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The Rain Before It Falls by Jonathan Coe 

 

A picture is worth a thousand words?  

 

And we read them all, most of us with fascination. 

  

The Rain Before It Falls is a melancholy and moving story told in an unusual and 

effective visual style. We view a family album - a carefully chosen collection of 20 

photographs. Rosamond, in whose voice most of the story is told, is an old woman 

close to death. She has decided to take her own life. One of her last acts is to try to 

help Imogen, the granddaughter of her cousin and one-time blood sister, Beatrix. She 

wants to set the record straight about their shared past. Rosamond feels strongly that 

Imogen has a right to know her family history. 

 

What I want you to have, Imogen, above all, is a sense of your own history; a sense of 

where you come from, and of the forces that made you. One of the ways in which most 

people, most young people, acquire the sense of themselves is through looking at 

photographs of themselves, when they were children, and photographs of their 

parents and grandparents and even older relatives. But you have never been able to 

do this. 

 

Imogen is blind and will not be able to read a letter or see the photographs for herself. 

So Rosamond hits on a simple, if eccentric, device. She bequeaths Imogen the 20 

photographs, along with a tape-recording in which she explains who or what is in each 

photograph and its underlying significance. 

 

Coe uses this visual technique to full advantage. Writing is often likened to word-

painting: here, with a sighted person addressing a 'reader' who was blinded as a child, 

Coe ensures every description is vivid and precise. Some of the best writing in the 

book occurs when Rosamond is recalling the visual texture of a farm in Shropshire or 

a boating excursion on the Serpentine. One or two of us felt that the technique was 

rather contrived, reminiscent of a creative writing exercise, but everyone 

acknowledged his skill as a writer. 

 

Coe’s ability to set atmospheres and create believable characters is impressive. In a 

few words he often captures the essence of a situation. For example, at the very 

beginning of the novel, we are introduced to Rosamond’s niece Gill and her husband 

Stephen. Gill has to tell her husband the news of her aunt’s death. Stephen says he 

will not be able to go with Gill to help her to make arrangements for the funeral. In 

just one sentence we gain a deep insight into the nature of their marriage. 

 

She smiled and turned, her ash-blonde hair the only distinct part of her, bobbing 

down the garden pathway: leaving him, as so often, with a sense of having obscurely 

failed her. 

 

Gill is clearly going to have to cope on her own. Indeed the men in The Rain Before it 

Falls tend to be in the shadows. This is a novel by a male writer about women’s lives 

and the men play a small part, if any, in the story. Many of us forgot that we were 

reading a novel written by a man. Coe’s understanding of the female psyche proves to 

be remarkable. 

 



We discussed whether Gill was necessary to the telling of the story. Perhaps we could 

have gained as much from just hearing Rosamond’s tapes for ourselves. But we 

agreed that Gill gives us a perspective in the present, to offset the past. Rosamond 

speaking to us directly from the grave would have been a difficult concept. And 

Imogen may never hear the tapes, no-one knows where she is. Gill is Imogen’s link to 

Rosamond and our key to the family’s living history. We empathised with Gill’s 

dilemma, the responsibility she feels in trying to find Imogen for Rosamond’s sake. 

 

The Rain Before It Falls is a story of mothers unable to love their daughters: Ivy, 

Beatrix, Thea and finally Imogen. One damaged generation passes on to the next the 

inability to love; they pass on the cruelty of indifference. 

 

It seems so important – crucially important – that one should never underestimate 

what it must feel like to know that you are not wanted by your mother. By your mother, 

of all people – the very person who brought you into existence! Such knowledge eats 

away at your sense of self-worth, and destroys the very foundations of your being. It is 

very hard to be a whole person, after that.  

 

At least Gill has a healthy and loving relationship with her daughters. Gill provides 

balance and hope for the future. She is a beacon of light from the relentless tragedy 

that unfolds as we learn the details of the photographs. Gill is a frame around the 

pictures. We experience them with her. We share her curiosity. Will she find Imogen? 

