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            Introduction and Acknowledgements
            


         


         During a thirty-year period between the mid-1950s and the 1980s, Kingsley Amis and Philip Larkin produced, respectively, the finest fiction and poetry of the era.
         


         In Stanley and the Women Amis contemplates the enclosed, impenetrable condition of insanity as the worst form of human misery, and through Nash, the common-sense psychoanalyst, he allows us a glimpse into his own most essential literary, and, I suppose philosophical, precept: ‘The rewards for being sane may not be very many but knowing what’s funny is one of them. And that’s an end of the matter’ (Kingsley Amis, Stanley and the Women, p. 183).
         


         Amis is too often second-graded as a novelist because he knew what was funny. The only comic mode now granted respect by the literati is the kind of surreal speculation on the absurdities of the intellect that finds its way into the work of Joyce, Beckett, Pinter and their successors. It is acceptable because it detaches comedy from anything remotely realistic and because it has more to do with smug elitism than laughter. In Amis’s novels we are continuously aware of a presence that hovers behind and around the narrator, always ready to pounce and never willing to allow a piece of dialogue or solemn proclamation of intent to get past without first puncturing whatever pretentions to absolute validity it might carry with it. His work restores to English a brand of comedy lost since the eighteenth century. It is certainly difficult to find a set of beliefs or a code of existence in Amis’s work that is actively promoted rather than systematically demolished, but the same could be said of the writings of Jonathan Swift. Amis does not write parables, or submit disguised solutions to personal, intellectual or political problems. Instead, he allows his characters and his own powerfully intolerant intellect to roam through a finely crafted version of the world we know. His work is serious because it is funny.
         


         This same tendency to perceive most human beings as by degrees preposterous and infuriating is what cemented the friendship between Amis and Philip Larkin within weeks of their first encounter in Oxford. For Larkin, however, humour was the flip side of a mordant, depressive state of mind. He began as an able practitioner of fiction but the very nature of the genre, involving as it does an obligation to transplant vast tracts of experience into narrative, was at variance with his temperament. For him, life in general was tiresome enough, and having to endure it yet again in lengthy passages of prose was more than he could stand. Instead, he found in verse a means of shifting between private and public registers without spending too much time with either. His stepping stones were the minutiae of ordinary existence. In ‘Vers de Société’, for example, he has been asked round to dinner by a distinguished university colleague, and he alters the wording of the letter in accordance with his feelings about the prospect.
         


         


            


               


                  My wife and I have asked a crowd of craps
                  


                  To come and waste their time and ours: perhaps
                  


                  You’d care to join us? In a pig’s arse, friend.
                  


               


            


         


         Thereafter, the poem becomes the occasion for reflections on how such gatherings prompt him to perceive life as largely a catalogue of equally pointless routines, variously customised to reinforce the assumption that something might matter. As an exercise in depressive loneliness, verging upon nihilism, it matches anything by Kafka. The state of mind rehearsed by the words is unenviable but we are not asked to share it; far more powerful is our feeling of admiration for a work of art. In his verse, Larkin appears to relish the tedious, the ordinary, often the distasteful. What makes his work superior to that of his contemporaries is his ability to graft such material on to poems of seemingly incongruous elegance. For this reason he is loathed. Academics hate him because he is not self-indulgent. He makes his language work for him and the reader, not for them: ‘There’s not much to say about my work. When you’ve read a poem, that’s it, it’s all quite clear what it means’ (Philip Larkin, Required Writing: Miscellaneous Pieces, 1955–82, pp. 53–4). Academics and other members of the literary establishment dislike writing that is self-evidently beautiful but which does not, like modernism, demand their services as explicators.
         


         Here too, Larkin and Amis have much in common. Both undermine the longstanding injunction of the literary and university hierarchy that, without innovation, writing is intellectually hidebound, indebted to nothing but the past. Each of them disproves this formula by demonstrating that formal conservatism can coexist with urgent questionings of the way we think and live. Moreover, they show that the successful command of traditional techniques requires far more skill and intellectual investment than the tired and predictable practices of experiment.
         


         In the latter half of the twentieth century they were the torchbearers for writing that tested the intellect and sensibility of its readers without resorting to the self-obsessed preoccupations of modernism. The fact that they also maintained an intimate, often difficult, friendship for nearly forty-five years involves another insight into their effect upon literary history. ‘What if’ hypotheses are generally the hobbyhorses of historians but it is fascinating to wonder about what would have happened if Larkin had not met Amis in the Front Quad of St John’s, Oxford, that day in May 1941, if their encounters during the subsequent year had been merely brief and cursory until Amis departed for military service. They would certainly have become writers but their work would have been very different from what they have bequeathed us. Their continued relationship energised, sometimes even shaped, much of their finest writing. Lucky Jim, the novel that launched Amis’s career, could not have been written without Larkin. It was not simply a matter of him offering advice and encouragement to his friend. Their exchanges had by the early 1950s become a site for exclusive disclosures, observations, confessions; the sort of things routinely thought to lie too deep for discussion or exchange. This was the impetus for Amis’s debut novel, and indeed their ongoing friendship was the foundation for much of Amis’s work of the 1950s. Larkin came to life as a poet with The Less Deceived and The Whitsun Weddings, and Amis’s influence was significant for both collections. But while Amis exploited their intimacy for his writing, Larkin’s mature poetry was largely a reaction against it. In 1961 Larkin felt so drained, even humiliated, by his connection with Amis that he ceased communications with him. Within a decade, amicable relations had been restored. It was not simply that Larkin now felt sufficiently secure with his own literary achievements to allow Amis back. He knew he was an exceptional poet but he knew also that even if he continued to keep Amis at arm’s length his presence would, until death, be an unrelenting feature of his existence, and would by implication continue to cast a shadow across him as a poet. So with commendable, if wary, resignation, he resumed their friendship.
         


         Aside from its effect on their work, their relationship demonstrates how easy it is to mistake intimacy for exploitation and misapprehension. It would not be inaccurate to state that they knew each other better than anyone else knew either of them, yet quite often it seemed that Amis’s perception of Larkin was a convenient simplification of who he really was. Sometimes the latter felt that he had become like a character in one of Amis’s novels: authentically engaging and querulous but nonetheless someone else’s creation. Conversely, Larkin frequently detected idiosyncracies and preoccupations in Amis to which his friend had blinded himself.
         


         It is a fascinating story, and while a good deal of the material that charts it is in the public realm, notably in collections of letters, my work has benefited greatly from unpublished documents still in library archives. With regard to this, I am particularly grateful to the Hull History Centre (referred to below as ‘Hull’), the Henry E. Huntington Library, San Marino, California (referred to below as ‘Hunt’), and the Bodleian Library, Oxford (referred to as ‘Bod’). If none of these abbreviations is used, the letter or book from which the quotation comes appears in one of the published collections listed in the Bibliography. In bracketed references to correspondence, Larkin is ‘L’, Amis ‘A’, and all other correspondents are referred to by either their surname or first name.


         Sarah Chestnutt and Rosemary Savage deserve thanks for their assistance, and Hollie Teague and Olivia Beattie laboured heroically during the production period.
         


         Dr Amy Burns has played a vital part in the work for this book.


         Thanks are due to Faber & Faber Ltd and to the estate of Philip Larkin for granting permission to quote from the work of Philip Larkin, and thanks are due to Orion and the estate of Kingsley Amis for permission to quote from Kingsley Amis’s work.


         The following have provided useful information in interviews, some conducted with specific reference to this book and others for my earlier work on Amis and Larkin: Martin Amis, Elizabeth Jane Howard, Colin Howard, Esmond Cleary, Eric Jacobs, Sam Dawson, Mavis Nicholson and Christopher Hitchens.
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            Before They Met
            


         


         Amis’s account in his Memoirs of his life in suburban Norbury blends disbelief with black comedy. It seemed to him, aged sixty, that his early years were too preposterous to be taken seriously. First, he offers the reader a tour of his satellite relatives, as if keen to postpone for as long as possible a visit to 16 Buckingham Gardens, home of his father, William, mother, Rosa (‘Peggy’) and himself, their only child. He introduces us to Mater and Dadda, his paternal grandparents, with a deadpan account of their ghastly existence in their Victorian manor house, ‘Borchester’, in Purley, where Amis would be taken for meals at Christmas and for family birthdays.
         


         Amis can never recall Dadda addressing him directly, but he remembers being obliged to kiss both of his grandparents, who apparently had an almost equal preponderance of facial hair. He also remembers how Dadda would sit at the head of the table, napkin stuffed into his shirt collar, and, between savage bouts of eating and drinking, tell jokes which combined the vulgar with the surreal. The actual presence of Dadda would have been disturbing enough, but this was later supplemented by William’s account to the teenaged Kingsley of how Dadda had effectively ruined the family business. J. J. Amis & Co. were glassware wholesalers, and Dadda had become convinced that he had access to a brand of unbreakable plates, glasses and related domestic paraphernalia. To test this thesis, or perhaps just to entertain the family, Dadda once crept into the drawing-room and hurled one of the items at the stone fireplace, a performance he repeated for potential clients in the company office. He was on all occasions apparently both surprised and disappointed when these products disintegrated. Mater was equally peculiar but far more disagreeable. Her legendary meanness involved the leaving out of only two matches for the maids to light the gas in the morning, and the substitution of grocer’s bags for lavatory paper.
         


         Amis’s aunt, Dora, his mother’s sister, went mad, officially. Amis remembers, aged about eleven, sitting with her in his parents’ kitchen. She kept asking him to move his chair away from the window so that she could ‘see if there’s anyone out there’. This sense of anticipating something dreadful, apocalyptic but never clearly specified, attended Dora’s entire existence, and eventually, in 1941, she was committed to a mental hospital. Apparently she flourished in this environment, virtually taking over the running of the kitchen from the employees. On the day she heard of her mother’s death, her neurotic symptoms, already in abeyance, disappeared for good, and within a year she was taken on as a middle-rank administrator in the same hospital.
         


         Amis’s uncle, Leslie, his father’s brother, replaced Dadda as manager of the ailing J. J. Amis & Co. Glassware, and after Dadda’s death was responsible for the increasingly unpleasant Mater. Amis liked Leslie and was saddened by ‘his horrible life’ (Memoirs, p. 4). In his late teens, Amis was approached by his father with some apparently disturbing news. Leslie had told his brother that he wanted to go to bed with men, and William had advised him to ‘see a doctor’. No one knew if Leslie’s homosexual instincts were real or hypothetical, but in any event, when Mater died, everything changed. Leslie sold the business premises and invested his inherited capital in a world cruise, during which he ‘fucked every female in sight’ (Memoirs, pp. 4–5). Two years later he was dead.
         


         Freudians would no doubt have a field day with all of this, but we can leave its effect upon Amis to common sense. His aunt on his mother’s side and his uncle on his father’s side had reconciled themselves to their own identity only after the death of their last parent. Amis, by the time he left home, would know that he had already embarked upon a very effective strategy of independence. ‘As I came to sense the image in which my father was trying to mould my character and future I began to resist him, and we quarrelled violently at least every week or two for years’ (Memoirs, p. 14). In the Memoirs Amis concedes, if only implicitly, that his father did play a vital role in the shaping of his tastes and character. He operated as a foil, a testing ground, for enthusiasms and inclinations that Kingsley would acquire independently.
         


         William was once a Liberal who turned into an arch-Tory after the Great War, and his affiliation was strengthened by the General Strike and the emergence of the Labour Party as a serious contender for power. Amis himself, summarising his father’s view of him, became a ‘bloody little fool of a leftie’ and an avid supporter of Joseph Stalin. Unlike his love of music, which was transparent and unflagging, Amis’s political opinions were always reactive, shifting, often self-contradictory, a condition that owed something to his early instinct to rebel against anything his father espoused.
         


         Their arguments were on Kingsley’s part rooted in a level of self-willed alienation. ‘What my father wanted me to be was, of course, a version of William Robert Amis, a more successful version…’ (ibid., p. 17). After war service spent tending airships in Scotland, William Amis had joined Colman’s, the mustard manufacturers, as a junior clerk, where he stayed, gradually acquiring seniority, until retirement. Kingsley never regarded his father as a failure, but he hated the idea that success involved, at least for people of his own lower middle-class origins, a future in the higher regions of banking or commerce.


