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 ñA few green leaves can make such a difference.ò ð Miss Grundy, A Few Green Leaves 

G reen l eaves 

I   arrived in Cambridge at about 3:30 p.m. on Friday 

and after a little rest went to Boston for Evensong 

at the Church of the Advent. It was a lovely evening 

with unseasonably warm weather. 

The church is in the English Gothic Re-

vival style with outstanding stone and 

wood carvings, stained glass, and a peal 

of eight bells. The service was very 

ñhigh,ò with Latin, kneeling, and in-

cense. The choir, of which Tom Sopko 

is a member, sang beautifully, and the 

gorgeous contralto voice of Pym mem-

ber Rita Phillips rang out from the pew 

behind us.  During the service, the rector 

welcomed our group, saying, ñOne thing 

about Barbara Pym, she gets it right. 

And, especially, she gets the church 

right; sometimes, disturbingly so.ò 

Afterwards we went down to the parish 

hall, where I particularly noticed the 

dark, polished wood wainscoting going 

most of the way up the walls. We had a 

delicious dinner and a sumptuous des-

sert, followed by much reminiscing with 

old friends. 

The conference, held in the Barker Center for the Hu-

manities, Harvard University, began on Saturday morn-

ing with introduction by Tom Sopko. He read a memo-

rial to Ellen Miller and told us that she, single-handedly, 

started and ran the North American branch. There are 

now between 180 and 190 members of the Barbara Pym 

Society in North America, and about 80 of us were sit-

ting in the room. Clemence Schultze, chairman of the 

Barbara Pym Society, welcomed us and read from 

George Herbertôs poem, ñThe Pulley,ò from which the 

title A Glass of Blessings was taken. 

Tim Burnett gave the first paper, ñSt. Maryôs, St. Lukeôs 

and Great St. Bartôs: High Church in London, Then and 

Now.ò Tim recently visited All Saints, Notting Hill (St. 

Lukeôs in A Glass of Blessings), and St. Gabrielôs, War-

wick Square (St. Maryôs in Excellent Women) and com-

pared them today with how they were at the time Pymôs 

novels were written. He also contrasted them with Great 

St. Bartôs, his own church, which does not appear in the 

Pym novels, but which represents another strand of 

High Church Anglicanism. Tim has a wonderful ability 

for mimicry and his ear for accents is perfect 

After Timôs paper, there was a long discussion about 

High church, Low church, ñgoing over to Rome,ò and 

what it all means. 

Next was Yvonne Cockingôs paper: 

ñWHAT IS MY NEXT NOVEL TO 

BE?ò In 1955, Barbara Pym wrote those 

words in her notebook. She knew what 

she would like the beginning and the end 

to be, ñbut what about the middle?ò In 

1955, she heard the phone ring in her 

church, and that became the beginning. 

There are very few notes and no com-

plete drafts for this book, making it dif-

ficult to trace its development.  

Pym wasnôt pleased with the reviews of 

this book, saying that ñnone were wholly 

good.ò Maggie Parsons and Martin 

Rush, both from England, read these 

reviews and did an excellent job of rec-

reating the ñvoicesò of the reviewers.  

I must add here that you have to come to 

a conference and hear the presenters 

delivering their papers. Theyôre so lively 

and humorous.  

Here, we broke for a boxed lunch. The weather was 

warm and sunny, a really gorgeous day, so some of us 
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 program ended with a showing of several films, includ-

ing for the first time Ellen Millerôs documentary Out of 

the Wilderness, which she produced in the early 1980s. 

Tea with Miss Pym and Miss Pymôs Day Out concluded 

the dayôs events. 

Sunday morning started with Kristin Kellyôs paper, 

ñDonôt Get Too Comfortable: The Pain of Idleness Un-

der Cover of Sleek Wealth.ò What an interesting title! A 

substantial abridgement of her paper is on p. 10. 

In the discussion which followed everybody seemed to 

agree that Sybil is a wonderful character. Someone said 

that Pym had an ambivalent view of marriage. I won-

dered about how Wilmet and Rodney would do in the 

future because their marriage seemed so banal. 

