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      Barbara Pym

      
      Barbara Pym (1913–1980) was born in Oswestry, Shropshire. She was educated at Huyton College, Liverpool, and St Hilda’s College,
         Oxford, where she gained an Honours Degree in English Language and Literature. During the war she served in the WRNS in Britain
         and Naples. From 1958 to 1974 she worked as an editorial secretary at the International African Institute. Her first novel,
         Some Tame Gazelle, was published in 1950, and was followed by Excellent Women (1952), Jane and Prudence (1953), Less than Angels (1955), A Glass of Blessings (1958) and No Fond Return of Love (1961).
      

      
      During the sixties and early seventies her writing suffered a partial eclipse and, discouraged, she concentrated on her work
         for the International African Institute, from which she retired in 1974 to live in Oxfordshire. A renaissance in her fortunes
         came in 1977, when both Philip Larkin and Lord David Cecil chose her as one of the most under-rated novelists of the century.
         With astonishing speed, she emerged, after sixteen years of obscurity, to almost instant fame and recognition. Quartet in Autumn was published in 1977 and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. The Sweet Dove Died followed in 1978, and A Few Green Leaves was published posthumously. Barbara Pym died in January 1980.
      

   
      
      Also by Barbara Pym

      
      Some Tame Gazelle

      
      Excellent Women

      
      Jane and Prudence

      
      A Glass of Blessings

      
      No Fond Return of Love

      
      Quartet in Autumn

      
      The Sweet Dove Died

      
      A Few Green Leaves

      
      Crampton Hodnet

      
      An Unsuitable Attachment

      
      An Academic Question

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9780748131532

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Barbara Pym 1955

Introduction copyright © Salley Vickers 2010

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      Contents

      Also by Barbara Pym

      Copyright

      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      Chapter 1

      
      Chapter 2

      
      Chapter 3

      
      Chapter 4

      
      Chapter 5

      
      Chapter 6

      
      Chapter 7

      
      Chapter 8

      
      Chapter 9

      
      Chapter 10

      
      Chapter 11

      
      Chapter 12

      
      Chapter 13

      
      Chapter 14

      
      Chapter 15

      
      Chapter 16

      
      Chapter 17

      
      Chapter 18

      
      Chapter 19

      
      Chapter 20

      
      Chapter 21

      
      Chapter 22

      
      Chapter 23

      
   
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      Barbara Pym was born in Oswestry in Shropshire, which lies within that strange stretch of land that is variously called the
         Welsh Marches or the Welsh Borders. It is a liminal place and I have always felt it no accident that many writers have been
         born here for writers naturally inhabit – or loiter within – thresholds, observing boundaries yet able to pass back and forth
         to either side. This leads naturally to what Pym herself was later to call ‘a divided life’. Her adult career took her to
         more exotic locations, if only vicariously. She went to Oxford, where she read English, and during the war she served as a
         Wren and was posted to Naples where she kept, as always, scrupulously observed notes and diaries. Later she worked at the
         International African Institute in London, and lived in a flat in Pimlico with her sister Hilary. She became the assistant
         editor of Africa, an anthropological journal, as well as editing many academic monographs.
      

      
      Perhaps because of various similarities in the authors’ lives it has become a commonplace to suggest that Barbara Pym’s novels
         bear a resemblance to Jane Austen’s. They are similarly restrained in tone, with that glimmering undersheen of English irony,
         parochial in location but, as with Jane Austen, not only are Pym’s subjects sharply and drolly observed yet she somehow contrives to lift her subject matter above its ostensible limits. As is now well known, she achieved an early success with
         six novels, of which Less Than Angels is one, and then fell wholly out of fashion until her reputation was revived through the unsolicited testimonials of Philip
         Larkin and Lord David Cecil whereupon she was republished to international acclaim. This fading in and out of fashion is the
         potential lot of all writers but it is a fate which most often befalls those who are labelled ‘quiet’. And yet it is the quiet
         (often a synonym for lucid prose, under-statement and artistic detachment) novels which, by their very lack of insistence
         on whatever has caught the contemporary imagination, are liable to last longest in the collective consciousness. (Jane Austen
         is a case in point – nothing in her own lifetime compares with her current popularity; her tombstone in Winchester Cathedral
         makes no mention of her career as a writer.)
      

      
      The comparison, however, with Jane Austen can be overworked. Barbara Pym is more eccentric and more overtly humorous than
         Jane Austen and she works on a larger canvas. Her time at the Institute and her consequent experience with anthropologists
         produced a more global imagination if not a much greater experience. A better comparison, in my view, is with Evelyn Waugh
         whose tone is also deceptively ‘quiet’, camouflaging a barbed wit and a willingness to pitch his subjects into far-flung parts.
         Pym, though she can be mordant, has a more charitable take on human nature than Waugh. There is, to be sure, a pessimistic
         strain and, especially in the later novels, some very dark avenues are explored. But she is without Waugh’s savage psychology
         and is blessedly free of his taste for cruelty. If there is cruelty it is in the observations of the occasional cruelty of life and not a trait in its chronicler.
      

