grows slowly from cbtuse soil

To zze white flower of immortal beauty.'
'Watu¥al, hell! What was it Chaucer

- Said once about the long toil ‘

That goes like blood to the poem's making?
Leave it to nature and the verse sprawls,
Limp as bindweed, if it break at all
Life's iron crust. Man, you must sweat
And rhyme your guts taut, if you'd build
Your verse a ladder.'

'You speak as though

No sunlight ever surprised the mind
.Groping on its cloudy- path.

'Sunlight's a thing that needs a window

Before it enter a dark room.'
Windows don't happen.'

So two old poets,
Hunched at thelr beer in the low haze
Of an inn parlour, while the talk ran
Noisily by them, glib with prose.

Whére Thoﬁas stands. in thi§ argument is in the precarious
‘middle.’ Constantly, in his worﬁ, he manages to capture the
'"sunlighﬁ" which seems to surprise "the mind/ Groping on its
clbﬁdy path",,éven though we know (because of the scrupulous
. craft of his poémsj, thét it is an effect which is managed
because eachldf_the individual poems is also a "window".
‘then, the window._pfovided is an Imagist one, not only in
its reéreation éf a pictorially visible wofld, but in its
'momen%s;of-sudaenrepiphany. Hence, "& Peasant" is a‘Some—
WHat tﬁpicallpoeﬁ in that its étrategy-of discovery is out-
Qafd to the physical world, and its motion is rewazded with
' epiphanf. A perception of the horrifying vacancy whigh is

latent in Welsh rural life leads the speaker toward a feeling



of emptlness and fright, but that 1n1t1al observation is
amended in the concludlng image of the poem. It is an image
whlch has ‘a sharp plac1ng effect, and-comes with the flash

of surprise which "Poetry For Supper“ spoke of:

There is somethlng frlghtenlng in the vacancy of his’
. mind. ‘

His clothes,-sour w1th,years of sweat

And animal contact,  shock the refined,

But affected, sénse their stark naturalness.

Yet this is your prototype, who, season by season

Against seige of rain and the wind's attrition,

Preserves his stock, an lmpregnable fortress

Not to be stormed even in death's confusion.

Remember him then, for he, too, is a winner of wars,

Endurlng llke a tree under the curlous stars 44

In both Larkln s poetry and Thomas' there ‘is an openness to

e#perlence whlch is rewarded by a perceptlon of mystery in
the fact of the human‘world, one'wh1Ch firmly transoends the
‘ limitations of less kindly abstractions."SignifiCantly,
both poets choose the complex methods of the Imaglsts to
relate that mystery in their work.

In the sudden, rising picture of the peasant as'
"Enduring like a tree under toe curious stars",rThomasl
effect recalls Pound's definition'of the Image;' Additionally,
in its sure rendition of small humanity, it also recal;s
Larkin's uses of vorticistic design, especially at the end
of "The Whitsun Weddings", where the couples are seen as
“an arrow-shower/ Sent out of sight, somewhere becoming
rain".45 In both instances a recognition of the beauty and

the mystery of the human being is'registered, after an

initial chagrin is subdued. Both poets use the complex
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method of the:Imagists to relate that mystery in their work.
"Lowri Dafydd", another of Thomas' rural poems, is also
reminiscent of the Imagists. It recalls thelkind of sens—
itivity Which'Pouhd_managed in'“jhe River-Merchant's Wife:
. A Letter":
.My name is Lowri Dafydd;
Famous for nursing I was.
- I rode pillion on a winged horse
* Through the high passes of cloud
To come to a queen's palace. .
Airy fingers undid the krnot -
In time's stubborn bandage
About my green eyes.
Who knows how long I stayed?
My pay was the sweet talk
In sun-dusted rooms
Of folk, busy as flowers,
Praising my hands' skill.
When I returned, stars were out
Over my roof, the door fallen

About its hinges, and on the hearth
‘A cold wind blowing for ever.4’

The concluding lines, in their-natu:al;y symbolic effect, and
‘the‘poémﬁy;esistence égainst allusion .and difficult
erudition, perfectlngatdhes Larkin's'notion that a poem
should.be freecéf Qbscure clutter. . Thé world of observation,
the physical‘world as it manifests itself.to ﬁhe sensitive
conscicusness, is at the center of Thomas' poetry. And when
his themes are;not direcfly groﬁing out Pf.acﬁual.witness,
the physical world is nonethélesé élosely invplved in the
) figﬁfative‘starkngss of his language.

