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ABSTRACT

The aim of this dissertation is to offer a close,

eritical examination of the particular dilemmas and
responses of contemporary white English-gpeaking South
Africans as these are reflected in South African
English poztry. This aim ought not to be construed as
a2 denial of the legitimate claims of othar ethn’e
groups for attention; nor should it in any way be
interpreted as an attempt to reinforce artificial
racial categories or to bolster restrictive barriers
between commumities, The purpose, rather, is to help
advance mutual uvnderstanding and awareness by focussing
on the specific problems of a complex and intriguing,
yet: strangely neglectedf group of people in this
country

By examining the d;fflcultles faclng the white English-

" speaking group as xegistered ‘and articuldt ced: in the

work of South African English poets, this dissertation
movea  beyond a purely sociclogical account. of the
grotip. The dissertation will include both a stu&v of
the direct eritique by - South African English ?oets of
‘the dilemmas and responaes of thelr white English-
speaking countrymen, as well as an investzgatiaq of the
ways in which - the, poets ‘themselves, conseiously or
otherwise, have responded as white English-speaking

.....

{'fSouth Africans in ‘their poetry to these dilemmas. The
. understanding of the white English-spesking group to be “

gained in this fashion, though differing from that to
be derived from a sociological study, need not be any

‘the, less authentic or aseiduous. In particular, the .

ability to gxamine the gtoup°frqﬁ both subjective and
objective points of view may enhance illumination. As

‘such, iu order to comprehend fully what the poetry
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reveals about the white English-speaking South
Africans, it is necessary to investigate how it does
so, and so this dissertation will adopt a primarily
literary critical approach to the poetic texts under
wonsideration.

This dissertation will isclate and examine four of the
most important and characteristic dilemmas confronting
contemporary white English-speaking South Africans,
After an introductory chapter, the second chapter will
focus upon the "erisis of identity” experienced by
mode n-day English-speakers, and will discuss the
ingly incohesive apd vague nature of the
speaking "gr'oup, as well as what has been seen
cq;:tain and precariops position within the

wider South African social context. The third chapter

will concentrate upon English-speakers' "damaged sense
of plac.  their feelings of alienation both from the
land of théir birth and from the European sourece of
much of their cultural heritage, their sense of having
no true home. The feurth chapter will be concerned
with the,feelings of profound dread which seem to have
permeated the . white English-speaking South African

‘consciousness: both the fearful anticipation of

violent political upheaval as well as a less explicit
anxiety about scme undefined menace or foree which
threatets to breach the white South African "lasger™.
Finally, the fifth chapter will examine the attitudes,

- conduct and politiral orientation of cbntemporary white

English- speaking.South Africans, .and will suggest that
while a large saggregate of English-speakers may be
conservative and apat:hetic, there exists nonetheless a
subgtantial minarity within the group (including most
poets) who are enlightened, progressive and ,act::.vg.st:__:.n

~outlook and who thus represent a significant "tradition

of dissent™ in white South African thought.
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-CHAPTER 1

" INTRODUCTTON

i,

0f all the groups which comprise South Africa's

notoriously con, ‘ex ethnic imbroglio, the most

intriguingly paradoxical and inconsistent must surely
be the white English~speaking South Africans,

Hl

'ﬁah to be dismissed as merely "a vague communion”’ or

A fragmgnted population category“,z they neve:ﬁheless

precise definition., Fearing displacement and urgently
in need of location, they continue to experience a deep

| cultiral schizophrenia, unable absolutely and finally

to affirm thgib Africanness, but fé?ling equally
alienated from the European source of much of their

~cultural 'hetitage. In several ways exerting

influence as a benign and creative ninority, they

ineffective and even parasit cal, der.ving considerable

material benexit from their partnership in the racial

oligarchy. At times eager ﬁo arrogate tc themsalves
the xole of mediators and cancillators in a divisive
society, they find themsel?es rendered increasingly
marginal and otilose in the struggle for power betweenr
the opposing forces of Afrikaner and -Afric n

-nationalism, ‘Attempting Yto represent a raticnal,
‘humane  position, they camnot  completely purge

themselves of feelings of deep-rooted guilt at their
privileged status within society, or of fear-filled
expectations of itminent anﬁ inevitable political
cataclysil in South Africa. c R

. lack a clear, cohesive identity and romain e%ﬁsrve of

Ay

" ‘reveal themselves in other]  ways to be polltically |

]

Is
i

A
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They a"','i:e, thus, "a people " ﬁ-'paradox" 3 put a people
whose particular attitudes, anxieties and aspirations

o need to be elucidated as part of a general development

of sgelf-awarsmess and mutual . understanding in S'outl}_-
Africa. And yet, symptomatically perhaps, the paucitr}
of comprehensive research on contemporary white
English-speaking Scuth Africans seems to be rlvalled
only by ?;he lack o6& detailed critical serutiny afforded
to w’nte_ English-language South African poetzry. This
scholariy velleity, which may be part of a wider
cultural malgise, appears all the more comspicucus in
eontrads sti(%:tion to the vrelative abundance of
attention given to other ethnic groups in this country, °
in temms cbothiof 3ucia-pa\z.t1 cal analyﬁia ‘and. literary
eriﬂ}icism.i’ ] s >, 7 :

o T %y

The pufpose'_ $f this dissertation, then, is in some

‘measure to redress the balance hy focussing on the
. peculiar Pproblems of white Engli sh-speaking South
‘Africans, as xeﬂected in South African English poetry.

1t most certainly ought: nm: to belconstrued as a denial
of the legitimate claims of black South Africans or

 Afriksners for consideration; mneither should it in any

way ~be interpreted as ap attempt to reinforce
ar {al racial categories or toc bolster restrictive

barriers between communities. The aim, rather, is to

advante compon understanding by eritically examining an

- important, yet strangely neglected, group of people.

3 . . .
In briefest outline, this efamination will isolate and
focus upon four of the most- important and characteris-
tic dilemmas -cchfronting the contemporary English-
s:peaker.} These dilenmas are sufficiently distinet teo
be treated separately, though it must be noted that
there do naturally exist a numher of 1links and
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sonnections between them., The “erisis of ident:t,ty"5

experienced by white English-speaking South Africans

"-_.__forms the subject of the second chapter of this

dissertation, which will examine the disturbingly
incohesive and. indistinet nature of the English~
speaking graup, as well a& vhat has been seen‘as its
precariéys position within “the wider South African
social coﬁ{;ext. The third chaprez’ will concentrate on
English—spea ers' "damaged sense of place".ﬁ ~ their
feelings ' of \. t belonging completely to the land of
their birth, of\ being continually torn between Africa
and Europe, of e;:\ ting always in one or other state of
alienation, of having no _true home. The problem to be

_ _inv'gagfig&ted in tﬁk\-fo h . chapter: concerns the
: feel#.nga pf profound ead
‘the ‘White English-speaking South African consciousness,

i \t\ ch seem to have permeated

both ithe fearful anticipation of. viclent - political

_-'upheaval as well as a less. erplicii:. anxiety’ ‘about somé
"undefined subversive menace or. "threk, which !:T'zreatens to
breach the white South African "Iaager“.? Finally, the

fifth chapter will examine the attitudes, character and
political  orientation. of hontemporary - white

: Englisq speaking South Africans, hnd will suggest that

while a large aggregate of En@lish—spe&kers may be

‘conservative, apdthetic and even raciat. there exists
. nanet:helesa a snostam.ial m:.no*::.mgﬂ within the group
:(including ‘most poets) who are &nlighteneﬂwp..ogresysive
- and activist “in outlook and who thus represent a.

[}

significant “tradition’ of dissent"d in white South

TR ' | 2. o

It must be. noted at t:l;e autset that the primaky

\intention of this dissertation iz not to construct a
s:gstematz.c sociological account of white Eng]ish—‘-

h

i
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speaking South Africans. The aim, rather, is to
examine the contemporary dilemmas and responses of
white English-speaking South Africans through the

- medium of South African English poetry. It is to be

expected, therefore, that the kind of understanding of
English-speskers tc be gained here will differ in
crucial ways from the Ikind to be derived from a
sociological study. This is not to 8zy, however, that

sdciological data germane to the subject iz to be

disregarded. In fact, the’ general procedure to be
folYowed in .each chapter is to begin by identifying and

. describing in some detall the particular dilemma under
consideration, .This descrlptlon, despite the relative
‘lack of soaioloﬁica%iftudles on white English—speakzng

U
as::uﬁ\h Afrigans, will  make “Hige “6f - what empirical

evidence there is- available in order to. .presemt an
- objective outline of the nature of the dilémma as well
as the specific context. out of which it arises. The
. exgmination will then turn to the main foeus of

coﬁcern, the response of white English-speaking South-
Agricans to these dilemmas as registered in South
African English poetry.

The way in which the poetry reflects these concerns is,
in fact, two-fold. In the first place,'it involves the

direct critique by South African English poets of the
contemporary dilemmas and responses of their white .
- Engligh-speaking compatriots. In the second place, it -

involves how the poets themselves, ' consciously or
otherwige, have responded in thelr postry, as white
English-speeking South Afriéans, to these dilemmas, In
Gareth Cornwell's #erms, the poets gpeak both “te and

for" their social graup.g This dzstxnatlon is far from

mere pettifogging, for it is evident that there exists
among these poets multiple gradations of awaveness, or
“, 1]
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acknowledgement, of themselves és belonging to the

white English-speaking grdup., Indeed, the very need to

make such a methodological distinction is indiclal of
the problem of identity among modern English-speaking
whites in this country. These points also raise the
question of distiaguishing, in a good deal of the

5

poetry under consideratlion, between the poet as the.
auther of a particular poem and the speaker as a

distinct persona in the poem. No general rule applies
to all the poetry, whose range extends from ‘fairly

straightforward autobiographical expression to the

heavily ironic use of distinct personde. “In this
regard, each .poem must be treated mdnxaduhlly, and

,8pecial explicit attention will be given Yo the lssue
“whére it is erucial for an understanding of the poem

51!:\

of poetry may appear tnitjally to be inapdropriate and

‘inadequate. Such an examination, “however, need not be

any less authentic or assiduous’ than a’ socinlogica}.
in&restigat‘ion. _ Lionel Abrahams has made the point
dbge;ptl.y in hio acceptance speech for the 1986, Dlive

" Schrk iner Pri.zes ?fi:r Paetry

(tf‘\\\

R

™n a un!.quely focussed, uniquei.y intimate,

S Em——

; of the history of what humankind h&s felt,
#Ef - R
] __-Poetry hag to go whe&fg journalism and historio-
" grdphy do nbt have to go < into the core of the
individeal experzgnqa, ‘where the politicsg, the
economicg, the conflict and disruption are not
" just thought but r=undergone and gele 0 .

o

B o

" The examinatian of an e*hnic “SEYoup - throug’n the medium .

I T

r_}a

uniquely articulate way, poetry. smbodies something -

)



In contrast, thus, "',w:f_.t’zi certain radfcal deconstructive
critical approaches;u ~an_ underlying theoretical
assumption of this dissertation is thét literature, and
</;perhaps especially poetry, is zble to reflect how men
 and women have experienced and reacted to the problems
and concerns of their wocial world. As such, the
claims heing made for pa—‘try in this study are, sim_lar
in some resgects to thcme which a critie such as
Stephen Clingman has mads. for fiction ii what he has .
termed 'history £rom “"he insigde"” 2 cungman s
introductory comments gctax _ «515 examiis tion "of Nadine
Gozgdimer g novels’ may be ap%‘ ied more ”géﬁea:ally

cannot., Moreover, this priasentation ° is not

"’"“hze novel ~ can preseﬁ\t h\%t:\ry aa historians

fictional in, the sgnse af being ‘untrue', Rather,
fiction deaXs with Lﬁn area of actiwlty usually
~inaccessible to’ the %Qienc&s 0f greater ext%rna-
1ity: the area in which historical prodesa 1is
registered as the subjective - experiance “of
individjuals in societcy."13 L '

In a rela\d way, tkis dissertation would c¢laim that
poet‘ry is able to -:if}r genuina and often um.que
insights intu the expitriences and responsas 6f ‘people
as social beings. reaver, with spec:.fic reference tn .
“the subject matter of this dissextation, cuntempérary
South African English poet—y, ‘taken as a whole, ntay be

‘vegarded as providing a veasonably cD‘mpleta? andﬂ
reliable picturéqs@f the white English-speaking ijgroup M

generally, in &'t} - its incons:.stency and hetfroge-.
Helty. 14 At the séme time, however, it must be p inted-"
out, -as Clingmdn daes,“‘s £hat the sprt of subj ctivqe,'
= respnnse embodied in literatuve is at least pote E:iaz.ly
fallible since the. writers are themselves caug‘ht up in
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the historical processes which they are describing.

Here again, it 1s useful to have at hand empirical

sociological  data which may serve as a guide in
detecting errors, lacunaa, evasions or distortions in
the poetry's perceptions and observations.

- The eritical approach to be adopted by this study does,

however, differ in a number of important ways from that
of Clingman. TFundamentally, it does not share the

materialist orientation of Clingmen's work, and,
consequent;.y, the orientation of materialist eriticism
of Smxth African . English poerry generally.16 As a

result, this study will be fak mbre cautious in drawing

:inferenoes from - the '“limixarlons and "limits"

affecting writera® work, &ince It 'seems that a critic 8

‘responses are ‘N less patautialiy ﬁallﬁ:la than a

writer's, gartiwlaﬂ.y when dealing fwith a contemparary

sigyation. Its "morality", in terms of ideological

pre&tl ctions, will alao differ from the perspectj.ve of
the maghrialist critic. ‘and it will seek “o renain open

v to.a’ range of :qubtogical viewpoim rather than

striviug; for c‘lcmure.m And itn chief mo"ivatibn is.

. nok g gauge a writer s work in relation to the

historical: processes 6;\ ) his ox her environment, but

dilenmas and responses c:af a certain kit:hnic group within

. rat;h:ﬁ to gain an urx%‘rlerstanding of | the particular

~ South African society b? examining the relevant poetry
ot ua.d about that group.m

J Very imporr.ant’ly. thig sLudv will alsc differ cruciaily

from - matﬂria}.ist ‘eritiques of <South African English

poetry, 4x that 4its cpproach will be mainly of a

litemry eritical nature. Ih " the . highly wvolatile
critical scene in South Africa at present, the most

. balaticed and frui_.t:_ful appraach, at least for the

[T' ~
s . é‘,"

L
o

[wr']
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Puz-'pctses of this disgertation, seems to be of the kind
advanced by Michael Chapman in his :.m:roductiun to The

Paperbook of South African English Poetry. His
position is fairly suecinctly formulated: |

"While I vwegard - poems as sgociolinguistically
constrained, I - also conceive of particular
qualities as inherent to certain artefacts, so
that particular kinds of aesthetic experience seem
valid within the sphere of social reality, I
would agree with lilerary sociologists that postry

- 18 not mys*'ery in any nawe sense, that it is

. not ahistorical, and that in trying to understand
its character we need to discuver what languages

 of ideclogy and culture were being considered,
named, enun¢iated and cornceptualized at any given
period | ﬁiﬁthin’ digeursive and institutionalized
practice, “At the agme time, hdwever, T would as \-a
literary critic want to respond to and understan{'l

- the gestures of poatrvg . the power <of wvoice,
. rhythm end imaga w0 incingly to articulate
oi - getions, -emqt%tms antj ttituf § in the material
worid. "t . S s
in sgimilar fashion, this st.ndy will ‘take into
consideration the pertinent: insigi-zt:s and understanding
provided by literary sociological sources, but will )
focus primarily on ‘the ppetic texts themselves. The
point is that to appreciate’ :Eullﬁ' what the poetry
reveals about: ‘the problems and veactions of white

: English—speaking .South Afrié\gma, it is DECEVSATY to

examine closely and extensively how.the poe!:ry has been
written,” This study will therefore be si;rongly
concerned with the various and often highly divergent
formc.:L devices, techniques and methads employed by the-



_aesthetic evaluvation of the poetry,

- 'The " word “contemporary”
- would be errdne?us'to auggest that the problems facing
. white, English-speaking : ' _ -
" completely novel, or that the dilenmas evinced by

- demonstrate these histovical conmnections and to discuss

90

poets. The intentien, hawevér, is not to make some
but rather to
examine how these formal features serve to convey an

understanding of the English-speaking group.

On a mofe pragmatic} note, part of the reason for

' selecting poetry as the medivm of investigation in this
‘study resides in the fact that of all the different

modes of literary expression in South Africa, poetry
seems to be the ouly one in which a large number of

“local writers have reacted candidly and comprehensivaly
to the experiences of the white English-speaking South
Africans. This may be partly attriburable to the idea

that poetry, at least in théoﬁhstern tradi;iin.;has

encouraged self-reflection, and a persomal, intimate

investigation-of experience (either as an indiv dual_br
as & memher of a group) in a way that other genres have
nﬁzy It may  also be pawrly a result of the fact that

L fite qulﬁsh-poeg;y in this coun*ry, in relation to -
" other literary modes,  reaches & smaller and more
+ specialiséd agdience of mainly white English-speakers
' ' ' " gues
affecting this'gtogﬁ:hab “been articulated and debated. )

- 'S .": B

go that it is here that many of the contemporary

o ) - : - o )
: X = 3 -

o 1‘1 t,

Al

£

requires clarificatioh. It
South Africans today are

recent poets are utterly without precadent. Several of

the concerns to be ‘treated ir ~his study mayh§e1¥ be
consldered, in a sense, as coniinuations and extensions

of earlier omes. There will, in fact, be an attempt to

o

o]
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briefly the extent to which these former predicameﬁé_s
~have influenced present thinking. Nevertheless, the
contemporary period differs essentially and substan-
tially from px vious  times. The term "econtemporary™,
for the purpofes of this dissertation, is taken to
represent the period from 1970 to the present im 1989.
This time 1s distinguished by the culmination of
declsive changes in the soeizl, pol:l.tlcal and cultural
circumstances of wh:.ta English-speaking South Afr:.cans,
and by a consequent altevation in thelr perception of
their position and function in society; it is also

- marked by a transformation of poetic attitudes and a

modification of the treatment of traditional motifs and
‘preoccupations. In the 1970z and 19803, the dilemmas(® \\j
and . rﬁponses of white English-speaking South Africans,
as focussed by poetry -of the period, take on &
disn,inctively and radic:ally nhew charact:er,

The series of' events which produced this manifestly new
‘ers need to be adumbrated. The first of fhese came
L{1;1:161::1.:3:.'1:4.%1‘.!.3,‘* with the shock of the 1948 sengral election
in which Afrikager nationalism -in the -form of Mdlan's
National Paxty. ‘displaced Snmts 8 Emglish-orientate&
‘United Party. Suddenly the English-speaker found

" himseif politically incapacit&t:ed unable t» control
“the dﬁtiny of his countzy, ;ncreasingly at odds with a

" govetrdent which seemed impervious to his wishes and
- interests and whose policies and practices were to a

large degree anathema to him. Although i dls
inaccura::e to view 1948 as the sudden descemt of "an
‘age of #&rkhess _.20 in race relatioms, and although
United Party strategies of ‘segregation had been far
from- enlightened, it is nonetheless true that the
apartheid  policy of ° the Nationalists drastically

- intensified and. embedded diserimination at all levels
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in sogiety. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, then, many
English~speakers became increasingly alarmed and

‘alienated by the entrenchment of the Afrikaner-

dominated apartheid stale, with the cqncomitant decline
of tyaditional British 1iberal humanist ideals, the
demise of multiracialism, the horror of Sharpeville,
the pas«ing of ever more draconian racial legislationm,
escalated bannings, imprisonments and censorship, and
South Africa’s rapid slide into internmational isclation
and opprobrium, The political and cultural e{iration
of the English-speaker was perhaps most effjletively
precipitated *y South Afriea's withdrawal f:l\ m the
British Commgnwealth and, the. estabi\ ishment of the
Républic . in 1961_L an event whose rath___ficatmns were

: being felt fully by the end of the decade.

If the white English-speakers resentfully believed that

their position of dominance had bheen’ \ usurped by

. Afrikaner natioralism, it is equally trua that they

felt their existence  increasingly threatened by the
vising forces of African nationalism. The emancipation
of "ihfrican atai'rfes fron British imperial rule, the
general post-colonial wmood in the suut:hem African
s’hb—con_tinept, and the supplanting of rraditionally
British {or Européan) institutions im the newly

‘independent countries, were all palpable evidence of

the' erosion in the 19608 of the - influence of

specifically, the growing mi}.itarisatian of black South

‘ African resistance crganisations in reaction to massive
¥ . . -
government repression, and. the rise of an aggressive

© black consg:iousneéa movement, rendered the ﬁoait;iozt of

hite English-speskers ever more precarious, (e

e T

X.\

t

it

- English-speaking x-zhitesl in  the };egim.' More -
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At .the end of the 1980s, thus, white Englishnsp}aking
Seuth Africsns, in gemeral, found themselves bewildered
by their political impotencé, ineffectual against
firmly anchored Afrikaner domination, fearful about
- mounting black wmilitant opposition, distanced from the
international English~speaking community, . and

marginalised in a situation of inereasingly polarised

and radicalised thought.

There were, however, some unexpectedly positive

consequences of these altered circumstances., Many
white Engligh~speaking South Africans were ferced, for
" virtually the first time, to take cognizance of
rhemselves, vaiuate their function in society, to
address themgﬂqies direutly to the problems faclng
their cammﬂnity.- ' - :

N This generally awakened 1nfereat was carried over into

the ‘literazy domain. South African English poetry,

~which had long been .regarded as bearing lirtle more

* than . euriesity vélu&,zl gradually came to be esteemed

“as of genuine worth and significance. The 1960s had at

any rate bqen & compargtively unproductive decade for

loecal’ ngliah poetry in terms of the concerns of this
study./ The periocd had besn characterised by , the
private, confessional vgrse of . such writers as Ruth

- Miller, Sydney Clouts, Anne Welsh and Perseus Adams -

poetry which, whatever its considerable intrinsic
merit, had little or no societal reference.zz Now,
 however, ss social and pclitical issues obtruded ever
more exigenthy,__poets began to concentrate their
Sattention on more public matters. At this same time,4a
number of South African publishers who were willing to
promote indigenous English poetry came forward =~ "Ad,
Donker, Ravan Peess, David Philip,  the Bateleur
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- wenture, among others. Writers were: t'h'ua not - c‘mly far

more easily able to publish thelr poet rjr and so reach a
much expanded regional audience, but were also
liberated £rom the often severely constricting
expectations of an overseas market ‘and so were enabled
te treat specifically local themes énd to utilise
suthentically local material.

4

- This tentative movement ltowards self-»étwamness anong
- white Engl:.sh—-speaking South i&fr:.r-ans,wand this trend

o

towards an enlivene poets.c* output, rea*he:d conflux and

were given focus and direction by a nq;dpber_ of crucial
conferences held at this t'lr*r* The £irgt of these was
that of the English Academgﬁﬁ of Scuthern; ) frica, held at
{:rahamatown from 7-11 July 1569, on tﬁ‘ theme "South
African Writing in English \and its Elacw
iniversity™. 23 rthis ratharl preliminary i‘nd provieional

ttxeréise, in which a varmjpr of conaervé&, ive attitudes

peminal confe-
rences: "Poetry '74", hostdd by the Univprsity of Cape
T.nwn Summer School in Feb::uqmy 1974;25\ a"-d then, a few
“mbnths lafef, "‘Engnsh-qukakmg South | | Africa: -« An
'Agaessment‘“ held ‘at Grahamfstm frbn 15 _19 July 1674

fill pr% i.leei,zt' was followed by two

to mark the vpeni’ng of t!‘le 1820 Settl‘ rs National
lt!ttenru:.zﬁent:.26 These hvents heralded a nem ¢\:v.mrm-.‘jzai.li.t:z,r
among English- speakﬂrs, and’ prrwided at east partly

_.,._-—r

constitutes the. subje.at of this dissertations Other
events vhich acted mdi*ectly as spurs to white English
postry included the series o:!’ lectures and az.sc-usaiuns

February 1973, which served r.i,o confirm the end of the

Sestige=rs,27 an Afrikaans literary movement whick in

several ways had -tended to opvershadow local English
poetry of the 1960s. Of even greater importance was

in School and

.the impetus for the 'corpus of poetic acﬁ.‘zity which .

held at the University of f‘a;pa Towm - Summer ' School in.
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the emergence of "$oweta postry", an astonishing
rebirth of black poetic activity im the 1970s which
served as both a cha-}.lenge to, and'a stimulation of,
white poetry at the 'time.z_ Thus, although critics
such as Stephen Gx"ayzg and Michael Chapmanso have
tended to set the beginning of the modern era of South

~ African English literature at 1960, it seems more
', practically accurate here tp date the contemporary
\ period from 1970. This would, indeed, accord with ,,.’w
'xpercept:.ons of numeroys critics writing at the tix 3,
'\‘;.ncluﬂ:x.ng Lionel A.brahams ,3 1 Cherry CIaytonSZ
Christopher Hope,33 qu not:ahly, André 3Brink, who
oﬁ\e:ersred in his introduction to the 1976 anthology, A
- World of Their Dwn (ed. S. Gray), that the 1970s were
 withessing "a most remarkabls hew explosion of vigour
and\\talent" in South ‘EIAfrican English poetry;?’& The

| fact\ that the number Oj; practising poets°with at least.

- one publighed cdllectign had ria;en from 46 in 1975 to
~ more than 60 in 1984 berra testimony to the accuracy of

Brinks observation.35 o : |

x
'I'here \m've. 6f course,! been several impcrtant: events
-and de Xelopments - poet:i.c as well as political -~ within
this po¢st-1970 contempo&}ary perioé, and these will be
taken into consideration by this at;udy. Nevertheless,
in broad outline, tﬁ. period seems sufficiently
consistent and self-conq;ained at lasst as far as the
epu oses‘of this study au:e concerned o be treated as
tgngle, separate era. : :

\
\__\\ (As an addendum to thesg} introductory remarks , it has

become! necessary in the Light of very vrecent political
\ develo*oments, to point oqlpt that thia thesis will cover
\ the period only up to 1!589 when ' the writing of  this
\thesms began, As such, it will "not include an
‘examination of the Pvenﬁis of edrly 1990 (especially

Exllowiixg President F.W. de Klerk's landmark speech of

. A
i 4

ey



2 February 1990) which signalled a radical transforma-
tion of the South African political situation. These
events - including the unbamning of political
organisations such as the African National Congress,
the release of political prisoners such as Nelson
Mandela, and the beginning of the negotiation process -
seemed to be indicative of a wholly new era in South

African history and, consequently, in the history of

white English-speaking South Africans, For these
reasons, it is, perhaps, in any case, useful to limit
the focus of this thesis to the pre-1990 period, and to
regard the years 1970-1989 as forming a distinct and
self~gncapsulated era.)

4.

It is necessary to define the range of poetry to be

investigated in this thesis. 1In the first instamce,
the term "South African English p’detryf', will refer; in
general, to white South African FEnglish poetry, “since
it is the white poets, predominently, whe have focusged
on the subject of white English~speaking S_outh
Africans., WNevertheless, the racially inclusive form of
the term has been preferred inm order to accommodate
those hlack poets whose work does deal with the subject
of white -Englishdspéakers, as well ‘as those black prets
whose responses  may fruitfﬁlly be compared and
contrasted with those of their white counterparts. By
‘the same token, although the concentration is on
English~language poetry, the general responses of
Afrikaans .poets, where these _afe directly relevant,
will also be taken jinto account.

Furthermore, this thesis will attempt to deal with as
wide a range of poetry on the subject of the Englisgh-
spezking group as possible,36 rather than limiting
itself to a few selected poets. The intention is not

15,
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so much to evdluate the individual achievements of
_certain poets, but rather to investigate how the
dilemmas and responses of white English-speaking South
Africans have been reflected in contemporary South
African English poetry. This is not to say that
ibdividual differences. between poets are to be
neglectedlbg ignored, On the contrary, these need to
be carefully considered,  for it 44 often these
diffarences,.stylistic as well as ideoclogical, which
help t¢ provide a comprehensive picture of the English
group. At the same time, however, it is part of the
putrpose of “thia_ thesis to demonstrate: that many
apparently divergent poets may be linked by their
orientation, cOnscigpsly or ;otherwise;' towards the
white English-speaking comunity. It 1is their
attitudes towafﬁS'théLx ethnic group {whether these be
in *théﬂ form of acknowledgement, rejection, even
.deliberate avoidance), and their responses to the
- particular dilemmas of the group, that make then
different in a very real sense from Afrikaans or black
paets,37 and may provide the key to a more complete
understanding of their poetry. ' o

. .5.

£

¢ Although this thesis is to concern itself with the
partiéﬁlar experiences of white Englishngpéaking South
Africans, it ought in no way to be construed as an
effort to elevate the status of Engliﬁih-speakers in
this country, or as a wish to see Jereated some
jingoistic South African English nationalism. Guy
Butler remarked on the occasion of the conference
entitled "English-~speaking South Africa: An Assessment"™
that the conference was most certainly not "an attempt
to launch a paranoid cultural movement or political
 party by stirring appeals to sentiments, traditions and
grievances”, but was instead "a search for enlighten-

e
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ment“.38 In 2 similar way, this study seéks to gain a
fuller and deeper understanding of the dilemmas 'and

responses of white English-speaking_sauth Africans as
thiese are reflected in §8ith African English poetry,

not in a spirit of sentimentality oxr ethnic
exclusivity, but rather in an attempt to clear up some
of the confusion and imprecision which currently
characterises critical thidking about this partzculat
group of people. -

[

Perhaps the most signal indication 65 this confusion

and impredzsion i the absence of -a name for the group.

No like problem axists for any other dthnic group in
South Africa;sg it 1s oqiy_the English who are known

by a descriptive phrase rsther than 2 name.

Continually to employ this phrase is, 'ho‘wever; both
clumsy -and distracting,_ and it - seems preferable,

o therefore. to devise an acronym. This has, indced,
‘beén- previously ‘mooted, and some of the suggested’

. formulatiomns inelude I.D. MacCrone's WESPs (White,

Epglish Settler, Protestant).ko Arthur Ravencroft' 8’

. Mtag of convenienca", WESSAPs (White Engl
South African Protestants); 41, ang Guy Butlel

(English-gpeaking South Africans). 42 For the ﬁurpbses .
of this thesis, however, the most appropriate such -

designation is: WESSAs: white English-speaking South
Africans. This acronymous label must not be allowed,
however, to imply that the paradoxical and inconsistent
group to which it refers emjoys anything 4ike a fixed
and unproblnmatic identity.

It is, in fact, the problem of identity whxch forms the
" subject of the first chapter of this thesis. ’

. s
Sy

4
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CHAPTER 2

A CKISIS OF IDEHTITY:

"These million English are a vague communion et
Anthony Delius's wry obiter dictum in The Last.
Division expressed succincetly in the late 1950s what
was becoming an ever more distyrbing feature of the
white " English-speaking section of the South African
population: its lack c%a ‘clear, coherent identity,
At about the same time, Gu§>3ut1er too voiced disquiet
at. the nebulous character of the English-speaking

B

B

]

"our small: numbers and exposed yositxon h&ve
pmevented us from developing as strong a hational
sense as our cousins in other daminiona sves As 2
group, we 1ack cultural awarenass

Conspicuously few minds, thcugh, seemed then to share
Butier s unease, ‘The 1960s,, however, witnessed a
radical alteration in the socic-political eircumsgances
of white Enplish-speakeérs, with South Africa’s descent
into international isolation, the incréasing polarisa~.
tion' of Afrikaner and African nationalisms, thé
post~-colonial mood in the southern African subconti-
nent, and Qspecially SOuth Africa's withdrawal from the
British, Coﬁmanwealth 3 As a result of nhfs tréanaforma-
- tion, a significant number of white Baglish-speaking -
South Africans began to apprehend the severity of the
predicament confronting them, For example, Christopher
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Hape and Guy Butler, in a conversatz.on rec.ji:rded in the
earlsr 19?{)3 agreed that

"thera - is a prgbléji 'cammuniry called
English-speaking Sourh Africans. How we de‘*q.ne
this is a difficuit problem because it. is only in
 the last gdecade or so that pecple have started to
worry abbut themselves. You sed, while you are
safe in Nae envelope of the gredt empire or vast
comonwealn.h your identity is 2iways lookéd aftrer

+, by this vast, almest cosmic thing you belong te.
When that goes for a ‘bender,. ‘stage one is a

it

- fe-elmg *-'Jf logs, Of_«'mger, of_ ‘being cut aff g

'evdluate ‘the position .of the. Englfsh speaking group,

the most. important of which was that entitled

"English-speakingwourh Africa: ~ An Aas‘essmeﬁt “held
o at .Grahamstown. in July “1974,; As Andre de Villiers,
e  editdr of Fn&lish-spe&k&ngg South Africa ZToday, a

collectwﬁ of the papers d&livereL }at this canferencé.

-points “dut in His sintroduction, '“the identity! of

. English-gpeaking South {Africans ‘is th& fundameltal

. problem which the ... papers set out to Lackle,"s

9 .
' b

Yet despit; numeroug efforts to determine and delineate.
the identity of English«-speakexs. iz appears that the
d:ffi.cult:y remaing as mtz;,actable today in 1989 , as -
ever. David Welsh, p*ofessor of ‘Southern African -

| Studies at the University of.Cape ?ﬂ@ has lately
e mairtained that "we are a fragmd;n!:ed populsation

cultural ‘characteristics -apart, of ¢ _':"'rse, from

language."® And Guy Butler, in a recent leading -

A

L

I

AN By the mid- 19?09, t:his anxiety had becomg widespread.
. » ogaveral | .conferences were, arranged at tHE time  to’

19,

categoxy, ‘and not a ‘group' with any “jidentifisble
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Hor~ and Guy Butler, in a conversatzon recorded in the
~early. 1970s, agreed that

- "thers is a problem  community called

English~speaking South Africansg, How we define

. this is a difficult problem because it is only in

the last decade or 50 that people have started tn

worry about themselves. You see, while vou ace

safe in the envelope of the great empire or vast

'-cnmenwealtﬁ -your identity is always looked after
by this vast, alwost cosmic thing you be;ong 0.

. Mhen : that goes for a bender, stage  : is a

; feaIAbg of loss, of anger, of being cut off ;..."a

By the mid 18708, this gnxiety had become widﬂspread
Several cbn‘erences were arranged at the time ta
_evaluaba=€he posztion of the Engliah-speak*ng-group,
- the moati imgortant of which was that] entitled,
“Englzsh a%{aking South Afr:ca- An Assessment", held

at’ Grahamztown in- July 1974, Az Andre d Viliier%.
o editor , English-spesking \South ‘Africa Today,!"
ncollecfion,of the papers delij“réd at this anerence.
points auﬂ in his introduction, ''the identity .of
Engliéh-spepking Sauth Africans 1is the [fundamental

problem Whibh the ..: papers sgtout to tac le."?

Lt o i : J ¢
- . =ﬁ“ Yeé ﬂespinﬁtnumarous efforts’to datermine and delineate
NG 9kTY the id*ntity »f English-speakers, \ét appearf that the
{*;;_ s ditficultyb\remains as intractable ‘today in 1989 as
= ever.’ Dav#d Welsh, professor of “Southern African
Studies at |the bniversity of Cape Town, has lately
maintained gthaq we are fd f:ﬁsmeﬁ§gd population.
category, &hd npc,ua 'gro?ﬁ' with’ anyxxidentifiable
cultural characteristics . apart, of course, from
ﬂlgnguagek“ﬁii;kqd Guy Butler, inf'aj“recqnt loading

]

T i

. . ) o
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article in the Sunday Star has asked, "what ahout the
_English-speaking South Africans? ... Why does one hear
so little about them? ... It seems we prefer to be an
anonymous minority."7 '

2.

It seems evident that white Engli'sh-speaking South
Africans, or WESSAs (as this study will now refer to
them}, have, over the last twenty years or so, suffered
from “a eriszis of didentity™. The purpose of this
chapter will be to examine this identity crisis by -~
st viog how a number of South African Enghkh poets -
have responded’f to it, particularly in terms of the
‘various possible solutions to the problem which these
.poets have advanced, Bafore proceeding to “an
~ investigation of the poetry, however, it is necessary
to consider carefully what is meant by the crisis af
1dentity experi.enced by cantemporary HESSAS. o

To bggin with, the concept of group identity iﬁ:ge._lf
requires clarification. Lawrence Schlemmer, in his
seminal study of WE3SA identity, “English-speaking
South’ Africans Today: Identity and Integration into
i | . the Broader MNational Comunity;l,g emphasises at the-

~outget the fundamental and ubijuitous human need for
cii tance of ethnic group

2 . group membership and the impg
t | _  conseliousness in providing indjviduals -ith a sense of
| belonging, security and orienfarion. Following. other

" prominent studies of group ideptity, including -those of
- Akzin, Geertsz and Trevor-Rop ,10 ‘Schlemmer goes on to
' indicate that the identity ofﬂ ethnle groups derives not
only from such "primordial” factors'as common origins,
customs and mdther~iongue, but qlso- from shared values,
e*;hics, " traditions and bellefs, It is- these latter
factors whi.ch help to prmnde membe -~ of the group with

¥
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a guide to attitudes and conduct, especially with
regard to the wider scecial context in which the group
finds itself. There is thus a close link between the
concepts of "“identity" and "role": the nature of a
group"s identity will influence how it perceives itas
role in society. While the mneed for a clear and
umambiguous group identity is present in the most
homogeneous and stable soeieriés, it is all the more
pronounced in poly-ethnic communities which are marked
by inter-group tension and conflict, for it is in these
latter c:amunitims that groups are often forced into .
deciding on speci fic and urgent socmmpolitical courses

-of action. "In guch circwmstam.és, the absence of a
" elear identity \na;y lead to a, great deal ol con@swn
and indecision oder the rolg the guoup should play or
‘the course of acr*l.an it shauﬂ}.d pursue, :

[ | . - AN

In the (light ofj this, it is pnssible to begin to

21,

understand, the bakis of the identi.t.y crﬁasis faaing the -
WEBSAs today. It the first place, as a group, they

‘ldek a clear, pnsistr.nt identity. Ig the second

place, the?y exlst]i in & soclety characterised by a high
d«agree of athni.c giversity and. st:rife. The essence of
t,hel.r dilemma, thqrpfo*re, is that ir a.time of proxouhd

social and pol‘ltidtal conflic!:, uncertainty and change,
. they 1ack prec&sefy the sort of cohesive and ccherentff
" identityq which cauld give them a meaningful sense aﬁ :
' directian and r.resoilrve. }fore. specifically, as Schlemmer -
points ont, the cqntral issue ih Seuth African soclety -

is "the challangei of encouraging changes. in dominant-

'pol"' tical, socml md cultural values leading towards a

more creat,i.ve, ritable and less represqive social
nrder".n Wirhuu 4 clear ider; lt'.y. the WESSA gx:oup,

' generally, has ftund it very difficult to play-a
structive - role in meeting this ,

chailenge. %1 S E :

i
8

&
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To gain a fuller understanding of this dilemma, it is
necessary to examine in more detail the two related
‘issues of WESSAs' identity.and their position within
BSouth African society. -

In the first place, it is claimed that WESSAs lack a
clear identity. They possess scant awareness of
themselves as a group; they have failed to develop a
distinetive ethnic ~consciousness; they Thave no
| . indigenous traditien with which to didentify; they
\‘“Qannot be said to constitute a "nation” in the sense of
a\\clcsely .integrated pecple: they are divided by
re\gianal, territorial,. class, religlous, ideplogical
'and\othe'ru diffég_::enceé’l. . The point has been Sade sharply
by Bunhilde Helm in a sociological study of WESSAs,
‘which concludes that WESSAs lack .

L

"a unif:ying - sentiment, and a sense of solidarity
" ... there is little in. the way of cohesior or
cohesiveness that draws or holds the members of
the English-spesking South African pupulaéion
togetber. The forces, that attract them, one ~
member to.the other, -afe weak; theé controls they'
* . share are likewise, Hot recognizing 'a separate,
. clear identity, there is'&mohg them np hiﬁﬁng set
) of common: values .and'fa_ Tow _léval of conmitﬁtent."lz
Nevertheless, a number of soclological and dembgaphic
surveys, including those’ c:pngduct:ed\. by Schlemmer,”~ H.L.
Watts,m snd Henry Lever,'” confirm that there does
 exist o body of people who can be identified, and who
would’ regard themselves, as white Engm_shﬂ-hspeaking
South Africens. According to official census data for
the contempuraXy psriod, ;z:h_e' numbers of these people
has been c.al:t&ted‘-’- at just over 1.4 million in 1970 .

4
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rising to appfoximately 1.9 uﬁilion in 1989.16 Suech

statistics must not be taken to suggest complete

'homngeneity in the composition of the group. Although

sbout two~thirds of the group is of British or Ivish
descent, a number of WESSAs today are, in fact,
anglicised Afrikaners, while others are of German,
French, Dutch, Italian, Greek, and Portuguese 0rigin.17
In addition, a significant partidn of the WESSA group
would see themselves primarily as South African Jews.ls
Navertheless, what such statistical data establishes is
that WESSAs deo form a distinguishable section within
South African saciety,'and that they are.not entirely

amorphous, The problem, therefore, is not that they
have mno group idefitkty at all, or that they ave
. altogether without group -conscidusness, but rather that
“‘the identity which they do have'is unclear, confused
'iind eveﬁ?ambiguons. : |

The problem of WESSA. idantfty may be pxplained partly
by reference to ite historical background.l From the
vety outset, the patterns of WESSA settlement have

rever been -conducive “the realisation of ' ap

'{ntegrated group conscinusnags. The several thousand

\\ﬁficials aﬂﬂ goldiers who arrived at the time of the

“jecond ducupation of the Cape Colony by the British in
1806 - . the first"English-speaking presence of any
‘considerable slze £fi the regionzo - regarded themzelves
in the main as impermanent._ The organised immigration
schemes such as the 1820 settlement, the assisted

dmmigratiqn scheme of 1848-50, the efforts associated
"with Sir George .Grey, and in Natal the Byrne scheme,

- al}, proved to be rvelative failures.. Mamy of the
‘settlers soomn abandoned agriculture and drift {1 to the

= towns, remaining pnorganised and diluted among . the

existent population, while other potential immigrants
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wgre consequently discnuéaEEd, 50 thdt the number of

_settlers stayed disappointingly low. The heterogeneity

and incivism of the tramsient diggers, and later of the
more stable mining population, sttracted by the diamond
and gold discoveries In the late nineteenth century,
also ensured an absence of golidarity. The fact that
continuing immigration throughout the present century

"has been constant but unexceptional, and has included

many people of.diversé'liﬁguistic and national origins,
as well as many British people who have retained strong
links with Bfitain,zl has further militated against
~ deep feelings of unity. One other factor which has
served to weaken WESSAs' sense of fusion has been Lhe
steady rate of emigration, which, over the - past Eew
decsdes, has mcre or less . equalled the' scale “af
immlgration. z :

Gther identxfyin characteristics which mléht have‘
provided the ba#’ls for a dﬂfinitive WESSA awaretess
‘have proved equally 1nadequaté’ The English langdage
itself, which perhape differentiated a set of ﬁeopl in
oday been adopted by numerous ethnic
groups as a lijdua franca and even ‘as a prefeéred
tongue. In terms of religion, WESSAs liave always Deen
divided among ;\vhrzety of creeds and denominations -
tending. in an; event, to be secular in temperament
and have certainly nevey enjoyed the binding force
which the Duteh Reformed Churches afforded the

Afrikaner. WESSAs, moreover, have been an essentially

urban species. and are currently clustered in four main .
urban areds: the Reef, the Cape ?eﬁinsula Nhtal and,
less densely, in the Eastern Cape: The  distances

’between these centres, hopever, and the hybrid cultuzral

character of the cities, have inhibited powerful
neighbourly sentiments., WESSAs' occupationdl econcen
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~ tration in the professions, mininz, finance and
industry, generally at white-collar level, together
‘with a relatively high degree of spatial and social
mobility, have further induced a cultural atomism, In
addition, WESSAs have never had the benefit of a
political’ party devoted entirely to their interests,
and, certainly since 1948, have had very little say in
- the running of the country as a whole. Apart from
- these factors, Denis Worrall makes the point that from
shortly after their. arrival in South Africa until the
late 19403, WESSAs enjoyed a position of .superiority in
South African soclety: |

"culturally, constitutitnally, socially, economi-

cally, it was their kind of society and their

social _Iand-'polit:ieal' values were '&ivens' in the

situation. It 4is this which  explains the -

extraordinary abgence of self—cona,ciousness which
, .was such a marked characteristic of English Sout“t'
. Africa until fairly recently.” n2b

1
i P
\, L

The fact that the WESSA - grd’up ‘lacks the conventional
idenx;ifying qxfalities andf ‘{ntegrating properties which
"sewq to give gthnic gtcl.tps a clear identity, means -
- that ferhaps the only apract;.cal way of detexrmining who
WESSA&; are today is 7!:0 differentidte them within the
'wider Sour.h African social context by & protess of
elimim;:ion. Thug, ‘irstly, 2 Sbnrh Africans, they
are diiﬁt uished’ from other Engliah-speak«sra in the
i:temal}, nal caﬁnunity, particularly those in Britain
':and othehx Britirsh dominions, Here "South Africs.ndesa” -
- xefers to their residence or presence in this’ count:ry,-‘-‘
 rather than ito offmial citizenship, since .3 large -
mnnber of WESSA have retained foreign passports. 5.
. Seccndly. ms whites, they are obviously separated :Ln
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all kinds of ways, by official legislation from other

racial groups. In any event, however much portions of

the WESSA population may have sympathised with black
agpirations, as a group their historical circumstances
have differed wastly from those of black South
Africans, Thirdly, as English-speakers, they ate set
apart within the white community f£rom Afrikaans-
speakers. Despite sharing in white supremacy and
despite co~existing socially and regionally, various
studies have revealed that the cleavage between the
English and the Afrikaans is the second main axis of

_ confllict in South Africa (after racial divisions) .26

The need for such a “negative definition", that is,
.defining a group by what it is not rather than by what
it is, brings out clearly the crux of WESSAs’ identity
crisis. Not only do they lack a distinct 1.dent:ity, as
rlt:his bri&f examination has shown, but ‘they exist in the

,fsort of conflict-torn and divisive society in which an
unambiguous and lucid iﬁentity is essenl:i.al

LEE
v

To Elari*’:,r this- point, it is necesaary to examine the )

second. factor which has cantributed to  the identity

- erisis of wESSﬁQ  their posi tion within South AFrxaan
~ society. ' '

o (-]

LR B
w A *

In’ geﬁerai terns, c.ontemporar? 'WESSAs tend to see
themselves 48 caught up in the atruggle for power
' between the opposing forces of Afrikaner de black

nationalism. From the WESSA perspective, South Af‘rican'
societ:y continues to be’ perceivad in terms of W.H.
Maemillar“ g trinity of "Bant:u. Bder and Brit:cm".z‘” The
current tendency, however, is n&Lt to view these threa
as equal protagonists in the Hnfolding drama (or
tragedy) of South African history, but rather {ko see

SRS i
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the weakened "Briton" as increasingly pressurised
between the ever more polarised and radicalised forces
"of "Bantu" and "“Boer". It seems that Guy Butler's
assertion has gained additional credency in present
circumstances:

“the Settlers of 1520 were placed on the frontier
between the Dutch pastoralists and the Afriean

- tribesmen, and, metaphorically spesking, that is
where we still are; in the middle”,

While such a statement iz an over*31mple1catlon and

has been justifiably attacked on a number of counts,zg'
it nevertheiesg encapsulates a very real paranoia of
many contemporary WESSAs. For example, Christopher
Hope has recently described the parlous situation

WESSAs believe themselves to ocpupy:

"white English—speaking South Africans (witness the .

"% ungaiﬁly description of the species) are trappeﬁ
between competing nationalisme: the Calvinist,
raclal pathology of the white tribe ?humas—?ringla

~called the 'African hoers oy the one hand, and

" rising blank nationalism on the other; despised
and detested by the former and increasingly

; marginal to thg ambitions of the lattez.! ud

"This #erceptign ia; inéfact, not.without_sam& empiricai
substantiation. Lawrence Schlemmer reminds us of
Benjamin Akzin's definition of naticnalism:

il
La oy

b "where an ethmic sqgment presents political claiﬁs
.- im regard to the basic values and organizaticnal
structure ‘of the state, then such an ethnic group
‘can be rega:ded as a nationalism" ﬁ
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He then goes on to point out that

"in both the Afrikaans-speaking Whites and the
various Black segments, ‘the English-speaking
Whites face peoples who, during the turbulent
history of our society, and currently in the case
of Blacks, face or have faced threats and attacks
_ upon their colliective :Ldent:s.f:y, dignity and sense
)_5 of self-worth. For Afrikaners this occurred in
{\ their conflict with British . imperialism and
N, colonialism and in their poverty and dislocation
during the pericd of early urbanisation and
industrialisation. For Blacks these same threats
arige out of their subservient position in a
highly discriminat‘%:ry race olig:;rchy".

_Schlemmer“goncludes, thus, that

“ifrikaner and African populations, partly as a

_, result of ‘wounded’ identity ..., and partly )

’ ~shaped by ‘external European and American “ethnic
ideologies respectively, thave become seif-

- eonsclous groups 'for t‘temselves“' 31 ' T
On' the one hand, then, the VESSA faces the Afrikaner
commpunity, which is, according to Le?er, epitomised by

- "a  heightened in-group, solidarity“, ~ “considerable
" homogeneity” and the "strong sense of Afrikaner
. nationalism ,which ‘e 'perhaps the wmost salient

characteristic of the grdup“.sg.”_"" Archibald’'s analysis
of Afrikaners as an “emergent minority"” also testifies

to the Mremarkable intensity of Afrikaner nationa-
L'y _-'aij ‘-
___E‘fS]!i s .(J

On the other hand, the WESSA confronts the black South

African peoples, who have, despite their rich

LR

y -



Ty

29.

linguistic and cultural variety, been united into a

_naticnalism by the apartheid system. As E.A. Tiryakian

puts it, "racial oppression has unwittingly wade for
cohesion among otherwise disparate elements of the
African populatian".3 This unifying impulse has been
reinforced by the African resistance movements
themselves, and especially through the rise of Black
Consciousness in the early 1970s with its “insistence
that the appellation 'black' applies not solely to
Africans, but te all the disenfranchised in South
Africa" .3’ '- |

The social situation in which WESSAs have found
themselves over the last twenty years has besn uniquely
problematic. They jare, in a very real semse, caught in
the middle of a bitter and violent struggle for powar:’

_between two opposing nationalisms. It is a situation

which calls for decisive and urgent section., Yet, as a
group, WESSAs lack the sort of clearlyﬂéeflned “amid
unambiguous 1dentzty which would eggb&e them tc take

decigive actisn and to pl a2 meaningful and
constructive socizal role. tead, the WESSA group, as

a whole, has seemed to lack direction, to 1ack purpose, .
" to lack conviction. WESSAs sujferh_in_ﬂthercwmrds,

from a c¢risis of .identity, a ecrisis summed up by
Christopher Hope: " SR o
"the Enéliahbspeaker ~in this c&ﬂmﬁry feels
increasingly cut off from everything. He has no
touchstone, no criteria, nothing with which he can

- gauge his own position, hls own identity. With a
rising black natianalism and a rampant Afrikaans
nationalism, he finds his position difficult, to

say ‘the 1east.“3€ '

T
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From this bixief account of the backgroﬁnd to the crisid

By
3.

]

<,

of identity experienced by contemporary WESSAs, it is

~clear that]| the problem is as complex as it is

important,.| The primary purpose of 'this chapter,
however, isinot to conduct a sociological investigation
into the pyoblem, but rather to exaumine the ways in
which South African _nglx.sh poecry has respondad;m the
problem, S o } ‘k\;/

In turning° }o this examination of the .poetry; jt is

perhaps necéssary to make some preliminary poz.nts, In

the firat Blace, to - s]:ate_ "that South Afr:.can English

poetry has tesponded té the WESSA identity crisis, is

not to imply that all South African English poets have
u:i'sej..'il)m:ate}.y;1 and collec :.vesy fet our to solve the
prohlem.  What yis meant rather, is that g significant
numbey af poets have exh:(.b:.ted 4  concern with the
problem in their poetyy, 1- Although thesc poets
apprm(}h tha issue ‘in a &gilety of ways and explo*‘e a
variaty of  possible courses of action, what this
chaptexr aims so show ia that, taken together, this body
of pogtry can be’ geen as offering a. detailed imight
into the nat‘umﬁ of the problem, and that, as a who],;,
the puetry sﬁmceeds in identifying a number of %e

" factors which] seem i Cessary in mpking up an' eff tive
% ya

solution to t%'ne prob}.em. o . o ‘f-

. In a sense, . therefore, an underlying motive may be
-detected in tche poetry, in that 1t seeks to suggast how

WESSAs should - develop a pgsit:ive angd meaninbful'

identity within South African sogiety, one which will

prove valusble in,contributing to a solution to “that
society's difficulties. ¢ Again, however, this is not to

a

30-
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imply that the poetry ought | to be regarded as

arrogantly pontificating on sccial or politieal issues,

het

nor that it should be viewed as grimly advancing a
particular, simplistic ideulogiéal ?rcgramme. On the
contrary, the character of the poetry remains for the
most part tentative, provisional, explora.z:argr,' ihformed
by an acute awareness of the complexity of the issues

with which 1t is dealing. |
g

Similarly, the fact that the poetry addresses a dx.lemna &

spfzi‘ic to th® WESSA group does not mean that it may
ccused of self-indulgence, tacial prejudice, or &f
promoting ethnic exelusiviry., As Guy Butier has

pointed out, the WESSAs® séé:t;;;}:l for identity

"is® surely .not a wmatter -of approximating ‘to a.,

- gtereotype: it is quite as much a matter of
o conscience, of being able to live with oneself, of

-knowing yhere  one stands. We are mot, as a.
e "people, }.ooking for, a, folk Lereo or an hdeal

“English-speaker to. model ourselves upon: we- are

,rither ‘looking for a mAp of the territory through

ahich we _are moving haph&zardly, and with' munting'
"}‘ unease.” - LS ' '

o O

It is this "mdp of the territory” which He poetry

[

~ upder cansideration in this - chapt:er mac;r b - seen as’ .

helping to prwide . _- . -

The response of" Seué:h Africw English poe.t “ko t:he

‘dilemma of the WESSA . identity crisis has - t:aken a’
‘wariety of forus, tesg.j_.mmy, per’hapa, .to the highly

refractory nature of th_e problen. In general, however,
this respense can be divided into three main aveas:

ey
o

(s
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the poetry has explored the position and
- gharvactey :of_l contemporary WESSAs by measuring
them agasinst the other maicy ethnic groups in
South Afrz.can society - particularly in terms
L of  thwir rel.akian to
whites and to blael: South Africans;

(i)

e poetry s sought to 1liuminate the
Pl e ent sxtuation of WESSAs, and the options
c:grerl to them, b:.r exaq}imng the past - either

1‘-“ fie

pdhhs own personal ‘histories or through a
critique of the previous conduct
chhracter of the WESSA group on a natmna}.
1d

rel,
4

” s .
il . |

(141)
*wy  avhas of response, by considering the
implicaticns of the WESSAs' pnsiticm, both in
thp past and the present, of bemg in the
mi}idle" between the oppbsing forcel‘
Aﬁgrikaner arid African nationalism. o
Each! of thebe aveas of response will be examiniyd
turnf. ¢ ¥ ' “

"o

‘in

T

(i) I. s

f
}

5
I

Afrikaang-speaking

=t7r[frough an investigation of the individual

and
£k 'pbet‘ty/ has, in a 'wéy, linked these two.

of .

Given ‘the vague and uncertain identity of the I[:IESSA-

grbup; it is perhaps predictable that there should have
been an attenpt to "clarify this identity by examinihg
the nature ar

re;atmn to is other main- ethnic segments in South

“Africa.’ A number of poets have turned their attention,

in parficular\ to Afrikaners and to - black South

™

osition of the group in rerms of its -
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Africans, not so much to describe these groups for
their own sakes,Bg but rather in an effort to gain a

.deeper understanding of theilr own group.

Firstiy, with vegard to Afrikaners, several social and
political studies have shawn that despite sharing in
white power, and deapite 11v1ng among caech other and
not in more or ‘fess separate geographical reglons,

there rvemain signif cant divisions between the Eﬂ&ll

and afrlkaans.al In faet, one of the oSt strxkingly
consistent” findings record#d by studies such as
Schlemmer's is the Ygrest meaﬁure of regsnimont towards
Afrikaners” felt by many WESSAs.*’ This conflict’ and
resentment vesults pargly from the dominant politiecal
position.of the Afrlkaner,aq 'partly from a degree .of
discrimination sgainst the 2ﬁng1i3h communit &4 and
partly From WESSAs® generally mors, . benign and
enlightened racial attitudes . towards black Soﬁth'f*j
Africans,®? ' : N

a

In view of;thgﬁu divisions, & number of South African
English poets /Mave explored the relationship between -
the English 4Ad the Afyikaans. Christopher Hope, for
example, has made such ant exploration a central feacure

" of his poetry, Hope avers that “the Republic of todav

is a creation by Afrikaners for Afrikaders” and sees

" "the English-aspeaking South African as having been

displaced - flotsam left high and dry after the
tide".aﬁ Senasipg, thus, that the WESSA group, 1acking
a clear identity, “has long since ceased to be & part
of - the world,” Hope feels his poems "reflect the

" strogglée of one English-speaking White South Africen to

become pari of the world agaih".47 An lmportant way of
achieving this is te clarify the position  of WESSAs
agalnst the dominant Afrikaans group. ‘ :

o
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This is what Hope sets out to do in the title poem

J

which opens his collection, Cape Drives (1974). The

poem deals with a nameless representative of traditio-

nal , Afrikanerdom whose inflexible determination o
maintain power and control is systematically condemmed
in a geries of gppropriately rigid and austere somnets,

The first of these commet cections shows that this cold

patziarch's risible sttempts to give artificial vintage
to his Cape Putch home gre no less unavthentic and
futile than his efforts to prove the racial purity of
his lineage. The exposure of both these attempts at

- "Restoring whitewash to a stained facade” cuts deep at
two fundamental urges, or "drives", of the Afrikaner.“"
_ to be indigenous aml to bé raciglly unmized. The next

4 'dections of the poem reveal other dublous “drives“ of

w

this kind of man “his” cmel, oppressive treatment of

his farm labourers; - his loveless and resentful

‘attitude towaxda ‘his more pﬁgreuive daughter; ‘his
j Yet, in spite of his

fi&rce - and; vehement chauvin‘ls
will® to dyminate, his decline seems inevitable, He

‘cannot hold back "Conatantia & devélapment ‘which «is .

‘reducing the old vineya*ds to plo!:s and he is defeated
by even. the "Drunken Colourpds" who set alight the
farms in order to be paid_fm}f/ fighting the fires.

Throughout the poem, Hop"‘e .seems determined not, merely

to show objectively the txature of Afrikanerdom, but to. |
take ap active delight in icmoclast.ica.ll'y highlighting o
its , weaknesses and bypoc"isy ”aﬁd . degay. Hore <

importantiy,a ,I'tc,wever, Hope is- gager ‘not - 8o nmch to
grind an -dxe -on- behalf’ of ' his - fellow WESSAs by
cen&uring ‘the Afrikaner,’but rather to’ provide & mesns
HE measuring the failing*s af hid} own et:hric group.
-Indeed, far from endeavou;ing to exculpate WESSAs . from

. racial and politicdl Blame by condemming = the

#

34,
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'éolitiqally domipant &i’fi}g&ners , this condemnation

seems ir essencé to be a way of gauging the culpability
. of ‘the English. This becéomes clear in the sixth and
- £inal  section of the poem where the focus shifts

 suddenly away from the Afrikaans farrer and mnto the

‘affluent, supposedly enlightened area of Hout Bay:

"New tarrved, smelling of steam, rhis road leads where
Barfed gates gleam brassed against the sea rhat shifts

n pzcture windows,~geets thg face fore-squa 1
Feints at eyes but always sztikes the cli fs.,: N
" in Khaki Shirt and shorts the foreman hustles

Between theodolites, the noon neat. ghakes

The -air before his face, his cropped hair bristles

Back of his neck wh oes the white man' 8 shade,_.

A coca-cola beach umbrella that thin . A
Boy rotes who runs as fast as Sambo could.~
Dey's cowing when a growling limousine
Sideswipes and lays out both bLeside the roads -
- And yet, the tar set hacd; this wey we'll chorse

To drive. each blackuning where rheg athar goe“’% N

fl

Sig Lficantly, thxa aectiou of the paem cans*deﬁé nat'

the Afrikana ’ alone. - but j whitz ‘South Africans-»~

geﬁvrally, Engbish as well ag &frikaans.- The sectioh
utilises the metaphor of a newly tarred road (a furtﬁur

'connotgfion__of "Gape _Drives"), builc uﬁder the
superviaiﬂn of the white ﬁoreman. te suggest the.

politidal route°which white S uthﬁhfricana have elected
to follow. It is the way of the white wealth, of black
subservience, of racial dumination. It 1s also;

hnwevar. the way of white fear, as the neceesity for *
"ﬂarxe& gates' suggests, and ultimately of widespread,
'descruction for the "Day's roming“ ingmitabty when borh |
. the white boi and ‘the black Vorker will be laid out by
pkél growltng/ﬁﬁﬁouaine"._ lmportantly,. ¢ g the - final
two lines of “the poed, Hope's “deliberateé: use . 9f the
" xirgt~person plﬁralg! ‘pronoun gmphasiaaa "WESSAs' ©

Ca
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complicity in white domination and exploitation as well
_as their responsibility for their imminent destruction:
it. is the English no less than the Afrikaans who have
chosén to drive the way that leads to a violent and
“blackening"” future for their society. Seen in this
light, thereforc; the poem as a whole seems less an
- attack on one particular ethnic group than a
denunciation of the white mem in gemeral, and a
revelation, therefore, not of the differences but of
the gimilaritries between the Afr:.kaans and English, -
wvhites of South Af:cica. '_

A similar idea obtains in Hope's poem, "Kobus le Grange
Marais" (Cape Drives, 1974), a wickedly funny lament of
~an "oudstryder" whose physical and social decline
symbolises the d’iaintegr&tmn of the traditional
~ Afrikaner volk as s whole. Despite Marais' embatiled
- position, he is allowed 'a ‘telling jibe at th&h apathy
and debility of the WESSA who, in the face’ of. the
tensions and conflicts of conte’mpornry Saut:h Africa, -
"sits with moffies and piepiejollers and. primps “his
nice long hair” in some chic "ladies' bar". Mqreover,
 Marais' . allusions to S}.agtersnek ‘Sonderwater . and
Koffiafonrein (scenes "of English 'brutality in Scuth
African history) serve as a chilling reminder that

_.,,,@friksmrs do not have a monopoly on state violence and -

oppxeasion.o\ Iin an imp:utant way. thus, ?Hopa 8
investigatioﬁ of tHe. Af)gikaner ch te s:ee.n, “4n faet as -

L ean. attempt’ to cfeli?ate and e’valuata ‘h¥s own WESSA

group within the broader. conte:;t of . Sonth African
soclety. ‘{3 . j'a e _ :

The same so?tt of motive. pnderlie‘a the work of many
ﬁnglish language ‘poets who have reprehended the
‘intolerance and Bigotry of Af@ikaner nationalism.

