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  to the memory of Janet Evans




   




  nobis cum semel occidit brevis lux




  nox est perpetua una dormienda




   




   




  The striking aphorism requires a stricken aphorist.




  – Alfred Polgar
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Introduction





  EVEN IN America, only the specialist student of the Algonquin circle would nowadays recognise the name of Alexander

  Woollcott, and only the specialist in Alexander Woollcott would remember a line he wrote. Fluent without talent – perhaps the most enviable talent of all – he had, however, celebrity.

  Wolcott Gibbs hadn’t, though he wrote with the easy-seeming colloquial snap for which Alexander Woollcott could offer only jocose verbosity as a substitute. Today, with his achievements, if

  they are mentioned at all, invariably attributed to his giftless near-namesake, Wolcott Gibbs is a separate identity only for the reader who believes that a serious note can be struck in casual

  journalism, and struck most truly when the touch is light.




  But for any reader who does believe that, Wolcott Gibbs is important. More than thirty years ago, when I was majoring in extracurricular activities at the University of Sydney, I committed his

  collection of pieces called Season in the Sun to memory. Today I own both the American and British editions and would buy every second-hand copy of the book I came across if that did not

  mean depriving some young browser of the same discovery. Gibbs’s profile of Henry Luce, written in a parody of early Time style and featuring the much-misquoted tag-line

  ‘Backwards run sentences until reels the mind’, pioneered a form of criticism in which he had many imitators but no peers. His book reviews amusingly exposed the gap between ambition

  and attainment. He was a truly witty theatre critic where Dorothy Parker was merely witty at theatre’s expense. In my opinion, freely given to my fellow aspirants on the staff of the Sydney

  University newspaper honi soit, Gibbs ranked with A. J. Liebling and S. J. Perelman among the New Yorker writers who had transcended the house style and made the voice of America

  their own. They all collected pieces rather than wrote books.




  The same was also true of most of my old world models. George Bernard Shaw’s six Standard Edition volumes of music and theatre criticism constituted, for at least one admirer who would

  read aloud from them at parties unless forced not to, the most powerful single recommendation for a practical critical engagement, as opposed to an academic detachment. Later on I mustered some

  appreciation for academic detachment as well, but when young and more impatient I liked the immediacy, the quotability, and, of course, the brevity, of the periodical article written to a tight

  deadline. Even Shaw’s marathon critical effort was really just a collection of weekly columns. His creative personality gave it coherence. It still does, when so many of his plays lie dead. I

  can’t imagine ever wanting to read the preface to Man and Superman again, but I still return to Our Theatres in the Nineties, and find it just as difficult now as long ago

  to read five pages without reading fifty.




  In the ensuing decades I have built, without really trying to, a whole library of critical works – weighted inevitably, the times being what they are, towards the scholarly and the

  academic. But at the heart of it, and among my favourite books of any kind, are those books that the conventional wisdom would have us believe are not really books at all. Some of them

  – for example Edmund Wilson’s two key collections The Shores of Light and Classics and Commercials – are simply the richest concentrations of critical thought in

  modern times. Of those, most would never have been published if the publishers had shared the conviction, nowadays most often propagated by book reviewers themselves, that collections of reviews

  are to be deplored. No opportunity should be lost to condemn that view as illiterate. As publishers become more reluctant to amortise a low-selling book against a high-selling one, even if they are

  both by the same author, it needs to be emphasised that some of the best non-fiction books are composed from casual journalism. It should also be said that the prospect of being able to republish

  their work in a collection was one of the things that used to make casual journalists write with care. The reviewer who dismisses his colleague’s collection of articles as a pretentious claim

  on posterity would sound more persuasive if his review were energised by the same ambition. But increasingly it isn’t written to last the time it takes to read it. London literary journalism

  has not benefited from so easily accepting its latter-day status as irredeemable ephemera. The result, ever more in the ascendant, has been a kind of ignorant knowingness, a whole new brand of

  aggressive modesty. I preferred the old conceit, which the first section of this book is unapologetically intended to perpetuate.




