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Friday 26 June 2015 
 

9:00 Arrival & Registration 

9:30 Welcome 

9:40 Panel 1: Testimony and truth 

11:10 Break 

11:30 Reading: Lyndall Gordon and Henrietta Rose-Innes 

12:30 Lunch 

13:30 Panel 2: Politics and aesthetics 

15:00 Break 

15:20 Talk: Rita Barnard 

16:20 Break 

16:30  Panel 3: The global and transcultural 

18:00  Break for refreshments 

18:30 Reading and performance: Denis Hirson, Toni Stuart, Malika Ndlovu 

19:30 Close 

 

Saturday 27 June 2015 
 
9:30 Welcome 

9:40 Panel 4: Identity and representation 

11:10 Break 

11:30 Talk: Kelwyn Sole 

12:30 Lunch 

13:30 Round table: Poetry and Anthologies in SA Now: Denis Hirson, Isobel Dixon, Kate 

Kilalea, Toni Stuart 

14:45 Break 

15:15 Poetry reading: Kelwyn Sole, Kate Kilalea, Isobel Dixon 

16:45 Close 

18:30 Dinner at the Punter 
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PANELS 

Panel 1: Testimony and truth  
Chair: Jennifer Upton 
 
Writing South Africa Anew: Poetry & Testimony in Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull 
Kate Highman 
 
Contested and Conflicted Identities: Ruth First’s 117 Days 
Rachel Knighton 
 
“Our Own Metaphors for Suffering”: South African Literature in the Shadow of the Truth Commission 
Sangina Patnaik 
 
 

Panel 2: Politics and aesthetics  
Chair: Alice Meyer  

 
The Linguistic Abject: Novelistic Form and Brutalised Black Bodies in Lesego Rampolokeng’s Whiteheart: 
Prologue to Hysteria 
Thando Njovane 
 
The Late Nadine Gordimer 
Graham Riach 
 
Rethinking Politics and Aesthetics in Contemporary South African Poetry 
Anique Kruger 
 

Panel 3: The global and transcultural 
Chair: Ed Charlton 
 
Writing the Now/Thinking the Now: After the ‘Global Turn’ in South African Fiction 
Chris Holmes 
 
Bronzing Van Gogh’s Ear in Maputo: Imagetext and Transcultural Memory in Wopko Jensma’s Illuminated 
Poetry 
Maria Zirra 
 
Labourers and Settlers: The Afterlife of Indenture in Indian South African Writing 
Nienke Boer 

 

Panel 4: Identity and representation 
Chair: Erica Lombard 
 
Reading Skin in the Comedy of Trevor Noah 
Megan Jones 
 
“Stealing their fire”: The Political Utility of Queer in Ashraf Jamal’s Love Themes for the Wilderness 
Gabrielle Demblon 
 
(Re)claiming (Dis)order: Engendering Post-Apartheid Johannesburg 
Naomi Popple 



ABSTRACTS 
 

Panel 1: Testimony and truth 

 

 

Writing South Africa Anew: Poetry & Testimony in Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull 

Kate Highman (University of the Western Cape) 

 

This paper responds to the conference’s focus on poetry and the ‘writing’ of South Africa by exp loring how 

Antjie Krog, an acclaimed South African poet, attempts to contribute to the metaphoric ‘forging’ of a new 

South Africa in her much-celebrated book Country of My Skull (1998), a genre-crossing ‘creative non-fiction’ 

account of her time reporting on South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission. The paper focuses on 

Krog’s poetic persona in the book and how she responds to the ethical problems of potentially exploiting the 

pain of others by appropriating their stories to poetic ends. Krog protests at one point that ‘one has no right to 

appropriate a story paid for with a lifetime of pain and destruction’, and she meditates on Adorno’s dictum 

regarding poetry after Auschwitz. Yet, as this paper argues, at least two of the TRC testimonies quoted in her 

book – ostensibly as the words of others – are identical to poems she has published elsewhere, although the 

words are translated into Afrikaans.   

Moreover, reading the testimonies against the TRC transcripts shows that Krog has fictionalised them, 

although she has repeatedly insisted in journal articles that she did not edit the testimonies quoted other than 

for punctuation and ‘readability’. In another curious turn, these fictionalised testimonies appear to articulate 

the theories of Elaine Scarry and Ariel Dorfman, whose writings reappear, decontextualized, elsewhere in the 

text. The paper argues that Krog’s ‘editing’ of the testimonies is driven by an impulse to shape her narrative 

towards a particular ‘poetic’ end and also by a Romantic conception of the poet as a ‘national’ voice. Krog’s 

poeticisations raise questions of who may speak for whom in South Africa; of the continued dominance of 

what writer Thando Mgqolozana recently referred to as ‘the white literary establishment’ in South Africa; and 

of the role of the poet as historical witness. 

