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ABSTRACT

The poems of Philip Larkin seem at first uniquely self-
centred, concentrating emphatically on a picture of the
character of the poet himself, to a point where the life and
times of this character, objectively described and defined

by his actions, seem to dominate the poemns.

Yet despite the unusually high profile of the poet  himself
(or "himself"), Larkin’s work is very far from self-centred.
On the contrary, running through the poems is a pronounced
inclination to look less to the self than to things other,
less to the real than to the ideal, less to the near than to
the remote: to look, in short, not "Here" but "Elsewhere."

The centrifugal structure in which thoughts of the self give
way to thoughts of things other has two main expressions:
the social and the transcendent. In looking away from the
self to the lives of others--the social expression--the poet
draws the kind of contrast which serves, very often, only to
underline a sense of separation between the self and others.

There is similarly a gap at the heart of those poems--mainly
later works--which compare real life with a notional ideal,
or contrast presence with absence. The same centrifugal
impulse is at work in these contrasts, though its expression
might be called transcendent or metaphysical. The common
ground is the comparison between self and not-self.

These contrasts are examined here from a variety of angles:
Chapter One concentrates on a semantic approach, Chapter Two
on a metaphorical, and Chapter Three on a linguistic
analysis. The fourth chapter examines the role of the theme

in Larkin’s prose fiction, and the fifth applies the theme
to the single subject of love.

The closing chapter then relates the conclusion reached 1in
the poems--that the separation of "Here" from "Elsewhere" is
unalterable, and indeed should be relished--to the tradition
to which it belongs, which is the Romantic tradition.
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INTRODUCTION: PHILIP LARKIN’S "SEMANTIC GAP."

Literary analysis in the twentieth century--especially,
perhaps, the analysis of poetry--has been most notable for

its preoccupation with paradox, ambiguity and irony.

Paradox, argues Cleanth Brooks,

i1s the language appropriate and inevitable to poetry.
It 1is the scientist whose truth requires a language
purged of every trace of paradox; apparently the truth
which the poet utters can only be approached in terms
of paradox. [1]

Brooks’s analysis 1is somewhat reticent: his argument
suggests, 1f only by extension, that art will accomplish
those tasks left undone by science, rather than setting its
own agenda; There is nothing reticent, however, about
William Embson's espousal of ambiquity as a poetic value:
aking whether "all good poetry [is] supposed to be

ambiguous," Empson answers in the most straightforward way:

"I think that it is ...." [2] This view prefaces Enmpson’s

seminal analysis of the subject, Seven Types of Ambiguity--a

volume which espouses the view, as Geoffrey Thurley

conments, that

degree of complexity and / or ambiguity is practically
equivalent to degree of excellence--



and regards the best poetry as a ‘"compact of balancing and
self-righting complexities.” [3]

Thus, whereas such phenomena as propaganda and
politics, advertising, the law and, indeed, science set out
to convey a single message with a single meaning, the best
poetry advances two or more meanings, which it succeeds 1in
harmonizing. In I.A. Richards'’ analysis, it is “this co-
existence of positive and negative that distinguishes the
best poetry from the rest. 1In his Principles of Literary
Criticism, he draws a distinction between those kinds of
poetry which leave out the opposite and discordant qualities
of the experience and, on the other side, poetry in which
the imagination includes them, resolving the apparent

discords, and gaining a larger, more convincing unity--an

"equilibrium," as Richards describes 1it, "of opposed
impulses" in which the reader ceases "to be orientated in
one definite direction ...." [4] And this "equilibrium"

constitutes, he believes, a "ground-plan of the most

valuable aesthetic responses ...."
F.W. Bateson'’s "Principle of the Semantic Gap”
develops the consensus described above. Indeed, Bateson

takes his terms direct from Richards: "However brilliant the

details," he arques,

no poem can be considered a good one unless the basic
social attitudes implied or expressed are genuinely
'opposite’ or ’'discordant.’ [5]

The terms may be Richards’, but the manner is bolder, less

descriptive than prescriptive. Bateson draws a



straightforward equation between quality and discordance,

then adds an "additional requirement®:

that the two social attitudes be more or less equally
matched. A poem in which the outcome is a foregone
conclusion ... cannot engage the reader’s interested
cooperation. [6]
For these critics and the school of thought they £founded,
the position, then, is straightforward: the best poetry 1is

ambiguous, and ambiguous poetry is the best. Or, as W.H.

