
An Arundel Tomb 

 

This poem takes on the form of situational poem, or an anecdote, and sparks off a 

wider meditation. The speaker sees the tomb, which is the medieval (“pre-baroque”) effigy of 

a noble couple, and notices that they are holding hands. This couple was Richard Fitzalen, the 

tenth Earl of Arundel, and his second wife, Eleanor of Lancaster. The event that inspired “An 

Arundel Tomb” was a visit Larkin and Monica Jones paid to Chichester Cathedral in the 

winter of 1955-6. The poem acknowledges that the couple’s handholding pose is probably “A 

sculptor’s sweet commissioned grace” and a “stone fidelity/ They hardly meant”. After the 

poem’s publication Larkin discovered that the linked hands were added when the monument 

was restored in Victorian times. He, however, did not feel that this new knowledge 

invalidated his poem in any way. 

 

Rhyme Scheme and Structure 

 

The technique is masterly and the poem is beautiful. The integrated ABBCAC rhyme 

scheme with its understated use of minor rhyme words (“until”, “and”, “in”, “they”), and the 

natural linking of the last three stanzas are typical features. See also how the gentle “tender” 

is framed within the alliterative “sharp... shock”; how “Persisted” is withheld to the start of 

the next stanza, somehow increasing its obstinate, enduring sense; how breaking the line 

between “light” and “Each summer” seems to imitate the repetitive renewal of the years, and 

breaking the line between “bright” and “Litter of birdcalls” has an almost onomatopoeic 

effect; how the alliterated phrase “smoke in slow suspended skeins” lingers like the smoke 

itself. 

 

Analysis 

 

Beautiful and often lyrical, with resonant, affirmative final line, “An Arundel Tomb” 

has given rise to widely varied critical interpretations. Many of these focus on arguments 

about Larkin’s pessimism or optimism: how much weight can we attach to that final line, in 

light of the constant interplay between the stone love-story that has “Persisted” linked 

through “altered people” to an “unarmorial age” when time has changed the air to “soundless 

damage”, on the one hand; and, on the other, the suggestions that lasting love is a delusion, 

an “Untruth” they “hardly meant” and no more than “a sculptor’s sweet commissioned grace? 



Thrown off”? If we consider the character of the speaker, it is clear that “An Arundel Tomb” 

is a typically Larkinesque complex: a structure in which different and contradictory impulses 

make a tense and dynamic whole, never likely to be resolved. The speaker is sensitive to the 

“sharp tender shock”, and his desire to believe in the ideal of enduring love can be heard in 

the effort he puts into “almost-instinct almost true”. However, he is also cynical enough to 

place the defining word “Untruth” at the start of a line and the ironic use of the heraldic 

“blazon” in the same stanza. There is no resolution of the dilemma here, only tension till the 

very end. 

There is another aspect of the poem we must also consider⸻ its concern with the 

ways which people, their lives and their stories are made. Lacanian theory, echoed in many of 

Larkin’s poems, for example, “Dombey and Son”, proposes that our birth, and subsequently 

our childhood, bring with them “innate assumptions”. These assumptions determine our 

HABIT and eventually harden into all we have got, in other words, CHARACTER. 

Suggestions that life deprives us of freedom and steadily hardens us can be found in many of 

Larkin’s other poems. These images of life undergoing a metamorphosis into something 

lifeless and fixed, are determinist. Larkin’s frequent return to these ideas is a testament to his 

concern with existential questions about what, if anything at all, constitutes freedom; and 

where, if anywhere at all, lies an individual’s human essence. 

With “An Arundel Tomb” we can attempt to follow the metamorphosis of the stone 

couple through time, remembering that the undercutting irony of this essay in enduring love 

is the fact that the entire story takes place after death. At the start of the poem, death has 

already deprived the Earl and Countess of individuality. Their faces are “blurred” clothing 

“vaguely shown”. So far, change is simple hardening: his “jointed armour” and the cloth she 

wears “stiffened”. Memorial convention has provided them with little dogs under their feet, 

which render them “absurd”. As far as the speaker is concerned, this transformation into 

effigy is unremarkable. The reason for the poem is that “sharp tender shock” of their joined 

hands, the three words hard-soft-hard in their sound and meaning. 

