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RITUALS AND THEIR ME ANING IN L A R K I N ’S P0E1RY

Literary cr it ici sm de aling with L a r k i n ’s poetry will in most 

cases arrive at such key- words as ’illusion and d i si l l u s i o n -

m e n t ’, ’p e s s i m i s m ’ , ’s a d n e s s ’ , ’f a t a l i s m ’. Critics would q u o -

te Larkin's statement that ’de priva ti on  is for me what daffodils 

were for W o r d s w o r t h’1 , and note that L a r k i n ’s favourite subjects 

are failure and weakness. They would point to the nostalgic,

or even melancholic, mood of moat of L a r k i n ’s verse, notice
2

the abundance of negati ves , and finally p res ent  Larkin as a 

poet of disenchantment, as a stoical agnostic"5, who firmly, if 

heroically, refuses to be ’taken i n ’ by arty ideas, beliefs or 

pers pective s that offer consolation. L a r k i n ’s poetic stance is 

exactly to reject all consolatory systems as illusions and to 

face the human co ndition  as it really is: miserable, di ss a t i s f y -

ing, futile, since - in his own words - 'life looks i nsignificant 

beside death’ .

In this context, Larkin, one of the most c ons ervat ive and 

traditionally minded poets, may look like a n i h i l i s t 5 o b s e s s i -

vely discre ditin g almost all accepted values. Love beco mes in 

his poetry a source of disappointments, and when its sexual

1 Ph. L a r k i n ,  Required Writing, Lon don 1983, p. 47.

Ch. R i c k s ,  The Whitsun Weddings, "Phoenix" 1973, No. 
11-12, p. 8-9.

^ A .  T h w a i t e ,  The Poetry of Ph ilip Larkin, "Phoenix", 
p. 9.

4
R i c k s ,  pp. cit., p. 9.

5 See A. R. J о n e s, A Note on Tr ansa tla nt ic  Culture, 
" P h oe n ix “ , p. 143.
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element enters, it may even become repulsive (as in "Dry P o -

int"). Friendship is a relationship that life imposes on us, 

a matter of coincidence rather than our deliberat e choice. 

Childhood, when looked at more clpsely, is but bo redom ( “C o m -

ing", "1 Remember, I Remember"); procreation is noth ing other 

than ’handing misery to man’ ("This be the Verse"). Art may be 

mere delusion ("Reasons for A t te h d a n c e" ) . Free will does not 

exist ("Dockery and Son"). Truth is only a matter of the degree 

to which we are deluded, the search for a pattern of truth in 

life is to no avail ("Ignorance"). Everything we do is re nd e r-

ed meaningless by the inevitability of d e at h 6 ("Next, Please", 

"Nothing to Be Said"). It becomes understandable, then, why R a y -

mond Gardiner wrote that L a r k i n ’s poetry lacks the humanity of 

c o m f o r t 7 . This is L a r k i n ’s conscious decision: accepting c o m -

fort would mean falling prey to another illusipn. Humanity seems 

to involve exactly the opposite attitude: the sober awareness 

of the situation, and m a n ’s courage in facing the m e a n i ng le ss -

ness of his condition. Humanity means refusing to be ’taken 

i n ’, deluded, even though being deceived may provide man with 

some comfort. Larkin recognizes m a n ’s need of comfort and c o n -

solation, and though his poetry testifies to the in ac ces si bi-

lity of ideals, to the relativity of truth not anchored in any 

objective reality, he will admit that ’the conflict with re a -

lity necessitate s lies of one kind or another as a means of
u

psychol ogical Survival' . Ideals, however unreal they may be, 

bring comfort, and are needed by people; so, eventually, being 

deluded and refusing to be taken in amount to the same thing: 

’a style our lives bring with them: a habit for a w h i l e ’ which
9

suddenly hardnes ’into all w e ’ve g o t ’ .

6 Ph. G a r d n e r ,  The Wintry Drum, "Phoenix", p. 30.

? John Haftenden, ’A Convers at ion with Ph ilip L a r k i n ’, "L o n-
don Magazine" 1900, April, p. B6 .

0
L. К u b y, An Uncommon Poet For The Common Man, The Ha -

gue 1974 , p , 89 .
9

"Dockery and Son" in Ph. L a r k i n ,  The Wh itsun W e d d -
ings, London 1964, p. 37. All quotations of L a r k i n ’s poems come 
from the following collections: "The Less D e c e i v e d " , London 1956; 
"The Wh itsun Weddings", London 1964; "High Windows", London
1974.



