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Still Beating the Drum: critical perspectives
on Lewis Nkosi. Johannesburg: Wits
University Press.

Dennis Walder

Over twenty years ago, at the height of the apartheid era, I was taken to task
by Lewis Nkosi for having suggested in a generally favourable Times
Literary Supplement review of his critical study of African literature, Tasks
and Masks (1981), that he seemed to be heading South, and towards
respectability. Scenting an innuendo suggesting that he might – like his old
Drum comrade ‘Zeke’ Mphahlele –  have some thought of returning to South
Africa and perhaps a more comfortable position than the one he then held
at the University of Zambia, Nkosi reacted immediately and with feeling,
penning a strongly-worded letter to the TLS to the effect that he was hardly
likely to risk the prison term awaiting returning exiles by going home.

Not that I really thought he was.  But I wondered . . . and now, it seems,
he has at last gone back to South Africa.  Or has he?  As a novelist, yes, but
otherwise perhaps only in the sense that he is liable to turn up at a literary
conference or festival and indeed it would be disappointing to learn that this
most remarkable of South African writer-critics had finally foregone one of
the things that has made him distinctive: his cosmopolitan, exilic and
peripatetic way of life, always somewhere else and therefore always situated
at an ironic, apparently detached, angle from the place and the culture of his
origins, about which he has nonetheless not ceased to comment, directly in
critical essays, indirectly in fiction and drama.

Whether or not Nkosi has taken up residence in the country (he is
depicted proudly displaying his new, post-apartheid South African passport
in one of several photos decorating this book), what is clear is that the
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present collection of ‘perspectives’ is designed to relocate his life’s work
from within the new South African context while duly acknowledging the
travelling, intermittent nature of his career. The editors explain that it is not
their aim to produce a commemorative volume, but rather to ‘draw attention
to a distinctive, dissonant but always perceptive critic and creative writer’
whose work has not been easily available – especially, as they might have
added, in South Africa. Their intention is to provide ‘both a resource and a
critical intervention’. Thus they include scholarly papers about Nkosi as a
critic and creative writer, key articles by Nkosi himself, together with recent
interviews, a timeline and an extensive bibliography.

The timeliness of the book is clear: not only because Nkosi is a major
figure in South African writing however conceived, about which to date only
fugitive or passing comment has been made – the most extensive, perhaps,
in Ursula Barnett’s undervalued 1983 survey of Black South African
Literature, A Vision of Order; but also because it was only last June that his
third novel, Mandela’s Ego, was launched at the first Cape Town Book Fest,
and this not long after he had delivered himself of his thoughts upon ‘The
Republic of Letters after the Mandela Republic’ (no less) – first as a seminar
paper at the University of Cape Town, subsequently reprinted in the Journal
of Literary Studies and which now becomes the concluding essay of this
collection.

As Nkosi suggests in that essay, the relation of the present to the past
is a central preoccupation of the ‘new’ nation and if there is a dominant theme
running through Stiebel and Gunner’s book then it has to do with the
continuing struggle to create a sense of identity despite the fractures and
divisions inherited from the past, a struggle which, despite his very long
absences from the country, Nkosi is well placed to articulate, even if his
conclusions are, as always, provocative; for example, when (in conversation
with Achille Mbembe and Nuruddin Farah) he dismisses the idea of a South
Africa having a shared cultural space that anyone could ‘remotely call a
nation’.

For Nkosi, exile has provided the potential for discovering and creating
new identities, initially as an African rather than South African writer,
ultimately as a cosmopolitan écrivain; so it may be inevitable that the
complex searching for a sense of national self that is currently obsessing
South Africans finds a less than sympathetic response from him. In his view,
if a certain kind of nostalgia provides a key ingredient of nationalist
subjectivities, this is precisely what is lacking from South African literature,
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its writers still caught up in the old nightmare ‘wars of conquest and
resistance’. Given the current flood of histories, memoirs and autobiographies
on the market, this is a questionable perception; but it may be understood
as part of a wider judgement, taking in the ‘instant, enforced reconciliation’
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), and the ‘unresolvable’
issue of land reform, profound problems which suggest to Nkosi that only
‘novels of the abyss’ like those of Kafka, Dostoevsky or Primo Levi, can
really tell the ‘truth’ of recent South African history.

