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''The Host of Vagabonds" Origins and destinations of the Vagmnt in Cape 
History and Ideas 

Abstl'act 

South African history in the crisis of the early 19th century, and South African literature ever 
since then, have been preoccupied with the vagrant in much the same manner and degree as 
was the European Renaissance. 

The subject of this thesis is the history and culture of vagrancy, and specifically the 
trajectory by which the Renaissance idea of the vagrant becomes transposed to the 
indigenous population of the colonial Cape and works itself out in literary and historical 
texts of that society and its successors. It has as its central thesis the claim that a history of 
the vagrant is not properly to be sought in social and economic realities, but first in the 
cultural (and here especially textual and literary) forms of the idea by which the vagrant is 
brought into being. In advancing an apprehension of vagrancy as the ideological accusation 
of hegemonic order, this thesis argues that the vagrant figures in ideology as the inordinate, 
and in so doing becomes metonymic for inordinate historical passages - especially 
revolution and the frontier, moments of rupture and narrative loss, or moments where 
history'S character of mutability reaches its extreme. Above all, the vagrant represents the 
inordinate event of history itsel~ and exemplifies the necessity of a scholarship in which 
historicist literary criticism and textual analyses of history are conjoined 

Renaissance representations of the vagrant are forged in the nexus of feudal 
dissolution and capitalist emergence, and themselves belong to a rapidly developing culture 
and economy of textual commodification. There exists a marked correspondence between 
these representations and the development of colonial representations of the indigenous 
'other', a correspondence by which the colonised is anticipated as a vagrant and thus cast as 
an extension of the disorderly lumpenproletariat from which imperial capitalism most 
profitably, and with state sanction, recruits its labour. The first half of this thesis traces 
exemplary instances of the transfer of vagrant attributes to the colonial subject, and then 
looks to the ma.nner in which, especially between 1828 and 1834, the idea of vagrancy 
comes to dominate cultural and political delineation in the Cape. From the Renaissance 
schedules of Hannan, Awdeley and others, through the canonical accomplishments of King 
uar, to texts of the historical record in the Cape, and the doggerel squib of A G. Bain's 
'Kaatje Kekkelbek', the vagrant is pursued into the more explicitly literary occasions of the 
thesis's latter half. Here we find the vagrant atthe centre of Fugard and Coetzee, major 
authors preoccupied with history and indebted to it. A consideration of the vagrant's 
persistence at the core of 20th century South Mrican literature offers insights into the 
'destination' of the vagrant idea, which is to say, just what the depth of the practice of that 
idea may be, and why - and the thesis concludes by discovering the particular 
correspondence between vagrancy and history itself. 
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I want to set down some general remarks about tramps. When one comes to think of it, 
tramps are a queer product and worth thinking over. It is queer that a tribe of men, tens 
of thousands in number, should be marching up and down England like so many 
WanderingJews. But though the case obviously wants considering, one cannot even 
start·to consider it until one has got rid of certain prejudices ... there exists in our minds 
a sort of ideal or typical tramp - a repulsive, rather dangerous creature '" The very word 
'tramp' evokes his image. And the belief in him obscures the real questions of vagrancy. 

George Orwell, D01ll1l and Out in Paris and UJntioll, Chapter XXXVI 

Die were/d is 1I;Yd en f?y't tier hoeke, en die mense loop door tlmen swart en wit - maar ons, ons ... 

Vagrant, Mowbray, Cape Town, 1988 
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Introduction: On the Place of History 

LJke the foxes 

At a meeting in the Kat River Settlement in 1834, the record of which looms large in this thesis, 

one inhabitant after the next spoke of the difficulty of being Khoisan in the Cape at that time. 

That difficulty arose in compromise and crisis - in accepting the citizenship of the colony, but 

being betrayed in it, in belonging to before and after colonisation, in inhabiting the indigenous 

landscape of the Xhosa and the liberal fantasies of missionaries, in answering the military muster 

of the colony and the racist derogation of white settler ambitions, in single lifetimes passing 

from independence to the bonded servitude of the Caledon Code to the liberty of Ordinance 50 

to betrayal, mutiny and court-martial. What theory might account for a good life in such a pass? 

The Khoisan invoked Christianity and the Cape and imperial governments, they invoked the 

'Hottentot Nation' and the power of literacy, they invoked their smart clothes and progress in a 

capitalist economy of commerce and fanning.1 In the crisis of the War of Mlanjeni in the early 

1850s many invoked the cause of free African peoples and resistance to colonisation, and joined 

the Xhosa struggle. A century and a half later, Piet Draghoender would invoke the complex and 

ancient compound of the 'bloedgrond': blood and land.2 In all this, acutely, the Khoisan were 

beleaguered by history: conflict, compromise, contradiction, confusion, confession, contingency. 

Glad though the 1834 Khoisan were for the written record of their accounts, a history of their 

history, one left an unintended caveat to the accounts of posterity, that (with ironic hindsight) 

now urges us to keep it foxy, and not to go to ground: 'Mr Antoni Peterwaand said before the 

501h ordinance we were like the foxes, - but the foxes have holes where they can rest, which we 

had not.,3 

This thesis is not a work of history in any traditional sense; it does not set out to tell the 

discrete story of a people in a place. Instead it is a work of interpretation (as indeed, history 

always is) indebted to a variety of literary critical practices by which it seeks to bring to light the 

complex cultural nexus of what is familiarly called 'vagrancy'. It does so specifically within the 

ambit of an interest in the South African instance and its relationship to metropolitan culture in 

the process of colonisation and colonialism. At times it applies the interest of history (in the 

process of time) to the accomplishment of literary texts, at other times it applies the interest of 

literary criticism (in the arrangements of language) to the archive, and it constantly seeks to 

1 'Minutes of a Meeting held at Philipston, 5 August 1834', CA, A SO. 
2 J. B. Peires, 'Fiet Draghoender's Lament', Sodal Dyntl1llics 14, 2 (1988),6-15. 
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demonstrate the rhetorical aspect of history and the material history of literature. That it does so 

piecemeal-'- proceeding contingently - is a scruffiness of process intended to keep 

methodological faith with its subject. It is not the business of history to tidy up the past, and 

especially not into anticipated narratives or theoretical tableaux. As it concentrates upon a sense 

of the event (that is also a place) of the frontier (here the eastern one) in Cape society in the 

early 19th century, and extends that frontier back into the interstices between feudal and early 

modern Europe and forward into the domains of class in a later, capitalist, colonial and post­

colonial society, it is always arguing that the human subject of the frontier needs to be sought 

not in the false ideology of the breach, but in the truth of the frontier, which is revolutionary 

interaction. In the Cape the inhabitants of the frontier are less exemplarily Xhosa and colonist 

(who represent the binaries that precede the frontier, what brings it into being, the prior orders) 

than the people of the middle, as I would like to style them: the runaways and recusants of no 

side in particular, the deserters and the shipwrecked, the interpreters and the spies, the mutineers 

- and the vagrants. As Nancy F. Partner writes of any history that refuses an anticipated end or 

contour: 'All non-narrative history has this quality of'middleness' - a quality which unites all 

fonns of history in common search for a story subtle enough to satisfy modern minds.'o4 

Recent scholarship on the Cape's eastern and northern frontiers has clearly expressed 

this alteration in focus. Ever since the first Africanist histories of the Sixties restored to frontier 

scholarship an awareness of the African compact in the frontier, and stressed the zone of 

interaction - the failure of the political frontier as one with the success of the economic 

encounter in a rapacious colonial capitalism - we have been headed this way.s Since then, 

however, the emphasis has fallen more and more lucidly on the frontier agents of the middle. In 

the 1970sMartin Legassick's advocacy of the frontier's nature as a 'zone' (particularly of 

commodity exchange, following, if revising S. D. Neumark), anticipates this focus.6 The classics 

of South African historiography in the past three decades have tended this way. JeffPeires's 

towering enquiry into the Cattle-Killing emphasised the syncretic moment in Xhosa cosmology 

and traced its effect in the exemplary go-between (and complex subjective crisis) of Will em 

Goliath/Mhlakaza and his mouthpieces at the Gxara river.7 Feminist criticisms ofPeires persist 

in a focus on the subjective crisis of women in circumstances of radical social change: the way in 

which Nonqawuse and Nonkosi are compelled in Xhosa patriarchal discourse (and rebeQ and are 

3 'Minutes of a Meeting held at Philipston, 5 August 1834', CA. A SO. 
4 Nancy F. Partner, 'Making Up Lost time: Writing on the Writing of History', in Brian Fay It tJi, History and Theory: 
Conumporary Readings, 73. 
5 Monica Wllson and Leonaro Thompson's Oxford History of SOIlthml.AfriCII is the 1000 dllssioo. See volume 1, chapter 
6, 'Co-operation and Conflict The Eastem Cape Frontier, especially from 238. 
6 Martin Legassick, "The Northem Frontier to 1820: The Emergence of the Griqua People' in R Elphick and H. 
Giliomee (eds), The S hoping of S ollth.AjriCll1l Socieg, 243-290 (revising and condensing his 1 %9 PhD thesis); S. D. 
Neumatk, Etrmomk Influences 011 the SoNth AfrkIl1l FtrJ1ItUr. 
7 J. Peires, The DetJd WiIlArirl. 
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then 'brought over' into colonial discourse.8 Similarly, Janet Hodgson has concentrated on 

figures and circumstances of the syncretic moment, such as the Ngqika divine Ntsikana and the 

Zonnebloem-educated daughter of Sandile, 'Princess Emma'.9 Following Susan Newton-King 

and Candy Malherbe in tracing the particularly intractable condition of 'betweenness' that 

characterises the colonisation and resistance of the Khoisan,10 and Hodgson's scrutiny of 

syncretic moments among the Ngqika, Elizabeth Elboume has revivified the archive on the 

frontier Khoisan by exploring the 'middleness' of conversion narratives and evangelical discourse 

in Khoisan testimony. Robert Ross has turned to a classic 'middleman' in his recent exposition 

of 'a life on the border' in the figure ofHennanus Matroos/Ngxukumeshe.11 Similarly, Nigel 

Penn's Rogues Rebels and RzmalllqJs explores earlier Cape society and the northern frontier through 

those subjects who characterise more its 'among' than its 'between'. And recently, new syntheses 

and interpretations of the Cape frontier, epitomised in Alan Lester's Imperial Networks, have 

sought to integrate that frontier thoroughly within the 'networks' linking metropolitan Britain 

and the Cape in shared and entailed processes of identity formation in both places (and beyond). 

Indeed, for some time now, it has been fair to remark a general trend in South African 

historiography towards biographical or social-historical expositions of exemplary 'middlers': this 

is true of Charles van Onselen's The Seed is Mine, as of Shula Marks' Not Either an Experimental 

Doll, and it is recapitulated in popular and political memorials, such as Mandela's renaming his 

presidential residence 'Genadendal' (after that interstitial mission place) or the University of 

Cape Town naming a computer laboratory in memory of the Mendi drowned - African colonial 

subjects caught between the devil of an imperial World War and the deep blue sea 

This is a study of vagrancy begun in an insistence that vagrancy is the accusation of those 

who are themselves not vagrants, and that vagrancy is thus firstly a discursive entity. Thus it is a 

study of the representation of vagrancy. It is a study in the (evolving) continuities of the vagrant, 

across space and time, and particularly between the early modern advent in Europe and the 

colonial circumstance at the Cape, down to the present time. It shows that the interest in the 

vagrant coheres around .the character of the 'other', replicated in the encounter with colonised 

peoples, and that the interest straddles both poles of vilification and desire. The urge to know 

the vagrant, as impossible as that is in strict terms, is one with the urge to subordinate what I am 

in this thesis calling the inordinate, as also the contrary, imaginary (perhaps Romantic) urge to be 

subordinated to the inordinate, to become inordinate onesel£ The interest in vagrancy follows 

8 H. Bradfotd, 'Women, Gender and Colonialism: Rethinking the History of the British Cape Colony and its 
Frontier Zones, c.l806-70', j01lf7lai of Afn"ctm History, 37 (1996), 360-368; 'Framing African women: visionaries in 
southem Africa and their photographic afterlife, 1850-2004', Knmos, 30 (November 20(4),70--93. 
9 J. Hodgson, 'Ntsikana'; Prinms Emma. 
10 S. Newton-King, Masters and Servants on the Cgpe Eastern ProntUr; 1760-1803; Newton-King and V. C. Malherbe, 
The KJJqjlehoi Rebellion in the Eastern Cgpe, 1779-1802). 
11 R Ross, 'Hermanus Matroos, aka Ngxukumeshe: a life on the border', Kronos, 30 (November 20(4),47-69. 
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discernible lines, above all that of an interest in language itself, where the vagrant is forever 

supposed to ravel and unravel sense (their other world) in a skein of code-like language, either 

profane or sacred. But vagrancy also betokens the liberty of the subject thus accused: if the 

object of the accusation is to order the inordinate (and to reaffinn the accuser's obeisance also, 

to pledge discursive compliance), then the implication is that the accused 'vagrant' has slipped 

the bounds and bonds of the society whose power is chastening. To the imagination- and 

hence to writers - such a state is intriguing, because it enacts what the imagination also does, 

which is to move in other and alternative spaces and times. At some or other level each of us 

suffers the constraint of the power to which we subscribe for our share in the resources of 

human society and its appropriation of the world. Whether we are brought into consciousness 

of the 'contradiction'. under which we labour (and, indeed, whether it is a contradiction or a 

witting compromise) by crises that arise in the split discourse of a 'mirror-stage' of our 

psychological development, or by the id's breaching our ego, or by political intervention and 

conflict in pursuit of our class interests, will always be a matter for speculation and argument. 

This study applies models variously, as best elucidates any given instance. But it does 'begin' in 

an intuition of the general human compromise, as fundamental as our willingness to bring 

children into life despite our own reluctance to die, and everywhere enacted in the countless 

reconciliations we make with our environment, and in the certainty that we will make each one 

differently next time. 

It is instead of the aspiration to monological truth that I am in this thesis indebted to the 

'listening' practice of what new historicist approaches have adopted from the example of 

Clifford Geertz's 'thick description'.12 Instead of seeking to have the elusive and 'errant' practice 

of the vagrant confonn (yet again) to the contours of an ideology that can never be his or hers, I 

am. inclined to go after what I am going to call the 'deep practice' of vagrancy - which is to say 

its fullest expression in culture. This deep practice belongs neither to vagrant nor to accuser, 

though aspects of it may be adduced from what the critical scholar sees (in glimpses, many, 

thickened into description), but to the entire range of cultural expression that is the practice of 

the vagrant. A central tenet of this thesis is that the vagrant occupies literature (and the archive, 

the oath on the street, the anecdote) in a way that the vagrant, by definition, putatively occupies 

nothing - neither place nor date - in the accusation of hegemonic 'reality'. In that occupation 

we find the vagrant settled into deep practice, a significance to culture (history, economy, 

ideology) that is complex and various, even to the point of contradiction (to the obvious extent 

one cannot settle the matter of vagrancy, the language refuses the project). 

12 Oifford Geert:z's donation to the new historicism is widely manifest The 'thick description' epithet arises out of 
his 'Thick Description: Toward an Interpretative theory of Culture: The Interprrt41ilm ofCtlltNre: SeINtHJ Bsst!Js. As 
David Schalkwyk points out, the term belongs to Gilbert Ryle. D. SchaIkwyk, Literatllrt and the TOt«h of the Real, 239. 

4 
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The practice of the vagrant lies in an indefinite locus between accuser, accused and a 

host of representations. Conditions of plurality and 'middleness' are key to the entire concept. 

The plurality of vagrant practice works its way out in the host that vagabonds always seem to be. 

Middleness is expressed in the absence of the vagrant from work. or from home, but the 

contrary presence of the vagrant in acts of trespass and 'infestation', the manner in which 

vagrants 'squat', and despite their absence are an 'eyesore' (in any number of representative 

pages from the Southern SubtIrlIs Taller, week after week in the months that this thesis was 

written). In framing this approach I am following David Sch~s recent exposition of 

Wittgenstein's remarks on Frazer's The Goltin BOIIgh, and his relation ofWittgenstein's objection 

to an anthropology (or history) that is wholly interested in causal explanations.13 Schalkwyk 

applies Wittgenstein's objections to Frazer in order to redeem the exemplary 'anecdotal' practice 

of Stephen Greenblatt from the charge that new historicist accounts, in their deft conflationsof 

history and text, are anti-historical, at worst anachronistic and self-servingiy selective. 14 In 

summary, Schalkwyk writes of how Wittgenstein 

responds to the problem of anduopological naaative by pointing out that by destroying wonder, 

causal explanation tends, pandoxicaJly, to lose its fundamental purpose because it destroys the 

response to the dtptb of an alien cultural practice. AccOlding to Wittgens_ Frazer misses precisely 

this depth in primitive magical practices, because he treats 1hem as mistaken scientific or causal 

hypotheses, and 1hen tries to explain them through his own causal or scientific explanations. But Cor 

Wittgensrein magical ritual is not a mistaken scientific.or causal hypothesis; it is adiffetent kind of 

J.anguage_gam.e.15 ' .. 

For my part., I am not asserting that the vagrant is alien, or even 'an alien cultural practice' 

(though to some extent the vagrant is that, certainly s/he is a practice of cultural alienation), but 

I am intrigued by the assertion that causal narrative (classic history) runs the risk of losing the 

depth of the practices of its subjects. It is in pursuit of that cfiffUseand uncertain deep 

significance, whose provenance is not specific and whose destination lies in the keep of no one 

agent, that this thesis is undertaken. The implications of this pursuit of 'deep practice' for my 

present project's conception of a 'contingent' history, outside of monological imperatives, will 

become evident later in this introductory chapter. It is sufficieat· to cite here Schalkwyk's 

formulation of the hazard of (causal) historical account 

13 ~ l.itmttwr I11III tIN To. tftIN RIa4 especially chapter 5, 'Gteenblatt and Wittgensrein'. 
14 One way of formulatingtbis might be to note that the deep disquiet of critics ultimately proceeds £rom the 
aoecdo1.:'s appeatU:lg IXInIdItJ from histoty. 
15 Sc:baIbvyk, ~ fllll!:tbl TOIItb tftIN RIa4 194. I think Wittps~ is somewhat ~ OIJ Frazer, whose 
'deeP' objeci:mightbe t1le 'thin' description of hegemonic =swlisclaims -by thus 'tbialy describisigaaOis a 
massive~ of 'primitive'pnctice to 'thin' the claims of 'civilisation' and to 'thin' the accus~ of primitivity. 

S 
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It is indeed tJtII way of auembJing the data. But its way of assembling such data leaves certain 

questions untouched. These are questions that ~m me ways in which such pmctices touch our 

own lifts: in our cpeDence of the depth of 8 pactice, or what Greenblatt calls our 'wondet' 81: a 

cultunl pactice or arti&ct.16 

Darkness and opacity may be dispelled by light, but they are not understood by the 

discoveries of light; to understand darkness or opacity one must have a dark or opaque . 

language. This has always been the project of poetry, specifically, ~ poetics - but it is the 

project of all art. It supplies a good argument for the disq)vety of vagrancy not by the 
. . 

light of causes only, but by the darker-seeming language practices of texts also, in which 

vagrants arise and have thdr deep signifitance. If it is in and throogh language that We 

discover our huinanity and disclose it to ourselves as that which marks us out kom the 

gener:a1it:y. of aeatures, then it is to texts that we must go if we are to discover the 

peculiarly human practice and significance of v3gnmcy (or anything else). My history,then, 

seeks to disclose the origins and destinations of vagrants as much in the theatre of ideas as 

in that of the social economy. It is an enquiry into an institution that compeJsand chastens 

our humanity, and is fraught with contradiction, across centuries and continentS. In being 

. both an engiDe and anart:ifact of that humanity, such a history of vagrancy holds ~t for 

me the hope that I share it,1 Christopher Hill's vision of the historical project se:n~, 

when he says: 'All knowledge of the past should help to humanise US.,17 

" . 

We must persist with historiography (and historians) a little longer. Marc Bloch: ~e word 

'historY is very old -·80 old that men have sometimes grown weary ofit.,11 It is a strange thing 

to contemplate the ageing of history, or of the 1aitguage that transmits it, when the histOrian's 

task and skill is to inquire after the process of ageing~ But what Bloch is saying goes to the heart 

of this study and its methods, for the ageing of the word 'historY is historical, and the knot of 

paradox with which Bloch would hav~ us grapple is that history is always and everywhere ~ 
things at once. HiStory is the process by which the present is realised, and the two histories ~ 
together upon the two senses of the word 'realised', that is (a) 'made to be' and (b) 'made aware 

(0£)'. In other words, history is simultaneously objective, of transcendental chaiacter, and 

subjective, of conscious character. Traditionally the historian has gone after the fonner, with 

6 
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caveats and constraints, while the latter has fallen more and more to the niggling prerogative of 

critics familiar with the philosophical fallouts peculiar to the study of language and literature in 

the past century. One important consequence of this duality is that the two disciplines have 

increasingly come to penetrate one another. Formerly the historian might apply to the critic for 

cultural nuances or for tips on style, and the critic to the historian for a sense of context usually 

of the sophistication of a 'backdrop'. Now the historian must understand the evidence of 

language itself, and the critic the very historical occasions of power that lie behind the event of 

each word or sentence. 

Thus it is that historians have begun to accept their own implication in history, to 

become wary of the division between history and historiography, to notice their roles in 

translating the texts of the archive into the texts of their syntheses and analyses. To a greater or 

lesser extent the philosophical implications of the literary tum begin to show in the,ir writings. 

Nancy F. Partner writes of history as many a literary scholar would like it to be thought 'History 

is meaning imposed on time by means of language: history imposes syntax on time.'19 Given the 

textual plasticity that this kind of reckoning allows to the reading and writing of history, it is not 

surprising to note Hayden White's corresponding complaint about the slowness of literary 

scholars to properly understand the implications of their own insights for the field of history 

(and for what that field might therefore mean to them), noting, ironically, that 

Nor is it unusual for litenry theorists, when they are spea1cing about the 'context of a litenry wolk, 

to suppose that this context - the 'historical milieu' - has a concreteness and an accessibility that the 

work itself can never have, as if it were easier to perceive the reality of a past world put together 

from a thousand historical documents than it is to probe the depths of a single litenry work that is 

present to the critic studying it2ll 

The rebuke to literary theorists is more pertinent, now, in my experience, than the challenge to 

historians. Literary critics persist, by and large, in treating history as a tableau of context against 

which to read literature (like a Da Vinci Code or a hot light source which develops invisible ink), 

when the most ancient principle of history is that time inclines the world and experience to 

change, that there is a dynamism inherent in things. Clearly the values of mutability and 

variability, of conflict and revolution, which are so important to history, have implications for 

the study of literature (as among history's productions, as among that which produces history). 

And yet the chief interest of history to literature remains its assumed anchorage, the way it 

stabilises and confirms readings by bridging reader and text. In all, White's rebuke provides 

19 N. F. Partner, 'Making Up Lost Time: Writing on the Writing of History', in B. Fay d iii, History tl1IIi Theory: 
COllte1lljXJraty RlatlillU, 75. 
20 H. White, "The Historical Text as literary Artifact', ibid, 22-
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something of the context of incentive towards a richer literary and theoretical engagement with 

history, such as now broadly goes by the name of 'the new historicism', and which is itself 

internally various in attitudes and practices, but broadly proceeds from the nexus of literary and 

historical exchanges in the last half of the last century. (Some would call. this nexus a dialectic, 

others a muddle, and neither would be wrong). If such an historicism is indeed 'new' then it is 

long overdue. Both historians and critics must long ago have noticed the common interest in 

their sources: the Bible makes claims to both literature and history, so does Homer, so does 

Shakespeare, so does Defoe, so Qocally) does the Bleek-Lloyd archive of /Xam texts - and so, I 

hope to show, do various other South African works, as do all artefacts of human culture. 

In truth there is nothing 'new' about the kind of historicism that this project applies. Literary 

studies have always been historicised, implicitly if not explicitly. Even the most stringent 

quarantines of the New Critical kind are themselves historically arrived at, and the value they 

refuse history is, in fact, an anxious measure of the force of history upon author, critic and text. 

What is 'new' in the so-called (and no-longer) 'new' historicism is the often paradoxical 

confluence of determinist historical positions (specifically Marxism) and potentially relativised 

(post-)structuralisms. It is a struggle underway in Althusser, but negatively, where Marx is 

transplanted from history into structuralist soil, and Lacan, similarly at pains to graft structuralist 

linguistics to other systems, here psychoanalysis. But these instances, and perhaps those like 

Jameson and Lyotard, differ most profoundly from the 'new' historicist position in their 

persistent aspiration towards 'a single, theoretically satisfactory answer' to the questions of the 

world.21 This theoretical disquiet is not one of value, but one of extent; it is not the usefulness of 

systems of thought that is challenged, but the ambition to total truth. It is the hazards of that 

ambition that have made the 'thick description' out of Geertz so attractive, and that have urged 

the empirical contours of the anecdote, a small and local claim, not to the proof of truth, but to 

what is exemplary of it, not to the truth of causes, but to the truth of meanings.22 In this, and 

throughout this study, I am at one with Stephen Greenblatt when he writes: 'For me the study 

of the literary is the study of contingent, particular, intended, and historically embedded works; if 

theory inevitably involves the desire to escape from contingency into a higher realm, a realm in 

which signs are purified of the slime of history, then this paper is written against theory.'23 

Of course, this study, like Greenblatt's own work (as that of any 'historicist' or historian) 

is chased with theory, in greater or lesser degrees implicitly or explicitly. How is it possible any 

longer to write an English with words like 'subject', 'power', 'class', 'discourse' and so on-

21 The phrase is Greenblatt's, and is locally directed (at Lyotard and Jameson), but I use it more generally. S. 
Greenblatt, 'Towards a Poetics of Culture' in H. Aram Veeser (ed.), The NI1II Historidsm, 5. 
22 Here, again, I am embroidering upon the significance of deep practice, as I derive it tangentially from 
Scha1kwyk's exposition of continuities between Wittgenstein and Greenblatt in Literf1lllf'l and the Touch oj the ReaL 
23 S. Greenblatt, 'Shakespeare and the Exorcists' in P. Parker and G. HtJf1fIIan, Shl1lusptm and the Question ojTheory, 
163. 

8 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

words that were once innocent of their later significance through theory - without a (no less 

theorised) awareness of the heteroglossic field in which one writes, and the fact that the field is a 

forcefield? One is always calling down, in inevitably imperfect, time-worn versions, the concepts 

of other theories as they have passed into a wider parlance. My simile would be this: any such 

word is like a cricket ball, it remains consistently itself, is no other ball, but with each passing 

minute and each delivery is changed, firstly by the dialectic of bat on ball, which alters not only 

its current trajectory, but also itself, softening and roughing the ball,and accommodating it more 

to the opportunities of the batsman (this is the dialogic instance in utterance, after 

Bakhtin/Voloshinov), but changed also by the action of bowler and fielders who shine one face 

of the ball to enhance its swing through the air, who pick the seam to produce irregular bounce, 

who might tamper with it in other illegal ways (this is the complex, even vexed, instance of 

authorship and intent). The ball is t;he same ball being bowled, but different every time it is. 

This analogy deters me from monological theories, or rather from the monological aspirations 

of theory. It does so because it describes a process of imperfection, and because it is a metaphor 

(thus a mode of imperfection: a thing not truly itself), and, as must be the case with any 

metaphor, because it is itself inevitably imperfect. It is not only total accounts of the world that 

can dispel the thrall of other total accounts. I am inclined to fossick in theory, not for the truth, 

but for what it might help disclose of the truth (another metaphor, with biblical debts: theory is 

not the light, but it helps to bring things to light). Thus it is that I am attentive to Marx, for 

example, and cannot help importing such tenns as he uses; I may not be convinced of their 

truth, but I am eager to accept their value. I am in awe of Marx's understanding of history, but 

less enamoured of his tentative configuration of the process of cultural determination - that 

relationship between base and superstructure, of 'conditioning', which has spawned so many of 

the Heath-Robinson contraptions of 'late' Marxist theory around cultural production.24 Although 

this study is never far from a Marxist apprehension of the dialectical and materialist outlines of 

history, then, it does not preoccupy itself with the cultural materialism of a Wtlliams. This is 

where it turns more to the historicism of the 198Os, and after the (complexly held) example of 

Foucault. 

The donation of Foucault is easier to discern: it lies in a preoccupation with discursive 

fonns and relations, and discursive power, it is interested in genealogies (though that is an arch 

tenn I do not use here, for all it underlies my history of the idea of vagrancy across and through 

so~ political and literary fields), especially as these genealogies produce the palimpsest of 

successive histories, and make of the act of history its intrinsic subject. Foucault may be 

24 James Holstun offers a particularly lucid criticism of 'the GonJian complexities' of the passage in Mux's preface 
to The Contribtltio1l to the Crltiqll' ojPoatica/ EC¥»IOfI!Y, in which the latter adumbrates the tenet that 'The mode of 
production of material life conditions the general process of social, political and. intellectual life.' The irresolution 
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discerned throughout the 'new' historicism (indeed, the persuasively charming James Holstun, in 

his recent polemic against the 'new' historicist corrosion of Marxist theory, has it that 'New 

historicism is literary Foucauldianism." - perhaps chiefly in the instance of the 'anecdote' (a 

word whose innocence has been lost to the new historicism) and its descent from the 

F oucauldian preference for the petite histoire over the grand recit, as also its particularly literary habit 

of discourse.26 Joel Fineman remarks that '[t]he anecdote ... as the narration of a singular event, 

is the literary form or genre that uniquely refers to the real,27, but one might also say that the 

occurrence of the real and the literary is singularly evident in the anecdote. For any historian 

concerned with the textuality of history, the anecdote represents the proper unit of research and 

historiography. Fineman wants to make of it a 'historeme,28, which is an act of theory too 

ambitious of a total model for me to trust - but the debt to Foucault is there writ large. 

Perhaps my greatest fondness for the Foucauldian legacy in the 'new' historicism lies in 

my own aw~dness of mind. How is it that I who recognise the very great imperfection of my 

thinking - its frequent inability to grasp, its frequent dubiety, both good and bad (suspicious of 

the emperor's new clothes as much of his new historicism), but insufficiently confident (or 

hubristic) to say so with certainty - how is it that I should pretend to certain knowledge? For 

that reason I rejoice in the implication of 'new' historicist writing, that my own writing practice 

and purpose is of one substance with the past or the texts, or the text-pasts, that concern me. 

Not only is this mea culpa a proper estimation of each act in history, but it is liberating. It is true, 

too, to the hesitancies and what~ifs that govern our experience of ourselves in history, and which 

the comprehensive theories consider beneath their purview, or, worse, ravel up in aggregate 

determinations that are in danger of teleological fallacies and which do not render any account of 

the individual whose actions are plainly not the will of God or fate or material conditions. Such 

determinations dismiss the most interesting aspect of all history; its chief subplot and its reason 

for being, which is the story of the cut against the grain, or struggle, unless, that is, they make of 

history its first character ofloss, and the annihilation of the individual (as opposed to the 

triumph, if it is that, of the aggregate), in which case we are approaching a point at which history 

might fairly be read as tragedy. I would not have a history careless of the individual's struggle 

against power and the power of time itself, or one that subsumes its subjects in forces of such 

vast corporation as to extinguish the subject of history itself, and to repeat in acts of scholarship 

that besets the blurry word 'conditions' are what makes the knot soft and slippery. See Holstun's 'Base, 
Superstructure, and Hierarchies of Determination', Ehtlll's Dggger. CItzss stnIgg/I in tIN English RtvoiNtion, 90ff 
25 J. Holstun, EhNd's Dagger, SO. I am indebted to Holstun's delineations, which persuade by their clarity, even 
though I do not share his point of view. Thus, though I do not join his polemic, and precisely because I do not 
share his interest in theory, nor his wizardry with the subject, I am led to adopt his sense of the relations between 
theories: what he would not want me to call his genealogy of theory. 
26 J. Fineman, 'The History of the Anecdote: Fact and Fiction', in Veeser, The New Historicism, 44-76. 
27 ibid, 56. 
28 ibid, 57. 
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what it might be the privilege of scholarship to condemn in history. We must not colonise the 

past and the dead, because it is not the business of the historian to wield power in history, and 

we must not do so by draining practices to the shallows of their causes, when it is the depths of 

those practices that make - or made - them human. 

ContingenfY 

In 1944, at an acute juncture of history and when the numerous dead were unusually present to 

the living, T. S. Eliot wrote 

there is coming into the world a new kind of provincialism which perhaps deserves a new name. It is 

a provincialism, not of space, but of time; one for which history is merely the chronicle of human 

devices which have served their tum and been scrapped, one for which the world is the property 

solely of the living, a property in which the dead hold no shareS.29 

It seems impossible that any scholar of the past or of past artefacts could join in the 'bunking' of 

history,30 but the world that is shown to us as 'actuality' in the ceaseless reportage of television 

news networks has begun to make history more present than it is. By this I do not mean that 

history is not present - it is only ever present - but that new media serve to erase the distinction 

between the past and history, in a manner which suggests to most people that we are now 

capable of recording our 'presents' perfectly for posterity. In other words, it appears that our 

information competence has 'saved' our recent pasts and demonstrated our dominance over 

more remote ages. The fault lies not only with the technological capacity for 'real-time' 

verisimilitude, but also with new grammars (many of them visual) by which both the media and 

the recipient of data make information.31 One danger of the (correct and scholarly) assertion that 

history belongs to the present is that it, too, flattens the contours of time and slews the relative 

29 T. S. Eliot, Whllt is (J CIarsU?, 30. 
30 I am playing with Henry Foro's infamous dismissal, and intending by it to mean both 'debunking' and truant 
evasion (and possibly reporting even with the echoed splash of a witch-stool dunking). 
31 Such grammars work to 'hasten' history in the more and more 'efficient transmission of narrative; in the process 
they 8atten the contours of time and produce anachronisms in which the present dominates the past. Examples 
should be unnecessary, but one might reach out to any filmic treatment of pre-film texts to petceive the Battening 
and its effects. In the films of Austen's novels, for instance, epistolary time is sacrificed ~ epiphanic time - plots 
(and human emotions) are represented as the devices of sudden dialectical catastrophes, often of the gaze of 
character and camera. Thus lizzie Bennett's (highly textual) progress towatds affection for Ducy, and the notion 
of maturation, are lost to simpler developments, more modem in tempo and mores. When.Anne Elliot and Captain 
Wentworth kiss on the streets of Bath, what we see is a 201h century shorthand for matters that Austen writes in 
oroer to make more complex rather than to simplify. Whether we are concemed with sex, gender, class or money, 
present representations impose the present on that past. Above all, what is lost is a sense of time true to the text 
film is violently disruptive of 181h century time (by which is meant the 181h century experience of time); indeed, one 
of the reasons that we do not live in the same age as Austen is because new representations and their grammars 
have sundered her (experience of) time from ours. 
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presence of the present in the past and the past in the present Thus, even scholars need to be 

wary of the inadvertent distortions they cause simply by being in history, let alone in practising 

it More serious, however, is the risk of distortion posed by methodologies that are monological 

and held as articles of faith. These do a disservice to their subject by overlaying the intrinsic 

hazard of narration (the primary method of history, selective and editorial) with teleological 

'ends'. This makes for wrong stories (history written backward, in a retrospect untrue to the 

experience of it), but also for a false witness to the subjectivity of history, the way time 

subordinates individuals, and societies, even languages, to loss and erasure. This 'present 

prospect' of the loss of history is a recurrent anxiety - I hesitate to say theme - in this study, and 

it the more propels me to the kinds of contingent methods for which I argue here. 

An excursion, then, in propositions: 

1. History is the present occasion of the past 

2. History is the accomplishment of past data in present infonnation. 

3.1 The hazard of theory is that it puts data to the service of infonnation in such a way as 

anticipates information, when information, by definition, cannot be anticipated, but must be 

disclosed in itself. 

