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ABSTRACT

This thesis discusses Dambudzo Marechera’s avant-gardism and its significance in the
context of Zimbabwean literature and culture. 1 use the term avant-garde to describe
Marechera’s defiance of hegemonies, traditions, and prescriptions for writing, as well as his
innovations with form and style. In the context of Zimbabwe, Marechera’s avant-gardism
involves a rejection of cultural nationalism, and an eschewal of traditional realist criteria for
writing.

The thesis locates Marechera in a socio-historical context, and in the framework of
black Zimbabwean literature (written in English). It discusses his rejection of the nationalist
tradition set by his literary predecessors; and it compares him with his contemporaries,
Stanley Nyamfukudza and Charles Mungoshi, who also reject the concept of a ‘pure’,
homogeneous, national culture in their writings.

Marechera’s writing explores new (and often taboo) subject matter, and it thus
illustrates the diverse, complex nature of the Zimbabwean experience. It also abandons the
unified, linear narrative; and it has been sharply censured by nationalist critics -- largely on
the grounds of its transgression of traditional narrative form.

Nationalist critics have tended to privilege traditional realist criteria in their discussions
of Zimbabwean literature, and Marechera, as an avant-gardist, has been marginalized and
denigrated for his non-conformity. In this thesis, 1 challenge the privileged status of
traditional realism, question the prescriptions of nationalist/realist critics, and attempt to
demonstrate the value of Marechera’s non-realist writing.

While many nationalist critics allege that Marechera’s writing is ‘unAfrican’, I argue

that it is a fallacy to assume his work is ‘Europeanized’ while nationalist/realist writing is not.

ii



Moreover, I contend that Marechera’s avant-gardism is in direct response to a set of extra-
ordinary socio-historical, political and cultural conditions -- which are specific to Zimbabwe.

In analyzing Marechera’s alternatives to realism (such as expressionism, stream of
consciousness, surrealism, grotesque realism, the carnival, magical realism, and Menippean
satire), | maintain that his experiments are not without strategy, but that they address pertinent
literary, social, political, and cultural issues.

The thesis furthermore attempts to show how the ‘individualism’ -- for which
Marechera has been roundly condemned -- is paradoxically transformed into sharp and
poignant social commentary. This is particularly evident in two texts which I focus on:
"House of Hunger" -- his irreverent pre-independence vivisection of Zimbabwean society; and

Mindblast, his much neglected anti-realist post-independence compilation, which I discuss in

some detail.
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Other Critical Perspectives

It is clear that Marechera’s work warrants discussion in current debates revolving
around hybridity, syncretism, ‘Menippeanism and post-coloniality. Various critics have
examined Marechera’s relevance within these frameworks. While a full analysis of this
criticism is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is hoped that the following overview of some
of the more recent critical work on the author will serve to contextualize and situate my own
research.’

In Teachers, Preachers and Non-Believers, Veit-Wild gives an overview of hYbridity,

syncretism and the Bakhtinian carnival in Marechera’s writings, and she states that:

The subversive nature of Marechera’s writing links him to certain trends in post-
modernist and post-colonial literature. In the terminology of post-structuralism, his
writing is ‘deconstructionalist’....Marechera’s writing is counter-discursive, subversive
and dynamic in the post-structuralist sense in so far as it permanently questions the
conditions of its own making....Like other post-modernist literature ...it contextualises
the author and dismantles or ‘deconstructs’ the myth of the invisible and infallible
literary creator....Marechera questions and undermines the concept of one absolute and
distinct reality, expressing an affinity to the carnivalesque or Menippean stream of
writing in world literature (1993a: 260-1).

The myth of the invisible and infallible author, as well as the carnivalesque and Menippean
features of Marechera’s work are points which I will discuss in the subsequent chapters.

Veit-Wild further notes that "Dambudzo Marechera was a very conscious and far-
reéching syncretist" (21), and quotes excerpts from one of his famous lectures, "The African
Writer’s Experience of European Literature”, in support of this view:

From early in my life I have viewed literature as a unique universe that has no

proponent of cultural nationalism.

2 In addition to the following overview, I refer the reader to the proceedings of the
Dambudzo Marechera Symposium (held in Harare in August, 1995) which are soon to be
published.
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a more precise definition than most critics are willing to give it.* Gerald Gaylard’s thesis
which "examines the relationship of Marechera to the emerging field of ‘post-colonial’
cultural theory" (1993: iii), is a useful reference in view of the above. Regarding the non-
specificity of the term ‘post-colonial’, Gaylard observes that:
There is no ‘post colonial’ world as such, and we need new terms that are more
particular and incisive and do not have the same imperialist connotations as ‘post-
colonialism’, which as a term disguises neo-coloniality....[A] continual self-reflexive
re-evaluation of categories is generally important so as not to merely drag a writer into
this or that neat little box, but is particularly important when considering Marechera
for he confounds the attempt to fit his writing neatly into the ‘post-colonial’ paradigm
as he problematises fiction and criticism....He would no doubt have been scathing
about anybody who tried to lump him into the ‘post-colonial’ category (1993: 109).
Although Gaylard differs significantly from Veit-Wild in his reservations about
postcolonial theory and its applicability to Marechera’s work, both critics tend to agree that
Marechera’s approach represents a shift away from cultural nationalism and its attendant
monolithic view of identity and progress.’
Gaylard argues "against prescriptive theoretical frameworks both of the nationalist and
the “post-colonial’ kind" (221). He argues that Dambudzo Marechera "wrote in both pre- and

post-colonial situations and in both nationalist and ‘post-colonial’ styles, dramatising the

tension between the two and opening up the field for creative possibilities" (222).°

* See especially Ahmad (1995).

* In some of his work on Marechera, Gaylard does nevertheless draw on post-colonial
theory substantially, particularly Homi Bhabha’s interstitial theories (i.e. the notion of a ‘third
space’). He also quotes Gayatri Spivak to explain the phenomenon of the ‘lost generation’,
stating that: "The subject-position of the citizen of a recently decolonized ‘nation’ is
epistemically fractured" (Spivak 1993: 47). See "Menippean Marechera: Africa’s new
antirealism" (Gaylard 1995: 183-192). In my own view, Bhabha and Spivak are two of the
foremost leaders in the field of ‘post-colonial’ theory, and I would not exempt them, as
Gaylard appears to do in some instances, from some of the same, valid, criticisms he has of
postcolonial theory in general.

% To gain a fuller understanding of what Gaylard means by nationalist and ‘post-colonial’
styles, and what these entail, it is necessary to read his entire thesis (1993). I am not sure



As to the relevance of Marechera’s writing, Gaylard states that:
Marechera is a highly political writer despite his seemingly reactionary individualism.
He is a political writer whether he admits it or not because he attempted to create a
new aesthetics within and outside of his historical, social and political context. Even
the most seemingly individual revolt, in Marechera’s case establishing a selfhood as
anarchic writer as there is no other space left in such a society and then challenging
that, has an iconic and symbolic value for the wider society (111).
Thus Gaylard also appears to acknowledge the highly-politicized, provocative, proactive,
essentially ‘avant-garde’ thrust of Marechera’s writing. He comments that the author is
significant to Southern African writing because:
in the post-independence situation in African countries such as Zimbabwe, and
possibly South Africa, his role of disruption and iconoclasm is politically essential.
He confronts us with all that we take for granted and in both his and our consequent
suffering exposes inadequacies as only suffering truly can. It is from this point that
we may begin to recreate without selfish power strategies (223).
Gaylard, like a number of other critics, points to Marechera’s disruptive, anti-authoritarian
stance. His observations of Marechera’s vis-a-vis nationalism are especially valuable and will
be a reference point in this thesis, as will Veit-Wild’s thorough investigations of Marechera

and Zimbabwean literature.

Mark Stein studies parody and intertextuality in Black Sunlight and The House of

Hunger and examines what he terms the "logic of ambivalence" in the "subversive" and
"counter-discursive" poses adopted by Marechera. He states that:

It has been argued that some major postcolonial criticism, and nationalist criticism
have both tended to foreground the binary of Colonizer/Colonized, or Europe/Other,
thereby prolonging that which they seek to overcome. Both schools, however, are
correct in claiming that much postcolonial writing generally, and Marechera’s texts
specifically, hark back to European cultural artefacts, so that my charge is not that the
binary is unjustly imposed on Marechera’s work. This binary.is, in fact, of some
importance to Black Sunlight and The House of Hunger, as has been seen. Yet in
view of the pose with which Marechera borrows, alludes to, steals and incorporates
‘western’ and ‘African’ texts it can be said that his texts concurrently claim and reject
both their European and their African heritage. Both texts self-consciously criss-cross

that I agree with him entirely on this point.



the borders between these discursive battalions, thereby honouring the border in the
act of transgressing it, while at once -- given the demonstrative ease of trespassing --
disparaging the symbolic divide. Marechera’s writing is a transgressive practice, one
that defies univocity. As he ironically performs the rites to his African and Western
literary precursors, mimicking (in Bhabha’s sense) western universalist self-
aggrandizement, Marechera’s pose can legitimately be described as that of a ‘bastard
heir’ (1995: 15).
As in the case of Veit-Wild and Gaylard, Stein applies the theories of Homi Bhabha in his
analysis of the global ‘post-colonial’ significance of the author’s texts. Marechera’s
transgressive narrative strategies are also a focus in this thesis -- but in the more particular
context of Zimbabwe. What emerges from the above overview is the fact that Marechera was
involved in deliberate, intricate and highly subversive narrative strategies to destabilize
hierarchies and conventional perceptions.

David Pattison’s critical work on Marechera concerns psychoanalysis and allegory.

In his study of The Black Insider, Pattison states that:

In a way unique among Zimbabwean writers Marechera, via The Black Insider,
confronts the tragedy of the false self and through this confrontation questions the
values of the false realities imposed by colonialism and neo-colonialism. To
Marechera, the metanarrative that supported the political structures of late twentieth
century Africa had to be destroyed in order to ‘strip naked’ the African image and to
expose the often unpalatable truth hidden by a distorted and distorting belief system
(1994a: 239).

Marechera’s exposure of "false realities" and his destruction of "the metanarrative which
supported the political structures of late twentieth century Africa" are evident throughout his
work. The denuding of fagades and pretences, referred to by Pattison, is linked to the ‘X-ray’
theme (stated in the epigraph to this introduction) which I also emphasize in this thesis. A
point of disagreement between myself and Pattison, however, is his contention that "[t]hose
critics who call [Marechera] an experimental writer are mistaken" (1995: 2). Although I think
our difference is essentially one of definition, my own view is that Marechera was most

certainly an experimental writer.
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Grant Lilford examines the history of allegory in Southern African writing and
analyzes Marechera’s work within this context. In his Phd-thesis entitled "Allegories of
Drought and of Gardens in the novels of J.M. Coetzee and Dambudzo Marechera", Lilford
observes that the image of drought usually symbolizes barrenness and deprivation, while

gardens often symbolize moments of paradise:

The image of paradise is a recurring one in the Southern African mythos. A paradise
is a naturally occurring fertile spot in the midst of drought and deprivation. A garden
occurs when artificial technology produces something resembling paradise (1996: 1).

Lilford argues that:

The image of paradise among indigenous Africans in Southern Africa offered a
religious or political refuge from the ruins of societies shattered by colonial invasions.
Paradise could take the form of nostalgia for the pre-colonial period, faith in a
religious redemption or the hope of political liberation. African economic and political
systems were destroyed by forced removals from traditional land. African cultural
systems were undermined by missionary, then ‘Bantu’, education. When African
traditional narratives are published for a school readership they are sanitised and made
into the kind of hollow, moral fable that Marechera attacks so vehemently. The
colonial written word attempts to displace the African spoken word. Of particular
concern to Marechera is the manner in which the ruins of the old African systems of
discourse are occupied and rebuilt by those in authority, the black neo-colonialists as
well as the white colonisers.” The ruin is thus an abiding image for both white and
black southern Africans. Both occupy the ruins of civilisation, the whites because
their actions in defense of civilisation have killed its spirit; the blacks because their
civilisations have been destroyed. Benjamin’s allegory of the ruins of history has an
unusual resonance here (Lilford 1996: 19-20).

As Lilford indicates, Marechera’s writing persistently presents a challenge to "those in
authority".

Lilford rightly notes that ‘drought’ and ‘hunger’ are pervasive motifs in Zimbabwean
literature: in fact this is confirmed by the nationalist critic, Zimunya (1982). However, the
motifs are often interpreted in African nationalist discourse as the yearning for a bygone age

of ‘paradise’ or the promise of a ‘paradise’ yet to come (through liberation struggle). Lilford

7 This is a theme in The Black Insider, as David Pattison points out (1994a).
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argues that while drought and paradise are recurrent tropes in Marechera’s allegories,

"Marechera problematises paradise, exploring the lies behind romantic, Christian, African-

Nationalist, liberal and consumer paradises" (1996: 191). Lilford’s study also shows how

Marechera mobilizes traditional Shona myths for the purposes of allegory -- a point which

has some bearing on this study and will be elaborated on in the second chapter.

Robert Muponde, who examines "social banditry" in the children’s stories of

Dambudzo Marechera, contributes a fresh perspective to one of the author’s least known

genres. Muponde also appears to note the avant-garde quality of Marechera’s writing, stating

that:

It was with shock that I first encountered Dambudzo Marechera’s unusual capacity for
dissent. He has that devilish capacity to annoy and undress people and their
pretensions. His is an art that undermines the age, that engages in a critical struggle
with the demands of conformity. Creation, for Marechera, is always a gesture of
refusal, a riposte that slides the blade between the ribs of social structures. By
reloading the word with new meanings he blasts open the passages of thought and
increases the space for saying and doing. By so doing, he creates a narrative of
continuous definitions of the thing inside the thing -- the word inside the word

(Muponde 1996: 3).

This links to the ‘X-ray’ theme stated in my title. Muponde’s comments on Marechera’s

transgression of traditional narrative form corroborate many of my own observations in this

thesis. In discussing Marechera’s "Fuzzy Goo’s Guide (to the Earth)", Muponde notes that:

The writer seems to be more comfortable with the initiation and apprehension of
beginnings than ends and arrivals. It is the Odyssey, the Road to Damascus, that is
more appealing to him than the certainty of physical destinations. The initiation of
unfinished journeys allows the writer to constantly shred form, assault our sense of
certainty, refuse anchorage, flatten out the contours of custom and kick away all
totems....[The narrative] begins anywhere, proceeds everywhere and ends anyhow,
sending chills along the viewer’s spine with each turn or footfall. In that way,
Marechera forestalls that tendency of form to arrest -- an ultimate rejection of rigidity

(1996: 5).

Abdulrazak Gurnah (1995) also perceives Marechera’s work, specifically The House

of Hunger, as the "ultimate rejection of rigidity" -- a point which I will return to, along with
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Gurnah’s other comments, in the following chapters.

Huma Ibrahim, who addresses issues of gender and sexuality in Marechera’s writing,
is uncomfortable with the fact that "Marechera, who for the most part views male politics and
sexuality as violent, includes women in the larger picture determined only by male sexuality".
Ibrahim questions "the extent of female collaboration in this patriarchal sexo-political world-
view" (1990: 79-90) -- which is a valid point. However, Marechera’s treatment of gender
issues is extremely complex. Ibrahim further states that:

Marechera points out the vast areas of unresolved, silent resistance that lie between

men and women, but he does not envision a way out of the impasse. He seems to

believe that men and women cannot work together dialogically (84-85).

Part of the problem that Ibrahim draws attention to is Marechera’s reluctance to propose
‘solutions’. Unfortunately, points such as Ibrahim’s cannot be discussed in detail, but issues
of gender will nevertheless be raised in the course of my analysis.

What is clear from the body of critical work that has begun to develop on Marechera
is the author’s resistance to being read exclusively on any one level or within the parameters
of any one critical discourse. His perspectives on human experience are multiple and
complex; his work is inherently transgressive; and he demands to be read on several different
levels -- often simultaneously. I do not attempt an encyclopedic analysis of his work here.

By the above outline of various critical approaches, I wish only to point out the type of

criticism which currently exists on Marechera and how my own work might relate to it.

Specific Focus

This thesis avoids the removal of Marechera from his biographical, historical and

socio-political context and instead emphasizes these factors in its analysis of the author’s
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work. It does not attempt to examine Marechera’s significance for ‘post-colonial’ literature
as a whole, but chooses to focus specifically on the implications of his writing for

Zimbabwean literary and cultural studies, where I think his importance has been greatly

overlooked.

In order to narrow the scope of this study for reasons of space, 1 have limited it to a
selection of Marechera’s prose narratives, dramatic sketches and comments in essays, lectures,
articles and interviews. Marechera’s poetry -- a vast area of his creative output -- is
unfortunately excluded. Since "House of Hunger" and Mindblast are the texts which, in my
view, deal most directly with the Zimbabwean experience, I have highlighted material from
them in my discussions. However, I also discuss avant-garde techniques and characteristics
in some of his other works as well. I have isolated Marechera’s assault on the ideology of
cultural nationalism and his attack on traditional realism as two of the most relevant features

of his avant-gardism in Zimbabwe.

Summary of the Thesis

A biographical and historical contextualization of the author follows this summary and
it serves to ground many of my arguments in the subsequent chapters. Chapter One situates
Marechera in the context of black Zimbabwean literature, and discusses the traditions and
circumstances against which he reacted. I have narrowed the focus of this study, for the most
part, to black Zimbabwean literature written in English (mostly before his death in 1987).

A broader analysis would have been interesting, but this remains a task for the future.’®

® I have not attempted a thorough analysis of Zimbabwean literature after Marechera’s
death (although such a project would have been interesting). It would also be interesting to
compare Marechera’s writing with that of white writers (for example, Doris Lessing, Gertrude
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Mapondera’s were the final acts of organized armed resistance to the settlers before 1966.

He surrendered himself in 1904 and died in prison after a hunger strike. (The writer Solomon

Mutswairo celebrates Mapondera’s life in his historical novel, Mapondera: Soldier of
Zimbabwe, which will later be dealt with.)

When the British South Africa Company realized that Rhodesia was not the gold-rich
country they had imagined they turned their attention instead to the agricultural potential of
the country. As Colin Stoneman and Lionel Cliffe state:

This however required the wrestling of land and labour from the indigenous people

and the eventual destruction of their competition. They [the indigenous people] had

in fact already proved efficient at supplying the food needs of the miners, with the

result that white farmers had not been viable before 1908 (1989: 12).

