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Introduction





Required Writing (‘a ragbag of fugitive scribblings’, as he characteristically described it in a letter to a friend) was the last book to be published by Philip Larkin in his lifetime. It was a gathering of Larkin’s ‘miscellaneous’ prose, from 1955 to 1982, was much praised when it appeared in 1983, and was given the W. H. Smith Award. But it was a highly selective gathering. In a long and handsome review of the book (Encounter, February 1984), Blake Morrison commented that Larkin’s phrase in his foreword (‘the pieces collected here’) ‘leaves it open to the careless reader to infer that this is the Collected Prose’. Morrison went on to itemize important omissions: interviews, statements and reviews which he believed should have been included.


The present book attempts to make good those omissions, and also to assemble later pieces, after Larkin had made his selection for Required Writing. It carries Larkin’s first published review, from an indeed ‘fugitive’ source. Published in the autumn of 1952, in Q, the literary magazine of Queen’s University, Belfast, where he was Sub-Librarian at the time, it immediately establishes one of Larkin’s enthusiasms, for the fiction of Anthony Powell. It does so with assurance and authority, as if Larkin had been doing this sort of thing for years. Much later, in his foreword to Required Writing, he commented: ‘I have heard it said that anyone who has spent three years writing a weekly essay for his tutor finds literary journalism easy: I didn’t’ Larkin’s apparent ease in the Powell review belies this. He had nothing of a literary reputation at the time. At thirty, he had published two novels, Jill and A Girl in Winter, the first of which had gone totally unnoticed in 1946; the second had received a few good notices in 1947 (including one by Anthony Powell), but it was out of print and largely forgotten.


He had earlier, in 1945, published The North Ship, his first book of poems. It too went unnoticed. In 1951, a year before the Q piece on Powell, he had paid a Belfast printer to produce a hundred copies of a pamphlet, XX Poems, for private distribution. There was one review, by the then equally unknown D. J. Enright, in a Catholic periodical, The Month.


So the confident address of Larkin’s review did not spring from a firm place in the literary world. Nor did Larkin’s equally confident review of his former Oxford contemporary and acquaintance, John Heath-Stubbs, in another fugitive organ, Poetry and Audience, in June 1954. Poetry and Audience was a cyclostyled magazine emanating from the Department of English Literature at Leeds University. It began in 1953, appeared once a week during term at a penny a time, and is notable for having carried early work by poets associated with Leeds University such as Geoffrey Hill, Jon Silkin and Tony Harrison. Larkin’s poem Triple Time’ first appeared there on 28 January 1954, to be followed in the 10 June issue with both the first printing of ‘Poetry of Departures’ and the review of Heath-Stubbs’s A Charm Against the Toothache. Heath-Stubbs was at that time Gregory Fellow in Poetry at Leeds University, and his name is blazoned as ‘Editorial Adviser’ on the title page of the magazine. That being so, it was generous of him to allow Larkin’s trenchant and funny strictures to go by. It is an amazingly self-assured notice by a Nobody of a Somebody.


The Marvell Press’s publication of Larkin’s book The Less Deceived in November 1955 marked what can now be seen as the transition from Nobody to Somebody. It was a little later picked out by The Times as one of the books of the year. Some literary editors pricked up their ears, and before long one of them (Bill Webb of the Guardian, or rather the Manchester Guardian, as it then was) made his approaches to the new poet.


Larkin’s first review for Webb (17 April 1956) was of a book of poems by someone few would associate with him, Kathleen Raine; and it is, one could say, judicious rather than warm – even cautious. His BBC ‘New Poetry’ broadcast, on the other hand, was rather more enthusiastic about her and he was perhaps feeling his way into this new milieu of metropolitan journalism. But he soon got into his stride, producing between 1956 and his death many more reviews than could be guessed from reading Required Writing. Though his remarks in the foreword to that book about being ‘reluctant’ in response are no doubt accurate, it was a reluctance he surprisingly often overcame.


One area of reviewing in which he was less reluctant was jazz – jazz records, and books about jazz and jazz musicians. He took his own initiative, at first (as he admits in Required Writing), in gathering together the many jazz record reviews he wrote for the Daily Telegraph between 1960 and 1968. These appeared in his book All What Jazz (1970). Later, towards the end of Required Writing, he collected more from that original source. Earlier, first in the weekly magazine Truth in 1957, later in the Manchester Guardian and other papers, he published many reviews of books about jazz. None of these appear in the present book, for the good reason that all have already been collected in Reference Back: Philip Larkin’s Uncollected Jazz Writings 1940–84, expertly edited by Richard Palmer and John White (University of Hull Press, 1999; reissued as Larkin’s Jazz by Continuum in 2001). As is well known, jazz was supremely important to Larkin; but with Required Writing, All What Jazz and Reference Back available, there is no need to duplicate their contents.


In spite of his reiterated complaints (‘minor tasks of literary journalism … foolishly undertaken, fatiguingly completed’, in a letter to Barbara Pym, 8 April 1963), Larkin seems to have allowed himself to take up many such tasks well beyond the call of duty, or even of making a reputation. And, in spite of his insistence in the foreword to Required Writing that he had ‘never proposed to an editor that I should write this article or review that book’, there is the evidence of his first letter to Barbara Pym (16 January 1961) in which he wrote:




Dear Miss Pym,


I wonder if you are preparing to publish another novel soon? I ask because, if you are, I should like to give further consideration to an idea I had of a general essay on your books, which I might persuade The Spectator to publish in the form of a review of the next. (It would, of course, be written from the standpoint of one who much enjoys them.)


At this stage I know neither whether I could do it to my own satisfaction (let alone yours), or whether The Spectator would be interested. However, I thought it worth raising in a preliminary way at least.





As Larkin observed in a follow-up to this letter (22 February), the move of Karl Miller as literary editor from the Spectator to the New Statesman, and the fact that No Fond Return of Love had just been published as he wrote, overtook his question. But he had at least asked it. What followed, of course, was the long period of Pym’s rejection, until her triumphant reappearance in 1977, in which Larkin played a vital part.


At least in the earlier days, a lot of work must have been done for little or no money. His Modern Language Review piece on J. O. Bailey’s Thomas Hardy and the Cosmic Theme (January 1958) is, as usual, succinct; and it gives a clear picture of how he regarded Hardy’s The Dynasts. But it can have brought few rewards, beyond those of a job well done. And when he contributed a ‘Short Notice’ of Jeremy Warburg’s The Industrial Muse to the same academic journal (April 1959) his by-line (‘P. A. Larkin’) seems not only a sign of his own down-grading in performing such a task, but an almost deliberate acknowledgement of how ‘minor’ it was. (To be just, though, one might notice that ‘P. A. Larkin’ was the librarian’s normal signature.)


Now and then he perhaps took on such jobs out of sheer professionalism. His contribution to the March 1972 Journal of Documentation (a specialist librarians’ journal) is not only an indication of his high regard for the Larkin-like tenaciousness of Archibald MacLeish, poet drafted into being Librarian of Congress (1939–44), but a tacit acknowledgement of how an amateur such as MacLeish might put in perspective the concerns of professionals: ‘There is not so much well-written and forthright praise of our profession about that we can afford to disregard them.’


Early and late, Larkin was sometimes prepared to contribute to ‘little’ magazines: not only Q in Belfast or Poetry and Audience in Leeds but George Hartley’s Listen, out of which the Marvell Press grew. Later, he wrote for the New Review (Autumn 1978) a rather less than enthusiastic piece about his old friend Kingsley Amis’s New Oxford Book of Light Verse; and much more warmly about Gavin Ewart in Quarto (May 1982). But how he was inveigled into reviewing Randolph Stow and Geoffrey Dutton in Australian Letters (June 1959) remains obscure to me.


