           SETTING, INTERTEXTUALITY AND THE RESURRECTION OF THE 

                                         POSTCOLONIAL AUTHOR1
There is, I believe, a new spirit abroad.  And all the writers I have questioned agree that a trend is manifesting itself at academic conferences and symposiums where they are invited to offer reflections on their own work.  ‘Speak as a writer’, the invitations invariably say.  This, of course, constitutes a shift from the canonical position of not allowing a writer’s biography to divert one from the text or to be influenced by what a writer has to say about her work and practice.  The departure is most probably bound up with the academicization of writing or the advent of higher degrees in Creative Writing where part of a submission is expected to be self-reflexive.  There is also the pheno-menon (which I will discuss later) of a number of prominent postcolonial fictions that revisit the orthodox distinction between writer and narrator.  But those of us who have for so long meekly observed the silence of literary decorum will inevitably stutter through the task of ‘speaking as a writer’.  Do we follow AHRC21 guidelines and groaningly produce research questions that underpin our works of fiction?  With so new a phenomenon, should we presume carte blanche, or are there still areas of prohibition that have not yet been mapped?  Should we fear that the vagueness of the request points to a grey area in literary etiquette where the vulgar at heart must needs betray them selves?  In short, what are we supposed to talk about?  

     For the South African writer there has been the ready-made general question of whether there is anything to write about after the demise of apartheid but that foolish enquiry has necessarily petered out.  I am fortunate in having a personal ready-made topic that is happily legitimated by the postcolonial keyword of transculturation. The questions that this condition entails are as follows: Why when you have lived so long in Scotland, do you write about South Africa?  When will you set your fictions in Scotland?  Can you go on writing about a place in which you do not live?  These are the questions I will try to address in this paper and thus my subject is the safe and seemly one of the setting of fiction.

Writing from the outside has always been celebrated for its special, insightful perspective.  Joyce, we are told, would not have been able to write Ulysses in Ireland, and Auerbach, says Edward Said, was able to write Mimesis in Istanbul precisely because of the ‘agonizing distance from Europe’.  It was ‘the active impingement of his European selfhood’ that made possible the monumental work on European culture  (Said 1983: 7,8).  I could say that the impingement of my otherness in Scotland necessitates my homely South African fictions, but it is rather with Ezekiel Mphahlele, for whom there was no executive value in exile, that I identify.  He saw the compulsion to write about South Africa as a ‘tyranny of place’ and wondered how long he could go on mining memory, a question which I imagine must be asked by many postcolonial writers, including, for example, Bernard MacLaverty who lives in Scotland but continues to write about his native Ireland.  In J.M.Coetzee’s deliberate blend of fiction and autobiography the ironised poet-protagonist expresses the problem in youthful histrionic mode:

South Africa is a wound within him.  How much longer before the wound3 stops bleeding?  How much longer will he have to grit his teeth and endure before he is able to say, ‘Once upon a time I used to live in South Africa but now I live in England’? (Coetzee 2002: 116) 

Whilst I wince squeamishly at the word ‘wound’ and cannot identify with the narrator, the formulation of the problem as a bodily act of uttering an unspeakable sentence, is

 a suggestive one to which I will return. 

    The relationship between the mise-en-scéne of fiction and the writer’s physical location has been of little interest precisely because of the orthodox critical position of disregard-ing a writer’s biography.  Postcolonial theory does address the question of place, of how the postcolonial writer revises the empty space of colonialism and through writing and naming turns it into place; its concern is with the related concept of identity formation and the link with language.  But displacement is invariably discussed in terms of ambivalence, in the separation and continual contact between colonizer and colonized, whereas I would like to focus on a more mundane aspect of place: the mise-en-scéne or setting of fictions that for any writer is rudimentary and that for the emigrant writer can be problematic.  