In consequence, Larkin, the d e -m y3tifier almost to the p o -

int of sado-ntesochism, in some of his poems seems to long for 

mystification; ha ving destroyed illusions, he starts yearning 

for them. Yet here he would not apply epistem ological criteria, 

and would not enter the di sc ussion about how real ideals and 

beliefs are, how well they are grounded in o bje ctive reality, 

or how well they survive intellectual scrutiny. If Larkin e v e n -

tually expresses his longing for dead ideals and convictions, 

he does so only as a pragmatic ist consid eri ng not their truth- 

-values, but practical functions : emotional (securing ’p s y -

chologica l s u r v i v a l ’) and social (integratin g society).

Coming back to L a r k i n ’s pessimism and to his nihilis ti c 

w o r l d - w i t h m - a - p u e m ,  one is surprised to see how mu ch it r e -

sembles the world image presented in the works of Arthur S c h o -

penhauer. Ihe parallels are so strong that I venture to say 

that in fact L a r k i n ’s Wel tansch au ung is esse nti ally Schopen- 

h a u e r i a n .

I am aware that putting the names of Larkin and S c h o p e n -

hauer together may sound an extr ava gant claim. One is reminded 

or L a r k i n ’s sneering remarks about things no n-English; much 

quoted is his declaration that he does not read fo reign poetry, 

that the name of Borges dues not convey anythin g to him, and 

that he is proud of not ha vi ng travelled outside B r i t a i n 111. Lar-

kin and Schopenhauer may be a surprisin g pair if one remembers 

the p o e t ’s program ma tic distrust of any philosophical systems 

and ideologies, not to speak of foreign philosophies. Any yet 

it seems that the 19th century German phil osop her  found a d i -

sciple in the mo dern British poet, that his ideas are echoed in 

the works of Larkin and may serve as a ke ynote for their re a d -

ing. I do not claim that Larkin ever read Sc hopenhauer; it is, 

however, well known that Thomas Hardy d i d 1 1 . Ihe influence 

might h av e thus been not a direct one, but me diat ed by the 

works of Hardy, which Larkin much read and admired.

10 See the interviews in: L a r k i n ,  Req uired Writing.

11 See for example: H. G a r w o o d ,  Thomas Hardy - An 
.Illustrati on of the Philosophy of Schopen hauer, Philad elp hi a
19-11; M. N o r m a  n, Hardy and Schopenhaue r, To ronto 1940.



For my further analysis I will try to reconstruct briefly 

the Larkinian world along the lines of S c h o pe n h a u e r ’s p h i l o s o-

phy. Such a move wilt, I hope, elucidate many of the puems 

and will provide me with a convenient starting point fur later

discussion*).

’Suffering is essential to all life, and is increased by
12

every increase of k n o w l e d g e ’ . That is a Sc hopenhaue ria n view 

very much sh ared by Larkin. Existence as 3uch is corrupt, n e -

cessarily evil, inflicting pain, suffering, and producing d i -

sillusionment, dissatisfaction, insatiability. The co ncrete 

world is a world without possibilities, enca psulated and f ro z-

en, like the past which, having occurred, will never change. It 

is a wurld without freedom, and as such can be contrasted with 

the unreal world of ideals, longings, and expectations. Evil 

and pain are born in the actualization of the. future, in the 

very moment our ideals are realized, acquire form, shape and - 

lose freedom.

Schopenhauer believes the inevitability of suffering to be 

caused by the principle of in d i v id ua ti on *J . The will, a t h m g -  

-in-itself, searching for self-determination, becomes indi vi-

dualized, thus yielding to necessity, losing its freedom, F u r -

thermore, individuation is not only seen as the fall into the 

world of necessities from the realm of freedom, but it also 

gives rise to the struggle and conflicts between distinct i n-

divi dual ize d wills. Individuation is thus the source of evil; 

and existence, since it is the existence of individual beings, 

becomes the synonym for suffering. The extinc tio n of the in-

dividual will is then the only way to eliminate the s u ff e r-

ing.

We can observe the same line of thought in L a r k i n ’s poems. 

All the dissati sf ac tion that life offers us results from the 

fact that we exist as individual beings and as such we tend 

to inflict pain on one another; we are subject ed to the world 

of necessities and ultimately, to death. As individual beiisgs

12
B. R u s s e l l ,  History of Western Philosophy, London

1979, p. 724.

15 R u s s e 1 1, op. p i t .



we experience loneliness; being differe nt we become isolated

and unable to communicate. Schopen ha ue r bel ieve d that ’instinct

urges man to procreation, which brings into existence a new
1 ̂

occasio n for suffering and d e a t h ’ ', and we shall not be s u r -

prised to find that the very same view is exp ress ed in what 

is commonly regarded as one of L a r k i n ’s ’l i g h t ’ 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 d o n ’t have any kids yourself.

Being born is itself a repetition of the Fall pa radigm : in 

giving birth, the faults of the parents, like the original sin, 

are passed on to their children. ’Getting out as early as you 

c a n ’ remains the only, if absurd, solution, co ming very close 

to the idea of non-exi st en ce (the best e xpress io n of wh ic h can 

be found in L a r k i n ’s "W a n t s " : ’Beneath it all, desire of o b l i -

vion r u n s ’), wh'ich may be seen as the cons eque nce of S c h o pe n -

h a u e r ’s ’e x t i n c t i o n ’, the sheddin g of identity.