Africans were shifted onto less fertile areas designated by the settler government as ‘Native
Reserves’, while the most fertile land was made readily available to white settlers willing to
try their hand at commercial farming. As Stoneman and Cliffe note: "Destruction of the
viability of peasant agriculture both removed competition from the white farmers and
provided them and industry with cheap labour" (1989: 12-13). In 1930 the Land
Apportionment Act institutionalised the racial division of land in the country and the policy
of moving Africans to reserves accelerated with 50,000 people being moved in the next
decade and 85,000 moved between 1945 and 1959 (Martin and Johnson 1981: 53).

These upheavals accompanied a profound impact on African society. George Kahari
states that:

The British South Africa Company’s occupation of the Zimbabwean plateau had a

colossal impact on all spheres of social and spiritual life in the country...

Traditionalism with its enthusiasm for the strict ‘civic’ virtues of village people and

its agricultural routines, was on the way out, its place being taken by the newly

arrived missionary teacher, the village store and its Western wares, and the system of

administration (Kahari 1982: 87).

After the Second World War, an economic boom led to rapid industrial growth which created
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the need for much more black labour in the cities. This period saw an unprecedented drift
away from rural areas into urban centres, a factor which contributed to a further disintegration
of traditional agrarian life-styles and rural society.

With the urban influx, black trade-unions emerged whose leaders became instrumental
in the formation of the first major African nationalist political party -- the African National
Council (later the African National Congress -- ANC)."” Strikes occurred sporadically in
the late 1940s and urban unrest continued into the 1950s. In 1956 the City Youth League
(later the African National Youth League) organized a successful African bus boycott in
Salisbury. The result was that more than two hundred nationalists were detained under the
Public Order Act of 1955. In 1957 the Youth League and the ANC merged under the name
of the latter and Joshua Nkomo became its President. Political protests escalated in the late
1950s in reaction to bad social conditions, segregation and rural discontent (Stoneman and
Cliffe 1988:21). When the State of Emergency was introduced in 1959, the ANC was banned
and five hundred of its members were arrested.

Richard Hodder-Williams notes that:

The early years of Zimbabwean nationalism were noted for the degree of unity within

the movement. The African National Congress before its banning in 1959, its

successor the National Democratic Party until its banning in December 1961, and its
successor the Zimbabwe People’s Union (ZAPU) until the middle of 1963 were the
only nationalist parties of any consequence at all and included members from every
region, tribal grouping, and class. In August 1963 the Nkomo-led ZAPU split because
of personality and policy differences and the Zimbabwe African National Union

(ZANU) was formed under Sithole’s leadership (1988: 1).

In 1963 ZAPU members dissatisfied with Nkomo’s leadership formed the Zimbabwe African
National Union (ZANU) and created the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army

(ZANLA) which began sending recruits to China to be trained for guerrilla warfare. In 1964

1 This party was to change its name several times in response to numerous bannings.
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both ZANU and ZAPU were banned and a number of nationalist leaders, including Nkomo
and Mugabe, were detained for a decade.

In the 1960s riots in the townships spread to African schools, a large number of which
were closed following clashes between NDP Youth League activists and the police. The 1963
ZANU/ZAPU rift precipitated further conflict. As the writer Christopher Magadza comments
in an interview:

Rivalries between the nationalist groups started, petrol bombs were thrown in the

townships etc. School life was influenced by this too. A severe incident at Fletcher

[Government Secondary School] was when one boy had written a letter to an African

newspaper; others accused him of this; he tried to defend himself with a knife and

killed another boy. The whole school got into a state of shock (Veit-Wild 1993: 195-

6).

Disturbances continued at black schools and at the University throughout the 1960s and
1970s.

From 1953 to 1963 Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) had merged with Northem
Rhodesia (now Zambia) and Nyasaland (now Malawi) to form the Central African Federation
(CAF). Garfield Todd’s Prime Ministership of Southern Rhodesia with the inception of the
Federation in 1953 created a slight possibility of political partnership between blacks and
whites (Martin and Johnson 1981: 66). However, Todd was ousted in a cabinet reshuffle in
1958 and a State of Emergency was declared in 1959. The comparatively liberal Federal
Party which ruled Southern Rhodesia until 1962 was suddenly swept from power in the
December election of that year by the Rhodesian Front, a new party which promised to hold
back the tide of African nationalism and resist majority rule. When the federation finally
disintegrated in 1963 there was a feeling of betrayal and anger on the part of many black
liberals, who now felt dismayed by the apparent intransigence of the white community. This

was articulated in the protest literature of writers such as Lawrence Vambe and Stanlake

Samkange (Veit-Wild 1993: 115).
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While Zambia and Malawi achieved independence and majority rule, racial oppression
intensified south bf the Zambezi. Threatened by the prospect of imminent majority 1%u1e, the
Rhodesian Front government declared unilateral independence from Britain in 1965 and
introduced repressive legislatior‘l, such as the Emergency Powers Act, which provided for the
indefinite detention without trial of anyone who was deemed to be an enemy of the State.

On 28 April, 1966 seven ZANLA guerrillas died in a battle with Rhodesian security
forces at Sinoia (now Chinhoyi) and this was commemorated by ZANU as the start of the
armed struggle, which became known in Shona as the Second Chimurenga. The Second
Chimurenga was perceived and promoted by ZANU and ZANLA especially, as a continuation
of the 1896-7 uprisings -- the First Chimurenga.

In 1968 the United Nations imposed comprehensive mandatory sanctions on Rhodesia,
intensifying the selective sanctions which had already been imposed in 1966. The effect was
to isolate Rhodesia culturally and economically from the international community. However,

in Those Years of Drought and Hunger, Zimunya remarks that:

one of the most ironic consequences of that international sympathy for the plight of
the people of Zimbabwe was to isolate Africans from the rest of the world even more
than before. Contact with the rest of Africa itself became almost negligible, unless
one went into exile... The point is that from the *60’s onwards, there were cultural
developments on the rest of the African continent which left Zimbabwe lagging
behind. Hence we found ourselves in a cultural ‘drought’ (1982: 3).
Another effect of the sanctions was to strengthen the Rhodesian Front’s nationalistic fervour
in defiance of the international community. Policies of protectionism and self-reliance in
commerce, industry and agriculture resulted.
However, protracted guerrilla warfare as well as pressure from South Africa eventually
forced the Smith government into a series of negotiations with African leaders. In 1974

detained nationalist leaders were released for preliminary talks and a Declaration of Unity

(amongst nationalist groups) was signed in Lusaka by Muzorewa, Nkomo, Sithole and
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Chikerema. However, divisions and infighting quickly destroyed hopes of a lasting unity and
tensions mounted when Herbert Chitepo, a leader of ZANU, was assassinated in Lusaka in
1975. Controversy grew as the Zambian authorities detained other ZANU leaders and
personnel on suspicion of involvement in the murder.” |

Meanwhile, a dispute teok place within ZANU itself which resulted in Ndabaningi
Sithole being ousted and Robert Mugabe taking over as leader. Mugabe subsequently became
embroiled in another bitter dispute with the Zambian Premier Kenneth Kaunda over the
detention of ZANU officials. Another significant event to occur in 1975 was the FRELIMO
revolution in Mozambique: ZANLA was able to establish a new front for the Second
Chimurenga in the east and north-east.

In the meantime, lan Smith was pressured into accepting the principle of majority rule
by the American Foreign Secretary Henry Kissinger and South African Prime Minister John
Vorster. Negotiations began in Geneva, but little progress was made and they were finally
adjourned. The dispute between ZANU and ZAPU, who were fighting under separate chains
of command on separate fronts, was temporarily resolved with the formation of the Patriotic
Front (PF). However, the PF was more the result of intense pressure from other Frontline
States (Zambia, Mozambique and Tanzania in particular) than a genuine settling of differences
between the two parties. Deep divisions remained.

Nevertheless, the guerrilla war continued and more pressure was brought to bear on
the Smith government. In an attempt to subvert the intentions of Mugabe’s ZANU and
Nkomo’s ZAPU, Smith signed an agreement with Muzorewa, Sithole and Chirau in 1978
which paved the way to the formation of a transitional government. This was ostensibly

meant to culminate in majority rule. However, the exclusion of Mugabe’s ZANU and

*® They were later released in 1976 without being charged.
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Nkomo’s ZAPU from the agreement proved problematic. In 1979 Bishop Muzorewa’s United
African National Congress (UANC) won the general election with a large majority.: The
transitional government renamed the country Zimbabwe-Rhodesia and Muzorewa invited
several key leaders from Smith’s former government to join his new cabinet. Muzorewa
failed, however, to achieve international recognition for Zimbabwe-Rhodesia. Despite his
large majority at the polls, he was widely considered to be a ‘puppet’.”> Nkomo’s ZAPU
and Mugabe’s ZANU condemned the UANC government and intensified their armed étruggle
against the new regime. Bishop Muzorewa meanwhile authorised air raids on Zambia and
Mozambique with the intent of destroying ZANLA and ZIPRA bases, a decision for which
he was later condemned as a traitor to African nationalism and a collaborator with the forces
of lan Smith.”

Later in 1979, after a Commonwealth Summit in Lusaka, the newly electedv British
Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, convened a constitutional conference at Lancaster House
to which all the key parties in the Rhodesian-Zimbabwean conflict were invited. This finally
paved the way for multi-party democratic elections in April 1980.

Robert Mugabe’s ZANU;PF came to power with a large majority, winning almost all
the seats allocated to predominantly Shona-speaking areas.” Nkomo’s ZAPU won almost
all the seats allocated to predominantly Ndebele-speaking areas. The country was renamed

Zimbabwe and Mugabe declared his intention to restructure it on a ‘scientific socialist’,

2! Marechera makes scathing references to the Muzorewa government in a satirical play
contained in The Black Insider.

2 ZIPRA (the Zimbabwe People’s Republic Army) was the armed wing of ZAPU
(Nkomo’s party).

2 Mugabe’s party was referred to as ZANU-PF (Patriotic Front) because Sithole’s party
was officially registered as ZANU and he competed against Mugabe in the 1980 election.



29
Marxist-Leninist model.

After the euphoria of independence, however, it became increasingly evident that the
spirit of democracy was being violated by the new government. The broadcast media
remained entirely under state control and severe restrictions were kept in place to curtail
speech and press freedoms. In an article written in 1983 Richard Hodder-Williams notes that:

The sweeping emergency powers upon which Ian Smith had in earlier days depended

have been regularly renewed... The government has regularly used these powers to

arrest, detain, and restrict large numbers of individuals (even when acquitted of
specific charges in some instances), to withhold passports, to limit public meetings,
and generally to establish in some parts of the country a climate where the public

articulation of criticism is constrained...(1983: 16).

The State of Emergency was retained throughout the 1980s and the detention of Marechera,
under its provisions, during the 1984 Book Fair serves as just one example of how it was
abused.

Other evidence of human rights violations and abuses of power continues to emerge
in Zimbabwe. It is known that following anti-government tensions in Matabeleland in the
early 1980s, thousands of people went missing. Richard Hodder-Williams states that in 1983
"the Fifth Brigade -- exclusively composed of ex-ZANLA guerrillas and trained for internal
security by North Koreans - was moved in to destroy once and for all the dissidents at their
roots" (1983: 17). Gerald Gaylard comments that:

The discovery in October 1992 of mass graves in Matabeleland, some in abandoned

salt mines, forensically linked to the Fifth Brigade, Mugabe’s ‘crack’ unit and the

backbone of the Zimbabwe National Army, has embarrassed his government

considerably" (1993: 92).

The failures and inconsistencies of the Mugabe government have, at times, been

patently obvious.”® However, state control of the media and the repressive Emergency

* The Willowgate corruption scandal of 1988, for example, involved several key cabinet
ministers and highlighted the hypocrisy of the government’s anti-capitalist rhetoric.
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Powers Act legislation served to reinforce autocratic power and stifle dissent in the 1980s.
Gerald Gaylard notes that:

The establishment of a Shona bourgeoisie, entailing nepotism and corruption, and
ZANU’s desire and increasing pressure for a one-party state meant that opposition had
to be silenced. As a result censorship was strictly enforced and the pervasive
atmosphere in Zimbabwe was one of ‘political correctness’ to the party line and a
corresponding paranoia of being ‘informed upon’ as a ‘dissident’ (1993: 36).

Critical journalists and dissenting writers have had great difficulty operating in this
environment. As Marechera stated in a 1986 interview:

Officially there is no policy for literature. There is no law which says you can’t write
about this or about that. But there is a heavy political atmosphere whereby every
writer is aware of the national programme which unofficially does not allow certain
things. So you have a situation where writers are censoring themselves very heavily
(Veit-Wild 1992: 39).
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1. REJECTING NATIONALISM: MARECHERA'S LOCATION IN BLACK

ZIMBABWEAN LITERATURE (WRITTEN IN ENGLISH)

Dambudzo Marechera belongs to an anti-nationalist movement in Zimbabwean
\f
literature. He shares common concerns with the group of writers, who have been variously
described as ‘angry young men’, ‘the lost generation’, and ‘the non-believers’. They began
their writing in the 1970s and were controversial because they challenged the premises of
African nationalism at a time when it was not considered appropriate to do so. The writing
of Charles Mungoshi, Stanley Nyamfukudza, and Dambudzo Marechera, stands in stark
contrast to most other black Zimbabwean literature written in English at the time, which was
characterized by an overwhelming emphasis on race and ethnicity.”
In his article "War of Words", written before independence, Marechera commented
that:
The country’s educational system has for so long been fuelled by the political need
(of the whites) to create a black population deranged to passivity by self-disgust and
an acquiescent acceptance of western cultural and racial superiority. The result has
been that much of Zimbabwean literature is a direct response to the obsessive and all-
pervading theories about race, about racial conflict, and the historical determinants of
these. There is therefore a visceral unwillingness to define the individual by reference
to that individual’s self (Veit-Wild 1992: 232).
Dambudzo Marechera’s writing, later denounced by African nationalist critics for its

‘individualism’, transgresses this trend: it is deeply introspective and it severely problematizes

representations of the Zimbabwean experience in terms of racial binaries.

» Black literature in Shona and Ndebele (which was published locally) followed a
completely different course to that written in English. Black literature in English was very
often banned in the then Rhodesia on the grounds that it was ‘subversive’: it therefore
generally had to be published overseas. Vernacular literature, on the other hand, had to
comply with the strict guidelines of the Rhodesia Literature Bureau, which effectively
emasculated it of its ‘political’ content. See Pattison (1994b) and Veit-Wild (1993a: 340).
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At this point it is appropriate for me to outline the salient characteristics of nationalist
writing, against which Marechera (and others) reacted. Nationalist writing and criticism are

characterized by their belief in a bygone ‘golden age’ of unity and homogeneity. In The

Theory of African Literature Chidi Amuta has described this idea of "some primordial age
of unspoilt innocence" as mythical (1982: 2). Nevertheless, the belief in this myth validates
the present-day nationalist ideal of establishing a united, homogeneous, ‘pure’ African vculture.

In the aftermath of the struggle against colonialism, nationalist writers and critics
assume a moral imperative and a degree of authority in their efforts to ‘restore’ and
rejuvenate a ‘lost’ African culture. In most instances the nationalist writer assumes that his
voice is equal to that of the whole ‘national community’ or race of people. In structure and
style, the nationalist novel generally follows the criteria of the grand master realist narrative
of the nineteenth century (which is a point for further detailed discussion in the subsequent
chapter).

Nationalist definitions of culture are, of course, extremely contentious; and:writers
such as Marechera were justified in questioning what gives the nationalist writer or critic the
right to speak authoritatively on behalf of so many other people. However, nationalism is
generally intolerant of divergent or transgressive voices. In Zimbabwe, Marechera is a case
in point -- an issue for discussion in the next chapter.

An overview of black Zimbabwean literature (in English) serves to contektualize
Marechera’s divergence from the usual and the expected (nationalist) approach. For the
purpose of convenience and practicality, I will be using Flora Veit-Wild’s generational mode
of differentiation for the major groups of Zimbabwean writers. In her social-history of black

Zimbabwean literature Teachers, Preachers and Non-Believers (the most extensive of its kind),

Veit-Wild "classifies writers by historical generations to facilitate an explanation of the
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as being the one and only undisputed soldier of his time, the victories, now seemed
to flicker and fade like a lamp that has run out of oil. The end had come and, with
it, the end to white settler resistance by any of his people. As the British led him out,
popular legend has it that he flew about for awhile, to the amazement of his captors.
However, as he was now disarmed, he could cause no harm or injury to anyone, and
he lumbered to earth....His charms vanished, and he lay on the ground, powerless, a
victim to the sceptical and scornful white barbarians from the northern hemisphere
(105).

The historian David Beach’s Mapondera 1840-1904 presents a significantly different account

of Mapondera. Beach states that he was not captured but surrendered himself. Whereas
Mutswairo emphasises Mapondera’s Rosvi lineage, Beach states that there is no certainty of
this connection. Commenting on Mutswairo’s book Mapondera Beach says, "Mutswairo is
a poet and novelist, not a trained historian, and his novel is an interesting piece of fiction but

not historically accurate" (Veit-Wild 1993a: 143). The shortcoming of Mapondera: Soldier

of Zimbabwe -- ostensibly an ‘historical novel’ documenting Mapondera’s life -- is that the
author misrepresents historical facts in the interest of promoting nationalist sentiments.

Despite the anti-colonial stance of his writings, Mutswairo’s theories of race and
ethnicity are imbued with the same flawed assumptions that characterize imperialist writing -
- for example, that of Thomas Carlyle. As Edward Said observes:

Carlyle speaks a language of total generality, anchored in unshakable certainties about

the essence of races, peoples, cultures, all of which need little elucidation because they

are familiar to his audience. He speaks the ‘lingua franca’ for metropolitan Britain:
global, comprehensive, and with so vast a social authority as to be accessible to

anyone speaking to and about the nation (Said 1993: 123).

It is quite likely that Mutswairo, who was schooled at Adams College, where
"essayists such as ...Carlyle were revered examples of excellence" (Smith 1988: 8), reacted
to the notion of white supremacism expressed in imperialistic writing. However, Mapondera
accepts the idea that there are, as Said summarizes it, "unshakable certainties about the

essence of races, peoples [and] cultures" (ibid.). This outlook informs Mutswairo’s nativism.

