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

Report on the North American Conference, Cambridge MA, 18-19 March 2017 
by Laura Shapiro 

of the Foresight funds was highly characteristic of the early 

professional rivalry between missionaries and academics, and 

Dr. Singer likened the book to Evelyn Waugh, or óa more 

serious version of P G Wodehouse.ô Pym would have been 

delighted. 

    Following the film there was quite a bit of 

animated discussion, much of it centered on 

Pymôs own gift as an anthropologist, though one 

who was strictly focused on the world around 

her. Africa didnôt really interest her, despite the 

fact that she worked for decades as an editor at 

the International African Institute. What she 

loved was observing the behavior of passionate, 

single-minded scholars for whom Africa was an 

entrancing lifeôs work, especially once they had 

been óin the fieldô and could use their copious 

notes as weaponry in academic battles. Most of 

all she loved the arcane details she could extract 

from all the ethnographic literature she was 

editing, footnoting, proofreading and finally 

shelving. óShe was endlessly fascinated by the 

word ñhyena,òô Linda remarked; and perhaps that 

says it all. 

    Three papers were given on Saturday ï by 

Joan Vredenburgh, Gabriele Caras and Nick Turner ï and on 

Sunday morning Tim Burnett spoke. All four papers are 

summarized following this report. The discussions, as always, 

were lively and wide-ranging: we grappled with LTA from 
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f it says six oôclock on the invitation cards you can be 

sure that my colleagues will arrive at that timeô, 

observes Professor Mainwaring, and one hopes he would have 

been gratified to see members of the Barbara Pym Society 

hastening along Bostonôs snow-lined sidewalks on Friday 

night in search of Brimmer Street, where dinner 

and an organ concert at Church of the Advent 

marked the first event of the 2017 North 

American Conference. 

This yearôs book was Less Than Angels, set 

in the world of 1950s anthropologists; and 

suitably enough we were greeted by an open 

bar, widely recognized as a key ritual of 

hospitality, practiced in social organizations 

both primitive and otherwise. Another important 

ceremony, the distribution of nametags with 

nice clear print, made possible a great many 

happy reunions among returning Pym devotees. 

Thanks to nametags, moreover, it was also easy 

to find and welcome the newcomers. Dinner 

was ecumenical ï salmon, beef and ravioli, 

vegetarian, non-vegetarian, gluten-rich and 

gluten-free. It was a particular pleasure to 

recognize what has become a Friday night 

classic: cauliflower cheese complete with green-grape 

caterpillars, an inspired homage to Some Tame Gazelle.  

The next morning we gathered in Austin Hall, a spacious 

venue on the Harvard Law School campus that the Society re-

inaugurated very successfully last year. Once again there were 

a few struggles with the individual high-tech microphones, 

but they worked splendidly whenever we remembered to use 

them. After a welcome by Tom Sopko, who noted that our 

group of 114 included 23 first-timers, Kathy Ackley 

introduced the speakers and ran the proceedings.  

We began with a video documentary by Linda McDougall,  

óThe Geography of Less Than Angelsô, and there couldnôt 

have been a better way to launch an exploration of Pymôs 

fourth novel. The film opens with wonderfully evocative 

British newsreel and TV footage from 1955, the year LTA was 

published, and then guides us through the city and suburban 

neighborhoods where most of the novel takes place. Those 

who have seen Lindaôs previous documentary work on Pym 

know that sheôs a tireless journalist willing to chase down her 

quarry until thereôs nowhere to hide; just as important, she 

asks probing questions and gives her subjects ample time to 

speak their minds.  

Here she interviews David Shankland, director of the 

Royal Anthropological Institute, and Andr® Singer, president 

of the RAI, both of whom agree that LTA accurately evokes 

its midcentury moment in the history of anthropology as a 

discipline. Dr Shankland remarked that Father Geminiôs grab 
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every conceivable perspective and bounced into many of the 

other novels as well. For most of us, I suspect, these 

conferences are the only chance we get in the course of a year 

to ponder and dissect and argue about these books as much as 

we could possibly want.  

