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HULL SCRIBBLER’S ADAM CLIFTON SPEAKS TO  

LYN LOCKWOOD OF THE PHILIP LARKIN SOCIETY 

 

n 1976 or 1977, my father and other candidates for an assistant librarian post at the 

University of Hull met Philip Larkin on campus for some beers. Interviews with Larkin 

were the next day. Assuming I’d still have been born, it’s funny to think how different 

my accent could have been, had he got it. Instead, our journey to an open day 33 years later 

started ‘down south’. Another’s memory, and the mysticism of a once-seen, very ‘70s photo 

of campus, is all my evidence – though our refreshments may have been in the same place. 

Yet even without an anecdote, I daresay every University of Hull student has felt the 

legacy of Larkin. At the very least, we must all have used resources in the seven-storey 

Brynmor Jones Library, his workplace from 1955 to his death in 1985; walked through the 

archway of his namesake building; or been in Hull Paragon Interchange and wondered whose 

likeness was in that larger-than-life, mid-stride statue. 

But Larkin, born in Coventry in 1922, was not just our University Librarian for three 

decades; his name is neither heard only on the lips of FACE students trying to find a lecture 

theatre, nor merely that of a seven-foot bronze figure seemingly on its way to catch a train. 

Larkin is widely regarded as the country’s greatest postwar poet, with what Andrew Motion 

called ‘a very English, glum accuracy’ in his musings on 

relationships, emotions, and places. If deprivation, discontent 

and ‘diminished expectations’ typify a poetic voice from an 

era most Hull students won’t have seen, it seems apt to me – 

in our present disquiet and doubt – to refer back to that voice 

and discuss it afresh. Few, if any, keep Larkin’s poetic voice 

alive better than the Philip Larkin Society, and I recently had 

the pleasure of speaking to Lyn Lockwood about what Larkin 

can say to us at this time. 

Lyn is Deputy Chair of the PLS and writes and 

presents the podcast, Tiny In All That Air. ‘I do all sorts for 

the society,’ she says, as we correspond via Twitter and 
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email. ‘I develop merchandise, help to plan events, write articles for our journal, work with 

our volunteers, liaise with other societies, and so on. That’s all in my spare time. I didn’t 

study Larkin at school or university, but I did buy Collected Poems in around 1988 when it 

first came out, from curiosity, really; I was just a voracious reader as a teenager. I still use 

that same copy today.  

‘I began to develop a deeper interest in Larkin as a secondary school English teacher 

when “The Whitsun Weddings” was an A-level set text, and I taught it as a comparative text 

to T.S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land” – which I also discovered for myself as a teenager. My 

teaching colleague Rachael Galletly and I decided to join the PLS to learn more about Larkin; 

nearly ten years later, we are both trustees! I am no longer a teacher (I now work for Citizens 

Advice), so my work for the PLS gives me a great outlet for my continuing love of literature.’ 

 

THE PHILIP LARKIN SOCIETY 

 

s a regular user of Twitter, both personally and on behalf of Scribbler – not to 

mention being a writer in Hull – the existence of a Philip Larkin Society was 

easily discovered and unsurprising to me. Perhaps, though, this flies under the 

radar for many people, some for whom it would be nice to find out more: what is the PLS? 

‘The PLS was set up by 

Hull University in 1995, ten years 

after Larkin’s death, to promote his 

legacy as Britain’s finest poet of 

the twentieth century,’ Lyn tells me. ‘We now have no formal ties to the University; we 

operate as a charity, using funds raised from membership and so on to promote public 

knowledge and understanding of Larkin’s work, interests and contemporaries. We have a 

trustee board of ten members who do the majority of the society work, and a membership of 

around 350 with a growing body of volunteers supporting our social media, events and so on.  

