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Book Reviews

Athol Fugard, Tsotsi. Rex Collings, 1980. 168 pages. £5.

Tseist is a novel which Fugard wrote in 1959/60 at the same time as he wrote People are
L#ving There, his first successful play. The manuscript has been kept in the National
English Documentation Centre in South Africa from where it has recently been
uncarthed and published. It has had a measure of success in South Africa itself before its
UK publication by Rex Collings.

It is always interesting to suddenly be confronted with an early work of an established
writer, and in the case of Fugard it is very rewarding. Tsots¢ contains all the major themes
in Fugard's ouevre, many of his virtues and some of his vices. It is also an outstanding
example of that rare species in South African literature, the successful trans-racial
character portrayal. It describes three days in the life of Tsotsi, a young black criminal in
Sophiatown, during which he commits a murder, beats a friend to pulp, accidentally
comes into possession of a baby which he reluctantly starts locking after, finds himself
unable to commit a second murder, nurses his beat-up friend, flirts with religion and
finally meets his end. Like Vladimir and Estragon in Waiting for Godot Tsotsi has no
memory. He lives out his violent destructive life fighting an inner darkness which is a
horror of existence, an awareness of the absurdity of life out of which he can see no other
way than death which is his chosen métier. His recovery of his past through a series of
symbolic events in the violent, squalid and oppressed black township is an early example
of Fugard’s characteristic blend of political protest and existentialist philosophy. There
is, however, a subtle shift in emphasis, Whereas Sizwe Bansi's identity problem in Sizwe
Banst & Dead is entirely the making of the political system, and Buntu’s solution seems to
be an acceptance of existential defeat to ensure physical survival, Tsotsi's gradual
awakening first manifests itself in a new awareness of choice, of possible alternatives. This
stops him in his tracks as he had always been ‘the victim of dark impulses’, and when he is
unable to kill the beggar he realizes that even ‘killing itself was a choice’. The existen.
tialist moment of choice, governed by man's free will is here regarded as at least a
potential redeemer as is religion, and Tsotsi suffers Kirkegaardian anxieties.

Tsotsi’s ultimate physical destruction seems relatively unimportant compared with his
victory over life’s absurdity, expressed in his choice of preserving life in the shape of the
baby rather than spreading death. This somewhat optimistic belief in man’s capability to
shape his own destiny has been replaced by a more bitter vision of man's defeat in a
hostile world in Sizwe Bansi s Dead. In this connection a comparison with Alex La
Guma's A Walk tn the Night is instructive. The two novels resemble each other in their
portrayal of black outlaws moving through the underworld of the township, but in Alex
La Guma’s version the tsotsies are helpless victims or inevitable outcomes of a specific set
of social circumstances, in which the idea of choice is absurd. This obviously reflects his
communist convictions, and it seems to me that La Guma'’s cheice of the ordinary decent
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slumdweller as the carrier of hope is more convincing than Fugard's existential meta-
morphosis of a tsotsi, '

The Fugard virtues are to be found in style and technique. The novel is tightly con-
trolled, every word serves at least one purpose, often several. The background is evoked in
precise, vivid and poetic language which gives depth and meaning to the novel. Psycho-
logical states are expressed through dialogues of typical Fugard intensity and shortness,
often consisting of keywords which for the speaker have a different and more precise
meaning than their dictionary explanation, which makes them sound more like absurd
monologues than dialogues, the Music Hall back-talk without the humour. The vices or
perhaps just vice lies in the literariness of the book. In the symmetry and neatness of its
symbolic structure it appears somewhat contrived. The symbols are obvious and stick out
of the book like bones on a starving animal. Tsotsi’s break-through to his past is built up
to through a series of symbols: the smell of old newspaper, a spider, a yellow bitch, the
too searching questions of the friend he beats up, the baby; in the second part where his
childhood is reconstructed each symbol is carefully accounted for. Finally the baby is
directly identified with his newborn self, giving heavy symbolic meanings to his attempts
to hide it in derelict buildings or even kill it, This over-emphasis on getting your symbols
right and consistent is perhaps the mark of a beginner, but it does not overshadow the
fact that Tsots? is a remarkable achievement and a very thought-provoking and enjoyable
book by one of South Africa’s leading writers.

