
The Grass Is Singing By Doris Lessing

The Grass is Singing is a novel by Doris Lessing that delves into the complexities of race, gender, and
colonialism in Southern Africa. Published in 1950, this debut work of Lessing’s is a poignant exploration of the
human condition, reflecting on the oppressive structures of society and the personal struggles of its
characters. The narrative follows the life of Mary Turner, a white woman living in a racially divided society,
and her tumultuous relationship with both her environment and the people around her. This article will explore
the themes, characters, and critical reception of this significant literary work.



Overview of the Novel

The Grass is Singing is set in the context of colonial Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), offering a lens
through which readers can examine the socio-political landscape of the time. The book opens with the discovery
of Mary Turner's body, setting the tone for a story that oscillates between the past and the present. Lessing
uses this framework to dissect the factors leading to her death, weaving a narrative that combines
psychological depth with social commentary.

Plot Summary

The plot follows Mary Turner, a woman who marries a farmer named Dick Turner, and together they navigate
the harsh realities of rural life. The story is divided into two parts:

1. Mary's Life Before Marriage:
- Mary is introduced as a disillusioned and frustrated woman living in a world that feels increasingly
constricting. Her life in the city is marked by a lack of fulfillment, and her decision to marry Dick seems more a
product of circumstance than genuine love.
- The couple moves to a remote farm, where the harsh conditions of rural life and the isolation exacerbate
Mary's psychological struggles.

2. The Deterioration of Mary’s Mental State:
- As the narrative unfolds, we witness Mary’s increasing alienation. The oppressive heat of the African
landscape mirrors her internal turmoil.
- Her relationship with her black servant, Moses, becomes a focal point of tension and conflict. Mary's inherent
racism and her struggle for power lead to a complex dynamic between them.

The novel ultimately culminates in tragedy, revealing the destructive consequences of Mary’s mental decline
and societal pressures.

Thematic Exploration

The Grass is Singing is rich with themes that speak to the human experience, particularly in the context of
colonialism and gender dynamics.

Colonialism and Race

- The novel provides a stark portrayal of colonial life and the racial tensions that permeate it.
- Mary’s interactions with Moses highlight the power imbalances inherent in a colonial society. Despite their
working relationship, Mary’s prejudices and fears manifest in their interactions, showcasing the dehumanizing
effects of colonialism on both the oppressor and the oppressed.
- Lessing critiques the white colonial mindset, illustrating how it distorts relationships and leads to a cycle
of violence and alienation.

Gender Roles and Identity

- Mary Turner’s character serves as a critique of traditional gender roles. Her inability to conform to
societal expectations leads her into a spiral of despair.
- The oppressive nature of her marriage to Dick reinforces the limitations placed on women during this era. Mary
often feels trapped by her circumstances and the roles imposed upon her.



- Lessing explores the intersection of gender and race, particularly how both women and black men are
marginalized within the colonial framework.

Isolation and Alienation

- Throughout the novel, Mary’s isolation—both physical and emotional—plays a crucial role in her
psychological decline.
- The rural setting becomes a character in itself, emphasizing the desolation Mary experiences. The vastness of
the African landscape symbolizes both freedom and entrapment.
- As Mary’s mental health deteriorates, her alienation from her husband and her surroundings deepens, leading to
tragic consequences.

Character Analysis

Lessing’s characters are multidimensional, each representing various aspects of society and the struggles
within it.

Mary Turner

- Mary is a complex protagonist whose internal conflicts drive the narrative.
- Her journey reflects the struggles of many women during the mid-20th century, dealing with expectations and
identity.
- As the story progresses, Mary’s mental state becomes increasingly precarious, highlighting the impact of
societal pressures on individual psyche.

Dick Turner

- Dick represents the archetypal colonial farmer, embodying the patriarchal values of the time.
- His character is often seen as a foil to Mary, as he struggles with his own limitations and the expectations
imposed upon him as a husband and landowner.
- The dynamics of their relationship emphasize the imbalances of power and the lack of understanding between
them.

Moses

- Moses serves as a critical character in the novel, representing the black experience within a colonial context.
- His relationship with Mary is fraught with tension, showcasing the complexities of race and power dynamics.
- Through Moses, Lessing explores themes of servitude, resistance, and the search for dignity in an oppressive
society.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, The Grass is Singing received mixed reviews. However, it has since been recognized as a
significant work that addresses important social issues.

- Critics praised Lessing’s ability to weave psychological insight with social commentary, though some felt her



portrayal of race was problematic by modern standards.
- The novel’s exploration of mental health and isolation resonated with readers, establishing Lessing as a
powerful voice in literature.

Impact on Literature

- Lessing’s debut paved the way for her subsequent works, marking her as a prominent figure in feminist and post-
colonial literature.
- The themes explored in The Grass is Singing continue to be relevant, as discussions around race, gender, and
colonial legacies persist in contemporary society.

Conclusion

The Grass is Singing remains a compelling and thought-provoking novel that challenges readers to confront the
complexities of race, gender, and colonialism. Through Mary Turner’s tragic story, Doris Lessing offers a
critique of societal norms and explores the profound effects of isolation and alienation. As both a product of
its time and a timeless exploration of the human condition, the novel invites ongoing discussion and reflection,
affirming Lessing’s place in the literary canon. As readers engage with this work, they are reminded of the
enduring relevance of its themes and the power of literature to illuminate the intricacies of life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Grass Is Singing'?
The novel explores themes of colonialism, race relations, gender roles, and the conflict between civilization and
nature.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Grass Is Singing' and what is her
background?
The protagonist is Mary Turner, a white woman living in colonial Africa, who struggles with her identity and
the oppressive societal expectations placed upon her.

How does Doris Lessing portray the relationship between Mary Turner and
the African characters in the novel?
Lessing portrays the relationship as complex and often fraught with tension, highlighting the power dynamics
and deep-seated prejudices of colonial society.

What role does the setting play in 'The Grass Is Singing'?
The setting of the African landscape serves as a backdrop that reflects the characters' inner turmoil and
symbolizes the harsh realities of colonial life.

How does 'The Grass Is Singing' address the issue of mental health?
The novel explores Mary's deteriorating mental state as a consequence of her isolation, societal pressure, and
the oppressive environment, highlighting the impact of colonialism on personal well-being.



What literary techniques does Lessing use in 'The Grass Is Singing'?
Lessing employs symbolism, vivid imagery, and a non-linear narrative structure to enhance the emotional depth
and complexity of the characters and their experiences.

In what ways does 'The Grass Is Singing' reflect Doris Lessing's own
experiences?
The novel reflects Lessing's own experiences of growing up in Southern Rhodesia, providing insight into the
social dynamics and challenges of colonial life.

What is the significance of the title 'The Grass Is Singing'?
The title suggests a connection to the natural world and can be interpreted as a metaphor for the underlying
tensions and struggles within the story, where nature is both a setting and a character.

How does the ending of 'The Grass Is Singing' impact the overall message of
the novel?
The ending serves as a poignant commentary on the cyclical nature of violence and oppression, reinforcing the
themes of despair and the inescapable consequences of colonialism.
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