@ @
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Chris Mamm, for 'exa.mple, in "To my English-speaking
Countrymen" (A World of Their Own, ed. S. Gray, 1976),
condemns the oppressive nature of Afrikaner apartheid
rule - -

""the prejudice of one tribe BN

Turning to a sjambok
In the law" -

but the poem functions more essentially, as its title
implies, as an excoriation of those WESBAs who have
mutely al owed thig to happen. Mann warns such WESSAs

““'That to indaba their_beliefs

At home, inside their heads, - ; _
(1¢) as good as sgitting -down . ' L :
To pick - bone with .death,” (my brackets} o

Geoffrey Hareanape, 1ikewise, Lnncludes a meditation on
: "Vb“rtrekker -‘Monument" with the “fearful thought'
o who try.to sail akone are rammed / by Myour -
*. But he is quick in "?&mily Visit“,_the
in his collection, Rrive of the Tide {1976)h

© L gome hing valuable which happened
v e in t wake of the Imperial Dream

&The unorth ox, :xperimental poetry of Whlter Saunde:z
exhibits a s}milar oriantation. In a poem like
?"Vrystaat!“ ‘Faces, Masks, Vﬁnimae, 19?5). a fictitious
. rugby commeNtary “is employed to satirise the
Afrikaner's oBgeszsion withr“puzity"'and "“hationhood".
1£ the Aﬁ:ik§ ns rhgbyqplayéyg “Wortzogs' are the

_“
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‘superficislly distancing ‘themselves fram Afrikaher

38.

scentral figures of ridicule, however, the poem lampoons
Just as severely the WESSAs, who seem destined to
remain forever on the sidelines of political activiey

in the role of eternmal gpectators. In this case, they
are represented, significantly, by the commentators
"Chick" (Henderson) and “Charles" (Fortune), who remain
wninvolved nbservars rather than participants in the
political game belng~?1ayed out in front of them,

| This rafusal to exclude  their own kind fram mo#al

cansure, and this readiness to use an examination of
other groups as a means of testing the ethical faz&mﬁgs
of their own group, seem to be almost unlver$al

__characteristics of the poetry under consideration bere¢

That being the case, Mike Kirkwood's acerbic Judgemgnt

of the WESSa, in his influential paper at the "Poetry .
R T Conference, needs te be reconsidered. Kzrkwﬁod
 offéred a critxgue of what he regarded as "the Engl}sh

South African culture theory”, a formulated, win

. particular, by Guiy Butler.? Kirkwcod‘s COncluSion vas

*that WESSAs have ulterior motives for "thearizing that
there is an’ identicy trisis” and then grasping atjan
identity aa "the man in the middie" between Afrikanprs
and Africans in South African society, These motiﬁes
include "the salving of pride hurt by the revelationgof
" impotence” . with ~regard o , Afriksner = politilal
damiuaﬁce,_ and, especially,, {?ince that Empdtq ce
derives from tre dverriding, fdentity of interests

within the racidl olitgarchy”, the separation from ithe >
) Aftikaner alsa ‘fo‘kﬁ the WESSA "a mesns of evaiﬁn

guilt which 1s gifted to the’ triumphant Afrikaner$ )

Kirkwood's analysis is indeéd gccurate in a numben|o£
respects, particularly in dﬁtecting that many WESEA&
seek to disguise their condoning of apartheid rule| i by

|l
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eulture, and that an apparently nedfial political

position can allow WESSAs to nevade political

responsibility while continuing to enjoy the material
benefits which apartheid affords them. Kirkwood is
wrong, however, in seeing the WESSA search for identity
as automatically spurions, especially when this search
for identity is characterised by a willingnesz to
aukncwledge the liability of WESSAs, and is aimed at
encouraging the development of the sort of positive
identity that will enable WESSAs to play a meaningful

. and progressive role in South African society. Indeed,

the exploration of WESSA identity conducted by the
poets examined here, reveals a determination to expcse

VESSAs' implication in apartheid rule rather than an

attempt to conceal that fact,.

e

Interestingly enough -some of Kirkwood's own poetry may -

be read, like (iaat of Hope, . Mann, and otherxs, as an
investigation of. .the WESSA ideniicy crisis, in so far

as it seeks to clarify the present position of WESSAs -

in  relationm to Afrikanera.SI. His puem, “Boers"
‘{Between 1slands, 1975), for example, is not so much
interested in repudiating the crepuscular attitudes’ of

Afrikaners "in the kroeg / in a dorp like Harden" and
their “"burgher wives" as it is in revealing the unessy
timidity of WESSAs in “such places.. (The sa mhy be
" said of -a poem like Chris Mann’ e.“Zastron"mI

n Fifat
_ﬂggﬁ (1977) ) More pertinantly, whatever cascigation
Kirkwood offers of iptransigen; Afrikahers, "mouth set
to ;he long grimace ! of. possessing history"”, is

© balanced by the poem's final aecﬁion which caustically _

examines WESSAs 3o, English- ddminated Durban apd £inds
their obsassion with ‘money and cricket 1ndiuattve of
their nnsubstantial identity and torpid character-
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"From bevond, on slow ferries,
the city consigned its sounda.

Board»ruom blague was mlnuted
in secretarial smickering
- at Collingsby, Coombe, and Co.

Somebody's cover drive
revérberated off the splice:
arcund the stupefied ground

a suydden trot of cavalry; '
and, in Field Street, the presses
registering adulation."

In their search for identity and orientation within the

broader social frame brk, South African English- poets

have also focussed on WESSAs® relationship with black

South - Africans., The main aim here has not been to

depict the injustices of apartheid nor, at this point,

‘to empathise with black suffering under apartheid, .

Rather, the paetry attempts to umcaver many WESSAs'
deep sense of estrangement and remoteness fram black
- South Africans, as well as their ccnaequently distorted
perception of blaeké.

”'Chris Mann is 2 poat who has frequantly and forcefully
 disclosed the prejudices of the WESEA upper classas .as
- in. poems such as "The Wives' Tnlea" (A _World of Their

. ggg, ed. 8. Gray. 1976y, "Tea for the Juburg 'Lady

' Visiting Plet" (First Poems, 1977), and "Mr Morgangeld

and Two Women" (New Shades, 1982). In “Whistling in °
the Dark" (First Poems, 1977), he concentrates specifi~

" zally con the grave difficulties involved in overcoming
the . gulf char exists between the races in South &frica.

~ The poem . 'piasents a df?Wuasi , ©or argument, at’ a
] suburban tea party between the liberal,’ progressive'

speaker lclosely associated with Ment himself) and &
cultured, but consarvative and—cynical womarn. ;

[
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"Even with the window open,

and the rock of a calm mountain
filling half the sky,

the conversation turns to them.

And someone has a new thecry, someone
dibbles her fingertips in the fingerbowl
and dabs them dry on the linen,
explaining what it is that is so
different, what makes them them.

I haif-expect to hear the clunk-clunk

of someone beating-a lamp~post

while a mob of drunwéu strikers
gesticmlate n the garden

or storim up cie drive. The moment passes,
but not bezore she has hinted

at such a virtue in thoae tender prs

it makes us us. _

., . Even with the window open
' d the rock of a calm mountain
8till catching the sun - S
* 1 hear myself whistle in the dark
~ once more, cthat we are they and they
are we, TFerplexity - .
and indignation.
'Try that on them', she remarks,
and I know what she meaus.

Even with the window open .
and the rock of a calm muuntain : D
£illing half the night. ' '
neither side can al

- myself to ba ma. N

: At this pa*ty, the con#ersacipn Ehrns. 1nev1tab1y it_”'
_usme%s to "the question of hlacannuth Africana, who are
never rpferred  to directlf. however, but rather as

merely "them". Through the use of this dnliberately
vague pronoun, Mann emphasises not only the tendency of

‘many WESSAs ;to lump all black people into one

undifferentiated mass but also their tendency to see

blacks as tundam&nt&lly different or other. Thege
. racist attitudes are clearly evident in the views

expressed by tha anonymous female protagonist in the
poem. In fact, although this woman supposed}y has "a



42,

new theory"” of racial differences, her ressoning is

never articulated, for her attitudes are based less om

logic than on such artifiecial differentials as manners,
taste and degree of refinement. What reslly "wsgkes us

_us", she suggests through her actions rather than her

words, is our refined social manners, and here her own
deliberate display of etiquette is conveyed q;lliﬁgly
by the delicate diction and rhythm of lines suck\;s o

y ¢

"dlbﬂlbﬁ hey fi,ge*fips in the fingerbowl a
and ‘dabs them dry on the . linen". -
.i

e

. BN :
~ By contrasg, what makes them tbem , iz their crude, -

brutish, savage behaviour. and she con;ures up images

- of drunken hordes rumpaaing througﬁ'the suburbs, her
vision reinforced now by the use of such violent
- diction as "rlunk-clunk, “beating“, "mob", "storm".
The liberal apEﬂkEf of the noem cannot let this pass,

and although it will probably. mean 2 fatile "whistlxng

‘4n the dark” among such company, he ‘ingists resolutely
on the principle of common humanity contained in the .
tautologous formulation, "we .ave -they and they / are;
“we". The poem takes an unexpected turn at this paint.

‘as the aptakar is forced to. acknowledge the conency of

the womcn' 8 uacharncteristicallv blunt yetort: “'Try

that on them'". The poem .ends on a peasimiatic note.?'

with night falling ‘on, the mountain which, aptly,
divides the view through the. windaw.__Thh:speaker's

‘efforts at racial reconciliation, baulked By - the.
mistyust and bostility of both sides, leave J¢im unsure

of his posttinn in society and of his owm identity.

[

"neither aide con allow -
mygelf to be me". S o

=

W

n
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- Sheila Rnb&rts, too, has explored':the_ pressures
_encounteréﬂ in trying to close the gap between the
a raceszfﬁrinstead of using a first-person apeaker,

hoz;ﬂ@r, she has created the persona, Lou, a well-
in

those of nany sé&h WESSAs, In the ézries of poems
which meke up "Lou's Life" (Lou's Lifd and Other Poems,

18773, Lou is consiatently revealed. uahﬁegiﬁxe enlight~-
ened than the rest of her [circie", yet she finds |
herself helpless and afraid when - confronted by the |

harsh veallty of h]ack poverty and sufFering, as in the

poem "Lou Taking Therees, the Maid, Home to Sir Lowry's .

Hass Township %r Twilight". Even moze alarmingly, the

‘situation ‘brihgs - sut her -deep-rooted stereotyped=
perteption of bhlacks as animaliatic and savage, as thém

1magery and dic“ion of the poem reveals:

\ EE . . 3 - . e %
"Childrem ikl racs : ' .
conles :
T SwWarmes, akimmed P ' =,
groupad alnng trnughed 1anea, 8
eyes irid ia ) 9 -{:jf_

1ike cats’ . NN
in her headlxghts. S

Gaptoothed 1aughter - :
- seemed to Lou to halve the menace

. ~of unsuspected. Living, o
., of loungers : 0 _ . _
against drunken. uufhou&ea “ Co g

and sagging porch-aupport&i
with, Lou was gure,
knives and req@y picks .

I}
!‘i

Her relief when Therees ge*s put of the car’ stresses
the superficiaiity of her social_cansciencs.

"{Thank Godl) g
‘Lou swung the heav} caxr.
and bréathed '

tioned buF timorous and diffxdﬂnt wpmahs, whose
 experiences of “zacial alienation anm konflict airroe

)
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The genile day

gpelled the ahacks and pens,

and Lou forgot
Therees had said théy slept eleven

in a room.

Hocdwinied, she gaped,

inane,

at the dusty hsglflight stippling the bluegums
and rnt the pale, 1ead, nighting sky."”

Indeed, despite Lou's more sympathetic attitude towards
blacks, she dumbly acquiesces in the vicious racism of
her husband and friends, as in poems iike "Weekend in
Maseru” and "Postscript", until eventually her diluted
liberxalism. becomes indistinguishable from their rank
prejudice. In ¢he final section of "1970 Picnic", for
ezauple,. Lou's former moral nernpectxve is no lorger
-evident at all: 0

“the truck owner s wogboy
 pleaned the ’aded duco E :
-dipping his hand and rag .
4n a bucket of river water :

hot face in grin or grimace?

’ A.waste of time, said Lou, '
seeing he's got to go back over - o
that suffoeating sand road. n “
Yes, but, said Duffer, - - . ' '
if you don't keep thew busy /%
they take advantage. _ ) m
{ Al

o

\r‘l'- : [+ r . . y ) 2
Clearly, the inevitable consequence -of the -great
“digtances and differences maintiined between most

whité% and blacks in this country is the %enophobia and

towards black South Afr@cqns. - A Tnumber  of

English—-language poeta ha.ve, like Mann and Roberts,

made, tbjnr compatriots' distorted perception’ of blacks

wthe subject of their poems.52 Thus, the way that
. WESSAS tend to’ »onglutlnate all bldea inte one

v

P

ack of understand:mg uz.sp.zayed b9 many WLBSAs -
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African society. They concur, especially, in their
. rejection of the wuse of nationalistic force as a
¥ selution to this * country's problems, and in their-;:f5
‘endorsement, 1mp11¢1t in Skinner's poem and explicit 1n§_?ﬁ
_ Hope's, of the need for mediation and negotjatior. The
}g : ” Amplication of both peuss, indeed, is %ha* it is
' precisely this process of vogotiation that&“ESSAs today
fird thomselves in a position to assist, Relatively
free of the rigidity and exi emism which used to
characterise the' British :Ln SQLh..h Africa, and which
continues =sq_ characterise { ") Afrikaner and African
wationaliem today, WESSAs may- %ind a positive identity
and vole as mediatdérs and conciliarors in the polarised
Scuth African conflict -situation. Like Hope's grand-
father, WESSAs ocaupy vhat is in many ways a hiddle
ground between twp opposing forces, and so, as & group,
‘seem to be mpat favourably " é%ﬂihped and placed to aid
in brinsing about Cﬂnﬂiliatﬁr' :d & just compromise in
, ﬁouth”&trica As Peter: Randaa& has pointed out, WESSAs
« i ™ . ;J s e
"have a unique role in thatfgwe are the only
” poPulation group which fpeakas with gveryone .,.
> This position vis-A-vis the other groups. in our .°
country ‘glves us & wuniquk and tre

"% 7. responsibility to keep chamnels of commuriarion
' ' *open, to keep the dtalogue EOinB-"ss \//f ;
. Im order to achieve this positive idemt:ty and to

fu1££1 this valudbie. role. hawe@ar. Saﬁa generally,

. would have to leam frum tﬁf mistakee of the past and
- \ with the’ rage and 1ntegrity “of 3Hope 8
:“ﬂ_' .grandsather, gomething which. ?hey have not..a& a group,
> man&ged thus tar to - do with mudh“succeas.

=1 .
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of these poems 1s their -complex tone both of nostalgia
and of moral condemnation: the poats recall their
ancestors with fondness and fascinaticp at the same
time that they convey a determination to learn from the
mistakes of the past.

This -is true, for exsmple, of both Douglas Reid”

Skinmer's "Post Mortem" (The House in Pella District,
1985) and = Christopher Hope's "Grandfather™ (Cape
Drives, 1974). Both poets, write of forbears who

arrived as immigrants £rolm Ireland and who sgided with

the Boers against the British, Skinner, in fact, knows

lictle more about his "Grynd Uncle" than that he died

gt Sploer Kop during th@ Boer War, and “the poet,

intrigued by thia’“mysterj , tr.es to reconstruct his
‘relative's thoughts and | feefings. = Beneath this

personal interest, however,llies a more aeriaus social
concern. Through this examination of the past, Skinner
seeks some "instructiop” fo& the present. Even though

‘his uncle left him no ticulated mesgage - “Yogr mouth
‘opens / but nothing's volced" - nevertheles&kxk:inner
, finds in that ear115§§bonflict a reflection of

. time- o "o . . =

's_own

"the fight o
for I erial dreams : ~

and salvation of thé\?olk L -
compounds cur madness . _

fa a barbarous dawnm light”, . : e

Cn

And.fhe poem ends with 2 bluntly expressed repudiaﬂion_

of a people who have learnt nothing from the insanity
of the past: B o

“Nothing!s gained,
nothing solved;
. there is no voice.
. With guns deployed .
still we murually destrny

48,
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for a glitter of stones
and metals to hoard,
ash and dust
- and human expediency.
,Possession,'they tell me,
is nine points of the law;
- 4t's also the reason
others come to make war.“

(& . ¥

A similar cumbinatzon of personal nostalgxa and social ,
cons€kence informs Hope's poem:

"Came barefoot from Waterford -
- To Balfour with Baden~Powell:
- A gambling wan,
»  Eventdally he owned the toua's hotel .
Where his credit was legendary ﬁ N
a%Amnn his Boer clientele
. Whe ce-fod me pepperminis and 1emonade
Y thg;public bar.
And fpr whom he mixed his Irish and hié alcaﬁol g0 well
ﬂSThat they sent him to Pretotia .
( sAs thair ambasgador - ' '
.. More than once. o
.o There, no one stuck hia nose up - - :
“When he rose up re roéchfdlly -
In the covens of the Unfon Buildings o

@

Mistaking Milner's youn%en; :eiﬁfarnation Y

For the ghost of Cromwell

* Fattening with romantic ungnents imperial perfqme.
s . For all that, ‘hea declined to stand for parliament -

Then was 11] for three days wher Smbts went. e

- Harriage wag the last gasble he lost; . "o
At Turffontein his horses ‘grew neglected:

" He himself went lamberiﬂgly. with the apiumb
0f an old bear, Y >
Leaving these few %emomes ﬂvi.ttering "
In"the gruff forests of his moustaches- s

~Long after heswasn't there. - £
And the clouds grew over his faca tike graas ;

And Badeu-?owell? More was heard of him 9
From Kimberley and Mafekipg." .-

Ih this poem, Hope moves beyond a merg recouﬂtiqg of

"his "few memories" of his grandfatafr £o explore 1ike

Skinner, a wider social theme. " In ertiuular$ the poem
. : ' ! . .

5 "
o o
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indiscriminate mass is attested to not only in Mann's
"Whistling in the Dark", but also in Chrisktopher Hope's
"In the Middle of Nowhere” (In_the Country »nf the Black
Pig, 1981) and Geoffrey Haresnape's "Nightmare" (Drive
of the Tide, 1976)., WESSAs' offensive and fearful
apprehension of blacks as "barbarians” is revealed in
) poems like Mike WNicol's "After Cavafy” (Agong the
' Souvenirs, 1978) aond William Eranford's "(olenial
Experience: Four Fragments" (& Centuuy of South
African ?oetrv, ed., M, Chapmaﬂ, 1981), And YWESSAs'
alarmed percepiien of blacks as sowe dangerous naiural
powar is portrayed in Robert Creig' s:,"The Cloud”
(Talking Bull, 1975), bavid Wright's “Notes.on a Visit,
November 1976" A Century of South African Poetry, ‘ed.
v - M, Chepman, 198l) and Francis Faller's "As if it
' Mattered" and "Storm in che Suburb" (both in Weather
Words, 1986). In each of thgse poems, blaek peaple arg o
: , ~shownt to have bgen, in one way or another, dehumanisen
RN deulndmvxduated in WESSA percepticn, A critic 11keﬁ"u“‘
“ e emy Cromin is surely wmng, therefore, to asgume
’ that it is the poets themselves who regard }1acks in
3 ‘this way. - In a very narrow -interpretation of this
‘ poetry, he Has claimed that : }, :

h

nii'g 'treéihdously insu*ting to the majggif% of
- people in South Africa Lo frest the ong tradition
52 - " of resistance to coionialism "apd to " raciab
5 ; oppression as seme kind of nathral foree, or
s E hrewing storm, or ‘something sralking away, at the
bottom of the °garden, or in “the night. or
- _ whatever", " ' |

Such criticism as this hardly seems f£5° to the’ many
} - peets who have - atLempted,aas Cronin himself has, to 3
1oy expose the distorted perceptions and” preiud@pﬂs of
IR Y . their fellow whites. Az was the cgse with Mike '
Kirkwood, Cronin seemz not to have disnegned\tha; the

- . e - “
t . : . e
P o k
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purpose  of the poets' examination of WESS8As is not
merely to describe the nature of the WESS& group

identity, but also to evaluate it criticallp As guch,

far from undermining the tradition of repistance to
oppression, the poets can in this instance "be seen, in
- fact, to be combatting that oppression.

As wmentioned at the outset of this - chapter, the

- examination by South African Englzsh poets of the WESSA

group may be, regarded in some ways as an attempt to

resolve the crisis of identity currently experienced by

the group. Tha poatry does this by suggest ng how the

EToUp can dqulop the sort of identity ~ iIn terms of'

B its values, drientation and attitudes -~ which will

' : enable the group to play a ﬁeanfkgful and- constructive’

. . role in addr‘aslng the prable s of Socouth  African
o \_;(;‘ysociety’in geghral In this sense, the examination of
_"% the re%ation f WESSA group to Afrikaners and black?®
“ South Africans may be redd as an endeavour ta 1dentify
at least some of the ‘Factors required-to develop this
“new identity. Tne “broady conclusions of "‘this -
‘s examination would be, on the one hand, that WESSAs need

;

Q aciﬁowlpdge th{ extent of thely” invalvement, covert

t <times, in ” the © unjust practices  of the
Afrikane*-domtnatﬁd racé oligarchy: On theé other hand,

‘WESSAs wust® rejlise - that their esxrangement and

o separation fram black South Africans - in termg of both
I physlcal and soclal distance - has sewved to instil
. © “deeply raclst attitudes in mapy members of the group,

The ‘gradidation of racial prejud_te and the reijection
of payrticipation in the system of apsrtheid wule are
Cotwl, elements which would seem to be indigpensable it
i@aveloptng & new, positive and progressive . WESSA

' 1dengity.\ These are not the only elements, however,
and 50 it is necessary to consider what ntﬁénnfaﬁ?oxs

]

. - ) ;
- . . " -
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. . . B . T, o a0
. & - N o .
- " R 2 < .
r ) v \ N . "

A

!



47.

have been identified by South African English poets as
~_essential in resclving the WESSA identity crisis,

(ii)

. & o _
. _ The second main way in which Scuth African English
' poets have responded to the mentit.y erisis of WESSAs

- is through an exploration of the past.

As the '&ZESSA group, in ge;‘?eral finds itself in an
increasingly tenuous position in ‘the present, facing
what -seems to be an uncertain ard perhaps disastrous
futurs, 50 a number of poets have' tz.irned to the past in
‘order -to. try to diacover a more meaningful identity for
the group. This mvestigat:.on of previous times is not
to ba construed as an atiempt to elevate the status of
WESSAs in soma way by recallmg thelr former power and
‘political superiority; -on the contrary, the principal
mctivation of " the 1investigation 1s to. clarify the o .
L pteaent pnaition of WESSA3 within South Af\rﬁ.can saciety
and to illuminateé the possible congtructiv courses of -

: . action open to them. As André Brink haa obgerved, "the
elgtplaration of the past 1s part of the larger quest for
identity", and he has rightly noted that ‘such a quest
forms a major theme of the “fomidable bady of .new
poets" wha emsrged 1& the 19?03.5"' -

Ay
- The first: ‘and most imediate ‘manner in- which recent
poets have éxplamd the past 33 by tracing their own
. personal - histories through - .their families. This
 investigation is conducted not out of 4 goncern with

~discovering their 'ingividual crigins, but rather to

< .. galn a sense of the identity and purpose of the

~ community at large. ' As such, a common feature of many -

o

“n o " a
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focusses on various modes of political getion adopted
in the pasg. in order to explore the options available
in present-day South Africa., Such an exploration is
signalled by the . way in which the poem haz been
structured. At t:he begmnmg and end of the poenm,-
references to Baden-Powell, with whom Hope's grand-
father bhad emigrated, and who became a key British
. commander during the Boer War, serve as unobtrusive yet
ominous reminders of one method of dealing with
political problems: through the use of brute military -
force. However, between ‘these parenthetical allusions,
and among the poet’s, personal recolleciions, another
more encouraging mode Y political acbq.on emerges,
~ Hope's gzandfather, who ‘had come to own ﬁhe hotel in
Zalfour, was recognised éﬁy his devoted Bne’,c clientele
as a man of generosity :imd integrity, and\? was. thus
vften sent to Pretovia af t;heir ambassador.’ "Lt‘ was in
this ca.pacity that he acte with courage and hc- eaty by
indignantly ‘challenging the oppressive. imperia ism of .
the daw, and by opposing the\vicious and expléitative
policiea of "Milner’s youngest: Peincarnation”, polj c#}es
' reminiscent of Cromwell 8 oppr sion of the Ir\{sh.
*Through an engaging and undoegmat.ic arrative poem, }Ic‘pe.;
is thus able ¢€o prasent an ess t:ially politi.cal
message. . -Although pover has shifted from the British
imperialists to , &N, Afrikaner-dominated ‘apartheid .« .
‘government,. the isperative A fo' stand up against -
injustice and ‘exploitation - ;whatever .« tha “source = S
" remaing cleat. And the persuasi.ve exauple of Hope's '
grandfarhe& as a political mediator suggests that: quch __
J political tactics remain the proper course of action to '1

]

pursue, particularly in the light of the tragicmﬁoer_"‘ I
War battles fought at "Kimberley" amd "Mafeking' .
i ' s . w . T ’ a

Both ”pcems etnploy: personal family recollections as a
means of conveying an evaluation of contemporary South

&
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To fulfil this role effectively, WESSas will also have

.to renounce the narrow-minded prejudice of their

colonialist predecessors. This is the task which both
Patrick Cullipan and Jeremy Cronin set themselves, in
their different’ fashions, in theixr explorations of
their personal family bhistories.  Cullinan, for
example, in “The Billiard Room” (Today Is MWot

Different, 1978), recalls wvividly the wirile colonia-

- lism and self-assured: sense of superierity of his

s~ "The play of his power, _ ¢

father, but does so in order to re;ect these dubilous
qualfties. Degecended from a famaus wand wealthy .
ploneering family, Cullinan finds himself in the part
of an. epigone,, having inherited the wunresolved -
“"eonflicts" of hisxancéators, but without their love of
power and without ﬁpeir“ﬁasire for conquest, His date
father's billiard .robm c&ncretises the poet s deeply
ambiguous inheritance.u ' .

) R
o

the -1iving, you can smell

it -in this rootn; the cues §11tter like weapnns,
the green nap of the table

was a battleground for him where conflicts broke
in the stratégy of a game. .

And I :gqéhber ‘hearing, o

at night 'above my head, i

the iound of a glass brbak ng, and & burst

of rich laughter; then silence, -
except for the powerful tread the pacing
from angle to angle,

(nd the erack of a cagnon .

_as the white slammed into che red. It's

"t all nuffed out now o course, like & 1ong

Havana cigar, a Hoyo de Honterrey perhaps, '
smoked down for am indh or two, and never - .
much more. The act h4s gone, his gesture _
;" cagual on an evening thirty years ago .
- is obaclete; now { i 3
only a senge of ritua pervades the room and feeds
familiax on the tokens of his power-
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. & German ceremonial sword -
he captured in South West stands rigid
in a ghell case, against one wall an old
prapeller rots {and somewhere stuck in a drawer
there's an album showing photographs of the crash),
so that objects of steel and brass, records -
of dead encounter have mpade this room
a ‘potent place, the temple of my caste

Wheére I must pay homage, the sour pletas

- of son to father, the unforgiving
love that looks for only one thing in the past:
conflict as barrem as dust. I have no god
but 4 giant who paces above my head,
who blusters nightly that in his turn
my son shall have his saga of Fee, Fie, Fum,
to grind my bones to make his bread.

Though I stand by a half opened window °

- and breathe in the air ‘ ' .

- the dust stilli stirs abéut me,
raised by a‘'step on the floor,
and the szmell that comes up is the smell of old power,
unbreaking 1ave, unfinished war. _

f‘) = u -‘ : . B
In a aim far wg,y to t:hg poems qf Hope and Skinner
N  discussed afove, the tone of "The Billiard Room" is a
y - complex amalgad of deep, even awed personal nostalgia,
and eﬁphstic'condemmation of oppression and domination,
The poem dramatiaea Cullinen's struggle to free himself
from his father's bxtter legacy of_' aggressive
colonialism and the fierce urge to dominate, a‘ie;acy
® symboli#ed by "the tokens of his power" which £ill the
YOO cuesﬂglittering 1ike weapons, the table itself a
o hattlegradhd for conflict, a. captured German sword
o pigid in a - shell case, as we 1 as, of »ourae, the
memory of his father s irmensely" pownrful personality.d
. The.poét's attempt is to forge fdr himself a mnew!and
o more humane idencity as a WESSA in contemporary South
Africa. The co-ordinates of ghis wnew identity are 0
»  suggested in the final! lipes of the poem: it is an
v - identity which - needsﬁ‘ to reject olrd -power"  and
' "unfinished warisand whlch needs to be based instead on

Lrl
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’ pletely his fa!ther & tainted Bequest of

N

s
i

"love"., . Love - itself, however, as the subtle and

_equi.vocal language of theé poem reveals, requires

careful redefinition. The love that is to be sought is
not the “unforgiving love™ that produces and
perpetuates "conflict as barren as dust"; neither is
it the aQuStere_'ﬁmbreaking love™ which is focussed as a
love of power or a love of one’s own “easte". Instead,
another kind of "unbreaking love"™ is needed: a firm
an¢ resolute love which may be extended to all South
Africans, whatever "caste" they may belong to. It is
ounly through this sort-of love, Cullinan suggests, that
WESSAs will be able to dev%:p a new, and meaningful
identity, thereby purging themselves of the feeling
that they "must pay homage” still to the "old power" of
the past; and it is only through this sort of love

) :ha_t. " they - will be able to contribute to ending
_peacefully 4nd justly the "unfinished ~war" which

continues t¢ chaYacterise modern-day South Africa,

'-,--;k};t:hi;hugh-i e éﬁarxiat_;_. ideology, whi&x informs }(Jeremy
Cronin’s witk is very different from Batrick Cullinan's
iiberal himanist erientation,56 a' nudber of (Fronin 8

 poems reae‘;mble "The Billidrd Rpom” in that the poet
- seeks to free himself f£inally from ia colonialist.

patrimony. ~ In “Granpa . Kemp" and - | 'Granma; Kemp'
(Inside, 1983), _ for exanple,  he recal 8 his grand-

_ parents with genui.ne natfection, and admits that he is

still "joined { by some uncertain wires" to his family, .

_but he firmly repudiates ‘the "narrow mind" and "the
- pulse of colonialism” which have . typiffed their
- generation, - He recollecra with gsimilar tenderness his

childhood and the premature death of his naval officer

father {in the section, “The Naval Base", in Inside

{19833} -like Cullin.m! ‘however, he disavcwa com-

. i
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"the naval salute. the sign of the cross,
the servant's proper place and our father who art'.

4 . . .
~ Several of Cronmin's poems are, in a seﬂae, thus., both

expiscatory and ewpiatory, as he scrutinises his past
in order to distince himeelf from it and, theraby, to
confirm his commitment to the struggle for h.beration
of the oppressed in South &fw;):.cd - what he callg in

. "Our land holds ..." (Insi.de, 1983) "this unfizished

task”,
@ o =

The second way in wh:t.ch a number of poets have explored
the past is through ‘an invastigatwn of the WESSA group

a8 a- whpie on a2 national level. Once again, ths

underlying i.ntentid%'l of the poetry is a moral one,’ only
now the moral purport of P;he verse is not tempered by

- personal noostalgia. On the, guntrary, these poets have

subjected. the attitudes, anrbirations _angd” J.?tc'.t:i.m:arn; of
former _Fener_:ati.ons of white English-speakers in South
z!u‘.r:j,uzza5 te an extremely severe and strict examination,
free of any ‘btas in favour of their own ethnic group.
The point 1s that the recollection of mistakes and

“iniquities committed by the Eng . ish "in the course of

South African history cear act as s pnt’enf:. didactic

55,

stimulus for contemporary WESSAs, who need to discover .

a proper and poaitive role-and identity in the troubled
soctal context of present~day South Afri,ca.

R

'The instructive Ifmrpose of tﬁfs potetry'is_ exempiifi_ed

by 2 poem such as Patrick Cullinan's "The Steadying
£ffect” (The Horizon Forty Miles Away, 1973), which
narrates a °little known but highly illuminating
incident which occurred shart}y before) the. first Boer
War, With masterfully controlled irony, Cullinan
recounts how the British forces tried to intimidate the
Boers by irwiti,p.g them to witnass & d;isplay of theif

"new fire power., ° Their reasoning, expressed in .

monstrously arrogant terme, was that

u



 The exercise, whz.c.h takes thq form o“f bombarding some

s

fy

"$hat the Dutchman needs is a
Steadying Effec!:".

goats from a d:l.sta,nce, turns out’, however, to be a

“complete and absurd feilure. Not only are mno goats

. killed, but: one pregna,ﬁt nanny goat- gives birth/;, in her

P
NN
w7

At

exel tement during &he sheiling = to twins,  Yet,

“strangely enoug ", the Boers are still imptessed,
concluding that “Guns were the thing". The result, of
course, of this reliaﬂcﬂ on military fordés and weaponry

o

to settle disputes wasg the Boer War. . o
_ _ s /rq - i ;,.
A1l that hat;red S a/J ;Jr j .
mAnd all that: slaughter" vaifa\;J
| 0 | 6

il
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Culfinan 5 moral, ‘srticulated at the putset of the

poem, is that A1l this hfprrif.;.c destmctﬂian could have"

been “Svoided, if only t:he ‘Britifh and jehe Boers “had L

followed the rational and reasonable gxample of Sir

¢ Willlam Butler, from whose autobiography Cullinan. has

quarf;\,.::ed‘ the incident. 1In suitably .plain, almost

prosefc lines, the poat contradts )utler's unpretern-

°tious,_ common-~-sensical out:laak with. _the devious

saheming J:f Rhodzs and Kruger: .

)

L

.coccasionally;; there 18 a ‘good ?}enera‘l _"Q}lr:"f’“j'} |
One who can use his head, A A
Like you, Sir William But{er, . S

An Irishman,
» Tronic and saiie, who could see . S ®
The disgrace that was c¢oming
In Eighteen Ninety Nine .te the British :
And theix ire.” You sa&d BO:
But nobody liked that lin
They were plotting in Cape Town and London,
 Pretoria wa$ playing its game.
, Lhey were all too busy plocting -
“To consider the cost of it all:.
That would come later,-
At the end of a damn stupid war."

.

T
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Through this examination of a past tragedy, therefore,
the poem\rarrzes an implicit message to present-day
WESSAS anﬁ indeed, all South Africans. As the
contemporary South African political conflict seems, a3
in 1899, to require violent resolutxon, so the poem
warns of the futility of military confrontation and
asserts the need for a rational, negwtiated settlement.
The® example of Sir William Butler remains utterly
relevant: ‘all parties involved in the. conflict, would ..
henefit froﬁﬁ;he true "steadylang effect” of usxng thezr
heads rather than reaching for their guns.? More
_ _ specxfxca’%y,;ht is in providing this sort of steadying -
b " effect, by entouraging and assisting iv the process of'
‘ peaceful negot:.aﬂ’mn and ceneillation that WESSAs may-
-play a,valuable rnle in the mmderg—day South african
milieu,

- - T . -
¥ ! L =

How . :
c 'qﬂs.Chris Mann's puem, ‘“Rorke's Drift.a Centixy aftgr the
- . Battle" (New, SHades, 1)82), also explores pest conflict
.in arder to illumlnaue present dxfflculties ‘and  to,
f : clar;fy the optiens openr to contemparary WESSAB.
o Uhlixe'“The _Steadying Eifec*m, however, the @ﬂnflict
" that is racalle& is not that betwveen the British and the .
Boers, but rather that between the Britiah and’ the
. Tulua. | “And if Patrick Cullinan’ s poem stresses the
nee& for, people in South Africa today te use their hea&s,"
. Chris Mann's poem emphasises the negd for them to use .
-their hearts. P’ |

"Rorke's Drkft? Tbat mission plaﬁe, gﬁ“ﬂ one fine day
Zulus ‘and Brits tore each othex's hes _
Ja, I've been'to Rorke's Drift -~ a bir of ﬁ LT SR
with sandbags and old.biscuit-boxes on, /ﬁ .
and glass-cases,. full of models and toys, ‘
to stiow,where rhe one lot hamméred in From, ‘

: . whers /de others slamued bolts, and hammered ba? .

i C - Poor sods, 1 of them, the Redcoats cv*SLng, 4_ ’

' o+ sweating anc L¢ursing in the 1aager°wal.¢ .
- the impis, usual trotting forwarad,

P . : - ot

i

\-g wono
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f

(O
» . elubbed down again and.agair by hot lead,
@ach man stunned, caught up fin something huger
and fiercer than himself, mdde murderous,
. exhausted, terrified; and, if he lived,
- changed into Hero ~ a role doubtless
r _ -seoffed at, and yet, on the lg.t., enjoyed., .
LI Ja, I've been to Rorke's Drift, Where modestly,
. but relentlessly, the Calls 'of Nature
began to Ui-brace the Mighty Embrace
of Histozry: after a gemufleretion - C
of sorts, inside a gsort-of ghrine raised up -
L for lorporal North, vwho'd criimsoned rear the spot,
o fopd. Two ‘cheese sandwiches, one cold beer, and phut,
Higtory,-the stress of. it, diminishes, . T ’
. , and starry blossoms, meledidus tweetlings
S © elmbroider the charming, ‘desure’ ter-ain. : E
L - Ju, I've been o Rorke's Drift. Where two students, .
_ + amlgbly, llke Shaka's gheat 'in handcuffs,
., . ‘engdired, their radio rocving Afro-pop,
% £ - what Umlungu winted there, and whether :
T a job, or liftr to Joburg, was, with praise = -
¥ 7 and thankagiving for his kindness, at hand. °
* Umiungu, the Steel-eyed Congueror, Beast ,
hadn't com&X'd gloat, nor, his shades be blessed,
to count rorpses and Bawail, sniffily,
. his fatey) Compromised, scared, he'd come to prise
" a Nowness from that Then, Instead of which
- above an altar, woven in rusget, .
in black and russet clogtted wools, .the No
disentangled, Himself, from out his Church,

s

4o

Rl

that sofietime harbinger, and aceomplice ¥ I

.+ of‘conquest, and, ia spiky letters, spoke:
- THANDANANI. ‘Love (Ome Another’'} The frail .
_ - fugile, yet without which nothing. We can’t. -~ - .
° 0, Aadwen't. . But must. Ja, T've-been ta Rorke's Drife,
© and $n a wiy rétufn.there often, to stand o
banesth the sighing-widow pines, and affiram
- that, guidance exists, and, it may We, redemption.”

3 . - . - . 4
{'}‘I—ﬂ.." ) . e . u . . a

R



The speaker reéngnts in the course of the poem how he
has travelled to the memorizl of the battlc of Rorke's
"Drift neither to gloat nor to mourn but rarher to seek
some sort of instruction for the present ocut of that
historical moment:

"Compromised, scared, he'd come to prise
a Nowness from that Then".

quever._instead of managing to wrench some artificial
and portentous meaning from "the Mighty Embrace / of

History", he receives an unexpected epiphsny of sorte _

in “the NGH" which pesitively synthesises Chriztian and
'dalu ethical imperatives,”” as he reads the lnscrlptxon
above the iltar- ¢

_TuAﬁnauaﬁm, 'Love One Another‘t"

The'speakér';mdisarmingly colloﬁuial explanation of the
imglications ofj the inscription, expressed in° the most
- straightforward down-to-earth terms, <vemoves the
meaning ffom” the context of forgotten historical
events, or.of empty political rhetoric, and traﬁspl&nts
it dixectly Into the context of ordiﬁary, _everyday

e}u; life: > ° P

"The frail : | -
futile, yet without, which nnthing We can’t,
And won't. But must.“_- _

&

'In fact, an opportunity to puﬂ this new understanding

.1nto .practice acc%iz almost immediately when two /

westernised Zulu stu ﬂgggprequest a lift with him to

¥

“Johannes' urg and he glidpses tae potential Zor much :

greater direct and prastical co-operation, mutual
~ assistance and love acrcss the colour line. This is
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perhaps a weakness in the poem in that it renders it
vulnerable to accusations of paternalisa: tellingiy;
it is the blacks who must respectfully ask the white ..
man, "'Unlungu”, for the assistance which. he is in the
economic position ¢f being able to provide. Such flaws
in the poem are balanced however, by the subtle and
complex mood evoked by the final lines. Far from
lapsing into a naive political chiliasm, the popm ]
ending confirms quietly the reality of guidance, while
at the same - time it suggests that ‘redemptidn -.:
' polxtxcal_ or, religioug' - is neither ce:taiﬁ nor
inevicable. The poem's final, ' sombre image of the
sighing-widow pines, recalling those ‘who died in the
battle, serves as a chastening. reminder of tho
uﬁégrtaiﬂfg* of redemption, and _reimfarcesﬁ the muted
. quglity cffthe optimism with'which_the'poem'endss -
13“ : . ._%
- "Ja, I've been t6 Rorke's Drift. N U R
and i a way return theve often, to atand

beneath the sighing+widow pines, and affirm
that guidanca exists, and; it may be, redemption ..

An even more=sc§ptidal attitudé;informa Douglas Reid
Skinner's examination of the past. “This pxamination
takes the form of an austere and birter &crutiny of two -
_ leading figures in the Boer War, and his caatigation of
them sexves, t1 a wmanner similar to that ui uull;nan
and Mann, as « warning and a counsel to his contempora-
~ries., Firsrly, id "Milner™' (The House in Pella
'?District,u 1985}, Skinner recounts héw-<xhe arch
imperialist of the title preovoked the Boer§ into war in

- order all the more effectively to subjugaf% them:

"to pierce
_ tha country’s heart with an empire s dreams“.

[
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Milner's perscnal demise, however, is not so much the

working out of justice as it is the result of the

general, impla_cable hostility of Africa, whose
| \
"hard ironies always wiit
.for those who seek to impose their will;

in the end they go but the place remains
what it has always been. A difficult dream."

All that is left of his efforts are some yellowing

papers and. an old hotel bearing his name where men

drink and speculate om the fundamentalﬁ- dlternatives of

4

® ' -
\ability {0 choose between such alternatives may

still\be at libast potent 11{3 availagble to men taday,:
ies" (The House in Pella

but in a peoem like "Geongt

. - "freedom and tyranny, love and haie“. ' o
u :

District, 1985}, Skinner leaves little doubt as to

whic* ~ptions men continue to.prefer. In this poesn,

Skim* ¢ (describes the ruthloss strategles employed by
the autocratic, unyi.&lding\. Kitchener to end the war

‘begun by Milner. The . poet's disapprobation  of

Kitchener's - method of finishing "the country, the

people, the ﬁhoie thing”, is clear:

“The war was won, but at what 3ast when
so, much hatred and bitterness persists

Ulti:;;ately,_ indeed, nothing hasl been so&'ﬁged at':-._lgll.

"the léill&ug continues in a caunts.y divi.dqad
by strange geometries”.

Do

The clear moral lessom to he derived from this

astringent examination of the past, therefore, is that

@

{

|

N

B
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L) no real or lasting peace. can: be achieved"through
' viclence. Skinmer remains pessimistic, however, that -
hisz message will be heeded, and the poem ends with the
nupbing thought that 1o one knows "how long ° the
kmlling will go on” o
4 similar scepticism permeates Christopher Hope i Lomy
‘poem, Engllshmen (1983). 7The poem is - made up rf_
. " fourteen fragmentar}, discontinucus sections, in the
53:3 course of “which Hepe offers a - sardonic and darkly
' comical pottad Zziggbry of the involvement ~of the
i ' ’English in South -Africa. The xncﬁhesive structure of
the poem, mnoreover, reflects the\ _imprecise “and
incdherent idéntity of the contemporary ﬂaﬁSA group, an
/  identity which the poem seek§ o clarify throughgsé

R examingtion of the group's past.' The poem "hea@(s}
N T into history”, therefore, in order to “put some meat on
”\\\\\ha ¢ these &bld bones" of ‘the WESSA past, to trace "the
o ‘\\\ " imperial anatomy" (section 3. #he reconstructed bOdy

o SN *which éﬁerges. howeveer, is. far ﬁfom imptessive, as the ' -

_ English are revesled to be a ﬁorrupt, vicious and .
"_mercenary people. The. poem 8 condemnation begins, withe.

he coloniaflst cupiéity of Queen Victoria - "a queen

_ wha* hias eaten too rich" (sectionm’ VI). It -extends: to

3the’military,cummander, Sir ﬂ§rry Smith, who brings to

_ campaig‘n of ruthless an rampant exps:nsionism a
\, ch ivgly callous detachment: e

“Firat bhlood. is tell-tale to bluff Harr
- Placing the enemy by the direction -of is dead,
o e  he cotmmends the sharpshooting Boers .
' even as~he brings up his big guns | . 2
- and blastg the rebe1s to Winburgg : ¢
S Fair--handeQH °
o T arry is ehoaring a prisoner here,
a deserter there. Bone like nutmeg on the wall
his’ slugs lift half their huada away“ {section ﬁI).



=

63.

CAnd it includes the bumbling winor bureaucrats, Hogge-
_and Owen, sent to represent the Brltish at the Sand
River Convention- with Boer . leader Andries Pretorius.
) These two absurd officials, whose imeffectual progress
the poem loosely follows, may be figures of fun, but
they participate in the fundamental’ duplicify of the
empire which they serve:

"the Dutch may fight the Kaffirs for (the land)
Why should we worry?. Whoever wins will eng
Englishmen" (seation VI). (my brackets)

. ] . .
‘“The fruits of this reckless and arrogant imperiesl
.brutality and dishonesty are the strife-vorn chaos of
modern Séuth Africa in general,. and the identity crisis
“,af contemporary WESSAs in particular, These As are
Drtpresented in the poem by Mrs O;mbi, an’ eccentric,
virileacent huntress and Mr Silverd, a melancholic amd'
diffident café owner. They may inxﬁially appear -to be
' unlikely candidates to represent. the WESSA group, and
. yet in a strange way they pérfectly embody the WESSAs' -
“sense of having been marginalised and alfenated by the
process of South African history,' of having . become
.people with no clear identity whatsocever. Mrs gribi,
for example, longs wistfulty to be able to feel as much .
part of ‘the land es the gorge or the animal which share
‘her name, while Mr Silvero, lacking a fixed, distinet
peraonélity, remains as insignificant as small change

“'mat the café and as shgdowy an His namesake in 7.8,

Eliot's "Portrair of a Lady“.59 Hope's - poem charts
their attempt to discover a meaningful i.dentity for\
- themselves in the present by exploring the histaf& of
 the English. At the outset of the poem they set out
desparatéiy e '
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"to find sll we left beakind,
travelling the road we did not take,
on the hus we did not miss :

backwards

into times we must have read about ..." (section 1),

| but thay.soag 1earn_that thﬁir task is hot -an e¢asy one:

"from vib to rib we map the skeleton
but no one knaws, or those who know

won't say
where this poor body' s flesh has gone” (sectlcn I)

Ast$hé poem progresses, however, thiéfhjaurneyiﬁg into

cheir own interiows” (section I) does provide them with
some insights into . their aﬂnditlon, in particular,

they are segolved  not to emuldte the power-mad
'imperialism of their predecessors S | B ‘3
. T

"The place of power is not ita own
but rhe places it mskes others £ill; _
its instruments are tetherings, snmffin%s out

) witches,

axpeditions of the screwed-up will” (section XI}.

Ultimately, though, rhefe is no guarant&e that others

ﬁ_will share this resolve, just &s there is no guarantee

that the WESSA group will solve its identity.crisis,
and so the poem ends,_at least a8 far as Mrs Orihi ane

MY Silv»ro are concerned, with the prospecg\of a bleakw L

Ll

future i
0 .

o "A“long trek inté winter" (gection XIV). '& ]

Althougﬁ' written in & very different le,' Alan
Jamas's equally original long poem, "At“u Rail Halt"

st a | Rail Halt, 1981), Jike Hope's Englishsien,

Namet!

attempty to clarify’ the identity of WESSAs in the

':Prgsent;by examining théir history within the wider

I k . .11:.:’ e

'y



63.

e

context of South Africa’s past ia swueral. This poem,

a "study of the unwept Iinheritanc % of South Afrieca,
is a weditation on South African history, occasioned by
a brief stop at s siding in the remote north-eastern
Transvaal The speaker, a WESSA from the “grgen
cities", awed by these "wild 1lands, / the lost
country”, 1s led to consider the coptribution of all
people in the past to the development of South Africa.
Alternating {:y the central na*rgtive eanscaousness of
the poem, are—'a variety of extracts : s from historical

_ texts 2gnd’ snatches of dialngue, which refleéct the

S struggles and hardships of this great heterogeneoua
‘body of people Dutch trekkers, £nglish travel@urs ‘and

o adventurers, African pastoralists, the "colc ﬁd man"
Afrikasns farmers, British missioneries.
thuu, in & sense, "An aerial photograph™ wh

to provide a ‘senge of orjentation and direction to
WESSAs, and- Sputh Africens generaliy. _As the puem
tries to damonstrate, 1f men are “hnnestéfand "brave v
and do not simply dccept "what truths seem.easiest",

“but acknowledga the - contribution of a¢f to 'the
formation of the couttry, then there 1s a‘chance that-

they will diﬁcaver'“structuges of ohscut&%affinities"._

It i, however, no more than a c' :ace, and the poen,

' 1iﬁe thbaé “of Cullinan and”Hann, dares not cunclude on -

& note of ‘anything - more than the moat cautious
optimism: o . i ;o '

4

“ o

- "Stranger things have come to . o
pass ia the world than' the 7
. discovery of diamonds : ’ JC\
R ih South Africa". o -

2 Through S a critical;_ exdmination of the futile

déstruction wrought by the English in the -past,

a number of poets have endeavoured to projide a_clearer

a .

qrpoem is,_
ch attempts



B ™~

66.

sense of identity and “4jrection for contemporary
'WESBAs. ‘The ﬁnderlyiénéﬁ ~-umptign common to most of
this poetry is that the. use of vﬁ._élettce as a means to
political ends ultimately proves to be a Ffutile and
counter-productive tact:z.c, ‘and that lasting solutions
can be achieved cniy through a process of peacefyl and
.rational negotzatian. Such an assumpta.on, based gn a
continuing faith, however tenuous, in the possibility

" of an evolutiondiy rather than a revolutionary solution

to South Africa's problems, juggests that: ﬁESSﬁs may
discbver a poa*.t.we idnntity in thié regard., As
ovtlined earlier,
relatively free of _the inflexibility and = extremism
which has tended to' charscteyise both Afrikaner and

African nationalism, and so WESS&& n\my play an act::we o
© gnd positive role in encaumging and’ facilitating thin

process of ‘negotiation. Indeed, the poets themselves,

by. aeeking to clarify these issues and by arguing for .

peaceful settlements, are, in a aense fulfilling this

 role and jecving as WESSA ‘mediators, so thst the poetry

i:self may be regdrded as' a dynamic fart of the very
processes it describes and promatea..;_ K .

There are, however: 8 number of dange*s and; problems
involved in occupyigzg this middle position betweerl

%ng forces, and these will ‘ba explored iﬁ“ t:hc?e': '
fol . .

ing section of this chapter. .

N

(iity -

The third main way in which South African English poets
have responded to the identity crisis of WESSAs is by

examining the ,gos:.tign of ﬂESSAs, both in the past and. -'

the present, as being "in the mi.ddle",- between the:
‘opposing ferces of Afrikaner and African nationalism.

-4 .

WESSA group today remains ‘.. "

)
s
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Mike Kirkwood, in his .paper, "The . Colonizer: A
Critique of the English South African Culture Theory"
{mentioned earlier in this chapter), argues that such
‘exantinations of WESSAs which view them as occupying
this'middle position, stem from a desire to promote the
ethnic exclusivity of the WESEA group. These

examinations, according to Kirkweod, recall with fond®

nostalgia a time when the “English South African could
"cast as tall a shadow as any on the middle ground”,

and ther seek to encourage the embaﬂ."l ed WF$SA of today

"t? stard 'up and be a man" ‘again in some Jingoistic,
neoc:oloniala.st senae,ﬁﬁ A careful reading of the
examination gonducted by cont:emporary South afrinan

- English poets revéals that in thelr case this p&.@._;.not .
g0,  ¥nstead, the poetry aims to highlight “the
-potent.z.al problema “and pit:falls involved in WESSAs
' maintaining this m;ddla_ pnsitmn. . -

1

} Ideally, ag already auggested ’be;[rng situat:g\d between
the . oppoeing forces of / Afrikaner . and N pfrican

nationalism means that HESSA; are uniquely placed to
faci.litate ..the prqp.aues  of - negotiation .and to
stimulate ;he chang&a needed to bring  about s nwre
'equita.ble social order. On the other hand, maintaining
‘a middie ‘position may be used as a means of hiding a

covert resistance to pol‘.f.tical change behind a wask of
fake nc_eutralif;y .or apolsticaliity, or of simply

w;.thrlraw-fnﬂg from the challenges” facing this soclety

" into the sidelines of ‘political indifference. The

intention of the .poetry is, firstly, to expose the
underlying hypocrigy and cowardice of many WESSAs who
have tried to claim for themselves an unengaged, aloof

/,stance, and, secondly, to outline the dangers that

regult from  their consequently peripheral -social
- funetion and vague, incoherent identity. |
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William Branford's poenm, "Colonial Experience: Four -
Fragments (A Century of South African Poetry, ed,
M, Chapman, 19813, egpregses oblxquely yet lucidly the
‘timorous attitude and’ tenupus situation of many WESSAs. .
As its title suggests, ‘the’ poem, which will be
discussed in more detail in the third chapter of this
srudy, is made up of four separate, discontinvous
sections., TLike Hope's Englishmen, the fragmentary
astructure ©f the poem reflects the incohesive identity
of the WESSA group. The first "fragment" set in an
-indeterminate past, describes a 1iteral colonial sunsat
a8 .8 rathey ridiculausly ;achrymose, "civiliged"
speaker nries to reassure himself that the mmmiuent .
“barbarian ‘takeover will not prove too traumatic.
This situvation finds its ‘modern cnunterpart in the
third "fragmkﬁt“ where a WESSA motorist is- relieved to
e, for the doment; “safely separate’. from seven black
workers travelling on the back of a lorry in whom he_
recognises the "Impagsive faces of Dingana 8 spearmen”.
On  the ~other - slde" of the £fence, the WESSA is.
canfronted, in the second "fragment", by a defiant and-'
intractable Afrikanerdom, to whom - the bld colonia;
motto, “Despereert Niet“, remains valid nnd meaningful. -
Eaacntially, the WESSA finds Himself, id - the.mid le,
desperately trying ‘to hold himséif free ‘of..;
conflict. not reallsing that it is his own diffidence'
and cowardice that 1s liable te destroy him. The final
“fragment“ ‘captures succinctly and sardcnically t:hff'.K
‘reality &f many WESSAs' sz;uatipna _ . g,j

. (L \
ﬂ ty Dumptg sits on the fence
Thinkin of his impermanence = -
Since he 11 fall b his own volition,
We'll leave pim scheduled for demolifion".
\J . .
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Branford's adaptatlon of the well- knewn nursary rhyme

seenms a particularly appropriate 'way of desgribing

those WESSAs who Ctry to maintain an undinvolved,
artificially mneutral position in the politically

volatile South African situation, sitting not on the
wall. as.jn the crzginal but on the political fem:s.afﬁ3

The nurzery rhyme form emphasises the nailvete and even

absurdity of this endeavour, since to be indecisive in

‘suck a situation is almost a guarantee of one's own

~ "impegmahence. By likening fhese WESSAs to Humpty

Dumpty,. Branford sfresses not only the precariousness
of their position, but also their fragility in the face

?of:the inevitable wupheaval about to take place in this
* country. Their “fall” and “demolirion” will oceur,

f__thus,{ as ,a direct result’ of theiro own voluntary-

actions, a fact underlined by the Jingling Ihyme link

_ betweej "volition demolition” The fipnal implication

of the goem is that, once-fallen, . liké“Humpty Dumpty,

it will be impossible to Ppt the WESSAs back toggﬁher"1

-
)

again. . R < B Wooo L

A “

A simila: theme is expreased %y Stephén Gray in "Tﬁe 

Beast' 6iﬁ3atory" (It's About Time, 19743, a poem which

" in the cou;pe .of seven distinct sections .offers a
virulently s@;irgcal synopsis: of South African histofy,
The th%rdgaﬁathese sectioma wryly adapts the title of -
Rané de Viiliers 8 book, Better Than They Knew,61 whiuﬁ

Africma_. Gray's, version, "Fatter tharg ”"hey Knew"““‘
focusses;, instead, on the avarice, saﬂcﬁimoniauﬁness
and bewildered "alienation “which he belleves have
chara@tarisedeESSAé s%nce'théRISZO Settlers:

"In eighteen sweet and twenty

where the sun would .never stop

they planted flags in the land of plenty
and sold the Beastly qrop

a.

a

o



saved up souls innission stations
counting merinos in their sloeep
4id their best o briak the nations
nﬂbndy 8 knowi‘ng the trnubles I heap

5till my skin is white and s*range _ i
g haloed neck is.bloody red B
tuméﬁg blue in winds of change. . )

:u: isn t like Homq-& Office said ¢

o £
ﬂ/‘

old sold:.ers never. die
they tell you how it should ‘have been
clubbed to death with mempry
. going to London ta t‘ell the Queen.\.ﬂ"

Through a series of punﬁt, ﬂlllbbl& and wit"y allusions,
‘Gray pregents a poxtrait of a peoplx{:rhese inability to
move with the times and. Mhose unwillinghess ‘to involve
themselves in the procksses of history has ieft them a
ri&iculouslf szlf-p—itying, ma;%malised group. ?laying
‘on the colours of the. British flag to which many of
t:hese WESSAs still 1@@&5 with nostalgla, Gray suggests
im0 the third stanza ﬁ,‘gat they remain ‘rednecks and

- strangers in past-colonial Sputh Africa, and t@at the

v Pwinds of. change" have left them "blue", that ia. both

sad and. colélcy exposed, a opeople ﬂth no clear

&

b o T -identity. As in Ecoii=Af~ican society, these WESSAs

are pos ionad in the pom the Afrikaners (the =
titled, “The Horny Crew”) gnd the blacks (the

a gsection
 section entitled, "Night the Negro™). Like Branford's
poem, Gray's suggests that it is the WESSAs’ attempt to
sit on the fence between these two opposing forces, und
t:heir urmillingneaa to involve themsélves in seeking to
remedy “our history of sorrow” othat will leaed to their.

.~ - eventual demise. As, the title indicates, Gray. views

this country's Shistory as = "beast”, and the final

‘section of rhk poem predicts grimly that 1t will
¢ probably’ be purged, oz "tamed"  only by thes.
< - "apocalypse" of "South Rf\ca - evlipae“, a J’:‘ate O,

-
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£ ' which DOlLtlc&llj 1ndiff%renr and self-seeking WE%SAS

will hai?wzn no small me: ﬂure contributed, . ?

] "
Chris Menn, in "&;Prayeq|fcr My Work" (First Ppenms,

U}977), alae rewhals “an a:rraness of the WESSAs' ﬁenae
1

'.;hr:‘n .

coupying a “tyoubled njiddle position between black
) Sﬁﬁih Africanq and Afrlkanars. |

Yo ||
+

." . | : T

i

-- "If 1 do not speak af Buftermng
o . it 1s Bepause
those. who know 1ts da&kﬂess do g0,

;f{ : q If ,’do not mourn the hungrv _ 3 ”

wa it As because. :

;f S _f.fy have nq appetite for. tears.
_ ¢ _

{id aince iﬁproduce my mutter N
~ /in the same‘tongue L ' 7
/ as thdse 1 Waﬁh to see give plﬁcé, e 7

_ will grumble and mock, although R
aach time too late 7 ¥ o o
I realise I waste my breath, ST e

-1 can discomfort them as well _
by loyslty, S g
g ;__until it disrcipects the truth _ : 5 S
: . o i / : '..u:." T @
& 7 . - which sli of our ance ors ahare. A

‘ : May Dihgane . : , e _ ' -
The Somsrsats, 2hd Plet Reﬁief : F T G

s ) ,¢ of you who have fdund peace, F
e o keep inding B
usg’ vqur children of yousx unity, 3

E
e

- embrace us in the permaneﬁce : ‘ﬁ
: friendship !
ed not- wait ro? death ﬁo fiﬁd;

AGE may 'you all. spﬁzh chrqﬁ;h my work, .
- Test aalence be ; _ _ -

a%.

..,\3._)‘:.,.‘
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political uninvolﬁement, nor to warn them of the
dangers attendant upon maintgining =« hypocritieally

_,_'--"neufral" political stamce. Rather, he is characteris~
. tically determined to aeccentuate "the truth // which
“all of our ancestors share". The poem becomes in its

_final stanzas an jnvpcation tp these ancestors - black
(Dingane’, Englisﬁ (the Scmersets), Afrikaans (Piet
Rétief) - who are united in death, to effect the same
unity ameng the living. What Maon's poem offers, is a
glimpse of a future South Africa in which Affikaner and
African nationalism,” as well as the WESSA g%pup; have
been unifed ; intoc a common South African. national

- pulture. It may be sald that this is the goal- for

which all South Africans ought to be striving. It is,
hnwever. a goal whici remains for the 'time being scme

"wy off.  In the interim, as has -been suggested

- precisely %he sort of role that Mamn hi
fulfililing through this .toem, &d the sort of funetion

Africa.

