"The Idea of Elsewhere"
[Thanks to Bill Jarma for providing this extended excerpt from Jonathan Raban's essay on Larkin from The New Republic (19 July 1993). Raban's essay is worth comparing to Amis's "Don Juan in Hull," The New Yorker, 12 July, 1993: 74-82.]

To live in England in the age of Larkin was like having a famous bleeding statue on the premises. Once in a blue moon, word went out that a poem was about to surface in the next issue of The New Statesman, The Listener or the TLS, and within days of its appearance people would know it by heart and be quoting it over the dinner table. I can name precisely where I was (tube train, friend's kitchen) when I first read, on its publication day, almost every Larkin poem between "Dockery & Son" in 1963 and "Aubade" in 1977. Those grimly beautiful later poems are still solid facts of their period, like the three-day week and the falling pound. Larkin's great subject was his own declining bachelorhood, but it seemed that somehow, mysteriously, he had found a way to speak directly to the condition of England as no poet had done since Tennyson. If Larkin's muse (unlike Tennyson's) was usually out on strike, that too was a measure of how perfectly in tune he was with his time. 

His writing had a Victorian regard for fine (and sometimes ostentatious) craftsmanship. No literary training was required to see that a vast amount of highly skilled labor had gone into the construction of a Larkin poem. Every last tiny piece was an exact fit. Like a brassbound ship's chronometer, the thing ticked and chimed and kept strict Greenwich time. Larkin started out as a novelist, with Jill (1946) and A Girl in Winter (1947), and his most despairing poems had the comfortingly busy texture and dependable shape of fireside tales. They swarmed with glistening realistic detail: in a line or two Larkin would re-create a stuffy railway carriage, a vacant room, the wide landscape of a flat county in high summer, and make you see it and smell it on the page. He was expert at the resplendent, transfiguring ending---the ending that sweeps the reader aloft on a rising thermal of grave and formal language:

...as the tightened brakes took hold,
there swelled
A sense of falling, like an arrow-shower
Sent out of sight, somewhere becoming rain.

Or:

The traffic parts to let go by
Brings closer what is left to come,
And dulls to distance all we are.

When it came to the bitter innards of the poems, Larkin had a genius for making his readers feel vicariously brave as they entered a life of such enforced solitude, such unfulfillment, such concentrated horror at age and death that their own lives grew sharply brighter for being lived for a few minutes inside Larkin's. Just as you assented to the intolerable truth of---

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

---so you were reassured by your pleasure in the lines' own patterned eloquence that they were not true; at least, not in your case; not quite yet. 

Larkin, the son of an accountant, was a famously tough agent on his own behalf and a shrewd promoter of his literary reputation. Recognizing his scarcity value, he ensured that people never got enough of him. Every once in a long while, he granted an audience to an interviewer. The journalist who traveled up to Larkin's aerie in Hull was met by a well-scripted character whose tone was pitched midway between the reactionary acerbities of W.C. Fields and the self-deprecating complaints of Eeyore the donkey. Pale and flabby, carrying his 230 pounds like a shifting liquid cargo, Larkin was fitted out with two hearing aids and thick specs that served as windows to a house whose interior was hidden in gloom. 

Each interview was a studied performance, furnished with all the comic business and split-second timing of an old music hall turn. Larkin would pay off his interrogator with at least one original burnished mot, like "Deprivation is for me what daffodils were for Wordsworth"; asked about politics, he'd profess to "adore" Mrs. Thatcher, as on modern fiction he would solemnly advance his admiration for the early and middle-period work of Dick Francis. He was a lugubrious tease. Whenever he struck a memorably philistine note ("Foreign poetry? No!") or came across as a blimpish Little Englander, his remarks were treasured as vintage Larkinisms. Had they been made by, say, Enoch Powell or Norman Tebbit, the literary establishment would have deplored them. But made by Larkin, from that dark space deep behind his glasses, and in a voice of mournful plainsong, they were thought ironic and droll, pure Philip. 

He died in 1985, a beloved national figure. At his memorial service in Westminster Abbey, I was surprised to hear a burbling dean posthumously enroll him---the poet of all our disbelief---into the ranks of the Anglican faithful. Larkin (who called religion "That vast moth-eaten musical brocade/Created to pretend we never die") was, according to the cleric in the pulpit, if not in fact, blah blah, a deeply human man, a deeply spiritual etcetera. This cheeky act of Assumption did at least fairly reflect Larkin's extraordinary centrality in the culture: a man so plainly for England and Saint George would surely be for God as well. 