During the sessions and throughout the meals and tea breaks, 

we got to analyze Tom, Deirdre and Catherine in detail; we 

talked about the ending of LTA and Pymôs struggles generally 

with endings; we considered Pymôs relation to Catherine as a 

writer, and the humanity with which Pym handled all her 

characters even while satirizing them; and we gasped (at least I 

did) to hear that some in the room did not consider LTA one of 

their favorite Pym novels. Timôs paper on adverbs and 

adverbial phrases prompted an especially rapturous outpouring 

ï clearly people adored this once-in-a-lifetime chance to 

analyze such classic Pym locutions as ówildlyô, óobscurelyô and 

ñóI must learn to enjoy drinking, she thought rather 

desperately ... ôò 

Saturday nightôs dinner, held in a large if sterile room in 

Wasserstein Hall, drew a fair amount of criticism on account of 

the food. Admittedly it was both expensive and lackluster; on 

the other hand, in Cambridge youôre never just paying for food, 

beer and wine, youôre also paying for real estate ï in our case, 

specifically, a quiet room near public transportation on a 

Saturday night. Choices are few. 

Sunday brought a return of the Mighty Pym Players, this year 

with Dan DiPietro as impresario in charge of dramatizing 

excerpts from the novel. He selected six mealtime episodes and 

created óDining with Miss Pymô, performed by an excellent 

cast of nine. He also offered a prologue ï three more scenes, 

which he added because he was plagued with guilt over how 

many characters he had been forced to leave out. Once he had 

given these characters their due, they quit tormenting him and 

retreated to their home in the novel like restless spirits finally 

appeased.  

The Conference concluded with the traditional group 

singalong of the Societyôs anthem óUnsuitable Thingsô, greatly 

assisted by Rita Phillipsôs fine, strong voice and Tom Sopkoôs 

adroit signals guiding the pitch.  

 

The Geography of Less Than Angels 
by Linda McDougall 

he Geography of Less Than Angelsô, a 22-minute 

video, used YouTube clips to set the novel in context 

in the year of its publication, 1955. The heart of the video was 

the interview with Britain's two leading anthropologists, 

Andr® Singer, the Chair of the Royal Anthropological 

Institute, and the Director of the Institute, Dr David 

Shankland. 

David Shankland: 

I thought it was a marvellous book. Thereôs no other word 

for it. It gives one such a wonderful insight into the way that 

the Institute probably was working in pre-modern times, but it 

also captures something else ï the flavour of academic 

anthropology before it became fully modernized and finally 

established into the universities. So yes, I enjoyed it 

enormously. 

Anthropology in the course of the twentieth century slowly 

discovered an emphasis on fieldwork. It was very small and it 

wasn't well established in the universities, and so the few 

students who used to study it were very intense. They felt that 

they were a small, select group that nobody else could 

properly understand, and they would go out and spend a long 

time doing fieldwork somewhere, certainly a year, maybe two 

years, maybe three years. 

 They were often working on very specific problems, such 

as kinship or social struggle or ritual, and that meant that there 

was a kind of esprit de corps among them. They didn't have 

large departments of anthropologists they could work with.  

There wasnôt very much money. Much of the book, as you 

will remember, is about raising funds for fieldwork. Although 

of course it is always difficult to raise money there are many 

departments, well resourced now, for anthropological 

research. In those days there werenôt. And the Royal 

Anthropological Institute loomed large in those days simply 

Austin Hall 

Flowers by Tom 
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  for that reason, and so the Institute remained a focal point for 

anthropology. 

Andr® Singer:  

With studying anthropology you do a lot of book work 

initially. You read a lot. I was in a department that dealt solely 

with Africa at that time. They were all working in the Sudan 

and in Central Africa. You do your book research and then 

you get a true feeling of what you are going to do your 

doctorate in. 

Anthropology between the wars, but very much after the 

wars, became a subject where anthropologists had to decide 

they were going to immerse themselves in another culture in 

order to interpret it from within. 

In my case it wasnôt Africa. I ended up going to Iran, which 

was slightly a detour for the department I came from. But a lot 

of my contemporaries did field work in Africa. At that time it 

wasnôt really fieldwork: it was field trips, immersive study, 

and Tom and others in the book did exactly that. They spent a 

long time gathering material and then they came back to write 

it up, do their thesis and then present their thesis, and then 

they said, Iôm now an anthropologist. 

