Poetry 8
Fourth year-Second Semester
      
The 5th lecture:                                                                                                                                               د.حصة

Write on Sylvia Plath images in ‘Daddy’ tracing her own autobiography. How would you answer such question?
We start a kind of sketch on her autobiography. We need to follow one line/ a line that has been mentioned here in the poem that is her real relation to daddy (her social background when it comes to her relation with her daddy), then you collect the images of her father. You do not need to give details about every image. But you have to come with a list of images and you come to your conclusion. All the images are of what? They are images of a domineering power, of aggressive character and of a destroyed relationship. What are these images? What do these images communicate to us? All the details deal about her relation to her father, the patriarchal relation and male and female superiority and inferiority. Do not name the images that you come with. All the images that are included in her poem are good container to communicate her attitude towards male power in her life. Then you start putting things together; you start to give examples. If you are to speak about domineering father, you speak about this Frisco statue/ lack of intimate relationship. The relation is marked with fear and love. So, you study the images and the autobiography and you try to come to a meaning of the poem through these two. This question is the motivation to go beyond the literary line and this is poetry.
Today we will have Philip Larkin. We are just going on reading more poets from the modern age poetry. When we started talking about Ted Hughes, we were talking about the subjectivity of his poetry. Even moving to Sylvia Plath, it was almost the same. Subjectivity was in the heart of the whole issue of Sylvia Plath. Though part of her poetry tackles a lot of objectives or public issues like the issue of Feminism or the issue of male and female relationship in society, yet she starts from a personal issue and moves to more objective. So, her point of departure is personal/ subjective. When we can trace the main characteristics of 20th century very clearly, subjectivity is one of the characteristics of 20th century poetry. Philip Larkin was born after the World War I. It was almost a year after the publication of T.S. Eliot’s ‘The Waste Land’. He was born in 1922 and he lived until 1985 which means his life covers a whole span of the 2nd half of the modern age with all the individuality that was showing itself. We find a lot of poets writing their individual life, not autobiography, but they come from a place where they were really under the influence of certain issues in their real life, either their family relationship or their own job or vocation like Ted Hughes, the family like Sylvia Plath or Philip Larkin who was raising a question, especially in his poem, that was common in 2nd half of the 20th century in the 50s and the 60s. it is the question of poetry as a vocation. Can poetry support one’s life?
In the beginning, he received education at home till he was 8 years old. Then he joined a school. He has very little social relationship. As for his education, he joined a school and then he moved to higher school and to college and he graduated with the bachelor degree and he worked as sub-librarian for four years and then he resigned and applied for another job in Queen's University library and there here worked for forty years. For 40 years, he was working as a librarian. This point is needed to understand the main theme of his poem ‘Toads’ as being dealing with toads as two authorities or two powers controlling his life from within and from without. Speaking again of his social life, he was not social enough. He did not get married, so he lived alone. He was consuming himself in his work as a librarian. Maybe this is the way of not being social when it comes to the family and home and making visits and receiving visitors. He had enough in the library. He is always busy with people, asking, checking and seeking help in the library. So, Philip Larkin was not social enough maybe because he was spending long time in the library contacting with others and doing a kind of social life. It is substitute for the absence of social life.
As for his poetry, what kind of poetry he was writing? He was one of the late 20th century poets. What kind of poetry was written during that time and how much he was writing according to his age? 
 We should keep in mind that the modern poetry was in practice. So, his language was of directness. It was direct and clear language and we find images that are representative of his own issue or meaning. The images are direct and communicating the theme clearly plus he was using some colloquial language like Auden and others (ordinary and colloquial language with poetic language). This is because of the individuality of his poetry to be true to himself, to give an impression of what he wants to communicate with readers.
This clearness and directness of his language never means that his poetry is flat and shallow and receives very little critical readings. On the contrary, you will see a material on his poetry that gives us the impression that he was one of the outstanding figures of the 20th century plus he was a novelist. He at least published two or three novels. When it comes to novel writing, he was under the influence of Thomas Hardy. Thomas Hardy was pessimistic. But Philip Larkin was not.  Philip Larkin was subjective but he was never pessimistic. There was not self-pity in his novels though there is a lot of pity in his life. But we cannot trace this self-pity in his in his novels. As for Thomas Hardy, maybe the realistic approach to his theme in under the influence of Thomas Hardy (the note of sadness but not self-pity). You know the difference between being sad and being pessimistic (self-pity)? What is the difference between expressing sadness sad and writing with self-pity approach (what is the difference between to be sad and to show self-pity)? Self-pity >>> means showing pity for himself, complaining, lamenting the loss of things in his life. It is just dealing with his own life issues and lamenting what is missed. Sadness: even going through a sad event like loss of somebody, and failure in love here he expresses his feelings only. He is not complaining. He is expressing his feeling concerning, for example, failure in love and passing away of some dear one. This is a feeling can be expressed in poetry. But the self-pity is complaining and showing dissatisfaction with his own life (complaining, lamenting, crying over the loss and never mentioning the blessing). He is mentioning only things that have been missed and never dealing with things that have blessed.
So, in his poetry we do not find self-pity but we rather find some sad notes in his poetry and in his novels. This is reminding us of Thomas Hardy. But we do not find him expressing any kind of self-pity. Thomas Hardy’s novels were rejected by a lot of critics. They received a lot of criticism and critical attack and this is because of the pessimistic poetry. He was pessimistic. We traced this pessimistic approach very early in Thomas Hardy’s poem ‘Darkling Thrush’. So, we may trace some sad note and this is especially in his novels, but not self-pity. The critics are reading him as being influenced by Thomas Hardy. We will trace this even in ‘Toads’ when he is describing the heaviness of the job but never expressing any pity for her himself as being part . He is just questioning the issue of why should I and is it possible or not? But he never says that I am being confined and tied with this work. He is just writing on a real issue of real life/everyday man. That is why most of his themes are about death and fate. And death and fate are taken like the metaphysical (acceptance and submitting not rejecting). Not only the metaphysical, what else? When it comes to the theme of death and fatalism, he is just admitting to this fact in life and accepting it/ submitting himself to the will of God. The attitude of submitting of one’s self or submitting to God’s will and accepting of death is one of the characteristics of which century character and poetry? It was revived in the 18th century/ in the Age of Reason which is the neoclassicism. What was the genre/ the different types of poetry written? They were writing on issues dealing with what? When it comes to deal with death, what do they write? When it comes to deal with love, what do they write? When it comes to deal with satire, what do they write? What was the poetical genre? If you are to cry about the death of someone, what do you write? Elegy.
Accepting and submitting one’s self to these two facts in our life takes us usually to other issues which not happy ones. One of them is death. So, he was dealing with death and fate with this sense of acceptance.

