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Information about the author 
 
 
Doris Lessing was born as Doris May Taylor in Persia (now 
Iran) on October 22, 1919. Both of her parents were British: 
her father, who had been crippled in World War I, was a clerk 
at the Imperial Bank of Persia; her mother was a nurse. In 
1925, the family moved to the British colony in Southern 
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). 
 
Lessing has described her childhood as a diverse mixture of 
pleasure and pain. The nature, which she explored with her 
brother Harry, was a retreat from an otherwise miserable 
existence. Her mother, obsessed with raising a proper daughter, 
enforced a rigid system of rules and hygiene at home and 
signed Doris up for a convent school, where nuns terrified their 
students with stories of hell and damnation. Lessing was later 
sent to an all-girls high school from which she soon dropped 
out. She was thirteen then; and this was the end of her formal 
education. Frightened from her mother, Lessing escaped from 
home when she was fifteen and took a job as a nursemaid. 
 
In 1937 she moved to Salisbury, where she worked as a telephone operator for a year. At 
nineteen, she married Frank Wisdom, and had two children. A few years later, feeling trapped 
in "a persona who she feared would destroy her", she left her family. Soon after, she was 
drawn to the "Left Book Club", a group of Communists "who read everything, but did not 
think it remarkable to read." Gottfried Lessing was a central member of the group and shortly 
after she had joined the club she married him and had a son. 
During the post-war years, Lessing became increasingly disillusioned with the Communist 
movement, which she left in 1954. By 1949, Lessing had moved to London with her young 
son. That year, she also published her first novel, The Grass is Singing, and began her career 
as a professional writer. 
After writing the Children of Violence series (1951-1959), a formally conventional novel of 
education she wrote The Golden Notebook in 1962. 
In the 1970s and in 1980s she wrote Briefing for a Descent into Hell (1971) which deals with 
cosmic fantasies, Canopus in Augos (1979), a science fiction roman about higher plans of 
existence and Memoirs of a Survivor. The novels The Good Terrorist and The Fifth Child 
followed in 1985 and 1988 respectively. Her book Under My Skin: Volume One of her 
Autobiography, appeared in 1995 and received the "James Tait Black Prize" for best 
biography. 

Doris Lessing, Author 



Plot summary 
 
 
The main characters in this novel are Harriet and David Lovatt. They met each other at an 
office party. Other people called them conservative, old-fashioned, not to say obsolescent. 
Both of them have the ideals - fidelity, love, family life and, above all, a permanent home. In 
the late 1960s, they decide to marry and invest their savings into a rambling Victorian house. 
 
At first, all is idyllic. One child after the other is born and re-united relatives always crowd 
around the kitchen table at Christmas and Easter. Everybody enjoys the warmth and solidity of 
the Lovatt's home. 
 
Harriet and David are happy with their four children and don't want any more. However, as 
fate would have it, Harriet becomes pregnant again. Already during the pregnancy, Harriet 
feels that this child is different from the others. The baby started moving violently and too 
early inside Harriet. The birth is one month to early and very difficult. 
 
When the mother looks at her fiftieth child for the first time, she realises, that this baby is not 
only abnormal but also that she does not love it like she loves her other children. Their fifth 
child is called Ben. 
 
Ben develops incredibly fast. After half a year he is already able to walk without help! But he 
is not only very strong, he is also extremely aggressive. He often beats his brothers and sisters. 
One morning, Lovatt's cat and the dog of one of their guests lay dead on the floor, killed by 
Ben. The other children are very suffering from Ben Therefore, Ben is sent to an school for 
abnormal children. 
 
Now, the happy family life could go on. Nevertheless, after a few weeks, Harriet decides to 
visit his son. When she comes back with Ben, everybody is disappointed with her. Ben had 
not changed at all. Again he hits everything he can, and does not accept any love from his 
family. 
John, a young man who works in the Lovatt's garden, often looks after him and eventually 
decides to introduce him to his friendly motorbike-gang. In this way many of the Lovatt's 
problems are solved. For quite a long time Ben only speaks with John. However, one day John 
gets a new job and has no longer time for Ben. Then Ben goes to a higher level at school and 
gets to know new friends. Through them he enters into another gang, which is not as harmless 
as John's. Now, Ben often returns home after more than five days only but once he arrives 
with his mates they always make a huge mess in the Lovatt's house. His gang often robs 
stores, steals cars and commits many other crimes. 
 
Finally, Harriet and John are alone in their big house like twenty years ago, when they bought 
the house and decided to have a big family. All their relatives visit them no more, and the 
children are all living anywhere else, because of Ben. 
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Characters 
 
Harriet: 
 
Harriet was the oldest of three daugthers. When she was eighteen she left home. After school 
she went to an arts college where she became a graphic designer. Eventually, she married 
David at the age of twenty-four. 
 
 
David: 
 
His parents had divorced when he was seven. His mother's second husband was Frederick 
Burke. His father James married again. David's stepmother is called Jessica. He was thirty 
when he met Harriet, and he had been working in the dogged disciplined manner of an 
ambitious man: but what he was working for was a home. 
 
 
Dorothy: 
 
Dorothy was a widow, and this life of hers was mostly visiting her daughters. She had not 
found it easy bringing up th three girls. Her husband had been an industrial chemist, not badly 
paid, but there never had been much money. For Harriet and David she was like a mother. She 
very often looks after the Lovatt's children and cleans th huge house. 
 
 
 
The story takes place in a village near London in a period of thirty years. The story can be 
splitted into three parts. In the first one Harriet and David met each other at an office party, 
then they had a happy life together with their four children Luke, Helen, Jane and Paul. 
The second part starts when Ben was borned. Now there are lots of problems and the 
harmonic life of the Lovatts broke down. Because of Ben's bad behaviour they decided to put 
Ben in an establishment. 
The third part is where Harriet called Ben from this place in the north of England. Back at 
home therer are the same problems. However, Ben has some friends, which were part of a 
gang and so Ben loose more and more the relationship to his parents.
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 (Stepmother) (Stepfather) 
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