 

Contested and Conflicted Identities: Ruth First’s 117 Days 

Rachel Knighton (University of Cambridge) 

 

Ruth First’s prison memoir, 117 Days, was published in 1965 and narrates her period of imprisonment in 1963 

under the apartheid system’s severe ninety-day detention law. First was one among several writers and 

political activists who were detained without trial under this law during this time. 117 Days offers important 

insight into the space of the South African prison, and First’s perspective as a white middle-class female 

presents a unique viewpoint from which to consider some of the effects and contradictions of apartheid. This 

paper focuses on how First’s memoir contributes to our autobiographical understanding of her life and self. I 

argue that, considering the psychological implications of imprisonment and interrogation – themes which 

pervade this text - prison writing demands a further level of self-scrutiny and psychoanalysis than can usually 

be expected from autobiographical accounts. As First’s only autobiography, therefore, 117 Days is vital for 

what it tells us about its writer; a subject made all the more pertinent by her tragic and untimely death in 

1982. I read the memoir alongside First’s journalism and several of her biographies in order to articulate some 

of the more personal aspects of her public persona, features that testify to the individual traumas inflicted by 

the apartheid regime. 

 



“Our Own Metaphors for Suffering”: South African Literature in the Shadow of the Truth Commission 

Sangina Patnaik (Swarthmore College) 

 

This paper constellates four novels—Nadine Gordimer’s Burger’s Daughter, Njabulo Ndebele’s The Cry of 

Winnie Mandela, Yvette Christiansë’s Unconfessed, and Lauren Beukes’s Zoo City—which all theorize modes of 

witnessing and testifying to violence. Spanning three decades of South African literary production, the novels 

feature characters struggling to find appropriate venues for relating pasts marked, even undone, by the 

structural violences of slavery, poverty, and racism.  From Ndebele’s lonesome women, gathered together to 

mourn the absence of lovers lost to the mines, to Beukes’ scrappy Zinzi December, a girl whose past “crimes” 

are made visible to all when a fantastical companion animal arrives to announce her guilt, the characters in 

these novels oscillate between invisibility and hypervisibility, caught up in social worlds that can neither 

acknowledge nor ignore their suffering.  

Taken together, the novels function as a counter-archive to the work of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission, emphasizing both the need for and the dangers of creating public forums that wrongs past.  If 

reconciliation and reparation have proved to be beleaguered concepts, insufficient for addressing systemic 

and structural violences of racism, what other models for assessing the past might literature offer? While it is 

important to recognize the historical particularities that condition each work, I suggest that their modes of 

addressing injustice reveal continuities between the violences of colonial, apartheid, and post-apartheid 

societies which the TRC’s mandate precluded. What’s more, by attending to the interplay between literary 

form and historical event, I hope to open a space for exploring how these novels modify current 

understandings of trauma (such as Cathy Caruth’s theorization of trauma as “unclaimed experience”).   Instead 

of individual narrative production reconstructing the individual psyche, the texts I study take reconstructing a 

relation between a traumatic event, conscious knowledge, and sensory experience as a potentially collective 

or even national project. 

 

Panel 2: Politics and aesthetics 

 

 

The Linguistic Abject: Novelistic Form and Brutalised Black Bodies in Lesego Rampolokeng’s Whiteheart: 

Prologue to Hysteria 

Thando Njovane (University of York) 

 

Published in 2005, Lesego Rampolokeng’s novel Whiteheart: Prologue to Hysteria (Whiteheart) is effectively a 

dystopian novel which interrogates the tenets upon which the idea of a new South Africa have been 

constructed since the country’s first democratic elections in 1994. The novel is a retrospective account of a 

protagonist who grows up in Soweto in the 1970s and the subsequent disgruntlement with the illusion of a 

reformed South Africa in the contemporary milieu. The idea of immediate resolution and absolution for 

apartheid, beginning with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission has long been the subject of contemporary 

South African literature over the past two decades. What is distinctive about Rampolokeng’s approach is the 

relentless violence of words and images; the interruption, abuse, and distrust of syntactical and episodic 

structures; and the suspicion of cleanliness and order. In this paper, I explore the function of both formal and 

linguistic dissonance in relation to the representation of Kristevian abject black bodies in the narrative. I 

further argue for a parallelism between contemporary dissatisfaction with the Rainbow Nation rhetoric, 

Rampolokeng’s interruption of narrative convention, and the alterity of black bodies as represented in the 

text. 

