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            INTRODUCTION: SECOND EDITION

         

         At the time of his death on 2 December 1985, Philip Larkin was the best-loved and the most critically acclaimed poet in Great Britain. He was also the unofficial Poet Laureate: much quoted in the media, despite always refusing to give public readings or to make public appearances. It was – it still is – easy to see why. The familiar language and syntax of his poems, their ambition to speak from and about ‘ordinary’ life, and their tendency to aspire to the condition of epigram (‘What will survive of us is love’, ‘Books are a load of crap’, ‘Nothing, like something, happens anywhere’, ‘Life is first boredom, then fear’, ‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad’) made them at once approachable and memorable. But the approbation came at a price, in the sense that it over-simplified and sometimes actually distorted the character of Larkin’s work. The more surprising elements of his style (its debt to French Symbolist poetry, for instance) were ignored; the intensity of his ‘true-blue’ political allegiance (‘I adore Mrs Thatcher’) was softened; and his dread of mortality (‘Only one ship is seeking us’) was generalised and in the process diminished. Article by article, quote by quote, the withdrawn and sceptical ‘hermit of Hull’ was gradually moulded into a slightly more prickly version of John Betjeman, the ‘peoples’ poet’ and a national treasure. At his Memorial Service on Valentine’s Day 1986, the enormous nave of Westminster Abbey was filled to overflowing with his admirers.

         By the time this service was held, his trustee and long-term companion Monica Jones had already asked one of his literary executors, Anthony Thwaite, to edit his Collected  Poems  and an edition of Selected  Letters, and invited the other – me – to write his biography. (I had recently published The  Lamberts,  a biography of Constant Lambert, his father and his son, which Monica had read.) We all agreed that my book should be the last of the three to be published. For his edition of the poems (1988), Thwaite brought together a large amount of previously unknown and uncollected work from Larkin’s notebooks and a few magazines. This dramatically altered the established picture of Larkin’s oeuvre – as did Thwaite’s decision to print the poems in order of composition, rather than preserving the integrity of Larkin’s three ‘mature’ collections (The Less  Deceived,  The  Whitsun  Weddings  and High  Windows) and following them with an appendix of previously uncollected work. He had written much more than people knew; he was more obviously and devotedly a ‘writer’ (the word Monica had chosen to put on his gravestone) than his career as a librarian had seemed to suggest; and he was a different kind of artist: not so much costive as stringently self-selecting. Although some of the previously uncollected work was distinguished (‘An April Sunday brings the snow’, ‘Love Again’, and ‘The Mower’ from the notebooks, and ‘Aubade’, which had previously appeared in the Times  Literary  Supplement), the bulk of it proved Larkin’s good judgement in choosing what to print in his three individual volumes.

         There was some grumbling in reviews and elsewhere about this 1988 edition of the poems, precisely because its arrangement destroyed the distinction between ‘best’ and ‘less good’ that Larkin had so carefully created. It was followed in 2003 by a differently organised Collected  Poems, also edited by Thwaite, which preserved the structure of the three mature collections and printed other work in two appendices. This in turn was followed in 2008 by a Selected  Poems  edited by Martin Amis, and, in 2012, by a significantly expanded edition of The  Complete  Poems  edited with a commentary by Archie Burnett. This meant that all sensible and significant editorial permutations had been made available.

         While readers appreciated the insight that Thwaite’s 1988 edition gave into Larkin’s productivity and his ‘professionalism’, they might also have noticed a deepening rancour in his later poems. But his reputation as a loveable kind of Eeyore survived the book. The Selected  Letters  (1992) destroyed it. Larkin was widely praised for his energy as a correspondent, for his depiction of a very subtle yet colourful interior world, for his thoughts about other writers, for his sense of humour both subtle and extravagant, for his bursts of tenderness, and for his skill as a cartoonist; he was also fiercely criticised for misogynistic, xenophobic and racist passages in the letters, for his apparently deceitful treatment of girlfriends, and for seeming altogether more selfish and intolerant than anyone had suspected. Some of the criticism was well-founded. Some was over the top. Most of it ignored the fact that the story of a writer’s life is not inevitably the whole story of their work. But the damage was done. A shining national monument had been shown to have feet of clay. There was a widespread sense of disappointment – even of anger: articles appeared in the newspapers that spoke of banning his books from libraries and reading lists.

         Then, a year later in 1993, came my biography. From the outset, when Monica gave me Larkin’s address book and told me ‘the names of all the people you need to talk to are in there’, then pointed me upstairs in his house in Hull where I found enormous quantities of his correspondence filed in shoeboxes, I had decided that candour would be the best policy. I knew from other cases that when literary estates and/or biographers try to withhold information about a writer, it only serves to inflame curiosity and provoke harmful guesswork. I also felt that it would be right and proper to tell in plain terms the story of a man who himself had believed very firmly in the value of plain speaking. Like it or not, one of the most striking aspects of Larkin’s letters is their lack of hesitation (for reasons of tact etc.) in saying exactly what he thought and felt. Sometimes this unhinderedness contains an element of liberal-baiting. Sometimes it is a kind of joke. Sometimes it is simply a frank expression of opinion or attitude. But in all cases it is proof of honest self-reporting. I never doubted that his poems – their depth and complexity, including the depth and complexity of the ways in which they depart from certain attitudes that he adopted in his daily life – would eventually survive whatever hits his reputation as a man might take.

         Following the reception of the Selected  Letters,  I knew that some of these hits would be heavy, and that some would land on me. As it turned out, most reviewers – by this stage well acquainted with the more rebarbative aspects of Larkin’s personality – made pretty clear distinctions between life and work, perhaps partly because they now had a clearer sense of the overall shape of both. I felt relieved about this, of course. While wanting to write a book that contained the mixture of literary, psychological, emotional and narrative skills that are essential to all good biography, I had also felt acutely aware of my responsibility – as Larkin’s first biographer – to give an accurate chronology of his life, and to include as much evidence as possible from his friends and acquaintances who might themselves not be alive for much longer.

