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FOTOTO: A REVIEW OF TSITSI
DANGAREMBGA’S THE BOOK OF
NOT (2006)
Robert Muponde
HPDLOUREHUWPXSRQGH#ZLWVDF]D
7KHPXFKDFFODLPHGNervous conditions  
LV WKH EDFNJURXQG WR LWV ORQJDZDLWHG VHTXHO
The book of not   'DQJDUHPEJD¶V QHZ
novel should be read not only as an answer to
XQUHVROYHGTXHVWLRQVUDLVHGLQWKH¿UVWQRYHOEXW
DOVRDVDQHZVHWRITXHVWLRQVDQGFRQIXVLRQVWR
do with growing up black, female and ambitious
LQ ZDUWLPH FRORQLDO 5KRGHVLD DQG SRVWFRORQLDO
=LPEDEZH
The book of not is a novel that engages with
the critics of Nervous conditions (henceforth
referred to as NC) in a direct and complex
ZD\ ,Q WKDW VHQVH LW LV D UHYLHZ RI Nervous
conditions DQG FRQVHTXHQWO\ DQ RSSRUWXQLW\ WR
rethink the existing body of critical work on the
QRYHO,WLVDOVRDQRYHOWKDWRYHUWO\LQDXJXUDWHV
probing musings that take the shape of cultural
SKLORVRSK\%XWXOWLPDWHO\LWLVDQRYHODERXWWKH
experience of living snubbed and stubbed ideals,
DQG KHQFH LW LV DERXW IDLOXUH EHWUD\DO DQG ORVV
The fototoRIP\WLWOHLV6KRQDIRUµVTXDVKHGRU
GHÀDWHG¶1WRPELDVFKRROPDWHDQGGRUPPDWH
XVHVLWWRPRFN7DPEX¶VSURMHFWVRIVHOIUDLVLQJ
(NC: 
scrutiny2 12(2) 2007: issues in english studies in southern Africa
ISSN: Print 1812–5441/Online 1753–5409
DOI: 10.1080/18125440701752099

Some reviewers are happy to describe the new
novel as being concerned with the ‘return of
Tambu’, the narrator in Nervous conditions
7KH\ DUH MXVWL¿HG LQ VD\LQJ VR EHFDXVH7DPEX
did promise a narrative, having told us at the
end of Nervous conditions that the story we
had just read or heard was nothing more than a
SURORJXH WR ZKDW &DUROLQH 5RRQH\   
thought of as ‘the story of the story, the escape
which escapes us, the unwritten which makes for
IXUWKHUZULWLQJIXUWKHUGHSDUWXUHV¶The book of
not (henceforth BON) can be considered as the
IXO¿OPHQW RI D QDUUDWRU¶V UDWKHU WKDQ D ZULWHU¶V
SURPLVHWRFRQWLQXHZLWKWKHVWRU\DQRWKHUWLPH
Tambu cannot be held responsible for delaying
LQ GHOLYHULQJ WKH QH[W LQVWDOPHQWV RI KHU VWRU\
VKH QHYHU VHW D WLPH IUDPH 7UXH WR WKH 6KRQD
narrative tradition evident in the two novels,
Tambu’s Nervous conditions engages audience
interest and attention, and readies us for the
UHQGLWLRQRIWKHQH[WURXQGRIWKHVWRU\FLUFOH,W
LV SDUW RI WKH WLPHKRQRXUHG QDUUDWLYH HWKRV RI
the Shona tradition not to proceed with a story
unless someone is listening (in this case, unless
someone is reading) and the conditions of telling
KDYHEHHQHVWDEOLVKHGDQGDJUHHG
As parts of a projected trilogy, Nervous
conditions and The book of not work in the same
way as Wilson Katiyo’s A son of the soil  
ZKLFK LV EURNHQ LQWR WKUHH F\FOHV RU ERRNV µLQ
the beginning’ (the coming of the white settler);

165


REVIEWS

© Unisa Press pp. 165–174

Downloaded by [INASP - Kenya] at 01:41 29 May 2013

‘discovering the time’ (of colonisation); and
µFORVLQJ D FLUFOH¶ RI FRORQLDO RSSUHVVLRQ  The
book of not should be considered as similar to
‘discovering the time’ and ‘closing a circle’ in
.DWL\R¶V QRYHO ,Q VRPH ZD\V LW LV D YDULDQW RI
Shimmer Chinodya’s Harvest of thorns  
the detail on family background, school and war,
DQGWKHUHWXUQIURPZDU%XWXQOLNHWKHWULXPSKDO
assertions and symbolism of Katiyo’s closing of
a circle, The book of not ends with a confused,
uncertain and disoriented Tambu, jobless and on
the verge of being evicted from a hostel by an old
white matron, and ‘wondering what future there
was for me, a new Zimbabwean’ (BON:  
7KDWLVQRWWKHRQO\WKUHDWRIHYLFWLRQ
Sister Emmanuel, the headmistress of Sacred
Heart, recommends the removal of Tambu from
the school because she ‘has a complex’ and an
‘inability to be part of the college’ as well as
‘a supercilious expression’ (BON:   RQ KHU
IDFH %DEDPXNXUX GLVRZQV DQG HYLFWV 7DPEX
from his house because she has not passed her
Advanced Level examinations, and it is her
mother who has caused Babamukuru to be beaten
DQG QHDUO\ NLOOHG E\ WKH JXHUULOODV 0UV 0D\
the white matron at the single women’s hostel,
evicts Tambu because she suspects she is ‘out of
sorts’ (BON:   DQG µPLVHUDEOH¶ BON:  
She has become the hysteric, the alienated, the
LQFRQYHQLHQW DQG LQFRQYHQLHQFHG 6KH LV WKH
one, like Nyasha before her, to be accused and
punished, as Babamukuru puts it, for raising
µH\HEURZVDWRWKHUSHRSOH¶ BON:  
The book of not is a book of the unexpected as
well as of dramatic reversals
It begins with horror, a beating and
GLVPHPEHUPHQW,WHQGVDOPRVWWKHVDPHZD\LW
EHJLQVZLWKDQLPSHQGLQJVHQVHRIDQDSSURDFK
ing horror of the void, with Tambu herself beaten