3.2. The hazard of theory, put another way, is that anticipation is teleological 

3.2.1. In history, which is an account of causes, nothing is more hazardous than to confuse 

aetiology with teleology. 

3.2.2. Because theory seeks to encompass the subjects of knowledge it has an end in sight. 

3.2.2.1. Events and their causes are thus arranged in narratives, i.e. towards an end, to an end (at 

worst a specific end, but any end is wrong), which makes the aetiology of narrative in fact 

teleology. (Auden's anecdote of the lady at the Left Book Club, who, when pressed for the point 

of her speech, asks how she can possibly know what she is going to say until she has said it This 

woman cannot lie, because she intends nothing except to hear what she has to say.) 

3.2.2.2. Teleologies: Galen, Augustine, Lamarck, Cuvier, Marx. By contrast, Newton's dilemma 

is the Prime Mover, and his greatness is to refuse to know what it could be - to refuse to know 

what is teleologically supposed. Darwin's brilliance is exactly his refusal of teleology - and yet he 

is most commonly misunderstood by the teleological imputation of end-agency in the 'selection' 

of 'natural selection' or in the 'fitness' of those which dominate. (This misrecognition is why 

some feel able to dismiss him as 'theory'.) 

3.2.2.3. The Second Law ofThennodynamics is not about last things, but has such profound 

implications for those things that it might wrongly appear teleological. Though it presumes to 

know the end of things, it produces that knowledge by causation. It does not account for 

thennodynamics by knowing how things will end up. 
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4. Within the Second Law, life itself arises as a contingency, temporarily. Ultimately, the energy 

required to organise life in chemical complexities and structures like cells Qet alone poems) is 

offset against greater losses in heat, from food-fuel, to the environment as we go about 

breathing and being wann. The Law holds for life as well as for the universe: the progress is to 

disorder and entropy. However, life is not a closed system and 'borrows' (at a losing rate) the 

energy of other systems to make for its (therefore contingent) semblance of order, or 

information.32 

I am attracted to a contingent method primarily because it keeps faith with the 

experience of its subject. Human life - all life - arises against the grain, in conditions of 

unlikelihood, and persists in a character of randomness and surprise, wastefully and at the 

expense of others and the environment. Determinations of likelihood make sense in broad 

canvas, but not at the seam where past and text intersect (as I have insisted they are always 

doing, as history, two-in-one). Secondly, it seems to me that the relation between two dynamic 

fields - call them text and context - must necessarily multiply each field exponentially. William 

Empson noted wryly to I. A. Richards that 'It is a familiar paradox; any serious attempt at 

establishing a relativity turns out to establish an absolute'". He was amazed at how Einstein's 

theory of relativity had fiXed the velocity of light, but the implications of his observation for 

'relativist' theories remains: they must keep contingent. 

Thirdly, even where aggregative history perceives inevitability or necessity, the unit of 

likelihood conducive to such outcomes must remain unfixed in each instance. Only a contingent 

method will reveal the detail of such aggregate 'truths', and, perhaps, the depth of value, the 

degree of 'truth' in them. One might see contingency then as the pmsure in history, that play of 

force, locally variable, which occasions necessity in wider accounts. An example: seen 

retrospectively, through a Marx-glass, the truth may be that the majority of members of a social 

class adopt an attitude of 'class interest' towards a given event; however, there are simply too 

many variables at play to be certain of what constitutes that class (half of them are women; 

throw in one transgendered man and you have replaced class with gender). History is always read 

backwards, in circumstances of aftemess; against that condition ofknowingness, theories that 

claim to know should be held cautiously. 

32 Paul Davies, on whom I am drawing here, is provocatively useful for the wom of the Humanities, since he is at 
pains to relate the processes ofJife to the science of infurmation (both of which operate as excursions against the 
ctirtent of entropy, but both, equally, as contingent ~sses, reliant upon net losses in order (and energy) in 
wider systems). The provocation to the Humanities (particularly to the historian) lies in the ovemll apperception of 
the necessity of life's exporting its waste chaos in retum for local older. This being true, there is a waste cost to 
every poem and every city, in excess of the expense in creating each. A Marxian progess -II'!J human progress -
only woms at greater cost to other reservoirs of energy. This casts a pall upon progressivist apprehensions of 
history and culture, and suggests that greater disoroer, rather than oroer, is the destination of our forms and our 
histories. P. Davies, TIN Origill ofUft, especially 26-32 
33 C. Ricks, William Empson and 'The Loony Hooters", Esst!Js ill.Apprr&itllioll, 347. 
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Nor do I subscribe to any faith in the independence of particularly literary texts from the 

vicissitudes of time and time's essential condition of variability. The literary blinkers awarded the 

text by the now well-established, if latent, habit of the New Criticism has great advantages in 

concentrating the scrutiny of the reader and in asserting the importance. of internal evidences, 

but the exclusionary gaze, too, is only contingently valuable. There comes a point at which the 

insistence upon the text's independence of author or reader, for example, effects a kind of theft 

and a kind of historical erasure of the sort practised by totalitarian school history books. Texts 

are never free of the 'sudden sharp hot stink of fox', as Ted Hughes hasit,34 and can never be 

cleansed of the stench of history, or of the scent of author and reader. The text is resolved as 

many things, in countless moments, contingently. It moves from dream to labour to commodity 

to sexual display to dispute and so on and back again any number of times in its life and in any 

one day on the steps of the university where I teach, where students sit in the sun and hatch 

novels, jot in their notebooks, buy books off each other, show off their library borrowings, 

quarrel over books or extend them in daydream. In each of these moments the text is free in 

different degrees. In each of these moments the relative 'presence' and power of author, text 

and reader is different according to a host of contextual considerations, but that does not 

expunge the essential being of anyone of them. All it does is show that the text is better thought 

of as an event than an entity; it is more something that occupies time than the thing in space. It 

is historical (temporal) to a degree exponentially greater than the material holdings of all the 

libraries, or the material volume of its part in the commodity economy. The clue to the 

historicity of the text is its variability, since variety is a powerful marker of time (as Darwin 

realised), but history is not the end of the text, its reckoning, any more than the variability of 

species needs to produce Homo sapiens or ends in us. History is no more the measure of literature 

(or any text) than texts are of history, but the two are entailed, not as sides of a coin, but 

perhaps more as strands in a molecule, whose architecture is the expression of information 

encrypted in their relation to one another. 

Hedgehogs know one thing thoroughly and forever, foxes many things more-or-Iess and 

as and when occasions arise. But one might also say that the scale of hedgehog purview is as of 

the verb 'sawir - theoretical knowledge, knowledge in principle -, while the local investigations 

of the fox pennit it 'connaitrl- actual knowledge, knowledge in fact. That is the last of my claims 

for contingency - for applying a rattlebag of techniques in interpreting the past and its texts, the 

text that is the past It is a way of knowing more suited to our neighbourhood with history, and 

to the local nature of a study of this size. Total theories (even absolute relativities) are ambitious 

to reduce the instance of history to pattern. The correlative image of people as numbers (in a 

set, a field, a geometry) disturbs me; the greatest casualties of the knowing accounts are those 

~4 Ted Hughes, 'The Thought-Fox', Selected Poems, 13. 
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elements already subordinated in society: the poor, women, vagrants and the like. The majority 

of the world's people are children; because they are powerless they figure as a subset of adults. 

They are as under-represented in this thesis as in the world, and yet we were all children in the 

past. If childhood represents our universal biographical history, and yet goes largely negiected by 

both history and literary studies, then it is because we have one big idea about children, for right 

or for wrong. That idea is the ideological figure of 'minority', which we should remember was 

once as unquestioningly extended also to women (and black people,slaves, and so on). Children 

are less subordinate than inordinate, not numbered among the priorities of (adult) history and 

literature. And yet, in our own lives, locally and in detail, children are profoundly important. 

Relating the 'reality' of such different attitudes requires contingent thinking. How can children 

be both neglected by our accounts and yet head the undertakings of our affections? How can 

light be both wave and particle? How can history be both what happened and its account? How 

can Shakespeare be ofhis age and for all time? How can vagrants be plainly on the street-comer 

and yet not exist (as I will be insisting)? 

Just as the answer to any of these conundrums begins 'Well, it depends', so, too, does 

the nature of all our reading and writing. This is not an instance for the rehearsal of the endless 

vagaries of context; what I mean is rather that the quest for rigorous mono logy, attributive of 

theory, is not the proper means by which scholarship should proceed in the humanities. Even 

scientists recognise the groundlessness of hypothesis, and the difficulty of reconciling empiricism 

and rationalisation. Paradoxes arise out of the profitable confutation of theories, as a progress of 

the evolution of thought and knowledge. They do not reflect failure, but advance - or, rather, 

the failure in paradox is in fact what drives the progress of knowledge. Thus theoretical progress 

is achieved contingently, by small (or large) incremental adjustments, consequent upon the 

elimination of demonstrated error. At anyone time it is possible for a variety of methods to be 

advancing the front of an irregular field, co-operatively in competition, to varying degrees. When 

I speak of contingency, what I mean is that I do not subsume these many methods to anyone 

rigorous pattern, save the 'pattern' of dialogue which allows theories and methods to 

correspond, and which permits the criticism essential to knowledge. In all this, broadly, I am 

following Popper, whose cleanliness of thought and expression often describes a common sense 

that is not at all the suspect ideological gloss which common sense might be to an Althusser or 

other latter-Marxist writers.35 In writing I am only ever trying out a truth; the expected 

35 I am tbink1ng here not only of Popper's stricture of falsifiability, but more of his refutation of 'historicism' (by 
which he means 'an approach to the social sciences which assumes that JJistorWI predktion is their principle aim, and 
which assumes that this aim is attainable by discovering the 'rhythms' or the 'pattems', the 'laws' or the 'trends' that 
underlie the evolution of history.,) That this 'historicism' is diametrically opposed to that use of the word in this 
thesis, as in a good deal of 'new' historicist writing, must be evident. Poppert's evaluation of the appropriate and 
inappropriate applications of theoretical and empirical modes of enquiry is influential to my attitudes, and 
particularly his fonnulation of the theoretical as that which undertakes 'to 1XjJIai" emd to pndia events'. It is the 
predictive function of theory which appears evidentially tenuous and logically spurious; what is mote, it imitates the 
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destination of what is written is falsehood. It is the act towards truth that is the scholar's object; 

truth itself is not his or hers. Thus my interest is in meanings before causes, though causes help 

constitute meanings. This study is a history of the meaning of vagrancy, not simply a history of 

vagrancy. As it passes from the European Renaissance through the colonial encounter in the 

Cape in the 19th century and beyond, it is never far from the texts, literary and otherwise, in 

which the vagrant is practised. The depths of that practice that my mode seeks to disclose go 

beyond causal narratives, although they follow them too for what they achieve of meaning. Here, 

for example, I mean to disclose that the Abraham man of early modern Europe is, in deep 

practice, the Abraham of capitalist modernity, the signifying figure of the new working class 

brought out of Ur and into the promised land of a new god, and thathe is an avatar of the 

colonial 'other' and vice versa, that the minutes of a colonial meeting in 1834 mean more than 

they say, are a palimpsest of subjectivities, an act of underwriting the colony, that 'Kaatje 

Kekkelbek'is not a skit but an act of revenge describing the deep practice of culture in time of 

war, that Lena is Athol Fugard's (and South Africa's) 'Homage to Clio,36, that Michael K and 

Vercuiel and the barbarian girl are the revenants of Coetzee's sepulchral (Romantic) 'heartland' 

(possibly the colony, again).37 By 'deep practice', as I have suggested, I mean those cultural 

practices whose meaning is not disclosed in the broad canvas of narrative accounts, in the 'thin' 

description of those who tell the stories of other places or times to their own ends, but rather in 

the 'thick' descriptions '!:hat such practices are in themselves serving to tell~ 
practitioners and participants. The intelligence of such practices may verge on the atavistic; they 

may occasion incredulity or wonder or dismay. But when they 'add up' it is not out 0 f the linear 

sums of time's subsequent accountants, but rather synchronously, as an answer that is derived of 

their own reckoning. That reckoning is what these pages are after. 

directive nomination (what I have called the 'accusation1 of the vagrant, the colonial indigene, and others. as it 
were 'predicting' them into roles that are really the state's anticipation. Much of Popper's objection to 'pro­
naturalistic' models of social evolution is really an objection to popular misunderstandings of those processes (a 
misunderstanding common to Maa's thought), which tend overwhelmingly to petceive a 'law' where Darwin, most 
pertinendy, only saw agents that were specifically random and arbitrary (natural 'selection' is nothing of the sort; it 
has no destination, but where it arrives and when it does). K. Popper. The PovertY of HistorkiSfll. 3. 35. 
36 I am borrowing the tide of Auden's poem; I mean that the deep practice of Lena. the female vagrant, is that of 
the muse of history. 
37 For the 'deeper ... heardand' see chapter 5, and J. M. Coetzee, Bt!Jhood, 92-3. 
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1. The host of vagabonds: origins and correspondences 

The Land of Nod 

From the first expulsion to the tramping of Orwell, western civilisation has enjoyed a constant 

preoccupation with the wandering state.1 The movement of peoples or individuals offers not 

only the first correlative for narrative itself - a progress through time that is then matched in a 

progress through space - but also a host of elaborated metaphorical possibilities. Wandering 

might be - and has been - turned to connote any number of social or psychological events. 

These have been realised in various ways and in various times in the genres of eJile narrative, 

quest tale, travelogue, pilgrim's progress, bildMngsro11lan, shipwreck adventure, picaresque and road 

trip. Wherever one turns, the mandarin and the popular literary tradition is flush with accounts 

of wandering. The Old Testament tells the story of a pastoral people passing into agricultural 

settlement and struggling with the vicissitudes of a small 'nation' in that progress through time 

and space: Adam and Eve wander in a wilderness, Cain in the Land of Nod, Abraham is sent 

walking from Ur to a promised land, Noah floats adrift, the psalmist sits down to lament 

captivity in Babylon, for forty years the Israelites wander out of Egyptian exile through Sinai. 

This is a people among whom the most settled social form, of marriage, is signalled by the 

removing and proffering of a sandal. The New Testament tells of the wandering ministry of a 

messiah who urges his disciples to forsake the material economy of settlement and to walk 

among people, and whose death and resurrection propels a handful of Jews into a flurry of travel 

that brings them to shipwreck and as far, some say, as India. It is the story of roads, the roads of 

Galilee, the road to Jerusalem, the road to Calvary, the road to Emmaus, the road to Damascus. 

Even the stories within that story - the parables - are full of travellers, whether certain men or 

Samaritans, and a travelling prodigal son is set to advantage against his stay-at-home brother. In 

the tradition of classical antiquity we find in the 04Yssr; a hero whose name is wedded to his 

peregrinations in the English word for a great and momentous journey. That tale is a narrative of 

exile and a travelogue, a picaresque before its time, with shipwreck and marvels thrown in. In 
r 

Dublin on June the 161h 1904, Joyce set Leopold Bloom wandering the beaches, baths, 

cemeteries and red-light districts - as much ofhis own soul, and his own soul's suburbs of 

1 We might include eastem civilisation too, given the trajectory from Siddartba Gautema through BasbO to Mao's 
Long Mm:b. However, it is not our focus, save in the later implicatiom of the ·overall azgument of this thesis, 
which shows the transfer of vagrant attributes to a colonised people (and to some extent vice versa), in a process 
with giobal ramifications. 
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language - after the pattern of Homer and in what has becom1ne exemplary monument of 

literary modernism. 

The English tradition is begun with Anglo-Saxon poems of exile and wandering. Its 

canon is consolidated in the pilgrimage of Chaucer's haphazard company to Canterbury. Piers 

Plowman goes ~de in this world wondres to here', and is followed centuries later by Bunyan's 

Christian. Among the everything that Shakespeare gives us are Hamlet's suffocating inaction, and 

Lear's runaway dissolution: two poles of human movement that show the infinite range of the 

stage, from immovable point (the castle, the island) to an unfolding frontier (the heath, the cliffs 

of Dover). (Contemporaneously, on the continent, Cervantes engenders the novel in the 

picaresque of Quixote and Panza.) Defoe journeys through the whole island of Britain, and 

wrecks Crusoe on another. Even the reasonable and stout Dr Johnson bestirs himself for a trip 

to the Hebrides in congenial company. The Romantics make walking and poetry conditions of 

each other, in a compact that hasn't yet unravelled, especially if we are to judge by the strongest 

holdouts of romanticism, in popular culture, where Tolkien's plodding hobbits are adored, the 

casual lovers of rock stars are called 'roadies', and the Beats have inaugurated a rite of passage in 

the road crossing of the United States. (As I write this there is a movie advertised for release in 

which the journey across America is welded to the journey across gender orientation, it is called 

TnmstJ1Jlerica, and centres· on the 'travail' of transexual identity.) 

In the past century Orwell tramped and Beckett brought tramps to a standstill. Bruce 

Chatwin romantically urged the deep practice of humankind in a loosely conceived nomadism, 

especially in his Songlines, and by century's end the accomplishments of population genetics had 

described a long march of strand/opers out of Africa some 50 000 years ago, and tenninating most 

visibly (and anciently) in the Australia that fascinated Chatwin.2 In the same past century, 

humankind went to the moon, and Hollywood went far beyond that (and received visitors from 

elsewhere, and sent them home when they were duly homesick, or killed them if they were not). 

The age-old and now intrinsic fascination with human movement, with going places and seeing 

things, with going home and finding oneself the object of all our journeys, is far from over. But, 

it might be argued, our journeys have settled down. We have derived of them our several genres 

and these we repeat after the kitsch formulae of an age of mass reproduction. Nowhere is this 

more evident than in the emergence of the genre of 'reality' television, among whose pioneering 

instances have been shows which replicate the circumstances of old literary genres: Crusoe's 

shipwreck sponsors Survivor, while Around the Worid in Eighty Dtgs underlies The Am~ng Race. In 

part this is the consequence of the world's shrinking and the fact that travel itself is no longer as 

2 The best digest of our wandering genetic history is Spencer Wells' The JOIIf7I!J of Man. 
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exotic or as hazardous as it once was. More people travel further, faster and more frequently 

than ever before. Electronic media relay journeying as a virtual experience. All this means that it 

is now harder either to discover anything or to get lost. 

But one kind of travelling remains out of sight, precisely because it continues to be 

beyond the pale in a world where few physical obstacles remain. This is vagrancy: the errancy of 

a wandering poverty. In fact, a vagrant need not strictly wander in space; it is sufficient that he or 

she be homeless to produce the supposition of movement. When we say Without fixed address', 

we have never meant only that the dwelling at that address be a permanent structure; we mean 

also that the address - the nomination - be fixed in the registry of society. Vagrancy is an 

ideological wandering before it is a physical one. The movement with which it is associated 

describes as much the difficulty of society in 'pinning down' the phenomenon and its subjects as 

it does the physical translocation of people. One of the successes of the idea of vagrancy - to 

the hegemonic interests that wield it- is the way the imprecision of the idea is transferred to its 

targets, as one of their putative failures. A similar success, and just as hazardous to any scholarly 

treatment of vagrancy, is the monology of the idea. The erasure of difference within the category 

of vagrant serves to simplify and stabilise the idea. If - as we must - we acknowledge the 

different experiences of those classed as vagrant then we admit of variation across space -

geography - and across time - history. A geography of vagrancy implies environmental or 

political complexity to the idea, the possibility of causes that lie outside the subjects so classified, 

and a history of vagrancy implies origin and, possibly, destination. 

A first statement, therefore, needs to be that there are not vagrants. Vagrancy is an idea 

whose very definition - of errancy and elusiveness - proceeds from the elusiveness of its 

sponsoring interests. At all times it is vital to remember that a medieval pilgrim making for 

Santiago or a Mozambican migrant labourer travelling to Johannesburg might 'become' a vagrant 

according to ideological processes outside of their agency. Vagrancy is the designation of 

another. A second statement, proceeding from a contingent acceptance of the category 'vagrant', 

needs to be that there have not always been, nor always need to be, vagrants. A third, similarly, 

that vagrants do not always move, or trespass, or lack. homes. These complexities, and others, 

mark the history of vagrancy with the great historical figure of conflict, or contradiction, and 

they elucidate the designation of vagrancy in ways that resist it and in ways that discover the 

meaning of those who use that designation. 

Relatedly, a fourth, if subordinate, statement needs to be that the term 'vagrant' covers a 

variety of circumstances, imposing on them a mono logical contour that is not truly there. It is 

the project of the ideology that invents the vagrant simultaneously to simplify the category to the 
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point of apparent obviousness.' This is done the more easily to secure the assent of people to 

the ideological form, but also for reasons to do with the purpose of vagrancy to ideology itsel£ 

Where the vagrant is imagined- fashioned - as different to the social 'home', it is desirable to 

erase the figure of difference within the concept itself, partly in order not to supply the kind of 

detail to which query and thought might attach, but also in order to accentuate the binary 

opposition between self and other. If the category of other is permitted complexity, then so 

might be the idea of self, and the structural equilibrium is threatened. This is important in itself, 

but not least because it might be applied to that central thesis of this study, which aims to show 

the ideological 'unity' of metropolitan vagrant and colonial subject, in a single discursive skein, as 

part, also, of one project in a global capitalist social economy. Because we are working always 

with that ideological donation it is possible to use the <Whole' and 'composite' notion of the 

vagrant here, but strict history could not, and needs to be wary of it. Perhaps the most 

important internal difference within the concept is described by the language of North American 

usage, which differentiates between the 'hobo', the 'tramp' and the 'bum'.· Broadly speaking (as 

is ever the case with vagrants) a hobo is a migratory worker (and thus not strictly a vagrant, 

though generally implicated as such). This figure, and the term, is disappearing from 

metropolitan contexts, but is still notable in post-colonial societies, not least South Africa, 

though with local and interesting differences. A tramp, by contrast is a migratory non-worker, a 

beggar on the move, closest in type to the vagrant or vagabond of early European designation, 

and as it is transposed to the Cape circumstance in the 191h century. A bum, however, is the 

most common type of vagrant on the contemporary social landscape; this is the figure of the 

non-migratory non-worker, a down-and-out, a street person, with a well-recognised 

neighbourhood, often centred on a local bottle store or charity provision. 

The wide latitude of the word 'vagrant' is inherited from its occasion in the 

comprehensive aspirations of legal contro~ but the catch-all 'blur' useful to social and legal 

prescriptions is hazardous to scholarship, unless it is kept to the forefront as one of its subjects. 

When we recognise a 'vagrant' on the streets today, what exactly are we seeing? The vagrancy of 

this hypothetical subject imputes a common experience that is not necessarily there. The 'street 

person'in Cape Town is not necessarily a 'heri', as we 'know' intuitively (for one thing, a street 

3 In broad canvass I am following Althusser in my application of 'ideology' here, concemed as I am with the 
interpellation of subjects and those processes of erasure (or obfuscation) which hide ideology and leave otIly the 
seamless unities of 'common sense'. L Althusser, 'Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses' ,Inin II1IIi PhiIosopl!J, 
II1IIi Other Ess'!}S, 149-173. 
• In this I am following the lucid 'groWlded typology of homeless street people' begun in D. A. Snow and L 
Anderson, DOIVIl 011 Their lJI&lc: A StJ«!y ofHmmless Stmt Peopl4, 37ff. Even in this the American example provokes an 
awareness of differences between itself and the occasions we ate concemed with here, and that. again, disturbs the 
monologous category of 'the vagrant'. 
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person is often a child, but a beTfie is an adult, unless, perhaps, the child of bergie adults, and then 

probably a 'bergie child,). What we see may be a wandering tramp or a neighbourhood alcoholic, 

or something in between. Past circumstances accentuate this, especially in South Africa, where 

the blur between migrant labourer and vagrant indigent has never been easy to descry - indeed, 

has been deliberately conjured to the ends of that economic colonialism which profited by it, 

and by state coercion and control of it. 5 What is more, the boundaries between migrancy and 

vagrancy in South Africa reach back to early colonial representations of the Bantu settlement of 

the subcontinent in its latter stages, especially as articulated in historiographical myths of 'the 

empty land'. History shows that these boundaries are extremely penneable, both legally, in the 

era of 'influx control' and passes, and socially, in the widespread trajectory of urbanisation, 

which is to say, in the passage from a rooted rural poverty into an unrooted urban one. 

If we recur to textual origins, the figure of the wanderer (not yet a vagrant, but 

implicated in vagrancy, as we shall see) is begun as the structural shadow of what he or she is 

not. Cain is in the Land of Nod beCflllSe not in Eden; his wandering is thus correlative of those 

values which are taught by the binaries among which it works, that pit garden against wilderness, 

settlement against movement, ease against effort, obedience against disobedience. The great 

choice that the· children of Adam and Eve embody is not only theological (whether to recognise 

God or not) and moral (whether to be peaceable or violent), but also social and economic 

(whether to be transhumantpastoralists or settled agriculturalists) - and that is a matter of 

history. There is no way that we would today recognise in Cain's pastoralism the figure of 

vagrancy, but that is precisely what the translators of the KingJames Version imposed upon 

him, and exactly what colonisation transferred to the pastoralist Khoisan: 'a fugitive and a 

vagabond shalt thou be in the earth,.6 Similarly, as Odysseus is propelled around the 

Mediterranean, his wandering records the horror of a fanning people in a settled political 

dispensation (even as it anticipates, in fascination, the power that will accrue to that people 

through travelling among the islands and across the Mediterranean). Odysseus's journey signals 

the unravelling that comes out of warfare and heroic individuation; its antipodal. figure is that of 

Penelope's loom: social, domestic, female, (re)productive, manufacturing. Again, social and 

economic history underlies the Old English elegies of 'The Seafarer' and 'The Wanderer'. Too 

easily we consider these to be evocations of an intrinsic melancholy in a dark age, where the 

bonds of fealty and honour, and an uncertain Christian faith, are all the consolation there is 

before death. We forget that the rise of an Old English literature is coincident with a similar 

5 The argument is well-established See F. Johnstone, Class, RID I1IIIi Gold: A Stili!! of C/ass &lations I1IIIi RtxiI1J 
Dis&rillli1l4li01l in S ollth Ajri&a. 
6 Gen. 5, 12. 
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passage out of pastoralist migration and into the agricultural settlement of the island. The elegies 

are sprung from a dismal sense of the insecurity of wandering and a fear that personal exile will 

return the individual to that dark time, fraughtwith danger and discomfort and where the brevity 

of life is accentuated. How easy to see that old life as the mortal path, and to begin to fashion 

the now centuries-old image of the Merry England of settled village life, as a kind of heaven, in 

which the green is ever an Eden, at whose centre grows the Oaken Heart, a tree of life and of 

knowledge, the tree of Jupiter, of the druids, of the British navy, and the secure doors of Oxford 

staircases or of burrows in Hobbiton in the Shire. 

Outlandish and strange beggars 

That the KingJames version should find its way to condemn the vagabond within its first few 

pages is indicative of the Renaissance preoccupation with the vagrant. We are reminded that R. 

H. Tawney said that the 161h century lived 'in terror of the tramp,.7 Indeed, by that later century, 

and fuelled by a burgeoning literature of roguery, the vagrant had become the kind of bogeyman 

upon whom mothers called to terrify their wayward children: 'Take him, Beggar, take himl' they 

would cry. B The reasons for this preoccupation, and this structural vilification, ate legion and 

recur to inform much of this study, but not the least of them is that the vagrant was a new figure 

in the social landscape, a Renaissance invention, both in material and ideological terms. The 

groundswe1l of economic change that broadly heralds modernity, and in which we now 

recognise the advent of capitalism (though here specifically mercantile), and that threw up the 

commodity culture of individualism, realist representation, an aesthetic of hannonic 

proportioning (after classical example and mathematical practice) and a relish of ~orldy goods09
, 

is also that which accompanies, and promotes, the emergence of the vagrant on the highways 

and byways of European consciousness. 

The reasons for the new figure of the vagrant are various, but they include, as major 

factors, the rise in European population and the dissolution of the feudal mode (both at the level 

of production and at the level of social relations).10 These, in turn, have causes, and remain the 

subject of some of the more intense economic and social scrutiny. It is not our business to 

7 R. H. Tawney, The AgrtIrian Problmz in tiN Sixtmtth Cmtllfy, 268, cited in W. Carroll, Fat Kin& uan .Beggar, 33. 
8 P. Slack, P~ and Polig in TlIIiorand StIIt.1I1 England, 24. 
9 The phrase is not Lisa Jatdine's, but I use it after her example, to mean the aesthetic delight in material 
commodity, and particularly the commodities of the exotic (which is also to say of the greatest exchange differential 
- still a shaping force in the arena (we say 'matket') of art today). L Jardine, WonIg Goods: A NItI/ History tftiN 
Rnulissan&e. 
10 Slack, P~ and PoIify, 5-8, 37-54. 
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explain the demise of medieval Europe and the rise of the mbdern, other than tangentially, and 

we will not single out here the relative priority of the three field system, the steel plough, the 

plague, the rise oflong-distance trade and towns, alterations in the money economy, and so on.l1 

What is important is to note the coincidence of the pressures which produce a nascent 

capitalism (and its attendant ideology) and the pressures which produce itinerant poverty, and, 

perhaps even more important, a cultural celebration (both positive and negative) and 

amplification of that vagrancy. That cultural invention is itself bound up with the ideological 

event of the Renaissance, in such ways that connect, for example, protestantism to vagrancy (say 

in a complex articulation of the place of works (labour) as opposed to (passive) grace, in the 

shaping of the human soul (individuation»12, or make for a familial lineage connecting humanist 

individualism to the picaresque and, thereby, to vagrancy. These articulations are complex, but 

readily discernible, at least in broad outline. 

Paul Slack has noted the explosion of ordinances dealing with the regulation and relief of 

the poor across western Europe between 1520 and 1550. His list includes Nuremburg, 

Strasbourg, Zurich, Mons, Ypres, Venice, Lyons, Rouen, Geneva, Paris, Madrid, Toledo, 

London, Brandenburg, Castile, as well as national ordinances in the Netherlands, England, 

France.1s In England, particularly, he notes the doubling of the population in a century, from 2.3 

million in 1524 to 5.3 million in 1656.14 Such 'surplus population', it is argued must make for the 

single overwhelming propellant of vagrancy, forcing a poor and workless class onto the roads in 

search of jobs and in hope of a better charity than that of exhausted local agencies. In addition, 

Slack notes a sixfold inflation between 1500 and 1640, as the demands of a growing population 

pushed prices up. Against such a background, he disputes the contribution to vagrancy of the 

dissolution of monasteries, arguing that the dissolution does not logically enhance the mobility 

of the poor so much as it does the depth oflocal poverty. In summary, 

particularly in areas ofmised farming fpJeople wete pushed onto the roads, probably moving fint to 

areas of waste, forest and pasture, and then, from the later 16th century, to towns.15 

11 Perry Anderson, Passagu.from An~IIi!J ID FIIIIitJIirm, discusses 'The General Crisis' of feudalism in the 14th 
century, 197ff, but his preceding chapter, 'The Feudal Dynamic' is no less significant in accounting for dynamics of 
accumulation within the mode, and the structural limits to that accumulation which cooduce to the crisis (and k 
emetgence of capitalism), 182££ His debt to Rodney Hilton, Georges Duby, and others, is closely acCounted in 15 

r001nOteS. 
12 J. M Coetzee emphasises this discursive context, perl1aps excessively, or at least to the neglect of others, in his 
'Idleness in South Africa'. His concem, of course, is with the exptessly moral category of 'idleness', which 
encourages a location within teligious discourse. But the tean applies to a lack of wOlk, and that surely has fint to 
do with economic productivity. Whill Writing, 12££ 
13 P. Slack, PoIi9 t:md P~, 8-9. 
14 ibid, 44-5. 
15 ibid, 44. 
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This description is important because, as we shall see, it is the trajectory of Lear and Edgar, and 

of the strolling player, at times the players who acted Lear and Edgar. It is the trajectory of 

Shakespeare (very broadly), Kaatje Kekkelbek, Boesman and Lena, and Michael K. 

I want to argue, moreover, that this route through the wilderness - the route called 

vagrancy - is from one mode of production to another. As such, it is a sublimatory metaphor 

for revolution, deferring and diminishing the general threat in a local part-truth. The privations 

of the vagrant, the hazards to and of the vagrant, the repression of the vagrant, the subversive 

tactics of the vagrant - all the stages of the vagrant excursion - are the figures of class war writ 

in biography, in the seeming!y isolated figure of the margin. The hysteria of the early modems, as 

of the colonial ascendancy at the Cape in the early 1800s, as an hysteria against 'the host', the 

feared combination of the poor. After all, what is a vagrant but a poor person on the march. When 

two or three are gathered together, there you find a class mobilised. 

For Marx vagrancy was an inevitable and necessary state under capitalism, in part 

effecting the transition from feudal relations, loosening the bond between land and labour, but 

also working ultimately to produce and sustain optimally mobile and cheap labour. To this way 

of thinking, society's hostility to the vagrant - its view of vagrancy as a social ill- is only the 

paradox of ideology, for the relentless derision with which the vagrant is met in turn produces 

the legal and economic harassment that drives the vagrant into service at the least cost to the 

employer. Thus Marx in Capital: 'agricultural people, first forcibly expropriated from the soil, 

[were] driven from their homes, turned into vagabonds, and then whipped, branded, tortured by 

laws grotesquely terrible, into the discipline necessary for the wage System.'16 The first of these 

transitions - out of feudalism - is revisited by Christopher Hill, looking back to the depopulation 

of the English countryside by the Black Death, and noting how that circumstance offered land 

and the opportunity of paid labour for the serf adventurous enough to slip his bonds: 

'Vagabondage was then the route from serfdom to liberty'.17 As a motor for the new mobility, 

this is the direct contrary of the 'surplus population' that Slack comes to argue is its cause and 

engine. But what Slack looks to is the latter part of the same transition: not out of feudalism, but 

into capitalism. The alterations in population produce disequilibrium. That imbalance may work 

to the interests of one class or another, but the net effect - and over a considerable period - is 

one of change, and of change characterised by the enhanced mobility of the poor, and the 

rendition of a culture of that mobile poor. The textual concerns of this study are spun around 

this instance, and so thicken it. We do not set out exhaustively to reproduce the cause and 

16 K Marx, Ctipital. 808-9. The argument and quotation is supplied in W. Carroll, Fat King, Lean .Be,ggm; 7. 
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character of early modem vagrancy, but bc!Cause of the rilarirter in which that vagrancy became 

attached by transfer to the indigenous people of the Cape, it is necessary to keep in mind the 

contours of the social economy of early modernity, and to look at the kind of culture and 

literature it made of vagrancy, or, we should say, of which it made vagrancy. 

The arrival of the vagrant in culture is in part the uneasy reconciliation of contrary 

diScourses of poverty. In the Christian theocracies of the middle ages the example of Christ's 

own itinerant poverty encouraged some respect for the figure, always remembering that the 

strict bond to the land in feudal serfdom made the wandering poor a rare circumstance. The 

mendicant wayfarer was more likely to be in some degree of holy orders, after the fashion of the 

friar, or, by the time of Piers Plowman, counterfeiting that role. When Luther himself supplied 

the introduction to the first 'canonical'schedule of vagrant types in Europe, the much-repeated 

Liber VagatorulJl of around 1510, it was the counterfeiting of poverty that brought down his ire. 

