
Philip Larkin (1922-85) 
 

•  Studied at Oxford and became a university librarian at Hull, England. 

 

•   Offered the Poet Laureateship in 1984 but declined it. 

 

•   In 2003, he was voted as the “best-loved poet of the last fifty years”  

   according to a survey by the Poetry Book Society. 

 

•   In 2008, he was ranked #1 of the top 50 greatest postwar writers by the     

    Times Online. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/arts/3193692.stm


Homage to a Government   

 
Next year we are to bring all the soldiers home 

For lack of money, and it is all right. 

Places they guarded, or kept orderly, 

We want the money for ourselves at home 

Instead of working. And this is all right. 

 

It's hard to say who wanted it to happen, 

But now it's been decided nobody minds. 

The places are a long way off, not here, 

Which is all right, and from what we hear 

The soldiers there only made trouble happen. 

Next year we shall be easier in our minds. 

 

Next year we shall be living in a country 

That brought its soldiers home for lack of money. 

The statues will be standing in the same 

Tree-muffled squares, and look nearly the same. 

Our children will not know it's a different country. 

All we can hope to leave them now is money.  (1969) 

How is the tone 

(attitude) and 

style different 

from that of other 

works dealing 

with soldiers and 

serving one’s 

country? 



   High Windows 

When I see a couple of kids     

And guess he's fucking her and she's                  How many generations appear? 

Taking pills or wearing a diaphragm, 

I know this is paradise   What is each generation’s attitude 

       toward the younger one?      

Everyone old has dreamed of all their lives-- 

Bonds and gestures pushed to one side 

Like an outdated combine harvester,   Key images: 

And everyone young going down the long slide  * the long slide 

       * high windows 

To happiness, endlessly. I wonder if 

Anyone looked at me, forty years back,   What might they suggest? 

And thought, That'll be the life; 

No God any more, or sweating in the dark 

 

About hell and that, or having to hide 

What you think of the priest. He 

And his lot will all go down the long slide 

Like free bloody birds. And immediately 

 

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. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NcLNHNyzVcU&feature=related


         Aubade 

     I work all day, and get half drunk at night. 
Waking at four to soundless dark, I stare. 
In time the curtain edges will grow light. 
Till then I see what's really always there: 
Unresting death, a whole day nearer now, 
Making all thought impossible but how 
And where and when I shall myself die. 
Arid interrogation: yet the dread 
Of dying, and being dead, 
Flashes afresh to hold and horrify.  

 

     The mind blanks at the glare. Not in remorse 
- The good not done, the love not given, time 
Torn off unused - nor wretchedly because 
An only life can take so long to climb 
Clear of its wrong beginnings, and may never: 
But at the total emptiness forever, 
The sure extinction that we travel to 
And shall be lost in always. Not to be here, 
Not to be anywhere, 
And soon; nothing more terrible, nothing more true.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RTSMH36tIQc


      

     This is a special way of being afraid 
No trick dispels. Religion used to try, 
That vast moth-eaten musical brocade 
Created to pretend we never die, 
And specious stuff that says no rational being 
Can fear a thing it cannot feel, not seeing 
that 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 anaesthetic from which none come round.  

 

     And so it stays just on the edge of vision, 
A small unfocused blur, a standing chill 
That slows each impulse down to indecision 
Most things may never happen: this one will, 
And realisation 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.  



     Slowly light strengthens, and the room takes shape. 

It stands plain as a wardrobe, what we know, 

Have always known, know that we can't escape 

Yet can't accept. One side will have to go. 

Meanwhile telephones crouch, getting ready to ring 

In locked-up offices, and all the uncaring 

Intricate rented world begins to rouse. 

The sky is white as clay, with no sun. 

Work has to be done. 

Postmen like doctors go from house to house.  



Some key characteristics of Larkin’s work 

    Rejecting the international modernism of Eliot and Pound because 

of its mythical allusions, polyglot discourse, and fragmentary syxtax, 

Larkin reclaimed a more direct, personal, formally regular model of 

poetry supposed rooted in a native English tradition of Wordsworth, 

[Thomas] Hardy,…Wildfred Owen,…[etc.]. (NA 2781) 

 

• Yet, in Larkin, one finds “imagist precision and alienated personae” 

(2781). 

 

• Larkin was the lead figure in what came to be called “the Movement”; 

“like Larkin, these poets preferred civil grammar and rational syntax 

over prophecy, suburban realities over mythmaking” (2781). 

 

• “…disillusion, drabness, and resignation color these poems…” 

(2781)    

  


