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The late Justice Benjamin Cardozo nicely observed that our lives are bounded by the mystery of birth and the mystery of death with the mystery of love in-between. 1 He might have added, as an aside, the riddle of naming; usually by one’s parents, who at the time of birth don’t really know the child at all. They have no idea whether Iris or Virginia or Edith or Penelope will turn out to have been a good choice or not.  It’s a conventional or an arbitrary decision.  In general though, we manage to grow into our given names; and if for some reason we cannot, we bury them under nicknames or change them. 

We all know that the mythical Penelope was the long-suffering wife of Odysseus. She has come to us from Ancient Greece as the personification of patience and domestic virtue. Yet, this modern Penelope saw herself through impatient young eyes as constrained by the precedent and sought a wider-ranging place in Greek Mythology.  In her words:  “Of course, I was right in there anyway – Penelope – but saddled with a thoroughly unsatisfactory role.  All that daft weaving, and it was not even clear that she was particularly beautiful.  So I would usurp other parts, wallowing in vicarious experience, hidden away in my secret place – the hammock of creepers behind the swimming pool.  I would reenact it all, amending the script, starring in every episode.  I was Helen, languishing in the arms of Paris.  I was Achilles, nobly dying.  I was Nausicaa, nude and distinctly sexy on a beach.  The erotic overtones had not escaped me – or rather they had reached mysterious levels of my nature.  I perceived that there was something going on here that I found distinctly exciting and reacted accordingly.” 2

She was born Penelope Margaret Low on 17 March 1933 in Cairo, Egypt.  There is no evidence that I have found that she was ever called Pen or Penny or Meg or Maggie.  Always Penelope.  Her father was employed by the National Bank of Egypt.  Her mother was a socialite and thought of as a talented amateur gardener.  They were distant parents, following the social conventions of her class at that time.  As an only child, she was raised mainly by a nurse-governess named Lucy.  She wrote of this time in Oleander, Jacaranda, A Childhood Perceived, published in 1994.  The title recalls a memory of riding in the family car headed somewhere on a typically sultry North African day, the backs of her sweat-covered legs sticking to the leather upholstery, she looking up out of the side windows at the passing rows of alternating Oleander and Jacaranda trees, amusing herself by repeating their names and thinking how she could do the same on the way home but in reverse order.  

Much of her youth was lived in a world of fantasy centered on Classical Mythology. Her parents’ station in the quasi-colonial life of King Farouk’s Egypt, placed her, if peripherally, in an active world of tea parties, summer beach holidays at Alexandria, excursions to archeological sites outside Cairo, and a memorable trip to Palestine, where she has a slight recollection of sharing a bathroom with General De Gaulle at Government House, during a clandestine visit he made to the region during the war, while she was staying there.  

“My mother”, Lively writes, “had operated along the same lines as my grandmother.  I grew up apart from my parents, on the whole, in a happy and self-sufficient nursery enclave with Lucy.  The effect of this, of course, was that I loved and relied upon Lucy to the exclusion of my parents, with all that that implies.” 3  Her first eleven years were nevertheless filled with the opportunities provided by the exotic surroundings of a foreign land, the reassurance of a privileged position in society, and a sense of adventure during the first years of World War II.  All of this began to wind down as the war itself drew to a close.  She tells us:  “In 1943, when I was ten, my father was transferred by the National Bank of Egypt to Khartoum, to manage its Sudan branch.  We did not move with him.” 4 Although they did visit on at least one occasion.  The separation evidently was too great a strain on an already cool relationship between her parents.  So that in the first months of 1945 she remembers a very kindly older man, a friend of her father’s, taking her for a visit to the Egyptian Museum in Cairo.  Why this man and not Lucy, her usual guide, she matter-of-factly tells us:  “I was eleven.  Lucy had to be at the court hearing to give evidence as to my mother’s adultery.  My mother had been living for some while with a man she had met a year or so before – an army officer – and my father had agreed to a divorce.  He would be granted custody of me, which my mother had not requested.  Lucy would take me back to England, where my father would find us a home and me a boarding school as soon as he could wind up his affairs in the Sudan.” 5

Penelope, now twelve, accompanied by Lucy, left for England following her parents divorce in the spring of 1945 aboard a troopship.  She was returning to a country she hardly know, having been there for relatively brief visits before the outbreak of the war.  The plan was that Lucy would remain with her for only a short time and she would live, alternately, with her grandmothers, both in their 70s, until her father got settled and she went on to boarding school.  

Her paternal grandmother, the widow of a prominent surgeon and mother of six children, lived at No. 76 Harley Street, London.  It was a town house that had suffered the effects of aerial bombing during the Blitz.  The building had not been hit directly, but explosions nearby had blown out the windows on the upper floors.  They had been boarded up, but not tightly enough to prevent the snow from driving through the cracks, making swirls and dunes that swept across the top floor stair landings.  Mrs. Low and an irascible distant cousin shared the ground floor, adapting the old doctor’s surgery for their living quarters, with Penelope sharing these spaces when she was in residence.  Grandmother Low was apparently a talented amateur photographer.  She was also careful to maintain the rules inherent in her social status. Despite the diminished quarters, Penelope was not permitted to leave the house without her gloves and umbrella.  