In £he.moré reéeht poetyy, that, for ihstance{ of his
.volumélglg (1972),48 Thémas moves outward from his usual*"\%q.

theme of rural Welsh life, to deal in a manner which recalls
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Hughes, with the drama of'Creétion itself. There is an
energy released in that volume which is the energy of relig-
ious impatience. Thomas has always been a poet of '‘doubt..
His‘earlf poem "1In Church" is one which captures that kind
of spiritual ambiguify in its presentation of a pestered
believer;

THere is no other sound

In the darkness but the sound of -a man

Breathing, testing his faith

On emptiness, nailing his questions

 One by one to an untenanted cross.49

The drama of Thomas' doubéftakes place on a larger stage in
the ELE volume. That stage is the entire physical universe.
It is for this reason that it shares with Hughes' Crow a
dimension éf awe and aread which links their achievements,
.despite other differences. The religious dimension of his
work shares with Hughes an unséttled quality. Additionally,
Thomas' preoccupatlon with myth is one which is in constant
dialogqe with the fact of the physical unlverse.r There is a
willingness to explore, an openness in his concern Qith both
mytholoqy and the physical world. He is a poet quite willing
to expel ail forms of myth if they do not match the experi-
ential fact of the world. Indeed, one can séy that the main

tension in his more recent religious poetry is between a

Christian myth which he fears to be almost extinct, and a
o

. physical universe which is equally perceived as or the verge

of collapse. This gives to his work a sense of urgency, a

dimension of cosmic drama which takes it far past the form of
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religious torpor which Larkin claimed for established

religion in "Aubade", where he termed it a "vast moth-eaten

musical brocade".so

.Thomas is a poet who deals with religious
myth, -But deals with it as placed in constant relevance to

-

the contemporary experiential world. His is not a poetry of

51

"myth:ﬁitty" so much as a poetry that intently explores the

relation of myth to contemporary fact. Thus, in "Making"
there is an attempt to animate Genesis with a new liveliness
by way of giving the reader a dramatic sense of the physical

universe as alive and profound, not as only abstracted into

"myth-kitty":

And having built it
I set about furnishing it 3
To my taste: first moss, then grass
Annually renewed, and animals :
To divert me: faces stared in
From the wild. I thought up the flowers
Then birds. I found the bacteria
Sheltering in primordial
Darkness and called them forth

- To the light. Quickly the earth
Teemed. Yet still an absence
Disturbed me. I slept and dreamed
Of a likeness, fashioning it,
When I woke, to a slow
Music; in love with it
For itself, giving it freedom

To love me; risking the disappointment.52

It is Thoméé' ability to dramatize the.Créatioh myth which
gives -to H'm a power of existential suddenness, one whiéh, if
. different in starting point, is effectively similar Eo.that
‘which we have noticed in Hughes' and Larkin's capacity for
" invoking the:living'presence of the physical universe. fhe

enjambed sharpness of tha% line; "Quickly the earth/ Teemed.",
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is characterlstlc of the volume 8 enlivened sense of the
thunder of Creatlon. In 1ts religious theme, this particular
poem is relatively quiet in tone, manages a graceful effect
in its cencluding lines, but the v?lume contains more
troubled ppeme, ones which bespeak the doubt which is so
-eentral"ﬁo7the éaradigmatic "In Church". 1In "Via Negativia",
for instance, God is seen as He who "keeps the interstices/
in our‘knewledge, the darkhess/ Between stars”.53 -In that
poem God is given as an absence, an annoying incompletion
whieh we'sea;ch for in vain. And in "Soliloquy", God is
configured as a VLOlent Old Testament avenger, who looks
.down on his now materlallstlc Machine-worshipping Creation,
and decides to erase his error, to poison his work with
"invisible/ Viruses"54'-- which could be as éeneral as pollu-
tion, or as specif;c.es cancexr. The total effect of the
volume is . one in which the fact of the physical world is
dramatically placed in.the"conteXt of a larger cosmic realify‘
and viewed,from an eschafological perspective. Because it is
a volume of doubt, and also intermittingly one of momentary
reconciliation, the upshet-is one which is intensely explof—
.ative. When John Press eaid that Thomas' poetry deale witﬁ
"our element, our planet, our home", he didn't know at the
time,that Thomas would evenﬁually move past theilocus point
of Wales to a locus point of the physical world as allve in
_space 1tself v1ewed in the wide expanse of time whlch reaches
from the‘lmmedlate present to that far past which is a;most