         In other words, my aim in the biography was to present as complete a picture of Larkin as possible, and to allow readers to make up their own minds about what to like and what to dislike. But I also wanted to demolish the idea that Larkin was only grouchy like Eeyore was grouchy, that he was a ‘Sunday painter’ kind of poet, and that the fears and yearnings  of his poems were expressions of a basically complacent personality. I wanted him to appear as the occasionally salty, selfish, vulgar, intolerant, difficult and ‘fucked up’ person that he knew himself to be, as well as the brilliantly observant, emotionally truth-telling, formally marvellous, amusing, romantic, tender and sometimes uproarious person that he was also capable of being. Furthermore, I wanted to dramatise the tussle between these different aspects of his personality, and to make their contest central to my account of his struggle with the question of whether to choose ‘perfection of the life or of the work’.

         Not everyone thought I got the balance right. Kingsley and Martin Amis, for instance, both wrote protectively about their friend, and accused me of complaining too much about some of Larkin’s attitudes and interests – about his liking for pornography, especially. I don’t need to say any more about that here: my intentions, and the extent to which they were and were not fulfilled, are evident in the pages that follow this Introduction. But a question remains about how much my findings have been challenged or corrected by material that has come to light, or by interpretations that have been made, since I published my book twenty-five years ago.

         One thing is obvious. A great many more pages of Larkin’s writing have been printed during this time. Not just pages of poems (Early  Poems and  Juvenilia,  ed. A. T. Tolley, 2005, and the Burnett edition of 2012.), but of his shorter prose pieces (Further  Requirements,  ed. Thwaite, 2001), his undergraduate lesbian romances (Trouble  at  Willow  Gables  and  Other Fictions,  ed. James Booth, 2002), and his letters (Letters  to  Monica,  ed. Thwaite, 2010, and Letters  Home:  1936–1977,  ed. Booth, 2018). The effect has been to expand enormously, and possibly even complete, the process begun by Thwaite’s first edition of the poems. The image that Larkin cultivated during his lifetime of being an almost reluctant writer has been replaced by one that shows him to have had his pen in his hand, writing in one form or another, whenever possible.

         In the process, a wealth of new information has emerged. Not so as to change the overall shape of Larkin’s life that I described in my book. Rather to give this shape more depth and detail. In this respect Letters to  Monica  and Letters  Home  are especially valuable, the first because it contains some of his best – as well as his most barbed – writing, and fleshes out one of his most important relationships; the second because it gives us a palpable sense of that most elusive part of Larkin’s life, his childhood. Larkin himself often disparaged his own childhood (‘a forgotten boredom’) as well as other children he had known, and – by implication – children in general (‘their noise, their nastiness, their boasting, their back-answers, their cruelty, their silliness’). He also used to say that he hurried through the opening sections of any biography he was reading, because he doubted whether early years had much effect on those that followed. Yet he also admitted – in his late and uncollected poem ‘Love Again’ – that the influence on him of his own childhood was profound. The startling phrase that he uses to describe it is: ‘violence / A long way back’.

         Letters  Home  helps us to understand what he meant. On the one hand Larkin’s letters to his parents – his mother, mainly, since his father died in 1946 – are impressively loyal, devoted, trouble-taking and considerate. Their remarkable extent – apart from anything they actually say – is proof of these things. At the same time, they are pot-bound, filled with trivialities, and in certain respects a vast proof of immaturity. It’s hard not to conjure from them the picture of Larkin as someone who even in later life still behaved like the spoiled adolescent only son, bashing away on his drums in his bedroom, repudiating his parents and their suffocatingly small world while remaining dependent on its securities and practical support. This, combined with occasional racist outbursts, can make the letters very off-putting. But there’s no denying that they help us to see more clearly the foundations of Larkin’s life. They confirm that his mother was as much or more of a muse for him as anyone else. In ways that he often found irritatingly adhesive, she kept him in sight of the everyday things that nourished his poems. Although the stream of his poetry ran only sluggishly in her last few years, it dwindled to nothing soon after her death.

         As well as bringing this significant increase in primary sources, the last twenty-five years have also seen an enormous increase in the volume of academic writing about Larkin. Some of this has shed a bright light on hitherto neglected aspects of his work: John Osborne, for instance, has written cleverly about Larkin’s interest in photography, and the ways in which image-making of one kind or another is handled in his poems. There has also been a new biography, Philip  Larkin:  Life,  Art  and  Love (2015), by James Booth, and a good deal of biographical mapping by the Larkin Society based in his home town of Hull. All this provides further proof that Larkin’s reputation has survived the storm of controversy that followed his death, and is now sailing into posterity in a manner that befits his status as a major poet. The lights and shades of his character and achievement are a matter for debate; the essential quality and significance of his best work is not in doubt.

         And yet, I have to admit that I did leave something out of my biography – something that hardly amounts to a ‘big secret’. When I was writing it in the late 1980s and early 1990s, I thought it would be intrusive if I were to introduce myself as a character, and therefore gave no description of the friendship I had with Larkin during the last nine years of his life. I told myself I was present everywhere in the book anyway – as the shaper-interpreter-selector of the material I had collected, and also as the supplier of occasional quotations and opinions that derived from my conversations with Larkin. Twenty-five years later, and within the safe zone of this Introduction, I feel differently. I feel that I can now do as I expected my original interviewees to do, and deliver my memories of Larkin before I forget them or die.

