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Abstract 

There are certain words that seem to have become definitory for our European lifestyle. Among those, 

‘multiculturalism’, ‘globalization’ and ‘the European Union’ have become the labels that are applied 

everywhere and every time. It is no wonder that, for quite some time now, writers have tried to exploit the 

newly found pro-European Union theme of cultural diversity sans frontières, in an attempt to catch up with 

their times. It is also true that the issue of post-colonialism still provides writers with rich sources for books. 

British contemporary author Rose Tremain is by no means an exception; on the contrary, she has always 

welcomed controversy and challenge in a book of fiction. Therefore, my paper will focus on three of Rose 

Tremain’s novels, in an attempt to answer the question in the title, ‘Where do we go from here?’. In our 

contemporary world, nobody is happy ‘at home’, and the mirage of other horizons haunts the contemporary 

mind and soul. This paper will examine the journeys that Tremain’s characters make from Britain to France or 

India and back, and Eastern Europe to Britain and back. Irrespective of the characters’ destination, the result of 

travelling half the world in search for work/one’s lost self is the same: redefing and/or reinventing oneself in 

the process. 

 

Keywords: Rose Tremain, globalization, post-colonialism, oneself, traveling 

 

Introduction 

Even before the 20th century was over, it has become obvious to everyone (politicians and artists 

alike) that the key to success in one’s career was discussing ‘global’ issues, such as globalization or 

global warming. Other words ensuring one’s success in mesmerising the masses have come under 

the spotlight; thus, ‘multiculturalism’, ‘globalization’ and ‘the European Union’ have become the 

magic words that define our contemporary lives. 

It is no wonder that, for quite some time now, European writers have tried to exploit the newly 

found pro-European Union theme of cultural diversity sans frontières, in an attempt to catch up with 

their times. At the same time, the issue of post-colonialism still provides writers with rich sources for 

their books. British contemporary author Rose Tremain is by no means an exception; on the 

contrary, she has always welcomed controversy and challenge in a book of fiction. Therefore, my 

paper will focus on three of Rose Tremain’s novels, in an attempt to answer the question in the title, 

‘Where do we go from here?’. In our contemporary world, nobody is happy ‘at home’, and the 

mirage of other horizons haunts the contemporary mind and soul. This paper will examine the 

journeys that Tremain’s characters make from Britain to France or India and back, and Eastern 

Europe to Britain and back. Irrespective of the characters’ destination, the result of traveling half the 

world in search for work/one’s lost self is the same: redefing and/or reinventing oneself in the 

process.  

* 

 

Rose Tremain is a British contemporary writer whose fiction has covered, so far, a variety of 

themes, and her books have focused on characters that could not differ more one from another 
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even if they tried. In this respect, Tremain’s characters range from historical personalities
1
 to 

contemporary average people such as a butler, a divorce lawyer’s wife or a transsexual. In the novels 

I plan to discuss here, the characters who try their luck far from home could be our contemporaries; 

thus, in one book, we read about men and women of different nationalities who, for a number of 

reasons, settle in a French village, while the other two present us with two main characters who 

interact in Great Britain, and whose stories complete each other. For a better understanding of the 

mechanisms that tie Letter to Sister Benedicta (1979) and The Road Home (2007) closely together, I 

intend to ignore chronological order
2
 and discuss them both in the second part of my paper, while I 

focus on The Swimming Pool Season (1985) in the first. 

 

I. Leaving Great Britain 

 

I.1. Shall We Go to France? 

By 1985, when she publishes The Swimming Pool Season, Rose Tremain is already the author of 

three books that portray lonely characters in search for their lost identities or real selves. The main 

characters of these first three novels are: a frustrated and homosexual butler who reviews his past 

while trying to get on with his life after his employers’ death
3
, a woman whose husband falls ill and 

dies, leaving her to sort things out for herself
4
, and an old writer who recounts war events from her 

past to an American reporter
5
. 