by her experiences, and displaced from her
MRE DQG IDPLO\ 7DPEX¶V VLVWHU 1HWVDL ZKR KDV
joined the guerrillas, is bombed at a pungwe or
morari WKHDOOQLJKWPRUDOHUDLVLQJUDOOLHVRIWKH
VOLEHUDWLRQVWUXJJOH +HUOHJVHYHUHGIURP
KHU ERG\ KDQJV RQ D WUHH EUDQFK %DEDPXNXUX
is accused of being a sellout and is beaten by the
guerrillas because his ‘soul hankered to be at one
with the occupying Rhodesian forces’ (BON:  
for ‘why would a man select a school for his child
where the education was superior to the education
JLYHQWRWKHFKLOGUHQRIRWKHUSHRSOH"¶ LELG ,Q
Nervous conditions 7DPEXZDUQVXVµ$OWKRXJK
I was not aware of it then, no longer could I
accept Sacred Heart and what it represented as a
sunrise on my horizon’ (BON:  7KHEXONRI
The book of not is narrowly focused on Tambu’s
H[SHULHQFHV DW 6DFUHG +HDUW ZKHUH µ>T@XLHWO\
XQREWUXVLYHO\DQGH[WUHPHO\¿WIXOO\VRPHWKLQJLQ
P\PLQGEHJDQWRDVVHUWLWVHOIWRTXHVWLRQWKLQJV
and refuse to be brainwashed, bringing me to this
time when I can set down this story’ (NC 
It takes a whole novel, in fact a second novel,
WR JHW 7DPEX WR D SRLQW ZKHQ VKH FDQ ¿WIXOO\
¿QGKHUEHDULQJVDQGE\WKHHQGRIWKHVHFRQG
QRYHOVKHKDVQ¶WTXLWHIRXQGKHUVHOI6KHLVVWLOO
WKHVDPHDPELWLRXVQDwYHUXWKOHVVVHOIFHQWUHG
DEXVHGDQGGLVORFDWHG\RXQJZRPDQ6RFLHW\LV
too narrow and too unkind for the sort of dreams
VKHKDV6KHLQWXUQ DV1WRPELKHUFODVVPDWH
QRWLFHV LVQRWD¿JKWHUEXWDQLGHDOYLFWLP+DYLQJ
lost so much to the white Rhodesians, including a
VLVWHU¶VOHJOLNHDWUXHYLFWLPVKHLGHQWL¿HVZLWK
the enemy and knits gloves and jerseys to keep
WKH5KRGHVLDQDUP\ZDUP+HUHGXFDWLRQZKLFK
LV ODUJHO\ WKURXJK H[FUXFLDWLQJO\ VHOIGHQ\LQJ
URWHOHDUQLQJGRHVQRWHTXLSKHUZLWKWKHFULWLFDO
VNLOOV WR HIIHFW D WXUQDURXQG VWUDWHJ\ RQ KHU
IRUWXQHV +HU H[SHULPHQW ZLWK WKH UXGLPHQWV RI
Shona cultural philosophy, unhu/ubuntu, is no
more than tinkering with a faddy Senghorian
QDWLYLVP,WODFNVWKHSXUSRVLYHQHVVRIDQ$LPp
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&pVDLUHDQ µUHWXUQ WR WKH VRXUFH¶ 7KH VRXUFH RI
unhu/ubuntu, her family, does not need her, nor
GRHV VKH QHHG WKHP ,Q IDFW DV %DEDPXNXUX
begins to assume the features of her despicable
mother, she begins to look more and more like a
resurrected version of her dead brother Nhamo,
especially because of her misanthropy and hatred
RIKHUURRWVDQGKRPHVWHDG
Further, she allows the suave thugs at Sacred
Heart, the hotbed of Christian racism, to mug
her, and she is too angry to do anything about
LW7UDFH\6WHYHQVRQUHFHLYHVDQDZDUGIRUEHVW
2UGLQDU\/HYHOUHVXOWVWKDWLVPHDQWIRU7DPEX
Tracey becomes Tambu’s boss at the advertising
agency, where again, the annual award for the
best advertising campaign is given to Dick
Lawson, a senior white copywriter, when Tambu
FOHDUO\GHVHUYHGLW
It is not just race that drives Tambu out of a
MRE DQG VKHOWHU %DEDPXNXUX SURYHV WR EH QR
EHWWHUWKDQ7DPEX¶VPRWKHULQKLVVPDOOPLQGHG
SORWWLQJ DQG KLV JUXGJHQXUVLQJ FUXGLW\ 7DPEX
LVKLVIDLOHGXSOLIWPHQWSURMHFW+LVWZLQSHUVRQD
DV DQ $EUDKDPFXP6DQWD ¿JXUH DOORZV KLP
WR FRQYHUW 7DPEX LQWR D ¿JXUDO YHUVLRQ RI WKH
biblical Isaac while turning her into an object
RI FKDULW\ 7KH ZLWFKFUDIW RI KLV JLIWV WR KHU LV
as powerful, enslaving and dehumanising as
the scholarship Tambu receives from Sacred
+HDUW+HUHVFDSHIURPKHUPRWKHUDQGWKHRQH
legged Netsai is an instance of the sublimation
of the metaphysical investments in the chains
of biology and kin, the same investments that
allowed Babamukuru to claim the homestead
DQG LWV LQKDELWDQWV DV KLV ¿HIGRP )RU 7DPEX
residing at Babamukuru’s mission house or at
the rural homestead; attending school at the
elitist and racist Sacred Heart; working at the
advertising agency; and celebrating the arrival of
LQGHSHQGHQFH RUEODFNPDMRULW\UXOH DUHDOOQR

