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INTRODUCTION





Between December 1946 and April 1984, Philip Larkin wrote to Monica Jones more than 1,421 letters and 521 postcards: about 7,500 surviving pages altogether. Other letters have apparently been lost or have disappeared. He wrote from his parents’ house in Warwick, from Leicester, Belfast, Hull, his mother’s house in Loughborough, London, Oxford, and elsewhere. Apart from Larkin’s family letters, chiefly those written to his mother for over thirty years of her widowhood, they form the most extensive correspondence of his life. Certainly they mark his most important relationship. It was to Monica that the dying Larkin entrusted the fate of his copious diaries (‘Make sure those diaries are destroyed’); and indeed soon after Larkin’s death on 2 December 1985 Monica handed over the diaries to his former secretary Betty Mackereth, who fed them into the shredder in the Brynmor Jones Library, Hull. However, these many letters to Monica survive, and they chronicle his life and his attitudes more intimately than anything else we have.


In the Introduction to my edition of Larkin’s Selected Letters (1992), with Monica Jones at that time ailing but still alive for another nine years (though deeply depressed and deeply disorganised), I wrote:




The … long and extremely close relationship with Monica Jones, dating from 1946 in Leicester, is shown only fragmentarily here; but, again, apparent losses may later be recovered.





In fact, at my request Monica had earlier searched and had found about twenty letters in the house in Hull she had inherited from Larkin at his death. I used thirteen of them, or extracts from them, in the edition. Later, as Andrew Motion has recorded, he went to Monica’s cottage in Haydon Bridge, Northumberland, and found many more (several in a distressed state, affected by water and mould). He drew on some of these in his biography of Larkin, published in 1993.


What I never could have guessed is the quantity of letters that emerged after Monica’s death in 2001. These were gathered together, as the property of the Estate of Monica Jones and were sold by that Estate, through the London specialist dealers, Bernard Quaritch, to the Bodleian Library, Oxford – which is also where all Monica’s surviving letters to Larkin are deposited.




 





Monica Jones and Philip Larkin first met in the autumn of 1946 at Leicester University College. Monica had been appointed as an Assistant Lecturer in English there in January 1946. Larkin arrived in September 1946, as an Assistant Librarian. (The total library staff then was three people.) Both had been at Oxford (he at St John’s, she at St Hugh’s) between 1940 and 1943, but they had never met there. Both had First Class degrees in English. They had been born in the same year, 1922, and came from rather similar provincial middle-class backgrounds. Monica was an only child: Larkin had an older sister, Kitty, but the ten-year age gap, and differences of temperament, kept them apart.


For the first few years of the relationship, Larkin was involved with Ruth Bowman, whom he had met in Wellington when she was a sixth-former. Indeed, when he returned from his Belfast interview in June 1950, he had a blurred notion that he and Ruth could marry and ‘start life afresh in a far countrie’ (as he put it in a letter to his old schoolfriend Jim Sutton). But when Ruth, in exasperation and misery, broke off the engagement, Monica quickly became central to Larkin’s attention. He touches on this in a long letter started on 23 May 1951, in which he writes about ‘the progress of my misengagement’.


Monica’s long career teaching at Leicester University (from 1946 until she retired in 1981) was marked in particular by two things. First, there was the panache of her lecturing, in which, for example, she would wear a Scottish tartan when talking about Macbeth. (Some were rather shocked by her. A former student, now in her late seventies, recalled: ‘In my then opinion, Miss Jones was very suspiciously blonde, very highly made-up, and talked a great deal without asking our opinion of anything. All that was excusable, but what really upset me was that her tops were much too low at the front.’) Second, Monica regarded publishing as a bit showy, and she never in fact published anything during the whole of her academic career. This held her back from any promotion. She agonised about her lecture preparation, marking and the awfulness of many of her colleagues, in a way that is paralleled by Larkin’s complaints. They fed each other’s misery.


Monica and Larkin’s friendship and correspondence began with books and reading. The very first letter partly concerns him lending her a copy of his novel Jill, recently published by the Fortune Press, and proofs of A Girl in Winter, which Faber were to publish in February 1947. Over the years much else was added to books and reading: gossip and rancour about colleagues; the irksomeness of work; eating, drinking, indigestion; actual and supposed illnesses; sport (chiefly cricket, but also boxing); music; films; planning holidays and looking back on them; and a great deal of affectionate whimsy about their version of the world of Beatrix Potter, embellished with Larkin’s skilful sketches.


Their literary enthusiasms weren’t entirely the same. Monica was much keener than Larkin was on Walter Scott, Jane Austen and George Crabbe. From early on, and right through, Larkin was fascinated by D. H. Lawrence. They shared a delight in Hardy, and in Barbara Pym. They were equally scornful about many reputations of the time – C. P. Snow, Pamela Hansford Johnson, William Cooper, Marghanita Laski, and dozens of others.


Another running theme is Larkin’s feelings about his old St John’s friend, Kingsley Amis – about Amis’s spectacular success with Lucky Jim in 1954, his domestic life, his marital and other affairs, and frequently Larkin’s exasperation with the man. Monica and Amis were always wary of one another: she knew he had cruelly drawn on her in his portrait of ‘Margaret’ in Lucky Jim.


As well as Amis, other names frequently recur. There is the Vice Chancellor of Hull, Brynmor Jones, privately mocked by Larkin for his alleged Welsh obtuseness; Larkin’s deputy in the Library for many years, Arthur Wood, on whom many painful fantasy humiliations are heaped; Monica’s Leicester colleagues, from her first chief (A. S. Collins – on the whole approved of) to later ones (Arthur Humphreys, P. A. W. Collins, both reviled) who are frequently gossiped about. Peter Coveney, for long Warden of Needler Hall, Hull, is mocked too, but his thoughtfulness and kindness, after Larkin’s mysterious collapse, hospitalisation and subsequent convalescence in 1961, are taken notice of. George Hartley, founder with his then wife, Jean, of the poetry journal Listen and then the Marvell Press, at an early stage is burdened with the derisive title the ‘ponce of Hessle’. Robert Conquest, who first wrote to Larkin early in 1955 concerning what was to become the anthology New Lines, is much mentioned too. Larkin showed some interest in, and even cultivated a slightly voulu jealousy about, some of Monica’s ‘young men’ – chiefly students at Leicester who seemed attracted to her: Bill Ruddick, John Sutherland, and others.


These are discursive letters, full of the sense of someone talking, entertaining, complaining, exchanging bits of shared argot, but often analysing too. ‘Life is first boredom, then fear’: there is much mention of both. Larkin often itemised his daily rounds and common tasks – changing his sheets, washing his sheets, washing his socks, mending his socks, mowing his mother’s lawn when he was staying with her, mowing his own when he eventually had his own house at 105 Newland Park.


The letters are linked by the long-lasting affectionate playfulness of the two of them: he a seal, she a rabbit (‘Dearest bun’); the harsh cries, or laughs, or exclamations of seagulls (ogh ogh, Awwghgh!) in reaction to the idiots and idiocies they came across. Larkin realised – quite often realised – how the two of them were closely bound, ill-suited in some ways to deal with the world, and yet oddly drawn together. On 26 May 1955 he wrote: ‘We are strange correspondents, each sitting in his tiny threadbare uncomfortable life, sending messages of hope and good cheer’; and again, on 26 September 1957, ‘We are a queer pair, each with vast, almost complementary drawbacks.’ It is clear, at times, that Monica would have been glad to marry him; Larkin, with many guilty twinges, always drew back. His intermittent, very close relationship with Maeve Brennan in Hull caused much grief and much analysis.


It was to Monica that Larkin poured out his fears and miseries – on moving from Leicester to Belfast and then to Hull, and living in successive lodgings, for instance. Solitude – ‘peace and quiet’ – was much sought by Larkin, as is apparent throughout his life, his letters, and his poems. He was irritated and depressed by the intrusion of noise and noisy neighbours in his various lodgings and flats, a frequent burden in these letters until in 1974 for the first time he moved into a house of his own, by which time his correspondence with Monica had dwindled to almost nothing.


He was burdened by the mess he thought he was making of his job in Hull (though by all other accounts he was a notably successful head of the Brynmor Jones Library). He was terrified by the mystery of his collapse and hospitalisation in March 1961, and poured out this terror in what is one of the longest letters in this collection. Some of the letters, indeed, are very long – twelve or fourteen sides. Almost every letter and card was written in Larkin’s clear handwriting. As is apparent from time to time, he was much influenced by the ‘feel’ of the pen in his hand and its result on the page.


What is particularly fascinating is the sharing with Monica of progress (or otherwise) on particular poems. To begin with, what he shows her are completed poems (‘Wedding-Wind’, ‘At Grass’), and later his privately printed pamphlet XX Poems. Later still, he tries out drafts of poems on her, asking for her comments: ‘Church Going’, ‘Myxomatosis’ (28 September 1954), ‘An Arundel Tomb’, and many others. How strange it is that he seemed in serious doubt whether to include ‘Church Going’ and ‘Spring’ in The Less Deceived.


There are a great number of Christmas cards, birthday cards and greetings cards, often embellished with their private jokes, such as the persona of ‘Dr Pussy’ (‘G. F. Pussy’), a Victorian clubman, a cat fond of fish and ceremony; or signed, variously, ‘Ted o’ the Pennines’, ‘Robert “I’m the greatest” Lowell’, ‘Elspeth McBun’, or risqué ones purporting to be from Monica’s head of department, A. R. Humphreys. Some cards contain verses, most notably perhaps a birthday card ‘after J. F. Gilbert’ (‘Priam winning the Gold Cup at Goodwood in 1831’) on which is written a poem beginning ‘Those long thin steeds’ (see overleaf).


The two of them shared a sympathy with animals, in the sense that both of them deplored bullfights, vivisection, myxomatosis and pet-shops, and they were much taken not only with Beatrix Potter’s inventions (and even with those of some of her imitators and followers) but with real creatures, in particular cats and rabbits; though Monica had a fear of hens, and of some other birds.


After 1972, the letters are mainly shorter and much less frequent. Larkin’s mother went in January that year into a hospital in Leicester, then into a nursing home nearby. This meant that Larkin was visiting his mother much more often, and therefore seeing Monica in Leicester more frequently. They also used the telephone more freely than had been their practice; though both were natural letter-writers rather than talkers on the telephone.


In October 1982, Monica fell downstairs in her Haydon Bridge cottage, went into Hexham Hospital, and then convalesced with Larkin in his house in Hull. She returned to Haydon Bridge when it was felt she had recovered. But then, at Easter 1983, when they were both staying in the cottage, she was badly stricken with shingles. When she was released from hospital, Larkin offered her shelter and care in his house in Newland Park, Hull. There, Larkin looked after her until his death in December 1985. They had, towards the end of his life, settled into something close to marriage. Monica hardly left that house in Hull until her own death in February 2001.
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NOTE ON THE CONTENTS





To keep the book to manageable proportions, I have made many internal cuts, indicated with square brackets, as well as omitting many letters in their entirety. I have, I think, included something of everything, but in some cases I have chosen to give only a few examples of repeated themes and topics. In spite of his professed contempt for 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’*), it was Larkin who substantially made the hotel bookings, consulted the timetables and booked the tickets; and parts of many letters are taken up with discussion about such arrangements. Accounts of meals eaten, whether self-created (‘Spaghetti Pearson Park’) or consumed elsewhere, I have often left out. There is a great deal of talk about colleagues, in Leicester, Belfast and Hull, which would require tedious explanation. It was with Monica that Larkin shared the trivial details of his daily life – his hair, his health, his weight, his clothes, his hangovers, whether he needed to wash the car or put it away in the garage, the records he played, the programmes he heard on the radio. (Both Larkin and Monica were keen followers of The Archers, but in general I have left out Larkin’s reactions to the latest bits of news from Ambridge, because they demand too much explanatory synopsis-writing.) I have included something of all this, but have omitted much.


There are several inexplicable gaps in the Bodleian Library holdings. Between 1946 and 1949 there are only twelve letters (and six postcards), of which I have used four letters. In 1950, there is one letter in January, then nothing until 4 July; in the first half of 1953, nothing except a couple of postcards; and only a handful for much of 1954, until August of that year, followed by twenty-four letters. The present volume includes thirteen letters to Monica, or extracts from letters, which were previously printed in the 1992 Selected Letters.




* ‘Not the Place’s Fault’, 1959 (reprinted in Further Requirements, 2001).





After the 14 January 1973 letter, the total remaining tally until 12 October 1982 is as follows: 1973 two letters, two postcards, one greetings card; 1974 two postcards, one greetings card; 1975 two postcards, one letter; 1976 three postcards, one letter; 1977 one letter, two postcards, one greetings card; 1978 one greetings card; 1979 nothing; 1980 two postcards; 1981 one letter, five postcards. After the 12 October 1982 postcard and the two letters later that month, the tally runs: 1983 six letters (one included here), five postcards; 1984 two letters (one included here), and the Christmas 1984 card with poem included here.


To make clear the places from and to which Larkin and Monica were writing, Appendix A shows their successive addresses. Appendix B is a biographical glossary, which contains brief notes on most of the people mentioned, many of whom are also identified in footnotes.


From as early as 1950, Larkin adorned his messages to Monica with drawings, from sketches of his room to the raised two fingers at the British Library Lending Division (Boston Spa). We have reproduced only a fairly modest – but representative – selection; but indication is made on the appropriate pages of many more.


Larkin and Monica shared a taste for deliberate, usually comic, misspellings. Examples are: flithy, booldy, arl (for all), anthin (for anything), scurley (for scullery), wans (for ones), human bean (for human being), yuors turly (for yours truly), shabbily (for Chablis), haddock (for headache), Bow Joe (for Beaujolais), bogray (for buggery), Ganniss (for Guinness), wassups (for wasps), Wickla (for Wicklow). Some of these mimic pronunciations, others seem gratuitous. I have tried to transcribe them accurately, but no doubt sometimes have failed.






















LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS















	AA

	Automobile Association






	AEH

	A. E. Housman






	A G in W

	A Girl in Winter






	ALR

	A. L. Rowse






	ARH

	Arthur Humphreys






	AS

	All Souls






	ASC

	A. S. Collins






	B

	Samuel Butler






	BJ

	Brynmor Jones






	CB

	Charlotte Bronte






	CC

	Cyril Connolly






	CDL

	Cecil Day Lewis






	CQ

	Critical Quarterly






	DHL

	D. H. Lawrence






	DT

	Daily Telegraph






	EJH

	Elizabeth Jane Howard






	EMF

	E. M. Forster






	Ez

	Ezra Pound






	GBS

	George Bernard Shaw






	GG

	Graham Greene






	GMH

	Gerard Manley Hopkins






	GSF

	George Fraser






	GW

	Great Western (Railway)






	HB

	Haydon Bridge






	H of D

	Heart of Darkness






	JA

	Jane Austen






	JFK

	John F. Kennedy






	JCP

	John Cowper Powys






	JMM

	John Middleton Murry






	JBW

	John Wain






	KM

	Katherine Mansfield






	K/KA/KWA

	Kingsley Amis






	LD

	The Less Deceived






	Ll. P

	Llewelyn Powys






	MMcC

	Mary McCarthy






	NALGO

	National Association of Local Government Officials 






	The NS

	The North Ship






	NS

	New Statesman






	NS & N

	
New Statesman (and Nation)






	OB

	Oxford Book






	Obs

	Observer






	OBTCEV

	
Oxford Book of Twentieth Century English Verse







	PAWC

	Philip Collins






	P of H

	Ponce of Hessle (George Hartley)






	Spr

	Spectator






	ST

	Sunday Times






	ST Col. Supp.

	
Sunday Times Colour Supplement






	T and T

	Time and Tide






	TH

	Thomas Hardy






	The H of the M

	The Heart of the Matter






	TLD

	The Less Deceived






	TLS

	Times Literary Supplement






	TWW

	The Whitsun Weddings






	UFAW

	Universities Federation for Animal Welfare






	UGC

	University Grants Committee






	VC

	Vice Chancellor






	VSP

	V. S. Pritchett






	WBY

	W. B. Yeats






	WEA

	Workers’ Educational Association






	Winter

	A Girl in Winter






	W de la M

	Walter de la Mare



































Letters to Monica





 







21 December 1946


Beauchamp Lodge, 73 Coten End, Warwick


Dear Monica,


What a very pleasant surprise your letter was – I was alone in the Library and feeling very sour and disinclined to work, & your letter removed the first condition though the second is a mountain that no faith can move. Yes, Molly1 finally decided to go – she was helped by a present from Miss B.2 – a pot-pourri, or so I’m told – this made me anticipate one for myself and indeed I prepared a little speech for the occasion – but I didn’t get anything!! Probably Miss B. quailed at the thought of buying anything for ‘a gentleman’ – ‘so difficult, my dear.’ […]


In answer to your appeal, I’m enclosing my proofs & the ‘lending’ copy of Jill.3 On your own head be it! They are both very much first shots: Jill perhaps a bit ‘firster’ than the other. Do not say anything of them if no particular verdict occurs to you: and if you think Jill an adolescent bit of rubbish and Winter4 a pompous lifeless platitude don’t hesitate to say so.


          Finally, a very happy Christmas & a bright New Year.


          Philip







1 Molly Bateman, assistant in Leicester University College Library.


2 Miss (Rhoda) Bennett, Librarian, Leicester University College.


3 Jill: Fortune Press, October 1946. 4 A Girl in Winter: Faber, to be published February 1947.


4 A Girl in Winter: Faber, to be published February 1947. 







Easter Sunday [6 April], 1947


Warwick


My dear Monica,


I am busy proving the falsity of the dictum that to a well-stocked mind the word dullness has no meaning – it has a great deal of meaning for me: I might almost say the meaning of meaning. I hope this is not so with you. I hope you are doing whatever you like best, a lot.


The tide of fuss consequent on the novel is gradually subsiding and bare promontories of my daily life are beginning to emerge. Very few more reviews have raised their ugly heads: John O’London was quite nasty, through the mouth of that broken down old snapper up of orts & imitations, Richard Church.1 I think we have seen the last of them now, unless the Big Three shd suddenly break their silence. I had a little interview with Fabers, plus a lunch in Charlotte Street: there was a depressing atmosphere of ‘you’ll have to do better than this next time’ about the meeting, as at a tutorial. They say it has sold circa 3½ thousand. They should not grumble at that. I bet their old faithfuls don’t bring in a comparable figure, after allowance has been made for their names.


Well, all this seems very egotistical, but the Lord forbid I shd speak about the College. We shall be having enough of that all too soon. I am suffering from a sort of cinematic-Tantalus-fixation, that is, wherever I go good films shrink away and leave only dross. This only serves to add irritating emphasis to the practice of bus-conductors: wherever in Warwick you ask to be put down, they put you down at the cinema.


I am reading Kilvert’s diaries.2 Excellent. I shd like the whole lot. Perhaps we can persuade Rawlings to buy them for the Eng. section – after having convinced him that they are such as wd not bring the blush of shame to any innocent cheek or the taint of sin to any home.


                              Easter greetings! –


                              Philip


PS. – returning 9th p.m.







1 John O’London’s review of A Girl in Winter.


2 William Plomer’s one-volume edition of Kilvert’s Diary was first published in 1947. This was preceded by three vols:1938, 1939, 1940. 







4 April 1948


73 Coten End, Warwick


My dear Monica,


Throughout this troubled holiday I’ve been wondering how you are – whether when you arrived home you managed to recuperate. I do hope so, although I suppose it is simply a case of being fattened for the slaughter, or the arena, once again, isn’t it? Why don’t people all dislike work as I do? Am I wrong or are they? Is it natural to like work? Then this is another of the numerous cases of what is natural being confused with what is good.


My holiday was rather as I expected – my poor father grew steadily worse & died on Good Friday.1 Since then mother & I have been rather hopelessly looking at the stock in the house – this morning I shifted 100 lbs of jam – 1945, 1946, & 1947 years – and about 25 Kilner jars of bottled fruit. Seventeen dozen boxes of matches, a shoe box of chocolate – all this from one small cupboard. I don’t know what will happen to it all – I don’t like sweet things, you remember. Otherwise I have been steadily answering letters of sympathy. It’s curious how at the beginning the letters are sincere and sound sincere, but when I had written twenty or so I certainly wasn’t sounding sincere and I’m not sure if I was being sincere. […]


It is snowing here at the moment: this accords very well with mood and circumstance, both of which are Hardyish. […]







1 Sydney Larkin died 26 March 1948. See ‘An April Sunday’, L.’s poem after his father’s death, written on the same day as this letter, in Collected Poems (1988). 







13 April 1949


The Senior Common Room, University College, Leicester


My dear Monica,


I have eaten the last lunch of the term now, & opposite me Zandy, C. G. Wilson & Taylor are reading: Taylor in particular is reading Punch – he read this all yesterday, & has not finished it yet. I mention these things because I always believe in telling my correspondent what is around me in case it seeps into my text. I was glad to get your letter & hear of your anti-religious front. We have moved the religious section right away upstairs & I feel that all religious books shd be taxed about £10 a copy.


Well … I feel, with my tiny but definite scraps of news, like a town mouse writing to a country mouse: i’faith, cousin, Mr Attenbro1 does send word that he is on the mend, instead of the make, and that he is being starv’d in consequence of a complaint of ye Stomach, doubtless induc’d by the matchless Victualling of our Domestick Bursar. Ye Herbacitie is greatly forrard in ye Gardens, also Mr Knapp’s moustache, the effect of wch on his expression I have not quite made up my mind about. A small Apparatus has appeared in ye Common-Room, marked ‘H2S test – Do not move. L. Hunter’; and dyd occasion a Witticism from me about the no. of bad Eggs on the staff. Mr Martin has donn’d a Fair Isle pullover and a curious jacket, cut for riding but made of gents’ suiting, that doth in no wise enhance hys amiability. The College Visitor –


But the College Visitor, old J.K.P.,2 needs modern English, or I do. As you said his play was in your drawer I borrowed it to read – holy smoke. I have never read anything more nauseating than that last act. When his vacuous alert face came round the door on Saturday I felt I wanted to shriek at him what Llewelyn & John Cowper Powys shrieked at Baron Corvo in Venice: ‘We’re engaged! All the time! Right up to the bloody hilt!’ Kingsley3 was in the building, and I nearly effected an engagement, but I felt so sick of JKP that I refrained from doing anything to prolong the interview a second. However, Kingsley heard him, & pronounced him ‘a mental chucker-out’, i.e. someone to emerge from behind the bar at 10 p.m. and start talking to clear the room. By God he’d do it well, wouldn’t he? […]







1 F. L. Attenborough; Principal of Leicester University College.


2 John Peel, Geography master, Alderman Newton’s School, Leicester, and ‘College Visitor’; see Appendix B.


3 Kingsley Amis, visiting L. in Leicester. According to Amis, this visit was the donnée of Lucky Jim. First in his essay in Larkin at Sixty (‘Oxford and After’), then in the version of this incorporated in his 1991 Memoirs, Amis wrote: ‘In 1948 or so I went and stayed with him at his digs in Leicester … On the Saturday morning he had to go into college and took me (“hope you won’t mind – they’re all right really”) to the common room for a quick coffee. I looked round a couple of times and said to myself, “Christ, somebody ought to do something with this.” Not that it was awful – well, only a bit; it was strange and sort of developed, a whole mode of existence no one had got on to from outside, like the SS in 1940, say. I would do something with it.’ As this letter shows, Amis’s visit to L. was not in 1948 but in April 1949. Amis’s encounter with a ‘provincial’ university’s staff common room was probably his first experience of such a place, since he did not begin work at Swansea until October 1949. In the same essay, Amis went on: ‘Jim Dixon’s surname has something to do with ordinariness, but at the outset had much more to do with Dixon Drive, the street where Philip lived.’










23 July 1950


12 Dixon Drive, Leicester


My dear Monica,


I have just been weighing my new Journal: it weighs 2 lbs 2 oz. The first little record of my schooldays weighed 3½ oz: how monstrously the ego has flowered since! Before I start it I am going to have My life and hard times stamped on the back. In gold.


Thanks very much for your letter,1 which put me faintly in mind of one K. M. wrote to a young man called Goodyear (who at one time was ‘Middleton Murry’s best friend’) but charitably left unposted:2 however on looking it up I found it wasn’t very like. I’m sorry if my ponderous adumbrations (!) sounded melodramatic: all I meant is this: that our friendship, though successful, has been confined to a narrowish front, and if from that you’ve constructed an over-favourable image of me I do feel almost bound to say that to my mind you wd like me less – or think less of me – if you had had more opportunity of learning my general behaviour-patterns. Not le divin Marquis, nor Captain Hugh, but a good deal more like Mybug3or Portia’s4 Eddie – or even Portia’s father – than’s compatible with your idea of the Good Man. That’s all. And I say it in the spirit of one who points out the defects of a thing when praised for being, owning or doing it. Not in panic or in patronage. So there we are, and of course nothing is spoilt. […]


The Madge visit5 went off pretty well on the whole. A good deal of one-sided literary praise, though at one point I did find myself saying ‘The water from the upper reservoir, Is led into the lower reservoir, well, when you can say that, Charles, it seems to me you can say anything’ – which, though fairly sincere on my part, does sound a bit queer out of its context, and I shouldn’t have cared to see Collins’s6 snarling pipe-ridden face expressing itself at my elbow – some plain good food, a lot of fixations, imagos, transferences, traumatics, functions & so on, a few literary anecdotes (the literary editor of The Listener7  prowls up & down outside the Wellington Barracks daily), two gay uninhibited nippers, a mother-in-law (Irish), very nicely-distempered walls, madder & delphinium according to where you were, & simply awful weather, rain falling all the time. There was a fair amount of high class drinking (i.e. not beer or spirits) & literary fine-talk (‘Joyce is the … … since Shakespeare’). They had a disconcerting habit of whipping off to bed about eleven, leaving me disconsolately shifting a hot glass of Bournvita from hand to hand & trying to read the beginning of Mary Barton in a cold pool of electric light. And that wass my ’oliday. Oh, the only embarrassing moment was when Charles Madge handed me a page of this Mallarmé8 to read – not poetry, technical stuff about rhyme – & asked me if I agreed. As you know, my French is like Grimes’ (‘I’ll start with some jolly old huitres’)9 so I was fairly caught there, you bet. A few of the words I knew, like et and le, but there was a lot in between, very awkward. Oh yes, & one thing he did say when we were walking along towards a Park was ‘I did like … that very (some complimentary adj.) poem you sent me … about racing.’10 […]







1 L.’s letter dated 23 July 1950 is the first (apart from one dated 7 January) to survive from that year. L. is replying to a letter of Monica’s, dated 19 July, which evidently refers both to a recent meeting and a recent letter of L.’s, the first of which ‘upset’ Monica. She comments: ‘It would be ridiculous for four years’ perfect friendship – it was perfect to me anyway – to be upset by an hour’s stupid folly, for that’s what it was, I was exhausted & miserable & overwrought, it was hysteria […] You, as a man, will be aware of the valuable & well known & utterly consoling truth that All Women Are Unreasonable (so it doesn’t matter how they act or what they say, you need never pay any attention). Well, I claim my sex’s privilege. So do stop beating yourself, tho’ I’m sure you take a perverse pleasure in it, but goodness, I really should be upset if I thought we were going to be made melodramatic […] I value you very much. In fact I believe I like you better than anybody I’ve ever met, but just as usual, just as always, so don’t read things into what I say or write, do feel secure that all’s the same as ever it was.’


2 Unposted letter from Katherine Mansfield (dated 4 March 1916) to Frederick Goodyear, serving in France with the Royal Engineers.


3 In Stella Gibbons, Cold Comfort Farm.


4 Portia in Elizabeth Bowen, The Death of the Heart.


5 The poet and sociologist Charles Madge had written to L. about The North Ship, which he admired. Madge visited L. in Leicester (see letter of 4 May 1950 to J. B. Sutton in Selected Letters), and then L. visited Madge in Birmingham.


6 A. S. Collins, Monica’s head of department at Leicester.


7 J. R. Ackerley.


8 Years later, L. referred to this ‘page of this Mallarmé’ in a letter to Anthony Thwaite (see Selected Letters), 17 October 1981: ‘… Larkin as Mallarmé, and so on … Funnily enough Charles Madge, who had been shown The NS … by Enright when they were both in B’ham in the Forties, invited me for a weekend on the strength of this, and floored me by handing me a wodge of (prose) Mallarmé and saying “What d’you think of that?” My plume-de-ma-tante French wasn’t up to it, so I suppose I flannelled a bit, and he looked disappointed and said he thought it was what I wanted to do or say or what not …’


9 Evelyn Waugh, Decline and Fall, Chapter 12, ‘The Agony of Captain Grimes’.


10 Charles Madge was evidently referring to ‘At Grass’, completed 3 January 1950, which L. had sent to Madge on 7 May 1950 (see Selected Letters) along with a dozen other poems. 







1 October 1950


The evening star rises in front of my window!


Queen’s Chambers, Queen’s University, Belfast


My dear Monica,


Well, here I all too indubitably am – the first day in Ireland.1 My reactions? B to B –, the whole shoot. But best start from the beginning.