     Turning to narratology, I find little more than references to stage-setting, to the ways in which setting provides facts, setting as evidence of a narrator, or its role in promoting verisimilitude.  For Rimmon-Kenan physical surroundings in narrative or human environments are trait-connoting metonymies, in other words, setting becomes absorbed into character. Human characters are shaped by the places they occupy: ‘as with external appearance, the relation of contiguity is frequently supplemented by that of causality’.  Her example is from Faulkner’s ‘A Rose for Miss Emily’ where Emily’s dilapidated house, with its clouds of dust and its dank smell, is a ‘metonymy of her decadence, but its decay is also a result of her poverty and her morbid temperament’. (Rimmon-Kenan 1983:66).  What is surely overlooked here is that that decadence is more than a personal characteristic, the dilapidation more than a local setting: it is also a story about the American South and Southern ‘aristocratic’ values; it cannot be transported to the North through a mere change of setting.  Thus, more than supplementing character description, setting is the representation of physical surroundings that is crucially bound up with a culture and its dominant ideologies, providing ready-made, recognisable meanings.  In other words, setting functions much like intertextuality. 

Which returns me to the writer and her relationship to the culture in which her fictions are set. To recap Roland Barthes: intertextuality, a condition of all writing, strikes a death blow to the author and so liberates the reader from author-centred, theological meanings. Thus the domain of reading and interpretation includes knowledge-based inferencing and an understanding of intertexts and their function in the new context.  But for the postcolonial writer it is the transformative effect of intertextuality that is of significance. Frequently our settings in disjunction with citations from colonial texts produce postcolonial irony, and if we are doomed to echolalia, it is also the case that repetition re-presents, reverses or revises, or simply asks the reader to reflect on indeterminate meanings produced by citations, meanings that destabilise received views.  In South African writing, for instance, settings like the servant’s room in the backyard or the master bedroom in the suburbs operate as intertexts with ready-made conventional-ised meanings that interact with the narrative discourse and presentation of character to offer revised meanings.  What the writer does then is to introduce dialogue between texts, whether they be written or spoken, and so brings into being the interconnectedness of the human world in a divided society.  For instance, in Gordimer’s ‘Blinder’ the intertextual function of setting is crucial to the meaning of the story.  Apartheid geography, the impoverished homeland in relation to white South Africa, is replicated in the suburban house with its dining room as site of ‘culture’ and servant’s room where Rose, an object of pity, mourns the death of her lover, a migrant worker, in uncontrolled fashion.  When Rose intrudes with the dead man’s widow, the woman from the homeland, into the family’s dining room, it is the values of the servant’s room that cast a question mark over white culture’s bourgeois morality.  The civility that the dining room supposedly represents is called into question. 

My project is to link the location of the author to her settings and to take on board the new requirement of reflecting on my own practice, but before I do so I would like to discuss a short story by fellow South African writer, Ivan Vladislavic, in which issues related to authorship, setting and intertextuality are self-consciously staged.  Indeed, Vladislavic’s narrator whose entire text is a comment on his writing could be seen as a parodic instance of speaking as a writer.  In ‘”Kidnapped”’, a third-person narrator finds an advertisement for a short story competition entitled ‘Kidnapped’ in celebration of the centenary of the Scottish writer, Robert Louis Stevenson.  The notice in the Johannesburg newspaper is placed in the ‘People in Crisis’ column, between the ‘Parent and Child Counselling Centre’ and ‘Lifeline’, thus signalling Vladislavic’s concern with an aspect of place that relates to mapping.  It foreshadows his dramatisation of the colonial’s filial relationship with Stevenson, the abject relationship with the centre, as well as the difficulties the protagonist will encounter in trying to write a story from the margins.  We are told about the number of ways in which the task could be tackled, the contemplation of which in fact prevents the narrator from writing, so that the narrative of deferral also becomes a metaphor for the paralysis that the postcolonial writer experiences in relation to the metropolis. 

The events of the story constitute a series of ideas, often introduced by the word ‘idea’ in italics (shades of AHRB research questions?), that marks its failure to materialise.  And each idea is abandoned as the protagonist confesses to his inability to produce a story, although he reports that the final idea is so elaborated that it exceeds the prescribed length of the story.  A problem he identifies at the start is that of setting, whether to set the story in the Scottish Highlands or the South African Highveld, but the very homonymity introduces the problem of postcolonial translation.  Highlands and Highveld, both terms for physical terrain, remind us of Derrida’s meditation on Babel and the untranslatibility of the proper noun.  Derrida explains that when God descends towards the tower he proclaims his unpronounceable name, YWHW, imposes the confusion of tongues, and

with this violent imposition he opens the deconstruction of the tower, as of the universal language; he scatters the genealogical filiation. He breaks the lineage. He at the same time imposes and forbids translation….Translation then becomes necessary and impossible like the effect of a struggle for the appropriation of the name, necessary and forbidden in the interval between two absolutely proper names.  (Kamuf 1991: 249)

It is under these precepts that ‘Kidnapped’ must engage with translation, and in the very process of paying homage to Stevenson, must free itself of genealogical filiation.

