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ABSTRACT. --

The aim of thf.s dissertation is to offer a close,
cri tical examination of the particular dilemmas and
responses of concempocary white English-speaking South
Africans as these. are reflected in South African
English p03try. This aim ought not to be construed as
a denial of the legitimate cla.ims of othar ethrr'.c
groups for attention; nor should it in any 'i-ray be
interpreted as an attempt to reinforce artificial
racial categories or to bolster restrictive barriers
between communities. The purpose, rather~ is to help
advance mutual understanding and awareness by focussing
on the specific problems of a complex and intriguing,
yet s trange Ly negLect.ed; group of people in this
cou1;i.try.

By examining the diffic'ulties facing the white English ...
speaking group as register~'d 'and articul~t:ed' in the
work of ~outh African English poets, this disse.l"tation
moves beyond a purely sociological account of the
group. The dissertation will include both a stu\1y of
the direct critique by South African E1'lgl.ish 'poets tiE
the dilemmas and responses of their white English ...
speaking countrymen, as well as an investigatio~ of the
ways in which the" poets themselves J consciously or
otherwise, have r asponded as ~hite :English-speaking
x..

South Africans in their poetry to these di;emmas. The
understanding of the white English-speaking group to be

"gained in this fashion t though differing f rom that to
be derived from a sociol\)gical study, need not' be any
rhe, less authentic or aas'Lduous, In particular t the
ability to examfne the group' from both subjective and
objective point;:s of view may enhance illuminati.on. As
su~ht in order to c.omprehend 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
\,;onsideratiorl.

o

This dissertation \1.7i11 isolate 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 "cr-i.sf.s of identity" experienced by
mode~n-day English-speakers, and will discuss the
dist~~inglY incohesive apd vague nature of the
Englisfi~speaking group, as well as what has been seen
as its '~~nc~;ttain and precari01~s position within the

\. t,\ ]i

'wider South African social context. The third chapter
will concentrate upon English-speakers' "damaged sense
of plac their feeliugs of alienation both from the
land of th~it' birth and from the EUl:'opean source of
much of their cu'l t't1.ral beritag:~'at their sense of ha.ving
no true home. The fourth chapter will be concerned
with the. feelings of profound dread which. .seem to have
permeated the white English-speaking South Africart
consciousness ~ both the fearful anticipation of
violent political upheaval, as well as a less explicit
anxiety about acme undefined menace or force which
ehreacens to breach the white South African "laager".

o

Finally" the fifth chapter will examtne the attitudes ~
conduct an&political orientation of contemporary white
English-~lpeakins\~South Africans, and will suggest that

.,-;_.,

while a large aggregate of English-speakers· may be
conservative and apathetic, there exists nonetheless a
c • 0 . ,.

subs'tant~.;~l mil.'lority within the fYl','OUP (including most
poets) who are enlightened, progressive and activ:jst in
outlook and who thus represent a significant "tradition
of dissent!' in white South African thought.
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This disse'ttati.on is dedicated to the memory of my
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.CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

L

Of all the groups which comprise south Africa's
notoriously COL.", .ex ethnic imbr")glio, the most
intriguingly paradoxical and inconsistent must surely
be the white English-speaking South Africans.

Not to be dismissed as merely "a vague communionu1 or
, .... . 2

h-a fr,ag,i1'tented population category", they nevertheless
lack a cLear , cohesive identity and r(tmain el;;(lSive of

(J

precise definition. Fearing df sp Lacemene and urgently
in need. of location, they contrinue to explarience a deep
cultural schf.zophrenf.a , unable absolutely and finally
to affirm their Africam'l.ess, but fej~ling equally
alienated :frora the European source of . much of their
cul.tural heritage. In several ways exert.in.s an
influence as a· benign and creati."'le minoritY't they
reveal tihemseLves in othe~1 ~aya to be politically
ineffective and even parasit~!cal, der f-:ling cons Lder'abLe
material benefit from their lirpartn~r:;hip in the racial

iJ

oligarchy. At times eager 1~O arrogate to themselves
the 'tole f;}.t mediators and clpnciliators in a d:tvisive
SOe-iElty, they find tihemse Lves rendered inc·reasi.ngly
marginal and ot.Lose in the stl'uggle for powe:r between
the opposing forces or Afrikaner and Aft'i~' \n,
nationalism. < )\ttempting 'to represent a ratipnal,
humane pos LtLon, they cannot; completely purge
tihemse l.ves of feelings of deep-rooted guilt «t their
privileged status wi.thin society t or of fear-fi.lled
expectaef.ons of itnmil1ent and inevitable political
catacly~m'in South Africa.
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1.1

They arc, thus, "a peopl,e ,t. par-adox" t 3 but a. people
vihose particular attitudes, anxieties and a.spirations
need to be elucidate.d as part of a, general development
of self-aware1:leSS and mutual understanding in Soutq
Africa. And yet, symptomatically perhapst the paucitt
of compr-ehensave resea:t'ch on contemporary whi~~
E:~glish-sFea.k:Lng ~outh Africans seems to be rivalled
oply by ~;be lack 6f~'detailed critical scrutiny afforded
to white English-language South ,.:African poetry. This
scholarly vel1eitY1 which may be part of a wider
cultural ma.l~.ise,appears all the more conspicuous in
contradisti~~tion to the relative abundance of
attention given to other echnf,c groups in this:

!~i~;::~~4tlij'?f SOcio-;o\it::a\ j\1;;,l Y!1:i,s :;tnd

country,
literary

The purpose ~.pf this dissertation, then, is in some
measure to redress t'be balance by focussing on the
peculiar problems of white Eng1i,sh-spealdng South
'Africans J as 1,"eflected 'in South African English poetry.

I'

!t most c.ertainly ought not to be:.lconstrued as a denial
of the legitimate cl.afms ·of black South Africans or
Afrikaners for consideration; neither should it in any
way be interpreted as ap attempt to reinforce
a.r~al racial categories "or to bolster restrictive
barriers between communities. the aim, rather" is to
advance commonunderstanding by critically examining an
important, yet s·t:r:angely neglected, group of people.

'21

In briefest outline, this e~amination will isolate and
focus upon four of the most important and characteris-
tic dilemmas cotifronting the contemporary Eng1ish-
speaker. These dilemmas are sufficiently distinct to
be treated separately, though it must be noted tha.t
there do naturally exist a number of links and
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connections between them. The ucri~is of identityH.5
expar'Lenced by white English-speaking South Africans
forms the subject of the second chapter of this
d5.ssertation, which will examine the disturbingly
incohesive and, i.ndistinct nature of the English-
speaking gr8up 1 as well a~\ what has been seen as its
precaric'I.;Is POS;i.tiOl1 within" the wider South African
social c6ti;~ext _ii, The third chapte-:;')will concentrate on
:t~nglish-spe}t~er$, "damaged sense of place," :6 their
feelip.gs of: 'ftQt belonging completely to the land of
:t:heir,obi~th, ot\being continualt,y ,torn between Africa
and Eur1ope, of \!i¥ting always in one or other stat~ of

, " ,,~ " c'
alienation, of hav:rt.;g no true home. The problem to be
i1:lV'~~~;t;tg~tedin t~ io~h chapter, concerns the
feel~~ngs of profound ~ead Jkch seem to have permeaced
the ';:whiteEnglish-spea.kiu'g South African ccnsc tousness J

boch \~the fearful anticipa.tion of violent political
upheaval. "at) well as a less, explicit. anxietY"about some
unde'f:l,ned subversive menace or i,: ore'e which threatens to

. , " - I!:I

breach the white South African "laager". I ..Fin,ally" the
fifth chapter will ex~ine the attitudes, character and
political orientat:i.on of t!ontemporary white
Englis~-speakin~, South Africans J I;md will suggest that
while a large aggregate of En~lish- speakers may be
conservative, apathetic and even racist,' there exists
nonetheless. a substantial t?ino7cit~~Lwithin the group
(LncLuddng cmost poets) who are e\llightenedi'-',~progre$rSive
and acti"ll[st -:in our Look and who thus represEtlt a
significant "tradition'; of di:3sent,,8 in white Slollth

I)

African thought.
!_'>

2.

It must be noted at t1:;).eoutset that the prima:ry
\ intention of this dissertatiort is not to construct a
systematic soe LoLogdcal, account of whit.e English-
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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 o~. South African English poetry. It is to be
expected, therefore, that the kind of understanding of
English-speaker~ to be gained here will differ in
czuc Lal ways from the kind to be derived from a
sociological study. This is not to BG.Y, however~ that
sociological data germane to the sub] ect is to be
disregarded. In fact, the general procedure to be
fo 1!bv7ed in ..each chapter is to begin by identifying and
describing in some detail the particular dilemma under

':J

consideration. ..This description, despite the relative
la~k of .soa1010&1ca\ ,studies,,,-on white F,:nglish-speaking
(jSo~\h..A£:zi~aas, W;i.\'l,l. make~u~le ,.tir what .empirical

\) , 1.11

evidenc~ '.there is - available .in order to "present an
objective outline of the nature of the dilf~tml1aas well
as the specific context out of which .it azLses , The
eX~/l'llination will then tu;cn to the main focus of
concern, the response of white Engl'ish...,speaking South
Africans to these dilemmas as registe.red - in South

~)

African Engli.sh poetrry ,
o

.!be way in which the poetry reflects these concerns is,.
in fact, two-fOLd, In the first place, it involves the
direct cri.tique by South African English poets of the
contemporary dileIDItlas and responses of their white
English-speaking cOlllpatriots. In the second place, it

"i!lVolves how the poets themselves. consciously or
otherwise. hav,~ responded in their poetry, as white
English-spe~king Soutih Africans, to the,~e dilemmas. In
Gareth Corn,wellt 5 fterms1 the poet;a ~:peak both "eo and
for" their social group.9 This distinction is far from
mere pettifogging, for :tt is evident that there exists
among these poets mUltiple gradations of awareness, or
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acknowledgement, of themselves as belonging tq the
T~hite English-speaking group. Indeed, the very need to
make such a methodological df.st Inct.Lon is indicial of
the problem of identity among modern English ....speaking
whites in this country. These points also raise the
question of ddst.Lngudshfng , in a good deal of the
poetry under consideration, between the poet as the
author of a par tLcul.ar poem and the speaker as a
distin.ct persona in the poem. No general. rule applies
to all the poetry, whose range extends fliom "ia.irly
straightforward autobiographical expression to the
heavily iroltic use of distinct pexsonae , In this
regard, each, poem mus t be treated, indi '\t~du:ally , and

c

special explicit attention will be given to the issue
,,~.\

where it is crucial for an pnderstarL(.Iing of the poem.
(', ii,

The examination of an ethnic -"group through the meddum
of poetry may appear iI'litially to be inapgi:r:opriate and
inadequate. Such an examinatj.on~ ~1.1()wevert need not" he
any less authentic or assiduous 'CMm a' sociological
in\refJtigation. Lionel Abrahams has made the point
abgelf\tly in' hiID acceptance speech for the 1986" Olive

I, ". " .,
Sch~~ine'r PrizE{Xfpr Poe try;

II ':')

':l;'in a uniquely focuased , u?iquely :intimate,
uniquely articulate way, poetry embodies somett1ing
of the history of what humankind has felt.

Poetry has to go wb?~~ 0 journalism and historio- f
grt1phy do ribt have to go. ..." into the core of the
in.dividua~, experi~l1ee, where the poH tLcs, the
economi.ca.. the conflict and disruption are not" . . . 10just thought but"uridergone and felt."
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In contrast, rhus , with ce:rtain radical deconstructive
critical approaches, D. an underlying theoretical
assumption of this dissertation is that literature, and

<J_;perhaps especia:p.y poetry, is able to reflect how men
and womenhave experienc~d and reacted to the problems
and concerns of their 80cial world. As such" the
claims ~,eing made for pc~!try in this study are. similar
in some respects to rhcse which a critic such as
Stlc::phen Clingm~n has mads for fiction .in 'what he has c

termed "history from I'th!! insiq.e" .12 Clingman's
introductory commencs (r"'t6 \' ~~iis "e~tam~~_tion of Nadine

i, ' , 'c,.'. ~" \..

GO'fdimer's, novels may be ap,if!.ied more \~:'lerally: .
o ' ,-; 0

·!Th.e novel can prose~Jt h~tory a~ historians
qannot., Moreover" this p~~entation is t1,ot
ficti'!nal in ~~e s~C~{~e y~f' being "I untrue'. Rather ~
fiction dea!~ with L?zn area of activ,ity ustla.l1y,. ,.fllf1\ \\

inaccessible to" the iiciences of greater efti~rna-
lity: the area in which historical prod~ss iDs
reg}.stered as the subject:tv.~ eXfJeriet'tce of
indi.vi.d'~als Gin society. tt13 @

c ,. 0-

In a rela\d '~ay,. thi~ dissertation would blaim that
poetry is "able to o~.:r genui~,e and oftet,l ,uniqu~
insights into the eX~iences and" responses of people
as social beings. Mtreover, with specific reference t!1

C the subj ect matter of t;:his diss.~:.c,tation, contemporary
\1" 1,1

South African Engli,sh poatrry , taten a.s a whole~ ~ay be
regarded as providing a reaoonably completeli arid
reliaple pictur'e ",'~~f the white 'English-speaking '!git:'OUp

I '_'", ]1

generally, ,in al1J] its inconsistency and het?rogei'-
l1eity. 11. A~ the ~a~e t~me, ~owe"iler" it must be p'rin~ed

a out. as Clingman does ',,,5 that the aor t; Clf SUbjl~ctiV~
response embodied in li.terature is at least poten!~ially
fallible since the w-riters are themselves caught. up in

()
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the hLseor'Lca L processes which they are describing.
H~r~ agaLn, it is useful to have at hand ..::mpi.rical
sociological data whLch ma.y serve as a guide in
det:e(;tirg errors, lac ..mao , evasf.ons or distortions in
'~ poetry's perceptions and ebservat Lons ,

o

The critical approach to be adopted by this E'tudy does,
however , differ Ln a number of important ways from that
of Clingman. Fundamentally, it does not share the
materialist orienl:ati(J'l:l of Clingman' s work, and,
c0n.sequently, the orientation of materialist criticism
o{" South African :English po~;tr.y generally. 16 As a
result, this study will be £a~\more caut.Lous in drawing
inferences ftom the "limitationsH and "limits"
affecting writers' work, since it seems that a cri.tic's
responses are ...no less potentially '~~11ible than a

;}..

writerl s , l~rti("Ula'tlY when dealing with a contempo\~ary
sit',~ation. { Its "morulity" J in tel.'ms of ideological
predil(;<;:tions. will a1130 differ from the perspf;ct,~ve of
the nlai~~riaJ.istd:itic t and it will seek ~o rem.ain open
to u a range of id~bl~gical viewpoini rather than
flt'tivillt$ for elosur~}8 And its chief mot~vation is
not "4) gauge a writer IS ·tllOrk in relation to the

~. .. ~~
histor1 cal processes 6k) his or her environment. but
rat;het to gain'· an ur(\~~rstanding of , the parti.cular

/1 "

dile~~as and responses of a certain ~thnic group wicthin
Sputh Az);:ican society b;l examining t~e relevant poetry
of c,~d about that group.j~

,.

Very importantly., this study will also differ crucially
from materialis}: critiques of ..south Afri'Can English

"poetry, i.~i that its .ippxcach will be mainly of a
litt1rary critical nature. In ° the pighly volatile
critical scene in South Africa at present, the most
balahced and fruitful apprvach, a.t least for the
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pu~poses of this dis~ertation, seems to be of the kind
advanced by Michael Chapman in his .introducti0i.1 to The
??~~?ok of Sout~. __~~Eican ~nglish PoetE!, His
position is fairly succinctly formulated:

"'Hhile I regard poems as sociolinguistically
constrained, I also conceive of particular
qualities as inherent to certain artefacts, so
that particular kinds of aesthetic expez-Lence seem
valid within the sphere of social reality 0 I
would agree with li=Zerary sociologists that poetry
is not 'mystery r in any naive sense, that it is
not ahistoric.aJ" and that in tryin~! to understand
its characcer we need to disc'jver what Languages
of '.ideology and culture were being considered,
named, enun~~j.ated and conceptuali1Jed at ·any give'n
period within discursive and institutionalized

o
practiee. At the s~me time, however, I would as a
literary critic want to respond to and underst.aJ~
the gestures of poe.etry: - the power «0£ voice,

, "
rhythm and i:~age 'C0Iffinc1ngly to articulate
act:i.on~, emot~~ns an~ ,iittitu' s in the material
world. "l,\9 ""

II

In similar fashiont this study will take into
consideration the pertinent insights and understanding
pro ...rided by litera.ry sociological .scurces , but will

, (~

focus primarily on 'the pgetic texts themselves. The
point is that to appreciate full,. what t1;te pocc:ry
reveals about the pzcb l.ema and reactions of white
English-speaking South Afri~~ns t it is necessary tv
examine closely and extensively how·,t:he poetry has been

0, .-...:---

writte.n." This study will therefore be s~rongly
concerned with the va~ious and often highly divergent
form~!!.c,devices, techniques and methods employed by the
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poets. The intention, however t is not to make some
aes rhe tLc evaluation of thee poetry, but: rather to
examine how these formal feat:ures serve to convey ..an
understanding of the English-speaking group.

On a more pragmatic not;e , part of the reason for
selecting poetry as the medium of investigatioT! in this
study xesLdes in the fact that of all the different
modes of literary expression Ln South Africa, poetry
seems to be the only one in 'tvhich a large number of
local writers have reacted candidly an~ comprehensively
to the experiences of the white English-speaking South
Africans. This may be partly attributable tc t~ie idea
that poetry t' at least In the Western traditidn, has

o c,

{)
D, on

<) (I

encouraged self-refleotion ~ and a personal, intimate
in"estigatioQ.° of experience <either as an indiv~dual or
as ~ member of a graup) in a way thatoother genres ,have
no~ It may al.so b~ par.tly a result of the fact that

.,c.J\~ll):teEngli.~b poetry in this courv+v , in. re1.ation to
other 11terarl~ mcdes., reache$, a. smaller and more
specialised 89dience of mainly white English-speakers
so that it is h~re that: many of the contemporary S'l1l!!S

""" ., Y 1.affecting this group have baen articulated and debated.

o

\, (.":

o

3.
"

The word "contemporary" requires clarification. It'
would be erroneous to suggest that the proble~s facing
white,. English:" speaking South Africans today, are
completely novel, or that the dl'lemmaS' evinced by
recent poets are utterly without precedent. Several of
the concern's to be ·treated in ~his study may,. foeli be.
considered. in it sense, as coni..:..nua~ions and ext~nt1/nns
of earlier ones. There Will, in fact~ be an att~mpt to
demonstrate these histo-.:ical connect tone and to discuss\<~

'-",/'

i\

,;
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briefly the extent to which these former predicament.s
have illfluenced present thinking" Nevertheless, the
contemporary period differs essentially and substan-
tially from rr=: times. The term "contemporary",
for the purposes of thi.s dissertation, is taken to
represent the period from 1970 to the present i~ 1989.
This time is distinguished by the culmination of
dec:lsive changes in the social, political and cultural
circumstances of white English-speaking South Africans,
and by a r;onsequent al teration in their perception of
their position and functd.on itl society; it is also
marked by a. transformation of poeti.c attit:udes and a
modification of the treatment of traditional motifs and

r

preoccupations. III th€ 19708 and 1980s, the dilemmas~~~
and r("ponses of white English-speaking South Afric.ans, \\

" ~
as focussed by poetry of the period, !patte on a
distinctively and radica.l.ly new characcer ,

"

The series of ev~ntts which produced thi~ manifestly new
era need to be adumbrate/a. The first of these came

((undoubtedly with tl)e shock of the 1948 gen~l~al electron
in 'which Afrika1;}er nationalis~ in the form. of Malan t s~ .

National Party (\displsiced Smuts r s E):lglish-orien1;:ated
o d

United Party. Suddenly the English ...speaker found
himself politically "incapacitlited f unable 1;9 control
the 4r~fi.:inYof hls country t increasingly at odds with a
gove±~ent which seemed impervious to his wishes and
interests and whose policies and practices were to a
large degree anathema to him. Althou.gh it is
inaccurate to view 1948 as the sudden descent of "an
'age of da1:'kness,,20 in race relati.ons ~ and although
United Party strat~gies of segregation had been .far

(

fr(Jm'i enlightened,
aparthei.d policy

it is nenezheLes s true that the
of the Nationalists drastically

intensifi ed and" embedded discrimina.tion at all levels
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"

/{

in society. Throughout the 19508 ::tnd1960s, then, ma.ny
EngLd sh-espeakezs became. increasingly alarmed and
alienated by the entrenchment of the Afrikaner-
domina.ted apartheid state~ with the concomitant decline
of tradiLi.onal BrLtn.sh liberal humanist ideals, the
demise of multiracialisln, the horror of Sharpeville,
the pas"':ling of ever more draconian racial legislation,
escalated bannf.ngs 1 imprisonments and censorship, and
South Af1:'i.ca t s rapid slide into international isolation
and opprobzLum, The political and cultural eiriratiorl

,!

of the Ertglish"'spea.ker was perhaps most eff~lctively
prec:i.pitated hy South Africa's withdrawal f~~m the
Britis"1 Comr~,,~n\vealthand, the estab~(,-shment of the
Republic in 1961 ~ a1'1 event whose rati\~fication$ were
being felt fully by the end of the decade.

D

If the white English~speakers resentfully believed that
their position of dominance had been usurped by
Afrfkaner nationalism, it is equally true that they

co

feit their existence increasingly threatened by tble
rising for..ces of African nationalism. The emancipation
of African states f+:~~l British imperial rule f the
generaf post-colonial mood in the southern African
ihb-continent t and the, supplanting of. tradi,t:i.onally

'l Ii

British (or EuropKan) institutions in the newly
cind~pendent ccunt.r Les , .'Were all palpable evidence of
the" eros Lon in the 19605 of ,the influence of

Q

English-speaking ~7hites\" i'l,i. the ~egion. More
specificalty, the gtow:Lng\',militarisation of bLack South
African r(l!sistan(~e r.1rganitlations in react:i.on to massLve
l'goverllment repre~siotlt and the risi.~ of an aggressive
black consc Lcusnesa movement, rendered the p'osition of

English-speakers evermore precarious.
'l
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At; the end of the B)60s, thus, whit.e English-sr "laking
!

SO'lth Af-ricans, in general, found themselves bewildered
by their political Lmpot.ence, ineffectual against
firmly anchored Afrikaner domination, fearft!.l about
mounting black militant opposition, distanced from the
international English-speaking community~ and
marginaU.sen in a situation of increasingly polarised
and radicalised thought.

There were, however, some unexpectedly positive
consequences of th"?se altered circumstances. Nany
white English-speaking South Africans we.re ferced, for
virtually the first time, to take cognizance of
tpemselves, t9--.~evaluate their function in society, to
address then( ,"'les di.rectly to the problems facing

.... ,_____..-'.. ,\

their community.

Thi.s generc;tl1y awakened interest 'Wascarried over into
the ,l.iteJ:ary aoma;tf4,~ S01..tthAfrican English poetry,
T",hich had long been regarded as hearing little more
than. curiosity value f 21 gradually came to be esteemed
as of genuine wor~:;h and significance. The 19608 had at
any rate been 1St compar~tively unproductive decade for
local ,nglish poetry i.n terms of the concerns of this
study.! ,The period had been character£sed by 0 tbe
private, ,',confessional verse of such writers as Ruth

(i':;;,<\

Miller, Sydney Clouts. Anne l~elsh and Perseus. Adams -
c-

poetry which, whatever its cons Ldezab Le intrinsic
merit, had little or -no societal reference. 22 Now:
h9wever, as social and political issues obtruded ever
more exigentl<y, poets began to concentrate their
\:\attention on more public matters. At this Same time, ,8.

number of South Afric.an publishet's who were willin.g to
promote ind:J.genous English poetry came forward - Ad.
Donker t Ravan Press, David Philip t the Bateleur
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vencure , among others. WI~itex$ were thus not t;)nly far
more easily able to pub l i.sh their poet't'jr and so xeach a
much expanded regional audt.ence , but TAere also
liberated from the often severe!L'1I' cf)nstri,ct:i.n~,I '-'

expect.atLons of an overseas market; and so wet'e ensb Led
to treat specifically local themes «and to utilise
uuthentically local mater1.al.

This tentative movement 'I~owards ,self··~l!;Wal:.-~messamong
white English-speaking soush Afri(:ans, .and this trend.
towards an enlivened poetiLe output I' rea.~hE\d conf Iux and
were given focus and diT.la(~tioI'l.by a n'l\W,~bel:'of: crucial
conferences held at this t:lrrr"'. ThE: fit1~\t I)fr these was
that of the English Academy of Southern ,~~fr.t(!a, }leld ~,t

\' II

GFa.hamsto'fllt'"n from 7-11 J'ul"y\: 1969, on d\\~ theme "South
African 'Writing in -Eng1is,b,l\ii_'md its ?laci~\l in School and
University".23 This rathE:r\i,preliminary Nnd provi~ional
E~xercise, in which a varile~i~ ox conserv~\\!~ive attitudes

. 11 '. 1 ' 24 "f 1~1, d b \~~. 1 f"sttl. pr'~fl. ec , was 0 ~{)we y two "Iienuna con 'e- i~\

t:enceS: "1lqetry' 74" J host:~'d by the Univ\ rsity of Cape
':town Summ~r Scho(.\l in Febru~~'rY 1974; 25 a~,\d then, a fe~T
m\:.mths l~~Oet, "$nglish-sp~\aking Souzh 11\ Africa: An

A~se••ment,i" held 'r",t,-, Graha~\S"""town fri/m ,,15\~19J1l1y.1974
t(~ mark the Qpenl.'~g of the 1820 Settl, rs Natl.onal
M(mument.26 These \~vents heralded a. neJi\(Jsensibility
among English ..speakers , and prt0V'ided at :\,e?-st partly

II \\ u

c th.e impetus for the corpus of poet.Lc act~(ivity which
~onstitut~es the subj ect; of this disse't'tad}on. Other
events which acted indirectly as spurs to wh\lte English
pOi~'try included the seri.es o~,tlectur ees and ~tiscus9d.ons
held at the University (.')f CEipe Town Summer\\School in
February 1973, which served no confirm the end of the
Se.§tigers 127 an Afr~kaans li1:erary movement which in
several ways had "tended to overshadow local English
poetry of the 1960s. Of even greater importance was
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the emergence of "~;oweto poe txy'", an astonishing
rebirth of black poeef,c activity im. the 1970s which
served as both a challenge to, and a stimulation of,
white poetry at the time. 2a Thus t although critics
such as Stephen Gra.y29 and Michael Chapman30 have
tended to set the begi,nning elf the modern era. of South
African English lite1i~ature at 1960, it seems more
practically accurate here to date the connempot-ary
period from 1970. This '\<1ould. Lndeed, accord with ,;;'l,e

'., r

,perceptions of nutnezoue c.riti,cs writi.ng at the tit~,l,
\~.nclu-1ing Lionel Abrahams, 31 Cherry Clayton32

j\1.ristopher Hope,33 9P-d, notably, Atll.dre Brink, who
o~,~erved in his intro~uction eo the 1976 anthology. A
~:1,d of Their Own Ceq. S. Gray), that the 19705 were
wi~.essing "a most re~Ftrkab~~ l\U~W exp l.csdon of vigour
and \ talent" in South i\African English poetry * 34 The

:::~;~~~s~~:::~::t:lnP~:~t~i\':nP;:o~'::~na:9~;a::
mcre,Jhan 60 in 1984 be!~rs testi~\On1 to the accuracy of
Brink ;\s observation.35 1\

\ i. .
There ~ave, 6f course, \1 been seve::ra.l important events
and de~felopments - poetd~c as well l,~S polit~cal - withi.n
this p~~st-1970 contempOi:f'ary period, and these will be
taken into COl'1Bideratio~~by this study. Nevertheless t,
in broad o~tli,ne , t'He period seems sufficiently
consistent and self-coni~ained, at ll~ast as far as the

il

4'ur?osj~s" 0·£ this study ~\re concerned. to be treated as
a s{ng'le, separate era.I,

0.
1\
~ \
'\ (As an addendum to thes~~ introdu,:!to:ry reJ;tlarks, it has
\ ,__,

\\ become necessary in the ',U-ight of very recent political
'\ develo1P~ents, to pof.nt; o~~t that ,this thesis will cover

\
. the period only up to 1~!89, wherl\ the ~Yriting of. this
\ thesis began. As 3UC~., it 'W'111.not include an

~\

\\~xamin~~rion of the evenns of e.:1[,rly 1990 (espet!ially
~\?11ow:q~g President F.W. lie Klexok"s Landmark speech of
\ '

\
\1

"
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2 February 1990) which signalled a radical transforma~
tion of the South African political situation. These
event;s including the unbanning of political
organisations such as the African National Congres s 9

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 iSt 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-e,ncapsulated era.)

4.

It is necessary to define the range of poetry to be
investigated an this thesis. In the first instance,
the term "South African English poetry" p iiill refer 1 in
general, to white South African English poetry, since
it is the white poets, predominantly, wJ:~.o have focussed
on the subj ect of white English-speaking South
Africans. Nevertheless, the racially inclusive form 0·£
the term has beep. preferred in order to accommodate
those black. poets whose work does deal with the subject
of white English..:speakers, as well as those black poets
whose respcnses : may fruitfully be compared and
contrasted with those I. {.)£ their white counterparts. By
the same token, although th~i concentration is on
Engli.sh-language poenry., the general responses of
Afrikaans poecs , where these are directly relevant,
will also be taken into account.

Furthermore, this thesis will attempt to deal with as
wide a range of poetry on the subject of the English-
speaking group as possible,36 rather than limiting
itself to a few selected poets. The i.ntention is not
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so much to evaluate the indi''Iidual achievements of
certain poets, but rather to investigate how the
dilewnas and responses of white English-speaking South
Africans have been 'refle.cted in contrempora'ry South
~fricat1 Engli.sh poetry. This is not to say that
individual diffel:ences between poets are to be
neglected Of ignored. On the contrary, these need. to
be carefully considered, for it :v.: often these
differences, stylistic as well as ideological, which
help to provide a comprehensive picture of the English
group. At the same time, however, it is part of the
purpose of t:hi.s thesis to demonstrate that many
apparently divergept poets may be linked by their

, ,;)

orientation, consciously or otherwise, towards the
t~!

wh1.te Engli$h-speaking community. It is their
attitudes towards their ethnic group (whether these be

[\ in .th~ form of acknowledgement, rej ection, even
,deliberate avoidance), and their responses to the

o

particular dilemmas of the group i that make them
different in a very real sense from Afrikaans or black
poets,37 and may provide the key to a more complete
understanding of thetr poetry.

5.

".I Although this ches Ls is to concern :i.tselfwith the
partic.ftlar experiences of white English-speaki.ng South
4fricans, it ought in no way to be const-rued as an
effort to elevate. the status of Engliq,h-speakers in

\'-,

this country f or as a wish to see ))created some
jingoistic South African English nationalism. Guy
Butler remarked on the occasion of the conference
entitled HEnglish-speaking South Africa: An Assessmentt'i
that the confarence was most certainly not "an attempt
to launch a paranoid cultural movement or political
party by stir17ing appeals to sentiments,' traditions and
grievances" J but ws.s instead "a search for enlighten-
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ment".38 "In\a similar wa.y, this study seeks to gain a
fuller and deeper understanding of the dilemmas and
rt'lsponses of white English-speaking South Africans as
these are reflected in Sti2tth African English poetry t

not in a spirit of sentimentality or ethnic
exclusivity, but rather in an attempt to clear up some
of the confusion and imprecision which curren.tly
characterises critical tHinking about this particular
group of people.

Perhaps the most signal indication of thts confusion
and imprecision is the absence of a. name for the group.
No like problem '~'Xists for any other '1thnic group in
So~~h Africa~39 it is only the English who are known
by a descriptive phrase rather than a name.
Continually to employ this phrase is, however, both

() ii

clumsy and distracting, and it seems preferable,
therefore, to devise an acronym. This hss , in.d~ed.
been' previously mooted, and some of the suggested ~
formulations include I.D. MacCrone1s WESPs (Whitet
English Settler t Protestant) ;40 Arthur E\avencroft f s I,
"tag of convenience", WESSAPs (White Engli~::-speaking
South African Protestants); (1-1"and Guy Butle\' s ESSAs

4? '\
(English-Bpeaking South Africans). 60 For the purposes
of this thecis, however t the most appropriate' such
des1rgnation is' WESSA:s:white English-speaking South
Africans. This acronymous label must t')t be allowed,
however, to imply (}:hat"the paradoxical and il.'1consistent

~ .
group to which it refers enj oys anything ::{ike a fixed

II

and unproblematic identity.

It is, in fact. the problem ot identity which forms the
subject of the first chapter of this thesis.
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A CRISIS OF IDE~rITY

1.

"These million English are a. vague communion ,~l

Anthony DeLf.us' s wry ~o.;;;.b.;;;i.,.;;;.t..;;;.er;;;.__..;;;;d.,.;;;.i..;;;.c..;;;.tu.;;;;;m;;;;;;in 1:£12 Jdi..§.!
Divisio_n expreased succinctly in the late 19509 what
was becoming an ever more distv,rbing feature of the
white English-speaking section of the South African
popol.at.Lom its lack o,fi',a clear, coherent. identity.

': .. ( ;,

At about the same time 9 GU~'lButler (ltoo voLced disquiet
at the nebulous character of the English-speaking
group:

I)

Hour small, numbers and exposed position hs:V'e
prevented us from developing as strong a national
. sense as ou',,· cousins in other domfnf.ons •••• As a
group f we lack cultural a101arencss, ,,2

Conspicuously few minds, t.hough t seemed then to ,_share
\)

'But'leri s unease. The 1960s I" however t witnessed a
radical alteration in the soc Io ...poH_tical clrcums~ances
of wh,ite English-speakers, with South Afrir!a' s descent
intp international isolation, the increasing polarisa-
tion of Afrikaner and African nationalisms, thti
post-colonial mood in the southern African subcont.L...
nent, arid especially South Africa1s withdrawal from the
ii3ritish..Co~onwealth.3 As a result of ~hj';strans£orma-

'" ~I·;>\
tLon, a significant number of white ~glish-speaking
Sout~ Africans began to apprehend the severity of the
p.cedicamt.·ntconfronting them. For example, Christopher
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,I

i!Hope and Guy Butler, in a conversation recorded in the
early 19709, agreed that

(I

~·'''1
'/~''\ i

a prQbl~l{ community
. _____,

English- speaking SO~.1th. Africans" H~)tvwe deein~
rhf.s is a difficult problem because it is onl)) in
the" last (decade or so that people have started to

I' ;,'

worry a~fut themselves. You see , while you are
safe in lt2pe envelope of the great empire or vast

r- .::, commonwealth, your identity is always Looked after
1"

,ff 0 by this vast, almost cosmic thing you belong to.
I linen rhat; goes for a bender t' Scage one .Ls a

~L'l\\,,,,,, r : .. I . 4
, fee ling of los s . of anger , of being c)'t 0 if ,..."

By the mid 19708" this anxiety had become widespre~d.
""''',,~veral ,,,conferences were" arranged at .tHe time to

evaluate the l)osition of the Eng11sh-speaking g,roup,
the most" import~nt of which was that: ent I t led
,,"English-speaking South A:triea: An Assessment", hel.d
at ..Gdihamstowfl in July l\197~. ((\3 Andre de Villiers,
editor of ~Dgli~.h-speak.,ln..&. Sou~~ Af;idJa" Toda:t, .11
collectidi1 of the. papers 'd~liyereL ,,~t this conference,
pC/ints, U out in 9~.s !!ln~roduction~ I Hthe. identit:Y(( of
English-9ipeaking South (Africans is tht! fUnd~me\\t8.1
problem which the ••• papers set -out to '\:3.ckle."

"there is ca.lled

II

II

,I,
c

Yet despite numerous, efforts to .det.ezmi.ne and delinea:';:e
the identity of English-speakex:s. :I appears that th'e
difficulty r~ma:h:1s as int;;tctable, today in 1989 \e. as
ever. David Welsht pr(;;t~ssor of 'Southern African
Studies at the University of Cape fr-~t has lately
mairs:tained that "we are a fragmented popul.at ton
category, and not a f group I with any "~~entifiab Le
cultural 'characteristics apart, of cd'8rse, from
language.rI£ And Guy Butle::"r, in a recent leading
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Hm)'~ and Guy But Ler , in. a convez aat Lon r ecoxded in the
early 19705, agreed that

"t.he re is a problem communttry called
English-speaking South Africans. How we define
this is a difficult problem because it is only in
the last decade or so that people have started t>'
'i'1Cll:ry about themselves. You see f while you. arc
safe in the envelope of the great empire or vast
commonweal.tm, your identity is always looked .after
ft;r rhf,s vast, almost cosmic thing you belong to.
,When that goes for a bender, ~~t;ag,e is a.
fealit1g of 1(,5S, of anger 1 of being cut. off •.•• ,,4

By the n\icl 19708, this ciinxiety had become. wid2spread~
I II

Several cl~nterences were arra.p.~ed at the. time co
evaluate t~.:e P9sition of rhe English-speak~fng group.

~::gl;::~.l~~:~t,·;:uthO~fr:~~:hA:a:SS:::+n;~,ti:!~~
at. Graha'Prown in July ~974 > As Audre. d1 Villiers.
edttor /{4f: t:l1&l.ish-speakl.na \;South Af:r~ca Todd!," a
"collection ()fl. the papers deliV~!fr~d at this onfezence ,
po.ints outl ,i.n his introduc ~~on, "the ~ entity of
EnugliSh"$?e~klng South AfrlcaA,s is the I undamental
probLem whi~h the •• '~ papers set xout; to ta.ci~/l.e.If;

i \ t

Yet 'tie~plt;~:i numerous efforts'),.to de\ermine fl~~ddelineate
the id~t'titW l)f English ..speakers J \~t appeari that the
difficulty" irem.ains as :intractable; today in 1989 as
ever. 'Dav~l~dWeisht professor of "Southern AfrJ.ca.n
Studies at i the University of Cape tqwn~ has lately
maintaihed Rthat ft;agmented popu l.at Lon
caregory , and not: a, t gt.-on;?" with any idontifiable

I

CUltural cl~a:cac4eristics apart' of courae , from
Language', n6 \ .And ,Guy Butler, in a" recent lC'ading

'''we are a
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art LcLe in the §unflax Star has asked, "what about the
English~speaking South Africans? .•• Why does one hear
so little about them?

. .. ,,7anonymous mknor1ty.
... It seems we prefer to be an

2.

It seems evident that white English-speaking South
Afr.i':!ans, or WESSAs(as this s tudy will now r~fer to
them), have, oVer the last twenty years or so) suff~red
from "a crisis of iden.tity". 8 The purpose of this
chapt er will be to examine tnis idel1.tity crisis by
sh .l.ng how a number of South African. English poets

r:
have re$pondedt to it, particularly in terms of the
various possible solutions to the problem which these
.poecs have advanced. "Before proceeding to an
investigation of the poetry, however, it is neces-sary
to consider carefully wha.t is meant by the cri.sis of
identity experienced by contemporary WESSAs.

To begin with, the concept of group identity itself
requires clarifica.tion. Lawren.ce Schlemmer, in his
seminal study of WE'3SA identity, HEnglish ...speaking
Sourh" Africans Today: Identit}T!1and Integration ineo

" 9
the Bt'oader~;National Communityj0,' emphasises at the
outset the funda.mental and 1.lb~~4uitous human need for
group membership and the imp i~tance of ethnic grouPe
consciousness in providi.ng ind ~Viduals 'ith a sense of
belonging, security and oriefl,aCion. Following.; other

,I p.rominent studies of grcup id i ti~J. including "th()g~ of
Akziu, Geert2:' and Trevor~Rop~~ J 10 Schlemm,er goes on to
indicate that the Identity ()fY! ethnic .sroups derives not
only from such "primordial" fa.ctors·· as coemon origins f

customs and m"ther- ongue , but aLso from shared values,
I=thics f" traditions and beliefs. It is these latter

l)

factors which help to pxovi.de membe ; of the group with
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a guide to attitudes and conduct, especially wit~
:cega:co to the wider social context in ~vh::i.chthe group
:Einds itself. There is thus a close link between the
concept;s of "Ldentid cy" and ":t'ole": the nature of a
group I s identity will influence how it perceives :i ts
role in society. While the need for a clear and
unambLguous group identity is present in the most
homogeneous and stable societ:ies, it is all the more
pronounced in poly-ethnic communities which are marked
by iT.Lter-group tension and conflict: f for it is in these
latter connnun:i,ti~ls that groups are often forced into
deciding on spelc!~fie and urgent socio"political courses
of action. . In such circumstant!jes, the absence of a

,I Ii

cLear identity Ul~~y lead to a great deal 0';: con:Jtpsion
and indecision ciuiSr the rolJ! the group should play or
the -courae of actiLofi it shou:ld pursue.

I,' '.,}

In the o light of this, it is possible to begin to
under at and] the balsis of the identity c:t'l:.sis :racing the
WESSAs today. Ilk the fl'tst place, as a gzoup , they
la,(!k a c.clear, c!~msistcrlt identity" II} the. second
pJ.ace, they exilst:1 tn ~ society chaxactiez Lsed by a high

!i I,
d~egr.ee of et:h.'1:tc ~~iv!?'~'si,tyand strife. The essence of
t;hei.r dilemma. :!th~irF;fo're, is that in a time of profouhd
social ~nd '~ol.1ti~~al conflict. uncertainty and change, (,
they lack 'precib:.e1~Y the sot:t of' cohesive and coherent!
identity,! which CO{flld give' .them r,1 meaningful sense o~
direction and l::esO\~'V'e. More spe<:ifically, as Schlemmer
poi~'ts out, th~~c~\ntral issue in Sf"lth African society
is ft~~le chal~e~gell of encouraging changes in dominant
political, social irnd cultural values leading toward~ a

i), more cr'eat;i.ve ~ eqri table and Leas repressive aocf.aL
ord~r" . 11' Wit.hou~1a cl.ear ider.~ity t the WESSAgl-OtlP,
generally, has f~fund it ver:r difficult to play·. a.
positive D and co,~structive J:."c~le in meetiLng this

:1 I

cha Ll.enge,
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To gain a fuller understanding of this dilemma, it is
necessary to exami.ne in more deta.:i.l the two r eLaced
issues of KESSAst identity" and their position within
South African society_

In the first place, it is claimed that WEJSAs lack a
clear identity. They possess scant awareness of
themselves as a group r they have failed to develop a.
distinctive ethnic consciousness; they have no

-.indigenous tradition with which to identify; they
~annot be sai.d to constitute a "nation" in the sense of

\~

a'\ closely inte,gr;ated pe$ple; they are dfiv~ded by
\\. .' '.

re~~ional, territorial. class, relig].(1us, idAplogical
''\ il .

and',\?ther" differences. The point has been ikade sharp ly
by Bi:unh1.1de Helm in .a sociolo,gical atudy of WESSAs.
which concludes that WESSAslack

"a unifying sentiment t and a sense of' sOlidarity
o

there is little in: the way of cohesion or
cohesiveness that draws or holds the members of
'~I 0

the English ...speakf.ng South A~rican" population
o

together. 'I'he for'ce s , that attrQ,ct them, one
member to the other t "at. weak; the cuntrpls they
share are likewise. Not :recpgnizing lis. separate.
clear identit'y, there i~ ~mong them np bindi.ng set

II •. 12
of common8values and a low level of commitment."

o
Neve:thelens~ a number of sociological and demofraphic
surveys f inc Ludfng tho::::e cooqp.uct:ed,by Schlemmer, 3 H.L.
Watts f 14 and Henry Lever, 15 confirm tha.t there does
exist a body of people who can be identified, and who
wouldo regard themselves. as white l.ngl1ilsh"'speaking
South Africans. Accoraing to official census data for
the cont~mi:tul:~Y period •. the ver b~::s of these people
has been c,alcuIated" at just': over 1.4 million in 1970
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rising to app~OXimately 1.9 million in 1989.16 Such
statistics must not be taken to suggest complete
homogeneity in the composition of the group. Although
about two-thirds of the group is of British or Irish
descent, a number of t.j]~SSAs today are 1 in fact,
aug l.Lct sed Afrikaners, while others are of German,
French, Dutch, Italian, Grlaek, and Portuguese origin.17

In addition., a significant portion of the ~-1ESSAgzoup
1t;'

would see themselves primarily as South African Jews. (1

Nevertheless, what such statistical data establishes is
that WESSAsdo form a distinguishable section within
South African soci.ety, and that they are not entirely
amcrphous , The prob Lem, the:.-efore t is not that they
have no group l.defh:i!ty at all, or that they are
.alt;ogether "N~thout group cousci6uftness t but rather that
the identity which they do have~ is unclear, confused
and even ambiguous.

D

The problem of WESSAidentity may be explained partly
by reference to its historical back,ground.19 r From the
very outset, the patte;rns of WESSA settlement have
rever been' 'conducive to the rea.lisation of ",a~l
·I.nteg:,rated group consc Loueaeae , The several thousand

"<fficials' an'd soldiers who arrived ~t the time ..of theI ..

i'econd occupation of the Cape Colony by the British in
1806 the first) English-speaking presence of any
(,considerable size'ih the region20 - regard~'d thent~elves
in the main as ~permanent. The organised immi,ration
schemes such as the 1820 settle~ent, the assisted
immigratiqp. scheme of 1848..50, the efforts associated
with Sir Ge'lrg&, ··Grey, and in Natal the Byrne scheme,
a1t "proved too be t'elative failures.·· \;,Many of the
settlers soon abandoned .~agricu~rure and drift, .."t to the ;)

a tcens , remaining \,lnorganised and diluted among the
"existent population, while o,the:~potential irmnigrants

o
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« !iwere consequent Ly discouraged, so that the number of
.settlers stayed disappointingly low. The heterogen~ity
and i1.1chrism of the transient diggers, and later of the
more stable mining popul.at Lon, attracted by the dLamond
and gold discoveries in the late nineteenth century,
also ensured an absence of solidarity. The fact that
continuing immigration throughout the present century
has been constiarrt but unexceptional, and has' inc1uded
many people of diverse. linguistic and nat Lonaf, origins,
as well as many British people who have retained str(mg
links with Britain,21 has further mili.tated agatns t
deep feelirtgs of und.ty, One other factor which has
served to weaken WESSAsf sense of fus Lon has been the
steady rate of emigration, whicht over the past few
decades f has more or less· equalled the scale I: of
.. . 22~null~gratn.on,

Other identifyinig characteristics whi,ch mi~ht have
provided the ba~lis for a /~ef~':;:U:ive WESSA awaretr es s
have proved equa~~y inadequcrt~).:> The English lang~ age
itself, which pe~ihaps diffel;"entiated a set of peoPl~1 in
the 18208, has itoday been adopted by numerous etl1!nic
grQups as a lii~g·u8. franca and even as a prefelred
t.ongue. In tenl}s of religion. WESSAs have always l>een
divided among ~;\,v..ari~ty of creeds and denomtnatnons -
tending, in an~; event t to be secular in temperament: ..11

" )

and have certainly never enjoyed the binding fozce
I~J

which the Dutch Reformed Churches .afforded the
.Afrikane1". Y]ESSAs. moreove r t have been an essentially
urban species, and are curr~ntly cluste~ed in four main

'~J

urb an areas: the Reef t the Cape. Pet11.nsula~ J~atal, and J

less (tensely. in the Eastern Cape~ Th.e distances
"between these centres, hO;flo!ver~ and the hybrid cultural
character of the cities. have Ii inhibited powerful
neighbourly sentimen.ts. WESSAst occupamona L concen
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trrat Lon in the pro:iessions, miniT\Z, 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 ~ WFA3SAshave never had the benefit of a
political party devoted entirely to their interests,
and, certainly sf.nee 1948, have had very little say in
the runnitlg of the country as a whole. Apart from
these fact(.\rs, Derrl s Wortall makes the point that from
shortly after their arri.val in South Africa until the
late 1940s t WESSAs enjoyed a position of "superiority in
South African society::

II

"culturally t constitut:i:'onally, t:ocial1r; eccnomi,-
cal l.y , it was their kind of society and their
social and political values were t givens f in the
,situation, It is this which .,explains the
extraor~inary absence of aeLf'<conacd.cuaneas which
was such a marked characteristic of English South
Africa until' fairly recently. 1124

The fact th,at the WESSA 81'Siip lacks the conventional
iden\~ifying quali.ties and. integrating properties which
se}"v~ to gi,ve ~t:hnic ~toups a clear identity, means
that "perhaps: the only /~ractical way of detex:mining who
WESSA~ are tod~y Ls Ito different:U:te them within the
wider \ South Africar{ social context by a process of

\ ! •

elimintttion. Thult~ firstly, as South Africans t they
are di~l,t~rgUishe~/ fro~ other English-speakers in the
:i~,te:rnati,(lnal cQinmunity, parti(;ularly those in Britain

• 1\ .;

and othei;r Brit!.sh dominions.~ Here "South Afric.annessH
\, ,,{; , ' II

refers t~~thef~t.-residence or presence in thl,s country,
rather tban ,to official c.it.izenship 1 since ,.~ large
number ot VIESSA;:,;J have ret:airled foreign passports. 25
Secondly, Y;ls whites t they .ire obyiously separated, in
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all kinds of T..lays t by official legislation from other
racial gxoups . In any event, however much portions of
the t-lESSA population may have sympathised with black
aspirations, as a group their historical circumstances
have differed vastly from those of black. South
Africans. Thirdly, as English-speakers, they are set
apart within the white community from Afrikaans-
speaker s , Despite sharing in white supremacy and
despite co-~~dsting socially and regionally 1 various
studies have re"\rea.led that the cleavage between the
English and the Afrikaans is the second main axd.s of
conflict in South Africa (after racial divisions).26

((
\{

The need for such a "negative definitionU
~ that is t

defining a group by what it is not rather than by what
i.t is, brings out clearly th~. C%'Ux of WESSAsf identity
crisis. Not only do they la(~k a distinct identity f as
(this brief examtnat i.on has shown , but: they exist in ther ' '
.sor t of conflict-torn and divisive society in which an
unambiguous and lucid identity is essential.

To \;;M:a:rif7 this point, it is necessary to examine the
second factor which has contributed to the ident:i.ty
crisis of WESSA~.;their pos1.t1on within South African
society.

In general te~s • contemporary WESSAs '.tend to see
themselves as caught up in the struggle for power
between the opposing forces ()f Afrikaner .snd black

o -

nationalism. From the WESSAperspectiv.f:, Slouth African
society continues to be': perceived in terms of W.H.

, ,~~

Macmillar; s trinity elf "Bantu. Bdie'r and Briton". &, The
current tendency ~ however ~ is ndit to Viel>.T these three
as equal ptotagoniats in the linfolding drama (or
tragedy) of South African history, but rather 1!fo see

\'
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the weakened "Briton." as Lncreaatng Ly pxeasur Lsed
between the ever more polarised and radicalised forces
of "Bantu" and "Boer". It seems that Guy Butler IS

assertion has gained additional credency in present
circumstances:

"the Settlers of 1820 were placed on the frontier
between the Dutch pas to'ra Lt.sts and the African
tribesmen, and, metaphorically speakfng , that is
where we still a.re~ in the middle".28

While such a statement is all over-si.mplification and
has been justifiably attacked on a number of counts,29
i.t never-the l.ess eucapaul.aces a very real pazano La of
many contemporary WESSAs. For example, Christopher
Hope has recently described the parlous situation
WESSAs believe themselves to occupy:

'~white English"'spea.king South Africans (wit.ness the
ungainly description of the species) are trapped
between competing nationali.sms: the Calvinist.
racial pathology .of the white tribe T-homas Pringle

\. '

called the IAfrican \3oers tOll the one hand, and
c.

rising black national ism on che other; despised
and detested by t.he former and increasingly

" marginal to tne. ambitions of the latt.e1.'. ,.30

This percept.ion is. ill (fact, not without some empLrLca t
substantiatlon. Lawrence Schlemmer reminds 'L\;~ Q:(

BenjaUlin Akzin's definition of nationalism:
\1

"where an ethnic sEj!gment presents political claims
in regard to the basic values and organizational
structure of the state, t.pen such an ethnic group
'can b-i:;. regarded as a nationalismfl

•
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He then goes on to point out that

"in both the Afrikaans-speaking Whites and the
various Black segme~ts, the English-speaking
v1hites 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 collective identity, diguity and sense
of self-worth. For Afrikaners this occurred. i,n
their conflict with British imperialism and
colonialism and in their poverty and dislocation
during the period of early urbanisation and
industrialisation. For Blacks these same threats
arise out of thail.' subservient posi.tion in a
highly discrimii.1.aiory race oligarchytl.

o

Schlemmer'~:r;;oncludes, thus f tpat

t!~if.rikaner an.d African populations,
result of ~wounded' identity ..... ~

partly as a
and partly

shaped by external European and American
ideologies respectively, have become
conscious groups t for chemse'lves J If. ~,l

ethnic
self-

On the one hand, then, the W'ESSAfaces the Afrikane,t'
co~urdty, which is f according to I..e'~er, epitomised by
"a heightened in-group solidarity", "considerable

'homogeneity" and the "strong sense of Afrikaner
nationalim.." ie/which i1;s' perhaps the most salient
chat'ac!;eris~i~ of the group"; 32,! Arcl:t~bald' s analysis
of Aftikaners as an "emergent minority" also testifies
to the ,uremarkable intensity of Afrikaner nationa-
"!__~o'.-: _ ::!1..- .:r3
,j;;-,t.~~.

On the other hand, the WESSAconfronts the black South
I

A[:rtedt! peoples, who have, despite their rich
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linguistic and cultural variety, been united into a
nationalism by the a.partheid system. As E.A. Tiryakian
puts it, "racial oppression has unv1ittingly made for
c.ohesion among otherwise disparate elements of the
African populationl1•34 This unifying impulse has been
reinforced by tl.e African resistc:mce movements
themselves, and especially through the rise of Black
Consciousness in the early 1970s w'ith its "insistenc.e
that the appe.Ll.at Lon 'black' applies not solely to
Africans, but rc all the disenfranchised in South
Africall•35

The social sLtiuatLon in which WESSAs have found
themselves over th~ last twenty years has beP-iluniquely
prob lemat.ic. They ::a.ret in a very real sense, caught in
the middle of a bi1~ter and violent struggle for power
.between two opposing nat Lonal.Lsms, It is a situation
which calls for decisive and urgent ,action. Yet ~ as a
group, WESSAs lack the ~ort' of clea:rlx~de£ined and
unambiguous identity which would enp..A:e them to take
decisive. act.Len and to. Pl~~}!"//; meaningful and
constructive social role" J.Rstead, the WESSA group, as
fI. whole, has seemed to lack direction, to 'lack. purpose,
to lack conviction. WESSAss~tfer , in ether, words to

• c;..from a crisis of identity, a ct'l.s:ts summed up by
Christopher Hope=

"the English ..speaker in this CC',!,~try feels
,increasingly cut off :t:rom everything. He has no
touchstone, no criteI'ia, nothing with which he can
gauge his own positi.on, his own identity. Hith a
rising black nat.LenaLi.sm and a rampant Afrikaans
nationalismt he finds his position difficult, to

~tsay the least. f1~..
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, Ii
\'

From this lJlrief account; of the background to the crisis
of identid

l
: experienced by contempoxary WESSAs, it is

1~ \

clear tl1i!111, the problem is as complex as it is
i.mportant. II The primary purpose of' this chapter,
however, is \\not: to conduct a sociological investigation
into the p:\foblem, but rather to, examine the way$ in.
vJhich South I)African English poecry has responde::d./'"Q the

,\ )
problem. ',_..'

\

In turning 10 this examination of the poetry, It is
perhaps nec'~ssary to make some preliminary points. In

il
the first place, to state that South African English

,I c

poetry has tesponded t6 the WESSAidentity crisis, is
not to impl~! that all South African English poets have
deliberately!,! and col !ecti·v~ly ,set out: to solve the

il

p'1:'Cblem~'What is meant" rather, is that C\. significant,
number of poets have ex.hibited a concern with rhe
prob Lem in their poe t ry ,37 Although dip~c poecs

, -2 "
approaQh tn~ issue' in a I1llt'Afiety of ways and explore d

vari~~y of possible courses of action. what tbis
chapt~r aims to show i6 that, taken together. this body

\ '" CL, ,;_,

of po~try cart be" seen as offeri.ng a, detailed i1.'ls;ght
into t.h~ nat1.l,t''e of the problem, and zhat , as a whol_{!,i (),., , '0 < ((-

the poetry, S;~cceeds Ln identifying a number of flte
i;acto;s which'! seem n~'csg~ry in mf'ld.ng"up an" effqptive

'\ 11 ,,' 1/

soLutLon to t~~eproblem. 'i

3.

q In a; sense: o therefore t an .under l.yfng motive may be
denect ed" in the poetry, in that 'it seeks to suggeat; how

o .1'

\';ESSAs should deve.l op a ppsit..:ive and 'yneaningful
identity within South African so~:tety, one which will

,)

p'rove va.l.uabLe i.n II contributing to a solution to" that
society's qifficulties. (I Agai.n, however, this is not to
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imply that the poetry ought to be regarded' as
arrogantly pontificating on social or: poLi "'t..::al issues,
nor that it should be v'iewed, as grilaly .advanc Lng a
particular, simplistic ideological prcgz-amme , On thf'?
contrary ~ .the character of the poetry remains for rhe
most part tent at Lve, provisiona.l t exploratl;)ry ~ i:tiformE:!d
by an acut e awarenes s of the compl.ext.ty of the sues
with which it is dealing.

Simila:::ly, the fact that the poetry addresses a dilemma
sprf(if:tc to ~:he \.vESSA.group does not mean chat; it may
be(~ccused of self-indulgence. recial prejudice, or of
promOting ethnic exclusivity. As Guy Butier has
pointed out, the WESSA.s' search for identity

, f,.\

o (,)

"is' surely, not a matt~r of approximating to a ,
st'ereotype: it \,is quite as much d m(iltter of

II cozact.ence , of being ab l.e to live with oneself t of,
knowing ",here one stands. We are not, as a

c'

'people. looking for, ao folk t~er.o or an ).deal
'Eiiglish-speaker to model ourselves upon: we are
~rather looking for a' nJ.p of the territory ,through
,which we. <.tr,e moving haph~za:rdly, and with" mounting
unease, ',~38 ~\

<)

'\ < ('I 0

It Ls this "map of the territory" which '~~e poe(try
under ccnaf.det-at Lon in this" chapter may b~ seen as

("

helping to provide.

The response o~(l S~~h Af;ic;:w ,Eng1 ish poetf)~:~o the
dilemma of the WESSA. i~ntitv crisis has / taken a

~ i) -.':)

"l.T;iriety of fo.~~ ~ te$timc.\\1y, perhaps 1 to the hi.ghly
:t;',efractory nature of the problem.. In general, 1)owevet;,
this resp~'nse cart be divided i.nto three main areas:

" ~:'

o



() poetry::! sought to il'i:nminate the
pl!eSent situation of WESSAs e and the opt Lons

1

Cltl4;:\!1to them. 'DYexa!l.}itlil1g the pasc - either
d~ough an investi,gaticn of the i"ldi"l1iciual
pC~~hS' own personal histories or through a
ct;iit:ique of the prevf.ous conduct and
ch~racter of the WESSA..group on a nationall~lel; /
t'1'~ poet{Y has, in a way, linked these t\m
.a~IF.as of zesponse , by cons.IderIng the
:implications of the Wl';SSAs'position, both in
th~ past and the present ~ of being "111, the

, II
ml~dleu between the opposing force~: of
Af~ikaner and African nationalt j)m.' II,'it

the~\,'e areas of response will ~e examin'i, in)) ,r
If"·
1'1(i) ~

IL

II

(lii)
"'/1

II

Each] of
turn.,

32.

(L) the poetry has exp Lor ed the position and
C:1.aracter of contemporary WESSAs by mea.suring
t.1em against the other majo1: ethrd,c groups in
S,~u.thAfrican socf.ery - particularly in terms

Ii "

~ t1" 1 " ", •k k .0:.. 'n'.;;;J.'l:' re_.at: 1:;.1:1:1.. aans ..-speas mg

'!;<]hit:e&, and to bLael: S(.n.1thAfricans;
'.

, '

Given the vague and uncertain identity of tpe WESSA
f !Igroup, it is perhaps predictable that there should have

been an. atten,\pt to clartfy this identity 'by ex1iI1}inlhg
the nature ar:\d\positiol1 of the gt'oup f.n term'; of its
re~ation to t\he\\ ot;:hermain ethnic segments in SO~.1t.h
Af;tca.cY A nu~~er of poets have turr;.edtheir attention,
in. part:icular\ to Afrikaners and to black South

\\
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Africans, not so much to describe these groups for
'30their own sakes, ~;; but rather in an effort to gain a

deeper understanding of their own group.

Firstly, with reg<'1.rd to Afrikal!.e:rs, seve'ra L soc Lal, and
political studies. have shown that; despite sharing in

!l

vlh:Lte power. and de spd t.e living among each o rher and
1··",..,."t """'r"" r·· e, C en' C ':''n '''''''' "'" o- -, ...,~.,~ "h'i iaL .i'" .• ~" ' * CO 4Q,.'"~ Uc'J,.<';; ,)l. £,,>,"~> .")4;:'tJa ...u.I~e bt;;Og •. ".1! _0"". ..e!-:il....OhCl ~

th(·~Te reriiain si';snificat1t div'i.sit~llS betW(~erl t:h(~ :t!:111.
d At· '1 41 I f' C 1 "1· ..an ..."1 :1"'). caans , 1.1 'act, o,e {h. t: ie most Btrl.~tl.ngLy

{J >- _'.. '" _ _ ,,. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _!! ~ _ ,. _ -tconsd sticnt; fJ.n(ilngs rt~co:ni'4ld by studl.cS SUCH a~j
.,

Schlernme"x" s 1.8 the Ifgreat measure of ze senztnent; tt:lw/lrds
- ,.1 ,," .

Afrika.ners" felt by many lJESiSAs. 4... 'l'hL; conf l i.ct, and
resBntment re$ults par\~ly from the dominant po l.Lt Lcal,
position "of the Afril<;<lner, 43 partly, crom a degree !,of
discrimination against the f~nglish cormnunity 16.1.. and
partly from WESSAs! genex:a.l1y mor~, benign and
enlightened racial attit'lJdeIF, toward,,; bl.ack" Sodt;;l. 45Afrl.zans.

13"
In Niew of they db:: sions, s. number of South African
English POE!ts fave.. exp lore d the relationship betwl.~en
the English ¥id the cAf~·ikaana. Christopher Hope t for
example t ha1~ made such an exploratlpn a central featur~

o
of his poetry. 'Hope ~vers [{hat "the Republic of today
is a cNat:LOn by Afrikaner~; for Afrika,!:lers" and sees
"t.he English-speaking South African as having been
dd.spl aced flotsam l.ef t high and dry a.fter the
tide".46 SensiJIog, thus', that the 'WESSAgnoup , lacking
a cl ear identity, "has long s tnce ceased to be a part
of the world," Hop7, f.:.~els.\)his poems tireflect the
struggle of one English-speakIng White South African to

. . 'l'
become pat' of the world agail't".·7 An impo;tant way of
achieving this is to cla:T."ify the positi ..on of WESSAs
against the dominant Afrika,sns group.
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This is what Hope sets out to do in the title poem
,--~)- ..

":<1hichopens his co Ll.ectrlon , CaEe.j),.E.ives (1971~).· The
poem dea l s with a nameless representative of traditio-
na'l, Afrikanerclom whose inflexible determination to
TIllEd ..ntain power and conexo l is systematically condemned
Ln a s€rries of appropriately rigid and aus tere sonnets.
The first of these DOnu.et eectimlS shows that:this cold
pat~:iarch' s risible r~tterepts to gi~'\("eart:tficial vinta.ge
to Cape Dutch home ~re no less unauchentrtc and
fu.til~ than his efforts to prove the ra.cial puri.ty of
hf.s l.lneage. The exposure of both these attempts at
"Restoring whitewash to a. stained facade" cuts deep ar
t~ro. fundamental urges, or "drives", of the Afrikaner ~
t.c be indigenous arid to be racially unmixed. The next
sE:ctions of the poem reveal other dubious "dr f.ves" of
this kirtd of man: his ('cr~«:lf bppressive 0 treatment of
hte farm labourers; h£s loveless "and reset'!-tful
at:titude' towtl.t'ds his more v·:ogre$sive daughter; his
f;:ier'ce.,and~t~dhement. chaU.Vin1lil. Yet, in SPi.tP.. of, his
will" to d~minatef his deelint~ seems inevitable. He

I, ~ •

cannot hold back "Constantia t S devel(lpme'!ltH which de
reducing the old v.ine~a~ds to ~lots, and he is defeated
by even the "Drunken Colourf.!dsu who set alight the

'!

farms in order to be paid £01 fighting the f:res.
/'

(,

dl

Thl:'oughout the. poem, Hop'e seems determined no~ merely
to show objectively the nature of AfriRanerdo111, but to
take ~n active delight in i.cpnoclastically highlightblg
lta "weaknesses and hypo'Crisy" "and u del;!sy. Mor,e
importantly;', ,:]1f.:1w,everf ;lloP~ is,' ~ager "not so much," to

(i - .·'::1'':' c, l~) [J. . ')

grind an axe on" beh~lf of his fellow WESSAs by
eenguring <! the Af'rtkancu', <) but ;rather to' provide ~ means
,f'Jf measuring the fatH.ng's of hi~ own ethnic group.

co' Indeed, far from endeavoardng to exculpate WESSAs.from
racial and pol:i.tica1 blame by cQudemni.ng the

\,
I)
'/

34.
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poli.ti.ca.!ly dominant Afrikaners, thiS') condemnation
S(H3i11S in. essence to be a way of gauging the culpability
of tho English. ~hiG becomes clear Ln the sixth and
final section of the poem where the focus shifts
suddenly away from the Afrikaans fa'rr::er and onto the
affluent, supposedly enlightened area of Rout Bay:

lINeN' tarred, smelling of. steam, this zoad leads where
B';1rred gates gl.eam bxas sed agaans t; the sea chat shifts
In picture windows~eets th~ f ace f01...e-squ{:~:,~p',
~'c;ints at eyes but: altvays s~t~..kes the cliffs.
In Khaki shirt and shorts the ff{n:ematl hustles
Between theodolites, the noon 'neat. fhak.as
The air befo re his facet hf.s ~roop'~!Lihair br LstLee.
Back of hi"s neck W'h~~,goes thE" wl1ft~ man ' s shade,
A coca-cola beach umbrella that thin
B(»)"..rct ea who runs as f~st; ~A.S Sambo ccul;d .
Day's comfng ....ihen a grqwl:Ln=g limousine
Sideswipes and lays out both b~side the road: "
And yet, the. tar $et. hac(l, ~ this way, we t 11 choerse
To drive, each black.,'::ning illtH:re th~, oth~t' ga~a~"

/1

I'.

Sig:i tficantly, this section at the poem ccns ' i,:l.ei"~:not
(! ;~

the Afrikanflr s.lone, but 'whit,e South Africa,t1$
\.,\

" generally, E~g1.rish as well cHi Afrikaans. Th,e"sec tLon
ut{lises 'thr,! metaphor of 8. n.e'Girly tarred road (a fuitfinr

,i II

cot1not~tlon of HCape Drtv,&sH) , built under the
8upervlsif.m of the white ~coreman. to' suggest .the

. II
political foute 'which white S~~uth~fricans have elected
to fol1fJw. It is the way 01: !the white wealth, of black
subservience, of racial domination. I.t :ts also;
howev~.:r, the way of white fear, as the neces$ity for
']~arf.'ed gateaU" sugge s t s , .and ultimat;.)ely C)f widespr.,ad,
'lest'tUction for the. "Day' f. coming" inevj.tabty when bbt~l '.'