Auden puts it:

The Truth is one and incapable of self-contradiction;

All knowledge that conflicts with itself
is Poetic Fiction. [7]

It is to "knowledge that conflicts with itself"™ that the
most influential literary criticism in this century has been
drawn.

Against this background, it ié not surprising thét
critics have been much given to ask whether any "Semantic
Gap" underwrites the poetry $f Philip Larkin. What is more
surprising is the lack of unanimity in their findings. When
a critic like John Wain arques that Larkin "sees landscape
and people unremittingly as they are," he suggests that
truth has a single dimension which the poems : faithfully
("unremittingly") record. [8] There is 1little room, it
seems, for any ambiguity in such a plain-speaking poetic.
Simon Petch takes a similarrview when he argues tﬁat
Larkin's clarity issues in "holding a mirror up to nature

and saying plainly and unflinchingly what it reflects." [9]



Truth is singqular, such analyses suggest, and Larkin’s poems
set out, "unremittingly" and "unflinchingly,"” to convey it.

Both Petch and Wain may be numbered among the poet’s
admirers--Larkin’s apﬁarently unflinching manner with the
truth 1is evidently among his great virtues in their eyes.
But the view that the poet takes a robust course with his
own material does not invariably please those who hold 1it.
Blake Morrison believes that "Larkin’s poetry minimizes the
interpretative process by including it within the text":

what is inferred by the reader is limited by what has

already been inferred by the speaker .... The reader
is 'helped’ (he cannot be confused as to what the poem

means), but he is also restricted (the only meaning he
takes away from the poem is the one found for him by

the speaker). [10]
It 1s fair to say that in Morrison’s analysis, Larkin’s
poems are often underwritten by doubt, and rarely vindicate
their own speakers. The poet, says Morrison, "rarely allows
his speakers to present their case convincingly ...." [11]
At the same time (as he says here) the poems do not always

allow such doubts to be shared by their readers: the reader
"cannot be confused." Christopher Miller offers a more

pejorative analysis. In his view, Larkin’s manner is

the sententious tone of one intervening in the chaotic
discussions of his juniors to bring a 1little order,
sense and observation into their lives. [12]
Such "order" and "sense" as the poet dispenses seem unlikely
to 1indulge the ambiguity and irony valued by the 1literary

consensus described above. Evidence of semantic gaps (to

recall Bateson’s phrase) seems unlikely, on this evidence,



to be widespread.

But not all Larkin's critics regard his poetry--for
better or worse--as bent "unremittingly" (in Wain’s phrase)
on an "only meaning" (in Morrison’s). Indeed, a good number
are willing to testify that many of the poems--especially,
perhaps, the later works--are monuments to obscurity rather
than 1lucidity and diffuseness rather than plain-speaking.
"While wanting to be just the reverse," says Clive James 1in
a review of Larkin’s final collection, High Windows, "rLarkin
can on occasion be a difficult poet ...." [13] Difficulty
is not, perhaps, something one would normally associate with
Larkin, but Barbara Everett, widening the argument, sees the
alleged "obscurity" of the late poems as a return to an

earlier manner, that of Larkin’s first collection, The North

Ship:

It is, in fact, the obscurities of High Windows--though
they are also its lucidities--which throw light on an

aspect of Larkin’s verse that has surely always been
there, [14)]

