
The widespread obsession with the horrors of 
"miscegenation" found its way into fiction written by 
white writers, while inter-racial sexual relationships 
remains a major theme in South African literature. G. i 
Heaton Nicholls's BavetaI (1923) looks at the catastrophic 
dangers of "race fusion", and is suffused with the imagery 
of biological degeneration. The pervasive fear of 
"miscegenation" also accounts for the massive popularity 
of Sarah Gertrude Hillin's God's stepchildren, perhaps the 
single most revealing novel in terms of its treatment of 
the theme of inter-racial sexual relationships. The novel 
made a tremendous and favourable impression when it was 
first published in 1924. Many liberal thinkers praised the 
novel for its "understanding" and "sympathetic" treatment 
of "coloureds", the "stepchildren" of the title. However, 
bonoath the thin voneor of sympathy run the strands of 
horror and dread that characterized Hillin's attitudes 
towards "miscegenation", for her an obsessive preoccupa­
tion. Moreover, God's stepchildren re zeals the powerful 
workings of biological racism and eugenics, long egarded 
as a respectable "science*. The novel's immense pt ' larity 
tells one a great deal about contemporary ideas  ̂

"miscegenation", and also illuminates the extent to which 
Plomer's Turbott Wolfe was unusual and controversial n 
its approach to the "miscegenation* issue. (146)



"flaw" - In other words, the dreaded taint of "black 
blood" - through four generations of a family. The flaw 
originate# in the marriage of an English missionary,
Andrew Flood, to a "Hottentot' woman, and the birth of a 
light-skinned but racially tainted daughter. As an adult 
this daughter sleeps with a white stranger, and gives 
birth to an even lighter-skinned son, Kleinhans. Xle'.nhann 
tries to "pass for white" but suffers only humiliation and 
rejection. Elmira, his daughter by a Cape woman, is sent 
to a white convent school thanks to the patronage of 
Kleinhans's employer. Once the secret of her parentage is 

discovered and she is forced to leave, Elrira agrees 

reluctantly to marry her patron. She gives birth to a son, 
Barry, who appears to be white, and then runs off with a 
stranger. Carry is schooled in Cape Town and at Oxford, 
where he becomes a clergyman and marries an Englishwoman. 
After the bride and groom return to South Africa, Barry's 
jealous half-sister reveals the secret of his "flaw" to 
his wife. Initially unable to understand why this should 
cause such a furore, the wife's peace of mind is gradually 
eroded by the colonial obsession with race, and she 
returns to England carrying their unborn child. Bar- / 
hearing that his mother is about to die, returns to r'- 
qualand West to re-establish ties with his impoveri -= id 
family, and dedicates himself to working among his -wn



people"; this self-imposed exile is seen as an anproprlate 
form of repentance for the sin of being tainted by "black 
blood". Barry's suffering is predetermined for him by the 
relationship between Flood and a "Hottentot* woman: "His
doom has been passed on to him in his blood", [147) he is 
tainted and defiled by the genetic inheritance of this 
"vile sickness".

J.M. Coetzee, in a fascinating essay on Millin, has shown 
that her ideas were by no means unusual:

The vocabulary of degeneracy ("bad blood", 
"taint", "flaw", etc) was common to nineteenth 
century medicine and naturalistic fiction and 
was still very much in the air in Hillin's ear­
lier years. The notion of degeneracy as a 
biological means "hereby a legacy of evil is 
passed on to succeeding generations is also so 
much part of the stock-in-trade of popular 
science around the turn of the century, and fits 
in so comfortably with Calvinist warnings 
against the visitation of the sins of the 
fathers upon the heads of the children, that it 
is not surprising that Millin came to adapt it 
to miscegenation and the South African situa­
tion. Similarly, the notion that primitive man 
is a prototypical man and that deviations from 
the primitive (especially the half-breed) con­
stitute degenerations was part of the ideology 
of colonialist racialism. [148)

Millin takes the idea of taint and degeneration a step 
further, arguing that those who stoop to miscegenation are 
inherently flawed, and mentally and physically degenerata 
to begin with. In the case of the "hybrid", "The Adam of
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his line is likely to have been feeble of mind or ridden 
by senile lust, the Eva a woman fro® a 'broken tribe' with 
no race pride left". (1493 The immense popularity of God's 
stepchildren - it ran to several editions and has been 
translated into many languages (150] - even amongst self­
professed liberals, indicates the extent to which the idea 
that "miscegenation" was taboo, unclean, degenerate and 
disgusting had taken root amongst the white intelligentsia 
as well as in the popular imagination.

In its obsession with "miscegenation" God's stepchildren 
shares an important concern with Turbott Wolfe, despite 
their radically different approaches to the issue. Where 
Millin's treatment of "miscegenation" registers only 
repugnance and thinly veiled animosity and fear, Plomer's 
portrayal of inter-racial sexual relationships is ex­
tremely complex, encompassing a broad range of attitudes, 
experiences and emotions. God's stepchildren, which Millin 
intended as a didactic "Tragedy of Blood" about the hor­
rors of "miscegenation", addresses the question of inter­
racial sexual relationships in a strangely anachronistic 
way. Perhaps urviiling to expose or explore the existence 
of such relationships in contemporary society, Millin at­
tempts to give "miscegenation" a "long ago and far away" 
quality, thus the source of Barry's suffering lies in the 
"sin" committee by Andrew Flood a hundred years before. In



Turbott Wolfe, by contrast, the existence of inter-racial 
relationships is a crucial characteristic of the society , 
Ploser portrays.

"Miscegenation* in Turbott Wolfe can play a comic as well 
\s a tragic role. The theme of "miscegenation* is intro­
duced near the beginning of the novel with a jaunty sang 
froid that would have horrified Millin, and which presents 
yet another striking contrast with her oppressive "blood 
tragedy*.

Tyler-Harries, Wolfe's eccentric would-be biographer, 
returns to England in a rotten cargo-boat which is wrecked
off the East Coast, and his death is described In an 
ironically cheerful tone;

I was told (says Wolfe] that Tyler-Harries had 
last been seen with a coloured stewardess. They 
were both very far gone in raw cane-spirit, 
kindly supplied by the lady. [151]

Wolfe says goodbye to the doomed Tyler-Harries at 
"Dunnsport", and Plomer's selection of this name for Dur­
ban was not an arbitrary choice.

The inspiration for the name comes from the legendary, 
colourful and versatile trader John Dunn (1834 - 1895), 
who played a significant and controversial role in
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rineteenth century Natal and Zululand, and acted as 
secretary and diplomatic adviser to Cetshwayo. (152) Dunn 
spent his childhood at Port Natal (Durban), established as 
a trading station n 1824. The legitimate authority in the 
region at this time was the Zulu Kingdom under Shaka. 
Beyond the reach of colonial authority, which effectively 
terminated at the Eastern Cape Frontier, the isolated 
traders and settlers at Port Natal adopted northern Nguni 
la;v-s and customs. But with the advance of colonial 
authority and increased white settlement, the acculturated 

frontiersmen either renounced these affiliations or, in 
the case of Dunn, moved to a new frontier. 3y 1857 Dunn 

had rejected his tenuous European cultural heritage and 
had been absorbed into the dominant Nguni culture. Under 
Cetshwayo Dunn became one of the most wealthy and powerful 
chiefs in the Zulu Kingdom. He was also a prolific 
"miscegenator". Dunn contracted marriages - this would 
have horrified Millin - with no less than 48 Zulu women 
representing various important clans, paying ilobolo for 
all of them. [153] Dunn organised his domestic life 
strictly according to Nguni custom and practice:

Dunn kept his private quarters in a single main 
residence ... located in the centre of his 
kraal. His wives lived separately in their own 
houses or individual beehive huts which were 
situated around the main houre. Dunn's children 
lived with their mothers, and, like their 
mothers, were only admitted to Dunn's quarters 
when commanded ... [154]
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Dunn was directly responsible for propagating an entire 
clan with a unique identity and ethnic consciousnesa of 
their own. He fathered 117 children and the Dunn community 
of Dunnsland comprised a very important element of the 
region. Today there are approximately five to six hundred 
of John Dunn's descendants living in a reserve set aside 
for them by the South African government.

