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RITUALS AND THEIR MEANING IN LARKIN'S POETRY

Literacry criticlsm dealing with Larkin's poetry will in most
cases arrive at such key-words as ‘'illusion and disillusion-
ment', ’passimiam’, ‘"sadness’, ‘'fatalism’. Critics would quo-
te Larkin's statement that ‘deprivation is for me what daffodils
were for H@Edswnrth’l@ and note that Larkin’s favouurite subjects
are failure and weakness. They would point to the nostalgic,
or even melancholic, wmood of most of Larkin’'s verse, notice
the abundance of m@gativEQEQ and finally present Larkin as a
poet of disenchantment, as & stoical agnusticj, who firmly, if
heroically, refuses to be ‘taken in' by any ideas, belisfs or
perspectives that offer consolation. Larkin's poetic stance is
axactly to reject all consalatory systems as itllusions and to
face the human condition as it really is: miserable, dissatisfy-
ing, futile, since - in his own words - *life looks insignificant
beside death”ﬂ

In this context, Larkin, one of the most conservative and
traditionally minded poets, may look like a ﬂihilist5 obsessi-
vily discrediting almost all accepted values. Leve becomes in
his poetry a source of disappointments, and when 1its sexual

I Ph. L ar k i n, Required Writing, London 1983, p. &7,
Ch. R4 c ks, The Whitsun Weddings, "Phaenix® 1973, No.
11-12, p. 8-9,
P A.Thwaite, The Poetry of Philip Larkin, "Phoenix",
p. 2.
. Ricks, op.cit., p. 9.

’ See A, R. Joanes, ANote on Transatlantic Culture,
"Phoenix", p. 143.
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element enters, it may sven become repulsive (as in "Dry Po-
int"), Friendship is a relationship that life Iimposes on us,
a matter of coincidence rather ihan our deliberate cholce.
Childhood, when looked at more clgsely, is but boredom ("Com-
ing”, "1 Remember, I Remember"); procreation is nothing other
than ’handing misery to man' ("lhis be the verse"). Art may be
mere delusjon ("Reasons for Attendance"). Free will does not
exiat ("Oockery and Son"). Truth is only a matter of the degres
to which we are deluded, the search for a pattern of truth in
life is to no avail ("Ignorance"). Everything we do is render-
ed meaningless by the inevitability of death® ("Next, Please",
"Mothing to Be Said"). It becomes understandable, then, why Ray-
mond Gaerdiner wrote that Larkin's pogtry lacks the humanity of
cumi@rtﬁs This s Larkin's conscious declsion: accepting com-
fort would mean falling prey to another illusipn. Humanity seems
to involve exactly the opposite attitude: the socher awareness
of the situation, and man's courage in facing the meaningless-
ness of his condition. Humanity means refusing to be 'taken
in', deluded, even though being deceived may provide man with
gome comfort. Larkin recognizes man's need of comfort and con-
solation, and though his poetry testifies to the inaccessibi-
lity of ideals, to the relativity of truth not anchored in any
objective reality, he will admit that ’'the conflict with rea-
lity necessitates lies of one kind or ancthocr as a means  of
psychological surwiwal’ﬂ. [deals, howavar unreal they may be,
bring comfort, and are needed by peaple; so, eventually, being
deluded and refusing to be taken in amount to the same thing:
'a style ogur lives bring with them: a habit for a while® which
suddenly hardnes 'into all we’ve g@t‘qg

g Ph. 6 a rdner, The Wintry Drum, "Phoenix", p. 348.

! John Haffenden, 'A Conversation with Philip Larkin®, "Lon-
don Magazine" 1980, April, p. B6.

. L. Kub vy, An Uncommon Poet For The Common Man, The Ha-
gue 1974, p. B89.

_ e "Bockery and Son" in Ph. L a r k 1 n, The Whitsun Wadd-
ings, London 1964, p. 37. All guotations of Larkin’s poems come
from the following collections: "The Less lDeceived", London 1954
"The Whitsun Weddings", London 19é4; "High Windows", London
1974,
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In censeguence, Latkin, the Jde-mystifier almost 1o the po-
int of sado-mesochism, in some ol his puoems seems to leng for
mystification; having destroyed illusions, he starts yeacning
for them. Yet here he would not apply epistemclogical criteria,
and would net enter the discussion about how real ideals and
beliefs are, how well they are grounded in objective reality,
nr huw well they sutvive intellectual scrutiny. If Larkin even-
tually expresses his longing for dead ldeals and convictions,
he does 5o only 4% a pragmaticist considering not their truth-
-yulues, but practical funciions : emotional (securing 'pay-
chological survival®) and sociul (integrating society).