Everetﬁ's analysis is a long way from Morrison’s. But she
takes the view that Larkin’s purpose is not toiinterpret or
re~organise experience (as Morrison argues), nor indeed to
-bring "order" to it (as Miller believes), but rather ¢to
embody it in all its variety and disorder. [15] One result

of this is described by David Lodge:

Many of Larkin’s most characteristic poems end with a

kind of eclipse of meaning, speculation fading out 1in
the face of the void. [16]



Thus, whereas Morrison addresses himself to "the only
meaning” of the typical poem, Lodge, by contrast, comments
on the characteristic "eclipse of meaning." It might seem
that two quite different poets are under discussion: between
the wunremitting clarity observed by Wain to the difficulty
discerned by James, there seems to be no clear connection.

Even so, neither the -school of plain-speaking (so to
say) nor the school of obscurity and difficulty sees 1in
Larkin’s work much evidence of irony and ambigquity of a kind
expected by literary critics like Brooks. But many critics
have drawn attention--explicitly = or otherwise-~to
ambiguities in Larkin’s poems. The tone of the poetry, says
Alun Jones, is

a delicate and precise irony continually wundercutting

the composure of the poem, largely self-directed but

also used as a defensive intelligence through which to
define the ambiguity of his attitude. [17]

The idea that Larkin’s attitudes are ambiguous might almost

suggest that a third poet has arrived to join Larkin the
plain-speaking and Larkin the obscure. It is nevertheless
a view which many critics share., Neil Powell concedes that

"Larkin 1is frequently accused of being negative," but he

also observes that

the negatives almost' invariably imply both the
existence and the co-existence of a positive. [18]

The argument 1is developed by Terry Whalen, Describing
Larkin as an "ironic realist," Whalen suggests that the

poet’s instinct for irony and scepticism is itself




underwritten by

an ambiguity which is dramatised in the moments of

wonder which are central to the more romantic poems 1in
his mature volumes. [19]

In short, the poet’s irony co-exists with his capacity  for
wonder: it is itself an ambigquous arrangment, a precarious
linking of opposites that answers to Bateson’s "Principle of
the Semantic Gap."

But in practice Whalen does more than merely affirm the
poet’s impulse for ambiquity here: as can be seen, he aims

also to summarise something of the character of this

impulse. Whalen arques that Larkin’s true position may be
discerned somewhere between a preoccupation with realism and
scepticism on one side and, on the other, a propensity for
"wonder." In relating Larkin’s work to Classicism and

Romanticism--and, in particular, to T.E. Hulme’s analysis of

these two traditions--Whalen arques-that

Larkin’s tendenéy is to record his moment of mystical
flight and at the same time hold back from the ’swing

along to the infinite nothing.’ [20)
The suggestion here is that Larkin is a Classicist--but a
reluctant one: that he 1is fundamentally a frustrated
Romantic. For, as Hulme himself argues, the acceptance of

limits lies at the heart of the Classical tradition. Thus,

as Whalen says,

What we have [in Larkin’s work] is ... the possibility

of a creative-imaginative poetry of restraint, a poetry
of passing wonder., [21}



That 1is, a poetry in which wonder 1locks horns with
restraint, and in which the impulse for release does battle
with the conviction that release is out of reach.

The terms of Whalen’s analysis have a convincing ring.
Larkin’'s poetry is certainly much possessed with ideas of
"restraint" on one side and "wonder" on the other: a
semantic gap, in short, between the real and the imagined.

Much of the latter arises, as Whalen himself suggests, out

Oof the poet’s weakness for

gesturing toward an eternal land of the spirit. [22]

That is, the poems investigate the possibility of a kind of
para-universe in which the merely physical aspect of
life 1is replaced by some kind of spiritual existence, free
and beyond dimensions. Yet as Whalen suggests, hopes of
discovering such an existence are typically restrained by
the poet’s ultimate bias towards realism and scepticism.