My train dashed through the weeping quarries of Derbyshire to the most dusk-ridden ruinous vision of Manchester imaginable. There I had tea & ham rolls (not real ham). Train to Liverpool, ’bus to docks, walking through endless warehouses to find the Ulster Duke, which left at 9.30. In the meantime I had eaten fish & chips and 2 hyosin tablets, cowled in my duffle coat. I let them fight it out while I sat on deck, watching the long bare quays move slowly backwards. It took a good hour to get out of L’pool. Then I went to bed. Waking at 4.30 am. I looked out of my window & saw seas running swiftly but not high: I never felt at all queasy, for which God be praised. Before I went to bed I finished August folly (very good reading).


This morning I came here by car, to find Queen’s Chambers is 3 large Dutch fronted houses (red brick) knocked into one.


Q. You are pleased with your room?


A. Frankly, no. It is large enough, & has a nice view, but there’s no carpet, nothing but that horrible rubbery green lino the whole place is floored with.


Q. At least the paint is fresh?


A. Fresh grass-green. My candles will clash. The whole place reminds me of certain 12/6 hotels I have stayed at in London.


Q. The food is surely not too bad?


A. Surely not too good, either. The roast beef at lunch was as pedestrian as a centipede. And I don’t like the admitted absence of any kind of food after about 7 pm. I’m going to be hungry.


Q. The Warden however, would seem –?


A. The Warden’s all right if you like dried-up little historians who have a Jane Austen cult & play chess. No, heark ’ee, cully, this room is grossly underfurnished, the lampshade is made of brown paper, the bulbs are too weak, the noise from the trams tiresome, the sixpenny meter for heat will prove expensive, the students ubiquitous, the servants iniquitous (where’s the strap from my suitcase?). Michael Innes speaks somewhere of the combination of refined luxury and barbarous discomfort that is the Oxford don’s life: it is the Belfast don’s life, too, except for the refined luxury.


Q. There is hot water.


A. Yes, there is that. (Curtain.)


A brief walk into Belfast this afternoon (after milkless Nescafé with the Warden) confirmed my memory of it as a wide and cobble-streeted town, lined with frowning buildings in the late Victorian manner & some indifferent shops. I’m already fed up with anything called Ulster, Northern, Victoria, etc., also with the Irish male face (craggy, drink-flushed, with greasy black curls & a too-tight collar) & the Irish female face (plump, bad-teethed, pinkly powdered, with a diamanté lizard on the lapel).


However, despite all this I’m calling all my native artistic insensitivity to my aid & I suppose shall endure. But Digby! but Beaumont! Really, dear, what I had in mind was much nearer the truth than your arts & crafts stuff. This armchair has wooden arms, by the way. There are 3 large Presbyterian churches in this square mile. Ah, quelle horreur! But I might also add that but for a blunder on the part of the porters I should be in No. 18, a worse room, & not No. 25. A Mr Graham should be in this room by rights.


How nasty my writing looks.


Well, I’m afraid you won’t have had the distraction of novelty to take your mind off our parting. This will be meeting you on your return & I hope it will take the edge off seeing your old colleagues again: I hope too your room doesn’t look sad & lonely now my lethargic cadging figure isn’t in it. Truly I shall always remember the fireplace & the cricket-bin & all the battery of things on the mantelpiece, Fifi & blue Neddy & the flowered lamp. Your life there has come into extremely sharp focus for me now: heating milk, singing in the kitchen, drying stockings, etc. You make it seem quite unusual and fascinating. (‘Huh’ – ‘at the whiskey again’). I loved every time I visited you, & do want to thank you again & again for being so kind, so gracious & so generous. All three of you.


In a short while now I have to go to dinner with Graneek,2 so I will try to do something about my shoes & my hair & post this. Work tomorrow, ha ha ha. Grow old along with me, The worst is yet to be. The adjective I shd choose so far is ‘drab’.


Goodbye, dear Taurus. Tell me what has been happening, & what you are doing. What of your Flanagan & Allen turn with A.S.C.?


                              Affectionately yours, Philip


An honour to be in this place, Christ! It’s like a prison & Rugby in 1840. The town smells of horse dung.







1 L. had arrived in Belfast to take up his new job as Sub-Librarian, Queen’s University, Belfast.


2 Graneek: Librarian at Q.U.B. (See Appendix B). 







10 October 1950


Queen’s Chambers &c.


[…] I’m sorry my thanks went down the wrong way: truly I meant no harm. I was only trying to say that I didn’t take you for granted. Of course I can see dozens of ways in which thanking would sound nasty. But you must remember that there’s absolutely nothing of the confident male about me: it’d be better perhaps if there were.


And the Yeats was only obvious because I’d heard you say you wanted one an evening or so before. I had a great love of him when I was 21–22 which has since waned considerably. Now I can’t stand the fervent unreal atmosphere of all his moods, his wild-old-man stuff, his arrogance – he is the very antithesis of D.H.L. & Hardy. However, he can write. I haven’t got the full edition: mine stops at A woman young & old. I don’t think you’d find in him any of the perçant quality you talk about. He is all much too unreal. For me that emotion is always connected with the past, and usually with love: and the person who whispers most immediately past my guard is the great dealer in those two things, Hardy. Not a line of her writing have I, not a thread of her hair, If it’s ever Spring again, Spring again: at these first lines my spine contracts & a shiver runs over my ribs. And as another random ex ample I do quite see what K.M. means with Le temps des lilas et le temps des roses, & the clear voice, in her Journal, don’t you?1 […]


Tonight I was hurrying along the dusty narrow stack when my practised eye (ahem!) noticed a book seemingly misplaced, & I pulled it out … It was in fact not misplaced, but looking at it I found it to be called Love’s looking-glass or, spectrum amoris – an anonymous book of drivel dated 1895. Opening it ‘at random’, as they say, I hit a poem ‘To M. B.-J.’: now that’s a strange thing, a queer one, isn’t it?2 Not a very good poem, though: full of bounding & fillets & Artemis & so on. But a book like that – no author, no merit – I find extremely evocative & wd sooner pore over than over Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Dryden, Pope, Blake, Keats, Shelley, Byron, or ‘AE’ (George Russell). […]







1 Le temps des lilas, by Maurice Bouchor (1855–1929); Katherine Mansfield, Journal, 29 February 1920.


2 M. B.-J.: Monica’s initials were M.M.B.J.







14 October 1950


Queen’s Chambers


Dear Sacred Cat,


Sometimes there clings about your letters a faint redolence of perfume – whether from your hand or from the place you keep your notepaper I do not know. If there’s a faint redolence about this one, it’ll be of an orange I have just eaten. It is Saturday night and I am pleasantly tired. Well, tired. This afternoon I got my bicycle out again & cycled to Carrickfergus. This is about eleven miles up the Antrim side of Belfast Lough & used to be a port when Belfast was nothing at all: the road runs by the sea all the way & is therefore at sea-level: no hills. The wind blew me there by about 3.15 and I sat miserably on the esplanade, then walked round the castle & round the squarish drab harbour where Wm of Orange landed in 1690. The weather was clouded windy & cold, & Carrickfergus reminded me of what I imagine Scotland to look like – stone ugly houses, hideous churches & chapels, & an air of moral unbending discomfort everywhere. So I ducked into a cafe with a coal fire & asked for egg & chips – ‘Naw eggs’ – & sat reading your letter through again. When I’d finished the sun was out, & I felt inclined to return home though I had thought of staying the evening, having dinner at the one hotel, & reading Wuthering Heights. But the ill-concealed dullness of that, coupled with the prospect of riding home in the dark, decided me against staying & I pedalled back against the strong wind. This gave me time to look at the view which before you get near Belfast is good: the Lough is wide and choppy, the hills on the landward side green & with sudden smoke-coloured shadows. The sky was full of changeable sunlit clouds as it nearly always is: if England is a brewer’s advert, Ireland is a railway poster. At Whiteabbey I thought of Trollope, who wrote his autobiography there, & just before Whitehouse (yes, it’s really called that) I found a peacock, yes, a live one, standing on the margin of the road, looking a bit disgusted with the 20th century. Where it had come from I can’t think. Belfast greeting me with its fearful cobbled streets, making me realise how saddlesore I was: in all I’d done about 25 miles. It was very misty & Odd man out-ish:1 louts kicking a football about on wasteland, the goal chalked on a wall reading NO POPE HERE, DOWN THE FEINIES, WE’RE READY FOR THEM. I bought some more cherry cake & oranges, & got in about six. A nice outing, though rather a lonely one. […]


You’ll be amused to know that your Portrait of a G.B.2 had me quite at a loss till I was eating my tea. I couldn’t think what G.B. stood for: ‘Girl Bride’ kept elbowing its slightly-questionable way out of my unconscious & being crammed back again. Do you mean, when you say it’s too depressing to endure, that you are racked by the crucifixion of a fine spirit? Or that you simply can’t stand reading about such people? Till I’m sure which you mean I’m not able to make much comment: I think his life was depressing from one angle, but I don’t think he thought so, & indeed was so scathing on the subject of suffering & unhappiness & pity that one’s a bit chary of dropping one’s quite-sincere tears on his grave. And C.C.’s remark is misleading: Lawrence HATED Galsworthy’s novels. He thought they typified everything he disliked: where Galsworthy failed was in not hating his characters as much as D.H.L. did, according to D.H.L. Hence the ‘almost’ a great novel. Galsworthy knocked them down but didn’t wipe his boots on them: hence his failure …


Still, don’t let’s have any literary criticism. If you’re still feeling fed up with your life, I sympathise & can say I shd feel just the same. Let us admit quite freely that any sort of enthusiasm for salaried employment is quite foreign to both of us. Before very long I can see that I shall be giving a paper to the Northern Irish branch of the ALA – at least, I can’t see it, it’s just not visualisable. But you know the kind of thing. Salaried employment is the norm, the status quo: now I have always felt quite out of touch with the norm & the status quo. The idea of entering into it & being successful in it & caring about it – fantastic. As you say, c’est pour les autres (‘I never said any such affected thing!’). As for the Crabbe chapter,3 it’s quite a dilemma, isn’t it? How does he mean? Would it be openly acknowledged? Could you do it if you said you would? (If that sounds ungracious, you must remember that writing is by no means an act of will with me: I’m so used to not writing.) If you can do it easily – well, I don’t know, I was going to say, do it, but I see your point about being associated with A.R.H. The Cambridge Jnl would be better than that, really. Do you think you can refuse? I know all one wants is to be left ALONE: God, if I had anybody sniffing after my ‘work’ … […]







1 Odd Man Out: novel by F. L. Green (1902–53), made into an impressive film (1947).


2 Portrait of a Genius But …: The life of D. H. Lawrence, by Richard Aldington (1950).


3 The Crabbe chapter: A. R. Humphreys had suggested she contribute a chapter on Crabbe to, possibly, what was to become The Pelican Guide to English Literature, vol. 4, which contains five essays by Humphreys, as well as one by their colleague A. S. Collins, two by P. A. W. Collins and one by C. J. Horne.







21 October 1950


Queen’s Chambers


Dear White-and-gold,


[…] I don’t know the poem you quoted either: what is it? Mine about Mrs P. was from Auden’s Dover. I read his collected shorter poems recently. Not expecting to be impressed, I was impressed: by the liveliness and the variety. How clever these people are. I also happened on a poem called Dublin by MacNeice & that also depressed me by its extraordinary talent. Despite all we say about them, Auden & MacNeice have talent whereas the tiny fish have not. Poetry is like everything else: if you’re not ⅔rds of the way there already, it’s not worth starting. Regarding literature, I was interested by your D.H.L. remarks: any judgments on him are to me like a stick incautiously poked into the cage of a tiger: I bound to savage it. Yet in these days I grow more & more unwilling to try to say anything about D.H.L.: he is so enormous, so shifty, so deceptive, fascinating, & evanescent – also I get the odd feeling that I am inside him, staggering helplessly from aspect to aspect, & quite unable to see him as a whole. Or objectively. He has always meant so much more to me than any other writer. I have adopted his conclusions so uncritically, that half the time I have been living in a sort of interchanging dream, where I am him & he is me. There are times when I belittle him & really get him down, then find what I am shaking so furiously is a little stuffed puppet of myself, & he is far away. Then sometimes I relapse into abject hero worship & can only think of the humiliating abyss between his value and mine. Then again his sheer inconsistency infuriates my orderly mind: I want to chop him into shape: I demonstrate his inconsistencies to myself, & feel satisfied for perhaps ½ an hour, but then a dreary reaction begins & I think that consistency is not much of a virtue beside the tough rich sense of life Lawrence, preeminently among writers, can give me. After all to a materialist that is the main thing: it’s what I look for in every writer – Hardy, Ll. Powys, G. Eliot. And what’s more, life as I see it, and with an eye that ranges so far – from historical generalisations, & speculations about cultures & civilisations & the genius of different nations to the smallest of domestic details – Mellors’ dog wanting its supper, old Morel frying bacon on the end of his knife & spelling out the paper early in the morning, before drawing the curtains. He does seem to me to include everything – just as his language has its grand style (& it can be irritating enough at that) & its quick slangy but wonderfully exact impressionism, his mind seems to be able to relate any given part of life to the rest of it: he shows a scene, a piece of behaviour, & in a touch relates it to the person’s whole life, & the state of their world. (You’ll think I have been swallowing an awful lot of bunk.) Then again his moral judgments seem to me so devastatingly accurate – you remember when Kate has run away from the bullfight, the young American who has stuck it out for the sake of the ‘experience’ comes boasting about it afterwards – ‘He looked wan, peaked, but like a bird that had successfully pecked a bellyful of garbage.’


However! rereading all this makes me think it sounds like the outpourings of some Swedish girl you have had over for the summer, & who has just discovered ‘Daysh Lawnce’. If I might add a word about your remarks, I think Lawrence was a complete egoist in the sense that he felt how beautiful life could be if he had his way. He’d never make the compromise required to settle in society. After all, we agree ourselves that work is quite boring & people quite tasteless, but I at any rate haven’t the courage or the energy to do anything about it. You can get away from the Acacias & the office if you have sufficient wits to earn money otherwise & sufficient resilience to do without the balms of familiarity & custom & the benefits of the herd. D.H.L. had both & I admire him enormously for it. Abroad he was not happy (don’t forget his health kept him out of England) but he was at least Lawrence. At home – well, I don’t know what he wd have been. I just can’t imagine. For the rest, he was painfully ingenuous about this leading business, almost totally dependent on Frieda (which doesn’t surprise me, since the greater yr capacity for loving the greater yr dependence on the object of love), and condemned to second rate people since first rate ones wouldn’t abrogate their personalities to him as everyone had to do. As – finally – for ambition, he was ambitious in a conventional way when a young man: (‘I s’ll make a thousand a year!’) & also snobbish (‘My wife’s father was a Baron’): later on he wanted to use the powers he felt he possessed for the benefit of mankind: but having been kicked in the teeth several times I think he gave up any idea of self advancement, & only wanted to be let alone & to leave Frieda enough to live on when he died. Anything like Arnold Bennett’s yacht or James’ Collected edition or Walpole’s knighthood – or – well, I can’t think of anyone with a house-fetish, but all that was quite foreign to him, & I think you get him quite wrong if you think of him – at least after 1918 – as wanting any kind of ‘social acceptance’.