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), nativism is "the doctrine of innate ideas":
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Mutswairo’s nativism can be explained as the attributing of innate qualities to specific races
of people.
Edward Said argues that:
to accept nativism is to accept the consequences of imperialism, the racial, religious,
and political divisions imposed by imperialism itself. To leave the historical world
for the metaphysics of essences like negritude, Irishness, Islam, or Catholicism is to
abandon history for essentializations that have the power to turn human beings against
each other; often this abandonment of the secular world has led to a sort of
millenarianism if the movement has a mass base, or it has degenerated into small-scale
private craziness, or into an unthinking acceptance of stereotypes, myths, animosities,
and traditions encouraged by imperialism (1993: 276).
Mutswairo was certainly not alone in making some of the flawed assumptions above.
In her social-history, Veit-Wild argues that most other early Zimbabwean writers accepted the
imperialistic concepts and definitions of ‘progress’ and ‘enlightenment’ unquestioningly
(1993a: 339). The work of other first generation authors shows some of the same

characteristics as Mutswairo’s novel.

Stanlake Samkange, in one of his historical novels, Year of the Uprising, also

mythologizes the events of 1896-7 as he tries to establish a continuum between the First and
Second Chimurengas.”® At one point, Shona and Ndebele chiefs and leaders meet in a joint
procession to Great Zimbabwe and a religious shrine at Mwari. In her analysis of the book,
Flora Veit-Wild states that there is no historical evidence for this at all but that the link-up
is presented as though it might be factual (1993a: 126). The Oracle of Zimbabwe appears
through a possessed spirit-medium and appeals to the people to take up arms against the white
settlers. This scene recalls a similar one in Mapondera where the spirit of Chaminuka appears
to Mapondera through the spirit-medium Nehanda with the same appeal.

Chennells argues that Veit-Wild has missed the point here:

%% Stanlake Samkange was a trained Professor of History, surprisingly.
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Anyone with the slightest knowledge of the country’s past knows that such a meeting

[between Shona and Ndebele chiefs] could not have taken place: the reader

encountering this episode in the novel knows that it must be serving purposes other

than purely historical (1993: 126).

I take Chennells’s point but Samkange must have known that his readership was mostly an
international one at this time (given the fact that he had to publish his books overseas because
they were likely to be banned in the then Rhodesia). Also, it is not entirely clear what
purpose the piece does serve. If it is meant to be allegorical, it is strangely out of kilter with
the rest of the novel (which is -- ostensibly -- a re-enactment of real historical events).

I agree with Veit-Wild that Samkange seems to have fabricated this myth with a
nationalist agenda in mind. Other first generation nationalist writers also drew on the spirit-
medium myths expounded by Ranger to emphasize a proud heritage of national unity and
patriotism. The 1896-7 rebellions did not have these dimensions at all. Cobbing states that
Ranger was mistaken in stressing "the rising as the opening bars of the symphony of African
nationalism" (1976: 459). So too were Mutswairo, Samkange, Vambe and other ‘historical’
writers.

More than a decade after the ‘Second Chimurenga’, however, the idea of a

homogeneous pre-colonial community still permeates Zimbabwean politics and informs much

literary criticism. Kahari in The Search for Zimbabwean Identity (1980) and Zimunya in his

Those Years of Drought and Hunger: the birth of Zimbabwean literature in English (1982)

were also still drawing on the Ranger myths - despite contradicting historical evidence which
was emerging in the 1970s, and Ranger’s own retraction in 1979.
Such an emphasis is strange given that Ranger had aiready retracted much of what he had

written in his preface to the second edition of Revolt:

It is now ten years since Revolt in Southern Rhodesia was published and ten years is
a long time in Africa and in African historiography....If I were writing about the
risings today, I would certainly do so very differently (1979: XI).
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In The Search for Zimbabwean Identity Kahari refers to Samkange’s Year of the

Uprising as "another historical novel which shows how the African spirit media influenced
the people in resisting the Charter Company Administration" (1980: 19), although he
comments that:

The role of the spirit mediums in the wars, which both Mutswairo in Mapondera and
Samkange in Year of the Uprising emphasize is difficult to determine. In my opinion
this role is being over-emphasized and I feel this is due to the influence of Ranger’s
Revolt in Southern Affrica and the African Voice which have strongly influenced both
Samkange and Mutswairo. Recent historians have shown this to be exaggerated" (74).

Zimunya, in Those Years of Drought and Hunger, published in 1982, notes the

"documental-historical significance" of Samkange’s work and the central role of the spirit
mediums (Pattison 1994: 5-6). He states that:

all nationalists at any time after 1896 knew that fighting the settlers with

divided ranks was the surest course to disaster. Perhaps what might bear some

credence is the re-emergence of Chaminuka, the Shona spiritual overlord
associated with national uprising. We have already stated that his name is
associated with historical crisis in Zimbabwe and is a vital archetypal element

in our art and literature (Zimunya 1982: 37).

Zimunya’s continued emphasis on the role of the spirits and the spirit mediums forms an
integral part of his nationalist reading of Zimbabwean literature.

The Ranger myths, despite being discredited, have endured well into Zimbabwe’s post-
independence phase, and the reason is clear. The imagining of a strong, united people
without internal divisions and differences was a source of strength and inspiration for those
fighting against the Rhodesians during the Second Chimurenga. It is obvious therefore why
Revolt would have struck a chord and become popular before independence. The myths still
hold currency with nationalist critics today because they link the past with the present and
promote the idea of a homogeneous black Zimbabwean culture.

Such an outlook is in keeping with the intentions of the present leadership in

Zimbabwe. After independence, cultural homogeneity and unity were stressed by the Mugabe
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of Independence Africa does not tolerate cynics like Armah’s ‘man’ and
Nyamfukudza’s Sam and ‘tourists’ like Mungoshi’s Lucifer....Zimbabwe needs a
literature that reflects its people’s heroic efforts to re-discover themselves, literature
that is imbued with local colour and perspective. This is the sacred duty for
Zimbabwe’s writers (1983: 9-10). -

Zinyemba’s criticism indicates‘the rigidness of the nationalist position and the pressure on
writers to fulfil their "sacred duty" and be a part of this programme. To a great extent, this
view is one which still persists in Zimbabwe today. The idea of a writer’s "duty” to his
nation or continent was stated in a more subtle and poetic manner by Chenjerai Hove when
he won the Noma Award for Bones in 1989 and declared in his acceptance speech that:

Writers have this immense responsibility of persuading the world to listen to the many
cries of Africa. As writers, we have as well to turn around and be publicists for the
sake of the survival of our people....African writers have to perform the task of
helping to awaken the consciences of the world to the plight of the powerless in a
world where the muscle of arms rather than morality seems to determine the fate of
life (Veit-Wild 1993: 314).

In 1986 Marechera had meanwhile stated the counterpoint to this position:

African literature as far as it has developed up to 1986 has been a very pale version
of what it could be. One-handedly it promotes those very, very political ideals which
are to do with the authentification of the African image and decolonisation and all
that.

I think I am the doppelgéinger whom, until I appeared, African literature had
not yet met. And in this sense I would question anyone calling me an African writer.
Either you are a writer or you are not. If you are a writer for a specific nation or a
specific race, then fuck you.- In other words, the direct international experience of
every single living entity is, for me, the inspiration to write (Veit-Wild 1992: 221).

Marechera refused to be "a writer for a specific nation or a specific race" and he was thus
condemned on many occasions for being ‘Europeanized’ or ‘irrelevant’. While Marechera
may have been irreverent, he was certainly not irrelevant. As Gerald Gaylard states:
the nationalist or ethnocentric political agenda in [this kind of] criticism ...is not
adequate to the task of a fuller analysis of him. It is overly prescriptive to the extent
that it can only produce a negative critique and cannot find value in that which does
not fit neatly into it. This prescriptiveness runs the danger of being as deterministic

as imperial thinking (1993: 74).

The following analysis of three texts, The Non-Believer’s Journey, Waiting for the
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Rain, and The House of Hunger, by Nyamfukudza, Mungoshi and Marechera respectively,

serves to illustrate their problemaﬁzation of the nationalist perspective, their scepticism of the
notion of heroes, and their rejection of a number of myths. This troika constifutes an
important movement in Zimbabwean literature; and it is useful to compare the three authors
so as to contextualize Marechera’s own assault on the nationalist tradition in Zimbabwean
writing.
Zinyemba contends that:
To move from Nyamfukudza to Marechera is to move from cynicism to oblivion, from
sickness to death, to nothingness ...If Nyamfukuda is a descendant of the British and
European Decadence, Marechera is his cousin (1983: 10).
It is my contention that these authors did not break ranks with tradition for no apparent
reason, as Zinyemba implies. By establishing some of the common threads in their writing,
the analysis below outlines some of the reasons for their controversial abandonment of the

nationalist perspective. A comparison of the ‘non-believers’ is useful in a study of Marechera

because it serves to contextualize his own virulent attack on the ideology of nationalism.

The Non-Believer’s Journey

Sam (the protagonist of Nyamfukudza’s novel) is an anti-hero in contrast to the hero
protagonists of many nationalist novels. Ironically he is a teacher, which is usually a
respected position in Zimbabwean society, and one which often entails expectations of social
responsibility. As the title suggests, however, Sam is a ‘non-believer’, a free-thinking
individual who does not consider himself accountable to any particular group or community.
In this regard the protagonist echoes Nyamfukudza’s own view, as stated in an interview:

The only responsibility I have is that of any other citizen. Books are not as influential
as people want to think. My responsibility is to be as honest to myself and therefore



51

to society as I can. I think it is presumptuous for an author to say he is a teacher, but
in Africa writers are seen as people who have something significant to say (Maveneka
1983: 5).

Nyamfukudza’s view of the writer’s role echoes that of Marechera’s. (Both, interestingly, are

in diametric opposition to that f)f Hove.)

The Non-Believer’s Journey is the story of Sam’s journey from Highfield township

near (the then) Salisbury to his relatives in the rural area of Mtoko for the funeral of his
Uncle Mahachi who has been killed by guerrillas because he was a police informer. The
narrative moves from scenes of poverty, violence, prostitutes, beer-halls and night-clubs in
the township to a contrasting, yet also chaotic rural setting.

A third pérson omniscient narrator frames the narrative. In Part Two the family
history of Sam is traced and we are given the picture of a society fragmented even at the time

of the arrival of the colonizers. In The Non-Believer’s Journey there is no golden age for

Sam to look back to because, as the narrator illustrates, his family history is bleak. ‘We are
told that Mtoko was not the original home of the Mapfekas but that:
They had come there from the Honde Valley, which had been spared the intertribal
warfare endemic between the two main tribes in the years before the white man
moved in and named the country after his own kind (Nyamfukudza 1980: 63).
Mapfeka himself is certainly not an ancestor to be proud of. He is described as a
tyrant who fled the Honde Valley with his family because he was responsible for the brutal
murder of a girl as a sick joke in retribution for a prank played on him. He also:
played a prominent role in the suppression of the Chimurenga rebellion of 1896 and
1897 and acted as the vigorous leader of the detested African blacklegs in the revenge
massacres with which the white man swept the country when he was defeated (65).
We are told that Mapfeka became the Chief African policeman in the Mtoko area and

acquired considerable wealth but when he died, his seven widows plotted, planned and incited

their sons to pillage his estate selfishly: "It was as if the unruly demon which reigned over
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his father’s spirit had splintered into a multitude of squabbling, self-destructive little devils"
(66).

The numerous squabbles and divisions within the Mapfeka family cannot be directly
attributed to the arrival of colonialism. The evils of colonialism are shown as haf)pening

alongside the internal conflicts of the Mapfekas rather than as the root cause of them. In

stark contrast to Mutswairo’s Mapondera: A Soldier of Zimbabwe, therefore, Nyamfukudza’s

narrative departs from the notion of a simple causal link between the arrival of colonialism
and the loss of ‘purity’. It even questions the idea of ‘purity’ having ever existed.

The Chimurenga War is seen by the Mapfekas as a chance to settle old scores amongst
themselves more than an opportunity for liberation from white settler rule. Sell-outs to the
Rhodesian police or betrayals to ‘the Boys’ become the new ways in which old scores are
settled.”

The guerrilla fighters who attempt to impose a political unity and co-operation in
effect only contribute to the erosion of old values and the further disintegration of the
community. For example, two young men are ordered by ‘the Boys’ to batter their own
father to death, because he is perceived to be a police informer. This is a tragic and brutal
reversal of the traditional value system which ordinarily emphasizes respect for elders. It is
also symbolic of the breaking of family bonds. Like the boys who kill their own father, the
gﬁerrillas destroy the traditional structures of authority in the village. The co-operation of the
community is shown to be more the result of fear and intimidation than of dialogue and

consensus.>!

0 “The Boys’ was a colloquial expression for guerrilla fighters, who were usually very
young men. :

' cf. Norma Kriger’s "The Zimbabwean War of Liberation: Struggles within the

Struggle”, which refers to the same region and corroborates Nyamfukudza’s perspective (p.
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At the end of the novel the whole community is woken up in the dead of night by ‘the
Boys’ and marched off to a secluded spot. There they are made to form a circle, chant
revolutionary slogans and sing songs in support of the struggle. The guerrilla leader shouts:
"Chaminuka! Nehanda! Kagubi! Monomutapa! ...They started it, and they are still with us
now as we carry it on. Forward with the struggle" (105).

Sam finds himself in this circle against his will. In an earlier conversatibn with
Mudomini, he has already declared his contempt for precisely this type of politics:

I have no time for these ghosts and spirits and mediums dabbling with the past!...It’s

the worst nonsense of all! I don’t know what’s wrong with you people, spirit

mediums, moving about with guerrillas, what are they for? And they call themselves
socialists! Is it any wonder there’s tribalism in the armies, two tribal armies in fact.

How are you going to talk of your ancestral religion, and maybe perform the odd

ritual now and again in the bush, when the chap fighting next to you is a Matabele

and you are a Mushona? It’s a sure recipe for division and it makes me sick! (91).
Instead of accepting the unifying potential of the spirit-medium myths, Sam feels disgusted
that religion is being used to promote ethnocentrism and further division between the two
warring factions (ZANLA and ZIPRA).

Despite Sam’s assertion that "Everyone must choose for himself, we can’t all join up,
you know!" he is nevertheless put under immense pressure to lend material support to ‘the
Boys’ by smuggling medicines and supplies to them. Sam refuses to comply with
Chikwepa’s request and attacks his interrogator in defiance. Chikwepa shoots him and he

ironically dies at the hands of those who are ‘liberating’ him.

The Non-Believer’s Journey demythologizes both the ‘First” and ‘Second’

Chimurengas. It also deflates the nationalist idea of a simple black versus white conflict and
asks what the true meaning of liberation is. "A worthwhile death - to use Sam’s words - was

what he wanted" (113). Yet so often, as Sam had previously stated, the liberation war

319 especially).
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entailed:

stupid deaths, our own people fighting among themselves in the training camps
because this or that commander comes from this or that part of the country and they
incite the fighters in their petty, tribal power struggles. Chitepo is dead and who
knows how many others? No, I’ll choose my own way of going, let them sort out
their problems first, before they call on me to die for their rivalries (56).

A

One of Nyamfukudza’s projects was to refute myths and deflate grand notions of heroism and

The Non-Believer’s Journey indoubtedly achieves this. In a 1985 interview with Flora Veit-

Wild, Nyamfukudza stated that:

Heroes are so unique, they don’t really interest me; I am interested, by inclination, in
ordinary people; they may end up in exceptional situations. [ am much more
interested in how a particular, fairly average individual will respond to certaln testing
issues rather than a hero (Veit-Wild 1993: 255).

Waiting for the Rain

Charles Mungoshi’s Waiting for the Rain is also critical of the nationalist movement

in pre-independence Zimbabwe. According to Flora Veit-Wild:

Mungoshi’s work exemplifies the detachment of Generation 2 writing before 1980
from an ethnic and nationalist perspective....The complexity of the modern world
makes a return to a pure state of pre-colonial Africa impossible, and leads to a retreat
to "the inner self" of the individual ...Where the African people no longer appear as
a homogeneous entity opposed to the white rulers but are seen in their own multi-
faceted inner, social and economic contradictions, the extension of such contradictions
into a post-colonial society is anticipated (1993a: 296-7).

Like The Non-Believer’s Journey, Waiting for the Rain centres on an anti-hero rather

than a hero. Lucifer, as the name suggests, can be considered a ‘fallen angel’. The story
details his unenthusiastic home-coming after two years; it occurs over a three day period, and

it ends with him finally turning his back on his family to go overseas for further education
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Kedourie, states that:
"Nationalism is a doctrine invented in Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth
century." Every part of the nationalist doctrine ...can be taken apart and shown to have
been derived from some species of European thought. It is totally alien to the non-
European world: "it is neither something indigenous to these areas nor an irresistible
tendency of the human spirit everywhere, but rather an importation from Europe
clearly branded with thé mark of its origin." For the non-European world, in short,
nationalist thought does not constitute an autonomous discourse (Chatterjee 1986: 8).
The failure of nationalist critics to acknowledge this point constitutes a major blindspot.
Hence, the notion of a ‘pure’ and homogeneous African culture is seen more and more
to be a fallacy, and so too is the concept of a ‘pure’ African aesthetic of literature. Certainly,
this is true in the case of Zimbabwe, where there has always been an interchange of ‘African
and European forms and themes in the development of a literature. Veit-Wild’s social-history
of Zimbabwean writing (1993) draws attention to a process of "acculturation” which she
claims has affected most, if not all, of Zimbabwe’s black authors.*”
As demonstrated already in the example of Mutswairo’s transformation of orature into
realistic writing, we can conclude the fact that syncretism of literary themes and styles in pre-
independence Zimbabwe was common and unavoidable.

