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Rosamond Lehmann

Rosamond Lehmann (1901–1990) was born in Buckinghamshire. She was educated privately and was a scholar at Girton College, Cambridge. She wrote her first novel in her twenties, the bestselling Dusty Answer, and married Wogan Philipps, the artist, in 1928. Her reputation was firmly established with the publication of A Note in Music in 1930, and the subsequent Invitation to the Waltz and its sequel, The Weather in the Streets. During the war she contributed short stories to New Writing which was edited by her brother, John Lehmann. Rosamond Lehmann was created a CBE in 1982 and remains one of the most distinguished novelists of the twentieth century.
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INTRODUCTION

by Jonathan Coe

ROSAMOND LEHMANN’S first novel, Dusty Answer, was once described – quite fairly, I think – as ‘this impassioned but idealistic piece of work’. It sounds at first like the condescending verdict of a male reviewer, giving the book a little verbal pat on the head before consigning it confidently to the ghetto known as ‘women’s fiction’; but in fact this was the author herself writing in 1967, looking back on the novel which forty years earlier had propelled her to sudden and unexpected fame.

Published in something of a literary annus mirabilis which also saw the appearance of To The Lighthouse and Elizabeth Bowen’s The Hotel, Dusty Answer records the sentimental education of Judith Earle, the only child of an academic father and socialite mother, growing up in the seclusion of a large riverside house in the Thames Valley. The house next door is occupied, sporadically, by the Fyfe family, whose children – five cousins – drift in and out of Judith’s solitary life like figures in a dream, ‘mysterious and thrilling’. One of them is killed in the First World War, leaving behind a son; later, at Cambridge, Judith continues to be visited by the others, and childhood friendship starts shading into adolescent romance; but a more important relationship enters her life at this point (and a more scandalous one, for the book’s contemporary readers) when she meets and falls in love with a young woman called Jennifer, the most beautiful and charismatic student in the college. None of these entanglements ends happily, but we are made to feel, at the end of the novel, that Judith has bruisingly acquired some sort of self-knowledge, even if it is the rather disillusioned and self-dramatising sort suggested by the book’s epigraph.

Part One of Dusty Answer is a rapt, sustained flashback which trawls up fragmented memories of Judith’s childhood and her all-too-occasional ventures into the Fyfes’ charmed circle. Read today, of course, in the cynical climate of the postmodern era, and as Britain gropes its way towards some vague notion of classlessness, this section of the novel can pose severe problems for many readers. The conversation of the Fyfe children at times sounds almost like parody (‘“Why don’t you get your Mother to send you to my school?” said Mariella. “It’s ripping fun”’) and Judith seems to live in an unimaginably cossetted milieu, full of book-lined drawing rooms and forelock-tugging gardeners. Given such an upbringing, it’s no wonder that she comes to inhabit what Marghanita Laski – one of Rosamond Lehmann’s more sympathetic readers – has called ‘this intensely feminine, self-concentrated, despairing world of the heart which has welled up from one supersensitive unconscious’. The author herself, during an interview with Janet Watts in the 1980s, gave a less forgiving assessment of Judith – ‘whom I think a revolting character now, soppy’.

Doubtless Judith does take a good many educational and class privileges for granted, but this is largely a reflection of Rosamond Lehmann’s own background, since she too was born into a family of enviable literary and social standing. Her great-grandfather was Robert Chambers of Edinburgh, who founded Chambers Dictionary, and her grandparents were close friends of Robert Browning, Wilkie Collins and Charles Dickens. Her great-uncle, Rudolf Lehmann, was a painter, famous for portraits of these and other writers; they hung in her father’s library, where Lehmann ‘sat under them and felt they were my ancestors and that I’d inherited all that’. She grew up in a Thameside house in Bourne End, built by her father (a writer and Liberal MP), which is so large that it is nowadays used as a nursing home: their staff included four gardeners, two housemaids, a nurse and nursemaid, two cooks, a butler, a footman and a bootboy. Like Judith, Lehmann was privately educated, in a purpose-built pavilion at the bottom of the garden. The main point of difference between her childhood and her heroine’s was that hers was not quite so solitary: she was the second of four children, all of whom would no doubt have been burdened with high expectations of future achievement.

Despite these similarities, it’s impossible to read the early sections of Dusty Answer as simple realism. While they might offer a reasonably faithful evocation of Lehmann’s own family environment, the texture of the writing is nonetheless complex, because events and impressions are presented in such a heightened, not to mention idealised, form. To understand why the author should wish to write about this not so very distant period of her life in such intensely nostalgic and visionary terms, we need only consider the circumstances of the book’s composition. Shortly after coming down from Cambridge, and in the wake of an unhappy final-year love affair which left her brokenhearted, Lehmann had married a young friend called Leslie Runciman and moved with him to Newcastle, where his family ran a shipping business. It sounds an unlikely match, now. She conceded that ‘I don’t think I was really in love with him, or he with me, but it was very suitable, and everyone was pleased.’ This sudden relocation to the industrial North must have been a tremendous culture shock to someone brought up in the blanketing warmth of the Thames Valley. ‘Newcastle,’ she recalled, ‘was a sort of nightmare to me. Icy cold, hideousness, trams clanking up and down outside my front door. I just couldn’t believe it.’ After the marriage ended, she would attempt to write about the experience – not too successfully – in her second novel A Note in Music, but at the time the composition of Dusty Answer seems to have provided a vital opportunity for escapism; and I suspect that it was precisely this abrupt plunge into a new, alien, unwelcoming context that forced Rosamond Lehmann to idealise her early life so ardently, re-inventing it as idyll. The triumphant result was that she somehow imparts a quality of universality to the kind of experience which was – even then – only available to a privileged few, describing it in language of such charged exactitude that it takes on the eerie familiarity of all our remembered childhoods:

‘She saw the sky beginning to blossom with evening. The sun came out below flushed clouds and all the treetops were lit up, sombrely floating and rocking in a dark gold wash of light. Across the river the fields looked rich and wistful, brimming with sun, cut with long violet shadows. The river ran a little wildly, scattered over with fierce, fire-opal flakes. But all was softening, flattening. The clouds were drifting away, the wind was quiet now; there would be an evening as still, as carved as death.’

