Cut Grass
Cut grass lies frail:
Brief is the breath
Mown stalks exhale.
Long, long the death

It dies in the white hours
Of young-leafed June
With chestnut flowers,
With hedges snowlike strewn,

White lilac bowed,
Lost lanes of Queen Anne's lace,
And that high-builded cloud
Moving at summer's pace
.

 ‘Cut Grass’ is one of the shortest famous poems by Philip Larkin (1922-85). Completed in June 1971, the poem was published in Larkin’s last volume of poems, High Windows, in 1974. It’s a short lyric about newly cut grass, hovering between celebration and mourning. 

Ambulances
Closed like 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
A wild white face that overtops
Red stretcher-blankets momently
As it is carried in and stowed,

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
Unreachable inside a room
The trafic parts to let go by
Brings closer what is left to come,
And dulls to distance all we are.
Ambulances Summary

‘Ambulances’ is an exploration of the pervading sense of death that occurs in constrained societies; in cities, especially, death is ever-present due to the differing ages of the population, the inherent risk of city life, and other factors. Although nowadays, death is far less common than it was in, say, the Medieval era, there is still a stigma and a fear surrounding the question of death, and it is perhaps this reason that led Larkin to exploring it in poetry.

‘Ambulances’ follows the route of an ambulance through rush hour in the city, chartering its course and its meaning.

 Ambulances Analysis
Philip Larkin’s “Ambulances” exemplifies the hollowness of life in the face of death.The poet’s ease and conversational tone is juxtaposed with the eeriness of reality. Calvin Bedient asserts:”Larkin is unillusioned with a metaphysical zero in his bones. “Ambulances” highlights the pragmatics of life and contrasts it with the inevitability of death.

The symbol of the ambulance at once emblematizes death. They are like ‘closed confessionals’. Sitting in the ambulance, one is like an open book outpouring all the woes of life mentally and is ultimately resigned to fate. In both the ambulance and the confessional, the last resort is submitting oneself to God. When apprehended as a symbol of death, it is indeed ‘closed’ as Death possesses no openings. The ‘silence’ of death is juxtaposed against the ‘loud noons of the cities.’ The noon is glaring and so are the glances that the ambulance receives. However, it does not return any of these stares as it is totally apathetic to the practicalities of life. The phrase “Light glossy grey” though it refers to the colours of the ambulance, they may also allude to the various stages in life. The Light, the infant stage; the Glossy, the prime of youth; and the grey, the aged individual. It reiterates how individuals in all walks of life are vulnerable to the universal phenomenon, and :”All streets in time are visited.” The ambulance may come to rest on any kerb, any person may be the victim regardless of criteria. It may be children strewn on steps or road, or ladies coming from shops amongst the smells of dinner. People consume ‘dinner’ or food as a basic prerequisite to life; here the smell of it lingers as Death holds the centre stage. Bodies are carried away only to be ‘stowed’ away like the blankets. The colour ‘red’ signifying blood and the ‘white’ face add to the gloomy atmosphere of the poem.

The ‘solving emptiness’ stresses the existential dilemma of man. His doings and achievements are reduced to nihilism in the confrontation with death. People reaffirm the truth for a second as it dawns on them with its omnipotent force.

“So permanent and blank and true.”It is a persistent reality,as much as it is blank and hollowly secretive. As the doors of the ambulance unfasten, people exclaim in sympathy. However, this sympathy is more than empathy; it is directed at themselves, who may perhaps be the next victims.

In the fourth stanza, the poet shifts the scene to the interior of the ambulance. The patient senses the sudden “shut of loss,” the fear that death is around the corner. One wonders when Death is portrayed as a universal phenomenon; he projects the victims of death in this poem predominantly as women. Perhaps his misogynistic views attribute to this aspect. The last defining moment of the poem, also has the woman apprehending the unavoidable fear. Perhaps, is the poet suggesting that fear is essentially feminine? She is cut off from familial ties that are the dearest to her, and all ideas of fashion pale into insignificance here. Individual tastes and differences no longer matter. The poet is slightly satiric here. In his “Whitsun Weddings” also, he projects women as “parodies of fashion.” The victim is far from the ‘exchange of love’, distanced from the give and take of love. The ‘traffic parts’ are side-stepped: all the directions and guidances received in life are of no consequence on the threshold of Death.

“And dulls to distance all we are.”

On an encounter with Ambulances, we are left with a sense of desolation and are isolated as Death is. All sense of materialism is reduced to naught.

Historical Background

Part of Larkin’s fear of death stems from the disease that Monica Jones, his friend, and eventual girlfriend, suffered from in 1983. Her symptoms were so severe, effecting so much of her life, that regular care became a necessary evil for her, and she moved into Larkin’s home so that he could tend to her. Two years later, Philip Larkin himself began to suffer from symptoms of oesophageal cancer, and he died on 2 December 1985, at the age of 63, after having collapsed just the previous month.

He is buried at Cottingham municipal cemetery, near Hull, close to the entrance