In the pieces brought together here, there is inevitably some repetition, of views and even of phrases. One way of looking at this is that it underlines Larkin’s consistency: he said what he meant to say, and went on saying it, about himself and about other writers. The qualities of Tennyson, Hardy, Betjeman, Auden, Waugh – all are considered, and then reconsidered, over a long period of years. And they should be put alongside what he says in the pieces in Required Writing. 


The present book begins with three sections not made up of reviews, but of, first, what I call ‘Statements and Interviews’, then ‘Broadcasts’, and then ‘Forewords’. Over the years, Larkin was invited by literary magazines to be interviewed or to answer questionnaires. B. C. Bloomfield, his bibliographer, acknowledges that ‘Larkin at one time granted interviews fairly readily and the reports by the interviewers are often the surest way of ascertaining his opinions on various topics at those times.’ The present book excludes those pieces which are, substantially, and with whatever degree of accuracy, renderings-down of recorded meetings with Larkin, from ‘Four Young Poets: I’ (Times Educational Supplement, 13 July 1956) to Dan Jacobson’s ‘Philip Larkin – a Profile’ (New Review, June 1974), or any in between or since.


What the book does include are the direct responses that Larkin made to questionnaires/interviews, together with the ‘statements’ (there should be a better word, but I can’t think of one) he made when approached by a journal; or when he chose to write some sort of prefatory or explanatory material, as in his sleeve-notes to the Marvell Press recording of The Less Deceived – two different notes (1959 and 1968) to the same recording.


Apart from the transcripts of recorded and (sometimes) published interviews, there are the commissioned tributes to Mac-Neice and to Auden immediately after their deaths; the brief notes he contributed to anthologies; and – I think most importantly – the autobiographical essay he wrote in 1959 for a short-lived Coventry arts magazine, Umbrella, ‘Not the Place’s Fault’. When the present editor put this forward for a place in Required Writing, Larkin responded: ‘You plead very ably for it, but I still can’t bring myself to include it. It gives me small profound inexplicable shudders’ (30 November 1982). It has since been published (in Harry Chambers’s collection, An Enormous Yes, 1986), but deserves its place in this book.


The ‘Forewords’, in Section III, are various. Colin Gunner was an old Coventry school friend of Larkin’s: they had grown up disgracefully together through King Henry VIII School in the city, and when, after many years apart, Gunner made contact again with Larkin, the response was generous. Their relationship can be glimpsed in the Selected Letters. Of the other forewords, two (to A Rumoured City and to the Arts Council Poetry Library Catalogue) were perhaps dutiful rather than full-hearted; the others (to ‘Edmund Crispin’, Barbara Pym, Cyril Connolly and Llewelyn Powys) were acts of allegiance.


This is not a totally exhaustive collection of Larkin’s non-fictional prose pieces: for example, it excludes some published judgements on various student poetry competitions, mainly in Hull, and it also excludes some letters to the press. There may, one day, be a place for these, too, in some Complete Works. For the time being, this book – together with James Booth’s edition of Larkin’s unpublished fiction (Faber and Faber) – goes as far as the literary executors feel it useful or appropriate to go at the present time.


ANTHONY THWAITE
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The Writer in His Age





My only criticism of a writer today, or any other day, is that he writes (as I think) badly, and that means a great many things much more certainly than it means ‘non-engagement’: being boring, for instance, or hackneyed, pretentious, forced, superficial, or – the commonest – simply leaving me flat cold. Therefore, if I find a novel or poem the reverse of all these things – gripping, original, honest, and so on – I shall be much too grateful to take up a quarrel with its author over motives or material.


Therefore my answer to each of your questions is no, though not always at the same volume. I am quite happy to agree with the implication, for instance, that good writing is most likely to deal with present-day situations in present-day language, but only because good writing is largely a matter of finding proper expression for strong feelings, and those feelings are most likely to arise from the writer’s own experiences and will be most properly expressed in his own language, both of which will spring from his ordinary life. But I should not like to make rules prohibiting fantasies of the past or future, or ‘experimental’ writing, though I don’t much like them myself. I am less sure about changes in social structure and recent discoveries in the sciences. These, if they are not what the work is about, are no more than background, and as such should be implicit rather than stated. A writer must have regard for the negative truthfulness necessary to sneak his poem or story past the reader’s logical threshold. But otherwise it should not be there without artistic justification. As for the last question about dating, I was brought up to think that the better a work was, the less you thought about its period: the highest praise you could give was to say that it was not of an age, but for all time. Perhaps I was brought up wrongly. But if I were shown a work written ‘today’ that could be placed only somewhere within the last fifty years, I should wonder if I were not in the presence of a considerable talent.


Surely a writer’s only ‘necessary engagement’ is with his subject-matter, which is not primarily a conscious choice at all, but is what generates in his imagination the peculiar excitement that draws intellect, feeling and expression readily and appropriately into service until the subject has been realized. I should say that this is the only way to write well. Answering yes to all your questions leaves a concept of good writing far too dependent on the intellect and the social conscience to be acceptable, for the imagination is not the servant of these things, and may even be at variance with them. A man may believe that what we want at present is a swingeing good novel on the state of this or the fate of that, but his imagination remains unstirred except by notions of renunciation or the smell of a certain brand of soap. Less improbably, the intellect (assuming for the moment that such a thing exists) may be so busy handling the imagination’s excitement over the natural world, or the way things turn out, that it will just be too tired to read the papers.


In other words, 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 important; 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.


London Magazine, May 1957


NOTE: The headnote by the editor, John Lehmann, states: ‘The London Magazine has invited nine authors to answer the questions printed below. They were asked not to consider themselves obliged to answer the questions in order or precisely point by point, but to give their views as a general statement.’




During the Thirties it was a widely-held view that poets, novelists and playwrights should be closely concerned in their writing with the fundamental political and social issues of their time. Since then, the degree of an imaginative writer’s necessary engagement with the age in which he lives has been the subject of constant debate with very varied conclusions. Do you think that today, in 1957, it is a valid criticism of such a writer to say that (1) he appears indifferent to the immediate problems of human freedom involved in, say, the Rosenberg case and the Hungarian revolution; (2) he shows no awareness (a) of the changes that have been caused in our social structure and our way of life by, for instance, the development of atomic weapons and the levelling down of classes through discriminatory taxation, nor (b) of the challenges to our conception of human existence caused by recent discoveries in such sciences as biology, astronomy and psychology; (3) his novel, play or poem could, judged on internal evidence only, have been written at any time during the last fifty years.





The other eight authors were Maurice Cranston, D. J. Enright, Roy Fuller, William Golding, John Osborne, Stephen Spender, John Wain and Colin Wilson.



















Not the Place’s Fault





In January 1954 I wrote a poem called ‘I Remember, I Remember’ (included in The Less Deceived, Marvell Press, 1955) after stopping unexpectedly in a train at Coventry, the town where I was born and lived for the first eighteen years of my life. The poem listed, rather satirically, a lot of things that hadn’t happened during the time, and ended:






‘You look as if you wished the place in Hell,’


My friend said, ‘judging from your face.’ ‘Oh, well,


I suppose it’s not the place’s fault,’ I said.







‘Nothing, like something, happens anywhere.’