Coming back to Larkin’s pessimism and to his nihilistic
world-within-a-pusm, one¢ is surprised to sSee how much it re-
sembles the world lmaye presenfed in the works of Arthur Scho-
penhaver. The parallels are so strong that I venture {to Say
that in fact Larkin's Weltanschauuny 1is eBssentially Schopen-
hauerian.

1 am sware that putting the names of Larkin and Schopen-
hauer together may sSound an extravagant claim. One is rominded
o1 Larkin's sneering remarks about things non-English; much
quoted is his declaration that be does not read foreign poetry,
that the name of Borges dues not convey anything to him, and
that he 1s proud of not having travelled outside @rit@inlﬂ!Lara
kin and Schopenhauer may be a surprising pair if one remembers
the poet’s proygrammatic distrust of any philosophical systems
and ideologies, not to speak of foreign philosophies. Any vyet
1t seems that the 19th century Oerman philosopher found a di-
sciple in the modern Dritish poet, that his ideas are echoed in
tiie works of Larkin and may serve as a keynote for their read-
ing. I do not claim that Larkin ever read Schopenhauver; it is,
however, well known that Thomas Hardy ﬂiﬁll_ The influence
might have thus been not a direct one, but mediated by the
works of Hardy, which Larkin much resd and admired.

e See the interviews in: L a r k i n, Reguired Writing.

11 506 for example: H. G arwood, Thomss Hardy - An
Iltustration of the Philosophy of 5chopenhauer, Philadelphia
1901; M. W o rman, Hardy and Schopepnauer, Toronto 12410,
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For my further analysis 1 will try to reconstruct briefly
the Larkinian world along the lines of Schopenhauer's philuso-
phy. fuch a move will, 1 hope, elucidate many of the poems
and will provide me with a convenient starting point fur later
discussions.

*Suffering is masential “to all life, and is increased by
#very increase of km@wleﬂg%‘lzg That 13 a Schopenhaugrian vicw
vaaly much shared by Larkin, Existence as such is corrupt, ne-
cessarily evil, inflicting pain, sufferiny, and producing di-
sillusionmenl, dissatisfaction, insatiability. The concrete
world is a world without possibilities, encapsulated and froz-
en, like the past which, having occurred, will never change. 1t
is a world without freedow, end @s such can be contrasted with
the unresl world of ideals, longings, and expectations. Evil
and pain are born ip the actualization of the, future, in the
vary moment our ideals are realized, acquire form, shape and =
lose freedom.

schopenhauer believes the tnevitability of suffering to be
caused by the principle of inuiwiduatlﬂnlﬂ. The will, & thing-
-in-ltaelf, searching for self-detecmination, becomes indivi-
dualized, thus yielding to necessity, losing its freedom, Fur-
thermure, individuation is not only seen as the fall into the
world of necessities from the realm of freedom, but it also
glves rise to the struggle and conflicts betiween distinct in-
dividualized wills. Individualion is thus the source ot evil;
and exlstence, since i1 is the existence of individual belngs,
hecomes the synonym for suffering. The extinction of the in-
dividual will is then the only way to eliminate the suffer-
ing.

We can observe the same line af thought in Larkin’s poems.
All the dissatisfaction that life offers us results from the
tact that we exist as individual beings and as such we tend
to inflict pain on one another; we are subjected to the world
of necessities and ultimately, tu death. As individual beings

12 B. Russell, History of Western Philosophy, London
1379, p. 724.

13 Russell, op. cit.
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we experience loneliness; being different we become isnlated
and unable to communleate. Schopenhauer believed that *ilnstinct
urges man to procreation, which brings into existence a new
orcasion for suffering and d@ath”lﬁg and we shall not be sur-
prised to find that the very same view 1is eaxpressed in what
is commonly regarded as one of Larkin®s ‘light' poems, "This
Be the Verse":

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.

Being born is itself a repetition of the Fall paradigm : in
giving birth, the faults of the parents, like the original sin,
are passed on to their children., 'Getiing out as early as you
can' remains the only, if absurd, solution, coming very close
to the i1dea of non-existence (the best expression of which can
be found in Larkin's “"Wants": ‘'Beneath it all, desire of obli-
vien runs'), which may be seen as the conseguence of Schopen-
haver's ‘extinction', the shedding of identity.

In another poem, “At Grass", Larkin writes about two famous
race horses, nm% no longer remembered, living their lives of
no history, no memory, no names. Yet it is exactly by becoming
anonymous, by losing their identity, that they gain peace and
happiness. Thelr withdrawal from the race-course 1is thus pot
simply a shift from clamorous fame to peaceful oblivion, but
from identity exemplified by the names of the horses, to its
loss.

