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    DORIS LESSING


    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND SHORT STORY WRITER


    
      	Born in Kermanshah, Persia in 1919.


      	Died in London in 2013.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Golden Notebook (1962), novel


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


          	Under My Skin (1994), autobiography

        

      

    


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

  


  
    THE GRASS IS SINGING


    SETTLER NARRATIVE SET IN SOUTHERN RHODESIA


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Lessing, D. (1994) The Grass is Singing. London: Flamingo.


      	1st edition: 1950


      	Themes: colonialism, Africa, settler society, poverty, postcolonial studies, racism

    


    The Grass is Singing was Lessing’s first novel and was immediately successful. She took the manuscripts with her when she left Southern Rhodesia in 1949. In the novel, she explores language as a means of oppression of the black population in Southern Rhodesia (Maslen, 2017:3). Lessing was uneasy about the treatment of the country’s black African population (ibid.:2).


    Strong autobiographical tendencies can be detected in the novel: it is set in the rural farm environment of Southern Rhodesia where Lessing grew up. Her father’s life’s dream was to take up farming, and so he ventured to do so but was highly unsuccessful, and the family had to be very economical. Moreover, Lessing saw her parents’ marriage as proof of the destructive effects of marriage for marriage’s sake upon the independent mind of her mother (ibid.).


    The narrative of The Grass is Singing centres around the lives of Dick and Mary Turner, who live on a farm in Southern Rhodesia. Dick is unskilled at farming, and there is therefore no chance for the two to escape the poor circumstances in which they live.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The first chapter of the book foreshadows the end: it recounts, from various outsider perspectives, the murder of Mary Turner. It is made clear that the Turners’ native houseboy committed the crime, but that there is more to it than meets the eye. Tony Marston, the assistant who lives on the farm with the Turners, tries to convince the Sergeant and Charlie Slatter, a neighbour, of this fact. These two quickly shut him up, however, as what he has to say could have negative effects on the dominant white society in the country.


    MARY MEETS DICK


    In the second chapter of the novel, the upbringing and life of Mary Turner are described. Her parents have spent all their lives in South Africa, and so has she. She grows up in various small villages across the country, where her father works as a pumpman on the railway. She has no fond memories of her childhood: she only remembers the constant fights between her parents and the poverty. Eventually it will become clear that she was also sexually abused by her father. When she comes of age Mary moves to a town in South Africa where she leads a highly independent, but also impersonal life – she seems to be detached from herself. She is jolted out of her stupor by an overheard conversation between her friends, who make fun of her for not being married at over30 and for still dressing like a child. This deeply hurts and unsettles Mary, and she tries to find a husband. However, she always shies away from any intimate relations with men. Dick has been a farmer in southern Rhodesia for a while when he meets Mary by chance on a day out in the city. He realises how lonely he is, and eventually asks her to marry him. Mary accepts, although she does not seem to be fully aware of the life of poverty that awaits her.


    SETTLING IN ON THE FARM


    Mary receives a shock when she arrives at Dick’s farm: she was not prepared for the extent of poverty that awaits her. It reminds her horribly of the childhood she has tried to forget. Most devastating of all, the little house that Dick built on the farm has no ceilings, only a tin roof – meaning that it becomes unbearably hot during the day. At first, however, Mary tries to occupy herself in the house and enjoys her new freedom. Dick spends his days on the farm, supervising the natives doing the farmwork, and the only company Mary has in the house is that of a native cook. This soon leads to the first problems: Mary cannot deal with the natives or control her temper when coming face to face with them, so one after the other quits and it becomes increasingly difficult to find replacements. Moreover, she falls into a kind of lethargy – the heat is unbearable to her, and she refuses to help Dick on the farm. The only months that rouse her are those of winter, when it rains and is a bearable temperature. To crown Mary’s disappointment, one of Dick’s business ventures ends in installing a shop for natives on the premises which Mary is supposed to look after. This reminds her horribly of her childhood when these stores formed the centre of her unhappy life. In an impulsive move, Mary runs off back to the city, wanting to take up her life there again. This proves impossible, and for the first time she realises how much she has changed since her marriage. Dick takes her back to the farm, and at first their marriage seems to improve. Then Dick falls ill with malaria, and Mary has to look after him. There is little intimacy between the spouses as Mary does not like to be touched.