N

~who find themselves marginalised arid “alienated in a

. goal ‘of the ‘at

t“xroughouc this chapter, WESSAs may find a meaningful

" ‘role a8 mediators in the continuing process towards

conc:!.liatiun and unification. In fg this is
self has been

that e prays b&s work ;& a whole may perform :l.n. South

@

' o % ;
I8
L - . .

cbristophar "Hope's '*'pobm,u Engiishmen {14%85), as

%

discugsed éarlier, may be vegarded gs sn attempt to
. digcover a positive and meaningful idemtity for WESSAs,

South @frican gsoclety characteriaed by the ccntinuing))
conflict between Afrikaner and Africen nationalisq;s.

. In a. similar way to Chris Mann in "4 Prayer for My
%:k" Hope augiests,' in Englishmen that the ultimate ’
empt to resolve the WESSA crisis of

.i.denuity is to create "a united netional culture in

_Soum Jlfrica, and so in this poen Hape considers the

i

!
s
/
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'possibility of uncover.ug a Fundamental unicy between
WESSAs and their African and Afrikaans counterparts.

He does so, however, in a rather less confident and
unequivocal mamner than Mann in "A Prayer for My Work".
In the course of Epglishmen, Hope,.like Gray, casts a

'-1aun&1ced ‘and  satirical eye over.. South Africd's

histery, weighing up Bantu, Boer and Briton and f z.ndmg
each of them equally wantz,ng in their bloodthirsty
obsession with power, Thug, Andries Pretorius's
merciless exscution of Dingaan's sons (section VIII) is
performed in the sort of spirit that still informs.
Afrikener radical nationalism today, symbblised as: it

is b? the Vnort:rein_ er Monument where BVEry year .°

{

“the Boera knégl at the altaxr qf mtemcry -
. ning
of frying Englishmen basted _with Zulu fat" {section X1).

i "
)

,-'.fvj_..Si.mi.larly, the ruthlessness of Dingaan 8 murder of ’:"i.et .
'_._Retief - __ ©a o @

s “Dirgaan’s wqrriors - |
threaded Refief until the sharpe*zed s*ake burst gast
~his breastbone" ( aecti,on IX) - .

Ll

is 1ike1y to characterisg t:ha afforts of modem-day

. “waz-rinra“ in the approaching "Armageddon"' {section

~ Smith, unfeelingly executing prisoners and deserters
-alike (section VI), finds its debased counterpart in
Pract's bungled assassination - of Prime Minister

XIV). And the machiavellfan callouspess of Sir Hadry

o

Vewoerd t

? “the last
~known attemp . by an Englishman : T
at expropriating Boer property“ {aebtian XI1I).

g
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Ironically, however, Hope discovers -some cause for
optimism in all this bloodletting since it at least
-demonstrates_comman ground between the groups, fight
down to the - essential fact of their mutual
gvulnérability: '

"Folks kill easiest
when they're layxng ghosts
ﬁ:ngaan, Preterius, $ir Harry Smith, the same ..."
(section IX).

This mutual vulnerability is suggested at a“basic
semantic level, in fact, through the ambiguity of the.

as "Folks find it easiest to kill others" or as "Folxq
‘are easiest to kill": the linguistic puguivocation:
; ) underlines the elementary and undenlablegﬁf%k between
- O - ‘the three groupa. Indeed, ths poem builds up to a
| g*a.phic ‘vision of the mortality which, at the HOst
fundamental Ievel is proof: of shared humanity.

w’ B

-0 ' graves here

ﬁmarked for Cbristian slaves and doloured servants.

Acroas the Yav vou see headstones of the citizenry,
" broad as culverts, tail as outhouses. .
e Theyukeep their distances sven uudevgrounﬂ
o but mix in .the bore, as the mole knows,
érqgsing the line -
! . l\“n and is piﬁied for his blindneas"
:% - ' L {section X11}.

o~ . . .
<) o . ' - o ' W
'  Englishmen suggests, thus, thar WESSAs do have a
meaningful place in South African gociaty, and that all
may yet. turn out well for the country, Like most of

_the poets examined in this chapter, Hope has attempted .
“to outline samg of the- various factors which have

g contriButed to the _WESSA 1dentity erigls, and to

"These o

suggest some of the means by which that crisls may be

- phrase, "Folks kill easiest”, which can be read elthax' ’

& .
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. alleviated. Like many other poets also, however, Hope

is realistic enough and practical enough to understond

"that there is mo guarantee that WESSAs generally will

be +able to  resolve the problems facing them.

- Similarlyy he is realigtic enough to understand that

there is no guarsntee that the problems of South Afrieca
as a whole will be resolved, and so the final vision of
Englishmen " remains, agproprmately, 1rreduc1b1y
‘uncertain and- inconcluslve :

"Lock, there is pink in the sky.
Dawn or Armageddon?” (section XIIL).

. e R ER
. I,l - LU 1'\’:
4 ’. :.. . u 2
= .

Over the past twenty years or S0, a signlficant Z?pher

s

of South African English poets have responde in

various ways, to the crisis of ‘identity experienced by
. white Englgs&-speaking -South Africany} as a group,
during this peried. | This chapter has attempted to

examine the various forms which this résponse has taken
in order. to gain an understanding of the crisis, as

weld as ap idea of at least some of the means,'

auggested by the poetry 'of how it may be resclved.

Briefly,w the -bro&ﬁ conclusions of this examinaﬁion
would be that WESSAs, generally, need to acknowledge

the extent "of their involvement in the injustices and

exploitatiﬁeness of the onartheid system of .government,

as well as their own. cont{nuing racial prejudice and

xenophobia. More positively, in seeking to bring about
changes that will Load to a wmore open and\ less
repressive social order in this country, WESSAs may

find for themselves a valuable “role as “mediators
between the opposing forces of Afrikanerﬁiqq African:

W

7
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~nationalism, and sco help to encourage and facilitate
- the processes of peaceful negeotiation }nd coneiliation.
As such, WESSAs may . leave behind the political
diffidence and ineffectiveness which has tended to
charactérise the group in recent years, and bagin to
* work actively and meaningfully towards the creation of

a morve equitable and fres soclety and a unified
national culture. : '

{;.r".-'

As the poetry has shown, the task facing WESSAs at the
present moment 1s to develop a clear, imambiguous
identiry ~ in terms of its attirudes, wvalues and
orientation - that wiil enable them to work decisively
‘and purposefully in bringing about positive changes in
Sauth africﬁqi At the same time, however, such an -

B ity; needs to be ﬁept free of "the sort of
“inflexibility,' extremism and exclusivity which bas
tended to characterise both Afrikaner and' African
nattonglism, and which has served to make South Africa
the violently divisive and polarised soclety it is
today in 1989. Similarly, while WESSAs ought to strive
tawards natlional unity and conciliation, they need, for
the time being at least, to maintain a certain’,
;indupendence of identity in order to play an effactive
an& viasble role as mediators between the conflicting
groups in this country. To allow tpeir autonomous
identity as a distinct group to be subsumed into either
of these othér oPpcsing groups would entail forfeiting
the wvéry opportunity for critical objectivity and
authentic political mediation which they are cuxrently;
in a position to be able to supply. And, indeed, it is
precisely this kind of altexnativé tradition which is
clearly becoming increasingly important, particuiarly
in view of the estructiveness and apparently dead-
locked futility of the continuing struggle between
African and Afrikaner nationalisms.
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The task facing WESSAa is eb@iously'not an, easy ane;

it remains, nevertheless, one ;of great importance.

Both the difficulties and the significance of this task
have been recently .adumbrated hy Guy Butler. Having
begun this chapter. by noting Butler's ewplication of
the WESSA identity crisis, it is perhaps approprlate to
end with his view of the way many WESSAs,’ or "ESSAs",

crisxs s o _ ;
S e . ) I - i\\ . . o
“The ESSAB refusal to be categorisea, to withdraw

. " into their owrt little laager, to clamour for

‘ag he ;alls them, are cur*ently reaponding to: the'

cettain rights, may mean a certain anonymity, a

‘psychic vuncertainty, even 'a hunger for the
‘ asgurances that® come from a closer sefse of
_belpnging; j% but his lack of doctrine and
definirion makes the . ESSA group hospitable to
those not ESSA by birth, —

ol s s

| the city of Birmingham}, - we do‘trovide the

; base for respectable alternativa tradition to

- raclat poelitica. - ‘
. B ) o .

ESSAs ... have sustained a climate in wﬁ&cﬁ

- alternatives can be thought, creative discué?iona

f e

° cen take place, . and dinds meet outside ghe';-

sanctified racial structures: an open market ..

1

y perhaps atruggling into being.

Smaﬁl as we arn (not woTe than two mixlion - Iesi'

g

where a more rational political dispﬁhaatian is, .

=
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CHAPTER 3

A DAMAGED SENSE OF PLACE
1.

Much South African English poetry over the past two
decades or so may be understood as a vigorous and
- yarious responge  to. the “erisis of identity"
expprienced by white English-speaking: “‘{outh Africans,
in 3 soclety marked by a  great dSei of conflict,
instability and uncdrtainty, the WESSA group's meed for
' a clesr, positive id:éntity ts fundamentsl, and so it is
‘not surprising thaé the subject has engaged the
attention of many poets. This identity .crisis,
" however, constbtutes .but one of the contemporary
dilemmas confronting the WESSA” group. A related
predicament, 'and ome no Iess severe, involves what
Christopher Hope has termed ther WESSAs' "damaged sense
of p!._ace'_’.]‘. What,, this mesns is that 1f WESSAs tend to
be unsure of who t:hey are, they dre equally uncertain
about where they belong. On .the one hand, they are
‘unsble to affirm wholly and finally their Africanness,
feeling essentially allenated from African nature and
incapable; generally, ~of &utheﬁticau}; assimilating
indigenous culture and traditions. On the other hand,
~they find themselves becoming increasingly distanced
and estranged from the European source of much of their
.cultural heritage. The result is that they have. become
- 4 pecple without roots, wiethbut fixity, without a home,

The proposition thaé WESSAs. 'suffer frcm a 1&0.!( of
belonging may appear. superficially to be an ‘established’

-theme in. South Afri.capan English poetry,{‘ having bheen
: | |

b
i . : B i._

EE . - i P . I

o
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diagnosed and described in some detail, inter alia,{hy
.Guy Butler- and others . of his - generation. in
actuality, the dilemma has taken on a distinctively
novel flavour in the 1970s and 1980s, becoming both
intensified and expanded. Consequent’w, the poetic
responses te the dilemma have differed significamtly
and crucially from those of earlier periods.

Essentially, this contemporary poetic response has
followed two simultaneous yet differing courses.
Firstly, in what may be regarded ar the negative form

of the response, a good deal of South african English _

poetry has sought not so much to resnlve the dik o
"~ but has aarvad rather to clarify its full extent anié to
explore the specifically contempora:y aspects of the

problem, “In particular, au&h poetry demonstrates that,

in contrast with formet times, the predicament

'*-ﬂcenfronting the modern-day WESSA is no longer that he

is forced to choose between ‘the twa;alternative konies
. of Africa, the 1and of his birch, and- Europe, the land
-~ of his origina. Rather, hia problem is that he seems
to belang neither in Afriea nor in Europe, that he
appears to have no hqme at 311 - -
. : -k('
-_At the same tim33 a number of poets have of¥ered a more
paaitivcaresponsa to the dilemma. Here the poets seek
o iind 1ocation for the WESSAs veither in the context
of the chltural -traditions of ~ “Eurcpe, unor in the
context oiaAfr can nature, as had tended previously to
 be the caae. anstead, in. a way quite unprecedented in
Scuth African anlish poetry, they have begun to
'explore ‘the poasibility of finding a vallid and unigue
‘'sense of place for WESSAs in the cities of South
" Africa. It is especially in Johannesburg, Cape Town,
Durban and Grahamstown, as opposed to the citles of

/
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Europe or the African landscape; - that contemporary

_WESSAs may, perhaps, be at last-able to discover .a true
 faeling of belonging in South Africa, to achieve

rootedness and loecatian, to find an authentic home.

4

A

s

Before.examining the contemporary poetic response}tc

the dilemma of the WESS&@}%damaged sense of place, it
is necessary to provide . brief account of - the

-background to the problem. English-speaking whites, it
geems, have never felt truly at home  in- scmt:be:{w
-‘Africe, experiencing rather what Stephen Gray has
called "the uneasy feeling_ofﬁthe white man's failure
to belong to the land”:” Az Noel Garson observes in
‘his historical sutvey of the English in South Africa,

“Englxsh~speaking Scuth Africans and the Britvish

|, Connection: 1820 - 1961", from the time of the eaxrliest
%settlements, English-speakers have tended to conszder

themselves' to be mgqgly sojournets, interlopers.,
temporary colonists, ' ox reprégentatives of- Foreign
powers,” whose real ‘home  lay - in Europe, or wmore
particulerly as a rule, in Britain.a* These tensions,
experienced by vhite Engligsh-speakers in South Africa,

betwuaﬁ“%heir Eurocentric: cultural orftntution and the

immediate ~demands of African natural and social
realities, are reflected throughout South African

?Engliﬁh poetry fromithe 13208 to the 1940s, as Michael

Chapman thas shown. 5 To. take come widely scattered
though reaaonably illustrativa examples, such tensions -
- are apparent in Thomae Pringle 8 attempts to gttune his -
English romantic~idealistic temperament to  indigenous

£

o

physical and social conditions; .in gthe cultural andf>ﬁwﬁﬁ“

stylistic mulriplicity of Albert Brodrick's verse; in

Francis- Carey Slater 8 precccupation with cultural
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dislocation; in Wiliiam Plomer's grave disenchantment

with Afriaa}e and in Roy Campbell's iconoclastic:
intolerance for the parochial insularity of local.

soclety. And yet, despite these tensions, the issue

- during this, period seems to have been fairly

uncomplicated, involving g more or less straightforvard
choice between giving cne's allegiance either to Europe
or tp Africa, bhetween leaving for the "mother country”

 (as Pringle, Plomer and Campbell, for various reasons,

‘those to do) .ox staying on in the “colony" (as was the
case, for the nost part, with Brodrick and Slater),
Certainly there appears to beg little ew.dencs of a

wideapread  feeling- of complete - homeles_sness among
English-speakers;  at mest there 1is .a certain °

indecision over where their true roots lay, or where

~ they finallyqowed their loyalties.

[+

& marked slteration "in senfiment occurs, however,

: during the pericd of the second World }?ar and the years

immediately Ffollowing it ‘in which the WNational Party
assumed power in South Africa, It is a development
‘which has been well documented{ ‘and therefore requires

~only a ccmpresae& account. - The x\rﬁtook many WESSAs to -

Europe, to the continent, supposedly, of wheir origins,
where they quickiy discovered, showever, just how
-foreign that world really was to ti‘xem. On their return
to South Africa, thotxgh? they soon found the cpuntry
controlled by a government whose policies seeﬂned for

the most part in utter opposition to those humsnitarian
principles and ideals for which they had fought. Their

__experience, therefore, was of the nature of a double
exile. r'uy Butler meskes a related point in “his

introduction to A Hoak of Som:h African Verse:
G

"The clash of cultures forces us to ask questions
“about culture itsel\f‘ and menes o5 rootless, A

g
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" . | 0
South African aware of bis Eurspean ‘origins, and
impatient. with much @42t seems anachronistic in
his environment, muy Jisavow the couhtry of his .

) birth and return o ihe countpy of his traditions,

- Dnce theran howevzr, he may fﬁnd hzmself to be an
anachronism, and That the England he had sought

. wistB only, say, s in Hardy's novels. This may #

 foree him to a second disavowal. He ends Jup
outside the. Lonsolation of any tradition, wzth an

- increased self—knowledge,'; but stultifieg“ by f‘

douh;s.“g T oo

E;u

of the -pre-war period but the problem to w Ach tﬁEf’
refar, in comparison ‘with thﬁ dilemmna confr ting thé?
concemporarﬁfwssa is not of a profoundly d:.sruptive

for example, amount, to little more than a’ &aulking of

 »creativiry. & digillusionment’, a cynicism, all of which
_ are, at least partly asauaged. by the acquiaitiﬁm, of
' heightened aelfnawareness. The tone of the passage,

mareover, is one merely of frustration and’ annoyan&e,
and as sudh remaina faithful to the pOEm Butler has
been paraphrasing, John Peters's "Estrangement“ (4 Book

ol %

Y., anachroni&m and; disavowal -

, Blurred in the.mind and set us to sxplore -

- Our vision turning curious and dual ... o n
Shutting us out in-the vacancy of truch 4/
d the present tense

gﬂ re bare <feet groped in a ﬂOnga—bedﬁof drought

rred with the g ‘thorns of our s:lgépities
litter and t:aah o doubt. _ oy

L .
"9 ﬂj.-‘J

Slmilaz_y, Butler 8 ca@nmnt that “South African Engliah
‘poets never talk about’ being rooted in African snil"

@

fof South African Verse, ed. G. Butler, 1959): . &

‘natuve. The consequenc{s of this “elash cf culturea .o :

_B..

J

-
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E}eems more an expression of gesthetic displeasure than

of deep anxiety, while Anthony Delius’s satirical®
observarions in The Last Division (1959) are of the:
chdracter of morg»‘i censure rat:her than evidence of
sez:mus cultural m‘gaase, N

N o . o\

""‘h\bxr mest accomplishaé cluldren fiee the Uniom,
Search other countriss for their causa and soul,
( And to the pioneer premige of their fathers

Add on no better mordl, finer story,
Leave nur crude glaring sun and aavage weathera g .
& To 'bask. reflect in other penple s glery.” S

Delius 8 remarks hlghl:.ght the fact, moreover, that at
¢ -this time, no matter how discontented they may ﬁavg
felt, a number of v:.anle options remained available tog'
: WEE‘)S&B. ‘They could ~ sEiil regard themselves ' as
0 '-"espected members of an’ international camunity of S
. an?ish-speakars arm, more " part;.cularly. . 88 an{ -
accepted part of the British -Comfionwealth. Conse-
quently, - the opportunity for emigration was both
e _pqlft‘ically and: cultufa;‘iy zelatively unproblemaric, an
; {dea ttested ta, for exampte, by the large number of
poets who emmraced This course of actisn themaelves,_
¥ . including Curteyw Lt der, . Madge," Peter, Pr'l.nce and’
L Wright. Ho eover, although much was «ade at the time
- ;_;:j""' {;ﬁ‘the E”tg ish schizophreﬁiﬁ“ 1 that is, the sense of
~#being torn between two countries, this is in itself an
| »~ indication that WESSLs had a cheice of- et least two
' alternati.va bheies , ra:her than nohe at all, ° Those,
like Butler; Cope’ and Paton, who remaineﬂ ih South
Africa, cou}!f continue to feel confident -that WESSAs
had . an important role  to play in the country’ S7 7
| unfoliiing soeial process, especially in terms of
synthesiaing their European and Africah experiences and -
infl.uences into a unique amalgsa aticn which wcmld be of
benefz.t: to the society as a ‘whts
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_poetry uE the “'war gensgratlon', but they jare nowhere

more 'foreibly demonstrated tham in the work of GCuy

Sutler, ahe 1 admg poet of the era, The theme of the
poet's uinse 1mg division “between two w tdst?
emerges rhpeatedly in peems such as "Kavoo Town, 1939",
" - "Stranger| to Europe”, "Myths" and "Tourist Insight into
Things", "lbut: receives 'parhaﬁu its most comp: ~hensive.
and defnfg.twe gﬁrtwulﬁtrmn in "Home Thoughts" (all

e poems in elentfed Poemg, 1975; the poems date from the
period of world War II onwards). The WESSA speaker, in
*U o 9 Eurape. cnlnredes that 3 . v '
4 _ . i _ . - _
« “"Long years drifting through African dark

Bred dredms that I might find, once here, | &
ing beacon, a gyro-setting mr}"" _

Convincgd.: Ehus, that "man's task is to get such dark
things *?cleLr", ‘he attempts to emancipate himself from
the - tramn}:ane,“ instinctual energies aseociated with

Dionysian °Africa, and to _align himself with the-

.He is soocq|compelled- to acknowledge, however, thatj he
cannot c.ompletely abandcm Africa for Eurape. Dion sus
far Apollos -

» ‘
I .
[ o \ _!
o T E =l

’,'I have not found myself on Europe's maps,

civilised, ff_-_"int:elle&:tuai forces of Apollonian Eur%pe.

e A~orlji of things, deep things I know endure
i ~ Bur nof the:context for my one perhags.
v T wiat|ge back wich my five simple slaves
. To soil still savage, in a sense still pure:

fy lovi _lega shallow land of artless 4
ere ijo gl..sts ?amoriu the recent glraves
And eviry thing in Space and Time justn

Furthermore, instead of trying "o {';ivil;i.ze my
sami—barbarcma land”, he ha”’ come to understand that
_Avollo” and f forysus are efuipollent » "neither could /
Conquer th?é hm:e in which the other stou™ - and thet

# ' = 4
W &

These mc’ées of thoughﬁ are reflected throughout ihe

o
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“¢hey can and indeed ahould be resalved Ainto complamen-
tary wholeness '

"0k let the iz.ghtmng of your quickening eye
‘And his aboundirg darkness meet and mate,

Cleave, crack the clouds! ¥From his bxmming drum

8piil cryﬂtal waves of words, artic rel”
Butler's envis.-égea'programe, t:herefore, is to overcome
the Jichotomy between Africa and Eurzope by uniting them
into a uew cultural combination which will not only

prove creatwely ‘nd artistically prcductive, but which
- will also afford the echizophrenic WESSA a senge .of

location and sacurity. As Michael Chapman puts it,
Butler's enduring interest llea ' - F o
" '"i.n-_th% artempt by white English-spaaki.ng South
Africans » find for themselves a home in this

country, ‘while- remaining sensitively :aware of

their European traditions,” wld : }F "

- In éané:‘?al, thus, the attitude of Butler aﬁnd his ..

coevals may be taken as one of relative optiny}ism and
confidence . in the possibility of a §ati/s£actcry
solution to the problem of the WESSAs' impaired sense
of place, however intréc:g.able the problem may have
seemed. Since the 1960s, however, the difficulty, has
not only intensified markedly, but has also acquired

other quite new dimensions. These would include, from

the European  perspective, South Africa's withdrawal
from the Commonwealth, its in reasing Lsolation from

the international comumty. and its pariah status in .

world upinicm,” 80 thar. WESSAs have felt themselves
_becoming &larmingly cut off from the source cf thelr
tradiﬂ:ions and from their cultural aasociatea.u" From
the Africas point of view,’ the rapid polarisation and

I
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radicalisan i.cm of the forces c:f Afrikaner and African
nationalism  has zrendered <the - WESSss ever wmore

marginalised in the ongoing social processes of the

country and has left them in” a precarious position
within  South Alrican "Sﬂci\e.ty.ls_ The fundamental

diffevence, therefors, is that the modern-day: WESSA,

tather than feeling. div:.ded between two gseparate homes,
has hegun ro believe that ‘he has no home at all.

=

S o R‘l__ L]

Nc‘el, Garson, for - example, asserts ‘that before .South

- Africa's withdrawal from the Conmonwealth ' the HESSA_:
group was charactﬁriﬁﬂd by "a strqngly Bri!.ish outiook™

and a keen awareness -of- its connection to Britain, but’

_that 1in cthe ‘yearg &inge- the establiskment of the
~ Republic ’NESSA; have become . increastﬂgly uncertain of
~ where t:hey belong or what thay belédng to. On the one .
o haad, their cﬁhnectﬂlaﬁ to Britain has diminished to
"little mor', than "a. historical oddity and a mere Fymbol '
of ciltura) and economic contact"; on the other hand,

"fheir . ide tiﬁication with t‘t}% Afrikaner-dominated
Republic r¢maina uhenthusiastic and their support For
t:he South African “state" is at bsst qualified.16
umikaﬂy.“

flical cord which tied them to Britain”,
because 1t meant that they were forved t.

of the
rfparticulaﬂ

_ T.R. H._ Davenport in his hiatory of South
'Akrica, re rde that uany WESSAs “resented the severing

PR

choose betwhen the equally insuffie at alternatives &E .

ip alone.ly

o “

brical accqgnt:s are suppor."ted' by . the
en;pirical cio"ogé.cal evid: .ce ptesented by Lawrence

Sahlemer it his detniled study of contemporary WESSAS,

"E‘nglish~sp aking South Africans Today: Idetitity and
Integratirm into the . Broa:le* Hational Comunity".}a'



87.

For example, Schlemmer veveals that when asked 'to
 select descripti.ons of themselves as a group, WESSA
-respondents betrayed ‘2 high degree of uvmcertainty and
confns:.on, with the response percentages spread widely
amcng the various altermatives: “English-speaking
Sourihr Africans” (49%), “South Afrigan® (287), "White
South African” (12%), "Britvish / Eurcge.an (1320,
- together with some other minor categories.
- data shows is that while most WESSAs are no-Longer able
to_ regard themaelves a8 British ‘in  the way that
preﬂous generations cmxld they also seem unwi}ling to
gwe Aan unqualified formal aclimwledgement of
afffliation to the South African "Mmﬁa“' - In another
area of- the atudy, respondents were gskid to select the
‘abrernative’ which best deserjibed rh%r own culture and
- sutlook, Again. a broad-spread of responses o:curﬂmd

“Specifically South- Afri r.a"i“ faﬁ!), "Qf - the anlisha :

speaking world in genaral“ £20%) .- "Of the modern

.. ‘Western world" (19%), '"Speeifi“slly British" (61,

"European"!bﬁ), with some crher minox categories.za_
o' In sharp contrast with Afrikaners and black ‘South
Africans,  who virtually unaﬂﬁnmmly regard their own
cultu?as as specifica‘ily South African, the WESSA g'.':c:i‘up,O
reveals a great deal “of disegreement and unease over
its culturgl orientution -and roots., Perhaps most
significantly, Schlemmer's survey ‘indicates that only
: abdut 381 of the WESSA ‘sample would be committed to
remaining in South Africa’ Lf the efonomié or political -
situation in &the country ‘mrsened.n and only 241 of

WESSA respandents posspas ‘strong emotional ties with

South. Africa.23

It seems evident: that in the madef‘n period the WESSA
.group,/ff as a wholé’ has found it most difficult to
mainta*m\ an intar:t, genuimr- sense of place. Becoming

(A

What such
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int:reaé‘ingly distanced from the British or Européan '

_source of its ‘cultural origins, the group generfally
remains unwilling or unable to affirm its camitment_,
socially or psychologically, to the country of its
present residence. As Christopher Hope colourfully
puts it, the WESSA has become |

"displaced -~ flotgam left high and dry' after the
tide. 1If he belongs to this country nowadays it

s in the "same way as the marooned sailor belongs
to his island“ 23

. . s ] S

T}ie WESSAs' “damaged sense of place”, thus; is _134‘;_0

" longer a ma@;te& ‘merely’ of frustration and inconve-

nience; it hoaa become a ‘source of psychological

_. diaor;l.entation and cultural anxiety. There 19 nor s
much as poat-colonial nostalgia for the mother ‘country,_‘___s

a8 there is the reali sati.on that one has ﬁib mother
“coustry at all, There is. not so much the jurge to
confirm roots in the’ eountry of one’ s birth, as there
18 the shock of discavering .that one has bec almost

totslly deracinated. There is fot so much thi option

of eyigtat:ing freely ‘and eaailjr to another dogntry of .
one's choice, - as’ :here is the sense thatTone de
escaping desperately to an unfamiliar place where one
-__-will be neither welcome nor comfortable. And there is
now not so ,much the queation of where to place one's
'1oyalties<.h as there is‘the guestion of whether the’
onalties of WESSAs, as an idem:i.fiable ethni.m group,
 are of any significance whatsoever in the mdeﬂh South
| Afsrican ‘context. .

ue
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-The danged sense of place experienced by contempoﬁﬁry

WESSAS fkpresents 3 far more serious problem than any
like difficulty ‘which had confronted previous
generations of English~speakers in South Africa.
Ironically, however, as WESSAs' sense of place becomes
increadingly impaired, so their need for loecation and
placement becomes ever more urgent, Stephen Gray makes
the point with specifie reference to South African
writers, but the 3idea has a much broader social
relevance = and may be applied ¢to modern WESSAs

-generally:

[ B

tourist view of " things, and far beyond 3ie
polemical emotionalism of founding texts. e
‘sense of place' is no longer ,a geographical
condition, or a classificatory principle, "It is
" located at the haaxt of & writer's society, his or
 her class, and“ﬁulture aud his or her very being

] woly
3 4 a+w

Given :his_néed far'a_clear sense of ﬁlace, it is not

surprising that South Afriecan . English poets have
resp:mdea earnestly to the dilemna facing the WESSA
group, -

As mentioﬁed=eérlier, this poetic response has followed,

two different courses, the First concerned with
clarifying the full nature and extent of the problem in
the . contechrary context, the second suggesting a°
possible sdlution to- this prablem from a quite novel

 direction. ' These two forms of reaponse are not

-~ mutually exclusive, and have developed more ov 1£s§h

concurrently in contemporary South African English

a genge of'placé“,.taday,'has gone far beyénd the

8%
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poetry generally, and even within the work of
Jindividual poets. For the pitéposes of cthis study,
hawever, they may be dealt with separately. '

-In?th% first instance, in what may be considered as the
negative form of the response, the primary focus of the
poetry is on exploring and demotistrating the particular
charactexr and the full dimensions of the WESSAs'
,damagéd sense of place as it occurs within the context
of present-day South Africa. It may be divided into
three distinct areas: :
(i) the ways in which the fears and uncertainties
© of WESSAs, finding themselves alienated from
both Africa and 'Europe, are reflected
directly in the work of a number of poets;

(i1} an  exploration  of the  difficulties
experienced by contemporary WESSAs in:
attempting to sbandon Africa for Evrope;

(iii) an expldration of the difficulties

. experienced by contemporary WE$SA3 -~ in
_attempting to abandon Europe for Africa.

- Each of these areas will be treated ih~turn.

o o (i) o
i} | |
© Az WESSAs in the 19105 and 1980s bave found . thamseaves
estranged both from' Africa snd from FEurope, so this
sense of hpmelessnes& and lack of location has resulted.
in a distinctively cbntempdrary alarm and unceitainty,
'feelings whigh have been explored by several recent
South AfPic n English poets. Frequently, these
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feelings are not gimply described by the poets in an

-nbjective a%d impersonal way, but are registered in the
poetry at & basic linguistic level, In other words,
the poets ﬂere speak not only to and about the WESSA
group, but: alsc speak for the group. Although this
might be sa d of much of the poetyy under discussion in
this study, it seems particularly evident in this case,
wherz the acute and pervasive sense of rootlessness of
» - WESSAs has ellicited a stfongly personal and sub;ectzve
respanse from many poets.

As this 'chapt;¥ will show, these typicaily WESSA
feelings of alarm and uncertainty manifest themselves
8 in  the poetry's obsessive use of equivocation, ‘the
& continual questioning, the stark, violent imagery, the
xhesitant rhythms. As such, this poetry is of a quite
. different  order from earlier verse daaling_with theé
WES3As' problematic semse of place characterised as it
tended to be by calm, measured and generaily assured
. tones. A famrly representative example af such earlier
poetry, .as Michael Lhapman has noted, is R N, Currey's
. !'Durban Revisited" (A Book of South African Verse, ed.
oG, Butler, 1959; the poem dates from 1948), where its
“gimple openreaé" its '"sense of sanicy™, and its
~ "reasonable voice" suggest a state of wind far less
_traubleﬁ than that typifying recent poetry~?5

n

“After these weeks at sea, my native 1and:

I stand snd stare at the remembered Bluff;
Enough of that long green skyline for a boy,.
The Jjoy of those high breskers, their huge roar
Upon -the shore, the lift-in of the tide. '

A forefather in eighteen forty-aig hr -
‘In state landed his family here; his blogd %
. Has flowed up almost every f& ile valley; “
> But many of his sons, through clircumstance, ®
Lost th intense and civilised tolerance. u
!
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By chance we ride the anchar in the Bay
A day or two, and may not go ashotres
Once more between me and this lovely iand
‘There stands a barrier; it used to be
My childhood, now its my maturity.ﬁ

7

Curfey 5 poem is a straightfarward and collected

discussﬁcn of the "barrier” which he flﬂds continues to

,Tseparate him from his “native land” on the ocecasion of

visit from his alteznative, adopted home of England.

"nIta relatively relaxed and unruffled ptmosphere stands

in sharp contrast with the soxious and. apprehensive

. mood which permeates the work pf contemporary poets

faced with the "prospect of having no home st all.

.Anticipating this radical alteratien in mood , 2% Parrick
Cnllinan' 8 "gxiles" {(The Horizon' Forty Miles Away,
1973) expressea ‘the feelingp of a people who. discover
~ that they are exiled not simply from their "nativef
“ﬂcountry, but from all possible homes- o

o

- "We sghall try not to remember
-.The politics, the’ quarter truths
That made a total truth to us.

We shall try to remember otir own

Temptation, when we had the pawer

And used it; when we had

1t like a handkerchief .

In the cormer of our sleeves.

And if there was something absurd
° About tennis con the equator,

"1t was the absurdity we drowned

with léng drinks in the evening.

., It 48 true they have a personality
But not, it seens ; the one we say. ) o :
Can any race have two. - B e
Personalities? There is scmething < v
_Mad about facts when they diverge.,
~° We remember what we saw. We knew them. .
" We knew’ them well enough to aant their goo&

P
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And now we talk too much about it

-~ The dialects bore our countrymen.

Words that once meant boy or farm
Irricate our Flesh and blood.

We are easily forgotten

.By them. Could they have done berter?
For there was cone thing we ourseives
Could not understand.

We were native from the start.

With brown bush and the blue.
Mountains . froem the first moment
With wood{ Jmoke at dawn

That no one can describe, the birds,
The sticky heat we grew vo\love, P
We thought we were exileg, )

'We are certainly exiles now.

The worst lie was our hope:
Perpetual teatime and the colour green.
Fantasies always suffice
But we reQurned to the lie,
The dirty towns, the insensitive people,
Endless-teatime and the colouxr green.
But we can forgive this remembering -
One promige: driving through
Long grass at night, the scratch
Of the grass on the truck,

. And in our headliphts'a continent, -

- An Africa within., An Africa beyond."

The poem posits two alternative physical and cultural
homes: the cne is that of the Africa which the speakexr
and his kind have recentlysfelt-CBmpeiled to leave;
the other is that _of Britain from which they hava

‘derived their cultural traditions and to which the§~

seem to have returned. The dilemma with which they are
confronteéd is that they are unable finally to find an
authentic -and satisfactory home in either place. In
Africa; apart from the political difficulties suggested
inthy opening stanza, they have beeniunable to sustain
their British tfaditions and adtivities, forced to
acémit that ‘the absurdity of ' the attempt cannot

_.indefinitely be ignered or concealed. Yet, having

rezurned "home", they find that they do not belong



Africa now lies “beyond“ his redch.

9.

there either, haunted by memories of the Afrxican land’

~and people which they are uneble to share with their

putative "countrymen". Gradually rhey struggle tcwards

. some sort af Belaireissement s

[N

"... there was one thing we c:»urse'* ves
Could not understand., '
We were narive from the staré‘
- We thought we were exiles,

We sare certainlv exiles now.“.

; ' - ' ¢
Out of ﬁfrica, now, s,.hey think back o 0

Ty
“remembering +
One promige ... - . - . . = _
An Africa within. An Africa beyond." .

It is wrong to suppose that the poem concludeﬁ wit:h the
 spesker® asserting ‘once and. for - all his li‘frican
identity. On the contrary, the final vision of the

poen. remains irreducibly equivocal,: compri_sing‘. little

" more than a vague and. vather improbable "promise”. ' The.

enduring. impression is not so “much that WESSAs and
those like them really do after all belong somehow in
Africa, but rather that they do not belong anywhé::‘e. |
The fact of their utter homelessness. ig underscored by,

the poem's continual ,employment of deliberately

imprecise terms _such as "é‘b'untrymen"'.'" "f_lesh and

. blood", ‘"native", and perhaps espécial}.v xiles”

iteelf with its implication that A‘twse like WESSAs are
destined to remain in a perpetual mmrer of exile, Even
the apparently lmpeful last line of the poem 1is
undermined by ‘an {rouic, final ambiguity: at the
foment when the speaker feels algb.e to acknowledge the
Africa "within" him as well aa that which once lay
before him, he is Forced also’ to concede that thar
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o expressxons of the pfbbiem of the WESSAsQ” amgged sense

o/

. £

Culiinan's pbem. ¢lerough itgqﬁuse of an dnvolved

 first-person . speaker, its series of = unanswered

questions, its bitter qelfvdirected ironiﬁg, ~and
especial nrough its slippery, equivocal language,
conveys dlreczly the feekings of. perplexity and anxiety

. 0f, a people who have Ffound themselves 3udden1y' ard
. unexpectedly exiled frow a‘l pOssible homes, A similad

poem -~ in terms hoth of mood and technique ~ 1ig éQ;f:ﬁ
Chri stopher ‘Bope's “The Fkight of the $hite South ;1;?*
'Africans" {Cape Drives, 19?4), one of tho™ ost seminal -~ .

of plaeg Phis problem forms a central theme in'ﬂb%a 8

‘poetry, as he, made clear in his introdd%txon to hisss

°first ccllectian. L - | T8

..

i

: . o N

”my work is an attempt té- gauge the stqeas under D
~which the ‘English-sgasking White South African '
ex1Sts. For all his claim to belong to Africa, he .
s not ?art of f¢° ..,1- He is under pressure. So \'

' fiuch so, that he has long since ceased to be part®
of the %orld Rather he aeea the world. as going™

. on Elﬁﬁgnida bim, He 1is defensive] foaring
disﬂlac&ment, not ' realising that he is already

. diuplacad.“%? o \\ ‘ " }¥  L T v
' e 3 v A g

=

O

‘ “Tha Flight of .the ‘ﬂhite South Afyicans | Eocqsseé e

precisély ou this displaeement wﬁich contemporary h
WESSAs have suffezed The poem ‘takes for its epigrapa

the vnticination of the xhoan prophetess Nongquase in _
1856 that all Burcpeans would be driven into the sea, a - °

LB

-propﬁscy which~ pre&guggests 48 ‘today caming true as
_pcorea of HESSA; take "flight" from South Africa.’

) o
: " W B "

r ’ u " : *
r ; . N .
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: q?&th’s, Nongquase, ydu have your revenge, . Taé& me

o Why, when surf rides like skirts up a thigh, we bare

X fStaang with the ‘glazed eyes of geers e
o At pur plane, hauled from the sky,"lying like dead

I " . | o . . _ - B '
"Kinshasa, we feel, is not the place to reach . o
,At noon and leave the plane to ~adure inspection

By a hostile ground-hostess, wiserving the bleach o

-,0n her face, her cap tacked with leopard skin,
Faked, and far too tired for the erection

& good bristle requires. We make o fuss,
However, kndwing why she snarls at us;

« But proffer our transit cards, and march in

To stand at the urinal cdmpléiﬁiﬁg atoud , - .ﬁ«-
~0f filth, flies and spit, amagzed that this o
Is it, ap Africa the white man bowed . B

- Before, growling outside the walls of the Gents:

We fumble uncomfortably, unable to piss _
Tiil a goldier, bursting from a booth, clodhops®
Pdst, still buckling up and the talking stops..

Steady yellow staind white mexble in silence. -

voo®

)
xS

Qurspltes, blind behind black glass, bellies -
Up, /mavels gaping at the sun? We lie. =~ °°

" Neal ice-cream boys, purveyors of canvas chairs:

¥hile they and the fishermen who stand 7,
0ff-gshote, shooting seinekﬂﬁﬁkily cram .
T?gir_g anaries: we'gaqu‘;training.to_fly%

A I ; i T, . -
*.While ih the upstairs lounge, our Waiﬁing;wives
_gageasiexpensive ivory sduvenirs; °

flounder about, flying fish that fail,

Silwer on the tarmsc, feeling hooks bed >
Deep in our mouths, sand .Keavy in our scatepa:
Il -‘:‘. B s S o o, |

2

;wy"rights; white huntera' epoil; and home-made kﬁizeéhf
e S

bt

Our' sojburn: ‘what might dear Mithe have made of it.

Or Crompton, Farnol, even. the later-James, -

Who grcmised homely endings, ‘megi whd 1lit _ ‘
The lamp we wished to read by, gave us The Queen,
A Nanny we-almost kissed, our English names?

We hlink aud ate blindsd by the Canzo sum
Overhead, a&s flagrart as a raped num, -

Such dight embarrasses too late. fﬂg‘vgoaeen

S¢ little dn tﬁb'littib,;1me=§pen5;coming .
To choke on this beach of unbreathable air .
Beyond the gunsg' safety, the good ﬁiumbinfilf o

- az°__5Prey of gulis and gaffs. We go to the wa

But Mowgli, Biggles and ‘Alice are nof there: gf“;‘
Hongquase, heaven unhcods its bloodshot éye adiy
AEove a displaced people; our idemise N
I8 near, and we'll be gutted where -we £all.®

=
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The setting of the pnem at Kinshasha amrp::ert - whera/f
¥9 WESSAs thave d:wembarkad from rhem*
aeroplane.’ w”zch ha: stopped ovet fow refﬁpllmng - is

- most app“op-ldte, for it gymbcl tses physically the
WESSAs' al%e1ate& widdle position between Seuth Africa,.
‘ﬂbere thy Found it ' pogsible to survive, and rheiv

destination |in Britain, wiich they will most likely
find to be ¢gua’ly inhospitable. The first section of
the poem’ degeribes "grawhically thé “Africa the whitd

- man bowed / ;gforﬁ’,‘charac:erised ag it is by squalor,

searlng heét. ' ubiouituus saldiers and hostile
natives“ﬁsrepresented in this case by a ground-hostess

~ whose antipafhy towards South Africans Ffurther depletes

the %%mmurceﬂ of the already fatigued and defeated men.
T“F WESSAs. hy e thus been driven from Africa not by the
might of igﬁféenous -armies; but vather by their

‘inabiY xy to, aftune their Eurpcentric temperaments tb
" the hérsh'pﬁyricﬂl and social conditions of Africa.

The second eeation recalls, like Cullinan's "Exiles",
sthe ‘absurdity and desipience of WESSAs' lifestyles in

Wfrica. Trying to darken their skins by suntanning (as

the ground-hdstess tries to Lighten hers with bleach),
they inevitgbly end up seeming(to “"flpunder about,’
flying fish ihat £ail", desperately "straining to fiy".

The recurreny _punning on the word "fly" reinforces the .
WESSAs' urge;t desire 1or%'fcape. while the pa~hetﬂ§
Y

and - prohablyl futile nanufb of their attempt

- suggested thtuuéh the deriapryfyafiiteration of the

weak, soft "#" sound.® Thefr wives, in the airport
ile reaffirm their - foreign and
exploitative ¢ arqcter as they. caress covetnusly the
expensive séuvinirs, "By -rights, white hynters' spoil",

even as \“their osm vulnerability is underlined by the

indigenous "homﬁ;made knives". The section ‘ends grzmlyg

with the possib\lity of . suocessful “flight" subverted

' by ‘the stark 1ma§e of WESSAs as dying fish,

\

o
v
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‘neithers/in Africa nor im: Eurqpe, that they have Become -
estranged both from the country of their birth and from

“

"feeling hooks bed
Deep in our mouchs, Band heavy iﬁ our scales

I, . ‘=.

The final section con«xderb‘ *ba WESSAs' sojourh .
generally, and emphaslsea their ajjenaticn by adverting

£o formerly‘popular B;itikh w%iters such as A.A, Milne,

Rictmal Frcmﬂton, ueaf;ray far“m1 and the early Henry
Janes, whogé'“homely endings now seem irvelevani, and

imapplicabée to a fleeing' pecple who have no home. Tho

Use*tion is filled with gﬂmgas ofoeyas dnd sight to
renrasent understanding and th& abiliry to find one 'y
way 1in the future. *ignlfieaﬂtly, the hQW11dered*
-WESSAs bave 1little insigﬁf 1ﬁto theit own conditioh:
"=-havin3 "seen / Soﬁlittle"'in their timé in Africa, they,

now feel terally "blindeﬁ" by the’ African sup. Even

. more alarmingly, there se¢ms to be little likelihood of

their prospering in Europe, as they begin to see that
their superfiuial ﬂritish cultural heritsge Tand
- upbringing -~ represented Ey "Mowgli, Biggies and Alice"

- "will prove of 11tt1¢ ‘avail in" the. forbiddingly
unfamilia con‘itions iu tantempcrary' Engfhnd They
J?ZL ro confront the idea that - they belong

the country of(;helggtraﬂitions. The poem ends with
the ominous suggestion that their flight will lead not

to sanctuary, but rather, us angqu&se prophesxed, to_

extirpatiOn . o : e
i “ - B ’

“Nongquase, heaven unhdods its bloadshot eye

Above a displacud people; our demise

Is near, and we ¥§:be gutted when we fall".

L]

Guite clearly, Hope's poem defines a:condition;far more

grave than anything imagined by writers of 'But-].er"s_"
generation. The socio-cultural disruption, the psychic

g
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undertainty -. comméhicated not only through the poem's
imagery and narrat:ive, but also - at a, fundamental
iinguistic level through the cbse.,s;.ve aquivoques and
quibbiing - ail cont:nbute to what Geoffrey Heﬂrwnape
L  has recognised as "a most disturbing vigion¥e” 2% he
WESSAs' damaged sense of place is the central theme
Zlso of Hope® s later poem, MBlisters” (In rhe Countre
of the Bls % Ptg‘ 1981) The 1;12:19 and foceal imaga “of
the pogm iu: icate both the WESSAS painful alienation
from Afriea _.aq well / fag the mmmallst:mc qual:.t:y cf v
their existehce im that contxnen‘, while ‘theix
) eatrangement from Et#ope igs apparent in their tenuous
° re]_.ationship with thﬁé,ir “eousins": ° '

“Who is to say from whe‘re the gressure will come -
or how mad we will be by then
When our cousins from Europe visit, this year
or next, they will Be pleased .to see us, Pray!
vy After each day’s sun we will live on - ;
a lx.‘tr.le water under a white skin."

E] .".
|

&

P Significantly.ﬂ Robert breig 8 poem, "“Sgttlers’ Story"
.- {ralking nullJ 1975), bears affivities, in terms.both
of vision and Imagery, with J'Blisters”, Greig séts his
pnem &t . mma : datemina::e date in the settler past in
order to convey the essence of the WESSAs' imper.fill__,egl
position as a people who | L

o

sleep armes, '
distrust the timorous 3uard
and draam )

. It sooh ' beéome jrent, howe‘irer, th,at Miome" no .
1nngeﬁ functions m pmcgicgble option, since they
are "Confided by theé island”, (a mgtapimr for South
Africa) and must "reject / i\orthem aeraagns that' thyrcd

- poems".® I they no longer belong in Europa, however",-

"

“ i - ) o
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they are cprtaluby not at home in the harshness of

“Africa: .the 'violence of the imagery, as in Hope's
poen, communicates.an alienatlon far more intense than .

that experienced by a previous generation of WESSAs:

"We hide from tbe'vi%ilant sun
at strips and explodes pale skin",

113

Ultimately, they find themselves barely mhhaging"'ré

;'surviﬁe,-luat inNghe soriﬂpf soclal and ryltuf@l limbo
< which ane has outlinedt . - S Rg_

= .
Y . “o

"Gr@ping ,. ' N
we prey and conflrm isolatiun“ : |
. A

Jfax]“

- Mike Hicol too. haa ma&b the acute a:ienattan Qf rhe

contemporaty WESSA 5 central theme in hie noetry. .1

“Livingstone" (Amonz the Qouvenxrs._lS?B). hé dinsovers
in the figure of the celebrated explorer a ghiy ap:'
symbcl’ of the HESSA s gehizoid nature, £ while most
- of Livingstone 8 remains are. buried in weatminétar his .
-“worthy’few“ fcl;owers

- o

BN “left his  heart

- And guts % find new' 1ife
o In Africa q

=]

'In the title poem of his collecﬁion; "Among «ther

- Souvenirs', however, Nicol suggests that the modern-day
WESSA is not so much divided beuween two continenta, as o

he 1is& reduced to a state.of uuter ‘homelessness,
Travq@ling ghroqgh the Karoo,=fhe WESSA parsony feels
like & rowfist in what 1s suppoged to be hﬂ%

count Madé to feel f@;eign andgﬁgtrangeﬂ “a&ong the

-souvenirs and'!strange provinces" of a curic®shop in
"a counCry where all that . moves -turns curiaus“, ehi'

x .‘

o

o

%
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WESSA it is implied, seems deomcd to an exiwrence as a

‘cultural nomad, aimlessly and endlessly

o

@

"eravelling where
dust never settles, disturbed by wind"

Much of Stephen Watson's work dramatises the tormenting
sense of 1solation experienced by the modern WESSA,
Although Watson has sought to excoriate, and even

dissoci&te himself from, the WESSA sub~cu1t%§f,29 his

fattempt, as Susan Gardner haa pointed out, i8y in

_ camse to aee that he 18- drifting

Fact, symptamatig of almost universal \disafféctipn
among WESSAs. Indeed, a poem such as "Years” (Poems

, 101,

1977-1982, 1982), in' 4its rambling .syntax, its
'incomplete°repetitian9, and its seeming inmbility quite - -

to find any set structurd, zonveys  accurately the
WESSAs' rootlessness and lack of direction generally.
Racogniaing the lack of a centre_ to his Ii%e,_wataon

"in an enm tiness already
there 1ike an enemy, - e
in the homes ,
unhousing all memory ... o
The homes . ! i
of my kind,, ' : 5
the white suburbs - . - ;o
- ldke coastsl resorts - -
~in their off-season air

of'colonial-decay';.;“

..ﬂ “_ 8

“The 3imlessngas of his life._ 1ike” that of Nicoé a

"-Pefﬁnna. ie f?gsured by <

o .@& E ) P!
"Years : s

rootl ss:as this wind - '
amidat its foorloose dust®, 9

g
[T .

Aﬁd aa'life'gnes on among "that barbarcus and murderous -
Babel / of men™ that is’ South Africa, so WESSAs

o P

L
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generally, and not just Watson alone, find themselves
'_increasinglj ﬁpowerless and “"rootless", accumulating

“vears / lived in the sun / as if under a stone"

years, alarmingly, which seem destired to continue:

o

"those are thp years )
which are aldo these, Y
now dead beyond memory, - '
beyond meaning, o
dead in me forpver, - S
" these years :
which are-not e ded“
I - 1'}5
' j’Moét: recéntly,. &lan ‘ame.__a has focussed on. the acute
" alienation of the contempordry WESSA, in "Landscape at
_Kwssihoek Dunerock" (Producing the Landscape, 1987).
Written in the year of the quincentenary of Bartholomew
Diaz's rounding of the Cape, the poem describes a visit
to.the plnca vherd Diaz &rected his femous cross, and
_records the poet's ‘troubled response. - James finds
- himself  uttérly -alienated from both " his European
‘hericege and the fmmediacieg of Af.rica. and does indeed
\g sesm, &8 Halvnrn van, %k Emirh auarts, the "most
besused of &ll commentators confronting the cryptic
. massage” of Kwaai.hoe‘u.sl,_ "':-._'rh:e ptem's canc}.uaion.
conveyed in a series of jarringly blunr statemeni:s '
. encapaulatu the mood| of alarm and qncertainty of
‘contemporary WESSAs su fering from a badly damaged
sease of place:

Q
-

-'S6 then. Stf:angers here. At
a8 pluace, aliens. What
to mke of that."

t

3 R
. . - - ' ) : i
. [ - : - M . ’
E . - . u e’ . . ) -
o RN _—
) . . ' gl
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The contemporary WESSAs® sense of dislocation and
alz.enat:.jn, as reflected in much recent Sout&rf/‘af%\*can
English poetry, is clearly of a far graver nature than
anything or¥perienced by WESSAs in the past. The
problem, indeed, is even moré acute than it may as yet
have appeared in this study, since tie traditiomal

"solutions™\ to the problem - abandoning ﬁfricih for
Europe, or Eudgpe for Africa - no longer seem featsible'
in the contempdsary context., A number of poets have
attempted to demonstrate just how fraught with
'di.ff_icul,ty such options are i:oday. '

El
B

The tost obvious and predictable mode of reaction to
the Feeling. of not belonging in South Africa is to
'e'_mi_gr-ate, to go into exile. This is, of course, an
" option which has been frequently exercised by WESSAs in
the past. In fact, a considerable number of -South
 African English poets have themselves 'emigrated over
the years, including Campbell and Plomer in the 19208,
- and lat:er Currey, Delius, Lerner, Madge,“ Peter, Prince
and righ!:. Pzevi,ously, however, the decision to leave
.. South Africa could He taken freely anmd with relative
| facility.®? In  the| 1970s and 1980s, however,
. o gration has for a variety of reasons become a far
‘mdre complicated comx se. of action. On the one hand,.
JESSAs' social ‘and” cu1nura1 ties with Britain and the
fest of the' English-speaking world have beeb comsider-

\\ ? “‘abLy weskened, so that\they find it mc?asingly

/ difficult to adapt to lifle in orher countrifis whick™
H are, in any avent, antipa. hetic towards white Soufzh
 Africans. On the ottpgsr hand, WESSAs are being placed
.© " under, additional pres ure from a number of quarters to

leave .South Africa. .1 . Apart from their own. politidal
S ' |[ . &

o
a

\

O

a

L)



104,

scrup1e533 or, more frequently and more powerfully,

their fears of an imminent poiitidal cataclysm, WESSAs
‘have been urged to leave by sources ranging from the
more intransigent elements of blask nationalism, to .
Afrikaner right-wing extremism, and even including
liberal commentators such as Pierre L. van den Berghe
who Has advocated white emigration as a possible
 solution to-South Africa's poTitical conflict.>® The
upshot, thﬁF: ig that instead of operating as a free
'and"unprom#ted decision, departure from South Africa -
has come to seem an. act of compulsion, of . fear. of
desperation. . '

Thia alcered perception of the idea of exile isg clearly_
4n evidence in poems such as Patrick ’ Cullinan's
"ﬁxileé"o.énd Christopher Hope's "The Flight of the
White South Africams". Cullinan hss, in fact, .
addressed a peem on the subject to- Hope, on the
occaniofl’of the latter's emigration in the mid 19705.
"MadagaBcer" (Today Is Net Different, 1978) exposes the
neurotic condition of the WESSA mind in the face of the
htutaié?y and harahneas which charactexisas preaentwday
South Africa. The speaker, in the® simple act of
“waiking by the sea”, finds his consciousness aasailed
” by a welter of images of violence and destruct%pn in

the midst of an apparently ordinary seaside scene:
9 .

"I am walking by the sea,
The sun 1s hot enough:
It warms the sand,:

Tha wind blows along.

A black man is fishing

From a rock, The fish

At his feet are sdead.

Tod¢ 48 not different. .

 % bambog stem - .d b oy
s running gripped by
A dog's jaw. ghe legs

Are moving,



Nothlng is said as things
Are done, Thisg is

The natural way

Things go on.’

It is precisely the normaley of such vieclence,
emphasised by the strangely unemotional, matter-of-fact

tone of the poem, that is pérhéps most disquiating.
Yet, despite the obvious incentives to leaye a country

such as this, Cullinan remains scepticgl. wf thév7
prospect of some promised iand overseas, some -
"Madagascar", a scepticiaﬂ stressed by comparing ane'
-and his wife tg two fra;l butterflies in the remainder

(f = !a

of the paem

"Two butterflies before we
Fly up and down. _

. They are gold or red.

Two or three steps '

- Then the wind takes them;
They drift in afr and light
Toward the sursg.

o It is clear

" They'll never mske 1t . ‘ :

“To Madagascar.” _ - o )

Hope's own poems dealing‘with ‘this. "British experience“'

- for example, "Britannia Post Imperium”, "Sunday
Motning Auwong Bayswater Hotels" {(Cape Drives, 1974),
"Sterling", "On Highgate Hill" (In the Country of the
Black Pig, 1981) - do indeed testify to the difficulty
of transplautation. And Hope has recently commented

that (in contrast with his predecessors ‘auch as .

Prince, Madge and Leiner) he continues to regard
himself as “a South African abroad”, rather than an

L

Englishman. 5‘ S o _ )

Hﬁpe's parsistently.eqnivacalafeelings_about his:atatﬁs

‘are not unique, A common characteristic of many poets

exploring the idea of contemporary WESSA exile, is

o

105,
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their deeply ambivalent attitude towards South Africa.
Naturally, these_poets, whether in permanent exile or

‘merely temporarily ahroad, tend to refer in their work

to the difficulties involved in adaptation to a new and

different countyy: for example, Sheila Roberts, in

"“xlle"- "nrought" MExiled from Sun” (Dialopues and
ﬁ;vertlmenti. 1985), Peter Wilhelm, in "London Letter”

- (White Flowers, 1977), and Mark Swifr, in "London '74"

{Treading Water, 1974), At the same time, however,
mest off?thesa poets reveal strangely ambiguous and
uncgr*ain fealings tswards South Africa, .2 curious
mixture + resentment and affectiof, of loathing and

- longing, as Lf they wisﬁed nelther to abandon nor te

return to the country. As Buch, ' they would geem to

have identified another aspect of the peculiarly
contemporary WESSA condition, in which the WESSA is
‘unable to achleve a proper sense of place either in

Seuth Africa“gg:bversehs.

Both Peter Wilhelm in "London Letter and Mark 3wift in

London ‘74", for example;, during periods in London,
have recoiled from -the icy bleakness of Britain. and

N yet simultaneously have displayed deeply pembivalent

feelings towards the country of their birth. Wilheln
asks A . ' : -

've. What is there to remember

or celebrate?

Dogs in the smoke, a ‘stone on a roof,
the cold eternities of home ,..
Whe gave me this Africa, .

the terror and encumhrance*“

Swift meanwhile disclcses that

“In foreign ravinea I shake the walls
with & smatter of Xhosa, loving a hated: ‘terrain,
Hyena, face-snatcher, I am born to deserts
and the towers of the south - rearing up
on-the bones of the 1£ving.“

ki
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Doug:.as Reid Skinne/r, he*lvmg iived overssas for ten
years,\has d%splayed id k;.s work of that pericd &
gimilar uncertainty in h‘::% attitude towards South
Africa. Asserting in "Home" (The House in Pella
District, 1985) that modern man has "g mind not quite /
at home here or any place", he novetheless finds his
thoughts, in "Nostalgias™ (The House in Pella Distriet,
1985), rending tovards South Aflica:

"ﬁh@ would have thought 1t
jacarunda's purple blossoms in late November
an” mexplicable weight on your mind?"; °

.9 S e j/’l

™

while in A Pa ting (u;a House in Pella i):.st:rlct'.,
1985), he fondly remembers o = :

“
: o

watchmg the day
pai.nt endiessly changing seascapes
T IYO8S the expanses of- F,alse Bay".

&

' Perhapa ever. moce diaturbingly, .Gt (anty)'Drive'r,.

who was forced into permanent exile, divulges that he
writes with hkis head "still buried in- Africa", in
"Letter to Breyten Breytenbach fr Hong Kong" (The

oo
iy

Paperbook of South -African Englidh Poetry, ed. M.

Chapman, 1986). - He admits, moreover, that he cammot
L'“\'f:'i'.n.a}"lj,r comit limself to his adopted land, for he .
£eala as 1f’ his “home is always. somewhere - else"
"Smﬂ}awhere Else", in The Paperbook of South African
___gli.l};h Poetry, ad. M. Chapman, 1986). - Try as he wmay,
he .isl forced to “concede that t:!uam= is ‘no consolation
_that dan “break one bone of exile" {'Poen in-England", -
in Decasional Light, 1979). As his friend Jack Cope
has pointed cut, in “Silence" (Recpr.ded in Sun, 1979),

~ the exile of those like Driver "is mo more than a part

of death", compelied as they are to subsist in the aric_i
nbtumesce.nca _ of a “hgmelass - ;.emd“

. Vi



S

- In sach of these poems, tfms(, the poet's highly
cuncertain attitude “towards South Africa, not to ment:l.cn

"'m the difficulties and dangera of Wk
" whatever form, is bﬁ.ke Nicol., Throu

108.
=0 . = -

towards the foreign country in which he finds himself,
is 4n indication of the cOntemporary W-?-SS&-S damaged
sense of place generally. Peter Wilhelfi's grim
canclusmn in "London Letter perbays @st accurately

summarz.sg,s his fellow WESSAs* Sxiti{m, o a

: e ) . " ‘““‘; . - |

“o exila is where we are, " - e
here or there, anyw‘nare“. - @% o

ut his work,
there i:s ameong . tHe WESSA charactera and personae Wﬁvj

-po;m’lat;g bis poetry a mood of blesk despair,. of R

scarcely contro}.}.ed panie. and desperstion. as one after

- the cther rthey fii:nd that they have left- Sautﬁ\ A‘Erica
_cmly to ‘become  ewen more alienated ‘and lost in the .
) ‘gusterity and hoat}llty of their new environméht. . This
- "feeling of isolatipn, of the optidhs closing in one- hy
- one' _,36- is expertly capturad in Nicol's hard;. terse

'\'.;f’;-.style. "The Last o§ the  Sun \(ﬁmong the Semvenirs,

'1978) , for example, recoudts. th icide of a young map-

. forced to Jlesve’ South Africa and “never ‘able to

retum“, who simplv could nm endure i.i.fe in a "distant”

_ countr . - _ #

"It was a long, cold yéar: ’ ¢ -
The pipes froze; his spirits sank in t:he d:l.rty snowa
He drank late into the bleak, white night
Remembering the bare island, the stone, court;rard

Where he stood aione gazing at the empt:y shky", .

- ) i '-‘-‘-,—T_ ]

Chrz.stap‘her Hope, ar%uing. :I.n the coursae = of an‘“w,,

introduction to Nicol's poetry, for the distificeively
" novel character of the contemporary WESSA's datuaved
sense 0f place. has ciaimed that :

1
~f

oyl
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Q . - S .
“South.Africéhs'%“em destined to téa%el ever more
widely 4n th* soming }‘ears. This is not a new
 movement, of bGourse, but it? s more pronounced and
o Q&re cnmp!aaated. 56 much so ,,., that" when peopls.
B Bo abroad it will become ificreasingly diff1cu1t to

’decxde whether tney are . taurxng or escaping" 3?

