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Introduction

FEw WRITERS HAVE VOICED more misgivings about the value of interviews yet
submitted to as many of them as Doris Lessing. The two dozen conversa-
tions in this collection were selected from over 100 in which she has
participated in the past three decades. Those 100 or so interviews run the
usual gamut in a writer’s interviews. Among those not included here are
many of the “celebrity interview” variety in which it is the writer’s fame
that generates the interview. Such interviewers may know little or nothing
of the writer’s work and occasionally may even begin with that confession,
as though their busy lives as journalists somehow justify their not having
completed their “assignments” in preparation for the interview. It is just
this preoccupation with the writer’s personality that Mrs. Lessing has
found particularly frustrating. As she has insisted on several occasions
recently, being interviewed, especially following the appearance of one of
her publications, is a part of book promotion that she submits to, often
without enthusiasm. The interviews in this collection of “conversations”
are generally “literary” interviews. The interviewer, frequently an aca-
demic or writer, can be expected to ask informed questions.

If Mrs. Lessing has misgivings about the interview as a literary form,
they are grounded in her commitment to the writer’s craft. As one who is
especially sensitive to language, she is dismayed by the narrow confines of
the interview format. Seldom does the interviewee have the opportunity
to prepare for the questions to be posed, and her views on complex issues
or problems must be limited to a spoken response without the opportu-
nity to revise. In such conversations, it is obviously impossible to say to
one’s questioner: “Give me an hour to think about that question, before I
respond,” or “Could you ignore what I've been saying for the past two
minutes so that I might begin again?” or “May I reorganize the points that
I am trying to make?” Clearly, she has felt the pressure toward oversimpli-
fication that such a format can easily produce. She herself has written
about interviews in an article aptly entitled “Never the Whole Truth?”
appearing in a recent issue of British Journalism Review (Winter 1990):

The slightest involvement with the machinery of interviews has to
convince you that no one cares about facts. How many have I sat
through, uninterested in the questions I am asked, which I have
probably answered dozens of times before. I do this, I hope, amiably,
with every appearance of interest: before any interview or ‘promotion’
trip I resolve never to seem impatient or bored, and to answer every
question as if for the first time. But more than once, an interviewer,
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sensing I am not totally enthralled, has leaned forward at the end to
enquire if perhaps there is something not yet mentioned that I would
like to discuss. But on saying ‘Yes—so and so—’ a look at first of
incredulity, and then of boredom settles on his or her face, because
what I have just said is not exciting enough, does not feed myths about
writers. But an interview is ‘dead’ if the interviewee tells the interviewer
what to ask. Why bother to have an interview at all? (The publishers
have an instant reply to this.) The point is, the interviewer’s questions
do interest him, her, and represent in some way the readers. When a
German interviewer flounced off, ‘If you are not going to talk about
your personal life...’ she was right. That is what interested her and
therefore her readers. (Her fault was not to say in advance that this is
what she expected me to talk about.) But it is a remarkable fact that of
what must now be hundreds of interviews all over the world—you would
be surprised how many interviews a writer doing ‘promotion’ is ex-
pected to agree to—only two or three stay in my mind as good ones—
that is, based on real insight. I am not joking when I say that writing
about writers has long since lost the idea that truth should be the aim.

What is at stake here is vital to Mrs. Lessing’s concerns with contempo-
rary thinking, or perhaps its absence. As one well-versed in the subversion
of language by political ideologies, she is acutely aware of the need to
escape the entrapment of received notions and the morass of professional
jargon. From her point of view, her interviewers frequently pose ques-
tions that are nearly impossible to answer, largely because they are not
really questions at all. They are assertions disguised as questions, mini-
lectures to which she occasionally replies, “Well, you've already said it.”
Beyond that, however, she is aggravated by the contemporary tendency to
insist on putting everything into compartments, a sort of perverse legacy
of nineteenth-century scientists who felt an inordinate pleasure in label-
ing and categorizing phenomena. In speaking with fellow-writer Brian
Aldiss, she has a famous laugh at the expense of an unidentified but
eminent critic, who kept repeating in a review of The Fifth Child on the
radio, “But you can’t categorize this book; you can’t categorize it,” as
though if we only could, then we would no longer have to think about it.

Mrs. Lessing has participated in a large number of interviews not
merely because hers has been such a significant voice in the last thirty
years, but because she is a genuinely international writer, as is evident in
interviews conducted in places as far from her London home as Singapore
and in interviews originally appearing in French, Italian, German, Span-
ish, Danish, and Norwegian newspapers and magazines. She has been a
much-sought-after speaker around the world. That should not be surpris-
ing, given her background.
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Doris Tayler Lessing was born in 1919 of English parents in Kermanshah,
Persia (Iran). Her father had survived the First World War with psycho-
logical as well as physical wounds. Like many veterans, he was dismayed by
England and took a bank job in Persia, hoping to start over in a different
country. In her words, he was something of a dreamer, and when he
happened on an agriculture fair he suddenly decided to move his family
to Southern Rhodesia, as Zimbabwe was then called. Mrs. Lessing grew up
in Southern Africa, where Marxism attracted her, along with many other
sensitive young whites, since it seemed the only political ideology address-
ing itself to racial injustice. In 1949, as a young woman in her late
twenties, she left her second husband Gottfried Lessing and accompanied
by their son Peter moved to London where she has continued to live. She
brought with her the manuscript of The Grass Is Singing. It was not her first
attempt at the novel, since as she has told her interviewers, she destroyed
the manuscripts of two earlier apprentice works. Its critical success and
modest royalties launched her as a writer. Years later, she has been
amused at her innocence in assuming that she would be able to support
herself and her son through writing, but then, as she remarks, writers in
mid-century England seldom aspired to the huge sales and royalties to
support extravagant life styles that young writers often hope for today.

During the ’50s and ’60s, The Grass Is Singing was followed by the five
volumes of her Children of Violence series. The first three in the series—
Martha Quest, A Ripple from the Storm, and A Proper Marriage—as she herself
admits, drew heavily upon her own experience as a young woman. Her
next novel, The Golden Notebook (1962), was not part of the Children of
Violence series. Still probably her best-known work, The Golden Notebook
began an accelerated movement away from the autobiographical impulse
in her fiction. Unfortunately, her readers have often been unwilling to
accept her assertion that the women characters are not Doris Lessing in
disguise. Those readers have had particular difficulties with The Golden
Notebook, which some American feminists tried to read as a bible of
Women'’s Liberation. As Mrs. Lessing repeats throughout the later inter-
views, she had quite different interests in her famous novel and has deeply
resented its appropriation as a weapon of sexual politics. Indeed, one
distinct theme in these interviews is Mrs. Lessing’s attempt to rescue her
own fiction from her readers who often want to reduce its complexity to
their own narrow points of view.

In many ways, The Four-Gated City is among Mrs. Lessing’s most impor-
tant novels. Like The Golden Notebook, it is one of those novels written for
readers in the future. She has often indicated her sadness that there are
no nineteenth-century novels giving readers in this century a better
understanding of a movement like Chartism, for example. She goes on to
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say that she had hoped The Golden Notebook would offer future readers a
clearer sense of what sensitive, thinking people were concerned with in
mid-century England. The Four-Gated City fulfills that need for the "60s.
However, it also points toward her continuing interests throughout the
*70s and ’80s, especially toward her interest in the “space fiction” that
would precipitate a kind of crisis in her literary reputation.

Central to her later interests is the attempt to move out of the realist
mode that brought her critical acclaim and a large readership for her
earlier fiction. Briefing for a Descent into Hell and The Memoirs of a Survivor
are the clearest evidence of that movement away from conventional
realism toward “inner space.” Both are “difficult” novels because they
demand more “willing suspension of disbelief” than many of her readers
have been prepared for, even though fictional exploration of “insanity” in
The Golden Notebook and the apocalyptical last section of The Four-Gated City
point in that direction. And then, almost to demonstrate that she had not
said farewell to the realist mode, The Summer Before the Dark appeared in
1973, between Briefing and Memoirs, creating difficulties once again for
those bent upon “categorizing” her writing or smoothly plotting the
course of her “career.”

More than anything, it was toward her problematical “space fiction”
that The Four-Gated City pointed the direction. In 1979 she launched the
Argos in Canopus series with the “novel” Re: Colonised Planet 5, Shikasta. If
its readers were surprised and puzzled, it was in part because they had not
paid enough attention to the increasing presence of science fiction on the
literary scene in her watershed novel, The Four-Gated City. These same
readers may also have misread Mrs. Lessing’s interest as an attempt to join
the virtually universal chorus of scoffers at this “sci-fi,” to use the persis-
tent “mainstream” and media term of amused disdain for a fiction
damned in part for its popularity. She has preferred the term “space
fiction” for the Canopus series, not because she wants to dissociate it from
“science fiction,” but only because she admits to having too little formal
training to claim that her writing is “science fiction.” As she indicates in the
interviews that follow, she turned to space fiction because it alone offered
her -the opportunity to range freely in time and space and to find
metaphors to express her concern with contemporary problems and
issues.

The response to the Canopus series among her readers, both profes-
sional and “common,” has been astounding. In reviews of the novels, in
critical articles, and in letters to Mrs. Lessing herself, many readers have
indicated their dismay that she has been wasting her talent writing fantasy.
Some who have been particularly dismayed are those readers still waiting
for her to write another Golden Notebook, or at least a “woimen’s book,” like

Introduction X3

The Summer Before the Dark. She has persisted, however, past the second
Canopus novel, The Marriages of Zones Three, Four, and Five, which is about
as close as she has come in the series to pleasing that readership. The
latest three novels in the Canopus series are more similar to Shikasta than
to Marriages. One of these, The Making of the Representative for Planet 8, has
led to yet another new departure for her writing, the libretto for the
opera of the same name, written in collaboration with Philip Glass, an
artist whose work has also had its share of detractors.

The most recent of the Canopus novels deliberately ends without a clear
sense of closure. As Mrs. Lessing indicates, she plans a sixth novel and
perhaps even more in the series. She has been “sidetracked,” she says, by
The Fifth Child and The Good Terrorist, as well as by African Laughter, her
memoirs of four visits to Zimbabwe, and by the first volume of her
autobiography. The two novels that “sidetracked” her might be misread as
her bowing to the pressure of those readers bent upon returning her
writing to the realist mode. Certainly, they are more realist than the
fiction beginning with Briefing; they represent, however, in the clearest
fashion, Mrs. Lessing’s insistence upon her own artistic integrity and the
freedom to write in diametrically opposed modes, as they suit her differ-
ing interests as a writer.

Although she is perhaps best known as a novelist, we ought not to
ignore her accomplishment in other genres. In addition to essays and
memoirs, she has published well over a dozen collections of shorter
fiction; indeed, her most recent work at this writing is The Real Thing
(English title London Observed) a collection of short stories and sketches.
As she comments in the interviews that follow, she has also had a love
affair with the theater—Play with a Tiger was produced in London in the
early '60s—with all the passion and heartbreak implied by that common-
place metaphor.

Mrs. Lessing’s awareness of her own reputation and her frustrations
with the “business” of being a writer are no more clearly evidenced than
by the Jane Somers affair. Ten years ago, she decided to write and publish
a novel under a pseudonym. She did so—twice—in what she later pub-
lished in her own name as The Diaries of Jane Somers. In part she wanted to
e.Xplore her suspicion that the publication of books had become commer-
Slalized to such a point that the exigencies of the marketplace and the
bottom line” had clearly obscured traditional interests in literary merit
and cultural value. Those who know her writing were not taken in by what
she has termed the “hoax” of the Jane Somers novels and, indeed, some
became “co-conspirators,” if you will. Others were not so fortunate.
Publishers’ readers and book reviewers who wrote the customarily “pa-
tronizing”—her term—encouragements of this hypothetical “first novel-
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ist” were obviously not amused, when they had damned with faint praise
novels by Doris Lessing. Similarly, publishers who turned down the
manuscripts without even sending them out to be professionally evaluated
were not happy with what the “hoax” had demonstrated. As she became
aware, the marketers of books were most concerned that as an unknown
writer “Jane Somers” had no “personality” to help them to sell the book.
Besides, would there be an “author” to be interviewed as part of their
marketing strategies?

The series of conversations has been arranged chronologically from
her interviews in the early '60s to one as recent as 1993. The early
interviews appear, despite Mrs. Lessing’s apprehension that her views
have changed over the past two decades. Most of the interviews have
already appeared in print, some in journals as well known as The Paris
Review; others, however, have appeared in smaller magazines such as
Kunapipi and Glimmer Train Stories, where they are less readily accessible.
Some appear here for the first time as transcriptions of taped interviews,
notably those with writers Studs Terkel, Brian Aldiss, and Claire Tomalin.
The collection includes translations of interviews in French and German.
These pose problems because of the obvious infelicities of style in-
herent in translations of translations; however, they contain valuable
interchanges and emphasize the genuinely international nature of her
readership.

The conversations appear with the permission of both those who hold
rights to them and Mrs. Lessing, who had the opportunity to read and
approve the manuscript. The interviews have been edited to enhance
consistency in mechanics, notably American spelling, and to reduce the
redundant or unimportant material endemic in the transcriptions of
spoken versions of the language. Wherever passages have been omitted in
reprinted interviews, the notation “//” indicates such omissions, espe-
cially when a hiatus in the text might otherwise be distracting. Occasion-
ally, repeated passages have been preserved to serve as bridges from point
to point, or, more importantly, to allow Mrs. Lessing to emphasize points.
She herself says, “As I have said and it bears repeating ... ” or words to that
effect. As she reminds us, interviews are an indication more often of the
interviewer’s interests than the interviewee's. However, the reader will
discover in these conversations a range of responses to issues and con-
cerns in Mrs. Lessing’s writing. Taken together, they represent a record of
a life in writing.

FARL G. INGERSOLL
October 1993

Chronology

1919

1924

1933

1939

1943-49

1945-49

1950

1951

1952

1953

Born 22 October, in Kermanshah, Persia (Iran); parents,
Alfred Cook Tayler and Emily Maud McVeagh. Her brother,
Harry, was born in 1921.

Moved with her family to a farm near the small town of
Banket, Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), where her father
grew tobacco and corn.

Ended her formal education at a Roman Catholic high school
in Salisbury.

Married Frank Wisdom, a civil engineer. Their children John
and Jean remained with their father when their parents were
divorced in 1943,

Worked as a secretary and stenographer in Salisbury. Par-
ticipated in a small political group with Marxist roots, but
the Communist Party was not sanctioned by the colonial
government.

Married to Gottfried Lessing, a Marxist immigrant. Their son
Peter, born in 1947, accompanied his mother to London
when his parents’ marriage ended in divorce and his father
returned to East Germany to assume a government post.

The Grass Is Singing (Michael Joseph; New York, Crowell).

This Was the Old Chief’s Country (Michael Joseph; New York:
Crowell, 1952).

Martha Quest, the first volume of Children of Violence (Michael
Joseph; New York: Simon & Schuster, 1964).

Five: Short Novels (Michael Joseph; Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1960).
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1954

1956

1957

1958

1962

1963

1964

1965

1966

1967

1969

1971

1972

1973

Chronology

A Proper Marriage, the second volume of Children of Violence
(Michael Joseph; New York: Simon & Schuster, 1964). Re-
ceived Somerset Maugham Award of the Society of Authors
for Five: Short Novels.

Retreat to Innocence (Michael Joseph; New York: Prometheus,
1959).

The Habit of Loving (MacGibbon and Kee; New York: Ballantine,
Crowell, Popular Library).

A Ripple from the Storm, the third volume of Children of Violence
(Michael Joseph; New York: Simon & Schuster, 1966).

The Golden Notebook (Michael Joseph; New York, Simon &
Schuster). Play with a Tiger: A Play in Three Acts (Michael
Joseph).

A Man and Two Women (MacGibbon and Kee; New York:
Simon & Schuster, Popular Library).

African Stories (Michael Joseph; New York: Simon & Schuster,
Popular Library, 1965).

Landlocked, the fourth volume of Children of Violence
(MacGibbon and Kee; New York: Simon & Schuster, 1966).

The Black Madonna and Winter in July (Panther).
Particularly Cats (Michael Joseph; New York, Simon & Schuster).

The Four-Gated City, the fifth volume of Children of Violence
(MacGibbon and Kee; New York, Knopf).

Briefing for a Descent into Hell (Jonathan Cape; New York,
Knopf).

The Story of a Non-Marrying Man and Other Stories (Jonathan
Cape); American title The Temptation of Jack Orkney (New York,
Knopf).

The Summer Before the Dark (Jonathan Cape; New York, Knopf).

1974
1976
1978

1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985
1986

1987

1988

1992

Chronology xu
The Memoirs of a Survivor (Octagon; New York: Knopf, 1975).
Received the French Prix Medicis for Foreigners.
Stories (New York, Knopf).

Re: Colonised Planet 5, Shikasta, the first volume of Canopus in
Argos: Archives (Jonathan Cape; New York, Knopf).

The Marriages between Zones Three, Four, and Five, the second

volume of Canopus in Argos: Archives (Jonathan Cape; New
York, Knopf).

The Sirian Experiments, the third volume of Canopus in Argos:
Archives (Jonathan Cape; New York, Knopf).

The Making of the Representative for Planet 8, the fourth volume
of Canopus in Argos: Archives (Jonathan Cape; New York,
Knopf). Received the Shakespeare Prize of the West German
Hamburger Stiftung and the Austrian State Prize for European
Literature.

Documents Relating to the Sentimental Agents in the Volyen Empire
(Jonathan Cape; New York, Knopf).

The Diaries of Jane Somers (New York: Random House), two
novels originally published under the pseudonym Jane Somers
as The Diary of A Good Neighbor and If the Old Could. .. (Michael
Joseph, 1983-84; New York, Knopf).

The Good Terrorist (Jonathan Cape; New York, Knopf).
Received the W. H. Smith Literary Award.

Received the Palmero Prize and the Premio Internazionale
Mondello.

The Fifth Child (Jonathan Cape; New York, Knopf).

African Laughter (New York, HarperCollins). London Observed
(HarperCollins); American title The Real Thing: Stories and
Sketches (HarperCollins).
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Talking as a Person
Roy Newquist

Roy Newquist’s interview originally appeared in Counter-
point (Rand McNally, 1964). Copyright © 1964 by Roy
Newquist. Reprinted with permission.

Newquist: When did you start writing?

Lessing: I think I've always been a writer by temperament. I wrote some
bad novels in my teens. I always knew I would be a writer, but not until I
was quite old—twenty-six or -seven—did I realize that I'd better stop
saying I was going to be one and get down to business. I was working in a
lawyer’s office at the time, and I remember walking in and saying to my
boss, “I'm giving up my job because I'm going to write a novel.” He very
properly laughed, and I indignantly walked home and wrote The Grass Is
Singing. I'm oversimplifying; I didn’t write it as simply as that because I
was clumsy at writing and it was much too long, but I did learn by writing
it. It focused upon white people in Southern Rhodesia, but it could have
been about white people anywhere south of the Zambezi, white people
who were not up to what is expected of them in a society where there is
very heavy competition from the black people coming up.

Then I wrote short stories set in the district I was brought up in, where
very isolated white farmers lived immense distances from each other. You
see, in this background, people can spread themselves out. People who
might be extremely ordinary in a society like England’s, where people are
pressed into conformity, can become wild eccentrics in all kinds of ways
they wouldn’t dare try elsewhere. This is one of the things I miss, of
course, by living in England. I don’t think my memory deceives me, but I
think there were more colorful people back in Southern Rhodesia
because of the space they had to move in. I gather, from reading
American literature, that this is the kind of space you have in America in
the Midwest and West.

I left Rhodesia and my second marriage to come to England, bringing
a son with me. I had very little money, but I've made my living as a
Professional writer ever since, which is really very hard to do. I had rather
hard going, to begin with, which is not a complaint; I gather from my
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American writer-friends that it is easier to be a writer in England than in
America because there is much less pressure put on us. We are not ex-
pected to be successful, and it is no sin to be poor.

Newquist: I don’t know how we can compare incomes, but in England it
seems that writers make more from reviewing and from broadcasts than
they can in the United States.

Lessing: I don’t know. When I meet American writers, the successful
ones, they seem to make more on royalties, but then they also seem to
spend much more.

I know a writer isn’t supposed to talk about money, but it is very
important. It is vital for a writer to know how much he can write to please
himself, and how much, or little, he must write to earn money. In
England you don’t have to “go commercial” if you don’t mind being
poor. It so happens that I’'m not poor anymore, thank goodness, because
it’s not good for anyone to be. Yet there are disadvantages to living in
England. It’s not an exciting place to live; it is not one of the hubs of the
world, like America, or Russia, or China. England is a backwater, and it
doesn’t make much difference what happens here, or what decisions are
made here. But from the point of view of writing, England is a paradise
for me.

You see, I was brought up in a country where there is very heavy
pressure put on people. In Southern Rhodesia it is not possible to detach
yourself from what is going on. This means that you spend all your time in
a torment of conscientiousness. In England—I'm not saying it’s a perfect
society, far from it—you can get on with your work in peace and quiet
when you choose to withdraw. For this I'm very grateful—I imagine there
are few countries left in the world where you have this right of privacy.

Newquist: This is what you’re supposed to find in Paris.

Lessing: Paris is too exciting. I find it impossible to work there. I proceed
to have a wonderful time and don’t write a damn thing.

Newquist: To work from A Man and Two Women for a bit. The almost
surgical job you do in dissecting people, not bodily, but emotionally, has
made me wonder if you choose your characters from real life, form

composites or projections, or if they are so involved you can’t really trace
their origins.

Lessing: I don’t know. Some people I write about come out of my life.
Some, well, I don’t know where they come from. They just spring from my
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own consciousness, perhaps the subconscious, and I'm surprised as they
emerge. ‘
This is one of the excitements about writing. Someone says something,
drops a phrase, and later you find that phrase turning into a character in
a story, or a single, isolated, insignificant incident becomes the germ of a

plot.

Newquist: If you were going to give advice to the young writer, what
would that advice be?

Lessing: You should write, first of all, to please yourself. You shouldn’t
care a damn about anybody else at all. But writing can’t be a way of life;
the important part of writing is living. You have to live in such a way that
your writing emerges from it. This is hard to describe.

Newquist: What about reading as a background?

Lessing: I've known very good writers who’ve never read anything. Of
course, this is rare.

Newquist: What about your own reading background?

Lessing: Well, because I had this isolated childhood, I read a great deal.
There was no one to talk to, so I read. What did I read? The best—the
classics of European and American literature. One of the advantages of
not being educated was that I didn’t have to waste time on the second-
best. Slowly, I read these classics. It was my education, and I think it was a
very good one.

I could have been educated—formally, that is—but I felt some neurotic
rebellion against my parents who wanted me to be brilliant academically.
I simply contracted out of the whole thing and educated myself. Of
course, there are huge gaps in my education, but I'm nonetheless grateful
that it went as it did. One bit of advice I might give the young writer is to
get rid of the fear of being thought of as a perfectionist, or to be regarded
as pompous. They should strike out for the best, to be the best. God
knows, we all fall short of our potential, but if we aim very high we’re
likely to be so much better.

Newquist: How do you view today’s literature? What about the recent
trend toward introspection?

Lessing: Well, I haven’t been to America, but I've met a great many
Americans and I think they have a tendency to be much more aware of
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themselves, and conscious of their society, than we are in Britain (though
we’re moving that way). By a coincidence I was thinking this afternoon
about a musical like West Side Story, which comes out of a sophisticated
society which is very aware of itself. You wouldn’t have found in Britain, at
the time that was written, a lyric like “Gee, Officer Krupke.” You have to
be very socially self-conscious to write West Side Story.

Newquist: What do you feel about the fiction being turned out today?
Does it share the same virtues and failings as theater or can it be
considered separately?

Lessing: Quite separately. You want to know what contemporary writers I
enjoy reading? The American writers I like, for different reasons, are
Malamud and Norman Mailer—even when he’s right off center he lights
rockets. And Algren. And that man who wrote Catch-22. And of course,
Carson McCullers. But I only read the books that drift my way; I don’t
know everything that comes out.

Newquist: How do you feel about critical reactions to your own works?

Lessing: I don’t get my reviews anymore. I read reviews if they turn up in
the papers I get, but I go through them fast and try to pay little attention
to what is said. I think the further I'm removed from this area—reviews,
the literary squabble-shop—the better.// You see, the literary society in
London is very small and incestuous. Everyone knows everyone. The
writer who tosses a scrap of autobiography into an otherwise fictional
piece (which writers always have done and always will do), he’s not
credited with any imagination. Everyone says, “Oh, that character’s so and
so,” and “I know that character.” It’s all too personal. The standards of
criticism are very low. I don’t know about American critics, but in this
country we have an abysmal standard. Very few writers I know have any
respect for the criticism they get. Our attitude is, and has to be, Are the
reviews selling books or not? In all other respects, the reviews are
humiliating, they are on such a low level, and it’s all so spiteful and
personal.

Newquist: Do reviews sell books in England?

Lessing: My publishers claim they help build a reputation and that
indirectly they do sell books. This is probably true. But in Great Britain
everything is much more cumulative and long-term than in America. One
simply settles in for what you call the long haul. But “reputation”—what
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are reputations worth when they are made by reviewers who are novelists?
Writers aren’t necessarily good critics. Yet the moment you’ve written a
novel, you're invited to write criticism, because the newspapers like to
have one’s “name” on them. One is a “name” or one is not, you see. Oh,
it’s very pleasant to be one, I'm not complaining, I enjoy it. But everyone
knows that writers tend to be wrong about each other. Look at Thomas
Mann and Brecht—they were both towering geniuses, in different ways,
and they didn’t have any good word for each other.

Ideally we should have critics who are critics and not novelists who
need to earn a bit to tide them over, or failed novelists. Is there such an
animal, though? Of course, sometimes a fine writer is a good critic, like
Lawrence. Look at something that happened last year—I wrote a long
article for the New Statesman about the mess socialism is in. There was a
half-line reference to X. To this day, people say to me, “that article you
wrote attacking X.” This is how people’s minds work now. At the first
night of one of Wesker’s plays, up comes a certain literary figure and says,
his voice literally wet with anxiety, “Oh, Wesker is a much better play-
wright than Osborne. He is, isn’t he?” He felt that someone’s grave should
be danced on. He was simply tired of voting for Osborne. Tweedledum
and Tweedledee. In and out.

You’re going to say the literary world has always been like this. But
what I said about the theater earlier applies—nothing wrong with the
audience who likes Who's for Tennis? and the critics who do. It’s all theirs.
But they should keep out of the serious theater. Similarly, of course, the
literary world is always going to seethe with people who say, I'm bored
with voting for X. But writers should try to keep away from them. Another
bit of advice to a young writer—but unfortunately economics make it
almost impossible to follow: Don’t review, don’t go on television, try to
keep out of all that. But, of course, if one’s broke, and one’s asked to
review, one reviews. But better not, if possible. Better not go on televi-
sion, unless there is something serious to be said (and how often is that?).
Better to try to remain what we should be—an individual who communi-
cates with other individuals, through the written word.

Newquist: To return to A Man and Two Women. Which stories in this
collection would you choose as personal favorites?

Lessing: That’s very difficult. I like the first one, titled “One off the Short
List” because it’s so extremely cold and detached—that one’s a toughy.
I'm pleased that I was able to bring it off the way I did. Then there were a
couple of zany stories I'm attached to. The story about incest I liked very
much—the one about the brother and the sister who are in love with each
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other. Not autobiographical at all, actually; perhaps I wish it were. And I
like “To Room 19,” the depressing piece about people who have every-
thing, who are intelligent and educated, who have a home and two or
three or four beautiful children, and have few worries, and yet ask
themselves “What for?” This is all too typical of so many Europeans—and,
I gather, so many Americans.

Newquist: Perhaps life without challenge or excitement amounts to
boredom.

Lessing: Life certainly shouldn’t be without excitement. The Lord knows
that everything going on at the moment is exciting.

Newquist: But hasn’t boredom become one of our most acute social
problems?

Lessing: I don’t understand people being bored. I find life so enormously
exciting all the time. I enjoy everything enormously if only because life is
so short. What have I got—another forty years of this extraordinary life—
if I'm lucky? But most people live as if they have a weight put on them.
Perhaps I'm lucky, because I'm doing what I want all the time, living the
kind of life I want to live. I know a great many people, particularly those
who are well-off and have everything they are supposed to want, who
aren’t happy.

Newquist: Right now a great many criticisms are leveled against bored
Americans who have a surfeit of what they want. Is this true of England?

Lessing: I think that England is much more of a class society than
America. This street I live on is full of very poor people who are totally
different from my literary friends. They, in turn, are different from the
family I come from, which is ordinary middle class. It isn’t simple to
describe life in England. For instance, in any given day I can move in five,
six different strata or groups. None of them know how other people live,
people different from themselves. All these groups and layers and classes
have unwritten rules. There are rigid rules for every layer, but they are
quite different from the rules in the other groups.

Newquist: Then perhaps you maintain more individuality.

Lessing: The pressures on us all to conform seem to get stronger. We're
supposed to buy things and live in ways we don’t necessarily want to live.
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I've seen both forms of oppression, the tyrannical and the subtle. Here in
England I can do what I like, think what I like, go where I please. I'm a
writer, and I have no boss, so I don’t have to conform. Other people have
to, though. But in Southern Rhodesia—well, there one can’t do or say
what one likes. In fact, I'm a prohibited immigrant in South Africa and
Central Africa, although I lived in Rhodesia twenty-five years. But then,
the list of people who are prohibited in these areas is so long now.

I am not as optimistic as I used to be about oppressive societies. When
I opened my eyes like a kitten to politics, there were certain soothing
clichés about. One was that oppressive societies “collapsed under their
own weight.” Well, the first oppressive society I knew about was South
Africa. I lived close to it, and I was told that a society so ugly and brutal
could not last. T was told that Franco and his Fascist Spain could not last.

Here I am, many decades later, and South Africa is worse than it was,
Southern Rhodesia is going the same way, and Franco is very much in
power. The tyrannical societies are doing very well. I’'m afraid that the
liberals and certain people on the Left tend to be rather romantic about
the nature of power.

I’'m not comparing tyranny to conformity. The point is that people who
are willing to conform without a struggle, without protest to small things,
who will simply forget how to be individuals, can easily be led into

tyranny.

Newquist: But isn’t there strength in the middle road? In the area that lies
between Fascism and Communism?

Lessing: I don’t know. I hope so, but history doesn’t give us many
successful examples of being able to keep to the middle. Look at the
difference between British and American attitudes toward Communism
right now. Sections of America seem absolutely hypnotized by the kind of
propaganda that’s fed to them. Now, if it is true that Communism is a
violent threat to the world, then Britain—which has a different attitude—
has been eating and working and sleeping for twenty years without
developing ulcers, but America has ulcers. I would say that we are doing a
better job of keeping to the middle of the road. You've got some rather
pronounced elements who would like to head for the ditch or force a
collision.

Hasn’t America been enfeebled by this hysterical fear of Communism?
I don’t think you sit down to analyze what the word “Communist” means.
You end up in the most ridiculous situations, as you did in Cuba. When
you see what a great nation like America can do to muddle this Cuban
thing you can only shrug your shoulders. Please don’t think I'm holding
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out any brief for my own government, but we’re in a lucky position. I
mean, England is. We're not very important, but America holds our
fortunes in their large and not very subtle hands, and it’s frightening.
When I went to Russia, in 1952, I came to the not-very-original conclusion
that the Americans and Russians were very similar, and that they would
like each other “if.” Now I see you moving closer and beginning to like
each other, so now both of you are terrified of the Chinese, who will turn
out (given fifteen years and not, I hope, too much bloodshed and misery)
to be just like us, also. All of these violent hostilities are unreal. They've
got very little to do with human beings.

Newquist: And very little to do with the arts?

Lessing: The arts, nothing! I was talking as a person, not a writer. I spent
a great deal of my time being mixed up in politics in one way or another,
and God knows what good it ever did. I went on signing things and
protesting against things all the while wars were planned and wars were
fought. I still do.

Newquist: To get back to your career, what are you working at now?

Lessing: I'm writing volumes four and five of a series I'm calling Children
of Violence. 1 planned this out twelve years ago, and I've finished the first
three. The idea is to write about people like myself, people my age who
are born out of wars and who have lived through them, the framework of
lives in conflict. I think the title explains what I essentially want to say. I
want to explain what it is like to be a human being in a century when you
open your eyes on war and on human beings disliking other human
beings. I was brought up in Central Africa, which means that I was a
member of the white minority pitted against a black majority that was
abominably treated and still is. I was the daughter of a white farmer who,
although he was a very poor man in terms of what he was brought up to
expect, could always get loans from the Land Bank which kept him going.
(I won’t say that my father liked what was going on; he didn’t.) But he
employed anywhere from fifty to one hundred working blacks. An adult
black earned twelve shillings a month, rather less than two dollars, and his
food was rationed to corn meal and beans and peanuts and a pound of
meat per week. It was all grossly unfair, and it’s only part of a larger
picture of inequity.

One-third of us—one-third of humanity, that is—is adequately housed
and fed. Consciously or unconsciously we keep two-thirds of mankind
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improperly housed and fed. This is what the series of novels is about—this
whole pattern of discrimination and tyranny and violence.

Newquist: You have mentioned becoming involved with mescaline. Could
you describe this in more detail?

Lessing: I'm not involved with it. I took one dose out of curiosity, and
that’s enough to be going on with. It was the most extraordinary experi-
ence. Lots of different questions arise, but for our purposes the most
interesting one is: Who are we? There were several different people, or
“I’s” taking part. They must all have been real, genuine, because one has
no control over the process once it’s under way. I understand that
experiences to do with birth are common with people having these drugs.
I was both giving birth and being given birth to. Who was the mother,
who was the baby? I was both but neither. Several people were talking and
in different voices throughout the process—it took three or four hours.
Sometimes my mother—odd remarks in my mother’s voice, my mother’s
sort of phrase. Not the kind of thing I say or am conscious of thinking.
And the baby was a most philosophic infant, and different from me.

And who stage-managed this thing? Who said there was to be this birth
and why? Who, to put it another way, was Mistress of the Ceremony?
Looking back, I think that my very healthy psyche decided that my own
birth, the one I actually had, was painful and bad (I gather it was, with
forceps and much trouble) and so it gave itself a good birth—because the
whole of this labor was a progress from misery, pain, unhappiness, toward
happiness, acceptance, and the birth “I” invented for myself was not
painful. But what do I mean, we mean, when we say “my psyche™—or
whatever phrase you might use in its place ?

And then there’s the question of this philosophic baby, a creature who
argued steadily with God—I am not a religious person, and “I” would say
I'am an atheist. But this baby who was still in the womb did not want to be
born. First, there was the war (I was born in 1919) and the smell of war
:and suffering was everywhere and the most terrible cold. I've never
imagined such cold. It was cold because of the war. The baby did not want
to be born to those parents (and remember the baby who was also its own
mother) and this is the interesting thing, it was bored. Not the kind of
boredom described in my story “To Room 19.” But a sort of cosmic
ib(;)er:(i?l?}; T.his baby had been' born many times before, and the mere

. aving to go through it all over again” (a phrase the baby kept
u§1ng) exhausted it in advance. And it did not want, this very ancient and
Wise creature, the humiliation of being smothered in white flannel and
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blue baby ribbons and little yellow ducks. (Incidentally I'll never again be
able to touch or look at a baby without remembering that experience,
how helpless a baby is, caged in an insipid world of comfort and bland
taste and white flannel and too much warmth.) This creature said to God,
Yes, I know that boredom is one of the seven deadly sins, but You created
me, didn’t You? Then if You gave me a mind that goes limp with boredom
at the experiences You inflict on me, whose fault is it? I'll consent (this
baby said) to being born again for the millionth time, if I am given the
right to be bored.

But as the birth proceeded, the pain, the boredom, the cold, the
misery (and the smell of war) diminished, until I was born with the sun
rising in a glow of firelight.

Yes, but who created all this? Who made it up?

It wasn’t me, the normal “I” who conducts her life.

And of course, this question of I, who am I, what different levels there
are inside of us, is very relevant to writing, to the process of creative
writing about which we know nothing whatsoever. Every writer feels when
he, she, hits a different level. A certain kind of writing or emotion comes
from it. But you don’t know who it is who lives there. It is very frightening
to write a story like “To Room 19,” for instance, a story soaked in
emotions that you don’t recognize as your own.// That is a literary
question, a problem to interest writers. But that creature being born
wasn’t a “writer.” It was immensely ancient, for a start, and it was neither
male nor female, and it had no race or nationality. I can revive the “feel”
or “taste” of that creature fairly easily. It isn’t far off that creature or
person you are when you wake up from deep sleep, and for a moment you
don’t recognize your surroundings and you think: Who am I? Where am
I? Is this my hand? You're somebody, all right, but who?

The Inadequacy of the Imagination
Jonah Raskin

Jonah Raskin’s interview was conducted on the campus of
the State University of New York at Stony Brook in spring
1969. It originally appeared in New American Review 8
(1970) and was reprinted in A Small Personal Voice, ed.
Paul Schlueter (Knopf, 1977). Copyright © 1970 by Jonah
Raskin. Reprinted with permission.

Raskin: I felt that in your most recent novel, The Four-Gated City, you
wanted to reach out directly to the new audience which has been shaped
by television and the atmosphere of violence.

Lessing: I want to reach the youth. Maybe because 1 was determined to
reach people the form of the book has been shot to hell. The first version
was too long, and the second time I wrote it the form changed. I've had
Children of Violence set up for twenty years. By the time I wrote the last
volume I'd put myself into a damned cage, but it's probably better now
that I've heaved the rules out.//

Raskin: How do drugs fit into your sense of the changes of the mind?

Lt?ssing:I took mescaline once. I've taken pot a bit. Drugs give us a
glimpse of the future; they extricate us from the cage of time. When
people take drugs they discover an unknown part of themselves. When
?’c’)u have to open up, when you're blocked, drugs are useful, but I think
{t s bad for people to make them a way of life because they become an end
n t.hemselves. Pot should be used with caution, but not banned. I'm
ag.amst all this banning. I think people can expand and explore their
mlnd§ without using drugs. It demands a great deal of discipline. It’s like
learning a craft; you have to devote a lot of time, but if you can train
Yourself to concentrate you can travel great distances.

;‘:Sl:in: In your fiction you explore large tracts through dreams, don’t
u:
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Lessing: Dreams have always been important to me. The hidden domain
of our mind communicates with us through dreams. I dream a great deal
and I scrutinize my dreams. The more I scrutinize, the more I dream.
When I'm stuck in a book I deliberately dream. I knew a mathematician
once who supplied his brain with information and worked it like a
computer. I operate in a similar way. I fill my brain with the material for
a new book, go to sleep, and I usually come up with a dream which
resolves the dilemma.

Raskin: The dreams in The Golden Notebook are points of intensity and
fusion, aren’t they? Anna sees fragments—a lump of earth from Africa,
metal from a gun used in Indochina, flesh from people killed in the
Korean War, a Communist party badge from someone who died in a
Soviet prison—all of which represent crises in contemporary life.

Lessing: The unconscious artist who resides in our depths is a very
economical individual. With a few symbols a dream can define the whole
of one’s life, and warn us of the future, too. Anna’s dreams contain the
essence of her experience in Africa, her fears of war, her relationship to
Communism, her dilemma as a writer.

Raskin: Do you think that the Freudian concepts are valid?

Lessing: There are difficulties about the Freudian landscape. The Freud-
ians describe the conscious as a small lit area, all white, and the uncon-
scious as a great dark marsh full of monsters. In their view, the monsters
reach up, grab you by the ankles, and try to drag you down. But the
unconscious can be what you make of it, good or bad, helpful or
unhelpful. Our culture has made an enemy of the unconscious. If you
mention the word “unconscious” in a room full of people you see the
expressions on their faces change. The word recalls images of dread and
threat, but other cultures have accepted the unconscious as a helpful
force, and I think we should learn to see it in that way too.

Raskin: How did you create the character of Mrs. Marks, “Mother Sugar,”
in The Golden Notebook?

Lessing: My own psychotherapist was somewhat like Mrs. Marks. She was
everything I disliked. I was then aggressively rational, antireligious, and 2
radical. She was Roman Catholic, Jungian, and conservative. It was very
upsetting to me at the time, but I found out it didn’t matter a damn. I
couldn’t stand her terminology, but she was a marvelous person. She was
one of those rare individuals who know how to help others. If she had
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used another set of words, if she had talked Freud talk, or aggressive
atheism, it wouldn’t have made a difference.//

Raskin: You've also been at the center of many political conflicts. Near
the end of The Golden Notebook Anna says that “at that moment I sit down to
write someone comes into the room, looks over my shoulder and stops
me.... It could be a Chinese peasant. Or one of Castro’s guerrilla
fighters. Or an Algerian fighting in the FLN. They stand here in the room
and they say, why aren’t you doing something about us, instead of wasting
your time scribbling?” I feel a tension between my life as a writer and my
political activity. Could you tell me how you have felt about this situation?

Lessing: // I am intensely aware of, and want to write about, politics, but
I often find that I am unable to embody my political vision in a novel. I
want to write about Chinese peasants, the Algerians in the FLN, but I
don’t want to present them in false situations. I don’t want to leave them
out either. I find it difficult to write well about politics. I feel that the
writer is obligated to dramatize the political conflicts of his time in his
fiction. There is an awful lot of bad socialist literature which presents
contemporary history mechanically. I wanted to avoid that pitfall.

In the scene from The Golden Notebook, which you've mentioned, I was
trying to introduce politics and history into Anna’s world.

I'm tormented by the inadequacy of the imagination. I've a sense of
the conflict between my life as a writer and the terrors of our time. One
sits down to write in a quiet flat in London and one thinks, Yes, there’s a
war going on in Vietnam. The night before last, when we were having
dinner here, the police were raiding the university and arresting students.

Raskin: How do you view the future?

Lessing: I'm very much concerned about the future. I've been reading a
lot of science fiction, and I think that science-fiction writers have captured
our culture’s sense of the future. The Four-Gated City is a prophetic novel.
I think it’s a true prophecy. I think that the “iron heel” is going to come
down. I believe the future is going to be cataclysmic.

Raskin: You're pessimistic, aren’t you? Don’t you think that my genera-

tion ’has been liberated, and is liberating much of the society? Our values
aren’t commercial.

}a;ssing: I'm not saying that the youth have commercial values. In the
60s the'youth have had a great deal of freedom. It has been a wonderful
Moment in history. During the period of “flower power” I met some
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young Canadian poets who assured me that flowers were mightier than
tanks. They talked sentimental rubbish. It's too late for romanticism.
Young people in this decade have been allowed freedom; they have been
flattered and indulged, because they are a new market. Young people
coming to the end of this era are hitting exactly what previous genera-
tions before them have hit—that awful moment when they see that their
lives are going to be, unless they do something fast, like the lives of their
parents. The illusion of freedom is destroyed. A large part of the student
protest is indirectly due to the fact that after seven or eight years of lotus
eating, young people suddenly realize that their lives may be as narrow, as
confined, as commercially oriented, as the lives of their parents. They
don’t want that life, but they feel trapped. This feeling can be good or bad
depending how it’s used.//

Raskin: It seems to me that your political experience in Africa would be
relevant to the experience of white and black radicals today. Could you
say something about it?

Lessing: The Communist Party in South Africa was like a seven-year
flower which blooms and vanishes. It came into existence in the *20s but
it spread and burgeoned toward the end of the "30s. The Communist
Party had an enormous effect on politics because it ignored the color bar.
In the Communist Party white and black people worked together on the
basis of equality. Unfortunately, there were more whites than blacks in
the party. If there was a Communist Party there today it would have to be
predominantly black. But I don’t see how blacks can organize anything
coherent at the moment. What’s likely to happen is sporadic outbreaks of
violence by heroic anarchists. Another weakness of the South African
Communist Party was its attitude toward the Soviet Union. But it orga-
nized trade unions and blacks. When it was banned it went underground
and collapsed. Only a handful of brave individuals survived.

Raskin: The black South African is much more exploited and oppressed
than the Afro-American, I imagine.

Lessing: The Africans are fed lies day and night. Every African township
has police spies and government informers. A great section of the African
population is corrupt, bought off. The black worker, especially the miner,
lives in what amounts to a concentration camp. He’s policed, doctored,
fed, watched. He hasn’t got freedom. He’s well fed by African standards,
but he’s a slave. South Africa is a fascist paradise. It's one of the most
brilliant police states in history.
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Raskin: Some of the things you've said about radicals and repression
remind me of the ending of The Golden Notebook, which has puzzled me.
Could you explain it?

Lessing: When I wrote The Golden Notebook the left was getting one ham-
mer blow after another. Everybody I knew was reeling because the left
had collapsed. The scene at the end when Molly goes off and gets married
and Anna goes off to do welfare work and joins the Labour Party was
intended as a sign of the times. I was being a bit grim about what I
observed about me. Women who had been active for years in socialist
movements gritted their teeth and said, “Right, the hell with all this
politics, we’ll go off and be welfare workers.” They meant it as a kind of
joke, but they carried out their program. They did everything and
anything that took them out of politics. Women who had refused to get
married because they were dedicated to the cause made marriages which
they would have found disgusting five years earlier. They regarded it as a
kind of selling out. Brilliant Communist Party organizers went into
business and entertainment and became rich men. This didn’t happen to
everyone, but it happened to many Communists.

Raskin: Many of the New Left students are from Old Left families who are
z{ow well off. The sons of famous Establishment professors are in SDS.
ow do you see the generations?

Lessing: The strain of watching the horrors becomes so great that middle-
aged people block them out. My generation doesn’t understand that
young people have penetrated below the surface and have seen the
horrors of our civilization. We’ve been so damned corrupted. Humanity
has got worse and worse, puts up with more and more, gets more and
more bourgeois. The youth have realized this.

I 'have always observed incredible brutality in society. My parents’ lives
and the lives of millions of people were ruined by the First World War.
But the human imagination rejects the implications of our situation. War
scars humanity in ways we refuse to recognize. After the Second World
War the world sat up, licked its wounds ineffectually, and started to
Prepare for the Third World War. To look at the scene today, to see what
Mman has done to himself, is an incitement to young people to riot. I'm
Surprised that the New Left isn’t more violent.

Thope you don’t regard me as unduly bitter. Humanity is a brave lot of
People. Everyone of my lot has had to fight on two fronts. Being a Red is
tough. My personal experience isn’t bad, but friends of mine have been
destroyed. The revolutionary movements they were working in sold them
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down the river. The ex-Communists of my lot have lost a certain kind of
belief.

Raskin: What is it you’ve lost? Isn’t it possible that the political struggles
of my generation can revive that belief?

Lessing: The ex-Communists of my lot can’t be surprised by anything.
There is no horror that one cannot expect from people. We've learned
that.

Well, yours is a new, young generation, and with a bit of luck the New
Left won’t have the kind of hammering my generation did. Maybe it’ll be
different. Maybe it'll not be the way I think it will be. But you and your
generation need a calm to negotiate the rapids.

Learning to Put the Questions Differently
Stuas Terkel

Studs Terkel’s radio interview was conducted in Chicago
June 10, 1969. Printed by permission of Studs Terkel.

Terkel: The passage which you just read from The Four-Gated City seems
one of the keys to the book. Lynda, who is the wife of a friend of your
protagonist Martha Quest, has been considered mad, and Martha finds
out something, doesn’t she?

Lessing: Well, you see, I've done my homework on this point without ever
planning to do it, because it so happened that for the last twenty years,
without ever intending to do it, I have been ever involved with psychia-
trists or social workers dealing in what we call “madness,” or have had very
close friends who have been quote, unquote “mad” in one way or
another. This is not anything that I had planned to do; it has just
happened this way. What one experiences gets into one’s work!

When I wrote this book, although I had a fairly clear idea of certain
things I wished to say, other things I discovered as I wrote. Lynda is the
character who fascinates me the most in this book, because she is the
crystallization of a great deal of experience in a form I never expected. I
found out a great many things about what I think through Lynda. Lynda
is like a lot of people I've known who spend their time in and out of
mental hospitals. This is getting more and more common. I have no
doubt at all that a lot of people will either be in mental hospitals
themselves or have friends who are in and out of mental hospitals and live
their lives in a twilight of drugs. I mean by “drugs”...

Terkel: . .. sedatives, tranquilizers...

LeSSing: -«.that cycle of chemical things which people get put full of.
These people, I maintain, are probably not mad at all, or a great many of
them are not or never have been mad. Just before I left England, I met a
df)Ctor who’d been working in America, and he said that there is a
different approach here to schizophrenia. In England people can go to a
doctor and be told that they’re schizophrenic, but it’s happening less and
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less here, I'm told. This “disease”—in quotes again, because I don’t think
it is one—has been broken down, and almost as it were spirited away by
words as if it ceases to exist because doctors say it doesn’t exist and
because they dish out drugs. I think what’s going to happen in the next—
all right, for argument’s sake, let’s say—ten years is a lot of rethinking is
going to take place about what schizophrenia is. I think we’re going to
have a lot of surprising conclusions to what schizophrenia is, and what we
are, in fact, doing is to suppress and torment—I can use very strong
language about this because I have dear friends who go through this
misery and it’s hard to be cool about seeing people being tormented. In
short, a lot of perfectly normal people, with certain capacities, are being
classed as “ill.”

Terkel: Let’'s dwell on this. This seems to be the recurring theme. You
deal with certain circles, literary people, people in the midst of cataclys-
mic events—the time of Suez and after—writers in difficulty. Martha
Quest is searching, is she not, throughout? She wants to find out what it’s
about, really, who she is.

Lessing: Yes, that’s what we're all doing. I chose that name when I started
the first book in this series twenty years ago almost blindly, you know. I
reread Martha Quest, the first volume, recently and I was fascinated to see
that all those themes are there which bear right throughout this cycle.

Terkel: But the cycle and these themes have developed because in the
meantime things have happened in the world in these twenty years too,
right along with it—to you as an individual as well as to the world itself—
that make your themes all the more critical and pertinent now.

Lessing: I understood that when I chose the title for the sequence,
Children of Violence. Violence is now a vogue word; it’s a cliché: we’re living
in a violent time. When I chose it, it was far from being that.

Terkel: It’s as though in a sense the writer is a prophet; you were
prescient in that sense. You as a writer, as a creative spirit, obviously were
sensing something in the world in which you were living.

Lessing: I don’t think that writers have any more sense than anyone else,
actually. We can express things better. Our function as writers, I maintain,
is to express what other people feel. If we're any good, it’s because we’re
like other people and can express it.
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Terkel: Then it’s a question of art and craft, and you must express what is
a universal feeling is what you’re saying, in a way. Getting back to Lynda
and Martha, obviously you are expressing what many, particularly sensi-
tive people are feeling.

Lessing: More and more, you see—I looked at the figures recently, but
I've nearly forgotten because my head for figures is appalling—but I
know the proportion of our hospital beds now occupied by people who
are quote, unquote “mad” is unbelievable, something like half. And it’s
going up all the time. But the capacity for the human race to take things
for granted is what's so terrible. We say that the number of people going
mad is going up because of the “greater stress” people are under. But
what is this supposed “greater stress” that they’re under? What in effect is
happening to make people become sensitive in this particular way? Do we
ask the right questions about it? Is it enough to say that we’re driven mad
by motorcars and the tension of society? What else is happening to us?

Terkel: In The Four-Gated City too you dwell on various events that overtake
the country. You also dwell on personal relationships, as well as the new
generation of children who make this tremendous leap forward. Is it
because the leaps are so overwhelming today too?

Lessing: We can’t talk about this without throwing out a whole lot of
generalizations, which I shall now throw out. You see, I don’t think that
I say anything madly original, but I do think perhaps that I'm better
at putting facts together; I think I'm quite good at seeing things in
Juxtaposition.

If I say that two world wars haven’t done humanity any good—it’s not a
very original observation—but do we remember at all times, do we
actually wonder what effect two world wars have had on some young
p’erson in university who is driving the authorities mad by his behavior?
I.m astounded by the lack of imagination of some older people. I don’t
like this business of “generation gap™—it’s a great cliché: there’s a gap
between some members of the younger generation and some members of
the older generation. But a large number of the older generation talk
about young people as if the young people have inherited the same world
they inherited. And they have not, and the world is so terrible—and
marv.elous. Its possibilities are so incredible. And these young people are
lr)eactmg.very intensely to a situation which no generation has had to face
t;:ifrore, including a very strong. possibi'lity o.f never getting to live to be

ty or forty. They all know this. And if their mothers and fathers don’t
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realize that this is a part of their thinking, then they’re very stupid and
very insensitive. I think they’re a marvelous generation, not that I'm one
to dish out the praise because I think they’ve got great lacks as well.

Terkel: You say “lacks,” and your book, through Lynda, is almost a plea
for the imagination of possibilities. You speak of a “lack of imagination.”
The “lack of imagination of possibilities” obviously fascinates you.

Lessing: Yes, I think we’re living in a time that’s like the middle of an
atom blast, with everything bad and good happening together, because
we don’t know what’s going to come out of what we’re living through
now. Everything’s changing so fast that we can’t grasp the changes. This is
the essential thing. The kids are trying at least to grasp them, and they
haven’t sunk back in some drunken, suburban haze, which is what some
of their elders are doing.

Terkel: The elders live in a martini haze, and yet they condemn the young
for what they might describe as the “pot scene.” The young see a double
standard, don’t they?

Lessing: Yes, they do. What I’'m troubled about the youth is that they're
too complacent. It’s an interesting thing to say since they’re always being
as bold as they are. But none of them has ever experienced fighting in an
atmosphere which is against them. I know that the police beat them up
and authority hates them and a lot of the older generation hates them
with real vindictiveness, this is true—but the fact is that there is a
freemasonry among the young: they stand by each other, support each
other, approve of each other, even though they may disagree with each
other. I think what’s likely to happen in this country and other parts of
the world—in fact, it’s inevitable—is that it'’s not going to continue to be
that a large mass of the youth are more or less of one mind.

A large section of that youth are going to be bought by authority and
bribed probably by flattery. You're going to find the fighters down to a
minority, because it's always like this. There’s never been a time when the
fighting’s not been done by a minority, and the mass of the citizens are
staid, conservative, and frightened. What are these kids then going to do?
At the moment I don’t see youth thinking about how they’re going to
react when they haven’t got this mass support of their own generation. I
don’t think they realize what it’s like to be out on a limb fighting by
themselves.

Our generation knows this very well, because we’ve seen it, we’ve lived
through it. We know very well that when the heat gets turned on, people

Studs Terkel 23

run, and when it gets unpleasant a few people remain fighting. And when
public opinion—that’s the point—turns against something, not many
people last. This, these kids haven’t had yet, and this is why I think they're
very vulnerable, because they don’t know yet.

For instance, I’'m taking that group of people which I think is the most
savagely brutal and stupid lot in the world—white South Africans—who
are at the same time, if you meet them, kindly, friendly, nice human
beings. I remember, when the Second World War ended, the Fascists in
Nazi Germany who we knew were everything that history says they were,
and I then met them and they were no different from you or me; they’d
been in a different historical set-up—that’s all. Until these kids know that
there isn’t one of us who, put in a different set-up, wouldn’t be brutal,
savage, exploitive, they know nothing about how history works.

There is no original virtue in being twenty-two on a college campus. To
be young is a minimal requirement—after all, everyone’s been young; it’s
a grace, but not a very long-lasting one. Have they, in fact, been doing
their homework and looking at how many large groups of people in the
world now are living in Fascist countries, to be condemned by the same
standards that they use to condemn society in America? Have they asked
what’s going to happen to them in ten years’ time, when the heat goes up?
Because if they’ve not thought this out, then they’re as good as defeated.

Terkel: This is a theme without ending—the theme of man and circum-
stance. In Hannah Arendt’s book Eickmann in Jerusalem, with its subtitle
“The Banality of Evil”—and we face now too the evil of banality—she says
that Eichmann was indeed not a beast: he was a man who acted beastly.
Isn’t this what you're saying, that the possibilities are within?

Lessing: Yes, can you imagine in 100 years’ time, if anyone is alive then,
that anyone’s going to look back to the Second World War and say, “Oh,
those beastly Germans”? They’re going to say that the world allowed a
certain type of government to take power in Germany, and a very small
gTO,Up of people in other countries protested what was going on; but
we're all going to be implicated in this kind of guilt. And they’re going to
look back on what we’re living through now and say, “These people
allowed”—I'm not going to list the horrors, because we all know them—

tO-happen,” even though we’re terribly nice, good, kind, charming,
delightful people. Right?

Terkel: We.come here to this question of the individual. I remember my
;Wn'experlence, and again this is all reflected in The Four-Gated City,
€aring a group of men in South Africa, all of them charming, genial,
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singing the Schubert lied, “Das Lindenbaum,” all Afrikaaners, accepting
and bolstering apartheid in its most horrendous forms. But, as you say,
personally, because 1 was white, they were charming, wholly removed
from the world around them.

Lessing: Bernard Shaw said somewhere the most terrifying thing: “Is it
really necessary for Christ to be killed in every generation to save those
who have no imagination?” Well, is it? People are so unprepared for the
fact that a man can be a nice person as an individual yet support the most
appalling policies. This shouldn’t happen after what the human race has
experienced.

