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[LARKIN1] Celia Henderson

ETERNAL BOND | A detail (above) of the tomb of the 13th Earl of Arundel (ca. 1307-76) and his second countess, Eleanor (1318-1372), in Chichester Cathedral. The sculpture is the subject of Larkin's 1956 poem 'An Arundel Tomb.'

Philip Larkin was a major poet who wrote as if he were minor. The four slender volumes of verse he published in his lifetime sold well and were especially popular in England, yet he was frequently read as a jaundiced provincial, something between his lonely bachelor Mr. Bleaney and a bored suburban Baudelaire. But Larkin was our great poet of thwarted love and mortality, with a burnished style and a novelist's eye for detail. He could swear like a trooper in poems (some hilariously scandalous) and in others achieve a muted transcendence. They are not many (just 159 poems among the four published volumes), but a high percentage of them are unforgettable.

After he died of cancer at 63 in 1985, his executors wondered what to do with all the unpublished and uncollected work he left behind. The able Anthony Thwaite (a friend of Larkin's) made the first attempt with a chronologically organized "Collected Poems" (1988) that added 83 poems to the small canon and printed published and unpublished work side-by-side without distinction. He responded to the resulting howls of protest by restoring the poet's original sequences in a 2003 volume—consigning all the leftovers to the back. Now Archie Burnett, a professor of English at Boston University, has created another complication. His "Complete Poems" triples Larkin's poetic output—and then pads it with extensive notes and chronologies. It forces us to ask the question of just how much Larkin we really want.

Coming to terms with Larkin has not been easy. This most fastidious and exacting of modern poets was seen in his "Selected Letters" (1992, also edited by Mr. Thwaite) as a Tory snob with sexist and racist tendencies. The following year came Andrew Motion's biography, where Larkin was an indecisive, alcoholic and lethargic lover (he never married) sweating his death terrors right to the dreary end. Between his unglamorous work at university libraries in Belfast and Hull and his apparently awful treatment of the women who loved him, Larkin came across to many as a singularly unattractive man. Even admirers of his poems held their noses.

After the death of his longtime lover Monica Jones in 2001, a new trove of letters came to light. Published in 2010 (again edited by Mr. Thwaite), these showed a tender side and went a long way toward redeeming the poet. But anyone who had really paid attention to the poems always knew Larkin was more than the sum of his faults. He was a poet of surprising sympathies and uncanny accuracy. An early poem like "Wedding Wind" dramatizes a young bride's mixed feelings: "Can it be borne, this bodying-forth by wind / Of joy my actions turn on, like a thread / Carrying beads? Shall I be let to sleep / Now this perpetual morning shares my bed?" It's a lyric voice permeated by the natural world, and it could not have been written by anyone but Larkin. Certainly no complete sexist wrote it.

Which raises a perennial question: Are poets to be known by their best work or by the dirty laundry inevitably aired posthumously by the literary industry? Where are they most /themselves/? "What can't be printed can be thrown away," Larkin wrote in "Whatever Happened." His anguished diaries were burned by his request after his death, yet he left heaps of unpublished or uncollected poems to be sorted through by editors. Perhaps he wanted it known just how prolific he really was? But his best writing is only diminished by the publication of as much unfinished and inferior work as we find here. I don't want to remember him for lines like: "Prison for strikers, / Bring back the cat, / Kick out the niggers, / How about that?" While there are also good poems to be discovered in the new book—"Two Guitar Pieces," "Oils" or "Getting Somewhere"—we are best served by Mr. Thwaite's earlier volumes.

For Mr. Burnett's book does not edify so much as contextualize, and we don't read poetry for scholarly contexts. We read it for beauty and intensity and articulateness about life. Even when Larkin wrote like a petulant child (or a pretense of one) I find myself delighted by his veracity. Who has not wondered at some point, "Why should I let the toad /work // Squat on my life?" His most famous poem, "This Be the Verse," is one of the most comically cynical declarations in the language. It begins with an expletive newspapers will not print and ends, "Man hands on misery to man. / It deepens like a coastal shelf. / Get out as early as you can, / And don't have any kids yourself."