In a comprehensive survey conducted by Veit-Wild, Charles Dickens is ranked by

Zimbabwean writers as the third most favourite author during school years. William

“ The word "acculturation", which means the adoption or adaption of another culture,
implies a one-way process. This is quite controversial and probably not altogether accurate
because it does not sufficiently take into account questions of agency and the interaction of
cultures. Veit-Wild’s observation that there was a very significant appropriation of western
cultural values by blacks in Rhodesia is valid and relevant. However, there is a danger, as
Ania Loomba states, in forgetting that "English literature, like British education in general,
was not inserted upon a colonial vacuum but entered into a lively interaction with indigenous
educational practices and subjects, which both implicates them in the legitimization of the
English text, and registers the subversive potential of the encounter" (Loomba 1993: 311).
(Loomba’s reference is to India, but her comments, I think, apply to other former colonies
as well.)
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Shakespeare ties for first place with Patrick Chakaipa®, and Rider Haggard is listed as ninth
favourite (1993: 348). John Buchan was also mentioned as a favourite by a few of those
canvassed and Veit-Wild notes that Prester John was a prescribed text at most primary
schools. ‘

The extent to which the grand master narrative apparently took root in the
Zimbabwean literary canon is striking. As Veit-Wild notes:

Echoes of Haggard’s heroic, archaic style can be discerned in the historical novels by

Mutswairo and Stanlake Samkange... and Buchan’s perception of the African as a

passive ‘native’ have been a literary legacy in the adventure and romance stories of

Zimbabwean writers in the vernaculars (63).

While Rider Haggard and John Buchan may have left their mark on two of Zimbabwe’s early
writers:

The ‘Survey’ indicates that the [average] Zimbabwean student, impressed by the

stylistic and dramatic strength of the most widely read authors, Shakespeare and

Dickens, tended to adopt the value systems conveyed in their texts (221).

Some writers attempted to compensate for the colonial bias in their curriculum by exposing
themselves to African authors such as Chinua Achebe and Ngugi wa Thiong’o, but this had
to be done as an extra-curricular activity (Veit-Wild 1993: 221).

The European classical canon had a profound impact on African writing and an
assimilation of ‘European’ culture was inevitable. No-one was ‘immune’ to it and it cannot
be erased. My point here is to problematize the concept of a ‘pure African’ aesthetic of
literature, supposedly untainted by the ‘modern’ and ‘corrupting’ influences of Europe. The

notion of a ‘pure’, ‘untainted’, ‘African’ set of influences in literature is completely mythical.

Certainly, in the case of Zimbabwe, it is not plausible. Yet this seems to be an underlying

% Chakaipa wrote in Shona and combined moralistic Christian messages with traditional
African fables. His overwhelming popularity with surveyed writers shows the degree to
which Judaeo-Christian (missionary) values impacted on early black Zimbabwean writing (and
vice-versa, of course).
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premise in the criticisms of Zimunya, Okonkwo, Mzamane, Wylie, Zinyemba and other
nationalist critics.

After commenting on what he perceives to be the ‘decadent’ writing of Marechera and
Nyamfukudza, Zinyemba states that: "The question that should be asked at this point is: with
such a neurosis and so much foreign matter at its base, in what direction is Zimbabwean
literature developing? (1983: 10; emphasis added). My reply is that there has always been
"foreign matter" in Zimbabwean literature, just as there has always been "foreign matter" in
most world literatures. Why must this be seen as a necessarily a negative attribute? Also,
why is this criticism only applied in selective circumstances? Nationalist/realist writing is
also ‘Europeanized’. In Zimbabwe, where there has always been a mixture of cultufes, and
there has always been an ongoing process of cultural syncretism; all Zimbabwean literature
has always been implicated in this. It would be next to impossible to completely extricate
oneself from global influences and suddenly write ‘pure’ indigenous literature -- especially
in view of the colonial legacy.

Critics who prescribe "a Zimbabwean authenticity”, in the manner of Mzamane, have
not defined what they mean by these terms. Moreover, they seem strangely oblivious to the
particular social and historical context which has shaped the sensibilities, and therefore the
writing, of most Zimbabwean authors. Almost all black Zimbabwean writers ha{/e been
educated in a system steeped in colonial and Eurocentric values. Those were just the
circumstances. It seems therefore ridiculous to single Marechera out as ‘aberrant’ for

imbibing European influences.

Open-endedness Versus Closure

In examining the criticisms against Marechera, it is interesting to note that the
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‘unfinished’ quality of his work has been highlighted as a flaw by nationalist critics.
Zimunya criticizes Marechera for the ending of "House of Hunger", where the mysterious old
man wanders in from nowhere to tell "stories that were oblique, rambling and fragmentary"
(Marechera 1978: 79). He points out that:

t

[E]verything suggests that he ought to return to Julia after the X-Ray paragraph (p.77).

Instead we have an interminable ramble which manages to derail the story. There is

no technical link between the last fragment of the novella beginning "It was the House

of Hunger.." (p.77) and the rest of the story (Zimunya 1982: 118).

It is true that the narrator does not return to Julia with whom he has been engaged in
conversation for a good part of the narrative; and it does seem, as Zimunya points out, that
the novella is therefore technically ‘unfinished’ -- but not for the negative reasons that
Zimunya suggests. Rather, this is a typical feature of Marechera’s work and one which is so
pervasive that it can be viewed as quite intentional. The intention can also be seen as
positive in that open-endedness tends to produce an active, critical reader -- a point which I
will return to shortly.

Once again, Zimunya’s reference to a realist checklist in this instance, with regard to
closure, is noted. Closure is a hallmark of the classic realist novel. Typically, the classic
realist novel is a linear one, with a clear beginning, a middle and a neat ending. As Catherine
Belsey states:

the movement of classic realist narrative towards closure ensures the reinstatement of

order, sometimes a new order, sometimes the old restored, but always intelligible

because familiar. Decisive choices are made, identity is established, the murderer is
exposed, or marriage generates a new set of subject-positions. The epilogue common
in nineteenth-century novels describes the new order, now understood to be static, and
thus isolates and emphasizes a structural feature which is left implicit in other realist

texts (1980: 75).

Belsey points to the writer’s intention in relation to readership: the reader is assured that no

chaos or danger lie ahead in the reading of the narrative.

With its deliberate open-endedness, "House of Hunger" explodes the whole notion of
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closure: the ‘ending’ is disruptive rather than conclusive because the eccentric old man’s
stories raise more questions than they provide answers. One of his parables, in fact, can be
seen as drawing the reader’s attention to the futility of attempting closure:

"A writer drew a circle in the sand and stepping into it said ‘This is my novel,” but
the circle, leaping, cut iim clean through," he said (Marechera 1978: 81).

One might infer from this that Marechera viewed any attempt to present a novel as ‘complete’
as destined to failure -- and as creative suicide for the writer.

The House of Hunger thus flies in the face of a nationalist aesthetic because, as

Abdulrazak Gurnah states:

The desire for a unified narrative, which is a yearning for lost wholeness in historical

and cultural experience, is also a desire for order. It imposes and expresses an

imperative which is simultaneously self-defining and self-validating (1995: 1‘10).
With open-endedness and deliberate discontinuity, Marechera ruptures the unified narrative
and destabilizes that nationalist "desire for order.” For Marechera, both the colonial and the
nationalist imperatives were repressive, in that they both imposed a form of authority that he
found unacceptable and incompatible with his own world view. For the nationalist 'and the
realist, the unity of traditional narrative form is a means of imposing a certain order. For
Marechera transgressing the grand master narrative was a means of dismantling its
prescriptive and hegemonic world view. It is hardly surprisingly, therefore, why he has been
sharply censured by nationalist critics, mostly on the grounds of his aesthetic. The nationalist
critic, like the realist critic, desires closure -- and (thereby) agreement with the prévailing
rulers of the day.

Closure is a means of sealing off and validating the social and moral universe that the
grand master narrative purports to represent. Conventionally, the device signals to the reader

that the story is now at an end and he or she is to accept the conclusions and ‘truth’ of the

text without further questioning. Conversely, in the absence of closure, questions remain
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unanswered and the reader is not presented with any absolute or authoritative ‘truth’ -- and
is sometimes actually invited to doubt the validity of what he or she is presented with. We
see this very clearly in "House of Hunger", where in fact the old man specifically states:
"Don’t take these things too se{iously. They are just the ramblings of a tramp" (1978: 82).
(The tramp-figure, an outsider in society, symbolizes transgression.) A sceptical and critical
reader is produced by such a text; and the strategy is a deliberate one. It subverts thé notion
of one universal and rational truth and it suggests (as much modernist writing does) that ‘the
truth’ is subjective, relative, and multiple.

Zimunya’s praise for the structure of Wilson Katiyo’s nationalist text, A Son of the
Soil, exemplifies the nationalist desire for linearity, closure, and a singulaf, objectivé notion
of ‘the truth’. Katiyo’s novel consists of three books: "In the Beginning", "Disciovering
Time", and "Closing the Circle". The origin of the struggle for liberation is pinpointed in "In
the Beginning". "Discovering the Time" deals with Alexio, the protagonist’s journey of
discovery. In Book Three, "Closing the Circle", a resolution occurs. Alexio resolves to join
the armed struggle; he participates in a new offensive against the Rhodesians at the safne time
that his lover, Joyce, gives birth to their first child. As Zimunya says, approvingly, "it’s as
if we are back to The Year of the Uprising, Chindunduma" (1982: 95). Zimunya indicates
a cycle of continuity which instills a sense of restored unity emphasized by this closure. He
stétes that "This is the climax of Katiyo’s achievement" (95).

The desire for closure and order, as indicated by Zimunya’s critiques and Katiyo’s
novel, highlights another incongruity and irony in African nationalist thought, conveniently
not raised by its adherents. This is the point that closure and linearity are not concepts which
are indigenous to Africa, but cultural imports that arrived with colonialism. In traditional pre-

colonial African societies time and space were conceived as spiral and fluid concepts: they
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were not considered to be rigid and linear that modern western (capitalist) culture now defines

them as.*’
Fixed lines, borders and boundaries arrived with the colonizer whose project,

' to the ‘dark continent’. With reason and logic

ostensibly, was to bring ‘Enlightenment
(the tools of nineteenth-century imperialism), Europeans condemned and subordinated
Africans, seeing them as ‘savages’ in need of ‘civilization’. The Enlightenment, through its
project of colonization, precipitated in a violent re-ordering of the continent. Violence was
performed on the minds as well as the bodies of Africans. It was ‘justified’ by the
philosophy of the Enlightenment, the explorers and the missionaries; and it frequently took
the form of the Bible and the bullet.

Hence, an important rationale for Marechera’s rejection of the nineteenth;century
realist novel was his desire to completely dissociate himself from the ideology of the

Enlightenment -- which is integral to master realist narratives. As he comments in his anti-

realist novel, The Black Insider, ‘reason’ and ‘logic’ were used by European missionaries and

teachers to colonize the minds of Africans in a destructive manner:

Thoughts that think in straight lines cannot see round corners; the missionaries
and teachers saw to that. We were taught to want to go where a straight line goes and
to look back over the shoulder to where the straight lines come from.

Logic is an attitude. It freezes us forever in the icy tumult of all the cursed
attitudes they stuffed into us.”

7 See Kagame (1976), especially p. 99. The linear concept of time developed in Europe
at roughly the same time that there was a shift from feudalism to capitalism, at the beginning
of the modern age.

*® The Enlightenment was characterized by "a trust in man’s reason ...[and] the belief that
the application of reason was rapidly dissipating the darkness and superstition, prejudice and
barbarity (Abrams 1988: 50). This belief was very significant in the colonial project.

# V.Y. Mudimbe notes that "the missionary’s objectives had to be co-extensive with his
country’s political and cultural perspectives on colonization, as well as with the Christian
view of his mission." Quoting A.J. Christopher, he states that "missionaries, possibly more
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To emphasize his point, he continues that:

Straightforward things leave no room for the imagination; they allow no other
perspectives. The tyranny of straightforward things is more oppressive and more
degrading than such idle monstrosities as life and death, apartheid and beerdrinking,
a stamp album and Jew-baiting (1990: 37).

"Straightforward things" (meaning the oppressive, authoritative concepts of the
Enlightenment, such as logic, linearity, and closure), which justified the violation of Africa
and Africans, are essential elements in nineteenth-century realism. Marechera’s abandonment
of linearity and "rationality" in his narratives does not demonstrate a "naiveté" as some have
suggested, but rather an acute awareness of the enduring colonial legacy in some of its more
subtle, insidious, and long-lasting manifestations. The implication is that Marechera objects
to and rejects the internalized oppression fostered by colonialism in the black mind -- one that
allowed the authority of the Enlightenment to define and identify the African as inférior.

In view of the above, what Kahari has described as a "progressive development
towards realism," in Zimbabwean fiction is not necessarily "progressive" in my opinion at all.
The "strong link with the English type of realism," (1982: 108) which Kahari observes, raises
issues for concern rather than cause for celebration and complacency. Kahari’s remgrk that
"With such sure foundations the Shona novel will become a vital part of the new Zimbabwean
nation" (110) is problematic because it reveals an unquestioning faith in a form which has
frequently marginalized and disadvantaged non-European perspectives. Nineteenth-century
English realism is a model that is particularly fraught with problematic constructs and
assumptions.

Although most critics of Zimbabwean literature continue to privilege realism in their

than members of other branches of the colonial establishment, aimed at the radical
transformation of indigenous society....They therefore sought, whether consciously or
unconsciously, the destruction of pre-colonial societies and their replacement by new Christian
societies in the image of Europe" (Mudimbe 1988: 47).
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complicit in an ideological project. White states that narrative is an "apparatus for the
production of meaning." It is not simply a "vehicle for the transmission of information about
an extrinsic referent.”" The form of a text does not merely convey meaning: it is part and
parcel of the meaning and the .'‘content’ of the discourse consists as much of its fofm as it
does of whatever information might be extracted from a reading of it" (White 1984: 19).
The nationalist critic’s use of classic realism as a model and a checklist is also an
indication of the writer’s or critic’s ideological agenda. Similarly, Marechera’s revolt against

conventional realism parallels his rejection of a particular ideology, which he found to be

oppressive and too co-operative with the ruling hegemony.

The Novel and the Nation-State

Nationalist criticisms of Marechera highlight some of the connections between the
conventional novel form and the ideology of the nation-state, which it is necessary to pursue
in order to uncover some of the intentions behind the author’s transgressive narrative
strategies. Literature has, historically, played a significant role in defining the nation. As
Timothy Brennan argues:

The rise of the modern nation-state in Europe in the late eighteenth and early

nineteenth centuries is inseparable from the forms and subjects of imaginative

literature ...[L]iterature participated in the formation of nations through the creation
of ‘national print media’ -- the newspaper and the novel[;]...it was especially the novel

that was crucial in defining the nation as an ‘imagined community’ (1990: 48).
Brennan argues that the novel "allowed people to imagine the special community that was the
nation" (49). His reference is to Benedict Anderson’s definition of the nation which is:

an imagined political community -- and imagined as both inherently limited and

sovereign.

It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never
know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the
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carnivalesque aesthetic of Mikhail Bakhtin (from which he derives the idea of the Menippean
novel, a point for further discussion in Chapter Three). Simon Dentith observes that
Bakhtin’s aesthetic "celebrates the anarchic, body-based and grotesque elements of popular
culture, and seeks to mobilize them against the humourless seriousness of official culture"
(1995: 66).

Marechera was able to use the carnivalesque aesthetic as a vehicle for potent political
satire and stinging social criticism. "The Skin of Time: plays by Buddy" are a prime
example. In "Blitzkrieg", a drama of bed-hopping and bribery, which is set in the near vicinity
of an over-used toilet, one of the characters, the disaffected Alfie, laments that:

there are many shades of black but the only true one is that of the have-nots.
Don’t mean to sound bitter -- yes, I do mean to sound bitter, but it seems to
me for all the ideals our independence is supposed to represent, it’s still the
same old ox-wagon of the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer.
There’s even an attempt to make poverty a holy and acceptable condition. You
say you’re hungry, and the shef> peers over his three chins down at you and
says Comrade, you’re the backbone of the revolution as if your life’s ambition
is to be as thin and lean as a mosquito’s backbone. And you try to say "Shef,
I don’t want to be the backbone, 1 want to be the big belly of the struggle
against neocolonialism like the one you got there underneath that Castro
beard". And before you even finish what you are saying he’s got the CIO and
the police and you are being marched at gunpoint to the interrogation barracks
(1984: 37-38).

Alfie’s soliloquy illustrates that Marechera’s writing in post-independence Zimbabwe was
neither ‘bourgeois’ nor ‘élitist’ in its outlook. On the contrary, it was very often a voice for

the marginalized, dispossessed and downtrodden in society.

In Mindblast, Marechera also employed a magical realist mode in an effort to resist
what he considered to be a repressive and ridiculous official culture. Amaryll Beatrice

Chanady states some of the traits of magical realism as follows:

55 Shef is a colloquial word in Zimbabwe for a member of the ruling élite. Povo, its
antonym, means the proletariat.
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One of these is the occurrence of the supernatural or anything that is contrary to our

conventional view of reality ...[M]agical realism gives us a world view that does not

depend on natural laws, and is not based on objective reality. However the fictitious

world is not entirely divorced from reality either (1985: 18-19).
Magical realism of course violates the realist checklist, previously outlined, in that it focuses
its lens on the bizarre and extraordinary, rather than the "natural" and the "ordinary". Its
interest is not in "common, average and everyday or contemporary experiences" (Mzamane
1992: 94).

In the Prologue to "Grimknife Jr’s Story", Rix, a giant fat, purring cat is conducting
an interrogation of Grimknife Jr:

Rix was the Reorientation Officer. Rix was the head of this establishment. Grimknife

Jr was the mental delinquent who had been dragged here to be reorientated.

Grimknife Jr was angry; he could not quite grasp what his crime was. Rix chuckled,

an odd purring sound that matched the slow approach of darkness (Marechera 1984:

45).
The allegorical dimensions of this narrative soon become apparent to the reader: Rix
represents the repressive new Zimbabwean state and Grimknife Jr represents a ‘dissident’
writer (i.e. Dambudzo Marechera). The "Jr" in Grimknife Jr’s name also denotes youth, and
the new generation of Zimbabweans whom he possibly symbolizes.

Rix explains to Grimknife Jr that he is here to "Help you become a useful citizen."
He wants to turn him into "Someone who is the spitting image of Duty, Responsibility and
Patriotism," and he announces that "We are all expected to contribute to the P.E. [the
Progressive Effort]" (45).

Grimknife says "Aw fuck it all". This is not the prescribed response!:

Rix looked gravely at the boy. "That’s your other crime. Using obscene
language. What would your father, the Classicist and Philologist, say if he heard you
speaking like this?"

"He’d curse like a sailor, sir."

"What have you got against decent language?"
"It’s obscenely unnatural," the youth countered.
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"Decency is unnatural?"
"It is - to unnatural people."
"Those are dissidents."

"Look. Officer Rix, earlier on you called me a mental delinquent. What’s
that?"