Stevenson, the original author, occupies a prominent place in the narrative, not only appearing as a character from time to time in the story or in the ideas and plans for embedded stories, but as the subject of a biographical intertext.  For instance, the narrator informs us that Stevenson abandoned an adventure story called ‘The Great North Road’ to start working on his novel, Kidnapped, and for that reason our narrator is drawn to a temporalized setting for his story, ‘in the interval between “The Great North Road” and Kidnapped’, that is to say between Dorset in England where the author lived at the time, and the Highlands where he set his story.  Here setting fuses the author’s real-life location and the mise-en-scéne of his fiction, and the phenomenon of Stevenson as displaced author writing from the metropolis about his native Scotland is embedded in our South African writer’s tussle with literature from the centre.  But in evoking England versus Scotland, the proposed setting also deconstructs the very notion of a monolithic centre, itself subject to internal, hierarchical difference, which in turn could be seen to account for the paradox of writing a story, the one we read, where Vladislavic, the author, is distinct from his narrator. 

The narrator-as-reader takes Stevenson’s advice to consult a map, but that leads to more than paralysis.  He finds the Scottish topography, the broken coastline ‘improbably intricate, like crumbling parchment.  Who could memorize the shape of such a country?’ (161) he asks.  The alien geography has a peculiar, visceral effect on him:

I was choking. There was something too rich in the nomenclature, something that made it stick in the craw like drammach (shall we say): Pitlochry, Strath Spey, Cromarty, Dornoch, Lairg, Tongue, John o’ Groats.  (161)

Failure to engage with the Scottish toponymy, in spite of his awed fascination with the place, is thus established via an image of ingestion; the project of absorbing the imperium is shown to be physically impossible in spite of his awed fascination with Scotland.
So he abandons the Scottish setting and decides to transpose the kidnap story to the local, indeed to map it on to the existing South African genre of Jim-comes-to-Jo’burg, but the transposition is not satisfactory: the local, the new, does not measure up to the romance of the old world.  A revised idea to set the story in Johannesburg just after the discovery of gold, with a Scottish hero carrying a copy of the newly published Kidnapped, is displaced by the arrival of the entry form with its list of rules, a dramatisation of the circumscribed nature of postcolonial writing.  The next idea exemplifies the postcolonial device of self-reflexivity: the narrator will write about an aspirant author who has been trying without success to write a story for the Kidnapped competition. ‘It’s fairly autobiographical, but no one need know’ (168), he says - the act of decoupling author and narrator is necessarily one of dissimulation.  He has grown close to Stevenson ‘ to the point of affecting his mannerisms’ (168).  The story within a story is set on the eve of the centenary of Stevenson’s death which our narrator’s narrator (or author-narrator) is celebrating: ’[h]e is dressed in grubby white flannels and a linen shirt; he half imagines in his cups that he is the author’ (168).  The new intertext of impersonating the canonical writer is J.M.Coetzee’s Foe in which Friday dresses up in the author’s cloak, a moment marked both by the impossibility of reproducing the story of the colonised and by indeterminacy since Susan, the narrator, fails to state categorically whether Friday’s spinning in the authorial cloak reveals that he has been castrated.  It is not surprising then that our aspirant author’s strategy of impersonation does not father a text.