But I could – as you’re no doubt uneasily aware – go on about him for ever. Now it’s a quarter to 6 & I must cross the busy dusky road for supper. […]







26 October 1950


QCB


Dearest M.,


The Belfast calendar 1950–1 describes me as an Assistant Libn., much to my annoyance – Graneek assures me it is a mistake.1 Considering he read the proofs I think this is a poor show. Graneek is extremely nice without being at all my kind of man: he is a pusher, a mover, a coherer, an urger, a carer: I am a leaner, a stopper, an analyst, a discourager, a scoffer. Nevertheless he is extremely nice & I can’t imagine him in a bad temper.


Bought Mrs Dalloway on Wed. 2nd hand & 3/6. The woman looked at it & at me, then said 3/-. I have been reading it since – ‘You write so well, Virginia, so damned well’: who said that? K.M. – well, yes, but there is much wooden & dead in V.W. Any ‘real people’, any ‘psychology’ comes off very badly. She spins her vision of life, & does it well. But she has not the depth of that KM story about the canary, or Ma Parker, or The Daughters of the late Colonel. The difference between V.W. and K.M. is the difference between E.M.F. and D.H.L. It is discouraging to reflect on KM’s experience & apprehension of pain & suffering & to reflect how little she has become ‘known’ by it – I mean to say ‘Mansfield!’ suddenly brings to the mind’s eye a bright Russian-doll-childish person, not the lonely Shakespeare-annotating invalid of the Letters. You – or rather the Sunday Times – would never call her a mistress of the human heart, so little did all she ‘went through’ express itself in full. Do you see what I mean by all this? I feel there is small hope for less gifted ones. […]







1 L. was Sub-Librarian at Queen’s University, Belfast – senior to ‘an Assistant Libn.’







28 October 1950


Queen’s Chambers, Belfast


Chère chatte sacrée,


[…]


Regarding poems, the fundamental reason I am shy of sending them is that they’re not very good. If I were sure of a generous ration of congratulations from you I’d send them like a shot, but – well – They’re not all like At grass, you know. In fact only At grass is like At grass. The others are far more modern & less polished. For all my nightly labours under my lamp looking out over the tramlines I have only done one since arriving. I will write to Horne’s friend1 this coming week, or do something about it, anyway. It would be rather amusing to use my farewell gift money to pay the printer’s bill – out of good cometh evil. Only then everyone’d expect a free copy, which would be most retrograde to my desire. ‘Horses – mm – hah – old ’orses eh? Ha – er – he was – er – always in and out of that place, mm – what? Along with that faller Collins—’. […]







1 Not known. C. H. Horne was a lecturer in English at Leicester.







1 November 1950


Queen’s Chambers


[…] What news? Well, I wrote to two Belfast printers about my poems: one sent up a representative, the other said they only published commercially, which didn’t include poems, but that A, B, or C should do a good job for me. The representative came from D. He was a short-haired man, & dropped my letter in the precincts of Queen’s, so that it was picked up & read by numerous people before being handed back by a pink-faced shining-eyed office-hag: he required more details before giving an estimate. So there things rest for the moment: I shall have to type the whole thing out first of all. A powerful deterrent is the shouting mediocrity of ¾ of the pieces in question: well, private publishing really is the end, of course. Thrice holy is my Garden now Since it is sown by Thee kind of stuff: O Man! thy purblind eyes are sightless yet! type of tack. On seeing Lucinda with her hair in curlers (‘Say, pretty Nymph’): Parting: a sonnet sequence (‘We did not say goodbye: shunting, the trains’) – oh, & all the rest of the printed-for-the-author-at-Oakdene-Swedenborg Road-Beckenham-Kent atmosphere. Humiliation’s final dregs. And in New writing 40 I find James Michie, John Wain, Alan Ross & Michael Hamburger1 merrily bashing away, & even Kingsley has got $25.00 out of Furioso (U.S.A.) – a good title for anything K.W.A.2 publishes in, don’t you think? – for two poems. […]


They tell me Shaw is dead – I never see a paper, except the Belfast News Letter (‘Ulster Protestants Telegraph Rome – Pope Warned’). If I had a black tie I’d wear it: he has given me much pleasure at odd times. A world without Shaw seems definitely a postwar one, doesn’t it? He has been there, & nearly the same age, ever since I can remember. I always meant to see him, too, by some means, but now he’s gone & I haven’t done. Ah, well. […]







1 James Michie (1924–2007), John Wain (1925–94), Alan Ross (1922–2001), Michael Hamburger (1924–2007): all Oxford contemporaries of L.


2 K.W.A.: Kingsley Amis.







5 November 1950


Queen’s Chambers, Belfast


Dearest M.,


Not on the whole a very satisfactory day. It’s ten to five. I’m lying on my bed, having cleaned three pairs of shoes, still dressing-gowned from a stupifying bath earlier on. You can guess how warm the rooms are: I never have the fire on but I can lie in only my dressing gown and not feel cold. Very little has been done today. I spent this morning writing home, a job that becomes extremely difficult sometimes. In fact I expect it lies at the bottom of the day’s unsatisfactoriness. My mother’s patient attempts to find someone to live with so that she need not bother either of us make me very uncomfortable. When I lived with her I was consumed with desire to get away – it seemed a prime necessity, like breathing – but now I am away it seems very shabby & callous of both of us that she shd have to be bothering her head about advertisements and pretending to like people when really the ordeal of setting up house with a complete stranger will be as miserable to her as to me. I long to tell her to stop troubling & bring everything over here, but I know that it would be final self-destruction as far as I was concerned. It seems to me insulting to do anything else, as well as selfish and ungrateful, and it’s no use not helping people when they need help on the grounds that someday it’ll be possible to help them enjoyably … I do sincerely think that life with a really sympathetic personality wd do her more good than life with myself or my sister, but there are very few chances of finding such a person, & many more of finding cadgers, bores, mean spirits, & so on who will be difficult to displace once they are installed.


Well, that’s enough about that particular aspect of my affairs: it will all boil up again at Christmas, as you can well imagine. I quite dread it: selfish again. O flames! Forgive me for bothering you about it.


I shall have to start dressing for supper in a couple of minutes – 5.45 on Sunday. I am wearing a suit today – gloomy conformity to local tradition. But most of the students here dress up on Sunday & look so neat that I get shamed: nearly every day of the week they wear semi-stiff white collars, the kind I wouldn’t wear for a bob a day, & after all they are doctors-to-be & therefore I suppose quite well off. When anyone falls ill they are all on him like a pack of vultures. Sometimes drunks are brought in to be resurrected medically before being sent home to their landladies.


Must dress. It’s been a beautiful day but is now misty & coldish, & growing dark. […]


I’m so glad you like Barnes, & you are certainly welcome. I dislike telling people my likings too, but if anyone really agrees then my pleasure may even increase. He is a strange writer, undistinguished for many pages and then suddenly becoming not only good but subtle: don’t you think that of say The wind at the door (I don’t mean the rhymes)? But I still don’t know him very well yet. Hardy, Barnes & the Powyses: what a splendid team from one county.1 I’m glad too that your work is more under control now: I grinned at ‘the usual half-interest in it has returned’. How well I know it. […]




 *





Monday. Awake, my soul, and without the sun &c. I’ve finally assembled 20 poems2 – representing ‘all I wish to preserve’ since 1945, and am typing them out. I know them all so well now that they are like old friends, hopeless old friends whom you know will never get a job. The difficulty will be knowing what to do with them – I haven’t more than 10 friends, & I doubt if I can give away more than another 30 to reviews & great men: I can see myself sending parcels of them to Blackwell’s instructing them to give one free to anybody who says ‘please’ when speaking to the assistants. This all depends on my having enough money to foot the printing bill. The main concern will be keeping them out of Belfast.


I trot over the misty road to breakfast now: am getting tired of eating with the students. It reminds me that the meadbench must have been rather like that – boisterous & noisy. […]







1 the Powyses: John Cowper, Llewellyn and T.F. – all from Dorset, like Thomas Hardy and William Barnes.


2 XX Poems, privately printed in Belfast by L. in April 1951.







20 November 1950


Q.C.B.


Dearest Monica,


Herewith the six anticlimaxes.1 The printers say £14 a hundred, which is all right, but still quite a lot, as I have about £45 still outstanding in various other ways. Of course I expect I shall end up by accepting it, but I wish they were a little more confidence-inspiring – the poems, not the printer. […]


O dear! I do seem to have created a bad impression lately: I’m awfully sorry about ‘hostility’ – [sketch of war mask] – it’s quite unintentional & must spring from being a bit rushed & my natural sub-sarcastic way of talking sounding much nastier when written down. But trying to remember what I wrote doesn’t enable me to recall any real hostile intention, quite the reverse. I thought recent letters had been confidential and affectionate.


About Christmas – I’m awfully late and must rush to breakfast – I should certainly like to see you & hoped to do so: should we stay somewhere two days 21–3? I expect I did sound a bit hesitant, but there are all sorts of reasons, mild & bitter, none of which being that I don’t want to see you. I envisaged somewhere within reach of Liverpool, Leicester, & Stourport2 – Shropshire? Ludlow? I don’t know that area well. Welsh marches?


                    Sorry for being grim. A kiss for Cinderella.


                    Philip







1 The poems L. sent Monica on 20 November were ‘Wedding-Wind’, ‘Spring’, ‘Wires’, ‘Coming’ (‘On longer evenings …’), ‘Modesties’ (‘Words as plain as hen-birds’ wings’), and ‘The Dedicated’. She commented (21 November):




I like best Wedding-wind & Spring, & I don’t like the Wild West one at all – it’s all right, but I don’t like it at all … Wedding-wind I like extremely, it’s a lovely title, breathing Hardy & Housman; and, marvellously, breathing a genuine rusticity – that’s a horrid word for it – a real countrified air, like you was bred & born in it. Stables, horses & chicken-pail anyone could do; but candlelight, floods, the girl’s apron – these are the real close intimate touches […]





2 Stourport: Monica’s family home.







25 November 1950


Queen’s Chambers, Belfast


Dearest Monica,


Tonight is the night before the poll:1 Fighting Tom Teevan has organised a ‘monster rally’ to burn effigies & generally impede the progress of civilisation. I had been meaning to go to this, but at the last minute the Wilson – Williams combine asked me to go with them, & my refusal has prevented my going alone. A pity: I should have liked a glimpse of Irish politics, as the nearest thing I shall ever see to the drawings of Mr Hogarth. How often in life is one offered one’s desire, on conditions rendering acceptance impossible! (Opening my dictionary to ensure I had spelt effigies right – yah – I notice what seems to me rather a good definition of ‘eighteen’: ‘one more than seventeen’.) […]


The two English lecturers are Braidwood & Monaghan. Both are men, 30–40, Braidwood a pipe-smoking, garden-digging, kiddy-loving moustached Scot: Monaghan a redfaced, owl-eyed, entirely humourless & graceless Irishman. Gone are the days when my real place was in the English department! Really I doubt if my real place is anywhere here: but if anywhere I suppose it would be the book-house. Here I have been grimly repressing my desire to crack jests & so on, but it’s wearing a bit thin: I wasn’t born to be stern & unbending. On the other hand I am definitely or at least officially past the age of indiscretion, & I had better keep my mouth fermée. I am an old man who makes a lot of trouble with his mouth.




 *





Wednesday morning. Sunlight pours in: I present to it a sullen face. My dear boys didn’t go to bed till 2 last night: it really isn’t their fault: they made no serious noise after about 12.45, but once the train of insomnia has been lighted in me, there it is. The warden tells me they have applied for single rooms, & may get them. But will their successors be worse or better? Je me demande. Two docile negroes, in bed sharp at midnight – that’s my ideal … (following yr practice of annotation I may remind my future editor that I’m talking about the ideal occupants of the room above). In reply to your query, When beside Wednesday do I have off? NEVER: well, every fourth Saturday morning. That’s all, that’s all, that’s all, that’s all.


As I read Savage2 for pleasure I naturally can’t reproduce his arguments coherently, and yet they aren’t arguments but assertions: however, he does say: ‘The incompleteness & indeed the reversibility of Forster’s moral symbolism is shown in his “realistic” confusion of the attributes of the “good” and “bad” types …’ That’s something of what you remarked, isn’t it? But the answer he gives is that ‘the life of the irresponsible, moneyed, parasitical bourgeoisie is false, because it is based on social falsehood, and nothing can ever be made really right within it.’ ‘The life of Forster’s characters … is based on falsehood because it is based on unearned income …’ I can’t envisage yr rose-chiselled lips saying such monstrous things, as Oscar would say. I obtained & read Oscar Wilde & the Black Douglas3 recently: do you know, despite all this obvious amende honorable we are seeing today, I can’t help feeling I should have been shouting with the loudest, like Pickwick? I try to imagine how I should feel if Ken Tynan, or Peter Brook, or any other of the sexual ambivalents of my decade at Oxford were after a career of ostentatious brilliance, lagged by the heels and put through the hoop – and I can’t help admitting that my feelings would be, to say the least of it, very mixed … And all this about Oscar’s ‘horror of coarseness’ etc. merely irritates me as a sort of hypocrisy. Actions are coarser than words. However, I can’t see that he had anything to grumble about: he had a jolly good time, & anyone who chooses to bring a libel action against a speaker of widely-known & easily-verifiable truth is sticking his neck out so far that he might well be taken for a giraffe, though what one would take a giraffe for I do not know. One remark I noticed: ‘He (Lord A.) apparently goes to the races every day, and loses, of course. As I wrote to Maurice to say, he has a faculty of spotting the loser, which, considering that he knows nothing at all about horses, is perfectly astounding.’ It’s hard to grumble at the source of such as that.