         I first came across his poems as a schoolboy in the late 1960s, when I began taking English A level and my teacher Peter Way asked our class to talk about ‘Wires’ and ‘At Grass’. At the time I had no great interest in poems, but I was curious, partly because (as a country boy) I thought these two both had a mistake in them. ‘Wires’ says the electric current running through cattle-fencing has a ‘muscle-shredding violence’ (if this were true, the countryside would be strewn with the bodies of incapacitated cows and farm-workers); and in the evening of ‘At Grass’ a ‘groom’s boy’ comes to collect a horse from a field carrying ‘bridles’ rather than a much more probable halter.

         Far from putting me off, these glitches humanised the poems and made me warm to them. At the same time, I felt immediately drawn to their sound world, which seemed at once airy and sombre, and to their clarity. I could see what they meant, and that was a new pleasure in my experience of poetry. Peter Way’s enthusiasm for Larkin also played a part. When he noticed me enjoying these two pieces, he leant me his own copy of The Less  Deceived  (1955). I was particularly impressed by the fact that he had cut from a magazine, and glued inside the front cover, a more recent poem that Larkin subsequently collected in The  Whitsun  Weddings  (1964). It was the first time I’d seen anyone care enough about poems to do such a thing.

         I bought my own copies of these two books before I left school, and by the time High  Windows  came out in 1974, when I was at Oxford reading English, Larkin was firmly installed as my favourite living poet. The other best-known contemporaries – R. S. Thomas, Robert Lowell, Elizabeth Bishop, Ted Hughes, Sylvia Plath, Thom Gunn, Seamus Heaney – had also become important to me. But Larkin spoke to me more directly than any of them. Although his landscapes were often more urban or suburban than those I knew best, his poems persuaded me that we lived in the same world. When they encapsulated a truth that he expected to be universally acknowledged, I did acknowledge it. Despite the differences in our ages (I was thirty years younger than him), I recognised the mixture of yearning and disappointment that seemed to lie at the foundation of his writing.

         Of course I had no clear idea of what his own life might actually be like. Neither, apparently, did anybody else; Larkin himself made sure of that. Although his poems, a few interviews, and the dust-jackets of his books revealed that he had been born in Coventry, read English at Oxford, and since then had worked as a librarian, he had evidently always kept himself to himself. This was part of his appeal of course, since it shrouded what might be – for all that anyone knew – a dull existence in veils of mystery. Enough mystery, at any rate, to make me jump at the chance to work at the University of Hull, where Larkin had run the Brynmor Jones Library since 1955, when I completed my graduate work at Oxford in 1976 and saw a job advertised there. I’d never lived north of Oxford, I knew no one in the whole of Yorkshire, let alone Hull itself, and I would be spending more time teaching nineteenth-century prose than twentieth-century poetry. But never mind: there was a greater chance that I’d meet Larkin in Hull than anywhere else. I applied, was offered a position as a lecturer, and happily accepted.

         As soon as I arrived in Hull my new colleagues in the English department told me that I should now consider myself one of the more deceived. Larkin really was a hermit. He disliked virtually everyone who worked for the university, and especially those in my department, because he thought we talked nonsense about poetry (by nonsense he meant structuralism). And they weren’t exaggerating. For the first few months of my first term, despite a certain amount of time spent lingering in his library, or dilly-dallying along the ‘Great White Way’ that ran outside his office windows, he remained as elusive as any Yeti. Then my head of department, John Chapple, took pity on me and offered to introduce me to him one lunch-time in the university staff bar.

         Over the years I’d seen plenty of photographs of Larkin, and had a clear picture of him in my mind: owl-faced, ‘death-suited’, and balding. And when I first clapped eyes on him he was indeed all these things, but much taller and bulkier than I expected – to the extent that when we shook hands (his skin was rather moist) he seemed to loom over me like an enormous shadow, cupping one ear with his free hand to compensate for his deafness. The effect, combined with a watch-chain stretched across his waistcoat (surprisingly formal) and a glimpse of red socks (surprisingly informal), and the almost stifling nervousness I felt at being in his presence, rendered me pretty well speechless. Larkin was fifty-five – a year younger than my father but in appearance and manner much older-looking. I was twenty-three and suddenly as uncertain as I had been as a schoolboy.

         It was not an auspicious first contact, and might easily have meant we talked stiltedly for a few minutes, then went our separate ways. But after a minute or two Larkin took a large swig from his beer glass, only to find most of it going down his throat the wrong way. This meant that instead of standing there disabled by admiration, I was suddenly pounding him on the back to help him get his breath back. He put down his glass and took off his glasses to wipe his eyes; there was a sore patch of skin either side of his nose. It made him seem almost pitifully unshelled. I thought he must look like this when he was asleep.

         When he recovered we began talking more easily – the mishap had destroyed the ice of politeness. Now there was Hull university-chat (I was still too new to know most of the people he mentioned), Oxford-chat (it struck me that he was a bit of a snob about Oxford, and liked that I’d been a student there rather than anywhere else), poetry-chat (he approved of my having written my thesis about Edward Thomas), and a bit of life-chat: I was alone in Hull, seeing my then-wife Joanna on alternate weekends. He seemed to approve of that too, and said he had a similar arrangement ‘with Monica’, whose name I recognised as the dedicatee of The  Less  Deceived.  At some point he asked me what my father did for his work. ‘He’s a brewer,’ I told him. His face lit up, as though this proved I came from stock that produced something – alcohol – that people really wanted, rather than something – poetry – they could take or leave.

         I ended this first encounter assuming we would next see each other when we happened to coincide in the staff bar – but another and different sort of meeting took place almost immediately. The local paper, the Hull Daily  Mail,  decided it wanted to celebrate the opening of the Humber Bridge with a two-part poetry competition (one part for children, one for adults), and invited us to be the judges. Despite Larkin’s reluctance to have anything to do with ‘poetry business’, he said yes – perhaps feeling that he had now lived in Hull for so long (twenty-one years), it would be churlish to decline.