Now the subject matter has changed. I think the core 

essence of anthropology is still the idea that you can only 

understand other people ï their communities, their societies ï 

by immersing yourself inside that culture, so the essence of 

anthropology today is still fieldwork. That fieldwork doesnôt 

have to be an African tribe any more. You donôt have to go 

and get your masks and wiggle your sticks. You can do it in a 

factory in Birmingham or you could do it at the House of 

Commons. You could do it in any community where you can 

find boundaries that give you an entry point, and you are 

trying to understand it through the eyes of the participants and 

people who live there in the community.  

If you would like to view the complete video presentation, 

email Linda McDougall, lmmcdougall@btinternet.com 

Linda McDougall worked as a producer/director for both 

Granada Televisionôs World in Action and Thames 

Televisionôs This Week and TV Eye for two decades, twice 

winning the Royal Television Society Award for best 

documentary. In recent years, apart from making 

documentaries and current affairs programmes, she has been 

travelling around the UK to interview Hazel Holt, Richard 

óSkipperô Roberts, Frances Atkin and others about their 

memories of Barbara. 

 

Less Than Angels or An Unsuitable Detachment 
by Joan Vredenburgh 

I  n Less Than Angels, Barbara Pym uses some form of the 

word detached twenty times ï I counted! While 

acknowledging that detachment is important for writers and 

anthropologists, Pym examines the real benefits of human 

attachments. At the same time, she illustrates how complete or 

near-complete detachment leads to isolation and a real or 

figurative death. 

Vanessa Eaves and Deirdre Swan are two characters who, 

despite their words and ambitions, cannot maintain a suitable 

detachment from people and circumstances. Through Vanessa, 

Pym shows us someone who, despite her desires to be an 

anthropologist, seems more intent upon pairing up with 

someone, such as her Ethiopian boyfriend, or flirting with 

Professor Mainwaring. Deirdre is of course the clearest 

example of someone who claims that she wants to detach from 

everything and everyone, especially her conventional 

upbringing and family. Yet we see several examples wherein 

Deirdre struggles with detaching from the expectations with 

which she was brought up ï she canôt quite view churches as 

specimens for anthropological study, and being alone with a 

man in his bedroom makes her very uneasy. In her interactions 

with Tom and finally Digby, we see that she is actually more 

intent on finding someone with whom she can establish a 

more suitable and permanent relationship. With Digby, she is 

assured of the attachment that she has been brought up to 

expect ï marriage and possibly children. 

Alaric Lydgate and Catherine Oliphant are two characters 

who professionally benefit from being detached, but 

detachment in their personal lives causes them much 

unhappiness. Alaric uses his mask, unwritten field notes, and 

his hedges to separate himself from others. Yet it becomes 

clear that he is unhappy and he begins to tentatively respond to 

some overtures from the Swans and of course Catherine. In 

making a connection with Catherine, Alaric realizes that he no 

longer has to hide behind his mask or prickly personality. In 

the scene where he burns his notes, Alaric dismantles a 

significant barrier that has kept him separate and unable to 

form more lasting relationships. In turning to Catherine, we 

see someone who professionally benefits from her 

detachment, as she uses her observational skills to write 

successful short stories. Yet despite living with Tom, she too 

is unhappy because of her detachment. She has no child, 

family, or truly significant relationship. After the break-up 

with Tom, Catherine realizes how her detachment has left her 

basically alone. She becomes interested in Alaric, and rather 

forthrightly pursues the connection with him. The ending of 

the novel, with both Alaric and Catherine in the garden, 

illustrates two formerly isolated people with the possibility of 

a more suitable attachment. 

Mark Penfold and Tom Mallow illustrate the harm that can 

come to those who want to remain detached in both their 

personal lives as well as professional undertakings. Mark is a 

minor character, who, despite his apparent friendship with 

Digby, is cold and selfish. He is so detached that he views 

people in terms of how useful they will be to him ï Catherine 

will provide meals, and his girlfriend and future wife will 

provide money and a job. He delights in othersô misfortunes, 

and upon the news of Tomôs death, his coldness actually 

causes Catherine to cry. Indeed Mark even blames Tom for 

getting himself killed. Of course, Tom is the clearest example 

of the dangers that await the permanently detached character. 
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Throughout the novel, while his detachment has been the basis 

of much of his success in anthropology, it has harmed his 

personal relationships. He separates himself from everything 

and everyone who has meant anything to him ï his family, his 

home, Elaine, Catherine, Deirdre, and ultimately England. 