 *





12.45 p.m. Sun still shining: yet I am left with a faint sense of dissatisfaction, hard to analyse. I had my hair cut, & changed my liberry4 (Life of A.J.A. Symons), & had coffee, & looked round the shops, buying a copy of Wild Bill Davison’s Tishomingo Blues that so insinuatingly wound itself into all last summer; but a sense of having been rebuffed remains with me, perhaps because the cow in the record shop wouldn’t let me – or didn’t want to let me – look through a pile of Jazz collector & Tempo records she had just unpacked – cow of Hell! I have never seen any before, & Belfast is the last place I expected to find them: I’m sure they will never sell them. They are the Real McKoy, fantastic private dubbings of entirely irrevocable records: the Malone Society Reprints in terms of Jazz. […]




*





Thursday night. Instead of having supper tonight I went alone through driving rain to see Gone to earth,5 then ate out, then called on the Warden for tea & ‘good talk’. I have now recovered from the yearning discontent aroused in me by this as by nearly all films: my mind is a pool: if stirred, it grows muddy. That is to say, if the frosted artificially-sealed bivalve behaviour of my life is fissured, disquieting fumes of emotion rise through the cracks. I get a faint idea of what I suppose other people are feeling all the time: also I have a sense of looking down into the struts of things, seeing the pretty-nearly-objective truths about things like family life, death, having children, & all the appalling veracities I try for the most part to exclude from my daily life. My gingerbreads (miserable scraps they are too) become very guilty and I feel once more a sense of psychic cripplehood: not extraordinary, of course: just someone in whom desires are not strong enough to break shells of convention, habit, fear, custom, & form new patterns of its own: it’s always very strong on me, this desire to do a certain set of things I least wish to do, & of course it induces fatal & damaging shillyshallying, as Gone to earth’s low Shropshire hills painfully reminded me. Was it good? No: but I’m sufficiently Webbite not to mind, except that a good film could have been made: at the start I really thought it was going to be good: the opening sequences are simply Hazel searching for Foxy, finding her, & then sensing ‘the death pack’ & running home: a quick impressionist sequence of little animals seeking shelter & some brutal destruction riding out at large: striking the correct note, which wasn’t sustained, of the cruelty of the world as symbolised by the foxhunt. The end was effective, though perhaps not good: Hazel & Foxy go down the earthwork at the climax of a long chase. Dead silence: the hounds clustering over the lip of the shaft, shot from below: then the sunset (still no music) & a long unnatural human hunting-cry ‘Gone to earth’ followed by the sound of a horn. Still silence, a blank black screen, & The end, as quick as that.






Westminster’s crown has gained a special jewel –


A fat, deceitful, vulgar, Irish fool:


‘The heart of Churchill & the wit of Wilde?’ –


Teevan touched pitch: the latter was defiled.








The above not very coherent epigram sprang unwatched from the contemplation of this inset.6


Kingsley wrote again, grumbling about the amount of work he has to put in, & saying that he had a 100-minute session with ‘Professor Lrd David Cecil’ & A.N. Other about his B.Litt. thesis, at the conclusion of which they told him that they thought he had not borne out his main contention. No final decision yet, of course, but straws show which way the wind is blowing. There is a vacant English lectureship here, but it won’t be filled this year. If you want to change nonentity-Professors, & exchange a pair of pleasant colleagues for a ditto of unpleasant ones, WATCH THIS COLUMN.
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Midnight & I must lie down.


Bradley on Saturday.


O God.


    Loving wishes:


       Philip







1 Local election in Belfast.


2 D. S. Savage (1917–2007), author of a collection of critical essays, The Withered Branch (1950).


3 Oscar Wilde and the Black Douglas (1949), by the Marquess of Queensberry.


4 Library book – one of L.’s many facetious spellings, shared with Monica.


5 Film version of novel by Mary Webb, 1917.


6 L. included a newspaper photograph of Thomas Teevan, who was elected as the Ulster Unionist Party MP for Belfast West on 29 November at the age of twenty-three.










26 November 1950


Queen’s Chambers, Belfast


Sunday night. 10.45.


Dearest M,


[…] Grateful acknowledgements of your mild judgments on my six things (as Kingsley would call them: somebody – Browning, perhaps – always spoke of his poems as ‘his things’; since when K.W.A. has also done so, with comico-sardonico-ambiguous effect): you are very lenient. Not of course that I am not prepared to raise my hackles in defence of my chickens, illogically: however, I won’t, because it’s all a question of ear, really. The prairie one1 was the only Belfast one – written straight off before breakfast in pyjamas. Wind is about the oldest – 1947 or so. Dedicated is fairly old, too. The other 3 are all Dixon Drivers,2 Spring last spring. On the whole I think Wind is the best: I wish I could write more like that, fuller, richer in reference: I am quite pleased with the to-me successful use of the floods & the wind as fulfillment & joy. Shouldn’t write like that now! Then I like Modesties & Long evenings. Spring is ‘smart’. The dedicated is just but faint. And the prairies – well, just a little verse: no wings. I do tremble, though, to think of your getting your claws on the real rubbish! Part of my delay in putting the booklet in manuas suas is that I hope I can write a few substitutes for the more egregious weaker sisters (‘Surely God teaches us with sunrises’ ‘O give me the road, the turning road, the yearning road, the burning road, That runs from Bishops Stortford to the sea’). FOURTEEN POUNDS is a lot of money to spend on the like of that.


I had another session with maps, hotel guides & Bradshaw on Saturday, in an effort to find a suitable place in Derbyshire, but really there’s nothing that I can see, unless Buxton – and it would be extremely cold up there. These Peak places must have hotels but I can’t find ’em. My reading of Bradshaw finds a train leaving Liverpool at 8.45, arr. Shrewsbury 10.39. Then a 11.55 train must get to Ludlow at about 1.15 – d’you agree? My plans for this brief 10 days are a kind of circular trip, going from Swansea to Liverpool on New Year’s Day, as I’m assured can be done: a round ticket, to save money. Like most of my holidays, it will probably leave me feeling I have gone the distance with Jack Gardner.3 However, you will have my freshest attention, & it would be extremely nice if you could meet me half way: could you get to Shrewsbury by 10.39? If you have to stay a night, that wouldn’t really do, or at least there’d be as much point in your coming to Liverpool, wouldn’t there. For some reason I have got Ludlow on my brain. Could we try for there? I should I suppose find some way home. Living at Loughborough might make it easier to return by another route, though I agree it won’t be easy. Still – to save time – could you write to Ludlow? I suppose The Feathers is the best – can we afford it? I shall be being milked rather hard this Christmas – but I expect it will be all right. If they’re full there is an A.A. place called the Charlton Arms, Ludford Bridge, Ludlow. I only ask this because you so kindly offer it.


I had a social evening out at an economists on Friday – Mr & Mrs Cuthbert. Two young economists & their young wives also attended; also the Professor of Economics, his wife & young daughter. The Professor of Economics is a grizzled, humorous, sports-jacketed, pipe-smoking, daughter-towsling old Barriesque daddie: dislike of his wife sprang fully-armed from my head, like Minerva from the head of Zeus. She hated housework & liked doing pottery, and had a talent amounting to genius for misunderstanding what I said. She also runs the staff dancing class. Add to this the pince-nez’d querulous appearance of a country subpostmistress, & boy, you got sump’n. Came home bristling as usual with non-cooperation, ‘queerness’, & so on.


If you seriously don’t remember who said ‘What genius’ &c., let me tell you that it was said by an Irish ecclesiastic after he had gone dotty in the 18th century.4 He wrote a book about little men, and horses. […]


Saki says that youth is like hors d’oeuvres: you are so busy thinking of the next courses you don’t notice it. When you’ve had them, you wish you’d had more hors d’oeuvres.


Think I’ll post this tomorrow, to prevent you being disappointed & quicken up the Xmas booking. Tendernesses, Philip







1 prairie one: ‘Wires’ (what Monica calls ‘the Wild West one’).


2 Dixon Drivers: written when L. was living in Dixon Drive, Leicester, 1948–50.


3 Jack Gardner: boxer.


4 ‘Good God! what a genius I had when I wrote that book’; Jonathan Swift, of The Tale of a Tub (in Walter Scott’s Life of Swift).










28 December 1950


Kings Head Hotel, Loughborough, Leics.


Dear Skirted One,


Now Christmas is over, the Residents’ Lounge is unheated … Well! I’m shamed by the arrival of your letter this morning: from my point of view Christmas Day & Boxing Day were spent in the bosom of the family, & yesterday over at Lichfield, or Another part of the bosom, as you might describe it. O dear! I did like your present, but you would have laughed at my expectations: as soon as I handled it, I thought: I know what this is – it’s The ordeal of Paul Cezanne by John Rewald (Phoenix House, 30/-),& a slight pang of apprehension went through me, despite the quite genuine pleasure I should also have felt, at the thought of the ordeal of Philip Larkin that would come from reading it. So fixed was this idea in my head that when I unwrapped it in the dining room on Christmas morning my eyes yearned out on stalks – Wind? – Wind in the what? – Wind in the Willows?1 – and all the Salon des Réfusés & impasto & Degas & Le Chef d’Oeuvre rolled away like a bad dream & I was safe with Ratty & Toad & all the rest of them – animals all, as you quoted so very aptly. I’m very pleased to have it & certainly shan’t pass it on to my dear little niece. The illustrations are of course quite new to me: I don’t quite like his idea of Mole – too hairy & rather reminiscent of Beckett’s T.C.D. friend – but the others are delightful. I like especially the caravan one, & Rat & the wayfarer, & lost in the Wild Wood, & the picnic. There is also a headpiece of Toad asleep in the hollow tree that is very charming. Thank you very much – thank you too for the large & very pretty card. I opened that as soon as I got home.


Not much of a haul this Christmas! A laundry bag (asked for), a 10/6 book token, a second-hand tie, & a pair of expanding cufflinks enamelled in blue with large ‘P’s in cursive script on them. That’s all, that’s all, that’s all, that’s all. Shan’t get very fat on all that, eh? Not even a card from my sister: I am left with a powerful sense of having given rather than received, & the 4 above-mentioned articles. The family so far has not been so bad as I feared – plenty of time yet – but the utter comfortlessness of the spiritual slum my sister inhabits is not cheering. Nor do I think I am very good with children. However I did think of you on Boxing Day especially, as the Quorn Hunt met in Loughborough Market Place & I attended. Don’t think I can really describe it all at length – I felt very sorry for the first arrival, a plumpish girl in a bowler hat, whose horse, finding itself alone in a large oval of people, promptly waltzed the length of the market and back as if wading invisible obstacles. However, eventually the pack arrived – a forest of wagging tails & servile ears – & four pinks, & a man in horn goggles like a great tophatted toad: drinks & sandwiches were brought out, & there was much tail switching & breathing & hat-touching: nearly everyone was under forty-five, I should say: a very young meet. At last they formed up & moved off with a parp on the horn – silly little squeaker-thing – & the Council street sweepers closed in with their shovels & barrows, & the crowd, wearing its tartan scarves & new gloves, slowly dispersed, leaving behind it an aura of Christmas King Sixes.


Of yesterday I’ll say only that the return from Lichfield was hampered by a missed connection & a consequent fearful long busride, & that I met my Canadian cousin, who was in the Mounties for 5 years, & who urged me to ‘make a trip over there’ next summer. This I should quite like to do, except for the fare (c. £125) & having to live with him.


[…] All this seems very much centred on my own immediate doings – yes! Ludlow was delightful, & I shall always remember your plaid coat & golden hair moving fearfully through the heavy pewter-coloured light of St Lucy’s Day in Ludlow Castle. Don’t be alarmed: I am quite well, & I expect was making a fuss about my influenza: anyway any relapse now will be due to Lichfield (Lyk-field: we are all buried there: I said ‘A bigger family gathering in death than ever in life’) & Burton on Trent.


How awful, your falling over. Don’t do it again. Are you fairly recovered now? And for my part I always find home depressing, not for its fault entirely, but entering it is to leave the harmless universe of make believe I inhabit & encounter the real world where children are reared & are a nuisance but will be alive after you are dead, & where people grow old & have to be looked after not because you like them but because they are breaking up, & where style in words & behaviour counts for nothing at all. But what I dislike about my bunch is that they are PHYSIOLOGICALLY AND PSYCHOLOGICALLY INCAPABLE OF ENJOYING THEMSELVES. They have nothing nearly so wrong about them as you say yr Mother has, yet they go about thrashing themselves into deeper ecstasies of misery till I want to shake them till their teeth chatter. I am extremely distressed at your news: I hope with all my heart that things will get better. Such troubles are more depressing than any other kind, and can’t by any stretch of the imagination be described as imaginary.


Now I’d better put my coat on & look round the shops & call on my family. I have found that I’m fond of Hollands gin. Wish you were here to be stood one. Wasn’t the Test Match maddening! Oh dear, I don’t much want to return to Belfast. Take care of yourself, Great Skirted Grebe. Philip







1 Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows, edition illustrated by Arthur Rackham, first UK edition 1950.







6 January 1951


Queen’s Chambers, Queen’s Elms, University Road, Belfast


Feast of the Epiphany,’51


Dearest M,


By virtue of the 3rd progr. I am partly in York Minster, listening to the Epiphany Procession, but I am also in the S.C.R. of this place, before a large coal fire. Have you ever seen this paper before?1 I use it because I happen to have it here, not because I like it; the crest amuses me, particularly the Alsopp’s Brewery Hand which means, If you’re thinking of coming here – DON’T! They say it’s the red hand of Ulster, but Ulster must have been caught red-handed often enough not to boast about it – e.g. Teevan. The book is shaded over because we don’t care much about books here, & the harp because it is reminiscent of Eire. As for the sea-horse, I don’t know: perhaps symbolising the impossibility of getting fresh fish in Belfast.


The house is empty except for myself, & will be so till Monday, so I am spending long hours alone, sometimes happy, sometimes depressed. I feel worse now than I did at the end of my first spell, but then I had the holiday to look forward to, the thrilling journey, & the lit cavernous streets of Ludlow, & the holly-freckled Feathers. No! nothing to look forward to at all like that.


(This Epiphany Service is really splendid – but I expect it’s small chance that you can hear it.)


I have just finished Gaskell’s Life of C.B2 (I know I took it out in October, but I only started to read it yesterday) & enjoyed it extremely. I have an unbuttressed belief that Mrs G is a great writer, but let that go. I’d forgotten her dislike of Jane Austen, which is all right, but not to boost George Sand, oo dear no. From this life Emily emerges as the one you’re most curious about. She would have scared me to flight: the most inhuman of them, by a long chalk […] I feel so strongly that when you agree with my complaints & say that life is hard & that I shd read the Rambler that you are too indulgent: life is hard: disease, disappointment & the big snuffer of death hold all the cards: but what I rail against is my sense that for want of – what? courage? initiative? love? – I am losing the few chances of happiness it does offer. And that the cure for this is probably to be put to work in a Lyons, or be struck a few shrewd blows about the health, or run by the slack of my pants into the Army. Your comfort & agreement are for people who have had real misfortune, not a tail chasing impostor like myself. Or at least that is what I feel when I have been reading about the Brontës. Pack, clouds, away! The organ is growling & shrieking and nasaling, & the Epiphany is over. I will pick this up later in the evening.