It seems only natural that, after three books revolving round the lives of singular lonely 

characters, Tremain should take one (narrative) step forward and operate (at least) two major 

changes: on the one hand, she now opts for a large international bunch of characters, which interact 

and confront each other on a double level: personal and cultural/national. On the other hand, the 

writer places those characters in two parallel spaces, that carry within them important cultural 

features: one is rural France, the favorite space of the tired English person, who goes there to relax, 

and the other is Oxford, which represents the natural choice for the intelligentsia to work in. I will 

focus on the former location, rural France, for my demonstration of how cultural diversity may 

contribute to the changing (for better or for worse) of one’s identity. Still, before that, in order for 

me to clearly set the boundaries within which I operate, I will briefly discuss here a few concepts, 

such as ‘nation’ and ‘globalization’.  

I start my analysis from Ernest Renan’s famous lecture ‘Qu’est-ce qu’une nation?’ (‘What is a 

nation?’), delivered on 11 March 1882 at the Sorbonne; despite the fact that most ideas have 

changed since the 19th century, Renan’s view has been revisited and revalued by contemporary 

theorists, especially by those interested in post-colonial studies. In his lecture, Renan discusses the 

elements that could be considered responsible for our judging a group of people as a ‘nation’; 

among those, there are race, language, religion, community of (commercial) interest, geography. 

Nevertheless, his conclusion is that: 

 

A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle. Two things, which in truth are but one, constitute this soul 

or spiritual principle. One lies in the past, one in the present. One is the possession in common of 

a rich legacy of memories; the other is the present-day consent, the desire to live together, the 

will to perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received in an undivided form (Renan 

19). 

 

                                                 
1
such as King Charles II of England or King Christian IV of Denmark 

2
Letter to Sister Benedicta is Tremain’s second novel, while The Road Home is her tenth. 

3
Sadler’s Birthday (1976) 

4
Letter to Sister Benedicta 

5
The Cupboard (1981) 



Cristina Mihaela Nistor, ”Where Do We Go From Here? The Globalized World as Reflected in Rose 

Tremain’s The Swimming-Pool Season, Letter to Sister Benedicta and The Road Home”. 

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                     Page 4 

 

According to Renan, then, a nation embraces the past and its legacy, and the ‘present-day 

consent, the desire to live together’ – these two definitory elements will help me identify the 

national(istic) features that are easily ascertained in The Swimming Pool Season, as well as draw the 

line between the notions of ‘nation’ and ‘community’ or ‘global village’. 

Since my paper requires a brief explanation of the notion of ‘global village’, I will resort to 

another opinion on groups, this time pertaining to renowned contemporary philosopher Kwame 

Anthony Appiah, who explores the relations of personal and group identity in his 2005 book The 

Ethics of Identity. Here, he differentiates ‘globalization’ from ‘cosmopolitanism’, introducing the 

term ‘global village’ as belonging to the latter category. He justifies his reluctance to take the 

omnipresence of ”ideas, objects, and people from ’outside’” as the obvious sign of ‘globalization’, by 

stating”: ”For, as I have suggested, you could describe the history of the human species as a process 

of globalization: the globalization, if you like, of the longue durée – in fact, of the longest humanly 

possible durée, that of the period within which we have been fully human (Appiah 216)”. 

Appiah rejects the idea of ‘globalization’ as the factor that causes the transformation of the 

‘world’ into a ‘global village’: ”Our increasing inter-connectedness – and our growing awareness of it 

– has not, of course, made us into denizens of a single community, the proverbial ’global village’” 

(216). Conversely, the philosopher suggests that the term ‘cosmopolitanism’ would render the idea 

of the ‘global village’ more accurately: ”A cosmopolitan should – etymologically, at least – be 

someone who thinks that the world is, so to speak, our shared hometown, reproducing something 

very like the self-conscious oxymoron of the ’global village’”(Appiah 217). 