  The second section is the product of strange circumstances. Since Mrs Thatcher launched her mischievous assault on Britain’s broadcasting system, nobody living in the target area has been

  able to escape involvement with the underlying politics of an institution vital not just to this nation but – surely the claim is not too large – to the world entire. Ordinarily it

  would have been sufficient commitment just to make the best possible programmes, which need a long week’s work for a good half hour, and absorb more energy the easier they look. But morale in

  the broadcasting system collapsed so rapidly under the government’s attack that it became a dereliction not to engage in polemics. Against my inclination, I found myself making speeches. It

  simply had to be done, ready or not, win or – more likely – lose. Where politics is concerned, in the margin of history (Sir Lewis Namier’s excellent title for one of his several

  lastingly instructive collections of essays) is where I prefer to be. This one time I was mixed up in the action. For the theoretical treatise about television I might have written in an ideal

  academic world, these pieces are the contingent, shop-soiled substitute. Composed on trains and in the backs of cars, typed late at night when I should have been asleep, they are not without

  deficiencies, and may well be without virtues. But they took all I had at the time, so I am betting that some of the urgency still comes through, if only as a sense of strain.




  The third section consists of non-fiction in verse form: pieces which would have had to wait a long time for my next collection of poems, but which I was keen to see safely under cover. Mixing

  prose and verse in a single collection is not without precedent. In the pre-Nazi German-speaking world, a rich culture which included the dismembered but still productive Austro-Hungarian empire,

  there was an agreeably easygoing tradition by which the Kleinkunst practitioners would from time to time publish mixed collections of their recent periodical writings:

  feuilletons, reviews, sketches, aphorisms and poems all cohabiting on the untroubled assumption that the reader cared less about categories than about what the individual writer had been

  up to lately. Republished post-war as part of a determined but forlorn effort to put a shattered civilisation back together, the same material was tidily sorted out into its appropriate genres,

  leaving once unclassifiable writers looking dauntingly monumental – a polite way of saying dead, which most of them were, and prematurely at that. Glad to possess such thoroughgoing

  multi-volume standard editions, I still prefer those first, airy, disordered little volumes, which I search out all over the world in the cities to which the refugees fled and where their children,

  having grown up understandably alienated from the old language, sold the books. I find them with cracked hinges, stacked spine-up on the floors of airless rooms in New York, Los Angeles, Tel Aviv

  and Jerusalem: Kurt Tucholsky, Alfred Polgar, Egon Friedell, Alfred Kerr, Egon Kisch, Anton Kuh – light stylists of the heavy heart, their sentences, which once sped too fast to be weighed,

  caught between covers like cosmic rays in a bubble chamber.




  Until recently the same sort of one-man cabaret book could be done in Britain too. Paul Dehn’s For Love and Money has been with me for thirty years: reviews, essays, lampoons and

  poems all packed tight into one little volume, and yet somehow constantly shifting to illuminate one another from an unexpected angle. Dehn, the inheritor of James Agate’s library, eventually

  vanished into affluence as a screen writer (The Spy Who Came In From the Cold, The Deadly Affair), but his early pieces, whether in paragraphs or stanzas, were individual in every

  phrase. Urbane, well-informed, elegant without being precious, it was the kind of writing which the influence of Dr Leavis scared out of the courtyard, to our lasting harm. Without Dehn’s

  film reviews, my own television column would not have taken quite the tone it did. He was only one of a dozen influences – if there isn’t more than one influence you can’t be

  influenced – but he was crucial, because he showed how learning could be brought to bear in defence of simplicity, and that the only attack worth launching is in defence of a value. My

  biggest and perhaps most presumptuous ambition as a writer of fugitive pieces is that they might have the same enabling effect on the expectations of some up-and-coming young critic as Paul

  Dehn’s once did on mine.