‘For a relatively small organisation we have achieved great things: the Interchange 

statue, the plaque at Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey, the plaque at Kings Cross, and the 

Toads.’ (Here, Lyn references the various toad statues dotted around Hull in honour of 

Larkin’s poem, ‘Toads’ – a source of humour in the local accent – one of which ‘squats’ in 

our very own BJL.) On top of these are the many events, publications – including the journal 
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About Larkin – and, now, a growing social media presence with Twitter, Instagram and the 

podcast, all of which Lyn and her fellow members oversee. 

‘We are currently redesigning our website to be a much fuller repository of all things 

Larkin, developing plans for the celebration of Larkin’s centenary next year, and much more. 

We are very active and very ambitious! Anthony Thwaite was our founding president, 

Professor James Booth is our esteemed literary advisor, and we have some fantastic vice-

presidents who have given us great support: artist Grayson Perry, actor Sir Tom Courtenay 

and former Home Secretary and Hull MP, Alan Johnson. We have recently been joined by 

some new VPs who bring a range of experience: poet Imtiaz Dharker, writer David Quantick, 

sculptor Martin Jennings [maker of the statue], and journalist and broadcaster Rosie Millard.’ 

 

THE PLS AND THE PANDEMIC 

 

t’s certainly nice to know that the PLS has such eminent leadership, comprising names 

that some of us may well have heard, but were unaware they were Larkin aficionados. 

However, in the last year or so we’ve all had major adjustments enforced upon us, and 

despite social media and Zoom, many of us have felt more disconnected than ever. Artists 

and broadcasters have still put out content, though, with some joining the ranks of those who 

adjusted to working from home. So, I query: what has this meant for the PLS? 

 ‘The pandemic has been transformational for the PLS,’ Lyn replies. ‘Mainly because, 

like everyone, we had to look to new ways to communicate and get together. Traditionally, 

our committee meetings took place at the BJL, as did our annual events such as the AGM. I 

live in Sheffield, so it was a bit of a trek (I always love going to Hull, so that was okay), but 

Hull was very much at the centre of what we 

did. With the pandemic putting a 

temporary end to that, we invested in a Zoom 

licence for our meetings, and despite 

missing seeing each other physically, it has really brought great benefits. We can now meet 

more regularly and – even better – meet with members from across the country and around 

the world; we have members coming to meetings from Japan and the US, for example, which 

is fantastic. We have now made a commitment to ensuring all future events have an online 

element. And of course Larkin is the poet of social isolation!’ 
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If that’s the case, I ask, does that mean ‘lockdown’ has been a theme for content and 

discussion, or better yet, that there’s a particular poem of Larkin’s that best speaks to the 

lockdown psyche? 

‘For me,’ Lyn says, ‘the poem that 

came to the fore was “Best Society”: a very 

early poem and a forerunner of “Vers de 

Société” that explores the contradictions of 

enjoying spending time alone.’ The line Lyn singles out is, ‘In short, Our virtues are all 

social’, which, I think, speaks to the unnaturalness of being cut off the way we have been, 

even if (and certainly in my case) there’s something initially appealing about solitude. Lyn 

continues: ‘We talked about it in the “Larkin in Lockdown” podcast that came out in April 

2020 and I even did an embroidery piece based on it! Larkin’s nature poems also struck a 

chord with people as we started to hear the birds around our empty streets: poems like “The 

Trees” and “Spring”. On social media, “The Mower” was frequently quoted: “we should be 

kind while there is still time.”’ (Agreed.) 

Lyn has already offered us some 

choice Larkin poetry relating to lockdown 

to get our teeth into, and indeed, with my 

own 2003 edition of Collected Poems, I 

dutifully look up each poem she has 

referred to that’s in there. It is a 

wonderful collection, and I wonder two 

things: what is Lyn’s personal favourite, 

and which poems are ordinarily favoured 

and discussed most among the PLS? 

‘My Twitter name (@ThatVase) is 

the final sentence of “Home is So Sad”. I 

love that poem because of Larkin’s attention to domestic detail – the “piano stool” and so on 

– and the ambiguity about domestic life. Are we held back by our need to surround ourselves 

with stuff to make ourselves feel happy? Or are we any happier living a “Mr Bleaney”-style 

life where “home” is an empty box?’ (Indeed, in that poem, the room vacated by Mr Bleaney 

is little more than a ‘hired box’ that he ‘[told] himself… was home’.) 

