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      Rumer Godden 

       

      Rumer Godden (1907–98) was the acclaimed author of over sixty works of fiction and non-fiction for adults and children. Born in England, she and her siblings grew up in Narayanganj, India, and she later spent many years living in Calcutta and Kashmir. In 1949 she returned permanently to Britain, and spent the last twenty years of her life in Scotland. Several of her novels were made into films, including Black Narcissus in an Academy Award-winning adaptation by Powell and Pressburger, The Greengage Summer, The Battle of the Villa Fiorita and The River, which was filmed by Jean Renoir. She was appointed OBE in 1993.
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      An image that appears frequently in Rumer Godden’s work, both fiction and autobiography – and the line between the two is a fine one – is that of a girl flying a paper kite, as she used to on the flat rooftop of her home in Bengal. In the memoir Two Under the Indian Sun, which she wrote with her sister Jon, she remembers:

      
         

        To hold a kite on the roller was to hold something alive… something that kicked in your hand, that pulled up and sang as the string thrilled in the wind. The string went up and up until the kite seemed above the hawks circling in the sky; it linked us with another world, wider, far wider than ours.

      

      The young heroine of The River declares, ‘If it flies, I shall fly.’ In both books the kite is used as a metaphor for childhood and the end of childhood. It might as well stand for her long and extraordinary life.

      Rumer Godden was born in 1907 and died in 1998, so her life spanned almost the entire twentieth century. She lived through all its great upheavals – two world wars, the expansion of the British Empire, as well as its collapse – and through periods of personal joy and success, as well as struggle and betrayal. Throughout, she wrote with exemplary steadfastness. What gave a life, which had been volatile and dramatic, its core of stability, of serenity, even?

      Two strands ran through it: one was her childhood in India at a time when the British ruled with a sense of security and the continuity of history; the other was her unwavering conviction of writing as her vocation. Towards the end, a third strand became apparent: a spiritual awareness that grew to a point where she felt able to commit to Catholicism. Throughout the twists and turns of a turbulent life, she retained the inner focus and belief of the child on the rooftop, holding the roller as her paper kite is lifted into the sky, allowing it the freedom of the winds, but maintaining her control.

      Her father, Arthur Godden, in what Rumer Godden’s biographer Anne Chisholm calls ‘the high-Victorian heyday of the Empire’, fought in the Boer War and then, bored at the prospect of settling down to life as a stockbroker in London, chose instead to work as an agent in one of the shipping companies based in Calcutta that ran steamers up and down the great rivers of the Gangetic delta. In Two Under the Indian Sun his life is described as one of adventure, excitement and a passionate attachment to the landscape of the riverine Bengal that Rumer was to inherit and cherish all her life. She described the childhood she and her three sisters shared at the house in Narayanganj, a small town beside a river, as ‘halcyon’, painting it in golden light, filling it with flowers and birds and imbuing it with all the comfort and security that could be provided by a large staff of servants – there were fifteen for a family of five. Education was certainly haphazard, provided by their maiden aunt Mary who lived with them, but Rumer grew up with a deep love of books and reading, which led quite naturally to an aptitude for writing. She first saw her writing in print at the age of twelve, in the Calcutta newspaper the Statesman, which confirmed her commitment to the writing life: always an imaginative child, she wrote under a pseudonym, assuming the role of a mother, and offered advice on how to keep children cool in the hot weather.

      As the girls grew into adolescents, the Goddens decided to follow the British colonial tradition of taking their children back to England for a more conventional education. In 1920 the girls went with their mother to settle in Eastbourne where they learnt that the life of luxury and comfort they had taken for granted as members of the ruling class in India – the flag that was raised on their house at sunrise and lowered at sunset had them think of their home as Buckingham Palace – was over. Rumer found life in Eastbourne bleak and dreary, and suffered from the rigours of school life, going through as many as five in two years. It was in the last of them, Moira House, a progressive institution run by enlightened women, that the vice principal, Miss Swann, saw her literary talent and encouraged her writing. Swann was a writer herself and an exacting critic, but Rumer trusted her, and turned to her even as an adult for advice. One of the most beneficial exercises she gave Rumer was in précis: she had to reduce the leader of The Times to fourteen lines so that not a word was wasted. ‘I owe her a tremendous debt,’ said Rumer in later life.

      No one in the family seems to have considered a university education as the next logical step. Instead, in 1925 their mother took them back to India with trunkfuls of new clothes to launch them in Calcutta society with its parties, dances, polo and riding. Rumer never felt comfortable in that social milieu and in 1927 she returned to London where, knowing she would have to support herself financially, she decided to train as a dancing teacher. She studied for two years and was offered a job on the staff, but instead went back to India to open her own dance school, first in Darjeeling and then in Calcutta. She rented premises in the best neighbourhood in the city and the school proved popular, particularly with the Eurasians of Calcutta. The British rather looked down on it for that very reason and there was gossip, hinting that Rumer must have Indian blood herself. She even received anonymous offensive letters and phone calls. Rumer was genuinely interested in the Eurasian community; her contact with the students and her assistant and pianist taught her much about it. She also did a great deal of research for her second novel, The Lady and the Unicorn, which she wrote while ‘sitting on the veranda of the school building among the waiting pupils, mothers and ayahs’.