  The last section might look like blatant self-publicity but I can only plead that the self being publicised is a performer, who must bark for his act if the press won’t do it for him. When

  I began presenting full-scale television programmes I soon found that there was no point giving a round of interviews and profiles in the hope of a plug. That approach had long since ceased to be

  rewarding when it was time to publish a new book. To expect helpful coverage for a new TV show was to go too often to a well that was already poisoned. I don’t, except in weak moments, blame

  journalists, to whose ranks I belong. But if I am not interested in talking about my private life, and the profile-writers are not interested in talking about my work, then there is nowhere for

  them to escape except into speculation. I bore them towards fantasy, which accumulates in the clippings file, hardening into myth under the pressure of its own weight. Thus, on the mercifully

  sparse occasions when it is my turn to be turned over, I get a chance to read about some calculating poseur who will do anything to display his erudition, while simultaneously plunging ruthlessly

  down-market in search of viewers. How anyone could successfully do both those things at once is hard to fathom, but perhaps they mean that I am doing it unsuccessfully.




  Meanwhile I have to publicise my upcoming programmes somehow: the BBC isn’t giving me all that air-time just to be coy. So when the editor of the Radio Times asks for six hundred

  words he gets the piece as quickly as I can do it. But that still means as quickly as I can do it well. As with any other writing task, you can write it to throw away or you can try to make it

  stick. For millions of readers who are mostly too busy during the day to build up a stock of obscure cultural references, I must strive to express myself in as unadorned a way as possible while

  being entertaining enough to ram home the message that their lives will be blighted if they don’t see the show. Vulgarity is always a hazard. But if the flyer is sometimes garish, for the

  circus I make no excuse. Television for the mass audience is part of my vocation. I didn’t choose to do it out of calculation; I am compelled to do it out of impulse. I sometimes hear about a

  version of myself who is pitifully unaware of the discrepancy between literary criticism for the discerning minority and mass-channel spectacle for the viewing public. I don’t believe in that

  gap but wouldn’t care if it were an abyss. What could I do if I fell in except try to make the fall look like a dive?




   




  London, 1992




  





  
Part One:





  ASSESSMENTS AND CELEBRATIONS




  




  





  
Not Drowning But Waving





  (Stevie: A Biography of Stevie Smith by Jack Barbera and William McBrien, Papermac, 1986)




  SOME WOULD say that Stevie Smith was as daft as a brush. Others would say that she was pretty much of a bitch. Calling her

  mad was always the best way to get out of admitting that she could be cruel, just as calling her naïve was always the best way to get out of admitting that her poetry made almost everybody

  else’s sound overwrought. It was an effect she intended, and was not above occasionally crowing about.




   




  

    

      

        

          Many of the English,




          The intelligent English,




          Of the Arts, the Professions




          

            

              and the Upper Middle Classes,


            


          




          Are under-cover men,




          But what is under the cover




          (That was original)




          Died . . .


        


      


    


  




   




  Few people except the Queen, who gave her a medal and asked her to tea, were brave enough to let on in public that Stevie Smith’s poetry was the kind they liked best because it

  didn’t sound like poetry at all. In private, however, she always had a following, which in her later years grew to embrace a large minority of Britain’s intelligent readers, so that she

  became something of a living treasure. Sir John Betjeman was more widely loved – he was more lovable – but the bookish were proud of Stevie as the British sometimes are of an old

  concrete pillbox that is allowed to go on disfiguring an otherwise perfect cow pasture because it reminds them of a time when they felt united.




  

    

      

        

          Perhaps England our darling will




          

            

              recover her lost thought


            


          




          We must think sensibly about our




          

            

              victory and not be distraught,


            


          




          Perhaps America will have an idea,




          

            

              and perhaps not.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  She fitted in by not fitting in at all. Least of all did she fit into modern literary history, and that is probably why there has always been a certain amount of interest in

  her across the Atlantic from where she lived and wrote. Some of the brighter young American academics, hankering for a less deterministic version of their subject, would like to see it refocused on

  the individual talent. A more individual talent than Stevie Smith’s you don’t get.