 ‘The tone behind the phrase, “That vase.” – it fascinates me. But I wouldn’t say I 

have a single favourite. “Toads” and “Toads Revisited” always make me laugh; I find “At 
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Grass” and its depiction of retired racehorses very 

moving; and “Broadcast” is very dear to me, not least 

because it gave me the title of the podcast.’ By that, I 

will remind readers, Lyn refers to the line, ‘Your 

hands, tiny in all that air, applauding’, which, if not already known from the poem, might be 

familiar to anyone who’s been to the City Hall, where it’s quoted on the Larkin Trail plaque.  

Lyn also tells me, with some humour, about ‘Dockery and Son’, in part ‘because it 

contains the legendary “awful pie” bought in Sheffield!’ Moreover, it’s a poem that, as Lyn 

says, ‘presents a great question about Larkin’s attitude to family life and having children.’ 

Upon visiting an old acquaintance, Larkin realises with some shock ‘how much of life [has] 

gone’ and how divergent the lives of contemporaries can become, after years. Lyn’s choice 

quote is, ‘Why did he think adding meant increase? To me it was dilution’. Lyn further adds, 

‘Poems that most often come up in the PLS and the on the podcast seem to be “Aubade” and 

“Church Going”, I think because they are such powerful statements of how Larkin saw the 

world and, like all great Larkin poems, contain both humour and terror.’ 

 

LARKIN IN LOCKDOWN 

 

 can indeed empathise with Larkin when he talks about the feeling of waking up around 

four in the morning and the existential fears that can sometimes accompany that 

darkness, silence and solitude. Such things are by no means the preserve of any one type 

of person, but I consider that perhaps artists could be chief among those who would comment 

on it. I wonder how Larkin would have felt about lockdown if he were alive today, and what 

he would have done with whatever free time it may have afforded him, considering the 

restrictions. I also wonder if he would have dealt well with being cooped up at home, and if 

that may have inspired new poetry – tinged either with hope or more of that Larkin glumness. 

‘I try not to be some kind of “voice of Larkin” from beyond the grave,’ says Lyn. 

‘However, I suspect he would have been like many of us. He would have missed his 

colleagues and workplace, going to Lords to watch the cricket, and lunchtimes in the 

University bar. I guess he would have initially liked the extra time to himself, but would it 

have generated more poetry? I’m not sure. He was an observational poet, and a photographer, 

so he needed to be around people and places. He would have made full use of his exercise 

allowance and continued to cycle around East Yorkshire, I should think!’ 

I 

‘The legendary 

“awful pie”’ 



I’m glad Lyn brings up Larkin’s travels around East Yorkshire because I was going to 

bring that up next myself. As a frequent visitor to the Hull and East Yorkshire Eye Hospital, 

I’m often privy to the Larkin displays in there. There’s a cabinet in the reception area – a 

Society achievement from 2012 – that showcases three pairs of Larkin’s glasses, alongside a 

copy of his highly apt 1955 poem, ‘Long Sight in Age’. 

‘I have been privileged to very carefully try on a pair of Larkin’s spectacles,’ Lyn tells 

me, ‘and a string of [Larkin’s partner] Monica’s pop beads!’ 

There are also a few more prominent things that one can’t fail to spot when one sits 

down to wait for an examination: copies of three of the Larkin Trail plaques that were put up 

by the PLS and huge prints of associated photographs. Plaques 03 (Paragon Interchange), 12 

(Hull Royal Infirmary) and 25 

(Spurn Point) make particular reference 

to Larkin’s poems ‘The Whitsun 

Weddings’, ‘How’, ‘The Building’ and 

‘Here’, which show his viewpoints of 

Hull, nearby areas, and the associated 

travelling to and from. Lyn loves the 

Trail: ‘I have often wandered around 

Hull with Rachael, with our copies of 

Collected Poems. We’ve read 

“Broadcast” outside City Hall and 

“Friday Night at the Royal Station 

Hotel” at, well, the Royal Station Hotel; we’ve had drinks in Ye Olde Black Boy and The 

White Hart.’ (Here, Lyn refers to the first two plaques on the Trail – one in the Hotel’s 

lounge and the other at the front entrance – alongside numbers 04, 09 and 10.) 

