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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 remains one of the most distinguished novelists of this century, and was created a CBE in 1982.
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INTRODUCTION
Rosamond Lehmann herself calls A Note in Music ‘a totally forgotten book’. She adds: ‘It was even forgotten by me.’ It stands separate and alone in the body of her work, and to its author herself, when she re-read it after fifty years, ‘It seemed so not-in-the-canon that I could hardly believe I had written it.’

A Note in Music came out in 1930, some three years after Rosamond Lehmann’s brilliantly successful first novel, Dusty Answer. By this time, as she recalls, ‘a number of people were saying that Dusty Answer must have been my autobiography and that I’d never write anything else’. She was herself convinced that she was essentially a writer of fiction rather than fact – ‘though the background of Dusty Answer was a good deal my own, that book was not my life’ – and she set out to prove it in A Note in Music.

The background of this second novel was, however, also her own. Not long before she wrote Dusty Answer, Rosamond Lehmann had (like her first heroine) experienced the delights and passions of an Edwardian young womanhood in a charming riverside house; when she sat down to write A Note in Music, she had (like her second heroine) recently endured the melancholy and frustration of transplantation to the provincial north of England and an unhappy first marriage. But at this point, in the second as in the first novel, a new reality began to develop and depart from the one she had experienced herself: and an unknown story to emerge.

Miss Lehmann recalls: ‘I wanted to get away from any sort of self-identification, and when I began to write about Grace Fairfax, I couldn’t identify her with anyone I knew, and particularly not with myself – though later I grew very fond of her and felt very sorry for her.’ As she points out, Rosamond Lehmann got away from her own hated northern exile, and her marriage. Grace Fairfax stays.

Dusty Answer had dropped upon the reading public as a bolt from the publishing blue, a succès fou from a young unknown. This second novel appeared in quite a different context. Rosamond Lehmann was now a recognised figure in the literary world: respected (but also suspected) for her outstanding first achievement; known as a clever Cambridge scholar, a social success, and a beautiful young woman. All these advantages helped to increase her vulnerability, and – true to publishing custom – reviewers who had been adulatory about her first novel responded dustily to its successor. For a reason Miss Lehmann cannot now recall or explain, the reviews for this book are the only ones she has preserved, though they were mixed, and included some of the harshest criticism she was to receive in her writing career. ‘A disappointing second novel,’ sighed The Times Literary Supplement; ‘Dusty Answer was a terminus, its very charms announcing, No road this way,’ intoned The Nation.

There was, nevertheless, significant praise from distinguished quarters. E. M. Forster wrote a personal letter to say that although he had not particularly enjoyed Dusty Answer, he considered A Note in Music ‘an enormous advance’, and especially commended its treatment of homosexuality. Harold Nicholson, reviewing the second novel in the Daily Express, expressed fears for its popularity for the same reason that he admired it – ‘Miss Lehmann has now left the “thorny companionship of youth” and embarked on the forest of humanity.’ Having written first of the tragedies of youth, she was now setting out to convey the tragedies of middle age; and while ‘it is easy enough to awake an emotional response by the apt portrayal of young men and women bathing by moonlight’, as Nicholson urbanely noted, ‘it is difficult to succeed with the neutral tints of the unassuaged.’

Rosamond Lehmann is a writer of colour, passion and delight. Her language is lavish, graceful, rich with words; her subjects are large ones – the pleasures and pains of life. A Note in Music is no exception to these rules. Yet it is also singular within her work.

This novel is the most spare, sober, and severe of all Rosamond Lehmann’s books: the starkest in theme, the most sombre in colour and mood. Its subject is the least remarkable, though not the least wretched, of the tragedies of middle age: loveless, lifeless marriage. Its setting is a northern provincial town where spring comes late in May; where the tidy paths of the municipal park offer meagre relief from a complex of streets, houses, factories and offices; where sickly prostitutes lend poor comfort to tired fat businessmen, and a wallow in a novel or a tram-ride to a film afford the only solace available to unhappy women with nothing but time on their hands.

