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Philip Larkin
‘Afternoons’ 
Philip Larkin

Summer is fading:
The leaves fall in ones and twos
From trees bordering
The new recreation ground.
In the hollows of afternoons
Young mothers assemble
At swing and sandpit
Setting free their children.

Behind them, at intervals,
Stand husbands in skilled trades,
An estateful of washing,
And the albums, lettered
Our Wedding, lying
Near the television:
Before them, the wind
Is ruining their courting-places

That are still courting-places
(But the lovers are all in school),
And their children, so intent on
Finding more unripe acorns,
Expect to be taken home.
Their beauty has thickened.
Something is pushing them
To the side of their own lives.
General Comments 


The poet, is observing a society of which he does not feel a part, this is a rather sad look at the passing of time. The opening lines set a scene of the ordinary: the play area in a recreation ground. The summer is fading slowly and the leaves are beginning to fall, there is a feeling of loss, of the passing of time. The fullness of the summer is over, but there seems nothing to show for it. There is activity in the poem in the ‘swing' and ‘sandpit'. But this happy scene is interrupted by the phrase ‘mothers setting free their children', this phrase implies that escape is needed from this modern and sterile environment.



The mothers' lives on the estate which is hung with washing is a normality. Larkin says their ‘husbands in skilled trades', so shows the social structure of the society. For Larkin, objects are frequently used as symbols of class or of ways of life. The wedding album and the television (remembering that the poem was written in 1959 when not everyone owned a television) was a sign of modest affluence. Larkin can be accused of being patronising in this poem - looking down upon the society which he is observing.

There is no beauty in the recreation ground with its windswept courting places; the scene is rather bleak, despite the trees. This bleakness is part of the mood of the poem and linked to the sense of time having passed. ‘But the lovers are all in school', makes it clear that the younger generation have taken over the courting places since the mothers were lovers there. Until this point the mood of the poem has been slow, but now the line made up of one brief, four-word sentence brings the reader to attention: ‘Their beauty has thickened'. Not long ago, these mothers were the young girls, but now their youthful beauty is fading and their bodies beginning to thicken with the birth of their children and the monotonous nature of their lives. They are being denied vitality and meaning by ‘something', which is marginalising them and pushing them aside. Is this ‘Something' the dull routine of family life? 

Afternoons is striking for its use of words ending in ‘ing'. Larkin was a careful wordsmith who made many drafts and redrafts of his poems. Why did he choose thirteen ‘ing' words in a poem of only 25 lines? The continuous presence of, for example: ‘is fading', and ‘is pushing', conveys the peaceful sense of continuously passing time more effectively than the more clipped present tense: fades, pushes. Apart from ‘swing', the ‘ -ing' suffix means that the words are two or three syllables long. This too, accentuates the feel of the inescapable flow of time. The enjambment further emphasises the sense of flowing time, giving more impact to the short line in the final stanza mentioned above. The use of harmonising long vowel sounds and soft consonants throughout also contributes to the poem's peaceful lull.





________________________________________

'"Afternoons"'" 



The poem opens with the suggestion of time passing, of summer drawing to a close, and this sense of decay and decline is developed through the rest of the poem. The poet watches housewives and their children gather each afternoon in the municipal playground and imagines their common experience: marriage, children, the daily routine of housework, the acquisition of household goods. He imagines, too, the uneventful future stretching before them, the repetition of similar afternoons, and concludes with a poignant reflection on our powerlessness in the face of time: 



Their beauty has thickened. 

