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ADDENDUM A: 
INDICATION OF CHANGES MADE 

TO DOCTORAL THESIS 

Christopher James Thurman 

GUY BUTLER FROM A POST-APARTHEID PERSPECTIVE: 
REASSESSING A SOUTH AFRICAN LITERARY LIFE 

Thesis to be re-examined by Professor Andrew Foley 

Introductory note 
The thesis is being resubmitted to an examiner whose report concludes, 'I 
do not recommend that the thesis be returned for resubmission'; the 
decision to have the candidate revise and resubmit is based on the 
recommendation of a dissenting examiner. Nevertheless, following 
consultation with the Doctoral Degrees Board and Committee of 
Assessors, the majority of the changes that have been implemented are 
based on the specifications of Professor Foley's report, as listed below. 
Where further changes have been made following the suggestions of other 
examiners or reviewers, these are also recorded. 

Title 
This has been reworded to remove any ambiguity. 

Abstract 
The penultimate sentence (about Butler being 'the kind of liberal who 
redeems liberalism from its perceived state of derision') has been 
removed. Its presence in the abstract was an error resulting from a 
previous arrangement of the thesis, in which the section on liberalism 
was incorporated into the conclusion as one means of bringing together 
the various strands discussed in the main chapters. This structure was 
changed prior to the first submission of the thesis for examination, as it 
made the conclusion too long and, moreover, placed an excessive 
emphasis on the liberalism question. Such an emphasis is unfortunate, 
as I believe that liberalism is not, ultimately, the most useful point of 
access to an understanding of Butler's life and work - even though, 
because the word 'liberal' has been used so often to describe him (as 
indeed he described himself), it is a necessary one. I argue the point at 
greater length in a substantially revised section on liberalism (see below). 

Contents page (and relevant section heading) 
Part Three, Chapter Six: III A different kind of liberal now reads 
Part Three, Chapter Six: III "Old Cape" liberal 
This also reflects the change in the content of the liberalism section. 
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In trod u ction 
p.10 'millennia' corrected (here and throughout) 
p.11 paragraph on 'The Underdogs' (deleted from submission copy) has 
been restored, situating the poem as one of Butler's early attempts at 
political 'protest' through poetry 

Part One (Preamble: Stocktaking) 
pp.23-4 paragraphs on Butler's function as writer-critic/poet-academic 
(deleted from submission copy) restored, introducing the problematic 
overlap between these roles as discussed at greater length in Chapter Six: 
II 

Chapter One: II "Grand old man" of South African letters 
p.38 'It was also the year that David Philip published his Essays and 
Lectures.' (added) 
pp.38-9 Yeats reference noted 
pp.43-55 In these pages, sub-section (ii) 'He wishes he were very different 
from what he is' has been appreciably expanded. 'Poetry '74' and 
'English-speaking South Africa: An Assessment' are compared in order to 
show how 1974 was both 'annus mirabilis' and 'annus horribilis' for 
Butler - in one sense a high point in his "ESSA campaign", but also a low 
point insofar as Kirkwood's attack represented a growing frustration on 
the part of younger academics and writers with what they perceived as 
the reactionary, apolitical or even "colonial" elements of that campaign. I 
discuss Butler's role as anthologist in this light, comparing his and Chris 
Mann's 1979 New Book of South African Verse in English with 
contemporaneous anthologies (while cross-referencing Butler's 1959 
Book of South African Verse); I also refer to some of the poetry Butler 
wrote and published during this period in the context of, for instance, the 
work of the Soweto poets and WESSAPs producing "poetry of dread". 
Note: 'A Prayer for All My Countrymen' appeared in South of the Zambesi 
(1966) and not Songs and Ballads (1978), so I have not discussed it 
directly as an example of Butler's poetry in the late 1970s. 

Chapter Two: I The hobo and the nun 
p. 75 'emigre' corrected 
p.76 'there's' corrected 
p.78 'those who[m] I love' (here and p.78) 

Chapter Two: II Family man 
p.83 'humorous' corrected 

Part Two (Preamble: Relocating the rational) 
p.95 'The Republic and the Arts' is better situated within the context of 
events in 1960-61. 
p.99 footnote [3] extended with reference to an extract from 'The Republic 
and the Arts' not included in the version reprinted in Essays and 
Lectures. 

Chapter Three: I Christian, Romantic, soldier 
p.104 footnote [16] added 
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p.l09 'prelapsarian' corrected 
p.114 Discussion of wartime anecdote is phrased in terms of Bakhtin and 
the carnivalesque 
p.117 'passe' corrected 

Chapter Four: I African and European 
p.135 'firsthand' corrected 
p.147 'crude tools' changed to 'stone tools' 
p.155 'pharoahs' [sic]- misspelled in Butler's typescript 
p.145 [and footnote 33] Butler's paper on 'Poetry, Drama and Public 
Taste' linked to the conference of writers, publishers, editors and 
university teachers of English held at Wits University in 1956 (along with 
the published conference proceedings) 

Chapter Four: II Educator and academic 
p.171 footnote [13]-letter correctly attributed 
p.171 footnote [14]- Tony Voss' review of Songs and Ballads is quoted to 
support the critique of Butler's tendency, in his later poetry, to 
"sermonise" 
p.173 footnote [18] - refers to the debate over subsidies for university 
students studying either the sciences or the arts, both in terms of 
Butler's comments (1962) and in light of new policies recently announced 
by the Department of Education (2007) 
p.174 'disapproved' corrected 
pp.175-6 Final paragraph of (ii) Positivism changed to elaborate on 
Butler's difficulty with concentrating solely on "academic research" 
p.176 'approach'deleted 
p.182 'prejudice-as-the-past' - hyphen added 

Part Three (Preamble: history) 
p.188 'Mohammedan' [sic] 
p.191 'MacBride' corrected 

Chapter Five: I Artist/activist 
p.198 Sepamla, not Sephamla (here and throughout) 
p.204 [footnote 34] 'Ode to Dead Friends' corrected 
p.207 'cafes' corrected 

Chapter Five: II Historian-mythologist 
p.219 'le', 'se' and 'reen' corrected 
p.225 footnote [32] updated to include recent adaptations of Euripides' 
Medea in South Africa 
p.227 comparison between Cry) the Beloved Country and Demea is 
rephrased so that Paton's novel is not made to seem an 'apartheid-era' 
text 

Chapter Six: I Ecologist 
p.249 'tribes' changed to 'peoples' 
p.256 'impersonal and kenotic' replaced with 'malevolent and benign' 
p.260 revised text: 
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'A rather simplistic opposition is laid out between these "stone-age 
hunter-gatherer[s]" (25) and the relative "newcomers" - "pastoralists and 
agriculturalists", both black and white, who "depended on domesticated 
animals and on crops" and whose "flocks and herds drove the game 
away". The "African" (in this case, as opposed to 'European') pastoralists 
are described as having, or having had, less sympathy with wild animals 
than the San, but as possessing nonetheless a tradition of oral 
narratives, poetry and proverbs in which non-domesticated animals are 
ubiquitous and have a consistent symbolic function.' 

Chapter Six: II Cultural politician 
p.267ff 
This section has been substantially revised. In (i) (W)ESSAs then and now 
and (iii) Redeeming 'the settlers who came by sea', the work of Banning 
and Foley (in the 1980s and 1990s) as well as Schlemmer, Gardner, 
Welsh and others (particularly from the 1976 volume English-speaking 
South Africa Today: Proceedings of the National Conference, July 1974) 
has been incorporated into debates about ESSA history, identity and 
politics. I have referred to the formation of the English Academy and 
other "English institutions", but have not attempted to repeat the work of 
Akal in contextualising this process and detailing Butler's involvement in 
it (apart from the problem of space constraints, my justification for this is 
based on the argument I put forward in my introduction about how best 
to "dovetail" Akal's thesis with my own). I have also attempted to set 
Butler's public pronouncements from the 1960s and 1970s against other 
forms of ESSA opposition as well as the broader historico-political 
background of the period. Finally, I have amended the conclusion to this 
section in order to elucidate my position on the origins of Butler's interest 
in the ESSA group as a cultural phenomenon and the ways in which his 
attitudes to the ESSA group changed over time or remained consistent. 