;,1 0 - ~ -: ,= _ c
the white bos\ ~n~~'1;h~'bla\';k worke::: will be a..aid out. by

the IIgr?Wlin~${I:m6t.1~in~l!. tmP8.;tantly '" ~?ithe f~nal
t"W'o lines of' the pcea, Hope t s '-!:'deliberat~,' use (";,f the

'':J~ o

;first-person plural pronoun emphasises "NESSA'S'

o
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complicity in white domination and exploita.tion as well
as their responsibility for tl\eir imminent des t.ruc tdorn
it Ls the English no less rhan the Afrikaans who have
chosen to drive the way that leads to a violent and
"bLackenl.ng" future for t!leir society. Seen ill this'
light, 1~herefo'I'c, the poem ,9.S a whole seems less an
attack on one parti.cular ethnic group than a
dernmcLacf.cn of the white man in general, and a
reve.lation! therefore, not of the differences but of
the simila!.'ities between the Afrikaans and English
,~hites of South Africa.

\)\

A .similar idea obtai.ns in Hope.'s poem, "Kobus lee Grange
Maraistt (C!l2.e Dri"IVe~~1974)., a wickedly funny Lament; of
an "oudet rydex" whose physical and social decline
symbolJses the dis~ntegr,lition of the traditional
Afrikan.er yq1!s: a~ 3. whole" Despite Marais t ejnbat.t.Led
II .. ~. i:

posLt Lon, he is allowed' a. telling j ihe at th~~ apathy
I

and df~bility of the WESSA who. in the faceil of ~he
tensions and conflicts of cont.empoxany South \\Africa.

'" II
Hstts with moffies and piepiejollers and prilnp9 his
11ic& long hair" in some ch1.c "ladies' barB. Mqreover,
~krBis' aollusions' to Slagt.rsnek ~ Sonderwater and

a 0

Koffi,efontein (scenes of English ,brutality in South
African hi~tory) serve as a chilling reminder that
~fr'ik.aners do not have a monopoly on state violence and
~pPlrE~e:sion. c' i,\ In an important way ~ thus f ~ope' s
invefJtiga'tion of tHe,.Af~ikci.ner c~n be seen, "1,n fact, as
o;n I attempt,~ to delirate and evaluate his own WESSA
group with.~n the broader. context of South African

o ~ 0 ~ 0

society. \ j
o \1,

\
The sa~e so\~t of
O~ngl i.sh ..language

"intl::>lerance and

motive p.nderlie'B the woltk' of many
"poets who have reprehended the
.Jrig;lotry of Afrikaner nationali.sm.

;:\1.1

c.

II
D
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Chris Hann, for example, in "To my Eng1:i.sh"·sp,eaking
Count.rymen" (~ World gf 'rheir O'??!!. ed , S. Gray, 1976),
condemns Crt€! oppressive nature of Afr:i.kaner apartheid
rule -

lithe :prejudice of one. tribe

Turning to a sjambok
In the law" ~.

but the poem functions more essentially, as its titlt:
implies, as an excor Lanf.cn of chose WESSAs who have
mutely allowed this to happen. Hann warns such WESSAs

HThat to indaba their beliefs
At home, inside their heads,
(Is) as good as sitting downTo pick a bone with death." (my brackets)

o

Geof.f~ey;HaresnapeJclikewise, concludes a meditation on
I.,. ,_\

the '.'.V09trtrekker Monument" with the ",fearfUl tho~ht"
Of.~.CW "len, who try to sail a,i."one are ,ramm. e.d I'. by'\your
bl;ri~, pr wlf

• But he is quick, in flFamily Visit", the
next poe ~ in his co Ll.eczton , ~riY_~...2.L,the l'ide (1976).
to consi~\er the Rhodes Memorial in Cape Town, w.llich "i.s"
still ch~\rged with "the thteat of. powerH and wfiich "he

!, \'

rejects "Eoz a more liveable hour" *
i!\> jl '-'

.... " "'osome~lh.ing V~.luable whi~h happened
o " in "t \f wake of the Imperial Dream""

, ~ 0

!he unorth<¥ox, ,experimental poet:y of Walter Saunders
exhibi.ts a\ s}milar Orientl1tion. In Ii poem like
\\'Vrystaat!l" Ir\Faces, Maskst(!A1J~uiae, 1975), a ficti.tiouB
rugby conimeftary '.is employed to satirise the
Afrikaner's 0 ~~eSSion With. 1fpurity" and "tlationh(~odtf.
If the

l
, A~rika ns rtlgby ..play~.ng '''Vortzogs" are the
_' \_, I?

\\ \ "~ \, ,-'.

\\\

i)
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'central figures of ridicule, howevert the poem lampoons
just as severely the WESSAs, who seem destined to
remain forever on the sidelines of political activity
in the role of eternal spectators. In this case, they
are represented, significantly, by the commentators
"Chick" (Hender-son) and "Charles" (Fortune), who remain
uninvolved cbsezvar s rather than participants in the
political game bein8pla.yed out in front of the.m.

()

This refusal to exclude their own kind from mOj~al
~\ censure, and this readiness to use an examination of
'I other gzoups as a means of testing the ethical faili!:~gs

of their own group 7 seem to be almost univer~ial
characteristics of the poetry under consideration he re ,
That being the case, Mike Kirkwood's acerbic judgem.~nt
of the WESSAj in hf.s influential paper at the flPoei~ry
'14" Conference, needs to be reconsidered.48 Kirkw<~od
offered a criti9-ue of what he regarded as "zhe Englj~sh
South African cul cure theory" , as formulated, II in49 .. i

particular t by Gu'y BurLar , Kirkwood's conclusion ,~as
"that WESSAs.ha~e ulterio~ motives ~or Ittheorizing t1rat
"there is ...an identi't:y. ct'l.sis" and then grasping at II an
identity as Hthe man in the middle" between Afrik4t\i~rs

• I
and Africans in South African society. These motii~es
include "the sa.lvi,.ng of pride hurt by the revelationl! of

(, ') ,I
{I i'

impotencV with regard to .,11 Afrikaner. fOll.til.iC..'. :1
dominance t and t" especially', (I~Since tJ.lat ~~mpdtel~h.ie
de1:ives fr6m e~e dver.ridi'ngi identity" (If interejlS);:B'II
'With~n .the raciJ\l oligarchy" t the sep!1r,at:ton from l~l1e?
Afrikaner also aflvLtt~ the iVESSA "a means of eva~ling 7~
guilt: which ~; gifted' to the" triumphant Afriks.ner111.50
Kirkwood' 8 analysis is inde~d accurace in a numbth::: of
respects t particulat:ly in de.tecting tha.t many WESI~As
seek to disguise their condoning of, apart,heid rule!': hy
superficiully df.s tanc Lng themselves from Afrikaber



cultura~ and that an apparently neutral political
position can allow WESSAs to evade political
responsibility while continuing to enjoy the material
benefits ~lhich apartheid affords them. Kirkwood is
wrong, however, in seeing the WESSA search for identity
as automatically spurious, especially when this search
for identity is characterised by a ,·fillingness to
acknowledge the liability of WESSAs, and Ls aimed at
encouraging the deveLopment; of the sort of positive
ide.ntity that will enable WESSAsto play a meaningful
and progressive role in South African society. lnde(~d,
the exploration of WESSA identity conducted ~by the
poets examined here$ reveals a determination to expose
WESSAs' implication. in apartheid rule rather than an
attempt to conceal that fact.

Interestingly enough, some of Kirkwood's own poetry m.ay
be read, like ("':':l&tof Hope, Mann, and oth~rs, as an
investigation, ()f :t'ht? WESSA irliHii..ir:y crisis, in so far
a9 it seeks to clarify the present position of WESSAs
in relation to Afrikaners. 51 His poem, "Boexs"
(Between Islands, 1975), fo;r example, is not so much
interested il1 repudis.'ting the crepuscular 4ttitudes ofo •
Afrikaners "1n the kroeg / in a dorp like Warden" arLd !:;'

their "burgher wivesH as it is in revealing the 'unt!aey
timidity of t:1ESSAs in <)such places, (The samt mr~Y b~
said of a poem like Chris Mann's HZastron" !tn First
pqeUl~~(1977).) More pertinently r whatever castig~t:i;;

,),& o . ,', ~\ )Kirkwood offerF' of iptransigent Afrikaners, "mouth set
• 0

to t:he long grimace ! of. possessing historyfl, is
'6alanced by t"he po,i!m's fi,.nal sect,ion which caus tLca.lLy

" Cl, I' )--:

examines WESSAs .~""'\f:nglish ..dofuina,ted Durban alJd find$
''-'~.''I._r (

their obsession with' money and cricket Indicative of
o 0 ~

tpe,ir unsubstantial identity and tqrpid character:
1/

39.

;;
II
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"From beyond, on slow ferries,
the city consigned its sounds.
Board-roonl hlague was minuted
in secretarial snickering
at CoLl.Lngsby, Coombe, and Co.

Somebody's cover drivereverberated off the splice.:
around the stupefied ground
a sudden trot of cavalry;
and, in Field Streett the presses
registering adulation.u

In their search for identity and orientation within the
broader soc Lal frams(prk, South African English poets
have also focussed on WESSAsP 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 poetry att~mpts to uncoyer many WESSAsI
deep sense of estrangement" and remoteness from black
South Afric~ns, as well as chef.r consequently distol:ted
perception of blacks.

()

Chris Hann 1.s a poet who has frequently and forcefully
disclosed t~e prejudices of the WESSAupper classes, as

- ,.

in PO~IilS such as tiThe Wives t Tales" (A World "of Thldi
Own, ~c. S~ Gray, 1976)" "Tea for the Joburg I.ady

(''i \1

Vi~iting PletH -(!.!-rst_!.oems. 1977), and "Hr Morgangeld
ana 1'w~)Women" (New Shades. 1982). In "Whistli!ig in
the Dark" (First Poems. 1977" he concentrates specifi-~ . '.

cally (Ion the grave diffic:ultiesc involved in ove:rccming
the gulf that.:exists between the races in South Africa •

. /

The poem Pi'll~:se.nts a diS\1'Ussii~n, or argument t at" a
suburban tea ~party Between tp\e liberal t progzes s Lve
speaker (closely ass'ociated with Manti himself) and a
cultured, but conservative and cynical woman:~

o
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"Even with the T,;rindowopen,
and the rock of a calm mountain
filling half the sky,
the conversation turns to them.
And someone has a new theory, someone
dibbles her fingertips in the fingerbowl
and dabs them dry on the linen,
explaining what it is that l.S so
differ~nt, what makes them them.
I half-expect to hear the. clunk-clunk
of someone beating a .lamp-post
while a mob of drum\.';::L1 strikers
gestil.r-'!.late .;n the garden
or seorm up G.,he drive. '"i'he moment passes,
but not be:l:r.Jreshe has hinted
a.t such a v:f.rtuein those tender tips
it makes us us.

Even with ehe window open
and the rock of a calm mountain
still catching the sun II

I hear myseLf;:whistle. in the dark
once more, chat we are they and they
are we. Perplexity
~nd indignation.
'Try that on them', she remarks,
and I know what she means.
Even with the window openand the rock of a calm mountain
filling half the night,
neither side can allow
myself to, be me."

c

At this party, the cortversa~;f.\)n EUrns _ inevitably it
seefits t to the question of black)!South Africans, who\ a.re \

\ II I,

never r~ferred" to directly.1 hoWever, but rfther as
merely "them". Through the use of this deliberately
vague pronoun, Mannemphasises not only the tendency of
many WESSAs to lump all black people into one
undifferentiat::.ed mass but also their tendency to see
blacks as fu~da<nentitlly different, or other. These
rac~st attitudes are clearly evident in th~ views
expzeased by the anonymous female protagonist in the
poem. In fac~~! although this woman supposed~y has "a
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new theory" of racial differences, her reasoning is
never articulated, for her attitudes are based le~s on
Logac than on such artificial differentia.ls as manners t

taste and degree of refinement. What really tlmakes us
us", she suggests through her accf.ons rather than her
¥vol~ds, is our refined social manners J and here her o...en
deliberate display of etiquette is conveyed tpl1iftgly
by the delicate diction and rhythm of li.nes s'Uc~ as

<\\\\\
"dabb Les he':' fingertips in thf> f:tTlgerbmd
a.nd'dabs them dry on the linen"

"

By cont rasc , "what makes them them", is their crude,
brutish, savage behavdour, and she conjures up images
of drunken hordes rampaging through' the suburbs t her
vision r~l.nforced' now by the use of such violent
diction as n~1.unk....c Iunk" t "beat Lng'", "mob" 1 "storm".
The libera.l ~t-'eaker 6'f the poam cannot let this pass,

::_\

and although it will probably mean a futile ftwhistling
_in the dark" among such companyt he insists resolutely
on the prtnciple of common h~anity contained in the

(:) tautologous formuJ-atiQn, "we .are .they and they I" are
wet!. ,The poem.takes an unexpected turn at this point,
A8 the speaker is forced to ack~,owledge the cogency of
the ·WOtl.(.,.'n·8 uncharacteri.'Jtica.lly blunt retort: !"Try
that on them'''. The poem"ends on a pe.ssimistic note.

'.'J .~

with night faIring on:.:~,the mountain which. aptly,
divides the view through the window * The speaker' $

efforts at racial xeconcLl.Lat Lon, baulked oy the.
mis~lFust and hostility of both sides, leave (~4:t\tmunsure.

. ,

of his position'in society and of ,his own identity:
o

tlneithelt side can allo'fJl
myself to b(!! meH.

II
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Shei+a Roberts, too,
encounter~p. in trying

.. ,-"r

races. _"=''Instead of using

has explored the preasures
to close the gap between the

a first-person speaker,
howef~r ~ she has cxeat.ed the pexsona , Lou, a i;vel1~
i

inifentit'Jned bUI,F timorous and diffi~.~l1t l:v(IIman,", whose
exper Lencas of ":.(.Jiicial alienation an; ~onflict mirror

n . . . <~,-' ~\ " '- _ ~ ." ft

those of many Sll.~p l~ESSAs. In the 9~:rl.eS O~~ poems
whl.ch make up "Lou f sLife" (T..o~~'S ];i;(~0::~~oem2,'
1977), l,iOU Ls consistently ,;evealed to be p~.oi;e enlight-" (. .
ened than the rest of her ,,"circle", yet she finds
herself helpless and afraid when conf ront ed by the
harsh l'eality of black povezcy and suffering, EI.S in the
poem "Lou Taking Therees, the Maid, HOnle to Sir Lowry's
Fj,ss Township ~t Twi1ight". Even more 'alarmingly, the
situation !brihgs cut her "deep-rooted ste't'eot1p~,d
pei9Ception of bLacka as animalistic and savage, as th~\ u,,~imagery and diction of the poem reveals:

1:,
\.

ItChildre'n lik~ rats
conies \
swarmed; nkimm~d
grouped along troughed
eyes iridial.
like cats' ,
in her headlights.

lane'S, "-~
\J

8

o

L\ ()Gaptoothed Jaughter
seellledto Lou to hal-ve the menace
of unsuspected living,
of loungers \.
against drunken outhouif.:es
and sagging por cb -euppovt e,
with, Lou was sure,
knives and read_y 'pick~!f.,

,1\

Her rel:i,ef when Therees gets out of the, car stresses
the superf:i.ciality'of hec social consetence ,

H('thank G~d I )
Lou swung the hea..jJ ca.rand b:teathed.

o
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The senile day
spelled the shacks and pens,
and Lou forgot
Therees had said they slept eleven
in a ronm.
Hood'Winked~she gaped,
inane,
at the dusty ha:lflight stippling the bluegums
and ~>t the pale, lead, nighting sky. H

Indeed, d~sp:tte Lou's more sympathetic attitude towards
blacks, she dumbly acquies-ces in the vicious racism of
her husband and friends, as in pOems like "Weekend in
Maseru," and "Poatis cr'Lpt;"t until eventiua LLy her diluted
liberalism;, becomes indistinguishable from their rank
prejudice. In +-,he final section of "1970 Picmic", for
ezamp'l,e, Lou' & former moral perspective is no longer
evident at all:

"the truck owner" s wogbo~
>1l!leaned the 2aded duco
,'dipping his hand and rag
\'in a bucket of rivel: water
hot face in grin or g'rimace?

" A waste of time, sa.i,d'LOU,
seei.ng he·s got to go back over
that suffocat~ng sand road.Yes, but, said Duffer,
if you don't keep them busy
they take advantage."

\ \ l\
d

-;)

Clearly(~ the ina' lTitable consequence of the great
distanc~s and differences maintc1.ined between most
whit:\~ and bl:acks Ln thiS. coun:..:y" is the ~enophobi.a artd
'~ep 1ack of under s candj.ng dJ.spJ.ayed b/y many WLSSAs

-, ;

towards black South Afric~ns. A '()number of
0-.

::inglish-language poets have, like Mann and Robeccs ,, "Q
made .. tru~~r compatriots' distorted perception of blacks
the s~bject of their poems. 52 Thus, the way that
'WESSAsI tend to ,;;onglutinate" all blacks into one

o
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African society.
.rejection of the
solr!.tion to this

They concur ~ especially, in
use of nationalistic force
count ry ' s p rob lams, and in

their
as a
their

o

endorsement, implicit '701:1 Skinner's poem and explicit Ln
Hopes of the need for mediation and negot~tatiot:. The
implicati.on. of both indeed, is {:~hat. it is

"\precisely this process of 'C, '7,otiation that '{·1ESSAstoday
finti. th<C'1lselves in a posLt.j.on to assist. Relati.vely
free of the ri.gidity a~d e.x{'j:emism which used to
characterise the British in Souch Africa, and which
continuE7.s~, characterise \ I,\: Afrikaner and African
nationalism today, WESSAsmat find a positive idenf-ity
and role as mediators and conc Ll.Laror e in the po l ar Lsed
South African conflict situation. Lfke HopeI s grand-
father t WESSAs occupy what is in many ways a middle
ground betWeen twp :0iJPosing forces, and so. as agrOl1p,
Be-em to be -Ul~iJ1f favourably ~t.••.i·rped and placed to aid
in bringing 'about conci11att~:: ,d a just compromise in
South Africa. As Peter Rarl:da ..". '~las pOinted out, WES3As

Ii.

"have a unique role in that (stile are the only
population group which £4peaka with everyone '~,.

o This position vi s ...A-vts the other groups in our
country gives us a' unicl'i~ and treny~ndous
:r•• pondbil1ty to keep ch,ennels of C'-~!rl.ation
open, to keep the dialogue going. ,,55 ,.•

.J
In order to acht.eve this positive ide~tity and to
ful'fil this ya144\lble role, howeQ,er, W"ESSAs,generally,
would have to learn. f'Com\'tl~e mistakes of the 'P~ut;, and
act with tbe CO\l'!'.'.lg-e ~nd .integrity 'of /Hope' s

'\\ (J ;';,-f,!::J
grandfather, ilomething ~\h:J.ch 'they have not, ~s a group~

t.'"\·' II (i

managed thus far to do "with much <i success.
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of these poems is their complex tone both of nostalgi~
and of moral condenri."atiQn; the poats recall their
ancestors with fondnes s and fascinaticn at the same
time that they convey a determination to learn from the
mistakes of the past.

This is true, for exampl.a , of both Douglas Reid('
Skinner'~ "Pose Mortem" ,(The House in Pella Distr:i.ct,
.1985) and Christopher Hope r s "Grandfatherfl (Cape
~ive~t 1974). B~)th pl~~ets, write of forbears who
arrived as i.mmigrants £,ro',\riIreland and who sided with
'the Boers against the Erit;f.sh. Skinner, in fact; knows

(\ lit:tle more about his uGr.\~nd Uncle" than that he died
~t Spioen Kop during thil~ Boer War,
intrigued by this "mystery~l, tr ..es to
relative's thoughts and i feefin$~.

and the poet,
r'econa truc,t his
Beneath this

personal interest, however f', lies a. more ser.ious social
concern. Through this exam~~nation of the 'past ~ Skinner
seeks someG"instructia,p" fo~ the present. Even though
his uncle left him no at'tictlllated mes~age - HYO}.l1: mouth
opens I but nothing I s voiced" - nevertheles, Skinner

"finds in that earlieF'conflict a reflection o£"'nis own
time:

"the figh'!;, 0 "for Imperial dreamsand salvation of th~Volk
compounds our madness
:fa a barbarous dawn 'lJ.ght".

And the poem ends with a bluntly expressed .cepudiation
of a p"eople who have learnt 'nothirtg from .che insa:nity
o~ the past::

"Nothing's gained,
nothing soLved i
there is no voice.
With guns deployed
still we mutua.lly destroy
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for a glitter of stones
and metals to hoard~
ash and dust
and human expediency.
Pcs aeas Lon , they tell me,
is nine points of the la.w;
it's also the :reason
others come to ma.ke war.u

\\
'\

G

A similar combination 0,£ personal nos takgd.a and social
conslnnce informs HDPl:!! s poem:

o

Hearne barefoot from Waterford
To Balfour with Baden-Powell~
A gambling man, "
Eventually he owned t.he tote;J.' s hotel
Where his cred1.t was Legendary ,\

,·,Among his Boer clientele
I \Vbc f§fce-fe.d me peppemnrics and letitonade
. 'r.n. th<l public bar •
.~\And o£$r whom he mix~d his, Ir,iSh and his a'l.coho]; so well
)I '\ That they sent him to Pretotia.

~,' :IAs th;t:ir ambas sador
, More than once.
o There. no one s tuck his; nose up ,
When he rose up reproachf~llly
In the covens of the Ul').fonBuildings ' \
Mist'aking Milner IS younge s.t. l"ei~arnation ',' "~' '\
For the ghost of Cromwell f'~ ",

Fattening with romantic unguents" ~~ ~.mperial perf\Jme.
For all that. 'h~ declined to ~t~l'l~ Y(t?r P,arlis.ment -
Then was 111 for three days whet\. Sm~s went. I)

Marriage wasjthe last gai1i~le he lo~tl .
At turffonteln his hors,ls grew neglected ~
He :"1imself went lumberir'!gly, with the aplnmb
Of an 0ld beae , 0 -: 1\

Lelliving these few .mor~Les tw;J.ttering
InUthe gruff forests of his moustaches
Long after he\bw&sn I t there. -;
And the clouds g:r~w over his face like grass.

\ I

o

And Baden-Powell? Morc"was heard of him
~'rom Kimberley and Mafeki,,!)g.11

(j

tn this poem, Hope moves beyond a mer,e recountiqg of
o \) "'1'0

his ufew memories" of h!s grandfat{ler to explore, like
Skinn~r, a wider social theme. In '~\a'rtiCv"lar,," the poem

\\ "
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indiscriminate mass is attested to not only in Hann' s
IlVihistlin.g in the Da:dt' 1 , but also ill Chris~opher Hopef s
"In the 1:1iddle of Nowt1~'Y (tn. th~L(;"qunj:ry ~:L.E.be !L~
.?~.g_, 1981) and Geoffrey Haresnape r S IfNightm,ire" (p'r:i.v,,£
of th~. Tj~, 1976). WESSAs' offensive and fearful
apprehens Lon of bl.acks as "barbar tans" :i.f3 reveah:!d in
poems]. Hike Nicol's "After Cavafy" <:11WnS_ t£t~~.
~~.~ 1978) and William Branford's "Co l.onLa.I
Experience ~ Four Fxagment s" (A CentEz¥ of South

"'_'~J<I!I'>''''''-''~;''_'''''-''_''''' "A'~"_,,",,,~,, __ ~- ',_

~:l;ill._J?_~~t;=J::Y '. ed. H. Chapm[~n 9 1981). And m::'SSAs I

alarmed pezcepz.l.en of blacks as some danger-ous na.i;ural
power is pcr-trrayed in Robert; G:ceig IS "The Cloud"
(L~,1JdT.laJll}!~.;,1975) ~ David \11right' s "Notes.,on a Vi~~it.
November. 1976" !_\ J~~ntur.Y.. of ..S~mth African Poetry ~ sd,
H. Chaptaan , 1981) and I<'rancis Faller's "As i.E d.t;
Ha.ttered" and "Storm in ·the E!ubur.bH (both in Weatht~r.

z': ------:"l"'I~
Word.~1 1986). I'Cl each of thase poems, black people are \)

"shown 1:0 have baen., in one ~'ay or another, dehumanised
an! de ...indivicb;a.ted in WESSA perception", A cri·tic like
Jet-emy Crotin i.s surely wrou.g, therefore~ to a~~ume
that it Ls the poets themselves lvho regart .. /f"lacks in.
this ¥Jay. In a 'very narrow interpretation of this

\ \ 0

poetry, he has ciaimed that

r~
Uii •S tt'e~ndously insv"! tipg to the maj~ri'('U 'pfG ~~. c

people in South Africa (,0 cre{1t the. t.ong t:adition
of resistance (> to co19nioalisra '"~a to racial)
oppression as some kind of nat#ral for<l!e, or

1\ I n

«r something s talking away, at the
-gardsn, or in ·)the night, or

brewing s terru t

bottom of the
whatever". 53

Such critici ..sm dS this hardly seems fa to the mflny~ «
poets who have attempted, 0 as Cronin hLi1self J1.a~, to ;,
expose the disti)rten perceptions and' ;()pre.iudit~ll'S of

\,\' , J/

their fellow whites. As was the case with Mike
Kirktvood, Cronin. seems not to have disce+ne.d that the
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purpose of the poets I examination of WESSAs is not
merely to describe the na.ture of the ~.jESSAgroup
identity, but also to evaluate it criticall:v-. As such ,
far from undermining the tradition of resistance to
oppression, the poets can in this instance "be seen, in
fact, to be combatting that oppression .•

As tn!antioned at 1;be outset of this chapter, the
examination by S-Uuth African English poets of the ~~E8SA
group may be regarded Ln some way~i as an attempt to
resolve the c~d,sis of ident::tt:y curzent ty expar'Lenced by
the group. Th(? pO~2tr:}' does this by sugge string how the
group can d?v~lop the sort of identity - In terms of
its values f qlr'ientation and attitudes - which will

r_l.! \ :'

et1~bl; the groi~p. to PIa.y a me..ani~gfUl and- const.rucnave
role in addr~~s~i1."1g t,he prob le~\s of SOlAth African
society" in gel~~ral) In this sense, "the examination of.
the relation off' ~ WEssA' group to Afrikaners and black \)

(] If '!.

South Africant~ ma)t be read as an endeavour to identify
at least;; some of lithe 'factor" required to, dev'hop this

I' new I\, identity. 1.\ i The broadr conc Ius.Lons of' this
~xami1'lation would i(be. on the one hand, that.: WESSAsneed10 a~~)owiedg~ th1r'" extent of t:heil.'''' LnvoIvement; , covezc
«at CA;limest in Ii. th~ \\njus.t: prac.tices of" the

)1 (j

Afrikax:te;-dominatl~id race 0. l.:l.garchy • On the other hand.
"WESSAs must' re4ill.se that their e'stiangeme,~t and
separation frnm b1ack South Africans - Ln terms of both

o
physical and social distance '" has .seeved to inst:l.l

,> ':

deepLy racist: ,flttitudes in many members of the ..group.
'rb'~ ~tradic:ition of racial preju'd:,}e and the rejectio~
of p'a~ticipation :in the system of apartheid rule aze
tW:l\ e l.ements wh.ich would, seem to be indispensable, ih
\~eveloping anew, positive and pl:'ogressive WESSA
i'dentdty. ~ The,se are net; the only elements, however,
and so it i~ necessary to "considfAr what oth~r fs1tors

o ,)
;1
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have been identified by South African English poets as
es senc'LaL in resolving the WESSAidentity crisis.

(ii)

The second main way in which South African English
poets have responded to the iclentity cr.isis of t-1ESSAs
is through an exploration of the past.

As the WESSAgroup , in ge'i\~ral s fi!.1ds itself in an
i1:'lcl'easingly t.enuous position in "the pzesents , facing
what 'seems to be an unce ruafn and perhaps disastrous
f';lture,so a number of poets have turned to the past in
order to. try to df.acove r a more meaningful identity for

f..::'J .'

the group. This investigation .of p't'evious times is not
to be construed as an at..:.:emptto elevate the status of
WESSAs in Bome way by :recalling their former power dnd
political superiority; <:Inthe contrary, the prinCipal

"n~otivstion of~" the investigation is to\ clarify the' 0

present posi.tion of WESSka within South Af%-lcan society
G \\

and to 111,uminate the possible construc~ivt~ cQursces of
action open to tl~em. As ~ndt"e Brink has observed, "the
~tkploration of the past is part of th~ larger quest for

0'/."" identity" f and" he has rightly noted that" such a quest
forms a major theme of the "formidable body ofonew
poet." wh~ emerged in the 1970s. 54 Co

The first 8J.'\4moet immediate" manner in" which recent
.0

poets have explored the past i'" by tracing their own
personal histories through c their families. This
investigation is cyno.ucted not \~ut of 11 concern with
discovering their iin4ividual cri.gins t but T,'athe't' to
gain a sense of the identity and purpose of the
community at lJi,rg(!. As such; a commcn feature of many

(\

o
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focusses on various modes of po'l Lt Lcal, act Lon adopt.ed
in the pa91~~'ii,n order to explore the options available
in present-day South Africa. Such an expl.orat tcn is
signalled by the, way in i.vhich the poem has been

, \

strruc tuzed , At the peginni,ng and end of the poem,
references to Badan-Powe Ll , with whem Repets grand-
father bad emigrated, and who became a key British
ccnenandex during the Boer .Wart serve as unobtrusive yet
ominous 'reminders of (me method cf dealing \alith
J'olitical problems: through the use of "brute military
force. However, between 'these parenthetical allusions,
and among the poet I s. l~ersonal recollect~,ions, another
more encoureg Lng mode \pf political ac61-on emerges.
Hopef s ''.g£'andfather, who \"iJ,1adco~e to OW1"1. \~he hotel in
'Calfour, was recognised by his devoted Beet clientele.
as a man of generosity i'\nd, i.ntegrity, ano\ was thus
of cen sent to Preeo:da 8,\ their 8J!)bassador~,'"\t,', was in
this capacity that he ac'te~ with courage and ho~esty by
~ndig~,anilY challenging th~~ppreSSiV~ i:nperiai,ism of
the da,~ and by oppos Ing the\vi.cious and exploitative
poH,ci;s of nMilri'er,' s youngest ~ incarnation") poU.c:(;es
reminiscent of Cromwell f s oppr~ sion 0f the !r~~~h.
'"Th,rougb an engaging and" und'-1$lUt.ic\~arrativ~ poem, Hope

Q is thUB able fo present an ~ss~, tially political., ' "
message~ Although power has" shi~ted trom the British
imperialfsta to c< an Afrikaner ..do,ut1nated 'apartheid
government, tq~ impera

i
!=1,-ve, t'o stand up against

, "

i,njustice and exploitation .. what!ever 'co, t~ source ..
rem.intl cleat. And the persuasive example of Hope' ~
grandfathed:: as a poli.tical medi,ator suggesfi ~hat~ such
political tactics remain the pt'olJer course of ace Lon to
pursue. p.articularly in the light of the 'tragic",",)30er
War battles fought at "Kimberlay" and uMafeking">::

o
o

Both poems employ per sona l family recollections as .2-

means ,of conveying an evaluation of contemporary South

50.

I;
\~\\
\\

c. \'\ \
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To fulfil this role effectively, WESSAswill also have
to renounce the narrow-minded prejudice of their
colonialist predecessors. This is the task which both
Patrick Cullinan and Je'remy Cronin set themselves, in
their different" fashions, in their expIoxat Lons of
their personal family histories. Cullinan, for
example, Ln "The Billiard: Room" (£?day Is Not
piffe~.!1E.f 1978), recalls vividly the virile colonia ...
lism and self-assured sense of superiority of his
father, but does so in ozdex to reject these dubious
qualities. Descended from a famous!;' and wealthy

I

pioneering family, Cullinan finds himself in the part
of an" epLgonefI' having inherited the unresolved

\'

"conflicts" 'Jf his, anceator s 9 but; without their love of
power and witl1om; h.peir \'desire for conquest. His elate
father's billiard o rohm. 'concretises the poet's deeply
ambiguous inheritance:

to"The play of his power, ., "
the 'living, you can smell. .
it in this roo~: the cues ~litter like weapons.
the green nap of Dtbe table \,
was a battleground fpr him where conflicts broke
in the strategy of a game.

,I, ...\J
\)

And I r.e~Ei;mberhf1,aring,
at night'iabove my head, \"1

the sound of.8 glass br'eaking. and a burst
ofo rich laughter; then silence t ,')

except for the powerfl,ll tread. the pacing
from angle to angle, 0

\')nd the crack of a ca~~non
as the white slammed ~rnto the red. l'c f s

, II
al1;, snuffed out now o~f course. like a long
Havana cLgar ," a Hoyo ~~eMontel:rey perhaps,
smoked down for an in~lh or two. and never
much more. THe act h~~sgone, his gesture
"casual on an evening t~hirty years ago
is obsolete, now.. il
only a sense of' ritual:
famil iar 011 the tokens;

/"\.:_)
pervades' the room and feeds
of his power:
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a. German ceremonial sword C)

he captured in South West stands r.igid
in a shell case, against one wall all old
propeller 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 encouncer have made this rooma potent place, the temple of my caste
wnere I must pay homage t the sour pietas
of son to father, the unforg:Lving
love that looks for only one thing in the past:
conflict as barren as dust. ! have no god
but a gian.t who paces above my head,
who blusters nightly that in his turn
my son shall have his saga of Fee t Fie, Fum,
to grind my bones to mak~ his bread.
Though I stand by a half opened window
and "breathe in the air 1the dust still stirs about met
r at.sed by a step on the floor,
and the smell thut comes up is the smell of old power.
unbreakdng love, unf ittished war. n

(}

It"

_ J~~ ,

" / ./ 'I

In a simiiar w?"Y to th~ poems of Hope and Skinner
discussed a&bve) the tone of "The Billiard Room" is a
complex amalga-Jiof deep, even awed personal nostalgia.~,

and emphatic. condemnation of oppression and dominati.on.
'rhe poem dl:amatis~s Cullinan I s struggle to free himself
from his father's bitter legacy of aggressive
colonialism and the f£'erce urge to dominate, a "legacy

." symbolised by "thel tokens of his power" which £'ill the
room: cues IIglittering Lfke wea,pens, the table it~,elf a

(,\ "
battleground for conflict t a. captured German" sword
rigid in a shell 'case 1 as well as, of course, the

, \ D

memory of his father's immensely powerful personality.
The poet f ~ attempt is to forge fd.~ himself a new and

o \

more humane identity as a WESSAin contemporary South
(-S

Africa. ,The co-ordinates of J:h1.snew identity are
suggested in the f LnaL' lipes of the poem: it is an
identity which' needs to reject ;'·'old power" and
"unfinished war" and whlch needs to be based instead on

'~
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"Love'", Love itself., however J as the subtle and
equ:i.vocal language of th~ poem reveals, requ.ires
careful redefinition. The love that is to be sought is
not; the "uflforgiving love" that produces and
perpecuat.es "conf l.Lct as barren as dust" i net.thar is
it the austere "unbreaking loven which is focussed as a
love of power or a love of onels own "casteB• Instead~
another kind of "unb'reak ing love" is needed: a firm
and res()lute 10"1<:: which may be extended to all South
Africans·, whatever "caste" they may belong to. It is
only through this sort of 10vet Cullinan suggests, that
WESSAs .....rill be able to deve,\lop a new. and meaningful
identity t thereby purging t~~mselves of the feeling
t,hat they "must pay homage" still to the "old powerH of
the past; and. it is only through this sort of love
that they will be able to contribute t;o ending
peacef~l.\ly an~ justly the "unfinished war" whi.ch
continues t(t '.!h~acterise 'modem ..day South Africa.

Although ~E'\~eMarxist ideology,,, Whi~ informs .,:Jeremy
Cronin's w1,·t'k is very different from ~~trick Cullinan IS

liber,al htt nist orientation. 56 a' n4ber of ~~ronin t s
poems res~flnble "The Billit:trd R(~omu 11\ that t~e poet
seeks to -.free himself f~nally' from the colonialist
patrimony. In ItGran.pa Kemp" and \Granma)) KempHQ
(Inside, 1983), for eltample, he recalls his grand-

\\ ..•.

parents llli.th genuine Qaffectiqn, and admi'tis that he. is
still "jolned' t by some uncertain wires" to his"fa.mily,
but he f:lrmly repudiates 0 the "nar rov mind" and "the

o

pulse of coloni.ali,smill which have typified, their
genez'at Lon, He recollecr.s with ~imilar tenderness his
childhood and the premature deatb! of his naval, officer "
father ,(itt the section., '''the Naval Ba,'Se". 1.n Inside

,. . " .-----
(1983»; ,li~e Cullinat~·, howe.ver, he disav();'lws com-

I,

pletely his f<!.thert,~ tainted ~eque8t of
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tithe naval salute, the sign of the crosst
the servant's proper place, and our father who

( 1

Several of Cronin I s poems are, in a sense, thus, both
expLscaecry and expiatory, as he scrutinises his past
in order to distlnce himself from it and, thElr~by~ ro
conf Lrm his commt.tment;to. the struggle for liberation
of the oppressed in South Af~ica - 'what he calls in
HOur land holds It (Inside, 1983) "this unfinished

~j ....,._._,_ __

The second wa.y in which a number of peets have explored
(.'1

the past is through an investigat:ion of the HESSAgroup
as a wh?le (in n nar+ona l, level. Once again, th"_:
underlying intentio~ of the poetry is a moral one, only
now the moral purpo'rt of ,rhe verse is not tempered by
personal nostalgia. On the..~ontrarY,t these poets have

.', . ,/

sub]ect ed, the attitudes f a;:ipirations and action~ of
former ,enerat:tons of .white English-speakers in South
Africa5 to an extremely severe and strict exaiatnat Ion ,
free ~f any bias in f avour of thei~ own ethnic group.
The, point is that the recollection of mistakes and
iniquities commi.tted by\,;,the Eng~i,sh in the course of
South African history caA act as a 'pouent; didactic
stimulus for ~ontemporary WESSAs,who need to di!co~er
a proper and positive role -and identity in the troubled
social context 0f present ...day South Afr;ca.

1)

The l.nstructive purpose 0.£ this poetry is cxempli.fied
by a poem such as Patripk Cullinan IS .,"The Steady~ng
Effect" (The Horizon FortI Miles AW41, 1973), which
narrates a little known i. .bur; highly :llluminating
incident ~ch occurred shortly beforeli the first Boer

i1
War. With masterfully controlled irony, Cullinan
recoun ts how the Bt'i tish forces tried to in1t:imidate the
Boers by invit;i,\g them to witness c~·a (,~}splay of their
'new fire power. "Their ~easoning, expressed in
mons t.rous ly arrogant t.arms , was that
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"What the Dutchman needs is a.
Steadying Effect",

56.

The exercise, which takes thtr: form of bombarding some
goats from a distance, turns ou'tL-~however, to be a
complete and absurd failure. Not only are no goats

::

killed, but one pregn~t n.~nny goat gives birtlJ i.n her
excf.ceraent; during the shelling to tWil"_s/ YetF
"strangely enough"; the ,Boers are still impressed~
concluding that "Guns were. the thing". T.b.e rethJ.1t, of
course , of thi.s r,elia.nce on military forc!oe and wea.ponry
to settle d.isputes was th~ Boer War: ,;' c:

"All that hat;r.ed
."And all that slaughter".

Culfinan' s tQor~~.lJ" articulated at the outset of the
poem, is th5t all this h9:rrific !.,df';!strtlc~ii,on could have
been \~oide~, if only the Briti~h and lithe Boers had
foU~owed the ra.tion$.1 and reasonable ~xample of Sir

£ .. '()Wil1.f~ Butler t from N'hos~ autobiogra,hy Cullina:n has
q\1a:t~-':"~du the incident. In SUi-ta~/Y (;plain, almost
prosaic lines, the peat; contl.'a"1ts !~utler t S unpreten-
.tiou.s ~ co~on-sensical outlook, with the devi.ous
scheming,i,Pf Rhodes and Kruger:

"occasionaily ~;.there '1s a good ~eneral:
One who can use his headv, '
Like you, Sir William Butler,
An Irishman,
Ironic and saue , who could seoe "
The disgrace tbat was coming
In Eighteen Ninetv Nine .,to the British

d ~'-.
An their Empire .. -'You sai\d so:
But nobody likegl that line. "They were plotting in Cape Town and tondon,
Pretor.ia wa~' playing ics game.

1,1 1'h.::y were all too busy plotting ..
To consider the cost of it all:
That would come later.
At the 6:nd of a damn stupid war."

/
;/
If
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Through tJ:ds examination of a past tragedy, therefore,
t.he poem"~?arries an implicit message to present ...day
'WESSAs an)) , indeed, all South Africans. As the
,fOI1.temporary South Af'.cican political conflict seems, ad

in 1899, to require violent resolution, so the poem
warns of the futility of military ,cohfrontati.on and
asserts the need fo:c a rational t negotiated settlement.
The" example of Sir William Butler r€~mains ut ter Lv

~~i ~t

relevant: all parties involved in the conf}A:ct, woul.d
_- I;

benefit frot~"»the true "steadying e£fectll of using their
heads ra~her than reaching fm: their guns. 'M9re

I,

spec,ificaJJty, it is ~pproviding this sor.t 'of steady:i.ng
effect, by encouraging and assisting in. the procesa of
peaceful rlegotia.t1ion and conciliation tha.t WESSAs way
play ~ c.lvaluable 't'.o1.e j;n the modeT.'11-day South African
milieu •.

I.)

Chris Mannt s poem, "Rorke's Drift a CentUry a.ft~r' the
Ba.ttle" (J(ew"Sfl:ades, tl82) t also explores P6:!S't con.f.lict
in order to illuminate present difficultie$ ,.and tQ,

" C:,';- "

clarj.fy the options open to contemporary WESSAs.
Unlike If'£he_ Steadyi.ng Eff~c_,Clf,' however t the !F-onflict

Q '-- '" "

that j,s recalled is not that betveen the British and the
Boers,
~Zulua.

but rather that between the Brit:.tsh and the
")md if Pat;cick Cullinan I s ,poem stresses the

o ,

need fot;. people in South ,Africa today to use their, heads J

C~ris Mannf s poe,JIl emphas'Lses the need, for them to use
their hearts.

//

"Rorke's Dr'ift1 Tp.at mission pl ace t W~1;;i:'~ one fine day'
Zulus and Brits tore each other's heads off'?
Ja, P ve been <to Rorke's /Drift - a b-:tt of '( ~ld
"1ith sandbaga and old b:f.s(.!uit:-Doxes on, ,.-'
3.ud glass-cases)> full of models and toys, '
to sho~~where the one lot hammereCi in frorg,
wherq: tAe others $Jammed bolts, and hammered back ,
Poor sods, ~l of chem, the Redcoats cv~sing, Ii
swea~ing ~ral'cursing 'in t~e laage'!:'"wa.U..~: '
the l.mpis, as usua.l, trotting forward.

o
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clubbed down again and a8ai~ by hot lead,
each man stunned, caught up l,lip "something huger
and fiercer than hf.mseLf , m~!de nIllr,derous.
exhaus nad , terrifi~d; and, [iif he 'lived,
changed into Hero - a role li!e doubtless
scoffed at, and yet, on the ~.t.,enjoyed. ,,'
.Ja , I've been to Rorke' s Dri1'ft~ Whe're modestly,
but l;elentlessly. the Calls of Natnrre
began to Url..bxace the Mi.ghtYj'Embrace.
of History: after a ge~uflection
of sorts, inside a sort ...~f ~Si~:ri1'teraisel~ 'I..'P
for . orpora.t North t vlho I a et~i.1.ms:ot1ednear the spot,
food. ,Two cheese sandwiche~," one cold beer, and phut; ,
History, the strnss of it, qiminishes~
and starr.y blossoms, melodiqus tweetlings
embroider the charming. ' detl,!ure' ter: 'lin.
J fA', I've been ::'.J Rorke' s Dr~:ft. Wher:e two student s •
aPl;t~bly, like Shaka's ghC'~t 'in handcuffs,
Cenq~Ured, their radio rO<'\"'.tng Afro-pop,
what Umlungu ,>' ;nted there, and whether
a job" or lift to Joburg, was, with praise
and thanksgiving fot' his kindness, at -hand ,
Umlungu, the.$teel-eyed Conqueror, Beast ,
hadn 't co'll!it"":o gloat, nor 9 his sbadea be blessed.
to, count" \~orpses and Bewail, sniffily,
his fate ~('llCompromised, scared» he'd come to prise
a Nowness" from that Then., Instead of which
above. an altar, woven in ruseet,
1n black and russet clotted wools, the Now
disental'l.gled, Himself~ from out his: Church,
ttVlt. sometime harbinger, and accomplice
of':~onquest, and, ia spiky letters, sp6k~:
THA~n~ANI • f Love One Another r I The frail
fu~;iJ:e, yet' ',vlthout which no,~hing. We can':. 0 ,

Aild" wen. t t. .But must. Ja, Iil'v(! been" to, RorKef s Drift J

" and J~n a 'Wi('/ ret!J,t'n (j there often t to stand I)

~,"t1~:~th the siLgr..iing-widow pines f and affit:\Il
thac"gu.idance exists. and. it may be , redemption."

(l
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The speaker recQ!;1nts in the course of the poem how he
has travelled to th~ memor-i.a'Lof the bat t l.c of Rorke's
Drift neither to gloat nor to mourn but rather to seek
some sort of inst~uction for the present out of that
historical moment:

"Compxonn sed , acar ed , he'd come to prisea Nowness from that Thenll.

However, instead of managing to wrench some artificial
and portentous meamng from "che Mighty Embrace I of
History", he receiv'es an unexpected epiphany of sorts
in "the NOWn"whichpositively synthesises Chri-,3tianand
;{iJ.lu ethical imperatives, 58 as he reads the inscription
above the <i'ltar:

THANDANA~'I. 'I..ove One Anot~~~~t tr

" \l
The .speaker f s~\disarmingly colloquial explanation of the
imr,:lications of!! the inscription, expressed in the most
straightfolward, down ...to-earth terms 1 r~moves the
meani.ng fr'om the context of forgotten historical
events f. or of empLYpol.itical rhetoric t and trafisplant$
it diI'ectly into the context of ordinary, everyday
life:

tiThe frail
futile, yet without" which nothing. We can't.
And won't. But must. tt

In fact, an opportu~ity to put' this new understanding pA
"into pt'actice ocol1'1's almost im,mediately when two' g
westernis~d Zub,:i st~~ts request a lift with him tt

'i .~

Johannes' urg and he g~ittrpses the pDtential (~or much
greater direct and pra.!t:tcal co-operation, mutual
asat scance and Love across the colour line. This is
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perhaps a. weakness in the poem in that .it renders it
vulnerable to accusations of pate~n81is"Il: telling:i.y~
it is the blacks who must respectfully ask the white
man, "Umlungu", for the ass Lat.ance which he is in the
economic position ..~f being able to provide. Such flaws
in the poem are balanced, howevar , by the subtle and
compLex mood evoked by the fina.l lines" Far from
Lapstng into a naive political chLLdasm, the poem's

"\:\

ending confirms quietly the reality of gui4anc~, while
at the same time it suggests that 'redemption
poli.tical or religious is neither certain nor
LnevLcabLe, The poem's final,' sombre image 'of the
sighing-widow pines, recalling those' who died in the
~att;le, serves as a chastening .. reminder of chc
uncext aInt.y' of redemptiQn, and re:i.~forces the muted
qti.;llityof:the optimism with which the poem ends:

o

"Ja, I've been to 'Rorke's Drift,
and in a way return there often~ to sta~d
beneath the sighing'!,.wfdowpines, and affirm
that gut.dance exists, and, it may be, redetnptionu•

('1

An even more sceptical attitude ~informs Douglas Reid
Skinner's examination of the pas t., This IilKiamination
takes the form of an austere and bitter scruti:hy of two
leading figures in the Boer War, and his castigation of
them ser.ves, in a manner similar to that of Cullinan
and Mann, as i" warning and a ccunse I to his concempoxa-
ries. Firstly, in "Milnerft \ (The" House in Pella
';District, 1985), Skinner recoupts h&~7;\>"ct:hearch
....._ • ...-- v t;-'~.:,:~'

imperialist of the title pr~voked the BoerS i.nto war in
:!~,

order all the more effectively to subjugaf'~ tttem:

Uto pierce
the country's heart with an empire's dreamsn•

"\\
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Milner I S personal demise, howevar , is not so much the
,rlarking out of justice as it is the result of the
general, implacable hostility of Africa, whose

"har'd ironies always w~dt ,
for those who seek to impose their 'td.ll;
in .the end they go but the place remai.ns
what it has always ,bc'ell. A difficult dream.'~

\\

All that is left of h.i:..: efforts are some y~llowing
papers and an old hotel bearing his name where men
drink and speCUlate on the fundamental. alternatives or/

//
;/

",~~. "freedom an\~ tyranny, love and ha:heH•
'\ '\ ,;)

'!h~~b_ilitY ~o choose between such alternatives ma.y
stil1~e at. il,ast potenti'lllY available to men t.':>day"
but in a poem like nGeo~fies" (~he House In.. Pella
District, 1985), Skinner leaves little doubt as to
__ . 1*........ -

whir" .ptions men continue to prefer. In this poem.
Skinr,~:r(,describes the ruthl;cJs strategies employed by
the ~ut~cratict unyielding, Kitchener to end the war
begun by .Milner. The poet's disapprohation, of
Kitcheneri s "method of finishing "the country, the
people, the whole chf.ng'", is clear:

"The war was wons but at what (:.:)S1: when
so. much hatred and bitterness pet'sists".

Ultimately, Lndaed., nothing has been sol\~ed at: all,
o

since U

"the IH11i\~ continttes in a country divi.d~dby str.ange geometrl.es".

D

The clear mora.l Lesson to j";P derived from tni.s
ast r tngent examination of the past, the.refore, is that
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no real or Las cfng peace cart be achieved thr(lUgh
violence. Skinner remains pessimistic? however, that
hiE: message will be heeded, and the poem ends with the
nurrbing thought that no one knows "how Long the
killing will go on".

A similar. scepticism permeates Christopher Hope I i, lon~5
poem, Engl:tshme~~ ~1985 ) • The poem is made up ,'~:I

fourteen fragmentary f discontinuous sections, in the
-:::~. J

cour-se of which Hope "offers a sardonic and darkly
comical potted rf!lis!i0ry of the involvement '~of the

~
'English in South 'Afrj.ca, The incn!'l~sive structure of
the poem, moreover t r~fledt:s th~\ imprecise and
incoherent id~ntity of the contemporary'W~~SA group, an
identity which tfie poem seeks .,to clarify through «ian

< examin~tion of the group's past,' The poem "l'tea;l(s) &.t
\

\ into hist:0rx~r, therefore, in "order to "puc some meat on\ ~-, these '-old bones" of the WltSS! past t to trace "the
'\ c " - .

'~\ imperial anatbmy" (section I). ':"1he ;-econst;rl.lcted bogy
~ ~ ,

~\ wnich ~w~rg~s t however, j,s far )from itlJ?ressive, as the
o '''", Engli9h are revealed to be. i t!!orrupt t viciou~ and

'\' '~~e.r. ce..n..ary. pe~Pl!l. "The poem'. condemnation begdna, withQ
\,

\, t'ttecC?,lonialist cupidity of Queen Victoria - "a queen
,I '\ \\ - ~-lh&~as eaten too rich" (sec,tion" VI). It o<!:!ttends to

, ..'i!'....).\.,mu~ta.rYi; co ..... nder , Sir ~rry sm...' ith. ' who b:c1-ngs to
\ ),~rr~"cam~~lgn of rut:,hless and ramtllan~, expansi.onism a

o ~ ,chi1'~in!!lY callous detaChmen~: ,,'" ,

\, "first blood is tell ..tale to bluff Harry.
Placi{l~ the enemy by the dlrection~of his dead,
he c0114~~ndsthe ".sharpshooting "Boers
even as tte brings un h't~ big guns
and blasts the rebels r.:oWinbur~ ..
Fa.ir ..handed

'~arry is shooting a pril!loner here,
a deserter there. Bone like nutmeg on the wall,
his slugs lift half their heads away" (section VI).

!_1
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.And it includes the bumbling minor bur eaucr at e , Hogge
and O...'ten, sent; to represent the British at the Sand
River Convent Len with Boer Leadez Andries Pret:orius.

"These two absurd officials, whose ineffectual progress
the poem loosely follows, may be figures of fun t but
they participate in the fundamental dqplicity .of the
empire which they serve:

"che Dutch may fight the Keffirs for (the land):
Why should we v.'orry'? Whoever 'tvins will en~f up
Englishmen" (sect Lon VI). (my brackets)

TIle fruits of, this reckless and arrogant Imper Lal
brutality and dishonesty are the strife-rorn chaos of
mod~rn South Africa in general •.•snd the. id,ent~'l{ crisis
of contemporary WESSAs in particular. These WBS'sAs are

c represented in. the poem by Mrs Orib:t J an eccencr tc ,
virilescent huntress. and Mr Silvera. a melancholic ClI'ld

diffident cafe owner. They may initially appear to be
unlikely candidates to re,present. the WESS:A group 1 and
yet in a strange way they perfectly embody 'Che WESSAe:'
sense of having been 1nargine,lised and al!-enated by the
process of South African history,. of having become
people:' with no clear identity whatsoever. Mrs (jribi,
for exs.~le, longs wistfulirY' to be ~ble to feel as much
part of the land as the gJ~ge or the animal which share
her name, while Mr Si1 vezo , lacking a fixed, di.stinct
perl.3onality, remains as insignificant as small change

., !.'

at the cafe and as. sh;idowy as his namesake in T.S.
Eaint IS "pc'ttl:a.it ~f a Lady". 59 Hope's poem charts
their att'empt to discover a omeaningful identity fo~

/.1 ~ \~

themselves in the present J'y exploring the history of
the English. At the out set of the poem they set out
desperate:ly



"to find all 'lire left behLnd,
travelling the road wla did not take,
'On the bus we did not miss

backwards
into times we must have read about ••• WI (section I) J

but they soon learn that th~ir task is hot an easy 'One:

Ilfrom rib to rib we map the skeleton
but no one knows, or those who know

'" won't say r:';
where this poor bQdy1s flesh ha.s gonel! (section I).

As \1=hepoem progresses f however ~ this "1;journeying into
;;heir own :i.nteriors" ,.(section I) does provide them with
some' insights into their oiindition; in particular,
they are ,.-::oesolved not to emulate the power-mad
imperialis~ 'Of their predecessors~

"The place of power is not its own
but the places it makes others fill;
itA instruments are tetherings, sniff-lngs out

of witches.
expeditions of "the screwe4,:"upwill'.: (section Xl).

Ii

Ultimately. though>. there is no guarantee that others
1,1: "

will share this resolve, just is there is no guarantee
that' the WESSAgroup will solve its identity \\crisis,
and so 1:he poem ends, at Least; as far as Mrs Oribi ar':Q~,1>
Hi Silv.!ro are concerned, with' the pzospecp of a bleak

\,future:
I
I.
J\ "A ~Longtrek into winter"
I

\\
(S,:ction ,XIV) • (.(' c-,

I , \\
Althougl1 written in a very different s~le t Alan

I j

James f 811equally original long poem, hAt "a Rail HaltH

.,;At a'" Rail Halt., 1981), iJike Hope's En'glisqm~I!'
attemptjJ to clarify the identity of WESSAsin the
present by examining their history within the wider
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context of South Africa's past l.i:.. '.~~f·•.eral. This poem,
a "study of the unwept inherj_tanc~.It. of South Africa,
is, a meditation on South African hi~·t·~ry, occasioned by
a brief strop at <1' siding
Transvaal. The speaker,
cities", awed by these

in the remot'~ north-eastern
a WESSA from the Hgr~en
Hwild lands, I the lost

councry", is led to ccns rder the Cf.'t"I;i.)tributionof all
people 11.1the past to the deve Icpment; of South Africa.

<)
(,Alternating W~j~the central na~t;~t5~ve consciousness of
the poem, are a variety of extrac!ts; from' historical
texts ~nd snatches of dialogue, which reflect the
s trug5les and hardships of this great heterogeneous~ . -',

body of people: Dutch trekkers t english travel~fers and
o adventurers p Afric.an pastoralists, the ncolo4',r:~d ms;:i.'\, "

Airikaan·s farmers J British mis.$ionerie,s. ~/ipoem is t

thus, Ifl a sense, "An' aerial photograph" ~hlch attempts
to pro'llide Q sense of orientation and direction to
wESsAs" and S,~uth Africans generally. /fos the pcem
trie~ .to demon,strate" if men are Hhones:e« and "braveu,
and do not si.mply Accept "what truths seem easiest" t

"but ac.knowledge the 0 contribution '0 of alll~ to the
forms.t:ion of the country t then there is a 'chance that
they wil~" discover "."acrucrures of .obscur454 affihities".
It iSi, however, no more than a c ' .nce I and the poem,
li1ee th~)sJi'Clf Cullinan and 'Mann, dares not; conclude on
a note of anyt.hing .. more than the most cautd.ous
ol'timi::;m:

"Stranger things have come to
pass in the world than the
discovery of diamon~sfa Sout;f;\Africa".

Through a critical ex,mnination of the futile
d~st:ruct:ion wrought by 1r.he English in the· pastr,
a number of poets have endeavoured to prOrde It clearer

II

Ii

\1
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sense of identity and'··''--..urection for contemporary
) \J..\_~ ,i \ •

t-i·ESSAs. The llnderlY:hng'-, ,,,.,)umptiq;ncommon to most of
~ ,.I 0"

t:his poetry is that the use of violence as a means to
political ends ultimately proves to be a futi12 and
counnec-pxcductnve tactic, .and that lasting solutions
can be achieved only through a process Ofopeacet~ and
rational negotiation. Such an as sumptLon, based~"~n a
continuing faith, however tenuous, in the possibility

, of an evolutionk;;'y rather than a re,,"olu,!:ionary solution
to South Afri~.a f s problems. ~)uggests ·t~a.t WESSA~may
discover a positive identity in this regard. As
ou·tlined earlier. the WESSA group today remains
relS:tivet~' free of the inflexibility and extremism

- ~~ , .which has tended to' chara'c.te.'iiseboth A{rikaner and
Afric.yt nationalism, a~ so WESSAs way ,play an ?-ctive
and positive role in enciouf'iaging am!' facilitating this

'I'
process of negotiation. Indeed, tb'2 poets themselves t

by seeking to clarify these issues and by arguing for
peaceful settlements, are, in a sense, fulfilling this
role and{acoing as WESSA mediators, so t:ha1: the"poetry
its"elf mayobe regarded as a dynamic (part of' the very
processes it das'cr Ibea and promotes.

There are, however t a, number of dangers and
II

involved in occupyi~g this .middle position
~osi.ng forces, and these will be explored
follOwing section of this chapter.

problems
between
ih~ tht

(iii)
'\

\'

The third main way in which SouthAfr~clln English poets
h,ave responded to the identity crisis of WESSAs is by
, ~
examfrrl.ng the (,Positign of WESSAs, both in the, past and
the present, as being "in the middle", between the
opposing forces of Afrikaner and African nationalism.

\i
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Mike Kirkwood, in his .paper, "The Colonizer: l\.
Critique of the English South African Culture Theory"
(mentioned earlier in this chapter), argues that such
ex~minations of 'W'"ESSAswhich view then, as occupying
this ul.:iddle position, stem from a desire to promote the
ethnic exclusivity of the WESSA group. These
examinations, according to Kirktvood, recall wit;h fond
nostalgia a time when the "English South African coul.d
"cast as tai~ a shadow as any on the middle ground",
and theTh seek to encou~age the embattled ~SSA of today
"co stanG up and be a man" again in some 'jingoistic,

. 60 '
neocolonialist sense. A careful reading of the
examination (conducted by contemporary South .,,!-4.:Erican
English poets reveals that in their case this '<I'!~~~. J10'C,

a :::0. :",1 . . \':: .": <'(
so. tead, the poetry ai'lls to hignlight ;Jthe

I

potenti;:d. problems '0:' and "pitfalls involved in WESSAs
main~aining this \1jJ.dd,l~position.

Ideally, as already suggested, be~ng situat~d between
the .cppcsmg fo~.ces of / :Afrikaner and ~! Af,:ican
nation.H.sm means that WESSAsare uniquely placed to
facilitate the prQ~e8SeS of negotiation 'and to
stimulate ;~he 'changtls needed to bring about; a more
equitable social order. On the, other hand, llUlintaining

'-!) ,

3 ,Middle position may be used as a means of hiding a
covert resistance to political chauge behind a mask of

c

fake nautrali~:;,y or apolzticality, or of simply
w.ithd~·awirl:~ from the Challenges\)' facing this society
into the sidelin~s of polit:lcal indifference. 'rhe
intention of the "poetry is f firstly, to expose the ~
underlying hypocri,flY and c()wardice of many WESSAswho
have tr~ed to cl~im for themselves an unengaged, aloof f

/.fotance, and, secondly, to outlir..te the dangers that
resul t from their consequently peripheral social
function and vague, incoherent identity.

\
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(I

Willi~ Branford f s poem, "Colonial, Experience: Four
Fragments" (A Century of South~~fr~!!an E~En., ed.
M. Chapman # 3981), expresses obliquely yet lucidly the
timorous attitude and'tent.lpus situation of many WESSAs.

'0,

As it~ title suggests, the poem., which will be
discus~ed in more detail in the third chapcex of this

"study, is maie up of four separate $ discontinuous
sections. Like Hope's ~~isltm~~, the fragmentary
structur.e ref the poem reflects tl'ie:.\ incohesive identity
of the WESSA group. The first "fragment" t set in an
indeterminate past. describe~ a lite't'alcoLorrLafsunset;
a4:I a r$lther ridiculously lachr}"1llose; "civilised"
apeakel;' t,ries to reassure himself that the imnillent t.

~ .' \

"barbarian" takeover will not prove too travuuatic.
This situatiCln finds its moderr: counterpart in the
ihird Ufragmetltn where a WESSAmotorist is relieved to
be~ for the momentl "safely separate" froYl seven black
wo~kers travelling en the back of. a lorry in whom he
r.e.cogni.ses the "Impassive faces of DiI1:gana~s spearmenH~
On the ocher stde' of the fence, the 'WESSA is
ccnfxcneed, inn the second "fra.gment" ~ by a defiant and
intractable Afrikanerdom, to whom the old colonial

() 0

motto t "Despereer,!: Nie~f t remai.ns valid and meaningful.
Essentillily. the WESSA finds himself. itt the m.id~.l:Ie,
desperately trying to hold himself free '\li, .J~~y
conflict. no't realising t:hat it is his own dif{idence
and cowa.rdic~ that is liable tQ destroy him. Th~' final
Hfragment" captures succinctly·· and sardoni~ally thf},,>1

\\

rea.lity ci~ many WESSAs' si~uat~9ns: \ I)
(\

II 'co (l

tHumPty Dumpty sits on the £enc~
Thinking of his impermanence
Since he'll fall by his own volition,
Weill leave !?i11l scheduled fO!',,?emol~~iontt.

\~ "

c
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Branford ¥ S adapcation of the well-known nursery rhyme
seems a particularly appropriate way of des!;"ribing
those WESSAs who try to maintain an un~nvolved,
art.ificially neutral pcs LtLon in the politically
volatile South African situ.atiotl, sitting not on the
wall ~ as in the original, but on the political fence.
The nursery rhyme f'orm emphasises tho naivete and even
absurdity of this .endeavour , since to be indecisive .cin
such a situation is almost a guarantee of one I s own
"Lmpezmanence'"; By likeni.ng these "tVESSAs to Humpty

I)

Dumpty ''0 Branford stresses not only the precariousness
of their position. but also tz.heir fragility in the face
"of the inevitable upheaval about to .. take place in this
country. Their "fall" and "demolition" will occur f

c

thus , ' as '"a direct result of theiro.own volun~ary
actions, a fact underlined by" the j ingling :~~yme link

\\,.. ~)

betwee1 "VOlition I demoJition". The final implic.ation
of the'ol?oem is that, once, fallen, like Humpty Dumpty,
it will be impossible to ~}lt the WESSAs back togl;}ehel~
again.

A simila~ theme is exprHsed by "Stephen Gray in "Tfie
BElast' tl Hl~to1=Y" (It', s About Tim.!'!' 1974'·)~ a poem which

p in "the cout-13e of s'even 'distinct sections uffers a
virulentl!~; &~t;ir,~cal synopsis" of South African histoty.
TJle thlcd ;i,df., ~hese sections wryly adapts the t,itle of

,.) 61 ~,
Rcn~,~de ~i.~liers f~, book, Be,t:er T~an Th~L~!$new, WhiC~\i

sought to ce Lebrat e the achfevement s of ~hgl i.sh Soutn'
Africans. ' Gray's, vera ion, "Fatter thall '~hey Knew'ft"~
focusses, instead t on the avarice, s8nct;lmonioU,Sness

",'f <

and b,ewildeF~d alienation which he believes have
chaxaccem sed ,,iWESSAss tnce the '1820 Settlers:

,":

J~~

"In eLght.ean sweet~'and 'tI'.venty
where the sun would ,never stop
they planted flags in the land of plenty'
and sold the Beastly CcJ,"0P



saved up souls :tn mission stations
counting mer;!.il.Oein their sl~ep
did their bes t co b:t'~ak the nations
nobody' s knowij:~.gthe. troubles I heap

St~ll my skin i.s white and strange
my haloed neck ia bloody r,ed "
I 'm t;ur&~lg bLue in wind~ of change ~
it isn't like HOllil~ Office said

old soldiers nevez die
~hey tell you how :!.t should have been
clubbed' to death "r1;,.t:h memory
~oing to London to tell the Queen ,"

(_::, o
.. \)

1'hrough a serie.s "of punt.!I~/1iluibb~e~~d 'wi,t~y aJlusions,
Gray pre;sents a pOJ;:'t:raitLt;f. a peopl~>''1hCiee inability to
move ~ith the times and.~lhose "k,>nwiliinghess to, in"lolve
tbemselves .in the processes of history has left them a

('\

ridiculously self-p-ityft1.g,i) matginalised group. Playing
on the colours of the,. Brttish flag to which many 0·£
these -w&,<)SAsstill lClo~ ~tt.th nostalgia, Gray suggests
inll c {:h~. third stanza \;riat they ref,lain (irednecks and ::,.,
strangers in Post-c91onial Sputh Africa. and t&t the
J'winds of change" have left them. "blue", that is. both
sad and co14\,. exposed , cl opeop1e with no clear
IJidenti.ty. As in ~-!:r-~an society ~ "these WESSAs
are PO;~iOn.,& ..in the POem~.be~~ t.ne Afr. ika. ners (the
sftCti.on ~~t~tled, "'The HOt"n~' Crew! ~nd the" blacks (tha
section ~ntitled, "Uight the NegroH). LIke ·Branford '3

poem. Gray's sugges,,;s that it is the WESSAsf attempt to
sit on the fence between these two oppoaxng forces e . and
their, unwillingness to involve th.eplselves in seeking to
remedy "our history of sorrowUothat will lead to their:

c:

eventual demicse.. As, the title indicates, Gray views
this country's \,snistory as a "beast;", and the final
section of th~~,')oem predicts grimly that it wlll
pxob ab l.y be purged, or "tamed" ~ only hy~ the Jje,~ .. ~ . 1"\,))
"apoca Lypse" of "South Afrtca't s el!lipse't ~ a fate ,*:0.:,

70.

(/



If tt do not mourn the hv.ngry
i.t A..$ because
th~y have nq appetite for cear s ,

~ since ii.p...reduce my mutter _\
the same \tongueIf as those I wish to see give pl~tCt, J

I I will gr.tllllb Le and mock, aLthough

I each time too late v
D I realise I waste my breath.