Something is pushing them 

To the side of their own lives 



What dominates the poem is a melancholy sense of the endless cycle of time, of growth and decay. Summer is 'fading', the leaves falling in 'ones and twos' signifying its barely noticeable passage. This image sets the pattern for the rest of the poem, for in taking up the subject of the women's lives, Larkin sees in them the same natural phenomenon of cyclical growth and decay. These afternoons are described as 'hollows', as if they represent a lull or trough in these women's lives. The children they 'set free' to play are shortly to be 'set free' of them when they launch out on lives of their own and continue the cycle of birth, growth and death. 'Behind' these women stretches the past that has led up to this present, the accumulation of individual experience which is so universal as to be identical. Larkin's description of their past suggests a dull uniformity, a cramped existence: marriage, work, domestic routine, material goods. The women share a common and equally uneventful future. Before them lie the erosions of time. The wind is 'ruining' their courting places in a gradual decay, courting places which are now familiar to the next generation, who will in their turn follow an identical pattern. Their children, 'so intent on/ Finding more unripe acorns' are themselves 'unripe acorns', manifestations of the endless continuity of time. Children and mothers are locked into routine (the children 'Expect to be taken home'), inevitably and inescapably bound by the onward flow of time and a gradual change so slow as to be barely perceptible (like the falling leaves at the poem's opening). The 'new' recreation ground is only momentarily 'new', for like the mothers' courting places it too will be 'ruined' by the wind of time. The women themselves are suspended in a long, empty ('hollow') interval in their lives: 'Their beauty has thickened'. Youth and beauty have passed, they have given birth to the future generations and now begins the slow decline towards old age and death. 



'Something is pushing them/To the side of their own lives'. Larkin's language combines simplicity and profundity: the simplicity of the image expresses a complex notion of our own powerlessness in the face of the universal cycle of generation. ‘
Afternoons’ by Philip Larkin- Study Notes
Produced by Miss Johnston’s Senior Pupils
Summary:
‘Afternoons’ is a poem about young mothers and their mundane lives as they have given up their own lives after child birth to look after their children.

The poem opens with the suggestion of the time passing, of Summer drawing to a close, and the sense of decay and decline through the rest of the poem.  Philip Larkin watches the mothers and their child gather each afternoon in the playground and imagines their common experiences: Marriage, children and the daily routine of housework.  He imagines the future stretching before them, the repetition of similar afternoons and concludes with the reflection on the inevitable passage of time.

This is a melancholy poem, about the inevitability of change and the passing of youth.
The lives of the young mothers in the poem seem sad and unfulfilled. They are ruled by their demanding children (who 'expect' to be taken home) and pushed 'to the side of their own lives' (which suggests that they now live for
others not themselves). The mothers' lives seem regimented – they 'assemble' (a word with a much more formal connotation than 'meet') at swing and sandpit, and the landmarks of their lives, 'at intervals' behind them,
appear predestined. Their children are the ones with the energy - they are the ones who must be set free, who play at the vigorously-alliterating 'swing and sandpit', who seize the unripe acorns (a symbol of their impatience to seize the world, perhaps).
The mothers' courting-places- symbols of their own youth - are still courting places, 'but the lovers are all in school', signs that a new generation is supplanting them. Indeed, Larkin drains the young mothers' lives of the romance they must once have had - their wedding albums lie abandoned by the television (which presumably receives more attention than they do), and there is perhaps a bitter pun on the word 'lying'. For them, there is only 'an
estateful of washing', a metaphor for their domestic drudgery, and a beauty that is thickening (coarsening, a sign of the end to their youthful good looks).
The title 'Afternoons' symbolizes the point in their lives that these women have reached: not yet the evening of old age, but no longer the morning of childhood, either. Their 'summer is fading', as Larkin puts it, a second symbolic use of time in the poem. Notice the number of images of fading or ending: the end of the day, the end of summer, the falling leaves, the memories of their wedding, the fading of their courting-places, their beauty, control over their own lives. But Larkin contrasts this with images of the new: the newness of the recreation ground (and, by implication, the new estate), the newness of the women as mothers, the newness of the lovers taking over the old courtingplaces, the unripeness of the acorns. Newness is an unattractive idea in the poem, a poignant contrast with the lives the women find slipping from them. The afternoons for them are 'hollows' - an ambiguous word suggesting
both welcome shelter (from what? the domestic chores behind them? or the approaching evening ahead?) and hollowness, emptiness. The poem is full of verbs ending in '-ing', suggesting the gradualness with which this change is creeping over them; indeed, in the final two lines of the poem Larkin is no more specific than to write 'something' is pushing them. For them, as for all of us, it is happening without anyone really noticing.
Mothers:

-          Young mothers 

-          Lots of responsibility 

-          Care takers 

-          Thickened beauty 

-          Bored/routine 

-          Ageing

Fathers :