That counterfeiting is begun in the fraudulent friars and the grifters of the pilgrim routes, and it 

is odious to Luther and his contemporaries not only because it is a fraud, but because it is a 

fraud of blasphemous reach, faking the Christian example, not in order to lose the world, but to 

gam in it. 'But as to outlandish and strange beggars they ought not to be bome with, unless they 

have proper licences and passports', he wrote, reflecting, among other things, the general 

increase in vagrancy and the problems of control posed to the technologies of the state - but 

also, importantly, that the very category of vagrant arises in competition to itself, as a structural 

opposition drawn between the deserving and the undeserving poor.18 From the outset vagrancy 

is a moral category involving judgement and discernment (hence Liber Vagatonml itself), begun in 

the moral distinction between the 'deserving' and the 'undeserving' poor, as a reconciliation of 

contradictory attitudes to poverty. That contradiction lies between Christian reverence of 

Christ's example and capitalist reverence of material gam. And itlies within Christianity, as a 

distinction between real and fraudulent pOverty.19 Moreover, the discernment of vagrancy is the 

prerogative of state authority, whose technology of licence and passport is the only guarantee of 

the 'true' beggar. By contrast, what characterises the undeserving are qualities of the 'strange' and 

the 'outlandish', both of which words have a nebulous aspect suggesting oddity, but also a 

concrete application in denoting foreigners, those who are strangers or who come from out of 

the land, where land is metonym for state. This is a central observation, for it binds the 

undeserving poor in a union with the 'other', by means of an automated discursive association. 

17 C. Hill, lilMrg A&ui1lSt the l...aJI, 47. 
18 Luther's introduction to l.ibIr V qgatonl1l1: DIr &tIIr Orrim, ed. D. B. Thomas, trans. J .. C. Hotten, 65. 
19 The observation is common to the lite1'8ture of poverty in early modem Europe. Slack, fur example. has chaptets 
concealing 'The Respectable Poor' and 'The Dangerous Poor' - obviously not his own detenninations, but those 
common to the currency (and affecting the response) of the day. POIII1"{'J t1IIIi PoIifJ i" TIIIior I1IIIi StIItIrI Bng/twJ. 
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At a time when the description of vagrancy and the description of a newly encountered world 

are coincident, this association has far-reaching consequences, for it begins to suggest how the 

figure of what becomes the colonial indigene is anticipated, or at least prefigured, in the 

exclusionary and morally judgmental discourse of early modernity, and arbitered by political and 

religious authority. 

The early modem vagrant, then, is caught in a complex web of accusation. In part, he or 

she is blasphemously traducing the Christian example. In part, he or she is defrauding the 

Christianly obligated alms-giver. In part, he or she is estranged by the accusation of strangeness, 

and at the heart of that strangeness is the accusation of counterfeiting, something to do with 

fraud, but also something altogether more threatening, which is the dissimulation of 

appearances, dissembling, the disqualification of discursive practices by which the truth may be 

construed, hence the dissolution of truth itself. In this aspect, the vagrant's error, or sin, is 

against the monological, by which the poor may be known always for the poor, as are always 

with us. The assault upon monology reaches into the grand discourses sustained by mono logy, 

and threatens by extension the unitary state or monotheistic faith. Vagrancy is a cipher of 

plurality, of uncertainty, of contingency, and the vagrant occupies another 'order', a shadow 

society, with its aliases20
, its 'secret jargon,21 and 'fratemity'22, as if set up in gnostic, and 

diabolical, opposition to the established rule. This has an obvious correlative for us in the post­

modem conception of language, as something structurally undermined, a semantic sprawl, and it 

is not too much to say that the vagrant, whose own character is homelessness, unhousedness, 

wandering, is an early marker of the threat to discursive coherence. What is more, early modem 

responses to vagrancy - the scheduling of a 'betkr orrI.ttI23
, the issuing of licences and passports, 

estrangement or 'othering', moral condemnation and violent repression - passing from the 

linguistic through the legal to·extreme physical violence, suggest something of the place of the 

phenomenon 1IIithi1liangtltlge, and also something of the violence with which breaches of the 

linguistic limit are met. Before the Renaissance, when vagrancy applied to a manifesdy different 

kind of mobility, we find at the time of the military and cultural subjugation of the Welsh, for 

example, ordinances against 'Bards, Rhymers and other idlers and vagabonds,.24 The hazard of 

the vagabond is allied to that of the poet, and particularly in the figure of the colonised, but 

resistant, 'other'. The irony of that ordinance's fonnulation is that rhyme operates to confirm 

the conjunction of binaries; its danger (and its 'poetry') lies in precisely the manner in which it 

20 P. Slack. POIIIItJ fIIIIi PoIify, 97. 
21 The phnlse is C. J. RibtoD-Tumet's (1887), but it reflects the common contemporary apprehension of canting. 
History oj V I{V'lIItf fIIIIi V ~, 467. 
22 .& in Awdeley's P,.4ImIitJ ojV t1!,abontis (1561). 
23 .& in the subtitle of liber VagatonmI (1529). 
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can unite under one logic things that are contrary urtder another. We have this often enough in 

common parlance, where values are rhymed for dissonance, as subversion - think only of 'rich' 

and 'bitch', butwe can invent them as easily (say, 'sinister minister') or apply to the canon.(say 

Blake's 'briars' and 'desires,). Rhyme - and bards and vagabonds - is always a reminder that 

another structure might be used to express correspondences, and the possibility of that 

alternative structure dissolves the monologica1, and thereby authoritative, claims of any prior (or 

successive) structure. Poetry is a violence done to language; by it language does violence to what 

it otherwise sustains in order. 

Contemporaries were very cleat that vagrancy posed a categorical threat. The 

proliferation of a literature against vagrancy (but profiting by it) in the English Renaissance 

displays, in itself and in its tenor, a hyperbolic concern. In A. L. Beier's fonnulation, the literary 

idiom of vagrancy 'described a netherworld of vagabonds poised to overthrow society.'25 The 

objection to vagrancy reached far beyond concerns with the manifest petty crime that attended 

if6, or with the burden imposed upon local agencies of poor relie£ Vagrants were not only 'a 

burthen, an eye-sore and a scandal,' wrote Francis Bacon, but also 'a seed of peril and tumult in 

the state.'27 There is a certain material sense to the statement, given the numbers of vagrants 

who were sprung from the ranks of ex-soldiers (and hence figure as a potentially mutinous 

rabble, not least because these soldiers might be the 'disordered rabble,28 of those private ducal 

annies gradually dissolved in the Tudor consolidation) or runaway apprentices (confounding the 

economic order at the level of labour relations).29 But vagrants rarely gathered in the gangs that 

might be thought threatening evidence of any 'fraternity'. The exceptions are· illuminating: on the 

one hand there were gypsies, rarely classed as vagrants, because clinging to their own 

designation, but always in communities; on the other hand there were the Irish30
• Whether one 

thinks of them as refugees or not, the Irish moved in groups across and beyond England, 

manifestly foreign, and to some extent already serviced with the mythography of such accounts 

as Spenser's.31 As Slack has it, 

24 Ribton-Tumet, HirtoIy oJVagrtJIIIS, 35. 
25 A 1.. Beier, Mastmu.r Ma, TIN V ~ PnJbII11I in Bng/aItd, 1 S60-164fJ, 7. 
26 •••• pootstrangersand wanderers, known vagabonds, were in actuality very often involved in crime.' P. Slack. 
P~ tIIId PoJ4y in TIIIior tIIId StIImt Bng/tmd, 92. 
27 J. Spedding (eeL), TIN LIttm tllldLiji oJFf'llltdsBamn, iv, 252. The quote is supplied by Slack, P.", IIIIIi PoJ4y. 100. 
28 The term. is GoneriI's, of Leat's hundred, associated by het with 'a tavem or a brothel' (I. iv, 253, 242). 
29 Slack, P.", tIIId PoIi!!, 97-8. 
30 A 1.. Beier, Martriss MIll, 57-68. 
31 Edmund Spenset, A Vtiw oJrIN Prrsmt State oJlnIand (written by 1596, 1633). 
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Sometimes naked and begging ... in the early 17th century these groups of foreigners, moving 

towards the south-east and thence occasionally into France, did more than gipsies or canting rogues 

to perpetuate fears of the dangerous vagabond.32 

The aspect of foreignness must be accentuated, not only because it conduces to the 'otherness' 

of the vagrant, and thus expediting the particularly spatial management of the vagrant (by nation 

or parish, in stocks or expulsions, with passports, and so on), but also because it enhances the 

apparent continuity of the metropolitan vagrant with peripheral populations, and especially those 

of the colonial periphery as it arises. Thomas Harman's Caueat for Common Ctmitors (1567) 

includes a list of~ers' known to the author and 'their true names''', and it is notable just how 

often the foreign origin of a vagrant is underscored, as in such examples as john Welshman', 

'Archie Douglas (a Scot)', john Reynolds (Irishman)', james Lane (with one eye; Irish)', john 

Gyllford (Irish with a counterfeit licence)" or is implied in such forms as 'Richard Ap Price', 

john Ap Powis'. Indeed, Harman concludes his list with the note that 

Their is above an hundreth of Irishe men and women that wander about to begge fot their lyvlng. 

that hath come over within these tweo yeates. They saye they have beene bumed and spoiled by the 

Eude of Desmond ... 34 

Clearly among the local effects of colonisation is the displacement of indigenes; metropolitan 

society sees these as vagrants. 

To cant: f() can't 

It comes as no surprise then to find that the 'secret jargon' of the vagrant is generally 

denominated some bastard form of a foreign language. What the English sometimes call 

'Pedlar's French' is 'Rotwelsch' to the Germans and also 'Red Welsh' to the English, 'Germania' 

to the Spanish, jargon' to the French, 'Gergo' in Italy, 'Fantesprog in Scandanavia, 'Hantyyka' 

in Bohemia. 35 It is a Tower of Babel, but founded on the exclusionary accusation of nationalist 

self-interest. Samuel Rowlands in 1610 held that 'their language they spun out of three other 

32 Slack, p~ and PoJ4y, 98. 
33 T. Hannan, A CatlllZt for Cof1l1ll()1l Ctmitors (EBBO, 26-9), and in G. Salgado (ed), Co1!J-cfJkhm and Bmvf!J Baskets, 
140££ 
34 ibid, (EBBO, 28),146. 
3S D. B. Thomas (ed), libtr V ~atonIIIl, introduction,S. 
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tongues, viz. Latin, English and Dutch.,M This, Harrison tells us in 1577 'they name Canting but 

other's pedler's French a speech compact thirtie years since of English, and a great number of 

od words of their own devising, without all order or reason.'37 There are several operations to be 

discerned in the attribution of cant. The first is that it is a /angNage, intrinsically and explicitly the 

attribute of another people, and to use it is to place oneself beyond the writ of English, and 

therefore, effectively, of English rights and customs, English interests and the subjective 

orientation of Englishness. Secondly, it is a language whose otherness is pointed up in a complex 

web of European counter-affiliations, some ofwhich may have specific causes (for example, 

Anglo-French rivalry), and others of which may simply connote marginality (as, say, Wales is to 

Germany). The important thing is to note that the attribution of a vagrant language is made 

within the once vestigial and now rapidly evolving discourse of European nationhood, allied as 

that is to the interests of mercantile capitalism. Thirdly, the unintelligibility of the language has to 

do, not with the poor capacity of metropolitan society for translation, but with the deliberate 

obfuscation of those who speak it. According to those who accuse cant, its purpose is secrecy. 

Thus cant is more than a language; it is a code, whose purpose is to confound others in the 

pursuit of confounding their interests. In this it is imagined as an inherently hostile language, a 

language against metropolitan non-speakers, rather that simply a language for those who speak it. 

Lastly, and relatedly, we must revisit Harrison's assertion that cant is a language <without all order 

or reason', for although this speaks of the impenetrability of the code to outsiders, it says 

something else besides, and that is in concert with what we have already noted about the 

categorical errancy of vagrancy. Here, again, we note that the wandering state confutes the maps 

of the fixed order, which is also the fixed order of maps themselves. The language of the 

vagrant, like the subject it serves, entails categorical dissolution, it is a code encrypted by no 

discernible formula, but randomly. Just as the vagrant moves unpredictably, so does cant - to 

such an extent, in fact, that the term for the language is unfixed, even in the case of 'cant', which 

is often given as 'canting', as if speech were speaking. as if the language were only ever realised in 

the present moment of its uttering, existing as a thing done in the instant and in. the mouth, 

where the gerund keeps the action of a verb present in the nomination, rather than as the 

secure, the settled, domain of a noun, whether common or proper. 

There is no certain etymology for the word 'cant', unsurprisingly. It may derive from the 

chanting of religious mendicants, becoming applied to the wheedling tones of the beggar 

generally. There is a suggestion that it derives from the Irish and Gaelic coinnt, meaning 'language' 

M Ribton-Tumer, History of V agnmtr. 467. 
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(which reinforces the alien and alienating essence of the word).38 It is not thought to share in the 

etymology of its homonym meaning 'side' or 'edge' (as in the Afrikaans kan!), but the 

coincidence of the words also ascribes a semantics of boundary, margin and exclusion. So, more 

adventurously, we might harness the refusal implicit in the word 'can't' to suggest something of 

the hegemonic denial - specifically the refusal of action - encoded in 'cant' .. When one reads 

Hannan's lexicon of the 'pelting speech' of cant, which he notes is to be found 'being half 

mingled with English when it is familiarly spoken' (a cipher, if ever there was, of bastardy or 

miscegenation), it is salutary to witness his construction, thus: 

to cante, to speake 

or, more ready to our eye, as it appears in the later Dekker: 

to cant, to speake 

for as one reads across the line in hegemonic English, that same English insinuates in the reader 

an ideological complicity in the prohibition of cant speech.39 We find the willed action of the 

infinitive stalled in the impossible grammar of refutation: 'to can't' (as we momentarily read it) 

has the forbidding imperative 'can't' intenupting the half-, but un-spoken infinitive. And that 

infinitive, as we find it completed, is 'to speak'. Even in setting forth the cant verb 'to speak', 

Harman's established English, and its exercise in translation, intenupt to silence that speech. 

What is recorded of cant suggests a rather impoverished lexicon, hardly sufficient to be 

thought a language.40 Much of it is self-evidently derived from other languages , as in 'bene' for 

'good' (Latin) or booze for 'drink' (Dutch), again suggesting the provenance of the cultural 'idea' 

of vagrancy in the 'otherness' of nationality and language. Given the persistence of some cant 

terms, like 'booze' or 'filch', in modern English, it is surprising that scholarly attention has not 

placed cant well within the evolutionary trajectory of English itsdf - a trajectory as typically full 

of alliances and extinctions as any language, and particularly at precisdy this point in English 

history, when the nation state is consolidated under the Tudors, when the printing press has 

l7 Harrison (1577), Ribton-Tumer, History '!IV IJ!I"IIIIIS, 467. There seems a virtue in recording the clwge of 
'oddness' in the 'od' spelling of the original, which demonstrates the actual flux of the hegemonic order against 
which cant is negatively arrayed. 
38 OED. 
19 Harman, A Catiellt for Common Cursitbrs (EEBO, 29), in Salgado (ed.), Co1!J-Cakhm tmd BmwtJ BasMtI, 148. Dekker, ° per ° S, (EEBO, 49). 
40 See, for example. Harman, A Ct.twllt for CoflllllQfl Cursitbrs, 146ff, or R. Greene, A Notabll Disf»tIrfY '!I~, in 
Salgado (ed), ~ tmd BmwtJ BasMtI, 175££ 
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begun to incline the language to orthography, when literacy and London begin to play their 

overwhelming role in monologising what is thought of as 'Englishness'. Against such a 

background, cant is but a speech-canton of immigrants and those exposed to foreign tongues 

(like sailors or soldiers), in an instance thickened by the margin's propensity to slang, where slang 

forever serves to establish identity and forge community in the besieged margins of the social 

economy, and where slang also serves, by excluding the dominant, to conserve meagre resources 

that are otherwise lost to the rapacity of power. The mid-161h century pamphlet, A Mtmifest 

Detection ofDice-PIt!J, displays pretty well the chasm across which rival apprehensions of cant are 

strung. Two interlocutors 'discover' for the reader the 'manifest' truth of the underworld, after a 

remotely Socratic example. One exchange runs thus: 

R. What mesne ye herby? Have ye spoken brod English al this while, and now begin to choke me 

with misteries and queint tennes? 

M No, not for that but always ye must consider that a carpenter hath many tennes, familier inougb to 

his prerensis [apprentices] that other foIke understand not at at, and so have the chetors [cheats], not 

withoute greate nede, for a falsehood, once detected, can never compasse the desired effect. 41 

The first position holds that cant (or, here, specifically, the jargon of dice-cheats) is a lethal 

(choking) mystery; the charge comes close to blasphemy, as if speaking the name of God 

backwards. The response adopts a functionalist rationale, according to which the jargon is 

derived by the economies of the closed shop and the desirability of opaque speech in conserving 

trade secrets. However, the dialogue runs on, discussing terms for whoring and robbery, to 

produce this summation in which the argument begun in functionalist terms, evolves into the 

dire political and metaphysical implications of the deception so 'innocently' begun: 

R. But what is this to the pwpose, or what have chetors to do with bores or theves? 

M . .As moch as with their very entere £rende, that hold all of one cotporation. For the first and 

origynall ground of Oletinge is a counterfeate countenaunce in all things, a studdy to seme to be, and 

not to be in deede ... Who hath a great(er] outwani shew of simplicity then ye pickpurse, or what 

woman will seeme so fervent in love as wi} the common harlot? So, as I told you before, the 

foundation of all those sortes of people is nothing e1s but mere simulation and bering in hand. And 

like as they spring all from one rote, so tend they al to one end: idely to Jive by rape and ravin, 

devouring the frute of other men's labors. All the ods betwene them be in ye mesne actions, that 

leade towards the end and 6nal pwpose.42 

41 Gilbert Walker, A Manifest DItettio1I of Dia-Pltg (EEBO, 13), and in Sa1gado (ed.), ~ II1IIi l3mPt!J BasJuts, 
40. 
42 ibid. 
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This is a charge constructed out of gnostic architecture, and founded on the neoplatonic scheme 

by which all iterations correspond within 'one corporation'. To counterfeit any thread in the 

fabric of that 'one corporation' is to unravel the universe, however pettily the deception is 

begun. Thus we see that cheaters are one and the same with whores and thieves, and that the 

crime of harlotry is not sexual but rather fraudulent, in seeming most fervent in love. What is 

more, that fervour of love (the spiritual ideal) is counterfeited for money (materiality), and thus 

the ideal universe is betrayed to the dross matter of the demiurge's creation. (Today we reprove 

this with the condemnation 'commodified'.) And what is begun as counterfeited love 

corresponds with (becomes) the intense inversion that is 'rape', as, too, the 'simplicity' of the 

pickpocket has its outworking in 'ravin'. This is the logic of Bacon's 'seed of peril and tumult 

within the state'. We are not confronted merely with the notion of an offence against anyone 

correspondence within a 'chain of being' being translated across its correlatives, but with 

something more perniciously systemic, either cancerous (a seed, a root) or wasting (devoured 

fruit, tumult). The role of language in sustaining the system that is the universe is not hard to see: 

if by language we signify the idea of material entities, then language spans (and translates) across 

the two creations, if by language we forge the metaphors that bring about relation (making a 

man a pig. for example), then it is in language, again,that correspondence is achieved. The gross 

offence of cant - why it can't - is that it is a language of deception, of negative correspondence, 

undoing the fit between things and ideas. Where language is made in the body by producing in 

the throat a signifier for some known entity, cant chokes (the body politic) with mysteries and 

contradictions. John Donne's epigram on 'A Lame Beggar' demonstrates exactly the accusation 

of riddling paradox - of nonsense - (but also the specific capacity of poetry to deliver its sense): 

I am unable, yonder beggar cries 

To stand or move; if he say true, he lies.4.) 

The double-speak goes . straight to the heart of vagrancy, since it concerns idle immobility and 

mobility (standing or moving) and the deceptions of a beggar's speech (since you cannot be 

simultaneously immobile and mobile, to appearances). And yet (it is the revolutionary capacity of 

poetry which shows it) the beggar may not be lying (through his teeth) but lying (down). Sense is 

restored through the deceptive figure of the pun, which contradicts the rhyme's association of 

the beggar's cries with lies. In two lines Donne encapsulates the offence of vagrancy and its 

speech - but also its defence, wrought in the errant semantics of poetry, which disorders 
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language to the ends alternate orders meaning, and which displays thereby its affinity to 

vagrancy, and a cause ofliternture's long interest in the subject. 

In a related filshion Stephen Greenblatt has traced the central chatge of deception in 

Harsnetts Declaredion tfEgregiollS Popish Imposblres (1603) as that book set about exposing the 

tteasonability of a series of catholic exorcisms in 1585-6 .... The point he is at pains to establish is 

that Harsnetrs atgWllent runs on the fraudulence of exorcism, and that this deception is 

treasonable because it dissimulates the sacred power of the state. FtaUdulent spectacles of faith, 

Greenblatt atgues, work as a 'seed of peril in the state', because they undennine faith in the 

monologous priority of the state, and because they affect to compete with that state, whose 

prerogative is the sacred. The use of Greenblatts atguIDent here is precisely that it exceeds that 

state's own characterisation of the charge (Catholic recusancy) by hazarding an analysis of the 

discursive threat held out by exorcism particularly. And at the heart of that threat is the same 

chatge of deception that is levelled at vagrants and at cant, at much the same time. What is more, 

Greenblatts atguIDent (following an interest in Harsnetrs emergence in King Uat), is quick to 

yoke the charge of deception in religious 'posture' to the business of the (discursively powerful) 

theatre of Shakespeare's time. That has implications for our atguIDent down the line, when we 

come to consider the stage and King Uar, and their relationship to vagrancy, but ~r now we 

ought to note at least Harsnetts characterisation of the exorcists as 'vagabond players, that coast 

from Towne to Towne,.-45 Greenblatt does not pursue his atgurIlent into the contemporaneous 

'dissembling' of vagrants, nor does he note thereby the continuity or the depth of the reproach 

against deception in the discourse of early modem England (as it shakes off centuries of 

pretenders and conflict, in inventing the modem state), but we may resuscitate and extend his 

argument here. 

The neglect of cant in the standard treatments of Tudor and Stuart vagrancy - A. L 

Beier, Paul Slack. - is salutary. Cant is noted, of course, as is its particular place in the repmmltllio1l 

of vagrancy, and that we have little evidence of the extent or occasion of its actual use.46 But 

there is no substantial analysis of this most filscinating of attributes in the 'ethnography' of the 

vagrant. In part, this is the consequence of a paucity of resources (m which case, one might 

atgue, how much more filscinating the ItJsmss of the language); in part, it is the consequence of 

the suspicion that cant belongs more to ac&OlI1It, of vagrant life than to that life in reality (m 

which case we have evidence of an instance in which the vagrant is invented, and in which it is 

4S John Donne. TIN c-p!ItI EIIJ,isb Polar. 150. 
44 S. GreeobIatt, 'Shakespeare and the Exorcists' in P. Paxker and G. Hyman. SIJa/uspIarI_ tIN QIIISIioII tfThItIry. 
163-187. 
45 ibid, 172. 
46 see Beier, Mmf#iII.ts MIll. 125. for the natute of the evidence and the kind of aaalysis that is undertaken. 
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not cant that deceives but the acCOWlt of cant that is itself fake). Mostly, however, the neglect of 

cant proceeds from tite empirical method and material concerns of history. What can be known 

of a subject whose intent existence is deceptive, encrypted and lost? How does one count or 

measure or ewiuatethe evanescent and ephemeral tissue of1anguage? 'The usual noises are made: 

that cant 'suggests the existence of a marginal group"", that 'once the1anguage [of cant] ... had a 

literary enlbodiment it became· ossified and stereotyped"" (which may weD not be true: the 

trajectory of a word like 'booze' or 'dude', from cant into English slang and the popUlar English 

is dynamic and various). Beier dismisses cant by noting that 'p:]t is doubtful whether Pedlar's 

French represented ani alternative ideology. It provided a means of communication, but its 

parameters were quite narrow.J49 All this falls into the trap of presuming that accounts of cant 

actually treat of the suJ:>jeci they claim to. In fact, what accounts of cant do is very different~m 
. . . 

supplying.a leXicon or grammar of a 1anguage or dialeCt. What they do tell us, is of the desire of 

literary and ephemeral representations, widely popular in their time, to envisage thevagtant as 

'other', as secret, as a conspir3cy, as foreign, and as symbolically antithetic to the pJain-speaking 

. writ of English (or any other ~oIe', rational and transparently disclosed language), and, by 

extension, itself embroidered of neoplatonic. 'mystery', also antithetic to the monotheistic centre 

of the Logos itself. 'The crime of cant· is against logocentric order. Cant is the 'frowsYSO, 'pelting', 

'lewd, lousy', miscegenated inheritance of Babel. 

Paul Slack remarks of the historical interest. in ;Harman and others, that 'they have been 

treated seriously by more perceptive historians because they seeni to hint at the existence of a 

distinct culture of poverty, not unlike that which some sociologists have detecred in twentieth­

century societies.,sl But this is to mistake the value of representation. Harman and others 

necessarily tell us more of themselves and their context than they do of those they configure. 

'There is an important sense in which they do not represent the vagrant It might be more 
. . . 

aCcurate here· (as in many instance$ in which the word 'represent' is. used) to speak of their 

pmmtillg vagranCy rather than rej»rsmtillg it Slack contipues at pains . to argue that the witness of 
. . . 

the literature and the pamphlets is material, but ~ot reaIIy commit himself on why or how far. 

We have &heady seen that tbete was some trutil in die pic:tuR which 1hese au1hoa pteSaltad. It was 

most 6a:n1y rooted in £act. though even then not entire1yso ... The canting 1aoguage had a teal 

emteoce ... and that meaDS that diffetent kiads -if not qui~ 'Oldas' - of rogue wete probably 

47 ibid, 126. 
41 Slack, PIMIFI.41111 Paig, 105. 
• Beier,~ MIlt, 126. . - .. -. - . . 
50 RibtO.o.-Tumer, HistDrJ '!IV fI6'IItIIS, SOt. The loan. as it appeated in 1864, was 'the frowsiest Engtish'. See below, 
228, for thefuD ql1O~ . . .... 
51 Slack. PtJIJIf'!!lIIIiJ PoIifJ, 104 .. 
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distinguished by rogues themselves. It is dangerous to fP further than that, however. Although we ate 

groping in the dad: in this ... 52 

The security of traditional history embodied in such markers as 'truth', 'fact' and 'real' is 

undennined by so many conditional modifications, like 'some', 'though', 'not entirely', 'not 

quite', 'probably', 'dangerous', 'however' and 'groping'. And yet what is a (real, true) fact is that 

these accounts were made and read. They reflect, if not a certain truth about their subject, then 

the certainty that things like cant or the 'orders' of vagrant were of interest to the mind of the 

author and, he presumed, would or should be of interest to his reader. If we proceed with the 

prevarications of Slack, thirsty for a 'serious' history that is 'perceptive' of the popular and 

subordinate, then we must b~, by acknowledging that we are, as it were, knowing the Germans 

through Tacitus or the Xhosa through Alberti. More worrying is that a history which shapes its 

concerns, its subjects, as they are found in its archive, is missing the point that it is the shape of 

the archive that tells us first and more, not only about the value of itself, but also about itself as a 

subject. 'The interest in cant is to hand in the record; cant itself is not so easily grasped. Even in 

writing about it we find the subject slippery: is it 'cant' or 'Cant' or 'canting', Pedlar's French or 

Red Welsh, language or dialect, popular slang or a mandarin invention, an Esperanto?" Cant, like 

the vagrant, is handed down to history in the accusative record of those who do not speak the 

language. 'That is all we know: that cant and its history belong not to the vagrant speaker, who is 

silenced, but to his or her accuser instead. 

Above all, we detect in the literature of vagrancy - whether representation of invention, 

or in what degree a combination of both - three things: the recognition or manufacture of an 

'other', a rage to order, and the particularly literary pleasure of discovering or inventing a theatre 

for moral and aesthetic exercise. Indeed, all three things are entailed in each other, but worth 

isolating thus, because of the way in which they inform the relationship of vagrancy to 

colonialism, and of both to the humanist moment, with its nascent empirical inclination 

(collecting, measuring, accounting, translating). Moreover, all three - other, order and pleasure­

inform the enduring relationship of vagrancy to literature itse1£ 'The interest in cant, as also the 

interest of cant, lies in the way it describes all these bridges, for a 'language' is the inventive 

52 ibid. 
53 Orwell offers a chapter of 'some notes, as short as pOssible, on '" some of the cant words now used in London'. 
The chapter is four-and-a-half pages long and its throwaway tone perpetuates the dismissal of history's proper 
interest in the subject (not least that it fuels Orwell's interest and is sold on to his readers in a book). His 
concluding paragraph reveals both this dismissal and its dissimulation (as Orwell pretends cant to be only a subject 
of linguistics): 

These are a few notes that I have set down more or less at random. It is a pity that someone capable of 
dealing with the subject does not keep a year-book of London slang and swearing, registering the changes 
accurately. It might throw useful light upon the fonnation, development and obsolescence of words. 
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mirror in which an other is found, it is the first grammar of order, it is the measure of man, and 

the tissue of literature. That a language should be discovered at the secret heart of vagrancy 

points up the significance of the subject, and alerts us to the fact that what we have been taught 

lies at the margins of social experience is in fact central, a metaphor for that grand project (or 

tragic banality), the human condition. 

In South African terms the proper correlatives for cant are such fonns as tsotsitaal and 

j/otJittJal, dialects of the periphery in which a sector of an underclass, and its purpose, is defined in 

speech-practice. In the imagination of the powerful, these 'languages' facilitate conspiracy, but 

their rate of development, and, indeed,. of delivered utterance, suggests that they are better suited 

to the short-lived events of petty crime than to treason: what they signify is the backstreets, and 

what they facilitate is the hustle Their syncretism marks the proximity of the poor to the truly 

various conditions of reality (a fact that the category-dependent ideologies of nation, race, class 

or sex would seek to conceal) and the truth that language evolves out of contrariety. There is an 

historical correlative for cant in South African history, too, a dialect whose early occasions are 

held by scholars to include Andrew Geddes &in's 'Kaatje Kekkelbek', itself a satire of vagrancy 

in the 19th century Cape: that dialect is, of course, what we know today as the Afrikaans language . 

.As early as 1925, in the context of a nationalist concern with the proper place of 

Afrikaans, the literary provenance of the language was being noted in the instance of 'Kaatje 

Kekkelbek'.54 Attracting the popular attention of Die Hllisgenootin 1945, the 'bes01Idere belani of 

'Kaatje Kekkelbek' lay in 'die o1llStandigheid dot dit as em van die vroegste stukke 1IIoet geld Jllaarin 

Afrikaans gelmlik JIIOT'd.,55 The poem and its accompanying sketch are the focus of our concern 

later, but for now it is worth remarking that the Hllisgenoot article (commenting specifically on 

the distinct tone of the patter of the sketch, in which the Afrikaans of the piece is altogether 

more evident) spoke of its tone as being 'noli plat, grof, wifelike JIIOortie en naakte toespelingl.56 This 

description of a flat, thick, rough speech, full of ugly words and naked references, recalls with 

surprising similarity the 'lewd, lousy language' that Harman called cant. 57 Stephen Gray, in his 

charming misreading of 'Kaatje Kekkelbek' (see chapter 3) says of its eponymous heroine that 

'she was, as every Afrikaans-speaking pupil knows, also making an early and vital contribution to 

the origins of the Afrikaans language.'58 Kaatje's contribution he terms a 'regional lingo' and a 

'linguistic bredie',59 terms which share in the (mildly derogating) relish and 'regional' or proto-

G. Orwell, Don fIIIIi 0111 in PtIris fIIIIi l..tntdtm, 187, 191. 
54 'G. S. N[leDllber]', DU HNis,gmoot, 26 October 1945. 
55 ibid. 
56 ibid. 
57 Hannan, A Cu.:rt for Ctnttmott Cmif4f'J, Salgado (ed), ~ 4IIIi Bnr!J &skits, 146. 
58 S. Gray, 'The Frontier Myth and Hottentot Eve', Sollthlm Ajri&tm Literf1lllff: An IntrotiMaion, 52 
59 ibid. 
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national fascination of early accounts of cant. It is the same old story. In the 1830s Bam (and 

probably Frederick Rex) put Afrikaans in the mouth of a Khoisan woman, not as speech, but as 

'speetses,60, a language learnt by Bam or Rex from the Khoisan example, and not, as the 

Huirgenootwould have it, 'f)(J1J die hom in die omgeMlIi, who would not pronounce it thUS.61 Kaatje 

Kekkelbek is the locus C/assiCIIS of the 'hotllotsmeiti, the feckless, lewd and strident woman, who 

refuses her intended servitude and her virginity in rejecting the maid's place in any language. In 

the years when Afrikaans was projected as a central claim to the nationhood of Afrikanerdom, 

we find that same nationalism refuting the language's provenance among the 'geet nasi' of the 

Khoisan.62 In his poem, 'Die Afrikaanse·T aal, J. Lion Cachet establishes a lineage: Afrikaans is a 

'Boerenol fathered by Dutch of a French mother.63 But he cannot avoid admitting what everyone 

says and knows to be true: 'Hilt sleet myllit tir HotnotsmeitJ. It is not just that Afrikaans would 

thereby become miscegenated (in the terms of a racially obsessed nationalism), but that it would 

become the language of vagrants, a Pedlar's French, cant, a deception and an illusion, and at best 

a dialect, not a language, and no claim to nation. 

The significance of vagrant language, whether cant or Kaatje's, persists throughout these 

pages, but we cannot pass from our considerations here without advancing one observation 

central to this thesis. It is in the instance of language that vagrancy offers its greatest, if not its 

first, interest to literature, for language is the seam suturing the two. In language and its quest for 

the limits to expression, or in the quest to explore and extend those limits, literature and 

vagrancy meet. Certainly there is, to literature and the culture it participates in, a lasting interest 

in the figure of wandering, supplying as that does the metaphor for any number of social, 

psychological or existential excursions. But all literary treatments of vagrancy recur to the theme 

of language also, as if this is the means by which the text and the vagrant both wander. We 

expect this: the unit of rhythm, that marks time in poetry, is called a foot. The vagrant does not 

only walk away from society (or seem to, to literature), he also speaks away from it. In this the 

language of the vagrant becomes orphic and avant garde, and attracts the narcissistic attentions 

(and the philosophical, to be fair) of those whose art is linguistic. The potential of vagrant 

utterance is enviable: it may occur in mania, where the true audience is the self or the 

imaginations of schizophrenia, it investigates taboo by breaking the same, it proceeds from the 

libidinal and riotous unconscious, speaking directly and with relish of sex and scatology, it enjoys 

(at a price) the licence of the Fool to condemn and shame and taunt, and especially to give and 

take pleasure and pain at the boundary between the two. Its lexicon is forbidden, its grammar 

60 A. G. Bain, 'Kaatje Kekkelbek'. This is our subject in chapter 3. 
61 'G. S. Nl.ienaber).', HNisgmoot, 26 October 1945. 
62 ibid. 

37 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

disordered, its tenor irregular, its occasion inappropriate. Its subjects are precisely what are 

forbidden in the officers' mess: politics sex and religion. In form and content it is subversive. 

The.fmterni!Y oj vagabonds 

In fact, what we have begun to sketch is the correspondence between the 'invention' of 

vagrancy (or at least the early modern fascination with it) and the transposition of vagrant 

attributes (of behaviour, language, appearance and so on) to the indigenous·inhabitants (and 

particularly the Khoisan) at the Cape in the colonial era. 64 Early accounts of the Khoikhoi revel 

in the same language of the fabulous as do the sixteenth century schedules and descriptions of 

vagabonds and rogues.65 Such European descriptions are themselves the consequence of the 

relative novelty of vagrancy - at least of such degree - in the social landscape of a youngly 

. capitalist Europe, but they are also descended from a notable lineage of European - or Western 

- representations of the 'other'. Books such as Thomas Hannan's Caveat for CoI1l11lO1l Cllf'Sitors 

VlIIgmtJ CaUed Vagabonds (1566) and John Awdeley's The FratmIi!y ojVagabonds (1561) reflect the 

common Renaissance preoccupation with the wandeting and newly landless - or, rather, 

homeless - poor of the new order, no longer joined to the land by the tributary ties of the old. 