The idea-within-an-idea upon which our author-narrator alights is a story about Stevenson’s first draft of Kidnapped which is so disliked by his wife that he throws it into the fire.  Again, Stevenson’s biography is plundered even if the detail is kidnapped. from the writing of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde to labour in the colonial version of ‘Kidnapped’, and here I refer to the original late C17 meaning of the word ‘kidnap’ which was to abduct children to labour on the American plantations.  Ironically this attempt to erase Stevenson’s text starts with writing the word ‘Kidnapped’ at the top of the page.  But paralysis sets in once more so that ‘he uncorks a bottle of burgundy, to get the creative juices flowing again, fills a glass, raises it – and is felled by a stroke’ (168).  Friday’s ambiguity is encoded in the identity of the ‘he’ who is felled: it is of course our author-narrator but as a representation of a representation of Stevenson, it also implies the felling of that author who indeed died of a stroke. 

 The first-level narrator works on this idea of deleting Kidnapped from Stevenson’s oeuvre but since his plan alone far exceeds the given length of the competition – plenitude resulting perhaps from the death of the author - he puts the plan aside.  More ideas are still-born.  The next one returns to an earlier idea, set in Johannesburg’s goldrush where he establishes an ‘appealing interplay between past and present, memory and experience, Europe and Africa, fiction and fact, and so on, full of potential’ (169).  Again this idea is abandoned for its plenitude; it is more suitable for a novella, the narrator declares.  The final idea is that staple of creative writing classes, an additional chapter at the end of the book, ‘Kidnapped Chapter XXXI’, in other words, another form of impersonating the writer.  But a Scotsman from the embassy points out that Stevenson himself had written a sequel to the novel.

After the narrator abandons all plans for a story a discrete paragraph offers a final event in Stevenson’s life, delivered in a curious discourse that throws into question the identity of its narrator:

At last when the vein of stories in his mind burst, Stevenson demanded: ‘What’s that?’ As if a stranger had entered. There was no answer. He turned to Fanny and asked, more urgently: ‘Do I look strange?’ And then he fell into a coma and died. (172)

This biographical text, with its insertion of Stevenson’s voice, usurps the narrative discourse and our narrator replaces the account of failed attempts at story telling with a narration of Stevenson’s life, or rather his death.  It is surely the narrator that Stevenson apprehends as ‘the stranger’, and thus genealogical filiation is at the same time evoked and shattered.

 
The original author is dead, and we realise that a text, the one we are reading, has been born, but before we salute Roland Barthes, note that the text at the same time and at both levels of mimesis proclaims its failure - failure to engage with the imperium, to set a story in Stevenson’s Scotland, or to transpose it to South Africa.  When our narrator returns to announce that there is another South African writer amongst the finalists, it is only to assure us that the winning stories severely lack Stevenson’s story-telling skills, in other words, like Elvis, the author also continues to live.  

I read ‘”Kidnapped’” with its multiple embeddings, its Russian-doll structure with proposed settings that shift between South Africa and Scotland, as a meditation on the concept of author and his troubled relationships with reader, narrator and setting.  There is a first-level narrator who is an aspirant author, and who via the idea of an embedded story in the mode of autobiography, is recast as simultaneously character and author.  This author-narrator who embarks on an autobiographical story about writing a story evokes a correspondence with the actual author, Vladislavic, and his project of constructing a story about an aspirant author.  And the hierarchical relationship between author and reader is deconstructed as our author-narrators are also avid readers of the original author, Stevenson (as Vladislavic himself must be).  The first level story-within-the-story fails to materialise but the process of contemplating possibilities and strategies of course produces a story that is read by real-life readers who correctly think of Vladislavic as its author.  Thus self-reflexivity which fails at the second embedding is nevertheless at the first-level of mimesis dramatised as a solution to the problem of postcolonial writing.  But the canonical distinction between writer and narrator, or poet and speaker, is surely in this instance deliberately blurred. 

The multiple levels of authorship or the ubiquity of the author’s role can at one level be read as a demonstration of Barthes’ ‘author-function’, but here, surely, the author is not dead, he has simply been kidnapped by the postcolonial to labour as an intertext.  In Stevenson’s novel the character is kidnapped in order to pack him off to the colonies; in Vladislavic the echolalic postcolonial writer strikes back at metropolitan theory itself. There is also intertext embedded within intertext: one of the translated settings is that of our narrator dreaming that he wanders companionably through the veld with Stevenson. But untranslatibility is asserted by Stevenson’s implied rejection of his companion, for he is reading Hazlitt’s  ‘On Going a Journey’3 an essay in which that author baldly states that journeys should be undertaken on one’s own.  If Barthes’s death of the author allows for the reader’s liberation into textuality through the phenomenon of intertextuality, then Vladislavic employs the very intertextuality to resurrect the author in other guises whilst at the same time keeping alive a reader (without whom the notion of a story that is ultimately written cannot be realised) and who therefore exists in a symbiotic rather than a hierarchical relationship with the author. The dream at the same time of course asserts the colonial’s desire for fraternity as well as highlighting the incivility of being rejected by metropolitan writing. 