ZLQ DQG VRPHWLPHV OLIHWKUHDWHQLQJ VLWXDWLRQV
For instance, Babamukuru, who nicodemously
supported the black nationalist struggle, is struck
by a stray bullet just when the Union Jack is
EHLQJORZHUHGDQGWKHQHZ=LPEDEZHDQÀDJLV
EHLQJXQIXUOHG+HLVSDUDO\VHGDQGFRQ¿QHGWR
DZKHHOFKDLU
The metaphorics of war and dismemberment
JHQHUDWHG LQ WKH ¿UVW FKDSWHU FRQWLQXH WR PHVK
in with Tambu’s growing critical consciousness
RIUDFHFODVVIDPLO\DQGQDWLRQ%\WKHHQGRI
WKH VHFRQG QRYHO VKH LV WKH TXLQWHVVHQFH RI WKH
dismembered and unaccommodated woman,
almost as paralysed as Babamukuru, and as
OLIHOHVV DV WKH FRUSVHOLNH 1\DVKD %XW XQOLNH
WKHVHWZRVKHLVDOPRVWDJHQHDORJLFDOLVRODWH
7DPEX FRQMXUHV XS WKH P\WKLFDO JRLQJ
nowhereness of Marechera’s narrator in his two
VWRULHVµ+RXVHRIKXQJHU¶DQGµ3URWLVWD¶  
In The book of not, at least everyone else has a
KRPHDQGDSODFHWRJRWRH[FHSW7DPEX1\DVKD
rises from her ‘abject and corpselike’ (BON:  
existence and goes back to England on a British
&RXQFLOVFKRODUVKLSIRUUHIXJHHV7KHSDUDO\VHG
DQGZKHHOFKDLUERXQG%DEDPXNXUXKDVKLVVLOO\
KLJKO\HGXFDWHGZLIHWROHDQRQ7DPEX¶VPRWKHU
deserted by her daughter and saddled with the
KRSHOHVVRQHOHJJHG1HWVDLKDVKHUWRPDWRHVWR
VHOO 7DPEX¶V PRWKHU YLOH DQG VKUHZLVK DV VKH
LV LV WKH ¿UVW ZRPDQ LQ 7VLWVL¶V QRYHOV DQG LQ
Zimbabwean literature, to consistently denounce
WKH VHOILPSRUWDQFH RI WKH HGXFDWHG HOLWH 6KH
could be Zimbabwe’s answer to Okot p’Bitek’s
Lawino in his celebrated Song of Lawino  
+HU YLDEOH VHOIKHOS SURMHFW FRXOG DOVR EH WKH
answer to the vacuous elitist projects of national
SURJUHVV
Much as Tambu dislikes her mother, and strives
to be as different from her as possible, she
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must try to return to her in order to understand
ZKHUH VKH PLVVHG KHU RZQ SDWK (YHU\RQH HOVH
at the rural homestead withers away (Jeremiah,
Lucia, Netsai), and everyone in Babamukuru’s
mission house is paralysed and impotent
(Babamukuru himself and Nyasha) or simply
effete and invisible (Maiguru and the hapless
&KLGR ZKRP %DEDPXNXUX KDV ZULWWHQ RII 
Babamukuru’s education, house and job are
JLIWV IURP KLV ZKLWH SDWURQV +H RZQV QRWKLQJ
VXEVWDQWLDO 7DPEX SRVVHVVHV DQ HGXFDWLRQ WKDW
ensures that she is systematically conned and
VWULSSHG RI KHU GUHDPV DQG FUHDWLYLW\ 6KH LV
after all, Babamukuru’s bungled idea of a good
VRQ +LV RZQ VRQ &KLGR DQG KLV RZQ EURWKHU
-HUHPLDK DUH FDULFDWXUHV RI EDQNDEOH VRQKRRGV
As an extension of his imperial arm, especially
in his designs for the homestead, she is a living
PHWDSKRU RI KLV GLVDEOHG DPELWLRQV +H XVHV
‘the ragged valley rifted’ in his arm ‘where the
dagger had gouged to slit the artery’ (BON:  
to terrorise his wayward victim with memories
RI KLV QHDU GHDWK DW WKH KDQGV RI WKH JXHUULOODV
+LVµ7KLVVFDUFDPHEHFDXVHRI\RX¶ BON:  
sounds uncannily like Tambu’s mother’s ‘You
FDPHIURPDVWRPDFK'R\RXNQRZWKDW"¶ BON:
  5LJKWO\ VR DV LQ D PDJLF WDOH WHHPLQJ
with changelings, Babamukuru metamorphoses
into Tambu’s mother, and Tambu notices this
FKLOOLQJ KRUURU µ,W ZDV YHU\ VWUDQJH WR PH WR
hear Babamukuru beginning to talk in a way
that was so similar to my mother’ (BON:  
He is ultimately just a frustrated and vindictive
SHDVDQW+LVDVVXPHGZHDOWKDQGWKHFOHDQOLQHVV
of his home cannot ameliorate the barren spirit
RI KLV KRXVH ,W LV D KRXVH LQ ZKLFK DQ RQO\
daughter sickens into lethargy, and an only son
QHYHU UHDOO\ OLYHV ,Q The book of not, Chido is
DVJRRGDVQRQH[LVWHQW±VRPHWKLQJWKDWVKRXOG
worry reviewers who think it is only Nyasha
ZKR GRHV QRW WDNH RII IURP WKH SDJH 0DLJXUX