Now it’s Bach’s Christmas Oratorio Part 5: my kind of music – o the oboes, harpsichord, cello, & shrieking emotionalism, as Kingsley calls it! He made me listen to some of his Mozart on Sunday, & I had a chance to reaffirm that insofar as he affects me at all he affects me adversely. Still, enough of that. […]


Now it’s getting on for 11.30: I have spent ages producing the following two lines:






Always too eager for the future, we


Pick out the festivals ten weeks away








– which now seem aimlessly undistinguished. A maid brought me a cup of cocoa & 2 biscuits: what I feel I should fancy most is a pint of cold light draught beer and perhaps three or four real ham rolls. But nothing now till breakfast …
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Just now I counted the blankets on my new bed – there are six. But this won’t be any too many in that bleakness: nevertheless it’s something of an achievement to have got them just by guiding the conversation round to cold rooms in general.


I’ve also been starting the day with Test Scores – wish they’d been more exhilarating, too. Archer & Hassett waste as much time as Hutton & Simpson but there’ll be no Miller to pitch into the Australian 4, 5 & 6, will there?


Now I shall go to my bed & read Death on the Nile & The reverberator – most of this letter seems to be fairly cheerful, but I’m getting a little resourceless – at least, my legs feel as if they need exercise, & don’t at all want to go to bed. But I hope wherever you are you are surrounded by hot water bottles and not Eileen’s dear little children – Or hasn’t Eileen got children? My 1950 diary with all that information isn’t here, & I may make all sorts of bloomers like pairing off Yvonne & Jean Christophe, setting up Histle as a guest house owner in Northumberland & Mary … Mary … was there a Mary? Perhaps she had all the children. Good night. Four minutes to midnight.




 *





Sunday 7. Jan. About 5.30 pm. Though this has been on the whole a nice day, food is still occupying my mind: I’m wondering in short if I’m going to get any! After Sunday lunch nearly everybody goes away, not to return till bedtime, so … But otherwise today has not been too bad […] But this is the last stretch of peace I shall have for Heaven knows how long: tomorrow it’s back ta worruck, & the students begin to reinvade this place – And at that point the groaning tray came: at least, I did the groaning, as it was only a small Welsh rarebit & three slices of bread. Having wiped them off the face of the earth, & finished The reverberator & Death on the Nile, I feel a bit flat. Can it be a frustration of my societal instinct, as Lawrence wd say? No: I think it’s just another example of the danger of looking forward to things, which was what my poem was going to be about. I think I’ll revert to it, & see if I can add two more lines. There’s some more Christmas Oratorio at 9.30.


– Listening to it now. The fire smoulders under the bucket’s last grit, dust & scraps. In the meantime I have read some Wuthering Heights, played a game of patience, & of course the poem, but it is all no good. I expect you wrote me a letter for this weekend, did you? but of course it didn’t arrive. […]


I have just been adding up my accounts. I wrote about £79 worth of cheques in December, & there’s still Income Tax, & Clarke & Satchell’s, & January …


O this Bach! how the programmes can talk about Mozart being the music of the angels when there are such passages as this one. Quilts of voices, trumpets going like a sewing machine, so exciting, as exciting as jazz … However, I’m aware musical criticism isn’t my 40. So I’ll shut up.


Perhaps I had better shut up altogether, and post this off to you. The kind of letter I should write if I were in prison, with nothing to distract me. Well, work tomorrow, which won’t I suppose be very cheering. I’ll try that poem again.


Good night. Do try to let go of your hot water bottle before it gets too cold.


                              P.







1 Letter written on headed paper with ‘The Queen’s University of Belfast’ on the left with shield in roundel.


2 Elizabeth Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Brontë.







13 January 1951


Queen’s Chambers, Belfast


Dearest Monica,


Well, what a blow,1 what a mean job – heavens, I do sympathise with you: talk about being shaken down like a cobweb! It’s quite the most unpleasant thing I have heard of for a long time: the thought of you not in the White House is not really conceivable, and to lose that splendid room where you are able to live your own life and be relatively private and comfortable is a tragedy. To be ejected from filthy lodgings is never wholly unpleasant – one thinks of being free of the old fool’s cooking or conversation – but to lose a room I always felt you’d made a part of yourself (apart from its initial advantages) seems too much to be borne. Is there no redress? Is there no alternative?


You say that the prospect of action prevents you from feeling the full diapason of horror: ah, to my mind it’s the unsettledness that’s so upsetting. The first notification is like the first blow of an axe at a tree. All savour is gone from life until the ground has stopped quaking from under one’s feet, which isn’t till one’s setteled again, with fire & reading lamp – my two essentials. But that’s an additional misery I certainly don’t want to foist on you. Oh dear, it’s not easy to know what to say, except that I’m very sorry, more than sorry, and know you must feel quite flattened – cut off at the knees as D.H.L. would say. Who broke the news? What is the general feeling? Any hope of any objections? Who’ll be wardening the place when it is a hostel? Is there any indecent scuffling for the job? … Well, there’ll be no more married quarters, if that crumb of satisfaction affords you any pleasure. O dear. It’s all sad. The keenest memory of your room – not so much as a room but as a mise-en-scène – I have is on the day of the Evans wedding. You boiled me an egg. I fetched your spray. That day ranks very clearly in my mind, perhaps because of the film: really I wouldn’t mind seeing that relic again. (But do you think that it will always be an unmixed pleasure to them? – don’t you think a time will come when time regained so vividly will be a pain? Simply to see oneself young when one’s old oneself? (I feel that sentence would be very difficult for the foreign student.) No, memory may be cruel but that sort of thing is much crueller. (At least to my way of thinking.) The other time I remember your room is the tea-time when I fetched in some logs. That must have been since 1948. It would be in my journal somewhere: it was a very cosy hour or two.


A few facts: thanks for the books. They arrived Friday 12th, as did your letter. Only the letter was later. I fell on The rock pool like a man athirst, & found two funny things I’d never noticed before: I also read The naughty princess, which made me laugh a lot. I’m not sure which I thought the funniest: Presents for princesses, perhaps. But they all had good moments: ‘I’m the mirror. Name of Bannister’ made me grin, among many others. […]


I think there were one or two misapprehensions of my last: certainly I don’t want to be bucked up with little talks on the Duty of Happiness. I was just saying that most of my miseries didn’t deserve the solicitude you show for them. And my poem was really an attempt to capture my feeling on returning here: a sense of amazement that what we wait for so long & therefore seems so long in coming shouldn’t take a proportionally long time to pass – instead of zipping away at the same speed as everything else:








                                             it’s


No sooner present than it turns to past







We think each one will heave to and unload


All good into our lives, all we are owed


For waiting so devoutly and so long:


Right to the last







We think each one will heave to and unload


All good into our lives, all we are owed


For waiting so devoutly and so long:


But we are wrong.







Only one ship is seeking us, black-


Sailed …











Undistinguished-looking stuff, now I write it down in longhand. I suppose it is my equivalent of your dismay at finding yourself back. It certainly seems more final. The first term was a joke (conceivably), but the second term isn’t. I had a powerful sense of distance, coming the second time. Before Christmas I thought we might move the house here: now I don’t know, it does seem a long way for Mother if I am going to return to England in a few years. Of course I do understand your misery – at least, I can understand it in part – oh, I am so sorry. Deeply, deeply sorry.


I can hear it raining – you realise my room sticks out like a promontory, like the front of a ship, catching all the weather that’s going. But the blessed quiet! I can go to bed at midnight now, & know I shan’t hear that booted ape blundering about overhead. Sleep! Sleep!


Your lemon soap is still an ornament. I love it.


[…] This afternoon I had afternoon tea in a sombre silent lounge of the Grand Central Hotel – 3/-. The silence could have been cut up & weighed on scales. I was reading a book called Make you a fine wife, by Yolande Földes, that I found lying about the Chambers: I was rather shaken by its apathetic immorality. I thought the cheap Hutchinson novel was the guardian of morals and happy endings: in this one the good man ended up married to a careerist bitch & the woman he had lived with all through the book went off to be a good deal happier with his son. No happy ending, no good ending happily & wicked ending unhappily – what is fiction coming to? It rather plunged me into gloom. I’m afraid the country is in a terrible state. For a moment I felt like an old nurse with a Union Jack pincushion and a pot of strong tea on the hob – not a familiar feeling for me. […]







1 Monica had been asked to leave her lodgings in Carisbrooke Road. She moved to 6 Westgate Road.










16 January 1951


Queen’s Chambers, Queen’s University, Belfast


Clever Little Lamb,


[…] I do like corduroy weskits, but can’t afford one. This, as someone or other said, is a period of retrenchment. [drawing of L. digging a trench]


I am keeping my eyes diligently away from the sales, & trying to build up my current account to print the poems. But now I can’t think of a title: originally I’d thought of 20 poems for nothing, but Kingsley shuddered at it: said it was like Roy Campbell. Now I can’t think of another: do you think that is so bad? Apart from all the impossible kinds of title, I don’t like the drab kind (Poems), or the self-denigrating kind (Stammerings), or the clever kind (Stasis). There’ll be about 22 now, or even 23: I want something unaffected & unpretentious – for Lord knows there are few to pretend anything about. Speaking from Experience? – sounds like ‘Twelve broadcast talks by the Radio Padre’. No, it defeats me. And I don’t ask for advice because in such matters I should be extremely unlikely to take it.


Rain again! I love hearing it against my newly-cleaned windows. Eddie is back from a ski-ing holiday in Austria: signet ring flashing on chocolate finger, his boots strike sparks from the stones (I know that’s not grammar). The chap in my old room can’t understand why I left it. […]




[image: ]








Thanks for the account of my mother, by the way! When she got the dress home she thought it was not too bad after all, so I shall not make fun of it. Of course I don’t knowingly tease you about your skirt. I like it very much. How do the checks go? 


That’s it. All I say is that it arouses the worst in me – which isn’t very bad, of course, but still, it is the worst. That right leg’s a bit odd.




[image: ]








During the evening I’ve brooded … dawdled … all day in the same chair from dream to dream and rhyme to rhyme I have ranged, which is probably why I have this rash. Or perhaps I have measles. Eventually I read some of The Great Gatsby & Nocturnall: upon S. Lucies Day, which I haven’t done for ages.






Study me then, you who shall lovers be


At the next world, that is, at the next spring …








     I always admired that. If my agents succeed in screwing some £30 out of Albatross Books, I’ll get my booklet done, even if I have to call it Poetical Pieces. I’m afraid this isn’t a very long letter, but my life hesitates at present. Mother is very sorry about your misfortunate moving future: so am I. Tell me any more news there is about it. I expect just now (12.7) you are looking very long & sacred.


                              Affectionate greetings


                              Philip







18 April 1951


Queen’s Chambers


Dearest Monica,


Lawks! and lawks again. ‘And the fatigued face, Taking the strain Of the horizontal force And the vertical thrust’1 – though thank the Lark there’ve been no vertical thrusts: in other words, Kingsley has gone, leaving me just able to support the horizontal weight of my salaried employment, but only just. He certainly dropped plenty of plates around, though only 10 of my 15 pounds. On Saturday we went to Dublin, drinking all the way there, there, all the way back, and back: I am only just about recovered. He left me as usual feeling slightly critical of him: despite his organised self defence, I detect elements of artlessness? – no, what I mean to say is that despite his limpet-grip on life, terre-à-terrish & opportunist, there are times when I fancy I can see further than him in his own way. More of that, if needed, when we meet. However, he also intensified my predominant sensation of being a non-contiguous triangle in a circle – [diagram of triangle within circle] the inner life making no contact with the outer. Buried alive! He also went off with two of my irreplaceable books: how lucky he doesn’t like DHL or KM or any of the Powyses.


Tonight the house is full of cries, affected laughter, thunderous feet. Plus ça ne change pas, plus suis-je la même chose. (I’m sure that’s all wrong). Ooh! one thing I must relate: we had supper on the boat before he left, and, as we began our soup, a Voice that sounded as if it were coming out of a treacle-well – or a plum pudding well – requested that its bill be brought. We exchanged glances & turned round: there was in person the author of Perelandra2 … On subsequent enquiry I find that he is ‘a Belfast man’, Kingsley promised to ‘get talking to him’, but I bet he didn’t. […]


I started to read Rowse on the Elizabethans,3 but dear me, even if I were a Tudor fan I’d feel a little out of love with the age – don’t you hate his proprietary air towards all these tombs & big houses? Makes me want to draft him onto night shift. For all that he’d deny it he doesn’t approach it as a poet – rather as a journalist. If only he were more of an artist, even a Guedellan or Stracheyan artist. Wouldn’t you like to hear him on Blenheim Palace?


Jim Sutton has returned the two DHL books I bought in Oxford & they remind me very strongly of that light-coloured slant-roofed room & the Symonds razor towels. And the snivelling wind. Do you remember our search for one of old England’s log fires? And what we found?








Photographically lined4


On the tablets of my mind







– I suppose that is Gilbert, but it sounds like Hardy a little, sort of







– Why the steps, and the sea,


    And the distant Nore should be


    Photographically lined


    On the tablets of my mind –







But now you cannot tell, you cannot tell!







    O the noisy fools! (That’s me, not Hardy.)











As you can tell by my handwriting I am feeling very withdrawn & austere at present, & rather extravert after orgies of self inspection. At lunch time I go into the Botanic Garden hot house and inhale the thick summery air: the flowers are not remarkable but it’s a wonderful experience among these chilly mountainpasses of air. I have CORRECTED MY PROOFS5 and returned them to Mr Hennessy, whom I did not dare ask how long the wait would be. Truthfully, they looked neither especially nice or especially nasty, but very bitty, scraps, motley, no cohesion or wealth, wch is I suppose natural enough. I could not be proud of them.


How horrible, relatives & television! I do sympathise. Perhaps to some extent they’ll cancel each other out.


Quiet thoughts from blunderland –


                              Philip







1 W. H. Auden, poem beginning ‘Between attention and attention’.


2 C. S. Lewis.


3 A.L.Rowse, The Elizabethan Age, vol 1: The England of Elizabeth: the structure of society (1950).


4 ‘Photographically lined …’: from W. S. Gilbert, ‘The Story of Prince Agib’ (The Bab Ballads).