On the face of it, this analysis seems unobjectionable.
Indeed, one might well go further than Whalen, and observe
that there exists a small number of poems in the canon--"The
Whitsun Weddings" is one such, "Here" a second--in which the
poet’s "wonder" is so strong as to balance  his
characteristic bias towards "restraint," so that the poem
does indeed seem almost to "swing along” (in Hulme’s phrase)
"to the infinite nothing." There is 1little evidence of
scepticism at the conclusion of such poems. But still, they
are firmly in the minority. It is a good deal more

characteristic to find wonder reined in and restrained by



the poet’s scepticism, as Whalen arques.

Whalen’s discussion of this tension between wonder and
restraint, however, 1is briefly and somewhat vaqguely
concluded. He refers to the "possibility" of a certain kind
of poetry, but he omits to explain how far the possibility
is acted on and taken up by the poems themselves. Moreover,
when he speaks of "gesturing toward" a spiritual otherworld,
he does not quite conceal his own doubts how far such 1lands
are available to the poet--and if they are, how determined
the poet may be to reach them,

This impression of uncertainty on the critic’s part 1is
reinforced by the first example he presents as evidence of
Larkin’s spiritual "gesturing," which is "Church Going."”
However else it is read, "Church Going" cannot be regarded
as a poenm of "wonder." On the contrary, it belongs with
that group of poems written before the publication of The

Less Deceived (1955) in which wonder 1is specifically

suppressed., The poet sees the church as a straightforwardly
secular and temporal institution, a social phenomenon whose

function was once to hold together

what since is found
Only in separation--marriage, and birth, |
And death, and thoughts of these .... [CP, 98]

The poet visits the church--evidently a place of "wonder"--
mainly in order to broadcast the inaccessibility of things
nysterious, and to reclaim the "special shell" of the church
for this world--not some other. This "isn’t a religious

poem," says Larkin. [23] And it is difficult to disagree



with him.

In the context of the poet’s dilemma between wonder and
restraint, then, "Church Going" is an exception. After all,
even 1n so conducive an atmosphere as the "special shell” of
the <church, the poem still refuses to sanction thoughts of
otherworlds, and concentrates instead on this. Any idea of
"wonder" is subject, then, to the most emphatic "restraint."”
Between these two poles, it is a mightily unequal struggle,
and one in which the poet’s empirical convictions triumph
comprehensively.

Whalen’s second example of the semantic gap between the
physical and the spiritual is more informative, however,
because this example, "High Windows," helps to clarify the
first of the questions raised above: how far an "eternal
land of the spirit" is available. The core theme of "High
Windows" is that hopes of attaining "paradise" and the
spiritual otherworld--whether through love or faith in God--
are simply misplaced and doomed to failure. This view is
summarised in the closing verse. 1In presenting a vignette
of release there, the poet also advances a metaphor for our
worldly separation from things otherworldly--a metaphor,

that is, for the inaccessibility of the land of the spirit:

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. [CP, 165]
The world "beyond" the glass has a dizzying appeal, but the

glass underlines the conviction addressed throughout "High

Windows" that in this world, human kind remains remote and

10



isolated from worlds spiritual, dimension-ffee and infinité.

The poet’s refusal to give "wonder" a hearing in
"Church Going," combined with the conviction expressed in
"High Windows" that things spiritual are out of reach,
ﬁay suggest that any battles fought out in these poems
between wonder and restraint will prove unequal at best,.
This suggestion, however, is inaccurate. There are poems in

o,

the canon in which something close to eternity and infinity
1s  almost reached, in which the limits of existence (in

Hulme’s terms) are very nearly outwitted and outflanked.

"Here," as was mentioned, is a case of this:

And past the poppies bluish neutral distance
Ends the land suddenly beyond a beach

Of shapes and shingle. Here is unfenced existence:

Facing the sun, untalkative, out of reach. [CP, 136]
As in "High Windows," the vision of freedom and eternity is
a vision of "unfenced existence." And again, this wvision
belongs "beyond" the limit of the real and tangible, the
worldly. Yet in "Here" the poet comes close to transcending
such obstacles as divide the self from release, and in doing
so almost reaches a place that is "out of reach.” This poem

s mentioned here as a parenthesis, evidence that Larkin’s

"gesturing toward an eternal land of the spirit" is at times

more than mere gesturing.

