
Less Than Angels by Barbara Pym 

Feedback from our group on Monday 23rd January at 19.30 pm 

Our first meeting this year was large,lively and loud – not very like our chosen writer 

Barbara Pym!  

Pym is considered to be a rather genteel and subtle English writer. She is sometimes 

described as a twentieth century Jane Austen. Pym uses understated humour with delicate 

irony spiced with a strong sardonic flavour. Maybe her novels would be an acquired  taste 

like marmite or kippers ! 

 I was intrigued to find out.  

Our Comments 

“What does a novel of the 50s have to tell me? At first it seemed lightweight. But after I 

finished I thought about it a lot and realised that it`s quite deep. There is much to learn from 

it. It merits a second reading.” 

“ It was like visiting a lost world. I was taken back to another time. A post war London I 

wasn’t familiar with.” 

“ I was reminded of Kate Fox’s Watching the English which also studies the habits of the 

English. Less Than Angels has lots of eccentric characters , also examples of very English 

activities like luncheon clubs just for women, important rituals of tea making, excessive 

polite behaviour, examples of stiff upper lips, not showing emotion in public.” 

“ I like campus novels, all the poking fun at academia. The non anthropologists seemed 

more observant than the anthropologists. People - watching in suburbia is everywhere.” 

“Yes. I particularly enjoyed the suburban middle-aged sisters who lived together. One is a 

widow and the other a spinster- women of their time without men just after the war. They 

are fascinated by the goings-on all around them. Their own lives are rather dull so they get 

vicarious pleasure from watching other people’s lives.”  

“ I didn’t like it so much. It seemed like Barbara Pym was showing off - there were lots of 

literary references and I didn’t find it so funny.” 

“ Why is the title Less Than Angels ?” 

“ It’s a quote from Alexander Pope’s poem” Essay on Man.” 

“All the stuff about professors and students reminded me of Enid Blyton’s Mallory Towers.” 

“ The problems that we have don’t change very much from generation to generation . She 

captures everyday lives, the little details brilliantly.” 



“I very much liked how she switched from one  character’s mind to another.” 

“ The words dull and detached are used very often..” 

“ Her pictures of the academic world felt very accurate.” 

“ At first I thought what the hell is this? And then I fell in love with Catherine and admired 

how Barbara Pym wrote about so many situations in such a humorous way.” 

“ I loved the irony of the money for the scholarships being stolen by a priest!” 

“ Food is an important indicator of class, situation and background. Bohemian Catherine 

likes to cook exotic food – and even uses lots of olive oil, herbs and garlic. The Swann family 

are much more staid, roasting chicken and eating cold meats with salads. The spinsters 

living together eat mainly out of tins. Tom’s more aristocratic mother grows her own 

vegetables on their estate - rather like Prince Charles today.” 

“ People- watching has become official - it’s called Neighbourhood Watch!” 

                                                             ________ 

 In Less Than Angels a group of anthropologists are put under the microscope. “It is surely 

appropriate that anthropologists, who spend their time studying life and behaviour in 

various societies, should be studied in their turn," said Barbara Pym.  

She pits them against each other in affairs of the heart and mind. Academia is an especially 

rich backdrop. There is competition between the sexes, gender, and age groups. Pym's keen 

eye for male pretensions and female susceptibilities is exploited with good humour. Will 

love have its way even among the learned?. This is the world of research, grants, libraries 

and primitive cultures. There is a particularly interesting contrast between the tribes of 

Africa and the social matrix of London. As the title implies, civilized society fares not too well 

on moral grounds to the more primitive societies. 

Pym encourages us to observe anthropologists in their own world “in the field, but in 

England.” She uses her delicious wit and  delicate irony to powerful effect. The humour 

often arises from her astute social observations and it is very funny. It's a kind of 

anthropological study in itself of a very highly educated and polite group of people who 

seem on their way out as a dominant social force in London. There is a sense of social 

change happening. 

The characters are very Pymesque and often eccentric. eg Alaric Lydgate, who sits in the 

evenings with an African mask on and wishes it were permissable to wear it out in public; 

Rhoda Wellcome and Mabel Swan, sisters who make an effort to live together tolerantly, 

both peer at the neighbours from behind lace curtains; Catherine Oliphant, a writer and 

spinster, but a very modern one as she is living, unmarried with Tom Mallow, one of many 



anthropologists in the story. Minnie Foresight, a  rich widow and potential benefactor, is 

fluffy and empty headed and easily influenced by flattery.  