 



The late Nadine Gordimer 

Graham Riach (University of Cambridge) 

 

In 1992, shortly after winning the Nobel Prize, Nadine Gordimer observed that such moments provoke ‘a 

feeling of evaluation, a revaluation, a sense of a lifetime of work that hadn’t been fully put together before. 

[...] You’re forced to think back over what you’ve been doing for a whole lifetime.’ This preoccupation with the 

present’s negotiation of the past permeates Gordimer’s short story writing from the early 1990s onwards. Her 

stories depict scenes of retrospection, and are increasingly marked by a Gordimerian late style, characterised 

by a fragmentary texture and trans-historical intertextual resonances to a canon of late stylists: Beckett, 

Shakespeare, and Beethoven. These late stories trace the shadow of the past in the post-, while allowing 

Gordimer to revisit her own authorial legacy in the context of ambivalent critical reception and flagging 

academic interest.  

From Jump (1991) to Beethoven Was One-sixteenth Black (2007), Gordimer’s short stories become 

increasingly marked by characteristics Theodor Adorno and Edward Said have attributed to ‘late style’: 

difficulty, recalcitrance, and an increased degree of self-reflexivity. Together, these factors create a sense of 

temporal unsettledness in her stories, a literary response to the time-lagged, out-of-joint, post-apartheid 

disposition. Gordimer’s late style marks an important shift in her authorial practice, and further enacts a post-

mortem on the politicised aesthetic strategies of previous decades. By adopting an aesthetics of lateness, 

Gordimer navigates between a stylistic mediation of historical circumstance and an authorial bid to dictate to 

posterity. Given her literary reputation, it is inevitable that Gordimer’s recent death will take on the character 

of a punctuation mark on politicised writing in South Africa. What is less clear is what mark this will be: a full 

stop? or rather a colon, a moment of pause that opens onto what is to follow. 

 

 

Rethinking Politics and Aesthetics in Contemporary South African Poetry 

Anique Kruger (University of Oxford) 

 

In 2013 David Tyfield conducted an excoriating critique of the contemporary poetry scene, in which he claimed 

that, “if one is not willing to write poetry that is overtly political, one is at risk of being left out of the group 

called South African poets”. This claim constitutes a reversal of the critical commonplace that the institutional 

apparatus determining literary recognition is biased towards a traditional form of Western lyric poetry, leaving 

little room in academia or the publishing industry for spoken word and other forms of poetic expression. 

Tyfield’s anxiety concerning this threat to the hegemony of Western poetics suggests an ongoing shift in the 

kinds of poetry being written, performed, and critically lauded in South Africa today. This paper will focus on 

the alternative platform provided by the poetry slam, which offers a ‘democratic space’ in which critical agency 

is placed in the hands of the audience. Focus will fall on the work emerging from the poetry slam events 

hosted by the Johannesburg-based Word N Sound Live Literature Co. (est. 2010). Placing this movement in 

conversation with the Soweto poets of the 1970s, an examination of the Black Consciousness ideology 

underpinning both movements will direct an analysis of some of the major political and aesthetic 

preoccupations being articulated by this group of black South African ‘born-frees’. Scrutiny of Word N Sound’s 

political and aesthetic commitments takes on a sense of urgency in light of the born-frees’ re-appropriation of 

Black Consciousness thought and its recent intensification with the rise of the #RhodesMustFall campaign. 

  

 

 



Panel 3: The global and transcultural 

 

Writing the Now/Thinking the Now: After the ‘Global Turn’ in South African Fiction 

Chris Holmes (Ithaca University) 

 

