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High Windows a Rar e Collection of a Poet known for his Pessimism
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“The way the moon dashes through clouds that blow
Loosely as cannon-smoke...
Is a reminder of the strength and pain?

Philip Arthur Larkin was an English poet, novelishd jazz critic of twentieth century. He was a
great technician, craftsman and a strategist. Heagaociated with the Movement, a term which
describes a group of British poets of 1950s who ecangether to protest against the inflated
romanticism of 1930 and 1940. his famous poetitectbns are The North Ship, the Whitsun
Weddings and High Windows. Jill and A Girl in Wintare his two most famous novels. He
remained single through out his 63 years. He iseduat the Cottingham Municipal cemetery
near Hull.

Larkin’s dominant mood is of melancholy and autuhmegret and a sense of time inexorably
passing. He has been regarded as a hopeless,btel@essimist according to Andrew Motion.
His outlook on life is undoubtedly bleak and gloonhy his poems, man is represented as a
helpless victim of circumstances without any corméard consolation. In this respect, he can be
compared with Thomas Hardy. Larkin focuses on tieem of old age and on the inevitability
of death. The majority of poems written by Larkeflect his disappointment and dismay at the
spectacle of the life around him and he saw himaslh a pathetic kind of man and not a hero
capable of rising above his circumstances and ah/&ar of old age and death. Philip Larkin
lived in a time when former ideals and touchstowéere falling apart. The death of God in
human consciousness that still functioned as a Infiaum in proto-industrial times had been
the major catastrophe. The industrial revolutiord Haeen fully ensconced, successfully
automating the human modes of existence. Capitdi@thput an emphasis on individual effort
and competition rather than co-operation, thusrdmuting to a distancing of one human being
from the other. The dreariness of the post-indaisthlorthern European landscape, the
extremities of urbanization, represent a concatematf forces and events that alienate humans
in further culturalisation. His inferiority complexis inherent shyness, his interest in high
culture set him apart from his peers. Philip Laikiapparent misogynism, misanthropism and
pessimism are nothing but the expression of paisez by the inability to meaningfully relate to
human beings. Repeated frustration of the normmicefunctions of a human being can lead to
an apparent negation of life and embracing of death

He is often criticized for being a poet of disappoients. His works, no doubt, justify this
criticism. This aspect of Larkin’s compositions reatie curious to know why this great figure
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became so nervous in the modern era which is fubptimism and enthusiasm. | tried to
explore his famous volumidigh Windowswhich turned him into a national monument. While
sending the manuscript of this collection for poaétion, Larkin wrote to Monteith that this
manuscript “is the text of the best collection hae@w muster.”

High Windows was published in 1974. It was filledwabundant of foul language. Larkin said
to john Betjeman “Whenever | look at my book, Idiit is full of four-letter words.” Larkin sees
his foul language related to the language of theetito the generational shifts in talk and
behavior that were especially rapid, exciting améwoidable in the late 60s and early 70s.
Sometimes, dirty words can be a means of expres$seimngs of anger, hatred, derogation and
solitary complaint against all of society as in érg de Societe”. The dirty language brings the
world of youth into the mind. : This Be The Vers#fows that the poet is negotiating with the
feelings, illusions, and speech he attributes ® ybung. The gap in diction between the
beginning and the end of “ High Windows” is a gextien gap’ Alan Bennett has said, the “ real
Larkin” of the poems was someone “ who feels shutitwehen he sees fifteen-year old necking at
bus stop™ Larkin is perhaps questioning whether he himsedfesth solidarity with the common
adolescent. Dirty words are signs of affiliationthwother speakers and listeners who have the
same “enemies” who want to offend or drive off aegi authority- In the poems” High
Windows” and “This Be The Verse”-Larkin not only @mppriates the way kids talk, but also
about his not being like the kids whose speechdsedppropriated. From this period, Larkin’s
poems take inward, self-critical and self examoratiurn from his own prejudiced impulses.
This present volume shows that Larkin is quiteed#ht here from the less attractive man who
suffers and swears his way through Andrew Motidk®93 biography A Writer’s life. Most of
the dirty words like fuck are ambiguous. Larkin®uf language gives particular importance to
his sad, distant, empathetic and resentful relatothe kids whose speech he reflects. It also
symbolizes the same self-isolating, sadly rejectdnordinary language and society. “High
Windows” ends in wordless, endless and nothingnméssdoubt, the poem is about the end of
religion (the windows seem to be those of a chuml) the agnostic’s fear of death. The
pleasures in High Windows turn out to mean, ane@aéthe disrupted negativity, resistance to
meaning and relation. The invisible, endless, wessll“ Elsewhere” in those windows is a final
figure for two kinds of emptiness or regret. We htigall them social and private or young and
old, or bodily and linguistic etc.