This poem was not of course meant to disparage Coventry, or to suggest that it was, or is, a dull place to live in, or that I now remember it with dislike or indifference, or even can’t remember it at all. It is true that I could not today direct anyone to Binley or Hearsall Lane or Wyken or Stoke Park. But then I never could, even in my schooldays. And of course the inside of the railway station of one’s home town is never very familiar, and I was certainly not likely to recognize mine. If I disregard journeys under supervision, a pawn in the hands of fate, I can remember taking only one journey by train – to Berkswell, to see John Greenwell – before I left for Oxford in 1940, and I really doubt if many others occurred. I am not a natural traveller: a place has to be pretty intolerable before it enters my head that somewhere else might be nicer. As I get older, for instance, I grow increasingly impatient of holidays: they seem a wholly feminine conception, based on an impotent dislike of everyday life and a romantic notion that it will all be better at Frinton or Venice; few men want a holiday, or work hard enough to need one. And I can discern this view in embryo in my reaction to the family annual holiday during the first ten years of my life. It seemed hard to be separated from my playmates and the series of complicated cricket games I was holding by means of cards and dice between the counties and the visiting touring team, and to be set down in a strange place without any of one’s belongings. We usually went to Devon or Cornwall. I cannot remember details of any such excursions until the year when with what I now suspect to have been a kind of despairing malice my father arranged the family summer holiday at a holiday camp. This was long before the days of Butlin, but the essential characteristics were already in existence – the chalets, the communal meals, the forfeits and weekly initiation rites for ‘new campers’, the dances, beauty parades, baby-sitting and campfire sing-songs. Personally I enjoyed it – there was billiards all day, and no nonsense about walks – but it marked the break-up of our yearly holiday as a group. After that, we tended to go away in couples or with other people: my father in particular liked going abroad, at least to Teutonic and Scandinavian areas, and rarely agreed that more than one of us should accompany him. As far as I was concerned, holidays relapsed into tiresome interruptions of my precious summer freedom.


I should have recognized the outside of the station better, for I passed and repassed it daily on my way to and from school. Coming up the short, somehow rather unofficial road that joins Warwick Road by the Station Hotel took me past the line of station horses in their carts outside the Goods Office. When I went back at lunch-time they were wearing their nosebags, and on my return at a quarter to two there was a scatter of chaff on the ground where they had stood. I liked this corner best at summer teatime, when in addition to the man selling the Midland Daily Telegraph there was frequently a white Eldorado box-tricycle that sold lime-green or strawberry-pink ices at a penny each. In those days newspaper placards bore properly-printed posters that today would look depressingly un-urgent. Beside the paperseller was a cigarette-machine, which gave ten cigarettes for sixpence and twenty for a shilling (but with the twenty you got a halfpenny back under the cellophane): one of my fantasies was to unlock it and rifle the packets for cigarette cards. I sometimes think the slight scholarly stoop in my bearing today was acquired by looking for cigarette cards in Coventry gutters. There seemed to be a ‘Famous Cricketers’ series every summer then: Woolley, A. W. Carr, R. E. S. Wyatt (who went to my school), Kenneth Farnes, Freeman, Ames, Duckworth, Chapman, Hammond, all on green fields against cloudless blue skies; and then the Australians, the bland Woodfull in his blue Victorian cap, burly Ponsford, swarthy Wall, and Bradman, with his green Australian cap and crisp white shirt-collar, enclosed in a legend that grew bigger daily, like a gigantic indestructible crystal.


In childhood friends are necessary: you cannot bowl to yourself. I had none I remember until we moved to Manor Road; then I got to know Peter in St Patrick’s Road, and his cousin Arthur in Stoney Road. Arthur, a shadowy figure now, was a gentle, slightly older boy in whom I recognized for the first time the power to create and sustain private worlds. I can remember now his distress when our games did not tally with his imagined anticipation of them; the hours he spent playing rugger matches, enacting not only both teams but the referee and the crowd as well, with no other property than a clothes-peg; his construction of a complete chart of programmes for all the cinemas in the city, including mid-week changes, and his willingness to render any one we cared to pick. It was Arthur who with a kazoo and a battery of toffee tins, lids, pens and a hair-brush first introduced me to ‘dance music’, sitting buzzing and tapping his way through pre-selected programmes of current hits and standard hot numbers (how I now appreciate the artistic sensibility that drove him to render ‘Ever so Goosey, Goosey, Goosey, Goosey’ as lengthily as Temptation Rag’!). Once a friend left a tenor saxophone at Arthur’s house, and together we reverently handled its heavy silver-plated intricacy and depressed the numerous cork-padded keys. What became of him I do not know. I think he was apprenticed to a butcher.


Later, Peter must also have introduced me to Tom and Jim, who lived further off in the Earlsdon area. We all went to the same school, and continued to meet for several years at Jim’s house in Beechwood Avenue that had a tennis court and a sunk ornamental pond and two garages. Behind the tennis court was a line of poplars. I suppose it was not a really big house, but it was the first I had known where people could be completely out of earshot of each other indoors, and which had a spare room or two that could be given over to a Hornby lay-out or a miniature battlefield that need not be cleared up at the end of the day. I always supposed Jim’s family to be richer than mine – at one time it must have been – but this was less because of Jim’s many boxes of soldiers and Dinky Toys from Haddon’s basement, and his frequent visits to the Astoria, than because of the airy hospitality informing his parents’ house. The careless benevolence that produced Chelsea buns and Corona at eleven, and ignored the broken window and excoriated furniture seemed to me eloquent of a higher, richer way of living. The family were natural hosts. They had not to school themselves into accepting that a certain amount of noise and damage was inevitable if their son and his friends were to enjoy themselves: they took it as a matter of course. Looking back I can see that we were a great nuisance. I can only plead that we were very happy. One of my strongest memories of their house is of its long attic, that ran the length of the house, and which contained among many other things the debris of a hat-shop the family had once owned. There was a forest of hat-stands, small plush hemispheres on long metal stalks, like depetalled flowers, and cardboard boxes full of receipted invoices, wads of them, bearing dates of 1928, 1929 and 1930.


Before long Peter and Tom went to Tettenhall College, which threw Jim and myself more into each other’s company. He was a year older than I, and left after taking Matric to become a master-builder’s apprentice, but he had somehow got interested in painting. Together we took our education in hand: I lent him Lawrence, he retaliated with Cézanne. On Saturday afternoons we sat, frowning intently, in the glass cubicles at Hanson’s, trying to decide whether both sides of the latest Parlophone Rhythm-Style Series or Vocalion Swing Series were sufficiently good to justify expenditure of the record’s stiffish price of three shillings.


Our standards were very high in those days. The idea of paying nearly two pounds for an LP containing only three tracks of real interest would have appalled me. Jim’s family took him away for their usual Bournemouth holiday, and we began to write – real letters, that is, not dependent on time or place: a correspondence to be continued, on and off, for the next ten years.


It now seems strange to me that all the time I lived in Coventry I never knew any girls, but it did not at the time. I had grown up to regard sexual recreation as a socially remote thing, like baccarat or clog dancing, and nothing happened to alter this view. None of my friends knew any girls either (or if they did they never produced or spoke of them) which seems even stranger. Perhaps strangest of all was that no girls so to speak appeared on the threshold of my life as a natural part of growing up, like beer and cigarettes, as novels say they do. Surely life should not have been discouraged simply because I did not dance and had no love of parties (I once retired to bed in the middle of the celebration of my own birthday)? How I reconciled this with my total acceptance of Lawrence I have no idea.