In another poem, "At Grass", Larkin writes about two famous 

race horses, now 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. Their withdrawal from the race-course is thus not 

simply a shift from clamorous fame to peaceful oblivion, but 

from identity ex em plified by the names of the horses, to its

lOSS;

There are other af finit ie s with' S c h o p e n h a u e r ’s ph ilosophy 

worth m entioning in co nn ectio n with L a r k i n ’s standpoint, like 

the relation between the real and the ideal. Yet this p e s s i -

mistic, e s s e n t i a l l y  Schop enha ueri an attitude is c o un t e r b a l a n -

ced in a number of L a r k i n ’s poems by a diff eren t s t a n ce . C l ea r -

ly af fi rmative tones can be found in such poems as "To the Sea" 

or "Show Saturday", poems presenting values which Lark in would 

cher ish in spite of his al l-embracing scepticism.

^  Ibidem.



It is characteristic that all these poems deal with c o m -

munal lit« and its expression in strictly patterned forms of 

beha vio ur - rituals. The ritual, as in T. S. Eliot, appears to 

be the way in which communities organize their lives and give 

sense to the reality that surrounds them, however ch ao tic it 

might seem. The meaning of such rituals resides precisely in 

their social function. They are the means by which the society 

can satisfy the need of living within an ordered, st ructured 

world; the need for transcending time and for alleviating s o r -

row and anxiety caused by the realization of human mortality. 

The ritual enables the communi ties to stand outside time, o u t -

side history, and thus to establish a hierarchy of values which
15would not appear to be contingent, historical, or relative . It 

integrates communities and helps individuals to achieve id en-

tification with the goals and values of the society. 6y making 

such identification po ssible it can actually carry out S c h o -

p e n h a u e r ’s po stulate of the extinction of individual will as 

the source of evil and suffering although in ÿft entirely differ-

ent way : not by engaging in the states of nirvana and m e d i -

tation, nor by death, but by seeing oneself as a part of the 

whole that is the community in which one lives.

It can be said that while American literary tradition is e s -

sentially individualistic and transcendental, the English one 

is communal. Whereas the generaliz at ion that all world li te -

rature has as its underlying theme the conflict of the indi-

v i d u a l ’s needs and the pressures of society may be accepted, 

without many reservations, it is also true that one of the e n -

demic features of British writing, especially in ce rt ain  p e -

riods of its history, e.g. in the Augustan Age, was the urge 

to reconcile the individual with the communal, to present the 

individual as a member of the community in a mutually r e w a rd -

ing relationship. Life in and for the comm uni ty was the answer 

of many English writers to the feeling of meaninglessness, 

diagnosed as the malady of the 20th century m a n * 6 .

Cf. M. E l i a d e ,  Sacrum - mi t - h i s t o r i a , Warszawa 197Q.

1 f> Cf. М. С г е е . ц  British Marxists and American Freudians, 
£in:] Innovations, ęd. R. Bergonzi, Lo ndon  I960, p. 165.



The sense of continuity as ma nif este d in repeated communal 

rituals enables man to transcend time, thus pr ovid ing him with 

a sense of life which is absolute and a - h i s t o r i c a l . It should 

be observed here that in L a r k i n ’s poems where ce rtai n everyday 

activities, usually involving whole communities, become p r e -

sent-day rituals, we find no signs of death, no death-a nxi ety 

so ch aracter is tic of Larkin. These communal activities, the 

rituals, enable man to overcome the anxiety caus ed by the a- 

wareness of his limitations as an individual being. If, as I d e -

mo ns trat ed earlier, individuation is to La rki n a source of 'mo-

ral evil* and suffering, then the ritual by tra nsfo rmi ng the 

Individual into a member of the community, by maki ng him anp- 

nymous, also saves him from all the pre dica men ts that would 

othe rwi se befall him prec ise ly for being an individual: the 

fear of death in the shadow of which life is rendered meaning-

less, the sense of isolation and loneliness, the chaos and 

co ntingency of the world ("Thematically, the desire for c o m m u -

nity and continuity is pl ayed hard against the is olation and

loneliness that are felt by L arkin to be part of the condi- 
17tion of mo der n man" ).

Larkin's belief in the redemptive powers of the community 

and its simple rituals has a very p ragmatic function. It is 

first of all useful, just as the Chur ch and religion may be 

useful. Still, Larkin, an avowed agnostic, would prefer c o m -

munal activities to the acceptance of any religious c r e d o , s i n -

ce the former do not claim access to truth, they are pure forma, 

ways in which life is organized. Going to the seaside every 

year, or takinQ part in a funfair, .are activi tie s that do 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 into the ch ao s of 

the'world, by patter nin g human lives, they do not include any 

t r u t h -c l a i m s , which Larkin's e ssentially rational, reflective, 

un compromising scrutiny would immediately di scover and refute.