Yet Larkin wrote about love beautifully. Take, for instance, "Is it for now or for always," which ends: "Shine out, my sudden angel, / Break fear with breast and brow, / I take you now and for always, / For always is always now." He loved books, even when he called them "a load of crap." And he loved music, particularly jazz, writing in "For Sidney Bechet": "On me your voice falls as they say love should, / Like an enormous yes." "An Arundel Tomb" concludes, "What will survive of us is love." And though Larkin was an agnostic, poems like "Church Going," "Water," "High Windows" and "The Explosion" touch deeply on the subject of religion—never going so far as belief in any conventional sense but allowing for an experience of /not-self /that even an atheist might understand.

Still, it's not the range of human experience or intellectual life in Larkin's poems that makes them great. It's the language. When I read his best work, I find myself quite simply in awe of what he has said—as if the English language had always wanted to say precisely /that/. "The Whitsun Weddings," one of the single most accomplished poems of the 20th century, is paced like the train journey it describes—toward London without ever quite arriving there. The poet's alertness increases as he realizes what is happening around him, a series of weddings, ordinary and profound markers of human life:

All down the line

Fresh couples climbed aboard: the

rest stood round;

The last confetti and advice were

thrown,

And, as we moved, each face seemed

to define

Just what it saw departing:

children frowned

At something dull; fathers had never

known

Success so huge and wholly farcical;

The women shared

The secret like a happy funeral;

While girls, gripping their handbags

tighter, stared

At a religious wounding.

The poet looks until moved by looking: "We slowed again, / And as the tightened brakes took hold, there swelled / A sense of falling, like an arrow-shower / Sent out of sight, somewhere becoming rain." It's the movement of the poem, the swelling and falling both together, that transports in a way only the very best poems can do.

This kind of language, deliberately mixing high and low diction, remained at Larkin's command until the shattering near-silence of his last years, when his muse may well have been drowned in alcohol. The final collection he published, "High Windows" (1974), is nearly perfect, with remarkable images like the "sun-comprehending glass" of the title poem. Another poem, "Old Fools," must be among the most disillusioned utterances in the language: "At death, you break up: the bits that were you / Start speeding away from each other for ever / With no one to see." The poem prefigures his most famous death poem, "Aubade" (1977): "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." As a poet of psychic fear, probing his terror of oblivion, Larkin has few equals.

    “Who has not wondered at some point in their life, 'Why should I let     the toad work / Squat on my life?'”

"The Complete Poems" weighs in at over 700 pages, but after page 121 we run out of work published in Larkin's lifetime, and it's mostly downhill. Mr. Burnett's introduction states its objectives in functional prose with none of the wit and intelligence Larkin deserves. The copious notes in the back of the book are hard to decipher, with their abbreviations and small print, though for anyone interested in background details they often repay the trouble. The pages on "Church Going," for example, make it clear that Larkin never considered the poem a religious document, despite his admission that a church is "a serious house on serious earth." He insisted, "I write it partly to exhibit an attitude as well as to try to arouse an emotion." He was dramatizing, writing a scene.

Using these notes as a guide, one can piece together a Larkin poetics: "I believe," he said in a 1964 interview, "that art which takes its origin in other art is less likely to be successful than art founded in unsorted experience." This statement seems true of Larkin despite the texture of literary allusion in his poems and titles. He was impatient with academic criticism. His poems convey personality. You can read many of them as you would read the best fiction.

The Larkin persona, the character who comes across in most of the poems, leads an unexpansive life, to be sure, and is as death-haunted as the man himself apparently was. But the poetry is not resigned. It is a protest against the limits of life. If Larkin were not funny as well as anguished, compassionate as well as dark, we would not find him such reliable and welcome company. Some of the very best literature is about constricted lives, yet its very artfulness consoles. Larkin lives.

—Mr. Mason's latest book is "The Scarlet Libretto" (Red Hen Press). He serves as poet laureate of Colorado.
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