Terkel: You're talking about roots too, aren’t you? You're really talking
about a knowledge of the past, knowing what happened and why it
happened?

Lessing: Well, you said last night that these kids behave as if history
started three years ago, and that’s what their hang-up is, because it hasn’t.

Terkel: It comes back to that again.

Lessing: I really don’t want to go on about the kids, because I admire
them and I think they’re very brave. I feel differently. There are so many
of my generation who are against them and who are vindictive. I'm not
prepared to criticize them too much.

Terkel: Before we return to The Four-Gated City, you’ve been traveling for
about five weeks now through America, and you said that somewhere in
the Midwest you saw some incredible antagonism toward the young by
our contemporaries.

Lessing: Yes, I met it absolutely nakedly. I think a great many older
people are envious, and critical because they’re envious. But I hadn’t
before ever met the naked hatred of the young that I met in the
Midwest: they hated young people. It’s really ugly to see it. And these are
teachers who are supposed to be teaching these kids.

Terkel: And you were saying that one of the reasons you think is envy of a
certain joyousness among the young.

Lessing: Yes, there’s a great style and joy and a good humor—that’s the
great thing they’ve got.

Studs Terkel 25

Terkel: Getting back to The Four-Gated City, could I ask you how you chose
that title?

Lessing: It’s a phrase that comes out of mythology, and it’s in the Bible,
spread all over the folklore of every conceivable part of the world. I chose
it because the structure of Children of Violence goes in fours—each book is
divided into four—and this is four again. It’s a very ancient symbol, and
also I had a dream in which I saw what I later discovered to be an Egyptian
theme: the sacred cow stands on great white legs and the hind legs are the
people of the city. It was a beautiful dream, in technicolor—just at the
time I was trying to work out what I was going to call this book.

Terkel: There’s an old Negro spiritual called “Twelve Gates to the City.” 1
take it this theme is universal, this matter of gates.

You spoke of there not being enough imagination. Earlier we were
talking about the horrors of behavioral scientists who follow a certain
pattern, manipulative people, and you were saying there’s another aspect
of life that these men never even dream of, and many of us don’t—
possibilities of experiencing.

Lessing: Yes, they treat human beings as if they were rats; they do their
research on rats and pigeons. They can’t ask the right questions. But I
think it’s a mistake to attack and criticize a phenomenon which is not
going to be very important in five years’ time, because these people are
very little people. I gather they're quite important in the scientific struc-
ture, but I'll lay a bet, any sum you care to mention, that what they stand
for will be dead in a very short time because they’re too small, too limited,
too narrow-minded to ... This is the problem in these discussions: there’s
never enough time to go into these matters.

I think that one of the things that’s happening everywhere is that we’re
F)reeding new kinds of imagination and ways of thinking and experienc-
ing. Actually they’re very old and we find them in cultures we tend to
describe as primitive; they’re backward technologically, but they’re not
packward in any other way and probably more advanced than ours. What
1s going to happen, I think, is a discovery that many ways of experiencing
and sensing the world which we describe as superstitious are not anything
of the kind. If you look at what’s going on everywhere—well, your country
has a genuine feeling of new possibilities—you find these surprising
people who would describe themselves as rationalists and die to defend
that old-fashioned label are using ways of perceiving that our culture
doesn’t admit: one of them is the use of dreams, which actually is rather
respectable in our society, so it gets made use of; but also different forms
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of extrasensory perception are being seriously researched and accepted.
And have you really ever thought about how the atmosphere’s changed
about something like telepathy in ten years? Of all places it was the Soviet
Union that suddenly made the announcement that they were experiment-
ing into the use of telepathy for space travel. Now this sounds like space
fiction—I'm a great reader of space fiction. Here in space fiction you find
some novel so incredible that you think it’s a fantasy and it’s in the
newspaper the next day.

Terkel: Coming back to Lynda and Martha, the protagonist in The Four-
Gated City, we see that Martha, the sane woman, the secretary, the
arranger, suddenly comes to lean toward Lynda’s way of thinking, doesn’t
she?

Lessing: Yes, what happens is that Martha lives in this house with Lynda
who has this label slapped on her: Lynda’s the nutty one, she’s mad. But
Martha, by being with Lynda, begins to understand that what Lynda is
doing is experiencing things in a different way. I try to explore what
certain kinds of madness are. I'm inclined to think that schizophrenia is
not madness at all. We’ve been dogmatic about this. I don’t want to say
that schizophrenia is just this; I don’t like this business of saying some-
thing is only that.

Terkel: I'm fascinated by this character Lynda.

Lessing: One of the ideas that helped create Lynda was a woman I knew in
London who was fifteen before she realized that everybody didn’t know
who was at the other end of the telephone and didn’t hear what other
people were thinking. She knew what other people were thinking, and in
short she discovered that far from everyone being like this she was very
much by herself and she learned to shut out the world. Lynda is a girl who
has a very solitary childhood, and through a series of circumstances she
comes under pressure, cracks up emotionally as God knows how many
people do in adolescence—because everybody’s a bit crazy in adoles-
cence—and is classed as a schizophrenic and a variety of other things, has
a lot of treatment such as shock treatment, insulin treatment, the whole
gamut, and is so damaged that she spends the rest of her life in and out of
mental hospitals. At the same time, she has these powers, increasingly, the
capacity to hear what people are thinking and to see.

Now I would like to define this, because a lot of people have this
capacity. They have labels stuck on them by doctors and psychiatrists, and
they don’t know in fact what they have. A great many people overhear
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what other people are thinking. It’s a capacity that can be developed if
you are patient, are prepared to make mistakes, and you’re not bulldozed
by the scientific way of thinking, which hasn’t learnt to put its questions
right. They have to learn how to put the questions differently. The way
they are putting the questions now means that they’re not able to learn.

The other capacity that a lot of people have is they see pictures inside
their eyelids; a great many people see them when they’re ill, tired, under
great strain, or before they go to sleep. There’s a word for that—
“hypnagogic.” The doctor will say, “Oh yes, that’s a hypnagogic thinga-
majig—dismissed!” This capacity is what they refer to in the Bible as the
seer’s visions, something which in our culture is not supposed to happen
at all, and therefore it’s just ignored. Now this too can be developed, and
it’s got nothing to do with time.

I’'m really well aware that this is going to sound nutty: this particular
thing can be, not always, out of time. It’s on a different time length, wave-
length. It can take different forms: it can be in black-and-white, it can be
in technicolor, it can be in a series of stills, like shots from a movie, frozen
shots, it can be like a movie running—a lot of different things. I saw in
Scientific American, just before I left, an article on research done on
children. I’'ve completely forgotten—is it eidetic children?—that is, chil-
dren who, if you project an image, maintain this image. They’ve done a
lot of research on that, you see.

Terkel: It’s funny that you mention that because the other night on TV
Jacob Bronowski said that William Blake had this particular attribute that
you just described.

Lessing: He also had a lot of others, quite clearly.

Terkel: But this matter of image, “Blake could see,” this is Bronowski
talking, “Blake could see clearly, wholly, in absolutely all dimensions” that
which you just talked about.

Lessing: It’s the “eidetic”—the capacity to hold an image in front of your
€yes as if it were a photograph. That’s not what I was talking about when
I'spoke of seeing the pictures moving or the stills; that’s something else.
' Why I was talking about that was to describe how the scientist dealt with
1t: the test as to whether the child was telling the truth or not was the
amount of detail he could come up with from this picture. You see, now if
he was able to remember the exact number of buttons on a coat or the
hairs on the pussycat’s tail, he was telling the truth, and, if not, he didn’t
have this capacity. This is a scientific mind working, you see. If I meet you
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on the street tomorrow morning, we have a chat, and we go away; and if
you were in an observant mood and I was, you couldn’t say what I'd been
wearing and I couldn’t say what you’d been wearing. If someone had said,
“How’s he looking?” I would say, “I don’t know; he looked much as
usual.” But we’d have absolutely no doubt at all that we’d met each other,
even if we couldn’t remember a single detail. Right? We’d go to the stake
that we’d met each other, even though we could say no more than that.
The scientists are not yet able to measure what happens when you and I
meet on the street, or what meets on the street. What meets, when we meet
on the street?

Terkel: Is it two bodies, two pairs of eyes, two pairs of legs, or is it some-
thing in addition to that?

Lessing: Right, something in addition to that, which everybody responds
to, but which we can’t yet measure. What is it?

Terkel: You’re saying the questions are wrong questions. And the ques-
tions are asked wrong because there’s a cynicism or skepticism involved,
talking about the child who sees this in his mind, so they're really not so
much curious about what the child saw but questioning the veracity of the
child.

Lessing: I think they have an unconscious, or perhaps not so unconscious,
bias to prove that these things don’t exist. This is their problem. I met a
girl in New York who said she read this book [The Four-Gated City] and she
had a great burden taken off her because she was like Lynda. She
suddenly realized she’d never been ill. Now this made me so happy.

Terkel: The passage you read at the very beginning dealt with that specific
point that she’d been told she was crazy but she wasn’t really.

Lessing: There are hundreds of thousands of people who have been
tortured by doctors and psychiatrists in a way which they regard as so
barbarous. The whole range of treatments used in mental hospitals are
savage and cruel and terrible and destroy people.

Terkel: It's as though we’re in Neanderthal times at this moment in
treatment.

Lessing: Yes. Why is it that we have allowed to come about the state of
affairs where a human being sits behind a desk and says, “Such-and-such is
wrong with you,” and we believe him? Why do we allow this kind of thing
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to be done to us? Now that’s a much more interesting question, because
the history of medicine is not one that encourages us to believe that they
are likely to be right. Putting it at its mildest, they are extremely conserva-
tive and inflexible and unimaginative and continually damning new ideas;
but in spite of the fact that psychiatry is a new and very feared thing, we
will take their word, we allow them to slap a label on this—why do we?

Terkel: Do you know R. D. Laing?

Lessing: Yes, I do, and his work. I think he hasn’t gone far enough. I
admire him because he has battled with the English medical establish-
ment and changed the plan so as to make it possible to ask questions in a
way it simply wasn’t possible before.

Terkel: You mention the psychiatrist who is detached, who has this
patient on the couch, whereas Laing is saying he must also adhere to his
own vulnerability. I think he uses the phrase “fellow passengers.”

Lessing: I once saw on television Laing and some other doctors of his
school who have had a great influence, contrasted with the old-fashioned
kind, and what came out was the marvelous compassion of one and the
cold violence of the other.

Terkel: So it brings us back again to...

Lessing: Oh, I wanted to say something very interesting. In The Four-Gated
City 1 imagined that there were doctors tucked away in health services,
psychiatrists working on these capacities; I hadn’t finished that section
before 1 started hearing of doctors who, in fact, keeping their mouths
shu.t, are working away in your country and in Britain and in the Soviet
Union; using the whole facade of what they have to work with, they are
Tesearching extrasensory perception and schizophrenia. So it’s happen-
Ing! These doctors, who at the moment have to keep quiet because they’d
lose their jobs, are going to make a very great difference.

Terkel: The Four-Gated City has an appendix which I would describe as

Apocalyptic. An event occurs, the exact nature you don’t describe—

E’her}.laps a plague—I assume it’s many things. You’re implying that unless
€ Imagination is used we face disaster. Is that it?

:'heSSu.lg: Well, 'm a bit gloomy about the future. I don’t see a big
N Ooting war because they say they’ve too much to lose, but some kind of
Ccident is inevitable, because it’s happening now, some smaller thing
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going wrong all the time. I think parts of the world will be damaged so
badly that they can't be lived in for a while, and there will be a very great
deal of various poisons in the atmosphere, and we don’t know the effect
this will have on the human organism. We can imagine it. Like everything
else, it will have good effects and bad effects. Everything always goes in
double harness: there’s no such thing as a totally bad thing or a totally
good thing; they always go together.

Terkel: Do you see any way in which this could be prevented? I'm
not asking you for a panacea now, or a nostrum. You just see it as
inevitable?

Lessing: You can’t pick up a newspaper without reading warnings from
scientists about what we’re doing. I can’t remember the name of this
bloke who said that there is a very fine layer of substance around our
earth on which the whole of life depends. We're pumping so much
rubbish up there that we're changing that layer. The forecasts are various,
because after all nobody knows very much, even scientists. We could
destroy all organic life.

Terkel: If this is likely to happen, we come back to lack of imagination
again, don’t we? Through these characters, Martha and Lynda, you’re
saying that there’s something in the human psyche not yet explored?

Lessing: It couldn’t be with human beings as they are now; I think we're
evolving into better people perhaps. As a part of this vortex we’re in, it’s
possible that we're changing into people with greater capacities for
imagination, and that we are going to be regarded as the “missing link,”
the transition people, and we’ll have much better people.

Terkel: You know that old Chinese curse that the science-fiction writer
Arthur C. Clarke uses: may you live in interesting times.

Lessing: Yes, indeed, we are living in interesting times.

Terkel: Let me ask you a question, which I know has become increasingly
tiresome, yet being in America you’ve been asked it so often. To many
militant women in America, you are the Simone de Beauvoir of Britain,
particularly because of The Golden Notebook. 1 suppose you encounter this
very often, because you’re laughing. Now this always throws you, doesn’t
it?
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Lessing: No, I've got terribly bored with it—that’s the truth—because I
don’t think The Golden Notebook is about what they say it was about. Now I
can modestly say that it has a large variety of themes, one of them being
the sex war; but I now find myself, because I'm overreacting and impa-
tient, in what sounds like a lack of sympathy for women who I know are
often under very heavy pressure. But I think this whole trouble between
men and women is a symptom of something very much bigger. We’re not
going to solve what’s wrong between men and women by handing insults
to each other. Something else has to be put right.

The climate has changed in Britain very sharply, and you’ll find there’s
very much less tension between the younger generation, men and women,
and people in my age group. Why? There are always physical things which
change these emotional reactions, which people tend to forget. If you get
a balance between the sexes, a lot of tension goes out. You should provide
day nurseries and equal wages for women. My personal bias is not to sit
around discussing psychology; one should be out battling for better
nurseries and equal wages. That’s where this battle has to be fought.

Terkel: So you see this quote, unquote Women’s Liberation as not
unrelated to the human battle itself; that is, not something separate and
apart?

Lessing: I think people are scared stiff and they’re beating hell out of
each other, that’s all, in one way or another. I can’t find anything helpful
to say about this, you see, because I think it’s a minor thing—the cause of
great unhappiness, but it’s not the most important thing.

Terkel: You happen to be a writer who is a woman. These characters,
Lynda and Martha, could've as easily been two men, couldn’t they?

Lessing: Yes.

Terkel: You deal with many fascinating aspects of the contemporary

WOr]Fl, but we come back to this theme that man has not yet discovered his
possibilities.

LeSSing: No, I think they’re just beginning. We’re on the threshold. We
:Ll'ollld be alert all the time for what we’re overlooking. You see, I don’t
Shlonkldsome things are going to happen; they're happening now. We
. uld try to be more awake to what’s happening in our friends and
urselves because even just slightly more awake we could begin to see
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things happening. We always talk as if things are going to start happening
in fifty years’ time. But we overlook what’s happening now. Will you name
me a society ever that hasn’t had great blind spots that afterwards people
look backward on and wonder how it’s possible that those people were so
blind? What are our blind spots?

Terkel: So it’s asking the impertinent question, the hitherto unasked
question?

Lessing: Yes, it’s always a good idea in any set-up where there’s that
question or that idea which seems most stupid and ridiculous to ask
whether it really is so stupid and ridiculous.

One Keeps Going

Joyce Carol Oates

Joyce Carol Oates’s interview was conducted in Mrs.
Lessing’s London home in spring 1972 and originally
appeared in The Southern Review. Copyright © 1972 by
Joyce Carol Oates. Reprinted with permission.

It is a bright, fresh, cold day in London, one of those excellent winter days
that seem to promise spring. But it is already spring here, by the calendar,
the spring of 1972, not winter, and one’s expectations are slightly thrown
off—everything has been blooming here for months, and now trees are in
full leaf, the sun is a very powerful presence in the sky, but still it is
strangely cold, as if time were in a permanent suspension. Walking along
Shoot-Up Hill in Kilburn, London, I am aware of people’s steamy
breaths—in mid-May!—and as always I am a little disconcerted by the
busyness of main thoroughfares, the continual stream of taxis and shiny
red double-decker buses and private automobiles, and the quiet that
attends this commotion. It seems so unexpected, the absence of horns,
the absence of noise. Americans in London are disoriented by the
paradox of such enormous numbers of people crowded into small areas
without obvious intrusions upon one another, or even obvious visual
displays of their crowdedness. It is usually the case that a one-minute walk
off a busy road will bring one to absolute quiet—the pastoral improbabil-
ity of Green Park, which is exactly like the country and even smells like
the country, a few seconds’ stroll from Piccadilly on one side and the Mall
on the other—and Doris Lessing’s home, only a few hundred yards from
Kilburn High Road, incredibly quiet and private, as remote a setting as
any home deep in the country.

She lives in the top-floor flat of a handsome, sturdy, three-storied
house on Kingscroft Road, a short, curving street of single and semi-
detached homes, with brick or stone walls that shield their gardens from
the street. There is a fragrant smell of newly-mown grass in the air, and
the profusion of flowers and full-leafed trees seem out of place in the
cold. Upstairs, the large room that serves Mrs. Lessing as both a dining
foom and a workroom looks out upon a yard of trees, delicate foliage that
Is illuminated by sunshine just as I am shown into the room.
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It is a room of spacious proportions: at one end a wide windowsill given
over to trays of small plants, at the other end an immense writing desk
covered with books and papers. The flat—fairly large by London stan-
dards—is well-lived-in and comfortable, filled with Mrs. Lessing’s own
furniture, rugs, pillows, and many shelves and tables of books.

Doris Lessing is direct, womanly, very charming. She wears her long,
graying black hair drawn into a bun at the back of her head; her face is
slender and attractive, exactly the face of the photographs, the “Doris
Lessing” I had been reading and admiring for so long. Meeting her at last
I felt almost faint—certainly unreal—turning transparent myself in the
presence of this totally defined, self-confident, gracious woman. I had
arrived at Kilburn half an hour early, in order to wander around, to see
the neighborhood in which she lived; and now, meeting her at last, I
marveled at how easily the space between us had been crossed. Surely
everything must seem to me a little enchanted.

When I had left the Kilburn underground station, however, I had
paused at a news agent’s stand to read in amazement of the attempted
assassination of George Wallace. I explained to Mrs. Lessing that I was still
stunned by the news—that I hardly knew what to think—that 1 felt
depressed and confused by this latest act of violence. And, like many
Americans in foreign countries, I felt a sense of shame.

Mrs. Lessing spoke very sympathetically of the problems of violence in
contemporary culture, especially in America. “But everyone had guns
when I was a child, on the farm,” she said, referring to her childhood in
Southern Rhodesia. “They went out and shot snakes; it seemed quite
natural, to kill. No one ever seemed to ask: Why? Why kill? It seemed
entirely natural.” She asked me some very perceptive questions about the
political climate in the United States: whether anyone would take Wallace’s
place (since it seemed, this morning, that Wallace might not recover),
whether I thought the long, courageous years of effort of the antiwar
protesters had really done much good? She seems more sympathetic,
generally, with the United States—or with the liberal consciousness of the
United States—than with England; when I remarked upon this, she said
that her writing seemed to her better understood in the United States.

“In England, if you publish regularly, you tend to be written off,” she
said. “In America, one has the impression of critics scrutinizing each
performance—as if regarding one’s efforts at leaping hurdles, overcom-
ing obstacles, with interest.”

I asked about the response in England to a recent novel, the very
unusual Briefing for a Descent into Hell (1971). “The readers who best
understood it were the young,” she said.
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Briefing for a Descent into Hell is “inner space fiction” (Mrs. Lessing’s
category), and shows a remarkable sympathy with the “broken-down”
psyche. It is the record of the breakdown of a professor of classics, his
experience of a visionary, archetypal world of myth and drama, his
treatment at the hands of conventional psychiatrists, and his subse-
quent—and ironic—recovery into the mean, narrow, self-denying world
of the “sane.” An afterword by the author makes the fascinating observa-
tion that the defining of the “extraordinarily perceptive” human being as
abnormal—he must have “something wrong with him”—is the only re-
sponse one can expect, at present, from conventional medical practi-
tioners. I asked Mrs. Lessing if she were sympathetic with the work of
Ronald Laing, whose ideas resemble her own.

“Yes. We were both exploring the phenomenon of the unclassifiable
experience, the psychological ‘breaking-through’ that the conventional
world judges as mad. I think Laing must have been very ccurageous, to
question the basic assumptions of his profession from the inside.... In
America, the psychiatrist Thomas Szasz, in The Manufacture of Madness, has
made similar claims. He has taken a very revolutionary position.”

Mrs. Lessing has known people who have experienced apparently
“mystical” insights. After the publication of that iconoclastic book, The
Golden Notebook (1962), she received many letters from people who have
been in mental asylums or who have undergone conventional psychiatric
treatment but who, in Mrs. Lessing’s opinion, were not really insane—not
“sick” at all.

I asked whether the terms “mystical” and “visionary” weren’t mislead-
ing, and whether these experiences were not quite natural—normal.

“I think so, yes,” she said. “Except that one is cautioned against
speaking of them. People very commonly experience things they are
afraid to admit to, being frightened of the label ‘insane’ or ‘sick’—there
are no adequate categories for this kind of experience.”

Because this is a problem I am encountering in my own writing, I asked
Mrs. Lessing whether she felt it was extremely difficult to convey the sense
of a “mystical” experience in the framework of fiction, of any kind of work
intended to communicate naturalistically to a large audience. She agreed,
saying that in England, at least, there is a tendency for reviewers to dismiss
viewpoints that are not their own, that seem outside the ordinary re-
sponse. I mentioned that Colin Wilson, in treating most sympathetically
the writings of the American psychologist Abraham Maslow (in his New
Pathways in Psychology: Maslow and the Post-Freudian Revolution), received at
least one review that attempted to dismiss him as “clever,” and that I
believed this quite symptomatic of English literary reviews in general.
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Mrs. Lessing, who has met Colin Wilson, said that reviewers and critics
have been intent upon paying him back for his early, immediate success
with The Outsider, written when he was only twenty-three; but that he is
erudite, very energetic, and an important writer. However, critical re-
sponse to a book like his, or any book which attempts to deal sympatheti-
cally with so-called “mystical” experiences, will meet opposition from the
status quo.

One of the farreaching consequences of Doris Lessing’s two recent
books, Briefing and The Four-Gated City, will be to relate the “mystical”
experience to ordinary life, to show that the apparently sick—the “legally
insane”—members of our society may, in fact, be in touch with a deeper,
more poetic, more human reality than the apparently healthy. But both
novels are difficult ones, and have baffled many intelligent readers. When
I first read The Four-Gated City, in order to review it for the Saturday Review,
I was astonished at the author’s audacity in taking a naturalistic heroine
into a naturalistic setting, subjecting her to extraordinary experiences,
and bringing her not only up to the present day but into the future—to
her death near the end of the twentieth century. I could not recall ever
having read a novel like this. And it is the more iconoclastic in that the
novel is the last of a five-part series, Children of Violence, begun in 1952,
tracing the life of Martha Quest, an obviously autobiographical heroine.

I asked Mrs. Lessing what she was working on at present, if she were
continuing this exploration of the soul; but she said that, no, in a way she
might be accused of a slight “regression,” in that the novel she has just
finished concerns a woman whose marriage has disintegrated and whose
life is suddenly hollow, without meaning. “The title is The Summer Before the
Dark, and the woman in it, the woman who loses her husband, goes to
pieces in a way I've witnessed women go to pieces.” Her own marriages,
she mentioned, were not very “permanent,” and did not permanently
affect her; but this phenomenon of a woman so totally defined by her
marriage has long interested her. More immediately, she was planning a
collection of short stories: the American edition to be called The Tempta-
tion of Jack Orkney, and the English edition The Story of an Unmarrying Man.
She was arranging a visit to the United States for a series of five lectures,
to be delivered at The New School, and she was very much looking
forward to the trip—she wanted to visit friends, and to travel, if possible,
to the Southwest.

Her last trip to the United States was in 1969, when she gave a number
of lectures at various universities. At that time she met Kurt Vonnegut, “a
bloke I got on with very well,” whose writing she admires immensely. This
struck me as rather surprising, since to me Doris Lessing’s writing is of a
much more substantial, “literary” nature than Vonnegut's; but their
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similar concerns for the madness of society, its self-destructive tendencies,
would account for her enthusiasm. She spoke of having heard that
Vonnegut did not plan to write anymore—which I hadn’t heard, myself—
and that this distressed her; she thought he was very good, indeed. She
mentioned SlaughterhouseFive as an especially impressive book of his.
Less surprisingly, she felt a kinship with Norman Mailer, and believed
that the critical treatment he received for Barbary Shore and The Deer Park
was quite unjustified; “they’re good books,” she said. I mentioned that the
exciting thing about Mailer—sometimes incidental to the aesthetic qual-
ity of his work—was his complete identification with the era in which he
lives, his desire to affect radically the consciousness of the times, to
dramatize himself as a spiritual representative of the times and its contra-
dictions, and that this sense of a mission was evident in her writing as well.
“In beginning the Martha Quest series, you could not possibly have
known how it would end; and the sympathetic reader following Martha’s
life cannot help but be transformed, along with Martha,” T said. Mrs.
Lessing was understandably reticent about her own writing—and perhaps
I embarrassed her by my own enthusiasm, though I did not tell her that
she was quite mistaken in her feeling that her writing might not have the
effect she desired: The Golden Notebook alone has radically changed the
consciousness of many young women. Was there anyone else with whom
she felt a kinship? She mentioned Saul Bellow, and of course D. H.
Lawrence, and Nadine Gordimer. (Mrs. Lessing cannot return to the
country of her childhood and girlhood, Southern Rhodesia, because she
is a “prohibited immigrant”; homesick for the veld, she had her daughter
send her several color photographs of African flowers, which are on
display in her flat.) At the back of her mind, she said, is a work “about two
men in prison,” which she is not writing (as Kurt Vonnegut was “not
writing” for decades the story of the Dresden fire bombing which is the
ostensible subject of SlaughterhouseFive); perhaps this work, which she
may someday do, is related to her Southern Rhodesian background.
What most excited her about America was, during her visit, the spirit of
liberality and energy in the young. She gave a lecture at the State
University of New York at Buffalo in 1969, when that university was in a
state of turmoil (a condition that the national press unaccountably
overlooked, focusing news stories on Columbia and Berkeley), then flew
to Stony Brook, which, though hardly a radical institution at the time,
immediately erupted into student riots and rampages, brought on by a
long history of police harassment over drugs. After visiting these two
universities, Mrs. Lessing was scheduled to fly to—of all places—Berkeley,
where she gave another lecture. She was most favorably impressed by the
students, and young people in general, with whom she became ac-
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quainted. I asked her if she might like to teach full-time, but she said she
would hesitate to take on a position of such responsibility (she had been
offered a handsome job at City College, which she declined with regret),
partly because she considered her own academic background somewhat
meager. “I ended my formal education at the age of fourteen, and before
that I really learned very little,” she said. It struck me as amazing: a woman
whose books constitute a staggering accomplishment, who is, herself,
undisputably a major figure in English literature of the twentieth cen-
tury—should hesitate to teach in a university! It is rather as if a resur-
rected Kafka, shy, unobstrusive, humble, should insist that his works be
taught by anyone else, any ordinary academic with ordinary academic
qualifications, sensing himself somehow not equal to what he represents.
Perhaps there is some truth to it. But I was forced to realize how
thoroughly oppressive the world of professional “education” really is; how
it locks out either overtly or in effect the natural genius whose back-
ground appears not to have been sufficient.

Mrs. Lessing said that connections between English writers and univer-
sities were quite rare, but that in the United States it seemed very
common. | explained that this was because of the existence of creative
writing programs in the United States, which were not narrowly “aca-
demic,” but which allowed a writer-in-residence to meet with students
once or twice a week, giving him much time for his own work. In England,
many writers are forced to work in publishing houses or on magazines.
The publishing world in London, Mrs. Lessing said, is always changing;
editors are always switching publishers, publishing houses disappear and
new ones appear.//

I asked her if she was pleased, generally, with her writing and with its
public response. Strangely, she replied that she sometimes had to force
herself to write—that she often was overcome by the probable “pointless-
ness” of the whole thing. I asked Mrs. Lessing if she meant that her own
writing seemed to her sometimes futile, or was it the role of literature in
society.

“I suppose one begins with the idea of transforming society,” she said,
“through literature and then, when nothing happens, one feels a sense of
failure. But then the question is simply why did one feel he might change
society? Change anything? In any case, one keeps going.”

I told Mrs. Lessing that her writing has worked to transform many
individuals, and that individuals, though apparently isolated, do, in fact,
constitute society. Her own writing, in my opinion, does not exist in a
vacuum, but reinforces and is reinforced by the writing of some of her
important (and nonliterary) contemporaries—Ronald Laing, Abraham
Maslow, Buckminster Fuller, Barry Commoner—and many other critics
of the “self-destructing society.”
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“Yet one does question the very premises of literature, at times,” Mrs.
Lessing said. “Has anything changed? Will anything change? The vocal
opposition to the war in Vietnam, in America—has it forced any real
change?”

“T think there have been changes, alterations of consciousness,” I said.

Mrs. Lessing received my opinion respectfully, but it seemed clear that
she did not share it. She went on to remark that she felt rather out of
touch with current writing since she kept to herself, generally, and did not
make any attempt to keep up with all that was being written. She asked me
about the English writers I admired. When I told her that I very much
liked V. S. Naipaul’s In a Free State, she agreed that Naipaul was an
excellent writer. “But somehow I don’t feel a rapport with him, the kind
of sympathy I feel for someone like Vonnegut, even though he writes
about a part of the world, Africa, I know very well.”

Of the younger English writers I admired, only Margaret Drabble was a
familiar name to Mrs. Lessing. She liked Miss Drabble’s writing but had
not vet read The Needle’s Eye; 1 told her that I thought this novel shared
some important themes with her own work—the conscious “creating” of a
set of values by which people can live, albeit in a difficult, tragically
diminished urban world.

“Well, whether literature accomplishes anything or not,” Mrs. Lessing
said, “we do keep going.”

When I left Mrs. Lessing’s flat and walked back down the hill to the
underground station, I felt even more strongly that sense of suspension,
of unreality. It seemed to me one of the mysterious paradoxes of life, the
inability of the truly gifted, the prophetic “geniuses” (an unforgivable but
necessary word) to comprehend themselves, their places in history: rare
indeed is the self-recognized and self-defined person like Yeats who seems
to have come to terms not only with his creative productivity but with his
destiny. Doris Lessing, the warm, poised, immensely interesting woman
with whom 1 had just spent two hours, does not yet know that she is Doris
Lessing.

Yet it is natural, I suppose, for her not to know or to guess how much
The Golden Notebook (predating and superseding even the most sophisti-
cated of all the Women’s Liberation works) meant to young women of my
generation; how beautifully the craftsmanship of her many short stories
illuminated lives, the most secret and guarded of private lives, in a style
that was never self-conscious or contrived. She could not gauge how The
Four-Gated City, evidently a difficult novel for her to write, would work to
transform our consciousness not only of the ecological disaster we are
facing, the self-annihilating madness of our society which brands its critics
as “mad,” but also of the possibilities of the open form of the novel itself.
Never superficially experimental, Mrs. Lessing’s writing is profoundly
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experimental—exploratory—in its effort to alter our expectations about
life and about the range of our own consciousness.

Her books, especially the Martha Quest series, The Golden Notebook, and
Briefing for a Descent into Hell, have traced an evolutionary progress of the
soul, which to some extent transforms the reader as he reads. I think it is
true of our greatest writers that their effect on us is delayed, that it may
take years for us to understand what they have done to us. Doris Lessing
possesses a unique sensitivity, writing out of her own intense experience,
her own subjectivity, but at the same time writing out of the spirit of the
times. This is a gift that cannot be analyzed; it must only be honored.

The Capacity to Look at a
Situation Coolly
Josephine Hendin

Josephine Hendin’s interview was conducted in New
York on WBAI Radio December 30, 1972. The transcrip-
tion was prepared and edited by Patricia Featherstone.
Printed with the permission of Bill Thomas, Director,
Pacifica Radio Archive.

Hendin: In The Temptation of Jack Orkney and Other Short Stories one thing
that interested me particularly was your story “Report on a Threatened
City,” where creatures from another planet come down to earth to warn
everyone of an imminent disaster, and no one seems to want to pay
attention. When they try to warn the young people they’re in a state which
you describe as “disabling despair.” You say while they are more clear-
headed than their elders, more able to voice and maintain criticisms of
the wrongs and faults of society, they’re not able to believe in their own
effectiveness or ability to do anything about it. Is this how you see young
people?

Lessing: Well, not all of them, of course. But I do think, certainly in
England, I don’t know about this country, that there are large numbers of
young people who might have been political perhaps a few years ago, but
who seem to be perhaps numbed. Well, I'm not surprised, if you look at
what’s going on everywhere. Let’s put it this way: I'm very glad that I'm
not twenty, because I don’t think I would be able to regard what’s going
to happen with all that equanimity. About what goes on here, as I say, I
don’t know at all. Quite a common thing to see in England is groups of
young people living together on some basis or another, often quite
informalized. They don’t say, “I'm going to set up a group of young
people.” It’s what seems to happen. A feature of this is that people tend to
be unambitious and work out some kind of rather relaxed, informal sort
of style of living, which is very interesting to see because it's quite
different from anything that my generation did, for example.

Hendin: When you say you don’t think you’d be able to regard what’s
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going to happen with such equanimity, in this particular story it’s a kind
of doom. At least in a specific city that is going to happen, and in The Four-
Gated City you prophesy a kind of apocalyptic war. Is that what you see as
coming?

Lessing: This story is about San Francisco, of course. There was a pro-
gram on British television, it must have been about eighteen months ago,
and I read an article about the same time, and what fascinated me about
this was that the citizens of San Francisco didn’t seem to know the
situation they were living in, yet one can have programs on British
television or erudite articles about it. I mean, the fact that all the
amenities are on the San Andreas fault, everything from fire stations to
hospitals, and in fact the posts that are supposed to cope with emergen-
cies will be the first to go if there’s an earthquake. Well, it was a
fascinating thought that the people who were going to be involved didn’t
know what they were in for. And this just sparked off that story. But I
gather that since then things are not really much better. If you write
something like that, people send you articles and comments, and I gather
that the citizens of San Francisco don’t know very much more than they
did then. But it’s quite freely discussed in other parts of the world, much
more than it is in San Francisco. And that is the interesting thing about
that, that we don’t face the situation that is perhaps intolerable. We
decide not to look at it straight. Maybe it’s a basic human tendency or
something of the kind. This is possibly what's going on in New York,
because when I came here in 1969 everything was much sharper, more
aggressive, more tense, and the newspapers were much more sharp and
clear. But this time, when manifestly the external situation hasn’t changed
in the slightest, I find the newspapers rather bland compared to the
English newspapers, and everything seems to be rather good-natured,
from which 1 deduce that things have been swept under the carpet
because it's too painful to look at them. I may be wrong about that. But
it’s possible at least that that’s what’s happening.

You asked about the ending of The Four-Gated City. I'm not saying that’s
a blue-print, but I think something of the kind is likely to happen. One
doesn’t need to have a crystal ball to see that this is what’s going to
happen. You just have to read [a newspaper]. There’s a paper in England,
for example, called The New Scientist, which is written in language that
non-mathematical dopes can understand, you see, like me. You’ve just got
to read that for a couple of months to see that far from the danger of war
receding, it's sharpened, that far from our ecological problems being
better, they’re worse, and so on. When I wrote The Four-Gated City, 1
thought that I was perhaps going out on such a limb that no one would
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ever speak to me again. By the time it was published it was all old hat,
things were moving so fast. But the fact that they’re old hat doesn’t mean
to say that anything’s changed very much. The problems that we, I mean
the human race, have to solve are every bit as bad as they were. The fact
that we're not looking at them, or it doesn’t seem to be that we're looking
at them, doesn’t make them any better.

Hendin: I was wondering how you would write about your idea that things
seem to be more good-natured here, with the proliferation of small
groups, each of which has their own special interests. I'm thinking in the
main of those groups which are concerned with improving the environ-
ment, with the great number of women’s organizations which want to
improve the lot of women in this country, and with the proliferation of
various kinds of black power groups showing a spectrum of all degrees of
militancy.

Lessing: This kind of bitty approach to these enormous problems is not
enough, and what we need is something that perhaps the human race is
not evolved enough to do, which is some kind of overall scheme which
seizes the problems, and looks at them as global problems, and not the
problems of individual countries, let alone of groups. As I say, this is not
me talking, because whereas previously, when I had such thoughts that I
really thought were quite extraordinary, and indeed, perhaps shamefully
pessimistic and so on, it turns out that this is the kind of thinking of
people in very responsible positions who, in fact, say extremely clearly
things like: “If within ten years we don’t do so and so and so and so, the
situation will be out of control.” Now what they suggest should be done in
ten years is usually precisely this ability of humanity as a whole to look at
itself as a whole, and to face its problems as a whole. This is in fact what is
necessary.

Hendin: Is what you call the “disabling despair” of the young in some way
a reaction to the sense that this is not going to be done?

Lessing: This is what some sections of young people seem to do. Do you
know, I do find this difficult, when a sentence or statement from a story is
quoted to you: “You say so and so,” and in actual fact it is out of context.

Hendm: Fair enough. To get back to the context of the story, which is
Interesting in itself in terms of the form, you describe the situation as it
evolves around the visit of creatures from another planet to the Earth.
And in a number of your books you’ve been interested, it seems to me, in
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using this—whether as a metaphor or whether you see it as a possibility—
the idea of space travel, and beings from another planet coming here. I
was wondering what significance you felt this had.

Lessing: I don’t see why it’s impossible. If there were beings from another
planet here I doubt whether we would recognize them. It wouldn’t take
very much, would it, some day for intelligent creatures to disguise them-
selves in such a way that they wouldn’t be recognized.

Hendin: I get the feeling sometimes in many of your stories that people
see each other as though they were space travelers looking at aliens on
another planet—that somehow the distance between people is sufficiently
great, or between people and the lives they are leading. The sense of
disillusionment becomes so great that there’s a feeling of immense
distance.

Lessing: This whole business of using people from outer space is a very
ancient literary device, isn’t it? It’s the easiest way of trying to make the
readers look at a human situation more sharply.

Hendin: But somehow it seems to reflect the same sense of distance that
so many of the characters in your books have in relation to themselves
and to the worlds they live in. It seems to be bound up with the whole
sense of estrangement, for example, that Martha Quest has, in so many of
those situations where she’s there and not there, and in situations in
which she feels alien, whether as a girl growing up, on this farm in central
Africa or in London, when the disaffection with the Communist Party is at
its highest—a sense of being a part of something which she has no deep
emotional connection to. I was wondering whether or not you didn’t have
in mind the idea of being spaced out and yet involved in something. In
“Not a Very Nice Story,” you talk about people’s sense that feeling is all-in-
all. You say, “We feel, therefore we are.”

Lessing: The story was about two married couples who were all close
friends, a set of affairs which continued for years. Two of the people in the
situation have what is known as an adulterous relationship. What I was
asking in the story was, “What in fact is love?” because these two were not
supposed to be in love, or lovers, but they were lovers, but their relation-
ship was extremely cool and practical. This was an anecdote told to me by
someone, by one of the men actually, involved in this foursome, and I was
extremely shocked. He wanted to know why I was shocked. He said that
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these two marriages were in fact very successful marriages, and the
children were all happy, well adjusted, etc., and so on. I was shocked by
the deception. Having listened to him for some time, I asked myself, “All
right, why am I shocked?” And out of this question I wrote this story,
which simply made a statement. I haven’t taken any sides or anything of
that kind. I’'m still shocked by the situation; yet I still ask questions—
about the nature of marriage, which I find hard to admire, the institution
thereof. I'm always interested in the patterns that people try to evolve
themselves. But this one, please note, nobody consciously evolved. It
happened in life, and it happened in my story, much to the surprise of all
the people involved in it.

Hendin: I'm tempted to ask what you think the nature of marriage is.

Lessing: Well, there must be something very wrong with this Mum and
Dad and two children, or it wouldn’t break up all the time. I used to have
a great many theories about marriage, sex, love, and all this kind of thing.
But everything is going to change. Sometimes I think that maybe some
form of polygamy or group marriage would be a good thing. But then,
whenever you have thoughts like this, of course, you end up with the
problem of the children, because children are the most conservative
creatures in existence, and they get very upset if they don’t get what
everybody else has. One can either say it doesn’t matter that it’s hard on
the children, or you’re not going to do it because it’s hard on the
children, but one has to face the fact that children tend to pay the price
for any experimenting that adults do.

Hendin: In The Summer before the Dark, you describe the situation of a
woman whose children are pretty much grown up, and who, looking back
on her life, seems to feel that a great many of the personal questions
which seemed at one time so important, whether to love this man or that,
whether to marry, aren’t very meaningful.

Lessing: When you get middle-aged, which I am, it’s fairly common to
look back, and to think that a lot of the sound and fury that one’s
!)een involved in perhaps wasn’t all that necessary. Or you can say this is
Just emotional middle-aged spread, or something of the kind. But it
C(‘)uld also possibly be quite a useful frame of mind to be in. I discuss this
with my friends who have reached the same age. There is quite often a

Sense of enormous relief of having emerged from a great welter of
€motionalism.
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Hendin: But it’s more than that for Kate, a sense that personal relations
were not as important as she had thought—that the sense of strength to
be derived from feeling at peace with oneself, apart and alone, is what’s
important. She dreams of carrying a seal through all kinds of misfortunes
and protecting it as though the seal in some way is bound up with the
most important part of herself, which gets carried through whatever
storms occur in marriage, or raising a family, and is preserved intact.

Lessing: I don’t think that I'm saying that this woman was repudiating
anything she’d done. She’d simply moved on to a different state in
herself, which is a different thing altogether, really. You know, we’re very
biological animals. We tend always to think that if one is in a violent state
of emotional need, it is a unique emotional need, or state. In actual fact,
it’s probably just the emotions of a young woman of twenty-three whose
body is demanding that she should have children. It’s hard for some
people to take, because we're all brought up to have this fantasy about
ourselves, that everything we feel and think is uniquely and gloriously our
own. Ninety percent of the unique and marvelous and wonderful thoughts
are, in fact, expressions of whatever state we happen to be in.

Hendin: Kate becomes friendly with a young girl in that novel, Maureen,
who’s trying to decide what to do with her life, and she decides that at the
end it really doesn’t seem to matter whether she marries one man or
another.

Lessing: Maureen tends to be more passive than not, and getting married
was very much on her plate. A lot of young women think of marriage in
terms not of a man, but of a way of living. When young women think
about getting married, what they’re choosing when they choose a man is
often a way of life. Maureen had quite a lot of choices and she wasn’t
really mad about any of them. I know a lot of girls who don’t want to get
married at twenty-four. It would be interesting to see how they’re thinking
at thirty, but that’s another thing. But it is interesting the number of
young women I know who don’t want to get married at all. They don’t
want to have children. Well, they’re trying to cheat on their biology, and
as I say, it would be nice to see what happens.

Hendin: Couldn’t it also be an alternative to marriage?

Lessing: Yes. When I find a very determined young woman of twenty-four
who announces she’s got no intention of ever getting married, and looks
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as if she’s going to stick to it, I'm interested because I’'m wondering if in
fact women are changing their nature or not.

Hendin: In The Golden Notebook, Anna or Molly says that she thinks there
must be a completely new kind of woman.

Lessing: No, I think that maybe they are not new kinds of women at all.
They are women very much conditioned to be one way who are trying to
be another, or what they think is something different. But the way we
think and the way we feel are usually pretty well at loggerheads for most
people. These conversations between women in The Golden Notebook and
other places are always being taken out and quoted as if they are
blueprints of mine or a political program. Well, they're not. They’re
accounts of the kinds of states of mind women get into.

Hendin: In Martha Quest, there’s a comment about people coming to
books of different kinds for cues to life. Do you think this is the way a
great many people have come to read your books?

Lessing: I think people now go to sociological books more than novels
for cues of how to live their life. I used to go particularly to novels to
find out how I ought to live my life. But, to my loss, I see now I didn’t find
out.

Hendin: About the way we think and the way we feel being at logger-
heads, one thing that always interested me about Martha Quest’s life was,
why does she do it? Suddenly given her freedom at a certain point, why
does she get married to a man she scarcely seems to love, and who she’s
aware of not being in love with?

Lessing: Well, this was a very general situation about men, and don’t
forget that that was the war. The more I look back at that war, the more I
think that everyone was insane, even people not involved in it. And I'm
not being rhetorical. T think that everyone was crazy round about then.
And the rest of the behavior that went on was more crazy than usual. I
don’t want to suggest that human beings are sane in between wars; we
manifestly are not, but that was a very terrible war, you know. This is a
thing T keep coming back to. We go through a terrible experience, it
comes to an end, and it is as if it hasn’t happened, or it simply gets pushed
off into words. It becomes verbalized. The First World War degraded and
demorzlized us terribly and the Second World War did it more thor-
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oughly, and we have not got over either of these wars. The children of
that war were profoundly affected by it. We tend to ignore this. We get
steadily more and more demoralized, and barbarized, by the things we
do, but we don’t like to really look at this fact. So, if in the middle of the
Second World War a young woman, or very many young women, got
married somewhat light-heartedly, it’s just a very minor symptom of the
general lunacy.

Hendin: Well, in what ways do you think the war affected trust in relations
and the way people see themselves and each other? Is it the bomb, or
simply the accessibility of so much violence through films?

Lessing: No, it’s just one very small thing. I remember towards the end of
the Second World War, after we'd had four and a half years of horror,
non-stop, of the most vicious propaganda from both sides we were still
capable of being shocked by the fact that the Russians publicly hanged
Nazis. Well, no one would even lift an eyelid now to look at the
photographs. Twenty years on, we’'ve become so used to worse. That’s the
horrible truth. We’re just not shocked at anything.

Hendin: The characters, then, in The Four-Gated City in particular, seem to
be as acute in terms of their ability to sense what’s going on about them.
Particularly, I think, the character you describe as being mad, being
insane, Lynda, and I think in that portion of the book when Martha self-
consciously drives herself mad. Do you think they’re the only people who
remain in touch with these things?

Lessing: The person in that book who has much more of a grasp of what’s
going on, physically if you like, is a man. He has a kind of a blueprint of
what’s going on everywhere, separating him off from what he thinks and
does, from the others. These people were really into their own experi-
ences with each other. People living together, who know each other very
well, form some kind of a whole. They experience things through each
other, and what one of them discovers becomes the property of the
others usually. But also there are many different layers of ourselves. I
mean, we know something in one part of ourselves that we don’t know in
another.

Hendin: There is a feeling in that book of being collective, not personal
and unique. Even when Martha decides to go mad she describes it as
being plugged into the self-hater, as though this were some almost
universal force, which anyone would encounter.
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Lessing: This figure is very prominent in many schizophrenics. That’s a
word I don’t like but these labels will have to do. You’ll find very many
“mad people” saying: “They hate me. They're talking about me all the
time. They want to destroy me.” There are endless variations on this
particular theme. This figure is common to very many people who are off-
balance. I don’t think it’s very hard to explain either. All you have to do is
to watch any mother bringing up her child; from the time this child is
born this goes on: “Be a good boy and do this. Be a good girl and do this.
You're a bad boy. You're a bad girl. If you do that I won’t love you. If you
do that so-and-so will be angry.” This “conscience” is partly the
externalization of what its parents can’t stand, mostly its manner. This
figure, the self-hater, which mad people describe continually, and express
continually as this very powerful destroying force, is this lifetime of
conditioning.

It’s very easy to send oneself round the bend for a couple of days. I did
it once, out of curiosity. I do not recommend it. I'm a fairly tough
character, and I've been in contact with a very large number of people
who've been crazy, and I know quite a lot about it. I sent myself round the
bend by not eating and not sleeping for a bit. There’s nothing remark-
able about this process. It’s a process deliberately used by medicine men
and witch doctors in “primitive societies” all over the world. It’s a process
that can be described, let’s say, by prisoners in a prisoner-of-war camp,
who’ve been not eating and not sleeping, and they start hallucinating, or
have various kinds of experiences of dissociation and so on, or they
discover this figure I call a self-hater. I could go on indefinitely. It’s
described plentifully in religious literature, both Christian and Eastern.

But what makes a difference is the society you're in, and how this is
accepted by the people around you. If in Africa somebody would turn up
saying that they felt disassociated from themselves and heard voices, they
wouldn’t be clapped into the nearest loony bin, drugged silly, and given
electric convulsive therapy. Now when I, and I may say I’'m not the only
person who's done this, deliberately sent myself round the bend to see
what it was like, I instantly encountered this figure T call the self-hater.
Now since I know, as I say, a little bit about it, I didn’t rush off to the
nearest doctor and say: “Oh doctor, I'm hearing voices and I hate myself,
and the voices say they want to kill me,” because I knew what was going
on. But it is an extremely powerful figure, very frightening, and I'm not
surprised that in this very unsophisticated society, unsophisticated psycho-
logically, somebody experiencing this for the first time is scared, loses
balance and goes off to the doctor, and I'm afraid to say, in very many
Cases is then lost. Because what happens is that a person who turns up at
the out-patients or whatever, is slammed full of drugs, and then he’s
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diagnosed as being remote or incapable of contact, or can’t be reached,
he’s slammed full of more drugs, and the end of this can very well be in
some ghastly snake pit somewhere. I understand that in this country you
have as many as in ours. But what is frightening is not the snake pits,
because they’re out in the open and people know about them. What is
frightening is what goes on in the name of orthodox and general
treatment. This is where I think so much damage is caused out of
ignorance and stupidity.

Hendin: In the way Martha deals with it, though, she gets quite a bit out of
her experience. Whatever she encounters in herself seems to be a source
of strength and insight. Do you think that this kind of experience has a
positive value?

Lessing: You’ve put a whole lot of things together there. In the first place,
Martha’s experience was not an account of mine. But it was similar in
some respects. Yes, of course, I got a lot out of it because you learn a great
deal about yourself. For one thing, one learns a lot about why some of
one’s nearest and dearest land in loony bins.

About the Briefing for a Descent into Hell, one of the starting off points
for that was that it occurred to me that so many of the things described by
people who are mad are the same. They use the same phrases. They're
fantastically stereotyped in fact, these experiences, and I was trying to
think of different interpretations. Now, it is quite possible that this is
distorted. It’s an attempt to express something which she’s trying to get
through, from somewhere else. It’s probable that there’s another dimen-
sion, very close to the one that we’re used to, and that people under stress
open doors to it, and experience it, in a very violent, unpleasant, or
dangerous and possibly permanently damaging way. Briefing for a Descent
into Hell was an attempt to suggest what in fact this experience could be.

Hendin: Going back to Martha’s experience in the novel, I always won-
dered—this experience she has occurs right after she has seen her mother
after so many years—since in describing it you mention the reproving
voice of the mother of childhood as being bound up with it, do you think
in some way the connection between...

Lessing: No, not necessarily. This figure, this reproving “do this, don’t do
that figure” is internalized, and I don’t think it’s got anything to do with
what time an actual mother turns up.

Hendin: I think that’s quite true. But I wonder, in some ways, if to Martha
the visit of the mother seems to ruin the time that she’s been having in
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London, and precipitates a kind of break in her conception of things.
Interesting that she sends her mother to her analyst. I thought that was a
wonderful scene.

Lessing: I must say, Martha’s not the only person to have done that. I've
heard about it quite often. It’s using your support figure to say to your
parent: “She says so and so.” It helps one out, I suppose.

Hendin: To move away a little bit from the novel, do you see something in
the way mothers and daughters get on together, and the way women of
one generation create or help create women of the next, as somehow
maintaining some particularly painful bond? In other words, are they self-
haters, who feel they must marry, but in some way don’t want to, but that
it’s inevitable? Is this something mothers contribute to their daughters?

Lessing: Well, every one of us has to live through our parents, and
ourselves, and come out the other side. I don’t know if that makes sense.
There’s no good sidestepping one’s parents.

Hendin: I think that’s true. But you've written so marvelously of the
friendships between women, and yet mothers and daughters in your
books don’t seem to get on very well, do they? I suppose that’s true in my
case as well.

Lessing: Bernard Shaw once said that mothers should bring up sons, and
daughters should be brought up by their fathers, because this was the
natural bond and the other was unnatural. I'm not saying I agree with
that, but it certainly does seem to be quite hard for parents and children
of the same sex to get on together. Not always, of course. But it’s a
problem.

Hendin: Why, would you say?
Lessing: Well, it’s biological, again. There’s nothing mystical about it.
Hendin: What'’s biological, the attitude?

Lessing: The daughter threatens the mother and the son the father, in
the most primitive and backward and animal-like way. You can observe it
in any herd of animals, let alone human beings. Most of our behavior is
not very advanced, is it? We like to fancy that it is. You can see the sort of
Competition going on between fathers and sons and mothers and daugh-
ters in any family. It’s quite a primitive sort of thing.
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Hendin: I think so. I always thought that Martha’s mother was one of the
most particularly envious and resentful mothers one could have.

Lessing: I think perhaps it was that generation. I don’t think that women
of this generation are so bad because most of them have work. They enjoy
their work much more, whereas it was much rarer for women of that
generation to have work. And that’s terribly important, not to be outon a
limb when you’re fifty, without anything to do. It seems to me that every
woman should be very careful that that shouldn’t happen, and nowadays
women are indeed very careful that that shouldn’t happen, and that’s why
things are better.

Hendin: In the beginning of The Golden Notebook, Anna says: “The point is
that as far as I can see everything is cracking up.” Did you have anything
particular in mind, or did she, at the time?

Lessing: Yes, it’s no more than what we’ve already talked about. It seems
to me that her and our civilization is falling apart. I think that this is what
is happening around us, as we sit here. We’re on the top of a slippery
slide, and what'’s going to be at the bottom I don’t know. Why am I talking
of it as if it’s in the future? It’s not in the future; it’s happening now.
We’re always talking about physical catastrophes. Just before I left Eng-
land I was listening to the radio, and there was the President of the World
Bank, or some such institution, calmly quoting figures of people who are
going to die this year, of hunger. I mean there are millions of people, two-
thirds of the people in the world, who don’t get enough to eat, and will be
stunted permanently by this, because as you probably know, if a child
doesn’t get the right protein at the right time, his brain will be perma-
nently stunted by it. Now this is a quite formidable fact, but they’re always
talking about catastrophes as if they are going to happen in the future.
Perhaps we should ask how bad does a catastrophe have to be before it
becomes a catastrophe.

Hendin: In the title story to your new book, The Temptation of Jack Orkney,
Jack Orkney, the main character, how would you describe him? Well, you
do describe him.

Lessing: I use fifty thousand words describing him, don’t I?
Hendin: I know. An old guard hero of the left wing, I suppose? No, that’s

too pejorative. But, at any rate, a dedicated socialist? When his father dies
he begins to dream of his own death in a way, and with a peculiar horror
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and sweetness at the same time bound up with it. But his personal tragedy
is played off against the tragedy in Bangladesh, and the protest that he’s
peen having to organize against it. Do you see a relation between the
personal loss and the public tragedy?

Lessing: Well, it is in the story, isn’t it? Not more than that, no.

Hendin: Well, again, I was wondering. There are two things really. First,
the relation between the public and the private, and the way these events
shape our dreams, our lives.

Lessing: I don’t know that this story is about the relationship between the
public and the private, you see. What I'm describing there is the person
who has been like a revolutionary or a left-winger all his life, and then
finds himself to be a member of the establishment. This happens to every
generation, of course. But what has happened, we see it very sharply in
England and Europe; 1 don’t know about here. It would be different here
because the era of McCarthy made a fairly thorough weed-out of your left
wing, but in England and in Europe, you would see in all countries, a
group of men and women, middle-aged men and women, who in their
prime were revolutionaries of one kind or another. I don’t mean to say
necessarily Communists. On the contrary. They could have been all kinds.
Or not even political. They could have been “world changers,” to use a
silly phrase. What has happened to them is what happens to everybody—
they’ve become institutions. Now, a set of mental attitudes shared in
common by this generation is fairly easy to describe. They’re all believers
that society can be endlessly manipulated to achieve good ends. I'm not
saying “socialists,” because they include people who aren’t socialists. They
were all rationalists and atheists of one kind or another, or most of them
were. They tended to have liberal ideas about sex, and so on. Very often
their private lives were quite different from their liberal theories. There is
a whole series of limited liberal attitudes, shared by all of them. Well, in
any place, take one of these men and confront him with the death of his
father—because such people tend to be petrified by the idea of death—
it’s not a fact that can be assimilated easily into their way of thinking. At
his father’s death he starts to dream, which he’s never done before in his
life. At the end of the story, this man has turned his back on an
opportunity that was offered to him of opening doors on himself, to
explore different ways of thinking. In the story he has a door opened for
him, even though he doesn’t want it; in fact he’s going to go on
dreaming. It is a pretty important door to have opened, because it’s a way
of learning a very great deal about oneself, and about this other dimension.
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Hendin: Dreams do seem to find more and more of a part in your work,

Lessing: I don’t think they play any more of a part than they have always
done. In The Grass Is Singing, for example, the first novel I ever wrote, they
play quite an important part. They’'ve always played an important part in
my life, you see. I've found them very useful in my work. In The Summer
Before the Dark, 1 built dreams right into the story, so that the way out for
this woman was in fact through her dreams of this magical seal that she
found on this hillside. I'm doing a lot of research on dreams at the
moment, and I read about it when anything comes my way. It’s possible
that we’re not asking the right questions about them, because, after all,
dreaming’s not a new phenomenon. It’s a capacity that human beings
have always had and in some cultures used quite consciously. Some
people in our culture use them quite consciously. There’s a great deal
already known about dreams if the scientists would like to look slightly
sideways from their straight and narrow path, and read and study what’s
already available. But unfortunately they do tend to be somewhat hide-
bound, many of them, and they’re not prepared to consider as evidence
material that doesn’t fit neatly into their own little boxes. However, I
think that even scientists seem to be improving in this direction. So I have
hopes. Let’s put it this way. I think a lot of research that is interesting is
quite a waste because a lot of it we already know. It’s already around, and
has been for thousands of years in fact.