So things rested until the publication in London last October of Larkin's Selected Letters, when the miraculous trickle suddenly turned into an ugly hemorrhage. The letters, which will appear here in the fall, are snappishly funny, full of gossip and lively reports from the home front (the library, the literary committees, the lonely evenings with the gin bottle) and, toward the end, harrowing. They're also petulant, smutty and inexhaustibly self-concerned. Even the expected pleasure of seeing Larkin wipe the floor with his contemporaries wears thin when spread over this length and in this quantity: Iris Murdoch, "unreadable"; English poetry since 1960, "horse-shit"; Vikram Seth, "load of crap"; Thom Gunn, "What an ass"; Theodore Roethke, "phoney"; W.D. Snodgrass, "dopy kid-mad sod"; Donald Davie, "tosh"; Geoffrey Grigson, "rotten"; Ted Hughes, "no good at all. Not at all. Not a single solitary bit of good"; Robert Lowell, "never looked like being a single iota of good in all his born days. Lord Hairy's Arsehole. Gibber gibber." The graceless denunciations far outnumber the pretty wisecracks, like Larkin's verdict on Greene: "Good old Graham, always the saham." 

In 1978 he wrote to Robert Conquest: "We don't go to Test matches now, too many fucking niggers about." The letters to male friends like Conquest and Kingsley Amis are salted with terms like "wop", "coon" and "wog", just as they are salted with nursery ruderies like "bum", "piss" and "shit"; and in context the childishness of the words counts for a good deal more than their tiresome spray-gun racism. Larkin's alternative conservative manifesto ("Prison for strikers, Bring back the cat, Kick out the niggers---How about that?") and his ditty addressed to *H.M.* the Queen ("After Healey's trading figures, After Wilson's squalid crew, And the rising tide of niggers---What a treat to look at you") have all the political heft of a pre-schooler showing off his hoard of dirty words to Ã©pater the aunties and get in with the big kids. No word was dirtier than "nigger", and Larkin used it extensively to his boys-room cronies, for the usual boys-room reasons. 

To the many people who think that no art goes into art (it's just the spontaneous effusion of the personality), it has come as a shock to find that the Larkin of the letters was so much sillier and more mean-spirited than the eloquent and plaintive character whom they met on such intimate terms in Larkin's poems. The sorrowing voice of England-on-the-slide turns out, in 1942 when he was an undergraduate at Oxford, to have been a sneaking admirer of the Third Reich: "Men who can see the right must hold clear from the mass of writhing filth that threatens to engulf us all....If there is any new life in the world today, it is in Germany....Germany has revolted back too far...but I think they have many valuable new habits." 

The poet of doleful solitude for whom "Sexual intercourse began/In nineteen sixty-three/Which was rather late for me" turns out to have been a good deal less deprived of female company than his poems suggest. It emerges from the letters that Larkin's solitude was precariously maintained by the old Don Juan trick of always keeping two, and sometimes three, women on, as it were, the go. When things got too intense with one, he found another to play off against her. In 1966 he wrote to Conquest: "Life is pretty grey up in Hull. Maeve wants to marry me, Monica wants to chuck me." This was how Larkin was usually placed---not quite married and not quite chucked, his precious loneliness threatened but intact. 

The most off-putting letters are those that deal---in a tone of dismal giggliness---with Larkin's addiction to illustrated magazines depicting the corporal punishment of schoolgirls. With Conquest, a fellow devotee, he scoured the Soho bookshops for suitably arousing stuff, and traded titles by mail. "Bamboo & Frolic are the tops, or rather the bottoms: do pass on any that have ceased to stimulate." "Minuit Cinq has some good rears in it now and again, and I've taken out twelve months' sub." "I got the pictures---whacko. I admired the painstaking realism of it---I mean, the teacher did really look like a teacher, and I greatly appreciated the school-like electric bell on the wall..." 

But even these letters say only what the poems had told us all along: that life for Larkin was a sorry business, mitigated, at increasingly rare intervals, by his gift for recasting it in verse. His poems are triumphant evidence that it is possible to make a silk purse from a sow's ear; and it was always our luck that we could read Larkin's life without having to live it. 