The final event of the conference was a reading of 

ñRemembering Scampi,ò Tom Sopkoôs expertly drama-

tized extracts mainly concerning Wilfred Bason from A 

Glass of Blessings. The cast included Scott Herrick, 

Clemence Schultze, Martin Rush, Tim Burnett, Tom 

Sopko, Dan DiPietro, Ted Poland and Yvonne Cocking 

The characters were portrayed to great comic effect. 

There was much laughing out loud at Yvonneôs por-

trayal of Wilmetôs inner voice and Tim, as always, got 

Mr. Bason perfectly. 

The reading started with the meeting in the churchyard 

of Wilmet and Fr. Thames when he was looking for a 

housekeeper. Next was the wonderful scene of Wilmet 

and Rodneyôs visit to the Clergy House on Boxing Day, 

as Wilf Basonôs guests. Then, three scenes involving the 

Fabergé egg - Mr. Coleman coming to tell Wilmet about 

its theft, her meeting with Bason in the supermarket, and 

the return of the egg. The play ended in the antique 

shop/tea room where the Forsyths met Bason again, and 

Wilmet, reflecting on the reinstallment of Mrs. Green-

hill in the Clergy House, ñcouldnôt help feeling a little 

sad, remembering scampi and all the lovely things they 

hadò when Bason was there. 

The audience showed its appreciation with heartfelt ap-

plause and shouts of ñbravo.ò 

We thanked Tom and his helpers for organizing the con-

ference, and then ï the good-byes. Itôs hard to leave the 

friendship and camaraderie of a weekend of being en-

veloped in Pym World.  

 

 

 

ate in the courtyard, sitting on the grass or on benches 

and basking in the sun.  

After lunch, we heard Eleonore Biberôs talk entitled 

ñCelibacy of the Clergy Has Always Been Our Motto: 

The Clergy House in A Glass of Blessings.ò 

Eleonore, an expert on Anglo-Catholicism, told us that 

the Anglo-Catholic church is the high church movement 

of the Anglican church, and that Pymôs friend, Robert 

Liddell said, ñPymdom is a predominately Anglo-

Catholic country.ò Anglo-Catholics have always advo-

cated celibacy of the clergy, but clergy donôt have to be 

celibate today, according to rules passed at an earlier 

time. However, marriage is frowned on.  

The next paper was ñFood and Fashion in A Glass of 

Blessings,ò presented jointly by Laura Shapiro, dealing 

with food, and Sandra Goldstein with fashion.  

Laura began by saying that food and fashion are two 

recurrent themes in Pym, who could be inspired by a 

pair of shoes or a piece of cake. Dulcie, in No Fond Re-

turn of Love, eats what she likes and is fundamentally at 

peace with herself. She is the most Pym-like character in 

her food choices. In Pymôs novels, food was often used 

as a social class marker. Wilf Bason tries to move up in 

the world through food like scampi, escargots, and coq 

au vin, but Birdôs Custard Powder, Indian tea, and the 

pink iced buns that Wilmet didnôt feel able to ñtackleò 

are the preferred foods of the plebeian Fr. Bode on 

whom Sole Véronique would be wasted. 

Sandra Goldstein spoke next and said that, like Wilmet, 

Pym had an abiding passion for clothes. She was tall 

and nice-looking and always loved clothes, even when 

she was older. She likes to tell you what her heroines 

wear. To illustrate the fashions of the time, Sandra 

showed us photos of ñThe New Look,ò created by Dior 

and Hardy Amies, and other contemporary styles, and 

displayed clothes of the period from her own collection. 

Next came a tea and coffee break with wonderful cakes 

baked by Laura - enough for 80-90 people! - among 

them sponges ñas light as Sister Dewôsò sandwich cakes 

with strawberry and lemon fillings, and the ñsticky gin-

ger cakeò Barbara ate when she had tea with Lord David 

Cecil. 