There are other affinities with® S5Schopenhauer’s philosophy
worth mentioning in connection with Larkin's standpoint, like
the relation Ubetween the real and the ideal. Yet this pessi-
mistic, essentially Schopenbauerian attitude is counterbalan-
ced in a number of Larkin's poems by a different stance. Clear-
ly affirmative tones can be fouund in such poems as "“JTa the Sea®
or "Show Saturday", poems preseniing values which Larkin would
cherish in spite of his all-embracing scepticism.

—— — .

YA Ipidem.
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It is characteristic that all these poems deal with com-
munsl lite and its expression in strictly patterned forms of
behaviour - rituals. The ritual, as in T. 5. Eliot, appears to
be the way in which communities organize their lives and give
sense to the reality that surrounds them, however chaotic it
might seem. The meaning of such rituals resides preclisely in
their social function. They are the means by which the society
can satisfy the need of living within an ordered, structured
world; the need for transcending time and fer alleviating sor-
row and anxjety caused by the realization of human wmortality.
The ritual enables the communities to stand ocutside time, out-
side history, and thus to establish a hierarchy of values which
would not appear to be contingent, historical, or Fﬂl@tﬂVElﬁqlt
integrates communities and helps individuals to achieve lden-
tification with the geals and values of the society. By making
such 1dentification possible it can actually carry owt Scho-
penhauer®s postulate of the extinction of individual will as
the source of evil and suffering although in an entirely differ-
ent way : not by engaging 1in the states of nirvana and medi-
tation, nor by death, but by seeiny oneself as a part of the
whole that is the community in which one lives,

It can be said that while American literary traditilon is es-
sentially individualistic and transcendental, 1the English one
is communal. Whereas the generalization that all world lite-
rature has as its wunderlying theme the conflict of the indi-
vidual's needs 4nd the pressures of sociely may be accepted
without many reservations, it is alsc true that one of the en-
demic features of British writing, especially in tertain pe-
riods of its history, e.g. in the Augustan Age, was the wurge
to recaoncile the individual with the communal, to present the
individua}l as a member of the community in a mutually reward-
ing relationship. Life in and for the community was the answer
of many English writers to the feeling of meaninglessness,

diagnosed as the maledy of the 20ih century mamlﬁﬁ

15 Cf. M. Eliade, BSacrum-mit-historia, Warszaws 1970,

. - Cf. M. Green British Marxists and American Freudians,
fin:] Innovations, ed. R. Bergonzi, London 1968, p. 1&5.
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The sense of continulty as manifested in repeated communal
rituals enables wman to transcend time, thus providing him with
a sense of life which is absolute and a-historical. It should
be observed here that in Larkin's poems where certain evaryday
activities, wsually invalving whole communities, become pre-
sent-day rituals, we find no signs of death, no death-anxiety
ag characteristic of Larkin. These communal activities, the
rituals, enable man to overcome the anxiety caused by the a-
warengss of hils limitations as an individual being. If, as I de-
monstrated earlier, individuation is to Larkin a source of "mo-
ral evil' and suffering, then the ritual by transforming the
individual into & member of the community, by making him ano-
nymous, also saves him from all the predicaments that would

otherwise befall him precisely for being an individual: the
fear of death in the shadow of which life is rendered meaning-
less, the sense of isoletion and loneliness, the chaos and

gcontingency of the world ("Thematically, the desire for commu-
nity and continuity 1is played hard against the isolation and
lonelineas that are felt by Larkin to be part of the condi-
tion of modern man®!’),

Larkin's belief imn the redemptive powers of the community
and its simple rituals has a very pragmatic function. It is
firat of all useful, just as the Church and religion may be
usaful. Still, Larkin, an avowed agnostic, would prefer com-
munal sctivities to the acceptance of any religious credo, sin-
ce the former do not clalm access to truth, they are pure forms,
ways in which 1life is organized. OGoing to the seaside every
year, or taking part 1in a funfair, .are activities that deo not
involve accepting any beliefs or illusions. They are forms of
going through life with the authority of the ages and the past
generations. By introducing beneficial order inte the chaos of
the world, by patterning human lives, they do not include any
truth-claims, which Larkin’s essentially rational, reflective,
uncompromising scrutiny would immediately discover and refute.

