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A Study of the Theme of Death in Philip Larkin's Poetry

Jun Pyo Kim

Department of English Language, The Graduate School,
Pukyong National University

Abstract

This thesis aims to study the subject of death of Philip Larkin's poetry. As
one of the representative poets in the 1950s, Larkin deals with the theme of
death primarily in his poetry.~Therefore, this study will analyze his poems
related to Larkin's. life-and. his fundamental attitude-toward death.

Principally, the subject of ~death in his= poetry is based on his real
experiences. It is almost impossible to find any systematic thought and
religious will through his work. At times, his radical demeanor and poetic
expressiveness have been largely evaluated by the reader and critics
negatively. However this thesis focuses on Larkin's unique way of interacting
with readers by revealing even his weaknesses. Accordingly, it is a definitive
object in this study to confirm that he was a contemplative poet who did not
evade the issue of death.

In order to study Larkin's theme of death, the body of this thesis is

divided into two parts. Part II examines the poet's basic stance facing death



by analyzing relevant poems. This section conducts a detailed study on why
he observes the world keenly with gray color and says in such a gloomy
tone, through examining anti-Christian attitude reflected in his work.

Part III focuses on Larkin's meditative manner that eventually accepts
death in contemplation by analyzing "At Grass" and "Aubade" in detail.

Philip Larkin has observed that people can never be happy as long as
death exists. Most of his poems have proved the observation, but he also
leaves with us the final conclusion about life and death because it will be

made on our own.
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Things moved. I sat back, staring at my boots.

'where you' 'have your roots'?

Was that, my friend smild;

No, only where my childhood was unspent,

I wanted to retort,

just where [ started; (CP 68)
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Their thick tongues blort, their eyes squeeze grief, a crowd

Of huge unheard answers jam and rejoice. (CP 86)

i

Zwh 3elo] A THE gl A% Hrhe

LIS A R P s = N

S

BpAk=

= =0
= =

gh)

o v

o}
=

al

il <] ™ (Life

A3
we) we) e

=" .

2= 3

=
=

oleiel o} =g}
Fd 50 dehel o= A =

o] (Billy Graham)2o. @ ¢

2

2 1] 2 ol A

T

s
 ?F

3

o
=

S

300), 1#7}

5 9]

i

o] et7le] 4kl o

A%

[ex]
=

9] el A
A3 7Hgel '3k 2efal wsfo] o

%

Gy

B
=0
ol
s

ar
I

i A L R A B

ol 7]

72 oM wulof

FAE 1A

J|

EERNE

el
o~

AT

==
o

¥ 4

ol

B
o
"
o

—

NI

=

PN
T

ofy
oF

=

44L wot 4

ATt

¢+



§AR st IRk B oA
A SAYL a-gle

¥R A,

What are days for?

Days are where we live.
They come, they wake us
Time and time over.
They are to be happy in;

Where can we live but days?
Ah, solving that question

Brings the priest and the doctor

In their long coats
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Running over the fields. (CP 98)
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And leaves what something hidden from us chose,

And age, and then the only end of age. (CP 109)
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Higher than the handsomest hotel

The lucent comb _shows upifer miles, but see,
All round it close-ribbed streets rise and fall
Like a great sigh out of the last century.

The porters ‘are scruffy; what keep drawing up
At the entrance are not taxis; and in the hall

As well as._creepers hangs a frightening smell.

There are paperbacks, and tea at so-much a cup,
Like an airport lounge ,but those who tamely sit

On rows of steel chairs turning the ripped mags
Haven't come far. More like a local bus.

These outdoors clothes and half-filled shopping—bags
And faces restless and resigned, although

Every few minutes comes a kind of nurse

To fetch someone away, (CP 136)
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Here to confess that something has gone wrong.
It must be error of a serious sort,

For see how many floors it needs, how tall

It's grown by now, and how much money goes
In trying to correct it. See the time

Half-past eleven on a working day,

And these picked out of it: see, as they climb

To their appointed levels;-how their eyes

Go to'each other, guessing; on the way

Someone's wheeled past, in washed-to-rags ward clothes;
They, see him, too. They're quiet. To realise

This new thing held in common makes them quiet,

For past.these doors are rooms, and rooms past those,

And more rooms yet, each one further off: (CP 136-137)
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All know they are going to die.

Not yet, perhaps not here, but in the-énd,

And somewhere like this: [That is what it means.
This clean-sliced—cliff; a struggle to transcend
The thought of dying, for unless its powers
Outbuild cathedrals nothing contravenes

The coming dark, though crowds each evening try

With wasteful, weak, propitiatory flowers. (CP 137-138)
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Are you prepared for what the night will bring?
The stranger who will never show his face,

But asks admittance; will you greet your doom (CP 5)
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Closed liked confessionals, they-thread
Loud noons of cities, giving back
None of the glances they absorb.
Light glossy grey, arms on a plaque,
They come to rest at any kerb:

All streets in time are visited.