who teaches Latin, a dead language, and spends
time singing stupid endearments to her husband
and ladling chicken portions onto his plate at
WKH GLQLQJ WDEOH ¿QGV WKDW QR FROOHDJXH DW WKH
school consults her on anything in spite of her
0$GHJUHH6KHLVOLNH%DEDPXNXUXDWWKHHQG
RIWKHVWRU\MXVWL¿DEO\RQKHUZD\WRLUUHOHYDQFH
Babamukuru himself, a holder of an MA degree,
presides over a deplorable school curriculum
ZKLFKKHKDVQRSRZHUWRFKDQJH1RUGRHVKH
actually respect his own profession, which has
trapped and imprisoned him (BON:   +H
wishes he were someone else, and Tambu seems
WREHWKH\RXWKIXODYDWDURIKLVWKZDUWHGGUHDPV
‘Shouldn’t a child, one who is intelligent, want
to become more than her parents?’ (BON:  
KHDVNVIXWLOHO\,WLVOHIWWRWKHPHQDFLQJO\DLOLQJ
Nyasha to pronounce an obituary on this family
of lost and confused spirits that have lived ‘in
missions and not the real world’ and who are
therefore unable ‘to advise anyone about it’
(BON:  
It is only Tambu’s mother who remains true to
KHUVHOI ZKHQ RWKHUV DUH ÀRXQGHULQJ EXIIHWHG
E\ WKH WRUULG ZLQGV RI FKDQJH 1R RQH VWHDOV
IURPRUFKHDWV7DPEX¶VPRWKHULQKHUVHOIKHOS
WRPDWREXVLQHVV$VWKHUHDOVXUYLYRUVKHVKRXOG
perhaps have penned the story that Tambu
SRVVHVVLYHO\FODLPVDVKHURZQ7KHSRWHQWLDORI
her viewpoint, however unpalatable to Tambu
DQG%DEDPXNXUXKDVWKHPDNLQJVRIDWRUSHGR
In some ways she is like Nyasha, a survivor of
a horrid campaign against her, who lives to tell
WKH WDOH DQG WKULYHV LQ VSLWH RI ± RU EHFDXVH RI
± WKUHDWV WR KHU OLIH 1\DVKD VXUYLYHV 7DPEX¶V
DWWHPSWVWRHVFDSHKHULQWZRZD\VVKHFRQWLQXHV
KHU PRUH UREXVW SUHVHQFH LQ 1WRPEL D ¿HUFH
critic of Tambu, and a more practical version of
ZKDW7DPEXFRXOGKDYHEHHQ1\DVKDFRQVLJQHG
to the poorly run mission school and in the grip

168


REVIEWS

Downloaded by [INASP - Kenya] at 01:41 29 May 2013

of a severe eating disorder, is actually the one
who makes it to university on a scholarship,
while Tambu, enjoying the privileges that should
have been Nyasha’s, is the one who remains at
WKH KRPHVWHDG VR WR VSHDN +RZHYHU RQH LV
overwhelmed with a sense of foreboding déjà vu,
because where Tambu headed for Sacred Heart
in her early teens, the heart of white racism that
1\DVKDVXIIHUVIURPDQGDOOXGHVWR1\DVKDKHU
self seems to be banished to England, the place
RIKHURULJLQDOVLFNQHVV,WLVDYLFLRXVF\FOH2U
could it be that in the magic tale of changelings,
Tambu has only been wearing the crown of the
princess for one short evening? There is a way
in which, as Babamukuru suggests (‘You are at
that school, which truly I did not want to pay
IRU¶ BON:  7DPEXLVZKHUHVKHLVEHFDXVH
of someone’s death (her brother Nhamo) and
someone’s sad health condition (her cousin
1\DVKD  +HU OLIH VWRU\ LV WKHUHIRUH JLUGHG E\
GUDPDWLFFRQWLQJHQFLHVDQGWUDJLFDFFLGHQWV,WLV
at the end of The book of not that one gets the sense
WKDWKHUOXFNLVUXQQLQJRXW/LNH%DEDPXNXUXDW
the mission, she too has lived in a fairyland, but
RISDLQDQGFKDQFH
It can be argued that The book of not VDWLV¿HV
reviewers who glibly applaud the fact that it is set in
DWLPHRIZDUDQGWKDWLWUHDFKHVLQWRSRVWFRORQLDO
=LPEDEZH,ZDQWWRVXJJHVWWKDWUHYLHZHUVZKR
read the book in this way are responding to a
critical tropism that reads Zimbabwean literature
DV KLVWRU\ DQG KLVWRU\ DV WKH ZDU RI OLEHUDWLRQ
This critical tropism overrates the status of war
DV KLVWRU\ DQG KLVWRU\ DV OLWHUDWXUH <YRQQH
Vera and Tsitsi Dangarembga are, however,
representative of the few writers in Zimbabwe
who have not subscribed to that habitual critical
WKLQNLQJ,QThe book of not, the war is treated as
WKUHDWHQLQJEDFNJURXQG7DPEXVHHVLQLWQRWKLQJ
more than a determined threat to her progress,
in the same way as she perceived her mother