Ag ﬁicolﬂ suggésts, haweverf4 an even mote, dlér_i?g o
prospect is that such “escape” will'ultimaﬁélﬁ'gwove
. futifle, thai emigrating WESSAs will find their sense of
n dislocation height%ned rather than ezsed. -Iii "Ihla Do
Sal" (Amqu the Souvenirs; 9$8). the WESSA Sppahﬁr
feels more.Iike an “"alien” than a legitimate imm grant,”
~an) finds he has eseaped “the empty politics / and the<~
growing noise" af South Africa only to.be confrorted by
S the erervating desolation Qf his new envirohments'

L '1 9

"Here is nowhefee The future
waits in narrow houaee. .
up fogelign streets, o
seexlg e first sn%ws fallf . .
knowing with a sore despair o
the power.we stood fcr; i . C

o

g - the guilt we”éauldn t ease. -

’ Behin& us are the ‘suburbs
: - we spent our lives in, - - )
gnd friends. left to their ' '
hard destiny on a‘balcony = o

.

-with a view,” °- K% .

| U - N @ L . . é‘s
W quically, theé speaker finds himself utté&ly homelass-
- alienated irom both South Arica and .Surope; caught
“between two equalty unpalatable altern&thPs- w0 ﬂ%

: B P
- N . - . . Tt
Ry "Officigﬁéygires summon us M;’~ - ’
A B rey urepean s?iQS- Y b
' mewhere O faf ’ :
to the éguth, the sky darkens .
vver the Eiscordap; cities”, ®

ni

. T
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- from the edge bf the highway,
bleating the loud ironie

- blesgsings.or curses of a

- temporarily deprived
if wost patient Lucifer."

Very few'WESSAS indeed have'authentically assimilated
local traditional cultures. As an indicatlon of this,

.- it is significant that a very small number of white

- cultures, especially

English language poets have mumangged effectively to

_absorb indigenous cultural influences into their work.

Wopko Jensma, although he hardly qualifies as a typical
WESSA puet,sg is one writer who has demonstrated an

ability to fuse, Ilnguistically and experientially,

astonishingly diverséﬁ'eleﬁénts of a variety of
in his collectiom, Sing for Our
Execution (1973). In rather - less - heteropractic
fashion, Mark Swift has ‘endeavoured to rﬁnder Lhosa
mythqlogy into English verse, in his "Seven’ - poems from.
a eyele’\din Saconds Qut (1983). In this case, however,
the authorial c¢onsciousness remains essentlallf outside
the experience of the poem, so that Swift seems a WESSA
gpectator, or yerhapa translator,: rtather ° than
varticipant, in a style . reminiscent, perhaps,’ of .

'aFrancms Carey Slater's Dark Folk (in Collected Poems,
‘19575 - the Dark Falk poems date from 1933). Swift’ a\

status is clear in the{ final poem of the cycle,
“amandla“, which 1ooks to & tev&iutionary%future¢

“The bills are baund . : _
with bright wire; 1ts metal ' v
thornsg have pierced the lip »

' of the sagrificial goat.
Sons of the pale rider o
- ghrug farewel, to a land e
drenched with the blood
of glants, anquase 8 vigions
fire new. dyeams _

" of the dead in batrle .

beating down |
to restore a lost horigoen.™ .

Cg
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More earnestly, Chris (Zithulele) Mann has striven, in

Christian European heritage . and his adopted Zulu
tradition§;5l "In Praise of the Shades™ (First Poems,
1977) recalls a time when I-I.am*i‘:z hitched a ride with a
black man who shared with him his belief in "the
shades'", encestral spirivs who continue to guide their
descendants and "to help them.sj Mann’ 'S deep;y
sympathet:ic poem ends in lyrical celebration of the
shad's and the "gentle, balanced man" who comaunicated
the - Loncepg to him_ '

=

"When all 1 ever hear about th&se days
is viclencze, Injustice and despair,
or worse than that, humourless theories
to rTegcue us all from our human plight,
- those moments' i&fa bakkie on a plain
make aunflowera rom & waterless world”

'As “the ti 1e of hlﬁ \eccmd collecrion, New Shades,

indicates, Mann's no%él fusion of uﬁriatian and Zulu

(New_Shades, 1982@
<

“Surely, I think, there must be & ritual,
.some deepening prayer or rite for this?

" I gearch my European bones, and fignd ..
the pate¢hwork quilts and eiderdswns retaln -
nc chants, no dances fvom their origins,

1 listen ro my African sinewu -
and hear, ‘as fainu as the whistle of birds
in reeds across a vlei that can't be crossed,
. the praise-poets reciting the dead, bringing
the old into the: presence of the new.'
4y

o

vl
L

life as well as in art, fdf ‘a synthesis of his

developed successfully, but it is his’
" African traditions . which serve him best when he

gearches for some ceremony to mm:k "making & land,
- where lands have never bzen”, in the poem "New Lands
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While similar sentiments are exprezsed in poens such as
'The Emigrants”, "Going Back” and "The Tourist" (all in
CAmong the O nirs, 19?3), Nicol's most powerful
evocation of WESSA alienation and the impossibility of
egcape’ emerges in "The Réfugees"“{Amoqgfthe Souvenirs, -
1978)Y. The poem is not =set specifically im South
Mirica, but in some post- -revolutionary state from whlch
the 1peake§ and his people have barely managed tb fiee.
oHevertheless, 1like Rebert Greig's "Settlers' Story”
s  {di.cussed earliery, t{g very indeterminacy of the -
poem’s Aerting enables it to convey the essence of the
contemporary WESSAs condition. The reiugees of rthe
“poem find chomselves in a4  position of extreme
disorientarion and deraeination: wnever able to return
te-their former countfy, they iemain deeply pessimistic
about their’ ability to adapt to their new surrﬁundln@s,“
knowing that their previous iife has been utterly .
destroyed,' they are forced to Oacknowladge that they i
__ have, in rheir flight, found no refuge at all., . And
Qﬂthug tﬁeg find themselves” totally homeless and last,
*&acmg 2 most uncertai.n future.. ‘F*cof’% austev‘e,'a Vo
 blunt, almost prosalc poetry-of sta‘ement, devoid of
“any embel:ishment, grimly conveys the “déspair and

oy
_ hopeleasnﬁss of a people suffering from an¥irreparab1y b
demaged aense of place: : ks P _ L
_ . e G(; Y " .
_ . . - e : \ . . g‘? .
P "ue have been through it all . o [
- and cahpot face -the going bagk, 2 ’
L .+ The gfficials at vhe bordef posts, ' o "o

the miles of railway and the cicadag
roud in the bush when the frain atops.
How will we get used to the soldie:& .
and the threat of death? ) h

: ‘Wle were too long beneath’ e ,
i o the palu trees, too content [N
" in the warm waves for this. R
'y ’ ) LA
- \ vy / “ ‘\I p
Y A
o v‘(L . \1
R ° " i
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When the-heat brought the leguans

out on the payements we thought “ e
ne more of them than did the natives

wg were at home- there, -

Yet we ca;not Face the going back,

Some will return. 'The idealisth
and the oid who have always been there,
have known no other way of life. .. O

But what is there to Peturn to?
The palm traas and the tropical sea.

The city we’ built, the iflfe . .
e kniw is no longer what it was.
" One wpgek changed“everything..
o ‘We lived out those days in ' ¢ R
' locked houses, listening ' Y
to sp adic shots in distant streets.

8

o ENEﬂ *he day we left, in the train
our rhires wet against the plzetie
seats, there was no relief,

;"\

. ¢ And hele.we are st#{l uneasy. Rumours

rgach Jus of mare trouble; more deatha. o
: There is no rellief from that.“ : : : o
A i * - . ’

o
. ©

* The tood 1£$Nic§ifé;§ﬂetry ofjpewildermeﬁt. of barely
suppressed panic, is shared by Stephen Watson's poem, =

¥>'€xile“ (It This’ City, 198%), dedic&ted aptly enmough,
to. former” etileq nouglaa Reid Skimner.. The poem's

_ episraph, a QWntatian from Simone Well, 1dent;f1§aa

preciaely the baais af the WFSSAgdilemma-

“To be rooted is perhaps tpe most impartant and
° 1easf recognized nged of the human soul", ‘

o
o e "

o SO . :
The “exile" here is a "jaded" WESSA, misersble and
- alone in & bleak’ _German city, aching for somethxng he
- gannot quite grasp. His longing is,. in fact, zo be

rhoted - in his case”l in Cape Town, romantically

[
N

. - N : . .
Z . \ .
S o B A . =
- W x N .
[+] et . .
. . o
o o .
“ . . "
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_ recollected as “g city of the southérn hemispﬁere, mof@“
full of sky than streets. Charaecteristically, this
~ WESSA had not so muchk chosen to leave as been forced to

do 50; we meet him "yearsllater, years after he had to .’

ﬁl%ﬁavea to {}eE"}_“ Although no definite reastn ‘s
provided for his defeétion, it clearly had a good deal

te do with . . e

I

_'...?the~péople
- that beggar.all<description, that all but veggared him"|

« Having saved himself.fromlthat,ﬁﬁbwe?éf, he now findé E

]
e
o

the'vile,\gretentious fich; cdrrupted papr, those ﬁolitic

. .
o M

hi_.msezlf driven by "this wad longing / &0 know that
there is still a place" where he can belong, since he .

zléerfain;y canno® attune himself to the “dead things" of.
his present surroundings. Like so many other modern
 WESSAs, thus, he has become hopelewvsly and helplessly

)

alignsted: o .

w7

5
a

o o

‘"He's still lost in it, in his estranging gape, one of man

a man without a wife, a child, arms vrapped round himgelf

a man who has been left behind. And now he's - o

' rowing smaller,

. is nb“lntgencxhén his pdée's glow as the river fog moves

n

o . . .
Ao e : o
Unfike their precursora, for whom emigration.
;_nansﬁituted a feasible Course of action, cOntempoiary _
' WE§SAs have been much less successful in. relocating

flows over the embankmenl, blanking out what he once saw,
blotting out a figure, thin and frosted; dwindling quickl
an exile, solo, incognito, in tramsit throygh another nig

(=3
o o

. NEEED)

"

nhéﬁselqu, ‘In fact, far from serving 4s a catholicdn,
‘exile, or emigration has often seemed not e solution,

- however partial, but a compounding of the problem. And

far from providing WESSAs-with s sense of place, it has

I‘ﬂ

" ) * . a
L



¢

e

113 L]

ingtead confirméd the severity of thelr alienation.
Yet the nbviaus alternative to emigzatlon has proved
'equally meffect:.ve, as a ggod deal of recent South
African Eugilsh pbetry has deﬁongtrated.-- '

This alternative to abandoning Africa for Eurcpe is to
renounce one's primary allegiance to Furope (which for
contemporary WESSAs has in any case become evé:, more
~dubioug) and attempt instead to align oneself more
completely with Afrviea, emphasising the African
dimension of the WFSSAS historical® and ewitural
experience, Such a deliherateﬁpragramme would appear-
utierly suﬁere;ogatary to black South -Africans and
Afrikaners, both of whom regard chemselves as’ fully
indigenous,. if not autochthonous ,. inhasbitants . of
southern Africa.  Their total and irremissible
commitment to the region continues to be reflected,
albeit rather less polemically than before, in reaent
poetry., Some scattered examples of this im ﬁfrikaans
poetry would be Lina Spies’s " Paternoster vir Suid~
Afrika" -(Digby Vergenceg, 19?1),3g Antjie Krog's
. "lofsang" (Mannin, 1975),°" M.M. Waltefs's "Waarom is
“ek_tog 1 Gewses Man?™ [Heimdsll, 1974) )} and particu-
larly a poem stich as Johan de Jager 3 “Bylkogﬁ {Hqggada :
viy 'm Wit Afrikzan, - 1974)4? which stresa_es drhe
Afrikéhe?‘s" profound, elemental relationship with
Africas T I -
. '\ . :

B

"Byikop - . .

' roolkolos . ' . -

oé%moeggg . s

IEE'I‘IE& “ew ) . ’ . ® .

.+« vanmizre :

tog ek opstaan

weet ek ok tlou :

‘wanL daar 18 niemand

wat 8008 iy «an peletha - : -

8C08 1Y kan Troos _ a e

en buitendien , : c

TULE _

na misrook

en_scetdoring."
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. The abundent examples in recent lblaqk South African
_poetry would include Ingoapele Madingoane's black trial
(Afrika my Beginning, 1979),*? David Moja-Mphuso's "0ld
Homes" (Voices from Within, ed. M, Chapman and, A.

- Dangor, 1982),4& Zinjiva Winston Rkondo’ s "Africa“ {The
Return of the Amasi Bird, ed. . Couzens and E. Patel, °
198237 .and Eugene Skeef's “Afrika" (The Return of the.
Amasi Bird, ed: T. Couzens and E. Patel, 1982),°° which -

&y evinces the black-South African's deep reverencg for
and dependence upor the continent of his birth. FThe"
ﬂoem is quoted here in fulls. - -

] i

“Afrika
You are the horizon )
To which I turm, ° . L
" 'To see the sun rise S e
a ' e To wean the poet . : '
L grises you daily

1 s _For aring your breasta

) Te these my seasoned lipa
g Do not degert me
. For 1 love vou
B 1 want ci cherigh vou ° e

nt

Take me our heart _ .
.+ & For you-are the path S
Wheveupon triads fiy. prida§ : Loy
Do not beguile me s
For you are the sky :
Thaet méasures my manhood _
And spares me stars o ) SR IR
To kipdie goul " ) ° s o
Let me drink of you' o
- For yo are the river

That., ith vigour , B L
5. Car:ying t taunting' tale _ o
" . Our forefathers died td’ tell .eo,
. Afrik’ " . . . F‘:Q_;

You are my peace with 1ife .. T
_Obversely. uf course, the intense pain of exile from
L"South Africa, as exparienced by an Aftikaans poet such
a8 Breyt?n Breytenbach. -and by black poeta guch as
. Arthut Nortie, Mazisi Kunene and Reotapetse Kgasitsixe, ’

4]

I ’ - v
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o
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,also testifies to thel
country. .

unknown and unfamiliar. .

115,

'profqund' attachment to the
4 - - O .

. .o

B o o _
For °‘WESBAs, however, wholesale identificetion with

 Africa has been far less simple and straightforward, in
terms eitfer’ of relating to African nature or of

assfmilating indigenous cultural ﬁradmtions. In the

past, certain efforts ‘were made to try to encourage -

=HESSAB to es;ablish claaer links with_ the African
landscape, to seek <a _‘return to Natvre" .47~ In the

contemporary period, haﬁever, as recent South African

| English poetry reveals, WESSAs have found the African

bush even moré 1nimical te them than d&d their
evidence of WESSAs® love of or reverence for the land.

the poetry as= samethgﬁg threatening, violent,

- destructive; .as unlovely' and “inolyiopitdble; . and,

perhaps  most significantlﬁ, frequently ‘as  atienm,

LA
B o
[

_=2Fprime eaample of this HES&A estrangement is Peter
~ Wilhelm's “Karoo Deraitman;“"(ﬁhite Flowers, 1977y,
The, speaker 3is forced, 'during an interrupted train
journey througl the Karao, into" & conpideration of his
- relationship with Afrigan nature‘ Far from discoyering .

& meaningful bonﬁ .with the land, the speaker, in his

respons2, under}inea the cnntemporary WESSA's inahility_
‘to find . any, point’ of ° vontact -whatsoever -with - the
maddeningly hostile emptiness of the K¥rican 1andscape

The lﬁck of movement, of action, of change, of any kind

of development at_all, betomes almoBt unbearable, even
" in <his short poem, and forces ome to acknowledge -
K experientially the suffocating bleakness of The region. -
JSimilar%y,asthe jarring_ rhythms, .the short, sbrupt -

b

L

'_predecessora. There is, ip contemporary poetry, lirtle

On the contraxry, African nature is; treated throughaut .

&

iz

o
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phrases. and the numerous caesurae and’ 'heavy pauses,
veinforce the sense of barren imertia and stas:.s, and
reproduce the cnervating effect which the area haz sn
the speaker. :ndeed, the "scream" at the end o
poem couldewell °c the most appropriate response '{: ,h{:

_‘“terrifyingly "empf borizon” of the Karoo:

“‘Iwa great white - iders bake on rail
- watching, watched ' .
each weaves nothing, [“qven
inte the watchers, the 'wind, : .
In dreariness we stifl,e. ' :

“The insect inher{ ?e stirs, . consumes
dugt, bone, the shyxll interludes.
Eight hours now, diginherited:
rigid steel to an empty horizon
nends to a scream.’

™

- Jean Lipkin, __lﬂcéwise;, eﬁpreasea in' a poem such as
"Honleland® Prodigsl” d‘[«“ . @‘encea Down, 1986), the
. feeling of finding ¢, Lf :erecuaably a "stranger"

when confronted by tu. Barren_ ‘ground” which "Lies
flat / To ceternity?, or when faced, as in
"Ge‘bobrteplek" (With Fences Dgﬂ 1986), by a ;country
characterised by )

@
7

“Acacis thorn, anther, tadon . o
And fang. Dongacrust = "
And corrugated iron".

The idea thaz: the WESSA aensihility simply cannot .

locate itself or endure m the aheer inhospitability of

the Afriean landscape, “ta at least' one reading of
. Douglas Reid Skinner's "The House in Pella District"
(The _ House fin Pella  District, 1985). e 'The " house' s
.,fome‘re Anhebitants are 1ong singe "packed-up aﬁd gone

away" and now

O




W

"The house, emptied of human cencerns,
yields itself to derelict splendour, -

the garden is reelaimed.. And a slight wind
sxngs in the long, rusted fence-wires

" to pass the time, to pass the time." = ° N

Christopier Hope makes a similar point in “African Tea
Ceremony” (In the Country of the Black Pig, 1981),
where the inexorable aradicatLon of European influence
in Africa is signal]ad by the insidious progress of -the
grass: - :

q

Qhe grass whieh has abwavd\seemed
Door yellow stuff, somehcw €00 hot to live, fo;evﬁr
ac
" was drinking it all in, and everything that had beep solid
was liquid and shifting-.
Only the grass is winuing, “1ts vich circulity of ;
- yellow roots p
is apreadinga aigging in. The evening light settles’

in waves;
a straw-cnleured infugion that darkens as it draws

Y q night in."
1f HESSAs have been unablé generally, to relate to
A&riaan nature, to “take root" in African soil, 48 they
have proved equally incapable ‘of ccmprehending and
assimilating African traditional.cultures. -As earlier
poets euch as Willism Plomer, described the WESSAs!
fearful recolling from the® dangeraus Diqnyaian forces

 -vgf Africa in poems like®"The Devil Dancers” ( electe

Poems, 1960; 1973; the ‘poenm datea from’ 1936), 8o too NG
ifh contemporary times have several South Africin
English poets exposed their counfrymen's even deeper
mistrust and dread of such unfamiliar forces, The idea
is explored, for example, in William_  Branford's
"Blonial Fxperience: Four. Fragments” (A Uentury of
ﬁgcuth African Poetry, ed. M, Chepman, 1981), Patrick
Cullinan's "Devils". (Today Is Mot Different, 1i%Hr3) and-
. "Cold Blood" (The White Hail il the Orchard, 1984), and
perhaps most §trikingly in Douglas Livingstone's "Undgg?

f

J—
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1ﬁ:figure of an old black peasapt: . o

by
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Capricorn" (The Anvil's Undertone, 19783.&9 Living~
stona’s poem captures accurately, through its startling
"and frightening images, the deeply troubled conscious-
‘nese of the modern day WESSA in the face of “primitive"
Africa. A quotidian rural African scene seems to a
white motorist to transmute hallucinogenically into a
vision of the dark, diabolical forces lying just below
the surface reéality:

"The first dominated from
the crest of a roadcutting.

Fecund, fornicatory: g

hairy flanks tun-tight; gellow

mad intelligent eyes bright .

under quick hornms; . shaft damp still -

from epraying his angled wives, ' . '

he wheeled and the last-of him I
_ was a leathery scrotum, S

5

'°  The road doubled back down and
. there he was, or his brother,
_Pﬁockfhg—horsing it down then
o [, Ap the scérred enbankment face, .
~Q&s‘§§st boiled up, they were -all T e
about: rearing, threatening, ' _
menacing the car windows .7,
witi split hooves: Fu Manchu tufts
below foolish horse fagés ' '
bobbing and weaving, pat ears
flapping until the car seemed
 ringed, by short ardent devils."

[

. _ e _ 0
“'Aithnugh the perspective normalises in the final =~ -
stanza, the neprotic driver continues to feel ;;{
-threatened, physically, politically, culturally, by the /° |

.f‘

"Another turn of the road,
And only 3n old man there: s Co
- mist coiling his thin ankles, _ o
- headdress flapping, both arms raised
- like Moses; smiling, bowing
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J:Qunder precisaly this sort of! "spell“
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Chris Mann, in his ability to combine Africaw and

_European  cultural ~ principles, is nevertheless
- conspicuocugly unusual among WESSAs and, indeed, among
* white poets. The far more common WESSA reetion to

‘African customs, and to Africans themselves for that

matter, is at bast onf of wa;;ness and uncertainty, at
worst prejudice and blgatfﬁ ‘These are attitudes wirh

O_whlcb»‘ﬁavn is not  unacquainted.. In "The Servant's

Toilet: & ﬁeighbour Speaks“ (Mew Shadﬁg, 1582), Mann
describes astutely the gulf that exists between most

'WESEAs'and, Africans. He takes the apparently nugatory

and .,_\mi*i}s highly apposite example of ' the familiar
séxvant’s, toilet; some young whltﬁ boys  have been

,farhiddeﬁ\to play there, and ‘so it has becoﬁa an object
. of almest numinous fascinvf?%QEl o2 .“a. 2 S,

o e P

g L

"The érooked door one ‘gfﬁféw in, Eaper .
lifted in one corner, the bowl was cvacked - .
but nothing glse, no ho ror smears - and yet -
byachoice, we ¢ouldn't quat inside. The Spelﬂ

-

\\had fDDt& R __E" . * 3'_._ - - s

[

It is part of‘*he South AfriLan problem in.general, anéf

part of the reason for the HESSA& persistently damage
sense of place, that 80 3mny WESSAs continne to 1ivae

oW

b

i

o Qe ). “ ‘{

‘Unable to " locate themselves either in “E Ff) the -
" continent of their origins, qr in Africa, the tontinent
" of their birth, the majority bf'éontemgorary WESSAs are

confronted by a potentially acute“cultural luxation.
As this chapter has shown, this sense of dlslocatien is

reflected in recent Sou%h African English poetry both

subjectively and ﬁirecnly.inithe véry 1anguage of much
A ' : ) : o
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’ _to 1&nes€igate the idea that ir is pﬁ&ﬁfﬁ@g for WE&quf”

o

van der Me

. et

i

._-% L
HJA )

of the pqe*ry itself as well as through the poets' mgre .
objECelve °analysis of the futility today . of 1t&a-“
vo%g?zons whigh once were. available to previous
benﬁ;ﬂtlﬁns of wESSAs. - '

4

Yet at the s?me time as th? poetry hes congzrmed and -
descriﬁed the nature and extent, of the modern day
HnSﬁAs éamaged sensa-of placq, it has alsa since the -
1970s begun to $uggest a mora positive response to, this b

dillerma . A number of con;emporary poets. have starred

to aaﬁ;eve a valid sense of place, though it is to be = R
fouyd neither in the context of European égl;u:e nor in

the African veld. It may be discovered, rather, ih the  »“£%f“

“cities of South Africa. - T ;;f'é"”
. w0 .o A N

Q

sociologl ral evidencgirecerds that thg English
in South Africa have a long trddition of being zan
ehsentﬁ&ify urban species. bil. Watte, ir his® semiﬁal °
social ‘and demographic pontrait =of Englishdﬁpeaking =

white South .A{jacans._ states fhatQ?almmst from the'fﬁ;': 5
u”set . | . N -a-' ., ..
O : o f e R E o
“Whiu: English-spaaking imwigranta came to ﬁhe-- "

country  mainly as urbawites with skill

. “=ab111ties to develop an urban induatrihl 9conomy
N in, South Africa. Even tcday amongst Whireg they
.y are in- the majority in the cities. 54h o

EN . e

'f His'. gesearchhshows that contemporary WESSAs are "salmost

entiyely” urban - more than Y5%, in fact LE a finding
supporte&»by Henr Lever56 and by Hubgr, Chartcn and
 Given . ghis goverwﬁﬁamim urban '
predom1nance. hiatoxicmily and indeed 'mdch ore “sp
today, it is nbt surprising thatQWEaSQS should f el outr

'féyf" J¢5  « : Dp

1]
—
—
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of place in the_ African veld. What may seem surpri-
" sing, however, 1is that WESSAs have not’ previously
expressed a sense of place’in their cities. . Although
they have as a group obviously tended to choose to live
- in the ClLiES, any sense of love or reverence for, or
L deep attachment to, these cities has been conspicuously
absent from South. African English poetry, or from“any
| -ovher medium in which the séntimgnis of the -grioup have
- : .been artlculated 58 : _ v :
:Faft of the reason for thza Jies in the general fact
that feslings of group p:ide ox patrierism are usually
.2” assnriated with tho idea of land or sofl rather than
cltie +This would heold trué particularly for a
ucountry such as South Africa which 4is renowned far more
for itﬂ natural features than its urban ones.’g'
cOmpoundang the 1ssue, WESSAs have typically felt much
1less claae to the soil than their Afrikasns or wfrican
counterparts, and have been subjected to taunts by both
these groups atout their lack of permanence im, apd -
leyalty "to, South Africa.? ‘Consequently, many. WESSAs -~
: have felt compelled to assert theilr bond with the 1and__r
by trydng iiterally and psychologically to strike root
e African saii.o rather than by exploving their
fvelatzonah ip witﬁ the country 8 cities. :

U

| ;' In the past, South African Engliah poetrv has, in fact,

o ' not’ 3imply reflected these attttudea. but hgs serwed to -

' “ lester them, ‘as 1is wade claaﬁ in  Guy Butler's
introduction to his 1959 antholt’!gy. A _Book of South

;) . African Verse.%! As Butler points ~out, most local
_ c{(-?hgliahrlangque povte, starting witk Pringle, tended
. v “tp follow the Eplish ;iterary tredition that “God made

the courfitry, Man made the. rawn“.az As a result, it
became &n established theme that in seeking meaning and -

Ly



124,

orién_atinn man should be led to a "return to Nature",
fepreséhting as it traditiowclly does 'inuocenée,
.cleaﬂnass! completeness.53 Obversely, the cities are
regarded as dimimical to this meaningfulress., With
urbanisdtion and industrialisation having ercoded the
purity and vigour of nature, the tendency was to ses
the cities ag "not pepuiated by the prutaganists of a
vital oulture, sure of its values, but by those of a
decaying one" 6# Furthermore, as Butler goes en to
point out, 1t mav be lnferred from the poetry that when
WESSAs did feel "alienated from African nature, they
turned for orientation aud stability not to the cities,
but rather to "certain basic coﬁEﬂptions" and moral
;princ;p]es associated with Eurapean _cxvilis§t10n“ 65

]

This is nozL to suggest' that earlier South African |
English poets never focussed on the urban environment
. of South Africa. A number .did. Such'poetry,'howaver,

did rnot seek to explore the cities as pﬂtentially
providing a8 sense of place, but tended in the main to
rcondemn city 1ife in a universal sense as a source af“
despair and alienation, without specific and primary,’
reference to the South African urban landscape itself,
For example, although the digger poets, such as’Albert
Brodrick, turned in the latter part of the n1neteenrh

centucy away from the veld and .owards indnscrial andgfi

 _urbﬂn coaues and settings, their chief mmmive in . se

deing was not to seek placement. On the qantra:y, the
sentral concerns of this poetry are unes Lo be found in

. mining literature ugenexallyz * laments gbout " the

fickleriess of fortune; descriptions pf stereotypical

. chararters associated with digging; universal fears of
ruin’ and ‘hopes of richeg.

. Btodriva 8 pouem, “The
Wheel of Foruune" (A Wanderer's: thgps, 189%), dealing

with thé Johannesburg geldfzﬁlds, is a feirly represen~

f
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" As Michael Chapman asserts, the members of the club
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\MHMH'%p

- tative example. The First stanza of the poem ma?,sﬂ{%
as Lllustratxon N

v
il

"Round goes life'y wheel with coustant qpln -
gome 'fel}cés up, "and others under;
A%d those who Lase, and those *who win,

And. thogse who're right, and those who. blundef.-

Succeed each other, day by day,
T111 all, in time, are wh:r1ed awayl”

D

A similay pcint can be made ahout the poetry of the

f-rathen inapgrogriately named Jahannesburg»uased writers

circle,’ the Veldsingers Club, vwhose wmembership, from
about 1908 to 1915 included K Mabel Alder, Denys
Lefebvre,f &harles Ould’ and Francls Ernley Walrond.

Alzhough they shifted the focus of thelr poetry from
rutal settings to urban ones, they tended to derive
their models frdm European writers and to avoid.
specific delineation of Johamnesburg for its gwﬁ sake,

o

. ¢ . o
" L . ; : ol

"did not see the necesgity of proyiding. “‘,0

authentically South Africna urban alternative. As

the ‘literary-European’ tdwnaaapea'{emphasised"at

' meetinga of the Veldsiﬁgers “Club) appeared to
. confirm, . it was to prove easier to imits.e the
‘registers of a Baudelaire or an Eliot. than to
invent for poetry Jhe tones and images of & brash
Johannesburg - a Ficy~in~the-mgl:ing that possessed
fthe» mentality nppt of tHe- %Juﬂoir, but of the

. mining camp,"§7 e ) L

Denys Lefebvre's “A Réminiabenceﬁ-(a Century of South

African Poetry, ed. M. Chapman, 1981; the poemﬁdages

from 1907) illustrates the point usefully:

=
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~too much of an alienated individualist to pursu
~condept in detal). 63_ Prabably thg,best-known of’ hié’

o o 126,

... The woman pouned a cup

and walted,

Smiling across the table:

'Last night, I passed her

Beneath a street lamp;

Waiting for love, . ow
As'1 did once ... ’

Like some men, she thinks more Qf mgney.
{His paper,rustled} eren _

cees You married me,

-You may remember?’® -

(Her voice laughed smouthly)

‘Not for my wrinkles.

How fortunate when love 18‘ﬂealthyl‘ /
Her tone puzrred at him : K

. 'Pété-de-fofe, dear -

o 0: eggs_and bacon?'" o " o ‘

Lok

u
L

perhapy William Plomer who comes closest, to "
exploring the idea of the South African city as a

nourée of plncaméﬂﬁ " He doeé'sa only infrequently, ;n._'.
8 few of hias early "Africam" poems, however, reﬂ\;ning

the

urban paems ig "Johanneaburg" (Collected Paegm, 1960;

) 1973; the poen dates from the 19308): .~ = o

"Along the Rand in &ighty~£ive
Fortunes were founded overnight,
And mansions rose among the rocks

To blaze with girls and Tight; . _i Cew

In champa ne baths men slﬁiced thair skins
- Grimy with auriferous dyst,
_ Then olled and’ scented, tought to enjoy
Wbat young men must; _ {

Took opportunities to' cheat, . _
Or meet the most expensive whore, SR

.?o-'m And conjured up with cards and dice,

HHew orgles from new veins of ore;

Greybeards who now look back

To the old days- "

Find little in their past to blame ‘

And mgch to p:aisa - o

J

€
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R:.diﬂg bareback under stars

As lordly anarchs of the veld;
Venison feasts and tribal wars .
Free. cruelty and a cartridge belt;

Pioneers, 0 pioneers,

-Grey pillars of"a Christian Stax.e,
Respectability has turned *
Swashbuckler, prim and scamp sedats

-7

Prospecting in the brain 8 recess&e .

Seek-aocw the nuggets of your prime,
d dust of your dreams -

Frm drifged sands of time." ,

Q- - . oL _
For t:h»e mst part, howevw,' the;'a is i,n South African
poetxy up to the 196@: virtually 0o conceptiom of sthe

| city’ ae a source of belonging or locata.on far the
| .embatuea WESSA. . e e :

q - : o
Y : .
il
RS

thus, of appsrently comlate homelessness. It wab at

:."l:hia time of- radi:ce?. socic-cultural dpheave}, that a
- nultber of pdgt:a began e consider the possibility of
finding a’ sense of place for thamselves, ‘and . their

B

diﬁplagcd countrydel, in South Africa's citiés. As the

_ In_the lat:a 19603 and early 19793, as the earlier part |
of this chapter deggnstmtﬂd WESSAs found themselves
incrcuingly alianate: trcbm both !:heir European--
. cultural otiging and the hfricah ve}.d and in a state,

udmpilera of the’ Cimpanion to South African “English -

Literature correctly point? out, it was Douglas

Livingstone's collection, E:ns Gloaed Agaimst the Sunt-

(1970}, which, EA

- @ e
- . -
Ta

"gave. usignifi_-{:ant _:impnetus at the time t:o A general

shift of'direction i SA poetry of ‘the 1970s -

from rural-based to urban-der:.ved perceptians and
descriptions.” n63



poets are not merely .using the city environment 4s a
" setting background for themes not directly related
‘to the clty. - Instead, the poets are concentrating
" specifically on the cities themselves, in a conscicus

eiiﬂeavour to discover a sernse of location, Their ~
.attempt is to establish their city as.a home, .as a

) loved place, & familiar and recogni.ud unvirqpment _
' where its inhablicants can feel & sense, of belongi.ng, of %
. attachment, of orientation..  This is not to say,
~ however, that the poets simply ignere the negative __

" | C - 128,

Although the ‘central vision of this collection is of

_the isolation and fragmentation of city life vather

than the possibilit},es of finding a home in the eity,
the poetry did nevertheless confirm the perti_nence and
importance of an urban focus, This shift in wvhite

English-language poetry has been matched, among. black

writers, by the emergence in the 1970s of the Soweto

poets. - chiefly Mtshali, Serote, Sepamla, Gwala, van
#yk, and others - who alsc begah to locate their work

in an essentially urban cohtext. Td a lesser degree,
!;.frikaansﬂ poetry too has witnessed the appearance, in

the post-Sgstigers era, of a number of yers_dealingﬁ-
with a “Sspecifically South African/ metropolitan

I_environment, i.nc}.uding André le Roux, Chris Pelser and

.7 E.W.S. Hammond. The tendency tng

however, "been most widesoread and intense among white '
English-language poets, since it is their group which
"has, .unlike Afrikaans and-black South Afri’cans. fproved

chronically unable tq find a sense of. place in any

other location,

..a'

" . The fundemental change in emphasis which has occurred

in thie cantemporary onptry, tharefore, is that the

agpects- of their particular city. On the contraxry, “the
poet:ry emphasr;.sges the dual nature of the ci{,ies, thelr

&+

gity_ pqetzry has, - -

<3

i
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beauty . and ﬁgliﬁ@ss, their warmth and hostility, theli

© sustaining and destructive qualities, In a very real

'Significaﬁtly. this mbre positive form of response to

wdy, however, it is perhaps pféciselg because of the
manichean nature of South Africa's cities, .that they
can offer their inhabitants a unlquely valld aenna?of
p}aue. S ° -

o

- this WESSA dilemma has produced a very different kind

of poetry from tnat reflecting and describing the

© WESSA®® alienation and dislecation: This city poetry,

chardcterised by cleat, sharp imagery, strong,

in contrast with the uncertainby, the ambivalences and

the ‘tenebrous mood of the poetry discussad earlier, is

zéﬁn‘ident rhythmi. assertfve and assured tores, and a

general atmospher& -elther of excitement or contentment.

© - More particularly, the poetry is; ;’typifi.eci again and

again .by &  wmeticulous attention to  intricate

deacriptive detail, ‘as the poets strvive to evoke. the ‘o

gnique chag@cter Gt - thely city;' to convey . their

intimate - relatiohship with i, and to confirm their_
&uthcuc;c knowledge of its peculiar sights and. sounds.

In so doing, the. poeta do not merely identi‘y “and

. affirm their city ss home for themsexves alone, but for °
“all  irs actual and potential Lﬁhabiﬂbnts. and
" 'especially for thosl .like the WESSAs whe are able to

find location and belonging in no ather ‘place.

.. The focus of this ppetrv carresponds to the four main

- % urbgn cluaters where WESSAB are concentrated:

{1) 'Johanneﬂburg-and the‘&ajl; a
(1i) Cape Yown pnd th Peninsula;
- (ii1) The Durban-Piefermaritzburg axis;.
(iv} “and the Eastern Cape region around Grahams-
© towm. ' i

R
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The rest of this chapter will deal with the poetry
.associated with each of these urban centres“in turn,
I'?
AR ST
Of those pbetq ‘living dn, and writing about,
Johannesburg, without doubt. the most  ardent and
prolific is Liomel Abrahame. Over and over he returns
in 'his werk to the city ir which he has lived all his .
1 70 sedulously <xploring and confirming his \
: 1nt1m&te and complex. relﬁtiansh1p with it As Patrxck
P9 'Cullin&p has ‘neted, . | ;: : .
0. " o ' R : fu :
rie is not as though the city is just there to
prnvide & _background or conv ient setting. -Fgr-
him his life is eﬁbedded! in these minedumps.
suburbs and high buildings";

. 4 . ®

3

it is he;e thac he finds “explicitly; ‘the residence of .
truth'. w1l pge doas not imply, however that-Abrahams .
accepts Johannesburg unﬁ;iticaliy or that "he is
'unconscious of its darker aspetgﬁ. On the conbrary, it
is thege very aspects which forw part of Johann%hburg 3“

% uniquf realityg as Abrahams himself points out,

b : . ) # 1

'“To'me. Johannesburg with all its famous defects

" and bad assoclations, represents the given world,
the hopeful mess. that we have to meke ouw 1ives

'i

out of". _ : L , o

builinan ia aq;tn accurate in his ebserf tion that "it
- ig\in Johannesbu;g that life in £full realif? happens to,
' Lionel ‘Abrahsms™ and that Abrashams's work is iaformed
throughout by "his comprehending commitment to his
native city“}73 : |

o
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Tﬁia cumpggggnding commitment” is perhaps wmost
forcefully / “Stised in “The Fall of van Eck House”

{Journal af\d’ﬁew mari; 1984), where the poet, on the
occasion of the- demolition &f the building nawmed in the
title, .is led to a meditation on its sigdificance for

bhim, It is essential to follow theldevelopment which
"takes place in the poem as Abrahams ‘Jescribes how le
_gradually and at first reluctantly comes to realise the

depth and intensity of his identification with the

- building in. particular and with - Johannesburg in S
general. . Y co e . -

"Sixth November 1983 - _ -
van Eck Housze was demmltshed ' I
by a method now routine . . o
in ‘advanced parts of che wdrld.

‘Abocut the razing of g scarcely distinguished
Coffice Mock that had becotte _
no longer vast, wis. not yet venetablg
there isn't -much to.say :
except what sentiment may add.

"It used to be Eacom House,

* at twenty floors the tallest pile in rown,
alseo, aa'w%gwere tuld in school, - b

tallest in

‘1 salvage a little .store of memories _
around that bone-white atepped-back shape,“
‘stripped to vertical strips

of light arnd green-runged shade.;
that avditorium where, a youth,

‘1 toock ip mystic leciures, .
A4 young man, saw a festival of fiLms, i
~ that skyscraper. backdrop when I witnesseéd

‘my mefRtor in shirtsleeves on a corner ba;ecny J '

tf

spreading food for the pigeons... .

Hainlz mere background, a Simple plece

of Johburg's businesslike ungpecialness,

it had a way though, Escom House, of lifting
its pointed head clear of intervening blocks -

into the akyline again and agein as my tram, L?:'_'

in latexr years my bus, dipped and ‘climbed

elong Main Street between town and Jéppestown ~

e shape with a2 name

,long afteri it was overtopﬁed and dwarfed, j
vlong after the name was changed ¢
{while time and contrast mellowed -

| once starkly moedérn lines to samething

near to: character). ,

K

he world bullc with ne steel. x

. X
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i

My father remembers what stood on the smte,
cottages, shops, before the deep ,
ambitious foundations were laid, o
To him - detwolishing centractor
who earned innocent profits by wrecking
the Standard Theatrg, the Old Magistrates®' Court -~
‘to Pad, the sheer concrete mountain Escom House
held no great temptation, promising little
to salvage, this was one, we fantasised,
v they'd have to pay him heaps te chip away,
~ Storey by storey, month after month. -
_ Now like an abscassed tooth :
' it's been ripped from the skyline
o) 4n less than hilf a minute.
1 went to watch that Sunday morning happening
less .sad than curicas -~ but found,
as: summit tipped, windows shuddered
wa%és o fneﬂ agd fell 1 L
amid velling pigeong an app auae,
_ 1 was, stranglgdswz h\gobs. i
..~ Memory takes root only half 1n LAY imlds of the brain.
' half's in the 'concrete streets wé mve iived slong,
Implosion, abrnp&vnegation, amputates flesh of dredms,
van Eck House - I'd hardly been aware ,

W TE

- a

it boreﬂtgigbnewer name: of 1. o

“Tﬁgéggpﬁrtance of the poem's meaning emerges clearly -

through & careful ‘tracing of the poem's subtle

developmental y Structure. =~ The unemotional,

. matter-of-fact tone of the opening 1ines suggest the
" poet's initial lack of und!ratanding of his connection
 to- the ,building and his appazentlyu rather scoldly

° derached attitude to Johannesburg as a whole. This

-caqgal dismissiveness of the seemingly ard:nary,
unremarksble office block is misleading, however. As
the poem progresses, . the poet’ s initizl detachment
becumes increasinglg} - ang almost unconsciously,
undermined by the. accmnu:.a}‘:im% of \Qpersonal, ‘detailed
memories, vividly and vitally recalled. These memories
of the ‘building wﬁicr he manages to "§alvage“ .ate, in-
fact, memories ‘0f bls own 1life: learning abopt the
building in school, attending "mystic lecturesJ there
as a youth, or i_festival ofufilms as a young man,



-
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~disfinctive "character".

133.

having the building as a backdrop to a -récfollqcted

'scené of his mentor, Hermsn- Charles Besman. As if

“startled by the unexperi,zedly sentimental nature of
these memorzes, the poet tries briefly to dismiss the -
building as a commenplace part of an unexceptional

2

city:

&

“Mainly mere backgtound a simple piece
of Jo burg's businessl:.ke unspacialness".

. . o 5" ) : -
The attempt proves futile, however, as, almost in sp1t°
of ‘himself, the poet ‘is compelled to acinowledge the

- particular idgntity of the huilding and his personal.

“relationship with ic. Gradually, the tone of ths poem
softens into something approaehing affection as the
poet beging to see van Eck house in almost hHumen terms.

its way of li.fting its "head“ after him as he
c%}mgt.ed around town,. its ﬂsonal “name”, ' its
By the time he considers his
cofinection to the building through his father's
ox:cupation as a demolishing contractor -~ a particularly -'
hppropriate career in a tityOn ‘such constant flux as
Johanneabutg »" Abrahams's attitude- has changed
radically.,’ His initially detacked perspective has
given way to cne of deeply felt involvement, reflected
in the emotionally charged simiigzﬁihich he now uses to

" desecribe the building's damise. ELCW
2.

o

[

"Now 11@ an abscessed tooth
it's been ripped from the skyline Y
in less than half a. mtnut:e s s

Fipally; onm ;:lge day of the implosicn, the poet goes
along ‘to witness the event in what he believes is a
‘spirit of inquisitweness rather rhan sadneas, but
finds himself shocked bimthe Foree of his own readtion.
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The pain he £feels at the building's destruction,
_conveyed through images of “physical wiclence such as
“strangled" and Yamputates", reveals his deep and :
intimate relationship with it, Indeed, the word "Eall"
in the title, with its connotations of a desce1t from a
state of grace, or innocence, or power, suggests that.
the eﬁeﬁt possesses a significance for the poet far
beyond the brief spectacle of the implosion of an oid
bullding. 1In particular he comes to understand that
the building, as its name :.mpl:.es, is part of him;
thatﬁﬁigg Jchannesburg urban 1an&scape, as Mareda
Levesort ag pointed cut, "is part of the structure of

memory, of what ‘makes him what he terr. 74

- "Memory takes root half in the folds of the brain: o«
half's in the goncrete Gtreets we have lived alung.
: _Implasian, abri Pt negation, amputates flesh of &reama,,
-van Eck House - d3'd hardly been aware
it bore This newer name: of I

BN
0

Abrahams' 8 #mﬁb]:@yment of a developmentaz strlucture in
the poemy dr:ﬁmatiaing the growth in his awWarenesg of’
his reiationf-ip m.ﬁi tha eity, is cmcial,. 21t takes
cognizance o

syggests that auch bonds and attachments ate real apnd
i@gortant q}nd ought to be closely explored, . For

Jaahannesburgerso like Abrahama, it fs not in the natursl
African landscape, but {8 ~ "the landscape  of
‘Johanneshurg 8 concrete streets and buildings, thag: an
- authentic sense of place may be found. P

'The same aaa':t of epiphanic realisation of a true sense
of qplace for WE3ZSAe in Joharnesburg forms the central
_ theme also of the poen, "?Lac:e." {(Journal of a New Man,
11984). Abrahams recounts how he with A party of white

"

the fact that few Jghannesburgers are JJ .
* fully. c:msci;ous of their band with their city, but‘.»'
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Johannesbaxgers used to gather "near a mine dump" to
read ’puitry.’  However, while. he does recall -
appreczavlng ‘"the - humane affirmative thrust" of the
Easterh Luropean poets, Ferbezt and Holub he remembers

the readings ? o

. . - = - o [

= rather for the place itzelf |
tnan far the poetry or exactly who was there“.ﬁ,
AN o
w ;Indeed Abxdhams focusges minutely on "the place itself"

as he. deecrlbes their unexpected, even accidentq;,

ﬁf‘:cl:i.su:ar.w»;-.r:,r'f_].,...e‘Ji' this their ‘real "home"”. '
. ). i | ,_;“ ) .\\ w N w . - . B . 4]
After mxw raid of £ thunderstorm -
- our-sergpble to th r~gara, one .Volksie
bogging dawn ia a spilling drift -
of milﬁe& quartz and vrainwater,

'"f%ﬁ“’”*\\\'"=; a book logt, a camera splashed -
we forgoth our half-formed plan

in
R

43

L

e i - i .‘;‘gr-. _....._..

LI
ks

to woo our audience for poetry-readings - o
outdoors fo-the site that Neil had found '
L \ whilu.&iving on the mines estate.
e ‘Yet we_ilked ‘it best, to Bay the least, » .
K of all #he settings we used or tiought to usag o
- tiked it encugh to, have driven ot - e
beyond the tinny rows of old mine cegzages i
'gast a plantation of tatgered gums and round '
2 ehind the straggle of cysnide dams and dnmps, b
b = ° pringing our baoks and typesaripts
Yt . for two or three trial readings. e
. % These I remembar seven years after
'Q\\ rather for the place itself "
oo than for the poetry or exactly who was there.
I'd think that goes for all who came:
we fFelt, like Neil, discovery
at the foot of that beach-white truncated pyramid
dominating”emptiness on an unguessed—at plain,
. ics space defined and stressed by the distant block,
- . cathedral sized, of a solitary corrugated iron shed
 Discovery we felt in the sloping soar .- .
of the built cliff, sterile and brilliant
. with residual. pcison and golds | '
@%2 its silky drapes of man-made sand that hung
*ike skirts ‘on the clodded ochre yidges °
iR thered ‘to bonea and muscles of 'the mound's anatomy;

4]

e

7

Qoo
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.-in the precariaus brick-and-concrete o

of a remmant too unseasoned to be called a ruin
whose lintel served as our proscenium

framing the backdrop of flat veld,

tallwgrdssed but greyish in natu*e R Infmal - @

a wasteland secreted in the suburba groin

No doubt, from the hill-high mimte dump's table top
~ the rearing core 0f town would show close by.

but down Ln this deserted lee “

was huge surprising privacy, an intensity

of quiet air and naked sky, whitening with sunlight
on ome tay. once piling plum-dark clouds.

A scene that should have meant f.miliar ugliness .
made us freshly familiar with th. ignored .
versistent residue of primitive Johannesburg, )
and something more, the very loqai sawv

this to us was palpable beauty «

thin, durable as tin, and much voo strange,
too fwrmly bedded in the stark neglect =«

5?at near-featureless enclave, too true
£& elty all too easily cantemmed,

for\description, explanation, vecognition shared
with“any who've not known the Rand as home.
The galt of it grew sharp with poems that ran
more piquant on aur tongues .

ir that incongruous air.  and fiaally

the drama of cloud and wind, lightning flarash
bombs of thunder and sudden eniping drops
exhilarated us, and the rain we fled =

washed the last of those rare afternoons

down into crevices o; gildﬂd memory. °

feid

I half fo et what poetry we read

}'; 1f'-(o6r own? new . .und Mtshali's? Plath's?)

- but clearly recall the huane afftrmative thrust
of two sclentist-poets ouc of Europe's east;
-~ and now reflect how alien nur scene -
k §:>shallow, violent, -hleak, a drained and shadeleas
wedge .of earth, uncultivated mired by money-miners -
% would-be to them, whose translated lines _
T we were, with voice and ears and hearts,
Yent scope and llfe, brought strangely home:
‘> Herbert, familiar of Warsaw,
};Holub of unimaginable'?rague.”a

T.’ne ?oem functions p“rimaz::tly ‘a8 an evocation of the
uniqu& character of a place at once strange and yeﬁ !
rerresentative of . Johannesburg. What they discover,
for example, in- the “built cliff" of the mine dump is a
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symbol of ‘the essence of Johannesburg in all its

in fact, Aprahams is caraful to present this place as
i no way ord1narily or conventmonally beautiful; yet
at the same time he succeeds in rendering its eccéntrlc'
and powerful f3361n3u10ﬂ. Abrahams = sums up the

.duality as hoth "sterile and br:llxant"g as nonfainlng
both “residual poison and gold”, Throughoun the poem, .

paradoxical nature of the place in his description of

- it as "a wasteland secreced in che suburbs grain”

which bears implications both_of infection and diseasa
ss well as of pleasure and even fertil‘ny.r The word

"secreted” ‘is . perfectly chosen, for it\ suggests,

fé?stly."both unhealthful excretions and pleasursble

safeguarding of something valugble or extraordinaty,
in acknowledging - the dual qualitles of this plade,

“Abrahams snd his companions are put directly in touch

with the easential ‘nature of Johannesburg itself and

-ejaqulation; and, . secondly, both the -furtive '
concealment of something illieit ou z.awholesome and the -

A
et

begﬁn to see the city as thdir ‘"place".’ It is .

significant that the eﬁgnts nargﬂteﬁ in the pnem are

_dated 1969: a time when, as this chapter contends,

WESSAs jﬁgm tn éxperience & particularly contemporary
sense..of\ displucement and dislocation. The poem can be

axban 1andscgye of Johannesburg. The ‘excitement of the
dizcovery comes through not only in the mood of wonder

and delight wh.och pervades the poem, but also in the _
'pleasyre the poet takes in his meticulously detailed -

and scrupulously accurata,descriptions of the place and
the typical Reef thunder storm which occurs. The
central apssage of the poed encapsulates these WESSAs'

awed recognition of Johannesburg as théir uniquely _

valid home: - N z

viewed, thus, . asJJ tie record pf the disdovery gy' a-
" ‘ntmber of modern-day!WESSAs of a sense of place in the

3\
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"A scene tha:. should have meant familiar ugiiness
made us freshly familiar with the ignored
persistent residue of primitive Johannesburg,
and scmething more, the very local savour:
this to us was palpable beauty ~
thin, durable as tin, and much too strange,
too firmly bedded in the stark neglect
vf that near-featureless enclave, too true
of a cirty all too essily condemned,
for descriptzon, explanation, recognltian shared
with any who've not kzawn the Rand as home.,"

The idea of 'Johannesburg- as\ hame,' physi&ally and
psychologically, informs much of Abrahams's work, oih
' poems such as "Birds about Johannesburg“ {Thresholds of
_Tolerance. 1975), "Shapes of Order” (Journal of a New
1984), "Death of a Johapnesburg Badksellzﬁh The.
g;:céa in Sand, 1988), and is .explicitly assyrted in
"Views and Sites" (Thé Writer in Sand, 1988}, particu-
larly in the final section of the poem where the poet's

"dﬁw':' felaticnship with hiy-city is seen as an integrarﬂpart o

of his sense of psycnic campleteness.; .

my bréath enclossd in wmy unwell fiazsh,
I was severed from all the selves I had bean,
falling sick in my mind, .
. . Then my nlece tdok me driv.ay
: . to Mayfair and Judith's Paar
~ sb that I could show her the geugraphy
° © of her family's.history.
' Thirty-five and fifty years : _
had little changed.those modest streets. = :
The houses we 1lived in stood; e o
the fronts and kerbs of those street '
substantiated memories‘grecise 5
To the girl the gilgrimage could mean
only as much as I could tel o o
“but for me the calling on my "1ittle past
re-ogened a gkylight to wholenese _ B
in the outwardness of things." ' _ )

Jﬁ(fﬁFrom being oo mucb alone in my room,

"
]

“a

 The movement in this poem from ths severence of self to
integration, from the confined darkness of a sickroom

Ty G
q".‘:;} Yo,
Y

’ e
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to the openness and light of outward things, is
_¢haracteristic of the aptlmlsm and confidence which
underlies Abrahame's- “eity poetry. As such it forms a
clear contrast with poetry such as Mike Nicol's “The
" Refugees" and Christopher Hope's "The Flight of the
White South Africans” (discussed earlier) which
describe the panie and desperziion lnf a Aisplaced
people whose options are rapidly and inexorably. closing

~in. In the face pf this much less sanguine alternative

LT

scenQric. the inmortance of &brahams 5 d:scovery of a
sense of place becomes all the more clear, '

. at
e
a . O

Abrahams's most notabie poem about’ Johannesbu?g is
probably his prize~winn1ng work, "Thougrt on
- §ohnnneaburg 8 Centenary” (The Writer 'in_Sand, 1938}._;_ 
The poem, a complex and serioua meditation on the city,
goes beyond a. eritical - examinatian of the city's
" obvious faulrs, to define what Johannesburg means to

the poet, and what it could potentially mean to alL its
inhabitants. . :

i a o

[N

"There Is no city as old as a river,
" as old as this minor stream’ ' W .
whoase millennia have sculpted the veld. e
The wiser cities lie down with great rivers
to learn what:rivers teach of time, .
" or with the timelessness of seas:

but ‘my city’s mazed metsl of hurried streets

o has hpnied the small white waters.

What if my wandering clan had given me
one uf those old wise cities to be bprn in?
1 would have claimed the borrowed ancestry
of mellow stones and streets, embraced
the longings and learning of that hope, -
spelled wy .name in its memorial marks. - _
- Ingtead they gave me to raw spawn of payable lode,
attracting loose acquisitive pioneers,:
the hungry and threatened, chancers snd tranaients
-~ swel¥ing by groas<@ramisas and harsh divisions
over/ unhistoric farms ana hills,
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Born but never Native here (of Europe~stranget kin,
thas skin), I've known no other placs to claim. :
Heir to the Book, 1 find and lose my liviag myths
more in these too changeable streets.

I learned to spread from hollow roots a patched

o ' familiarlty.

: f“ttime gave my atorles to some names and conrours;

f geartain settings of my years, my selves, won my a*fectlon,
anrolled me in a Masonry of escteric 1ove :
I belgng with the unbelonging, and this ‘world
of second genervation strangers, all its cheap 'renewal,

- gives me my only earthed tradition,

all prospeet of a self-built meani ing I can claim.

How can youslove what changes too swii tly, :
: ;o@ swiftly changes and chang~s again? «
A river is momently different, and daily :

 but the glew living banks hold the shape "of memery -

the self Fan stay while the river runs

-and we can lpve the river.

But these stieets hardly w®
*survive theln) shouting rivers of traffic; o

this place owdg too littlerto tide,
. too much to aggetlte and rage '

and zuilty ~pontempt - \

it éats and tears itself .o TENEWS ... renewa .

A man atays nake& at the cuub mbuth of the cave.
> ghivering like a gog beneath thunder - .
°. & man and his stréets are disposable trash
# {f the town does not bequéath to hiaz passing eye
. old .shapes told sbout in tales, °
< * higtories held visible in shapes R
that he knows will still be sezen beycnd his time.
1f all who ‘must leave .. - :
> take thelr insights and g0,
~, take the innocence they will not lose
. .and gb, _ e
- .and’ the ra% ‘burns out, ' _ : _
.a2nd the geld gives out, :
7 yet the Name of the city endures - . Y
s ihet and ‘condulf of memory's %athering - “:._<\
lace uuy draw togethsr, discover
the ticher. reasons of lta century,
may hear the singing of lts hﬂndred-year»old course.

4
i f '\

Suh-titled “while by tpe Jukakai River at Broeder-

straam‘. the poem begins by -censuring Johannesburg for

lacking the sense of time whiih of*sar, "wiser" cities P
" . {

e’
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have daquxred from their contiguous rivers. Instead,

Abrshame feels, Johannesburg ?'Ps in its frenetic and®
chaotic devea.opmenr quite overrun "the small white
_waters" of the Witwatersrand. Again, unlike such older -

cities, Johannesburg can offer the pbet little in.the

way of historical significance or wisdom; Johanneg-
burg's heritage is one of greed, injustice and .
unsoPhlstication, embogied in the sorts of ch’ar§¢ter *
‘who first were aértacted to the goldfielda-' the "raw

spawn of payablp lode" whose numbers incressed not
because of che beauty of the area or the opporxtunity to

be, part: of a harmpnious and mutually co-operative ’
. community, ‘but rather becguse of "gross® promises” of .
‘wealth and the “harsh divisions” impdsed by a raclally
| etploit:ative labcur system. Yet:, having acknwledged
theae well established £lawa, _ Abrahams begins in the -

“third &tanza of the poem %o Msert the city's wmore

positive fesatures, In particular,_" the poet, in

' ‘seemingly resigrned tones, pai.nts out, thdt since he has
as home, Johannasburg
© provides him with his only possible source gf a sense
. of place. In characteriaticg.lly' WESS&Q faghion,
. Abrahams, on the one hand, faels alie.na:ed from Africa,
' the continent of his birth where he has, nevertheless,

kpnown "no other plaué to clata"

tiever seemed "Native"§ on the other hand, he faels
egtranged from Europé, the “cogtinem" of this ethnic

origing. H*s anomalous position 1s advoitly formulated

in thd phrase, "Eurape-atranger kin", which permits the

‘readings "a . stranger. from Europe“' as well as Ma
stranger _ gg_ Europe". His derancination  seems

exacefbated by the fact that his Judaic inheritance has
begcome diluteéd, es he finde his "living myths” more-in

the streets of the city than in the scxiptures. In the,

face of this intense peychological and cultural
dislocation, it is Johannesburg which is able tc supply

141,
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him with a sense of belonging and“éignifinanqaw He
affirms this unorthodox 'yet valid sense of place in
lines cf.simple, quiet, but clear certainty:

A

e | belong with the unbelonging, and this world

of second gemeration strangers, all its cheap rénewal

gives me my only earthed tradition,
.all prospect of a self-built meaning I can claim".

, Johannésburg proves & &ifficult city to love, however,
~and the - poet's frustration and disqantent emerge

forcefully in the jolting,” ijring rhythms and

‘syntactical . circula*ity of the fourth stanza which are _

mimetic’ of the city s state af continual, anarchic
_flux- o - —_— . ;

"How can you 1ove what changes too swiftly,
‘too awiftly changes and changes again?“ o

o Sy
Neverthalsﬁe. Abrahama. implicirly likéning hiriself in
the hext atanza to primittva wan ot the meuth of a

" cave, confesaea that he ghares the ancient and powerful
“urge  to- belong somewhere and_ to have his "histories"

conczetised in familiar, enﬁuring ahapes.a Despixe his
keen ° avatenels’ ‘of = ‘Johannesburg's manifold

E imperfections Abrahams remains confident that the ety
" can satisfy this urge. «The final stanza of the poem is .

an earnest and resonant affirmation  of Johannesburg's
potential to offer its® inhabitanta 4 sgense of rich

place. The  city's ebility to do so will dertve not-

from those idealistic crirics, who feel compelled to- -

leave the city nor from its gold-based wealth, nor from

its raging énexrgy.° Instead, 'this abiiity will derive
- frow the unique identity of the city itself « focussed

by its lasting ”Name?'gé which over time may become

&

T

historical mann{ngfulnasa and -an sguthencic sense ~of °

R
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deeply ewbedded in the collective memory of its
cinhabltants and so supply them with a binding sense of
belonging, of tradition, of harmony. The final lines
of this méditaticn on Johannesburg‘s_tentenary de not
look back -at the city's obvious failings over the past
< hundred years, but wvather look forward to the city's
potentisily rich future, in a mood of serioﬁs,=profound
celebratipn: : -

" If the Name of the city dures -
et and conduit for mem??? 8 gatherlng -
-th place may draw togeth discover '
_the richer "reasons of its century,
‘may hear the singing of its hundred~year—old course“.

If fﬁﬁbrahams's tough humgpistic " explorarion of
Johannesburg makes  him origin&i in South African®
~ poetry, dne is by no means alaﬂe in his endeavour to
. discover a sense of place in the city. Stephen Gray,
who-is perhaps mqre &ware of the importance of locarion
than most poets,. has‘ﬁescribed his Johauneshurg world-
“4n essiduous and affectionate detail in poems like
"nyfair" (A World of Their Own, ed. S. Gray, 1376} and
"?he Tame Horses of Vrededarp“ ‘It s About sze, 1974),
. poens which, despite their satiric flavour, function as
a peraonal delineatioq of home.n Indeed & remarkably
-dgverse group of poets have, at-ome stage or anozher,
directly or indirectly, sought’ to orientare themselves
through a study of Johannesburg,  including Patrick -
Callinan ("Spring Coming: Zoo Lake", Today Is Not
Different, 1978, Mike Nicol '("1976" and "Urban
Renewal, Fourfeenth Street’, Among the Souvenirs, -
- 19783, Peter Wilhelm ("Driving Home to Drinks”, White
‘Flowers, 19?7), Cherry Clayton ("“Braamfontein Funeral
 Parlour™, Modeyn South African Poetry, ed. S. Gray;
1964) and Kelwyh Sole ("Troyeville/Bertrams", The Blodd
of Our ‘Silenc ,°1987).- Even Jonty Driver in exile




. More recently

" the . faméus rivers of great Eurapean pols
) mytimlogy A éudden Highveld storm,
- transforms- the vivef into “a torremt

N B
. r Lt .