         I expected him to suggest we did the work in his office in the library. Instead, he invited me round to his home at 105 Newland Park one evening after supper. I forget the exact date – it would have been sometime in December 1976 – but not my first impressions of his house. It was a large box built of pale local brick (surprisingly large for a single person who apparently had no intention of inviting guests to make use of the spare room), with an ugly garage door dominating the view of the front, and a severely pollarded tree standing guard. As I parked my car in the quiet street outside, I found it hard to believe the place has been chosen as home by someone whose poems showed that he cared a great deal about beauty of various kinds. Then I reminded myself how often the same poems decided that beauty – like the chance of a happier life – was for complicated reasons generally not available to the ‘I’ that created them.

         I hesitated a moment on the doorstep. Crossing anyone’s threshold for the first time is a significant step; in this instance, given Larkin’s reputation as a hermit, it felt especially so. Then I rang the bell, and the Larkin that opened the door was the same and not the same man that I had seen a few days before. Still taller and heavier than I expected, still imposing, but younger-looking, fresher, and a great deal more relaxed: he had his jacket off, his top button undone, and a big glass of white wine in one hand. With the other, making a flipper-ish gesture that I later came to associate strongly with him, he ushered me left through the hall, past the diagonally-slanting stairs at the foot of which hung an ornamental plate inscribed with the words ‘Prepare to meet thy God’. It occurred to me that this must be one of the first things Larkin saw when he came downstairs every morning.

         Then we were in his sitting room. Soft side lights and a standard lamp by a G-plan chair in the far corner – the chair where he later told me he used to sit in the evenings, writing poems on a wooden board he rested across the bare wooden arms. Dark green William Morris wallpaper. Paler green fitted carpet. Bookshelves on the facing wall, either side of a burbling gas fire. A large white-faced clock above the fire, with black numbers and a red second hand that trembled slightly after each movement. A pretty watercolour on the wall above the sofa where I was obviously supposed to sit – a Rowlandson, it turned out, showing cows lying in the shade of a small copse. Long curtains, also in a Morris pattern, shielding French windows and the garden beyond. To the right of these, a small free-standing, glass-fronted bookcase that seemed to be filled with notebooks. Beyond that, a shadowy side room, where I could see the dark screen of a television, and a half-open door that led through to a kitchen. Everything felt snug, thoughtfully done, and orderly. Much later, when I knew that Larkin’s love-talk with Monica involved a good many references to rabbits and other small furry creatures, I realised that he had wanted to make the room feel like a burrow. Or at least, as he said to me one day, ‘like a woodland glade’.

         We got through the poetry-judging pretty quickly, with Larkin rising to his feet at several points to fill our glasses, and at one to announce (giving a little caper) that the entries proved his theory that poetry by children was generally better than poetry by adults, and that he should have entered the competition himself. How about: ‘I put my luncheon in the fridge / And go and look at Member Bridge’? By the end of the evening, when I patted my car on the bonnet and asked it to take me back to my own flat, I thought there was a good chance Larkin and I might become friends.

         For the remainder of what turned out to be my three years in Hull, we met at regular-irregular intervals, either in the staff bar at lunchtime, or at his house in the evening, or (after my wife Joanna had moved up to Hull in 1977), in the house that she and I rented and made our home. In Newland Park Larkin and I sometimes read aloud from the favourite books that he kept closest to his chair (Hardy and Wilfred Owen and Christina Rossetti among them), or listened to jazz and the audio recordings he had made of passages from Shakespeare and others. In our house, Joanna and I sometimes invited friends to meet him: a very few from the university that he let it be known he liked (usually Marion Shaw in the English department), and some from Oxford and elsewhere when they came to visit – Alan Hollinghurst, Blake Morrison and Craig Raine.

         A lot of our talk was about trivial and now-forgotten university business, or about university colleagues: I think Larkin enjoyed my knowing the issues and people involved, but trusted that I stood a little away from it all. A lot was about poetry – not so much discussions of theory and practice, but enthusiastic agreements about people we admired. Sometimes it was confiding: he talked a little about the complications of his lives with Monica and with Maeve Brennan, a colleague in Larkin’s library who was also a girlfriend, and I told him something of my own circumstances. ‘Are you drinking enough?’ he asked me gently on one such occasion. ‘I find a glass of port at breakfast is very comforting.’ ‘Probably not enough,’ I told him – though slightly warily. It was clear that Larkin himself was drinking a great deal; his skin was sweaty and waxy-looking, and he often complained about the difficulties of keeping his weight down, and of the embarrassment (as he considered it) of having to buy his clothes at High and Mighty as a result.

         When our get-togethers coincided with visits from Monica, she would of course be a part of these conversations, often – to start with at least – focusing on writers and writing as though to test me. What did I think about Walter Scott (a favourite of hers, whom I was fortunately teaching at the time)? Did I like Crabbe (as an East Anglian, I did). Was the 1850 version of Wordsworth’s The  Prelude  really inferior to the 1805 version? Most of the time Larkin concentrated on the people he had already praised in essays – Hardy again, William Barnes, John Betjeman, Stevie Smith – and in each case he spoke of them more as friends than ‘subjects’. Hardy, in particular, he always mentioned with an almost intimate fondness, showing me one day that he had ‘TH’s birthday’ written on the appropriate page of his pocket diary (2 June). Sometimes, though, he surprised me. One lunchtime he launched into passionate approval of Auden’s poems pre-1939, quoting from memory a long passage from (of all things, I thought at the time) ‘Letter to a Wound’. One evening he spoke with equally vehement affection about Oscar Wilde, telling me the story of how a recently bereaved woman had been comforted by a visit from Wilde, and briefly made to laugh despite her unhappiness. It seemed, among other things, a way for Larkin to tell me what a high value he put on the idea of art as consolation.