      Of course, Rumer still belonged to the expatriate British society, and by this time she was married to Laurence Foster, a stockbroker, sportsman, and a popular figure in the exclusive Tollygunge Club circle. The couple honeymooned in Puri by the sea and nearly sixty years later she wrote a novel, Coromandel Sea Change, about an unhappy bride’s realisation that she had made a mistake. It wasn’t a marriage of minds or sensibilities, as was evident from her family’s misgivings. In Calcutta she was expected to take part in Laurence’s social life: ‘for a while I tasted how beguiling it could be – as long as you stayed on the surface’, but she remained critical of it: ‘They were still in Britain, adapting their exile to as close a British pattern as they could, oblivious of everything Indian except for their servants.’ The Lady and the Unicorn was born of this criticism of the common British disdain for Indians and Eurasians. She had already written a book called Chinese Puzzle about a Pekinese dog – she had a lifelong passion for the breed – which was published in 1935 when she was in England awaiting the birth of her daughter. It was not a commercial success but it gave her the opportunity to meet her publisher and agent in London. They had faith in her writing, which she took strength from when she returned to India.

      Her third novel, Black Narcissus, published in 1939, was her first success – both commercial and critical. It was compared by Arthur Koestler to E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India (which pleased Rumer, who said it was ‘the book that changed my life’) and turned into a movie. The film, which was enormously successful, disappointed Rumer but it did give her financial security and confidence.

      Her marriage, on the other hand, went badly wrong. Her husband’s career as a stockbroker failed and he joined the army, leaving Calcutta. Rumer, alone, took her two daughters to live in a small bungalow amidst the mountains and tea gardens of Darjeeling. This was a quiet, contemplative period of her life. She went for long walks and kept a diary that was later published as Rungli-Rungliot (subtitled ‘Thus Far and No Further’). Next she went to live on a houseboat in Kashmir which was closer to where Laurence was posted, but his cantonment life and the company of soldiers’ wives was no more attractive to her than expatriate society in Calcutta had been. Her marriage was effectively over. She moved to a small, basic cottage she called Dove House on a flowery hillside of streams and orchards.

      Ultimately, this idyllic setting proved the scene of the most disturbing drama of her life: after the household fell ill and ground glass was found in the food, she became convinced they were being poisoned by the cook, Siddika. This could not be proved in court and he was acquitted but, ill and fearful, she left the place she had been happy and loved, and it would not be long before she would leave India for good. Many years later she wrote a fictionalised account in Kingfishers Catch Fire, which displayed her ability to write of the British in India with both intimate knowledge and a critical eye. The book was compared to Paul Scott’s The Jewel in the Crown and, once again, to Forster’s Passage to India. It was much less overtly political than either and its scope was narrower but it was an imaginative reconstruction of the colonial situation. As is evident from her novels, which often feature narrow-minded British characters, Rumer had ambiguous feelings about imperialism, but when Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was quoted as saying ‘My quarrel with the British is that they left a land of poverty-stricken wrecks,’ she rose up in its defence and in 1944/45 she worked on a non-fiction book of the Women’s Voluntary Service in Bengal, touring the various organisations it ran, and wrote with admiration of the good work it did.

      One of these tours took her back to Narayanganj and, on seeing her old home, she was moved to write a short autobiographical novel called The River. On reading it, the French director Jean Renoir immediately bought film rights, describing it as ‘exactly the type of novel which would give me the best inspiration for my work… an unexpressed, subtle, heartbreaking innocent love story involving a little girl.’ They began a correspondence and Rumer helped him plan a trip with his wife to the site. On their return, he invited Rumer to Hollywood so they could work on the script together. ‘Working with Jean was the best and richest year I’ve spent,’ she later said. So different in character and background, the two became very close and held each other in high regard. Staying with the Renoirs, she met their friends the Chaplins, the Stravinskys, James Mason, Charles Laughton, Elizabeth Taylor and Greta Garbo, and hugely enjoyed the social life. When the script was ready to be filmed, she accompanied the crew to Bengal, sharing many decisions with the director. The film was shown at the Venice Film Festival in 1951 and won the International Critics’ Prize, then opened in France and the USA to good reviews and is now regarded as a classic. Although the Indian press was rather critical of it, it had a premiere at the New Empire cinema in Calcutta that was attended by Prime Minister Nehru. Many of Godden’s books were made into successful films in her lifetime, including Powell and Pressburger’s famous adaptation of Black Narcissus; Enchanted, starring David Niven, which was based on A Fugue in Time; The Battle of the Villa Fiorita; The Greengage Summer; and In this House of Brede, but none of them brought her the satisfaction of The River.