Other changes: 
p.267 [and footnote 1]: '(i) ESSAs, then and now' changed to '(i) (W)ESSAs, 
then and now' to accommodate both the term 'English-speaking South 
African' and 'white English-speaking South African', and to indicate the 
problem of conflating these two acronyms (in light of the race-language 
complex in the South African situation) 
p.270 footnote [12] - the debate about ESSAs being "in the middle" of 
Sou th Africa's political rivalries now makes reference to Foley's (1991) 
defence of this claim 
p.290 footnote [67] added to distinguish Butler's use of the word 
"bastard" from Andrew Foley's later (1991) invocation of the term for 
different purposes 
p.295 incorrect dating of The Blood Knot is footnoted [82] 
p.296 footnote [86] added -linking Butler's portrayal of certain 
"attributes" resulting from the predicament of coloured people in South 
Africa (alcoholism, fatalism) to M.G. Whisson's paper on 'The Coloured 
People' (in South Africa'S Minorities, Spro-Cas publication number 2, 
1971) 
p.298 'Strijdom' added 
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p.302 footnote [103] added - placing Butler's poem 'The Last Trekker' in 
the context of the Thirstland Trek of the 1870s (as opposed to the Great 
Trek of 1836) based on W.A. De Klerk's discussion of the two in 'The 
Afrikaner: Contemporary Attitudes' (South Africa's Minorities) 
p.305 'to accept Afrikaans as a compulsory language of instruction' (not 
the) 
p.307 comments on globalisation slightly modified 
p.308 [and footnotes 115-117] - reworked to compare current concerns 
over the need to "intellectualise" African languages with Chris Mann's 
expressed anxiety (1979) about the effect of poems translated from 
African languages into English contributing to the hegemony of English 
p.309 'some ESSAs' 
p.309 [footnote 120]- reference is made to the author's work, in a 
different context, on perceptions of "Englishness" in South Africa 
pp.310-11 [and footnote 125]- L.W. Lanham's (1976) discussion of 
English as a second language in South Africa is quoted to counter­
balance Butler's concerns about 'standards' of English language usage in 
a multilingual country 
p.311 [footnote 127]- reference is made to the debate about the 
(conscious) use of a "black" or "second-language" idiom by current South 
African writers 

Chapter Six: III "Old Cape" liberal 
This section has also been substantially revised, taking account of both 
critiques and defences of South African liberalism in the work of Rich, 
Foley, Jeffrey Butler, Elphick, Welsh, Davenport, Visser, Wentzel, 
Legassick, Hofmeyr and others, as well as the assessments of modern 
liberalism from an international perspective by Gray and Gaus. 
Sub-headings have been changed to: 
(i) ESSA = liberal = conservative? 
(ii) Christianity vs ((the commercial spirit" 
(iii) Patriotism and pluralism 
p.334 [footnote 66]: reference to Dhlomo's 'Not for Me' added 
p.337 'libertarian' changed to 'liberal' 

Conclusion: Flowers of synthesis 
p.349 - 'countless' deleted 
pp.349-352 [and footnotes 28-34] - the 1956 and 1969 conferences are 
discussed in some detail so as to make it clear that they are not being 
conflated, but to state nevertheless that the campaign for South African 
literature instigated by Butler and others in the 1950s still faced 
opposition towards the end of the 1960s and even into the 1970s 

Bibliography 
p.c. 'Andre Brink' corrected (twice) 
p.d Ben Maclennan - redundant reference deleted 
p.i 'Selected' deleted and brief explanation inserted instead 

New items: 
Attwell, David, Rewriting Modernity: Studies in Black South African 
Literary History (Scottsville: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2005). 
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ABSTRACT 

Guy Butler was a substantial public figure in South Africa over the second 

half of the twentieth century: performer of chameleon literary roles 

(professor, poet, playwright, autobiographer and historian), as well as 

cultural politician and opponent of apartheid legislation. Nevertheless, his 

is not a familiar name to the majority of South Africans, and where he is 

known, Butler remains a problematic figure. On the one hand, he has 

been criticised for expressing dated or even "colonial" ideas, or for lacking 

radical political conviction; on the other hand, he is often seen as a "grand 

old man" in South African literature rather than as a writer for a new 

generation of readers. These views do not take into account those elements 

in Butler's writing that were (and still are) subversive, intellectually 

compelling and of enduring literary value; nor do they consider the 

complex private man behind the public persona. Butler's response to the 

South African situation presents us with a challenge - to acknowledge 

frankly those elements in his life and work that distance him from us, 

without losing sight of the significance they hold. The current study makes 

use of Butler's private correspondence and unpublished material from the 

National English Literary Museum archives in Grahamstown, and 

combines the biographical insight gained from this documentation with 

criticism of his published work in every genre to offer a more balanced 

explication of Butler's life and work than has yet been achieved. It consists 

of three parts, each addressing a key aspect of both his literary output and 

his place in the South African literary-cultural establishment. The first 

considers the various "personae" of Guy Butler; the second, his sustained 

(and in some ways controversial) attempt to balance the conflicting 

demands of the rational and the irrational; and the third, his 

preoccupation with the relationship of the individual to history. In 

conclusion, Butler's lifelong quest for "synthesis" is shown to enhance our 

understanding of literature and cultural politics, both under apartheid 

and in post-liberation South Africa. 

11 
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INTRODUCTION 

(i) Motivation and structure 

Why write about Guy Butler? The answers to this question will go some 

way towards elucidating the nature and purpose of my study. It is to be 

hoped that the question, which is a valid and necessary one, will spark the 

interest of readers from across South Africa's social spectrum - or, at 

least, across the rather narrower "literary" spectrum. 

Indeed, for the great majority of South Africans, a more pertinent 

question is: Who is Guy Butler? It is easy enough to respond to this truism 

by pointing to our country's high illiteracy rate and the crises of health, 

poverty and unemployment as sufficient reason for the relative anonymity 

of any figure whose name does not have overt political - publicly 

influential- overtones. Such a response, however, is facile on two counts. 

Firstly, putting aside the dubious assumption that so-called intellectual or 

artistic pursuits (such as an interest in literature) are by and large a 

lUXUry of the privileged, Butler is to an unfortunate extent unknown even 

amongst educated, middle-class South Africans and, notably, the white 

English-speaking population which he challenged and championed for so 

many years. Secondly, it could be argued that Butler's name has, in the 

past, had just such "political" overtones, and he certainly was publicly 

influential. 

Here we encounter a further problem. For those South Africans to 

whom Butler's name has some resonance, or is even vaguely familiar, the 

question arises: What is Guy Butler? For the man whose life encompassed 

so many roles - university professor, poet, playwright, autobiographer, 

churchman, historian, cultural politician - is inevitably known only in 

part. Those who have heard "Butlerism" used as a derogatory term may 

have no inclination to read his autobiographies; avid 

Grahamstown/National Arts Festival-goers may celebrate his founding 

vision but will almost certainly not have seen one of his plays performed; 

and those literature students who may recognise him as a "grand old man" 

of South African English letters are unlikely to have read much of his 

poetry. 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

The attitudes of many intellectuals and critics in the South African 

literary academy itself (I hesitate to say the English academy) are not, 

unfortunately, conducive to stimulating debate over Butler's place in post­

apartheid South Africa. 1 On the one hand, there are those who, as much 

as they would celebrate Butler's literary and other achievements, do not 

sufficiently acknowledge the factors deleterious to his reception and thus 

risk the further diminution of his status as a writer and academic. On the 

other hand, there are those who do not consider Butler's work to be as 

relevant as that of his South African (or international) contemporaries and, 

more captiously, would see his writing and cultural campaigning as 

informed by ideas and ideologies objectionable to South Africans in the 

twenty-first century. For many years now, and even since Butler's death in 

2001, the labelling of his "white liberal" political and literary attitudes as 

Eurocentric, perhaps patriarchal, even embarrassingly colonial, has 

detracted from his sophisticated awareness of - and sensitive insight into­

the racial, linguistic and cultural politics of twentieth century South 

Africa. 