Larkin'reatiinesa to accept the values represented by com-

l;f: S, Petch, TheArt of Philip Larkin, Sydney 1980,
P. g
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munal life, which can be best seen in his latest collection
"High Windows", grows naturally from his early assumption that
being aware of illusions and yielding to them in one's ignor-
ance do not differ wmuch in the perspective of the ultimate,
sub specie mortis. Being ‘less deceived’ does not alleviate the
pains of life. On the contrary, this awareness may become d
source of a still greater anxiety and disappointment. If then
knowing the truth (or, by that matter, knowing that truth is
unattainable) and remaining ignorant are just two ‘slyles' of
life, equally justifiable, then what matters is the praguatic
dimension, the practical consequences of adopting ene or the
ather. And thus in "loads Revisited", Larkin absndoned his ear-
lier view on the limiting nature of work, and accepted it for
its practical function, He was not concerned with the economi-
cal necessity of work, but perceived its place in the human
condition, as a help in man's struggle through life:

What else can I answer,

When the lights come on at four
At the end of another year?
Give me your arm, old toad;
Help me down Cemetry Hoad.

“Self's the Man" can be read as a variant of "Reasons for
Attendance”, 1in which the speaker, acknowledging the right of
both himself and the others to live lives that they have chos-
en, points to the fact that the choice was a personal decision
depending on oné's different ideas about life. Pure reason will
not be helpful in choosing between different styles of life
the truth-value of the assumptions on which the decision may
be grounded 1is irrelevant here, what matters 1is that these
particular choices satisfy one's need for an ordered and mean-
ingful life. The speaker of the poems does not present  an
authoritative or patronizing attitude towards the other mode
of life., He does not attempt to justify his decision, nor to
question others. The irunic comments at the end of both puems
undermine any certainty in this respect. The speaker is not
sure about the rightness of his decision to devote himself to
art and give up earthly pleasures ("Reasons for Attendance"):
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Iherafure T stay outside,
Helieving this; and they maul to and fro,
Believing that; and both are satisfied,
1f no one has misjudged himself. Or lied.

Similar uncerctainly, which in fapt is a recognition of egual
valug of both ‘styles' of life, can be obsecved in “"Self's
The Man" and in "Dockery and Son", where it concerns the choli-
ce of remaining unmarried and childless., The speaker may be
described as an agnostic, who - as such = cannot reject the
pther possibility. This stamdpuint, tha hallmark of which is
the recognition of the relative character of the choices con-
cerning one's life, may create an impression that the speak-
er'y of Larkin's poems, when they function as his porte-paro-
lees, may rcefuse to support any side, and refrain from making
any positive statements Lut the sgnostic 'l do not know'.

In Larkin's later poems one finds much more pusitive tones
and his ironic scepticism gives place to afficmative statle-
ments. “Tu the S2a" and "Show Saturday" are the poems in which
the speaker envies the life he observes and does not try tao
discredit 1t with exther irony or scepticism. 1In both poens,
and especlally in  "Show Saturday", the speaker is na longar
smotionally detacheo ftrom the world he describes; bhe is not
a distant observer whu from his lsolated position comments on
the life of others'? {("Keasons for Attendance™, "Church Going”,
"The Whirtsun Weddings®, "Faith Healing"). 1The scenes of com-
monplace rituals engage him, and seem to become the long-
-searched-for answer, the ‘centre that would hold’, as 1if the
speaker could find 4in them what FEliot did in Christianity
the pivot, the central point ar@unﬂ which to build. Engaging
in such activities as goiny to the seaside or tn a Ssadturday
show, are nut examples of illusions shared by people, but turn
vut to be 3 cure a8gainst frageeniation, sSeparateness, chiaos,
and misery cawsed by individuation, and a way of overcoming the
destructive powers of ‘our element - Time'. Thay are Larkin's
‘central points’®,

1A Lf. D. Hol br ook, Lost Hearings in English Poetry,
London 1977, p. 174-181.
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The Saturday show toakes place in summer; it is not spring
= the renewal of life, but it ie the year at its peak, with
gifts of nature, ’'the extrusions of sarth’, carefully displayed
on wood tables. the religious overiones of fertility rites and
harveat ufterings are mude clear when we notice ‘blanch leeks
like church candles®. The participants at the show are taken
agut of tiheir daily context, moved into a semi-sacred dimensian
that brings them joy and wvitality, that unites and integrates
them. When after the show they have to po back to their
daily routines, to their individual lives, they will again be-
come onty frayments of the whole they once werse, Goinyg back
home {rom the show means leaving the life of a community and
returning to individual names, to lives in indlvidual houses
with private addresses, situated 1in some abscure, isolated,
far-away settlements.

They're loading jumps on a lruck.
Back now to private addresses, gates and lamps
In high stone cne-strecet villages, emptly. at dusk,
And side roads of small towns.