L a r k i n ’readiness to accept the values represe nted  by com-

17 S. P e t с h, The Art of Philip Larkin, Sydney 1980, 
p. 107.



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 o n e ’s i gn or -

ance do not differ much in the per spective of the ultimate. 

sub specie m o r t i s . Being Ч е з з  d e c e i v e d ’ does not alleviate the 

pains of life. On the contrary, this awareness may become a 

source of a still greater anxiety and disappointment. If then 

knowing the truth (or, by that matter, know ing that truth is 

unattainable) and remaining ignorant are just two ’s t y l e s ’ of 

life, equally justifiable, then what matt ers is the pragmatic 

dimension, the practical consequen ces of ad opting one or the 

other. And thus in "Toads Revisited", L arkin ab andoned his e a r -

lier view on the limiting nature of work, and accepted it for 

its practical function. He was not conce rned with the e c o n om i -

cal n ecessity of work, but pe rceiv ed its place in the human 

condition, as a help in m a n ’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 Koad.

" S e l f ’s the M a n ” can be read as a variant of "Reasons for 

Attendance", in which the speaker, ackn owl edgi ng the right of 

both himself and the others to live lives that they have c h o s -

en, points to the fact that the choice was a personal de ci sion 

de pe nding on o n é ’s different ideas about life. Pure re ason will 

not be helpful in choosing between differe nt styles of life : 

the truth-value of the assumptions on which the decision may 

be grounde d Is irrelevant hare, what ma tters is that these 

particu lar choices satisfy one's need for an order ed and m e a n -

ingful life. The speaker of the poems does not present an 

aut horita tive or p atron izing atti tude towards the other mode 

of life. He does not attempt to justify his decision, nor to 

question others. The ironic comments at the end of both poems 

undermine any certain ty in this respect. The speaker is not 

sure about the rightness of his decisio n to devote himself to 

art and give up earthly p leasures ("Reasons for Attendance"):



Therefore I stay outside,
Believing this; and tney maul to and fro,
Beli evi ng t.hat; and both are satisfied,
If no one has misj udg ed himself. Qr lied.

Similar uncertainty, which in fact is a recognition of equal 

value of both ’s t y l e s ’ of life, can be ob served in " S e l f ’s 

The Man" and in "Dockery and Sun", where it co ncerns the choi-

ce of remaining un married and childless, Ihe speaker may be 

desc ribed  as an agnostic, who - as such - cannot reject the 

other possibility. This standpoint, the ha ll mark of which is 

the recognition of the relative character of the choices c o n -

cerning o n e ’s life, may create an impression that the s p ea k -

e r ’s of L a r k i n ’s poems, when they function as his p orte-paro- 

les, may refuse to support any aide, and refrain from making 

any po sitive statements but the agnostic ’I do not k n o w ’ .

In L a r k i n ’s later poems one finds much more positive tones 

and his ironic s ceptic ism gives place to affirmative s t a t e-

ments. "Tu the Sea" and "Show Saturday" are the poems in which 

the speaker envies the life he observes and does not try to 

discredit it with either irony or scepticism. In both poems, 

and esoecially in "Show Saturday", tne speaker is no longer 

emotionally detached from the world he describes; he is not 

a distant observer whu from his isolated po sit ion co mments on 

the life of o t h e r s10 ("Reasons for Attendance", "Church G o i n g " , 

"The Whitsun Weddings", "Faith Healing"). The scenes of c o m -

mo nplace rituals engage him, and seem to become the long- 

-searched-for answer, the ’centre that would h o l d ’, as if the 

speaker could find in them what Lliot did in Ch ri stia nit y : 

the pivot, the central point around which to build. En ga ging 

in such activities as going to the se aside or to a Saturday 

show, are not examples of illusions shared by people, but turn 

out tu be a cure against fragmentation, separateness, chaos, 

and misery caused by individuation, and a way of ov ercom ing  the 

destruc tive  powers of ’our element - T i m e ’ . They are L a r k i n ’s 

'central p o i n t s ’ .

i Я
Cf. 0. H о 3 b г о о к, Lost üearings in English Poetry, 

London 1977, p. 174-181.



The Saturday show takes place in summer; it Is not spring

- the renewal of life, but it is the year at its peak, with 

gifts of nature, ’the extrusions of e a r t h ’, care fully displayed 

on wood tables. The religious overtones of fertility rites and 

harvest offerings are made clear when we notice ’blanch leeks 

like church c a n d l e s ’. Ihe participants at the show are taken 

out of their daily context, moved into a serai-sacred dimension 

that brings them joy and vitality, that unites and integrates 

them. When after the show they have to go back to their 

daily routines, to their individual lives, they will again b e -

come only fragments of the whole they опсб were, Going back 

home from the show means leaving the life of a co mmunity and 

re turning to individual names, to lives in individual houses 

with private addresses, situated in some obscure, isolated, 

far-away settlements.