A recent conversation between S.J. Naudé and Ivan Vladislavić in Granta magazine has occasioned a return to 

the questions of translatability, and the status of South African literature as global, both in its subject matter 

and its circulation. Naudé and Vladislavić could be simplistically positioned on opposite ends of the local-global 

continuum of contemporary writing by postcolonial authors— with Naudé attendant to the “borderless world 

of ‘lapsed’ South Africans” and Vladislavić understood as a writer of “micro-localities.” However, attention to 

the anxious play in their fiction with the concept of translatability proves that neither is particularly interested 

in such restrictive categories. My paper begins with the contention that Vladislavić and Naudé work with an 

awareness of the failure of representation, tout court, but that they find in this limitation a point of 

negotiation between form’s insufficiency and content’s over-abundance as they attempt a manner of in-

process-thinking in the literary work itself. The dynamic of this negotiation between, for example, the 

necessity of confronting history during the transition period, and the failure of language to capture notions of 

complicity and innocence, is itself a form of literary translation. Working with recent theories of translation 

and translatability, my paper will address the contemporary South African literary landscape according to a 

meaningful shift away from local and global binaries and towards new forms of imagined affiliation—affiliation 

understood as in-process translation. Specifically, I will look to Vladislavić’s theorization of literary failure in 

The Library of Loss as a conceptual model for what translation in the contemporary novel is doing from within 

the work itself. With that mode of translation in mind, I will make a claim for how the putative globality of SA 

writers like Naudé and Galgut is negotiated with the locality of writers like Marlene Van Niekerk and 

Vladislavić. 

 

Bronzing Van Gogh’s Ear in Maputo: Imagetext and Transcultural Memory in Wopko Jensma’s Illuminated 

Poetry 

Maria Zirra (Stockholm University) 

 

In recent years accounts of book history and print materiality together with a booming interest in local 

periodicals and other textual artefacts diligently pursued by scholars such as Barber, Newell, Helgesson, Van 

der Vliess and Gardner (to name but a few) have trickled into postcolonial studies to sketch unexpected 

trajectories of transnational, national, regional and translocal attachments in the global South. Inspired by 

such scholarship, I propose that more attention needs to be paid to illustrated media and specifically to 

experimental poetry books in South Africa proliferating alongside the numerous small hand-printed avant-

garde literary journals in the late sixties and early seventies. Using W.J.T. Mitchell’s concept of the 

“imagetext”, I study the complex interplay of text and image in Wopko Jensma’s volume i must show you my 

clippings (1977). Specifically, I analyze the way in which Jensma uses art historical verbal and visual references 

to various critiques of European Nazism and capitalism as well as discourses of mental illness, mutilation and 

artistic creation associated with Van Gogh to craft powerful responses to early seventies apartheid politics. 

Jensma’s visual and textual references to George Grosz, François Villon and Vincent Van Gogh and his 

entextualization of friends such as Wilco Milcinovic and Peter Horn, as well as his comments on seventies 

South African performance art by Walter Battiss and Norman Catherine combine to create a composite picture 

of the workings of transcultural memory in two media simultaneously. At the same time, the location markers 

and languages of the poems suggest a brand of avant-garde vernacular cosmopolitanism thoroughly rooted in 

place and regionalism. I meditate on the limited circulation and reception of Jensma’s poetry and visual art as 

well as, more generally, attempt to sketch a blueprint for the role of illuminated poetry in postcolonial 

memory and materiality studies in South Africa. 



Labourers and Settlers: The Afterlife of Indenture in Indian South African Writing 

Nienke Boer (New York University) 

 

Following the abolition of the slave trade within the British Empire in the nineteenth century, more than 1.3 

million Indian subjects of the British Raj migrated to other parts of the world under indenture contracts, with 

152,184 of them travelling to the South African colony of Natal between 1860 and 1909. This wave of 

imperially regulated migrations to South Africa was followed by a second, smaller group of Indian traders, 

known as ‘passenger Indians.’ 

 

Gaurav Desai, in Commerce with the Universe: Africa, India, and the Afrasian Imagination (2013), examines the 

writing of South Asian migrants to East Africa, engaging with the question (also posed by Mahmood Mamdani): 

“How, and under what conditions, do settlers become natives?” Theorists have scrutinized the narrative tropes 

of ‘settler writing,’ as established by J.M. Coetzee’s text, White Writing, in South Africa and other settler 

colonies, but Desai’s work introduces a new dimension to the debate by looking at would-be settlers who are 

not ‘white.’ While discussions on Indian South African writing have mostly centred around recent novels, this 

paper examines earlier generations of Indian South African fictional and autobiographical writing – Ansuyah R. 