The Renaissance texts are an industry derived of the crisis for personal productivity in 

the transition to capitalism. The flurry of pamphlets represents the quest for profit in the 

individuated humanism of the times, a quest encouraged by the printing press, itself among the 

first technologies to manufacture its own market, and a mass one at that. The scale of the 

enterprise in publications around vagrancy may be gleaned not only from the number of related 

titles, but from the fact that several went into second and third editions in short order.66 They 

were pirated, borrowed from each other and traded on each other's success. 'The pamphlets 

were a great publishing success', notes Beier, ' ... [b]etween 1590 and 1630 the literature 

63 J. Lion Cachet. 'Die Afiikaanse Tsal', D. J. Oppennan (ed.), Groot V",.,boM, 14. 
64 Although I don't go into it in any detail here, there is every reason to read a reveaed transposition at play in the 
characterisation of the European vagrant. (Indeed. we have already seen the donation of'Irishness' to the idea.) 
Attributes of the colonial indigene might just as well in6lttate the disCOU1'Se of metropolitan vagrancy as the other 
way around,. and probably there is a two-way tmffic, itself blurring distinctions in the creation of a global 
underclass. By way of an example, it is as easy to see vagrant bnnding conBated with scarification in colonised 
populations, but equally necessary to recognise that the genre of the tattoo is elaborated through the metropolitan 
contact with tattooing cultures. The Khoisan may look like Bedlamites, but then the tattooed vagrant also looks like 
a Polynesian, and may, as a sailor, have picked up his JIWks there. I do not want to suggest that all agency is 
metropolitan, though the power gradient of colonisation inclines us to construct our sentences that way. 
65 For a brief account of early images of the Khoisan, see E. Boonzaier It at, TIN CtIpI HmIm, 8-9; see also S. Gray. 
Solllh .Ajria11Ilitm1tllfr, 42 
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boomed,.67 There is about the bustle of the presses mUch that those presses projected of the 

vagrant the often invisible author (Hannan said of cant that 'the first inventor thereof was 

hanged>68 - the ultimate effacement and yet another mark of the treasonable), the economy of 

coterie, the regularity of order (so a 'fraternity' of vagabonds, scheduled as types, equates with a 

'family of type fount, for example), the mass (of print run and of vagabond horde). Even the 

passage of the pamphlet imitates that of the vagrant in passing unpredictably from hand to hand, 

in congregating in the taverns, in travelling the length and breadth, highways and byways, in 

eluding the law, in its inherent ttansitoriness and ephemerality, in its loudness, in asking for 

money, in its association with the economy of the pedlar and the culture of the strolling player. 

(So, a little later, we might remark the deep coincidence of the origins of colonial literature and 

the travels of individuals to and into the Cape.)69 At the heart of the Renaissance accounts lies a 

deep sense of the 'trade' of vagrancy. Wtlliam Harrison used that term of it in the 1570s, but the 

accounts all share an inclination to describe the methods and orders of vagrants, as if describing 

the techniques of guilds (we will recall how even cant was likened to the technical vocabulary of 

carpentry). This template of the guild is blentwith 'fraternity' in a manner that anticipates 

freemasonry, even as it harks back to the (dissolute, ruined) monastic orders of the pre­

Refonnation landscape - a manner somewhat ominous and alienating. 

The descriptive schedules of the Renaissance are thus a kind of ethnography of the 

underclass, fascinated by the nationally alien and the fundamentally different trade of 

'ttadelessness'. Their accounts of the types of vagabond are full of the extraordinary and the 

repulsive, and shot through with the assertion of the fraudulence of the vagrant's poverty. The 

best example of these descriptive accounts, and not least because it is the first, is the Uber 

V tgatonl11l. There one is acquainted with, for example, the 'V oppers ... for the most part women, 

who allow themselves to be led in chains as if they were raving triad' .70 In an equivalent Austro­

Italian schedule one encounters such dubious marvels as the 'Accaponi, or Ulcerated, who made 

66 see, fur example Salgado (ed). 'Note on the Texts', ~ fJIIIi BmI!t!J &Skits, 25-6. 
67 Beier, MIlsterWs Mill, 8. 
68 Salgado (ed), ~ fJIIIi BtI1IIt/J BIISIuts, 85. As an illuminating aside, it is worth noting (as. I have not yet 
seen it elsewhere) that Hannan's sumame is a cant term also. The 'hannans' (by his own account) is cant fur the 
stocks, and a 'hannan-beck' tepresents a constable. I know of no reason to doubt the veracity of Hannan's name 
(nor any reason to believe it), but it is serendipitous that the sumam.e of the accusing author should share in the 
cant denotations of the constraining agencies of the law (against vagtattts). And here, again, the author and his 
undertaking is entailed in, and prospers by, the culture ofvagtattts. In modem parlance we might say that 'Hannan' 
looks like a canny brand-name. 
69 Ian Glenn has insisted upon the seminaJity ofLe Vaillant to much of South.African literary (and other) culture. 
Mine is not a point he makes direcdy, but it is indebted to his oudook. See I. Glenn, 'The Man Who Invented 
Safaris', NIIII Contrast, 130, 62-70, and, in which he traces the significance of shipwreck and travel narratives, The 
Future of the Past in English South .African Literary history', QttartIr!) Bllllltin of tht SA librtlly, ~. 
70 liber V 4{gatonlm, 105. 
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ulcers on their legs with powder, toast and blood'.71 By the time such schedules filter into the 

English productions we are taught to distinguish (and how to) between a Ruffler, a Rogue, a 

Wtld Rogue, a Mort, an Autem Mort, a Doxy, a Prigger of Prancers, a Frater, a Palliard, a Bawdy 

Basket, an Upright Man, an Abraham Man, a Dummerer, and so on.72 Awdeley's Fratemi!y of 
Vagabonds is even more exotic in flavour: its names are deeply imbued with cant, its descriptions 

curt and the more knowing, sure of themselves, for it. Even more powerful is the way his 

schedule appoints proper nouns to the classes of vagrant, as opposed to Hannan's common 

nouns. The effect is to elevate these denizens of the underclass to the level of notables, as if of 

some realm-sinister, a gnostic anti-state. Awdeley's knaves, thus, take titles like 'Troll and Troll 

By' ('he that setteth naught by no man'), 'Troll Hazard of Trace', 'Troll Hazard ofTritrace', 

'Chafe-Litter', 'Obloquium' and so On.73 Such forms imitate the toponyms of an aristocracy and 

the Latin of a 'clerisy'. The Latin forms are revealing. 'Obloquium' emerges from the Latin 'to 

interrupt', 'Nunquam' from 'never': they exploit the numinous and authoritative language of 

Latin to impress upon the vagrant the essential characters of negativity and disruption. If these 

are meant to appear as names emerging within the 'other speech' of roguery (not exclusively 

vagrants here), then they are also imbued with the refutation and contradiction of the hegemonic 

language in which they are begun. They signify, thus, the discursive 'seed of peril', of riot and 

destruction, that is in 'vagabonds' (as Awdeley broadly conceives them), but they signify also the 

detennination of hegemonic discourse to interrupt and never to allow that peril to germinate. 

Awdeley has another knave called 'Chop logic', which suggests exactly the linguistic hazard posed 

by the underworld to the semantics of power. His description extends the offence of 

'Choplogic' from a servant's expatiations, a wordy cheek, to something altogether more 

dangerous, the darkest negation of approved discourse: 

Choplogic is he that when his master rebuketh him of his fault he will give him twenty wonts for one, 

else bid the devil's pater noster in sUence.74 

Abstraction and actuality (or seeming actuality) are so mixed up in the schedule as to 

blend moral categories with the proper names of people. Awdeley's popular editor (Gamini 

Salgado, for Penguin) provides glosses for the Latin and obscure words, but accepts at face value 

the opaque 'Gyle Hather', 'a pick.thank. knave that would make his master believe that the cow is 

wood' {another instance of the dissembling character of rogue discourse: nothing is as it appears 

71 Ribton-Tumer, Hist4ty ojV tJgnIIIIS, 557. 
72 Haanan, A Cta41 for Common Ctmitors, Salgado (ed), Co1g-Cakhm fIIIIi Btnvt!J-Basklts, 8Hf. 
73 Awdeley, Frtl1mli!J of V agabonds, Salgado (ed), Co1g-Cakhm fIIIIi Benvt!J Basklts, 72££ 
74 ibid, 76. 
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to be, language is unreliable to know the world).75 Although Salgado makes no gloss upon 'Gyle 

Hather', one Martin Markall in the 16th century accounted Captain Giles Hather the first Gypsy 

leader in England.76 The historical figure is hearsay, but we see a putatively real Romany king 

muddled up with a knave servant whose own art is the art of muddling. The schedules claim to 

represent an attempt at making clear this state of confusion, but in effect what they do is 

generate it. Their inventions - suffused as they are with cant-like borrowings from European 

languages, the fonns of hegemonic titles, the blurring of proper and common nouns, concrete 

and abstract - work. to fulfil their own prophecy of rogue peril, the hazardous confusion of a 

world turned upside down and inside out, a by-blow world of the demiurge, a world spoken 

backwards. 

Yet they pretend an order, and do so after the long example of other accumulations, the 

quantitative authority of collections, of lists. At a glance, these checklists of vagrant types remind 

us of the litany of German tribes besetting the Roman empire in Tacitus, or of Herodotus's 

records of those beyond the Greek ken. It is an enthusiasm for type. and kind present in 

Mandeville's fantastic travels, and familiar to the medieval mind - and beyond- from the pages 

of the bestiary or the collations of the herbarium. It replicates itself in the pseudoscience of the 

'Discoveries', of the sort we find in the early accounts of the indigenes of the Cape. Dapper's 

(1668) IV:tfraria or Land of the Kt#irs, Othenllise named Hottentots, begins with just such a schedule: 

The principal peoples, then, whom our country men have up tiD now discovered in the southemmost 

portion of Africa, are the following: the Gorachouquas, Goringhaiquas, Goringhaikouas, Great and 

little Karichuriquas; Hosaas, Olainouquas, Kobonas, Sonquas, Namaquas, Heusaquas, Brigoudyns, 

and Hankumquas.77 

Ten Rhyne's Short Accollnt of the Cope of Good Hope and of the Hottentots lllho Inhabit that Region (1686) 

follows the same template. Despite the details which follow each list, the effect is primarily one 

of fabulous estrangement a fusillade of nominative fireworks, apparently belonging to each 

other by the signs of internal coherence, echoes and parallelisms, but utterly alien, a cacophony 

of hisses and bangs. 

Inherited also from early European example is·a sense of the vagrant population, as also 

the indigenous populations of the Cape, as threateningly numerous. Stephen Greenblatt 

summarises Herodotus's seminal projection of the Scythian presence . (or absence) in Greek 

history and culture, noting among other things the evocation of a horde, an inchoate mass 

75 ibid. 75. 
76 Beier, Masteriess Men, 59. 
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disturbing the peripheral vision of settled Greece.78 In addition, and tellingiy, he points out the 

fundamental correspondence between Herodotus's vision of Scythian barbarianism and their 

nomadism. 79 This is no less true of later representations of the barbarian invasions of Roman 

Europe and Africa, a point famously collected by C. P. Cavafy's poem 'Waiting for the 

Barbarians' and adopted (in a fictional circumstance redolent of both Roman North Africa and 

the Graaff-Reinet frontier oflanddrost Maynier) by J. M. Coetzee's novel of the same title. What 

is significant here is the manner in which European vagrants, by virtue of their habits, carry and 

transmit the idea of the 'horde without' and the otherness of the nomadic life in the ideologies 

of settled and agricultural political economies. 

Perceptions of the numbers of beggars in early modern England encompassed a 

considerable body of itinerants on the land and in the towns. William Harrison's 'Description of 

England', heavily indebted to Harman and appearing in Holinshed's widely read Chronicles (1577), 

claimed that 

It is not yet full duuscore years since this trade began; but how it hath prospeted since that time it is 

easy to judge, for they are now supposed, of one sa and another, to amount unto above ten 

thousand penons, as I have heard reportedeo 

An accurate census may not be possible, nor is it strictly necessary. We are concerned with 

perceptions: 

Whatever the actual numben, contemporary observen, from pamphleteers to the Privy Council, felt 

that the problem of beggars was real, acute, and rapidly growing . .As early as the 15305, Thomas 

StaJ:key had written that "this is sure, that in no cuntrey of Christundome, for the nombur of pepuI. 

you schal find so many beggaris as be here in Englond, and mo[re] now then have bin before time.lt 

A rhetoric of number seems inevitable in any account of the 'other', where a contrary force is 

implicitly being reckoned, and particularly where that 'other' is a moving field, uncertain of 

census and multiplying itself in repeated journeys, which, though iterations of the same 

population, come to seem different not in occasion but in essence. The transhumance of the 

Khoisan marks their first kinship with the itinerant in early modem Europe, but, likewise, it 

binds the two in an apparent fecundity of population. Thus a rhetoric of number is certainly a 

77 O. Dapper, Ktdfraria Of'L:I1IIJ tfthe Hotfe7ltOts, in I. Schape1a (ed), Bar!! Cape Hottentots, 7-a. 
78 S. Greenblatt, MarvlilJIIS PossusioflS, 122--128. 
79 Greenblatt notes that he is fonowing others in this, most notably Francois Hartog (The Mi"",. tf HerodotllS: The 
Repnsmtllliott tf the Other;1I the W nang tf ffistofy). 
eo W. Harrison, 'Description of England', Salgado (ed), CoIrJ-CatGhm I11IIi BtI1IItb Baskets, 10. Beier, MasterUss Mm, 8. 
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priority in early descriptions of the Khoisan: the Sonquas, says Dapper, 'are a people dwelling in 

massive mountainous country. They number several thousands,' and the Namaquas are 'strong 

in numbers, and with many children'.82 But it is in the nineteenth century, for reasons that we 

shall come to later, that the rhetoric of number really conflates the Khoisan and the vagrant. We 

hear again and again of 'the number of Vagabonds always roving about the Colony'83, of 

'numerous gangs of Vagabonds roving about the Colony'&4, of those who 'roam through the 

country in numbers without any ostensible means of livelihood' as. We hear that 'great Numbers 

of Coloured Persons without any means of lively hood [sic] are constantly roaming ... ,86 and that 

the country (here the Roggeveld) 'is infested with numbers of wandering Hottentots and 

Apprentices, who assemble together in Hordes, without the least visible means of subsistence, 

roving about from place to place ... lawless vagabonds.'87 At Graaff-Reinet locals complained, 

'[t]hat the immediate vicinity of this town is infested with gangs of people of colour, chiefly 

Hottentots, who are in a state of poverty and who have no visible means of subsistence.'88 

This 'Host of Vagabonds' is characterised by a lexical field: words such as 'gangs', 

'bands', 'horde', 'banditte', 'host', 'roving', 'wandering', 'roaming', and 'infest' recur again and 

again.89 Besides accentuating difference by the amplification of threat, these are words that 

connote bestiality, criminality, and mobility. In the context of the Cape, they echo contemporary 

phrasing in the instance of the Mfecane/Difaqane beyond the colonial borders, where over and 

again the spectre of 'the Fitcani horde' is conjured Up.90 The implication of vast numbers 

consolidates the alien as a threat, of either animal or human dimensions, a swarm or, most 

potently, an anny. The chain of connotation implies those animals (or even plants) which inflict 

pain or poison and which overwhelm by numbers. The lexical shadow of an anny is complex: as 

'gangs' and· 'bands' it is a guerrilla insurgency which is discerned, as a 'host' or 'horde' it is a vast 

infantry on the move. Both work to suggest the threat to the state and its citizens, with the 

smaller units imputing treasonable intent, in the specific sense of configuring a threat from 

within. It is worth noting, however, that strict and precise military nouns are not used: words like 

canny' itself, or 'regiment', say. That such terms are not used displays the deeper untruth of those 

terms which hint at the military, or any degree of organised insurrection. In the breach of their 

81 Carroll, Fat Ki_& Umt B«gar. 31-2. 
82 Dapper. KajfraritJ or LtmtJ of tht Holf41ltots. 31. 37. 
M J. R Van Reenen, 'Memorial', Cape Town. 2 Seprember 1839, CA, CO 4002. 
14 ibid. 
85 C. Plessis, 'Memorial', Colesbmg, 1844. CA, CO 4022 
16 J. P. Van der Walt, 'Memorial', Colesbmg, 10 Oct 1844. CA, CO 4023. 
87 W. A. VlSser, 'Memorial'. Middle Roggeveld, 3 Sept, 1839. CA, CO 4003. 
88 'Memorial, Inhabitants of Graaff-Reinet'. 1 December 1828. CA, CO 3938-
89 Any of the CO files from which these representations are drawn will demonstrate this. 'The Host of Vagabonds' 
is the phrase of J.R van Reenen, 'Memorial', Cape Town, 2 Seprember 1839. CO 4002. 
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(non-)use we are able to recognise the essential character of imprecision and sprawl that attends 

the figuration of the vagrant or the colonial indigene. In part, this is an accusation of a disorder 

within the realm, but it is also a characteristic that works to alienate and to intensify the danger 

of the alien: as the saying goes, better the devil you know than the devil you don't. An army 

might be known, precisely, but a host or a horde or a gang - these are things whose very 

imprecision is part of their horror. 

Already by the seventeenth century, accounts of the Cape indigenes, and particularly the 

Khoisan, evoke the numerous, the curious and the spectacular, according to the established 

template of psuedoscientific description. In this they are associated with the categories of 

'otherness' attending European vagrants in a lineage descended from the early European 

literatUres of travel and history.91 But there is also evidence of the transmission of moral 

attributes associated with the Renaissance vagrant. For example, the rhetoric of idleness which J. 
M. Coetzee has discussed in the context of European attitudes to the Khoisan is one familiar to 

almost aU accounts of European vagrancy of the time, and one that lasts from late medieval 

Europe to contemporary South Africa.92 Coetzee is at pains to trace the opprobrium attending 

idleness to the uncomfortable resolutions of Christian attitudes to work and contemplation, 

particularly in the context of the Reformation and its relationship to (an early capitalist) 

Renaissance.93 His inclination is to locate the charge of idleness in wholly discursive practice, 

running from Catholic orthodoxy, through Protestantism and the Enlightenment: that is, he 

sees it proceeding from the history of ideas first and foremost. He makes only passing mention 

of the adjunct history of actual 'idleness' in metropolitan economy and society - the problem of 

the workless poor in a new social order.94 In part, this is the right attitude to adopt, because it 

insists at the outset upon the invention of vagrancy (though Coetzee does so only implicitly). 

There remains the danger, however, of treating the discursive practice as if it floats free of any 

cause in real conditions. A history of ideas alone might neglect to see the real social and 

90 See below, 101ff. 
91 Greenblatt in MalvllDm PDJSISJ'iIms provides a pointed exposition of the tradition, some of which is detailed above. 
See his chapter 5, 119 ff. 
92 J. M Coe1Zee, 'Idleness in South Africa', Whitl W riP&. 12 ff.; Ribton-Tumer, History ojV t1fP1IIIS, vii, and 
throughout English laws cooceming vagrancy generally refer to idleness as notable among its supposed evils 
(ordinances ofHemy VIII, 73; Edward VI, 89;James I, 132; Cromwell, 161). In Cape history, the 1809 Caledon 
Code, a foundation of Khoisan constraint and the local ideology of vagmncy (and itself an antipathetic colonial 
correlative to the abolition of the slave trade in 1807) sought to be 'an encouragement for preferring entering the 
service of the Inhabitants to leading an indolent life, by which [the 'Hottentots1 are rendered useless both for 
themselves and the community at latge.' (~ 1 Nov. 1809.) V. C Malherbe has noted that the eadier 20th 
century historians of the Khoisan, such as Hodgson and Macmt1Jan. have subscribed to their ~sentation as 'idle', 
Hodgson (1924) going so far as to refer to "his vagrant propensities". ('The Hottentots in South Africa', 613 - 21, 
cited in MalherlJe, 'The Cape Khoisan in the Eastem Districts', llff.). 
93 Coe1Zee, 'Idleness in South .AfiJl:.a', 1~. 
94 ibid, 2D-.21. 
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economic correspondences between metropolitan vagrants and colonial subjects, such as the 

way in which both imply (to a Whig outlook, for example) similar burdens upon the welfare of 

the free market, or the way in which both occupy the constructed margin of economic relations 

that Marx called the lumpenproletariat, being thus bound in what some might argue to be one 

class. Here, as elsewhere, it is as if the Khoisan are inserted into the European apprehension of 

vagrancy, marginalized by association, or associated by marginality. In a global economy 

established by 'free trade' (not least in slaves) and colonialism, the real (as opposed to wholly 

discursive) correspondences are more manifest to the eyes of the 21ft century. Idleness is an 

ideological category, to be sure, and of that degree of resolution that we call 'moral', but it it also 

signifies (with moral spin) the economic reality of unemployment. When early commentators 

berate the Khoisan for their idleness we need to be sure that what is criticised is only the easy 

way of life of those moving in an economy without landed property or agriculture, and not also 

their 'uselessness' to a metropolitan economy in which they have not been commodified as 

slaves or otherwise subdued to the productive relations of capit3lism. (Once either happens, the 

charge of idleness persists, though now as a goad to enhanced productivity and as the false 

consciousness of subjection). 

There are other attributes associating the Khoisan with the early modem vagrant­

indeed, very few are noted by commentators of either that are not shared. These are starkly 

delineated in one of the most popular and enduring 'types' of European vagrant - and almost 

certainly the one with the deepest reach into culture generally. This is the figure of the Abraham 

Man of early modem Europe, who <walk.eth bare armed and bare legged' and 'fayneth hym selfe 

mad and caryeth a packe of woo~ or a styke with baken on it, or such like toy, and nameth 

himself poore Tom.'95 This figure remains familiar to us today, in French he is IeJON, he is the 

Poor Tom of King Lear, 96 he certainly dominates the passenger list of the Ship of Fools, and is 

everywhere to be seen on Cape Town, or any other, streets in the same guise today, often 

dreadlocked, patchworked or in hessian sackingt spectacularly arrayed in costume and in gesture, 

carrying a staff, oracular in his schizophrenia or borrowed mania, somewhat frightening and 

frequently aggressive. He has changed little since the sixteenth century: 'he goes without 

breeches; a cut jerkin with hanging sleeves in imitation of our Gallants - but no Sattin or 

Chamlet elbowse, for both his legs and armes are bare ... a face staring like a Sarazen; his haire 

95 Awdeley, The Frf1lmlig ojV tIl,abonds, Ribton-Tumer, History ojV fI!/'IIIIts, 593), Salgado (ed.), ~ IlIIIi 
Btnw!J &sluts, 62 
96 Carroll offers an excellent reading of Lear's Fool as a Tom 0'Bed1am, in which, among other things, he points 
out the depth and breadth of the Poor Tom tradition after 1605, and the sentimentalisauOA of the Abraham Man 
over time. Fat Kbtg, un BIggar, 180££ 
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long and filthy knotted ... a good Filche (or staffe) of grown Ash or else Hazel .. .'97 Certainly he 

is the same as the 'Loving Mad Tom' or 'Tom O'Bedlam' of the great anonymous poem, first 

appearing just twenty years after Shakespeare's death. In Tom we find a figure of manic energy 

(the rhythm of the poem is full of it), hyper-sexual, threatening, epileptic (or something like it), a 

stockthief, a lunatic, an oathbroker, a wanderer. We know that he has been incarcerated He 

drinks. He sings (implicitly in this Mad Song). His song is propelled by rhythm, as a dance is. He 

spews arcane knowledge. He rants. His language, in his madness, darkens with an opacity like 

that of cant. His social reference accommodates 'gypsies', 'punks', 'the cutpurse', 'roaring boys': 

that is, wanderers, whores, pickpockets and gangsters. Moreover, he threatens 'an host '" / 

Whereof I am commander', and with this army 'To the wilderness I wander'. 

How similar are later representations of the Khoisan. The Abraham Man's 'stick with 

bacon on it' becomes the offal draped on Khoi shoulders9B
, and perhaps also, by association, the 

animal fat with which the Khoi body is dressed. 'When going about, they usually have in the one 

hand an ostrich feather, or a stick with the tail of a wild cat tied to it.'99 By 1832, the ordinary 

dress of the precolonial Khoisan is sufficient to indicate vagrancy: in prosecuting Jan Vlink on 

the charge of vagrancy, the state drew attention to his dress (reported as 'a sheepskin kaross and 

no undergarment whatever') alongside his theft of wood 100 The GrahfJ11lS T01ll1l Journal noted in 

the same week Saul Ruyter, also charged with vagrancy: 'His appearance ... was rather that of a 

wild beast than a human.' 101 

The moon-familiar Tom is echoed in the Khoi's alleged cult of the moon: "The moon, as 

has been said, they worship by dancing', ' ... they shave their heads into full moons, crescent 

moons, or Stars,.102 Dapper noted that '[t]hey also appear to have some superstition about the 

new moon; for when this is seen, they all tum towards it in groups, and make merry the whole 

night, dancing, jumping, singing and clapping their hands, and also murmuring in their 

mouths.'l03 Even in early accounts (and widely in later ones) the Khoi drink and crave tobacco, 

they 'hanker very greedily after brandy and Spanish wine, as well as tobacco; although they 

become sated and drunk from only a little, when they create a tremendous tumult of shouting 

97 Thomas Dekker, 0 jJlrO S" (BEBO, 41ft), and cited (with editorial adjustments) in Carroll, pfJt Kill!> UfJ1I ~ar, 
191 (note). Dekkel"s description is extended below. 
9B See, for example, O.Dapper, K4freria (If'thI Lmd of thI Hottmtots, I. Schapera (ed), EarlY CII}I Hottmtots, 53,61. 
99 Dapper, Kajfraria (If'the Lmd ofthl Hotll1ltots, Schapera (ed.), EarlY CIIpe Hotll1ltots, 53. 
100 Grllhlllll's To"" jollf'lla/, 1, 4,JanuaIy 20 1832. 
101 ibid. We retum to the theme of vagrant dress, 167ffbelow. 
102 Ten Rhyne, Aaoll1lt ofthl CIIpe of Good HopI, Schapera, (ed), EarlY CIIpe Hotll1ltots, 141, 119. Schapera points out 
that the 'worship' of sun and moon may well be a misconstruction of the worship of a creator deity acknowledged 
in these bodies (119). 
103 Dapper, Ktdfraritl (If'l....a1Id ofthl Hottmtots, Schapera, (ed) EarlY CIIpe Hotll1ltots, 77. It is worth noting the image of 
murmuring or mumbling also. Vagrant language is discussed below. 
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and babbling: '" By th~ If\30s, when colonial agitation for a v:agr=cy law was at it!; h~ight, as w~ 

shall s~~, such iconography of di' ord~rlin~ss is pcrvas!V~ ;n accounts ofhomd~so indigt'n~s. And 

it S~mlS no comci~nc~ that this =~ period - the 1830s, on th~ years bet..v~en Ordinance 50 

and the failed camp"'gn for a vagrancy ordinanc~ - s ~~s som~thing akin to a cl""dZC for 

tempcnmce s oc",ti~s and activities in colonial soc1ety.!'" 

Poor Tom is a stockthi"f, jus t as the Khoisan and bt~r th~ Cap~ vagrant "'" reprsented 

to bt., as we shall see with 'Kaatje Kekkelbt.k'. 'rhey arc great plunderers and marauders,' reporu 

Dapper, 'They st"...! from other Hott~n tots all the cattle they can get'.'''' Ten Rhyne COncurs: 

"They "'" so addicted to theft, that one neighbour does not stid, to enrich himsdf by stealing 

the cattle of another."" The e~mal corollary of v.ograncy is stochheft, or theft of some sort at 

leaRt. In all the memorial:i with which the Governor WaR plaguM in the years following 

Ordinance 5-0, the chorus of stocktheft follows complaints of vagrancy as inevitably as vagrancy's 

first two ''1Ces _ the entwin~d and intriguingly antithetical attributes of idlencss and mobility.lO. 

It is possible to apply a similar comparative reading to representations of such attribu~, 

0$ se><Uality and madness, and th~"" might be sketched more fully in the cont=! of Cape 

literature's own Tom O'Bedlam - Kaatje Kellilbek - as we do in chap~r 3. Vagrant s=.!ality 

follows on the broad swathe of'disor~rlin ess', but under the constraints of patiarchy. F~male 

'vagrants' turn out to bt. arrested for vagrancy when their 'offence' is aL-rually prostitution.'ot 

Male vagrant!; are sexually aggressive; Saul Rondgangcr (the name itsd f meanS 'vagrant') is 

prosecuted fur breach of th~ pt'ace when. drunk, he draws blood in his fight with a woman.''' 

Much later, m th~ figure of yet another Mad Tom, here 'Blinkwa~r Johnny' from Table 

Mountain, we recogmse a ,uite of attributes, not the least of which j,; hi>; sexual chari,= 'his 

popularity with other male "I"".gtants seeming to hav~ been in inverse ratio to his popularity with 

their wives, a stIte of afFairs that involved him in many arguments."" If we gu back to the 

, .. Dapper, K4/raro. or LzJ 0/ Iht HNffltIots, $dup<n. (~d.) 1'.mfJ C"" Halmtm, 57. 
"" 5e~ to< aamplc th~ eN;"""'I T""" jo"""" of thi, period. Early number> of the fir>, volum~ IIr< full of the 
tem!"''''''''' i .. u~ (1, 7, l'cbruuy 10 1832 & 1, 10, Mooch 2 1832). 
'DO Dapper, ~.,. tbt LJoJ 0/ the Halmtm, 33. 
'''' T= RhY"~. A.. A",,_ of tiJ< 6rp< ifc-J Hqp', 123. 
,<0 Oocc ogan. m y of tht CoIoni.1 Oflic.e fil<, Co<lr:.ioing th~ m""y m<!ll<:)rioIs O<l tht "'hiect during the 1820s, 30< 
...ct 40s ,,·ill demo.,,_c thi •. 
m) G"";'"",', T .... jo"",m, 1, 4, jaouary 20 1832. Re~ • Ly. Som!"on and two othe", for vog=>cy. 
t10 Gm}"",,', To"", j . "",d, 1, 5, 27 j..,uary 1832 (which indud .. a long ~ditorilll ~" 'v. gnnt hotder). 
111 w. H. Crump, TIfuJJ=.>z.r jobruJy' ,jDlmld of 1M M.Nwlailr CIJIb <if S""lb Ajrw., 47, (19#). 1 om indeb ICd to Lrnc~ 
-= Sittert for this .00 ,eRcl other insight, into tht 'P"cifio hislOty of th~ tnle I>n:!i'. It i, a pa<tly ..,:lC.brorn. tic 
in. tance, but tht anochmrusm s .. " ~. th~ pmpos~ of th~ :u:gumen' in =tcndiog tht I<~ (=:I geognptHclll) 
u nge of the 'Cope vogr:aar Und~f oowider:nion. flor example, it i , ve<J worth nowg that 'johnny would ofi= ~ 
down to C""'P' B., and betl.g fo<>d of poultry, would fr<qu~nt1y obtain a b<ro frn<n O<l~ or odt« of th~ Camp. Bay 
"..idento, though tho ",.iden' at th~ tim~ might no' hav~ be ... a..,.re of it, being = or les, a '!ceping Pll<lne.r in 
tho tLl1Iu etiO<l.' Th~rc i. :Ill ""coont of Bl;nh'at~r". oTOCulu ""d 'mod· <eugioo, impuI.e in the ,.un<. orticle (i' 
imitate, 'he ,tory of A_om ""d Io .. e). Throughout it j, worth !IOwg both th~ "1VOnhin~" of tho O<ticl~ (11 bold, 
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n:cord of early European representations of the Khoisan we come across plenty that ;' se:milly 

prurient, most fdITlously rhe obsession with the female gcnit,\iia (the case of Sam-tic Baartman is 

most pertinent, hut Krotoa, called Eva, is :Uso remarked upon for her 'intcmpcntc vice' or lust, 

- as also her drunkenness) , which i. too well described fur thi5 paper to repeat'" Suffice, here, 

in hepmgwith the r -.;ord of e:arly account:> rel1ected here, to note this observation of the 

MOIS"" by Ten Rhyne, thar '[t]h= Iawl,," barbarians and ;rnmor,J1 VJgam practise only those 

habits to wl11ch a blind Impulse of nature irresistibly impels them _"_ Abandoned as they arc to 

every-ric~, they practis~ the ri~ nfVenu, 11 polt,riO'; n. Thus after the f.u;hion of the beasts they 

rush on IMiL mutual embrace.'''' Kaatj e Kekkelbek flirts with the soldiers at J oUy 's c"1In teen; her 

friend is Saartje Zeeko~t (a cancature, itwoulJ seem, ofllaartman: the sunUffie is lewd: 

'Hippow:illow', 'Hippohole'). The records of the Resident \lagi~tr:lCy in the frontier town of 

Granams town in the 1830" Kaatjc'~ conte,,!, abound wi th case' of'puhlic mdecency': 

nakedness, exposure, lewd language.' " 

1,);'hat of T om'~ madness? T Ie, like many of hi, kind, i, atllicted with 'rhe pal,}~, It 11 

worth noting the as~odation of v~cf and epilepsy (although in the case of th.e Khoisan it 

tl1:ly only really be related to aspxts of 'rnnce' experiffice ""d of the perception ofKhOlsan 

language as a kind of <I:m1menng - di=..!s"ed below). Whereas "knaves with. th.e fdUing 

"ckn~ss"m were perce1\,~d as a popular ~ggan' deceit in sixteenth centul)' Europe, it i~ likely 

that many 'l'agranm did, and do, "ui'fer from th.e iUne~~_ Ahout 10% of the tom! S:m1ple of a 1982 

surrey of Cape Town vagrants reported suffering from epilep<y (reflecting 22":'0 of all illn~,s 

recorded)' " Of course, it i~ a small step from the percei\' ed _' ocial 'di'orderline_'" of the 'W""r 

to a belief in the psychologic~1 incoherence of the , ubject. The rhetoric of ""ti-vagrnrtt agitation 

abounds in such words as 'injury'''', 'infested'''', 'mlll,m, 'pretence''''', 'runaway''"', 'disorderJy'm , 

and as the gO\'emor r-;apwr himself appears ro have remrled m a pencilled comment on one of 

folkloric ~\ .. of ,ome ';~dJ . nd the lOne of mord , nt irony, ~t on~< p. rroru,ing Iilld l<girimating, fond. 11>< pain ' 
;. ,ha' h<g<mo<>i~ ooc;"' 'Y, ., 'ugg<,,<d b<low, both -.ilifie • ."d rc.,..,n:, the "'W""t, :md fO< the ' ''''''' «a>OO; that 
the .-.gr:mt <>e,f'c>, exceed. ""d oxtmd, the lom;1:S of ",",,;.1 pf*Orice and e~p"rience 

'" V, C. Malhe.-b<, KrorOd, CdIs. E",: A W.""", Bro."/J'- C. Coc tz<e, 'Kroto" ,h. l.'oc><I1lY l ... loth. i, E. E1boume, 
'Ihribk .'unbiguiri." Khoi,,,,, -"'~,it! to wOOon in th< I:'~rly 19'" frotury', 
It> Ten RhJTI", A • ...-j",,#111 of th, C,¥ oje-! Hopt, Soh, pe'" (ed.), Em, Ci" Hom.to!!, 127_ 
n. '.-1110",,1" Criminol Rocoru Book, 1835-7' c,'I.. 1/ A Y: 3/1/1/1/3, \Ve com idc, tlU" tuUy below, 80ft 
'" Th< ph<..., i . in R.;hton_T umer, Hi""!:, tfV lIg,'an!!, _'i4_~, 
" ' ~'- Nosh ond R kince:od-Wee''', TN Rains "" C''''i~, t~, 
'" '~1cmorio1, i<th.bi,,,,,,, of .-1110",,),. 24 S.pttmbo r 182') (nocci,,,d), CA, CO 3941_ 
m '~"rooti .. , i<th.bi,,,,,u of G, .. ff-R";net', 1 D<<<mb<r 1828, (,..!c, CO 3938_ '1 ... 1<moriiJ, 11lhahi,.,,,. o f IJ • .-i:t:m, 
Rive<'. 28 Aug"' t 1828 (.-cco;yed'J> CA, CO 3938, 
m 'l'>1<moriol, lnhobi.,-""" of .-I100n)" 24 s.p"""b<r 1829 (w:e;ved), CA, CO 3'l41_ 
"" ibid_ 
," 'M<moriol, Inh"",_ !> of B"i."", Rivei, 28 August 1828 (>:e<eiyed), CA, CO ~9~8. 
"-' A, ",<"ti"!l<d, 11Id wiJ..ly, hut, • . g. '~<moriol, InMhi"""" of Cndock', 10 );ovembcr 1828. c:.'\, CO 3938, 
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the many memorial:;: 'E,eryon~ knows the E~il_ hut none the remedy."" It is a lexicon 

assOCIated with illness or h)'f"Xhondria. Whether we ar~ allo'l>,;ed to ,,",'oc:llt~ th~ KhO!san 

c~bration of th~ moon "'~th Tom O'B~dl:ml'" lite:callunacy is unc~tain, though I suggest above 

that this IS a profitabk suppo:;ition. Perhaps the apparrnt ',en:;e' (or senseles:;ness) ofimlig~nous 

people at the Cap~ 1S b~st examined through European and colonial representations of KhO!san 

language and :;peech, for Sp"~rn :mer all is the handmaid~n of thought, and obviously and 

necessarily bound up with the ~n~"unt~r between poople:; and the hiotory of their sub:;equently 

sho=d experience. 

