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As requested, he brought to rny desk the twelve r.olumes of
\rivien Blundy's journais from her archive, w'hich, for reasons
scholars har.e never resolved, once rested marsupially i,vithin
her husband's. As soon as I rt,as alone, I opened the airtight
folder aird found volume firre. I turned to page thirty-two. I
needed to see this again. 'Ihings are settled betr,veen Francis
and me. I'm mostiy huppy here. An achier.ement.' She is refer-
ring to the tragic case of her first husband, Percy Greene, w-ho

suffered from Alzheimer's disease.

She believed Francis loved her and, though neither was
young and he was ten years oider, they had 'a decent sex life'
and there was always plenty to talk about. Non'here in the
journals does she regret marrying the great poet, though he

spent much time in his study. Elsewhere she writes, 'I wonder
if I sometimes enjoy disliking him.' By volume seven they
had been married nine years. Early on, she had kept herself
'sensible' researciring her second book, which she abandoned.
When she had her job at Oxford, she had published a schol-
arly biography of the poet John Ciare, a reworking of her
doctoral thesis. She had enjoyed teaching. Several years later,
her situation prompted wonder among l-rer friends. By her own
successive decisions, she had ended up above a small valley
in rural Gloucestershire, r,vithout paid u,ork, four miles from
the nearest village, in a cavernous barn w,ith 7,000 books. She

worrld never harre guessed that she would abandon a career, a

vocation even, to serve another's genius.
One early afternoon in October 2011,'i.tith a strong wind

roaring in a tree beyond my windor.t,', Vivien Blundy was in her
study, whichwas in a converted old dairy separate from the Barn.
She was probably making a shopping list of ingredients for the
meal she r,vouid cook the following day to ceiebrate her birthday.
She wouid serve the dishes at a gathering to which eight friends
trad been invited. She lt ould have already devised the place-
ment. Later in the evening they would listen to her husband
read a long nerv poem, which was to be her present. The shop-
ping and cooking were not acts of self-effacement. Vivien had a

generous nature, and she.
a well-turned meal. An or
Francis had never pressu
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for her own good reasons,
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chillies, anchovies, cherry tomatoes, black pepper, thyme and
breadcrumbs'. Those were the days.

On the way home, the single-track country lane was
blocked by an oak sapling brought down by the October gales.
In the Severn Estuary, winds had gusted at 105 miles an hour.
She and another motorist, a farmer she vaguely knew, lifted
the tree clear and 'set it down in the long grass tenderly, like a
corpse, which I suppose it was'.

Among the homely details are sporadic intrusions, bleak,
faint cries of honest feeling, generally overlooked by the Fran-
cis Blundy hounds. I turned to an example now, also in volume
five. The.handwriting tips forward and is smaller than the
rest. The punctuation is freer. 'I've never hated him. Never!
But.'You might try to guess at the truncated final sentence or
gaze at the middle letter of 'bttt' as though it might swing open
on its hinges to reveal a peephole through which you could see

a disappointed heart, reduced by lost opportunities.
Beyond the recipes, gardening notes, mentions of their

nephew Peter, Vivien makes frequent references to the weather
as the Bam years passed. A succession of mild winters oppressed
her. For three weeks in one February the temperature did not
fall below nine degrees. She cotrldn't remember when she last
saw icicles hangrng from a gutter. Even snow was unusual. She

noted the premature appearance of daffodils, of her roses, of the
apples and pears in a neighbour's orchard. She is relieved when
the stream below bursts its banks and floods the meadows, Just
as it should'. TWo years later she is indignant when she sees that
its clear water has turned'a disgusting milky green and smelled'.
Run-off from the farms or a sewage discharge or both. Neither
she nor Francis was what they called 'political people'. Th"y
would not have joined with the local environmental groups, or
the anglers and ramblers to protest and campaign for change. It
was enough to observe and make a joumal entry Vivien keeps

a lookout for the 'usual hedgehogs' and is disappointed. She is
outraged by the badger culls. The strong winds that now streak
doum the valley make her irritable. When a short heatwave in JuIy

tops thirty-five degrees, sh

night'. These various anor
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the meals or even the state of his underwear might harre some-
thing to do with him. He was, after all, a genius.'