Faller is, jnmfacn. fascinated by the fauna and flora

144,

overseas, can recall Johannesbutg vxvidly, in "Early;' oo

'Morning, From a Traiv, Néar Jahannesburg" (Ogcasional
. Lighr, 1979), as a place of ¥a life in my past", &

place {like Ab}ahams s "Place") of umique and specmal
contrasts: - :

".oi. all I riimember now ie that sun:

How it lookild liké the singular eye

Of wicked, digeiting Johannesburg,

While I watdhed fmom a train in a past

That is poifioned and holy, a dream .

Of the deadfawaiting their dead, and the gold
Coming dow through the air, 1ike gold"'

a

nd more, fully, rancis. gg}ler. like

-----

Lfonel Abrahamy/, has made a meticulous expﬁnratinn of
Tohannesburg ifi all ics variety and multeity, a central =

_prébccupatian of his poetry, Like Alrahams also, theﬂ :
» Jukskei River/has provided him with the inapirati@n for -
& prize»win'

g poem. Im "The Jukskei River" (Weather s
Words, 1986), he at first finds the eponymous river a -
rather lamentable, polluted trickle 1

but enables the poet to recover his sdv
anﬁ oriantation.

* . "My head is cosmos-clean, :
' and pumbness, Iike the last roll 05 t
dies. Now there’s a new tattoo upon my ips:

- initiation of the rain. On everythin s
R e ' pattern 8 cut.

3

'of * suburban Johennesburg, mnot only for their = 3
politically symholic reverberations, bur also e gv :¥m§\-_
quite literal sense as recognisable and familigzvﬁf( ¥

. o . B ~ S
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- objects with which to gaugb his e%nse of place, as, in

Y

poems such #s "Storm in the uburb”™, “As £ 1t

‘Mattered”, “Hamadryads", and: "Sparrows in April" Ll

in Weather Words, 1986)., Faller has also subjegted the

eity centre of .Joharnesburg to close serutiny, in poems
_like "Noord Streer”, “Alien“, “Our Lady of Hillbrow”,
_and “Joubert Park" (all in Wedther Words, 1986). At

times, ‘these lattﬂr poemg appear to deriye rather
unfruitfully from thg waste - land of Eliot's London or
from Baudelaire' 8 o, urban alienation.75 Where

they succeed, hpwever is in their minute a*tention to

derails specific to the Johannesburg townscapa g“ that
rather than drifting iato _some vague universaliyy, they

Ad auch, they sare ab;e,- no matter how dehased and

A% i,

i

squalid the sranea they' depict may be, to provide an.

Johannesburg in the uinds of its inhebitants as a known

"and regognisable home, as in this extract from "Nourd

Street"

"In the evenin polyphon :
& sweat-streaked glant atraina '
and pleads with his gaaging squash-box
to let one drop of baptis =
fall on ‘the metal city rushing’ ﬁome,
His cracked voice sings

" of pesce, murder- and myaterg : :
entering in the pocker of the night,
But he sings to plate-glass hostility,

. wtiff, dignified, all wound up.
And from my balcony
1 smell thé incense of the street 2
rising with that giant's hymm Y
to charm this corrupted crossing, - 3
where skeined paths recoil o
1{ke°cobras stiffening to strike.” : 5-(;

. Temain rootedhxn the umaqueneas of Faller's own city.’

. authentic and iummdiate sense of place, and to evoke i

q.
e
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(ii)

- ﬁ_?aet;s such as Abrahams and Faller have sought to
’ discover a seénse of place in Johannesburg, and to -
. demonstrate the availability of that sense of place to
all ﬂ;)fe city's inhabitants, particularly their fellow
WESSAs who are confronted by the threat of utter
- displacement.. The fervour of their commitment to their

i city is equalled, however, by that of Stephen Watson to
;" 7 Cape- Town, what- his -friend and feliow-poet Robert
/ i Berold has called Watson's ."belovad city" 16 - To’

suggest that Watzon has endeavoured te provide a sense
. of place in Cape Towns for his fellow WESSAs may af,
"first seem aurpri,sing. since it has been his wont to

5, ~ excorlate, . and dfstance himself from, his ﬂESSA, |
o sub-culturmn Hore recently, however, he has aoncedéd'_

’ : that he did not fully underuand S /_
e B . "the degree J:o whi.ch many . of my &pparently personal ra
- prgblens were really an m‘&pr&ssion of & collective
cujtural dis-ease. My -'sense of ‘personal
‘loneliness was, in’ reality, often nothing iho“re)
than one expression of a larger isolation in my

sub-cultura in this country."_., _ > :

o £
. L] o

As suc’h hias detailed explaration of Cape Town in }j q.s'_.
work may be seen, as he himself has indeed. forthrigi )
stated, as an attempt 'to offer a sense cf belonging s.mi
location to his cdunt: ‘ymen: _ b
L . @ e N,
o 'my ult::!.mate muge i Cape Town and all that this
ci.ty has méant. 'to me, Inc,;reasingly. .‘mvclu:n—o
> tarily, I have found myself working irn that very,
e . . very old tradition of thé city-poet, of city- ~
'  poetry. - I've wanted to capture Cape Tm_m‘, to

[

A
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people it, to write about it in such 4 way thg'e;- it
is no longer <chat merely drab, wind'-)-scou}'?ed .
saettlement On the baby-toe of Southern Afrieca, but
a place, a loved-place, in the hearts and m%.ndsn of
its inhal:iitants ... .PFar more than any - -~
politiciziag or political role, if_ iz just this '

which I believe &% the deeper cultural role of f

@ 4 Fl " 1 b4
- the W'::z.ter.""?? N - 7

(all, inePoems 19?? 1982, 1982) wheére the city .acts as
an anodyne, at least tempar&rilv, for the restive and %
diacontented poet ' '

ﬁ“ter the ye&rs : i Ty o o §
you would ‘come homie again, . '
you would stand on the mountain ‘ef the slender Cape,
‘above @ peninsula ¢ity you now could call yours; exs
and you'd be givén to it as it was given you,
cand you'd be given to youraelf and cpuld giw;;\ ..;5'3"‘ 0
- RuAEs

5§

. And you would have peace, .
- because "a mgn cannot live withcmt eace,’ e
because he caanot live for always like this ... =&
yet a peace 4in the future, snd of you alcome?...
there is no separate pe not any now,
and you're dree.ming aga et :

P
o . . . . . NN
w . N . . .

Ys .

An atmsphere of dena calm Qnd serenity suffusas the
first stanza of .the poem, reinfarced by the soot‘hing
effect: of the gautly swaying rthythms. The partially
. repetitive and symmetrical structure of the last twe
‘lines of the opéning stanza, in particular, convey a =~
sense of Watson's symbiotic, racipdeal ,relationship
with his home city, as yéll _&s of the hﬁmor__zy both
_ within himself and ‘with others that his bond with his

c.i.fjf has enabled him to attain, Ir@ the face ofa the

o
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vmlati%e. unpredictable sxtuation in contemporary South
Africa, however, such a state of inner and outar
‘peacefulness canmot last very long, and s0 in the final

othree lines ofthe poem the restless questioning afd

scept1c1sg$£wh1ch typifies much of Watsen's poetry
emerges once again. As such, the 'possihilitlee for
plaﬂiélty and cancqrd “both fersonal and political,

glimpsed in "Reconciliatzon“,u provide only a brief

‘pervades poems stich as "Théﬂhge ,» "The BurntﬁOnes“,
"What the Wind Tries to Tpl’" arid "Uider the Clty" {all

in Poems 1977-1982, 1982, ¥hose images of viglence and

fear are fairly vepresentative of the darkeﬁﬁaspects of
Watson ] work. : . .

f\? where the.dream behigd it o
. “hes fulll Yay

© separate; d

%rejected, reject&nﬁ

“Under- the city - :
the real 1if§aruns . - - . &
secretly pounding - _ .

he. blood’s old drim;

- 't's there .beneath
that all lives meet ©
who divefge above,’ _

eet .... ) s
vos I8 ch where the real life_
hds-its secret way,

and all coupled e
bY the same {11: - R

man wants to kill,

A

" The 13ea of éﬂsﬁnse of place in Cafe Town influences .
‘Watson’s ldter’ poetry ‘even more powerfully, as the
title?af his -second collection, In this City, suggests.

It 1§ . present: throughout the ‘Volume, explicitly® ox
1mpiicit1y, particularly in such poems aé” “The
. Mountain' "Afternoon Light . in April", "Early One

Evenirg“. "Late at Night",

Iv]

"A Soldier Returns” {all 4p o

. respite from the ﬁoodgaf anxiety and desperation which "

13
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In This City, 1986). As was the case with Abrahams and

© Faller, however, Watson is deeply conseciocus of the

grimmer side of his city. Taken as a whole, his poetry

. does indeed present what he himself has referred to as

his "dualistic vision" of Cape Town as bo:.. "hsautiful®
and "appalling”,% thus remainibg "Faithful" to both
the "beauty" and "the humiliated" of the clty.SI
Aesthetlcally and morally ambiguous though the city may

be, however, it still represents a real and.'unlaua '

home, psycholegically as much as physically, for the

poet. Ultimately, Watson's work m&j be regarded as a

search for a sense of place in Cr3e Town, not only for
himself, but also for all these, like his fellow
WESSAs, who have found thémselves in danger of becoming
irreparably alienated and deracinated in the
contemporary period. As Gareth Cornwell has observed,

“in its engagement no less than its evasionms, in
its <quest for permanence, in the senss of

oroutedness and spiritual belangings'ﬁhich it earns
in splte of itself, In This City speaks eloquently
to and for a social group almost defined by its
‘d11enation frem the historical prooess "gnd its
4ncreasing befflement before the Bemands of that
process." " - _ _ h_?

a -
i

ﬁppgﬁﬁpriateiy enbugh,- In Thigs Ciry . ends with a poem
ith acknowledges the profound and indelible iafluence
Cape Town has had on Watson, and which describes

' an: -defins : his complex, intimate relationship with the
z%y. "Coda" is a passionate and serious statement. in.

ich the poet confirms to himself as much as to the
reader all that Cape Town has meant to bim. The poem
oved from an initial :od of awed wonder apd. reverence
?or the majestzc beauty of the cit", thxough feelings

II' f |’

Rl =
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of personal anguish at the pain, boch individual and
collective, both  private and political, which
.undeniably_form part of the city's life, and ends on a
note of tramscendent love for the city which is
uniquely "and, originally and ultimately his. What
"Coda" @ffirms is that in Cane Town WESSAs, like
Watson, may find not merely a scuue, of pla&e, but =

place to nalke sense of Jife:

"This city that you've lived in for all of thirty years,
that gave you from the very first its elements, archetype
of mountain-line and séa-line, salt-water and sandstone;
that granted through a for&st deep in pine with its brlgh

drifts nf stars, _

- what you first knew of earth and sky, would ever

i+

know of love ...

This city on 2 peninsula, betWEen the mounta*

£ and the sea,
that in the decay of its greying wind, its
monotonies of rain,
that thraugh its endemic vacancy, the solitudes
- of its 1lves,
of irs great dyalitiea, divided peoples, -
‘darkening the future,
‘gave you_ early on, over and-over, & very cleax 9
idea of hell...

Kno&ing there Wwas a 1{ght in it, that could nct
be disowned,
_knowing there was a orime in it that ‘could never
3 - be denied, : o '
you were always 1eaving, for years were always returning,

- torn between lts c-oud 1ight,” pine-light, the -

gerene nih 1ism . i
" of its skies, '
and its unending, all-negating, word—exhausting
_ human cries.

For years you ve walked a place, through a p;n%gsgla

a L‘..
passing through days and lives that are nothing

their pain.
For 'years you ve lived divided darkenen by the same

divisicns,.
have lived so long with tﬁese extremes ‘torturing each .oth

‘tearing you apart,
that a city now can start, can finally speak through you.

6 0
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Cf that bleakness lu.ke no other in its wind and
-blandey lives,
of the beauty that is seasomal in its blg~claudeé winters
of this city of your or:.gins, this city where you'll
: shrely end,
. 3 and of the 1life i gave oy, that, for the first time mnow
- -lives Jomed in you, is life itself: painful, incomparabl

. Lionel Abrahams sets out to describe sohannesburg in
meticulous, almost scientifically accurate detail in
order to convey its unique and essential identity
through °the' poncrete reality of familiar and
recogniaablé shapes and objects. His tdugh siﬁewy,
unembellished verse allows him to acknowledge the
eity!’ p faults® with scrupulﬂus honesty while at the same

LI time epa‘bl:tng him to  asdert torcefully and plausibly

. the city’s -practical potential,as s source of, location -

' and orientatiom. - Stephen Watson, on the’ other hand, o
attempts . to <convey “the spirit of Cape Town through z
romantic, visionary evocation of its, archetypal, __

 elemental feutures: it is .a &ty "on a periinsula of

‘1ight", "betweeﬁ the mountain and the sea”, a city Yof
earth and sky“ and . “bright drifts ‘of stars'; // is
also & city of "gréying wind", of "monotonfes of rain“,

“Garkened" by/ ":Lts endemic .vacancy, the solitudes .of
its 115128". I,.’ rdivided peoples . In place, thare-

fore,. of Abral amg s aobe'c. plain style, Watson's poetry
1s typified| by grand verbal| opulende, uninhibited

I sentimeng. great imagmative {rigaur, and the _“zilmost:

'myr.hi.c scope of its vision of :Cape Town. At_:_f'}fiiittam,

_however, -" ﬂatx.er how diveérge their poetic atyles may
be, the _cntem: of the two popts' utterance is the,
‘Qaamé:' b:,h assart the possi ility for all their
countrymen of findi.nh an authen tc sense . of- place it
their home cities, The £inal 1 es of "Coda" are, in
fact, very similar in tone and atmange to the. f:frnal

1ines of Abrahams’'s - "Thought - Jahanneahd&:g s
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Centenary" (discussed above) as they affirm the ‘complex
sense of beltmgmg and existential meaningfuleness that
the city of Gape Town can‘provide. they speak

of this o ty of your orig:!.ns, this clty where you'll
surely and,

and of the life it gave {pu, that, for the first time now

lives joined in you, is life itself: painful m‘comparabh

Importantly, the syntactical flexibiz‘ity of the lines  °
aliows the subject of the phrase, Mig life :Lt:self", to
be tihken as. either Mthis eity of your o:igins.“ or "the '

':Life'fl it gave you”.” The implication is {hat for Watson

(as °“§or Abtéhams) the two are identical: his life 1is

{{ .a ‘ : .. S \;l.
Althaugh Watscn $. 'sr:ork repreaenta the most thizrough and

.- ardent attempt. sw&"al sther, poets. have considered the

possibility. of lm.ating themaalves ' through
xplo;:ation of the urban co-ardinates of Cape Tm.

] :anluding Mark Sw:tft, in puems such &8 “Mother-evity",
,» "Fruit and Thorn", "Public Gardens, Cape Town" and "In
" the Cafe Royal, Cape Town" (all in Seconds Ouf, 1983),

Roy’ Joseph Cotton, in %o;&m "such as “A Scith African
Day" and “Cape ‘Town Dusk" (all in Ag, Man, 1986“} and, >
notably, Jeremy Cronin. Although Cronin's materialisc -
ideo"iégical perspective is very diffei’ent from that of
the Watson of Ia_This C:Lty,' "and although he is
obviously not specifically concerned with the dileunnaa
of the WESSA group, if 1§ significant that ‘he too
should torh to the city of Cape Town in se:.king to find
a senss of place. Perhaps evan nore so than Watson, .
Cronin 1s keenly aware af the simultaneous beauty and
des_olatiom_l of Cape Town, yet ine continues to affirm the

‘elty 4s & source of orientation and location,- inja
- ~personal sense as much as in a political one. While

Et]
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the overall visi?n"af_the poetry might be on social

retations and on collective experiences and actions,

the core or focal point of a number of poems is on the
poet's personak, individual relationship with the eity,
as“the recurrent use of the first pexson possessive

pronoun veveals, in poems like "Faraway city, there

.o." (Idside, 1983):

"In that wsst beautiful
- desolate city of my heart :
ghgre if staying on were passive
ife wouldn't be what it is ...
.+« unshakeably o
Defiant, frightened, broken
and unbreakable are the people of our city';

and'_"@eag;ived from the city ..." (Inside, 1983):

"Removéd from the city now I live

an exile from confirmation

in a thousand reflective plate-glass fronts,
‘in ten thousand human faces, out of habitat
I've shrunk, o

.But how once I moved.on ascaldatorsi .

City, I lived: your vibrance, once,

I, multipiicand, you the power of tem.

Yet not yet heyond division, both,

Biﬁple Bnd 10ﬁ ..ICU.. S .
Yat Walt Wh;gﬁgn this unity is not yvet worn.
Oux essence ¢he aggregate of soclal relations,
e o I live divided
from my city: my city ' -
not yet _ .

diversely one.”

5 T

ks)

(111)

For some reason, Durban has tended nét to excite quite

the same SOrtuoflféelings of attachment or affect;on in
its poets as have Johannesburg and Cape Town, The tone
je. set, perhaps, by Douglas Livingstene's collection,
Eyes Closed Agsingt the Sun (197 ), whose predominaritly

"
L]
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perjorative view of Durban is zontinued in poems like
Christo'pher[" Hope's "The 01d Men are Coming From the
Durban Club" (Cape Drives, 1974) and “At the Country
Ciub™ (In_the Country of the Black Pig, 1981), as well
ag Peter Homm's ™Morning in Durban” (Walklng_Through

Qur Sleeg, 1974)

 Yet Durban éoes feature as an important point of
‘reference .in the work of several poets. In his
__ collect_;kj.on, Between Tslands (31975), Mike Kirkwood is
::xj.ghly disparaging of Durban generally, and makes no
"twe:.:i; attempt tp claim it as a source of placement for
?; yet his bond with the city comes

" through clearly as poem after poem takes its impetus

the WESSA grou

from the poet's detailed focus on the specifics of the
ciry,  imcluding _"Burban Verandahs", “Boers" and

15& L]

“Gulliver's Day" (all “!.n Between Islands, 1975, Im

the fivst’ uction of a poem such as "Suger Sunday"
(Betﬁm Islang®. 1873), 1in particular, the poet’ 8.
mumce knawladge or, and close ralaticnship with,
#abed in the meticulous descriptive det:ail
and the minutely accurate obaervatioua of the uniqua

| (sightl and sounds of the- city.

A | "A mad blue wind is ‘blowing, the smiler '
It whose grin lasts dayss a speechless gull is racked _

miles inland with specks of sand and seaz-salt;
‘& beak, eyes needle the green depths of cane; -

‘by thousand on thousand {mpeccably .
massed and squared oo the small coastal hills
0f Umdloti, Tonfati Umhlali tilting northward,
‘march the infrllible green impis waving

sauthwatd to the mouch of Durban whare Umgeni
spreads her lap to salmon and drowned seameﬁ
. by the densely fleshed parade and the city's
L banks. car-mnrts, anciently rapacious drapers,

“and beyond to the terminal's twin silos,

- each perfected by a tit of white gold

untouched by human hand nestling roof-h:.gh
in the clasp of its stainless-steel voluptuary,
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while slowly between biuff.and breakwater
a long belly slides iil, soundd as of ghosts
., cheering in the riveted steel hollows."

Kirkwood's own personal sense of place in Durban is '@ﬁ'
 bevealed poignantly in “The Gamblers", "A City Doctor"
7 and "Old Salt" (all in Between Ialandsg 1973), poems
dealing with his father's: death, whiéh take their-
_ particular emotional .charge: ‘from  the ﬁpecific
references to the city and the imagery derived from the
_eity. In "0ld Salt", for example, it is the %?n’s and
father's uha:ei ganse' of; place which sﬁ%&es to
- concentrate the poem's emotive impatt and which gives
orientation to the poet's feelings of grief: |

_ "Sadated by breakwaters and today's .
" mild westerly, your ocean glves itself ° '
up quietly to seven city beaches.:B

The room they've iiven you on the l4th floor
ig all windows. All your visitors look out -
ahd give you, over their shoulders, bulletins 1
on seabirds, shipping, the weather, surfimg foram. '
You pretend to read the papers, never leave the bed,
“knowing to the last fathom how much water is out there

", Today I count a dogzen shipz queueing in the anchorage.
-+ Every couple of hours a tug comes, and another one goes in,"

In contrast with the gane%ally hard, ironic edge of the
| m;jotity of Kirkwodd’sﬂv%rag, Ruth Keech's pdet;y is
deeply personal, compassiﬁpata and Chriastiac in nature.
She, like Ki:kwaod;._makés no sustained attempt to
provide a aense of placé -in Durban for her fellow
- WESSAs, Nevartheless,"mudb of her work iaj like that
of Firkwood, closely bound 'up with her awareness of her
city.  In poems such as "Waiting”, "Natal Coast
Seg%}ers" .and “Change of View". (all in Regarding,
©1981), it is her sense of location in Durban that gives

i
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focus to the experiences described in the poems, while
in "Durban S$treets" (Regarding, 1981}, it is her
relaticnship with her city that enables her to achieve
a meaningful perspective on her life:

"These steep suburban streets in shade
.of trees drawn up on either side
have added up my days for fnrty years.

Their apreadirg alphabet was first
m{ wonderings the words -
that tau t me happiness and tears ...

cee Only ‘when I-inanimste am deiven h
up the last hill will the invisible cordon .

snap,_these streets atand atillk.ﬁhese trees 3tampede,:

~their focus lost, my fetters faded, -
their taunting with wmy craving ended,
=y life at last an eternal flower."

o {iv)

- Like Durbanfthé population of Grahamstown has over the

yeers tended to be predominently WESSA, and the city

- has, . again like Burban, tended t& have been seen,®

rightly or wrongly, as having retained something of a
Gritish colonial character. Grahamstawn has alge, of

‘coprse, come to be recognised as the focal point for

the historical origins of & permanent English-speaking

‘presence in South Africa. Significantlyg: however,
Grahamstown's poets, in their rvecent treatment of the
town, are not cohcerned with evoking. a colcnialﬁr

- tradition  which seews  rather irrelevant1 and

inapplicable to the deracinated modein w*s%a; neither
are they 1a¢eresteﬂan recalling the partial: origing of
a peopla whose identity and relahionship with their
country has und¢rgone massive changes ~in the
contemporary periopgd. Instead,  the "perapecﬁiﬁe of
recent poets has Tcéntered on the possibi}ity of

- . D
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the Lown. . To- the poet, Grahams

. forbidding place, devoid of cbvious patural besuty,

' .resistant to modernisation and progress, & cloved:
* gommunity rilen by religious amd racial’ prejudice:

157.

q forging a mnew and meaningful rvelationship with the
city, free of the asscciatidns of an outworn cultural

tradition. Such relationships tend, In practice, to be
complex, difficult, and personal. Yet, in exploring in

detail and articulating this sort of relationship, the

popts seeni also to speak to and for the inhabitants of

" Grahamstown genexaliy, in that they confirm the ability

of contemporary WESSAs to discover a vaiid sense cof
place in this ‘town in the fice of the threat of

_Lwidaspread cultural dislocattnn.'

. \ ' '
Robert Bernid far example, is a  poet whose work ia

heavily influenced by psychoanalytical theories,83 and
who seeks to idiscover his arigins in tefms not simply
of the physical, but ults imately of the metaphysical and

neverthalena,' that he finds himself drawn . to “he
Gmahamstcwn world in which he did, indeed chogée to
locate himself in 1982, In one of his few p@;ms in

which he deals with recagnisable extérnalfﬁpecifics.
"Settler Country” (The Door to the Riverj/fQSA), he, in

fact, describes, as..a recent settTer himself, his
complex and in many ways’ difficulibwzlationship with
seems & most

"The szoil's black.
and into it we die. A s
It is a miracle ' —
\ hdw soil is atructured o

- in Grahamstown the 1eaves frown,
turn brown, fall-down, :
the stfeet tilts blackly towawds them
and men hold tightly onto their words ....

L

;f'
the collactive unconscicus._as a poem such as "Map" ¢

- (The Door to the River, 1984), indicates. Iy refé:enca
at the and of the poem to the Kowie River suggzsgﬁ,_

v
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-




158.

«s. In Graham's Town
the leaves run down.
No mines. Mo factories..
Ne Jazz. No Jews.

Just broken houses

painted gréen, a township Scene,

No yellewwood or climbing rose.
There were arrests. Nothing shows."

And yet it is here, in this place, that the poet is
‘able to discover a sense of place., At the heart of the
poem, he declares his capacity (and the capacity of all
~of "us") to find,” in the context of the, Grahamstown
world, a source of orientation and loeation and
creative ezyfz’ﬁ. Significantly, this declaration is
- articulaged in what is for this generally rather
cryptid and riddling poetry an uncharacteristic
pejlucidity: o

; / “but some of us wake warmed

by the mere thought of sunlight,

and others-are just too tired '
and turn back ill, to make their resnlutions«

" No more hiding. Bﬂo more half-lights. ”
- No more twilightg. No more shadows.

Today I make my promises.

I will learn the curve of the lamp

or how these shells were deposited on the bw ch,
- It hag something to do with currents

freezing creatures in their shells

we are not too far from the anarctic are wel™ ©

o ,:f

Without doubt the poet with the closest “and aieepest
attaclment to Grahamst:own, however, is Don Nae’lennan.
}’ Im:ereatsmgly enough, the Sccttish-born poet is, 1like
Bero.‘qi by no means a native Grahamsf’onian, havmg
settled in the town in his late thirties., Like Berold
also, his relationship with the tanﬁ is complicated and
prahlematic, a'r*d yet it opera es as the basis of a

&
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profound and authentic contemporary sense. of place. As

Douglas Reid Skipner has

pointed out,

Maclepnnan's

pogtry is characterlsed by the sense of "a voice rooted
in a part;cular place and a particular time". 4

jpoem, "GSrahamstown TIV ( Reckonings, 1983), for e?ample,_w"

"In the

the fccus is neither en the city's historical cultural
associatiops aor on scue mague idea of the African
Rather the poet derives his sense of location
_and belnnging from his intimate knowledge of the unique

3011.

sights and sounds of the czty.

In thi {\ﬁ

pase, the

_parural and : man-made aSpects of the town . Lkrge in the
comﬁi%ed music of its indigenous’ birds and its famous o
church bells:

. “City of bells

. and birds-:

hornbills squeaking

in the loguat tree

" their voices tog absurd

for such intrinsic dignity;

a rainbird and his bottle

‘bubbling down the scale.

Sity.of gerntle mediocrity.
your birds and bells.

© obliterated me."” .

a
. The

ciey.

_ phrase "gentle mediocrity”
.captures concisely the poet’Sf*cemprehension
| On . the one. hand, he is> well aware
'-uordina:y. rundane, apparently unapecial ‘nature;
other hand, the word "gentle’

0

is crucial,

i

fqr t
of t{e

of its
on the

suggests not only hias own

~ tolerant and . affectionate dttitude towards it, but also
'_hia umderatanding that in SObe- respects tfe city ig
specfal, particularly” in the way that it .has

extensive

- very.

provided people like him with a hame and a sense of- .
- belonging. * Indeed ; ch# ) pawerfal and

influence of Grahamstawn is.

communicated by the

multiple cormotations of the word "obliterated". At

]

-
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first, the yord secems inapﬁropr@atelj'vioggnt, though

if is quite feasible that tbe town has been the scene

for the poet of certain thwarted ambitipus or painful

~ emotions. More importancly, though, partf:.cu}.arly since

the grammatical subjects of the word are the birds and

"bells, the word relates to the idea pf the poét's sense

/I

of place: Maclennan has® Heen obliterated in tha gense

that his personsl idencity, his individuality, has been ;J

subsumed into the larger categony of the city's
relationship with 'its inhabitants He has, in other !
words, become part of the city,ﬁu:agled with it 1ixe
the fused music'of the birds and bells. Such a reading
geems far more ¢onsonant with the sgund patterns Qf the
the gentle, unnhfrusive rhyme of the poem, auggeacing
not violent destructian but harmonious Lntegrétion,
This reading would also admit the further impldeation

"that the poet's telationship'with the city is so strong

that it will ‘endure-tntil the pqet s é%ath and will be

- broken only by death ’ . IR

Marlennan 8 deep attachmanf to the worid of Grahamstcwn
is - revealed again and- again in. his work -through his

YCergmony". and
"Insomnia” (all in Reckoqigg%w 1983}, It is a'city, of
‘hourse, which is nox %Ewaya gentle: it can At times
prove.most inhoapitahle and harsh.“ Yet'Maclenngn, in

.\_ the opening lines of a poem 1like "Grshamstown 1"
+(Rgckonings, 1983), could be speaking for all its’

inhabitanga when  he state» unequivncally and with,
resolute finatity that it is* {n this city that he has

as’ a contemporary WESSA, faundrﬁ "home" and a valid and

meaningful sensd uf place. ) '

) i
]

T

?. - ":\.
‘ e '. L

' intimste  and detailed understanding of its character,
-in  potms such a3 "Mid-wintex’,

ob.

: "

¢

=

oo
LA

A

B



»

i
©
0
e}
.
n .
[u]
L

"Coming home

here to oven heat, .
houses cracking in the sun,

.£oxrty degrees

and tar melting,

the road an lreffectual

stick rTum,

From a raked-out corner of the sky
a dove wild-throatzd cries.,

The hills are vmber T

161,

under withering £ire: B
orphan columns of smoke #
declare 'the foresta's tlred desire. n
My placea here.- § I
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A POETRY OF DREAD

W
|
ll.': , B 1

Werefﬁane to dsolazte "the single wmost pervasive and
pewei:"-‘i:‘ul feature of the consciousness of contamporary
white'Englishw§pmaking South Africans, it would surely
be thipir teu.l:mgs of intense, §eeﬁ1ingly unaszuagable
dreadl The 6r1gms of such *‘eelmgs may be found, at

E :.eafel: partly, in ti\te context of the deepiy troubled

m-,nw-?hal South Afri&han jituation, Acutely aware of

'lwitxg in a time whdp wz.despread secial, political and

ecan&mic inJustace has produced a c¢limate in South
:‘afru:a \Lm: unpr;.cedei\}thdf ralicalisation, pclarisation

‘Ll‘i ex\ remism, of grave populat discontent, and of
”s,..nm1Lzr11g aggréssiof and violence, the WAGSAs'
"e‘"per-ta ions for tf:xe| future are fearful, to say the
' leas

4 The dread r:mtsezi by such anclcipat.ious of
imiﬁlenﬂ‘ disaster bas been aggravated by several

"sp_ec‘hfz. pally WESSA dilemmas’ already explored by the
_ prg$¢nt

study., These woul() incluqe, firstly, . their
lack| of | & ~lear, coge"t jdentity which has Heighvenaed
theis prl carious position within South African soclety
and hi..ﬂ had 1nhibir.";[___.,_t:=heir' ability, as a group, to

e
. pursye dtcisive #nd pdsitive couvses of gction; - -and,
sénse of place which has given
‘rige [to Feelings -of al ieuation and . disa:ientation as

seco ]y, thelr dJdamage

well jps to fegrs of did]xocqation and, diaplacement.

expyrienced by cantempor_arfy WESSAs is hoth coﬁipigx and
iex. On cne level; having attempted to establish

Deﬁ ng, thﬁs, from a va&'iety of aoucces, the dread

a2 home for themselves ‘in ‘the affluent -i's"nburbs of Socuth

!

o
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~ human and social ecost of politi
v nightmarish presentiment of a npt nal apocalypse.

163.

‘Africa's major cities, WESSAs now find themselves
practically besieged in those very suburbs, needing to

barricade themselves behind high walls, locked gates,

‘guard dogs and burglar alarms., Not wunlike their

Settlex predecessors, present-day WESSAs appear to
exist in i@frantier situation, only now the laager has
been - ‘tranéferréd from the African hinterland into the
néaaly—triﬁmed neighbeurhood of the wodern wetropolis.
In o wider sense, the confrontation between Africa and
Furope, the clash between black and white, has shifted
from the context of the frontier wars to that of the
current political struggie, the most likely outcome of

which seems to many WESBAs to be " a potentially

cataclysmic soeial and polltical upheaval. Conse-
quently, the form which these f elings of droad may

take varies widely, ranging from 4 straightforvward fear

of personal attack, to a vague tJérror of some unnamed
mendce lurking ih the darkness, tq an anxiety- about: the
a}. vi iolence,- to the

. 5.
severe and diverse nature ° oJ the dread felt“by
/‘{AB has preduced an energetic and extensgiva poe: ic
sponse, Virtually without exception, South ‘African

Engli.;sh poets writing in the, last twenty years have, at

somé ‘stage, tur@ed their attention|to the mood of tense

apprqhensiow and grim forebeding jwhich so thoroughly
pemqates WESSA society. The purflose of this chapter
is tn eramine in detail the many dirferent® ways in
whig;’t poets have treated this dentral contemporary
WESSA problem. ' | ° "

s
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It would be misleading to suggest that feelings of fear
or apprehensiveness among WESSAs as a group 1s a
uniquely contemporary condition, or that South African
English poets have never previously made such feelings
the subject of their work. Virtuwally £from the
beginning of sn English-speaking presence in the Cape,
the English have found themselves in situations which
have produced fearful reactions, and English-language
poets have consistently articulated these reactions in
their poetry. What the present study does claim,
however, is that in the contemporary period the nature
of the dread experienced by WESSAs has changed
substantially, undergoing both a radical intensifica~
tion and & transformation of its content, both of which
are the xesult to a ‘large extent of the utterly altered

‘socitl and po]itical circumstances "of modern~day
WESSAs. This 3tpdy would also claim that the nature of

the "poetry of dfead" to be examimed in this chapter is
of a quite different order from cﬂmparable ﬁarlier

poetry. . *' e -*'

A brief survey uf Bome regresentative exampies bf this
earlier poetry, ﬂs well as the historical cxrcumstances
which- gave riae'to iz, - may serve to illustrate the

novel character df the contemporary poetry of dfead.

From the time of’the 1820 settlors, a certain degrEe of
fear and trepidarion has charactetistically |1nformad“

'inthe thinklag af whifa ‘English-speakers’ in South Afr¢ca.
,“"Tha ‘position af tha ﬁlbany settlers. ;and similar, later
_settlemen;s) on an exposed-frontier, in the midst of an

utisxplored, potentlally dangerous terrain, confronted

by whdt they regarded as savage, hostile African
. i :

&

Y En - 7
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tribes, was clearly one which encouraged feslings of
_fear.1 For the most part, however, “Settler verse”
tends to take the form of a panegyric upon the
indomizable spirit and fortitude of the British settler
in the face of adversity, rather than an examination of
the dread experienced by thouse settlers. What feelings
of fear there were, may be discerned more in the
sub-text than in the surface content of poems like
Charles Barter's Stray Memories of Natal and Zululand
(189?),2 and the Reverend H.H, Dugmors’s “A Remi-

niscence of 1820" (Verse, 1920; the poem dates from

1870) with its rather too insistent asseveration of the
facility with which the seévtlers were able to make a
"home" for themselves in "the lone wilderness" of the
Eastern frontiex., In rather differont fdshion; the
very real hardshipé;and feara of'rhe setiiere wmay he
detected beneath the caustic sarcasm «of Andrﬂw Ged&ed
Bain's, "The Briiish Settler” (; Eenturv of South
&fricén Poetry, -wed. M. Chapman, 193;;;nun‘poem dates
from 1844), phrticuiarly in its fourth stanza:

+

’ “0£ fortune s frowns, smiles, .ups, and downs,L
T had a great variety; '

1 smouching drep. I open snop
%Eén Euy 2 farm; '
Doing charming with my farming,

blest with firiends' socfety,
When ail at once, the Amakosa '
break the charml "
Assegaaing, velling, crying -
: murder! fire! and revelryl
' Stealing cattle, bloody battle, i
every kind of devilry, - 7 ¢
- Helter-skelter, seekidig shelfer, o
: . wives and children rustling ind
& ° Husbands wounded, -~ Tost, confounded, S
.%;;“ﬂﬁx ‘ tender friends are justling inl" . L

(ﬁ‘ : : g;/

v |

Despice the manifogﬂ pxoblema\and daﬁgers of frontier
*life,f there generally remained among the settleis a
confidence that what they siw as their superior British
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culture and civilmsatmn would inevitably triumph over
the darkness and I'savagery of Africa - a confidence
atrested‘to by thé majority of Setiler writers.% As

osugh, the dread 1t by the BSettlers seems la:'tgel;

tempered by a resilient faith in the ability of the
to survive ' in Africa, hut to
pLOSper.

A similar moderatiof of fear is evident a.i_sa in poems
dealing with the f{ontier wars, especially the Zulu

wars. Though the pogms recnrd the fear of the soldiers
in the face of extrethe danger, thp. prineipal mo*ivata.on
of the pcetry is to| communicate! the heroic valour of
r.he British forces agd to affirm theh inevitable vicqtcn:y .

Furopean light] over African dark. AI?nert
Brodrick s "Rorke®s Prift" (A Wanderer's Rhymes, 1893)
is fair}.y typical. | The ‘opening stanza of the ‘poem
expresses thg dread’ o*ﬁ the Brit&.sh at’ the prospe¢t of
imiuent Zuln atta;ck :

;f g : e
” "On the wild rﬂ’ver 5 bnnk tifo horsemen appear-
They are beardxs of tidings that £11l them with feax.
“Haste!  Put ug across and prepaxe for the fight,
The Zu].u;-‘ are.out in theizr uttermost might,
- They rushed op our camp like a dark hungry §lood .

.And the,a.r spe:ars are all ved with our counthrmen 8 blood.!

The rest csf the poem. however pays glwing.cribute to
, the courage and. skild of che soldiera and ends on a
note of patriati.c pride and confidence

&

,_5 ..-.-

: "in r%he heart thrill’ of nations wi}.l ive your reward

rave 2-4thf oh brave Bromhead ar/d Chard .

o

‘:_ -A;=01 =

The Iﬁjcum of. the q’ontury predict&é \el wi.trfessed a
" concentration om. the’ sg.:bject of the 'Boer War, and the

struggle for- whited supremacy - in the _sub-cgntinent.

B
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Despite the bitter and often bioody nature of the war,
British uimpérial interests and the English-speaking
population were hardly under threat of destruction, and
SOIfaaiings of dread are generally absent from poetry
of the time.S; Influenced, however, by the astabligh-

ment of a white-dominated Union and the consequent

protest’, of blacks against their¢ exclusion From the .
processes  of govarpmenﬁ;__‘és well as by the
revolutionary mood prevalent in Europe and elsewhere, . g
South Af:iﬁan: English gpetfy began to take on an \\ﬁ

. incipientiy ' contemparary 'pqlitidal. character in the >

 first decades of the twentieth century. As Guy Butler

has observed, Roy’ Campbell was the F£irst poet to

', intrgduce this "new dimension” in his work, ‘concluding

several of his "Africdn" poems on t fl“cminouq note” of
- an impending pecplé's revolution.® For example, "The

Serf" (Adamastor,, 1930) ends with a prophetic vision of

. "The timnieis,_surlj yafieﬁcerf the serf 7
That moves the nearest to the naked earth
- And ploughs down palaces, and thropes, and towers",

RV

| .while "The Zulu Girl" (Adamestor, 1930) finds in'a

- stene 6f_s“young_black girl Brenac-féadingiher'child a °

Vp eysbol of the transmission to future geﬁera%ionsnof the
* insdeiable thirst for Liberation; ° = = |

"Yet in that drowsy stream his flesh imbibes

An old unquenchable unsmotherable heat -

" The clrbed® ferocity of bheaten tribes, ’
The sullen dignity of their defeat. o

‘Her body looms above him like a hill: | -
© ° Within whose ghade a village lies at rast, =« ‘
~ Or the first cloud so tarrible and still - .

~That bears the coming harvest-in its breast.”

o .
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Despiteﬂthe gpparently liberal sentimenqs'expressed in

_these poems, Campbell's temperament, generzlly, tended

to be conservative and anti«democratic.% Even in these
poems, traces of a xen&?hobic prejudice towards thg
"primitive" and "savage" |forces of Africa, may perhaps
be detected not only in tlie animalistic imagery used to
describe the girl and_?efﬂchild. for example, but also
in phrases such as "un{f;mothe'rable heat” and "curbed
ferocity”. WESSA dread and uneazse towards what is
vegarded as the uncivilised darkness of Africa - an

. attitude fairly typieal of WESSAs in general at the
- time” - is expressdd ¢learly in "Rounding the Capé”

(Adamastor, 1930), wﬁich resurrects the myth of

 Adamastor, from Campb¥ll's reading of The Lusiads by .

the sixteenth-century’ Portuguese poet, Luis de Camoes.
The myth of Adamastor, glossed by Guy Butle¥ as “the
spirit of< a barbarous continent resentful of ang
to disturb its ancient ignorance and gzéiﬁﬁ\
)¢ Stephen Gray polnts out, to express ''the
white man™  anxieties about Aﬁrica".l? Campbell's
poem, 3 farewell to the "hated" and "adored" continent
of hias birth, offers in its final stanza a foreboding

" glitipoe of the awakening darkness of the "hird World:

"Thé'ﬁraw glides smoothly or through seas quiescent:
But where the last point sinks into the deep, '

The land lies dark beneath the rising crescent, ‘o .

And Night, the Negro, murmurs in.his sleep™. '

In aimilfr vein, the sénse'gfjdfead in the poetry<gf

William Plomer takes the fofm of'a.dgepﬁr oted mistrust nu
~of €hé dark, Dionysian forces ofJ‘Afrggﬁ. In J/IThe

Devil-Dancers" A(Collected Poems, 1960: 1973; thé poem
dates from 1936}, for imstance, the apprehensive WESSA
speaker, having witnessed a "primitive" African dance,
warns his countrymen not to be seduced by these forces:

" n
#
no

o

-

o e T
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"Let us ta.ke care ~ that flake of flame may be
The butterfly whose b1t‘u can kill a man",”

By and large, however, the feelings'oﬁ dyead expressed
by poets like Campbell and Plomer are #f a relatively
low intensity, as the white ollgarchy?remalnea flrmly
and securely in‘place, and the chancés »f a successful
black uprising on a large scale taking place contirued
to seem only a very remote possibility, at least in the
foreseeable future. Indeed, poems dealing with the
fearful enticipations of whites form only a very small
part of eifber Campbell's or Plomer s canon, and even a
smaller part of South African Engliah poetry generally
" at the time.

The years of the second World War naturally turned the
attention of poets away from specifically loecal
dilemmas and towards the exparience of global cnnflict,
a(‘f‘:j: work of the “wat genqrat:ién poets rveveals,
_Imdimtely foilowing the war, however, the idea of
;dread”iﬂ sumetﬁing qpproaching the contemporary meaning
of thu tarm,bqglns to emerge 1orc1b1y. The fear di-
: ruthlasa* vengeful African powers, or &f specffiaall
politivsl vLolenLc and ughgaval becomes increafingly
severe with the victory of the National Party in the .
1948 ‘election and ‘their entrenchment of thé policy of
aparthedd, which served evem further to polarise and

. militarise the conflicting parties'in'the South African
situstion. This Intensified dread was' particularly,
and'berhaps mainiy, prevalent among WESSAs, who now, -,
t.eitaved, genarslly, that ~they.were no “longer in a
; pasition €o coritrol events in South Africa, and so felt
‘ever more helpLess ‘gnd anxious. This WESSA dread isc"
expmﬁhagd in a number cf poems of the 19508, including
. John Peters g"“Reading; Talstc?“ (A__Bock . of South
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African Verse,”ed. G. Butler, 1959), whéfe the speaker
recalls the politically symholic advice of his
"nursegirl™: |

"My nursegirl used to tell me when
Thunder began to shake the trees
It was a time to pray and then
Wait for che sky to fall"

. A similar fear, also conveyed in images nf a violent_

~ storm, 1is treated in R.N. Currey s "Landscape of

©  Violence" (The Africa We Knew, 1973; the poem dates
o from the l9503), quoted in fall: '

"Hhéie racial attitudes, like snakes,
-~ Goil above children as they gla s
. o And every brown and white child wakes
S R Beside a aloughed-off love one day;

Where politics like® hailstorms ride

And tear the future from the trees,
3 © ... And"every rider caught cutside
e _ - Must pray betweet h s horse's knebs

'*;_. . Di It ia; however, oﬁlynin the last few.decades'thpt the
L o _fr;feelings of dread among WESSAs have “taken on ‘a
© .o distinctively  contemporary ~ charscter, - becoming
. considerably intensified and extended in wholly new
- directions. The iritial impetus for this trend came
from. the {ncident ‘at Sharpeville on the 21st of March,
1960,  where 69 people, involved in a peaceful protest
against pass lawsg, were shot dead by police. For many
people, Sharpeville signalled the beginning of the end
@ _ for the pclitics of multiracialism and"gradualism3 it
' precipitated the shift in black opposition poifey frow
- passive protest to'active resistance, in particular the -
wconmitment of tﬂe African Natianal Cangress to the
armed. struggle;” and it confirmed for” many, the?
“ Yengths to which the rulinp regime was prepared to go
in defence of its interests. Although the Government' s
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massive security clampdown in the vyears following
_ Sharpeville provad grimly effect:ive. the mood of white )
South Africa continued to darken, so that by the late
19605 and early 1970=, WESSAs' feelings of dread
~reached 2 recognisably contemporary intensity. The
reagons for . this included the independence of

- neighbouring states (Mozeubique, Angela and Zimbabwe)
] folliowing sﬁccaasful revolutmnary movements': the
+  escalation of hostilities on South Africa’s borders,
culminating in - the full-seale guerilla war in
o West Africa - ‘Namibia- and Angola from 1975; the
ai;.‘c.aleratién of- the terror campaign within South -
Africa; and the rise to prominence of militmt black
‘consciousness organi sations.  The rezsons | also
 included, -from the other side of the i:olitical fence, -
.the continuing represgiveness and iptransigence of the

- 'National Party,’ vhich served to provoke ingreasingly

XY,

———

and mietj These tensions came to a head on the l6th.
' _ofa ._It;nn, 1876 in- Soweto, where & student march
"dmdiag' thie abrbgatitn of the compulsory use of
Afyikasns as a uwedium %E iustruction in black schools
. ied to a- bloody confro ation with leice, which in
" m uparkud off a sequelice of violent avents in which
f some 200 pecple were killled by the 24th of June, 1976.
" The horroz.of Soweto leftlan enduring mark in the minds
of black Séuth Africans -\and provided the___impulse for
» the continuing. sporadic udrest of the‘following years,
a8 well as the nation-wide disturbances of 1984 and
13&5 to which the Gove 1nt' reacted by imposing the
State of Emergency in-June, 1985, a draconien measuré
¢ which remains in force today in 1989

“For WESSAs, therefore, rece_n_t South African history has
been a soutce of acute anxiety. This anxiety has,

=

radicaltuﬂ oppositicm and to create a.‘s&‘\!imate of fear .
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moreover, been exacerbated by their own ‘peculiar
lemmas. Apart from their precarious identity and
eir imghired sense of place, these would include the

. guilt of many WESSAs at being accomplices in the racist

hegemony, as well as their unesse at seeming prime
targets becdause of their material prosperity. H.L.
Wattg, in his detailed sociological study of WESSAs,
has found that "English-speaking Whites =2till numeri-
cally dominate the upper occupational categories', that
WESSAs "asa group have the highest social status in
st Aftiga", and that, taken as a whole, WESSAs as a
"group "come from the most culturally advantuged home
“background . of any enﬁnio or sub-cultural group in Soutk
Africa". I: The | | pverage WESSA®s position of socio-
. economic superioﬁity in a sociecy characterised by vast
discrepancies in wealth and stapdards of living woilld
.seem, - in other words, te have cantributed -to his
-1cendy strong feelings of- dread.

1t s, naturah&y, difficult to evaluate sczentifically
" ithe degree of Yread experiencedbby an ethnic group in a
[sacipcy. ‘What . empirical data there is, however,
suggests that WESSAs.are.more fearful about the future
~ than other groups in the country, and that their level
of fear is smong the highest in the world, In the mid

119708, forc example, Bettina J. Huber, an American

"sociologist. - conducted - 'dEtailed'_Study -of. South
\fricans’ Uimages of the future“.12 - This investigation
Scuth Africans’ attitudes rtowards the futurxe of
;7the r country is based on, an internationally recogaised

imagind, as _well. as the mosf 1ike1y future. : ghe

 findingd of tq& study ave very revealing.,  Among .

_ whites, Nuber concludes that “the bnglish-speakers are

> | - o o | 172.

.of evaluation13 whe:eby 1eapondents are asked tuw*'
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more likely to exhibit a low level of expectations” and
Yare more likely to be pessimiétic about the future
than are the _Afrikaans-speakers".]‘!* Very interes-
tingly, WESSAs were equally fearful abou* “repression
and discrimination" (on the part .of Government) and
gbout, a "genmeral threat i aexistz.ng stability" (that
is, ‘black political violein ») , | which would confirm
the contention of the present thesis that WESSAs .ses
themselves as occupying an impprilled position between
the O:Fg)csed forcas of Afrikaner and Africsn nationa-
lism, Apdke from the 1nternaig comparisons of Huber's
investigation, she also provides an international
comparison, in which the attitudes of @ white South
Afficans: ave compared withr the attitudes’ tr\?asuivd in
thx.rteen cther countries using the same "method “of
evaluation: _Brazil, Guba, the's.Dominican Republie,
Egypt, India), Israel Japan, Nigeria, \ﬁanama, . the
Philippines, the United States,’ West - Gemany ‘and
:,Yugoslavia.l,? Bearihg in mind the significaﬁ‘&ly higher
level of fears iamong WESSAs than- among ‘Afrikane¥s 1 the .-

- fesrs of white South Africans a&s a whole »ank as axtm\ng

_the h:!.ghest iwn, rhe wor "«‘8 White South Africanam .

according to Huber's stati *fcs, have the highest. 1eve1"-

of social fears of all the countries meaaured, . they »
have the third highest level /of gohtical fears (Behind
the Dominican- Republic anddﬂigeriﬂ ; and the aecond.

highest level of natz.onal faars (bel}i.nd Eg}'pt). In |

addition, they have the lowest level of expecf:ations

~for the fu;:ure.h of ail the countries in the survey.

Though the specifis: ‘arithmetical values provided by'

Huber's study ~ may’ be questioned, the  general

implications seem fairly dlear: __ contemporary -South

ﬁ

African soclety 1s oné cHaracterised by a2 high degrées L

of fear and anxiety; - and WESSAs, cdaught up in. the
struggle Ofor nower between a . repressive Afrikaner-

\.
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dominated government and a3 revdu*mrfary  black
iiberatfon movement, reveal perhaps the highest degres
.of fear and anxiety of all ethnic groups in. this
society. Indeed, Huber's ‘zonclusions are suppﬂrted,'

~albeit with rather less statisﬂtical precision, by other
“studies, such as that corrxiucted by Hudson, Gideon and

B:.esheﬁvel.z L i
: s a -

= "

The purpose of the rest of this chapter is o examiﬁe

> the many varma ways' in which contemporary: South

African English poets have responded te the feelings of
dread experienced . by(,t*wir countr:ymem jn ths pioleunt
and troubled terrain of presem:-day Seouth Afncan
socie-’ty._ N K e

3. |
. :| ) o ° b
The  deeply. troub}.ed nature of - cantemporary South :
Africgn saciety h . ancouraged 2 profound, gense of

dread among South Africaﬁs, and paggticulagly amcmg(

WESSAa, in a way which is unprece&anted in South

Africht.t. hiafo‘ty,o This pervasive mood of trepidatio
" has elicited‘ a response from South African Engl:!st'
poets which is, in its extensiveness ang diversity,
also gulte unprecadgnted in shdigénoua English 1angun§;;

T w
o o v 2; i

" This poatic response ‘has been noted by “a rmmber of
cricifs. Michael Chapman, for example, has observed

- [
- 3 ’ . @
G

"jusz. ag. radical culturaP shifta n Europe arid the °
United Stat@s cat the . t:uqm of the ceatury gave
. impetus to apoca}.vptic visigns, 80 the southem
African climate of the last twenty veags ’Eas"&
inqreaaingiy favopred an ‘imaginatiem \(nf L

. "d»sﬁster‘ "
50
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_ tgrrorists. Fearfull\

. Lory qualitieg as his &uh\;han 1dyll  becomes "a

Y | | 179.

a defiming symbol of the euntire WESSA sub-cultural
group, Almost ijmmediately, however, the pleasurable
associations of the scene begin to be undermined: the
fact that the WESSA speaker is "alone'", for example,
suggests not merely his placid seclusion, but also his
potential wvulnerability; the qualification of the
phrase, "eigns of peace", by the epithet, "official”,
implies that there are other, unofficial signs which
point to the far from peaceful state of the nation. As
the poem progresses, 50 the speaker's deep-seated dread
becomes inereasingly evident., He 1is aware of the
”typical group of black servants and workers in the
~ white. suburbs, whose label, "boys", attempts to
scategorise them\as both undeyeloped and harmless. Now,
however, he beg}

fourth - stans 2, he\ fears that His defences havp been
~ breached, the 1aage, infiltrauad and that the enemy is
within the_gate, as\he imagines the various subversive
activitiaﬁ of these

conacious_ of the ubiquitous
astine enemy, t w\speaker_f}nds
\1uiaurely swimming hecames
\

S%
that = his  previous
"diff ult“ and thit Re |
@lent=death‘ Moreover, his

cultivated aﬁaﬁér garden assipes terrifying, hallucina-

(14

nightmare at noon”. Within tHgs nightmare, the basis

of the WESSA's fears is subtly %ﬂggested thrcugh a
vision of = post revelutionary Sauth Africa in which

the current racial plutocrady has heen replaced by an:
egalitarian .system that wnu].d stril _ whires of their
privileges~ - _ ﬂ:\
. - . 2 i L@

- "Spldexs dream

Conjuring rhe time Sy :
When 2 messenger may look at a prime,winister

LU

& to suspect that the "business" upon
which they are bdnt is anything but innocent. In the

wdercover suburba1 aaaassins ‘apd

i
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(iii) the psychological effect of dread on the
 consciousness of WESSA¢, expressed in terms
‘elther of horrifying, nightmarish visions of
violence  and destruction, or of a
subconseious fear of some vague, undafined
menace;

{iv) the fears of WESSAs used by sevéral'pqets as
a means of warning them of the dangers of
continuing social and economie injustice.

 Each of these categories will be dealt with in turn.

a

]

(i)

' The ' most - iumediate and obvious ' aanect of the

o contemporavy ﬁSSA's dread involves h'!.s sense of, being"

jmder constaﬁt thyeat of attack in his own suburban
‘home. The WESSA, having managed to dfscover a sense of
- place in an apparently , civilised, decure urban

environment, away from the daaﬂc _dangerous forces of
the African’hinterland, finds his position still to be |
precaﬁous. . Ironi cally, it ig the wvery material

success which f'nas facilitated his suburban locatién

j:hau: ‘haa made him a potential victim, His inability

or, posu:.bly. refusa.s. t:o see this has be.en the foeus of
a numbér of poems. Sﬁzch poems, &s Chrisi:capher Hope has
adroitly put it, study the - "uneasy leilsure,

e uncomfortahle affluem,e and bewildered prosperity" of
\\ the contemperary WESSA.ZI’ . -

As mentioned ear}.ier, ‘gocial scientific research has

confirmed that WESSAs ‘are the ° moat econemically_

advantaged group in- the c.auntry,zs and recent \\pnets
havf. bee-n quick to seize on to the symbo!.s of their
Y] .
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notorious materialism, Robert Greig, in ‘“Never
Golden" (A World of Their Own, ed., S. CGray, 1976),
recalls "the servants, the pool, the vast garden" of
his affluent childhood; Mike Nicol sees WESBA life as
characterised by "Meney and / Perfect skies", in "1976"
(A&nng the Souvenirs, . 1978); Christopher Hope, in
"Notes for Atonal Blues" (In_the Countvy of the Black
Pig, °1981), lists the typical WESSA acceretiomns -
"Barbered lawn, hooveredlcourt, ganitary pool",

"It is,0in fact, prec:sely these familiar status. symbols
i which Hope utilises in the poem, "In a Swimming Pool in
 a Garden in White South Africa' (A World of Their Own,
eéd. 'S, Gray, 1976), in order to explore the confused
‘dread, of the average modern-day WESHA,

"1 am alone in a swimming poal*
. This smear of water,”clear and antmsaptic,
is the cool focal point of a garden. .
‘T am alone in a swimming pool in a garden R
In white aouth africa. . o
Ak7araund me are the official signs of peace:
Tell«tale birds, an obsequious breeze,
Mute, attendant trees. t
Around me, aiaé, orbilt carvefully out of eaﬁ%hot
Without once obtruding,
Houseboys garden boys, dry cleaners boys, milk bo ¥s,
Butchers' boys, ice~-cream boys bpnt upon their busineah,
Out of mind, beyond the hedge. /. )
". Several grind glass in the kitohen; another, hones
‘A pangd in the tool shed; in the laundry room \\
A couple slit the szals of pouches of polson;
Some fiddle with the milk; = gang vaguely
Fingers prams in the park;
“Dne-unhurriedly pulls a homa-made rifle through

BoyBWMillcbe boys. o “ )
'They &;aturb nebody. . »

Y]

T T e i A T
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“ainma, therei’ere. to exammbﬂ in sofie detail the’
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a

S o - :
Chris Marmm, moreover, interviewed as co-editor (with

Guy Butler) of A New Book of South African Verse in
English, has affirmed that "we are living in a2 time of
great social change where people's values are being
neverely questioned”, and he -has suggested that "this
historical context is a crucible frowm which much verse
is Being produced". This verse, according to Mann,
expresses, on the one hand, the emotivns of “self-pigy
aﬁi’!_’:deteminatipn among st the oppressed”, and, on the ¥
wther, the "feslings of tremendous fear and dread and ¢

R J
wmcartainey and  self-dig ,lz.kze amongs® thoss who see f
<

R

. .themselves as oppressmg ' The contemporary South ;
r

Afuioan _situatlon, and the WESSAs® position wi th:ﬁ'n it, 4
thus, has led to the emergence of what Mann has p i.th:.ly
tabelled "the poetry of dresd”. :

L J': L.
& ot "
D .

in ='spité' of this _cf‘ivcic;hl . artention, howevq}. ne'!
.attempt has been made to explore éy%t-ématiq_alf;y “the/,

 Eull . range. of this p'oerryﬁzf dread, or to -demoi{stratéﬁ .

hapter
ia;gu +UB
forms which this peetry ha? taken in the contepporarp
per::l.od Though t"zere is natur&ll? some overlap. f‘n\k
‘of"oad cttagories wtll be meutigiqd and discuaa yd“: S

its particularly. contemporary quality. Jhig

(i)o e- dread. @f WES%!Q\: li%ing in thei mo&et‘n T
citiea of 30 Tt Afric'i.‘. ae they‘,}n'waug’iy J

@ir’ suburban 7" 1“&&3&1:9

1}

breached; .

<

i

S (14)  the feacful expectation of a 81; chEica)

- political apncélypae in Se&tb Af__

natlonal "evel; .A
5 N . ] a [ : :I
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Instead, they %enially observe their decreed profile,

Etching it in flesh with tender zeruple:
The boy on the bicycle

Is eternally set upon

By the neighbourhood’s dogs

(Of which he has been warned to BEWARE).

Swimming is difficult.

Breathe, arm, kick, breathe, arm.

The water in the pool congeals into

Sheets of glass grinding, each aguinst the next,
With me sheathed opaquely between. '

The garden is Eripped in the strident
Notes of a high summer sun. Tossing
And sweating it emits a dozen
Ccmpetln scents llke a man frantic -
In a nightware at noon. '

The sun trumgega out its brassy heat
Terrifying the shrubs, bleachlng the rosas,
Turning even the grass hot
And uneasy underfoot.
Spiders d.eam

- Conjuring” the time
When a messenger may look at a prime minister,

Swimming is diffieult. '
Bresghe, arm, kick, breathe, arm.
Bcneﬂtestud against glass . wins a small shridk,

&

H alone in a swimmi ponl in a garden
. In :%ite south, africa )
\~Turn ng brown.

I

severé&y eritical of WESSAs, depicts a scene of typical

WESSA Sbmfort in order to subvert it. One by one. the

customa y, seemingly innocudus images’ and objects of

" Hope! pdiem, which is at the same time hﬁ%@ly witty and

the domestic WESSA lifestyle are digsected to reveal

the barely repressed parancia beneath,” as the pos
moves from & portrayal of apparently undisturbes

suburban .t:ranquilli_.ty to,a vision of deeply *neurp!:i.c_
. dread, The ‘central imageé\of the poem, a vhite man
- relaxing in his swimming pool in the carefully

maintained garden of his plush asuburban homa, pould be

s

-
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!

The poem en&s on a mordantly 1ronlc note, as the

initial descﬁipt;on of she speaker s peaceful solitude
becomes invested iz the “deliberately ambiguous Final
lines with a far more ominous significange:

Bl am alone in a swimming pcol in a. garden
In white south africa.
Turning brown."

The full~btop at the end of the perultimate line allows

" for the phrase;, "Turning brown™, to be applied either

to the speaker oxr Lo south africa"™, so that thé stanza

‘refers not simply to the speaker’s acquisition of a

fashionable suntan, bur, more pe:tinentiy, to South

Afripa’s progress towards a more democratlc, non-racial

political future. ("Brown" suggests an integration of

like the apeaker of . thﬁf poenm ‘that this political

;_proSPact ahould be a source of dread rather than’
enthusiasm._» . .