While he makes some half-hearted attempts to reattach, most 

notably when he goes back to Shropshire, he is unable to do so 

and must completely separate himself from all that he has 

known. His detachment is so complete, he literally becomes 

unrecognizable in Africa and is killed. All that remains of him 

are some unwritten field notes, an unfinished letter, and a 

simple memorial upon the wall in his village.  

Detachment in this novel is both useful and dangerous. In 

the course of the novel, Pym makes clear that those characters 

who seek more significant attachments have the potential for 

growth and happiness. Those who insist on remaining 

detached are doomed to lifeless relationships or ultimately 

death. 

Dr. Joan R. Vredenburgh has been teaching at the college 

level for the past 27 years. Since 2006, she has been teaching 

composition at the Naval Academy Preparatory School in 

Newport, Rhode Island. She has been a presenter at several 

Jane Austen Society of North America AGMs and her most 

recent publication, óOf Sailors and Soldiersô, can be found in 

the Jan/Feb 2014 edition of Jane Austenôs Regency World 

magazine. 

 

Various Positions: Oliphant, Mallow, Lydgate, 

and Pym, on Writing 
by Gabriele Caras 

I  n a talk given some months after the publication of Less 

Than Angels, Barbara Pym remarked, óEven when a novel 

isnôt obviously autobiographical, one can learn a good deal 

about a novelist from his works, for he can hardly avoid 

putting something of himself into his creationsô. This is 

equally true of Pym and her creations. By considering writing 

as it is depicted in her novels and stories, we can discover 

some of Pymôs own values as a writer and beliefs about 

literature. 

My title seems to weigh two authors of fiction, Barbara 

Pym and Catherine Oliphant, against two academics, Tom 

Mallow and Alaric Lydgate. However, though Less Than 

Angels raises the question of how form and audience influence 

what a writer produces, this is soon complicated by other, 

more nuanced considerations, such as the importance of 

imagination. Is it true, as Ianthe says in An Unsuitable 

Attachment, that imagination gives novelists the advantage 

over anthropologists? Or are novelists ójust as badô ï 

repetitive, unoriginal, and dull? 

Pymôs anthropologists appear to derive no pleasure or profit 

from their work. In public, Alaric brags, óOne doesnôt look for 

enjoyment in our fieldô, but when he is alone in his house, the 

Damoclean piles of field notes in the attic burden him with 

unshakable feelings of failure. Though Tom manages to 

produce a 497-page thesis, along the way he loses confidence 

in the value and purpose of his work ï and never recovers it. 

Tom and Alaric are either unwilling or unable to create 

something in which they really believe. (No, the caustic 

reviews, which have more in common with Rhodaôs letter to 

the Electricity Board than anything else, donôt count.) The 

unhappiness and uncertainty these characters face attest to the 

importance Pym placed on taking pleasure and having faith in 

oneôs work: without these, writing becomes an unfulfilling 

exercise and burden. 

Nevertheless, Pym is not rejecting an entire genre of 

writing. Gertrude Lydgate and Father Gemini are figures of 

fun, but they show that even the most unlikely topic can be a 

source of excitement, passion, and intrigue. Nor does Pym 

consider the writing of fiction to be an inherently nobler 

pursuit. In Pymôs short story, The Pilgrimage, a popular 

novelist, Gabriel Langbaine, turns out to be more interested in 

income tax than art. Adam Marsh-Gibbon, the óphilosophical 

novelistô of Civil to Strangers, works on a book whose single 

character is nothing more than a reluctant mouthpiece for 

Adamôs own convoluted ideas about Wordsworth. Simply 

considering oneself to be an artist rather than an academic 

does not immediately draw one any closer to the human spirit 

novelists are reputed to capture. 

Catherine Oliphant is a fictional character making her living 

as a writer at the same time and in the same place as the 

woman who created her. However, rather than read her as an 

embodiment of Pym, as some critics have, I find that their 

differences tease out some of Pymôs more closely held beliefs 

about writing.  