         Amis’s early life was an assembly of adult narratives, stories of a potential future, all of which he strenuously avoided and rejected. But what was their alternative?


         At St Hilda’s Primary School, Amis was introduced to literature by a Miss Barr, a ‘tall, Eton-cropped figure of improbable elegance’ (Memoirs, pp. 24–5). He cannot recall the texts promoted by Miss Barr, but after moving to Norbury College, a local state school with ambitions, he encountered Mr Ashley, who employed what was in those days a radical method of teaching English. Ashley made them read Shakespeare, and then had them contrast this with almost-contemporary poetry, mostly the verse of the Georgians. He also believed that for his pupils properly to understand and appreciate literature, they should attempt to write it. Aged ten, Amis had written ninety-nine lines of blank verse and a 300-word short story, published in the school magazine, on Captain Hartly, a ‘veteran hunter’ of rhino.
         


         In 1934, aged twelve, Amis went to the City of London School, an institution of solid academic reputation that took boys of various backgrounds. His father and his uncle Leslie had been pupils. William paid for his first year there, gambling on Kingsley’s securing a scholarship, which he did in his next year. At the school, middle-class fee-payers mixed with a large number of scholarship boys, and for Amis his six years there were like university, and often better. He was taught Latin and Greek poetry in a way that encouraged him to enjoy its distant beauty and to recognise that poetry per se transcended linguistic difference. He discovered A. E. Housman, whose verse he would treasure, even more than that of his friend Larkin, for the rest of his life. And he talked with the Reverend C. J. Ellingham, an unequivocal Christian, to whom Housman’s agnostic inclinations mattered little in comparison with the sheer quality of his verse: ‘so I saw forever that a poem is not a statement and the poet “affirmeth nothing”’ (Memoirs, p. 28). A Mr Marsh would lend out editions of verse by Auden and MacNeice; Eliot and Pound were talked about by masters and pupils.
         


         With his peers, Amis discussed sex, radical politics, French verse, Fats Waller, Delius, Charles Morgan and more sex. While 15 per cent of the boys were Jewish, Amis claims never to have encountered anti-Semitism, even in its polite middle-class manifestation.


         The City of London School provided a cosmopolitan contrast to Amis’s family life. His parents had little time for ‘serious’ literature. His mother, Peggy, enjoyed the work of middlebrow contemporary novelists which, in Amis’s view, were not ‘the classics but not “slop” either’. When Kingsley seemed to have little else to do, Peggy would encourage him to ‘do a bit of writing’, although he was never quite certain what she imagined he would write. William favoured detective novels ‘by such as R. Austin Freeman, Francis Grierson and John Rhode from the middle part of the spectrum’ (Memoirs, p. 15). The only member of his family whose interests corresponded with Kingsley’s growing awareness of mainstream literature was his maternal grandfather, George Lucas. Lucas died before Amis was old enough to talk with him about books, but Peggy provided her son with an anecdote that must have seemed consistent with the tragicomic mythology of the rest of his extended family. His grandfather would read out his favourite passages to his wife, who, when his head was lowered to the page, would make faces and gestures at him indicating various expressions of boredom, ridicule and contempt. This, says Amis, ‘helped to make me hate her very much’ (Memoirs, p. 5). And we might recall that this was the woman whose death had caused her mad daughter to regain almost instantaneous sanity.
         


         It would stretch credibility to cite too many direct channels of influence between Amis’s early life and his writing, but some parallels are evident enough. Housman became his favourite poet, and he also, at City of London School, discovered the novels of G. K. Chesterton. Characteristically, Chesterton would use witty and often disturbing paradoxes to startle his readers, to disrupt the comfortable expectation of what a character was really like or what would happen next. Amis’s favourites, from his early teens onwards, were The Napoleon of Notting Hill (1904) and The Man Who Was Thursday (1908). Both novels defy easy categorisation. They mix the genres of fantasy and science fiction with political diagnosis and a style that reflects contemporary habits and locutions. Amis, in such middle-period novels as The Green Man (1969) and The Alteration (1976), would do something similar, but his attraction to Chesterton ran much deeper than that, because his childhood was in itself not unlike a mixed-genre narrative. His world seemed to comprise not-quite-compatible segments of experience, but he found that he was able to drift between them without much effort or distress.
         


         Larkin usually recalled his childhood with a mixture of feigned forgetfulness and irritation at being obliged, through fame, to speak of it at all. In one poem, however, he says a great deal. ‘Best Society’ begins:
         


         


            


               


                  When I was a child, I thought,


                  Casually, that solitude


                  Never needed to be sought.


                  Something everybody had,


                  Like nakedness, it lay at hand,


                  Not specially right or specially wrong.


                  A plentiful and obvious thing


                  Not at all hard to understand.


               


            


         


         Larkin was twenty-nine when he wrote this, and he goes on to state that the adulthood of ‘after twenty’ has caused him to realise that solitude now involves effort; other people and the burden of being sociable have to be dealt with. Only then can he properly appreciate their avoidance: ‘I lock my door … Once more / Uncontradicting solitude / Supports me on its giant palm.’ In 1951, Larkin was still a relatively obscure poet, but his speaking presence anticipates the figure we would come to know – a man for whom the mundane, the dreary and the mildly depressing were inspirational. The poem is fascinating because it raises questions about the kind of solitude that Larkin claims to have experienced as a child. He was never isolated or maltreated by his parents, and he had a standard retinue of school friends. It was not that he was using childhood, as Wordsworth had done, as a conceit, a vehicle for creative misremembering; not quite. When he wrote the poem his father had been dead for three-and-a-half years, enough time to reflect and take stock of the past as something genuinely irrecoverable. He could now look at his childhood and adolescence with dispassionate sincerity, and what he found was difficult to describe, one might even say bizarre. It was not so much that he remembered solitude, more that the act of remembering caused him to doubt that he could ever really have been a participant in that curious assembly known as the Larkin family.
         


         On the face of things, the Larkins embodied the stereotype of provincial, lower middle-class ordinariness, but Sydney, Larkin’s father, was a figure who regularly disrupted expectations. He was descended from four generations of small businessmen – tailors, coach makers, cobblers and finally shopkeepers – based in Lichfield. At Lichfield Grammar School he proved impressive enough to secure a place at the more esteemed King Edward VI High School in Birmingham where he continued to shine as an exemplar of self-discipline, raw intelligence and commitment. He left school, aged eighteen, in 1902, and his first job was as a junior clerk in Birmingham City Treasury. For the next five years he successfully completed a series of part-time courses in accountancy at Birmingham University, sufficient to earn him promotion to Chief Audit Accountant in 1911. In 1913 he moved further up the ladder of local government finance and was appointed Assistant Borough Accountant in Doncaster, and six years after that he moved back to the West Midlands to become deputy treasurer of Coventry City Corporation. In 1922 he applied successfully for the position of treasurer, where he would remain until his death in 1947.
         


         Sydney Larkin is never mentioned in ‘Best Society’, but for Philip he patrolled the poem’s genesis as a spectral presence, felt but not acknowledged. Significantly, the same effect informs the extant accounts and records of Sydney’s life. His obituaries, for example, praise his studious efficiency and dedication to the duties of local authority administration, but they read like encyclopaedia entries for some obscure twelfth-century cleric of whose personality virtually nothing is known – except that in Sydney’s case the omissions were deliberate. The war had been over for little more than two years, and his family had to be thought of. He had during the 1930s been an ardent and vocal supporter of fascism, particularly its German manifestation. 
         


         There are accounts in Sydney’s notebooks, preserved by Philip, of how he perceived himself as a necessary and ruthless agent of efficiency in his work in local government. For example, the ‘clauses inserted by my suggestion in the Doncaster Corporation Act of 1915’ have ‘completely reformed the system of short term loans and brought into effect a consolidated system of taxes’. And at Coventry he had created a template of ‘financial legislation … for many years the best in the country’ (Hull). The style and temper of these accounts carry echoes of Mr Pooter, but the Grossmiths would have required a much darker sense of humour to have created someone like Sydney Larkin.
         


         On the mantelpiece in the house where Philip grew up stood a 12-inch statue of Hitler which, when a button was pressed, would do a passable imitation of a Nazi salute. Sydney had acquired this on one of his many trips to Germany during the late 1920s and 1930s; he had attended at least two Nuremberg rallies. Sydney’s notebooks include no direct references to Nazi Germany as the inspiration for his approach to local authority administration and accounting – or at least those which Philip retained do not – but the parallels were clear enough to everyone who knew him. In the mid-1930s he corresponded regularly with Hjalmar Schacht, the German economics minister. Schacht is credited with rescuing the German economy from the cycle of depression and inflation carried over from the 1929 slump, and Sydney was keen to impose a similar model upon Coventry. He was also by all accounts the only city treasurer in Britain whose office was decorated with Nazi regalia, causing it to resemble the by-then-familiar newsreel of the Führer’s headquarters. Even up to the declaration of war in 1939 these remained in place, only to be removed reluctantly and at the insistence of Sydney’s superiors in City Hall.
         


         He could not have claimed – as, after the war, did many of the British Union of Fascists, the so-called Blackshirts – that his affiliations were fuelled by a personal experience of poverty. Nor could he have pretended that his preoccupation with Germany was grounded exclusively in the pursuit of economic efficiency: by the mid-1930s Nazi economics had become one strand of an all-encompassing ideology – including, of course, savagely pragmatic anti-Semitism. (At the Nuremberg rally of 1935, two laws were announced: one forbidding any form of sexual contact between non-Jews and Jews, the other depriving Jews of basic civil rights. Sydney was there.) Yet strangely, he possessed a personality which, while less than amiable, was difficult to stereotype. He was an avid reader of contemporary and near-contemporary literature, with a keen taste for Hardy, Bennett, Wilde, Butler and Shaw. By the time Philip was born he had acquired complete collections of their works, alongside an impressive selection of other contemporaneous authors. More significantly, he knew and admired the poetry of Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, had read Joyce’s Ulysses and enjoyed the stories of Katherine Mansfield. Literary modernism was not a particularly widespread interest among local authority figures in the West Midlands, but Sydney’s enthusiasm gives some credence to the claim that there was a natural affinity between the fascist notion of disciplined elitism and the view held by some modernists and their followers that accessibility involved populist degradation.
         


         The author who fascinated Sydney most of all was D. H. Lawrence, and the parallels between them are intriguing. Both were self-made men in that they evolved mindsets and ideological viewpoints that unshackled them completely from the formative influences of their respective backgrounds. Above all, they shared a belief in the power and supremacy of the individual. This was not the liberal-humanist notion of the freedom of the individual, but a more exclusive model of individualism as an ability to detach oneself from the weary excesses of collective thinking and consensus – such as a belief in God, attendance to the idealism of democracy, or deference to such abstractions as generosity and compassion. In Aaron’s Rod, for example, Lilly, one of the principal characters, argues for the reintroduction of ‘a proper and healthy and energetic slavery’, plus a programme of extermination for the worst of the lower orders and, for the rest, an instilling of respect for a natural aristocracy. The novel was published a few months before Philip’s birth in 1922. Whether Sydney purchased his copy at this time is not known, but its subsequent influence upon his son makes one wonder. Sydney had to an extent modelled his life upon what would become Lilly’s thesis (which, incidentally, Lawrence treats with respectful objectivity), but Philip’s arrival gave him the opportunity to create an embodiment of it from the raw material of a new, male, human being.
         


         Philip was not, of course, the exclusive product of Sydney. Sydney met Eva Day when both of them were on holiday in Rhyl during the summer of 1906. She was twenty, he twenty-two, and their backgrounds were similar. Her father had been a minor civil servant – excise officer and then pensions administrator – in Epping, Essex. She had been to grammar school, and when they met she was a junior-school teacher. 