KIRSTEN HOLST PETERSEN

T

Mtutuzeli Matshoba, Call Me Not A Man. Rex Collings, 1980. 198
pages. £4.95.

This coilection was first published in South Africa but was banned there in November
1979. Rex Collings had earlier agreed to publish it in the U.K. and copies had been
despatched to them before the banning order was made. It thus is a good indication of
what the present South African government does not want to hear. In an introductory
autobiographical note the author states that he wants 'to reflect through my works life on
my side of the fence, the black side: so that whatever may happen in the future, I may not
be set down as a »bloodthirsty terrorist«’. The threat of violence which is implied in this
purpose is absent in the book. The author states explicitly that he does not want war, he
visualizes an ‘army of justice’, not necessarily belligerant, consisting of good people of all
colours. This realization comes to the main character in ‘A Pilgrimage o the Isle of
Makana' who is obviously the author himself, and it is a result of the impact of his first
mixed party where for the first time he meets good whites. The main concern of the short
story, however, is a visit to a political prisoner on Robben Island, and the story continues
along not altogether unexpected paths of thought like ‘Prison where is thy victory? and ‘A
luta continua’. The tension between the two lines of thinking is not solved, neither in this
particular story nor in any of the others. The subject matter covers the range of the only
too well known black South African grievances: political persecution, slum conditions,
gross injustice, corruption and bribery, prison labour on farms, including whippings and
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starvation, the Immorality law, Bantustan, etc. They shed no new light on these subjects.
The dominant feeling is that of indignation which adds to the predictability of both story
and character. Dotted in amongst the plots are little tracts or discussions about such
subjects as racism, tribalism, war, love/hate or Bantustans. It is a very sad fact that even
the most appalling human conditions, presented by an obviously sympathetic author fail
to arouse sympathy if either the presentation is bad or it has been said too often, both of
which, unfortunately, is the case with Call Me Not 4 Man. In a South African connec-
tion, however, the protest of the book has obviously not been made often enough, and
looked at in terms of a wool in the struggle against apartheid in South Africa itself it has
already proved its worth by being banned.

KIRSTEN HOLST PETERSEN

Ayi Kwei Armah, The Healers. Heinemann, London, 1979 (first pub.
East Africa Publishing House, Nairobi, 1978). 309 pages. Csd. £5.50,
ppr. £1.80.

Ayi Kwei Armabh’s fifth novel, The Healers, explores the degeneration of African society
in a historical setting. The bardic voice which intreduces the tale informs the reader that
the time is just over a century ago and the place close to the river Pra. Against the
background of Wolseley's expedition against the Asante and the fall of Kumase, Armah
deals with the men whose missicn is to heal the spirit and 1o unite a people fragmented by
nationalism and by their manipulative rulers.

A summary of the events in the novel reads like the plot of a historical thriller. Densu,
swiftest and strongest of his age group, escapes trial by poison for a murder he did not
commit, and on a roving commission to gather information for an Asante general and for
the healers he infiltrates the white camps, marches with the Asante army and is present at
the fall of Kumase before returning to face trial before a white judge and be exonerated
after a dramatic courtroom appearance by the victim’s mother.

But The Healers is not the tale of adventure which this bald summary might suggest.
Armah’s moral concern pervades the narrative.

Densu himself, in spite of his ubiquitous presence at the scene of any great event, is not
50 much a hero at the centre of the action as a moral observer, an onlooker watching
history unnoticed from a shadowy corner. The action-packed plot is only a vehicle for
Armah’s analysis of the personal and social moral failings which lie behind the history.
Like Armah’s fourth novel, Two Thousand Seasons, this work is dominated by his
perception of a people in error, a people wandering from the true path of life. But where
Twoe Thousand Seasons makes the arrival of the white slavers an automatic trigger for the
rise and immediate success of the freedom fighters, The Healers is more closely located in
historical time and place, and its solutions are those which work only over many ages.
Armah postulates the existence of a group of healers, psychotherapists of society, who
work slowly to heal the spiritual diseases of their community with no hope of immediate
success.
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Armah’s vision of the role of the healers takes shape through the conversations of the
characters. In one of the more successful scenes, the casual joking between age mates
modulates into a sense of wonder as Densu is offered his friend’s vision of the world below
the surface of the stream. The friend, who has closed his eyes and assumed a foetal
position underwater, talks serenely of the happiness of seeing what brings things together;
but Densu is entranced by the experience only temporarily. Damfo, too, talks of the
healer's different way of seeing the world. In Densu’s growing understanding of what a
healer is and does, in the general’s conversations about his illness and what it reflects of
the disease of the Asante people and in the debate among the healers about what their
role should be we learn that healing is inspiration; its opposite is the manipulation
practised by those who seek power. Manipulation is a poison which enslaves and destroys
its object, as the brainless giant who is the real murderer is destroyed by his servile
obedience 1o Ababio.