T h e y ’re loading jumps ori a truck.
Back now to private addresses, gates and lamps 
In high stone one-street villages, empty, at dusk,
And side roads of small towns.

It is also going back to autumn, and ul timately to winter. 

The sunny Saturda y afternoon, the c o m m u n i t y ’s reunion, when it 

ends, leads people to what terrified La rkin in all earlier poems: 

inevitable death, the pa ssage o f time. I does not come 

then as a surprise that the poem ends with an emotional a p -

peal: ’Let it always be t h e r e ’, a *lsh to save the event from 

the destructi veness of time. The show, in fact, may become p e r -

ennial, it has existed for centuries and has the power to r e -

ge nerate each year.-

Let it stay hidden there like strength, below 
Sale-bills and swindling; something people do,
Not noticing how t i m e ’s roiling smithy-smoke 
Shadows much greater gestures; something they share 
That breaks ancestrally each year into 
Re generate union. Let it always be there.

The po em reads like a lengthy catalogue, a conglo me ra ti on 

of scenes, connected only by the place in which they happen. 

It is a catalogue of things, yet much di fferent from those,



shorter ones, we can see in "The Large Cool Store" or " E s s e n-

tial Beauty". Whereas in the latter poems, a series of u n c o n -

nected images, a mere listing of things, se rved to evoke tne 

atmosph ere of a disconnected, fragmentary, and hence m e a n i n g -

less, world, in "Show Saturday" the literal flood of images 

which goes on for over fifty lines crea tes an a tmo sphere of p r o -

lusion and vitality. It is life in its abundance: fascinating 

and attractive. It seems that the poet was car ri ed away by the 

vari ety and richness of the events he was describ ing. Scenes, 

obje cts and characters follow one another, the poet 's eye w a n d -

ers about like a film camera: the flow of images seems to have 

no end.

There is, however, another interesting feature of this c a -

talogue which c onstit utes the bulk of the puem. The observer 

de lights in the scenes, en joys the variety of colours, shapes, 

and events, and consequently, the images within a p oem are all 

pi ct ures of things as they are, they are not meant to stand 

for anything except themselves, they do not refer us to any 

otner reality but their own - contrary to what happ en s in a l -

most all other Larkin' s poems. Here, the observer, Larkin h i m -

self, becomes sa tisfied with the mere percept ion, with sensual, 

mostly visual, pleasures. No matter how d eta i l ed  the image of 

a hospital In "The Building" is, « o n e  feels that its p r e s e n t a -

tion is orga nized by sofce general pr eco nc e i ve d  idea that it is 

meant to convey. The 'physical prope rt ie s of the b uil din g all 

turn into meaningful symbols; as do most of the se emingly im-
19

pressioriist details : wa sh ed-to -rags ward clothes, a locked 

church, traffic past the gate, the bec kon in g of the nurse,

C...3 past these doors are rooms, and rooms past those,
And more rooms yet, each one further off 
And harder to re turn from.

19 For the reasons given later in my article, 1 disagree 
wi th Anthony Thwaite using the term 'impressi onist detail’ with 
regard to L a r k i n ’s poetry (cf. T h w a i t e ,  op. cit.» p. 
59). L arkin is essentially a Syrcbolist poet, and most of the 
de tails in his puetry acquire sy mbolic meanings. This aspect 
of L a r k i n ’s work has been explored by: A. M 0 t i 0 n, P h i -
lip Larkin, Lond on 1962.



In this poem, as in most of hts poetry, Larkin makes use 

of realistic detail**11, which may scum like mere impartial re-

porting, in creating symbolic meanings. In "The Building" he 

is not so much interested in the actual hospital building, as 

in what it stands for: the inevitability of death. "Show S a t u r-

d a y ” is one of the very few poems in which L a r k i n ’s symbol- 

-making activities are not foregrounded, and in its d e s c r ip -

tive part, they are almost suppressed (they will re-emerge 

towards the end of the poem, when the show ends). In its longer 

part, the poem is a camera-like rendering of what is going on 

at the show, without any attempt at hierar chi zing  the scenes 

or imposing on them symbolic interpretation. Sometimes the p i c -

tures of minute details verge on irrelevancy when they appear 

in the poem purely arbitrarily and i nd is cr i mi na te ly ' 1:

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

ihe present tense and short ph rases emphasize the general 

tone of immediacy, of the things actually happening, as if the 

eye became involved in the spectacle and could not yet decide 

where to rest, distracted by the multitude of things. What the 

eye pe rceives first of all is things, the po em abounds with 

nouns, which - often unmodified - follow one another as in the 

quot ati on above. Ihe details, which in the begi nning of the 

poera are sometimes bracketed to indicate their marginal im -

portance, take uver in later parts : bracketing is ab andoned 

almost entirely and the issue of how important given details 

are disappears. The whole descriptive part becomes homogenized. 

