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Context: James Fenton and ‘In Paris With You’ 
 

 
James Fenton (1949–) 
 
 
 
 
 
Prize-winnning poet James Fenton was born in 1949 and has worked as a political journalist, a 

literary reviewer, a war correspondent, and a columnist.  

 

At school, he developed what became a life-long interest in W.H. Auden, a poet whose work has had 

a profound influence on Fenton’s own poetry. He once said ‘I think of Auden as the starting point’. 

Fenton’s poetic career began when he won a prestigious poetry prize for his sonnet sequence Our 

Western Furniture while studying at Oxford University.  

 

When his collection Terminal Moraine was published in 1972, Fenton used the profits to travel to 

South East Asia, where as a journalist, he reported on the US withdrawal from Vietnam, and the 

collapse of the Cambodian regime. On his return to England in 1976, Fenton became political 

correspondent for the New Statesman, a left-wing political magazine, where he worked alongside 

contemporary authors Julian Barnes and Martin Amis, and poets Craig Raine and Blake Morrison.  

 

When The Memory of War (1982) was published, Fenton was recognised as one of the finest poets 

of his generation. He was Oxford Professor of Poetry 1994–99, and was awarded the Queen's Gold 

Medal for Poetry in 2007.  

 

‘The writing of a poem is like a child throwing stones into a mineshaft. You compose 
first, then you listen for the reverberation.’ James Fenton 
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‘In Paris With You’ 
 
In his poetry, Fenton often uses traditional forms (such as the sonnet or lyric) to explore 

contemporary events. He is interested in interrogating the relationships between different cultures, 

and in word play – often using unfamiliar words, or everyday words in unusual ways. As he once 

commented in an interview, he finds ‘in non-poetic language, what can be the poetic language of the 

future …’. His language can be comical and almost nonsensical at times, but it is also violent, 

piercing and nightmarish when he is writing about war, for example. Critics have noted the technical 

skill of Fenton’s poetry, and its musical, rhythmic and sometimes balladic qualities.  
 

His more personal poems of love and regret such as ‘In Paris with You’ hover between irony and 

romance. The usual clichés of love poetry are unsentimentally wiped away, as Fenton focuses on the 

particulars of a scruffy Parisian hotel room. By choosing to focus on simple and authentic details – 

the lover, the room, and his confused, emotional feelings, Fenton’s light-hearted yet sensual poem 

has a contemporary resonance.  
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