The division between manipulaters and inspirers raises the guestion of the extent to
which the healer is justified in working manipulatively to gain a greater good, It seems to
some of the healers that the general’s inspiring leadership might prove to be a viable
alternative to the existing forms of power, but Armah dismisses the possibility when the
general is betrayed by the royal manipulators. Instead the promise for the future liesin a
more nebulous hope: the whites™ attempts to destroy the unity of the African nations is
beginning to reunite the whole African people in a2 new dance, to West Indian music.

The Healers is a novel of uneven achievement, The attempt to cover the political
background of the attack on Kumase does not always merge happily with Armah’s
visionary presentation of the Manichean struggle between manipulators and inspirers,
and at times even the absence of dramatic tension in the writing and the constantly judge-
mental depiction of character cannot prevent the novel from coming perilously close to
the clichés of the adventure story. Yet it remains a valuable novel and an interesting
development of Armah’s thought.

ROSEMARY COLMER

Philip Curtin, Steven Feierman, Leonard Thompson and Jan Vansina,
African History. Longman, London, 1978. 612 pages, £9.75.

The stateless societies, which Europeans found in Africa, were one of the main reasons
behind the myth that Africa was the continent without history. People without elaborate
states were considered backward. 'Recent authorities’, write the authors of African
History, 'suggest that this view is far from accurate. At some levels of technology, state
administration may only serve to draw off part of the social product for officials and
courtiers who contribute little to that product.’ *Statelessness was clearly preferred’ (p.
82).

Stateless societies created special problems for the European invaders as well as for the
historians. ‘Because there was no one to make a formal surrender, there was also no one
to survive in office.” 'The Europeans could try to accept the »surrender« of important
people, but in fact no one had the power to make more than a personal decision to
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cooperate with the new rulers.” ‘In this setting, separate reactions to European rule and
European power had to be made by individual men and women, a process that is better
illustrated for Ibo country by Chinua Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart than by any
formal works of history’ (p. 465).

Aiming at a broader conception of the nature of history than is found in books of the
history of other continents the authors of African History have succeeded in creating a
synthesis which gives the reader a better comprehension of African societies than perhaps
any other single volume of history. The book, designed as a textbook for courses in
African history, is distinguished from previous general histories by two features: the
authors are ‘less interested in the deeds of the great than in the culture and behaviour of

ordinary people’ less in events and more in the patterns of historical change. And thev are
‘consciously’ seeking to look at African history from an African point of view’. This

attitude is not new, but the book probably contains less political history and more about
stateless societies, culture, economics, more ethnographic and social anthropology
material than any other work of comparable size.

African History is divided at about 1500, 1780 and 1880 into four parts of which the
first three are organized by regiéns: North Africa, East Africa etc. With colonial rule the
patterns of African history became general for all regions, and the colonial period is
treated in a series of topical chapters. For obvious reasons the goal of creating a synthesis
is best reached in the last part and in the introductory chapter on the roots of African
culture. In this chapter Jan Vansina questions or discards a number of theories on race,
language, the spread of iron-age-culture etc. which were held until a few years ago. The
theory that divine kingship developed in Egypt and spread from there into the East
African lake country or westward beyond Lake Chad is discarded, and the similarity
between African states is explained by a theory of saturation. After the rise of kingdoms
in different parts of the continent they began to exchange ideologies, etiquette, insignia
and roles. After a thousand years the kingdoms ended up more similar than they were at
the beginning.

The oral tradition and the Arab or European scurces are concentrated around these
African states. Because of the present book's emphasis on trends rather than on events
they are not given equal importance. But in the choice of which states or events are
considered important there seems to be a certain lack of consistency.