The first writing of mine ever to be printed appeared in the school magazine when I was twelve. It was a short facetious paragraph or two, reminding me that all my early contributions were in the manner of ‘The Humourist’, and all excruciating. I don’t know why I can’t be funny on paper but it has been proved too often to need further demonstration. I can only say that when friends of mine had promoted to their own pages things I have said or written to them privately I have not felt that my jokes sounded unworthy of their reputations.


I never knew anyone in Coventry who was interested in writing. There may have been little groups who met and discussed each other’s work, but I never came across them; nor was there at school any literary society where talent might try itself out. No pipe-lighting dominie (I am afraid I am falling into the style of my poem) casually slipped a well-worn volume into my hands as I was leaving his book-lined den (‘by the way, you might care to have a look at this’): I did not much like the senior English master, and I do not think he much liked me. Of course none of this mattered. Thanks to my father, our house contained not only the principal works of most main English writers in some form or other (admittedly there were exceptions, like Dickens), but also nearly-complete collections of authors my father favoured – Hardy, Bennett, Wilde, Butler and Shaw, and later on Lawrence, Huxley and Katherine Mansfield. Not till I was much older did I realize that most boys of my class were brought up to regard Galsworthy and Chesterton as the apex of modern literature, and to think Somerset Maugham ‘a bit hot’. I was therefore lucky. Knowing what its effect would be on me, my father concealed the existence of the Central Public Library as long as he could, but in the end the secret broke and nearly every evening I set off down Friar’s Road with books to exchange. Many were returned unfinished, chosen because I had liked the thought of myself reading them. But for quite long periods I suppose I must have read a book a day, even despite the tiresome interruptions of morning and afternoon school.


Reading is not writing, though, and by then my ambition had pretty well deserted jazz drumming to settle upon a literary career. Apart from the school magazine I had still not got into print. I wrote ceaselessly, however; now verse, which I sewed up into little books, now prose, a thousand words a night after homework, resting my foolscap on Beethoven’s Op. 132, the only classical album I possessed. Both were valueless, but I wish I could command that fluent industry today.


When the war broke out, I decided to go up to Oxford a year earlier than I had intended, since despite the Government’s assurance that the 18 and 19 age groups would be registered last of all, no one knew when this would be once the fighting started in earnest. I felt it was imperative to have made some mark on the world before I did so, and during the cloudless summer of 1940 I sent four poems to The Listener. I was astonished when someone signing himself J. R. A. wrote back, saying that he would like to take one (it was the one I had put in to make the others seem better, but never mind). As I had hoped, it had not appeared before I nervously left for Oxford (changing trains, and stations, at Leamington), delaying until the issue of 28 October, just when I was ready for an injection of self-esteem. I remember buying several copies at Smith’s in Cornmarket Street, and making sure that it was actually in each copy. Within a fortnight Coventry had been ruined by the German Air Force, and I never went back there to live again.


Umbrella, 1:3, Summer 1959



















On Publishing The Less Deceived





When George Hartley had been editing and publishing the magazine Listen for a year from the Hull suburb of Hessle, he thought it would be an interesting experiment to publish books of poems by individual authors. (This was in 1954, when he was 21.) He accordingly wrote to Philip Larkin, whose work he had seen and admired, and asked if he had enough poems for a book. Larkin, who was working in Belfast, replied amiably, and early in 1955 Hartley received the typescript of a collection called Various Poems.


Little of Larkin’s poetry had at that time been published. He was 32, and his last publication had been 100 copies of a privately-printed pamphlet called XX Poems in 1951. These had been sent to many well-known people, whose failure to respond may have been due to the fact that the envelopes bore penny stamps at a time when three-halfpenny ones would have been more appropriate. Before this, he had published no poetry since The North Ship in 1945. On the other hand, he had been writing regularly in Belfast, so that Hartley’s invitation came at an opportune moment.


The book took nearly the whole of 1955 to print and bind. By a coincidence, work had no sooner been put in hand than Larkin got a job in Hull, and author and publisher were able to meet for the first time. Hartley disliked the title Various Poems, so Larkin gave one poem a new title, ‘Deceptions’ and took its old one, ‘The Less Deceived’, for the book. By the end of June subscription forms were distributed announcing publication in October with a list of pre-publication subscribers’ names at the end. (Some subscribers were confused by a request to indicate whether or nor they wished their names to be included in this list: Larkin had thought there might be people who, while wanting the book, would prefer not to be publicly associated with it.) Neither author nor publisher had any idea what response the forms would provoke. In fact the first subscription came by return of post (from Mr Richard Hoggart), and others followed until by the closing date (15 September) more than 100 had been received. Copies of the book at length went out to subscribers at the end of November 1955, and rather surprisingly The Times mentioned it in a review of the year’s literature on 22 December.


The first sign that it was going to be a success was the quick sale of the remainder of the subscription issue. This, for the bibliographical record, numbered 300, with a flat spine and the misprint floor for sea on page 38, which is still occasionally the subject of discussion between Larkin and Hartley. Another 400 were quickly bound up (this time with round spines), but none the less the book was out of print by April 1956, and another printing was ordered. This was delayed by the necessity of re-setting the type (the original setting had been dismantled in mistake for an American poetry magazine), and did not appear until August, now in soft covers to keep the price down to six shillings, at which many unfulfilled orders had been entered. These had asked for Alas! Deceived, A Lass Deceived, The Less Received, The Kiss Deceived, The Less Desired, The Ilex Deceived, and The Gay Deceivers, by Carkin, Lartin, Lackin, Laikin and Lock, all of which the Marvell Press had identified without difficulty. More orders were patiently forwarded by the Harvill Press. In January 1958 another edition in hard covers was issued at half a guinea, and during the summer copies were imported into the United States for sale by the St Martin’s Press. The signs are that the book will be as kindly received in America as it has been in England.


Has all this a moral? ‘Commercial publishers are so awfully unenterprising,’ George Hartley told the News Chronicle in 1957, and Larkin has said that it is rather nice to have a publisher who publishes your poems because he likes them and not because you are somebody’s aunt or may one day write a novel. Nevertheless, neither really believes that they have changed the pattern of British publishing. The book remains an accident, an odd flowering of the unpredictable element in life that is most likely to appear just when it seems firmly established that things (such as the publishing of successful poetry) are done in a certain way.


Sleevenote from LP of The Less Deceived (Listen Records, 1959)



















Context





One of the pleasures of writing actual poems is the final and honourable release it bestows from worrying about poetry in the abstract. In an age that sees poetry as syllabus rather than menu this is luxury of the thickest pile. Another similar release is from reading poems by other people. In youth – say up to twenty-five – inarticulacy compels one to accept the expression of feeling second-hand, and inexperience ranks literature equally with life. Later, all poetry seems more or less unsatisfactory. Inasmuch as it is not one’s own, and experience makes literature look insignificant beside life, as indeed life does beside death. Such reasons may contribute to the growing disinclination that I find in myself to keep up with poetry. Within reach at the moment are collections by Hopkins, Whitman, Wordsworth, Frost, Barnes, Praed, Betjeman, Edward Thomas, Hardy, Christina Rossetti, Sassoon and Auden, but the living writers I order before publication are not (with the exception of Betjeman) primarily poets: Waugh, Powell, Amis, Gladys Mitchell, Barbara Pym. I should say my mind was now immune from anything new in poetry. Whether this represents saturation, anaestheticism, or purposeful exclusion of distraction I could not say.


Although the admission seems natural enough to me, I can see it might be taken as damaging. There is a theory that every new poem, like an engineer’s drawing, should sum up all that has gone before and take it a step further, which means that before anything worthwhile can be written everything worthwhile must be read. This seems to me a classroom conception. Reading is a normal part of early life, as I have said, but all it can really do for a poet is to develop such poetic muscles as he possesses and to show him what has been done already (with the implication, at least to my mind, that it should not be done again). A style is much more likely to be formed from partial slipshod sampling than from the coherent acquisition of a literary education.