         The story of their first encounter, as passed on to Philip, resembles an extract from Arnold Bennett’s Clayhanger series. They found themselves sheltering from the rain in a hut overlooking the beach, exchanged pleasantries, and Sydney became interested when Eva continued to read her book. Obviously this was a woman for whom literature demanded attention, more so than the potentially unsettling situation of sharing a hut with a male stranger. He introduced himself, persuaded her to meet him again, and within three days they were engaged. It sounds romantic, in a very English, Edwardian kind of way, but in truth it was a moment of misunderstanding that would have miserable consequences. Eva was attracted by Sydney’s confidence and impetuosity. She had never met anyone quite so exciting before, yet at the same time his apparent commitment to a respectable secure career reminded her of home. For Sydney she was a manageable version of the new independent woman: educated, moderately cultured but not over-ambitious. These early impressions were sustained by circumstances. Sydney explained that marriage would only be possible when he had a better-paid job, and, because of the distance between Essex and Birmingham, they met for relatively brief periods and exchanged letters. During the five years between their first meeting and their marriage in 1911, Sydney would have no idea that his fiancée was in truth a nervous, jittery individual who craved support, and Eva had no evidence to foresee a life with a monomaniac who would interpret such cravings as evidence of weakness and failure.
         


         Larkin mentions his parents’ first meeting only once in his published work. ‘To the Sea’, written in 1969, is a curious poem. It is a catalogue of images of a seaside town drawn randomly from the past – part-remembered, part-imagined – and the perceived present. It could be anywhere on the English or Welsh coast. Larkin has been there before, as a child: ‘happy at being on my own, / I searched the sand for famous cricketers’. The fact that ‘my parents … first became known’ in this place is a brief aside, their presence of little apparent significance among the crowded retinue of happy children, bathers, chocolate papers, rusting soup tins and families trekking back to cars as the day concludes. They met there, of that he is certain, but the consequences of the meeting seem to be obscured by matters of questionable significance. What happened after they met is not mentioned; best left unsaid. The poem is Larkin at his most transparent; elegance is mixed with listlessness, not much is said but a great deal is magnificently inferred. 
         


         When Philip was born they lived at 2 Poultney Street in a suburb of Coventry. It was a council house but not the type to be mythologised in histories of the Labour movement. Poultney Street had been built by Coventry Corporation as an investment to provide housing for the skilled workforce of the locality. For the Larkins it was a temporary residence until Sydney found something that befitted his status as treasurer. This would be ‘Penvorn’, Manor Road, closer to the city centre. They moved in when Philip was five, and the house would be the locus for his memories of childhood and adolescence. It was almost new, and its combination of Tudor and Gothic features gave it an incongruously sinister aspect, fully reflected by life within.
         


         Sydney Larkin had six brothers, of whom at least four lived in the vicinity, but Larkin cannot recall meeting any of them until he was obliged to stay with his Uncle Arthur during the Blitz in 1940. His one maternal uncle, another Arthur, lived in Essex and never visited the family. Apart from there being no relatives to speak of, Philip’s parents appeared to have no friends. Penvorn was occasionally visited by people from Sydney’s office, but these were not social calls.


         When they met, Eva’s nervousness presented itself as a tolerable eccentricity. Sydney treated her fear of thunderstorms and anxious concern for unforeseen trivialities as superficial elements of her otherwise reliable character. By the time Philip was born, his authoritarian, sometimes short-tempered manner had exacerbated Eva’s jittery tendencies, turning her into an involuntary recluse. And one might easily forget that there was a fourth member of the Penvorn household, a daughter, Catherine (Kitty); through no fault of her own she had become in Sydney’s view an appendage to Eva. She was born in 1912, and after that Sydney put child production on hold. He wanted a boy, a version of himself, and he was willing to wait until the family had reached an appropriate level of financial security until he tried again.
         


         Sydney ran the household in the same way that he presided over the finances of the City Corporation, and Eva and Kitty became more like possessions than sharers. He was a member of the local chess club – he had always treated chess as an invigorating form of intellectual exercise – he went for long cycle rides, gave papers to the Coventry Literary and Philosophical Society, mostly on contemporary writers, and became a respected after-dinner speaker. This aspect of his life was essentially his own. Eva and Kitty would accompany him to Shakespeare performances in nearby Stratford and to concerts in Coventry, but more for appearance’s sake than as a genuine reflection of a family with shared cultural interests. Eva became more and more reluctant to do anything but stay at home, attend to a schedule of duties planned by Sydney and look after the children. This active–passive imbalance was a feature of most lower middle-class marriages of the time, but with Eva and Sydney Larkin, the conventionalism of their relationship intensified their personality traits. The only figure upon whom Eva could rely for advice or encouragement, let alone sympathy, was an autodidact for whom anxiety meant weakness.
         


         Larkin made few public statements about his childhood. The most detailed is probably an article called ‘Not the Place’s Fault’ (1959), an almost nostalgic recollection of his early schooldays and hobbies and of day-to-day life in Coventry in the early 1930s. His parents are hardly mentioned at all. In 1986 he was interviewed by Melvyn Bragg for The South Bank Show and the most curious thing about his reflections on childhood is the way in which he appears to want to explain or allude to something in particular without ever saying what this is. He states that children ‘don’t control their destinies’; they have no choice regarding what they can do and where they live. Then he shifts from the general to the personal. ‘This isn’t to say I didn’t have nice friends I visited and played with and so on, or that my parents weren’t perfectly kind to me’, but he has also found other people’s accounts of their childhoods to be more exciting than his. His ‘seemed to have a fairly insulated quality that looking back I can’t quite account for’. ‘Can’t quite’ is a suitably ambiguous term, but ‘would rather not’ is closer to the truth. A more honest account can be found in his notebooks (Hull), written in the early 1950s and never intended for publication. Sydney, according to Larkin, treated Kitty as ‘little better than a mental defective’, all the more irritating because of her apparent reluctance to find a husband and leave home. Sydney himself had a mind that was ‘dominating, active and keen’, but he seemed to find difficulties with other human beings. He had no friends, ‘he worked all day and shut himself away reading in the evening’.
         


         The notebooks are remarkably candid and at the same time perverse. Rarely, if ever, does he allow his own feelings or his memories of them to intrude upon the catalogue of facts. They read like a physician’s report upon the dreadful circumstances surrounding an untimely death, and in his summing-up he maintains this mood of cool objectivity. His parents’ marriage has left him with two certainties: ‘that human beings should not live together; and that children should be taken from their parents at an early age’. It is fascinating to read this alongside the poem celebrating solitude, ‘Best Society’, written around the same time. It becomes apparent that the speaker of the poem, who laments the loss of the unasked-for solitude of childhood and recognises that he prefers it to the efforts of adult companionability, is in fact a compendium of recollections and recognitions, not least of which is Larkin’s growing acceptance that, temperamentally, he has decided to design his life in a way that abates these affinities. In the third stanza he reaches the conclusion that the more agreeable aspects of humanity are manifest only when provoked by the presence of others – lovers, friends, family:
         


         


            


               


                                                … in short,


                  Our virtues are all social; if


                  Deprived of solitude, you chafe,


                  It’s clear you’re not the virtuous sort.


               


            


         


         So after he has locked his door and retreated from the company of others, ‘there cautiously / Unfolds, emerges, what I am’. Or, rather what I prefer.


         The short poem ‘To My Wife’ was written in 1951, the same year as ‘Best Society’. It is a depressing piece uttered by a man who perceives his marriage and subsequent existence as a kind of living suicide; a single decision has systematically eliminated all others. It ‘shuts up that peacock-fan / The future was … for your face I have exchanged all faces’; ‘No future now’. Larkin’s biographer, Andrew Motion, suggests that it was prompted by his feelings for Winifred Arnott, then his occasional girlfriend, but if it was a grisly projection of the consequences of commitment it was grounded as much upon second-hand experience as hypothesis. It is a savagely economical account of his parents’ marriage and could indeed have been uttered by his father. In the notebooks, Larkin writes of how Sydney’s ‘personality had imposed that taut ungenerous defeated pattern of life on the family, and it was only to be expected that it would make them miserable and that their misery would react on him’. Something very similar informs the last three lines of the poem spoken by the man to his wife: 
         


         


            


               


                  Now you become my boredom and my failure,


                  Another way of suffering, a risk,


                  A heavier-than-air hypostasis.


               


            


         


         For the figure in the poem, and Sydney, it is too late, but Larkin still has a choice. In the notebooks he writes of how his parents’ marriage has ‘remained in my mind as something I mustn’t under any circumstances risk encountering again’.
         


         Irrespective of our innate dispositions, some aspect of our adult personality will be a consequence of our experiences in childhood. The problem arises, however, when we attempt to estimate exactly how and to what extent we are formed by our past, because memories of childhood are a contradiction in terms. We might recollect events that occurred when we were twelve, but for the adult mind their effects involve as much a process of reconstruction as remembering. For Larkin, this juggling act was further complicated by his having effectively inhabited two separate childhood worlds. One involved the family home and the presence of Sydney, while the other was composed partly of his state of mind and partly of the people and events that he knew outside the home.


         Already one becomes aware of parallels between Larkin’s and Amis’s  childhood experiences. Both cultivated strategies of withdrawal and isolation, tendencies that would have a striking effect on them in adulthood and most significantly on their writing. But there are subtle differences too that can be seen as prefigurings of the contrasts between them as grown men. Clearly, Larkin’s particular encounter with the way a family works caused him to insulate himself from any inclinations toward marriage and children. This would be the cause of some distress for his long-term partner, Monica Jones, and it would contribute to a broader refusal to affiliate that informs the mood of some of his finest poems: he observes, comments on the beauty, beguiling modernity or sheer ghastliness of the world, but with a hint of relief, as if he is not quite of it. There is no evidence that Larkin disliked his father. But his emotional attachment was equalled by a sense of unease. He admired, even shared, Sydney’s commitment to self achievement, and he was certainly impressed by his unorthodox artistic and intellectual tastes, but he also sensed that as a human being, someone obliged to share their world with others, he was, to say the least, clumsy and conflicted. Larkin’s own solution was to become prudent and watchful with anything resembling personal or emotional investment.
         


         Amis, on the other hand, chose to set up his father William as a figure against whom he could test his own rebellious ambitions. In two of his novels, The Riverside Villas Murder (1973) and You Can’t Do Both (1994), he incorporated transparently autobiographical accounts of his relationship with his parents and in his recreation of his father there is more than a hint of remorse. There are no reliable or detailed records of what William was really like. We rely on the somewhat partial versions of him related by those who knew him, Amis in particular, and there is evidence, especially in his accounts to Larkin, that Amis carried into early adulthood a tendency to satirise him, deliberately exaggerating aspects of his character that for some might have been amusing, even endearing, but for his son became legitimate excuses for irritation, sometimes vilification. In this respect, his early relationship with his father was a rehearsal for the interdependent relationship between two aspects of Amis the adult: the private individual and the novelist. The latter would use his work as a means of dispersing his cabinet of phobias, hatreds and emotional catastrophes.
         


         In You Can’t Do Both, Amis acknowledges that in his previous accounts of his relationship with his parents, his mother is always in the background. This, to his regret, is how he tended to recall her, given that the hostilities between father and son would always feature as the most memorable contrast to the otherwise unremarkable routines of life in Norbury. In fact, Peggy Amis, in an albeit unassertive and almost diplomatic manner, played an important part in Amis’s early years. Throughout his life Amis had a fear of complete darkness, made worse when he was alone. It began when he was about eight, and Peggy, with a good deal of shrewd and tolerant understanding, would help him through what in modern parlance are called panic attacks. She would also function not exactly as a referee but more as a counterbalancing presence, a friend to both parties, in the disagreements between Amis and his father, a day-to-day activity that would prepare her for the more demanding role of negotiator. Two events, the first involving his affair with a married woman and the second the premarital pregnancy of his eventual wife, would cause William to ostracise his then adult son. Peggy brought them back together, and in You Can’t Do Both Amis repays the debt.
         


         Amis’s first period away from his parents was caused by the Second World War. Months before it was declared, the City of London School had made arrangements to evacuate its central London premises in expectation of the city becoming the target for German bombers. Marlborough College in Wiltshire agreed to share its buildings and grounds with the City of London School, and, in late August 1939, staff and pupils, the latter allowed one large suitcase each, boarded the train from Blackfriars Station to Paddington and there changed to the Taunton Express.
         