/

11
/
l

j'
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//

/
/
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which pol~tically indiff.€{!rent and self-seeking W~ISSAs
will havo/ in no small me ,alure contributed. Ii

) II
j Ii

Chris .t~nn, in ·'A(iPr.~yerii for. My 1;';orkH (IJt'~.!_Bf~ill2.z..
1977)h /.Lx, 1~ev~:8.1s ~n a~!areness of the t.JESSAs I li.I~!!ense
f---,J \. Ii l"

o f o/"C;:!ilPyi.ng a :t:l;',ouhled ~Iiddle position between black
.;i IiSorith Africans and Afrikaners.

jI /) i;

;/

";:'I

"If I do.inot speak ,:,f I~uffel:'ing
" it is pe~~use 1!

those- 'who' know its darkness do eo.

c

I can d.1.scomfort th'?1TI as well
by loyal ty • ...,. '
unc~l it d1sr~3pects the tn,th

.,'-;'
,..(;:-'

which. all of our ance Jrs share.
Maj Dingane
The Somersets t "arid Piet Reth\f.

and "e\l of you who have. J;:;ound peace.
keeP li~~mind1ng ';;-J:
1.18 yQ:l,lrC',hi.ldren of yO'.b't unity;

~...
eD.lbra~e us irt the'l pet1!'ianen.ce .';
of ~b i~riend$hip I~ .•. .: "

we ne~~ not wait to~ death ~o f1~a;
:;, ,},,-,,,I... < /f;' , :/ ";;'

Are;':; may "you all ~J'P~a.h. thraitgh ~~ work,
leat silence be I ";! /' i'

e. /' // .J

o th~ swe~'t~se 0sonp I everj~'To.~:e"It
'j/! f'::
j g t

In conc rasc ,.,ith, Bra~ford 1fd yiay, ~owever. Mann
in this l',oell1 not ,&0 much ~~/ repudf.ate WESSAs fo'!

/:If iF
;Y I., '.1/ /i /.(1
n /i'
/:/pl
d

,j

~/
II ;/

III

seeks"
the it·

I;'_'O
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political uninllo1vement, nor to warn
dangers attendant: upon maintaining a

them. of the
hypocritically

"neu.tral" politi.cal s t.ance , Rather ~ he is characuer-t.s ...
tically decermfned- to accentuate "the tr.uth II which
all of our ancestors share". The noem becomes in its
final stanzas art }nvpcat:r.ol1 to rheae ancestors ... bLack,
(f)inganei:', Engli~'h (the Somersets), Afrikaans (Pice
Retief) ... who are united in death, to effe .ct; the same
unity among the living. wl1at Mann.'s poem of,fers, is a
glimpse of a future South Africa in which Afrikaner and
A~rican nationalism, as well as the w'ESSAg't",")up.~?-ve
been unir:~d, into a common South Af~7ican national
cul ture , !t may be said that this is the goal for
\>ihich a1.1 South Africans ought to be strj.,~Jing. It is~
hpwever. a goal ~]hicl. remains,. for the .,\time being some

)

'way off. In the irtterim, as has been suggested
throughout this chapt ez t dWESSAsmay find a meaqingful
role as mediators i!'l the continuing process townrds

:~!

conciliation and i.1nifi(.\ation. In fact t this is
precisely ~h~ sort of role that Mann ni~self has been
f1J.lfi,.i.ling t~rough thiS. yoem, cl1d the sort of function
that .ne prays hljs work; :r~i:'~,a wh01e ma~ perform ini, soutp
Africa. f. ({

,. . c. '"' 0

"

chiisto!>her Ho,pe' £; POQlll,\\ §rtglishmen (1985) t as

discussed earlier, may be regarded ~,S an $ttempt to
discover.' a positive and meaningful identity for WESSAs,

" })
'tlho find themselves TUargi.nalised and' al.ienated in a
South ~.fric8n society ~haracteris~d by t:he continu.ing If
confli.ct beiireen Afrikianer and Afr'ican nationalisms.

. "

In a similar way to Chris Me.nll' in itA Praye.r for My
Work.1t f Hope &u~ests t :i.n ~nglis~!W that the ultimate o

goal of the at~empt to resolve the ,WESSAcri~s of
identity i.s to create a united national culture in
South\, Africa, and so in this poem CRape considers the

((
,)

II
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possibility of uncove; ug a fundamental unf.cy between
WESSAsand their African and Afrikaans counterparts.
He does so, howevez , in a rather less confident and
unequivocal manner than Mann in "A Prayer for '£'1y Work".
In the course of Englishmen, Hope, like Gray, casts a
jaundiced and $atiri.cal eye over South Afric.1;' s
history f weighing up Barrtu , BCler and Briton and. finding
each of them equally wanting in their bloodthirsty
obsession with power. Thus * Andries Pl:etorius' s
merciless execution of "Dingaan f s sons (section VIII) is
performed in the sort of spirit thaf; still infor.ms
Afrikaner radical nationalism today f syml:>olised as Lt
is by the Voortrek.ker Monument where, every year

\1

Uthe Boers knt'~l at the altar 9£ memory:
dreaming

of frying Englishmen basted with Zulu fat~j' <section XI).» '
\

SimilarlYt the ruthlessne.ss of Dingaan's murder of P~et
Retief ...

!lDit(~aanf S w~rriors n

threaded Retief until the sharpened stake burst ll~l1St
his breastbone" (section IX) -

,',

"warr.iors"
XI\t) :

Ls likely to cbar accer Lse the efforts o of moder41-day
in nhe approaching "Armageddon" (section

machiavellian cal.Lcusnees of Sir HarryAnd the
Sfllith~ u.nfeelingly execut Lng prisoners and deserters
alike (section VI) t finds its debased counterpart in
Pr,(ltt's bungled 4tlsassinatior.. of. Prime Minister

;::1

Vetwoerd:

"th~ lastknown attemp 0y an Englishman
at exp;,opriat.ing -Boer property" (1Jet!t'ton XIII).
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Ironically, however, Hope discovers some cause for
optimism in all this bloodletting since it at least
demonstrates common ground
down to the essential

~\TUlnera.bility!

between the groups, right
fact of their mutual

"Folks kill easiest
when they're LayIng ghosts

Dingaaut Pre'Coriust Sir Hapry Smi.th, the samE;••. n
(sect Lon IX).

:rhis mutual vulnerability is sugges ted at a basic
semantic level t in fact, through the ambiguity of the,
phrase, "Folks kill easiest", which can be read ei.thex
as tlFolks find it easiest to kill othersU or ~s IfFolk~
are easiest to kill'),: the linguistic ~~uivocation"
underlines the elementary and undeniable W.iilit between.
the three groups. Indeed, th~ poem builds up to a
gra.phic vision of the mOltality which, at the L.1l>St

fundamental level', is proof" of shared humanity:

c

"These I.)

(i graves here
~nm&rked for Christian s~aves and coloured servants.
Acrot.ls. the way you see headstones of the citizenry,

o broad as culverts .. tall as outhouses.
() They "keep t~eir distances even utpderground

but mix, in the bO!ie~ as the mole knows,
crq,ssing the I)l~ne

II' and is pitied for his b l.tndness"
(section XII) .

(J

Englis~e~ suggests, thus, that WESSAs do have a
meaningful place in South African society, and that .all
may yet turn out well fot' the countrry , Like' most: of
the poets e.xa~ined in this chapter, Hope has attempted
to outline s6~e of the vard.cus factors which have
contri15uted to the WESSA 'identity crisis, and to
suggest some of the means by which that crisis may be
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alh:viated. Lik~ many other poets also, however, Hope
is realistic enough and practical enough to undez st.aud
that there is no guarantee that WESSAsgenerally will
be able to rCfiolve the prob l.ems facing them.
Similarly { he is reali~tic enough to understand that
there is no guarantee that the problems of South Afr;i.ca.
as a whol,e will be resolved, and so the final vision of
English,!tlE'm remains, appropriately, irreduci.hly
uncertain and inconclusive:

ItL k th" . Ok' 1-, k00, ere 1.8 pan 1.U t.he s ..y.
Da.wn or Armageddon?" (section XIII).

I'

o

Over, the past twenty years or so ~ a significant n1Wlber
of South African English poets have respondel\ in
var tous ways t to the crisis of identity experi.e'[1ced by
white Engl~s!l-speaking Sout~~ African() a~ ;. group,
during this per.Lod , This chapter has attempted to
examine the various forms which this response has faken
in order" to
weH.. as anI> --'\
auggestedbY

g~in an understanding of the crisis, as
" 0

idea of at least some of the means,
the poetry, of how it may be resolved.

1/
Bri.efly, the broad conclusions of this examination
would be that WESSAs, generally, need to acknowledge
the excenr "of their LnyoIvemenr in the injustices and
exploitatd,\'Teness of the ~)arthei.d system of .govermnenc ,
as well as their own .co?tlnuing racial prejudice and
xenophobia. More positively. in seeking to bring about
'changes that will I, ad to a more open elnd!\' Less
repre"ssive social order in this councry , WESSAsmay
find for themselves a valuable role as °mediators
between the opposing forces of AfrikanerC:"l1}4 Africl:~m\



76.

nationalism, and so help to encourage and facilitate
the processes of peaceful negotiation 1ud conciliation.

:

As such , WESSAs may leave behind the polit:i.cal
diffidence and ineffectiveness which has tended to
cha ract er Lse the group in recent years, and beg in to
~.(ork actively and meaningfully towards the creation of
a more equitable and free society and. a unified
national cul trure ,

As the poetry has shq;Wt't,the ta.::;kfacing WESSAs at the
present moment is to develop a clear, unambLguous
identity ....i.n terms of its at tLcudes t values and
orientation - that will enable them to work decisively
-and purposefully in bringing about positive changes in
Sq,q,,~hAfric~"1 At the ~ame timet however, such an
i( ltity needs to be kept free of the sort of
,,--'

inflexibility) I extremism and exclusivity which has
tended to characterise both Afrikaner andlt African
nationalism; and which.has served to make South Africa
the vi9~ntly divisive and polarised society it is
today in 1989. Similarly, while WESSAs ought to strive
towards national unity and conciliation, they need, for
the time beIng at least) to maintain a certain" i.1

I' i!!d".:'!pendenceof identity in order to play an effective
ana, viable role as mediators between the conflicting
groups in this country. To allow 't;.geir autonomous
iaentity as a distin('t group to be subsumed into either

\"r~,>. ., <

of these other opposing groups would entail forfeiting
the ve.ry opportunity for critica.l objectivity a.nd
authentic political mediation which they are curr.ently

\; "

in a position to be able to supply. And, indeed, it is
pr~cisely this kind of alternative tradition which is
clearly becoming increasingly important, particl1.1arly
in view t1f the ~estructiveness and apparently dead-
locked futility of the continuing struggle .between
African and Afrikaner nacacnal.Lsms ,
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The task facing ~,ffiSSAs1.S obvxousLy not ani) easy (me;
it remains, nevertheless, one /!)f great importance.
Both the diffie.ul ties and the significance of this task
have been recently adumbrated by Guy Butler. Having
begun this chapter. by noting' Butl.er ' s explication of
tl Wr;-·...SA· d to; +- .... •• ·....· ....h .f tre ...;), a.oen .;o.,-y C.:..1.SJ.S~ 1,. t,s pe .. aps appropr ...ate .0

end with hf.s view of the way many WESSAs, or "ESSAs",
o

as he calls them, ace currently responding to the
crisis:

1)
"The ESSAs I refusaL to be categorised, to w'ithdraw

\\

'into their own little laager, to clamour f'Or
o

cettain rights J may mean, 3. certain anonymity t a
psychi" uncertainty t even a hunger for th~;
assurances that come from a closer sense of

I[

belpnging; if but this lack of doctrine and
definition makes the; ESSA group hospitable to
those not ESSAby birth. '.0'

S""'~l ~. ,:,e are 5not mo~~ than two mI!:lion - leu
tha! tbe c'ity of Birmingham}, we do '~rovide the
base for a r~8pecta~le alterna~ive tradition to
raciat: politics.

ESSAs
o

have suaOtained a cliDu\te in wh~cH
a1t:e1-natives can be thought, creative discussions

" can take place J and rlfinds meet outside the
sanctified racial structures: an open market
where a m.or~ rational. political disnAl1sation is~'

c '\. 62 y-

perhap~, struggling into being."

J
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CHAPTER 3

1.

Huch South Afri.ca.n English poetry over the past two
decades or so may be unde'ro tood as a vigorous and

';various response t.o the "crisis of identity"
exper Iencad by white English-speakin~c'South Africans.

, In a society marked by a great d~W of confl Lct ,
instability and unc~~tail'ity, the WESSA group's need for
a cle~r, positive id~ntity is fundamental, and so it is
not surprd s Lng that' the subject has engaged the
attention of many t>oets. This i~ntity crisis?

II

,buthowever,
dilemmas

cons~:)tutes
confronting the

one of the
WESSA group.

contemporary
A related

predicament, and one no 1:ess severe , involves what
Christopher Rope ha.s termed the WESSAs' "damaged sense, 1
of pLace", "What. this means is that if WESSAs tend to
be unsure of who the:; are, they ire equally uncertain
about where they belong. On ..the one hand; they are
unable to affi1."'Dlwholly and finally their Africanness,
feeling essentially aLLenat ed from Africa.n nature and
Lncapab Ie; genexa Lly , of authentically assimilating
:tndigenous culture and. tradit:f.ons. 9n the other hand,

\)
they find themselves becoming incraasi.ngly distanced
and estranged from the European source of much of their
cultura.l heritage. 'the ,result is that they have. become
a people without roots~ without fixity, without a home.

The proposition that WESSAs. suffer from. a lack of
belonging may appear superficially to be an established
theme in South At,ril,an English poetry ,Ii having been

! " Ii
1 Ii



79.

diagnosed and described i.n some detail, inter alia, by
.Guy Butler' and others of his genexat.Lon ,2 In
actuality, the dilenuna has taken on a distinct:t~Jely
11.0'lle1 flavour in the 1S70s and 1980s, becoming both
intensified and expanded. Consequent I.«, the poetic
r esponsea to the dilemma have differed significantly
and crucially from those of earlier periods.

()

Bssent LaLl.y J this contemporary poetic response has
followed two s.Lmul.t aneous yet differing courses.
Firstly, in 'what may be regarded as the negative form
of the response, a good deal of South African English
poetry has sought not so much to resolve the dn~~~a,

. ~
but has served rather to clar~fy its full extent ana' to
explore the specifically contemporary aspeccs of the
poroble~. tn particular, sucb poetry demonstrat(~s that,
in contrast with £orme"r times, the predicament
confronting the modern-day WESSAis no longer that he
i.s forced co choose between the, two ,.alternative bomes
of Africa, the land of his birth, and Europe, the land
of his origi~~. Rache'r , his problem is that he seems
cto belong neither in Afriea nor in Eirrope , rhat; he
appears to have no hQ~e at all.

At the sa.me time, a number of poets have of~ered a more
positive., response to the d:ilemma. Here the poets seek
to Jin.d location for the WESSAsneither in the context
of the cultural traditions of Europe. nor in the
context of, #\frican nat.ur'e , as had tended previously to
be the cJ~e. Instead., in a way qurte unprecedented in
South African Engli~'h poetry, they have begun to
explore the possibility, of finding a valid and unique
sense of place for WESSAs in the cities of South

I'

Africa. It is especially in Johannesburg. Cape Town,
Durban and Grahamstown, as opposed o to the cities of



Europe or the African landscape that contemporary
WESSAsmay, perhaps , be at last able to discover ,a t:r.ue
feeling of belonging in South Africa, to .achi.eve
rootedness and locatio!l¥ to find an authentic hOlnp-.

2.

(

Before examining the contemporary poetic response to
" the dilemma of the WESSA,,7.)F)damagedsense of place, it

is necessary to provid'e "', brief account of the
background to the problem. English-speaking whites, it

(r~
seems, have never felt truly at home in lJoutheti;,

'.""-.~~

Africa. ~xperiencing rather what Stephen Gray has
called "the uneasy feeling of the white man's failure3 ,.
to be long to the landtt:_ As Noel Garson observes in
his historical suzvey of the English in So;xth Af';J."ica,
"English~speaking South Africans and the British

I! Connect Lom 1820 - 1961". from the time of the" ea.rli.est
\settle.ments, English*speakers have' tended to consider
Iithe.mselves to be mer!J!ly sojourners, interlopers,
temporary colonists, or repr~sentative~ of f~reign
powers. whose re.ai home lay 'in Europe, or more
pS1;'ticularly as a rule t in Britain.4 These tensions,
experienced by white English-speakers in South AfricA,
between=their Eurocentric" cu.ltural ori~nt.ation a.nd the

"
immedia.te demands of African natural and social
realities, are reflected throughout South African
Engli\h poetry from\\the 1820s to the 19408, as Michael
Chapman has shown.5 To ts~e some widely scat eered
though reasona.bly illustrative examples s such tensions
are apparent ir{ Thomas Pringle's attempts to attune his
English romantic-idea.listic temperament to indigenous
physical and social c.onditions; in the cultural and
stylistic mult;.plicity o:f Albert lh:odrick t s verse; in
Francis" Care.y Slater f s pr eoccupat Lon with cultural

,
) \
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dislocation; in l~iliiam Plomer's grave disenchantment
with Afrioa;6 and in Roy Campbell's iconoclastic

\" it1.tole:rancefor the parochial insularity of local,
society. And yet, despite these tens Lons , the issue
during thi.%', period seems to have been fairly
uncomplicated, involving a more or less straightfortvard
choice between giving one's Bllegiance eithe~ to Europe
or t8 Africa" between leaving for the "mother country"
(as Pringle, Flomer and Campbell, for various reasons,
'chose to do) or. staying on in the "coIony" (as was the
case. 'for the most Dart, with Brodrick and Slater).~ ..._ -"')

Certainly there appear-s to bl~ little evL'd;nce of a
. '0

widespread feeling' of complete homelessness among
English-speakers; at most there is a certain

\\
indecision oyer where their true roots lay ~ cOr where
they finally owed their loyalties.

C) c

A marked a.lteration in sentiment occurs, however f

during the period o.f the second World ;)far and the years
immediately following it in which the National Party
assuaed power in South A£rica~ It i.s a development

. 7.'
which has been well documented\ and therefoLe requires
only a compressed account. The '!r q:ook many WE;:SSAsto
Europe, to the continent, suppose~\ly f of Iitheir origins t

whe:-e they quickly dd.seove'red , ''\~owever, just how
foreign that world really was to them. On their return
to South Africa. though i' they soon found the countrry
controlled by a government ~"hose policies see(fed for
the most part in utter oppositiou to those humanitarian
principles and ideals for which_;;they had fought. Their
exper Lence , therefore. W'iliS of rhe nature of a double
exf.Le., Guy Butler makes a related point in his

D

introduction to A Book of South African Verse:

I)

"The clash of cultures forces us to ask questions
about culture itself", and mt ·:"f~ ,; Ie. xoot.Les s , A
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0"

South African a~Yare of s European' origirls, and,
impatient with much seems anachronistic in
his envf.ronmerrt , isavo'W r.:he country of his
birth and return Cl)'mtr.:~" of hf.s traditions.
Once there. hOV:l(;·1J::r. he may ,find himself to be an. ,

anachronf sm, ~:hat the England he had sought;
:ists onl , k,ay J ,; in Hardy's nove Is. This may

\/ c;'

fQt'ce him to a second disavowal. He ends" up
outside the consolation of any tradition. wit¥l an
Lncr eased self-knowledge, but stultified!1 by
doubz s , ,,8 ;,,1

/
il

o U
o j

oButier's grievances are clearly more serious ~h/n th'Jse '.
of the pre-war per ted, , but t!le problem to wo/fch t;hey
ref~r, in comparison with thJ~ d1temma confroltlting t:hP

. y.

contemporarp~SSAt is not of a profoundl,' /ai~ruptive
nature. The consequenc~'8 of this "clash of

J"cu:'1tures" f

for elC~mple, amount., to l:!J.tle more than a ,baulking of
creativi!;y t a disillusionment!)., a cyniCism, all of which
are" at least partly as.suaged by the acquisiti~n of
helghtEmed self "",a.,!at:,eness." The tone of' the pasaage ,
moreover t is one merely of frustration and annoyance ,

Ii

and as auch reDJainG faithful to the poem Butler has
been paFa.phrasing. John Peters's ftEstrangementH (A Book
£f South African V~rs.!t ed. O. But.ler'; 19.59)!

,anachronism and; disavowal
Blurred in the,mind and set us to explore
Our vision turning curious and dual •.• " i> /I
Sh,utttng us out in the vacancy of truth J'
Anrd the present tense
wt1~rebare "f, eet s,roped in a dongs,;-be<f-'of dr"ougl;t;
~rred with the forking thorns of our s:;it:,}pitl.es
'fijI! litter and tra6h of doubt." ,,"

similaJy, Butler's eO'llDent that "South Africa~' Engl}.s~
poets never talk about being rooted in African soil"

"

()

o

()

JI
,,/
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;{(eemsmaze an expression of aesthetic displeasure than
of deep an~iety, while Anthony Delius's satirical'"
observations in The L~~.;;;t__;;D~i;._;v;...;;i;.;:s..:;;i;.:;o,;:.:;n(1959) are of the
character of mor;(t censure rather than evidence of

,. ' ",',1

serious cul.tura l f~ase:

IITh~irmost accomplisheclchildren {lee the Union,
Search other cl)untries for their cause and soul,
And to the ptonear p:reird.~e of ,their ,fathers
Add on no bette:!: meril, finar,storv.
Leave our crude gl.ar Lng sun an1i savage weathers i 0
To bask , reflect in other people's glory.tJ ,

d

o

De'l LusI S remarks highlight the fact, rsoreover , that at.
(',

(r' ~this time, no matter how discontented they may Have
felt. a number of viable options remained available to'
WESSAs. They could st::i~l regard chemsel.ves as

(}

!:'espected members of ali' inte1"national community of
!l':::' j\

English-speakers, and, more particularly, as an
accepted part of the British oCotnril.'O!1wealth. Conse-
<It.;ently, the opportunity for emtgratio'n was both
poli.tical1y and cultl1rally relatively unproblematic, an
t.dea attested tv, for examp1.:e, by the large number of'
poet;s who emtn:a<!ed th.~s cours~. of action themselve$ t

'. \ ( 'J .' (,

including Cur;ey., LL, ,~~er, Madge * Peter, Prince and:
Wright. Moveover. although I!V.lch was (~ade at the time
o/;,,,,dfthe Eng{ish schizophretl1~', 11 that ~is, the sense of
/~_<.-::o~~

/// ?'bEdng torn between two countries, thia is in itSelf an
indic!l,ticn that 'WESS1..S had a choice of at, least two
alternative bcmes , ra~her than none at; alL C) ThosE.,

, :: '.j

like Butlert Cope' and Paton, who remained fn South
<.-;:-~

Afri~a, co\,1*-~/continue to "feel confd.dent; that WESSAs
had' an 'i~portant role to pi'ay in the countrry ' s=";t/
unfolding social process, especially in terms of
synthe'sising their European and Africa.tl experiences and
influences into a unique amalg~~aticn which WOll1d b~ of
benefit to the society as a wifU1.e. ....

\)
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These mcdes of thought are refle(.~tecl throughout
poetry 0\£ the . Iwar gene ratrLon'", but; they.;.are nowhere
more 'ftn:'~ibly demonst:t'Cited than in the 'work of Guy

the
dsu12

Butler, t\he l~ad~l1g poet of rhe era., The theme
poe t ' S ll\nset.::iling division "between two

"

o

emerges r~peatedly in poems such as "Karoo Town t 19391t
,

o "Stranger! to Europe'! , Hi'1yth;,?,r and "Tourist Insight into
Thf.nga'", ~ut rece Ives pe rbaps its most camp ,..Jnensiy€

. d f' iit' '1" lin Th h'" If ( '1ana (~Uii _l..Ve ~tl cu. ~t:~(}n an nome 40Ug cs .a~
poems in j!~ele~it'edfp~, 1975; the poems date f'zom the
period of iW'Otld '(.1ar IX !Ql1wards) • The WESSAspeaker, in

I " II
q Europe, concedes that ,I" '

\ )~
I tt

"Long '.~'ears drifting through Afri¢an" dark
Bred, reams that I might find, once here,
A bur: f.ng beacon, a gyro-setting ma:r~H.

\ "

I hConvf.nced , I thus, that "man I s task is to get sue dark
things J!cle'i~r'" he attempts to emancipate himself from
the 0 tramon,tan.e. i instinctual energies C associated with
Dionysia.n o\Africa, and to align hiwself with the
civil tsed, \ intellectual forces of Apollani.an Eur,pe •

.,He, is, sorril.,lcompelled to acknowledge, however , tna be!
cannot cont}:letely abandon Africa for Europe, Dion sus
(.,for Apollo:ir\ '
, 'il

~ :\\' .:HI haVE:bnot found myself on Europe's maps,
A o~'o:cll~ of thlngs, deep things I kn\)\\, endure

-, Bu;':: nor rhevccnt ext; for my one perhaps.
',J t t)~1...'8t; gO'':back wi t.h my five stmple s ~\,aves

To soiI Still savage, in a sense still pure:
I) My lov~i le~s, shallow land of artless ~~"apes

Where 1:0 gt)$ ts glamorize the recent S?;\ aves
And eVIl ry ,:J:hing in Space and Time ju,st'".is".

/ ", i)
Furtibennore 11\ ' instead of trying "To i/ivilize my
sfi;mi-barbar<lf& land". he hac come to understand that

'.Apollo an~,l:l~onysus are e4uipollenr ... "neither could I
"Conquer: the \:h1lce in which the other suoc?" - and that

\

\

\

(~_)

,D



chey can and in4eed should be resolved into complemen-
tary who Ienes s r

{\

"Oh let the light:tlingof your quj.ckenf.ng eye
And his abounding darkness meet and mate!
Cleave, crack the clouds!' ,F'romhis brimming drum
Spi)'l crys ca l ~1aves of words, artj, tel"

Butler IS envi,s :egad pr ogramme, therefore r is to overcome
the Jichotomy bcet:ween.Africa and Europe by uniti.ng them
into a new cultural combination which will 'not only

"prov~ creatively 'nd artistically prc?uctive, but which
will also afford the schizophrenic WESSA a sense of
, '

location and security. }.$ Michael Chapman puts it: f

Butlerts enduring interest Ilea
l~ ()

"in the attempt by white English ...speaking South
Africans Ie»> find for themselves a home in this
country 1 'While) remain:i.ng sensitively "swaf:e of
their European tradit1.ons."13 j

Iii, .:;,

ITl general t thus, the attitude of Butler aI~d his
coeva l s m~y be taken as one of °relative optiar~5m and

. I
conf Ldence "in the possibility of a ~ati!~factory
so Itrt Lon to the prob Lem of the WESSAs' impaired sense
of place, however int:C'ac~able the problem may have
seemed. S,ince the 19609, however f the diffi.e:ulty" has
not only int;,ensified markedly. but has also acquired
other quite. oC!w dimensions. These would include, from
the European perspective. South Africa's withdrawal
from the Commonwealth, it's in reasing isolat:f.on, from
the international c01lll'11ul'lity.and itlJ pariah status in

n

world opinion, so that WESSAs have felt the111selves
becoming &la.rm1ngly cut oft frOM the source of their
" '.' 14traditions and from their cultural associates. From
the African point of vi,ew, the. rapid polarisa.tion and

D

85.
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radicalisation of the fo.rces of Afrikaner and African.
nationalism has rendered the ~~ESSA'.:;ever more
margf.nal t sed in the ongoing social proc.esses of the

II count-ry and has left them in&C a precar Lous pos Lt Lon
within South Af.ri.car.. soc i.e ry, 15 The fundamental
differen~e J therefore, is that the modern ...day; 't-JESSA,
t'atMr than feeling divided between two separate homes,
has begun to believe that 'he has" no home at all.

N~i Garson. for ex~mple. asserts that before South
Africa! s w~thdraw.al from the Commonwealth', the WESSA
group was characteri~e,d by "a strQngly British outlook"
'and a keen awar/i!ness of, its connection to Britain, but
that in the "'year.$ s Inoe the establishment of the
Republic 'WESSAs ha~e become increas b.1g1Y ~ncertain of
where theyl'belong or what: 'oth!..~ybelong to.o On the one

. d"

hand, their cannect;;\iort to BritEdn has diminighed to, . . . Q

litt~ .. lI1or~" than uti historical Odd,ity ,.rynda mete O%;ymbol
of CUlcurajr and. economic contact".; on the"othe't hand."
"their idertification with th~ Afl"ikan,er ..dominated
Republic r rmaifis u'nen.thusi&stic and their support fi6'
the" South IAfrican "at ace" is at best qualified.
S'~!'111arly, \~.R.H. Dsvenport, in KilO history of South
A:~rica. re br(h; that Fl8.ny WESSAs"ze sent.ed the severing
0:,1: the um lilical cord which 0 tied them to ~ritain",
dP'lr,tic,ularl~ h~cause, :i.t mea~~ that",they wet:e forced ttL

d,~oo.se bet ftm the :Qu.',!ll1:9'i.nSUff1e-'t alternativ~~ of,
'e:~t:her Bri t sh or Sout,b A,-fri~"an citi,j~~\1iP alone.
o

1'1~ese "his (crica1 acc9~nts are supported by the
et1~pirical ~lpCi'Ol0g4.C81 evid ce presented by" Liwtence

.

S(t,hlemmeri j his d£t·a.ilt!d study of contemporary WESSAs.
"E\nglish-sp aking South Africans Today: Idefit:ity and
'It1tegration \1 into the Broader National Community" .18

1\' '
II

c

o
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FOl: example, Schlemmer reveals that when asked to
. select descriptions of tihemse l.ves as a group, WESSA
r~sppndents betrayed a high degree of t:mcertainty and
confus Ion ~ with the response percentages spread widely
among the various alternatives: "Eng l.Lsh-cspeakdug
SO',lth Africans" (4;;~), "Sourh Afri~flntl (28%) ~ HW"hite

South African!: (l~~%) t "British I European" (13%) ,
together with some other mi.nor categories.19 What such
data shows is t~at while most WESSAs are nQ/'fonger able
to regard th~mselves as British in the way that
preV'ious generations could_ they also seem unwi~ling to

,I

(! give an unqualified formal acknowl.edgemerrt of
afftliatl.orl' to t.h~ South Afti.can Hsdi°t'1ift. In another
area. of the s~udy t respon':XEmts werp. ,~sk.::d to select the
a1ternative which 'best d~scr~bed th~ir owncul ttrre and
out Look., Again, a broad sp re.ad of responses occu,,~i~0d:
"Specifically South Afric:a'tf'" ('46%), tlQ,f "the Englisq"
speaking world in ge.nexf,altl ,(20%) ", "Of the modern
Western ,wo't!>ld" (19%), "Specifi.cally British" (6%).
"European" ~,6%)~ with sotae other,. minor .categories. 20
In sharp contraat with" Afrikaners and black South
Africans, who virtually tlnantmO\'Rly regsl:d their own
cultur.es as speclf:i~ar!Lly South Af~ican, the tlESSA grdup~.\
reveals a great deal of disagreement and unease over

.:

its cultur.l orientr..+1.nn "and roots. Perhaps most
0'

significantly, Schlemmer's survey °indicl1tes that only
about j8% of the WESSAsample wou14 be committed to

o

remaining in South Africa if th£ economic or political
situation in "thee. country worsened,21 and only 24% of
WESSArespcndenre p08S~8S ;'$trong emotional ties with
South Africa..22

"

It seems evident that in .the mo.detn pe1:;iod the WESSA
group II as a. whol£f, has found it most difflcult to
ina.itifil,:\, an ~nt:act, genutne sense of place. Becoming
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inCl'eas'ingly distanced :from the British or European
. source of its cultural origins, the group generally
remains unwilling or unab l,e to affirm its commitment,
socially 6'r psychologically. to the country of its
preaenc residence. As Christopher Hope eolourfq.Jly
puts it, the We~SA has become

"displaced - f l.ot sem left high and dry' after the
tLde, If he belongs to this country nowadays it
is in the Qsame way as the mar.ooned sailor belongs
to his islandt!.23

I
{'

The WESSAs' "damaged sense of place",
Longe'r a ma;t;tei merely of frustration

i _ (:j

nience, it has becom~ a source of
~;: -

dioor"ientation and cultural anxiety. There i~ not so
much as post-colonial nostalgia for the mother 'count ry ,

() I,

as there iH the reali.sation that (me has ti~~mother
country at all. T~ere is not so much the iiurge to
confirm roots in the country of" one' a birth. :~s there
is the shock of discover1.ng "that one""has becoml~ almost
totally derllcinated. The~e i9 not so much th~~ option
of e;ni"grating fre:ly and easily to another do,~ntry of"
one t s choice.," aa there is the sense that \1, one !'i5

escaping desperately to an unfamiliar p1ace w~fere one
rill be neither welcome nor comfortable. And ~~here is

thus f is tic
and Lnconva-
psycho 1ogica 1

1'1

now not so .jl1u~h the ques tLon of where to pl.aoe one IS
~- ~ 0 .

loyalties,. as ther~ is" the ques tLon of whether the
loyalties of WESSAs. as an idflutifiable ethnid, group.
are of any significance whatsoever in the modexlp South
Af~ican context.

'Ji1

[)

(0 o

Ii
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Ii 3.

The damaged sense
\\ II

tmsSAs d~;presents
like difficulty

of place experienced by contempoiary
3. fi'lt:' more serious p rob 1em than any
which h.Rd confronted previous

generations 0:( Engl.Lsh..speakers in South Africa.
Ironically, however 1 as WESSAst sense of place becomes
increasingly i.mpaired, so their need for location and
pLacement becomes ever more urgent. Stephen Gray makes
the point with specific reference to South African
'Writer s J but the idea has a much broader social
relevance and may be applied to modern WESSAs
gene17s11y:

II t a sense of plac~:~, today ~ has gone far beyond the
\;')

t(mrist v:t'ew of' things) and far beyond ~p'e
polemical emotionalism of founding texts. the
'sense of place' is no longer II a geogzaph Lca'l
condition, or a classificatory principle. It is
located at the lV::B):t of a writer's society t his or

I '

her class, and "d"lture , and his or her very bedng
u24'

••••

Given this need for u clear sense of place, it is not
surpriSing that South African English l?oets have
respotldetl earnestly to the dilemma. facing the WESSA
group.

As mentioned ear He r , this poetic response has followed"
two di fferent courses f the first concerned with
clarifying the full nature and extent of the problem in

.,',

the contemporary context, the second suggesting fl'
I

possible acLutLon to this problem from a quite novel
direction. These two forms of response are not
mutually E!J!lc].usive, and have developed more or less
concurrently in contemporary South African English
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poetry generally ~ and even within the work of
. individual poets. For the put-poses of this study,
however, they may be dealt with separately.

In th1\first instance, in '\;'lhatmaybe considered as the
n~gative form of the response. the primary focus of the
poetry is on exploring and demotlstrating the pe:rticular
character and the full dimensions of the WESSAs!
damaged sense of place as it occurs within the cont ext;
of present-day South Africa. It may be divided. into
three distinct areas:

(i) the ways in which the fears and uncertainties
of WESSAs,"find:tng themselves aliena.ted from
both Afrfca and Europe, are reflected
directly in the work of a number of poets;

(i1) an exploration of the
experienced by contemporary
attempting to abandon Africa £1\)1:'

difficulties
WESSAs in
Europe;

(iii) an exploration of the d1firicul~ies
experienced by contemporary WESSAs in
attempting to abandon Europe for Afrl,cCl:'

Each of these areas !~ill be created in turn.

(i)

A:;;WESSAs in the 191'0&and 1980& have found themselv-es
es t ranged both from:' Africa and from Europe, so this
sense of hoae Lessnes s and lack of location has ~r:'esulted"

('

in a distinct;tvelY cont empozary alarm and uncexcadrrty t

feelings whiQlh have been expl.cred by ('Severa~, reCi~nt
South Af~icLm, English poets. Frequently, th.~s(~

''-':c
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feelings are not simply described by the poets in an
objective a~d impersonal way. but are registered in the
poetry at ~t basic linguistic level. In other words,
the. poets ~'ere speak not only !2. and about rhe WESSA
group, but:. also speak Eor the group. Although this
might be sa~.d of much of the poetry under dLacuasLon in

\,j f~\

this study, \it seems part:i.cularly evident in this case,
whera the acute and pervasive sense .of rootlessness of
WESSAs has elicited a strongly personal and subjective
respqpse from many poets.

As this chapter will show, these typically WESSA
feelings of alarm and uncertainty manifes~ rhemseIves

.:/' '.

\\ in the poetry's obsessive use of equivocatiort, the
'j(~ continual questioning. the stark, violent imagery, the
'~'hesitant rhythms. As such, this poecry is of a quite
different order froth earlier verse dealing with the
WESSAs' problematic sense of place chazactiar Lsed as it
tended to be by calm, measured and gen,~ral1y assured
tones. A.. fab ly representative example of such earlier
poetry t cas Michael Chapman has noted, is R.N. Currey's
HDurban Revisited" <A.Book of Sout:h Africa.n Verse, ed.

<I G. Bll~ler, 1959, the poem dates from 1948) t where its

o

"simple openness", its "sense of sanit.y" •
"rea.sonable voice" suggest a state of. mind
trouble€! ~han that typifying recent poetry:25

and its
far less

"After these weeks at sea, my native land:
I stand and stare at the remembered Bluff~
Enough of that long green skyline for a bOYt
The joy of those high breakers. their huge roar
Upon the shore t the lift~·in of the tide.

A forefather i,n eighteen forty ...eight:
In state landed his family h~re; his blood
Has flowed up almost every ftJrtile valley;
But many of his sons J tht:ough ct.rcumaeance I

Lost hi:s intense and c,ivilised tolerance.

,_"::
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By chance we ride the anchor in the Bay
A day or two, and may not go ashoie;
Once more hetwt:!en me and this lovely land
There stands a barrier; it used to be
~Iy childhood, now its my maturity. '.

{J

Currey's poem is a .straightfortYard and co.Llecced
dLseus.sj.on of the "barr Ler" which he finds continues to
separate him from his "native land" on. the occasion of
a visit from his al.cernat tve , adopted home of England •
.' Its relatively relaxed and unruffled l~tmosphere stands
in, sharp contrast with the anx Lcus and apprehensive
mood which p(\rmeates the work pi contemporary poets
faced with the "prospect of, having no home at alL
Anticipating this radical alt:.eratinu in mood.26. Patrick
Cullinan f s "Exiles" (The Hprizon,:' Forty, Miles Aw&,
1973) expresses the feelinSJS 0; a people Who discover
that they are exiled not simply from their "nacave"
country, but from all possible homes:

"We shall try not tQ remember
The poltt1cs, t~~'quarter truths
That made a total truth to us.
We shal 1 try to remember our' "own
Te~tation, when we had the power
And used it; when we had
It like a handkerchief
In the ccrnar of our sleeves.
And if thE~re was somethi.ng absurd
About tennis -on the equator,
It was the absurdity we drowned
With long drinks in the evening.

" It is true they have a personalityBut not, it seems. the one we saw_
Can any race have two ,,'
Personalities? 'l!lhere is 9cmething
Mad about facts ¥lthen they diverg~. ,
We remember what \~e saw. We knew them. ,,'\
We knew thetn well enough to want: their gcbd.
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And now we talk too much about it
The diale.cts bore our count.rymen ,
Words that once meant boy or farmIrrir..ateour flesh and blood.
We are easily f ozgotitren
By them. Could they have done better?
For there was one thing we ourselves
Could not understand.
Wewere native from the stt;l.rt.
With bro~Nn bush and the blue
Hountains(." from the first mO!JH3nt"nth wood",__.>mokeat dawn
That no one can describe, the birds,
The sticky heat; we grew co\~l()ve.
We thought we were exf.Le s , /)
We ar~ certainly exiles now.
The worst lie was our hope:
Perpetual teatime and the colour green.
Fantasies always sufficeBut we r~~urned to the lie,
The dirty towns, the insensitive people,
Endless 0teatime and the colour green.
But we can forgive this remembering
One promt.se .' driving through
Long grass at night, the scratch
Of the grass on t.he truck,
And in our headlights a continent,
An Africa within. An Africa beyond."

o

The poem posits two alternat;ive phYSical and cultural
homes: th~ one i.s that of the Africa whic.h the speaker
and his kind have recently felt compelled to leave;
the other is that of Britain from T:]hich they hav ~

c

derived their cultural traditions and to wh:f_ch they
seem to have returned. The <\~.lemmawith which they are
ccnfzonced is that they ar.e unable finally to ff~'ldan
authentic and satisfactory home in either place. In
Africa, apart from the political difficulties suggested

._, (', .
in \\t:ha opening st'anza~ they have been- unable to sustain
their Bri.tlsh traditions and activities. forced to
ac.mit that ,the absurdity of the attempt cannot
indefinitely be
ie-~urned "home".

Lgno red or conces.Led , Yet, having
othey fi.nd that they do not belong



94.

there either ¥ haunted by memories of the African land
and peop Le 'I'.'I1hichthey are unable to share with their
putative Itcountrymen". Gradually they struggle towards
some sort of eclaircissement:

If there was one thing we our se lves
Could not understand. ,. II
We were nati\~:e from the start •• "
We thought we'were exiles~
We are certainly exilif-:s now."

Out of Africa, now, they think back,
~==-~"I

"remembering
One promise •••
An Africa within~ An Africa beyond, tt

(\

\)

It is wrong to suppose that the poem' conc Iudea with the
\' \-\.-;;

speaker asserting 'once and for all his African
ident,ity. On the contrary, the final vision of the
poem remains irreducibly equivocal. comprising little
more than a vague and i'ather improbable "p romt.se'", The
enduring impress~n is not 80 much that WESSAs and
those like them t'eally do after all belong somehow in
Africa, but rather that they do not belong anywhere.

I·',

The fact of their utter homelessness i~ underscq:ted by
the poem's continual ~,employment of, deliberat,ely

r>

imprecise te;r:"ms such as "countrymen", o "flesh and
blood" , "native" " and perhaps esp~cia,lly "ext Les"
itself with its imp1ication that ,(t~~'se like WESSAsare
destined to remain in a perpetual s:i:,f.i.,t~ of exile. Even
the apparently" hOl'Hiful last line of the poem is
undermined by an ironic, fina4i, ambigui,ty: at the
'\homent when the speaker feels a~le to acknowledge the
.\frica IIwithin" him as well as: that which once lay
before him, he is forced also I, to concede that that

"

Africa now lies "beyond" his t'each.
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I
Cullinan's poem, 'i!}ftrough its 'use of an ,£nvolved
. fk,st-pe:rson speaker t its series of unanswered
questions tits bittt:!r self ..directed ironi~,s. and

Ii
especf.al.t.v through its s l i.pper y , equivocal language,
conveys directly the feei;ings of perplexity and anxi~ty
of 0 a people who have found themselves .sudden l.v and

() i'.)' r .., •

unexpectedly exiled from all possible homes. A similar
poem - in terms both of" mood and technique is
Cl1ristopher Hope.'s "The Flig~t of the Wh:ite South
Africans" (fape Orive.§_, 1/:74). one of tty"-)O!3t semi.n'!il
expressions of the problem of the WESSAs1'L·-ctamp.gQG. sense
of place. .1'his prohlem roms a central theme in HOpe i s
poetry" as he, made clear in his introdulttiotI to his ;""

I, II

first collection:

,ltmy work ieo an attempt 'to. gs.uge the stlJess under
which 1~he Eng~lsh-Siaaking White South Afr1can
c~Xi$tS';i For 4~1 his :}aim to "belong to Africa, ~e \
is not ',part: of it".... He is unde r pressure. So \\

_~ ,1
much SCI, 1;h4t he has long since ceased to be part G

of the iw()rld. Rather" he sees the world as going
o on ~10J~g81de him. He is II defensive,J fearing

'\
disl.lac.:~imf!nt, not realising that he .1.8 already
di8plac~d •.,27 li"

'~ " ~
o ~ /"

"The Flight of the" White South Afyi~ansrt rOCUS$ea

precisely ,011 this di"splaaement Wl\ich ccncempocarv
WESSAs have ~uffe1:ed. The poem takes" for its epigrapit

\?
the vaticinatio!l! of the JQ:losa p1:ophetess Ncngqu8se in
185,6 tha,t a~l' Europeans would 68 d~iveri irtto the sea, a
propilecy which Mope,'; ,uggests "is today coming true as
scor~. of "W!S~As tak.e "flight" from South A"frica.

/},

1/

o

c
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'\\,
I

o

"Kfnshasa s we feel, is not the p lace to reach 0

"At noon and leave the pLane ty P:'"Jdureinspection
By a hostile gr'ound-hoaties e , 'u6serving the bleach 0

.On her Face , her cap tacked with leopard skin,
F.:l.kt:d; and far too tired for the erection
A good bristle requt res., Wemake ,..:0 ..fuss.
Howevar , krlowing why sb.~ snarls at: us;

, But; proffe'c our trans I.e cards, and march in

n

C!

To stand at the urinal complaining aloud
'Of filth t flies and spit, amaaed that this
Is it, ar, Africa the white mall bowed
Befo:,e, growling out srde the walls of ~he GentS!
We,fumbl.e uncomfortably, unable, to piss
'fir!.l a soIdf.er , bursting from a booth, clcdhoPtl
P,s'§'t, still buckling up and. the talk,ing s tops ,.'
Steady yellow stninJ white me:rble in silence.
II~ . ,
04'erha,ts, Nongquase" ,you have your revenge. Te~\l me

o Why f jwhen surf.. riQes like skirts up a thigh, we ,bare
Ours,~lves s b l.fnd behind black glass, bellies
Up~ In.3vels gaping at the sun? We lie
Neat ice-crean" boys, purveyors of canvas ~ha:irs:
Whtle ~h~1: and the fishermen"who strand
ofi-sho1~e J 8hoot~ng seine" bu'~~}..ly cram 1

T)~ir g!ranaries: we gasp,~ straining to fly':
'/ n !:.:) II, . . '-;'

While in the upstair,s lo~:nge, our wait'ip.g wives
¢aress expensive"ivQry s6uvenirs; 0 "

,9.y'rights, white nunrers ' epoil; and home-made kni1Fs.\
We fl<"under "about t flying fish that fail r

Star:{Slg with the glazed. eyes of seers "
At (~\J.rplane y hauled from the sky, "lying like dead
Sil;w~r on the t:artQ\&c,fe~ling hooks bed
ne~p' in our mouths. sand heavy in our scales>,
III 0

!)

! 0 I

Our sojourn': what might dear Mi1he have made or it;"
Or Crompton, Farnol, even" the later .Jamea; ,
Who premised homely enddrig s , (inagi whO'lit
The lamp we wished to -read by, gave us The Queen,
A Nanny wealm~st kissed, our Engli,Bh names?
We q,link and ate b l.Lnded by the C~~ sun
Overhead, as flagrant <15 a rapeci nun. .
Such Jight em\"J;lrra.sses too late. We've",seen
So little "in t(tte littl'e "timt: spent coming
To choke on this beach of unbreathable air
Bey~mdthe ~tltls' safety t the good plumbing';
"Prey of gulJ.s and gaffs", ,We go to the wall
But Mowgli, Biggles and 'Alice are not there:
Nongquase, heav.en unhoods "its bloodshot ~ye
Al?ove a displaced people; our -,jemise _ ..~.
IS near, and wet 11 be gutted where we :tall." ()



I

I,
I.

\i

97.

)\

'i't''''~ c ::-,...·t'.;n'·..' of 1-11"" Pt'''''V, at Kf.nsb asha al' r"p~""'" , whr.rl":>/I.i.,,,,1.\';; ot:l.... ..,.J...1. 51 (,J .. t...l ~ . -,/'~;';lk _., •• 1. ... ,.:,) i.3 (;..i. ,".' 1wJ;. I...,_, qa \~,"., ""11

th~ escapit~g. WESSAs have disembarked from their
~ I -,'

acrop Lane which' has stopped over £0:.: J.'efol;:;ll :ing - is
most appJ~l)PFiate) for it symbcl:i.ses phys i.ca lLy the
WESSAs' aI13)8"rate& mf.ddLe pos i t between Souch ~fr.ica t

;,. th I~ 'r d' " .. 1 t ' ::t 1 •v~uere . E:1] lfoun 1.1 510, e '~r SU1"Vl.Ve., anc rne i.r
destinAt' :in Brit,:'i . 1;ihtc>.h will most likelv! i" .f

find to be e~ua Iv inhospitable. The first s~ction of
the poem U€llc,'ri1)€S graphically the "Af r Lca the white
man bowed J :~~foril", cbar'ac ter Ls ed as '.it is by squaLo r ,

I" !f) 1\ '1~'

se ar i.ng he, t , '\;i.biouitous soldiers and hostile
I

"natives'~':',r~ presented in this case by a ground-hostess
\,1"

whose antipathy t'Jwa'l:'ds South Afrlcant;; further depletes
'0 ·1

t;he f~fi9urce~il ,of the' already fati.gtl~d and defeated men.

"nyi~,~~.5,SAS.h(,..lf~~',','thus been d.:iven from Af~ica not by t~e,
Ml.ght oj j', digenous arun.es , but ratner by chef.r

,: n

inabJ~' ,:ty tOil ..attune their EUl.'J)centric temperaments to
the harsh pl~Yf';iC~1. and social condt.t Lons of Af~ica.
The second 9~c:tion recalls, like Cullinan's "Ext.Les'",

o 'I
"the 'absurdit'r and desipience of WESSAsI lifestyles in
I~frica. TrY:rng to darken thei].: skins by suncannf.ng (as
the ground ..hl:~stess tr Les to lighten her s w:tth bLeach) ,
they in:Vit~:blY end .up seemi.ng (10 "f'Lounder about,
flying fish l'[hat failH\ desperately "straining to fly"..
The recurl:er1t\ punning en the word "f'Ly" reiuforces the
WESSAst urge"ft de~ire f<)r:~t~~cC!pe. while the pathet~
and p'robabl y] futile natur"e of their attempt i~
suggested thl\ough the deri9b'rY{ alliteration of the
weak, soft: ":,\" sound." Their wives. in the airport
lounge t mear\While reaffirm their·'" fGlreign and
exploitative c,\harEl.cter as th~y caress covetously the
expensi\~ souv(\n,ir"s , "By rights. white h\lnte,rs' spodl.";
even as 'heir pw vulnerability is underlined by the
indigenous IIhom~\-madeknives". The section 'ends grimly
with the possib~llity of successful "f'LLght;" subverted
by the stark ima~1e of WESSAs as dying fish,

'\
\
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"feeling hooks bed
Deep in our mouths J sand heavy i:n 01.:~l· ecal.es",

The final ;,ection cons :tdel·j~ the '~JESSA\sI "sojourn"
generally ~ and emphasa.ses th(;!tr al~en,\ltictl by adveJ:ting
to forme~ly, .popuLar Btf'iti.l~h w:ti.ters such as A.A. Milne,
Rt.chma l Crompton, Geoffrl$Y Far"lol an~a the eat'ly Henry
.Ja.nea , who~ "home Iy endlngs H now seem i.r::r:elevan and
illapplicabie to a. fleeing people who have no home. '!'h":'!
"se:tion is filled with ;lmage,g f)f" eyes iina sight to

~ .
represent understanding a:nd th~~ability to find one t 4~
wa:~, in eqe fv,ture" ~:l,gnH;'i(:ane.ly, tp,e hetvildel.'ed

I ,~

wr:SSAs have little insigbt. i'h,t:o thei't (,wtl. (:.ondition,:
" .• D

having "seen I S();\little" in thtdr time in Afr.ica, they,
(j

now feel totally "b l Lnded" byo the Af:;:(.c:an. SUt}.. Even
more alam.i.ngly. there seema to be littl.e likelihclod of
their prospering Ln Et1ro~le, as th~::t beg;tn

c

to se,e that
their. superficial Brit!~sh ct,lturel het:'ita~e and

, _ ,I"
upbringing - represented hy "Mowgli, J)igg'1es and Alice"

will prove of 1it;tl~: avail 1'£\" thE: forbiddingly
unfamilia, con ation; i11 \:onte~pornry Engfand. 'they 0

are fO't",rd to conf'r-ont; the idea that they pelcmg
neither[lin ~frica nor in Eurqpe, that they have become

) 0 .~

estranged. both from t.he cl)untry of their blrth and from
the country of thei~ trad,itions. 'The poem ends with
the cmfnous suggesti6n thi(t; thE,;ir flight will lead not
to sanctuary, bur r acher , '.1S NongquC!,se prophesied, to
extirpation:

o

I,

"Nongquaae , heaven unhdcds its bloodshot eyeAbove a displacl.Z:dpeople; our'demise
Is near, ~nd well(:~j>egutted when we fall".

,_r

Qilite clearly, Hope I s poem dE.'fines a ..condition far more
grav'l! than anything imagined by Writers of Butler l s
generati.on. The socio-cultural disruption, the psychi.c
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'I,mcet'tainty - commtfu:i.cated not only through the poem's
imagery and narrative, but also at tL f'Undantental

"'""')

:'dnguistic level through the cbsess)~ve equi.voquea and
quibbiing .. all contribute to what Geoffrey Haresnape

~. has rcccgnt.sed as: Ha most d.isturbing vision~,1;j28 The
~JESSAs' damaged sense of p l.ace is the central theme
also of Hope slater p(")em,liBlist(;rsll (I~.:;:lle_f ..w.'i.tQ
.~~L.the~1~ 1~~.~~_1:,g.19S1). The title and focal image of

I.

the po,{tm ill ;c at.e bo th the WESSAs I painful alienation.
from Africa as well {as rhe mil1:i.malistic quality cf o

the it' ext.stence in,l that cor.tinen\, while theit' 0
i~i

estrangement from Etitope is apparent in their tenuous
relationship with th,ir "cousins":

,j

o

"Who is to say from where the pressure will come
or how mad we will be by then?
Whf!n our cousi.ns fr~~ Europe visit, this year
or ne.xt, they will De pleas~dpto see us. Prayf
After each dav'(~"S sun we will live on ...
Ii little 1~Qterunder a white skin."

I
o I

Significantly ,II Rober.t Greig's poem, ltSu:ttlers.t Stor,y"
\!!.lking Bul! ,,[ 1975) t bears affll:Jlties, in terms both
of vision and 1i~magery, wi.th II'S listers" • Greig sets his

il
poem at some i\hdeterminate date in the settler pal~ti in
or der to conve\~ the e ssence of the WESSA~I impe~illed
position as a ~~ople ,dl0

II
H

,,'Sleep arme~~,
distrust t~\e timorous guard
and dream d;,£ nome".

1\
,,, i

~\ Ii ',\

I~i soo~ ~e~OJ'lle~i\ app~)rentt howe~e~, rnat, ;~'llomen no
langel', fUDct;ions \\'\.&1 ~i! prcact,ic,ble optiop l 'since they
are" "Confined by thi i;land" (& m~tap}ror for Sout.h
Af"rica} and mU't "1e-eject / horth~rn:' eeas6~s that" -rhYf;,:.d

o -c II .'

poemsIf • If" they rio longer be long in Europa J however,
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they are
"cAfrica:

c~~rtaitl1?y net at home in the har shne as of
the violence of the imagery ~ as in Hope t s

poem, commurri.cate.s van alienation far more Lncense than
that experi;nced by a previous generation of WESSAs: "

o

"We hide, from the vf.ga l anr sun
~~a,i;.s cr Lps and explodes pale skin".

~\
\'.

IIItimately, they find t.hemseIves barely managing to
survive. lost in~e sort/+" social and q~ltu.::'(~l limbo
which Hope has out Hnedr "'" I)

;'00

"Grcping,
w,e p'rey and confirm isolation";

~ t

Mike Nicol, too, has made the acute aiiens.tilJn .,f the
contemporary WESSA a cent ra I th.arr.c in his noetry. In

il -,

"Livingstone'·' (AmonJ_th!J_~uvenfr.9, 19'78). ,he d:1\~li!overs
in the figure of the ,celebrated' explorer a, h~~rhiyapt;

)!' ,,_ \1

symbol of the, WESSAIS f4JGhizoid nature r fdi' I'whil~ most
of Livingstone' ~ remains are "buried in th'!stmi':l~ter ~ hi.s

-,

"worthy'''few'' followers
, :,

"left his heart
And guts to find new"life

() In Afzoicaff• <\}
I~

In the titl~ poem of his collection, "Among ,the
Souvenf ra'", however f Nicol suggeacs that the modern-day
WESSAis not so much divided between two" continents, as 1\

c
'0

he is reduced to a state 0 of utter home.Ie'asneas ,
"

Trav~ling r.hro!+.gh th~ Karoo, '=tne WESSA p~rsonl{ 'feels
like ~\:5t£~ist0 itf what is suppo,!d to be ~l:i~own 0 ;~;)i
countr' Made'/.to fe.el. f(!;ftoign and \ritrang~d ,"arl1ong the c-:
souvenirs" ando}~strange provinces" ":of a curio e: shop .in

<::. _,

"a country where all that moves turns cur4.JusH t t,h~"

t:
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WESSA, it is implied, seems doomed to an e,xi'citence as a
cultural nomad, aimlessly and endlessly

"travelling where
dust never settles, disturbed by wind".

Much of Stephen Watson t s work dr amata ses the tormenting
sense of isolation experienced by the modern WESSA.
Although Watson has sought to excoriateb and even
dissociate himseLf from, the WESSAsub-culture, 29 his
attempt, as SUsan Gardner has point,~d out , 30 J..s , in
fact, symptomatic of almost universal disaffecti.o·.1

,',
among WESSAs, Indeed, a poem such as "Year s" (Poems_, ~-
19?-k1lli" 1982), in its rambling ~'syntax, its
incomplete C'repetition$, and its seeming inability quite
to find any set acructure , ,,~onveys accurately the
'WESSAs' rootlessness and lack of d1recti(~n generally.
R~cogniiint; the l~Ck of 4, centre .:to his Ilt'e, 't-l'atsotl (_J
comes to see that he is"drifting

"in an emptiness already
there like 'an anemy t
in the homes
unhouaing all memory
The homesof my kind,o
the white suburbs
like coastal resorts
in their off~season air
of colonial decay •• ,11

i)

The tdmlessness of his ,life,
o \\

pet8'ona, i.£ m.~asured by
D ( §

like" that of Nfcor s

t_l
.,~

o

o

""Years ((
rootlJsso.s this wind
amidst ifs footldb'Se duat;",

o

And as life goes on among fJth~t barbarous and murderous
Babel/of ~en"c that is' South Africa, so WESSAs

C~
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generally, and not just Watson alone, find rhemse lves
increasingly' 'tpowe:rless" and "rootless", accumulating "
"year s I lived,! in, the sun / as if under a stone",

\\years, alarming~, which .eem destined t<> continue:

"those are thfr years
which arce al~,o these ~
now dead beyo~d memory~
beyond meanin~,
dead in me for\~ver I '.

these years '\,
which are. "not e\lded".

" ..)-:';'
'\\\

Most recently, Alan \~ames has foc.ussed on the acute
alienation of the cont'~mporary WESSA, in "Landscape at
Kwas.,ihoek Dunexcck" CP-l"oducing the Landscape, 1981).

", """"It'
Written in. the ,yea,.,:of tbe quincentenarv of Bartholomew

G' ~ •

Diaz'a rounding of -the C"pe, ;he poem describes a visit
to "the place wher~ Diaz ~~ected his famous cross, and
records the poet'. trou~led respons~. James finds

"himself uttt!rly 'alienate\ from both his European
heritage an~ the iDDedi~Cie\ of Africa. a.nd does indeed

u \-s s••• , a8 Malvern van"c.;·Wyk \Smi,~h asserts t the "most
bemused of all eommentatora· confronting the cryptic() . 31me.sqe" of K"aaihoek. Tha poem' 8 cone4.ueion t

"convtyed in a 6erie8 Qf jarringly blunt sta,tements,
encapsula.tes the mood\ of alarm and u;p.certainty of
contempor~ry WESSA, 8u~feri,ng' from a badly qamaged
sense of plac.~

,"So then. Strangers here.
a pl~ce, aliens. What
to make of th4t."

At

o

() (I
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(ii)

The cotlt1emporary WESSAsf sense of dislocation and
alienatidn, as reflected in much recent South;:;'A~ca.n
English poetry, is clea~ly of a fa.r graver nature than
anything cyperienced by WESSAs in the. past. The
problem. indeed, is even more acute than it may as yet
have appeared in this study, since cne traditional
II solutions~~ to the problem - abandoning Af:!:'ic'l~ for

,. . 1
Europe, or Eu~pe for Africa - no longer. seem fe<lsible
in the contem~~'<9.ry context. A number' of poets have
attempted to demonstrate just how fraught 't,.:ith
dLff:i.culty such options are coday ,

o

I'
The most obvious and predictable mode of reaction to
the feeling of not be Iongdng in South Africa is to
emigr'ate, to go into exile. This is J of course, an
<;)ption which has been frequently exercised by WESSAs in
the P:a8t. In fact, a considerable number of South
African English poets have themselves emigrated over
the years, including Campbell and Flomer in the 19208.
and later Currey t Del.Lus , Lerner, Madge, (1 Peter t Prince

I' I)

and Y#right:" Previous 1y f however 1 the decision to leave
'I

s()u~h Africa could cJe taken freely and with relative '\
fa<1!lity.32 In the\ 19708 and 19808, however, \
~m~gration has for a "~f1riety of reasons become a far

\) Ii .
'fuq'lre complicated cou):se'\ of acz Lon, On the one hand ;
~SSA&' social and ~Cl.l),1!tiral ties with Britain and the
.test of the' English-spes.ktng world have been ccns Ldez--

-, ably wea~ened, so that \ they' find it ~inct~asinglY/1
difficult to adapt to li~e in ocher cou.ntri~s which ,J

are, in any event. ~I antip~~.hetic towards whi.te South
Africans. On the ?t~Jf.!r hand, W£SSAsa re- being placed
under, additional pr~s::rure fro:l a number' of quarters to
leave South Afr.ica. t Apar~ ...rom the:f.r own politidal

\1 '. CJ
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scruples33 or, more frequently .and more powerfully,
their fears of an Lmmf.neut; polit:6:!al cataclysm, WESSAs
have been urged to leave by sources ranging from the
more intransigent elements of b l.ack nationalism. to
Afrikaner right-wing extremism, and even includin.g
liberal commentators such as Pierre L. van den Berghe
who has advocated white emigration as a possible
so lut Lon to South Africa t s pofitical conflict. 34 The
upshot, thQ~. is that instead of operating as a tree

II
and. unp'rcmp'ted decision, departure from SOUth Africa
has, come to seem an act of compulsion. of fear, of
desperation.

This altered per.ception of the idea of exile is clearly
in evidence in poems such as Patrick Cullinan's
"£xiles"o and Christopher Hope l s "The Flight of the
White South Africans" • Cullinan has, in fact t

addressed a poem on the subject to Hope, on the
occasio":;<;)of the latter t S emigration in the mid 1910s.
"Madaga~carlf (:ro~aI Is Not Dif,t:erent, 1978) expos~, the
neuro~c condition of the WESSA mind in the face of the
brutal11:y a.nd harshness which. characterises present~d~y

o

South Africa. The" speaker, in the" simple act of
"'ifalkingby the sea"; finds his ccnsct.cusnese a8sail~ri

/J

by a welter of images of violence and destructi!)n in
I,·

the nrldst of an apparently ordinal:Y seaside scene:

"I am walking by the sea,
The aun is hot enough:
It warms the sand,
Th..., wind blows along •

.A black man is fishing
From .4 .rcck, The fi.shAt his fe~t are Aead.
Tod&('";is not di£fereJlt.

A bamboo stem
Is running gripped,by
A dog's jaw. 'The legsAre moving.

("
i~\
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Nothing is said as things
Are done. This is
The natnrra I wayThings go on.1t

It is precisely the normalcy of such violence,
emphasised by the strangely unemotional, matter-of-fact
tone of the poem, that is perhaps most disquieting.
Yet! despite the obvious Lncentn.ves to Leave a country
such as this, Cullinan remains sceptical 0f the
prospect of some promised 1and overseas t some
nMadagascarH, a scepticism stressed by comparing Hope

'J

.and his wife to two frail butterflies in t:i:h:' remainder
~'"I

f th ! I c>o e poem: I,'

ffTwobutterflies before me
Fly up and down.
They are gold or red.
Two or three steps
Then the wind takes them;
They drift in a.ir and light
Toward the suri.

It is c1ea:r
They'll never make it
To Madaga~car."

'i)

Hope's own poems dealing with this "British experience"
for example, "Bri.tanI),iaPost Imperium". "Sunday

Morning Among Bayswater Hotels" (.<l!ee Driy!~J 1974) t

"Sterling", "On Hi.ghgate Hill" (!n the Countr;2'of the
Black Pig, 1981) - do indeed testify to the difficulty
of transplantation. And Hope has recently comnerrted
that (in contrast with his predecessors such as
Prince, :t-1.adge and Letner) he continues to regard
himself as Ita South Africa.n abroad", ~ather than an
Engl.isp.man.35

Hope's persistently equivocal'feelings about his status
are not unique. A common characteri.stic of many poets
explori.ng the idea of contemporary WESSAexile, is
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their deep l.y ambivalent attitude towards South Africa.
Naturally, ehese poets, whether in permanent exile or
merely temp~)rarily abroad, tend to refer in thair work
to the diff~L~ulties involved in adaptation to a new and
d1fferel'ltcountry: for example, Sheila Roberts t in
"Ext Le'", "Drought" t "Exiled from Sun" (Dialogues and
Divertim'~nt;l, 1985), Peter v1ilhelm, in "London Letter"-- . - ....."-
(White Flowers_, 1977), and Hark Swift! in "London '74"
(Tre.:rd~ng__Water, 197/.). At the same tLme, however,
mest of,;;/'these poets reveal strangely ambiguous and

o

unc~rtain feelir~s towards SQuth Africa, a curious
\.. ~

mixture resentmen~ and affection t of loathing and.
longing, as if they wished neither to abandon nor to
return to the country. As such t

have identi.fied another aspect
contemporary WESSA condition t in

.~ tl

unab Le to .achLeve a proper sense.
South Africa or ~verse~s.-

they would seem to
of the peculiarly
which the WESSA is
of place ej.~tJler in

Both Peter Wilhelm in "London Letter" and Ma.rk Swife in. ,~

~'London '74" ~ fo~ example. during periods in London,
have recoile.d from -the icy bleakness of Britaint and
y~t simultaneously have displayed deeply (;ambivalent
feelings towards the country of their birth. Wilhelm

". asks

..

If ••• What is the.r~to remember
or celebrate?
Dogs in the smoke, a stone on a roof,
the cold eternities of home ••.Who gave me this Africa,
the terror and encumbrance?"

Swift meanwhile discloses that

HIn foreign ravines 1 shake>the wall~··1
with a smatter of Xhosa, loving a hated terrain.
Hyena, face-snatcher, I am born to deserts
and the.towers of the south ..rearing upon the bones of the living."
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Douglas Reid skinnir, h~~ing lived overseas for 'ten
'.years ,'",has di:~~played in \,h}~, work of that period a
similar uncertai.nty in hV attitude towards South
Afri'ca. Asserting
ill~stl'ict:.,1985) that

in "Hornell (The House in Felli
modern man has "g. mind not quite I

at home here or any place", he nonetheless finds his
thoughts, in "Nostalgiasll (The nouse in Pella District,
1985), tending towards SQut'hAfftca:

"Whp would have thought
t~ jacarkpda's purple
an'i'LnexpLt.cabLe weight

'-1hile in
1985), he

l~ I,-{

ij .. u

IIA Pai,cting" (rue;
fondly r~members

it
blossoms in late November

. d7" !'on your nn,n . ;
II

House 'in. Pella District,

"vat chf.ng the day
paint endlessly changing sea.scapes

'toss the expanses of F/i1se Bay".

Perhaps ever, moce disturbingl)", ,C.J. (Jonty) Driyer,
who was forced into perma~ent exile, divulges that he
writes with nis head ff~till buriect( in Africa", "in
"Letter to Breyten Breytambach frO( Hong Kong" (The
Pape:rbook ...2!._9outh African Eng~.th Poet!'!., ed. M.
Chaplnan, 1986) e He adm,:f. ts , moreover, cha t he cannot /1

cfinal,ly commit himself to his adopted Land, for he
feels' as if" his "home is always somewhere eLse"
CtSo~~where El:x~", in The Paperbaok of SoutrLMrican
Engli:.\!p. PoetrI~ -ed, M. Chapman, 1986). Try as he may,
he is\\ forced to concede that there is "no consolation
t::hat dan "break one bone of exile" f.t~Poemin. England",
in Occa.sional Light J 1979). As his friend Jack Cope "
has potnced out t in "Silence" (Recol1de<L,in S~l 1979);
the exile of those like Driver "is no more than a part
of dearh'", compellecl as they are to subs{st it). the arid
obtumescence of a "homel es s land".