Following this delightful break, Dr. Isabel Stanley led a 

group discussion of A Glass of Blessings, and the dayôs 
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 All About Evensong   
by Tom Sopko 

T  he Anglican services or ñofficesò of Morning and Evening Prayer have their roots in the worship of 

monastic communities in the middle ages, whose mem-

bers chanted prayers at regular intervals throughout the 

day. These complicated services, sung in Latin to elabo-

rate Gregorian chant tunes, were not designed to be un-

derstood or participated in by lay people. During the 16th 

century English Reformation a deliberate effort was 

made to simplify the Daily Office so that both clergy 

and laity could participate. The eight daily monastic 

prayer services were reduced to two in the English 

churchôs new Book of Common Prayer: Morning Prayer 

was drawn from the services called Matins, Lauds and 

Prime (Morning Prayer was often called ñMattinsò in 

England) and Evening Prayer combined the services of 

Vespers and Compline. Both include a collection of 

fixed prayers and Biblical texts combined with cycles of 

readings from the Psalms and the Old and New Testa-

ments. The services, often still read using the magnifi-

cent Elizabethan English of Thomas Cranmer, the 

Archbishop of Canterbury from 1532 to 1555, are con-

ducted daily in many Anglican churches. 

When characters in Barbara Pym novels speak of going 

to evensong, they usually mean a simple weekday ser-

vice that is, paradoxically, not sung at all but rather read 

aloud by a priest or lay person. Choral evensong, where 

the service is actually sung by a cantor and choir, was 

confined to British cathedrals and college chapels that 

had resident choirs of men and boys until the late 19th 

century, when it became widespread on Sundays in par-

ish churches as well. Musical settings for the service 

have been devised by great English composers since the 

Tudor era. The only mention of music in the 1662 Book 

of Common Prayer is in the orders for Morning and 

Evening Prayer: ñIn Quires and Places where they sing, 

here followeth the Anthem.ò 

Psalmody is an important part of evensong. A different 

portion of the Psalter is said or sung every day accord-

ing to a fixed schedule. The psalms are usually sung to 

Anglican chant, which was invented during the Eng-

lish Reformation and is similar to Gregorian chant in 

that most of the words of each verse are sung to the 

same repeated ñreciting tone,ò to accommodate texts 

of varying length and meter. But unlike Gregorian 

chant, Anglican chant is in four-part harmony, and 

most of the chants have four sections. This mirrors the 

parallel structure of Hebrew poetry: each verse is di-

vided into two halves, and the verses are in pairs, with 

the second verse answering the first. Longer psalms 

are often sung to more than one chant setting. 

In Anglo-Catholic churches, the quintessentially Eng-

lish service of Evensong is often followed by Benedic-

tion of the Blessed Sacrament, a ceremony dating back 

to the 13th century which was specifically banned by 

the English Reformers but which, like many ancient 

Catholic practices, was reintroduced into the Anglican 

church by the 19th century ñhigh churchò Oxford 

Movement. Benediction involves the display of a con-

secrated communion host in a special vessel called a 

monstrance. The sacrament is treated with great rever-

ence and is venerated with elaborate ceremonies, spe-

cial chants and incense. The priest blesses the congre-

gation with the consecrated host. 

Photograph courtesy of J Bailey 
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 Kronos at Harvard 

T  he Conference proceedings took place this year in 

the Thompson Room of the Harvard Universityôs 

Barker Center for the Humanities, once part of the 

Freshman Union. On 20th December 1906 the following 

article appeared in the Harvard Crimson newspaper: 

Statue of "Kronos" Unveiled in Union 

At the reception to Freshmen in the Union last night, a 

statue of "Kronos," designed by F. E. Elwell, and pre-

sented to the Union by A. F. Elwell '10 and S. B. Elwell 

'10, was unveiled in the southwest corner of the Living 

Room. Mr. W. C. Lane '81, Librarian of the University, 

announced the gift and briefly described its significance.  

The statue is a plaster model of a colossal figure exhib-

ited at the Pan-American Exposition at Buffalo in 1901. 

Kronos is represented with out-stretched wings, sym-

bolic of the apparently swift flight of time, but standing 

on the back of a turtle, as significant of its slow pro-

gress. The face is covered with a veil, emblematic of 

mystery.  

According to the plaque on the base, "Kronos (Time) 

with veiled face, moves forward inevitably whether on 

swift wing or at the pace of a turtle. He holds in his 

hands all things that we know. 