The common experience of the unattainability of tshar we want, or think we want is one of
Larkin’s great subjects. Andrew Swarbrick in hist@id Reach argues that even “the most
triumphant of Larkin’s poems are about failure and.ultimately prefer silence to wordSome
deep groove in his head connects an inability tehieor speak to the young with a sense of
sexual unfulfillment and associates both with anagt deconstructive despair at the failure of
words to mean or cohere.
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In a humanist society, art assumes great imporfamzkto lose touch with it is parallel to lasing
one’s faith in a religious age. Or, in this parl@ucase, since jazz is the music of the young, it
was like losing one’s potendyLarkin’s confrontational “ fucks”, like his geses to elsewhere
and nothing, respond to this loss, to this sengailofre, which is both spiritual and social.

High Windows was published in 1974. There is aellisk between the poems in this volume
and the social conditions prevalent at that timfeSE poems are very provocative and disturbing
not only because of their contents but also becatiskeeir style and technique. These poems
record the author’'s impressions of the breakdowthefideas of social unity and coherence in
England, and they also provide proof of the fraatuinguistic style of the author. Between 1964
and 1967 England passed through an acute econeoisie ¢arkin’s ironic poem Homage to a
Government recognizes the economic crisis but pnés it in terms of the idleness and the
greed of the people. The poem Going, Going dephenvironmental deterioration going on in
England of the time, and expresses the poet’'s Eegtand would become the “ first slum of
Europe.” But here again the real cause of the miigfie is money, with the auctioneer’s cry of “
going, going” to suggest that the countryside wasdp sold off. In its anxiety about the
environment, this poem makes a cynical approach the whole modernizing and
commercializing ethic of successive post war gowvemnts in England. Although Larkin’s later
poems have been thought to be deeply conservatitreeir outlook, yet the political tradition to
which his poetry clings is that of liberal humanishius the poem show Saturday upholds the
social value of the annual agricultural show. Tgegem gathers its momentum by assembling the
speaker’s various impressions of the events ofvdmde day. In the poem called Vers de Societe
the company at the end, seems to be meditatingfaitute and remorse”. Growing old makes
companionship more desirable and more necessary.

The poems in this volume express a much freeud#itowards sex. Already permissiveness had
given way to sexual inhibitions in England; and Kiaracknowledges this fact in the following
ironic lines of the poem Annus Mirabilis.

Sexual intercourse began

In nineteen sixty-three

(Which was rather late for me)-
Between the end of the Chatterley ban
And the Beatles’

The assertion in the poem that life was never béten In nineteen sixty-three is weakened by
the speaker’s regret that he himself arrived ondtene too late. The suggestion that “Life
became a brilliant breaking of the bank” is jusé @i many money metaphors represent Larkin’s
cynical reaction to the economic mismanagemertietime in Britain.
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This volume shows an unusual interest in momenkssbbrical change or imagined scenes from
the past. Such poems as the Card Players, Howristad Livings explore the values and
beliefs of contrasting social groups, but also gokbin their search for something elemental and
lasting in human existence. Anxieties about aucaldominated by money spread in the later
poems. His poems are characterized by an intereggael lyricism as Dublinesque and the
Explosion. These are poems profoundly concerneld sdtial ideals and beliefs. In the ultimate
analysis, the values of Larkin’s poetry are dedplypposition to the rigid monetarism and
economic individualism which came to dominate thie Inineteen-seventies. The remark of an
eminent critic deserves to be quoted here, * Hisdlmature collections have developed attitudes
and styles of grater imaginative daring; in theolpnged debates with despair, they testify to
wide sympathies, contain passages of frequenthstendent beauty, and demonstrate a poetic
inclusiveness which is of immense consequenceigditarary hews.”

