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Guy Davenport was awarded a MacArthur Foundation grant with a $365,000 cash prize in 1990.

 R E L A T E D   L I N K S  

 •  Brilliant man helped green youth find self-esteem 
 •  Davenport bio 
[image: image3.png]



GUY DAVENPORT, 1927-2005
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Retired UK professor was a renowned intellectual
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By Art Jester and Linda Blackford
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Retired UK professor Guy Davenport, an internationally renowned author, poet, critic, translator, artist and winner of a MacArthur Foundation "gen-ius grant," died yesterday at the University of Kentucky's Lucille Parker Markey Cancer Center. He was 77.

Mr. Davenport had been diagnosed in August with lung cancer and had undergone treatment since then, said Bonnie Jean Cox, his companion for almost 40 years.




Mr. Davenport came to UK as a young English professor in 1963 and stayed there until 1991. He retired early after he won a coveted MacArthur Foundation grant in 1990 with a cash prize of $365,000.

"When people are reading about the great writers of the 20th century, he'd be on the list," said Ellen Rosenman, chairwoman of the UK English department. "He was an amazing, inventive, quirky mind, just really unique."

But his works were not the kind to read at the beach.

"You had to know a fair amount to know how original he was," said James Baker Hall, a retired UK English professor and former state poet laureate.

"I think he was one of the great prose stylists in the English language," Hall said. "You never could anticipate where a sentence would take you."

Mike Nietzel, UK's provost, or chief academic officer, said Mr. Davenport was a "real star for this institution.

"I really think in many ways we didn't recognize him locally as well as we should have, given the stature he had internationally. ... He was one of the great faculty members in this institution's history."

Mr. Davenport had a reputation for intellectual and artistic breadth.

Jack Shoemaker was Mr. Davenport's publisher for about 30 years, successively at North Point Press, Counterpoint and most recently Shoemaker and Hoard.

Shoemaker said Mr. Davenport blended his many interests "into one vision of the world" by making "incredible connections."

"He was one of the greatest prose stylists of modern American letters," Shoemaker said. "I think his work will be read in a thousand years, as long as there is English prose."

Mr. Davenport also was an artist. Erik Reece, a lecturer at UK's English department and the author of a book about Davenport's visual art, said: "He was a synthesizer of a lot of modernist styles. He was always trying new forms."

Guy Mattison Davenport Jr. was born Nov. 23, 1927, in Anderson, S.C., a textile town in the Piedmont.

As a youngster, Mr. Davenport's musings and ways of seeing things led some to think he was mentally slow.

Duke University thought otherwise and admitted him. But he was clueless about what 

Duke University thought otherwise and admitted him. But he was clueless about what he wanted to do. His interests moved from painting to the classics and finally to English and comparative literature.

This odyssey earned him a Rhodes Scholarship. At Oxford University, he immersed himself in literature and wrote what was considered a pioneering thesis on James Joyce.

In The Geography of the Imagination, Mr. Davenport described the "mumbling and pedantic" Oxford professor J.R.R. Tolkien, who taught him Old English -- and later wrote The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit.

Tolkien was fascinated with Kentucky folk tales and family names.

"Practically all the names of Tolkien's hobbits are listed in my Lexington phone book, and those that aren't can be found over in Shelbyville," Mr. Davenport wrote.

After Army service and teaching briefly at Washington University in St. Louis, Mr. Davenport enrolled in a doctoral program in literature at Harvard University.

He was an assistant to the poet Archi-bald MacLeish and studied with some of the top scholars in their fields, including Harry Levin on Shakespeare and Perry Miller on the Puritans.

Mr. Davenport's dissertation on the poet Ezra Pound was regarded as unusually important. Pound's mental problems and support for fascism had tarnished his reputation. Mr. Davenport put the focus again on Pound's poetic genius.

For all of his elevated cultural tastes, Mr. Davenport also had some mundane preferences. He said he disdained the modern production of bread, but once a week or so he would go to McDonald's to grab a Quarter Pounder. For lunch, he would often go to a grocery on Limestone to get a bologna sandwich, potato chips, Snickers bar and chocolate milk, topped off by a cigarette.

"I've learned I can get by with Campbell's soup and Snickers bars," he once remarked, tongue-in-cheek, about his skills in the kitchen.

Mr. Davenport never owned a car. The car, he said, was a "mechanical cockroach that has eaten our cities." Every weekday, he walked from his house on Bell Court to his office in UK's Patterson Office Tower.

Johns Hopkins University once offered him a job in its prestigious creative writing program. He went to Baltimore but concluded that he would need a car, an idea he loathed. He also realized he enjoyed freedom in choosing what he taught at UK.

"I want to be able to teach Thomas Mann, and Joyce and Proust," he said.

Some of his best-known books were collections of stories, such as Tatlin! (1974); Da Vinci's Bicycle (1979) and The Jules Verne Steam Balloon (1987); and books of essays, such as The Geography of the Imagination (1981); The Hunter Gracchus (1996); Objects on a Table: Harmonious Disarray in Art and Literature (1998); and The Death of Picasso: New & Selected Writing (2003).

In addition to Ms. Cox, survivors include a sister, Gloria Williamson of Anderson, S.C., two nieces and a nephew.

A memorial service will be held later.
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