Now comes another sort of silk purse: Andrew Motion's measured, intricate and quite beautifully written biography. When teaching English at Hull in the 1970s, Motion became a close friend---but not a crony---of Larkin's. A couple of months after they first met in 1977 (Larkin was 55, Motion 25), the subject described his biographer-to-be as "like a latter-day Stephen Spender---very tall, sissy voice, gentlemanly, good-looking, all that. I quite like him." Motion is a poet (most recently, Love in a Life), a novelist (Famous for the Creatures), a critic (Edward Thomas) and a biographer (The Lamberts); he is also an executor of the Larkin literary estate. Thirty years younger, well to the left of Larkin in politics and far too modernist a poet for Larkin's taste, he is an ideal foil. Motion is close enough to write intimately of the man, and some of Larkin's best lines here were spoken to Motion in private, in a voice he never allowed his interviewers to hear. Yet he is sufficiently distant to keep Larkin in sharp focus, and his book brilliantly amalgamates the warmth and understanding of the good friend with the necessary cold reckoning of posterity. 

Larkin always wanted life both ways---fame and obscurity, sex and solitude---and his chronically ambivalent personality doesn't easily fit the sequential requirements of conventional narrative. There was precious little and then...and then in his life; an inordinate amount of despite . . . and however. . . . Motion solves this problem by approaching his subject in much the same way that an Empsonian critic might approach a particularly dense and ambiguous poem: he uncovers the paradoxes and the contradictions in Larkin's life, cherishing its contrariety. Doing justice to Larkin's doubleness leads Motion to a style of very nearly continuous antithesis. So, on Larkin's engagement to Ruth Bowman in 1948, Motion writes: "In two minds himself, he would keep his mother and fiancee in two minds as well. By promising his life to both of them, he hoped he might be able to keep it for himself." The twin-bladed eloquence of that phrasing is typical of the book. As Motion teases out this life of unhappy evasions and denials, he proves himself to be a wonderfully subtle and psychologically acute writer in his own write. 

The biggest paradox uncovered by Motion is one that no reader of Larkin's poems could possibly have suspected: that the author of "They fuck you up, your mum and dad..." was quite such a chip off the old block. Sydney Larkin, the Coventry Borough treasurer, was eerily like the Hull University librarian---a forbiddingly anti-social man, with a well-developed sense of humor; a compulsive flirt, who pressed his advances on his female office juniors; a great reader, whose library in the early 1930s ran to Lawrence and Joyce, Sydney Larkin's greatest literary enthusiasm was Thomas Hardy---the presiding genius of his son's poems. Politically, he was on the extreme right wing. Probably a member of the British Nazi organization, the Link, he certainly decorated his city hall office with Nazi regalia and kept a statue of Hitler (it saluted at the press of a button) on the mantelpiece at home. At an age when most sons are in revolt against everything fathers stand for, Philip Larkin was (lamely) supporting his father's pro-German views and (passionately) discovering his father's favorite author. "They fill you with the faults they had", says the poem---and not just the faults in Larkin's case, but the tastes, the opinions, the attitudes that until now we had thought eccentrically personal to him. 

Larkin's mother, Eva, was a snobbish, sick-headachey doormat. Unintellectual, lacking in everyday vitality (or perhaps just saving it up, since she lived to be 91), her twin driving forces appear to have been a belief in the Larkins' social superiority and a terror of thunderstorms. Growing up in the genteel gulag of his parents' marriage, Philip Larkin acquired his father's ideas, his mother's sense of hereditary specialness and a pathological loathing of family life. It was a mixed glass of blessings: it at once guaranteed Larkin a lifetime of unhappiness and gave him his essential identity as a poet.

From early on, the ordinary pleasures of life made a habit of eluding him. At Oxford, he made passes at girls, but: "every encounter was a disaster. Margaret Flannery, for instance, 'edged toward him but made him giggle.' Hilary Allen of St. Hilda's upset him by beating him at table tennis. Another girl, when he took her a bunch of flowers, alarmed him so much merely by opening the door to his knock that he was literally unable to speak to her; he thrust the flowers into her arms and fled. A fourth, when he tried to kiss her in a punt, told him: "I'd sooner not, thanks." After this strings of defeats Larkin retired hurt, sheltering behind the antagonism which had protected him in the past. "Cunt and bugger Oxford women," he wrote to Sutton . . . . 