In the chapters about West Africa the old states of Mali, Kanem and Songai are dealt
with in a few pages, which seems quite reasonable. In the nineteenth century a geod deal
of attention is given to Usuman dan Fodio and Samori Ture and his short-lived ‘empire’,
while for instance the Asante confederacy is left out in the cold. On the map of West
Africa in the early nineteenth century Greater Asante is shown as including the coast,
which may be right for a short period. The century however was characterized by a
southern limit of Asante power, the threats of Asante invasion in the Fante country and
several military clashes between the British and their Fante allies on the one side, Asante
on the other. It is impossible to understand today’s antagonism between the coastal
population of Ghana and the Asante population without a better account of these events
than the few remarks found in the book. Moreover the interested reader finds little to
explain the tenacity of Asante nationalism, described by Dennis Austin in ‘Politics in
Ghana' as ‘a Kumasi centred Ashanti movement, which appealed for support in the name
of the Asantehene, The Golden Stool, Ashanti interests, Ashanti history and Ashanti
rights’.
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Like most multi-authored works the book is characterized by a certain unevenness. Jan
Vansina’s chapters on Equatorial Africa are rather short, and Steven Feierman's chapters
on Eastern Africa seem to assume too much knowledge of the background. All the same
the book includes so much new information which has been gathered in the last decades
about the African past that it has few rivals among shorter general histories of Africa.

SVEN POULSEN

Ulla Schild (ed.), Zedtschrift fiir Kulturaustausch, XXIX, 2-3. Stuttgart:
Institut fir Auslandsbeziehungen. Special Double Issue: ‘Afrikanische
Literatur — Perspektiven und Probleme’.

In her vigorously committed introduction to this wide-ranging collection of essays on most
of the major African literatures Ulla Schild claims that ‘Coming to terms with (African
literature) is the right and the duty of everyone who is interested in literature at all’. This
statement might seem a little doctrinaire ('Recht und Pflicht’ are terms from a literary
arsenal one doesn’t associate with literary tolerance) but it should be understood as the
pardonably impassioned manifesto of a scholar who is doing much to make African
culture known to a reluctant central Europe. Whatever their weaknesses, these two
volumes reflect in their range the energy and enthusiasm of their editor. The inclusion of
essays on literacures in the main African languages as well as on those in all the relevant
European ones distinguishes this work from comparable productions.

The essays are of two types: original and sometimes controversial statements of opinion
and summaries of a given field. Of the first type Aliko Songole’s questioning of Jahn’s
Muntu-concept is the most interesting. Muntu, he feels, forces a vast range of hetero-
geneous materials into a deceptively monolithic categorical structure. Eckhard Breitinger
discusses rather modishly the problems of readership. Jiirgen Schifer meditates on the
place of African literature in German university curricula.

Essays of the second type face problems which are familiar to many who have
atternpted to write such introductions: the strains of summarizing a complex subject for a
largely uninformed audience and the disproportion between subject matter and essay
length. Two articles in the first volume illustrate in an exemplary way the difficulties and
the possibilities of the genre,

Johannes Riesz's article on francophone literature falls intoe many of the traps,
especially into that of using hasty plot summaries as the basis of generalizations which are
either too sweeping or too trivial to yield any sense of insight. Correspondingly, the
language wavers between the pompous (*...bestimmt von unabweisbarer Notwendigkeit
und schicksalhafter Verkettung der Ereignisse’) to the banal (what conceivable reader
needs to be told that a recurring theme in African literature is ‘the conflict between the
traditional African setting and European civilization'?). Characteristic is the piling up of
parallel linguistic structures to stress the unstressable. This wall of rhetoric seems to be
intended to conceal a European critic’s loss of confidence on finding himself up against a
literature which defies his accustomed normus,
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Dieter Riemenschneider’s account of the anglophone literature of the Seventies forms a
total contrast to this. He is securely in command of the material, so that he can choose
without fuss what points to emphasize and how to illustrate them, and he justifies his
procedure in a crisp methodological intreduction. His language is clear, straightforward
and unpretentious and therefore well suited to the task of intreducing (and attracting})
new readers to African literature. His arrangement is thematic, not chronological, so that
the reader can follow the logical pattern of generalization and particularization without
being jerked through a maze of disparate ideas. Other writers such as Claude Wauthier
on political literature, Donald Burgess on the literatures of Cape Verde, Sao Tomé and
Principe and Nancy J. Schmidt on children’s books also fulfil their purpose admirably.