It is also going back to autumn, and ultimately to winter.
The sunny Saturday afterncon, the community's reunion, when it
ends, leads people to what terrified Larkin 1n all earlier poeces:
inevitanle death, the passage of tima. I does not come
then as a surprise that the poem ends with an emotional ap-
peal: ‘'Let it always be there’, a wish io save the event from
the destructiveness of time. The show, in fact, may become per-
ennial, it has existed for centuries and has the power to re-
generate each year:

Let it 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 unlon. Let it always be there.

The poem reads like a lengthy cstalogue, a congleomeration
of scenes, connected only by the place in which they happen.
It is a catalogue of things, yet much different from those,
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shorter ones, we can sed in "The Larye Cool! Store" or "Essen-
tial Beauty”. Whereas in the latter poems, a series of uncon-
nected imepges, a mere listing of things, served to evoke the
atmosphere of a disconnected, fragmentary, and hence meaning-
less, world, in "Show Saturday" the literal flood of images
which goes an for over fifty lines crestes an atmosphere of pro-
fuslion and wvitality. Tt 1s life inm its abundance: fascinating
and attractive. It seems that the poet was carried away by the
variety and richness of the events he was describing. Scenes,
objects and characters follow one another, the poecl's eye wand-
ers apout like & film camera: the flow of images seems iov have
no end,

There is, however, another interesting feature aof this ca-
taslogue which constitutes the bulk of the puem. The observer
delights in the scenes, enjoys the variety of colours, shapes,
and events, and conseguently, the images within & poem are all
piletures of things as they are, they are not meant to stand
for anything except themselves, they do not refer wus to any
other reality but their own - cuntrary to what happens in al-
most all other Larkin's poems. Here, the observer, Larkin him-
self, becomes satisfied with the mere perception, with sensusl,
mostly visual, pleasures. No matter how detailed the imape of
a hogpital in "The Building" is, « one feels that its presenta-
tion is crganized by sowe peneral preconceived idea that ft is
meant to convey. Ihe physical properties of the bullding all
turn into meaainpful symbols; &s do most of the seemingly im-
pressionist d@tﬂilﬂlgs washed-to-rags ward clothes, a locked
ghurch, traffic past the gate, the beckoning of the nurse,

[...] past these doors are rooms, and rooms past thase,

And more rooms yet, each ane further off
And harder to return fram.

%, For the reasons gilven later in my article, 1 disagree
with Antheny Thwalits using the term ‘impressionist detsil’ with
regasrd to Larkin's poetry {cf. Thwal t e, op. cit., p.
59). Larkin is essentially a Symbolist poet, ond most of the
dutails 1n his puetry acquire symbolie wmeanings. This aspect
of Larkin's work has been explored by: A. Mo t i o n, Ppi-
lip tarkin, London 1962.
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In this poem, as in most of his poetry, Larkin makes use
uf realistic Wetailgﬂﬁ which may scem like mere impartial re-
porting, in creating symbolic meanings. In "The Building" he
is not sa much interested in the actual hespital buillding, as
in what it stands for: the inevitanility af death. "Show Satur-
day" 1s one of the wvery fuw poems 1in which Larkin's symbal-
-making activities are not foregrounded, and in 1t2 descrip-
tive part, they are almost suppressed (they will rE-emergye
towards the end of the poem, when the show ends). In its longer
part, the poem is a camera-like rondering of what is golng on
at the show, without any attempt at hierarchizing the scenes
or 1mposing on them symbolic interpretation. Sometimes the pic-
tures of minute details verge on iccelevancy when they appear
1n the poem purely arbitrartly and iﬂﬂiﬁﬁrﬁmiﬂﬂtﬁlyih:

There is more than just animals:
Bead -stalls, balloon-men, & Bank; a beer-marguee that
Half-screens a canvas Gents; a tent selling tweed,
And anotner, jackets. '

Ihe present tense and shori phrasaes emphasize the general
tone of immediacy, of the things aciually happening, o5 1f the
eye became invalved in the spectacle and could not yet decide
where to rest, distracted by the multitude of things. wWhat the
eye percelves first of all is things, the poem abrnunds with
nouns, which - often unmoditied - follow one ancther as in  the
guetution above. The details, which in the beginning aof the
poem are sometimes brackeled +to indicate their marginal [m-
portance, take vver in later paris : bracketing is gbandoned
almpst entirely and the issue of how important given details
are disappears. The whole descriptive part becomes homogentzed.
The picture 1is thus untypical of Larkin, since the world re-
presented in the poem is .not mediated by the poet’s intellect.
The images appear at random, the poet’s presence does nat 1n-

ot e e e o
-

72@ b. Lodge writes sbout Larkin's ‘’metonymic and sy-
necdochic details’ in 0. L o d g e, Modes of Modern Writing,
London 1277, p. 217.