He had no better luck with boys. He tried to make love to a medical student at his college (St. John's), who reported to Motion: "There were a few messy encounters between us, yes. Nothing much. Philip's sexuality was so obscured by his manner of approach and his general diffidence that frankly I would be surprised to hear that he ever had sex with anyone." 

Larkin came closest to experiencing requited passion in the solitary pursuit of art---in listening to Count Basie and Sidney Bechet, as in reading Lawrence, Yeats, Auden and Hardy. Even in his 50s, when he was having convoluted (and consummated) affairs with Monica Jones, Maeve Brennan and Betty Mackereth, his preferred form of sexuality was masturbating alone over pictures in magazines. 

One of the several themes of Motion's book is how cunningly Larkin came to contrive and to sustain his lonely exclusion from the world. It was often hard work to stay so alone and so unsatisfied, but it was work for which Larkin had an extraordinary talent. From the time he left Oxford in 1943, to take up a magnificently obscure position in the urban district public library at Wellington in Shropshire, he always managed to give himself reason to grieve over being in the wrong place with the wrong person in the wrong era---and, conversely, to be haunted by the brilliant prospect of the counterlife he had thus sidestepped, the happiness he had ensured would not be his. 

In "The Importance of Elsewhere", Larkin wrote: "Lonely in Ireland, since it was not home,/Strangeness made sense." The poem is dated June 1955---three months after Larkin left Belfast (where he was an assistant librarian at Queen's University) to take up the job in Hull, where he would spend his remaining thirty years. The last line goes: "Here [in England] no elsewhere underwrites my existence." This wasn't strictly true. His poems are possessed by the idea of elsewhere. Their disappointment with the here-and-now is a rankling homesickness compounded with amnesia: there is no telling where home was, precisely, but it is not here. Again and again, they point to the other country of the past, that misty elsewhere, in which things were done differently, and better. 

In Ulster, Larkin's true-blue brand of Toryism led him to become a Loyalist, and while there he wrote a curious poem, "The March Past", about an Apprentice Boys' parade. This annual show of Protestant force rouses in him: "...a blind/Astonishing remorse for things now ended/That of themselves were also rich and splendid/(But unsupported broke, and were not mended)." His nostalgia is couched in terms so inexplicit that these lines might summon almost anything, from William of Orange trouncing Catholics at the Battle of the Boyne to a mild repining for the glories of country house life in the heyday of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy. The essential logic seems to be that things were rich and splendid *because* they are now ended---a thought that often drove Larkin to crocodile tears. In "An Arundel Tomb", he wrote a tender hymn to a marriage (an institution that he treated as hell on earth in most contexts), the couple in question having been safely dead for six centuries. In "Church Going", the church becomes an object of fond reverie only after Larkin has emptied it of people, stripped it of its roof and filled it with sheep and mildew in four stanzas of loving ruination. 

When Larkin wants to make us feel warm about something, he turns it into history, gangster-style, at gunpoint. The sepia photo of grinning young men standing in line to enlist for service in the Flanders trenches ("MCMXIV") brings out an upwelling of sweet sorrow ("Never such innocence,/Never before or since...") because we know the men are very shortly going to be blown to smithereens---as in "The Explosion" we weep for the miners, seen in the fullness of their lives just at the moment when the fatal tremor shakes the pithead village. As the young man opens his fist to show a clutch of unbroken larks' eggs, he's---history. 

The mysterious and lovely ending to "The Whitsun Weddings" delivers more death on a grand scale. Motion reveals that the image of the "arrow shower/Sent out of sight" was prompted by a visit to the cinema (with Monica Jones) to see Laurence Olivier's Henry V. We are at Agincourt, the English archers have just loosened their bows, and a lot of French peasants are going to snuff it when the shower turns into rain at the other end of the battlefield. So the luckless honeymooners are in for it, their great day made poignant by the doom that is being planned for them in the poem's final lines. 

One cannot help being reminded of the way that Larkin felt about people like this when they were alive, with no immediate prospect of extinction. "I want to see them starving,/The so-called working class,/Their wages weekly halving,/Their women stewing grass..." Dead, they became legitimate objects of sentimental feeling, material for Larkin's peculiar kind of taxidermal elegy. 