In the third stanza the speaker introduces the question of mind in a negative: “They 

would not think....” The Earl’s and Countess’s minds are local in both space and time: the 

joined hands are for “friends” and not for “long”. Instead, their thoughts are continued by the 

sculptor they commissioned, and focus on prolonging their names rather than their 

relationship. The couple’s expectations are utterly wrong. Very early in their “stationary 

voyage” through time, their dependent community (“the tenantry”) disappears and people can 

no longer read Latin. So, the “names around the base” they thought to preserve are quickly 



rendered meaningless, and attention focuses on the accident (hands held) they “hardly meant” 

instead.  

Because of this context the phrase “Rigidly they/ Persisted” becomes ambiguous. On 

the surface it would seem to present the couple as determined, their effigy surviving the 

centuries. In the context of their short-sighted hopes, however, it comes to have a different 

implication. The ambiguity of this phrase suggests that the couple are now prisoners of their 

stone existence. Nothing they intended has come to pass, and something they did not intend is 

happening. Trapped in their hardened stone casing, they are impotent to protest, and must 

endure and suffer this “Untruth”. The speaker contrasts their helpless rigidity with the fluid 

continuity of nature, its seasonal round, and time which brings “endless altered people”. 

The metaphor “washing at their identity” makes this point clear. Their rigidity in 

stone is likened to a rock in the fluid sea of nature and change. Their “identity” has changed 

from what they had intended, and the “endless people” have, like water eroding over 

centuries, washed them into a new shape. In other words, time has projected a new identity 

and meaning unto them, gradually, inevitably. In the final four stanzas, then, a conflict 

between the couple’s intention, and the inevitable and contrary action of time and nature 

upon them, is described. They have no chance of victory. The power of “time” (including its 

snows. Sunlight and birdsong) to “transfigure” them is unchallenged.  

“An Arundel Tomb” explores the existential question, but with a wry and humorous 

obliqueness. In the early part of the twentieth century, existentialism examined the new post-

religion consciousness. Put simply, the modern individual does not believe in an eternal 

“soul” or essence that comes from God. When we are born, we exist, but our SELF or 

individual essence is a blank. Starting from this premise, philosophers proceeded towards two 

insights. First, the self-consciousness in a being subject to death is inherently absurd because 

death and consciousness are contradictions. To say “I AM NOT” is a contradiction, an 

absurdity, because the pronoun “I” asserts consciousness and therefore existence. The 

absurdity of life is also apparent in the mismatch between a tiny consciousness and a vast 

universe. Secondly, that we can pursue and achieve true freedom through our actions: the 

way we live, if we live free from constraints, will create our individual self, our essence. This 

is essentially a very broad summary; but it clearly shows how Larkin has comically moved 

the goalposts in the version he provides.  

“An Arundel Tomb” asks: how do we attempt to make meaningful lives for 

ourselves? Can we do so? In answer, the poem shows that the Earl and Countess attempted to 

do this and failed. They now suggest a meaning that conflicts with their intentions. Their 



attempt to make a meaningful monument lost its intended meaning quickly after their death; 

and worse, it grew another quite different meaning over succeeding centuries. These 

individuals had no choice or freedom. Their helpless efforts had no chance against the power 

of nature and time. The metaphor of water “washing at” stone, and contrast shown between 

their rigidity and the fluid continuity of nature, adds a further comment on metamorphoses. It 

seems that human efforts are artificial, and tend to harden, to petrify; whereas a long, patient, 

and completely unpredictable process of time and nature renders those hardened human 

memorials impotent, or distorts them into falsehood. 

The comic element in “An Arundel Tomb” comes from its original perspective on the 

problem. Far from considering life from its starting-point of birth, this poem uses the starting-

point of death. Larkin always insisted that much of his verse was intended to be amusing, and 

we can imagine him laughing as he wrote about a couple struggling, posthumously, with 

existential doubt! 