It is a fumous commonpiac~ rhat rhe name 'Hottentot' derives from the p",;uliarities of 

KhO! spt'ern, particularly in the context of th~ danc~ and song. Dappet ,,",sern (or rep"ats) th~ 

~tymology of rhe title. 'Their speech', he MyS 'is full of clicks lik~ rhos~ of th~ turk~y-cocks; they 

clap or clack: ~ach word ill rhe mouth, as if a man V."'r~ snappmg hi:; rhumb ... &cauoe of this 

our counrrymen, observing t:/W; impediment and extmordinary otuttrnng in :;peech, haye given 

them th~ nam~ ofHomntots, ill rhe same , . nse as that word is commonly used hete at home as 

a taunt againot anybody who sturrern and st'dmmers in utt~ring his words.' tl. Ten Rhyne, who 

actually encounter~d th~ KhO!, not~s rhat '[i]f one lj,ten, to them talking. one supposes the ag~ 

of Pythagoras to ha~ ntumed, ill which rhe birds wete fabled to have enjoyed mutual conv.:rse 

in speech. In IOber truth ;t;o noi:;~, not speech.'I" In 1839 the colonial p"rception of vagrancy 

encompa.,,~d 'the innate pr0p"nsity of our Coloured population ... to congregate togerher and 

paso th ~!r tim~ in I;~tk~~ social charrering.''''' Th~ language and the speech of the orher ar~ nO( 

just liabilities to thos~ who do not understand, they encrypt th~ other, are implicitly a tool 

again:;t th ~ r~ason of th ~ obs~rv~r, and they exi~t to corrupt. Such language plunge~ its speakern 

back into the n01S ~ of animal,,: turkey-cocks, birds, chattering ap~:;. 'Kaatj ~ K."kk.dlxk' i, 

onomatop0";a; het surname tranolat~s as 'Cacklemourh', somerhing moc~ vicious <'V~n than 

'Chatt~box'. 

So, too, w~ ha,e seen early European accounts of '"Jgr"JnCY to be preoccupi~d wirh th~ 

'Secret Jargon' of the ,agrant,l17 ,everal off~ring short vO<.--abubri~s Ou:;t 3.' European accounts 

of th~ Khoisan and Xhosa fr~u~ntly do) of what was projected from without to b~ a kind of 

international ouh- or anti-l;l11guage. This representation of cant has a long hi.o;tory, as we hav~ 

:;een, but;l11 equal gcographi~-"l reach. Ribton-Turnet's monumental hi.o;tory of v-agranL1' relays 

th;:; ac~""Ount of the '~wopolitan Gypsyri~s' ofWanu,;wotth in 1864: 'TI)eir language is the 

1'" s.. W, A Y"'~<. ' .... lomoriol', Middle ]lol'l¢veld. 3 s.ptombe< 1839, C.h, OJ 4OOJ. 
lli Dopper, KttjJn1fiJ.,. m. L,mJ I1jHmm~, Sch"f'Cn, (ro), &rr& Cop. H./IuIdJ, 71, and IotrodoctiO<!, 'V, 

,,, Ton RhjIl~, A. A,,,,,,,,, if w Cop. ifGNJ H4pt. &hopera (ed)., E~' 0lpt H(J(U1IWl>, 153, 
t2< J. H. V.n Reene~, Memoriol. Cap" Town, 2 September 1839, CO 4002. 
", Rih"",,· Tum<r, HiIt"'Y IjV"lI""/s, 467ff. 
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frowsiest English, interlarded with cant expressions and a few words of bast-Md Romany.'''' A 

frowsy, interlarded and bastard language recalls Stephen Gray's estimation of Ka:l~e Kekh lbek' , 

'hng''''tic hredie'. 'J 'he association is more than superficial, for it "'Vellts the Khoisan, whether 

speaking 'I lottento!' or Afribam, with the mania and the ccUpability of cant_ As Carroll remarks 

of the Abraham Man gcnerdllyo 'Poor Tom of Bedlam is, after all, allegcrlly SoITlCone who h"" 

lost his mind _n his language frac-rured into di w rdercd fragments." '" The langu..ge of the ngrant 

is, Ii~e that of the Kho"an, 'noise', unintelljgible, disordered and incapable of reaSon_ It is 

interesting to note how the langu;,ges of other nation , arc confused with vagrant speech (in 

England chictly ['rench, Dutch and \Vc!sh), implicitly dcrncinating the ,·agmnt at home. Similarly, 

early commentator, on Khoisan .ocicty note the presence of 'broken English"'" and 'Corrupt 

Dutch" " in Khoisan language .• A.nd it is interesting to note the dements of Glnt which pene""te 

metropolitMl English: word , like 'bome"-", 'prat' (for huttock), 'dude,' (for clothes - whence 

the , eme of dude as 'dandy'?)L". These are culled from lexicons of cant; rhey reflect popular 

id= of the vagmnt <IS a drinker, oddly dres,ed, trmsgre,,,, e (where the hu ttock i, a restricted 

zone of the body). Without labounng the point, it may well be that the mos t ,,"ed Khoisan word 

m South Afncan English:md Afrika:m .. is 'mgg:o.'. 

:"< egati,e as these representations may be, there is yet that intrigue to culture of the 

language of rhe '..grant,:md it is complex,:l3 v,.-c haw suggested. It is as if m the process of 

alienating the ,agmnt, hegemonic SOCiety ,m-est3 him or her ",~rh power, of 'might (or out' ight) 

and capabilities of speech that are not possible within rhe pale of convention, The itiner-.mt 

b.-comes a rulturnl mterioper and mterlocutor, capable of experie"cing and exp,.""ing 

e"penence heyond ordinary ken. Today, as in the historical record, an apprehension of the 

"ma/it;,' of "WMlt culNre, and of the bo""dlwlfm (disorder and folly) of its uttemnce, pcrs"rn, 

Capetonian" for instance, ace fond of redting ;nstlnces of '&'gii monologue and di~togue. 

(Bergie female wheeled by male in a shopping trolley shouti,,&. 'Ek Joek 'i~jlJU stk:! 'i~; 'k JO~kjo" 

!i~rde!, or one oming another 'jot< Ma ,-hld "!J Ix!ndJoJjgdd.'J The perceived attributes of 'B~'g'i 

speech include a rich traditio" of cur<i"g and oath-broking, scatology, and (perhap; ina,hertent) 

aphorism. Of course, curses, oaths and scatology lie outside the bounds of polin; com-ention, 

they represent trmtsgressh·e ulTerance, iust as rhe "'gran!" very heing represent' a m>rugre"ion 

of the dominant mode, of property-holding, pri""ey, ""ttiedne", ownership and 30 on. 

--------
12< ;bid .• SOJ 
,"" c=oII, rut Kiw,-, L"" .0.#"". 194, 
no D.pper, ~~ ".-liM LMd if til< HOttl~UJti. 73. 
'" 'J 'en ]!h~--nc, .Ib fJa'H~' ofllN Lap. !if GoeJ ~r"",. lS5-
,,' Rib/on-Tumor, HisttJry II{ V~9', 468; Lil>t!r V'l{"''''''''"' 149, 
m ii);([_ 468. 
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"-\Jl the literature in this study "'p,"sents the speech of""f'pnts as it i, held significmt to 

the project ofliterarure_ Therc is not propffl)" any vagrant speech, for it is alway. 11Ivented in rhe 

:lCC1JSation of .-agrmKy by those who do so not kast 111 oroer not to be vwanlll rhemsd ves. In 

representing the speech of bn;giuwe are begtnning to partiapat" m that acrusation, for our own 

end" ,chol:rrly-litemry, which are untrustworthy in prcdsely thc degree to which. they ,eel also 

to profit by tIle aCLl.lSation. Thi, ,mdy becomes complidt in the ",,"ention of the category lt 

seeks to show" lflHnr"d and not real; it needs at least the invcntion to be real enough to sustain 

its fortunc~. For this ",as on, no less than we have made enough of a beginning, the time has 

comc to rum, not )"ct to literature, bur to a local hi,tory and ,Orne consideration of the w"'y 

yagrants have been said to be and say in the partil-uhr context of the Cape in the 19" century, 

whcn the contout":S of'modern' South Africa:rre lraced, and when tI,e issue of vagrancy <iSsumes 

an uncommon prominence in the tmdng of those contour,. 

Shou/in!, in rhl wildtl"llw 

B)" way of conclu,ion, and by way of an introductory contc"t to the South African texts to 

which we must nov,.- pas" it i, ,""pedient to travel a little furthcr in the company of thc Abraham 

Man, and to desery in him something morc of his seminality, not only to the lineage of the 

vagrant, but of the v<JWant to literature. ' Ine h(u, <"kiSS'(U, i, really not so much 'I_o,~ng.\.fad 

Tom' as the Poor Tom of King r .(1m; and hecause thc he-atIl of that play stands for the stagc itsdt; 

the thcatre of]iteraturc (as wc shall see'" (.hapter 4), and Poor Tom therefore for the malle-able 

sub;ect oflir"rary imagination, King Ltar 1S really the text from which the literary vagrant i"ue,. 

V;'hat i, more, Shake'peare', pla)" i, ,elf--eyidmtly an artefact of the same Rmaissanc~ crisiS m 

which the modem vagrant is invented, and sh:rres, therefore, 111 tIle sodal and cultural cxport of 

vagrancy to the n=' colonial periphery. Indeed, that conjunction of marginalities is anticipated in 

the Glohe', proximity to Bedlam itl;elf, both institution, aero" the frontier of the Thdme" in 

Southwarl. 

For ~'er,' iigure proJ~cr"d by literature there lS the test of accommodation. Wl:tar"ver tI1C 

cirrl.lmstances of that figure' , i","ention, he Or she must proceed within them to success or 

failure, must COme to gnps with cvents or fail to come to grips ,,-ith cvents_ This is the 

ideological dcstination of stories, lmimting (hur concealing by substitution) the :u-lJitrary 

d""tination of hi, tory. The tragic hero fuils m thi, project, the 'imply good succeed, the 

existential hero achicyc:; a morc conscious death and a moral, if pyrrh.ic ,-i~'tory - but for all who 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

would survive, whether In flesh or sp1Cit Or in the moral hsts of ideological posterity, the object;! 

some accommodation _ I use the word ddiberdtely - that wholly reinvents the 'character' or 

subj"ctivity of the sufferer. If Wt accommodation is not made, then the .ubjeL1c is 'unhowed' 

and re\llCIl"d to rustocywithout the c=pace of ideology (frrstly of language) that e. e.sential for 

surviving it. It is a commonplace of the Lacanian heritage to 'p"'* of this pass as that of a 

';;uhjed in cri!:i, ', whose recourse i. threefold: to a reactionary uceptance of the st:ttus quo 

(which i. to say the repression of those contradictions that cawe suffering, and in their .tead a 

rne=rre of ..,If-bl-ome), a revolutionary engogement with the circumstance. of suffering (in 

Marxist tenru, he.tory) to change them, or a continued pass~ in the .tate of crisis, which 

provides for the bnd of exposure, 'unhoused' ill my term, Wt is unendurable and propels the 
, 

.uhject into a paI'enthetic ,pace, con!ciou.> of contradiction hut incap-able of action, that 

Wlounts to rr=lness and produces for the Lacmian ther.ipil!t his DC her dienLIl< By these light,; 

it beCO;D.,,; possible to , ee (01)3 we shall come to in Cllapter 4, though we mwt ~ to.peak of 

i30mfttm "nd UM already) Fugan:l', Boesman as the collusive ""pressed, Lena as in erue. but 

drifting back towanls the patriarchal 'coherence' that Bot:sman imposes on her, or LeaI' as 

propd}ed through 'unaccommodation' to madness, then insight, then death (too late - that;'; 

the tragedy - to effect any but the most local change), Gloucester as mauled into 'sight' of what 

his hand has done, Gonen!'! party as those who seize the moment of crisis to effect the 

hegemony of their own .upplanting ideological inflection (in som,e way" them. is the 

revolutionary engagement). Edgar it is, howev"" who adopts the guise of the vagrant, and the 

vagrant it alway" IS whose erratic wandering, whose 'touched' speech, who.e being woolutcly 

without property, and whose being in .0 many ""'ys 'unaccommodated', conspires to mark. the 

pass~ of the subject through the liminal ~()(Ie of social and rubjative eruis. As with Lena in 

Fugard's play, Ki"!, iJar', oondusion suggcstll Bdg;lr's (and a gener;li) recourse to the ~tablished 

hegemony, though he.has been a student of thunder and feels the 'weight of this sad rime', yet 

h" ra:urs to obedience (",." mllit obey')"'. It matters notwhet:l= the lines should properly be 

Albany's, as in th" QuJrto, fOf" the 'obedience' need be to no person in particular, hut rather to 

the ideological imperatM< at large, and all the .m>ctures and !tricrur~ that it compels. By 

contrast with Lear's journey (and pet"h~! Edgar's), hut altogether in k.eepingwith his 

consistency (that is, constancy to ideology) throughout, Kent concrudes with an =ten, ion to his 

journey: 'I haTe a ioumey, srr, .hortly to go;/My master calls me, I mu:st not say no." '" It i, of a 

piece with hi, goodness of character, which is really to say his id=logical soundness. Simple 

'" J. Locm, b:riu. C.Jhorino Belsoy', cntu", Pr<Xfi<r offer> • • uccinct "f'!'lk..tioo of Loan', diffw.c .".j op3qU< 

'pp<03Cb, .,pec~y fn:>rtt 85ff. 
" " V, '", 322. 
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analysis of his tiny speech declares its ideological purport it is an heroic couplet according to an 

ideology that prizes heroism, and one whose pat rhymes enact not only closure but precisely the 

kind of bond, seeming natural and inevitable, that he does homage. The feudal knot is tied in the 

possessives by which he acknowledges both his task and his overlord (his labour and he who 

controls that labour, these are in feudalism the currency by which possession is transferred). The 

priority of the overlord is inscribed in the order.of the second line, as also in the kind of moral 

prerogative that attends the master's (positive) call as opposed to the servant's (negative) 

imperative, not simply to obey, as Edgar has it, but (even more negatively) 'not' to say no. 

Hegemonic codes are employed in the appellation 'sir', which means more than a title of respect, 

being as it is derived from precise patriarchal and feudal attributes. There is even the figure of 

ideological self-chastening in the negative imperative, 'I must not say no'. That is the reactionary 

recurrence in two lines. 

And yet Lear's madness and Edgar/Tom's feigned madness have both thrown up from 

the heath's stalled and extended crisis several possibilities for a revolutionary insight. Why does 

Edgar not go 'forward' with the project of subjective revision begun there? And how does this 

passage across the thundery heath of insanity and violence school us in reading the recurrence 

and collusion of Boesman and Lends curtain? The answer lies in the growing difference between 

the vagrant of literature and the vagrant of history, the vagrant accused and the vagrant 

condemned. 

Poor Tom is an Abraham Man, a Bedlam beggar, whose guise has attracted its own share 

of critical attention. However, there is an all-important point hidden in this identity, too little 

remarked upon. Greenblatt notes it somewhat in passini37 and Carroll addresses it, but not to 

any profitl31
, and it is that the Abraham Man has about him, not only the exotic charisma of 

mania, but also the essential condition of fraud This makes Edgar's choice of disguise a clever 

one, since any lapses into sanity need not expose him - he is meant to be bogus, what he is 

faking is faking, he is a fake fake. Shakespeare's use of the Abraham Man is more than simply the 

use ofa vagrant; it is of a type that specifically calls into question the veracity of appearances and 

should put us in mind of the multiplicity of deceptions which drive the play at this point - and 

all plays, substantially. In tum, this Russian doll of deception betrays the figure of ideology in the 

text, and particularly in the text that is 'the vagrant' to literature and other arts. The transfer of 

feigning is intrinsic to Edgar's part, and to Edgar's (fictional) psychological coherence. (Indeed, 

Edgar the fiction even alters his disguise from beggar to peasant during the course of the play). 

136 V, v, 319-20. 
137 S. Greenblatt, Sh~ Negotitltitms, 117. 
UI Carroll, Fat Ki1§ l..utt Beggar, 190-194, and see footnotes, 194. 
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We need to remember that 'Edgar' is composed of a succession of lies: an actor feigns Edgar, 

Edgar feigns Poor Tom, Poor Tom feigns rn.ad, madness feigns sense. The dizzying succession 

of pretence keeps Edgar elusive, not only to us, but also to (him)self, and this readiness to be 

moulded is what makes him succeed as a subject, not only of Lear, but of ideology, and so 

survive, and survive without psychic fragmentation. Edgar's feigning Tom's feigning madness is 

what saves him from madness, for just as we said that the transfer of feigning is intrinsic to 

Edgar's part, so the transfer offeigning is intrinsic to all ideological subjectivity, in which, to use 

the inevitable language of the drama, one plays ones part.1l9 

How different his position is to that of Boesman or Lena we shall come to see - and yet 

fundamentally not, for they, too, are ultimately actors, literally, in the occasion of the play's 

performance, and so too within the drama of their own society, even the society of their own 

(and Duta's) company. At the heart of Fugard's play lies the reminder to witness, to give 

audience in good faith. This is Lena's plea. At the heart of so many of Shakespeare's plays is the 

play-within-the-play, occasions that remind the audience of its audience: the mirrored nature of 

HtJ1'IJ/et, the lanthom moonshine of A MitJmm11ler Night's Dream, the illusion of justice in Leafs 

farmhouse chamber, the masque in The T e1IIjJest, and so on. There is every reason to attend these 

lengths to which Shakespeare (and Fugard, for there are examples of acting lllithin the action of 

his other plays) goes in making plain the layered realities of the st2ge even as he is taken to be 

discoursing on life itself. Somewhere along the line it becomes necessary to conflate these formal 

exercises in feigning with whatever 'truths' may be sought in the content of the texts themselves. 

It is not simply that life is as illusory as a player, but that life is succeeded at in playing. Tragedy 

comes to Macbeth in the instant of his recognising this, in the moment in which he is propelled 

into an audience of his own strutting and fretting. Shakespeare even goes so far as to show us 

that a forest is also plt!Yed in the theatre; Macbeth has the prophecy realised not in the reality that 

has given him such sure and certain comfort, but in the feigning of camouflage, the business of 

props. In a topsy-turvy world, of 'to-and-fro conflicting', it is those who best to-and-fro, placing 

themselves at the disposal of power, that survive. And this is what Lena knows, shouldering her 

bundle to follow Boesman off. There is no heroism in the tragedy that is history, only survival. 

You do not stand up to the vast processes that subsume individual agency, you rub along, or get 

rubbed out. ~e truth of the vagrant in history is that there is no gifted insight from the 

margins. Vagrants are not embarked upon recusant excursions beyond the bounds of property 

and propriety (though this is what the authors use them to imagine), in truth they are clinging 

m SUnilarly, as we have suggested, by extension Sou1hwam, the borough bath London, the borough of the Globe 
and of Bethlehem Hospital. is where London is feigned, and.Albion also, 
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desperately by the few threads they have left, and every journey into the heath or bush is, deep 

down, an expulsion and not a refuge. 

In both Fugard's play and Shakespeare's the Land of Nod into which the characters are 

expelled figures also as a psychic passage. We will come to the social, dramatic and particularly 

historical dimension of the heath and bush (and forest), but first we must acknowledge also its 

psychic metaphor, and the relationship of that psychological 'space' to the processes of history 

that shape it. Without pretending to a psychoanalytic reading of these texts, there is no getting 

around the exhaustive treatment of madness in King Lear (a kind of madness that goes some 

way beyond the hysterical object at the centre of Freudian insight) and the grim realism of 

Boesman and Lena's (and Outa's) psychological accommodations. In Shakespeare's play we find 

folly in the Fool (itselfa complex 'social' madness, articulated of contraries in the discourse of 

power), feigned madness in Poor Tom, trauma in Gloucester, and the catastrophic psychological 

dissolution that is Lear's madness, and which manifests a range of psychotic (as opposed to 

neurotic) symptoms, like hallucination (for example, in the mock trial ofhis daughters), mania 

(as in the futile contention with the storm), paranoia, and so on. For Charles Lamb it was the 

reach of Lear's madness, and the peculiarly literary schizophrenia that moves the character -

mad on stage, but brilliantly sensible on paper - that made the king unplayable: 'in the 

aberrations of his reason, we discover a mighty irregular power of reasoning. immethodized 

from the ordinary purposes of life, but exerting its powers, as the wind bloweth where it listeth, 

at will upon the cOmJptions and abuses of mankind.'140 This drawn-out agony of irony seemed 

to Lamb impossible to endure in its whole, making Lear a character better read than seen, and 

whatever the merits of his opinion, it usefully points up the intellectual complexity of the 

audience's concession at the heart of the play, when they must yield to nonsense of varyingly 

ironic degrees, and 'make sense' of it by holding in mind (when all the minds on stage are letting 

go) the various levels of 'truth' and feigning that attend the madnesses of the characters. Lamb's 

sentence supplies the kind of vocabulary that the audience must sort into alterity to produce the 

space of difference by which Lear is to be understood in what he says (and becomes): Lear's 

condition and his purport of speech are produced against the (favoure~ positive) circumstance 

of ~e~ 'power', 'reason(ing)', 'might(y)', 'exerting', 'ordinary', 'purposes', ~', 'mankind', by a 

schema that is not endogenous to Lear, but rather reactive to that circumstance, as in such 

markers as 'aberrations', 'irregular', 'immethodized', 'listeth', 'comJptions', 'abuses'. These 

(un favoured, negative) markers might as well apply to the semantics of political power, and offer 

a clue as to the aetiology of Lear's madness, which in tum affords us the premise upon which 

140 C. Lamb, 'On the Tragedies of Shakespeare', Sellald PrrJse, 56. 
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sense might be recovered from Leac's nonsense. It is because we know why Lear is mad that we 

know what his mad utterance is addressing; of the cause of his nonsense we are able to read 

across it to the sense that he speaks about that cause. 

Edgar is different, for his mad discourse is not constructed of a binary irony, but of a 

triangulated one. He speaks not on two levels, but three (I am ignoring for now the important 

fact of his being first an actor, also), speaking as Edgar, as Poor Tom, and through Poor Tom as 

another Fool. His speech inhabits, thus, the discourses of reason, folly, and madness, and the 

audience must juggle with all these to produce the simultaneity out of which he 'is'. (I'o recur, in 

fact the audience must juggle also with Leac's levels, and the Fool's, and the fact that all are 

actors acting in the first place). May we take these three discourses to represent the language of, 

respectively, hegemony, crisis, and revolt? It would be pleasing to do so, but first necessary to 

establish the contrariety of the Foo~ or the Fool's position, which is obviously both explicitly 

critical of power and irreverent of it, but also loyal to power and complicit with it. The 

conditional nature of the Fool's licence (and that it must emanate from a licensing authority), is 

common sense, but the role remains also a volatile and potentially insurrectional one. There is a 

long history of riot sprung from the (sanctioned, constrained, licenced) carnival, whether in 

medieval Europe or the colonial periphery.141 We can at least say that the discourse of folly 

offers ambiguity and potential hazard, not only within itself, semantically, but also in its 

relationship to the hegemony it 'serves'. Whether or not it obeys the authority that calls it into 

being is not wholly up to the Foo~ for the Fool belongs to the people as well as the king, and 

may, in his ambiguity, claim to be witting in one direction and unwitting in another. The 

'disappearance' of the Foo~ in disguise, for example, but also in the exercise of the drama, where 

he comes and goes mercurially (and, usefully, in the explicit 'Ndici1llilili' of the Xhosa imbongi, 

which means 'I disappear') reminds us that he is always ready for flight. 

Thus Poor Tom's madness emblematises the dialectic of the historicised psyche. Its 

historical character may be confirmed in the figure of the Abraham Man, whose actual 

representations have not yet found proper analysis. The name itself speaks of originating, of the 

kind of primacy that we denote as CUr' and that signifies beginnings, prototypes, something akin 

141 Or, indeed, in the metropolitan centles of the post-colonial era: one need only remadt on how frequendy 
London's Notting Hill Camival has provoked latent colonial conflicts between immigrant Londoners and the 
Metropolitan Police. But the histolY of riotous camival is long and wide. The.1IxNs dassiats is E. I.e R. Ladurie, 
CantiwI: A hIpII's Uprisill/, 41 R.tmtmts, 1579-1580, tmns. Mary Feaoey. In the Caribbean, whete camivaI remains a 
vital core of popular cultwe, insuaection has often accompanied calypsos and dancing: see for example, John 
Cowley, Cami.vaI, Cmtbollllg II1IIi Otgpso. And locally Shamil Jeppie has traced the contouts of social and political 
ideological tensions across class, race and gender in the attenuated (or attenuating) camival at the Cape, observing 
that as late as 1989 (at the height ofliberatiooist inswrection in South Afiica) May Day celebrants in Athlone saog 
the Intemationale 'to guma beat ... and the unions marched in k10ps (coon) style'. S. Jeppie, 'The Class, Colour and 
Gender of Camival: Aspects of a Cultural Foan in Inner Cape Town. c.1939-c.1959', 32. 
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to Platonic fonns. The biblical Abraham sponsors the Abraham Man's appeal to a kind of 

patriarchal authority and to a religious one also, for Abraham it is to whom God speaks. But the 

origin of the name is obscure. The OED suggests that it is 'an allusion to the parable of the 

beggar Lazarus' in which Lazarus is raised to Abraham's company in heaven, while a rich man is 

condemned to hell, not least, it is implied, for his neglect of Abraham. Thus an Abraham Man is 

an implicit reproach to wealth and an inducement to alms-giving, besides forging an association 

between the patriarch and the beggar. In the case of King Lear, then, Poor Tom is not simply a 

beggar, but a beggar who stands for the Christian condemnation of wealth, and, potentially, in 

that degree the more pointed a challenge to property. 

In many representations the name 'Abraham Man' is contracted to 'Abram Man', as if 

the patriarch from Ur were being willed into the first man, Adam. Of course, the contraction is 

natural enough to speech, but one must remark.·it, if only because whether or not the 

contraction is produced by phonology or idea, nevertheless the meaning is altered. A related, but 

demonstrative instance is the passage from 'Bethlehem' via 'Bethlem' to 'Bedlam', in which the 

(heavily sentimentalised) birthplace of Christ becomes instead a cipher of chaos and riot. Both 

'Abraham' and 'Bethlehem' are powerful markers of origin in a Christian society; in this both 

point up the deep practice of the Abraham Man as significant of the birth of the modern - and 

particularly of the engine of modern wage labour. That Abraham's progress out of Ur is a 

wandering one is no coincidence. The Biblical patriarch passes across territory as a cipher of the 

Israelite progress out of pastoralism toward and into settled agriculture (the bounty of the 

promised land). This (revolutionary) trajectory across modes is recapitulated in the institution 

and culture of the Abraham Man Gust as Bedlam configures the riot in revolution, and 

hegemonic condemnation thereof). 

The conflation of Adam and Abraham is especially important when it comes to the habit 

of the Abraham Man, because the staff-carrying, bearded patriarch contributes only part of the 

guise. Awdeley's description, above, is augmented by Dekker in his 0 per se 0, in an account we 

have already seen some of: 

he goes without breeches; a cut jerkin with hanging sleeves in imitation of our Gallants but no Sattin 

or Chamlet elbowse, for both his legs and annes ate bate ... A face staring like a Sarazen; his haire 

long and filthy knotted ... a good Filche (or s~) of growne Ash or else Hazel ... and somettimes a 

sharpe stick on which he hangeth Ruffi:-pecke, bacon ... Some make aQ hollow noise hollowly 

sounding, some whoop, some holler, some show only a kind of wild, distracted 1ook.142 

142 Thomas Dekker, 0 p".O Se, (BEBO,41ff) 
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The Abraham Man is wilder than the first Abraham; his clothes are scant and ragged and they 

call more attention to his nakedness than they do to cover it. The matted hair and wild speech 

reach back to the boundary between the animal and the human - in a Christian age something to 

be reconciled (however awkwardly) with the myth of Genesis. If the Abraham Man is like the 

first of men, then, like Adam, he is cast out of the (enclosed) Garden to wander and suffer, 

specifically in·the lowest occupations of labour. Perhaps this Adamic donation also contributes 

to the presumed promiscuity and fecundity of the vagrant generally, given Adam and Eve's role 

in breeding all humanity.l43 The 'hollow noise' amplifies contemporary Renaissance paranoia 

about vagrant canting, shot through as that was with suspicions of secrecy, spying and the fear of 

the 'other'. Indeed, here that 'other' is given specifically as the ancient enemy of Christendom, 

but also in a figure that confinns semitic associations. 

In what literature there is actually concerned to analyse the form of the Abraham Man, 

Carroll writes engagingly of the feigned markings of authority upon the body of the Renaissance 

vagrant, counterfeit tattoos of institutional status in which he finds the ultimate reach of 

hegemony (the indigent mutilating himself in order to place his body within the signifying 

practice of authority) 1 ..... He quotes Dekker's account of the Abraham Man's 'mark of Bedlam' 

and how it is faked ~th burnt paper, piss and gun-powder' rubbed into lesions made in the 

skin.l45 The tattoo may be faked in the instance of the Abraham Man, but (as Carroll points out) 

it is copied from the script of authority as written on the body of the subject. That tattoo is 

more than just a mark assigning identity as the subject of power. It is done by violence. 

Unsurprisingly, though with uncanny accuracy, the accomplishment of 'the mark of Bedlam' is 

repeated in the torture of colonial Khoisan. In 1812 the Bethelsdorp missionary James Read 

complained of the practice of 'pickling' ('ingesollte1l is the term he cited), whereby Khoisan in 

colonial service were whipped and then had their wounds rubbed in a solution of salt, 

gunpowder and urine.l46 Surely there is more to either practice than inscription or torture. Each 

becomes the other, and the ingredients work to accomplish both, and more, simultaneously and 

variously. Burnt paper connotes the erasure of the literate record - the loss of licence to a 

Renaissance beggar, and the expulsion from history that underlies all vagrancy. Salt is more than 

astringent; it preserves dead tissue, laying claim to the body even beyond death. It is this 

antiseptic property which is taken to the extreme in Scipio's order that Carthage be ploughed 

and sown with salt it renders barren. Gunpowder expresses both the spirit and the actual force 

143 Carroll, Fm King, Letm Beggar (1996), 90. 
, .... Carroll, Fat Ki1Ig, Letm Beggar. 193. 
145 Dekker, 0 per Sl 0 (EEBO, 42). 
146 Read - Cuyler, 5 September 1812. C.A. CO 2582. It is not possible to distinguish, in the original. between 'urine' 
or 'wine'. 
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of those whose power derives from fireanns. It signifies the means of physical oppression. And 

urine connotes the derision of the oppressor for those he subjugates, as the application, by 

sympathetic magic, of the attribute of waste, rejection. What we are dealing with is more than 

functional; evidently these are also practices of a symbolic and ritual character, anointing the 

body with signs that stand for the particular articles of subordination. Even their triune fonnu1ae 

work to call down the exemplar of authoritative Christian ritual. 

Meanwhile, the clothing of the Abraham Man, demonstrative of nakedness, is specifically 

significant. We shall see the deliberateness of Fugard's costuming his vagrants, and Shakespeare 

is just as intent with his (Edgar even tells us what he is wearing and when he is putting it on and 

oft)147. The Abraham Man, for all his rags, is liveried in explicit and implicit ideology. The 

nakedness signifies autocthony and innocence, yes, but also poverty (as do the rags). That is an 

explicit figure, of the vagrant's devising, a fonn for his function. But there is more to the 

costume, more to be understood by it. Dekker's description offers inadvertent pointers in the 

language of its representation. For example, the association of ~thout breeches', 'bare' and 

'gallants' might be argued to conspire towards a (masculine) sexualisation of the figure (we 

should recall that a male cat is a torn, and sexual prowling is 'tomcatting). It is a sexua1isation 

which we find recapitulated in Poor Torn's sexually nuanced account of his background ('serv'd 

the lust of my mistress' heart, and did the act of darkness with her')l41. So, too, does "Torn 

O'Bedlarn' deliver a highly sexualised subject; sometimes the poem is called 'Loving Mad Torn', 

and it repeats the ominously disingenuous refrain 'Corne dame or maid, be not afraid'. Most 

significantly, the poem has Torn state explicitly that his nakedness has to do with the project(s) 

of 'love', as figured in a kind of ravishment by a 'rogueish' cupid: ' ... the roguish boy of love 

where I lay/ Me found and strip'd me naked'. The Abraham Man thus discloses the threat of 

masculine sexuality, in part the only power remaining to him, for though he is expelled from the 

hegemonic prerogatives of property or contracted labour, yet he remains sustained as a man 

within patriarchy. Dekker accentuates this by telling us that the Abraham Man is 'more terrible 

to women and children than the name of Raw-head and Bloody-bones, Robin -good-fellow, or 

any other hobgoblin.'149 His fonnulation applies specifically to the subordinates of patriarchal 

society, and his invocation of folkloric archetypes and hobgoblins is widely accessible to a 

Freudian analysis (though not our business here). All this has an oblique bearing upon our 

concern with King Lear, for it deepens the contrasts by which the problem of gender and gender 

conflict may be discerned in the play, and so contributes also to a reading of Edgar as the subject 

147 II, iii. 5-21. 
141 III, iv, 84-5. 
149 Dekker, 0 PIr 0 Se. (BEBO, 41). Caaoll cites this in Fat King, LItm BIggar, 191-2. 
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most obedient to hegemonic ideology, even as - or perhaps because - he counterfeits himself as 

Tom. And it bears more directly upon our later interest in Boesman and Lena, for the interaction 

of the vagrants there is an explicit expose of the way in which patriarchy is the fundamental 

ideological figure, generative of the first and last cleavage in social relations: after Boesman has 

lost shack, employment, all, yet he still enjoys the clientage of Lena. (One might argue instead 

for the fundamental ideological priority of race, since Boesman presumes superiority over Outa 

too, but the play - rightly - shows Boesman troubled and ambivalent in that encounter). 

