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WHAT YOU DIDN’T MISS, Pt 94
Deaths of the Poets

Paul Farley and Michael 
Symmons Roberts

(Cape, £14.99)
…Later we head eastwards 

over the bare Anglian plain 
towards Cambridge, life-
long haunt of the legendary 
avant-garde – perhaps “ante-post-
post-modernist” is the appropriate 
term – poet A.D. Penumbra.

In the distance, down in the 
lee of the patchwork-quilted 
fens, the fields of dappled sedge 
are a potent reminder of the lyric 
in Penumbra’s first collection, 
Divagations (1996) – one of his 
few avowedly “pastoral” efforts 
– which talks so luminously of 
“costive terebinths, the lure of 
loosestrife, cosmic patterns in 
the mud-miasma”. Set low in 
the winter sky, the sun, too, has 
Penumbral shadings – that “seren-
dipitous solar” of “100 megaton 
wind-bomb” in Amplifications 
(1999), which “scuttles crab-like 
through celestial sky-scrape.”

Ahead of us, in the porter’s 
lodge at St Swithin’s College, 
Cambridge, our guide, Penum-
bra’s long-term devotee Dr Silas 
Drone, author of Penumbra: An 
Approach, is waiting to meet 
us, here in the seat of learning 
where Penumbra taught Oriental 
Languages (mostly Tamil and 
Telegu) for over 40 years.

To talk of “Penumbraland”, 
as one or two critics have begun 
to do, is, as Dr Drone reminds 
us, misleading. A reclusive 
personality, rarely leaving his 
college rooms and – such was his 
terror of conversation – known 
to eat his dinner from behind a 
screen in the Senior Common 
Room, Penumbra defies the 
environmental categorisations that 
have dragged up so many of his 
contemporaries in their associative 
net. Still, as Drone confirms, there 
is such a thing as a Penumbral 
locus classicus, and it turns out 
that we are only a step away from 
the fabled college garden, whose 
strawberry beds are thought to 
have inspired “Calyx, the Pistilled 
Thread” in Appetencies (2002).

A poetically-minded friend 
beat a path to Penumbra’s door 
sometime in the 1990s, shortly 
after the publication of his 
celebrated pamphlet A Chal-
lenge to Scansion. Beaded in his 
lair, Penumbra spoke guard-
edly of the “slight metaphorical 
irregularities” he believed it 
was his duty to expose and was 
persuaded to sign a photocopy 
of “Freud at the Supermarket”, 
which had appeared in a recent 
issue of the London Review of 
Books (“Raptly interpretative, 
beard atwitch, looms he now 
over rhubarb stalk.”) Penumbra’s 
room, preserved by the college 
as a shrine to his memory, is 
sparsely furnished, as austere in 
its way as any anchorite’s cell: 
Hockney’s famous painting of 
his pet cat, Suetonius, the subject 
of many a grief-stricken elogue in 
his final collection, Shriven by the 
Zodiac (2009), seems to be its soli-
tary ornament.

And what of Penumbra’s own 
passing? Dr Drone takes up the 
story: “It was an unmitigated 
tragedy, a little parable of self-
effacement. There came a time 
when he determined to calculate 
the exact number of his admirers, 
the people who actually read and 
responded philosophically to his 
poetry – for even Alceste, you 
must understand, was not above 
a modicum of personal vanity – 
and to his horror he discovered 
that there were only seven. Seven 
in the whole world. In vain, we 
counselled caution. We assured 
him that nice Jeremy Noel-Tod 
in the Sunday Times had thought 
‘Brubeck on Everest’ ‘not wholly 
un-nutritious’. We implored him 
to remember that his work soared 
so high above the intellect of the 
common throng that they could 
not be expected to comprehend 
it. But it was no good, and after a 
period of the gravest introspection 
he impaled himself on a pruning 
fork that had once belonged to 
Ezra Pound.” All this – the circum-
stances of his death and hearing 
“A.D.” referred to by his Christian 
name – is profoundly shocking. 
We are inexpressibly moved…

£10 paid for all entries

But there were themes also, from the crazy 
swirls of psychedelia, to lush Tropicalia, to 
the quiet rigour of Brutalism, which lent the 
season a certain austerity.