 

 

Francis Edwin Elwell (1858-1922) was an American 

sculptor born in Concord, Massachusetts. He received 

his first instruction in art from Louisa May Alcottôs sis-

ter, Abigail May Alcott. In 1881 he moved to Paris to 

study at the École des Beaux-Arts and later privately 

with Alexandre Falguière. Elwell later studied under 

Daniel Chester French and shared a studio with him in 

New York City. Elwellôs works are numerous and var-

ied. He exhibited at the 1893 Worldôs Columbian Expo-

sition in Chicago, and later served as curator of ancient 

and modern sculpture at the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art in New York City. 

 

 

 

A large bejeweled egg Fabergé-style egg had pride of 

place in the wine bar at the Friday night dinner, and 

mysteriously appeared in various locations in the 

Thompson Room during the conference. (Fr. Thames 

was unconcerned, sure that it would return to his study 

eventually.) The mixed-media egg, commissioned espe-

cially for the conference, was fabricated in the atelier of 

Sopko & Cie of Cambridge, Massachusetts, and has 

been donated to a private collector in London. 
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 St. Maryôs, St. Lukeôs, and Great St. 

Barts: High Church in London,  

Then and Now 
by Tim Burnett 

T  he Anglo-Catholic Parishes of St Gabrielôs War-

wick Square in Pimlico, and All Saints Notting 

Hill in North Kensington are depicted by Barbara as St 

Maryôs in Excellent Women and as St Lukeôs in A Glass 

of Blessings. 

What do we know about St Lukeôs? ñIt was dark and 

warm inside the church and there was a strong smell of 

incense.ò Wilmet attends a social evening at the church 

hall which gives her a chance to assess the different 

strands in the life of the parish. ñI noticed the lay people 

had arranged themselves in little groupsé There was 

old Mrs Beamishé surrounded by various elderly ladies 

in yellowish-brown fur coatsé  I also noticed two well-

dressed middle-aged women with a young girléAll 

three were chinless, with large aristocratic nosesé In 

the middle of the room stood the three clergy.ò 

Ceremonial is important at St Lukeôs. Celibacy is also 

an important issue. Mary Beamish, shortly before re-

vealing to Wilmet that Father Ransome has proposed to 

her, exclaims, ñI mean, it would be unthinkable to have 

a married priest at St Lukeôs.ò  

On the first Sunday in Lent I went to All Saints Notting 

Hill.  On the inside of the cover of the service sheet is 

written ñAll Saints Notting Hill / Church of England 

Diocese of London / A Forward in Faith Parish ówith a 

Vision for Unity and Truthô / Under the Episcopal Care 

of the Bishop of Fulham.ò Forward in Faith is an or-

ganisation representing that wing of Anglo-Catholicism 

which objects strongly to the ordination of women as 

priests, let alone bishops, and is not too keen on gays 

either. They are headed up by John Broadhurst, Suffra-

gan Bishop of Fulham.  

The Vicar, Father John Brownsell SSC [Society of the 

Holy Cross], is a splendidly Pymian figure with a large 

stomach under his chasuble, on top of which he could 

rest his joined hands, and an upper class accent. That 

was about all that remained of Barbara Pymôs St Lukeôs. 

The congregation was about 80% black, including the 

assistant priest, and it was clear that the parish was not 

well endowed. The real sting, however, came in the tail. 