         None of this is to say our friendship was ever completely rounded. For one thing, I soon discovered that to an unusual degree Larkin divided his life into discreet compartments: Hull-friends; London-friends (Kingsley Amis, his closest male friend since university, never came to Hull in all the thirty years that Larkin lived there); Oxford-friends (most of them made or confirmed during his time at All Souls, where he was appointed Visiting Fellow while working on his Oxford  Book  of  Twentieth  Century  English Verse  during the early 1970s). Further separations existed in his love life – chiefly between Monica and Maeve. Betty Mackereth, the ‘loaf-haired secretary’ in the library with whom he also had an affair, was considered by Monica to be less of a threat: Monica later told me that she was worried Larkin might marry Maeve; she knew he wouldn’t marry Betty.

         Given all this, I felt sure there must be walks of Larkin’s life that I knew nothing about. Furthermore, we both realised there were irreconcilable differences between our politics and suchlike. I was a member of the Labour Party, enjoyed travelling abroad, and wanted to have a family one day. He ‘adored’ Mrs Thatcher, shrank from the idea of ‘abroad’, and told me gleefully that he sometimes ended his letters to Amis not with ‘love’ or some such endearment, but with ‘fuck Oxfam’. Early in our friendship, we silently agreed to avoid all such subjects, and concentrate instead on the things we had in common.

         So it was a friendship with holes in it. And not only that. Although I knew Larkin when he published his collected interviews and prose pieces in Required  Writing  in 1983 (which to me and others he inscribed with the phrase ‘crumbs from a poor man’s table’), I barely knew him as a ‘practising poet’. High  Windows  had appeared two years before I arrived in Hull, and every time I asked him whether he had anything new on the stocks, he would sigh and shake his head, then give me a look that made me feel that if I ever admitted to writing anything myself, he would consider it extravagant. ‘I’m a chicken with no egg to lay,’ he told me. ‘It’s a sorrow, but not a crushing sorrow. Rather like going bald.’

         Except once. Soon after his mother’s death in 1977, which he mentioned with a mixture of sorrow and relief (and an admission that he had ‘prayed for her’), he said he had found a way to finish a poem that had been stalled for years; I would soon be able to read it in the Times  Literary Supplement.  It was his bleak late masterpiece ‘Aubade’. The subject of this poem was hardly a surprise; Larkin had seldom taken his eyes off death, the ‘black-/ Sailed familiar’, since he began writing as a schoolboy. But the tone in this new poem was plainer than any he had used before: ‘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.’ When we first met after the publication of the poem, which occurred during the winter vacation of 1977, and I told him that ‘Aubade’ had come close to spoiling my Christmas, he gave a rueful laugh and said ‘Well yes, but it’s true.’

         I knew he thought this, of course. For most people the sense of impending death exists as a dimly remembered certainty, which occasionally lurches into full view. For Larkin it was a close and continual presence: horrific, and constantly replenishing its capacity to be so. I saw it in him continually, sometimes as naked dread, sometimes as a steady melancholy underlying surface politeness, sometimes as a rather desperate dinging to distractions (the ‘toad work’, or ‘People or drink’), and sometimes as a distracting enthusiasm for the pleasures of life. Listening to jazz. Reading favourite poets. Watching cricket or rugby on the television – with the sound turned up very loud so that he could hear, and his pot plant fairly bouncing around on top of the set. When I think of him in this vein, I remember him one day snatching from my mantelpiece a bookmark on which was inscribed Logan Pearsall Smith’s remark, ‘People say that life is the thing, but I prefer reading’; he threw it down in a little fit of anger, protesting that nothing is more important than life.

         It was for these sorts of reasons that it felt right to avoid making Larkin seem a comfortable sort of figure, when the time came to write his biography. He was capable of great tenderness, but his death-dread was ferocious, just as his other fears, likings, dislikings, prejudices and tender yearnings were also very intense. Although, having said that, I never did think during my time in Hull that I might one day write his life. For one thing it would have seemed presumptuous. For another, it would have destroyed the mood of our friendship, if he had ever thought I was making notes of things he said, or asking him questions for any reason except that I was fond of him. I stored a good many things in my memory of course, and I never lost the sense, when I was with him, that the man sitting across the room was (or had been) Larkin the poet. But I never spoke to him with an ulterior biographical motive. I just enjoyed his company. And that arrangement was quite unchanged when I was invited to write a short critical book about his work for a series on Contemporary Writers published by Methuen in 1982,. He encouraged me to do it, read the manuscript and made a few small but helpful suggestions, and said that he especially hiked my having looked seriously at his two novels. He also, thereafter, sometimes began our conversations on the telephone by saying ‘This is your subject speaking’.

         This short critical book came out a couple of years after I had left Hull and moved back to Oxford, where I worked as a freelance writer. I half-expected, when I told Larkin that I was heading back south, to be given a lecture on the folly of my ways; he, after all, had always managed to write his poems while holding down a nine-to-five job, and in ‘Poetry of Departures’ had shown how sceptical he felt about ‘Crouch[ing] in the fo’c’sle / Stubbly with goodness’. In fact he was simultaneously pragmatic (‘If you can’t stand the heat here, get out of the kitchen’), and ruefully enthusiastic (‘I never had the courage to do that’).