"Church Going" was written in 1954, "Here" in 1961, and
"High Windows" in 1967. Taken together, the three -poems

suggest that though a consistent preoccupation of Larkin’s

poetry 1is the dilemma between the empirical and the

11



spiritual, nevertheless the poet’s treatment of this dilemma
is anything but consistent. As it happens, these three
poems accurately represent the three chief stages of
Larkin’s preoccupation with this theme. 1In the relatively

early works, composed before the publication of The Less

Deceived, the poet seems determined to avoid any reference
to things eternal, spiritual, infinite or free of
dimensions. "Church Going" is a case in point. 1In Larkin’s
"middle period," however, which ends with the publication of
The Whitsun Weddings in 1964, the spiritual often closes 1in
on the material and physical, or (as happens in "Here"):  the
worldly often leads the poet close to the otherworldly. In
the later poems, as "High Windows" may suggest, things
spiritual are as prominent as things temporal, but the two
dimensions occupy different worlds, and are clearly
separated from one another.

Whalen’s ' analysis, then, though brief and somewhat
impressionistic, conveys a great deal of truth. Moreover,
his examples, though ostensibly miscast in the roles he
assigns them, do play pivotal roles-in the question he
raises. But "High Windows" is representative of rather more
than the single dilemma between the worldly and the
otherworldly. 1In the first place, it offers a vital clue--
whose applicability throughout the poems is general--as to
the character of Larkin’s otherworld. The glass described
in the closing verse does more than merely separate the poet
from release. It also defines him and his territory, the

territory of the physical self. In the process the poem

12



suggests that among the beauties of that otherworld "beyond"
the glass is the poet’s own absence from it.
This analysis is confirmed by an assessment of the poem
made by the poet himself:
One longs for infinity and absence, the beauty of
somewhere you’re not. It ["Higqh Windows"] shows
humanity as a series of oppressions, and one wants to

be somewhere where there’s neither oppressed nor
oppressor, just freedom. [24]

The equation of "freedom" with "absence" and of "beauty"
with "somewhere you’re not" demonstrates the delicacy of the
equilibrium, the poise of the arrest, at the end of "Here."
In the closing lines of that poem, the poet is both present
and absent as he inhabits an atmosphere apparently reachable
vet "out of reach." The contrast with "High Windows" 1is
clear: by the late poems, the obstacles which separate the
self from freedom are very prominent; moreover, a large
measure of that freedom is, indeéd; freedom from the self.
Larkin’s own assessment of "High Windows," however, 1is
notable in another sense. The semantic gap between
imprisonment and freedom is a contrast between here (the
poet’s territory) and "somewhere": or, as the poem itself

says, "nowhere." That is to say, the poet conveys this

contrast between "restraint" and "wonder" (or between the
self and freedom, or between presence and absence, or
between this side of the glass and the world "beyond") as a
topographical contrast. Rather than casts of mind, then, or
conditions of existence, these are places. They are

separated from one another by the pane of glass to which the

13



last verse draws attention. The world "beyond" the glass is
the goal: the poet’s sense of being incarcerated in himself
1s matched only by his hunger for the place that excludes
him,

The poet'g doubts abou£ whether to describe this place
as "nowhere" (as he does in the poem) or "somewhere" (as he
does in prose) are a measure of his many doubts about the
condition béing described: whethér it exists in any
meaningful sense; how to reach it if it does; and whether
feaching it is desirable, given the sacrifice this entails,
the loss of the place here. Yet his fascination with the
place he calls "somewhere" does indeed remain a permanent
feature of the poems. 1In "The Whitsun Weddings" the point

of epiphany is again "somewhere": fulfilment is an "arrow-

shower"
Sent out of sight, somewhere becoming rain. [CP, 116}
Similarly in "Sad Steps," the world of adolescence and love

Can’'t come again, )
But is for others undiminished somewhere. [CP, 169)]

In "Sad Steps," such a world is symbolised for the poet by
the moon, from which, as in- "High Windows," he is separated
by a pane of glass., 1In the early poem "Wires," the same

ldea is conveyed in a slightly different way: freedom, says

the poet, exists

Not here but anywhere. [CP, 42]

Such a place, whatever it contains, is "Beyond the: wires."