What one is not released from is the constant struggle between mind and imagination to decide what is important enough to be written about. I suppose that most writers would say that their purpose in writing was to preserve the truth about things as they see it. Unfortunately to write well entails enjoying what you are writing, and there is not much pleasure to be got from the truth about things as anyone sees it. What one does enjoy writing – what the imagination is only too ready to help with – is, in some form or other, compensation, assertion of oneself in an indifferent or hostile environment, demonstration (by writing about it) that one is in command of a situation, and so on. Separating the man who suffers from the man who creates is all right – we separate the petrol from the engine – but the dependence of the second on the first is complete. Again, the imagination is always ready to indulge its fetishes – being classic and austere, or loading every rift with ore – with no responsible basis or rational encouragement. Very little that catches the imagination, in short, can get its clearance from either the intelligence or the moral sense. And equally, properly truthful or dispassionate themes enlist only the wannest support from the imagination. The poet is perpetually in that common human condition of trying to feel a thing because he believes it, or believe a thing because he feels it.


Except when springing from those rich and narrow marches where the two concur, therefore, his writing veers perpetually between the goody-goody-clever-clever and the silly-shameful-self-indulgent, and there is no point in inclining towards one kind of failure rather than another. All he can do is hope that he will go on getting flashes of what seems at the time like agreement between their opposed impulses.


London Magazine, February 1962


NOTE: This issue of the London Magazine, which also contained Larkin’s poem ‘Nothing To Be Said’, carried a feature, ‘Context’, with a headnote from the editor, Alan Ross:




The following questions were sent to a number of poets, for them to answer individually or to use as a basis for a general statement about the writing of poetry today.




(a) Would poetry be more effective, i.e. interest more people more profoundly, if it were concerned with the issues of our time?


(b) Do you feel your views on politics or religion influence the kind of poetry you write? Alternatively, do you think poetry has uses as well as pleasure? 


(c) Do you feel any dissatisfaction with the short lyric as a poetic medium? If so, are there any poems of a longer or non-lyric kind that you visualize yourself writing?


(d) What living poets continue to influence you, English or American?


(e) Are you conscious of any current ‘poeticization’ of language which requires to be broken up in favour of a more ‘natural’ diction? Alternatively, do you feel any undue impoverishment in poetic diction at the moment?


(f) Do you see this as a good or bad period of writing poetry?








Others who replied were: Robert Graves, George Seferis, Stephen Spender, C. Day Lewis, Lawrence Durrell, Roy Fuller, Robert Conquest, Laurie Lee, Thomas Blackburn, Derek Walcott, Judith Wright, D. J. Enright, Thom Gunn, Charles Causley, Bernard Spencer, Vernon Watkins, Ted Hughes, Sylvia Plath, Edwin Brock, Hugo Williams, John Fuller, Julian Mitchell, Elizabeth Jennings, Anthony Thwaite and Norman Nicholson.



















Poet’s Choice







Absences




Rain patters on a sea that tilts and sighs.


Fast-running floors, collapsing into hollows,


Tower suddenly, spray-haired. Contrariwise,


A wave drops like a wall: another follows,


Wilting and scrambling, tirelessly at play


Where there are no ships and no shallows.







Above the sea, the yet more shoreless day,


Riddled by wind, trails lit-up galleries:


They shift to giant ribbing, sift away.







Such attics cleared of me! Such absences!








I suppose I like ‘Absences’ (a) because of its subject matter – I am always thrilled by the thought of what places look like when I am not there; (b) because I fancy it sounds like a different, better poet rather than myself. The last line, f or instance, sounds like a slightly unconvincing translation from a French symbolist. I wish I could write like this more often.


Incidentally, an oceanographer wrote to me pointing out that I was confusing two kinds of wave, plunging waves and spilling waves, which seriously damaged the poem from a technical viewpoint. I am sorry about this, but do not see how to amend it now.


Poet’s Choice, edited by Paul Engle and Joseph Langland (Dial Press, 1962)


NOTE: Engle’s Introduction to Poet’s Choice concludes with the statement:




‘When we had collected our poems and the poets’ explanations, we thus found that we had a double revelation: the poem, telling us what a man or woman felt about a lived-through experience, and the comment, telling us what the poet felt about the experience of writing the poem or the experience of returning to it after some time and deciding that he liked it enough to let it stand for all of his work. And in these accounts of the lives of poets are all our lives.’






















Louis MacNeice





When we were young, the poems of Louis MacNeice were not recommended to us in the same breath as those of Eliot and Auden. Perhaps for this reason the secret taste we formed for them was all the stronger. He was, as his photograph in Grigson’s New Verse showed, a town observer: his poetry was the poetry of our everyday life, of shop-windows, traffic policemen, ice-cream soda, lawn-mowers, and an uneasy awareness of what the news-boys were shouting. In addition he displayed a sophisticated sentimentality about falling leaves and lipsticked cigarette stubs: he could have written the words of ‘These Foolish Things’. We were grateful to him for having found a place in poetry for these properties, for intruding them in ‘the drunkenness of things being various’.


Now we are older, some of these qualities have faded, some seem more durable. Against the sombre debits of maturity that his later poetry so frequently explores – the neurosis, the crucifying memory, the chance irrevocably lost – he set an increased understanding of human suffering, just as against the darkening political skies of the late Thirties he had set the brilliantly quotidian reportage of Autumn Journal. In what will now be his last collection, The Burning Perch, the human condition is shown as full of distress. If it is described not too solemnly, the chances are, he seems to be saying, it will become easier to bear.


New Statesman, 6 September 1963



















A Conversation with Ian Hamilton





IAN HAMILTON: I would like to ask you about your attitude to the so-called ‘modernist revolution’ in English poetry; how important has it been to you as a poet?


PHILIP LARKIN: Well, granted that one doesn’t spend any time at all thinking about oneself in these terms, I would say that I have been most influenced by the poetry that I’ve enjoyed – and this poetry has not been Eliot or Pound or anybody who is normally regarded as ‘modern’ – which is a sort of technique word, isn’t it? The poetry I’ve enjoyed has been the kind of poetry you’d associate with me, Hardy pre-eminently, Wilfred Owen, Auden, Christina Rossetti, William Barnes; on the whole, people to whom technique seems to matter less than content, people who accept the forms they have inherited but use them to express their own content.


You don’t feel in any way guilty about this, I imagine; would you see yourself as rebelliously anti-modern – you have talked about the ‘myth-kitty’ and so on …


What I do feel a bit rebellious about is that poetry seems to have got into the hands of a critical industry which is concerned with culture in the abstract, and this I do rather lay at the door of Eliot and Pound. I think that Eliot and Pound have something in common with the kind of Americans you used to get around 1910. You know, when Americans began visiting Europe towards the end of the last century, what they used to say about them was that they were keen on culture, laughably keen – you got jokes like ‘Elmer, is this Paris or Rome?’ ‘What day is it?’ ‘Thursday.’ ‘Then it’s Rome.’ – you know the kind of thing. This was linked with the belief that you can order culture whole, that it is a separate item on the menu – this was very typically American, and German too, I suppose, and seems to me to have led to a view of poetry which is almost mechanistic, that every poem must include all previous poems, in the same way that a Ford Zephyr has somewhere in it a Ford T Model – which means that to be any good you’ve got to have read all previous poems. I can’t take this evolutionary view of poetry. One never thinks about other poems except to make sure that one isn’t doing something that has been done before – writing a verse play about a young man whose father has died and whose mother has married his uncle, for instance. 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 have read everything to know these things, and secondly, you’ve got somehow to work them in to show that you are working them in. But to me the whole of the ancient world, 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.