//
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.: In each of these poems, chus, the
I,;

uncertain attitude 'towards South Africa,
tOTrlards the foreign country in which he

poet's highly
not to mention
finds -himself,

is an indication of the. contemporary 't-1~SSA's damaged
sense of place generally. Peter Wilheltti' s grim
conclusion in "London L(;1tter" iPerh~1?s i~st accurately
sunlt11a.ri~e;s his fellow WESSAs' l\,,~~Jition: I..i

)/ ,

flexile is where we are~
here or there, anywhare".

'I(./

o

The contemporary poe~ 'YiliQ has focuss\~d tn~ji.t intensively
on the difficulties" and dangers of wErfSA exif~ 1 In
wnatever form, is Mike Nicol. Throt1gHbut his/) work,

"~-:;;,

there b; among tHe WESSAcha'ract.e rs and personae w~)

poptilat~ his poetry "a mood of bleak despair. '.. of ,,);)
scarcely controlled pand c- and desperation. 4S <me after
the ether they frr:nd that' they have left South;;~A~rica
only to become. e'1en more alienated and lost xn the

" ,~
4usteri.ty and host~lity of tlieir new environmel.'ilt. This

{I "

IIfeeling of isolation, "of the options .cl.cs Ing in one .by
one" ,36 is expertly cap tured in \.Nicol r s hard~~>terse
style. "The Last 0t t~e'~Sun"/'{Kmong 'the_2.guvenirs ...

" . \ I " ( ..
1.978), for example, recouq:ts ·th~;~icide of a young ma'Q..
fQ~ced to ;)leave' South .t\frica and t1neve·.c' able to
return'; t who s~m.ply could net endure *ife in a "distant~
countdLII: 1\

" 1.f;1
lilt was 8. long, co1d yea.r:
1he pipes froze; his spirits sank in the dirty snow;
He drank l'a,~e"into the bleak, white night
Remembering the bare island, .the stone" courtxard
'W'llere,he stood al.one gazing at the empty sky I.

,)

Christopher Hope. ar&uing, in the course ol an
Incroduccf.on to Nicoll s poetry t for the distirlcti-yely
novel characeer; of the contemporary WE;SSA,~s damaged
sense of place. has clai:med that
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"South Africa:r:s f'<~emdestined to t:cavel ever mo're
widely fm th" ;;;oming year s , 'l'his is not a new
movement, (~ourse, but it ~)s more pronoun-ced and
tl10're ('.ompl":.t.;.a.ted. So much so ••• t.hatrwhen people.

'. \
go abroad .Lt; w:Ul become ificrea~~ngly difficult to
decide whether they are tq:uring or escapingYt 37

,~ -t..

I:;;

ASI Nicol suggests, however, an even mo?te" a1ar\Ili?g
proapec t; is that such "escape" will ultimtltely t~~Qve
~ut¥le. that emig1.:ating WESSAs will find their sense of
dislocation height~llt~d rather than eased. Iti fllhla lie
Sal H (Among the ?ouvenirsd ]9'18) 1 th~ WESSAsp'p.a~~r
feels more 'like an "alien" t;:h.ana legiti.mate immigrant t

an§ finds he has escapad "the empty politics I and thec'"
growing noise" of.; South "Africa only to(.,he confronted by
the enervating desolation of his new environment:

"Here i~ nowhete. The future
waits in narrow houses,
up fOi\eign st reer s d1
seeL"& tne first sndws fall';
knowing with a sore despair
the power..we stood for;
the guilt we"touldn f tease.

Behind us areOthe suburbs
we spent our lives in, ;"
~nd friends left to their
hard destiny on a balcony
with a view. H 0 ,~i

(I

o

\\
:1 ~I

<Typically. the speaker finds himseclf utt<frly homel.es s j
~. ~

oalienated trom b,cth South Arica and. £urope; caught
between two equally ttnpalatab/3.e altern(;.tivns': cO:::""'

(I
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from the edge of the highway,
bleating the loud ironic
bLessLnga:or cuz se s of a
temporarily deprivedif most patient Lucifer.1f

''"

Very few t-lESSAs indeed have authentically assimilated
local. traditional cul.tures , As an indication of this,
it: is significa,nt that a very small number of white
F;nglish-langua.ge poets have managed effectively to
absorh indi.genous cultural influences into their work.
WopkoJensma.,.although he hardly qualifies as a typical
W£SSA poet; ,50 i.s one writer wht,,) has demonstrated an
ab~lity to fuse f Utnguistically and experientially,
astonishingly divers~. elements or a variety of
cultures, especially i~ his col.l.ectLon, §J..ng for Our
Execution (1973) . In rather less het:eropractic
fashion t Mark Swift has endeavoured to ~ender Xhosa
mythqlogy i!l,to English verse, in his "Seven poems from
a cycleH~n ~ponds Out (1983). Iu this case, howev~rt
the authorial c~nsciousness remains essentially-outside
the experience of the poem, so that Swift seems a WESSA
spectator, or perhapry t~anslator, rather than
participant, in a style reminiscent II perhaps, of
Frand.s Carey Slater's Dark Folk (in Collected Pce~~ ..
1957; the park Folk poems date ffom 1{f35)• Swift t s\
status is clear in the<\.final poem of the cycle,
"Amand'La'", which looks' to a revoluti.onarY\Jfuture,~

(I

"The bills are bound
with bright: wire; its metal
thorns have pierced the 1Lp

of the sa~rificial goat.
Sons of the pale rider

shrug farewell: to a land
drenched with the !blood

of giants. ~Qnqllase's visions
fire new..dreams

of the dead in battle
beating down .

to restore a lost horizon."

Ii

()
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More earnestly, Chris (Zithulele) Mann has striven, in
life as well as in art, for a synthesis of his
Christian Euronean heritage. and his adopted Zulu
traditions ~51 :'1n Prai:se of the Shades" (First Poemst
1977) recalls a time when Hatm5,J, hitcned a ride wj.~h-a
black man who shared with him his belief in. "zhe
shades", ?rlcestr.alspirits who conti.nue to guide their

53descendants and to help them. Mann,ts deeply
sympathetic poem ends In lyrical celebration of. the
shades and the "gentle, balanced man" who conmund.eared

1\,

the concept to him:

"When all 1. ever hear about these days
is violence, injustice and despair,'
or worSe than that, ?ilumourless theoriesto reScue us all from our human plight,
those moments,)i~ a bakkie on a plain
make sunflowers \/froma waterless worl<f'.

(~ ~
\

As -the ti\te of h:?~~econd collec~ion. New_&hades-
indicates. ~ann f s nO'lt-.er' fusion of christian and Zulu

\\

doxology ha~ developed successfully t but it is his~
African tract'ttions which serve him best when he
searches for some ceremony to mark "making a land,
where Lands have never been", ,in the poem "New Lands"
(!.~_§.hades • , 1982,:) :

nSurely, ! think, there must be a ritualf
SQ1;lle deepening prayer or rite for this'?
I search my European bones, and fiQ,d
the ~atphwork quilts and eiderdowns retain
no chants J no dances from their origins/"

i)1 listen 1',;0 my African sinews
and hear t 'as faint as the whistle of birds
in reedE! across a viei that can't be crossed,
the praise ..poets reciting the dead, bringing
the old into the presence 0'£ the new,"

(. I",

~:

(I

,.'
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Wh.:i.~esimilar sentiments ar.e e~pr('lssed in poems such as
'~'TheEmigrants" r "CoLng Back" and "The Tourist" (all ~.n

" ".. i'

Among,..}he ~;~~Qirs.t 19 f{), Nicol's most powerful
evocation of "fEssA a l.Lenar.Lcn and the impossibility of
escape" ernerge s .in "The Refugees" (Among" th~!£l:1..Y.~.P:.~F?'
1978). The poem is not set specifica11y in South
/' iea, but::innsome post-revolu.tionary state from which

c;peakeFand his people have harely managed t'b flee.
1iSettlers'Li.l R'".ltte obe r t

~di cussed earli.er). t~ very Lndetermf.nacy of the
poem1 s '~etting enables 'it to convey the essence of the
, \'.1

contempozsa.ry WESSA.::' condition. th~ refugees of the
poem find th,ltIselves in a position of extreme
dLsor Lent ar Ion and deracination: never able to r ecurn
t:{J thai.1=' former ccunt-ry, tbey i emaf.n deeply pessimistic
about their 'ability to adapt to their new surroundings; ,.

''; _",

knowing that their previous U.re has been utterly
\\ r:~' o " \) "

, destroyed, they arc fo;rced to -acknowladge that t:ney
have. ~p nheLr fligllt.· found no refuge at all. ')And
2!thu

f
! theX fi.nd themse Lves " t()ta~lly homeless an~ 1,Hlt,

::£acing a most unce r't a in fucuve , ,lacor"s aus texe ,"
bLunt , a lmost pro sa Lc poetry of sta{ement~ devoid of
'any embe l.l.Lshmerrt , g,rimly conveys the "despair and
hopeless~'Ss of a people stJffering from an i,irreparably ~\.
damaged Hense of place:

, II "We have been through 1.tAU. 7
and cahpot face r.hE'f'goi.ng ~k. '

The gfficials at the bor.det ~ost.s., I;

the miles of l~ailway and the CiC9d~s
roud in the bush when the t.rain stlops.
Ho.,.,will we get used to the soldier:sl:
and the threat of death? (

We were 'too long beneath'
the palm tJ:ecs, too cont.ent
in the warm wa.ves fo::: this.

c
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;,

When the heat brought: the leguans
OU.t on the pavement s we thought
no more of thcm than did the natives.
W~were at home. there.

",{etV!e canno t face the going back.
Some will return. The idealists
and the o'ld who have always been there thave known no other way of life.
But what :is there~ to return to?
The palm tre~s and the tropical sea.

o

The city we built, the li).fe
~~ knj~w is no Longer what it
One wrek changed "every thfng ,
We 1ik-.ed out those days in
10cke4 houses, listening

'to to spd,t'Q',dic shots in distant

(I

streets.

o

Eve,'!. tt~eday we lef.t ~ in thee train
our phllrtR wet aga.inst the pla-stic
seaes , t;here., was 'no relief.

c' '", ." /
And.. h~re, we sr.8. stW:'l uneasy. ". Rumours
r~a,~~s \of, more trouble', more ,deaths.

The<re is no telief f.r()m that. It

o
(]

The mood in "Nicol t s Pwetry ot ,bewilderment, of barely
suppres sed panic. is ehared by Stephen Watson t s poem,
"Exile" (r1!_Thia CitX, 19861 t dedicated. aptly enough,

l\

o to former exile::) D:ol.lg,las Reid Skinner. Tbe poem t s
~pigraph. '~. ~uota'tJ.<>.rt from Simoue Weil, identities
pre.cisely" tbe bas t.s of the WESSA;;dilemm8~

t~To be rooted is perhaps <> \\1.e most important and
least r.ecognized need of tlle human sou l '",

\,

The "exile" here is a If j aded" WESSA, miserable and
.' a l.one i.n Co. bleak German city, aching for som~.:thi!;1ghe

_ i;

'cannot quite gr asp , His Longing la., in
'.• 38 '

r~oted - in hifi case in Cape Townt
fact. ,~o be
roman,tically

o
/\'1

"q I·l=1
~
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recollected as "a city of the southern hemi.spher-e, mere
. full of sky than :streets". Cha.racteristically, this
WESSAhad not so much chosen to leave as been forced to
do so , we meet him "years later, ye~rs aft ..:r he had to
l}~ave., to Q..ee". Although no definite reason s
provi.ded fcr~his defection, it clearly had a good deal
to do with

II ••• the"peopl~
the vile "~i?retentit)us rich t cdr rup r.ed poor t those politic,
that

u
beggar ..alL::,,g..escription, that all but !)i~ggared him".

o

c

"Having saved himself from othat t hpwever. he now finds
hj.mself driven by "rht s mad' LongLng / to know that
there Ls still a. place" where he can be Long, since he "
certainly cannoCl attune hiinseli to the "dead thingsH of
his present sur-roundfngs , Like so many other modern
WESSAs, thus, he has become hope LecrsLy and helplessly
alLenated:

I,'-,(j

"He's still lost in it, in his e$tranging gape / one of man:
a man without_! a wife t a ch iLd, arms "yrapped round ,himself
a man who has been left behind. And now he!s

gro'W'ing smalleJ:,
is no larget" otha.n his pipe's glow as the river fog moves :flow~ over the embankment, blanking out what he once saw,
blotting out. a. figure, thin and frosted. dwindling quickl'
an exile, solo, incognito, in transit thro~gh another nigl

(~ii) , y .. o

UlJ~ika their precursors. for whom emigrati.on
cons tLtuced a feasible [burse of action, contemporary
W?~,SAs have been much less successful in, relocating
rthe~selves,. 'In fact, far from serving as a catholicon,

"exile or emigration has often seemed not 2 soluti0{1,
however partial, but a compounding of the problem. And
far from providing WESSAswith;] sense 'of place, it has

~ (j
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in$tead
Yet the
equally

confirmeti the severity
obvious' alternative to

of their alienation.
emi.gration has proved
deal of recent Southineff,ective. as a goodo ~ r:

African Engl:lsh poetry has demonstrated.

This alternative to abandoning Africa for Europe is to
renounce one's primary aLl.ega ance to Europe (which for
contemporary WESSAshas in any case become eve9:.·more

+dubLcua) and attempt instead to align oneself more
completely with Afri.ca ~ emphas LsIng the African
dimension of the WESSAs1 historical l' and cultural

c

experience. Such a del.fbe race llprogramme would appear-
utt:Hrly supererogatory to black South Africans and
Afrikaners ~ both of whom regard chemselves as) fully
indigenous" if not autochthonous" inhabitants of
southern Africa. Their total and irremissible
commd tment; to the regio'J1 continues to be reflected?
albeit rather less polemically than before, in recent
poetry. Some scattered examples pf this in Afrikaans
poetry ,would be Li.na Spies's "\1 Pate:t:nos.ter vir Suid ...
~.fri~~: (Di.sEL_y~rg~no~ih' 1971), 39' ,Antj i.e Krog' s
"lofsaas," (M~nnin, 1975), M.M. wal~t;~ t S "!iaarom is
.£~ .~og 'n ge~~ Man?H (Heimda:l1, 1974)~: and particu-
larly a poem s~ch as Johan de Jager's "Bvlkop" (Haggada~_ 42 - ----AE.~ika:an., 1974) which. stresses ~he

profound, elemental relationship with
&1:.' 'n Wit
Afrikaner's "

L)

A£ricR,.~
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The abundant ex.amlFles in recent bLack South African
poetry would i.nclude Tngcape Le Hadingoane t § blf!~
{Afrika mY,Begint-}ing, 19?9),43 David Moja-Mpbuso'g "Old
Homes" (Voi.ces from Within, ed , M. Chapman and , A.
Dangor J 198'04zinj iva Winston Nkondo' s "Afr Lca" (The
Return of the Amasi Bf.rd , ed. f. Couzens and E. Patel, ()
1982) 1~5'and eugene ~,;'~f!':c I'Afrik\";i" (}'he Retttr~ of _~
~si Bird. ed(; T. Couzens' and E. Patel, 198~~),:;0 which ')

i> evinces the black ",South African I s deep zeve.rence' for f
(.;) "

and dependence UpO!F the continent of hi.s birth. The
,poem is quoted her e in full:

Q

"Afrika
'i

You are the horizon
To whi.ch I turn _ o

To see the sun rise
To wean the poet
Who prise.s you dai.ly
For baring YQurbreasts
To these my seasoned lips
Do not desert: me '
For I love you co

I 'want: tS' cherisp you "
Take" me int~.~you.-r;, heart

i;\ For you "I'.u:e .he path,
" WhPTeupon tr ads iiiv. pri:d~

Do not beguile me ".
For you are the sky.. .
Th.lit me'8.$ures my manhood.
And spares me stars ,.
To kii)\dlemy soul ,
Let me drink of yc·u
For yo~ are the river
That"1{10ll'S" ::.."'ithVigour c

Careyi,ng tlfi.\ t.aun tLng" tale
Our forefathers died to tell ..• n

Afrika, G

You are tny peace with life ;'•• "

c

i\ u

"
Obversely f of course, tl1e intense pain of exile from

~~ 0

South Africa, as experienced"by an Afrikaans poet .such
&8 BreY~,~n Brey tenbach f and by black poets SUch as
Arthu~, Nortj~~ M~zisi Kunene and:' 'Keorapetse" Kgositsile,
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theil profound attachment to the
1\ o

\ '0
'\\\Cj

(&~-=
For !;WESSAs, however J wholesale identif:i.ca.tion with
Africa. has been far Less simpl'e and straightforward: in
terms eitller) o£ rel~\ting to African nature or of

o

assimilating fndigenou'.s cultural tra.ditions. In the
pas t , certa.in efforts were made to try to encourage
WESSAs to establish closer links with .. the African

c " C 1- 47
landscape, to seek -a flreturn to NatL'!.re:".· In the
contemporary .period, ho~ever. as :r:ecent: South African
English poetry revl~als 1 lJESSAs have found the African

\\

bush even more inimical to them than dli.d their,
predecessors. There is, fp contemporary poetry, little
~~:tdence of WESSAs' love of or reverence for the la.nd.
On the cont rary , African nature iso! treated t,hroughout
the poetry as sorn.eth~tlg threatening) violen.t,
destructive; ..as ulinlovely and cinl1/"lpita'ble; and;
perhaps most si.gnificantlV~'f. fr.equently as aZ:ien,
un~nown and unfamiliar. '

o

·rt 'A prime example of this WESS,Aestrangement is Pet er
Ii

\iilhelm's "Karoo Derai.h~entl! (Wh;te Flowers t 1977).
Th~\ speaker is forced, durin8; an interrupteq trcain
journey throug!\' the Idl't"oo, into a consideration of his
relationship with African natl1re~ Far from discoyering
a 'm~aningful bon~ wi,th the land ~ the speaker , in hiSi
respons;!, underlines the contemporary WESSA's inahility
to find ': any potnt of U -cont ac t wha.tsoever with the
maddeningly hostile emptiness of the ~rican' landscape.
The lcick of movement t of ac tLon, of cpange, .of any kind .~

o •
of development at ..all, becomes almost unbear abLe, even

I)
in chf.s shot t poem, and forces one to acknossl.edge
experientially the suff()catin~ b l.eakne ss Q.-J ~'Cheregion. Y

.,Si.milarly, the jarring·· rhythms, the short, abrupt
o
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phrases, and the numerous caesurae and 'heavy pauses.,
reinforce the sense of barren inertia and stasis, and
reproduce the onervatang effect which the area haa t:i'i,}

the speaker. .",J.deed, the "scream" at the end of
poem could"well .•..~ the most appropriate response
terrifyingly "empt", borizon" of the Karoo .

a
"Two great white ,.iders bake dn rail,
watching, watched.
each weaves nothing, ! "'1ven
into the watchers, thb./'tN'ind.
In dreariness we stifl,e •

. ,... _,
'~ insect inheri" \e stirs i consumes
dust, bone, the sh\ill interludes.
Eight hours now, disinherited:
rigid steel to an empty horizon
bends to a scream.1t

"<)

o

, Jean -z- Lipkin, likewise, expresses irA a poem sU.,ch as
"Homeland>' Prodigal" ~l-Ht:~i.~...:.,~encesDown, 1986}, the
feeling of finding c., I,f l.rrec.usably a "stranger"
when confronted by tu"," ~.'Barren grcond" which liLies
fla.t I To \,.eternity~~. or wh~n faced, as in
ItGebob.r,tepl~~n (With Fenc~s ~~, ~986), by a \~ountry
characterised by

c ()

"Acacia thornt anthert talonAnd fang. Dongacrust
And corrugated iron". '0

The idea that the w~SSA sensibility simply cannot
locate itself or endure in the she.~r inhospitability of
the African landscape, /)i8 at Leas t one reading of
Douglas Reid Skinner's "The House in Pe l La District"

'\\ '(!.he !louse in Fe11el "District ,0 1985). The house ' s
former,~;'tnhabitants are long sf.nee "packed-up and gone
away" and now

()

I;
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"The house, emptied of human couce rns ,
yields itself to derelict splendour,
the garden is :reclaimed. And a slight
sings in the long. rusted fence-wires

wind

to pass the time, to pass the time."

Christopli'er Hope makes a similar point :in "African 1'ea
Ceremony" Q;n the Coun.cry 12f,;_t;he .l;}J.!!£lc Pig, 1981),
where the Lnexc'rabLe t1lradication of European influence.
in Africa is signalled by the insidious progress of athe
grass:

", .. the gr as s which has alwaV',~seemed
poor yellow stuff, somehow leoo'!!hot to Lf.ve, forevl!!r

dying ba.ck~
that had b~et1was drinking it all in and everything

'Nas liquid and shifting Ii •••

Only the grass is win.ning', its

solid

rich circuity of
yellow roots

is spreading~ digging in. The evening light settles
,J in. W8"/es;

a. straw-colou.red infusion ,that darkens as it drawsnj.ght in."

If WESSAs.have been unab l.e, getlerallYt to relate to
A~rican natureo "to "take rootn in African soi1,48 they
have proved equally incapable of comprehending and
assi.milating African traditional cultures. As earlier
poets sucb as Willia.m Plomer( described the WESSAs'

'C: ~;

fearful recoiling from the "dangezous , Dionysian forces
,~

cOf Africa in poems Iik,'!" tiThe Devil Dancers" (~.~~!.ected
Poems, 1960; 1973; the poem dates from")936), so too

D - . t) in contemporary times have several South African
English cpoets exposed their count'rymen t seven deeper
mistrust" and dread 'of such !.mfemiliar forces. The idea
is expLoned, for example 4 in William", Branford's
!'Colonial Eltp~J:'ience: Four' Fragmentst~ (A CentuFX of
.South Africa!!. ..J:9.etry;, ed, M. Cha.pman, 1981) ~ ~atrick
Cullinan I s u.De:vilsu (TodaLJ.!,,\Not Di.fferent, 1~'a) and"
Heald Blood" (!.he Whit~ Hai.l £h the QE.<?1l9-;-,~, 1984), and
perhaps most ,strikingly in Douglas LivingGton.e's ItUnd~r
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Capri.corn" (The Anvil ~s Undertone, 1978).49 Living- ,
stone I s poem cap tirres accurately. through its startling

() :(

and frd.ghtening images. the deeply troubled conscious-
ness of the modern day WESSA in the face 'Of "primittve"
Africa. A quotidian rural African scene seems t(,) a

white motorist to transmuce hal.Luc'Lncgenf.cal.Ly into a
vision of the dark, diabolical forces lying just below
the surface reality~

liThe first: dominated from
the crest of a roa.acutting.
Fecund. fornicatory;
hairy flanks tun-tight; yellow
mad intelligent eyes bright
under quick horns; shaft damp still
from spraying his angled wives,
he wheeled and the lastoof him
was a leathery scrotum.

<0

The road c10ubled back down alld
. there he was, or his brother~
·,:.-;fockin.g-horsing it down then

/j~,·(l'P the scarred enbankment face ~(

\I~s,list boiled 'up, they wer~ all
about: rearing" threateniug t

menacang the car windows /'
wit'J;j split hooves; Fu ~nchu tufts
tlelow foolish horse fa.G~s
bobbing and weaving, Wat ears
flapping until the car seemed
rj.nged. bYc,short ardent devils."

Although the perspective normalises in the final
s tanea, the tle,proti:c driver continues to feel
thr'eacened, phys:~cally t politically, culturally, by the
figure of 1:',11, old black peaaant :

(I

It

"Another tu:r,n of the road,
And only an old man there:
mist coiling his thi.n.,ankles,hea.ddress flapping, both arms raised
like Mo·ses; snliling. bowing
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Chris Hann, in his ability to combine. African' and
European cultural (/ principles, is nevertheless
conspd euous Ly unusual among WESSAs and , indeed, among
white poets. The far more common WESSArection to
African customs, and ito Africans themselves fo:~ that
matter'it is at best ond of ~ar,iness and uncexcai.nty , at
WOt'Sit prejudice and bigotr~. These are attitudes w!tth
which Mann. is net; unacquafnt.ed , In "The Servant's
ToJJ.e,t~ a Neighbour Speaka" (~~# Shad~, 1982) ~ r.!ann
describes astutely thl:;'\ gulf that exist ..s between most
w"ESEAn \a'nd Africa~s. He takes the apparently nuganory
and ye~ highly appos i.t e exal.'!lple of the familiar
servant' ~~"toilet; some young white boys have been

\ _ (l_r

forbidden'\ to .play there, and so it' has becoca an ebj ect;
of almost numinous fascin~f/~~:':\; (1

','J • r' J .. \ (" '

'-I '>./,~,'~~-:-.J~"!.,,_. ~
" I; . "(,.'1 ):,;-;;' , i

ff1'he erooked door one daji' l:L(ew in. Paper
lifted in one corner, tt!le bowl was cracked
but nothing ~lse t no =r= sl!lea~s .. and yet ..
by. choice ~ we couldn t t squat; ans 1.de ,. The spe.l1!1

~ !

\ had i'oots. ff )) :::
~ , y

It is part of the South Afri~:an problem in general, and/,
part of the reason for the Wl~SSAs'p~:rsistently damaged'
~ense of pIace , that ~o ;~at~y WESSAacontinue to 1ive
under precisely this sort of' "spell".

\:\

1\ '.,
C!)) \\'\) r: \

Unable to' Locat;e themselves either in ~~Il:\.._l the
" continent of their origins, or \n Afr:tca, the eonr lnenc
of their birth. the majority o( contemRorary WESSAs a~e
confronted by a potentially acute \)cultural .luxation.
As this chapter has shown, th;ts sense of dislocation is

I

reflected in recent So~h II Af,~ican English poetry both
subjectively and di.rectly Ln' the vEry language of much

4 Ii,

o
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of t.he l'qetry itself as well as through tlle poets' mqr'Z
objective "anaLysLs of th§ futili.ty, today of the
sd~,~tions whihh once were avaf.Lab Le to p.:~eviot1s

'{:_'..,

gen!.?\i;ations of \JESSAs.H '"
;1
'I

Yet ~t: the same time as the poetry has confirmed and
desc r Lbed the nature and ext(;!cj;;; of the. modern day

W:eSSAsI da.maged sense of plac.~, Cft has ~lso' since the
19{(ks begun to *,mgg.est a more positive response co, thi,:S
din~nuna.p A number of conrempoxary pca es gave started
to irl\vestigate the idea that it iG' po~~~;e for WESSAs

r-j

to acR~eve a valid sense of

o

plac~~ though it is to be, . 0

foup,d neit;her in the context of Europea.n cl{ltwre nor in
the ~irican ve~d. It may be discov~~ed, ~ather, ih the
mod~1Cit~e:s of South Africa. c ,,~'(I t"

"In fac~ sociologi '0.1 evid"nc,; reco~ds that the English
in South Africa have a lon.~ tradition of being ,:'an

-, .,~.\, {"! ~,

essentilalfy urban spa'ci~s. h-,;t .. Watts t ~ri his ,.semiI'ial I~

social and demographic pOl:~;trait "of Engl.Lshvspeakdng
white South Arli.cans-, states that ~,jalmost from" the
outset '\ o 0 '---"

, "1!l'f~e\oEnglisl{,.p".lI.ing i~igrants came t~ the o
country mainly as urbalcit,es with skill and"

,abilities to devel.op an urban :indu·strf~l economy
-,; ..'11 in South Africa. Even tcday amongst w"hites i.:h~y

are i.n the majority in th£: ctties.,,54
/I

His ,fe~'earch \,shows that contemporary WE~~As art! "almost
entirely'" urban - more: than 95%, in. f~Cff55 - a finding
suppor ced- ~Y Heprr Lever56 a~Q. by ~u~pr f Char t'on a~'~
van de r M~f"we.5 Given ,nhis ~(.werwlr·~?mir.~-:; urban \
predominance, historicallly" ii~g indeed muc.h I~ore,,» 59
today ~ 50t i~ 110t surprising thato WESSAs should f~~el out

/ " ,

c)

(]'
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of pl.ace in the" African veld. tvhat may see,~ surpr L-
sing, hO",I)'e~ler:j is the,t WESSAs have not' previously
expressed a sense of place "in their cities. Although
t.hay have as a group obviously tended. to choose to live
in the cities~ any sense of love or reverence fDr, or
de~p"attachment to t these cities has been conspicuously
absent 'from Souch, African English poetry, or from any
other ro~dium in wh;i.ch the $elntim~ptjs of the .grcup have
been articulated.58

o

Fart of the reason for this lies in the general fact
that feelings of gr-oup p:t'ide crt: patri~t:ism are \4sually

II as soc ta ted with t:b;;' idea ot; land or sod.L rather than
,/

cities, This would hol d 'true particularly for a
country such as SO'.1thAfrica which is renownedr;far more

'.q
for it·s' natural. features than its urban ones. ;)-
C()mpotJndlng the issue, WESSAs have typically felt much
less close to the soil than their Afrikaans or \frican
counterparts, a.nd have been subjected to taunts by both
th~se groups about their lack of permanence in f and.,
It,yalty to, South Africa.6Q 'Consequently, many. T~~SSAs
have felt compe.lLed to aSSert their bond with the land
'bY' tt'y!.ng literally and psychologically to stri~ .r oot;

Q

!.O' Africa.n ,soil, 0 rather than by explo'!.·ing t;heir
!'elationship with the country's citi~s.

In. the past, South Afri.can ~nglish poetry has, in fact.
n~~: :limply reflected these attitude'~. but h!-s ser<;red to o

bolster them, 'as is made ,cl,~'\~li in Guy Butler's
introduct.ion to his J 959 anthology" A Book of So'uth
!fricarrJerse.61 As But:ler ~oin~s out J ~ost local

(Z n:nglish~la.ngua,ge poot s , startin:~ .witb Pringle, tended
\( 'tio follow the EYI ish l.itet,'ary trsdition that "God made

\. 't M ,.,<') th to It 62 A 1titt.d! court ;ry, an maue e ..own . B a resu .. , "
became ftn established theme that in seeking meaning and

I,)"

'\\J
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oriell~~tion man: should be led to a lIreturn to Nature" t 1/ :.1

represe1M:ing as it tradit:i.OiL_lly does innocence,
.el.eannes s , completeness. 63 obver se l.y , tbe cities are
regarded as Lrrlmt.ca L to this meaningfulness. With
urbaut.satn.on and industrialisation having eroded the
purity and vigour of nature, the tendency was to see
the cities as "not PQP;:~;ated by the protagonists of a
vital culture f sure of its values J but bv those of a

6" J

decaying one'", ~ Furthermore t as Butler goes pn to,'.. -
point out, it mav be inferred fr.'omthe poetry th~t when
WESSAs did feel "al Lenaced £l:om African nature, they
turned fbr orientation 'aHd, stabi,lity not to the cities y

bclt rather' to "certain basf,c con1:::eptio~sH (:rod moral
(.) c:::grinciples associated, with European ncivilis~tionlf. 65 c.~.

This Ls not, to sugge st; that earl~er South African
English poets never focussed on the urban environment
of South Africa. A number ..did. Such poetry, however,

~i

did -.not seek to explore the", 'cities as pt1tem::ially
providing a sense of place, but tended in the main to
u i'

condemn cit.y life in a. universal sense as a source of"
despair and. alienation, without sp~cific and primary,,'

11'-

reference to the South Afr:i.can urban landscape itself.
For example, although the digger poets, such as AlbeFt
Brodrick. turned in th~ latter part of the nin~teePth
century (!~l1ay from the veld and v :owards indu~t'ri~\l and
tJ.t'b::~.n .ill~S and Re~tings, their chief mot;ive in ~v
dc.ing WI,S not to seek placement. On the ~ontra;cy , the
~entral cQncerns of this poetry are ones t,o be foun~ ;n
mining literatur~ u gene<u.tlly: ~ laments ~?hout the

(\ - I ,_,

fickleness of fortune; descriptions of fI ::e-reotypical
char~pters as sccd at.ed with di~ging; univ~rsaliears of
ruin I and hopes of riche~. 6 Brodridr.' s poem, "The.
Wheel of F9rt.uneH (~andcren:::t s RE:l!!I~, 1891), dealing
with the Johannesburg goldfi(::lds, i.e; a fairly represen-
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The fi.rst stanza of the poem.may ?~rve
~~-:::.>-,

"Roun..d goes life t;? wheel, with constant spin "-
some 'fel1ces' up, and others under.

A~d those who lose J '. and those 'who win,
, And, tho$e who V re right, and tihose who bLunder ,

Succeed eacb oth~r, day by day,
Till all, in ti.me, are tvhir1.ed away!"

"

A similar point can be made about; the poeCtry of the
rather inappropriately named Johannesburg~based writers
circle. the Veldsingers Club, whose membership, from
about )908 to 1915, included., Mabel Alder, Denys
Lefebvz'e , Charles Oul.d and Franc~is Ernl~y Walro'hd.
,t\.l::po1.J.ghthey shifted the focus of their poetrry from
rura.l settings to urban enes , they rended to derive
th~ir models from European writers and to avoid
specific delineation ,of Johannesburg for its own sake.
As Michael Chapman assen'ts, the members of the club

I;' ;J

an
As
at

"did not see the necessity of providing,
authentically' Sou~h Africna urban alternative.
the 'literarj>,-European' town,$<oapes (emphasised
meet tnga ((of the Veldsingers 'Club) apt;teared to
, confirm, ,it was to prove easier to imit;;.....:e the
registers of a BaHdelaire" or an Eliot than to
invent fot" poetr~~e tones an~. images of a brash
Johannesburg - '.l ctfty'_in-the-:rnf,ol~~lng that possessed
I'· 1\

the mentality tt)lt of tHe t,~.)u(}oir. but of the
mining camp" 1167 .' a

Denys Lefebvre t s "A Remini3cencefl (!._ CenturI of So¥.Eh
Africap Poet!'!, ed , M. Chapman, 1981; the poem daFes
from 1907) illustrates the point -qsefully;
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n • •• The woman pour-ed a cup
and waited,
Smiling across the table:'Last night~ r passed her
Beneath a. street lamp;
t¥"aitingfor love,"
As I did once .••
Like some men, she thinks more qf money. 1

(His paper[~ustled) •...

I o

.,
•• < 'You marri~d me,
You may remember1t

(Her voLce Laughed smoothly)
tNQt for my wrinkles.
How fortunate when love is t,Jealthy! ' 1(/)Her tone purred at him~
'PAte-de-foie. dear

() '~\O~'~ eggs a...a Eaeon l' .. ,,' "

,.It \\i~" perhap~) William Plomer who comes closedt;, to"
exp~~o~ng tq.e 1de~ ()f the South African city as a
source of placeme~~. He does so only infrequently, in
a few 0.£ his early HAfriCtl. n" poems t Qowever t. rel1i~ining
too much of an alienated individualist to pur5lu~~t:he

68 ". 'I nconcept in detaiJ. Probably th~\ beat -known of his"
Cj ur.ban poems is HJohanneaburgtl (Collected Poems, 1960 J

1913; the poem d'ates from the 1930s):

o

o

"Along the Rand in eighty ...five
Fortunes were founded overnight.
And mansions rose among the rocks
To blaze with girls and :".ight;

In champagne baths men. sluicE!<t their skins
Grtmy with auriferous d~st,
Then oiled and Gcented, fought to enJoy

c What young men must I
()

Took opportuni'Cies to' cheat,
Or meet the most expensive whore,
And conjured up with cards and.dice,
New orgies from new veins of c~e;
Gr~ybeards who now l~ok back
To the old days
Find little in th..-:.irpast tQ blame
And m'fch to p~aise •

I,

J(e
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Riding bareback under st:ars
As lordly anarchs of the veldt'
Venison feasts and tribal wars
Free,. cruelty and ,',3. ca:rtridg~ belt t

Pioneers, 0 pioneers,
oGrey pillars of\a Christian
R~8pp.ctability has turned
Swashbucklerc prim and scamp

State,

sedat.o :
"; ,

Prospecting in the brain t s re~ss&.$
Set1kr-~10Wthe nuggets of your prime,
And sift the gold dust of your dreams
From drifted sands of t:'ime."

,0" /I ()
L~

For the,cmost part, howev~?-:r,'there is i;n South African
poetry up to th~ 19610s' virtually no conception of \I the
city\ aa, a source ~f belonging or Locat.Lcn for the

,)

embattle<1 W!SSA.

o

"
c' IU",=the late 19608 and early 1970s'~ as the earlier part

\~'_\. of" this chap'tar de~on;gtrat'~~d, WESSAs found themselves
increasinaly l,llienat~,~ .,trom both their European,

, ~"») ",:,_::., , d

-o :' cultural origin, and the African. veld, and in 4" state,
t;; ",

thus, of apparently cbmr:lete homelessness. It wa:~ at
r ,'!'

this ,~ime of radteal socio-cultural t.fpheav~'t that" a
nufllber or' pO~t8 began ~? ~on8ider the possibility" of

, ,~
fi.nding a" sense of place for themselves, and their
d;$,pla~ed (!o:mtryme~~ in South Airica ~s cities. As the
oOmpilers ,?t the CbmP_ttnion ,to S211_th.African "Epali!!!

Q Literature correctly ,point55' out, it was Douglas
Livingstone's collection, EIes Glosed Aga!nst the"_§,i;!!l
(1970)~. which"

[)

"gaye signifi~ant imPetus a.t the timE: to (_Ii general
1"shift of direction in SA poetry of 'tohe 19708 -

from rural-based t~ urban ...derived perceptions and
d"escriptions ...69

(\



I)

tl>

128.

Although the central vision of this collection is of
. the isolation and fragmentation of city life rather
than the possibiliti-es of finding a heme in the city.,
the poetry did nevertheless confirm the pertinence and
importance. of an urban focus. This shift in white
English ..language poetry h::ls been mat.ched, atnon~k black
writers 1 by the emergence in the 1970$ of the Soweto
poets" - chiefly Mtshali t Serote t Sepamla f Gwala f Van

~yk, and others - wl:\o also began to locate their work
in an essentially urban cont ext , T~I a lesser degree,
A,f'rikaans poetry too has witnessed the appearance, in

r 0

the post-~~stigeF! er a , of a number of w.. r~yers. dealing'
with a·· spec:Hically South African/' metropolitan c:.\

environment, tnclud,ing Andre le l),.oux\ Chris Pelser and,
E.W.,S. Hammond. The tendency towa~~ city poetry has ,
however j been most wid~s.,read and intense among white
English-language poets t since it is their! group which
has •. unlike Afrfkaans and, b-Lack South Afr:tb~ns, 'prov~d
chronically unab Ie tq .find a sense of place in any
other location.

The fundamental change in emphasis which has occurred
1..n thie contemporary ~o'~try , therefore, is that the
poets are not merely using the city environment 'as a'"

c "setting o~ background for. themes not directly related
to the c~rty. Instead t the poets are concent rat Ing
opecifically on the cities themselves, in a conscious
endeavour to discover a setr.'8e of location. Their
a'ttempt is to es tab 1ish theit ci.ty as a. home. as a
loved place, a familiar and recognised envirQnment
where its inhabitants can feel a sense, of be Iongfng , of
attachment, of orientation. This is not to say,
however, that the poets s~mply ig'[lc-re rhe negat;ive

o
aspects'of their par~icular city. On the cOlltr~ry, the
poetry emphJ\s;~JI;'~sthe dual nature of the cities, their

J:ii"",

(!)
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beauty and tlglili<i~SS. their warmth and hostility ~ their
'sustaining and des tructLve qual.Lt Les , In a very real
way, however, it is perhaps pt-ecisely because of' the
raanf.chean nature of South Africa! s ci.t.Les , that they
can offer their inhabitants a uniquely valid sense;>of
place.

Significantly, this more positive
this WESSAd(lemma haa produced a
of poetry from, that reflectin~

form of response to
very different kind
and describing the

I)

WESSA'Sf alienation and dislfl.catio'L1. This city poetry,
in contrast liith the uncer t.afney ,' the ambivalences and
the tenebrous mood of the poetry'discuss(,!d earlier, is
char ac terised by" clear, sharp imagery f strong,

I)

'Hmfident rhythms. as ser t fve and assured cones., and. a
geperal atmosphereceither of laxcitement or cont~ntment.
Moro particularly J tbe poetry iSlr-/'typified agaan and
again .by a meticulous att,ention to intricate
d.escriptive detail, .as the poets Rtrive to evoke the
~nique ",cha~cter Q;t their city, to convey their
intimate relations-hlp with it, and to confirm their
!f1uthent:~c knowledge of "its peculiar. sights and, sounds.
In 80 ~oing, rhe , poets do not merely ident~£y and
affirm their city as home for thetnse~,yes alone, :put for
all its actual and potential inhabi~')nts, and
especially for thos{£) ).ike the \o.'ESSAswho are able to

~ find location arid belonging in no other place •

."
.'" The focus" of this p.oetry corresponds to the four main

urba.nclusters ~ere WESSAsare concentrated:
" \\

(i) Johannesburg and the~~ee)J
(i:f.)

(iii)
Cape 'I'own lfnd ~ Peninsu1:a; 0'

The Durban-Pie6't"maritzburg axis;
(iv) and the Eastern Cape region around Grahams-

town.

129.
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The rest of this chapter will deal with the poet.ry
associated with each of (hese urban centres "'itl turn,

(i)

Of those poets living in, and Vl7r~ting about.
Johannesburg, without doubt the most ardent and
prolific is Lionel AbrahanlQ. Over and over he returns
in chis work to the city in which he has lived all his
l~J' 70 sedulously (~x~loring and confirming hJs
i.ntimate and complex relatienship with it. As"Patrick
Culli!lap has noted,

,lit is not as though the city is just ther~ to
provide a background 'Or conv~hient setting. 0 For
him his life is efub~d~~dlin these minedumps,
subu~bs and high bui1dingsh;

it ~s here that he finds "eltp1icitly, l the tesi4ence of
truth I • II71 This doas net imp'1.y, however that ·:Abrahams
accepts Jobannesbuxg lm~r:".i;:tical1y or that;, he is
unconscious 'Of its darker aspe:ct}~:,. On the conkcrary, it

,; \< .\?)_ -:

is theBe very aspects which forni, pa:tt of Johanne'iburg I ~J

unique reality'; as Abrahams himself points out; 1
(.)

"1'0 me, Johannesburg with all its famous defects
and bad aseocLatLons f repres,ent$ th~ given world,

OJ //

the hopeful mess that: we have to' make o@' lives
'J

out of".

Cullinan is a~f1in accurate in b.is obser4'\tioii that "it
i~,in Johannesburg that life in full realJ.t'Y happens to
Lionel "Abrahams" and that Abrahams's 'fIiork, is informed
throughout by "his comprehending commitment til) his
native city".73
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This ncomp~~~~nding ccmari.tmenc" is perhaps most
forcefully / ~)tised in "The Fall of van Eck House". '', (

(~urnal ~f \i·~1!eW_..!!!fl_Ii) 1984), 'tvhere the poet t on the
occasion of the demoliti.on of the building named in the

1_::',

title, "is Lad to a medi.tation on its significance for
him. It is es sent LaI to follow the ~evelopment: vihich
takes place in the poem as Abrahams ~~escrihes how
gradually' and at first reluctantly come;' to realise the
dePJ:h and intensity of his tdel\tification with the
buitling in particular and ~i.th Johannesburg in
general.

o

""Sixth Novlember 1983 -van Eck House was 'demolished
by a. "method now routinein 'advanced parts of the world.
About \he razin~ of ~ scarcely distinguishedoffice ~lock that ha~ become
no longer vast, was", not ye.t venerablethere isntt'much.to,say
except what sentiment may add.
It used to be Escom Hou8e~
at twenty floors the tallest pile in town,
also t as w~ were told in school. '0tallest in the. world built with no steel.
I satvage a. littl~ ·,storeof memories
around t;pat bone-white stapped-back shape,'stripped to vertical strips
of light arid green,-runged shade. "
that auditorium where, a youth~
I took itl mystic lectures,a young man, saw a festival of films,
that 'skyscraper.backdrop when I witnessed
my mentor i~ shirtsleeves on a corner balcony
spreading flj)od for the pigeons .• ,.
Mainly mere gackground, a simple piece
of Johhurg's businesslike unspecialness.
it had a way though, Escom_House, of lifting
its pointed hesd clear of intervening blocks
illtothe skyline aga.in and again as my tram,
in later year's my bus, dipped and climbe4
along Main Street bet;l(eentown and Jeppestown -
a shape with a name [j

I)10ng aftet.'?itwas overtopped and dwarfed,
'~'long etfter the name '-1aschanged(while time and contrast mellowed
once starkly modern lines to somethingnear to character). 0 .\0
\
\

G (2::;
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,
My father, remembers what stood on thl'; site,
cottages, shops, bef ore the deep
ambitj.<.:;usfoundations ~ere laid.
To him - demolishing contractor
who earned innocent profits by wrect:ing
the Standard Theatr~, the Old Magistrates~ Court -
to Dsd, the sheer concrete mountain Escom House
held no great temptation, promising little
to salvage. this was one, we fantasised,

"\ they f d have to pay him heaps to chf.p away,
storey by storey, month after month.
Now like an abscessed tooth
it's been) :ripp~d from the skyline
-Ln less than hftlf a minute.
I went to watch that Sunday morning happening
less sad than curious - but ~ound,
as summit tippep., window~ shuddered,
walls opened and fell ,~
amid yelling pigeon~1 and app Lause ,
I was st:rangl,ed "w;~tH\~obs. '<,~
Memory takes root only half in ~~e" f'old~ of the brain:
half's in the' concrete streets ~~'Ei/'1n'LVe'iived ~long.
Imp1.0,ion , abrnpt;0 negation, amputates flesh of dreams.
van E.ck House - I'd. hardly been aware
it bore "thi~-0n~wer name: of 1." I)

:?51
:"l.i~ 'iInpO'rtance of the poem's meaning emerges clearly
through a careful tracing "of the poem' s subt.Le
developmental .i ,structure. , The unemotional,

l " o

matter-of-fact torie of the opening lines suggest the
poet a s initial lack of ~n~rstandi,ng of hi,s connection
to th~ eJ building and his appa!,'~ntly ii rather /icoldly

o de,t:ached attitude to Johannesburg as a whole. This
cJ~I..,al dismissiveness of the seemingly ord:tnary.

p ~~ ,-

unzemarkab Le off ice block is '.ni8 leading J however. As'
the poem progr~ses , the poe t "a ini'tiaol detachment
becbmes increasingl)\!, C and almost unconsciously,

" undermined by rhe accumulatioyt of \~personal t detailed
memories, vividly and vitally recalled. These memories
of the "buildins

o
WhiC~l~he tl),anage.s to t"~:alvagen "ate, in

fSczt, memories of hi s mm life: learning abort the
building in school, attending "mystic lectures,J there
as a vouth , or a festival of films as a young, man,
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having the building as a backdrop to a recollected
scene of his mentor, Herman Charles Bosman, As if
startled by the unexpeqeedl.y sentimental nature of

i(

these memories J the poet tries briefly to dismiss the
building as "~ commonplace part of an unexceptuona.l

"
(I

una.inl\r mere background, a simple piece
0.£ Johburg's businesslike unspecialness".

T~e attempt proves futile. ~however, as, almost in spit2
of himself, t~e poet is compelled to acknowl.edge the
particular id~nt:i.ty of .the Quilding and his p~.rsona1
relationship with it. Gra.dually, the tone of'the poem
softens into something appzoachfng affection as the

o . (\

poet begtns to see van Eck house in almost human terms"
-" its way of lifting i.ts "head" after him as he
cqrFtlted around town, .its ~sonal "name". its
distinctive Itcharactertl• By tne time he considers his.,

connect ton to the building chrcugh his .fa thez.' s
accupation as a demolishing contr.actor ....a particul&rly
kppropriate career in a t:ity (~'>n"sJ1~hconstant flux as
Johannesburg Al'Jrahams.'s 1/ :attitu.de has changed
radically. His initially detac~d perspective has
given way to one of deeply felt involvement, reflected
in the emotionally charged simil~~,'which he now uses to
describe the building I s demise: ?~,(\t

\~'i'o

II,

"Nowli1(e an abscessed tooth
it's been ripped from the skyline
in less than half a minute". '

\)

"
Finally~ on tlJe day of the implosion, the poet goes
along -co witness the event in what he b~lieves is a

"'" spirit of inqu'isitiveness rather than sadness, but
finds Ihimself shocked br_)the force pf his own reaction.
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'C'

The. pain he feels at the building's destruction,
conveyed through images of' physical violence such as
"strangled" and "amputates", reveals his deep and
intimate rt?lationship with it. Indeed, the word "Eal.L"
in the title, with its connotations of a d.escent from a
state of) grace, or innocence t or power, sugg~~t:s that
the event possesses a significance for the poet far
beyond the brief spectacle of the implosion of an oid
building. In particular, he comes to u~derstand that
the bt.!.~_ldingf as its name implies, is part of him;
thatJ~~ Johannesburg urban Landacape , as Harcia
Levesori=nas pointed out, "Ls b',art cf the structure of
memory, of 'what 'makes him what he i.s": 74

"Me,JJlor:ytakes root half in ~he folds of the brain: ·It
half's.in the concrete G'treets we have lived along.
Implosion, abrupt; negation, amputates flesh of dreams;
van Eck House .. \1' d hardly been aware c?
it bore 01fhis n~wer name: of I."

1\ " ,)

~. ~ 0 0

Abrahams' s etn!p~yment of a developmetltal.' str\u.;:ture in
the poejn, dr4lm~tisil"'.g the grDWth i11 his a~arenes~ of
his relation~,h.ip wiEb th(e ('ity. is crucial ~ .It takes

l' r

cognizance o,l 0 the f~ct that few .Ioharmeabuzgez-s are,
fully consci;:ou& of their bond with their city, but Ii

sHggests th~'t such bonds and at tachmencs are "real and
Ii

t~ort1.mt ~/nd ought to be cLoseLy explored. Fot'
" I

:').)~h!lnnesburB:ers" like Abra.hams, i.t I'a not i.n the natura;'
(.'1 ) , . 10

'African landscape: v but in' the landscape of
Johannesburg's concrete streets and buf.Ldf.ngs t th~t an
authentic sense of place may be found.

The same sort of ep,~phanic realisation of a true sense
of 'Ipla~e 'for WE;jSA~ in Johannesburg forms the central
theme also of the poem, "P'Iace" (Journal of a Nev; Man,
1984\). Abr~ams recounts how he ¥iith !fAparty of 'white
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Johal~hesQu1.5er.sfl used to gather "near a mine dump" to
read pot-try. However, while he does recall
appreciating "the humane affirmative thrust" of the
Eastern. 'Eti.ropean poets, 'Herbert and Holub, he remembers
the readi.ngs

Hrather. for the place itself (I

than .for the poetry or exactlY,who was the:r.eH •

..Indeed Ab!:tlhams focusses minutely 011. lithe place itselflt
as he de~\I:;ribes their unexpected, even accLdentia], t

//

,,"discoveryHj' of this th(,dr 'real "home";
.. ,,: ./ ' "",

II', , ~'"
After t)"'5: raid "of ~?~~thunderstorm -
our 'scr~~rlble to thtt':'tars, one Volksie
boggit).g\llown ifi a spilling drift
of milleti. quartz and ra:i.nwater t

a book lC'~it ~ a camera splashed ..
we for-gorll our half-forr.Jled plan
to woo our audience for poe\t'ry-readingsoutdoors to ·the site that Neil had found
whil€J ,li'71:ngon the lnin~es rat e ,
Yet w~2'~'iked it best,r' to 'Say the least t ,,:',,

of all (~9'nesettings wecused or t0lought to US~)
liked it enough to,\,have driven o~t 0 II

beyon~ the tinny rows of old mine c~ages,
'past a plantation .of tatl1ered gums and round
behitld the straggle of cyanide dams and dumps f

(J bringing our books and typescripts
for two or thre'e trial relldings ..'
These 1 remembe.r seven year's after
rather for the place itselr
than for the poet ry or exact Ly who was there.
I'd think the t goes for all Who., came:
we felt, lU~e Neil, discovery
at the foor. of that beach-white truncated pyramid
dominating'.'erJlptiness on an unguessed-at plain,
it:; space def Lned and stressed by the distant block,
cathedral sizj~d, .of a solitary corrugated Lron shed.
Discovery Tile felt in the s l.opf.ng soa~
of the bul.1t cliff, sterile and br:tlliaut
with residual poison and gold; .

.~,4n its s:Ui.t.y drapes of man-made sand that hung
( ,;iJ(e sIti.t't;'s on the clodded ochre ridges "-,
\:'<I~(g,thered.to bones and muscles of the mound t s q_natomy;

o

(;

""
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in the precarious brick-and-concret~
of a remnant: too unseasoned to be called a ruin.
whose l:i.1~t;e].se rved as our proscenium
framing the backdrop of flat veld,
tall-g+,.i:1sGl but greyish, in nature m:':'r.imal ...
a wasteland secreted in the suburb c; t l:1:l..'oin.
No doubt , from the hill-high m~ne dump',s table top
the rearing core of town would show close by,
but dt)'y,,'!lLn thi;; tll;?serte.d lee
was huge surpri.sing privacy 1 an intensity
of quiet :;J.ir and naked sky, whiteni'Q5 with sunlight
011 on.e cay once piling plum-dark clouds.
A scene that should have meant f,.m:i.liar ugliness .'
made us freshly familiar ~lith th", ignored
persistent residu.e of p'l."'imitive .Joharmesburg ,
and something more, the ve-ry loca}. sav ' '.~:
this to us was palpable beauty .. '
thin, durable a.s tin, and much 1:;'00 strange~
too firmly bedded in the stark neglect
of ..4iat near ..featureless encLave , too true
Of'i~\y'city all too easily contemned,
fo,t"~pescriptiont explanation, 7:::ecognition shared
with\flny whotve not known the Rand as home.
The salt. of it grew sharp with poems that ran
more piquant on our tongues
in that incongruous air •. And £i .'lal1y
the drama of cloud and wind, lightning flares '~I
bcmbs of. thundet: and sudden sniping drops '
exhilarated us, and the rai'll we fled .
washed the last of those rare afternoons
down into crevic~s of gilded memory.

I half fo et what poetry we read
(our own? new und Mtshali's? Plath's?)
but clearly recall the htUpane affirmative thrust
of two scientis t-poet:~ O'JC of Europe 1s ens t;

.'.and now re.flect how alien our scene -
shallow, violent. blea!<., a drained and shadeless
wedge of earth. uncultivated, mired by money-mine-rs
would be to them, whose translated lines
we were ~ with v'oicfJ and ears and hear ta ,'
lent scope and life, brought strangely hom~:

; Herbert. famill.ar of Wa-rsaw,
.._Jtol:ub of u.:'1.imaginable Prague. '.J "
},.. .......... ,

The 'Poem functions primal:ily' jas an evocation of the
urri.que character of a place at once strange and yet
representative of Johannesburg. what they dd.secvex ,
£0'( e:ltample, i.n the flbuilt cliJfH of the mine dump is a
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symbol of the essence of ,Johannesburg in all its 1\

duality, as both ," sterile and bJ.':i.llial1t" ~ as .cont af.nfng
both "residual poison and gold". 1'hrotlghou~,the poem,
in fact, Agrahaml3 is careful to present this place as
in no way ordinarily or convent Lcna.Ll.y beautiful ~ yet
at the same t:J.mehe succee.q,s in rendering its eccentric
and. powe~ful" fa.scinetion. Abrahams sums cup the
j'/"

paradoxiical nAture of the place in his desc'!:'ip't-ion of
it as "a wasteland secreted in the suburbs r groin"
whi.ch bears implications both of infection and disease
.;lFl ",ell as of pleasure and even fertil iuy. The word
"~~cretedtr is perfectly chosen, :fot' it suggests.
f:t17stly, both unhealthful excretions and pleasurable
"eja~ul,.;.itioh; and, secondly, both the 0 furtive
concealment of something ~llici~" 01, .l'wholesome and the
safeguarding of something valu~bl: or eX'traordinaift:'l
In acknowledging ,the dual qualities of this placle,

a
Abrahams and ht's companions are put direct~y in touch
with the essential nature I,)f Johannesburg itself and
beg:{n to see ,I; the city as tht\ir "pLaca" ." l,t;: is
~ignificant that the e~nts narvAte~ in the poem are
dated" 1969: a time when. as th.is cha.pt~r contends,
WESSAs bffgan to experience a particularly contiempor'ary
senaa,.of\l displu.;,:ement an4 dislocation. The poem can be
viewe4~ thus. as tlH~ record of the discovery ~Y a
humber" of model;n-day(l WESSAsof a sense of place it":. the,

urban landscape of Johannesburg. The excitement of theD ~., 0
dfscovery comes through not only in the mood of wonder

I: 11

and delight. wh....ch pervades the poem, but also i}n the
"pleasnre the poet. takes in his meticulously de'ltailed

~, " 0 ;)

and scrupulously accurate J!escr:lptloos of the place and
the typical Reef thunder storm which occurs. Th~
central ~~ssage of the pOi!m encapsulates these WESSAs f

awed recognition of Johannesburg as th18ir uniquely
valid home:



"A scene thai:, should ha.ve meant familiar uglinessmade us freshly familiar with the ignored
p~rsistent residue of primitive Johannesbu'rg f

and something more f the very local flavour:
this to us was palpable beauty -
thin, durable as tin, and much too strange,
too firmly bedded in the stark neglect.
'of that nea.r-featurele::Hl enclave, too t:ru~
of a. city all too easily condemned, /
for description, explanation, recognition shar.ed
with a.ny who've not kll"W'n the Rand as home.U

!I

The idea of Jo,hannesburg as home, physically and
pByc.hologically, informs much of Abrahams f s workt ;;)ib.
J>oems such as 1!Bird~ about Johantiesburg" (Thresholds of
Tolerance, 1975)1 "Shapes of O:r:der" (Journal of .a New
Ma~ 1984).~ "Death of a JQh~rnesburg B~Oks~ilftt <:rh~:
Write-r in ~and, 1988), and is explicitly ass4lrted in
"Views and Sltestf {The Writer·in Sand, 1988), particu""
181"ly in the final section oil. 'the poem vib.erethe po'etf s
felationship with pis city i.s seen as an integral=part G

of his sense "of psychic completeness:
o

/,~From being l~OO much. alone in my rooUl.
~A my br~ath enc l.caed in my unwell fl~sh, .
~ I was severed from ali the selves I had be~n,

falling sick in my mind.
Then my niece tuok me dri", ,Lng
to) Mayfair and Judith t a ~aarl,!
so that I could ..show her the gec.graphy
(if her family's history.
Thirty-flveand fifty years
had little changed tho.se modest streets.
The houses we lived in stood;
th~\ fron~s and kerbs of Fhose ~,.t'r~!~~~aubacanr Iated memories ~recise a'":0u&~,\!ams.
To the girl the pilgri,rii8.ge could mean
only as much as I could tellfbut for me the ca1ling'on my little past
r...e ..opened a skylight to my wholeness
;f.n the o"twardness of things."

. ,
The movement in <~his poem from ttl.li:' sp:verence of self to
integratio'n, from the confined darkness of a sickroom
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to the openness and light of outward things', is
characteristic of the optimism and confidence which

. underlies Abrahams's city poetrry , As such it forms a
clear contrast with poetry such as Mike Nicol'lS liThe
Refugees" and Christopher Hope's "The Flight of the
White South Africans" (discussed earlier) ~vhich
describe the panic and odesper.f.).:i.on of a ..dLsp.Laced
people whose options are rapidly and ine:x:or.'ablyclosing
Ln, In the face .·of th:Ls much less sanguine alternative
scen~rio, the importance of Abrahams's discovery of a

o '~

sense of place becomes all the more cLear,
~ ,'I ro

Abrahams 1 s most notable poem about" Johannesbu."I'.g is
probab Ly his prize"winning work , IfThougrits on
ao'hannesburg's,. cencenarv" (The Writer 'in sandl" 19?8).
The poem, a complex and serious meditation on the city,'

II

goes beyond a critical ,examination of the city's
obvious faults, to define wl1at Johannesburg me~ns to

ssthe poet, and wha.t it could potentially mean to all its
Qinhabitants.

I.'

(I

o

"There is no city 4!) old as a river,
as old as this minor stream"wpooe millennia have sculpted the geld.
The wiser cLcLes lie Q.ownwith great rivers
to learn what rivers teacp of time."f
or with the. timelessness of seas;
but'1D.Ycity's mazedl,)metal of hurried stre-eta
lias b((.l~ied the small white wa.ters.

o ,-_) o

(\

What it my .wandering clan had given me
one of those old wise cities to be bQrn in?
I would have claimed the borrowed ancestry
of m~11ow stones and streets, em.braced
the longings and learning of that ho~e,
spelled my.natne in,its memorial Dla-rks.
Instead they gave me to raW"..spawn of payable lode,
attracting loose acquisitive pioneers,
the hungry and threatened. chance~s and transients
- s"N~lUngby gross ,<promises and harsh divisions
ovedrunhistoric farms and hills.
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I(

Born but never Native here (of Europe-stranger kin,
tha.:!;skin). I've known no other plac-e to claim.
Heir to the Book, 1 find and lose my Ih'~,ng myths
more in these too changeable streets. '
I learned to spread from hollow roots a patched

familiarity;
time g~ve my stories to some names and contours;
certain set1ftingsof. my years. my selves ..•won my affection,
errrol Led me in a l'-lasonry of esoteric love.
I belq!lg with the unbelonging, and this 0world
of se\:.ond generation strangers, all its oheap,renewalt
gives JAemy onk}" earthed tt'adition~
all prospect ,of a self ..built meaning I can claim.

How can you "love i/lThatchanges coo swiftly,
tl)~ swiftly changes and chang>[; again?
A :river is momently different, and daily,
but. thE!,~~()w liV. ing banks hold the sbape of memory -
the. se If (fan stay wh:tle the river runs
and we can. l~Te the river.
But these at eet~ nt4rJly '.,
'survive theit\\ shouting ,.rivers of traffic; c:
this place OW~ft too little." to time,
too much to app-etite and rage 'r~
and guilty self-'contempt - ~
it eatB"snd tears itself .,. renelo(:8••• renews •••

A man stays naked at the ctWllb moutH. 'of the' cave,
o shivering like a \~og ,peneath thunder -
a 'me,nand his streets are diapoaable trashif the town does not bequeath to his p<3.ssingeye
old shapes told about in tales, '
hi\~torieso held visible in shapes
that he knowswill still be seen beyond his time.

('

If all who mus t leave'
take their insights and go,
take the innocence they ~1ill not lose
8J.')d go,
"and the rage burns out,
'md the geld gi~les out,

\) yet rhe Nameof the city endures ..
magnet and o«()nduif' of memory'~ gathering -
this '.'place [I.c~y,erdt'aw togethdr, discover

II the r~cher" reasons of its cen~ury.,
may h~ar the Singing of its qundred ..year-old o

course.

'\ I'i i\ "
Sul;>-tit:led "while by t~e Juiot.B,ei River at Broedez-
stroom", the poem begins by c~nsuring Johannesburg for

\\tacking the sense of time whi:ch ot(~r t H~iserlf cities



have a.cquired from their contiguous rivers. Instead_,
Abrahams feels, Johannesburg ,~'rs it'! its fren.etic and
chaotic development; quite overrun "the small white
waters" of die Witwatersrand. Again, unlike such older
cities, Johannesburg can offer the poet little in the
way of historical significance 01: wisdom; .Jchannea-
burg Y s heritage is one of gr'ef.d, injustice and
unsophisti.cation, EII!l.bo,9ied in the sorts of character

c (

who first ,were atttacted to the goldfields: the "raw
spawn of payabll~ lode" whose numbers increased not
because of th,e beauty of the area or the oppo~tunity to
bt~" part ot a harmont.ous and mUt'uall~ co",operative
communitYt but rather becsuse of "groas' promises" of
wea.lth and the "har sh divisionRIf imposed by a ra.cially
exploitatj.ve labour system. Yet.. having acknowledged

\.\ f)

tbe".e "well establl:shed flr.lwat Abrahams begins i+,1 the
o cc:.,

'third stanza of th~ poem to a-,-,set't the city's more
positive features. In pa1.'tic'\ila:lt, 1\ the poet, in
"seemingly resigned tones, poi'~ts out t.hat since' he bas
1910wn "no other phl...:e to claimn as home, Johannesburg~- "

provides him with his only possible source Hf a sense
of place. In ch~racteristic~lly WESSA" fashion,
Abrahams, on the one hand, feels alienated from ~~rica,
the continent of his birth where he ,has, nevertheless,
fl.p.ver seemed "Native"i1 on the other hand. he f~els

"

estranged from EU.rope, the c0Ettinent of [this ethni.c
origins. His. anomalous position is adroitly formulated
in th~;' phrase;", ,tEurope-stre.nger kin", whichi!permits the. D

C readings "a stranger from Europe'> as well as "a
str~nger !£. Europef1• His derancination seems

(,.

exacerbated by the fact that his Judaic inheritance has
become diluted, as he findlf' h~s "living mythsU more "in
the $treets of the city than in the scriptures. In r.he

~face of this intense psychological and cultural
dislocation, it is Johannesburg which is .abLe to suppLy

I::'

11
;j
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him w:i.th a. sense of belp-uging and !significance. H:e
affi.~s this unorthodox yet valid sense of place in
liu2$ of simple, quiet, b~'t clear certainty:

"

"I belong with the unbel.ongxngf and this world
of second generation strangers, all its ch~ap renewal,
gives me my only earthed tradition,all prospect of a self-built meaning I can claim".

Johannesburg proves a diffi~ult: city to lqve9 h0'!H'ever,
and the poet's frustration and dis~ontent emerge
forcefully ~n the jolting," j"arring rhythlns and
~yntactlcal n circularity of the fourth startZ4 which are
mimetic of the city's state of continual, anarchic
flux:

HMow can you love what changes too swiftly,
too SWiftly changes and changes again?" '1

(

o I
Neverthele~8 t Abraham£!, iwplicitly likening hi.deelf in
the ne~t stanza to primitivE: man B.t the mouth" o£. a

i~\

cave, confesses that he shares the ancient and powerful
\urge 1=0' belong so."newherearrd, to have, his, "hlstori.esll

concretised in familiar, enduring £lhapes., Despi,r:;e his
keen .;:,awaieneD8 of 'Johannesburg' s tna~ifold
imperfections, Abr~hams rema.ins confident that the city"
can satisfy this urge. (_.:jThefinal stanza of the poem is
an earnest and resonant affirmation of ".Johannesburg' s
potential" to offer its o inhabitants a sense of rich II

histori~al meaningfulness ,_and an authetu::.ic sense of \'s-::"'"

pl.ace . The city f 8 a.bility to do so will derive not
from those idealistlc cr LtLcs, who feel' compelled to=
leav~ the city nor from its gold:-based wealth, nor £,rom
its raging en~rgy. Instead, this ability will derive
from the unique identity of the city itself... fo¢ussed
by its lasting "Name" - which over time may become

fI
()

()



deeply embedded in the ,~o11ective
.inhaeitants and so supply them with a
belonging, of tradition, of harmony.

memory of its
binding sense of
The final lines

of this meditation on .Johannesburg t s cencenary do not
look back 'at the city's obvious failings over the past

c hundred years t but rather look forward to the city's
potentially rich future, in a mood of serious, profound
celebration:

.. If the Name of the city ~,dure$ -
magnet and conduit for mem~41 s gathering ~.
this place may draw togeth,'e..._),ddscover'
the r:f.cher'reasons of its century t

may hear the singing of its hundred-year-old course".