Catherine writes short romantic fiction for womenôs 

magazines ï a form and formula Pym found to be a doubly 

uncomfortable fit and with which she was almost always 

unsuccessful. In spite of being so frequently published, 

Catherine speaks of her own work in a óderogatory toneô. 

Unlike Pym, she seems more at ease with following 

conventions than with using her writing to draw out something 

of her own human spirit. Her stories, when they are based on 

life, are based on the lives of others. More usually, the 

characters and the dialogue are artificial, unreal. 

Until, that is, Pymôs next novel. In A Glass of Blessings, we 

learn Catherine has written a story called óSunday Eveningô, 

inspired by the incident with Tom and Deirdre in the Greek 

restaurant. This at last puts Catherine in step with Pym, not 

just because she has drawn on her own life, but because she 

has transformed a painful experience into art ï something Pym 

thrived on. óI have done so little writing this yearô, she wrote 

in April 1940, óPerhaps I need some shattering experience to 

awaken and inspire me é ô Whether marked by pain or 

pleasure, the talented writer preserves these experiences by 

looking back on them with tenderness. These creative acts are 

imaginative acts; and these imaginative acts are acts of 

empathy. Perhaps this is something none of the writers in Less 

Than Angels, Civil to Strangers, and The Pilgrimage are quite 
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  capable of, but it is the very secret that the Catherine Oliphant 

of A Glass of Blessings and Barbara Pym share. 

Gabriele Caras is a graduate student in English at McGill 

University in Montr®al, where her current research focuses on 

Thomas Hardy. Her work has a strong inter-disciplinary 

approach incorporating film, visual art, and political ecology. 

When not reading Pym she spends her time with her feline 

companion, whose richly embroidered life may rival even that 

of Tom Boilkin. 

 

Fireworks in Suburbia: Space, Place and 

Symbolism in Less than Angels 
by Nick Turner 

L  ess than Angels suffered from less favourable reviews 

and lower sales than Pymôs previous novels when it was 

published in 1955. It has often been read as an anthropological 

novel, as a continuing investigation into romance or as an 

exploration of London life. It is also notable for being one of 

Pymôs rare suburban novels. I argued in my paper that the 

novel is much subtler, and more demanding of repeated 

readings, than the other early novels, and supported Lord 

David Cecilôs and novelist Elizabeth Taylorôs praise of the 

book.  

It is, first of all, a tragi-comedy anticipating the later 

masterpieces. This is not merely because of the death of Tom 

at the end: the larger cast than previously emphasizes isolation 

in both city and country, and comic scenes, such as 

Catherineôs encounter with the women in the cafeteria who 

talk on and on about the ages of clergymen, have bleak 

undertones; we are frequently given access to interior sadness.  

Secondly, while Pymôs novels are frequently centred on 

movement and journeys, this novel is particularly interesting 

in its portrayal of place and displacement. Tomôs movements 

around London highlight this, especially when he looks at the 

Beddoesô party from outside and is moved on by a policeman; 

Mark and Digby moving the sofa for Miss Clovis is a comic 

portrayal of the theme. At the start we see a library that is 

taken over by a party, Catherine briefly thinking she is a 

tourist when in London, and scenes at an airport and on a bus. 

The novel shows confinement and stasis in conflict with 

expansion and movement, most notably in the presence of 

Africa in the novel. In fact, we move outwards from London 

to the suburbs, to Shropshire and then, óoffstageô, to Africa. 

The parallel scenes in Mallow Park and Mainwaringôs country 

house offer comment on the decay ï comic or not ï of 

landowners and the powerful classes.  

Most strikingly, Less than Angels is a novel of poetic 

symbolism showing Pym working in the same territory as E M 

Forster. Pym has not had Deirdre kick aside the headless body 

of a doll on her garden path for no reason, nor does she draw 

our attention to the dimming of the light noticed by Rhoda 

purely for comic value. Not a modernist, Pym nonetheless 

occupies a fictional world that straddles realism and 

modernism, as does Forster. Like Forster, she is interested in 

movement, people who watch others, and ï in this novel ï in 

sudden explosions of violence in calm locales. 