Hendin: At one point, in describing Kate sitting in a restaurant, you say,
“She knew now, she had to know at last, that all her life she’d been held
upright by an invisible fluid.” Do you think that’s true of women in
general?

Lessing: Really it’s true of everyone in general. But it’s certainly true of
women because we’ve been taught to attract attention all our lives. You're
taught to be attractive and to dress attractively. For example, I notice that
Women'’s Lib women tend to be attractive and to dress attractively. They
don’t despise the attention-attracting devices that women have always
used. I'm not saying that they should. Far from it. I think a good deal of
the depression and the mental breakdown of the middle-aged women are
due to the fact they suddenly find they’re not able to command attention
the way they’ve always been able to command it. Let’s put it like this: an
attractive young woman finds it very hard to appreciate what she really is
from her appearance, because she has only to walk into a room, or to put
herself into an attention-getting situation, to find, in fact, that she can
regulate the kind of attention she gets, fairly clearly. You only have to
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discover the difference between what you really are and your appearance
when you get a bit older, which is a most fascinating experience. It really
is. I's one of the most valuable experiences that I personally have ever
had. A whole dimension of life suddenly slides away, and you realize that
what, in fact, you've been using to get attention, or command attention,
has been what you look like, sex appeal or something like that. Once
again it’s something that belongs to the condition of being a young
woman. It’s a biological thing, yet for half your life or more, you’ve been
imagining that this attention has been attracted by yourself. It hasn’t. It's
got totally and absolutely and unopposedly nothing to do with you. It
really is the most salutary and fascinating experience to go through. It
really is most extraordinarily interesting.

Hendin: What do you think of the Women’s Movement?

Lessing: Well, I know very little about it because I’'m not involved in it.
I've met some of the liberation women, and I like them very much
personally, but I really do feel that I've said all I have to say about this in
The Golden Notebook, and some of the things I said about Martha. One can’t
go on being preoccupied with the same problem, or the same set of
problems. I don’t want to say I'm bored by it, though that’s partly true. It’s
just that you work your way out of something, and you go on to something
else.

Hendin: Many of the women in the movement would feel that way too.
But I think they would see working their way out of it in maybe slightly
different terms. I have a feeling that you stress a kind of individualistic
approach, more than they would.

Lessing: Well, being a writer is a very individualistic thing, isn’t it?
Anyway, I'm not altogether sure that I hold with all this, the dogma that
everything has to be done in groups. This is only one of the ways of setting
up one'’s life or one’s politics. It’s a new dogma, you know, one has to be
In groups, but why?

Hendin: I think some of the most important parts of life are lived alone
and apart from everyone, men and women alike.

Lessing: That’s right.

Hendin: I once heard you lecture, and you described the situation of a
writer having to battle against and confront the world’s indifference. Did
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you find when you first started writing that there was an audience for your
work?

Lessing: You’re putting it very melodramatically. I put it much more
clearly than that. I said that when a writer starts, nobody has the slightest
interest in reading what he or she has to say, that a writer has to create an
audience. I didn’t say anything about battling or anything like that, which
I think adds to this somewhat romantic myth about writers being heroic,
battling away. I'm always against this romanticizing of situations or people
because as soon as you start doing that you lose the capacity to look at a
situation coolly, and to see what’s really going on. And there’s far too
much of this glamorization of writers and the writing situation.

Hendin: How do you feel about your own career as a writer?

Lessing: Well, I have right here a quotation which I took off the wall from
the wall-newspaper downstairs, and it reads: “The function of art is to
make that understood which in the form of argument would be incom-
prehensible,” and that was written by Tolstoy. And that is what I feel about
writing.

Creating Your Own Demand
Minda Bikman

Minda Bikman’s interview originally appeared in The New
York Times Book Review March 30, 1980. Copyright © 1980
by Minda Bikman. Reprinted with permission.

Bikman: | found The Marriages Between Zones Three, Four, and Five to be a
very different kind of novel from its predecessor, Shikasta.

Lessing: I can’t think of another novel like that one. It's more a sort of
legend than anything. It’s in that kind of territory, a legend or myth.
There’s never been a book that I enjoyed writing as much as that one. It
was a piece of cake, very unlike most of my books, which are agony. I
really loved it. When I finished, I was sad that it was ended. But the
relationships between these sorts of stylized men and women—that doesn’t
strike you as even somewhat comic? Which was my intention, slightly.

Bikman: No, I found the relationships all too real. You described so well
the problems men and women seem to encounter, the way people are
locked into their perceptions of how things should be. But I found it
rather sad that the Queen of Zone Three, the heroine of the novel, had to
endure such suffering because her way of living no longer worked for her
kingdom. I liked her way of life before it changed; I liked its lightness, its
sense of ease.

Lessing: You know, whenever women make imaginary female kingdoms
in literature, they are always very permissive, to use the jargon word, also
casy and generous and self-indulgent, like the relationships between
women when there are no men around. They make each other presents,
and they have little feasts, and nobody punishes anyone else. This is the
female way of going along when there are no men about or when men are
not in the ascendant. I'm not saying good or bad anything. I'm just saying
that this is so, whereas the natural male way of going about things is this
pompous discipline and lack of subtlety in relations. I've recently ac-
quired a thought—but not too seriously, of course—which is: is it possible
that women arrived on this planet from a different planet from men at



58 Creating Your Own Demand

some point? We have such difficulty in relating, in understanding each
other. It’s just possible we're different species altogether. Anyway, that
was the idea when I wrote the archetypes of male and female.

Bikman: It has been reported that when you started writing Shikasta you
thought it would be one book but that it expanded into five books. Is it
definitely five books? Do you have the next three planned?

Lessing: There’s no specific number at all. People have announced that
I'm doing three or five. I never had any such thought. What I think is that
with this kind of structure, there is nothing to stop me from going on
quite a bit until T get bored with it. Because there are all kinds of
possibilities. I finished the third one just the other day. It is about a Sirian
female offical who’s been one for many thousands of years, and the plot,
if you can use that word, is that she slowly discovers through those long
ages that, in fact, Canopus is a very much more highly developed empire
than Sirius [both Sirius and Canopus developed life on Shikasta] because
of course Sirius regards itself in many ways equally good. But this is how
she learns how much she might still learn. She is very much an official.
She is a bureaucrat, and she thinks like one. I made her a female because,
after all, female bureaucrats are innumerable now and I haven’t noticed
that they’re all that different from men in operation. Somewhere along
the line, female good qualities get lost very often when women are put
into positions of certain kinds of power.

I’'ve noticed over and over again in these dominantly male structures
that there are usually females tucked away, generally in subordinate
positions. In fact, they play an extremely important part which no one
recognizes—possibly not even they themselves. And I will quote an
example that demonstrates it. A friend of mine got ill in Russia and was in
hospital. It was a European hospital, with doctors on top, male and
female, and wards and the whole lot, just as we’re familiar with. But she
was struck more and more by the role played by the ward women, which
we do not have in this country. They weren’t nurses so much. They were
cleaners, and floated around—they brought meals and all that kind of
thing. They had an enormous influence, and everybody relied upon
them. Yet they were paid nothing at all, and nobody gave them much
respect. In fact, it became evident to her that these females were a kind of
bastion. Everything depended on these women for a sort of humanity and
decency. Whenever I went into a big organization, I would look for these
women. They can be anywhere, they can be at the top or the bottom, but
they provide a quality without which the whole thing wouldn’t exist. That
is in fact what I think women do generally.
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I don’t have the old kind of feminist thoughts that I used to have. I
mean, I've lost my moral indignation completely. 1 certainly try to
understand what is happening. That’s quite different from trying to think
what ought to be happening. The thing is that in trying to find what
happens, you come to some very interesting conclusions. And one of
mine is that this great suppressed class of women in fact keeps everything
going. They are what makes things run. I do so much hate the way women
who have children and run homes are put down all the time. Sometimes
you meet a woman with four kids and you say, “What are you doing?” and
she says, “Oh, I'm afraid I'm only a housewife.” It’s enough to make you
cry when you know the work this woman does, how hard she has struggled
with it all. Yet they’re so apologetic. They think they haven’t done
anything. It’s awful. There isn’t any harder or more demanding job, or
one that needs more quality. Middle-aged women, at the end of half a
lifetime of working with children and so forth, are the most highly
equipped people there are. They can turn their hands to absolutely
anything. They can cope with God-knows-what human situations with tact
and patience. I used this theme a little bit in Summer Before the Dark.

Bikman: In your novels, particularly the first four Children of Violence
books, you write so incisively of the forces that shape women’s lives.
Nearly every issue that the Women’s Movement in the United States has
raised in the past decade is discussed in those novels and, somewhat less
centrally, in the last Children of Violence book, The Four-Gated City. Do you
have any idea how you developed those perceptions?

Lessing: It would be enough to say I'm a woman, after all? You know, it
wasn’t my generation that invented feminism. My mother was a bit of a
feminist. In fact, it was born, I think, with the French Revolution. You see,
every generation suddenly invents everything.//

Bikman: Did the conditions of your growing up in Rhodesia contribute to
your perceptions?

Lessing: I had a very isolated childhood. There were various reasons why
I had to develop an extremely clear and critical mind. It was simply
survival. Which isn’t to say that T haven’t in my life been ridiculously
emotional. Without boring you with all the psychological details, my
position in the family was such that I was very critical, and fairly early on.
I had to be, because my mother and father were both in complicated
emotional states. I was under terrible pressure as a child, which is true of
every child, mind you, but I think it was slightly worse in my case. And



60 Creating Your Own Demand

then I was in this social set-up, which I disliked, this white-black thing. |
can’t remember a time when it didn’t make me uneasy, even when 1|
didn’t know why I was. I think most young people have an extremely clear
eye as to what goes on, but women, particularly, tend to lose it when they
become adolescents. Perhaps I lost it less than some. ’

Bikman: So you were able to see clearly the dynamic between white
settlers and the black population?

Lessing: I wasn’t clearly seeing it at all. It took many years for me to see it.
I think it had far more to do with the family set-up. I had to fight every
inch of the way against a very difficult family situation. I've got several
friends who had a fairly tough childhood, and every one of them has this
extremely clear critical eye about what goes on—which is not always a
good thing. It can make you very unhappy. You tend to be somewhat
bleak, which T am. I think a good many children are born looking at the
adult world—because they’'ve been forced into it—with an extremely cold
eye. And I had it, or I can’t remember any time I haven’t had it.

Bikman: Did you know when you began the Children of Violence series that
it was going to be five books?

Lessing: Yes, I knew almost at once that it was five books, roughly
sketched out in my mind. I didn’t know how it was going to end, of
course. It got less and less realistic as it went on. A good deal of it was in
fact autobiographical, but some of it was invented. I think most writers
have to start very realistically because that’s a way of establishing what they
are, particularly women, I've noticed. For a lot of women, when they start
writing it’s a way of finding out who they are. When you’ve found out, you
can start making things up.

Bikman: The idea of the perfect city appears in several of your books,
even as early as Martha Quest, when Martha has a vision of a golden city.
Shikasta, of course, is based on an ideal city that gives rise to harmony and
serenity. Before Shikasta, the idea seems to have been most fully stated in
The Four-Gated City. In writing Shikasta, did you consciously go back to The
Four-Gated City and take that moment and expand it into a full-length
book?

Lessing: No. You see, the whole concept of a city, four-gated or otherwise,
is so archetypal, so in the mythology of all nations, when you start look-
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ing. You will find it’s nearly always a metaphor for states of mind, states of
peing. Anyway, my thought is a serious query about the effect the
proportions of buildings have on the people who live in them. This is not
a metaphorical thought at all. This is a practical thought, which I think
about more and more. And I wonder if the violence, the antisocial
attitudes we associate with high-rise buildings, the tower blocks [a refer-
ence 1o London’s council flats, or public housing], might have something
to do not only with the fact that the people who live in them have no real
responsibility for the building as a whole—which is what I think the
sociologists have decided—but I'm wondering if buildings affect the
mentality of people in ways we haven’t begun to research. This is my
thought. This is my specific thought, not metaphorical. And I've used itin
Shikasta as a query because I'm not making statements. You know,
whenever one writes a book like Shikasta, it’s a series of queries—to my-
self, to other people—as ideas.

I think it will turn out that there is a whole science of building that we
know nothing about, that we might have lost and that ancient civilizations
might have known about. And that is how to affect the minds of people
living in buildings. Ordinary people who will regard such a thought as
“mystical” or silly will in fact say, “I cannot live in that house, it upsets me.”
Or they’ll say it has a ghost or something. This kind of thought goes on in
my mind at the moment. I can’t enter a building without wondering what
other aspects it may have. But we don’t know. Look at cathedrals. They
were built in ways which a great many people thought were very specific,
to produce certain states of mind. Yet we don’t think like that any more.

And this leads me to the other thought. It is a commonplace way of
thinking that we are the great high pinnacle of all kinds of sciences, but I
think, on the contrary, we have lost a great deal of knowledge from the
past. Far from being on a high pinnacle, we're on a very low level indeed,
in all kinds of ways. You mention buildings because they run throughout
my work. Now you can go through a writer’s work and say, “Writer X is
fascinated by the symbol”—I don’t know, a rose or a seagull. But what is
interesting is not that there should be a rose or a seagull or a teacup or
whatever, but what use is made of it, how it develops. Because it can be a
metaphor in one book and it can be something quite specific in another.

Bikman: Do younger women writers seek you out?
Lessing: Yes, they do, and I like that very much. I enjoy all that. Mind you

that T think women writers are pretty independent characters; they have
to be. I wish we could stop talking in terms of men and women writers.
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Our whole language, the way we think, is set up for putting things into
departments. We’ve got far more in common with each other than what
separates us.

Bikman: I had access to a file of reviews of your books. I was unpleasantly
surprised to see how often reviewers disliked your novels, especially the
earlier ones.

Lessing: A reviewer will write a half-damning review of a book, but if the
book turns out to have some lasting power, as The Golden Notebook has,
they’ll forget all about their reservations and talk about how marvelous
they thought that book was.

Bikman: The Golden Notebook—and you mention this in your introduction
to the book—was taken up by many readers as a bible of what you refer to
as the sex war.

Lessing: It was, and it was a great surprise to me. It shows how naive I was.
I was very nastily reviewed in most countries, in fact. They've now
forgotten that. It’s become a kind of boring, old classic, sitting there on
the shelf. And men were angry. Now I get letters from men all the time
about The Golden Notebook. But at one time it was classed as a “women’s
book.” You see, people are very emotional. If a book upsets someone
emotionally, they will very seldom come out with the real reason why
they’re upset. They’ll deflect it onto something else. They won’t say, “I'm
annoyed with this book because it described how I behaved to my second
wife.” They’ll say, “This woman is in bad taste. She’s got no sense of"—I
don’t know what, the proprieties or something.

Bikman: I'm also interested in what you said in The Golden Notebook about
the pressures in relationships.

Lessing: Living with someone is very, very difficult. How hard it is.
Solitude is that great, great luxury which you can hardly ever achieve.
People don’t like other people who are perfectly happy by themselves and
don’t want to get married and don’t want to do the things other people
find essential. I get letters from these marvelous women in the States—
I've got several pen pals—these naturally quirky, solitary and observant
women, and they write me incredible letters, which I adore getting. I
don’t answer them properly; I just write and say, “Thank you very much,”
which I genuinely feel. But there’s someone living in the middle of
America who writes these witty letters about why all her women friends
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have to get married all the time. It’s like a novel that goes on. I don’t
know why people say letter-writing is dead. There are people writing
letters by the ream.

Bikman: I've read that you wrote two novels before your first one was
Published. So you did start writing novels at a fairly early age?

Lessing: They were very bad. They really were quite appalling. I'll tell you
what I learned from it, though. One thing was fairly elementary. It was to
type, because the first novel was in longhand and I couldn’t read it back.
I wrote very fast, and I couldn’t read it. I just know it was awful. And the
other thing is that I can write if I get into the groove; if I set things up
right I can write easily. It’s a question of setting the stage or something.
You have to learn to set up the conditions that are right for you
personally.

Bikman: Aside from the novel you’ve just finished, which I think would
hold a special place—do you have any novel that is a favorite, that you feel
a lot of affection for?

Lessing: At the moment, I feel affection for The Marriages of Zones Three,
Four, and Five, but I don’t know how it will strike me in ten years’ time. I
might not like it by then. In the past, The Golden Notebook was the most
useful to me personally, as a sort of education. But then, every novel’s got
a different kind of part to play in your life. Some of my short stories I
think are pretty good. But writing short stores doesn’t change you the way
a novel does, because writing a novel is more of an intensive effort.

Bikman: Can we talk about the craft of writing?

Lessing: You're not going to ask me how many hours a day I spend
writing, are you? Time and again I get a novel sent to me which is nearly
good; my thesis is that talent is in plentiful supply but people don’t stick
with it. I send it right back and write, “Well, just do it again.” But they

don’t,

Bikman: So you feel there has to be a tremendous persistence?

Lessing: Yes, persistence. And you have to remember that nobody ever
wants a new writer. You have to create your own demand.
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Torrents: It has been said that since 1962, or since The Golden Notebook,
your work has changed direction, that it has inclined toward mysticism
and has changed radically.

Lessing: I don’t agree. I recently had to reread all my work for reprinting,
and in my first work, The Grass Is Singing, all my themes already appear.
Critics tend to compartmentalize, to establish periods, to fragmentize, a
tendency that university training reinforces and that seems very harmful
to me. At first, they said that I wrote about the race problem, later about
Communism, and then about women, the mystic experience, etc., etc.,
but in reality I am the same person who wrote about the same themes.
This tendency to fragmentize, so typical of our society, drives people to
crisis, to despair, and that is what I intended to describe in The Golden
Notebook. 1 always write about the individual and that which surrounds him.

Torrents: Yes, but along the way a person discards choices that don’t
work, politics, for example.

Lessing: [ have never thought that politics resolved anything, nor have I
ever defended any definite political position. I have simply limited myself
in writing about people who are active politically.

Torrents: Like you yourself. Have you thought of returning to Zimbabwe
now that things seem to be on the road to straightening themselves out?

Lessing: I do not intend to return. We served a certain purpose in the
1950s because we insisted on being witnesses to the problem of Rhodesia
and to the injustices that were committed there. At that time in England,
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there was talk of all the colonies except Rhodesia. There was a curtain of
silence that ran all the way to the left, which wasn’t able to understand
African politicians who quixotically believed in honor and were con-
vinced that in England they knew nothing of arbitrariness and repression
as practiced by the white colonists. Later African politicians learned that
honor has no place in the modern world.

Torrents: Your characters always go looking for new values, renouncing
old, traditional values and revealing the gulf that exists between public
values and private practice. It's a permanent search for one’s own
equilibrium.

Lessing: We all do that. Nobody now accepts established values and
everyone looks for personal morality. At least, that is, until we weaken and
return to the church, or to the churches.

Torrents: I don’t believe so. The majority still accepts for the sake of
convenience that which was traditionally established. What you propose is
to travel perpetually on a tightrope, and not everyone is so brave.

Lessing: Everybody that I know acts like this, including the time when we
were Communists and when we maintained a political morality. Personal
morality was exclusively private. We questioned everything, especially the
male-female relationship, and it's there on the left where feminine
liberation began to make this search, through this kind of critical doubting.

Torrents: But this constant exercising of moral judgment leads your
characters to complete loneliness.

Lessing: [ don’t believe that it would be a worse kind of loneliness than
that experienced by a married woman. One has to accept loneliness; it’s
the human condition, and no matter how many parties or churches we
belong to, we cannot deny this central truth. Political parties and reli-
gions are above all social structures, refuges. One must take risks and not
think of the loneliness that awaits us. Otherwise, life is impossible.

Torrents: You're very severe; you push your characters to the limit,
toward the point of irrationality where a sense of direction and accumu-
lated experience can't help us.

Lessing: But that isn’t a disaster, only a way of seeing things more clearly.
We all have extraordinary, non-rational capacities that we use to commu-
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nicate in a very subtle way. Without these the world would be destroyed.
Even physicians, who are the most obstinate in accepting this type of
experience, are beginning to work with the metaphysical. The best
scientists, those on the highest levels, always come closer and closer to the
mystical. Much of what Einstein said could have been said by a Christian
mystic, St. Augustine, for example. Science, which is the religion for
today, looks for the metaphysical, as with Catholics of old. Hence the
boom in science fiction, which reflects this preoccupation and which
moves in the world of the non-rational.

Torrents: You've always been interested in that. In Briefing for a Descent into
Hell, in your exploration of schizophrenia and of the savage treatment
that society dispenses to its “crazies,” you seem to follow Foucault
in considering that treatment to be the central metaphor of social
repression.

Lessing: Not entirely. I don’t believe, as does Szasz, that mental illness
doesn’t exist. It does exist, but it’s also true that the label corresponds to
the discomforts that it causes the establishment. I have read narratives
about war in which the protagonists, imprisoned or famished, experi-
enced sensations similar to schizophrenia, and this has made me think
that under certain conditions we could all exhibit signs of “abnormality.”
The dark is in us, and if we lower the barriers it will penetrate us and we’ll
show the symptoms.

Torrents: Your encounter with Idries Shah and Sufism was fundamental,
because it established your interest in the irrational. When did this occur?

Lessing: At the beginning of the 1960s and as a result of the experiences
that came to me in writing The Golden Notebook. When [ wrote that I was a
Marxist and a rationalist, but I experienced many things I could not
explain. I believe that people try to deny a large part of their experience
for fear of those who would call them crazy, but I decided the contrary. I
read a book of Idries Shah’s, The Searchers; 1 realized that it answered
many of my questions, and since then I have studied it sufficiently.//

Torrents: You have complained about the poverty of language as an
instrument.

Lessing: Words are contaminated, full of traditional associations, above
all in psychology, in religion, in the interior world.// Words such as “the
unconscious,” “the ego,” “the id”... They are few and they’re all con-

Nissa Torrents 67

nected with factions, with specific groups. Hence, 1 find myself forced to
write by analogy, in order to avoid the mundane. Memoirs of a Survivor is
the direct result of my meditating about the inadequacy of language. I
write as in legends or in fairy tales, by means of metaphors and analogies,
but it is necessary to be careful, because what is not realistic is slippery
ground. One must accumulate enough daily details in order that the
reader isn’t lost, since he requires the presence of mundane details so
that he can then respond to the irrational.

Torrents: Your questions about language coincide with those of the avant
garde, which you don’t belong to; though they start with different
presuppositions in trying to avoid the referential, they end in complete
obscurity. Do you believe that your work, increasingly private as it is, can
also end up so very obscure because of the lack of a common language?

Lessing: Not a single experience is totally private. What can happen to
you or to me can happen to many others, and that is my response to the
accusation of bourgeois individualism. Where is this individualism? No
one has exclusive experiences or thoughts.

Torrents: Progressive internalization has a surprising result, the appear-
ance of apocalyptic thought. In your most recent works there is evidence
of our proximity to the end, to an Armageddon that is very close.

Lessing: We are already living it. The newspapers this past week gave
some statistics from the FAO about infantile hunger. Some said that 37
million children will die before they are six months old, others 57
million, and this is without counting those who will die of malnutrition or
progressive infirmity. This is the apocalypse, here and now.

Torrents: Can something be done to stop this disaster?

Lessing: I'm not sure. People believe that the situation is controlled, but
this is not so. Some individuals can choose, but not groups or nations.

Torrents: You have frequently spoken about the writer’s “small personal
voice” and of your duty to describe the immorality of the system. Do you
still believe that this is possible?

Lessing: Possibly. Now I know that if I write faithfully what I think or feel
at a particular moment, then I'll get to the other matters. At times when [
write, my obsessions seem to me to be madness, but when I finish a book,
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it’s already almost a common situation, because everything changes so
rapidly. One can’t choose one’s readers; they choose us.

Torrents: But you have enjoyed the great talent of seeing things before
they happen, such as collective obsessions and talk about racism, or
feminism, or about putting the metaphysical before everything else....
I'd like to ask you about your working routine.

Lessing: Writing is habit. I have disciplined myself to write very fast in
short periods of time. It was the only way when my children were small
and I could write only when they were in school or playing in the street.
If I do not like what I write I discard it. I prefer throwing it away to editing
it.

Torrents: I’d like to speak about women and their roles as mates. In your
work there are many such women, but they’re never successful. Perhaps
the only relationship that can work is the fleeting one, the one-night
stand.

Lessing: It took me a long time to realize that 1 was not made for
marriage. If I had known beforehand, I could have saved myself much
sadness and anguish. As a young woman 1 believed that to lie down for
one night without the heat of a man’s body was a monumental disaster,
but I have slowly realized that it is not like that and have gone so far as to
be self-sufficient, which implies a great loneliness because the majority of
men, naturally, don’t like this attitude; it’s not needing them. I don’t
believe that it’s worth the effort necessary in order to get near a man, in
order to intend to form a couple. Men need to be taken care of, to have
their egos treated tenderly. They like to be the center and to push the
woman to the outside edge. Perhaps the young are different, more
flexible. Everything changes so rapidly! I lost much time looking for my
ideal man, my match, and now I believe that perhaps my failure lay in
trying to make the kind of search appropriate to another historical period
and that it’'s no longer possible. But I have women friends who are
attempting that. They treat men as men treat us. They are free, strong.
They demand sex, but when they reach thirty the biological urge pos-
sesses them. They want to have children and everything is gone, and then
they fall into a routine that will completely destroy them if they don’t
maintain their alertness.

Torrents: Men don't like it that we behave like them. Moreover, certain
forms of the Women’s Liberation Movement have hardened masculine
attitudes in the war between the sexes.
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Lessing: The danger is in confusing liberation of one with the submission
of another. T have a couple of liberated friends who have simply inverted
roles and have husbands as servants. The Yankee model!

Torrents: Can it be that marriage doesn’t work?

Lessing: The needs of adults and those of children are different. That
which is for us a dried-up institution, institutionalized frustration, is a
necessity for the young who require a stable home, a constant relation-
ship. They need their parents in a conventional way, the home and the
routine, and the couple that cannot confront those responsibilities
shouldn’t have children, because the only thing that they get, if they have
them, their problem children, is mental turmoil, much sadness.

Torrents: But what you say is terrible, because procreation implies de-
struction, more or less spectacularly, of the adult and his possibilities, a
total sacrifice.

Lessing: That has been my experience. The children who live only with
the father or the mother suffer indescribably. We don’t have the right to
get what we want at the expense of others, but people oblige themselves
in continuously seeking happiness as if they had a right to it. Perhaps a
happy marriage is possible, but only with a great effort, renewable
everyday, and people aren’t disposed to make the effort or the sacrifice.
We want it all to be simple, on a platter. As with prepared meals, soup in
packages, fish without fishbones. They sweeten everything and at the end
they all know it’s a trick. It’s not even necessary to chew! This is the sign of
our time—to avoid pain, to accept that which exists, to demand happi-
ness—but we have forgotten that no one owes us anything and that pain
and sacrifice are necessary to find the right path, for moral equilibrium.
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Bigsby: You once said there was a great deal that George Eliot didn’t
understand because she was moral. What did you mean by that?

Lessing: Well, T think she was a victim, like many of the women of that
time, of Victorian morality. Because she was “living in sin” with George
Lewes there was a great pressure on her to be good. I noticed the same
pressure on myself when I wrote The Golden Notebook. 1 am not being
paranoid; you have got no idea of the kind of attack I got. It was really
quite barbarous. They said I was a man-hater, a balls-cutter, particularly
Americans. I noticed enormous pressure on me to be feminine and to be
good and to be kind and sweet. Quite nauseating it was. I notice that
other women who have gone through the same pressure confess to the
same; they suddenly find themselves thinking, Oh God, I mustn’t do that
because they will say I am a balls-cutter. Well, this has already gone
because Women’s Lib has achieved so much. But to go back to George
Eliot, I would be very surprised if she wasn’t falling over backwards to be
good because of the pressure on her. I mean, it was no joke living in that
society. It must have been dreadful.

Bigsby: You mention that you were alarmed or surprised by the reaction
you got from men with respect to The Golden Notebook. Were you equally
alarmed by the reaction you got from women?

Lessing: Oh, you are quite wrong in thinking that I only got attacks
from men. I got a lot of support from men, from a few men, and the
most vicious attacks from women, on the lines that I was letting the
side down by revealing the kind of things that were said. T had never
thought on those lines at all. Not only had I not thought that I was writing
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a women’s book but it had never crossed my mind to think any-
thing of writing the kind of things down that I was writing. Women talk
like this. Men talk about women, letting off steam in locker rooms and
so on, but they don’t necessarily mean it. And when women sit around
and say these things they don’t necessarily mean it either; it is letting
off steam. It never crossed my mind when I wrote all that down, that
it hadn’t really been done before. I thought, How is it that I am get-
ting these violent reactions? What have I done? What have I said? And
when I started to look around I couldn’t think of any novels voicing the
kind of criticisms women have of men. Almost like breathing, you know,
so deep-rooted.

Bigsby: In an essay called “A Small Personal Voice” which, admittedly, you
wrote quite a long time ago now, you said that the highest point of
literature was the novel of the nineteenth century, the work of the great
realists. You also said that the realist novel was the highest form of prose
writing. What led you to say that then and why did you move away from
that position with The Golden Notebook and with most of your subsequent
work?

Lessing: | was wondering myself not long ago why I reacted so strongly—
something must have happened to make me react. I do remember having
that set of thoughts about the nineteenth-century novel. I mean, it was
magnificent, wasn’t it?> What they had was a kind of self-assurance which I
don’t think any one of us has got. Why don’t we have it?

Bigsby: Well, you did say that part of your admiration came from the fact
that they shared what you called a climate of ethical judgment.

Lessing: That's right. Well, they did. We don’t have anything like that.

Bigsby: On the other hand, you said of George Eliot that she didn’t
understand certain things because she was moral.

Lessing: Well, there was a kind of womanly certitude in George Eliot
which you would not find, let’s say, in Chekhov. There’s something tight
there in judgment. I admire George Eliot enormously, I am not saying I
don’t. But there is something too cushioned in her judgments.

.Bigsby: In talking about a climate of ethical judgment were you suggest-
ing that there is a necessary relationship between art and morality, or that
there should be, that art is a moral force in some way?
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Lessing: I don’t know if there should be. But if you write a book which
you don’t see as moral believe me your readers do, and that’s something
that T can’t ever quite come to terms with. Now The Marriages of Zones
Three, Four and Five T almost regard as outside judgment because it’s a
legend. It is full of forgiveness. Wouldn’t you say it was full of forgiveness?
An old warrior of the sex war simply shrugs his shoulders and gives up
and laughs; I mean, that is something.

Bigsby: Yes, I think it is, but reverting to this question of why you admire
the nineteenth-century novel, why did you yourself move away from that
tradition which you wanted to claim early on?

Lessing: Because it's too narrow, that’s why, because we have gone
beyond it. Let’s take Anna Karenina. What a marvelous book! It is all about
the social problems which existed in a very narrow, bigoted society and
which was completely unnecessary. In fact, a good deal of Victorian
fiction can be classified like that. Look at Hardy, for example. These
tragedies are mini-tragedies because they derive from fairly arbitrary
social conditions; they are not rooted in any human nature. When you
finish reading Anna Karenina you think, My God, here is this woman
ruined and destroyed because of this stupid, bloody society and it does
make it a smaller novel in my opinion. Because it is Tolstoy it is full of the
most marvelous things but in actual fact the basic story is a story about
nothing, about a local society, a very local, temporary set of social
circumstances. My train of thought was that we now live with our heads in
the middle of exploding galaxies and thinking about quasars and quarks
and black holes and alternative universes and so on, so that you cannot
any more get comfort from old moral certainties because something new
is happening. All our standards of values have been turned upside down,
I think. Not that I don’t think life doesn’t do that for you anyway because
it seems to me there is a process of losing more and more conviction all
the time. I really did have very firm opinions about all kinds of things
even fifteen years ago, which I am unable to have now because the world
has got too big, everything is too relative. What’s true in one society isn’t
true in another. What is true for one time isn’t true five years later.

Bigsby: So in fact there are no fixed moral standards.

Lessing: No, I don’t think there can be any fixed moral standards. I mean,
you can pay lip service to a fixed moral standard because it saves you
trouble, which I am perfectly prepared to do. I have got a different
attitude towards hypocrisy, perhaps.
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Bigsby: Yet isn’t there a strong moral drive in your work, a sense of trying
to stop a headlong rush towards disaster by deflecting your reader away
from a dangerous path.

Lessing: When you say that, it sounds as though I believe I can do it.
Bigsby: I half-think you do.

Lessing: | think in the past I have had some such thoughts, that if enough
writers write this, which God knows we do, if enough writers say, “For
God’s sake, look at what is happening,” things might change. But I have
gone back to a thought I had in the Children of Violence series right at the
beginning. I reread Martha Quest recently. Do you remember the passage
when she stands at the door and watches the prisoners walk past in
handcuffs and thinks that this has been described now in literature for so
long and nothing has changed. Well, you know, this is a very terrible
thought for a writer to have, and this is another of these complexes I live
with because with one-half of myself I think T don’t see the point of it, I
don’t think we change anything.

Bigsby: That is the function of art then, is it, to change reality or to
change the way people perceive reality?

Lessing: I think the function of real art, which I don’t aspire to, is to
change how people see themselves. I wonder if we do. If we do it is very
temporary. Let’s go back to the Russians. You can say that Turgenev and
Tolstoy and all that crowd of giants, in fact, changed how people saw
themselves. They did, but to what end? Because look at the Russians now.
I have just finished reading a book called The Russians, by an American
correspondent in Russia, and it is very clear there is very little difference
between a communist society and a capitalist society. I think perhaps the
communist society is worse, but there isn’t very much difference; they
ha.ve got a new ruling class, a differently based class, but it is a highly
Privileged class that has got every intention of hanging on to its privileges,
and a whole mass of serfs who get very little. And, as for freedom, there is
as little of it as there was under the czars. So you ask yourself, I ask myself,
if you can have a blaze of marvelous writers, which they had, all shouting
the same thing, which they did, in one way or another, and yet they have
so little effect, what then?

Now it so happens that T am a writing animal and I can’t imagine myself

Not writing; I literally get quite ill if T don’t write a bit. Perhaps that is my
Problem and not anyone else’s.



74 The Need to Tell Stories

Bigsby: But I wonder if in a sense you don’t compound that determinism.
Take a book like Shikasta. Contained in it is a version of world history,
history as pathology, as degeneration, as movement towards catastrophe.
But we discover that that movement is not chance, it is not arbitrary; it is
actually the result of intervention, of manipulations by various distant star
systems. That being so, aren’t you proposing a determinism in which it is
impossible to resist this onward movement because it derives from outside
of humanity?

Lessing: Well, you see, this is what I think I think, or what I think now. I
don’t know what I will think in ten years’ time. I think, in fact, that we do
not have much influence on events, but we think we do, we imagine we
do. There is a marvelous Sufi story about the mouse who, through a series
of accidents, becomes the owner of a cow. It has the end of a rope which
goes around the cow’s neck in its mouth and as the cow wanders out
across the countryside it cannot control the cow. But as the cow stops to
eat some grass it shouts, “That’s right, eat up some grass,” and when the
cow turns left it shouts, “That’s right, turn left.” Well, this is what I think
we’re like because it seems to me self-evident. I know that is arrogant, but
just look at the course of events. We are continually, and by “we” I am now
talking about politicians, suggesting decisions to cope with the results of
other decisions which have turned out quite differently from what was
expected. We do not plan, we do not say what is going to happen.

Bigsby: And is there a governing manipulative force behind this?

Lessing: No, I don’t think so. But I do not see humanity as the great
crown of all creation. Let’s put it this way: we are sending rockets at this
moment around Jupiter. Why do we assume that we are the only people
with technological knowhow when the astronomers and physicists talk in
terms of planets, many many hundreds of thousands of inhabited planets.
I mean, it is not some lunatic novelist who is talking. The novelist now
cannot keep up with the physicists in what they say.

Bigsby: Isn’t there a danger, though, that if you accept this view you are in
fact advising people that there is no point in playing a role in the social
world or indeed in attempting to intervene in history at all? You are
inviting them to be supine in the face of violence.

Lessing: No, I am not. Certainly I would never have anything to do with
politics again unless I was forced at the point of a gun, having seen what
happens.
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Bigsby: Early on in your work you were interested in the problem of the
individual’s relationship to the group; that is, you had a conception of the
individual as apart from the group and then negotiating his or her
relationship with it. But isn’t individuality without meaning once you
acknowledge sheer determinism?

Lessing: No, I don’t see that at all. I mean, this is a very ancient
philosophical debate. Can you have free will if God has planned every-
thing? Well, the answers to that, as you know, have been going on for
centuries, particularly in the West.

Bigsby: But your view has changed, hasn’t it, because even in the Children
of Violence series at the beginning Martha Quest is very much the focus of
the book: things are filtered through her sensibility. But in the last
volume, which I presume you hadn’t actually predicted when you started
writing the sequence, we move through catastrophe to a situation in
which Martha Quest disappears from the center of the novel, and she
disappears because the situation has changed fundamentally and she
exists only insofar as she serves the perpetuation of the race in some
sense. It is the sheer survival of the group that becomes the important

thing at that stage. The individual has been reduced by the impact of
history.

Lessing: But she has lived her life and has influenced events and
individuals.

Bigsby: Yes, but in the context of a deterministic move towards catastro-
Phe. In your later books individuals seem to be admired to the extent that
they realize that their chief function is to submerge themselves in a
geflerality. You talk about moving from “I” to “we,” as though a state of
being “I” were in some sense undesirable, something to be transcended.

Lessing: I am really not chopping logic. 1 think that the individual is
extremely important. I think the individual is more and more important
In what we are going into, which is horrific. I do think that what matters is
er)lution. [ think that the human race is evolving probably into some-
thing better through its usual path of horror and mistakes because when

ave we ever done anything else, when has history ever shown anything
different?

Blg.sby: So history isn’t pure pathology; it reaches some kind of critical
Point of regeneration.
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Lessing: I don’t think like this. I find it very difficult. You keep saying
things are different from each other. You see it as either/or. While there
is something in me which I recognize is uniquely me, and which obviously
interests me more than other things and which I am responsible for, at
the same time I have a view of myself in history, as something which hag
been created by the past and conditioned by the present. And when I die
I will have left something, for good or for bad, not because I am a writer
but because I am alive. In the mid-’50s 1 was preoccupied with the
relationship between an individual and political groups because all the
people I knew at that time, or nearly all of them, were political in one way
or another; they were either Communists, or ex-Communists, or Labour
Party. Also, don’t forget it was just after McCarthy in America and I had a
lot of American friends and they were very preoccupied with the way they
had either given evidence to the Committee or had refused to give
evidence. This whole problem of the individual and the group was very
strong at that time and in that particular form.//

Bigsby: There was a time when you accused Beckett and others of making
what you called “despairing statements of emotional anarchy”: and you
said that “the pleasurable luxury of despair, the acceptance of disgust,
is as much a betrayal of what a writer should be as the acceptance of the
simple economic view of man,” and you identified both of these ap-
proaches as a kind of false innocence. Is that a view that you would hold
now, and what exactly is the writer’s function then if that isn’t his
function?

Lessing: Well, I don’t hold those views now. About the simple economic
view of man, of course I hold that; that was a specific statement about a
communist view of literature. About the other I don’t remember. You see
I don’t remember the emotion that made me write that. I don’t remem-
ber why I said those things about writers that I admire. So that has gone.
What any writer should do is to write as truthfully as possible about
himself or herself as an individual because we are not unique and
remarkable people. Over and over again I have had the experience of
writing themes that I thought were quite way out and I have discovered,
simply by the letters I get, or because ideas surface, that I have been on a
fairly low-class common wavelength. Over and over again I have written
ideas down that shortly afterwards have become commonplace. I am
saying it exactly like that because I don’t want to make it sound something
high class. But I do think I have sometimes a sensitivity to what is going to
come in five years' time, and it happened with The Golden Notebook, for
example, when I didn’t know I was writing what I was writing.
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Bigsby: When you made that comment about Beckett you also said that
the writer must become a humanist, feel himself an instrument for
change, for good or bad: “it is not merely a question of preventing an evil
put strengthening a vision of good that will defeat evil.” That puts enor-
mous weight on art; art becomes an instrument for good in some way.

Lessing: I wouldn’t say that at all now because I don’t know what good
and evil is. I think now that if writers write really truthfully (it is very hard,
you know, to be truthful, actually) you will find that they are expressing
other people.

Bigsby: You have had a sense that the human mind is changing, or the way
that we perceive reality is changing; you were suggesting that this might
be a result in part of advances in physics. Does that really filter down to
the individual, or in what other ways is our sense of reality different now,
being perceived differently?

Lessing: Well, I don’t think it is filtering down as fast as it ought, and I
think the reason why it doesn’t is a fault in the education system. I am not
talking so much about the new ideas in physics, but sociological ideas,
some of which are quite shattering in their implications. And they should
be taught to children. I think the child should be taught that you may
easily find yourself in your life in a situation where you can behave as
Eichmann did—I am using Eichmann simply because he is a symbol for
mindless obedience. Eighty-five percent of all people, it has been proved,
can be expected to behave like this. You may find yourself in such a
situation and you must now think about it and prepare yourself for such a
choice. In other words, give children choice; don’t let them be precipi-
tated into situations that might arise. And then there is this whole
business about thinking and acting as an individual instead of as a
member of a group because we now know that very, very few people, a
negligible number, are prepared to stand up against a group they are a
part of. This has been proved over and over again, by all kinds of
€Xperiments; if you put a certain number of people together, people will
do anything rather than stand out against it. And it explains, for example,
why certain advances of knowledge get accepted with such reluctance. We
have discovered a whole armory of facts about human nature since the
Second World War. Because of the horror of the Second World War and
Wh'at we discovered human nature was capable of, research has been
going on in universities all over the world in this field. We now know what

We are really like. There is also a great deal of knowledge about how
groups function.
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Bigsby: It seems to me actually that that is a running theme in your work,
the need to escape the definition that has been offered to you as a
member of a particular group, a race or a country, or in some sense as a
sex—the need to escape the type that is offered to you.

Lessing: We live in a series of prisons called race, class, male and female.
There are always those classifications.

Bigsby: But equally, 1 think, in the most recent books, you seem to be
urging the breakdown of divisions within the sensibility as well, divisions
between the mind and the imagination, the body and the spirit. Intuition,
for example, which is usually treated with skepticism, becomes a real
force. To feel something is not presented in your work as in some sense
reductive; it actually has meaning. Feeling is a genuine response.

Lessing: It is interesting, you use the word feeling to cover both emotion
and intuition. Because intuition has been banished from our culture,
emotions are spread to include it, whereas in actual fact I think there is
thinking and there are emotions and there is intuition which is something
quite different. It is fascinating. You see it on television, for example, in
God knows how many series. For example, Star Trek. Mr. Spock has no
emotions and therefore he is handicapped, but the good Earth people
have emotions and therefore they are on a higher level. The word
emotion has been spread to include intuition and this is how we get
round it. Intuition is not the property of women or of sensitives; every-
body has intuition but somewhere in the past, probably in the Renais-
sance, there was an unspoken agreement to banish intuition. But none of
us could operate for five minutes without it. I think we all use it all the
time.

Bigsby: When you talked about evolution did you mean the intensifica-
tion of those abilities which have decayed. Are you actually anticipating
the restoration of these abilities or the intensification of them?

Lessing: I think any human being can, if he watches and listens, use them
now. It takes practice.

Bigsby: Is that the appropriate moment to ask you about Sufi?

Lessing: Yes, it probably is. I became interested in this because I had to
recognize that what I had experienced and what I was thinking and
feeling had got nothing whatsoever to do with my philosophy. This
happened when I was writing The Golden Notebook. Writing that book in
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the form I did forced me to examine myself in all kinds of ways. I was
writing about experiences that I had never had. I have had some of them
since, let me tell you, but I had to recognize that the way I thought then,
my philosophy, was absolutely inadequate. I either had to pretend that I
didn’t have the experiences I had, or thoughts I had, or admit them
openly. I think enormous numbers of people do this. There comes a
poim where they have to make a choice and a lot of people decide to
forgetit. When I got to that point and I examined how I was thinking, the
whole progressive package (which is shorthand for all the ideas the young
people have now as if they are programmed, which they are—they are all
materialists, and socialists and semi-Marxists or something of the kind and
there is a whole set of ideas that go together). I decided I could no longer
live with it so I started looking around. Now the interesting thing about
that—I have described that in The Four-Gated City—is that 1 simply read
extensively in areas which were regarded then as quite kooky, though
they are not so much now because, in fact, they have got quite trendy.

I did an immense amount of reading and I came up with certain basic
facts. One basic fact was that our education was extremely lacking
informationwise. You could be brought up in this culture and not know
anything at all about the ideas of other cultures. We are brought up with
this appalling Western arrogance, all of us. This is the reason I am glad I
haven’t been educated because it seems to me almost impossible not to
have this arrogance if you are brought up inside the Western education
system. The other idea I came up with was that if I was going to do this
seriously, explore this area, it was a dangerous thing to do it without a
teacher; people go crazy and they go wandering off. God knows what they
don’t do. They go off to Katmandu, etc. So I took a great deal of trouble.
I am nothing if not obsessive, perfectionist, and boring when I am faced
with this kind of situation, and I put a great deal of time and trouble into
!Ooking for a teacher. I went through some experiences which were quite
Interesting, making mistakes, and then I found Sufism as taught by Idries
Sh.ah, which claims to be the reintroduction of an ancient teaching
suitable for this time and this place. It is not some regurgitated stuff from
the East or watered down Islam or anything like that. And I read a book
Called The Sufis, which I knew was on its way. | waited for it and read it and
thOl.lght simply, This is where I might find what I am looking for because
n}lly ideas .were there and no other place; there was no other place for
; ér}?r.isltid;: Illocta:?ltntt) to t;(.ec.ome‘ a Christ’ian mystic. | F(?uldn’t possibly be
in e - . e religious; I haven’t got the rellglous temperament
v y. it is eITla}nded of )./ou. In parentheses, again, Christianity is a
Bu?g}rs?st:izz?tlvrjhgmna In Hmdu.ism you do not have to be emotional.
There oo Othe/r [}fir:;l?t;;nd:rr::rtlxgr(l)?l response, an.d I couldn’t do that.

s you a totally intellectual response,
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and 1 couldn’t do that. What I have found is the beginnings of a way of
looking at things which unfolds as you go on, and if that is an annoying
phrase I can’t help it. You discover all the time. It is not an easy thing.

Bigsby: You said that you couldn’t be religious, but is your outlook
pantheistic or does it posit some sort of ultimate being?

Lessing: Is it any help if I say, yes, it believes in God? So what. Do you see
the point I am making? Supposing I said it didn’t believe in God? What
then? Supposing I said it believed in the Devil? These are words, they
don’t mean anything.

Bigsby: But it does talk about oneness, doesn’t it? Is the sense of the
oneness, not actually a being external to the self but in a sense the
aggregate of the selves, is that what it means by unity?

Lessing: Perhaps I don’t know either. T am still at the beginning of it. You
start off shedding prejudices and preconceptions. If I say “mysticism” or
“Sufism” I don’t know what your particular set of associations is, but they
are likely to be something like the Maharishi, Mantras, Yoga, chanting,
dancing up and down, and Islam, something like that, because that is the
culture we live in. You begin by shedding the ideas that you have, many of
them unconscious. Let’s take the word “teacher.” A teacher is someone
who stands at the end of the room on a dais and he lectures to you. But
you see this is not a teacher as I have experienced it; it is something quite
different, but it takes a long time even when you have accepted that
intellectually, to translate it into how you experience what is happening,
because all the time, unconsciously, you are thinking, Ah, one day the
guru will announce, “My child, this is the truth.” Now I am caricaturing a
very deeply rooted psychological need, and I was quite shocked to find
how deep it is. One of the things that Shah says is that we are taught all the
time in this culture that we are not conditioned, that we are free, that we
have made up our own minds all through our lives about what we believe,
and that we are here as a product of various acts of will made throughout
our life. He will simply say, “I am sorry but this is not so, and in actual fact
you have been programmed to want authority; you want to be told what t0
do, you want a guru, you want something to belong to, you want rules.”
Now when he first says this to you, you say, “Oh, come,” but then you ar¢
put in a situation where you find out that it is true and very humiliating it
is, because it is true. I did want all those things. Well, now, please God, 1
don’t. But the thing is you learn to shed all the time, not through an
intellectual process at all; all the time you are put into situations where
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ou see the truth about yourself and it isn’t at all pretty, actually. Tt is
pumiliating.

Bigsby: It seems to me that The Marriages of Zones Three, Four and Five is
actually suffused with this kind of thought. Isn’t it about the breakdown of
these kinds of assumptions, the recognition of a determinism?

Lessing: You keep talking about determinism. It is the opposite that I
have experienced.

Bigsby: Well, ALIth, the princess, receives a summons. It is a summons
which really doesn’t immediately operate on the conscious mind, but on
the subconscious mind. It is a summons which must be obeyed. There is
no scope for denial. That is what I mean by determinism; her actions are
determined quite apart from her own sensibility. Now isn’t that what you
were just talking about, the recognition of that determinism? And indeed
the recognition becomes a kind of moral act; it is what you pay, it is what
you owe, the recognition of an element of determinism.

Lessing: I don’t think that Marriages is a description of Sufi attitudes,
unless what [ have learnt has become very unconscious and has come out
differently. But I am not at this moment qualified to judge. One cannot

judge the processes of sea change until later. In ten years’ time I might be
able to.

Bigsby: But one thing that ALIth has to learn sounds very close to what
you are describing. You are saying that the individual has to learn to see
himself outside of the group, outside of that set of assumptions. This is
what Al.Ith herself has to learn; she has to move outside the group in
which she feels so much at home, and for whom she in a sense resonates.

Lessing: I hadn’t thought of it in those terms, but I suppose so.

Bigsby: And the marriage which is contracted and the subsequent marriage,
as .there are two, isn’t that the marriage of two people who are themselves
being forced out of their set of presumptions? And presumably some kind
of new quality is coming out of that, some third thing which pulls those
Zones together or breaks down the barriers between them.

Le.Ssmg: Yes, but let me do something different about this book. It was
;Vrlt.ten out of this experience. When I was in my late thirties and early
orties my love life was in a state of chaos and disarray and generally no
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good to me or to anybody else and I was, in fact, and I knew it, in a pretty
bad way. Unconsciously I used a certain therapeutic technique which just
emerged from my unconscious. I had an imaginary landscape in which |
had a male and female figure in various relationships. And don’t forget
this was twenty years ago or so and this whole business about what men
are and what women are was a question of debate and, of course, it still is,
I made the man very strong as a man, responsible for what he had to do
and autonomous in himself, and I made the woman the same because |
was very broken down in various ways at that time, and this went on for
some years in fact. And then I read about it; it is a Jungian technique.
They tell you that if you have some part of you which is weak, you
deliberately fantasize it strong, make it as you would like it to be. Now the
fact that when I wrote it it turned out somewhat differently has got
nothing to do with it; this book goes right down into me pretty deep. How
and why, I really don’t know. This book is the result not of any theories or
ideas, but of some pretty close work of the imagination on my experience
of the past.

Bigsby: Why did you take so long to get round to writing it down, if it
came out of that experience?

Lessing: I suppose it went underground and came out in this form. It was
marvelous to write this book. I really enjoyed writing it because it was so
easy, and there is a level that I hit and I wrote it out of that level. It will
never happen again.

Bigsby: Can I revert to asking you a question about novel-writing and the
structure of the novel? The “Free Woman” section of The Golden Notebook
is a conventional novel, but the book as a whole is about the inadequacy
of the conventional novel in that it is about the complexity that has to be
rendered down finally into a fixed form. Isn’t that reductiveness in a sense
unavoidable, whatever technique you are using? In that novel you were
drawing attention to the problem, but drawing attention to the problem
doesn’t solve the problem. Is it a solvable problem? Isn’t art always
reductive?

Lessing: Yes, it is, but that is why we are all breaking the form, we have to
break it. The fivevolume or three-volume realistic novel seems to me
dead—the family novel. Well, maybe it is not dead, but I am not inter-
ested in it. [ am much more interested in a bad novel that doesn’t work
but has got ideas or new things in it than I am to read yet again the perfect
small novel. I read somewhere the other day that in 1912 in China when
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the civil war was all around they were still writing the most exquisite little

oems about apple blossoms and so on, and I have got nothing against ex-
quisite little poems about apple blossoms and I very much enjoy reading
the small novel about emotions in the shires, but I do regard it as dead.

Bigsby: Is that why you have responded so enthusiastically to science
fiction? You said in the introductory note to Shikasta that it enables you to
be both experimental and traditional, in a way that I suppose Marriages is
pecause there is a recognizable traditional element there.

Lessing: I think that is a traditional book. I think it is almost a timeless
sort of book, where Shikasta is a mess, but at any rate it is a new mess.

Bigsby: Marriages is a sort of legend or myth?

Lessing: Well, yes, I have been fascinated with science fiction and space
fiction because it is full of ideas. In science fiction the real scientist who
writes it will produce some scientific idea and take it to its logical
conclusion and say, “Well, if you do this, that will happen,” and so on,
which I find fascinating, though very often I can’t follow the science. And
I am sure that this genre of science fiction has educated a whole
generation of young people into thinking scientifically, which they cer-
tainly don’t get where they’re taught.

Bigsby: In the prefatory note to Shikasta you seem to suggest that the
novelist is driven beyond realism because reality itself has become more
fantastic. I wonder if that is really the reason or whether, at least in your
case, it isn’t because you believe that reality is more dense, more pro-
found, more various than we usually assume; in other words, reality has

hot changed. What has been failing is our perception of the fact that it has
been this.

Lessing: This is true, of course, because our view of ourselves changes all
the time. Sometimes this view is based on some kind of mythical frame-
work, legendary framework, like people we describe as backward, or it
€an be based on fact. We like to think of ourselves as based on facts, but
the facts are becoming so extraordinary.

Bigsby: I don’t know that they are any more extraordinary now than they
Used to be. For people who believed that the earth was flat it must have
been quite a staggering thing to discover that it wasn’t. In a sense
Contemporary reality is much less extraordinary than that. We are now
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attuned to absorb almost anything within very rapid time. It becomes part
of our world view. A few hundred years ago it would take a century to ge(
people to accept things.

Lessing: Yes, that is true, I suppose. Things have speeded up so fast that
we can cope with it.... There is a point I want to make about writing, or
telling stories. It is a thought that I can’t come to terms with: why do we
tell stories? What is the function of the storyteller? We never stop telling
ourselves stories. It is the way we structure reality; we tell stories all day,
don’t we? And when we go to sleep we tell ourselves stories because a
dream is a story, maybe sometimes very logical and straightforward and
sometimes not, but there is something in us that needs stories. I heard
someone on the radio the other night say that the dream is a way of
reprogramming our minds. This is a theory, but when somebody sits
down to write a novel, we don’t know what we are doing. Why does
humanity have this need?

Bigsby: In fact storytellers play an important part in Marriages, don’t they?
The narrator is a professional storyteller; that is, his cultural function is a
storyteller, isn’t it? A singer of songs.

Lessing: | wanted one voice so I had to think who was likely to have that
one voice. I couldn’t have either Al.Ith or Ben Ata because they were too
partial, or even my lovely servant, who I adore.

Bigsby: You have an interest in the realm of the subconscious and to some
extent what is now called paranormal. Now that is not just as metaphor, is
it? You mean that literally?

Lessing: Yes, literally. It is what I have experienced and what a lot of other
people have experienced.

Bigsby: Telepathy, for example.