Another important question remains: How do you write about Guy 

Butler? Life and work (and historical context) are typically inextricable, but 

Butler's case particularly demands a balance of biographical study and 

literary criticism (and cultural-political critique). Although my study 

makes new use of biographical material, however, it is not mapped onto 

the classical biographer's axes of time and space - 1 have not followed the 

advice of RF Foster, biographer of Yeats, who suggests in The Apprentice 

Mage (1997) that, when telling the story of someone's life, 'a strict 

chronological ordering must form the basic grid; integrating themes then 

grow across the lattice.'2 Butler's childhood and young adulthood up to the 

age of 30 is recorded chronologically in two and a half of his three volumes 

of autobiography, but the period during which his status as a public figure 

was attained and sustained - 1951 to 1990 - is treated thematically rather 

than chronologically in the latter half of A Local Habitation (the final 

I Considering the gradual replacement of the traditional "English Department" by departments or schools of 
"Language(s)" and/or "Literature" at many universities, 'the English academy' has become something ofa 
misnomer if applied to those engaged in the practice of literary scholarship (both research and teaching). This 
does not, of course, undermine the value of organisations such as the English Academy of Southern Africa. 
2 RF Foster, WB Yeats - A Life. 1: The Apprentice Mage (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p.xxx. 
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volume, published in 1991). One might thus choose to provide a 

chronological account of Butler's most "productive" years. There is a 

danger, however, that correctly ordering and adding to this narrative 

would amount to little more than a cataloguing of endeavours. Remarkable 

as many of Butler's achievements are, and much as a recounting of his 

various interests and projects would impress the reader, the significance 

and impact of the underlying ideas - and their specific means of 

expression - might be lost. Accurately researched records are already 

available: Jeanette Eve's Guy Butler: Fifty Years of Press Clippings, 1944-

1994 and John Read's Guy Butler: A Bibliography are two excellent 

resources, published in 1994 and 1992 respectively. More recently, 

Anthony Akal's unpublished thesis Forms of Community Service: Guy 

Butler's Literary Contributions (2003) contains a chapter documenting the 

accomplishments of institutions and projects that bear Butler's mark. 3 

I have chosen not to arrange my material chronologically because, 

in this particular study, such an arrangement would incur one of two 

risks. The first is the tedium of repetition, given Butler's extensive 

(although not exhaustive) and largely chronological autobiographical 

accounts. The second is reciprocal to the first and, perhaps, an inevitable 

response to it: the desire to "avoid repetition" might result in a sustained 

attempt to undermine or challenge the validity of Butler's self-proclaimed 

life story. My concern is with neither defence nor attack. Vindication where 

this is instructive; disapprobation where appropriate; mitigation where 

required; but neither obsequiousness nor its opposite number, mere 
. . 

gmnsaymg. 

If a purely chronological account is not appropriate for my 

particular purposes, alternative structures present themselves - based on 

generic distinctions, perhaps, or on the different roles that composed 

Butler's public and private profiles. The hurdle to avoid, once again, is 

3 Doctoral thesis, UKZNlNatal, 2003. The third chapter of Akal's study, 'Cultural Projects', constitutes a 
strong defence against Elaine Williams' critique (in her own unpublished thesis, Guy Butler and South African 
Culture, 1989) of the "institutionalisation" of English in South Africa under Butler's leadership. Akal provides 
evidence of the value of the Institute for the Study of English in Africa (ISEA 's) Molteno Project, South 
African English Dictionary Unit and journals such as English in Africa or Ne1l' Coin (pp.271-277); NELM 
(pp.279-281); the Settler Monument, the Grahamstown Foundation and the National Arts Festival (pp.288-
292); and the English Academy itself (pp.292-294). For further discussion of Williams' study, see Chapter Six 
(II) below. 
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repetition; similar themes are manifest in different forms at nearly every 

age and stage of his career, in every place, in every genre. I am thus 

convinced that a thematic arrangement best suits the material at hand. 

Nevertheless, I have provided subheadings that suggest roles, or "labels", 

appropriate to 'the many Guy Butlers' of this study. These are not 

intended to be comprehensive. I have not used Butler's authorial identities 

(such as poet, dramatist, scholar or autobiographer) as subheadings: 

rather, his literary works and capacities permeate this study. The re­

surfacing of ideas and concerns in a wide scope of contexts, genres and 

projects necessitates a certain amount of cross-referencing; I have pointed 

out these overlaps in footnotes where appropriate, although practical 

considerations have prevented me from mentioning every instance. 

A major premise of this thesis, as indicated above, is that many of 

Butler's detractors, like many of his admirers (and, outnumbering both of 

these groups, the majority of those who are either indifferent to or ignorant 

of his place in South African history), have a misinformed understanding 

of the person and life's work of FG Butler. I have identified what I consider 

to be the three areas in which this disparity is greatest, and my study is 

divided accordingly into three parts. 

Part One (Chapters One and Two) carries the theme of "taking 

stock" and is primarily biographical. It sets out to consider certain aspects 

of Butler's personal life, research and writing (a) that are only hinted at or 

glossed over in his autobiographies, and (b) that even the most astute 

reader will not find in those books because they postdate them - the 

anxieties and interests expressed in the last decade of Butler's life, after 

the publication of A Local Habitation. There are numerous Butler 

manuscripts extant that have not yet found their way to publication, 

including at least two of book-length. One of these is an academic work on 

King Lear, intended as the magnum opus of Butler the Shakespearean 

scholar. (The present study does not engage with Butler's research into 

and writing on Shakespeare in the depth that these indubitably merit. 

Indeed, an entire volume could and ought to be dedicated to the subject, 

but much of it is beyond the scope of this thesis.) The second manuscript 

is Thirst, a work centred on the life of an alcoholic painter that could be 
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described as both a fictional-historical biography and a semi­

autobiographical novel. Along with the new pieces in his Collected Poems 

(1999) and The Prophetic Nun (2000), this reveals much about the 

preoccupations of Butler's later years. 

Part One also records and discusses what can be gleaned from 

letters, speeches and the memories of friends, explaining and adding to 

certain aspects of Butler's life only implicitly referred to in his 

autobiographical writing. This is not intended as retrospective voyeurism, 

but rather follows my assertion - a subtle but consistent profession by 

Butler himself, albeit at a subtextuallevel in the autobiographies - that 

his life, his relationships, his passions, his fears, his yearnings and his 

regrets formed a man far more complex than many of his admirers and his 

critics have allowed him to be in the public view (or, now, the public 

memory). Understanding these private complexities allows us to appreciate 

the intellectual complexity of his ideas, as well as the expression of those 

ideas. This consideration of Butler in his (to use Tim Couzens' words) 

'infinitely varied' individuality, for better or for worse - precisely the 

consideration that Butler claimed for every individual- is carried over into 

the following chapters. 4 

The reader may surmise the broader themes of Parts Two and Three 

from the titles of their respective Preambles; they address two of Butler's 

lifetime preoccupations, key concerns through which his oeuvre can be 

better understood and through which the chief objections raised by his 

opponents can be addressed. Part Two (Chapters Three and Four) 

addresses the contentious but central question of how Butler perceived the 

"rational" and the "irrational" - philosophical, psychological and historico­

political terrain extending far beyond the much-rehearsed debates about 

Butler's invocation of the Apollo-Dionysus myth as a paradigm for 

understanding the Europe-Africa encounter. This in turn establishes a 

topography for Part Three (Chapters Five and Six), which examines the 

ramifications of "history" in Butler's life and work: the tension between 

participating in and escaping from history; the complexities of political 

history, both ancient and contemporary; natural history; cultural history. 