"You do not think the way everyone else thinks."
The youth, amazed, looked hard at Rix.

"But all my life I have never thought!" he shouted (46).
The anti-realist satire of Rix and Grimknife Jr is obviously an attack on the oppressiveness
and absurdity of prescribed "rational" thought, as well as the dogmatic and totalitarian attitude
of the new establishment in Zimbabwe. The boy refuses, on principle, to agree that "one plus
one is two," and instead states that "I prefer it to be anything I choose" (47). The story thus
symbolizes Marechera’s own defiance of prescribed and conventional patterns of thought, his
refusal to accept the new social and political status quo, and his determination to seek
alternative forms of expression to standard realism.

Marechera was homeless and living on the streets of Harare at the time of writing
Mindblast and he felt the circumstances which faced him in newly independent Zimbabwe
to be strange indeed. Hence, he commented that, "[fJor me the only way to express this
Harare is to experiment with all available literary styles and perhaps come to a successful
combination" (Veit-Wild 1992a: 311). It can be argued that Marechera’s experimentation
with non-realist forms in Mindblast produces an effect more devastating than standard forms
of realism could ever achieve. Mindblast irritated the new establishment in Zimbabwe and
set Marechera on a collision course with the authorities, not because it was ‘irrelevant’ but
perhaps because it was too relevant. As mentioned previously, the author was arrested and

detained by the CIO during the Zimbabwe International Book Fair of 1984, ironically where

Mindblast was launched.>®

% See Veit-Wild (1992a: 333-334).
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in the act of using them, like Kurt Vonnegut, for example, who brings "the real historical
author onto the same plane as his own fictitious characters" (Lodge 1981: 15). As David
Lodge points out, this questions the whole business of reading and writing literary fictions
(15). It can also be a means of exposing the political agendas which motivate the reading and
writing of fictions. ‘.

The above examples show that Marechera’s experiments with literary form were often
aimed at problematizing notions of neutrality and transparency in grand master narratives, as
well as the myth of the invisible, infallible author. As Chanady comments:

Every text reveals the presence of its author. There is no such thing as a completely

impersonal narrative. As Wayne Booth points out: "We must never forget that though

the author can to some extent choose his disguises, he can never choose to disappear.”

(1985: 121).

Marechera, certainly, was aware of this fact and some of its implications. Anvauthor,
necessarily, brings his or her mindset and a set of assumptions to the text.

Catherine Belsey’s comments, here, are instructive. She states that:

Assumptions about literature involve assumptions about language and about meaning,

and these in turn involve assumptions about human society. The independent universe

of literature and the autonomy of criticism are illusory (1980: 29).

Literature and literary discourse are produced by language; material, social and historical
conditions; various ideologies; conscious and unconscious states of mind. They are not
independent of these factors, as Belsey states. She moreover argues that "Realism is plausible
not because it reflects the world, but because it is constructed out of what is (discursively)

familiar" (47), and "post-Saussurean linguistics undermines the possibility of expressive

realism" (52).

Marechera’s unorthodox narrative strategies, such as the shock tactics, montage, the

alienation effect, and metafiction were cognizant of wide-reaching, complex literary, cultural
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emotion, my own sense of what I mean when I say, | am Dambudzo Marechera
(Veit-Wild 1992: 311).

Hence the deep introspection (but also the self-reflexive irony) that characterizes his work.
Ironically enough, as a testament to his philosophy, this ‘narcissistic’ technique has produced
some of the most forthright soéial commentary to emerge from Zimbabwe (an issue which
will be the subject of discussion in the next chapter).

To be an individualist and to foreground one’s subjective viewpoint in African
literature, however, is to turn one’s back on a long tradition of ‘socially-conscious’ realistic
writing. As Marechera explained in an interview with Alle Lansu in 1986:

There are two traditions in African literature: one I will call the traditionalist outlook,
whose leader is Chinua Achebe and Ngugi wa Thiong’o also belongs to it; then there
is the other, I would call it the modernist group, represented by Wole Soyinka and Ayi
Kwei Armah and myself. The three of us are always described as individualists, and
this word is used in a very insulting way. If people accuse you of individualism, then
they are actually saying you are a reactionary, you are a capitalist in your approach
to art, you are not a writer of the people. The traditionalist group is the one which
is very strongly approved of here in Zimbabwe, because their writing is very moral,
it’s easily used in schools as textbooks, and, especially in terms of Ngugi, it is very
socialist. I like his works but he disturbs me in one respect: he believes that writing
is not a profession but an instrument for the masses to come to power, and that
therefore a writer should write about their struggles (Veit-Wild 1992: 44).

Although Marechera could admire the works of an astute socialist realist such as Ngugi, he
nevertheless rejected the imposition of any prescriptions for writing. Unfortunately, writing
in Zimbabwe in the 1980s entailed a battle against numerous prescriptions and proscriptions.
The prescriptions of nationalist and socialist critics derive in large part from the
theories of Georg Lukdcs, whose influence on African literature and criticism has been
immense -- as Lilford argues:
Lukdcsian theory is transformed from an attack on ‘bourgeois’ modernism, to an
attack on ‘western’ modernism. African writers are expected to write liberating texts
in the language of the people, rather than to experiment with form and structure....The
label ‘individualist’ in African literary circles corresponds directly to the Lukdcsian

‘subjective’. It denigrates those who refuse to produce socially-approved texts (1996:
2 15).
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Mugabe’s ZANU-PF, Tekere fell victim to the same type of political intolerance. ZUM too
was soon to accuse the government, with justification, of obstructing their political rallies and
misrepresenting them in the state-controlled media as a danger to ‘national unity’.%®

Marechera’s social criticism in Mindblast remains relevant because it addresses
prevailing attitudes in Zimbabwe that have continued well into the 1990s. Although the
ZANU-PF government has abandoned its goal of establishing a one-party state, it has
nevertheless continued in its attempts to ‘cleanse’, ‘purify’ and homogenize Zimbabwean
society. In 1991, for example, squatter camps on the outskirts of Harare were bulldozed and
burnt to the ground by the Harare City Council in preparation for the Commonwealth Heads
of Government Meeting and a visit by the Queen of England. Other incidents also reveal that
the political landscape in Zimbabwe is still characterized by fagades and pretences.

In his inaugural address to the other Commonwealth leaders at the plush Harare
Sheraton Conference Centre, Robert Mugabe stated that:

Time has come for us to take a close look at ourselves. We are members of the

Commonwealth in good faith as long as we continue to uphold the principles we have

proclaimed. Indeed, when we ourselves, individually and collectively, betray our own

principles, we cannot proclaim ourselves as champions of human rights wherever they

are violated. The principle of democracy must be a pervading one as much for the

Commonwealth as for its every member (Anon., Moto 1991: 4).
Less than twenty four hours later, Mugabe was being accused by University of Zimbabwe
students of gross hypocrisy. Riot police, wielding batons and brandishing arms, sealed off

the University campus to prevent the students from marching in the streets in front of the

foreign guests. No one was allowed to enter or leave the campus as police fought running

% Prior to the 1990 General Election, representatives of the ZANU-PF Youth League
attacked (and nearly killed) the ZUM candidate for Gweru, Patrick Kombayi. Despite their
conviction for attempted murder, they were immediately given a full presidential pardon from
Robert Mugabe. On the other hand, ZUM youths who were involved in scuffles, initiated
apparently by the ZANU-PF Youth League, were detained indefinitely without charge under
the Emergency Powers Act until some time after the election.
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battles with students who were protesting the impositioﬁ of the recent University Amendment
Act and the National Council of Higher Education Act -- two pieces of repressive legislation
which effectively stripped the University of its academic freedom.

Mugabe told the BBC that the protesting students were nothing more than rapists,
drunkards and drug addicts who were prone to violence, and a danger to public security, and
that they could not therefore be allowed onto the streets of Harare (ibid. 4-5). Responding
to allegations of heavy-handedness, he said in his stern, paternalistic schoolmaster voice:
"They are our children. We will discipline them our way" (ibid. 5-6).

Totalitarian tendencies also have been evident in the government’s crack-downs on
civil disobedience and industrial action by unions.* Socio-economic repression and political
repression remain a reality in Zimbabwe. Amidst widespread discontent, following a dramatic
fall in living standards for the majority of Zimbabweans under the government’ Economic and
Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP), unpopular minorities have been targeted as the

new ‘enemies’ of Zimbabwean society.

6 1 refer to Richard Carver’s (1989) report on this issue. The 1985 Labour Relations Act
states that workers do not have the right to strike without government approval. Under the
Labour Relations Act, workers in the so-called "essential services" have no right to withdraw
their labour (Carver 1989: 63).

In May 1989 seventy-seven junior doctors who withheld their labour, for reasons of
pay and working conditions, were arrested and charged under the Law and Order
(Maintenance) Act (of 1960). As a consequence of this strike, the government introduced
new, even more punitive, legislation (Carver 1989: 63). The railway artisans strike of August
1989 was not tolerated by the government and the Posts and Telecommunications Corporation
(PTC) workers strike of September 1989 was also dealt with in a heavy-handed manner. One
hundred and sixteen PTC employees were arrested under the new regulations. On 4 October
1989, Morgan Tsvangia, leader of the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) issued
a statement condemning the University of Zimbabwe’s Vice-Chancellor for closing the
University after campus unrest and two days later he was arrested by the CIO (Carver 1989:
64).

: Teachers, nurses, and other civil servant strikes have continued into the 1990s and
strikers have continued to be dealt with by the government in a heavy-handed, authoritarian
manner, despite legitimate grievances.
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In 1995, President Robert Mugabe initiated a vicious anti-gay campaign. GALZ (the
Gay and Lesbian Organisation of Zimbabwe) were banned from the Zimbabwe International
Book Fair, where Mugabe lambasted them as "the association of sodomists [sic.] and sexual
perverts" in his inaugural speech to the fair (Aug 2). He then condemned the tolerance of
homosexuals in other countries and told an anti-gay ZANU-PF Women’s League rally that
"To us [homosexuality] will remain outside our culture....That madness we shall never accept
here in Zimbabwe, never ever" (The Herald, 19 Aug). The homophobic frenzy went even
further when Mugabe called on the public to "arrest” gays and lesbians, whom he described
as "worse than pigs and dogs" and having "no human rights whatsoever".”
The above examples (and many others) show a worrying pattern of social and political
intolerance in Zimbabwe which is quite obviously linked to cultural nationalism. Politicians

continually manipulate this ideology to conceal pressing issues such as the huge economic

disparity that prevails in the country, and frequently scapegoat persona non grata, such as

beggars, prostitutes, and homosexuals when it is convenient for them to do so.
Marechera was also familiar with the accusation of ‘unAfricanness’ and warned in
1986 that:
When culture is emphasized in such a nationalistic way, that can lead to fascism.
When in Nazi Germany culture started to be defined in a nationalistic way, it meant

that all other people, all other nations were stupid; it meant intellectuals, painters,
writers, lecturers, being persecuted or being assassinated. In this sense, all nationalism

™ Despite offensive and dangerous statements of this type, Mugabe was not directly
criticized by anyone at the University of Zimbabwe. In fact he has been given the
unequivocal support of many in the academic community at UZ. Professor George Kabhari,
for example, has actively lent his voice to the anti-gay campaign. When interviewed about
GALZ’s attempt to participate in the 1996 Book Fair, Kahari (who belongs to the Book Fair
Board) told a Herald reporter: "We do not approve of this kind of freedom because that kind
is against our culture and we want our people to adhere to the culture which does not allow
people to behave the way homosexuals do. They have been banned by Government and if
they insist, the law will take its course" (The Herald 25 July, 1996). Thke High Court
subsequently ruled the government’s banning null and void.



132

always frightens me (Veit-Wild 1992: 39).
In the 1980s Marechera, at least, was a voice of dissent against the alarming tide of
intolerance in Zimbabwe. However, he felt extremely isolated from mainstream society and

could only communicate with other misfits, outcasts, and persona non grata such as himself.

In "the Journal" he comments that:

I wanted to talk to the whole world but as soon as I opened my lips I would know

how utterly useless it was....I found my ideal listener and reader in the real drunk, the

types who like me, had given up conceding the world was a particularly sane refuge

from nightmares, massacres’,... [and] political party thugs who would wreck your

home and smash your body at the drop of the wrong party card” (1984a: 120-1).
While it is true that Marechera’s loneliness and sense of isolation derived largely from his
own highly individualized sensibility, it must also be acknowledged that he was a casualty
of social intolerance and cultural nationalism and that his own trauma was thus reflected in
the trauma of his society. In as much as his castigation and alienation were the result of a
repressed society, profoundly ill at ease with itself, they provide a poignant social
commentary. He also identified, through personal experience, with the marginalized and
dispossessed in Zimbabwean society and, to that extent, has become something of a
spokesperson for them, which is a significant point for further discussions about the author’s
relevance to Zimbabwe.

To make his point, Marechera deliberately played the iconoclast and forced
mainstream society to engage with him as an outcast. He was aware that his clothing and

appearance -- especially his dread-locks -- stigmatized him as ‘alien’; but he insisted on

confronting people with this ‘otherness’.

™ 1t is likely that "massacres" is a coded reference to the covert campaign of genocide
which was taking place in Matabeleland at that time, as mentioned earlier on in this thesis.

2 In the 1980s, people were often coerced into carrying ZANU-PF party cards and
attending ZANU-PF political rallies.
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In "the Journal", a curious onlooker disturbs the author at his typewriter in the park
by staring at his dread-locks. Marechera comments that:

I cannot account for the national paranoia about Rastafarians. They invite a lot of

Rasta musicians to the main centres of the country; they listen more than a lot to

reggae music; some of them are totally fascinated by the way Rasta’s talk. At the

same time, in the whorehouse bars and hotels, in the streets of the ghetto and the
streets of the suburbs, in the schools and in the churches, in the shebeens and in the

Avenues, in the offices and in the factories, in the government corridors and in the

squatter settlements -- everywhere it seems -- the Rastaman and anyone who remotely

looks like him is abused verbally, physically, historically, socially, psychologically

(132).

Bob Marley, perhaps the most well-known Rastafarian musician, sang to hundreds of
thousands of jubilant fans at Zimbabwe’s first independence celebrations in 1980. Other
reggae Rastas such as Bunny Wailer, and King Sounds and the Israelites have since toured
Zimbabwe as well, much to the delight of a large following of fans. At the same time,
however (as Marechera states) Rastafarians are subjected to astonishing abuse, very often by
the same people who enjoy their music. The simultaneous veneration and renunciation of
Rastafarian culture in Zimbabwe is indeed bizarre. It is ironic that mainstream Zimbabwean
society condemned Dambudzo for being ‘schizophrenic’ when it shows signs of schizophrenia
itself.

Ethnocentric, xenophobic, misogynistic and homophobic attitudes have thrived in
Zimbabwe along with a widespread confusion as to what in actuality constitutes ‘Zimbabwean
culture’. ZANU-PF and the state apparatus have often attempted to define Zimbabwean
culture by way of exclusions. The reality, however, is a diverse and heterogeneous society.
As the following article in Moto magazine states:

It is true most black Zimbabweans speak and understand Shona or Ndebele. That is,

however, as far as the supposed homogeneity goes. In reality Zimbabwe has a variety

of indigenous cultures, languages, dialects, tribes, religions, etc. To this variety should
be added the immigrant communities and their descendants, mainly Malawians,

Zambians, Mozambicans, Whites and Asians who have made Zimbabwe their
permanent home....[S]loganeers tend to ... forget that, if people are Zimbabweans, they
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are also Karanga, Manyika, Zezuru, Korekore, Tonga, Ndebele, Ndau, Fingo, Ungwe,

Venda, Nambya, Shunga, Nohwe, Shangwe, Kalanga, Budja, Hera, Rozvi, Tawara,

Hlengwe, Sotho, Qhosa, European, Asians, etc. etc. (Anon. 1988: 6).

I would add to this that Zimbabwean society is both a rural and urban one, traditional and
westernized; it is also stratified into a variety of classes and comprised of women and men,
old and young, employed and unemployed, homosexuals and heterosexuals, able-bodied and
disabled persons, hearing and deaf persons, sighted and blind persons, HIV positive and HIV
negative persons. Mindblast was of monumental significance because at an early stage in
Zimbabwe’s independence it contested and resisted ZANU-PF’s attempt to whitewash
diversity and difference in the interests of imposing a ‘one-party state’.

In Mindblast Marechera also attempted to deconstruct the oppressive social milieu in
Harare. As a woman walks past him in the park, for example, when he is hard at work at his
typewriter, she calls out to her friend: "Why is he sitting there typing in the middle of the
public? Has he no home? [t’s people like him who shame us" (133). The assumptions
behind such a statement are shown to be extremely problematic: the woman’s main concern
appears to be that Marechera is giving black people a bad name. She is embarrassed to see
him bedraggled, homeless and unemployed and she clearly does not regard writing as a
serious full-time vocation - hence the insinuation that he is also idle. Marechera comments
that:

The unquieting thing was there was no such tradition in Harare as the one 1 was

living, that of the Bohemian fulltime writer. Everyone expected you to get a job and

buy a house, a car, a wife and a mistress, status in society (125).

It was ironic that Marechera found himself being censured for giving black people a ‘bad
name’ because he was not bourgeois, materialistically-minded, and westernized enough. This

again exposes the widespread confusion in Zimbabwe in the 1980s as to what exactly

constituted the so-called ‘national culture’. Proponents of cultural purity promote values that
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repression under the new dispensation. Of Mindblast, Marechera states:

it has to do with those states of mind now prevailing in the new Zimbabwe, the new
Harare, which used to be Salisbury. Those states of mind are contradictory. They
tend to be eccentric or tend to be downright shallow. There is no particular Harare
psyche or mentality.

That is why the book consists of many voices. I divided it into different
sections trying to use at once a fictional more or less Orwellian style mixed with a
kind of iconoclastic expressionist technique; and mixing poetry with drama and with
the diary form....For me the only way to express this Harare is to experiment with all
available literary styles and perhaps come to a successful combination (Veit-Wild
1992a: 311).