         Amis recalls the experience as both sinister and exciting. War would not be officially declared until 3 September, but most people were aware of its inevitability. The famous ‘Walls Have Ears’ posters advising everyone to remain discreet about practically everything, given that Hitler’s agents might be listening in, would not appear for a year, but the City of London School pre-empted them. Apart from the senior masters, no one knew where they were going. The train made an unscheduled stop at Savernake, a few miles from Marlborough. They had arrived – but until later that day, when officially informed by the masters, Amis and his friends did not know quite where they were.


         Amis never made use of the actuality of these events in his fiction, but one suspects that his remembrance of the atmosphere created by them informs the texture of his mid-period novel The Anti-Death League (1966). In both, the metropolis and the comfortable Home Counties are visited by a blend of secrecy and subdued anxiety.
         


         Autumn 1939 to early summer 1940 at Marlborough was Amis’s final year at school, and it influenced his adulthood in a number of ways.


         For the first time in his life he had the opportunity, indeed the obligation, properly to get to know people outside the family home. Leonard Richenberg, then head boy of the City of London School, shared a room with Amis in a decrepit, unheated farm-worker’s cottage just outside the school grounds. Richenberg, together with Peter Baldwin, George Blunden, Cyril Metliss and Saul Rose, became Amis’s closest friends. He had, of course, known them before, but all were now detached from their families; they spent their days and evenings in each other’s company. Marlborough was for Amis a rehearsal for Oxford. He became the figure whose intelligence was respected by his peers but who seemed intent on making everything a lot less serious, more absurd and amusing than it might appear to be. The recollections of his friends are both affectionate and accurately inconsistent. Blunden remembers him as someone who ‘set the standards of cultural and intellectual activity … the intellectual star’, Metliss as ‘a great mimic and full of fun’ (Eric Jacobs, Kingsley Amis: A Biography, p. 60).
         


         When interviewed by Eric Jacobs, all five of Amis’s school friends stated that when they read Lucky Jim, it was as though they had been returned to the atmosphere of Marlborough, with Amis the at once iconoclastic, hilarious and confidently clever leader of their group. Amis the man would, reinforced by Marlborough, become a puzzling combination of an intellectual and an anti-intellectual farceur, but it was fifteen years before he realised that this blending would be the essence of his early success as a writer.
         


         Marlborough was one of England’s senior public schools. Its pupils, then all fee-paying, came from a class above Amis and his City of London School pals; they were the sons of QCs, landowners, rich, socially aspirant businessmen and minor aristocrats. The City of London boys were treated by their hosts with a mixture of arrogance and condescending politeness. While Amis and his friends were from comfortably-off homes, he felt that the tension between themselves and the haughtily distant pupils of Marlborough was like something out of Dickens, people who existed in the world mixing uneasily with people who thought they owned it.
         


         It was Amis’s first real encounter with the pre-war English class system. His family, Norbury and the City of London School incorporated various strands of lower middle-class London with relatively slight variations in lifestyles, speech patterns and levels of income. His own accent was inherited from his father. It was what used to be referred to as ‘BBC English’, involving an unflamboyant attention to ‘correct’ grammar and habits of pronunciation. It was neutrally middle class, suggesting a comfortable enough background but invoking no clear affiliation to a particular region, nor any obvious political allegiance. As such it became the ideal foundation for Amis’s talents as a mimic, a bare canvas on to which he could project all manner of caricatures and representations. He began to perfect these at Marlborough.


         The evacuation of the City of London School had created something like a bizarre socio-linguistic experiment. The college was not attached to a town of any size, and outside it the quaint verbal mannerisms of the West Country predominated. A regiment of middle-class Londoners had suddenly created an unusual counterbalance to the stark contrast between the upper-class drawl of most of the college boys and the relaxed burr of the surrounding district. Amis thrived on this. It made him more aware than he had previously been of how the way people sound is as much a feature of their perceived personality as the way they look and what they actually say. He started paying closer attention to how vocal habits merged with temperamental and physical attributes, and his unnervingly accurate imitations of the City of London masters had his co-evacuees in stitches. As a means of becoming one of a crowd, his talent would prove very useful in Oxford, but more significantly, he would eventually recognise it as not incompatible with his intellectual astuteness – and out of this, Jim Dixon would be born.
         


         More predictably, the class divisions of Marlborough encouraged Amis’s affiliation to Marxism. Despite the fact that both schools now existed in the same place, he could not remember anything resembling a conversation with one of the Marlborough boys – their choice, apparently. He recalls that they behaved as though their privileged part of the world had been invaded by individuals who, simply because of their background, did not deserve to be there. The officer/other ranks structure of the army would, a few years later, further provoke his anger.


         This was his last year at school. His masters knew that he would go to Oxbridge and that he was capable of winning an exhibition or scholarship. He had to, given that his parents could not afford to pay his fees. There were far more classics prizes available than for any other single humanities discipline, and Amis was recognised as the best classics scholar at the City of London School. But he chose to read English Literature. There were few English scholarships at either of the old universities, and his choice caused him to spend a year after leaving school at home with his parents. Competition was fierce, and he would not secure an Oxford exhibition until 1941.
         


         Like Amis, at school Larkin found the opportunity to explore and account for aspects of his own personality that were stifled by life at home.


         Despite the fact that Sydney was an agnostic, he had Philip christened in Coventry Cathedral: the grandeur of the place offered a suitable starting point for an envisioned successful future. More pragmatically, he made sure that his son was enrolled for King Henry VIII School. KHS, as it was known, was the best grammar school in the region (the fact that it was named after a dictatorial psychopath obsessed with male offspring was purely coincidental). The then-headmaster, A. A. C. Burton, ran the place more like a public school, introducing a streaming system which ensured that bright pupils could be spotted early and introduced to Latin, a basic Oxbridge entrance requirement. Indeed, Burton employed only teachers with first-class degrees from Oxford or Cambridge.
         


         Larkin enrolled at the KHS Junior School aged eight, in 1930. The school was about ten minutes’ walk from Manor Road, and most significantly it represented Larkin’s first real encounter with life outside Penvorn. Previously he had been educated at home. Eva’s experience as a primary-school teacher came in handy here, and Kitty, ten years Philip’s senior, was used as a kind of junior assistant, reading to him and encouraging him to write and draw. So when Philip, accompanied by Eva, set out on an August morning in 1930, he was about to experience something unprecedented: never before had he encountered so many people of the same age and size gathered in the same place. Larkin adjusted surprisingly well both to this and to the equally unfamiliar experience of collective schooling. His academic performance was adequate, and although the stammer he had acquired as an infant made him anxious about speaking in class, it seems to have been treated with commendable tolerance by his teachers and peers. No one made fun of him; it was simply part of his physical make-up, like the colour of his hair.
         


         During the three years at junior school he met and became friends with James (Jim) Sutton, a friendship that would endure for the following two decades (and then cease, without apparent cause). After his move to senior school in 1933 he met Colin Gunner and Noel ‘Josh’ Hughes. As the four of them reached their early teens, Gunner and Sutton in particular would operate as foils, points of correspondence and contrast for Larkin’s own attempts to establish an identity beyond the stifling atmosphere of Manor Road. Gunner was the imaginative joker. He would do imitations of teachers and, more significantly, he encouraged Larkin to participate in a kind of surreal, mildly anarchistic version of the Famous Five’s adventures. If a particular teacher irritated them they would create around him an unpleasant personal history, such as ‘that the repellent-looking dwarf who stumped the town wearing a black cricket cap was in fact his father’ (Hull). On one occasion, during the period of the Munich Crisis in 1938, the two sixteen-year-olds imitated newspaper-sellers and ran alongside a stationary train in Coventry station yelling ‘War declared!’ They had become fantasists in order to contemplate the effects, particularly on the expressions of the passengers, caused by their interferences with fact.
         


         For Gunner, these exercises were an extension of his ebullient personality, but for Larkin they were rehearsals for something more ambitious. By 1936 he had begun to write short stories and make plans for longer pieces of fiction. These veered between pseudo-fictional sketches anchored to the real events and people of Larkin’s immediate experience, and self-conscious excursions into the unknown, such as murder mysteries involving famous saxophonists and Chinese detectives. He would recollect that during the late 1930s he ‘wrote ceaselessly’, and by 1938 he began to supplement his attempts at fiction with verse, his range of styles and subjects being equally eclectic: nature poetry of a descriptive, pre-Romantic temper along with interrogative, subjective considerations of the nature of existence, influenced by a random selection of literary thinkers from Keats to Aldous Huxley.
         


         While Gunner had played a peripheral role in all this, Sutton was more of a stabilising presence. The Suttons lived on the other side of town from the Larkins, and from about twelve onwards Philip became a regular visitor to their house in Beechwood Avenue. Jim’s father, Ernest, was a successful building contractor and had built and partly designed the house himself. It contrasted sharply with Penvorn, making concessions to a suburban version of modernism. The rooms admitted generous amounts of natural light, and opened via French windows to a large garden complete with tennis court. Not only did the shape of the building show Larkin that home life could be different; he also found that Sutton’s parents were the antithesis of his own. During the summer they would have regular garden parties, and all year round occasional visitors would take a drink, stay on and match the agreeable appearance of the house with the sound of relaxed companionability. Larkin liked his visits, but knew also that the place and the people were made all the more fascinating by his knowledge of their alternative.
         


         By their teens, the temperamental affinities which first drew them together had been supplemented by precocious intellectual and aesthetic partnership. They discovered jazz, graduating from the anglicised mediocrity of Billy Cotton and Teddy Foster to the real thing of the United States – Louis Armstrong, Pee Wee Russell, Bix Beiderbecke, Sidney Bechet. Much later, Larkin would raise the possibility that his early love for jazz had influenced his poetry. Jazz lyrics scanned and rhymed: it was his first private, pleasurable encounter with something that resembled poetry outside the dreary obligations of having to study it at school. By about fifteen, Larkin, prompted by his father, had started reading D. H. Lawrence. Larkin in turn introduced Sutton to him, and the two of them would argue over the qualities and embedded messages of his work. Sutton was more interested in the visual arts and preferred the unemotional detachment of the French post-Impressionists to the loaded turmoil of Lawrence. Sutton would eventually go to art school, but he recognised that his friend’s aesthetic inclinations were verbal and encouraged him to write.
         


         Later, Larkin would see the parallels between his teenage friendships with Gunner and Sutton and his relationship with Amis. The latter incorporated aspects of both, providing Larkin with an erudite adult version of Gunner’s taste for irreverence and misbehaviour, and a substitute for Sutton’s reassuring air of confidence and ambition. But he would also find in Amis a capacity for dissimulation that was by equal degrees guileless and harmful. Larkin would disclose to Monica Jones that what had first attracted him to Amis, the ebullient performer with stimulating ideas on life and letters, he later found to be a facade for something more shiftless and manipulative.
         


         Nothing survives of the prose fiction written during his late teens, but the poems are intriguing. Six appeared in the school magazine, The Coventrian, in 1938–9, while others remained unpublished until after Larkin’s death. They are, as one would expect of a well-read late adolescent, a patchwork of resonances and borrowings. Snatches of the contemplative-symbolic mood of late T. S. Eliot occasionally interrupt the more pervasive presence of Auden. Just to remind us that this poet is still a schoolboy, we sometimes encounter awe-laden locutions from a Shakespeare-to-Tennyson miscellany – ‘footsteps cold … o’er wood and wold’, etc. But despite the chaotic potential of all this learned shoplifting, the young Larkin proves himself to be a skilled technician. It is easy enough to spot the acquisitions, but he fits them together well, if not quite seamlessly. At KHS he would have been taught to recognise and name the devices of poetry, and when we read these early attempts at writing we sense the apprentice trying them out, almost self-consciously. Enjambment, for instance, crops up with studied decorum – rarely more than twice in a poem and executed so as to create a polite contre-rejet. For example, 
         


         


            


               


                  I do not think we shall be


                  Troubled …


               


            


         


         With thanks to Milton. The most consistent and puzzling feature of these early poems is their anonymity. All manner of themes and inferences are tried out – predominantly isolation, embedded significance, loss – but there is not a recognisably individual presence behind the performance. Certainly most young writers are often difficult to locate among the fabric of debts to their eminent forebears or contemporaries, but with Larkin it seems almost to be a deliberate act of disappearance. This, given his circumstances, was understandable and consistent with many of his other personal traits.