Both in the focused context of having to sit in a bland waiting area and in the broader 

sense of being in lockdown, I ponder whether the poems quoted on the Trail – which far 

outgrows city limits – speak to a certain wanderlust within all of us. Might they inspire us to 

look closer at and with more appreciation for our immediate surrounds, given that we’ve had 

to live with them for quite some time? Or might they remind us that we’ve got some perfectly 

nice places – places that Larkin said ‘One can go ten years without seeing… yet they are 

always there’ – right on our doorsteps, begging us to go for a walk or a bicycle ride? 

‘I’m fascinated by the roads out of Hull into East Yorkshire,’ Lyn responds, ‘that 

Larkin would have cycled along, and that move from city through industry and then into the 
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Yorkshire Wolds. I find them strangely beautiful, particularly because of their flatness, I 

think (especially coming from the mountainous Sheffield.)’ Lyn also confirms Larkin’s 

fascination with place: ‘His part in the design and construction of Brynmor Jones library as 

such a magnificent piece of architecture and “place” in itself was a huge achievement.  

‘Larkin, writing under the pseudonym Brunette Coleman in the 1943 essay “What Are 

We Writing For”, describes his love of reading about England, as opposed to more “exotic” 

overseas locations, saying, “To my mind, there is nowhere so glamorous as England, with its 

public parks, its daffodils, young girls taking out dogs, old copies of The Tatler…” 

Sometimes that is interpreted as Larkin’s antipathy to foreign countries, but I think it reflects 

more strongly his love of Britishness. Poems like “Here”, “The Large Cool Store” and 

“Essential Beauty” show Larkin just standing and looking and thinking about what is around 

him and if he can make poetry out of advertising hoardings and department stores. Overseas 

travel does seem rather unnecessary, certainly from a creative viewpoint anyway.’ 

 

A RUMOURED CITY 

 

s much as I personally long for it, I have to agree with Lyn about overseas travel; 

inspiration can be found in abundance much closer to home. Larkin would 

probably have agreed, too; some of his most famous words aren’t even from his 

poetry, but from the foreword he wrote to the anthology A Rumoured City. It is probably 

quite well documented that Hull didn’t immediately impress Larkin when he was new here – 

leading some to conclude he hated it – but it rubbed off on him over time. After a while, it 

had him saying words that certainly resonate 

with me after my eight years here: ‘People are 

slow to leave it, quick to return. And there are 

others who come, as they think, for a year or 

two, and stay a lifetime.’ He himself, of course, would do just that, which begs the question: 

is Hull a city that, despite our initial reservations, grows on us and compels us to stay? 

Larkin speaks of the ‘end-of-the-line sense of freedom’ one gets when one arrives 

here on the train, and I don’t know about others, but I completely understand it. I’ve been told 

that Hull is a contender for being the most poetic city in the country – or, as Larkin might 

have said, ‘Hull is good’ at ‘not prevent[ing]’ poetry – and I, with my own artistic drive, can 

certainly feel an indefinable, invisible something that inspires art in this city. I think that 
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Larkin’s description of Hull as ‘a city that is 

in the world, yet sufficiently on the edge of it 

to have a different resonance’ is the most 

appropriate I’ve ever heard. So, what of Lyn 

and the Society’s feelings on those 

sentiments, given that Lyn herself has never 

lived in Hull, instead having grown up in 

Hertfordshire before moving to Sheffield at 

18? 