What about the poem ‘Toads’? The title is metaphorical. We are finding him very clever in playing with this metaphor and other metaphors in the poem. We have almost three metaphors around which he is building his own poem and developing his issue to the end. Toads= it is not only one toad. What is toad? It is amphibian. It is like a frog. It is uglier and a little bit larger than frog. It has spots on his skin. It is said to be releasing poison from its skin and this poison said to be causing hallucination. Hallucination means not being able to control your thoughts and words.
The way the toad sits is squatting. One of these toads are said to be squatting in this shape with heaviness on him inside and the other one is sitting outside (one toad is inside and squatting and sitting with all the heaviness on him and the other one is attentive sitting outside motionless). Other facts about these toads when it comes to fairy parts of some plays like Shakespeare ‘Macbeth’, we find toads in Fairy Tales. What was the opening scene? There were three witches preparing their magical liquid. And there were frogs jumping. Frogs are always connected in fairy tales to magical power. They cannot get of black magic. It is one of the components (either their poison, their skin, their presence). They are ones of three fairy tales creatures. We have toad or frog, cat, rat and owl. These four creatures are always dealing with black magic. This is another fact about toads.
So, we should read this poem with all these in mind (its skin is secreting/ releasing poison and this poison is causing hallucination). I am hallucinating because there is a frog inside me. There is a toad inside me called my job (teacher). A teacher is talkative, poisoned with talking as part of his job/ something that he cannot escape or stop.
We should read the poem from the title. The title gives us these key words to go into understanding the poem. First of all, it is the poising secreting through the skin of the fog. Secondly, it is the fairy world it takes us to. Thirdly, its shape is ugly. And the hips of their body increased with the way they are sitting. Their sitting is motionless. This is the image of a toad.
When it comes to the poem, what does he say? The poem is written in nine stanzas.
  