ñOur bishops (presumably meaning those that adhere to 

Forward in Faith) have asked for a Day of Prayer to 

consider the future for traditional Catholic parishes such 

as ours in the light of the Popeôs invitation to us to enter 

into full communion with the Catholic Church.ò 

In Excellent Women, a less churchy novel than A Glass 

of Blessings, Mildred lives in a ñshabby part of London, 

so very much the `wrongô side of Victoria Station, so 

definitely not Belgravia.ò Mildred had chosen St Maryôs 

because it was `Highô. When Mildred tells Rocky 

Napier about the church he exclaims, ñHigh Mass ï with 

music and incense? Oh, I should like that. I hope it is the 

best quality incense? I believe it variesé And have you 

dozens of glamorous acolytes?ò ñWell,ò hesitates Mil-

dred, remembering Teddy Lemon, our Master of Cere-

monies, with his rough curly hair and anxious face, and 

his troop of well-drilled, tough-looking little boys, ñthey 

are very nice good boys, but perhaps you should go to a 

Kensington church if you want to see glamorous aco-

lytes.ò 

On the third Sunday in Lent I attended the 10.30 am 

Parish Mass at St Gabrielôs, Warwick Square. St 

Gabrielôs is a much more Pymian affair than poor All 

Saints. There was even an elderly lady in a long black 

fur coat with matching beret. Everything was in im-

maculate order, and the congregation was overwhelm-

ingly white and middle class. Despite what Mildred 

keeps saying about the ugliness of its interior, the 

church is a fine one, very wide and light. As at All 

Saints, the Mass stuck pretty closely to the text of Com-

mon Worship, but St Gabrielôs, despite also being a 

Forward in Faith parish, appeared to be further from 

Rome. There was no mention of the Pope. 

How do the contemporary parishes compare with those 

that inspired Barbara Pym? It is clear that All Saints has 

gone down in the world, socially speaking, while St 

Gabrielôs has come up. South Pimlico is now perfectly 

respectable. All Saints, on the other hand, as described 

by Barbara, was then the really rather grand parish. It is, 

of course, one of the nobler aspects of Anglo-

Catholicism that its churches were very often built in 

deprived districts, bringing beauty to those who had 

access to very little. With the passage of time the demo-

graphic can change. 

A major concern of Anglo-Catholics which features in 

the novels and continues today is that of the Apostolic 

Succession. For Forward in Faith nowadays, only males 

may be validly ordained to the priesthood and episco-

pate. For Anglo-Catholics in Barbaraôs day, the concern 
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 was the Church of South India, the result of the union of 

churches of varying traditions, Anglican, Methodist, 

Congregational, Prebyterian and Reformed.  

I attend Great St Bartholomewôs. It doesnôt appear in 

Barbaraôs works, but it may be interesting as represent-

ing another strand of High Church Anglicanism. The 

Parish, being within the City of London, is non-

residential, the congregation coming from all over Lon-

don. They are overwhelmingly middle-class. The parish 

is very well endowed and funded, and the services are 

truly magnificent. The text of the service is in the stately 

language of the Book of Common Prayer, except that 

when parts of the service are sung to settings by the 

great composers they are in the original Latin ï as, in-

deed, is the Nicene Creed. There is, however, no prob-

lem with women priests, and the Rector got into terrible 

hot water with the Bishop of London for blessing the 

union of two gay priests in a service that was danger-

ously close to the marriage service. The strand of High 

Church Anglicanism to which we adhere is, I believe, 

that called ñAffirming Catholicismò, which accepts lib-

eral theology and the ordination of women, and has pro-

gressive attitudes towards homosexuality. It is thus very 

different from All Saints and St Gabrielôs, and I believe 

that we are very unlikely to feel the need to ñgo over to 

Romeò. 

WHAT IS MY NEXT NOVEL  

TO BE? 
by Yvonne Cocking 

O  n 10th October 1954 Barbara Pym wrote, ñToday 

finished my fourth novel about the anthropolo-

gists.ò Having had three well-reviewed novels published 

in the previous four years, Barbara embarked on her 

fifth with no misgivings about its acceptance by her 

publisher, but also with no clear idea of a subject. In 

May the following year she wrote in her notebook, in 

capital letters,ñWHAT IS MY NEXT NOVEL TO BE?ò 

In answer she writes, ñIt can begin with the shrilling of 

the telephone bell in a church, and end with a flame 

springing up on Easter Saturday in the dark church ... 

But what about the middle?ò 

Barbara heard a telephone ring in St. Mary Aldermary 

church on 6th April 1955. The telephone call and specu-

lation on its nature ï a hostess asking one of the priests 

to luncheon or a cocktail party, perhaps ï made an ar-

resting starting point for A Glass of Blessings. 

In the Pym Archive in the Bodleian Library there is only 

one small notebook relating to this novel, headed óThe 

Lime Tree Bowerô (afterwards called óA Glass of Bless-

ingsô). 

This notebook begins with a scene in a church 

ñIt could be a lunch time mass in a City church, a sparse 

congregation of office workers glad of the opportunity 

to fulfil their religious duties without too much incon-

venience, and to hear, through the incense and the Sanc-

tus bell the shrill whine of the telephone.ò 

Then she outlines a plot, a scene alternating between 

London and the Riviera, in which an Anglican vicar, 

taking over temporarily from a chaplain in France, 

brings a party from his own parish; some unpleasantness 

arises between his group and the resident congregation. 

