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    DORIS LESSING




    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND SHORT STORY WRITER




    

      	Born in Kermanshah, Persia in 1919.




      	Died in London in 2013.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
The Grass is Singing (1950), novel




          	
This Was the Old Chief’s Country (1951), short story collection




          	
Under My Skin (1994), autobiography


        


      


    




    Born in Persia to English parents, Doris had one younger brother, Harry. As a child she lived first in Persia, then in England, and finally in Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), where her father started a farm. She never received a formal education. She was highly outspoken about her political views, which also deeply influenced her writing, and always had a cause that she supported. She left home in 1937 and worked in Salisbury (Harare, Zimbabwe), where she married Frank Charles Wisdom, already pregnant by him. They had two children together but divorced in 1943. Doris, by that point, was deeply engaged with the communist movement (but later broke with it) and married the leader of the communist group, the German Jewish refugee Gottfried Lessing, in 1945. They had a son, Peter, but divorced in 1949. She had been publishing stories and poems in journals already and left Southern Rhodesia with Peter in the same year, eventually settling in England. In 1950, the first of her 26 novels, The Grass is Singing, was published. Lessing was exceedingly successful during her lifetime, receiving many prizes and honorary degrees. In 2007 she finally received the Nobel Prize for Literature, shortly after the publication of her novel The Cleft. She was highly experimental in her writing and wrote realist novels as well as science fiction. One of the main influences on her writing was the philosophy of Idries Shah (Sufi author and teacher, 1924-1996).


  




  

    THE GOLDEN NOTEBOOK




    A PORTRAYAL OF THE INFLUENCE OF A DESTRUCTIVE SOCIETY ON THE INDIVIDUAL




    

      	
Genre: novel




      	
Reference edition: Lessing, D. (2014) The Golden Notebook. London: Fourth Estate.




      	
1st edition: 1962




      	
Themes: communism, Soviet Union, African independence, women’s empowerment, second wave feminism, mental illness, writing, 1960s


    




    The Golden Notebook is a highly complex novel and reflects the situation of the 1960s in that it questions the reliability of political assumptions and ways of knowing the world. It revolves around the (ex-)communist writer Anna Wulf, who once wrote a bestselling novel called Frontiers of War. She is suffering from from writer’s block, and records her experience in four different notebooks. Each of the notebooks represents a part of herself, and she tries to portray the truth in them. The novel is separated into a framework novel called “Free Women”, divided up into five parts, which records the lives of Anna and her friend Molly with a (partially insightful) third person narrator. After each of the first four parts of “Free Women”, excerpts from the four notebooks are presented. Before the last part of “Free Women”, Anna writes “The Golden Notebook”, which aims to combine the four parts of herself.




    Although Lessing was deeply involved with the communist movement in her early life, she gradually became wary of the movement, a process that was sped up by writing The Golden Notebook (Maslen, 2017: 4). Moreover, the novel deals with a variety of women’s issues and “[…] its exploration of women’s concerns made it the flagship for the new wave feminism of the late 1960s and 1970s, something that would always exasperate its author; she never espoused the idea of gender exclusivity.” (ibid.).


  




  

    SUMMARY




    FREE WOMEN




    This is the framework novel, and recounts the lives of Anna and Molly, two divorcee friends who call themselves ‘free women’, and members of the British Communist Party. The primary focus is on Anna. In “Free Women 1”, a conversation between Anna and Molly takes place, as Molly has just returned from a year abroad. They are joined by Richard, Molly’s ex-husband and the father of her son Tommy, who wants to discuss Tommy’s upbringing. Molly and Richard have completely different approaches: Richard, a successful businessman, represents the capitalist society, while Molly advocates the communist movement. Tommy, who joins the conversation a little later, is overwhelmed by the amount of options he has for his future and therefore cannot decide on a path. He finally decides to take some time out to think. In “Free Women 2”, Anna is at home putting her daughter Janet to bed when she receives a phone call from Molly, who is worried about Tommy. Shortly afterwards, Tommy arrives on Anna’s doorstep. He seems to be hysterical, and asks Anna many questions about what to do with his life, and the meaning of it all. He also reads her notebooks. When he leaves, Marion, Richard’s wife and a heavy drinker, comes in and has a fit of jealousy – she thinks Anna and Richard might be having an affair. Upon receiving another phone call from Molly, Anna learns that Tommy has tried to commit suicide by shooting himself in the head. In “Free Women 3”, all the characters wait to find out whether Tommy will survive or not. He does but is completely blind as a result of his attempted suicide. He gets used to his new circumstances quickly, and even seems to welcome his blindness. He is suddenly thirsty for action again, and forms a close alliance with Marion, who moves into Molly and Tommy’s house, into the flat that used to be occupied by Anna and Janet. Molly is nearly driven mad by the presence of Tommy, who seems to have developed an uncanny second sight for what is going on, and seems to be even more aware of what is happening around him than when he was able to see. In “Free Women 4”, Anna slowly disintegrates. She helps Molly in speaking to Tommy and Marion about their recent behaviour. Marion leaves Richard, who, in any case, wants to marry his secretary Jean. Anna also has a disagreement with her tenant Ivor, who keeps on bringing his boyfriend, whose presence unsettles Janet, to the flat. This leads Anna to wonder about what constitutes a ‘real’ man. She eventually asks Ivor to leave. In “Free Women 5”, Janet asks to go to a boarding school as she longs to have a peaceful, ordinary life. Anna allows this, but without Janet she is unable to prevent her personal breakdown. She becomes obsessed with pasting newspaper clippings to her walls in an attempt to make sense of the discordant events happening all over the world. Eventually, Molly asks her to take in one of her friends for a while, the American Milt. Milt ‘rescues’ Anna from going mad by removing the clippings. They have a brief affair. At the end of the novel, Molly announces that she will get married. Anna is starting to feel better, will start a job soon (so far, she has been living off the money from her first and only novel, Frontiers of War) and is looking forward to Janet coming home for a break. Anna is not planning to write another novel.
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