 ‘Toad’ 
By Philip Larkin
Why should I let the toad work
  Squat on my life?
Can't I use my wit as a pitchfork
  And drive the brute off?

Six days of the week it soils 
  With its sickening poison -
Just for paying a few bills!
  That's out of proportion.


Lots of folk live on their wits:
  Lecturers, lispers,
Losels, loblolly-men, louts-
  They don't end as paupers;

Lots of folk live up lanes
  With fires in a bucket,
Eat windfalls and tinned sardines-
  they seem to like it.

Their nippers have got bare feet,
  Their unspeakable wives
Are skinny as whippets - and yet
  No one actually starves.

Ah, were I courageous enough 
  To shout Stuff your pension!
But I know, all too well, that's the stuff
  That dreams are made on:

For something sufficiently toad-like
  Squats in me, too;
Its hunkers are heavy as hard luck,
  And cold as snow,

And will never allow me to blarney
  My way of getting
The fame and the girl and the money
  All at one sitting.

I don't say, one bodies the other
  One's spiritual truth;
But I do say it's hard to lose either,
  When you have both.

Why should I let the toad work
  Squat on my life?
Can't I use my wit as a pitchfork
  And drive the brute off?

The first stanza provides us with all the key words we need to understand the poem. First of all, there is the word toad. The second word is wit and the third one is pitchfork. We said that he is using three metaphors. And these are the three metaphors. There are two used of the first one (toads). There are two toads, one is inside (squat on my life) and he will mention the other one later on which is outside.
As for ‘wit’, what is the meaning of wit? It means intelligence/ smartness/ being able to create, wittiness of the metaphysical poetry/ the wittiness of the 18th century poetry/ the wittiness that gives the poet the ability to deal with different subjects sometimes indirectly like satire to be able to create wittiness. What is the speaker’s wit? What kind of wit he enjoys? >>> It is writing poetry but in fact writing poetry is part of his creation. He is created as a poet but he is not on this. Philip Larkin was not able to support himself financially properly through poetry. Poetry was not enough for him to live on/ to support his life financially.
In the metaphysical poetry and the 16th century poetry, the poets were the poets of court. Even the love poetry was courteous and it was written to amuse people in the court. But when it comes to the 20th century with all the changes were passing through, with the individuality being in the main concern of any writer, with the political changes that creates parties and political groups and even with poetical schools that necessitate on a poet to be direct and clear (they are in clash with politics rather than being under the custodian of the court whatever the court might be in the past or in the present), poets cannot live on poetry. By no means poetry now is life vocation that may support one financially.
Can't I use my wit as a pitchfork
What is pitchfork? It is a tool that is used in a farm. It is agricultural tool. Why my wit is not like a pitchfork! I use it to write poetry to live on. He is not living on his wit. He is living on his job which is not enlightening the individual wittiness. You can have your job and you do it according to the instructions perfectly and you might not be creative. I do not think that a man has administrative work for 40 years can be creative. So, he is lamenting not being able to live on his wit which is poetry in the first place and he should on his job as a librarian. In fact, he wrote this poem before his second job/ second stage of his life. He wrote it after resigning from the first job as a sub-librarian. He resigned and he wrote this poem. And according to him, he was afraid that those who will interview him may read this poem and find him complaining and describing his job as a toad squatting on his life. They might have an access to this poem but they took it as part of the production of a poet rather than of someone talking about his job. It was not influential and he was elected and he was given that job and he spent 40 years in this job.
He says >>>Why cannot I use my wit as pitchfork? I work, it is my job and at the same time it is my pleasure. Why cannot I live on my wit which is poetry?!
Here we have two wits. He is playing on the word wit as describing his job as not being wit on which he can live. The only wit that he cannot live on that he enjoys is writing poetry. But this is not possible to live on. His wit is to be used for pleasure/ for amusement/ for writing poetry but never helps him when it comes to his job. 
  And drive the brute off?
What is this brute? You remember Sylvia Plath/ the description of her father. Brute means aggressive/ harsh. And this is his job.   