The picture is thus untypical of Larkin, since the world r e -

presented in the poem is•not. mediated by the p o e t ’s intellect. 

The images appear at random, the p o e t ’s pres enc e does not in-

20  "
0. I о d g e writes about L a r k i n ’s ’me tonymic and sy-

necdochic d e t a i l s ’ in 0. L о d g e, Modes uf Mo der n Writing,
London 1977, p. 217.

21 •••■
L о d g e notes the ’near redundant specificity* in 

L a r k i n ’s verse, (op. cit., p. 217).



tervene lu recreating the scene. In this context It Is not 

proper tu talk of impressions as the poem is con cerned with 

things in themselves, rather than in how they are perc eived by 

us. One could risk saying that the po em is perh aps the most 

’m e t a p h y s i c a l * one, being concerned with the world as it is, 

independent of any interpreting or cognitive mind. In many other 

poems Larkin would build images with scepticism, with the u n -

certainty of how things really are, expl oitin g the differences 

between the way things appear to us, the way we think of them 

and the ’unattai nable t r u t h ’ about them. "Show Saturday" does 

not present any of these concerns.

Similarly af firmative tones, elevati ng ordinary communal 

activities to the status of rituals, can be found in To the 

S e a , a poem which opens L a r k i n ’s last collection. In four 

stanzas, the poet, using his fa vourite technique of a close-up, 

pres ents the scene at a seaside with people, young and old, 

sunbathing, swimming, enjoying themselves. What is striking in 

the poem is the way in which people melt Into the landscape. 

Ihe scenery, though obviously crow ded with hu man beings, over- 

snadows them. In the first stanza, there is no explicit m e n -

tion of the people, the only indications of their pr esence are 

towels and red bath ing caps which, however, are m ent ion ed 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 hori/on which encompass es arid gives unity to 

ev erything that can be found on the beach; in this perspective, 

the differe nc es betwe en human and non -hum an become n e g l i g -

ible. When the poet writes ’everyth ing crowds under the low 

h o r i z o n ’ he means both the people, '* the man-made objects, and 

natural phenomena, coex istin g in perfect harmony. Ihe harmony, 

which may se em rather surprising in Larkin, is not threate ned 

by the presence of transistor radios, choc olate  wrappers and 

soup tins. They.also belong to the scenery and their presence 

there is redeemed by the harmony. They ha ve lost all the a s -

sociations they stood for in other of L a r k i n ’s poems, for in -

stance "Going Going"; they are no longer seen in the context 

of an ecological threat, m a n ’s destruc ti ve at ti tude to nature, 

technology littering the landscape, etc. In the secon d half of



the first stan/a the poet introduces colours: blue, red, y e l -

low - which are, of course, primary colours from which all 

others 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 I have 

tried to show, stand for the source of co rrupt io n and misery. 

The mention of the primary colours in the depiction of the s e a-

side scene introduces a symbolic interpretation of the scene, 

which becomes an emblem of purity and of everything that is 

b a s i c .

One should be aware that the appearance of details in "To 

the Sea", as in most of L a r k i n ’s poems, has hardly anything to

do with the actual perception of things. Larkin is not an im-
22

pressionist who would delight in colours, forms, objects for 

their own aesthetic, sensual value. If a detail, a sudden 

close-up appears in the poem, it is not gove rne d b y  the logic 

of perception, but by the argument of the poem. All the details 

are thus meaningful details, significant data from which L a r-

kin can start to produce a more universal statement. In this 

context, colours which appear in "To the Sea", are not just 

colours, physical qualities of the perceiv ed world, but they 

become indicative of some other - symbolic - meanings.

If then blue, red arid yellow are primary colours, and c o n -

stitute the crowd that can be seen under the horizon, it is on 

the horizon that a ship appears, the colour of which is white

- white being the Synthesis of all colours, the perfect union 

and the principle of homogeneity. The steamer, natural as it may 

be in the picture of the beach and the seaside, be comes sy m b o -

lic in a way that is so characteristic of Larkin. It is stuck 

there, motionless, and it will only move towards the end of 

the poem, or rather it will disappear suddenly. Its colour is 

once again emphasized; * The white steamer has g o n e ’, as if the 

poet was afraid that its significance might have escaped the 

readers. fhe motionless ship, taken out of time, as if -in a 

moment of the p o e t ’s insight or in a moment of communion that the 

crowds on'the beach experience ~ encapsulates the whole scene,

See reference 19.



being of the here and now, and yet tr an scen ding time. The ship 

disappears when the ritual comes to an end.