Out of the shadows of this bleak world, a handful of people emerge. They look ordinary enough – positively dull, in fact. Yet as they come into the light of this book, they astonish us with the delicacy of their drawing, and they shock us with the tenderness of the characters they conceal. On a cold January night we steal upon Grace Fairfax and her husband, Tom, as they drag on their dinner clothes to consume a stodgy supper. Who could think, in this first glimpse of a clumsy, overweight, and dispirited couple (‘slipshod’ is Grace’s own word for them), that by the end of this short novel our hearts would flicker with every hint of the odd smile that haunts the corners of Grace Fairfax’s mouth? Or that Tom’s portly pleasantries, as the pair of them take a wintry turn around that same town park, would cheer us into hope – and hope not only for our couple, but for, ourselves? Yet so it is.

Compromise and resignation have become unconscious in the lives of Grace and Tom Fairfax, and of Norah and Gerald MacKay. Tom, the corpulent businessman, and Gerald, a nervy provincial professor, would have nothing to say to each other; but their wives – who meet only rarely – share a curious, intangible, powerful friendship. Both have been married for ten years; for both, it has been something of a decade of death. Dreams, hopes, longings, illusions, gaiety have receded almost imperceptibly from their outlooks and their lives. Grace’s baby died, and so did her mongrel puppy; and the soft southern countryside and climate that she loved as a girl are as good as dead to her. So too, for Norah, is her sparkling young womanhood as a debutante in London; and the joy with which she hugs her two plain little boys does not close the wound of another death in the war, still rawly alive in her heart.

The two husbands wrestle in semi-blindness with their own private heartaches, and cannot comfort their unconsciously mourning wives. All four people are deeply isolated, and more or less unaware of their own and the others’ unhappiness.

Yet glints of sunlight break through even the pall of clouds that sags over the gloomy north: and so does a catalyst visitor from the south. Hugh Miller is the great-nephew of the old man whose company employs Tom Fairfax, and he comes to try his hand at the family business as a last available scion. Hugh Miller has a certain grace of appearance, gesture and action that makes people feel glad to know him and sorry to see him depart. He also has a sister, Clare: polished, beautiful, a friend of Norah’s youth and a covert fellow-sufferer of her old passion. She too, on her way to a Scottish sojourn, lights on our huddle of provincials like a bright butterfly on a damp clump of weeds.

The provincials turn to the southerners like shadowed primroses to the sun. Everyone – even the irritable Gerald MacKay – falls at least a little in love with one of them. Hugh Miller makes a string of silent and invisible conquests, which neither he nor anyone else ever notices. Grace, Norah, the little prostitute Pansy, even Norah’s venerable old cousin Christopher Seddon – all are touched into feeling; the past passion of Oliver Digby, now separated in bitterness from Hugh, casts a long shadow; even the clerks in his office brighten in the radiance of his charm. To Grace, Hugh always seems unaccountably familiar: she cannot think where she has met him before. At the end of the book, she finds her answer, and the grace to share it with him: ‘You were the person who was going to mean so much to me.’

Everyone we meet in this novel (and the company is limited, if rewarding) contains a world of pain, usually imperceptible to everyone else, and most of the time, to the sufferers themselves. Norah’s stifled sorrow, Grace’s loneliness and inertia, Gerald’s tortured anxieties, Tom’s disappointment – they are such ordinary pains, as they are such ordinary people; and who is middle-aged and not in mourning for something or someone or another? Hugh Miller is himself in pain, in his way, incapable of feeling the love he evokes in others. Only his sister is different. ‘She was all right,’ as Hugh notes with relief and approval. ‘Not sad, not poor, not aged or altered.’ If Clare’s broken marriage has bequeathed her a legacy of distress or regret, it is part of her life’s sentence to be allowed to share it with no one. ‘She had perfected her art, if art it were; and continued triumphantly to present to the world the uncertain nature of her reality, to keep as her secret the nature of her honesty.’

There is pain in these people, pain in their lives. But is it real? How bad is it? Does it matter? These are the profound questions of this book. When Grace was a girl being courted by Tom, she fluttered between horror and comfort in his presence, and ‘lazily wondered if all emotional truths were impermanent, only a matter of changing moods and circumstances.’ Her creator seems to wonder, too. Her book’s title is taken from a line of Walter Savage Landor: ‘But the present, like a note in music, is nothing but as it appertains to what is past and what is to come.’