Larkin’s range is wide enough to explore the vasi@spects of man’s experience in a world
devoid of hope. His later poems collected in theuwve, the High Windows which turned him
into a national monument and other poems are tdedeby the feelings of anger and
agnosticism. These poems record the author’s irsjaes of the breakdown of the ideas of
social unity and coherence in England etc. Anxge#ibout a culture apparently dominated, later
poems like “Homage to a Government and ‘Going Gbetg. The poems like ‘Dublinesque and
the Explosion’ are characterized by an intensiegiek lyricism. This detail study of the later
poems before the final assessment will help inbéisteing Larkin as a great and an original
pessimistic poet.

Larkin was fifty-two when High Windows was publigshand it is dominated by a sense
of lost youth, time passing and the imminence @itldeEven in the poems where these themes
are not clearly exhibited, they are often impli&ympathy in White Major” is mainly about
self-image and the disappointments of public §&t, in it, it is suggested as if the poet is wagtin
his own obituary. ‘Posterity’ also hints at how kiar might be remembered after his death. Even
in the poem named ‘The Card-Players’ death is ptaseold Prijck’s “Skull face’ (7) though not
in an obvious way. In ‘Going, Going,’ Larkin tallebout the disappearance of England even
before he himself has died. In other poems, theems of youth, age and mortality are far more
clearly, exactly, openly and directly describedthAugh some of the poems focus on youth,
some on aging, and some on death yet they carcheled into the single fact of mortality.

Even when he writes about nature, it is often mmge of the transitory. “Cut Grass”
seemingly bemoans the mowing of the grass, butishigally a metaphor for human life, as
weak and brief as the grass. The cutting down asgin early summer reminds of First World
War. In the poem The Trees, trees appear to offiesalation despite our inevitable aging, yet
‘their greenness is a kind of grief (4) and thepparent annual renewal is only a ‘trick of
looking new’ (7): beneath their renewed greenewy tilees are actually aging. In ‘The Card-
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Players’, on the other hand, the’ century-wide 3ré&0) provide a temporal contrast with the
short lived of the drinkers. The poem ‘Solar makesomparison between the constancy of the
sun and the changing nature of human needs.

A number of poems refer to the passing of time Wwhi; undoubtedly, an aspect of
mortality. Sometimes this is historical, as in ‘ldgs 1’, which ends with the statement ‘It's time
for change, in which the starting point of sexumdércourse is precisely dated. At other times, as
in ‘Livings 111, ‘Friday Night in the Royal StatioHotel' and ‘The Building’, we are given a
sense of the hours passing. In ‘Vers de Socidte’ pbet expresses his anger at the wasting of
time in the context of his aging: ‘The time is deomow for company’ (32).

Several poems refer explicitly to the youth whicirkin feels is far behind him. In the
final stanza of * Sad Steps’ Larkin seems to lomgHiis lost youth though he realizes that * being
young’ involves pain, and he takes some consolaitiothe fact that youth is * for others
undiminished somewhere’(18). However, in ‘High Wames’ itself Youth is seen as holding out
false promise. The sexual freedom enjoyed by mogeuth is only ironically referred to as
‘paradise/ Everyone old has dreamed of all theedi (4-5). Other poems focus on old age. This
can be seen in ‘To The Sea’ where the middle-ageti the old in wheelchairs so that they can
enjoy a last summer before death. Larkin’s mostetitve dealing of old age is in ‘the Old
Fools'. Here, the poet contemplates the worst dfagle very strongly. It talks about the disgrace
of drooling, incontinence, loss of mental powersl anability to remain in touch with the
present. The old people’s ‘thin, continuous drean{fO0) is half way to death. The worst of old
age is that they now live with ‘the power/ of chimgsgone’ (21-2). For Larkin, living life fully
involves the freedom to make choices. The young liawas in ‘How Distant’, but the ‘old fools’
have lost it altogether.

Some of the poems relentlessly deal with deatHhf.itd@ublinesque’ is clearly about
death in that it narrates a funeral procession Imickvits mourners celebrate the life of the
deceased, and even dance a few steps. Their shaefdbrings them together in ‘great
friendliness’ (13) and the memory of the deceasadke both love and beauty. ‘The Old Fools’
also looks at death itself as the inevitable casiolu of old age. Larkin sees no hope here for an
afterlife:

At death, you break up: the bits that were you
Start speeding away from each other for ever
With no one to se¢l13-15)