Setting is a fundamental problem for Vladislavic’s aspirant author who spends a good time thinking about or consulting maps for a suitable setting.  Having been sickened by the map of Scotland, he is troubled by falling short of Stevenson’s faith in the inspirational effect of maps.  He recalls that whilst Treasure Island grew out of a map of an invented place, Kidnapped was written with the aid of real maps, and imagines Stevenson (displaced) in England, ‘propped up in bed…with the maps scattered around him like another land of counterpane’, so that the setting for Kidnapped ‘was a country of the memory’(163).  The narrator returns to the atlas and once again feels sick when it opens ‘(at Hungary as it happened)’.  This fleeting reference (163), complete with brackets, is to a geographical displacement of another political order that corresponds to another level of authorship, the eastern Europe of our real author’s grandfather Vladislavic who emigrated to South Africa. 

Vladislavic’s story is one of many postcolonial texts in which the notion of authorship and authority is examined.  Critics have, for instance, been exercised by the last section of J.M.Coetzee’s Foe and particularly by the identity of its unnamed narrator. Attwell gingerly suggests that the narrator ‘(possibly standing for Coetzee himself)   dissolves the narration in an act of authorial renunciation’ (Attwell 1993:104), whereas  Attridge is bolder in his belief that the narrator is replaced by the author in the final section (Attridge 1992: 230).  Other postcolonial instances of referencing the authorial self are found in Toni Morrison’s Jazz and. Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses4.  In the latter the authorial voice reveals to Gibreel that he has posed as God. Materialised into a human form sitting at the edge of the bed, he is described as the real Rushdie (whom we know from photographs of the author) who can mobilize ‘the traditional apparatus of divine rage…wind and thunder’ (p.319).  In her commentary on this phenomenon, Spivak dismisses the orthodox postcolonial argument: ‘as metropolitan writing is trying to get rid of a subject that has too long been the dominant, the postcolonial writer must still foreground his traffic with the subject position [?] Too easy I think’ (Spivak 1993: 225).  Instead, she distinguishes between the metropolitan decentred subject and Rushdie’s staging of the author as a representation of decentring the subject, so that Rushdie’s is ‘more like a self-ironic yet self-based modernism than an object-coded or subject-decentred avant garde’ (225).  I would like to suggest that this foregrounding of the authorial is indeed a departure from the usual traffic with subjectivity but that, instead of staging representation, such resurrection of the author is also concerned with asserting an ethics of authorial responsibility in an ostentatious coupling of author and narrator. 

The enigmatic, unidentified and unreliable narrator in Toni Morrison’s Jazz who says that her characters cannot save themselves without her ’because – well, it’s my storm, isn’t it? I break lives to prove I can mend them back again’ (219) is equally ostentatious.  Morrison’s mise-en-scéne is the city, celebrated as the site of passion, of freedom of ex-slaves to love, the birthplace of jazz, and the site of black modernity.  Echoes of the modernist intertexts of ‘Prufrock’ and ‘The Waste Land’ abound in Jazz, and especially in the intensely private, confessional ending where the repeated reference to hands is redolent of ‘What the Thunder said’5, but as a counter-discourse rather than an endorsement of T.S.Eliot’s unreal city of alienation and spiritual sterility.  Morrison's last page offers a lover’s discourse in which the speaker stepping outside the role of narrator speaks of her own clandestine love that longs for public expression.  But, ambiguously, she also seems to be addressing the reader in the act of reading, asserting a flesh and blood story-teller who insists on her own corporeality as well as that of her reader.  Having disclaimed authoritative knowledge of her characters throughout the narrative, the authorial voice now identifies with them. She also delights in the reader’s physical engagement with the book: 