4 Tim Couzens, letter to Guy Butler, 4th July 1993. NELM. 
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If these chapters offer a wider thematic assessment, they also consider the 

more specific implications of those themes - ranging from apartheid racial 

politics to current issues in education, from Christianity to consumerism, 

from the European Renaissance to recent South African literature and 

even the Mrican Renaissance. 

I am investigating Butler's life and work not only for the inherent 

value and interest they hold, but insofar as they represent a certain kind 

of response to life in South Africa preceding, during and at the end of the 

apartheid era. The symbol of Guy Butler, which has often been 

inaccurately interpreted or invoked, needs to be "deconstructed" (in the 

non-theoretical sense of that word). As Butler was a key figure in South 

African letters and cultural life over the second half of the last century, a 

reassessment of his writing - and context of writing - should stimulate 

further reflection on the place of English-language literature in particular, 

and literature in general, in our country: both then (during the struggles of 

the twentieth century) and now (in post-apartheid South Africa). This is a 

study about his words and his deeds, his South Africa and his world; but 

it also appertains to our words and our deeds, our South Africa and our 

world. 

(ii) The problem of context 

There is already a well-established dispute between pro- and anti-Butler 

camps: first of the 1950s (when he came under fire for too vigorous a 

promotion of "indigenous" literature), and then of the 1970s (when 

"Butlerism" was coined as a generic term for a colonial mind set 

masquerading as liberal humanism). These debates formed part of wider 

discussions that were taking place in the daily press as much as in purely 

academic or scholarly publications. Although the broader issues were and 

- to a lesser extent - still are familiar to many South Africans, a new 

perspective from our position in the twenty-first century is required. 

A Local Habitation, for instance, was published during a time of 

great transition in South Africa and abroad. Butler added an Epilogue in 

which he acknowledged this change and expressed an awareness that the 

book, 'written almost entirely under the apartheid regime', might soon 
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seem dated because it was completed before the change in 'the direction of 

European history' and 'the nature and style of African politics': 'It is far too 

early to see clearly the shape of the new South Africa, but I welcome with 

joy the movement towards a democratic society '" We are at an end, and 

also at a beginning.'5 After this, Butler produced numerous articles and 

shorter publications, had his Collected Poems brought out in 1999 and 

The Prophetic Nun in 2000. Apart from reviews of these works and 

Jonathan Hyslop's chapter on Butler in the recent volume South Africa's 

1940s: Worlds of Possibilities (2005), however, there has been little 

published critical writing about him since Stephen Watson's 1994 edition 

Guy Butler: Essays and Lectures, 1949-1991.6 

Watson's Introduction to the volume has a celebratory tone: 

... these essays continue to speak to us. Largely written during four 
decades and more of unequalled oppression in South Africa's history, they 
will now be received in a period of unusual change. They will be read today 
in a time in which the ideas central to the cultural tradition to which they 
belong, the tradition of South African liberalism, are enjoying a kind of 
resurgence. The present moment is one in which the customary glib 
dismissals of South African liberalism, as if it had never amounted to more 
than a form of well-heeled hypocrisy, have never seemed more glib, the 
long habit (of both Right and Left) of deriding all that liberals have stood 
for never more unconvincing. 7 

In a review of Essays and Lectures, Tony Morphet suggests that, although 

the collection allows the reader to look 'at the career as a whole' and thus 

provides 'some distance from man and project' (the split "Butlerist" and 

"anti-Butlerist" camps become a thing of the past, and one is 'no longer 

drawn into the choice of faith or apostasy but rather into the 

contemplation of a particular way of making meaning in difficult times'), 

the essays are limited in their relevance, not so much by the apartheid 

context of their production, to which they speak boldly and convincingly, 

5 Butler, A Local Habitation: An Autobiography 1945-90 (Cape Town: David Philip, 1991), p.31 O. 
6 By specifying 'published critical writing', I exclude Akal's thesis, which I will discuss separately in this 
Introduction. Numerous obituaries following Butler's death also undertook to survey his life and work. These 
were not critical assessments as such, although Laurence Wright's Obituary in Current Writing 13:1 (2001) 
stands out: it achieves a rare balance of academic appraisal and personal affirmation. Indeed, Wright manages 
to compress into a few pages (1-6) a discussion of many of the issues that are elaborated upon in this thesis. 
The eulogy given at Butler's funeral by Malvern van Wyk Smith also combines evaluation with celebratory 
tribute; see English in Africa 28 (2, October 200 I): 5-10. 
7 Stephen Watson, Introduction to Guy Butler: Essays and Lectures, 1949-1991 (Cape Town: David Philip, 
1994), p.19. 
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but by the context of their reception in collected form: the years of 

transition to a democratic state under 'the principal universalising 

condition of modernity - the freedom of all citizens under a single 

constitution'.8 This vindication of "modernity" in South Africa, Morphet 

argues, undermines the emphasis in Watson's Introduction on Butler's 

ambivalence to the modern. 

The review is astute, but falls short in some respects. Firstly, as I 

will show in this thesis, Butler's life and work should not be reduced to 

'the total English project' Morphet describes. Secondly, Butler's dilemma 

with regard to modernity - one might say to rationality - was a 

multifarious one, and he was not an 'anti-modernist' per se. 9 Thirdly, 

because over a decade has passed since the publication of the Essays and 

Lectures, one needs to take into account not only the political changes in 

South Africa in the intervening period but also the texts that Butler 

produced in the final years of his life. It is, in fact, only now that a 

'distance from man and project' sufficient to make a balanced appraisal is 

possible; insofar as poles of 'faith' and 'apostasy' remain, even if they are 

less vehemently maintained, I hope to validate the middle ground between 

these extremes. 

The 'present moment' of Watson's Introduction was the halcyon 

period (in retrospect at least) of South Africa's early momentum towards 

democracy: "Madiba magic", multi-party negotiations at CODESA, the 

exultation of the first free election. 10 More than ten years on, the Mandela 

era having given way to the Mbeki era, the buzzword is no longer 

"deliverance" but "delivery". 11 There are new voices, frustrated by the 

pervasive social and economic legacies of apartheid, the imbalance that 

still exists between rich and poor - and, to a large extent, between black 

8 Tony Morphet, 'Promoting the English', Southern African Review of Books 34 (November/December 1994): 
17-18. 
9 As Morphet notes, Butler made recourse to Enlightenment concepts such as universality in his opposition to 
segregation. In Part Two, I explore this complexity further. 
10 Watson's sentiments were echoed by Lionel Abrahams in 1995: the peacefully negotiated transfer of 
political power was, for Abrahams, an affirmation of Butler's 'visionary patriotism ... based on an 
invigorating fusion between the western heritage and the potent secrets and energies of Africa' and thus more 
appropriate to the 'prevailing mood' than the late-apartheid-era call for 'South Africa rejection, punishment, 
correction or medicine' of writers such as Gordimer, Fugard, Brink, Coetzee, Ndebele and Breytenbach, who 
were 'dominated by an idea of South Africa in a state of political and moral sickness' ("The Democratic 
Chorus and Individual Choice", Hoernle Memorial Lecture, SA Institute of Race Relations, 1995, p.4). 
Manuscript, NELM. 
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and white. These voices insist on new priorities and policies.12 If Butler is 

boxed as simply another "white liberal", his story and his ideas may be 

lost; but, as Watson submits, it 'remains true' that 'many South Africans, 

English-speaking and otherwise, are presently no more at home in their 

various South African worlds than they were in the past' and that 'Guy 

Butler has remained our contemporary. '13 

White English-speaking South Africans continue to occupy a 

curious, problematic place in this country - a combination of privilege and 

neurosis, of great influence and apparent political impotence. Butler 

speaks to that. He also speaks to problems of widespread poverty, disease 

and violence. He is able to challenge the attitudes that equate affluence 

with liberalism. He also has plenty to say about the prospects for an 

African Renaissance. Significantly, as Jonathan Hyslop has written, 

Butler's 'interesting engagement with the issue of what it means to be 

South African', an engagement that would 'recognise cultural difference 

without worshipping it', suggests that his work 'may, in the post-apartheid 

context, have a renewed relevance to the question of what it means to be a 

South African.'14 Reassessing a life such as Butler's allows us to examine 

our history and our current circumstances in terms outside of the 

reductive and inadequate equation: oppression + struggle = freedom. 