This theme, however, was not pursued. 
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 Next she considers some characters. 

ñThe narrator ï a widow or perhaps even divorced ... 39 

years old, has lost her husband in the war and now 

grown used to her state.ò She works for a firm of pub-

lishers and printers of learned books ... ñThree of them 

in the department, two women, one man. Miss Enright 

who has never married; I, who had married but had not 

borne children, and Piers Longridge, óbrilliantô because 

he had a degree ... Perhaps the narrator falls in love with 

Piers.ò 

Fr. Thames, vicar of the church in question, is thought 

to have been based on Fr. Twisady, the real-life vicar of 

All Saints Church, Notting Hill, which also has a clergy 

house. 

The new curate was at first to marry an óunsuitableô 

wife, who leaves him for somebody else. Later he was 

to be ñrather tiresome and unstable ï wanting to go over 

to Rome, or to marry, or to enter a religious commu-

nity.ò 

After starting as a widow or divorcee, Wilmet soon 

emerges as the Anglo-catholic wife, with a ñsolid broad-

church husband, an agnostic mother-in law, and a com-

fortable and idle life style.ò 

Wilfred Bason was first conceived as Edward Herbert 

Gossage, a male cook-housekeeper of ógentle birthô, but 

Barbara crossed out this name, and evidently ditched the 

ógentle birthô as well. But the idea of him as a petty thief 

occurred to her quite early. 

Some characters are changed little from their first intro-

duction. Piers, who has some likeness to an Oxford ac-

quaintance, was a proof-reader from the start. Keith who 

is described as ña friend of Piers who shares his flat ï 

crew cut and windcheater.ò And Mary Beamish, ña 

splendid little woman on committees, blood donor, 

church warden. Perhaps with an elderly mother who 

dies, then she is liberated,ò 

Actual incidents in Barbaraôs life often became embed-

ded in her plots. One in this novel was the giving of 

blood. (She was Rhesus Negative). Another was the 

Portuguese lessons. After a holiday in Portugal, Barbara 

records her ñfirst Portuguese class at Kingsô College.ò 

Miss Prideauxôs mauve cardigan that Wilmet had sent to 

a jumble sale can be compared with the notebook entry, 

ñAt the Womenôs University Settlement I see Miss Cas-

son wearing a dress that I sent to the jumble sale some 

time ago ï and very nice it looks.ò 

After many changes of name, the main characters of the 

novel are established. The notebook ends with Father 

Ransome going to lodge with the Beamishes. There are 

no notes about later developments in the book. Barbara 

must surely have written several drafts, but they have 

not survived. 

A Glass of Blessings appeared on 14th April 1958 to 

mainly lukewarm reviews, but Robert Liddell and Philip 

Larkin both praised it highly, and their opinion would 

have compensated for any lack for warmth from others. 

ñCelibacy of the Clergy Has Always 

Been our Motto.ò 

The Clergy House of St Lukeôs 

 by Eleonore Biber 

T  he all-pervasive influence of the Anglican church 

is a distinctive feature of Pymôs work. A Glass of 

Blessings, which she originally called The Clergy 

House, is richly churchy. The plot of the novel revolves 

around the parish of St Lukeôs and its clergy house. In-

stead of rectory, vicarage or parsonage some Anglo-

Catholics use the terms clergy house or presbytery. 

Initially reserved, Wilmet gradually makes the acquaint-

ance of the three clergymen of St Lukeôs: the epicurean 

rector Father Thames, ñmild, dumpyò Father Bode and 

the strikingly attractive newcomer Father Ransome who 

lodges temporarily with the Beamishes. A new addition 

to the clergy house is Wilf Bason, a man of aesthetic 

interests and a gourmet cook for the priests. 