The ‘old fools’ are unknown to the fearful arrivafl death, ‘Extinction’s alp’ (41), because they
are too close to see it. The final poem of theemtibn, The Explosion’, explores a very different
kind of death, a sudden one. The miners are cuheff prime, like the grass in ‘Cut Grass’, but
at least they avoid the depressing decline of t¢ihé fools’. The poem which focuses on death

Copyright © International Journal of English and Education | www.ijee.org



International Journal of English and Educationjiezs

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:2, Issue:3, JULY 2013

most frighteningly is ‘The Building’. Those who wam the hall, perhaps to have X-rays or tests,
sit’ tamely’ (9), and passive like a priest's comgption. Most are ‘at that vague age that
claims/The end of choice’ (20-1). When someoneasied away, the rest ‘cough, or glance
below/ seats’ (16-17) in an awkward attempt torddtthemselves from reality, and they only
look at each other to guess ailments, not to conicate (stz 5). The approach of death is a
series of rooms ‘each one further off/And hardereturn from’ (35-6). Those waiting ‘know
they are going to die’ (57). The hospital can ‘teend/the thought of dying’ but not death itself.
Nor can death be placated by the ‘wasteful, wesdpipatory flowers’ brought by visitors to the
sick and dying in the last line. Larkin, then, sry much concerned with the transitory in all its
aspects. He regrets the passing of his own youthcantemplates old age, the inevitability of
death, and human fear of death, with honesty atallele self-examination.

The theme of religion and ritual occurs in High s in different ways. Larkin makes it clear
that he is an atheist. Sometimes, he refers tgioalidirectly for example in ‘Vers de Societe in
which he says:

No one now
Believes the hermit with his gown and dish
Talking to God (who'’s gone t0¢}9-21)

In ‘The Explosion’, he quotes a biblical verse fdselieving in its message himself:

The dead go onelieving in its message himself:
The dead go on before us, they

Are sitting in God’s house in comfort,

We shall see them face to facgl6-18)

Although Larkin seems moved by the death of theensinand by the vision which apparently
occurred to their wives and loved ones, he doegeddly believe in the truth of the vision. We
also know from his other writings that he was dremt. In the poem, ‘High Windows’, religion
is seen as something which was a source of gudtrastriction to the older generation, and
which is now better left behind. In ‘The old Foglee shows his fear when he refers to death as
‘Extinction’s alp’( 941), but it is expressed imThe Building’ more clearly. Here, the hospital is
presented as a modern cathedral, our only hogeeifate of death. It is ‘a struggle to transcend/
the thought of dying’ (60-1). The locked churchsitanza 6 symbolizes the death of God. The
flowers brought by the relatives of the terminallyare powerless to please a God who no longer
exits, nor death itself.

In several poems, Larkin suggests that all we gaspgat now in place of religion is
social ritual. ‘To the Sea’ presents that the fgrihs value in itself. ‘Verse de Societe’ recalls
social events, including trying to be nice to other the hope that they will be nice to you,”
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Playing at goodness, like going to church’(25) Verkin also seems to feel that perhaps
observing the social rituals can somehow make tterqgeople. He is undecided about this.

In the poem ‘Dublinesque’ Larkin gives positive look to religious social ritual and a
funeral procession. Here, death has brought peoglether producing friendliness as well as
sadness. In ‘Show Saturday’, the poet makes aageligf social ritual. He has compared leeks to
church candles (stanza 4) showing the same.

Nature also plays a vital role in his poetry. Natig not a religion for his as it was for
Wordsworth. Nor he wishes to explore new essemeeTied Hughes. Rather, Nature takes the
place of religion. It gives a feeling of continuibvercoming the threat of morality. In ‘The
Trees’ leaf coming into trees show a sign of hdjtethe end of ‘Forget What Did’, the natural
and celestial occurrences offer comfort in the fafceersonal suffering.

Larkin also moves to a spiritual sense. In ‘The Bdabls’, he celebrates life as a ‘million-
petal led flower’ (18) at the end of ‘High Windowitself, he adopts the deep blue air of the sky
as a symbol of something which ‘Shows/ Nothing, etlowhere, and is endless’ (20).

The above evaluation shows that Larkin’s pessimsstinked with his inherent sense of
deprivation and desolation. The majority of his pseare written on subjective experiences and
filled with his desire of solitude. The generallyndinating mood of the poems of High Windows
is anger, fury, rancor and disappointment whichifyushe statement that larkin is “The saddest
heart in the post-war supermarket.”
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