Lessing: Yes, I have experienced telepathy, but then I think a great many
people do. I think we are probably at it all the time without knowing it.
Ideas flow through our minds like water all the time. But my interest in
the paranormal is not as kicks. I used to be terribly fascinated, but now I
try to use it in a very quiet, sober sort of way. For example, I keep a diary
wheré I note down the odd events, like coincidences and things, that I
think are going to happen whether they do or not. I am quite objective
about that, T don’t make things up. I use dreams all the time. I have done
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since I was a child. I use dreams in my work because I get ideas or I get
warnings in my dreams about people or situations. I don’t know if that

oes under paranormal or not, but humanity has been using dreams ever
since it was born.

Bigsby: Moving to your more recent books, there are constant images of
devastation, but on the other hand humanity seems to come out the other
side of that devastation. It was true, of course, of The Four-Gated City. But in
the latest books you move towards a simple faith, isn’t it, in something not
fully perceived? Obedience to some sort of cosmic will?

Lessing: I don’t know about obedience. Do you choose to have
obedience?

Bigsby: But I think you use the word “faith” yourself. That is what finally
they are left with.

Lessing: I thought a lot about putting that word in because it has got
religious connotations.

Bigsby: What is it they are believing in, then?

Lessing: Since the history of man began, has there been anything else but
disaster, plagues, miseries, wars? Yet something has survived of it. Now
our view is, of course, that we’re onwards and upwards all the time. I just
have an open mind about all that. But I do think that if we have survived
so much in the past we are survivors, if nothing else, and if nothing else
we are extremely prolific. Has it ever occurred to you how prolific we are?
We are worse than rabbits. We just breed; the world is full of babies. I like
to think some of them will survive, perhaps even better. Also, is it possible
that the radiation that we are going to inflict upon the world might make
us mutate? We don’t know. There is now a theory that the dinosaurs died
out not because of a shift of climates, but because of a different kind of
radiation. We are bombarded by different kinds of radiation. Neutrons
Pour through us as we sit here, did you know? Well, you see, we don’t
know what else pours through us and how we might react to a different
kind of medicine.

Bigsby: So this is faith?

Lessing: Optimism.
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Dean: You spent your formative years growing up in Rhodesia with
English parents who imagined, at least half the time it seemed, that they
were still in England. Was it a happy childhood?

Lessing: No, it wasn't at all. Fighting every inch of the way I was. No, I had
to. It was nobody’s fault. You have to get to be old like me before you can
look back and understand your parents, and now I'm desperately sorry
for my mother particularly.

Dean: You were a late developer and had no formal education as we
understand it, leaving school at fourteen.

Lessing: That’s right.

Dean: Why?

Lessing: Well, it was part of fighting my poor mama. I went off and I was
what is now called an au pair girl. I was a nursemaid in fact for about two
and one-half years in Salisbury. I didn’t mind the work, because I liked
looking after babies, but it was an awful waste of time. Then T went back
and I wrote a novel or two on the farm, very fast and very bad.

Dean: What kind of novels?

Lessing: //One was a very mannered artificial book about Salisbury social
life. I was seventeen.

Dean: Was there a political edge to your writing then?

Lessing: No, it was bad social satire.
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Dean: I'm interested to know why and how you became different? I mean,
the prevailing wind of that culture which was white supremacy wasn’t
questioned I should imagine by the people you lived with.

Lessing: People say how remarkable it is that you saw through all that
color-bar thing when you were so young. I do not feel that this was due to
anything innate, anything on my part at all. I think it was simply that I had
to be critical about everything, all my life. I can’t remember any time in
my life where I wasn’t sitting looking at the grown-up scene, for example,
and thinking, This must be some great charade they’ve all agreed to play.
I was always seeing through what went on. That was the makings of a
critic, you see. Now this is a bad thing as well, because it can be very
sterile.

Dean: There’s an epigraph to your first novel, The Grass Is Singing, which
goes | think, “it is by the failures and the misfits of a civilization that one
can judge its weaknesses.” Have you always felt yourself sitting in judg-
ment of your civilization?

Lessing: You see, this is a very crucial question. Yes, I have, and perhaps
it’s not much use, but I think it was the way I was brought up. You must
imagine my parents who were Tory and admiring Churchill when he was
still some pain in the neck, you know, but soon afterwards he became a
kind of cherubic saint with a cigar. He was no good, you see, because he
prophesied the Second World War and said we should prepare for it and
my parents who suffered terribly from the First World War, their entire
lives were ruined by it, were torn up, you know. They were anguished by
the approaching war and that no one was doing anything about it.
Imagine them sitting in the middle of the bush—our nearest neighbors
were three, four, seven miles away, listening to the BBC, eight o’clock
news and Big Ben and angry because of English politics. I can’t remember
a time when I haven’t heard people discussing politics. This was probably
my earliest education.

Dean: You must have read widely and I'm sure voraciously as a child and
as an adolescent.

Lessing: I read in Salisbury when I felt myself very shut up there. You
know what it’s like, this dreadful provincial little hole. I read very strange
Dovels, almost as a deliberate counterbalance, like Proust. There was a
time when I think I must have been really quite an authority on Proust. It
Wwas such a relief to read something like that. Somebody once said
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Rhodesia was a combination of the Wild West and Tunbridge Wells, |
would read my way from book to book. I found a book mentioned in one
and then sent for it, to England, the Everyman’s Library. The excitement
of these books arriving after waiting sometimes for six weeks was the
marvelous moment in my life, when a new book, a parcel of books came,
from England and I could start in. Sometimes they were absolutely useless
to me because I hadn’t got to the stage of appreciating them.

Dean: I think you wrote once that Africa is an old fever, latent always in
the blood. Are you still carrying that old fever?

Lessing: Yes, very much so. And I dream about it all the time with terrible
nostalgia and a sort of anguish, because that’s finished, I think; and you
know, I haven’t been allowed to go there, for I'm a prohibited immigrant,
Now here my head and my heart are absolutely like this, as they often are,
but here particularly, because while my head applauds like this, out goes
my heart. I weep like a small child, you see, that I'm shut out of my
country. Now when I say this to an African he very probably laughs, and
I'm on his side. But there are some things, you see, that you can do
nothing about.

Dean: What is it that your heart grieves for?

Lessing: It’s a beautiful place, and the Africans, you see. I know it’s very
suspect for the daughter of a white settler, which is what I am, you see, to
talk about Africans in this way, but I see that Van der Post also does, so I'm
in good company. I miss the Africans so much; they're such beautiful
people. They’ve got this marvellous grace and good humor and charm,
and I miss it.

Dean: I'm going to wrench you away from Africa now rather cruelly. The
year is 1949. You're arriving in England, a source of so much of your
culture, with the scars of two marriages, I think, and the manuscript of The
Grass Is Singing in your suitcase. This was post-war London, very austere,
very gray. Was it a shock to you?

Lessing: Yes, it was. It was so gray and lightless and grim and unpainted
and bombed. It took a lot of getting used to. And of course I had very
little money and fairly difficult circumstances. I had a small child. You see,
I recently discovered I was a one-parent family, which everyone knows was
quite hard.
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pean: Something you wrote that seemed to me to be terribly heartfelt was
on experiencing England for the first time: everybody was so kind, so
decent, sO bloody dull.

Lessing: Well, it was dull. You see the colonies are full of very out-
size characters. There’s plenty of room for everyone’s eccentricities to
plossom, and here there isn’t space for it. You find people being eccen-
tric behind closed doors. You get to know them, then you find these
marvelous maniacs living their quiet, mad lives, but it’s not out in the
open at all.

Dean: When The Grass Is Singing was published and acclaimed, did your
life change? Did you earn a lot of money?

Lessing: No, I didn’t at all. I had a £150 advance and at that time [ had a
job as a typist again to earn a bit of money, and I didn’t know it was
impossible to live on what you earned by writing, so I tossed up the job
and sold my clothes—all that kind of thing, chiefly evening dresses. You
see, we danced in Rhodesia, in Zimbabwe, we danced; I didn’t in London,
so I sold all that kind of thing and got on with writing short stories. The
publisher Michael Joseph kept ringing me up to say, “We have reprinted
The Grass Is Singing,” and 1 said, “Oh good.” You see, I thought that
everyone was reprinted.

Dean: In the early ’50s you published Martha Quest, which is the story of a
young girl growing into maturity through sex and marriage, disastrously,
and coming to grips for the first time with social and political realities.
This has the shape and feel obviously of autobiography. Is there much of
you there?

Lessing: Yes, some of it; you mean the character. Yes, this pugnacious
intolerant character, yes absolutely, of course, that’s me. But this whole
series gets less autobiographical as it goes on. Don’t forget that halfway
through the series I wrote The Golden Notebook, which completely changed
me, you see. It wasn't that I wrote five volumes one after the other.

Dean: How did you come to write The Golden Notebook?
Lessing: A friend of mine kept notebooks and they were on politics,

Psychology, her husband, children, job, and I thought that was the oddest
lhmg. When you’re living a life, you don’t live in this kind of way at all, do



90 Writing as Time Runs Out

you? It’s just inhuman. There’s something wrong with someone who
thinks like this. So I used this, when I was working out the shape of The
Golden Notebook. As you know, there’s this framework, the absolutely
conventional novel. Five bits of conventional novel and all this chaos in
the middle. One thing I was saying was this feeling of despair, which every
writer feels when they've finished a novel, that you haven’t been able o
say it because life is too complex ever to be put into words. That’s one
thing I was saying through the structure of this book.

I'd constructed this whole book on my experience, what I was thinking,
what I was feeling, what I knew women were thinking and feeling, but it
never crossed my mind that I was writing about feminism or what is now
called Women’s Lib, because 1 thought I was doing the opposite. T had
thought my way into the conclusion that we all split ourselves off into little
bits all the time; there’s something in the human mind that makes these
divisions. It’s something probably wrong with us. Seriously. You smile, but
I really do think there might be something wrong with us the way we are
always making categories about things that should be like men/women,
for instance. Of course there’s a great truth there, and I'm not arguing
about that, but perhaps we’re not all that different where it matters, like
in our inner selves.

Dean: How did women respond to The Golden Notebook?

Lessing: A lot of them were very angry and wrote me a lot of very bitchy
letters on these lines: Why are you betraying us? Why are you giving away
our secrets? Really very malevolent some of them were. I got a lot of
support from men; you see, my male friends were supporting me all along
the way, which is quite interesting.

In The Golden Notebook, 1 really tried to write a book which would
capture certain vital ideas that were all to do with socialism in one way or
another. The idea was that people might look back in 100 years’ time, if
they’re interested, and find a record of the kind of things people thought
about and talked about during these years. The Golden Notebook was a
failure in a formal sense, because as usual I take on too much. It was so
ambitious, it couldn’t help but fail.

Dean: But it became a great deal more than what you intended it to be,
didn’t it?

Lessing: Oh, it spilled all over the place, didn’t it? I don’t mind because 1
don’t believe all that much in perfect novels. What’s marvelous about
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novels is they can be anything you like. That is the strength of the novel.
There are no rules.

pean: I'm making a mistake as I speak, I know, because inevitably I'm
identifying you with the character who writes the notebooks in The Golden
Notebook, Anna, so I'm probably putting her words into your mind. But
when she writes about naiveté as spontaneous creative faith, a kind of
innocence if you like, the capacity especially for females to believe in
someone or something against all the evidence, isn’t there something of
you in this? I mean, in your Marxism you believe you're the dynamic of
hope, I suppose, isn’t this you? Was it you?

Lessing: Yes, it was—an enormous capacity for acceptance. I think T still
have it to an extent, but I don’t have it the way I had it. I don’t know how
to put it. Something happens or you meet somebody and you just open
your arms and say “right” to an idea or to a person or anything, or any
event. But you can’t go on like that, you have to learn a different way.

Dean: Were you ever that romantic?
Lessing: Yes, I was.
Dean: And wounded by it?

Lessing: Oh, terribly. Yes, of course, I was. Well, the evidence is in my
work, isn’t it? But it’s an awful waste of time all that banging and crashing
around.

Dean: But hasn’t it been personally useful to you? Haven’t you been
quarrying that disturbing kind of experience?

Lessing: Yes, but there was too much, you see. There’s no need to go on
doing something when you’ve learnt better. I remember after I had a
kind of somewhat informal psychotherapy.

What I was really doing, of course, although I didn’t see it at the time,
was buying a friend. I needed someone desperately to talk to and accept
me. This is what she did and this is what I needed. Anyway my last meeting
with her was when I'd come to grief over some ridiculous love affair and
T'went to her and she looked at me and she said, “Have I really not taught
You any better than that to repeat your mistakes?” Then there was a long
silence and she said, “As for me, I'm going to die very soon and I'm totally
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occupied and preparing for a good death. Good morning,” and threw me
out like a kitten into the harsh world, which I thank her for.

Dean: You anticipated Women’s Lib. You anticipated, I suppose, a new
school of psychoanalysis, the Laing school; I suppose you'd call it, the
divided self. And you in a sense anticipated a move towards the mystical.

Lessing: Can I say something about words in this area? There are great
gaps in the English language where there are words like “spirit” or “soul”
or “unconscious” or “collective unconscious.” When you start writing in
this area the words are usually the property of some cult or other—
“collective unconscious” belongs to Jungians. You might not want to have
that association so you're always wrestling with words that haven’t got the
meaning you want them to have. This is my perhaps biggest single
problem. There is not one of these words that you can use, and that is why
I’'ve gone so much off into metaphor, like Memoirs of a Surviver. Now my
impulse behind that was I wanted to write about dreams. I don’t know if
you’ve noticed that the word “dreams” is never used from start to finish in
that book.

Dean: Could it be that there is a collective unconscious which we’re all,
and writers especially, plugged into? How do you plug into it, if you're a
writer, of your sort?

Lessing: By chance, very often. The time I've done it most purely was in
Marriages Between Zones Three, Four, and Five, which is the only book I've
ever written which from start to finish was on this other wavelength. I
don’t want to claim too much, to use the word “inspiration.” Something
happened when I wrote the book. I hit some other level. And is it a legend
or a myth or a fairy tale or a fantasy? That isn’t the word for what I've
written, I think. You see, only I could have written The Golden Notebook, but
I think Anon wrote this other book.

Dean: When you do get messages from what we’ll call the unconscious,
your own or a collective mind, how do you discriminate between the
nonsense and the good stuff?

Lessing: By experience, living it out, seeing if it turns out to be true or
not. I think we are all studio sets with ideas flowing through us, just as
neutrons and cosmic particles go shooting through us all the time that we
sit here. When I wrote The Four-Gated City, I thought no one would speak
to me by the time I finished because the ideas were so way out. I was
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thinking some pretty horrific thoughts about what was likely to happen in
the world. I wrote that book sort of like half a page at a time and the rest
of the time I was in bed with the covers over my head. That was what I was
really thinking and I had to write it. But, as has happened to me so often
pefore, by the time the book came out, these way-out ideas were all
commonplace, you see. So this cheers me up every time I decide to write
a book that is wild. I don’t waste time worrying about what people are
going to think about it, because probably all these ideas will be in the
newspapers.

Dean: You're no respecter of academic critics. Are you a good critic of
your own work?

Lessing: Yes, I think perhaps I am. After a short passage of time, I think
I am pretty cool about it all. It’s not easy to be detached when you’re
doing it, but shortly after, it sort of floats away from you and you can look
at 1t.

Nearly all my books have weak patches, but that is because I'm the kind
of writer I am, which means I'm always trying things out and I'm very
seldom interested in the perfect book.

Dean: Anthony Burgess once criticized you as a writer by saying that he
thought that you didn’t edit enough. You wrote too much, too many
words. Is that fair, do you think?

Lessing: Probably. I've got a terrific, great facility. When I start I can write
easily, and he’s probably quite right, yes. There is a place for novels that
have ideas and shake people up and then die. It’s a different way of
writing from Jane Austen, you see.

Dean: For someone who’s written so penetratingly about the relation-
ships between the sexes and who’s written so perceptively about men, it’s
a surprise to find you living alone now. Do you miss marriage?

Lessing: Well, you see I think I acquired the qualities to be married rather
too late and by that time I’d rather lost interest in the whole business of
being married. I certainly didn’t have any of the necessary qualities. I was
much too impatient and always fighting about something.

But no, I don’t miss marriage. What I’'m interested in now is real
friendships, not just acquaintances. You can have thousands of acquaint-

ances, but I think friendship is hard and takes a long time. That’s what
I'm interested in.
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Thorpe: Mrs. Lessing, perhaps we may begin by speaking a little about the
relationship between your early life in Southern Rhodesia, growing up on
the veld, and what you describe as the gift of your solitary childhood. If I
may relate you to your heroine, Martha Quest, in one of your early novels,
you describe “the gift of her solitary childhood on the veld” as “that
knowledge of something painful and ecstatic, something central and
fixed but flowing. A sense of movement, of separate things interacting
and finally becoming one but greater. It was this which was her lodestone,
even her conscience.” I would like to ask you if you would perhaps
expand a little upon the sense in which you use the word “conscience”
there, because I feel that this may not be altogether clear to many readers.

Lessing: I'm using it in a sense that it is a feeling that you measure other
things against. But it’s very hard to describe, of course, because what I was
describing in Martha Quest was that kind of ecstatic experience that many
adolescents do in fact have. It’s very common to adolescents, and I think
perhaps it’s overvalued.

Thorpe: Is it a romantic ecstasy?

Lessing: Oh, I don’t know if it’s romantic, no, but it’s extremely common.
You'll find it described in a great deal of religious literature too. It’s not
an uncommon thing, but it is a reminder perhaps that life is not quite so
black and white or cut and dried as we sometimes make it, and if you have
had this kind of thing happen to you then it's something to refer back to,
if you are about to make things too oversimplified.

Thorpe: May I ask you if this conscience is the individual conscience of
which you speak in the essay “A Small Personal Voice” where you speak of
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the importance of dealing with the individual conscience in its relation-
ship with the collective. Is that a different conscience?

Lessing: Well, I hadn’t thought of relating them, I must say. In “A Small
personal Voice” I was preoccupied at that particular time—it was the mid-
fifties—with how being a member of political parties or groups or
collectives of various kinds can in fact pervert you and make you tell lies.
Now this was something that not only I, but very, very many people were
thinking about at that time; indeed, all the people I knew at that time
were thinking about it in one way or another. Some people in fact had
suffered very deeply because of it. I lived in England, and T hadn’t
suffered, but people from Europe, from the Communist countries, and
from America, where the Cold War was something fairly savage, had done
a lot of thinking, and that got into my essay because 1 was, and am,
concerned at the way you can sell yourself out under pressure from other
people. It’s extremely easy to do, particularly when you think you are in
the right about something. This is the essence of politics. You know that
you are in the right. It’s also the essence of religions which are right by
definition. If T were to rewrite this essay, I wouldn’t perhaps put the
emphasis now where I did then, but I still think that in a time when we are
more and more institutionalized—because this is what is happening to
us—more and more expected to be group people and members of
collectives, it’s extremely important for us to try to decide what we think,
what / think as an individual. It’s extremely hard to separate it, you know.

Thorpe: The individual conscience, then, that you speak of in that essay is
a moral conscience, and perhaps the conscience that you speak of in the
novel referring to the ecstatic experience in childhood is a much deeper
thing. But it seems to me that in your work the two are intimately related,
that the sense in which we use the word “conscience” is perhaps a highly
spiritual one rather than what I suppose many readers would take to be a
matter of political viewpoint or leaning or even the orthodox moral
conscience.

Lessing: You see, I think one shouldn’t get these two things confused
b?cause dealing with ordinary life, day-to-day life, in our relationships
W}th groups or institutions, [ do not think one needs to use anything very
h}gh-ﬂown or mystical. It seems to me that the problem there is rather
different. It’s a question of the conditioned conscience there, what had
been conditioned into me by society, and what the individual conscience,
as far as we can be aware of it, is saying. This problem of the conditioned
Conscience is one that isn’t lightly pushed aside; just watch any child
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being brought up. From the moment this unfortunate being draws breath
it is being told “you are good,” “you are bad,” “what a good little baby you
are”—all this goes on throughout every person’s life and it’s always a
question of what is convenient for the parents or society because every
child is some kind of wild animal that has to be tamed; otherwise, no one
can deal with it. It has to be, but there has to be a point where any one of
us says all my “you-are-good, you-are-bad” comes from society. Now that is
the conditioned conscience which, I think, is our biggest prisoner. You
see, when you are standing face to face with your group, which happens
more and more in this rather unpleasant world of ours, then you have to
decide what is speaking, is it “you are a good little boy, you are a bad little
boy,” that you are brought up with, because the collective and institution
always talks to the good little boy or the bad little boy or good little girl.
That is the strength of institutions and politics and states and armies and
the lot. They can go straight into your childhood conditioning—“Oh,
he’s such a good little boy, such a good little girl.” That is where they get
us all the time. And now this other conscience, this sense of something
much deeper is something you build on, particularly as a writer. It’s
something that you allow—I cook a lot—to simmer quietly there so that
you look at it from time to time and see what it’s getting up to. I am of
course talking about the unconscious.

Thorpe: You have clarified an important point for me, and I think it gets
to the heart of one of the problems that I think you have felt in the
reception of your work. You have been at some pains to stress, for
example, that the African stories are not about the color problem and
that The Golden Notebook is not a trumpet, as you put it, for Women’s
Liberation. Also I think that perhaps your political affiliation to the
Communist Party for a very short time was a personal rather than an
ideological matter. Would it be true, then, to infer that the reader is
perhaps often so attached to the “ism” for which he is looking that he
does not read your work necessarily in the spirit in which it was written?

Lessing: You see, all of these things are experiences I've been through, so
they find a place in my work. But, you know, there are about three
questions you put into one there. About The Golden Notebook; the whole
point of The Golden Notebook when 1 was writing it was the opposite of what
it was taken to be. I had spent a lot of my time breaking things down into
categories and classifying things and making either/ors and blacks and
whites of everything, I'd come to realize that it was psychologically,
psychically, an extremely dangerous thing to do, and the people that I've
known in my life who've done it have invariably broken down and
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cracked up, particularly in religion and politics. So the thesis of The Golden
Notebook was the opposite of what it was taken to be. You know, these
thoughts that you suddenly have and you can’t understand why you never
nad them before. It was one of those thoughts that prompted The Golden
Notebook, the thought that there’s something in the way our minds are set
up, created or conditioned, that makes us think of what divides people. So
all of us all the time, if I say black and you say white, will instantly think of
what divides the black and the white or divides men and women, and I
have been trying ever since then to try not to do this and to try to see in
fact what we have in common which is much more important.

Thorpe: Your preoccupation, then, is with unity.

Lessing: Yes, I think it’s very important. We’ve got to learn to think like
this.

Thorpe: When you spoke in the Preface to the second edition of The
Golden Notebook of the necessity for a search for a world ethic, I take it that
this is an aspect of that unity that you speak of.

Lessing: | talked about Marxism being an attempt at a kind of world ethic
outside religion. Well, of course Marxism, as far as I am concerned, is a
religion; it has all the same characteristics. But what Marxism at its best
does is to look at the world as a whole and see the different parts of it
interacting. That’s how it is as a theory, not what happens to it when it’s
put into practice. And that is very appealing, I think, to young people
particularly. Generation after generation falls in love with Marxism, and 1
think nearly always for the same reasons. It’s because looking around at
what we can all see, and it doesn’t get any prettier, Marxism is presented
ideologically as something that sees Man as a whole, and it takes some
time, some experience to see that the theory and practice have got
absolutely nothing to do with each other.

Thorpe: The practice, then, for a humane novelist is to find a convincing
alternative to this very appealing, all-embracing ideology.

Lessing: I don’t look for ideologies any more, oh no. What I do think is
that the different classes of the world have got to start acting as a whole, or
we are going to do ourselves in, politically, but that is not an ideological
thought. It’s a practical one.

Thorpe: Were you inspired by certain writers?
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Lessing: //If I listed them your mind would split with amazement, like
Proust, for example. I'm quite sure that at one time I must have been one
of the world experts on Proust. I also knew Tolstoy and Stendhal and so
on. I can go on indefinitely, so of course I was influenced, but I do not
know who I was influenced by particularly. I think I was influenced much
more by a kind of largeness of attitude, which is what you find in “great
literature,” which was the opposite of anything around me. This was
Salisbury, Rhodesia, bigoted, narrow, color-bar society where nothing was
ever discussed excepting the color bar, or sport, or gossip. Literature was
my safety line, something to hold on to.

Thorpe: I was struck by your comments about The Story of an African Farm.
You speak of its obvious flaws, but then you speak of its quality as a work
on the frontiers of experience which redeems whatever flaws it may have
of structure and conception. I wonder if you would be kind enough to say
a little more about what you had in mind with regard to the quality of that
novel.

Lessing: Well, the least important part is the feminism which is the
intellectual motivation. Olive Schreiner was bitterly conscious of the
position of women in the nineteenth century. (In passing I would like to
say that if somebody wanted to condemn me to some vicious prison
sentence they could condemn me to live as a woman in the nineteenth
century. It must have been utter hell.) While she was fighting this
particular battle all her life, and fighting it well, she was also preoccupied
all the time with other things. There’s a central place in that book where
this very clumsy, inarticulate farm boy, Waldo, talks to his stranger—
you know they both have strangers, Lindell has her stranger who is half
sexual object and, I felt, perhaps not very important—but the real
stranger is Waldo’s stranger who talks to him of the meaning of life, and
that is really the core of that book. It’s not a subtle book any more than
Wuthering Heights is. Wuthering Heights is an appalling novel. Have you ever
sat down to analyze it? It’s dreadful, but it doesn’t really matter, does it?
And I think the same is true of An African Farm, because if you wanted to
pull An African Farm to bits, you could do a very good job of it. But it’s
redeemed because of the spirit of the book. All the time she’s trying to
come to terms with what life is all about. This is what her writing is really
about.

Thorpe: I would like to ask a few questions about The Grass Is Singing.
How did this novel evolve? I have read that you originally intended to
center it upon the figure of Marston.
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Lessing: It was originally two-thirds as long again. What happened was I
wrote—based on a little newspaper I'd kept and I'd kept that because of
ossip I'd heard as a child about a woman, a farmer on some r.mar farm,
and her relations with a cook-boy and the unease of the white people
discussing it. Now it was not suggested that this was a straightforwa:rd
sexual thing. What was suggested was that she was asking for it, with
comments like my father’s: “There was a French queen who used to dress
and undress in front of her servants because they were not people to her.”
That stuck in my mind. I gave up my job as a typist because I said to
myself, “You are always saying you are a writer, but where’s the evidence?”
I was then faced with writing a novel, and what was it going to be about? A
third was the existing novel. There was also a great mass which was social
satire, and it couldn’t possibly have been any good because I had then
hardly been out of Rhodesia, and you have to have some kind of
comparisons to make satire. So I just ripped off this two-thirds. The
original plot was that this young Englishman, full of idealism—they were
always turning up in Rhodesia, they never lasted for one reason or
another longer than about a year—this idealistic young Englishman
turned up and actually was confronted with this extremely basic, sordid
and, above all, enigmatic incident because no one would tell the truth
about it, nor bring it out in the open. When discussing this incident, the
white farmers and the white farmers’ wives on their verandas never said
anything like “We can’t have a black man screwing a white woman” or
anything like that, or “How immoral!” It was always ambiguous and
wrapped up. This is what struck me as a child, and this is what that novel
came out of.

Thorpe: It has always seemed to me that your treatment of Mary Turner
and of Dick Turner is a compassionate one; that you satirized the extreme
figures, but not the central figures.

Lessing: I hadn’t satirized Mary Turner and Dick Turner at all. No, I
satirized the whole of the white community, using Marston as a focus. The
satirical part of the book had nothing to do with the Turners. What I had
to change was Marston.

Thorpe: May I ask you if the second epigraph which you put at the front
of the novel is invented?

Lessing: You know, that I couldn’t remember. The thing was I'd written it
in a notebook and I hadn’t got an attribution and I didn’t know whether
I'd invented it or whether I'd read it, so I put “anonymous.”
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Thorpe: But it is of course very apt not only for this novel but for many of
the stories that you have written. It seems that in so many of your African
stories, as in The Grass Is Singing, your imagination is moved by the
spectacle not of brutality or insensitivity, but of muddling incapacity to
cope. Is this simply an instinctive, intuitive way of dealing with it, or is it
really a deliberate looking back?

Lessing: Well, now I can intellectualize it and say I think that this is how
most people are, but I suppose it must have been my experience. I was
running through stories in my mind as you spoke, trying to think which
fitted this description.

Thorpe: One thinks of another woman, like Mrs. Gale, for example, the
way in which she is treated when she confronts the young girl who is full
of ecstasy and passion.

Lessing: No, that was when I was trying to contrast the English and the
Afrikaners, that English kind of cold, upper-class thing and the Afrikaners,
who are very simple and direct.

Thorpe: But there is still, it seems to me, in your treatment of the cold
and upper-class a sense of the pathos of this crippled sensibility.

Lessing: Oh, yes. Well, Mrs. Gale is a woman in prison; all of them are,
aren’t they?

Thorpe: Yes, indeed. The figure in The Grass Is Singing, 1 suppose, who
attracts the most comment is the figure of Moses, the boy, the African
servant. Did you see him not so much as an individual as the essence of
the African as the white sees him and fears him?

Lessing: With the anonymity I tried to sum up how the white people
would see someone like this because they wouldn’t see him very much as
an individual at all. If I had made Moses a very particularized individual,
that would have thrown that novel completely out; it would have been a
different novel. Supposing I rewrote it from his point of view. For a start,
I don’t think I'd be able to do it, which is another thing.

Thorpe: Yes. In the long story “Hunger” you did in fact do this, didn’t
you? And you did feel dissatisfied with it.

Lessing: | felt dissatisfied with it because it was too oversimplified. The
thing is I wrote The Grass Is Singing in Rhodesia as a white person and my
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contact with the blacks as equals was just non-existent. It was always either
as an employer or as a rather patronizing person, simply because that was
pow you were situated. You couldn’t have a really equal relationship with
a black person. We did have a kind of political relationship, but they were
pot equal. If you are meeting black people who have to be home at nine
o'clock to beat the curfew while you sit around in the office when they’ve
gone and you can go off to a restaurant which they can’t go to, no amount
of ideology is going to turn this into an equal relationship; it’s just not
possible. I'd had no equal relationships with black people. By the time I'd
come to write “Hunger” I'd lived in England for quite a long time and I'd
known a great many Africans and Jamaicans, and so on, as people. I no
longer thought in terms of color. I remember once how I realized that I
really was on my way to being cured from color feeling when an Indian
turned up in my flat unannounced and asked me to do something. I
disliked him as a person, and I said, “Get out” and I thought, My God, I'm
cured because it never crossed my mind that I mustn’t be unkind to a
dark-skinned person.

Thorpe: When you embarked on The Grass Is Singing, and in fact on all
your African writing, did you have any previous writers about Africa in
mind at all? Did you feel this has been done and it must be done
differently by me? Did you have a sense of relationship to those who'd
gone before you, or did you feel completely alone, as it were, in treating
this?

Lessing: You mean with The Grass Is Singing? No, I didn’t have anything to
take it from at all. No, I didn’t.
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right © 1994 by Earl G. Ingersoll.

Schwarzkopf: Mrs. Lessing, as an Englishwoman, you carry a famous
German name. Where does it come from?

Lessing: My second marriage was to the German Communist emigrant
Gottfried Anton Nicolai Lessing, who was not, in any case, directly related
to the great German poet. After the divorce, I retained his name as an
omen, so to speak, for my own career as a writer. It signifies inspiration
and proportion at the same time for me to carry the name of a genius.

Schwarzkopf: In Germany you are known primarily for one book—The
Golden Notebook. What does this work mean to you now?

Lessing: It seems curious to me again and again that almost twenty years
later this book produces such an echo everywhere in the world. T still
receive letters from its readers, primarily in Germany and the United
States. In the foreword to the ninth edition in 1971, I went into detail
concerning this echo and attempted to probe why this novel is still
exciting so many minds. For in those ten years which had passed since the
book’s appearance infinitely much had happened and its explosive themes
should have lost much of their relevance. What was still considered taboo
in 1962 is no longer so today.

But what astonished me even more was that hardly any of my readers
has seemed prepared to see the book as a whole. Some have considered it
as a challenge to men (which it is not), others have believed it a political
confession, while a third group have reckoned that it was exclusively
about the spiritual confusion of my heroine, and my alter ego, Anna.
Such responses make me anxious, on the one hand, because they demon-
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strate how far apart the intention of the author and the comprehension of
the reader can be. On the other hand, this response also shows me—and
this relieved my mind again—that a book is a living thing which can bear
many kinds of fruit.

schwarzkopf: Could you write this book today once again, or at least
could you be concerned with a similar subject?

Lessing: No. First of all, as I said, circumstances have changed. Why
should another book be written about these two women, very coura-
geous——for the circumstances of that time—albeit rather crazy in their
experimenting with liberation? Beyond that, writers should not repeat
themselves and should not try to use the same theme twice. Many of my
readers, even my publisher, have indeed expected me to write “Golden
Notebooks” again and again. But a book is like a child. Once it is born
and the umbilical cord is severed, you cannot haul it back into the womb
to be born again. The subject is passé.

Schwarzkopf: Where do you stand now on the Women’s Movement?

Lessing: That is a very complex and for me rather painful subject. The
Golden Notebook brought me a lot of attributes at the time—from enemy of
men to hater of women. I was proclaimed the Saint Joan of Women’s Lib,
and then I was condemned by the feminists as a notorious despiser of
women. In any case, misunderstandings swarmed around the book. Of
course, I am for women’s equality; of course, I consider women inher-
ently equal to men. However, I would never maintain that men and
women are alike. They simply are not. Physically, psychologically, and
intellectually, they are not—which is not to say that women must be more
stupid than men. They have other gifts. No two people in the world are
perfectly alike; how can men and women be alike?

What I wish is that women should be independent, neither the slaves of
men nor Amazons. In my novel The Marriages Between Zones Three, Four,
and Five, I attempt to create a woman approaching this ideal: she is free,
independent, a loving mother, compassionate but not sentimental, intel-
ligent but not overbearing. To be sure, the book is a utopian novel and
this woman is an ideal figure. And I harbor no illusions about how women
can be. They are not better nor worse beings; they are human beings.
That my two heroines in The Golden Notebook can be even aggressive and
shrill the feminists attacked me for above all, because I say that these
attributes are part of their ego—not the result of long-term oppression. If
the Women’s Movement has gone so far that women cannot be criticized,
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that the truth can no longer be spoken, then the movement is bad, then i
does not serve women well, but instead harms them. Then it is senseless
and dangerous.

Schwarzkopf: Are you saying that there is a significant difference between
“men’s literature” and the literature which women write?

Lessing: A woman sees certain things very differently from the way a man
does, yet there are also male writers who maintain they can plumb the
depths of a woman’s soul. But the reverse is difficult too. A woman can
never completely get inside a man’s consciousness. For better and for
worse. Only in this way can multiplicity arise in literature. I believe, for
example, that women act more instinctively than men, that they approach
psychological subjects not scientifically but instinctively.

Schwarzkopf: In a reading of your novel Briefing for a Descent into Hell and
also The Golden Notebook, the impression is unmistakable that your ap-
proach to psychoanalysis is not very positive.

Lessing: I have been reproached many times for being a declared enemy
of psychoanalysis. Now, “enemy” is certainly an exaggeration, but I am
actually an opponent of the current fashion of overpsychologizing. This
tendency is a very bad phenomenon in a century which seems to have
become speechless and in which words seem to be created rather for
declarations of war than for declarations of love. Certainly humanity
needs psychology too, simply because it suffers from deficiencies in
expressing emotions. However, I have continued to oppose the methods
of case studies with which human beings are classified and stamped. Each
person is a marvelous mosaic of thousands of pieces. Each is unique. Also,
if this remark smacks too much of a truism, there is still a fact behind it.
And because psychologists often seem to forget this important fact,
people have to point out the truism again and again.

Schwarzkopf: What do you believe is the function of writers in our time?
What can they do? What should they do?

Lessing: There is no universally valid answer to these questions. There are
hundreds of writers, and we are all individuals anxiously intent on
preserving our inner lives and our ideas. In my opinion, it is obviously the
job of writers, if they take their profession seriously, to place their fingers
on the wounds of our times, but that is not enough. Each can find fault in
prevailing conditions. That sort of thing can easily become a fashion. In
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m opinion, the author should be something of a prophet, tracing a thing
pefore it is fully apparent, grasping a subject before it becomes a trend,

stretching out one’s antennae into the universe to sense its most subtle

yibrations.

schwarzkopf: May, can, should writers express themselves politically in
their works?

Lessing: When I came to London over thirty years ago with twenty

ounds in my pocketbook and my young son in hand, that’s what I
firmly believed being a writer means—changing the world. I saw it as my
duty to be politically active, to take to the field against injustice, and
wherever I went, standing or sitting, to discuss political subjects. But what
is politics?

To express it poetically politics is not as the beating of wings. And the
writer is nothing but an isolated voice in the wilderness. Many hear it;
most pass by. It has taken a long time for me to recognize that in their
books writers should distance themselves from the political questions of
the day. They only waste their energy senselessly and bar their vision from
the universal themes of humanity which know neither time nor space.

Schwarzkopf: You yourself were a Marxist. ..

Lessing: That’s exactly why I dare to comment on this problem. Under
the influence of my second husband I became a fervent Marxist. Another
factor was my rage about conditions in Southern Africa and later my
impressions of the workers’ district in London. It was a slow, painful
process of disentangling myself. My series of Martha Quest novels, which
is extremely autobiographical, depicts my own development toward Marx-
ism and away from Marxism, a process of disillusionment. T have long
recognized that the salvation of this world cannot lie in any political
ideology. All ideologies are deceptive and serve only a few, not people in
general.

Schwarzkopf: Are you—to use the fashionable term—-“frustrated”?

Lessing: No, T have just become wiser, if not yet wise. As I returned for the
first, but also for the last, time to Southern Africa in 1955—since my
“escape” to England—I suddenly became conscious of how superfluous
my political somersaults had been. In my journal of this trip back, Coming
Home, which represented for me the final farewell to my youth, I have
written about these realizations.
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Schwarzkopf: What do you want to accomplish and what can you accom.
plish with your books?

Lessing: If [ am honest, and this honesty, of course, injures my vanity: not
much. But I can still stimulate people to think, I can entertain them and
make them aware of things which in the whirlpool of the everyday they
might not see or hear. The writing profession is above all a process of give
and take. In this way, I myself learn just as much from my readers as they
do from me. And with surprise and fear I realize how many problems
there are everywhere. Often it seems to me like being in Bluebeard’s
castle. Everywhere there are doors which I open and behind each closed
door sits someone with a ravaged spirit.

Schwarzkopf: How important for you is language itself as a vehicle for
your ideas?

Lessing: I don’t like to have to express myself in a complicated fashion. A
book should be understandable for everyone. For that reason, I treasure
parables, metaphors, fables, and allegories, and fall back on literary forms
that are simple yet excellent in suiting my purposes of explaining the
most profound spiritual phenomena. Above all, I am forced to recognize
again and again how fast language encounters boundaries. How, for
example, can deep perceptions be clothed convincingly in words? That's
where language begins to limp deplorably and realizing this, I plunge
sometimes into a creative crisis.

I recognized the limitations of language for the first time when I was
searching for the words to depict Anna’s dreams in The Golden Notebook.
The older 1 get, the more concerned 1 am with the reality of dreams,
which I believe are mirrors and outlets of the soul. I'm fascinated by the
way in which symbolism and the multiplicity of the world are represented
in dreams. Each morning as I wake I take up my scratch-pad to hold onto
my nightly dreams. However, it is infinitely difficult to capture in words
the atmosphere of a dream, this mixture of delusion and truth, fog and
light. In film or in a painting, all of these can be represented more easily,
but in a book? For that reason, I have abandoned, at least for the time
being, my long-cherished project of writing an autobiography, which
would comprise my dreams of the past ten vears. Nevertheless, I will
eagerly continue to pursue my dream research. After my garden and my
cats, it is my third hobby.

Schwarzkopf: In Memoirs of a Survivor, in which the future plays a part ina
London completely destroyed and turned into a slum, you have in the
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end of the novel an older woman and a young girl go through a wall. Has
this metaphor been relevant in your own life and your work?

Lessing: Yes, of course. After that novel, I began to occupy myself very
intensively with utopian thoughts and was transported from our present-
day world to the bizarre world of foreign galaxies. With it, a new period of
my work had its beginning.

Schwarzkopf: In recent years you have actually written four science-fiction
novels. Have you become an “SF writer™?

Lessing: I wouldn’t classify these books as science fiction. They don’t have
much to do with “science,” that is, scientific knowledge and technology. I
leave that to my colleagues who really know something about technology.
I am skeptical about science as it is practiced today, this shortsighted
discipline concerned with tomorrow but not with the day after. No, my
novels are fantasies, or utopias in the truest, most precise sense of the
term, to be sure, rather less related to Orwell and Huxley than to Thomas
More and Plato. They are fables, spun out of what is happening today.
Thus, I depict, for example, in the third book in the series, The Sirian
Experiments, genetic experiments casting what our scientists today call
“cloning” into the shade. But despite a certain spiritual and moral
superiority over the Earthlings, my denizens of distant galaxies are finally
equal to us as human beings again.

Schwarzkopf: Mrs. Lessing, in your books like Memoirs of a Survivor and
Shikasta, in which the earth is ruined by environmental pollution, anar-
chy, and rebellions, you see a less rosy future for our planet. Are you
pessimistic about what the future holds for humanity?

Lessing: I must admit that it has become a bit fashionable to paint the
apocalypse on the wall. From childhood on, I've never been a pessimist,
but rather I see less occasion at the moment for any great optimism.
Wherever one looks, stupidity and chaos. But perhaps a small chance
exists that the ship can once again steer clear of the reefs. We have to start
with the education of children, to teach them how to accept themselves as
Complete individuals, regardless of their group or race. Only human
beings who are self-assured and do not feel inferior can discuss problems
and talk with each other on the same plane. That would be the first step
toward reducing aggression and hatred.

As fo1r our politicians, I would not claim, like Plato, that we ought to be
Tuled by philosophers. But our politicians should be human beings who
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have somewhat more farsightedness than they actually have, humap
beings who know, respect, and understand their fellow human beings‘
Hopes, nothing but hopes, I know. However, as long as the hand is not yet
at midnight, I will not give up hope that the earth will last for a while.

Schwarzkopf: There are, it would seem, hardly any subjects left which
have not been taken up by one writer or other. Can you think of any
subjects still “open™?

Lessing: Sadly, there are only a few lovely, pleasant subjects. I personally
am interested in the rapid growth of unemployment among the young.
The thought of its possible consequences is utterly horrible. What would
happen, for example, if all these unemployed, aimless beings banded
together? Or let’s take the field of prenatal experience. Will the fetus in
the womb be stamped by particular events and emotions? Is the mother’s
joy transmitted to the unborn, or is it her anxiety? I am very certain that
children can be shaped and influenced before they come into the world.
Next to my passion for dream research, I spend my time very intensively
on these questions. Whether a book will come out of all this, T have no
way of knowing.

Breaking Down These Forms
Stephen Gray

Stephen Gray's interview took place in November 1983
and originally appeared in Research in African Literatures
17 (Fall 1986). Copyright © 1986 by Research in African
Literatures. Reprinted with permission.

Gray: I'd like to start with your early days, when you were publishing your
first short stories, in Trek in Johannesburg in 1948 and elsewhere. Some of
these you've not picked up in collections. Johannesburg was your literary
center then.

Lessing: Yes, I remember sending them off. Well, it wasn’t only
Johannesburg; there was a Cape Town periodical, but I can’t remember
what it was called, where I sent a rather false, sophisticated story, as I
recall. And then there was the Trek man with whom I had a very enter-
taining correspondence. But I don’t think there were very many stories,
you know.

Gray: About half a dozen or a dozen. Did you at some stage sort through
them?

Lessing: I suppose I must have done. One turned up the other day. It was
published in Salisbury, and I'd completely forgotten about it. But I don’t
think any of them are much good, are they?

Gray: Well, you were writing many stories prior to 1950, the year after you
came to London and when The Grass Is Singing came out as a fully
accomplished work. Were you always going to be a writer?

Lessing: Well, you must remember my circumstances. I was singularly
beset by everything in Salisbury, as it was then: I had a job for nearly the
whole time, and at best I had a half-time job. I was a kind of typist for
Hansard, and I typed for special commissions. But most of the time I was
working in a legal office. And that was my political era; looking back, I
cannot understand how we didn’t all die of overwork. So writing wasn’t all
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that easy. I wrote those odd stories, and I was continually writing poetry,
but very little of it is any good. Perhaps four or five are worth remembering.

Gray: You haven’t suppressed those, have you?

Lessing: Well, not suppressed them, but I'd be very happy if they were
forgotten. There was a man at Zimbabwe University who wanted to
publish them all, and I was appalled because they’re not worth publish-
ing. Here is where I come up against academics—I don’t see this point at
all of preserving second-rate stuff of writers, but no academic would ever
agree with me about that.

Gray: As a “Rhodesian,” as they were called, what were your early experi-
ences of what was then the Union of South Africa?

Lessing: Well, I never had the money to pop back and forth, but I did
spend some time in South Africa. I was there in 1937 for two months—in
rich Johannesburg, staying with a family who was with the Chamber of
Mines. And Johannesburg was a great shock to me, butI did useful things.
I worked in a dress shop for a week, and I worked in a cafe for a few weeks,
and I've never been able to understand how anybody can stand it,
standing all day and night. I didn’t meet anybody, of course, but whites,
because one didn’t. I didn’t start meeting blacks until I came to London.
The next time in South Africa was two months in Cape Town early in the
war, with my son John—but there’s nothing to be said about that because
I was in a hotel with no money and a small child—but I did get about
Cape Town a good deal. Then I was in Cape Town again for three months
in 1946, and among other things I worked for The Guardian, the Commu-
nist newspaper, in the subscription department. That was an extremely
lively lot of people, but I was only a very small secretary or typist. I didn’t
meet the great gods, as they were then seen; all of them are now here in
England. But I did for the first time, in the course of my work, get taken
to all kinds of horrible factories and farms, and I saw something that I'd
never seen before. I'd not have been able to imagine what I saw: these
terribly badly paid factory workers, and farmers who were paid some of
their wages in drink. That was all useful because how would I come into
contact with that otherwise? I also met quite a few artists in that time, and
that was for me—a very raw girl from the sticks—absolutely marvelous.
And then I was there again for two or three months on my way out—yet
again in Houghton, again in rich Johannesburg. I could write a novel
about that because my hosts were Communists! You can’t improve on life!
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It’s SO improbable. Then Cape Town again, and in the most amazing
poardinghouse, which I've written about in In Pursuit of the English, which
was incredible, and I often think about it.

Gray: In your fiction you rather generalize about your “Rhodesian”
experience and your “South African” experience, blending them into

one.

Lessing: I don’t think there was very much difference between the Rhode-
sian experience and the South African experience. The Grass Is Singing is
very Rhodesian because it was based on the life of the district which I was
prought up in, but I'm sure that could have happened in South Africa.

Gray: How do you account for its overnight fame, once it was published
here?

Lessing: Well, it was the second book on those parts. The first was Paton’s
Cry, the Beloved Country—that had just come out, and then came mine. I
was just extremely lucky in my timing. But it certainly wasn’t as simple as
that, because The Grass Is Singing was bought by a South African publisher,
with a very crooked type of deal, although I didn’t know it then. Then I
was here and sent some short stories to Curtis Brown, and a woman there
wrote back and asked did T have a novel. And I said I did, but it was
contracted in South Africa, and she instantly smelled a rat. When she saw
the contract, she was so shocked she wrote and said they should either let
me go or be brought up before some court. The court didn’t exist, but
they let me go, and she sold me instantly to Michael Joseph. And it was an
instant success, but the joke was I didn’t know it. I was so raw and green,
and in any case I had so many problems at that time, that when they used
to ring me up and say we’ve printed again, we’ve printed again, I thought
that happened to everybody. I was ever so blasé about it. So it did very
well.

Gray: It seems to me much sparser than that other work you were doing at
the time. Did you edit and edit down?

Lessing: No, that book was only a third of a much longer one. That was a
subplot, actually. But the theme which interested me, and still does, was
about the idealistic young—usually English—man who arrives in a place
like Rhodesia and is appalled by everything, and rushes around for a few
weeks saying, how terrible. And then leaves, which they did; or suc-
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cumbed, and then usually became worse than the locals. Dick Marston
was in fact the hero of the original book. But because of my complete lack
of experience of England it was very bad. I tore it up, I'm glad to say. Bu¢
what happened was that this enormous manuscript was going around,
This was no joke because it was going back and forth by sea after the war,
You know how long publishers take, and they would send back vaguely
friendly letters with it. And then I looked at it again, and I saw that a lot of
it was awful—and I just had to take The Grass Is Singing out of it. The
original was supposedly comic in the main part, but I didn’t have the
equipment to write it.

Gray: Where did you find the remaining plot?

Lessing: The Grass Is Singing itself was based on somebody I knew—
though I suppose not an uncommon type. Don’t forget I was brought up
on the veld, and then I came into Salisbury and met people who never put
their noses out of town, unless they went on some picnic or other. One of
the people I knew was a woman who used to go on a picnic and sit with
her ankles together and her skirt down in case some beetle might crawl
on her. She hated the veld with such a passion. And I thought, Supposing
this woman by some tragedy married a farmer. Then, of course, there was
the story that I began the book with. There was this inexplicable mur-
der—I can’t remember what year it could have been.

Gray: But the main impact today is the Mary-Moses relationship.

Lessing: You see, if you take a very inadequate, a very psychologically frail
woman and put her in an environment like that, of course, she’s going to
become dominated by a strong personality. It doesn’t really matter who it
would be, black or white. You know how a novel gets made up from so
many different things. And I remember listening as a child to the people
talking on the veranda about this woman, a neighbor who allowed her
servant to do her dress up the back and to brush her hair. Now this was
so—I1 don’t have to tell you—so impossible; I remember now the note in
their voices of sheer awe—was she mad, what was wrong with her?>—there
was a note of doom, horror. I don’t remember who this terrible woman
who allowed this servant to button her up was. But I don’t have to tell you
how to them it was impossible. What would this black man have thought?
And so the story coalesced around the Marston character, who wouldn'’t
have understood a word of all that.

Gray: Did you approve of the recent movie of The Grass Is Singing?
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pLessing: | thought it was too sensational. I thought Karen Black was
wrong; she’s one of the sexiest women in the world, T would say; and
there’s my poor Mary Turner, who doesn’t understand anything about
sex or life. But I don’t see many moviemakers being honest enough to
cast Mary Turner.

Gray: Did you read other local authors like Olive Schreiner a lot before
writing The Grass Is Singing, and did you feel part of a group?

Lessing: No. Not really. Of course I'd read Schreiner. But I hadn’t read
Pauline Smith—I didn’t know she existed. And I read the Gertrude
Pages—the ones that go in for very lush descriptions of landscape.
Schreiner’s African Farm really had an enormous impact on me.

Gray: They deal with the one myth-system of the white person landing in
the veld. Then there’s virtually the opposite system, in the “Jim Comes to
Joburg” works about a tribesman landing in town. In a short novel like
Hunger you deal with that. Hadn’t you read works like William Plomer’s
novella, Ula Masondo, dealing with that?

Lessing: Well, the funny thing is I'd never heard of him either, until I
came to London. I read him after I got here. I was very isolated, and lots
of things have happened in Southern Africa which hadn’t then. There was
no feeling of continuity; nobody said you should read Plomer or—
whoever.

Gray: Then you were rather self-inventing. But the interesting thing is
you’'ve worked myths that many of your forerunners had worked as well.

Lessing: Yes, but who could not write about the African coming to town,
because it’s such a story.

Gray: But in a novella like Eldorado you situate your characters so con-
sciously between London, the metropolitan center, and Johannesburg,
the industrial nexus to the south, as if you wanted to see them especially
sociologically and mythically.

Lessing: Well, it did have a kind of myth quality—Johannesburg, the
wicked city. But a lot of people had come to Rhodesia from the Rand,
often because of lung trouble, you see. We got t.b. from London and a lot
who’d had other lung problems from the mines. I don’t know if this all
still goes on; I should think the conditions are better in the mines. But in
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Lomagundi, because it’s gold country, there were a lot of small miners__
running small mines for a time. There was one just across from our ridge
called the Muriel, from which we could hear the mine-stamps. So I've me,
an awful lot of these small miners.//

Gray: How aware were you of a mythical dimension in your early Africap
stories and novellas?

Lessing: There was this mythical consciousness about. For example, this
wicked city of Johannesburg—it represented something bad, and gold,
and disease, with people always coming up with their shot lungs. That
wasn’t realism at all—it was how people spoke of it. So perhaps I did have
this feeling of living through some kind of almost invented world. And
don’t forget that if you put people on farms, fairly remote from one
another—and they have to be a bit peculiar anyway, or they wouldn’t be
there—they become outsize. Because everything they do becomes known;
it’s all, as it were, on stage. And fairly ordinary people, even, become
amazing, particularly to a child, whom I now see had a particularly strong
sense of drama.//

Gray: So the novel became the dominant form for you. And you've
dropped the stories as well now?

Lessing: No, I haven’t; I'll probably write some more. But now I'm
terribly involved in this Canopus series, about which there’s so much hard

feeling. It’s the kids who like it; the older people don’t like it.

Gray: But even the Canopus series derives very strongly from your African
past.

Lessing: I certainly couldn’t have written Shikasta without it because there
are whole sections in Shikasta that are straight from Africa.

Gray: And The Making of the Representative for Planet 8 as well.

Lessing: But that’s all snow and ice.

Gray: Yes, but there’s the memory of a beautiful, warm, pastoral land-
scape that resonates through it. And the fearful control from an outside

system which seems to me is all about colonization.

Lessing: But the whole sequence is based on colonization. This is history,
isn’t it? All history is the history of empires rising and falling.
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Gray: You're at what point in the sequence?

Lessing: Well, T have written other things as well. And I'm not saying I'm
not going to write any more short stories; I’'m writing one now. But what
I'm interested in, you see, is breaking down these forms that we set up for
ourselves—you know, you have to have a novel, and there’s a poem there,
and a short story there, and there’s an essay there. Why does it have to be
like that? Because some of the great books, for example of the Middle
East, are just compendiums of all kinds of things, and they’re very rich. In
shikasta—1 don’t know if you’ve noticed it, in fact, but there are things
that are virtually short stories. I would like to have another shot at a
work—I'm thinking about it now as a novel—which would have all these
different things in it. But it’s terribly difficult.

Gray: But wasn’t the great watershed for you The Golden Notebook, which
contained everything in it from the germs of stories to complete stories to
parallel stories—and everything else. There you were exploding the novel
form open.

Lessing: But it was quite controlled, you know. But one of the things that
book was about was the difference between reality and the novel, because
the frame of that book was a short, self-contained novel. But what I was
saying was that this is what went into that short, contained novel. Every
writer’s tormented by this kind of thing because we know that as soon as
you start framing a novel, then things get left out. But what gets left
out...it’s painful, really, isn’t it, because you can never really do it!

Gray: Well, you certainly made an attempt at it. But now you've come
back to writing a much less abundant, more allegorical type of writing,
and the myth has come back to the surface again.

Lessing: Have you read The Marriages between Zones Three, Four, and Five?—
that’s pure myth, that one.

Gray: But there you're trying to give the essence of form, rather than
exploding it.

Lessing: I don’t think I've got that kind of energy anymore. You know, I
wrote The Golden Notebook in a year. I can’t believe it now, but I did. But
then everything and my life was changing and so, being a writer, it
expressed itself in that book. But there’s a sense, you know, in which one
is surprised by what comes out. You can set a thing up as much as you like,
but it’s different when you do it.
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Gray: But in The Golden Notebook you incorporated exactly that; its excite.
ment is that it always seems to be created as one reads it.

Lessing: You see, I had this rough framework. I said I want this tigh,
structure, so I did the structure. But what came out in between wag
something else, and not always foreseen. It was almost out of control. Anq
I was feeling despair because I couldn’t find a way of saying what I they
knew about life. I know it sounds ridiculous because it was so late, but j;
was a very explosive time because a lot of people around me had had thejr
hearts broken politically. Mine, because I'm a cynical soul, was not
broken, but I was surrounded by people who were in breakdowns or
turning into their own opposites, from being dedicated, 100-percent
Communists into brilliant businessmen. It was quite extraordinary to see
what was happening. And a lot of Americans and Canadians were in
London, who had left because of what can only be called persecution,
And I was meeting people who will not at all hit the history books, as far
as I can see—that sort of rank-and-file person, fairly dedicated, not
necessarily Communist—who were literally driven mad or to suicide by
the FBI dropping round once a week, with this steady persecution, but
that’s another story. Anyway, I was meeting people from all over Europe
who knew about the real horrors under Communism, and so that method
had been exploded. And in my own life I was at the end of my forties, and
my own life was up for grabs. You can’t plan this happening; it happens.
And 1 consciously think, if that kind of concentration of psychological
pressure and events should happen again, I'd then write another book
with that pressure behind it. But until that happens...you can’t plan it
So, I’'m always listening, as it were.