 ‘My mother’s family were from Hull and my mum likes to think she would have 

walked past Larkin, as she lived and worked very close to the University and Pearson Park 

[the location of Larkin’s flat] in the 1960s. Since joining the PLS, I have spent much more 

time there, of course, and I can see the attraction of the city. The University campus is 

magnificent, and I have been privileged to go on a tour of Larkin’s office and the Library. I 

would love to be able to go into the flat and look through the “high windows” there, and 

maybe one day I will be able to do that. Our chair lives on Newland Park – a few doors away 

from Larkin’s last home – and worked with Larkin at the University.’  

The ‘high windows’ Lyn refers to are taken from Larkin’s famous poem of the same 

name – another in a growing list of poems that show Larkin for what he was (indeed, what 

any artist is): a keen observer. His words tell us what his eyes saw, and those of us inclined to 

think this way – but too young to know – will wonder about the Hull that inspired Larkin. ‘I 

love to sit at Hessle Foreshore and look out across the Humber – it really is a beautiful 

estuary,’ Lyn begins. ‘I like to imagine Hull before the bridge, when the docks were still in 

place, and you had to get the ferry across to the Lincolnshire side: the Hull that Larkin first 

encountered. So, yes, I can see lots that is inspirational and mysterious about Hull.’ 

 

A RELEVANT LEGACY 

 

t is my understanding that Larkin turned down the Poet Laureateship in part because he 

felt he had long ceased to be meaningful poet. As Lyn justly points out, it was offered in 

1984, just over a year before he died of oesophageal cancer, and he ‘had all but stopped 

writing poetry at that point’. If he had been in a fit enough state of health, though, Lyn would 

still have been glad he did not take up the offer because she ‘always read[s] the next Laureate 
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poem with dread’, even if the poet is a great one. ‘Being Laureate is definitely a dubious 

honour,’ she says, adding that they need enough media savvy and experience to carry out the 

role. As for a poet’s meaningfulness or relevance, either in their own time or a later one, that 

is for others to decide. 

 ‘I would say Larkin is incredibly 

relevant today,’ Lyn offers. ‘We still wrestle 

with all the same themes: love, fear of death, 

loneliness, the consolation of nature, work, 

shopping, family, leisure, music, friendship, 

old age, religion. You hear Larkin’s lines in 

the media all the time; he is quoted in tv dramas, novels, songs, journalism. Just look at the 

interest in the recent biography of Monica Jones – it hasn’t been very flattering to either 

Philip or Monica, unfortunately – but the public interest is still huge. He is an integral part of 

our national identity, without a doubt.’ 

At the moment, I feel obliged to think on the challenges and changes affecting our 

‘national identity’, such as it is, and to what extent we can continue to accommodate one such 

as Larkin into our modern, ‘woke’ world. Lyn tactfully tells me that ‘Larkin’s legacy is 

always going to be re-evaluated with every new generation, as with every writer and artist, 

which is inevitable, and I think these arguments are immensely important. 

‘However, I do think there is an argument to be made that we need to separate 

Larkin’s work from his private life and letters. The letters from Larkin that caused the most 

distress to modern ears (mine included) were written mainly to his closest intimates – 

Kingsley Amis and Monica – with absolutely no intention of publication. Larkin instructed 

Monica to burn his diaries because they were not for public reading. And who of us would 

want our most secret conversations, texts, letters and 

DMs made public? They were written at a time when 

racism, both in public and at home, was often not 

challenged and sexism was institutionalised. 

‘Even then, though, Amis and Larkin knew 

that what they were writing would not be seen as 

funny or acceptable by everyone. But if you look at 

Larkin’s letters to Barbara Pym, for example, you can see his immensely kind, polite and 

supportive side. He absolutely championed Pym through all her professional life. I see his 

letters to Amis as his release valve, where he could be as rude and as crass as he wanted. We 
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all have a friend like that. The Society aims to celebrate Larkin’s poetry and to support the 

development of knowledge and understanding of Larkin, but not particularly to “defend” him. 

There are some people who feel that Larkin’s private views on some issues outweigh his 

worth as a writer; he is, to many people, controversial. That’s their view and we respect that.’ 