I envy them their public love. I myself have only known it in secret, shared it in secret and longed, aw longed to show it – to be able to say out loud what they have no need to say at all: That I have loved only you, surrendered my whole self reckless to you and nobody else… That I love the way you hold me, how close you let me be to you.  I like your fingers on and on, lifting, turning.  I have watched your face for a long time now, and missed your eyes when you went away from me.  Talking to you and hearing you answer – that’s the kick.
    But I can’t say that aloud; I can’t tell anyone that I have been waiting for this all my life …If I were able I’d say it.  Say make me, remake me.  You are free to do it and I am free to let you because look, look.  Look where your hands are. Now.’ (Morrison 1992: 229)

Reference to characters who originate from a photograph and now have taken on real lives of their own - ‘not sepia, still, losing their edges to the light of a future afternoon’ (226) - also suggests that it is the voice of an author commenting on the completion of her project, the production of the text. The abandonment of her narrator at this stage foregrounds the artifice.  Morrison’s reader having reached the end of the narrative is free to interpret the story and to recycle it, as indeed she has done.  In other words, the author may balk against being critically abstracted into writer but her resurrection, far from implying a Barthesian death of the reader, proposes a more complex relationship.  And through oxymoronically stating that which is claimed to be unutterable, through insisting via the use of italics on the difference between speech and writing, and between author and narrator, Morrison succeeds in rendering the very word, ‘author’, free of embarrassment precisely because the relationship between author and writer is shown to be more nuanced than metropolitan theory proposes. 

This intimate relationship between author, narrator and reader, the authorial foregrounding of her own subjectivity and of the ethics of representing her people who have come through the horror, is achieved through Morrison’s curious use of deixis: the discourse refuses to provide unambiguous referents for  ‘I’, ‘me’, ‘you’, ‘this’ or ‘now’.  Only ‘they’ can be identified as the reconciled, middle-aged couple whose love story, representative of a people and of the sound of the city, has just been told with infinite tenderness.


Fortified by my detour via other texts’ assertions of flesh and blood authors, I now must address my own situation as a writer living in Scotland6 whose fictions are set in South Africa, ‘another land of counterpane’ perhaps with which to keep at bay the Northern chill.  But before doing so, let me defer once again, this time to the narratologist, Mieke Bal, who sees setting as crucial to the presentation of story because of its function of ‘concretization and subjectification of space into place’ (Bal 2001: 214).  It is, she says, through proprioceptivity that abstract space becomes concrete place into which the subject, delimited by its skin, is keyed.  Bal borrows the concept of proprioceptivity from Kaja Silverman who describes it as

the apprehension of the subject of his/her ownness… best understood as that egoic component to which concepts like ‘here’, ‘there’, and ‘my’ are keyed[…] The sensational ego… includes both physical feeling and the subject’s simultaneous mental registration, on the basis of that feeling, of a ‘hereness’ and ‘ownness’. (Silverman 1996: 16 -17).

Distinguishable from identity that depends on the image, proprioceptivity is bound up with the body’s sensation of occupying a point in space, and with the terms under which it does so7.  For Silverman, ego and body are thus interchangeable, and subjectness is bound up with the postural, the way in which the body deploys its muscles for the 

purpose of fitting it smoothly within an imagined spatial envelope.  Mieke Bal elaborates 

as follows: 

by placing deixis within/on/at the body, Silverman extends the meaning and 

importance of Benveniste’s thought that deixis, not reference, is the essence of 

language. …This proprioceptive basis for deixis comprehends the muscular basis as well as the space around the body, the space within which it ‘fits’ like within a skin. (Bal 2001: 214)

Benveniste’s thesis that the subject is constructed through language, through her ability to distinguish ‘I’ from ‘you’, is thus extended to spatial deixis.  The consequences for narrative fiction seem unavoidable: the subjectivity of characters is bound up with their proprioceptivity which in turn is intimately, necessarily connected to the physical settings they occupy. Morrison describes her reconciled couple with their ‘leaf-sigh, old-time love’ in terms of the comfortable shape their bodies form under a quilt.

