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Summary 
 
 Between 1957 and 1960—the years during which Doris Lessing was composing 
The Golden Notebook—she was involved in an emotionally-complex intimate 
relationship that significantly influenced not only her views of male-female relationships 
but her writing. When the novel was published in 1962, it was not regarded in the 
context of roman à clef because it was not known until some time afterward that several 
characters were closely based on people in Lessing’s actual life. Through my close 
examination of unpublished archival materials, I trace to their autobiographical sources 
aspects of the relationship between Anna Wulf and Saul Green in The Golden 
Notebook. A number of details are modeled closely on the emotionally-fraught 
relationship between Lessing and the American film-script writer and novelist, Clancy 
Sigal. For example, like Anna Wulf, who secretly reads the journal of her lodger/lover, 
Saul Green, Doris Lessing secretly read the journal of her lodger/lover, Clancy Sigal. 
Through  Anna’s notebooks--written from different emotional distances and intercut with 
the “conventional novel,” “Free Women”--the narrative insistently interrogates whether 
“authentic” personal experience can ever be captured in the pages of fiction, since the 
very act of giving it aesthetic expression necessarily transforms it into something else—
indeed, into fiction.  Regarding the distinctions between autobiographical and literary 
truth, Lessing has commented, “if I were to write an obituary about me and The Golden 
Notebook it would consist of me saying very tartly indeed . . . ‘Strange as it may seem, I 
made it up. . . .’” (Walking in the Shade 344). She also insists that “fiction makes a 
better job of the truth” (Under my Skin 314). On this fiftieth anniversary of Lessing’s 
masterpiece, it is instructive to consider the implication of her statements. Regarding 
The Golden Notebook as a roman à clef, I explore her imaginative transformations—at 
times, quite transparent—from autobiography into fiction and question the relationships 
among “fact,” “fiction,” and “truth.” 