5 Proofs of XX Poems.







23 May 1951


Queen’s Chambers, Leicester [sic]


Dearest Monica –


I can neither stand, sit nor lie, think, feel or intuit – the toothache with which I closed my last letter has blossomed & this is the morning of the second day looked at through the red spectacles of pain. Like dockers’ unions other teeth are coming out in sympathy. This morning I went to a pleasant but ineffectual young dentist, a friend of Piggott’s, who has taken the filling out & put a dressing in – ass! As if that will do any good! If I like I can go back this afternoon & he will kill the nerve – ha! X-rays at the Royal are also spoken of: but I know my teeth: if I get toothache it means an extraction. I shall look odd without it.


All this is extremely disorganising. I sat miserably in the cinema last night watching an awful film about racing cars, then tried dousing myself with drink with the idea that alcohol is anaesthetic (vide 18th century surgery), but it didn’t work. Aspirins are the only thing, but my stomach this morning was queasy with aspirin & oil of cloves, a disgusting combination.


How odd! It has momentarily quietened. Perhaps because I stopped thinking about it for a bit. I’m sure that only in this effete century would it be regarded as a reason for demanding special consideration. But it does divert my mind a little from the attentive acknowledgement of your long letter. I should say one of the longest I’ve ever received, about 7000 words, the length of a couple of short stories or half a dozen Times leaders. O flames! This is the last sheet of paper. Dig for some more …


More found. I forgot to say that after I left the dentist I went to buy some painkiller at a chemist’s, & on emerging saw the dentist slipping out of his door with a dog. That shook my faith in him terribly: not that I had much anyway. He had also seen me to the door, another bad touch. Oh for my old Coventry dentist, with his Ronald Coleman smile, tank of fish to look at, expensive equipment, and overflowing appointments book!


I’m afraid teeth, & dentists, & white coats, & canines, & nerves, will play a largeish part in this letter. They bulk incredibly large with me at present. Do you ever go to the dentist? I seem to remember your going once or twice, but not unless driven.


This letter has not really got under way yet: the time is after twelve & I must go to the bank before lunch. I think I’ll leave it till I get a chance either at teatime or after I come off work at night. Don’t take it that I didn’t enjoy getting your letter: I did, really. O curse! my tooth has started up again. All along the upper jaw, in and out the molars … What a bore I’m being.


5.10 p.m. Am just feeling like something out of one of Kipling’s more pain-conscious stories – ‘Larkin had for so long hung shuddering on the skewers of pain that he lifted his hand involuntarily as McConachie took out a toothpick’ kind of stuff. It is a little red thread that runs down the tooth, apparently, & was inflamed & infected. So the next thing to do is get the beastly thing x-rayed for abscesses. If there is a sizeable one at the root, what happens next is too terrible to contemplate: it makes you realise what books entitled Oral Surgery are about. These dental boys are itching to graduate from the drill & to start cutting the bone about. Disappointed doctors, all of them, sidetracked into dentistry by incompetence or desire for high wages.


My face has not yet unfrozen, so I can’t tell whether the pain is less, the same, or more. It might be a little less. But not spectacularly so. Dear, dear! Progressively blinder, & balder & more toothless! And now I live, & now my life is done!


Now I must have an early tea & work 6–9, when I should really like to sit very still in this chair, perhaps snoozing, looking at the shifting greys of the sky. More at 9.0 p.m. – I am still not unfrozen, & feel that we haven’t finished with the beast yet. Dentist again tomorrow at 10: X-ray on Friday at the Royal. O miseries.


11.40 p.m. – Safely in bed. Pain bad all evening but suddenly slackened about half an hour ago. I do hope they don’t have to bore into my gum.


I can hear Bill stoking the furnaces: long swishes as he drives his shovel into the coke. Now he is talking to his dog. It’s a wettish night.


I’m sorry you felt low when you wrote, and think you have every right to be: sorry too I omitted to say how much I enjoyed your visit and how pleased I was that you should come at all, knowing your hatred of travel & ships & water. The weather had turned coolish & wet here – no, I don’t think it broke immediately you went, but it’s broken now. (My stomach is ticking.) I haven’t your letter by me now, but I’ll turn to it tomorrow. Hope you are just vanishing into the burrow of sleep …




*





Thursday evening Thank you for reminding me about Empire Day. Queen’s flew a flag & I was nice to a nigger. The dentist changed the dressing & I am much better off now, though the x-ray tomorrow still holds good – that will be an expense of spirit in a waste of time. Now I sit at peace between my two windows, seeing the brand-new shift of the trees in the sun. Peace at last, and welcome.


I think what I did mean about not having talked much was that I felt we were not making much contact – plenty of talk, in fact, but almost an increasing strangeness. I feel I am not good at making contacts anyway. Not that I’m awkward or reserved … You’d understand better what I mean if I could describe the progress of my misengagement1 – not that I want to describe it – but I found I was able to develop simultaneously what would pass for friendship & love along with a more definite detachment than ever before. Not that I acted insincerely: it was the first time I have had anyone to please and I found I enjoyed it, but the affair – or my side of it – moved if I pushed it, so to speak; if I made no effort it didn’t move. I thought that a point would come when the partition between myself and the whole situation would break down and I should be carried away by it, seeing the point of everything. It didn’t; all I felt was that I’d irretrievably committed myself to the other side of the glass while being forced to remain separate. That wd have been dreadful, a kind of waking death, so I had to uncommit myself, which wasn’t pleasant either, except that fundamentally I was getting what I wanted, despite all my crocodile tears & poems … Of course, all this is commonplace and might be described in simpler terms: it did leave me feeling, though, that I was a monster of egotism, a psychic cripple, etc., etc., and that instead of helping me to ‘know myself’ it had quite upset all my ideas of how to behave. I knew simply that if I behaved in the way most natural to me it led to disaster, for no easily-discernible reason, & so I had better behave in no way at all – i.e. not behave at all – or – well – no, my ideas on the subject are all very confused. At any rate, I feel very much back in my shell. My nature, perhaps, is rather like a spring – it can be stretched out straight, but when released leaps back into a coil. Well, this has wandered a bit from making contact, but something like that I felt like saying – I mean, do you know it already? have you made up your mind about it? Or have you just thrust it out of mind? It is quite the most important thing about me, or part of it. You surely can’t regard my sealed-off ineffectualities as anything but failure, or think that I regard them as anything but failure.


Brrr! Comes that chilly backwash that always succeeds talking about oneself. Like Pernod, it has the quickest lift, but it drops you as far. Let’s talk about something else. […]


Nature hasn’t been taking the pen from my hand at all – haven’t written anything for ages, except a bad sonnet2 & a bad unfinished poem about a march3 on Sunday afternoon. I gave the Warden a copy of XX poems – he knew ‘I wrote’ (God! God! God!) – and the ones he picked out for brief commendation were III & the road-between-us. I asked him if he didn’t like XX, & he said yes, but the last two lines reminded him of The Best Poems of 1924, which I thought pretty smart, for him. O by the way – ‘sicken inclusively outwards’ means to spread outwards, like a spot of disease growing, taking in more and more of the surrounding surface. ‘Meaning’s rebuttal’ really is clumsy: I mean (in my simple way) that each of the technical terms intoned by reality (terms that seem denotative not connotative, scientific not emotive) in fact for all their seeming precision are Janus faced & mean also the opposite of what they mean. This was an attempt to describe my own bewilderment whenever I try to think clearly. A wish for instance may be a simple wish – I want bread. Or it may be a cover wish to conceal the wish for chocolate. Or it may be a direct expression of the hatred of bread, which for some reason can’t be confessed. I know this will sound all nonsense, but if you can conceive ‘wish’ treble-yolked with three meanings like that you will see what I ‘mean’.


O dear I did feel sorry for you waiting for a night of high wind – please don’t feel like that. Your life is awfully hard, I do realise – much harder than mine. Lord knows how you manage, doing everything alone & single-handed, but you do it well. I mean you always look nice & don’t breakfast off pilchards-in-tomato or live among Scottie nightdress cases. Is that any consolation?


Bed now. I think it is raining. My teeth are stirring, uneasily.


                              Much love


                              P.







1 To Ruth Bowman: See Appendix B.


2 Presumably ‘To My Wife’, completed 19 March 1951.


3 ‘The March Past’, apparently completed 25 May 1951.







7 June 1951


Queen’s Chambers, Belfast


Dear graminivore,




[image: ]





I’m not sure what you are doing in this picture except preparing supper. However, I’m sure you are comfortably off. Do you think you should have whiskers, or not? My whiskers are an integral part of me.


However. I am feeling very June-like tonight, that is, a pulp of my ordinary self. Hay fever has opened an offensive without throwing all its troops into battle but quite nastily enough to keep me busy.




[image: ]








There is quite enough drawing here already. Enough! Seriously I felt very dead today, slept at lunchtime & dragged about all afternoon. Yesterday however I had the morning off, & after completing a few commissions in town & being unluckily collared by Bradley for coffee, I got my bike out and rode up the Lagan towpath. The weather was hot and splendid, & the river-side deserted except for a horse-drawn barge. It’s almost entirely unspoilt, no houses anywhere, only lock gates & occasional refreshment-stalls (shut). I saw something I imagined to be a magpie, heard waterrats clopping in & out of the shallows, & hardly sneezed at all, being free to wonder at the unbroken blue sky, cliffs of wood shadow descending to the water, & the thick anonymous dust that softly powdered my pedalling shoes. After going some miles, I came up onto the road, & stopped at a small licensed house near Ballyskeagh I’d noticed before. An old man came in from the garden to serve me, & the pub was another minor ‘find’, being strangely English, with a dartboard & Albin (Aldin?) hunting prints on the dark walls, & behind the counter ancient mirrors inscribed with proprietary brands of spirits dating from about 50 years ago, and a vast collection of regimental badges. Resting on top of the ‘reredos’, as you might call it, was a German helmet – not the kind we know, but the real old 1914 Uhlan spike-topped variety, its gold chain tarnished, but still carrying an aura of evil as in the early pages of illustrated war histories, Louvain Cathedral mouldering, etc. After that I proceeded to Lisburn, a small town, & failing to find anywhere to eat bought bread, cheese, onions & an apple, & sat in the gardens, reading I leap over the wall.1 The tar was oozing on the roads, & altogether it was a happy few hours. It is surprising how one’s whole attitude changes on being released from work. My step was firm, my eye buoyant, my voice unfaltering; I wasn’t thinking about the grave, or how miserable my lot was; no, I got up early, embracing the day eagerly like a groom his bride, and sang like Toad to the noise of my wheels – & all because I had a few hours to myself. I very soon found out in my life how I resented Ringmaster Work putting his jackbooted foot through each fragile paper hoop of time! God we shall not live for ever! as Ll. Powys wd say. Jim Sutton is the man, living on bread & tea in his cottage sooner than indulge in such grim farce: at the thought of work his broad keen good humoured face takes on a look of overpowering disgust. ‘I couldn’t …’


Well!


I have just read that John Brett’s painting The stone breaker2 is in Liverpool City Art Gallery: I must go & see it. Do you know it? I’m sure you do. It’s probably in Gaunt’s PreRaphaelite Tragedy.3 I’ve never seen it in colour but it looks to me like a perfect picture, utterly timeless. The next time I’m in Liverpool I’ll go & see it.




 *





     Friday.


Interruptions! I must post this instantly if you’re to get it. Your letter was very nice & interesting – today you go to Fred’s?


Today I feel I’d like to go to bed!
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Finis!


                              Kind thoughts


                              from Philip







1 Monica Baldwin, I Leap over the Wall (1950).


2 John Brett, Pre-Raphaelite painter: his The Stonebreaker was one of L.’s favourite paintings. See p. 57.


3 William Gaunt, The Pre-Raphaelite Tragedy (1942). It is not illustrated there.







19 June 1951


Queen’s Chambers, Belfast


Dearest Monica,


A word. I sit at nearly 10.30 pm, reading lamp perched on my side-ended travelling-trunk, looking out of my west-facing window, where the redness of the sky has subsided to grey – the low meandering solid grey of the hills, and the watercolour streaky grey of the sky. An evening spent adding a page to a dull little article my conscience is bullying me to write, followed by the Ganniss and the reading of 12th night & some scorching hot chips, mouth-blistering. Hay fever hovers around. Waves of sadness occur, like the fine breath of a garden. A tablet of Goya ‘Blue moss’ is perfuming the room. Why has it so strange a name? Blue moss? What blue moss?


The Warden excelled himself last night, the mean little schoolboy of Hell – ‘Are you going out tonight?’ ‘Oh no – not at all – saving money you know—’ ‘Then come & listen to the devil’s disciple on the wireless!’ Caught in the oldest trap in the book! He (like all self centred people) is slightly deaf so the wireless was on very loud & off station: the play I think rather tedious: he shamelessly cadged some cigarettes off me (that’s to say, gave one & took – ASKED FOR – three) – I don’t know. If it’s not one swine it’s another: Bradley or Beckett. I took beer along too, being decent: he greeted it: ‘O good: we’ll drink yours first’ – I should be ashamed to act as he acts. Well well. Well well. Mustn’t lose our tempers must we. WHY MUSTN’T WE


Bateson1 seems to have stuck in your craw! I must say I forget most of it, as I always do, but I remember I couldn’t agree with him about the audience side of it. Have you ever understood the line that a poem does not exist until it is read? It has always seemed illogical to me. If a man writes a poem it exists whether anyone sees it or not, the same as Gauguin’s pictures round his Pacific shack. Will it exist any more if a thousand W.E.A. classes chant it every Friday night?


I think the prosaic quality you censure in verse is beautifully exemplified in a bit of Spender which I believe runs






For you are no Orpheus,


She no Eurydice:


She has truly packed and gone


To live with someone


Else …2








At this point the poem falls blubbering to its knees. I expect I do it sometimes, though I don’t find it at the spot you indicate in At grass – would you prefer a comma after sky?3 Truly I have no theories about poetry at all, but I do think that most fascinating effects are got by playing off the rhythm and language of speech against the rhythm and language of poetry. They are not long, the weeping and the laughter4 – And when she wakes she will not think it long5 – Everybody else, then, going, And I still left where the fair was?6 – such lines are so successful to me that some other poets fade to nothingness beside them in entirety. Talking about rhythm I see Ridley7 insists that we say:






Cóme away cóme away déath


And in sád cypress lét me be láid


Flý away flý away bréath


I am sláin by a fáir cruel máid








Of course I dare say he is right: all the same it would be rather nice to lengthen 2 & 4 to iambics. However, I must not be a-pudling in these matters. And by the way I send no poems because I do not find any I have the face to make known to you. They are all just dull, or frivolous, or incompetent. And there is no social conscience about them!