         As far as seeing one another was concerned, my departure made very little difference. I still visited Hull regularly (my wife remained there for several years after I had left), and he often came to Oxford, where he had retained dining rights in All Souls. In Hull we generally met in my wife’s place – in Pearson Park, across from the flat in which he had lived for almost twenty years before moving to Newland Park – and in Oxford I usually went to All Souls as his dinner guest. These events were preceded by warnings not to drink ‘too much’ before arriving, because I would be given a lot to drink when I got there (although I did once meet him in his room before our meal and found him working hard on a bottle of Scotch, ignoring his own advice).

         There were two exceptions to this routine. Once Larkin was unable to have me to dinner in college, so we met for lunch instead, in a pub almost-opposite Magdalen College called The Aldgate. A degree ceremony was taking place elsewhere in the city, and the bar where we had our beer and ham sandwiches was full of gown-wearing graduates and their proud parents. One of these recent graduates (a ‘sweet girl graduate’, in fact), recognised Larkin and brought across her napkin for him to sign. Despite his reputation as a semi-recluse, and her obvious fear that he might growl and tell her to go away, he graciously did as she asked. As she withdrew clutching her trophy, I said something about her being pretty. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t believe what a disadvantage my deafness has been to me all my life. I shudder to think how many women have come up to me and said “Take me, lover”, only to have me reply, “Yes, it is rather warm for the time of year, isn’t it”.’

         On the other odd-day-out, I’d asked Larkin to come to lunch with me at my home, where I lived at the time with Alan Hollinghurst. Larkin had already met and liked Alan, but insisted that he wanted to see me alone. I had no idea why, although I immediately feared that he might have some bad news – was he ill? In fact, as I say in the opening pages of what follows, he wanted to meet in private so that he could ask me to become one of his literary executors. At the tune neither of us had any reason to think I would have to do anything for a good long while. Larkin had his weight problems, certainly, but no other worries about his health. As things turned out, it was only a few years before he was diagnosed with the oesophageal cancer that would swiftly kill him.

         During those few years I moved from Oxford to London, and the axis of our friendship changed again. I still saw him at regular intervals in Hull, and we sometimes had lunch together in London when he was there on business. For a while I sat on an Arts Council committee that he chaired, and on these days we always ate round the corner beforehand, in Shepherd Market. It was where he had sometimes lunched with Kingsley and Hilly Amis and Anthony Powell in the old days, and he felt comfortable there – not at all the uncertain country mouse among savvier town mice.

         Then his illness struck. When we spoke on the telephone during this time (his deafness was never a problem on the telephone – less so in fact than it was in face-to-face conversations) he always tried to sound optimistic. But it was clear that he was petrified. Not just worried. Petrified. Furnace fear. It meant that any consoling messages I might offer always sounded fatuous and felt useless. It also meant that sympathy was tinged with alarm: how was he coping with the ferocity of his feelings? When he was able to have visitors (this was soon after I had remarried) I went with my wife Jan Dalley to visit him in the Nuffield Hospital on Westbourne Avenue in Hull, where he was recovering from surgery. He was shockingly thin, which produced among other things the effect of making him look like a much younger version of himself. Jan and I sat either side of his bed, on which he lay wearing loose casual clothes beneath a dressing gown. He seemed not in the least perturbed by meeting Jan for the first time in such a state, but was immaculately courteous, and valiantly cheerful. We thanked him for his wedding present – a cheque – but did not tell him that the two garden urns we’d bought with the money had turned out to be funerary urns. We made the usual hospital small-talk. We watched tennis on his television – Wimbledon was on, and Boris Becker was playing. ‘He looks just like young Auden,’ Larkin said approvingly.

         When the match ended, we walked arm-in-arm round the small garden behind the nursing home, bending our heads as we passed under the low branches of the cherry trees. He told me he did not expect to recover, speaking quite steadily, without a hint of melodrama. He reminded me of my duties as an executor and assured me that everything would be straightforward. He stood framed in the glass window of the door to his room when we left, and rather than waving us goodbye, lifted his hand in a solemn salute, palm outwards. We drove away. Six months later I was talking to Monica in his house in Newland Park – where she now lived alone – about writing his life.

         Which might well be the point where my personal reminiscence ends, and my biography begins. But two other kinds of contact with him continued, during and beyond the seven years I spent researching and writing my book. One involved Raymond Cass, a Hull-based hearing-aid specialist, who had regularly tested Larkin’s ears and fixed his hearing aids for him. I never met Dr Cass, but as I came close to finishing my work he wrote to me out of the blue, introducing himself as a doctor and adding (if I didn’t mind him ‘using a literary phrase to a literary man’) that he was also a spiritualist. He had been in touch with Larkin’s shade, and enclosed a cassette recording of their “conversations thus far’.

         Dr Cass explained in his letter that these conversations were conducted through the medium of a high-frequency radio – as I could tell when I played the cassette, and heard the machine fizzing and crackling as Dr Cass tuned in to the ether. ‘Are you there, Dr Larkin?’ he asked as the noise died down. There was a faraway bat-squeak, which could have been the spirit of Larkin circling at high speed and calling out his own first name. But it was not convincing. Dr Cass tried again: ‘What are you doing in the afterlife?’, he wanted to know. There was a short pause, then a much firmer voice replied, speaking with the same slightly swooping and melancholy cadence as Larkin. ‘Tramping,’ it said – an appropriately Hardyesque word, it seemed to me, bearing in mind Hardy’s poem ‘The Tramp Woman’s Tragedy’. Dr Cass tried one more time. ‘Do you miss your friends?’ This time the voice seemed emphatic almost to the point of irritation: ‘Only one friend,’ it insisted, and then again, ‘Only one friend.’ I assumed the friend was Monica.