Her maternal grandmother, also a widow, lived in the country and Penelope evokes warmer memories.  In  A House Unlocked she writes of this place and the people who lived there and those who stayed for varying lengths of time.  She recalls: “Golsoncott, an Edwardian country house in the corner of west Somerset that lies between the Brendon Hills and Exmoor, was the family home of my grandmother, Beatrice Reckitt (nee Hewett), from 1923, when she and my grandfather bought it, until her death in 1975.  Her daughter, the artist Rachel Reckitt, lived there until she died in 1995.  I have known it all my life and spent most of my adolescence there.” 6 A principal feature of the property was a Gertrude Jekyll-style garden that her grandmother created to complement the Lutyens-style house, an interest that Penelope inherited from her.  The Reckitt’s fortune came from the manufacture of cleaning products. Reckitt and Sons’ trade names included Robin Starch, Reckitt’s Blue, Brasso, Silvo, Zebra polish and Dettol. 7 I provide this litany so that those of us who have used these wares may take some comfort in the realization that we have, indirectly and inadvertently, advanced the cause of English letters.

Boarding school in Sussex was a dismal time for her, in part because of her parents divorce.  Early on she tells us:  “The headmistress summoned me to a private interview and made it clear that my position was unfortunate but distinctly reprehensible, and the most expedient behaviour was to lie low about it.”  8

After her copy of The Oxford Book of English Verse was confiscated, she enjoyed yet another private meeting with the headmistress, who: “pushed the book across her desk towards me – assertive red-tipped talons lay on the dark blue binding: ‘There is no need for you to read this sort of thing in your spare time, Penelope.  You will be taught all that.’  She went on to point out that my lacrosse skills were abysmally below par.”  She continues:  “I grew up, after what seemed like several centuries, and found my way at last into the sunlight of university, where I discovered to my surprise that lots of other eighteen-year-olds had been reading quite openly for years.”  9

She saw her mother for the first time after the divorce in 1947, two years after her return to England and it appears that they kept in contact later.  She seems to have enjoyed a closer relationship with her father, with more frequent visits and evidently the deeper interest that he took in her education and career.  

The university years were the turning point of her life.  She graduated from St. Anne’s College, Oxford, in 1954 where she read Modern History.  In 1957, she married Jack Lively, whom she had met the year before at St. Antony’s College, Oxford, where she was a researcher.  His career was in Political Science and this took them to Swansea, Sussex, Oxford and finally Warwick University where he was Professor of Politics.  It was a marriage that would have been unlikely before the war.  She muses:  “Quite simply, the marriage of two people who could never have met in a previous age….I married Jack Lively; a girl from the southern gentry, a young man from the northern working class. We met in Oxford, in the clear blue air of higher education, both of us freed from the assumptions and expectations of our backgrounds.  At the time, it all seemed a purely private and personal matter; only subsequently can I see what we owed to a stealthy revolution, and be grateful.”10 They had two children, Josephine, now an oboist with the London Philharmonic, and Adam, who published his first novel at age 26, and there are four grandchildren.  Jack Lively died in 1998.  Penelope Lively lives in London.  11

Her first book appeared in 1970.  It was a children’s novel Astercote, a story of contemporary English villagers who fear a resurgence of medieval plague.  Since then she has written 28 other novels for children, many set in rural England.  These include The Ghost of Thomas Kempe, 1973, winner of the Carnegie Medal, and A Stitch in Time, 1976, which received the Whitbread Award. 

She is the author of 15 novels for adults, three non-fiction books and a number of short stories. Treasures of Time, 1979, received the Arts Council National Book Award; Nothing Missing but the Samovar, 1978, the Southern Arts Literature Prize; The Road to Litchfield, 1977,  and According to Mark, 1984, were shortlisted for the Booker Prize; and Moon Tiger, 1987, which won the Booker Prize and was shortlisted for the Whitbread Award.  The Photograph, her latest novel, appeared in 2003.  

Her three non-fiction pieces are: The Presence of the Past, 1976, which is an introduction to landscape history; Oleander Jacaranda: A Childhood Perceived, 1994 and A House Unlocked, 2001, both of which are autobiographical.  

Penelope Lively is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and a former chair of the Society of Authors.  She has served on the Arts Council Literature Panel and the Board of the British Library.  She is a member of the Board of the British Council  and of the Council of Goldsmith’s College.  In 1989 she was awarded the Order of the British Empire and she holds honorary doctorates in literature from Tufts University and Warwick University. 

A distinguished career and a remarkable person whose works have been widely recognized for their emphasis on the flow of time, the continuity of past and present, and the relation between history and personal memory.  Death and loss are also themes.   I close with her own words about her craft and what draws her to it:  “It has always seemed to me that one effective way of writing fiction is to take the immediate and particular and to give it a universal resonance – to so manipulate and expand personal experience that it becomes relevant to others.” 12   And, “Perhaps what I’m interested in…is the operation of memory, the ways in which the physical world is composed of memory, the ways in which it’s an encumbrance and the ways in which it’s an asset…I can hardly decide which it is.  But it’s something that I’m constantly aware of and constantly seeing new ways of exploring fictionally.” 13   
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