      Rumer divorced Laurence Foster, creating some turmoil for her daughters – which she later fictionalised in The Battle of the Villa Fiorita – and after filming The River she entered into a second, and very happy, marriage to James Haynes-Dixon, a civil servant who devoted himself to her and her career. Together they created a series of beautiful homes and gardens in London and in the countryside, including Lamb House in Rye, which was once the home of Henry James; her surroundings had always been very important to her.

      In 1961 she made a new friend in Dame Felicitas Corrigan of Stanbrook Abbey in Worcestershire, and through her she established a link with the Benedictine order that led to her writing In This House of Brede, her longest, perhaps most complex novel, in which she strove to realistically depict convent life: many of the events were inspired by the nuns’ own stories. In 1973 her husband died and a few years later she moved to a small house next to her daughter Jane’s in Scotland, but she continued to write with her old regularity and determination. It was her habit to start a new book every New Year’s Eve and in her lifetime she completed an astonishing twenty-three novels, twenty-six books for children, fourteen books of non-fiction and seven collections and anthologies of poetry. In 1993 she was awarded the OBE.

      This was not to be retirement for her. In 1994 the BBC planned a documentary on her life for the Bookmark programme and she was persuaded to travel with them to India for the last time for the making of the film. She returned to Bengal and even to Kashmir where she had sworn never to go again. It was an exhausting undertaking but at a farewell dinner she toasted the crew and told them that if she were a sensible old lady she would not have agreed to the journey and that she was glad she ‘had never been sensible in her life’. She died four years later at the age of ninety and was buried next to her husband James in the old cemetery in Rye.

      Rumer Godden knew both success and popularity in her life. Perhaps for that very reason she was troubled that she might be considered not a very serious but an entertaining, lightweight writer. She was also conscious of her own attractions to the whimsical and the precious, and the need to be on her guard and reserve that aspect for her many charming books for children. She never lost the child’s fascination with the miniature but if there is any criticism that this prevented her from addressing the large events and political movements of her time, it does not hold; the miniature in her books contained, by reflection, the vastness of the world. This is surely the reason why her work has given so much pleasure to generations in many lands, and continues to do so.

       

      Prolific author as she was, Rumer Godden rarely turned out books without pondering over them and allowing for a long, ruminative period of gestation. A case in point is The Battle of the Villa Fiorita, clearly based on her own feelings over divorcing her first husband, and her awareness of both her young daughters’ and her second husband’s difficulties in accepting each other. Also, since she wrote the book at a time in her life when she came under the influence of the Benedictine order and converted to Catholicism, a sense of guilt had come to the surface: ‘If you do wrong, you will be punished. Terribly punished.’ There is something truly wrenching in the line: ‘“We have won after all,” said Caddie, and burst into tears.’

      The book is set in the villa on Lake Garda where Rumer Godden had holidayed with James Haynes-Dixon, her second husband, and, as in all her books, the sense of place is powerful. The summer heat, the scented air, the music of insects, the light – are conveyed with her usual meticulous attention to detail. The characters too are those we recognise from her other books, particularly the children, among them the small, tough, stubborn and courageous little sister, Caddie. To some extent, it is the children who direct the action and through whose eyes we see it unfold.

      Of the adults, the warm, loving, gentle Fanny is at the heart of the conflict, swept off her feet by the film director Rob who takes her away to the north of Italy while the divorce from her husband Darrell comes through. The children are devastated on finding she has decamped, but in differing ways: the boy Hugh with a studied nonchalance; the little sister with agonising incomprehension and hurt. Their father thinks he is doing his best by bringing in their old, loved housekeeper to take the place of their mother. The adults think they have arranged everything for the best; the children think otherwise and rebel. Caddie refuses to accept the situation and plots on overturning it. Perhaps Rumer Godden really believed in the purity of the child’s heart, in the Biblical sense of ‘a little child shall lead them’.

      Her ability to write from both an adult’s and a child’s point of view and alternate between them rapidly and frequently is a hallmark of her writing and in The Battle of the Villa Fiorita she performs this feat with a practised ease. She keeps us constantly aware of what the adults are going through – Fanny’s sense of guilt (tellingly, she keeps a copy of The Imitation of Christ on her bedside table), the two men’s stoic efforts to maintain patience and dignity through the children’s righteous indignation and outrage – and uses them almost like a kaleidoscope, shifting between their varied attitudes and emotions so that each is illuminated in turn and the patterns keep changing. The book is also a display of her ability to construct a plot, quicken the pace and build up to a dramatic end.

      The Battle of the Villa Fiorita did particularly well, financially, in America where it was chosen by the Book of the Month Club, serialised in the Saturday Evening Post, extracted in Reader’s Digest and the film rights were sold. It is interesting to contrast the £25 paid for The Lady and the Unicorn in 1937 with the $45,000 paid by Viking for The Battle of the Villa Fiorita in 1963, while the film rights sold for $100,000. Rumer Godden was always afraid she might be repeating herself and that her reputation was a popular rather than a literary one, but she could not have been other than pleased with the steady success of her career, one she had chosen for herself while still a young child and to which she had attended with such determination and steadfastness.

      Anita Desai, 2014 
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