inconceivable. .Thomas' pictorial grasp of the Welsh

b1
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countryside has now grown to a v151on of the entire universe.
The poetry of Thomas H'm volume is more mythlcal more
visionary than‘his-oreceding volumes, and ltS ostensible
base is not so immediately in the bhysical world as we‘find
it was in the earlier volumes. Yet,'in another sense it is
more profoundly.connected to the physical worid than any of
his other books, in that the universe itself, the planet and
its p051tlon in the created cosmos, is the large frame of
perCeptlon, or basic perspective, which the volume takes as
its Widened‘attention. As with Hughes' Crow volume, the
' cumulative effect of Thomas' volume is to give the reader an
_enllvened sense of his 1dent1ty as a creature in the midst of
;an awasome, 1f at times dreadful cosmos.: The retrleval of
the .physical world and thé physical. unlverse as 1mag1nat1Ve'
fact and as imaginative stimulus is at the expansive base of
. both of their-visions, different as they ﬁight be in the
temper of their'myths. .

Thomas' most recent volume, Frequencies (1978)55 is, if -

we ﬁere to trust Colin Falck's judgement, a volume of all
;but términai oeSPair;56jthough from one point of view it

also appears to be 51mply another intense step along the road
of Thomas exploratlon of the dark side. of the soul. It is,
of course, futile to guess where this" journey WLll eventually
Alead him, but if pressed to respond to thls very recent, ten-
rdency in.his poetry, we could refer to his "The Moon In LLeyn"
a poem in whieh, after the speaker comes to the conclusion

that "Religion is over" in the lengthy first stanza, the
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motlon of thought turns to a different direction ' And it
does so as a result of an attentive reading of the hlnts
suggested to h1m by the church which he observes from the
place he 1s standlng, the phy51cal universe in which he
lives:

-But a voice sounds

in my ear: Why so fast,

mortal? These very seas

are baptised. The parish

‘has a saint's name time cannot

unfrock. In cities that

‘have outgrown their promlse people

are becoming pilgrims

‘again, if not to this place,

then to the recreation of it

in their own spirits. You must remain

kneeling. Even as this moon

making its way through the earth's

cumbersome shadow, prayer, too,

‘has its phases.37
Thomas shares w1th Hughes and Larkln not only an emplrlcal
;nten51ty,.a basmc dlSpOSltlon of imaginative w1tnes ~—pbut
~ an ablllty to percelve llfe as llved 1n a phy51cal niverse,
a unlverse Whlch is dramatlcally sensed in all of its dread- :
ful, and at. tlmes wonderful largeness and spectacle. In a
very real sense “he 1s the least llkely poet to lnclude in
the tradltlon we are referrlng to .primarily because his
concerns Wlth Chrlstlan myth mlght make him appear to be a
more-abstract writer than the other three. Nonetheless, if
the others can be loosely termed poets of wonder without
religion, the experience of Thomas' poetry is one in which

‘the reader grows to the conviction that this is a poet for

. whom religion is no#ight unless it can find evidence for
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- wonder in the fact of the phySical'WOrld-_ Thus, whlle he

-

1s a poet of profound doubt -— as are the others —— he turns

constantly_to the plane of the physical for-the wondrous.

“sustenance of his faith. If, as we have found in the work

- of Larkln and Hughes, he also turns up moments of deep

existential chagrln,-the balance is in’ the continual right-

ing by his moments of more edifying‘wonder. "Night Sky",

ai.from his recent Frequencies, is a pcem which‘in a compelling

-

way says much about Thomas' perspectlve on both rellglon and

the phy51cal world-

" What they are - saying is :
that there is life there, toos’
that the universe is the size it 1s
to enable us, to catch up. ,

‘ They have gone on from the human'
that shining is a reflectlon
of . their- ;ntelllgence. Godhead ..
is. the colonisatior by mind

‘of untenantéd space. It is its own
light, a statement beyond language
of. conceptual truth:, Every night

is a r1n31ng'mxpelf of the darkness

that is in my veins. I let the stars 1nject me
with fire, silent as it is far,

but certain in 1ts cauterlslng
of my despalr I am a slow

‘traveller, but there is more than time .

to arrive. Resting in the intervals T
of my breathing, I pick up the signals 58
relayed to me from a periphery I comprehend.™ -

The middle .portion of this poem gives us the Anglican Vicar's

e

statement of the wondrous aspect of the physical.heavens,'

one which Lawrence, Larkin,'and'Hughes all know as
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“‘:splrltually 1nv1gorat1ng past all- forms of abstract thought.