Then children strewn on steps or road,

Or women coming from the shops

Past smells of different dinners, see

_19_



A wild white face that overtops

Red stretcher—blankets momently

As it 1s carried in and stowed,
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o) wEto e Wold it

And sense the solving emptiness
That lies just under all we do,

And for a second get it whole,

So ‘permanent and blank and true.
The, fastened doors recede. Poor soul,

They whisper at-their own distress;

For borne away in deadened air
May go the sudden shut of loss
Round something nearly at an end,
And what cohered in it across

The years, the unique random blend

Of families and fashions, there

At last begin to loosen. Far

From the exchange of love to lie
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Unreachable inside a room
The traffic parts to let go by
Brings closer what is left to come,

And dulls to distance all we are. (CP 104)
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I thought; this pristine drive

Is sure to flag

At twenty—four or —five;

And now the slag

Of burnt-eut childhood proves that I was right.
What caught alight (CP 24)
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The eye can hardly pick them out

From the cold shade they shelter in,
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Till wind distresses tail and mane;
Then one corps grass, and moves about
The other seeming to look on

And stands anonymous again.

Yet fifteen years ago, perhaps

Two dozen distance sufficed

To fable them; faint afternoons

Of Cups and Stakes and Handicaps,
Whereby their names were artificed

To inlay faded, classic Junes—

Silks at the start; against the sky
Numbers and parasols; outside,
Squadrons of ‘empty cars, and heat,
And littered grass; then the long cry
Hanging unhushed till it subside

To stop=press columns on the street. (CP.75)
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Do memories plague their ears like flies ?

They shake their heads. Dusk brims the shadows

Summer by summer all stole away,

The starting—gates, the crowds and cries—
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All but the unmolesting meadows.

Almanacked, their names live; they

Have slipped their names, and stand at ease,
Or gallop for what must be joy,

And not a fieldglass sees them home,

Or curious stop—watch prophesies;

Only the groom, and the groom's boy,

With bridles in the evening come. (CP 75)
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Dissolving in the acid of their sex; (CP 162)

Across the tables to observe a life
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Time that scatters hair upon a head
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Signing an annual permit for the frost
Ploughs the stubble in the land at last
To introduce the unknown to the known

And only by politeness make them breed;

Time over the roofs of what has nearly been
Circling, a migratory, static bird,

Predicts no change in future's lancing shape,

And daylight show the streets still tangled up;
Time points the simian camera in the head

Upon confusion to be seen and seen. (CP 162)

29 AR EHT I BFEShS o nlehEks, v
e 7tge oA Al Bl BEES Egyga 9= Stk gl ¥

SAF AUL 9 eSS BAE AL F =18 Rl BFo

A o] %o TAwl= A AER Agtolth AME R AAE ARk
S0 IFHYE HoldE R & pirtel o] HEA KA 2F 150
VdES AR 2xrmE AESARAE B"(Politeness make them
breed)o]et= Zlot}. oA 3ol st AZH2 ol FnH[7} ¥

o}, 'o]F=8t= AA'(migratory bird)E =& Qo] gho]l ‘A (static)® A

Zgol Aol AZE BA)ss) e Qi golth Alzke] HEl

A Egs YHE FRS QUES AAT JE Qo oAY B



g7lo] By FAIHoR 3o ik A s TASHEE 2RO
ool o= "M =, ("Aubade™ o]t 191 A 9] "IF FTY o
slar Hioll= o] F7ts] FHEN"(D work all day, and get half-drunk at
night)2hi= 82 A2 2pRlo] o] &g 27| A|&gE e Zof el

A MdAY =5 viad AAEdS IdE Zekar AT 263). ©]

A7E dJulEtE A st g AbEskE @AE akake] o oigk
FHw, & X B3 w@(Tolley 135)0]71% A gE offt-dd % o]

9= QY ugol A7l nEFA S 2 ool Ay =89 o]g] %
HAES 222 Souia Qi A9 Aale] Ashgelsl= st

P )
)
rot

!
!
al
N
-~
Y
X
AL
N
=
O
=
)
>,\1
g

oA a7 ¥ AN 4 e S+l

of@A, olt)4, AAl W7t & A} b A B

ofe] Mol S glof HlZaly] WEE ohth

gAst A A &3]

ﬂi’L

_38_



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,
Makingall thought impossible but how
And where and when-1 shall myself die.
Arid interrogation; yet the dread

Of dying, and jbeing 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-wrechedly because

An only life can take so long to climb

Clear of its wrong beginings,and may never;
But at the total emptiness for ever,

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. (CP 190)
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No touch or taste or smell, nothing to think with,

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 will not feel, not seeing
That this is what we fear—no sight, no sound,

S5



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 slow 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 te go:

Meanwhile telephenes-crouch, getting ready to ring

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. (CP 190-191)
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