In view of the these clarifications made by Renan and Appiah, I will try to approach Rose 

Tremain’s novel as an invitation to share in cultural diversity – especially while discussing the ‘global 

village’ of Pomerac and its inhabitants. Still, it is by exploring personal and group identities that 

Tremain will manage to describe an accurate cultural scene. 

The story told in The Swimming Pool Season is simple: Larry is an English contractor who chooses 

France as the space where he plans to relax and reorganize his thoughts after his swimming-pool 

business has collapsed. His 50-year-old wife, Miriam, is a paintress who, from the very beginning of 

the book, receives a letter summoning her to return to England to attend her ailing mother, Leni. 

These two main characters have connections to many people in both countries, and the story will 

unfold in both Pomerac and Oxford. Nevertheless, the focus of this paper will be on dissecting the 

former, while saving the latter for another analysis, in another paper. 

First of all, the French village is perceived by Larry as a real person, in a country he’s trying to 

make his own, but which refuses to enter his blood or his language or his longings or his will. It’s like 

a hopeless mistress, beautiful, frigid, cold, dry. And the effort of possession is tiring. He’s trying still, 

but he’s tired out (cf. TSPS 14). 

Larry’s attempt at taming the French village, or at mere relaxing in that (cultural) environment, is 

doomed by the time the book begins. After Miriam’s departure to Oxford, Larry decides to build the 

ultimate swimming pool in France, as a gesture of his warming up to Pomerac. To that end, he 

invites his (French) neighbors to partake in his endeavors (and, hopefully, successful 

transformation); as it is expected, these neighbors have a variety of reactions. Interestingly, 

Gervaise, Larry’s raising-cows neighbor, loves the idea of a swimming pool, and her German lover, 

Klaus, helps Larry with the work on the pool, because he dreams of the pool as a cathedral. Each 

person sees the swimming pool through his/her own glasses; for instance, Gervaise is overwhelmed 

by this idea: 

 

Gervaise feels as emotional as on her Saint’s day at the thought of this apparition slowly forming 

behind her south wall. As if worlds she will never see have been brought to her doorstep. As if 

her love of Pomerac, deeper by fathoms than any pit sunk in Larry’s garden, is now nevertheless 

shared by this stranger who has chosen to spend his money not in Paris or Hollywood but here, 

under her very nose (TSPS 143). 
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In Gervaise’s mind (as well as in Klaus’s), Larry tries to integrate parts of him into her community, 

he contributes to the ‘global village’ that she lives in; therefore, his effort is to be encouraged. 

Conversely, another neighbor opposes Larry’s idea and efforts: ”Madame de la Brosse got a 

demolition paper out of the Mayor. Illegal, they pretended it was. They said Larry needed official 

permission...” (TSPS 270). It is not clear whether it is nationalism or the pride of being French (i.e. 

the arch enemy of the English) that plays a crucial role in Madame de la Brosse’s decision to 

demolish Larry’s swimming pool. We are not explicitly told so by the narrator; all we can guess is 

that the people opposing Larry’s struggles (Madame de la Brosse and Mallélou, Gervaise’s husband) 

must have some identity issues. In the case of Madame de la Brosse, it is the very fact that she has 

lost her social status in the village, and, by taking a legal stand against Larry, she may reconfirm her 

status of important person; in Mallélou’s, it is sheer malice, or the revenge of the impotent. 

Interestingly enough, Tremain tells us the story of Mallélou’s love for his German mistress, then 

explains to us how the job he had, as a railway signalman, makes him an impotent, and how, once 

moved at the country, it is his wife, Gervaise, who begins her affair with their German help, Klaus. 

Moreover, the latter’s affair is approved of by her husband, who sees in Gervaise and Klaus’s union a 

means to punish his peasant wife. 

Another character considers that ‘There was something fantastical in Larry’s project, something 

comfortingly mad’ (TSPS 274). It is the opinion of Docteur Hervé Prière, the first Frenchman Larry 

could understand. This character is secretly loved by Nadia Poniatowski, but, far from loving her 

back, he chooses to leave for America, at the age of 51. His dream is that of becoming ‘somebody’, a 

real person: ”In America he becomes a man of substance. People take care of his needs (TSPS 198)”. 