Plomer, living in the same area some decades after John 
Dunn's death, not only pays pointed homage to Natal's most 
famous "miacegenator" by calling Durban "Dunnsport", but 
also sets the scene for the variety of intricate inter­
racial relationships that form a major theme of the novel. 
Dunnsport becomes an ideological setting, imbued with the 
memory and history of inter-racial sexual contact which 
characterized frontier situations and which has always 
been an undeniable reality of South African society, 
despite preventative legislation and social taboos.

Significantly, it is at Dunnsport that Wolfe first wonders 
whether he has seen "a portent, preceding a half-caste 
world", when he witnesses a white man planting a kiss on 
the neck of a girl who is not white.

A social characteristic of frontier societies in Southern



Africa was the absence of a large white female population, 
was thus not unusual for white traders or hunters to take 
wives and concubines from amongst the indigenous popula­
tion. In the 3.920s, for example, the Transkei still ex­
perienced a shortage of white women, and white traders in 
the region were to an extent isolated from the social im­

plications of "crossing the bar";

At Lusikisiki it was stated that out or 37 
traders at least 30 were living with or were 
married to Native women. The great trouble was 
what to do with the children of these alliances, 
because a snuff and butter tinted race was 
springing up ... [155]

But even in places which were neither too isolated, nor 
experienced an acute shortage of white women, such as the 
Bshowe area where Plomer lived as a trader, relationships 
between white men and African women were not uncommon, as 
A.W. Lee (the original of Potheringhay in Turbott Wolfe) 
attests. Addressing a conference of missionaries in 1926 
on the "Problem of 'miscegenation'", lee argues that 
whites have nothing to fear in terms of black "aspirations 
to Social Equality", since "most Black people are per­
fectly content with their race and with their colour". He 
continues;

There would be nothing wore to say on this point 
if it were not for the dreadful problem of 
"miscegenation* which exists In our midst 
the molestation of Native women by White men has



been the scandal of our race .., The moral stan­
dard of the Natives has. In the past, been such 
that this kind of offence has not roused amongst 
them the passion of anger which it ought to have 
done. I know of my own experience many cases of 
this kind where the Native woman has at the 
least, been as much to blame as the white man 
... The need for greater purity of life and 
modesty of conduct amongst all classes of Native 
women end girls is very urgent. [156]

The moral outrage generated by Turbott Wolfe amongst South 
African readers reveals not only the controversial nature 
of the "miscegenation" issue, but also the profound 
hypocrisy of many white. South Africans.

In his portrayal of Wolfe's repugnant white neighbours, 
Plomer makes a pointed attack on the hypocrisy of contem­
porary white society. Many of the most racist of the white 
colonials have in fact had sexual relationships with 
African women. Bloodfield, for example, writes a letter of 
complaint to the "commissioner for Lembuland of the 
Department of Aboriginal Protection" (Department of Native 
Affairs), Colonel Valdarno, claiming that Wolfe has in­
sulted his sister-in-law by asking her to pose for a 
portrait with an African girl:

I was only prevented from going and giving him a 
horsewhipping by the knowledge that he was a 
newcomer to the district ... Wolfe is an unfit 
person to be licensed as a trader. He is a dis­
grace to Lembuland. (157)

Wolfe retorts:
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"Mr Rloodfield's unofficial native wife aust 
have already presented him at that date with at 
least two children.* "That's neither here nor 
there", snapped the Colonel. "Mr Bloodfield is 
not a trader." [158]

During a bout of the "local fever", Wolfe is forced to 

stay with another neighbour, the bigot Soper, an exponent 
of the crudest racism. Biological racism was based on a 
great deal of scientific research, and here Soper 
describes a local tradesman, Alfredson, in terms of a 
"scientific" ethnic diagnosis [159]

"Alfredson's coloured, do you know that? A 
touch of the tar-brush there, all right. You 
look at his nails. You can always tell them by 
their nails. Nails and eyes. You thought he was , 
white? White? He's no more white than any 
blooming nigger on my farm." [160]

Soper's ideas are remarkably similar to those of Sarah 
Gertrude Millin, and here Plomer makes a pointed attack on 
"scientific" racism. Soper sees Alfredson as carrying the 
"taint" of "black blood" in his veins, which almost indis- 
cernibly manifests itself, no matter how "white" the car­
rier appears to be. The "taint" is one of implied 
hereditary inferiority: Alfredson is accordingly no
"better" than Soper's "niggers". Soper's contempt for 
Alfredson does not prevent ’aim from coveting Alfredson's 
daughter:
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"Man, he's got a pretty daughter, Alfredson has. 
Pretty? Man, but she's a pretty girl. I don't 
fancy colour myself, but I'm ready to admit that 
I nearly married that girl before I met Mrs 
Soper." (161]

Later, Wolfe notices with irony Soper's child "playing on 
a dungheap with a little native boy, his small mean soul 
getting coloured with the monstrous intangible darkness of 
the native point of view. The child was in danger. His 
birthright was being sold over his head.N (162) Soper's 
racism and hypocrisy are further revealed in an incident of 
extreme sexual horror. A white governess on a neighbouring 
farm becomes sexually involved with an African labourer. 
Soper recounts what follows with cheerful sadism:

"Man, d'you know what we did? We castrated that 
nigger. We did. It was what he deserved, and he 
got it." (163]

Plomer later returned to the theme of castration and ra­
cial and sexual violence, in a short story which similarly 
portrays the consequences of a relationship between a 
governess and an African man. [164]

portrays inter-racial sexual relationships 
from a variety of perspectives. The sexual encounters of 

Tyler-Harries and D'Elvadere are characterised by a jaunty 
earthiness. Bloodfield, Soper and old Schwerdt (who "was
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murdered by a native woman to whc.- he had given a disease 
that shall be nameless") are the type of despicable 
"miscegenators* who would be perfectly at home in a Mil- 
linesque "Blood Tragedy", since they are the epitome of 
rtogmmrncy, and morally reprohensible. On the other hand 
there is the sexually repressed and fastidious love of 
Wolfe for the beautiful Lembu girl, Nhliziyombi, and 
finally the courageous and pioneering marriage between 
Mabel van der Horst and Zachary Msomi which exemplifies 
the political philosophy of the "Young Africa* organiza­
tion.