    MOSES


    Dick repeatedly asks Mary to look after the farm while he is ill, and she eventually caves in. She has to get the natives to work again, and in this, she takes a far more strict and violent approach than Dick. In one flight of temper, she strikes one of the workers, Moses, across the face with a whip – and for a short moment she is scared that he will hurt her as well. He does not, however. As a result of Dick’s illness, Mary becomes very interested in the farm and soon finds out that Dick has little talent for farming and that, if nothing changes, they will never escape poverty. She attempts to convince Dick to run the farm more economically, and for a while this seems to be successful, but in the end, Dick relapses into old habits. This is the final push that sends Mary towards deterioration. She realises that she will never be able to live the life she wants, and that her circumstances will never improve. At the same time, Moses comes to work as a cook at the house. After one nervous breakdown in front of him, the power balance between the two shifts. Mary is increasingly dependent on him. This becomes obvious to Slatter, who visits them once. He realises that something needs to be done, and fears for the entire white settler community (as their position of power over the natives is what makes their way of life possible). He offers to buy Dick’s farm and to send him and Mary on a holiday to recover. For four weeks an apprentice, Tony, lives with the Turners on the farm to learn how to look after it. He also witnesses the closeness between Mary and Moses – at one point he sees Moses dressing Mary.


    MARY’S DEATH


    The last chapter of the novel deals with Mary’s last day – which is incidentally also her last day on the farm before the planned holiday and escape. The entire day she seems to know that she will die. At night she goes onto the veranda, where Moses finds her and kills her. In her last moment she feels disloyal to Moses. Finally, Moses’ inner conflict is revealed in the aftermath of killing Mary. He eventually just waits to be arrested, instead of killing someone else as well.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MARY TURNER


    Mary grows up in South Africa as a daughter of English settlers. Her childhood is an unhappy one: she frequently witnesses fights between her parents as her father does not earn enough money and spends a substantial amount on alcohol. She is also sexually abused by her father, which only transpires in her adult life (p.165). She originally has two elder siblings, both of whom die in the same year (p.34). She then goes to a boarding school and is glad to escape the poverty once she is of age, and moves to the city, where she starts working in an office. She lives in a club with other girls and shows little grief when her parents die; in fact, she sees this as a new freedom. She has many acquaintances whom she calls her friends, male and female, and she often spends time with her male friends, but never has an intimate relationship. She is never alone and lives like this for many years, until comments by some of her friends that she overhears shake her out of her innocent happiness:


    “‘She’s not fifteen any longer: it is ridiculous! Someone should tell her about her clothes.’ […] ‘Why doesn’t she marry? She must have had plenty of chances.’ There was a dry chuckle. ‘I don’t think so. My husband was keen on her himself once, but he thinks she will never marry. She just isn’t like that, isn’t like that at all. Something missing somewhere.’” (p.40)


    The sentence ‘She isn’t like that’ will resonate with Mary until the end of her life. The overheard conversation makes her feel inadequate and she tries to live up to her friend’s expectations, which leads to her marrying Dick and returning to the life of rural poverty that she had escaped from. The independence she had gained is subsequently lost for lack of support.


    On the farm there is little social contact and Mary spends more time alone than ever before in her life. She resents Mrs Slatter, one of her neighbours, for patronising her and making fun of her poverty; however, she mistakes genuine compassion on Mrs Slatter’s side for more negative feelings (p.76). Mary’s feeling of having been betrayed by her friends lets her see enemies and falsity everywhere, and she is increasingly incapable of creating real bonds with anyone, be it on the level of love or friendship.


    Mary’s distaste and resentment voice themselves in her treatment of the natives, who anger her: she is prone to temperamental outbursts with them. Here, a strong racism is voiced. Life on the farm heightens Mary’s mental fragility, and she slowly deteriorates into madness (p.195). In the end, she has a nervous breakdown: she does not remember what she has been doing or saying and sinks into lethargy (p.194).


    With Moses, Mary develops an ambivalent relationship: she is dependent on him and at the same time scared of him, but she also feels a certain kind of fascination for him (p.161). She is obsessed by the thought of him, which pushes Dick entirely from her mind (p.167).


    Mary seems to have no sense of self and is only occasionally awakened from the stupor she seems to spend her entire life in. She does not even ask herself questions about her own identity until she lives on the farm when she is already past the age of30. Mary’s clothing suggests that she never really left her childhood behind (p.41): the abuse she experienced as a child has had the effect of her not proceeding past this development stage. Mary also pronounces that she needs the feeling of superiority to men to exist (p.44).


    DICK TURNER


    Dick is a farmer in rural Southern Rhodesia. Five years before meeting Mary, he started his farm. He has little skill at farming, as Mary realises some years into their marriage, and therefore never manages to make any profit from it. On top of that, he is extremely unlucky. He has a great deal of imagination and lives in his dream world rather than the real world: he is often possessed by a passion for business ventures that are bound to fail, such as beekeeping, but he has a great enthusiasm for these. He also feels a great connection with the land and farms sustainably (p.170).


    He is as racist as towards the natives every other white person in the community, but treats the natives with forbearance: when one of
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