You are generally written up as one of the fathers of this so-called Movement; did you have any sense at the time of belonging to a group with any very definite aims?


No sense at all, really. The only other writer I felt I had much in common with was Kingsley Amis, who wasn’t really at that time known as a writer – Lucky Jim was published in 1954 – but of course we’d been exchanging letters and showing each other work for a long time, and I think we laughed at the same things and agreed largely about what you could and couldn’t write about, and so on. But the Movement, if you want to call it that, really began when John Wain succeeded John Lehmann on the BBC programme; John planned six programmes called First Readings including a varied set of contributors – they weren’t all Movementeers by any means. It got attacked in a very convenient way, and consequently we became lumped together. Then there was an article in The Spectator actually using the term ‘Movement’ and Bob Conquest’s New Lines in 1956 put us all between the same covers. But it certainly never occurred to me that I had anything in common with Thom Gunn, or Donald Davie, for instance, or they with each other and in fact I wasn’t mentioned at the beginning. The poets of the group were Wain, Gunn, Davie and, funnily enough, Alvarez.


To what extent, though, did you feel consciously in reaction against Thomas, the Apocalypse, and so on?


Well, one had to live through the forties at one’s most impressionable time and indeed I could show you, but won’t, a lot of poems I wrote that you wouldn’t – well, that were very much of the age. I wrote a great many sedulous and worthless Yeats-y poems, and later on far inferior Dylan Thomas poems – I think Dylan Thomas is much more difficult to imitate than Yeats – and this went on for years and years. It wasn’t until about 1948 or 9 that I began writing differently, but it wasn’t as any conscious reaction. It’s just that when you start writing your own stuff other people’s manners won’t really do for it.


I would like to ask you about reviews of your work; do they bore you, do you find any of them helpful? In general, how do you react to what is said about you?


Well, one can’t be other than grateful for the kind things that are said. They make you wish you wrote better. Otherwise one tries to ignore it – critics can hinder but they can’t help. One thing I do feel a slight 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 I can’t help feeling that my miseries are overdone a bit by the critics. They may retort that they are over-done by me, of course.


You usually write in metre, but now and then you have rather freer poems. I wonder if you have any feeling of technical unrest, of being constricted by traditional forms. Do things like syllabics, projective verse, for instance, have any interest for you?


I haven’t anything very original to say about metre. I’ve never tried syllabics; I’m not sure I fully understand them. I think one would have to be very sure of oneself to dispense with the help that metre and rhyme give and I doubt really if I could operate without them. I have occasionally, some of my favourite poems have not rhymed or had any metre, but it’s rarely been premeditated.


I’d like to ask you about the poem, ‘Church Going’, which has been taken fairly generally as a kind of ‘representative attitude’ poem, standing for a whole disheartened, debunking state of mind in post-war England. How do you feel about that poem, do you think that the things that have been said about it are true? How do you feel about its enormous popularity?


In a way I feel what Hardy is supposed to have said about Tess; if I’d known it was going to be so popular I’d have tried to make it better. I think its popularity is somewhat due to extraneous factors – anything about religion tends to go down well; I don’t know whether it expresses what people feel. It is of course an entirely secular poem. I was a bit irritated by an American who insisted to me it was a religious poem. It isn’t religious at all. Religion surely means that the affairs of this world are under divine superveillance, and so on, and I go to some pains to point out that I don’t bother about that kind of thing, that I’m deliberately ignorant of it – ‘Up at the holy end’, for instance. Ah no, it’s a great religious poem; he knows better than me – trust the tale and not the teller, and all that stuff.


Of course the poem is about going to church, not religion – I tried to suggest this by the title – and the union of the important stages of human life – birth, marriage and death – that going to church represents; and my own feeling that when they are dispersed into the registry office and the crematorium chapel life will become thinner in consequence. I certainly haven’t revolted against the poem. It hasn’t become a kind of ‘Innisfree’, or anything like that.


I have the feeling about it – this has been said often enough, I suppose – that it drops into two parts. The stanza beginning ‘A serious house on serious earth it is’ seems significantly different in tone and movement to the rest of the poem and it is almost as if it sets up a rejoinder to the attitudes that are embodied in the first part. And that the first part is not just about religious belief or disbelief, it’s about the whole situation of being a poet, a man of sensibility, a man of learning even, in an age like ours – that it is all this exclusiveness that is being scoffed at in the first half – it is seriousness in general. Somehow the final stanzas tighten up and are almost ceremonial in their reply to the debunkery; they seem to affirm all that has been scoffed at, and are deliberately more poetic and dignified in doing so. In this sense it seems a debate between poet and persona. I’d like to know if you planned the poem as a debate.


Well, in a way. The poem starts by saying, you don’t really know about all this, you don’t believe in it, you don’t know what a roodloft is – Why do you come here, why do you bother to stop and look round? The poem is seeking an answer. I suppose that’s the antithesis you mean. I think one has to dramatize oneself a little. I don’t arse about in churches when I’m alone. Not much, anyway. I still don’t know what rood-lofts are.


A number of poems in The Less Deceived seem to me to carry a final kick in the head for the attitudes they have seemed to be taking up. In a poem like ‘Reasons for Attendance’, say, where you have the final ‘Or lied’; somehow the whole poem doubles back on itself. What I want to know is how conscious you are of your poems plotting a kind of elaborate self-imprisonment. Do you feel, for instance, that you will ever write a more abandoned, naïve, kind of poetry where you won’t, as it were, block all the loopholes in this way? I think this is why I prefer The Whitsun Weddings book, because it doesn’t do this anything like as confidently.


Well, I speak to you as someone who hasn’t written a poem for eighteen months. The whole business seems terribly remote and I have to remember what it was like. I do think that poems are artificial in the sense that a play is artificial. There are strong second act curtains in poems as well as in plays, you know. I don’t really know what a ‘spontaneous’ poem would be like, certainly not by me. On the other hand, here again I must protest slightly. I always think that the poems I write are very much more naïve – very much more emotional – almost embarrassingly so – than a lot of other people’s. When I was tagged as unemotional, it used to mystify me; I used to find it quite shaming to read some of the things I’d written.


I didn’t mean that there is not strong personal feeling in your poems, or that they don’t have a strong confessional element. But what I do rather feel is that many of them carry this kind of built-in or tagged-on comment on themselves, and I wonder if you will feel able to dispense with this. I can see how this might mean being less alert, in a way, less adult and discriminating even. It’s probably a stupid question.


It’s a very interesting question and I hadn’t realized I did that sort of thing. I suppose I always try to write the truth and I wouldn’t want to write a poem which suggested that I was different from what I am. In a sense that means you have to build in quite a lot of things to correct any impression of over-optimism or over-commitment. For instance, take love poems. I should feel it false to write a poem going overboard about someone if you weren’t at the same time marrying them and setting up house with them, and I should feel bound to add what you call a tag to make it clear I wasn’t, if I wasn’t. Do you see what I mean? I think that one of the great criticisms of poets of the past is that they said one thing and did another, a false relation between art and life. I always try to avoid this.


I would like to ask you about your novels, and why you haven’t written any more.