Tonight is threatened to be a drunk noisy night, so I am armed with patience. The entry of the drunks, march of the Queen’s University Air Squadron. […]







1 F. W. Bateson, English Poetry: A Critical Introduction (1950).


2 Spender, ‘No Orpheus, No Eurydice’, from Ruins and Visions, 1942.


3 Monica had written (16 June 1951): ‘That sort of easy lazy flatness you must watch – you could easily find a better way of saying it. Even the beautiful At Grass has its tiny threat of that sort of weakness, as I thought when I first read it & still think – it is the 1st half of stanza 3, & the uneasy feeling comes on at the second run-on line: ‘against the sky’ is all right until ‘outside’ picks it up again; then the stanza recovers so nicely that it doesn’t matter & is nothing serious, but if it has a weak spot, it is there. Do you see what I mean?’


4 They are not long: Ernest Dowson, ‘Vitae summa brevis spem nos vetat incohare longam’.


5 And when she wakes: Christina Rossetti, ‘Rest’.


6 Everybody else, then, going: Thomas Hardy, ‘Exeunt omnes’.


7 M. R. Ridley, Shakespeare scholar.







27 June 1951


Queen’s Chambers, Belfast


Dearest M.,


Many thanks for your long letter – it is a wonder, this effortless writing of 14 pages: dammee if I can do it. It takes me ages to write anything: even a simple letter goes to the typists scored over like a MS. of G. Flaubert. Maybe if I could I’d write something in the literary line. You must not mind if I don’t write much. I mean I write home once a week, & other letters as they arise – about one a week – it is really fantastic to write twice to you from the point of view of output – though that sounds a shade unchivalrous. I thought the dual-purpose brassière was a winner, & under your guidance have begun Hensley Henson.1 He seems to get to the top very quickly! One minute he’s saying that how the poor live makes him indignant with the life of a rich churchman: the next he’s a canon of Westminster. So far I’ve not formed much impression of him. Another book I’m reading is DHL’s Movements in European history, which I find Queen’s possesses: a hack book done for the O.U.P. during lean years. His conjunctival sentences drive me crazy: ‘So the Emperor Charlemagne rallied to the cause. For above all he inherited the idealistic strain of the Franks. And many of the barons were quick to side with him. But some did not’ etc. A sort of continual buttonholing of the reader for fear he will get away.


                              Good night!


                              Sweet dreams.




 *





Thursday night. Slowly my room is reaching a climax of untidiness – I ‘move’ to this ghastly Presbyterian hostel on Sunday. I looked in there today – noise of a wireless came bellowing out of a door marked ‘Quiet Room’. My room is about 7’ × 7’ × 7’. ‘Roughing it’. Still, it’ll be cheap – about 50/- a week. This house is full of Dublin tennis players & American athletes – the Yale & Harvard boys who got pasted by Oxford & Cambridge. I have an ulcer or sore place inside my lower lip – radium needles! social diseases! Most painful.


Today a copy of The long divorce came from Crippen,2 as Kingsley calls him: and I have read it. Not very mysterious, but rather freer of bêtises than heretofore. He sends his approbations of XX poems, naming for praise 2, 3, 5, 7, 16 and 20! Dear Bruce. His letter was so cordial and self-deprecatory.


Warden has gone. SPLENDID.


I’m afraid this is not going to be the proper letter I promised after all. Really I haven’t the generosity of spirit at present to write a proper letter – I am pressed down, but not running over. Do not think I neglected your enquiry about your clothes! But I honestly should not say anything about the way you dress. You have style, and that is sufficient: it would be quite unwarrantable for me to suggest you alter anything. I can only speak of general effects: beware of too-tightly done hair, or tight jersey and skirt too often. It looks very neat and business-like, but after a while it seems like a never-relaxed tension, as if you had no softness or luxuriance to fall back on, and that insensibly tires the observer. This sounds impossibly precious! But it is all I can say. You know far more than I of the possibilities of fashion & cut & material: I can only try to describe the ‘psychic effect’. And that is probably a lot of nonsense. […]







1 Hensley Henson (1863–1947), Bishop of Durham, controversial liberal Anglican.


2 ‘Crippen’: Bruce Montgomery, pseudonym Edmund Crispin.










12 July 1951


The Library, QUB


Dearest Monica,


Sorry about this paper. It was all I could buy at the Botanic Gardens Post Office. It really reminds me of painful letters written in large pencil script – ‘Dear Mum, I got here in time for Tea. Cook ad taken up my bag and ared the Bed, it is not a bad Place so far, I ave a Room over the Stalbes.’ etc. Don’t you think so?


Well, Orange Day or whatever they call it is nearly over, & no one can say I haven’t done my duty by the North. Breakfast over, I took my bicycle out in light rain & pedalled slowly out of the town on the University side towards the village of Finaghy, where a huge procession eventually arrives from Belfast to form up on a field there and be addressed. Most people were straggling out in that direction, with headscarfs and tottering children & lunch in a bag: in fact it was rather like a scene for a modern ‘road to Calvary’ with orange stalls & mineral waters & sudden overpowering stenches of vinegared chips. Finaghy is just a nasty little suburb, & in the end I met some Queens people who took me into their house out of the rain & let me park my bicycle & made tea. We got back to the road in time to watch the procession. This is a procession of the Loyal Orange Lodges. I don’t know what precisely these are – they’re clubs, of course, partly social, but mainly intended to keep up the Protestant & Unionist ascendancy, & therefore a considerable political force. Each Lodge was preceded by its banner, a big silk picture the size of a sheet held up on two poles; and also by a band. Then the members walked in slouching fashion – you can’t call it marching. The banners were incredibly diverse. Mostly they were pictures of Ulster history: King William, King William landing at Carrickfergus, the Battle of Aughrim, Protestants being drowned in the River Bann (this was a rather fetching one of plump naked ladies up to their waists in water being gesticulated at by Puritanical-looking fellows in green); or even in the same antique old-china style the Normandy landing or some incident from the Somme. Then there were the iconographical ones: Disraeli (yes!), Queen Victoria, General Gordon, Lord Carson, George V, & a host of local celebrities in dog collars or military garb. Then the miscellaneous: Britannia & a lion, the crown, sceptre & Bible, Ridley and Latimer burning (very popular, that), and strange symbolic scenes of young women on rocks, clutching at a huge cross (‘Our sole Hope & Refuge’), all done in this pink-yellow-and-purply High Church postcard style.


The bands were various, too: fife & drum, pipe & drum, brass, & even accordion, all keeping a strong beat that slightly disagreed with the one behind & the one in front. As for the Lodges themselves … I said afterwards that it reminded me of a parade of the 70,000 Deadly Sins. Take a standard football crowd (soccer), cut a fringed orange antimacassar in two and hang one round the neck of each man: give him large false orange cuffs & white gloves to emphasise the tawdry ugliness of his blue Sunday suit, & clap a bowler hat on his head – then you have a Lodger ready for marching. Most of the anti-macassers were orange edged with purple, but some were purple edged with orange: certain members (‘Sir Knights’ or ‘Provosts’) carried shiny & curiously-repellent symbolic swords & axes – not real, but silver-plated. The dominant impression from this endless tramping file of faces was of really-depressing ugliness. Slack, sloppy, sly, drivelling, daft, narrow, knobby, vacant, vicious, vulpine, vulturous – every kind of ugliness was represented not once but tenfold – for you’ve no idea how long it was. They started coming by at 12 noon: at 12.45 I was expecting the end, but no! we left for lunch at 1.15 & the parade didn’t finish going by till 2. About 20,000 men in all shambled by, or 280 Lodges. It was a parade of staggering dullness (every face wore the same ‘taking-himself-seriously’ expression) & stupefying hypocrisy (‘Civil and religious liberty’ was a catchphrase much repeated, like Ridley & Latimer). Having seen it, I shall not see it again. But the drums go beating about the town all day.


I do hope that hasn’t bored you! It was boring, of course, but interesting, in a macabre & sordid way. Much more thrilling was Sandy Row, the Protestant Quarter, on Wednesday night – bonfires at every street corner blazing up house-high. I strolled down about half past eleven (drizzle coming down as usual) & was fascinated by the cardboard arches across the streets, the thick waves of Guinness, War Horse tobacco, & vinegared chips, the dancing crowds, & the pairs & trios of gum-chewing young girls roaming about wearing paper hats stamped ‘No surrender’, ‘Not an inch’, & various Unionist catchwords. Police stood uneasily about in their raincapes …




 *





Friday How tiresome this letter is up to date! but I must finish & post it now or you won’t get it for Saturday. Dear, I sympathise really deeply about your burrow problem: but, without whimsy, it certainly is the devil. Still, don’t do anything hasty! Better a week or so in Cravenhurst than a cycle of a house where someone is learning the accordion. No, noise doesn’t hurt me, but it introduces a spasm of claustrophobic rage: also I can’t relax as long as noise is going on. Half my muscles remain automatically tensed.


Send me as many wails as you like, if it helps, though I hate hearing of things hurting you. Jumpers: those sound lovely, but I need length – 24’’ from bottom of neckline at least. If you think they’d have the length, I’m sure my chest isn’t nearly 36’’.


What a good Test Match! What a good Robinson–Turpin fight! What good leaders of the championship! Sport is looking up!


I have put in for a flatlet!!! More about this later.


I think I shall arrive quite early on Thursday – before lunch, as things look at present.


                    Loving thoughts: keep ears up. Philip.







11 August 1951


7, College Park East, Belfast


Dearest M,


This is the first letter I have ever tried to write in an aeroplane. We are about to leave terra firma & no doubt when we have done so my writing will be more legible. At present we are ‘taxi-ing’: a full plane, not readily distinguishable from an ordinary 3rd railway carriage as far as personnel goes. Now for it! – No, not quite. Now? Rain sweeps, driven by wind & propeller-blast. Long wait, to enable one to grow nervous. Brrr! It really is a vile morning. Another plane has just gone: perhaps we were waiting for it, but still we stand. Now? Yes!…..


And we are now up, & not so smooth as I’d hoped. If this is going to be a rough passage, I shall be quite cross. Now we are up in the clouds & I expect will shortly emerge into the sun. Dense cloud. Visibility nil. People lighting cigarettes – not yrs truly!


Well, since seeing you borne backwards into wet Exeter, I have had 4 nights in Swansea,1 1 in Loughboro’ & 1 in B’ham as I had said I was going to (just then I had a spasm of panic for fear we hit something: we are still flying in this dense cloud), & I don’t know that I greatly added to my store of happiness. The Madges2 are freshest in my memory, & they did seem pleasant & I wasn’t quite so nervous as on first encounter. There wasn’t an omelette: only cold chicken & ham, & a bowl of lettuce rinsed in vinegar, with a pear to follow. One of the children had chickenpox, so in 2 or 3 weeks (if I survive this flight – I do wish we’d emerge from this fog of vapour) I may develop it myself, for to the best of my recollection I’ve never had it. The only ‘taker’ for 20 poems reported by C. Madge so far is D. J. Enright, a Cambridge man as far as I remember, who wants – or says he wants – to notice them in The month, a paper I don’t know.3 Eliz. Lake is just finishing a novel about her convent education & so is very full of the subject. I asked them about ‘Charlie boy’ & Madge said that he had known both Burgess & McLean at Cambridge but hadn’t seen them since – his guess was that they had gone to U.S.S.R. to spill some Washingtonian beans. However!


Beastly clouds. I’m scared. Suppose we knock into another plane?


The night in Loughboro’ was less of a success. I’m afraid the house situation gets worse instead of better, & what the solution will be I don’t know, but have an uneasy inkling – involving the transport of a certain party to N. Ireland.4 Tears etc were well featured on both sides, along with phrases like ‘cracking up’, ‘breaking down’, ‘end of tether’, ‘can’t go on’, and other merry catchphrases of both sides of the house. I begin to think it unlikely that Mother will ever take a house alone, or find anyone to take it with, or escape from the mechanical mousewheel of exhibitionistic depression that at present contains her. As for my sister, a plague on her! The south fog light on her, & make her By inchmeal a disease5 … while there I bought Mother – or made her buy – a little Bush radio set, which I was quite sorry to leave.


Swansea was as big a contrast to what came before it or after it as could well be. (Oh dear! suppose we hit something?) The contrast to our 2 days of planned exploration was profound. Sluttishness, late hours, drink, squalling children & (Here is the flight bulletin. Over Liverpool going about 160 m.p.h., 10 mins. behind schedule.) poor, insufficient food. Nor did the compensations for these seem as sufficient as in days of yore. I was read nearly all Dixon & Christine,6 & suggested it should be called The man of feeling, an idea wch Kingsley quite took to, but will probably not entertain finally.


I was very pleased to hear you had a good Sunday in Exeter, but the trip home sounded beastly. My trip across the Bristol Channel was none too good – there was quite a swell, & certain parties were very ill indeed: not me, though. On the whole I’m rather a bad sailor, I think. The story about the man in the lounge was funny because your excuse was true, & he probably wd think it wasn’t. It sounds like an ultra-skilful hand-off. This reminds me that in Swansea I met Kingsley’s ex-‘mistress’, a curious dark crooked-mouthed prognathic girl whose scarlet cheeks & burnt-cork eyebrows reminded me of Tod Slaughter made up for some villainy or other. Truly one man’s meat is another man’s buttered parsnips.


Well, I think I will have a little read now: still foggy, with glimpses of the sullen sea far below. I will add to this if anything occurs to me later.


12.30. Clouds cleared: Isle of Man far below. Tiny boats on sea … Sun …


12.45. Crossing Irish coast. Visibility good. Churches surrounded by white specks – gravestones. Much woolly drift. Bumps. We are probably losing altitude now. Goodbye till terra firma …


1.0. Safe! Sitting in bus, awaiting transport to city.


3.50. And now I’m sitting in Q.C., having dumped my bags into 7 College Park E. & disliked the look of it intensely. Belfast doesn’t look very nice to me: a good thing tomorrow is Sunday and there is no work. At such points in life a holiday becomes like a hallucination: I hardly feel I have had one. We did walk to Fingle Bridge, didn’t we? Yes, of course. But what a straw in the scalepan against months of boring work! The right sort of straw, but only one.


If I post this now, you may get it on Monday morning. Thank you for your birthday card: you have an eye for these things. I had: socks, handkerchiefs, booktoken, record. And some chocolate cake. A grey day.


                              Much love, Philip







1 L. stayed in Swansea with Kingsley and Hilly Amis.


2 L. stayed in Birmingham with the poet and sociologist Charles Madge and his wife.


3 Enright’s review, the only one of XX Poems, appeared in the Catholic journal The Month, in November 1951. Enright had been a pupil of F. R. Leavis at Downing College, Cambridge, and a contributor to Scrutiny.


4 ‘Loughborough … transport of a certain party to N. Ireland’: L.’s fear that he would have to move his mother from Loughborough to Belfast, to live with or near him.


5 Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Act 2, sc. 2.


6 Earlier version of what became Lucky Jim.
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