Wolfe, nicknamed "Chastity* by the Lembus, first becomes 
personally involved ir, the "miscegenation" issue when he 

falls hopelessly in love with Nhliziyombi*

The girl came into the store and took my breath 
away. She took away the breath of Chastity 
Wolfe. [165)

Wolfe's response to this is strangely ambiguous. As soon 
as he has fallen in love with her, he is "afraid of fall­
ing in love with her": [166)

i
I supposed myself to be in a very similar posi­
tion to a monk in love with a nun ... I was in 
love with Nhliziyombi not only against my con­
science, but against my reason? against my in­
tellect? against my plans? against myself ...I 
saw that I should be sacrificing my own opinion 
of myself. [167)
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The girl came into the store and took my breath 
away. She took away the breath of Chastity 
Wolfe. (165)

Wolfe's response to this is strangely ambiguous. As soon 
as he has fallen in love with her, he is "afraid of fall­
ing in love with her": [166]

I supposed myself to be in a very similar posi­
tion to a monk in love with a nun ... I was in 
love with Nhliziyombi not only against my con­
science, but against my reason; against my in­
tellect; against my plans; against myself ...I 
saw that I should be sacrificing my own opinion 
of myself. [167]
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Plomer's portrayal of Wolfe's fear and trepidation is ex­
tremely complex. Certainly, inter-racial relationships in 
the 1920s were often punished by sociul ostracism if not 
by lav. Here a contemporary commentator discusses 
"suggested remedies" for "miscegenation";

The Bill which is known as the Immorality Act 
ought to make it quite clear that the White race 
has set its face most sternly against "miscege­
nation", and is therefore to be approved ... The 
Native woman who allows any familiarity from 
White men should be ostracised by her own 
people, just as the man should be, and fre­
quently is, by his people. (168)

But Wolfe has already been ostracised by the white colon­
ials he despises. He is also eager to assure "William 
Plomer" - the framing narrator and Wolfe's "biographer" - 
that he does not suffer from colour prejudice. [169] 
Nevertheless, Wolfe feels the overpowering presence of "a 
great forbidding law, like all great forbidding laws, 
subcutaneous." [170] Whether Wolfe is referring to a 
deeply ingrained racial or sexual taboo, is not clear But 
in Wolfe's suppressed and tearful desire for Nhliziyombi 
can be traced Plomer's own trepidation about "miscege­
nation", and perhaps also the spectre of another sexual 
taboo - homosexuality - which affected Plomer personally 
and about which he maintained a discreet silence.



W o l f e a v o i d a n c e  of sexual contact with HhliziyoiJil 
presents a strong contrast with the behaviour of his 
degenerate neighbours: his unconsummated passion is 
clearly of a "higher order", ethereal, aesthetic, "pure." 
Wolfe clings desperately and fearfully to hie European 
cultural heritage, and reminds himself that "every civi­
lized white man, who considers himself sensitive, in touch 
with native peoples in his daily life should hold in his 
heart an image of the failure of Gauguin." [171) 
Nhliziyombi presents a threat to his carefully maintained 
cii' fcurnl integrity, Associated with him pervading fear of 
being suffocated or submerged by a "universal black dark­
ness ... being sacrificed, a white lamb, to black Africa." 
{172} Conversely, Wolfe is also afraid of destroying the 
image he has created of Nhliziyombi as an "ambassadress of 
ail that beauty (it might be called holiness), that inten­
sity of the old wonderful unknown primitive African life - 
outside history, outside time, outside science.* (173)
Plomer adhered to the idea that western penetration in 
Africa was ultimately destructive, and in Turbott Wolfe 
Nhliziyombi is a "living image of what has been killed by 
people like Flasher, by our obscene civilization that con­
quers everything." [174] By avoiding sexual contact with 
Nhliziyombi, Wolfe not only disassociates himself from the 
Flashers, Bloodfields and Schwerdts who play such a des­
tructive and exploitative role in the Africa of the novel,
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but also seeks to preserve a remnant of a "primitive", 
romantic, idealised "Noble Africa" in the dignified person 
of Nhliziyombi.

It ie fascinating to see hov in the course of the novel 
Nhliziyombi is increasingly portrayed as an integral and 
untouchable part r? "old" Airies, an anachronistic symbol 
who must not be violated. Wolfe first meets Nhliziyombi in 
his store, amongst the clutter of cheap goods which he 
sells to the Lembus. Later he meets her walking in the 
bush, and the change in setting is significant: hnre
Nhliziyombi is no longer an out-of-place African ambas­
sadress in the white man's sivre, but an integral part of 
nature:

She was walking along in a leisurely way, play­
ing an instrument called makwelane, made of a 
gourd ... She was playing this thing, and sing­
ing a melancholy milking song in a low metallic 
voice. She did not seem surprised at meeting me 
(as I was confused at meeting her) but stood 
aside in the foliage that I might pass. [175]

Nhliziyombi becomes a goddess in Wolfe's eyes, inviolate 
but also in need of protection:

Is it truly I am afraid of myself that I am 
afraid of loving her? Is it not perhaps that I 
am afraid of her? How could T touch, perhaps to tnjui «, that, t i <1 I I tl I v I mi humniilly, oi hunmn 
divinity? [176)
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Plomer again explored this dilemma in a thort story which 
focuses on the love of a young British tracer (Frant) for 
an African girl, Seraphima. “The Child of Queen Victoria"
- the title derived frost a nickname given to Plomer at 
Ntumeni [177) - bears a remarkable resemblance to Turbott 
Wolfe not only in terms cf its central theme (inter-racial 
sexual relationships) but also in the similarities of set­
ting (Lembuland) and main characters. [178]

Wolfe finally tells Nhliziyombi he loves her in a banana 
grove near his house. [179] The setting, like a painting 
by Rousseau, iu imbued with romantic primitivism. Here 
they sit, "frankly content, without moving or uttering a 
word for more than an hour." [1,0] Wolfe records his feel­
ings about this incident in his diary, in terms of an ex­
pressionist city-scape which reveals a powerful modernist 
influence; "Today was a city drunk with success ..." [181] 
For his last view of Nhliziyombi, Wolfe finds himself in a 
mango grove, with Nhliziyombi in the valley below:

With a great earthenware pot on her head she was 
crossing a stream in the valley ... She walked 
more gracefully than anybody I h-.ve seen before 
or since. I watched her ascending slowly, and 
when she entered a grove of trees at the top of 
*he hill her crimson dress went black, and she. 
suddenly disappeared. [182]

Nhliziyombi is swallowed up by the bush and disappears
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forever: the futility of his love is brought home to
Wolfe (as is the case with Frant in "The Child of Queen 
Victoria") when he is told that she is to marry somebody 
else.
A striking t it to Wolfe's trepidation and thin- 
blooded aestheticiam - his shrinking from experience which 
earns the name "Chastity" - can be found in Mabel van 
der Horst, whom Wolfe and the nonconformist missionary, 
Rupert Friston, meet during a visit to Frank d'Elvadere: 
"She had given me from the first to believe that she was a 
woman of character", recalls Wolfe; "it was a belief upon 
which subsequently I never had reason to go back." [163) 
Independent, lively, impulsive and politically courageous, 
it is Mabel van der Horst who first introduces the idea of

i
"Young Africa." [184] The members of "Young Africa" 
believe:

1. That Africa is not the white man's country.
2. That "miscegenation" is the only way for 

Africa to be secured to the Africans.
3. That it is inevitable, right and proper.
4. That if it can be shown to be so, we shall have 

laid true foundations for the future Coloured 
World.