14



In "The Importance of Elsewhere," of course, ‘the ideal
otherworld is "Elsewhere." And, as "Wires" makes plain, the
most prominent absentee from the various worlds beyond the
wires, or glass, is the poet himself.

At the heart of Larkin’s semantic gap, then, is the
dilemma of presence and absence: a real dilemma for a poet
uniquely given, as Larkin is, to make the personal and
intimate the currency of his work. The dilemma is presented
as a choice between two places. 1Indeed, to adopt the terms
of the poems themselves, the poet’s dilemma 1s between
"Here" and "Elsewhere." "Here" constitutes the poet’s own
way of 1life, his cast of mind, his assumptions and
expectations, his poetic personality. To these the poems
draw continual attention, for the poet’s profile 1in the
poems is unusually--perhaps uniquely—-high. "Elsewhere," by
contrast, is the poet’s own absence, the prospect of

freedom, the thought of things other than the self. In

"Church Going" there is no sense of an "Elsewhere," and this
poem (to recall Hulme’s picture of all Classical poetry) 1is

entirely "mixed up with earth." [25] '"High Windows," by

contrast, 1is a reminder that the comparison between two
kinds of world 1is a mainstay of the poems in general.
Indeed, there are times when these two worlds dove-tail with
one another, so that the spiritual otherworld comes within
reach. "Here" is an example of this.

This contrast between worlds has been presented
hitherto almost on a metaphysical level. The poet’s hunger

for the beauty of somewhere he isn’t is a hunger for a

15



transcendent dimension to experience. Yet as "Church Going"
suggests, Larkin’s eyes are no strangers to ground level.
That is to say, just as the poet looks away from himself and
peers up into the sky in poems like "High Windows" and
"Here" 1in his search for transcendence, so very often he
looks away from himself not upwards, but outwards: to other
people, and the way they lead their lives.

Here, too, "High Windows" is representative:

When I see a couple of kids*

And guess .... (CP, 165]

The poet watches others and hazards gquesses in an attempt to

cross a second kind of semantic gap--between himself and

others--which 1is secular rather than spiritual, but which
obeys the same principle as that which underwrites the
closing verse of "High Windows": the attempt to bridge the
gap that separates self from not-self. Moreover, in doing
so, he watches himself as he watcheé others and draws

attention to the act of looking:

Struck, I leant
More promptly out next time, more curiously,
And saw it all again ...,

as he recalls in "The Whitsun Weddings" [CP, 115]. Or, in

"Mr Bleaney":
But if he stood and watched .... [CP, 102]

The poet himself surely does so. "I Remember, I Remember"

is a case in point:
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I leant far out, and squinnied for a sign
That this was still the town
that had been ’'mine’ .... [CP, 81]

The emphasis 1is less on looking, in many of these poens,
than on looking out--

looking out to see the moon thinned
To an air-sharpened blade [CP, 181]

~-as 1if not even the sight of places other than the poet’s
own environment can relieve his sense of being imprisoned in
the self. So once again, in the process of 1looking, he

casts his eyes from presence to absence, from self to other,

and from "Here" to "Elsewhere."” Wwhen critics like wain and
Petch draw attention to the poet’s hard gaze, they do so
partly because the poet so often draws attention to 'this
himself.