If Abrahams's tough
Johannesburg makes. him

hum~istic 'exploration of
origin~l in South African~

poetry ~ C:'*l\eis by no means alone in his endeavour to
discover a sense of place in the city. St~phen Gray,
who is perhaps m9re awuare of the importance of locatio~
than most poets Jbas "'described h~s Johannesburg world
in assiduous ~nd affectionate qetail in poems like
"Mayfair" (A World of. Their Own, ed. S. Gray, 19"1.6) and
"The Tame Horses of Vrededorp" ~Itt8 Ab'out Tim~, 1974),
poems which, despite their satiric flavour, function as
a personal delineatioq of home. Indeed, a remarkably
d!verse group of poets have t at 0 one stage or another t

directly or indirectly, soughtO to orientate themselves
through a study of .Johannesbueg , including Patrick
Cqllinan ,ffSpring Coming: Zoo Lake", 10day Is No!:

o

Different, 1978h Mike Nicol ("1976" and "Urban
Renewal t Four'lS'eenth Streeti~, ~ong the S~nirs,
1978), Peter ~Jilhelm ("Driving Home to Drinks" t White
Flower~, 1971) $ Cherry Cl1lyton (tfBraamfontein Funeral
Parlvur", Mode.!!! South African PoetEY, ed. S. Gray.
19(4) and Ke~wyt Sole ("Tr.oyeville/BertramsH• !_he Blood~
of Our Silene ,co 1987) • Even Janty Driver in exile
.- II

il
II
I
\

I
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over seas t can recall J<;?hannesburg vividly, in "Early
.Morning, From a Train", Near Johannesburg" (Occasional
Light, 1979), as a place of "a life in my past" J a
place <like Ab~ ahams 's "P'Lar-e")of ul1lique and special
corrtras t s . ~ c:

n ••• all I r\ member now is char sun,
How it look~d like tbe singular eyeOf wicked, Keiting Johannesburg.
While I wat ed from a train in a past
That is poi oned and holy, a dream
Of the "dead awaiting their dead, and the goldComing down through the air, like gold".

More recently f.nd more. fully, Franeis_ Faller. like
Lionel Abraham, has made a meticulous iil[~~«)ration of
Johannesburg i all its variety and multeity, a central
prr#Gccupat1.0n~Of his poetry. Like Al>l:'ahamsalso, the
JUlcskei Rive~ ?CiS ~rovided him with the inspirat~n for
a,prize-wintl(;-g poem. In "The Jukskei Riverlt (Weathe~
Words, 1986), he at first finds th~ eponymous river a
ra~her lamentable, polluted tr:ickle i rcl ar Lson witp
the fam('lusrivers of great European po ~ry r classical
mythology. A,jjudden Highveld storm, 11wev r. riot only
transforms the riv~f into Ita torrent \f aging love",
but enables thfllpoet to recover llis s ~ e of location

Iiand orientation:

"My head is cosmos-clean,
and numbness 9 like the last roll of t nder,
dies. Now there's a new tattoo upon my ips:
initiation of the rain. On everythin~, t

pattern s cut~

Fa.ller is J in fact t fascinated by the fauna and flora -, ..
of "suburban Johannesburg J not only for their ,~~{I,JY:~~

politically symbolic reverberatit:ms f bur. also il~ 'lit rti~~,
.. ??~..." ,!, ,l~ .~,

quite literal sense as recognisable and f~mili'~/l(( "
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II
objects with which to gauge his sl~nse of place, as in

t;""~"·- 11

poems such as "Storm in "'the '$ubU1:b", n~~ If It
.Hattered'!. \\"Hamadryads", and "Sp.lrrows in AP~il If {~~

in Weather Words, 1986). Faller has also sub.je~~tpdthe
city centre of 'Joharmesburg to close s.crutLny , in poems
like "Noord Streetlt, nAliekt

, "Our Lady of HillbrowH
t

~ II" ,

,and "Jouber-t Park" (all in ![eather Worcls... 1986). At
times. these latter poems appear to derive rather
unfruitfully from the waste land of Eliot's London or
from Baudelaire Is '0~} on of urban alienation. 75 Where
they succeed. hQwever. is in their minute attention to
de,~ails specific to the Johannesburg t.ownscape ~[,¥othat
rather than drifting into some vague univet'sali~~t they

G "

remain rooted Iiin the untqueness of Faller I s own city."
\' c> :1, :As such) thel~ are ab'lf), no matter how debased and

$qua11d the scenes they depict may be, to provt de an
Q

auth~ntic and immediate sense 'Of place, and to evoke
Johannesburg in the minds of i.ts inhabital.1.tsas a known
and re~ogn:l8able home, 4:iS in this 'extract from "Noord
StrE:etH:

-~

/J

\'1
a 0

.. 11In the· evtaning polyphony "
a sweat ...streaked giant ..strains
and plead~ with his gasping squash-box
to let ~onle drop of baptism .
fallon the metal city rU8hingCliome~
His cracked voice s1~ngs ..
of peace. murder' and mystery··entering in. the poc~et of the nigh-c.
But he sings to plate-glass hostility,
stiff, dignified, all wound!!.up.
And fT-ommy balconyI smell 'the incense of the street
rising with that giant's hymnto charm this corrupted crossing,
where skei:ned paths recoi.l
likeocobras stiffening to strike."
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(ii)

Poets such as Abrahams and Faller have sought to
discover a sense of place, in .Johannesburg , and to
demonstrate the availability of that sense of place to
all ~,:t~ecity's inhabitants, particularly their fellow
WESSAs who are c.onfronted by the threat of utter
displacement. The fervour of their commitment to thei.r
city is c:qualled. however, by that of ,Stephen Watson to
Cape Town. what' his friend and fellow-poet Roberz
Berold has called Watson's "beloved city".76 To
suggest that W-atson has endeavoured "tf?provide a sense 1/

of place in Cape Town\)'for his fellow WESSAs may a.t"
()first seem surprising. since it has been his wcmt to
excoriate, and d{~tance himself from, his WESSA

Q i7 1/ -
sub-cul.eure , More recently r however, he has conceded
that he di.d not fully understand

(\
\:.J

Ii Hthe/degree-eto which many of my apparently personal
p

prtbl~ms were really an a~pression of a collective
~Ujr tural dis -aase , My sense of 'peraona~\
loneliness was, an re'a.ll''!:Yf ofteQ nothing mo're)
than one expression of a la~fer isolation in my
sub...culture in this country. fi If'

en 0

II""

As such. his detailed exploration of Cape Town in his
o •

work may be seen, aa he himself has indeed forthrigL 1,y
stated, as sa attempt "to offer a sense of,belong:1.ng and
location to his count 'lmen: a

o

"my ultimate muse j(;.o Cape Town and all tha,~ this
city has meiant.. 'to me. In<;ressingly ~ ',nvclun-o

'",. ta't'ily, I have found myself working 11".that very,
very o Id tradition of the .city-poet t of city- "
poetry. t ~.ve wanted to capture Cape Town, to
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people it, to write about it in such :.4. way th~t:it
is no longer chat merely drab, wind-scou.yed
settlement on bG..by-toe of Southern Africa, but
a place~ a place, in the hearts and minds of
its itan,ts. " • Far more than any
politic or J~oliti(;al

t~~ the
~\

'\::;\ (\

Th.i~i concern with finding a se~ of pLace in Cape, Tcnm
clearly informs early poems sue\ as "Cape' Town Daysu"
"Yeai~stf t "The S5,lence" and espec~ll,Y "Reconciliation"
(all Lne Poenis 1977-1982, 1982) wh~re the city acts as

(.\ -
an anodyne f at least temporarily, fr.,)X' the restive and
discontented poet:

role, it is just this
deepe.r cultural role ofvJhich ieve

~~n::i.ter."7;

o

(l."

(~ ..~
'-'--"~tet" the years
you would "come home again,. '.
you would stand on the mountain of the slender Cape,
above a'peninsula city you now could call YDurs;
~nd you·d be given to i1: as it was given you,

C and ]'yU t d be given to yourself ~ and coul.dgiv't(_~.
\0 y/:; ...:~.

And you would have peace.
because 'a l,ll~ncannot live without peace, J

because he cannot live for always like thi~ •••
yet a peace 'in the future, ahd of you ;:;lone? .••
chare is no separate pe~, not any now,and you're drei:U1lingaga~\, ••n

'J

An atmosphere of deo? calm ~d serenity suffuses the
f;Lrst stanza of the poem, reinforced by the soothing
effect" of tb.~ ~ntly swaying' rhythms. Th~ partially
repetitive and'",symmetrical structure cI/f the last two c)
lines 0:( the opening stanza, in fa,rticular, convey a
sense of Watson" s symbiotic t r;acipiocal 0 relationshi.p
with his home city f as .~ell as of the harmony both
within himself and 'with others th,"t his bond ~·:1.thhiso

city has enabled him to attain. In the face of the
o

o
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v(.llati;~e., unpredictable situation in contemporary South
11

Africa, howevez, such a state of inner and out.er
peacefulness cannot last very long, and so in the final

c rhree lines of the poem the restless questioning at.n
scepticist(;~:1 whi.ch typifies much of Watson IS poetrrv
emerges o~e again. As such, the possibilitiec:l for
plad.dity and concoxd, both Ci).ersonal and political,

\\ glimpsed in "Reconcf.Lfat.Lcn'", provide only a brief
respite from the mood of anxiety and desperation whi.ch

l' 0'

pervades poems sich as "Th.~'"Age", "The Bums. Ones" ~
"What the Wind'Tries to TBlll! and "Urider the City" <alJ.
in f,Pems 1977-l98:?'.t 198~). ~hose images of vi,plence and
fear are f~irly representative of the darkeri aspects of

l'WatsonI s work: /1

"Under the city
th~· real life runs
secretly pouriddng ,
~he blood's 014 d1:'Uln;
1.t's there "beneath
that a.ll lives meet
who diverge aboves:~~~r;~~::'We::e~~..,
has its' secret "wa.y,
whe~ thr'" -,9-ream behipd it
haa fulli \;fay
and i1l1 tft'~ coupled

II by the same ill;
/(rejected, reject:1n*,
\~n wants to kill.

real life

=
I ~, - -_:-, '

The idea of a. sense of place in Cape T&wn influences <:

Watson' slater" poetry "even more powerfully ~ as the. 'j

;._.

titl~ of his seG,md collection • .!!!."thisCit.!, suggests.
It is pzesent; ebroughcut the \:volume, explicitl)' or
implicitly. particularly in such poems asr1 "T'~l.e
Mountain" , "Afternoon 'Light ,~n April", "Early One

',;Evening". "Lace at Night!!, "A Soldier Returns" (all ;it'

o (I
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In This City, 1986). As 'tV'as the case 'YJith Abr,lhams and
Faller, however, Watson is deeply conscious of the
grimmer side of his city. Taken as a whole, his poetrry
, does indeed present what he himself has referred to as
his "dualistic vision" of Cape Town as 04), "beautiful"
and "appal.Hng'", 80 thus remaini\':lg ufaiChful" to both
the Hbeauty" and "the humiliated" of the city.Sl
Aesthetically and morally ambiguous thOUg£l the city may
be, however,' it still represents a real and unique
home, psychologically as much as physicallYr for the
poet. Ultimately, Watson's work may be regarded as a
saarch for a sense of place in C~"1e Town, not only for
himself, but also for all th'L.,)e, like his fellow
'WESSAs, who have fOU1.1.d rhemse lves in danger of becoming
i.rreparab1y alienated and deracinated in the
contemporary period', As Gareth Cornwell has observed,

hin its engagement no less than it:; evasions f in
its ~llest for permanence, in the sense of

(I rootedness and spir:i.tua1 be Icngdngs which it earns
in spite of itself, In This Cl~zspeaks eloquently
to and for a social" group almost define.d by its
il1ienation _from the historical pr'cces s and its

,. II

J.ncreasin~ bafflement before the '&eU1\andsof that
process." 2 ' "

ApPl"opriately enough. In This Cit:y ends with a poem
Whi~h acknowl.edges the pxcf'cund and indelib Le influence

I,

thft Cape Town has had on Watson, and which describes
ani! ,definr : hf.s complex, intimate relationship with the
c~ty. "Coda" is a passionate and serious stEj.tementl, )in
w~dch the poet confirms to himself as much as to the
r!~ader all that Cape Town has meant to him. The poem
~oves from an i.n!ti60l "'Icd of awed 'Nonder and reve:r.en~e
1!or the majestic befiuty of t.he ci'cy t thrO!Llgh feelings

};
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of personal anguish at the pain, borh individual and
collective, both private. and political, ylhich
undeniably form purt of the city's life, and ends on a
note of transcendent love fo)'.;' the city which is
uniquely and, originally and ultima.tely his. ~-1hat
"Coda" affirms is that in Car~,:: Town 'WESSAsl' like
lilatson, may find not merely a S(c,~de .. of place t but a
place to make sense of. life:

r

"This ci.ty that youtve lived in for all of thi.rty years,
that gave you from the ve.ry first its elements, archetype
of mountain-line and sea-line. salt-water and s'3.ndstone;
that /.;;-.rantedthrough a forest deep in pine wi.. its hrighdrifts of stars,
what you first knew of earth and sky ~ ",lOuldever

know of love •.•
This city on a peninsula, between the mounta+

U and the sea t

that in the decay of its' greying wind,' its
i monotonies of rain,

that through its endem5.e vacancy, the solitudes
, c of its lives J

of its great dv.alities, divid.ed peoples t •darker,ing the future J

gave you" early on t over and' over t 'a very cl.eaz
idea of hell ••.

ff .
Knowing there was a light in it t.. that could not

be disowned,kr.owing there was a c·rime in it that' could never
be denied, o

you were always lea.ving, ,for years were always returning,
torn between i~s cloud light, pine-light, the·'

G serene nihil~sm
of its skse s Jand its unending, all-negating, word-ex.haustinghuman cries:

For years you've walked a place, th;ough a peninsula
of light,

passing through days and lives that are nothing but
, their pain.

For"years you've lived divided, darkened by the same
!I . divisionl!lt

i:' have lived so long with tblese extremes torturing each ..othl
tearing you apart,

,that a city now .can start, can finally speak through you.

()
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Of that bleakness like no other in its wind and
blander lives,

of the. beaut.y that is seasonal in its big-clouded winter~of this city of your origins, this city where you'll
si.trely end,

and of the life it "gave you, that, for the first time no\<
lives joined in you, is life itself: painful, Lncompaxab l

1.ionel Abrahams sets out to describe Johannesburg in
meticulous, a.Imosts sci ef\ltifically accurate detail in
order to coqvey its unique and essential identity
through the c:': ~oncrete re:ali.ty of familiar and
rEH~ognisabl~ shapes and objects. ~is tough ~ sinewy,
unemb~llished verse allows him to acknowledge the
city's faults'with scrupulous" honesty while at r:zhesame
time epa'bJ"ing ~lim to as ser t forceful1'y and plausibly
the cit,Y's'pt:actical potentiall\8.s a source of location
and orientation. Stephen W~tSOl1. am the other hand.
at t empns to -convey °the spirit of Cape Town through a
romantic. yrgionary~ evocat Lon of its archet.ypa'l ,
elem~ntal features; it is ,8 f1.ty "on a peninsula of
light!! t flbet~eeti the mountain a\"\~ the sea") a city p'of
earth and sky~~,and "bright dri.fts of stars";, it,;' ~s
also a c~ty of 1figreyin~ ~'1ind", of "monotonies of rainu,
"darkened" by I nits endemic Q vacancy, the solitudes "of
its licveelt, #ts "divided peo~le~ll. In place, there,..
fore, of Abr~~am~ IS sobe r t pla~r,p. style f Watson 1 s p~,etry
is. tYPifiedl by grat"~ v~rbad opulence) -,uni~~ibited
.ent1men~. heat :-mag1nauve .1.igOUr',. and t,he

c
c ~lmost

mythic scoJk. of its vision of \ICape Town. At h~)ttomJ
however. n1 xiatt:er ,ho~ydiverse ~heir, poetic Btyles may
~e, t.he c~ntetlt of the two poll ts f utterance is the,
same: bo'~h) ass~.rt the PQaSi~ility "for all their
counczymesi of findtn~ an authen tc sense of- Place. in
their home cities. 'rhe final 1 es of "Coda" are. in

'J':
I Ii

fact 1 very similar in. tone and rplonange to the f~;nal
lines of Abrahams' s "Thought~ .on .Johanneabucg IS

(I ,'\_,

c
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Centenary" (di.scussed above) as they affirm the comple?t
sense. of be Longdng and existential mean.ingfuleness that
the 9ity df Cape Town can provide: they speak

(')

"of this c.ity 'Of your origir.ls, this city where you' 11
surel) and,

and of the life it gave "ipu, that, for the firs~ time now
lives joined in Y("lU,is life itself: painful, ilt'e!ompa.rablE

Impc1rtantly. the syntactical flexipil1..ty of !;he lines
o . . .~'

allows the subj ect; of the phcase, "is life itself", to
be taken as,either ftthis city of your origins" or lithe
life it Save youu• Tlle implication is that for Watson
(as ~"j:or Abrclhams) the two are.{~identical: his life is
ij.is ci~r,: and. his city La his,.,lifl.

" - n ,(~ \J{~
1;-

Although· Wat~on 1 s ,'!iork represents the most t1i~[toug~ and
ardent attempt, stt:;""\!.<':.'3.1""tiler poets. have consider'ed the

" ;'" .. ',. . ". (_,' ,-,". .'

possibility" of 'l;oeat,i,ng t.hemselves through an
" .,' . '" 1\

exploj:ation of tbe ;lrban co-ordinates of Cape Town,
inclu_di.ng Mark Swift, in poems such b.S IfMother-(~ity",

V'i

"Fruit and Thornu te. uPu:blic Gardens, Cape TOT,,-n" and "In
the Cafe Royal, Cape Townll (all in Seconds Out, 1983),
J-,oy J09<9ph CO~Jto~, in \o~ ..m\~ such aa "A South ~tt"ican
Day" and Heape Town Dusk" (all in AS, Man, 1986)", and
notably, Jerem,V' Cro\,\,in. Although Cronin's materialist:
ideological pex'bpective it~ '\.Tery different from that of
'the Watson of In This Cit~l~ and although he is
obviously not specifically' concerned with the dilen'.lma~
d'f the WESSA group, it 1s signifiqant that he too
should turn to the city of Cape Town in seeking to f'~nd
a sense of place. Perhaps even more so than 'Watson,
Cronin Ls keenly aware (1! the 5imul~arleous beauty and
desolation: of Cape Town, yet('1t1econtinues to. affirm the
city as a source of orientation and location,' Ln IIa

u

,~ersonal sense as much as in a political one. While
\;..

11-1
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the overall vision of the poetry might be on social
relations and on collective experiences and act.Lons~
the core or focal point of a numberof poems is on the
poet j s personal f individual relationship 'iJith the city,
as" the recurrent use of the first person possessive
pronoun reveals, in poems ).i.ke I!F.a.:rmvay city, there
... n U~~s~§Jl' 1983):

"In that mr.st beautiful
desolate city of my heart
where if staying on were pas si"ltl!,life wouldn't be what it is .w'
• •• unshakeab 1y
Defiant, frightened, broken
and unbreakab l,e are the people of our city";

and "\~emOved from the city ••• It (Inside, 198:n:
". ~J:;

o

"Removed from th~ city now I live
an exile from confd.rmat Lon
in a. thousand reflective plate-glass fronts,
in ten thousand human faces, out of habitat
I've shrunk.
But how once I moved on escalatorsl .
City, 1 lived 'Jou.r vibrance, once,
I, multiplicand,,) you. the power of ten.
Yet not yet beyond di,vis:i.on, both,
simple and long •••• I.

'let Walt Wh,j.~n this unity is not yet worn.
Oux-essence ehe aggr.egate of social relations,

) I I live divided
from my city: my city
not yet

diversely one.H

(iii)
\)

For' some reason, Durban has tended not
the same sort of feelings of attachment
it's poets as have Johannesburg and Cape

to excite quite
or aft'ection :tn

n

Town. The tone
j.a set, perhaps, by Douglas Livingstone's collect:i.on f

~yes CIE.~~~ AgaJ.nltt t'be Sun {197 .~, whose predominantly
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perjorative vie'w of Durban is conr Inued in poems lik~
Christopherllo Hope's "The Old Men are Coming From the
Durban Club" (£!:ee !>Eives, 1974) and nAt the Country
Club!! (!n the Countrv 0t..the Black Pis., 1981), as well
as Peter Hor:nt S "Morning in Durban" (Wal~.ing Thr9Pgh
~, 1974).

Yet Durban does feature as an important point of
reference in the work of sevexs L poets. In his
collection)' Between Islands (1975) t Mike Kirkwood is

,','

highly disparaging of Durban generally, and makes no
~i '.

overt attempt tr- cla:lm it as a source of placement for
(')

the W1~SSAgroup; yet his bond with the city comes
through clearly as poem after poem takes its impetus
from the poet's detailed focus en the specifics of the
\;it:y t including ."Durban 'flerandahsft, "Beer's" and

\\ ttGulliyer t. .oayH (all i~n .!t~tween Islands., 197~)). In
1\ :he first ~u~ct~,un of a poem s~ch as "Sugar Sunday"

1
(BetWeen 18lan.£lk{~ 1975) ~ in particular. ti:lepoet's

\\inti_te
il

knowledg.1! of, and close ,>relationsh~,p with,
\ Durban is re~"t9.:~l>ed in t'he meticulous desc't:ipti'<.re detail
II· and the minutely accurate observations of the unique
I. 811ht~ and sounds ofc' the ,city:

itAmad blue wind is blowing, the smiler .
whose grin lasts days; a speechless gull is rocked
miles inland with specks of sand and sea'*salt;a beak, eyes needle the green depths of cane;

by thousand on thousand, impeccably
lUssed and squared on the small 'toastal hills
Of Umdloti. Tongatt, Umhlali tilting northward,
march the infallible green impis wavi.ng

southward to the mou.th of Durban where Umgeni
spreads her lap to salmon and drowned seamen,
by the densely fleshed parade and the cityts
banks. car-marts, anciently rapacious drapers,rr· -
and beyond to the terminal's twin silos,
each pez'fected by a tit of white gold
untouched bv human hand nestling roof-high
In die CIliS1i of its stainless-steel voluptuary ~



155.

while slowly between ~luff ~n~breakwater
a ..long belly slides :h.l, sounds as of ghosts
cheering in the riveted steel hollows."

-::1

KirkN'(,od's own personal sense of place in Durban is
trevealed poignantly in "The Gamblers", "A City Doctor"
and "Old Salt" (all in Between Islands, 1975)", poems
dealing with his father' ti· death, which take their'
par.ticular emotional charge from the specific
references to the city and the imagery derived from the

" -)

city. In HOld Salt", for example, it i.s the ~n f sand
father I s shared sense of place which ~rves to

D -"
concentrate the poem's emotive impact and which gives
orientation to the poet's feelings of grief: I

j
(! I
i
I

I
I
!

"Sedated by breakwaters and today's
mild westerly, your ocean gives itself
up quietly to seven city beaches.

The room they've gi,ven you on the 14th floor
is all windows. All your visitors look out "!i

and give you, over their shoulders, bulletins ill
on seabirds. shippillg, the wetither 9 surfing form. . ,(

Youpr;tend to read'".th~ papers, nev,e" lea~e che bed, I~
knOWing to the la.&t fathom how much water is out there!

• I

Today I count a dozen 8h~psqueueing in the anchorage.
Every couple of hours a tug comes, and another Dne goes in."

I

In contrraat; with the gene~\,ally hard, ironic. edge of the
\;" m~jo'~ity o! Kirkwood t s v~~rse, R.uth Keech's poetry is

deeply pe'Isonal, compassiqpate and Christian in nature.
She, like Kirkwood, mak~!s no sustained attempt to

I

provid.e ~ se,nse of .plac~! in Durban for her fellow
, :\

WESSAIJ. Nevertheless. much of her work is D like that
of ib'kwood, closely bound 'up with her awareness of her
city. In poems such as "Waiting'; , HNatal Coset
set.;,1jlers"and "Change of View" II (all in Regardi!!8.,
"198J) ~ it is her sense of location in Durban that gives
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focus to the experiences described in the poems, whil~
in "Durban Streets!! (~~sarding. 1981), it is her
relationship with her city' that enables her to achieve
a meaningful perspective on her life:

"Th.ese st6!~p suburban streets in shade
.of trees drawn up on either side
have added up my days for forty years.

Their $preadir':g alphabet ~las first
to give my wonderings the words
that taught me happiness and tears" •.•

(\j

Only ~hen t inanimate am driven
up the last hill will the invisible cordon "
snap, these Gtraets stand I3til1l;:.these trees stampede,

their focus lost, my fetters faded, 0their taunting with my crav'ing ended t

my life at last an eternal flower.H

(iv)

Lilv;e Durban the population of Grah~\tnstownhas over ths\
years tended to be predominantl!) ""'ESSAf and the city
has f ~ga1n like, Durban; ,tended tc.\ have been seen,"
rightly or wrongly t as having retained something of a
British colonial characcer , Grahamstown has also, of
.,c0'01:'se. come to be recognised as the focal point for
ehe historical origins, of a perm,a.nent English-speaking
presence in Sputh Africa. Signi.ficantly,,, however.
Granamstown's poets, in their recent treatment (i)f the
town, are not ccncerned with evoldng a colonial

()

tradition which seems rather irreJevant and
c'

inappllcabl'f to thi~ deracinated m,odetn WES:)A; neither
are they iJtereste1 in recalling the partial origins of
a people whose idi~ntity and rele.t:ionship with their
country has und~~rgone ma~sive changes in the

il. »

contemporary perid'F' Instead, the perspec~;ive of
recent poets has \1 centere~ on the possibi~itty of

i'l
...i
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forging a. new and meaningful relationship with the
city, free of the associat:i.6ns of an outworn cultural
tradition. Such relationships tend, :i.npractice, t:o be
ccmpl.ex, difficult, and personal. Yet, in. exploring in
detail a.nd articulating this sort of relationship, the
pqpts seem also to speak to and for ,the inhabitants of
Grahamstown genefal1y, in that they confirm the ability,
of contemporary \o.TESSAsto discover a valid sense of
place in thls town in the f,ce of the threat of
widespread cultural dislocati~n.

\\
\\

Robert Beroid. for example. is a poet whose work is
heavily influenced by p~ychoar~alyti.cal theories t 83 and
who seeks to I!discover his origins in tems not simply
of the physic4l) but ultimately of the metaphysical and s

the collective uncons cIcus * as a poem such as "Map"
(The Door to the River t 1984), indicates. A' refeI:'.ence
at the end of the poem to the Kowie Ri'\l'er sugges~$,
nevertheless, that he finds himself drawn to, the
Gra.hamst'own world in which he didt 'indeed, ch09S'e to
locate him.self in 1982. In one of his few ybems in
which he deals with recOgnisable external/~pecifics t o

USet t ler Councry" ('rne Door to the Ri ve:r;4"''1984), he, rn
f4C.·t, describes, as a ~ecent settler himself, his

,\ .
complex and "in many ways difficult relationship with
the t:QWl1.. ' To the poet, Grahamstlliwn seems a most

(,,!

forbid.ding place, devoid of obvious natarra L be&~ty t

, resistant to modernisation and progro ..ss, a closed
" ()community riven by religiOUS and ra~.:i.al pteJudice:

!_j

()

HThe 30i11$ black
and il'1tO'· it we die.
It is a miracle
h6w soil is structured.

In Grahamstow'tl. the leaves frown,
turn brown, fallcdo~~,
the street tilts blackly towands them
and men hold tightly onto their words
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..... In Graham's Town
the leaves run down.
No mines. No factories.
No Jazz. No Jews.

\ , J

JUst broken houses
painted green, a township scene.
No yelloTNWoodor climbin,g rcse.,
There were arrests. Nothing shows."

And yet it is here, in this place. that the poet is
'ab Le to discover a sense place. At the. heart of the
poem, he declares his capacity (an.d tl1e capacity of all
of "us") to find, in the context of thE'(,GrahamstoWI'\
world, a source of orientation and lL:ication and
creative en_~iY. Significantly 1 this declaration is

-/

articulat~a in what is for this generally rather
#/

crypt;i;i:!/ and riddlIng poetry an uncharacteristic
/7

p~}tu~idity :
/7

~7
//

,:::f "but some of us wake warmed
by the mere thought of sunlight,
and othersuare .lust too tired
and turn back ill, to make their res.olutions:

No more hiding. ~NO more half-lights.
No more i:wilight·~. No more shadows.

Today I make my pr~mises:
I will learn the curve of the lamp
or how these shells were deposited on the berch ,
It has something to do with currents
freezing creatures in their shells
we are not too far from the .,anarctic are we1\1

I.>

.-"j

Without doubt the poet with the closest and deepest
attachtpent to Grahamstown, however, is Don Maclennan.

II

Interest!'ingly enough t the Scottish ..born P0fl''t; is, like
Berol(~, by no means a native Grahams.tonian, having
settY/ed in the town in his late thirties. Like Berold
also, his relationship with the tQ~~nis complicated and

I ~

problematic. and yet it opexat.es as the basis of a
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profound and authentic contemporary sense of place. A(;

Douglas Reid Ski~er has pointed out, Maclennan's
-poetry is characterised by the sense of ria voice root~d
in a particular place and a particular timet? 84 ..In the
poem, "Grahamstown II" <&=ckoning!!, 1983}t for 8?-.J.ro.ple,
the focus is neither on the city's historical cultural
aasoc Lat.Lons nor on some (~lague idea of the African
soil. Rath'er the poet derives his sense of location

C'

and belonging from his intimate knowledge of the unique
sights and sounds of the city. In th~~ case, the

~}.~..a'c~~raland ; ian-made aspects of the town )Jerge in the
oeQmb~ed music of its indigenous' bir~s and its famous
church bells: c>

"City of bells (\
and birds:
hornbil1s squeaking
in the loquat tree
their voices too absurd
for such intrinsic dignity;
a rainbird and his bottle
bubbling down the scale.
~ity of geritle mediocrity,
your birds and bells"
obliterated me.1f

Th"'e phrase "gentle 1'lledioc:rity" i8 crucial, fqr jit
o captures concisely the poet I s comprehension of t,~e
city. On Q the one ha~, he iao well aware of its
"ordina't'Y, mundane. appar~~tly unspect.al, nature; on the
other hand , the word "gentle',~ suggests not only his own
tolerant and affectionate t,ftt{!l,.tudetowards it, but also
his understllnd~ng that in sollie" respect a tHe city is"

o [j

very sped:'al, part teular 1i in the way tha tit "has"
provided people like him o~l1ith a home and a sense of~
belonging. Indeed, che power·f~J,l. and extensive
influence of Grahamstown is comu~nicated by the
multiple connotations of the word "'obliterated". At

, c'

II



first, the 'Y'p;;:d seems inappr;opr,j.ately viol~nt, though
~)t is qudt;e EeasfbLe that the town has been the scene

... ~. ~
for thf~ poet of certain thwarted ambiti,,?us or painful
emotions. More importam:ly, chough , parCiculat'ly since
the grammatical subj ec t s of the word are the birds and
bells, the word relat~s to the idea of the po~t;s sense
of place: Maclennan has' b'eert obliterate4 in the aense
that his personal identity, his individuality, ~as been
sp.bsumed into the larger categony of the city's
relationship ~~th i ts inhabitant~~-\\ He has, in O,ther
words, become part: of the city, Ylgled with it like

0) the fused music: pf the birds and bells. Such a reading
seems far more consonant with the s9und patterns q,f the

Y poem glinerally, where tloblllt:eratedf! me" form~ pa~t" 'of If ()1\
the gentle, "unobtru:sive rhyme of the poem. suggest:i.ng
not viokent destruction but: harmorrtous integrationt
This reading would also admit the furth~r implication
that the poe~'s ~elationship with the city is so strong
that it w~ll'"endu1:e'tmtil the p'r.iet f '~,j a~ath. and will be o
broken only by death.

G

o Maclennan's deep attachmen~ to the world of Grahamstown,
is revealed again and" again in his 'work through his
lntiJmate and detailed understanding of its character,

"in po0ms such as "Mtd."wit}te!,~1J lICeremonyU and
"Insomnia" (all in Reck'or~t!;!s!~1983).' It is &' city, of

i~. ., ":' ,', ... ;'~

2cou£se, which is not "a;way~ gentle: it can at times
pzove .most inhospitable and har sh , Yet Maclennan, in
the opening l:i.nes of a poem B'ike "GrahamstoW'tl ItI,
,(!.eckonings. 1983,)". could' be speaking for all its"
in!}abitan~s when' he states unequivocally and with ,/
resolute finality that" it is" in" this city, that he has
as a contemporary WESSA.foundff!i "home" and a valid and
.Ie :: t

meannngful sens~ of place:
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"Coming home
here to oven heat,
houses cracking in the sun,forty degrees
and tar meltingt
the read an itteffectual
stick run"
Fl'om a raked-out corner of the sky
a dove wild-throated cries.
The hills are umber
undez 'tdt:heringfire =
orphan columns of smoke
declare the forests's tired desire.

o

co
o

.,
n
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f'll ~\1I.TER t.
~'___I(~"'''

\'

A Pd~1Tlti Or' D1U~AD----;~-----.-~-

'\vhit.~\,'.:;~nglish"~spcaking South Afrieatw ~ it would sur'e'l.y
be tH~i.r fe{i:lings of intense, seemi.ngly unas suagab l.e
.~ :' \\ t .' "1\"" .' .'.'.' > I '.~ '"

aread~, rhe or i.gxns of such feeil.ngs may be found, at
least '.:iPartly, in d~e context of the deepJ.j' t reub l.ed

(') :", h~
i),m.;:~:~o!l1. Souch iHri~~atl :.:d.tuation. Acutely a'tvare of
livil~g in a time whop widespread social, polit:ic.:al and

IL •j •• "t d d 1 • • S heconom ,C a.njus erce nas pro uce a c tmare In out
Afr~~a \i oi" ucp'recedentred, :ra.:~ica.lisatil"m ~ pc lar.isation

u ( )"1" i eX\f'remism, . of ~!rave popular df.acont.ent t and of
$imJIl:~ri\?g aggrA'ssio~~ and violence ~ the W:~SSAsI

. e:~pe;~t'a{tions for the Ii future a~'e Eearfu'l J to say the
leasL \\The dread d!~t'lsed b~,r~ such ant:tciPat:io~s of
imrni~~el1~\disaster has been a.ggrava1~ed by several

1 \ \)

spec.)~fi~~llY WE.SSAdt.Lemmas,. already exp l.ored by the
pres~rnt II study. These w(lul() include, fi.rstly, their
laclt \1\of i~ Ole. at', cO'geii~. t i..derlcity which has neight:e1'\tad
theii pr~teari,~u, PCSi',i:..ton wi thin South AfricgD 80dety
and '~. iC~~ haJr inhibi~~~l r:heir ability, as a group ~ to
purs~e d~tCisive .!md p~~'i.tive courses 0:[ act fJn; and,
S'CC0111Y.[1their damage~~ ~~',nseiof place whLch has ~;iv~n
:riF;:e 1\ to l~eelingS -of ai~ienation and dfaczLent.a tLon 8.S

well \ S to fe~r!i of di~'1:oc1llt:ion and, diTplacement.
,

I)

DeFiv ng , thtlS, from ~~va:(c'i~ty of source s ~ the dread
ex~rl enced by contempOrar!7 W£~)SAs'is hoth compl.ex and
mui2\plex. On one level t having attempted to establish
a home for themElelves in. the af f l.uent; suburbs of South
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Africa I S major ca ca.es , WESSAs now find themselves
practica.lly besieged in those very suburbs, needing to
barricade themselves behind high walls, locked gates,
guard dogs and burglar alarms. Not unlike their
Settler predeces sor s , pxeaent -day t-mSSAs appear to
exist in a frontier situation, only now the 1a.ager has
been 'tra!"l.GI:rerred from the African hinterland into the

I

n~1~atl.y...triimned neighbourhood of the modern metropolis.
In d wider sense, the confrontation between Africa and
Eut6pe, the clash het'\<7een black and '\:'7hite v has shifted
fr(lm the cent.ext; of the fronti.er war's to that of the
current political s trugg Le, the most likely outcome of
wl....:kh seems to many t-JESSAs to be a potentially
carac Lysuu c social and poli,tic~.l upheaval. Couse-
quent.Ly, t~e form which these f~~elit'lgS of dread may
take varies widely, rangi:ng from ~: straigntfor'Y1a:rd fear
of personal attack, to a vague t~fr.ror of some unnamed
menace lurld.nB in the darkneas, t9\ an anx,~et.y about the
human and social cost of P01.iti~r··aJ"violence." to the
nightmarish presentiment of a n,at' nal apocalypse. r-

'I' ()
, i B

I II "' '
Thej severe and diverse n..ature \ o<]r the dread felt by~d!!~:s::s:~;:~:;~ya:i;;:::e~~:el\a::on~xt;::~:e A~~~C~~ n
Engl~~h poets writi~g in ::hel)last:weney y~ars have, at
st1me 'stage" ''tut"[jed t'heir ar tent Lon to the jnood of te~se
appr~p.ensio:l and grLm foreboding which so thoroughly
pE.~nn~atest.,rr:SSA society. The. pur ose of this chapter
Ls tD examine in detail the man different'\ ways in
whipb poets have treated th Ls "ntral conte~~por?ry

WESSA pr ob Lem, C' \

\\

11/"
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2.

It would be misleading to suggest that feelings of fear
or appxehensIveneus among 't-mSSAsas a group is a
uniquely contemporary condition, or rhat; South African
English poets have never previously made such feelings
the. subj ect; of their work. Virtually f:l:om the
baginn:l.llg of an English-s.peaking presence in the Cape,
the English have fOUI,d themselves in situations which
have produced fearful reactions, and English-language
poets have consistently articulated these reactioi.'ls 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, underguing both a radical intenlsi;:tca-
tion and a transformation of its content, both OJ: which
are the result., .t~~a 'large extent of the utterly a~ltered
social and political cd.rcumstances of modern-day

H

c:WS:SSAs. This st~zdywould also claim that the nature of
the "poetry of dj~eadn to be examined in this chapter is

" "

of a .quite difiEerent order from comp~rab1.e (J.arl:i,er
poetry.

I

A brief survey o~ some representative examples i/)f this
'I :

earlier poetry, as Iwel1 as the historical circun/istances
1 .' !I

which gave rise \1 )):0 it, may serve to illust~:ate the.
novel character d!f che contiempoxary poetry of d!tead.

From the time of .\the 1820 settlers, a certain d,egree of
fear and trepi4atiot'l. has chat';1cteristically ..informed

" the th~nking of whit:e English-s~peakers in Soutll Afrlca •
. " .. ' \l :' . •

The pO$ition of the ;Aloany' settll!/rs (and simila.r t l(lter
set.tlemel\ts) on an eXRosed frontie't\~ in the migst of an
unexplored, potential1Jy dangerous terrain, confronted
by whtit they regarded as savage, hostile African

\

\
\
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tribes, was clearly one which encouraged feelings of
fear.1 For the most part, however , "Settler verse"
tends to take the form of a panegyz'Lc upon the
indomitable spirit and fortitude of the British settler
in the face of adversity, rather than an examfnat Lon of
the dread experienced by those settlers. What feelings
of fear there were, may be discerned more in the
sub-text than in the surface content of poems like
Charles 2Barter's lliay .~emori.~!L2f .l!a.t1!L;flnd •Zululand
(1897), and the Reverend 1I.H. Dtizm01:11'g "A Remi-
niscence of 1820" (Y'erse, 1920; the POC'Ij/\ dates from
1870) with its rather tioo LnsLstent; as sevevat Lon of the
faldH.ty wlth which the settlers were abla to make a
"home" for themselves in "the Lone ":..;ild-=rn~~ssnof the
E~stern f rcnt i.ez , In rather diff~rdnt f~.shion, the
very real hardships and fears oz the sett~ .er s may be

o

detected beneach the caustic, sancasm (/£ Andrf!w Geddes~
Bai"nf S, "Thti! Brit:ish, SettleI'll (,,\ Genturi\,. of South___., _ft ..,_,....~~_....;.....;....;...;;;..._

African P.2.!~_Q, -ed, M. Chapman, 1981,; t.h~~ poem dates
from 1844), p'.!articularly in its fo, ..rth '·~tan2;a!

()

,J tlOf fortune's frowns i smiles t ups, and dovns, c-

. I, had a great vari.ety;
I ,smOl,tchi!l&dr op , . I open shop,

1;hen ouy a farm;
Doing charming with my farming,

blest with ~riends' society,When all at OIlce, th.eAmakosa
break the charmI

AsseB;aaing, yelling, crying ..
m'llrder! fire I and revel.ryl

Stealing cattle. bloody battle,
ev~ry kind of devilrYJ -

Helter ..skeltsr, seeking shelter, "
,,,ives and chi.Lrfran rUstling itd

I) Husbands wOQ,nded, - Idst t confounded t

'~..»: ".':::;;/'tenrl,er "' ends are j~_~lillg inl n
'-;'/ ( .:;i

(/ . ~. . ),~t~
Despice tnt mani£ola pl'oblems'Z·and dange'rs of frond.er
life ~ there generally remained among the sett:ttu's .~
conf'Ldence that: what they $aw as their superiot Bri.tish

\,
.~

\1
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culture and civil:iiiSation wou.ld inevitat,ly triumph over
h "

the darkness and \isa.vagery of Africa - a confidence
• \'i i 11
"attested i to by thj majority of Settler writ:ers.... As
such , the dread f1rlt by the Settlers seems lal~gely
tempered by a res~,lient faith in the abilitv of the

.. i\ ..

English not merel\r to survive in Africa f but to
prosper. ,

1\

A si.milar mOderatiO~\ of fear ts evident also Ln poems
dea Lf.ng with the f,rontier wara , especially the 2ull.!.

\, '

wars. Though the POjrms record t,ne fear of ,the soLdbers
in the face ,of ext re '~e,dans,:r ~ th,~ principal motiva~:ion
of the p('etry is tal comm.unicate the heroic vale-ur, of
the British forces a ld to affirm 't:he~inevitable vic~;ory
of European lightll ever Afr:lcan dark. 4 All~ert
Brodrick f s "Rorke "s frift,:' (~nPerer r s RhY:D!es,1;893)
is fairly typical. 1 The,. openf.ng stanza of the (poem
expreases t~ dread.l .oif?the British at' the prospect; of
imminent Zulu attaclt~,

o

"On the wild rll:ver' s bank t1iio horsemen appear"":
They are b(.!arE~rsof tiding,,!! that fill them wj~th fear .•
Hast.e I p~jt us~ acrose and .prepa;-e for the fi~~ht,
The Zulu?,: are out in thei%!: uttermost might, I'

They ru$hed 01:1 our camp l~,ke a dark hungry :flood
And t~7d.r spears are all .,;oedw:ith our count~i"menI s blood)'

The rest CT the poem, however, pays glowing.t~ibute to
: .!

()the courage an.::i ski11 of the soldiers anl .ends on a o

note of patri,.)tic pride and confidence: /j
! 0)

, 0 I'~ f ~
'lIn "the heart thrill' of .natLons Willilive your 'reward
Oh('lbr(~ve. 2':'thi on })rav~ Bromhead aW'd Chard".

// c~ /1
c # ,();/

The ltut'fl 0;' t}1J' ~:en1;Ury pred1~t~~l:l wit:n:e •• ed a
concent.z'at.Lon on, the' ~.ubjeat of' the Boer War, and the

'; ')

strugsle for whit«' supremacy in, the sub-continent.

c
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Despite the bitter and often bloody nature of the war.,
British" imperial ip.terests and the English-speaking
population were ha.rdly under threat of destruction, and
so feelings of dr.ead are generally absent from pOetry

~ . .~

of the time.... I.nfluenced, however, by the establiS'l)'-
ment of a white ..dominated· Union and the consequent
protest" of bl.acks against their,:,")::-cclusion from the
processes of goverpment, as well as by the
revolution,ary mood prevalent in Europe and elsewhere,
South Afrir.an English poetry began to take on an

"incipiet'u:ly contemporary political character in the
first decades of th~ twentieth century. As Guy Butler
has observed, Roy" Campbell was the first poet to

ointrQduce this "new dimension" in his work, concluding
several of his "African" poeras on th:a "ominous note" of
an imp~nding people t s revolution. 6 For example, "The
Serf", (Adamastor,,, 1930) ends with a prophetic vision of

" ','The timeless J surly patience of the serfThat moves the nearest to the naked ~arth
And"ploughs down palaces, and th."t'opes, and towers",

'Wil11e "The Zulu Girl" (Adamastor. 1930) finds in' a
.c-ene of a0young black girl breast-feeding her child s
symbol of tqe transmission to future generations ·of the
insatia.ble thirst for liberation:

I~et in that drowsy stream his flesh imbib~sAn ol~ unquenchable unsmotherable heat -The curbed"fero~tty of beaten tribes,
the" sullen dignity of their defeat.

o • QH~r body looms above him like a h~ll'
o Within whose shade a village lies at rest, t,

Or the first cloud so terrible and still
'That bears the' coming harve st;- in, its breast. n

.»

II
i'

{I
II
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Despite the appazent l.y liberal sentiments expressed in
these poems, Campbell's temperament, generally, tended
. to be conse'rvatrive and anti""democra.tic. 7 Even in these
poems, traces ofaxen~~phobic prejudice towards th~a

ii\ !!
"primitive" and "savage" l,forces of' Aft'iea, may perhaps
be detected not only in t:~'.\.eanimalistic imagery used to
describe the girl and hE;;fi,1 child, for example, but also
in phrases such as "unsinorhe'rab Le heat" and "curbed
:,l;erocity". t-lESSA drea·':( and unease towards what is
l:egarded as the tlncivi!~,~~seddarkness of Af::ica .. an
attitude fairly tYPf' ,,:8.); . of WESSAs in general at the
tiru.~8 ... is express1 <fi.early in "Roundf.ng the cape"
(Mamastor, 1930), ~ wiLl.eh resurrects the mytl-- of
Adamastor , from Campb1!11t s reading of The-, Lusiads by
the sixteenth-century'! !hrrtuguese poet, Luis de Camoes ,
The myth 6f Adamast.or', glossed by Guy Butler as "the
spirit of>:: a barbarous continent resentful of any
P..• t.t.emp~..~,QO disturb its ancient ignorance and gw;;;;,,9
serves, ,.•~ Stephen Gra.y points out, to ex.press "rhe
white man~~ anx.ieties about; A:fri.ca." .10 Campbell t s
poem, ~ far~~ell to the "hatred" and "adored" continent
of his birth, offers in its final stanza a foreboding
gllrllp:oe of the awakening darkness of the '!.'hird World:

"'l'he p'row glides smoothly or. through seas quiescent:
But where the last point sin\~s into the 'deep,
The land lies dark beneath tl;'I,erising crescent t

And Night, the Negro, murmurs' in" his sleep" •.

j'. In similar vein, ~he scnse ?f.' dread in the poetry Q;f.
7, .l

William Plbmer takes zhe, form of a.deep ..'r,,~ted mf.strus t;

of the dazk , Dionysian forces of ,Afri 'I~~ In (/,~fThe
.>

Devil-Dancers" ,(Collected Poems, 19601 1973; th'! poem
dates from 1936), for instance, the appzehensd.ve WESSA

')

spe~ker. having witnessed a "primitiv'ell ,African dance,
warns his councrymen not to be seduced by these \iorces:

II(!

'J



"Let us take care - that_flake. of flame may be
The butterfly '('Those hit'B can kill a. man".

]By and large, however, the feelings of d~ead expressed
by poets like Campbell and Plamer are If a relatively
low intensity, as the white oligarch;f remained firmly
and securely in place j and the chance's of a successful
black uprising on a. large scale taking place cont.tnued
to seem only a very 'remote possibility, at least in the
foreseeable future. Indeed, poems dealing with the
fearful anticipations of whites form only a very small
part of either Campbell's or Plomer's canon, and even a
smaller part "of South African English poetry generally
at the time.

o ,

The years of the second ,World VIal' naturally turned the
attention of poets away from speci£icall~,r local
dile'~is, and towards the exper tence of global conflict,
af'~"tli~, work of the "war genEirati6'l~" poets reveals.
Immeti1~f~ltely .fo'l:tow:i.ng the wa.r, however, the idea of

'" i',!, ,

dread !Ifti' sometl1'ing approaching the contemporary meaning
1\ - 0

of th(~ term b~\g:lns to emerge forcibly. The fear df
ruthl,ess j' venge£tlll African powers, or &f speci'fieally
politi~~al v~tol'ence and upheaval ~ becomes increi'i!Jing1y

I' -: 'I ti'
severe with the victory of the N!'tional Party in the
1948 electioq and their entrenchmeqt of th~; policy of
apartHeid, which served even further to pola.rise and
militarise the conf l LctLng parties in the South African
situation. This intensified dread wa.s particularly J

and perhaps mainly, prevalent among WESSAs, who nowQ"

L lie.ved, generally ~ that they c> were no longer in a
position 'Co control eyents in South Africa, and so felt
evero more he LpLeaa :~m\i anxious. This WESSAdread is
exf~'~s~d ~n a ~umb~r..of poems of' the" 1950s, including
John Peters 1,$' "Reading ))Tolstr:y" (~ Boak of South

169.

o

\ '. \
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Africa.n Ver,~t ed. G. Butler, 1959), wh~re the speaker
recalls the politically symbolic advt.ce of hi,s
"nursegirl":

liMy nursegirl used to tell me when
Thunder began to shake the trees
It was a time to pray and then
\Olait for the sky to fall".

/) 0

A similar fear, also conveyed in images of a violent
storm, is treated in R,.N. Currey's "Landscape of
Violence" (~ Afr.ica We Knew, 1973; the poem dates
from the 19508), quoted in full:

()
ItWh~rf-eracial attitudes, li.ke snakes f

Coil' above (!hildren as they play,
And every brown and white child wakes
Beside a sloughed-off love one day;
'"Where politics like hailstorms ride
And tear the future from the trees,
And every rider cauiht o:.1tside i

Must pray between h1s horse's kneksu•

(\

It is J howe.ver, only in the last few decades thilit the
ofeelings of dread among WESSAs have 0 taken on a
d1st1.nctively contemporary characcer , becoming
considerably intensi.fied 8I}d ext.ended in wholly new
directions. The initial impetus for this trend came
trom the incident at Sharpevilloe on the 21st of March,
1960. where 69 people, inqolved in a peaceful protest
against pass laws, were shot dead by police. For many
people, Sh~:t"peville signalled the beginning of·'the end
for the p()litics of multiracialism and gradualism; it
precipitated the shift i.n black opposition policy from

<: passive protest to active resiste.nee. in particular the
commitment ~f ti~e African National C01}greas to the
armed struggle;" and it confirmed, f~r manyt the
lengths to which the ruling regime was p-rcpared to go
in defence of its interests. Although the Government's

D_
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I'

11\
\!
\'

massive security clampdown in the years following
Sharpeville proved grimly effective, the mood of white
South Africa continued to darken, so that by the late
1960~ and early 1970s, WESSAs' feelings of dread
reached ,:t, recognisably contemporary intensity. The
reasons for this inc.luded the Lndependence of
neighbouring states (Mozpr.:.'bique,Angola and Zimbah'i.re)
following successful revolutionary movements'; the
escalation of hostilities on South Africa's borders,
culminating in the full-scale guerilla war in

c::: SOl" West Afri\~a - Namibia and Angola from 1975; the
acc.e LexatLon of, the terror campaign within South
Africa; and the rise to prominence of militp.llt black
consciousness \)rgants4tions. The reesons '\ also
inclu.ded, from the other side of tIre political ~en.ce,
tile continuing represaivetl,ss .and il~transigence of the
IiNatiari&l Party, which served to p~o'lokl;! inr;:r~as~,ngly
radicalise~~ opposition. and to create a{'~timate of fear
and anxiet,. These tensions came to a head. on the 16th
of Jun.. 1976' in Soweto. wh,ere a student march
demandial the abroiati'in of the compulaory use of
Afdlo .. lI. as a ....dium 0 \ instruction in black schools
led to a bloody confzo itation with pBlicet which in
~m I) .parked off a seque,\oe of violent events irl which
Some 200 peopIe were kil~~d by the 24th of .June, 1976.
The horro7:".of ~~eto left \\an enduring mark in the minds
of black South Africans t ~'~ndprovided the impulse for
t~ continuingo sporadic u:\x:est of the" fO,llOWing years,
as well as the nation-wI. ~e dist'urbances of 1984 and

o 19,85 to which the Governmi\",ntreacted by imposing the
- ((

Stat. of Emergency in June, 1985t a draconian measure
'. which rema:l.ns in force today itl. 1989.

For WESSAs» therefore, recent South African history has
been a source of acute anxiety. This anxiety has,
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moreover, been exacerbated by their own peculiar
~flelmnas~) Apart from their precarious identity and
e~eir impaired sense of place, these would include the
guilt of many WESSAs at being accomplices in the racist
hegemony, as well as their unease at seeming prime
targets because of their ma.terial prosperity. H.L.
Watts. in his detailed sociological study of WESSAs,
has found that "English-speaking lmites still numer:t-

<:::1 cally dominate the upper occupational categories", that
WESSAs tI as a group have the highest socLa l, status in
sg6.th Afri-;.a", and that, taken a.s a whole, WESSAsas a
group "come from tb.,e most cultural] y advant.aged home
background of any etiu:tic ,\.'\rsu' -cultural group in South
Africa" .11 The (:~l~er;'JgeWESSA' s position of socf.o-

:1 :; .l_()'

economic superioltity in a society characterised by vast
discrepancies in wealth" and srandar de of living would
seem," in other words, to have contributed to his
l1.'endy $t;-ong feelings,ofcdread.

(;

It 1s, ,haturat.'1y. difficult to evaluate scientifically
fithe degree of 's'read e~r.perienced.by an ethnic group in a
lsociety. What empirical data there is, however,
"s~ggut. tha,t WESSAa" are c more fearful about the future
than ()ther groups in the country, and that their level

\ of fe.r is among the highest in the wOl:ld. In the mid
o '\ 1.91081' f()r('exampl~t :Bettina. J. Hube'r, an American

\ aoC.i010Sist, conducted a detai\ed study of South
\l\f icans t ~':,imagesof. the future" .1". This investigation
~ South Africans' attitudes towards the future of
ne~r country is based on an international~y recognised

meth~d of evaluation13 whet'eby (~'~spondentsC are asked to
descr e the best and worst possible futuI'e they can
imagin t as well as the mos]; likely future.' 1he
finding of t~~ study 41:e very reveal.ing. Amons ..
whites, uber conc Iude s that tithe lnglish-sp£~akers are

~
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more likely to exhibit a low'level of expectations" and
"are more likely to be pessimistic about the future
than are the Afrikaans-speakers".14 Very interes-
til'lgly, WESSAswere equally fearful abou« HreprelJsion
and discrimination" (on the pa+,t .of Governmen.t) and
abo-q:t;a "general threat \ \ exi~ting stability" <f,:hat
is, "black political ViOleil\,\~)f 15 which would confirm

I.

the contention of the present thesis that WESSAs sE'(::a
themselves as occupytng an imp'j"'~tlled position between

_' I,.,l \)

the 01[ose~.. force~ of Afrikan~;= and African natrl.ona-
lism. Apk'rt from the interna~: comparisons of Huber's
investigation, "she also provides an .jnterna,tional
comper Lscn, in which the attitl.ldes of ....••white South
Af~icans' are compared with the attitudes 1l0sasui-Jd.in
thlrtt:en ether countries using the same \)method,''°0'£
evaluation: Brazi'l., Cuba, the"''z,Domini;;.an.Republic,

,\,

Egypt, India, Israel, Japan, Nigeria, ~anama, the
'\1

Philippines, the United States," West ,,@erma.ny and
,)Yugoslavia.17 Bearing in mind the significaii~ly higher
level .pf fears among.t;.tESSAsthan" among'Afrikanef~l th~
fears of white South Africans as a whole r-~k as aib.~:ng

c, ,~, 8.' ,.. "<'
the highest i~j the worf~\ White South Africa:'$;~;,;,~
according to Huber's stati~'i':l!cs, have the highest level, '" .,<
of social fears of all the countries measured; they" "'"
have the third highest level/of ~olitical fears ('Behind
the Dominican' Republic and {'N'igeria);. and the second '.'
highest level of national fears (be'1ind Egypt)" 18 1.'n

~ J' 5

addition, they have the loweet level of. expectations
for the future!-. of all the countries in the survey.19
Though the specific artthm~tical values provided by
Hubert s study.c may c, be questioned, the gen.~ral
implications seem fairly clear: contemporary "South
African society is one ch9.r~)cterised by a high degree
of fear and anxiety; and WESSAs, caught up i~l the
struggle 0 for PQwer between a rep·ressive Afrikaner-

c)

I)
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t/

dominated government and a x'evolutiortary black
liberatibn movement, reveal perhaps the highest degre~
or fear and anxiety of all ethnic groups Ln, this
society. Indeed, Huber's cone Ius Ions a1:9 SUpPIJ1:'ted.

albeit with rather less statistical precision, by other
studies, such as that conduct.ed by Hudson, Gideon and

)., "0Bieshetivel .....
I,
//

i\

. The purpose of the rest: of this chapter is 6~ examine\"
"the many var Led ways in 'which contemporary" South

() ,

African English poets have responded to 'Lha feelings o£
dread experienced by C.l t;'ei~ countrymen. j,..n th~ .j"l.olent
and troubled terrain of present-day South African

/) soc Lecy ,

3.

The deeply troubled nature of contemporary South
f" . I) d f d fA, ricgn society n~~ encourage a pro. Dun (I sense 0 ,

dread among South"; Africa~ t and p~:~ticulat-).Y.: among ~
WESSAs. in a way tihicn is,' unprecedented in South
African hisdj't-y. This pervasive mood of tr~pid~tio'~)

"has elicite~(I a r.esponse from South African Engl:t!3h
pce ts wh~ch is t In, it's
also quite unprec~d~nted
poetry in tl}is i)country •.~

exten'siveness and diversity,~ d
in indigenous En~lish-langua~!Z'

\\
/'o r,

this poe:tic response has be'en noted' by a number of
,i\ '0 I

critics. l'1ichael Chapman, for exampl.e , has observed
that

(J

o

"just as', ra4ical c~lturafl shifts i~ Europe a'~~ the
o u • /)

United Sta~s Oat the tu\:n of the ceatury gave
imp\tus to apocalyptic vis;ons,
African climate of the last
i.n<,rreasing~y favo~red an
'd~saster •. ,,21

" I>

so the southern,"1:.. /,twenty vet\TS .nas\\.
• ., {-'I> 'l'.1

1 i . . M' '- f.magJ.nat~q>-1'1(~.
'Co' \.A..~/
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a defining symbol of the E:.ntire v1ESSA aub=cul.tur'al,
group. Almost immediately p however, the pLeasur abl,e
associations of the scene begin to be unde:cmined: the
fact that the ~..j'ESSAspeaker is "alone", for example J

suggests not merely his placid seclusion. but also his
pO'tential vulnerability; the qualificati.on of the
phrase, Itsigns of paac.e'", by the epithet, "c ff'LcLaL'",
implies that there are other, unofficial signs which
point to the far from peaceful state of the nation. As
the poem p~ogresses, so the speaker's deep-seate~ dread
becomes increasingly evident. He is aware of the
typical group of black servants and workar s in the
white suburbs p whose label, "boys" , attempts to'
categorise thent\ as ):)oth unde'ze.Loped and harmless. Now,
however, he beg:!.~s to suspect; that the "bus Lnass" upon
which they are b!;nt is anything but innocent. III tht=l
fourth .' s'tanza , h~\ fears that ills defences have been

, \\
breached, the laage~ infiltrated, ancl that the enemy is
within the" gate, as \'\te imagines the various subversive

" "\ oactiviti(.\$' of these ~\nderco\7er suburban assassins and
terrorists ." FParfUll\ conscious of \ t;i~e ubiquitous
pre seuce of '-his c~nd~ti~e enemy, tll.,· Ispeaker finds
~,ha.t )lis p+eViv.us~. \leisurely swimming becomes
ttdiffi#ultt, and tnlt ~~e ~~Ol itself tran~mutes iI1t;~ a

i) horriay:tng
o
\instrument of v~lent -death , Moreovery 9his

cultivated ,$.~;,iiidergarden ass~1Pe8terrifying, ha l.Luc.Ina-
,,\

,tory' ~qualitiesi' as hia, Su.b'fban idyll becomes "a
nightmare at noon", Within th~,s nightmare t the b8.sis
"of the wESSA I s fears, is" subtl~\ ,~nggested through a
vision of a. post-l:'evolutionary S\~:uthAfrica in which
the current racial plutocracy has 'been replaced by an
egalitarian ')system that would stri\~" whites 'of their
privileges:

\)\', \ (I

"Sp:f.ders dream
Cenjur i.ng the time
loJhen a measenger play look at a prime' 111'!nistertl•
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(iii) the psychological effect of dread on the
consciousness of 't-lESSAs, expressed in terms
either of horrifying, nightIt\2rish visions or
vf.o Lence and destrructd.on , or of a
subconscious fe,ar of some vague, undefined
menace;

-;J-

(iv) the foars of WESSAsused by several'poets as
a means of warning them of the dangers of
cont Inutng social and econoraic injus::tice.

Each of these categories will be dealt with in turn.

(i)

o

The most; immediate and obvious aspect of the
()"l.con.t~mpora~YPSA' s dread involves ~.iS sense of, bef.ng

> _) nd,er consnanc rhxeac of attack in\ tis own suburban
-. home. The WE~.sAJ having 'managed to dl.s<:!over a sense of

pLace in an" apparently civilised, s'ecure urban
environment t away ;from the da:aik, dangerous forces of
the Africanr( hLnter l.and , finds hils position still to be

o precarious. Ir~>n:i.cal1y, it 5.s the very material
, <';,

success which has facilitated· h:ts suburban location
",that 'ha3 C made him a, potential victim. His inability

" or, pOS8:i::b ly, reJusal to' see ~his has been .t.he focus of
,) . ,; 0 - (

aonumber of poems., S~ch poems, as Christopher Hope has
adroitly put i,t,o study t~e Huneasy leisure~
uncomfortable afflven,::e and bewild(-~red prosperLty" of24the contemporary WESSA.,

1\

o

As mentioned earlier t, socf.a l, scientific rese.:trch has
',\

conf Lrmed that WESSAs are th.-:·'" most econo~ical1y
advantaged group Ln- the country, 25 and recent .poet;s
have been quick to seize on to the symbols of thE.dr

\,
\'1

,'I,.
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notorious materialism. Robart Greig, in "Never
Golden" (A '';orld of,'l'heir C&m,1 ed, S. Gray, 1976),
recalls lithe servants, the pool, the vast garden" of
his af f'Luenr chf.Ldhoo dj l'-akl~ Nicol sees ,(.JESSAlife as
ch~racterised by "Money and I Perfect skiest1, in "1976"
(S11loIla the Sq_uyenir~_~ 1978) j Christopher Hope, in
"Notes for Atonal Blues" (]!n the. Countr of the Black
P~, '1981), ".lists the typical WESSA accretions
"Barbereci lawn, hoovered court, sanitary poollt.

-,

"<"J
It is te in tact, precisely these familiar status symbo,:!.s
which Hope utilises in the poem, "In a Swimm'ine Pool in
a Garden in Whit"e South Africalt (A World of Their Own,
ed. S. Gray, 1976) ,26 in order to-;xplore the confused
drea~ of the average modern ...day WESSA.

11 r am alone in a sWitnl;ll"ingpool:
This smear of water ;-'clear and antiseptic tIs the cool fQcal point of a garden.
l' am aLone in a swimming pool in a garden
In white south africa.
At! around me are ,the official signs of peace;
Tell·tale birds, an obsequious breeze,
Mute, attendant trees.

o _ ' '\

Around me, alsO, orbit carefully Otit of ear~hot
Wj.thout once obtruding, \Hous~boys. garden bOys, dry cleaners' boyst milk boys,
Butchers t boys, ice-cream boys 't" nt upon their bus i.neas ,
Out of mind, beyond the hedge. It ~
S.ev'~ral ~rind glass in the kitd en; anotherohones ~
A. pangs: irl' the toot shed; in the laundry room ~
A coupl'e slJt che sea Ls of pouches of poison;
Some fid4f.ewith the milk; a gang vaguely
Fi~ger6 prams in the park;"One unhllrriedly pulls a home-made rifle thFough.

Boys \~ill j:>e boys.
\\ '

They d1:.sturb nobody.

(\
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Chris Harm, moreover, interviewed as co-editor (-';'dth
Guy But.Ler ) os: t:_ New Book q,f .South African Verse in
En~~1~;~ has aff:7.rmed that UWt~ are living in a time of
gl:ea';. social change wher.e people I s values are being
!~eve,rely ques tLoned'", and he. has sugges t.ed that "this
historical context is a crucab l;e from which tauch verse
is b~ing produced". '].'1:1:1.s 'verse? accordt.ng to Hann,
exp::es se 5 , on the <me hand, the emct.Lens of "self-p:U;y
and detcrmil1Cltion amo-ng'3t ttw oppressed", and , on the
'\~thf....r ~ the Hfe9tiJ'lgs of tremendous fear and d.read and.
ttn(~rtain.ty and S(~1E l.Lke amongs+ zho se who see

1'"
rbemse Ive s as oppressing"...... 'Che contemporary South
Af:ci. xn situation, and the l~ESSAs' position with~n. it,

,

thus. has led to the emsrgence of what Mann has p~..thily
labelled "t'ne poetry of dread~,.23 .!:~

1\
\\ .

In spite of this I..!ril:{;:ical ar.tention. howev€jr, n!ii
d

\_' \' . I: ,;c

I~ttel1l'pt has been madC) to, ex~lore systematica1iry "the .,
. full range of' this poetry~of dread, or to deiilo~i8trateii
'its particularly con'tempol~ry quality. This ~;haPter

i) ,,() (I __ "'" 0

a Ima, therli!fore, to examinea in sctile detail the"1!~j'JU5
fo rma ~.JhiCh, tlli S P,ce t:ry ha ,il, t'aken in the con t,.e,!I~porary,'
period. Th?ugh there is natllra~ly some over\aj~ t fO,\"
b,t"oad categories will be iderttifi~d lind discus$~~': 'i,

II h

(i) ",. .e·. dread ,:,>f ~~",."\n;>t!1g ;n the~\!modetn" , (, I') ','
cities' q_f S~ft!l, A,~Yic.'i,. as they),' n 11""VO,uffiy .J1"::~:Ch!~~tir .u~urban""taagerrll to be ~

" "(lil the fearful expect!,tion of 3 ~p'~CiCiCarY pc

political apocalypse in S01.lth Aft) ca on ~'t,
(", '1\ -na t tona I lev~l. \( --=,~P"

\:-' !i =; -;:;:~--~

Ih

o

c Q
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Instead, they genially observe their decreed profile,
Etching it in flesh 'tV'ithtender scrup l.erThe boy on the bicycleIs eternally S'2t upon
By the neighbourhood's dogs
(Of which he has .beenwarned to BEWARE).

Swimming is d:i.fficult.
Breathe, arm~ kick, breathe, arm.The water tn the pool congeals into
Shet:lts of glass grindi.ng, each agMinst the next,
With me sheathed opaquely between.

The garden is gripped in the strident
Notes of a high summer sun. Tossing
And sweating it emits a dozen
Competing scents like a man franticIn a nightmare at noon.
The sun trumpet,s out its brassy h~at
Terrifying the 'shrubs, bleaching the roses,
Turning even the gras& hot
And uneasy underfoot.
Spiders d. 'earnConjuring ','the time
When a messenger may look at: a prime minister.

)
\(
'"

Hope~\~p<j'em.which is at the {lame ti1l1e ht~~ly witty and
severe\y cr Lr.Lcal, of, WE~SA8,d)epict9 a scene of typical
WESSA c\)mfort ill order t~ subvert it. One by one; the
custom~~Y. seemingly innocuous image~l' and objects of
the domestic WESSA lifestyle are d:t1jsected ~o reveal
the barely repressed paranoia beneath,' as the P9f'!l)
meves {rOlll a portrayal of apparent Ly undisturbe:;d
suburban tr.anquill.ity tl)~a vision of deeply, neurcct c
dread. The central imag~". of the 'P0e~, a white man
relaXing in his swimming pool in the carefully
mainta,ined garden of his plush suburban home, could be

Swimmi.ng is diffic\11t. ~
Brea~~he, arm, kick, breathe t arm.
Bone1tested against glass wins a small shriik.