I take the novelôs key scene as Bonfire Night, a striking 

build-up to the end of the novel and Tomôs death. Here, the 

apparent calm of the Swansô suburban home is framed by a 

fireworks party on one side, and Catherine helping Lydgate 

burn his research in the back garden on the other. A 

foreshadowing of the shooting of Tom in Africa, the scene 

also sums up the novel: stasis and the home may be valuable 

and desirable, but they must exist alongside joyousness, 

danger and energy. 

By the end of the novel, Tom is dead, and Catherine has 

been temporarily absorbed into the Swansô home. But she has 

mused on Barrett Browningôs lines óWhat was he doing, the 

great god Pan, /Down in the reeds by the river?ô, showing her 

embracing the mysterious; Deirdre seems set to marry Digby. 

If the end is ultimately ambiguous, this is in keeping with the 

mood of the whole novel: profound, melancholy, yet hopeful. 

Even if not permanently, Catherine and Deirdre have 

managed, in Forsterôs words, to óonly connectô.  

Dr Nick Turner is Associate Lecturer at the Universities of 

Central Lancashire, Edge Hill and Salford. His research area 

is currently British women novelists ï especially the forgotten 

ones. His monograph is óPost-War British Women Novelists 

and the Canonô (2010). He is the co-editor of the online 

journal Writers in Conversation. Current projects include 

organizing a conference and new journal on Elizabeth Bowen, 

and a project on women novelists and comedy in the mid-

twentieth century.  

 

ó ñDiarrhoea,ò Letty repeated é ô 
by Tim Burnett 

óDo you find the country is doing you good?ô Letty 

asked. 

óIôve had diarrhoea all this week,ô came the disconcerting 

reply. 

óDiarrhoea,ô Letty repeated, in a clear, thoughtful tone. 

She was never certain how to spell the word, but felt that 

such a trivial admission was lacking in proper seriousness 

so she said no more. 

T  his wonderfully humorous passage from Quartet In 

Autumn (composed 1973-76) is a good example of 

Barbaraôs use of adverbs, or adverbial phrases, for comic 

effect, or to convey the mood, or reactions, of her characters. 

Often this is done for humorous effect. The inappropriateness 

of David Lydellôs reply to Lettyôs question is at the heart of 

the effect, but the description of the óclear, thoughtful toneô in 

which she repeats the word óDiarrhoeaô enables us to see her 

as she sits there, to hear her voice as she says the word slowly, 

to feel her embarrassment and how she tries to cover it. When 

Letty suggests enterovioform, David smiles ópityinglyô. We 

can just see his scornful, self-centred manner. When he claims 

that his ócase is rather different ... ô from óall those English on 

package toursô the adverbial sentence óThe sentence trailed 

off, leaving the difference to be imaginedô is irresistibly 
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óHypothermia,ô he read the word slowly. óAnother old 

person found dead. We want to be careful we donôt get 

hypothermia.ô 

óIt isnôt a thing you get,ô said Marcia bossily. óNot like 

catching an infectious disease.ô 

óWell, if you were found dead of it, like this old woman 

here, you could say youôd got it, couldnôt you?ô said Norman, 

defending his usage. 

Lettyôs hand moved over to the radiator and lingered there. 

óItôs a state or condition, isnôt it,ô she said, ówhen the body 

gets cold, loses heat or something like that.ô 

óThatôs one thing weôve got in common then,ô said Norman, 

his snappy little voice matching his small spare body. óThe 

chance of being found dead of hypothermia.ô 

Tim Burnett was educated at Eton College and at Trinity 

College, Cambridge, where he read Medieval Languages. He 

was formerly Keeper of Manuscripts in the British Library, 

and has written, among other works, a biography of Scrope 

Davies, intimate friend of Lord Byron. He has spoken at 

numerous Barbara Pym Society conferences. He lives in 

London. 

óWe used to correspondô 
by Alison Felstead 

O  n a cold, wet Saturday evening in December, around 120 people (including a number of members of the 

Barbara Pym and Philip Larkin Societies) braved the 

inclement weather to gather in the modern Blackwell Hall in 

the Bodleianôs Weston Library to hear Triona Adams and 

Oliver Ford-Davies reprise their dramatized reading of the 

letters between Philip Larkin and Barbara Pym. This special 

Friends of the Bodleian event, entitled óWe used to 

correspondô: the letters of Barbara Pym and Philip Larkin, 

was an edited revision by Triona of the original selection and 

dramatization of the correspondence by Anthony and Ann 

Thwaite. It was introduced by Anthony Thwaite (Larkinôs 

friend and literary executor) and was held to mark Philip 

Larkinôs memorial in Poetsô Corner at Westminster Abbey on 

2 December 2016 (see philiplarkin.com/uncategorized/poets-

corner-at-last-2-december-2016/ for an account of the 

ceremony). 