The poet’s examination of other people together with
his impulse for drawing comparisons between himself and
those he sees constitutes, perhaps, an aspect of his
loneliness, his . separation from others. His own
environment, which this thesis will describe as "Here," 1is
on the whole an isolated place. Comparisons with others
establish some kind of vicarious community, a brief closing

of the gap between "Here" on one side and, on the other,
that aspect of "Elsewhere" which, because it consists of
other people, this thesis will describe as "social": the
social "Elsewhere.” As a very general rule, of which

"Church Going" is an example, Larkin’'s "social" interests

dominate his earlier poems, whereas his "transcendent" or
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spiritual compulsions dominate the later works. There is a
gradual raising of the poet’s eyes, then, over the course  of
his career, from ground level to the sky. Of this trend
over the poems as a whole, "High Windows," which enacts just
this movement, drifting from the "couple of kids" to the
"sun-comprehending glass," is again representative.

The poet’s own territory, by contrast with these two
types of "Elsewhere," the social type and the transcendent,
1s simpler to define., It is lonely, as, indeed, "Church
Going" and "High Windows" suggest, an isolated existence.
Yet it is also structured, dependable and familiar--with all
the advantages and disadvantages this suggests. Above all,
perhaps, it is safe. There is nothing "unfenced" about this
existence, as there is about "Elsewhere." The appeal of an
unfenced existence (or, indeed, non-existence) 1is obvious
enough in such circumstances. But so too is the danger.

At all events, because "Elsewhere" constitutes a
release from the self and the self’s territory, and because
(more generally) these two worlds are antithetical to one
another and mutually exclusive, "Here" must be forfeited if
"Elsewhere" 1is to come within reach. This thesis will ask
whether the gap between "Here" and "Elsewhere" closes, so as
to bring "Elsewhere" within reach. It will ask whether,
ultimately, the poet desires to close the gap, and to reach
"Elsewhere,” if this means abandoning "Here." And it will
ask where the solution to the dilemma 1leaves Larkin in
relation to a tradition in poetry--the Romantic tradition--

in which limits are conventionally rejected, or outwitted.
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It is most sensible, however, to begin with an analysis of
the poet himself, the life, assumptions and values ascribed

to him in the poems, and the terms on which these are

presented: in short, an analysis of "Here."
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CHAPTER ONE: THE SELF AND THE OTHER IN LARKIN’S POEMS.

1., The prominence of the self: a theoretical analysis.
"Our major device of order," argques Jonathan Culler 1in
his analysis of the reader’s approach to a given poen,
is, of course, the notion of the person or speaking
subject, and the process of reading 1is especially

troubled when we cannot construct a subject who would
serve as source of the poetic utterance. [1]

The "process of reading”"--by this analysis--has never been
more troubled than in this century. The reader who seeks to
picture the source of much twentieth-century poetic

utterance will often have to be content, not with a single

"speaking subject," but with a wide variety of them:

___“m__—-—_-__-__

Twit twit twit

Jug jug jug jug jug jug
So rudely forc’d.
Tereu

Unreal City
Under the brown fog of a winter noon .... [2]
Poetry of this kind, which appeals to models of
"impersonality," defies the reader’s attempts to construct a

consistent source for the utterance as a whole. The Waste

Land 1is spoken not by one voice but by-many, and in being
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so, frustrates the reader’s attempts to construct a single
speaking subject or poetic persona. It 1is the "poetic

persona," Culler argues, that "fulfils the unifying role" in

a given poen, -

and even poems which make it difficult to construct a
poetic persona rely for their effects on the fact that

the reader will try to construct an  enunciative
posture. [3]

But here again the reader of The Waste Land is likely to be

frustrated, because there is no more a single enunciative
posture in the poem than there is a single speaking subject,
Yet Eliot was apparently alive to the reader’s need for a
unifying speaker, persona or posture: "Tiresias," he
explains in his note on line 218 of the poem,
although a mere spectator and not indeed a ’'character,’
is yet the most important personage 1in the poem,
uniting all the rest. [4)
The unity Tiresias confers is conceptual and abstract: it is
certainly not his voice that speaks throughout the poem. 1In
adding this note, Eliot seems to honour the reader’s need,

in approaching a poem, for a unifying element of some kind.