I would be inclined to agree; Larkin’s poetry is what is and should be celebrated, first 

and foremost. I’ve valued, for eight years, my (admittedly tenuous) connection to Larkin, so I 

now refer back to my fellow students who, regardless of their Larkin nous, are affected by his 

legacy to this day. I’m conscious that every cohort of ‘new eyes each year’ brings us further 

and further away from Larkin’s time. (With this, I reference my favourite Larkin poem, which 

bears that name, and can be found 

quoted at number 18 on the Trail: the 

entrance to the BJL.) Larkin was there 

at the very foundation of what is 

our most celebrated campus building, 

though it has, of course, changed a lot 

since then. One wonders if these ‘new 

eyes’ need more to enable them to 

appreciate the legacy of the man who sextupled its book collection in his tenure and whose 

former office you can still visit, if you ask nicely. 

Lyn says, ‘I went to the brilliant New Eyes Each Year exhibit, which celebrated 

Larkin as part of Hull UK City of Culture 2017, and took the wonderful “Larkin tour” of the 

Library. I also attended the Grayson Perry PLS Special Guest Lecture at the University that 

year and was lucky enough to meet Grayson himself.’ As for a lasting legacy, Lyn adds, ‘I’ve 

heard some people say that the library should now be the “Philip Larkin Library”. But it was 

Larkin who proposed that it be called Brynmor Jones Library, and so that choice is itself part 

of Larkin’s legacy. I like to think Larkin subtly pervades the city and I would hope that 

students and new arrivals can seek him out for themselves.’ 

 

GETTING INVOLVED IN THE FUTURE 

 

inally, then, I ask Lyn how our readers can, indeed, find out more about and get 

involved with the PLS if they’re interested, and what the PLS has planned for the 

future (Covid permitting). F 
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‘There is a student membership rate of £10 which is excellent value: have a look at 

philiplarkin.com. We are on Twitter and Instagram and you can email or Tweet if you want to 

get in touch. I’m always looking for new guests for the podcast and new ideas for topics. 

Future plans include podcasts on horror Larkin, Sidney Bechet and Monica Jones. We are 

working on events with Coventry UK City of Culture 2021 and the Alliance of Literary 

Societies, for whom we will be hosting their AGM weekend next year. We are developing 

our website and are looking for contributors for articles, blogs and poetry analysis of Larkin. 

‘Next year is Larkin100, so we hope to 

have events hosted by organisations around the 

country, celebrating Larkin’s connections with 

places as diverse as Belfast, Bridport, Oxford, 

Sark, Leicester, Wellington and Swansea. We 

love hearing from new people of all 

backgrounds who want to get involved.’ 

Well, there it is. Next year is the 

hundredth anniversary of Larkin’s birth, and 

we have an excellent opportunity to get 

involved in the PLS and their fantastic work. 

The Tiny In All That Air podcast on Anchor is 

an easy Google search away; the ‘Larkin in 

Lockdown’ episode from last April, and many 

more besides, can be found there. The 

Society’s website (philiplarkin.com) has plenty to get your teeth into – including info on New 

Eyes Each Year, Larkin25, and the Larkin Toads – and I personally recommend the Larkin 

Trail (see thelarkintrail.co.uk). All that’s left for me to do now, then, is giving my sincerest 

thanks to Lyn Lockwood for her time, patience, and for contributing the bulk of this article. 

 

The editorial team at Hull Scribbler would like to offer their condolences to the Philip Larkin 

Society and to the family and friends of Anthony Thwaite, who passed away on 22 April, aged 

90. An esteemed poet himself, he was a longstanding friend of Larkin and became the latter’s 

literary executor upon his death, as well as editing Collected Poems. He was the Society’s 

president from its inception in 1995, and was present at both the unveiling of the Larkin 

statue in 2010 and Poets’ Corner in 2016. Larkin wrote, ‘Your poems stand for a decency of 

feeling and an alertness of mind that a great many people consistently fail to equal.’ 