I first heard the performance at the Times Oxford Literary 

Festival in 2013, BPôs centenary year, in the gothic setting of 

the Bodleianôs Divinity School. The performance was even 

more entertaining and moving on a second hearing, and stands 

as a wonderful memorial to two very different writers who 

demonstrated through their nineteen-year correspondence a 

genuine affection and mutual respect for each other. 

The readings begin with Larkinôs first letter to Pym in 

comical. Perhaps Barbara is as much a dramatist as a novelist. 

Certainly dialogue plays a strikingly large role in her novels, 

and she has a wonderful ear for it.  

Whether Barbara knew how effective using adverbials was, 

or whether it just came to her naturally, the fact is that she 

made impressively extensive use of it. Another writer of the 

period, Evelyn Waugh, in Black Mischief (1932), never places 

an adverbial after reported speech, while Barbara in Less Than 

Angels (composed 1953-54) does it thirty-seven times in the 

first chapter alone. Of course, she does not use adverbials  

only for reported speech. In that first chapter she uses them in 

the narrative as well, on page 9 alone seven times.  

Barbaraôs use of this stylistic feature started early. In a 

passage from the first chapter of Crampton Hodnet, written in 

1940, she employed adverbials thirteen times, almost 

exclusively for comic effect. In Jane and Prudence (composed 

in 1950-52) Barbara is still using adverbials. An example is 

the passage where the two friends are doing the washing-up 

after a dinner party. The confident and competent Prudence 

looks óapprehensivelyô at Janeôs feeble efforts at washing up. 

Jane looks at the glasses órather sadlyô but continues washing 

up óin an absent minded wayô and óthoughtfullyô observes that 

while Nicholas and Mrs Glaze deserve laurels, she herself 

does not. When she assures Prudence that she will make a 

splendid wife it is with óa little dripping mop in her handô. It is 

hard not to feel a tear at this point. But Jane still has the spirit 

of rebellion in her. ó ñWhy donôt you ask him?ò ô she says 

órecklesslyô, an unexpected use of that adverb. And when 

Prudence órather complacentlyô remarks that she likes a man 

to be tall Jane replies óscornfullyô óAh, you like a rough tweed 

shoulder to cry on.ô 

A Glass of Blessings (composed 1955-56) is, unusually for 

Barbara, narrated in the first person. Would this influence her 

use of adverbs ï would there, indeed, be many instances of 

dialogue? As it turns out, there is a quite surprising quantity of 

dialogue, but very much less use of adverbials. In a passage of 

dialogue spanning five pages there are only ten. When we 

come to one of the later novels, The Sweet Dove Died 

(composed in 1963-69), although Barbara does still make use 

of adverbials, it is to a much lesser extent than earlier. 

Of course, using adverbials to enhance reported speech 

depends upon there being reported speech to enhance, and this 

feature varies from novel to novel. In the first chapter of 

Quartet In Autumn there are not many conversations and even 

then Barbara only uses adverbials ten times. When she does, 

however, it is to good effect. In the conversation about 

hypothermia we can perfectly picture the scene, as if it were 

being played upon the stage: 

 

Tea Break at Austin Hall 
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  January 1961, and end after Pymôs death in January 1980. 

They chart the lives and careers of the two writers, mapping 

their changing fortunes as Larkin grows in fame and 

popularity and Pym ï abruptly dropped by her publisher Cape 

shortly after the correspondence begins ï endures sixteen 

years in the literary wilderness before she is famously 

rediscovered in 1977 following the Times Literary Supplement 

article in which she is named by both Larkin and Lord David 

Cecil as the most underrated author of the past seventy-five 

years [óReputations Revisitedô, TLS, 21 January 1977, page 

66, column 3 and page 67, column 4].  