Singh’s novel, Behold the Earth Mourns and M.K. Gandhi’s Autobiography: The Story of my Experiments with 

Truth – before briefly turning to recent work by Imraan Coovadia. I argue that Indian South African writers 

were eager to distance themselves from the haunting spectre of indenture and embrace a different kind of 

narrative: that of the settler. We thus see these writers strategically employing the tropes associated with 

settler writing as a way to escape the constraints, both temporal and narrative, imposed by the indenture 

contract. However, the spectre of the contract introduces the rhetoric of law into their work that is at odds 

with the sentimental, affective language associated with settler narratives. By analyzing the legal rhetoric of 

these texts alongside relevant laws and statutes, my paper, like the presence of Indian immigrants in the 

racially divided legal context of pre-1994 South Africa, disrupts and challenges conventional notions of settlers 

and settler narratives. 

 

 

Panel 4: Identity and representation 

 

 

Reading Skin in the Comedy of Trevor Noah 

Megan Jones (University of Stellenbosch) 

 

In his 2010 show, “Daywalker”, the young comedian Trevor Noah fulminates on misreadings of skin. Although 

raised in Soweto, Noah's skin colour is assumed to be the marker of geographical location and a Kaapse culture 

to which he is in fact an outsider. Against attempts to render him translatable as Coloured and from Cape 

Town, Noah describes himself as “coloured by colour, not by culture”. This paper tracks post-apartheid 

intersections of race and place in “Daywalker” alongside the documentary on Noah “You Laugh But It’s True” 

(2012). What emerges is the centrality of the township to the comedian’s self-conception. At thirty years old, 

he is largely a product of post-apartheid and his shows attempt an undoing of the categories of the past. And 

yet what surfaces in the documentary is a hardening of race: in a country where he will “never be considered 

black,” Noah insists upon identification with Soweto as evidence of an authentic blackness. The uneasy 

collision of essentialism and plurality in Noah’s work and life points to the tensions inhering in the reading and 

mapping of skin in present-day South Africa, and its lingering affects among the young South Africans who are 

his largest audience. 

 



“Stealing their fire”: The Political Utility of Queer in Ashraf Jamal’s Love Themes for the Wilderness 

Gabrielle Demblon 

 

Ashraf Jamal’s 1996 novel, Love Themes for the Wilderness, offers us a queer perspective on the period of 

transition in South Africa. Refusing the tropes of race and gender that dominated the South African novels of 

the early “post-apartheid” era, Jamal focuses instead on art and sexuality as key signifiers of the political 

transition. Though the novel caused a stir when first published, it has since slipped into obscurity. In light of 

recent trends of thought in Queer Theory, I would suggest that the novel deserves renewed attention with 

regards to Jamal’s handling, and deliberate mishandling, of the concept of “queer”. The cover of the novel 

features a detailed and decidedly queer pastel portrait by Tracy Payne (1994). An analysis of Payne’s work in 

relation to Jamal’s novel reveals an engagement with the concept of queer that is ahead of its time. The novel 

explores queerness as a disruption to heteronormativity and as the site in which private and public politics 

merge. More importantly, and unique to this time period, it also posits queerness as a matter of style, 

“attitude”, and as what Lee Edelman (2011) calls a “structural position” in relation to society. Queerness, 

rather than signifying only that marginalised group for whom the term was once used derogatively, is then 

figured as a way of seeing and of being, something active and participatory, and thus a productive position 

from which to engage the fraught politics of transition. 

 

 

(Re)claiming (Dis)order: Engendering Post-Apartheid Johannesburg 

Naomi Popple (University of York) 

 

Given Johannesburg’s economic dominance throughout Africa, its historico-cultural importance as the home of 

the Constitutional Court, and the necessity of being selective, this paper focuses on the following (loosely 

defined) texts, set in and/or written about twenty-first century Johannesburg: Ivan Vladislavić’s The Exploded 

View (2006), Gavin Hood’s film adaptation of Athol Fugard’s Tsotsi (2005), and the rap song ‘Run Jozi’ by 

contemporary artists A.K.A and K.O (2014). 'Post-apartheid Johannesburg' serves as an organisational trope, 

whilst my argument departs from familiar discussions of race and place to concentrate on the city’s – 

specifically masculine – en-gendering. In formally diverse ways, these texts – created by and concerned with 

very different men – articulate multiple pursuits of ‘hegemonic masculinity’.  

 

However, rather than this masculinity being traditionally juxtaposed with femininity (though this is also 

sometimes the case), it is more commonly juxtaposed with ‘other’ masculinities and/or articulated as the – 

somewhat colonial – desire to control and/or impose order upon (the etymologically noteworthy) Johannes’s 

burg; examples of the latter ranging from the imperative claims of ‘Run Jozi’ to Les Budlender’s statistical 

cataloguing of the city in ‘Villa Toscana’ of The Exploded View. 

 

 