Contemporary reviews of Dusty Answer, however, concentrated less on the quality of Lehmann’s writing than on what was widely perceived as her unhealthy preoccupation with sex. There were honourable exceptions to this – Alfred Noyes in the Sunday Times, for instance, called it ‘the sort of novel Keats might have written’ – but many critics appeared to regard the book (to use Rosamond Lehmann’s own words) simply as ‘the ravings of a nymphomaniac’. Much of the controversy centred upon a possible lesbian undercurrent in the friendship between Judith and Jennifer, something which may be barely perceptible to modern readers: the most Lehmann seems to be insisting upon, after all, is that it’s possible for two women to feel intense love for one another, and for mutual admiration of physical beauty to be an important component of this love. Watching Jennifer undress by the side of the Cam (‘Her cloud of hair was vivid in the blue air. Her back was slender and strong and faultlessly moulded’), Judith whispers to herself, ‘Glorious, glorious Pagan that I adore!’; but the fact that she recognises this as ‘the voice … that could never speak out’ suggests that she will never act upon her impulse, and Geraldine, the one overtly lesbian character, is emphatically presented as somehow mannish and grotesque (as is Elaine Corrigan in Lehmann’s later novel, The Echoing Grove).

Despite this, the nation’s moral guardians came down heavily on the book – something of an apogee being reached by a leading article in the Evening Standard headed ‘The Perils of Youth’, which cited both Dusty Answer and Alec Waugh’s The Loom of Youth as corrupting influences on the young. ‘To all these sex-ridden young men and women [Lehmann’s readers, presumably] I would counsel, as the best remedy for their troubles, silence and self control,’ thundered the writer. ‘And I would have them remember that all their discussions will never carry them back beyond the plain unvarnished statement of Genesis, “Male and female created He them”.’ Rosamond Lehmann, needless to say, was ‘simply horrified’ to have attracted this sort of opprobrium: ‘All the reviews and publicity made me feel as if I’d exposed myself nude on the platform of the Albert Hall’. In her memoir The Swan in the Evening she also recalls that, besides these published responses, she was inundated with letters from would-be suitors, male and female, many of them enclosing provocative photographs. One French reader even sent her a 200,000-word sequel to the novel, written in order to ‘prepare me for our joint future, when he would teach me love’.

Absurd though they may seem, such reactions are not, when you read the book, inexplicable: they testify to its extraordinary emotional reality. It’s not a novel to be picked up in an idle moment, for if it touches you at all it will consume you entirely, colonising and transforming your whole inner life for the time it takes to read. Rosamond Lehmann’s detractors – those critics who see her as being good for little more than picking over the minutiae of the feminine consciousness – like to imagine their point proved by Dusty Answer, which on the surface might seem the most naive and unsophisticated of her books. Certainly it lacks any single figure of the stature of say, Sybil Jardine, the tortured matriarch of The Ballad and the Source, capable of drawing the events and the other characters into tight focus like some great centrifugal force; and it cannot match the combination of passionate bleakness and extreme formal and narrative ingenuity that makes The Echoing Grove her masterpiece. But, on a purely technical level, Dusty Answer already demonstrates her brilliant use of the shifting viewpoint (note how the second person singular keeps recurring in the second half of the book, at moments when Judith is feeling especially insecure and vulnerable), it contains some of her finest descriptive passages, and if it has to be regarded as an adolescent novel, at least it captures the very best of adolescence; the part which we leave behind at our peril: namely, the sense that friendship and romantic relationships will always be the most crucial testing-grounds for our standards of commitment and integrity.

A peculiar characteristic of Rosamond Lehmann’s novels, finally, is their uncompromising capacity for making the reader feel gendered. While it would be far too simple to say that women like her and men don’t, it is true that reader responses to these books tend to divide up along gender lines. Marghanita Laski, for instance, praises Dusty Answer on the grounds that it is ‘capable of creating in the woman reader [my italics] an effect … of having known, on one’s own pulse, the experiences recounted, whether this was true or not’. To consider where this leaves male readers – indeed, to investigate the whole process of cross-gender identification among readers of fiction – would doubtless consume (and must already have consumed) numerous hefty volumes of literary theory: so I shall confine myself to a simpler and more personal point, which is that one of the things that appeals to me most strongly about Rosamond Lehmann’s novels is their superb portrayals of men.

Each of the Fyfe cousins falls in love with Judith, and in each case their love turns out to be destructive and flawed: Martin, with his asexual reassurances (‘Feeling safe?’), Roddy, with his callous inscrutability, and Julian, whose generosity and recklessness mask a fundamentally selfish temperament. In each of these characters, if we are honest (and it’s the mark of good writing to make honest readers of us) most men will recognise aspects of themselves, and blush with embarrassment. I suppose that this experience, too – the thickly concentrated mixture of embarrassment and pleasure that Dusty Answer provokes – is typical of adolescence: and so it seems an appropriate response to a novel which continues to enthral me, not only as an evocation of ‘the mysterious enchantment of childhood’ but as a powerful study of that later, more complex period when nostalgia for childhood momentarily overlaps with the dawning of adult sensibilities.

Jonathan Coe

November 1995


To

George Rylands



Ah, what a dusty answer gets the soul

When hot for certainties in this our life!

GEORGE MEREDITH
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