  This excellent biography originated in the United States. Its authors cherish Stevie in the same intense way as those American liberal-arts professors on sabbatical leave who, having booked into

  a different West End theatrical production every night, end up, sometimes at the expense of their judgment, more in love with London than anyone who lives there could ever be. But the tireless

  Messrs Barbera and McBrien – they even sound like a pair of sleuths – have cracked the case. They have fallen all the way for Stevie’s marvellous spontaneity without being seduced

  by that little-girl act of hers or overawed by the ostentatiously suicidal Weltschmerz that for most of her long adult life made it seem unlikely she would get through another day without

  trying to end it all under a bus. To what degree her naïveté was false and her vulnerability tougher au fond than an old boot will remain conjectural, although nobody from now

  on will want to conjecture without adducing at least some of the evidence that Barbera and McBrien so meticulously provide. But there cannot now be, if there ever was, any doubt about her poetry.

  It was never naïve and seldom out of control. Stevie Smith was an artist of the utmost sophistication, pursuing the classic course of returning to simplicity through

  refinement, calculating her linguistic effects with such precision that they sound as innocently commanding as a baby’s cry in the night.




  

    

      

        

          Nobody heard him, the dead man,




          But still he lay moaning:




          I was much further out than you thought




          And not waving but drowning.


        


      


    


  




   




  Stevie spent most of her almost seventy years looking after her aunt in Palmers Green, which in the course of time graduated from being near London to being well inside it but without getting

  any closer to the centre of the literary action. She would journey in by public transport to her stuffy job as secretary to a publisher, and, at the end of a tiresome day, journey back out again.

  Weekends in the country – she had Rilke’s knack for securing invitations, although nothing like his punctilio as a guest – provided what little adventure she ever knew. Her

  pre-war Novel on Yellow Paper (an unforgettable work that has nevertheless needed to be rediscovered several times since the day it was first greeted, correctly, as a masterpiece) contains

  most of whatever had happened to her up until then, and altogether too much of what had happened to her friends, some of whom never forgave her for putting embarrassing facts unaltered into her

  fiction. She had been to Germany and found out something about it, although not enough to help her realise that the old-style anti-Semitism of Hilaire Belloc had irrevocably lost whatever charm it

  had ever had. For a while she was fashionable, but she did not live fashionably. On those smart country weekends her only function was that of spare wheel. Her sexuality was either infantile or

  uncommonly well hidden for someone who made a practice of saying unfortunate things. What she really knew about was books.




  She read prodigiously, absorbing the whole of English poetry right down to the level of its technique. At school, she had been obliged to get poems by heart. Sayability was

  her criterion, even during the ten years it took her to find her own voice. After she found it, she never wrote a line that could not be read aloud by a bright child. No child, though, has ever had

  her range of allusion. In Novel on Yellow Paper the narrator – called Pompey but otherwise indistinguishable from the actual Stevie – wonders whether she has read too much.

  Stevie probably did read too much for her own happiness, but for her poetry the result was a well of association sunk through centuries. She also read a great deal outside English, particularly in

  French, and especially Racine, whose decorous example helped inspire the finely calibrated play of tone which permitted her to run wild in an ordered manner. A line of hers may look as shapeless as

  a holdall but it can take a long time to unpack.




  

    

      

        

          Come death, you know you must come




          

            

              when you’re called


            


          




          Although you’re a god.