The friend who gathered the ceps heard that interview and
wrote a light-hearted piece for the Spectator, a weekly polit-
ical magazine. The men, the young poets, who came to sit at
the master's feet, were quietly envious of Blundy's 'no-finger-
lifted life. It was corunon among the generation that came of
age in the 1950s and early 60s and, of course, in every gener-

ation before it, for the men, especially the writers, to sit back
and dream while the women busied themselves around the
house. No one complained or even noticed. Then, poor chaps,

along came feminism's second wave in the early 1970s,

determined to sweep away such civilised arrangements.'The
Blundys were genteel survivors from another age and, accord-
ing to the writer: 'The awkward truth was, she was a good deal
happier and physically fitter than he ever was. She was bound
to outlive him.'

The records show that by 14 October the wind had dropped
and the day was cloudless and warm. The thermometer on
the north wall of the old dairy would later give a high point of
twenty-three degrees. That morning, while Vivien was in the
garden cutting late roses for the table, the postman appeared
in his van and brought a heavy parcel which he kindly car-
ried into the kitchen. It was addressed to Francis. She guessed
what it was. She also guessed that someone had made a mis-
take and thought it was Francis's birthday, not hers. Before
lunch she showed the package to Francis and removed the
wrapping for him, It was a rectangular box in pale wood with
a sliding lid, like an oversized pencil case. As she opened it,
he groaned.

He believed he had everything he needed, antd he did not
need much. A gift not only represented cluttet, it took up room
in his thoughts as one rnore distracting obligation of gratitude,
as an unwanted requirement to think of someone else, of their
goodwill bearing down on him like a low cloud. Vivien gener-
ally wrote his thank-you letters, which he sometimes signed.

But this was different, a

nephew, Peter. He was .
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Ashteka.r, Rovelli, Smolin, like expensive brands of gin ...
Apparently, the field of speculation is 'the nature of the

uni\rerse'. In which case it's also a matter for poetry.

The impenetrable concepts cion't need to be understood to
be rr,ade to sing. Not necessary to knolt, anything about the

brain to enjoy a sonnet or a sunset. A black boxl Rut if Wystan
got his mind round physics, then who can't?
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that fascinated people at first, it was the guest list. Most barely
noticed or cared, but a minority took issue. Th"y did not like
the 'Barn set' - straight, white, an influential and comfort-
able literary elite drawn from the London-Oxford axis. Why,
journalists and bloggers asked themselves, this preoccupation
with a gathering of elderly, sel-f-satisfied mediocrities? This
was even worse than the long-forgotten Bloomsbury obses-
sion. TWelve years after the event, an article in the Telegraph,

a national newspaper, made a defence. It was a private partf,
with no social obligation to regulate its own composition. The
Blundys invited mostly friends they had known for years and
had known them before they published. Blundy ranked with
Seamus Heaney as one of the greatest poets writing in English
in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Granted,
one of Blundy's friends was the novelist Mary Sheldrake, and
another guest was his editor and brother-in-law Harry Kitch-
ener. But two of the guests were gay,two were well under forty,
none was rich or had political influence and half of those pres-
ent had never published at all.

But this could not settle the matter. The evening may have
once been a private affair, but it no longer was. The issue was
not a lost birthday poem read after dinner, it was what the
poem by its non-existence had become: a repository of dreams,
of tortured nostalgia, futile retrospective anger and a focus of
unhinged reverence. Blundy's choice of form, it was said, told
all. A corona was an ornate anachronism in the twenty-first
century. The poem, through no merit of its own but the folly
of its admirers, had leapt its bounds to plunge into the mire of
political economy, global history and suffering. Comparisons
with the 'immortal dinner' of 1.817, so the argument went, were
baseless. Wit is largely the preserve of the agile-minded young.
There was no one at the Blundys'that evening who could have
matched Leigh Hunt or Keats, only four years from the end of
his short life. No one in that well-appointed barn could have
competed with Wordsworth for learning, memorised verse or
force of personality.
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