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Ninety Years after His Birth…

Philip Larkin

(1922–1985)

“I am always trying to 'preserve' things

 by getting other people to read 

what I have written, and feel what I felt.” 
Philip Larkin: Letters to Monica

Introduction
Philip Larkin, an eminent writer in postwar Great Britain, was commonly referred to as "England's other Poet Laureate" until his death in 1985. Indeed, when the position of laureate became vacant in 1984, many poets and critics favored Larkin's appointment, but the shy, provincial author preferred to avoid the limelight. An "artist of the first rank" in the words of Southern Review contributor John Press, Larkin achieved acclaim on the strength of an extremely small body of work—just over one hundred pages of poetry in four slender volumes that appeared at almost decade-long intervals. These collections, especially The Less Deceived, The Whitsun Weddings, and High Windows, present "a poetry from which even people who distrust poetry, most people, can take comfort and delight," according to X. J. Kennedy in the New Criterion. Larkin employed the traditional tools of poetry—rhyme, stanza, and meter—to explore the often uncomfortable or terrifying experiences thrust upon common people in the modern age. 

Philip Larkin

(1922–1985)

Philip Arthur Larkin was born in Coventry on 9 August 1922, the only son and younger child of Sydney and Eva Larkin. His father was City Treasurer of Coventry from 1922 to 1944, and died from cancer in 1948 at the age of 63. 
His mother lived to be 91 and died on 17 November 1977. The family lived in Coventry between 1922 and 1940. Larkin attended King Henry VIII School there between 1930 and 1940. His early talent as a writer was shown in his regular contributions to The Coventrian, the school magazine, of which he was joint editor between 1939 and 1940.

In October 1940 Larkin went to St John's College, Oxford. He failed his army medical as a result of poor eyesight and so was able to complete his degree uninterrupted, graduating with First Class Honours in English in 1943. His close friends at Oxford included Kingsley Amis and Bruce Montgomery, and many of them shared his passion for jazz music. Strongly influenced by, amongst others, Auden, Lawrence and Yeats, Larkin's literary talent developed rapidly. His first poem to be published in a national weekly was 'Ultimatum' in The Listener, 28 November 1940. In June 1943 three of his poems were included in Oxford Poetry 1942-43.

For the first few months after graduating Larkin lived with his parents in their new Warwick home, spending much of his time on his first novel, Jill. Two attempts to get into the Civil Service failed and he eventually applied for, and was appointed to, the post of Librarian at Wellington in Shropshire in November 1943. Despite a full-time job and part-time study to qualify as a professional librarian, he continued to write and publish. Ten poems were included in Poetry from Oxford in Wartime in February 1945. All of these were then included in his own The North Ship later that year. Jill finally appeared a year later, but, like The North Ship, attracted little public comment. His second novel, A Girl in Winter, was completed in May 1945 and published in February 1947, this time attracting several favourable reviews.

Larkin took up a post as Assistant Librarian at the then University College of Leicester in September 1946, where he was in charge of the issue desk and periodicals. He completed his course of professional studies and became an Associate of the Library Association in 1949. From 1 October 1950 he was Sub-Librarian at Queen's University, Belfast, where his duties involved the supervision of 18 staff. Belfast saw a resurgence of his poetic activity after the rejection of his second poetry collection, In the Grip of Light, in 1948. He had a small collection, XX Poems, privately printed in an edition of 100 copies in 1951 and the Fantasy Press published a pamphlet containing five of his poems in 1954. Other poems were published in various magazines. 'Toads' and 'Poetry of departures' appeared in Listen issued by the Marvell Press of Hessle near Hull. By coincidence, Larkin's next book, largely comprising the poems from XX Poems and the Fantasy Press pamphlet, was being prepared by the Marvell Press when he was appointed Librarian to the University of Hull, where he commenced work on 21 March 1955. The Marvell Press book, initially called 'Various Poems' was published as The Less Deceived in October of that year, establishing him thereafter in the front rank of modern British poets.

The Library at Hull inherited by Larkin contained 120,000 volumes and employed just 11 staff housed in an assortment of badly designed buildings. Larkin, greatly aided for many years by the support of the Vice-Chancellor, Professor (later Sir) Brynmor Jones, and the boom in British higher education of the late 1950s and 1960s, presided over its transformation during the next two decades. A new purpose-built Library was opened in two stages in 1960 and 1970, and by 1985 there were over 750,000 items in stock, a computerised catalogue and circulation system, and over 80 staff.

In 1964 his next poetry collection, The Whitsun Weddings, was again widely acclaimed and in 1965 he received the Queen's Gold Medal for Poetry. Larkin's continuing interest in jazz was reflected in his monthly record reviews for The Daily Telegraph between 1961 and 1971. A collection of these reviews entitled All What Jazz: a record diary 1961-1968 was published in 1970. Larkin also prepared the Oxford Book of Twentieth Century English Verse, issued in 1973 and completed after he had held a visiting fellowship at All Souls College, Oxford for two terms in 1970-71.

The last collection of his own poetry, High Windows, appeared in 1974, and consolidated his reputation. However, his poetic output by this time had practically ceased “Aubade”, his last great poem, appeared in the Times Literary Supplement in December 1977. To colleagues, Larkin wryly referred to The Brynmor Jones Library, 1929-1979: a short account as his 'last book'. However, Required Writing: miscellaneous pieces 1955-1982, a collection of essays and reviews, was published in November 1983. A best-seller, it won the W.H. Smith Literary Award for 1984.

