‘ had been left for Lord Halifax

WITH Louis MacNeice, Henry
Reed was pre-cminent among the
pocts who wrote for radio in the
great days of the BBC Third Pro-

me. Yet, through a mingling
of perfectionism and dilatoriness,
his life as a poct remained unful-
filled.

Born in Birmingham, he was
educated at King Edward VI
School and later at Birmingham
University. Here he was among a
group of undergraduates who
came under the stimulating influ-
ence of Louis MacNeice, then a
young  assistant lecturer in
classics.

He took firstclass honours in
ianguages and literature, and lat-
er achieved his MA with a thesis
on Thomay Hardy. He started
work on a;bnography of Hardy,
but this proved to be a millstone
round his neck; and after nearly
20 years of tinkering, he aban-
doned it.

After some ycars as a literary
journalist and critic, he was con-
scripted in 1941 into the Royal
Army Ordnance Corps (an expe-
ricnce later recalled in his much-
anthologised pocm, “Naming of
Parts”).

Later he was transferred to Na-
val Intelligence at Bletchley until
his demobilisation in 1945. A year
later his poems were nubtished
under the title of 4 iMap of Vero-
na. They included, with “Naming
of Parts” and two poems in simi-
11 vein, a number of personal po-
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year he wrote his first original
work, “Pytheas”, in verse, on the
Greek traveiler who sailed into
the Atlantic in scarch of Ultima
Thule.

His profound admiration for
the Italian poct Leopardi was ex-
pressed in two superb verse-plays
in sprung pentameters: “The
Unblest”, in 1949, summoning up
the claustral almosphcrc of the
Palazzo Leopardi in Recanati,
with the young poet half-blind
and 2 hunchback, and the bigoted
mother dominecering over the
family: followed in 1950 by “The
Monument”, in which Leopardi’s
brief success in Bologna is
clouded by unrequited love, and
he returns to Recanati and an

- early death. foa

“Réturn to Naples” (l9€0) iea

lively yet moving record of a -

young Englishman’s five visits,
over 20 years, to a Neopolitan
family {(the father a passionate
”"’mpoollector, the mother af-
fectionately warm but equally
passionate, besct with the cares of
a growing family as Mussolini
gains power). “The Streets of
Pompeii”, awarded an ltalia Prize
in 1951, opens with an evocation

ems that reflected his deep love of ;) of its destruction, in a version of

Italy and its enchanting small cit-
ics. In another group,
Desert”, he created images of dis”

tant lands and oceans. Four po-

ems in “Tintage!l” evoke.the trag-
tdy of Tristram and Iscult.

The publication of 4 Map of
Verona immediately established
Henry Reed's rcputation as a
poct; but apart from five poems
(including “Naming of Parts”) in

1 Lessons of the War, 1970, no other

volume of poems was published
during his lifetime. After its first
broadcast in 1958, a narrative
poem, “The Auction Sale”, was
printed in The Listener.

In 1947 Henry Reed began his
radio writing carcer with a two-
hour version of Moby Dick, intet-
:gcrscd with reflective poems on

c whiteness of the whale and
the symbolism of whaling: and
with the second of the three days’
pursuit described by Ishmael in 2
verse intermezzo, In the same

Leopardi’s poem: followed by a

“The §~chroaicle, partly in verse, partly in

dramatized sequences, of a day

among the ruined build-
_lngs by & pair of young Italian lov-
“ers, a couple of Scottish archaeol-
ogists, a quartet of youthful
English holiday-makcrx, and a
Traveller who 18 the poet’s alter

ego.
Radio works on other Italian
themes included “The Great De-
sire 1 had”, which imagines
Shakcspcanc visiting Mantua and
Gonzaga palace with a com-

of Italian playcrs, and find-

mg {umsclf alone in a salon deco-
rated with the sprawling Trojan
frescoes of Giulio Romano: which
Shakespeare later describes in
The Rape of Lucrece. “Vincenzo”,
in 1950, prescnted the life of
Vincenzo Gonzaga in &
dramatised -form within the
framework of narration by the
four women whom he had known

most intimately.

In these Italian picces Henry
Reed revealed his instinctive mas-
tcryofthcmofndn All his cre-

rs were brought into
play or hé was not only & poet of
frcat scnsibility; he bad also a
ively sense of comedy and of the
absurd, and a remarkable gift for
dramatic invention. He could be
cxtremcly witty, both in his soctal
life and 1n his radio writing; and
the wit couid overflow into satire

switching the
wbﬁdO‘hubwmphy
dcadncwclmwthecxnbcnwy
living composeress. Heary Reed
later claimed that in this uotabic
scene, for which Reeve is sum-
moned to Hilda’s bathroom, full
frontal pudity was heard for the
first time on radio, “the author

and malice. Yet, being quite unaware what a trail
had ‘”m“““‘mm% “mpathy “&’:‘m ity singn
an sympathy i s in
with women's tPa thepmoﬁiildu wancae com-
cmouons,andcmxldpomaythem Elsa Strauss, incvitably
with tenderness and understand- the aaﬁoawol “Emily
ing: 23 in 2 moving K in
“Vindeaen® ‘where the cmiﬁ“ mn.&:@.(

his mistress Bianca Cappello, ly-
ing on their death-bed together,
will not renounce their love,
though it will condemn them to
ctcrnal damaation.

There is no doubt that Henry
Reed greatly enjoyed his 15 years
as a writer for BBC Features De-

ment. Though he preferred

is club, the Savile, to the pubs

adjacent to Broadcasting House,

he found himself in an le

professional circle of Features

producers, writers, ©Omposcrs, ac-
tors and technicians.

His scnﬁmwcm rarcly complet-
ed more than a day oz two before
rehearsals began, but he particu-
larly relished the affectionate cs-
teem in which he was held by the
gxoup of players who usually
ormed the nucleus of his cast. As
he usually attended all rehearsals,
this affection was enhanced dur-
ing the later stages of his radio ca-
reer, whea the poetic content of
his work was gradually overtaken
by the hilariously satirical.

One byproduct of his research
into s life had béen a jeu
d'esprit, “A By-Election in the

- Duke” Francesco di* Medici and”™ W’bymhnﬁma.~
"! Apliel fol-

more=<Tablet
lowcx!,udxpmmptedbym
outstarding performance in its
predecessor. By Third Pro-
grammcnxndnds,themcn_

réclame Mnamm

BBC peves attempted
tomthcacorothctkcedmu—

I DINED carly with Christopher
one cvening at his flat in Eaton
Square; we wette’cs;xrpmcd to find
it was morning before we stopped
talking and reading aloud, He
walked across the road and we
drank two bottles of miik

Hes  our  opeighbour 1o
Yorkshire,” Christopher said,
“and won't mind.”

That delight in talking with
fricnds was never-ending, nor was
a2 scnse of esca
Those less robust were given

Chrlstopher Sykes

Nincties”, based on material in doned. To sort out the chaos will
the Dorchestzrlo::l be a major task.
Two years later he drew on lm
bul rien?estochmﬁcthc Douglas Cleverdon
tribulations of a naive young
rapher, Horbert Rocve, who & ey eod bor 22 February 4
wcmgmfomauonfotthcbxom \
mmWhmuu
. their motives, their frustratioas,
MMMMM&.
I remember his being told oos
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