Maybe the most interesting and challenging character depicted by Tremain as belonging to 

Pomerac is the Polish woman, Nadia Poniatowski, who, despite her linguistic difficulties (which 

amuse the reader), is the most talkative character, and the most complex. She has her French 

husband, Claude Lemoine, incarcerated in his ‘Adjustment Home’ in the Pas de Calais flatlands. She 

and her children are better off without him, she says; her Polish ancestry is something Nadia is very 

proud about: “I changed my name back to Poniatowski, and the children’s names, they’re 

Poniatowski now and I’m teaching them about their Polish ancestors” (TSPS 26). What this woman 

loves is talking, and listening to others: “The details of lives, their longings and tragedies. She envies 

marriage counsellors their daily glut of private knowledge” (TSPS 26). 

It is Nadia who offers friendly advice to Larry, and who gets help from him, in return – their 

friendship is briefly transformed into an affair, whose sexual, rather than sentimental, nature is 

obvious to both characters. Still, Nadia dares to tell Larry – in her funny manner of speaking – the 

truth about how she sees him: ”I don’t know what is the English heart made of? Waste, I’m thinking. 

You live in the constipated heart!” (TSPS 146). Unable to speak accurately, Nadia seems to 

compensate that by reading everyone else’s feelings and moods. 

The story as such ends indecisively: Miriam calls Larry to come to Oxford and comfort her after 

Leni’s death, and it is there that he gets the phone call from Nadia announcing him that the 

swimming pool was demolished. The story begins in Pomerac and ends in Oxford, in a circular 

movement that unites people of different nationalities and social types. While Tremain’s conclusion 

whether the ‘global village’ is a cosmopolitan dream or not is still pending, readers may very well 

ascertain one thing: the novel invites them to imitate the gesture made by one of the characters, 

The Maréchal: ”When the English started to come to the village, he raised his hooded eyes to glance 

at their shiny, big cars and their marble faces and merely shrugged with despair and disbelief: ‘C’est 

la comédie humaine, non?’” (TSPS 33). 

All in all, The Swimming Pool Season offers its readers a refreshing view of the Other as our 

neighbor, whose values prove as valid as our own, and whose adversity helps us reshape our 

identity. More than anything else, Tremain’s novel stands as a possible version of ‘la comédie 

humaine’, an all-time game that we take part in. 
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I.2. Shall I Go back to India? 

This second novel that I plan to approach is entitled Letter to Sister Benedicta because the female 

protagonist, Ruby Constad, tells her story in the hybrid shape of letters and journal. Once her 

husband Leon falls ill, Ruby pretends she is writing a letter to a teacher from the Convent School 

Ruby attended in childhood, in colonial India: Sister Benedicta. In fact, all these messages to the 

addressee are self-referential, reminiscences of the self in search for a lost or forgotten identity. 

Never to be sent, the letters that make up the novel register the heroine’s attempt at recuperating a 

state of mind that should help her recover her soul. Sister Benedicta is given the role of a confessor 

(the narratee in the novel), and her physical (in)existence is irrelevant to the fictional narrator/ 

heroine
6
. 

Confronted with serious family troubles
7
 culminating in Leon’s stroke, that places him (paralysed, 

totally dumb) in hospital for an indefinite time, Ruby resorts to “memory therapy” and chooses as 

her confessor – instead of the modern psychoanalyst – the nun who taught her when she was a 

child. She remembers that, as Ruby Waterhouse, she was a happy Catholic, confident in her future. 

Gradually, we are explained why the transformation into the other Ruby, the one who tells the story, 

is equivalent to falling from the state of grace that is called love; the heroine’s attempt, hence, 

obviously becomes one of recapturing one’s identity with the help of that another self, from the 

past. Moreover, the ghostly Sister Benedicta seems to appear, in the heroine’s mind, the keeper of 

the secret of love and communion with God – one more reason to conjure her spirit. 