Well, because I can’t. As I may have said somewhere else, I wanted to be a novelist. I wrote one, and then I wrote another, and I thought, This is wonderful, another five years of this and I’ll be in the clear. Unfortunately, that was where it stopped. I’ve never felt as interested in poetry as I used to feel in novels – they were more theatrical, if you know what I mean, you could do the strong second-act curtain even better. Looking back on them, I think they were over-sized poems. They were certainly written with intense care for detail. If one word was used on page 15 I didn’t re-use it on page 115. But they’re not very good novels. A very crude difference between novels and poetry is that novels are about other people and poetry is about yourself. I suppose I must have lost interest in other people, or perhaps I was only pretending to be interested in them.


There was a review recently in the Times Literary Supplement which gave this portrait of you as being some kind of semi-recluse, almost, deliberately withdrawing from the literary life, not giving readings, talks, and so on. I wonder to what extent this withdrawal from literary society is necessary to you as a writer; given that it is true, that is.


I can’t recall exactly what the TLS said, but as regards readings, I suppose I’m rather shy. I began life as a bad stammerer, as a matter of fact. Up to the age of 21 I was still asking for railway tickets by pushing written notes across the counter. This has conditioned me against reading in public – the dread that speech failure might come back again. But also, I’m lazy and very busy and it wouldn’t give me much in the way of kicks. I think if there is any truth in this rumour or legend, it’s because I do find literary parties or meetings, or anything that considers literature, in public, in the abstract rather than concretely, in private, not exactly boring – it is boring, of course – but unhelpful and even inimical. I go away feeling crushed and thinking that everyone is much cleverer than I am and writing much more, and so on. I think it’s important not to feel crushed. 


Following on, really, from the last question, I was going to ask you about that poem, ‘Naturally the Foundation Will Bear your Expenses’…


Well, that was rather a curious poem. It came from having been to London and having heard that A had gone to India and that B had just come back from India; then when I got back home, happening unexpectedly across the memorial service at the Cenotaph on the wireless, on what used to be called Armistice Day, and the two things seemed to get mixed up together. Almost immediately afterwards Twentieth Century wrote saying that they were having a Humour number and would I send them something funny, so I sent that. Actually, it’s as serious as anything I have written and I was glad to see that John Wain has picked this up, quite without any prompting from me, in an article in The Critical Quarterly. Certainly it was a dig at the middleman who gives a lot of talks to America and then brushes them up and does them on the Third and then brushes them up again and puts them out as a book with Chatto. Why he should be blamed for not sympathizing with the crowds on Armistice Day, I don’t quite know. The awful thing is that the other day I had a letter from somebody called Lal in Calcutta, enclosing two poetry books of his own and mentioning this poem. He was very nice about it, but I shall have to apologize. I’ve never written a poem that has been less understood; one editor refused it on the grounds, and I quote, that it was ‘rather hard on the Queen’; several people have asked what it was like in Bombay! There is nothing like writing poems for realizing how low the level of critical understanding is; maybe the average reader can understand what I say, but the above-average often can’t.


I wonder if you read much foreign poetry?


Foreign poetry? No!


Of contemporary English poets, then, whom do you admire?


It’s awfully difficult to talk about contemporaries, because quite honestly I never read them. I really don’t. And my likes are really very predictable. You know I admire Betjeman. I suppose I would say that he was my favourite living poet. Kingsley Amis I admire very much as a poet as well as a novelist; I think he’s utterly original and can hit off a kind of satiric poem that no-one else can (this is when he is being himself, not when he’s Robert Graves). Stevie Smith I’m very fond of in a puzzled way. I think she’s terribly good but I should never want to imitate her. Anthony Thwaite’s last book seemed very sensitive and efficient to me. I think one has to be both sensitive and efficient. That’s about as far as I can go. I don’t mean I dislike everyone else, it’s just that I don’t know very much about them.


What about Americans?


I find myself no more appreciative of Americans. I quite liked Lowell’s Life Studies but his last book was all about foreign poets well, I think that is the end; versions of other people’s poems are poor substitutes for your own. Occasionally one finds a poem by Donald Justice or Anthony Hecht, but I don’t know enough about them to comment. Actually, I like the Beat poets, but again I don’t know much about them. That’s because I’m fond of Whitman; they seem to me debased Whitman, but debased Whitman is better than debased Ezra Pound.


Do you have many poems you haven’t collected? Are you more prolific than you seem to be?


I’m afraid not. There was a whole period between The North Ship and The Less Deceived which produced a book with the portentous title of In the Grip of Light, which went round the publishers in the middle and late forties, but thank God nobody accepted it. Otherwise I hardly ever finish a poem that I don’t publish.


One final, rather broad question. How would you characterize your development as a poet from The North Ship to The Whitsun Weddings?


I suppose I’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 developed. Kipling said somewhere that when you can do one thing really well, then do something else. Oscar Wilde said that only mediocrities develop. I just don’t know. I don’t think I want to change; just to become better at what I am.


London Magazine, November 1964


Three other interviews by Ian Hamilton were included in this issue of the London Magazine, with Thom Gunn, Christopher Middleton and Charles Tomlinson.



















A Conversation with Neil Powell





NEIL POWELL: Do you think that it’s possible for our society to produce a poet of the same scale as, say, Yeats?


PHILIP LARKIN: You mean that poets thirty years ago, and novelists too, took on the whole of the world and tried to render it in terms of art? There could be several explanations why this may not be possible now. Of course, perhaps you haven’t got any really great writers; another reason is that it’s just been done, and one tends always not to do things that have just been done. If you’ve had a period of epic verse, then you get a period of lyric verse; a period of satire is followed by a period of romanticism. We’ve had a period of rather intellectual verse, we may now be experiencing a period of unpretentious personal poems. I’m a great believer in waves of fashion – it’s rather like having a Conservative government, and then having a Labour government for no real reason except that you got sick of it.


You don’t think there’s some reason like increasing urbanization or the increasing focus of poetry on universities; one looks at post-war poets, and they’re mostly connected in some way with the academic world.


Strictly speaking, that ought to produce the more intellectual kind of poetry.


But poetry on a smaller scale?


Well, I shouldn’t have thought so. I’d have thought that when you get men whose approach to literature is intellectual, they’re much more likely to produce work in which the intellectual scale perhaps overweighs the emotional content. I can think of one or two poets who are very clever intellectually, and who are trying to integrate all sorts of influences, but they don’t really make it emotionally. And poetry is a matter of emotion. I think you’re really trying to say nicely that the stature of poets today is undeniably smaller than it was fifty years ago.


Not so much the stature as the pretensions of poetry. 


I suppose one felt that poetry was pretentious. I think we all find the poetic attitude irritating – though there’s quite a lot of people who don’t I suppose – but in any case it has to be backed up by hellish good poetry not to grate on your nerves.


Poetry, in fact, has become very much a spare-time occupation. Poets aren’t – can’t be – solely poets.


Some people try to make a living out of it – I don’t just mean a financial living; but you can’t write poetry all the time, and you can’t live on the proceeds of it, and therefore you must do something else. The question is whether you do something as like poetry as possible or as unlike it. And that depends on your temperament. You can earn your money talking about poetry in universities or hopping from one foundation to another or one conference to another – or you can go away and be something very different like an accountant – I believe Roy Fuller is something like that, Wallace Stevens was an insurance man; I’m a librarian, I never see a book from one year’s end to another. It depends on your temperament.


Your first collection, The North Ship, was, as you say in your introduction to the recent edition, heavily influenced by Yeats. Is this something that you have consciously tried to shake off?