It is the promotion of "miscegenation" as a solution to 
the "colour question* - and the way two members put it 
into practice - that caused the most outrage amongst South
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African readers. It was a unique solution: So widespread
was the fear and horror of "miscegenation", and so power­
ful the idea of "race pride" amongst blacks as well as 
whites, (185] that "miscegenation" was rarely portrayed ir 
a sympathetic light, let alone encouraged. In a sense, 
"Young Africa" turns upside down the prevailing social 
Darwinist notions of "degeneration" and "taint" through 
inter-racial contact: through a reversal of eugenicist
notions Young Africa seeks to encourage inter-racial con­
tact in order to create a "Future Coloured World", to 
bring about regeneration in the shape of "Eurafrica."
[186]

Plomer was well aware that his unorthodox solution to the 
all-pervading "colour question" would cause controversy: 
indeed, on many occasions he commented that he Intended 
Turbott Wolfe to raise a storm. [187] It is not clear how 
far Plomer was convinced by his own argument. There is a 
strong suggestion in Turbott Wolfe that "miscegenation", 
admirable in theory, may ultimately prove dangerous. Cer­
tainly, it is an idea which Wolfe and Friston adhere to in 
principle, but which they cannot come to terms with in 
reality. At a meeting of "Young Africa" Wolfe is suddenly 
seized by "a cold physical terror" when he realizes that 
Mabel shares none of his qualms about "miscegenation", and 
scorns his timidity:
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It was clear that Mabel van der Horst was at­
tracted, how slightly it was hard to measure, 
towards Zachary Msomi. It was one thing to talk 
glibly about "miscegenation", to fool about with 
an idea, and another to find oneself face to 
face with the actual happening: it was the dif­
ference between a box of matches and a house on 
fire. [168]

Wolfe's trepidation and fear is compounded by the reaction 
of Friston who, himself in love with Mabel, may become 
"unbalanced" or even dangerous. Friston reacts to the 
relationship by taking a hallucinogenic drug which brings 
into the open the Inherent dichotomy of his position; he 
is in love with Mabel, but also a proponent of 
"miscegenation" and a "Young Africa" enthusiast. Friston's 
hallucinations revolve around Zachary and Mabel. He im- t 
agines himself at a funfair, watching a whirling merry- 
go-round, which strongly echoes Wolfe's experience at 
"Schhnstein's Better Shows", where he first becomes aware 
of "the question of colour." Friston describes his ex­
perience to Wolfe:

And then there were dreams again. Young Africa. 
Eurafrica. "miscegenation". What uncomfortable 
ideas for a missionary. And I am a missionary. 
Perhaps I shall be a patriarch. Hie father of a 
half-caste nation, the father of Young Africa: 
of Eurafrica. [189]

Later Friston dreams about Mabel pushing a perambulator 
containing "a custard coloured child* called "Young



Africa" or "Eurafrica." Mabel telle Friston: "I am going
to drown him. He doesn't come up to expectations." [1903 
Friacon, like Wolfe, is plagued by premonitions and images 
of violence as the unavoidable consequence of "misce­
genation", racial fear and hatred. The memory of Tyler- 
Harries drowning in the arms of a "coloured" woman resur­
faces as an image of doom, and he is tortured by dreams in 
which the Dukela river (Tugela) "is running beveined with 
red." [191)

Plomer is clearly aware of the confusion, contradictions 
and imbalance of the individual psyche: Moreover, he lo­
cates the source of this confusion in the nature of con­
temporary South African society. One of the most striking 
features of Turbott Wolfe is the extent to which Plomer 
succeeds in portraying a violent society on the brink of 
extreme social and political change, and this portrayal is 
centred in the experiences and attitudes of his charac­
ters.

Friston recovers in time to preside over the marriage be­
tween Mabel and Zachary; it is the second wedding- 
breakfast at the Hlanzeni mission house, and Friston's 
sermon is "a hazy mixture of sophistry, confused thinking 
and Bolshevism." [192] Unlike Wolfe, who turns to his art 
to escape from his uncomfortable love for Nhliziyombi,
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Friston turns to political activism and a vaguely defined 
"Bolshevism." He plans to stay with an African family at 
the Dukela river: "I'm not quite sure of the family
name", Friston tells Wolfe, "but their father's name is 
Langallbalele, and their mother's is - what is it? Oh 
yes. Nhliziyombi." [193] For Wolfe the name Nhliziyombi 
(meaning "bad-hearted") is "a deep wound." (194] Her 
husband's name is perhaps a direct tribute to John Lan- 
galibalele Dube.

While Wolfe is clearly shown to be inadequate by the end 
of the novel, Friston, who becomes a political activist 
and turns to "Russia" for inspiration, fares no better. He 
Lk killed in "Swedish Bast Africa" (Mozambique), and 1 

leaves behind only some unopened letters and cryptic 
papers. Once Friston has died, Wolfe and "Young Africa" 
disintegrate. Wolfe's hesitant and timid involvement, in 
"Young Africa" is interpreted by Colonel Valdamc as a 
transgression of his trade licence agreement, and Wolfe 
plans to return to England where he "shall find emptiness, 
because I have reached a point where life offers nothing 
but a few sensations, more or less indecent, which I know 
are only illusions." [195]

While Friston and Wolfe, like Tyler-Harries and the Nor­
wegian miaaionary Nordalaqaard, are defeated by Africa and
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specifically by the nature of the "colour question" in 
South Africa, Plomer leaves ua with a tentative symbol of 
hope and survival in the form of Mabel van der Horst. 
Plomer's portrayal of the relationship between a white 
woman and a black man was particularly shocking for South 
African readers i Indeed, it was something vary rarely 
mentioned, except in the context of "Black Peril" where 
white women were invariably portrayed as the victims of 
"animal lust". Nevertheless, as Plomer knew and perhaps 
intended to expose, such relationships did exist. Ulnae 
lass natal, for example, reported in 1921 that in Natal 
and Zululand there were "Isolated cases of white women 
living with Kaffirs, and at Hatatiele evidence was giver 
of a white woman who had a daughter who was seduced by a 
Native, with whom the afterwards want to live as his 
wife." [196] Mabel is clearly a figure of extreme courage 
and determination, in her Wolfe momentarily perceives a 
harmony and synthesis of the ideals of "Young Africa*, 
here symbolically portrayed:

She was now Mabel Msomi ... there she was, in a 
gown of cream-white, lightly and curiously pat­
terned with black. [197]

Just as Nhliziyombi is portrayed as a symbol, almost god­
like, of an idealized African past, so Mabel becomes for 
Wolfe the embodiment of "Eurafrica", the spirit of an
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idealised and unattainable future:

As she walked away in her springing stride, with 
fine legs and buttocks, and a royal back, out of 
the early morning shadows into the early morning 
sun ... she was no less than a goddess. As she 
emerged across the open sward (dew drenched and 
sunlit) her departure acquired a colossal 
valedictory significance: her shadow travelled 
rapidly over the uneven verdure at her left hand 
(sinister, I thought) and she became the goddess 
of the future, going out to suffer. What was her 
name? Her name was Eurafrica. (196)