         That was all. I replied to Dr Cass, thanking him and asking him to write again if he heard anything more. I thought it would do no harm. Nine months or so later, when my book was about to appear, he sent me another cassette. This second letter explained that he had ‘taken the liberty’ of asking Larkin whether he’d read what I’d written. The letter also said that I should not be distressed if I thought Larkin himself sounded distressed; Dr Cass explained it was his experience that the spirits of the recently departed did generally sound upset – especially if, as he believed was the case with Larkin, ‘there was no expectation of there being an afterlife’. When I played the cassette I heard Dr Cass ask Larkin what he made of my book, and heard a voice – sounding, I told myself, uncannily like Larkin’s own – saying that he found it ‘very satisfactory’.

         Readers will have their own ideas about how Dr Cass achieved his effects. Whatever the facts of the matter, it provided the strangest aspect of Larkin’s transition from actual to posthumous existence – a farcical and spooky parallel to the ways in which his work and the memories of his personality were themselves mutating as ‘he became his admirers’. For my own part, I found the days and months following his death at once sad and strange. Sad because I knew how frightened he had been in his final approach to death; because I missed having a presence in my life that was admirable, inspiring and friendly, with an element of fatherliness that never ceased to surprise me; because I missed his jokes (no one I’ve met has ever made me laugh so much); and because I missed his letters: a day that began with one of his envelopes lying on the mat was a red-letter day. And strange because while remaining his friend I also had to take up my formal duties as one of his executors – helping to make decisions about what to publish and when, helping to administer his estate, and planning my work on his biography.

         As I began my reading, and as I interviewed as many of Larkin’s friends as I could track down, I did my best to strike a balance between sympathy and objectivity. My book was the ‘official’ biography, so to that extent was an inside job, but I had no wish to sugar-coat things: Larkin deserved and would have expected something tough-minded and properly searching. All the same, I often had to face the discomforting fact that I was doing something I had refused even to consider while he was alive. And also to accept that I was ‘discovering’ things I knew would upset or offend many of the people who loved his work.

         Not surprisingly, this deeply affected my own life, including my dream life. Hardly a week went by without my encountering Larkin while I was asleep, and usually in the same way. I would be giving a talk about him in a steeply raked lecture theatre (a kind of gladiatorial arena), talking about aspects of his personal life that he would have loathed me for airing if he had been there to hear. But at some point in my talk I would look towards the back of the room, and there he would be. Betrayed. At this point I always woke up feeling ashamed – and quickly reminded myself that he was dead, and the rules that had governed our friendship in his lifetime no longer applied.

         But one night I did not wake up at this same point in my dream. I gave my talk, saw him at the back of the room, carried on to the end, then realised the only way for me to leave was to climb the stairs that took me past where he was sitting. As I approached him he stood up, and produced from nowhere a kind of garland (or bridle? or halter?) made of hay. I bowed my head, he put it round my neck, I walked on – and then I woke up. Why hay, I asked myself, then thought again. Not hay. Cut grass, like in his beautiful poem with that title. Since that night, I have never had another dream about him.
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            INTRODUCTION: FIRST EDITION

         

         In 1976 I went to teach English at the University of Hull, where Philip Larkin had been the Librarian for twenty-one years. I spent my first few weeks trying not to meet him. His fame was formidable; his shyness was notorious; he was deaf and probably wouldn’t be able to hear me; he was known to distrust academics and their students (‘the dutiful mob that signs on each September’1).

         When we were eventually introduced – in the university staff bar one lunchtime – he was disarmingly courteous. Taller than I had expected, heavier, dark-suited, he seemed stern but at the same time amiable, withdrawn but forthright, rigorous but sometimes extravagantly funny. By the end of term our meetings had fallen into a pattern: lunch once or twice a week in the staff bar, occasional evenings together. It remained the same until I left Hull in 1980, except that when my wife and I moved from a flat to a house in 1977 Larkin came to us more often than we went to him.2 After 1980 we wrote to each other regularly but only saw each other from time to time – either in Oxford, where I lived, or in London. At no time during the nine years of our friendship did we discuss his biography. He did not ask me to write this book.

         What he did ask – in the summer of 1983, when he was thinking about making his second will – was that I should join his long-time companion Monica Jones and friend Anthony Thwaite as one of his literary executors. ‘There won’t be anything difficult for you to do,’ he told me. ‘When I see the Grim Reaper coming up the path to my front door I’m going to the bottom of the garden, like Thomas Hardy, and I’ll have a bonfire of all the things I don’t want anyone to see. Now let’s change the subject. This is like talking to the person who’ll be washing my corpse.’3

         As things turned out there were several months between Larkin’s first sighting of the Grim Reaper and his death, but the bonfire was never made. The thirty-odd thick volumes of his diary, which he had kept on and off since his schooldays, the eight manuscript books in which he drafted his poems, and the large mass of his unpublished papers and letters lay undisturbed in his house when he was carried out of it for the last time.

         Why? Monica Jones thinks that Larkin wanted to ignore his approaching death: to have lit the lire would have been to concede that he had no hope of recovery. This is perfectly likely, but it doesn’t provide the whole answer. Larkin’s final indecision was the last in a series that shaped his life. He had dictated the terms of his existence with great authority but was always loath to commit himself absolutely to any one or other course of action. He had become renowned for keeping things to himself, yet he also had a compulsion to reveal and share them. Although there had been plenty of time for him to dispose of his private papers himself, it was Monica who arranged for the diaries to be fed into the university’s shredding machine shortly after his death. (Only a few pages were spared – torn out by Larkin during the mid 1970s when he was considering editing his diaries for publication.)

