
Doris Lessing To Room Nineteen

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Callahan & Norman • Explore the unseen. • Page 1

Doris Lessing To Room Nineteen

Exploring the Depths
of Domesticity: An
Analysis of Doris
Lessing's To Room
Nineteen

In  the  vast  landscape  of  twentieth-
century literature, few short stories cut
as deeply into the marrow of domestic
life  as  Doris  Lessing's  masterwork,
Doris Lessing To Room Nineteen.
First published in 1963 as part of the
collection A Man and Two Women, this
haunting  narrative  continues  to
resonate with readers who are drawn
to  its  unflinching  exploration  of
marriage,  identity,  and  the  quiet
unraveling of a seemingly perfect life.
The story of Susan Rawlings, a woman
who  has  everything  and  yet  loses
everything,  remains one of  the most
powerful  critiques  of  the  emotional
costs  of  domestic  conformity.  For
those approaching the text for the first
time, or for veteran readers seeking a
deeper understanding, the journey into
Doris Lessing To Room Nineteen is
a  journey  into  the  heart  of  silence,
solitude, and the price of selfhood.

The Context of a
Masterpiece: Doris Lessing
and the Mid-Century Woman

To fully appreciate the impact of Doris
Lessing  To  Room  Nineteen,  it  is
essential  to  understand  the  literary
and cultural moment in which it was
written. Doris Lessing, born in Persia

(now  Iran)  and  raised  in  Southern
Rhodesia  (now  Zimbabwe),  was  no
stranger to themes of alienation and
rebellion.  By  the  1960s,  she  had
already  established  herself  as  a
formidable  voice  in  l i terature,
challenging  conventional  narratives
about women, politics, and the human
condition.  The  post-war  period  in
Britain and America was one of rigid
social  expectations,  particularly  for
women.  The  idealized  image  of  the
suburban  wife  and  mother—content,
fulfilled, and supported by a successful
husband—was pervasive in media and
popular culture. Lessing's story directly
subverts  this  image.  Doris  Lessing
To  Room  Nineteen  arrives  as  a
literary bomb, detonating the myth of
the happy homemaker  and exposing
the psychological devastation that can
lurk behind a well-tended garden and
a modern kitchen.

A Plot Summary: The
Unraveling of Susan Rawlings

The  narrative  of  Doris  Lessing  To
Room  Nineteen  follows  Susan  and
Matthew  Rawlings,  an  intelligent,
rational,  and  deeply  modern  couple.
They are the envy of their social circle.
After a period of romantic and sexual
freedom,  they  marry,  have  children,
and settle into a beautiful house in a
London suburb. Their marriage is built
on  a  foundation  of  reason,  mutual
respect,  and  shared  values.  They
consult  each  other  on  everything,
believing that their union is a triumph
of  logic  over  emotion.  However,  as



their children grow and the demands
of domestic life increase, Susan begins
to feel an inexplicable emptiness. She
cannot name it, nor can she justify it.
Matthew,  a  successful  advertising
executive,  is  baffled  by  her  quiet
distress.  In  a  misguided  attempt  to
solve her unhappiness, she begins to
take a room in a seedy hotel—room
number  nineteen—where  she  can
simply sit alone and be nothing. This
secret sanctuary becomes her lifeline,
but it also becomes the stage for her
final, tragic act of liberation.

Key Themes in Doris Lessing
to Room Nineteen

The  thematic  richness  of  Doris
Lessing To Room Nineteen is one of
the  reasons  it  remains  a  staple  of
literary study. The story operates on
multiple  levels,  offering  insights  into
psychology, sociology, and philosophy.

The Illusion of the Perfect
Marriage

At its core, the story is a devastating
critique  of  the  modern,  rational
marriage. Susan and Matthew do not
fight. They do not cheat on each other
(at least, not initially in any meaningful
way).  They  are  often  described  as
sensible,  which  is  the  highest
compliment  in  their  world.  Yet  their
very rationality is the prison that traps
Susan.  She has no language for  her
suffering  because  there  is  no  logical
reason for it. Her husband is kind, her
children are healthy, and her home is
beautiful.  The  story  argues  that  this
kind of rational partnership can be just
as  suffocating  as  a  tyrannical  one,
because  it  denies  the  existence  of
irrational needs—the need for solitude,
for  mystery,  for  a  self  that  exists
outside  of  the  roles  of  wife  and

mother.