We witness the developing friendship between the two as 

they move from óMiss Pymô and óMr Larkinô to óBarbaraô and 

óPhilipô. We hear about their occasional meetings (at the 

Randolph Hotel, Oxford, and at Pymôs home in Finstock), and 

enjoy exquisite glimpses into their lives, at home and at work. 

Larkin provided Pym with support and encouragement during 

the wilderness years with observations such as óJohn Betjeman 

was here a few weeks ago and we rejoiced over your workô. 

After her rediscovery in 1977, the Booker Prize nomination 

and dinner and the consequent revival of interest in Pym are 

covered in the letters. They also include a number of mentions 

of her illness. Pym felt able to share some details of her cancer 

with Larkin, from the initial diagnosis in spring 1971 to the 

final stages, just before she was admitted to Sobell House 

hospice in Oxford at the end of 1979. In her Christmas card to 

Larkin in 1979 which marked the end of their correspondence 

she wrote, poignantly, óStill struggling on ï perhaps a little 

better!ô 

Pymôs death concluded their epistolary relationship, and 

Larkin attended her funeral at Finstock. The title for the event 

comes from Larkinôs letter to Anthony Thwaite: óI regret her 

death very much; we used to correspond. Even at the funeral I 

found myself looking forward to getting a letter from her 

describing it.ô The performance concluded with a reading of 

one of Larkinôs best-loved poems, An Arundel Tomb, which 

ends with the now-famous lines: óOur almost-instinct almost 

true: What will survive of us is love.ô Coincidentally, this is 

the quotation that appears on Larkinôs memorial in Poetsô 

Corner. An Arundel Tomb, read by Larkin, was also chosen by 

Pym as one of her Desert Island Discs on Radio Four in 1978. 

She introduced this as follows: óIôd like to have Philip Larkin 

reading one of his poems. I think Iôd like to have the voice of 

somebody I know on this desert island and the poem I have 

chosen is An Arundel Tomb, which is one of my favourites.ô 

It was appropriate to hear the performance of óWe used to 

correspondô in the Bodleian, as the library is fortunate to hold 

the letters from Larkin to Pym, deposited by her sister Hilary 

as part of the Barbara Pym Papers, as well as the letters from 

Pym to Larkin, bequeathed to the Bodleian by Philip Larkin. 

Judith Priestman, Curator of Modern Literary Manuscript 

Collections in the Bodleian Library, has characterized the 

correspondence thus: óThe tone of the letters is easy and 

unstrained, and it allowed both Pym and Larkin to express 

without too much commitment, the darker as well as the 

lighter sides of their characters. It is by turns funny, intelligent 

and rather moving in its scrupulous avoidance of personal 

stridency even when profound and often painful feelings are 

being described.ô [Priestman, Judith, óPhilip Larkin and the 

Bodleian Libraryô in Bodleian Library Record, Volume XIV, 

1991, page 52.] The performance by Triona and Oliver 

perfectly captured the essence of their friendship, as the warm 

applause at the end of the event testified.  

For events run by the Bodleian Library or to become a 

Friend, see: www.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/get-involved/friends 

 

The Church Times 
by Colin Oxenforth 

 just gave her an old copy of the Church Timesò, said 

Harriet airily.ô This was my first introduction to 

Barbara Pym and the Church Times. Such an indelicate 

answer to the lack of paper in the downstairs lavatory is 

typical Pym humour, and a wonderful sideswipe at the 

reputation and use of the Anglican newspaper. I laughed 

exceedingly at this reference to what I used to call óJezebelôs 

Trumpetô or óThe Church Crimesô when I was at theological 

college. It returns again when Belinda is reading an advert for 

a priestôs cloak, wondering what the story is behind this 

request. Later on there is speculation about the Archdeacon 

advertising in this famous weekly for a new curate. In Less 

than Angels even Catherine refers to it as a respectable paper.  

This august publication, an Anglican institution, was 

founded in 1863 and has always been independent of the 

Church of England hierarchy. It was a family concern until 

1989 when it came under the auspices of a charitable trust ï 

Hymns Ancient and Modern. It was started to campaign for 

Anglo-Catholic principles, so was very much in line with 

Barbaraôs own taste in Anglican worship and general 

principles. Throughout its life, it has scrutinised the actions of 

the church hierarchy but has been described as an 

óecclesiastical and generalô newspaper, as it has always 
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