Gray: But what was your inner need to go into your Canopus series, with its
immense, many-perspectived scale, using everything from realistic lives to
science fiction, which has such a poor public image these days?

Lessing: It may get bad publicity, but let me tell you I'm read in hundreds
of thousands by everyone in Europe under thirty, so I can’t really
complain about my readership.

Gray: But are you just casting off realism as a mode?

Lessing: I had cast it off, hadn’t I>—with The Memoirs of a Survivor and
Briefing for a Descent into Hell. And I think Briefing is one of my best books.
Anyway, what happened was that with Canopus I didn’t plan a new series;
I planned one book. I wanted to write the Bible as science fiction becauseé
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somebody had said to me that nobody had ever done this very simple
(hing» which was to read the Old Testament and the New and the
Apocl’ypha and the Koran right through; it’s a continuing story, it’s the
same play, with the same cast of characters. And wow! zap! pow! you think,
My God, things just slot into place. Because you have these three religions
(hat tear each other to bits—what nonsense; they’re the same religion, in
fact, in different installments. And so I thought, supposing I made this
science fiction because what they have in common is “messengers” or pro-
phets who come and say to human beings, “You stinking lot of no-good-
niks, pull your socks up and do better, or else.” I thought, How about
writing this from the point of view of such a visitor, or series of visitors? It
was only when I got halfway through the book, Shikasta, that 1 realized I'd
created a marvelous format which I'd be mad to jettison—the archives. I'd
got halfway through when I realized that I was going to use this again.

Gray: Do you have a plan for the entire sequence?

Lessing: No ... Well, I've got so many things I could write. But it’s not
continuous because Marriages has got little to do with the others. It's
simply an interesting, useful formula that I can use. What the continuity is
is that the format releases some kind of energy in me. For example, I
waited for years to write The Marriages, and I couldn’t—I couldn’t do it.
Then that format made it possible.

Gray: So there will be more?

Lessing: There’ll certainly be one more, but I don’t know if there’ll be
any more after that, unless I'm terribly inspired by something. But I really
enjoy writing them. I also enjoy what happens to them when they come
out because that form provokes the most violent extremes—it's quite
extraordinary! There are people who you’d assume are sane and bal-
anced who will scream, “The publishers who published this should be
shot!” Or, “Fan as I am of Doris Lessing, [ will never read another novel of
hers as long as I live!” There’s absolutely a lack of proportion.

Gray: As I understand it, in The Making of the Representative you have the
Provocative idea that character and role are not always related, that the
role can be passed on and people are really interchangeable. Haven’t you
detached the individual from a personal destiny here?

Lessing* The idea is that we have functions, and when we do something
1t’s a function that we share with other people who do that. For a long



118 Breaking Down These Forms

time I've seen “the writer” as a kind of function of humanity; 1 feg
connected with other writers because I feel that in a sense we are one
doing perhaps slightly different things.

Gray: But you're now talking of people in terms of function instead of ip
terms of the previous individual psyche, which is very far from your socia]
realist mode of thinking.

Lessing: You know, you can’t go on writing the same thing. There’s 3
really big gap in sensibility between older people and younger people
today. Why is it that younger people, everywhere I go, read this series with
such ease? It's a language they understand, and the older people don’t.
Younger people have been brought up on a bigger perspective about the
earth. They don’t identify themselves with a town or even a continent;
they identify themselves with Planet Earth. The moment you have a shot
of the earth from space—a beautifully colored bubble floating in space—
then there’s a new sensibility; there has to be. And also I'm getting older,
and I think that as you get older you get very much less personal about
everything. You simply recognize that what you’re doing is what other
people do, at the same time and under the same circumstances. You don’t
think that 7, the laborious, amazing individual, am doing this, and I'm the
only person doing it.

Gray: Do you feel any special affinity for writers now working in the same
field?

Lessing: I don’t feel any more affinity for them than I do for realist
writers; just because I used to write a very realistic fiction doesn’t mean
I've floated away from it. It’s all part of the same thing. But what interests
me about The Representative is that all my speculations in the “who-am-I?”
department are in there; you couldn’t put those in an ordinary novel, but
it’s quite easy to put them in that type of book.

Gray: And you couldn’t get there with social realism?

Lessing: The convention would only allow that in dream sequences. But I
think this is what happens with everybody. You start off with your life and
the need to define yourself and this frightful struggle to make this
statement of what you are, to find out what it is. Then you do sort of float
away from that—instead of being embedded in it, you see yourself from a
distance.
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Gray: Do you feel yourself a woman writer or a writer who is a woman?

Lessing: I don’t feel at all when I'm writing that I am a woman writ,ing.'l
don’t think it’s a good thing to do that. I know, you see, that there. s this
matter of great bitterness among women writers. Their argument is that
it’s absolutely essential to write as a woman as long as you are persecuted.

Well, I disagree absolutely because I think you may be a second-class
citizen, which we certainly are, but it doesn’t prevent you from beipg a
human being as well. It’s another prison to think I am a woman writing
this. It means that you deliberately narrow all your sensibilities. ButI do
see why women have to do it.

Gray: But you've been given so many labels at different times in your
career. Did you ever feel yourself an African writer?

Lessing: No. I've never felt anything but me. First, there was this now-
obsolete phrase, I was a “color-bar” writer; that is how I was presented.
And then it changed and I was a Communist writer—they didn’t say I was
a writer about Communism, and those are two very different things. Then
there was a whole string of things that I've been—one of them was
feminist—that was The Golden Notebook, and they hadn’t bothered to read
it. Then there was the Sufi label, and they’ve dropped that one, I'm glad
to say—obh ves, then mysticism. And now it’s the space-fiction label, which
really includes everything, so I suppose it’s all right. I don’t know what
they’ll think of next!
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Bertelsen: Firstly, how do you feel about being regarded as an African or
Southern African writer?

Lessing: Well, 1 think it’s perfectly right that I should be, because 1 did
after all spend twenty-five years growing up there and that’s what forms
people. Certainly everything that’s made me a writer happened to me
growing up in Rhodesia, in the old Rhodesia.

Bertelsen: And you don’t object to that as a limiting label?

Lessing: Well, recently in Germany they gave me the Austrian State Prize
for Literature for European Writing, because they regard me as a Euro-
pean writer, and that’s fine too. The whole of Europe has been involved
in colonialism for two or three hundred years. You can’t separate Europe
from what is now called the Third World.

Bertelsen: In your introduction to Schreiner’s African Farm you said you
read that novel when you were fourteen, and that it had a searing effect
on you.

Lessing: I don’t think it influenced me in the way I wrote. What influ-
enced me was the fact that she wrote about Africa in a way you could take
seriously. Because I had been reading all the English classics of which my
parents’ bookshelves were full, and it hadn’t come home to me that there
could be serious literature from Africa. So that was the influence. It
started me off thinking about Africa in a new way, writing about Africa. [
hadn’t read any of the things that I could have read because I was very
isolated.
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pertelsen: 50 it was more the subject matter, taking African material and
forcing it into an artistic shape?

Lessing: No, it was Africa, you know. Because literatures all tend to be

rovincial. There was no suggestion in anything that I'd read that one
could write a serious novel about Africa. There were a lot of very romantic
and extraordinarily bad novels around, which you've probably never even
heard of, and I can’t even remember the names of them. I think Gertrude
page was one. And they were all full of a lot of very highly-col.ore’d
Jandscape and quite appallingly melodramatic love stories. But I didn’t
take that serious, you see; I just discarded it. And then suddenly here was
Olive Schreiner who was writing about Africa which was an absolute
revelation to me.

Bertelsen: Do you feel any kinship with Nadine Gordimer?

Lessing: Well, our careers have been very twined together. I reacll the
other day in an interview she gave that both our stories were published
for the first time in the Johannesburg journal, Trek. We've always been
bracketed together and we’ve had a lot of similar experiences. I think the
difference was that I was brought up on the veld and she was brought up
in a suburb of Johannesburg. That is very different, because her first short
stories were of that experience and mine were all of the farm. But I think
we have a great deal in common in fact.

Bertelsen: I have spoken to several major “Lessing critics” who feel that
you've got a tremendous antipathy to the academy, to universities and
literary critics generally. I wonder if that is founded, or if you feel they're
being hypersensitive?

Lessing: Well, the Doris Lessing Newsletter 1 find acutely embarrassing
actually—wouldn’t you? I don’t like the cult atmosphere at all. Critics are
a different phenomenon. On the whole they tend to be extremely set in
their own particular way, and I think they all pursue their own particular
lines. Which has got nothing to do with writing. But it does interest
people in writing, so OK.

Bertelsen: Getting narrower still, Anthony Chennells, at the University of
Zimbabwe, has taken you up as a “Rhodesian” writer. He’s written a thesis
which includes your work, called Settler Myths in the Southern Rhodesian
Novel—hundreds and hundreds of novels that were produced in Rhodesia
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up to the "70s. He takes a set of “protomyths”—the pastoral, the open
veld, the myth of the noble savage, and looks at how they work in all these
novels. He detects the same myths in your work, because they’re what se¢
up the Rhodesian mind, but says that you interrogate the myths, expose
their limitations, whereas some of the other writers are just led by them,
and use them in an unconscious way.

Lessing: Well, I haven’t read him. But he’s a friend of mine, of course,
The thing is T don’t see the veld as a myth but a fact. What is mythlike
about being brought up on the veld? It’s an experience which everyone
who'’s had is changed for life by. So I don’t understand the word “myth” in
that context.

Bertelsen: I suppose by “myth” he means a sort of cultural organizing
idea: people look at the veld and they think about openness and freedom,
a sort of Garden of Eden that is waiting for them to appropriate, that kind
of thing.

Lessing: Surely the experience comes first and the myth afterwards. It is
very academic to think like this. You don’t start with a myth. You start with
an experience.

Bertelsen: As critics, I suppose, when we oversee a lot of work we begin to
detect common themes. And then we start after the fact and suggest
organizing ideas. The proposal is that within a specific culture people
perceive in patterns they hold in common.

Lessing: Well, the common thing is presumably that all these people lived
on the veld. This was the common experience. I'm sorry now [ can’t
remember more of those novels, because I would be interested to read
them now.

Bertelsen: What about people like Rider Haggard?

Lessing: Oh, Rider Haggard of course I read. But I don’t regard that as
Rhodesian.

Bertelsen: Do you know a woman called Hylda Richards who wrote 2
book called Next Year Will be Better, which is a diary of her life in the

Lomagundi district?

Lessing: Oh yes, I've read that! T didn’t know it was Lomagundi.
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Bertelsen: This was the same time, the '20s and ’30s when your parents
would have been farming there. What interested me is that she talks from
an uncritical point of view about “the native and his habits” or the servant

roblem. These appear again in your work but very much worked over
and looked at with a sharp eye.

Lessing: Well, they sent me this book—Hylda Richards’s book—and they
asked me to write an introduction. And I said I wouldn’t because this
particular type of settler was very unsympathetic to me. She didn’t like
anything about the Africans, about the country, and also she was quite
extraordinarily incompetent. She was a type. There are very many people
who came out from England like this family, who never were successful.
They never made a good go of it. They were always bolstered up by money
from elsewhere, from “home.” Of all the kinds of white people, this is the
kind I find least sympathetic, because not even as white farmers did they
contribute anything. They were just people who niggled and complained
all the time. So I didn’t want to be bothered with that one.

Bertelsen: There was one bit that fascinated me. Digging on a kopje
nearby the house they find that there were fourteen hundred Shona huts
and lots of broken pottery. It made me think that this is the real “chief’s
country” of your stories, where they are farming on top of an ancient
native reserve.

Lessing: Yes, well, you know that the antheap material is very good for
building and making bricks and floors. Several times, looking for this
material, the Africans would come and say, “We’re not going to go on
digging there, because we've come on a burial,” and there would be the
bones and the pot and so forth, because they buried their dead in
antheaps. I'd forgotten about that in the book.

Bertelsen: She also talks about the paraffin box furniture and the cre-
tonne, and the mud walls and the ants eating away at things. But she’s
finally saying, “I endured all this—the British character—ability to endure
this insufferable land.”

Lessing: You see, everybody coming out from England with very little
Money did the same things. They nearly always went into pole-and-daga
huts, a group of them; we all had paraffin box furniture, or there were
African carpenters who made tables and things, quite well sometimes, in
fact very well. And we all used a certain thick, white flour sack which made
extremely good aprons and things like that. We all had the same contriv-
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ances until people got better off. My mother was extremely good at )
that, as I recall. It was marvelous what she made with those flour sacks!

Bertelsen: Can I move on to ask about the degrees of generalization thay
occur when you’re writing a fiction about Africa? You've said in severa]
places that your stories were “not about the color problem, but aboy; the
atrophy of the imagination,” or “the lack of feeling for all creatures that
live under the sun.” And elsewhere you've said “the states of Sou[hem
Africa in their political economy are all one.” I wonder whether when you
ask the reader to take a general meaning out of the stories you are
downplaying the historical particulars—the fact that there were specific
policies that caused the suffering and problems in Rhodesia at thyy
historical time?

Lessing: Well, I've written so much about that I can hardly be accused of
playing it down! About this color-bar thing: the point I was making was
that it’s not just the white man’s attitude towards the black, but people’s
attitudes to each other in general—all over the world you’ll have a
dominant group despising the rest. This is the pattern. This is what
interests me more and more. I've found it very limiting when people say,
“You are a writer about color-bar problems”. I wasn’t writing only about
color-bar problems. Not even my first volume was only about color-bar
problems; there were a lot of other themes in it. I used the background as
something to take off from. About the historic thing: South Africa and
Rhodesia had a great deal in common, you see, because, as you know,
Rhodesia usually passed laws that had been passed in South Africa, shortly
afterwards. The whole legal structure of Rhodesia was patterned on South
Africa. That became very clear over the Federation business. There was
this brilliant idea to federate Rhodesia, Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland
against the will of the Africans. What they were overlooking was that the
Africans in Rhodesia were very much more enslaved on the South African
pattern than the Africans in Nyasaland and what was then Northern
Rhodesia. And the Africans up north certainly did not want to come
under the umbrella of Rhodesia, the stronger economically, because they
knew that they would become enslaved to the same extent. And the
interesting thing was that in this country absolutely not one of the big
newspapers noticed this, including The Guardian which campaigned for
federation (because The Guardian is a paper that tends to fall in love with
grandiose ideas). And practically nobody in this country—excepting the
left, the left of the Labour Party and some Communists and some people
who knew Africa—pointed out that this was absolutely unworkable. And
of course the thing didn’t work. This demonstrated, as seen by the
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how similar to South Africa Rhodesia was and is in some ways

ricans, . o
hat you want me to do is to write didactic novels.

s[i]l. But w

1sen: No, I don’t, really! I'm just thinking how, for example, with

te
Ber Heart of Darkness—did you see Apocalypse Now?

Conrad’s
Lessing: Yes, [ did.

Bertelsen: As the men move up the river you see them burning villages,
all the napalm and the violence and the decadence of the soldiers, and as
they move up the river these things somehow fall away and you end up
with Good and Evil, and it’s almost as if you then don’t say, “Ther'e‘ are
real historical forces that can be confronted and perhaps the conditions

improved. ”

Lessing: Well, I don’t like that film, you see. I thought the .ﬁrst part was
brilliant. T thought they got that experience of war, that kind of hectilc
mood of war, everybody a bit high on it, very well. But it has nothing in
common with Heart of Darkness at all as far as I can see. And as for the
ending, it was quite appalling and nonsensical.

Bertelsen: I suppose the similarity is that Heart of Darkness starts off talking
about the scramble for Africa and about ivory and does end up making a
mystical statement about “the evil that lurks in the heart of every man,’t so
that then the colonials seem to get off rather lightly because we’re saying
this is just a universal problem.

Lessing: Well, it is a universal problem! When I was in Zimbabwe last year
all the discussions went on as if this was a country isolated from all other
countries. They were talking about Southern Africa as if it's not affecte.d
by what happens everywhere else. You can’t see the race feelings as if
they’re confined to Southern Africa. For example, India is as full of color
feeling, color prejudice, as anywhere. You still have the untouchables
system, a horrendous system. I think as long as one sees these problems in
isolation, so long you’ll not be able to understand them. If you're going
to say in Southern Africa that the problem is that the whites want to
enslave the blacks and that’s the end of it, you’re overlooking a great deal
else. I can illustrate this by a story which might strike you as somewhat
fanciful, but it’s true and it illustrates a recurring psychological set. There
was a South African young woman fighting for various causes on behalf of
the Africans, very idealistically romantic. She went up to Nigeria and
found that in Nigeria there was corruption, and it was not a paradise,
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although run by blacks, and she committed suicide. Now people will sy
“Oh dear, how very unbalanced of her,” which it certainly was, but it’s a'n’
extreme illustration of a certain strand of revolutionary thinking, which jg
when you get a revolution or a change of government and your side gets
in, then everything is going to be all right. Everything is not going to be
all right because the same—I don’t like words like “evil” which seem ¢q
me somewhat romantic—the same psychological attitudes will then come
into play in reverse. If I were living in Zimbabwe and were black, of course
I would have fought as a guerilla/terrorist, whichever word is applicable,
I’'m sorry to be cynical, but one has to be a little bit. Maybe you can’t fight
as a freedom fighter without being somewhat blinkered about what’s
going to happen when your side gets in. I find this kind of romanticism
and sentimentality not merely irritating but very inefficient.

Bertelsen: Do you think that fiction inevitably is going to find its general
application; otherwise, it’s just documenting something, like journalism?

Lessing: Well, you’re really asking what is the use of literature. There are
many different kinds of literature, aren’t there? They range from the
extremely highly worked and imaginative to some things not very far off
fact, like factoids which is a new branch, quite interesting. But my attitude
as a writer is, well, critics are bound to say something. Forgive me, but
there are vast numbers of critics in the world and my attitude towards
criticism is it is of no use to writers and of not much use to readers. It may
be of use to other critics. But this kind of argument or discussion—what
interest is it to anyone except people who are going to teach literature in
universities? None whatsoever! To the people who actually read books
and enjoy them, finding use for them, it is quite irrelevant.

Bertelsen: Can we talk about some of the work that you wrote before The
Grass Is Singing—your stories in Rafters and N.B. and poems in New
Rhodesia? How do you feel about that early work? You've never thought of
republishing it?

Lessing: No, it’s not worth republishing. It's mostly extremely bad. Some
of the short stories were quite promising, but they’re not very good.

Bertelsen: There’s a book of Fourteen Poems that I found very nice. There’s
one called “Dark Girl’s Song” which seemed to say in a nutshell so many
of the things that you were saying later, catching that whole European in
Africa.

Eve Bertelsen 127

Lessing: They're OK, but I'm not basically a poet, you see. Now there’s a

eat difference between the poems of New Rhodesia and the poems of
Fourteen Poems. The first were very bad beginner’s verses and I'd be. very
happy if they vanished from view, because I don’t think they contribute
an}’thing- There were some short stories which I think have been lost
forever, but they’ll be no loss I assure you. But some of them are
interesting, because they are obviously the work of a writer. But they had
a lack of control, and they tended to be overwritten, as beginners’ work
always is, and they lack simplicity. Why revive something that is not up to
much? There’s a very great step between those stories and the stories in
This Was the Old Chief’s Country. I suppose the one thing that could be of
use to understanding writers is the kind of rawness of the experience. To
publish immature work interests scholars, OK. But the experience of that
time might be of use. But when writers become well known and have
become the property of other people, everything gets tidied up and
becomes respectable. Those years, particularly the last years before I left,
were quite extraordinarily raw—that’s the word for it—painful, blunder-
ing, difficult and generally a mess. But in writers’ lives these periods
always tend to be prettied up and glossed over. So no, I don’t really see
that it’s of all that interest.

Bertelsen: I think, on the one hand, there are always people looking for a
completely virgin text to work on. But there is also a real biographical
interest in the sort of “intractable material,” experience that hasn’t really
been fully worked. Well, that was before The Grass Is Singing. You once
said that you wrote The Grass Is Singing in a vacuum, that there was no
African equivalent.

Lessing: What did I mean by that? I suppose I meant a literary vacuum.

Bertelsen: You said you'd read a lot of English writers, and I find in The
Grass Is Singing quite a lot of passages that are very reminiscent of Lady
Chatterley’s Lover. Where, for example, Mary comes upon Moses washing
himself. This is very similar to Connie Chatterley coming across Mellors,
isn’t it?

Lessing: Well, I'd read all of Lawrence and Virginia Woolf of the moderns,
but it actually astounds me that it’s reminiscent of Lady Chatterley’s Lover! 1
suppose they influenced me. The thing is I read so much then, you see.
Because I was very isolated, I read day and night. Luckily I read very fast.
It'd be very hard to say what influenced me and what didn’t.



128 Acknowledging a New Frontier

That incident of Moses being seen washing came from something quite
real, a similar incident. But I didn’t put it in as it happened, simply
because 1 thought and I still think it would have been wrong; it was tog
directly sexual. My mother sent me to call the “cook-boy” and he wag
standing naked out the back of the house under a tree. But what I say,
being I don’t know how old I was, twelve or thirteen, was this classica]
sight of a naked penis which I had never, ever seen in my life before,
because my parents—that was not the atmosphere I was brought up in, I'q
never seen one. The thing is, you see, even as I describe it, it gets too
strong for that book. Mary wouldn’t have noticed a penis, I'm sure. So
that story was written out of experience. One of my “formative” experi-
ences, to use a cliché, was listening to them talking on the verandahs, that
is the grown-ups talking on the farm verandahs. And the children, as it
were, didn’t exist because there was nothing for us, there was no social
place for children. We hung around verandahs listening, bored stiff.
There were men at one end and women at the other end. And I
remember listening to the men talking about a woman, a white woman
who had recently come, who allowed her “boy” to button up her dress and
brush her hair, which coming from South Africa, I don’t have to tell you,
is absolutely impossible! T don’t know if it's impossible now. It was so
impossible then that it stopped your mind dead. The tones of their voices
went into that book. I wish I could have a tape recording of that talk now.

When I went out to Zimbabwe last year I had an accident which laid me
up on a verandah, my son’s verandah actually, for a long time, weeks. And
I was listening to the talk, the talk on the white verandahs which, since
they’re bitterly anti-Mugabe, of course, has got a whole new element. But
a lot of it is identical with what I heard, timeless. It’s quite extraordinary
how the decades can roll by and wars come and go, and they still say the
same things in the same tone of voice. Looking back, there was an
element that has been lost, though. I remember my father and the white
farmers saying things like, “Well, of course in a hundred years they’ll all
throw us out into the sea, and quite right,” they’'d say with a kind of
unscrupulous chuckle. Now that was, as it were, on a different level
altogether from anything they would fight for or say they believed. You've
got these different strands going, you see, running in this talk, and the
gossip about each other. So much comment and criticism which was
never verbalized. But, looking back it's quite extraordinary how few
quarrels there were. I can’t remember any. I don’t think they could’ve
afforded quarrels. But they certainly gossiped and criticized all the time—
they never stopped.

In Zimbabwe I find they still talk from morning to night. They get up
grumbling and they go to bed grumbling. It’s quite appalling, about
everything! I mean a lot of things go wrong, I don’t have to tell you, but
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they make everything worse, and they create problems. I'll desc.ribe a
jittle scene which you won’t find surprising. In Umtali, Mutari, in the
pank, I wanted to cash cheques. I arrived there just before the doors
opened and already a queue of about four whites stood there bitching
about the incompetence of the blacks. They just stood there with these
angry bitter faces. You think, For God’s sake, you're going to kill yourselves
with hatred if you don’t stop it! Which they are, of course, one way and
another. So then, the doors do not open at the stroke of nine, or half past
eight I think it was, because if they could see the man who was looking at
these faces, and he was thinking, I'll just let them stew, he was thinking,
these hate-filled faces! Finally the doors open, and then we sit in a line.
There was only one person available; there should have been more, true.
He happened to be a very correctly dressed, very proper man. There he
was, dealing with everyone with this cold, hard correctness. And they were
standing there with these nagging voices—nag nag nag nag nag! Then
finally when I get to him, he looked at my passport. His face changed—he
recognized me. “Ah,” he said, “I've read your books!” Can you imagine? A
bank teller—I was so flattered! So you see, you get him to chat. And this
person is transformed to the most charming, funny, witty man. I don’t
have to tell you the queue is absolutely enraged! And I go out, and I think,
If these people were not as stupid as they are, they could be living in a
landscape full of charming, witty and intelligent people. It's so very sad,
what’s happening.

Bertelsen: It seems to me that you were incredibly aware of the divisive-
ness of the society behind this front of white unity. You know, the
different groups—Jews and Greeks and English. In some of your stories
the civil service versus the farmers.

Lessing: Oh well, that's so Rhodesian. I don’t know if it still exists. In the
district I was brought up in the big division was a snobbish one. On our
side of the district was roughly the dark red soil, maize-growing soil, and
of course, they grew a lot of tobacco. They tended to be nearly all Scottish
around us and lower-middle class. I had met them at that time in
literature, so I could identify them. They were very frugal, very religious
indeed, and they tended to be hard-drinking, the men. And on the whole
they were pretty awful with their labor, quite appalling! And they had a
very hard edge in their voices when they talked about the other side of the
district where that “fast lot” were, who had horses, and were richer,
tending to have private income, and went in for wife-swapping. Well, not
wife-swapping, but they divorced. They were mostly English, Irish. And so
while these two sides would meet at gymkhanas and so on, there was no
socializing, or very little. But my mother and father tended to visit with
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some of them. Interestingly, because it didn’t strike me at the time at a]]
but they’d been in the war as soldiers, and they were all wounded. They’(i
lost arms and legs and so on, and they were lucky to be alive. So when we
went across to the other side we tended to visit people who’d been in the
war, and that’s what the men talked about, the trenches. It was a very big
division.

When I went back I was told that Banket, that’s the district where T wag
brought up, is now known as the rich farmers’ area. Which quite amazes
me because I can’t see it like this. Most people were very poor. Rich, of
course, compared with the Africans, but most of them lived with the
petrol-box furniture, dyed curtains from flour sacks. This kind of level was
terribly common. And what we were seeing was the birth of the big
farmer. Of course, the sons have taken over the farms, so presumably they
are now these rich farmers. What difference has it made to their lives, if
any? I can’t see what difference it could make really, except that they have
better cars. The Banket of my stories might very well have vanished for all
I know. I wanted very badly to go back, but T wanted my brother to go with
me. But he said there was no way of seeing where it was. And obviously it
disturbed him terribly, the whole experience; he was very upset. So I
don’t know. On the other hand, he said that he was so upset he wasn’t
even looking too closely. You know, for all 1 know there was a heap of
rubble that had been the house. But on the other hand, what heap of
rubble could there have been from pole-and-daga, from thatch-and-locks,
after all that time?

Bertelsen: I was thinking just then about the story called “The Antheap”
where you have Dirk and the colored boy making these sculptures that get
eaten by the ants. I can’t help linking what you’re saying with the changes
in your style, being quite ready to slough off old forms of looking at
things. Does that come partly from this business of living in a pole-and-
daga house? Allowing things to just sink back into the land, and not
looking for a permanence? Or am [ being farfetched now?

Lessing: No, certainly, no, for all I know it did. It’s very hard to know. I
was certainly brought up with impermanence because you can’t live in
that kind of house without feeling it. Our entire world was in brackets, in
parentheses. Our entire life was a war against insects, particularly ants.
The whole kopje was full of antnests and there was no way of abolishing
them; you were always digging them up. It was all quite terrible looking
back on it, this war that we fought, and how the new tunnels would
suddenly appear on a wall. So probably, yes. But I think probably more
important than living in a very impermanent house was the fact that I left
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persia to come o Rhodesia. Then we were six months in England. To a
child it's an eternity. I remember that six months as going on forever and
ever. S0 you can say that I made two big changes.
And then I was in a place called “Lilfordia” for six weeks while my
arents went off to look for a farm, which was one of the most appalling
experiences of my childhood. Have you ever heard of Boss Lilford? [A
rominent white supremacist gunned down on his farm by guerrillas in
1985—E.B.] It’s a very famous name, he’s a great white, a man that people
said was behind Smith, very powerful. Well, Lilfordia at that time was a
group of huts—the beginning of this farm—and they had paying guests,
and I and my brother were left there. We came to the country and we
were left there with a very cold and unkind girl. She was a twenty-one-year-
old Irish girl, and I often wonder what’s happened to her, because I've
only heard about her through my mother, who disliked her intensely. For
all I know she was the most charming person in the world, but I will never
know now, I suppose. She certainly had no idea about children, whatever
else she had, and I was miserable. I started fighting with my poor mother
as early as that, like cutting up all her evening dresses with scissors on the
ship, because we were left downstairs when they went to dinner. I can’t
remember a time when I wasn’t fighting with my poor mother. And when
she went, I remember a time of fierce and terrible misery that’s never
been anything like it in my life since. Because they’d just, as it were,
vanished—you know how parents vanish—leaving me with my little
brother whom 1 felt very protective towards, with this girl. She was called
a governess; she was equivalent of the au pair, I suppose. And we were
with a group of older children who bullied us horribly. I'm saying this,
because that period, while it doesn’t sound like it, for me was another
lifetime. And then we went to the farm. So Id already moved a lot of
times as far as I felt it. By the time I got to the farm it was only one more
in a long string of places I'd lived in. And I've lived in so many places
since. I don’t seem able to stay. I wonder how long T'll stay here, for
example. I've been here four years and I think, Well, something will
happen because it always does.

Bertelsen: To get back to The Grass Is Singing. 1 was thinking how in that
story Mary’s personality is very much determined by her upbringing, the
poverty of the family situation, emotional and economic. There’s a sort of
determinism in that story which also comes into the early Martha Quest
books. Does that come from your political attitudes at the time?

Lessing: No, I would say it was the other way around. My political attitudes
at the time came from watching. Mary specifically was based on somebody
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I knew who interested me, because at the age of nearly forty she was like
a young girl and lived the life of a girl. In town she was this kindly elde,
sister to everybody, still playing sports, and wearing shorts, and she wag
one of the girls. And we sometimes used to go on picnics out into varioys
places. And she used to sit on a rock with her feet drawn up. You knoy
when you write a novel you have a lot of ideas floating around in yoyr
head, and sometimes they float together and sometimes they don’t. Wel|,
I was thinking about this newspaper cutting, which I did find, thig
inexplicable murder. I was thinking about the tones of voice of the men
talking about this woman on the verandahs, and I was thinking about this
woman I knew. What would she be like if she went out into the veld with
that kind of direct physical contact, that kind of up-to-your-neck-in-fighting,
physically, all the time. What would such a girl do, such a woman do?
Well, I couldn’t see her surviving, you see. But about determinism. I think
that the patterns of people’s lives are determined by their society and by
their characters and their upbringing, of course. But what I'm interested
in in people is not what makes them like everybody else, and what you can
expect because they had this and that upbringing, but something else that
can fight them out of it or make them different.

Bertelsen: I read The Grass Is Singing a long time ago. Then coming back
to it much later, it strikes me that so many of the themes of your later
stories are there. For example, in the opening chapter there’s a tremen-
dous sense of what people now call “ideology,” the unspoken silences.
The English character is feeling his way almost dumbly into that colonial
mentality. Was that again just an intuitive description of the kinds of
conversation you used to hear?

Lessing: Of course I remember all the things that were never said. It’s
what is always interesting isn’t it, the unsaid thing? But I should imagine
there were more unsaid things in a place like the old Rhodesia. Probably
in South Africa now things are said more than they used to be?

Bertelsen: Well, I don’t know. We've evolved a whole new set of euphe-
misms. We call people by different labels. I've seen in my lifetime the
transition from “kaffir” to “bantu” to “native” to “black.”

Lessing: “Munts”™—what about “munts”?
Bertelsen: People will still talk about “munts” in unguarded moments. I

don’t know if because the language changes, those structures of feeling
change totally. I suppose they do to some extent. And as the blacks
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gnionize and gain more authority, and their spokesmen are more articu-
jate, a different kind of attitude develops towards black people, I suppose,
than when one only saw them as servants or laborers. But about The Grass
Is S,'nging.// I was wondering about the epigraph from The Wafte Lc'md.
Had you been reading it quite intensively at the time? Because it sm'kes
me that the dryness and waiting for rain is so much, again, a phy51'cal
aspect of Rhodesia. April the cruelest of months becomes the Rhodesian
October, doesn’t it?

Lessing: Yes, well, I was soaked in Eliot and Yeats and Hopkins, but I don’t

think that T was influenced more by one writer than another. I was

certainly influenced by all the Russians because I found so many parallels,
in Tolstoy, for example. The kind of talk I used to hear, which used to be
more idealistic than it is now, was terribly similar to this kind of talk in
Tolstoy about the serfs, perpetual brooding about them. At certain
periods we tend to romanticize them, in our case, the African peasant.
And black poverty. Which always makes me furious, because I don’t see
anything romantic about poverty. It’s horrible and makes people brutal
and miserable, nearly always. It’s a sentimentality that goes with being
part of affluent Europe. Fascinating. I went to Munich last year, and.I
spoke to a group of sixth-formers in a girls’ school. Now Germany is
suffering acute problems, unemployment and genuine hardship. All they
wanted to talk about was Africa and Nicaragua. And T kept saying, “How
about your own backyard?” The thing was, they weren’t interested in it.
They were much more fascinated by some romantic peasant. It’s that
noble savage again!

Bertelsen: Taking a line from the noble savage: in The Grass Is Singing
there’s an identification going on between Mary’s darkness, that re-
pressed part of herself, and Moses and the darkness of the bush. And at
the end you say, “the bush avenged itself.” Aren’t you identifying, some-
how, Africa and the African with this “darkness,” even with the white
man’s past? This creates problems with Moses.

Lessing: You know I'm not aware of it. There was a long time when I
thought that it was a pity I ever wrote Moses like that, because he was less
of a person than a symbol. But it was the only way I could write him at that
time since I'd never met Africans excepting the servants or politically, in a
certain complicated way. But now I've changed my mind again. I think it
was the right way to write Moses, because if I'd made him too individual it
would’ve unbalanced the book. I think I was right to make him a bit
unknown. As I was thinking the other day, Why did that probably long-
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dead black servant kill that woman all those years ago in Lomagundi? Fqr
no reason whatsoever, apparently. I mean, well, why did he? He went off
to the court saying nothing, explaining nothing. And presumably wag
hanged. And that was that.

Bertelsen: In a way it’s the final white fear, isn’t it—this business of “your
servants will turn against you” or the black man raping a white woman?
Probably rising from guilt that the white in Africa has about black people?

Lessing: What was really extraordinary was that there were all these
isolated white farmsteads, miles apart from each other, just houses with
the bush twenty yards away with a newly conquered people who were
savagely ill-treated. And yet I can’t remember people being particularly
afraid. They would say to girls, “Don’t go walking around in the bush
because you’ll be raped.” But we did go walking around in the bush; it was
more of a convention than anything else. There were no locks on the
house. Anyone could’ve raped me fifteen times a night. The doors were
unlocked, stood open all night, because I liked the night. This was a very
unafraid community in fact! Well, this whole thing was irrational. I can’t
remember anybody being raped. I don’t think any white women ever
were raped, were they? They certainly looked in through the windows
when the district had parties. There were always a group of black people
watching these goings on. And I've now got a very sad, sad story.
Somebody, about five or six years ago from what was then Salisbury
University, said to the students, “Why do you lie around in the grass and
fuck and neck and get drunk and be sick and all this kind of thing? Why
do you do it?” And they said, “Well, we’ve been watching you do it all
these years, so why shouldn’t we do it? This is civilized behavior!”

Bertelsen: About your stories: you did collect the African stories sepa-
rately. Was that a publisher’s marketing decision, or was it your own
decision to have African and non-African story collections?

Lessing: The thing was that I'd got so many short stories going by that
time, and they tended to divide into two, so it was convenient. I wanted to
have the African stories separate because as they came out they were in
volumes mixed up with other stories.

Bertelsen: How do you decide that there’'s a short story forming as
opposed to a longer fiction? Is there a different sort of feeling?

Lessing: Yes, because a novel tends to be a long process and a short story
something small crystallizing out. Though T have started off short stories
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(hat have become longer, it's a completely different process. Something
works itself out in a novel which it doesn’t in a short story, really.

Bertelsen: The five novels of Children of Violence represent the other
extreme—a very long work. Did you at the time see the whole sequence as
one continuous Bildungsroman? Because in The Four-Gated City you men-
tion that genre. Did you project it as a novel of education and experience?

Lessing: Well, it was after I'd written it that I simply reintroduced the
word into English criticism, because it wasn’t around. A great many novels
are, in fact, these long descriptions of somebody learning something,
which the Germans have a word for and we don’t.

Bertelsen: And of course the Hardy and Lawrence that you talk about
were doing that in a way, in Paul Morel and Jude. But what hit many of us
in Africa about Children of Violence is the way it reads as one’s own
biography.

Lessing: Well, though I did actually think it was going to be five, there’s a
difference in tone, of course, after volume three. What had happened
was, of course, that I'd had a lot of hard experience between the two, and
it gets less and less autobiographical as I go along. After I'd written The
Grass Is Singing and I'd written the short stories, I wanted to write another
novel. And I had all these unbelievably complicated ideas in my mind as [
recall, and then I suddenly remember very clearly thinking, Why do all
this when T was having this experience which is really quite extraordinary?
So why not write more or less? So I had to decide about the more or less,
which T know has interest to the critics. But to me, I don’t think it’s
important. I wanted to try to use experience as a framework, and not write
too directly about my parents who in fact are pretty, you can use the word,
“mythologized.” I mean, both their characters are there but they're very
broadly sketched actually, both of them, particularly my father, who
became dreamier and dreamier as life went on, and began to talk like an
ancient sage the older he got, very impersonal he got. But the last two are
quite different. What happened in the meantime was that I'd written The
Golden Notebook, you see, at that point, which really changed me totally.

Bertelsen: So it was dutifully that you returned to Landlocked? 1 mean, you
must have felt strange about having to continue that series after The Golden
Notebook.

Lessing: No, I wanted to write about that time, and I still don’t think I've
done it right. I wanted to write about that extraordinary time of hanging
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around in Rhodesia waiting to be able to leave, which was quite the wors;
time in my life.

Bertelsen: October figures quite a lot in that again, October “like cord-
ite.” You use that terrible claustrophobia before the rain, which is so
geographical and yet has this mythological overtone. And the father and
mother in the books: you say they are mythologized to some extent. You
use strong images of sleep and numbness with the mother. She becomes
an enchantress, telling Martha to sleep, to rest, “holding sleep and
forgetfulness in her two hands.” These themes come across both realisti-
cally and mythologically.

Lessing: Are you interested to know personally what it was? Because I can
tell you in a few words: my mother was an extremely talented, very
energetic and very frustrated woman who had nothing to put all her
energy into excepting her children, which was fairly classical in those
days, and I think perhaps it’s changed now. Also she was a nurse and she
liked it when we were ill. This is pre-Freud, and psychology hadn’t hit
them, you know. I don’t think she could exist now, certainly not in the
West, not without a certain amount of self-knowledge. She did want us to
be ill. She had all this energy going, you see, and you had to get out from
under it. But all my friends were in the same situation—that was what’s
interesting. I do not now meet women who've had to fight powerful
mothers; it seems to be a phenomenon that’s passed. But for my genera-
tion of the women I knew, everyone without exception fought a battle
against a mother, who also was a victim, of course, because they’re very
pathetic people.

Bertelsen: So she wasn’t at all like the rather useless, frustrated women
who were just yearning to go “home” all the time.

Lessing: Well, of course, she wanted to go home, but the thing was she
worked very hard. And she did make a good job of an impossible
situation, like my father getting iller and iller and the children whom she
didn’t approve of. My mother’s life was a tragedy; she got nothing ever
that she wanted, ever. She made this great choice: was she going to be the
matron of St. George’s or was she going to get married? And then she
went to Persia, which she liked. All very jolly—she was very social. That
probably was the high point of her life I should think, five years in Persia,
which my father loathed every minute of, because he wasn’t social. He
hated it, you see, all these jolly and musical evenings; he loathed every
second. So from then on I think nothing ever went right for my poor
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mother, including her daughter who was a perpetual misery! I mean,
some joker arranged that I should be born to my poor mother; it was
really unfortunate for both of us. And then my brother. His way of
resisting was to be very passive and smiling and go-and-do-it-anyway sort of
thing. So I'm desperately sorry for her, actually.

Bertelsen: The particular atmospheres that you create—the hotel ball-
room and the club and the Avenues. I wonder if you can remember very
much about those places? I was looking at an old tourist brochure of
Salisbury 1950 produced by the Salisbury City Council, and these things
jumped out of the pages: Meikle’s Ballroom, and a dance at the club with
those waiters...

Lessing: The club I'm told is exactly the same. When I went back they said
‘ifI went to the club [ would see that nothing whatsoever’s changed.

Bertelsen: Integrated now?
Lessing: No, apparently it’s still mostly white. You know, blacks don’t

necessarily want to be with us, really; they don’t find us the nicest people
in the world! T saw such a terrible scene in a restaurant outside Salis-

‘bury. All white, in the bar which was absolutely packed, where I was

standing with my brother and some friends of his. A black man came in,
obviously for the first time, and you could see that he was coming in
incredulous that he could. And in spite of himself he was servile and
apologetic, and you could see him hating himself for it. And when he
asked for a drink the barman was kind and condescending. And he said,
“Thank you, boss.” That’s the kind of scene you see all over Zimbabwe,
which some young novelist is writing about, I hope. Well, they’re all still
there. Meikle’s has vanished, alas. It has become a totally anonymous,
flavorless modern hotel, and they’ve got photographs of what it used to
be on the walls as “the historic past” which upset me slightly, as you can
imagine. The Grand Hotel was pulled down. The Salisbury Club is going
on.

Bertelsen: And the houses in the Avenues—do they still look pretty much
the same, with their servants, nannies, etc?

Lessing: That hasn’t changed. They don’t have so many servants. In the
houses I saw, where they previously had a cook, houseboy, a piccanin, and
probably a nanny, and even a garden boy, they will have one who does
nearly all the work they all did before. And I noticed on the farms that I
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went to, they all have at Jeast two, and the second is a garden boy, whicp

I should have thought was a terrific luxury. They don’t think it so, of

course. But the relationship between the masters and servants hasn’(
changed at all, absolutely not. The whites can’t change, you know, the
Rhodesians. I'm not talking about the ones that have changed, but the
ones on the farms, that won’t change.

Bertelsen: They still have a lot of clout because they control most of the
productive farming in the country, don’t they?

Lessing: Well, they do produce nearly all the food, and some of the ones
I spoke to are extremely cold about it. They look north to Zambia and say,
“There were nine hundred farmers and now there’re ninety, and we’re
going to be like gold dust if we keep our heads down and just wait.” There
was a marvelous farmer I saw, so inventive. He’d made all these machines
out of scrap iron, machines for the farm, everything you could think of,
an entire blacksmith’s shop made out of scrap. He was a passionate
farmer. And his wife. Well, they’ve gone to South Africa. They can’t stand
not being bosses! And they’re quite prepared to go and take second-rate
jobs in South Africa, just to go on being bosses. They’re pathetic. Apart
from the loss to Zimbabwe, because they need those skills still.

Bertelsen: | wonder if you remember a Labour Party meeting that you
describe, apparently a real meeting in the Harare Hall in February 1944,
which caused the big split?

Lessing: Well, yes—because the whole thing was impossible, you see! Mrs.
Maasdorp was mayor at that time. She made it possible to have a hall in
Harare and for white people to go down, it would have been impossible
otherwise. And what was actually said at this meeting was so innocuous, 1
can’t begin to tell you. But it was as if the revolution had taken place. And
of course, apart from the fact of living in a permanent fog of poison
letters and filth pushed through her letter box, she lost her seat, which for
her was a tragedy. You see, these characters vanish from history. There
was a man called Charles Ollie no one’s ever heard of, who ran his own
magazine, who was her enemy. He was also a councilor who represented
the opposite side. He would write long letters about the blacks having just
come down from the trees and all this kind of thing. And he had immense
influence. But when I say to people “Charles Ollie” they don’t remember
anything about him. It’s quite amazing! Perhaps they're ashamed. I hope
that’s it.
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Bertelsen: What about the Quest story? You did choose the name “Quest”
for Martha.

Lessing: I did that on purpose. I wanted to put a name to some part of the
character.

Bertelsen: I was wondering whether, as the series continued, you became
more conscious of creating continuity by reinforcing that quest myth as
she moves through the various phases of her life?

Lessing: Do you mind me saying that all the time you’re talking as if the
writer imposes an idea on the material instead of writing from inside!

Bertelsen: But when you’re writing a long series like that and things have
come between like The Golden Notebook and a very sharpened awareness
about form and what the realist novel is doing, and then you had to go
back and write Landlocked and The Four-Gated City. Wasn’t there a certain
necessity to create continuity with the earlier novels? Could you still be
writing intuitively?

Lessing: What I was basically trying to do was to get the atmosphere of
that particular time, which was intangible and difficult. That was my
preoccupation. A very demoralized atmosphere it was—very flat after the
war, certainly in my personal life, the personal lives of everybody I knew
round about then. But I don’t think I had any particular difficulty in it.
You just had to think yourself back to that time.

Bertelsen: You were writing about the ’40s in Rhodesia from London in
the mid-"50s, and ’60s, with hindsight. Your attitude towards politics had
obviously changed quite a lot?

Lessing: Well, the fifth book was not at all autobiographical. I simply
wanted to convey what London was like, and I tried to find ways of doing
it. And I also wanted to find a fairly typical English upper-class family. It’s
surprisingly common to find in them these political differences. You
know, you'll find one a Communist or one extreme left Labour or one a
Tory or something, within the same family. I've met this several times, so
I thought I would use that.

Bertelsen: So you don’t think that the hindsight of having been in
London for quite a long time affected the way in Landlocked and Ripple
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from the Storm, you described the political situation in Rhodesia in the
’40s? In other words, perhaps you were being more critical, satirical, of i
than you might have been if you'd written it directly at the time of having
the experience?

Lessing: How could I have written it directly?

Bertelsen: Well, I mean Martha Quest and A Proper Marriage were written
closer to the experience in a way, before you’d been in London for such
a long time. So it seems to me that there’s a more critical reassessment
going on in the next two books because you’ve actually become much
more sophisticated.

Lessing: Martha Quest, A Proper Marriage and Ripple from the Storm are all
pretty critical. There’s a great distance between me and what I'm writing
about, particularly Ripple from the Storm, because that was all about politics
at the time I was living through it. I take the view that everyone who goes
through that experience is really crazy while they do it. I mean, we
genuinely believed, for example, the whole world would be Communist
in about ten years’ time, or it might take fifteen to create Utopia, things
like this. You know, you can’t call this anything else but crazy! And also I
think in the war people were crazy without knowing it. So I certainly had
a very cool and different approach to all that when I came to write it. I was
much more interested in Landlocked in the atmosphere; I was interested in
creating this kind of feeling of disillusionment which follows the elation
of wars. It starts obviously in the army, in the fighting forces, and it
spreads everywhere. You can’t fight without this kind of being slightly
crazy, and I think that in war everybody is slightly crazy. Even in remote
places like Rhodesia. We went through the war in a kind of elation. It
expressed itself in politics and everybody was high on the war, and then
all that goes and you’'re left with the reality.

Bertelsen: I want to pursue the “Quest” story, although you rebuke me,
and say I'm finding artificial constructs binding the books together. But it
strikes me if one takes something like the image of the Ideal City which
occurs throughout the whole series. When Martha first has this vision in
the veld in Martha Quest it seems to be very much like a Marxist vision of
a classless society. Then it moves through being a symbol of personal
harmony in those middle books. And by the time we get to the end, we've
got London as a final “false city” and Faris Island with the pure notes of
the flute being almost a mandala of mystic harmony. That one image both
binds the books and changes quite a lot. Would you agree with that?
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Lessing: Not particularly. The first one certainly couldn’t have been
Marxist. You know that Marxism took over a lot of Utopian ideas.
Marxism didn’t create these ideas of harmony and happiness and equal-
jty. It comes from religion. Utopias long predate Marxism. The idea of
paradise and heaven comes from Christianity, not from Marxism. So
Marxism is in fact structured like Christianity with Hell being capitalism,
and suffering redeeming you. It’s exactly the same structure. And the idea
of paradise in the classless society. It predates even Christianity. It’s the
old Golden Age theme.

Bertelsen: So where would that sort of dream come from in Martha’s life?

Lessing: From literature of course. Her books, her house was full of
books. It’d come from the Bible. Not that I read the Bible much.

Bertelsen: I was wondering if the sort of swings of mood that we see in

Martha, her lassitude that seems to be reinforced by her mother, and then
her energetic imagination and will to action that takes over when she
leaves her marriage and moves into politics, and also later when she
engages with Lynda Coldridge, are those two parts of Martha autobio-
graphical? Or is this just a common situation for women?

Lessing: I think it’s pretty common, the lassitude and the energy. The
energy in the war came from, as I say, the elation of the war, and because
everyone was high on this release of political belief. It happened all over
the place, I discovered, this springing into existence of Utopian groups of
one kind or another. We called ours “Communist,” but it wasn’t terribly
Communist. Energy always comes from the undivided; all fanatics have
energy. When you’re doing any one thing singlemindedly, you have energy.

Bertelsen: I've tended to think of the lassitude having a lot to do with
Martha giving in to her social fate, giving in to her mother and the club
and all the rituals that society was trying to impose on her. And the energy
as something very positive. But you're saying that the energy belongs to
the fanatic? Wasn’t it the energy that made her pull herself out of that
social fate of being a Rhodesian wife in the suburbs?

Lessing: Yes, it was—as if that life had really got very little to do with me.
Which sounds quite ordinary, since I was living it rather competently; I
really was doing it all very well! This again is fairly common—that young
women will go along with whatever they’re doing with great efficiency,
and then suddenly say, “What am I doing this for?” But talking about
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energy, this absolutely pure energy which kept a whole lot of us going,
God knows, I don’t think we ever slept two or three hours a night for ,
couple of years! It was because of our pure and burning faith with whict,
we, only we and a few like us, were going to transform the world! Wel,
you know, you've probably lived through it. We were the people whg
understood everything. We would deal with all that lot out there who were
so stupid and didn’t know anything. Well, this kind of fanaticism createg
energy, and it’s certainly very pleasant to live through. There you have 4
recipe for a lot of hard work and sacrifice. But actual serious living,
unfortunately, is usually divided and many-stranded.

Bertelsen: But although you speak rather disparagingly of it, it was thag
energy that managed to extricate Martha from a typical colonial fate, that
criticism of her situation.

Lessing: I wasn’t speaking disparagingly. It’s a good thing that she left.
The only thing is, if you're talking about the two strands in her nature,
one full of energy and one divided, I would say the divided state is
preferable, because at least you're accommodating a whole lot of differ-
ent possibilities, whereas that simple pure energy always goes with a
narrow direction and a focus on one thing. Which is all right if you want
something done. I like to have it if I'm writing a novel. You've got
something to do, and you do it.

Bertelsen: Do you find in your own experience that the moods alternate
and constantly recur?

Lessing: Well, no. I find that these moods of pure energy occur hardly at
all, simply because I am not single-minded anymore. I can’t be.

Bertelsen: And when you’re writing?

Lessing: Yes, but I live a very complicated life with all the other things
going on too. I sometimes watch the approach of such a mood. When I
am passionately angry about something, I think that something is terribly
wrong and something else is terribly right, and I identify with the right
and I can hate the wrong. This produces this pure flame of energy. Butit's
extremely suspect, and I try to suppress it, because life isn’t like that, not
at all.

Bertelsen: Is there a certain misanthropy about Martha? She doesn’t seem
to ever completely ally herself, although she’s committed to the Group.
Always this critical edge, about Jasmine, about everybody?
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Lessing: Well, it's certainly what saved me as a person. The funny thing is
that I was discussing this—I still know Jasmine—said she had it too, you
see. It’s very interesting that people who are apparently total fanatics
working twenty-two hours a day, and who never say anything that isn’t
some dogmatic cliché, have this same disquiet that sort of says, “Well,

that’s pretty silly!”

Bertelsen: I love the send-off that Jasmine gives at the end of Landlocked:
“Barricades!” And Martha just looks at her very sardonically. It also
interests me that I keep talking about “Martha” and you talk about
yourself. Perhaps it’s easier that way?

Lessing: Well, it’s easier.

Bertelsen: I wonder why Martha couldn’t, in the role of mother, accept
domesticity, the mothering instinct? And yet when she goes to London
and is with people who are outside herself, the Coldridges, she manages
to be very useful and mother Lynda and Mark? Is it only possible in a
situation where it’s not conventionally lined up for her?

Lessing: Well, 1 suppose she was older. In The Four-Gated City various
aspects of myself were parceled out between the different characters.
They were a fairly interesting map of myself, that roll of characters,
actually.

Bertelsen: So Martha isn’t a central persona anymore. The style becomes
much more complicated. You said The Golden Notebook had decentered
things?

Lessing: No, I didn’t say it had decentered. I said it had got a different
tone. What has happened is that the tone of Landlocked is flat and heavy
and rather disillusioned. It’s not decentered, because Martha’s still the
center of the book. But The Four-Gated City is something completely
different. There’s nothing autobiographical in it.

Bertelsen: So Lynda and Mark and Martha and all the others are parts of
a single character really, and people who try to trace an easy narrative line
are reading the book wrongly?

Lessing: People like things to be autobiographical. But when I say this is
not all autobiographical or it is autobiographical, to my mind this is of no
importance. What is important is what I've done with an experience
which you say yourself is very common. I mean, there’s a lot even in
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Martha Quest that I invented, you see. But I don’t see that it matters all tha
much. And it is of no help to the historians of Harare University who say,
“What happened? Did this meeting happen?” Well, I can only reply that
partly it did and partly it didn’t—that’s not the point! And about this
business of misanthropy. Was I critical of people? I probably was. I can’(
remember. What I remember and can’t get over is the unbelievably socia]
life T led then. So many people all the time. I and my second husband,
Gottfried Lessing—our flat was always full of people, the left of various
kinds, very mixed. And I used to cook for, God knows, fifteen to twenty
people on two hot plates, as a matter of course. Seldom went to bed
without someone asleep in the bath or on the floor or somewhere. This
went on for years! My poor husband hated it, but that’'s what I was like
then. Far from being a misanthropist, I collected people!

Bertelsen: Perhaps that’s a strong word. I suppose being friends with a
writer always puts people slightly on edge, because you’re not sure
whether you’re going to appear in a slightly altered light, but
recognizable.

Lessing: Well, I've had a conflict all my life about a very social side of my
nature and what I need to write. Unlike some of my friends who thrive on
social life and writing, I don’t. T have to be terribly quiet and preferably
solitudinous and, if you like, misanthropic, to write. But on the other
hand I love giving parties and having dinner parties or people round. So
this has fought in me ever since I can remember. But it certainly wasn’t
fighting in the period of Landlocked, because I don’t think I've ever been
as social in my life as that time, and the time before that. And the thing is,
you know, people like to be in books. Quite amazing, you’d think that
they wouldn’t but if I say, “But I've never put you in a book,” they're
furious! In the period of Landlocked the outward life I was leading was
extremely social. Because while the actual Communist group had dis-
solved as an entity—people had just vanished in all directions—here were
a great many left-wing people around of various kinds, not just Commu-
nists. And passionately interested in politics. And our flat was always full of
them. There were all kinds of discussion groups and things going on all
the time. So it was a very, very social life. Inwardly we were having a very
bad time because the marriage was—we knew was not going to last. But
that’s another thing.

Bertelsen: In Landlocked there is a strong sense of outer activity and inner
deadness.
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Lessing: Well, it was the worst time of my life. Outwardly I was extremely
social and energetic; I had a job I was doing. That’s the time when I was
typing for Parliament. I was writing The Grass Is Singing, and God knows
what I wasn’t doing! But it was in fact a very bad time. People! Full every
minute of the day with people! God knows how I ever wrote that book—
1 can’t imagine!

Bertelsen: At the end of The Four-Gated City we have this survival after the
apocalypse where Martha ends up with the mutated children. I'm skepti-
cal about this idea of a remnant surviving, because in my evangelical
background I was brought up to aspire to be one of such a remnant. It
seems to be a preoccupation of yours that a group of people with higher
faculties will be the ones who will survive and recreate society from its
ashes. Isn’t there a chance it will just be a terrible abortive mess?
Romantics like Coleridge and Lawrence also wanted to take a few care-

fully selected people and start a new world.

Lessing: At any rate I've been too intelligent to do that—give me credit!

‘Well, we don’t know what’s going to happen. But it seems to me that

human beings are in evolution, and this is what will evolve next. I think
we’re likely to become more intelligent and more intuitive and so on.

‘That was the idea behind that. And the other idea was that if children are

born with greater faculties than ordinary people, we know enough about
ordinary people to know they will kill them. I mean, this is what we
human beings are like. We cannot stand what’s different from ourselves.
So if, in fact, such better or more intelligent people are born, for their
own sake they would have to be concealed in some way, since the human
animal is a murderer, and would do them in. I see no reason why not;
everything seems to me to be moving in that direction. We speculate
about the mind, what faculties it has, what faculties it could have, what
faculties it does have and we don’t acknowledge. It seems to be a new
frontier.