In the Church of England the obligation to celibacy of 

the clergy was abolished in 1549, but Anglo-Catholics 

have always advocated celibacy. The strong, ideological 

norm that Catholic clergy should not marry is expressed 

in the Anglo-Catholic phrase ñcommitting matrimonyò, 

suggesting an act not far short of adultery. Both Father 

Thames, the priest, and Bason, the layman, are staunch 

supporters of the celibacy of the clergy. When Father 

Ransome announces his marriage to Mary Beamish, 

Bason comments on the shock this has caused at the 

clergy house: ñCelibacy of the clergy has always been 

our motto.ò 

A number of details in the novel show that Pymôs life 

and novels are linked in a complex way. The authentic 

portrait of the Anglo-Catholic milieu is mainly based on 

her church crawls with her friend Robert Smith. Pym 

treats the subject with her distinctive blend of detached 

humour and subtle irony.  

Summary of a paper given at the North American Con-

ference, 20th March 2010. Full text available on 

www.barbara-pym.org. 
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 Fashion in A Glass of Blessings 

by Sandra Goldstein 

W  ilmet Forsyth, the central character in A Glass 

of Blessings, tells us: "I always take trouble 

with my clothes, and being tall and dark I usually man-

age to achieve some kind of distinction.  Today I was in 

pale coffee brown with touches of black and coral jew-

ellery."  Like Wilmet, the young Barbara Pym was tall 

and good-looking, and when she went up to Oxford in 

1931 she indulged what her friend Hazel Holt called an 

"abiding passion" for clothes.  Here is Pym's breath-

lessly enthusiastic description of an evening at a fash-

ionable Oxford restaurant:  "Went out to dinner at the 

George with Harry...I wore blue lace -- with three real 

red roses pinned on to the front.  Also my long crystal 

earrings and make-up to match the roses. Very nice!"   

A Glass of Blessings is set in the 1950s, a time of new 

beginnings and affluence in Britain.  Wilmet, always 

immaculately dressed, exemplifies the elegance and 

sophistication that returned to fashion after wartime 

austerity.  One cannot imagine Wilmet ever dressing 

casually, like Less Than Angels' Catherine Oliphant, 

who liked "flat-heeled shoes and loose jackets," or Ex-

cellent Women's Helena Napier, "gaily dressed in cordu-

roy trousers and a bright jersey."  At the opposite ex-

treme, Keith's "black jeans and a blue tartan shirt," 

which Wilmet found "absurd," represents the emergence 

of a fashion cult for young people, influenced by Ameri-

can styles. 

Pym describes clothes not only as amusing vignettes, 

but as keys to character and personality.  Wilf Bason's 

transformed appearance in his antique teashop under-

lines his innate silliness.: "He had grown a beard -- egg-

shaped...to match his face -- and was wearing a loose 

blue smock, corduroy trousers and sandals."  Miss 

Prideaux, in her old-fashioned hat and jumble sale cardi-

on a Surrey roadside."  She appears to take just as much 

pleasure in the spectacle of the occasion as in the occa-

sion itself.   

Invited to tea by Piers, Wilmet sets out in an elated 

mood on a sunny day in May:  "I wore a dress of deep 

coral-coloured poplin, very simple, with a pair of coral 

and silver earrings, and a bracelet to match... I felt at my 

best now and wondered if people were looking at me as 

I passed them."  She suffers a crushing blow when she 

meets Keith and realizes it is he, in his "absurd" jeans 

and tartan shirt, who is the object of Piers' affection.  

For a while her mood is subdued and she even confides 

to Mary that "perhaps it's one's demeanour rather than 

one's dress that matters."  

In Pym's view, clothes do oft proclaim the woman.  The 

more elegantly dressed characters are more confident 

and attractive to men than the dowdy ones.  To Barbara 

Pym they also reflected character and personality, they 

conveyed a way of life, and with the right clothes one's 

life could go right too.  But Barbara Pym's characters' 

lives, like her own, are not as two-dimensional as a fash-

ion photograph in Vogue.  Dowdy Mary Beamish, who 

has not found it necessary to change her appearance, 

sums it up when she tells Wilmet:  "Life is perfect now!  

I've everything I want.  I keep thinking it's like a glass of 

blessings." 

 

Summary of a paper given at the North American 

Conference, 20th March 2010.  Full text available 

on www.Barbara-pym.org. Food and Fashion inA Glass of Blessings

by Sandra Goldstein and Laura Shapiro
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