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REVIEWS165

FOTOTO: A REVIEW OF TSITSI
DANGAREMBGA’S THE BOOK OF

NOT (2006)

Robert Muponde

Nervous conditions

The book of not

novel should be read not only as an answer to 

do with growing up black, female and ambitious 

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 

Nervous

conditions

rethink the existing body of critical work on the 

probing musings that take the shape of cultural 

experience of living snubbed and stubbed ideals, 

The fototo

(NC:

Some reviewers are happy to describe the new 

novel as being concerned with the ‘return of 

Tambu’, the narrator in Nervous conditions

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 

thought of as ‘the story of the story, the escape 

which escapes us, the unwritten which makes for 

The book of 

not (henceforth BON) can be considered as the 

Tambu cannot be held responsible for delaying 

narrative tradition evident in the two novels, 

Tambu’s Nervous conditions engages audience 

interest and attention, and readies us for the 

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 

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 

the beginning’ (the coming of the white settler); 
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166 REVIEWS

‘discovering the time’ (of colonisation); and 

The

book of not should be considered as similar to 

‘discovering the time’ and ‘closing a circle’ in 

Shimmer Chinodya’s Harvest of thorns

the detail on family background, school and war, 

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:

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:

from his house because she has not passed her 

Advanced Level examinations, and it is her 

mother who has caused Babamukuru to be beaten 

the white matron at the single women’s hostel, 

evicts Tambu because she suspects she is ‘out of 

sorts’ (BON: BON:

She has become the hysteric, the alienated, the 

one, like Nyasha before her, to be accused and 

punished, as Babamukuru puts it, for raising 

BON:

The book of not is a book of the unexpected as 

well as of dramatic reversals

It begins with horror, a beating and 

ing horror of the void, with Tambu herself beaten 

by her experiences, and displaced from her 

joined the guerrillas, is bombed at a pungwe or

morari

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 

Nervous conditions 

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:

The book of not is narrowly focused on Tambu’s 

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, 

too narrow and too unkind for the sort of dreams 

lost so much to the white Rhodesians, including a 

the enemy and knits gloves and jerseys to keep 

Shona cultural philosophy, unhu/ubuntu, is no 

more than tinkering with a faddy Senghorian 
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REVIEWS167

unhu/ubuntu, her family, does not need her, nor 

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 

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 

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 

It is not just race that drives Tambu out of a 

biblical Isaac while turning her into an object 

as powerful, enslaving and dehumanising as 

the scholarship Tambu receives from Sacred 

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 

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 

For instance, Babamukuru, who nicodemously 

supported the black nationalist struggle, is struck 

by a stray bullet just when the Union Jack is 

The metaphorics of war and dismemberment 

in with Tambu’s growing critical consciousness 

dismembered and unaccommodated woman, 

almost as paralysed as Babamukuru, and as 

nowhereness of Marechera’s narrator in his two 

In The book of not, at least everyone else has a 

rises from her ‘abject and corpselike’ (BON:

existence and goes back to England on a British 

deserted by her daughter and saddled with the 

Zimbabwean literature, to consistently denounce 

could be Zimbabwe’s answer to Okot p’Bitek’s 

Lawino in his celebrated Song of Lawino

answer to the vacuous elitist projects of national 

Much as Tambu dislikes her mother, and strives 

to be as different from her as possible, she 
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168 REVIEWS

must try to return to her in order to understand 

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 

Babamukuru’s education, house and job are 

ensures that she is systematically conned and 

after all, Babamukuru’s bungled idea of a good 

As an extension of his imperial arm, especially 

in his designs for the homestead, she is a living 

‘the ragged valley rifted’ in his arm ‘where the 

dagger had gouged to slit the artery’ (BON:

to terrorise his wayward victim with memories 

BON:

sounds uncannily like Tambu’s mother’s ‘You 

BON:

with changelings, Babamukuru metamorphoses 

into Tambu’s mother, and Tambu notices this 

hear Babamukuru beginning to talk in a way 

that was so similar to my mother’ (BON:

He is ultimately just a frustrated and vindictive 

of his home cannot ameliorate the barren spirit 

daughter sickens into lethargy, and an only son 

The book of not, Chido is 

worry reviewers who think it is only Nyasha 

who teaches Latin, a dead language, and spends 

time singing stupid endearments to her husband 

and ladling chicken portions onto his plate at 

school consults her on anything in spite of her 

Babamukuru himself, a holder of an MA degree, 

presides over a deplorable school curriculum 

actually respect his own profession, which has 

trapped and imprisoned him (BON:

wishes he were someone else, and Tambu seems 

‘Shouldn’t a child, one who is intelligent, want 

to become more than her parents?’ (BON:

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 

perhaps have penned the story that Tambu 

her viewpoint, however unpalatable to Tambu 

In some ways she is like Nyasha, a survivor of 

a horrid campaign against her, who lives to tell 

critic of Tambu, and a more practical version of 

to the poorly run mission school and in the grip 
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REVIEWS169