The Search for Female Identity

Susan's journey in Doris Lessing To
Room Nineteen is a desperate search
for a self that is not defined by others.
She is  Susan the mother,  Susan the
wife,  Susan  the  hostess.  But  who is
Susan  when  she  is  a lone?  This
question becomes the central torment
of  her  life.  The  room  itself—room
number nineteen—represents a space
where she does not have to perform
any role. She pays for the room with
money Matthew gives her, which is a
bitter  irony.  Even  her  escape  is
facilitated by the very system she is
trying to flee. The story anticipates the
concerns of second-wave feminism by
decades, illustrating the internal void
that can result from a life lived entirely
for and through others.

Madness as Rebellion

One of the most unsettling aspects of
Doris Lessing To Room Nineteen is
the  way  i t  equates  sanity  with
conformity. Susan's family and doctors
see  her  need  for  so l i tude  as  a
symptom of  mental  illness.  They  offer
her  therapy,  medication,  and advice.
They  cannot  comprehend  that  her
desire  to  "be  nothing"  might  be  a
rational  response  to  an  irrational
situation. In this context, her descent
into what the world calls madness is
actually  a  form  of  rebellion.  She
chooses her own reality, even if that
reality leads to her death. Lessing does
not romanticize this madness, but she
presents it as a logical endpoint for a
woman who has been erased by her
own life.

Symbolism and the Power of
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Room Nineteen

The  title  itself,  Doris  Lessing  To
Room Nineteen,  elevates  a  simple
hotel room to the status of a powerful
symbol.  Room nineteen is  not just  a
physical  space;  it  is  a  psychological
state. It represents the final frontier of
the  se l f ,  a  p lace  where  soc ia l
expectations  cannot  reach.  The
number  nineteen  is  significant  only  in
its ordinariness. It could be any room,
which  is  precisely  the  point.  It  is
nondescript,  anonymous,  and  devoid
of  personal  history.  For  Susan,  this
anonymity is a form of freedom. She
does not  have to be anyone in  that
room. She can simply exist. The room
is  also  a  womb-like  space,  a  retreat
from the harsh demands of adult life.
When she is forced to share this room
with another person—when its purity is
violated—she  loses  her  last  refuge.
The  final  act  of  the  story,  where  she
turns on the gas and lies down to die,
is  a  tragic  assertion  of  control.  She
may not be able to live in the world on
her own terms, but she can leave it on
her own terms.

Character Analysis: Susan
and Matthew Rawlings

Understanding  the  characters  is
central to any deep reading of Doris
Lessing To Room Nineteen.

Susan Rawlings: The Invisible
Woman

Susan is a character of immense depth
and  tragedy.  She  is  intell igent,
capable,  and  deeply  self-aware,  yet
she  is  powerless  to  change  the
structure of her life. She is a victim not
of  a  cruel  husband  or  an  abusive
childhood, but of an entire system of
expectations. Her tragedy is that she

sees her own prison clearly but cannot
find  the  key.  She  is  the  invisible
woman,  present  in  her  home  but
absent  from herself.  Her  decision  to
seek  solitude  is  not  laziness  or
depression in the conventional sense;
it is a survival instinct. However, her
survival instinct ultimately leads her to
self-destruction,  as  she  realizes  that
the only way to truly be alone is to not
exist at all.

