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The Golden Notebook is a novel which seems to provoke extreme reactions in its readers.  It is impossible to read much about it without seeing, repeatedly, the comment that “This book changed my life.”  Reviewers gush, readers adulate, and we are told that even today the novel is a standard part of University courses in feminism.  On the other side there is an outspoken minority that insists the book is self-indulgent, formless, and even, say some, downright unreadable.
In her autobiography Walking in the Shade, Lessing says, apropos of The Golden Notebook, that “…such is the hunger of readers for the autobiographical that one has to repeat: no, it did not happen just like that.”  Nevertheless, the book is clearly autobiographical.  The part about the young adults living in wartime Rhodesia has the feel of a memoir, and its evocation of youthful passions rings true.  And the descriptions of Anna’s ghastly love affairs seem also to be directly drawn from life.  Perhaps the novel’s greatest strength is not its formal structure, not its pronouncements on the sex war and on politics but rather its convincing and artistically successful rendering of reality as Lessing experienced it.
Lessing makes much of the structure of the novel.  The red notebook for the political part of the novel, the yellow notebook for personal reminiscences, the blue one for a diary, the black one for her early experiences, and the golden one for some kind of supposed synthesis, all interspersed with the omnisciently narrated conventional novel, Free Women, all make for a cumbersome and somewhat pretentious format.  Some will argue, unconvincingly, that the structure somehow mirrors the confusion of the narrator’s life, but the effect is to make the book something of a hodgepodge.  The various heroines, whether named Ella or Anna, are so obviously the same person, that the changing point of view adds little to the book.
A strength of the novel is its portrait of the political climate among the British members of the Communist Party in the fifties.  These scenes, like those in wartime Rhodesia, resonate with lived experience, and the atmosphere makes Anna’s disillusionment with Communism understandable.  But it seems that Lessing’s rejection of Communism is for all the wrong reasons; Lessing does not seem to have grown beyond her naïve Marxist beliefs, but only to have become disillusioned with the Communist party as she personally experienced it; she seems surprised that Stalin was not a nice man, and her contempt for capitalism, as personified by Richard, seems a permanent part of her mindset.  In her 1971 introduction to the novel, she goes so far as to say that “‘Marxism’, and its various offshoots, has fermented ideas everywhere, and so fast and energetically that, once ‘way out’, it has already been absorbed, has become part of ordinary thinking.  Ideas that were confined to the far left thirty or forty years ago had pervaded the left generally twenty years ago, and have provided the commonplaces of conventional social thought for right to left for the last ten years.” Indeed. Insofar as this volume has pretensions to being a novel of ideas, rather than a simple memoir, one could say, depending on one’s own politics, that it is at best simplistic, at worst completely wrongheaded.
Another aspect of the novel which might raise some eyebrows is Lessing’s treatment of Anna’s “breakdown” or “crackup.”  We are told that Anna is suffering writer’s block, and we are told that she is breaking down, but this part of the story doesn’t seem to have the immediacy and vividness of the rest of the book.  Somehow, the transition from writing in the various individual notebooks to writing the golden notebook is supposed to relate to these themes.   And Anna’s plans at he end of the book to work in a “sort of marriage welfare centre,” and to join the Labour Party and to teach night classes for delinquent children, is also supposed to relate to this somewhat incoherent theme of mental illness and healing.  But this theme, frequently mentioned by Lessing, is not as skillfully handled as some others.
When all is said and done, the novel’s primary theme is the relationships between men and women.  Curiously, Lessing seems very off-base in her reaction to the reviews the volume received.  Again from Walking in the Shade:  “”The Golden Notebook did not at once become the ‘Bible of the Women’s movement, for that is how it was described in country after country.  The reviews in both Britain and the States, by women as well as men, were sour, grudging, hostile….I was shocked and upset by those reviews….There was a note in these reviews that showed some nerve had been touched.  When you see or hear it, you know that the reviewer is writing not about the book but about herself or himself.  When a reviewer writes with a certain kind of sour spite, it is not “This novel upsets me because it made me think of my mother, my husband, my child, but “This is a dreadful novel”.  And the level of the reviewing was shocking.  I now know that in any field there are always only a few good people, and the rest are second-rate and ignorant.  Not one of the reviewers even noticed the The Golden Notebook had an interesting shape, and this at a time when critics were complaining about the conventionality of the English novel.  They were so disturbed by the sex-war aspect of the novel, they did not see anything else.  What has to be understood about reviewers is that they are – mostly – a very emotional lot.  Their function is – surely – to weigh, balance, think, consider, but often they merely emote”.
Well, this is heady stuff. The issue of Lessing’s feminism is an interesting one.  One wonders what degree of irony Lessing intends in describing the Anna/Ella character as a “free woman.”  She is free in the sense of having a number of affairs, but, at heart, she is really a serial would-be monogamist.  Again and again, Lessing’s women are described as needy, clinging, and yearning for decidedly pre-feminist style of relationship with the always truly dreadful men in their lives.  In fact, all the characters in The Golden Notebook, are pretty dreadful, although, admittedly the men are the most awful.  Unaccountably, Lessing heaps scorn on those reviewers and critics who have noticed this phenomenon.  Again, from Walking in Shade:  ”One criticism then the loudest, has since become less.  It was that the men characters were so unpleasant.  I could not see this.  (Behind this one hears, ‘Woman writers cannot write about men, that old last-ditch defense.)  Then, it was that all the characters are so unpleasant.  At once one has to wonder:  what extraordinarily wonderful people the critic must know, unlike any human being one has ever known oneself.  And how flatteringly he or she must see himself, herself, not at all as others see them.”   One really has to wonder at this outburst, for it seems incontrovertible that the men in The Golden Notebook form a parade of shallow, manipulative, faithless, cruel fellows, while the woman are less vicious but more neurotic.
Published forty-four years ago, The Golden Notebook no longer shocks, if indeed it ever did.  Despite some structural flaws, and despite its relentlessly negative view of relationships, it is a well written, deeply felt, and at times deeply moving account of a time, a place, and a woman’s life. 

Questions for Discussion
1. The Golden Notebook has been called “the Bible of the women’s movement.  What is Lessing’s attitude on men?  On women?  On relationships and the sex wars? Are these attitudes consistent with feminism as it existed in 1962?  In 2006?

2. What was Lessing’s intention in using the complex structures of the various notebooks as the basis for the novel?  Is she saying something profound about compartmentalization?  About breaking down and healing?  Does the structure work intellectually? Aesthetically?  Would the novel have been better or worse if it had been more conventionally structured?

3. Anna, Molly, and Marion are all mothers.  What is Lessing’s view of motherhood, and how does it relate to her overall view of women?

4. On the whole, Lessing’s views seem depressingly pessimistic, with Janet’s attendance at a conventional school, and Molly’s going off into a conventional marriage, ending the novel unhappily.  Is there hope for Anna?
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