Financial Times Special Report on  
‘the art of fashion’

The cacio e pepe had a silkiness, a depth, a 
poetry that I have never encountered in a 
bowl of spaghetti before.

GILES COREN,  
Times Magazine

But what is love, the novel asks? What can it 
be, beyond temporal, beyond other? Is it 
simply the concerti of art, like the songs on 
Anne-Marie’s little plastic radio? Is it the 
impossible phenomenology of someone else’s 
account? A thing unreal to ourselves, frigid 
under our own hands, lambent only when 
dreamed? Is love just a story, created from our 
biological urges and our soul’s ache, so that 

we might make sense, somehow, of our 
coming together, our making of it, and our 
parting?

SARAH HALL reviews James Salter’s  
A Sport and a Pastime,  
Guardian

Beyonce being the spiritual leader of 
21st century womankind…In an 
aubergine bra and powder-blue 
knickers, she effectively pronounced the 
death of matching lingerie.

JESS CARTNER-MORLEY,  
Guardian

Women are  
creating individual 
combinations of 
underpinnings to 
reflect our moods  
and needs.

M&S lingerie 
chief SOOZIE 
JENKINSON on 
the popularity 
of non-matching 
underwear, quoted in Guardian

The rock ’n’ roll equivalent of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls.

Publisher JOHN BLAKE on Mick Jagger’s 
unpublished autobiography, Spectator

Contributors: Jo Tacon, V. Wycherley,  
Alison Swan Parente, Chris Solomon,  
Ros Earthy, Daffyd Price Jones.

LIFE TRUMPS ART
n ALTHOUGH Donald Trump 
may prefer television to reading 
books, he appears to have a soft 
spot for the “dirty realism” of US 
novelist Richard Ford.

Alert Eye reader Adam Young 
points out that the flat, moody 
world of Frank Bascombe, 
narrator of Ford’s 1986 novel 
The Sportswriter, provides 
fertile ground for exploring 
the darker side of suburban 
life and – if you’re leader of the 
most powerful country in the 
world – domestic security policy.

Frank’s chat with neighbour 
Delia Deffeyes in chapter nine 
takes a dark turn when she says 
of her husband Caspar: “Caspar 
and I think that the States should 
build a wall all along the Mexican 
frontier, as large as the Great 
Wall, and man it with armed 
men, and make it clear to those 
countries that we have problems 
of our own up here […] Then 
we could at least solve our own 
problem with the black man.”

“That’s a good idea,” 
replied Frank Bascombe. And 
so, it seems, thought Trump.

n THE part of the survey in 
which the 2,000 people 
questioned were asked to name 
one literary author evidently 
caused some embarrassment to 
the RSL, which despondently 
noted that only two ethnic-
minority writers (Zadie Smith 
and Haruki Murakami) were 
named twice or more and was 
forced to abandon its usual 
non-judgmentalism and 
“discount some names because 
the RSL could not recognise 
them as published writers”. 

That hasn’t prevented such 
“authors” as Doris Stokes 
(whose books were all, er, 
ghosted), Oliver Stone and 
“Stephen” (sic) Spielberg being 
included on the long list of 
one-mention writers, while 
such figures as “Alexander” 
Dumas, “Brett” Easton Ellis 
and Robert “Ludlam” pop up 
in it without anyone bothering 
to check the spelling. 

‘Bookworm’

LIBRARY NEWS
n IT’s been a bad few weeks for 
library lovers as cash-strapped 
local councils around the country, 
including Gateshead, Liverpool 
and Bury, announced multiple 
branch closures. 

Brutal budget cuts in Bury 
threaten 10, possibly 11, of the 
area’s 14 libraries. Bosses say 
too many of the buildings are in 
poor repair and closing smaller 
branches will help ensure the 
central library and archive are 
sustainable. 

In Plymouth, however, 
library chiefs insist that 
plans to close 10 of 17 
libraries are not about 
saving money, but because 
they want to provide a 
service “not constrained 
by bricks and mortar”. 
They plan to use digital 
borrowing and click-and-
collect services instead. 
Campaigners point out 
that many children and 
adults actually need  
to use the libraries to  
get online in the first 
place.
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