As the speaker says, "Every nlght/ 1s a rlnslng myself of

',.the darkness/ that is in my velns“ and 1n a comment whlch

'1s bound to recall our version of Larkln s antldote to
despalr, the followlng llnes make the two more ln kln than
any,drv1sron‘on the grounds of rellglon“can contain:

‘ _ I let the-.stars inject.me

. with fire, silent as it is far,

. but-certain in its cauterizing
of my despair. I am:a slow °
traveller, but there is more than time
to arrive. Resting in. the intervals

~of my. breathing, I’ plck up the signals
relayed to me from a perlphery I comprehend

Thomas ' wonder is not an agnostlc one, but in 1ts openness
to the wondrous visage of the physmcal world, and 1ts aglta—
-.tlon by doubts, it is consonant Wlth the precarlous - yet
paradox1cally strong -- -sense. of wonder whlch both Larkln
and Hughes srmllarly convey in thelr poetry of the phy51ca1

world.

Thom Gunn and Ted Hughes are the two poets in this’ F

‘tradition who are most.often assuﬁed to be siMilar.‘ Their
reputatlons for celebratlng the w1ll for what Patrlck
SW1nden has called 1n ‘Gunn- "a sort of poetlc thuggery 59 ﬂ’

'glves a klnd of loglc to Faber and Faber's publlcatlon of a.
comblned selectlon of their work. 60 But Gunn's poetry has
gone through an 1nterest1ng change 1n emphasls in the _past

twenty years. And what is 1mportant to our 1nterests here

LTS

1s the fact that there igs a notable shift in hlS ork L away

=
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from the‘eariy poetry of.ﬁpoetic'thuggéry" and-toward a
poétry of the physical world.mTGuhh is‘a poet whose reputa-
tiop for a tﬁematic concern with sﬁbjective Qill and lonely
Ipsyqbology-cah easily distract the reader from this more -
recent‘shift toward an essentially Lawrentian and Imagist
emphasis o; the need to find a stimulus for art in the vis-
age df the éXterﬁal world.

Of his early volume, Fighting Terms (1954),6l Gunn has

said in’1964 that, “there is very little in it that I
particuiarly-ﬁanﬁ fé\keept,ez seéing that volume now as an
.‘immature ane.r The shift in Gunn's attention away froﬁ
;éﬁaies-in‘sheer will, aﬁd toward the healing otherness of
thé worla mightfﬁell have its base in the kind of leafning |
‘process weﬂéan witness if we read.his reviews in The Yale
Review. One, of course, never knows the full logic of a
) poét's development, is often gueésing-és gracefully as
pﬁssible in these mafgers. But a review article which he
wrote in 1964 is particularly intéresting, given the kind of
outwardly moving, more empirically based poetry hé.has been ,
writing since roughly that time forward. G%.

That review, which ranges across the work of five
'contemporéry poets, addresses the question of the contemporary
valqé_of'the Modernist experiment, despite its characte;istic
liinitations. He says: -

The oniy-assumption shared by the poets who

have emerged in the last ten or fiteen years
is that they do not want to continue the N

4
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{_revolution inaugurated by Pound and finally
made respectable by the learned commentaries
on the Four Quartets. Yet nobody has
pretended that, once the revolution was
abandoned, it was possible simply to take up -

- where Hardy left off, as if the experiments
of Pound and Eliot had never taken place.
Clearly we must, without embodying the
revolution, attempt to benefit from it, to
understand its causes and study its mistakes. ©3