Six days of the week it soils 
  With its sickening poison -
Just for paying a few bills!
  That's out of proportion.

Why should I let the tough work squat on my live? It squats on his life sitting motionlessly. Why should I let this squat which is sitting on my life six days a week poisoning me? For what? For few bills/ for the salary. He is accepting and going on his job for the financial support, otherwise it is not showing his wit/ it is not fun.  It is poison. When it comes to the toad poison, we said that it causes hallucination. Is this part of hallucination concerning job? He is bringing all what is inside him about job. The speaker here is saying that he is poisoned with the toad poison. For six days, he is under the stress of his job. Is he really here poisoned with the secretion of the toad and he is just speaking about his real feeling about his job?   
  That's out of proportion.
It is not enough. It is already taken away. 
Lots of folk live on their wits:
  Lecturers, lispers,
Losels, loblolly-men, louts-
  They don't end as paupers;
       
He starts to count a number of people who are not being tied or having a fixed job (all those who their job is part of their wit like lecturers) because the lecturer is not only having a job; he is doing something that he believes in and that he has a smartness/ a wit to do. It is part of the wit; it is something to do with wittiness. A lecturer should enjoy certain mental characteristics and a love to what he is doing and a belief in the message in his mission/ the message that he is conveying to the society. So, lecturers are living on their wit; they are gaining money out of their wit though they are being poisoned of what they are doing. There is a toad and this toad is of their wit. 
So, he starts to count those who have the ability to speak or to use language in funny way to amuse others. All these have not suffered complete poverty even they are not being controlled or poisoned with this toad poison/ with this toad squatting on them. They are not poor.
If you are reading the lines, you will find a lot of colloquial words (ordinary language used).        
Lots of folk live up lanes
  With fires in a bucket,
Eat windfalls and tinned sardines-
  they seem to like it.

These people live sometimes on luck/ chances. ‘Windfalls’ >> is a reference to some of the fruits that fall from trees. They are collecting and eating. And those who are living on the minimum food like sardines in cans. 

Their nippers have got bare feet,
  Their unspeakable wives
Are skinny as whippets - and yet
  No one actually starves.

 So, they are not enjoying life to the maximum. They do not enjoy the best food. They do not live with some kind of elegancy. Their wives are not that beautiful or healthy; they are skinny, but they are enjoying their lives only because they are not being poisoned with this toad presence inside them. And they are living on their wit whatever their wit is. He thinks of what they are doing. 
  