-          Only sometimes / intervals 

-          Skilled workers 

-          Love lost 

Kids:

-          “Unripe acorns” 

-          Full of energy 

-          Swings = sand 

-          - re-creation of the mothers, circle of life

Themes:
Passage of time

Love

Change

Everyday life/ Mundane life

Tone:
Melancholy

Slow paced 

Nostalgic

Techniques:
Word Choice

Symbolism

Tone

Enjambment

 use of –ing

Key Quotes:
“Afternoons” – Title/plural / represents many afternoons, middle part of life / routine / repetitive/symbolism.

 “summer is fading “ – Seasons represent stages of life/going in to Autumn/decay & decline/ signifying change/ the image sets the pattern for the rest of the poem, for the subject of the women’s lives.  Larkin sees in them the same natural cycle of growth and decay/symbolism for their stage of life

“The leaves fall in ones and twos” – Shows the time of year / going into autumn, shows decay & decline is gradual/ nothing happens suddenly/ suggests the overall gloomy, thoughtful tone of the poem.

“The new recreation ground” – The woman have re-created their children/ ‘new’ aspect of the poem/ word choice of recreation ground.

“hollows” – Shows the emptiness / empty, lonely lives/ word choice.

“ assemble” – Shows the routine / used to it/ link to army/ regimented/ formal/ word choice.

“Setting free their children” – Children set free / move on/ contrast with mothers who are tied down

“Behind them at intervals” – Their husbands are only the occasionally / Highlights distance/ long term, older relationship/ lost passion, romance.

“Behind them...
Before them”- Sense of the women being trapped/ claustrophobic in their uneventful, unexciting lives.

“Stand husbands in skilled trade” – Normal and boring/ uneventful/ mundane/dull.

“An estateful of washing” – Responsibilty of mothers/highlights the fact set in estate and its connotations/normal/boring/ordinary.

“And the albums, lettered
Our Wedding, lying
Near the television”- Lost romance in relationship/ television gets more attention than relationship/ love has            changed with time.
“But the lovers are still in school” – Time passing / leaving behind/ mothers have been replaced by new generation/ they can no longer be regarded as ‘lovers’ because their relationship is too old and lost the ‘spark’.

“Beauty has thickened” shows their youth and beauty have are passing/ they have given birth to the future generation and now begin the slow decline to old age.

“Unripe acorns”- Symbolism for children in the poem/ they are not yet ‘ready’ but soon will be/ passage of time.

“Something is pushing them

To the side of their own lives”- Last two lines of the poem/ they are no longer the priority in their lives/ sums up the main messages of the poem- growing older, new generation growing up, they are passed the ‘peak’ in their lives.

Past Paper Questions
1. Choose a poem which is strongly linked to a specific location.

Show how the poet captures the essence of the location and exploits this to explore an important theme.

2. Choose a poem in which the poet explores one of the following emotions: anguish, dissatisfaction, regret, loss.

Show how the poet explores the emotion and discuss to what extent he or she is successful in deepening your understanding of it.

3. Choose a poem in which contrast is important in developing theme.

Explore the poet’s use of contrast and show why it is important in developing a key theme of the poem.

4. Choose a poem which depicts a particular stage of life, such as childhood, adolescence, middle age, old age.

Discuss how effectively the poet evokes the essence of this stage of life.

5. Choose a poem in which the central concern(s) is/are clarified for you in the closing lines.

Show how these closing lines provide an effective clarification of the central concern(s) of the poem.

6. Choose a poem in which the creation of mood or atmosphere is an important feature.

Show how the poet creates the mood or atmosphere, and discuss its importance in your appreciation of the poem as a whole.

7. Choose a poem which seems to you to be critical of a person or a point of view.

Discuss how effectively this criticism is presented by the poet.

8. Choose a poem in which either nature or time is presented as a destructive force.

Discuss how effectively the poet presents nature or time in this way.

9. Choose a poem in which the tone is sinister or seductive or cynical.

Show how the poem creates this tone and discuss its relative importance in your appreciation of the poem.
Additional Notes

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