The dilemma Marc Guillaume speaks about when he wants to differentiate another from the 

other one seems an essential one in the case of the transformation undergone by Tremain’s heroine. 

He cuts down the problem of identity to the confusion – convenient, for the colonial and post- 

colonial modernity that Ruby lives in – another is the other one: 

 

To put things in a simpler way, each another (autre) hosts the Other one (autrui) – that which is 

not me, which is different from me, but which I can understand, even assimilate – but there is, 

also, another type of otherness: radical, inassimilable, incomprehensible, and even 

unimaginable. And the Western mind never ceases taking another as the Other one (autrui), 

reducing another to the Other one (autrui) (Guillaume 6).  
 

Ruby’s life story reveals the heroine’s drama: she is the meeting point of different, sometimes 

opposite features and influences. Thus, she begins her life as the daughter of a fat colonel, whose 

constitution she unluckily inherits, and of a skinny housewife, who was “dry of love” (LTSB 18). Then, 

as far as religion is concerned, she renounces Catholicism when she marries a Jew. Furthermore, 

even though she was educated by nuns, in India (the British colony), now, at the moment the story 

unfolds, she is living in London and thinking of India. Her family provides more reasons for 

dissatisfaction. Firstly, she is the mother of a daughter converted, first to lesbianism (by Sue), then to 

an incestuous relationship (by her brother, Noel). Secondly, she is nothing but the wife of a 

successful solicitor, who constantly cheats on her and who, overwhelmed by the gravity of his own 

children’s actions, on hearing the news, reacts by having a heart attack. 

All those elements give us the complete picture of the reality Ruby is confronted with and which 

she cannot accept without putting up a stout resistance. Owner of an identity defined exclusively by 

relating to the ones around her, Ruby Constad sees herself in terms of the other one, the one she 

was not supposed to have become, fat and loveless; consequently, in order to redeem herself, she 

resorts to the image of that another Ruby – with a name taken from the feminine symbolism, 

Waterhouse – whom she remembers with the precise goal of recovering or re-inventing her identity. 

                                                 
6
Ruby calls Sister Benedicta “silent nun, dead or alive, wherever you are” (LTSB 7). 

7
Her husband Leon has a lover, and her son Noel has an incestuous affair with her daughter, Alexandra, in an 

attempt to ‘heal’ her from lesbianism. 
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Her refusal to think in Western terms is dictated, mainly, by the reminiscent bits of her childhood in 

colonial India. That is why, in order to recover her soul, Ruby sees a voyage back to India as a ‘must’. 

Our heroine’s strategy of confronting and defeating Leon’s illness with the help of prayers, 

candles and conjuring of (the spectre of) Sister Benedicta as a mediator with the divinity 

presupposes a dichotomic approach: she has to become someone else, for him to re-become who 

he was not long ago. The Biblical commandment “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” has, in 

the present case, aporetic aspects: Ruby loves her neighbor, but she has to learn again how to love 

herself. Love, essentially, appears to her as an unknown thing she has to deduce from the entangled 

equation of life itself: “I don’t believe I understood love”, Ruby confesses to the white page, “All I 

understood really was a feeling of belonging. I knew that I wanted to belong, to merge, to lose 

myself” (LTSB 53). Left without her daily menial purpose of seeing to other people’s needs, and 

forced to reflect upon her own existence and relationship with the others, our heroine discovers a 

troubling loss of her own self as a loving entity: ”I really don’t know what I shall do with this self, only 

let it trudge purposelessly about, legs taking it here and there [...] heart with so feeble a love for the 

whole self that I sometimes feel, why did no one ever teach me how to love myself, only taught me 

that I must put the whole world and everything in it, even the things I cannot see, before the self” 

(LTSB 17). 