II "
r .atIli;alone in a SW1mmt,~ 0P.O';:'1in a garden

\' In w/hite south africa. '\,_ c

\\ TUn1!ingbrown. " ',.,
'\ Ii
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j~ \

The poem en/hi on a mordantly ironic note, as the
Ii" ,"~I

initial desct~~ption of t;he speaker's peaceful solitude
becomes i.nvested it! the deliberat.ely ambiguous final
lines with a far more ominous signi.ficat1ge~

~'I am al.one in a swimming pool in a. gar den
In white south africa.
Turning bzown, If

The full-stop at the end of the penul tdmatie line allows
for rhe phr ase t "Turning brown", to be applied either
to the speaker or 1:0 "s~uth africaH, so that the stanz~

\) ~
refers not simply to (~he speaker; s acquisition of a,.
fashionable suntan, but, more pertinently, to South
Afri,cals progress towards a more democratic, non-racial
political future. ("Brown" suggests an integration of
black and whi'Ce.) It:LS to the "discredit of WESSAs
like the speaker of thET'. poem that this political

, )

prospect should he a source of dread rather than
Q

I)

enthusiasm.

o

r: A poemwhich. evin,ces similar political sentimE\~,ts while
exploring the nAture of contemporary suburban WESSA
dread, is Patrick Cu.lltiflan's "Spripg Com~ng; Zoo Lake"
(:rodar Is ~ot D;"ff<!rent. lc~78). The poem is set during
w:tnter in t.he affluent Johannesburg ncr eharn suburb of
Farkview, adjOinidl~ Zo.oLake. and looks f0twal:d to the
",advent of spring, both literall~ and, in the sense of a,
more equitable society, figuratively. Through0ttt the
poem, in fact: the naC'!'lra(r:and ~uman landscape is c~.$ed
to symbolise the socio-pol:f.tical realities of South
Africa, as th~ poem move'S thro1lgh its three "sections
from a dtescri\»tion of the "current winter days" to'"V an
imag;.native evocation of 'what t~e coming sttmmer could
be like before returning finally to the bleakness of

(_, .,

c) the persisting winter. 'The first section suggests some

\\
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of the reasons f o'r the WESSAR'feelings of Insecurd ty
and dread, One i.s the difficulty 'tVESSAs still
e;;r.perience in finding a. home in Africa, Like the baze
foc:cign trees - "jacarandas, London ph~?,1(,/:Bl!~ they have

;,"

tricld to make tlThis hinterland their' r(';}ti.tett, and yet,
when t.hey hear from the nearby ZOi;'-, If'i cold hyena
whoop, Ali.en" fer.al in the smokeless aone'"; it seems
from the 'n:<:SSA perspect;,ive that there is "For Africa no
hope" • yapping of a senile dachshund in reply 0

supports the ('''p,ea of the WESSAs1 .tenUtYus sense ,of
pLace, especially through the incongrEt.l" ily jingling
rhyme:

"The suburbls dogs were barking back.
This is the echo
We never lack.1I

~.

'"\
'"\'\

'"'\
(,\ "taxis.. _

\, Buses crammed with ..b lacks
\. Who l3om.ehowhere have found
\ Bacy:,ya:rd rooms

\\ 0 To make ]heir lives arrd ours".
\ !'~"',I
\'\t_ " ~ (" I

\\ - - '-, (

\, 0 The second section turns away fQr the moment from the
\,\ harsh present circt.Un~tances ~. convey a vision of the
'future. d: begins by a.rticulat~ng a. yearnfng for the
g':(ow.th and pl,mit.ude of summer, in terms both of nature
as well as the material and social upliftment: of black

The barking of th~ dogs suggests another, mo~e
d5.sturbing II reF,son for the WESSAs t dread: the vast. "

discrepanK... .~ wealth between the r-aces , '\>1hich
necessi.tat~... elle keepLng of .guazd dogs by whites to
,proteCt )~,their property and possessions from the
,-_. . r.; 'i,1 '. v

IlUiterial!y disadv'Etaged blacks. This discrepancy :ls
adroitly symbolised in the fact that the whites re~urn
frow. wo:c~ in cars to their comfortable)j houses,
apparently oblivious to the Q

()
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South Africans, such as those who frequent the lake:

"Black families
So well dressed
It seE;::1nSthey come instinctively

fact a dream of middle class,
And her.e they find it,
Warm and modest,Gentle by the lake".

Cullinan remains sceptical about the actua.lisation of
this vision, however. Such a natural reformat{on of
society seems unlikely, for, although it is a trtime of
change", what is wante<,t? i.s

\,.'\ n

\\

Ii

"Somethi#g ti,lat's m?t heze , net; quite
The thiilng we~re gOl.ng to get".

An ,mpp",/uc part; of the reason for ctile poet's cC
ac~PtiCit. lies in h;.s awareness, of the continuing
paranoid f ins~curities of his fellow WESSAs. The final
section l~eturnEf, to tlie reality of presen~-day aparthei9
South \trica; inste.ad of suggesting the possibility of -o

01.a.c~allharmony and equalfty, the poem prese~ts" a brutal
../fictu Ie of. black frustration and white, dread. The
ffsectU~n is quoted in full: ,I r ,0

() 'II f
';/ /I "But nO~1f Cold -af teznocnst And wind" along the streets}

1 Crates of empties pile

I And cnash upon the pavement /
Outside the bottle store.
Half dzunk, black ~~orkers

/1 Curse all' paaser a-by,
1/ Sotnewh"rebeyond the shops1 Metallic and mcnotionoust "

,,1/ A burglar: siren starts, ')
" ~. It rises to crescendo, °falls "

1/ Away, then snar t s again
II To sound acros s the sky.

~nother felse alarm,
Or Ls it: real this time?

a

(\

(~ !I
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The noise persists "
And will not fade
Or falte~ in the weakening light:
As cars come home
And buses fill the streets.

Above the blue gum tops
The sun begins to sink.
Held for seconds a branch
It glows ll.ke fruit
Then drops below the hQuses.
In sudden dusk
Lights "jurop at the fountain. t

Gloss the trees; light: covers
The darkness of
This urban
Artificial lake U

Once again, Cullinan points up the disastrously
different circumstances of blacks and whi.tes'. The
anger and deapailV of black worker'a fiqds expression
'o~'\ly in futile drunken cursing, while the fear of
whites in the' face 0,,£ this scarcely controlled violence cJ

is communicated in the wail of a bu.rglar siren, another
part; of the vast" security apparatlls needed by WESSAs/lto
safeguard their prosperity. 'the implication of the
poe~ is that until the coming of So~th Africa's

\\

political spring, w"E~SAsare
t
destined to continue to

huddle fearfully in their liluburb!Ul laagers. Such a
spring t unfortunately. seems!very dis cane , and the poem
enda with a series of deeply melancholy images:c· the
Sinking of the sun; c, .tHe "sudden 4~sklt; and, despite
the sup~rfiC!ial glitt'!t" of the man-made lights,

f
./
f
1

C~11inan!8 poem expresses the idea trat the
South Africa continue to exist' in a

,

"The darkness of '
This urban
Artificial .1~ke".

English in 0

"frontier
G

situation", only now the frontier has been rel~:)c&ted in
~ . 0=~~1;hemodern cIties. It is an i.dea which recurs often in

\1

o
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\

the poat.ry of dread, and clearly represents a potent
im~$in;,q;:ive souzce for South African English poets.
The idea has also been explored by a number of critics.
Micha~l Chapmant for example, has noted that "the

";;.

Laage r has moved into ,.. the n9r.thern suburbs of
J'bhanneS}urglt .27 and Christopher Hope has pointed out
that thJj Africa whi~l~ eoneempora'ry WESSAs fea~ is no
longer }fe dark, unexplored interior but

"the Africa tha.t waits just beyond the glare oJ: the
electric lights in our trim suburbs; the Africa
against which we triple-lock our doors, buy guns,
keep ~,gsll". 28

~
One poet who undar's t.ands this form of dread intimately
is Francia Fall}2T, in whose work urban natural
phenomena, simmering political unrest t and images of
frontier conflict, conjoin 0 to p'r()duce "a penetrating
insight into" the deeply t roub l.ed WESSA psyche. In
"Hamadryad." (Weather Worda. 1986), for instance,
familiar suburban sights and sounds assume a terrifying
strangenas., L$O that despite "The dogs' patrolling othe
suburb'. barbiea'll" , ~-e resident. \mow 0 no rest.
Similarry, in uBar'1'ier," (Weather Words~ 1986), a

l~ n .•. ~i". _- r- ~.'
series of bizarre, viQlent images confirm cumu14tivel1-
that th-. modern suburban ,laager is by no mean$
impenetrable. In fact, the' )j"barriers" which, WESSAs
have attempted to impose between them8elve&, and bl.oody;

; __ 6

anarchic retribution seem quite ludio~ously
ineffective. Faller' s plOem seems to take an active,
macabre deli3ht Ln exposing the 0 fearful yulne::-ability
of his privileged fellow W!SSAs:

o
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UWhat, then, is "severed by glass and steel'!
When I open the windm';iI cut a vein
and the street's blood gushes throughmy eyes and ears. They gurgle like. drains.
The spike~toppe~ fenc~\holds nothing out.
The house, stripped naked, is trembling
from this assault on its privileged
address. Nothing is repulsed by memory.
It's open warfare with a past that huddles
in gloom. It~s comradeship with fists.
It I 8 me~kness to anar chy , and surrender (31
to the pressure of the morning's kiss!

So much happens. opening a window.
And friends, why are you still asleep?
The sun's rinsing your dre~ia in blood
and that wall you "ve built', a corpse could Iesp , tf

tcrr It ~hould not be thought, however. that the dread
descr.ibed by the poetry under consideratlon is' limited
to a fp..w paranoid individual WESSAs; it appears.
rather, !~n clbe a pandemi,c condition 'Of WESSA society.
Chris Man";L7 for example, iih "'the Wives I ",Tales" (A World
of their OWn, ed , S. Gray. 1976), mak~Jl the point that
even ostensibly liberal, p "og~essive"7 WESSAs are not, ,
eXE!lllptCfrom "dread. Irl the final section of the' poem.
the liberal WESSA protagonist displays familiar
contradictions'

\,:;

0'
%fInthe drawer abo';e the thumbed
Spbvtlr.ive licerature II "

Lie laundered cuffsAnd collars
Smelling of Soweto wood smoke".""

I
~.

I

!
~

Despite his sympathy with ,the oppressed. he is alarmed
by the "frightful" notse of the black labourers in the
street outside his window, and cannot shake off the
fear that the picks breaking the tar rcoukd at any

o

':::,'1
o

(!

c
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"seben .•• ZA seben •.• ZA seben ••• !!A

. On the za the picks'
(('::::~-~~Inline across the road
\' 3wing wi th a sp lash

Of sparks into the taxll•

(I It Ls inde/d. the ''extensiveness Of this dread that Ls ,
perhaps f it.s il':~pst d_tst

o

urblng feature. As °Robert Be.roLd
has maint<':ti)j.ned f "zhe darkness of war has descended not
only onto the bprders" of trXis country and int.o 'its

\ "0 . <'.'~' --. ',' ~ (.) ~

pr tsons , but als<?,. mt;o tbe hearts of those who go about
'Y"fheir daily tasks". 29 0 The idf,'-~ ts expr~ssed tersely by
Mike Nicol, in npriva,frr- Wars" (,~mo'll.gthe, Souvenir.!'~
1978}:

ii
«'

c

This poetry of dread has at times be\~r{'subje~te-a=-to-",a
\)s~vez:~t criti(':~,l ~pndemnation. " perha~~/~'ehe mdst

,extreme o'f thT attacks has eOf1lfr fr~~ Slephen ~atson~, 'v

in an arti~_1~t' entitled, "Recent; White English South
"" '.' i.."" . 30

'. African t=:and the La.nguage of Libe-r41rmn. Ipo
"'this article, Watson ~,vi,lifies the poetrt of, among
othe.J:'s t Hope, (Nicol, Mann"".and Gray for being nothing(

(/

MOre than us.i.tuation reportli of the phenomenal worldtl
- G

with their ""interminable depiction of I\the welJ.-heeled
fi J)

decade~,ce o~ the En.glish". Hele,~er~, moreover, that
,~howeVe1J :l'I:onical )'Pr SCtlPt;\cal th ~.«~~try "s intentions
ruay be, ':' ·lJ '." \0. cr->: \'

(10
I_)

o
Hthe social

o
reality it",is seeking to" describe i~ '0

itself 80 debased. 80 tawdry apd supe~f1clal, that
the poetry almost inevitably ends "uP' inheriting
its bana;t tone and b~ing undermined by i,;t".

))

o o
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Finally, he asserts that while the poets may seeM to be
condemntng thi~ socf.al, reality J the inevi.table
conc l.usf.on is that they are Ufuqdameri'tally in, agreement
with that which they might wish to subvert". 31 The
central problem Vl,7ith this argument is that: Watson's

,)

iJeological standpoint in this article is a Mar~ist one
of a ver:.y nar-row khid ~ v7hich tends to see human
consciousness at¥-\ its :1rti~ulation as Lnascapab.Ly

Ii ;
condf.t ioned and" <~etermined by social context. His
basic premise, for i.nstance, is'' that the poetry being
discussed has haen "disast'(:b~s1.y influenced" by "the
very nature of the F:ry.gli.sh"sptaa.king sub-culture' in

,; South Africaf~::>,32 This sor,t of, lLrgUinent is clearly most
I, . ,_. ~;:;

concencf.ous and t indeed, ~)seit;nsqui te misrepr~set),t?ti ve
'\1 of the poetry i.tself. For examp.Le , W?tson s~e.ms;.:unable
co apprec Lace that ,' far from being tonally banal or
linguis';:i.'cally dead, the' poe t.ry of dr ead discussed

:)

\, above displ~~s '-~Jigorous' ~4iv~lrsi~y and ri~hness of
expressio~~ ranging ~romHope'~ wickedly pungent wJt to

. ,,_- ,. - . "co;

Cullinan f s urbane sooht sti~ati~n to" Faller I s macabre
- 0" ima(JH.H:i'oh to t1a~\' s :;:1~arefu~JY WO~ked,'\:;)(.~roni~s.

~oreovel,. far: from nl~'tely produ~ing si,tu3.tion reports
.::)- ~ ~, 1:(

of phenom~nl!i~ r~ali,ty, these poets have creativ~,\ly and
subversively '~j utilised the fami'~~,,; (~:ymbolsc.f wErlSA

" affluence in order c:;::o"otfer an in:c-1sive diagnosis of
the dread-filled psyche 6f the ~odern W£SSA,...And ~'a:r:_.

. - '-ct,- !/"
from finding themse'lves ineluctably Ln oag'i::'ee'lIle~f:w::f.th

'\.;J l' (J . . ','

th'e prejudices of the ~'ESSA SUb-CJllture ~ ~peir ~nalysis ,
'.' , ,,' (J

is a candf.d and critic::al expo "Sure of the If'm:LtiJJ.tions of
their countrymen f s r.eact;ion ,t}) a complex contemp9r;,J.nT
situation"») It "w~tJ~lJeem~ ''thus, inat2c~rat:e ..to view
thi$ 0 poatry 0'£ Q;r\Yl-das" ~ec~,ely _reprodu.~il1i,g the so~iat
tt~titudes it desyt:rbes;.o rathf:"t~. itc" may mot~ properly
be seen <as Ibffebring a criti~~l\ re!~bii~e\'t (! through ,t.he
medium of poet'rV t 00 the problem (Jf the modern-day. -J ~ . c

,~, !P t.I
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t.JESSAsI feelings of dread and anxiety. A ~~ritic like
Hichael Chapman has given a much more reasonable

" I

account of this poetry ill LdentLfy tng poets such as
Cullinanr Hope, Mann, Nicol and Gray as "the ironical,
sceptical heirs of. the Settler LnhezLtance'", 33 whose
poetry subj ects "old forms to contiempoz-ary
p'ressu.'res" ,34 and in whose hands many traditional
motifs (such as the: arche typaf, par cdtLons of IAfrica f

and 'Europe I, or the frontier situation) have been
"adroitly adapted to changing circumstances whi,ch have
constantly cut across the old stereotyped divisions".35

{
"II

Chapmanf S per-speer ive .,on these poets provides a useful
basis for un.derstanding· a good deal of poetry dealing
'-,7i th the dread exper Lenced by contemporary suburban
WESSAs. An example of thif:l would be the examination by
several poets of their countrymen's feelings <,.e- being
under threat: -by the "barbarian hordes". t1, Chapman
.no'tes , given ,~he tendency to conceptual Lae the modern
WESSAt 8 corrdt.t Lon in terms of an (I ear ~y, embattled
settler. en the frontier f "it is perbaps not altogether C

n ~

surprisi.ng 'tha~> the idea of the barbarian Lnvas Lon has
j) often been deployeq as a controlling metaph{l)r" in, . «, " {j 36

rer.!ent, South African lite.rature. The we!J,..known
''-''i\

motif of the Greek poet, Constantine P. Ct.~Ja:fyf of
"waiting for the barbarians" has, for example." il been
used by J .M. Coetzee in his novel of that name,37 as
f\ Q

4~el1 a,s by poets such as Mike Nicol and ,oWilliam
Branford. In Cavafy· s original poem, an ironic
distance obtai.ns between the. fearful t I.tne.nlightened'
speaker of the p!")em.and the critical po~t exploring
the anxieties and pt'ujudi.ces tSf his ccounnrvmen , At the

;;

end of;~the • the ~.;peak4:l,"'s dread of the imminent
invagi~n turns to con"f'tJsi,.on and disappointment when the

, '0 II ()
barbariaru3 do not after all 8lJ::'t"ive: .' c:::::i

o
(\
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~\,•. it is night and the b:'~barians have not come ,
And some men have arrived from the frontiers
And they say that: barbarians do not exist any longer.
And t~ow what viil1 become of us without barbarians'( 38
They 'Vlere a kind of solution."

In South Af:cicnn English poetry, the same sort of
:b:onic distance is often employed as the poets
investigate some of: the dubious motives be.hind their
fellow WESSAs' persistent illaager mentality".

Mike Nicol's poem, "After Cavafy" (Among the
\1

\,Souvenh;~f 1978)~' exemplifies this "poetry of the.
besiegedH

, as Christopher Hope ha~;"termed it",39
(I

!lFoi' yeans t have, been preparing to leave.
That way it wi,ll be easier when the time comes:
The change will not bee so absolute and
I shall have familiar comforts in my neW life.
YetI after all these year s, it, is worth waiting.

There may "be a chance that thingf~\ won't change.
But I have watched people on the streets
And listened to conversations on the bus.
The people" are a good irtdication_ never still:
In their talk 1 have sensed a troubled mood.
There is great excitement on the mines. Stri.ke~.
Fights ar~doccasionally deaths. Nothing too
Serious ~4 new insolence ha$ vocal.t.sed,
There are ~~wayi:.small signs that :nean nothing

..At. first, but gain authority with time.

was not always like this: when the great
City was quieter and only" the trams worried us.
A man could do with lese and still enjoy
Th~ weather. Then there was no threat.
Each year now I pack more things in readiness.

II

1 have read the papers and heard the stories
Of those who returned elder and greyer
From the north. ~hey have seen the dangerBeyond the r1v,r. 0nave caught some walking
With ~ack9 and guns tl,nough our mie1te.ii fi!elds.
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Y~t hexe we sit waiting for them on stone
Verandiahs in the long evenings, with nothing
To interrupt the dark but the voicesOf neighbours and others we do not know:
All waiting for the inevitable over cold beers.

"-It has bee.nmonths since our border
Countries last s~nt word. For many years
There was no hint of unrest, just the isolated
Murder 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 is night again and perhaps they have come.
Tomnrrow in the rose-beds there will beStrange footprints. But theld·\')gsdo not bark
And if they have come it will be week5,.'.
Before we know. The signs 'will be stttat:l.
Whatever has happened we cf~rryon building.
Each year we have better roads and businessProspers: (\it is a way of ignoring defeat.
Without work, waiting would be impossible:
Defeat would be always before our minds.

,~.\

In "After Cavsfy", there is a clear and deliberate
disjunctiQn between the speaker> of the poem and the
poet hitllsel:f,and it is in recognising this disjunction
that the full meaning of the poem emerges. In the
first place, the speaker is fearful, uncextiafn,
prejudiced, xenophobic, and although he is never
ident:i.fied specifically 8S a l4JESSA,his situatian and
attitudes are typical of contemporary WESSAs. 'The
opening lin~a l, establish the speaker's anxious and
ind~cisive state of mind as he wavers between the
belief that it is necessary "co leave" and the faint
hope "that things won't cha.nge". Caught between these
two alternatives, he fi.ndshimsfJlf nezvous Iy "waiting"
for "the barbarians" even though he has apparently
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Cl

already prepared for emigration. Importantly, his
knowledge of the existence of the barbarians and of the
likelihood of their invasion is based on no empirical
evidence whatscever . On the contrary t his opinions are
derived from hearsay, rumours and U small sLgs.s'". he
has "sensed a troubled moodll in the talk of the people
on the streets; he has learnt of some disturbances on
the mines; he has "heard the stor Las" ofr' those who
have seen the danger in the Zlo't'th; he' seems to
remember occasional murders on isolated fa.rms. As the

I;
poem progresses, he begins to draw his i:b.ferences not
even from smal I signs, but from no signs at all. He
concludes that tl the barbarians are comtng" because of

\i
"the silence", the absence of rumours, the complete
JI ,~ignorance "of, '¥,hat has happened"; And finally he
o.ii'~arts to invent his own evidence, as he predicts
imaginatively what signs will be discovered in the
future. The slide from the possible: into the realm of
pure speculation Ls signalled by the sudden. confusi~;g
shifts of tense .n the penultimate snanaa ,

•
"It is ..night again and perhaps chev: have come.
Toruorrow in the rose-beds there wilr-Ei'
Strange footprints.", But the dog$"do' no·t bat:!s
And if they have come it will be weeksBefore we know. THe signs"wiII be small"

- . (my underl;Lni1.1g).

o

The poem ends ~Yith the speaker and his countrrymen
contint.ing to wait) while they and the cbunt ry in
gtmeral con.tinll:~ to function and even prosper.

" lj

Taken on the LeveI alene. the poem would seem to (j be
ni~ely a provocative dramati.saticn of the confused and
tioubJ.ed consciousness of the contemporary WESSA. It.:
would. however, provide little insight into the reasons
and motives for this confusion 'and anxiety, a11:p. many of
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the problems raised in the course of the speaker's,
monologuewould remain unresolved. In fact, the poem
functions on a deeper level. as the reader is
encouraged to look beneath the surface content of the
speaker's words and see the unde-rlying motives for the
attitudes and actions. Firstly, the poem lists in an
unobtrusively comprehensive way the m!,/'t::t"f:cialreasons
for thG dread of modern WESSAs: tho fep'[: of internal
unrest sparked, for example on the mines $ by "a new
insolence" among black workers; the fear of an
ext~!la1 illilitary attack from "che north"; the fear of
a less conventiona11 stealthy guerilla incursion
"through our mie1ie fie1ds"; the even more acute fear
that the invasion will not take the form of a violent,
obvious assault, but rather an insidious and sinister
infiltration detected only by "strange footprints" in

"the garden. (The poem never overtly refers to the
specific South African situation, but, through its
techniques of defamiliarisation and allusion, the
essence -of the dread...filled South African scene is all
the. more clearly and ubjectively convey~d.) Indeed, by
listing these (:&US'~S for WESSA fear. 'the pcem seeks to
'analyse some. of thf~ undisclosed and even disguised
motives' underlying'" l:his fear. {<"orexampLe, the root
cause f.ar the country's internal ~conornicunrest is to

/i .. \)

//be lo<.:ate.:i in Ii rising black conse.Lcusneas which is in c

turn a response to, th~ exploitativeness of the
apartheid capita;is~ syst~m ~,tonyrni~al1y sugges't ed by
the mines. Similarly t the initial ceascne, \ for the

U border, war in "the ~orth" may be fQ,und, for examp1e, in
I; r- "

SWAPO'sdeclsiQ,p to fight against the occupyfng South
Aft'ican military, fo rcea for the independence of
Namibia. Again, the insidious "terrorist" incursions
into South Afr.ica itself are part of the African
National Congress's armed struggle waged in r~sponse 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
occur, at least par:tly, because of the discrepancies in
wealth between the privileged vJESSAs ¥lith their
"familiar comforts" and those who have been prrevent.ed
by apartheid from acquiring such affluence. In the
light of these fairly obvious reaSons for the conflict
in modern-day South Africa, the bewilderment and
confusion of the speaker of the poem begins to seem
rather _suspect. In fact, the crucial point which
NJ.;~ol's poemmakes is that this confusion is merely a
mechanism deflecting attention away from the real
causes of discontent and unrest in the country. As in
Cavafy's poemand Coetzee's novel, the implication here
is that it is really the WESSA I S paranoid guilt that
has led" him to believe that "the ba'rbar'Lans are
comtng"; The suggestion is that WESSAshave :tnsisted
on the existence of "barbariansu and the imminenceof a
"barbarian LnvasLon" as a justificat<?ry myth to
legitima.te i~,heir own raci!Jt practices and attitudes.
Rather tq,r;ih acknowl.edge the rightful politi'i!al and

". I,

~-conomicclaims of black South A~ricans t WESSAs, like
ilfhe speaker', hav~ri instead cast these claims in the fo~
M a "~~rbarian" 'I threat and so have leI t v1n<ttcated in
defendi~~ themselves against this threat. \, In this
poem, therefore, Nicol has employed a limited,
\lnreliable speaker to dramatise the gulf between the
justificatory myth of apartheid, represented by the

o

dread-filled speaker himself, and the politico-economic \~
reality of the South African situat~on, represented by
the ironically distanceq, stance of the poet. The final
and most disturbing inlplic1ion of all is that the

I'
barbarians have indeed :ialre ciy come to South Africa,
and these barbarians arJI the WESSAsthemseli'\res.

, II
ii
Ii

I
I
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Like Nicol's poem, ~a1illiam Branford ~s "Colonial
Experience: Four Fragments" (A CenturY of Sout:h
African Poetrv, ed. 11. Chapman, 1981) employs the
metaphor of a barbarian invasion to exanrlne ccnrempo-
ary WESSAs' feelings of dread. Once more, te~hniques
of defamiliarisation and inference are used to convey
not merely the phenomenal reality of the WESSAworld,
but the psychological reality of th~ WESSAs' nttit'ades
and emotions.
feelings are

And once again,
subjected' to 3.

these attitudes and
strict and critical

examination. Th~ first c- "fragrnentft of the poem,
entitled "The Bar~~riansN t is set at an unspecified
outpost of the l'tomjn empire, and the parallels with
't:ontempprary white South (\Africa are revealing:

G

:\·li,
I'·

uTne ev~ning the legion sailed~:;,I didn t t g<:l dott."n to
'1/ _ the harbour.

It wa.s excessively hot, and military ceremonial
Though I despise it in theory~ makes my eyes water.
So I sat at the end of the garden and watched
_ ' the transports
,~{..~~,gingcut of '",he river~. .'Thewesterly wind
{..1"uue up at sunset and t .'y hoisted sail,
H@aving into the ~uskt d I went ~pdoors.
Of ccurse , $ome of our .cIose se friends are b"rbariai'is.
1 refuQmber that very evening, Qld A~oricus
Brought us a couple of chicken~ and t:~d us not to worry:
'tiow we need i9man settlerti: more than'ever, besides
The Chief is ~uch an exceptional man, so cul.cured
And quite incapable of bitter feelings. t" ..

Just as" this outpost 'seems about to be overrun by
barbari~s, so white South Africa might be an the verge
of revolution. The "rather ltidiculously lachrymose

:;".~,;:~.: \\
speaker of this!) fragment !teems!!strangely typical of

\\
those WESSAswho_1;1:'y to beli,ve, 'that they will be
pardoned in a pos!h-re.volutiontifY South U Africa 'because
of thefT.rela~ively less repressive racial attitudes.
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Such hopes axe sardon;.cf.{lly undercut in this poem. For
example, the name of the speaker J s barbarian "ft'iend"
contains
firstly,
colonists

severa L 11:1 .:Hes: HArmoricus" Gtlggests,

suggest.s~
barbar Lans

the aristocratic armorial bearings of the
which are about to be obliterated; it:
secondly, the love which .the fast-approaching
will probably not display towards the

Ii

coLontst s , \\ and it sugge'st s , thirdly, the armour which
the coIonf.s t s are likel~· t consequently, to require.
Old Armoricus I S o.':msolation at the end of the
"fragment" s~ems particulitrly unfounded in tpc 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' demise. Indeed, the

;;\£fttgment;ary structure of the poe~ as a whole reinforces'
~f'Jrmally the disintegrat'io,n (If WESSA society. The

~, 1/

implication of the H£ragmentU, therefore, is that
o v1ES@Asneed to work towards conciliatiol:l and justice

. rather than waiting fearfully in the' white laager
the ineV'it8.ble "baebar Lan" invasion ~ Thus t whereas

Nicol tends to see 1'iESSp. dread in large measure as a
• ; '1\ \\

justificatory mechanisfu;', Branford resards it more
specifically as a d,~~i,litating and self"'qestructiV'e

' .. I . \)

feel ing which needs to be overccme for the .good of II

\-1ESSAsand South Afri, "1 society in general.

this is once again the clear implica.t:!;on, of the third
"fragment", of the poem, entitled "F~llow..tra~ellerstf,
whi~h transfers the situation of the first "fragment""
in''to a recognf sab Iy contemporary urban concexr , />:

(:'

r,
() i \HSeven on a lorry,

Swing in the tail ,of the traffic in the
Impassive faces of Dingana· S spearmen
Under municipal oilskins j trlilvellers
On the same road as I.

"

o

rai-.'1,
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Start/··..\,('(and stopping
Sehit \em at the traffic
T' '. i' f h'n~ C\ f""" .•es J.es.Q t e roadA widening eye, a flash of
Ntshebe! as communication.

li.ghts, I takefor signals, counting
teeth, the shout

'Thus safely separate,
Behind tue windshield, i,n the ('Certaint~.,

u Of a parting of our ways not f~ ahead,
I ..to the office t they to the ma~{3halling yard ."
Phatic co~m.nunionhas its satisfa&ions.

If it were otherwise?
Finally face to face unshielde~, with
No alternative route~
Fraternal gi'asp on terrible collision,
Bl.ocd-brotihe rhood or blood?5;
Seven on a lorry,
Vanish under the bridge at the
Hezmes t ·maste~:, of the ways t

Protect all travell'ers \t

On t¥,./ ;;ame"road ~~ I ~.JI

road' s fork~"

?t~~:;·~ ~
"T"V:'e dread-filled consczousnesa of 'h'ESSAsis revealed in
c'tH'e way this WESSAmotorist, driving in city t't'"ffic

'I

behind seyen olack municipal workers on a lorry, sees
in them. the ''!'Impassivt! faces~ of t\;ingan£l. t 8 spea.rmEg:ln.
Although he feels for the mo~ent lfsafely separate". he
is' acut eLy' awar.e of the probability that it" will one
day be tlother..,ise",and he is' desperately unsure
whether that day will bring nBlood-brotherhood
blood". The debilitating and undermining nature of
this WESSA dread' emerges in the final three lines jbf

)\ -the Iffragmentf". The speaker's supplicatory ..;:1postrophe
(Jto Hermes seems, f;t,il.tly t more &n appeal fc:\'J.t

'{:y·:t~·,,::{;

self-protection than for the working out of social
c _,

,',justice. The apostrophe also ccnt atns a .. subt~,l),and
ironic reference to t~e alchemical)) proce~s of
constrttcting

C

air-tight closures !the U11r~rmetic seal",
o

for example) , a.nd hence sugge$ts the speaker t fi'
dJ " n

subecsssct ous longing foX' the contiriued separation of
the races, the continued exc'l.usf.cu of the "barbarf.ans"
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from the white laager. The fourth and ~:in{':1.1 untitled
"f'ragmenc'", encapsulates Branford "s cent ra l rhene in

p
this poem. Taking the forniJ of a distorted nursery-
rhyme t it compounds the sense of the WESSAsI mental
disruption. It confirms the point tha.t 'tVESSAs~
paralysed by dread, are unable to work tpward$ a. more
equitable society in South Africa and so , left' sitting

/.I "-

on the fence r have contributed rin large measure to
che i r own doWnfall:

"Hunlpty Dumpt:y sits on tpe fence,
'thinking of his imperrnan~.pce " !

Since he'll fall by his own voli.tion,
We'll leave him scheduled for,demolition".

'! 0

Theu idea, c_~1tpr~~aed in bO,th Nicol t s and Branford f,S

poem., that ~SSA'J are t .co • great extent, responsible
for causing t~i,~ own feelings of dr ead , is conveyed
also bin patrick\~~nan' s ttTbe Fi.rst Danger" (Today Is
Not

C

' Different, 197sJ).' At the end of the poem, a
frightened, dying people e..l,entually come to r-e~li8e
that they" hav, \ in fact, destroyed then1s.elvea. The

'r 'I _. 1\

"first dangerlf\(':lS not S(.\ much the ·meri$ce of some vague
'j)arbarian enemy that" they fear!d, but rather the
dehumaniaing effect of their o~ par~~t.i'idf ~fio1>hobic
absence of charity and compassion: I)

"We had ambushed the shadows,
Stuc~ knivesin~ the shades of pu~selves.
A threat was nq~ caring; power was
Lightning th~t(&bloortl.d 0:'1. the horizon,
A fire that l~~t us arid, :,untouched."

J

o \)
()

o
eII ,)

o



198.

(ii)

() .'
In order to. communicate the complex psychological
quality of the dread f-~fperienced by concemporany
suburban WESSAs, many po~ts have resorted to, an
indirect and even allegorical poetic mode, utili.sing
metaphors and images of the frontier)' wars. the laager J

II -.

;;;sieg,e and inmlinent "barbar Lan" invasions. Other. poems
of dread,' however, 3~aling specificall~ with parti.cular
events in recent SdG1':hAfrican history!~ have tended eto
f avour a more direct. literal form of ~xpression. In
such poems, 'thF,!re·is ofcen explicit referenc~, to actual
pLaces and events as well as f at titnes'1 overt political

,\ ' /I

and social comment. This is not to sugges~ that this
poetry is ~ittle more than a journalistic r ecord Lng of
"even,~8 or a '.limple "advocation of certain politica'i~ II

i!
beliefs. On the contrary, white English-language poeti~
have focussed on specific (;ontemporary political anld
other occurences very" often in order to explore arrd
evaluate the· reactions to these occurences of the1..r
fellow WESSAs. As such, the apparently" simple,
straightforward n~ture of the poetry belies a su.btlt:ty

12, and 'compl~xity which requires "close and c«re~ul

0.

Ii

examination.

fJ () ,"f),.:::

A . useful. way0 of apRr(la'~b,,i.ngthis poetry and of"
',I ,)S1,.. c.~~;L'~-,~"

G assessing its particular qualIties is to consider it in
comparison wl.th rece~t\.bl.!lck South African poetry which
deals with the same events, Ln parti~\11~X;, the Soweto

~ . I) (.,I\~'-''''' '\\

uprising of June, 1976, whic;,h stands l.." Jl lan~~rk
event not only in cQnt~mporary South African hi~tOt-y'
but also in conte~o:cary local p;~e.try. In the first
pIace , black poetry'in South Africa, genera.'11Yt had
undergone an astonishing renaissance in the late 1960s
and!! 19708" with the C:lel.'gence of, such poets as Oswald
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Mtshali, Hongane Sl~rote, S~pho Sepanila, Mafika Gwal~
and Chris van Wyk. : This "8oweto po~tryU, "as it came to
be ca'lLed, 4'0 took \u:s name initi~lly from the poets t

) I. .:~0'

graphic depictions r of township life, but also latel;
from their h6rrif1~ed and o~t~aged reactions to the
events o'f Soweto, 4t!~~~>,inwhich bloody clashe~{"between
police and inhaOl:lpaltts left more than two hundt;.yd
people dead. N01Fithstanding the many individual
differences betweeti.. the pce es , co a certai!t un! ty may be
detected ip. their res~onse to Soweto. The "language
'tends "to be stark,' direct, ~nembellishedj ':,:~,.et
emotionaliy intense, as the poets express their grief
and anger .ari'd bitterness in the cataclysmic immediacy

::)

of the present hiatorical moment. A few brief.
o relati"lely representative examples ,Jaay illustrate th~

'I \) . \.:

point' and serve as 'summary:
\~.)

/_/'

"Sons,
They.,~are gunnfng down

our chi ldi')en
ilil' Soweto;

Wha.t tnOt'£:J
are: we st.ili living fOT?"

o

c (Mafika Gwala, "Old ManNxe1e' s Reml2'f;,~,1!:20 June 1976u,
(J ,,';' c in NoMOl.\~'t.'-l11abies, 1982);

Jt. •• school <:hildren tonk to the street one day. there
will never be another Soweto. nee f south a'fTica.
ther.a arermany k~nd8 of deaths, and soweto knows
them all, south africa too, and southern afri~a,. you
cannot kill chdLdzen like cattle and,tj'len hop..\ that
guns are a. monopoly .•• " =; Ii I,

"\
~\

\;\

(Mongane Serot~l, from "T.ime Has Run Out", in Selected
Poe!lls7"19825-;

"The 'ttlll hias gone down
wi th the 111ast doused flame
Tonight's last bullet
has sLnged the day I s last victi:n
an hour ago ,
It ~s time to go home+



"
";i:i!\C'i .,iippo craw~!s J

c~,i....\ a d~sultorY' ~ir of triumph
th;:Oi.lgh" around 11uttering

" s;hil."ts and shoes full of death.
IT' '~". • .. . 't. '

r. .ea.cgas lo$ s!tmm.erl.ng.
Tears" have been di-ied by heat
or cooled by death, 0

Buckshot; fills the' space
bet'.'men the maimed and:' the mournexs . '
It h,: fime to go home .... H .

.;_;

\ (Christoj?ne;;rvan Wyk, from "A RiZ1t Policeman",
in It Is Time to Go Home, 1979),

c: II

'",'If ;the ~cl:p~e';opoe~, hS.~ff, responde,d to ~oweto" 1976,
with gr~e:t~ "md hcrr~ they" have' also reacted with
indignatio~)f,i and wrath~~)canveYing the black people' P-

r,:) \!.:,\. ,,0 " ,\ ,

increased d~termination ro liberate themselves. The
ii "

poetry" do~s not merely'~l'oQk back to Saweto,1976:,. but
'o.'also looks ~orward Q to a, final, triumphant 'uprising
"which will e~!d apartheid rule and usher in t.he Azanian
future. I( ~t&l:i''coming co1tflictry is viewed not f,ear+ul1y
but with l~ouI'a,e, reJlolution an~ even ranthusiasm,
expressed in a rhet:Jri'c of resistanc1 snd mobili~'ation'.
Again, some well-known and. represen£litive examples,

'-, ()e'

r; taken frem the climaxes .,f lQng, oral ..based poems t may
serve as illustration:

spilled. please my
say a word of wisdOD+,.no matte1'j) how little

0'£ it, ,when
it spills, spills on the bra~n ... on the memory of'a
nation - it is as if the seaofloods tb.e earth, the
lights go out. mad hounds howl in the dark;, ~h,'
now w'e..'~ become familiar w;}.th hO:r'ror. the .heart
of our country, "'hen it ma:~:~scits "pulse," ticking
time, 1iounds u'.. my countrymen, can someone,
who understands that: it is now too late, who
knows that exploitat,ion and oppression a.re brains
lI.llieh. 'being insane, only know How to make
violence J 'tan someone teach us how to mount the
WOll~s ~nd fight.

time has run out ~
period."

'J
rJ

"too much blood has
Q
been

countrymen. can someona
it is too late. blood,

;:-,

"(Morfgane Serz>te, from "Time Has Run Out" t in .SeLect.ed
Poem~_r I~M2).
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"Then I smc:d_lthe jungle
I get the aatnrra l, smell of the untamed jungle;
I Im with 'the mamba
I learn to undez s cand the mamba
I become a khunga-khungr, man
lIm with the ~nack Ghost of the skom jungle
I get the 8mell of phuthu in a ghetto kitchenTh'r ghetto, a jungle I'm lea.rning to know
I hear the sound of African drums beatingto f'reedom songs;And the sound of the Voice come:

Khunga, Khungat
Untshu, Untshu!

Funtu, Funtul
Shundu f Shundu 1!

Sinki, Sinki!
.) Moj 0 f Hoj 0 !

O-m! o--o--ml O----hhhhhhhhhhw~!I!
The voice speaks: '
'1'm the Voice that mv"es .with the Black Thunder
l\~m the Wrath of the Moment
!\\strike swift and sure
I shout In the West and come front the East
1 fight running b~ttles with enemy gods

in tbe black clouds .
I'm the watersnake amongst watersnakes

and fish amongst fish
I throw missiles that out space rhe SM-I
I leave in st:~alth

and T~tui~n in BLack anger ,
O.. --ml Ohhh .. - ...mmmmJ O..,.. --hhhhhhnnnmrummmmll! r tt

(Mafika Gwala, fr0m "Get'ting Off t:he Ri.da'", in d,oi! iinkoIDC?_,19'77)

"i would be glad if i .could be buri.ed like a. true african
of african defini.tion 0

when i take my sou;
to its destina.tion
when the gong of dE~pa:rture
reaches my eardrum
and the cloud of ,-d~;athdominates my eye

)~ wre.p me safely :..(I >

witn the hide of an african' ('X'
i will be glad. ,
da,liver me to the ancestral 1Ji.llagecast no flowers on my 8\)i1 -
i am an african ,as fat beauty
i never had a chance to adm;t.re it 1cause
afric~ was not free I

i w~_)11join the masses' that 1 ~~nt before roe
a~,d as one we sh~ll fight: 1 \ i
the ancestral war until jus~ilfjJ e
.\ d " 'l.:f one ill

'I

I
I

(Ingoa1?ele Madingoan~, from "black triar~>, f,n ~ir.~kamv
i ',' .....,

Begin~t 1979).

;:\

If

i:

I)
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Thi.s vision of a liberating confrontation, which.. 41Michael Chapman has termed "tmor thodox celebration", .
has very se l.dcm baen taken up by white English-language,
poets. In fact! it is really only in the poetry of
Peter Horn that sucn a vision is consistently and
enthusiastically presented. Horn's LdeoLogd.ca'l
position is very much in line with that of the
revisionist f neo-Harx'i.s t historiographers - including
Fre.deriC'k Johnstone 9 42 Hartin Lega.ssick43 and Stanley
't'rapido44 - who came to prominence in the 19708. Horn,
following the social analysis of this school of
5~istoriography, seeks not the piecemeal r.efornl of
.J

existing social structures, but the complete .annt.hi.La-
tion of those structures; not the partial modification
of the c4pit··list system il1, SOil-thLt~:rica, but the utter
d.~struction of that system in order to establ:i.~}i a
classless, soc$,all,st community. Anticipating if the
violent defence s'trategies to be employed by the ruling
classes, Horn would acknowledge the painful necessity
of forceful revolution to ach1e\iv-e these aims. Because

/J (. • ';,

of its ultimately re/.fenerative nature, however, Horn
regard!l such revolution not with dread I bu.t with the
eager 1antic·S.,?ation of much Soweto poetry': Horn's
V'iSio~ is most fully -conveyed in his long poem, "The
Plumstead Elegies" (Silence in Jail, 1979). I In a

o . ~

..poetry (or anti ...pbetry) of aus t.e're , simple language,
the poem }ooks ahead anxf.cus Ly yet hopefull% to a
radital and even violent rcsJ:ructuri.ng ~f South African
socIe ty , !h '.'the sixth "elegy t for exampll~' such
revplution is sought not only for the emancip~tion ofo ;1

the masses but also for, the punishment of the fearful,
hypocr.itically guilt-ridden bourgeof.s Le , the freedom
song o~ the oppressed i8 o·h~ard

o



It ••• harmaerLng against the walls of our crumbling fortress
filling us with hope and fright.Fright in the hearts of those who do nothing,
sp.enothing, feel nothing, whosE.~hearts are filled "7ith
prudence and common sense: who have nothing but a touchi
sense of guilt, and wh.owash involvement off their

. white hands.
AWaiting the laslr judgment they protest their

, flabby goodwill,Wide-eyed~ staring at the twin-headed ter:r.ortbiding its t tme , a

The ninth elegy, moreover, ends with a vision of the
workers rising up against the prevailing order;1 and
emerging victorious:

"I listen to the crvw~~ marching tnrough the streets.
shouting we lrlant bread, .Ln front of the city hall, I see
m:L~li~S of workers f awaking, discover the truth f

whispe:d:~~ that the days of Master and Servant are
IJ . nurubered,)

even if f shouting despera.tely, .i few of tjle '.' c

sh.a!dng' 61t·istoc.racy
of white labour demand: 'Shut your trap, Kaffirt'

J/'~;':~ and tremble, '
revolv€' in hand; lying, accuse the bef(l,rers oftruth of lying ••••
I~ there is injustice in a town, there must he rebellion,
where there's no ~ebellion~ it were better the tcwn
.. peri,fhed
by fir\:!, be£?re night. 1 •••• tI ,

"Fer the most pp.rtJ the react Len o:E WESSAs ,-toevents
like the Soweto clist".urbance~ has been qU·U::.e different
fro~ the "unorthodox celebr""tion" felt b}l many black
Souttri Africans and artic,I'i'l:tt:cid \{n the work of the, .
S:I')W(H~hpoat.s or Pt'!ter l~I)':n. WESSAs' reaction has been
compIex , uncertain and even , at times, ambivalent,
containing. on the 0 one hand , the expected 0 f!';:!~I-t:-lgs of
fear and dread and anxiety, but also, on "the other
hand! s ,;? measure ?f sympathy and support fot' those
involve..:.. in ',the figJ'lt agadns " the oppressive system of

o ~;:\

which WESSASI,',are part. Similarly, while most WESSAs

=

"
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long for peace and. order an(l,an end to violence~ there
is at the same time an awareness that such peace can
only exist in a just and free South Africa which can
only be brought about, seemingly~ through violent
insurrection. It is precisely the complicated and
ambiguous nature of the WESSA response that a number cZ
white English-language poets have attempted
delineate.

Mike Nicol's "1976" (Among the. Souvenir~) 1978),
despite its terse titlet is concerned with exploring in
some detail the comp.Lexd t Lee of the,HESSA pO$liti~m with
regard to the apocalyptic events of that year. The
contradictory elements of the WE$SA life~tyle are
inhuediately"evident in the" first section of: the) poem,
which opens on a. typical, ,apparently leisurely v7ESSA
middle-class scene. Q Despite the superfici.al calm of
thi.s "green suburb"; however, 1#ile "insecure and-utroub1edu emotions of the,\JH~SSAsinevi.tab1W emerge:

.: .~ ,~.,;-: ,-

"

l\

"Clink of ice in tall' glasses and o
Laughter from the stone ,verandah
On a hot nigh\:,. Talk, of good li.fe,'<:Swirlinga dry martini,
In the ~till garden of an evening.
All day we lay in cha~it'spulledUp again,!: the sun, alongside
A sparkling poolo,
He~~ring the drone of lawn-mowers
The <Juouts of children in water:Sirddng unpleasant thoughts
In shandies beneath cool trees.

o ,',

Not a sign of the desperate trouble
Shows in our li.ves. yet it is not
Easy to relax kncwing that up
Dark streets ,in dingy suburbs comesAn explosion of glass, a retort of stens.
There white is the colour of hate.
Tp~levening carr~~s a hint of jasmine t

df bare arms and bra-less women:Summer in October after a winter
That scorned our privileges
And opened "a ga ce in a distant wallTo the not~s of a ~~im music."
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The difficult, ambivalent reaction of WESSAsto Soweto
is expressed Ln several ways , Host obviously, the
HESSAsI enjoyment of the "good life", conc ret.Lsed in
thr.: garden, the "sparkling pool", the expens Lve drinks,
and so on, is undercut by their. knowledge that they
enjoy these privileges at the expense of those forced
to live i11 the "dingy suburbs" of the black townships.
They find chat; it i is "not I Easy to relax" I therefore,
not only becaus~ their privileges are being threatened,
but also because they are guiltily aware that it is
these vary privileges that have contributed tb the
"hate" and the "trouble" • Nicol conveys the
ambiguitie~ \10£ the WESSAs1 response also through the
odiq,tion of the\poem itself. The Phrase., "desperate
trouble" t for e\ample, r~fer.s, on one level, ~)to the

'<,' ..,

desperation and fear experienced by WES~s as well as
the trouble which they know Dlfl.Y soon edipt into their

II

lives J despite their surface ..•.compcsure , On>, another.
level t however, th~\ phrase refers to the "despezat,e
t'roubl~" .exp~riencel by the 4.nhabitants of Soweto t and
thus" suggests the WESSAs' sympathy for their suffering
and pain asowell as a suppo'rt tve understanding o£ their"
desperate efforts to free themselves of oppression.~~ ,,"

"The unresolved tenat.ons in the lrVESSAsi attit.udes
towards the unrest emerges even more clearly in the
ianguage' of the final lines of the section. 'the gate
which has been opened in the wall suggests, firstly,
the WESSAs' 0 feal;' t.hat; the white laager has been
breached and t~atQ their ,Political and economic
privileges are t under attack; it also suggeacs t

however, a movement towards a: more free. open and
equitable so i.ety. The ."music,' moreoven-, which is now
to be heard may be Hglt1imHin. the sens~, that it signals
the beginni.ng of the end of white domination and
.cont rol , but it is still !tmusi~-':>, and it It.ay be an
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indication, from a more positive perspective, of the
beginning of a harmonf.ous , Lntegrated, balanced and
creative Bor-ial order.

The middle sections of Nicol!s poem examine the
"difficult loyalties of a twisted I Land": the
radicalism and extremism of both African nationalism
and Afrikaner nationalism~ the problems of trying to
sustain the "ht.gh ideals" of liberalism; the rigidity
and intransigence of established political attitudes;
~he "essential lies" told by all sides. The poem
testif:l.es that tihr'oughout; the country itA kind of
tension charges the at.r ", The final section of the
poem, however9 returns to the opening scene and once
again emphasises the complexity and ambiguity of the
WESSAs,' position:

Ii
P
;j

"Our white skins prickle with sunburn.
A Coppertone bottle lies di:acarded
On the Lawn, Not a leaf moves,
Chilled by the presence of ~ain
We Jraw together. For a moment
Free f.rom the ntaw ima.gesOf this dreadf1.11ypiCll:. taking
The chance to forget the city.
The streets of wild eyes.
Across the calm I hearThe hall-clack's powerful tread;And far ..off, dogs begi.n t~ bark."

Although the WESSAs may momentarily feel t~freelJ(notice
the Loaded implications of the word) of the disturbing
Significance of Soweto, 1976. they are aware that: it
will prove to be but a 1:emporary respite. Even in the
present ca.lm, they are consc Loua of the relentless
intrusion of minacious por tent,s, "The hall-clock IS

powerful tread" stresses -the inexorable historical I

process whidl must Lead to a radical transformatton of 1\

South African society;' the distant barking of dogs II
~, I:
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suggests the steady advance of black nationalism pas~
the harriers and defences of the white laager.
Finally, the poem does not predict either catastrophe
or salvation for South Africa, but remains poised
tvithin the ambivalent WESSA consciousness. 1976 has
been a lfdreadful yearll in terms both of the horrors of
the SO'I;vet'D clashes and of the dread expez Lenced by
WESSAs; on the other hand, "the new images" whf.ch the
year has brought suggest not; merely the unprecedented
horrors of Soweto,
possibility of a
Africa.

but also
peaceful,

tihe new vision of the
just, liberated South

I)

Like Nicol, Lionel Abrahams in "After Winte.r 176"
(Journa.l. of a NewMan, 198i.) explores the complexity of
the WESSA response to the Soweto disturbances. In
rather less overt fashi.on tl1.an Nicol's poems Abrahams

c

uses the f.amiliar Johannesburg -image of jacaranda
blossoms as a composite symbol o~Bolitical unrest ..and
the reaction of WESSAs to such unrest. The poem is
quot.ed in full:

!J
trJacaranda pur,ple lends
a regal show to sunlit well-off streets,
burning and smoking among roofs,
splashed bright across gut.t er s ,
The blossoms, each a little air
sea.led in a velvetotrumpet.
make"silent £anf.ar~)and fall whole •. '
They burst underfoot as we pass.
Predicting their tough seeded legacy,
hi.s tory should mak~" somet1!iing .
of their preseru: soxt reports."

o •

The apparently innocuous Scene depicted in the poem
'reveals, on closer rea.ding, a ,warning message to all
those who are becoming complacent in the relative. quiet

/1
afte':: Soweto. The blossoms' metaphorical) "burnf.ng and
smoking among rccf s" suggests that literal' urban unrest (1
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is by 11..0 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 Ifwell~off streets", they knO'tv 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 recurrence of violence.

Interestingly, Patrick Cullinan, in it .Johannasbuxg
November" (The White Hail in thf; O'rchar-d, 1984) ~ also___.,........_ ........--
utilises the image of jacaranda blossoms bursting as a
symbol of political unrest.!> Cullinan 1s poem is one of
the few in his canon that treat political issues
specifically, and even her.e there is a cercatn
obliquity in the poem. Though there is no direct

oreference~ the poet has stated that the poem deals witb
-; 45 <I

Soweto. 1976 and. its repercussions. The poem is, in
f ac t., made up of a ser~)es of ahont , terse, even
wrenched phrases, which, through (,permutation,
repetition and combina:ion, cumulatively build up to art
alarming vision of WESSAdread. ,At the same time,
runndng through the' poem is a contrapuntal thetne ef
hope and the poss;J.bility of human contact and love.
Together, the two themescsuggest that out of the horror
and t4,?'l":t"orof the Soweto cataclysm. & new understanding
of human needs and aspirations may emerge. For this to
happen, ~'h)Weyer, WE$SAs ''';,land all South Africans like
them, will have to (~~'e away from their present;
ambivalent responses to political issues 2 and commit

..themselves to a programme of love, contact and
reconciliation with all who live in their city and!;
their country:



"Tt...· . '"ne 'tnnter gone an nat.e ,
The SUl11ll1er.

Invisible in sunlight,
tongues of flame

craw! the street.
Haddening. the city swelte: ",
the suburbs deep in roses,

jacarandas.
The hovels and high-rises steam,

squat,
as old a~ ovens, bread,

as old
as smoke and ashes,

sweat.

II

And somewhere in the city
you are waiting: .

your eyes "are grey. they see
the smoke and ash~s.

You madden in the heat.
I wri.te of you.

I touch you in the city.
Dogs sh~le in the yard, if
fly blatant at what passes.

This is rage. "
So; fa 111ftg ilack, "s~questered,
th,y crouch 4mong the flowers.
'the stink of bLoseoa , Wind,sour· '" ,.

• /1comes breathing into lives.
Pours off.

It·pours acrOss the maps
and these are streets.
I tou~h you in my life, the city.
Gbti.ng and taking, nothing and glut f

it is older than itself.
Fattening, it squats upon itself

Ln flames that burn
Invisibl~ in sunlight: streets

on fire where a child's hand,
black, a .fist is raised against the flowers,

dog-nosed, the blatant
glut and sweat.

t. touch you in the heat.

209.

o
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Doors opening and closing.
\ Contracts, bread.

The jacarandas squat and flower.
The wasted petals, purple

on the street,
explode and stink.

The wind is hot. An oven.

Giving and tgking, all was here,
here in th~ coming.

It was human, It was bread.
They o"SFjuch among the roses.

I touch my ~w;~...;. A concentration.
I live within the city in my love.

1 touch you now:
the wind is in your eyes, the flame

that crawls the street,
the bLos som,

1.1 The city is my life apd you are in it.1t
Cl

With the gradual recession of the Sowet(, tensions 1 and
the comparatively low level -of .unre s t in the early
19~Os J South African poetry of dread. tended to shift
its attention ~way from specific ,events. But the
nationwide unrest and ,flolence of 19134...5, resulting in
the decLar at.fon of a State of Emergency in 1985 t saw
poets once again begin to focus on the explicit
socia-political situation and to describe specific
occurrences. Once aga.in, tti~ complex responses of

.,
their fellow '\.1ESSAs form the main substance of the
poetry.

II ;_)

Francis Faller IS c'Ollection, Weather 'Wot'dsI C' for
~.f

exampLe t is permeated by an imagination of disaster.
In poem after poem Faller explores WESSAreactto1?? to
the unrest and the implications of this unrear, t1!~ '<~.e(,.,~
WESSAsub-culture. Like the poetry of dread *~.£\, tile

. 1

1970s, poems like YlM1ulic", "Storm in tp,e Subur'n' ¥ hTo
My Son Asleep", "Sparrows Ln Aprir' (all in Weather
'fu?!<\s_, 1986), examf.ne the curiously ambivalent WESSA
attitudes towards t'l:;a distur.bance~~· a mixture of dread
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and uncertainty with a sympathy and >even a strange
admiration for those seeking to liberate themselves.
Similarly, the possibility of a radical trranaformatrton
of society is a.nticipated fearfully and yet with a
cert-(,Ln excitement and hope. Despite these links with
the earlier poetry ~ Faller's verse intt'oduces somer.
urunt stakeabLy cur-rent; details as well as a noticeably
noveI perspective on the significance of the unrest.
SUCG featur~s ase particularly prominent in the poem
"As if it: Matte-red" (Weather Words, 1986).

"You dress in Lce ,» or drought. You never sweat."
Even in love you practise orderly death, ~
and hour by hour your presence withers.
Hat your pass~on! Your clockwork breath.

"The morning sun performs its D & C,
scouring your sleep ~or little terrors, ..now defun~.
You wake too la.te to hear your dreams di8cussed,f
the trees' gossip" with a ..rainbow r drunk,

Just weather words. Not~ing more "
than gusts that flip the pages of your hair
which you have permed with tidy proc~amations. /,
Today t a acorm; Your garden craves a share. ,;}

~ • 0

It t S t:f.me to go. What's this a.rgument "
that scrapes against the wind? Is~it true'? ,.
See how the gra&s.bends in ~omproml.se .
and the door squeaks , They I) re quarrelling over" you.

\\

o

And dogs won't help. Thunder's prising Leos.
the terrified bricks like a h&"S1mering-jack.
The voyeur lightning puts it all on film.
her •• snotty little breeze~ plotting ransack,

Ii
there, clouds in unIform sulking at: the gate .. c::

So" step outside. ,Sc.rew your face in delight.
(I As if it mattered ~fiow. You so barren, a sz orm

will drown YIOU. A storm will set thin,gs right. "0

The "you" to whom the poem is fund.amentally addres'sedis WESSAsuburbia in general in all its affluent
enervation and p~itical Lncrospectncn , symbolised, -as

~J

11
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is characteristic in Faller's work, by the claadened.t
witheringt tidily o';_:erila suburban nature of the first
few stanzas. SU8taining the metiapho'r , Faller suggests
that a political storm is neceasazy to purge WESSAsof
their barxenneas , and to "see things rightU in South
Afr:.i.ca. storm may well be the present unrest, and
Faller adroitly 'portrays the 'cecognisably: curxent;
df~tails of the unrest in terms of familiar aspects of
an electric storm;. The controversial. media coverage,
which many felt 'had a negative influence, is seen as
the "voyeur 1ighl~ningn; the extreme youth of many of

: Ii
'the ri(lters is c'~~tbveyedin the image of tfsnotty little

!J;_~breeze=~plotting !ransack"; and the gr~,m involvement of \\
the police and ~~he army is suggested(',) in thit_:~?idea of

\

Hcl(,r)dJ~ in unifol;-m sulking at the gate.". Despite the
8eriou~~ness of "the 'subj ect; matter, che mood of the poem
. is not. deepJy pelrsimistic. Instead, an atmosphere of

excit~d ,ant",iCiPa~fion » ve,rging on tfdeltgh, t',' ac,',,c"g~panies
the confiden:c eX1~ectation that things 'Wit11,':,:J:.,ndeedbe"
put ri~~ht by:. thi~~ aeorm.. As such, the peejn revea~s ...a
quite novel per1!pect.1ve on tlle significanc~ of the"
unrest f a l'erSP!~ctive which represents a movement
,beyond th~ WESSA l~ncertainty ','and co.nfusion towar.ds the
Soweto rl.ots del~int;.ated in earll.er poetry -'C) Here, 0

Faller suggest§ ~~lat there i:B no longer 4ny place for
a~bigt.."ous 'feelings and that the present storm should

welcomed ,for it is part of thenot bf'! ~reade,:d.7,""1~ut
catalyst ,tht::t 'W:f~'1~1
order. !I

lead to a more equitable social
(J

!i
~ Q

Not everyone shar~\s Fal1~r! s optimism. Ch:l'is Mann, for
example, in H~ta1~e of Emergency" (~~ Paperbook of
§.g~~E_Aftiqan Englis)l_"Po~try, ed. M. Chapman, 1986) ~

- " p

voices the ~ontinuing; dread and uncertainty o:f- many
WESSAstowards the unrest. '.though the poem rec~gnises

i';!
'III
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the importance of the events t the outcome remains
unclear, arid the poem, having ccns Lder ed rhe various
possibilities, e.nds on a note of grim incertitude 1

F~I
" " ~J 11"'h . th f- h -f . .1 . -•.. '~ome ca . ~.1S e s~enc. 0 C1V1kwar,

c::athers the in~cnse of the revolution~
a.11 readipg from thG\ stones,
all kno'Yling in(thei~ bones 'i .,

something irrevocabfe is underway,
an immeasurably complex matrix of emotions
Lnc'Lderrt by' incident, gathering anger
has gathered r~asons
to cease its reasoning,
and tear :U:self ilo' pi.eces in a sty •• e.,

,And perhaps there wfil be vi~tors, at least
a peace less crue l .and partisan than befoxe,
Or perhaps there f s only conflict in'i::erminabLe 1

a struggle, spl~ntered into a hundred struggles,
confused, flee1ng groups, "
drunk t anarchic troops J ". <,
the purg~ng of purges by anonymous squads .• ',.

il o

... ., . And aha Ll there ever be jtibilatior"
"and shall a golderf7 Afrika arise?
History with its portents, _ft,.

the nearpast with its proph~,
like the derelict phone on tn:e station wall,
crackles unanswered in the'dark.1t~ .

a

/1
,,'" C"·· "," ()

The U_tg~:'lcy l~,~:~dtensions of- virtuaL civil ,war also
pervade Kelwyn Sole's vqJume. The Blood of Our Silence.

II
Th~ perspective ~hi~h Sole presents in his poetry is
not, 'however, a typically WESSAone. Instead, his
standpoint 1~.3, that of a ,~opJlisticatedJ highly
contemporarY .and inf~)l:med materiali£>t poet l' whose

~ ; l

ability tC;;, analyse the complexities and intric~61es 'of
the situation \~extend far beyo",d the rather simplistic

'- '0

revclutionary romanticism of, say, the Peter~lorn o~
"The Plums tead Elegiest•• From Sole' s point of vie.':::f~
then real fear is not the:' usual WESSA dread of
revoluti.Oll per ~se, but rather ~"hethey the revolution,
which seems a tiecessi~\ will prove not worth the cost,

';\

",,-'.'
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a concern expres aed il.'l '"11.y Countrymen"i, "Celebration".,
"Pregnancy" and pat·d~ctl1.arly Ln the fil.·st half of "The
Blood of Our Sile.nceu (all poems in ~~he Bl(H'Jd of Our

• ~......._,-"¢",-",~

(,.'"

"Everyon.e
uses .'words these day.s
as a flag to s'cuff i1(1side
the abscess of their,] skin,
a medal. I

I

Witho~L1tseeds to scalbter, II
witho'.;.tt love I il
lips gape ap~rt: as o{~errt"pe/ f:. t: ii
cavernous ~ ii! Ii

_till air ~ ~
of mouths opening an~~ shutting, 0 [i

openil~g and shut ting If [i

Then i~ullets spealt:" l.jlke wind. II

In th~b hatreds cf oU8111 II
petwe.~n us in Ii hiat ~ry II
made r~lignant in th ~ heart, ,\
wh,,-re I seek you r
seeking a lcfaat hatmo~lY of ,..tongues
Clvoidtng my eyas' I!
our bones creak I'

t:owaras ,~--::\ II
c the choir 10£ their m~l,ssacp!~ II

I 'o \1

The second half of the poi 1m, however, moves beyond this
con~ern, tCI ·p~~sent a v1s~:on of a post ..~revolut:ion ~Jout:ll~'
i~f-rica, in w1i}ch dread ha\~ been replaced by "laughter"
And the rae:ial"segrtlgation of b'lack and white has givet,1
()way to a truly nor ..racial~ upolychrome" society:

(

o

o

"it is surely time
to tht:'t)w away the leans
of meulory, to paint II
th~ flags red aga.in <,I

not w:tth bleod
but. wlrth the laught:et'
of a't~ew surreal dawn,

()
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throw awa'l""v
the crayons of 1,/ ."etoric

in thi.s c(:)untry., where 1 die
alone with everyone
a voice 81:;:i 11. comes to me,
'i]bisperill~!~a. world
of riotou~ll, mingl:tng colours
[ can no Ji.<mger Lmag'i.ne ,
the murmur in your ve ins,
the 'tlc:ight: between my Legs ,
the brave , dumb, de~pairing
uttered pcIychxome of our peopLe

the blood of our :3ilence."

Solets Vl.Sl.OU1 however, is neither simplistic nor
obvt.ous , and he remains fully conscious of the enormous
probrIDS that cont Lnue to hinder the aecue l.Lsat ton ·f
t.hi~ Ldea.l, 0 The complexity of his vision is undar ..
scored by' the complexity of the poetic expression
itself. For exampLe , the world ~1hich he Looks forward
to f and which he can barely imagine at the moment, is
not: depicted as some impossible utopia but rather as a,
world ~'''of riotous, mingling colours" • The phrase
suggests, firs,tly, a place of joyous ceJ.ebration and
harmonious racial integration, but tbrough the word
Hriotous", ,,"i.t: c; also suggests the possi,bility ot
continuing racial conflict and political unrest.
Simila~ly t the positive connotations of n pbr ases like
tithe murmur in your ve'ins" and "the wefght l1f;!twel'l'l my
12g8" are counterbalanced by other, negatLve
itp.plications. Th~, cumulative eff.?ct of the ~pithets
"br8.v~", "dumb"t Hd.~spairir H, "uccerod'", is virtu.ally
oxymoronic, and reinforce's the immense difficulties

/, .-, 'j,

ipvolved in creating a socially practical, "polychrome"
of peq./ple. Finally, the phrase Hthe' blood of our
sLLence" is most elusive of specific explication. oIt
is a phrase of great Lmportance to Sole's work, foming

"

as it .ioe s the title of this poem as well as of the
D
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J~

entire collection, and placSd by itself at the end of
both this poem and the co l.l.ectLon as a whole. Its
mul t f.pl.e possible maanf.ngs LncIuda 011es which are bo th
positive a.nd nega.t;i.ve, optimistic and pessimistic,
hopeful and d.readful.. On the one hand, it may be taken
to suggest a vi.tal li.fe-force which may invigorate a
future South Afric~t of neace ful; silence and tran-
quillity; or the 'common blood flowing through the
veins ot a calm, poIychxome society~ or even the
hero i.c sacr Lfi.cea made to ensure the est:;;l.blishment of a
just society where qpisy protest and resistance are no
longer nece saary , qn the other hand, however , it may
connote the cowardlYi, absence of protest which has led
to the necessity qf violent i~surrection; or the
silence of those wlilo have df.ed in .,~loody political
conf l Lct;j' or the cot~tinuing violent, brutal repression.~
of the "iaws and expl'ession of those who have, ~ttempted
to challenge and, change the unjust' political ":system in

I

this country. The profound ambiguity of the jphrase is
a key to ul1derstz~nding Solect s vision ful;Ly. (I It is,
indeed, a key to- understanding. the SOCio-1rolitiCfl
sit.Ulltion ill South Africa generally, which, ~Ie""'in.'a,
source. of both hope and despair . Th~fugh an u

exploration of the r-e,sponses of WESSAsto thisl! specif,~co
situatio~', white English··;language poets, whate~,erotheir
"ideological" acandpo tnz , have helped tc> cla:t:ify, the
complex narure ef politic;:al activity in South Arr.l.ca,
and D have affi,r~ed that' wht le dread -f.s perfaips an
inevitable element of the 't1ESSAresponse ~ there remains

o

room for hope and eveh op"'.imism.