The scene which is that of the union be tw een  man and n a t u -

re, betw een an individual and the co mmunity, between the past 

and the present, reveals itself to the speaker when he steps 

’over the low wall that d i v i d e s ’ . Dividing, is, of course, the 

opposite of uniting, and going beyond the wall is like going 

bey ond the individ uati on which Sch op en ha ue r b el i ev e d to be r e s -

ponsible for the misery of human condition. It is thus a step 

from the wo rld of separate, divided, individual objects, into 

the world that is unified, structure d, ordered, patterned , and 

h e nc e- re nd er ed meaningful. It is a step towards the white c o -

lour of the moti onl es s ship on the horizon.

Going to the sea is in the p c e t ’s own words 'half an a n -

nual pleasur e half a rite', the sense of whic h lies in its r e a p -

pearance each year. C on st itut ing po sitiv e links be tween the 

past and the present, it integrates not only the life of a s o -

ciety, but also gives unity and me ani ng to the life of an i n -

dividual, the life which in these pa rti cu la r a ctivit ies m a -

nages to go beyond time and re main still, like the steamer on 

the horizon; the Same and unchanging. The stillness, however, 

is not that of a rock, or a dnad body; it p os sesse s some o r g a -

nic quality : it has its ui»n life, life which is already r e -

deemed and free from the des tructi ve po wers of time. The r e -

pe ti tion implies movement and renewal, hence:

The small hus hed w a v e s ’ repeated fresh collaps e
Up the warm ye llow sand

It is thus both ’repeated* and ’f r e s h ’; and althou gh we 

learn that the steamer is ’s t u c k ’ in the afternoon, the line is 

immediately followed by an ent hu sia st ic  e xc la mat io n ; ’Still 

going on, all of it, still g oing on ! ’. Punn in g on the word 

’s t i l l ’ emphasi zes the paradoxical state in whic h there is both 

sti llness and life. Thus the scene does not resembl e the cold, 

frozen image that Keat3 saw on the urn, nor the mechanica l bird 

of Y e a t s ’ "Sailing to Byzantium", but is a scene red eemed from 

time and full of life as well. What is more, the scene at the



seaside, when taken s ym b ol i c a ll y , becomes life in miniature : 

people there perform their everyday activities, like resting, 

eating, sleeping. They ’lead the uncertain c h i l d r e n ’ who in the 

course of the poem change into ’tne rigid o l d ’ . There is a 

sense of gradual transformation of one ge neration into another, 

hinted at by the usa of two verb3 related in me aning : ’to 

l e a d ’ and ’to w h e e l ’. What we witness at the seaside is thus 

not a particular activity which takes place at a given time 

each year, but life in its fullness. The poem goes beyond the 

limitations ol its concrete spatial and temporal setting, and 

turns into a picture of the human world which has become o r -

dered, meaningful, and satisfying.

The setting of the ritual in "To the Sea" is the seashore 

during the summer holidays, the time is thus the same as in 

"Show Saturday": the peak of the year. Although the sun ie not 

mentioned in the poeir, its presence dominates the scene. T o ge -

ther with the water (the sea), it is an essential life-giving 

force, almost a condition of the regeneration of the event.In 

this perspective, the journey to the sea turns into a p i l g r i m -

age, and the annual rite becomes a q uasi-religious ceremony of
2 3

sun-worshipping and the liturgy of water (allusions to r i -

tualistic ablutions, baptism, etc;.). In a similar way, though 

on a much lesser scale, religious overtones were introduced in 

"Show Saturday" (oblations of vegetables). In both cases one 

can speak of natural rituals, or rictural religiosity.

The religious, or qu asi-religious character that Larkin 

clearly gives to the scene in "To the Sea" is later f o re gro u nd -

ed by the moral aspect of the sea-going ritual. The light of 

the sun brings illumination to the speaker, causing him to 

discover the true meaning of the p e o p l e ’s simple activities. 

But it also provides him with the moral illumination which c l o s -

es the poem:

[ . . J  teaching their children by a sort
Of clowning; helping the old., too, as they ought.

^  Cf. ü. f i m m s, Philip Larkin, Edinburgh 1973, p.



the moral duty to others is not only enacted at the s e a -

side, but actually originates in scenes like these. The last 

phrase of the poem presents the c onvictions of the people at ) 

the seaside, and is not a judgement of the speaker, which e x -

empts the poem from the charge, of being patronizing. ’To do what 

ought to be done* is a ritual, whose substance is a moral o b l i -

gation which the people on the beach take for granted. Basic 

ethical codes seem thus to have their roots in such simple
9ft

rituals. Larkin, O r w e l l ’s disciple in his distrust of great

ideologies or b e l ie f- s ys te ms, acknowledges here the ’natural*

system of values, by which he would mean values sanctioned by

common, historical practice and supposedly orig inating in some

inner ethical sensibility. This will explain why Larkin, who

denies any commitment to political, philosophical, or religious

credos, would nevertheless declare his strong attachment to a

clearly conservative set uf values: ’thrift, hard work, rever-
?5encè, desire to p r e s e r v e ’ ' . Such ethics is of course an un- 

written code, which by analogy to common law may be called 

’ccinmon e t h i c s ’. It passes through generations as a habit, a 

way of life, which the young inherit from their fathers by imi -

tating their behaviour, and as such it does not become subject 

to critical examination, questioning, or theoretical s p ec ul a-

tion. Ihe ritual, in its broad meaning, is a means of p e r p e -

tuating and transmitting the sense of the moral values which 

a given society cherishes, and makes for the continuity of its 

way of life.