Two students Digby Fox and Mark Penfold, former grammar school boys ,are desperate for 

sholarships , and try to gain favour by inviting the middle-aged Esther Clovis out to lunch. 

It’s very amusing that Esther Clovis had lost her previous job for making tea with hot water 

from the tap and not warming the pot properly ! Professor Mainwaring tries to use his 

charm on older women to obtain funding for the society. Deirdre Swann is a young naive 

student, desperate to leave her suburban background behind. She steals Tom from 

Catherine, this is at the centre of the plot. 

We had a general criticism, that the plot seemed rather thin. But Pym wasn’t writing a 

conventional literary or romantic novel. It is a comedy of manners, but very tongue-in-

cheek. The story just exists as a vehicle for observation of  the characters. Every page has a 

poke at society and makes us think about the most ordinary things in a different way. We 

become the anthropologists.  

There are two storylines – Tom links the characters. Tom has three women he is or has been 

involved with. He is just back from the “field” in Africa and seen to be a rather romantic 

figure at the anthropological society. There is competition in this story, a three-way 

competition for Tom Mallow's love, and a four-way competition for the Foresight grants, for 

the study of anthropolgy. The competitions mirror each other in subtle ways.  

Class differences play an important part – how could they not in the fifties? And the 

desperate search for funding research - which is just as relevant today. The petty jealousies 

and rivalries between professors are well drawn. It’s a sensitive point how many articles 

they have had published in academic journals. Academics also tend to deliberately make 

simple concepts seem complicated. Intellectual snobbery can exclude others. Catherine 

writes romantic novels and articles for women’s magazines. She has difficulty in engaging 

with Tom’s dissertation. He writes in such a pompous, heavy handed way. She also finally 

liberates Alaric from the burden of his copious research notes. There is a symbolic burning 

of them on firework night.  

We agreed that Catherine is quite inspiring - a very independent minded woman – an 

aspiring feminist. But she still feels the pressure of a woman to nurture and look after the 

men in her life. Even after she has parted from Tom she does his laundry for him. Equal 

sharing of domestic chores is still an issue today. Most working women still do a greater 

share of housework, cooking,looking after children etc. In the fifties women were expected 

to be primarily in the home. Barbara Pym never married and worked for thirty years in the 

African Institue. She seems to understand very well how women can find men exciting and 

then disappointing. 



We fill our lives with small things, and they become immensely important to us. Barbara 

Pym understands that, and in celebrating these little things so vividly, she helps us, I think, 

to be more sympathetic to others. If it is a mark of a great novel that it should help us to feel 

for others, that it should touch our human capacity for sympathy, then Less Than Angels is a 

novel that on one level is about very little, on another is a great novel about a great deal. 

Some of our favourite quotes: 

A thesis must be long. The object, you see, is to bore and stupefy the examiners to such an 

extent that they will have to accept it — only if a thesis is short enough to be read all 

through word for word is there any danger of failure..  

She left the bathroom as she would wish to find it, folding her own towels and everyone 

else’s in a special way that pleased her. It worried her a little that Malcolm was not yet in, 

for he would spoil the symmetrical arrangement … Before going back to her own room, 

Rhoda went quietly downstairs to see if her sister had laid the breakfast satisfactorily. She 

saw that Mabel had made an effort, but there were one or two things missing, the 

marmalade spoon and the mats for the coffee; she put right these omissions and then 

returned quietly to her room.  

Deirdre’s hand still lay on Tom’s; their moussaka would be getting cold, Catherine thought, & 

then pulled herself up, horrified at the sardonic detachment with which she had been 

watching them... I’m not one of those excellent women, who can just go home & eat a boiled 

egg & make a cup of tea & be very splendid, she thought, but how useful it would be if I 

were! 

Catherine often wondered whether anthropologists became so absorbed in studying the 

ways of strange societies that they forgot what was usual in their own. 

And so it came about that, like many other well meaning people, they worried not so much 

about the dreadful things themselves as about their own inability to worry about them. 

When one came to consider it, what could be more primitive than the rigid ceremonial of 

launching a debutante on the marriage market? 

Like so many clergymen he had of necessity acquired that easy confidence in dealing with 

unmarried middle-aged women which is not often granted to the layman.  

Highly recommended 

Barbara Pym has a great eye and ear for the small poignances and comedies of every day 

life. Very funny and a good read. 

Great for discussions – we had a lot of fun. 