In short the collection is rather uneven. But this is not the fault of the editor; the
difficulty lies rather in the shortage of well-informed scholars who have the skill of
imparting their knowledge to the sympathetic layman, and this in turn is due to certain
gaps in the German {but not only the German) educational system, It is the editor’s
purpose to contribute towards the closing of such gaps. That her work inevitably suffers
from the problems she is trying to solve is paradoxical and reflects not at all on her own
courage, determination and thoroughness. One hopes that she will be given further
opportunities to tune European ears to voices speaking European languages in unac-
customned ways and more alien languages in ways that can be highly relevant. Since Miss
Schild has worked on the justifiable assumption that the interested German reader will be
able to tackle essays in French and English, the collection has much to offer the non-
German reader as well.

NELSON WATTIE

Wilson Harris, The Tree of the Sun. 'London: Faber & Faber, 1978,

Anyone with more than a passing acquaintance with Wilson Harris’ work is aware by now
that the amenities of conventional narrative — those tidy, more or less linear assumptions
gathered around the words complication, climax and denouement (or around the single
word plot) — have long since been put aside. One could argue that this has been the case
going back as far as Harris' very first published novel, Palace of the Peacock (1960), but
certainly by the time of The Eye of the Scarecrow (1965), his sixth, the decision to give
freer rein to complication while pulling back (to make further use of such terms) on
climax and denouement, became a much more discernible one. All of Harris' works have
tended to probe a world of relentless, resolutionless complication, but with The Eye of the
Scarecrow the exploration became much more self-conscious and self-reflexive, taking
itself on as its own subject matter in fact. The novels which have followed The Eye of the
Scarecrow, with the possible exception of Tumatumars (1968) and Genesss of the Clowns
(1977), have likewise let go of that merest thread of a remnant of story on to which the
first five novels held (‘story’ in the sense of a sequence of events perceived as external to
the writing and which the writing is therefore obliged to report as a progression, however
complex, towards resolution).

From The Eye of the Scarecrow on, Harris’ work, as though the only story worth telling
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were Genesis and the genesis of art were of the same order of mystery as that of the
universe, has invested deeply in a sense of story as a play of elaboration native to writing
itself. The Tree of the Sun, Harris’ fourteenth novel, is very much a continuation of this
tendency, as again the artistic or conceptual act of which the novel is born reflects on
itself by way of protagonists who are themselves artists and /or writers, as well as by way of
allusions to some of Harris' earlier works. The novel has as one of its three central figures
the Brazilian painter Da Silva da Silva, who first appeared in Da Silva-da Silva’s
Cultrvated Wilderness (1977). Da Silva’s wife Jen has finally become pregnant after eight
years of marriage, and da Silva reflects on the painting, called *The Tree of the Sun’,
which he began the same morning on which he and Jen slept together and she conceived.
Figuring prominently on the canvas are the novel's two other central protagonists, Julia
and Francis Cortez, previous tenants of the house in which the da Silvas live. The
Cortezes, dead for some twenty-five years, are resurrected by da Silva's having happened
upon a novel written by Francis and a volume of letters written by Julia hidden away in an
inner wall of what is now his studio. Though Francis and Julia while alive wrote in secret,
unbeknown to one another, da Silva’s painting and Harris’ novel become the occasion for
a belated dialogue between the two.

But no such summation as this can possibly do justice to the staggering density and
richness of Harris’ book, whose title has partly to do with a restless, explorational pursuit
of ramification which constantly undoes any settled sense of what it can be said to be
about. The peculiar, essentially poet’s way Harris has with language again comes
stunningly to the fore, visiting lightning-quick dislocations of a clairvoyant kind upon
whatever it reports. Thus we get a persistent hovering, an endless play between holding
back and disclosure not at all unlike the way we imagine a ghost might move. And this is
highly appropriate to a book which repeatedly insists upon itself as haunted or spooked,
the issue of an intercourse between the living and the dead. Or as Harris has it of da Silva
at one point: ‘Perhaps it was an inescapable fiction or costume of possession, in the trans-
lation of other lives and letters and books, in which he was involved, as if he became the
»soul« of past and present times in everliving presence or renascence of the arts.”

NATHANIEL MACKEY

Len Garrison, Black Youth, Rastafarianism, and the Identity Crisis in
Britain. The Afro-Caribbean Education Resource Project, London,
1 1979. 68 pages. £1.50.