DQG 1\DVKD 6KH FRQVLVWHQWO\ UHFDOOV YLVLRQV RI
the liberation movement as consisting of ‘[t]his
¿JKWLQJ DQG WKH OLPEV DQG WKH ÀXLGV DQG WKH
excreta that it scattered over the land’ (BON:  
,WLVDGHÀDWLQJYLVLRQRIWKHQDWLRQDOLVWVWUXJJOH
The very ideological confusion that leads Tambu
to help the Rhodesian soldiers instead of the
guerrillas pursues her into the independence era,
ZKHUHVKHZULWHV
Convinced it was not the deaths of Rhodesians that had
caused Mr Mugabe and Mr Smith to talk to each other
with some degree of sincerity, I assured myself happily
that the phenomenon was due to a bigger and better
motive on both sides: a desire to desist from chopping
away lips, ears, noses and genitals from the bodies of
people’s relatives by the elder siblings [guerrillas]; a
desire to develop a larger, kinder heart on the part of
Europeans. (198)

But because for her the Rhodesians had not died
µLQVXI¿FLHQWTXDQWLWLHVWRFDXVHDJUHDWEOLPSLQ
the course of history’ (BON:  WKH\EXPSKHU
RII KHU VHW WDUJHWV DQG VQDUO XS KHU OLIH LQ SRVW
FRORQLDO =LPEDEZH7KH IDFW WKDW %DEDPXNXUX
who supported the struggle even after being
maimed by the guerrillas, is struck by a bullet
¿UHG E\ WKH VDPH FDGUHV ZKR DUH FHOHEUDWLQJ
independence, seems to suggest that, for Tambu,
the war has continued into civil life, and is as
WKUHDWHQLQJ DV WKH XQG\LQJ 5KRGHVLDQV 7KH
YHFWRUV RI SUHLQGHSHQGHQFH YLROHQFH KDYH QRW
GLHGLQVXI¿FLHQWTXDQWLWLHVWRFDXVHDVLJQL¿FDQW
change in the ways Zimbabweans conduct their
VRFLDO SROLWLFDO DQG HFRQRPLF OLIH The book of
not, a novel of tragic reversals and a repertoire of
negatives, speaks in chilling tones to the current
GLVSHQVDWLRQLQ=LPEDEZH,WLVRQO\SRVVLEOHWR
speak in this way if one were as passionate, critical
and confused, ruthless and ambitious, disowned
and disappointed, cheapened and cheated, as
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7DPEX¶VH[SHULHQFHVHSLWRPLVHFototoWKHHJR
DQGQDLYHW\RIWKHQHZ=LPEDEZHDQ2QHDZDLWV
the third book in the trilogy with the desperate
RSWLPLVPRIDGHVHUWKXQWHU2URQHWKLQNVRID
UDLQELUGWKDWZDUQVRIWVXQDPLV7VLWVL
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THE FAMILY AND THE SEARCH
FOR RECONCILIATION IN SOUTH
AFRICA: A REVIEW OF RAYDA
JACOBS’ MY FATHER’S ORCHID
(2006)
Tom Odhiambo
HPDLORGKLDPERWRP#JPDLOFRP
5D\GD -DFREV LV DQ DZDUGZLQQLQJ DXWKRU ZKR
LV HPHUJLQJ DV DQ LQÀXHQWLDO IHPDOH ZULWHU LQ

FRQWHPSRUDU\ 6RXWK $IULFD 6KH KDV ZRQ WKH
+HUPDQ &KDUOHV %RVPDQ 3UL]H WZLFH LQ 
DQG  DQG WKH 6XQGD\ 7LPHV )LFWLRQ 3UL]H
LQ7KHVHDUHVRPHRI6RXWK$IULFD¶VPRVW
SUHVWLJLRXV DZDUGV IRU ZULWHUV -DFREV LV DOVR D
GRFXPHQWDU\ ¿OPPDNHU 2I DOO KHU SXEOLVKHG
work, it is probably Confessions of a gambler
 WKDW¿UPO\SODFHGKHURQWKH6RXWK$IULFDQ
OLWHUDU\ PDS 2WKHU ¿FWLRQ E\ KHU LQFOXGHV The
middle children, Eyes of the sky, The slave book,
Sachs Street, Postcards from South Africa, and
her travelogue The Mecca diaries +HU ODWHVW
novel, the subject of this review, is My father’s
orchid  
Confessions of a gambler is an outstanding
novel that reaches into the lives of a family
DQG D FRPPXQLW\ ,W LV WKH VWRU\ RI %HHGD DQ
estranged Muslim woman who gambles at a
FDVLQR WR UHOLHYH WKH ORQHOLQHVV LQ KHU OLIH7KLV
is a gripping story in which the narrator opens up
to the reader, revealing her own secrets and those
of her immediate family; and eventually those of
D FRPPXQLW\ DQG D VRFLHW\ 7KH REVHUYDQW DQG
critical narrator confesses her own weakness for
JDPEOLQJ±DSUDFWLFHSURKLELWHGE\KHUUHOLJLRQ
,VODP7KH JDPEOLQJ DFWV DV D PHDQV RI HDVLQJ
the pain of betrayed love and a crumbling family
OLIH %HHGD¶V OLIH V\PEROLFDOO\ JHVWXUHV DW WKH
lives and secrets of many such women in South
$IULFDWRGD\
The topics of religion and the family are carried
on from Confessions of a gambler into My father’s
orchid. It seems as if the author is suggesting that
the space of the family is key to unravelling many
RIWKHVRFLDODQGFXOWXUDOFRQÀLFWVDQGFRPSOH[HV
LQZKLFKSUHVHQWGD\6RXWK$IULFDLVFDXJKWXS
Race, place, family, storytelling and religion are
all important elements in Jacobs’ writing, as has
DOVR EHHQ QRWHG E\ -RKQ $ 6WRWHVEXU\ ,Q KLV
LQWHUYLHZ ZLWK -DFREV 6WRWHVEXU\  ±
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 WKHDXWKRUDOVRDFNQRZOHGJHVWKHLQÀXHQFH
that her early childhood, family and life in Cape
7RZQKDGRQKHUZULWLQJ
Cape Town, the setting of Jacobs’ stories,
LV LPSRUWDQW LQ DOO RI KHU ¿FWLRQ 7KH FLW\¶V
VLJQL¿FDQFH OLHV LQ LWV SODFH LQ WKH FRQVWLWXWLRQ
of modern South Africa and also in the country’s
KLVWRU\ RI UDFLDO VHJUHJDWLRQ 7KH FLW\ LV KRPH
to the majority of those South Africans who
were categorised under apartheid as coloureds
± DQ HQGXULQJ UHPLQGHU RI WKH LQHYLWDELOLW\ RI
the miscegenation against which apartheid was
IRUPXODWHG +HQFH -DFREV¶ ¿FWLRQ LV SODFHG
ERWKLQWKHSDVWDQGLQWKHSUHVHQWConfessions
of a gambler is, however, mainly located in
a moment that could aptly be described by the
title of Stefan Helgesson’s study of recent South
$IULFDQ OLWHUDWXUH   DV µZULWLQJ LQ FULVLV¶
On the one hand, current South African writing
can be described as being caught in a crisis, but
QRWQHFHVVDULO\RQHRILWVRZQPDNLQJ7KHFULVLV
has been conditioned by the proximity of the
FRXQWU\¶VKLVWRU\GRHVRQHLQFRQVHTXHQFHWHOO
WKHVWRU\RIWKHQDWLRQLQIRUPDWLRQE\UHIHUULQJ
to the liberation struggles of the past? Or does
RQH HQJDJH ZLWK WKH SUHVHQW DQG LWV HTXDOO\
harrowing tales of murder, rape, family violence
RUSRVWDSDUWKHLGEHWUD\DOE\WKHUXOLQJFODVVIRU
instance? Would one be neglecting memory and
the archive if one prefers the present to the past?
It seems that authors are faced with the daunting
WDVNRIKDYLQJWRPDNHDFKRLFH6RXWK$IULFDQ
writing itself is not in crisis, as can be seen
from the robustness of the publishing industry
and the output of authors, both established and
QHZ 7KH FULVLV LV PRUH RU OHVV D IDFWRU RI WKH
VXEMHFW PDWWHU 7KH ZHLJKW RI WKH VRFLDO FULVHV
in the South Africa of today seems almost to
REOLWHUDWH WKH YLROHQFH DQG LQHTXDOLWLHV RI WKH
SDVW WKHUHE\ SRVLQJ D GLOHPPD IRU WKH ZULWHU
7KH FKDUDFWHU RI WKH SRVWFRORQLDO PRPHQW LQ

