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Guy Davenport, renowned author, painter and UK professor, dies


By Paula Burba
pburba@courier-journal.com 
The Courier-Journal

Guy Davenport, a prolific writer and painter who taught English at the University of Kentucky for 27 years and won numerous awards for his stories and poetry, died yesterday in Lexington. He was 77. 

Davenport died at UK's Lucille Parker Markey Cancer Center of lung cancer, a university spokesman said. 

Davenport was "one of the great faculty members in this institution's history," UK Provost Michael T. Nietzel said in a statement. "I really think in many ways we didn't recognize him locally as well as we should have, given the stature he had internationally, among writers, among artists, among that broad sweep of humanists." 

Davenport "was an unqualified genius, so he talked over everybody's head ? but in a way that made you want to get to where he was," said former student Erik Reece, a friend who now teaches English at UK.

Davenport was "the most intellectually alive person I've ever met," Reece added. 

In a 1982 article in The New York Times Book Review, Davenport wrote, "Our understanding of the world is largely secret, limited to our kin and friends, and evaporates in the winds of time. The artist's understanding of the world is public, available to all, and can become a long-lasting resource." 

In 1990, Davenport received the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation Fellowship, often referred to as a "genius" grant, for his short fiction and essays linking American civilization with the traditions of classical and European culture. 

Davenport had called writing fiction "just a hobby" in interviews. He also was a world-recognized painter as well as a poet, critic and reviewer. 

Among his more than 25 books are the short-story collections "Tatlin!," "DaVinci's Bicycle" and "The Jules Verne Steam Balloon." Other works include a poetry collection, "Thasos and Ohio," and essay collections "Ecologues," "Geography of the Imagination" and "The Hunter Gracchus." 

His first book, "The Intelligence of Louis Agassiz," about the Harvard philosopher, came out in 1963, the same year he joined the UK faculty. 

Davenport explained his decision to stay in Lexington to The Courier-Journal in 1981: "I'm the kind of person who, once I get settled and my traps laid around me, nothing will move me." 

He also explained his career: "I never intended to be a teacher ? I just like going to school and knowing things." 

UK English department chairwoman Ellen Rosenman said yesterday that Davenport "was one of the most creative and original writers of the century. His presence in the UK English department was a miracle of good fortune." 

Davenport won the O. Henry Award for his short stories, and in 1981 he won the Morton Douwen Zabel award for fiction from the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. 

His poetry earned the Leviton-Blumenthal Prize. 

Davenport was a native of Anderson, S.C., who dropped out of high school to study art at Duke University. 

He became a Rhodes Scholar in 1948. 

While studying under that fellowship at Oxford University's Merton College, Davenport wrote the first thesis on James Joyce accepted by Oxford, according to biographical information provided by UK. 

He earned his doctorate at Harvard. 

In 1998, Davenport was elected a fellow in the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in Cambridge, Mass. 

He was one of the first four faculty members to be named a University Research Professor at UK in 1977, and he received an honorary doctorate from UK in 1992. 

A memorial service is being planned, according to UK. Davenport donated his body to the UK College of Medicine. 

Memorial gifts may go to the Markey Cancer Center
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