My account focuses on the development of Butler's pivotal ideas and 

his changing attitudes to prevailing political, cultural and social issues. 

These are vital to the debate on his place in South African literary and 

social history - indeed, his claim on future generations of readers. It is, 

perhaps, one of many "case studies" of significant literary figures that 

ought to be undertaken: studies acknowledging frankly those elements 

which may alienate them from readers in post-apartheid South Africa, but 

II The matter of Mbeki's successor has, of course, greatly influenced more recent political power struggles. 
12 Compare Abrahams' poem, 'A Dead Tree Full of Live Birds' - also from 1995 - acknowledging, 
reluctantly, that 'The impulse to celebrate/is paralysed' by other imperatives: 'another youth,lhis bunched up 
fist aloft' who declaims 'I am Azania ... I have no time for liberals', or 'responsible thinkers' who 
'announce/demands of History, revolution, sociological times' (A Dead Tree Full of Live Birds, Cape Town: 
Snailpress/Hippogriff, p.7). 
IJ Introduction to Essays and Lectures, p.21. 
14 Jonathan Hyslop, 'An Anglo-South African Intellectual, the Second World War, and the Coming of 
apartheid: Guy Butler in the 1940s', South Africa's 1940s: Worlds of Possibilities, ed. Saul Dubow and Alan 
Jeeves (Cape Town: Double Storey, 2005), p.213 and p.225. 
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also considering the ways in which their achievement can be unequivocally 

embraced. 

A study configured around both Butler's concerns and those of 

South Africa in the twenty-first century must take cognisance of his 

historical context and therefore his historical limitations. However much 

he envisioned a time different to the one in which he lived, he was 

inevitably a product of that time. Butler recognised this himself. As an old 

man, tongue perhaps in cheek, he wrote to his son Christopher: 'How old­

fashioned I am'.lS In a more serious tone, he declined an invitation to be 

interviewed about settler history for a 1991 documentary on 'The History 

of African Art' because he felt that the 'present fluid state of historical 

debate about our past cannot be dealt with by someone no longer properly 

informed. '16 The invitation was extended on the basis of Butler's historical 

expertise. He was asked to discuss 'early SA history until 1910' - by which 

the would-be interviewers meant 1820 settler history, one of Butler's 

special areas of research. The manner of Butler's reply suggests that he 

picked up on the awkward phrasing employed in describing the colonial 

enterprise; his interests in natural history and archeology made him well 

aware (as the makers of a documentary on 'The History of African Art' 

ought to have been) that the phrase 'early SA history' refers to a period 

pre-dating 1820, pre-dating 1652, pre-dating even the last two millennia. 

These confused terms of reference draw attention to an acute 

difficulty in the study of people and events from eras that are different to 

our own: language. We have lived through nearly two decades of change at 

an exponential rate, and the use of language has changed accordingly. The 

vocabulary and linguistic idiom employed in the past - more importantly, 

the connotations of certain usages, many of them once common but now 

taboo - increases our separation from it. This is most keenly felt with 

words that classify race. Apartheid-era categorisations such as "Bantu" or 

"Native" or even "African" recoil upon those who used them. As a man who 

perceived the power of words to shape attitudes, Butler eschewed diction 

that might cause offence and was careful with race classifications -

asserting as he always did that these merely described 'the biological 

15 Guy Butler, letter to Chris Butler, 21 sl August 1999. NELM. 

10 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

accident of skin colour. '17 Nevertheless, there are inconsistencies, and the 

reader must bear in mind that interchanging "blacks" with "the Blacks" 

with "Africans" did not prevent Butler from defining himself, ultimately, as 

an African: such were the vagaries and fluctuations of these terms of 

reference in the last century. With regard to his critical writing, a glance at 

the early and later pieces in his collected Essays and Lectures shows not 

only a change in nomenclature but also a more sensitive and sophisticated 

awareness of the implications of words such as "European" and "African". 

Other restrictions were imposed on Butler that might all too readily 

be forgotten. As a playwright, for instance, he was frustrated by laws that 

dictated mono-racial casting; as a poet, he had to be aware that overt anti­

government rhetoric might result in banning. Of course, it is too easy to 

excuse all his limitations in light of these restrictions - staging and 

censorship notwithstanding, there are still depictions of race in his plays, 

poems and autobiographies that some readers will find awkward. 

Moreover, Butler was known to court controversy, and it would be a 

disservice to his often subversive position under apartheid to conclude 

that the "gospel" he preached was diluted so as not to alienate potential 

"converts", thus seeming to endorse the status quo. 

The example of 'The Underdogs' can be mentioned here. Butler 

considered it his 'first protest poem. '18 Written in 1950, it describes 'four 

loafers', urban criminals who 'have found/ a danger-deep integrity' in their 

'refusal to be menials'. The poem presents an acrimonious challenge to 

white South Africans. Despite its sharp criticism of racism and 

exploitation, however, it makes an unfortunate association between, on 

the one hand, political opposition to oppression, and on the other, felony 

that marries 'violence with hope'. The 'rebels' in the poem are not heroic, 

but 'repulsive, degraded and coldly self-assured.' Irrespective of the poem's 

pertinence in a South Africa afflicted by crime, it does not sit easily 

alongside subsequent and more celebrated struggle poems. 'The 

Underdogs' is nevertheless a protest against the hypocrisy of apartheid; it 

is a 'protest poem', albeit of a different kind. 

16 Butler, draft of letter to SA Be, undated (1991). NELM. 
17 Butler, A Local Habitation, p.31 O. 
18 Ibid., p.IOO. 
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Malvern van Wyk Smith has argued convincingly that we need to re­

read the work of (white) South African writers - many of whom are now 

considered "conservative" - not simply through the lens of our current 

attitudes and experience, but with an appreciation of the conditions 

attending their writing. These authors, he suggests, 

should be situated back into the discursive tensions, conflicts and 
trangressions which caused them to emerge in the first place and which 
will reveal them once again for the often radically oppositional and 
subversive voices they were taken to be at the time. 19 

Van Wyk Smith's concern here is primarily for 'Dissent and Dialectic in 

Early South African Colonial Writing', but it should be noted that he lists 

Butler along with a number of twentieth century writers who, like 

nineteenth century literary figures such as Thomas Pringle and Olive 

Schreiner, need to be salvaged from 'a hermeneutics of suspicion and a 

discourse of dismantlement.' Although this discourse was and is largely 'a 

quite understandable backward deflection of our revulsion from racism, 

apartheid, and their colonial origins', it is dangerously 'binarist thinking' 

to categorise this tradition of writers into 'a single, coherent ideology of 

conquest' that voices 'imperial propaganda' or 'settler apologetics'. To do so 

is to replace the 'univocal narrative of Eurocentric imperial self­

justification' (which postcolonial theory has so effectively shown to be 

fallacious) with 'another master narrative, no less reductionist and no less 

binarist': 

This is the narrative of the passive exploitation or heroic resistance of the 
colonized, of the blanket perfidy of all settlers and colonial agents ... The 
underlying epistemological assumptions of such views are, of course, 
radically at odds with the agnostic, constructivist insights of 
postmodernism, since they assume an a priori "reality" or "truth". 

We can better understand the nature of Butler's protest if we judge him 

not only with the accelerated hindsight of ten post-apartheid years, but 

also by taking into account the context in which his dissenting voice was 

19 Malvern van Wyk Smith, 'Origins revisited: Dissent and Dialectic in Early South African Colonial Writing', 
in Reckwitz et al (eds.), Constructing SA Literary History (Essen: Die Blaue Eule, 2000), pp.12-13. 
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raised. This may make him more (and not, as Morphet contends, less) 

relatable to present racial and cultural affairs. 