The numerous other awards received during his later years included many honorary doctorates culminating in one from Oxford University in 1984. He received the CBE in 1975 and the German Shakespeare-Preis in 1976. He was Chairman of the Booker Prize Panel in 1977, was made Companion of Literature in 1978, and from 1980 to 1982 served on the Literature Panel of the Arts Council. The Library Association made him an Honorary Fellow in 1980 and the University of Hull made him a Professor in 1982. In 1984 he was elected to the Board of the British Library, but declined to succeed Sir John Betjeman as Poet Laureate, being unwilling to accept the level of media attention associated with the position.

His last and most highly prized honour was the Order of the Companion of Honour in June 1985, which, sadly, he was unable to receive personally owing to the onset of his terminal illness. He died of cancer on 2 December 1985 aged 63. His Collected Poems, which also included many of his previously unpublished pieces, was published in October 1988 and became an immediate best-seller. The publication of his Selected Letters in October 1992 was the literary event of the year.

The following poems allow us to learn more about Philip Larkin’s creative activity. 

The School in August 
The cloakroom pegs are empty now,

And locked the classroom door,

The hollow desks are lined with dust,

And slow across the floor
A sunbeam creeps between the chairs

Till the sun shines no more.

Who did their hair before this glass?

Who scratched 'Elaine loves Jill'

One drowsy summer sewing-class

With scissors on the sill?

Who practised this piano

Whose notes are now so still?

Ah, notices are taken down,

And scorebooks stowed away,

And seniors grow tomorrow

From the juniors today,

And even swimming groups can fade,

Games mistresses turn grey.

Published/Written in 1943 

Школа в августе

Опустели крючки в раздевалке,

Закрыта дверь в кабинет,

Покрылись пылью взводы-парты,

А в это время свет

От солнца крадется по полу к стульям,

Хотя солнца давно уже нет.

Кто причесывался перед этим зеркалом?

А кто вырезал «Колька любит Машку Сотникову»
Перед каникулами, почти летом,

Ножницами на подоконнике-окне?

А чей там сборник с нотами на пианино

Находится в глубоком сне?

Ну вот, все объявления сняты,

И в стопку сложены сборники книг,

Подростки вырастут, и завтра

Ты не узнаешь их.

Бассейн - и тот весь сник, притих,

Там возраст тренеров настиг.

Перевод Верютиной А.Б., 2012 г.

Days

What are days for?

Days are where we live.

They come, they wake us

Time and time over.

They are to be happy in:

Where can we live but days?

Ah, solving that question

Brings the priest and the doctor

In their long coats

Running over the fields.

Дни

Зачем нам дни?

В днях мы живем.

Они приходят, будят нас.

А время между тем идет.

Они нам для того, чтоб счастливы мы были.

А счастье наше где-то в днях живет.

Вопрос о днях нам разрешить поможет врач,

Кто дарит первый день младенцу,

Священник, кто молитвою своей 

Благословляет последний день всех смертных на земле.

Задуматься о днях неплохо бы и мне.

Перевод Верютиной А.Б., 1989 г.

 
Philip Larkin wrote the poem "Days" in 1953. The poem was published in Larkin's highly successful collection of poems entitled, The Whitsun Weddings, in 1964. "Days" is a curious poem. At first reading, it appears to be a simple, almost child-like dialogue. However, on second glance, the poem raises several disturbing questions as Larkin returns to his constant theme of mortality and the pointless brevity of life.

The poem "Days" consists of two short stanzas. The first stanza is six lines long and asks two separate questions. "What are days for?" and "Where can we live but days?" In between the two questions is a four line answer to the first question. There is however no indication as to who is asking, or answering, these questions.

Stanza two is shorter, consisting of only four lines and provides an answer to 
question two. This answer however is far more enigmatic (and disturbing) than the first.

The Trees

The trees are coming into leaf 

Like something almost being said; 

The recent buds relax and spread, 

Their greenness is a kind of grief. 

Is it that they are born again 

And we grow old? No, they die too, 

Their yearly trick of looking new 

Is written down in rings of grain. 

Yet still the unresting castles thresh 

In fullgrown thickness every May. 

Last year is dead, they seem to say, 

Begin afresh, afresh, afresh.

Published/Written 1967

Деревья

Прощаться с молодостью не хотят деревья.

Опять в семью приходят чудо-малыши:

Босы, наги, и с зернышком души,

Что потихоньку зеленеет.

Рожденье их не радует – пугает.

Но почему? Не мы ль причина?

Нам, людям, суждена одна кончина,

А им Господь жизнь дважды дарит.

И каждый год в начале мая,

Вновь возрождаясь, и до края заполнив чашу

Зеленью своей, в которой замки утопают, 

Похоронив прошедший год, они ликуют «Жизнь идет!»

Перевод Верютиной А.Б., 1989 г., 2012 г.

Philip Larkin's "The Trees" is a twelve-line poem that seems to compare the life and cycles of a tree to human experience. 
Riddled with personification of leaves, buds, and bark as spoken words, grief, and countless other abstract items, each line of the poem draws a connection between the anatomy and activity of a tree to the emotions and philosophy of a human closing and opening various chapters in his or her life.
 “I feel the only thing you can do about life is to preserve it, by art if you're an artist, by children if you're not.” 
Philip Larkin: Letters to Monica
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