South Africa is almost completely unlike that
RI DQ\ RWKHU SODFH ZLWK D VLPLODU KLVWRU\ )RU
instance, although described economically as a
PLGGOHLQFRPH FRXQWU\ DQG MXGJHG SROLWLFDOO\
by many as a sterling democracy, not only in the
global South but also worldwide, with one of the
most liberal constitutions in the world, South
Africa is also a society weighed down by a set
RI GLIIHUHQFHV LQHTXDOLWLHV DQG FRQWUDGLFWLRQV
The utopian expectation of a rainbow nation, in
which multiracialism or nonracialism would be
FHOHEUDWHG KDV EHHQ KDUG WR DWWDLQ$V 0LFKDHO
MacDonald argues in Why race matters in South
Africa   WKH FRXQWU\¶V GHPRFUDF\ DQG
DSSDUHQW VWDELOLW\ FDPRXÀDJH D VRFLDO VSDFH
GLYLGHGE\UDFHDQGVRFLRHFRQRPLFGLIIHUHQFHV
MacDonald’s argument echoes Thabo Mbeki’s
claims of South Africa being a country with two
QDWLRQV±RQHZKLWHDQGHFRQRPLFDOO\VWDEOHDQG
WKHRWKHUEODFNDQGHFRQRPLFDOO\GLVDGYDQWDJHG
At the macro level, the issue of economic
LQHTXDOLWLHV EDVHG RQ UDFLDO GLIIHUHQFHV DQG
KLVWRU\KLGHVRWKHULQHTXDOLWLHVZLWKLQWKHUDFLDO
GLYLGHVWRR±MXVWDVWKHUHLVDODUJHSRSXODWLRQRI
SRRUEODFNVWKHUHDUHDOVRDVLJQL¿FDQWQXPEHU
RISHRSOHRIRWKHUUDFHVZKRDUHXQGHUSULYLOHJHG
$ FRQVHTXHQFH RI WKHVH VWUXFWXUDO HFRQRPLF
LQHTXDOLWLHV LV WKH PXFKFLWHG LQFUHDVH LQ WKH
levels of crime and violence and the breakdown
RI WKH IDPLO\ VWUXFWXUH 7KH SXEOLF DV ZHOO DV
the private spaces are hostages to what many
SHUFHLYHDVDPRUDOEUHDNGRZQ
It is this situation of an increasingly cornered
family and society context that has generated
much moral anguish in South Africa today, with
publicly constituted campaigns in the national
PHGLD WR UHFODLP WKH HURGHG PRUDO JURXQG
Rayda Jacobs’ My father’s orchid is placed
VTXDUHO\LQWKHKRPHDQGWKHIDPLO\7KHVWRU\RI
My father’s orchid is one of an alienated family,
RU IDPLOLHV WR EH H[DFW ,W LV WKH VWRU\ RI +G
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ERUQ RI D 0XVOLP EXW DOVR SDUW-HZLVK  IDWKHU
DQGD&KULVWLDQFRORXUHGPRWKHU+GOLNHPDQ\
other children in apartheid South Africa, starts
OLIHDVDQXQDFNQRZOHGJHGFKLOG±PLVFHJHQDWLRQ
condemned many mothers, fathers, daughters
DQGVRQVWRDOLIHRIVHFUHF\VKDPHDQGKDWUHG
7RVWDUWZLWK+GGRHVQRWNQRZKLVIDWKHU±LQ
the sense that he has not been introduced to him
IRUPDOO\ ± XQWLO ZHOO LQWR KLV DGXOW OLIH ,Q IDFW
he only gets to know him closely when he goes
to live with him during the last few days of the
PDQ¶V OLIH 7KH QHZO\ HVWDEOLVKHG UHODWLRQVKLS
EHWZHHQIDWKHUDQGVRQLVZDUPDQG+GORRNV
DIWHUKLVIDWKHUWLOOWKHROGPDQSDVVHVDZD\7KH
ODVWGD\VRIWKHROGPDQ¶VOLIHDQGKLVVXEVHTXHQW
death unravel many little secrets about the
complex web of relationships that have bound
KLP WR PDQ\ RWKHU SHRSOH 7KH VWRU\ LV WROG
DOWHUQDWHO\WKURXJK+G¶VRZQYRLFHDQGWKDWRI
DQRPQLVFLHQWQDUUDWRU,WVWDUWVZLWK+GWDONLQJ
about his birth
There are two versions of what happened on that day I
was born in 1977. According to my mother, Avril, who
doesn’t lie but leaves things out, I was born at Auntie
Lorraine’s house – flat and simple. According to Granny
Marge, a much more reliable source, she and my mother were on their way home from the market in the bus
when the first pains hit. They stopped at Mr Logday’s
café on the corner. My mother gripped her stomach,
and Granny Marge and Mr Cupido, who was in the shop
buying birdseed for his budgies, which he kept in a wire
cage on the stoep, helped her home. The pains came
swiftly. My mother screamed, and I came right out, on
the same bed where Auntie Lorraine’s two babies, Olive
and Joe – ten months apart – slept in the backroom.
(9)
The pulling power of the rest of the story rests in
this idea of contending narratives of the author’s
ELUWK7KHDXWKRUHVWDEOLVKHVDNH\IHDWXUHRIWKH
UHVWRIWKHERRNLQWKLVSDUDJUDSKWKHLQFDSDFLW\
of any story to provide its own narrative truth,