[

o

_ A poem which evincea similar political sentim £ while

exploring the nature. of’ contemporary suburban WESSA

‘dread, is Patrick Cullifan's “Spripg Coming: Zoo Lake"

(Today I8 Not Different, 1978).. The poem 1is set during

~ winter in the affluent Johannasbutg northarn suburb of

Parkview, adjoinin& Zoo Lake, and looks forward to the

more equitabla society, figuratively.’ Througheut the

poem, in fact, the natura} and human landsecape iscuﬂed'

to’ symbolise - the sdcio-political realitiea of South
Africa, as the poem moved thraugh its three sections

from a description of the current winter days to’ an

imaginative evocation of ‘what the- coming summer ‘could
be like before returning finéily to the bleaknesa of

o the persisting winter. The first. sectian suggests somie

oth literally and, in the senséd of a

o

" black and whize.) It £s to the ‘discredit of WESSAs -
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of the reasoms for the WESSAs' feelings of ingecurity
and dreads Ome is the difficulty WESSAs still
ezperience in finding a home in Africa. Like the bare
foreign trees -~ "jacarandas, London plmé"_'_ - they have
triod "to make "™Phis hinterland their 's; :itéﬂ , and yet,

when u.he.y hear from the nearby zop, "4 cold hyena
whoop, / Alien, feral in the smokeless zone" » it seems

from the 'ESSA perspective that rhere is "For Africa mo

hope”. Tha yapping of a senile dachshuad in reply
supports the L‘\ﬂea of the WESSAs' tenuous senze of
place, espec:t.ally through the incrmgmtr 51y jingling

| rh]i'me t- \“«}) .

e

"The suburb's dogs were barking back
This is the aecho - :
We never lack.” - T

The barking of the dogs suggests another, more
disturbing U resson for the WESSAs' dread: the vast’
discrepang, '-.'s” wealth between the _races, which
necessitat’:ﬂ che keeping of guard dogs by whites to
- protect ;ntheir property ‘and possessions from the
mate_rially disadv&gtaged blackd, This discrepancy is
adroitly symbolised in the fact that the whites return
from wock in cars to their cdmfortable houses,
apparently oblivtwus to the 5 ' e

3

"tsxia, o '
Buses crammed with Jblacks :
Whe somehow here have found o
Backyard rooms '

" To make r,Jheir lives amd ours"., o f

\J““'?
. The second section turns away fqr the moment from f;e
harsh present circumstances t;g convey a vision of the.
‘future. If begins by articulating a yearning for the
gx_pwt:h and picihitude of summex, in terms both of nature

‘ -as'well as the marerial and social upliftment of black

//_-.
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South Afticans, such as those who frequent the lake:

"Black families
S50 well dressed .
1t seems thev come 1nst1nctiva1y
To et a dream of middle class,

" And here they find it, :
Warnm and modest, .

"GGentle by the lake",

o -

Cullinan remains sceptical about the actuglisation of
this wvision, however. Such a natural reformation of
society seems unlikely, for, although it is a "rime of
change“, what is wanteﬁ?is @

o sy 2 o

Ir‘. ¥

g that's not here, not quite
g wéjre going to get ’

rica; instead of suggesting the possibility of -
harmony and equality, the poenm presenCS a brutal
e of black frustrat ion and white, dread. .Thg
fsectipn is quoted 1nhfull. e or-? b

] "But now -

Cold .afternoons

And: wind“along the streets; co. :
Crates of smpties pile o v oy
And crash gpon the pavement ° g
Qutside the bottle store. S
Half drunk, black workers

Curse all’ paaaers-by. ’

Somewh¢re beyond -the ghops o 2
Metallic and monotonous, . -

& burglar siren starts, o - .
1t rides o crescendo, "falls’ .
Away, then starts agaln

I Ta sound across the sky. A
. Another false alarm, _
' Or is it -real this time? - L
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The noise persists
‘And will not fade
. Or falter in the weakening 1ight-
. As cars come home
And buses Ffill rhe streets.
dbove the blue gum tops
The sun begins to sink.,
Held for seconds im a branch
1t glows like fruit
Then drops below the houses.
In sudden dusk
Lights "jump at the fountaln,
losg the trees; 1ight covers
. The darkness of
This urban .
Arrificial lake.™

ot
i

Once' again, Cuilinan points up' the disast*ously

'different ‘circumgtances of blacks end whites. The

anger and despair of black workersa figda expression
anly in futile drunken cursfng, while the fear of
whites in the face of this scarcely controlled violence

T cammunicated in the wail of a byrglar siren, another

‘part of the vast, security apparatus needed by WESS&a“to‘

safeguard ‘their prosperity. The . implication of thei
poem is chat until the coming of SQuth Africa's
politicel spring, WESSAs are; de:tined to continue to
huddle fearfully in their 1,éubu:rbm laagers. Such a

L spring.-unfortunately, seens very distanmt, and ‘the poem

ends with- a series of deeply melancholy “images:’ the

s'ainking of the sun; - gHe "sudden dusk”; and, despite

. Artificial lgke".

the superficlal giittnr of the mnn-made 1ights,

-"The daikneaé'of°
This urban

Cullinaqﬁa'poem exﬁresses the”idéa't'at;the"zngliah in.
South Africa contimue = to exist iIn ‘a “frontier
gituation", only now the frontier has ‘been relocated in

§E‘the modern cities._ LIt is an idea which récurs often in

"'J

N
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the poetry of dread, and clearly represents a potent
imgginative source for - South African English poets.
The idea has alsoc been explored by a number of critics.

’ Hic§§31 Chapman, . fer example, ha$ noted that’ fthe

laager has moved into ... the nprthern suburbs Of_
Johaunnes urg“,Z? and Chrisropher Hope ‘has palnred out

that the Africa which,contamporary WESSAs fear is-no
' longer e dark, unexplored Lnteriar but

"the Africa that waits just beyond fhe giare of the .
electric lightes in our trim suburbs; the Africa
ageinst which we triple-lock our doors, buy guns,

~ One poet who understands this form of dread intimately
‘is  Francis Faller, in whose work uxban natural
- phenomens, simmering political ~unrest, and " images of

frdntter conflict, conjoin .to produce .2 penetrating
insight 1into’ the deepiy tragbled WESSA psyche, In
"Hamadryade" (Weather Words, 1986), for iInmstance,
familiar’buburban sights and sounds assume a terrifying
strangeness, %o that despite "The dogs" patralling Jthe

. suburb's barhican“ tHe residents know “no rest,

 Similarly, im a“Barrierg '(Heathqg Words, ' 1986), =&

series of bizarre, viqlent imagea confirm cumulativelg

“that the modern suburban lsager iz by no means

tmpenatribla.: In fact, the )“barriers which. WESSAd
have attempted to impose between thaaselve&,and bloady,_

anarchic rettibution_ seen quite ] 1udicrouslya

ineffactivé. Faller's poem seems to take an active,
macabre delight in exposing the- feafful«yulnarabliity

- of his privileged fellcw WESS&s

Cig
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“What, then, is severed by glass and steel?

. el it et
@ # _

When I cpen the window I ecut a vein
and tlie street’s blood gushes through
my eyes and ears. They gurgle 11ke drains,

¢ The spikewtoppeg fence, holds nathin out.

The house, stripped naked, is trembling

from this asgault on its privileged o e
address. Nothing is repulsed by memory. © jﬁ
It's open warfare witﬁ a past that huddles ﬁ)

in gloom. It's comradeship with fists. -

It's meekness to aparchy, and surrender , {3

to the pressure of the morning 8 kissl

So much happens, opening a window,

-And friends why are you-still asleepf
“The 'sun’s rinsing your dregin in blood

and” that wall you ve built, a corpse could leap." B

0

1t should not he thought; -howaver; that ”the dread
described by the poetry under consideration is fimited
to a few parancid individual WESSAs; it appears,
_rather, '-\Eoé’be a pandemic condition of - WESSA society.
Chris Man: '3 for example, #n “The Wives' .Tales" (A World-
of . their Own ed. S. Gray. 1976), makz;‘*he point that

even ostensibly Iibera}, 'ogressive WESSAs are not

"exenpt’from ‘dread. In the final section of the poem,

contfadictions

liberal WESSA protagonist -displays - familiar

"Ia tha drawer above the thumbed XY o

Subversive licerature
Lie laundered nuffs
And collars -

- Smelling of Sowe&o wood smoke" ”'U. e e

Despite his sympathy with ‘the oppressed, " he is alarmed
by the "frightful" noise of the black labourers in'the

street outside his window, and cannot shake off the
fear that. ithe picks breaking the tar would -st any
moment become weapons in the hands of a®savage mob:

@

o
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"sgban ZA seben ZA seban,..ZA e o
_ On the za the picks ' oL ‘ /E_’f
&“ﬂ\ xJn line across the: road T R

Swing with a splash ' _ - _
Gf sparks inte tne. tar". _ : - B o

Cir is indeé{d the ‘extensiveness of this dread that is,
perhaps ; its mps* disturbing feature. As ‘Robert Berold-
" has -maintained, “the darkness of war has descended not
- enly onto the. . bprders ‘of this country and into.dits _
prisops, bir alsd into the ‘héarts of those who go about
thetr daily casks".2? ° The ideg i3 expressed tersely by
 Mike Hicol in "Privaﬁ% Wars" (gmong s:he Scuvem.rs,

o 1978): s . . N
- . u. : oo - N “r .
_ B . LI : o
“In the dév Q Fegets . .. - © T
. . Df) cit [+ ﬁﬁe o6 ’ L o
IR Everybody M«Juerﬂla" ; _
5 SR
This paetry of dread hga at times beh‘m sub;er't:aﬁ“ to~a
s%vere} criticﬁl ccmdenmation. . Perh f:he . wost

extreme of thegk attacks has comé from S ephen watsen._? at
in an articlﬁntitled “Recant White. English South .
African Poetry’ ‘and the Language of L.{bergl m" 39 In )

. “this artiéle, Watson JViliffes the poetry f,' among ¢
others, Hope, JNicol Hunq and Gray for- being nothing{_.l'_ "
more than "situation reports of the phenomenal world" '
‘with’ their ?"inteminable depicticm of “the we]ﬁl-heeled

decadence of the Et‘glish" H?e vers, moreover, that -
" . howevet) izenical or sceptical th% ,ﬁ?,try B intentions R
“may be, ) % b -

“them social  reality itois aeekit'ig to- descfi.be 12,
| itself so debased so tawdry and auperficial that
the ' poetry almst inevitably ends up: inheritii‘zg &
its band} tone and bning undermined by it'l. \? | o
: &
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@Fiﬁally, hé asserts that while the poets may seem to ke
inevitable -
convlusion is that they are "fundamertally in, agreeément:
-with that which they might wish to subvert“.sl The

condemning  this soeial - reality, the

central problem with this argument is that Watson’s
ideological standpeint in this article is a Marxist one
of a very narrow kiad, which tends to see human

consciousness and. \ its artz.i:ulation as inescapably

conditioned and / determined by social context, His
basic premise, for instance, ig that the poetry being
discussed has heen ”disastt’f;sﬁiy influenced” by “the

very mnature of the ‘Fygl 1sh-speaking sub-culture :Ln .

South Afrma'h 32 Tuis sort. of argument is clearly most
contentious and mdeed, wsedns quite mzsmeprgseng:,;ata.ve

' of the poetry itself, For e.xample Watson seéms: »unable 2

to appreclate “that; far from be:mk ,tonally banal® or
linguistically dead, the poetry of, , dread discuamd
above diaglq»{a ai \,vigoraus »divﬂrsity and ‘richness . of

- expression, ranging from Hope's wickedly pungent wit xo

Cullinan's urbane sop,nstit;atian to " Fallex® s macabre

imag_}aacioh to Mann's carefuLly worked . ,;Lroni\;]a. \
Soreovet, far from mervely producing situstion veporfs =
Tof phenomgna} reality, t:hese poets have creatfveiy and.
 subversively -utilised the famii:\ txsymhols ‘of "WE3SA

“ affluence in urder Go- offer an inﬂsi.ve diagnosia of

the dread-filled psyche 6f the modem WESSA, And xa!'p',
from finding themaeflves ineluétably in aﬁ‘i’eemer\; with .
tife prejudices of the WESSA subwnl.ture, their m}.yais- .

is a candid and critical exp@aure of the lihitations. of.ﬁ

their countrymen's reaction o & complex contempqrgry
situation, It .would séemy “thus, inaccurate to view

this, poetry of drad as, perely: reprodug:ing the social’
- greitudes it deapﬂfﬁear rat‘nﬁgv i!: May mor@ pruperly_v

be seen .as bffe"nng a crit...g;al re bnse, p :hrough the

" meliium of poetry, to t:‘me problam &gf the moiern-day .

o s Fon

) -

.
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' WESSAs' feelings of dread and anxiety. A sritic Llike

Michael Chapman has  given a much more veasonable
account of this poetry in identifying poets such as
Cullinan, Hope, Mann, Nicol and Gray as "the ironical,
sceptical heirs of the Settler inheritance", 33 whose

. poetry  subjects  '"old  forms to  contemporary

pressures’ ;34 and in whose hands maay traditicnal

motifs (such as the archetypalSpartitions of ‘Africa’

) _and 'Burope', or the frontier situation) have been

constaatly cut across the old atereotyped dzvismcns“.

adroltly adapted te changing circumstances which have

I

Chapman's perspecvive on these pneté provides a useful

‘basis for understanding a good deal of poetry dealing

with the dread experienced by confemporary suburban
WESSAs. An example of this would be the examination by
saveral poets of their countrymen's feelings 0f being
under threat by the “barbariar hordes". 4. 'Chapman

notes,” given the tendency rto conceptualise the modern
. WESSA's cowdition in . terms of an, early, embattled .
* gettler on the frontier, "t is perhgps not altogethexr/

surprising that” the idea of the barbarian invasion haa

often been deploye%{ as a cunuralling ménaphmr in

recent . South Africdn literature. . The weliuknown
motif of the .Greek poet, Constantine P. Cauafy, of
“walting . for the barbariafds" has, for example,.been
uaed by J.M. Loetzee ih-his novel of that nam¢,37 as

f&ull as by poets surh as Mike Hicol and %William

Branford. In. Cavafy's original poem, an iromic

-distance obtains between the fearful, unenlightened

Ly ond of the P
ﬁ:,invasfﬁn turns to confn&ion and disappointment when the

' speaker of the prem, and the critical poet exploring

the anxieties and. p:ujudices Sf hisocountrymen. At the
tile. speak@: s dresd of the imminent

- barbarians do not after all grrive: F : =¥

<
v ‘Ih} o j ' . @
** i . %

35

]
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M,.. it is night and the berbarians have not come.
. Ahd some men have arrived from the frontiers
And they say that barbarians do not exist any longer.
And now what will become of us without barbarians?
They were a kind of solution.”

In South African English poetry, the same sort of
jronic = distance is -often employed as the poets
investigate some of the dubious motives behind their
fellow WESSAs' persistent "laager mentality".
. Mike Nicel's poem, TAfter Cavafy" (Among __the
90uvenirs, 1978), exemp;ifxes this poetrg of the

besieged", as Christopher Hope has termed in:

o

7

"Fot years I have been preparing to leave,

That way It will be easier when the time comes:
The change will not be so absolute and -

I shall have familiar comforts in my new life.
Yet, after all these years, it is worth walting.

There may be a chance that things won't change.
But I have watched people on the streets

And listened to conversations on:the bus,

The people'are a good indication, never still: °
In theit talk I have sensed a troubled mood, '

Thera is great excitement on the mines. Strikes. =,
Fights and occasionally deaths. Nothing too

Serious a new insolence hag vocalised.

There are always small signe that mean nothing
* At first, blut gain asuthority with tima.

. was not always 1like this: when the great ,
City was quieter and only’ the trams worried us,

A man could do with less and still enjoy

The weather. Then there was no threat. .
- Each year now 1 pack more things in’ readiness, -

"1 have read the papers and heard the stories
Of those who returned older and greyer
/ From the nmorth. They have seen the danger
Beyond the river. gave caught some wal ini
With packa and guns’ through our mielieffﬁe ds.
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Yet here we sit waiting for them onR stone
Verandzhs in the long evenings, with nothing
To interrupt the dark but the voices

Of neighbours and others we do not know:

411 waiting for the inevitable over cold beers,

It has been months since our border

Countries last sent word. For many years
There was no hint of unrest, just the isclated
Murdex on a farm somewhere in the bush.

Those were small signs, not often repeated.

After the wars that lasted ho longer than
A few weeks, there has been only the silence:
- Not even rumours of what has happened since.
' What are we to read into that?
If not that the barbarians are coming.

- It 1s night again and perhaps they have come,
Tomarrow in the rose-~beds there will be
'Stzan%e footprints, .But the dags de not bark
And if they heve come it will be weeks:.
Before we know, The signs will be small.

Whatever has happened we carry on bullding.
Each year we have ‘better rbads and business
Prospers: . it is a way of ignoring defeat.
Without work, waiting would be impossible:
Defeat would be alwayvs before our minds,

In ﬂAféﬁr Cavafy", fthere is a clear and deliberate
disjunction between the gpeaker of the poem and the
poet himse:f, and it is in recdgniéing this disjunction
that the full meaning of the poem emerges. In ‘the:-
first place, the speaker is . fearful, uncertaingﬁ

prejudiced, =xenophobic, and although "he is pever =

identified specifidally as a WESSA, his situation and
attitudes sre typical of contemporary WESSAs. The
opening linezs © establish the spesker's apxious ., and
indecisive state -of mind . as he -wavers between the
belief that it is necessary "to leave"” and the faint
~ hope “that Ehings won't change". -Caught between these
two alternatives, he finds himself nervously "waiéing“\
for “the barbarians” even though he has apparently



v : : 191,

already prepared for emigration. Importantly, his
knowledge of the existence of the barbarians and of the
likelihood of their invasion is bzsed on no empirvical
evidence whatsoever. On the contrary, his opinions are
derived from hearsay, rumours and "small sigzs": he
has “sensed a troubled mood" im the talk of the people
on the streets; he has learnt of some disturbances on
the mines;  he has "heard the stories” of those who
- have seen the danger in the =north:; he  seems to
. remember occasional murders on isolated farms. As the
‘¢ poem progresses, he begins to draw his fhferences not
" even from small signs, buc trom no signs at all. He
; ) concludes that "the barbarians are coming” because of
; ' "the silence”, the absefice of rumours, the completa
'_i orance ''of. jwhat has happened”. .fﬁnd finally he
atarts to invent his own evidence, as he predicts
 imaginatively what signs will be discoverad in the
future. The slide from the possible into the realm of
pure speculatian iz signalled by the sudden, confusigg
- shifts of tense .u the penultimatﬁ stanza. :

rEAPLETLELTE TRaG THE A

f.:‘

”It is, night gain and perha $ the have .come,
: Tomorrow in. rosé-beds there wil
“  Strange footprints. But the dogs do not bark
And 1if they have come it will be weeks = .
Before we know. 1lhe signd WiLl be small”
: {my underiiniﬁs?.

[ . -]
e

_ The poem ends with the speakey ‘and his countrymen
v continuing to walt, while they and the cbuntry in
S general continue to functian and even ptosper.;

W Taken on the level alene, the poem would seem to® be
ry " wirely s provocative dramatisatich of the confused and
’ ttoubled consclousness of the contemporary ‘WESSA, It
.. ‘would, however, provide little insight into the Teasons
!5 * and motives for this confusion and anxiety, and many of

il
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the problems raised im the course of the speaker's
monologue would remain unresolved. In Ffact, the poem
functions on a deeper 1level, as the reader is
encouraged to look beneath the surface content of the
speaker's words and see the underlying motives for the
attitudes and actions. Firstly, tke vgem lists in an
unobtrusively comprehensive way the swrerfleial reasons
for the dread of modern WESSAs: the fesv of internal

_ unrest sparked, for example on the mines, by "a uew

insolence" among black workers; the fear of an
extefnal military attack from "the north"; the fear of
a less conventional, ° stealthy guerilla incursion
"through our mielie fields"; the even more acute fear
that the invasion will not take the form of a wvioleant,

~ obvious assault, but rather an insidious and sinister

infiltration detected only by "strange footprints:i' in

.the garden. (The poem never overtly refers to the
_specific South African scituation, but, *through its

technigues of defamiliarisation and allusion, the
essence wf the dread-filled South African scepe is all

- the more clearly and ﬁb;]ectwely conveyed.) . Indeed, by

iisting these ceuses For WESSA fear, ‘the poem seeks to

- ranalysé some of the undisclosed and even _disguised

motives “uhderlying” this fear. .For example, the xoot
cause for the country's internal economic unrest is to

#be located in a rising black co;;sciousneas which iz in

turn & Tresponse to thé exploltativeness of the

Ll

-apartheid capitalist -system me\tonymically suggested by

the mines. Similatly, the {nitial reasons. for the

* border war in "the “porth” mey be fqund, for example, in

SWAPO's deciaiqn te fi"ght: against the occupying South
African wmilicary. forces for the in&ependence of
‘Namibia. Again, the “insidicus "terrorist” imcursions
into South Africa 1itself are part of the African
National Congress's armed. atzuggle' wagéd in zesponse to
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the political intransigence and violent repressiveness
of the South African Government. And the sinister
Infiltrations into the very gardens of ordinary WESSAs
oceur, at least partly, because of the discrepancies in
wealth between the privileged WESSAs with thelr
“familiar comforts” and those who have been prevented
by apartheid from acquiring such affluence. In the
light of these fairly obwilous reasons for the conflict
in modern~-day South Africa, the bewilderment and
confusion of the speaker of the poem begins to seem

. vather suspect. In faect, the crucial point Wthh

Nizol's poem makes is that thils confusion is merely a
mechanism defiecting attention away from the real
cavses of discontent and unrest in the country. As in
Cavafy's poem and Coetzee's novel, the implication here
is that it is zeally the WESSA's parenoid guilt that

-has led' him to believe that "the barbarigns are
coming”., The suggestion is that WESSAs have 1nsisted

on the existence of “barharlans“ and the imminence of a

. "barbarian invasion” as a Justificatory myth to
legitimate heir“own raclst practices and attitudes.
Rather tQﬁh acknowledgf the rightful pclitiral and

economic claims of black South Africans, WESS&S, like
the speaker, have' instead cast these elaims in the form

defendi themselves against this threat, , In this

poem,

f:_“f o "F%;barisn"lthreit and so have felt vindlcsted in

reality of the South African Situat;on, represented by
the ironically distanced stance of the poet. The final
and most disturbing im;il.icyion of all is that the

 barbsrians have indeed jalresldy come to South Africa,

and these ba:pariaﬁs ave the’WESSAs themsei@es.

- [
e - o
R & I

Ag
= 2 y

therefore, Nicol has ewployed a limited,
‘ynreliable speaker to dramatise the gulf between the
" justificatory myth of aspartheid, represented by the
dread-filled speaker himself, and the politico-economic %

']

o
et
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Like Nicol's poem, William Branford's "Colonial
Experiance: Four Fragments" -(A__Century of Sourh Y
African Poetry, ed. M. <{hapman, 1981) employs Ehe“//
metaphor of a barbarian invasion to exsmine contenpo-
ary WESSAs' feelings of dread. Once more, teshniques
of defamiliarisation and inference are used to convey R
not merely the phenomenal reality of the WESSA world,
but the psychological reality of the WESSAs' attitudes
and emotions. And once again, these attitudes and
feelings are subjected to a “strict  and eoritical
examivation. The f£irst Ufragment" of the . poen,

B entitled - "The Ba:§ rians®, is set at an unspecified

g | ‘cutpost of the Ron%n_empire_, ‘and the-"parallala"with

B Ckontempprary white South'Africa are Tevealing:

N S . . :
 “rhe evening the legion sailed . I didn't go down to 5
' : . o the harbour. :
It was excessively hot, and military ceremonial
- Though I despise it in thebry, makes my eyes water.
So I sat at the end of the garden and watched o
R " o - the transports
#maging out of he river. /The westerly wind
. liume up at sunset and tgﬁé holsted e=ail,
- Heaving into the dusk, and I went indoors.

Of course, gome of our closest friends are barbariafis.

1 retiembar that verYy evening, old Armoricus o
Brought us a couple of chickens and told us mot to worry:
'Now we need Roman settlers more than dver: besides

The Chief is iwuch an exceptional man, so cultured

. And quite incapable of bitter feelinga.'" ) "

‘Just as. this outpost seems about to be overrun by
. barbarians, so white South Africa might be on the verge
c of reyplﬁtion%MJ The ' rather tidiculously lachrymose
~ spesker of thig’ fragment sppm@ strangely typit¢al of

those WESSAs who try to beligve that they will be
pardoned in a pb;m~ravalution%g; South Africa bBecause
of their relatively less repressive racial attitudes. -

N . e

i)
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Such hopes are sardenically undercut in this pcem. For
example, the name of the speaker’s barbarisn “friend"
contains several iy Ales: "Armoricus" suggests,
firsctly, the ariscocratic armorial bearings "of the
colonists which are about to be obliterated; it
gsuggests, secondly, the love which the fast-approaehing
Barbarians will prdbably not ‘display towards  the
colonists; « and Lt suggedts, thirdly, the armour which
the colonists are likel-, consequently, to require.

- ©1d Armoricus's o msolation at the end of the

 “fragment” seems particularly unfounded in the face of

the departure of the legion, the westerly wind coming

up at sunset, and the gathering dusk, all of which are
suggestive of the ' colonists’ demige. Indeed, the

ffﬁgmentary structure of the poeyl as a whple reinﬁotcesm
farmally the disintegration ¢f WESSA soclety., The
implication of the '"fragment" therefore, is that

HES&AB reed to work towards conciliation and justice

" #ather than waiting fearfully in the white lasger

.? ar"the inevitable “barbariasn" invasion. | Thus, wheréas__:
. Nicol tends to see'ﬁESSﬁ ‘dread in 1arge measure’ as a

justificatdry mechanish Branford re@ards it more

“specifically as a dégilitating and selfhd&structive

"

feeling - which needs to be overcome for the good of
WESSAs and South Afric n society in general

El
Q

This is once. again the'clear implication of the third -

"fragmant“ of the poem, entitled "Fellow-tra?ellers“;

~ which transfers the situation of the first MEragment™

intn a recognisably cnntemporary urban context.

A
"Seven on a lorry,
Swing in the tall of the traffic in the raiw,
Impaesive faces of Dingana's spearmen
Under municipal cilskins; travellers v
On the same road as I. »

I, . =
l ]
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" blood". The debilitating and undermining natuve of-
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Startf—e and stopping .

Behir ‘em at the traffic lights, I take .
The & ...Jesies of the road for signals, counting
A widening eye, 'a flash of teeth, the shout
Ntshebe! as cammunlcation.

“Thus safely separate,

Behind the windshield, in the pertainty
Of a parting of our ways not fir ahead, -
I to the ofrice, they to the ma ha111ng yard -
Phatic communion has its satisfa ions.

. If it were otherwise* .

Finally face to face unshielded, with B
Mo alternative route: ° : Ly
‘Fraternal giasp on terrible collision, °
Bloodwbrat erhood or blood? -

N
Coom
"

Seven an 8 lorrv ' " .
Vanish under the bri dge at the road’s fork.
Hermes, taster of the ways, - 5.
Protect- all travellers

On th same road %ﬁ I."

T&e dread filléd ;onan;ousnesa of WESSAs is revealed 1n'
&ﬁe way, this WESSA motorist, . driving in city tvaffic
behind sevenablack municzpal workers on a lorry, sees
in them the‘WImpa931Vé faces of Dingans's spearmgp“
Althéugh he feels for the moment “safely separate”, he
ix acutely aware of the probability that it.will one
‘day be -"otherwise”, and he is - desperately unsure
whether that day will bring "Blood-brotherhocd orﬁ‘

_this WESSA dread’ emerges in the final three lines ; i
"fragmentﬁ The speaker 8 supplicatory apostrdgié

_to Hermes seems, figggly._ ‘more an appfal for
self-protection than for the working out of social

"justice. .The apostrophe alse contains- a subt;&g and

ironic vreference to the alchemical, process of )

constructinf dirntight closures &F@e “harmetic seal",
for exawplé), and hence suggests the speaker's:

© subeonsclous longing for the contiriued ‘separation’ of

the races, the continued exclusion of the “barbarians®

7
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from the whité laager. The fourth and ¥insl, untitled

- Yfragment",- em.apsulates Branford“‘ central thepe in

this poem. Takmg the form of a distorted nursery-

J vhyme, it compounds the sense of the WESSAs' mental

disruption. It confirms the point that WESSAsg,
paralysed by dread, are unable to work towards a more

equitable snc:.ety in South Africa and so, left sitting

on the fence, ‘éwe contr:.bu ed  din 1_arge measure to
thelr own do‘imfall : o '

"Hum pty ﬁumpt sits ori the fence,
':ﬂuinking of gis mpermaﬁe;nce

Since he'll £all by his own volition,
We'll . leave him acheduled for. demh.tion .

a

. 'té’gsed in bdth Nic;ol'a and Branford's
poems, :’fiatKQSSM are, .to a great extent, responsible
for causing thnip own feelingas of Hread, is comrgyed
also “{n Patrick \igllinan's "The First Danger" (Yoday Is

. Not Different, 1§ﬁ At th& end of the poem, a

fri.sht.enad, dying people ementually come to Trealise
that they lw.;\ in fact,  destroyed t:hmelvea. - The

"’f:lrzt danger’ “1s not sc much the. menace of some vague
‘barbarian enewy ‘that  they ftan&d bsut rather the
dehusienising effect of their own para:aw‘id, @hobic'

absence of charity and compauiom L

‘We had ambushed thc shadows , '

the shades of purselves. -

‘ caring; power was: : _

Lightnin thatiblocmed on the borizom, o
ire t at ieft us drid,? untauched " _

-

PR
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' In order to communicate the complex psychclogical

quality of the dread axperienced by contempararyh
suburban YESSAs, many poérs have resorted te. an .
indirect and even allegorical poetic mode, utilising
métaphors and images of the frontier»wars, the laager,

”éiege and imminent "barbarian” invasions. -Other poems

of dread " however, é?éllng specifica‘ly with particular

- events in recent Soth Africam history, have tended o

@

favour a more direct, literal form of sxpression, 1In
such poems, there is oftenaexplicit reference to actual’
places and eventsas well as, at times, ovmtn=p§1itical
~and social comment, This is not to suggéet' that this
poetry is little more than a journélistic recording'of

-cevents or a almple advacatzon of certain political

beliefs. On the contrary, white English-language pﬁetk

‘have focussed on gpecific gontemporary political anH

other occurences very-often in order to explore aﬂd

evaluate the - reactions to these occurences of their’
fellow WESSAs. ‘As ‘such, the apparently simple,

suraightforward nsture of the poetry belies a subtlety_
_and ‘complexity which . requires ‘close and  careful

examinatian. S e o ‘

A - useful- wsy of apgrma&b}ng this poetry and of?

' aasassing 1ts particular unTities is to consider it in

comparison with recentkblack South African poetry which
deals with the same events, in- _partigulsr, the Soweto
uprising of June, 1976, which stands <i{ S? nd?grk

- event not only in contemporary. South African histdry”
- but ‘&siso in conteﬁagrary local pgetry. * In the first

" placde, black poatry “in South Africa, generally, had
undergone an astonishing renaissance in the late 1960s

' andﬂ19703. with the xgergence of; such poets as Oswald



. | o - L, 19,

Mtshali, Mongane Skrote, Sipho Sepanila, Mafika ‘Gwala
and Chris van Wyk. |
be called,*® rook its name initislly from the poets®
graphxc depictions of townshlp 1ife, but- also later
from their torrified .and outraged reactions to the
events Of Soweto, HEZQ, in which bloody clashﬁu”between

police and inhabifapts left more than two hundred_

people dead. No

Lthstandtng the wmany 1ndivxdua1

: differences between the peets, °a certain unity may be

detected in their response to Soweto. The .language

“tends =fto be stark, direct, unembell shed, ?%et
emotionally intense, as the pceta express their grief '

and aﬁger and bitterness in the cataclysmic immediacy
of the ' present historical moment. A few brief,

__relati“ely representative exaﬁpleslmay illtstrate, the'
'point end serve as ngmary-- :

.l "_50118, in d '
are gunning down
our chilﬁ?% . o
in- Soweto; : o, S
What worer ' . e
are we atill living fot?“ - A

LA e

(Kafzka Gwala,’ "Old Han erie g Remewfe: 20 June 1976%,

o ; . in No Moxe iLullabies, 1982) ¢
\‘\".'fi’-; !’}J : . - o \?l

will never be another Soweto. nor, scuth africa.
there are meny kinds of deaths, and soweto knows

This "Soweto poatry", as it cume to

o
2

of
I
"

'1F'3@¢m "... school ¢hildren took to the street one day there

=
a

them all, south africa too, and southern afriga. you

cannot kill children like cattle andxgyen hopg that

guns are &, mnnopoly T k !

(Mongane Seroté, from "Time Has Run Out"- in Seiectjﬁ_
9 _ - _ Poems, 1952?;

"The Sun hﬁs gone dovm

with the last doused flame.
Tonight's last bullet o

has singed the day’'s last victim -
an hour Agoe. :
It 45 time to go home. ' ' v

" : a
LES

[
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© -iw a desultory air of triumph ‘ ey “ :
W theough,. dround Flurterin . _ T
" ghivts and shoee full of death. - A {
~Téargas is simmering, : ' T i
. .Tears have been dried by heat L _ > i
= or cooled by .death. - N . . ]
. BucKshot fills the spagce ~ — | ¢ ‘ .

" betwaen rhe maimed and’ the mogrners. _ -
it im time to go howme ....'

o,

v, ‘c;ristovﬁer wan Hyk fram “A Riot Policeman”,
: o ; in It Is Time to Go Home, 19?9%

have, tesponded to -Soweto, 19?6 _
with - grieﬁ gnd hoirob thay‘have also *eacted with
indignatianlu and wrathg«” t:qnveyi.ng the black . people's
incrensed, determination te liberate themselves. The
poetry doas not merely“laqk back to SOWetO 1976, but
“also looks %orward to - & final, triumphant upribing ’
. ,which will e%d Apartheid ruie and usher in the Azaniat
_q“ - furute. b;i . coming conflic% is viewed not iparfully
. but with fkourage,r resolution an@ “even enthusiaam,
"ﬁﬂ._ expressed in- -a rhntdrth of resistance afid mobilisatian.“a
Again, some well-known ‘and representative examples,
g taken fran the climaxea of lqng. oral-based -poems, may -
o serve ag illu:tration- " g .

If +he smwemo poet

I '1‘_ =
§\\ T "too‘much blood has been spilled please my
) countrymen, can someona say a word of wisdom. .
it is too late. blood, ho mattep how little . &
i of it, when _
it spills, spills.on ‘the brain < on the memory of a
- nation - it is as if the.sea. floods the earth, the
- lights ge'out. mad hounds howl in the dark; sh,
now we'vwe become familiar with horror. the heart _
: of our country, when it makes® its ‘pulse,’ ticking .
time, wounds ub. my couhtrymen, can someone, :
whe understands that it is now too late, who
. knows that exploitation and oppression are brains
which, being insane, only know low to make - g
 violence; ‘tan someone teach us - how to mount the
: wouil;, and fighe, » ) _
time haa run out “ ‘ ' Wowo oF
period : )

[¥]

=3

(Mbnganc Ser@te from "Timé Has Bun Qut", in.Selected
: _ ' . : 72 Poema. 19825;
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"Then T smzll the jungle
L get the natural smell of the untamed jungle;
I'm with ¢he mamba
I learn to underscand the manba
1 become a khunga-khung:. man
I'm with the Black Ghost of the skom jungle
T get the smell of phuthu in a ghetto kitehen
The ghetto, a jungle I'm learning to know
I hear the sound of African drums beatlng
to freedom songs;
And the sound of the Voice come:
Khunga, Khungal
Untshu, tntehul
Funtu, Funtul
Shundu, Shundul!l
.  Sinki, Sinkil’
! Mojo, Mojon! !
0-m! o=~0==m! O--w-hh hhhhhhhmmmml!!
The volce speaks:
*"'m the Voice that moves with the Black Thunder
m the Wrath of the Moment
‘I'gtrike swift and sure '
1 ghout in the West and come from the East
I fight running battles with efiemy gods
= in the black clouds :
1'm the watersnake amongst watersnakes , P
T and fish smongst fish o
I throw missiles thar outspace the SAM
I leave in sqtalth
v and repturn in Black anger. '
" QO---m! Ohkhe--momm! O«~-<hhhhbhmomumeomm] 1107

(Mafika Gvala, from "cec‘i’:ing Off the Ride", in Jol'iinkomo, 1977)

o " would be glad if i could be buried like & true african
. %)  of afrigan definition .
o when i take my soul
2 to its destination .
) vhen the gong of departure °

s reaches my eardrum

and the tloud of-dqath dominatas wy eye

‘ v~ wtep me safely i .
P .. with the hide of an african-ox .
b - . 1 will be glad

ﬂ o deliver me to the ancestral xillqga

. casf no flowers on my soil
' 1 am an kfrican®  as for beauty . :
Voo 1 never had a chance to admfre ic * Lauseq
- africa was not free
4 will join the. masses’ that/ d nt before me
. and gz one we shall fighc (! .
the ancestral war unti jus?h
iF dune" : v : "-j

.-,

(ad

L 7

i

o
=

. (Ingoa&ele Madingoan,, from.“black trial®, dn Afrika mg
. . - egi niag, 1979).

K
iy



This wvision of a liberating czoufrontation, which
Michael Chapman has termed “unorthodox celebratian",al

has very seldem been taken up by white English-language

poets. In fact, it is really only in the .poetry of
Peter Horn that such a vision is consistently’ and
enthusiastically presented. ‘Horn's ideological
. position is wvery wmuch in line with that of the

revisionist, neo-Marxzist historiographers - “including:
Frederick JOhnstane,Azcﬁartin Legassick43 and Stanley

Trapido44 - who came to prominmence in the 1970s. Horn,
following the social analysis of thiaw.schoal of
'iﬁistoriography, seeks mnot the piecemaai rveform of
existing social structures, but the complete annihila-

tion of those structures; not the partial modification

of the cgpit:list system in, South Adrica, but the utter
- dastruction of that systent in order to establlgf a

classless, socjalist community. Antinipatzng " the .
violent defence strategies to be employed by the ruling

classes, Horn-would acknowledge the.painful necessity
. of forceful révolution to achielre these aims. Bacause
of its ultimately reg%nerative nature, hawever, Horn

vegards such revolution not with dread.-but with the -

eagerlfantidgnétibn of wmuch Soweto poetry. Horn's
vision 1s most fully wonveyed in his iong poem, "The

Plumstead Elegies {Silence in Jail, 1979). In a

%

| " poetry {or anti-pﬁetry} of austere, simple language,

the poem ‘}ooks ahead anxicusly vyet hopefullg to a

radital and'even violent resfructuring of South Afrlcan

society. Tu- the sixth elegy, for exampl such

.revolution ia sought not only for the emancipgtiun of

the masses but also for. the punishment of the fearful.,

hypoc:itically guilt-ridden bourgebjsie.” the freedom
o] "

gong the oppresaed ‘18 heard o
B &

o

. -

kN
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“.., hamwcring against the walls of our crumbling fortress
filling us with hope and fright,
Fright in the hearts of those who do nothing,
see nothing, feel nothing, whose hearts are filled wzth
prudence and common sense: who have nothing but a touchi
sense of guilt, and who wash involvement off their
) white hands,
Awaiting the las? Judgment they protest theix
flabby good will,
Wide-eyed, stdrzng at the thn-headed texrror,

AL

Rt _ ~biding its time.™

The ninth elégy, moreover, ends with a vision of the
workers rising up against the prevailing order; and
emerging victorious: ?

"I listen to the cvewﬁﬁ marching thrcu h the streats,
shouting we want bread, in front of the ity hall, 1 see
miili of workers, awaking, discover the truth, °
whisper that the days of Haster and Servant are

numbered
-even 1if, shouting desperately, 4 few of

shakin, gristocracy
of white Iabour demand ‘Shut your trap, Kaffiri' .

o Y and tremble,

_revolvc in hand; 13{53, accuge the bearers of

truth of lying ....
1f there is injustice _n a town, there must be rebellion,
vhexe there s no rebelllon, it were better the . tcwn

B periﬂhed

"by fire,-befqre nighc; f} RPN

o .l’_ - :‘.
:,'_’“

For the mnst ppzt, the reactian of HES&AS +£0 events
lika the Soweto &isturbances has been quite: different
: fmmm the “unorthwdox célabration" felt by many black

. South Africans and articmi ated JMn the work Bf the
'sqweﬁa poets or Pet er_ﬂp*n._ WESSAs' reaction has been
dbmplex, uncertain and even, at times, ambivalent,
containing, on the-one hand, the expected.faclings of -
fear and dread and anxiety, but also, on ‘the other
hand, s 2 measure of gympathy and support for tﬁuse'f
" involvec in the fighc againg’ the oppressive system of
whidh WESSAq are part. . similarly, vhile most WESSAs

Wy ’ L S
“"*‘:“ X \"}"'.\_
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long for peace and order anu an end to violence, there
is at the same time an awarenees that such peace can

only exist in a just and free South Africa which can

only be brought about, seemingly, through violeant
insurrection., It is precisely the complicated and
ambiguous nature of the WESSA response that a number of
white English-language poets have attempted -
delineate. '

Mike Nicol's "1976" (Among the Souvenirs, 1978),
despite its terse title, is concerned with esploring in
some detail the complexities of the. WESSA pogition with
regard to the- apocalyptic events of that year. The

© contradictory elements of the WESSA lifa?tyle_ are

lmsediately’.evident in the £irat section of the'poem,
which opens on a typicé;, apparently leisurely WESSA
middle-class scene.. Despite the superficial calm of

this 'greem suburb®, however, $he Vinsecure and
troubled” émpticnS'of theNE3SAs inevitably emerge:

e foe)

. S . S
"Clink of 1lce in tall glasses and o
Laughter from the stone werandah
.0On a hot nighy. Talk of good life,
. “Swirling a dry wartini,
In-the still garden of an evening. -
All day we lay in chailrs pulled.
Up again:r the sun, alongside :
A sparkling poolg '
Heliring the drone of Lawn-mowers
The sttouts. of chiidren in water:
SinkKing unpleasant thoughts
In shandies beneath cool trees.

Not a sign of the desperate trouble
Shows in our lives, yet it is not
"Easy to xelax knowing thst up -
~ Dark streets in dingy suburbs comes
An explosion of glass, a retort of stens.
There white is the colour of hate.
Thasevening carries a hint of jasmine,
f bare arms and bra-less women:
Summer in October after a winter
That scorned ovr privilages _
And opened -a gare-in a distant wall
Te the notas of a grim music.” '

a
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The difficult, ambivalent reaction of WESSAs- to Soweto

is expressed Iin several ways. Most obviously, the

WESSAs' enjoyment of the “good 1ife", concretised in
the garden, the "sparkling pool", the expensive drinks,

‘and so on, iz undercut by their knowledge that they |

enjoy these privileges at the expense of thoge forced
to live in the "dingy suburbs" of the black townships.

They find that itvis "not / Easy to relax", therefore,

not only because their privileges are being threatened,
but also because they are guiltily aware that it is
these very privileges that have contributed to the
"hate" and the "trouble”, Nicol - conveys the

' amb:.gu:.t:.es “uf the WESSAs' response also through the

.diction of the) poem itself. The phrase, "desperate
trouble", for e ample, refers, on one level, “to the
desperation and fear experienced by Wagﬁs as well as

the trouble which they know may soon ex pt into their ..

lives, despite their surface co:gposure. On another
level, however, . th% phrase refers to the. "desPerate
trouble” .experienced by the dnhabitants of Soweto, and
thus suggests the WESSAs' sympathy for their suffering

" and pain ag°well zs a supportive underst-anding of their®
dgsperate efforts  to free rhemselves of oppression. _

The ~unresolved tensiofs in the WESSAs at:i:itudes

_towards the unrest emerges even more clearly in the

ianguageg of :he'final' lines of the section. The gate
which has been opened in the wall saggests, firstly,
the WESSAs®  fear that the white laager has been
breached and that their political and economic
privileges ars under attack; it also suggests,
however, a movement towsrds & more free, opén and

"equitable so-lety., The musie, moreo«vei\, which is now

to be heard may be "zrim" in the sense that it signals
the beginning of the end of white domination and
\contral but it is still “mus:;é and it nay be an
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indication, from a more positive perspective, of the
 beginning of a harmonious, Integrated, balanced and
creative sorial order.

The middle sections of Nicol's poem examine the
"difficult loyalties of a twisted / Land": the
radicalism and extremism of both Africsn nationalism
and Afrikaner nationmalism; the problems of trying to
sustain the "high ideals"” of liberalism; the rigidity
~and intransigence of established political attitudes;
the “essential lies" told by all sides. The poem
testifies that throughout the country %A Lkind of
tension charges the air™. The final section of the
poem, however, returns to the opening scene and omnce
again emphasises  the complexity and ambiguity of the
. WESSAs' position: |

"OQur white skins prickle with sunburn.
A Coppertone bottle lies discarded
On the lawn. HNot a leaf moves,
Chilled by the presence of r4in
We Jdraw together. For a moment
Free from the new images

Of this dreadfnl year, taking

The chance to fcr%et the city,

The streets of wiid eyes. :
Across the calm I heax .

The hall-clock's powerful tread;
And far-off, dogs begin tg9 bark.”

. P4

Althgﬁgh thé WESSAs may momentarily feel "free” (notice
° the loaded implications of the word) of the disturbing
significance of Soweto, 1976, they are gweare that it
will;prove to be but a remporary vespite. Even in the v
present calm, they are conscioug of the relentless o
intrusion of minacious portents;, “The hall-clock's

powerful tread" stresses <the iflexorable historical |
- process which must lead to a radical transformation of

South African society; the distant barking of '::If::gsN
. : |
e, ‘l.
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suggests the steady advance of black nationalism past
the barriers and defences of the white laager.
Finally, the poem does not predict either catastrophe
or salvation for South Africa, but remains poised
within the ambivalent WESSA consciousness. 1976 has
been a "dreadful year" in terms both of the horrors of
the Sowets clashes and of the dread experienced by
WESSAs; on the other hand, "the new images" which the
year has brought suggest not merely the unprecedented
horrors of Soweto, but also the new vision of the
possibility of & peaceful, Jjust, liberated Socuth
Africa.

Like Niecol, Lionel Abrahams in "After Winter ‘76"
(Journal of a New Man, 1984) explores the complexity of
the WESSA responsé to the Soweto disturbances. In
rather less overt fashion than Nicol's poem, Abrahams
uses thef'ﬁami}iar_ Johannesburg -image o0f Jacaranda

 blossoms as a composite symbol ofpolitical unrest .and
‘the reaction of WESSAs to such unrest. The poem is
quoted in full: - - 5

oL
"Jacarands purple lends o .
+ g regal show to sunlit well-off streets,
burning and smoking among roofs,
splashed bright across gutters,
The blossoms, each a little air
sealed in a velvet «trumpet.
make "silent fanfsresm L ;
and £311 whole, ’ .«
. They burst underfoot as we pass. _
Predicting their tough seeded legacy,
history should maks something -
. of their present soft reports.)

' The a'pgarent:ly innocuous gcene depicted in the poem
. reveals, on closer readding, & .warning message to all
- those who are becoming complacent in the relative quiet

after Seweto. The blogsoms' metaphoricaf’“burning and
smoking among roefs” suggests that literal urban unrest °
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is by no means a thing of the past, a fact stressed by
the way they seem to "burst underfoot as we pass”,
Thus, although WESSAs may wish simply to forget about
Soweto and although they may crave calm and order in
their "well-off streets", they know that the simmering
popular discontent is far from over. The "present soft
reports” of the blossoms, like the political equivalent
in the aftermath of Soweto, ought to be heeded now in
order to avoid a predictable :9currence of violence.

Interestingly, Patrick Culi\iﬁari,' in "Johannegburg.
November" (The White Hail in the Orchard, 1984), also
utilises the image of jacaranda blossoms bursting as a.
symbol of political unrest.: Cullinan's poem is one of
the few in his canon that trear political issues
specifically, and even here there is a certain

obliquity in the paem. " Though rhere is no direct

reference, the poet has stated tuat the poem deals with
Soweto, 1976 and its r:epe.i?c:uzsati:ms;.'l’5 The poem is, in
fact, made up of 2 s=meries of shoxt, terse, even
wrenched  phrases, 'which "~ through =« pemutatidn,"
repetition and cumbination, cumulatively build up to an.

" alarming vision of WESSA dread At the same time,

rumming  through the : rpoem ‘is a ccntrapuntal theme of

" hope and the possibili ity nf human centact and love.

Togel:her, the two themes - suggest that out of the horror

‘and tﬂm'or of the Soweto cataclysm, & new understanding

of hunan needs and agpirations may emerge. For this td
happen,i “owever, WE&%&S. /;,and all Sourh Africans like
them, will have to _I,m-’me_ away from their present
ambivalent responses to political issues, and commit
themselves Bo 4 programme of love, contact and
reconciliation with all wha 1ive in their elty and

- thelr country-
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”ﬁU.It«pQura acréss the maps
- and these are streets.

“The winter gone in hate.
The sumiger, :
Inviszble in sunlight,

~ tongues of flame

crawl the street.

addening, the city swelten,’
the suburbs deep in roses, .

jacarandas. :

The hovels and high-rises bteam,
squat, .

as old as ovens, bread,
as old

as smoke and ashes,

sweat.

Aﬁd someWhere-in'the eicy . &

. you are waiting: S
your eyes are Erey. the see %,
the smoke and as e
You madden in the heat. '
I write of you. - - R

I teuch you in the city.

Doga shamble in the yard

fiy blatant at what pasaes.
This is cage. “

So; fallifg back, sequestered

they crouch among the flowers.

‘The stink ‘of bloaaom. Hind
Crgour, o '
camas brenthiﬁ% into lives e
Pours off.

€.,

1 touch faﬁ'in my life, the city.

Giving and taking, nothing and glut,
it is older than itself,
Fattening, it squats u on itself
in flames that
Invisible in sunlight: streets
on fire where a child's hand,

209 &

&

&

blaék a fist is rvaised against the flowers, ,gﬁmA
dog-nosed, the blatant _ _ e q%;
glut and sweat, - L e B

L touch you in the heat. - o “;iﬁgﬂ{
- = .. ;) . . " J
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Doors opening and cloging,
. Contracts, bread, f“ <y
The jacarandas squat and Flower. -
The wasted petals, purple
o the street,
explode and stink.
The wind is hot. An oven.

: "lexng and tgking, all was here,
. here in the coming.
It was human. It was bread.
' Theyw553HCh ammng the roses.

I rouch my sweai. A con»entratlon.
I live within the city in my love.
~ 1 touch you now:
the wind is in your eyes, the flame
) ‘that crawls the street,
7 the blossom,
The city - is my life apd you are in it."

n e
] *

With the gradusl recession of the Soweto tersions, and -
' the comparatively low level .of .unrest in the early

1§§Os, Seuth African poetry . of dread tended to shift

its attention away from specific events, . But the

nationwide unrest and violence of 1984.5, resulting in

- the declaration of a State of Emergency in 1985, saw

poets once again begin te focus on the explicit

‘gocio-political situation and tb describe specific
- ‘pceurrences. DOnce agéin, tlie complex responses of
‘their fellow WESSAS form the ‘main suhstance of the

paetry.

Francis Faller' s collection, Weather s Words,  for
example, is permeated by an imaginatian of disaster.

In poem after poem-Faller axplores WESSA reactgcgf to

"“a

the unrest and the implications of this unrest.'un e

WESSA sub-culture. Like . the poetry of dread nf rhe

19705, poems like "Mimic", "Srorm in the Suburb“ "o
My Son Asleep”, "Sparrows in April“ (all in Weather

‘Words, 1986), examine the curiously ambivalent WESSA

attirtudes towards the dmsturbanceijw a mixture of dread

:ﬂi' 3:"
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.and.'uncertainty with a sympathy and <ven a strange

admiration for those seeking te Liberate themselves.
Similarly, the possibility of a radical transformation

~ of soclety is anticipated fearfully snd yet with a

certsin excitement and hope. Despite these links with
the earlier poetry, PFaller's wverse introduces some’”
unmistakeably current details as well as a noticeably .
novel perspective on the significance of the unrest.

Such featurss are particularly prominent in the poem
"_"As if it Mattered” (Weathex Words, 1986). o

"You dress in ice, or drought, You never sweat.ﬁ
Even in love-you practise orderly death,

and hour by hour your presence withers. 5 °
Ra, your paasﬁon! Your clockwork breach.

7

I
?he morning sun performs its D & c, '
scouring your sleep for little terrors, now defun,z
Tou wake too late o hear your dreams discusaed
the trees’ gossip1with a rainbow, drunk.
Just weather words. Not ng more - w
- than gusts that flip the" Eages of your hair
which you have permed with tidy proclamations. _
Today, & storuh Your ganden craves a share. R ﬁ>

It's time to go. Yhat's this arguﬁent y e
" that scrapes against the wind? Is it true? .
See how the grass.bends In cohpromise ‘ £

- and the door squeaks. They're quarrelling ovaf”ycu.vu

And dogs won't help. ° Thunder's prisin loos:
- the terrified bricks like a hapm erin% ?ack.
The voyeur lightning puts it all on film;
here, snotty 1irtle breezes plottigg ransack, -

there, clouds ‘in uniform ‘sulking at the gate. . .
. So, step outside., Screw your face in de ight.
. As 1if it mattered‘hcw; You 80 barren, a storm

will drown you. "A storm will set things right.",

The "you" to whom the poem is"fundnﬁeﬁnally addregsed
is WESSA suburbia in general in all its affluent

‘enervation and pg%itical introapecti;n{ symboiised,laa “
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is characteristic In Taller's work, by the Jeadened,
withering, tidily sterils suburban nature of the first
few stanzas. Sustaining the metaphor, Faller sugg_ests
that a political storm is neceasary to purge WESSAs of

their barrenness, and to "set things right“ in South

Africa. That storm may well be the nresent unrest, and-

 Faller adroitly portrays the recognisably : current
" details of the unrest im terms of familiar aspects of

an electric storm. The contraversial media coverage,
which many felt had a negative influence, is seen as

the “vnyeur 1lgh1ming“s the axtreme youth of many of
‘the rioters is cqpmfeyed in the image of "snotty little
%breezes plotting bansack" and the grim involvement of ¥

the pc«i:.ce and ﬂ}he army is suggested| in the,idea of
"oléds in uniform sulkz.ng at the- gaté".’ . Despite the
aeriouamess of ‘the subject matter, the mood of the poen

- .is not! deeply pepsimistic. Instead; an atmosphere of

excitq:,d anticipation’ verging on “delight" acc\mpanms

‘the comfidem: expectation that things wi;lla,{\i.ndeed be

put right by thif storm., As auch, the poem reveals-
quite novel per pactive on - the eignifi.cancia ‘of the
unrest, a persp gtive which +represents a’' movement

_beyond the WESSA certainty and confusion towards the

Soweto riots -delineated in earlier. poetry.. Here,

Faller suggests that there {¥ no longer any place for

\r—-.

catalyst h&t wﬁ‘r, lead to & more equ:.table social

s 0 -

1 VL

"a;nhiguous °fee1ing’a and !:hat the present storm should

1( _ o
Not everyone sharaja Faller's optimism. Chris Mann, for

exanple, in’ "Sta{re of Emergency"" (The Paperbook of
South African Englis'h Poetry, ed. M. Chapman, 1986),

'vcu.ces the continuing dread 4nd uncertaint*r of - many
WESSAs towards the unrest. Though the poem recdanises .

o

W

y
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the importance of the .events, the outcome remains
unclear, atf the poem, having considered the various
pusszbllitles, ends ot a ncte of grim 1nnert1tuﬂe: '

..‘$§eme call this the stench of civil war,
~gthers the incense of the revolution,
21l readipg from thi stones,
all knowing 1n°thez§,bones -
something irrvevocable is underway,
an immeasarably complex matrix of emotions
incident by incident, gathering anger
has gathered reasons
. to cease its reasaning, "
© and tear itself o pieces in a sty ..:.

. ... .And perhaps there will be victors, &t least
' a peape less cruel.and partisan than before,

Or perhaps there's only conflict incerminable, . .

a struggle, splintered into a hundred struggles,

confused, fleaing groups,
drunk, anarchic troops,
the pufging of purges by ananymoua squads seen

.+ And 3ha11 there ever be jubilatian,,
.+ and shall a golden’Afrika arise?
Higtory with-its portents, ;.
+ the neatpast with its prophezs,
*  like the deralict phorie on tfie station wal..
© grackles unanswered in the ‘dark.’

¥

ability ta. analyse the complexities and. intricéﬁles of
the situation ‘extend far beyoyd the rather simplistid
revciutionary romanticiém of, say, the. Peterﬁﬂprn of
“The Plumstead Elegies . From Sole's point of viey,
the, real fear is mnot the usual WESSA dread of
revolutibn per sz, but rather whether the revalution,
which seems a’ neceasié@y will prova not worth the cost,

=%

The urgency{ﬁ hd tensiohs of virtu&l civil war also .
_ pbrvade Kelwyn Sole's voiume, The Blood of Our Silence. o
Iha{perspective whtéh Sole presents in his . poetry isi
not, "however, a typically WESSA one. Instead, his
standpoint is thdt of a sophisticated, highlyu
contemporary gnd informed materialiot poet, wﬁosﬁ'_'
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a concern expressed in “My Countrymend, "Celebration",
"Pregnancy” and patiicularly in the first half of "The

‘Blood of Dur Silence" (all poems in :ha Blood of Qur

_Silenceg.1987):

| : I

“Evvrynne |
uses words these dafs

~as a flag to stuff ifiside I

. the abscess of theirjskan, ‘
a medal. :

Without seeds to scaLter,
without love, ' :
lips gape apart as owerripe fﬂ 3 =

cavernous: L
still air J' R
of mouths opening anh shuttingi '

o openihg and shutting|
u,Then mullets speak.a ke wind; _

S 4 .} th& hatreds cf us s . _
- between us in & hist rg-. - o
} eart, ‘ Ve _

made malignant in th
- where 1 seek you
. seeking -a 1dst harmo
avoiding my eyes =
our bunes creak 5 ?'
. towards . = | a
the choir of their maaaacfe - T

y of .tongues

v—-—.-u--o—

S0

The'iécond half of the podm hnwaver, moves bayond this
concern, tc present a vis%Zn of a post-revolucion %outhe

_Africa, 4n which dread hal been replaced by “laughter”

4nd the racial Jsegregation of black and white has given

”_Dway to 2 truly nopnracial pelychrome" saciety'

"oy E' . -
it is surely time :
_to throw away the icons

F ' of mewory, to paint 1 |
- the £l %s red again . :
‘ nat with bleod . I .

¥ of a~yew surresl dawn - ' ;
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:
i
1

throw awajy
the crayons of v.etoric

in this countyy, where 1 die
alone with everyome _

a voice still comes to me,
whispering a world '

‘of riotoug, mingling colours

i cdn no longer imagine,

the murmuy in your veins,

the weight between my legs,

the brave, dumb, de&pairing
uttered pdlychrome 6f our people

. :he.bloodéof otr silence."

Sole's ~vision, however, is neither simplistic nor
obvioqé, and he remaing fully conscious of the enormous

_probﬁfms that continue to hinder the actualisgation .f
-~ thig ideal. -The complexity of his vision is under-

scored by - the complexity of the poetic expression
itself, For exapple, the worid whith he looks forward
to, and which he can barely imagine at the moment, is
net depicted as some impossible utepia but rather as a,
world *"of riot;;-"us,-- mingling colours". The phrasé
suggests, firatiy,'a place of joyous celebration and
harmonious racial integration, but theough the word
"riotous”, -’it . also suggests the éossibiliiy of

continuing racigl conflict and political udrest,
Similarly, the%positiﬁé connotations of “ phraseg like
“the murmur in your veins" and "the weight between my
legs"  are - counterbalanced by other, negative
implicatione. The cumulative effpct of- the épithets
"brave"”, "aumb“._"déspairipf“, "urtered”, is virtually
oxymoroﬁi;. and ”réinfégcéb' the immense difficulties

of pegple. Finally, the phrase "the blood of our
sllence"” 1s most elusive of specific explication. -It

183 a phrase of great importance ro Sole's work, fafqing :
as it .ces the titl¢ of. this poem as well as of the

g =

&
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‘entire collection, and placed by itself at the end of

both this poem and the collection as a whole. Its
mltiple possible maanings include ones which ave’ both
posmta.ve ‘and negstive, optimistic and pessimistic,

‘hopeful and dreadful. On the one hand, it may be taken
 to suggest a viral life-force which may invigorate a

future South Africa . of peacaful silence and tran-

216.

quillity; - or the pommon blood flowing through the

veins of "a "calm, polychrome society; or even the

~ heroic sactificas ma{le to ensure the establishment of a
 just scciety where npisy protest and resistance are no

longer necessary. Un the other hand, however, it may

- ¢pmnote  the cowar;dl;ﬂ;‘_ absence of protest which has led.
‘to the necessity of violent insurrection; or the

gilence of those wHo have died in Aloody political

conflietsy ov the coﬂtmui.ng violent, brutal repression.

©

of the views and’ expx*easion of those who have, at:tempted '

to challenge and. change. the unjust‘ politieal - pystem in
this country. The p*ofound ambiguity of the tphraae is’

indeed, a key to understanding the socio-poiiticgl

gituation in South Africa gengrally, which yemains 'a
.-source of both thope and despair. - Thyough en

exploration of the respanses af WESSAs to this spécif}.cg

situat:ion, white English-v’language poets, whate're:: the«' 'y
e idaological standpoin!:, “have helped to clarify fhe
' complex .nature of politigal activity ‘in South Africa,’
~ and’ have a*’fimd thate while’ dread -is perhdps an
: _"'Iinevitable element of.rhe WESSA response, there remains -
‘-t-a'rocam for hope and eviéh opfi.mism.

ER

& key to understgnding Sole's vision fully. It is, .

1]
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(111)

‘The dread exﬁerienced by contemporary WESSAs represents

a highly complex and pervasive phenomenon which has

manifested itself in a variety of forms. This chapter
has thus far examined the drerd which is, £firstly,
linked directly to the WESSAs’ typical position of

privilege in the affluent suburbs of South Africa's .

major cities, and that which is, seccudly, associated

- with specific .socio-political events, such as the 1976

Soweto disturbances or the nationwide unrest of the wid
1980s. .The WESSAs' feelings of dread do not, however,
always derive quite so obviously fram such specific

sources, ’Very often, ‘their dre@% may be understood as
" a general response -to the gravely trouble 3

African situation as a whole, a sitwation 1w

complete disaster seems both inevivable and imminent. .