Obedient to her spouse, then to her children, from the very moment they are born, our heroine 

tries to break the limits imposed on her all her life, and she succeeds not only in setting herself free 

from the narrow pattern of a housewife, but also in freeing herself from the Catholic dogmata and in 

reaching the true destination of her existential (and narrative) journey: all-embracing love, that 

knows no limits, and stems from the primordial love for one’s own self. 

The failure of Sister Benedicta’s teachings might be due to the highly theoretical aspect of the 

teachings, or to the conventionalism existent in any approach, even when prayer and love are 

included. If one wants to reach the love of the self, limits, be they caused by fear or by the respect 

we hold to a superior, must be shattered down, or, in Liiceanu’s words: 

 

Before opening myself towards another, taking him inside my boundaries or surrendering myself 

to his boundaries, I have to understand my boundary in a positive way. [...] All true loves and all 

acts of freedom begin as love for one’s own limit. First, I have to “like myself” in order to stand 

myself as the main character of my own life and to make myself the subject of my freedom. [...] 

Love for the self is the prerequisite of freedom (126-127). 

 

Transcending or shattering the constraining limits is done here with a little help from the spectre 

of the character who was more experienced with freedom: Ruby’s godmother Louise. Educated in 

the Catholic spirit, just like Ruby, she abandons the theory and icons of Christianity in favor of the 

love for her Jewish husband – a love whose power touches all the people surrounding them. Louise’s 

rejection of the falsehood she perceives inherent in the Church is expressed in her wish not to have 

priests at her side even in the last moments of her life, tragically shortened by cancer. The 

authenticity of having lived a full, accomplished life, is to remain intact; at the same time, it 

questions the necessity of mediators (such as priests) on the road to happiness. Ruby’s gratitude for 

the example shown by Louise is immense, because it helps her break her bonds: “Thank God you 

lived, Louise, and showed me a life that was so joyful and unafraid” (LTSB 172). 

The discoveries involuntarily made by Ruby, while confessing to a ghostly and silent interlocutor 

lead, inevitably, to a split. First of all, the heroine decides to break the boundaries drawn by her 

husband: “I believe I’ve already made a contradictory resolution, which is to break my habit of 

obedience to Leon and begin to feel free of him” (LTSB 128). Secondly, she undergoes a major 

physical change: she loses weight and, consequently, she begins to recapture the real image of 

herself, representative of her identity. Still, the most important confession/split is the one 

concerning her beliefs: “I don’t know, Sister. Sometimes, when I remember India, I think I only loved 
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God just to please you” (LTSB 128). The split from Catholicism (coincident with the moment when, 

months after the initial stroke, a second stroke comes and Leon dies) becomes irreparable. 

Nevertheless, this separation is not perceived as a drama, but rather as a progressive loss, that, due 

to its prolonged agony, exhausts all reserves of remorse or resentments : “I’m not a Catholic any 

more, Sister. I’ve forgotten how to be one. In the Oratory, I always felt like a stranger and, worse 

than this, I always doubted” (LTSB 163). Ruby’s last decisions, before leaving the place of her misery, 

is to leave the children all the money inherited from Leon (he makes her his unique heiress), and put 

the house to sell. Her gesture of freedom is obvious: she plans to go to India, the place where she 

felt complete once, a long time ago. Leaving Britain for India is Ruby’s choice to find herself, to love 

herself for who she is. But will she succeed in her attempt? Tremain’s novel leaves its readers 

hopeful, keeping their fingers crossed for Ruby. Thirty years later, though, The Road Home gives 

them the answer. 

 

II. Leaving for Great Britain 

The Road Home approaches the problematic subject of work migration from Eastern to Western 

European countries, after the fall of the Russian ‘empire’. What is interesting about this book is 

Tremain’s choice to have as a protagonist a migrant belonging to a former communist country. Some 

of Tremain’s reviewers have noticed her preference for the ‘outsider’; as Marion McLeod puts it on 

“The Outsider” (The Listener Archive: Arts and Books), ”for all the geographical and historical variety, 

what Tremain does, over and over, is tell the outsider’s story”. Nevertheless, while this ‘outsider’ is a 

favorite with all postmodern writers, Tremain’s sympathy for the lonely, dispossessed character 

does not alter her tendency to address current issues such as post-colonialism and globalization. 