The near-naked, hair-matted, staff-wielding figure of the Abraham Man, with his wild 

speech and flitch of begged or stolen, somehow 'found', bacon and (m 'Tom O'Bed1am') 

drinking hom, is most of all the image of the prophet in Biblical tradition, and especially John 

the Baptist. The gospel image of John is of a man wearing camel hair and a leather belt, eating 

locusts and wild honey and 'shouting in the desert' .150 Veldkos and honey we shall encounter 

again (and Michael K's diet of insects) but for now we should recall the London Missionary 

Society Superintendent, John Philip, rhetorically asking: 'Was not John the Baptist a 

Bushman?'.151 Quite how John wore the camel hair is not disclosed, but the popular iconography 

has assumed of it simply the character of coarse clothing, a rough and rudimentary shift or cloak. 

This proceeds to or from the 'wild' look of the Abraham Man, and with it a presumption of 

hirsuteness. In our next chapter we shall see how the passage from nakedness into clothing 

configures the Khoisan entry into colonial society, but we have already seen how the kaross of 

precolonial costume is identified with the clothing of the Renaissance vagrant. Conversely 'the 

karosl or 'taking the karosl appears in the colonial record as a euphemism for wholesale social 

recusancy on the part of the colonial (and especially European) subject. When, in the early years 

of the 19th century, Colonel Collins reported on his travels to the country of the Xhosa, he told 

of finding a deserter called McDaniel from County Clare (again, it is the Irish) living on the 

beach in a mixed settlement with Xhosa, Khoisan and slaves, with houses constructed in both 

European and Xhosa design.152 McDaniel wore, Collins noted, only a ragged jacket and breeches, 

and told him of a similar figure known to him only as 'Peter', who had gone over wholly to 

Xhosa society. This Peter, he told Collins, 'wore the Kaross, and lived in every respect like a 

Kaffer' . 153 

Most suggestive, for the character of the Abraham Man, is the 'shouting' of John, and its 

prophetic imperative. Again, it seems central to the evolution of the Abraham type that at the 

heart of John's mission was the exhortation to alms-giving: 'He that hath two coats, let him 

150 Mat 3,3. Malk 1,3. Luke 3,4. John 1,23. 
151 J. Philip, Rmmrhu in Solllh Afia, vol. 2, 13. Nigel Penn delivered the quotation to me, via his FOf8OItm Frontier. 
152 Collins -Caledon, 30 May 1808, CA, CO 4438. 
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impart to him that hath none; and he that hath meat, let him to likewise'l54. But there is a 

broader point to the 'crying' or 'shouting' and it is that this behaviour is egomanic and 

conventionally antisocial, connotative of clinical states of mania. The common assumptions of 

shouting would include alarm, threat, imperative, urgency, warning, distress and so on, all of 

which might hasten the 'paying-ofP of such a beggar, but all of which also lend a heightened 

emotional and imaginative colour to the figure. The ranting of the Abraham Man, then; is allied 

to prophecy and, particularly, to the power that is in human speech (mildly as rhetoric, the 

power of persuasion, but extremely as glossolalia, for example, the action of the Spirit upon 

speech). This power is of considerable significance, for it underlies the interest of the vagrant to 

literature, and the literary presumption of the oracular vagrant, as well as the literary assumption 

of the vagrant as oracular vehicle. To be sure, this power is the recourse of the indigent poor, 

otherwise so powerless, but its extent is suggested by the general and great presence of vagrants 

throughout literary history. It is the power that Lamb finds in unreason, the power of speech 

'immethodized', stripped of the semantic practice of grammar, and falling, variously, back into 

noise or forward into music. Here we have 'matter and impertinency mix'dj Reason in 

madnesS.'1S5. In this the ranting of the Abraham Man - or the canting of the vagrant generally -

becomes akin to poetry, which is, indeed, how the mad prose of Edgar (or Lear, or the FooQ 

comes across, and is why it is the text's being poetry that so well sustains the visionary tenor of 

'Tom O'Bedlam'. In fact, if1iterary criticism recognises a text of deep illogic as literature, then it 

is usually as poetry.l56 This may be in cases where the intent of the text is manifest and 

controlled within the sight of the reader (as in, say, Donne's 'Song' ('Go and catch a falling star') 

or several of Shakespeare's songs1S
) or in cases where the text is itself manifestly the production 

of such unpredictable psychologies as we call 'mad' (as in Smart or Blake, for example). And this 

is why fools sing, and why Edgar does, and arguably also why Lena does (for though she is not 

mad, she is a vagrant, which to literature means 'touched' or, at the very least, licensed to 

poetry). 

Aristotle held that there be song at the centre of t:ragedy, though this was in all cases 

choral, and only in some the song of individual characters.1sS In the case of the Shakespearean 

tragedy, the chorus is shrunk to the Fool (or others, as in Macbetlls witches and porter, who 

15) ibid. 
154 Luke, 3, 11. 
155 IV, vi, 174-5. 
156 One excellent example is Kennode on Ki,,1. LIar, III, iv: 'This scene is in prose and yet it is poetry of the highest 
quality.' Sha/usplan's~, 191. 
157 Gimini Salgado suggestively launches his introduction to an anthology of Renaissance underworld accounts by 
applying a cant reading to Autolycus's song in The Wi"tIr's T Ilk. ~ tmd BmPt!J Basks, 9. 
158 Aristode, POllia, P. Murray, Classical LitlrrJly Critkis1ll, 72 
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represent the privilege of the groundling's angle by conflating their own prophecy with the 

audience's dramatic irony) - himself the embodiment of the vox populi in the 'theatre' of the 

court. It is among the tasks of the Fool to sing - and to rhyme, to make poetry - as it has 

equally become expected of the vagrant to sing and dance (as Kaatje does, as Lena does, as Tom 

O'Bedlam does) on the makeshift theatre of the roadside camp. Again, we need to remind 

ourselves of the project of the song/poem in this context (as, perhaps, most contexts). The 

heightened register of lyric utterance connotes insight, whether this is merely ironically mad or 

the deliberately gifted tongue of the commentative chorus. The fonnal constraints of poetry and 

of music shape language in such a way as to suggest the imperatives of a higher semantics, as if 

the poet or singer were being spoken through by the kinds of forces of plot (which is to impute 

time, narrative, history) which shape the tragic circumstance. In the elevated register and the 

fonnal organisation, the lyric exceeds our expectations of the vox populi, and of those who give it 

expression. This, in tum, works to imply a numinous value to the utterance, as if fate or history 

or the gods had laid hold of the speech of the actor/character. For this reason we must discern 

in the instances oflyric a point at which the screens of textua1ity are unusually thin, and at which 

the authorial purport comes closest to declaring itself. Here are those moments in which the 

author may be seen moving behind the illusions he is conjuring, and reveals instead the kind of 

belief he invests in his concepts of time and history - those things he manipulates in the 

contrivance of his plot so as to effect the appearance of reality in the play's enactment. The lyric 

is given as summation and commentary, as if by glosso1a1ia, the emanation of the Logos itself. As 

such they are instances where the text of the play is briefly brought parallel to the text of history 

itself - that ur-utterance of Genesis and John's gospel, and all subsidiary theology. In Platonic 

terms, these are moments where the shadows plainly attach themselves to the bodies they 

represent, and both are visible together. In our terms these are moments where the deep 

practice of the text - its fullest and indigenous cultural purport - are uncommonly to the fore. It 

is the <ur-' formulation which attaches what is radical about Abraham to what is radical about the 

Abraham Man: both mark the deepest practice of the social form, the history, that each begins. 

In Boet1l101l and Lena, Lena's song provides a telegram of the action of the playas well as 

precisely this revelation of the play's deep practice (of history, of vagrancy). It tells us not only 

what Fugard would have us notice of his play, but also what he understands of its origins as 

action and its relationship to real history. When Lena says she 'danced the moon up and the sun 

down'ls9, her verbal construction takes on something of the generative prerogative that was in 

her insistence that she and Boesman 'helped write' the paths in the veld, walked them into being, 

159 Fugaro, Boumtm I11IIi Lena, 279. 
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even as it recollects Khoisan ~orship' of the moo~ or Tom 0' Bedlam's. Her dancing becomes 

a creative act, or at least an act of mythography, making place of space, and making history of 

time. It arranges and reveals, and so re/otes the world - just as Sartte held hwnan consciousness 

to do: 

Each of our perceptions is accompanied by the consciousness that human reality is a 'revea1er', that 

is, it is through human reality that 'there is' being. or, to put it differendy, that man is the means by 

which things are manifested. It is our presence in the world which multiplies relatioas. It is we who 

set up a relationship between this tree and that bit of sky. Thanks to us, that star which has been dead 

for millennia,. that quarter moon, and that dam river are disclosed in the unity of landscape ... With 

each of our acts the world reveals to us a new face.16O 

Sartre's imagery is spatial, but. his observation applies to temporal experience too. It is the act 

of relating - an act of witness - that discloses lives and events in the unity of history. 

As she moves towards her song, Fugard has her humming the infantile monosyllable 'da' 

over and over again, by which we are brought to consciousness of the song's shaping itself in the 

primitive impulse to vocalise.161 It is as if the music is there - a universal imperative, akin to 

Shelley's intellectual beauty or the Pythagorean harmony - awaiting the God that will fill its 

vessel with speech. When the song comes it parses itself into quatrains with a limited rhyme 

scheme, both of which supply an order that is not in her life, but for which she might yearn. The 

concision of the metre, as well as its trochaic character, enact her limited life and the dolorous 

burden of it, a walking passage whose feet are leaden and stress-laden. But in all, the song cannot 

be hers, or, that is to say, it cannot belong to the same Lena who shortly before was incapable of 

recollecting her journey. Here, instead, is a literary figure of extreme organisation, all of whose 

simplicity is an elaborate authorial deception. The first two lines of each stanza begin with the 

names of places along her journey, the third with her own name. The end-words of each line­

station in each verse deftly integrate semantic unities: the third-line ends read 'bruises '" 

Boesman ... again', the second-line ones 'bait ... salt '" river'. The opening toponym of each 

stanza repeats the percussive labiopalatal 'It' or 'c'. All of this speaks for a high degree of 

organisation, of a sort out of chamr:ter, which means of a sort exposing the authorial presence and 

therefore to be associated with a content revealing Fugard's own ideological project. What one 

notices, again, is the obsession with listing place and the rudimenatry economy of Lena's life (in 

other words what Fugard understands of Lena's 'history' is a tension between place and space, 

inhabiting and occupying, property and vagrancy, as also her economic marginalisation, as we 

160 J-P. Sartre, 'Why Write?', in D. Lodge, 20th Cmtmy Litmlfy CritU:ism, 371. 
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shall come to later); Similarly, Lena's song shows Fugard's explicit attribution of her suffering to 

the operations of patriarchy and race: 'Cause' and 'So' bind 'bruises' to 'Hotnot meid' and 

'Boesman' to 'Lena's fault'. The song supplies markers. of Fugard's own understanding of the 

way in which ideology operates; perhaps the most fascinating of these is the manner in which 

Lena's historical suffering is versed in the grammar of possession. 'Lena's got her bruises', she 

sings, and, 'Lena's got a Boesman', just as the various places she names have 'got' whatever 

material resource they afford her. Fugard advances a theory of ideology in which the 

consciousness of the capitalist subject is sufficiently conditioned by the 'natural' imperative of 

'ownership', that even when she owns nothing, yet still her grammar 'explains' her misfortune to 

her as possession. One might also notice the logic of parallelism by which Lena in every third 

line 'occupies' the semantic and versified space of the places that precede her in the lines above. 

This reiterates Fugard's central thesis as to the toponymic crisis of the vagrant, and, by 

extension, of the centrality of spatial history to the identity of people. We are not whatwe are, 

but where we are, or, to put it in a manner more revealing of ideology, we are where we belong. 

As I have shown, that 'belonging is linguistic (toponymic) and historical {as space becomes 

place, is written in the actions of people in time). Lastly (though this is not exhaustive), it is 

worth noting Fugard's apprehension of the subject's inclination to blame, which is the cipher of 

ideology's operations in securing the subject's collusion in its own exploitation and consent. All 

of Lena's song presents her circumstance as inevitable, just as inevitable as places being where 

they are; (In fact, of course, the audience has seen in Lena's confusion just how unreliable the 

human experience of space may be, and we are soon to discover from Boesman's confession to 

breaking the empties he has blamed on Lena just how unreliable history-telling is too.) We may. 

surmise some irony in her presentation of things as they are, but the net effect· of the song is to 

re-secure precisely that consent to abuse which the song (for the aud1ence) highlights as her 

tragedy. 

'This time. Next time. Last time.,162 These are the 'steps' by which Lena moves towards 

her dance, much as 'da ... da ... da' begins her song. The formula links all of what she says, and 

all of the point of her artistry, to history, for that is what is contained in it. As Edgar succeeds 

the Fool, in III, vi, his nonsense repeats the ambiguous sense that the Fool has sought to utter 

since brought to the pitch of song by the pass that Lear has come to (for the Lear and the Fool 

imply that he has not sung much before this)1". This, and it is significant, is tomfoolery. What he 

produces by way oflyrics is notable first for its apparent puerility (signifying his idiocy, but also 

161 Fugaro. 'BoemJ1lll1IIIIi Ina, 280. One could atgue that this 'da' is the ur-phoneme of patria!chy. 
162~28O. 

163 I, iv, 167-8. 
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Lear's, and the new childhood in social relations, through which all must grow in the child's 

domain of the heath) and for its wide-rangihg and manifest intertextuality. This latter 

characteristic is the most significant of alI, for it points up another, and relevant, attribute of 

poetry itself, which is that its formal construction depends upon sets of rules established in wider 

society. For all that poetry is often thought of (especially since the Romantics) as pre-eminently 

the genre of individual self-expression, yet, in fact, it is the. most rigorously social of all literary 

discourses. Lena's song, no less than the intertextua1 scraps and improvisations of Edgar (or the 

FooQ, is conceived within the broad ambit of this social reference, of which we are allowed to 

note, for instance, a provenance in the poetic tradition of English (in her context a coloniser's 

tongue, which is Fugard's first), and a more specific provenance within the folkloric of the ballad 

in English. In fact, her ballad is not at all strict ballad metre, but akin rather to the trochaic 

inversion of it applied to in some of the most powerful and enduring of English poems. 

Although hers is a curtalline, her metre is in the mould of 'The Phoenix and Turtle', or Blake's 

'Tyger', or Auden's 'Lullaby' - all of them sharing the insistent trochaic that is at once dolorous 

and propulsive, contributing both gravity and the nagging stridency of either madness or misery. 

That is worth setting down to the balance sheet of Fugard's orchestrations, if only for its own 

sake, but more generally it ~upplies a textual truth, and one that is beyond the range of authorial 

direction, and it is that the condition of Lena's art(istry), as also Edgar's or the Fool's, whether it 

is the effluvia of madness or prophecy, is necessarily begun in social intercourse rather than in 

lonely genius. The fonns and occasions of poetry remind us of this in themselves, as do the 

scraps of Edgar's songs culled from the popular tradition of romances, folktales and other 

dramas. It is precisely of this textual motley that all subsequent texts are constructed (not least 

Lear itself, out of King Leir, Holinshed and more before that, or Boes1llan and Lena out of Fugard's 

notebooks, King Lear, Becket Camus, and so on). In this, poetry, as the motley of language, 

figures exactly as does costume in both these plays so pointedly obsessed with it. Here we have 

'lendings' again, and again they demonstrate the social construction of the subject, but now not 

only in the quotidian business of the political and .economic life - the ma~ as clothes are -

but also in the vauntedly cerebral or philosophical- the ideal, as poetry is. 

We are ultimately, in Coetzee's Michael K, to pass to a vagrant, or a vagrancy, that is 

mute, or very close to it, refusing (or incapable of) the society of speech, and so it is important 

to establish the context of that silence as the contrarily voluble and oracular vagrancy of Poor 

Tom (in his various iterations) and Kaatje Kekkelbek and Lena. Earlier we began (as we will go 

on) to establish the intrigue of vagrant utterance to hegemony and literature: the (apparent) 

lexical disorder of canting, encrypting and decoding the language to new fonns and purposes, 
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the international reach of vagrant language and its universalising pretensions (and colonial 

incursions), the licence to prophecy, the licence to scatology and oath-broking, all fonns of 

forbidden speech, as if a kind of social Tourette's Syndrome, speaking against the restraints of 

repression, and therefore speaking of and against and about power. It is precisely this linguistic 

carnival that first at:tracts literature to the figure of the vagrant, even before the figure of spatial 

(social) disorder, falsely conceived of as the liberty of the subject, enjoins its particular appeal. 

And yet that carnival, like the apparent liberty of the wanderer in the landscape, is profoundly a 

condition of exactly those social rules it appears, or seeks, to escape - or at least insignificant 

part. When Kermode speaks of the <wild linguistic excursions' of Tom, the Fool and Lear, we 

may note that <wild' and 'excursions' are words that attend the condition of vagrancy.l64 Poetry 

and song are means of semantic production owned by the language as it appears in orthodoxy, 

and those who regulate that orthodoxy in succeeding institutions, like schools or Books of Common 

Prtger. If one attempts to make sense by other means then that sense goes unrecognised, because 

the monopoly on sense is a monopoly. Yet it has always been the dream of poetry, its hope, that 

it discovers new ways of saying things, and with that new things to be said In consequence there 

are two ways to read the speech of Edgar or of Kaatje or Lena. On the one hand we might essay 

interpretations of such instances by way of seeking in them the hooks and burrs which attach 

them to common discourse, and thereby to descry in them what it is they are 'really' trying to 

say. Such an analysis (always remembering that analysis is itself a dominant and hegemonic 

discourse, and kin therefore to other semantic orthodoxies, part of the monopoly) presumes 

that the disorder of mad or prophetic or cant speech is always a subordinate abberation of the 

'nonnal'. On the other hand one might attempt to read such speech on its own terms, by means 

of repressed semantic means, often libidinal, pleasure-eager, punning, unstably ironic, musical, 

'empty', 'childish', 'silly' (the terms bear the imprint of capitalist and patriarchal dismissal) -

recalling, for instance, Coleridge's dictum that '[t]he elder languages were fitter for poetry 

because they expressed only prominent ideas with clearness, the others but darkly ... Poetry 

gives most pleasure when only generally and not perfectly understood.,l65 

It gives most pleastlre, and if we would have a sense of pleasure - a sense of the sense there 

is in pleasure, that pleasure proceeds sensually, then by pleasure poetry makes most sense. This is 

a way of thinking contrary to all expectations of language that tum upon the genius of its logic. 

In the pursuit of logical certainties, to be not perfectly understood runs the risk of being 

perfectly misunderstood, for the perfectability of the system is integral to - in the sense of at 

one with - the act of understanding. The vagrant wanders out of the established trajectories, 

164 Kermod.e, Shale.lspemr's Lt.mg1i,,!!, 185 
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especially out of settlement. That errancy attends the vagrant utterance also, and so too cant. A 

language that does not belong to vagrants, but which is intrinsically vagrant - wandering, errant, 

inordinate - such a language would be poetry, which is that language governed by its own laws 

before those of sense, and that language considered supremely literdry. Poetry and cant - and 

song, music, the feigning speech of the theatre - all shouting and crying in (or out of) a 

wilderness of sense - these things are intimately related 

As we pass now to South African texts, and specificilly, first, the lost wax of historical 

utterance, of the sort that the archive reports but rarely relays (and when it does, then with all 

the hazards of transmission), it is worth keeping in mind this proximity to poetry of vagrant 

speech. One good reason to do so is because the historian, the scholar, is no less beguiled by it 

than the generality of people. That said, however, another reason would simply be to alert 

ourselves to the unlikely presence of an historical poetics, and the stimulus and challenges such a 

thing might pose, both to history and to lite1'2ture. 

165 Coleridge, 'Notebooks (.Anima Poetae: 1799-1801)', in S. Potter, Cofmt!ge, 156. 
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2. 'I became a schelm': the crisis of colooial vagrancy 

When Mr Magerman rose and spoke to a meeting held in the Kat River Settlement in 1834, the 

story he told was a familiar one. To those whom he addressed, the litany of assaults, abuses, 

setbacks and frustrations he recounted was as commonplace as it was grieving .. To posterity, 

which has little enough record of the testimony of those subordinated by colonisation between 
; 

the 1? and 19* centuries, Mr Magerman's story represents a witness all the more striking for its 

relative scarcity among an archive dominated by the colonial account. 

I WIS 'ingeboeked'fur ten yem, when I WIS young ~ shmring his height then) to my 'Bus' 

Daw:id V8Il tier Mente in the Camdeboo - my Bus promised then.to bmig me up. and instruct me IS 

his own cbtldft'O but I had to be 1IlIOOI the dogs in the ashes - I was lDIDy a time liftaiout by the 

&ml and flogged well so that when I mn from the fUe hearth the ashes We!e strewed and the cOals 

afa me, add the dogs aI...mect would pumie me - I got no insimc1ioAaad no clothes - I bow 

nothing - my Mother was obliged from bad ~a1IDeOt to run away and leave me - and my Father 

SOOQ afa - and when he would attI:mpt to get a sight of me - the dogs wele sent afa him - 01 My 

poor Fatbed - I got so little to· eat from my 'Baas' that I had to steal to sUpport li6= - yes my fDeods I 

became a 'scbelm' - I wis tied haod and tOot aad beat lJO!1le!rifUlly. Why do you not speak in this 

stain my fDeods? Why do you keep back? Yes I am 'boot ges1..,' - the fil'e is in met (hele he 

clapped his haads together and stood mute) - I h8d to run away from my Bas.1hrougb the wolves 

and the lions, to my mother in the neigbbow:bood of the Cape - yes I had to leave .n my cattle and 

.n my fatbu's cattle in my Bas's haod - I became a pamlewagter. .ad afa I had tIIken Joag chatge 

of the bmses. I thought I would ask my Master fix some wages - he to1d me to bring the horses 

together which I did - he told me to point out to him what bone I would like - I pointed to a young 

Male - but my mastu·did not mswer one WOld - no my &ieads what meaDS that if you aik a thing 

and the person gives no IOSWet? (a person heR aanrered him 'umriIIingoess') - yes - I stop[p]ed 

some time longer but seeing I was to teeeive nothing I moaway again. and found my father in 

Gtaaff R.einet, aad now am I and my ~tber aad my young brother heR - tbe1"e is he (pointing to a 

• young lad in the Mee1ing) - I never thought I would have seen him again ~ some smiled) O. do 

you laugh at mel - O. this is not lmJ8biog matter if the VIpI1t Law passes - Today we sit in the 

shade and you know if you go out of the Sun into the shade. aad go back into the Sun again then you 

feel the sun: still mote -aad if this Law passes then we will feel it mote than eftr - fur then we must 

stand the heat of the Sun, and the 'Baas'·aboVe·a11- I was always naked butnow that I have come 
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here I appear to be something like a human being (showing his red jacket) - my friends I desile to 

remain here, and not run away any more, therefote I hope the Law will not pass - [sic]1 

Magennan was the last to speak before the meeting adjourned and the details of the record are 

real enough (one can hear the Dutch/ Afrikaans through the translation of the scribe, excellent 

as it is, in figures of syntax, and the drama of the testimony is caught) for the meeting's 

dissolution to be imagined The voices of the record are diffused into the lunch hour that 

follows it (the meeting began at 10 a.m.) and the reader is left straining against the passage of 

time to hear the threads of conversation that are now lost. Magerman's testimony echoes with 

the interactions ofhis 'friends', and writing this now may be thought of as a scrap of 

conversation, not recovered, but_reinvigorated. , 

The historian will fall upon this trove for its rare verbatim witness to the condition of 

Khoisan servitude in the colonial Cape, and for the 'truths' it tells about the condition of 

'schelm' life, the life of the 'runaway' and the vagrant, at a point in the history of the Cape when 

the matter of that condition is of acute interest. But the record offers more than Magerman's 

testimony: it offers us also the witness of those who witnessed it. Indeed, it is more immediate in 

this inadvertent witness of a gathering in 1834 than it is in its collation of the accounts of those 

'witnesses' who attended it to address their recollections and concerns. We do not know the 

colour of the mare that Magerman tells us he liked, but we know that he wore a red jacket to the 

meeting. We do not know the reason for the silence of MagermaJ;1's. 'baas'_ on the matter of the 

horse, nor even Magerman's theory as to its cause, but we know that someone at the meeting 

thought it an 'unwilling' silence. We do not know exactly what Magerman felt when he was 

beaten black and blue, but we know that years later the recollection left him mute. We do not 

know whether he was burnt by the coals and ashes strewn by his flight, but we know that the 

image of tl:tem flares up in Magerman as the correlative to his emotions as he remembers his 

youth in his deposition. And we know that he was laughed at around noon on August the Slh 

1834, by those he called his friends and who knew his story well. 

The laughter at Magerman's deposition reminds us that the historical text before us was 

once of the c~ of 'utterance'2, locally and contingently significant in ways which belong to 

history (the past) as much as the 'text' now appropriated for History (that is, the written record) 

1 'Minutes of a Meeting held at Pbilipston, 5 August 1834', CA. A SO. The minutes wete substaotia11y teproduced in 
the S,IIth.AJri&tlll ~AdmtisIr, 3 Sep1m1ber 1834, as part of John Fairbairn's campaign against 1he proposed 
Vagrancy Ordinance. See below. 
2 The wom is no longer innocent after Bakhtin (!4IIfXisI ~ .j~, and aspects of 1hat theoretical 
precept in.fuan my use here, though not every occasion of the WOtd's use. In particular I apply to Bakhtin's 
emphasis on dialogical context. Thus it is 1hat the minutes of the meeting - contrived 1hough they may be for futute 

69 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

putatively cautious of subjectivity, striving for the gand reat.'!> What Magennan leaves to the 

record is good coin to the business of writing an account of Khoisan experience in the early 191h 

century, but so is the laughter of his fellows at him. Not only is that laughter a kind of evidence 

disregarded, even suppressed, in conventional histories, founded as they are on an 

Enlightenment confidence in transparent and rational causes - privileging testimony over 

witness, the conscious over the unconscious act, intent over accident - but without it they are 

greatly diminished. The laughter and the testimony encompass each other. Together they make a 

whole text greater than the sum of its parts. In the laughter we catch the flash of a submerged 

attitude, an attitude complicitly repressed by the normative historical account on two grounds: 

firstly, that it is so contradictory to the process of sense in the circumstance as to mark an 

aberrance, a narrative 'error', and, secondly, that it is to be 'known' for the 'trivial' expression of 

social and psychic energies in a tense, heterogeneous, uncommonly formal situation, and one in 

which we are blind to the total chiaroscuro of which irony is produced. 

But are we, or need we be, blind - either to the deep practice of Magerman's testimony 

or the deep practice of the laughter he provokes? There should be possible an historical criticism 

of laughter under a circumstance so minutely observed and recorded. Certainly, unless the record 

has falsely joined the laughter to the testimony (and it is clearly the recorder's and Magerman's 

impression that they are of the same instance - the best evidence of that is the secretary's 

euphemistic version, where the word 'smiled' is intended to douse the laughter before it gets too 

cruel; we see him here self-consciously anticipating the chair), we have on our hands a moment 

of irony, where this is 'not laughing matter'. Irony is generated across poles of changed meaning. 

It depends upon change as its motor, just as history does, and the linguistically critical historian 

should seek to know that change. 

What Magerman relates has common cause with those who hear him, and his experience 

is common with those of his generation. There is nothing in the content of his account 

provocative of laughter. But we have evidence of the idiosyncrasy of his delivery, and a clue 

therefore to a possible disjunction between the content of his account and the fonn of its 

presentation. Certainly this disjunction will prove revealing, but first there is the proper content 

of Magerman's deposition - and the address of that content - to disclose. Magerman's 

testimony is not only against Boer abuses under the old labour dispensation of the Colony. It is 

also explicitly against Khoisan reticence and silence. 'Why do you not speak in this strain my 

publication - differ substantially from their reprinted instance in the pages of the S olllh .AJrWtt Cotm!tm:it.ti.AJwtiser 
(3 Sept. 1834): their dialogical context alters pen:eptibly, and with it the deep practice of the uttermce. 
3 The elevation of the 'h' from lower to upper-case bas been used to signify such a distinction before. W. H. Auden 
was fond of the practice in the 19305 - but there his sense of History was of the purposive sort that 'fopper refutes 
and Auden himself became wary, or terrified of See Edward Mendelson, Ear!JAIIIlm, 304ff. 
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friends? Why do you keep back?' he asks. The answer to his question is produced in his asking it 

and in the laughter that eventually cannot be held back. The charge that Magerman makes is to 

the shame of Khoisan subjectivity, and doubly so. In the first instance, his testimony is an 

account of the widespread humiliation, the shaming, of the Khoisan. But, in a further and more 

immediate instance, it is also wi1ness to the consequence of that humiliation in the ashamed 

reticence of Khoisan victims. What is done to these people is a shame, but they are now left 

ashamed That second blow - that the Khoisan subject is ashamed to have been so shamed, 

ashamed into inertia - is the irony of the circumstance and the root of the tension in the 

meeting. 

Every aspect of Khoisan identity iterated in Magerman's account - the minority 

subjectivity of children, the corporal punishment, the likeness to dogs in the hearth, the failures, 

the clientism, the 'bont' appearance, the runaway, the nakedness, the 'schelm' - all these persist 

(as he implicitly accuses the meeting) in Khoisan reticence to wi1ness and act upon their former 

abuse. This reticence is begun in the shaming itself, but the greatest irony of all is that it is itself a 

colonial attribute, a restraint imposed by the law that needs to be asked permission for the 

meeting to happen in the first place, taught by mission education, and held up as a test, a 

benchmark, by metropolitan champion and adversary alike, of the experiment in a free citizenry 

of the Khoisan. In short'it is the price of co-option, and Magerman's charge is one of 

complicity. It should be remembered that when the London Missionary Society superintendent, 

John Philip, rallied the humanitarian cause against Ordinance SO, exciting Stockenstrom and 

others with the idea of the Kat River settlement, the going slogan for the 'improvement' of the 

Khoisan was 'Fit to be Free.'· The minutes of the meeting at which Magerman spoke are 

redolent of the language of this clientism. Indeed, the meeting itself follows the example of so 

many instances in white colonial society. It is called 'to consider the propriety of Memorializing 

His Excellency the Governor and the Honourable the Legislative Council', which formulation is 

shot through with grovelling and an obeisant estimation of colonial authority. This subjectivity 

differs from being 'among the ashes with the dogs' only in degree, and that degree of freedom is 

won by a new form of being 'ingeboeked' (m the sense of enetering the 'books' of colonial 

power practice). 

History knows that this tension of 'compradore' subjectivity runs through the Kat River 

Settlement, because of the overwhelming 'rebellion' of the Settlement in 1851, during the course 

of the War of Mlanjeni. Then the Khoi leader Wtllem Uithaalder spoke of the 'ruin of the 

.. J. Sales. Mirsio1I Sft.1tit»u tJIIIi the Coiollf'ld Commll1litils of the Bartmt CtIpe, 1800-1852; 86. Stockenstrom told the Select 
Commitree in London that the general idea of the Kat River Setdementwas. 'Show yourselves worthy of freedom 
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coloured and poor of this land, a land which we, as natives, may justly claim as our mother 

land'.s This is language whose nationalist overtones refute the 'originating' subjectivity of the 

Settlement and the mission stations that went before it. Uithaalder was himself a pensioner of 

the colonial forces, and his mutiny provides a clue to another intriguing detail of the minutes of 

the 18~ meeting: that Mr Magerman's jacket was red This jacket is the livery of colonial 

subjectivity. As Magennan says, it makes him 'something like a human being', raising him out of 

the bestiality of his former existence, when he was 'always naked before', but on colonial terms 

still. The redness of that jacket is a detail like the giggling in the meeting. It breaks through the 

ideological charter of the minutes like the hole of a small flame in paper. Perhaps the redness of 

the jacket indicates nothing, but it must surely suggest an interest in clothes and the precision of 

choice in assembling a costume. We shall see this again in analysing the clothing of Fugard's 

Boesman and Lena. It is always dangerous to presume anything of something as culturally 

infused as colour, but in 1834, on a heavily militarised frontier on the eve of war, and in a society 

where one of the major routes into colonial subjectivity for indigent male Khoisan was through. 

the corps and commandos of the colonial forces, we are allowed to remember that the common 

tenn for a British soldier was a'redcoat'.6 

Laughter is a highly variable phenomenon, but it is always ironic. The laughter at Mr 

Magerman is of the character that we may call 'deferred'. We recognise his disposition as 

embarrassing to those he is among (chiefly we do this because of the heightened sensitivity of 

the record to his non..,verbal signals, which sensitivity imitates the experience of acute attention 

that is embarrassment), even if we do not read, as we may, his distress in being so laughed at. It 

is not simply that he has made an ass of himself - his testimony is far too serious for us to 

believe that any kind of normality would find it funny. There is something particularly in the 

exchange of testimony and its witness by others that is embarrassing. I have suggested the major 

factor of an implicit charge of co-option and complicity, but we may seek more from the form 

of his address, aspects of which compound and complicate his accusations discomfortingly. 

Magerman's general disposition may be recognised as something akin to the witness of 

evangelical gatherings.7 There is about his delivery a pronouncedly performative aspect, and the 

and your further improvement is in your power.' RIpoft f!! the SIiNI OmImittll 011 Abori&/IIIS (British S~), 183!H>, 
28 August 1835, 154. 
5 T. Keegan. CIJIotIi4l Solllh AjricII t1IIIi the Origilts f!! the RatiIIi 0nJ4r, 239. 
6 For an extended tteatment of clothes, see 167ffbelow. 
7 Khoisan on the LMS stations were familiar with such evangelical institutions of witness as 'experience meetings', 
and proselytising by conversion narratives. George Barker, the resident at TbeopoJis, an outrider of Be1he1sdorp 
and from which many Kat River Settlers were drawn, alludes to both in his Diary, SAL, MSB 57, and one may 
gather something of the emotional tenor of LMS spirituality from such entries as September 11, 1816 or January 19, 
1817. Elizabeth Elboume tackles mission spirituality in 'Early Khoisan Uses of Mission Christianity', Kmtos, 19 
(November 1992), in which she cites the case of .Andries Stoffels (whom we revisit in later chapters), itself 
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'high colour' of a discourse simultaneously managed as rhetoric and abandoned in glossolalia. He 

shows his jack~ points out his son, expostulates, claps, and stands mute. His emotional 

engagement is cast in the mould of evangelical discourse when he attests that 'the fire is in me'. 

In all he presents a figure familiar in form to the spiritual witness, or possession, of evangelical 

Christianity. That this form has been identified with drunkenness since the original glossolalia of 

Pentecos~ and that drunkenness is the stereotypical and repeated charge of the Colony against 

the Khoisan 'vagrant', as we shall see, highlights both a general historical and a local historical 

irony in the instance of Magerman's 'performance'. Taken like this, his testimony is shot through 

with a number of apparently contradictory strands of significance, and the text of identity he is 

weaving (even as he speaks for and against it) is excruciatingly reminiscent of the Khoisan 

circumstance itself. Magerman's evange1icism is a borrowed robe, but he wears i~ironically, to 

confer authority in condemning its authority, however unwittingly. He is, as they say, all of a 

muddle, a contradictory composition. We already know that robe - that identity (and its crisis)­

as the glaring circumstance of a red jacket. Raised voices and muteness, friends and enemies, 

nakedness and clothing, religiosity and drunkenness, bastardy and parentage, all these are warring 

in the moment to the discomfort of all present. The laughter is deferred in being directed at him, 

but the joke, such as it is, is the life of the colonised, those who here laugh. In popular parlance, 

as in practice, this sense of <joke' is a figure of dismissal. In this instance the laughter is a species 

of corporate self-deprecation. The poet Adam Zagajewski has the tenor of Magerman's moment 

exactly when he writes 

Who has once met 

irony will burst into laughter 

during the prophet's lecture.8 

But what is it that we dismiss with a joke, and what libidinous pleasure is it that rushes to 

climax: when we have put off whatever it is the joke puts off? Adam Phillips reminds us that 

We can only laugh.' Freud wrote, 'when a joke has come to our help.' It is as though we need 

something to release, or pennit. the laugh that is already inside us. It is through the joke, Freud 

suggests, that we ate momentarily released from the obstacles we have imposed on our pleasure.9 

indicative of the highly expressive and often fraught attitudes of witness. One caveat to my point here, implicit and 
explicit in much ofElboume's argument. is that there is good evidence for the syncretisatiOll ofprecolonialKhoisan 
spirituality and that of the evangelical missions; this need not refute what I am suggesting. indeed., it may thicken the 
instance of the irony, as Magerman's behaviour becomes yet more historically layered. See also Elboume's 'A 
Question of Identity: Evangelical Culture and Khoisan Politics in the Early Nineteenth-Centwy Eastern Cape', 
Sodetil.r of SOl/them A.ftiea ill the Nilldlmth IJIIIi T"""tieth Cmtllries, vol. 18. 
8 A. Zagajewski, 'Ode to Plurality', SeI«ttd POIfIIS, 25-7. 
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The joke here is that Freud is also right it is not the obstacles that the colony has imposed that 

give way to the joke, but the obstacles that the Khoisan have imposed themselves. That is the 

joke. 'And rescuing pleasure, in Freud's terms, is a form of remembrance.'10 This makes sense of 

the laughter at a deposition of witness, and of witness to abuses, and particularly of witness to 

repression. We may begin to see in the laughter at Mr Magerman not his dismissal, but the 

dismissal of the obstacles to pleasure - something potentially liberating, certainly mutinous. 