WR IXOO\ VXEVWDQWLDWH LWVHOI 7KH HOXVLYHQHVV RI
the story not only recalls Bakhtin’s concept
RI KHWHURJORVVLD ± WKH WUXWK DERXW +G¶V ELUWK
depended on who is telling the story, where,
ZKHQDQGWRZKRP±EXWLWLVDOVRDUHPLQGHUWR
the reader to accept the narrator’s authority only
ZLWK D VHQVH RI LURQ\ ,W LV QRW MXVW WKH VWRU\ RI
+G¶VELUWKWKDWKDVGLIIHUHQWYHUVLRQVWKHVWRU\
of his father’s late mother Galiema Johnson has
GLIIHUHQWYHUVLRQVWRR  ,QGHHGWKHUHVWRIWKH
book, like the narrator’s mother, Avril, ‘doesn’t
OLHEXWOHDYHVDORWRXW¶7KHOHDYLQJRXWRIVRPH
truths is what pulls apart the different sets of
families in the story, but in the same vein the
suppression of other truths about the different
relationships within the text is what provides
some of the elements that enable the different
DFWRUVWRKROGRQWRWKHKRSHRIUHFRQFLOLDWLRQ)RU
LQVWDQFH DOWKRXJK RQH ZRXOG H[SHFW +G WR EH
angry at his father for not having acknowledged
him during his childhood, it becomes apparent
that this is some kind of universal behaviour
within the story and that indeed there are other
FKDUDFWHUVLQWKHVWRU\ZKRDUHXQDFNQRZOHGJHG
+G¶V IDWKHU KDV QHYHU IRUPDOO\ DFNQRZOHGJHG
KLV UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK $YULO 9HUPDDN ,Q WXUQ
the paternal (Muslim) side of his family has
QHYHUUHFRJQLVHGKLPDVRQHRIWKHP+GDOVR
has a stepsister, Sawdah, whom he meets only
LPPHGLDWHO\ EHIRUH KLV IDWKHU¶V GHDWK $QG KH
gets to know that the woman for whom he has
romantic feelings, Aouda, is also related to him,
and was sent away in infancy to Australia by
her family many years before, in order to avoid
IDPLOLDOVKDPH
It seems, then, that at the heart of the story of
My father’s orchid LV RQH RI WKH SRVWDSDUWKHLG
efforts to reconcile the nation, the Truth and
5HFRQFLOLDWLRQ &RPPLVVLRQ 75&  7KH 75&
ZDV DQ H[HUFLVH LQ ERWK SXUJDWLRQ DQG KHDOLQJ
It offered victims and victimisers during the
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apartheid era the opportunity to confront that
past in order to attempt a scripting together of a
SUHVHQWDFFHSWDEOHWRERWKSDUWLHV7RXVH+G¶V
telling statement about the different stories of
his birth, there were several accounts of what
happened in the previous dispensation in South
$IULFD$WWKH75&VRPHWUXWKVZHUHWROG6RPH
OLHVZHUHDOVRWROG6RPHVWRULHVUHPDLQHGXQWROG
What Jacobs offers in the novel is an invitation to
readers to engage with the practical and pragmatic
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI WUXWK $V 'HERUDK 3RVHO DQG
Graeme Simpson remind us in their introduction
to the collection of essays, Commissioning the
past: understanding South Africa’s Truth and
Reconciliation Commission  WKHVHDUFK
for truth is very much a contested and often a
GLI¿FXOWWDVNERWKLQVFKRODUVKLSDQGLQWKHSXEOLF
VSDFHERWKIRUWKHJURXSDQGIRUWKHLQGLYLGXDO
%XW ZKDW ZDV VLJQL¿FDQW LQ WKH 75& SURFHVV
ZDVWKHWHOOLQJRIVWRULHV7KHKHDULQJVDIIRUGHG
individuals the opportunity to lift the lid on what
they had concealed as burdensome secrets for
years, and to be listened to while also listening
to themselves purging their minds and hearts of
DYLROHQWSDVW7KHDQWLFLSDWHGUHFRQFLOLDWLRQZDV
DVPXFKZLWKWKHRWKHUDVZLWKWKHVHOI
The capacity to reconcile with the self is at the
heart of the story of My father’s orchid. Several of
the characters in the novel are carriers of burdens
RIWKHSDVWDQGRIVHFUHWVLQWKHLUOLYHV<HWIHZ
if any, of them seem to be angry or in search of
revenge for the betrayal, violence, desertion or
DEDQGRQPHQW WKDW RWKHUV KDYH YLVLWHG RQ WKHP
For instance, Avril has not only endured life as
a single mother, rearing a child whom the law
would not recognise as legitimate, but also
KDV KDG WR DERUW DQRWKHU FKLOG 0U -RKQVRQ RU
µ-LVVLH¶  +G¶V IDWKHU KDV OHG D PXGGOHG OLIH
He is a philandering man who has children with