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 

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 

self seems to be banished to England, the place 

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 

BON:

of someone’s death (her brother Nhamo) and 

someone’s sad health condition (her cousin 

at the end of The book of not that one gets the sense 

the mission, she too has lived in a fairyland, but 

It can be argued that The book of not

reviewers who glibly applaud the fact that it is set in 

read the book in this way are responding to a 

critical tropism that reads Zimbabwean literature 

This critical tropism overrates the status of war 

Vera and Tsitsi Dangarembga are, however, 

representative of the few writers in Zimbabwe 

who have not subscribed to that habitual critical 

The book of not, the war is treated as 

more than a determined threat to her progress, 

in the same way as she perceived her mother 

the liberation movement as consisting of ‘[t]his 

excreta that it scattered over the land’ (BON:

The very ideological confusion that leads Tambu 

to help the Rhodesian soldiers instead of the 

guerrillas pursues her into the independence era, 

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 

the course of history’ (BON:

who supported the struggle even after being 

maimed by the guerrillas, is struck by a bullet 

independence, seems to suggest that, for Tambu, 

the war has continued into civil life, and is as 

change in the ways Zimbabweans conduct their 

The book of 

not, a novel of tragic reversals and a repertoire of 

negatives, speaks in chilling tones to the current 

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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170 REVIEWS

Fototo

the third book in the trilogy with the desperate 
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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

work, it is probably Confessions of a gambler

The

middle children, Eyes of the sky, The slave book,

Sachs Street, Postcards from South Africa, and 

her travelogue The Mecca diaries

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 

estranged Muslim woman who gambles at a 

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 

critical narrator confesses her own weakness for 

the pain of betrayed love and a crumbling family 

lives and secrets of many such women in South 

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 

Race, place, family, storytelling and religion are 

all important elements in Jacobs’ writing, as has 
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REVIEWS171

that her early childhood, family and life in Cape 

Cape Town, the setting of Jacobs’ stories, 

of modern South Africa and also in the country’s 

to the majority of those South Africans who 

were categorised under apartheid as coloureds 

the miscegenation against which apartheid was 

Confessions

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 

On the one hand, current South African writing 

can be described as being caught in a crisis, but 

has been conditioned by the proximity of the 

to the liberation struggles of the past? Or does 

harrowing tales of murder, rape, family violence 

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 

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 

in the South Africa of today seems almost to 

South Africa is almost completely unlike that 

instance, although described economically as a 

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 

The utopian expectation of a rainbow nation, in 

which multiracialism or nonracialism would be 

MacDonald argues in Why race matters in South 

Africa

MacDonald’s argument echoes Thabo Mbeki’s 

claims of South Africa being a country with two 

At the macro level, the issue of economic 

levels of crime and violence and the breakdown 

the private spaces are hostages to what many 

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 

Rayda Jacobs’ My father’s orchid is placed 

My father’s orchid is one of an alienated family, 
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172 REVIEWS

other children in apartheid South Africa, starts 

condemned many mothers, fathers, daughters 

the sense that he has not been introduced to him 

he only gets to know him closely when he goes 

to live with him during the last few days of the 

death unravel many little secrets about the 

complex web of relationships that have bound 

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 moth-
er 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 

of any story to provide its own narrative truth, 

the story not only recalls Bakhtin’s concept 

depended on who is telling the story, where, 

the reader to accept the narrator’s authority only 

of his father’s late mother Galiema Johnson has 

book, like the narrator’s mother, Avril, ‘doesn’t 

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 

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 

the paternal (Muslim) side of his family has 

has a stepsister, Sawdah, whom he meets only 

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 

It seems, then, that at the heart of the story of 

My father’s orchid

efforts to reconcile the nation, the Truth and 

It offered victims and victimisers during the 
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REVIEWS173

apartheid era the opportunity to confront that 

past in order to attempt a scripting together of a 

telling statement about the different stories of 

his birth, there were several accounts of what 

happened in the previous dispensation in South 

What Jacobs offers in the novel is an invitation to 

readers to engage with the practical and pragmatic 

Graeme Simpson remind us in their introduction 

to the collection of essays, Commissioning the 

past: understanding South Africa’s Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission

for truth is very much a contested and often a 

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 

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 

if any, of them seem to be angry or in search of 

revenge for the betrayal, violence, desertion or 

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 

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 

other relationships of their own, mixed births 

and friendships cutting across race, religion 

He himself was a child of mixed parentage and 

only encountered his father when he was about 

relationship with the woman with whom he has 

illegitimate children, Aouda (the relationship is 

in Australia and comes to South Africa only as an 

before and after the death of Mr Johnson, she 

does not know that she is directly related to 

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 

man who is the common denominator to all of 

has lived a life that has been complicated not 

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 

he has so passionately and tenderly cultivated, 

that emblematically represent the nurturing that, 

in life, he has failed to provide for his family, his 

Although much of the narrative is about the 

intricate lives of the many people who inhabit 
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style as to project the intrigues within the family 

Through the spaces of Jissie’s house, Avril’s 

suburb and the city of Cape Town, one imagines 

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 

the individual become reconciled with such a 

volatile environment? 

In the end, Jacobs seems to intimate that 

reconcile, both with immediate others and society 

at large, depends on the individual’s capacity to 

continually search for strategies that will ensure 

reminds her daughter Avril when Jissie calls to 
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