Political atittudes, philosophical convictions and modes of literary 

expression are constantly shifting. Butler was aware that, in South Africa, 

both English second-language and mother-tongue speakers 'may become 

critical of the values embodied in once highly esteemed works to the point 

of dropping them'.20 As an ageing academic he had to confront the reality 

that, with regard to certain books and certain writers - even such as Sol 

Plaatje - 'popularity is on the wane precisely because of the changing 

ethos of popular readership.' Equally subject to a 'changing ethos' are 

'popular' opinions about any given political outlook. In Bursting World 

(1983) Butler remembers his 'dreams', as one of two self-proclaimed 

'democratic moderates', at the age of 22 (the year was 1940): 

The Cape native franchise must be restored and extended to the other 
provinces. There must be a massive expansion in native education (in 
which we ourselves might in due course take part). The industrial colour 
bar must be abolished. English and Afrikaans children must all go to 
parallel- or dual-medium schools. While accepting differences of language, 
culture and race, and the need to provide separate facilities to 
accommodate them, we were opposed to compulsory segregation. Instead 
of harping on points of difference between one group and another, South 
Africans should be encouraged to look for common interests and 
sentiments. School history textbooks should be written by panels of 
historians comprising all races. 21 

At the time, these were radical suggestions; nowadays, some of them 

would be viewed as retrograde and barely "politically correct" .22 

Jonathan Hyslop's work on Butler emphasises the latter's historicist 

leanings - 'the importance of place and historical specificity against 

universalist claims and abstraction' - including his opposition to the 

Cambridge school of Practical Criticism. 23 Hyslop refers to a passage in A 

Local Habitation in which Butler explains the motivations underlying his 

stance against those 'zealots' who argued that 'the literary text was 

20 Butler, letter to the Wits African Studies Institute, 23rd June 1993. NELM. 
21 Butler, Bursting World: An Autobiography 1936-45 (Cape Town: David Philip, 1983), pg.13I. 
22 In similar vein, Akal points out that while the 'poetic project [Butler] outlined in 1950' - his lecture on 
'South African Literature' - does not appear to be 'startling' from our perspective, 'when it is contextualised it 
becomes apparent just how radical a programme he was advocating' (Forms of Community Sen'ice, p.153). 
23 Hyslop, 'An Anglo-South African Intellectual', p.217. 
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autonomous', that biographical and historical background 'were frequently 

a beguiling and time-wasting distraction': 

.. , for scholars to turn their backs on the genesis and origins of literary 
works struck me as simply unscholarly. For one thing the uniquely 
arranged words on the page were not fIxed in their connotations and 
unless one used a dictionary based on historical principles one could make 
serious mistakes in reading ... If words, the very materials out of which 
poems are made, are products of dynamic social changes, works of art 
made up of words must bc seen as such, and some attempt be made to 
read them in the knowledge, as far as possible, of the differences between 
our age and the age that produced them.24 

The courtesy thus accorded by Butler to other writers will be extended to 

him in this study. 

As Anthony Akal's work on Butler was completed shortly before the 

present one began, and given certain superficial similarities in scope, it 

seems necessary to point out that, while the two studies are roughly 

coeval, they are not coterminous. Although I endorse Akal's approach of 

comparing 'past significance' to 'present practice' (he invokes Robert 

Weimann's distinction between enstehungsgeschichte and 

wirkungsschichte), I offer a different account of the 'genesis' of Butler's 

ideas and their expression in writing or in action, and I do not fully concur 

with Akal on their 'present meaning'.25 This is only partly due to the 

biographical slant in my analysis. It is also because we focus on diverse 

texts, take differing exegetical approaches, and attend to sundry themes 

and properties within and across the texts. 

Akal's thesis is structured along generic lines. He eschews the 

autobiographies-as-literature (they 'reveal little conscious commitment to 

an art genre; rather, they are honest testimony') and does not explore texts 

such as Tales from the Old Karoo, The Prophetic Nun or the anthologies 

Butler edited.26 In Chapter One of his study, Akal assesses Butler's 

dramatic output in a chronological sequence. Readers looking for full 

synopses of the plays; information on specific historical events (typically, 

apartheid legislation and the forms of opposition to this) contemporaneous 

24 Butler, A Local Habitation, pp.96-97. 
25 Akal, Forms of Community Service, p.i and p.123. 
26 Ibid., pA. 
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with their conception and production; or descriptions of Butler's 

unpublished and radio plays (Judith, Remembrance Day, Two Timers, A 

Scattering of Seed and The Silver Spoon), will find it most useful. Akal 

discusses the poetry separately in Chapter Two on the grounds that it 

tends to 'mitigate against a more passionate involvement in temporality', 

while the plays 'show definite sociological preoccupations'.27 Although 

there are grounds for such a distinction - it is useful to stress 'Butler's 

willingness to become socially engaged in his [play]writing' - Akal points to 

exceptions to this generalization, and I am reluctant to accept the 

implications of his assertion for Butler's oeuvre as a whole. 28 Moreover, as 

I have indicated, despite the changes in Butler's political and literary 

stance over the years there remain too many instances of reversion and 

resonance to trace a neat development from 1950 to 2000. 29 

I also hope to develop more substantial grounds on which to assess 

the 'present meaning' of Butler's life and work. Akal emphasises Butler's 

'promotion of the idea of a "common humanity" [which] is ... not very far 

removed from the current political vision of harmonious diversity within 

the inc1usivity of a "rainbow nation"', but I do not consider this 

sufficient.30 I will draw the reader's attention to correspondence and 

disparity between Akal's study and my own at various points. 

(iii) Authority and autobiography 

Although he maintained that he was in some ways a reluctant 

autobiographer, Butler was also aware that there was more public interest 

in his autobiographical writing than in any of his other work. He had an 

interest in the genre for its own sake: collecting quotes on the topic of 

autobiography; comparing 1820 settler diary-keepers with writers of 

formal reminiscences; scribbling notes with titles like 'Autobiography: Fact 

or Fiction?'. In the latter document, he discusses the responses to his first 

27 Ibid., p.124. 
28 Ibid., p.14. Akal refers to 'Dream of a Buffer Strip', 'The Underdogs', 'Sundowners', 'In Memoriam, JAR, 
Drowned, East London', 'Profligate Parson', 'A Prayer for All My Countrymen' and 'Ten Minutes' Silence 
1970' (p.l39); there are numerous others. 
19 Akal's chronological overviews of critical responses to Butler's work (pp.8-12 and pp.131-141) are, 
nevertheless, accurate and well-constructed. 
30 Ibid., p.126. A more focused consideration of issues in post-apartheid South Africa is required than Akal's 
reference to the 'somewhat "freer'" conditions following the transition to democracy (p.3). 
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volume, Karoo Morning (1977) - amongst which, he was surprised to 

discover, 'very few touched on the question I have raised: How true was 

the story?'.31 

Fascination with the form was accompanied by an 

acknowledgement of its pitfalls. In a talk 'On Being a Writer', he referred to 

the problem 'posed by one's readers': 

I remember my disappointment, when reading Roy Campbell's 
autobiographies, that he said so little about his own poetry, his own 
thoughts as a writer, his feelings about the role of letters in SA, his 
reactions to his critics. But, I ask myself now, wasn't he wise to omit his 
struggles as a writer, with language, with technique, with the problems of 
criticism? The portion of the public who will find my views on free verse 
interesting is probably not very large. Yet the literary struggle was, and is, 
central to my life. Maybe - maybe - it should be dealt with separately. But 
would that not be a major falsification?32 