        


      


    


  




  It is meant to be Dido speaking, but you can’t, and aren’t meant to, read the words ‘Come death’ without thinking of the song ‘Come away, come

  away, death’ in Twelfth Night. On the page opposite ‘Dido’s Farewell to Aeneas’ in the Collected Poems (Oxford, 1976), the first line of ‘Childe

  Rolandine’ shows how the frame she constructed for her seemingly primitive pictures was, in the strict sense, a frame of reference:




  

    

      Dark was the day for Childe Rolandine the artist




      When she went to work as a secretary-typist . . .


    


  




  It was a dark tower to which Shakespeare’s – and, later, Browning’s – Childe Roland heroically came. Stevie, unheroically rotting behind a secretarial

  desk, has found a way to raise her lament beyond the personal. In this borrowed poetic context, a prosaic complaint brings the reader bang up to date:




  

    

      

        

          It is the privilege of the rich




          To waste the time of the poor . . .


        


      


    


  




   




  Throughout her work, free-verse poems alternate with more formal compositions, but the free verse always gestures toward form and the forms always wander off. She strove industriously to make it

  look as if she didn’t quite know what she was doing. She knew exactly. Her poetry has the vivid appeal of the Douanier Rousseau’s pictures or Mussorgsky’s music, but where they

  lacked schooling she only pretended to lack it. Closer analogies would be with Picasso painting clowns or Stravinsky writing ballets. She knew everything about how poetry had sounded in the past,

  and could assemble echoes with the assurance of any other modern artist. Clearly, her histoncism was, in her own mind, the enabling justification for plain utterance. How the two things were

  technically connected is more problematic. When she uses the cadences of the Bible to promote her atheism, the trick is obvious, but often the most an admiring reader can do is ruefully admit that

  she somehow reminds him of every poet since Chaucer while speaking so naturally that she might be just coming round from a general anaesthetic.




  ‘Not waving but drowning’ was, and remains, her most famous line. No doubt the Queen asked her about it while pouring the tea. After a long time in critical oblivion, Stevie returned

  to ex cathedra applause in the Sixties, both as a poet and as a performer. But the pundits were outshouted by the public. Her little-girl act was a big hit on the stage, where, once again,

  she knew precisely what she was up to. At any poetry reading in which she participated, she was the undisputed star turn. Not drowning but waving, she took her curtain calls like Joan Sutherland.

  Yet there is no reason to doubt that her life was desperate to the end.




  

    

      

        

          Why do I think of Death as a friend?




          It is because he is a scatterer




          He scatters the human frame




          The nerviness and the great pain




          Throws it on the fresh fresh air




          And now it is nowhere




          Only sweet Death does this . . .


        


      


    


  




   




  Her poems, if they were pills to purge melancholy, did not work for her. The best of them, however, work like charms for everyone else. Barbera and McBrien were right to go in search of her. It

  was worth the legwork and the long stakeout. Stevie Smith is a rare bird, a Maltese falcon. English literature in the modern age, crushed by the amount of official attention paid to it, needs her

  strangeness, the throwaway artistry that takes every trick, the technique there is no point in analysing because you would have to go on analysing it for ever. In life, she could be a pain in the

  neck even to those who loved her. Her selfishness was a trial. She would heist the salmon out of the sandwiches and leave the bread to be eaten by others. Even in her work, she can be so fey that

  the skin crawls. But when she is in form she can deconstruct literature in the only way that counts – by constructing something that feels as if it had just flown together, except you

  can’t take it apart.




   




  New Yorker




  28 September, 1987




  





  
Somewhere becoming rain





  (Philip Larkin, Collected Poems, edited by Anthony Thwaite, Faber, 1988)




  AT FIRST glance, the publication in the United States of Philip Larkin’s Collected Poems looks like a long

  shot. While he lived, Larkin never crossed the Atlantic. Unlike some other British poets, he was genuinely indifferent to his American reputation. His bailiwick was England. Larkin was so English

  that he didn’t even care much about Britain, and he rarely mentioned it. Even within England, he travelled little. He spent most of his adult life at the University of Hull, as its chief

  librarian. A trip to London was an event. When he was there, he resolutely declined to promote his reputation. He guarded it but would permit no hype.