      
      Where she resembles both Jane Austen and Waugh is in that indispensable attribute for a writer: a distinctive voice. And, as is so often the case, the voice is one that is easier to
         recognize than describe. It may be ‘quiet’ but it is not meek (it is a common error to suppose that the two conditions are
         alike), dryly witty and never sentimental, delivered in unadorned prose and yet capable of a poetic cadence which has echoes
         of Housman or Hardy. She never married but there were love affairs, and love affairs that do not lead to marriage will inevitably
         be termed ‘painful’. Whatever the truth of this, Barbara Pym was certainly knowledgeable about love and sex and the wounds
         and blows that both can deliver. And yet there is a playful robustness as well. She is sexy, in the way that Henry James can
         be sexy – that is to say the sex is never explicit and, for the inattentive reader or one who prefers their sex in headlines,
         easy to miss. But her novels are highly alive to the erotic and she had an accurate sense of the allure of waywardness and
         the power of unpredictability or danger in sexual attraction.
      

      
      In a BBC broadcast in 1978, Pym attributed the emergence of Less Than Angels to her time at the Institute. ‘After the war, I got a job at the International African Institute in London. I was mostly
         engaged in editorial work, smoothing out the written results of other people’s researches, but I learned more than that in
         the process. I learned how it was possible and even essential to cultivate an attitude of detachment towards life and people,
         and how the novelist could even do “field-work” as the anthropologist did. And I also met a great many people of a type I
         hadn’t met before. The result of all this was a novel called Less Than Angels.’
      

      
      The not very fictional anthropological research centre which is the principal location of the novel is peopled by characters
         some of whom, such as the tartly spoken Miss Clovis, appear in other Pym novels. Miss Clovis surely bears some relation to
         her creator (‘Young men nowadays cannot afford to take opium,’ she avers sharply when De Quincy is fatuously evoked). Much of
         the drama, such as it is, centres around the scarcity of funds for research (a topic which makes the book alarmingly relevant
         today) and the skulduggery and in-fighting required to acquire them. Alongside these shenanigans are various relationship
         imbroglios, centring on the narcissistic Tom who undeservedly, yet wholly realistically, attracts the attentions of three
         very different women.
      

      
      By far the most interesting of these is Catherine who is ‘small and thin and thought of herself, with a certain amount of
         complacency, as looking like Jane Eyre or a Victorian child whose head has been cropped because of scarlet fever’. Catherine
         is older than Tom and a successful Romantic novelist. Some time after writing Less Than Angels Pym herself became involved with a much younger man and it is not hard to guess that Catherine is drawn from an image of
         herself and a knowledge of her own proclivities. Independent-minded, gin-swigging and self-supporting, Catherine is protective
         of Tom and indulgent of his foibles; but she is preoccupied with her writing and her own career. Part of the humour of the
         novel derives from the fact that Catherine though kind is clear-sightedly rational about Tom and not romantic at all. That
         role is reserved for Deirdre who worships Tom and offers the uncritical and soothing balm to his ego that in truth he neither
         wants or needs. (There is a good scene where Tom having left Catherine visits her for reassurance and rational conversation
         and company.) Deirdre is far more suited, we see, to the straightforwardly masculine Digby (Pym’s women often favour more
         feminine men) while Tom is tagged by a perseverant childhood ‘sweetheart’, the suburban Elaine who, for lack of any more engaging
         occupation, continues to carry a torch for him. Through all these coils moves the morally dubious Father Gemini (his name perhaps rather too obviously signals that he is two-faced) whose sexual charm is successfully employed in
         diverting funds for his latest linguistic project from his academic rivals.
      

      
      As Pym suggests in her talk, her detached anthropologist’s eye is turned both on the anthropologists themselves and on 1950s
         English suburbia, where Deirdre’s mother and aunt live in perpetual watchful vigilance over the affairs of their neighbours.
         These scenes are the most comic and Waugh-like; one neighbour is a retired anthropologist who adopts animal masks (‘It was
         natural that they should find the unmarried and apparently eccentric Alaric Lydgate more interesting than their neighbours
         on the other side’) so that we have the Russian Doll effect of the author anthropologically observing the anthropologist’s
         neighbours who in turn are closely observing him. This kind of reflexive social interaction is typical of Barbara Pym’s technique.
         But so, too, is the cavalier boldness with which she finishes off one of the book’s principal characters, not in any heroic
         fashion but as a hapless bystander in a minor political disturbance. The survivors of this apparent tragedy are left to make
         only a token effort at mourning and with something like relief swiftly, almost eagerly, embrace new possibilities.
      

      
      Barbara Pym was known for her accounts of the life of the Anglican Church and for a kind of unself-announcing, unflamboyant
         Christianity. The essence of her work is to suggest that humankind is a good deal less important than it tends to suppose
         itself and that we know ourselves but slenderly – and yet, conversely, that even the meagrest lives can be of profound and
         sustaining interest.
      

      
      Salley Vickers, 2009
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