The issue of truth in autobiography is crucial. The length of Butler's 

memoirs might suggest that in at least one sense his life has already been 

comprehensively chronicled. At the same time, however, we must 

recognise that autobiography is a selective, myth-making process - which, 

it could be argued, in Butler's case forms part of a broad self-projection 

into public opinion and memory. Although his autobiographical writing 

has been described as 'easy, natural, honest ... frank even in its more 

personal material', it may nevertheless conceal as much as it exposes.33 

A critical study of Butler that, like the present one, has a 

biographical element might thus aim to "fill in the gaps", or to delineate 

and separate autobiographical fact and fiction where necessary, or indeed 

to authenticate and corroborate the accuracy of Butler's narrative where 

31 Guy Butler, 'Autobiography: Fact or Fiction?', undated manuscript, NELM. 
32 Butler, 'On Being a Writer', undated manuscript, NELM. 
" Alan Lennox-Short, review of Bursting World ('Talking of Books', SABC radio), quoted on the cover of A 
Local Habitation. Butler phrased the dilemma thus: '[If] I exclude certain people and places and dates to make 
room for other matters, am I falsifying the truth? Is not selection the beginning of falsification?' ('On Being a 
Writer'). Czeslaw Milosz acknowledges the same problem: ifauthors, 'for fear of sounding false, stress their 
acts of madness and error, we can be sure that they exercise some sort of self-censorship'; yet, he insists in a 
more sanguine tone, 'there is nothing degrading in our fundamental incapacity to lay bare all the particulars of 
our fate. Ifit were any different ... probably the art of writing would disappear' (Native Realm (London: 
Sidgwick & Jackson, 1981), p.5). See also JM Coetzee's analysis of Rousseau's Confessions, in which he 
argues that the risk of true confession is 'not to the self but to the life of the medium ... getting to the truth 
carries a threat, namely the threat of ending the enterprise.' Butler kept a coPy of this text, which was 
delivered as Coetzee's inaugural lecture at the University of Cape Town, 3r October 1984 ('Truth in 
Autobiography') and subsequently appeared in Doubling the Point (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1992), pp.264-274. 
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appropriate. As Butler died just a few years ago, and is survived by family 

members, friends and academic or literary contemporaries - and as his 

copious private and professional correspondence is now held at the 

National English Literary Museum (NELM) in Grahamstown - this is a 

tempting route to follow. Doubtless, certain previously hidden details of 

Butler's personal life, once revealed, might temper his public image; but 

iconoclasm for its own sake is boring, and sensationalism often 

undermines literary criticism. More importantly, as Janet Malcolm has 

pointed out, biographers or biographical writers can do no more than 

provide their own version of the truth, a version inevitably mixed with an 

equal part of fiction. 34 Pointing to inconsistencies between history and 

autobiography is especially problematic, she notes, when it involves 

retelling or even creating a narrative in which some of the "characters" are 

"real" - that is to say, still alive. 35 Butler's figure looms so large in the 

memory of friends and acquaintances, ex-students, university colleagues, 

fellow writers, members of the arts community and residents of 

Grahamstown that everyone who knew him, or knew of him, has their own 

version of Guy Butler: a fond recollection of the man or an anecdote to 

share. It was his particular talent to fuse these together into a coherent 

picture, both in the life he lived and in his writing about that life. 36 

Nevertheless, as life and letters are so intricately intertwined, an 

examination of those sources in which Butler's private feelings and 

experiences are laid bare might provide new insight into his plays, poetry 

and prose. Butler suggested that these concerns can be complementary: 

'Autobiography is closer to those forms of writing which are concerned 

with individual consciousness - closer to poetry and fiction. '37 There are 

also various ways in which Butler's poetry and prose fiction express what 

34 See Janet Malcolm, The Silent Woman: Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes (London: Picador, 1994). 
35 Butler himself was at pains to be discreet in order to avoid offence in his autobiographical writing - some 
have found A Local Habitation wanting because it merely alludes to, or in certain instances does not even 
mention, people, encounters, and episodes in the recent history of the Rhodes University and Grahamstown 
communities that had controversial overtones. 
36 Dirk Klopper, discussing Butler's autobiographical writing, comments on 'the writer's fictionalisation of 
himself, his writing of his own narrative' as follows: narrative 'requires selection of detail in accordance with 
an overall literary design. Its ultimate aim is the creation of a unified effect. Thus to write one's own narrative 
is to attempt to make sense of oneself, to establish one's identity by applying standards of literary unity to 
one's life.' (The Poetry of Pringle, Scully, Slater and Butler: A Materialist Perspective. Unpublished thesis. 
Unisa, 1991, p.232.) 
37 'On Being a Writer'. 
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autobiography, in itself, often cannot ("fiction" is perhaps the wrong word, 

given that Butler claimed he 'never had to invent a story'}.38 His writing in 

various genres can provide greater depth to individuals, relationships and 

events that are merely sketched in the autobiographies.39 In a letter to his 

friend Ron Ayling, Butler stated that his collected poems embody his 

autobiography in its most forceful and intense form. In reply, Ayling 

echoed Butler's sentiments, suggesting that his poetry and prose are a 

single entity, 'fragments from a greater artistic whole'.40 

There is one final point to be made regarding the biographical 

portion of the current project. Tim Couzens (in a letter about his work on 

Trader Horn) wrote to Butler, 'I love writing biography, but the 

responsibility of someone else's life is quite heavy. '41 The writer must face 

'the humbling thought' that, no matter how thorough, 'he or she can never 

get it right - that another human being is infinitely varied, infinitely 

mysterious, an "ungraspable phantom of life". Thank heaven!' The quote 

from Moby Dick is also applicable to my study: as I have suggested, the 

"symbol" of Guy Butler has in the past been the victim of those who, Ahab­

like, in their vehemence mistakenly project a significance onto that which 

refuses to be neatly defined or categorised. 

Even those offering a balanced critical appraisal have been inclined 

to see Butler as representating a particular strain of South African 

literature, or a certain position maintained within a given socio-political 

era - to grant him, as it were, a metonymic status that facilitates 

comparison across the shifting temporal and spatial landscapes of South 

Africa's literary history, making Guy Butler principally a useful reference 

point on a survey map. Andre Brink's early Three South African English 

Poets: A Critical Study, which deplores the dearth of critical material 'in the 

way of evaluating indigenous English poetry' - he was writing in 1958 -

focuses on Thomas Pringle, Francis Carey Slater and Butler to redress 

38 Butler, letter to Patrick Cullinan, 23rd May 1985. NELM. 
39 In Bursting World (1983), for instance, when the experienced narrator refers to his young, experiencing self 
leaving the family home to go and fight in the Second World War, he does not actually describe the difficult 
moment of parting with his pacifist father, Ernest. The bittersweet mood of this experience is, however, 
captured in the poem 'The Parting'. I will not venture any further examples to illustrate the point at this 
preliminary stage. 
40 Ron Ayling, letter to Guy Butler, 13th December 1999. NELM. 
41 Tim Couzens, letter to Guy Butler, 23rd January 1987. NELM. 
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that paucity, providing 'an evaluation of three South African English poets 

representative of three more or less distinct phases in the development of 

our poetry' (Butler thus stands for the crop of poets prominent since the 

1940s).42 Dirk Klopper's The Poetry of Pringle, Scully, Slater and Butler: A 

Materialist Perspective (1991) promotes the view of Butler as a "regional" 

poet: the four figures are seen to 'represent successive generations of 

poets' in the Eastern Cape settler tradition, and thus to demonstrate both 

the 'synchronic' and 'diachronic' dimensions of the colonial literary 

perspective (Klopper's focus is on 'the symbolic value of frontier poetry' 

from an 'historical perspective'; accordingly, Butler is merely 'a recent 

exponent of a point of view that has existed since the earliest attempts by 

English writers to articulate their South African experience').43 Butler has 

also been described as a poet with 'the mark of naturalism' whose 'feelings 

and attitudes towards the cosmos' are 'characteristic' of his time. 44 The 

merits of such categorisations notwithstanding, it is salutary to emphasise 

the 'infinitely varied' tag, which is, if somewhat dramatic, particularly 

4c Andre Brink, Three South African English Poets: A Critical Study (Unpublished thesis, University of 
Potchefstroom/UNW, 1958), p.iv. That Butler should be placed in such a triumvirate is interesting - he only 
had one volume of poetry to his name at that stage - but Brink argues that a 'comparatively small oeuvre' 
allows for close attention to selected poems in the New Critical style. Butler's selection is also justified by the 
assertion that 'he is the first true poet fully to accept South Africa as his fatherland' - compared with, for 
instance, Roy Campbell, 'who consistently regarded South Africa as colonial' (p.136). Likewise, Dawid 
Malan, in Guy Butler: Poet and Dramatist (1986), introduces his subject as 'the leading proponent of the war 
generation of poets who came into prominence in the fifties' (Unpublished thesis, University of the Free 
State), p.i. 
43 The Poetry of Pringle, Scully, Slater and Butler, p.5 and p.239. 
44 This is from Gessler Moses Nkondo's thesis Nature, God. Man (Yale University, 1979), which places Butler 
in an eclectic quartet of writers - the other three are Slater, Campbell and Dennis Brutus - who 'are generally 
acknowledged as the best and most influential poets of their time in South Africa'. Nkondo's work has, 
however, been discredited on grounds of plagiarism (of Sydney Clouts' unpublished Masters thesis, The 
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applicable in Butler's case - as we shall see in the following pages - and 

which encourages attention to the individual rather than to generic 

qualities. 