Why has Rosamond included Imogen in her will? Wanting to know the answers to 

these questions keeps us involved and intrigued. The element of mystery adds to the 

tension. “ It was a real page turner” was a frequent comment. “I had to read it in one 

sitting” was another. 

 

Rosamond's story begins in the war when she was evacuated as a child from 

Birmingham to her aunt and uncle's farm in Shropshire. Immediately bonding with 

her cousin Beatrix, she also can't help but notice the "murderous" way Aunt Ivy 

speaks to her only daughter, not yelling, just saying terrible things in a low voice. This 

is a legacy that continues, unfortunately, with the unreliable Beatrix growing up to 

leave one man after another and giving birth to the helpless Thea.  

 

Rosamond and her first true love Rebecca end up caring for young Thea for two years, 

after Beatrix turns up to dump her daughter on them without warning. Rebecca is 

resistant in the beginning but they eventually form a happy family unit. It was 

impossible then for gay couples to adopt – so they are given a false sense of being 

able to be a family, which is broken when Beatrix returns to reclaim her. Meanwhile, 

Rebecca has learnt that she wants her own real family and leaves Rosamond to find a 

man to father her children.  

 

"Man hands on misery to man," Larkin wrote. In The Rain Before It Falls, woman 

hands on misery to woman. Thea gives birth to Imogen and there is only more tragedy 

to come. Perhaps a bit too much tragedy, finally. The last revelations are so grim that 

credibility starts to strain. There is also, for Coe, a surprising streak of sentimentality. 

There is steeliness too and it is welcome, particularly in the facts of life for a lesbian 

in the 50s and 60s, but Rosamond’s final words on tape are rather unconvincing for 

the tough, shrewd woman who's gone before. They are bordering on kitsch. Listening 

to the songs of the Auvergne, Rosamond imagines she is back at the lake in France 

and at her moment of passing sees Rebecca and then Imogen. 

 



Oh! I’m going. Much faster than I thought. It’s like a cloud, like riding on a 

cloud…someone pulling me…darling…are we back now? Soon! Take my hand. Take 

it. Pull me towards you…. I see you now…And a little girl too. Just as I knew it would 

be…Oh… Imogen? It’s you? 

 

These words grated for some. Not for others. As none of us know what we will 

experience as we die, it is a leap of the imagination and quite comforting to suggest 

that we may meet up with our loved ones. But Coe’s writing falters a little here and 

loses some of its power. This passage doesn’t work. Rarely, Coe has not found the 

right words. 

 

Rosamond's voice is more often sharp and truthful and appealingly human. And she is 

more convincing then. She speaks of the "musical Prozac" effect of the post-war BBC 

Light Programme for depressed housewives, and in the first picture of the infant Thea; 

she ignores the baby altogether in favour of the mess behind her:  

 

"Babies are all much of a muchness, as far as I can see, but no two kitchens are the 

same, are they?" 

 

Mostly, the language is simple, direct, yet often quite chilling. As an unwanted 

daughter not a desired son, Beatrix learns she has "a duty to remain invisible".  

 

A group of evacuated children pass by carrying “their gas masks in one hand, and 

little suitcases or knapsacks in the other [and] labels tied around their necks".  

 

Rosamond’s life has a long grey patch after her relationship with Rebecca ends. “The 

best way I can put it is to say that life had no flavour anymore. Living without 

Rebecca was like living on an endless diet of bread and water.” 

 

Rosamond is so easily believable, so understandable in all her actions and desires. It is 

ironic that she would probably have been a very good mother if she had had the 

opportunity. A much more caring mother than Ivy, Beatrix or Thea. As a lesbian at 

that time, this door was not open to her. She eventually finds a life of contentment 

with Ruth – a new partner. They share many interests and live in harmony with each 

other. Clearly Rosamond has never felt as passionate about Ruth as she did about 

Rebecca. Rebecca was her first love and locked in her memory as perfection. At the 

end of her many years with Ruth, the truth of their relationship is consoling but sad,  

 

"I don't remember that we spoke to each other much. Hardly at all. What was there to 

say? We were lifelong companions."  