The story begins with the promise of a ‘road novel’, in which the main character, a 42-year-old 

Slavic lumberyard worker, travels to London to try his luck and find work. With a dead wife that 

haunts his dreams, a five-year-old daughter, Maya, and an old-fashioned mother, Ina, Lev has no 

other choice but to leave the poverty-stricken village of Auror and migrate to ‘the promised land’. In 

fact, Tremain imagines several characters with similar stories, and uses them as counterparts of her 

protagonist. Thus, Lev’s companion on the coach travelling across Europe is a plump, mole-flecked 

woman called Lydia, who is also making her way to London in search for a better future. At this 

point, her future seems somewhat clearer than Lev’s: she knows English (and tries to teach Lev 

some), and she has job interviews lined up and friends to stay with. For her, life in London looks 

promising. 

Conversely, Lev finds himself in the land of uncertainty, and he constantly walks on shifting 

sands: his English is poor, his skills as a lumberyard worker are useless in the British metropolis, his 

past is bleak and his future grey. He has a plan to find out the secret to capitalist success and to use 

it to his benefit: ”I'm going to their country now and I'm going to make them share it with me: their 

infernal luck” (TRH 6). 

When he arrives in London and he needs to take a bath, Lev knows that that gesture would also 

symbolize the letting-go of the past: ”This is the mud of my country, the mud of all Europe, and I 

must find some rags and wipe it away...” (TRH 18). As Emmanuel Levinas puts it, ”the modern is 

constituted by the consciousness of a certain definitively acquired freedom” (124). In order to 

transform himself, Lev has to wipe the slate of his past clean. His freedom depends on it, ”It is a 

freedom that does not bow before any factual state, thus negating the ’already done’ and living only 

for the new’ (Levinas 124). 

Things do not start well for Lev, and he has to call Lydia for help. Consequently, Lev is rescued 

from the streets by his traveling companion, who is now staying in a good neighborhood, with some 

friends from her country. Despite Lev’s refusal to make love to her, Lydia scans the ‘Wanted’ 

columns for him and manages to find him a job as a kitchen porter in a restaurant under a famous 

chef, G. K. Ashe, and a room with Christy Slane, an Irish plumber who lives in Tufnell Park. Slane has 

a sad story, too: his daughter stays with his ex-wife, the reason why he gets drunk all the time. Still, 
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the two men’s deep longing for their little girls transcends the language barrier, and Lev makes his 

first friend in London. 

Slowly, Lev starts feeling more confident and he understands some of the rules of the Western 

country. Nonetheless, Lev’s journey through London also makes him feel the rage of being 

dependent on others. No matter how hard he tries to learn English, no matter how hard he works 

his fingers to the bone in Ashe’s kitchen, he will always be a foreigner. On top of everything, a 

disaster caused by Lev’s inability to understand either the English language or modern plays, and 

getting himself arrested, results in Lev’s being sacked by Ashe. What Lev reproaches to the world is 

“You don’t know the world. Only this small England. You know nothing, nothing” (TRH 210). 

At this point in the narrative, we, readers, encounter a dilemma that is both cultural and 

narrative. Miraculously, it is solved, again, by a phone call. Actually, Lev keeps in touch with Rudi, his 

friend back home, with whom he converses quite frequently. Still, it is another compatriot, Vitas, 

who helps Lev, by telling him about salad- and asparagus-picking in Suffolk, with a crew of many-

hued migrant workers (two Asians among them). It is also Vitas who tells him that Lev’s village is to 

be destroyed in order for the authorities to build a new dam. Tremain employs a whole 

multinational team to help Lev succeed. Thus, after hatching a new plan to make money, Lev returns 

to London and Christy, and gets two jobs: one as a waiter in a Greek restaurant, the other as a chef 

at Ferndale Heights. His former employer, G.K. Ashe helps him with the budget for the restaurant 

Lev is planning to open in his own country. Lev’s story has a happy ending, with him as the savior of 

his family and friends. 