         By the age of sixteen he had begun to dress in a self-confidently unconventional manner. Daringly bright waistcoats and bow ties would set themselves off against his expensive, well-polished brogues and country tweed suits. One would assume that he was translating his new-found taste for European fin de siècle culture into a fashion statement. As well as offering poems to The Coventrian, he would submit letters and diatribes on all manner of subjects (the state of the cricket pitch, the existence of God, etc.) and became an enthusiastic participant in and organiser of sessions of the school debating society. His stammer was as pronounced and unhidden as his bow ties. It would be too easy to classify all of this as merely performance – the standard repertoire of hormone-fuelled late adolescence – because in most instances such rites of passage are involuntary, a necessary state in the process of growing up. It is only in retrospect, having reached maturity, that we are granted an impartial, often embarrassed, perspective upon our activities. There is, however, evidence to suggest that Larkin was engaged in a bizarre process of conscious self-scrutiny; he was watching himself.
         


         Alongside the actual writing of the poems of the late 1930s, he played the roles of publisher and critic. He arranged them into collections, with separate titles. These he would literally sew together as booklets with self-illustrated title pages. In one called ‘Poems’ he inserted a foreword, offering a disarmingly honest description and evaluation of the contents (‘silly, private, careless or just ordinarily bad’, for example). If this was a kind of formalised dialogue between the poetic voice and its real-life counterpart, a less restrained version of the latter made its presence felt with longhand comments in the margins adjacent to the poems themselves: ‘Bollocks’, ‘another bucket of shit’.
         


         Between 1937 and 1940 he produced five novels, 250,000–300,000 words of prose fiction, moving between fantasist crime thriller pieces to more conventional, naturalistic accounts of contemporary life; the latter would, however, involve individuals and situations that were purposively distanced from Larkin’s own world. Each would be destroyed almost immediately after completion; it was as if the process of writing was an addictive but self-defeating process. Significantly, he also kept a pocket diary (Hull) in which he would record events in Penvorn and at school with brief, dispassionate comments such as ‘Mop [mother] in bad form. Pop [father] better’, ‘awful day’, ‘pretty awful week’. Although the pocket diary was not a commentary upon the fiction, a parallel can be seen between their relationship and his dialogue with the poems. He was deploying different types of writing in a chameleon-esque manner, the one consistent feature of this being the determined exclusion of anything resembling himself or his circumstances from the literary output. It is a truism that good literature is never exclusively grounded in autobiography, but at the other end of the spectrum ruthless adherence to self-negation is equally damaging. So why was Larkin doing this? Certainly he had literary ambitions, but he was unable to resolve an innate paradox in his early attempts to realise them. In one sense writing literature enabled Larkin to suspend engagement with immediate reality, an escape route from Penvorn, but in his meticulous separation of the world he knew and inhabited from its creative counterpart, he was denying himself access to a more pragmatic long-term prospect, the desired elsewhere of actually becoming a writer. In 1939, aged seventeen, he wrote to Sutton regarding his latest ‘very advanced and modern’ novel: ‘I shall try to have it published by Hogarth Press’ (6 November 1939). Within a few weeks he had burnt it.
         


         The cause of Larkin’s self-destructive relationship with his early writing is easy enough to locate: Sydney. The image of Sydney as the frightening autocrat, one that he himself did little to dispel, is slightly misleading when it comes to his relationship with Philip. If he had attempted, stereotypically, to create in his only son a more successful version of himself, then at least Philip would have had something to rebel against or retreat from. But instead Sydney behaved more like a Renaissance patron, infinitely flexible and encouraging. Despite having an autodidact’s distaste for popular culture, he fully supported Philip’s new interest in jazz. He paid for a subscription to the radical jazz magazine Down Beat, bought him a drum kit and saxophone and made sure that money was always available for the purchase of the latest American records or for visits, usually with Sutton, to performances by British bands in Coventry. With literature, Sydney choreographed a game of cat-and-mouse. He began by encouraging an interest in respectable nineteenth- and twentieth-century writing, figures who had earned esteem within the conservative purview of English literary culture, but he made sure that his son was always finding fault lines and contrasts. Christina Rossetti’s poetry would be promoted alongside that of Housman; the novels of Bennett, Hardy and J. C. and T. F. Powys would show how England could be a different place for different people. And with a magician’s sleight of hand, Sydney had also begun to open doors to a different literary world, beginning with Lawrence, leading to James Joyce, T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound and including the left-leaning, radical and very contemporaneous presences of Auden, Upward, Isherwood and Spender.
         


         Sydney’s calculating tutelage ranged far beyond music and literature. In the summer of 1936, he arranged for his fourteen-year-old son to accompany him on one of his frequent visits to Germany. Most of these involved what were euphemistically referred to as his business interests – in truth, his connections with Nazism – but on this occasion he insisted that the trip would be a holiday, an opportunity for father and son to savour the social and cultural delights of a resurgent nation. Wernigerode, in Saxony-Anhalt, seemed the perfect spot: a medieval city of half-timbered houses, overlooked by a Romantic ducal castle and flanked by the Harz mountains. This idyllic reminder of Germany’s fascinating history was, of course, like everywhere else, draped with motifs of the present. Apart from the ubiquitous swastika, the Nazi poster campaign was in full flow, involving vivid representations of a muscular, confident ideology along with grotesque caricatures of Jews as the archetypes of greed and deception. Their real-life counterparts had by then been obliged to signal their presence with Star of David armbands.
         


         Sydney had made no secret of his political beliefs, but he had treated Eva and Kitty as his intellectual inferiors and hence unworthy of any attempts at indoctrination. Philip, however, was showing a degree of precocity that seemed adequate enough for this stage in the character-formation process. Germany and its people, irrespective of what they actually represented, were so demonstrably different, so exciting in comparison with the West Midlands that surely this experience would encourage a more involved interest. He repeated the exercise the following year, this time involving Bavaria, home of the German stereotypes of lederhosen, beer halls, oompah bands and fairy-tale castles; it was also the region which most enthusiastically associated itself with Hitler and his beliefs.
         


         The visits are the episodes of Larkin’s life over which he drew a calculatedly impenetrable veil. His school friends were aware of them, of course, but, given Sydney’s widely known affiliations, no one was surprised and a diplomatic acceptance was maintained. Much later, when fame had opened up his life to public scrutiny, Larkin chose the wise option of dissimulating candour, claiming that his enduring memory was of confusion and mild embarrassment: he did not share his father’s enthusiasm for participating in beer-hall folk singing and he could not speak German. His statement that the trips were probably responsible for his infamous ‘hatred of abroad’ exploited the largely self-cultivated mythology of the Movement (the 1950s-originated term given to a group of emerging poets that included Larkin and Amis). It is rather like Byron claiming, albeit conversely, that his affection for the sun-drenched vistas of Greece was prompted by the cold, damp misery of his Scottish childhood: the facts hang together but one knows that a fair amount has been left out.
         


         What exactly passed between father and son, and the overall effect of related events upon the latter, are open entirely to speculation; even his closest friend, Amis, knew only of evasive, amusing anecdotes on Larkin’s problems with the German language. During the 1950s, particularly after Amis’s father was widowed and moved in with Kingsley and his family, Amis included in letters to his friend candid accounts of how he felt about William’s continued presence – largely a blend of frustration and barely disguised loathing. By that period Larkin had become more selective with the truth. He cautiously censored memories of his home life and told Amis nothing at all of how his early years might have affected his adulthood. All that can now be observed is that Larkin’s childhood and teenage years were touched with a hint of the surreal. The commonplace and predictable features of provincial lower-middle-class existence were present in abundance yet peculiarly configured and informed.
         


         Potted histories of twentieth-century European culture and politics will tell us that in the 1920s and 1930s there was an incursion of radical and unprecedented techniques in music, painting and writing, and that fascism announced itself as the disturbing antithesis to that other recent monolith-in-power, communism. Common sense will interject that while such phenomena existed, their direct impact upon, say, Middle England – at least until 1939 – was minimal. But this was not so in the case of Philip Larkin, and one begins to understand why his early attempts at literary writing, while disclosing precocious assimilative skills, were generically perverse, addressed to putative extremes of the human condition but about nothing in particular. The contrasts and bizarre dichotomies of day-to-day life seemed to amount to something beyond fiction.
         


         There is a cartoon that Larkin drew in 1939, just before his departure for Oxford and for the amusement of Sutton (L to Sutton, 6 September 1939). His father, seated, is reading a newspaper announcing the outbreak of war and he comments that ‘the British Government has started this war … Hitler has done all he can for peace … well I hope that we get smashed to Hades…’, followed by some Lawrentian reflections on the end of a false civilisation as we know it, etc. His mother, ‘Mop’, is knitting. ‘Oh, do you think so,’ she answers, and adds, ‘I wonder what we ought to have for lunch tomorrow … well, I hope Hitler falls on a banana skin … by the way I only washed four shirts today.’ Kitty, standing, is more concerned with her account of her visit to Munich (she replaced Philip on Sydney’s final journey) and how George the ‘Storm Trooper’ was asking after her despite her being too tired to attend the dance. Philip himself is seated, his face a dark shade of something, probably a mixture of rage and confusion. He seems apparently unable to speak or, with a pen prominently detached from paper, write (L to Sutton, 6 September 1939).


         The cartoon is an impressive piece of work. Apart from disclosing a talent for visual caricature, it shows us that the seventeen-year-old Larkin had a fine ear for the inadvertent comedy of dialogue, of the ways in which, with a small amount of adjustment and some tactically astute juxtapositions, people and their relationships with each other can be made both vivid and hilarious via speech. It also prompts the question of why Larkin did not see potential interfaces between his undoubted literary ambitions and this inherent talent. The easiest answer would probably be that for a seventeen-year-old, alive to the adolescent attractions of modernism, writing like a provincial version of Evelyn Waugh (whose work he had read) was an unattractively conservative, downmarket option. Just as significant, and more obstructive, was the fact that, as yet, the material from which such realist black comedy could be drawn was exclusively his own, immediate experience. Sydney, who took trips to Munich with as much joyous insouciance as his colleagues savoured the annual delights of Yarmouth and Llandudno, was, literally, beyond parody: he was also very much – too much – part of Larkin’s existence.
         


         Within a week or two of the cartoon, he wrote in his notebook ‘half my days are spent in a black, surging, twitching, boiling HATE!!!’ (Hull). He does not specify the cause or direction of this feeling, but it is possible to read between the lines. Larkin was subject to a strange panorama of conditions and their attendant emotional registers. He did not hate his father or any other member of his family, and his feeling was not self-directed in any conventional manner; rather, the upper-case monosyllable was his way of killing a sentence that would otherwise have continued as a sequence of adverbs indicating frustration and confusion.
         


         Sydney was by even the most generous measure a bizarre and unsettling individual. He was immensely learned, and he followed enthusiastically, and indeed judgementally, the twists and turns of contemporaneous cultural radicalism in a way that would put Bloomsburyites to shame. Yet he was a self-educated West Midlands local authority official – T. S. Eliot at his best could not have invented him. He loved England – its landscape, its architecture, its, as he saw it, esteemed past – yet he saw the hideous spectre of Nazi Germany as something even more venerable, a lesson for an empire in decline. Larkin’s maintenance of a degree of composure during those years is commendable.
         