William Plomer did not "discover" the problem of colour, 
nor was he the first to satirise South African racial at­
titudes. His importance lies in his recognition of the 
"colour question" as the central moral issue of South 
African society; the awareness of colour is the dominant 
imaginative process at work in Turbott Wolfe. It is clear 
that while Plomer hopes that the awareness of colour will 
one day become an anachronism, this will not be easily 
achieved. Plomer suggests that it will take far more than 
Wolfe's scornful but ultimately impotent criticism of 
racism, or Friston'** belief that "Russia" or a vaguely 
defined "Bolshevism" can provide an instant solution. It 
is in acts of extreme moral courage and determination thit 
Plomer sees salvation, but even Mabel van der Horst, the 
embodiment of "Eurafrica", is a goddess "going out to 
suffer". In Turbott Wolfe Plomer portrays a society or the 
brink of extreme and violent change, and in this the novel
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achieves a prophetic significance; the idea of a future 
South Africa, free from the obsession of colour, is suf­
fering still.



section III: The ''PolitlcQ-Aeathete'1

A split personality must surely have at least 
two points of view. (William Plomer) (199]

In an "appendix" at the end of Turbott Wolfe. Plomer 
describes what he calls "The Politico-Aeethete":

A man, fortunate or unfortunate, whose existence 
is hemmed in by wireless telegraphy ... He stag­
gers, poor man, under the weight of the past; 
and he struggles, poor man, under the load of 
the future. He has not got over the French 
Revolution when he is faced with the Russian. He 
has not digested the Renaissance before he is 
confronted with Cubism. Dadaism he finds 
easier. He would like to focus his attention on 
the point where the rational in his character 
coincides with concupiscible? but is it really 
his character, he wonders - ? He is divided by 
a thin red line drawn down the middle. On the 
right hand he is a politico, on the left aes­
thete. His left eyelid droops in languor 
his right eye is fastened irrevocably upon the 
main chance ..."Post-War", murmurs the 
Politico-Aesthete ... [2JO]

This description, we are told, Wolfe finds amongst 
Friston#s papers after his death. Who exactly is the 
"Politico-Aebthete", and what does he represent? It would 
be easy to assume that this is merely a satirical descrip­
tion of Friston himself, further illustration of his con­
fused state of mind and severe inner conflict before his 
death. But Turbott Wo!fe provides no easy answerst it is 
a novel that raises more questions than it suggests solu­
tions, and this is one of the qualities that makes it a
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complex and challenging book, and the ideas behind the 
MPolitico-AestheteH worth exploring in more detail.
The description of the "Politico-Aesthete" is rather like 
an outline or skeleton that needs to be fleshed out before 
ona can see the whole, and once this has been done it is 
revealing in a number of ways. Not only does it tell us a 
great deal about the characterisation of Friston as well 
as Wolfe, it also tells us a great deal about Plomer him- 
s e ? h i s  ideas about "art" and the relationship between 
"art" and "politics", the "post war" artist or writer, the 
"outsider", love, western civilisation and more. All these 
components subtly inform and permeate Turbott Wolfe.

What did it mean, in Plomer's generation, to be a writer? 
Any definition of a "writer" has a particular social his­
tory, it is an idea, like any other. The way in which 
Plomer defines himself as a writer is important not only 
for a fuller understanding of Turbott Wolfe, but also in 
understanding a particular literary crisis, itself part of 
a social crisis, at the historical moment when Plomer was 
learning to write, in the early 1920r.

Plomer tells us in his autobiography that:

In the Sixties and Seventies of this century the
frustrated, life-hungry, idealistic and disillu­
sioned young have tended to join in public
demonstrations and to uttar their own inner tur-
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moil in eone kind of poetry, in the Twenties it , 
was more usual for them to write a novel. A 
literary historian with nothing better to do 
might find it curious to trace, in the minor English novel-writers of the period, the work­
ings of revolt against the society to which they had been brought up to conform. [201]

The act of writing a novel, according to Plomer, is this 
sometimes an act of rebellion: "I know," he writes,
"because I was ~n unknown aut myself; rebelliousness 
had made me one." [202] H. emembere TurbottWolfe as "a 
violent ejaculation, a protest, a nightmare ..." [203]
This first novel was at one level a protest engendered by 
the social and political climate in South Africa in the 
1920s. But Plomer also suggests that we explore a dif­
ferent context, that of the intellectual climate in 
England at the time he began to write.

Plomer grew up at a time and within a class in which the 
practice of writing was problematic. Writing was often 
thought of as an impractical secondary activity, an alter­
native to "doing something real", unless, of course, the 
writer was a successful author who could turn a pretty 
phrase into a pretty profit. Plomer recalls a childhood 
incident which tells us a great deal about family at­
titudes to artists, writers and other layabouts:

[My Auntj asked me if I knew what I wanted to be 
when I grew up. A little earlier it was thought 
that I wanted to be an engine driver, but how,



without the least hesitation, I said, "Yes, I'm 
going to be an artist." My aunt recoiled as if 
stung by some harmful insect, and cast her eyes 
up dramatically with a look of horror. "Good 
heavens 1 I hope notI* [204]

In childhood, Plomer's artistic ambitions received little 
encouragement:

It is all very well to find oneself a little 
aesthete - and I think I may say as an artist as 
well, because I have done something to create as 
well as to enjoy? but 1 did not find my inclina­
tions altogether orotected, fostered or in­
dulged. I did rut grow up in a family or in a 
society of leirared and cultivated aesthetes.
My education * ,id the social milieu in which I 
mostly foujA /self when young were conven­
tional, prantral and philistine. [205]

Plomer's determination to be an "artist" despite the or­
thodox view that "art* was a frivolous alternative to 
"real" work or the "real" world, required a conscious act

i
of rebellion. Plomer's earliest experiences were defined 
by a sense of displacement, marginalisation and loneli­
ness, which contributed to his perception ?f himself as an 
artistic, unconventional "outsider" and "rebel". Thesn 
qualities he also associated with writers or artists he 
admired:

At the age of seventeen, for instance, I was 
living in a remote place in Africa, not by my 
own choice, and the only books I had were a 
handful I had brought with me. They included 
the poems of Blake and of Rimbaud, and the let­
ters of Vincent van Gogh. It occurs to me now 
that one could hardly choose from the nineteenth

264



century or from any other time three men, three 
artiste, more single-mindedly devoted to their 
art or more isolated from their contemporaries.
With such great examples before me, how could I 
fail in my obscure and small and immature way to 
see that the world of imagination and of art was 
worth all one's loyalty? Its shapes were more 
defined, its colours were clearer. It was 
nearer to the truth than the everyday world.
(206)

If the only orthodox test of achievement in art lay in 
recognition and success as an author or artist, then this 
could be opposed by a simple negation: the true "artist"
should have no commercial aim, no social function, and by 
implication, his work should have no social content - "art 
for art's sake." [207j This polarisation is an important
phase of late nineteenth century bourgeois life and 
thought, and was more or less a conventional perception in 
the 1920s: it is at the root of the conventional distinc­
tion between "content" and "form". Although social aware­
ness in writers was widespread in the nineteenth century - 
some names that immediately spring to mind are Dickens, 
Elizabeth Gaskell, George Elliot and Hardy - by the end of 
the century a polarisation between the "social" and 
"aesthetic" emerged. This was seen by some writers and 
critics as the opposition between a composed, pure, essen­
tial art, and projected, committed, purposive writing. The 
former implies a definition of "being a writer" which ex­
cludes social experience and concern - the writer 
"outside" society. George Orwell comments scathingly that
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at this time "in 'cultured' circles arts-for-arts-eaking 
extended practically to the worship of the meaningless. 
Literature was supposed to consist solely of the manipula­
tion of words*. (208]