With the "many voices" and the various "literary styles" in Mindblast, Marechera sets himself

against the singular perspective and the univocity of the traditional nationalist-realist novel.
The quality of the text in Mindblast is uneven. However, as David Pattison observes:
Marechera never revised anything: he was incapable of doing so. He rewrote but
never revised. Those critics who call him an experimental writer I suggest are
mistaken, he never mastered the craft of writing to the extent that he could develop
it by experimentation. As a writer-craftsman he remained a novice, but the lack of
revision is not necessarily a disadvantage. The ideas are often raw and unpolished and
in that state more closely represent what Marechera was trying to express at the time
of writing them than a later, perhaps anodyne revised version produced on the grounds
of aesthetic appeal (1995: 2).
The appeal of Mindblast is precisely its rough and raw quality -- it appears to emerge directly
from the streets of Harare. While Pattison is correct in describing Marechera as
‘undisciplined’ (in the conventional sense at least) in his experimentation, I believe he is
incorrect in his deduction that Marechera was not an experimental writer at all: on the
contrary, Marechera appeared to be acutely conscious of the need for innovative new forms
and constantly engaged in, as he states, an "experiment with all available literary styles" in
order hopefully to arrive at "a successful combination" (Veit-Wild 1992a: 311). In order to

argue this contention of mine, it is necessary to analyze the experimental material contained

in Mindblast (excluding the poetry).
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‘have nots’ and little was being done to rectify this inequalify. Marechera’s plays, like
Mhlanga’s and Musengezi’s, sought to strip away the socialist pretensions of the ruling élite.
Hard evidence now justifies their criticisms. Throughout the 1980s, promises to the povo, on
behalf of whom the liberation struggle was supposedly fought, were repeatedly broken and
the disparity of wealth between rich and poor increased dramatically.

In Zimbabwe and the New Elite, Ruth Weiss notes that "By the 1990s, wages in real

terms had fallen below the 1980 levels" (1994: xiv). Her book also argues that since 1980:
although the politics of white privilege disappeared, white economic power remained.
Moreover, the arrival of a new black elite spawned by the new order marked the start
of a close alliance established between the two power blocs. In effect, this alliance
established a single multi-racial elite based upon a convergence of political and
business interests (1994: front cover).

This was a theme that Marechera chose to satirize in "The Skin of Time" plays. Refusing to

censor himself, Marechera attempted to expose an official culture which was both hypocritical

and absurd. To this end, he used the carnivalesque aesthetic of Mikhail Bakhtin in Rabelais
and his World for "the ‘unmasking’ and disclosing of the unvarnished truth under the veil of

false claims and arbitrary ranks" (Pomorska 1968: x).

Krystyna Pomorska notes that:

The official prohibition of certain kinds of laughter, irony and satire was imposed
upon the writers of Russia after the revolution....The fate of Mayakovsky, Bugakov,
and Zoshchenko ...testifies to the Soviet state’s rejection of free satire and concern
with national self-irony, a situation similar to that prevailing during the Reformation.
In defiance of this prohibition, both Rabelais and Bakhtin cultivated laughter, aware
that laughter, like language, is uniquely characteristic of the human species (ibid. xi).

The humourlessness of the ‘official culture’ in Zimbabwe became brazenly apparent when the

government passed a law making it an offence to ridicule the then constitutional (but non-

executive) Head of State -- President Canaan Sodindo Banana. As Jan Raath remarks, this

"ended in a rash of jokes, like the one about Queen Elizabeth asking him, as he arrived in

London, if he was alone or in a bunch" (1997: 14).
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Beautiful [sic.] Ones Are Not Yet Born not only stripped the African image of its clothes but

also forced it to undergo a baptism of shit" (1990: 82). In Mindblast, the post-independence

Zimbabwean image is likewise stripped of its clothes and forced to undergo "a baptism of
shit". .

"The pretence of wearing clothes and therefore denying the body," wrote Marechera
in the late 1970s, "always suffers the fate of the emperor" (1990: 52):

A host of men and women of ideas contrary to the game of actually seéing the

emperor’s clothes have been and are persecuted. News has reached us that Kenya is

holding in detention its foremost novelist [Ngugi wa’Thiongo]. Nigeria did the same
thing once with Soyinka. South Africa has always done so with its black writers and
journalists. Everywhere society demands that the illusion of the clothes be closely
observed even though everyone, including the emperor or field marshal, knows this

is mere pretence (1990: 52-53).

Fed up with illusions, Marechera attempted to strip away pretences and reveal the ‘naked’
truth in Mindblast. He did this particularly in "the Skin of Time" satires.

Three major avant-garde traditions are experimented with here: the carnival, grotesque
realism, and Menippean satire. All three are closely linked, as I have indicated. "[T]he
Menippean satire,...in [Bakhtin’s] account is a protean form which directly evinces the
influence of carnival" (1994: 51). The Menippean satire, named for its originator, the Greek
cynic Menippus, "deals with mental attitudes rather than fully realized characters" and "[i]t

uses [plot] freely and loosely" (Holman 1972: 313). These characteristics can be detected in

"The Skin of Time" plays.

The first play in the trilogy, "The Coup", takes place in an office. The stage directions
state that the place is "Any in the ‘Third World’" (8), though it becomes obvious later on in
the play that this is Zimbabwe. The plot concerns a business coup staged in military fashion

by Norman Drake, who ousts his brother-in-law, Spotty, from the managerial position of a
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company with close links to the new government.

Spotty, who is married to Drake’s sister, Jane, mistakenly assumes that it is his
brother-in-law who is "up for execution" but the tables turn on him dramatically (9). Drake,
an unscrupulous entrepreneur, cheats on his expense accounts, wears expensive imported suits
and has recently stolen five thousand dollars from the company in order to procure a number
of Shona sculptures from the museum -- illegally. Spotty has received some of these
sculptures as a New Year gift and is not amused because, as he says, "If discoverea in my
possession they would get me at least five years in prison" (12). |

Drake is unfazed, however. Trying to act slightly surprised he says, "Well the fellow
expressly said there was nothing shady about the deal though I did wonder why the exchange
had to take place in the lavatory of Miekles Hotel" (10).” It is here that the scatological
motif, which links all three plays, is first introduced. Drake and the corrupt museum official
trade off Zimbabwe’s heritage -- in the form of the Shona sculptures -- in a public lavatory.
The toilet re-emerges as a motif in all three of the plays and it is associated with hypocrisy,
depravity and the stench of corruption.

Spotty frets over the po‘ssible legal repercussions of Drake’s crime but Drake is
undaunted: "Justice, Spotty? It doesn’t exist. There is only the Law and that’s fuck all to
do with justice" (11). He appears quite confident that he will be able to bribe his way out
of any possible legal difficulties.

Although Drake is shamelessly unscrupulous, he quite gleefully points out that Spotty
is no angel himself: "Maybe it’s time you scrutinised yourself under a microscope, Spotty,"

he says maliciously, "You’d be amazed by the extent of your moral measles" (13). Spotty

™ Miekles Hotel is a landmark in Harare. It boasts five stars and is possibly the oldest
and most élite hotel in the country. Many distinguished people arrange to meet in its bars,
restaurants or foyer.
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is having an extra-marital affair and his wife, Jane, has tried to commit suicide as a result.

"The Coup" is finally hatched when Spotty tries to sack Drake for theft and
misconduct, and begins dialling the Central Intelligence Department Fraud Squad. Drake
suddenly turns the tables, knocks his brother-in-law out, slumps him into the visitor’s chair,
and assumes the Manager’s chair for himself. He calls for the signed and sealed documents
from Mr Shogun, a high-profile Japanese client, whom, it appears, has also been iﬁvolved in
the plotting of this ‘coup’. Louise, the company secretary, who has also switched her
allegiances to Drake, enters with Mr Shogun and a tray full of champaign glasses to celebrate
the day’s ‘business’. They all toast their vanquished enemy derisively and Drake says: "May
the spots on earth of spotty silent majorities increase and multiply" (17). Shogun and Louise
promptly shout "HEAR! HEAR!"

We discover that the plotting of this ‘coup’ has involved others in high places as well:
Shogun says "The Minister of Industry asked to be remembered to you, Mr Drake," and "The
Minister of Finance said he would be happy to officially open the North-West wing, on a day
convenient to you" (16).

There is obvious irony in the fact that Spotty, who is seen as representing the silent
majority, is white. Although the racial identity of the characters is never stated and is
uncertain in the first play, it later becomes obvious in the other plays. It is unlikely that the
lack of specificity about race was an error on the author’s part. Rather, it seems like a

deliberate attempt to blur the reader’s perception in terms of racial categories.” If this play

7 In a stage production of these plays, an innovative director could exploit this leeway

in the script to cast blacks as whites or whites as blacks.
In fact, racial identity is more deliberately blurred in another play by Marechera,
entitled "The Alley" (reminiscent of Beckett’s Theatre of the Absurd and Genet’s Theatre of
Cruelty). Here, there are just two characters, who play multiple roles. Robin is "a white
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is to be read as an allegory of the Zimbabwean ‘revolution’; then it severely problematizes
the struggle in terms of race. The transference of power in ‘the coup’ is not from white to
black, as we might have expected, but from white to white. Spotty represents the "spotty
silent majorities" while Drake, in spite of his alliance with the new socialist government -
clearly has no sympathies for the "silent majority". The coup, therefore, has very littie to do
with race: it is rather a triumph of the greedy and the unscrupulous over the weak and
downtrodden.

Spotty complains that "tyranny flourishes" on the compost heap of the "lean spotty
silent majority" (12). If the play is to be read on an allegorical level, this suggests that
despite the so-called revolution in Zimbabwe, the masses have yet to escape the shackles of
oppression; one form of tyranny has replaced another and the majority are putty in the hands
of unscrupulous figures such as Drake.

The second play in the trilogy is entitled "The Gap". ‘Taking the gap’ was a colloquial
expression for emigrating from Zimbabwe in the 1980s.” Thus the play focuses on Spotty’s
intended emigration to South Africa. Whereas the setting for "The Coup" was the office, the

setting for "The Gap" is the sitting room. The sitting room can be seen as another middle

tramp" while Rhodes is "a black tramp" -- with all the obvious irony and punning implied.
In the second scene, Rhodes enters the stage in drag and answers to the name of "Cecilia
Rhodes". Even more confusingly, Cecilia is cursed by Robin -- suddenly a Rhodesian officer
-- as one of the "fucking communist Jews" who thinks they "can rule this country". ‘She’ is
also called a "SLUT", threatened with a metaphorical rape by the "Big White Cock!" and
made by Robin to sit on his lap (Marechera 1994: 40-41). In this provocative piece of drama,
subject positions (pertaining to race, gender and sexual orientation) are turned upside-down
and dissected, quite shockingly, in front of the viewer.

> Roughly 100 000 whites (about half the white population of Zimbabwe) emigrated to
South Africa in the late seventies and early eighties. Others emigrated to the UK, Australia,
New Zealand, Canada and the USA. The mass exodus led to a considerable amount of
disruption, a brain-drain and the disappearance of half of Zimbabwe’s skilled workforce. This
sudden vacuum led to the rapid emergence of a new black middle class, which seemed to step
into the shoes of the white emigrants almost overnight.
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class emblem of stability and propriety which is about to be shattered, just as the office was
turned upside down in "The Coup".

Spotty is by now seriously disillusioned and suffering from chronic constipation for
which he is taking copious amounts of castor oil (a well-known purgative) in a desperate
attempt to find relief. As he enters with an armload of grenades, making racist remarks, his
brother-in-law and now sworn enemy, Norman Drake, rings. Spotty’s delinquent son, Dick,
picks up the phone and tells his uncle that Spotty and Jane have quarrelled over "some tart
called Arabella. And he hit her" (21). In this play, our sympathies for Spotty are soon to be
shattered by his racism, adultery and wife-battering; we very quickly see that he is anything
but ‘spotless’.

He furiously grabs the telephone from Dick and says "Greetings Comrade Normansky
Drakovsky. This is Comrade Capitalistikov speaking....I have found the Historical Path. And
it leads Down South". His wife Jane, on the other hand, in Spotty’s words, has decided "to
stay in this pigsty of a country of an Animal Farm" (22).”

The scatological motif of the toilet re-emerges as Spotty states, "I thought of settling
in the Falkland Islands but I will stop over at Kruger’s toilet to check out the air" (22).
"Kruger’s toilet" is clearly a metaphor for South Africa (at that stage still in the throes of
Afrikaner Nationalist Party rule and administering the ‘shit’ of apartheid). Marechera’s
scatological metaphors thus deliver powerful, and subversive, political punches.

Toilets, bedpans, constipation and castor oil recur as images of degradation several

7 Animal Farm is a reference to George Orwell’s political satire of that name. According
to Flora Veit-Wild’s survey of Zimbabwean writers, "Orwell’s work had specific connotations
in the Rhodesian context. Questionnaire respondents related the Orwellian vision of
totalitarianism to the oppression in Rhodesia in the first place (1984) but also to the
perversion of the revolution in general terms (Animal Farm)" (Veit-Wild 1993: 221-222).
‘The pigs” who overthrow the old establishment in this case are Norman Drake, along with
the new ruling élite.
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times in "The Gap". Spotty keeps calling out to Dick for the castor oil under his bed by the
bedpan as he speaks to Jane on the phone. Jane wants a divorce and Spotty, distraught,
pleads with her to return, saying "Arabella [his mistress] means nothing to me. She was just
an Aberration" (24). At this moment Arabella enters the sitting room and begins to cry.
(Since Arabella is black, there are clearly racist connotations to Spotty’s use of the word
aberration.) Spotty is in love with both women, however, and shows signs of stress and
dementia as he mixes them up in his mind.

As Spotty loses his mind, barriers begin to blur and hierarchies disintegrate: he is
unable to exert any authority over his son and the suburban Kenfield household descends into
chaos. Dick crudely propositions Arabella: "How about you and I creep upstairs for a quick
one on the double bed while he’s still gaga?" (24). Spotty, who is oblivious to this episode,
squirms around suffering from constipation on the couch. Finally, however, he re-emerges
from his trance to hear Dick ask him quite shamelessly, "How about it, dad? Two is
conventional -- and three is exotic. You start with her and I will watch. Then I’ll lay her
and you will watch. Then I lay you and she watches. Then she sucks - " (24). Dick’s
comment is highly subversive and transgressive of the norms of the white nuclear ‘Rhodesian’
family.

Spotty says, "I’ve had enough of you, you fucking bastard. It’s the likes of you and
Drake who’ve fouled it up for whites here." (24). Appalled by his son’s remarks which are
obviously calculated to insult him, he threatens to pull the pin out of a grenade and blow
them all up at this point. Spotty cannot think of himself as anything other than a proud white
Rhodesian who is being shamed by the behaviour of other whites such as Dick and Drake --
who also happen to be close relatives. One of the reasons for Spotty’s distress and confusion

is his inability to realize an identity outside of the colour bar. His pretences of proud
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Rhodesian propriety are shown to be quite pathetic against the backdrop of the depravity in
the Kenfield household. Dick is merely honest about this; Spotty is not.

We can read Dick as being representative of a new generation of young urban
Zimbabweans who are thoroughly disenchanted with their parents’ claims to guardianship.
Addressing Spotty and Arabella, he says:

Do you think I enjoy the psychological traumas of being the offspring of divorced

white fascists? You people, you just think of yourselves. You have all these psychotic

adulteries and paranoid politics and high divorce rates but have you ever THOUGHT

about what that’s doing to us YOUR CHILDREN? (25).

A parallel comment on the youth’s disoriented condition exists in the Journal, where
Marechera states:

Their lives are a blank; the only model Zimbabwe offers them is that of crude and

corrupt capitalism: cars, videos, a suburban house, a telephone, a wife, a mistress, a

name in society (154).

Disillusioned with generational hierarchies, Marechera inverts and subverts familial
roles in "The Gap": Dick assumes the authority of a parent while Spotty behaves like a child
who is reduced to begging his son for castor oil to cure his constipation. Dick, who seems
to relish the degradation of his own father, rather unkindly says, "All right, dad, I'll go get
the Castor Oil before the constipation explodes your guts and you set off those grenades"
(which Spotty has saved from the Rhodesian Light Infantry) (25). Spotty’s constipation thus
becomes a metaphor for a build up of ‘shit’ and a pending explosion. Read allegorically, this
echoes the apocalyptic sentiments of many who were ‘taking the gap’ in the early 1980s. As
the metaphor implies, though, it was probably their own ‘guts’ that were about to explode,
because the problem was as much an internal one as much as it was an external one.

After the anticipation of an explosion, the ending of "The Gap" ends unpredictably,

with an anti-climactic denouement. Dick finally re-enters the sitting room with a "huge bed

and mattress", having misunderstood his father’s instructions completely. The desperate



148

Spotty screams out, "I said the Castor Oil [which is uﬁder the bed], NOT THE BED!", but
Dick is now suddenly completely dazed and confused, just like his father was earlier. He
begins to cry like a five year old and mumbles "You said the pan by the castor bed under the
mattress -" (26). The roles have switched again.

True to the tradition of the carnival, power relationships are in a constant state of flux.
Authority is interrogated, then restored, then interrogated again. At the beginning Spotty feels
degraded and humiliated by his son. By the end of the play, however, Dick feels degraded
and humiliated by his father. This is a characteristic of the Menippean novel -- where,
according to Marechera:

Scandalous and eccentric behaviour disrupts ‘the seemly course of human affairs’ and

provides a new view of ‘the integrity of the world’. Society is unpredictable; roles

can quickly change (1987a: 101).

Part of Marechera’s agenda in these plays was clearly the destabilizing and decentralizing of

traditional, repressive forms of authority.

As we trace the stench of corruption and depravity in "The Skin of Time" trilogy, it
is interesting to note that we move from the board-room to the sitting room to the toilet. For
the setting for "Blitzkrieg" is "the immediate vicinity of the toilet" in Norman Drake’s house;
simultaneously, it is "Zimbabwean party-time" (28). This is the climax of Marechera’s
scatological motif. "Blitzkrieg" exposes the ordinarily private and concealed space of the
toilet to the public gaze and focuses on the ‘shit’ which people are trying to flush away.

In the same lecture in which he outlined the aesthetic of the Menippean novel,
Marechera stated that:

We are refugees fleeing from the excesses of our parents. I have no respect for those

who presume to be parents. Tradition, on closer examination, always reveals secrets

we prefer to flush down the toilet. As taxpayers to the imagination, we expect the
City Council to quietly get rid of the shit (1987a: 102).
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This explains the motivation behind Marechera’s toilet analogy.
The stage directions state that:

Throughout the play people of all shades are queuing up to use the loo. Men, women,

children. The action and dialogue is therefore periodically punctuated by the flushing

of the toilet which, because it is not working properly, gives a weird mind-jamming

gaga flush (29).
Thus the toilet is a sordid focal point throughout the play.