         In the summer of 1938, the year after his two visits to Germany, he sat for a standard retinue of subjects in the School Certificate – the equivalent of what would become O levels and GCSEs – and gained only one A grade, in English, with Ds and Es distributed liberally through his other six subjects. In normal circumstances this would have prompted the school to offer polite discouragement regarding entry to the sixth form – his D in Latin presaged a poor chance for Oxbridge consideration. However, Burton, the headmaster, was aware that the results were, for whatever reason, incongruous with Larkin’s inherent intelligence and potential and allowed him to proceed. L. W. Kingsland, head of English, recognised that this would be the most promising subject for university entry. In March 1940 Larkin took the train to Oxford to sit the entrance examinations to read English at St John’s College, the only Oxbridge college with which his school had connections. He passed, and in June won distinctions in English and History for the Higher School Certificate. In October he would for the first time begin to spend lengthy periods away from his family.
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            Early Years
            


         


         Much of Larkin’s life involved either making do with the routine and mundane or anticipating disappointment. A precedent for this had already been set with his bizarre family existence, and Oxford established a sense of continuity. Larkin arrived on 9 October 1940, little more than a decade after Waugh’s Decline and Fall had presented the place as an agreeable combination of decadence and absurdity. Now it appeared as though doleful farce had taken a hand.
         


         The traditional academic calendar had been replaced by a random, capricious timetable, with undergraduates beginning, graduating or deferring the completion of their degrees according to the demands of military service. The undergraduate population of St John’s College now rarely rose above seventy, and all had to take rooms in the Front Quad. The New Quad was occupied by civil servants whose ‘secret’ work involved the administration of the white fish and potato ration, earning St John’s, one of the richest and most prestigious colleges, the nickname of Fish and Chips.
         


         The Blitz had not yet begun – it would a few months later and, terrifyingly for Larkin, would soon involve Coventry – but it was generally assumed that the Luftwaffe would at some point shift their bombers to urban centres, including morale-sapping raids on the glittering prizes of Oxford and Cambridge. Consequently St John’s, like the rest of the colleges, had taken on the uniform of expectation. Fire buckets, extinguishers and sandbags decorated the staircases and quads, and the mullioned windows had tape on the glass and blackout curtains on the frames. Each undergraduate had to do an all-night ‘fire-watching’ stint every ten days or so. Most teaching was done by dons ranked too old, infirm or inappropriate for civil or military service. The glamour and elitist self-confidence of the city appeared to have been absorbed by a fabric of ominous dreariness. But some things did not change, such as the place’s distillation of the British class system into the undergraduate population. The majority of Larkin’s new peers were from public schools, and for them Oxford was a continuation of the customs and routines of a life spent mostly away from the family home. Larkin, although reasonably secure regarding his intellectual abilities, was visited by various registers of anxiety. ‘Public schoolboys terrified me. The dons terrified me. So did the scouts’ (Required Writing, p. 40). He dealt with this in a number of ways, initially by spending his first few months almost exclusively in the company of friends from Coventry. He shared rooms at St John’s with Noel Hughes with whom he had co-authored in September 1940 ‘Last Will and Testament’, a parody goodbye-note poem to the masters at KHS. Ernest Roe and Frank Smith, also from KHS, were respectively at Exeter and Hertford Colleges. His close friend Jim Sutton had gone to the Slade School of Art in London, but just before Larkin’s arrival all Slade students had, for the duration of the war, been moved to Oxford. This sense of extended provincialism would eventually be embodied in John Kemp, the hero of Jill, except that Kemp had no friends at all and was made to feel even more isolated by being dropped a class from middle to working. And unlike Kemp, Larkin in his early months made an attempt to create a bohemian self-image. Before leaving Coventry he had acquired, with Sydney’s approval, an unusual and dazzling variety of clothes: cord trousers ranging in colour through green, purple and red, waistcoats of slightly contrasting brightness, most notably yellow, and a selection of flamboyantly patterned bow ties. Sometimes he wore a slouch brimmed hat, and his cerise trousers soon earned fame as allegedly the only pair in Oxford. Larkin did his best to supplement his blink-inducing appearance by cultivating the verbal mannerisms of a wit, rehearsing clever and sardonic observations on the dons and the curriculum; both, he noted, favouring the ancient and the obscure. His stammer presented problems here, of course, and he took up pipe-smoking as a non-verbal means of diverting attention from his frequent mid-sentence truncations. Who or what he imagined he was creating is given some indication in the dozen or so poems, most unpublished in his lifetime, that he wrote in his first eighteen months in Oxford. Many of these are promising, precocious pieces. Or they would be if they did not also give the impression of being manuscript drafts written by someone else, most obviously Auden. 
         


         ‘Ultimatum’ (June 1940) was Larkin’s first published poem and reads like a thesaurus of Auden’s phrasings and metrical orchestrations. The ‘Auden Generation’ (a.k.a. the ‘Pylon Poets’) had yet to attain the status of an enduring cliché, but the fact that The Listener’s sagacious literary editor, J. R. Ackerley, had accepted Larkin’s poem indicates that their radical edge had within a decade become a fashionable idiom. The one significant difference between Auden’s contemporaneous verse and Larkin’s rehearsals of it is that while the former offers a stark impression of civilised Europe moving towards a fascist-inspired apocalypse, Larkin maintains a studied avoidance of any particular frame of reference. They are like poems written by an Auden afflicted with aphasia, and it is likely that Ackerley’s decision to publish ‘Ultimatum’ was influenced as much by external events as by the piece itself. It resonates with suggestions of collective anxiety and uncertainty leavened with an image stolen shamelessly from Auden’s ‘Look Stranger’: ‘For on our island is no railway station, / There are no tickets for the Vale of Peace …’
         


         Read as a text in its own right it is an exercise in modernist-licensed discontinuity, intimating much but saying nothing, but before it arrived at The Listener’s office the battle for France was entering its disastrous final phase, and by the time Ackerley came to look at it, Dunkirk had turned Britain into an island from which there were indeed ‘no tickets for the Vale of Peace’. ‘Ultimatum’ was a lucky break, its shambolic obscurity given apparent coherence by Hitler’s military successes. In Oxford it lent credibility to Larkin’s cultivated self-image; he looked like a poet, albeit of fin de siècle vintage, and now he had been published.
         


         Tutorials were done in twos, and Larkin’s partner was a man called Norman Iles. Iles was the Oxford variation on Gunner, a cross between a Brideshead throwback and a self-promoting vandal. Larkin frequently found himself alone in tutorials; Iles attended when he felt like it. He hardly ever went to lectures and he earned an unenviable reputation as a burglar: he stole coal, jam, beer and other rationed consumables from everywhere in college, including the rooms of his fellow undergraduates. Despite all of this Larkin got on well enough with Iles. It was not a close friendship, but one incident would make it a very memorable one.
         


         Amis arrived in Oxford just before his nineteenth birthday in April 1941. No other City of London boys had gone to St John’s, but the dozen or so in the rest of the university welcomed Amis in his first week with a sherry party, held next door in Balliol. This, he recalled, was his first experience of extreme drunkenness. He tells in his Memoirs of how, after staggering back to his St John’s rooms, he had his vomiting session interrupted by canvassers for the Oxford University Conservative Association. Taking account of the chamber pot on his lap, their spokesman politely acknowledged that ‘perhaps we had better return at a more convenient time’ (Amis, Memoirs, p. 36). Amis began telling this unconfirmed story in the 1980s when the Conservatives had certainly returned, for himself and everyone else. But perhaps this is merely a coincidence.
         


         Within a week of his arrival Amis recognised in St John’s one of his Cambridge co-failures from the previous year, Norman Iles, and forty years later remembered him with a fair degree of loathing. But Iles was responsible for introducing Amis to the man with whom he shared a tutor, a meeting that would affect both of them for the rest of their lives and change the history of twentieth-century English writing. It is the stuff of myth and legend.


         According to Larkin, Iles said he knew a recently arrived freshman who ‘was a hell of a good man … who could shoot guns’. Later that same afternoon, 5 May, Larkin found out what he meant. Iles pointed his right hand, pistol style, at ‘a fair haired young man’ emerging from the corner staircase of the Front Quad and did a passable imitation of a shot. The stranger clutched his chest and half collapsed against the piled-up laundry bags. After introductions, Kingsley Amis offered them his own recently practised pistol-shot performance, supplemented with ricochet and echoes. Larkin’s account of this ends with the comment: ‘I stood silent. For the first time in my life I felt myself in the presence of a talent greater than my own’ (Larkin, Required Writing, p. 20). There is, of course, more than a hint of sarcasm in this. Larkin wrote it twenty years after the event, reflecting perhaps on how the time he had spent with Amis in Oxford was rather like a living parody of serious young writers honing their skills and exploring their ideas. Their friendship would be important; each would significantly affect the development of the other’s work, and as individuals they would be two of the most influential figures in the history of post-war British literature. But Wordsworth and Coleridge they were not.
         


         Amis’s ‘talent’ for sound-effects and imitations is part of the mythology of those years. What is rarely mentioned is that in Oxford at the time practically everyone else was doing this. Another St John’s freshman of 1941, Edward du Cann, later to become one of Mrs Thatcher’s Cabinet ministers, was celebrated for his ‘set piece’ reproduction of a Soviet propaganda film ‘full of small arms fire and shell noises’ (Memoirs, p. 39). Larkin and Amis traded imitations of senior English faculty dons. Amis would offer a version of Lord David Cecil’s effeminate, upper-middle-class drawl, celebrating the delights of ‘Chauthah … Dvyden … Theckthypyum’, in return for Larkin’s rendition of J. R. R. Tolkien’s semi-audible mumble which added an extra layer of impenetrability to his special subject, Anglo-Saxon. Impersonation enabled Larkin to suspend completely his stammer and played a small part in his gradual removal of the affliction from normal speech.
         


         Larkin and Amis helped to found a group called ‘The Seven’, the other five being Jimmy Willcox, Philip Brown, Nick Russel, David Williams and Norman Iles, all St John’s undergraduates. Ostensibly the model for this circle was the early eighteenth-century Scriblerus Club, comprising among others Pope, Swift, Gay and Arbuthnot, and whose object was to ‘ridicule all false tastes in learning’ and by implication uphold their meritable counterparts. Such lofty antecedents soon gave way to a less purposive opportunity to meet at least once a week, tell jokes, share cigarettes, get drunk and maybe discuss contemporary literature. Sometimes they would pass round a poem that one of them had written and talk honestly about its various qualities and shortcomings, at least until the drink began to take hold.
         


         This combination of high culture and disorganised indulgence accurately reflects the nature of Amis’s and Larkin’s early friendship. The two of them would spend long periods, usually in Amis’s rooms, listening to jazz records, often prancing around in an attempt to embody the rhythms and improvisational nuances of the piece. In the Victoria Arms in Walton Street Larkin could sometimes be persuaded to do a twelve-bar blues number on the battered piano, and ‘if there were no outsiders present’ (Memoirs, p. 53) Amis would join in with lyrics borrowed from their records. Larkin’s recollections of his time with Amis in Oxford often carry a slight but tangible note of envy and resentment, and there was sufficient cause for this. It was as though they were two versions of the same character created by a novelist who was uncertain about which would make it to the final draft.
         


         Their backgrounds were remarkably similar. The City of London School was the metropolitan equivalent of King Henry VIII School, Coventry, and for each of them school was a treasured alternative to their relationships with their respective fathers. William Amis could have been Sydney Larkin rewritten as a more tractable, easy-going presence. Both were hard-working, self-made office men, and both were agnostics. When Amis and Larkin talked with each other of their lives before Oxford and their families, it must have seemed to the latter as if his new friend had drawn the longer, more generous straw. At every turn it appeared as though some omnipotent wordsmith was having fun with two parallel scripts, choosing to reframe Amis’s as suburban comedy and Larkin’s as provincial Gothic. Amis, when he arrived in Oxford, was an enthusiastic communist, proudly exhibiting a polemicist’s knowledge of the works of Marx and Lenin, but even then he admitted that his commitment was acquired partly as a way of irritating his father, a means of asserting his independence. He had become a radical among lower middle-class Tories. How, wondered Larkin, would he too have acquired a similar, albeit immature sense of a separate identity? By declaring his loyalty to Stalin? Sydney would probably have relished the challenge – the polarities of European fanaticism embodied in father and son.
         