What Gunn finds to be the strengﬁh_of the "revolution" is a
health which he associates with that aspect of the Modernist
revolution which has its roots in the Imagist tradition,
namely, the concern for what he terms, "ekact delineation of
the external world".64 That concexn is one which he finds
central 'to the contemporary pdets whose work he is reviewing,
especially that oflAlan Stephens. This is not at all to say
that Gunn himself wiéﬁés to adopt compietely the stylé of the
Imagisté. Like the other poets we have dealt with, the
influence is-one which is transmuted into wider interests,
and blended with other very individual habits of style and
language. Gunn ultimately finds the Imagists to have been

too mute when it comes to the world of abstraction. In

another context, an interview in The London Maqazine,lhe has

stated that a limitation of the Imagists was their absorption

in the particular. And speaking of Robert Bly's poetry, he

has 'said: ;

I certainly don't want to be like Robert Bly,
who is writing purely in terms of particulars,
and I don't want to be an Imagist, which is
something rather close.
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The single attribute of the Modernist revolutio#=which Gunn
“admires is the basic epistemological cast of the poetry of
the Imagist tradition. Very like Larkin, Gunn scorns the
cbhscurity of the Symbolist tradition, while caufipusly admir-
ing the fundamentally empirical base of the Imagist example:
This relatively new respect for the empirical has )
~interesting consequences for Gunn's poetry in the more recent
volumes. In both Moly (1971)%% and Jack straw's castle

(1976)67, Gunn turns exploratively outward to the physical

world, and finds a "“health howsoever brief"68 in the contem-

plation of 1its presence. In both volumes there is an
- energetic attempt to transcend the self, to break the "span"
of which he spoke in "Human Condition", by enthing a

precept which he has attributed to Albert Camus; namely,

~

that "the attempt to look ouﬁwards is more important than

expression of self".69 The title poem of Moly (197‘1')‘70

could be seen as the expression of a poetic resolve in this

regard. The swine/man persona searches for his humanity

T
z

in nature by seeking the magic herb:

I root and root, you think that it is greed
It is, but I seek out a plant I need.

, Dlrect me gods, whose changes are all holy,

To where it flickers deep in grass, the moly: :

Cool flesh of magic in ‘each leaf and shoot,

From milky flower to the black forked root.
b 4

From this fat dungeon i could rise to sk;h

And human title, putting pig within.

I push my big grey wet snout through the green,

Dreaming the flower I have never seen.
AN

Na
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This.is not at all like the poetry of the physical world

which we have been speaking of thus far, but it is a.pivotal
poem in the volume because of its expressed desire for a
kind of healing, a "health howsocever brief". And though
some would see the metaphor of the moly ‘as a reference to
Gunn's interest in drué-culture,'it is striking that. the
"flower" he refers to above, becomes the sun in the poem
"Surllight", which ends the volume. That is, if the healing
at all takes place in the volume, it is the result of a
receptivity to something very like a Lawrentian "living

organic connection" with the physical world. "Sunlight" is

\

ﬁhus a poem which puts us in mind of Larkin's "Solar".

Some things, by their affinity light's token,

Are more than shown: steel glitters from a track:
Small glinting scgdps, after a wave has broken,
Dimple the waterfin its draining back:

Water, glass, met3, match light in their raptures,
Flashing their many answers to :the one.

What captures light belongs to-what it captures:
The whole side of a world facing the sun,

Re-turned to woo ‘the original perfection,
Giving itself to what created it,

And weafing green in sign of its subjectlon
It is a sun were infinite.

But angry flaws are swallowed by the distance;
It varies, moves, its concentrated fires
Are‘slowly dying--the image of persistence

Is aniiTage, only, of our own desires:

Desires and knowledge touch without relating.
The system of which sun and we are part

Is both imperfect and deteriorating.

And yet the sun outlasts us at the heart.

Great seedbed, yellow centre-bf the flower,
Flower on its own, without a root or stem,

v - %
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Giving all colour and all shape their power,
Still recreating in defining them, :

Enable us, altering like you, to enter
Your passionless love, impartial but intense, .

And kindle in acceptance round your centre,
Petals of light lost in your innocence.7’l

A remarkable thing about this poeﬁ is that it moves toward
prailse and reconciliapion, while at the same time resisting .,
the purely sentimental. It is very contemporary in ité
realization -that the sun is limited, is part of a universe
which is "both imperfect and deteriorating". The picture of
the sun's relation to earth which is given in the first

three stanzas is a nostalgic one, is iﬁ fact Medieval. The
next two stanzas are there as antithetical, betraying the
more poetic view.of fhe universe which the previous oneé
haverso happiiy evoked. The only way to characterize the”
concluding stanzas is to say that, despite the potentia; for
crippling 5cepti¢ism in the knowledge of the middle stanzas,
a moment of beauty is nonetheless achieved. The wonder .