The stage is abuzz with bed-hopping, bribery and other scandalous behaviour. Mrs
Lydia Nzuzu, wife of the Honourable Comrade Minister Nzuzu gives Mr Shogun (now
Drake’s Personal Assistant) twenty dollars to inform her about Cde Drake’s women friends.
Despite being married, she is clearly very interested in having an affair with Drake.

Thematic threads from "The Coup" and "The Gap" continue as familiar characters re-
emerge. Arabella arrives, having been abandoned by Spotty in his flight to South Africa.
Louise, Spotty’s former secretary, it emerges, is "Married to an African" (32). Jane and
Norman Drake burst out laughing when they first discover this but then Drake says "Come
come Jane. It’s the year of transformation. We are all Comrade-In-Laws these days" (32).
One sex scandal leads to another as Jane then admits that she also has a "comrade up [her]
sleeve[:]...He’s something high in the Reserve Bank" (32). Suddenly excited by the prospect
of making yet another useful high-profile acquaintance, Drake scurries off to meet him. This
echoes Weiss’s observation of a single multi-racial elite being established in Zimbabwe
shortly after independence: in this play politicians and business entrepreneurs literally go to
bed with one another.

Interracial relationships become commonplace and the colour barferodes into oblivion:
Lydia is having an affair with Drake, Dick with Raven, Jane with the Reserve Bank Manager,

Arabella with Spotty, Shogun (possibly) with Jane -- and Louise is married to Alfie. In the

tradition of the carnival, taboos are overturned and double-standards exposed: Jane and Drake
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ridicule Louise’s open interracial marriage to Alfie, yet engage in secret interracial affairs of
their own.

When Drake and Jane exit, Dick and Raven (the daughter of Cde and Mrs Nzuzu)
enter through the toilet window and begin having sex in the toilet. Afraid of being discovered
by her mother, Raven insists on the door being locked first. However, Dick wonders "why
we can’t have our sex without locking doors.... We are not currupt [sic.] businessmen" (32).
Unlike those who try to conceal their ‘corruption” behind a facade, Dick at least has a desire
to be more candid about his actions and intentions. He and Raven cannot be accused of any
more depravity than their elders; just more openness and honesty about it. Drake, Jane,
Spotty, Lydia and the Comrade Minister Nzuzu -- by way of contrast -- pretend to be
righteous and upstanding citizens but this is just a fagade.

Blatant bribery shortly follows this incident, as Drake gives a "fat envelope" to the
Minister, stating that "this is a small token of my gratitude for the way you handled the
Kenfield affair" (33). The Minister replies:

Anything for friend. Especially yourself who have been with us from the beginning

of the struggle....Now, it is a magnificent party. Informal yet formal. Dignified yet

casual. VIPees and a few representatives of the povo. Marvellous, Mr Drake (33).
"VIPees", a clever combination of the words VIPs and piss, is yet another example of
Marechera’s degradation of hierarchies through scatological humour. The ‘Honourable
Comrade Minister’ (who has an extremely ironic title) represents a ruling élite that has sold
out on the people and is corrupt to the core. In contrast to his healthy appetite for bribes
from VIPs, the Minister appears to have little concern for the povo.

We see that the Minister is totally bereft of any moral integrity whatsoever when yet

another fat envelope and the keys to a Rolls Royce slip into his greedy hands in exchange for

Drake’s election to the presidency of the National Congress of Commerce and more favours
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in the future. The ‘Honourable’ Comrade Minister has succumbed to a neo-colonial syndrome
which Amilcar Cabral explains as follows:

The experience of colonial domination shows that, in the effort to perpetuate

exploitation, the colonizer not only creates a system to repress the cultural life of the

colonized people; he also provokes and develops cultural alienation of a part of the

population, either by so-called assimilation of indigenous people, or by creating a

social gap between the indigenous élites and the popular masses. As a result of this

process of dividing or of deepening the divisions in the society, it happens that a

considerable part of the population, notably the urban or peasant petite bourgeoisie,

assimilates the colonizer’s mentality, considers itself culturally superior to its own

people and ignores or looks down upon their cultural values (1994 [1973]: 57).
This is an underlying theme in "The Skin of Time" satires.

When the Honourable Comrade Minister Nzuzu exits, Mrs Nzuzu "assaults [Drake’s]
lips forcefully and lingeringly" just as "Raven and Dick, clothes rumpled and bedraggled,
come out of the toilet" (34). In a farcical manner, they all stumble upon one another and it
is quite obvious what everyone has been up to. At first Lydia Nzuzu is extremely upset that
Raven has been ‘seduced’ by Drake’s nephew; but she suddenly becomes quite enthusiastic
about the ‘seduction’ once Drake mentions arrangements for a possible ‘marriage of alliance’
between the teenagers. (It is implied that this will involve a generous financial settiement,
which will accrue to Lydia.)

Eventually the stage empties and the eccentric Alfie enters to deliver a soliloquy.
After lighting a cigarette and staring at the toilet, he says, "If this toilet could talk, what
strange conversations it would reveal; what nasty goings on, what stinking truths about
everyone, what moral meals constantly defecated within it" (36-37). As Alfie suggests, ‘the
truth’ about this corrupt society is being quietly flushed down the toilet.

Alfie appears to be somewhat of a visionary and a spokesperson for the povo.

However, he is dressed as a ‘Rastaman’ -- complete with dread-locks and an affected West

Indian accent. Given Marechera’s comments about Rastafarians in "the Journal", this 50-
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indicates that Alfie is probably an outsider to the povo aé well as the shefs. Alfie is,
foremost, a marginal character and an individual.

As a writer who has recently returned from twelve years in exile to the newly
independent Zimbabwe, he resembles Dambudzo Marechera himself to an extent. His
stinging satire of the disparity of wealth that prevails in Zimbabwe, despite the so-called
‘revolution’ and the advent of independence (as quoted in the previous chapter) strikes a
powerful blow to the pretensions of the new élite.

After his soliloquy, Alfie goes into the toilet, without closing the door, to blow his
nose, urinate and sing "Little Jack Horner". He leaves the door open, significantly, because
he has nothing to hide. This links with the trope of openness that runs throughout
Marechera’s work.

The hypocritical Arabella walks in on him and is disgusted to find him giving "black
people a bad name" (a theme echoed in "the Journal"). However, Alfie’s retort is a brilliant
display of repartee: "I like bad names, sister. I am the baddest son of a bitch this side of the
colour bar" (38). Not to be outdone, Arabella then tries to reprimand Alfie for being
‘unAfrican’ because he is married to a white woman (Louise). In this she is a hypocrite, and
Alfie comes back at her with: "You’re Bibi, the black girl who was going to take the gap with
Spotty Down South" (39).

There is a sudden twist in the tale as Alfie reveals his security I.D. and questions
Arabella about Spotty’s arms cache. Ostensibly an anti-establishment character, Alfie now
reveals himself to be a security policeman -- quite clearly, though surprisingly, part of law
enforcement in the new establishment. A scuffle ensues: Alfie trips Arabella but "she rolls
over expertly onto one shoulder" and points an automatic weapon at him, saying "Don’t move

Shona bastard" (39), then locks him into the toilet and fires six shots through the door before
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(40). In "The Skin of Time" plays, Marechera places the sexual taboos of the old
Rhodesia (and the new Zimbabwe) under a microscope, exposes oppressive attitudes and
mocks the rampant hypocrisy that has always surrounded them.

The ‘culture’ of the colonials is mocked and degraded when one of the men in the
queue "bursts into tears and in the sight of God and the whole queue starts to wet his pants".
Another man (with reference to the chronic shortages that hit post-independence Zimbabwe)
complains that "We are queuing for cooking oil, we’re queuing for matches, we’re queuing
for bread, and NOW WE ARE QUEUING FOR LAVATORIES! And for what?" Yet
another man replies "To shit decently, of course" (41).

Keeping up appearances and trying to maintain a semblance of propriety has by now
suffered the fate of what Marechera calls ‘the emperor’s clothes’. The men abandon decorum
altogether and become violent thugs waiting to pick a fight. It is Shogun who eventually
emerges from the toilet and is attacked by the white men because, as one of them states, "he’s

made one of us shit himself" (41).

 The interracial sex taboo in Zimbabwe has a long and fascinating history. The country
was colonized in the late nineteenth century in the wake of a fanatical Purity Campaign which
had occurred in Britain in the 1880s (Hyam 1990: 201). In Empire and Sexuality Ronald
Hyam notes that "Almost inevitably, this campaign was extended overseas, not only to the
empire ([for example]... Kenya and Rhodesia), but eventually to the wider international arena
as well" (201). Hyam also notes that: "[A]ll the southern and central African colonies
legislated in the first years of this century to prevent intercourse between white women and
African men. Under the Southern Rhodesian Immorality Act (1903) differential treatment was
patent. A white prostitute accepting a black customer would get two years’ imprisonment,
while the African male got five years’. The law was designed to protect white women but
not black. Despite the fact that sexual relationships between white men and black women
were much more common, there was little public disapproval of them" (106).
The Rhodesian settler community in the then Salisbury had a thriving ‘red light” district in
1910. There were nine brothels and approximately thirty (white) prostitutes catering to the
needs of about 400 unmarried white male settlers. Hyam comments that "Prostitution in
colonial Salisbury was defended as a lesser evil than ‘going native’" (108). Later, however,
when the white population increased significantly, and the settler society started to withdraw
its tacit support for the easy access of its men to white prostitutes, a large number of white
men consorted, in secret, with black women, often fathering children by them.
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Shogun is about to be beaten up as a scapegoat for their frustrations but Drake and
Mrs Nzuzu suddenly come to his rescue. Alfie later enters as well, talking into his two-way
radio transmitter and carrying an automatic weapon -- now a visible figure of authority in the
new establishment. The men are frisked for their weapons by Shogun, then marched off stage
by Alfie.

It is curious to see Alfie in the position of law enforcement since he had appeared as
a marginal anti-establishment character who is seriously disillusioned with the new regime.
The destabilization of hierarchies and the ambivalence of figures such as Alfie and Spotty are
characteristic of Marechera’s Menippean aesthetic, which he describes as "complex" and
"unstable". Positions in society are not necessarily fixed, static and unchangeable. We see
from the satires that "[s]ociety is unpredictable and roles can quickly change" (Marechera
1987a: 101).

For instance, Spotty represents on the one hand the downtrodden "spotty silent
majority"; on the other hand, however, he represents the old guard racist establishment. He
can be seen at the start in "The Coup" as a person of integrity amidst a quagmire of
corruption. However, he can also be seen as a bigot, an adulterer and a wife-batterer in "The
Gap". Both Spotty and Alfie are victims of oppression yet they also participate, somewhat
inevitably, in systems which oppress others. Taken as allegorical figures, they suggest the
confusion, contradictions and ambiguities of a complex and multi-faceted post-independence
Zimbabwe.

An underlying theme in all the plays is power: the powerless can suddenly become

powerful, and yet, once they have it, their abuse of power can be quite astonishing. As the
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play draws to a conclusion, Drake asks Shogun whethér he has ever read Machiavelli” and
Shogun replies "Yes, Mr Drake" (42). We are thus reminded that they are both
Machiavellians and not socialists -- whatever their pretensions might be. Drake’s insistence
that he be called Comrade and not Mr Drake is thus absurd. Like the rest of the élite whom
we have encountered, he demonstrates no sympathy for the dispossessed masses, on behalf
of whom the ‘revolution’ was supposedly vfought. Shogun, hopelessly confused about the
appropriate titles, resorts to "Mr Comrade Drake" and the word comrade is thereby ridiculed
as something which is devoid of its original meaning in the Zimbabwean context: Drake is
anything but "an equal" or "fellow socialist" (OED); and, likewise, the Honourable ‘Comrade’
Minister Nzuzu is anything but honourable and equal.

In trying to ascertain what went wrong with the ‘party’ (no doubt a pun on the official
ruling ‘Party’!), Drake says it was an error to "let those thugs loose in here", referring to the
boisterous white men who were queuing for the toilet. However, Shogun thinks differently
and says No, "It was the fault of the toilet, Mr Comrade Drake....It cannot cope alone for big
party like this" (42; emphasis added). The double meaning here -- in crude terms -- is that
there is so much ‘shit’ going on in ‘the Party’ (i.e. corruption, hypocrisy and moral
degeneration) that the toilet, on its own, cannot cope with it. Drake’s attempt to target the
racist white thugs as the cause of the ‘party’s’ problems is scoffed at, significantly, by Shogun
-- even though he was the main victim of their abuse. Shogun suggests that they are not the
cause of the problem -- just a symptom. Drake eventually thinks that Shogun is trying to
make "some inscrutable joke at my expense". Laughing out aloud, Shogun says, "Me make

joke on you? Me, no. Toilet yes.. Yes. Yes...Toilet make joke on whole country!" (42).

" Machiavelli’s The Prince is, of course, all about obtaining and maintaining political
power (without ever succumbing to the scruples of a moral conscience or ethical principles!).
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by the CIO during the 1984 Book Fair): Buddy again attempts to unlock the door that has
been slammed on him with the resilience of his creative genius. The conditions are appalling
however: "There was not even a bucket or a hole for him to shit. So his faeces would mount
up, growing, stifling him, stinking him in his own poetry" (54).

Such degradation, which in "The Skin of Time: Plays By Buddy" was seen to mock
official culture and have a liberating effect, is here turned against the artist himself. However,
even in this instance, regeneration eventually does emerge from degradation.

The stink of his own shit in the cell would engulf him. He would draw it deep into

his lungs, surprised to find it sweet and fragrant. Giving him a sudden erection. Et

resurrexit (54).

The foul smell is transformed into a fragrant one. The erect phallus is of course an age-old
talisman associated with fertility, creativity and power, and Buddy’s sudden erection comes
to symbolize -- both subversively and creatively -- his innate capacity to ‘resurrect’ himself.
(This echoes what Bakhtin describes as the bodily principle in the grotesque.) Buddy thus
remains undefeated both in mind and body which refuse to yield to the oppression of the
state.

He firstly imagines his captors as cassocks who exhort him "to savour knowledge for
its own sake rather than for worldly ambition." As he contemplates various images of
liberation they begin to become refracted and ambiguous, though. He simultaneously hears
voices in the wilderness crying out "Workers of the world Unite!" Then he tries to analyze
Hamlet’s "To be or not to be" soliloquy and he sees "the graven image of Mayakovsky
shooting himself in a chilly Moscow room," yet he also hears young and old voices chanting
John Lennon’s "All we are saying .. Is give peace a chance" (55). This occurs amidst a
milieu of poison and apocalypse, of toxic waste and environmental decline. The narrative

therefore remains ambivalent: optimism is severely qualified by self-doubt and the potential
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for liberation is set against the stark reality of degenération._ This was no doubt a coded
comment on what Marechera perceived to be the state of affairs in Zimbabwe at the time.
Magical realism, grotesque realism, expressionism, surrealism and other avant-garde
traditions are mixed effectively in the above narrative to explore the possibilities of free
thought and self-empowerment under conditions which can be construed as totalitarian. The
use of ‘shit’ as a degrading yet also liberating symbol recalls the scatological images in "The
Skin of Time" satires, and their democratic potential in the wake of tyrannical rule. The text
fits into the ‘Menippean novel genre’ in that "[f]antasy and symbolism are combined with
low-life naturalism," and also "[m]adness, dreams and day-dreams, abnormal states of mind
and all kinds of erratic inclinations are explored" (Marechera 1987a: 101). Again it is clear
that Marechera’s experimentation with various avant-garde writing styles is a specific

response to the particular conditions facing him in a particular socio-political context.

In the second narrative Buddy rushes off to the Parirenyatwa Hospital after being
stabbed by Grimknife, whom he thinks is either the jealous husband or the pimp of a woman
he has just slept with. In the shebeen afterwards we are told that:

[Buddy] wanted to block out the image of the grimknife. But it came leaping out of

his darkened mind, standing before him, smiling in quite a friendly way. The

Grimknife was holding out his hand. Buddy shook it. Grimknife sat down (57).
The surreal and threatening image of "the grimknife" gradually becomes benign and real as
it extends a hand in friendship towards Buddy instead of a knife to kill him. We discover
that Grimknife is in fact a doctor. Buddy’s perception seems to be distorted by nightmares
and paranoia. The result is, however, that the reader cannot distinguish at first whether

Grimknife is just imagined by Buddy or is a real character in the narrative.

It becomes difficult to distinguish between the real and the surreal and this is a
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deliberate strategy, no-doubt, on the part of Marechera, but one which manages to throw the
reader off balance to the point that he or she eventually feels somewhat disengaged from the
text. Whereas until now there has been no real pondering about the validity of the fictitious
world (the result of a successful naturalization of the unnatural by the author), there is now
a great deal more unresolved (and unresolvable) antinomy in the narrative.

The mode of the second section of Grimknife Jr’s Story is thus inconsistent with that
of the first (and "the Prologue"). According to Chanady’s definitions, it is no longér magical
realism but rather ‘the fantastic’. In ‘the fantastic’ the simultaneous presence of the natural
and the supernatural creates an ambiguous and disturbing fictitious world (1985: 101). In
addition to this, "the fantastic requires the reader to react to the apparently supernatural
according to his conventional view of reality" (126).

As this narrative becomes increasingly conventional and ‘realistic’, the supernatural
element begins to appear as something noticeably ‘abnormal’. The author does not appear
to be as concerned with naturalizing the ‘unnatural’ as he was in the preceding texts and, in
fact, draws attention to the strangeness of the supernatural (for example, the eerie image of
"the grimknife" hovering over him). Eventually, the surreal and supernatural elements
become disruptive features of the text.

In the text there has been a gradual reversion to a conventional worldview as the
standard mode of communication, although it is difficult to pinpoint where exactly this
happens. Many of the passages narrate similar experiences to those recorded in "the Journal".
Real place names, such as the Parirenyatwa Hospital, have accumulated in the text; and there
has been a steady movement in the direction of realistic documentary. All this requires the
reader to explain the surreal and ‘supernatural’ elements of the text in terms of a conventional

worldview. Of course this is impossible; hence the reader’s discomfort. The objective of



170
such an approach might be to expose the weaknesses and‘ inadequacies of the ‘rational’
worldview.