         And then there was jazz. ‘Our heroes’, wrote Amis in his Memoirs, ‘were the white Chicagoans, Count Basie’s band, Bix Beiderbecke, Sidney Bechet, Henry Allen, Fats Waller, early Armstrong, and early Ellington … and our heroines were Bessie Smith, Billie Holliday, Rosetta Howard … and Cleo Brown’ (Memoirs, p. 52). These enthusiasms were not unique to Larkin and Amis – every undergraduate not prematurely middle-aged was a jazz fan – but what was striking for the two new friends was the weird contrast between how they had acquired their tastes. Amis told of how his father regarded Duke Ellington records as evocative of dark-skinned savages dancing round a pot of human remains and much classical music, without the human voice, as a form of grandiose self-indulgence. Amis senior preferred Gilbert and Sullivan. So again Amis made sure that his early encounters with Mozart, Haydn, Schubert and, particularly, American jazz were accompanied by a learned polemic. His love for music, jazz and classical, became transparent and unflagging, but it was inspired by his early instinct to rebel against anything his father espoused. Sydney encouraged and promoted all the activities that in the Amis household functioned as symbols of youthful dissent. Classical concerts in Coventry were standard fare, and, as we have seen, Larkin was encouraged in his love of jazz. Amis’s parents enjoyed middle-market contemporary fiction; women novelists such as Ursula Bloom, Norah C. James and Ann Bridge being his mother’s favourites, William preferring the detective writing of Austin Freeman, Francis Grierson and John Rhode. At Amis’s school the likes of Auden, MacNeice and Eliot were coat-trailed by masters and pupils as examples of something almost dangerous. How different from Penvorn where modernism was perfunctory, de rigueur. The literary, political and cultural affiliations that Amis used as a means of projecting himself into an impertinent adulthood appeared for Larkin to have been anticipated and pre-empted by his father. Certainly his taste for caricature and practical jokes amused Larkin, but more and more each found in the other dimensions of their own personality either more fully developed or comfortably contained.
         


         They talked a lot about literature, and Amis later claimed that Larkin ‘was always the senior partner … the stronger personality, always much better read’. This was true in that Larkin knew a lot more about contemporary writing than his friend. He encouraged Amis’s slight interest in Auden and introduced him to the idiosyncratic fiction of Flann O’Brien and Henry Green. He also recommended to him Julian Hall’s The Senior Commoner, a humourless exploration of class difference, isolation and repressed sexuality. This would influence Amis’s first novel, ‘The Legacy’, completed after the war and unpublished. ‘The Legacy’ was like none of the works that would sustain his career as a novelist. It was introspective, lacked narrative energy, contained nothing resembling wit and in a paradoxical way it reflected the nature of Amis’s early friendship with Larkin. Amis’s presence encouraged, even licensed Larkin’s taste for visiting upon respectable culture a blend of the satirical and the obscene as a valve for his frustrations and uncertainties regarding his serious literary ambitions. At the same time Larkin’s learning and sophistication offered Amis a stabilising counterbalance for his own addiction to irresponsible humour.
         


         According to Amis, Larkin would write obscene clerihews about the college dons, and they collaborated on a record cover involving ‘Bill Wordsworth and his Hot Six’: ‘Wordsworth (tmb) with “Lord” Byron (tpt), Percy Shelley (sop), Johnny Keats (alto and clt), Sam “Tea” Coleridge (pno), Jimmy Hogg (bs), Bob Southey (ds)’. During their discussion of other people’s poems, including those of friends from ‘The Seven’, they considered having two rubber stamps made, reading ‘What does this mean?’ and ‘What makes you think I care?’ Larkin later commented that there would be ‘one for each of us’, and we will never know which question best reflects the attitude of either himself or his friend. They even evolved a private, ritualistic habit of speech in which, to save time, any idea or person they regarded as pompous, boring or pretentious would be attached without connectives to an obscenity: ‘Spenser bum, piss William Empson, Robert Graves shag’. This mildly juvenile practice survived in their letters until Larkin’s death. Despite being much shyer than Amis and less inclined to turn his taste for mockery and caricature into a public performance, Larkin could be far more cynical. He wrote a parody of Keats’s ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’, which included the sensitive Romantic’s confession that:
         


         


            


               


                  And this is why I shag alone


                  Ere half my creeping days are done


                  The wind coughs sharply in the stone …


                  There is no sun


               


            


         


         Amis’s copy of Keats’s Poems contained a comment by Larkin on that famous moment of ethereal unification and transcendence in The Eve of St Agnes: ‘YOU MEAN HE FUCKED HER.’ It was as though both were in private able to enjoy breaking down the institutionalised borders between comic irreverence and high culture, while in their attempts to produce proper literature they deferred to the humourless conventions of the latter.
         


         Around the same time as this Amis had taken on, for a term in 1942, the editorship of the University Labour Club Bulletin, and in the spring issue he included two of Larkin’s poems called ‘Observation’ and ‘Disintegration’, the titles of which bespeak their intense, self-focused moods.
         


         In early 1942 they collaborated in what Amis later called a series of ‘obscene and soft-porn fairy stories’. One was entitled ‘The Jolly Prince and the Distempered Ghost’ and was a parody of the sometimes dreary medieval narratives that were a compulsory element of the Oxford curriculum. It involved a ghostly presence whose insubstantiality is belied by his constant habit of farting. Another, called ‘I Would Do Anything for You’, was about two beautiful lesbians who discover in their Oxford flat a collection of jazz records left there by the previous, male, occupant. Scrupulously these records are listed, and they are ones that both Amis and Larkin had read about but never heard. This is a fascinating evocation of circumstantial and psychological pessimism. If the man had returned to the flat to reclaim his property he would have found women to whom he was attracted but who would never feel anything similar for him. The records, similarly observed but not experienced by the authors, testify to their own anticipation of failure – although for Larkin, much less attractive and confident than his co-author, the symbolism would have been more cutting. The story, combining in one figure characteristics of each of them, would remain a token of their early friendship: Amis refers to ‘IWDAFY’ on at least six occasions in his letters to Larkin during the 1940s and 1950s.
         


         The sense of stoical gloom that underpins the story would re-emerge in Larkin’s first published novel, Jill, four years later. It is a work that is addressed to his own ever-present sense of vulnerability. The element of mildly pornographic irresponsibility and the sheer fun that had attended his collaboration with Amis had disappeared. It was only when he began to write his early-1950s poems that the assertive, sardonic spark of the unpublished novel began to show itself.
         


         Although Amis described Larkin as the ‘senior partner’ in their friendship, this is more a tribute to the latter’s learning than an accurate reflection of their conventions of exchange. For Larkin their co-authored stories involved a degree of self-mockery. He had become a devotee of the psychologist John Layard, whose theories of sexuality, identity and socio-cultural enclosure found parallels in the fiction of D. H. Lawrence, whose work Larkin also admired. Amis summed up his own view of Layard and Larkin’s preoccupation with his ideas as ‘all that piss about liar’s quinsy’, and he loathed D. H. Lawrence. Lawrence, in Amis’s opinion, was a psychosexual evangelist masquerading as a literary writer. Amis always believed that whatever else literature might be it should not become the vehicle for an explanation of the human condition. Amis and Larkin did not argue about this, because Amis simply forbade from their exchanges anything that in his view was spurious, intellectually pretentious and consequently boring, and Lawrence was top of the list.
         


         So while their stories might appear to be the products of similarly disposed farceurs, they grew out of the unevenness of their relationship. For Larkin they provided some relief from the harsh and unsettling world of self-examination that constituted his early writing. Amis, as Larkin has stated, did not really have another world; he ‘lived in a zone of the most perfectly refined pure humour’ (Motion, 1993, p. 54). 
         


         The relationship formed between Larkin and Amis in the year before the latter left Oxford for military service is fascinating principally because we fail to appreciate its immense significance. It would be a decade before each of them had served their apprenticeships as writers and begun to produce prestigious work, and this process was informed, instigated, by their friendship. The reason why we do not recognise the influence of one upon the other is because it was involuntary. Few if any writers would be willing to concede that the essential character of their work, its success, was due to an accident for which they were only partially responsible.
         


         The most widely quoted and returned to account of Larkin’s Oxford years, particularly 1941–2, is his introduction to the reprint of Jill written more than twenty years later. For some reason, which Larkin does not bother to explain, Amis holds centre stage. The other characters – Noel Hughes, Iles, his tutor Gavin Bone, his other close friend Bruce Montgomery – feature as a graciously acknowledged cast of extras. Amis takes precedence, but Larkin makes sure that we do not get the wrong impression. After telling of his friend’s abilities to render everyone incapable with laughter he adds: ‘This is not to say that Kingsley dominated us. Indeed to some extent he suffered the familiar humorist’s fate of being unable to get anyone to take him seriously at all’ (Philip Larkin, ‘Introduction’, Jill, p. 16). This must come close to a record for breadth of implication generated by economy of words. Virtually everyone who read it, in 1964, would see not the undergraduate farceur but the bestselling novelist. Moreover, those who had followed Amis’s work would see a writer whose claims to be taken seriously had been regularly undermined by a solid core of reviewers who treated his apparent addiction to comedy as his Achilles heel, the characteristic that denied him admission to the rank of proper novelists. Certainly Amis was a far more talented joker and imitator than virtually anyone else in Oxford, but to imply, as Larkin does, that this was an accurate anticipation of his literary presence is a calculated distortion of fact. Larkin does this as much as a private means of repackaging the past as a snide gesture towards the public reputation of his friend. As we shall see, by 1964 Larkin had virtually ostracised his friend, and an ugly combination of envy and bitterness played some part in this.
         


         Among his friends, Amis, at the time, seemed to Larkin the least likely to succeed as a literary artist. Before he met Amis, Larkin had, albeit tentatively, begun to cultivate a friendship with Bruce Montgomery. Montgomery was already a legendary figure in Oxford: composer, painter and author of two novels and a monolithic tome entitled Romanticism and the World Crisis (all at the time unpublished). His background, looks and behaviour were those of a lazy, idiosyncratic sybarite – a talented version of Sebastian Flyte. Also, he presented himself in his dress and manner as potentially bisexual. Larkin was fascinated and influenced. In 1942, for example, he began to make hesitant sexual advances towards Philip Brown, a medical student with whom he had shared rooms in 1941 and a co-member of ‘The Seven’. Brown later confessed to being more puzzled than offended by this, given that Larkin himself appeared to be trying to recreate himself as a version of Montgomery. He was attempting to build a world around himself where any form of unorthodoxy and radicalism – sexuality included – indicated artistic promise. Amis, the boozy, talented jester, seemed to belong in a completely different sort of drama.
         


         Larkin and Amis had known one another for little more than a year when the war interrupted their friendship – Amis was conscripted into the army but Larkin’s poor eyesight exempted him from military service. This period of prolonged separation, particularly the eighteen months when Amis was serving in Continental Europe, was immensely important because they began to exchange letters regularly. It was the beginning of a correspondence that would last, with a notable interruption in the 1960s, until Larkin’s death and which is unique in the history of literature. Never before or since has there been an extended record of two writers disclosing aspects of their private worlds to each other, sharing dimensions of their personalities in such a way as Amis and Larkin did. Their correspondence provides an index not only to the progress of their relationship but also to each of them as individual writers.
         


         In July 1942 Amis arrived at Catterick Camp in Yorkshire for basic army training. He had completed only a year of his degree when he was called up. After two months as a private he was posted to the neighbouring Royal Corps of Signals depot as an officer cadet; and six months after that was awarded a commission as a second lieutenant.


         Amis was well prepared for the shift from university to military service. At City of London School, aged fourteen, he had joined the Officer Training Corps and he transferred to its adult version, the Senior Training Corps, at Oxford. In the Officer Training Corps he had become an excellent rifle shot, and at City of London and Oxford he proved to be a talented practitioner of drill and marching. New, physically fit soldiers could choose their regiments and specialisation, although practically all able and mentally competent men were obliged to join active service units. Amis, following the advice of his Oxford acquaintance Norman Manning, went for what seemed the safest. The Signals, as its name suggests, was the communication department of the army. They set up and maintained radio links between fighting troops and their support and they worked largely behind the front line. Amis during his period in Europe in 1944–5 witnessed the consequences of war but never quite its practice. He landed in Normandy three weeks after D-Day, and he followed the advance through France, Belgium and Germany always at a relatively safe distance from the exchange of fire.
         