Not all characters in the novel share Lev’s incredible luck. His coach companion to London, Lydia, 

who plays an important role in his development, goes down the social ladder. Translator to the 

famous conductor Pyotor Greszler, Lydia has a good start in her London adventure, only to fail once 

the Maestro no longer needs her. She finds a job as a nanny, but she is deeply dissatisfied with both 

her job and her life. In the end, since luck seems to avoid her as a nanny, Lydia accepts Pyotor 

Greszler’s proposition and becomes his mistress. He is 70, but she is desperate – end of story. 

There are a lot of characters of different nationalities that play a part in Lev’s London (or Suffolk) 

adventure, and they all have a lesson to teach Lev. For instance, his first employer, the Arab Ahmed, 

has a few ‘words of wisdom’ to share with Lev: “Ahmed smiled and said: ’A man may travel far, but 

his heart may be slow to catch up’” (TRH 37). In his turn, the Irish Christy Slane introduces Lev to the 

‘football metaphor of success’ – all that counts is the ball in the net. Even G.K. Ashe, who gives Lev 

the sack, offers to give him a hand with the planning of Lev’s new business, and turns from ex-

employer into a friend. Vitas, the young compatriot who lets Lev know about the authorities’ project 

to turn Baryn into a dam, is another ‘helper’ in this success story. 

Moreover, The Road Home also offers Tremain the opportunity to revive one of her best-loved 

characters, Ruby Constad, who plays a vital role in Lev’s story. This character likes to tell everyone 

the story of her happy childhood in colonial India. On her dying bed, many years after returning from 

her journey to India, Ruby helps Lev raise the money for his own business and, consequently, for his 

return home. Ruby is both a rescued and a rescuer here: she is rescued from loneliness by Lev, and 

she rescues him in return, both financially and emotionally. Though Lev’s story is what matters here, 

one cannot overlook an interesting fact: by including Ruby Constad among Lev’s ‘helpers’, Tremain 

also answers the questions raised about the ending of her second novel, Letter to Sister Benedicta. In 

a way, we can say that Tremain has written one novel, but she has completed two stories. 

Tremain herself confirms the idea that The Road Home is a postcolonial novel. She writes in her 

‘Acknowledgements’, at the end of the book: „My grateful thanks to Jack Rosenthal for showing me 

how to pick asparagus properly, and for the introductions to his Polish field-workers, who told me 

true and invaluable tales from Eastern Europe” (TRH 367). 

Following that lead, some of her reviewers mistakenly take Lev for a Pole. Actually, readers never 

learn which specific country he comes from. Following all the clues given in the book (the Kalinin 

mountains, the village of Baryn, the Russian cigarettes, ‘the communist food’ mentioned as a title at 
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page 337), I, for one, would tend to identify Lev’s country with Ukraine. Nothing of the sort is 

specifically said in the book. When Lydia introduces Pyotor Greszler to Lev, she speaks of him as ”the 

well-known conductor from our country” (TRH 57). This omission of nationality, at first 

disconcerting, gives Lev’s story a convincingly general quality: he becomes a New-EU Everyman, 

standing for all the new migrants. They all know more or less English, have more or less money or 

contacts, but they all share a hope: for a job, a room, a phone, a chance. In one word, a life. 

 

Conclusions 

A lesson in cultural diversity and in human understanding – that is Tremain’s message at its core, 

irrespective of the novel we analyze. Globalization comes at a price, she seems to say, in The 

Swimming Pool Season and The Road Home, but that does not mean the price is not worth paying. 

Recovering your soul means going far away, she suggests in Letter to Sister Benedicta. One after 

another, the three novels discussed in this paper have shown us how cultural diversity may help us 

better define ourselves. And, in the end, it is worth going the distance, if the reward is finding 

ourselves while discovering others. 
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