His rare attempts to find something to celebrate in contemporary England tend to fall flat. The 1973 poem "Show Saturday" is like a big, crowded, somewhat overcolored canvas of a Suffolk horse fair by Sir Alfred Munnings; a craftsmanly re-creation of a country show, complete with farmers, craft and produce stalls, pony-club children, wrestlers, chainsaw contestants and "mugfaced middleaged wives/Glaring at jellies" ("wives" always get it in the neck in Larkin's work, like the "unspeakable wives" in "Toads", the "grim headscarved wives" in "Here" and the "bearded wife" in "The Dance"). The show is the backbone of rural England, the Tory Party taking a well-earned day off, and Larkin here is in an uncharacteristically expansive mood as he shepherds the poem to an uplifting envoi:

Let [the show] stay hidden there like strength, below
Sale-bills and swindling; something people do,
Not noticing how time's rolling smithy-smoke
Shadows much greater gestures; something they share
That breaks ancestrally each year into
Regenerate union. Let it always be there.

It is a rhetorical collapse. Motion suggests that the passage is charged with a private double meaning: Larkin visited the Bellingham Show in Northumberland with Jones, and the "regenerate union" is as much his and hers as it is that of the good people of England. Yet even if one glosses it with this in mind, the last sentence strikes a wan and hollow note. The show, with all its bright and noisy quiddity, simply won't perform the solemn function that Larkin assigns to it, and the end of the poem only serves to remind one of how very deeply affirmation goes against Larkin's grain. 

What he excelled at was a kind of acrid self-cancellation. In the conduct of his life, whenever he made an emotional move, he quickly rescinded it. Motion's account of why Larkin began an affair with his secretary, Betty Mackereth, in 1975, shortly after Maeve Brennan, a library junior, had at last consented to go to bed with him, is to the point here (read as if these were characters in fiction, it is also extremely funny): "As Maeve finally yielded, her romantic elusiveness was destroyed and his attraction to her was bound to diminish. Furthermore, the sacrifice of her religious principles raised again the specter of marriage---for Larkin at least, if not for Maeve herself. He felt that he had set in train a series of obligations which were likely to lead to the altar. There were other kinds of frustration as well. Because he and Maeve went to bed---even in their new, revitalized relationship---only on 'very rare and isolated occasions', Larkin's sexual appetite was stirred but unsatisfied. By turning to Betty he was therefore taking for himself while giving of himself---not only gaining his pleasure but securing his independence. Betty reactivated the dramatic struggle between life and work on which his personality had always depended." 

One can watch Larkin going through the same canny hoopla in his letters: a warm and appreciative letter to X is followed, often on the same day, by a warm and appreciative letter to Y in jeering dispraise of X, and so on. Bad faith was a form of good faith; it meant that Larkin was still keeping his options open. As he wrote in "To My Wife" (1952): "Choice of you shuts up that peacock-fan/The future was...." Even as the fan faded from peacock to molted starling, Larkin set great store by refusing to close it. 

Something very similar happens in the work. From early on, the shit-and-piss talk, with which Larkin regaled the boys in his letters, began to enter the poems as the language of life: nasty, brutish and four-lettered, to be set against the solemn Tennysonian idiom of art. In many of his best poems there is an exquisitely delicate balance between an interior voice, thinking aloud in the rarefied silence of the lamp-lit study, and the demotic voices---rude, inconsequential---of the street outside. Art is pitched head-on against life, and there is the teasing possibility in all these poems that art may lose---that the poem may become swamped in chatter, or in scatology. When "The Whitsun Weddings" was about to be broadcast on the BBC in 1959, Larkin warned the radio reader: "Success or failure of the poem depends on whether it gets off the ground on the last two lines. It is asking a lot of a reader, I know, to achieve a climax in so small a compass, but unless this image succeeds with the listener I am afraid the poem will seem no more than pedestrian." The narrowness of the triumph---the against-the-odds transcendence of art over life in that last-minute swoop---made the poem. Larkin here was playing a dangerous game brilliantly. 

By the time his last collection, *High Windows*, was published in 1974, it had ceased to be a game. The poems had turned into battles between a life that was increasingly frightening and disgusting and an art that was increasingly fine-spun and febrile. One after another, the poems start in low demotic---the language of intolerable life: 

When I see a couple of kids
And guess he's fucking her and she's
Taking pills or wearing a diaphragm..." 