         ‘Who Else Is Rank?’, a novel, was co-authored during his time in Europe with his fellow Signals officer E. Frank Coles. It was never published, and the typescript is deposited in the Huntington Library, California. The parts of ‘Who Else Is Rank?’ written by Amis involve Frank Archer, a young, sensitive lieutenant in the Signals, whose story is based almost exclusively upon Amis’s experiences in 1943–5. Archer undergoes basic training in Catterick, and one evening he meets a young woman in the King’s Arms, Richmond, a market town a few miles from Catterick Camp. The woman is attractive, has ‘dark brown hair and rather peculiar eyes a long way apart and rather long from corner to corner’. Her name is Betty Russell, and she is an exact reproduction of Elisabeth Simpson whom Amis did meet in Richmond, in the King’s Arms. Her fictional name reflects Amis’s continued attachment to Larkin. In their letters in 1943–4 he always refers to her as Betty, and the other name that occurs most frequently in these letters is Pee Wee Russell, one of Amis’s favourite jazz players.
         


         Coles and Amis wrote the novel over several months in the winter of 1944–5 when their signals company was stalled a few miles from Brussels. As Amis put it in his Memoirs, ‘Ennui had time to set in’ (Memoirs, p. 86). Their temporary officers’ mess was a well-furnished bourgeois house, and after dinner they would compose and read to each other their respective chapters. Amis’s Archer and Coles’s Stephen Lewis were first-person narrators whose experiences and observations would often intersect. Significantly, however, Coles/Lewis tells us a great deal about Amis/Archer, while the latter is more preoccupied with his own activities. 
         


         Amis’s chapters are, as one would expect of first attempts at fiction, uncertain exercises in how to blend the message with the resources of the medium. The two chapters entitled ‘Rhapsody’ and ‘Ecstasy’ concentrate on his relationship with Elisabeth Simpson and are as much a means of exploring his own feelings and recollections as an attempt at publishable fiction. In one episode in ‘Rhapsody’ he describes in about 160 words several days in the lives of Betty and Archer, but the phrase ‘A few days later in the waiting room at Catterick Bridge Station’ is the only specific reference to place and time. The rest of the passage is concerned with ‘kissing’ (three references), Betty’s ‘breasts’ and Archer’s contact with them (twice), her ‘legs’ and ‘thighs’ and, predominantly, her response to his attentions: ‘her heart … beating as fast as mine’, ‘she seemed very tense and quivering’, ‘still didn’t say anything’, ‘she writhed in my arms’, ‘she was breathing very deeply’.
         


         ‘Ecstasy’ tells us of a weekend they spend in York in a hotel, of how Archer feels something more than desire for Betty and eventually of Betty’s declaration that their relationship must end. Her husband is on active service in the Middle East. She does not love him, but she feels she must return to him for the sake of her daughter. When Amis wrote this in 1944–5 it was an accurate account of the state of his relationship with Elisabeth Simpson. He concludes the chapter with Archer saying, ‘I’m seeing you again’, as Betty boards her train. After the war they kept in occasional contact by letter, but their relationship was effectively over before Amis left for Europe. Amis even includes in ‘Ecstasy’ a version of his father’s discovery of his affair with Elisabeth. Archer tells Betty that his father is ‘a bit suspicious’ and that he thinks of her as ‘a designing woman’, which, in the light of William Amis’s actual reaction, is a trifle generous. In truth, William ostracised Kingsley who was home on leave. Only Peggy’s shrewd, diplomatic policy of persuasion caused him to resume communication with his son.
         


         In the letters exchanged between Amis and Larkin in 1942–3, when Amis was in Catterick, we can recognise parts of the narrative of ‘Who Else is Rank?’ In practically every letter Amis mentions Elisabeth or ‘Betty’. On 20 August 1943 Larkin replies to a letter of the week before in which Amis had told him of how Elisabeth effectively dominated their relationship, referring to him as a ‘funny, silly creature’. Larkin writes that a woman who had said this to him ‘would find herself on her back before she knew where she was’ and he was not referring to sex. He adds that Elisabeth ‘sounds delightful, honest she does. I know she isn’t really.’ It is clear that Amis has presented Elisabeth to Larkin as someone who both excites and, to an extent, intimidates him, and in his letters he includes examples of fictional dialogue based upon his own exchanges with her. In a reply to him on 16 September 1943 Larkin writes that ‘these “pattern conversations” are the last word’. Amis provided Anthony Thwaite, Larkin’s letters editor, with an explanation: ‘a pattern conversation was a typical conversation between young man and young woman showing how she could twist y.m. round her little finger – “What’s wrong?” [asks y.m.] – “Nothing” – “If there’s something wrong I wish you’d tell me” – “If you like me as you say you do you wouldn’t need telling”, etc.’ (Anthony Thwaite (ed.), Selected Letters of Philip Larkin, 1940–1985, p. 70).
         


         Amis supplied Anthony Thwaite with these details in the late 1980s when the latter was preparing his edition of Larkin’s Letters, but what he did not recall was the function of pattern conversations both as a private joke between himself and Larkin and as a testing ground for his first attempts at writing fiction. Writing to Larkin from Catterick (26 October–6 November 1943) Amis suspends the gossipy flow of the letter and offers his friend an example of pattern conversation.
         


         


            ‘It was awfully nice of you to come and see me tonight, darling, when you’ve got all that work to do.’


            ‘Don’t say that. I wanted to.’ (Liar.)


            ‘It’s been awful this week. I’ve missed you so much.’


            ‘It hasn’t been nice for me either. I’ve missed you too.’ (Liar.)


            ‘You know, Bill … it’s just like having … pins and needles …’


            ‘You’ll have to get used to being without me, you know.’ (Bastard.)


            ‘Yes, I know.’


            ‘Never mind, May. I shall never forget you.’ Yes, I really did say that.


         


         The ‘May’ to whom he referred was a soldier in the Auxiliary Territorial Service (the women’s branch of the army) based at Catterick with whom Amis (Bill) was having an affair alongside his one with Elisabeth, and one assumes that this is a transcribed recollection of an actual exchange. A very similar conversation appears in ‘Who Else Is Rank?’ following the 160-word description of Archer fondling Betty. 


         
         


         


            ‘Are you all right?’ I said.


            ‘Yes, I’m all right,’ she said. ‘You mustn’t do that,’ she said. ‘I felt like crying.’


            ‘But I like you very much,’ I said.


            ‘You wouldn’t have done that if you really liked me.’


         


         One wonders if Amis adapted a transcription of his exchange with May for the one between Archer (himself) and Betty (Elisabeth). The only significant difference is that the former includes, for Larkin’s benefit, disclosures of Amis’s blatant insincerity (‘Bastard’, etc.). ‘Who Else Is Rank?’ bears practically no resemblance to the fiction that Amis would eventually publish, with the exception of the pattern conversations. These resurface in a more accomplished, merciless form in the exchanges in Lucky Jim between Dixon and his horrible girlfriend, Margaret Peel. And again we encounter a connection between the closed, confessional exchanges between Amis and Larkin and the former’s writing, first in ‘Who Else Is Rank?’ and more significantly in Lucky Jim where Margaret Peel, the pushy woman attempting to ‘twist the y.m. round her finger’, is based upon Larkin’s girlfriend, Monica Jones, whom Amis openly disliked. It is also worth noting a close resemblance between Amis’s pattern conversations and the dialogues between the nervous, hesitant John Kemp and practically everyone else, particularly the women, in Larkin’s first novel Jill, which he first mentions to Amis in a letter written three weeks before he congratulates his friend on this misogynistic contribution to the novelist’s task.
         


         At one point Archer obtains an evening pass for a few drinks with some of his Oxford friends – he, like Amis, has had to interrupt his degree for war service. One of his friends is wearing purple corduroys, very thick glasses and an orange bow tie, and his manner drifts between the anxious and the affected. His name is Bruno Coleman. One of the mildly surreal and unpublished short stories that Larkin wrote, without Amis’s cooperation, although he read it, was about a dominant lesbian figure called Brunette Coleman.
         


         Aside from the pseudo-erotic pieces co-written with Amis, most of Larkin’s own literary output during his undergraduate years can best be described as outlandish. It comprises principally two pieces of fiction, ‘Trouble at Willow Gables’ and ‘Michaelmas Term at St Bride’s’, and a verse sequence called ‘Sugar and Spice: A Sheaf of Poems’. The work is fascinating in its own right but even more so because all of it is written by a figure invented by Larkin, the aforementioned Brunette Coleman. It would be tempting to treat the two novels – the first set in a girls’ boarding school, the second involving some of the same characters a few years later in Oxford at a version of Somerville College – as a blend of mild pornography and self-parody: women’s sexuality, specifically lesbianism, appears to be the predominant theme, and it would, of course, have been both satisfying and a compensation for his own sexual immaturity for Larkin to have set his own most lurid fantasies against his imaginative and technical skills as a writer. However, on closer scrutiny it becomes evident that he had involved himself in something far more strategic and complex than an exercise in vicarious gratification.
         


         In ‘Trouble at Willow Gables’ the style shifts between three registers: cautious indifference, archly overwritten symbolism with a hint of Lawrence and prose that appears to disclose its writer’s involuntary feelings of sexual excitement.


         He pretended to his friends that Brunette was a joke, but in truth she was a rehearsal for what he knew he would give proper time to after graduation. She enabled him to invent a writer, to stand outside this presence, sometimes allying her with his own inclinations – sexual and familial – and sometimes watching her operate as a figure attempting to reconcile what she was with what she put on the page. Within a year of completing the strange fabric of texts that created Brunette he would begin his first serious attempt at fiction. There would be parallels, in that the principal figure would be a fantasist, not unlike the creator of Brunette, for whom life and fiction involve fragile, nebulous borders. Brunette was the preamble for Jill.
         


         Considering the amount of time and effort given over to the creation of Brunette and her literary constellation it is extraordinary that he had any in reserve for other activities, such as his final examinations in June 1943. Throughout the spring and early summer he complained regularly to his friends that he was, variously, unprepared for finals, unsuited to academic study per se and indifferent to the nature of his degree. To Norman Iles he wrote that ‘There’s so much to be learnt – and of course the best thing to have is a “genuine love of literature”. I haven’t got one …’ (7 April 1943). To Iles he predicted ‘a Second if I’m lucky’, for Sutton ‘a Third, at most a Second’ (12 April) and for his parents ‘a Third or lower’ (4 April). His pessimism was genuine in that he was aware that he had spent too long doing other things to make the best of his innate talents as a literary scrutineer – perversely Brunette’s ‘What Are We Writing For?’ discloses the analytical talents of its, and her, creator. When, in mid-July, he ascended the steps of the Sheldonian Theatre to look for his name on the degree lists he was well prepared to be ranked as mediocre or worse, and the combination of surprise and elation was all the more priceless when he found that he had a First. For once the Larkin family shared an unalloyed feeling of happiness. Eva and Sydney attended his graduation ceremony in late July, and afterwards the three of them went to lunch with Diana Gollancz and Bruce Montgomery.
         


         He spent the rest of the summer in Coventry with occasional visits to friends still in Oxford, and it is during this period that he exchanged experiments with Brunette for plans for a piece of fiction that might be taken seriously by publishers. At the end of ‘Michaelmas Term at St Bride’s’ there is a curious passage in which one of the two principal characters, Pat, informs the other, Marie, that the ‘story’ in which they had both been involved is ‘over now’ and that reality beckons. The specifics of this non-fictional world involve a bar-room full of young men, some of whom she has met before and others not. Members of ‘The Seven’ would probably have recognised versions of themselves. ‘Teddy’ is, no doubt, Edward du Cann, and one man, Bruce Montgomery, is even referred to as author of The Case of the Gilded Fly, as indeed he was. Not only had Larkin introduced his fictional character to some of his actual acquaintances, he further guaranteed the authenticity of this world by basing it upon a real event. On 5 June 1943 he wrote to Iles:
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