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John Kemp’s Epistolary Fantasy: Failed Escapism in Philip Larkin’s Jill 
 
Critics of Philip Larkin’s novel Jill (1946) have predominantly discussed such themes and 
issues as its questionable aesthetic quality; its autobiographical elements, especially 
since the publication of Larkin’s letters; representation of class diTerence and social 
alienation; and gender and sexuality, particularly homosexuality, lesbianism, and 
heterosexual freedom. A fascinating theme that has received little critical attention is the 
metafictional representation of failed escapist fantasy writing.  
 
In my paper I will examine John’s development as a writer of epistolary fantasy that 
ultimately results in failed escapism. I will draw upon Tolkien’s distinction between escape 
and escapism and his formulation of high fantasy literature as involving escape for the 
purposes of recovering lost truths resulting in consolation and transformation of self. I 
argue that John’s writing of letters to a fictitious figure Jill, developing a short story about 
Jill’s young life at boarding school, and then creating fictitious letters and diaries written by 
this Jill figure all represent a flawed fantasy sub-creation that brings no consolation nor 
self-transformation but, rather, results in physical violence, personal illness, despondency, 
and further social alienation.  
 
Moreover, John’s production and consumption of his own escapist writing recover a 
paradoxical if not self-contradictory relativism. Whereas the truths recovered in the 
fantasy escape of mythopoeic writers like George MacDonald, Lord Dunsany, J. R. R. 
Tolkien, and C. S. Lewis bring personal consolation by reaTirming such permanent things 
as virtue, love, and nobility, John’s escapism brings a renewed existential angst. I conclude 
by suggesting his failed fantasy conflates opposites resulting in the nihilistic conclusion 
that nothing really matters, that all personal choice and free will are mere illusions, and 
that human existence is overdetermined by impersonal, amoral, disinterested fate.  
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