The Habit of Observing

Francois-Olivier Rousseay

Francois-Olivier Rousseau’s interview appeared in Le Maga-
zine Litteratre in Paris in February 1985. The following
translation was prepared by the editor, with the assis-
tance of Patricia Siegel. Copyright © 1985 by Le Magazine
Litteraire. Reprinted with permission.

Rousseau: You recently published a book, The Diary of a Good Neighbor,
under a pseudonym, and your regular editor turned it down. What did
you want to demonstrate in returning to anonymity?

Lessing: The reason I offered the manuscript under a pseudonym was
that at the time various people who had inspired one of my characters
were still living. There was little chance that they would read the book,
but I didn’t want to run the risk. For the rest, I wanted to see what would
happen. It has been an extremely instructive experiment. My regular
editor turned down the manuscript. I later learned that it hadn’t been
read by any of the literary editors in charge; it had simply been assigned
to external readers. When the book was finally published, we sent it to
some Doris Lessing specialists who apparently didn’t see through the
hoax, even if they had bothered to read this novel of an unknown.
Conversely, other critics who until this time had never paid any attention
to my other books liked this one. Ivan Nabokov, my French editor at
Albin Michel, bought the rights to the book without knowing it was mine,
then called and asked if by any chance I knew the author and if I had
provided her with any help. The book was also accepted in the United
States. In that regard, my agent told me a very interesting anecdote: the
American editor, who liked the book, regretted that his firm would not be
able to do more for the book’s promotion; since, he said, the author was
an unknown, he had nothing to sell. That means the book itself wasn’t
enough. The public and editors want a photograph, a personality, an
author’s “profile” to go with the novel.

Rousseau: What do you think of the literary world in England?
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pLessing: There are good editors and intelligent critics, but unfortunately
is a closed world which feeds upon itself, in a kind of unhealthy
inbreeding. Everyone knows everyone, and everyone thinks more or less
the same thing at the same time. In addition, the publishers’ policy is
more and more dictated by costs and best-sellers. It’s the same in the
United States. Now it is computers which decide at what moment a book
will be taken off the shelves. They even speak of the “shelf life” of books.
It is not an encouraging situation.

Rousseau: The Diary of a Good Neighbor, which could be summarized as a
kind of apprenticeship in decrepitude and dying, is an extremely trying
book, even intolerable at times.

Lessing: I suppose that it is intolerable for someone who never has been
confronted by old age or the death of a loved one. Old age and the
physical deterioration of others naturally seem to be something repug-
nant, shocking to us; and we protect ourselves from it with a barrier of
disgust. But the real reason for this disgust is fear, the fear that sooner or
later we too will be that object of disgust. Unless we are extremely lucky,
that’s what’s facing us, and I think it is best to try to get used to it. That is
what my narrator, Jane Somers, did when she took on the responsibility
for the old lady. And if I made of her an egotistical and rather inane
person at the beginning of the novel it was because I also wanted the
discovery of old age and misery to come as a shock for her.

Rousseau: It's tempting to draw parallels between The Diary of a Good
Neighbor, in which a middle-aged woman helps a nonagenarian in the last
months of her life, and Memoirs of a Survivor, in which another middle-
aged woman observes the development of an adolescent. Are you saying
that insurmountable barriers separate the generations making it impos-
sible to understand or communicate with those who are older or much
younger?

Lessing: I don't believe in the generation gap. It is only experience or the
lack of experience which separates people. Accordingly, in Memoirs of a
Survivor, it is the adolescent who doesn’t understand the older woman,
because the adolescent is separated by lack of experience. The woman, on
the other hand, figures out the adolescent perfectly, because she has gone
through the same phases. Basically this child is herself.

For years I had the project of writing an autobiography originating
from dreams. I had to give it up because it was impossible to organize the
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dreams into a coherent sequence without making the whole work ey.
tremely artificial. In Memoirs of a Survivor, what the narrator believes thy;
she is seeing behind the wall, that apparent dream world, actually
represents her own life, her own childhood. In the tangible world, Emily
whom she sees growing up represents the image of her adolescence.
Thus, reality and dream, marked off by the wall, complement each other
to give an all-encompassing vision to the narrator’s past. I have said thay
Memoirs of a Survivor was my imaginative autobiography. Curiously, ng
one noticed it, as if that precision was embarrassing.

Rousseau: Africa and your colonial experience inspired your first novel,
The Grass Is Singing, published in 1949. A Ripple from the Storm is set in
Africa. Particularly Cats describes the life of African farmers. At the same
time, you were born in Persia, of English parents.

Lessing: I was born in Kermanshah, then we lived in Teheran for two
years. My father worked for the Imperial Bank of Persia. At the time the
country was divided into several spheres of influence—because of its
frontier with the new Soviet Russia—one sphere of influence was English.

It was my father himself who requested a transfer there. He had been
wounded in the war; he came out of it, like many veterans, bitter and
unstable. He couldn’t bear life in England. As a result, he wanted to
become a farmer in Africa; he came from a long line of Norfolk farmers.

African agriculture had nothing to do with agriculture in a temperate
climate, and essentially it was not a wise decision. In Rhodesia my father
sought above all else a refuge where he could live his imaginative life.
Earning money did not interest him—that led my mother to despair
because she was ambitious. Have you read The Children of Violence? It is in
large part an autobiographical novel.

Rousseau: Could you talk about the genesis of your books? In The Golden
Notebook you have your heroine Anna Wulf, herself a writer, say that what
distinguishes the writing of a novel from nonfiction is the emotion which
writers deliberately provoke in themselves.

Lessing: | no longer remember what I said in The Golden Notebook, but |
would say now that writing is an act of conscious self-hypnosis. Rather, let
me tell you how I wrote the book which I just finished and which is called
The Good Terrorist. At the outset ] was inspired by a couple I knew. She was
the daughter of one of my friends, a former juvenile delinquent, a rather
admirable girl. Until she was past thirty, she had lived in several fringe
groups, doing the cooking for others and assuming the role of nurturing
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mother. The boy she lived with was a rather antipathetic sort of revolu-
tionary whose doctrine was middle-class exploitation. For several years
they lived off my friend until she decided to kick them out. They took
revenge by saying that they were going to join the IRA. When I heard the
story, | immediately wondered how many terrorists had been produced in
the same way by a settling of accounts. Shortly after, Irish terrorists
exploded a bomb in Harrod’s department store; it was clearly an amateur
attempt, and I said to my friend, as a joke, it was exactly the kind of action
the two people in question were capable of.

Suddenly the idea came to me to write a novel based on the attempt as
it was probably conceived of by a group of incompetent amateurs. I also
recalled what a friend with contacts in the American terrorist movements
of the *70s had told me. Throughout his descriptions I was struck by a
quality of clear self-dramatization, as if the members of these groups were
Jess concerned with the action to be carried out than with the image of
themselves they would project to the public. I also remembered my own
experience in the bosom of a political action group; we were convinced
that we were right and everyone else was wrong. All these experiences and
memories fleshed out the story and fed into the book. What fascinated me
while I was writing was something that I had never sensed so distinctly: I
was in the position of an eavesdropper, and a whole cluster of details from
my own life coming back to me were determining the form of the book. I
wrote it very quickly, in one year.

Rousseau: In The Golden Notebook your heroine who has some of your char-
acteristics and who is made famous by a novel set in Africa during the last
war suffers from writer’s block. Is that a situation which you too have
experienced?

Lessing: No, but the idea seemed interesting to me. For a time I was
analyzed by a psychoanalyst specializing in artists suffering from “blocks.”
She would have loved to see me “blocked.” 1 always disappointed her
about it. What I wanted to discover was the origin of this blockage. I know
writers who write half of a book, then stop because they suddenly are
horrified by what they have done. Is it a sort of paralyzing perfectionism?
Is it because in the end the book always seems greatly inferior to the one
that they would have liked to write?

Rousseau: Do you share the opinion expressed by your heroine Anna
Wulf that the novel today is an outpost of journalism and its function, in a
closed world, is to supply one segment of society with information about
another?
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Lessing: Yes, I believe that more and more. Regardless of its possible
literary qualities, a novel supplies us with a fund of information. Novelistg
have to some extent squared off the world and created an immense store
of information. Take Proust, who is one of my favorite great writers. He
offers a rather exhaustive portrait of society in his time; he renders,
through his characters, the upward mobility of one social class and the
decline of another; he shows how a class of parvenus is gradually absorbeq
by the aristocracy and in turn becomes aristocrats. The same is true of
Mann’s Buddenbrooks. And what would we know of pre-Soviet Russia
without Chekhov, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, or Turgenev? A friend to whom |
made these remarks disagreed, saying that no Russian author of the
nineteenth century had mentioned the beginning of the Industrial Revo.
lution, which was taking place, and that the picture furnished by the
novelists is historically inaccurate. Perhaps, in that particular instance, but
there are novelists who take into account everything. In any case, I read a
lot of novels with the aim of informing myself. Good novels and also less
good ones. I leave for Australia in a month. Everything I know about
Australia I learned through novels.

Rousseau: The Australian novelist best known in France is Patrick White.
Who are some of the other major Australian writers?

Lessing: There is Henry Handel Richardson, author of Australia Felix, a
marvelous early twentieth-century writer, and then in the next generation
Christina Stead, still unknown but whose work is going to be re-issued.
One of her novels, All for Love, admirably describes life in Sidney. But
€ven among more minor writers one finds a valuable and quite precise
description of the country.

Rousseau: You’ve never been to Australia?

Lessing: No, never. I find the idea of a great savage continent with people
around its edges quite fascinating. But then in Europe or in the Eastern
United States we tend to forget that the Pacific is the new center of the
world; the people living down there are completely aware of it, however.
On the whole, I don’t expect to be very surprised by Australia; I expect
that the Australian spirit and life style won’t be very different from what I
knew in Africa. There is an English colonial style which one encounters
everywhere. Of course, I won’t say that to the Australians.

Rousseau: You have been a Communist?
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LeSSing: When 1 really was a Communist, it was in Rhodesia during the
war and there wasn’t the ghost of a Communist Party. We invented one
for our own purposes, a totally imaginary Communist Party. It was in the
posom of that semblance of a party that I went through the different
phases which represent the evolution of party members. Phase I, my eyes
were opened, I saw the light, I was right, we were the ones who had the
ruth, in contrast to the rest of the world. Phase II, total immersion in
group activity. Later there was the rejection.

Rousseau: How long did that take?

Lessing: The period of blind faith ended rather quickly. But when I
arrived in England in 1949 I moved into the leftist milieu, the Communist
milieu, the Labour milieu furthest to the left. I was no longer as active as
1 had been in Africa where T had taken part in meetings, sold pamphlets,
stuffed envelopes. But also my life, difficult at that time, didn’t leave me
much time to devote to politics. I had no money, I had a child to raise, I
was trying to live by my pen.

A little later, I joined a movement called the Colonial Liberation
Movement. In retrospect, that was undoubtedly the most useful thing I
accomplished. The Movement had its offices in the House of Commons.
We forget today, now that there are no longer any colonies, the important
role played by this movement in allowing members of Parliament to meet
the future leaders of countries moving toward independence, some of
whom had just been released from or were about to be sent to British
prisons, others on the point of being imprisoned again. The Colonial
Liberation Movement, we thought, would help the liberation of Kenya
and the settlement of the Cyprus conflict which was a horrible war.

Rousseau: What is the event that made you change your mind about the
Communist Party?

Lessing: It wasn't the situation in Hungary; as far as I was concerned,
things had been settled for a long time. At the beginning of the ’50s,
while Stalin was still alive, I shared a house with a woman who was an
active party member; our friends, our associates, were almost all party
members. That was a very bleak period in the history of Western Commu-
nists. We knew what was going on in Russia; we had been dismayed by
news of the Prague trials and the famous executions.

I mistrust the natural tendency of hindsight to simplify things; they
weren’t simple. At the time, despite everything we learned, Communism
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still seemed to have a future, and we continually sought to excuse whyy
was going on over there—I'm not proud of that now. Arthur Koestler
said once that every member of the Communist Party from that periog
had a personal myth which allowed him to remain in the party. It’s
absolutely true, and my own myth was that the things going on in the
Soviet Union had nothing to do with true Communism, but there were
people over there champing at the bit waiting for the moment when they
could establish Communism as my friends and T knew it. It was 3
completely stupid line of reasoning; these people would never have the
opportunity to establish true Communism, and for good reason: it was
they who might have who were being assassinated as the first victims of the
purges.

Then there was the 20th Congress and Khrushchev’s famous speech
denouncing Stalin’s crimes. Many fervent Communists were shocked by
that denunciation. I was shocked for different reasons: if that was the best
they could do, it didn’t satisfy me, it wasn’t enough. It was then that I
really left the party. My political journey wasn’t at all unique, you know.
England was full of Communists in the '40s and ’50s, who experienced
the same deceptions. Some had nervous breakdowns; some launched
themselves into business. Former Communists make excellent business-
men; it is undoubtedly related to the sense of businessmen; it is undoubt-
edly related to the sense of organization.//

Rousseau: Do you actually believe that literature changes nothing? Don’t
you think, on the whole, that it slowly transforms our consciousness?

Lessing: You’re undoubtedly right. Literature does help to change
things...a little. But you have to take into account that when I wrote The
Golden Notebook 1T was in a state of mind which I condemn today—the
apocalyptic condition. I believed that things had to change very fast, and
if literature couldn’t succeed in making those changes why bother to
write. It was a sequel to my period of being engagé. When I was struggling
in Africa my friends and I were so sure that we would succeed in changing
the world in ten years that any effort which didn’t contribute directly to
that change seemed futile to us. It was an article of our political faith.
Today I question that state of mind, something I would never have
dreamed of doing in my youth.

When I was young, the attitude of people on the left was that it was
better to pass out political tracts door to door than to write. A writer
maturing in a politically active atmosphere is often the butt of nasty, cruel
jibes. I now know that envy inspired these remarks, because those who
made them were themselves for the most part failed writers. That ex-
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p]ains the virulence of their remarks. It took me some time to understand
that.

I observed this very process again in a young friend who was writing a
pook. She was very friendly with a group of people belonging to various
leftist groups. These people did not restrain their hostile criticism and
attempted to influence what she was writing, each according to his own
political leaning. It is clear, to anyone from the outside, that these people
were angry with her above all for having talent. She wasn’t aware of it, any
more than I would have been at her age.

Rousseau: What is striking, throughout your novels, is the infinite com-
plexity and the infinite instability of relations between the characters. Do
you think this analysis in miniature of human relations is what defines
your manner of writing?

Lessing: It’s true. I always see things in motion. In life, in reality, nothing
is ever static.

Rousseau: Could it be that this kind of confusion of feeling grasped in
motion is something you invented in literature?

Lessing: Don’t you believe that the aim of a novel is always—I won’t say to
analyze but—to comment on things in motion?

Rousseau: Is the minute attention you pay to your characters evidence of
your experience with psychoanalysis?

Lessing: No, I don’t think that has anything to do with it. Besides, I have
not really been analyzed. It was only “mild” psychotherapy. I believe rath-
er that it was the result of a difficult childhood, not materially but morally.

I think that children who have had to struggle psychologically have a
tendency to be good writers. They are constantly observing. An example
comes to mind, that of a little girl I know, who I am prepared to wager will
be a writer; you can foresee in her a kind of tension when she looks at
what is happening around her, between her parents. It is the habit of
observing that makes a writer. For me, it was similar; as far back as I can
remember, I observed, I was aware of what was going on around me, and
what was not being said. It’s strange. When I talk to my brother, he
remembers nothing; he has no awareness of anything from our child-
hood. Something must have happened to me very early, something which
I don’t remember and which determined this temperament, this vocation
of the observer on the lookout, this vocation of writer.
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It’s very difficult for parents to have a child they do not like. My mothep
didn’t like me. I'm not blaming her for it. It happens that people hay,
children with whom they cannot get along, who are unlovable. That wag
the situation. In retrospect, I pity my mother, stuck with this incredibly
difficult child who never thought or did anything “conventional.” Wheregyg
my father, who had a disposition to be critical, was never shocked by
anything I could say or do.

Rousseau: You are read all over the world today. Among writers ip
English you are one of the most famous, and your novels it can be

reasonably assumed have a considerable influence. What effect does that
have on you?

Lessing: You know, living here, quite secluded, I don’t think about that
very much. Would you think about it if you were in my place? In any case,
if I have any influence, it is a contradictory one, for I have written many
very different books. What I would like to be able to say at this point is
that someone who has just read a book of mine is incited to ask questions.
I am not seeking to influence the reader, to make him think such-and-
such a thing as I do. I would simply like to be able to tell myself that 1
aroused the reader’s curiosity, that I made the reader more attentive,
more alert intellectually, and that following the little therapeutic jolt that

reading represents, he asks questions, regardless of what they are. That is
what I'd like to be able to say.

Caged by the Experts

Thomas Frick

Thomas Frick’s interview took place in London in
Summer 1987 and originally appeared in The Paris Review
#106 (Spring 1988). Copyright © 1988 by Thomas Frick.
Reprinted with permission.

Frick: You were born in Persia, now Iran. How did your parents come to
be there?

Lessing: My father was in the First World War. He couldn’t stick England
afterwards. He found it extremely narrow. The soldiers had these vast
experiences in the trenches and found they couldn’t tolerate it at home.
So he asked his bank to send him somewhere else. And they sent him to
Persia, where we were given a very big house, large rooms and space, and
horses to ride on. Very outdoors, very beautiful. I've just been told this
town is now rubble. It’s a sign of the times, because it was a very ancient
market town with beautiful buildings. No one’s noticed. So much is
destroyed, we can’t be bothered. And then they sent him to Teheran,
which is a very ugly city.// Then in 1924, we came back to England where
something called the Empire Exhibition (which turns up from time to
time in literature) was going on and which must have had an enormous
influence. The Southern Rhodesian stand had enormous maize cobs,
corn cobs, slogans saying “Make your fortune in five years” and that sort
of nonsense. So my father, typically for his romantic temperament,
packed up everything. He had this pension because of his leg, his war
wounds—minuscule, about five thousand pounds—and he just set off into
a totally unknown setup to be a farmer. His childhood had been spent
near Colchester, which was then a rather small town, and he had actually
lived the life of a farmer’s child and had a country childhood. And that’s
how he found himself in the veld of Rhodesia. His story is not atypical of
that lot. It took me some time, but it struck me quite forcibly when I was
writing Shikasta how many wounded ex-servicemen there were out there,
both English and German. All of them had been wounded, all of them
were extremely lucky not to be dead, like their mates were. It didn't strike
me at the time, but it’s struck me since.
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Frick: Perhaps a minor version of the same thing would be our Vietnam,
veterans coming back here and being unable to adjust, completely out of
society.

Lessing: I don’t see how people can go through that kind of experience
and fit in at once. It’s asking too much.

Frick: You recently published a memoir in the magazine Granta which,
according to its title, was about your mother. In some ways it really
seemed to be more about your father.

Lessing: Well, how can one write about them separately? Her life was, as
they used to say, devoted to his life.

Frick: It’s astonishing to read about his gold-divining, his grand plans, his
adventures...

Lessing: Well, he was a remarkable bloke, my father. He was a totally
impractical man. Partly because of the war, all that. He just drifted off, he
couldn’t cope. My mother was the organizer, and kept everything together.

Frick: I get the feeling that he thought of this gold-divining in a very
progressive and scientific way.

Lessing: His idea was—and there’s probably something true about it
somewhere—that you could divine gold and other metals if you only
knew how to do it. So he was always experimenting. I wrote about him
actually, in a manner of speaking, in a story I called Eldorado. We were
living in gold country. Gold mines, little ones, were all around.

Frick: So it wasn’t out of place.

Lessing: No! Farmers would always keep a hammer or a pan in the car,
just in case. They’d always be coming back with bits of gold.

Frick: Were you around a lot of storytelling as a child?

Lessing: No ... the Africans told stories, but we weren't allowed to mix
with them. It was the worst part about being there. I mean, I could have
had the most marvelously rich experiences as a child. But it would have
been inconceivable for a white child. Now I belong to something called a
“Storytellers’ College” in England. About three years ago a group of
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people tried to revive storytelling as an art. It’s doing rather well. The
purdles were—I’m just a patron, I've been to some meetings—first, that
People turn up thinking that storytelling is telling jokes. So they have to
pe discouraged! Then others think that storytelling is like an encounter
group. There’s always somebody who wants to tell about their experience,
you know. But enormous numbers of real storytellers have been attracted.
Some from Africa—from all over the place—people who are still tradi-
tional hereditary storytellers or people who are trying to revive it. And so,
it's going on. It’s alive and well. When you have storytelling sessions in
London or anywhere, you get a pretty good audience. Which is quite
astonishing when you think of what they could be doing instead—
watching Dallas or something.

Frick: What was it like coming back to England? I remember J. G. Ballard,
coming there for the first time from Shanghai, felt very constrained; he
felt that everything was very small and backward.

Lessing: Oh ves! I felt terribly constricted, very pale and damp; everything
was shut in, and too domestic. I still find it so. I find it very pretty, but too
organized. I don’t imagine that there’s an inch of the English landscape
that hasn’t been dealt with in some way or another. I don’t think there is
any wild grass anywhere.

Frick: Do you have any deep urges or longings to go back to some kind of
mythical African landscape?

Lessing: Well, I wouldn’t be living in a landscape, would I? I'd be living in
a reality. It wouldn’t be the past. When I went back to Zimbabwe three
years ago, which was two years after independence, it was very clear that if
I'went I would be from the past. My only function in the present would be
as a kind of token. Inevitably! But I'm the “local girl made good.” Under
the white regime I was very much a baddie. No one had a good word to
say for me. You've got no idea how wicked I was supposed to be. But now
I'm “OK.”

Frick: Were you bad because of your attitude to blacks?

Lessing: I was against the white regime. There was a total color bar. This
phrase has completely gone now: “color bar.” The only contact I had with
blacks was what I had with servants. It’s very hard to have a reasonable
relationship with black people who have to be in at nine o’clock because
there’s a curfew, or who are living in total poverty and you are not.
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Frick: In the Granta memoir there’s the image of you as a child, toting
guns around, shooting game...

Lessing: Well, there was a great deal of game around then. There’s ve
little these days, partly because the whites shot it out, or the blacks came
and lived off it.

Frick: Did you have a desire to be a writer in those early days? Yoy
mention hiding your writings from your mother, who tried to make tog
much of them.

Lessing: My mother was a woman who was very frustrated. She had a great
deal of ability, and all this energy went into me and my brother. She was
always wanting us to be something. For a long time she wanted me to be a
musician, because she had been a rather good musician. I didn’t have
much talent for it. But everybody had to have music lessons at one point.
She was always pushing us. And, of course, in one way it was very good,
because children need to be pushed. But she would then take possession
of whatever it was. So you had to protect yourself. But I think probably
every child has to find out the way to possess their own productions.

Frick: I just wondered if you thought of yourself as becoming a writer at
an early age.

Lessing: Among other things. I certainly could have been a doctor. I
would have made a good farmer, and so on. I became a writer because of
frustration, the way I think many writers do.

Frick: Because you've written novels in so many different modes, do
people feel betrayed when you don’t stick in one camp or another? T was
thinking of the science-fiction fans, quite narrow-minded, who resent
people who write “science fiction” who don’t stick within their little club.

Lessing: Well, it is narrow-minded, of course it is. Actually, the people
who regard themselves as representatives of that community seem now to
want to make things less compartmentalized. I've been invited to be Guest
of Honor at the World Science-Fiction Convention, in Brighton. They’ve
invited the Soviet science-fiction writers too. In the past there’s always
been trouble; now they’re hoping that glasnost might allow their writers to
actually come. Actually, it never crossed my mind with these later books
that I was writing science fiction or anything of the kind! It was only when
I was criticized for writing science fiction that I realized I was treading on
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sacred ground. Of course, I don’t really write science fiction. I've just read
a book by the Solaris bloke, Stanislav Lem. Now that’s real classic science
fiction ... full of scientific ideas. Half of it, of course, is wasted on me
because I don’t understand it. But what I do understand happens to be
fascinating. I've met quite a lot of young people—some not so young
either, if it comes to that—who say, “I'm very sorry, but I've got no time
for realism,” and I say, “My God! But look at what you’re missing! This is
a total prejudice.” But they don’t want to know about it. And I'm always
meeting usually middle-aged people who say, “I'm very sorry, I can’t read
your non-realistic writing.” I think it’s a great pity. This is why I'm pleased
about being Guest of Honor at this convention, because it does show a
breaking down,

Frick: What I most enjoyed about Shikasta was that it took all the spiritual
themes that are submerged or repressed or coded in science fiction, and
brought them up into the foreground.

Lessing: I didn’t think of that as science fiction at all when I was doing it,
not really. It certainly wasn’t a book beginning, say, “At three o’clock on
a certain afternoon in Tomsk, in 1883..."—which is, as opposed to the
cosmic view, probably my second most favorite kind of opening, this kind
of beginning!

Frick: You’ve written introductions for many collections of Sufi stories
and prose. How did your interest and involvement with Sufism come
about?

Lessing: Well, you know, T hate talking about this. Because really, what
you say gets so clichéd, and it sounds gimmicky. All I really want to say is
that I was looking for some discipline along those lines. Everyone agrees
that you need a teacher. I was looking around for one, but I didn’t like
any of them because they were all “gurus” of one kind or another. Then I
heard about this man Shah, who is a Sufi, who really struck me. So I've
been involved since the early '60s. It's pretty hard to summarize it all,
because it’s all about what you experience. I want to make a point of that
because a lot of people walk around saying, “I am a Sufi,” probably
because they've read a book and it sort of sounds attractive. Which is
absolutely against anything that real Sufis would say or do. Some of the
great Sufis have actually said, “I would never call myself a Sufi—it’s too
large a name.” But I get letters from people, letters like this: “Hi, Doris! I
hear you’re a Sufi too!” Well, I don’t know what to say, really. I tend to
ignore them.//
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Frick: Let me ask you one more question along these lines. Do you think
that reincarnation is a plausible view?

Lessing: Well, I think it’s an attractive idea. I don’t believe in it myself. |
think it’s more likely that we “dip into” this realm on our way on a long
journey.

Frick: That this planet is merely one single stop?

Lessing: We're not encouraged—I'm talking about people studying with
Shah—to spend a great deal of time brooding about this, because the idea
is that there are more pressing things to do. It's attractive to brood about
all this, of course, even to write books about it! But as far as 1 was
concerned, in Shikasta the reincarnation stuff was an attractive metaphor,
really, or a literary idea, though I understand that there are people who
take Shikasta as some kind of a textbook.

Frick: Prophecy, perhaps?

Lessing: It was a way of telling a story—incorporating ideas that are in our
great religions. I said in the preface to Shikasta that if you read the Old
Testament and the New Testament and the Apocrypha and the Koran you
find a continuing story. These religions have certain ideas in common,
and one idea is, of course, this final war or apocalypse, or whatever. So |
was trying to develop this idea. I called it “space fiction” because there was
nothing else to call it.//

Frick: Do you work on more than one fictional thing at a time?

Lessing: No, it’s fairly straight. I do sometimes tidy up a draft of a previous
thing while I'm working on something else. But on the whole I like to do
one thing after another.

Frick: I’d imagine then that you work from beginning to end, rather than
mixing around...

Lessing: Yes, I do. I've never done it any other way. If you write in bits, you
lose some kind of very valuable continuity of form.

Frick: Do you have a feeling of yourself as having evolved within each
genre that you employ? For instance, I thought the realistic perspective in
The Good Terrorist, and even sometimes in the Jane Somers books, was
more detached than in your earlier realism.
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Lessing: It was probably due to my advanced age. We do get detached.
| see every book as a problem to solve. That is what dictates the
form you use. It’s not that you say, “I want to write a space-fiction book.”
You start from the other end, and what you have to say dictates the form

of it.

Frick: Are vou producing fairly continuously? Do you take a break be-
tween books?

Lessing: Yes! I haven’t written in quite a while. Sometimes there are quite
long gaps. There’s always something you have to do, an article you have to
write, whether you want to or not. I'm writing short stories at the
moment. It’s interesting, because they're very short. My editor, Bob
Gottlieb (who’s now at The New Yorker) said, quite by chance, that no one
ever sends him very short stories, and he found this interesting. I thought,
My God, I haven’t written a very short story for years. So I'm writing them
around 1500 words, and it’s very good discipline. I'm enjoying that. I've
done several, and I think I'm going to call them “London Sketches,”
because they're all about London.

Frick: So they're not parables, or exotic in any way?

Lessing: No, not at all. They're absolutely realistic. I wander about
London quite a lot. And any city, of course, is a theater, isn’t it? Total
drama!

Frick: Do you have regular working habits?

Lessing: It doesn’t matter, because it’s just habits. When I was bringing up
a child I taught myself to write in very short concentrated bursts. If T had
a weekend, or a week, I'd do unbelievable amounts of work. Now those
habits tend to be ingrained. In fact, I'd do much better if I could go more
slowly. But it’s a habit. People always ask, of course, as if it matters. I've
noticed that most women write like that, whereas Graham Greene, 1
understand, writes 200 perfect words every day! So I'm told! Actually, I
think I write much better if I'm flowing. You start something off, and at
first it’s a bit jagged, awkward, but then there’s a point where there’s a
click and you suddenly become quite fluent. That's when T think I'm
writing well. I don’t write well when I'm sitting there sweating about every
single phrase.

Frick: What kind of a reader are you these days? Do you read contempo-
rary fiction?
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Lessing: I read a great deal. I'm very fast, thank God, because I could
never cope with it otherwise. Writers, of course, get sent enormouys
amounts of books from publishers. I get eight or nine or ten books a week
which is a terrible burden, because I'm always very conscientious. You dg
geta pretty good idea of what a book’s like in the first chapter or two. Anq
if T like it at all, T’ll go on. That’s unfair, of course, because you could be
in a bad mood, or terribly absorbed in your own thing. Then there are
the writers I admire, and I'll always read their latest books. And, of course,

there’s a good deal of what people tell me I should read. So I’m always
reading.

Frick: Could you tell us more about how you put the “Jane Somers” hoax
over on the critical establishment? It strikes me as an incredibly generous

thing to do, first of all, to put a pseudonym on two long novels to try to
show the way young novelists are treated.

Lessing: Well, it wasn’t going to be two to begin with! It was meant to be
one. What happened was, I wrote the first book and I told the agent that
I wanted to sell it as a first novel...written by a woman journalist in
London. I wanted an identity that was parallel to mine, not too different.
So my agent knew, and he sent if off. My two English publishers turned it
down. T saw the readers’ reports, which were very patronizing. Really
astonishingly patronizing! The third publisher, Michael Joseph (the
publisher of my first book), was then run by a very clever woman called
Phillipa Harrison, who said to my agent, “This reminds me of the early
Doris Lessing.” We got into a panic because we didn’t want her going
around saying that! So we took her to lunch and I said, “This is me, can
you go along with it?” She was upset to begin with, but then she really
enjoyed it all. Bob Gottlieb, who was then my editor at Knopf in the
States, guessed, and so that was three people. Then the French publisher
rang me up and said, “I've just bought a book by an English writer, but I
wonder if you haven’t been helping her a bit!” So I told him. So in all,
four or five people knew. We all expected that when the book came out,
everyone would guess. Well, before publication it was sent to all the
experts on my work, and none of them guessed. All writers feel terribly
caged by these experts—the writers become their property. So, it was
bloody marvelous! It was the best thing that happened! Four publishers in
Europe bought it not knowing it was me, and that was nice. Then the
book came out, and I got the reviews a first novel gets, small reviews,
mostly by women journalists, who thought that I was one of their number.
Then Jane Somers got a lot of fan letters, mostly non-literary, from people
looking after old people and going crazy. And a lot of social workers,

Thomas Frick 163

either disagreeing or agreeing, but all saying they were pleased I'd written
it. So then I thought, OK, I shall write another or?e. By then I was quite
fascinated with Jane Somers. When you’re writing in the first person, you
can’t stray too far out of what is appropriate for that person. Jane Somers
is middle class, English, from a very limited background. The‘re zfre very
few things more narrow than the English middle c?ass. She didn’t g(I){to
university. She started working very young, went straight tq the ofﬁce..d e’r
life was in the office. She had a marriage that was no marriage. She di n(;
have children. She didn’t really like going abroad. When she went abroa
with her husband, or on trips for her firm and her ofﬁce: she was pleased
to get home. She was just about as narrow in her experience as you can
get. So in the writing I had to cut out all kinds of things th,at came to my
pen, as it were. Out! Out! She’s a very ordinary woman. She’s very definite
in her views about what is right and what is wrong.

Frick: What to wear...

Lessing: Everything! I have a friend who is despe.rately (.:oncerned w1t};
her dress. The agonies she goes through to achieve this martyrdan
wouldn’t wish on anyone! Jane Somers was put together frorr? various
people. Another was my mother. wondered what she would be like if she
were young now, in London. A third was a woman I knew who use.(ll( tg say,
“l had a perfectly happy childhood. I ador.ed my parents. I like m()jr
brother. We had plenty of money. I loved going to sch(?ol. I was marrie
young, I adored my husband”™—she goes on like th1§. But‘then, her
husband dies suddenly. And from being a rather charming chlld-womar,l,
she became a person. So I used all these things to make one person. It’s
amazing what you find out about yourself when you write in the first
person about someone very different from you.

Frick: Your original idea with the Jane Somers books was to probe the
literary establishment?

Lessing: Yes. I've been close to the literary machine now 'for a’long time.
I know what’s good about it and what’s bad 2.1b0u[ it. It’s not' Fhe
publishers I've had it in for so much as the I‘CVICWCI:S and the cr1t¥cs,
whom I find extraordinarily predictable. I knew everything t-hat was going
to happen with that book! Just before I came clean I had an'mt,erweTN with
Canadian television. They asked, “Well, what do you think’s going to
happen?” and I said, “The English critics are gomg'to say that the boo.k is
no good.” Exactly! I had these sour, nasty little reviews. In the meantime
the book did very well in every other country.
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Frick: In your preface to Shikasta you wrote that people really didn’t know

how extraordinary a time this was in terms of the availability of all kinds of

books. Do you feel that in fact we’re going to be leaving the culture of the
book? How precarious a situation do you see it?

Lessing: Well, don’t forget, I remember World War II when there were
very few books, very little paper available. For me to walk into a shop or
look at a list and see anything that I want, or almost anything, is like
kind of miracle. In hard times, who knows if we’re going to have the
luxury or not?

Frick: Do you feel any sense of responsibility in presenting these prophe-
cies, aside from telling a good story?

Lessing: I know people say things like, “I regard you as rather a prophet.”
But there’s nothing I've said that hasn’t been, for example, in the New
Scientist for the last twenty years. Nothing! So why am I called a prophet,
and they are not?

Frick: You write better.

Lessing: Well, I was going to say, I present it in a more interesting way. [
do think that sometimes I hit a kind of wavelength—though I think a lot
of writers do this—where I anticipate events. But I don’t think it's very
much, really. I think a writer’s job is to provoke questions. I like to think
that if someone’s read a book of mine, they’ve had—I don’t know what—
the literary equivalent of a shower. Something that would start them
thinking in a slightly different way perhaps. That’s what I think writers are
for. This is what our function is. We spend all our time thinking about

how things work, why things happen, which means that we are more
sensitive to what’s going on.

Frick: Did you ever do any of those '60s experiments with hallucinogens,
that sort of thing?

Lessing: I did take mescaline once. I'm glad I did, but I'll never do it
again. I did it under very bad auspices. The two people who got me the
mescaline were much too responsible! They sat there the whole time, and
that meant, for one thing, that I only discovered the “hostess” aspect of my
personality, because what I was doing was presenting the damn experience
to them the whole time! Partly in order to protect what I was really
feeling. What should have happened was for them to let me alone. I sup-
pose they were afraid I was going to jump out of a window. I am not the

Thomas Frick 165

kind of person who would do such a thing! And then I.wept most of tl'.le
time, which was of no importance. And they were terribly upset‘by this,
which irritated me. So the whole thing could have been better. It’s done.
put I wouldn’t do it again. Chiefly because I've known people who had
such bad trips. I have a friend who took mescaline once. The wholf: exper-
jence was a nightmare that kept on being a nightmare—people’s heads
came rolling off their shoulders for months. Awful! I don’t want that.

Frick: Do you travel a great deal?
Lessing: Too much, I mean to stop!
Frick: Mostly for obligations?

Lessing: Just business, promoting, you know. Writers are supposed to se.ll
their books! Astonishing development! I'll tell you where I've beer} thfs
year, for my publishers: I was in Spain... Barcelona an‘d Madrid, Whl'Ch 1’s
enjoyable, of course. Then I went to Brazil, where I discovered—I didn’t
know this—that I sell rather well there. Particularly, of course, space
fiction. They’re very much into all that. Then I went to San Franc:‘sco.
They said, “While you’re here, you might as well..."—that phrase, “you
might as well”—“pop up the coast to Portland.” You've been there?

Frick: No, never.

Lessing: Now that is an experience! In San Francisco, they’re immensely
hedonistic, cynical, good-natured, amiable, easygoing, and well-dressed‘—
in a casual way. Half an hour in the plane and you're in a rather strait-
laced formal city that doesn’t go in for casual behavior atall. It's amazing,
just up the coast there. This is what America’s like. Then I went to Fl.nland
for the second time. They've got some of the best bookstores in the
world! Marvelous, wonderful! They say it's because of those long, dark
nights! Now I'm here. Next I'm going to be in Brighton, for the science-
fiction convention. Then I won a prize in Italy called the Mondello Prize,
which they give in Sicily. I said, “Why Sicily?” and they said, deadpan,
“Well, you see, Sicily’s got a bad image because of the Mafia...” So I'll go
to Sicily, and then I shall work for all the winter.

Frick: I hear you’ve been working on a “space opera” with Philip Glass.
Lessing: What happens to books is so astonishing to me! Who would have

thought The Making of the Representative for Planet 8 would turn into an
opera? | mean, it’s so surprising!
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Frick: How did that come about?

Lessing: Well, Philip Glass wrote to me, and said he’d like to make an
opera, and we met.

Frick: Had you known much of his music before?

Lessing: Well, no, I hadn’t! He sent some of his music. It took quite a bi¢
of time for my ears to come to terms with it. My ear was always expecting
something else to happen. You know what I mean? It's interesting
enough. I don’t find it surprising now; I have no problems with it
whatsoever. Then we met and we talked about it, and it went very well,
which is astonishing because we couldn’t be more different. We just get
on! We’ve never had one sentence worth of difficulty over anything, ever.
He said the book appealed to him, and I thought he was right, because it’s
suitable for his music. We met, usually not for enormous sessions, a day
here and a day there, and decided what we would do, or not do. I wrote
the libretto.

Frick: Have you ever done anything like that before?

Lessing: No, never with music.

Frick: Did you have music to work from?

Lessing: No, we started with the libretto. We’ve done six versions of the
story so far, because it is a story, unlike most of the things he does. As
something was done, he would do the music, saying he’d like six more
lines here or three lines out there. That was a great challenge.//

Frick: Is the space series going to continue?

Lessing: Yes. [ haven’t forgotten it. If you read the last one, The Sentimental
Agents—which is really satire, not science fiction—you’ll see that I've
ended it so that I've pointed it all to the next volume. [The book ends in
the middle of a sentence.] In the next book, I send this extremely naive

agent off to... What’s the name of my bad planet?

Frick: Shammat?

Lessing: Yes, to Shammat, in order to reform everything. It’s going to be
difficult to write about Shammat because I don’t want to make it too like

Thomas Frick 167

Earth! That’s too easy! I have a plot, but it’s the tone I need. You know
what I mean?

Frick: Do you do many public readings of your own work?

Lessing: Not very many. I do when I’'m asked. They didn’t ask me to in
Finland. I don’t remember when was the last. Oh, Germany last year, my
God! That was the most disastrous trip. It was at some academic institution
in Germany. I said to them, “Look, I want to do what I always do. I'll read
the story and then TI'll take questions.” They said, the way they always do,
“Oh, you can’t expect the Germans to ask questions.” I said, “Look, just let
me handle this, because I know how.” Anyway, what happened was typical
in Germany: we met at four o’clock in order to discuss the meeting that
was going to take place at eight. They cannot stand any ambiguity or
disorder—no, no! Can’t bear it. I said, “Look, just leave it!” The audito-
rium was very large and I read a story in English and it went down very
well, perfectly OK. I said, “I will now take questions.” Then this bank of
four bloody professors started to put questions to me, these immensely
long academic questions of such tedium that finally the audience started
to get up and drift out. A young man, a student sprawled on the
gangway—as a professor finished something immensely long—called out,
“BLAH, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH.” So with total lack of concern for
the professors’ feelings I said, “Look, I will take questions in English from
the audience.” So they all came back and sat down, and it went well...
perfectly lively questions! The professors were absolutely furious. So that
was Germany. Germany’s the worst, it really is; the end.

Frick: Recently, you’ve turned to writing nonfiction.

Lessing: Well, I've just written a book, a short book, about the situation in
Afghanistan. I was there looking at the refugee camps, because what
happens is that men usually go for the newspapers, and men can’t speak
to the women because of the Islamic attitudes. So we concentrated on the
situation with the women. The book’s called The Wind Blows Away Our
Words, which is a quote from one of their writers, who said, “We shout to
you for help but the wind blows away our words.”

Frick: Did you ever worry about what sort of authority you could bring to
such an enormous story, being an outsider visiting only for a short time?

Lessing: Do journalists worry about the authority they bring, visiting
countries for such a short time? As for me, rather more than most jour-
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nalists, I was well briefed for the trip, having been studying this questiop,
for some years, knowing Afghans and Pakistanis (as I made clear in the
book) and being with people who knew Farsi—this last benefit not being
shared by most journalists.

Frick: Your methods of reportage in that book have been the target of
some criticism by American journalists, who charge that your trip to
Afghanistan was sponsored by a particular pro-Afghan organization. How
do you respond to that?

Lessing: This is the stereotypical push-button criticism from the left, from
people who I do not think can expect to be taken seriously, for I made it
clear in the book that the trip was not organized by a political organiza-
tion. I went for something called Afghan Relief, set up by some friends,
among them myself, which has helped several people to visit Pakistan, but
not with money. I paid my own expenses, as did the others I went with,
The point about Afghan Relief is that it has close links with Afghans, both
in exile and fighting inside Afghanistan, and includes Afghans living in
London, as advisors. These Afghans are personal friends of mine, not
“political.” Afghan Relief has so far not spent one penny on administra-
tion; all the fund-raising work, here and in Pakistan, is done voluntarily.
To spell it out: no one has made anything out of Afghan Relief, except the
Afghans.

Frick: From the tag that you used for the Jane Somers book: “If the young
knew/If the old could...” Do you have any things you would have done
differently, or any advice to give?

Lessing: Advice I don’t go in for. The thing is, you do not believe...]I
know everything in this field is a cliché, everything’s already been
said ... but you just do not believe that you're going to be old. People
don’t realize how quickly they’re going to be old, either. Time goes very
fast.

Living in Catastrophe
Brian Aldiss

Brian Aldiss’s interview was conducted in London April
17, 1988. Copyright © 1988 by Brian Aldiss. Printed with

permission.

Aldiss: The critics seem to have been offended that you have abandoned
the so-called “realistic novel.” They're not very well equipped to deal with
a novel that goes beyond realism.

Lessing: They're very ignorant people, you know, and they lay down the
law. This is what depresses me. I get letters saying, “Why is it that you have
turned your back on realism and the truth?” “Why have you escaped into
science fiction?” These people have never read a word of science fiction,
obviously, and they don’t know that the best social criticism of our time is
in science fiction. And they’ll certainly never find out because they’re too
prejudiced to read it, probably. This kind of thing is really annoying.

Aldiss: Would you like to explain what you feel about the main power
blocs in the novels beginning with Shikasta—Canopus, Sirius, and
Shammat—and how you use parable to deal with real empires, not sterile
empires but earthly ones?

Lessing: It’s only goodies and baddies, like a game, isn’t it? Really, it’s like
a Western. You've got a good empire, a bad empire, and one that’s
learning to be a better one, hopefully—the Sirian Empire. All I did was to
shift the old story into space.

Aldiss: I think you really do a lot more than that, although I can see the
whole earthly pattern of exploitation, domination, and so on. But I'm
particularly interested in the people of Canopus. They’re keeping a very
careful watch on Shikasta. How do you feel about your worthy Canopians?

Lessing: When I started that book, it all came out of the sacred books—if
you remember I read the Old Testament, the Apocrypha, the New
Testament, and the Koran. I found the similar idea of the warner or
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prophet, who arrives from somewhere and tells the people they shoulq
behave differently, or else! It’s in all these books. And I thought, OK, why,
now? My language is not religious so I did it in space-fiction terms ang
created a good empire. You might notice that I haven’t described it very
closely, because to describe goodness is almost impossible for us—we’re
not good enough to. I shall be very careful never to do it.

Aldiss: You seem particularly interested in language.

Lessing: I hate rhetoric of all kinds. I think it's one of the things that
stupefies us—the use of words to stop your thinking. But I didn’t set off,
actually, to do that. First, I wanted to write social satire, which this is,
social satire with two-dimensional characters. As I went along, 1 kept
coming on these good ideas like the hospital for rhetorical disease and I
lost my way all through that book [Sentimental Agents]. I've never enjoyed
anything so much. But quite often people get upset by it. I shouldn’t be
irreverent, really, about these great sacred things.

Aldiss: You’re very hard on words, really.

Lessing: You forget my history. I have had a lot to do with politics, and
there’s a point at which you feel that if you hear one more speech you're
just going to vomit. And it’s the truth: you just suddenly cannot stand
another rhetorical speech. And you begin to hear nothing but.... You
know, any political speech can be reduced to nonsense in about three
sentences. They always take off into this garbage. I think that children
ought to be taught how to examine rhetoric to insulate them from it.

Aldiss: I think it’s a very good idea. I agree with that wholeheartedly.

Lessing: Right, left, and center. And the politicians are always talking on a
much lower level than their audience—to my mind. Any ordinary person,
talking face to face, is much more intelligent than any politician, talking
at them. None of them ever tells the truth as far as I can make out; you
can’t believe a word that they ever say—any of them. It’s a very dangerous
situation we’re in.

Aldiss: In a lot of your novels, not only the so-called “space-fiction” ones,
there is the idea of catastrophe. Qurs is, of course, a generation that is
haunted by various shapes and sizes of catastrophe. But H. G. Wells said
that he thought civilization was a race between education and catastro-
phe. I sometimes think you have the same sort of feeling, although your
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jdeas of education would be different from Wells’s. Do you feel like that
about it?

Lessing: Well, look at what the human race has survived. I mean, our
history is catastrophe. We have survived. We were born out of an ice age.
We have survived earthquakes and famines and the Black Death, and we
will doubtless survive AIDS. In some way or other, we seem to stagger
through—of course, through catastrophes that are always unnecessary
because we allow things to happen that we shouldn’t allow to happen.
And you talk about this as being in the future. We’'re living in catastrophe:
how many people die of hunger every year, how many children die?
There are thirty wars going on at this very moment. Because they’re not
the big wars, we seem to pretend that they’re not important. We're
poisoning our seas, and our water supply—we all know this—our trees are
dying in various parts of the world. This is a state of catastrophe. We're
not very bright as animals yet, are we?

Aldiss: What I actually think is that we kid ourselves that we’'re Homo
sapiens and our great glory is our brain. It doesn’t really seem very good
for thinking with. What the brain is good at is producing fantasy. It seems
that one thing you try to do in the Canopus in Argos series is to use that
quality to improve people’s lives—which on the whole fantasy doesn’t do.
The Canopians tell stories that will equip children for adult life. I rather
like that.

Lessing: You know, I never thought that this must have a function—this
fantasizing and dreaming must have a use of some kind; otherwise, we’d
have lost it, evolution would have lost it. From the time that we know
anything at all about history we were telling stories to each other. Of
course, they were fantastic stories until 400 years ago when they became
realistic. Why then, you have to ask, why is the brain organized in this
way? And why do we dream? What we’re doing when we dream is telling
ourselves stories; it’s the same pattern.

Aldiss: You know, I always wanted to be a writer, and as a young man I
spent four years in the Far East; and that gave me, forever afterwards and
still, a sense of exile, a sense of remoteness. You have far more years to
claim in that respect. Do you think that that’s helped you to write the
space fiction—that distancing from the world?

Lessing: Yes, I do. I think actually the biggest influence was sitting outside
our house, on the hill, night after night after night, looking at the stars—
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with my father and brother and mother, or alone. You automatically Starg
thinking in terms of millions of years if you take that point of view. Yq,,
have marvelous African sky, brilliant, brilliant stars—you never see it here.
And the stars close down, and all the time the meteors going across, every
night, every few minutes.

Aldiss: | remember it like that in Burma.

Lessing: Yes. Well, you see, if you spend a lot of your childhood doing
that, space fiction doesn’t come as a great shock.

Watching the Angry and Destructive

Hordes Go Past
Claire Tomalin

Claire Tomalin’s interview was conducted in London in
spring 1988. Copyright © 1988 by Claire Tomalin. Printed

with permission.

Tomalin: Did you feel constrained by colonial society in Rhodesia?

Lessing: Colonial, small-town life, and a white settler’s life, was utterly
intolerable. Sometimes I've said, Supposing I'd never left? Well, I can tell
what would’ve happened to me: I would’ve become an alcoholic within
about five vears, and I don’t think I would’ve done anything very much
else, because you could see all that going on. I was surrounded by women
questioning what was going on and not liking it very much. I wouldn’t
have stood it; I wouldn’t have survived it.

Tomalin: I suppose the thing readers like to do is to assume that what you
write as fiction is really autobiography. Has this been a problem for you?
What is the relationship for you between the autobiographical element
and the fictional, in a novel like Martha Quest?

Lessing: I don’t think you’ll ever find a writer who doesn’t sigh at this
question, because to us it’s totally irrelevant. In a sense, everything has to
be autobiographical, of course; but on the other hand, you can also say
that it isn’t autobiographical at all, because as soon as you begin writing it
changes into something else.

Tomalin: Since you've written The Golden Notebook, which gives this picture
of women living independently outside an ordinary pattern—earning
their own livings, bringing up their own children, living without hus-
bands—I've noticed increasing numbers of young women are living like
this. You don’t gloss over the difficulties and painfulness. I wonder what

you feel about the general movement of young women trying to live like
this now.
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Lessing: Well, of course, I'm delighted. There are many different ways f
bringing up children now in this country. I don’t know how long it'l] bhe
allowed to go on, because I think there are signs everywhere of orthg.
doxy, of conventional thinking coming back. It’s been a very interesting
time to live through, hasn’t it?

Tomalin: What do you fear might happen?

Lessing: The right is fairly stereotyped and the left is not exactly free-
minded. I'm very disappointed in the left, as you might've gathered: |
think great opportunities have been lost. The left at the moment are
people who ban books in libraries—I don’t want to hear all the argu-
ments in favor, because I think it’s very dangerous, what’s happening—
and I think it would take very little for books to be burned in bonfires. It’s
all there: the unofficial committees are all there, waiting, and this scares
me.

Tomalin: Your concern for the future is clear in Memoirs of a Survivor.

Lessing: When I wrote Memoirs of a Survivor, 1 said that I was trying to write
my autobiography. No one is remotely interested in this, nor ever has
been, unfortunately. I was trying to write an autobiography in this form,
because at some point in my life I thought it would be interesting to write
an autobiography of dreams, in dream form. That is so difficult that I've
given up on it—it really would take the whole rest of my life. In part I was
writing an autobiography in terms of metaphor—behind the dissolving
wall is the most ancient symbol you possibly can find. I always use these
old, hoary symbols, as they strike the unconscious.

Behind the wall, there are three different kinds of things going on: the
personal memories and the dreams, a lot of which come from my own,
and the third is the impersonal.

Tomalin: You seem to be predicting a future of anarchy and barbarism.

Lessing: Don’t forget that you’re much younger than I am. Scenes repeat
themselves over and over again. One of the things that repeats itself, as
you get older, is phenomena which once seemed absolutely unending,
strong, immovable, just vanish overnight. In my time I have seen go the
white regime in Rhodesia, which I assure you seemed at one point
impossible; Stalin went; Hitler went. If you lived through the war you'll
know that didn’t seem likely then. All kinds of apparently everlasting
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things just disappeared. But what happens is you begin to see these mass
movements arising and sweeping across your line of vision, and that’s
what these bands [in Memoirs of a Survivor] were meant to represent—you
watch the angry and destructive hordes go past.

Tomalin: What sort of response have you had to The Good Terrorist?

Lessing: Of all the books I've ever written, the letters I got afterwards were
the most fascinating. I got letters from a lot of people who’d been a part
of such groups in various countries, but I think perhaps the most
interesting thing was when I went to Rome. I met a woman whose
husband had been killed the year before by the latest wave of terrorists. In
order to cope with her grief she had taken to visiting the first wave of
terrorists in prisons. What she told me was so fascinating that I'm thinking
about it il this day. She said they were all educated people just like you or
me, mostly rather pleasant, likeable people. They had committed un-
speakable crimes—all of them. The thing that very much interested me
was that all of them had now got over this and were full of remorse, saying
things like “It was as if we’d been taken over by something; it was like
being in a sailing ship and being driven full speed ahead”—this kind of
metaphor kept coming up. They have all more or less recovered from
what they regarded as a madness and are now busily writing their
memoirs, learning languages, and so forth, in prison. Now this raises so
many questions that we never even think about: we never ask what
happens when people get taken over like this. What actually happens?
What’s going on?

Another thing she said that really interested me was the terrorists
who’d committed the worst crimes and were full of guilt were in 100 times
better psychological state than the group who said, “It’s not fair. I was just
standing by and didn’t mean to shoot the gun.” This brings you to the
ironical thought, Is it better to have been a real criminal than someone
who is just assisting? The questions that arise from all this are endless, in
fact.

Tomalin: May I ask you where The Fifth Child came from?

Lessing: I'd been cooking up this book for a long time, and a lot of
different ideas went into it. It's always easy to talk about the ideas that go
into a book, but what the engine is, is another matter.

The first idea was that I'm fascinated by the little people, because every
country in the world has legends of the little people, and I've got a thing
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that they probably existed. There are even some minute skeletony ;
America which no one’s explained yet. The Bushmen and the Pigmieg :
much shorter, let’s say, than the Masai, who are nearly seven foot. e
Then I read something by this extraordinary man Loren Eiseley,
American, an essayist and an archaeologist. He described in one O’f h‘e
books how he walked up, in the dusk from the seashore in Maine | thinllj
it was, toward a country road on which he saw a girl who turned her heaq
to look at him. Now his mind was full of the last ice age and who had liveq
here, and he thought, My God, but that’s a Neanderthal girl. He walkeq
up to the girl, and she had the flaring eyebrow ridges and funny back
her head. He said that this girl could’ve lived here all of her life, anq
nothing would've ever been asked of her. They had a conversation, anq
this girl walked into the dusk up toward her house, and he thought, What
I am experiencing now could’ve happened anytime in the last 50,000
years. So then I thought, OK now, a Neanderthal girl. Why not a goblin
I thought, going back to little people? ’
And then there was a letter I read in the newspaper, which is with me
yet, the most awful letter. A woman wrote that she had several perfectly
satisfactory, marvelous children and then had given birth to this little
girl—she used theological language: “this little devil, this horrible little
imp, which had ruined the family; she was born evil; she was born wicked
and malicious and horrible; and the whole family had suffered.” And then
she ended: “At nights I'd go in and look at this innocent little face on the
pillow and I longed simply to put my arms around her, because I never
can when she’s awake. I know that what will come into my arms is this hor-
rible little devil.” Now this suddenly all coagulated, in the way books do.

Tomalin: For the reader, the effect of the incursion of an evil child, a
cuckoo in the nest, a child who’s evil before he’s born, is like a great blow.
Is there some element of parable in The Fifth Child?

Lessing: You know, that child isn’t evil at all. He’s just out of the right
place. If he is in fact the result of a gene which has come down through
many centuries, all he is, is a different race of being that’s landed up in
our somewhat complicated society. But what I got fascinated by in writing
that book was, how would we cope with it if it happened? And I got more
and more fascinated, because my first draft was much softer and I
thought, My God, I'm cheating here about what it would be like at all. We
don’t notice things that we can’t cope with: we decide not to see them, or
we smooth them over.

Tomalin: There seems to be no good way of coping with Ben in the book.
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Lessing: No, there isn’t.

Tomalin: Harriet, his mother, wishes to cope, wishes to do what the
mother you described in the letter to the newspaper also wishes, to
embrace him and love him. But there seems to be no way out and this is
why one thinks of him, even if you don’t intend him to be, as evil. The
offect he has all around him is evil, isn't it?

Lessing: Well, he breaks everything up. But then he would have to. You
know, what interested me as I was writing it was I don’t see how Harriet
could’ve behaved in any other way, and yet she destroyed her family. It’s
not just Harriet’s choice: we have it all the time. If you're a civilized

eople—let’s use the term with a certain amount of irony—then we’re
committed to certain things. Yet often the things we’re committed to have
unfortunate effects we don’t foresee necessarily.