But whereas a poem like The Waste Land frustrates the

reader’s appetite for a single speaking subject, Larkin's
poetry might be said to over-indulge it. His typical
practice has little in common with ideas of "impersonality."
Indeed, the connection suggested by Everett between Larkin

and Eliot is a negative one, a reversal:
the whole address of Larkin’s poems to the reader, is
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that of a vivid and actual being who is the reverse of

the 'Invisible Poet’ (Kenner'’'s phrase for Eliot)

invented by Modernism’s quest for Impersonality. [5]
Thus whereas in general--as Culler argues--it is the reader
who constructs the "speaking subject" if (s)he is able to do
so, in Larkin’s work, by contrast, the poet (or "the poet")
is principally the creation of the poem and its author.
Moreover, this "vivid and actual" speaking subject was
created by its author, Everett argues, as a kind of

rejoinder to the idea of impersonality: it required, she

speculates,

the presence of a doctrinal impersonality to encourage
the poet to 'go and do unlikewise’ .... [6]

It is chiefly on the linked questions of the "speaking
subject" and the "unifying role" that the issue lies. In

The Waste Land the unifying role is fulfilled by a figure

who, in the poet’s view, is not a "’'character’" in the poemn,
although his voice, of course, is heard. 1In Larkin’s most
characteristic poems, however, the poet ("the poet") plays
precisely the role of the central character, and his

experiences frequently wunify the poen. Patrick Swinden

draws attention to

the presence of the poet, Larkin, as a character in his
own poem, and not such a different character, we feel,
to what we judge to be the real character of the
poet .... [7]
This, as Swinden points out, can only be a judgement. But
as this chapter will show, it is not only that this

"character" appears in the given poem, but also that
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frequently he is the only character to do so. In short, it
is often less a question of his "presence" than of his
prominence, indeed dominance. At the same time, the
suspicion inevitably arises that the "character" and the
author of the poem are not quite the same man.

Swinden’s remarks refer specifically to a single poen,
"Dockery and Son." There, the actions of the "character"” of
the poet are detailed with striking but characteristic
detachment. The poet muses here on the rapid and often
unproductive passing of time, a theme for which his actions
serve as a metaphor:

Well, it just shows

How much ... How little ... Yawning, I suppose

I fell asleep, waking at the fumes

And furnace-glares of Sheffield, where I changed,

And ate an awful pie .... [CP, 152]

The prominence of the poet 1in this poen and the

dramatization of his reflections through the medium of his

actions make the reader’s attempts to construct some kind of
speaking subject straightforward. 1It is a job, 1in fact,
that the author of the poem undertakes on the reader’s
behalf. The reader is introduced not only to thé poet’s
insights' and reflections, but also to his actions (or 1in
this case, inaction) and even to his appearance. The result

is that the reader not only "hears" the poet: (s)he "sees"

him too.

This graphic technique, by which the author of a
particular poem seems to be made directly available to the

reader, distinguishes a poem like "Dockery and Son" (in
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which the poet’s actions are described in the most detached
spirit) from one 1like "To the Sea.” In this poem the

reader is not "shown" the poet. (S)he merely "hears" him in

the conventional way:

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. [CP, 173 - 4]

"I think one has to dramatize oneself a  little," Larkin

remarks in an interview with Ian Hamilton. [8] 'In "Dockery
and Son," the poet’s reflections and actions are dramatized.
In "To the Sea," by contrast, Larkin’s approach 1is more
conventional. Yet Swinden argues that
we feel the presence of this middle-aged, slightly
dirty-minded, self-critical and luckless character very

strongly and most of the time, even when he does not
actually make an appearance in the poems. [9]

In short, even in the closing lines of a poem like "To the
Sea," from