Turbott Wolfe is unusual in the South African context in 
terms of the understanding it reveals of literary and ar­
tistic undercurrents and developments in the metropolitan 
culture. Plomer had steeped himself in the works of a 
variety of English and European writers, and was, perhaps 
unconsciously, influenced by the contemporary crisis in 
aesthetics - the split between "pure", "aesthetic* art, 
and socially aware or "anti-aesthetic* art, as some cur­
rent generalisations tended to define the two trends: t

I am, if you like the word, an aesthete ... Whan 
we come to the question of what my belief in art 
has meant to me in my own life, I would say that 
it has meant first and foremost a battle. I do 
not mean a battle against any wavering or 
weakening of that belief held by me, but a 
battle against the pressure of the everyday 
world. [309}

Plomer thus experiences a split between "art" and the 
"everyday world*. "Art" also transcends social and 
political upheaval:

Through later life, the dangers of war, the 
drudgery of duty and responsibility, the waste 
and folly of ordinary existence, the strain and 
anxiety of public and private life, my belief in
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the values of art has remained constant because 
they themselves have remained constant. {210]

It is difficult to reconcile these ideas with Plomer's 
equally strong insistence that Turbott Wolfe was an act of 
rebellion not only against orthodox values but also 
against the mediocrity of colonial society and the injus­
tices of the political system in South Africa. Indeed, 
these conflicting ideas remained a contradiction in Plomer 
himself, and can be discerned as a powerful, inherent ten­
sion in TuEfrQ&t-KQUft*

The ’•Politico-Aesthete1*, we are told,

is divided by a thin red line drawn down the 
middle. On the right hand he is a politico, on 
the left aesthete ... His right hand pocket is 
full of slogans, and his left hand of epigrams.
{211J

This describes precisely the kind of tension Plomer ex­
perienced between the idea of the artist as "aesthete" - 
"outside" society - and literary engagement with social 
and political concerns. The young Plomer aspired to 
metropolitan glory - then dominated by the idea of a 
"pure* art - not local fame amongst colonial 
"Philistines". [212) Nonetheless, the political and so­
cial conflict inherent in South African society made it 
imposeit’ for him to avoid engagement with "humdrum



reality". This conflict characterizes Plomer's definition 
of himself as a writer? he believes that art can 
"transcend" reality, and yet he believes that Turbott 
Wolfe was an act of rebellion engendered by his inter­
pretation of social and political reality in South Africa.

This conflict or "split" finds direct expression in the 
character i sat ion of Wolfe and Priston in Turbott Wolfe. 
Using Plomer's formulation of the "Politico-Aesthete" - a 
personification of Plomer's idea of a conflict between 
"art* and "politics" - one can broadly categorise Friston 
as a "Politico" and Wolfe as an "Aesthete".

Wolfe personifies the artist as "outsider*. He is "a fish 
out of water", [213] unusual, even at times exotic. The 
opening sentence of the novel tells us that "Turbott Wolfe 
may have been a man of genius". [214] In the bizarre room 
where we first meet him, Wolfe seems perfectly at hornet

I felt obscured by all those scentless bouquets, 
["William Plomer" comments] but Turbott Wolfe 
seemed so little obscured that he might have 
purposely designed those enormous bistre-and- 
green roses that were tousled and garlanded up 
and down the coverlet on the bed; and the wall 
behind his head, with its bouquets of brown mar­
guerites, its pomegranates and bows of ribbons 
and forget-me-nots, became for him an ideal 
background. He was dignified in a curious way 
perhaps peculiar to very intelligent people 
there was with him an assured grace, perhaps be­
cause of the fine culture that he had and be­
cause of the intense natural sensitiveness of



his nature. [215]

In the colonial milieu, which Wolfe regards as exception­
ally mediocre, he is also portrayed as an insular out­
sider. Wolfe comes to South Africa to recover his health, 
to trade, to find meaning in his life. [216] Initially his 
primary interest is his art;

At Ovusane I passed ay time between trade and 
folklore and painting and writing and music, be­
tween sculpture and religion and handicrafts. I 
even got down to landscape gardening. [217]

His artistic endeavours are not merely a way of keeping 
busy:

They have been pleased to tell me, one or two 
who have had the chance and I hope the wit to 
judge, that the work I did during that period 
had value. They have been kind; I have been 
flattered. After a time I was surprised to get 
a communication ... from a very distinguished 
acquaintance whose wish it was to visit me at 
Ovuzan» the purpose of undertaking to com­
pile a carefully illustrated record of what I 
had done. The name was Tyler-Harries ... [218]

Tyler-Harries is the founder of the "Pomegranate Frees" (a 
reference to the Hogarth Press?) [219] and his interest 
in Wolfe's work elevates it to the status of "Art". But 
the manuscript of the book Tyler-Harries has written about 
Wolfe is lost at sea, perhaps an indication that the 
"aesthete" cannot hope to survive for very long in the
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colonial milieu portrayed in Turbott Wolfe

Wolfe's self-sufficient isolation and absorption vifch trt 
is soon shattered. Political reality intrudes on his art: 
Attempting to paint a portrait of two young women, one 
white and one black, Wolfe finds that this outrages his 
white neighbours. An "aesthetic" act is inevitably also a 
political statement, and slowly but surely Wolfe becomes 
aware of the central "colour question". He finds himself 
"taking sides* with the Lentous, and with the eye of an 
artist admires "the over-developed marvellous animal grace 
of each Lembu individual ... I was losing my balance." 
[220).

One of the characteristics of the "Politico-Aesthete" is 
that he

would like to focus his attention on the point 
where the rational in his character coincides 
with the concupiscible; tout is it really his 
character, he wonders - ? [221]

This is precisely Wolfe's dilemma when he finds himself in 
love with Nhlieiyombi, and is immediately thrown into tur­
moil. Nicknamed "Chastity* - a name Wolfe is rather proud 
of - Wolfe's peace of mind and self-imposed isolation is 
further destroyed by the intrusion of reality in the shape 
of Nhlieiyombi. His passion for her not only leads to
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severe inner conflict, but breaks into the insulated 
"world of art" he has created around himself. He ini­
tially believes that art is a refuge, an escape from 
reality, and the idea of a conflict or "split" between 
"art" and "reality" Is graphically illustrated in Wolfe's 
inner confusion: "I gave up walking abroad from Ovusane
for fear of meeting the girl, and sought to drown my 
struggles in music." [222} Wolfe soon finds that "there 
is so much pain in music: that was why I chose to use
words instead": [223}

I planted words round my amotions as you plant 
trees round a house: They draw attention to the
white walls of truth within, which at the same 
time they partly conceal. [224}

Art becomes for Wolfe a realm of conflict: it is
"invaded" by the "outside world", by love, by politics.
It is an unavoidable conflict, and one which Wolfe, the 
"Aesthete", is not equipped to cope with. Unable to 
remain isolated from society, Wolfe Is forced to engage 
with reality. It is a political but also an "aesthetic" 
decision: Wolfe rejects the white colonials who are as
physically repulsive as they are morally degenerate,
"whose eyes and thoughts were shifty; and whose speech 
case from mouths filled with venom instead of spittle,"
[225] and chooses the moral purity and physical beauty and 
magnificence he perceives in the Lembu people.
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When Wolfe meets Rupert Priston, he sees in him a 
"reflection of myself. Vanity. Or perhaps excitement at 
getting in touch with a point of view something removed 
from the usual point of view to be found in Lembuland.”
[226] This recognition is based partly on Friston's 
political views, which coincide with his own, and on 
Friston's "unusualness" in the context of the colonial 
milieu; like Wolfe, Priston is an "outsider* and a 
"rebel*. But Priston is also an inversion - like a mirror 
image - of Wolfe, and in many way his opposite. If Wolf4 
is primarily an "Aesthete", then Priston is the other side 
of the equation, a "Politico". Where Wolfe's "pockets are 
full of epigrams", Friston's contain "slogans":