—

" which is recorded is of a limited, passing order -~ much

like that we héve seen in Larkin's work. ‘The Lawrentian
imension of the poem shows in thé expression of a desire-
::Eza healing "organic connection® with the physical
universe, an attempt to retrievé“a sense of the cosmos as
living fact, But, as in Larkin's and‘Hughes' work, there is
no “nailing doWwn" of the moment into myth or religion. The.
"momentaneous” connection with -- tp.again recall Lawrence's
words ——- "the cehter of all things" is,let alone as,important

) Vo 4 ) -



untoe itself.72 Gunn's desire to participate ih the iiving
presence of the 'sun makes for a moment of mysterious epiphany
-which transcends any abstraction which might dilute the
effect of the moment. It dslbetter ieft as a moment, a
“pheasant disappearing in the brush“.73 The important thing
is that the moment is recogniZed as wondrous and recorded
faithfully. In terms of its relation to other poems in his
‘chronicle, it stands as a flash of light next to the.earlier,.
more despondent poems, such as "The Annihilation ongothing";f
where‘the speaker says: | |
It is despair that nothing cannot.be
. Flares in the mind and leaves a smoky mark
of dread . .
Look upward. Nelther firm nor‘free,-

Purposeless hmatter hovers in the dark.’4 .~
Gunn's developﬁent as a poet is to a‘large'exteot'one'which”
moves past just such a despondency at the prospect of mean—.
1hgless, and into a ~discovery of "momentaneous" relatlonshlps
with the phy51cal world. - Interestlngly, they qulte often o
take a form analogous to the moments of pure\reLatlonshlpﬁjs
which we are familiar with. in Larkln s work |

A willingness to partlclpate in the world whlch surrounds.

him, continues in Gunn s most recent volume, Jack Straw' s‘

Castle (1976). As a volume it is varled in lts themes, they
range from a preoccupation with Callfornla drug—culture, to
the turmoil of personal subject1v1sm Many of the poems are,

1

as Derwent May says, about the "llghtness and balance of’ the'
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body", ' ©

or we might add, have a Lawrencian respect for all
forms of rhythmic human connection with the world. Hence,
in Y"Diagrams", there is registered a moment of praise which
rises, Larkin-like, immediately from within,kthe immediate,
experiential world:

Downtown, an office tower is going up.

'And from the mesa of unfinished top

Big cranes jut, spectral points of stiffened net:

Angled top-heavy artefacts, and vet

Diagrams from the sky, as if its air .
Could drop lines, snip them off, and leave them there.

On girders round. them, Indians pad like cats,
With wrenches in their pockets and hard hats.

They wear their yellow boots like moccasins,

Balanced where air ends and where steel begins,

Sky men, and through the sole's flesh, chewed and pllant

They: feel the studded bone-edge of the giant.

It grunts and sways through its whole metal length.

And giving to the air'is sign of strength.
In its gréceful appreciation of the kinship of the Indians
with the suppleness of the girders, it finds a prosaic at-
cneness which is moved into the poetic. In this poem, and in
another in the volume, "Iron #andscapes (and the Statue of
Liberty)", where he'says "I'm at peace with the iron land-
scape too",78 he indicates an opening of his imagination in
consent to the industrialized landscape, which Donald Dévie
has seen as what accounts partly for the health of Larkin‘'s
perspective dﬁﬂthe_world.

- The apotheosis- of Gunn's recent urge toward an imagin-

ative participation in the physical world comes in the

. - R . ’
Jack Straw's Castle volume in the long, four-%grt poem,
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"The Geysers",79 Throughout the poem the spéaker both
observes a sense of harmony which the hot sérings locale
provides, gnd in the final section, "The Batthouse“, in
opening into appropriate‘free verse form, recreates thé
spiritual-sensual, Sensual—spiritual'traﬂscendence which the
bath provides: The poem énds with:

I yielded ‘
oh, the yield ‘

.what have I slept?
my blood is yours Fhe hands that take accept

torn from the self : . .
in which I breathed and tred
I am . .

I am raw meat -

I am a god.