Ah, were I courageous enough 
  To shout Stuff your pension!
But I know, all too well, that's the stuff
  That dreams are made on:
There is a turning point here. In the first two stanzas, he is stating the main issue of his poem. In the second two stanzas, there he is giving examples of people who are living on their wit though the financial outcome is not that good or enough but they enjoy it and like it as he is saying.
 In the third movement, there is turning point when he starts to consider himself (the possibility of quitting). Am I courageous enough to quit, saying take your pension/ take the few pennies that you are giving me and leave my life. In fact if he is poisoned with this toad, he won’t be able. When it comes to loving what he is doing, he won’t be able even if he is provided with the same amount of money. We find people like some teachers, especially college teachers, do not leave easily what they are doing, not only because they are living on this but because they are poisoned with it. After 25 years, they can get the same amount of money staying at home when you retire, but because they are completely poisoned with they are doing/ because they have dreams as it is mentioned in the sixth stanza. 
But I know, all too well, that's the stuff
  That dreams are made on:

So, what they are doing is part of their dream and it is the way to achieve their dreams. Good lecturers come here with dream and the dream has nothing to do with money. It has something to do with creativity. Creativity is not in classes when they are talking but it is back there in their offices when they are trying to do researches trying to help in pushing the cultural heritage of their environment and society forward. Once they quit, they won’t be able to achieve their dream. So, it is not a matter of financial support according to him. He might be courageous to say take your stuff and leave my life but it is that matter of dream which cannot be achieved without being controlled with this poison. (I am doing this example, not only out of my experience but out of what he has mentioned here).
 For something sufficiently toad-like
  Squats in me, too;
Its hunkers are heavy as hard luck,
  And cold as snow,

It is luck. He is not complaining. He is not pity himself. He is describing his job as toad squatting in him on his life plus the social necessity of having the job which is another toad. But he is not expressing any hatred or rejection of what he is doing. He is just questioning is it possible to live free of this toad and then he is referring to it as being luck. 
And will never allow me to blarney
  My way of getting
The fame and the girl and the money
  All at one sitting.

And will never allow me to blarney >>> to blarney >>> to speak about it or to complain.

The fame and the girl and the money

He was speaking of dreams. When it brings to you fame, a girl (someone to love or to share your life with) and money, how can you dismiss it in your life! Part of this poison is one package. If you are to dismiss this toad squatting on your life, it is to dismiss part of your dreams and to stop enjoying fame, money and a girl. And everyone needs such things in his life. And he might mean that job always brings you these things. If someone is assigned to be the head of the university and he is there for years, he just sticks where he is and lives for it. This becomes part of their life. They cannot imagine themselves out of this place. They forget about being lecturers, holders of Ph.D. and have jobs somewhere else and they stick where they are. It is because of these two, money and fame. This is the real poison that is squatting on our life. This extended administrative jobs.
This is part of it because they have been poisoned. It becomes an obsession to what they are doing.
I don't say, one bodies the other
  One's spiritual truth;
But I do say it's hard to lose either,
  When you have both.
What is this (one bodies the other)? He is talking about the toad. There are two toads in his life. One is awaiting outside and one squatting on his body/ on his life inside. So, is there a way to maintain some kind of balance? Awaiting 
I don't say, one bodies the other
  One's spiritual truth;
It is overwhelming their lives extending even to our shadow. It is spiritual truth in our life. 


But I do say it's hard to lose either,

You cannot lose the toad outside and maybe referred to as pain, girl, money (the social needs).
But I do say it's hard to lose either,
  When you have both.
If you have both, it is impossible to lose them. If you have the toad outside that is awaiting named fame, money and the social necessity and the toad within (they are one package)/ if you have both, you cannot lose them. But if you have only the one within without fame and money, then it is easy to quit. Is this what happened with him for the first four years? The four years were insignificant and brought him very little money. Was he thinking of having a wife/ a girl in his life? If you are to examine this poem against to his own life, we said that he is one of the modern writers whose poetry is carrying some features of subjectivity or personal issues. 
I have two reliable websites. If you check any of them, I think you would come with more interpretation of the poem. This is the first reading. And all you need to do is to go back and have a second reading of the text itself.
The two websites are:
http://schoolworkhelper.net/philip-larkins-toads-summary-analysis/
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/

Next week we have an introduction to Seamus Heaney. 
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