Echoing the narratives I have cited, I wish to foreground the corporeal author, and claim that it is out of that figure’s proprioceptivity that fictional settings can be imagined.  If the foreigner is marked by her visual salience and the natives’ focus on her difference, the imagined envelope of space will not fit her snugly; she will necessarily have difficulty in setting her fictions in that space or in pressing her characters into ill-fitting envelopes that would render them posturally disfigured.  It is proprioceptivity that will prevent her from presuming to be a writer in the foreign culture.  

For the South African writer, Bessie Head, who moved to Botswana, the early years in that country were not fruitful in terms of her writing.  Margaret Daymond says of her work of that period that

without the representation of the located experience of belonging to a place and its people, the idea of a collectivity on which individuality must be founded cannot become a reality and …for Head this meant that in certain respects she could not achieve the recreation of self that she was seeking through her writing when she first arrived in Serowe. (185)

I have no idea whether Bessie Head wrote in order to recreate herself, but from the 

abstract short pieces she produced it would seem to be the case that she had difficulties with setting fictions in her new country.  All her spatial references are to a vague, non-specific ‘Africa’.  When Head says of Robert Sobukwe, leader of the Pan African Congress, that he gave her a comfortable black skin in which to live, it is surely the implication of proprioceptivity that allows Africa to transform into a specific location, a ‘here’ in which her novels can comfortably be set.  It is also the concept of proprio-

ceptivity that for me renders problematic Homi Bhabha’s notion of the postcolonial 

occupying an ‘inbetween’ space.  By invoking a metaphoric field of spatial ambiguity 

and celebrating the interstitial, Bhabha would seem to deny corporeality to the postcolonial writer in much the same way as does the foreign culture that hosts her invisibility. 


The writer’s envelope of space finds a ready metaphor in the house of fiction, a structure that occupies a circumscribed place, the setting of which is literally foundational, which is to say that it can be taken for granted.  It is the homeliness of that constructed space that allows fictional characters to act and interact in the context of a shared history and a common identity.  Homi Bhabha finds a concomitant creativity in unhomeliness:

To live in the unhomely world, to find its ambivalences and ambiguities enacted in the house of fiction, or its sundering and splitting performed in the work of art is also to affirm a profound desire for social solidarity. ( Bhabha 1994:18) 

It is a brave view and one that I, speaking as a writer, ought to consider.  How possible is it to build such a house of fiction in a foreign world?  I fear that what comes cravenly to mind is a construction that can be none other than a folly.

THIS IS NOT AN ABSTRACT 

This essay responds to the phenomenon of a writer being invited ’to speak as a writer’ at conferences on postcoloniality. My attempt to discuss the setting of my fiction via ‘the death of the author’, to revisit the distinction between writer and narrator, in turn discussed in relation to… does not lend itself to an abstract. Rather, I must rely on readers’ patience and beg their goodwill to follow my text, which cannot claim to be an argument, without the influence of a summary. 
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3 Lewis Nkosi too speaks of the South African writer as being constructed out of an historical wound (private communication).


3 Could it be, I wonder, that Vladislavic at his white school in the Transvaal studied the same set text as I did?  In Harrap’s English Essays  Hazlitt’s  ‘On Going a Journey’ is followed by the only Scottish contribution in the anthology, Stevenson’s ‘Old Scots Gardener’.


4 In an interview with Sean French on The Satanic Verses,  Rushdie says: ‘I wanted to write about a thing that I find difficult to admit even to myself, which is the fact that I left home’. (Appignanesi and Maitland (eds.) 1989, The Rushdie File, Fourth Estate, London.)


5 The boat responded


  Gaily to the hand expert with sail and oar


  The sea was calm, your heart could have responded


  Gaily, when invited, beating obedient


   To controlling hands         (‘What the Thunder said’ )


6 Vladislavic’s narrator is interested in the promise to entrants of a Bank of Scotland commemorative note with Stevenson’s image, rather than in the prize money.   My short story about a South African in Scotland searching for her lost son was inspired by a Scottish banknote commemorating Livingstone, with a puzzling image of smiling, shackled slaves on the reverse.   (In England shopkeepers treat these banknotes with suspicion.)  


7 Significantly, Spivak  refers to her residence in the USA in terms of ‘the ghostliness in the figure of the long-term Resident Alien’  (Spivak 2002: 47).
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