Matthew Rawlings: The Puzzled
Patriarch

Matthew is not a villain. This is one of
the  subtlest  and  most  effective
aspects of  Doris Lessing To Room
Nineteen.  He genuinely loves Susan
and is  baffled by her  unhappiness.  He
tries to help her, but he is a prisoner of
his  own  rat ional i ty.  He  cannot
understand  a  problem  that  has  no
logical source. He views Susan's need
for solitude as a problem to be solved,
a symptom to be cured. He sends her
to psychiatrists, he hires a nanny, he
gives her money. But he never asks
her  what  she  truly  wants.  He  is
trapped by his role as the provider, the
fixer,  the  man  of  the  house.  His
inability to see Susan as a separate,
complex being is  the final  brick  in  the
wall that encloses her.

Literary Style and Narrative
Technique

Lessing's prose in Doris Lessing To
Room  Nineteen  is  deceptively
s imple .  She  wr i tes  in  a  c lear ,
unadorned style that contrasts sharply
with  the  emotional  turmoil  of  her
subject matter. The narrative voice is
third-person,  but  it  often moves into
free  indirect  discourse,  allowing  the
reader to inhabit Susan's mind without
being  explicitly  told  what  she  feels.



This technique creates a deep sense of
intimacy.  We are  with  Susan as  her
world shrinks. The pacing of the story
is  deliberately  slow,  mirroring  the
gradual erosion of Susan's spirit. There
are  no  dramatic  outbursts ,  no
screaming matches. The horror of the
story is quiet,  measured, and all  the
more devastating for its restraint.

Critical Reception and
Enduring Legacy

Upon  its  publication,  Doris  Lessing
To Room Nineteen  was recognized
as a work of exceptional power. It has
since  been  anthologized  countless
t imes  and  i s  w ide ly  taught  in
universities  around  the  world.  The
story is often paired with other works
of feminist literature, such as Charlotte
Perkins Gilman's The Yellow Wallpaper,
to which it  bears a striking thematic
resemblance. Both stories deal with a
woman's  descent  into madness as  a
result  of  domestic  confinement.
However,  Lessing's  story  is  distinctly
modern  in  i t s  se t t ing  and  i t s
protagonist.  Susan is  not  a  Victorian
hysteric; she is a modern woman with
education and resources. This makes
her  fate  all  the  more  chilling.  The
legacy  of  Doris  Lessing  To  Room
Nineteen  continues  to  influence
contemporary writers who explore the
interior lives of women, the complexity
of  marriage,  and the often-unspoken
costs of domesticity.

Why This Story Still Matters
Today

In an era where conversations about
mental health, work-life balance, and
personal identity are more open than
ever,  Doris  Lessing  To  Room
Nineteen  feels  eerily  current.  The

pressure to be happy, to be grateful,
to be productive, and to perform the
role  of  the  successful  adult  has  not
diminished.  In  some  ways,  it  has
intensified  through  social  media  and
the constant documentation of curated
lives. Susan Rawlings might not have
had  an  Instagram  account,  but  she
would  recognize  the  pressure  to
present  a  perfect  facade.  The  story
serves  as  a  powerful  reminder  that
material  comfort  and social  approval
are  not  substitutes  for  authentic
selfhood. It is a cautionary tale about
the dangers of ignoring the quiet voice
within  that  cries  out  for  something
more.

Conclusion: The Silence of
Room Nineteen

To  read  Doris  Lessing  To  Room
Nineteen is to encounter a story that
refuses  to  offer  easy  answers  or
comfortable  resolutions.  It  is  a  dark,
beaut i fu l ,  and  profoundly  sad
exploration  of  the  human  condition.
Susan  Rawlings  is  a  character  who
haunts  the  reader  long  after  the  final
page  is  turned.  Her  silence  in  room
nineteen  speaks  volumes  about  the
unspeakable pressures that can build
within a life that looks perfect from the
outside.  Doris  Lessing  crafted  a
narrative that is at once specific to its
time and universal in its themes. The
story  remains  an  essential  text  for
anyone  interested  in  literature,
feminism, psychology, or the enduring
mystery of the human heart. Whether
you are reading it  for  the first  time or
returning to it  after many years, the
journey into Doris Lessing To Room
Nineteen is a journey that will leave
y o u  c h a n g e d ,  w i t h  a  d e e p e r
appreciation  for  the  quiet  struggles
that define so many lives.