Len Garrison’s long essay contributes a novel perspective on the influence and function of
Rastafarianism, a messianic cult founded on a strict interpretation of selected passages
from the Old Testament and a very loose interpretation of the teachings of Marcus
Garvey. The major sources on Rasta' concentrate exclusively on the rise and development
of the Rastafarian faith in the predominantly rural, Third World context of Jamaica.
Garrison’s subject is how well, and why, Rasta travels to the urban, industrial environ-
ment of Britain’s West Indian immigrants.

The intimate link between Rastafarianism and reggae music has prompted interest
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beyond the narrow confines of sociology and theology, and it is primarily through the
Iyrics of reggae songs that Black immigrants in Britain have come to know Rastafarian-
ism. It is Garrison’s hypothesis that this interest represents ‘a subconscious attempt by the
Black youth in Britain to provide an antithesis to the ... challenges and threat to his
humanity’ (p. 2). Although his perspective is strictly British, Garrison’s arguments in fact
provide (if such a thing were needed) a justification and rationalization of the activities of
any minority group which actively resists integration.

Part 1 outlines the failure of cultural assimilation, while Part II deals in greater detail
with the consequent ‘Cultural Reversal and Separation’ in the search for the meaning of
being Black in a white society. The account of ‘the Roots of Ras Tafari Historical Con-
sciousness’ in Part II1 is too brief to do justice to its subject. The reader who is unfamiliar
with Rastafarianism would do well to consult one of the sources cited below first. In his
attempt to depict the informal, oral tradition of Rastafarianism as a monolithic ideo-
logical construct, Garrison fails to come to terms with the escapist, self-deluding aspects
of Rasta doctrine, i.e., that Haile Selassie (formerly Ras Tafari) is the Second Coming of
Christ and that the repatriation of all Blacks to Africa is inevitable,

But Garrison’s primary concern is not so much the form of Rastafarianism as it is its
Junction in the ongoing redefinition of a Black identity in a culturally plurai society, and
on these terms the essay offers worthwhile insights into some possible alternatives to total
cujleural assimilation.

ALBERT L. JONES

NOTES

1. For an annotated bibliography, see J. V. Owens, ‘Literature on the Rastafari: 1955-
1974. A Review’, Savacou, 11/12, Kingston, 1975. Important later studies include
Joseph Owens, Dread: the Rastafarians of famasca (Sangster, Kingston, 1976) and
Leonard E. Barrett, The Rastaferians: the Dreadlocks of Jamaica (Heinemann,
London, 1977).

V. 8. Naipaul, 4 Bend in the River. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979.

A Bend in the River represents a further step in V. §. Naipaul's attempts to relate present
to past experience. In earlier works of fiction and non-fiction — particularly The Mimic
Men and The Loss of El Dorado — Naipaul turns to history for explanations of our
present condition and for reassurance that what happens to the individual is not the
result of mere cosmic whimsy. In articles such as ‘A New King for the Congo’ (New York
Reuview of Books, 26 June 1975), which introduces many details that appear in 4 Bend in
the River, Naipaul captures the absurdity and chaos he perceives as the lot of men in both
former colonial and metropolitan societies. One of the goals of his fiction is to impose
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order on the chaos; the narrator of A4 Bend in the River, Salim, seems to share in this
longing. He keeps before the reader an awareness of the slave trade that was conducted in
his part of Africa; he frequently recollects the other settlers and other eras at the bend of
the Congo River where he becomes a shopkeeper; and he records the atiempts of a
Eurcpean priest, Father Huismans, to preserve both the African and the European past
of the area. But ultimately Salim fails to find in history or in the past the order or the
reassurance he needs. The history of his family and of his people, Muslim migrants to
Africa’s east coast from the north of India, does not exist: ‘the past was simply the past’.
Neither is there an adequate recorded history of his part of Africa. Discussions at the
home of a historian, Raymond, suggest that it may not be possible to preserve the truth of
events even If one can discover that truth at the time they occur. And so, in the end,
Salim must relinquish his vision of the past simply to live and do what is expected of him.
He learns from his old friend Indar {(who tragically renounces his own teaching) that one
must ‘trample on the past’. And he learns from his love affair with Raymond’s young wife
Yvette that neither pleasure nor pain really matters: ‘'men were born only to grow old, to
live out their span, to acquire experience’.