Tomalin: I found it a very, very bleak, depressing message that you seem
to be suggesting, that there is no way of dealing with an alien being. And
yet in your essays, Prisons We Choose to Live Inside, you seem to be much
more optimistic: you seem to suggest that education, the social sciences,
literature, and history all can be used genuinely to improve life, to change

things.

Lessing: Well, [ am fairly optimistic. I think that we have all kinds of ways
of looking at ourselves that could save us yet. I do, yes. One thing is the
ability to distance ourselves from our behavior and examine it, which is a
new thing, actually, and that’s hopeful. I don’t think 100 years ago nations
were criticizing each other for brutal behavior. One can be cynical and
say that they're only doing it to make a point, which is partly true, of
course. But the idea that we can criticize each other for behaving brutally
is a new and very promising thing. And there are a lot of things like that.
And the fact that given a chance countries will choose democracy, which
is happening everywhere in the world, is another hopeful thing. But
you’re expecting me to be too reasonable, I think. Being reasonable has
nothing to do with being a writer.



Drawn to a Type of Landscape
Sedge Thomson

Sedge Thomson’s videotaped interview was conducted
November 15, 1989, in San Francisco. Copyright © 1989
by Sedge Thomson. Printed with permission.

Thomson: Have you been startled by the changes going on in the Com-
munist Party, as it’s being dismantled around the world? Are you very

pleased when you see yet another dictatorship falling? I wonder what your
reaction has been to all these events.

Lessing: Well, like everybody else, I'm absolutely delighted and amazed
that it could be happening so quickly. It's a miracle, isn’t it? If there has
been a nation before, like the Soviet Union in the last several years, which
has so dramatically come clean over its crimes—I mean, not totally yet—
but still has it ever happened before? It's quite remarkable, isn’t it, what
we're seeing? It's fantastic. I'm also scared stiff at the idea of Germany re-
uniting—like everybody from Europe. There’s no reason most Americans
should feel like this, but T can’t believe that there’s any European who
doesn’t have two violently contrasting emotions: one, delight at what's
happening, and, the other, apprehension.

Thomson: There have been two major instances of Germany in ascend-
ancy in this century, so you fear a third, then?

Lessing: Well, you have an uneasy moment or two. How could we not,
when it’s happened twice?

Thomson: You've said that the Second World War caused your two
marriages, and I'm wondering what you meant by that.

Lessing: Well, I wouldn’t have got married at all, I think, without the
Second World War. People got married very lightly during the war. Older
people know that in wartime everybody is completely crazy and thinks
that what they do doesn’t count, for some mysterious reason. And people
get married—in the most astonishing way, when I look back on it.
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You must recall that I was brought up in the atmosphere of the First
world War, which completely messed up my two poor parents. Then
there was the Second World War. T would say that these are the two
influences in my life—these wars. The older I get, the more I realize just
what an influence they have been.

Thomson: Was the second marriage also sort of spontaneous, or didn’t
really count?

Lessing: No, it didn’t count. This was a German refugee, a very clever
man, who—you see, if I were to tell you this story, I think I'd probably
keep you riveted for about two hours: it’s one of these epic, impossible
stories; it ramifies all over the world with these amazing events. But I
won’t. IU's a great pity, actually, but I haven’t got time. Anyway, Gottfried
Lessing was the grandson of one of these nineteenth-century self-made
millionaires, an enormous entrepreneur: he made all the horseshoe nails
for Czarist Russia, built railways, had tankers—he was one of these people.
His children totally despised him because he was a rough man and they
spent the money he’d made. My second husband’s father was a man who
spent his life in a library, living of course off this money, and Gottfried
had been brought up a very rich young man in decadent Berlin, in the
’90s and ’30s, and became a refugee, an unpolitical person, but he fell in
love with a very beautiful Communist—you see, I can go on like this for
hours—girl who was the daughter of a self-made Welsh millionaire. And
she became a Communist, of course, to infuriate her father, and she
taught Gottfried to become a Communist. He became a very theoretical
Communist, and when I met him—we innocents in Rhodesia were
dazzled by all the sophistication, which now of course I would regard as
pitiful. However, that’s life.

After the war—I’m now skipping many, many chapters of this epic—he
went back to East Berlin where he became a very important man in the
Communist Party, because he was a very clever man, a brilliant organizer.
Well, I wouldn’t have married him—I'm skipping why I married him—we
married because at that time we were in a Communist group, and since
we were all mad we believed that Communism was going to fill the entire
world in probably about five years. Everyone was going to be happy in this
nirvana forever, and personal lives really didn’t count. Look, it wasn’t
only me. This is a very, very common state of affairs inside political
parties, not only the Communist Party but left-wing socialist parties, this
kind of lunacy. Gottiried Lessing and I had nothing in common; we never
really quarreled—you have to have something in common with someone
to quarrel. We treated each other with immense courtesy; we didn’t like
each other at all.
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Thomson: I think that was one of the briefest epics I've ever heard.

Lessing: Well, you see, I've missed all the side chapters which involve__
well, Gottfried’s sister, equally well brought up, was a Communist too. She
was in France when war was declared. She was arrested because she wag
half-Jewish and put into a French concentration camp. Her young man
who was Jewish, found her in this concentration camp, by chance—this is’
war—got her out, and then they voluntarily went back inside Nayj
Germany, because it was their duty as Communists. She sheltered him
throughout that entire war in some vast house, in the attic—this is a death
sentence many times over—and kept the entire family alive during the
hungry part of the end of the war by walking many kilometers every week
to bring potatoes from the countryside. She was a tiny, little thing. The
whole story goes on like this. I think that’s about enough.

Thomson: Let’s get back to your “chapter” here, where in 1949 you took
your third child Peter with you as an infant to London, with a few weeks’
money for rent and this unpublished manuscript of your novel The Grass

Is Singing. Was that an act of courage to go to London, an act of
deliberation...?

Lessing: Well, it was just something that I had to do. It wasn’t a question
of courage at all. The whole point of that is people expect much more
now than we did. The other night out at Stanford some young woman
asked in so many words, How long would she have to wait to earn a lot of
money writing? Such an idea was never in my mind, you see. Things have
changed absolutely. I was totally unconcerned with security. All my lot
didn’t care about security, or about being respectable. We thought that
was extremely bourgeois and utterly contemptible, to worry about con-
sumer goods and that kind of thing. So it wasn’t a question of courage; |
Jjust had to do it. My guess is that most people go through that stage, when
they don’t have any money to live on—you know that sort of stew-cum-
soup you live on because it’s cheap? It’s always bubbling away there on the
stove and you eat good bread with it because you can’t afford anything
else. But it never crossed my mind that this is extraordinary. That is the
point. In due course, I stopped not earning money, I earned money, and
then I earned quite a lot of money. What's interesting about all that is I
don’t live very much better, except that I live in a house instead of a
couple of rooms. I don’t seem to spend much money and I earn quite a
lot, but I don’t seem to know what happens to it. Now this happens to
quite a lot of people.
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Thomson: I've heard about the taxes in England.

Lessing: Yes, apart from that, it’s a very interesting thing about money
which no one’s ever explained to me.

Thomson: Do you look after your own finances?

Lessing: Lord, no! Good God, it’s impossible. I have an accountant, but I
do my own accounts with something called B.A.T,, which makes me very
proud, because I'm so bad at what I still call “sums.” But I do this, and

every quarter I'm so proud of myself for being able to do it at all.

Thomson: Do you still keep a stew bubbling away on the stove?

Lessing: No, those days are over.

_Thomson: You've stepped into a kind of fast-track world, collaborating
‘with Philip Glass on an opera based on one of your Canopus in Argos

books, The Making of the Representative from Planet 8. Did you have fun
working with Philip Glass?

Lessing: I absolutely adored it all. It was wonderful, because despite the
glamorous ideas people have about being a writer it is an extremely
unexciting life, and the opera is a wonderful rest from all this. It was on in
four opera houses. The point is that operas are so expensive to put on
that there are always several opera houses involved. The opera houses
were Houston—which is very brave about putting on new operas—and
the English National Opera in London, the Amsterdam Opera, and the
Kiel Opera House. It went on in all four of these places, it filled 85% of its
seats in all four, which is quite good for a new opera, it got mixed reviews
in all places except in London where not one critic had one good word to
say for it, but the audiences liked it and gave it standing ovations. It was all
very, very enjoyable, so we’re doing another one based on The Marriages
Between Zones Three, Four, and Five, but that is on the back burner: only two
opera houses are in on it so far.

Thomson: Did you find your ideas enlarged or diminished by showing up
in an opera, or did the collaboration make something wholly new?

Lessing: I think something wholly new. It’s very good putting something
into a different medium. You know, it’s just a different thing. First, the
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music comes first; it has to. Then, if you're reading, you're imag;
. 5 . nj
things, and on the stage you’re seeing them. I never at any point trgi r;m
. . . e
keep what was in the book; I tried to do something completely neyw o

Thomson: And so if he needed some work with some lines for the s

how would he collaborate with you? W ingers,

ould he call you up on the phone>

Lessing: Yes. We started off by making a story line, which means thr
out a lot of the book, because you can’t get all of that in. Then we w

through scene by scene and I wrote that as a skeleton. When he CazlrkEd
write th.e music he’d ring up and say things like, I want six lines in the -
or two lines out there. The interesting thing is that some of those lines v
Fhe best bits, you know, the ones that go in to fit the music. It’s al o
interesting what happens if you're compressed. A

OWing

Thomson: Did you h i ini
Fhomse y ave any musical training yourself that prepared you

lLessmg: We.ll, you know, I come from a generation where girls had to
earn the planq, whether they had any talent for it or not. I can roughly
read the notes in a score, but that’s about it.

Thomson: You've also written a few plays. Are you drawn to the dramatic

forrfl from time to time, or is this something you get asked to do and
you’ll try your hand at it?

Lessing: My career in the theater has not been a roaring success. [ am in
love with the stage; I mean, I really am. I'm stagestruck. I adore the
theater. But things seem always to go wrong, and I know this sounds like a
terrible excuse for incompetence. For example, for one of my plays the
producer talked me into waiting three years to put it on because he
wanted a certain star, who I didn’t want anyway. Then he and the director
went off and cast the other part in a way that made me blush with
embarrassment, because it was so awful. And so on. I thought, Why put
myself through this misery? I have refused to write plays, but I a’m terribly
tempted from time to time—although I should know better by now.

Thomson: One of the things which is so impressive about your work is the
great range of poems, plays, epics, space fiction, and the short stories. |
tbink, probably to your satisfaction, this keeps you from being catego-
rized as a specific kind of writer. But readers are often startled when, if
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(hey are used to your realistic fiction, suddenly out comes one of your
gpace-fiction stories. Do you react to this in any way? Do you care about a
reader’s expectations of your work?

Lessing: Well, you know, there are people who like both. It’s not totally
separated. It’s all so humorous. I remember on the same day some
rofessor from Australia said to me, “I do hope you're not going to
waste any more time writing realism,” I get a letter from someone saying,
“[ do so hate all this fanciful stuff you write, when are you going to
write...?

I think that something has happened to our imaginations that is very
bad. When somebody says, “I can’t read imaginative fiction,” or whatever
it is, it means that they have stopped being able to use their minds as
human beings have used their minds for thousands of years, because
realism was born very recently, 400 years ago. Before that, storytelling was
in a mode of animal stories, magical stories, fables, and parables, but
never realism. This was how everybody experienced stories. Now, after
such a very short time of realism, there are people who literally cannot
use their minds in any way but “Peter Brown was born on the fourth of
January in 1967 in Birmingham.” Then they feel fine. I think that this is a
great loss—that people can’t do both.

And it’s just as bad the other way. I was invited—I'm very proud to
say—as a guest of honor to the World Science Fiction Convention in
Brighton, just two years ago. Which is one of the weirdest experiences,
for this reason: it was a combination of some of the most advanced
thinkers of our time, because all of the scientists go down sometimes, all
the scientific writers for the newspapers were there, and the science-
fiction writers who tend to be extremely knowledgeable about science,
coupled with some of the craziest people in the world, who spend their
entire lives going from convention to convention and never meeting a
normal person. They would come up to me and they would hiss, “What
are you doing here? You're mainline.” The extremes are really very

terrifying.

Thomson: When you made the shift yourself, what was going on in your
life in terms of mysticism, or did you just want to try something new in
your writing?

Lessing: Well, it’s a question of what you want to say. If you want to write
a novel encompassing millions of vears, you have to find a new form for it;
you can’t just have a realistic novel.
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Thomson: Someone told me today that your writing in Canopus is the king

of writing that will be done in about 2,000 years. You’re that far ahead of

your time.

Lessing: Well, that’s very sweet. I think that this is profoundly untrue and
that it's the kind of writing other people are doing now. If you look z
what the science-fiction fans call “mainline” writing, it’s more and more
invaded by influences from across the tracks, from science fiction. There
are ‘enormous numbers of non-realistic novels being written as “magical
realism,” which I think is one of the funniest things I've ever heard. I muyst
tell you that when they were discussing The Fifth Child on the radio on\e
critic throughout the entire program was saying, “But you can’t categorize
this book; you can’t categorize this book; it’s quite impossible”—as if the
most important thing is to categorize something. I think that we should
forget about all this putting things in boxes. Why should you?

Thomson: Do many of your writing ideas come from dreams?

Lessing: Yes, quite a few of them do. But I wouldn’t say directly. I don’t

have a dream and think, Oh well, that might come in useful and file it
away.

Thomson: Do you keep a dream journal by your bed?

Lessing: I write down my dreams every morning in my diary. But most

dreams are pretty ordinary. I think that only occasionally do you get a
dream from a deeper level.

Thomson: The last time I spoke to you, two years. ..
Lessing: Have I been contradicting myself?

Thomson: No, no, no. I was going to tell you another dream story. About
the same time, Salman Rushdie was in town, and he told a story about
dreams. When he’s writing a novel—and he was writing his famous one—
he said, “I have very ordinary dreams.” But when he’s not writing, his
dream life is wild and fantastic and out of control. Does your dream life
vary in that same way?

Lessing: I think it depends on the kind of book I'm writing, because if
you're writing a very ordinary, realistic book, then it hasn’t got much to
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do with wild dreams, has it?> I mean, if you’re writing The Good Terrorist, 1
don’t think that would have much effect on what I'm dreaming, because
I'm simply using a different part of my mind, for detail, detail, detail.

Thomson: Let me ask you about the detail of a book like The Good Ter-
rorist. How do you research a book like that?

Lessing: You know, everybody says this: How did you research The Good
Terrorist? Why should 1 have to research The Good Terrorist? You tell me.

Thomson: Well, presumably it’s filled with detail of a cell that wants to go
around and wreak a little bit of havoc and your character the housewife
has to bring her organizing skills to bear. Now I suppose you could
imagine it all and maybe just read how these things are done through the

newspapers.

Lessing: You're talking about “squats”? I've known a lot of people who’ve
lived in “squats” and I've been told about others. What has struck me was
the preoccupation with money all the time, understandably: I have been
told that most conversations are about money. Which is quite humorous

in a way.

Thomson: Much of your writing has to do with mothers and children.
There’s a story in the New Yorker a couple of years ago called “The Womb
Ward.” You've written The Fifth Child. There was a story in Ladies’ Home
Journal this past April about a mother and her daughter Shirley. Shirley
was a real iconoclast who didn’t behave like the woman’s other daughter
who was normal and was more like her.

Lessing: Oh yes, that was “Among the Roses.”

Thomson: This is a theme to which you're continually drawn. I'm won-
dering why.

Lessing: Well, “The Womb Ward” wasn’t really about mothers and chil-
dren. It was something that I'd watched. I was visiting a friend in a North
London hospital and I observed exactly what I described in “The Womb
Ward™: this woman, with her husband, weeping like a child of three,
because she had never, ever been separated from him, and he was
surrounded by women, who were widows, who had divorced, who had had
every kind of calamity, who had never married. I thought of the immense
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power, the privilege—everybody had to dance to this spoilt baby. S 1
wrote the story.

Thomson: And the story “Among the Roses™
Lessing: I can’t remember why I wrote that. I don’t remember it, honestly,

Thomson: There was a line in Martha Quest, where you described her iy
the agony of adolescence suffering that misery peculiar to the young that
they are going to be cheated out of the full life that every nerve in their
bodies is clammering for. There was a fair gap of time between when you
wrote Martha Quest and your own adolescence. Did you draw on a lot of
memories or on observation to describe the young Martha Quest?

Lessing: Memories. Now, of course, I could draw on what you see every
time you meet an adolescent, because every adolescent is like every other
adolescent.

Thomson: Your book The Summer Before the Dark dealt with a middle-aged
woman who had an affair with a younger man to help her reaffirm her

identity. Is there a book dealing with getting older that you'd like to
write?

Lessing: I probably will, since I tend to keep up with what’s going on. But
that one wasn’t based on me. I was watching what you see so very often: a
woman who has not had a job and whose children grow up and she has to
come to terms with the fact that she has no function. Which is a very
terrible thing to watch, particularly if this woman is a close friend of
yours. That’s what that came out of.

Thomson: The book that you wrote under a pseudonym, The Diary of a
Good Neighbor, was the observed life of an elderly woman. You wrote the
book in part as a way of showing that unless writers have a big name they
are not taken seriously in the publishing industry?

Lessing: Well, I don’t want to make it too black and white. I don’t want to
say that I think a novel with merit won’t get published. The writer might
have to go through several publishers. Every publisher I know will tell
fairly self-critical stories about the ones that got away. Every publisher has
got a list of the ones they turned down. But I do think young writers are
terribly patronized—that’s the worst thing. It so happened that I saw the
readers’ reports for Jane Somers, and it was very interesting to have to go
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right back, to see this note of patronage—you know, Dear little thing, she
ought to do better if she tries. It was salutary, you know, and very good for
me. I knew it was going to happen.

Again, I had fascinating letters about the book—one of two kinds: one
was a very funny letter, like, for example, from the romantic novelist
who’d written sixty-nine novels, I think. They all sell millions of copies,
they’re never reviewed, and she’s amazingly rich. She said that she’d got
very bored with all this, and sent her sixty-eighth in to her publisher
under a different name. Her publisher wrote back, “I'm afraid this is
simply not good enough for our list. You should try to do better.” Then
she sent the same novel back under her own name, and they said, “How
absolutely marvelous, darling. How absolutely wonderful, as usual!” I got
quite a few of this kind of letter, which was one of the reasons I did it.

But I also got letters and manuscripts from people who'd been hawk-
ing around the same book for years and years, and they were simply not
good books. And what is astonishing is that these people couldn’t see that
they were not good books. This is the surprising thing. They were full of
anger and convinced that the publishers were not recognizing true merit.
Unfortunately, publishers never say, and they ought to, “Look, this is no
good.” What they do is to say, because they don’t want to upset people,
“I’'m afraid that this is not suitable for our list.” That means this writer is
left feeling that the next one is going to like it, and they’ve gone for years
and vears and years like this. The advice should be: “Throw that away and
write another one.” This is the kind and good advice.

Thomson: Do you still get rejection slips?

Lessing: No. I couldn’t get rejection slips because too much money’s
involved. Do you know what I mean? It wouldn’t matter what I wrote;
they’re going to make money on it. I have to be very self-critical.

Thomson: Just because now it has your name on it, they’ll accept it in a
magarine.

Lessing: Oh, not necessarily just in a magazine. But then I don’t go
through that course, because I have an agent. You can’t do that; you don’t
have time.

Thomson: A lot of your novels have an apocalyptic view of the world, and
there are a number of events like the Greenhouse Effect and planetary
warming that are going on. Do you feel, Yes, this is something I would
expect we’d be doing to our planet, or are you surprised that we’re
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polluting our own planet, destroying rain forests—are these themes thg,
engage you when you open the morning paper?

Lessing: No, because I was writing about them a long time ago. You knoy
I wasn’t equipped with some amazing prescience, because all the sciemisls’
were talking about this a long time ago. Can I point out that nobody
foresaw the hole in the ozone layer? Nobody mentioned AIDS. I mean',
some of the worst calamities nobody sees. We don’t seem to be very good
at foreseeing our crises, in fact. Do we?

And also they come in extraordinary forms. I've just been in Zimba.
bwe, twice, and like other countries in Africa—I'm talking about this in
San Francisco because it’s an AIDS town—it’s an area in which AIDS
never has had anything to do with homosexuality or drugs. This is
extraordinary. It’s a rampant and dangerous and awful disease that hasn’t
got the same form at all as it has in any of our cities. We just don’t know
what to expect anywhere or what form anything is going to take.

Thomson: Some writers have said that the presence of AIDS would
change the way they would write their books or the way they would
describe relationships between men and women. I'm wondering how you
would cope with it. Would you include it in a novel? Would you set your
novel pre-AIDS?

Lessing: Well, I don’t see how you can ignore it. My young women friends
starting out with their sexual lives have a completely different attitude
from us lot. I think that my generation, roughly speaking, was probably
the luckiest ever, because we’d been liberated from what our mothers
had to worry about, which was fear of pregnancy. We were liberated more
or less, not as totally as with the Pill. I don’t remember worrying
desperately; I mean, it was a thing [ kept in mind. And I can’t remember
ever worrying about any venereal disease; no one had ever heard of things
like—TI've forgotten what they call it—all these things that people get like
thrush.

Thomson: They're called “sexually transmitted diseases.”

Lessing: Yes, well, there is a whole lot that we’d never heard of, ever. So
there we were, liberated from what my poor mother had to suffer, and all
her generation, and we were very romantic and free and all that. And now
these poor girls downstairs can’t go to bed with anyone without worrying
about AIDS, and I think it’s awful, and I'm desperately sorry for them.

Thomson: Do you talk to them about it?
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Lessing: Yes, of course, we do. You know, the scripts are written for us all:
I'm in the role of an elderly advisor about not taking stupid risks, you know.

Thomson: And what do they say back to you?

Lessing: They say things like “You know, it’s very difficult to be very
sensible when you're in love.” Which God knows is true. Well, you know
what I'm likely to say. I make sensible remarks of the kind you’d expect
me to. Which I won’t repeat here.

Thomson: I wonder if you could talk about the influence of Persia in your
life. You were born there, and different Persian words have shown up
from time to time in your books. I'm wondering if you're drawn to that
particular landscape where you were born.

'Lessing: I'm not drawn to that particular landscape; I'm drawn to that

type of landscape. When I went to Granada in Spain, I suddenly remem-
bered the mountains around Kermanshah, where I was born, a town
which is now, I'm told, battered flat by war, a very ancient trading town,
which is now in ruins. It is a landscape which is high, dry, and dusty. That
is, in fact, the landscape I had in Zimbabwe—sorry, in the old Southern
Rhodesia.

I can only remember the odd incident; but I think the important thing
is the amount of moving I did. I think it's extremely good for children to
have a lot of experiences when they’re very young, and parents should
encourage them to travel and see a lot of things, to have a lot of different
impressions. It makes them very flexible later on. I moved from
Kermanshah to Teheran when I was just over two. I can remember that,
driving in some ancient car over this extraordinary landscape. Then we
were the first family to travel through the Soviet Union. That was 1924.
No other tourists or normal travelers had gone on that route up from the
Black Sea to Leningrad. The trains were still battered by war, and there
were crowds of starving children without parents on the platform. All that
made a great impression. Then I was in England, which I remember very
clearly as a place I hated, because it was cold and wet and gray. Now, of
course, I adore it. And then I traveled on a very slow boat, on a German
boat, which was important, because of the First World War, to Africa and
then on a very slow train to what was then Salisbury and then on an ox
wagon that you people would see in your films of the Wild West to the
farm. All of that before I was just five and a bit. Now that was what
influenced me! And I am very grateful for it.

Thomson: What was the influence that you've carried with you?
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Lessing: Well, that one culture is very different from another, and that the
absolutes of one culture are just valuable for that culture. It’s all relative
and we don’t have to take anything seriously of that kind. Which is Ver}z
valuable for a writer.

Thomson: You've lived in London now for forty years. Do you sti]]
consider yourself an immigrant there, or in exile?

Lessing: No. I've been back to Zimbabwe recently twice, and it’s the
landscape, the country physically that I belong to, as I did then. I never
could stand the old society, and I'm not mad about it now for the same
reason. It’s an extraordinarily provincial place. It’s immensely exciting
in the rate of change and the fact that everybody you meet is totally
absorbed in making Zimbabwe work. That’s absolutely marvelous. You
haven’t been there twelve hours before you're absolutely absorbed 100%
in the place. But what is terrible is that just as in the old Southern
Rhodesia, nothing exists outside Zimbabwe. And you start suffering
from the most dreadful claustrophobia, and you can’t wait to get out
where you suddenly start this great shout of argument and discussion and
information, which in Zimbabwe is just cut off, as it used to be in the old

Southern Rhodesia. It’s a very boring place after a short time, because of
that.

Thomson: You've also felt that when you have finished books they're
“lies,” that you can’t get enough life into them.

Lessing: That's true. I've never yet met a writer that wasn’t disappointed
by not being able to capture it, not really. At this very moment I'm
working on a certain book in my head and I'm watching very wryly how
this raw thing is going to take shape. There’s nothing to be done about it,
because it has to.

Thomson: Do you maintain this sort of detachment while you’re writing?
Lessing: Yes, sort of; no, I'm terribly involved in it, but you have to be
detached a bit. You have to write cold. You can’t write hot; otherwise, it's
no good.

Thomson: But you wrote Fifth Child out of a rage.

Lessing: No, that was the fuel; that’s a different thing. Yes, the “fuel” is the

accurate word, for the fuel for that book was frustration and rage—the
total intransigence of our helplessness in the face of terror and horror.
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That theme got into The Fifth Child at a remove. We’re very helpless. We're
in a conspiracy, I suppose so that we don’t tear ourselves up, that we are in
control of events. I don’t think that we are remotely in control of events.
But we like to think we are; otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to stand it, I

suppose.

Thomson: I was speaking with someone else about the Martha Quest
books and she said she found them so real and so full of life that she felt
drawn into them in a way which was almost more compelling than the
world that was going on outside the books.

Lessing: That’s a wonderful compliment. I met someone yesterday or the
day before who said A Proper Marriage was the funniest book she’d ever
read. In Zimbabwe a close friend of mine who teaches at the university
said two extremely rich young Americans had come through the univer-
sity and had read A Ripple from the Storm, which is a fairly sardonic book
about politics, and they were so inspired by the book that they’d gone off
to join the Communist Party. So there’s no accounting for what’s going to
happen as a result of your books.

Thomson: In one of your books you talk about our planet’s being out of
alignment—that it was lacking SOWF, the substance of we feeling.

Lessing: Well, I don’t know, of course; I just deduced that it could exist—
for the purpose of the cosmology, you understand. Earlier, you asked
about Persian words. It’s simply that I have a very vast Persian dictionary,
and I think I'm probably not wrong in saying that many people do not
know Persian and if I take words from it they’re not likely to recognize
them. I also use the Greek myths or the lesser known figures in Greek
mythology for names, and people always read much more into this than
the writer ever intends. You know, you might be choosing a name because
it sounds right for a character and that’s the only idea you have in your
head. Yet theses will be written about this. I don’t know any writer who
isn’t continually astonished at what we’re supposed to be up to. It’s never
crossed our minds, you know.

Thomson: Books are like children, though. Once you’ve released them
into the world, they take on lives of their own.

Lessing: Absolutely.

Thomson: But it still astonishes you how they turn out in other people’s
minds.
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Lessing: Well, what would you feel if you’d written The Fifth Child and ip

marches a young woman who sits down and says, “Of course, this book i A erter ‘S NOt a PrOfessor

about the migrant labor problem in Europe”? I mean, wouldn’t you be

surprised? JG&/’)-M&UHCG de MOntfemy

Jean-Maurice de Montremy’s interview appeared in Paris
in the April 1990 issue of Lire. The following translation
was prepared by the editor, with the assistance of Patricia
Siegel. Copyright © 1990 by Jean-Maurice de Montremy.
Reprinted with permission.

Montremy: In The Golden Notebook, almost thirty years ago, you depicted
adults concerned with being “free.” They analyzed themselves, drank,
fought, made up, took up almost all the current philosophical and
theoretical problems, confronted each other—men against women—
while being observed by their rather confused progeny. In The Fifth Child
everything is the exact opposite: Ben’s parents appear stable, full of good
will. Their child, on the other hand, behaves like a psychological bomb,
destroying their dream of a happy family. Do you get pleasure out of
sailing against the wind? Unsympathetic toward rebellion when rebellion
is in season. Unsympathetic toward conformity when it comes back into
style.

Lessing: [ am a writer: I would like to say only a writer, a person of the
present day, not the priestess of a Great Project. When I wrote The Golden
Notebook T was forty. T wasn’t writing a treatise on feminine stereotypes of
the '60s. To the very end, I wanted to tell a story which neither political
positions nor sociological analyses were capable of exhausting. That
would be the case with all my books, including The Fifth Child: 1 manage as
I can, in a given period of time, with the problems that nearly everyone
faces at that time. I don’t believe, furthermore, that the writer’s role
should be to forecast, to condemn, to proclaim, etc. Or not necessarily. A
writer is not a professor.

Nevertheless, I am undoubtedly wrong to speak of the writer in this
way, as though there were a general rule. Let us say, in my case, I never
wished to offer a program of ideas or behavior guides. If I had been in
possession of such programs I certainly would never have written. I would
have proclaimed that women were such-and-such, that relationships with
men—who are, after all, a tough problem for women—ought to be
henceforth like this or like that, that our children ought to get such-and-
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such education, that government ought to promulgate that particular law
that the events in Berlin signify this and not that, that the future of Ou{er,
Mongolia, Nicaragua, Mikhail Gorbachev, or Mrs. Thatcher ought to take
such-and-such a direction. What would I know?

In fact, I don’t think very much about these subjects in the first place.
know the problems of the hour which the whole world knows. The fact of
having written novels doesn’t give me any more clairvoyance than the
average television viewer.

Montremy: All the same, you were a member of the Communist Party.

Lessing: Absolutely! For two or three years in the ’50s. It’s a matter of the
British Communist Party. I mean, a very, very British party. We talked; we
had tea. If I had participated in a meeting of the French party, I would
have had an experience of your inexorable logic and your impressive
theoretical coherence. That bears little resemblance to the English C.P.
The French C.P. embodied Jacobinism.

The English C.P. formed, instead, a sort of nonconformist club. It
represented, with a certain effectiveness, our protest against the terrible
class system of castes and pigeonholing people, which is characteristically
British.

A system—Ilet me say in passing—still well entrenched today and of
which The Fifth Child bears the deep imprint. But I was a Communist, [
called myself one, well before my taking up residence in London. I was
even more irrepressibly so in Rhodesia—where there was no Party—than
in England.

Then I was aware that we were pretending to be Communists. Each
party was only “communist.” We were waiting for Communism, some-
thing which didn’t in fact have anything to do with any particular party.

Montremy: You have also been held up as someone who “speaks well for
women.” In a certain manner, you have passed as an analyst par excel-

lence of this “tough problem,” as vou term it, of the relations between the
two sexes.

Lessing: Insofar as I'm a writer, I don’t know. Is it possible to write books
in order to analyze the problems between men and women? I’'m not so
sure. I've said instead that there are problems between men and women,
and that my books consequently reflect these problems. They deal with
forces, raveling and unraveling affairs, in which the two sexes do not have
the same point of view. They grow out of certain concrete situations,
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including The Fifth Child in which the husband and wife disagree about
how to deal with Ben, their child. But I don’t believe that they represent
a true argument on this subject which I am supposed to have made my
“specialty.”

Let’s say that I begin with an observation, with a feeling which
bothered me for a long time, without my ever knowing how to settle on a
definitive response. Why does a woman always risk losing her identity for
good when she loves a man? If it goes bad, she hardly recovers from it.
Whereas after spectacular shipwrecks men are able to find their places
again quickly. Yes, why can’t women, in the depth of their being, do
without men? Whereas men, once they regularize the sexual problem,
manage quite well in the end: the job, ambition, metaphysics, sport or
automobiles allow them to keep aloof in their relationships with a woman
(or women).

As time passes, moreover, 1 see one source of feminism in that fixation
of women on men. In the end, it is something that could be labeled
grotesquely as feminism.

Montremy: Which is to say?

Lessing: Which is to say, there is an absolutely indispensable feminism:
one which has given, still gives, guaranteed working conditions, equal
pay, and autonomy to women. On the other hand, feminism which
consists of women getting together to palaver endlessly about the short-
comings of men who are not present and to keep trotting out among
themselves all sorts of griefs can only inflame the dependence of which I
just spoke: it's the modern version of the prattling of good women. I
believe that excessive feminism becoming an end in itself, when it ought
to be merely a tool—I believe that such feminism reflects a total fascina-
tion with men. I'm not really sure, for example, that Simone de Beauvoir
really liked femininity or really wished to encourage it. In many ways one
gets the impression that for her the ideal of womanhood was called Jean-
Paul Sartre.

What I have just said, however, hasn’t a lot to do with writing. A good
many others, I believe, have in their own ways had that experience. Life
has certainly taught me this point more than my books have.// I came to
understand that I was undoubtedly made to be unmarried. Etc., etc. We
are a long distance from books.

Montremy: Isn’t it possible, all the same, to see the majority of them,
especially the Children of Violence series, as very close to your own youth,
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putting down their roots into it? One finds there colonial Africa, the great
estates, the revolution...

Lessing: To be precise, let’s say that my books have perhaps allowed me tq
fasten upon the world and the sentiments which they evoke. I am not 5
person who “cracks” or falls apart. On the other hand, I could oftep
become ossified, giving myself up to the illusion that I would have some
theories, as at present I have many critiques. Take, for example, The
Golden Notebook; it’s out of date. I started it thinking I was a Marxist, a
progressive. Then I discovered that stripped away the whole texture of
ideas, remarks, themes. It’s possible to have many more or less interesting
ideas on many things. It’s possible to have passions, political enthusiasms.
But to tell stories, to read them, to create them, that operates in a
completely different mode. I wanted to say: physically. Not intellectually,
not ideologically. /

Montremy: You have sometimes been reproached for having a great
indifference to particular literary problems, the technique of the novel,
the development of narration, etc.

Lessing: I am in that respect self-taught. With a few exceptions, until T was
thirty, I lived in colonial Rhodesia. One couldn’t imagine a world further
removed from literature, theories, schools. There was countryside, ani-
mals, plants. And the most narrow of societies into which I was never able
to fit. The blacks themselves didn’t exist, according to the law: their world
remained hermetically sealed off from us.

I started to write all on my own. I found my way in my own fashion: the
Russian writers, Proust, Stendhal, Thomas Mann. Or the great English
writers like Dickens, Thomas Hardy (who described nature so well),
Virginia Woolf, Richardson, Defoe. I never learned to write, and I am still
persuaded, moreover, that literature is not learned. One simply encoun-
ters, in that realm, people or books, which suddenly speak to you, show
you what you have needed to hear or see. And you go on, pragmatically,
by trial and error. Contrary to what is sometimes said at present, [ believe
the novel has never known a more favorable time. For it is a complete
hybrid, full of influences (film, myth, music, pictures), prodigiously
adaptable. I know very well that the critics and the professors have their
theories about it, but I think there is nothing to them. The novel is
whatever each author makes of it. There are no “tricks.” It simply exists—
tries to exist in what is being written. That could take the form of a vast
architecturally complex composition or a simple linear novel in accord-
ance with whatever is happening at the moment in which it’s being
written.
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Montremy: Then you don’t like theories.

Lessing: When T was in the Communist Party years ago, everything was
pushing me toward what was called “the great problems of the hour.”
But I sensed that in my books it was also a matter of another thing, a
phenomenon deeper and more mysterious.

Montremy: Let’s take the case of The Fifth Child. One can see in it a
critique of the naive return to traditional values. It's the story of model
parents, worn out by a child. One can see in it a reflection upon the
abnormal. It’s the story of an atypical child in an oh!-so-model family.
One can see in it an analysis of the fall into delinquency of middle-class
children. It’s the story of a tough who becomes the leader of a gang of
thugs.

Lessing: Oh, it’s even simpler. All that you described would appear as a
matter of course because I wrote it in the heart of the '80s, capturing the
imbroglio of the moment. To begin with, T contented myself—as always—
with the need to imagine a story, to talk to myself. I received a bizarre
letter from a reader. She complained, in quasi-religious terms, of a fourth
child who resembled the devil, an extraterrestrial, dangerous. That
bothered me. It seemed to me to be a matter of the old myths, dear to
stories, of the “changeling”—the monstrous child that the fairies substi-
tuted for the real child and brought about misfortune with it. T started
with that theme. It is actually a theme rather characteristic of England: I
don’t think there is a good translation of changeling in French. But I'm
afraid that I won’t convince you: everyone thinks that I wanted to make a
point about education or the tyranny of the English middle class.

Montremy: What do you mean by that?

Lessing: That there is a system, very specific, very powerful, of the middle
class in England, especially of women in the middle class in England,
terribly competent people, terribly active, terribly efficient and perfec-
tionist. With the single great idea to mark off the compartments, to
delimit the zones, to indicate differences, hierarchies, etc. Since child-
hood and the day I left school (I was fourteen; I found the plants, animals,
and countryside in Rhodesia more interesting than classes), I have been
struck by this fact: we never think about what we have in common.

We see only oppositions, the yeses, the noes, the whites, the blacks. So
we busy ourselves and consider ourselves well turned out by affirming for
ourselves, as I said, the marking out of the territory. We live in essentially
the same manner; we encounter pretty much the same questions, the
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same difficulties. And I believe that it is important to me as a writer to
attempt to find what it is that divides us.

When I was working on The Golden Notebook around 1960, I didn’t claim
absolutely to be doing a thesis on the feminine condition, on the couple,
or on the construction of the novel. I was simply trying to understanq
what was happening to us, to all of us, who refused to live according to
“conventional morality.” And who all encountered, nevertheless, many
difficulties, submissive to the point of absurdity in our need to proclaim
our freedom. Just like others, moreover, timid conformists, or traditional
males, who didn’t live very much better than we, they too prey to their
inconsistency, their burdensome great principles, their need to distin-
guish themselves.

Montremy: You think that the great movements which have successively
crossed your path have in general been only a farce? Communism,
throughout the ’50s. Then feminism. Then, at the end of the ’70s, the
mystical, Eastern quest, evident in your books from the late *70s: Memoirs
of a Survivor, or the science fiction of Shikasta. They all amount to the
same thing?

Lessing: No, I am not cynical, nor opportunistic. I just take conflicts as I
find them. Those which are evident in “Marxism” in the ’50s, then in
“feminism” in the '60s, and then in “Orientalism” in the '80s, perhaps
today in “ecology.” I use inverted commas throughout in order to indi-
cate that each of these movements carries with it something which is good
and is generally shared by people on all sides. I am simply intrigued by
this need that we have to choose a camp, even though we share the same
difficulties. It is the well-known story of women in control, popular
leaders and fervent anti-feminists opposed to free women, agitators and
those who very much lead men around by the nose. All the books that 1
have written indicate, sometimes in spite of myself, the existence in us of
an inexpressible dimension stronger than the theories through which we
may attempt to channel it. In a certain way, we are complete fools and act
as if it were nothing.

Montremy: Writing should be a form of psychoanalysis then?

Lessing: Psychoanalysis makes it possible to put things in inverted com-
mas, I suppose. I don’t believe that we can hope to explain the figure of
Ben, in The Fifth Child, by an analytic theory or by classical psychiatry.
When 1 was about thirty, I experienced a state of extreme tension. I
encountered a woman, a bit ordinary—the Mother Sugar of The Golden
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Notebook—who put me through a sort of therapy. The varieties have
nothing to do with mine, even today: she was a Jew who converted to
Catholicism because of her adherence to Jung’s theories! But within that
ideological-intellectual structure (on the other hand, I can recognize it,
the Stalinism of Freudians) there lived a genuine personality. It was the
contact, incommunicable, inexpressible, which helped to bring me out of
my difficulty. I had encountered someone; someone irreducible to manu-
als, theories, and treatises.

Montremy: Is that why, about 1964, you chose a Sufi master?

Lessing: Yes, in as much as he, like Mother Sugar, was not a guru,. Just a
spiritual master. Someone who didn’t impose any dogma or mystique. He
let me make up my own mind about what God represents, without
imprisoning me in a religion. I am absolutely, childishly, allergic to
religions—even though I have the greatest respect for our nature, which
is profoundly religious.
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Questioner: What motivates you to write?

Lessing: Writers are born, like painters and architects. What motivates me
to keep on writing is that I have earned my living from it for the last forty
years. I'm a work animal. When they bury me, I will probably be
scribbling. That’s my epitaph.

Questioner: What have you been working on lately?

Lessing: I have completed a book of fifteen short stories called London
Sketches which, hopefully, will be brought out by HarperCollins next
April or May. The idea started when I kept hearing people say how
terrible London is. I like the place, so I decided to write about its
pleasures.

I've also finished a book on Zimbabwe. I lived in Southern Rhodesia
from age five to thirty, but under the white rule, I was a prohibited
immigrant for thirty years. I have been back three times since black rule
and the book is my selected memories about how things used to be and
are now. It’s called African Laughter and should be out next year. I'm also
writing the film script for my book The Marriages between Zones Three, Four,
and Five (1980). It could turn out to be a disaster.

Questioner: Do you plan to do more stories with an African background?

Lessing: I don’t have plans, but you never know. If you've lived in 2
country for a long time but haven't been back, there is such a gap. I don’t
think I could write a proper short story, although I could probably write
sketches. Life is continually flowing and nothing is shut up forever.
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Things people say seem different but, actually, are related. There is a
great mingling of improbabilities. It’s like people you hate at sixteen
turning out to be best friends at forty-five. This overlap—everything is
part of everything else—is a fundamental trend of Eastern philosophy.//

Questioner: Besides your childhood, what other factors influenced you to
write?

Lessing: I had a facility for writing. My mother was an able woman but a
frustrated musician and she wanted me to be one. She wanted me to do
well, but in her own way.

She used to tell my brother and me stories, long epics which she made
up. I think the best thing a parent can do for her kids is to tell them
stories. When I look back, those are the most vivid memories.

We also had a library at home and I read everything I could. It never
crossed my mother’s mind to censor them. After school, I rolled around a
few years not knowing what to do. But [ could write.

When I wrote my first novel, I was very clearminded about it: this was
something I could do. I even thanked the Lord because I was notan artist,
as then I would need money to buy materials.

Questioner: You only wrote one play, Play with a Tiger, in which the lead
characters have a love-hate relationship. Why not any more?

Lessing: The characters of The Golden Notebook came from Play with a Tiger.
When the play was done by feminists, they played it as a great blast against
men and the humor was lost. It’s very embarrassing when the play is done
as a shriek of hysteria and I don’t want to know about it.

Play with a Tiger was staged in the West End in 1962. T believe if they
had done it in a smaller theater it would have succeeded. It was also badly
cast—the male lead was a sexist stud.

That's the agony of being a playwright. Why should one go through
this humiliation and torture when you can write a novel and get it printed
the way you wrote it?

Questioner: Why do vou choose to write science fiction every now and
then?

Lessing: I've only written two unrealistic stories, Briefing for a Descent into
Hell (1971) and The Memoirs of a Survivor (1975), and I'm unaware they
are science fiction.
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I wrote the first book because a friend said nobody sat down to reaq
books about Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. I wondered what woulq
happen if a prophet figure turned up now. So I got the idea of using
elements common to the three religions in my story.

I’'m surprised readers term them “science fiction.” They’re more
“space fiction.” Science fiction should examine some scientific idea,
exaggerate, even those not born yet. I would love to be able to write rea]
science fiction.

Questioner: Are you conscious of being influenced by other writers, or
influencing others yourself?

Lessing: Any writer would be influenced by others. You have to read the
great and the good to get a sense of value. I am influenced by them all,
Sometimes, I recognize flashes of myself in others’ work. So what? At one
stage, I was totally in love with literature. It put me in a state of ecstasy that
for a few bob I could get so much. I enjoy reading and it continues to be
a great adventure. A novel is so unpredictable; it comes up with so much.
You don’t know what new writer or country is going to turn up next.

In my seventeenth year, I wrote two novels which were unbelievably bad.
I tore them up and wrote other novels. .. more semi-bits and half-novels. ...
A writer should read a lot if he’s tempted to think he’s good. You only
need to read a page of good writing to see where you stand.

A year ago, | was going through a phase where I had no energy. It’s one
of those cosmic jokes, I think. I know friends who just couldn’t get out of
bed. I wrote the book on Zimbabwe based on three visits back. I knew it
was not good, but I refused to believe it. I put it away because I was
appalled at the lack of energy...the whole thing was dead. I had to
rewrite it three times. After that, I wrote a novel that wasn’t any good. I'm
using those two books to push myself back again.

Questioner: Are you going through a writer’s block?

Lessing: No, I won’t say it was a writer’s block. It wasn’t that I didn’t know
what to write...it was more a lack of energy. I couldn’t see any point in
writing or in getting out of bed. After a paragraph, I went back to bed.

Questioner: What advice do you have for young writers?

Lessing: Young writers tend not to do enough work. You get stories that
show talent but are not nearly as good as they could be. Perhaps this is
linked to the unconscious belief that you need so little to be a writer—just
pencil and paper—and that it’s easy.

Tan Gim Ean and Others 203

Literary talents are common, as we live in a literate society. Reading
turns you into a good writer. Many writers are nearly good, but they don’t
sit on it or keep at it. When you write, you must put it aside and be
prepared to tear it up. I have rewritten copy four times and each time, it
gets better. Every writer has to create his own market. You have to create
those readers who want to read you. How? The only way is to write
absolutely honestly about your own experiences and not think about it. A
truthful book.

Questioner: Do you have a timetable for writing?

Lessing: I write when the spirit moves me...when I go out to the garden
for a walk. I usually write from 8 a.m. to 1 p.m. and 4 to 6 p.m. It takes me
a year to write a book.

No woman writer I know has a timetable. Only men have timetables
because they have mothers, wives, and sisters to manage their lives. We
have to fit it in. Sometimes we get angry about it. If you’re childish, you
think it’s unfair.

I use an old-fashioned typewriter for the simple reason that I've done
so since sixteen. But I'm also terribly afraid of disrupting the brain
process, the flow between my brain and fingers. My friends who use the
word processor haven’t improved.

Questioner: What is your philosophy in life?

Lessing: Give me a break. I don’t think I have one. The older I get, the
less I believe. I will be surprised when I die.
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Lessing: I think people from East Europe and Central Europe will recog-
nize that in what I am going to say, I will be talking as a Western
European. I'm going to make half a dozen points, each one, of course,
oversimplified. All of them illustrate the fact that while we have seen the
apparent death of Communism, ways of thinking that were born under
Communism or strengthened by Communism still govern our lives.

The very first point is language. It is not a new thought that Commu-
nism debased language and with language, thought. There is a Commu-
nist jargon recognizable after a single sentence. Few people have not
joked in their youth about concrete steps, contradictions, the interpen-
etration of opposites and all the rest. The first time I saw that mind-
deadening slogans had the power to take wing and fly far from their
origins was in the '50s when I read a leader in the Times and saw them in
use: “The demo last Saturday was irrefutable proof that the concrete
situation...” Words that had been as confined to the left as corralled
animals had passed into general use and, with them, ideas. One might
read whole articles in the conservative and liberal press that were Marxist,
but the writers didn’t know it.

There is an aspect of this heritage that is much harder to see. Even five
or six years ago Izvestia, Pravda, and a thousand other Communist papers
were written in a language that seemed designed to fill up as much space
as possible without actually saying anything—because, of course, it was
dangerous to take up positions that might have to be defended. Now, all
these newspapers have rediscovered the use of language. But the heritage
of dead and empty language these days is still to be found in some areas of
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academia and particularly in some areas of sociology, psychology, and
some literary criticism.

Recently, a young friend of mine from North Yemen saved up, with
much sacrifice, every bit of money he could to travel to that fount of
excellence, Britain, to study the branch of sociology that teaches how to
spread Western know-how and expertise to benighted nations. It cost him
8000 pounds, and that was five years ago. I asked to see his study material,
and he showed me a thick tome, written so badly and in such ugly, empty
jargon it was hard even to follow. There were several hundred pages, and
the ideas in it could have easily been put into ten pages. This kind of book
is written by people who were Marxists or have been taught by Marxists.
Students come from “backward” and closed countries to be taught how to

* write in this debased language. I have seen people, in Zimbabwe this time,

introduced to the English language in this pedantic, empty jargon. They
will believe that this is the English language and that this is how they
should write and speak it.

Yes, I do know the obfuscations of academia did not begin with
Communism, as Swift, for one, tells us, but the pedantries and verbosity of
Communism had their roots in German academia. And now it has
become a kind of mildew blighting the whole world. One may spend a
morning in the kind of bookshop that sells student textbooks and only
with difficulty find books that are fresh and alive. How to stop this self-
perpetuating machine for dulling thought? For sometimes I do see it as
one of those mechanisms set to revolve forever inside a vacuum within a
sealed glass case. How to break the glass and let in the air? Perhaps this
will turn out to be the ideas themselves concealed in the dead language,
for they can be useful and full of insights from the research departments
of universities—where, as I pointed out before, work is being done that
could, if we let it, transform our societies. Full of insights about how the
human animal actually does behave instead of how we think it does.
These are often presented for the first time in unreadable language. This
is one of the paradoxes of our time.

The second point is linked with the first. Powerful ideas affecting our
behavior can be visible in brief sentences or even a phrase. All writers get
asked by interviewers this question: “Do you think a writer should...?”
The question always has to do with a political stance. Note that the
assumption behind the words is that all writers should do the same thing,
whatever that may be. There is a long history behind this. Let us go no
further back than the nineteenth century in Russia, where there were
great critics: Belinsky, Dobrolubov, Chernyshevsky, and the rest. They
wanted writers to be concerned with social problems. All the great writers
that we now describe as the golden tradition of Russian literature had to
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endure criticism from this point of view, some of it on a very high level.
Yesterday, Donald Fanger explained that the Russian novel contains in
itself all areas of sociology and social criticism. But I do believe that this is
because this is what the writers were like and not because of what the
critics were saying. As we say in Britain, “the proof of the pudding is in the
eating.” In all these great writers’ work there is no moment when there is
that dull thump that comes when writers have been writing because they
felt they ought to. All these writers continued to write from a much older
tradition than their critics. If a writer writes truthfully out of individual
experience then what is written inevitably speaks for other people. For
thousands of years storytellers have taken for granted that their experi-
ences must be general. It never occurred to them that it is possible to
divorce oneself from life or to “live in an ivory tower.” It will be seen that
this view of storytelling ends the interminable debate about form and
content that still bedevils literature in some provincial universities. If
these writers in Russia had not claimed their right to an individual
conscience rather than a collective one, we would not riow be remember-
ing and reading Gogol, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Chekhov, Turgenev, and all
the rest of that dazzling galaxy.

We saw what happened when this formula, that writers must write
about social injustice, took power in 1917. It became socialist realism.
Anyone who had the misfortune to read through a lot of that stuff, which
I did in London early in the *50s for a Communist publisher, knows that
socialist realism created novels written in a language as dead as the books
already mentioned as a product of academia. Why? Writers know instinc-
tively that a recipe for writing dead books is to write because you ought.
This is because you are writing out of a different area of your mind. I shall
never forget an exchange between a writer and an interviewer on televi-
sion. The interviewer said, “Among the influences that shaped your work,
would you say that Heidegger was the most important?”

The writer replied, “You don’t understand. When you describe a scene,
let’s say at the breakfast table, you have to know what your hero is eating.
Bacon and eggs? Pancakes? Is it a cold morning? Is the sun shining in? Is
there a smell of burning leaves? Did he sleep with his wife last night? Does
she love him? What color shirt does he have on? Is the dog there waiting
for tidbits? You have to know all this even if you don’t describe it because
this is what brings the scene to life.”

“Oh, I see, then you describe yourself as a realist?”

Never the twain shall meet. And they can’t meet because it’s two
different parts of the mind speaking. One is the critical part; the other
one is the holistic part which is probably situated somewhere in the solar
plexus. Two parallel lines: the writer is talking about “the fine delight that
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fathers thought,” in Hopkins’ wonderful phrase. The critic is talking out
of the same spirit that pervaded socialist realism and before that the
nineteenth-century Russian critics, and since I am sure the mind sets of
Communism were patterned by religion, Christianity and the dialectics of
Judaism. A biography of Cervantes tells us he had the Inquisition breath-
ing down his neck all his life. The questions: “Should a writer...?” Ought
writers to...?” have a long history that seems unknown to the people who
so casually use them. Another is “commitment’™—so much in vogue not
long ago. Is so-and-so a committed writer? Are you a committed writer?
“Committed to what?” the writer might ask.

“Oh well, if you don’t know, I can’t tell you,” comes the reproof, full of
moral one-upmanship. A successor to commitment is “raising conscious-
ness.” This is double-edged. The people whose consciousness is being
raised may be given information they most desperately lack and need,
may be given moral support they need. But the process nearly always
means that the pupil gets only the propaganda the instructor approves of.
Raising consciousness, like commitment, like political correctness, is a
continuation of that old bully, the Party Line.

A very common way of thinking in literary criticism is not seen as a
consequence of Communism, but it is. Every writer has the experience of
being told that a novel, a story, is “about” something or other. I wrote
a story, The Fifth Child, which was at once pigeonholed as being “about”
the Palestinian problem, genetic research, feminism, and anti-Semitism,
and so on. A journalist from France walked into my living room and
before she even sat down said, “Of course The Fifth Child is about AIDS.”
An effective conversation-stopper, I do assure you. But what is interesting
is the habit of mind that has to analyze a literary work like this. If you say,
“Had I wanted to write about AIDS or the Palestinian problem, I would
have written a pamphlet,” you tend to get baffled stares, such an unfamil-
jar thought has it become. That a work of the imagination has to be
“really” about some problem is, again, an heir of socialist realism, of the
infamous Zhdanov. To write a story for the sake of storytelling will not do;
it is frivolous, not to say reactionary. Whole literary departments in a
thousand universities are in the grip of this way of thinking, and yet the
history of storytelling, of literature, tells us that there has never been a
story that does not illuminate human experience in one way or other. The
demand that stories must be “about” something is Communist thinking
and, further back, comes from religious thinking, with its desire for
improving books as simple-minded as the messages on samplers. “Little
birds in their nests agree.” “Good children must, good children ought, do
what they are told, do what they are taught.” I found that on a wall in a
hotel in Wales.
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If, for example, a writer should timidly remark, “My book, Eternal
Springs, is not at all about water shortage in the Middle East,” the reply
is that the writer has no idea at all of what he or she is “really” writing
about. A great deal has been said and is being said about political
correctness, but I think we might usefully note that this is yet again self-
appointed vigilante committees inspired by ideology. Of course, I am not
suggesting that the torch of Communism has been handed on to the
political correctors. I am suggesting that habits of mind have been
absorbed, often without knowing it. There is obviously something very
attractive about telling other people what to do. I'm putting it in this
nursery way rather than in more intellectual language because I think it is
nursery behavior, very primitive stuff. Deep in the human mind is the
need to order, control, set bounds. Art, the arts in general, are always
unpredictable, maverick, and tend at their best to be uncomfortable.
Literature in particular has always inspired the House committees, the
Zhdanovs, the vigilantes into, at best, fits of moralizing, and at worst into
persecution. It troubles me that political correctness does not seem to
know what its exemplars and predecessors are; it troubles me a good deal
more that they may know and do not care.

Does political correctness have a good side? Yes, it does, for it makes us
re-examine attitudes, and that is always useful. The trouble is that, as with
all popular movement, the lunatic fringe so quickly ceases to be a fringe;
the tail begins to wag the dog. For every woman or man who is quietly and
sensibly using the idea to look carefully at our assumptions, there are
twenty rabble-rousers whose real motive is desire for power over others.
The fact that they see themselves as antiracists, or feminists, or whatever
does not make they any less rabble-rousers.

Political correctness did not invent intolerance in universities, which is
an evident child of Communism. If intolerance, not to say despotism,
governed universities in Communist countries, then the same attitude of
mind has infected areas in the West and often sets the tone in a university.
We have all seen it. For instance, a professor friend of mind describes how
when students kept walking out of classes on genetics and boycotting
visiting lecturers whose points of view did not coincide with their ideol-
ogy, he invited them to his study for discussion and the viewing of a video
that factually refuted such ideology. Half a dozen youngsters in their
uniform of jeans and T-shirts filed in, sat down, kept silent while he
reasoned with them, kept their eyes down while the video was shown and
then, as one, walked out. The students might very well have been shocked
to hear that their behavior was a visual representation of the closed minds
of young Communist activists.
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Again and again in Britain, we see in town councils and in school
councils, that headmistresses or headmasters or teachers are being hounded
by groups and cabals of witch-hunters, using the most dirty and often
cruel tactics. They claim their victims are racist or in some way reaction-
ary. Again and again, an appeal to higher authorities proves that the
campaign tactics have been unfair. This happened to a young friend of
mine in Cape Town, whom the fanatical Moslems and the hardline
Communists joined forces to expel. They had done the same to her
predecessor, and doubtless they are now at work on her successor. The
victims were white. Were they racists? They were not. Unlikely bedfellows?
Not at all. I am sure that millions of people, the rug of Communism
pulled out from under them, are searching frantically, perhaps without
even knowing it, for another dogma. Some have already found a home
with the fanatical Moslems.