. In the face of this seeming;iy cerzain disaster, WESSAs'

dread may find expression _eit:hgr in terrified apocalyp-
tic visions of the future, or, less ygrdphically, in

subtle. psychological fears and aberrations which bear

testimony to theJ deep}.y \disrurbed condition. of, the

‘modern’ WESSA pswche. -These warious forms of WISSA

dread have been both articula::ed- and analysed by_a very

- broe\# -spectrum i Scuth ‘African English poets,

m%}.@ms many whose work does not mormally treat WESSA
concgrns, confirmation, perhaps, -of the powerful ‘and
pancﬁpminc nature of such dread.

In the first plate, a number of pdets,'have-pi(:ked,up
the idea of their fellow WESSAs' dread~filledibelief
that a final, apocalyptic conf@ﬁntatiqﬁ‘ is looming in
South Africa, in which WESSAs, snd perhaps all South

Afyicans, will be utterly extirpated., The most obvious
and\triking way in which the poets have expressed this”

=l

W
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form of  dread is 'through- nightmarish visions of
violence, destruction and bloodshed. It is as if the
poets, speaking, ‘as it were, on behalf of WESSAs
?enﬁkally, are simultaneously fascinated and appalled
by:ﬁhe possibility of a cataclyswic blocd bath in South
Affica. Struggling to come fully to terms with the
true horror of such an eventuality, they seem compelled
to produce lurid;-hyperbolic spectacles of horrendous
carnage and devastation. 1In order to illustrate the
poiht, poems by three —poets of vastly differing
temperaments will be placed alongside each other. The
similarities in vision, style and technique are
striking, and indicate the universality of such dread
among cofitedporary WESSAs. In all of the poems, there

. is, firstly, great similarity ian imagery, which is of

blood, wounded flesh, -pain, death and- widespread
destruetion., There is, secondly, a similarity in
treatment, in that the poems do not present a realistrie
depiction of a recognisable scene, but rather describe
in surrealistic, hyperbolic fashion & vision of

‘hallucinogenic, nightmarish. horror. And there is,
_terdly, a aimilarzty in the scope of the vision of the
 poems, as the action seems ‘to take place onu a cosmic

scale, involving not simply a single city or country,
but whole worlds, whole universes. The partieular
effect ef each poem -is forcefui enough, but taken
tngetham as a body of work, such poetry constitutes a

© - wirtually apotalyptic view not only of the anticipated

- externt. of the destruction, but also of the burning

| 'intensity of the WESSA dread of such destruction. The

implication is that the coming cataclyam is seen 'not
merely a8 -a political upheav&i, but as some form of
divine or cosmic retribution, and  thar the bgsis of
rhis WESSA ﬁread is to be found in lavge n&asure in
thelr own faelinga of deep guilt and shame st being
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involved in the grave sociazl and political injustices
of South Africa. The three selected poems
. immediately.

follow

Geoffrey Haresnape, "Nightmare", in Drive of the

Tide (tY¥/o0):

"From bush, from gutters,
from the high trees,

they watch with eyes of neon
or funeral stomne, .

- What can the Boss say?

His hands are two flat spoons held wide:

with slack jaw jelly eyes
he blabbers that this is his country.

He swings from his thigh .

a six-shooter, its snout a skull:
BLAM! BLAMI (balching nitre)

the Boss is)potting them dowm.

- Coxpses. reel, ]
pour blood by the mouth,
mute broken cisterns,

rubble up tghhis hips.

There are bi¥d cries
squeaks from wrenched limbs,

on softer flesh the ants: o
nightlike carnage shutters the sun.

Drowned in helpless dark flesh
the Boss goes deep ’

*sucking the death _
cffered sardonically in wounds,

From bush, from gutters,
from the high trees,

they watch with eyes of neon
or funeral stone.

(ﬂ .
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{(b) Wopko Jensma, '"the head", in Sing for Qur Execution (197:

"1

the head will march forward
over plaing of desert

our souls will scream with pain
but the head will march

we will chant a song together

and sing of what we are waiting for
we will wonder why we are treated
like our own underdogs

we will wonder again
when they barge into our house
what was the sense in singing
toe the marching head

2

we cut off the head

of our redeemer

his disciples run from all sides
and lick up his blood

we praise the knife _ “
as we are on the staircase to heaven 3 &

and one by one

in the glaring light around them
-we gobble up the disciples

and we file in row upon row -

waiting '
hungry for the flesh of tomorrow"

(c)'GStephen Watson, "The Burnt Ones", in Poems 1977-1982 (198

"The burnt ones

are on the run 4
through the ransacked elty;
with eyes o -
like chancres

burning red

I deep in beards of smoke, :

I with skin " b L
tiRat's scalded 4 B
from the flesh - :
through cindered blood
and simmering sky,
now vou see them come.
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A maimed one

whispers: "please,
please, it hurts ...",
as she is dragged along,
Another, naked,

on ashen legs,

stares back

like Lot's wifs

turned to salt:

the city stones,

the much-loved ones,
have altered into glass.

But no
gwart tanks,
no shock troops

are hot

upon their heels;
they flee

the black suns
falling

like trap-doors "
through the sky;
they flee

the global scheme

of blccd

you've dreamed,
which once again

is curdling

then atomizing ]
in their scream." '

[

This WESSA dread of the coming apocalypse, of a violemt ., .

snd . massive social and polikical upheaval in South¢
Afriga, has not always bees articylated by South
Afrdcan English poets in terJE.of nightmarish visions
of bloodshed. It has also found expression, In rathex
more subtle fashion, in darkﬂ brooding predictions of
pending conflict and destruction. A pervasive theme in
local Emglish-language poerry,. it is to- be famnd in the
work of poets whno are not u#ually, or in the usual

~ sense, politically orientated; . for ingtance, Jean

Lipkin's "Apocalypse” (Am@ng;Stcnes,u1975), Jack Cnpe‘s

"The Terror Within" (Recorded in Sun, 1979). Ridley
[y

Beeton's "Patriotism Rushes in" (The Landkcape of
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Requirement, 1981), Roy Macnab's ‘'Dark Stranger"

(Winged Quagga, 1981), Robert Berold's "The Farmhouse"
(The Door to the River, 1984). As might be expected,
such predictions. appear frequently in the work of those
poets whose preoccupations are of a more consistently
societal nature, Peter Wilhelm's poem, "Driving Home
to Drinks" (White Flowers, 1977), crystallises the
fearful, pre-revolution mood of sc mach WESSA thinking:

"I

Darkness sweeps the Ml:

the loveless Fun Bugs straddle rain

in their remorseless Northward drive.

The cocktail hour is spent in the cockpit
" without cocktails. |

In my Boeing console instruments spell

my consumer's liberation. - _
North in the green, - w .
blue. pools restless in winter _
oranament isolation with dead frogs and blrds.

The affluent cat paws images of infinity.

| £I | o " B
~ In the bronze evenlﬁgs of Azania
we see the city hoid back the gky.’
Look: one bird fliles from the centre of the sunm :
straight as a guerrilla's bullet |
* to nest in oux menjorials,
 Apollo’'s nightingale.

Lions are scorpions to the stone god, it tells,
when .the fireweb falls.

In the bronze evenings of Azania

the black stars are shining

the city waits for war,
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In the bronze evenings of Azania
we drink
annihilation.”

The movement from the first to the second section of

 the poem is crucial, as the focus shifts suddenly and

upexpectedly from a fairly ordinary, workaday WESSA
scgne in the prosperous, sacure nerthern suburbs of
Johannesburg to a dark augury of i@pending war., A

,realisric depiction of such familiar objects as the Ml

motorway, cars and swimming pools, gives way.
startiingly to a highly wrought symbolic representation
of South Africa's grim fﬁture.- Once again, -as in the
poems .of Haresnape, Jensma and Watson quoted earlier,

" the coming conflict is viewed not on a merely political

level, but rather in much more extensive, even cosmic
terms, The threatening eky, the ominous single bird
likened to a guerdlla's bullet, the references to
Apollo and ‘the stone ‘god, the shining of the black
stars, all suggeet that the_appro§ch;ng-“annihilation"“ ’
of affluent WESSA society possesses a religious,.
transmundane sanction and support. Likewise, the idea
of "the bronze evenings of Azahia”, repeated three-
times in the poem, suggests that the establishment £ &
postffeﬁblutionar§. post~apartheid state 4in  tois
¢oun£:y represents the working out of 2 divine justice.
Unlike the poems of Haresnape, Jemswa and Watson,

‘however, the: violent anmihilation remains implied

rather than graphically pdrtrayed ~and is, in a sense,

B

A péem in whichximplicatien and suggestion, rather than
plain detail, are. used to equally disturbing effect is

'?fChristopher Hope's "In the Countxry of the Black Pig"
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(In_the Country of the Black Pig, 1981). Instead of
painting a: lurid plcture of the approaching cataclysm
in South Afrxca, Hope utilises various defamiliarising.
.techniques and an almost allegorical mode of narratlon\
td communicate the atmosphere of doom-laden -dread B
suffusing WESSA society on the brink of violent
 destruction., Although the poet himéelf denies it,*9
the poem is uncanmily reminiscent of W.B. Yeats's poem,
"The Valley of the Black Pig“;ﬁ? wﬁich describes
imaginatively the final, .violent 1iberationxjf xreland.f

As _Yeats commeni3,

N

who

"all over Ireland, there are propheC1es of the =
caming rg}t .0f the enemies ‘of Ireland, in a

 certaifi” Valley of . the ‘Blhck Pig. and these
prophecies are, no doubt, now. as they weie in the

. Fenisn days 2 political force ©

o oe? s [

The poem 1tse1‘ portraya the battle vividly:

. x.. b S . .
- ' "The dews drop ‘slowly and dresms gathezxﬁhunanWn spears
> ' Suddenly hurtle before my dream-aswakened—-eyes, :

' And then the clash of fallen horsemen and the cries

-0f unknown perishing armies beat about my ears .,.
No~ 188 'vividlf, Hope s poem describes  the

9
: diaintegnation of 8 aociety into violeht dnarchy:

-?Wet. t~ig is instantly mudwcountry, and then as suddenly
dvét again; the sun comes gut to show how the floods pue
whole r;ver-beds into the sweltering bay. The wild,

. Y sy biack pigs |,
are a terrd% barrelling out of ths coarae greéen bush-

~ and stampeding down the wain street, cutting across
. the traffic in tha town which shrinks, like an old
man, .urwell -
and deaf in one ear, always inclining towards its.neglect
=porﬁ the qﬁﬁredged Katbour silting up, & chok;ng shell,

* . "r_- . -
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The pigs seem to go dancing on the perfect beach:

not far f£rod here the Grosvenor drowmed in all its
~» The future fattens on the terrible rumour that the

will snatch a graat treasure from the\ratten hold,

gold.
pigs

The sattlers are 1eaving and the pigs Erow even bolder;

unmovrd by exploding aeroscls, they ma
among,

e mad bombing run
the bulging, smoking dust-bins. JIn the church per

a pregnant sow ghows her brilliant teeth. Children

fi

carry guns,®

?ﬁ few, stay, on, tending the cemetery on the hill, their
"of a tammon in Soldiers' Corner defends the honoured t(in

They'1ll be safe enough here, they say, as 1if these-

gr.‘ -r-.-'_ I

were primed and waitxng shells,x 3 arsenal of heaﬁstonéE‘

Everyone says beynnd the town Iies fréedom, a new
» hinterland
- but a;fficult to identify hecanse its name is |

o  +_ cHanging constdntly,
- _You are eavzng the Dfficial Zone: -~ the warning signs/ °

roclaim,

4

On the road out oF town a black nig has een nailed

to a, tree.

ﬂThough the pbem is noti set infﬁ fecognisablg contempo~
.rary South Africa {deﬁpite the - reference to the wreck

_hCaQéf iy (digcuésed garlier). to convey the underlying_
““vicle::zmﬁhqgfear in pfesent day South Africa, as well’

of the Grosvenor), i& manages, like Nicol's "“After

as'auggeatiﬁgw?he,cqun;ry s bloody and chaotic future. .

- The rapid fe jcent. of the gountry iato a state of utter.
zconfusian and ‘digordey i ‘signaifed, “Eirstly, by the
© disyuptious and upheav ts taking place in nature, 4s a
season of mud suddenlly becomes one of dust, and as

sweltering sunshine scdompanies devastating flpods. JIt

is alsg- signalled by| social ‘disriptions, with the

«shrinking town, the n pglected port and the undredged

. barbour inuicating the breakdﬂwn of the soaial and
. “;econamic order. But the central ﬁ?ﬁbbl in the poem of

the ' destruction gpf this sogiety‘ are the pigs
themaelves,' “w*ld,,{black ‘pigs" that seem to embody
terrifying savagery, wanton destructiveness, irrational

- ‘\:\

/.
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primitiveness, the complete negation of all civilised
Against such an onslaught; the "

norms and values.
settlers seem doomed: a few f.y to defend themseioves
militarily, the majorit; take flight, The Final stanza
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of . the poem, however, presents several horrifying

ironies. Firstly, the. fleeing settlers find, 1like
tﬁase in Mike Nicol's "The Refugees“ (discussed

_earlier), that there is nowhere to escape to. Despite
the rumours of freedom, all the signs suggest that the 3

"new" hinterland"f is marely illusorV, or, at least,
ut:at{(tai.nable._ Bup the real horror lies in the final
:.mage of a black p:lg nailed to a tree on the road out
of town. The implication is that this brutal atvocity

~ has been perpetrated by the. settlers tbamselges, and

thet Lo is they who are truly savage and uncivilised,

their sinfulness utiderscored by the si.milar:.’.ty of this
atrocity to crucifi.xian. The - furt:her implication is
that the pigs thamseives are not a veal, éxternaln
threat, hut. rat:her a symgolic rapresentat?.on of the
settlers'” own Internal - state of corruptign. Itz ‘that.
case, the destruétion of the settlérs’ ) sceciet:g is

self-inflicted ‘and the impassibility of escape 'a. r«aagl* o

‘of their refusal © to m:lgnowledge their - culpability.
Finally, takmg the poem as an allegm:ical examination

of" WESSAs' fear of -...mpendigs destruct:ﬁ.on,\. the

implications are grimly c¢lesy, and cffér 4 new and mpst
“damming perapective cit the idea® of the feelings-oof

U]

A number of “outh Africgn English dgcr_e\ts have sought in

their . poetry to comstruct 2 vivid ~and candid

examination am& assessment of the nefure of WESSA

dread, eithet through the “expression of explzcit:,'
. nightmarish visions, or through leds c-vert, sfmbolic T
" téchniqu_es. But these: are not the only wa.ys = which

N

A

[ I [
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- Dark
- a_Rall Halt, 1981), the sense of primitive danger

such dread manifests x*self in South African Jnglish
pnetﬂy. At times it appears thiat the feeiings of dread
expericnced by  gome poets themselves, as WESSAs,

cemerge ine a seemingly’ involuntary manmer in their

poatﬂy; ‘3& would seem that the WESSB4 mind has been
so sdturated with fear and apprehensiveness thar this
at  times seepo, appareatly  in an unconscious  or

unintpntional wey, inte the verse  of several poets.

This | poetiy, ostensibl dealxnr with  subjscts
- . - j R

uncbnﬁpcted o with., WESS& dread. either  becomes
infiltrated %y images of violcnce, war or disaster, or

becomis lnfgsed wx@h #osLrange, nameless mood of fear.
0 Tf . '

o in the firs; instance, an inexplic&ble. crazeping dread

of . fﬁe ineffabile, of some unnawed menace, reveals
i {n‘several contempordry poems. An early exawple

{his ﬁws Jend. Cou*yn 8 "The ‘Beasr" {(Monkey's
“Wéddiv , 1972), where some unidentlfied nongteyr comes,

Simil r;y, a’ peculiar. undefined anxiety 1ies just
benea'h the surface of Robert Dederick's “Grandfather”
Bi-focal, 1974), while a fear of some lurking menace
in the datrk permeat eﬂéﬁik( onstandaras’s ‘collection,
Room (1983), ‘In Alan Jimes's “Drinking-Time" (AL

ghde€p1d3 an appatenngﬁiquotidian éxisgenéa:
:i . °(‘::’, ' '
"Towards sundown gome of

;the women climb from
blue swimming pools

. a7
P I

!to spend-hglf-an-hovr — , ° v |
{waterin fiants by o
| means o% ong greew’ - 2°

\\’plastic hose-pipes ....

all ave meat.

" " : a

...FAt their pool

227"
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- The animals sniff;
they scan and listen
they sip cautiously.

Blood is in
the water."

s
A

LS

énd a strange mood of 1ncogent dreaﬁ informs Patxlck
Cullinan's “A Dream of Guests” (The White Hail in the
'Eggﬁggg, 8&) and "Just COutside" (Yoday Is Mot
Different, 1973) where ] desar;ptiun of a convivial
sovial gathering gives way-tp an eerie account of then
A *mantic utterance of a covtemparary smhyl* ’

"

“The wart room pours out its g&ﬁiﬁ?;
We have our friéndship and the wind. y
. ﬁll Y well in the firellght N o
usic, talklng. then she ' s
Loydl among shadows, - ; :
. At vigil,. . s
Breathing «in darkness . %11 54y '
© Thig 'is the end of it

]

And who shall notice just outside _ .
The stars reopen as a doar. o _ R
© 0r that a comet R ,

* .., Falls across the aky and burns T
"And is nothing?" " !

part £rom Such.drgad7af thé ineffsble, a number of
poems unexpectedly, and in. a seemingly unconscious
faéhion,"empfhy images of political violence - to
describe supposedly neutral subject matter. It is as
if South African society has been so charged with the
fear of“violencﬁ,lthaﬁ metaphors of war, terrorism and
- so€ial unrest = come spontanecusly  and- almost
autbmatica11y~ to the English~-language  poetie
Y imagination. = ANin, an early instance of this, 'is
David Farrell's “Intexfaces" (A Morld of Their Ows, ed.
5. Gray, 1976), where the description of a seaside
scene suddenly becomes the qcbuunt of a progopogic
landscape of ﬁlolence:'v ' '

) . - = . [P
‘) . av . W

)
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“Indigenous Let
"Barren”, "Age ss". "S.A." and "A Snuth African Day"
(all’ in A
Africsn Landscape” (Ap, Man, 1986), whsre a fairly
fandom view off buck snd kloof becomes invested in chezr
wfinal atanzas %ith a veculiarly 1aea1 and contgmporavy

T
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“Uninvitad among danclng petogenarians

in the café on the beach

1 write no letters to the missing

only messages to myself, burning

in a portrair all of glass _ ¢
the swimmers bear their heads -

across a-sliding mingfield

the mountaing drpp camouflaged snodiders
into the sniper’s position

and szghc across the bay",

Likew se, in Mark Swifﬁ‘s "Publiec Gardens, Cape Town"

(Secoms Qut, 1983), an apparently innoccuous depiction

of the city centre becomes unexpectedly charged, in the

final stanza, with a mood of deep fear and anxiety:

“Nothing:hefé deceives the eye

. or eat. 1Jack hareers natifer

in the city, guerilla-bursts echo s
. throu h the roses. The wreckers _
1n:rude on'gaga ers; frozen huge .
against ¢ sky.' - .
Roy Josepk Cotton is filled with images
of bizarre disj uption and vialence, which are pactly
the exptession Pf a suicidal man s personal pain; but

also are an in ication of a wider, societal neuﬁnsis.

_Gus,?n:guson $ hrqae. &nqpslyptic 1yricimﬁ‘ giis an

apposite description, of the nature of poemé such as
fers from Heil’, "South African Pulse",

‘Mai, 1986). anﬂ perhaps most of all "South

political anx ;qy. R n.“; ST
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"in the klcof a buck
.presses its tongue

whita lymph ig flowing,
the buck sips, returns for more

there is nothing
unusual about tonight;
only the milk that is sour

there are barriers,
past the shadow of the clock
a feves, 13 looming

in the kraals
dark dreams flash

- o why this ghade
this ticking?"

Mbreover, while the poetry of Franpis Faller often uses
natural phencmena as a metaphor for impending political
upheaval, just as frequently it employs iwages of the
armed political struggle to describe tue processes of

nature. - The effect is alarming since it suggeste that
the poet’s consciousness is so steeped ia vinlence that

he almost instinctively percelves.the wurld around him,
political and natural, as endemiqally destructive and

“brutal.f This sort of perception emerges in poems like
"Mimic", "Sparrows in, April”, "When Days are Torpid,

the Cuckoo Kills", and especially the deeply disturbing

"Honeysuckle” "(all in Weather Words, 1986), which
recounts the grimly determined blooming of the honey-
suckle in terms of'i_violegt peog}e‘s revplution: °

& "It is pnly August and the war o

]

E;\qgaknst winter's cruelty f - & et
///'nﬁh scarcely raised its , e
We've not vet (een the r cf the. storm

evenge

| nOT ﬁ%gck frost burn its
but already, up the wall
the honeysuckle blooms, SR
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Up the face-brick garage wall
from a patch of sand grey as ash
the honeysuckle liberates its soul,
It's oblivious of dreught
that turned the tauﬁh kikuyu into straw,
of frost that rippe
the bamboo sprout's to shreds,
ignorant of all emergency
but its own.
It blooms as proud and pink
as eyelids at a funeral
and its clammy smell
pretends to scupper gloom,
An overwhelming aromatic arsenal,
as strong as teargas,
intoxicating as a pecple's dream.
Unabashed, the honeysuckle blooms.
It blooms, exudes its ecstasy,
a trivial barrier between tha senses
and the curled withered death all around,
.a barrier too firm
this early August day
- for prejudice to hammer down, '
When stalks droop ard hope buckles o
the ¢rime of joy is all the honeysuckle's.”

Perhaps most disturbing of all, however, is the way in
which  several poems describing = intimate love
reiationéhipsﬂ“m?t&te into terrifying expressions of
fear and violence. For exsmple, Robert Greig's "Love
Poem" (Talking Bull, 1975) subverts conventional

‘expectatiops by using images of savage cruelty and pain
'to explain thé»compogitian of a love poem, sc that a
supposed act of love is twisted into a macabre ritual,
 of terror:

4 : . _ .

" "To write a love poem e <
firgt you must burn her, ietters
or away her face from the photo
now the frame . - . o
ake up your laser and move
. ike a surgegn or soldler “
» <.remove her name from agates, = =&
.- ¢lear afternoons and the like -
now open your mouth gasp and train
- -, the ray on your brain: the parts
- that scream must be martyrs if you
are' to write a love ’poem.

)

4]
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Now where her fingers touched

cut, Nose, the toothbrush, carpets.
She must go too, you know that:

tall her it happened to Laura
Beatrice and Juliet. Others too,
and gently consign her to space
that waits at the window.

If this i3 to be 2 love poem

there should be space now. -

In time it will thicken like a scar
of dried blood, in time ghe will grow
as full as a page

of words.”

And in Stephen Gray's "Love Poem, Hate Poem” (Love
Poems,- Hate Poems, 1982), the fearful pressures and
dangers of the immediate historical moment intrude into

the most intimate aspects of the spesker's life. The f
true horror of the dread-filled consciousness of the fi
'contemporary WESSA is crystallised in the way in which
the passioms, fears and anxfeties of an erotic
relationship are almost automatically conceptualised in
-terms of socio-palitical vialence -and destruction~

o’ &

"Now of all eruel times loving seéms
a guilty luxury
why when I Yook forward to -
e : . pouring dey inside your arms
AP should I ring bells and t f*gger alarms

L)

- 1 would rather the sirens called for you
- and  that when a line pulied atraight
urgencly telling all those I hate -
to glacken their dreadful hold.
another line could'be gbout only you

as time clicks® by like a Erenade
_ . a fuse of crackerjac
o passions exhaust their casing R
: S and a kiss bangs into fire .
and loving you bacomes the‘r obliteration.”

o - . . . o, -

4]

It would seemq=thus, that no aréa of HESSA;& Iives, o
" matter how private or personal, can temain free of the

intense and deep-rooted dread which has pervaded their

~apciety as a whole. and which continues to do so.

{ | S
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(iv)

Throughout this chapter, emphasis has been placed upon
the many different £forms which the "poetry of dread”
has taken in South Africa over the last twenty vears or
so. Implicit in this discussion has been the idea that
underlying the poetry are a variety of fairly specific
intentions, that the poetry has sought to fulfil
several important purposes., In the Ffirst place, the
poetry examined in this chapter has functioned as a
detailed record, both ‘subjective and in a more
objective manner of the wvaricus kinds of dread
experienced by %ntemporary WESSAs, Secondly, the
poetry has frequenﬁiy sexrved to identify' and evaluate
critically the reasons for these feelings of dread, in
many cases suggesting that such feelings are either
unfounded or the result of the WESSAs' own ignorance,
guilt-qr prejudice. Thixdly, the poetry has indicated
that wﬁzﬁﬁﬁgfuse for fear among WESSAs does exist, this
u-mﬁy in lafge measure be attributed to the politically
" and economically privileged position of WESSAs in a
highly di scriminatory white-dominated political systemn.
A central intention of a good deal of this poetry haq
. been to censure WESSAs and to advocate a fundamental
~'change of attitude and conduct in the face of:the real ’
possibility of viclent sceial upheaval. At times such
premonitory intentions have been implicit in the
poktry: at, %&hef times they have taken the foruof
. explicit Warnings, and it gseems appropriate to conclude
" this chapter on this clear, unambiguous ﬂ%ﬁeﬂ n ‘

A numbér of Eo&th African anlish poets have ééfempted
to warn their, fellow WESSAs of the inevitably
disastrous outcnme of the hesitancy, and even refusal
to accommodate” the legitimate politieal claims of the

°

. 3 "
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majority of South Africans. 3 recurrent device in such
poetry is the use of some strange, prophetic figure to
grticulate the warning. The purpose of this device is
two-fold: firstly, to heighten and to exploit for
dramatic reasons- the prevailing sense of imminent
cataciysm; and, secondly, to bolster the cogency of
the message by transferring it from the sphere of the
poet's cwn personzl opinion to a more universal
context, 1In both cases, the urgency and plaueibility
of the utterance is enhanced. The technique is
employed, Ffor instance, in Patrick Cullinan's "Just
Outside” (discqussed earlier): in which a contemporary
sibyl announces to an affluent WESSA social gathering
that “This is the é&a of it all", the implication being
that the coming annihilation will occur as a result of
‘the injustices of that society, Even more euplicitly,
Christopher Hope's "A Crazed Soothsayer Addresses the
Ephis?s" (Cape Drives, 1974) serves as a warning to the
privileged to prepare for violent confrontation:

. . ‘ . s
"Time, fathers of the windy ' :
Citles, to tightien your trusses, ) :
Straighten. topegs, apply smiles and allow to harden;
To leave plinth. and pedestal and stand by the _
o : i o vooriaasierss to think
-« Khaki; time, fathers, to NPT
' &llot yourselves a muodﬂ ' ,

The pigeons have crashed, please see

Your squadrons are better Yehearsed;

Review your many divisions, stifle your pre-war loves,

Vigit the neighbours aud declare white Christmas every-

Vhere; fetch in the children; v
 Allot yourselves a mood.

For they rise like gorge, hunger
Hid tehind vind-polished and . S
" ed faces that conjugate the smilée; thelr dreams piyuant
With vistas. The fox gnaws beneath the shirt, Fathers,
As you prepare their food, i
Allot yourselves. & mood."

!
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The apparently deranged seer displays a most sane
presience as he cautions the orotund, neo-cbl_onialist
city fathers of the approaching danger. The linguistic
equivocation, the macabre imagery, the thrilling tone
of the speaker's voice as he relishes the prospect of
the imminent reckoning, all accumulate to convey the
desperate, panic-stricken "mood" of this community.
Yet, as Hope makes clear, the community has brought
this danger wupon itself, The outmoded, coloniser
orientation of the city £fathers, embodied in the
"trusses'", the '"topees", the "voorlaaiers™ and the

"khaki", 'is one contributing factor to the confliet

about to take place. Another is the segregationist,
racist attitudes of the community in general, expressed

‘in such deliberately ambiguous formulstions as "Review

your many divisions" and "declare white L Christmas
every- / Where".  Yet another is ‘he material
deprivation of the c".oms:.ng forces, suggested in the
simile used to describe their epproach - "they rise

~ like gorge" - Tds well as in the final stanza's

recurrent references to "hunger" , "food" and. "piquant"
dreams, Thnugh the poem is - charged with Hope's
characteristically caugtic wit, and though there is no
direct mention of WESSAs, the situation is, quite
recognisably South African, and the poem serves as a
serious admonition of the prejudice and unfair

privilege of WESSA society, and as .a warning of the

inevitable consequences of such social injustice. .

=3

A comparahle mesaﬁgé is communicated in Stephen Gray's

"Adamastor's ‘New 'Year Bulletin 1976~1977" (Love Foems,

Hate Poems, 1982), which exploits the fear of WESSAs in°
" the “aftermath of the Boweto disturbances of 1976 to

warn them of rhe potentially terr:.fymg future awai:t:ing

thenm.
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"'0 my people this is going to be a bad year
you've heard my doomcast hafore
take heed of my spilling of unrest
for God will never change
your souls without their really changing

at sunrise we pray for you
in the land of the hippo
the land of the Rl and Star 45
the Alouette pouring
down gas for the lungs of the people

we pra{ in our tear-sodden voices
- that the helmets and batons hold
that the barbed-wire keeps in the prisons
that the dawn may net come
without knuckles and lamp-posts and fear

we pray for the Phantoms and Hotshots
heeling havoc underfoot

spidering over the lawn of beige

' cueing your heads across

to roaring hungry Alsatians

* for' the Mongrels patrqlling in gangs
- blue with resinous juices
cutting you down in your asbestos suits
‘ flamethrowing down arcades

‘¢leaning out a1l ash of housewives

- and for the stalags invested with bankers

. we pray you shall make it :

as the Rothschilds withdraw their“investmeént-
the wvaults fill with debt ’

and'seﬁrrities'char beyond recognition

from -Angola to Zambezi a plague on
your ghuttered white houses -

may you be circled by man-eating. sharks
may your air Fill with the drone

of repeating machine-guns like rain.

may your sanitary belts fester -
with landmines like boiles - :

and your trenches be greedy for death

' may war blacken vour walls o

- and you stick in the throat of your bugles

-may all that befalls you thig season

a8 you turn in mad circles .

- to gnaw at your guts like a leopard
® strewing out ?oisou :

be your own pecple's happy vew year.
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In this poem, Gray deploys the myth of Adamaétor_,,
invented by the sixteenth century Portuguese poet Luis
Ode Camoes in Canto V of his spic poem, The Lusiads,

The poem as a whole deals with the heroic voyage af

Vaseo da Gama to India and the Spice Islands, and Canto
V narrates da Gama's rounding of the Cape. As Gray
himself has explained in Souf‘hern African Literature:
An Introduc” ion.sa ‘the fz.{;ure of Admastor is an

- anthropomorphic representatifn of the tempestuous Cape

in particular and of the vjst, dark and £righteningly
unknown African continent in gameral. The idea of his

- "doomeast" derives ' fiom Adamastor's cursing of ‘the

Portuguese ‘and his prediction of the disasters they

would underge. OGray's poem adapts this doomcast th &°
specifically contemporary South Aafrican situation,

enumergting in’ defail the various aspects of drsad

e~perienced by modern day WESSAs, so. that the poem.

becomes, - in a smne, & supmary of the WESSA condition
“of dread’  In broad outline, the poen is made up of
three secti.ona, each ‘related to a particular area of
South 'African 1ife. The first section {(each sectiom
comprises t;pr%ee' s}anzas) ‘deals with theé unrest in the

townships; the &_eccmd tfraats the upheavals in _g_i':ban _
‘white South Africa, in terms both of the suburban fear

of attack and the disruption .of the economy; "the third

focusses o the military conflict on South Africa’s
_borders. Importantly, in each case, Gg:y makes clear

that the trouble and violence has heen btought about by

whites themselves. lrhe townshgp unrest, for instance, -

has been sparked off by the brutal repressivn of black
political as;:iratmns, " the urban unease has. been
precipitated by the white lasger mentality ayd the
_oconomic disparities between black 'and white; = and the

border war is largely the resuit of South Africa's

occupation of Namibia and its aggressive military
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: V-
orientation towards its neighbours.  In Gray's haﬁds,
Adamastor's doomcast serves a double purpose: fizstly,
it warns WESSAs of the impending catastrophes that will
befall them should present circumstances continue;
but, secpndly, it confirms that the solution lies-
within their own hamds,E 1d tHat “shis salutlon is the
re¢d for them to hhange. N, '

7
;.  "for Ged will never ?h,n%e L
your souls without theiv!iully changingﬂa
|

Such =a transformatioﬂ of aititu&e and conduct is
clear}y not easy, but ﬁhe alﬁernative. autlzned in the

| N f1nal stanza of the cppem. is unthznkable' =i thout

change. white South &f::icans weem doomea! to Eesﬁmy

' tﬁamqelves in an’insane act of animalistzq,vi&lence.

: \\\ I¥]
"may all’ that befalls you this season & n
.48 you vurn in mad circles = L e
to gnaw at youy guts like a 1eopard1 L.
strewing out poison e N

he yuur own people s happy new year. T L

.
- = o)

A nnmher of other poets ithough not utilising the

‘dévice of prophetic speake , have issted equally grave

warnings to their countrymen about thg future Qf South’
Aftica if injustice persists. David Wright, in FNotes

.on a Visit, November 1976" (Selected Poems, 1980), like-

Gray, takes the aftermath of the 50wp:o uprising as: theu

focus for his admonition to Wi SSAE. The'finsl seation”
of the poem, entitled "Weather Report", -employs. the

- familiar syubolism, of an approaching highveld storm, in

an. unobcrusive "‘and original way, to object&fy -the .
potentially diaastroua future. . The r%ferances o ,
Pretoria (thé. seat" oF government) and the police (often’

an instrument of polxtical repression in Souﬁh Africa)
identify “ some - major factors contributing to the

.])



e

237

- | | /.
approaching upheaval. Even the.mention. ofwﬁhe nama of
the brandy - "Qude Meester" - ‘suggests in one sense the

¥exgln1tatxve relationship between whi*e “master“ and
‘black servant, The parthglar nmessage of: Wright 5. poer
,uls that just as the darkness of storm or night comes

QLﬁﬂkly 1n Afrlca so too'will politlcalccataclysmv

“Thunder masses in the air. . = A
- Norchward, toward Pretorias o S

$ ° The Sun, about to disappear, ° -

Sharp aix the sun-zoloured bricks | R o
. Of a long slab, the police barracks; 2
> Throws a black shadow of some trees,

Oude Meester bratid, in my glass, - Lo .

T contemplate a sunmer . .
Storm assembling., Heavier - _ LU
Cumuli vange a fading sky. © - - '
- The sun rolils under suddenly., .

"« Has the-ni ght come, or the storm? . - . :
A flickercrrnckle of lightgang S ; e

Iliumines a falliny curtain,
Rain sgilling on Magallesberg
Frow the burst belly of a cloud, . S
Mow fast thegqa‘tness falle,' we say. ¢ e
*Therews o light fn Africa.'" o e

Wi IS -
%3 W "

In similar f&shion, Anthony DeIfus  has am us&d the -

imagery of qpproaching night and violent highveld storm

‘to direct a premgnitory address to WESSAs., In the 10“81;'6

‘poen, “Heditatian‘an Main Street'’ (Modern South Afrdcan

" Poetry, ed..S. Gray, 1%84), he lbcates the Qulpa?}lity

for the "general uqease" squarely in the /domain of
e;onom}c "injustice. Setting”the poem in the financial

nerve centre of Johannesburg and. thus South Africa he

suggests” that it is the shocking dispatity in qealth

between black and white, § weﬁg -and, Saxonwol&@ ‘old

hoss-bays™ tand “ranked execu ves”, that is . 1eading
towards "a coming of colliszan . Throughout the ‘poem,

. it 1s ‘mede evident that the enormous affluenca3 qf

whites - symbolised by Johanpesburg's foud
skyscraping hotels and office blocks - is de:ﬁv@@w

gy ) 3

.
/
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and progresswe role in South African society. At
least patt of the reason for WESSAs' damaged sense of
place is to be found in their general alienation from
imdigenous poiitical culture and’ their anxieties and
uncertainties about South Africa's political future.
- And thelr pervasive and intense feelings of dread
derive in large weasure £rom their< politieal
ingecurities and fears and their imperilled'political
pesition within society. Implicit in much of this
‘study so far, the political dilemmas and responses of
modgyn~day WESSAs ‘now  requivre full and direct
exammation. Hoel Garson has made the point forcefullyr
in Yemarking that "no .assessment of the English-
ing community c¢an escape the challenge of
" delint:ing its place relative to the plural and
charactef of South African 50:::.&1:}*."2

: What malres “quch an assessuent pax n:icula'rl»y difficult is
- the fact, n
that WESSAs ark
dbxica}.ity is, in ¥y thore prono@ed in the sgphere of
politics than in any other.- As~this chapter will

\ . - demonstrate, the WS&A group consists in general terms

of at least tweo antﬁheti.cal polj.tic:al sub-«%%ctions.

PR

@
o

. their politica (34 apparencly indifferent and apathetic
¥ . towards politi&al matters; In the second place, there
' is also a wsmaller but, nonetheless significant

. ,percentage who' are progressive, enlightened and even
* % radical in thelf‘political t:hirgng. It is this latter.
' group of liberal and radical thinkers whr.v cmntinue te

i comprise what Noel Gazson has refexfreﬂ to as a
“eradition of dissent”® within the WESSA sub-culture;
hat is, & group of WES &s who deviate frum, defy and

."\ - at the” “outset of this dissertatiogl, \
“a people of paradox".;_ Their para- |y

in rthe first’ p*lace, theme iz a substantial number of -
WESSAg who ave eit:her conservutive ~and reactlonary in




s

"party—political fn
‘ed in improving .the government of the day, and they
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concerned with improving the government of the
country, improving race relations, and combating
race discrimination’

It is the severe disjunction within the WESSA group
between these two political orientations that has given
rigse to what has been recognised as a characteristic
feature of the group, what David Welsh has aptly termed
"the political schizophrenia of the English".l2 Both

‘of these sub-groups must be taken intc account for a

comprehensmve understanding of the WESSA group.
v
In the first instapce, it would seem that many and
p&ﬁi;ps most WESSAs, dospite being relatively more
htened in their political attitudes than
sfrikaners, ﬁhat still be regarded as politically
consvrvaﬁTVe or agathetic. They are conservative, in.

the -sense  that they wish to retain the current

political system of apartheid, based as’ it is on 'the
fundsmental tenets - af racial segregation {to at least
some significant degree), a white« ntroiled
government, and the present auperior social status of
whites in South Africa, They arse politivally apathetic
in, the sense thht they tend fo adopt a stance of

En—partiéipation, they ‘are unintereste

seem unconcerned ahout the socio-poiitical situatlonaqf

‘black South Africaus. Lawrence Schlemmer cldssifies
thig kind of political standpoint as “political

introversion", by which he means thag . B

"pmlttical introverts . are”olesa *concefaﬁd Cwith

_encouraging a practical solution to South Africa’s .

' preblems more concerned with preserﬁiﬁg a 'white'
'heritagg, more concerned. simply with leading 'a

_Q’quiat respertable I'ife and 1. Lire concerngg with
protecting the standards &f the sacial class to

&  which they balong”.



248,

The results of his detailed empirical study of WESSAs'
political wviews suggest that approximately 607 of
WESSAs may be regarded as clear "political introverts",
and a further 257 may be viewed as at least partly
"introverted" on political matters.l4 Schlemmer's
coticlusion is that "there appears to be far from a

- majority récognitipn of the specific need for improved

race policies in South Africa"™ among WESSAs, and that

"the wmore conservative, politiecally apathetic
section of the community weakens considerably the
general consciocusness of the need for renewal in
South African life and politics".ls

Schlemmer's findihgs are supported by a number. of other
social commentdtors. Denis Worrall, for example, notes

Phow unenterprising and conservative WESSAs have been
/ﬂ& the major iszsues mf our pclitics“.l6 David Welsh,

)

%ﬁmi}%rly. painta out that tradltionally,__

“the large majaxity of English have refusad to
- countenance a political alliance with Blacks.
However much #oer and Brit might fight and feud
o with each other, both were White groups and both
benefited materially "fxom pnvilegt,es that White
‘supremacy conferred upon them."

° N%el;Ga:aon,:toag claims t&at_

"English-speaking .Sou Africans Thave always
‘understood that their identification does not end
with their position as fpon-Afrikaners. They have
been conscious of their mgmbership of a privileged
White minority, perhaps ‘sven of a White mnation

that was given its self-determination at the tite .

LY
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section of the WESSA group which has gone against the
conservative political attitudes of the majority of
WESSAs and which represents a progressive and
enlightened politiecal standpoint., Az Noel Garson
points out, ‘

"strong dissent on the part of independent-minded
minorities from attitudes otherwise typifying the
group has alwgys been a feature of the collective
thinking of the English-speaking South
Africans". 20

" And he goes on to assert that

"the tradition of dlssent and the b&P&ﬁlty for
self-criticism make up one of the more vital if
se%gom 'Lacagnised : contributicns of English-
spaidking éyuth Africans Ld\ the quality of - our
pu:ggc lifé &21 RS

\.\\\.‘ "‘.
This "tradition of dihsent" within the ﬁﬁﬁ§a group has

‘beed’ recogniaed by most studies of contemporary WESSAs,
‘David Welsh, for instance, observes that "a silstantial

Tmajority ofughe Whit&s who oppose racial discri nation' '

are English-s@b&ki 2 {olin Gardner maintains that
of ‘ - _ o

M'the comparatively small amount of liberalism and
openness that has existed amnngst Whnites, a great
deal thas been found in  the English~speaking
community”, 23 - '

‘And Guy Butler t-tes that within the WESSA grovp there
| contlnues vo exist a txadition of "less conservative,
progressive and liberal" polmtical thought.za §

i
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? N ’ . . b

[\l

L =)
i 4



R - 2&0-

s}
o

- the exploitatinﬁnﬂf cheap black labdour - symbolised by
"the townships camped on the cluttered plains" around
~ the city{~%yen more graphically, the wealth of the
| ] Anglo-American mining corporation, its building vising-
-?'-_‘ CeT high abeve the ground, is seen as deriving directly
: ‘ from the paverty of the miners working "two milcs below
our  feet™, And it 1is precisely because of this
injustice and gxploitatfon Pﬁat catastrophe is leoming.
Tie poem concludes thh an “gpeal to WFSS&S to avoid
: such »atasttophe .
BN ' ' i . s t

RS “Listeﬁ?ﬂahanﬁesburg, - :
R . R iisten my childhood,
S heart nneds horizﬂn '

=48 horizon heart,
invert us as you wi;l _
o the rough world r@ghte itaelf.
who is rejectad in return reiects,
. though victory is always®a disaster. . -
o - Whe with 2 winning violence to.his hand -
wirkholds from'a most terrible defdat? S

ﬁ ' ° ﬂBy vhat God‘s authority - ,
" i . m . E] do I
though none 19 1istening?

midif grey anglgs make -

boeg s rhes_r code against rhe skg 1 b: k1 \
Gt let me break tt .,
e PR

“-though the Stnck Exchange continuas guoting

*asgurances that didmonds are forever. .-

'S0 many eyes are hard, or blayefﬁatQ hatrved - :
yet o many ounds of feasuredh rotk revive .-
with grase and trees likg.a Mayan altar - F' : “
t:here is tnfs mll to loie :in-men and ea';th

9 R+

<.° can it he fﬂrgiven
: o . so profiigate a pulsoning
A > of heart and reef?
- _ ﬁera fails the ahadow now,
ca ) © the ﬁround trngle&
e - as we tremble at foneknowing uried. O %
deep inside ourselves. “rey flamks =~ o\ . =
stand about us, 3 sad b .1 trumpetumg T . . o
o o ~ ‘darkens the air. Oh, Mr_nganheimer. s G
B : mahout of these concreto e ephanrs,.whiph way iﬁu
: ' noew to escape the dightning? %€ will g rely '\
o strike somewhere out of, these loving skgea

e 3 11 ask ny question

0_

a.

' Yoo
1\" . L - L3 . B %,
E o . .
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: embodimenﬂs of WESSA wealth,

_ mnny WESSAs,
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# I

Mengane Serote’s "City 'Johanneahﬁrg"
(Yakhal'!nkompq 1972), the poem implores Johannesburg
itself to listen, .to acknowlpdge ics wrongdraﬂg and to
change., Such a radigcal Lhange of heart and mind may,
as Stephen Gray s poem also suggested, right “the rough
world" and avert w*deﬁpread suffering. ' The alterna-
tive, whether it be euccessful revblution or continuing -
oppression, will be “to the detr;ment of - all South
Afn&cans, for this sort of "winning violence" is really
@ most terrible defeun:“f and .this sort of "victory is =
‘always a disaster”, | Delius persists in makimg his
appeabate Johanneaburg, deapite the hatréd eVerywhere,
because , he remains convinced of man s essential-
gEbdneas. - “thereois this will to love in men and
earth“’ Nevértheless, he also remains acutely aware of
the, real possibiL;ty £ docial and political cataelyam.~° .
Like right, Del symbolises chis eumntuality by
‘mesng/ 6 an =e1sctric Btoym.. In this cmse, appro-
pristely,  the lightning will strike thosg - vety "
the huge grey concrete -
bufﬁdings of thannesbdrg s business centre. The
lxcatdon of such-sytbolism, moreover, is that the
1ig tiflng is direccedoﬁy a-“loving" God who hes finally e
lost] patiince  with the- . socisl ° injustice of
whiteidaminatad Sauth= Africe and has intervened in
hisé%ry on behalf of the 6yprenaeds Even more 8o thanm“
the prophetic utterance aof Hope's ‘crazed soothsaver or
*Grav s Adamaator. the poaa$b£11ty of “such action must
be sgen a8\ a source of intense dread ‘on ‘the part cf
\;n weli(js the direst of warnings to them.

o
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CHAPTER 5 - E

A TRADITION,OF DISSENT .

o ‘ oA,

Te live in South Africa today saems ‘necessarily to mean
being immersed im’ polirics: it means being confronted
on an almost daily basis by political issues and
problems; it mbvans being forced continuaily té make

‘political choices and -decisions; and it means being
~ compelled to _mw ntg in general from a poliﬁical

perspective. The deeplv entrenched racial strat.if:ca-

' tions of South African society, the vabt discr&panctea
in rights &hd privileges between blacks and whites, the .

harshly eppregeive apartheid system practised by the

Governmenc the unwavering det@miuatian of the African |
e resist:ance movements, have all ensured that politics_ ng

has penﬁeated virtually evezy area of life in South

Africa endy has become in::onteatably > !:he_ _ most
significant aspect of the ‘contemperary South African
‘experience. The modern South African exizte id what
‘HMichael Chapman has deftly termed “a. pof?:ticauy

saturated mil:le

'Given the cardinal importmce of poiir/ es in South

frican society, any consideratipn of"' contemporary
I{ESSAs must attagh crucial *.ralue to thefr political

sgteitudes and acticns. How WESSAs have vesponded to

.the demands of .the political gitvation must influence

“ in a fundamental way "all at:her features of. t:heir;

collective character. - Thus, 3 critical fac:mr in the
crisis of ldentity experienced by WESSAs lies in their

pgr;blemhtic political identity, . especially thelir’
. inabiii‘cy as a gToup to comi.* themselves to a positive

ERY) :
a &
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challenge the predominant ideas and attitudes of the .

majority of WESSAs in particular, and of white South
Africans in general.

As will___i%ecome__ evident in the course of this chapter,
frost if Twt all South African English poets would'seem
to be part of this traditioar of dissent and to write

from - an eonlightened, liberal or radical political)

petspective. This examination, therefore,- will focud
on contemporary South African English poetry as  anj
expression of this disesent and an articulation of thz,

progressive politiecal orientation. The poetyy falls
into two categories which may, for the purposes of this

_study, be explored separately:

2

(1) r‘riti.cisnis by the poets of the polit::.qa]:

conservdtism or apathy . of many - of their fellow
WESSAs in the face of widespread social and
"ptslitical imustice; :

]

) | crltiuisms by the pnets of the :i.nj q.ces and
= ' e South African political .

oppressivmess of &

; system //Vr ener*al \

Be*’nré prnceeding to an exammat:ian of this poetry. it

¢ &

‘is . necessary to provide some uﬁdemtanding of the
Hbackgfound ge the p@litical attitudes and beliefs of

WFS&&&- R “



"black and white Snuth Africsns" and, ccnaequently.

O

2.
'I';

“"mn examination of the political attitudes amd beliefs

of WESSAs over the past twenty years means, -generally
speaking, &n examination of their attitudes and beliefs
on the subject of apartheid, or the enforced geparation
of the vaces in South Afriea. Without exception,
sociological and politieal studies conducted in the

last two decades indicate that the question of

apartheid is by far the most important political issue
confronting contemporary WESSAs and, indeed, all South

Afrivans, - For example, Henry Lever, in a survey of

recent political opinion polls, [Jinds that over 80% of
white South Africans vegard the '"race problem" or

'"'related izsues as "South Afriea s greatest prablem“.5

Similarly, Huber and van der Merwe demonstrate that the
most important issue in South Af-ican political life is

‘the guestion of "the degree to which various -racial

groups ought to be separated by la ueb ‘AAd Lawrence

Schlemmer, in His examination of WESSAs within“South’n

African society, concludes that . the central ifsue
facing this country today is that of "relations between

H ot
Ecl

o
o E?

political, soclal " and rulturel values leading
fowards a more creative,. equitsble, and less

. repressive sotial order."’ | o .

- Given this understamding of whgt is meant by'thé tdes
- of the political attitudes of Wﬁssns, it is to ba noted .-

that in general terms their .attitudes differ. quite,
markedly from those of Afrikanters. . A% David Weldh has
observed, every survey of white attitudes” shows that

. the English are gen&tally more libersl in their racial

i

. s o
. \ . V

_ “the=challengg of_@ncpuragtng chaﬁgesbin dominaﬁt:
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attitudes than Afrxkaners" 8 This is not to deny that,
as Welsh goes on to state, these differences are often
“a diffevence of degree and not of principle" or that a
number of Afrikaners share some of the w»nlightened
views of the English. 9 Nevertheless, as ethaip groups,
WESSAs can and ought to be differentisted from
‘Afrikaners on the basis of thoir political attitudes,
and may be trected as a separate and distinet group
within the white pnqqlaticﬁn.

Even in the conr:ax\t of. a;he relatively more enhghtened
==attitudes of W\L ,s, there. exists within the WESSA
group a fairly wide range of political orientatmn.

Noel (::%points cut that -~ = . : : |
" "fn the case of both individuals and organizations,

. _the ettitudﬁs of English-speaking South Africans
-f'- have gpanne. e widest possible spectrum, from

- near lunati¥  .ifeststions of jingolsm and racism -

on the right. thraugh a more or less orthodox and

cingervative centre, °to libeml. 5 radical and -

communist viws on &he }.eft“ 1
e " I%‘\

towards the central and paramounr poli.t'ica
apartheld, or racial segregatim may a;e seen to fall dn
genera! into two main’ groupings. In the first place,
as Schlemmer, for example, notes, there is within “the

"'?';\_ UES§A group Y 135ge aggregate {almost a majority)

i which 1is cheracterized not only by ‘conservatism but .
\ also by apathy and polit.ical mtrovm:,sion'" *‘while in-
\ the secdnd place, A - | .

@

\ “another (but amallez‘) aggregate@ of people exista
which _1s ‘Drc:gressive and a&tr&rma; - - péople

Q

isgue of -
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of Union, aﬁd with this the title to rule the
subject zaces. Generally, English-speaking Socuth
Africans have endorsed the doctrine of White

supremacy."la
Christopher Hope makes the point incisively: the
WESSA's

"institutions are continually attacked: press,
schools, universities and churches., The outside
influences which he represents merely by being
here are resented and where possible suppressed.
And his protest in the face of all this is a
muted; clandéﬁtiné murmuring., Yet if he is ever

" to make a place for himself he will have to
vesist. And herein lies his dilemma: how can he
fight the people who abuse him without
jeopardizing the privileges which his.white skin

_ \\has tradirionally given imynt? :

-The political portrait whihh emerges of the majority of

WESSAs appears, thug.uto be of a reactiqnary and racist
people, They seem to be 2 -group content and dven eager
to retain a system based on oppresgive,. minority rule
in order to ghare in the material and social benefits
of such a Syatemf - They seem 1hncgncerne§ about the
political morality of a system based on racial

. .discrimination and exploitstion. And they' seem

imdiffezeﬁz& tc the political, social and economigy
disadvantages experienced by ‘“the majority of aufhﬂ
Africans as thé result of such a political system.' .

Yet such a portrait dees not provide a’homprehenaive-f
delineation of the WESSA group as a whole. There has

, traditionally always been, and continues to be today, a

a
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o .

- Once more, these views find support £rom several
empirical studies of contemporary WESSAs. Fer example, -

~although Lawrence Schleunner s research ravaals that
p{?llumlly actjvist" “(that is, the cppasite zgf the
.Mpolitical in"roverrs H deflned sarlier), - it
nevertheless .,L.,gasts that "broadly one-guarter of
Engliah-spea{mg respendenta deplyre the qgatcerns of
dgivision and discrimipation in  society" " .and that

almoss 40% displaye& ganeral charaeteristicd of

‘fp&liti_cal pragrnatism, ” coug,,.ed with a feelmg for

social jmtice.“%y : Schlerarﬁer 8 conglusion is that
~ there may be  detected tﬁc presense of a faiyly

well- famulat:ed sac;w{\ gglmsc:iencg among a subai;élntial

minoritg ino the: }s’pr hia },anguage group "23 d ‘this,

concﬁus qn is endarsec‘f%?*"i—luber and van der Merwe who
found thit_ a "fairly 0 Large™ number of ﬁESSAs
(a.pproximatel' 202 of the sample) are in szwur of the
‘complete. abdlifton §§ legal racial mgregai“lon and

fuF

v\\display a high Owl jrance of political radicalism in
sting once again the existence of a

Sau...n Africa, sug

W

. strong tradition of dé.‘ﬁbsent with:m the WESSA up.2_9

Indeed, a nuuber of’ sdmilar “studies of the ethnic
attitudes ~of WESSAs, § malu ing those conducted by
Mann,w Kmlochn and Lvaver, © coneur im ldeptifying a
relatively powerfal 1ibera1 sentiment within the WESSA
group, one wBich also tuns counter too th& prevailing
political attitudes of zehite &oq;th Afrﬂ%#” enemlly.

It is_ tu be notf.ed however, that: th:!.s trddition of
dissent among WESSAs® has ‘had litt}.e impact on’ the

party-political situation in South Africa. Given .u.he '

mmmmm

numerical predomin@nce among the white electorate of

;/1.’

political conservatives, particularly within 4 3he

rulipg, Afrikaner-dominated Nationalc Party, tn:,s is

{

i

." a

o
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pefﬁag§ not sufprising. Even though the English- .

dominated political parties - the United Party, the

“Progressive Federal Party, and more fatterly, the
. ﬁ@emacratzc Party -~ have z history of opposition to the

.
Y . ot
N W

.

b

"

. djﬁa}sh; co-editors $¢ -Democratic Liberalism in° South'

2N

;51milar1y. both Colin Gardner

Eational Party s aparthemd policies these parties have
not-bheen the only, or even the main, channels for the
articulation of the WESSA tradition of dissent.

_ Rather, liberal or radidal thought among WESSAs has

tended to find &xpressmonc&n areas of life not direczly
assoc1ateé with ‘parliamentary palx;-csj buﬁ which

vertheless exert a- gignificant '‘influence on the
pclitics of this ecountry., These greas would 1nclude

the " legal profecsion  and . the. ju&iC1ary, . the -
”Epglish-l&ngnage presg;  certain sgptiags_ of . the,"

- Business world} the Engiish~language vniversitiesy

e

*u the predeminaﬂtly English-spcaking churhhes; and such jﬁ

woluntary socvial organmifations .as the Black Sash. It o
fg these prdfeasﬁmns,i nstitutiqns and organisationsf

thég waintain and perpetuate.the vﬁlues, attitudes and3

ideas of ;if WESSA tradition of digsent, and that serve
43 ai im

tant source ‘of oppbsition,to the dominant

political order, Thus,’ ‘David Welsh's studies .of WES&ASI'
have confirmed what he régards as T . TN

[T ]

- ‘ . . G . . h ’ . .
"the commonly noted discrépancy between the views

of English church, academic, student, Joprnalist

se i, o,

legders and - those 6f the (unknandwfile menbers af' .

thie caﬁmunity". 33

o o

.34 35

'theo "partywpalltigal ineffectiveness of W?SS&S" as
" being otfset by the “ﬁunSluerable inf‘uenc&"oa the
English univers%tieg . ch4rcbesa B 2{ stries * and
newspapers., Jeffrey Butlex, Richaxd El &;;k and David

) and_ Guy Butler see’

a
o . L /K .

- . . Kl oy
[ Z! o Y : o
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m, an éval;iation .of the history and prospect of '_
1fbersl thought iu this country, would comcur with
- these, judgemen..s. : .

""""counterbalancing ' tfe weaknagss of liberals in
foemal politics ie ftheir Idisprewrtimate preserice
in powerful and pr tz.gmvsf] institutions important

“both to the presgnt gavernment and to any black-~

- ¢ domingted succzﬁ{or .». These institutions are
~ conduits qf liberal valnes to citizensI: who would
never describe themselves as 1ibraralai”,

y

. and inviode the legal ‘profession, {he press , education,

businé,_&sj_'and. the eliﬁrches.s ) s

P
A P

In- addition 't:o thése formsl ‘sectd\ rs of society, the L

WESSA tradition of dissent has also \baen articulaced in ,_;-:--";“
the work of the majori ty of - Seu)‘th Africen . Engl:f_g};

“writers, including [many, if not ‘most, . ..antempor;ry

Englinh-languﬁge poets. What tbis ¢hapter seeka tg¢’ do,

therefure. ¥o to explore. the ways il; vaich recem: Sout’ﬁ

. jAfricar English poetry Funciions s an - expr ﬁpmn of ;
 the tradition of dis%ent amdng“w.sg

As, part /éﬂ arly in
its criticism ei»&her of the canseﬁlratism afé apithy of
mauy WESSAs, ‘or of the injusti;,.e el / the " eprrent
pghtical system in Sou;.h Africa gth //fy. .

]

!,,
iq

. As. was the case m,t:h the 'poetry © /:lread" axamined in

the previous cna.pt;hr of this dis értaticm, it may be

: notad that the prwedents for t /t traditicn of dissent
At

among Suuth African b.nblis‘i pr ;3% emerge at the very

wutset -of Eogifsh-language. f/éeti,s: activity in this

s.ountry._ ‘Thomas Pringle grfes d:.ret:tly against the
dom:.nant pol tical ordet /6f hig: t:ime. and commits
nimself in his * . hetry to /an uncumprmising opposition’
to injustice and oppres}icn Thu,_ opposition, which
A .
s/

‘r,
il
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informs’ ‘virtuaily all of his “frican poems, is made
nowhere as explicit as in “The Ewmigrants™ (Poems
Illustrative of South Afﬁica; African Sketches, 1970;
183&; the poem dates Froﬁ_app*nxzmately 1828):

'“Sweat Teviot, fare thee well! Less gentle thepes
Far distant call me from thy pastoral dale,
To ¢limes where Amakosa' \ woods and streams
‘Invite, ‘in the fair SoutH, my venturous aaii,
There roaming sad the solita
From native hauntsc.and early £
"I tune no more the strin for|Scottish tale;
For to my achlng heart, in ac ents wild,

°. Appeals the bitter cry of Afriie's race reviled.

- From Keissi s meads, from Chum_ 8 hoary“wnods, :
<" Bles™ Tarka's dens, and Stormberg's rugged fells, ©
L To w.ore Garéep pours down hizlsounding floods
/S Through regions where the huntdd Buahman dwells, -
ot ‘That bitter cry wide o'er the dpsert swells,
s And, like a spirit's voice; demands the song =
That of these savage hauais thelstory rells -
A tale of foul oppressicn, fraud, and wrong,
By &fria 8 sons endurgﬁ from Chyistian Furope long.

Adieu, e.lays to youthful fnnc_ dear! :
Let darker scenes a sterner verse inspire, o
. While I attune to strains that tyrants fear
The dieper murmurs of the Britis]
%ram & holier altar ask the -
To; int: the indignant line with heavenly light,
h soon again in darkness t¢ expire,} - : .
° Thac it Oppressian ¢ cruel pride!may blight,
By. flashxng TRUTH®S full hlaz& aﬁ deeds long hid in night'

[a)
[+

This tradition of dissenﬁ continﬂea ia the work of such
poets ag Arthur Shearly Cripps (“R¢aurgat” and "The
Black Chriet's Crusade", -frowm African’ Verses. 1939y t}f
poens. daté frmn the early 1900s), Ringley Fairbridﬁeq
| (“Megwere, Who Waits Wonderfng" and "Buriall, from VAld
Verse,|1909). and Franc%a Carey Slatex ("Captive"f
"The Return”, from Daxk ‘Folk (1935); see’ alsa” his
Collékted Poems, 1957). It is given a fresh accentua-

Rt : . . " i
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tion and dimension in the South African poens of Plomer
and Cappiell during the Voorslag period in the .1920s.
"And it is powerfully maintained in the poetry of the
"war generation”, in particular Anthony Delius (The

tast inlsmn, 1959; The Black South-Easter, 1966), Guy

Butler {especially "The Servant Girl", "Cape Coloursd

© Batman", “The Underdogs™, "Whoever-whatever-you-are", .
from Selscted Poems, 1975%; thae poems date from the

1940s onwards), and Alan Faten ("Dancing Bey , "o a
Small Boy Who Died at Diepklaof Reformatory", *"Could
You Not Write Otherwise?" from Knocking on the Door,
1975; the poems date from the 1940s onwards) ., '

'Althﬁugh it would seem that a .traditionl of disséﬁt in
Eng}ish_«language poetry -in this -cﬁuntry”f}ﬁas exicted
from the very - beginnings -of an "'E*lgﬂiish-s;ieaking

presence in. the region, it is the contention of this -

chapter 'that ‘this peoetic tradition has undei.gcn'e a4
decigive trans:formation in the contempof*m:y period. As

was again thﬁ case with the poerry of dread, the.
radically altered socio-political cirgumstance@ of

hodiernal South Africa have meant that a very different
- kipd of poetry is produced in oppoaitiun ‘to  both

polil:ical injustice and WESSA c&nae:watism. ‘Without
repeating unnecessarily the nature of these altered
circumatances (already delineated in detail eariier in
this" study), g it may be usefyl to npt:e some’ of the
central features of the period which é:_r’e particularly.
pertinent ¢n the poetrsr under considé::étion in this
~chapter.  ~Firstly, and , most impartantly, 7 the

contemporary . .period - hes| witnessed 2 drastic '

polarisation and radicalis tion of thought in Ehis
country, which has manifeyjted itself in widespread
‘unreat and increasingly desgnrate 4ction on the part of
the oppreased - and even :ikore brutal and draconian
measures on the part of the: ﬂppressing reg:.me i.n crder
to maintain power and contml In the context of this



b
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escalated polirical vaiatﬁiﬁ‘y and civic violence, and
the dramatxc erosmn cﬁ hua;,m righcs and libertizs, the

peed for detemmed effeqgtive and responsible

opposition has becume more tigent than ever before.'
Moreower, withithe radical Marxist revaluatiou of the
Soutly African politrical mi:uat:i.onf and the subsequent-
liberal respa&zse. the npafitical awareness and under-
standing .of opposition groups  has ‘become bo;:h

heightened and  more sophlsticated With specx.fic '
.reference to the WESSA group, the rise fo power, and te

' virtuaily complete dominance, of the N#mnal Pdrty,
" together with' South Africa’s withdrawal from: the

- powerlessness - within South Africa,
direct support from outaide ‘the. country. . At least-.-
- partly as a result of these guite: no\fel socio-pclitical'_
conditions, the poetry expressi.ng the WESSA tradition

British Commonweslth, wmeant ‘that WESSAs founﬁ them-
sel"ﬁfes effec;;ively in & position uf ?Z - P itical
an eprired of

" of dissent has become much more urgent in its. respoqse-
. to current everus, much wmore Sophisticated® in its

social and pol\\iti.cal anajysis of the situation, and
much more . varied in’ the i.deological nature of its .

