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Title: Looking Forward: the Speculative Realism of Doris Lessing and David Mitchell 

This paper compares Doris Lessing’s realist-speculative hybrid, The Four-Gated City 

(1969) to David Mitchell’s The Bone Clocks (2014), which evokes Lessing’s move from 

contemporary social-psychological realism into the post-apocalyptic near future, down to its final 

scenes of dying Holly Sykes in Hibernia, like dying Martha Quest in the Hebrides, safeguarding 

the refugee children upon whose survival humanity depends.  I look particularly at the 

comparative critical and popular reception of each writer’s move into the wilds of genre fiction.  

In Lessing’s case, The Four-Gated City was read mainly as a bold, brilliant conclusion to the big 

themes and large canvas of the Children of Violence series, whereas when the balance swung 

“too far” from realism to fantasy-science fiction in Shikasta (and the Canopus series it begins, in 

1979), loyal readers and admiring critics revolted. In Mitchell’s case, the wildly inventive Cloud 

Atlas (2004) was received as a challenging and difficult but mainly successful melding of genres, 

whereas The Bone Clocks was judged to veer “too far” from realism into fantasy. As James 

Wood opined in The New Yorker, “this is no more than weak realism’s bad-faith tussle with a 

fantastic assailant who has already won.” For Wood in 2014, as for most of Lessing’s reviewers 

in 1979, “the human protagonists are slowly imprisoned, deprived of their freedom as fictional 

actors,” breaking the novelistic contract between writer and reader that fictional characters are 

“real” rather than allegorical.  

Between the publication of The Four-Gated City in 1969 and The Bone Clocks in 2014, 

readers of literary fiction have absorbed a postmodern plethora of visionary genre hybrids that 
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have staved off the “death of the novel” and the “death of the author” with great success, but the 

recipe for critical success still calls for realism in greater proportion to magic. My paper looks at 

that tipping point in Lessing and Mitchell, in the process offering a new reading of The Four-

Gated City, informed by Mitchell’s The Bone Clocks, arguing, as Lessing did in the foreword to 

Shikasta, that her move into speculative fiction was a logical extension of her ambitious realism: 

“As I wrote I was invaded with ideas for other books, other stories, and the exhilaration that 

comes from being set free into a larger scope, with more capacious possibilities and themes.” 

 