I’m sure I did. I think I left off reading him because I began to read Hardy more. But it wasn’t a reaction: the reaction seemed to come later, I think, because when I did get back to Yeats I found I couldn’t read him without impatience. It seemed so very artificial compared with what I’d moved on to. The awful thing about Yeats is that you just cannot conceal him – I think I mentioned garlic in that introduction. He is like garlic: one touch of Yeats and the whole thing stinks of it. You think of someone like Theodore Roethke: you remember he began writing poems about plants; in the end he moved on to very Yeatsian things; or Vernon Watkins who has never lost his admiration for Yeats; or Thomas Blackburn; even Auden – once you fall into that particular three-stress beat, it’s very difficult not to sound like Yeats.


Apart from Yeats, what poets do you think have most influenced your own writing?


Well, I began reading old poets at school – people like Keats; for some reason Keats was much more in favour thirty years ago than he is now. There was a terrific pro-Keats drive, largely centred on Middleton Murry – they tried to convince you that Keats was the poet who was most like Shakespeare, negative capability and all that kind of thing; and for a time one believed this, though he isn’t, as far as I can see, really like Shakespeare at all. And then there was Housman and people that come in little squashy leather books; even Rupert Brooke, I suppose; and I was very fond of Edward Dowson. Then suddenly you discover modern poetry, Eliot and Auden, Yeats not for a long time. And Dylan Thomas. But after Yeats and Hardy, I don’t think anyone has seriously influenced me, except Betjeman.


I’m probably well known for my admiration for Betjeman. I think this irritates some people, but I do admire him. I think he is a remarkable figure, not only a remarkable poet. He’s somebody like William Morris, who creates a whole climate of taste, and gives people new eyes and new ears. His knowledge is enormous: it may be a bit sketchy but its range is colossal. I don’t know whoever could write a really good book about Betjeman when the time comes. And in poetry he has simply made it possible to write about all sorts of things that you thought it wasn’t possible to write about: things which seemed outrageously sentimental or trivial.


An almost Eliot-like extension of the frontiers of poetry.


Eliot took poetry away from the tradition, and Betjeman brought it back. I think it’s significant that a lot of Betjeman’s poems are funny – quite often there are things that you can only say as jokes. He is rather like the fool that speaks the truth through jokes, though that’s a horribly literary way of putting it. I see Betjeman very much in the English tradition that some people like and some people don’t – if one can talk of an English tradition; it has always been under the influence of somebody or other, Italians or French. There’s a kind of underground tradition in this century: Hardy, I suppose, begins it, then there are the Georgians, and the poets who didn’t survive the war, Owen, Rupert Brooke, then nobody really, except Betjeman.


And someone like Auden, earlier Auden at least.


Early Auden seems to me much more English than later Auden. Something very peculiar happened to Auden when he went to America, I think – I’m not sure what – but for one thing he must have begun to read a lot more. One gets the impression that he hardly read anything before that, then suddenly, instead of the occasional reference to Marx and Freud, you get every kind of writer stuffed in. He became very much an intellectual and eclectic poet.


What is it about Betjeman that makes him sell to such a mass market?


He is very original – paradoxically, because his stanzas are usually lifted from other people, mainly Victorians. But his subject-matter is original; and I think he conveys much stronger feeling than most modern poets. It is difficult to read a Betjeman poem without being moved, I think; other people may be moved to spew, but I’m moved in the way I’m meant to be moved. There is a sentence or two of Leslie Stephen, which Hardy used to be very fond of, I can’t remember it exactly, but it’s something like ‘The poet’s task is to move our feelings by showing his own, and not to display his learning, or mimic the fine notes of his predecessors …’ I’ve always thought it is a magnificent motto, for me anyway, it is the kind of thing I should like to think I did.


That’s where I think Betjeman’s popularity resides, in that he is completely original, and very moving, and thirdly he is fairly easy to understand, though I don’t think he is simple. He is complex without being difficult, if you know what I mean.


To return to your own work: there is an enormous increase in precision and economy between the poems in The North Ship and those in The Less Deceived and The Whitsun Weddings.


To some extent. I don’t think I had anything serious to write about in The North Ship; or at least if I had I couldn’t see it. I think that’s perhaps one of the baneful influences of Yeats. The worst thing about a poetic influence that is alien to you is not so much that it dominates the words you pick, it dominates your view of what you can write about. As long as I was looking at the world out of the eyes of Yeats, vague melancholy was all right, inspiration and clouds were all right; the real world was all right providing you made it pretty clear that it was a symbol. But Yeats really prevented me from writing poems about the things I could see, and which I should have been writing about, much dingier and less glamorous things. Yeats presumably couldn’t write about a mucked-up seaside poster on a railway station; but as soon as you begin to see your own subject, then the style is nothing. You find your style. The influence of another poet is not primarily on the choice of words but on the choice of subject.


The Less Deceived seems to be a book with a lot of negatives in it: there is a tendency almost to deny what you are writing about, which perhaps is just a form of extreme caution.


Ian Hamilton once said that whenever I said anything I gave a little twist to show that I didn’t really mean it. People say I’m very negative, and I suppose I am, but the impulse for producing a poem is never negative; the most negative poem in the world is a very positive thing to have done. The fact that a poem makes a reader want to lie down and die rather than get up and sock somebody is irrelevant. Perhaps my negation is my subject-matter: it doesn’t seem like negation to me, but like daffodils to Wordsworth.


It’s a cutting-down to life-size of subject-matter – ‘Nothing, like something, happens anywhere.’ Nothing is more likely to happen than something.


I don’t think that’s a negative poem, I think it is a very funny poem. I can’t read it without laughing, or almost laughing. Auden was chivvied into writing a short thing for members of a book club in America of which he was one of the panel of judges – it was The Egg-heads’ Book Society or something. One month they issued two books of poetry, one of which was The Less Deceived, and Auden did pick on ‘I Remember, I Remember’ and said how much he liked the rhyme-scheme, the rhyme-scheme is a nine-line thing whereas the stanza is a five-line thing. When you get to the end there’s one line left over, which you must have for the rhyme, and it comes in very neatly. That was the only thing that Auden had noticed about The Less Deceived, but I was very pleased though it was quite accidental really.


There is a desire to stress the ordinariness of life in a poem like ‘I Remember, I Remember’, phrases like ‘where my childhood was unspent’. It’s a tendency not to glorify things which other people are always glorifying.


Really that poem started off as a satire on novels like Sons and Lovers – the kind of wonderful childhoods that people do seem to have. I was thinking how very peculiar it was that I myself never experienced these things, and I thought one could write a funny poem about it. So I did. It wasn’t denying that other people did have these experiences, though they did tend to sound rather clichés: the first fuck, the first poem, the first this that and the other that turn up with such wearisome regularity.


Which might perhaps bring us to your novels, which don’t seem to have had the attention they deserve.


No, I don’t think they have; I don’t think they deserve it either. The thing about the novels is that they were written about the same time as The North Ship. I went down from Oxford in 1943; I immediately began Jill, finished it in 1944, and then began A Girl in Winter, which I finished in 1945. So they are not, perhaps, very mature. I wanted to be a novelist. I thought novels were a richer form of literature than poetry; I suppose I was influenced by the kind of critical attitude that you used to get in Scrutiny – the novel as dramatic poem. I certainly saw novels as rather poetic things, perhaps too poetic. When I stopped writing novels it was a great disappointment to me; I went on trying in the 1945–50 period. Why I stopped I don’t really know, it was a great grief to me. And one could live as a novelist – if you write 500 words a day for about six months you’ve got your novel, and you’ve got another six months to correct the proofs in and spend your advance.
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