  Though Larkin’s diffidence was partly a pose, his reticence was authentic. At no point did he announce that he had built a better mousetrap. The world had to prove it by beating a path to

  his door. The process took time, but was inexorable, and by now, only three years after his death, at the age of sixty-three, it has reached a kind of apotheosis. On the British bestseller lists,

  Larkin’s Collected Poems was up there for months at a stretch, along with Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time and Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic

  Verses. In Larkin’s case, this extraordinary level of attention was reached without either general relativity’s having to be reconciled with quantum mechanics or the Ayatollah

  Khomeini’s being required to pronounce anathema. The evidence suggests that Larkin’s poetry, from a standing start, gets to everyone capable of being got to. One’s tender concern

  that it should survive the perilous journey across the sea is therefore perhaps misplaced. A mission like this might have no more need of a fighter escort than pollen on the

  wind.




  The size of the volume is misleading. Its meticulous editor, Anthony Thwaite – himself a poet of high reputation – has included poems that Larkin finished but did not publish, and

  poems that he did not even finish. Though tactfully carried out, this editorial inclusiveness is not beyond cavil. What was elliptically concentrated has become more fully understandable, but

  whether Larkin benefits from being more fully understood is a poser. Eugenio Montale, in many ways a comparable figure, was, it might be recalled, properly afraid of what he called ‘too much

  light’.




  During his lifetime, Larkin published only three mature collections of verse, and they were all as thin as blades. The Less Deceived (1955), The Whitsun Weddings (1964), and

  High Windows (1974) combined to a thickness barely half that of the Collected Poems. Larkin also published, in 1966, a new edition of his early, immature collection, The North

  Ship, which had first come out in 1945. He took care, by supplying the reissue with a deprecatory introduction, to keep it clearly separate from the poems that he regarded as being written in

  his own voice.




  The voice was unmistakable. It made misery beautiful. One of Larkin’s few even halfway carefree poems is Tor Sydney Bechet’, from The Whitsun Weddings. Yet the impact that

  Larkin said Bechet made on him was exactly the impact that Larkin made on readers coming to him for the first time:




  

    

      

        

          On me your voice falls as they say love should,




          Like an enormous yes.


        


      


    


  




   




  What made the paradox delicious was the scrupulousness of its expression. There could be no doubt that Larkin’s outlook on life added up to an enormous no, but pessimism had been given a

  saving grace. Larkin described an England changing in ways he didn’t like. He described himself ageing in ways he didn’t like. The empire had shrunk to a few

  islands, his personal history to a set of missed opportunities. Yet his desperate position, which ought logically to have been a licence for incoherence, was expressed with such linguistic

  fastidiousness on the one hand, and such lyrical enchantment on the other, that the question arose of whether he had not at least partly cultivated that view in order to get those results. Larkin

  once told an interviewer, ‘Deprivation for me is what daffodils were for Wordsworth.’




  In the three essential volumes, the balanced triad of Larkin’s achievement, all the poems are poised vibrantly in the force field of tension between his profound personal hopelessness and

  the assured command of their carrying out. Perfectly designed, tightly integrated, making the feeling of falling apart fit together, they release, from their compressed but always strictly parsable

  syntax, sudden phrases of ravishing beauty, as the river in Dante’s Paradise suggests by giving off sparks that light is what it is made of.




  These irresistible fragments are everyone’s way into Larkin’s work. They are the first satisfaction his poetry offers. There are other and deeper satisfactions, but it was his

  quotability that gave Larkin the biggest cultural impact on the British reading public since Auden – and over a greater social range. Lines by Larkin are the common property of everyone in

  Britain who reads seriously at all – a state of affairs which has not obtained since the time of Tennyson. Phrases, whole lines, and sometimes whole stanzas can be heard at the

  dinner-table.