In my discussion of the m eani ng of rituals in the poetry 

of Philip Larkin, I have concentrated on the two poems from 

L a rk i n’s last collection, "High Windows", since they exemplify 

best his turning away from pessimism and the sense of despair 

which the poet might have inherited frcm Schopenhauer via the 

works of ihoma.“: Hardy. Ihe two poems, as no other titles in 

L a r k i n ’s poetic output, testify to his search for positive va-

O r w e l l ’s influence on Larkin and Ihe Movement Po e t s is 
discussed in B. M o r r i s a  n, Ihe Movement, London 1980, 
p. 93-95.

25 L a r к i n, op. cit., p. V i.



lues that might be ac knowledged by the world which first d e -

clared the death of God and then announced the 'end of ide o lo-

g y ’. Both of them include perhaps the most affirmative tones 

that ever appeared in L a r k i n ’s writings. Other poems in which 

one can find L a r k i n ’s interest in the ritual as a means of s a -

tisfying m a n ’s social and emotional needs, (most notably "Church 

Going" and "The Whitsun Weddings") do not present such a 

strong, assertive attitude. "To the Sea" and "Show Saturday", 

contrary to the other two pcems just mentioned, are concerned 

with completely ’s e c u l a r ’ activities and events not connected 

with any formal religion. The ootion of ritual has thus been 

broaden ed to include activities of everyday life which, though 

unauthorized by the Church, demonst ra te the same power and p e r -

form similar functions.
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RYTUAŁY 1 ICH ZNACZENIE W PUEZJI LARKINA

Światopogląd poetycki Philips Larkina wykazuje wiele z b i e ż-
ności z filozofią Schopenhauera, i to nie tylko w swojej o g ó l -
nie pesymistycznej wymowie, ale i w szczegółach. Larkin, p o d o b -
nie jak Schopenhauer, uznaj« samo istnienie za synonim c i e r p i e -
nia, a źródło zła widzi w proc esach zróżnicowania, ujeuncstkc- 
wienia- Podobnie jak niemiecki filozof, dostrzega on ludzką 
skłonność do automistyfikac.ji, która przejawia się np. w two rz e-
niu systemów religijnych i tłumaczy ją potrzebą usensowienia 
świata, szukania oparcia w arbitralnie prz yjmowanych prawdach 
absolutnych. Cierpienie, będące immanentnym składni kie m życia, 
przezwyciężyć można w drodze "wygaszenia" własnej tożsamości : 
dla Schopenhsuera oz naczało to odmowę uczestnictwa w świecie 1 
oddanie się medytacji. Dla Larkina, realizuje się to przede 
wszystkim w życiu we wspólnocie.

W opinii krytyków, poezja Lerkina prze niknięta jest p e s y m iz -
mem, zbliża się nawet do postaw nihiliśtycznych, gdy kw e s t io n u -
je powszechnie przyjęte prawdy i wartości. Wobec faktu istn ie-
nia śmierci, życie traci swój sens, a jakakolwiek wiara, przy-: 
nosząca pociechę, okazuje się tylko iluzją. Ta pesymistyczna 
wizja zostaje wyraźnie prze zwyciężona w dwu utworach z o s ta t -
niego zbioru wierszy Larkina. "Show Saturday" i "To the Sea"



opisują świeckie rytuały: sobotnie festyny i letnie wycieczki 
nar! murze, Rytuały te świadczą o kontynuacji tradycji, за dla 
larkiria zwyc ięstwem nad czasem i śmiercią, w yję ci em  oozu h i s t o -
rię, a także przc-z tu, Ze za pewniają u c ze st ni kom  identyfikację 
ip. wspólnoty, speł niają postulat "wygaszenia" indywidua lnej toż-
samości. W prze ciwie ństwie do rytuałów religijnych, ni« w y m a g a -
ją one pr zyjęcia Żadnego systemu przekonań, nie są wy ra zem  w i a -
ry w istnienie prawd absolutnych, lecz stanowią sp osób o r g a -
nizacji Życia, są czystymi formami, o kt órych po trzeb ie ś w i a d -
czą ich kons ekwencj e praktyczne.