Rosamond Lehmann does not stop there. She investigates that nothing. A Note in Music is a study in nothingness: Grace Fairfax is its remarkable example, and the word echoes through the book like a refrain. Grace Fairfax has nothing to do all day, and she does nothing; embedded ‘thick and flat’ in her life, she feels as if ‘nothing mattered, nothing would ever happen to her again’. She fears and shuns the prophesy of a fortune-teller who might say: ‘A most curious case. There is nothing here: nothing in your past, nothing in your future’; and indeed, in the sharp focus of a single afternoon of beauty and happiness, her married life shrivels into ‘ten years of nothingness’. (She is not alone in her plight. Poor Tom too fleetingly senses that ‘there was nothing before him really – no one who cared about his troubles’.)

Nothing can come of nothing, and by the end of the book, almost nothing has happened. Two bright creatures have perched for a moment in an alien habitat and flown away again, their feathers more or less intact. Two middle-aged women have fallen a little in love, felt a little worse about their marriages. Two provincial husbands have felt the breath of freezing winds from the desert wastes beyond their comfortable cages.

Grace Fairfax is still struggling into her old black crepe-de-chine and planning a supper of stodge for her comfort. Her husband is still dozing off in his chair. Norah and Gerald MacKay are still fighting their way out of the constricting tangle of emotions at the heart of their alliance. The northern landscape buttons itself tight in its winter uniform, as pinched and drab as if the bright south had never visited it with its warmth.

Almost nothing has happened. But something has. Within her life’s perpetual nothing – and even on her holiday, Grace Fairfax (officially) did ‘Nothing at all’ – she has loved, and lost: for the first and undoubtedly the last time. Other things have moved and changed too. A needle of light has pierced the wadding around Tom Fairfax’s head and heart, and his darkness will never be so complete again. Norah and Gerald have released their demons and faced them, and in their shared perception of the divide yawning between them is the hope that its space will be bridged.

It is the conquerors that have gained least. Clare Osborne disappears over the horizon as opaque and unreal as when she came; and Hugh Miller, the pirate of hearts we have come to cherish, inspires our last wave of compassion. In this book we sense one young man touch the cold centre of the loneliness of life: but Hugh Miller has to face its frightening presence at his own centre.

There is no chance that he will ever have ears to hear the thunder he has sounded in one woman’s life, that will continue to echo there until it ends. Yet a whisper has come through: which may in time become a voice of awareness. And Hugh Miller – who is, on his own admission, hopeless – has also the optimism that often accompanies that despairing condition. He will hear in the gulls’ cries the reverberation of his final failure; he will think, ‘Why live?’ But he will also in the next moment involuntarily attend the first gusts of conviviality from below deck; and will note, quite without meaning to, that it is time for a drink and a chat.

There is laughter beyond the pain in this book; and it is not only Hugh Miller that hears it. Grace Fairfax absorbs her love and loss with an inward laugh, curious and remarkable as her outward smile: and her smile can linger in the air when there is nothing else left there at all. After Grace’s summer of rapture, there will be new life in her house next spring – though it comes from an unexpected source; and that blossoming idyll has borne in her a rich fruit – of knowledge, humour, affection, compassion, quietness. After the rhapsody, one note lingers with a lasting resonance:
Passing the open door of the kitchen one evening on her way to bed, Grace saw them all three sitting together in silence at the table. Empty plates and cups were set before them; and the light of one candle modelled the human group in tender masses of light and shade, and illumined their calm and empty faces. She was moved by the simplicity of their wants, the pathos of their elementary possessions … The child was on her lap asleep. There was not a sound, or a movement. Out of the luminous obscurity emerged the domestic union of their figures …

The same note sounds through Norah, striking out of her pain with a remorseless instinct for life.
The secret was to look to the present chiefly, to the future a little, to the past scarcely at all; to let old days depart in peace, to break the last threads of irrecoverable associations, to give up trying to alter people who would be to their lives ends unalterably themselves …

Do such words represent sound commonsense? Are they the counsel of despair? Might they even express a truth unalterable by what comes before and after? This quiet book makes us, unanswerably, wonder.

A Note of Music is written in a minor key. It is a story of human pain: it speaks of ennui, disappointment, grief; of loneliness, absurdity, failure. Yet a smile plays around its edges, like the smile at the corners of Grace Fairfax’s mouth; and the note that it sounds is ultimately neither sorrowful or sad. In the shadows of this story there is something luminous; in its emptiest nothing, there is something alive. Within the veils of its loneliness and pain, there is love: a world of love. In the silence between what has been and what is to come, its note sings.

Janet Watts. London 1981
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