   




  

    

      

        

          There is an evening coming in




          Across the fields, one never seen before,




          That lights no lamps . . .




           




          Only one ship is seeking us, a black-




          Sailed unfamiliar, towing at her back




          A huge and birdless silence. In her wake




          No waters breed or break . . .




           




          Now, helpless in the hollow of




          An unarmorial age, a trough




          Of smoke in slow suspended skeins




          Above their scrap of history,




          Only an attitude remains . . .




           




          And as the tightened brakes took hold, there swelled




          A sense of falling, like an arrow-shower




          Sent out of sight, somewhere becoming rain . . .




           




          How distant, the departure of young men




          Down valleys, or watching




          The green shore past the salt-white cordage




          Rising and falling . . .




           




          Steep beach, blue water, towels, red bathing caps,




          The small hushed waves’ repeated fresh collapse




          Up the warm yellow sand, and further off




          A white steamer stuck in the afternoon . . .




           




          Later, the square is empty: a big sky




          Drains down the estuary like the bed




          Of a gold river . . .




           




          At death, you break up: the bits that were you




          Start speeding away from each other for ever




          With no one to see . . .




           




          Rather than words comes the thought of high windows:




          The sun-comprehending glass,




          And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows




          Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless.


        


      


    


  




   




  Drawn in by the subtle gravity beam of such bewitchment, the reader becomes involved for the rest of his life in Larkin’s doomed but unfailingly dignified struggle to reconcile the golden

  light in the high windows with the endlessness it comes from. His sense of inadequacy, his fear of death are in every poem. His poems could not be more personal. But, equally, they could not be

  more universal. Seeing the world as the hungry and thirsty see food and drink, he describes it for the benefit of those who are at home in it, their senses dulled by

  satiation. The reader asks: How can a man who feels like this bear to live at all?




  

    

	  

    

      Life is first boredom, then fear.




      Whether or not we use it, it goes,




      And leaves what something hidden from us chose,




      And age, and then the only end of age.


    


  


      


  




   




  But the reader gets an answer: There are duties that annul nihilism, satisfactions beyond dissatisfaction, and, above all, the miracle of continuity. Larkin’s own question about what life

  is worth if we have to lose it he answers with the contrary question, about what life would amount to if it didn’t go on without us. Awkward at the seaside, ordinary people know better in

  their bones than the poet among his books:




  

    

      The white steamer has gone. Like breathed-on glass




      The sunlight has turned milky. If the worst




      Of flawless weather is our falling short,




      It may be that through habit these do best,




      Coming to water clumsily undressed




      Yearly; teaching their children by a sort




      Of clowning; helping the old, too, as they ought.


    


  




   




  Just as Larkin’s resolutely prosaic organisation of a poem is its passport to the poetic, so his insight into himself is his window on the world. He is the least solipsistic of artists.

  Unfortunately, this fact has now become less clear. Too much light has been shed. Of the poems previously unpublished in book form, a few are among his greatest achievements, many more one would

  not now want to be without, and all are good to have. But all the poems he didn’t publish have been put in chronological order of composition along with those he did publish, instead of being

  given a separate section of their own. There is plenty of editorial apparatus to tell you how the original slim volumes were made up, but the strategic economy of their initial design has been

  lost.




  All three of the original volumes start and end with the clean, dramatic decisiveness of a curtain going up and coming down again. The cast is not loitering in the

  auditorium beforehand. Nor is it to be found hanging out in the car park afterward. The Less Deceived starts with ‘Lines on a Young Lady’s Photograph Album’, which

  laments a lost love but with no confessions of the poet’s personal inadequacy. It ends with ‘At Grass’, which is not about him but about horses: a bugle call at sunset.




  

    

      

        

          Only the groom, and the groom’s boy,




          With bridles in the evening come.