1okes, like dreams, are the saboteurs of repression,'11 says Phillips, pointing up Freud in a 

manner most useful to our consideration, where Freud thought jokes 

make possible the satisfaction of an instinct (whether lustful or hostile) in the face of an obstacle that 

stands in its way. They circumvent this obstacle and in that way draw pleasure from a source which 

the obstacle had made inaccessible ... The repressive activity of civilisation brings it about that 

primary possibilities of enjoyment, which have now, however. been repudiated by the censorship in 

us, are lost to us. But to the human psyche all te11unciation is exceeding1ydifficult, and so we find 

that tendentious jokes provide a means of undoing the renunciation and retrieving what was loSt.'12 

Freud's word 'tendentious' is a happy irony for our argument, almost a joke, suggesting as it does 

the kind of agenda behind the joke recorded in the minutes. And we might as well permit the 

collusion of lust and anger in a lustful hostility, given the contrariety of Magerman's attitude(s), 

the way he is split between lust for his jacket and anger at the subservience with which it has 

been bought. Of the 'repressive activity of civilisation' we have noted the censorship in the 

minutes' euphemistic 'smiled' and its occasion in parentheses. Perhaps we should raise an 

eyebrow, not without a smile, at the meeting's adjournment at this stage. 

What is the part of laughter in a thesis about vagrancy in literature and culture, five 

centuries of itinerant poverty and its recurrent figure in our stories? Only this, that laughter 

begins for us a history of consciousness perhaps even better than literature, for unlike deliberate 

representations· its spontaneity guarantees its truth. Historians and literary critics. alike are bound, 

overwhelmingiy, to the deliberate record. This does not mean it is always the literate record, 

though it usually is,. but it does mean that they are always working with representations, with 

accounts that already presume to mean. Laughter is not intended to mean; it is a sensory 

ejaculation, the record of pleasure (it may seem only of relief) erupting in the breach· occasioned 

9 A. Phillips, 'Looking at Obstac1es', 011 KisJi!lg, Tic/eJjlll, IJIIIi Beilll, Bond, 90. 
10 ibid. 
11 ibid. 
12 S. Freud, Jolw IJIIIi Their RlItttio1I to the U1I&01I.fdollS, SE VIII, 101. Phillips, 'Looking at Obstacles', 0" Kissitlg, Tic/eJjlll, 

IJIIIi Beilll, Bored, 90. 
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by some irony. To be sure, there are instances in which laughter may be manipulated, directed at 

the discomfort or comfort of another person, but this would then, by definition, be false 

laughter, a representation of laughter. True laughter has the character of a sneeze or a yawn in 

participating in the body's repertoire of somatic reflex. But it differs in one all-important aspect 

although, like a sneeze or a yawn, it is produced by difference in the body and the body's 

inclination to homeostatic equilibrium, yet laughter arises in consciousness (broadly put, for we 

will allow that it arises in the 'unconscious', if that is to say 'the mind', in some sort). Animals do 

not laugh. Laughter is human, but true laughter, though it strives to become speech, is before 

speech, without intent,.yet full of significance. 

Whenever a subject of the category 'vagrant' speaks for the record, we must remember 

that he or she is never themsera vagrant (that is imposed upon them) and that they are a vagrant 

only to the record. This means that their utterance is not properly their own, and only recovered 

on the wavelength of the interest they hold out to that record. This, in turn, means that we 

cannot have a history of vagrants that is 'true' to the experience of those thus designated. That is 

why this study overwhelms its history with the interruptions of culture, that are texts. The 

vagrant may seem real to the record, but the vagrant subject knows he or she does not exist, is 

only a representation. The 'true' significance of the vagrant lies outside of what the record 

intends him or her to mean, in the act of that intending, or in the act of resisting that intent. At 

the level of text we find the resistance of the vagrant to his or her textual 'intent', to what is 

intended for him or her, not in any textual participation, which signifies co-option and 

acquiescence to the order of the record and its intent, but in lustful hostility. As mutiny and 

rebellion is-to history (in 1851), so laughter is to the text (on the 5th of August 1834). It hardly 

comes as a surprise, then, that when the Kat River Settlement was riven by its allegiances in 

1851, Ourson Magennan was of the party of the rebellion, sidingwith the Xhosa against the 

colony.13 

S kellim speech 

Vagrants cannot be said properly to exist. They are an invention of those who describe 

the circumstance, not for its own sake, but in order to use the category for their own interests, 

sometimes within a rhetoric that professes the interests of the vagrants thus described, and 
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sometimes without any pretence to altruism. In this way vagrancy is an essentially negative 

condition, a condition generated in the breach of some 'prior, or at least prioritised, order. This 

real absence of the vagrant, where the vagrant is ideologically configured as absent from home or 

work, is itself ironic, and swells like discomforting laughter through the 'minutes' of this study. 

Such observations are hardly original this late in the post-structunili.st, post-colonial day~ 

nor very hard to come by. The forever unhappy designation of 'the subject.' in history is a 

linguistic business as much as a material one (or, rather thfJ1l a material one, if you are strictly 

post-structunili.st): currently (and I think unfortunatelr~ the going designation for the kind of 

subject of which I (cannot) speak. is 'subaltern'. Gayatri Spivak asks, 'Can the Subaltern Speak?' 

in her article addressing precisely the point I am concemed to make here, but there is an extent 

to which the designation 'subaltern' pretends that such a 'subject.' (she is con~emed to deny the 

subject as an entity; it is more the fetish category of humanism) can indeed speak.15 The 

'subaltern' designation is produced in order to liberate such a category from the strictures of 

those who derive it. But if we forsook the neologistic appropriation, 'subaltern', and called the 

figure of such an underclass (though we must not presume the prepositional orientation of 

undemess, nor the received truth of class) something like 'subordinate' or 'inordinate' (without 

order, which I use frequently to denote the relation of the vagrant) or 'insubordinate' (which 

might be better yet), then perhaps we could speak more freely. To some extent this is simply to 

resist becoming 'implicated in theories' (the teml is Hazlitt's and the verb is loud)16, but it is also 

to suggest that we should allow, as I have hoped to put it, the common sense of the 

impoSSlbility of a vagrant utterance, or at the very least, a deep disquiet at the nature of such a 

thing, before we resort to such theoretically-implicated language as Spivak's formulation, which 

has it that 'subaltern consciousnesss is subject to the cathexis of the elite, that it is never fully 

recoverable, that it is always askew from its received signifiers, indeed that it is effaced even as it 

13 Oilton Calis, Till MaIIitI& fljtill 0JIJnd4l 0rrJr. WIJitl SIIjWfIIItIfJ IlItd &d RIsisIIIIUr itt till BastmI CtJpt, 1770-1865, 
84,181. Crais ~s also how Magerman was struck by a white settler in 1850 (172). 
14 Not least because 1he term. is so dominated by homonymic c:ogoismce in die discomse of the British military. I 
find the 'playfUl' etymology of the word, with the emphasis on _matiOSl, more gaseous than useful, particulady in 
the way in which the term becomes capable of lIlY condition. That this is a post-structunlist triumph, lam aware. 
For 1he provenance of the term. in Gamsci, aod its subsequent bistosy, see De Koc:k's apositioos, in note 15, " 
~ 
15G. C. Spivak, 'Can the Subaltern Speak?', in C. Nelson aod L Grossbe!g,.(eds),Mar.W. IlItdtht I~ tf 
CIIItIIn,271-313. lam indebted bete to Leon ~ Koc:k's uncommonly lucid ptesentation of this ugument, fOllowing 
the equaJlyadmimble Roger Deacon, in his conference review, "People, Power & Cultule' &ad die Ethics of 
Historical Representation', SOIItIJA,{Ntm HisIIJrUrJIJOIIf'IU1/, 27 (November 1992), 243-253. R. Deacon, 'Hegemony, 
Essentialism aod Ra4ical History in South Africa', SAHj, 24 (May 1991), 166-184. 
16 W. Hazlitt, 'On the Ignotmce of the I.e_d'. in P. P. HoWe (ed.~ Thl ~ Wris fljrrt/UM 1ltI:(fitt. vol 8. 
70-77. 
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that the subsl~m's subjectivity is available to us only in the.signifiea by which it was both 

conStituted (disamively ca1bected) and simultmeousIy effaced. InDenidean thiolrjOS a sigoifiet's 

meaning is constiiuted by its difference from othe1- sigaifiea. Consequendy the sigoifier's meaning is 

an act of 'ens1,l1'e' (saying what the thing is different from, or what it is not). ·Given the density of 

colonially-inscribed discutsive 1ayea duougb. which South African· historians _ compelled to 

appailiend the subjectivity of subal~, one can easily engage in unwitting acts of neo-colonial 

complicity by ptesenting discursivity as 'fact.1' 

On the one hand this is why laughter in history might be so useful, because its significance is 

begun on the far side o~ coloniai insaiption, even if it is mediated to us through the colonial 

.record. In my terms, laughter is 'insubOrdinate',which is why irony is ever the first tool of truth. 

On the other hand, it does not take theory to show uS the 'difficUlty'. or perkps 'impossibility' 

ofsubaltem testimony. 'The (colonial, hegemonic, ordinate) arthive ofvagtancy shows us this in 

the paucity of verbatim records of the vagrant (a cipher of non~tence, if ever there was), 

none of which few exist ever laying claim to the.designation 'vagrant'in any case. A word like 

the 'schehn' that Mr Magennan employs is far mote useful. It has the connotative resources that 

Gwnsci and his heirs would seek from 'suOOltern', being a compound of trickster and aimin~ 

something fluid and out of focus, WhOse firstc1w:acter is that slipperiness so beloved of post­

structu1'3list writing. as it goes about its impossible business. The Xhosa chief Ngqika called the 

Neutrnl Territory - that liminal zone, between colony and XhosaJand, the frontier, where the 

Kat River Setdementwas established - 'only a place for white, as'well as black skelJillll,t9 and he 

. meant by it every sort of insubordinate agent, any recusant subject of the history produced; as it 

is policed, by treaties and the wars and the gnmd retit. It is a word that will do nicely, not least 

because it binds the frontier and vagrancy in a common lexical occurrence, a clue to the . 

hiStOrical 'truth' of vagrancy in the Cape and useful to our way of framing the idea. 

Mo~ver, the 'skellim' nature of the frontier, ofliminality, reminds us that Spivak's 

concern with the (un)possibility of subaltern speech reaches beyond the ordinations of anyone 

discourse and into the relation between exclusive societies, discourses, however we figt.lre them. 

Paul Carter, in his pioneering Road to Botmg Big, where he invents spatial history; and by it the 

. possibility of a history of discursivity (smce what he is concerned with is the plaa of Australia,. a 

coilsciousness, rather than the .sjKJa, a Cartesian entity), is right to refute any 'groWlds for 

presuming that aboriginal history can be treated as a subset of white history', and to· do so noting 
, I 

the exclusivity of unengaged lan~ (he is speaking primarily of precolonial aboriginal 

17 G. C. Spivak. 'Introduction', SIIIdId SlIbtiItmI StIIIIiIs, U . 
. 1' L. de· Kock, "People,· Power & Cultiue' and dte Etbics of HistOrical Representation', SAH}. 27 (November 1992), 
247.·· .. .. 
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history).20 There is - and it is evident from the record available to empirical history - too much 

that remains untranslatable. This is reflected not only in the paucity of accounts, but in the 

explicit account of muteness (m Magerman's testimony), in the imposed muteness· of the . 

accused in the legal record (as we shall see below), and representationS of vagrant muteness 

from the 'Dommeraars' of early modern Europe to J. M Coetzee's Michael K (as.is our subject 

in Chapter 5). 

Inevitably, then, it is not be surprising to find that the records of vagrancy, the archive of 
. . 

that condition, are overwhelmingly the production of those who 'accuse~ the vagrant, rather than 

those who thus find themselves described. To an obvious extent, the technology of record tends 

not to· overlap with the diagnostic circumstance of the· vagrant. Where the archive is the 
.; . 

production of the literate and the settled (who can write and store a record) it.must exclude the 

voice of the illiterate, itinerant poor. Furthermore, where literacy and settlement are privileged by . 

and with social power, then the agencies ofsocial power will privilege the literate and settled: the 

law, the processes of justice, access to education, publication in newspapers and books,all these 

accrue to the literate and ~ as the powerful, in positive terms. And it is their impression 

that is left in the historical record of all these agencies. These are simple ttuthsabout the 

production of the empirical data that historians have at their disposal, related to, but not yet 

encompassing, all that is meant by Spivak's 'cathexis of the elite', which is the enforced 

fulfilment of hegemonic desire in respect of the 'Other'. 21 The vagrant, by definition (for that is 

all she or he is) is recorded negatively, as absence and as ·other. The record of the Vagrant is not 

able to be his or her own. 

Certainly we find instances of the vagrant addressing the literate record, in· newspapers or 

court records, for example, but these are instances in which the vagrant becomes a vagrant in 

rc=sponding to the accusation of being one. We only hear from the subject what is solicited from 

him or her in the occasion of being bought to book, as the phrase feticitously has it '!here are 

records· of this nature (though they remain fewer than the records of those who first describe 
. . 

'them') and they have their place in the account that follows. What we do not hear is what the . 

'vagrant' says when he or she is not a vagrant, among th~ unrecorded and unrecording 

19 Evidenc,e ofT. PbiDips. 17 August 1835, BIjJtJft tfdN S_ ~ tIII~, British S~ 73. 
20 P. ~ TIN IWd til BoIIIIg &g, 325, 327. . . . .. .. .... . 
:it. SP~.S'tIidl.trs~S~;lflHOW-ire we1X>deal with these tbeoretical(QOn~ti~? I ~.'otl#hete, 
cautious of the accaiiUs.mgcapibl'cy,holvsOeveiitmay seck to put that eotityon.an "eqUalfootU,tg with the 
(piesWnab1y moWn and. Mmed)"Sdf'.I don't like, but am gmeful, fOr the inverted commas.· ... 
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community. The 'vagrant', as a designation of that ideology which fails the vagrant, or which the 

vagrant fails, is intrinsically a spoken subject rather than a speaking one.22 

That is not entirely true, and not least untrue because the distinction between the 

speaking and the spoken, as also the active and the passive, distinguishes precisely that breach in 

which the subject may recognise his or her contingency, as also that breach in which we may 

locate the subject passing between poles of alterity, 'in crisis'. There exist among the records of 

hegemonic society, the newspaper reports and court records, snatches of reported speech of the 

kind that is so elusive - speech, that is, before the accusation of vagrancy. Inevitably, the record 

of that speech corrupts it and is itself corrupt. How far we may trust it is uncertain, for the 

record is itself part of the accusation of vagrancy, and often what is recorded is evidendy edited 

to the purpose of that occasion. Nonetheless, what is to hand is what the acouser (ideology, the 

interpellator) records as spoken by the speaking subject, momentarily, in enacting the 

'transgression' which brings about the accusation, then the silence of the spoken-for, and the 

insertion of the accuser's speech.23 

In the records of the resident magistracy at Grahamstown in the 18308, where a colonial 

town is growing into its second decade, fraught with the politics of an imperial frontier and an 

emerging colonial economy, we may read again and again of pleas 'guilty' or 'not ~ty' by the 

accused.24 The accusations and pleas revolve around the various charges of petty larceny that 

attend that sector of the population then and now 'recognised' as vagrants, and whose interests 

the ascendant, white, settler population then sought to constrain to .their own under a hoped-for 

and sought-after 'Vagrancy Ordinance'. The rhetoric of that campaign, and of the opposition to 

it, is the substance of this chapter, for it marks a definable and significant contribution to the 

rhetoric of vagrancy in South African life and letters.25 However, the thing to be noted first of 

all, is that only one phrase escapes the 'noise' and 'riot' and the legally circumscribed utterances 

22 The fotmulation is, of COU1'Se, Lacanian, developed widely through the Bmts, and underlying much of my 
argument following. See especially,J. Lacao, 'The mirror stage as fomlative of the function of the r, '.Aggressivityin 
psychoanalysis' and 'The function and field of speech and language in psychoanalysis', Emu. 
23 I am using 'accuse' whete Althusser has 'inte~' because the vagatnt subject is less called into being than 
forced, and because the violence of the IICCUSation is sufficient, in Lacaoian temls, to produce both the splitting of 
the subject and his/her and our awareness of it Moreover. again after Lacan, the subject in crisis may not 
'tecogoise' his or herself as he or she is interpellated, but - radicaUy, hazatdously - 'mistecogoise' the calling, tefuse 
the accusation, plead not guilty, or, as we shall see, curse (~. 
24 See, for example, '.Albany: Criminal Record Book, 1835-7', Cape Archives, 1/ AY: 3/1/1/1/3, 'Albany: Criminal 
Record Book, 1837-8', CA, l/AY: 3/1/1/1/4, 'Albany: Magistrate's Notebooks, Recoals of Proceedings in 
Criminal Cases, 1835--7', CA, 1/ AY: v.. 
25 I do not propose to set furtb hete a strict history of the proposed Vagrancy Ordinance, which is exemplarily 
accomplished by Elizabeth Elboume in her 'Fteedom at Issue: Vagrancy Legislation and the Meaning of Freedom 
in Britain and the Cape Colony; 1799 to 1842', SI4my IIIIIi AIJtJIiM, 15 (2), 1994. My inte1est here is of a mOte 
litezary and cultural Utclination, but I am also indebted to Elboume personally for fiat drawing my attention to the 
tecoals of Khoisan opposition to ~ proposed ordinance, which ate the substance of this discussion. See also R C. 
Botha, jolm FIIirl1tJim itt Soli1h-.Afi*tt, 9~ff, fur an 8cCount of the legal fOrtunes of the proposed Otdinance. 
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of the pleas of these accused in the 1830s.26 Even this phrase, it should be said, is repeated so 

routinely in the notebooks of the resident magistrate that it surely figures as exemplary, even 

symbolic, as much as it is actual. In the melee of circumstances in which these overwhelmingly 

Khoisan (then 'Hottentot) are brought to law - drunkenness, breach of the peace, riot, assault, 

indecent exposure - there is time and again the record of 'obscene and indecent language, to wit 

the word "moers kont" and other similar expressions'.27 

The utterance that still today identifies a vagrant on the streets of Cape Town (where ']011 

moer' or ']011 ma se poe! are now held to be the prevalent forms) is thoroughly historical. It has 

been brought within the cultural matrix of hegemonic South Africa, quoted with relish, most 

famously in a widely circulated cartoon by Zapiro, in which a down-and-out on Cape Town's 

Grnnd Parade comments, knee-deep in the litter left behind by the party anticipating the 

announcement of the 2004 Olympic city, 'Athens se ma se@*#&I28 But even as I write, the 

lampposts are adorned with posters for the Cape Town Festival, and those advertising the stand­

up shows shout ']011 ma se come4Y. The cartoon generates its humour by recourse to the discourse 

of the gutter, associated with hangovers and irreverence, and by flirting with the transgressive 

'indecency' of that speech. The manner in which the word 'poet is translated in the convention 

of a typewiter's (now keyboard's) top row's upper case is itself illuminating of the deep practice 

of obscenity, for it describes the fingers' errancy, their wandering away from the closed order of 

the 'qwertyuiop' alphabet to the random donations of the symbols which themselves stand for 

something else. This is the language, not of abbreviation, but of transferred hieroglyph. The Rosetta 

Stone by which we read it is made common through the intertextuality of comic books and the 

like, but it relies also upon a locally common cultural code in anticipating not just the swearword, 

but that the word is precisely 'poe!. That common cultural code, productive of laughter because 

it enables irony, is forged in history and it serves historical purposes. What people say, like 'mom 

knill, or 'poe! or 'vagrant', may offer a simple denotation, but its connotative significance is far 

greater, in all these instances entirely overwhelming the denotative value. 'Vagrancy', as we shall 

see again and again, stands for something else. 

26 'Riot' is a common charge applied to drunken affrays. The Ql8lUJer in which it conflates social misdemeanour with 
wholesale treason is of obvious significance here. I discuss this kind of linguistic manoeuvre in the tutuallife of 
vagrancy below. 'Noise' is another frequent charge. An exemplary instance: the case against Coenraad &is, Michael 
Branden, Kiewiet Barlter, Klaas Gert, Frederick Dirk. Saartje Oerson and Jaconyn Jason (21 November 1835) 
where 'riotous conduct' and 'making il great noise' are charged (as well as an instance of the use of the expression 
'1IIOm _I-see below). CA. l/AY: 3/1/1/1/3. The names of these accused (as with so many in these «cOlds) 
anticipate Bain's creations in 'Kaatje Kekkelbek', as we shall see. 'Frederick Ditk' and Bain's 'Diederik Oik' could be 
phonic cousins. The sumame 'Barker is possibly derived from the London Missionary Society resident at Theopolis, 
George Barker. 
27 The '1IIOIfS JumI formula is common to the '.Albany: Criminal Record Books', CA, l/AY: 3/1/1/1/3ff. See, for 
example, the case against Franscina Scheepers and others, for 'Affray and indecency', 6 April 1835 (1/ AY: 
3/1/1/1/3). 
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That the phrase 'mom konf is again and again the single donation of the criminal record 

to the archive of the utterance of accused while at liberty is especially interesting. These two 

words represent the linguistic frontier between that liberty and the accusation that curtails it, in 

other words the frontier between the subject and the state. Together they represent offence to 

the body politic, as such anticipating evidence of danger to the state. How does the invocation 

of the female genitals, as attributed to the character of some other party in an instance overheard 

by the public, constitute this threat? How does the figure of the mother relate to the danger of 

the utterance? How does the vigorous colloquiality of the expression intensify its threat? 

The obscenity of the word 'konf is anciently established (in English 'cunt' has been 

legally obscene for a good 300 years, and its first dictionary appearance was as late as 1965)29, and 

clearly it has something to do with the word's direct invocation of female sexuality. There is a 

long tradition, reaching back to Genesis, of the hazardous power of female sexuality, simply 

interpreted as a complex of myth displacing the real occasions for male domination in 

patriarchy. The precise nature of that is not our subject here, save to note that once again we 

are tracing the figure of a threat to the (patriarchal) hegemonic order. Attempts to suppress 

mention of (particuIarly female) sexuality on the grounds of propriety are ideological gestures 

pretending modesty and protection of the 'gentle' sex, but, in fact, suppressing evidence of 

women's power in the liies of men and the male state. An Afrikaans definition of 'konf refers 

revealingly to a woman's 'skaomdeel30 
- part of shame - an expression embodying modesty in the 

form of shame, which shame, it must be remembered, reaches back to Eve's putative role in the 

Fall. These are commonplace arguments, but we may take them further. The 'plal'!>l or vulgar 

language which 'konf is held to represent extends the hazard of the word by summoning the 

discourse of the popular, which is to say the common mass of humanity, by numbers and by 

'vulgarity' (which is to say uneducated coarseness of manner and speech) antipathetic to the elite 

preserve of power. That 'pial, or 'flat', discourse is an extreme form of plain-speaking, of calling 

a spade a spade, which is the discourse that asks questions uncomfortable of hegemonic history: 

When Adam delved and Eve span, who was then the gentleman? To yoke such an assertion of 

female sexuality to the figure of the mother, the primary figure of production in human life, the 

central means, is to redouble the challenge to male priority. What is more, the 'pial form 'mOd is 

homophonically cognate with the verb 'mod, to beat up (thus a latent cipher of violence), as also 

the noun 'mod representing the dregs (thereby reinforcing the class ascriptions of the use of the 

28 S01lllttm, 8 September 1997. 
29 In the Pl1Igllill Ellg/ish DiaioItmy. The OED spumed it E. Partridge, A Dittio1tary ofHistori«ll Slim!,. 231. 
30 F. F. Odendaal et al, HAT VerIeIamttiI Wooniebotk. 
31 ibid. We will telate 'plat' to the colonial accusation against the Khoisan in greater depth in our next chapter, 
especially in the instance of the name 'Plaa*'. 
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'plat form 'moer for 'moedef'). In the circumstances of affray, where one subject of 'the dregs of 

society' is beating another, and both are drunk, as if enough to slur such a word .as 'moeder so 

that the public, or history) might hear 'moer, and in a population friable under the duress of 

colonisation, miscegenating, migrating, to the extent that one category of it is called·'Bastaard', 

by which we must imagine that parentage is an uncertain but politically potent matter, is it not 

inevitable that this is what should be said - 'mom kont? The phrase poses a suite of complex 

challenges to the scheme of appearances that scaffolds the public order - what we would call 

'ideology. It is shot through with attributes of class and sex (possibly even race) antipathetic to 

the claims to right of the status quo. Above all, however, if we are distracted by the content of 

the vulgar utterance then we miss its most hazardous attribute of all, which is the form, the 

utterance, i1;Self. In speech, and particularly in vulgar speech, if by 'vulgar' we mean not 'obscene' 

(as hegemony has it) but common and popular, there exists the possibility of revolt - the 

statement of the untruth of things and protest at that - and of revolution - the restatement of 

the way things are as the way things might be, the reissue of truth. What is dangerous about 

'mom kont', and marks it as the frontier between subject and state, is that it says things the way 

people say them to themselves and know them to be in reality, it is the language of the people, 

libidinous, charged with conflict, honest about power, rather than the language of propriety, 

erased of contradiction and conflict, which is as the state legislates it. 

At the expense of the public 

In the 18305 at the Cape 'vagrancy' came to stand for a social subjectivity antipathetic to the 

interests of the emerging colonial state. In particular it came to figure as a kind of lexical 

antithesis to Ordinance 50, the statute passed in 1828 to liberate the colonial indigene -

essentially Khoisan, but also those of mixed parentage - from the legal minority imposed by 

colonisation and consolidated in the Caledon Code of 1809.32 Before Ordinance 50 the Khoisan 

in the Colony were without the rights of citizenship, subject to 'apprenticeship' ('inboekselini) as 

children (which differed little from the condition of slavery), and forced as adults to enter into 

the service of colonists. Movement required the provision of a pass by the master of 'free' 

Khoisan. Tenure of land and some freedom of self-determination was limited to those Khoisan 

32 See v. C. MaJherl>e, "The Cape Khoisan in the Eastern Districts of the Colony Before and After Oniinance SO of 
1828', Elboume, 'Freedom at Issue: Vagrancy Legislation and the Meming of Freedom in Britain and the Cape 
Colony, 1799 to 1842', SItMry I11IIi AboIitiOll, 15 (2), 1994. The historical sketch that follows is indebted to these two 
autboIS, as also the lucid summation of Tun Keegan's Co/OIIigJ Sollth Afriea IIIId the Ori§.ns of the R.tI&iII/ 0rtI4r, chapter 4, 
and especially 11&-128. 
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living on the mission stations. The missions, in tum, were resented by colonial whites and 

regarded warily by colonial government - especially those of the London Missionary Society in 

the east, where Johannes van der Kemp, and after him John Read, established settlements 

(notably at Bethelsdorp) provocative of Khoi independence and liberty, a sense of rights, and a 

radically inclined Christianity. There the Khoisan were hounded for their 'opgaoJ tax, and, 

whenever they left the security of the mission, for their passes and, implicitly, their labour and 

possessions. 

Ordinance 50 represented the triumph of a liberal humanitarianism running through 

metropolitan British politics but reaching to the edges of the empire in such institutions as these 

missions and some quarters of the press." In principle it provided for the free citizenry of the 

colonial indigenes, as colour was abolished as a category of discrimination in any legal matter. 

The former 'Hottentot' labour category fell away, and with it the conditions of bonded servitude 

it regulated Theoretically the Khoisan were free to own land and to participate in the limited 

representational government of the colony. In practice, few had the resources to move out of 

service and into self-employment. What was more immediately significant, however, was the 

possibility of exchanging labour freely - a reform which encouraged migration and limited the 

power of both individual masters and the whole class of employers. It is not hard to see, in 

outline, just how welcome the ordinance would be to its beneficiaries, nor the extent to which it 

would be resisted by those whose former power it curtailed, or threatened to curtail. 

Every instance of public disorder in the years immediately following the promulgation of 

Ordinance 50 has a double value because of this context. On the one hand, a breach of the 

peace is simply that minor offence it is 'recognised' to be. But in the archive, as in the rhetoric of 

the time, each such instance stands also for a condemnation of the liberal (dis)order and is 

implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) adduced in the campaign for the retraction of the liberties 

of Ordinance SO. By 1834 opposition to the new dispensation was consolidated in a concerted 

campaign to bring about a 'Vagrancy Ordinance', putatively to constrain the most socially 

offensive and conspicuous excesses of the 'Hottentot' population, but effectively to restore the 

economic foundations of the colony under the Caledon Code and in the era of slavery, 

concluded with emancipation in the same year. 'Vagrancy', then, comes to stand not only for the 

free movement of the indigent poor, but for any liberty of ownership, labour, movement, or 

even of race as a principle of association (which becomes more conspicuous as a category of 

Khoisan consciousness in the wake of the demise of the 'Hottentot' category in law). This raises 

33 Elboume, "Freedom at Issue'. Alan Lester's ImperitJi NIt1IItJrks: CrII1Iillg IdntitUs ill Niltdmlth-Cmtmy SOllth Afoa 
tlIIIi Brittlin sets forth an admirable estimation of the (Ulter)penetration of metropolitan and colonial humanitarian 
discourse. 
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the centuries-old type of the 'vagrant' to a new and particularly local level of significance, and 

with marked implications for the culture and literature of South Africa. It is in this nexuS that the 

repeated figure of the vagrant is brought into Cape literature and culture, where he and she 

remain pointedly represented to this day. 

Thus it is that the criminal records of the 1830s make interesting reading as they go 

about representing what is not called 'vagrancy' in legal discourse, but which constitutes that 

offence in a clamorous popular rhetoric. Overwhelmingly, the records of the Resident Magistrate 

in Albany (which is where we concentrate our scrutiny, because it is where Kaatje Kekkelbek. 

emerges, and the propaganda she serves) mark out theft as the single greatest offence against the 

propriety of Jaw. As a representative sample, 42% of the cases in 1835 concern theft, with 

another 2% concerning the fraudulent evasion of tolls or market regulations.34 There is no 

mystery about this: the common Jaw objection to theft is ancient, and property is everywhere 

the first concern of the propertied, espbany where there are neighbours living in poverty. But 

what is stolen in Albany is generally petty: a sheep here and there, sugar, flour, workman's tools, 

palings, firewood, candlesticks (and one more audacious wagon).!5 What is of greater interest is 

the rest of the offences, which constitute the unlicensed sale of liquor and gunpowder (serious 

offences and the only ones to affect obviously white subjects, 6%), drunkenness (8%), assault 

(often in drunken affray, or marital, 14%), riot and affray (21%), obscenity or indecent exposure 

(often associated with 'riot', 11%).36 The thieves work alone, but virtually all other offences are 

committed in groupS . .57 This latter is important, for the nature of these offences is significant 

These are not offences against the strict right of any individual, as in the case of theft (and in the 

case of assault, but that, though not mitigated by it, is significantly associated with the blur of 

melee). Instead these are offences against the body politic, and really against its ease and . 

convenience, its comfort and where that thinly overlaps with its mores. These are offences of 

'unsightliness' or disorder, and the objection to them is as much symbolic as it is real. For these 

offend against the fragile achievement of community, founded as it is upon a degree of sober 

orderliness; sexual caution, the kind of moral order that underpins the civic organisation, and 

which, though buttressed in Jaw, is somewhat beneath that 1aw's contempt These are offences 

committed by those who have no stake in that civitas, and who therefore do not share its mores. 

Insofar as they are offences not against the private rights of individuals, but against the civitas, 

they are offences not against property, liberty, life and the like, but offences against the way 

l4 'Albany: Criminal Record Book. 1835-7', CA, 1/ AY: 3/1/1/1/3. 
3S ibid. 
36 ibid. 
37 ibid. 
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things are, the status quo -the state. In this, as we have seen in early modem Europe, the 

offence of 'vagrancy', as a latent and comprehensive category, is political. 

The political nature of vagrancy is important, because in a society like that of the colonial 

Cape, and even more of the South Africa that emerges from it, the law of person is 

uncommonly political, which is to say uncommonly extended into the political life of the state. 

The most obvious focus for such a conflation of the personal and the political, in the South 

African instance, is race, a theme infamous to every aspect of that society. Anticipating that 

focus, colonial society turned to vagrancy as its scandal, and donated a related, poorly observed, 

but no less enduring theme. 

No sooner was Ordinance 50 proclaimed than the colonial citizenry of the Cape began a 

concerted campaign to have it revoked. Particularly in 1828, and in 1834 when the 'Vagrancy 

Ordinance' was keenly anticipated, but in all the years between (and afterwards, too), colonials 

petitioned the governor on the subject of vagrancy.38 The memorials came in from every .comer 

of the colony, telling the same story of wandering gangs and their depredations, in words so 

similar from one representation to the next that in a more sophisticated society one would 

suspect a conspiracy. In fact, the language of these memorials was founded in the language of 

law as it emerged in the daily work of local officials: field comets, civil commissioners and 

resident magistrates, marty of whom stood close to the composition of these representations on 

behalf of their districts, where the legacy of the Dutch system brought the civilian population 

together in neighbourhood units of civic administration and defence. Moreover, the rhetoric 

became grounded in that of the forum supplied by the press, with De Zuid Ajrikoan and, from 

1831, the Graham's Town JOHt'7lalleading resistance to Ordinance 50 and sponsoring measures 

towards vagrancy legislation, and with Fairbairn's SOllthAjriClJ1l CommerciaiAdvertisertaking a 

contrary stand in the vanguard of the humanitarian campaign for the rights of the Khoisan.39 

Towards 1834 the concert of memorials was enjoined by the fonnal submission of LMS director 

John Philip's memorandum on the subject to civil commissioners for comment. 40 This measure 

brought about public meetings and the semi-fonnal depositions of the 1834 memorials - on 

both sides of the debate, although inevitably the Khoisan position is thinly represented by 

comparison with that of most European colonists. 

The inhabitants ofBaviaans River complained in 1828 that they 'have been and still are 

greatly amazed by a band of runaway Hottentots and Bosjemans who have infested this Veldt 

38 Several are cited below. We note there also that in 1834 memorials were solicited, which complicates the 
discmsive instance variously: it codifies and conventionalises the memorial even further, it 'fakes' the appeal to 
govemment (since that appeal is sought), it presumes the gravity of the subject of the memorials. This context and 
its implications urge bistoriograpbical caution. 
39 H. C. Botha.Johll FIZirlMint ill SomhAfrktl, 97ff. 
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Cometcy for several years in which period murders, and destruction of the livestock the 

property of the memorialists, have been committed."u It is words like 1Jand', 'infested', . 