21 Lodge notes the ’near redundant specificity® in
Larkin's verse, (op. cit., p. 217).
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tervene ln recreating the scene. In this context it is not
proper tu talk of impressions as the poem is concerned with
things in themselwves, rather than in how they are perceived by
us. Une could risk saying that the poem is perhaps the most
'*metaphysicel’ one, being concerned with the world as it is,
ingependent of any dinterpreting or cognitive mind. In many other
poems Larkin would bDuild images with scupticism, with the uin-
ceriainty of how things really are, exploiting the differences
between the way things appear to us, the way we think of them
and the 'unattainable truth' about them. "Show Saturday" does
not present any of these concerns.

Similarly affirmative tones, wlevating ordinary communal
activities to the status of rituals, can be found in To_the
Seq, a poem which opens Larkin's last collection. In  four
stanzas, the poast, using his favourite technigue of a clouse-up,
presents the scene at a seaside with people, young and old,
sunpathing, swimwing, enjoying themselves. What is striking in
the poem is the way in which people melt into the landscape.
ihe scenery, though ubviously crowded with human beings, aver-
snadows them. In the tirst stanze, there is no explicit med-
tion of the people, the only indications pf thelr presence are
towels and red bathing caps which, however, are mentioned in
the same line as steep beach and blue water, as if they were
objects of the same order. Over the whole scene Larkin draws
the line. of the horizoen which encompasses and gives unity to
geverything that can be found on the beach; in this perspective,
the differences between human and non-human become neglliy-
ible. When the poet writes ‘'everything crowds under the low
horizon' he means both the people,  the man-made objects, and
natural phenomena, cuexisting in perfect harmony. The hacmony,
which may seem rather surprising in Larkin, is pnet threatened
by the presence of transistor radios, chocolate wrappers and
soup tins. They, also beluny to the scenery and their presence
there is redeemed by the harmony. They have lost all the as-
sopciations they stood for in other of Larkin's poems, for in-
stance "Going Going"™; they are no longer seen in the contexi
‘ﬂf #n eculogical threat, man's destructive attitude te naturs,
technology littering the landscape, etc. 1In the second half of
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the firat stanze the puet introduces colours: blue, red, yel-
low - which are, of course, primary colours from which all
athars derive - and white as their perfect union. They are the
fundamentals, the base - other colours would already be the
products of the differentiation processes which, as [ have
tried to show, stand for the source of corruption and misery.
The mention of the primery colours in the depiction of the sea-
Side scene introduces a symbolic interpretation af the scene,
which becomes an emblem of purity and of everything that |is
basic.

fine should be aware that the appearance of details in "To
the Sea", as in most of Larkin's poems, has hardly anything to
do with the actual perception of things. Larkin is not an im-
p@ﬁ@gignist?2 who would delight in colours, forms, objects for
their own aesthetic, sensual value., If a detail, a sudden
close-up appears in the poem, 1t is not poverned by the logic
of perception, but by the argument of the poem, All the details
are thus meaningful details, =significant data from which Lar-
kKin can start to produce a more universal statement. In this
context, colours which appear in "To the Sea", are not just
tulours, physical gualities of the perceived world, but they
become indicative of some other - symbolic - meanings.

If then blue, red and yellow are primary colours, and con-
stitute the crowd that can be seen under the horizon, it is on
the horizon that a ship appears, the colaur of which is while
- white beiny the synthesis of all colours, the perfect wunion
and the principle of homogeneity. The steamer, natural as it may
be in the picture of the beach and the seaside, bacomes symbo-
lic in a way that is so characteristic of lLarkin. It i3 stuck
there, motionless, and it will only move towards the end of
the poem, or rather it will disappear suddenly. Its calour is
once again emphasized: 'fhe white steamer has gone’, as if the
poet was afraid that 1ts significance might have esceped the
readers. fhe motionless ship, taken out of time, as 1If -in =&
moment of the powet?s insight or in a moment of communion that the
cruwds on the Deach experience - encapsulates the whole scene,

22 See reference 19.



_Rituals and Their Meaning in Larkin's Poetiry 85

i o e w30 B i eGSR 8 Gy

being of the here and now, and yet transcending time. The ship
disappears when the ritual comes to an end.