In this book the bleakness of Naipaul's vision is more than the result of his awareness of
the dilemma of the post-colonial world in which all men seem rootless, without values and
goals. The book is a complex investigation of the many types of dependence men place
themselves in; a love affair is seen to be a form of enslavement and both are compared te
relations between metropolis and colony in complex patterns of imagery. But Naipaul
goes further to investigate the possibility of discovering the essence of truth or reality.
After Salim’s experience of jail and his observation of tortures there, he states the
ambivalent attitude many of Naipaul's characters hold toward their bodies:

In a cell like mine you very quickly become aware of your body. You can grow to
hate your body. And your body is all you have: this was the curious thought that
kept floating up through my rage.

Not only in jail or in physical danger but in all situations, Naipaul seems to say, man can
be certain of nothing but his own physical existence and that in itself makes him terribly
vulnerable.

His civilizations are also vulnerable. When Salim arrives in England, he finds that
European civilization is ‘shrunken and mean and forbidding’, threatened by the oil
wealth of the Arabs. Past settlements at the bend in the river show that the situation of
any society is precarious, subject to new threats; all that remains constant is the bush with
its primitive vitality which Salim senses when he regards Huismans’s collection of masks.
A natural force, the hyacinths in the river, threaten to choke the river which has always
been the highway of civilization into the bush. In the imagery of the novel the hyacinths
bring different messages to Salim but always they are associated with the strength of
primitive forces, It is, of course, at the same bend in the river that Conrad’s Kurtz
discovers ‘the horror’ in Heart of Darkness. Just as the hyacinths convey different
messages at different times, so events of the past may be interpreted in many ways
depending on the perspective of the historian. As the floating hyacinths are inexorable in
their movement downriver, so is the progress of history, but beth, Naipaul seems to
suggest, lack a totally consistent and discoverable meaning. Furthermore, because the
study of history is associated with civilized, highly organized societies, and the hyacinths
with primitive, natural, or bush forces which threaten to overwhelm the precariously
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sited outposts of progress, the hope that history can provide enduring comfort by
ordering chaos, explaining the present through investigation of the past is denigrated,
Having considered history and come to question what actually is real, what is the truth,
Salim decides that even the questions are pointless; all that matters is going on. And yet
the effect of the book is less discouraging than this might suggest. In the first place, the
characters are much more likeable than those of, for instance, Guerrillas, the novel
published betore A4 Bend in the River. Furthermore, in reading V. S. Naipaul's fictien, it
is impossible to remain unaware of the creative presence behind the narrator. 4 Bend in
the River is a brilliantly unified and coherent book, one in which an apparently straight-
forward narrative masks very complex patterns of imagery. Naipaul’s readers are
rewarded by discovery of the creative intelligence that controls and orders the raw
materials which Naipaul records more objectively in his capacity as a journalist.
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Cyril Dabydeen is a Guyanese writer, teacher and critic who came to Canada as a siudent
in 1974 after having taught elementary school in Guyana for some years. He obtained
degrees in English and Public Administration and is now living in Ottawa, where he has
taught communication at a community college. Before leaving Guyana he published one
volume of poetry, Poems én Recession (Sadeek Press, Georgetown, Guyana, 1972). In
Canada, apart from the above volumes, his poems and short stories have appeared in
many of the literary magazines, and another volume of poetry, This Planet Earth
(Borealis Press) has now been published.

Distances is a slim volurne with an unattractive front cover which would be acceptable
as an iilustration for a book about unemployment in the industrial Midlands but does not
have much to do with Dabydeen’s poems of tropical growth and decay. The poems in this
volume deal with the poet’s roots, with the experiences of his childhood and youth, and
with the difficulty of adjusting in a new country. There are closely observed scenes of
emotion, poems about writing poetry, and ones in which the poet registers his own
thoughts and acticns. ‘Poet Speaks to the House’ with its concise language, clear structure
and pointed conclusion is a successful example of the latter, whereas a poem like ‘Rat-
catcher’ seems too personal for the reader to decipher. The best poems in this volume are
those which, like ‘Maestro’ and ‘The Fat Men’, concentrate atmosphere, people and
memory into images so full of meaning that they transcend time and place. In this
volume Dabydeen’s strength lies in his mastery of language and his ability to pr