(\
._.

o

\'
11

i:
I
II
I'Ii
II
it
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(iii)

1'11edread exper tenced by contemporary 'V1ESSAsrepresents
a highly complex and pervasive phenomenon which has
manf.fested itself in a variety of faring. This chapter
has thus far examined the drer.d which is, firstly,
linked directly' to the t-lESSAs' 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
1980s.
alw~ys

disturbances or the na.tionwide unrest of the mid
The 'lvESSAs' feelings of d:read do not, however,
derive quite so obvfous.Ly trom such specific

",:'

sources. 'Very, often, their dre(~ may be understood as
a general response ,to the gravely trouble.;t, South
African situation as a whole, a situation iW; which
complete disaster seems both .. inevL.:able and imminent.
In the face of this seemingly certain disasterr WESSAs'
dread may find expression eithe,:r in terrified apocalyp""
tic visions of the future, or, Les s g-r:aphtcally. ip.
subtle psychological' fears and aberrations which bear
testimony to the deeply 1\ df srtrrbed conditio~, of" the
modern WESSAp)JY,~he. These var Lous forms of w.:JSSA
dread have oeen both articulated and analysed by a very
bro~~ "spectrum ('k South ~)frican English poets.
inc~'~ding many whose work does not normally treat WESSA

~ <\

concerns , confirmation, pe'rhaps J "of the powerful and
pan1~mi,c nature of such dread.

In the 0 first place, a number of poets have picked up
the idea of their fellow WESSAs' dread""filled:)" beliez
that a final, apocalyptic c("nf:ti,~ntation is looming in
South Africa, in which WESSAs'l and perhaps all South
,africans, w~ll be l.1.tterly ex.tirpated. The most obvious
. ~ ""< \1
and ~,tri,k4.ng way in which the poets have expxes sad this'
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o

form of dread is through nightmarish visions of
violence, destruction and bloodshed. It is as if the
poetsf speaking, as it were, on behalf of WESSAs
gen~;,ra.lly, are simultaneously fascinated and appalled
by ):he possibility of a cataclysmic blood bath in South
Aft"ica. 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. In order to illustrate the
point, 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 cotlte~~porary WESSAs. In all of the poems t there
is t firstly, great similarity in imagery, which i.s of
blood, wounded flesh, pain, death and ,*1idespread
deat ruct Lon, There is, secondly J a similarity in
treatment, in that the poems do not present a realistic
depiction of a recognisable scene, but rather describe
in surrealistic, hyperbolic fashion a v:tsion of
hallucinogenic; nightmarish horror. And the,re is,
thi,rdly, a similarity in the scope of the'c,r,rj.sion of the

G ,
poems, as the a.ction seems to take place' on a cosmic

"scale t involving not simply a single city or country t

but whole worlds. whole unfverses , The particular.
effect" (I·t each poem is" forceful enough, but taken
togethe;.;:as a body of work, such poetry constitutes a
".tirtu:llly apo'cal.yptic view not only of the anti.cipa.r.ed
exteIt~ of the destruction, but also of the burning
intensity of the WESSAdread o:E such destruction. The

(') C

impli,c;:atj.on is that the comfng ca.taclysm is seen 'not
merely as a political upheaval., but as some form of

u W

divine or cosmic retri\mtion, and. ,that the basis of
, • Ii .'

this WESSA dread is to be found in l~rge m~~asure :tn
th~ir own feelings of deep guilt and shame ~t being
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involved in the grave social and political injustices
of South Africa. The three selected poems follow
immediately.

(a) Geoffrey Haresnape, "Nightmare", in Drive of the
Twa (1976) :-

"From bush, from gutters,
from the high trees,
they wat ch with eyes of neon
or funeral stone.
What can the Boss say?
His hands are two flat spoons held tvide:with slack jaw jelly eyes
he blabbers that this is his country.
He swings from his thigh
a six-shooter, its snout a skull:
SLAM! BLAMI (belching nitre)
the Boss iSi1potting them down.
Corpses reel,
pour blood by the mouth,mute broken cisterns,
rubble up t~1 11,.15 hips.

i : . . ,>.,!, <)
There are bitd cries
squeak$ from W'rt:nchedlimbs,
on softer flesh the ants~
nightlike carnage shutters the sun.
Drowned in helpless dark flesh
the ~oss goes deep"sucking the death
offered sardonically in wounds.
From bush, from gutters,
from the high trees,
they watch wi.th eyes of neon
or funeral stone.

o

nit
/



220.

(b) Wopko Jensma, "the head", in .§.ingfor Our Execution (197~

"1

the head will march forwardover plains 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
to the marching head
2

we cut off the head
of our redeemer
his disciples run from all sides
and lick up his blood
wepra,ise the knife
as we are on the staircase to hRaveh
a.nd one by one
in the glaring light around them
we gobble up the disciplesand we file in row upon row
waitinghungry for the flesh of tomorro~lf

(c) Stephen Watson, "The Burnt Ones", in !:2,em!.1977~:1.2§1 (198

"The burnt onesare on the run ,
through the ransacked city;
with eyes
l~ke chancresburning red
deep in beards of smoke,
with skin
tt~at f s scalded
from the flesh ...
through cindered blood
and simmering sky,
now you see. them come.

D
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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 wife
turned to salt:
the city stones,
the much-loved ones,
have altered into glass.

But no
swaxt; tanks,
no shock troops
are hot
upon their heels;
they flee
the black suns
falling
like trap-doors
through the sky;
they fleethe'global scheme
of blood
Y0'tl've dreamed,which once again
is curdling
then atomizing
in their scream."

(i
\1

This WESSA dread of the coming apoca Iypae , of a violent 'c

end massive social and poli'tical upheaval, in Soutp.
II

Afriq~, has not always beejr arti:~ulated 'by South
African English poets in ter~~ of nightmarish,) visions
of bloodshed. It, has also found expression, in rather
more subtle fashion, in dark,: brooding predictions of
pending conflict and destruction. A pervasive theme in
local Englie,h-language poetry, ,;it is to he fO\lnd in the
work of poets who are not u~~ual1y, or in the usual
sense t politically orientat:e~l; \ fc:rr f.nat ance , Jean
Lipkin's "ApocaLvpse" (~mcn8 Stsmes, 1975), Jack Cope1 s
tiThe Terror Within" (Recorded in Sun, "1979):" Ridley

\, ,

Beeton I s "Patriotism Rushes Ln" ('rhe Land(~caE.~_-2i
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Requirement, 1981) , Roy Hacnab' s "Dark Stranger"
Hlinged Quagga, 1981) f Robert Berol.d'fI "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 Wilhelmi s poem, "Driving Home
to Drinks" (White Flowers 1 1977), crystallises the
fearful, pre-revolution mood of so much WESSA thinking:

"I
Darkness sweeps the HI:
the loveless Fun Bugs straddle rain
in their remorseless Northward drive.
The cocktail hour is spent in the cockpit
without. coc.ktails.

In my Boe Lng console instruments spell
my consumer's liberation.

;:J

North in the green,
blue pools restless in winter
ornament isolation with dead frogs and birds.
The affluent cat paws images of infinity.

II

In t.h.e bronze even~lngs of Azania
we see the city h~ d back the sky.
Look: one bird fli\s from the centre of tha sun D

straight as a guerrilla's bullet
.to nest i~ our memorials,
Apollo"s nightingale.

Lions are snorp Lons to the scone god , it t.e l l,s ,
when the fireweb falls.
In the bron~e.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 y! as the focus shifts suddenly and
unexpectedly f rom a fairly nrdinary, workaday WESSA
scene in the prosperous ~ secure northern suburbs of
Johannesburg to a dark augury of in:rpending war. A
"realistic depiction (!)f such familiar objects as the Ml
motorway, cars and swimming pools, ~;ives way
startlingly to a highly wrought symbolic representatton
of South Africa r s grim future. Once again J as in the
poems of Haresnape, Jensma and Watson quoted earlier,
the coming conflict is viewed not on a merely poli.ticaJ.
level f but rather in much more extensive, even cosmic
terms. The threatening sky, the omirlOtlS single bird
likened to a guerilla's bullet, the references to
Apollo and the stone god, the shining of the black
stars J ,all sugge et; that: the app'rcachtng "annihilationU

of affluent WESSA society possesses a religious.
transenrndane sanction and support. Likewise, the idea
of "the bronze evenings of Azania", repeated three
times itl the poem, suggests that the establishment "'~: a
post-I:evolutionary, poac-apar-thef.d state in t'i1is
country repxesencs the worJ<ing out of e divine juar Lce,
Unlike the poems of Raresnapet Jenstt~ an~ Watson,
however. the, violent annihilation zematns implied
rather than graphically portrayed, and 1.51 in a sense,

" (\

'~".J.~n more terr:tfy:tngas a result.

A poem in which implication and suggestion, rather than
plain detail, are, 'Used to equally disturbing effect is
Christopher Hopef $ Hln the Country of the Black Pi.glt"
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(In thLCotmtry ~of the Black Pig, 1981). Instead of
painttng a lurid picture of the approaching cataclysm
in South Africa, Hope'')utilises various d~familiarisin~
technfques and an almost allegorical mode of narration'
to communicate the atmosphere of doom-laden edread t
suf fus Lng WESSA society on the brink of violent
destruction. Al.uhough t.he plbet himself denies it, 46

'<\)1

the poem is uncannily reminiscent. of W.B. Yeatsls poem,
~;The Valley of' the Black Pig", 47 which describes
imaginatively the final) ,violent liberation = Ireland.
A~;.X.~t s c ommen cs ,
", ", '

',,'allover Ireland, there are prophecies of the
coming rOJt of the enem~~~ of" Lre l and, in, a
cert"'~ff~~"al1ey of the BI-ttck Pig. and these
prophecies are, no doubt, now, ae they"w-ai'ein the

"~I"~48 ,,-,.
Fenian days", a politb:al force"', ~

\\'1

The poe~ itself portr~ys the battle vividly:

"The" d,ew~ drop I! slowly and dreams gather\ unknown spears
Suddenly hurtle beforecmy dream-awakened-~eyeEs.
And then the clash of fallen horsemen and the cries
cOf unlmo'Wn perish;.ng armies beat about my ears ••• II

"

\1
'\No less vividly) \:, Hope t s poem describes

/>

disinteglia'tion of a society into violeht anarchy:
the

~:'Wet.. • -;i$ is instantly wJ.d;',.country, and then as suddenly
dust again; the sun cO!11e~~,J)\lt to show ho~ the floods PUE
whole r}ver-;:beds into the swe!tering.bay. The wild,

.'/" black pigs "
are a terro~·,barrelling out of the coarse green bush'

and stampeding dowel.uhe main street, cutting across
the traffic in the town which shrinks, like an old

man, ,.unwell
and deaf in .one ear , a.lways inclining towards "its neglect
PO);'t, the ut'idredged hcl'l:'bou~ silting up, a chokang she l l.,

I

F
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The pigs seem to go dancing on the perfect beach:
not ~Ear f:tDl:fl here the Grosvenor drowned in all its gold.
The ::l.lture fattens on the terrible rumour that the pigs
v:l:t1.1 snatch a great treasure f rom the.,\.rotten hold.

The sl:;ttlers are Leavtng and the pigs rlgrow even bolder;
unmoved by exploding aeroso Ls , they make mad bombing run:
among] the bulging, smoking dust-bins. ;In the church perc
a prel~n.ant sow shows her brilliant teeth. Children

carry guns.

o

A few\. stay, on , tending the cemetery on hill, thei:,~"-'I
of a jbannon in So~diers I Corner' defends the honoured t r';~~

They t 11 be safe enough here, thev say t as' if these gi< ,;..
were primed and ",Jaiting shel1s"JJ'-"? arsenal of headstones,

Ii \__'_'R<'//

Everyone says beyond the town lies fre'edo~f a new
hinterland

hut, difficult to identify because its name is., ':'
clfanging constantly. " ,_

You a.re Leaving the Official Zone: the warning signs'/ U

proclaim.
On the roaa out of town a black pig has been nailed

o 1, to a tree. II
'I :::)

ii

<,Though the poem is not!I"set iUr t'ecogn.isabl~~ cont.empo...
rary South Africa (dea':pite the reference co the wreck
of the Grosvenor)" LJ manages. like Nicol's flAtter
Cavaf1~,~~~di~~cussE!dea !~~lier). "to convey the undert'ying
'viclence a~ fear in p esent day South Africa, as well
as suggestin;"tlt>a CQU~ ry· s bloodje and chaotic future"
'Fh~ rapid ,a,scent of tre country ~~to,; state of utter
confusion ahd dis.ord,e~1 if';: s LgnaI l.ed , 'firstly, by. the

d.iS. ~uptiOHS •.and UPhe~y~.J~h~,t'aking J!lac. e in natu. re.,. as a
season of ~lJd SUdden becomes one' of dus t , i111d. as
swertering sunshine ac ompanies d~va~tating floods. It
is a l.sq signall~d byll social disrt,iptions, TNith the
shrinking town t the nJ~glected port and the undredged,

/J

f
I \1

harbour indicating the breakdown of, the soed.a), and
economic order. But the central Il1ymDolin the poem. of

',.'

the destruction rpi this society are the pigs
themselves t Hwild, black pLgs" that seem to embody
terrifying savagezy, wanton deat.ruct Lveneas t ilrational

o
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primitiveness, the complete negation" of all civilised
norms and vi::Llues. Against such an onslaught, the,
settlers seem doomed: a few ~'",;/ to defend themseJoves
militarilYt the majoritj take flight. The final sta~za
of the poem, however, presents several horrifying
ironies. Firstly, rhe, fleeing settlers find, like
l~~

those in Mike Nicol's "The
e.!i:rlie:r) t that there is nowhere
the rumours of freedom, all th~

,-,
'.'

Refugees"- (discussed
to escape to. Despite
signs suggest tht:t the

1\

"new' hinter 1and If" is II1Grely illusory, or, at least,
unattainable. Buj: the real horror lies in the final~ .

image of a bLack pig" nailed to a tree on the road out
of town. TheGimplication is that this brutal atrocity
has been perpetrated by the settlers themsel)ies, and
that it:: is they WhCi are truly savage and uncivi1..ised.

(; 'I ..,

their sinfulness underscored by the si~ilarity of this
atrocity to crucifixion. The ft!rther impl:2.cation is
that the -p'igs . them.selves are not-I a real, external
threat, ~pt rath~f a s~oliC representation '~f the'
settlers f) own internal sba.te of corru~tiQn. 11:1.that
case t the dest:ru6tion of the settlers t" society :ts, .. .n
self"'inflicted f:1ndthe impossibility of escape a res~lt~
of th~ir refusal to C1c!~nowledge their. culpabili ..ty.

7/ {/

Finally, taking the, poem as an allegorical exam.~na1;;io~
o d ..

of" WESSAs t fear of itupendir.,g destruction, the"
impltcatio!!:; ctre gr1.mly cle.er, Ilnci'off61:,il new and tqQst

.'\,1

damning perspective CH the idea"" of the fee11ngsooof
dread experienced by conte~pord.~r.Y-'w1;SSAs.

o 1.~
A num~)erof out.n Afric,n Engl~sh ~'3:~ts have sought in
the it" poetry to const rucc 2, ,vivid and candid
exo:m.ination anti" assessment o~ nhe ng-ture of 'WESSA

. i \ ~J

dread, eith~t through the expy;essi()!'l of
II - .0)

nightmarish visions, or through less overt,
otechniques. But these are not the only, ways r )w!:1'ich

(' ! \
/J

explicit:,
symbolic

00
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/1

poetl'Y. At times it appears thnt: the feelings of dread.
r,

expem.cuced by some
1

,. emerg,c s
poet s themselves. as WESSA's,

involuntary manner in their
S€I?!a that the WESSA mind has been

o

noetrrv ,,. I~

so s~tur fear and apprehensiveness thdt
i
I. 1at ti:tUIt2:S ~~ Clr;,:par:'::ilt.. y in an unccnsc Lous {)r
I ~

uni.nt.ent; Lnto tn.e ven~e seve ra L pcet;s ,

This i poe " os cens Lb;.y dBaling wit.h subj i:!CtH

uitcon6ecCed:, wi t.h WESSA dread. ei.ther becomesi ," ' .
tnfil~rated '·;by images of vicle~'ce. war or dLs as t.er , or

I "
becom~s infused w~th aa9trange. namefess mood of fear.

\!,

would

,
1

In t:b~ first j,nstan(!E~, an inexplicable. cr'?eping dr ead
of t}~ it!.~ff<ibile, of some unnamed menace, reve aLs
i t~elf ill' 'sevexs l, con.t;emporary poems. An ear Ly examp l e
(if 'i'fhiS .J,i ,::.8 .Jcni., Couzyn t s HThe Beas t" (Monk~

o 'wedd~,n , ' 1972). wherE~ some unidentified monster comes__ I' \\

to h: ld violent and power fu l, sway over a household.
Simil riy, a pecul Lar , undefined anxiety lies just
benea h the sn-rface of Robert Dederick's PGrandfather"

o I ,,\)'

{Si-fbeal, 1974). while a fear. of some Lur kt.ng menace
in t!J;-~~rk permeate~ Nik (Jonstandaras 1 s collection,
!lai~~,~om (1,983). 'In, ALan Jimes's "Drinking ...Time" (~£
~_!!:i~.~)Hal~~( 1981)." the sense of primitive danger
underr' ins an appatent~~'''lUotidian existence ~

:' (~
'1

tll'rowards sundown some. of
ithe 1tl0men climb from
!bLue swimming pools
Ito spend\half-an-hour

.

",1 watering pbll.1tS by ,imeans ot' long green
\.~il plastic hoae -pfpes .•. Q

o ~'\ ..
• : O::~lAt t?~lr pool

i 3.11 .:s.te. meat.
I,

(I

(] c

.,

\
\
\
\
\

~
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The animals sniff;
thev scan and listen
the~ sip cautiously.
Blood is in
the W{:1ter . II

t~nd a s crange mood. of Lnccgent; dr'ead informs Patrick
Cullimm I s "A Dream of Cue-stsa (The. White Hail in thf?:_·_'~;~r~.:..",""_,·_""~"' """'___ ...

4) and C:utside"
DiJl£'ren;;_, 1978), where a description a convfvi.a l
social gathering giv:ls way" to em eerie account of the
mantic utterance of a ccncemporary s tbvl, i~ "

tiThe warm room pours out its 9artity;
Wehave our friendship and the win.d.
All' ~, vlell ill the. firelig.ht:
MUsic, t:.alking; then she
Loyal among shadows tAt vigil,
Breathi,ngcin darkness ~il1 say
This 'i,$ the end of it Ail.- - -.... --
And who shall notice just ou£side
The star s reopen as a doe)'t'; 0
Or that a comet \3 0

Fa:! 1.s across the :~ky.,and burnsJ And is nothing?"

(/ .
Apart f'com such dr~ad of the ineffable, a number of
poems unexpectedly. and in a seemingly unconscious
fashion, c. empU:,y images of political: violence to
de.scr tbe suppo sed'l.y neutral subj ect matter. It is as

"if South African society has been so charg~d with th~
fear of violence'~ that metaphors of war, terrorism and
so~lal unrest come spontaneously and" almost
automatically to the English-language poetic
imagination. ~:;d.in, an early instance of this f is
David Farrell' s l'Inte.~faces" (!."Y<;?rldof Thei;- Own, ed ,
S. Gray, 1916), where th-e Q.escript:ion of a seaside
scene suddenly becomes the account of a pros'opoeic
landscape of \)'iolence:
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"Uninvit~d among dancing octogenarians
in the cafe 011 the·' beachI write no letters to. the miss:!-ng
only messt!.ges to myself,0burning
in a portrait all of·.glass:
the swimmers bear their hea.ds
acrcs s a sliding miw?field
the mounca Ins drpp camouflaged shoulders
. t 1 -,'" II"1n 0 tae snLper s pos1t10n
and s ight: a(..'1.~OSS the bay" n

Like\; .~e, il1 Hark Svift' s "PubH.c Gardens, Cape Town"
(~,££!"S _.QuE., 1983),' an apparentIy Lnnccuous depiction
of the city centre becomes unexpecced ly charged. i~ the
final stanza, "'v~,tha mood of deep fear and anxiety:

'\

1
/I

"Nothing he~re deceives the eye
or ear. j!Jack-hammers natter

in the ~itt. gueril1~-bursts echo
throujgh the roses. The wreckexs

intru~e on)1 pat-ap.ets i frozen huge
aga:l.n~,~ Irhe - SKY. If 0"

The poetrw of itoy J_oseph Cotton is filled with images
o ..of bizar.re diS1fuPti~n an~ violen~e r ..wldch are partly

the expression iFf a suicida.'l man I S personal pain, but

31.50 ar.e au' in1ficat...ion,. Of ..4. 'wider. societai neU!i'o"fs.
Gu.. Fergu,on'. phre,se. "sRQc.alypt:ic lyi"icisni'. 49 is an
apposite cfe.cr~ption, of : th~ "nature of poems such as
Hlndigenous LetJ~e~8",foom Hel.l", "South African .Pulse",

, \f

"Barren" •y:~~ge.rse".. tiS .A..
1f

and "A ~outh Afrif'.:an Day"
(,,11 in A "MaL 1986), and perhaps most of all "South
A~rican Land8d~peH (Ag,_ ..;t'ta.n, 1986) t l~here It fairly
t~mdom view o~ buck "nd kloof becomes i.nv~sted in the
ftnal stanzas ~1th 0a "~e~uliat:\l~f ,1C?~al n,~d~ontemporaro/
political a\'lX~r1;,Y: "" _ ()
• J o

'j. "., ,1'\\" -o co

\,

.. \
\.
\\~\\
,~ \

\
\,
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"in the klcof a buck
presses its tongue

w~te lymph is flowing,
the buck sips, returns for more
there is nothingunusual about tonight;
only the milk that is sour

there are barriers,
past the shadow of the clock
a fellCQis looming
in the kraals
dark dreams flash

o why this shade
this ticking?"

Moreovet::, while the poetry of Franl~is Fall€: t: oi);en uses
natural phenomena as a metaphor £9:1: impending political
upheaval, jus\: as frequently it employs itcages of the
armed political struggle to deacrIbe the 'processes of
nature. The effect is alarming sl,nc~' !l.t suggests that
the poet's consciousness is so sceeped i:':l violence that
he almost instinctj;vely percedves i:he ~qorld around him,
political and natural, as endemically qestructive and
brutal. This sert of perception emerges in poemS like

\; tlMimic"~ "Sparrows i~l April", "When Days are Torpid,
the Cuc.kooKills" J and especially the deeply "disturbitlg
"Boneysuckl.e" (all in Weathe:t:_ Word!, 1986, , whieh
recotmts the grimly determined blooming of the honey ..

1/
suckle in terms of a violent peop~et s revplution: II

!J nIt :~,sonly August ann 0the war ()
',\\_"::'-~~lrtst winter l s cruelty Q

~/nas ,scarcely raised its ~~d.
,;/ WeIve, not yet ~en the r:ll:,p't of the ..storm

nor Bl~ck frost bU,rn i~s reveuge"
but already, up the waLl '
the honeysuckle bLocms,

-;::-,
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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 drought
that turned the tough kikuyu into straw,of frost that ripped
the bamboo sprouts 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 people's dream.
Unabashed, the honeysuckle blooms.
It blooms, exudes its ecstasy,
a trivia.l barrier between the sensesand the curled withered death pl1 around,
a barrier too f:i.rm
this early August day
for prejudice to hammer down.
When stalks droop aridhope buckles
the crime of joy is all the honeysuckle's."

Perhaps most disturbing of all, however, is the way in
which several poems describing intimate love
relationships "mutate into terrifying expressions of
fear and violen~e. For example, Robert Greig's "Love
P0Etm" (!alking_llpl1, 1975) subverts conventional
expectatio~s by using images of savage cruelty and pain
to explain the compos Lcf.on of a love poem, so that a
'supposed act of love is twisted into a macabre ritual"
of terror: 3

:(\

o

UTowrite a l011e' poem
firjt you must burn her 1etters
raapt' awa.y her face from the photonow the frame .J • c, 0

I\take up your laser and move .
lttik~ a surgeon or soldier

, remove her name from agate~ ~,',. clear afternoons ~nd the like
nDW open your mouth gasp and ~r8in
the rayon your brain: the parts
t,.i::lat scream must be martyrs if you
are'l tel write a ),ove "poem.
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Now where her fingers touched
cut. Nose, the toothbrush, car.pets.
She must go too, you know that:
e:;11 her it happened to Laura
Beatrice and Juliet. Others too,
and gently consign her to space
that waits at the window.
If this is to be a love poem
there should be space now,
In t:tme it ''1il1 thicken Lfka a scar
of dried blood, in time she t,dll grow
as full as a pageof words."

And in Stephen Gray IS "Love Poem, J;Vate Poem" <,~py~
Poemst Hat.e Poems, 1982), the fearful pressures and
dangers of the innnediate historical moment intrude into
tt~e most intimate aspects of the speakez 's life. The
true horror of the dread-filled consciousness of the
contemporary WESS~ is crystallised 'in the way Ln which
the passions, fears and anxiet,ies of an erotic
relationship are almost automatically conceptualised in
terms of socio-political vitJlence and destruction:

11

"Now of all cruel times loving se~m8
" a gui~'1 luxury,why when I.. took fort'lfardto
. pouti.ng dry inside your arms

should I ring bells and trlgger ala~
I would rather the sirens called for you

and that when a line pul~ed straight
urgently telling all those I hate ,

to .~la.cken their dreadful hold, another line could be about only you
as time clicks"by like a grenade

sofuee of cracke.jacks
(]passions exhaust their c4s'ings

and a kiss bangs into fireand loving you becomes thei.r obliteration. H

o

IJ

It would seetni thus J that no area of WESSAs,~,lives ~ fit)

matter how private or personal, can remain fr~e of the
intense and deep-rooted dread which has pervaded their
spciety as a whole,. and which" continues to do so.

(/'
f'

(I
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(iv)

\,I

Throughout this chapter, emphasis has been pla.cedupon
the many different forms which the "poet-ry of dread"
has taken in South Africa over the last twenty years or
so. Implicit in this discussion has been the idea that
underlying t~e poetry are a variety of fairly specific
intentions, that the poetry has sought to fulfil
several important purposes. In the first place, the
poetry examined in this chapter has functioned as a
detailed record, both subjective and in a more
objective manner~i of the various kinds of dread
experienced by d~ntemporary v1ESSAs• SecondLy , the

\' ~
poetry has frequently served to identify' and evaluate
critically the reasons for these feelings of dread, in
many cases suggesting that such feelings are. e,ither
unfounded or the result of the WESSAs' own ignorance,
guilt ~r prejudice. Thirdly, the poetry has indicated
t~at whel~ cause for fear among WESSAsdoes existt this
may in latg_~ measure be attribut:ed to the politi.cally
and aconomf.ea Ll.y privileged position of WESSA~ in a
highly discriminatory t,thite··dominated political system.

o

A central intention of a. good deal of this poetry has
~, been to censure WESSAs and to advocate a fund:-amental

'~/'change of attitude and conduct in the face of the real
possibility of violent social upheaval. At times such"
premonitory "intentions have been' implicit i1.~1. the

~ 0

poetry; at,~ther times they have taken the forttz].of
I' explicit °..varn:tngst and it se'ems appropriate to conclude
'.;.l thl.s" chapter on this clear: UnambigU~US'n~re r,

Ii
A numb~r of South African English poets have attempted
to warn thei:.:- ,.' fellow WESSAs or,. the inevitably
disastrous outcome' of the hesitancy", and even refusal,

\1
to accommodate' the' legitimttte political claims of the

Q
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majority of South Africans. ..~recurrent device in such
poetry is the use of some strange, prophetic figure to
articulate the warndng , The purpose of this device is
two-fold: firstly, to heighten and to exploit for
dramatic reasons· the prevailing sense of imminent
cataclysm; and, secondly, to bolster the cogency of
the message by transferring it from the sphere of the
peet ' s
context.
of the

cwn personal opinion to a more universal
In both cases, the urgency and plausibility

utterance is enhanced. The technique is
employed, for instance, in Patrick Cullinan I s "Just
Outside" (dd.scuaeed earlier): in which a contemporary
sibyl announces to an affluent WESSAsocial gatheri.ng
that tI'rhis is the e~ti of it all", the i.mplication being
that the coming annihilation will occur as a result of
the injustices of that society. Even more explicitlYt
Christopher Hope ' s IfA Crazed Soothsayer Addresses. the.
Eplt.';i.'tsu(Cape Drives, 1974) serves as a warning to the
privileged to prepare for violent confrontation:

"Time, fathers of the windy
Cities, to tighten your trusses,
Straighten topeEt.'S,apply smiles and allow tic harden;
To leave plinth and pedestal and stand by the

, voorlaaiers; to think
Khaki; time, r:'ithers, t,Q --' L

Allot yourselves a mood~!
'" l'

The pigeqins have erashed, please see
Your squaprons are better ~ehearsed;
Review your many di"l)isions, st~fle your pre-wa.r loves,
Visit the neighbours and dec1a,re white Christmas eyery-
'Where; fetch in. the ch:!.ldren;Allot your-selves a. mood.
ior they rise l~ke gorge, hunger
lilt! 't--ahi"t;~dy,7ind-polished and
;',,:;-ed £aceB that conjugace th&, sm:i.le;
With. vistas. The fox gnaws beneath
As you pr'epare their iood t

Allot yourselve.s a mood.1t

their dreams pi<:l'lant
the shirt. Fathers,

\\
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'rb.e apparently deranged seer displays a most sane
presience as he cautions the orotund, neo-colonialist
city fathers of the approaching danger. The linguistic
equivocation, the macabr-e 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 upon itself. The outmoded, coloniser
orientation of the city fathers, embodied in the
"trusses", the "t.opeea", the "voorlaaiers" and the
"khaki" , is one contributing factor to the conflict
about to take place. Another Ls the segregationist,
racist attitudes of the community in general, expressed
in such deliberately ambiguous formul~tions as "Revi~w
your many divisions" and "declare w~ite Christmas
every- i WhereH• Yet another is ~he material
deprivation of the coming forces, suggested in the
simile used to describe their approach - "tihey rise
like gorge" as well as in the final stanzais
recurrent r.eferences to "hunger" t "Eood" and "pf.quant;"
dreams. Though the poem is' charged 'tAith Hope's
cha't'acteristically 'caustic wit t and though there is no
direct mention of WESSAs, the situation Ls. quite

()

c

recognisab,ly 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~ ,

')

()

CJ

A cnmparable message is communica~edoin Stephen Gray's
"Adamastor's New'Year Bulletil'l 1976-1$77H (1."ovePoemsl
Hate P~ill§., 1982.), which exploits the fear of WESSAsin'
..the aftermath of the Soweto disturbances of 1976 to
warn them of the potentially terrifying future awaiting
them.
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1110 my people this is going to be a bad year
you've heard my doomcast before

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
"lyepray in our tear-sodden voices

that the helmets and batons hold
that the barbed-wire keeps in the prisons

that the da~~ may not come
\vithoutknuckles and lamp-posts and fear

',3

we pray for the Phantoms and Hotshotsheeling havoc underfoot
spidering over the lawn of bei.ge

cueing your heads acrossto roaring hungry Alsatians
for'the Mongrels patrolling in gangs

blue ~ith resinous juices
cutting you down in your asbestos suits
. flarnethrowing down arcades

cleaning out all ash of housewives
and for the stalaga invested with bankers

we pray you shall maKe it
as the Rothschilds withdraw theirOinvestment"

the vaults fill lA1ithdebt
and seCI~itie'O char beyond recognition

from Angola to Zambezi a plague on
your shuttered white housesmay you be circled by l11an-eating. sharks
may your air fill with the drone

of repeating machine-guns like rain
may your sanitary belts fester

with landmines like boils
and your trel1ches be greedy for death

may war blacken your walls
and you st1c1t in the throat of your bugles
may all that befalls you this season

as yOU turn in mad circles
to gnaw at your guts like a Leopard .

c: strewing out foisclt1
be your own peep Le s happy new year , ,tI
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In this poem, Gray deploys the myt:h of Adamastioe,
invented by the sixteenth century Portuguese poet Luis
de Camces in Canto V of his eoic poem, '!'he Lusia.ds....... -~ ---
The poem. as a whole deals with the heroic voyage of
Vasco da Gama to India and the Spice Islands, and Canto
V narrates da Ga.ma's rounding of the Cape. As Gray
himself has expla~ined in .§9~':''J;le·rn.,"Afr!canLiteratu~e:
An Introduction, _0 the fit~ure of Admastor is an
antzJn.ropomorphic representat¥::ll of .the cempescuous Cape
in particular and of the 1~.st~, dark and frighteningly
unknown African cont!ll.v~:at in general. The idea. of his
"doomcas t;" derives f.''j:''{)':n' Atlam.astor t s cursing of the
Portuguese and hf,s prediction of the disasters they
would undergo. Gray's poem adapts th.is dcomcasz tt'~ a
specifically contemporary South African situation,
enumerating in detail th.e var.ious aspect~ of dread
c".Veriencl!d by jnode'rn (lay WESSAs, so that the poem
becomes t in a sense , a stmImary of the WESSAcondition

,,' fl

of dread. In bxoad outline, tl'\e poem is made up of
three sections, each related to a narticular area. of

,~ f'Ii

South African life. The first section (each section
comprises three stanzas) deals with the unrest in the
townships; thee second treats the upheavals in ~~rban

o white South ,Africa. ,.in terms both of the suburban fear
\\ of attack and the .~isruption of the economy; the third

focusses o~ the m.ilitary conflict on South Africa! s
borders. Importantly, in each case, Cfay makes clear

\\

that the trouble and violence has been brought about by
whites themselves. The townsh?:f.lunrest, for instance,
has been sparked off by the brutal repression of black
political aspirations; the 'llrban unease has· been
precipitated by the white laager mentality G\rtd the
c':conomic disparities between black land white; and the
border war is largely the result. of South Africa 1 s
occupation of Namibia and its liggressive military
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orientation towB:rds its ne.Jghbours. In Gray I shands,
Adamastor's doomcast serves a double purpose: f:trstly,
it warns WESSAsof the impending catastrophes that will
befall them should present circ;'lUlstances cont Lnuer

c:
hut, secpndly, i.t: confirms thaT
within their own hands , /':"1d i:b'(at ~ds so lut ton is the.
net::4 Cor them to change: \~ \ Ii

j)

the solution 1 •,i.~es

!I for God will never cr:j;tnge
ypu:r: souls withouj~ their ~)'1'li9,11y chang Ing";

Such a tranS£O~.1l:tiorl' of a~tituae and., conduct: is
II, i'clearly not easy, but tlpe altiernat:ive, outlined in the

f~nct.1 stanza of the P?em, is unt.hdnkab l.e s v~thout \\
cfiange ," white South Aft:icans ~~em doomed)) to aes)s'I'oy '.. "
t:h:enls'elv-es in an 'insane act of ardmalis'tic violence: .

II

( I

"may all that befalls youth,j.s season
cas you turn in mad circl'~s -

to gnaw at yQU~ guts l:U~e a. leoparci\\
strewing out foisot1;,be your own people s happy new year."

G

''::::-';:-~l

A number of o~~e~' ;~ets;·'~ithough not utilisiJ;tg ~the
device of prophetic speaketii~ have issu~dequally grave
warnings to their countrymen about th~ future of South"
Africa if inju8tic. persists. 'Pavid Wrigpt, in "hNotaR
on a Visit, November 1976" (Selected Poems, 1980) t like"

_____.. . . . 0

Gray. takes the afte-r;nath of the Sowrreo upt'isin~",as the
focus for his admonition to WESSAs. The" H.nel section
of the poem, entitled "Weather Report", employs the
famiLiar symbolism ,of an app:roachi~g highveld stOt'lA, in
an unobtrusive 'and '9riginal way, to objectify the
Potentially disast.rous future. The references to

(. ()

Pretoria (the seat: c::!;, government) and the police (often:
an instrument of political repression in South Africa)
~dentify 0 some major factors contribut'lng to the

r,



approach:~ng upheaval. Even th~/mention of' the name of
/,

the br aridy - HOude Heester" -:-suggests in one sense the
" 't " 1"" h' u" n .:IexpJ.o:!' at.ave -re,....atl.pnstll ..p oetween W ,J.te "y' masnar ana

bLack servant, The pa:rti~y:la:r; message of ,Wright~'s poem
,'iis that just as the darkness of stor.m"or night comes
qt11.c*l)~in. Africa t so too'iwill polit'tea.l cat.ac Lysm.

"'fhunder ma.sses Ln the ai.r
Northward t toward .i?retor:ta;
The sun~about to disappear.
Sharp O1b the sun+eo Loured bricks (_,
Of a Longo slab, the police barracks $

Throws a b lack shar1o~"of some t.rees t

Oude Heester braHd~, in my gl{is$,
I contemplate a summer
,:;St;orm assembling. Heavier
Cumuli range a fading t;ky. c

The sun rolls under suddenly". c'

Has the nj,gl1t cOmet or the storm?
A flicker-crackle ,of light~,i.ng
Illumines a fall in6' curcaf.h ,
Rqin spilling on Magaliesberg
Front the bur&t: bt:lly of a .e.l.oud,
,SHew fast -che {.ial'hriess falls: t t we say.
vThere:s no twilight in Africa.fff

" \-1

//
If

( --

I.)
<_i ,,}

o

(iJ

() 0

()

In similar f'dshion, Anthony l1el1..us has also used the
,)

imagery of a,pproaching night and violent highveld stQt-;:n.

to direct, a prem9~itory address to 'WESSAs. In the long",
poem, ~'Meditation on Main StreetHil (Modern South Afr,i.can
fBetT.'l, ed. S.o,G1:'8.Y, 19'54), he locates the culpa~}-lity
for the "gener-al, unease" squarely in,' tp.e ~\domain of
economt.c 'injustice. Setting "'the poem in the; fin,anciaJ.

() . c \'
nerve centr~ of Johannesburg and, thus South Africa, he
suggests that it is tbe shocking disparity in ~eal;h
between black and white t s~wetP' and() Saxo~wold)!i" "old
boas-beys" .md "xanked executivesH• that is leading

- -, • \ I. , , "
towards ita comilt:6 01: co.Ll.LsIon"; Throughout the poem,
it \\ is m~de evident that the enormous affluencE't:;DQ~
whites symbolised by Johannesburg' s h~ll,1f~iou~\(i
Skyscl'arr:,ing hoce Ls and office blocks "" is der:f::v'e~~Qm

\._,'\,;,!f
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and progressive role in South African society. AJ;
least part of the re.ason for WESSAs' damaged sense of

('

place is to be found in their general alienation from
iri-aigenous political cul,tu:re and their anxieties and
uncertainties about South Africa I s political future.
And their pervasive and intense feelings of dread
derive in large measure from their political
iu@et!urities and fears and their imperilled pol:l.t:ical
position within, society. Implicit in much of this
study so far, the politica.l dilemmas and responses of

o

mod'~tn-day w"ESSAs now require full and direct
examinatj.on. Noel Garson has made the point forcefully
in 'i'emarking that "no .asses sraene of the English-
spea~ing connnmf.cy can escape the challenge of

~ I

delin~~ting its place relative to the plural and
mulitir~al cbaeaccez of Sou'th' African society ." 2

, '\

What makes\~p.ch an assessment paz cicularly difficult is-~ .the fact, n.d'''~d at the outset of this dissertati0\t.
that ~SSAs ar~~a. people of paradcx". 3 Their para ..
doxicality is. ir.~ tn~re p:rono~ed in ,he sphere of
politics than in ~ny other. A~ this chapter will,
demonstrate, the WESs'.agr.oup consists in gE!neral terms

\ ~
of at least two antitt,letical political· sub ....~~<!tions:.~ &
in the first place J thelt.e i$ a. SUbstantial, number of
WESSAs who Al"e either conservative and reactionary in·
their politics, or apparently indt·ffererlt and apa.thetic
towards politfea.l ma,tters;" in the secollda~placeJ thexe

\\
is also a ;,smaller but nonecbe Leas significari;!:

'I

.percencage whotare progressi'{e J enlighten~d and even
rad~cal in thei~:p?1itical thi~.:ng.. It. 1,S this latter
groy.p of libera~\ and radi.cal th\nkers Wh(..f'cf:'>ntinue to
cOl1iprise wllat i~oel Gar.son has referred to as a
"tradition of dil~sentlf4 within the w"ESSA ,sub..cu~.tu're;
that is, a group of WESSAswho deviate from, defy and
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concerned with improving the government of the
country, improving race relations s and combating

d' . e. t' ,,11race ~scr~m1na 10n •

It is the severe disjunction within the '\oJESSAgroup
between these two political orientations that has given
rise to what has been recognised as a characteristic
feature of the gr'oup , what; David Welsh has aptly termed
tithe political schizophrenia of the English" .12 Both
of these sub-gr-oups must be taken Lnt;o account for a
comprehensive understanding of the WESSA group.

o

In the first instance, it would seem tha.t many and
p~~ha:ps most WESSAs, "cl1spite being relatively more
enhghtened ',.in their political attitudes than
Afrikaners, mus,t still be regarded as politically
ccnservac'tve or aparhetif.c , They are ccuservat tve. in
the sense that ,they wish to retain the current
political system of apar the Ld, based as it fs on the
• 0

fundamental tenets of racial segregation (to' at least
some significant degree), a white';"controlled. ,
government: and the present superior social: g\tatus of
whites in SOllth Africa. They ar~ politically- apathetic
in(; the sense th\~t they (tend to adopt C a stance of
party-political n~~n-p3;'rticipation" they are umrit.e res t;..

ed in improving the government of the day t and they
seem unconcerned about the soc to ..po'litical situat:!.on(.9f

II - 0' ,~

black South Africans'". Lawt'ence Schlenuner clalss'ifies
this kind of PQlitical standpoint as "politic~l
introvers Lon" te' by which he means tha,~ 0

tJ

,:)

npp~itical introverts are 1!,ss \ concerned 'with
encouraging a practical solution to South Africa1s

J-"

pr~\blemsp ~ concerned with preserv~g a twhite'
heritage. more concerned simply with leading' a
quiet ze speet.ab Le rife and lk,re concerned with------ (,")

protecting the standards 8f the social, cLass to
is which they belong". 13 . \"';,

~\
\1
II
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The results of his detailed empirical study of WESSAs_'
political views suggest that approximately 60% of
WESSAsmay be regarded as clear "political introverts",
and a further 25% may be '1jiewed as at least partly
"introverted" on political matters. 14 Schlemmer I s
conclusion is that "cher e appears to be far from a
majority recognitiol1 of the specific need for improved
race policies in South Africa" among w"ESSAs,and that

"the more conservative, politically apathetic
section of the community weakens considerably the
general consciousness of the need for renewal in
South African life and politics".15

Schle.mmer's findings are supported by a number, of other
social commentators. Denis Worrall, for example, notes
tthoW'unenterprising and conservative w~SSAs have been

{:~ the major issues 1:>£ our politicsrt .16 David Welsh,
~imi:karlyt points out that, traditionally,

"the large majority of English have refused to
countenance a political alliance with Blacks\.
However much ~Boer and Brit might fight and feud
wl.th each other 1 both were White groups and both
benef'Ltred materially 'f-rom privileg~s that White
supremacy conferred upon them.,,17

o

Neel Garson. coo., claims tt~at
\',«

,-;' \/

"English-speaking °sou~ Africans have always
understood that their ;\i"ntifiC".tion does not end
with their position as ~on-Afrikaners. ,They have
been conscious of their ~~mbership of a privileged
.White minority, perhaps even of a WJ:Litenation
that was given its self-determination at the time
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section of the WESSA group which has gone against the
conservative political attitudes of the majority of
t-JESSAs and which rep::::esents a progressive and
enlightened political standpoint. As Noel Garson
points out,

"'~trong dissent on the part of independent-minded
minorities from act Lzudea otherwise typifying the
group has always been a feature of the collective
thinking of the English-speaking South
Africans".20

And he goes on to assert that

,,"the comparatively small amount of liberalism and
openness that ,has existed amongst Hhi,tes. a great
deal has been found in the English-speaking
communitylt.23

And Guy Butler r.,:: ties that within the WESSA gro'(('.pthere
continues co exist a tradition of "less conservat tve ,

" 24progressive and liberal" political thought.
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the exp Lod.tat.f.on p.f cheap black labour - symbolised by
"the townships camped on the. c,luttered plains" around
the c:i_t}d;=Even moxe graphically ~ the wealth of the
Angl.o-AraerLcan min..i.ng corpor at.Lon , its building rising
high above the gr-ound, is seen as deriving directly
from the ppgert:y 0,£ t,h~ minel~t;, w01:king II two mi.Lcs hellow
(lUI' feet" . And it is prec i.se Iy becnuse of this

tic;:.>,and exp IoLcacf.on that catastrophe is l,)omi.ng.
TIle poem concludes with an dlc)peal to WESSAs to avo i.d

0'

c

su~)h cauasr.rophe ,

lItisten'Johannesburg,
'':J heart needs horizon.

li,sten my childhood,

·",:.:11\13 horizon heart,
inv~rt us as you will

the rough world ):'~Ight':;itself I

who is rejected in return .rejects,
though victory is alwliys"a disa.ster .•' " ,
Who with a winrting viol)ence to"his !nand .o

withholds f rom' a most terrible def'jat?

, dBy l<inat God t S authority 'i q:
o o ". \\. do I say", ~his" now c

t;.hough none 1.S listening?, .. .JI, . ';
, , ~ldl)f grey .&'ngl~s make
rhe.Lr code aga.inst the sky, U... .., ..

but let me braak it ~ ~.
''''',trhough the Stock i'.:xchange cout Inues quoti.ng , 0 \

3as~urances that diamonds are foreve':r. . "
So ulany e.yes are hard. or bla~~e.<Wl.t1;l hatt'ed
yet at> man.) opnds of (t;teasul:'e~,rock \'t·~vivt.\ 1\

with gz aas and trees lik1,:3 !';\ M('lyan altar -' '..i
t!1ere t e thS,s Wi.ll 'to lcf_fe J1'\ct\len andDcarth,

o . I,,,
I'll ask my question l' . 0" I
", .' can it be f'or gLven 1\
so profligate a p;isoriing ~ ""~

'" of heart and reef? {'
fier,e falJs the. shadow now, . {J ))

" the ground tr(~ble.~~ \1",\
as we tt'e~le at foreknowing buried", -c '!~~~ 1\
deep inside ourselves. t!rey flanks \\
Iicand. about us, a sad b :11 trumpet Ji'ng \.
darkens the air. Ohf He Oppenhe Imer , s
mahout of these coucreco elephants f wh('(:.:hwfiy
now. to escape the \~.lghtni.l~g? !;(t will ~~relx
strl.ke somewhere out of, these LevIng s~eB '" t u
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Like "City Johannesburg"
0)

1972), the poem implores Joh~nnesburg
Mongane Serote's

(Yakha l, f Inkomp,~
""""'_"'I'I"'"'"

i.t\self to listen, .to acknowledge its wrongdcLng and to
I ~

change , Such a radical change of heart and mind may9

as St~phen Gray's poem also suggested, right "the rough
'World" and ave r t wide:;;pread sufiering. The alterna-
tive, whether it ?e successful revolution or continuing'
oppression. wi.ll be ':'to the detriment, of all South
Afr~cans, for this sort of "winning v'i.o l ence" is really

-: JI

tt~ most terri-ble defeat~1 and this sort of llvi'c.tory is
'.. \) DJ

always a disast:'<er". De l.fus persists in mak Lag his
appe~l0 to .Johanneebueg , despIte the' hatred' ~verywhere,
",because '.'U he ~.em.ains' convinced ~f man" s 'essential
8Podness: "there L), is this will to love in men and
ea.r~~It: Nevertheless, he alsQ, remains acutely aware of'
the ~al p?aSibil.JtY~f sbciaL and political cat ae l ysm,
Like 'right. Del ~ .Y,"'bolises thiS. e~~\ntuality by
Qmeia.~ of an eLec tr Lc storm. c In this tl.)ii8e, appro-
priat.elYt the ligbtning will strike rhose vety
embodilltenf s of ~'ESSA wee1th, the huge $re,Y concrete
°buf~!di~g8 'of J~isnnP,8bt.rrg' s bus Lnes s centre. The
imijlicat,lon of such symbolism, mor~p:Vl!rf is that the
l'ig~~tn"'ing 1s directedo6y aoulov'i;ng" God who has finally
lost\'\~ paFi',sn9a ,,\'tith the'; soci~l injustice of
whiteldominatt,'d South, Africa and has intervened in

,)\,' ' 0,. "

hist'Ory on behalf of the 0vptes3ed.. Even more so than'
L\ - , ,l

the prophetic utterance 'of Hope's crazed soothsayer or
o . • D'
~Gtay'e AdaiIlflstor. the po.ss~bility of such action m~st

n (_) \\ <I '- 1_-_,~ ,)be s~en as\B. S9~~ce of intens~ dread ~n the part ofo c' \, ... .

many WESSAs,:(\-118 welle-is the direst of warnings eo them.
e \' J .

, s
o 1\

>')'.'

'\\
" j

0"
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CHAPTER 5

A 'l'RADITIONoOF DISSENT---------
1.

To live in ,South Africa today seems "necessarily to mean
being immersed in' politi.cs: it means being confronted
on an almost daily basts ~y politi(;al issdr;::s and
problems; ~t n'i~ans be Ing forced cont tnuac Ly t(;') make
-pol.dt.Lca l choices and < decisions; ~ and it means being
compelled to ~~nt~ in gene~al from a politj.cal
per spec t Ive , The deeply entrenched racial stratifica'"
tiona or South African society)' the vast: dt.screpancIea

').. 0 . \\

in rights fnd privileges b'etween blacks and whites, t'be
;, . 0

harshly oppr~ssive apartheid system practised by d~('!
Government, the unwavering detE!l:minat.ion of the Africal').
r esLscance movements t heave all ensur-ed that politics
has perieated virtua.lly evet."y" area of li:5e in' South

II 0

Africa and () has become 'in(;ontestably 0 the most
significant aspect of the Q ccmtemporary South African
\~xperienc.e. ~Th~ U!oderp South African exists in, what
Michael Chapman has deftly termed "4 porl:d:.cally
saturated milieu".1

(Ol

'.;'

o

, fi
"Given the cardinal ~mportance of politffr;s in South
African society, any I~on$i~eratipn of" contemporary
~SSAs must attach clucial "J111ue to thefr political

('

(attitudes and accfcns , Ho~ WESSAahave responded to
,'.'the demands of the politica.l situation must influEmce
in a fundamental way all other fe~tures of th~ir"
collective character: Thus. a critical factor in the

ii

crisis, of identity experienced by WESSAslies in their
o

p!'obletU:ltic ,-,political ident~ty', ,I especially their'
inability as a group to commit themselves 1:0 a positive
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challenge th(~ predominant ideas and attitudes of the
maj orit.y of WESSAs i.n particular, and of white South
Afd.cans f.n general.

As will become evident in the course of this chapter t

most if not all South African English poets would seem
to be part of ~his traditio.1 of dissent and to write
from an enlightened, li.beral or radical political:)
pe-t:spective. This examination, therefore, will fOC1.l~~
on contemporary South African English poetry as an)\
expzess Lon of this dissent and an articulation of 'thirl
prcg'res s Ive political orientation. The poetry falls
into two categories \'7hichmayt for the purposes of this
~tUdY1 be explored sepaxaze Ly i

(1) criticisms by the poets of the politiqar
"conaervat.Lsm or apathy of many of their fellow

w'ESSAs in the face of widespread social and
p,')11ti.cal injustice;

(2) crtd.cisms·· by -the ""poets of the inj~; .':ices and
\\ \ \ -.opp·reossiveness of t~~ South Aft'ican\\ political

sy>stem (;/\n gene eal., ~
J \l,

! # d . i f" hi iBefort! procee :f,ngto an exam1.nat pn 0 t. S poetry,~ t

is necessary to vp;:~vide sone urrde rat andf.ng of the
'> l>,~c!q~tound)~e the po l itical attitudes and be l Lef s of

w'"ES"SA:r~
o

(,

t;J

o



245.

2.

An examination, of the political attitudes and beliefs
of WESSAsover the past twenty years means, generally
speakinb, an examination of their attitudes and beliefs
on the subj ect; of apar thef.d, or the enforced separation
of the races in South Afric.a. Without except Lon,
sociological and political studies conducted in the
last two decades indicate that the question of
apar the Ld ~,s by far the most impl')rtant political. issue
confronting 9,ontemporary WESSAs and, indeed, all South
Africans. For examp Le t Henry Lever, :i.n a survey of
recr.mt: pol.it,ical opinion polls J l)inds that over 80% of
white South Africans regard the "race problem" or

~\ related issues as "South Afr!"ca f s greatest problem". 5
',_/ ,

Similarly, Huber and van dar Metwe demonstrate that the
most important issue in South A,iii'~'\canpolitical life is
the ques tLon of ilthe d!=gree to which vari:ous racial

,~> groups ought to be separated by lawn ~6 Arid
o
Lawrence

Schlemmer. in His examfnac Lcn of WESSAs '\trithin South
Af'rican society, concludes that o the central. iC?sue
facil'l.g this country today is that of "relations between

c;-

black and white South AfrJ.cans" and, consequently,
c

"the challeng~ of encowragfng changes in dominant
political, social and cultur~l values leading
Eowards a mor~ creative, equitable. and le~s

c repressive social order.:l7 0~
Given this understanding of wh§t is meant by the i'dea

c
of the political attitudes of wESSAs, it is to b~ notEld

\'
that in general terms their "attitudes diffel':': quite
markedly from those of ,Afrikaners. cAs David Wel6'h has
observed, "every survey of wh1lte attitudes" shows that

" 0
the English are gene\r~lly more li.beral in their racia.1

o

\
\
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attitudes than Afrikanersfl•8 This is not to deny that,
as Welsh goes on to state~ these differences are often
"a diffe:c:ence of degree and not of principle" {YI:"' that a
number Afrikaners share some of the U.ghtened
views of English.9 Nevertheless, as etr~n1c groups,
WESSAs can and ought to be differentic1'ted from
AfrUcaners on the basis of. th, .Lr political attitudes,
and may be tre(}L~ed as a separate and distinct group
within the white pO~t~~ation.

'\ ,"

Even in the (!ontex,t of ,the relatively more enlightened
-~titudes of wi,' ,\;s ~ ther~ exists within the. WESSA

-', I

group a fairly wide range of political orientation.
Noel G~rs~_, points out that, ~r:

~7

"fu the case of both individuals and organizations t

=th,e attit;ud]s of English-speaking Sourh Africans
have spa.nne,t' 'Ha "didest possibl.e spectrum, from

\' /

near lunati~' ,,,ifes~ations of jingoism and racism
on' the right, tltrough a. more or Less orthodox and
ctn8ervat:t:~e centre, "to libe~~l, radical and
c,oDlllunist views on {the left". 10-",

'~ c

Despite titis ringe ~ hoyever, the\\ attit~'a~~ of WE~fSAs
towards the central and paramount, politit:~\, Lasue of
apartheid, or racial. 'segregatton may ~e seen to fall In
general into two main groupings. In the fi-rat place,
as Schlemmer, for example, notes, the''re is wi.thin ('the
W£S~A group li.it lC1]ite aggregate (almost a majority)
whic'h is characterized not only oby conservatism but
also by apathy and political t int'iove~sion'" t' while in

o

the second pLace ,»
-:"~,

"another (hut small.er) aggregat~ of people exists
whi~h is :prvgressive and a~\.ivist people

',~,.'>'i; . '4 - , \\

.: , r'.- ~1:~(2.:,;;.,~~:";':~:-!'~, '.) \\ ,I I

I)
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of Union, and with this the title to rule the
subject races. Generally, English-speaking South
Africans have endorsed the doctrine of w~ite

,,18supremacy.

Christopher Hope makes the point incisively: the
WESSAis

"institutions are continually attacked: press,
uchoo Ls, universities and churches. The outside
influences which he represents merely by being
here ~re resented and where possible suppressed.
And his protest in the face of all this is a
muted, cland~:ptine murmuring. Yet if he is ever
to make a place for himself he will have to
resi~'t. And here:i.n lies his dilemma: how can he
fight the peopLe who abuse him without
jeopardizing the privileges whi.ch bis white skin

\'~\has traditionally ~iven him?"19

The political portrc:J.it which emerges of the majority of
.oj

WESSAsa.ppears, thus" to b¢ of a reactionary and racist
opeople. They seem to be aog-roup content. and even eager

to retain a system based on 0,?pre8~ivet minority rule
in order to share in the material and social benefits
of such a system. They seem unconcerned about the~ n 0

political morality of a system based on racial
discrimination and expl,,:Ltation. And they" se~

"
imdifferent to the political, social and economiw

/"

disadvantages experienced by (,the majority of ~;outh
\.\ . c. II

Africans as thci' result of such a political system. 'i c:o

Yet such a portrait does not provide a ccmprehens Ive
delineation of the WESSAgrpup as a whole.. There has

II tradit.ionally .11ways been, and continues to be today, a

()
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Once more, these views find support from several
empirical studies of cont empoxary WESSAs. For exampLe ,
although T..awrence Schlemmer's resea.rch rEfveals that
only about 15% of WESSAsmay be classifi(~{V clearly as
!~t'loliti,'.ally act~,Ni.st" (that is, the oppcs Lt;e of the

.. (f. 1;"

II ',.. 1 • r " t;; d f' d 1') 25 .pOl.l.tl.Ct1..... an ...:F.OVer ..s e ane ea r J.e!' ,1 'it

nevertheIess suggas ts that "bzoad'Iy on.e-quarter of
English-speak:.tn~?:J xespcndent;s depl?re the .)Katterns of
division and discrimi'!:lat:b:m in ,_'loci·ety"'" .and that
.:i)moS;,t 40% displayed g~~u;~ral characte't'i.stics of
"political pragmatism, cou'~Jl.ed w':L'th a fee,ling for.,1;1 '
socd.aL jtj:~tice.""" Schieriutier's cone Ius ion is that
there may be detected Jtt,tf~! p't"eset'l:~Q of a faitly..,. ':\ .'(\ [) ':

well-fcrmulated SOC(?~~f>$~n\~~ienc~am~ng"a 8ubs1;;Jlnti'!l
minor:tu Ln- the, ;';;'PF, :f,.p.kl}~_"Janguage - group ~ 0 this
concfu~~n is endorse~fc,~.6-Yi,)Huber and van" de~ MenJe Wh/.), "
found t,ha:t.o" a nfairly () largest number "of WESSAp

~" " ~
(appr,oximatel}\,20% of t'he sample) are in fa~,i'(lurof the

\ c;mplete. abC:l~n {~~$ legal, racial }i~egrega\"'l'ol1 a~d
~display a hd.gh t~l~~'t'ance of politi.cal radicalism Ln

.~~ ,

South Af~rica 1 sug~-~~ing once again t.he existence (,I~f .a
.. • "\~. il ." .. ,. , .,if . 29stron~ traditl.cOn at C1ii~sent wl.~hl.n the WESSAgrpup.

Indeed, a numbez of' '~imil~r 'studies of the ethnic
,. u I,

attitudes of WESSAJ5, ,iilcltt4ing those conducted by
Mann,30 Kinloch3l and Lever ,32 concur in :td~p.tj{fying. a
relatively powerful lib'Elral sentiment within t:ht.::vlE$SA

,\

gzoup , one which also rUnE! counter t}L\ the" prevailing
politi'Cal at~i.t~des of ~hite "soqth Afri<Ytf~-")enen~llY.

« \\. '\_ f'---·-'

~ c

It is to be noted, however, th~t this tradition of
o \:_) e

dissent among WESSAs" has had little impact on the
party-political situation ~n South Africa. Given \~t:,be
num~r~cal predomin~nce among th~ whi.te electora~s of
poh.tl.cal conservatives} p&rtl.cularly within ,\(r,,;he
ruli!)g, Afrikaner-dominated National Party, th1.s is

~ CI

o
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'/

perh:aPfl not snrpris:i'.n.g. Even though the English-
dominated political parties - the United Party, the

Q'::"-=Progressi"'v)?Federal Party, and more 'i~atterly the
j?bemoci:atic Party - have a history of oppositi.on to the
I National Party's apartheid policies! these parties have
not. beet:: the only t or even the main, channe Ls for the
articulation of the WESSA traditio,n of dissent.

~ . 0
Rather? libs'ral or radic'al thought among WESSAshas

"J

tended to find expressioncln areas of life not di.rectly
.', 'I

assoc Iat.ed with parliam~mtary politics t but: which
!~~vertheless exert a' significant 'influence on the
politics of this country. These areas would include

\'r the \/ legal profeGsion ar!,d L' the, , ju(1iciary; the
'-' \\ (;:

\)Epglish-llanguage press; .cer cafn sections of th~,
pu'Siul,ess world; the E:-gliflQ....langu~ge· universj.tie}.>~

, the PFedomin"mtly EnglifJh-speaking churches; and such
«,voluntary social organisations as the Black Saah , It

ii\i n these pro'fessi~~'ns, C'j;nstituticns c and orgatii'sa~,ions
that maintain and perpetuate. the value~ I attitudes' and,
ide'tlS of t;:he WESSA traditio\l of.dissen.t, and that ~rve ,\
ii'S a.~ imJo-l-tant

0

source of oppbs ition "to the domi~:ant "\)
poli~ical order" l'hus" Dafld Welsh's studies .of WE§SAe
have confirmed \inert he r~gards as

() 'I ,', I;:

o
Itth~ commonly noted dis<;:r~pancy b~tw:.een the vie'tt1s

..~ of English. chur.ch'D"academic, acudenr , j~rnallst Ii'~~:~~:::t:,~~ffOf the «,gn~-an~~,filememse"s 01: "
r . II

Similarly, both Colin Gardner34, @.nd Guy Butler3S see iJ

the, "party-politir.;;al it'1ef'fecti'\7eness of \.tF.SSAslt as
"

"being' ~~ffset by 'the' t~vvi1si~'ei-ableF",,\influence" )of the
English univers~tie$ churches ;\j: irfrstrief; \ and
newspapers. Jeffrey ButLer, RichArd Elp'~~ck an'a David
". . () . c 'I

t)'Telsh, co..editors ()f ')Dem~!-c._!4k.~raltsm in' South
1/ i'
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Af~ic.?, an eva Luatrfon of the histcry and t'-~ospect of.
liher;;;,l thought i!l this courrcry , would concur with
the!;>e,,'j'n.dgements ~

,(

if
"councarba Lan..;:.ing t:\ie weakneas of liberals in

,0 1 ~.. . lh' d' . . •:to.t."1lla" pO.!..J.t:l..\'!s J.S j; ... el.J: J.spropo:ccJ.",ma ce presence
it'!. powerful and p~stigiotlSil itlsti.tutiotls important
'botb to the pre~~nt: goverti.inent and to any black ...·
domin9-ted SUC.(!~tsor ••• These institutivT"L8 are

/.

conduits of liberal '\,ab~eS to citizens Y~ho~vould
never describe theru:.ielves ,1iS li.beralsH•

II
'/

and tude the leglJ,l profession, \\he press, 0~ducatir.,n,
bus Ineas and the churches. 36 \\ "

,.I~., ~

, .. \\
In additi.otl to these formal. .sect~\I't-s of 50ci1ety, the
WESSA t;,adition of d:;'ssent has also\\been arti!,:,ui1.at:ed in"
th~ work of the -majority of SP\~~h African E:ngl±sr,::
writers, i.ncluQing (JnB.ny. tf '110t l\most. corltempo~~ty
Lnglish-langus:ge poets" 'What this <Ihapter seeks tg' do,)'_

I' II .," ;
therefore. t." 1:0 to explore the ways i~~which receIl~' Souta

" 'I ;"
DAfrican English poe~ry functions ~~ an expref~ion of
the tr~ditiot1 of dis~ent among \\'WES~Ast 'Part~Ju:ta:t"ly in
its criticism ei1:her of the eonse~l~at:tsm ~~{ apa.thy of

, , .//; .'.

ma'fLY WESSAsI 01: of th.;1 i.nJus tii~e. o~/ the ..cJlr:r:ent
p~liticcJ system in South Africa g~'her~'1jiy.
I, I h"

n .
As was the caae with the "poetry o~read1l examined in
the ...previous Chi1ptr~r of this di~;:~:t;rtation, it may be
noted that the 'pr:"~~ed~nts for thp:' tlZadit~.on of dlssen.t
among South African 1-!tt.glish P9~t:S{_:\emezge at the '.rery
vutset. "of E.·.~11sh·'langu.a.ge. p~et;'c activity in th:L\3
countrry , Thomas Pririsle .eit:!s directly against tht:!
dominant political ordet' .;6£ hig, time, and commits,. . ./ .

himself i.n p,is .. "'i,ctry to jan uu¢ompromising opposition
to :i.l,.ju$ti(~e and oppres"j/ion. This opposition, which
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inform~~c,virtuaily all of his :;-:r:i.canpoems, is made
rlowh~re as explicit as in "The Emigrants" (Poems
Illustl:'ative of South A£jf5.ca;. African Sketches, 1970.;
1834~ the. po:';;dates froJ."1fapp?~(.lXimately1828): --

."Sweet Teviot, far\!: thee well! Less gentle t.hmwes
Fat' distant call me from, thy pastoral dale,
To climes where Amakoaa t ~\ "'loads and screama
Invite, in the fair SOlltH, my venturous selL
l'here roaming sad the solitalr~ vale, .,
From native hauntis (land el;lrly \\friends exiled,
I tur;e no 1110rethe string for\\ Scotti?h tale;
Fo:f.lto my achi,ng heart, 'in aC1\~nts ~~ld,
Appeals the bitter cry of A~:"~C·s race ~eviled"

From Keissi's me,ads, from Chumt's hoary' woods,
Ble~'" Tarka t 8 dens, and Stormb~rg t g. rttSsed fells, c~

To "(.>2re Gar~ep pours down h;"s I~sounding floods
Through re~ion~ where the h.J.lntfi\\dBushman. dwells,
That bitter cry wide 0' er .lthe d,f!sert sWf.=llst
And, like a spIrit's voic~i dem\~nds the. song
That of these savage hav:.cr;;sthe\\ story -cells -
A tale of foul oppress:t(m, frau~', and wro'ng,By ~fr~cts sons endur~~ fro~ Ch,istian Europe long.