"Credo", he announced in a voice of awe 
speaking as distinctly as an oracle. "I believe 
that the white man's day is over. Anybody can 
see plainly that the world is quickly and in­
evitably becoming a coloured world". [227]

But like Wolfe, Priston is also "divided by a thin red 
line drawn down the middle." [228] His political convic­
tions and involvement with "Young Africa" result in inner 
confusion when Mabel van der Horst decides to marry 
Zachary Msomi. Like the "Politico-Aesthete* he is torn 
between "the rational in his character" and "the 
concupiscible"; his right ear listens to the cacophony of
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a national anthem, while "hie left ear is devoted to a 
saxophone (or is it a saxophone?) ..." [229) The tension 
between his love for Mabel and pros. on of "miscegena­
tion" as a political ideal and solution to the "colour 
question" is vividly illustrated by his descent into a 
drugged madness, the psychological expression of the con­
flict between irreconcilable ideas and emotions. Where 
Wolfe, the "aesthete", finds expression for his inner con­
flict through political involvement, Priston, the 
"Politico", expresses his turmoil and confusion in poetryt

Dukela, your tide
Is running bevelned with the red
Issue of pride ... [230J

Amongst Friston's papers Wolfe also finds three poems
which vividly illustrate friston's (and Wolfe's) predica­
ment. [231]

Both Wolfe and Priston are portrayed as distinct 
"outsiders" in the colonial milieu. As Tyler-Harries com­
ments on his arrival in Sou>h Africa t "how many fish 
there are here out of water1" [232] Turbott (Turbot?)
Wolfe defines himself as an "outsider" in terms of his 
status as an "aesthete" and an artist, and later in terms 
of his rejection of white colonial values. Priston is an 
"outsider" in tezms his unconventional ideas "bout 1



religion, [233] and his political activism. It would be 
true to say that in many ways Turbott Wolfe is about in­
dividuals' attempts to get away from an oppressive nor­
mality. Both Wolfe and Friston "escape" to South Africa, 
here described by Wolfe with graphic intensity:

My life seemed to be then a structure that had 
grown steadily without the least deviation from 
the architect's plan - every stone was being put 
in place, every malicious ornament. Lack of 
money, perhaps an extreme sensitiveness; a 
deep-rooted immovable cowardice; sudden flowers 
of courage - all these seemed due to an in­
visible constructor of my life, who must have 
been Gothic, so intent was he upon his work, so 
nice with satire. But the cruel building was 
suddenly ruined ... I was suddenly ordered to 
Africa ... [234]

Friston, "a parson ... because of a kind of family 
tradition", tells Wolfe: "I don't think England would
hold me. That's why I'm her#." [235] Once in South
Africa, Wolfe and Friston reject the mediocrity and racism 
of contemporary society, and attempt to escape through art 
or politics. This experience of awareness, rejection and 
flight is repeatedly enacted, and significantly also forms 
a distinct pattern in Plomer's own life. [236]

It would be equally true to say that Turbott Wolfe is 
about people who try to get away, but fail. In the end 
that failure - either reabsorption, or death - is seen as 
an inevitable, inescapable fate. In the words of one of
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Friston's poems, discovered after his death and aptly 
titled "Manifesto By a Man in a Trap":

I am constrained to play a part -
An actor, only free to act. [237]

Just as Wolfe seeks escape in his art and in politics, so 
Friston attempts to escape from reality through political 
activism and a vaguely defined "Bolshevism", vrlston la 
murdered, and Wolfe returns to England, disillusioned and 
empty of ideals, to die of an "African Fever." Oni can 
recognise a deep pattern here: The man who tries to break
from the standards and conventions of his group but who is 
drawn back into it, or, in the case of Friston and Wolfe, 
eventually destroyed. In Turbott Wolfe Plomer creates an 
enfire social, political and physical milieu within which 
the social criticism and the personal breaks are distinct 
elements. Friston disappears to "Swedish East Africa" and 
a telegram curtly announces that he is "presumed murdered 
political or reliiioue reasons by members guao tribe." 
[238] Wolfe is left a broken man. Ke tells Caleb of his 
intention to return to England while sitting beneath a 
barren pear tree, an apt symbol for Wolfe's fruitless 
search for meaning to his life in trade, in art, in love 
and in politics:

l
My life, Caleb, la like a bucket with no bottom.
Nothing can fill it. Once 1 thought Africa
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could fill it, but t doubted. How the lady is 
maxried, and has children. Once I thought fame 
could fill it, but Mr Tyler-Harries, who was 
going to get it for me, went down to the bottom 
of the sea - very unreasonably. With Young 
Africa I allowed myself to be cheated into the 
idea that politics would give me what I sought. 
Now, under the barren pear tree, I see that 
Young Africa was a monstrous farce. Caleb, I 
have looked at everything ... Caleb, I am an 
egoist. (A39)

The “outsider”, the ”Politico-Aesthete", is reabsorbed by 
an oppressive normality, and eventually destroyed.

The "Politico-Aesthete”, we are told, carries under his ( 
arm "the complete works of Freud”. Plomer wrote at a time 
when a deeper awareness of psychological complexities was 
present at the same time as a deeper awareness of social 
complexities. Through the inner conflict and turmoil of 
Wolfe and Friston, social and political conflict are sym­
bolically enacted.

The source of the moral and social complexities addressed 
in Turbott Wolfe and of Wolfe's defeat and emptiness can 
be found not only in the South African milieu, but also in 
the intellectual climate of postwar England, as Friston's 
description of the "Politico-Aesthete” indicates: the
"Politico-Aesthete" is

a man, fortunate or unfortunate ... He staggers, 
poor man, under the weight of the past; and he 
struggles, poor man, under the load of the fu-
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ture ... 'Post war', murmurs the Politico- 
Aesthete [240,

Plomer, growing up between Africa and England, and remain­
ing in most ways essentially English, was profoundly af­
fected by some of the ideas circulating amongst intellec­
tuals in post war England. If the First World War had 
begun with the cacophony of military marches and 
nationalist fervour, it ended with despair and disillu­
sionment. For many, it signalled a turning point. With 
the First World War, ♦'he ideals of comfort, security, cer­
tainty and self-confidence which dominated nineteenth cen­
tury bourgeois thinking were shattered. The South African 
war, the Irish "Troubles" and the Bolshevik revolution 
presented further challenges to the existence of these 
myths. Gone was an era of peace and prosperity, and the 
end of the war represented for many the dawning of a new 
era of uncertainty and trepidation. The post war climate 
was one of profound ambiguity: in Plomer's definition,
"post war man* staggers under the illusions of an ir­
retrievable past, and struggles under the load of an un­
certain future. The impact of the First World War is made 
explicit in the striking contrast between Klodguisc, sym­
bol of nineteenth century rationalism, confidence, 
security and determination, and his successor Nor- 
dalsgaard, who personifies the ambiguity of "post war
mail".
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The war also called western civiliuation Itself Into ques­
tion; its values and "inherent1' superiority could no 
longer be taken for granted. Plomer, like many others of 
his generation, believed that western civilization was in 
a state of severe crisis - corrupt, degenerate, decadent 
and ultimately destructive - an idea that gained momentum 
as the horrors and waste of the war became apparent. The 
young and selfconsciously rebellious Plomer expressed his 
disillusionment in Turbott Wolfe: in the words of his
protagonist Wolfe, "our civilisa 'on is obscene." [241]

i
Both Friston and Wolfe are personifications of "post war 
man", insecure, ambiguous, searching for alternatives to 
"western civilisation", filled with doubts and fears about 
the future. They believe that Europe is "as dead as 
mutton", [242] and that western civilisation and dominance 
in Africa is based on a fallacy:

