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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 best-selling 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 the notable book-periodical New Writing which was edited by her brother, John Lehmann. Rosamond Lehmann was created a CBE in 1982, and she remains one of the most
         distinguished novelists of the twentieth century.
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      INTRODUCTION

      The first time I read The Swan in the Evening, soon after its republication by Virago in 1982, I was perplexed. Like many of Rosamond Lehmann’s contemporary readers, I
         had been introduced to a long-out-of-print author by Virago’s new editions of her novels, beginning as a Cambridge undergraduate,
         when I fell in love with Dusty Answer, Lehmann’s coming-of-age novel which spoke, I felt, directly to me. That was her knack, always: to make the reader – every
         reader – believe that a Rosamond Lehmann novel was for each of them, about them, offering uniquely personal insights. (As
         she herself remarked in The Swan in the Evening, her first novel ‘uncorked a torrent of letters, literally hundreds of letters, explaining that I had written their own unhappy
         love story: how could I possibly have known or guessed it?’) And so, the happy egoist, I read my way through all of her books,
         gazing into what I believed to be mirrors of my own life, until coming to an abrupt halt at the age of 20 or so, with Lehmann’s
         memoir: her own life, at last, which centres around the death of her beloved daughter Sally at the age of 24. There was, quite literally,
         it seemed, nothing in it for me.
      

      Now, twenty years later, I have returned to The Swan in the Evening, described by Rosamond Lehmann as her ‘last testament’, and have finally realised what a truly wonderful book it is. This
         is, of course, something to do with the passing of time: at 20, I revelled in Lehmann’s heartfelt descriptions of romantic love, yet had no experience of death. At 40, like many others of my age, I have realised that death
         is as natural a part of life as love is; that grief and love are inextricably bound up (for why grieve, if we have not loved?);
         and more than that, have shared Lehmann’s burning desire to speak to the dead; and to hear the dead speak to me.
      

      For Rosamond Lehmann, however, desire turned into belief: a belief that was to isolate her from many of her friends in the
         literary world, especially after she became increasingly involved in the College of Psychic Studies, and its associated mediums
         and seances. ‘It cut her off from all her old Bloomsbury friends’, said Dadie (George) Rylands (the friend to whom Dusty Answer had been dedicated), quoted in Selina Hasting’s biography of Lehmann. ‘Once she fell back on the spirit world, she
         was done for with us. … We are not prepared to talk about it or think about it, except with shrieks of laughter. It’s a great
         divide.’
      

      To hold such a view, though prevalent amongst sceptical intellectuals to this day, is to miss the point expressed in The Swan in the Evening, which is that time cannot be divided into neat compartments; that past, present and future blend and merge and run side
         by side (if only in our memories and dreams and hopes and fears). Despite the fact that the memoir is divided into three sections,
         dealing first with Lehmann’s own childhood; followed by Sally’s childhood and life after death; and ending with a letter to
         Lehmann’s grandchild, Anna, to whom the book is dedicated, the memories flow, too powerful to be dammed or divided, like the
         river beside which Lehmann grew up. ‘On Thames’s ever-rolling stream,’ she writes, remembering the boat-races witnessed as
         a child, ‘against chill westering light and nipping winds the eight returns, the Sons of Time step out, lordly and casual, upon the raft.’
      

      T.S. Eliot’s long influence on her work is evident here and paid tribute to, elsewhere in the memoir, when Lehmann admits
         that in re-reading the Four Quartets after Sally’s death, she ‘discovered, or rather rediscovered, that everything was there – everything that I have been trying,
         and shall be trying, to say’. Although Lehmann chose different lines from the Four Quartets with which to begin her book (‘Go said the bird, for the leaves were full of children’), one cannot fail to read her memoir
         without remembering Eliot’s own opening to the Four Quartets. ‘Time present and time past/Are both perhaps present in time future,/And time future contained in time past.’ Hence there
         are intimations of endings alongside beginnings, within the early pages about her apparently Edenic childhood: the death of
         a much-loved daughter of the family’s coachman; the ‘wing-tangled’ trapping by the gardener of birds that Rosamond tries to
         save. ‘I knew now what death was for animals,’ she recalls, as if sixty years ago were yesterday, remembering her failure
         to revive a young blackbird with a broken neck: ‘it was the worm made visible’.
      

      When The Swan in the Evening was first published in 1967, the sneering voices were largely drowned out by good reviews; Cyril Connolly, for example, wrote
         that the book ‘combines something of the earthiness of Colette with the imaginative insight of Virginia Woolf’. In an epilogue
         written in 1981 for the new Virago edition, Rosamond Lehmann, by now as old as the century, observed,
      

      

         It seems odd, with hindsight, that so many readers in the sixties – even the hostile ones – remarked on my courage. Perhaps, considering the climate of those times, it was courageous, or maybe reckless, to testify to my personal discovery
            that death does not extinguish life. But the climate has changed rapidly during the last twenty-five or thirty years. Matter
            has disappeared. Energy is now the key word. The nature of the universe itself, the probability of multiple universes, of
            infinite co-existent dimensions of space/time, all aspects of the paranormal, once unorthodox or unmentionable, are now open
            to discussion among physicists, psychologists – even biologists.
         

      



      One can read in this statement the same innocent hopefulness expressed in her earlier letter to Anna, that ‘Sensitives can
         now see “the dead” in their new bodies: I think it is possible that within the next (say) hundred years many more people will.’
         No such revelation has appeared yet, as I write this in 2002, for the latest edition of The Swan in the Evening, but what I hope is as certain now as it always was for Rosamond Lehmann, is that love – not romantic love, necessarily,
         which so often fades and turns to dust, but something more enduring – does and will survive. We may not see the dead ‘in their
         new bodies’, but surely we feel them engraved upon our hearts; as Sally was for Rosamond, the forever-loved child.
      

      Justine Picardie
London
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