Adieu, ye la.ys to yo~thful fanc~\ dear I
Let <!arker scenes a sterner 'iTers\~ itlspire,
Whil1a r attune to strains, t:h~lt t'"ra.nts fear
The\I~lIieper murmurs of th~, Br:l.tis\\l. lyre, -
Antil trom a holier altaI: ask the 'fireo
To ;'Rl~int the indignant line with1\heavenly li,ght.
(T1i:oLl:tgh soon a.gain in darkness t(~ expire J )

1114t it oppression's cruel pr~lde::!mayblight,
13" flashing TRUTHI S full bLaae O~~ deeds long hid in night!/,

'\

J

This tradition of dissent continues il1~ tne work of s'~ch
poets a~ Arthur Shearly Cripps (tltR~~surgat" and "The
Black Chri_s'c' s CruS!ade", front African ...y"erse§.J 1939; th{e
poems date from the eaJ;'ly 19008) , 1(.ingley Fairbrid~e
<"M;ygwere. Who Waits Wonderfng" and "l!uriall1,. from ~Jld
Verse, 190?,) , and Ft:anc~s Carey Slat:er (HC,aptive"7=nd
"The ,Return" t from 'QaF1s'Folk (1935);" see" also/ pis
£.illected Poems, 1957). It is given a fresh accentua ...
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tion and dimension in the South African poems of Plamer
and CaIJ1phell during the Voo1:'slag period in the ,19208.
And it is powerfully mainta.ined in the poetry of the
n'war genez atn.on'", in particular Anthony Delius (The
L_§l,SJ:-4?:..vis1on,1959; ll'l;.e B.!.f~M:So~th ...EasterJ 1966), Guy
Butler (especf.al.Iy "The Servant Girl", "cape Col.our ed
Batman" , "The Underdogs" 1 H't-,1}lOever-whatever-you-are",

,.
from ~~J.ecte~_ Poems, 1975; the poems date from the
1940$ ontVal:'ds)? and 418.n Patcp ('fDancing Boy", "To a
Small Boy Who Died at Di.epkloof Reformatory". "Could
You Not Wt"ita Otherwise?*' from Kno~!!!g_ on the Door f

1975. the poems date from the 1940s(:J)nwards).
1/ '

o

Al though it would seem that a tra.dition of dissent in
English-language poetry 0 in this c6untry has exi~ted
from the very beginnings of an EngH ..sh"speaking
presence in the region, it is rhe contention of this
chapter that this poe tLc tradition has undevgone I'l

decisive transformation in the concempozary pel:iod. As
was aga.in ~he case with the: poetry of dread, the
radically alte):'ed socio-political cir~umstanc,e~ of
hodierrtal South Africa have meant tha't a ~ery different:.
kind of poetry is produced J.n opposition to both
political" injustice and WESSAconsezvatrt set. 'Without
repeating unnecessarily the nacure ~~f theae altered
circumstances (alre.ady delineated in detail earli.er in'7 .' . i
this srudy) ;" it may be useful to notre some! of the
central features of the period which B.re particularly
pertinent: ti) the poetry under consideration in this
chapter. Fir,5tly 1 and! most imp(~rtantly, o the
contemporary period hasl! witnessed .~ drastic
polarisation and radicalisl~tion of thought in this
country t 'Which has manife~~ted. itself in widespread
unrest and increasingly desQ~raj::e act ton on rhe part of
the oppressed, and even ~lore brutal and. draconian
measures on rhe part of the .oppceasf.ng regime in order

z\ "

to maintain l:')ower and ccnt rcl.. In the context of this
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escalated political :Vl)lat~R)ity and Cl.Vl.C viole~ce 1 and
the drmhatic erosion of. hun:.i~,rl'rights and liberti.es, the

J

need for determined, e.ffeGtive and responsible
\'-

,_, oppns Lt Lcn has become more'- 1~~,~gentthan eve-r before. r

Horeover, wi.th ',\the radical Harxist ieva.1uat:loi.l of the
souch African politica.J eLt.uat.Lon , and the subsequent
Lf.bern l resp~~~se. the "poriti.cal awareness and under-
standing of opposition groups has become "both

5J heightened and more sophisticated. With specific
"refe't'ence to the WESSAgroup. ,.the rise 1;0 power 1 and to

i') '- U Ii _,virtually complete dominance, of t:~e N~iional Party,
t\!gether with South Africa'.; withdrawal fromu the
Brl,tish Ccmmonwealth, meant that WESSAs found them-

~ - II

sef\';,es effeqJ;:ively in a' position "of ftar~Y-P51iticsl
powe~:leSSl'leS8 ~..;~~thinSouth Africa., an~' uept·Jied of
direct sljppor~, from our s Ide the councry, At least
partly as a result of these quite n.6}tel socLo..poli'tical

','
conditions, the poetry expressing the WESSA tradition
of dissent has become much more urgent in its responJJe
to current eve::!s t much I more sophisticated C' in its
so"da1 and political ana1~Ys:f.s of t~e sitWltion! and
much more varied in the ,\ ideological, nature of. its
"perspective t I:>than any previous English-language poetry 0

in South Africa. I t is a poetry /;which, in ter-ma both
of the nature, of its dissent, as well as its means of

\.~\

expressing that dissent, i~'ites" careful and
comprehensive examination. ,9 j

II

o

C\

CJ

Earlier in "this chapter, it was 9tated that the;>,
ti..hdition of dissent as articulated in contemporary
South(_) African English poetry finds expression in two
central ways. In -the f~~tst place', a number of poets
have offered a sevt;relyl crit:tcal appraisal of their

o

1/
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fellow- WESSAs, in particular theircondemning
countrymen I IS political conservatism or apathy in the
face of t.il'idespreacl. injustice and oppression. In the
second place t many poets have focussed on the current
political system in this country in general, and have
condemned this system in a variety ex trays and from a

/ 'j

variety of perspecpives. In each to t tbt. se areas of
focus, ,the poets ~Y be seen collectively ::5 pa.rt of an
independent:~:!:~~ -minority dissenting strongly from,
attitudes ()then~~~typifYing the ~-1ESSAgroup, and
ther~;) part of the wider traditibn. of dissent within
r.:l!c' contempor~ry WESSA'Sub-culture. 38

1',0

IIAn examination of the poetryc under cOT.wider'iitior~ in
this "chapter serves two" purposes. Firstly., it will
provide, an understanding of, same 'of the salient
·~eatures of th~ attitudes tHild by the ,,~lajority of
"WESSAs• Secoridt~,,~ through the ,revealed ,r,~,ews of the
poets themse.lves , it: will funcf;ion as an, example of .an~ " -
alternative set of' nt~liFudes held by a dissenting
minorit, of WESSAs ~ Th~ examination shcu td , in other
'Words, afford 0 ~~me valuable ins'ights ',.into ,,' both c

'"'"antithet,ica:l sub-sections qif the WESSAg1:0Up: the
t'politital introverts" ~ho" make

o
up the tIll~jOl'ity of

IJlESSAs J as well as the "politically activist" ~"ESSAs
,('who c01!!.prise "a substantial '1 minority" within the

group. 39 !n addf.t Ion., somi understan:llng may be g~ined
of the diffeting th\!or~ttcal positio'(tl within

6.t~ro8,r(;uJs1ve WESSA ?olitical thought, particularly that
betWeen "llberalf~,;jtth~nk:i.ng on othe one hand, and
"rad:.f.cal" .or "hlarxistU thinking on the o,the:!'.

(i

,',

For the purposes of this study, it would be most useful
to focus firstly on the poets' cr:ltique of their fellow
WESSAs.,

,,0
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(1)

The critique offqred by South African English poets of
their fellow WESSAsexamines, in the first place, the
nature and potentially destructive effects of their
countrymen I s political conservatism. It also attempts
to identify and explore some of the major reasons for
this conservatism. As such, it provides a usefully
comprehensive understanding of the political attitudes
and conduct of many, if not thOiS t , WESSAs Ln the
contempqfary period. This understanding goes beyond
the merely sociological in that the poets seek not
simply.to describe the actions or idee£) of WESSAs,but
also to assess and judge them, and to do so through
images and metaphors which are both provocative and
evocative. Unlike other. aocount s of the political
orientation of WESSAs ~ which strive to maintain a
neutral and objective distance, the account gf.ven in
South African English poetry may often be seen as
. actively criticising WESSAs from particular f committed
political PC~itions.

o \~:)
tn the fir~t place, the examin::::ci.onof the nature anti
possible effects of WESSA politiCal conservatism is
exempll!\ied by two specific poems, each writ~::en from a
differen\~ ideological perspective. The first is Chris
Mann's "To My English-speaking Countrymen" (A Worl~
,Their oWn. ed. S. Gray, 1916(), which embodies a liberal
perspective; the second is Kelwyn Sole t s "My
Countrvmen" (The Blood of Our Silence, 1987) f which~ M __ ~_~~ __

offers a materialist, or Marxist, /Jperspectiye. What
seems most remarkable about these poems, howoever, is

o not so much their difference~ ~ but rather their many
similarities, in ~ terms both of vis~,Q,n and of 0

J U
expression.

II
h
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Chris Hannis po~m, J.lToHy English-spea.kin$ Countrymen",
takes the form of a direct address to Mann's fellow
WESSAsand censures them for apathetically allowing
political oppression to take hold in their country.

"vrnether we're pLump,
And stretch the leather of t.he Rand Club.
~vaiting for a chauffeur
To take us from the wine,
Or, skinnier, qlg.tue for the bus
That brings us to ftuburban ~eat,
Respectability rules the clay_ Some
Like Pet.er Brown, Ballinger and Paton,
Saw'the ,.prejudice of one tribe

,;

Turning to a sja,mbq~
.tn, the law, and .threw that
1.'.~~',:tJlewind. Couldn "t there come a year
When we cannot be both c<P
Honest and respectable? Th~Yknew~hat to indaba their beliefs

o At home, inside their heads, '
~,'~asas'good a.f;l sitting down
,,) .pi.cka bone, with death. II

c

MarLn I S poem consLsts of three central elements: an 0

amount; of apartheid; the 'response of WESSAs to
\1

apartheid; and the effects of that re~-ponge. The
starting po~nt of :i2h~ 'Poem,and the context in which it
takes place. is the political system of aparthetd
pr acc tsed 1';I,y the ruling Nationa.! Party in South Africa.
Mann· S "attitude ,towards the apartheid system is
expressed e,~ph4tically and ti.nequivocally in the central

() \
..image of the p~i:em - its \;fentr~litY underline.d by its
position in the poem' tl mid'd-~p stanzas. Apartheid is

(j

seen as II o
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"the prejudice of one t1ibe

Turning to a sjambok
In the law".

In this densely compressed image, ~fann identifies
apartheid not simply as an expre ss Lon of prejudice, but
as a prejudice which has its origins in the ethnic
exc LusLvdty of "one trite", the Afrikaners. Nann is

),

not simplistically' and Lnaccurace Iy suggesting that
racial segregation ~~d prejudice did not exist before
the rise to power in 1948 of the Afrikaner-dominated
National Party. tfuat he does assert is that after
1948, pac.ial segregation took on its particularly harsh
aparJ?~eid character by being extended to all aspects of
~ftal life in South Africa, by 9~:dng entirenched in. the
"laws of ,the land":,,an~ by He~ng.(uthleS~lY and violently
enforced. as the embL'~mof Afr~kaner mi.ght; and control,
th:!l: ;tsj.ambokH t implies. In the light of this central
{~~(;\g*?"the poem asserts that the response of WESSAs to
apar theLd is not simply a queat.Lon of -reacting to
p-rejudice, but of reacting to a prejudice based on a
particularly virulent form of ethnicism. T'1\ accept

'. \)

apartheid, therefore, means for WESSAs submission ~\O
t ,

Afrikaner nationalism and complicity in the politic~)l
policies of the Nat nal Farty. Yet, the opening

"

st;anza.s of the R._oem'suggest that most WESSAs have,
indeed, accepted 8':"iartheid. The difference~ between~ u v

the ','plump": chauffeur-driven I Rand Club elite'~ and the
tI skdnnfex" suburban bourgeot.s fe are negligible: it is
not a matter of rich WESSAs and poor W~SSAtf but rather ()
a matter of (~ich c WESS1JS and very 'ricr~\jEssAs f relative
(t:\ general wealth of the whole South Africsn
popiiUation. Mann's poIne is that WESSAs choos,: to be
"respectable" rather than "honest" because of the
material privileges conferred upon them by apartheid.
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By "resp~~tc-_;;tbilityn, Nann means, in Lawrenc2
Schlemmer'~ ierms, "political introversion": lIa
negative~ apathetic socio-political orientation" which
stresses "minding one f s own business" and "leading a.

quiet, respectable life". 40 Most WESSAs elect to be
politically conservative' and to appe.:~rrespectable, for

.'

fear of jeopardising the benefits' they de:!'."ive from
apartheid. Such conduct Nann finds reprehensible and
he-. .asserts that WESSAs ought instead to follotv the
alternative course of action outlined in the poem;
which he terms "honescy", By "honesty", Mann means
taking a politically active stance against apartheid
and striving to create a fairer, more equftabl,e
political system in South Africll, The poem suggests

(;

that the specific nature of that anti-apartheid stance
"and of thlt new systt:Rn is to be based. on liberal
value-so The referent!e to well-known liberals f such as
Pete!' Brown, Margaret Ballinger and Alan Paton, who
actively opposed the implementation of apartheid,
indicates that Manri shares their political attitudes.
Without becoming embrqiled at this point in the details
of lib,eral:ilsm, it may be prelim.inarily stated, that the
basis of Mann~s liberal stance would be a belief in the
fundamental political rights and freedom of all
individuals in the country ~ as well as a rE;ljection cf
violence" as a means to political ends. For v.~,SSAsGe
be "honest", \l therefore, they wQuld' need to reject:

'1

apartheid, be prepared to ~ive UP their unfair u1tJ.;i;:eria't.
and social privileges,' anti strive peaceru11y yet
powerfully for political Justice in South Africa.

In a subtle yet highly effective wayt MannI s poem,)
conveys the' nature of apartheid, and also the two
possible''' WESSAresponses to apartheid, suggesting that
WESSAsshould follow the liberal. "honest" course of



action, rather than the conservative,
one. Mann needs to provide some

Hrespectable"
just:i.fic;itory

motivation for his assertion, and this he does in the
third element of the poem outlined at the beginning of
this analysis, namely the effects of the ~vESSA
responses. The final lines of the poem stress that
liberals like Paton knew

"That to indaba their beliefs

At home, inside their heads,
WllS as good as si.tting down
To pick a bone with dearhv ,

;':." ~Che fi.rst implication of these lines is that the
at tempt by Ul?-uy WESSAsto be politically conservative
and "respect-~~,~H in ~,rder to maintain their apartheid
privi~eges ,:wil~\ prove ultimately futile, since the
political dissa~~faction and discontent of the
majo;ity of" South '--Af~icans will inevitably result in
violent revolution, widespread death and destruction,

,:.;,

and. con sequen/ \y, ',the et"adication of those ver.y
/ ! 1\

apartheid privileges the WESSAssought to maintain.
The second, and more d:Lre'ct, i.mplication of these final
lines, however, is that it is equ&lly f~trl~ for
liberal WESSAs not to strive actively for the
implementation of their "beliefs" . Simply to hold
these beliefs privately and inactively - "at home" or

''0. ""~t1.sip.e their h~adsH - w~ll achieve nothing, and will
ar'~o certainly not ~'revent the destruction and .deaths
of the impending poH tLca], cataclysm. The poem's final
" image, of picking a bone w-ith death conveys in graphic
terms" not: onlff the inevitably destructiv(' effects of

I)

such inaction. but al.so the uselessly pettifogging
II

character of such a political response. Having
delineated the effect$ of these negative responses, the

262.

\'
~..



263.

final positive vision of the poem is that WESSAsought
to struggle for the libe:cal values of justice and
fairn.ess for all through peaceful means. The crucial
word in this regard is "Lndaba'", an African word 'tvhich
means "nego~iationn, or "discussion", or "talks". The
fact that !>fannhas used an African vernacular term
within an English poem suggests that any political
settlement: Ln South Africa must be non-racial and must
include the interesti"\ of all South Africans, black and
'l,;vhite. The "yord Lt se l f suggests, semantically, that
such a settlement must be achieved through open, fair

"and peaceful n~gotiatiotts, rather than through violent
force. And, perhaps most importantly for' WESSAs. the
fact that Hann has used the word as a verb. suggests
strongly that WESSAs must shrug off their general
apathy and inactivity, and participate act.Lve Ly in the
processes leading towards social and political justice.

\)

Kelwyn Sole's poem, flMy Countrymenn, like Mann's uTo My

English-speaking Countrymen", condemns., the political
conservatism and apathy of cont emponary" WESSAs,though
it does so fro~ a fairly explicit Marxist perspective.
Yet, despite the ideological differences between the
two poems, it is their many similarities which seem
most striking, and Tilhich invite i1:westigation.41 Like

IF _ {/

Mann's poem, liMy Countrym~A"~-Ls made up of three
central elements: an account of the" polf.tical
improbity of apartheid; the responses of WESSAsto
apartheid; and the likely effec·tE; and c,('·...'\equenc)es of

I)

those responses. \ ,~_j

\-;C

"As our. treacherous land spins; now
away frem the sun, and a carpet; of stars
descends on the cold floor

II of winter
a
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"i.'le, separately, yawn
brush our teeth with tile def ence budget
and go to bed without each otihar -
the Hagopa patriarch flung at: Pachsdraai
a clod of crumbled soil;
the cleaner who 111 climb the skyscraper night
now cooks her hushfiUd's supper
already sick with ciredness
and old and power£~_'nJ men
sucking their thumhs in sleep, one hand curled
round the cuddlesome security of the ~~omati Accord,
faces blissful
and the rest Df us
the many lessons we haven't learnt
the courageous stands we never tooktge synapse between pain and knowledge
or ourselves, our nerve ends bathed
in aCI~tylcholine and history

o
wher.e fate plays roulette with our skin
(but we daren' ,t; call it russian)

my countrymen

of the howesPUn;>h?peful v.i~}io.ns
we wear as undel-~.ar this season

()

our night has,",vcomeagatn"
o (~-;

> /' ,'Il

The poem, liKe Mannt s , has as It,~,::;~~,fRcalpoint the
,. ~ ,_... ( j

,."apa.rtheid syste~~· of South Africa. Here the issue of
'_.- ,.l1 o

(~~parr:heid is Lntnroduced itnmedi.ately and explored Ln the
(~:::openingstanzas of the poem. In .. the first instance,
South Africa, .unde'r the apartheid system, is seen as a

. 0
"treacherous Land'", a. point illuminated metapho~ically
by the setting of the poem durf.ng winter, with its
conventional connotations of the coldness and frigidity
of a country where people are forc·ed to live
tI,separatelyn. The poem then examines t'Q,e nacure of
life under apartheid frotll the opposite exttemes" of

I--

oppressor 'and oppressed. The plight of the cppzesued
is ex~mplified by the sufferH~g of those f like the

Q
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Magopa patrr l.azch at Pachsdraad , who are subjected to
fort'~ci xemoval,s , and by the sickening fatigue 0-;: those,
like ,the skysc raper cLeaner t who are compelled to work
hours at menial tast.s in order si.mply to su:rviV'e.
Implicit: in both these examples at;'e instances of the
~Ytnfair privileges enjoye4 by the oppres~ors: the
social pq'wer to force. people to leave their traditional
homes and live elsewhere; and the economic power" to
bui.Ld e:qJ(;usive and luxnrio1.ls skyscrapers while many
people b,~,;>ely earn 'enough money to buy food-, 'l?he

, opening st;~n~as also Ldent i.fy the milita.ry strategie~1
,~,employed '\,l~jt~the ~t~ im defence of its interests,
through r~\f~;rence'" tOif~~\the defence budget If and the
Nkom~ti Acci~~rdt ao noni~ggreSSiOn '.treaty between South
Africa and Mozambiqqe. The implication is that true
"secur t ty" ~\s to be round not in, the militaristic
defence of apartheid, but in the creation of <i just an,~
eq~~tabl~ ,po~,tttical order.
1//' ('~o:'

=: h
Having defineated im.pre~sionisti~llx the (),pposit;;e
political poles of the powerless. oppre~~l':d majority on
the one hand $ and. the OJ all-powerful, oppressiveo
'Government on the other t the poem then turns to a
consideration of "zhe rest ib£ us". By HUSH in this

~
context, Sole means those. of his countrymen who are
neither aut omatLcal Ly part' of .the opp-ressed noz th.e
oppressing, and who thereftfre are confronted by a
choice of responses to the problem p£ 8?artheid. Such
countrymen would seem particularly 'to "be Sole' £, fellow
WESSAs ~ who, as tJ1 Mannf s poem, have the choice of
adopting a progressive and active p€ift:ical role or a
conservat Ive and" apathetic one, Sole, once more like

il"··C":·::l

Hakrl't ;') is only too aware of the politi(!a.l ptisill~nimity
" 'I

and' indifference which characterises the majority of
WESSAs : r.~'

--:;::: ,i'~, \.-;

I'.'
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;
'''tt'Ic many les:,ons 'we haven ' t learnt
tjhe courageous stands we never took
;,ths! synap se 'hetween pa Ln and kno~jledge
.r~ li: • bIdf'....·n:: ourselves, our nerve ends ' at: re

fin acetylcholine and history".
if

/1,
'I

Th~ weari.l~9' pe s s Lmds tLc tone of the Li.ne s , reinforced
by/ the negatives of "hs..'Tent tit and "nevex'", emphasises
, /1 -.-,
h~1w conservative and, t.1!'l.enterpri.s"i.ng most WESSAs have
ble:n on po l.Lt Ica I Lssues , By nega ..iv€: implication,
rO'~:':\'I!::';:~'the s tanaa also suggests the cour so of action

o

/)ilE::.:sA~~ought to pursue. They ought to l('~rn' the
II

/ If'!'~'':\:;-ns()f history and act couragecus'Iy in the ight: of,;i those les/pons. They ought to bridge the gap be.tween
f mere pa~~ or fear, and knowledge of rhemse l ves ,
i ackno~ledg>:f.ng in the 'process the fundamental fact ofl .. '.1 the similarity between themselves and "the rest of their

c, I fellow South Africans. And they ought; , in pazt LcuLa'r,
~ to yosirnilate the Marxist idea of ttr3 alterabirity of

J
"history", and so come to understand that they can play
a meaningful role in the unfoldi.ng political. and
~1istorical process South Africa.

ell
fI,,

c

(J

In a manner again reminiscent of Mann's poem, "My
Countrymen" moves from tht s account of apartheid and
th('-) possible" WESSA responses to apartheid to a

;~".~deR~ction ,of the pot~ntially disastrous consequences of
WESSA conservatism. In, the first Instance, ~he WESSAs I

attq,mpts to defend their race-based privileges through
polil't,,-ically conse'rve t Ive action or inaction seem very
ill ...advised and haaardous . The 'ide~ of fate plr(''ing
'CO\llette~\ with IlESSAs i' skin s';ggeats t.h.at WESSAracism
is likel~ to baGkfire to the extent that a whitp. skin
ma: prov\, to be most disadvantageous hl a, post ..
revl,lutlon Souch Africa. The ir.wlicit reference to

'I russtili1 roulette sugges 1:S not only the dangers of
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cont'Lnued WESSA racism, but also. that a true solutiop.
for South Africa r s probV;,ms is to be :found in the
values and spcia.l <theories propounded by So'lfiet-style
("russianU) Marxism. Aga;in, without becoming entangled
at this point in the details Marxist social thought,
So;t:~would seem to be '~uggesting that in addiction to
the ~Jlftensi'lfL of political rights to all South Ac~ricans
(which Mann .caLl.ed for), there would need to be a
fundamental redistribution of wealth, the nationalisa-
ti~lt of most of the economy, and the elimination of the
exp}5>itetive economic and social practic.es m~tlilled in_'"
the second stanza. The final lines of the poem
reiterat.e the warni.ngs already advanced, assert,ing the
,.futi~ity of tl" "false Recq~-;it~l' 1 which 80 many
WESSl\s bel'iEfve - "the homespun ",hopeful visions'~ t'h,4F;"
white supremacy ':'~).ll laiif. perpetually. For st4h

c WESSAs_ the 1f~em predicts the return of the~r "night",
implying both th!:! darkness of their political ignorance
and aLso their inevitable politica\t extirpation.

"
Chris 'MB.t}nf 8 "To My English-~peaki.ng Coul\j:rymenl~, and
Kelwyn., s.(r1e' s !1"{y Countrym~~nH clearly deal with V~ty

similar subjects, but a~e written from the differing
i.d~clogical perspectives of liberalism and Ma):'xism

c 1\" . \\
r..espectively. The .)oifferences between liberal and
~1al.·xist ideoLpgies ought not to be underestimated~'\ In

., ,.1

contemporary South Africa t th.ese diffe:ren,ces have been
,:the source of unich ac;rimor4.Y not only ..,between Wl)liters,
or between li.ta:;ary critics 1<) but in ;J:he widf.!r((social
and political sphere between all those ofs differing
progress,ve pol;ti,?al po~J.tions Wh;D ar.e involved in
seeking \\solut:ions to this count ry ' S problems. 43
Nevertheless, it may be regarded as encouraging to
note, ~ in an examfnat Ion bf zhe two poemf' under
consideration, that desp~te ~hei.r·) idec)ll:)gical

If.r

, I
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discrepancies, c:here is much common ground between
them. For example, both poems express an ar t tcul.ate
anger and disgust not only at apartheid generally, but
qpecifica.lly at those WESSAl)'!_who have overtly or
covar t ly accepted apartheid. Furthermore, poth noet;s~ ..
are .. willing to acknowl.edge their dwn compfi.citf~;·l as
WESSA~;,in apartheid - howlever' par tLai (\1: l'.roited that
complicity may be ._ by the:i.r use of the personal pIuzak
pronoun, Hwel1f throughout the poems. Both poems,

Z)

moreover, concur in their vision of the inevitabLy
df.sastrrous consequences cf continued WESSApolitical
conservat fem, and both convey this visi.on by means of
similarly;? genera.l:tsed J~m.agery. Mann through the
personification of ndeat:h;~,. ((Sole through the metaphor
of the fa:tl of "n tght;"; In both. poems t {the image-ry
suggests the universality i,and ineluct:;bili.ty of 'i such
"disaster unless st.eps are taken to avoid it. Indeed, (J

it is only in the" question of what particular 'steps to
take that the poems qiffer too any degree. Naturally f

the ideologica.. uarure of the" solutions to b~ offerei
to';;' South" Africa t s prob Lams is importan"t. 0 These two
\' a 0

poems, however. as examples 1f an analysis of the
political attitudes' of WESSA.~ may su~ge(\ ': ,that the
'distan(.!e between liberalism and Marxi'Jt1I. is" not
necessarily as great as is often supposed. And .the

Q

poems may also suggest, ther~fore, that theri! is ..3. good
deal of. scope for much closer cc-opE!ration. betW'ee'r~
libe:ral1:t and Marxists generally in the wider and
czuc ',ally important struggle facing both pa.rties: the
struggle against apartheid.

o 0

o

'rhe critique of the politica.l attitudes held by the
majority 0 cJESSAs, offered by "·'tets Juch as Chl'is Mann
and !{elwyn Soli', would seem to provide" 'i1 conc Lse and
precise understanding of those attitudEis. Mann and



269.

"

Sole are not;, however, the only' Soutih African English
poets to have examined the attitudes and actions of
their fello\-;T !ivrESSAs. A number of poetis have made a
severe critical appraisal of their countrymen a central
concern in their poetry. In partioular, while Mann in
"To Ny English ...speaking c~untrym(Llff and Sole in "My
Countrymen" suggested briefly some of the underlying
ceascns f9l:' WESSAs11; polttical censervatn sm or apathy, a
number' of other poets have explore~ in :t'aeher more
detail the nature of, and the r~aso~s fort the

)-J \_/

particular form of conservatism or apathy'displayed by
m.any c~emp'orary WESSAs. c

<,

Christ"Phe~ HCi_pe is one poet who' has Jbcu~,sed
frequently and in detail on thrr political conduct and,
attitudes ()f WESSAsand ~who has attempted to reveal .the
underlying motivation for such conducg, In his poem,
HThe Old Men a.re Coming fr.)~ the Dutban Club" (fape
Drives, . 1974) t for example, Hope concentrraties on the
highly '~ffluentc ~~mber~ of t.he elite Durban Club as

Cl

\ extreme ~xNnples of the sort of politica.l indi~ferenlZ~
,\ which oharacterises Wll.."SSAsociety in general: o o o

II II ~

"Afte;; lunchii:.g agreeably but not too well,
The o~d men are coming from the Durban Club
Breat~li'hg easily and just nicely full.

<.

They pass the Natal Buf.Ldd.ng Society
And the Netherlands Bank I')

Where the tellers are giving out money.

They pass the phth'isical hag who laughs
By the wall of the'Protea Assuranr.:e Company
And coughs her difficult cough.
The old men I s bellies show like ",hales
Above their waistli1iieS, their eyes
Are oysters, their lau,hs ar:~ sna;ils.

You'd never say that before dawn each sits
On. a lav6.tory seat, expensive trouser s
Around his ankles, and hawks and spits.



'~,

~10.

Long';after the drinkel:s have left their pubs
And sat down. at their desks again,
The old men are coming from the.Durban Club."

ltUTs not the 'R,rosperity R~!. s~ of the old men that
Hope condemn'S1 but rather their cal.Lous indifference t.o

(_)

the pover-ty and suffering which surrounds them in South
Afric.an socf.etry , Sbtch indifference is' made all' the
more rep rehens tb l,e Ln view of the vast rliscrepanci':1:s in
wealth between the old men and the majority of South
Africans. The poem dramatises "".1s indifference. by
revealing the old ment s shameless abiLi.t,y to ignore
completei.y "£ht phthisical hag" begging on the street
<)uFsil,e the Club. ~""en thOugh. t.he~ have just enj-oyed a
full and satisfyin~ mea L, The poem moves beyond a) mere
description ~f the 'dld menI s callousness, l~oweve;t;, and
suggests that at least part of the r~B,~&n for their
ca I Lousnes s, lies in the fact: that theh~ ;~~a.lth is'

(') ,,'.-:> .

derLv~& from the ap~rtheid syacem. They t as whites.
\,\ c ,

have full find easy access to> the banks, "Where t.he ,
tellers are giving out money", and can therefore affor.d
d~.'e be~fit!; 'Of lithe P170tea Assurance Company", whose
pat:,&iotic .. name signals its exclusively white member-
d~: "

snap , Conversely, the hd'g, because she is presumably
non-white J has no recourse "to the aid of such
'institutions. The old men1 like the WESSAs in t;ann IS

"To My English-speaking Countrymen", have chosen a
course of deltbe~aJ:e political indifference to the

c:

injustices of ap t~ej,d in order theft they may continue
to enjoy the mater-ial advantages of such a system. The
very names of the banks - "the Nat;J.lBui~.ding Society"
and "che Nethe lands Bank" - JlUggest ~lha\c,?Jlusion of
WESSA and Afrikaner 'Capital respectively in the.
development ~f the apartheid econo~y. Hope's manifest
diJsgust at th~~ld ment s inhtUllanitl:-l~ conveyed ·through
a series of images in which they are likened to bloated

\) ,I

(1
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v1hales and slimy snails and oysters, and in which they
are pi.ctnrred sitting on lava, pry seats, ha~>iking and
spitting, w~th their thin veneer of rl~spectability
utterly stripped away. Yet Hopet s criticism is not
aimed soLely at the very affluent WESSAs. The
impl:i.cation of the fi'nal st.anaa is that the political
indifference of the old Club members is shared by the
majority of t.JESSAs. The aV8~,:,aget midqle-class dr inkexs
may not be as wealthy as the old men, but they too, as
vlhites, enjoy the unjust advantages of the apartheid
svs ternJ and they, too, it stilems, are concen t to ignore
tbe .suffering of those like t:he phthisical .hag in order
to maintain those advantages.

"\.

!'.:.

Hope.' s objurgation of WESSA political apathy continues
in poems like !fAt the Country Clubll, "In the Middle of

I

Nowhere" and. "Black and White" ~eacheslf (all in the
C I! ','

collection In the Co-qUtr;yof tpe Black £1&. 1981), hut
finds its most extended exprcs.~i~n in the darkly
.ee;,tirical lINotes for Atonal Blues" (,!!!,,_:~Jfre Countrx 'o1I
~_l)e Black Pig t 1981). Here, in a sequence of thirteen
loosely connected v~rse paragr~,phs , he exposes the
hypocrisy, plutolatry and superficiality which Sf!l!msto
characterise most of WESSA society.' With a satirist's
eye fo,r detail. Hope, holds up for ridicule WES~As'
crassly materialistic obsession (with expensi}e cars and
houses, their aimless leisure and h?gh society

cr-

desipience, and their paranoid insecuri'ty and shallow,
,Lnsincere gui 1t , Once again, however t Hopef s purpose
is ,~not to condemn affluence or political conservatism
in and of themselyes. Rather, his concern is ~o
demvnstrate howWESSAs,~p order to maintain the unfair

'.<.\

privileges bestowed upon them by the apal,'theid system,,'
have elected to pursue a path of political indif-
ference.' At strategic points in the peem, therefore,
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the xeasons for t.JESSA apathy are made starkly clear.
The thii:d verse paragraph, for exampLe, bluntly states
WESSAs'convenient acceptance of official mendacity:

"Truth always lies, our civil servants tell us,
in the next suburb but one. Official
inquests are. the funeral of truth."

The ninth paragraph macab re Ly focusses on t-lESSAsI
affluent unconcern with the horrifying facts of state
brutality and repression:

tfBeside$ the magnificent view, they say
that from this spot, when the wind
is right, on quiet afternoons you can
heax the screams of men being put to
The Question". '

Hopef s final point is, once more, that WESSAshave
opted for the wrong courze of political action.
Instead iff using their politica.l and economic
pl:ivileges to fight apartheid and t3eate a fairer t moce
equitable society in South Africa, they have chosen to
engage in a futile a.nd des crucctve war of attritipn
against the underpriv.:tleged, the battleground being the
affluent) white S'dburbs themselves:

"Barbexed Lawn, bocve.red court, sanitary
pool. Or put another way - having t s lovely
but the upkeep kills you. The largest
rosegarden cannot wlthsta.nd the apldd' s
hunger 9 Only remember trh.is, 'While
stocks last and wherevt:'!r grass is mown,
the roots are woven tf.ghtly and dug
in for rha duration. H.,

\\

(\

Like Hope. Francis Faller is only too aware of the
hyp.oc.risy, and superficiality, and even, perhaps t

ae Lf...deception which permeates !¥iSSA society. In l'At

!I
I'
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the Restaurant" f~eather Words, 19(6), he uses a subtle
form of. irony to corrosive. effect in exposing the
preached but unpzact Lsed altruism of many t~ESSAs. In
the poem, a WESSA couple discuss over an expensive
dinner, among other thil1gs the "duty" of white.s in
South Africa, yet they l:emain essentially unt roub led by
the hugely unjust pl.:·ivileges which they enjoy, or by
the suffering of the victims of oppression:

;...-!.,.

, "~~en we leavey wetll suck f~'~.mints and window-shop,
avoiding .aLl the omens of ''l.:.,)e :>treet: the smell
of violence, the torches prodding huddled aliens.
the starving wind. '>1e'1l skirt all these, go h:;:;:'me,
and sleep." .

I~;

In similar fashion, Stephen Watson has pOinted an
ironic contrast between affl~ent WESSAs self-
indulgently pursuing lofty spiritual ideals. and
pove:rty-~tricken bLaeks desperately striving to meet
basic t bare needs, in '1Years" (Poems 1977 -1982 t 1982):"

..~

"Time of contradictiQns~ot servility in the well-manured suburbs
where the bloated hungered for ideas

, of the soul;
of clamour in the" locations
where their SerV8.11tshungered for food; ••.
living corpses bloated on beer and fat meat,
and lean brains growr. loveless and hungryfor blood.H

,~,

The shallow hypocrisy and apathy of affluent WESSAs
has, in fact, formed a recurrent theme ,in South African
English poet.ry, and has been treated in varying degrees
of detail by a large number of poets, including Robert
Greig i,ti "Suburo rama'", HJunior Executive" and "Par tLes"
(allCiin Talking ~ull, 1975), Sheila Roberts in "Clifton
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Sketches" (Lou's Life and Other Poems, 1S,77), Hik~
Nicol in "New Men" (Among the Souv'enirs, 1978) and
Chris Mann in such poems a.s "I:ortrait of a Director of
Compam.es" (li'irst Poems, 1977) and nMr ~forgangeld and
TwoWomen"(New Shades, 1982).

In addition, .several 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 WESSAsof all descriptions.
In poetn~ like "Sunday, Sunday ~ Sunday" an~.i:s'~~ll!'ning in
Durban" (both in Walking Thropgh Our Sle~.E.' ,;1974), he
invei,.gbs bitterly agai.nst those bourgeois WESSAs who

I')

place their own trivial suburban comforts over socf.al,
and political justIce, whereas in "A Modest Proposal
for the Universal Benefit of Mankind" (Walking Throusl'.!

~\Q~r "Sleep, 1974), he turns big attention to conserva-
!J'tive WESSA leaders in universit1.es and government. In'
this 1,1;ter poem, he employs a crude language of
insults, expletives and blunt demands to convey 'not

/1

only his anger \,and disgust at the political wickedness.
of such WESSAs but also his :J.mpatience lI..\tth their
continuing le'adership Ln socie.ty:

ltThese old men are gold-toothed anima.ls
with a gigantic noise
in their bowels before they die

",with the great words of great men
U on their lips.

We 'i.nsist that they disappear.
The.y eat too much. They use too much air.They take up too much space.
This profound conservative rabble
occupies chairs in universities and seats
in par~iament. straddle-legged they spreadthemselves out.
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They enunciate with vio:.at lips and turbid eyes
seven times seven cornmandmentg.
They wtite books which make us puke.
Wheydo these men still stand in the market,
rubbish bins, tva.iting to be emptied of words t

shop-soiled, mass-produced litter?
Prize-wim~ing block-heads with Ph.D. s ,
They don't understand the simplest things,
lik..:; love or laziness. It is time
that they grew speechless
fer want of an ars€! and a mouth
after all thE%,fl')mch they have created. H

\.-.:.~.-.,

In r.ather different fashion, Wopko Jensma, in a poem
like "t-iiddelclass HighlifeH (A W(,rld of Their Ownted.
S. Gray" 1976), has ridiculed ~he materialism and
gimcrack amorality of auburban WESSA gigmanity.
Utilising the diction and rhythms of the blues, a
delibera.teiy pro'letaria.n idiom, he Lampoons th~
pretentiousness of the middle classes:

e"ol soul brochezv.j ones next. door - yes he
has dough
a split-Ieve'1.-house (I

has" dough'
backyard barbecues
has dough
books he dont rea4
has dough
a swimming pool
has dough
antique furniture
has dough
original paintings ,;::::.
has dough
etcetera etcetera
an mowshis lawn \asleep in \,a deck-chair"

.\ d (\

Despite its jaunty style and wittily coli\~qvfal
\.

flavour, the poem has a serious edge. It serves B~ )

subtle yet insistent rem:tnder that the majo'rit-';r(\
South Afri.cans do not; hav~ "dough'", that there' is
little sense of "brorherhocd" between the races in this
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country, and that while WESSAslike the one described
in the poem can ,vastefully neglect their luxuries 1 many
other South Afric~hs can hardly afford the. bare
necessities. Seen in the specific socio-political
conte~~;t of contemporary South Africa, the poem seems
less a light-hearted dig at meretricious WESSAsuburbia
than a scathing cri*~}tcismof WESSAindifference to

;. \

widespread social inj~ tice.
:..,!

But perhaps the most disturbing view of v.1ESSA political
apathy is provided by Peter Wilhelm in tlJohn Harris
Bombs Johannesburg Stq.tian") (White FIO'tv~~rs, 1977) •
Wilhelm takes the :incident in 1965 when John Harris in
a confused act of s~botage planted and detonated a bomb
in th~ Johannesburg railway station, as the starting
poInr for an exploration of the severely deleterious
effects of sustained '~~ESSAapathy:44

"Ri.ver's become bor der s but !Ifr;e do not care,
Strong disaster's inflame our rigid minds.
Nowour images are glass and ml5t~
glass and dustbelon:g to crimes.
Rivers become b9rders but we do "not care.

;,

o

Who can live in this brutal land ("
Where all beliefs descend to the beast?
Whenprisons 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'escape from the fear
That poisons the roots of all things?
When rivers beccne borders and we d4Jnot t'.;are
Then what can rile. do to escape from the ''beast
That f~eds on the roots of e~l things?

</ II
Ii

CJ

The terrifying proposition that the poem advances is
that after years of political indifference, W'iSSAsI
moral sense has atrophi.ed to the extent that not even
the most brutal and insane acts of vtolence in their

~,
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~11 (ii)

\\ The WESSAtradition C;;i dissent i as articulated in the,
,,' \ work of a large number

o
of S01..1th,African El~lish. poets I '

\l\I,!, involves not .onLy a reaction against t and criticism,cf t

the prevaili'ng conservative or apathetic P?l.itical
attitudes of the majority of the members of t1leji-:WESSA
"group; it also involves a. compxehens Ive ponffetilnation

\\of the cur rent political sy~tem in South' Afr'ica in
gen~'ral.' 'tn a variety" of w.i}s and from a variety of
differing perspectives, South African Eng1.is1~ poets
have provided g.<~:,$tern -aud , ~xpli~it denutlciation of

~,..--.:-' '.' " '~. +'.
South Africa t S apartheid policies. The rest of tnis n
chapter atms to explore the vard oussways in which these
poets have criticised the current: oraer t as well a~ the
various perspectives from, which they have done so."

J):',
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very midst can stit them into a moral
sense of political morality has become
sense of justice so paralysed,

Their
their.

response.
so numbed,
that not' even

nation-wide br.ut':Jli1t:y and "Strong dd.sast.er s" can Lnduce
them to care. Hilhelm's use of strange, incantatory
rhythms and e18men1;al, apocalyptic imagery cotrvey s a
fetkling blank, h4)rrOr not: so much at events ;/'taking
pl ace :'i.n South Af:r.i~~a,but at the moral anoasd s of most
WESSAsin response to such events. The final horri-
fying implication of the poem is that it is directly
because "we do not car'e" that there can and will be 110
"escape" from "th!i! beas I: I That feeds on the roots of~~ ,

all things". It'.!~.>·yery real sense , ~,t would aeem that
for coutempo~ar1 WESSAs the wages of political sin is,

~ (;indeed t death. ,_,'

o

o

As,Jeremy Cronin has pointed out t it would be diffic'ul1;:
to "find any South African English poets who openly and

!)

I'\\
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(~)

enthusiastically endorse the apartheid system in their
writing.45 1'his is not to say, however t thgt all
English-language poets in this country ha.ve made
political anal.ys i,s or protest a predominant or even

, ,

zacur-rerrt 6~Alcern in their work. Several poets have,
in fact. wrTIten little or no :p~oetrythat could easily

j .. \

'~e categorised as pojj.tical. Douglas Livingstone. for
instance, frankly disparages what he terms "Polit ...
L· ,,46 d .h . l' k f .~t J an esc ews ~n u s war. a treatment 0 narrow

(,

political specifics. Other poets, such as Ridley
II

Beeton: Peter St~:-auss andti Michael King concentrate
mainly on personal and private concerns rather than
more general, social issues J so that political themes
are creaeed, if at all, onLy in a tangential or
'Lncidental manner. Other poets still, such as Michael
,'Macnamaraand Robert Berold, tend to focus tbeir wo'rkQ . .,

through the filter ,!"of the ,philosophical and
• /I"

psychoanalytical respectively~ rather than the strictly
\-'f

political, with the r~sult "that str1tf!F1Y political
concerns emerge, if at all, in sr~Osidia.~1 forms. The
debate over whether poets, particularly poets writin~
in tho Sout}."African context of political injustic~,
have an oblif'llion tC) Gwrite p1:otest" and resistance

l 'J "

opo,et:r.y, remain!:(',a heated and unresolved one , Powerful
argu~ents have been p~oduced by both s:f.des. On the one

.: .~. ~
hand;' it is argued Ct'tlat they:e is an urgent mo-ral need
for commitment in com6atting oppression, for solidarity
with the oppressed, and for a contrlbut\?tl. to be made. J

however appaxent Ly insignificant, towards libera.tion.
On the other hand, it is argued that the primary and
principal values eJ be uphel.d 'are those of artistic
autonomyf the freedom of expression, and the right of
individual choice. The deba,te clearly cannot be
resolved here once far all. Pernaps the most practical
interim position is ~ maintain a. 'dynamic. balance

r_,
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between the idea. of the usefulness and effec.tiver.Less of
art in combatting political iEljustice on the one hand,
and on the other tihe need to avoid becoming cultu:::,c.l.l1y
oppressive in the at.cempt; to for.ge collective ar" .scf,c
resistance to ir.justice. It would after all seem
equa LLy i.ncomplete and destructive either to assert
that ,41rt can ever be totally separate;? from the
socia·political circumstances in which :i.t 11.8 produced,
or to assert that t'h.e only relevant: or meaningfl.1.1 art
,i,!3 t~la.t :which add'reaees specific poli.t:~cal Lasuea and
'~h.:~\lti'l conforms to certain pxecencedv ideological
formulae.

In thl:! light of 1:his debate, it is: necessary to
~mphas1se that this IJtudy will, examine tJ,'le poetry under
consideration not' :Erom any' ideologici3.lly motivated
literary critical pClsition, but rather as part ()f the
task of understangipg the dil~mmas a~d respon€;es of
contemporary) WESS/4,~ as these, a:ce" ¥rt:b*ulated through

__ .the medium of South African English po~~try. Aa., such,
II ~'tniso study will attempt to Pt'OVidE~!1 an .ob}ective

II synoptic .account; 01: the kinds of P9ilitica}i :poetry
0, it

p:coduceq by contempc:,rary South Africatl ilEngli~h poets,
wtthout evaluating t~hei~;,~"pontent from l~rior political

Ii
per.spectives. :1

I

,)

In. pro'\doing this s'~nopsis of' the "poe~it'y, it beccmea
apparent that ()ver: the contemporary l?~)riod two ma.Jor

'I

'~forms of politically charged poetry e~~erg~: In co the
first place ~ th~re is a "Marxist" 011

1
Bmater:Lllisttl

4- '
1\ poe,:rtfr", I whose poU.tical content co't'l1!esponds .fairly
II cLose.Ly to" the 11,~rxist or;, materia1!ist (or even

if
I[

-,

i '

rev:f.sil;)'m,tst, or radibal) school of thinking which came
•

to promtnence in So~th ~,frica 1:1 the late 196G's and
I

1970s. And in the s.~cond pLace, a large b. .y of poenry
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exists which tends to be, quite het::~rogeneo11S in style
and thought, but whose political content app'roxdmaties
roughly to the general sense of liberal values espoused
by the majority 'iJf politically progressive WESSAsin
the r'ecent; period. wl1ile there are C6::.:;- in poLnts .of
oncur rence between these two groups, anc, .;.lhile the:r{'.

is 0 degzee of heterogeneity vlithin rhem , they may for
the purposes t». this study h:t~ treated separately and as
two distinct group ings , This study will begin wi.th an
account"o£ the Harxist group"

(a)

In"orderro gra.s:p the essential elements of the Marxist
or ,materialist -poet ry of contemporary South African
English poets, it is necessary to have some
understanding of th~" rise to prominence in the late
1960s and 19708 of Marxi.st. thought as an Lnt.el l.ectuab
force within the Wi~SSA group. "In the yefJ.rs following
tihe victory ,pf the Na.'tionaI Party in the 1"948election,
white opposition to that party's apartheid policies had
tended to be focussed gi!nerally through th~Jprinciples

'and values of l:i.be~alism. In broadest outline J such
",

liberalism either took t·!:s~ rither diluted form as
practised by th~; official '"opposition United ;Party or
was more strictly and rigorously applied as in the
policies of such more margin.al groups as the Liberal
Party. During the 19603, however, liberalism, as a
coherent ideological force, came under hei~htened
pressure both f:~om an i.ncreasingly repressive
Government as 'well. as from ever more -radicalised
oppos Lt ton;: mov;'mel~'ts. In

i.'

clampdown LmpLemerrt.ed by roche
Sharpeville massacre and the
struggle 0.,'; the ANC!and PAC,

the mas$iv~" security
Government following the
commitment to the armed
li.beralism began to seem

o

(I
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an ineffective and even iJ'lappropriate basis for working
towa':\;~:3 social and political refor.m.;::}? Liberalism's
opposititma.l sttategies and tnethods l( simply seemed
p(Ywl~rl(;!ss in the face of the incrE~asingly brutal
eppz'es s Ive mechan Lsms of a Government which appeared to
have scant regard £or B,\H:;U the most basic of human
... . ,. . . . 48 " .
rl,ghts and C1.Vl.CIJ.bertl.~s. At the same tLme~ a
significant ,:number 9£ intellectuals and political

(:,','

conmentiat or s began to question the validity of t,ne
liberal analysis ,of the South Africa'll, ~1 politt/cal
E.iituation.49 In the classic liberal account, 171was
argued that the root' of the aparth-eid evil was r~cism
,:.;hich could be 'count ered either by all-owing full and
unfettered sway to fr,ee enterprise mar1r,et forc~s, or by
the strir.gent application and ma:iJttenah(l'...'-e of human

~,O rights f or by <! cnn8::d.Itatiol1 'Of these two principles.
Now it began to ,bE:l argued, C1 firs~ly, .that capit~li.sm,
far f rom serving to undermine and ev~nt~ally destroy
,;9.partheid, in fact: worked in many way~ to support'
apartheid and acted in collusion with" apartheid to
perpetuate whitp. political and ~conomic supremacy.
Second Iy , it: was" argued that the .J ibera.l emphasis on.
ht~Vtan rights and civi.c liberti~s, so far as these were
"striven for within the "prevailing system and laws of
th~ land, would pr!Jve use Les a in breaking down that
~istem·or alter:ln~ chose l~ws which were unjus t ,

" .~

"

('

1p pi.ace of the tra~~,tiCinal liberal diagnosis of the
apar thef.d problem, this new school of thinkers argued
for the validity of the "'Mar",,:st paradigtIl as a. way of
understanding the South AfT'1;;an political system and
combatting it. l:p', brief, it. was a.sser~ed that
oapit~lism se'CvC'!9,('::~~vertly to mai.ntain the ~'t~tus 9'!!2.
and so had. to be :r:ejr4aced as an' economic system by one
based upon the cLas sLes s t socialist community which

o
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a.Lone would ensure the equality of all South Africans
and guarantee ful,l political jlJ,stice. Morc:nver, it was

\)

suggt>sted that since the ruling cl as ses would use
vi.oLence to protect their privileged posi tion (and.
Lndeed , were alr~ady doing so), it would be necessary
in all probability ro bring about e{lfecti.ve poLft i.caI
change through violent. r,(!vQiutionary means.

;/

This revisionist,? Marxist school of t.houghr , led by
int~r alia I"rederick Johnstone, Martin Legassi.ck and-'!)--- 500

Stanley Trapido, began to exert a powerful irllfluence
on p?liti9~,~ thinking Ln this country(~, and came to be
adopted by a .variety of' hi.st(,)ri.an~, economists,
sociologists afbd; li-terary" cr,itics. ;~\\ I~ also came to
be adopted by'a. number of'write'l's in this country, ~J;1d

, !. \ j

in particular by several 'Wr-~~t~·:English-language poe'u~.
" ,,' '\ ,

Given the long association, ME ,,:,:he African resistance
mov~menttl with th~ South Airiian Connnunf.st Party. it\l
was perhaps not surprising that' thi$ revisionist achoo l
of thought sl\ould readily find favour among proponents

o 0

of the ANC and PAC; consequently, it was not
surprising that this re'v:f,sionist thinking should have

lj
rapidly come to iJ'lfi:\uence the wlJt:'k of many black
protest and resistance writers of the 19.70s. These
writers included, in p;:'c':icular, many of the so-called

II .'

Soweto !poets who burst into prominence in the early
1970s - Serote, Sepamla, Gwala. Madingo~me. Mutloatse.52 ' ,~
and others ~_ As far as white poet.s were concerned,
there was by no" means a whf?lesale adopt Lon of Marxist:
principles, though Marxian thought certainly pregented
a strong challenge to all contemporary poets.
Nevertheless. the~re have been a n1~ber 0,£ white poets
who have over the Las't; twenty year s or .so adopted
~arxist modes of thinking and writing and whose work
requires careful consideration. ~

o
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Of those Harxist poets who emerged in the early 19703,
the most notable is probably Pecer Horn. Born in
Czechoslovakia, and havang emigrated to South Africa ,in
his early 't:\lenties t Horn hardly
WESSA. Nevertheless, having
perman.ently in SC\llth Africa, his

typifies the modern
es tab Lf.shed himself
work articulates one

.,
o

poseible response of white South Africans towards the
dilemmas\d~facing them," in the. contemporary per Led.
Horn I s ana Lys Ls of the political situation in South
Africa and his" J:ritique of the COlJntry's political
system follows a rigorous and uncompromising Marxist
line. ,expressed in an austere, unembellished language
of simple. pl atn statement. Such "anti ..poetic!'

l,l _.

langua.ge deli(perately eschews what would be regarded as
I.']."

c. the obscurantism and evasions of elitist bourgeois
poetic expression ~ in order to offer a sri tical
understanding of South African political conditions

(l

which is stt:aightforward ..t direct and accessible .
.,Horn t s ideological and\, artistic credo could be summed

)\ .. "

up, as Michael Chapw.m points out, bye Brecht' s
o

fOl.'1nulation in UTa Posterity''':

c)

HAh, that an age it "is
When to spf!ak of-trees is almost a crime 5~
For it 5.s a kind of sile~e about inju~t1.ce." ....

('

Horn I S work. 'consistently embodies this strict Marxist
mode. as in.:poems such as "I'm Getting Fameus Sort Ofu•
"The Poet" as a Clever Tnvent Lon'", "Poems at Barg4J.in
Prices" (all in Walkin&. tr:!.2u,gl! Our S~eep', 1974), whe.re
Ihe o~tlines the proper .function of poetry and tlrt in
I~eneral ):lp.der apartheid,!! or in pbems such as "MornIng
in Durban'", "Sunday Sunday Sunday", Itpaydream" (all in

0__ F
!'J{llking through" Our Sleep, 1974)', whe~e he inveighs
agaiti~t the capitalist acquisitiveness' and exploita-
tivelless of bourgeois WESSA soclety. His artistic and
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ideological position is perhaps best capsulised,
however t in the long poem, "The Plumstead Elegies"
(Sitence in Jail. I979}. The poem presents in the
course of ten "elegies" a sustained Marxist critique of
the politico-economic conditions, prevailing in
contemporary South African society ~ highlighting' in
particular the often q'lite subtle causal connectLons
betwe'?r{ the deprivation suffered by the majority of
South Afri.cans and wider political and economic forces
in the society. The conc l.udfrig section of "The Ninth
Elegy" .may serve as summary of the poem's central
thematic thrust, as well as of its charact er Lst.Lc
stylistic features:

,"Instead I listen to the crowds marching through
u the streets,

shouting we want bread, in front of the city hall, I see
millions of workers, awaking, discover the truth.
whispering that the days of Haster and Servant"

are numbered
even if, shouting desperately, a few of the 'shaking

aristocracy
of white labour,J~~~and: '(Shutyour trap t Kaffir 1:.;, and tremi':1l.e ,
revolv.er in hand; lying, accuse the bearers of truth

of lying.
But now those are about to speak who have been silent,
afraid to say, what they knew was right, in the wrong way,
because they have been told their English was bad, '
and that they knew nothing. No longer prepared to shut up
or too voetsek they open their trap and say what they've

got to say.
And they find that that is simple. and their Lnadequat e

English
suffices: We want to be paid for our work. We want work.
We a.reguing to appoint the government to look

afte~ our interests.
We want good schools for our children
s6 that they pan look after their own interests. 0If there is ~~justice in a to~, there must be rebel1io~,
where there'~ino rebellion, it were better the" town

:1 perished
by fire, before nightfall. ::
Simple Language is sometime.s t remendousLy effective.
No beating about the bush: agitation"propaganda, Yes.
Now it is necessary. Later agaIn we '~il1 taIk about

tret:!s and birds.
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The poem identifili?s the class st;T)Uggle as the central
point of conflict in South African society - a struggle
between the "aristocracy I of white 'labour" on the one
hand, and "millions of workersu on the other. The
underlyi'ng nature of the con.flict is thus economic:
cap:Ctalism, far fr.O£uundermining the apartheid system,
has acted in collusion with it to perpatuaee a social
code of "Hast.ez and Servant!! e The wealth of the
country is. located in the hands of the privileged
minn'!:':!. ty who maintain their supremacy through their
control of the institutions of_ nwor~ur of "government",
and of "schools". The unprivileged masses, meanwhile,
are kept &ubservient through inadequate education,
censor-shdp , state-sponsored mendacity and violent
repression. In the light of this unde r scandLng of the
mechanisms of social cont ro'l t the poem suggests that
"the attempt to create a more equitable social order
through evolutionary means will inevitably prove
futile. The ruling classe8 possess the means either to
silEl.nce protest altoget;,her (Ir to deflect the
possibility of real change into meaningless cosmetic ()
reforms. 'The simple, inescapable truth is that justice
and equality can only be achieved through the complete
destruction of the capitalist system by violent,

\\,revolutionary wass action:

HIf there is injustice in a town, there must be rebellion,
where th~re's no rebellion, it were better the town

perished
by fire, before nightfall".

This nOti<11t!i.expressed in blunt, unequivocal language."
not only eJllcapsulates the central message of the poem,
but also ~f.onveyst in the very form. and, style of its
utterance. i!~ltheessenti.ally egalitarian nature qf the
Marxist vf.s i.on, It is one in which class stratifica-
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tion has been replaced by a classless~ socialist system
i.n which all citizens,' workers and intelligentsia
alike. can participate equally without the barriers of
academic or fina.ncial eliti.sm.. It is. indeed ~ part of
Horn I s main poet:i.c intention to creat;e a language of
conscientising and mobtLd.sat Lon which is accessible to
all and assimili.bJ.e by all , aad which \·li11 enable all
South Africans to play ~their part in bringing about
political justice in this cpuntry.

In .many rcspecua , Horn's poetry is ~imi1ar to a good
deal of the Sowefo poetry produced in the 1970s. There
is a simila.r employment of pl.afn, bItart language
de sLgned - both to shock an apathetic and complacent

o
white audf ence out of their political torpidity as well
as to enlighten and conscientise an educatLona l Iy'
disadvantaged black audience. There is the use of a
militant, mobilising rhetoric aimed at helping prepare
the masses for a necessarily intet\sified armed
struggle. And there is the underpinning and informing
ideology of Ma.rxism. As is the case _with the Soweto
poets of the 19708, it is possib'le to criticise Horn's
poetry on a number of levels. In the fi.rst place,
despLte its apparently detailed social analysis, the
Marxism 'informing Horn t s poetry may be regarded as
providing a r s ther narrow. simplistic and even

o

incomplete account of the South African political
situation in the contemporary period. In a crit':tque of
the kind of Marxism which underpins Hornts social
analysis. Butler, Elphick and Welsh point O'l!ct that

"the danger of the Marxist visiol' is .that one
pattern, the I capitalist relations of productic:n~
or the class structure, tends constantly to he

o
brought into relief. so that all of the
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distressing features of South African society -
racism, human exploitation j i.nequality t poverty -
are repeatedly attributed to 'papitalism;\li This
attribution. more often chan not, derives more
from the model itself than from argument.at Lon or

54'"evi~ence. 11.

For example. David Welsh "argues that in South Africa
"the present racial categories lon~ antedate t.he

I"deve Lopment of the class system of modern cap Lt.al f.sm"
and" goes on to assert that

" \
(;

I] "capitalism did not crea,te South African racism;
ratjler it adapted to it, and profited from it,
fitting a class structure upon a racial
hierarchy.,,55

Similarly, David Yudelman dentes tha.t the state should
be conceived as subordinate to the dominant, capit;alist
class. His argument is that the state and capital form
two relatively autonomous spheres each with its own
interestsy though in South Africa. there is a history of
mutually beneficial interchange between th~se two
spheres. 56 Apart f rom its LdeoLogdca.ILy simplistic
perspe.ctive. HOTn' s poetry is stylistically
problem8.t~,c.,,, As 'is again the case w~th the So\o1eto
poets, Horn's use of., plain, direct language and
a.nti",pqetic forms meant eventually that the exp:1:'edslve.

'0 ;;'<

and, technical pq~sibilities of the pce t ry w~re
exhausted, and his work began to become ::.:~~"H;;tLtiV'et
clic.hed, and 'itneffective. As a result, like many of
the Soweto poets,57 Horn eventually Lapsed i.nto
silence" No" doubt poetry like Hornt s58 had an
energising and provocat.ive effect during the 19708, not
only upon an audience whose ,r.esponses to politice,_l

\~~
\
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p,oetry had become stultified and even moribund, but
"'<:i'1so upon other poets who had tended to remain Locked
within traditionalistic and conventionalised modes of
thought and expression. The particular nature of
Horn 1s poetry, however s proved itself to be severely
limited, and later poets tended to return to more
flexible, diverse and sophisticated poetic forms and
political analyses.

(I

o

In the 19805, two other prominent poets em'.:it'gedwhose
work~ while zemaaru.ng within a brcadl.y MaJ7xist
pezspec tLve, advanced beyond Horn I s relatively vulgar
and rigi.d ideological and stylistic constraints. The
first of these is Jeremy Cronin, whose collection.
Ins,ide, is constructed around' -the time of his seven~~
year jail sentence for ANCactivism, and is at its very
cere political. At the same time, however J as Cro!1in
has claiut~d. the poetry is w1;".itten "very much from a
subj ecti ve J pez sona l poaf.r Lon" and involves what Cronin
calls his "aesthetic predilection for the lyrical
mode".59 Similarly, while the poetry remains rooted in
an unequivocally materialist Ldeol.ogy., it moves beyond,
mere propagandistic rhetoric and angry slogan~ering and
is concerned at all levels with what Peter Weiss has
termed the Haesthetics of resistance". 60 Thus, while

cthe poetry strives honestly and earnestly to describe
the reality of oppression anl~ the resistance to that
oppression, it also seeks to provide an artistically
expressed affirmation of the fundamental materialist
values the (,egalitarian, collective and militant
prid'ci;Jples which will most effectively end oppression
and replace it with reason and fairness. If poems like
"Walking on A~r" and tlMotho ke MC!.!=.hoka. Bathe Baban&tt
{both in Inside, 1983) confirm in grim detail the facts
of oppression, they also affirm the hope and endurance

,}

i.'_1
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of the oppressed in the face of oppression and look
forward to the eventual triumph - moral no less than
narrowly political - over the evil of apartheid. In
the same way, a poem like HOur land holds •.. II (Ir.side,
1983) is as much an affirmation of values as i.t is a
(;a11 for resistance to i.mperialism and capitalism:

c"

"Out land holds its hard
Woodentruths like a peach
A pip:

~CCc> Out at Athlone
By t1:i~"power s tat Lon
Over t~ cooling towers, tne wind"
Turns v~s:i.ble in its spoors.
Skin and bone, zig-zag,
Through the khaki bush
It hums, the wiJJ1dtongues
Its gom...gqm, frets a gorah,
In a gwarrie bush the wind,
So I fancy, mourns~ thin
Thin with worries:

Goringhaicona
Goringhaiqua Gorachouqua: sounds
Like at the back of our sky
Cicadas t songs achee Hessequa
Hacumqua, like vocables swallowed.
.1\'1frogs' throats: Cochoqua t

the names of decimated
Khoikhoin tribes ~ their cattle stolen,
Lands seized
As their warriors died
Ch,arging zig-zag in1:o musket fire,
'rhose wart'iors who' Vf.~. left behind
T~eir fal~en spear~ that c~r..landLl.ke a pea~h its pJ.p

"Holds now!

This unfinished t&sk.

The poem presents! a clear, though understated account
of the manner in which exploitation follows the
colonialist. 'dispossession\,of autochthonous people like

\'
.,the Khoi t turning thei\t original land, conquered
through military f<::frce, into a ~ite for power station.s
and cooling towers. Iri a subtle, yet most effective /I
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way, the poem cha.Ll.arzgas its readers to pick up the
"fa.i.ilen spears" of t.he dead Khoi warriors and assist in
the struggle to r,eturn the land to its rightful
pcs sasaor s , Rej ectLng the bitter (and futile)
outbursts of Horn's poetrys the poem states with
pristine reasonablen,ess the "hard I HOD den truths" of
the Khoi. people IS ri.ghts. as well as the need to help

1 t HT" F • • h' d k" f d. Loi .comp e e m.s unr i.nr.sae tas 0 en u'6 exp ot.t.atn.en ,
The poem's recurrel1.t LncLusLon of Khoi "v-m:ds and tribal
names is itself an attempt to libert:;r'-'i the Khoi.

Ii '~ .l

language and so help sustain the Khoi cl.tlture ~ so that
this cii'lture may al-so make its contribution to 'the
shar-ed "nat tona l So~~th African cul.tnrre" ~;Jhich Cronin ':-
"No~lld like to see dci~elvp i,n this country. 61 As such,
this poem, a charac~\eristic example of Cronin t s work, ()

G II
offers a far m6!te sophisticated, and humane,

!I
materialist vision tfhan did many poems by earlier

0

Marxift poets. r

1
The second important IImaterialist poet to emerge in the G

019808 ..W K~lwyn so~~, whose j)'oettc critique of his
fellQw WESSAs~ "My Ii Count.rymen" (The InootL,,~2f' Q~
Silence, 1987), has i! already been examined i1t detail
;;rliei' in thiE1, ~ha~ker. As is evident in the poem,
Sole'. work represents a considered and sophf.stLcaced
materialist peespec cIve , one not; altogether distant
from that of liberal poe t s such as Chris Mann" This if;

i! not to suggest that ~lllMarxist writers have moderated
J ~2

or lioftened :their stahces, ~ but that thet;,~ does appeal:'
1"1\ be a movement ;?,May from rigid and doctrinaire
thinking towards more creative and flexible modes of
thought. Sole is not by any mean?, slow to Q,ffer

.', 14'
graphic, realistic de~criptions 0; the horrors' of'

(;.'
opprcsa tcn and unrest and political violence, in poems
sueb as "Celebratiohlf, liThe Discourse of History" and



291.

\
I
;

..
"Praxis" (T!:ie_Blood_our Our Silence, 1987). He is al so
ready to' iden.tify and describe the triumphs, great and
small, of the oppz'essed , in poems ~~':"Ke"T'Lny Victories"
and "Old Han. with PencI l," (The Blood of Our Silence,
. . . - - - - _- - ---_ -_ -
1987). But perhaps his greatest strength lies in his
ability to'
perspectives,

think critically about ideological
to assess political assertions, and to

refuse to' be lulled into simplistic and naive social
and political analyses of what l~;:.mains a. complex and
multifaceted set of" condf.t Lons in eontrempexary South
Africa., .So much Ls evj.derrt throughout SoLe ' s work~ but

~ c

especialiy in poems suc~ as tfHewat!f _ "Dangling Poem"
v .

and "Pr egnancy" (The_!S;.;;l;..;l:1;,.;o;.;;d........,.;c:..,;:f;;.._..;O;..,.;u;;;;,;r:.,·..,.;S:;;_l.;;;."l;;;.e;;;.;n;.;;,c;;;,.e.;;;.t1987). 1n
this last-mentioned poem, the poet's complex and .~ven
smb\valent response tctr the nfltion-wide unrest of tore
mid 1980s, as well as his artistic dilemmas :i'l.1 the far:;J;!
.of this unrest, is expr essed with honesty and clM'ity:

()

«:

"fA poem shO'uld be palpable and m~te
As ()~ glsbed ft'?it' l6

Dumb .0

As old'medallions to the thumb
o ,

iio

"•• A poem should not mean
but be. '
Archibald MacLeishdbelieve;~
a poem should not mean '.
..but be (as a dumb fzuf.t ,
t think he said)

but sometimes I think
a pcem must be mean
to be intelligib1e

o
here~
b'or' ins trance
my wife seems '~o be pregnant,
expandi.ng ¥;a.;rc(:.l ocE flesh
in which. the bomb of the "future
kick4 its tiny feat'

I;

1\

o
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0: writ~e this down to f0l7In it:
anneal, '/;0 husband and poet
in th{~ ~~05ymausLon of:" the poem
when th~e ctrt s Lde worl d :i.t~ " cold
(IT. to Love h(:~r in.)

Ii

"'lut toddLY 't1aCt· has des cendcd on 'us
q 1.1 ,1·1<~·"]"ir "'" i, "1" 1~.I.V;.~.; ,l,1\o, .....Li. ~.J, _ ......'. I ct oj'" _ t!!

Tf)ng'i'u-:1s • out ,at enenu.e s ,
I"hLl l":>;j,I'o s '1''«'' :'''''1'':'). buv, ..... l.~ _. ~-. J.~._ "",j!' '"p",:_,\<;.;..- ·~·,-."Iio ~._7

a'" '}"'4"'n '."" p l.ugged. f.,iJ ,,} <.,' ~...~. '" (, ..... ; :.. ~ ....,..t_::H;:') ,,~t

no :UH? Pt'PP angflimsy bubble.
From th:l:s poem

the news is I am warm.
r: ;{lnd <.d.t 1;1.1 f ront; of a' veering fire

whil,,!h u~ijed to he
my hOU$.i~

"" i

{ f (1 c,l IJ

1:J1(1 po¥-mbegms t,l:i.th a consideration of the appr.'opriat:e
ad:il5tic ore~ponse to South, Africa' s pClll.t.:ically

,",volatiJ.e: cir,~umstances, and, suggests that MaC!Leish' s
" ,~

credo th~~~ poem shou14 not mean I but be" :r:eqy.lires
reformulatioti:~c

':,-~

"~
I ;~''':..''

(/. " ~:.:.;::-

"but somet tmes I tJ:i-L"1k
a poem mas t; be mean '~~~~~,,<

to be iIlt~~el,ligib~~lo
here. II '~l

In Boutn Afri~!:~atoday, HacLe.ish l s desire for the mere
ontological p'K,'eGence of a. poeJ!! seems of little

(I

pertinence, if not, at timesq qui.ce unintelligible.
Instea.d, Sole t~icks up the semantic diversity of the
wot.~""mean'", and assets that "he.re" a poem cfr.:en.,needs
to b't mean ... in the senses both of ha-rsh and austere .;.
l1:t t,!;:der, .~ mean. Such harshness" and austerity t

h(wtltNer, is far ::~rom the plain language and militant

II