         The rest of his papers survived, but so precariously that his executors took legal advice before deciding what to do next. They showed a copy of his will to a Queen’s Counsel for a professional opinion, feeling that the contradictory line Larkin had taken in conversation was matched by ambiguities in the text. In the first clause of the seventh paragraph Larkin had given ‘to my Trustees [Monica Jones and his solicitor Terence Wheldon] all my published and unpublished work, together with all manuscripts and letters … with full right subject to the provisions of the following sub-clauses to publish any such unpublished works …’ In the next clause he seemed to change his mind: ‘I direct that all unpublished writings and diaries and texts and manuscripts in any form whether or not published at the date of my death and in my possession at the date of my death shall be destroyed unread.’ Then again, in yet another clause in this paragraph, he had instructed his trustees to consult his literary executors ‘in all matters concerned with the publication of my unpublished manuscripts’. As a journalist subsequently reporting on the will put it: ‘In three breaths Larkin gave his trustees the power to publish his unpublished work, instructed them to destroy it, and told them to discuss the matter with the literary executors.’4

         In due course the Queen’s Counsel declared the will ‘repugnant’ (legalese for contradictory). Once this opinion had been given the executors had the chance to argue for the destruction or preservation of everything – everything, that is, except the diaries, which had by then already been disposed of, following a specific request Larkin had made to Monica on his deathbed. He had given no such specific instructions about his other papers, and the executors unanimously decided to preserve them – partly because of their presumed literary importance, and partly because the executors felt (as Larkin himself had said in a talk on the value of preserving contemporary literary manuscripts) that ‘Unpublished work, unfinished work, even notes towards unwritten work, all contribute to our knowledge of a writer’s intentions.’5 To prove that he meant what he said, Larkin had donated during his lifetime one of his own poetry manuscript books to the British Library. The bulk of his other papers now form part of the Philip Larkin Archive in the library he built, and which he ran for the last thirty years of his life – the library where his diaries were shredded.

         When the row about the will died down, and the executors could see what had been saved, it led to a dramatic development in our understanding of Larkin’s practice as a poet. The costive craftsman – almost as celebrated for the long intervals between his books as for the books themselves – wrote far more than anyone had suspected, at least until his last decade. After Anthony Thwaite had edited and published the Collected  Poems  in 1988 most readers were astonished to find it running to more than 300 pages. Readers of this book will be surprised by the extent of Larkin’s other kinds of writing: by the huge spread of his letters (which includes the correspondences with Monica Jones and Maeve Brennan that are only sketched in Thwaite’s Selected  Letters,  and the previously unpublished correspondence with his father and mother); by the large number of drafts he made of his two complete and two incomplete novels; by the frequency (once again at the beginning rather than the end of his life) with which he produced essays, poems, stories, short plays and reviews of books and jazz records; by the existence of two full-length, facetious, would-be lesbian romances written in the early 1940s under the pseudonym Brunette Coleman.

         Larkin also bound up, at the end of every five years in the library, a ‘great fat volume’ of Library Committee minutes which, although ‘not the same as a volume of poetry’ were, as he said, ‘very good minutes’.6 In addition, he brought home from his office – and began doing so at an early age – the scrupulous habits of a good librarian. He kept a large number of his incoming letters, sorting them into shoe-boxes on which he inked the initials of the correspondent. He preserved memorabilia of all sorts – his parents’ jam recipes, for instance, and the telegrams sent to him when he was awarded his degree at Oxford. In cupboards in his various flats, and eventually in the windowless lumber-room at the top of the stairs in his last house in Hull, he kept his whole life in perfect order.

         During his adolescence Larkin had decided he was ‘a genius’.7 At the same time, judging by his secretive but thorough self-preservation, he accepted that he would be written about. In this, as in virtually everything else, he felt divided. His powerful self-esteem was matched by an equally virulent self-disparagement. Bernard Shaw, whom he admired, gave him a model for this, saying that he (Shaw) was ‘not at all interesting biographically. I have never killed anybody. Nothing very unusual has happened to me.’8 Time and again Larkin made a similar point. He said in his poem ‘Coming’ that his childhood was ‘a forgotten boredom’. His undergraduate days were spent at an Oxford profoundly unlike that of ‘Michael Fane and his fine bindings, or Charles Ryder and his plover’s eggs’.9 His ‘very ordinary’10 adult life was spent toiling dully in far-flung, unglamorous towns where – as he says in ‘Here’, ‘only salesmen and relations come’.

         In case all this didn’t deter potential Boswells, Larkin liked to scoff at many of the basic tenets of biography itself. He derided its willingness to rely for psychological insights on formative childhood experiences. ‘Whenever I read an autobiography,’ he said, ‘I tend to start halfway through, when the chap’s grown up and it becomes interesting.’11 In the same way, he repudiated the idea that writers might evolve in response to what happened to them in adult life. ‘Only mediocrities develop,’ he was fond of saying, quoting Oscar Wilde.

         On the face of it, these feelings are best summarized by Larkin’s poem ‘Posterity’, where ‘my biographer’ – the insultingly named Jake Balokowsky – abuses his ‘old fart’ subject in a way which appears to rebound entirely to his own discredit:

         
            
                          ‘What’s he like?

               Christ, I just told you. Oh, you know the thing,

               That crummy textbook stuff from Freshman Psych,

               Not out of kicks or something happening –

               One of those old-type natural  fouled-up guys.’

            

         

         This seems straightforward. Larkin’s life is neither sufficiently strange nor complex to interest Balokowsky much; writing it is merely a way of improving career prospects. But even here – and it’s a qualification which runs beneath all Larkin’s pronouncements about biography – difficulties arise. After ‘Posterity’ had been published Larkin told the poet Richard Murphy:

         
            I’m sorry if Jake Balokowsky seemed an unfair portrait. As you see, the idea of the poem was imagining the ironical situation in which one’s posthumous reputation was entrusted to somebody as utterly unlike oneself as could be. It
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