 -perspective, t:han ‘any previous English-language poetry

" have offered s severel

in South Africa. It is a poetr}' ywhich, in terms. both .
“‘of the nature, of it.s dissemt. as well as its means oﬁ
expressing that: dissent, in}ites. ° cargful _andis

comprehens ive examinarion. )

I ol

s
o . .

Farlier im “this chapter, 1ir was stated :hat ’ the

) tﬁldition of dissent as articulated in contemporary

South, African English poetry finds expreszion in two
central ways. In -the )jri'st .place. a number of poets
critical appraisal of their

n

e,
=5

&
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- focus, the poets

- the contemporary WESSA sub-culture, 3%
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fellow- WESSAs, condemning in ~ particular their
countrymen's political conservuatism or apathy in the
face of widespread injustice and oppression. In the
secon&'place, many'poets have focussed on the current
political system in this country in general, and have

condemned this system in a variety of ways and from a '

variety of perspecffives, In each ! these areas of

tndependent-mzé

attitudes dﬁﬁgrwi. Lypifying the WESSA group, and
therdfore’ part of the wider traditidn of dissent within

%

AR *exﬁmination ‘of the poétry 'uﬁﬂer consideration in
this chapter serves two, purpeses. - ~ Eirstly, it will
‘provide - an understanding of scme ‘of the salient

~features of the attitudes ‘held by the ﬁajority of -
“WESSAs. SecondL$, through the revealed \rﬁﬁs of the
- poets themselves, ix will function as an example of an .
alternative  get of atﬁ&tud@s held by a diasenting'
‘minority of WESS%s.L The examination should, in other_
words, _afford aome -valuable insights o into | both,
"antitheticdl suh-sectiona qf the WESSA group: the

Ypolitical ilotrovertd™ who make up the mﬁjority of

" /HESSA&. as well as the "pnlitically activist“ WESSAs .
# who comprise "a aubstantial minority" within the
_ group.Bg In additions aome understanning may be gained

of the diffexing theoretical positiotﬁ within

. Jrogressive WESSA political thought, particularly that'k"
"_ between "1iberal'-~ thinking on -the one hand and

radical“ or “Mnrxist" thinking on tha oxher.
For the purposes of this study, it would be most useful
to focus firstly on the pcets -erftique of thelr failaw
WESSAs,

.

y be seen collectiwvely 5 part of an.
minority dissenting strongly from
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(i)
The critique offured by South African English poets of
their fellow WESSAs examines, in the first place, the
nature and potentiszlly destructive effects of their
cdountrymen's political conservatism. It also attempts

to identify and explore some of the major reasons for
thiz conservatism, As such, i1t provides a usefully

" comprehensive understanding of the political attitudes

and conduct of many, if not wmost, WESSAs in” the
contemporary perioed. This understanding goes beyond
the merely sociological in that the poets seek not

simply,to describe the actions or ideas of WESSAs, but

also to assess apd judge them, and to do eo through
images and metaphors which are both provocative and
evocative. Unlike other adcounts of the political
orientation of WESSAs, which strive to maintain a
neﬁtral and objective distance, the account given in
South African English poetry may often be seen as

. actively cti*icming WESSAS from particular, committed
- politiecal pc.‘s:st::.ons.

P}

- o o ._
In the first place, the examiniéion of the nature ant

- possible effects of WESSA poiitfﬁc'ai conservatism is

exempliﬁed by two specific poems, each written from a
differen} ideological perspective. The first is Chris

Mann's "To My English-speaking Countrymen" (A World of
. Their Own, ed. S. Gray, 1976}, which embodies a liberal

perspective; the gsecond 1s Kelwyn Sole's "My
Countrymen” (The Blood of Qur Silence, 1987), which
offers a materialist, or Marxist, “perspective. What
seems most remarkasble. about theaa poens, however, is

. not so much their differences, but ‘rather their many_ :
_similarities, in- terms both - of vts(;lkﬂn and = of°

expression,

b}
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Chris Mann's poem, “To My English-spesking Countrymen™;
takes the form of a2 direct address to Mann's fellow
WESSAs and censurss them for apathetically allowing
political oppression to take hold in thelr country.

R "Whether we're plump,

And streteh the 1eather of the Rand Glub
Waiting for a chauffeur

To take us from the wine,
Or, skinniexr, queue for the bus
Tnat brings us ta guburban meat,

Respectability rules the day. Soma“
- Like Peter Brown, Ballinger and Paton,
Saw-the . prejudzce of one tribe _

. Turning to a sjambok

R . In the law, and threw that S o

. ro-the wind Cauldn 't there come a year

When we canndt be both i o o
Honest and respectable?: Théjhknew . o
That to indaba their beliefs

'uAt home, inside their heads, .
' as as good ag sitting down
pick a bone with death " |

Mann s poem conaiats of three central -élements: an

./

)

amount  of - apartheid;  the response of HESSAs “to -

apartheid; and the effects of that ré@?onﬂe. The:-'
starting point of {he poem, and the context in which it

takes place, is the political system of aparcheid
practised hy the ruling National Party in South Africa.

'Mann's ‘attitude . towards the apartheid system .is
_expressed qmphatically and unegquivocally ip the central
“image -of the po - its§§ent lity underlined by its

- position in the poem’s mid&%a stanzas. Apartheid is

seen as B S a 5

A
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“the prejudice of one tilbe

Turning to a sjambok
In the law". o

In this densely compressed image, Mann identifies
apartheid not simply as an expression of prejudice, but
as a prejudice which has its origins in the ethnic
exclusivity of "'ope eribe”, the Afrikaners. Mamm is
not - simplistlcally " and inaccurately suggesting that
racial segregation apd prejudice did not exist before
the rise to power in 1948 of the Afrikaner-domirated
National Party. What bhe does assert is ‘that - after
1948, pacial segregation took on its partlcularly harsh
apat id character by being extended to all aspects of

..,«i(fal 1ife in South Africa, by béing entrenched in the

1aws of the langd, and by Yeing ,cuthlessl}' and violently

N enfu ced, as the embmm of Afrikaner might and centroel,

fhe sjambo‘ ", implies. In t:he li.ght of this central
i “ége, the poem asserts that the response of WESSAs to
apartheid is not simply a qguestion of veacting to
prejudice, but: of rveacting to a prejudice based on a

.  particularly virulent form of ethnicism. T . ACCRPE

o

aparthelid, therefcre, means for WESSAs su‘bmission fo
 Afrikaner nationalism and complicity in the political
policies of the Nat. nal ‘Party. . Yet, the opening

» stanzas of the poem :suggest that wmost WESSA; ‘have,
indeed, accépted apartheid. The differences, between’

the “plump”, chauffeur-driven, Rand Club elite; and the

“gkinnier” suburban bourgeoisie are negligible: it is -

not a marter of rich WESSAs and poor WESSA%, but rather
a matter. of orich WESST and very vich \iESSAs, relativ
£ general wealth l

popu@ation. Mann's paim’: is that WESSAs choose ta be

"respectable" rather than "homest" because of the

material privileges conferred upon them by apartheid.

-
n =

)

the whole South A“rxcan'_

At



261,

By ‘"resps—tability", Mann  means, in Lawrence
Schiemmer’'s jerms, "political introversion”: Ya
negativéi aﬁathetic socio-political orientation'" which
strasses "minding one's own business' and "leading a
quiet, respectable 1ife" 40 Most WESSAs elect to be
politically conservative' and to app&ar respectable, for
fear of jeopardising the benefits © they derive Ifrom
apartheid, BSuch conduct Mann finds reprehensible and
he. asserts thar WESSAs ought instead to follow the
alternative course of action outiined in the poemj
- which he terms i-"'*'1'10':1&5t:5."' By "honesty”, Mann means
taking a politically active stance agains* apartheid
and striving to create a fairer, more equitable
political system in South Afrxca. The  poem suggests
that the specific nature of that ‘anti-apartheid stance
and wof t£§ new systﬂm iz to be based on liberal

Values, The reference to well-known liberals, such as

Petér Brown, Margaret Ballinger'anﬂ Alan Paton, who
actively opposed the implementation of apartheid,

indicateg that Mann shares their political attitudes.
© Without becoming embroiled at this point in the details
of .1iberalimm, it may be preliminarily_stated‘that_the
basis of Mann's liberal stance would be a belief in the

fundaméntal political rights and freedom .of all
indivxduals in the country, as well as a rejection ‘ifba

vioclence as a means to political ends. For WESSAs qL
be ‘"honest”, .therefore, they’ wquld need to reject

apartheid, be prepared to give up their unfair material

and social privileges, 'and strive peacefuliy yet
powerfully for po;itical justioe in South Africa.=

In a subtle vyet highly' effectivne way, M_ann'_s._. poen .,

conveys the "nature of apartheid, and alse the two
possibléuWESSA responses. to apartheid, suggesting that
WESSAs should follow the liberal, "honest" course of
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action, rather than the conservative, "respectable"
one. Mann ~ needs to provide some Jjustificatory
motivation for his assertion, and this he does in the
third element of the poem cutlined at the beginning of
this analysis, namely the effects of the WESSA
responses. The final lines of the poem stress that
liberals like Paton knew '

"That to indaba their beliefs

At home, inside their heads,
Was as good as sitting down
To pick a bone with death",

#
[==}

_The first implication of these lines is that the

attempt-by;many WESSAs to be politically. conservative

and “respectalle" in qrder to maintain their apartheid

';_political diss

privileges wil

\\z:uve ultimately futile, since the
£action and ‘discontent of the

umjority of South H?ﬁicans will inevitably result 1In
violent revalution, widesgread death and destruction,

and, cansequenf»y the eradication of thase very

apartheid privileges the WESSAs sought to maintain.
The second and more dirett, implibation of these final

lines, " however, is that it is equally Ffurile for

iiberal WESSAs not to strive actively for the

f=1

implementation of their "beliefs”. Simply to hold

these bellefs privately and inactively -, "at home" or -

"inside their hads" - will achieve nothing, and will
also certalnly net Qtevent the destruction and deaths
of the impend;ng politic&l cataclysm. The poem’s final
image. of picking a bone with death conveys in graphic
terms not only the inevitably destructive effects of
such inaction, but also the uselessly pet{ifoggxng
charactgr of such a vpolitical response. Having
delineated the effects of these negative vesponses, the

)
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final pogitive vision of the poem is that WESSAs ought
to struggle for the 1liberal wvalues of justice and
fairness for all through peaceful means. The cruecial
word in this regard is "indaba", an African word which
means "megotiation”, or “'discussion”, or "“talks", The
fact that Mann has used an African vernacular term
within an English poem suggests that any pblitical
settlemenr in South Africa must be non-racial and must

include the interestn of all South Africams, black and
white. The word itself suggests, semantically, that

such a settlement must be achieved through open, fair

and peaceful negotiatiofnis, rather than through violent

force., And, perhaps most importantly” for WESSAs, the
fact that Mann has used the word as a verb, suggests
strongly that WESSAs must shrug off their genersl
apathy and inactivity, and participate actively in the

 procésses leading towards social and political justice.

o

Kelwyn Sole's poem, "My Countrymen”™, like Mann's "To My
English-speaking Countrymen”, condemns ‘the politieal
consexrvatism and apathy of contempora::y "WESSAs, though
it does so from a fairly explicit Marxist perspective.

Yet, despite the ideological ' differences between the

two poems, it is ~their many similarities which seen
most striking, and which inviie investigation.ﬁ¥ Like
Hann s poem, "My Countrva“*‘ iq nade up of three
“central elements: ar  account of the political
improbity of apartheid: the responses of WESSAs to
apartheid and the likely effects and qf"igquences of
those responses. - ‘ N

W

"As our treacherous land spins now 2
away frem thé sun, and a carpet of stars
descends on the cold floor . \
| of winter N ¥

y.2 .o

o,
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we, separately, yawn

brush our teeth with the defence budget

and go to bed without each other -

the Magopa patriarch flung at Pachsdraai

a clod of crumbled 5011 ;

the cleaner who'll cllmb the skyscraper night .
now cooks her husband's supper

already sick with tiredness

and old and powerfnl men

sucking their thumbs in sleep, one hand curled”
round the cuddlesdme security of the Nkomati Accord,
faces blissful :

and the rest of us

A

e - the many lessons we haven't learnt

7 the courageous stands we never took
the syunapse between pailn and knowledge
of ourselves, our nerve ends bathed
in acetylcholine and h:story

2

where fate plays roulette wzth our skin
(but we daren call it russian) 2

my countrymen _

of the hazespuﬁwhopeful vialons

’ we wear as undetwéar this seagon - *'”QF
our night has“come again s "i}
f By . } ot ’
0 The poem. -1iFe Mann's, has as irs\ ﬁqcal point the
e rﬁpa:theid aystewvof South Africa, Here the igsue of

J*'Chpartheid is introduced immediately and explored in the
ropentng stanzas of the poem. In. the first instance,
-South Africa, under the apartheid system, is seen as a
"treacherous land“ a point illuminated metaphorlcally
by the setting of the poem during winter, with its
_conventional commotations of the coldness and frigidicy
of a country where people are forced to live
“geparately”, The poem then exawmines the nature of
life under apartheid from  the oppesite exttemes of
oppressor and oppressed. The plight of the oppressed
is exemplified by the sufferiag of those, like the
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© Mape ;yis only too aware of ‘the political pisillanimity
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i

Magopa, patr:arch at Pachsdraai, who are subjected to

forped vemovals, ancl by the sickening fatigue of those,
like i;ne *kyscraper cleaner whoe are compelled to work
hours at menial tasks in order simply to survive,
Implicit in both, these examples are instances of the

Amfalr pr:.v:dages enjoyed by the oupressors the

social power to force people to léave theitr traditional
homes and live elsewhere; and the econemic power. to

- build ewansi\re and lux',arious “gkyscrapers while many

people baz ely earn ‘'enough  money to buy ood, The
- apening qt;am:as ‘also idenufy the mi}.i.tﬁry strategles,
empidyed jﬁ‘? ,,’the state in defence of its interegts,

through rh&.‘*"‘-erence tp fithe ‘defence- budgei:" and  the
Nkomati Aca “u:d a, non—aggfession treaty between Southﬁ
Africa and:b‘.azambique. The implication 1s that true
Msecurity" {L_s to be foumd not in the mia,itarist:ic.

dgfence of apartheid, but in the creat:.cn of a just angd

e;gitablg poktltical ordex.
" \ . g . al

w

Havihg defin_eated impregsioniati&llg the opposite

political poles of the powerless, oppregged majority on
the one hand, and the: all-powerful, oppressive
‘Gévernment on the other, the poem then turms Lo a
_cunsideratim of “the rest f us". By “us" in this
" context, Sole means those .of his countrymen who are.
" neither automatically part “of the oppressed noyr the
oppressing, and who therefd’re are confronted by a

choice of responaes to the problem of ‘apartheid. Such

countryment would seem particularly o *be Sole's fellow

WESSAs, who, as {n Mann's poem, have the chnice af

adopting a progressive and active p&iitical role or a

éonservati.ve and” apathetic one, Sole, once more like

ana” mdifference which characteri ses the majorit.y of
HE&SA&- s

@ Ea

4

4

7.

25
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*ﬁe many lessons we haven £ learnt

fﬁe courageocus stands we never took

- fhe synagse hetween pain and kncwledge
£ ourse , our nerve gnds bathed
in acetylcholine and history".

Th7ﬁ wearily pessimistic tone of the lines, reinforced
by/the negarives of "havea't" and "never", emphasises
hgw conservative and unenterpri smg most WESSAs  have
bhen on political issues. By negaiive impljication,
How WL, the stanza also suggests the course of action

&ﬁ* aught to pursue. They ought to learm t‘:e
1 1?%*’: ans of history.and act cm:rageously in the iight of
those 1esyons._ They ought to bridge the gap between
nere paﬁ\? 0T fear,_ and knwledge of rheis\lves,
acknowledging in’ thg process the fundamenta,, fact of
~ the aimh.ariz:y between themselw-s and the rest of their
fellow ‘South Africans. And they ought, in paxticular.
to wssimilste the Marxist idea of t:b"' alterabllitsy of
“"history", &nd so come to understand that they can play
a meaningful vole in the. unfoldmg political and

2 _._=.118t0rit.31 pracess i South Africa.

.\
f’l

In a marmer again rewiniscent of Manm's poenm, .“My
Goun..rymen" moves from this account of apartheid” and
thC\? poasible’ WESSA responses to apartheid to a
degﬁ.eticm of the potgntial}y disastrous consequences of
WESSA conservatism. In.the first instance, the WESSAs'
attgmpts to defend their race-based privileges through
' polf,ﬁt@cally conservative action or inaction geem very
aill«adviaed and hazardous. The z.dea of fate plaving

" youlérte| with WESSAs' skin suggests that WESSA racism

e ié'likel_ to backfire to the extent that a white skin
mar  Prov . to be most disadvantageous ia & post-
revolucion Sduth Africa. The implicit reference to

p russian roulette suggescs not only the dangers of




W

S

seeking
‘Nevertheless, it may be Tegdrded as encouraging to
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continued WESSA racism, but also that a true solution

- for South Africa's problyms is toe be Found in the
" values and sgcial «theories propounded by Soviet-style

(“russian“) Marzism. Again, without becoming entangled
at this point in the details of Marxist soeial thought,

- Sols would seem to be Buggesting that in addition to

the .axrengioh of political rights rto ail South Africams
(which Mann .called for), there would need to be a
fundamental redistribution of wealth, the nationallss-

~ tisu of most of the econemy, and the elimination of the
eup{fitative, eccnomic and social practices obtlined in .
‘the second . stanza. The final lines of the poem
raiterate the wamings already advanced, asserting the
“futility of ! "false security” "1 which so wmany

IIIII

WESSis belYeve - "the homespun "hopeful visions™ th P
white supremacy will last . pexpel:ually.. For h

. WESSAs, the ﬁoem prédicts the réturn of their'"night" '
implying both tb# darkness of their political ignsrance:
~ and aleo their inevitable politi«cal extirpatiof, -

_ ‘ o & . y .- ' :
Chris Mapn's "Io My English-gpeaking Counfrymen™ and

Kelwyn Sple’s oy Countrymgn" clearly deal with very
similar subjects. ,but ape written from the differing

idpclogical perspectives of libaralism and Mayrxism °
respectively. - YThe’ &ﬁfemnces bet:ween 1:i.bera}. and
. Marxist ideolpgies cught not tec be underestimateaw In

cantemparary Srmth Africa, these dz.ffarences have been
t:'he source of mich acrimony net only, between iters,

| or between liteg:ary eritiecs, bur fa- }:he wider 'soclal

and political sphere between all- those afﬁ Sdiffering
progressi\ye political nosit:.ons who are iuvolved in
solut:ions to this cou.ntry s ?r°b1m3-43

note, in an examinati.on bf ths two poenms -under

‘censideration, = that despite  their’ -ldeclogical

k-
"

- 3

3
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discrepancies, «chere is much  common .ground between
them. For example, both poems express an articulate
anger and disgust not only at anartheu, generally, but
specifically at those WESBAe who have. overtly or
covertly accepted aparthe:u% Furthefmore,. both poets
are. willing to acknowledge their dwn campf:.cit&

 WESSAs, in apartheid - however partial or limited that )
. ‘complicicy may be - by their use of the per:sonal plural
- pronoun, "we",  throughout the poems. Both poems,

moreovexr, 'concur in theilr vision of the inevitablvy
disastvous consequences of continued WESSA po}.:.tical

° conservatism, and both cohvey this vision by means of

similarly generalised . imagery,. Maun . through the

, Personification of "deacth" , Is0te th:.ough the metaphor
- of the fall of "night“-— “In both, poens, sthe’ imagery

suggesta the unwersality and ineluctability of such

- disaster unless steps ure takgn to avo:d ie, Indeed, e
it is only in the quastim of what parttcular st:epa to

take that the poems éiffer to, any degree. Waturally

*he ideologica’ naturé of the solutioms to be off aré:i"*

f\gr “South’ Africa's prd‘b'bems is. J.mporfam:. s These two

. poems, however, ‘as examplen of an analysia of the
political attitudes 'of WESSA., wmay guggen’ . that« the
‘distance between  liberalism and Marxiiu is * not

neceaaarily as grea,t as is often supposed - "And  the
poems way also sugsest, therefore, that there.is & good

-deal of ,scope for much closer cc.-o;aeratim between

liberals #nd Marxists generally in the wider and

‘eruc'ally important struggle facing both parties: the

stmggle agamat apartheid. 3 o

3
o

 The critiqz.e of the pclitical attitudes hel& by ttie

majority o AESSAs, offered by ﬁﬂeta duch as Chris Mann
and Kelwyn Solé, would seen to pruvide B concise and

precise underst:anding of those attitudés, Mann and .

oy

’2;

o
(=]

I
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Christopher que :
_frequently and in detail on the political conduct and. = -
attitudes of WESSAs and°who has attempted to reveal the
‘underiying motivation for such conduct,
“Itie Old Jen are Coming from the Durban. Club" (Cape
*Dri?es, 1974y, for example, Hcpe coticentrates on the

269,

Sole are nat,_however, the anly ‘Bouth African Euglish

'poets to havg examined the attmtudes and . actions of

their fellow WESSAs. A number of poets have ‘made a
severe critical appraisal of their countrymen a central

concern in their poetry. In particular, while Mamm in _
"Tp My Englizh-speaking Ccaunt:*ym* " and Sole in "My

Countrymen” suggested briefly some of thelunderlying
reasons fyr WESSAsY political comservatism or apathy, a
number” of other poets have explored in rather more

deteil the nature of, and the reasons for, the

particular form of conservatism or apathyxdisplayed by
many [ temporary HﬁSSAs.»

4
I3 5

is one poet who' ‘has ALcﬁgsed
In his peem,

highly affluent nmmbers of the elite Durban Club as

s "extremé gxamplas nf the sort of political indifference_'.
) which characterises WﬁSSA society in gemeral: "o s

[
\ “&fte; 1unchm“g egresably but not too well,
> « The aﬁ men are coming from the Durban Club
o Breat?ihg easily and just nicely full. -

They ass the Hatal Building Society -
And the Netherlands Bank
Where the tellers are giving out money.

They pasa the pnthisical hag who laughs '
"~ By the wall of the Protea Assurance Compan;
And coughs her difficuit cough.

The old men's bellies show like whales
Above their waistliwes, their eyes’
“Are oysters, their laughs arz snalls.

. You'd never say that before dawn each sits
- On & lavatory seat, expensive trousers
Around hls ankles, and bhawks and apits.
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. Longe after the drinkers have left their pubs
And sat down at their desks again,
The.old men are coming from the Durban Ciub."

itfﬁ% not the gras?erity per se of the oid men that
Hope condemss, but rather their callous indifference to

~ “the. poverty- and suffering which surrounds them in SaLth

African society. Spuch indifference is' madé all the
more reprehensible’in view-of the vast discrepanciss in
wealth between the sld men and the majority of South

- Africans. The pcenm dramatises ::is indifference by

revealing the old nmn 8 shameless ability to ignore
completely "fﬁh phth131cal hag" begging on the street

nutside the Club, even though they have just enjoyed a
full and satisfyin) meal, ‘The poem moves beyond # mere
dascription of the &id men’ k] caxlousness,gﬁowever, and

suggests that at least part of the reasdn for their
callausngss- lies in: the fact that their wealth id

.deriygu fram thé apqrtheid system. \rhey, as whites,
havé full and easy aécess te the banks, 'Where theu'

tellers are giving out. money“, and can therbfore afford
the benefits of “the ?notaa Asgurance Company”, whose
paf; lotic. name aigna}.s its exclusively white member-.

ship, uonversely, the hdg, because she is preaumab1y 

ron-whita, has 7o recourse to the aid: of suck
institutions. The old men,’ like the~ ‘WESSAs in Mann's

"To My Engliah-speaking Countrymen have chosen a

course of deliberare political indifference to the
injustices of ap- tﬁexﬂ in order that they may continue
to enjoy the material advantages of such a system. The
very names of the banks - "the Natal Building Soclecy"
and “the Nethe iands Bank"™ - suggest fhe\collusion of

WESSA and Afrikaner <apital respectively in the.

development ¢f the apartheid economy. Hope's manifest
disgust at thdSeld men's inhumanity-is conveyed ‘through
a series of images in which they are likened to bloated

&
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whalés,and slimy snails and oysters, and in which they
are pictured sitting on lava pry seats, hawking and

spitting, with their thin veneer of respectability

aimed solely  at the very affluent WESSAs. The

 implication of the final stanza is that the politieul

indifference of the old Club membars is shared by the

majority of WESSAs. The avevage, widdle-class drinkers

may not be as wealthy as the old men, but they too, as

whites, enjoy the unjust advantages éf'the apartheid
. svstem, and they, too, it sdems, are content to ignore
- thi sufferxng of those like the phthisical hag in ovder

to naintain those advantages.

Hope!s objurgation.of WESSA political apathy continues

_in poeins like "At the Country Club”, "In the Middle of
“Nowhere” and "Black and White- §eaqhes“ (ell in the

collection In the Countxry of the Black P_g, 1981), but

“finds its most . extgnded expresgion “in  the  darkly
‘estirical “Notes for Atonal Blues" (In the Country ‘of
' the Black Pig, 1981). Here, in a sequence of thirteen

loosely connected verse paragraphs, he exposes the

‘hypocrisy, plutolatry and superficiality which seems to
' characterise most of WESSA sociéty. With a satfrist's
“ eye for detail, Hope holds up for ridicule WES5As’
crassly materialistic obsession with expensiye cars and

houseg, their aimless . leisure and high society

desipience, and their paranoid insecurity andhshallow,_
-insincere guilt, . Hnce again, however, Hope's purpose

is mof tdé condemn affluence or political cofiservatism
in and of themselves. Rather, his concern is “to

ference.’ At strategic pointa in the poem, therefore,

. utterly stripped away. Vet Hoﬁa'sﬁcriticimn is not.

._Qdemaﬁstgate how WESSAs, ip order to maintain the unfair
~ privileges bestowed upon them by ‘the apartheid system,
‘have eledted to pursue a path of political indif- '

\
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the reasons for WESSA apathy are made starkly clear. .
The third verse paragraph, for exasmple, bluntly states
WESSAs' convenient.acceptahce of official mendacity:

"Truth always l;es,'our ¢ivil servants tell us,
in the next suburb but one, Official
inquests are the fumeral of truth."

The ninth paragraph macabrely focusses on WESSAs'
affluent unconcern with the horrifying facts of state
brutalmty and repression: ' :

a

"Besides th& magnificent view, they say
that £rom this spot, when the wind

is right, on gquiet afrerncons you cam
hear the gcreams of men being put to
 The Question". :

'Hope's final point " is, once more, that WESSAs have

opted for - the wrong course of policical action,

. Instead Of "using their political and economic
privileges to fight apartheid and rxeate & fairer, more
_equitable society in South Africa, they have chosen to
"engage in a futile and destructive war of attritipn

against the underprivileged, the battleground belng the

e

YBarberad lawn,_haovered gourt, sanitary
sool. Or put another way - having's lovely
ut the upkeep kilils you. The largest o :

rosegarden cannot withstsnd the aphid’s " R
hunger. Only remembdr this, while

gstocks last and wherevér grasg is wownm,
-the réots are woven tightly and dug

in. for the duration‘“y

_ Likegﬂoﬁe.'Fganci& Failer is oniy too aware of the
~hypocrlsy, - and superficiality, and even, perhaps,
self-deception which permeates WESSA society. In "At’

f

- (s
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the Restaurant" (Weather Words, 1986), he uses a subtle
form of irouny to corrosive effect in exposing the
preached but unpractised altruism of many WESSAs. In
- the poem, a WESSA couple discuss over an expensive
_ dinner, among other things the "duty" of whites in
" South Africa, yet they remain esgentially untroubled by
the hugely unjust privileges which they ernjoy, or by
the suffering of the victims of oppression:

- "When we leave, we'll suck ¥ x mints and window-shop,
avoiding all the omens of W e street: the smwell
of viclence, the torches prodding huddled aliens,
the atarving wind. We'il skirt all these, go bkome,
and sleep." ) : ' '

In similar £ashion, Stephen&,Watson bas pointed an
' -iroﬁic_hJcontrgst between ~affldent  WESSAs  self-
indﬁlgeﬁtly pursuing - lofty spiritual' ideals, and
. pove:ty-qtricken' blacks desperately striving to meet
basic, bare'needq,'in "Years" (Poems 1977-1982, 1982):"

4]

"Time of contradictignsg

- of servility in the wekl-manured suburbe
- where the hloated hungered for ideas
' SR of the soul;
- of elamour in the' locations _ .
where their servants hungered for food; ...

-..._living corpses bloated on beer and fat meat, -
and - lean braing grown loveleas and hungr{
R . - for blood."

The shallow hypocrisy and apathy of affluent WESSAs.
has, in fact, formed a recurreﬁt:;hememin South African
English poetry, and has been treated in varying degrees
of detail by a large number of poets, including Rober:
Greig in “Suburorama", “Junior Executive" and "Parties"
~ (all’in Talking Bull, 1975, Shella Roberts in “Clifton

a
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Sketches” (Lou's Life and Other Poems, 1577), Mike

Nicol in "Hew Men" (Among the Souvenirs, 1978) and
Chris Mann in such poems as "Fortrait of a Director of

-Companies” (First Poems, 1977) and "Mr Morgangeld.and

Two Women" (lew Shades, 1982),

In addition, pgeveral poets of a materialist, or
socialist political orientation have subjected WESSA
society to a particularly harsh scrutiny., Peter Horn,
for example, has issued a philippic against politically
conservative or indifferent WESSAs of all descriptions.
In poetts like “Sunday, Sunday, Sunday" ami—::‘:ﬁommg in

Durban” (both in Walking Through Cur Sleep, :197&) , he

invegghs bitterly against those bourgeois WESSAs who

‘place their owm trivial suburban comforts over social
and political jJustice, whereds in ™A Modest Proposal
for the Universal Benefit of Mankind" (Walking Through

r . Sleep, 1974), he !:urna his atterition to conserva-
tive HESSA leaders in universiti.ea and goverament. In’
this tqtg:ar poem, he employs a crude language of
{nsults, expletives and blunt demands to convey ‘not

~ only his anger and. dﬂisgust at the political wickedness
of such WESSAs but - also his impatience with their )
eontinuing - 1é‘adership in socie*'y- ' '

1

K

“Thesa uld men are gold—t:oc‘thed animals = .
with a gigantic noise ‘
in their bowels before they die

+ with the freat words of great men

© on their ips._ T
-5
Ve insist t:hat they disappear. :

‘They eat tao much. They use too much air.

They take up too much space. . D e

This profound conservative rabble g b5
occupies chairs in universities and seats . vRE,

in parligment, straddle-legged they . spread K

themselves out. _ . -

Pl

* .
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seven times seven commandments.

They wiite books which make us puke.

Whey do these men still stand in the market,
rubbish bins, waiting to be emptied of wnrds,
shop=-soiled, mass«prnduced littexr?

They entnciate with Vlﬂ_et lips and turbld eyes

Prize-wxnnlng bluck-heads with Ph.D.s.
They don't understand the simplest things,
like love or laziness., It is time _
that they grew speechless

for want of an arse aud a mouth

after all the g7ench théy have created.”

In rather different fashion, Wopko Jensma, in a poem
like "Middelclass Highlife" (A World of Their Own, ed.
8. Grays 1976), has ridiculed the wmaterialism and
gimerack amorality of suburban WESSA gigmanity,
Utilising the diction and rvhythms of the blues, a
deliberately proletarian idiom, he lampoons the
pretentiousness of the middle classes: '

ol soul brother-jones next door - yes he
has dough .
a split-level-house,
has" dough’
" backyard barbecues
has dough
books he dont read : - .
has dough o5
a swinming pool o o
has dough - -
antique fu:niture : ’ -
has dough ’ : .
original paintings :
has dough
etcetera steetera
an mows his 1awn %sleep in@ deck-chaix" , o

Despite its jaunty style ~and wittily calLqu}al
flavour, the poem has a serious edge. ‘It serves: 3? 7

subtle yet insistent reminder that the majcri#?{r, o

South Africans do not have “dough", that theré is
little sense of “brotherhood" bétween the races in this
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country, and that while WESSAs like the one described

in the poem can wastefully neglect their luxuries, many
other Scuth Africans can hardly 2fford the bare

necessities. Seen in the specifie socio-political

contert of contemperary South Africa, the poem seems
less a light-hearted dig at meretricious WESSA suburbia
than a scathing crifjeism of WESSA indifference to

]

widespread social injﬁnyice.

‘But perhaps the most disturbing view of WESSA political
“apathy 1s provided by Peter Wilhelm in "John Harris
. Bombs Johannesburg Station" °(White Flowers, 1977),

Wilhelm takes the incident in 1965 when Johm Harris in
a confused act of szbotage planted and detonated a bomb

" in .thg Johannesburg railway station, as the starting

point for an exploration of the severely deleterious
effects of sustained WE&SA'apathygﬁﬁ . .

- "Rivers become bqfders but we do not cafe,
. Strong disasters inflame our rigid minds. .
Now our images are glass and dust, ' _ -fB

. glasé and dust belong to crimes.

Rivers become borders but we do not care.:

Who can live in this brutal. land . *
Where all belliefs descend to the beast?

When prisons blacken our minds and sex

{The madder you are the stricken the least)
Then who can live in this brutal land? -

What can we do to*eécape from the fear
That poiszons the roots of 311 things? _ .
When rivers beccme borders and we d4¢ nof vare -

Then what can we do to escape from the beast ) m\ﬁ*q

That feeds on the rpots of ?ﬂl things?

v

The terrifying propositicn that the poen - ddvances is .

that after years of political. indifference, WESSAs’

_moral sense has atrophied to the extent that not even

the most brutal and insane acts of violence in their
; ~ . i 2 .

i

Y ¢ S
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very midst can stir them into a moral response. Their
sense of political worality has become so numbed, their
sense of Jjustiece so paralysed, that mneot even
nation-wide brutality and "Strong disasters™ can induce
them to care. Wilhelm's use of strange, -incantatory
rhythms and elomen%al apocalyptic imagery conveys a
fedling of blank hﬁrror not so much at events,/taking !
. place in Scuth Afr1¢a, but at the moral anoesis of most
WESSAs in response to such events. The final hprrlu
fying implication of the poem is that it is diréctly
because "we do not care" that there can and will be nd
“escape" from “ths beast f That feeds on the roots of

all chings".  In% & very real sense, it would seem that

- for contemporary WE&S&& the wages of political sin is,
.indeed, death. & S @

o - o

o : '(ii}. . ) ﬁv.s : n
The WESSA tradition cf dissent, as articulated in the~
work of a 1arge number of South African Ehglish poets; .
involves not only a reactian against and criticism of,
the prevailiug conservative or apathetic poiitical' "
attitudes of the majority of the members of the?WESSA

Lroup: it also involves i cemprehensive conﬂémnation_

general. ‘In a variety of wdys and from & variety of
differing perspectives, South African EngLisﬁ poets
have provided g..svern and, explicit denunciatiﬂn of
South Africa’ s'apartheid policies. The rest of this
chapter aims to explore the various: ways Iin whicn_theae =
" poets have criticised the current oréér, as well aé the
various perspgctives framﬂwhich'they have dﬁne 80, -

“As Jeremy Cronin has pointed out, it would be diffmcul£

to find any South African English poets whé . .openly and
4

"

i| . e | ' kk .
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enthusiastically endorse the apartheid system‘in.their
writing.45 This is not to say, however, that all
English language poets in this country have made

._polit:l.cal gnalys:.a or protest a predominant or even

ra¢urrent tohcern in their work. Several poets have,
in fact written little or no poetry that could easily
pa categorised as political. ﬁouglaa Livingstone, for
instance, frankly disparages what he terms "Polit-

> ;

12.1'.1:",‘1}6 and eschews i his work a treatment of natrow .

- political specifies. Other poets, such as Ridley

Beeton, Peter Stx tauss and chhael King concentrate
mainly on perscnai and private concerns rather than
more general, social issues, so that political themes
are treated, if at all, oanly in a tangential or

- incidental manner. Oﬁher poe%s still, - such as Michael

Macnamara and Robert Berold, tend to focus their work
through the filter ,-0f - the philosaphical and
'psychuanalytical‘respectively. rather than the strictly
political, with the result that striatiy political
concerns emerge, if at ‘all, in suhsidiary forms. The

- debate over whethér poets, particularly poets writing

'in- the ‘South African context of politicdal injustice,

hand, it is aryueﬂ"hat there is an urgent moral need

“have an - “ob1i{ 'ﬁien to “write protest. and resistance
(Dpoetry, réinalny 'a heated and unresolved ome. Powerful
_argufents have been produced by both sides. On the one

for commitment in com%attxng oppression, for soliaarity"_

with the oppressed, and for a contribution to be made,
‘however apparﬁntly 1ns£gn1£i¢ant, ‘towards 1iberatian.

On the other hand, it is argued that the primary and
principal values_p& ‘be: upheld "are those of artistic

autonomy, the freedom of expression, and the r¥ght of =
. individual choice. The debate clearly cannot be
resolved here once for all. Pergaps the most practical¢

interim position is . g@ maintain a dynamic, balance

A

i
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between - the idea of the usefulness and effectiveﬂess of
art in combatting political injustice on the one hand,
and on the other the need to aveid becoming cultwuxrally
oppressive in the af,tempt to forge collective ar..stic
resistance to injustice. Tt would after all ssem

- equally incomplete and destructive either to assert

‘that  art can ever be totally separate? from the
soc:o~polin1ea1 circumstances in which it 4s produced,
or to assert that the only relevant or meaningﬁ;l art
iz that which addresses specific political issues and
-Whauﬁ conforma to certain precnnaeiv ' ldeological
: formulae.

-:'u . in th«u light: of this debate, it i necemsary td
_ nemphaaise that this study will examine uhe poetry under
o ~consideration not " from any ideologically wmotivated

literary critical position, but rather as part of the
task of understanding the dilemas and responses of

ccntemporary WESSHA&S - ies ‘thege . are’ artiqku}ated through

the nedium of South’ African English pogtyy. As, such,
thiSr:f study will attempt to provide‘- an -'ijgct:ive.
synoptic account of the kinds bf pglitica); poetry
produced by %ontempcirary South African English poets,

- without evaluating !.he:.x seontent from 1hr1m: political

perspect.ives. Y
--| . .
In pi&oviﬁing this synopsis of "the ‘poetiry, it becomes
apparent that over I:he contemporary pqp’:ind two mejow
* forms of palitically charged poetry ej rge. .Tu. the
first: place, there 'is a "Marxist” on materialist"
paea.rﬁ',z*_ whoseg political content coﬂ{espands Fairly
closely to. the Marxist or materialist (or even

reviaimmst, or radir:a'l.) schopl of phinking wh:.ch came

' to prowinence  in Sd th Africa in the 1at:e 19603'9 and

1970s. And in the sitcond place, a lavge b..y of poetry

\..-||

|

i



L}

 account’ of tha Marxist group.

280,

exists which tends to be, guite heterogeneons in style
and thought, but whose political content approximates
roughly to the general sense of liberal values espoused
by ' the majority of politically progressive WESSAs in

the recent permd. While there are cer<oin points .of .
Toneurrendce Between these two groups, anu while there

is & degree of hetevogeneity within them, they may for
the purposes ol this study be treated separately and as
rwo distinct groupings. This study will bag:i'z with an

(a)
In dr'der l{'o grasp the essmtial elements of the Marxzst:
or’ "mate ialist °poetry of contemporary South African

English poets, it 1is necessary to have some .

understanding of the. rise to prominence in the late
1960s and 19708 of Marxi st theught as an :.knt:cr-:llwzcz:u:.t];=

~ force within the WESSA group., In the years following
’ ~ the victery of the .Nei\tiona_}.' Party in the 1"?&8 election,
‘white opposition to that party's apartheid policies had:

tended to he focusaed generally through the, princ:.ples_
~gnd values of 1=.bera115m. In broadest outline, such
li.baraliam elther itook the rather diluted form as
practised by the affici.al opposition United ?arty or
was more strict}.y ‘and rigorously applied as in the
policies of such !ndare marginal groups as the Liberal
Party. During. the. 19603, however, liberalism, a8 g
coherent ideological force, c¢ame under heightened
pressure _cbtath T from an'  increasingly repressive

Government as well as from ever more vadicallised -

opposition movémérits In the massive security
clampdown implemant #d by .the Government Following the
Sharpeville wassacrp and the commitment to the arsied

. struggle of the ANCI and PAC, liberalism began to seem

(8]
=]
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an ineffective and even ipappropriate basis for working
towa‘r«is social and " political reform. . Liberalism's
opposiz:mnal sttategies and mpethods | f simply seemed
pwerlgsss in the face of the increasingly brutal
appress:we mechanisms of a Government which appaared to
have scant regard For even the most basic of humem

" rights and civie hberl:ms.m.. At the same time, a

- apartheid, in fact worked in many way

significant number %gf N fncellectuals “and political
comentatn“s began to question the validit}r of the
liberal -analysis of the South African.. politjcal
sztuatian 49 In. the cla'ss:i.c liberal account, it/ was
argued that the root’ of the apart:he‘.d evil was Tacism.

 which ooul& be, caunf,aged either by allowing full and

unfettered sway ;,p._fg'ee etterprise market forces, or by
the stringent applicatién and maintenance of human .
rights, or by a ccm&:inati&n of these two principles.
Now it began to be argued,° firstly, that capitalism,
for from sérving to undermine and. evenipally destroy -
E to support’
apartheid and acted in collusicn with, &parthexd to .
perpetuate white political and Beonomic supremacy. |
Secoﬂdly, it was’ a'rgued that the Jliberal emphasis on
huinan right:s and civic hbertiea, so- far as these were

" cstriven for within the preva:.liug system and laws of Lo,
t:hq land, would . prgwe useless in breaking dmm that

syst‘.em ar alteﬁanf, those laws which wera unjuat.

-,Q

Ip pLace of the tra;h.t.ional 1ibera1 diagnqsia of the
apartheid problem, this new school of thinkers argued
for the wvalidity of the Marrist paradigm as &z way of
understanding the South African political system and .

combatting it. In brief, it was asserted that ..

II
eapitalism sexved of wvertly to maintain. the sEatus guo -
and so had to be replaced as an' ecomomic syatem by one

‘based upcm the clmsless, sqnialist comuni.f.y which

|
)



B

14

282 ]

(=)

alona would ensure the equalmty of all South Africans

and guarantee full pulxtxcal justice. Morcover, it was
suggested that since the ruling classes would use
violence to protect their privileged 'éosition {and,
indeed, were already doing”so), it would be necessary
in all probability to bring about eflfective political

change through violent gqulutionary means .,

' ' ' - . s .
This revisionist, Marxist school of thought, led by

;nber alia Frederick Johnstone, Martin Legassick and
Stanley Trapldo, 50 - ‘began ro exert a powerful iqfluence
on politica$ thinking in this. countrﬁk and came to be
adapted by a variety of histarlans. economista.
sociologista dhd literary crdtics.s%ﬁ It also came to
‘be’adoptéd by a numbar of writers in this country,'gpd

in particula: by several'wkatﬁ English- language poevd. -

Given the long association of . *he Atribwm resistance
movements, with the South Affi.an Conmunist Party, ity
was perhaps not surprising that thts revisionist school

of thought should readily find favour among proponents

“of +he ANC and PAC: cansequencly, it’ was not
surprising that this revisionist Lthinking should’ kave

f rapidly come to Lnﬁ&uence ‘the work of many blackd
| protest and resistance writers of the 19?03. These'
| weriters inoluded in particular, many of the so-called e
| Sowets poets who burst into prominence- in the early

- 19708 - Sercte, Sepamla, gwala. Madingoane, Mutloatse,

and otherazsz Ae far as white poets were coencerned,

+; there was by no~means a wholesale adoption of Marxist
" principles, though Marxian thought certainly presented

8 . strong challenge to all. contemporary poets.
‘Nevertheless, theﬂe have been a nquer of white poets
who have over the last twenty years or so adopted
Marxiat modes of cthinking and wri:ing and whose work
raquires careful consideration. S :

'{‘:‘:I



283.

Of those Marxist poets who emerged in the early 19?03,
the most notable is probably Peter Horn., Born in
{zechoslovakia, and having emigrated to South Africa in
his =sarly ‘twenties, Horn hardly typifies the modern
WESSA.  Nevertheless, having establisked himself
permanently in South Africa, his work artic¢ulates one
poscible response of white South Africans towards the

'dilemmaﬁw facing them, in the contemporary period,

Horn's analysis of the political situation in South
Africa and bhis’ pritique .of the country's political
system follows a rigorous and uncompromising Marxist
line, expressed in an dustere, unembellished language
of'_ simple, plain statement. ' *Such “antiépcetic"_

N language deliberately eschews what would be vegarded as

the ahscurantism and evasions of elitist bourgeois

_poetic expresaion,” In order to offer a critical

understanding of South African political conditions ,.
which is straightforward, direct and accessible,

"Horn's ideological and}:rtiatic eredo could be summed

up, as Michael Chapuan points ~out, by- Brecht's
formulation in "To Poéterity“ : '

. (0
“ah what an age it 'is o
When to gsppak of ‘trees is almoat a crime ,53

_For it is a kind of silenge about inJuatice.

o

'Hbrn's work;ﬂonsistently embodies this strict Marxist

mode, as in‘goems such as "I'm Getting Famsus Sort OfY, -
"The Poet’ as a Clever Invention"™, "Poeme at Bargain
Prices" {all in Walking through Our Sleep, 1974}, where
e outiines the proper function of poetry and art in
eneral under apartheid;L or in pbems such as "Morning.w
in Durbanm’ "Sunday Sunday Sunday", "paydrean” (all in
Walki.ng through Our Sleep,. 19743, where he inveighs
agalﬁst the capitalist acquisitiveness: and exploita-
tiveness of bourgeois WESSA scciery. His artistic and

|
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ideolegicai position is perhaps bést capsulised,

- however, in the long poem, "The Plumstead Elegies"
(8i}ence im Jail, 1979),  The poem presents in the

course of ten elegies a sustained Marxist eritique of
the polit1c0~econém1c conditions, prevailing in
contemporary South African society, highlighting  in
partzcular the often quite subtle causal connectlan
betweew' the deprivation suffered by the majority of

~ South Africans and wider political and econcmic forces
~in the society. The concluding section of "The Ninth

Elegy” .may serve as summary of the poett's central

thematic thrust, as ‘well as of its cha*acte*istic

n of white labour’-”

stylistic features:

""Instead 1 1tsten to the crowda mar&hing through

- the streets,
shouting we want bread in front of the city hall, T see
millions of workers, awaking, discover the truth, '
whispering that the days of Master and Servant’

# are pumbered

_'even if sbouting desperately, a few of the ‘shaking

: aristocrac;
S nd: ‘“Shut your trap, Kaffiri'
oy and tremble,
revolver in hand; Iying, accuge the bearers of truth
' of lying.
But now' those are about to speak who have been silent, _
afrald to say, what they knew was vight, in the wrong way,
because they have been told their English was bead,
and that they knew nothing. No longer prepared to shut up
or Lo voetaék they open their trap and say what they've
got to say. -

And they find that that is simple, ‘and thaigiigadequate

‘ Englia @
suffices: Ve want to be paid for our wprk? We want work
We are gning to appoint the government to look

after our interests, .
We want good schools for our children .
s¢ that they can look after their own interests.
1f there is justice in a town, there must be reballiow,
where there's no rabellion, it were better the, town
J perished

by fire, dbefore nightfall,
le language is sometimes tremendoﬂsly effective.
No eating about the bush: agitation,.propaganda, Yes. -
Now it is necessary. Later sgain we will talk zbout
) trees and blrds.
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The poem identifiss the class stﬁuggle as the central
point of conflict in South African soclety ~ a struggle
between the “aristocracy / of white“labour" on the one
hand, and "millions of workers®™ on the other. The
underiying nature of the conflict is thus economic:
capitalism, far from undermining the apartheid system,
has acted in collusion with it to ‘perpetuate a social
code of "Magter and Servant”. The wealth of the

. country is located in the hands of the privileged
minovity who maintain their supremacy through their "
control of the imstitutions of "work", of "gavexnmentﬁ,
and of "schools”. The unprivmleged masses, meapwhile,

~are kept subservient through inadequate education,

. censorship, state-sponsored mendacity and violent
repression., In the light of thia Junderstanding of the
mechanisms of scclal control, the poem suggests that
“the attempt to create a more eguitable social order
through evolutionary meansJ will inevitably - prove
futile. Ihe ruling classes possess the maans either to
silepce protest altogether or to “deflect the
possibility of real change into mmaningless cosmetic |

., reforms. 'The simple, inescapable truth is that justice
and equality can only be achieved through the complete
destruction of the capitalist syatem by violent,
revalutionary mas8s actions

=

6
L

oI there is injustice in a town, there must be rebellion,
where thgre s no rebelllon, it were better the- town

- perished
by fire, before nightfall".

This ndtiqu expresseg in blunt, nnequivocalaiaﬁguage,"
not only ehcapsulates the central message of the poem,
bpﬁ'also icnveys, in the very form and style of its
_ utterance,;the essentially egalitarian nature of the
. Marxist vipion. It is one im which class stratifica-

L
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tion has been replaced by a2 classless, socialist system
in which all citizens,’ workers and intelligentsia
alike, can participate equally without the barriers of
academic or finaneial elitism. It is, indeed, part of
Horn's main poetic intention to create a language of
congcientising and mobilisation which is accessible to

all and assimilibie by all, a-_::-:l which will enable all

South Africans to play their part in bringing about

" political justice in this country.

i

- In many respecis, Horn's} poetry iz sgimilar to a good

deal of the Sowetfo poetry produced in the 1970s. There
is a simi?.ar ‘employment of plain; bluat language
designed both to shock an apathetic and complacent_
white audience out of their political torpidity as well

as” to enlighten and conscientise I_an educat__ionally;'
‘. disadvantaged black audience. There is the wuse of a

militant, mobilising rhetoric aimed at helping prepare
the masses for a necessarily intensified atmed

_struggle. And there is the underpinning and 1ﬁfoming

ideology of Marxism. As is the case with the Soweto

~ . poets. of the 1970s, it is possible to criticise Horn' 8
’ ~poetxy on a number of levels. In the first place,

despite its apparently detailed social anziysis, the
Marxism ‘informing Horn's poetry may be regarded as

:' provididg a rather narrow, simplistic ~and  even

incomplete acecount of the South African Pplit:i_cal
situation in the contemporary period. In a critique of
the kind of Marxism which underpins Horn's social
analysis, Butlét, Elphick and Welsh point out that,

”  "the danger of the. Marxist vision is that ‘one |

-pattern, the 'capi.taus::_relations of productiép""
or the class structure, tends constantly to ke

brought into = relief, so that all of the

]
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distressing features of South African socisty -
racism, human exploitation, inequality, poverty -
are repeatedly attributed to 'gapitalism®™ This
atcribution,  more often than not,  derives more
from the moqel itself than from argumentation or
e_iriﬂenée . udb B ’

For example, David Welsh sargues that in South Af?‘ica
"the present racial ' categories }.ong antedate the
_development pf the class system of moferu capitalism”
, and’ goes on to Kamewrt that

"capitalism did not 'creat‘é Scuth African racism;
~rather it adapted to it, and profited from it,
fitting a class strfucture wupon a racial
hiera_rchy.".ss e o ' '

'Simiiariy, David Yudelman denies that the state alﬁeui{i

. be conceived as subordinate to the dominant, capitalist
class. His argument is that the state and capital form
two relatively  autonomous spheres each with its own

interests, -though in South Africa rhere is a history of 3
mutually  beneficial interchange between these two

sphwres.ss Apart. from its 1deologica11y simplistic
perapective, Horn's  poetry  is  stylistically
" problemitic., As is again the case with the Soweto

- poets, Horn's wuse of plain, direct -language and

antiopqet:ic forms ‘meant eventually that t:he expressive

and- technical pugsibilities of the poetry were o

exhausted, and his work began rto become wanccircive,
clichéd, and Lneffective. As 'a result, like many of
" the: Soweto poets,

*7 Horn eventually lapsed inte

silence; Noﬂ'doubr' poetry - like Horn's 38 had an
‘energising and provocative effect during the 1970s, not
only upon an audience whose responses to politicgﬁ\l_
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poetry had become stultified and even moribund, butr
‘4lso upon other poets who had tended to remain locked
within traditionalistic and conventionalised modes of
thought and expression. The particular nature of

" Horn's poetry, however, proved itself to be severely
 limited, and later poets tended to retutn to more

flexible, diverse and séphisticatgd poetic. forms and
pohtlcfﬁl analyses, '

I
Inx the 19808, two other prominent poets emzrged whose
work; while remaining ‘'within a broadly Marxist
perspective, advanced bevond Horn's relatively valgar
and rigid ideological and stylistic constraints. The

*  first of these is Jeremy Cronin, whose collection,

'gaéde, is rconstructed aroamﬁ‘ ‘the time of his seven
year: jail sentence for ANC er*tivism, and is at its very
core political. At the same tune, howaver, ‘as Cronin
has claimed, the poetry. is written “very much from 2
subjective, peraanal pesition" and involves what Cronin

.calls his ‘“uesthetic predilection for the lyrieal
‘mode'",

w, 39 Similarly, while the poetry remains rooted in
an unequivocally materialist ideology, it moves beyoud
mere propagandistic rhetoric and angry sloganeering and
is concerned at all levels with what Peter Weiss has
termed the "aesthetics of resistance” .60 Thus, while
the poatry strives honestly  and eamestly to describe
the reality of oppression and the resistance to that
oppression, it also seeks to provide an artistivally
expressed affirmation of the fundamental materialist
va;ueé:' -~ the ,egalitarian, coilective and militant
prideifles which will most effectively end oppression
and replace. it with reason and fairness. If poems like
"Walking on Air" and "Motho ke Motho ka Batho Bsbang”

‘.’--ﬂ-{both in Inside, 1983) confirm in grim detail the facts
- of ‘oppression, they alsc affirm the hope and endurance
o
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of the oppressed in the face of oppression and look
forward to the eventfial triumph - moral no less than
narrowly political - over the evil of apartheid. 1In
the same way, a poem like "Our land holds ..." (Irside,

' 1983) is as much an affirmation of values as it is a

¢all for resistance to imperialism and capitalism:

i
<]l'

"Ouy land holds its hard
Wooden truths like 3 peach
A pip:

- Out at Athlone - | - | ‘«,\
By thu power station Vo
Over cooling towers, the wind®
Turns visible in its spoors. L7

Skin and bone, zig-zag,
Through the khaki bush
it hums, the wind rongues - o
Its gom-gom, Trets a gorah, . -
I a gwarrie bush the wind, Lo
S0 I fancy, mourns, thin :
- Thin with worries:

4 Goringhaicona
“Goringhdalqua Gorachouqua: sounds
Like at the back of our sky
Cicadas’ songs achg: "Hessequa:
ﬁacumqua, like vocables swallowed
~Jn frogs' throats: Cothoqua, : ,
he names of decimated ;
Fheikhoin tribés - thelr cattle stolen, “
Lands seizad _
- As their warriors died
Chﬂrging zig-zag into musket fire,
Those warriors who've left behind
Their falien spears that sur land
Like a peapgh its plp

“Holds now:

This unfinished task. R , _ :

The poem presents a clear, though undevstated account

of the mannmer .in which exploitation follows the

colonialist -dispossession, of autochthonous people like
the Xhoi, turning Lhef& original land, conquered’
through military force, into a gite for power stations
and cooling towers. In a subtie, yét most effective’
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way, the poem challoeriges its vreaders to pick up -the
"failen spears" of the dead Khoi warriors and assist in

the struggle to return the land to its rightful
possessors., - Rejecting the bitter (and futile)
outbursts of Horm's poétry, the poem states with
pristine reasonableness the Thard / Wooden truths" of

the Khoi people's rights, as well as the need to help

~complete “This unfinished task" of endlqg exploltatman.

The ?oem s recurrvent incluBion of Thoi wor d“ ‘and tripal

. names is itself an attempt to 11bera } the EKhoi

@

1anguage and so help sustain the Khoi culture, 80 rhat
this culture may also make its contribution to the_

shared 'natiocnal Soth African culture" <which Cronmin .°

would like to see dnbulup in this country.61 As such,

this poem. a characéeristic example of Cronin's work,®

offers a far moye ~snphisticated. cand  humane, .

materialist “vision jhan did many ‘poems by earlier
. Marxisgt poets. | |

"
4]
2

The second impoftant materlalist poet to emerge in the

19808 .44 Kelwyn Solpe, whose ’poel‘;ir critique of his ~
Ofellnw WESSAS, "Myl Countrymen (The Blood : of Our

Silence, 1987), has! already been examined m, detail
earlier in thi&‘qhupker. As is‘evident in the poem,
Sole's work represents a. considered and sophisticated
materialist perspective, one not altogether distant
from that of liberal poets such as Chris Mann.  This ig

« not to suggest that ﬂ:l Marxist writers have moderated;
or softened their sta ces,Q but that there does appear

ro be a mﬂvement Away from rigid and doctrinaire
thinking towards morz creative and flexible modes of
thought. -Sole is not by any means, slow to ? fer

- graphic, realistic descriptions of "the herrors of-
- oppression and unrest apd political vmolence, in poems

such as "Celebratioh", f?he Diacogxse of History” and
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"Praxis' (The Bloed-dﬁr Qur Silence, 19873. _He is also -

ready to identify and describe the triumphs, great amil
small, of -the oppressed, in poems l;ké”“Tiny Victories"
and M0ld Man with Pencil” '(The Blood of Our Silence,
1987), But perhaps his greatest stréngth lies in his

" ability to think ecritieally about ideological

perspectives, to assess political absertxons,'and to ¢

refuse to be "lulled intfo simplistic and naive social
and pclztlcal analyses of what cdmains a complex and
miltifeceted -set of- conditions in contempnmary South

‘Africa. So much is evident throughout Sole's work, but"

especiaiiy in poems sucg as "Hewat“,_“ﬂangling Poen'

~ and "?regnancy" (The Blood of Our Silence, 1987). Tn

this last-mentioned poem, the poet's °complex .and gven

, embivalent response tgQy the nation-wide unrest of the
- mid l?SGs,'éb—well as his artistic dilemmas 4n the face
caf this unrest is _expressed with honesty tind clax1ty-'

. r; .
* L% % fr ia : ue,

"'A poem snould be palpable and mute 0 °
As 8 globed fruit i3 K < s
. Dumb Lo . 0 - : . A ) .

As old madallinns to the thnmb e

”m.Awmsmmdmtmm
but be.’ :

Archibald HacLeish believea

a poem should not mean - _

wbut be (as a dumb fruit, . e o,
T think he said} : .

but sometimes I think
a poem mmst be mean
to be intelligible

@ =

]

here| S - s
For instance’ M : P
- my wife seems Yo be pregnant,

expanding cal of £lésh .
in which the bomb of the’ future . . .
kicks its tiny fee _ - ° e

S

£

AN
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{I write this down to form it: r
amneal to husband and poet :

in the ¢osy mausion vf the poenm

when the cutside world is too cold

or hectic to love her in.) :

Bk tudﬂy war hat descended on us
.suddanly zo? finally,
Tonghes lasi: out at enemies,
the radias oug ¢an buy
gGGSP”fﬂp 4% soon as p]ugged
. their vollective noise popping
ity speeah's fiimsy bubble.

- From thfs poen

the newa is I am warm,
~ dnd it dn front of a veering firve
- which uJed to be
ny hou%ﬂ

ﬂ‘W111@ wqrd mean;ng4 titk in wmy throat,
nervels ) y M r;?

a

;-

". L{!ﬂ Ql ) [w]
" The. poem beginq wzth a cﬂnsideratinn of the appropriace )

-astistic rebponse to South Africa’s politically
ﬁgvolat le cirnumetances, and suggeats ‘that MacLeish's

"a poem should not mean / but be" requirps

@

'”"but'sometimes 1t ink
a poem must be mean T
to be ing,elligibl\ S

here,

f”

In South Afriea today, Macleish's desire for the mere

entological p%esence of a poen seems of little
pertinence, if not, at times, qnlte uninteliligible.
Instead, Sole picks up the semantic diversity of the

wo "mean", and assets that "here" a poem often needs
to b\ mean ~ in ‘the senses both of harsh and austere =

in ovder. to meéan. Such harshmess. and austerity,
however, is far from the plain language and militant

L
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