The next point seems to have on the face of it little connection with the
others, but I think it underlies them all. It is excitement, pleasure in
strong sensations, a search for ever-stronger stimuli. What could be more
pleasurable when in one’s twenties—the age when millions of young
people have tortured or murdered others in the name of the forward
march of mankind—than the excitements of being the only possessors of
the truth? Revolutionary politics, the House committees, the vigilante
slogans, are intoxicating drugs. In Spain not long ago I met a youth, of
the same stuff as Byron, who said it was the great regret of his life that he
was too young to have been in Paris in ’68. I asked why—when that
revolution had been a failure? He was amazed I could ask. It must have
been so exciting, said he. Bliss in that dawn to be alive. Bliss being the
point, being turned on, getting a buzz, a high, a thrill, a fix. This set of
mind was summed up by one of our political commentators thus: he was
talking about demonstrations that seem to have little point, that is, from
the point of view of actually achieving something. He said: A large part of
left-wing politics these days has nothing to do with ends. The ends are not
the point. The means are the point.

There must be hundreds of thousands of people, now middle-aged and
in positions of authority, whose most vibrant experiences were the events
of '68. Like a war for soldiers, '68 was a high point of their lives. No,
Communism did not invent demonstrations, riots, marches, petitions, or
even revolutions. The nineteenth century was full of them, 1848 being
only part of it and before that the French Revolution, that great mother of
so many of our mind sets. We can’t really blame Jean Jacques. He didn’t
invent sensation and excitement and bliss; he didn’t invent the worship of
sensibility and elation. He merely mirrored these ideas in books that are
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still instructive. Exciting ideas have always swept across countries, nationsg
the world. There have always been people high on ideas. They used to bé
religious emotions, a fact we might usefully keep in our minds. (They sjj|
are religious in some areas, and spreading fast.) But in all our minds are
patterns that govern our behavior which we do not examine.

It was, at least until very recently, taken absolutely for granted thay
revolution is a nobler thing than the ballot box. It was and often still ig
taken for granted that the right place for a serious young person is with
the revolutionaries in Cuba or Nicaragua, with dissidents, or protesting
the suffering of the underprivileged, or on a picket line anywhere at all.
We have watched successive waves of young people from the West
traveling to the scenes of new revolutions, to Gdansk, or Czechoslovakia,
or Berlin at the fall of the Wall—anywhere at all where there is strong
popular emotion. If half of a certain stratum of youth has been off seeking
thrills on the road to Katmandu, then the other half has been getting
high on a revolution somewhere or other. The last thing they ever think
of is staying at home and working for the good of their own country—
even to say it bores them, inspires a yawn. For one thing, their own
countries are judged as being beneath contempt and not worth their
attention. Thus arose the paradox that countries, like those of Western
Europe, seen by people suffering under Communism as unreachable
paradises of freedom and plenty, were continually being represented as
unendurable by young Westerners in search elsewhere for the good and
the truth. Because of this unrecognized need to experience suffering,
persecution, oppression, successive political movements have invented or
exaggerated the oppression in Western countries.

This phenomenon has been analyzed, but I wonder what are the
psychological mechanisms underlying the need to denigrate one’s own
country and seek eternally for paradises somewhere else? I think one
reason is that few people on the left—and far beyond the left—have not
been soaked in tales of persecution from other countries. Many have
spent happy years fantasizing about being in prison and enduring it all
with fortitude and heroism, being tortured by interrogators and outwit-
ting them—being clever enough to immediately identify the good and
the bad interrogators. Yet these are people who will never be in prison for
political reasons, unless they work really hard at it. The secret minds of
these Walter Mittys of revolution are landscapes of disaster, tyranny,
torture, prison, car bombs, Semtex, and heroic suffering. I personally
believe that these hidden landscapes have and do contribute to the
continuation of torture and oppression; that they are the reason why
ordinary social or political effort in peaceful and democratic countries
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have proved so uninviting to so many young people. They yearn for the
madder music and for the stronger wine of revolution.

My next point is a development of the last. It is that a great many
people love violence and killing. Of course they have always existed and
always will, but I think under ideal conditions only as a minority. One
result of our history of two centuries of revolution, that is, of violence
sanctified by high motive, is that there are many people you would not
expect to identify with killing and torture who do. In Europe that type of
person classified by the sociologists as “tender-hearted”—who hates capi-
tal punishment, flogging, bad prison sentences, and the sufferings of the
underprivileged, and who continues to agitate against these things—often
accepts terrorism for a good cause. The romance of violence, which
began in our time in the French Revolution, was enhanced by the Russian
Revolution, and then the Chinese Revolution, and means the left wing
and liberals—millions of people—have schizophrenia. You can see it
easily in the tolerance, not to say worship, of the .LR.A. murderers or in
the Red Brigades in Italy. Few people of a certain age group in Italy have
not had friends in the Red Brigades, or even for a time were not
themselves in the Red Brigades. It was the chic thing to do. Hundreds of
young people with the highest possible motives supported murder for
political reasons. Most of the Red Brigades were not deprived people.
What they all had in common, of course, was the war just behind them.
Granted it was a bad and ugly war in Italy, though we tend to forget that,
and war brutalizes all of us. But these were the “tender-hearted,” dream-
ing of gentle, fruitful and noncorrupt futures. Those that remained in the
organization became merciless and brutal killers, even if most have now
had reverse conversions and become good citizens. They were and are
still sometimes admired precisely for their brutality. There are people on
the left who still defend them. Why? I think the reason is, again,
revolutionary romanticism.

And now my last point, but I am leaving out a dozen other ways, of
which we are hardly aware, in which I think our minds have been set by
Communism. I think that the left wing, the social, even liberal movements
of Europe have been terminally damaged because the progressive imagi-
nation was captured by the Soviet experience. The Russian Revolution,
the Soviet Union, was a paradigm, whether seen as a success or as a failed
experiment which we could better. For decades, for half a century, for
three-quarters of a century, all the “tender-hearted” people longing for
better things were preoccupied with the Soviet Union. With its history of
murder, mass murder, show trials. A history, and this I'm sure is the
important thing in the long run, of failure. The entire “progressive”
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movement of Europe has had its imagination in thrall to the Soviet
experience, an experience in fact irrelevant to Europe.

It would easily be possible to make an alternative reality, a history of
Europe that had made a decision to develop socialism, or even a just
society, without any reference at all to the Soviet Union. We mus¢
remember, I think, that because of the Soviet Union it has been impos-
sible even to consider creating a just society that is not either socialist or
Communist. We did not have to identify with the Soviet Union, with its
seventy-odd years of logic-chopping, of idiotic rhetoric, brutality, concen-
tration camps, pogroms against the Jews. Again and again, failure. And,
from our point of view, most important, the thousand mind-wriggling
ways of defending failure. I think the history of Europe would have been
very different. Socialism would not now be so discredited, and above all,
our minds would not automatically fall into the habit of “capitalism or
socialism.”

The story of the Soviet Union in the last eighty years has been a
tragedy, for the Russians and the other Communist nations now free. It
has also been a tragedy, on a somewhat smaller scale of course, for
Europe. Europe has been corrupted by it in obvious and not so obvious
ways, to what an extent it is too early to say. It has been corrupted because
we've allowed our imaginations to be totally preoccupied with other
peoples’ experience and not with our own, for one reason or another. I
think that it has been suggested here at this conference, many times, that
there are reasons that have not yet been examined. My conclusion is that
until we know the patterns that dominate our thinking and can recognize
them in the various forms they emerge in, we shall be helpless and
without real choice. We need to learn to watch our minds, our behavior.
We need to do some rethinking. It is a time, I think, for definitions.

Kurzweil: At the beginning of your talk, you spoke about the use of
language, the political implications of controlling it. Do you think we can
learn from the experiences of Eastern Europeans and from South Ameri-
cans who lived through dictatorships—many of whom have remarked that
Westerners, especially Americans, are very naive about our government,
whether we are criticizing or just dissenting.// It appeared to me, in
talking with people who have lived through very different types of
dictatorships, that virtually none of them took their government’s word at
face value, whereas in the United States, it is exactly the opposite. Almost
everyone here takes what the government says at face value, and there ar€
only a few who are critical or even question it.

Lessing: I think that it is felt not only by people from Eastern and Central
Europe. In Western Europe, too, Americans are regarded as being too
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uncritical of their rulers. Possibly it is because we in Western Europe are
on the whole rather skeptical. We’re cynical; we don’t really believe what
we are told, except, of course, at election times, when everyone gets a bit
feverish. Why is it that Americans, every time they have a new president,
expect everything from this person—who is inheriting exactly the same
situation his predecessor faced? Realistically, not much can change, you
know. But every time they elect a new president, Americans talk as if a new
age is about to begin. I have absolutely no idea why they do this!//

Kurzweil: The inflation of the values of Communism by Western intellec-
tuals, which you spoke of, and the disparagement of their own values and
those of their own cultures came out of a bad conscience of some sort. Do
you agree?

Lessing: For some reason in the West there has been an expectation of
some kind of ideal or much better society than we’ve got. I don’t know
where this has come from, and I've spent a lot of time thinking about it
recently. Why are we so terribly dissatisfied with a society that, however
imperfect, is actually pretty good for most of its citizens? Where does this
dissatisfaction come from? Sometimes it arises from contempt and loath-
ing for the countries we live in. Until recently people here thought that
the grass was greener in the Communist countries, or if it wasn’t greener,
then it was going to be.// It certainly leads to extraordinary paradoxes.
Young people in Britain, for instance, go out from fairly privileged
positions to work in Third World countries because they are Communists.
I'm talking about Zimbabwe. They find the most appalling conditions,
and their hearts break. They see yet again that paradise does not exist. But
why people expect it to exist is the point.
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Forde: How was growing up in Rhodesia important to you?

Lessing: From my point of view the most important thing was the space.
You know, there was practically nobody around, and I used to spend
hours by myself in the bush. My mother was a very remarkable woman,
very tough, very brave. I remember seeing her holding my father’s 1914—
18 army revolver at the head of a cobra which had emerged from the
flowerbed. She was such a brave woman and so resourceful. All of that

was, of course, wasted on a much too small arena for all the talent she
had.

Forde: Did you think of it as a harsh life? I mean, it was more harsh, much

more conducive to independence than a childhood in Britain, for
instance.

Lessing: Yes, that was the great benefit of it, because not only as a child
did I have more independence but as a girl I did things that no girl of
that time would have done in Britain, or in Europe. We had a kind of

freedom and independence which now I marvel at—that I was so lucky to
have had it.

Forde: You were sent away to school. Was that a happy time for you?

Lessing: It was awful. It was a convent school in Salisbury, and it was a
horrible place, and I was desperately and miserably homesick. I look back
at it now as the worst time in my life. Most of these women were peasant
girls from Germany who’d become nuns because of the economic condi-
tions in Europe. I've never forgotten one night. I was very young, seven or
eight, and in the sickroom where so often I was. A young nun, who I then
thought of as an old woman but she was probably eighteen, was weeping
and weeping and weeping out of miserable homesickness for Germany,
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and, of course, she would never go back. How could one blame these
girlss They were ignorant, uneducated peasant girls, very cruel, not
meaning to be, and it was very, very bad for me. The whole thing was
terrible.

Forde: So it was one of the pressures of your childhood?

Lessing: Yes, it was. It was very bad... People become writers because
they've had a very pressured childhood, and that doesn’t necessarily
mean a bad childhood. I don’t think an unhappy childhood makes a
writer: I think a child who has been forced to become conscious of what’s
going on very early often becomes a writer.

Forde: Have you used that part of your childhood creatively? I mean, is
that something you close off from yourself now, or is it something you've
actually been able to explore?

Lessing: I don’t think I've directly used it, but I think it’s contributed to a
certain dark view of life which I now try to examine.

Forde: I understand that you came to London in 1949 with the manu-
script of The Grass Is Singing.

Lessing: I didn’t know it was impossible to live on what you earned by
writing, which everyone said it was. I just didn’t have very much money.
Nowadays there’s a very real difference between writers—our lot and this
lot. This lot care passionately about money, as far as I can make out, and
success, I think, much too soon. I think they should get on with what
they’re doing and let the success look after itself.

Forde: Is that easy for you to say now, because you had terrific success with
that first book, didn’t you?

Lessing: Yes, I did. I had very good reviews, and I had enough money to
keep me going for a bit, but I certainly was extremely short of money,
quite often. I remember walking in Kensington and weeping—I'm not a
crier, you know—weeping because I literally did not have one penny. A
man stopped me in the street and asked, “What are you crying about?”
said, “I haven’t got any money.” He said, “That’s all right, because you’ll
have some next week, won’t you?” I thought, He’s quite right.

Forde: He didn’t give you any money, though. He just said you’d be all
right next week.
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Lessing: You know, he was very abrasive, and that was rather good.
Forde: You've been unhappy with the response to The Golden Notebook.

Lessing: It annoyed me very much when The Golden Notebook came out
because I thought it was a fairly complex book. I had wanted to sa}’r
something in it, which was that it was a great mistake to put things into
boxes and separate them off from each other, because that leads to
craziness of one kind or another. That’s what I thought I was saying, but |
now understand what happened. That was an intellectual statement. But
The Golden Notebook was written in such a blast of energy that something
else came across, and that is what affects people. So I don’t get cross at all
now. [ just get on with it. I went to Sweden, and a woman came up to me
and said, “Well, of course, I only read the blue notebook.” I said, “You
know, as the author, I do feel a bit bad about that. It’s got to do with you,
and it’s got to do with me.” What am I supposed to do about this, issue a
manifesto, or just laugh?

Forde: All of your fiction depicts an increasingly “marvelous” view of the
world, one which insists that what we accept as normalty just may be a
habit of mind. Human beings may have extraordinary faculties.

Lessing: You see, I think everybody has them, and this culture suppresses
them, because we’re scientific. I think that probably if we had a different
attitude toward them a lot of people would discover they had them. But
on the other hand, it's very easy to make them more important than they
are, because a great many people who have these experiences complain
that they are so petty. And they are. It’s as if we are tuning in very clumsily
and inadequately to something very big.

Forde: Do you know what we’d be tuning in to? Do you have a concept
of God, or a Mind, or Something which is in creative control of what'’s
going on?

Lessing: I think “God” is a word—what is it D. H. Lawrence says? “Me and
God is a bit uppity”? I always thought that was one of the most sensible
things he said. Look, we are very biologically limited, with our senses set
to absorb only what we need as animals. You've only got to look at a
picture of the sun that a camera can take to see that it looks different from
what we see. What our senses see is a very small, brightly colored world.
Our minds are set to take in very little, really. It is a fact; we don’t have to
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invent it. So what is it that we’re not seeing? What could we see, if we were
different?

Forde: Is that what your novels are doing? Are your novels being for our
minds what that camera is being for our eyes in seeing the sun?

Lessing: I would like to think that some of them might be a bit. I'm not in
a position of any superior information, you know. But I do think a lot of
writers, when they write, are much cleverer than when they are not
writing, because I do think you tune into ideas, or sensations of some
kind.

Forde: You just returned from a conference in America on the demise of
Communism. Are you optimistic about the future?

Lessing: I think we imagine that we’ve in control of events, and we're not;
we’re all trailing along behind them usually. We can affect things a little
bit, this way or that, but what usually happens is that something enormous
occurs that we hadn’t foreseen. It’s happening all the time, and then we
adapt ourselves and go on again. The only difference now is we are aware
of this, it seems to me, and we try to be more intelligent. That is the great
new thing, which is encouraging—that we do know that we are polluting
the world, for example. We begin to get a concept of the world as a whole
and that we're citizens of the world and not just our own country. That is
a great new sensibility, which could save us all yet.

Forde: And yet you still seem aware of a dark strain in your own
imagination.

Lessing: If you take certain stories, like fairy stories or magical stories or
teaching stories, and visualize what the stories say, and watch what your
mind does, you learn a very great deal about yourself. Now I noticed in a
certain story that meant a great deal to me there was an old man who
couldn’t get into his own house, and the voice said, “Put down what you
have and follow me. And if you need enough and don’t want too much,
you will have delicious food.” So I made this old man follow the voice.
Now [ noticed that I could not make this old man walk around the side of
this mountain on a smooth path. There was always the most dreadful
chasm. My mind did this. I had to throw bridges across it; I had to take
him a long way round it. This was a pattern in my mind that I would never
have discovered if I hadn’t written this story. Somewhere or other, there is
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a pattern of disaster. So you have to ask, Where did it come from? Is it ip
all our minds? Is it because of the war? Which is what I think. So it’s in my
mind. I don’t like it very much.

Forde: But you haven’t got rid of that. You still see those images, and you

still feel that difficulty of the uphill struggle and the chasms that are
always around us?

Lessing: I try to tell what's going on in my mind with a story: what’s going
on with this cliff, this chasm, this sudden collapse of the terrain? I have to
report that it’s better than it was.

\oice of England, Voice of Africa
Michael Upchurch

Michael Upchurch interviewed Mrs. Lessing in Seattle,
Washington, in November 1992. The interview appeared
in Glimmer Train Stories, Issue 7, Summer 1993, Copyright
© 1992 by Michael Upchurch. Reprinted with permis-

sion.
Upchurch: Why so much travel?

Lessing: Well, I do a lot because I like it. In northwest Argentina, I went
because I was told that it was my kind of landscape—semidesert and
mountains, very high. You can go up to 17,000 feet—and that was
enough. It’s very beautiful. I recommend it. And the air is so clear that
you can see miles of the sky at night, garnished compared to anywhere
else in the world. So, I adored that. And, well, I'm here! As far as I'm
concerned, the northwest states are quite exotic.

Upchurch: Have you been here before?

Lessing: Not Seattle. But I have a friend in Victoria, B.C., just up the road.
She took me up Vancouver Island. I don’t have to tell you of what the
logging companies are cutting down. What do these people think they’re
doing, cutting down trees on mountains? This is absolutely criminal, just
from the erosion point of view.

Upchurch: In reading African Laughter 1 was struck by the life-or-death
concerns in it that are bound almost to overwhelm a young person:
degradation of environment, AIDS, a kind of disenfranchisement through
lack of information or sheer inability to process that information. It seems
hopeless. And yet you came of age in a time of total war which can’t have
been any better. Have you ever reflected whether you’d rather be twenty-
three in 1942 or twenty-three in 1992?

Lessing: I never even thought about it. I think in 1942 there was a lot of
optimism around in spite of everything, whereas I think people at the
moment are absolutely overwhelmed by the problems because we don’t
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know how to cope with them, really. The worst one, of course, is the
degradation of the environment. You read these little items in the
newspaper, sort of tossed away, that there’s a good chance of another
accident like Chernobyl happening. We seem to be powerless to stop that
kind of thing. Maybe things will be better when you've got a younger
president.

Upchurch: Before I'd read African Laughter, I'd given thought to civil
unrest in Africa, but I hadn’t closely considered environmental concerns,

Lessing: The big question mark is the drought. That’s the Southern
Africa drought which is a once-in-a-hundred-years drought. But a couple
of good rainy seasons could put it right again. It’s not the first time that
this part of the world has had bad droughts. But it’s done an immense
amount of damage. One figure, the most horrific figure I heard, was that
of 800 hippos down in the low veld on the Sabi River, eight are still alive,
And they've been kept alive. They're hosing them down and feeding
them alfalfa. It’s just one easily remembered statistic. If you imagine that
with all the animals! The crocodiles and the pigs, they're the most
vulnerable. The birds! I saw something on the morning I left—I was there
just recently.

Upchurch: So you’ve been back since you wrote the book?

Lessing: Yes. It could easily have been five visits, only it was too late for
that. I went just to check up on my facts and things, and I watched a
couple of hornbills. In the early part of the year they eat berries off the
cypress tress because they’re soft. I watched these hornbills trying to eat
these berries like wooden bullets, taking them into their beaks, letting
them fall, taking them, letting them fall. You know, they’re desperate.
And then they flap very slowly off to the woods where there are a lot of
dead birds from hunger. The other thing, of course, is the soil, which is
being badly damaged by the drought. It’s a frail ecosystem, not a robust
one. And it’s got too many people on it. When the whites went in—this is
something most people don’t realize—they reckon there were 400,000 or
600,000 blacks in that entire terrain. And now they think there are
11,000,000. And this is on this fragile land. The population started to
explode as the whites came in, but nobody knows why. There are a lot of
different theories. But the fact is that there are now 11,000,000, and most
of the population of Zimbabwe is under the age of fifteen. Now that is 2
thought to conjure with. It means that the history has disappeared from
their minds, because as far as the older blacks are concerned, the
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Liberation War [the civil war which ended with a black nationalist victory
in 1980] is the great fact. But none of the children care about that, of
course, because kids don’t care about the wars their parents fought. So
there’s a kind of gap in the cultural continuity there.

Upchurch: African Laughter and The Real Thing use a straightforward, I-am-
a-camera approach to give a lucid depiction of time and place.

Lessing: African Laughter is mostly straightforward reporting, of course,
with lots of little bits from my notebook, the bits that I found amusing or
interesting. I think I have a lot better chance at covering Zimbabwe than
many of the people living in it because there is absolutely no contact, or
hardly any, between most of the remaining white farmers and the blacks
and ordinary people. They're full of the most ridiculous prejudices about
each other. So that was a sad thing. And I can go at once into the
university circles and the people teaching out in the bush, and all this
kind of thing. I really do cover the ground when I go out.

Upchurch: What was the origin of the fleeting, slice-of-ife stories in The
Real Thing?

Lessing: I'll tell you how it happened. My old friend [and former editor]
Bob Gottlieb remarked, absolutely by chance, that the New Yorker had a
great backlog of already-bought stories. The thing that surprised him was
that there wasn't one under 5,000 or 6,000 words. And he asked rhetori-
cally, “Doesn’t anyone ever write the same length as Maupassant once
used to, or O. Henry, or Chekhov?” So I wrote some very, very short
stories, partly as a discipline—because you do spread yourself around.
The other motive was the people who live in London are always knocking
it, saying what a ghastly place it is. I can’t imagine why. It’s an extremely
pleasant place to live, if people actually use their eyes. That’s true of every
city. Why, it was just a week ago on a busy main street, I saw a person
walking down the street dressed as a cockerel. Nobody took any notice!
You wouldn’t ever get that in a little country town or a village anywhere,
because people would instantly have to know all about it.

Upchurch: Why was The Real Thing retitled for its American release?

Lessing: It was called London Observed in London, but they thought here
that people would take it as a guidebook. So they changed it to The Real
Thing—which, of course, is an advertisement for...what is it? Guinness,
or something?
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Upchurch: Coca-Cola! It's the “real thing”!

Lessing: And it’s also a Henry James short story. But there you are. Thag’g
what they wanted.

Upchurch: You've gone in so many different directions in your writing
Are there books of yours that are favorites or any you wish you could drop
from the opus?

Lessing: I have dropped one—but I'm not going to tell you which,
Unkind people come up and say, “I've got that book that you tried to
suppress.” Because I don’t think it’s any good; I should have written it
differently. But no, I think writers regard the whole thing as kind of a
process. You try this and you try that. Sometimes you’re quite surprised
yourself at what you've done. I was surprised at The Fifth Child, which
was very pleasing. It certainly came out of a very murky layer in my
unconscious.

Upchurch: Do you have overt political affiliations now?

Lessing: No. I'm not interested in politics. Wait, that’s not true. I'm
fascinated by politics. But I don’t believe anymore in these great rhetori-
cal causes. I'm much more interested in smaller, practical aims: things
that can be done. There was a wonderful cartoon in the Independent when
the Social Democrats were a new party. It had two farmers leaning over a
gate. One says to the other, “Well, Giles, what do we stand for?” And the
other one says, “Let me see, Bill. Yes, now, we stand for democracy,
freedom, justice, equality for women, abolition of poverty...” It went on
like this, right? Like the mouse’s tail in Alice. And I think that’s what I'm
not interested in.

Upchurch: There is a line in The Golden Notebook that says a novel should
have “a quality of philosophy.” That’s Anna Wulf, your protagonist,
speaking. But it seems very much your voice.

Lessing: No, it isn’t really. I can’t remember the context. I do think a
novel should have that quality that good novels do have that makes you
think about life. Forgive me for the clichés, but it should enlarge your
mind and not narrow it. If that’s philosophy...

Upchurch: Anna also seems to have a fundamental distrust of her me-
dium as far as what words can do. Your sheer output would seem to refute

Michael Upchurch 223

that distrust. And yet you voice her concerns, her scruples, with such
urgency that I wondered where you stood on that. And if you had that
distrust, how did you overcome it?

Lessing: Well, I've never had a writer’s block. I gave her a writer’s block
because I was making dramatic that concept, the situation writers find
themselves in if they are political. They’re always being told they’re much
better off putting pamphlets through doors than writing. All writers get
that. That is, if you happen to be in a movement of some kind. There is
something else very basic there. There was this great explosion of the
realistic novel, which does inform us and does do all these things we know
a good novel does. But you sometimes ask yourself, What does it change?
And that is depressing. Perhaps it changes a little bit here and there...

Upchurch: You grew up very much wanting to change a lot of things.

Lessing: Yes. I hated what I saw around me. I was a part of this white
oppressing elite. I didn’t like what T saw. And I was brought up in a
household that discussed politics day and night, because my parents did.
So that gave me a natural leaning toward politics which T have now as
an—I don’t know what. An attitude of the mind. I find the whole political
thing one of the most astonishing theatrical performances! What a drama
goes on! What about the whole business of Mrs. Thatcher’s end? Could
Shakespeare have done any better than that? A cliff-hanger for three days.
It was wonderful. All that is very exciting. And this election of yours—
there’s so much hanging on it, apparently. But in the end, I'm coming
more and more to the conclusion that, in fact, we—I'm talking about the
human race—are always running along after events, pretending that
we’re controlling them, running like mad, trying to catch up with the
escaping horse. Because we always come to apparently understanding a
situation when it’s a cliff-hanger. It’s always just too late to do anything
about it.

Upchurch: I'm very taken with some of the humor in your work.

Lessing: I'm glad you said that because I think people have always chosen
to overlook it. I think some of it’s quite funny. That note of dry irony.

Upchurch: How important do you think humor is to your fiction?

Lessing: Well, T don’t know if it’s important. I find a great deal comic, I
must say. I find myself laughing during the day because I can’t believe 1
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actually heard what I have heard on the radio or something. Newspapers
are really funny because they're ridiculous half the time. I'm talking
about the political parts of the newspaper...the immense pomposity of
them. If I actually read the gutter press, I'd find it even funnier because
we have the honor of having the worst gutter press in the world.

Upchurch: When I was much younger, I had a friend who attended
Antioch in Ohio, where they seemed to have whole courses on Dorig
Lessing at one point. And the feeling I got at the time—and it’s the reason
why I came to your writing late, I think—was: No men allowed.

Lessing: Well, that’s nothing to do with me.

Upchurch: But you were very much identified with feminist literature
twenty years ago.

Lessing: The feminists claimed me for one of theirs, which made me very
angry because I don’t like this separation off into sheep and goats. And
I've never written specifically either for men or women. But it was
interesting about The Golden Notebook because there was a time when I only
got letters from women—violently emotional ones. But for a long time
now, I've got just as many letters from men. They’re interested in other
things, like the politics, or things I've had to say about people being crazy,
and so on. But so many things change. There was a time when, if I came
to the States and talked, ninety percent of the audience would be women.
That hasn’t been true for a long time.

Upchurch: Have your books been available in Zimbabwe? Were they
banned under the Smith regime?

Lessing: | was never formally banned, but they couldn’t get my books.
They just weren’t in the bookshops, or they were under the counter. I was
very much a baddie, you know. Really. But now, no one can afford to buy
books because of the exchange rate. The English pound to the Zimbabwe
dollar is nine-to-one, which means that this book [African Laughter] would
be nine times seventeen pounds, whatever nine times seventeen is.

Upchurch: I’ll do some math later.
Lessing: This is somebody’s wage for a month. And the local books are

also expensive. And the tragedy is—and I'd love you to put this in just in
case someone sees it—with these ridiculous Aid people spending money
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on the wrong things. If somebody wanted to do Zimbabwe a good turn,
they would arrange books, mobile libraries, or libraries in small towns
and villages, because these people are desperate for books. And they can’t
get them, can’t afford them; they're not there.

Upchurch: There’s this problem with a tariff at Zimbabwean customs that
you mention in African Laughter?

Lessing: I myself have sent books, and other people have, too, to librar-
ies—the Harare and Bulawayo libraries. And they’ve asked us not to send
them because they can’t afford to pay the customs on them. Now, this is
such a criminal business. The only thing that has changed is that the
University of Zimbabwe may now get books without paying customs. But
you know the University of Zimbabwe is one place, and nothing to do
with the libraries.

Upchurch: The university isn’t in a position to distribute books? You can’t
use it as a conduit?

Lessing: No, no. Every time I come back, I get so depressed because every
person I've met—every black person, every white person—is desperate
for books. There are so many unemployed, they’re getting an inadequate
education. .. It isn’t like here, where nobody gives a damn about books.
They’re starving for books. They don’t have television—or they do, but
it’s not very good television, not like the kind you take for granted in
England, with the Open University. They don’t have videos. Their cinema
is not very good.

Upchurch: And I gather the radio isn’t very good, either?

Lessing: At the school I wrote about in African Laughter, the radio de-
pended on batteries which people couldn’t afford. They had no tele-
phone. Can you believe it? Their electricity was intermittent, but they
usually had oil lamps. It goes without saying there was no television or
video. And inadequate textbooks. Why aren’t these people with all their
Aid money using some of it intelligently, and not funneling it to Harare?—
because that’s the way to get it all spent by crooks of one kind or another.
They sit there waiting for the Aid agencies to give them money.

Upchurch: AIDS is running rampant in Zimbabwe. It has certainly af-
fected my life here. I gather Europe is not in quite such bad straits—yet.
Apart from the devastation of the epidemic itself, there is also this new
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situation where the kind of sounding of the self through sexual adventure
that is described in The Golden Notebook is accompanied by far too many
threats to be quite as blithely engaged upon as it once was. Have yoy
thought of what the repercussions of this are?

Lessing: Well, let’s deal with Africa first. There’s a big fact that nobody
realizes about AIDS in Africa: it’s a heterosexual disease. Everyone
assumes it’s a homosexual disease. It isn’t. No one’s ever given me an
adequate explanation of why it should be so, but it is. And it’s rampant.
Nobody knows how bad it is. In some parts of Uganda, whole villages have
been wiped out. And they think that might happen in Zimbabwe. The
difference is they’ve got a very lively propaganda campaign going on [in
Zimbabwe], and there are condoms. But the men don’t like to use them.
And, because of the terrible poverty, a lot of women are sleeping with
men for a bit of money. They’re described as prostitutes, which seems to
me wickedly unfair because they’re trying to get shoes on their kids’ feet
and send them to school. Right, so back to sexual adventure. Until they
find a cure for AIDS, that time is over, isn’t it? I don’t see anything else. I
think that our generation was an enormously lucky generation, sexually,
because we didn’t suffer with terrible fear over getting pregnant. People
now laugh at the Dutch cap, but it worked. And condoms, and so on. It
wasn’t like our grandmothers who were tormented with terror of getting
pregnant—their whole life was ridden by it. And we went in for romantic
love, and not what one of my friends called a “horizontal handshake.” But
now, you see, that’s gone. I wonder when it will come back again. Things
always go in cycles. It’s bound to come back in a different form some-
where.

Upchurch: In The Good Terrorist, you describe a kind of grubby under-
ground communal life. What is your connection with that life now?

Lessing: It still goes on, people squatting. At one point, the London Town
Council had a policy of letting people squat provided they paid rates and
gas. I've always known people who squat. My granddaughter’s been
squatting recently. The same business—the relentless battle over detail
with officials. She’s doing it, of course, out of curiosity. She doesn’t have
to. And then the psychology: there’s very little difference in the psychol-
ogy of an amateur Communist group and the beginnings of a terrorist
group. I didn’t formulate it as clearly as that until I got letters from a lot
of people who had been in terrorist groups, particularly the Red Brigade,
which was interesting. And they all said, “What you have described in The
Good Terrorist is how the Red Brigade initially started before they became
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well-organized murderers.” And one of them used the phrase, which I've
thought about ever since, “They got taken over by the language they
used.” If you've ever been political, whether right wing or middle or left,
they use the most ghastly language. It’s dead: set clichés and phrases,
which have a very bad effect on the way people think.

Upchurch: What's the subject of your talks in Seattle and Portland?

Lessing: The pressures on literature at the moment that make it all the
time worse than it used to be. They range from the commercialization of
the publishing houses, which I don’t have to go into, to political pressures
like political correctness and positive discrimination, and so forth. And
then the pressures on the writer to spend more and more time promot-
ing. It gets very heavy as a chore, promoting. The short stories, The Real
Thing, sold twenty thousand [in the U.S.] without my doing any promot-
ing at all. Which is a lot for short stories. And I tried to get the publishers
to see there might be a message for them somewhere in there; like you
don’t have to have the author out there selling. But they don’t see it like
that.

Upchurch: Is the pressure to do book-promotion tours as great in En-
gland as it is here?

Lessing: Yes, very much. The thing is, I've got no solution for this
situation.

Upchurch: You’ve mentioned the dangers of “political correctness.” Can
you tell me what you mean by that?

Lessing: Well, I can oversimplify it by saying I think the whole thing is a
continuation of Communist Party doctrine. It's the same attitude—the
need to control literature by an ideology. But the interesting thing is the
people who are politically correct don’t seem to recognize this. It’s all the
same attitude! And they haven’t, as far as I can make out, taken the
trouble to find out what terrible results it’s had in the past, like destroying
literature all over the Communist world completely, except for a few
people who rebelled.
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Ingersoll: T take it you don’t much like interviews.

Lessing: Well, the basic fact is that there are extremely few very good
interviewers. But the point is that readers, when they read interviews,
never realize that writers can only answer what they’re asked. They don’t
see that this interview is really the mind of the asker of the questions, not
the answerer of them. You can’t really make this point every time you give
an interview. I have given whole interviews where not one question has
interested me in the slightest. The other thing, of course, is that you
always answer the same question, over and over and over again.

Ingersoll: Is this because your interviewers don’t do their homework and
don’t look at the kinds of questions that have already been asked?

Lessing: No, they don’t. Never. | can’t remember what year it was, some
time in the early '80s, I was traveling; I went to a lot of countries in that
year. I think that it was the year I went to Japan and Italy and Spain and
Scandinavia. It occurred to me that in every country I had been asked the
exact same questions. And what is emerging is a kind of international
literary mind. Which is a bit terrifying, really, when you come to think of it.

Ingersoll: Like the inevitable question about your being a Marxist and
about your interest in Sufism—I've sensed those repetitions myself in
going through the interviews... What are you working on now?

Lessing: Well, I'm currently writing my autobiography, the first volume,
where I'm trying to write about my involvement in politics. That is
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extremely difficult because it is impossible not to write from where you
are now. A kind of world-weary tolerance creeps in, which is not at all the
mood you were in when you were twenty-four. In fact, the novels, I think,
give more of the flavor of that time. I wrote a book once called A Ripple
from the Storm, which was not only the most autobiographical kind of book
I've written, but it really does give the flavor of that time. So I always
recommend that to people; if they want to know, they read that. It was
about 1942, ’43, ’44, which is a pretty short time, with that particular
lunatic flavor.

Ingersoll: And this is volume one of the autobiography?

Lessing: Yes, it goes to 1949. And I don’t see how I can possibly write
volume two.

Ingersoll: When can we expect to read volume one?

Lessing: It will be out next year. I'm just tidying it up now and it'll be
going in to the publisher’s, probably in October. It’s going to have
photographs, which always makes a book slower to produce. It’ll be
interesting to see what happens because from time to time I say to myself,
I’'m writing a book about a little country that nobody gives a damn about
now, nobody gave a damn about then. Why do I assume that anyone’s
going to be interested?

Ingersoll: Any influence of the autobiography on other writing you’re
doing? Do you feel that by going back to that early experience you’re
tapping into anything?

Lessing: No... It’s very strange, because the first thing is, why do you
remember what you remember? Why aren’t you remembering other
things? This is the first question, and it seems to me the central one,
which we take for granted. For everybody, there are whole stretches of
time, months perhaps, when you can only remember—I don’t know
what—a rainstorm or a cat crossing the street. Why?! The other thing, of
course, is that as you get aged and tolerant, you soften things up.
Everything’s very abrasive in life, you know. Later, you just want to laugh
gently. But that isn’t how it was when you were living it.

Ingersoll: You've told earlier interviewers how depressed you are when
your fiction is read autobiographically.

Lessing: The first volumes of Martha Quest are the most autobiographi-
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cal. I put it in my autobiography what is and what isn’t. It’s certainly true
about the emotions—these abrasive, adolescent emotions. They are all
truer than anything I can possibly say now. But the facts are not necessar-
ily true, because I change things around. Proper Marriage is more or less
true, with differences, and I've said what the differences are. Ripple from the
Storm is very autobiographical—of course, people are always fitted to-
gether to make a composite. And after that, no, it just all shreds apart. I
don’t really think it’s useful for me to say this or that is autobiographical.
I know people get terribly upset about Martha Quest when I say such-and-
such things are not autobiographical because they like to think they are.

Ingersoll: Really, then, the watershed is about The Golden Notebook and The
Four-Gated City.

Lessing: The watershed was before Landlocked. And that is very true in
atmosphere, that sort of feeling, but not necessarily fact...You have to
ask what they mean when they say “autobiographical™ If I say, Well, 1
changed Gottfried Lessing, who was my second husband, and borrowed
someone else’s husband—I was bringing up his son at that time and he
was still alive then—but the fact of the matter is that the two men were
very similar psychologically. And there were parallels, so I could say, It’s
not autobiographical and it is autobiographical with equal truth.

Ingersoll: One of the things that fascinated me about the The Four-Gated
City was the way it anticipates what comes after it. You even use the term
“space fiction.” And that came out in 1969, and the first of your space
fiction didn’t appear until 1979. I found that very interesting. You have a
writer in it, Jimmy...

Lessing: Jimmy Wood, the space-fiction writer.

Ingersoll: Yes. In his book The Force Dealers there are “warners” who try to
alert human beings to the activities of energy vampires among them, and
it turns out another planet is actually intent on sucking up our planet’s
energy. You even have Martha in that novel interviewing Jimmy Wood
and asking questions: “What effect does this material, these ideas, have on
you, the inner Jimmy Wood? Do you think that at some point three, four
hundred years ago, science threw out a very important baby with the bath
water?”

Lessing: In the '50s I once had an experience which I wish now I’d paid
more attention to. Somebody said, “There’s a group of science-fiction
writers that hang out at a certain pub; you should come meet them.” I
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remember the fascination of meeting these people, who wrote this wild
stuff. They were the most ordinary, quotidian, flat, limited people, and
none of the ideas in their heads seemed to have lines out into life. It was
as though their world was completely and hermetically sealed off, and you
couldn’t talk to them. Admittedly, I was a woman in that pub and they
don’t like very many women in that pub.

Ingersoll: And there weren’t all that many science-fiction writers who
were women at that point.

Lessing: There weren’t any as far as I knew; there certainly weren’t any in
that pub—not one. It was a rather working-class pub. They were very, very
defensive, the way science-fiction writers were, and sometimes still are. It
never occurred to them that one might be interested in the implications
of what they wrote.

Ingersoll: In The Four-Gated City you have Paul take Lynda and Martha to
the Cafe Royal, and the narrator asserts: “They looked as if they were
characters from two different novels; Lynda, he thought, had a look of
Women in Love, while Martha looked like a2 New Woman from Bernard
Shaw.” The reference to Women in Love indicates that Lawrence was still
part of your consciousness at that time. What was there about him or his
work that was useful to you as a writer or a thinker?

Lessing: Well now, I started reading him in Southern Rhodesia before I'd
even left the farm. He was among the first of the modern writers I read.
His writing had an enormous effect on me because of the vitality of the
man. I've just reread Sons and Lovers and Lady Chatterley, and I cannotrecall
now the enormous pleasure and shock of that prose. It was so vivid! That
was the main thing. Everything comes alive when he talks about it, doesn’t
it?> That’s his great quality. And a book called Aaron’s Rod. T never read
him for his ideas, you know; I don’t think that’s his virtue. I read him for
his vitality—unforgettable scenes, one after another.

Ingersoll: Even Aaron’s Rod?

Lessing: Yes. Do you remember these humorous scenes about the narra-
tor being fairly drunk? It's so funny! And there’s “hills that prowl like
tigers around the horizon.” Anyway, I think some of his ideas are absurd.

Ingersoll: T was surprised that you mentioned Aaron’s Rod, because that’s
not a novel that women I know care very much for. They think it’s rather
anti-women.



232 Describing This Beautiful and Nasty Planet

Lessing: I never thought of it as being anti-women. Well, he left a wife, if
that’s the objection. Men often do, don’t they? Well, for that matter I left
behind two children—who am I to complain? No, you see, I don't
approve of this way of looking at Lawrence. I don'’t see the point of it. I
think you should look at what a writer has to offer and take what is
offered—not complain that he’s not doing something else.

Ingersoll: Something that you want him to do, rather than what he wants
to do.

Lessing: Yes... People complain that he has a very amateur attitude
toward sex—he certainly has. But his basic attitudes toward sex, I like: he
has got an enormous reverence for sex; he doesn’t dismiss it and diminish
it and make ideological pornography of it. Which is a nice change these
days. But the technicalities of his love-making—TI feel one might put them
on one side and forget about them. But I'll never forget the excitement of
reading him, the pleasure of this man. I mean, this Australian book—I
don’t know if you've ever read it. It was the same excitement.

Ingersoll: Oh yes, Kangaroo.

Lessing: Yes. That continent, I will never be able to see it in any other way,
and it’s really this wonderful, wonderful vitality in the man.

Ingersoll: That's interesting because in the States he is judged so politi-
cally incorrect that one can often go to a conference and find no papers
on Lawrence because some people don’t want to admit they read him.

Lessing: Well, you know, he’s had an enormous influence. You can see it
in all kinds of people’s writing. This political correctness business—I
think that it's so silly, most of it, and it’s bound to pass. Probably 1
shouldn’t say this, because I'll be lynched, but your country is intellectu-
ally an extremely hysterical country. The great movements arise and
disappear over the horizon, and I think this one will too. In the meantime
I think it's doing a lot of damage, because literature shouldn’t be treated
as a kind of blueprint for a better way of correct thinking. This isn’t what
literature is about at all.

Ingersoll: To go back to Lawrence, do you feel some degree of sympathy
in the sense that your readers have had the arrogance to try to tell you
how to write. I know that you get these responses from people like, Why
don’t you go back to writing in the realist mode? Why don’t you give up
this fantasy, this “space fiction™
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Lessing: Well, you know, there are people who will say to me, Why do you
waste your time writing realism? What I object to is the narrowmindedness
of both sides. I don’t see why people shouldn’t enjoy both equally. People
get into entrenched positions. I think—and I'm sure I don’t have to tell
any academic this—people take possession of something like an attitude,
and they may defend the position and what they own so that after a bit it
ceases to matter what the writer is trying to say because it’s more
important to defend a position. And this is particularly true with political
correctness.

Ingersoll: So that writers and their work become the possessions of
people who have some vested interest in reading them in a particular way.

Lessing: Yes, I think it happens all the time. The idea that one can get
pleasure and excitement from reading has disappeared somewhere. And
most I think you should get from the writer what is there. How do I put
this? Well, you know this, a book is a great offering of some kind to the
human spirit, to the human mind. You should look at that first, get that
first. If you want to criticize, you can always tear anything to pieces.

Ingersoll: It's rather like being invited to a dinner party and criticizing
the hostess for not having dishes you would have preferred.

Lessing: Yes. And Lawrence has had this immense effect—he has, for
better or for worse. But when he was first writing, his ideas certainly had
some currency, because a lot of people had them. He wasn’t the only one
to be slightly in love with what we now call Fascism. A lot of them then
admired strong men—it was fashionable. A lot of people had mild anti-
Semitism and didn’t criticize each other for it. But I'm sure that a lot of
people—well, I know this because I know them—have read Lawrence
with benefit. They’ve never read him because they admire his ideas, as far
as | know—all this sacrificing of women on altars in Mexico—but what a
book about Mexico! His travel-writing is superb. So he’s flawed, that’s all.

Ingersoll: The Real Thing, as it’s called in the States, or London Observed, the
collection of stories and sketches which recently appeared, is a surprising
work to me.

Lessing: Not really. Why?
Ingersoll: You have a sketch called “In Defense of the Underground,” and

I think the collection could be called “In Defense of the City,” or “In
Defense of London,” because you obviously love this city.
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Lessing: Yes, I do.

Ingersoll: And that’s surprising, because there’s been so much city-
bashing in our time.

Lessing: There’s a kind of fashion to knock London. You know how these
fashions go. It’s fading a bit now, but it’s impossible to read anyone saying
anything about living here without an obligatory sentence or two saying
how ghastly the place is—from people who I happen to know have a
wonderful life. You know, it’s just the fashion. They have beautiful houses,
nice gardens, wives and children they like or don’t like, or husbands; they
go to the theater, the opera, and have a life of peaches and cream. And yet
they knock this city where they choose to live. I find it so despicable and
so tedious, so I thought I would come in on the other side.

Ingersoll: Good for you! I like that.

Lessing: It really is a wonderful city to live in. Last weekend I was in
Regents Park Theatre with a young friend of mine; I took her to see Romeo
and Juliet, and what bliss! Which we take for granted. There it is and
anyone can go anytime.

Ingersoll: You say in one of the sketches that London offers you a
tremendous feast of possibilities.

Lessing: All the time. All the time. Obviously the people who knock
London have never lived in a small town like Salisbury, Southern Rhode-
sia, or they wouldn’t knock it.

Ingersoll: That seems somewhat unusual, because you grew up out in the
bush.

Lessing: I went into the city at the age of eighteen. That’s when I really
left the country behind. Since then, I've been living in cities.

Ingersoll: But your childhood was spent...

Lessing: ...out in the bush. Yes.

Ingersoll: | was impressed when you said that the experience was the
making of you as a writer—I don’t mean to be putting words in your

mouth—in that it allowed you to grow up independently as a young
woman in ways that you could not have elsewhere.
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Lessing: Not then, anyway. I think it’s changed so much now everywhere.
But when I met English women of my generation 1 suddenly recognized
how extraordinarily lucky I'd been. Not least, because I was out of the
English class system, which is such a killer. It really is! Out in Southern
Rhodesia, this kind of thing didn’t exist. That was a great benefit. Also,
women were much freer, even then. Women used to go off in cars, with
men, into the bush, and I can’t remember anyone ever saying they
shouldn’t or raising an eyebrow. Women farmed by themselves—there
were quite a few of them—all these things which were taken for granted.
I was very lucky.

Ingersoll: In your earlier interviews, you seemed to be really struggling
against the interviewers’ efforts to make you say that Ben in The Fifth Child
represented some embodiment of evil. I didn’t see him that way.

Lessing: There were two things I was fighting against in those interviews.
One was that Ben was evil, when he is merely someone who’s in the wrong
place, because if he’d been in a forest somewhere 20,000 years ago he
wouldn’t be “evil” at all. The other thing is what this book is supposed to
be about. People instantly say, Well, it’s about...I don’t know what. Make
it up—genetic discovery, or mutations.

Ingersoll: I've been amused by your story of people coming up to you
and trying to tell you what The Fifth Child is “about.” Someone like
the woman who comes in and announces that it’s really about AIDS, or
about...

Lessing: Yes! A French woman came in here and before she even sat down
said, “Well, this is obviously about the Palestine problem.” I said, “Wait a
minute.” The energy for that book came from my anger about Afghani-
stan. It was a blocked fury that translated itself into that book. Writers
understand this instantly. Sometimes people say, “Oh, is that about the
Afghan problem?” No, it isn’t, it was fueled by Afghanistan.

Ingersoll: In the Michael Dean interview, you say: “There is a place for
novels that have ideas and shake people up and then die.” Can you give
an example of that kind of book?

Lessing: Yes, I can tell you one right away, which I've just been writing
about. My mother and father used to keep talking about an early H. G.
Wells book called Joan and Peter. I'm sure you've never heard of it; it’s a
very bad novel. The point is that it is full of ideas about the upbringing of
children, how ridiculously they were brought up then and how they were
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badly taught and so on. It had an enormous effect upon that generation
of parents. Who's ever heard of it now?

Ingersoll: We started out talking about interviews and interviewers, and
you've said that we interviewers always ask the same kinds of questions.
What kinds of questions don’t we ask you that you wish we did?

Lessing: I was in Denmark, and I'd been answering questions for three
weeks in various countries. Suddenly the woman who was interviewing me
said, “Clearly the most important influence in your life has been the First
World War.” I could have wept with pleasure and relief that someone had
noticed this obvious fact. But this doesn’t happen very often. Anyway now
I've written about it in my autobiography so no one will be able to say I
haven’t spelled it out. I'll be curious to see what happens when the
autobiography comes out. What is going to be disappointing is that there
are two different voices: one, when you’re writing a novel, but this one is
another. If you're writing a record, a personal history, you're really
writing from a different part of yourself, very much more detached, and
people are going to find that disappointing. I'm sure of it. I don’t know if
you remember in The Golden Notebook there are two different parts where a
group of people go down to a place I call Mashopi. When I'm writing
autobiography I come to this, and I write some things about the people.
When I end that chapter, I read The Golden Notebook. And all I can say is
that fiction has it over the “truth” every time.

Ingersoll: I especially liked those scenes; they’re very powerful: the scene
with the insects and the pigeon-shooting scene.

Lessing: It’s very much better than what I've just written in my autobiogra-
phy, because it’s more developed. You can’t do that in an autobiography.
When you think about it, there’s been a lot of life when you reach seventy-
four.

Ingersoll: You mentioned in an earlier interview that you’d just reread
Martha Quest. Do you often reread your own work?

Lessing: Sometimes. I must go back and read Four-Gated City again. I
haven’t done that for a very long time. Last time I read it, I rather liked it.
I find that my first two Martha Quest books have got a great, exuberant,
rather crude vitality, which 1 don’t have anymore. They were much too
black-and-white. You get all full of ifs and buts as you get older.
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Ingersoll: One of the things I liked about The Four-Gated City was that
there’s so much comment on the literary scene.

Lessing: Is there? Good. I shall have to go back and read it.

Ingersoll: Yes. A lot about writers and academics and literary scholarship.
There was a writer who was rather hard-up for money...

Lessing: Oh yes, I remember.

Ingersoll: ... and had typed a novel because that was his way of working. ..
Lessing: That was true.

Ingersoll: That was true? You knew someone like that?

Lessing: Yes.

Ingersoll: ...and then went back and did a handwritten manuscript,
complete with erasures and revisions.

Lessing: Well, that was true, because that was the golden age of selling
manuscripts to America, and this writer was so hard-up that he did this to
keep his wife and children fed.

Ingersoli: You don’t seem to have had very much patience with us
academics.

Lessing: I don’t know. I seem always to be meeting academics and visiting
with them and going to their universities and quarreling with them. What
more do you want?!

Ingersoll: OK, but you told one interviewer that you don’t even think
literature should be taught in universities.

Lessing: Yes, but the point is if it isn’t taught what’s going to happen to
poor literature? I've come to the conclusion that universities have be-
come the equivalent of medieval monasteries where learning is being
preserved, because look what’s happening outside. I keep getting letters
from universities in what we call the Third World, saying that they cannot
afford to buy my books, can I send them some? And I do. And don’t you
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think that’s terrible? Because that means that nobody can afford to buy
any books. Poor people can’t afford them, and the libraries can’t buy
them. Having their writing taught is the price writers have to pay so that
academics will help to keep it alive. You know how I think literature
should be taught. It shouldn’t be taught in such detail. But it's no good
saying that, because that’s the way it’s taught.

Ingersoll: It shouldn’t be taught in such detail?
Lessing: Well, I don’t like all this nitpicking.
Ingersoll: The analysis?

Lessing: Yes. I don’t see what it’s got to do very much with the litera-
ture... Well, there are two things here, aren’t there? One is interesting
young people in literature, where it should be taught differently, and I
have no doubt about that. It should be taught in such a way—and it’s
much harder to teach like this—where they’re encouraged to flit their
way from flower to flower. That’s what I think. And not be made to write
detailed essays about something, because it puts them off. That’s one
aspect of it. The other is that I know there are whole university depart-
ments staffed by people and this is what they do. I mean, what’s the good
of quarreling with it? It’s what goes on. I see it rather as the price one has
to pay for having all this interest kept alive in literature.

Ingersoll: A good deal of what goes on in the classroom is often talking
about how the novel is put together, and students themselves often say,
“You’ve taken it apart and I can see how it’s working, but I like it less than
I did when I read it before class. Your taking it apart has killed some of my
joy in just reacting to it.”

Lessing: There’s the story about the scientist who dismembers a butterfly
and then asks, “Where’s the butterfly gone to?” What I feel is there’s no
point my saying this, because by now there are two or three generations of
people in literary departments who've been trained to do this kind of
thing. And between people who think like this and writers truly there is a
gulf, because we don’t understand each other at all. When I go to lecture,
sometimes I'm asked questions which I literally don’t understand. I've no
idea what people are talking about. And it’s the same with most other
writers | know. What's happened is that the process has become an end in
itself, I think. OK, that’s fine, but I just don’t want them putting young
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people off enjoying literature, which I've enjoyed so much in my life, and
still enjoy so much.

Ingersoll: You get a lot of mail from your readers, don’t you? Your non-
academic readers.

Lessing: Yes, I do. When I've had a book out, I'm always interested to see
what will come in. I've had a lot of letters about African Laughter, of
course.

Ingersoll: [ was interested in the response you got to The Good Terrorist.

Lessing: Oh, I had such a lot of letters, some of them from people who by
the grace of God had not been swept up into the Red Brigades. And one
or two fairly sardonic ones from Ireland. Well, more than one or two,
describing people who lived as if they were revolutionaries. One said, “I
don’t know if you realize it, but if you set up a style as a revolutionary you
need never after go to a meeting: you have an identity, you have clothes,
you have a vocabulary, and that can be it for the rest of your life.” And of
course you meet them everywhere. But they’re lucky then if they don’t get
swept up into something bad.

Ingersoll: Your readers who write you letters then give you a sense of
audience?

Lessing: They're obviously very different, you know. I mean, the people
who liked African Laughter. In New York, for the first time in my life, I had
this experience. I was in this very prestigious place, and it was packed up.
I was talking about African Laughter, and about ten minutes after I started,
people were walking out. Quayle and Gore were coming on TV in an
hour, and I got the feeling I was in competition there. But at the end of
that lecture—and I cut it short because people obviously were bored—
one woman came up to me and said, “When are you going to talk again
about yourself?” On the other hand, when I went to Washington I had the
most wonderful audience I've ever had—packed full of people who knew
all about Africa and wanted to hear me talk about Africa. But, you see,
these people might not have read anything else I've written. I mean, why
should they? I don’t expect everyone to have the same interests.

Ingersoll: As I say, | am interested in how writers develop a sense of an
audience, because as you’re writing here in this house you have to be
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aware there’s a world of people out there who are going to read what you
write.

Lessing: Well, if you write a book like African Laughter, you have to be
aware. If you write a book like The Four-Gated City, you don’t think about
what’s out there, because it spoils what you’re inventing.

Ingersoll: An earlier interviewer, who read the file of your reviews at the
New York Times, commented on how negative some of the earlier ones
were.

Lessing: Very. Particularly of The Golden Notebook. Particularly the ones
done by women.

Ingersoll: | was wondering whether that sense of those negative, early
reviews went into the writing of the Jane Somers books?

Lessing: Not really, no. I was interested in writing under another name to
see what would happen.

Ingersoll: Writing under a pseudonym was very risky, wasn’t it?

Lessing: I haven’t been forgiven for it here. The books did very well in
other countries, particularly well in France, of all places. Would you have
expected that? They did very well in Scandinavia and in Germany. But
they did not do well here, or in America.

Ingersoll: When Minda Bikman asked you about the Canopus series, you
told her that “there is nothing to stop me from going on quite a bit until
I get bored with it.” You did stop. Are you going back to the series?

Lessing: [ want to write the last one, which will be fairly difficult because
I've dispatched my hero off to Shammat. The trouble with that is
Shammat is extremely like Earth, and I have to find ways to make it
different. There’s nothing to stop me, if I live long enough, going on
indefinitely. I mean, it’s easy for me to describe this nasty planet—this
beautiful and nasty planet. I want to write volume six, but I always seem to
get sidetracked into something else.

Ingersoll: You obviously love to write.

Lessing: [ have to write: it’s a neurosis. It’s true. I get out of balance, you
know, if I don’t write.
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