
A HISTORY OF SOUTH AFRICAN
LITERATURE

This book is the first critical study of its subject, from colonial and
pre-colonial times to the present. Christopher Heywood discusses
selected poems, plays, and prose works in five literary traditions:
Khoisan, Nguni–Sotho, Afrikaans, English, and Indian. The discus-
sion includes over 100 authors and selected works, including poets
from Mqhayi, Marais, and Campbell to Butler, Serote, and Krog,
theatre writers from Boniface and Black to Fugard and Mda, and
fiction writers from Schreiner and Plaatje to Bessie Head and the
Nobel prizewinners Gordimer and Coetzee. The literature is explored
in the setting of crises leading to the formation of modern South
Africa, notably the rise and fall of Emperor Shaka’s Zulu kingdom,
the Colenso crisis, industrialisation, the colonial and post-colonial
wars of 1899, 1914, and 1939, and the dissolution of apartheid society.
In Heywood’s magisterial study, South African literature emerges as
among the great literatures of the modern world.
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Preface

This book reflects the cosmopolitan and international character of my
native land. South Africa has one of the world’s most extensively creolised∗
societies: apartheid was a last attempt to fly in the face of that reality. Each of
South Africa’s four interwoven communities – Khoisan,∗ Nguni–Sotho,∗
Anglo-Afrikaner,∗ and Indian∗ – has an oral and literary tradition of its
own, and each tradition is a strand in a web of literary forms around the
world. The subject of this book is their merging through bodily and literary
creolisation, from pre-colonial to present times.

While recognising that community tensions survive in South Africa,
and offering explanations, this book emphasises the African origin of our
species, our civilisation, and our oral and written literature from ancient
to modern times. The past three-and-a-half centuries have been a series of
rites of passage∗ (rites de passage), marked by violence in each phase, from
armed dominance by whites to the achievement of equal esteem and voting
power for all South Africans. A prodigious literature reflects that process.
Its outlines, and the peculiarities of its texts, have been obscured in the
past by segregation into English, Afrikaans,∗ Coloured,∗ and black.∗ In
approaching them as a single subject, this book overflies the colonial past.
On the further horizon, the exchange between coloniser and colonised has
been reciprocal: the violent colonising process has transformed Europe and
its literature. Comparable to the nineteenth-century tension between the
Slavist versus Europeanist elements in Russian literature, South African
literature reflects the tension between Africanist and Europeanist readings
of its past.

Part i introduces literary responses to struggles that culminated in the
massacre at Sharpeville (1960). Part ii outlines literature during the ensuing
thirty years’ armed struggle and the present settlement. The glossary and
map address localities and words.

Words and phrases in the glossary are marked∗ at their first appearance.

vii
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Chronology

date event
10,000 bce–500 ce settlement by hunter-gatherer/pastoralist

communities (Khoisan)
500–1500 ce settlement of iron-using pastoral and agricultural

societies (Sotho,∗ Nguni∗)
1652–1806 settlement of VOC (Dutch East India Company)

post at Cape Town; British Colony founded
1795–1892; renewed 1806; enlarged 1820 by
settlement of British emigrants in Zuurveld
(Albany), between Fish and Kei Rivers (Eastern
Cape)

1828 death of King Shaka
1835–8 emigration of Afrikaner∗ farmers from Cape

Colony (Great Trek) into Natal and land beyond
Orange and Vaal Rivers; battle of Ncome River
(‘Blood River’), 16 Dec. 1838: first military defeat
of Zulu nation

1841/2 Masters and Servants Ordinance
1843 annexation of Natal by British and formation

of Diocese of Natal
1848–55 annexation of Orange Free State following Battle

of Boomplaats, followed by independence for
OFS (1852) and South African Republic
(Transvaal) (1854)

1856 Xhosa cattle-killing
1863–9 international crisis over The Pentateuch and the

Book of Joshua Critically Examined (1862), by
Bishop Colenso of Natal
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Chronology xi

1866–70 diamonds found in Griqualand near Orange
River; diamond rush of 1870s leading to
formation of mining towns and personal fortunes

1875–1923 formation of Genootskap van Regte Afrikaners
(Association of True Afrikaners); first
Taalbeweging (first (Afrikaans) language
movement); second Taalbeweging: adoption of
Afrikaans as second official language instead of
Dutch in 1923

1879 defeat of British army by Zulu forces at
Isandlwana

1879–80 first Anglo-Boer war: British army defeated at
Majuba (1880)

1883 gold discovered on Witwatersrand; rise of modern
cities and seaports; emerging of industrial
economy based on migrant labour and pass system

1899–1902 second Anglo-Boer war: treaty of Vereeniging,
1902

1910 South Africa Act: formation of Union of South
Africa; independence for white minority and
servile status for black majority

1912 formation of African National Congress
1913 Land Act
1914–18 South African participation in World War I; 1914

Rebellion
1922 miners’ strike, Johannesburg
1923 military aircraft attack civilians at Bulhoek,

eastern Cape
1929 Hertzog’s victory in swart gevaar (black peril)

election; Statute of Westminster (1930) and
Dominion Status for SA; United Party formed
out of South African Party and National Party:
election victory 1933

1938 centenary celebrations of Trek and battle of
Ncome River

1939–45 South African participation in World War II
1948 white electors return apartheid government by

narrow majority; race classification; Immorality
Act (1949); Suppression of Communism Act
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xii Chronology

(1950); ‘homelands’ defined (1951); Defiance
Campaign (1952); Bantu Education Act (1953)

1955 forced removal of Sophiatown residents; Kliptown
convention: adoption of Freedom Charter

1956–61 Treason Trial: acquittal of last accused, 1961;
Extension of Universities Act (1957)

1960 Sharpeville massacre, 21 March
1961 South Africa leaves Commonwealth
1962 banning of Brutus, La Guma, Mandela, and

others
1963 Rivonia arrests and imprisonment on Robben

Island for ANC leaders
1974 University of Cape Town poetry conference
1976 student rising in Soweto (South-West Township,

Johannesburg)
1983 abortive constitution, with representation for

white, Coloured and Indian voters, excluding
Nguni–Sotho majority; continuous state of
emergency

1989–94 abolition of apartheid; unbanning of Ds/Revd
Beyers Naudé; release of Nelson Mandela; first
democratic election (1994); return to
Commonwealth; censorship removed
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