The white man's t'* dead as a doornail ... We 
chink we're invincible because we fly around the 
world in an aeroplane, and because we can send 
our silly voices flying round the world by wire­
less. Wait a little, the black man will break 
our aeroplanes, and the yellow man will effec­
tually silence even our loudest loud speakers.
The strength of the Natives is in their weak­
ness. [243 J

These words are prophetic: Plomer predicted the crumbling



of white domination in Africa, and later, while living in 
Japan, he witnessed with alarm the growing militarism 
which catapulted Japan into the Second World War. [244]

Both Wolfe and Priston grasp eagerly and desperately at 
alternatives in the shape of "Youny Africa" and the vain 
hope of a harmonious future society, "Eurafrica". In 
their desperate attempts to find meaning in their lives, 
they are revealed as personifIcatione of "hollow men" from 
poet war Europe. But the vision of the future pursued by 
Wolfe and Friston is doomed, as are Priston and Wolfe 
themselves: the image of "Eurafrica", tentative symbol of
hope, "going out to suffer", [245] echoes the pessimism o£ 
the post war years.

The modernist disintegration portrayed in the charac­
terisation of Wolfe and Friston is a common theme in much 
English writing of the post war era. Plomer's formulation 
of the "Politico-Aesthete" and the way this formulation is 
integrated into the narrative of Turbott Wolfe, reveals 
che powerful influences of contemporary literary debate on 
hie early writing. Moreover, the "Politico-Aesthete" is 
ultimately a figure of parody, a profound comment on the 
sense of crisis which pervaded literary and political 
debate in post war "oqiand.
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e m u  t

On William Plomer's death in England in 1973, the follow­
ing obituary appeared in The Timea (22 Sept. 1973):

Mr. William Plomer, C.B.B. ... novelist, poet, 
discoverer and editor of the Kilvert Diaries, 
the publisher's reader without whose encourage­
ment Ian Fleming might never have created James 
Bond, has died ct the age of 69.

This obituary is mote or less typical of t\e many that ap­
peared ir. *, mdon and elsewhere in England to commemorate 
this event, .oat of them recall tha older Plomer, a re­
spectable, urbane and reticent London "man of letters"; i 
editor, publisher's reader, librettist, mentor to younger 
writers, and minor English poet and novelist. It is very 
difficult to find any trace of a younger, less conven­
tional Plomer here; the young man who wrote Turbott Wolfe 
in a "spirit of revolt" seems virtually to have disap­
peared.

To rediscover this rebellious, idealistic young Plomer, 
one needs to turn to his earliest work. Perhaps the most 
appropriate monument to the young Plomer is Turbott Wolfs 
itself; it speaks sore eloquently than any obituary can 
about Plomer and about the socio-political milieu and his­
torical moment he wrote about. Through Turbott Wolfe we
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can trace the young author's struggles to cross the "great 
divide" of a segregated society, and also see the extent ‘ 
to vhijh he » like so many SouL.. African writers - is him­
self a victim of the "great divide" and the segregated im­
agination.

We have seen how Plomer chronicles a colonial past,
•ngages with contemporary socio-political issues, and 
foretells the end of a colonial era. We have seen how he 
attempts to reach towards a common humanity, beyond the 
barriers of class and colour, and yet remains inescapably 
part of the society he condemns. We have also seen that 
Turbott Wolfe is not merely a spontaneous and isolated 
outpouring of visionary genius, but a highly mediated, 
complex creative response to the milieu Plomer found him­
self in.

Turbott Wolfe must be seen as both influenced by and a 
reaction ag&inst exist .ng literary traditions as well as 
socio-v t.cal ideas and developments. If writers like 
Pringle ud Schru ner were an inspiration to Plomer, iso­
lated r.nd loneJ/ at Marsh Moo in the Eastern Cape, then 
European writers such ac Rimbaud, J ’ce and Blake were 
equally influential in tezms of Plomer's literary develop­
ment. But Turbott Wolfe must also b** seen as a response to 
many of the imperial myths about Africa which found ex-



pression in imperial

Turbott Wolfe is at one level a parody of the conventional 
Imperial hero, while the 'Ueintegration of Wolfe and the 
episodic narrative structure of the novel give powerful 
expression to literary modernism. Turbott Jtolie's modern­
ist register makes the novel a curious and striking excep­
tion to the development of south African literature in the 
first decades of this century.

In terms of its political ideas and concr.n* Turbott 
Wolfe Is also informed by a »ariety of soci olitical in­
fluences. In its focus on the central "colour question", 
the novel follows a deeply ingrained pattern in South i 
African literature. However, the idea that the "native 
question" is not a question, but an answer, represents a 
distinct shift in literary approaches to chis central so­
cial and political issue.

The narrative fragmentation of much modernist fiction is 
ideally suited to giving metaphorical expression to in­
dividual uncertainty, and the ep sodic structure of Tur­
bott Wolfe echoes Plomer's fragmentary and fractured ex­
perience of South Africa. Indeed, it is the idea of a 
"fracture" or "split" that is one of the novel's most 
striking characteristics, and one which permeates Turbott
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Wolfe at every level. Turbott Wolfe is a harsh and out­
spoken critique of colonial society, yet simultaneously 
reveals the extent to which the author shares this 
society's point of view. The "fracture* is personified by 
the novel's protagonist, Wolfe, and Is mirrored by 
Plomer's idea of a conflict between "art* and "politics* 
as well as between the individual and the society he finds 
himself in.

A "fractured" point of view or fragmented experience is by 
no means surprising or unusual in a society which is 
characterized by "fractures* on many levels, the most ob­
vious beii»g racial segregation. It is this central issue - 
the "colour question" - that provided Plomer with a 
central focus for his first novel. His approach to the 
issue - that it is not a question, but an answer - is one 
which no subsequent writer of nets has been able to ig­
nore. Turbott Wolfe, or many years neglected and ignored, 
has certainly left its mark on South African fiction of 
this century.

The most striking feature of Turbott Wolfe is the fact 
that many of the issues it addresses are as crucial today 
as they were in the 1920s. Turbott Wolfe represents 
Plomer's responses - often fragmentary and contradictory - 
to the historical moment in which he wrote, and also his
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struggle to confront, and challenge the society he lived in 
as well as his own "segregated imagination". It is this 
struggle which is deeply, sometimes invisibly, embedded in 
South Africa'a history, and which gives Turbott Wolfe such 
a powerful resonance today.
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