Violent Arcadia: An Examination of the Response to Nature in the Poetry of Pringle, Slater and Campbell­
which Butler in fact supervised at Rhodes in 1971) and will not be referred to again in this study. 
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PART ONE 

Preamble: Stocktaking 

There are three handwritten documents amongst the Guy Butler holdings 

at NELM that give some insight into the thoughts and feelings 

accompanying Butler's continued activity towards the end of his life. Two 

are personal reports, entitled 'Stocktaking', for the years 1994 and 1995; 

the third is a 'Summary of work in progress, Early 2000', written the year 

before he died. 

What is interesting about these papers is not the listing of events 

and accomplishments, or of future plans. Rather, their value lies in the 

expression they give to the frustrations and anxieties, hinted at elsewhere, 

that occupied an old man after a long and successful but not always 

gratifying literary career. In the Preface to Kamo Morning, Butler wrote: 

I was given a good life in a lovable world among remarkable people ... 
There must be a grateful record. Much of the literature by white South 
Africans is guilt-laden and self-condemnatory, and there are good reasons 
why it should be so; but where praise is possible it should be uttered. The 
man who has known joy and keeps it to himself is a miser. 1 

This 'grateful record' was followed by two more volumes, expanding into an 

account not only of childhood but of a full life well lived. Bursting World 

and A Local Habitation describe moments and periods of gloom, despair, 

loneliness, anger, disillusionment; but readers tend to distance the 

narrator, whom they know to be the elderly, assured, public figure of Guy 

Butler, from the apparently weaker or more vulnerable young "Guysie" or 

"Sapper Butler". Indeed, it seems that - even as a younger man - Butler's 

private worries did not prevent others from looking to him as a dynamic 

leader. Sapper Butler soon became a Captain, and Professor Butler took 

up his Chair at the age of 34. 

Amongst the Rhodes University and Grahamstown communities in 

particular, there is no small amount of hagiography surrounding Butler. 

As Derek Henderson (former Vice-Chancellor) remarked, 'To imagine 

I Butler, Preface to Karoo Morning: An Autobiography 1918-35 (Cape Town: David Philip, 1977), p.ix. 
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Rhodes University without Guy Butler is rather like trying to imagine 

Britain without Winston Churchill or the United States of America without 

Abraham Lincoln. '2 He was and is idealised as teacher, writer, tireless man 

of action: cultural crusader, campaigner for social concerns, generous 

friend and benevolent pre sider. I will not suggest that this image is 

exaggerated or inaccurate, but it is worthwhile considering what Butler 

made of it all. After years of newspaper headlines (both kind and unkind) 

and academic articles (both praising and critical), as well as the respect, 

gratitude and affection poured out by fellow writers, colleagues, students, 

political acquaintances and township proteges, how did he perceive 

himself? The evidence suggests, at least in part, that an element of pride 

or self-importance crept in. He was, after all, sufficiently convinced of a 

legacy to ensure that all his surviving correspondence and documentation 

- much of it, in the form of doodle-covered committee minutes or mundane 

letters about sabbatical accommodation, having little apparent significance 

- was kept and archived at NELM. It is true that he was an inveterate 

hoarder, but the motivation behind this self-archiving was not simply a 

matter of vanity. 

Butler's friend and colleague for many years, Ron Hall, describes 

him as an essentially humble man who came to realise fairly early on in 

his career that he had become a major figure in South African English 

literature.3 It could be argued that this was due more to his (ultimately 

successful) efforts at persuading academics, teachers and the English­

speaking public at large that indigenous literature was worth reading and 

studying, than to his own literary output. Yet the two endeavours 

subsisted in one another. Don Maclennan, who knew Butler for half a 

century after first being taught by him at the University of the 

2 Derek Henderson, notes for speech honouring Guy Butler, A UETSA conference, 1996. NELM. 
3 In conversation with the author, June 2004. It is worth emphasising the overwhelming sense one gains, 
when reading correspondence addressed to Butler from friends and acquaintances, of this humility. Letter 
upon letter echoes the sentiments expressed by his sister Joan (Collett) that 'in the midst of such a full 
and busy life, you have always had the time and the goodwill to be interested in everyone - the "common 
touch'" (22nd March 1994). For instance, Sheila Burnett, widow of Butler's long-standing friend 
Reverend Bill Burnett, wrote: 'Bill used to say that one of the vocational hazards for a clergyman was 
jealousy and that for academics it was pride and arrogance. I believe that you have withstood this 
temptation with great success' (21 51 January 1998). Calvin Cook described Butler's 'approaches and 
work' as being 'hidden in humility ... No wonder you were sensitive to real greatness in others, and 
honest enough to be aware of how it so often comports with strange twists and turns' (ih February 1998). 
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Witwatersrand (Wits) in 1950, has suggested a useful analogy: the farmer 

who wants to plant, cultivate and reap, yet finds the field in which he 

wishes to work in poor condition, and the tools he wishes to use missing 

or in disrepair; so he must provide the tools and prepare the ground 

himself, even as he sows. 4 A more specific parallel is John Gross' 

description of the relationship between TS Eliot's early critical essays and 

his poetry: 'he was working out his position, seizing on those qUalities in 

other poets which he could make use of himself, creating the taste by 

which he was to be enjoyed.'s 

Performing the - not uncommon - dual role of writer and 

authoritative critic occasionally placed Butler in an incongruous position. 

Invited by Alan Lennox-Short to contribute a poetry survey to a 1972 

volume, English in South Africa, Butler found it necessary to discuss 

himself as one of the significant post-war South African English poets. 

Whether or not he actually penned the words, it is curious that a review 

under his name should include the following criticism: 

Butler's first poems (Stranger to Europe, 1952) and some of his best came 
out of his war experiences in the Middle East and Italy. He is perhaps 
overconcerned with the European-African tension, and until recently 
showed an unfashionable preference for regular verse forms. A 
traditionalist, most of his poetry shows an attempt to communicate his 
'romantic'intuitions.6 

However much Butler may have endeavoured to remain objective, this 

instance of pre-emptive criticism betrays a conflict of interests. In his 

Introduction to the same volume, Butler states at the outset that South 

African English literature has not developed very far in the hundred and 

fifty years since Thomas Pringle; yet he concludes that 'Much depends on 

the unpredictable nature of genius. The entire literary scene would be 

4 In conversation with the author, June 2004. 
5 John Gross, The Rise and Fall of the Man of Letters: Aspects of English LiterQlY Life since 1800 (London: 
Penguin, reissued 1991), p.255. 
6 Butler, 'Survey: Poetry', English and South Africa ed. Alan Lennox-Short (Cape Town: Nasou, 1972), p.15. 
This is, in fact, not altogether accurate; some of Butler's published poems can be dated to the late 1930s. 
Dawid Malan, in Guy Butler: Poet and Dramatist, even goes so far as to suggest that 'in terms ofliterary 
production, Butler was almost midway in his career as a poet when the Second World War ended' (p.140). 
Malan's assertion is itself partly undermined by the content of Butler's subsequently published Collected 
Poems (Cape Town: David Philip, 1999). 
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