This mighf_sdund_literally énd figuratively like so ﬁuch hot
steam, ‘'were it not for the fact that the ehtire pdem moves
élowly and carefully toward the state of being ;to¥n from

~ the self"tright from the beginning. The tranécendence, tﬁat
is, is seen as contingent on the_séeéker's ability'to reméin
openly'sensitive to everything which surrounds him;' The
'éecon&:section, “The Cool Stream", for instance, is an evo~
éatibn of a bather's scehe, which in its open delight in
,‘detail and gfasp éf the sense of ritual which underlines the
event is reminiscent éf'Larkinfs "To the Sea". The entire
‘:‘pégm célgbrates the séene, and its last stanza is paradig-

matic of its appreciative glance:
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And some.ére trying to straddle a floating log,

Some rest and pass a joint, some climb the fall:

Tan black and pink, firm shining bodies, all

Move with a special unconsidered grace, . _

For though we have invaded this glittering place

And broke the silences, yet we submit:’

So wholly, we are details of it.
Earlier, the speake£ notices a snake which rears its head
from the water. In noting it he says "Tdngue—flicker, and‘
‘a fly haé disappeareq./ﬂWHat‘elegance! itldoes not watch
itsélf." Subjective consciousness, inward-gazing, self-
consciousness; is‘seen as’ a destructive act of the mind.
The external, physical-world is seen.as blessedly redemptive
of that malady, seen in a‘Lawfentian manner to have a healing
capécity which is eﬁerywhére evident in the wondrous glance
of Gunn's spéakérs;

" Like Thomas, Hughes, and Larkin, Gunn is a poet who is .
pestered with deoubt and theréfore a poet whose flashes of
transcendence do not totally erase his existential qualms.
But like these other poets, he has reached a juncture'wheré
the world is before him as potentjal surprisé, reached a
point where; to deflect his words from‘"The Annihilation of
Nothing", when hé does "look upward" he sees mggg than
"Purpcoseless matterf.' He is as doubting a poet as the others,
éné is yet similarly capable of‘an‘open alertness to the
physical world which he prizes as his only guard against
. meaningleésness;‘ In "A Snow Vision", after the speaker

describes a violent storm, he says:
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It ends. I open my eyes to STOW.
I can sleep now; as I drowse I know.

I must keep to the world's bare surface,
I must perceive, and perceive what 1is:

for thoggh the hold of perception must
harden but diminish, like the frost,

yet still there may be something retalned
against the inevitable end.
. g °
iﬁ his realistic desire to "pefceive‘what-is", and his
openness to faith in the "world's bafe surface" as source
of inspiration, Gunn shares with Thomas, Hughes, and Larkin,
an empirical attitude, one which unites them as part of'an
emerginé tradition in contemporary Britisﬁ'poetry. The
comment which Robert Conguest made in 1956, that the poetry
of theIMovement poets is "empirical in its atgitude to all -

that comes"81

has‘a resonance which now tranécends both the
time of the fifties, and the‘coﬁfinement of the Movement.
| The contemporaneousness of this poetry is cgrtain
guarantee that no crific can now preéume to asseés its full
implications; the perspective is foo much of an immediate one.
It is honeihelegs gratifying to come toward cénclﬁsioﬁ with
a.quofe from D. J. Enright. In a comment made.some time ago,
he partially gave sanction'for our insights here. Spéaking
of the poetry of the "new" poets who wouid follow the o
Modernist £:adition, he remarked that:

Their poetry, I believe, is likely fo be

tdisenchanted' - not a poetry of
disillusionment so much as a poetry without
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-illusions: a poetry of realism, but careful,
‘thoughtful and measured realism, and not ‘a
"poetry of mere squalor. Not, like Eliot's,
the work of a man who has accepted the Fall
and all its implications, but certainly the
" work of a chastened man who sees his species
in danger of physical extinction and speaks
of what is worthy to be spoken of before the
end comes. I suspect that the role of the
contemporary poet is not, as Eliot saw it, :
to make men realize their spiritual shabbiness
-~ nor, as with the Georgians, to pat them
F\on the back and cheer them up -- but rather,
‘o dissuade mankind from committing suicide.
‘This strikes me as a reasonably important role, -
and it.is to be hoped that our poets -- the
‘poets of all our countries -- will prove
adecuate. to it. ; '