The scene which is that of the wunlon between man and natu-
ra, between an individual and the community, between the past
and the present, reveals itself to the speaker when he steps
‘ogver the low wall that divides'. Oividing, is, of course, the
opposite of uniting, and going beyond the wall {is like going
beyond the individuation which Schopenhauer believed to be res-
ponsible for the wmisery of human condition. It is thus a step
from the world of separate, divided, individual objects, into
the world that is unified, structured, ordered, patterned, and
hence-rendered meaningful. It is a step towards the white co-
Jour of the motionless ship on the horizon.

Going to the sea is in the poct’s own words 'half an an-
nual pleasure half a rite', the sense of which lies in its reap-
pearance esch year. Constituting positive links between the
past and the present, 1t integrates not only the life of a so-
ciety, but also gives wnity and meaning to the life of an in-
dividual, the life which in these particular activities ma-
nages to go beyond time and remainm still, 1like the steamer on
the horizon; the Same and wunchanging. The stillness, however,
is not that of a rock, or a dead body; it possesses Some orga-
nic gquality : it hes its own life, 1life which is already re-
deegmed and free from the destructive powers of time, The re-
petition implies movement and renewal, hence:

The small hushed waves' repeated fresh collapsse
Up the warm yellow sand

It is thus both ‘’repeated' and ‘fresh®; and although we
learn that the steamer is ‘stuck’ in the aftecnoon, the line is
immediately followed by an enthusiastic exclamation : ’S5till
going on, all of it, still going on !'. Punning on the word
'still’® emphasizes the paradoxical atate in which there is both
stillness and life. Thus the scene does not resemble the cold,
frozen i1mage that Kests ssw on the urn, nor the mechanical birg
of Yeats' "Sailing to Byzantium", but is a scene redeemed from
time and full of life as well. What is more, the scene at the
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geaside, when taken symbolically, bscomes life in mipiature :
people there perform their everyday activities, like resting,
eating, sleeping. They 'lsad the uncertain children® who in the
course of the poem chanyge into *the rigid ol4d'. There is a
sense of gradual transtformation of one generation into anolher,
hinted at by the use onf two verbs related in meaning : 'to
lead” and 'to wheel®. What we witness at the seaslde is thus
not a particular activiiy which takes place at a yiven time
each year, but life in its fullness. The poem goes beyond the
limitations ol its concrete spatial and temparal setting, and
turns into a picture of the human world which has become or-
dered, meaninjful, and satisfyiny.

The setting of the ritual in "To the Sea"” is the segashore
during the summer holidays, the time is thus the same as in
"Show Saturday": the peak of the year. Although the sun 1s not
mentioned in the poer, its presence dominates the scene. Toge-
ther with the water (the sea), it is an essential life-giving
force, almost a condition of the regenaration of the event. In
this perspective, the journey to the sea turns into a pilgrim-
age, and the annual rite becomes B guasi-religious ceremony of
sum~war5hipping?3 and the liturgy of water (allusiuns te ri-
tualistic ablutions, baptism. etc.). In a si@ilar way, though
o011 a much lesser scale, relipious overtones were introduced in
"Show Saturday" (oblations ot vegetables). [n both cases one
can speak of natural rituals, or nectural religiosity.

The religious, or guasi-religious character that Larkin
clearly gives to the scene in "To the Sea”™ is later foreground-
ed by the moral aspect of the sed-going ritual. The light of
the sun brings {illumination to the speaker. causlng bim to
discover the true meaning of the people’s simple activities.
But it alsc provides bhim wiih the moral illumination which clos-
3 the poem:

[...] teaching their children by a sort
0f clowning; helping the old, too, as they ought,

23
129,

€f. D. T imms, Philip Larkin, Edinburgh 1973, p.
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fhe mnral duty to others 1i8 not only enacted at Lthe sea-
side, but actually originates in scenes like these. The last
phrase of ihe paem presents the convictions of the people at
the seaside, and is not & judgement of the speaker, which ex-
enpts the poem from the charge of being patronizing. 'To do what
ought to be done' is @ ritual, whose sutstiance is a moral obli-
pation which the people on the beack take for granted. Basic
ethical codes seem thus to have their roots in such simple
rituals. Larkin, Orwell's diagiple?4 in his distrust of great
ideologies or bellef-systems, acknowledgue here the ‘'patural’
system of values, by which he would mear values sanctionsd by
common, historical practice and supgposedly origineting in some
inner ethical sensibillty. This will explain why Larkin, who
denies any commitment tuo political, philosophical, or religious
credos, woulo nevertheless declare his strong attachment to a
clearly conservalive set ol values: *thrift, bard werk, rever-
ence, desire to QTESEEVB’ZS. Such ethics is of course an un-
wrttten code, which by analogy te common law may be called
‘cmmon ethics'. [t passes through generations as 8 habit, a
way of life, which the younyg inhercit from their fathers by imi-
tating iheir behaviour, and as sSuch it does not become subject
ta critical examirnation, questioning, or theoretical specula-
tion. Yhe ritual, in its broad meaning, is a means of perpe-
tuating and transmitting the sense of the moral values which
# given society cherishes, and makes for the continuity of its
way of life.

