Penelope Fitzgerald
Ray Watkinson
On April eight last, we lost our most distinguished
member - Penelope Fitzgerald. Her last letter to me
was dated 8th March 2000. In it, after a few such
words as we exchange on that tiresome preoccupation of the aged, health, and enthusiastic
praise of George Borrow, she went on "I have to
review the second volume of I Will Bear Witness . . .
I'm anxious to do it justice . . . but I work so slowly
now, really it's a disgrace. I'm used to laying out in
my mind, before I get up in the morning, exactly
what I'm going to get through in the day . . . and
then finding, at bed time, I've not done even half of
it - and that is getting worse . . ." So, as we would
,expect, she was working to the last, and that she
should do justice to a much admired book was her
great concern. Her judgments were never abstractly
literary: books have authors, who to her were
always also, and first, people and the authors whom
she had loved in youth and childhood were still to
her friends then found precious, not to be lost
however much older judgment might call for
another view - Stevenson, James Hogg, were still
dear and wonderful to her, who had opened her
imagination.
In the February of 1920, J.W. Mackail wrote and
printed for family and friends a little four fold sheet
in honour of Georgiana Burne-Jones whose son-inlaw he had the good fortune to be. Reading this, I
saw how much of it might have been written for
Penelope, in whose best-of-all books on Burne
Jones Georgie is ever present, and from her Penelope learned how large a person
Morris had been. So let me borrow words from this lost friend: "She was herself a
personality of extraordinary distinction, power and charm . . . No one, man or
woman who made her acquaintance failed to come under the spell of a nature
which radiated beauty. All those who were privileged to know her more learned to
love her very dearly. Her intellectual powers were great . . . she had clear large
eyes for art, books, human beings . . She made up to the end a ceaselessly
practised and beautifully executed art out of daily life: unaffected and touching
humility was combined in her with quiet dignity. Her boundless generosity was
never thoughtless or reckless . . . Few, if any, were more humorously alive than
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