three different women, but at the time of his
death he does not live with any of these women
RU FKLOGUHQ +LV UHODWLRQVKLSV SURGXFH D PL[ RI
other relationships of their own, mixed births
and friendships cutting across race, religion
DQG VRFLDO FODVV ZKLFK JR EDFN LQWR KLVWRU\
He himself was a child of mixed parentage and
only encountered his father when he was about
WR JHW PDUULHG +G KLPVHOI HQGV XS LQ D EDG
relationship with the woman with whom he has
DVRQ±DQRWKHUFKLOGZKRZLOOJURZXSZLWKRXW
ERWKSDUHQWV$QRWKHURI0U-RKQVRQ¶VSUREDEOH
illegitimate children, Aouda (the relationship is
QHYHUTXLWHHVWDEOLVKHGLQWKHQDUUDWLYH JURZVXS
in Australia and comes to South Africa only as an
DGXOW(YHQZKHQVKHLVLQYROYHGLQWKHLQWULJXHV
before and after the death of Mr Johnson, she
does not know that she is directly related to
KLP$OOLQDOO0U-RKQVRQ¶VIDPLO\LVDPL[RI
individuals with African, European, Asian and
Jewish ancestry. My father’s orchid dramatises
the efforts by these disparate members of the
extended family to resolve their differences and
UHFRQFLOHLQWHUHVWLQJO\QRWGXULQJWKHOLIHRIWKH
man who is the common denominator to all of
WKHP EXW DIWHU KLV GHDWK7KXV IRU D PDQ ZKR
has lived a life that has been complicated not
RQO\E\KLVRZQLUUHVSRQVLEOHEHKDYLRXU±+G¶V
grandmother claims that Jissie had too many
choices in life and an inability to come to terms
with his predicament, but also with the apartheid
HUDODZ±KLVOLIHFDQRQO\EHXQUDYHOOHGLQGHDWK
E\KLVIDPLO\,WLVWKHRUFKLGVLQWKHKRWKRXVHWKDW
he has so passionately and tenderly cultivated,
that emblematically represent the nurturing that,
in life, he has failed to provide for his family, his
SDUWLFXODUIDYRXULWHEHLQJUHVHUYHGIRU+G
Although much of the narrative is about the
intricate lives of the many people who inhabit
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+G¶VZRUOGLWLVDOVRDVWRU\WKDWLVWROGLQVXFKD
style as to project the intrigues within the family
DV UHSUHVHQWDWLYH RI OLIH LQ WKH ODUJHU VRFLHW\
Through the spaces of Jissie’s house, Avril’s
suburb and the city of Cape Town, one imagines
WKH GD\WRGD\ OLYHV RI 6RXWK $IULFDQV 7KHVH
localised worlds and lives of relatives, friends and
strangers struggling with drug habits, exposed to
crime, deserted by family, betrayed by relatives
and friends and victimised by the overwhelming
YLROHQFH PLUURU WKH UHVW RI WKHLU VRFLHW\ +RZ
GRHVRQH¿QGSHDFHLQVXFKDFRQWH[W"+RZGRHV
the individual become reconciled with such a
volatile environment?
In the end, Jacobs seems to intimate that
UHFRQFLOLDWLRQLVPRUHGLI¿FXOWWRDWWDLQLQUHDOLW\
WKDQ LQ LWV LGHDOLVHG IRUP 5DWKHU WKH RQXV WR
reconcile, both with immediate others and society
at large, depends on the individual’s capacity to
continually search for strategies that will ensure
WKHEHVWSRVVLEOHPXWXDOVROXWLRQ,QRWKHUZRUGV
UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ LV D SHUVRQDO TXHVW UDWKHU WKDQ D
FROOHFWLYH HQGHDYRXU %XW WKLV SURFHVV FDQ EH
EURXJKW DERXW RQO\ WKURXJK FRQVWDQW GLDORJXH
$V*UDQQ\0DUJH+G¶V&KULVWLDQJUDQGPRWKHU
reminds her daughter Avril when Jissie calls to
VHH+GDIWHUVRPDQ\\HDUVµLW¶VQHYHUWRRODWH¶
 WRPDNHWKLQJVULJKW
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