 

At the heart of the novel is the notion that something unreal can still make us happy. 

For Rosamond, three weeks on holiday with Rebecca and Thea in France, are the 

happiest of her life. Yet their future together is doomed. Young Thea, watching storm 

clouds gathering over Lac Chambon in the Auvergne, remarks that she likes the rain 

before it falls. Rosamond tries to explain, rather pedantically, that before it falls, it 

isn’t really rain.  

 

“ Of course there’s no such thing,” Thea said. “ That’s why it’s my favourite. 

Something can still make you happy can’t it, even if it isn’t real?” 

 

Using pictures to move through history was a successful device. We talked about the 

unreliability of some photographs – especially old ones – which have a formal 



structure. It was not fashionable to smile in Victorian photographs – the family group 

positioned the men standing behind the women who usually had the children on their 

knees. It’s difficult to gauge the true atmosphere and personalities from such 

constructed and formal images. Rebecca’s graduation photograph is also formal – 

hiding the emotion bubbling in the background after a quarrel. 

 

Some photos are more expressive than the words that can be found to describe them. 

Body language reveals the reality of the situation, as in the photo of Beatrix and 

Roger’s wedding. Beatrix is clinging tightly to Roger. There is a whole foot of 

distance between Beatrix and her mother. Roger is scowling. Ivy and Owen ‘s faces 

are masks. Rosamond is not smiling. This is a shotgun wedding – not a truly happy 

occasion and this comes across very clearly. 

 

Other photographs act as prompts for our emotions – how we were feeling at the time. 

Rosamond’s favourite is the shot of Lac Chambon - it evokes the idyllic happiness she 

was feeling during those weeks on holiday. She also loved the one of her fiftieth 

birthday with Imogen in the foreground. And Gill, aged about twenty-six or seven, is 

there – looking slightly pregnant. It’s revealing that Gill is on her own and looking 

lost. Even at this early stage of their marriage, her husband is absent.  

 

How much we enjoyed the novel depended on our involvement with Rosamond and 

how much we wanted to find out what had happened to Imogen. It was sad to discover 

that Imogen had been killed in an accident. Yet she seemed to have had a happy and 

caring family life with her adopted parents. She had escaped the fate of not being 

loved. We were also relieved that Imogen was not going to have to hear the news of 

how she lost her sight. At the hands of her own mother.  

 

But should Rosamond have wanted to pass on such sad news to Imogen? How cruel 

was Rosamond being in doing this? Perhaps there is an element of selfishness in 

Rosamond’s need to set the record straight. We were divided in our views. However, 

most adopted children search for their birth mothers and are prepared to accept they 

may find out unpleasant truths.  

 

The repetition of cruelty from one generation to another from mother to daughter was 

convincing but rather depressing. Had predestination played a role? How many 

incidents in common had just been coincidences? A dog that ran away, inexplicably. 

First Beatrix in pursuit, then Imogen… almost fifty years apart. Gill wonders if she 

has a kind of sixth sense or is she imagining it? Had the blackbird in France that hit 

her car anything to do with Imogen’s death? Gill begins to believe that there is a 

pattern, but she is startled out of these thoughts by the phone ringing. Her first priority 

is to help her daughter. In the end, these questions are left unanswered. 

 

The pattern she had been searching for had gone. Worse than that - it had never 

existed. How could it? What she had been hoping for was a figment, a dream, an 

impossible thing: like the rain before it falls. 

 

 Highly Recommended 
 

“How great to read a male writer with such emotional literacy” 

 

Artfully constructed, very moving and beautifully written. A convincing portrayal of 

dysfunctional mothers and daughters by a sensitive and insightful male writer.  

Enjoyed by everyone - with one or two exceptions. 



 

A very good novel for discussion. 

 

  