The shebeen is the setting for most of the second narrative and a place of refuge for
Buddy and the rest of the Bohemian community. It is here that we meet most of the other
characters. Grace is a talented composer who writes songs for an unscrupulous manager who
has "managed her out of any royalties" (58). Tony is a dedicated sculptor whose work has

o
.

"been found ‘not of the people’™. It is "totally cosmopolitan" [and] has nothing to do with
any particular tradition" so it is condemned as "incomprehensible" (59). Similarly, Buddy is
told "No one understands your poetry. No one wants to publish it" (60).

The narrative contemplates the plight of non-conforming artists, who remain
marginalized, exploited or oppressed under the new dispensation because they refuse to reflect
the "national historic traditions" (59) in their works of art. The arts and literature are seen
as instruments for ‘nation-building’ (in accordance with the stipulations of the new
establishment). ‘Scientific socialism’ is the official policy -- which dictates that art should
be functional, utilitarian and ‘developmental’. Buddy is reduced to despair by the radio
interviewer for a poetry programme who over and over again talks about the need for "poetry
with production" (62).

Seeing Grace hard at work composing a song, Buddy asks:

Why does every revolution result in the alienation of its artists?

"Is it the slogans have become stale?" Grimknife asked "Or is it more change

results in no change?" (58).

By "artists", Buddy obviously means non-conforming artists, such as himself -- who have
been condemned and marginalized as ‘capitalists’ and ‘individualists’.

There is a stifling sense of déja vu in the tone of the narrative: a feeling that one

repressive system has merely been replaced by another. In Buddy’s view, this is what the
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‘revolution’ has amounted to: artists such as himself are expendable because they are not
prepared to compromise themselves and their art in the spurious (and ironically non-
consultative) programme of ‘nation-building’ defined and dictated by the new hierarchy.

Kicked out of his accommodation because he does not have a ‘real’ job, Buddy meets
a fourteen/fifteen year old prostitute who asks him about his poems. He is thrilled that she
seems to understand them: "The awe in her voice terrified him. He had not known it all this
time but she was one of those who understood" (61). Prostitutes seem to figure throughout
Marechera’s work as characters with a sharp perception of unseemly realities; perhaps because
their vision of society is also an ‘X-ray’ one, which strips society of its ‘clothes’ and cuts
through facades.

Grace, the most well-developed character besides Buddy in the narrative, is also
presented as the most inspiring. We are told that she aims to console, exhort, lament and
soothe with her songs:

For Grace this was the important point about Art; when it was genuine, it was

suicidally altruistic. It was altruistic. It was unreserved giving, all the more painful,

exacting, when it was rejected, abused, silenced. And there was the futility, the
feeling of shame when it was said that the Third World did not want Art, it wanted
food; it did not want poetry, it wanted drought relief; it did not want novels, it wanted
education for all. She felt keenly the illiteracy and poverty in the country; helpless.

They all did (67).

Like Grace, Buddy is acutely aware of the predicament of Third World artists. Despite
understanding the merits of this point of view, however, Buddy nevertheless retains a critical
distance from it.

In spite of her feelings of helplessness, Grace is presented as a strong, dignified,
independently-minded woman, and something of a role-model. She has a lesbian affair with

Rita, Tony’s American girlfriend, whom we are told used to be a flower child in San

Francisco in the 1960s and who tries to start a "Street Theatre" in Harare only to have her
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efforts thwarted by the police who close the project down. It is interesting this sexual
encounter is presented as a positive and liberating moment amidst all "the hollowness, the
sudden attacks of triviality and futility" (68).

Grace is unable to have children and, as a result, is accused by Tony of trying to
‘mother’ everyone to overcompensate for the ‘deficiency’. She almost believes in this
‘deficiency’ until she has "a passionate, physical enquiry of [her] body" (70) in the form a
sexual liaison with Rita:

Grace was ‘between men’ and very lonely. When she opened the door and it was

Rita, their bodies knew. A totally physical terrible ecstasy. A spark of blue leaping

from Grace to Rita. And there was nothing to explain, nothing to feel ashamed about.

Everything was so right. Rita had cooked a meal and Grace spread the table and they

ate facing one another like two people who had been living together for a long time.

When Grace woke up the next morning, she found Rita’s side of the bed
empty. Violent delicious tears spurted out of her eyes. And she stood naked before
the full-length mirror, crying. Crying for the symbolic restoration of her body, which

from four years old she had never believed whole (70).

Although this passage is ostensibly an unembarrassed and affirmative representation
of homosexuality, it is nevertheless framed by the heterosexual male gaze. Grace, we are
told, is "between men" while Rita, we are told, frequently stays with friends for extended
periods when her boyfriend Tony has no time for her because of his work. The lesbian
liaison is therefore accounted for in terms of the absence of men - and is, in other words, not
much more than an experimental deviation in the lives of two otherwise heterosexual women
who ordinarily have relationships with men. Nevertheless, it is presented as a liberating
moment in the narrative, and it is certainly a liberating event in the context of Zimbabwean
literature, where homosexuality remains a taboo subject and the positive representation of any
gay or lesbian relationship is extremely rare.

As in the rest of Mindblast the critique of commercialism and materialism in

Zimbabwe is relentless. When Buddy is accommodated by a friend in the suburbs, he is
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asked whether he ever dreams of middle class possessions and comforts. For Buddy, middle
class life in the suburbs is "the TV, the Hi Fi, the Video, the thick, lush carpet, the bemused
wife still in her silk dressing gown asking him to help himself to more of the scrambled eggs
and roasted fish". We are told that Buddy:

had had enough of "this" for years in Europe. It was a dead end, as far as he was

concerned. A horse’s laugh. A terrified bat’s fart. A cobra’s puzzled glance at the

bitten life that would not die (64).

To Buddy, the world of materialism is nonsensical and ridiculous, as the strange descriptions
above show.

The narrative draws to a conclusion when the shebeen queen introduces Buddy to her
daughter Donna, who brings him her "stale, limpid, dull" poems to read. This precipitates
an unpleasant revelation: "They stirred within him that great hollowness from which he sought
to escape everyday"; but he lies to her by telling her that they are "marvellous" (71). At this
moment, the narrative becomes surrealistic again.

According to Holman, surrealism "emphasizes the expression of the [imagination] as
realized in dreams and presented without conscious control” (1972: 517). In this episode,
Buddy is overwhelmed by subconscious forces:

Like a sudden downpour, hurling down fists of rain on his bare head, he had

recognised his own failure. The plangency of his defeat reverberated throughout the

room ...The harsh rain burst the drains of the house of his poems. Spouts of it were
violently shivering down from the sodden walls. Drops. Of blood, sweat, and
tears....[A]ll he wanted was to take it out and urinate....[H]e only had the time to cup
his mouth with his hands and flee to vomit in the toilet. Donna stifled a scream,

staring at the trail of blood he was leaving in his shattered wake (71).

Bodily fluids such as blood, sweat, tears, urine, and vomit congeal into images of self-
destruction. Whereas the first narrative began with a drought and hunger motif, the second

narrative concludes with the image of "a sudden downpour" -~ a break in the drought, but a

bitterly ironic one in that it does not bring the promise of prosperity and renewal -- but
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destruction.®

A "ghoulish mixture" of blood and beer streams out of Buddy and he realises that:

Christ, this was the Thing, the daemon of his inspiration, the blood-clotting

vomit....His feet slipped in the bloody mess on the floor. His fingers could not retain

their hold on the sides of the toilet bowl. With a last insistent shriek of defiance, he
tried to rise, with all his strength, to rise, denounce, hurl curses to the sky, but his
strength failed. Dr Grimknife, banging the door outside, calling to him, heard the loud

sickening thud of the poet’s fall (72).

Buddy’s sense of failure and defeat is bleak indeed, and echoes the sense of resignation and
self-defeat that preceded Marechera’s own death in 1987.

Although, as Flora Veit-Wild comments, Mindblast "partially suffers from the limited
and egocentric viewpoint of a poet acting out his existence in bars and shebeens" (1992: 309),
the collection as a whole undoubtedly struck a chord with an eclectic variety of Zimbabwean
readers. It was a landmark in post-independence Zimbabwean writing in that it overturned
oppressive taboos and created space for the expression of alternative points of view. To a
great extent, therefore, Marechera’s sense of despair and futility (about his role as a writer
in Zimbabwe), evident in "the sickening thud of the poet’s fall", were ill-founded. His efforts
to find space for free and critical thought were far from pointless.

Mindblast spoke for the marginalized and oppressed in Zimbabwean society at a time
when the state apparatus was trying to sweep their concerns under the carpet. Marechera’s
penetrating "x-ray" vision enabled him, as Veit-Wild states, to name "the social diseases he
observed around him: materialism, political intolerance, corruption, deceptive socialist
rhetoric, and growing social inequalities" (1992a: 309).

The collection appealed particularly to young readers and aspiring new writers in

Zimbabwe, with whom the book was extremely popular (ibid. 310). This fact is attested to

8 This episode can be read as the discovery of yet another "false paradise" if one is
looking at allegories of "drought and gardens" in Marechera. cf. Lilford (1996).
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by the numerous tributes that were written to the author after his death. Although Mindblast
was probably most popular with Zimbabwe’s disaffected urban youth, its readership has not
been confined to any one particular class or group of persons. Other Zimbabwean writers,
academics and university students, journalists, rastafarians, Bohemians, ex-combatants, the
unemployed, prostitutes, housewives, gays and lesbians, and even government ministers have
been amongst Mindblast’s appreciative readers.*

The appeal of Mindblast was that it addressed the gross inequalities in Ziﬁlbabwean
society, confronted cultural nationalism and voiced grave concern about the totalitarian
tendencies of the Mugabe government at a time when such dissent entailed great risks and
was extremely rare, if not non-existent. Mindblast was a landmark in that it broke silences
and carved out space for criticism, resistance and dissent. It also initiated discussion of the
role of the non-conforming artist and writer in the new Zimbabwe, and it experimented --
with considerable success -- in ways of voicing dissent in a repressive or abnormal society.

As a result Mindblast remains relevant to debates concerning literature and culture in
Zimbabwe. It charts a viable alternative to realism as a means of dealing with the
Zimbabwean experience and is therefore worthy of serious consideration in discussions of
Zimbabwean literature. Moreover, its popularity with Zimbabweans proves that avant-garde
styles need not necessarily be inaccessible to a wide readership.

Marechera shows that grotesque realism, Menippean satire and the carnivalesque, as

in the case of "The Skin of Time" satires, are an effective means of inverting hierarchies and

% A broad array of the author’s readers was represented at the Symposium on Dambudzo
Marechera in Harare in 1995. See "The Marechera Cult" (Veit-Wild 1992a: 379-392),
especially the collection of eulogies, for an indication of who the author appealed to and why.

Marechera claimed that "the Minister of Tourism an Natural Resources, Mrs Victoria
Chitepo ...reads all my books and encourages me. In other words, it’s not all gloomy. The
party, or our government, is not of one mind" (Veit-Wild 1992: 42). Dzingai Mutumbuka was
also an appreciative reader.
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degrading official culture. In exposing the double standards .of tyrants and hypocrites (such
as "‘Comrade’ Mr Drake" and the "‘Honourable’ Comrade Minister") at an early stage in
Zimbabwe’s independence, Marechera rejected the imposition of a new social hierarchy. In
this sense, his satires are extremely democratic in their appeal: they expose pretensions,
destabilize power structures and perform a powerful levelling effect.

The magical realism, expressionism and surrealism, evident in Mindblast’s prose
narratives, also explore new routes for challenging repressive systems, and carve out new
space for resistance and dissent. Magical realism, especially, is shown to be an effective
means of self-empowerment and liberation in the wake of hostile conditions. Furthermore,
Mindblast is fully aware of its social and political context. Thus it problematizes the notion,
contended by Ngara, that "fantasy fiction ...is not based on real life" (1984: 6). In spite of
its uneven quality, Mindblast charts new territory in Zimbabwean writing and proves to be

a valuable experiment in the search for valid alternatives to conventional realist forms.
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CONCLUSION

My intention in this thesis has been to examine Dambudzo Marechera’s significance
in the context of Zimbabwe. In summary: Marechera’s avant-gardism responds to particular
socio-political and historic conditions. It is not ‘ahistorical’ or without ‘social relevance’, as
many critics have implied. Nor is it "alien to Africa" (Okonkwo 1981: 91) or lacking "a
Zimbabwean authenticity" (Mzamane 1983: 213), as other critics have problematically stated.
Rather, it addresses important issues which pertain directly to the Zimbabwean experience.
All Zimbabwean literature is in some sense syncretic, and Marechera’s work is just one
example of this. Thus, it is a fallacy to assume that Marechera’s writing is ‘Europeanized’

and that nationalist/realist writing is not.

The work of Dambudzo Marechera, which has often been labelled ‘unAfrican’,
presents a strong case for the redefinition of Zimbabwean culture by way of inclusions -- as
opposed to exclusions: it argues for an honest and open recognition of all components of
Zimbabwean society -- and against fagades, denials and pretences. Marechera’s writing
supports the view that Zimbabwean society is diverse, heterogeneous and complex.

Whereas first generation nationalist writers constructed the image of "a deep,
horizontal comradeship” (Anderson 1991: 7) and a homogeneous national community in their
literature, Marechera reacted against nationalist myth-making, and monolithic perceptions of
Zimbabwean society and culture in terms of a narrow racial binary. His writing, instead,
expresses the multi-faceted nature of the Zimbabwean experience, as it examines gender,
class, sexuality, and other issues besides those of race and ethnicity.

At an early stage in Zimbabwe’s independence, Marechera recognized that the rhetoric

of ‘nation-building’ and the celebration of "a deep, horizontal comradeship" (ibid.) all too
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often conceal gross inequalities, corruption, hypocrisy, and the further empowerment of an
€lite few at the expense of a forsaken majority. As he stated (in 1986):

our revolution has only changed life for the new black middle class, those who got

univerSity degrees overseas during the struggle....[Flor the working classes and the
peasants, it’s still the same hard work, low pay, rough conditions of living (Veit-Wild

1992: 35).

Thus, he remained extremely sceptical of ‘development’ and ‘nation-building’. He justifiably
refused to become a functionary in the government’s programme of ‘scientific socialism’ --
which he exposed as a sham. Instead, he remained an iconoclast and a transgressor. In this
manner, however, he contributed immensely to the emergence of a new counter-hegemonic,
critical discourse in Zimbabwe -- which is of vital importance.

With its incisive ‘X-ray’ vision, Marechera’s writing often reveals unpalatable truths,
interrogates oppressive forms of authority, and overturns repressive taboos. In rejecting the
master narrative of nineteenth-century realism, it blazes a trail for possible alternatives to
conventional realism in the Zimbabwean context; and in this regard, it is enormously
significant to the future of Zimbabwean literature and criticism. While Marechera’s writing
violates the prescriptions of the realist ‘checklist’, it does so deliberately and with good
reason. It is therefore worthy of serious discussion: it does not deserve to be ignored,
marginalized, or viewed censoriously in discussions of contemporary Zimbabwean literature
(and it is a shame that Mindblast, particularly, has suffered this fate -- in spite of its popular
appeal).

Exposure, shock, and continuous disruption epitomize Marechera’s avant-garde style.
While it foregrounds the subjective perspective, it nevertheless produces a reader who is
invited to question and participate, rather than to simply accept; to criticize rather than to
remain a compliant and ‘obedient’ subject. It is therefore paradoxically oriented, not inwards,

but outwards; and not condescending but respectful of the reader.
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Marechera’s writing is democratic and liberating in that it is against tyranny, against
the abuse of power, against arbitrary regimentation, against the loss of personal freedom, and
uncompromisi?g in its insistence on the right to unconditional freedom of expression. Not
surprisingly, therefore, Marechera has become a symbol of freedom and a voice of resistance
for many in Zimbabwe who feel betrayed, victimized, marginalized, or disempowered under
the current dispensation.

Unfortunately, the ruling party in Zimbabwe has never welcomed free and independent
expression, or acknowledged its importance to progress in a democratic civil society. Rather,
it has continued to exploit the rhetoric of cultural nationalism and the ideals of ‘nation-
making’ to justify its censorship of opposition voices, and its abuses of power.®

Alle Lansu asked Dambudzo Marechera in an interview, "How do you see the future
development of Zimbabwean literature?", and he replied:

There isn’t really a future for Zimbabwean literature if it’s going to be defined; I think

it will simply die away. If the government actually prescribes what people should

write, people will stop writing. But if the government realizes, like most intelligent
governments, that there must always be a healthy tension between the writer and his

society, then we have a tremendous future. If criticism is allowed, if argument is
allowed, if every writer is helped to not only discover his vision and talent but also

8 The corruption and elitism of ‘the Party’, satirized in Mindblast, are still pertinent
today. According to the Zimbabwean journalist, Iden Wetherell: "arbitrary redistribution has
guided the party’s approach to black empowerment; ...like land acquisition, Zimbabwe’s
economic indigenisation policy has been characterized by a lack of transparency and is
calculated to empower a well-connected elite" (1996: 15).

At the ZANU-PF party conference in December 1996, Wetherell states that there were:
"renewed attacks on the independent press. Zanu-PF’s deputy information secretary, Chen
Chimutengwende, said resources would be allocated to the party’s information department to
counter what he called the ‘completely unacceptable propaganda of the ‘opposition press’”".

Wetherell also notes that: "The government already controls Zimbabwe’s broadcast
media and owns 90% of it print media. Observers point out that with a virtual press
monopoly and an emasculated civil society, Zanu-PF has been able to dominate national
discourse and resist reform of institutions which maintain it in power. This includes allocating
itself public funds....

Zanu-PF’s secretary for administration, Didymus Mutasa, who describes Mugabe as
‘Zimbabwe’s king’, said ...it was ‘unAfrican’ to discuss the succession issue" (ibid.).
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to fashion it in such a way that he re-evaluates himself and at the same time achieves
national and international recognition, then there is a tremendous future (Veit-Wild

1992: 42).

The principles‘of critical thought and free expression are a valuable legacies. In his tribute
to the author, Richard Mhonyera states that: "He opened lines of thought. Perhaps a good
deal of what we see in the way of protest writing after ten years of Independence comes from
his courage" (Veit-Wild 1992: 383). Since Marechera’s death -- perhaps as a testament to
the principles for which he fought -- there has been a flowering of new writing from

Zimbabwe: much of this is critical, and almost all of it illustrates the diverse and multi-

faceted nature of the Zimbabwean experience.
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