What do they think has happened, the old fools,
To make them like this?"

Jan van Hogspeuw staggers to the door
And pisses at the dark...

They fuck you up, your mum and dad

Groping back to bed after a piss...

Sexual intercourse began
in nineteen sixty-three

My wife and I have asked a crowd of craps
To come and waste their time and ours; perhaps
You'd care to join us? In a pig's arse, friend....

From these desperate and squalid beginnings, the poems climb, against all likelihood, to heights like the tragic serenity attained at the end of "High Windows" (which begins: "When I see a couple of kids..."):

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.

Poems don't get much closer to miracles than that. 

Andrew Motion has some unsettling news about "High Windows." Larkin finished the poem in February 1967, working from a draft he had written in the spring of 1965. The draft ending ran: 

Rather than words comes the thought of high windows
The sun pouring through plain glass
And beyond them deep blue air that shows
Nothing, and nowhere, and is endless
and fucking piss." 

The three words jeer desolately at the lines immediately above them on the page. Larkin---horse shit. Gibber gibber. His later work bears the message that poetry can be made out of a sour and unsatisfied life, but it comes with the self-lacerating caveat that no poetry is so secure that it can escape the suspicion of being a rhetorical trick, a phony prettying-up of the life it purports to transfigure. In this tormented mistrust of his own art, at least, Larkin was an exemplary modernist. 

After his death, two women each believed that the poem "When first we faced, and touching showed..." was meant for her alone, and one of them, Maeve Brennan (who worked with Larkin for thirty years and whose affair with him lasted for seventeen), said to Motion: "I wonder whether I really knew him at all. He had feet of clay, didn't he? Huge feet of clay." The author of The Less Deceived maintained his sacred privacy behind a fence of interlocking betrayals and evasions---and it was no wonder that he came to fear that the person most deceived by these stratagems had been himself. 

The solitude that he spent a lifetime dodging and lying to keep intact was always solitude for art's sake---time "repaid/Under a lamp, hearing the noise of wind,/And looking out to see the moon thinned/To an air-sharpened blade." For the bargain to work, there had to be an unfinished poem under that lamp; but after the publication of High Windows, the desk was nearly always empty, and the poems that did occasionally appear there were rarely among Larkin's best. The strikes and counterstrikes of life and art in High Windows had taken Larkin to the brink of paralyzed silence. Out of this impasse came one magnificent poem---"Aubade", begun in 1974 and finished in 1977. 

An *aubade* (dawn serenade) is an early morning poem in which the writer parts with his mistress after a last night of love. Larkin's 4 a.m. "Aubade" is a desperate and hungover leave-taking from life and art:

...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 anesthetic from which none come round. 

The poem makes plain that, more than almost anyone alive, Larkin knew what being dead was like. It was in writing that he was able to think and link, and death presented itself to him as a kind of eternity of writer's block, a state of unbeing with which Larkin had long been miserably familiar. 

Most things never happen: this one will 
And realization of it rages out
In furnace-fear when we are caught without 
People or drink. Courage is no good: 
It means not scaring others. Being brave
Lets no one off the grave.
Death is no different whined at than withstood. 

In a letter to Barbara Pym, Larkin described "Aubade" as "the death- throes of a talent", and though the phrase is meant to come across as mournful-jocular, Larkin in his Eeyore mode, it tells the exact truth about what the poem does. 

Larkin was always scared that the bargain he had made was a bad one. As early as 1966, he was confessing to Monica Jones: "I feel I am landed on my 45th year as if washed up on a rock, not knowing how I got here or ever had a chance of being anywhere else....Of course my external surroundings have changed, but inside I've been the same, trying to hold everything off in order to 'write'. Anyone would think I was Tolstoy, the value I put on it. It hasn't amounted to much. I mean, I know I've been successful in that I've made my name & got a medal & so on, but it's a very small achievement to set against all the rest." 

Fifteen years later, or thereabouts, he told Motion: "I used to believe that I should perfect the work and life could fuck itself. Now I'm not doing anything, all I've got is a fucked-up life." Both these verdicts cry out to be contradicted, but the reader, balancing Larkin's poems with his letters and his life, is likely to find them wretchedly hard to gainsay.