        


      


    


  




   




  Similarly, The Whitsun Weddings starts and ends without a mention of the author. The first poem, ‘Here’, is an induction into ‘the surprise of a large town’ that

  sounds as if it might be Hull. No one who sounds as if he might be Larkin puts in an appearance. Instead, other people do, whose ‘removed lives/loneliness clarifies’. The last poem in

  the book, ‘An Arundel Tomb’, is an elegy written in a church crypt which is as sonorous as Gray’s written in a churchyard, and no more petulant: that things pass is a fact made

  majestic, if not welcome.




  As for High Windows, the last collection published while he was alive, it may contain, in ‘The Building’, his single most terror-stricken – and, indeed, terrifying

  – personal outcry against the intractable fact of death, but it begins and ends with the author well in the background. ‘To the Sea’, the opening poem, the one in which the white

  steamer so transfixingly gets stuck in the afternoon, is his most thoroughgoing celebration of the element that he said he would incorporate into his religion if he only had one: water. ‘The

  Explosion’ closes the book with a heroic vision of dead coal miners which could be called a hymn to immortality if it did not come from a pen that devoted so much effort to pointing out that

  mortality really does mean what it says.




  These two poems, ‘To the Sea’ and ‘The Explosion’, which in High Windows are separated by the whole length of a short but weighty book,

  can be taken together as a case in point, because, as the chronological arrangement of the Collected Poems now reveals, they were written together, or almost. The first is dated October,

  1969, and the second is dated January 5, 1970. Between them in High Windows come poems dated anything from five years earlier to three years later. This is only one instance, unusually

  striking but typical rather than exceptional, of how Larkin moved poems around through compositional time so that they would make in emotional space the kind of sense he wanted, and not another

  kind. Though there were poems he left out of The Less Deceived and put into The Whitsun Weddings, it would be overbold to assume that any poem, no matter how fully achieved, that

  he wrote before High Windows but did not publish in it would have found a context later – or even earlier if he had been less cautious. Anthony Thwaite goes some way toward assuming

  exactly that – or, at any rate, suggesting it – when he says that Larkin had been stung by early refusals and had later on repressed excellent poems even when his friends urged him to

  publish them. Some of these poems, as we now see, were indeed excellent, but if a man is so careful to arrange his works in a certain order it is probably wiser to assume that when he subtracts

  something he is adding to the arrangement.




  Toward the end of his life, in the years after High Windows, Larkin famously dried up. Poems came seldom. Some of those that did come equalled his best, and ‘Aubade’ was

  among his greatest. Larkin thought highly enough of it himself to send it out in pamphlet form to his friends and acquaintances, and they were quickly on the telephone to one another quoting

  phrases and lines from it. Soon it was stanzas, and in London there is at least one illustrious playwright who won’t go home from a dinner party before he has found an excuse to recite the

  whole thing.




  

    

      This is a special way of being afraid




      No trick dispels. Religion used to try,




      That vast moth-eaten musical brocade




      Created to pretend we never die,




      And specious stuff that says No rational being




      Can fear a thing it will not feel, not seeing




      That this is what we fear – no sight, no sound,




      No touch or taste or smell, nothing to think with,




      Nothing to love or link with,




      The anaesthetic from which none come round . . .


    


  




   




  Had Larkin lived longer, there would eventually have had to be one more slim volume, even if slimmer than slim. But that any of the earlier suppressed poems would have gone into it seems very

  unlikely. The better they are, the better must have been his reasons for holding them back. Admittedly, the fact that he did not destroy them is some evidence that he was not averse to their being

  published after his death. As a seasoned campaigner for the preservation of British holograph manuscripts – he operated on the principle that papers bought by American universities were lost

  to civilisation – he obviously thought that his own archive should be kept safe. But the question of how the suppressed poems should be published has now been answered: Some other

  way than this. Arguments for how good they are miss the point, because it is not their weakness that is inimical to his total effect; it is their strength. There are hemistiches as riveting as

  anything he ever made public.
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