En;ight spoke these words;as pa:# of an address Qngq to the
English Literary Society of japén, a-quarter of ; égétufy ago.
Though remote from us in both time and space they are
strikingly.immediate.;p their-description. Indeed, they seem
now ;o take on a prophetic dimension. The poetry of this
tradition we have examined is chéractérized‘everQWhere by its
"thoughtful and measured réalism". It is-united by a thesis,
one well phrased by Stevens when he said that "The greatesﬁ
83

poverty is not to live/ In the physical world." And while

theirs is not a'coﬁfidently romantic ﬁbetry, by comparison to
the poetry of the Modernists and'the Confessionals, these
writers have found a good deal which can better enabie_us to
“éndure life" or to "enjo§ life".s4 To that exteﬂt, a line
which follows Stevens' comment bﬁ the physical worlé.provides

us with a final statement on the poetry as a Whole, and our

entire study of it:
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. The greatest poverty is not to live

In a physical world,

This is the thesis scrivened in delight,

_,.—/."""‘-—-—7/‘\7 .

85
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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
Mr. Terrence A. Whalen

'THE RETRIEVAL OF THE PHYSICAL WORLD

IN THE POETRf OF PHILIF LARKIN

The Crlthlsm of hls work to date does not explore the
full 1mp11catlons of Larkin's return to the physical world
as stimulus to poetry after the largely more abstract:example
of the Modernists. "A survey of the major perspectives in
Larkin . cr1t1c1sm shows that Larkin is usually v1ewed as a
poet of commo\“experlence, a provincial poet and more
“‘centrally, in negative terms, a bleak and withdrawn writer
whose major theme is failure and decay. This study attempts
to dispel that limiting image of his work - by way of a careful
examination of his unusual concern with the physical world
and its specific detall with experlentlal reallty as a vital
stimulus to poetry.

The first chHapter surveys the major perspectives of
Larkin: criticism. It isolates the view of his work which
sees it as a product of aloofness and claims‘that it is the

most prevalent view and the most damaging one. The second
‘chapter_confronts this view with a close analysis of central .
poems, showing that there is a curiosity about the world atf
the explorative center of Larkin's work. It claims that much
of Larkin . criticism is aimed at the psychological base of
the poetry_and mistakes a surface irony and a tone of sadness
in the works for the poet's omq/éoicé Beneath these surface
effects there is an emplrlcal temper of mind and a talent for
discovering beauty, even in the midst of decay. - S

The third chapter examines Larkin's poetry and his
cr1t1c1sm in the light of Imagist theory. The Imagist's

insistence on the need for a stimulus from the physical world



1s seen as in keeplng w1th Larkln s clalms as .a crltlc and
with his craft as a poet. . His klnshlp Wlth Imagist theory
is also in step”with"his respect for the ‘works of John ‘
Betjeman and Thomas Hardy. Larkin's claims about the essen-
- tially epiphanic nature of his own work is also related to
the Imagists. P. E. Hulme's comments on “the cla851c of .
" motion" are recognized as approprlate to Larkin's quallty of:
cautlon in the midst of his otherw1se romantlc flights.
In various ways, this study asserts that Larkin is not
" simply an .ironic and anti—romantic writer It ¢laims that
he is also a poet of praise and a poet of’ wonder.. The
fourth chapter examines the poetry centrally on thls p01nt
Larkln s talent for dlscoverlng mystery in, the human world
and the physical unlverse is related to the example of
D. H. Lawrence' S poetry. Larkin shares with Lawrence a’ _
conv1ctlon that solitary communion with the physical unlversej'
is not only necessary for the malntenance of a sense of self-,
possession, but is central to any reallzatlon of the mystery
of being. ' B
The conclusion assesses the poetry as it is viewed from”
thé perspective of its attention to the physical world. It
suggests that there is a kind of realism in Larkin's work
_;_ﬁ_rand that its capacity for praise and wonder firmly transcends-
all easy cbmmentary on its boredom and/or bleakness. 1In
some ways Larkin's work provides us with an optlon for: meanlng
which is not asg readlly avallable in the traditions of
Modernist and Confessional verse. Larkin's poetry of the:
physical world is then related to the works of Ted Hughes,
¢ R. S. Thomas, and Thom Gunn. The work of all four poets is
seen as constituting an emerging tradition in contemporary
~British poetry. It is appreciated as a valuable tradition

next to that of the Confessionals.
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