In my discussion of the meaning of rituals in the poetry
of Philip Larkin, [ hgve concentirated on the two poems from
Larkin's last collection, “High Windows", since they exemplify
pest his turning away from pessimism and the sense of despair
which the puet might have innerited frem Schopenhauer via the
works of lhomas Hardy. The two poems, as no other titles in
Larkin's poetic output, testify tao his search for positive va-

e e . e

‘4

Orwell's influence on Larkin and lhe Movement Poets is
ﬂisggﬁsgﬂ inB. Morrison, lhe Movement, London 1980,
BE -95.

25 Larkin, op.cit., p. 52.
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lues that might be acknowledged by the world which first de-
clared the death of God and then announced the ‘end of idenlo-
gy'. Both of them include perhaps the most affirmative iones
that ever appeared in Larkin's writings. Other poems in which
one can find Larkin's interest im the ritual as & means of sa-
tisfylng man*s social and emotional needs, (most nctably "Church
Going” and "The Whitsun Weddings®) do nut present such a
strong, assertive atiitude. "To the Sea” and “Show Saturday",
contrary ta the other two poems just mentioned, are concerned
with completely ‘’secular' activities and events not connected
with any formal religion. The notion of ritual has thus bean
broadened to include activitics of everyday life which, though
unauthorized by the Church, demonstrate the same power and per-
form similar functions.

Inutitute of English Studies
University of tdd2

Jerzy Juarniewlcz

R¥TUALY T ICH ZNACZENIE W PUEZJI LARKINA

Swiatopoglad poetycki Philipa Larkina wykazuje wiele zbiez-
nodci z filozofia Schopenhauera, i to nle tylko w swojej ogidl-
nie pesymistycznel wymowie, ale i w szczegdiach. Larkin, podob-
nie jak Schopenhauer, uZnaje samo istnienie za synonim cierpie-
nia, a irddio zta widzi w procesech zrdinicowania, ujednocstko-
wiernja. Pudcbnie jak niemiecki filozof, dostrzega arn ludikg
cklonno<d do automistyfikacji, ktdra przejawia sie ap. w tworze-
niuv eystemdw religijnych 1 tlumaczy Jy potrzebg wusensowienla
dwiata, szukania oparcia w arbitralnie przyjimowanych prawdach
absolutnych. Cierpignie, bedgce immanentnym skiadnikiem Zrycia,
przezwyciezyt muina w drodie "wyguaszenia” wlasne) 1to2samoscl:
dla Schopenhsuera oznacgalou to odmowe uczestnictwa w Swiecie 1
oddanie sig medytacji. ODla Larkina, realizuje sig 1o przede
wsiystkim w Zyciu we wspdlnacie.

W opinii krytykdw, poezja Lerkina przeniknieta jest pesymiz-
mem, zbliza sig nawet do postaw nihilistycznych, gdy kwestionu-
je pewszechnie przyjete prawdy 1 wartosci. Wobec faktu istnie-
nia dmiercy, 2ycie traci swd) sens, a jakakolwiek wiara, przy-
noszgca pacieche, okazuje sig tylko iluzjg. Ta pesymistyczna
wizia zustaje wyraZnie przezwycigiona w twu utworach 2 cstat-
niego zbioru wierszy tarkina. "Show Saturday" 1 "To the Sea®
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wpisujg Swieckie rytualty: sobotnie festyny i letnie wycieczki
nad morze. Hfytualy te dwladczy o kontynuacjl tradyec)i, =g dla
lLarkinag zwyciestwem nad czesewm » dmierciy, wyldciem pozu histo-
rie, o takre przez to, Ze zapewniajy uczestnikom ideniyflikacje
zn wepdlnoty, speiniajtg poutulat “wygaszenia" indywidualngj toz-
sgmoSci. W przeciwierdstwie du rylustdw religijnych, nie wymaga-
Jg one przyjecla tadnego systemu przekonar, nie sg wyroszem wia-
Iy w istnienis prawd absolutaych, lecz stanowly sposdb orga-
nizacjl lycis, 53 cizystymi forwami, o kKtdrych poirzebie dwiad-
czyg lch konsekwencje praktycine.