As ever, reference to the highest standards implicit in that list of names
characterises Nkosi’s literary and cultural analysis, as if he is determined
both to provoke and ignore the cries of elitism such allusions commonly
inspire as well as to remind his audiences that the claims of the imagination
go beyond immediate socio-political needs or demands. This is a consistent
position, elaborated from his earliest comments upon black South African
writing, most memorably in the well-known early essay ‘Fiction by black
South Africans’, published as one of Longman’s pioneering Forum series in
Home and Exile (1965), and reprinted here. As Stiebel and Gunner point out
in a wide-ranging and well-argued Introduction, Nkosi’s voice has always
been that of an outsider, caustic and challenging, if subjective and fragmentary,
wary of the traps of both ‘nativism’ and ‘instrumentalism’; his most significant
commitment has been ‘to the – for him – vital issues of form and the landscape
of the imagination’.

And yet, as Annie Gagiano points out in the most useful of three short
essays on his earlier literary criticism, Nkosi never sees literature in isolation,
he is aware of the power structures within which writers function – or fail to,
as so often happened under apartheid, particularly to the Drum generation.
It would be interesting to hear what he makes of more recent texts by writers
such as K Sello Duiker and Phaswane Mpe, and although he has commented
upon novels by Wicomb and Mda, there is an inevitable sense of his not
being quite in touch, albeit – as Gagiano concludes – enduringly contemporary.
Five essays on Nkosi as ‘dramatist and poet’ follow, providing informed and
detailed accounts of his little-known work for BBC Radio (Liz Gunner), his
plays The Rhythm of Violence and ‘The Black Psychiatrist’ (Sikhumbuzo
Mngadi, Astrid Starck-Adler, Thérèse Steffen), and his poetry (Litzi
Lombardozzi), about which not much more is worth saying.

More deserving of critical reflection and debate, Nkosi’s novels Mating
Birds (1983) and Underground People (2002), receive due attention. Lucy
Graham offers a nuanced and well-researched account of the reception
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history of Mating Birds, concluding that it expressed an ‘urgency of desire’
associated with an earlier period’s ‘yearning for liberation’. Lindy Stiebel
‘re-visits’ the novel in post-apartheid Durban, suggestively interweaving
personal reminiscences of Nkosi’s return to his home place with a tracing of
the spaces ‘visited’ by the characters in Mating Birds. As Andries Oliphant
remarks in his essay on ‘reality, imagination and irony’ in Underground
People, Nkosi’s fiction ‘calls out’ for an examination of how such a ‘withering’
critic of others ‘manages his own narratives’. The prevailing irony of tone
in the novel makes it difficult for readers to know how to take many passages;
but at least Undergriund People does fulfil the function of suggesting that
dealing with the outcome of the political crisis in the country is no easy task,
ultimately only ‘perilously’ concluded. Raffaella Vancini agrees, arguing
that this also differentiates this novel crucially from the protest novels of the
past.

Two interviews with Nkosi, from 2002 and 2003, introduce the final
‘Retrospective selection’ of six of his critical essays, including the
aforementioned ‘Fiction by black South Africans’ and ‘The Republic of
Letters after the Mandela Republic’, as well as such familiar and influential
pieces as his reviews of the work of Alex La Guma, Bloke Modisane, JM
Coetzee and the Negritude poets. A blunt independence of view and a
polemical readiness for the damning catchphrase ensure the memorability of
these pieces, despite some datedness of interest. I could have done with
more of Nkosi’s critical work, for instance his ‘Postmodernism and black
writing in South Africa’ in Derek Attridge and Rosemary Jolly’s Writing
South Africa (1998), and less uncritical ruminating about his criticism,
however – sidestepping the issues of class and gender Nkosi himself
notoriously ignores.  But that implies another book; and this one meets its
ambitions very well.