'runaway', and 'property', as well as 'outlaws' and 'banditte' (which occur in the same memorial) 

that disclose something of the 'offence' of vagrancy: the semantic field they occupy shares 

comers with those of physical malignancy and warfare, and the interpolated 'property' cunningly 

conflates these interests of the body politic with the fundamental concern of the individual in an 

economy of ownership. When the inhabitants of Cradock added their voice a few months later, 

they did so under the guise of seeking a resident magistrate (where 'resident' is itself the antonym 

of 'vagrant', and 'magistrate' the contradiction of 'outlaw'), protesting that 'the indolent and 

disorderly daily trespass with impunity on the rights of the well-respected,.42 Here one may note 

the 'moral' tenor of the objection, where indolence and disorder are not illegal, and where the 

legal offence of trespass is yoked in a nebulous and metaphorical manner to the abstract 'rights' 

of those whose value is once again moral, being ~ell-respected', rather than those of a strictly 

legal plaintiff. We are meant to assume that the trespass is on the property of the inhabitants, to 

which those inhabitants have a legal right, but that is not what is actually written. Such sleights of 

hand betray the project of propaganda. 

So too does the disclaimer heading the memorial of the inhabitants of Graaff-Reinet a 

few days later. 'Your memorialists beg leave to premise their statement by disclaiming in the 

most solemn manner any feeling of hostility against the Hottentots, Bosjesmans or any other 

nation or tribe ... ', they wrote.43 That 'solemn manner' protests too much, not least since the 

memorial goes on to discriminate precisely on the matter of race, noting 

Hottentots, who are in a state of poverty and who have no visible means of subsistence, but whose 

sole dependance [sic] appears to be in a series of depredations which are daily or indeed hourly being 

committed on the property of the inhabitants and which are for the most part of a petty description, 

but foaning in the aggregate an annoyance which has at length become insupportable that the 

immediate vicinity of this town is infested with gangs of people of colour, chiefly 

and going on to suggest 'that regulations may be passed to prevent any persons from 

vagabondizing about the country'.44 There is a distinction between the vagrant and the vagabond 

that is blurred here: it is the distinction between what might be the petty work of those in a state 

of poverty and the aggregate undertakings of gangs about the country. That confusion is 

40 ibid, 97-9. 
41 'Memorial', (received) 28 August 1828, CA, CO 3938. 
402 'Memorial', 10 November 1828, CA, CO 3938. 
43 'Memorial', 1 December 1828, CA, CO 3938. 
44 ibid 
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common to much of the rhetoric, and what it blurs follows the contours between the person 

and the state. There were sixty-odd signatories to the Graaff-ReIDet memorial, and only one with 

an English name: Andrew Geddes Bain. In Graharnstown, where Bain and his 'Kaatje 

Kekklebek' would later appear, the settler inhabitants fell upon a nuanced, metropolitan notion 

of liberty, claiming that '[a]s Englishmen memorialists would be the last to call for any 

abridgement of personal liberty, but they humbly submit that in England, the most salutary 

effects result from the Vagrant Laws, and that was there a similar restraint upon the idle and 

dissipated of every doss in this Colony, it would be attended with the most beneficial effects and 

tend materially to lessen .the grievance.'45 

Such representations were the tenor of colonial responses to Ordinance 50 and they 

were redoubled when governor Benjamin D'Urban submitted a proposed vagrancy ordinance to 

the fledgling Legislative Council at the Cape in May 1834 and simultaneously gazetted it for 

public perusal and comment. 46 Again, the disclaimers of the respondents were pronounced: 'we 

do not allude to those who have any means of subsistence but solely to vagrants and thieves', 

wrote the farmers of the Koue Bokkeveld in 1834, signally using the term 'vagrant' itself!' 

Similarly, the inhabitants of Cradock returned to their earlier theme, but protested 'that your 

memorialists by expressing themselves ... of a certain class of Coloured people, they are not in 

the least meaning the peaceable people who are seeking a permanent abode amongst the 

inhabitants under proper permits from the Field Comet or other authorities, or who are drived 

by famine into the colony, neither those who are quietly travelling along the Public Roads with 

their product to market - but only those who are wandering about or nestling together without 

proper means of subsistence or fixed abode.'48 This memorial, besides applying the bestial 

implication of the word 'nestling', attached to the synonyms for 'vagrants' such terms as 

'marauders', and invoked the prospect of war (10 fact very real on the frontier at that time, with 

the War of Hintsa just months away) in describing these persons ('of Colour) as 'wandering 

about armed and unarmed,,,9 

Back in 1829 the 'English' memorialists from Albany had already invoked the spectre of 

war, noting that their losses 'chiefly result from the incursions of the Caffres, and the number of 

idle Hottentots now wandering about the district in every direction, who, preferring a life of 

45 'Memorial', (received) 24 September 1829, CA. CO 3941. 
46 Botha, John FtJirl:Iqjm, 97ff. This is probably the best account of the precise passage of the proposed legislation, 
from D'Utban's commissioning the Attomey General, through submission to the Legislative Council, public 
canvass, delay, second reading, submission for the legal opinion of the Cape judiciary (twice), submission to the 
King-in-Council, and ultimate rejection. 
4' 'Memorial', 24 Man:h 1834, CA. CO 3968. 
48 'Memorial", 17 May 1834, CA. CO 3969. 
49 ibid. 
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vagrancy to that of honest industry supply their wants at the expense of the Public.,50 A separate 

memorial accompanied ~ that of the settlers'; it represented the case of the Dutch farmers, 

averring that 'at present we suffer more by those Hottentots than by the Caffres .. , [that] they 

are a ruin to themselves and an injury to the country ... it is at present very dangerous to attack 

and make prisoners of such troops of vagabonds'. 51 The conflation of Xhosa 'incursion' (which 

is left loosely to mean anything from cattle raiding to piece-jobbing. to outright invasion) with 

the general category of vagrancy is not only rhetorical; in time the 'threat' of Xhosa warrior and 

Khoisan recusant will coalesce into South Africa's racial hatred, as the interests of both are 

subsumed in the single category of the underclass in a racially described capitalism. Both figures 

arise not simply to threaten the individuals here protesting their respective materiallosses~ but 

more treasonably, 'at the expense of the Public'. Such wider contexts - of war, Xhosa incursion, 

the immigration of Africans, the emigration of Boers, the liberation of slaves, the revision of 

vagrancy legislation in Britain - are significantly conducive to the apprehension of vagrancy's 

general danger to the state, and are to be considered below. 

The young newspapers of the Cape Colony constituted its chief political forum. 

Fairbairn's C01ll1llerciolAdvertisermarked a spirited champion of Khoisan interests, with a 

disproportionate influence in the governmental reaches of colonial and even metropolitan 

society. Ranged against his liberal humanitarian stance (consolidating the positions of the liberal 

wing of the LMS, supporters of slave emancipation, and whiggish elements of professional and 

commercial Cape Town) were De Zl/jdAftikotm and the settler advocate Grah(J1lJ'S T01ll1l Journal. 

The tenor of the debate is important because it demonstrates the depth to which 'vagrancy' 

penetrated colonial consciousness and culture at exactly the moment when colonial identity was 

becoming established as a recognisable entity in such agencies as a local press and Legislative 

Council, and because the rhetoric of this debate therefore does much to shape ongoing latent 

perceptions of vagrancy and its relationship to the colonial (and extra-colonial, to-be-colonial) 

indigene. The very first issue of the Grah(J1lJ~ T01ll1l joll1'1llJi (itself formed, to a degree, out of the 

clay of 1828, as an artefact of the changes wrought, or thought to be wrought, by that year)52 

carried a long report on the meeting of a proposed Temperance Society - a correlative concern 

of 'vagrancy' and one that runs in prominent parallel to editorials, letters and reports on the 

50 'Memorial', (received) 24 September 1829, CA, CO 3941, item 16. 
51 'Memorial,' (received) 24 September 1829, CA, CO 3941, item 17. 
52 See Robert McKend "A joumal among them': Colonial Discourse and the Creation of an Tm&gioary Community 
in the Graham's To.", jollf7Ul!. 1831-6' for an account of the circumstances and role of the GlJ in consolidating 
settler ideology. Some historians doubt the reach and impact of Ordinance 50 (and its reJa1l:d Ordinance 49), at least 
in material tenns. Its discursive reach was (and is) considerable. Elboume, 'Freedom at Issue', 133. Keegan; CoItmiol 
SOlith Afti&a, 104. 
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broader subject in the colonial press.53 By the seventh issue the paper was publishing the 

virupetatively anti-humanitarian letter of 'A.B.', which asserted that some twelve to fifteen 

thousand Khoisan were 'loosed' upon the COlony.54 Was this Andrew Geddes Bain? The next 

letter published is signed 'X. Y.' and is a useful curb on the potential significance of the first two 

letters of the alphabet (as happen also to be Bain's initials). Moreover 'A.B.' attacks the 

Commercial Advertiser (for which Bain himself wrote). On the other hand the journal has a letter 

two months later that is very much in Bain's tone and style, condemnatory of 'infamous 

Philippines,.55 In our next chapter we shall see that the coterie and politics of the Grahams T01ll1l 

]ollf'1Jalwere more conducive to Bain's interests than the OmmIercialAduertiseron which he began 

as a journalist. Indeed, when the war of 1834-5 broke out and the Adve1tiserunderplayed the 

devastation it wreaked upon the Albany settlement, Bain was among the several hundred who 

used the pages of the Grahtl11l'S T01ll1l ]ollf'1Jal to petition 'all who would not wilfully be made 

instrumental in stifling the cries of the widow and the fatherless for protection, - to use their 

best endeavours to suppress circulation of that paper, during the continuance of the present 

awful crisis.'56 The point here is to delineate the debate - and usefully to complicate that 

delineation, to gainsay its lines: the Grahtl11lS T01ll1l ]ollf'1Jal published a response to 'A.B.' that took 

issue with the implicit politics of the paper: 

12 a 15, 000 Hottentot gypsying? DOIIIilll tJiri&l1IOJf1 were [sic) ate they? A Hottentot may lay hold now 

and then of one sheep, but suppose it should have been a wolf? ... poor Tottee must bear the blame, 

he is always the rogue; and yet Tottee was Jiving all over the country when the English came. He was 

naked and hungry, yet the sheep were not stolen. He was uneducated alsol Now he is educated keeps 

. himself cloathed instead of being idle ... 57 

The piece was signed 'Levitas', which pseudonym might well signify irony; certainly such a 

position was antipathetic to the ]ollf'1Jal in general and well-calculated to fuel the fire of settler 

hysteria on the frontier. By contrast, the C01/l11lertialAdve1tiserwas constramed to such formulae 

as the claim that '[a]t this end of the country we hear little of Idleness and less of Vagrancy ... 

[o]ur Friends on the Eastern Frontier, however, are, it would seem, in less easy circumstances.'58 

Again, the prevarications are a rhetoric calculated to castigate and excite. Fairbairn took up his 

stance against the exaggerations of the 'vagrancy' caucus most provocatively in 1830 when he 

53 GrtJh(llll'S To.", jollf'llq/, 1,1,30 December 1831. 
54 GTJ, 1,7. 10 Februaty 1832 
55 GTJ, 1, 18. 27 April 1832 
56 GTJ. 4, 158, 2 January 1835. 
57 GTJ, 1. 17,20 April 1832 
58 SACA, 5, 318, 30 June 1830. 
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and John Philip toured the frontier and were feted on the mission stations and reviled among 

the colonial whites. Fairbairn wrote: 

Government may give itself no mote trouble about Vagrant Laws, or any new method of preserving 

the peace and good order of the Country Districts. When they hear of any outcry, they have only to 

give a hint that Dr Philip, or the Editor of this Paper, ate about to make tour in that direction, and 

iniquity will hide its head ... with a few exceptions, such as the following: -

When they arrive at Bathurst they proceed to the bush, said to be infested by a thievish set of 

Hottentots, and they will find it not to be a forest, in which troops of stolen cattle may be concealed, 

but a bower fonned by a few stems and branches of 1hom, close by the road, or rather in or on the 

public road; and within it they will find 0111 Hottentot, his wife and a child, and, at half-past ten 0' 

clock in the moming, an Englishman, quite drunk, trying to persuade the Hottentot to enter his 

service at six dollars a month59 

The colonial citizenry of Albany smarted at such sarcasms, complaining. for example, of the 

Advertiser's 'burlesqe [sic] mode of our speeches at the Graham's Town meeting on the subject 

of vagrancy', and, more threateningly, accusing Fairbairn and Philip of complicity in provoking 

the Xhosa invasion of December 1834.60 The latter charge was founded on the putatively 

inflammatory tour of 1830, as well as the humanitarian advocacy of the AtJuertiser's columns; it is 

significant in framing the defining division of colonial, and later South African, political life, but 

also for the manner in which it discloses the particularly discursive nature of history. Fairbairn 

and Philip's visit to the frontier is thus cited as 'among the causes of a confederacy of your 

savage enemies, which has ruined your country' - an accusation which converts the currency of· 

information (which was the object of that tour) into the 'hard' history of the war.61 By this we 

gain some sense of the extent to which even contemporary colonial commentatot*s understood 

the history of their times to be produced not in the circumstances of an exterior Xhosaland, but 

in the discursive contingencies that go by the name of the frontier. The same 'A B.' wrapped up 

the general accusation - of causing the war by the means of words - in the intrinsically discursive 

character of conspiracy: 'The columns of the Adttmiserhave been open to letters said to be 

written by the chiefs.'62 In the occasion of war this is, of course, an accusation of treason, and 

marks the ascription of significant historical agency to the life of language 1IIithi1l the Coim!Y. At the 

time Thomas Pringle came under the same attack (news of his recent death in Britain had not 

yet reached the Cape) for those of his poems imaginatively sympathetic to the Xhosa. The 

59 SACA, 5, 290, 24 Match 1830. 
60 G1], 4, 163, 6 February 1835. The author of the letter cited is again the uncertain 'A. B.' 
61 ibid. 
62 ibid. 
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journal even published 'Makanna's Gathering' alongside a vituperative attack. on Pringle, calling 

him 'another Satan' at the head of 'the legions of the kafir pandemonium', and a 'heartless 

traitOr'.63 And again the·charge ran to conspiracy and the discursive production of war - high 

claims for what is usually recognised as the beginnings of South African poetry in English: 

Did I say, Mr. Editor, that this blood-stirring harangue tollldbe intetpret.ed to the KafUs to excite 

them to war upon us; - I say more, Sir; it is whispered, or rather munnured in the town, that it hIlS 

bun tiolU, and more ready belief is given to this sunnise, since all the satanic advice therein contained, 

appears to have been acted upon by our barbarous foes almest [sic] to the letter.64 

'Makanna's Gathering' is itself an account of the rhetoric of the wardoctor, Nxele, before the 

battle of Grahamstown in 1819. The trajectory before us runs from Xhosa ideology through the 

syncretic Christianity of Nxele's exposure to the missionaries, through Nxele's speech, the 

account given to Pringle, then Pringle's poem, its appearance in various pages (not least those of 

that issue of the ]oll1'1ltllJ, its alleged recitation in Xhosa society and its alleged application in the 

war of 1834-5, the circumstances of that allegation made in whispering and murmuring on the 

streets of Grahamstown, the recounting of those allegations in the letter of C. J. Gray to the 

]OJlT'llal, and the reading of that letter (alongside the poem) by contemporaries (and, in deeper 

history, by this author and his readers). The palimpsestic manner in which the poem and Nxele's 

speech are conflated in Gray's mind echoes the manner in which Gray's own letters (more 

followed in successive issues) participate in the murmuring on the colonial streets. It is a thick 

instance of discourse, tangled with the contradictions, erasures, deferrals and misattributions, by 

which ideology manipulates and even reverses historical truth: we may note that poetry is made 

one with wardoctoring, for example, or that charges of conspiracy are typically begun in 

whispers and murmurs, even as we are meant to believe conspirators communicate among 

themselves. Here we are to hear ancestral voices prophesying war (and through it Pringle's 

recent friendship with Coleridge)65 as what Pringle calls 'a sound from far' (and is both Jehovah 

and the Xhosa creator, Uhlanga).66 This knot of language, involved of one string, demonstrates 

the process of history as 'thickening' into what I have been calling 'deep practice', as a process of 

simultaneous complication and solidification, as the intellectual apprehension of events, in 

becoming more complex, works to make them (seem) more real, even to the extent that a high­

order artefact of language, such as a poem, might effect as real an instance - at the sharp end of 

63 GTj,4, 158,2 January 1835. 
64 ibid. 
65 They met in 1828. Coleridge certainly knew the poem. See E. Griggs, 'Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Thomas 
Pri.ngle',QBSAL, 6,1 (September 1951). 
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history - as the Xhosa snapping their assegais for the short work of close combat. That 

snapping short is one with the poet's whittling a quill; it plays among the discourse that rates 

pens against swords, or words against sticks and stones. 

The War of Hintsa has a pronouncedly discursive character because the newspapers 

defined themselves around it (as did the report of the Select Committee on Aborigines sitting in 

London at the same time), but both were following in the discursive grooves begun in the 

instance of vagrancy. As 'A. B.' attacked the Adttmiserin successive letters to the GrohtJfll's TOR 

Journal, he made sure that the comprehensive character of the war was understood, and that the 

frontier lay, as we are here asserting, not between colony and Xhosaland, but within such 

attitudes as we now call ideology. Those attitudes were shaped by the newspapers' caucuses on 

vagrancy, as 'A.B.' reminded his readers: 

... where ate the vagrants now? Pteciselywhere it was predicted they would be; in the ranks of the 

Kafits. The decent ordedy Hottentots from the schools, those that were at service, or honesdy 

eaming their bread, and which the provisions of a Vagrant Law would never have touched more than 

yourself, Mr. Editor, these ate enrolled and staunch men, but the idle hordes ate no where to be 

found except among the Kafits.67 

Such 'idle hordes', like the poet Pringle, are treasonous and satanic; they belong to what Bain 

called 'the murderous ... angels of Mr Fairbairn and Co - the Kafirs>6ll, and Bacon, centuries 

before that, held 'a seed of peril in the state'. 

The 1IIa1Idering context 

There is a wider context to the thickened instance of 'vagrancy' after Ordinance 50 in 1828 and 

before the failure of the proposed vagrancy law in 1834. Most of it is entailed in the same 

history, whether directly or indirectly related. There is a conjunction, first of all, between the 

colonial circumstance at the Cape, embedded as it is· in the wider imperial context, and the 

metropolitan circumstance of Great Britain. This study vaults from the seminal 'discovery' of 

vagrancy (10 its recognisably modern sense) in the Tudor era to the crisis at the Cape in the early 

191h century, but the later 1? and 181h centuries in Britain also work to condition the idea of 

66 T. Pringle, 'Makanna's Gathering', POIIIIS IIbIstratitJe of S ollth AftUa, 48. 
67 GTJ, 4, 163, 6 February 1835. 
68 GT], 4, 168, 13 March 1835. 
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vagrancy and its application in the Colony. The problem of the poor and of the social 

amelioration of poverty is inevitably related to vagrancy. In Britain the ongoing history of 

vagrancy is bound up with the development of poor law - broadly, those initiatives aimed at 

both the regulation of poor people within capitalist society and the provision of charity or 

opportunity to them. There is a long history of the progress from the parish-based provision of 

poverty relief to the establishment of a wider and more centralised government responsibility. In 

very broad canvas, the transition - that may yet be too strong a word - is effected across the 

two great Poor Laws, of 1601 (the Act of Elizabeth, with its 1662 adjunct Act of Settlement) and 

(the 'New' Poor Law) of 1834. The dates are not arbitrarily coincident with our focus here. The 

first represents the culmination of the crisis of the new poor of early capitalist Europe (against 

the backdrop of an unravelling feudal fabric), while the second date represents the culmination 

of another suite of crises, broadly coincident with the industrial revolution, but also expressive of 

continuing changes across the intervening centuries. The 181h century saw vagrancy statutes that 

added a significant accretion of offences to the traditional crimes of vagrancy. Over and above the 

old categories of wilful idleness, begging, pedlary and the tramp, vagrancy was applied to 'endgathers', 

that is, to those who travelled the country collecting oddments of wool or cloth (1744), to those 

SIISj>IdIIi of committing a felony (1752), to those apprehended with housebreaking implements (1783), 

to Thameside pilferers (1799), night poachers (1800), spoilers of wood (1805) and, 6nally, to the very 

amorphous category of 'suspected persons' (1802).69 

The point that Rogers is making is that the category of vagrancy evolves alongside the conditions 

that throw it up in the first place. As agrarian and industrial capitalism advance, so new 

conditions of labour regulation emerge to be met with new laws. That these laws are applied 

through the category of vagrancy, as the by now traditional hold-all, is once again to assert the 

centrality of the putative margin to the social economy, and its history and culture. It also 

reminds us, in the amendment of vagrancy, of the extreme plasticity of the concept, and thus its 

supremely historical and ideological nature. As Rogers says, 'vagrancy laws were used in a variety 

of ways in the eighteenth century to render labour more tractable and proletarian, to strike a 

balance between mobility and social order'.70 There is an obvious correspondence between this 

observation and those of historians of the 1809 and 1812 statutes at the Cape, concerned as they 

are with describing the 'regulation' of the Khoisan in terms of bonded labour. 

69 N. Rogers, 'Vagrancy, Impressment and the Regulation of Labour in Eighteenth-Century Britain', Siavny and 
AboIitifJlI, 15, 2 (1994), 105. 
70 ibid, 111. 

93 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

The general cnsi, of the tunl of the 18"' and 19'" cenrunes - the Napoleonic Wars, the 

mduscrialisation of Briwn _ Q!;t, a long shadow at the Cape. John Graham's Zuurveld Clfllpaign 

of 1811-12 ought w be thought of as a f:u: from of what was truly the first world war. 'Jbe 

British settlers C'{;l.bli.,hed on the frontier in its wake were the eager volunteers to be found Ifl 

desperate ciwJrnstances. 'n,ey kft behind th . m, as rhey thought, the turbulence of war, mill­

wrecking, Peterloo, and whar would become the Refonn Rill crisis of 1830--2." 'n,e manife,t 

Instability of the British working clas' Ifl the early 18(X),;, and the compounded problem of the 

poor, now of the nvo som of the transition - the derelict agnrulturallabourer and the 

una3similated urban imrrugrant _. prompted, in 1832, the appointment of the Commission that 

c:une to write the Poor Law Report of 18.~ and motivate the Act that followed it." The 

s'gnificance of this to the ClrcumStanCes of the Cape at the 'lflle rime is various. It needs to be 

remembered that the 1820 settler population was pro~urcd of the same social economy, the 

same crisis, as the New Poor Law, and was, m its very being, steeped in the discoUI5e of that 

crisiS and the ideologles rhat framed it. The ioumalistic battles over vagrancy at the Cape are 

infonned by rhe metropolitan context as much as by purdy local circumst.lnces, The 

humanitarian ad,'ocacv of Khoisan Ifltere;t~ '" sprung of the ,ame stock as the evangelical 

concern with social lfllelioration in Rotain. 'ne English language through which Cape vagrancy 

os (ultimately) discovered, debated, or even effected, is the language of the 18"' century statutory 

expansion of vagrancy, of the promulgation of the Reform i\cr and Poor Law, and of prote't 

against them, of the 'seed of peril' planted Ifl Bacon's vision of vagranr. and perhap' bloswmlflg 

on the field at Peterloo or fro m the statTs ofLuddites. The spectre of the New Poor, of faraway 

mills and cit"s, and the sordid crofts of a lost agrarian England, is not far from the !mnds of 

those concer-ned with ,'agmncy in the Cape. The Seleet Committee on :\oongines in London, at 

which the evidence of Andne, Sroffels and James Read is heard - the same people.s Jddres, 

the m€eting in the remote Kat River in A,~,t 1834 - is contemporaneou, with the roor Law 

Commission. Perhaps the mo"t lasring and slgnificanr effect of this contempor.meity:' 

compounded "-, it IS with the vigorous rhetoric around colonial "agmncy, is that it implicitly 

associate,; rhe colonial indigene at the Cal''' with the m~tropoliun poor. In this it co"tirlu~s th.e 

association begun in early modern discourse, hut projects it lflto the n,,",,' arena of industrial do,se 

conflict. The implications of thi, for stmr.egies of resistance m South ,'\frican (and elsewhere) " 

evident in recent hi ,tory and n en contemporary politic<. l'or the lChoisan of 1834 ir translates 

" s. (; ."d E. 0. .'L (11<0101.00 «d.), Th< P""r La" RJpiJrt if! 8N, 23_<" 
n ibid. z-47. 
" TIIO ,,,,,t=lPO''''l<ily dfoo" "" ongoing "",oo"ti",,;~ th<- hi,toriognph" ( .. ),.,,,) - .." also Re~&l"'" 
im1ll:Kulatdy IChoI:lliy footnote on t"~ N,y,' Po<>< u,11' philm OJily. C"",,;..! S",,'" Afti"', 323 . .Again. it m.y h< u""fu} 
to .1 1 .. >1 ' ''ggtst to"' local O;.-c""''''''lC'' might .ho h"v< ;"foJmcd metropol;"", """ too. 
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their donated vagran'-;r mto a role within mdustril<! rdations, at best as an anticipated proletillar, 

but classically as a l"mpenproletaciat, of the sott familiar to us a, Boesman and Lena. Thi, is a 

second mstance in which the colomalmdigene is colonised by what r ",~ll ~all the anticipation of 

hiswry _ 1S in",rr"d by metropolitan diswmse mto a yet unresolved furure, which, though 

unun-..gined is disCli~ivdy inugmahle. Thi, i, a major point, since it puts pre,""re on thc 

IllMonan's notion ofhistoty as a ~ollectable past only. Although the hi,rory know, nothing of 

the future, yet thc discourse of history (and not just detcnn\llist models) anticipates the future 

111storically."-\s u;,course, history may be read inm th~ furure, and people who ".Ire imagined a 

cermin way according to accounts of their past or present (or those III analogoll.' C1rCUITl.,tance.) 

may fmd them.dveo; fulfilling th~ proph~cr of f.use pasts. 

'TIle mctropolimn 1IIflu~nce upon the C"pe', artiu.llation of vagrancy is cxcmplificd in the 

miniature hmory of a scheme to place some twenty London ooys in Cape apprentXeship,. The 

Di~l.ensian·sounding Society for the S"pprc;<slOn of]uv~niJe VagraJKy attr::lcted the 'high 

approval' of government in its plan to ship the hoys o"T to locall!ldenrur~s, eo;pecilily 'as 

agriculrural s~rvanrn', and so ,ave them from a life of 'act"a11)' r"nning \\~ld about thc street":l of 

thc metropolis'." Thi, woukl, it was h eld, '~n[]Ch and strengthen that Colony by an i""1lortation 

of frec laboure~ while they are 111 a pliant and teachable age.''''' Wb"t i, bemg enVISaged her~ is 

nothing Ie" than a combination of transportation and mboddl(!!., the cxt".iJ\t Cape instit"tion of 

the enforced apprenticeship of Khoi,an Juveniles. In thus uniting metropolitan juvcnile Y"grants 

with Kh01,an iuveniks, London Y"grmts ".Ire rendered as wlonial indigenes (and a projection of 

free labour is enabled), while Kh01san youth are anticipated as vagrmts. That i, the lmplicit 

correspondence. To be fair, th~ British govenuTlent, who paid half the costs of th~ ,cherne, was 

somewhat queasy about the legality of it all, urgmg the nec~ssity of the ooy" consent:- What 

happened only confinncU their anxieties, cven as it exported them to the Cape. In May of 1834, 

th:.t ,ignifi~ant year, the Cha1ITJlan of the Committee of .';(anagcment of the ('ymp"thencally r~­

named) Children', Priend Society reported that on arrival in C"p~ Town . everaJ of th~ boy. had 

refus~d to "" "pprentic~d, and that doubrn a, to th~ legality of the arrangem~ntw~r~ now an 

op~n probl~m." Brcnton was writing from F.J<crcr Hall, th~ addreo;s that bcc= metonymic of 

n"1\ngclical humanitarianism itself, and ",11i~h Bain sent up derogatorily '" 'Kaa~e Kekklebel', a, 

'&tr. Hole'. Brenton quot"d the HonorMy &cru~ry of the Soci~ly in Cape 'fown: 

----:- -- - ~--
"Gotknch-Colc, 18 Janu . 'Y 1833; \\'i!>on-IIa}', 6 M"ch J 832, Govcmmcnt llou>e G""oflll De'p'lCh" . 1832-3. 
C~ GH 1/93. 
" fh:enron-G",lcn.ch, 1') Doccml>c, 18.)2, C\, Gil I/')3-
,. H"J'. Wl1' '':<1. 15.M.n:h 1832. CA. GH 1/93 . 
., Ihc,,!{K.-JIo)·, 6 M,)· 1834, C\ GH 1/')3. 
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Son.., of 'I><m h .. " po>itiydy refu,,-~1 to go to the 0<,1)' mo .. ,,.. \If 00 applied for the>n, or to ,,·ork.1 

the 0o\1y <mployID<fl' fO! duch ,ocy ,"'CIT in "'quest Tl..,y .lso ,,,,,,"«1«1 ul \illstrtlinll the mind, of 

the )"OUfl£,,' bo}~ \\Ii,h "hom 'he C'..ommitttc nner found OIly difficulty bel"'e.. Thi, bch..-iou< 

.hm>ed the mi"d, of ,I>< moo"'" of~,. 1.,1>." 

'['hat secretary m Cap" Town was none oTher than John Fairbairn of the Lomm-mafAwuti,,'f, 

fh~ vanguard of the humanitanan side in the vagrancy d~bar~ locally. And Fairbairn 

r<"'fl1nm~nded rh~ susf"'nslOn of Th~ scheme. Surely Fairbairn's association with the sch~me "~la, 

m conc~rt with ;~ ongtn' 1n th~ human;1;111an camp. It may be that the schem~ had mor~ to it 

th ;m the int~n'Sts of th~ boY" _ thar ,rwas also a publicity ~X~IT"~ mr~nded ro d<--'ffionstmte the 

human~ management of vagrancy and to point up mt~opol;t.ln Yagr.illCy in an effort to ""po,e 

rhe racial agenda of the clamour at the Cape. But if so, it is extraordinary that th~ "ch~m~ ,hould 

haw so follow~d the contours of the unhappy m,titution of ;nb<!tkingyoung Khotsan, and gone 

ah~ad to rhe ~xr~nr ofbnngtng our ",me 700 boys befo", the 1830. w~r~ up." By thw 

'petpduating pauper appr~ntiCt'Ship, which had long beton aoolished m Britain'''' the ","soclation 

of vagrant and Khoisan is int~nsified rather than d;mmish~d. 

lIoth Kho;,;an and metropolitan vagrant shared, too, in the militlry conscription of 

emp1Ce and colony, and ",soclateci by th~ fdCt and th~ expcrienc~. One notes, for ~xamplc, the 

prevalenr lffipr~"m=r of vagranrn in Britain m the 18'" century and the raising of Khoisan k'VH.s 

to v.'ag~ the colonial slruggl~." Th~ tirst mitiatiye of Briti,h "OVere1gnty afrer Th~ conquest of th~ 

Bauvtan Cape m 180(' was rh~ ~smbhshmcnr of a Khoi,an corps. the Cap" Regl1n~nt, which fell 

to John Graham', command.'" Graham not..d that 'we can get a., many of Th~m as we p~",e.'" 

Kh01,an ,ervant, had, m facr, long s~rved a, substitutes for the1r Durch mastcrs in the 

con.cripwd comm;mdos rais~d to pursue San r.Ji,k't"S Or polic~ the nortlwrn ;md ea.,rern frontiers 

at tim~..; of ft,nn~nt." The advantlg<' to th~ colony of Khoisan auxiliari~ lay not only m the1r 

bodily presence, bur especially in rh"'r practise of rhe kind of gu~rrilla mcoc< suit~d to local 

conditions.'" 

'. ihid, wi,h ""ttoc, from F.;m';m dared 8 Februuy 1834. 
10 Kceg3ll, U/voial S.'<1h f\l'ri.-a, 125. ,f.. Hr..JIo", -n .. (..-h~drtn' , Fritnd Soc;'!)' ot the Ca~ of Good Hope'. 
Vi,r"""" j'tu,j'J, 27, 2 (1984), 155-Ti. 
'" !("og>n, Coil",;", S • .ah Afoa, 125. 
" Ro£,,'", 'VtgrurlC)', hnpre"ment _1 Th. Ikgui.riOOl ofl.ahou<'. 
'" B. U".knnlUl, A I'm/"" iJ<gnt ojTmw, 23 . 
• ' ibid. 
I< T, Keegall, OJ/,J";", S",,'b Ajrifd .1Id flit Onf11<i oj 1M &",-ai Oni.lr, 20. '10_1. M. uglI"ick, 'n,. Northern Ji<onncr to 
1820', R Elpbick ""d H Cdioml'C. 'I", SiNpi"t _lS,Nth Afoian Soti'9, 16J2·-1820, Ui). B ...... L>cbUUfl, A I'm/"r 
n yu >jT mor, -;.&-7 

"J P<i"" 1M HONSt of PiNio, 150 
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lIack in the 18" centur)', furrh~rmor~, llnpressment brought the metropolitan poor into 

contacr ,,~rh the colonial margins, much,," transportation did. Any number of ',,'agrants' mighr 

have found their wa), 01110 th~ 1rnnspon ,ll1p' for the kind of offences that nm alongside the 

o,,~nJl accusation. F rdnee (admittedl)' r.Jrcl)') transporred vagr.mlS; "- Jacobin decree provided for 

the trllnsportarion of 'vagaoond,' to M-a<hgasear.'" I n this cas~ on~ marks th~ hizarre f'l',ur~ of 1l 

c1Ccuit in which mctroJX'litan indig"nt1\ - rhos~ who do not work -llrc retlInlC<J to the pomt of 

ongm of so many ,),.ves. Wordsworth's 'Female Vagranr', b~un in 1793 10 the heat of hlS 

Revolutionary ~nthustasm and only completed in (1m dourly consen",riv~) 1842, sk~rches 1l 

P"dSS"-ge into "agnlncy thllt is acc~lerared hy a disastrou, mval exGJrsion to 'the western world'. 

Th~ drum to wh ich her husband responds is nor rh~ l~ad cosh of rhe press gang. but hi, oprion 

i, scarcely more free for that. The point is that in Wordsworth', p<>=l, ag.lln, the figur<' of the 

"agrant is conjomed with rh~ catastrophe of rhe colonial margm, rhe latter hmctiontng as a 

corrclati"e for the subject's trnvel h~yond rh~ limits of soc,ety. lhis, in rum, is mhed up with 

military actiyity_ So toO, in Austen's EJ/lma and PriM and Prqudkt it" the local mV:"SlOm of 

gypsies and redcoats which disrupt the placid surfact of" genlIy lif~ ICI rh~ eounri~"." If, as is so 

often the case, vagrants Me a host Or horde Of: gang, then what rhe)' rak~ afr~r, and what they 

rhr~aten to become, is an army; this IS why they Me a 'seed of peril'. 

TIle chord struck by :'If I' Magerman' , red Jacket back in 1834 is complex, but its military 

aSSOCiations have heen nored, In vanouS ways it signifies alkgillnce to the colonial project, a will­

ro-subjectivity under that order. It re,onate , beuuse Khoisan identification with the colonial 

military rdn deep. As late as the 1980:;, claims to the land of the Kat River Settlement, alienared 

piecemeal right <k>wn to the last days of apartheid, by in its ch>lracter of blottlgrond" To Piet 

Dragboendec 10 1984, military ,ervice through the frontier wars, the Boer WM llnd the World 

\'I/:<r' was the solder of rhe bond between Khoisan self and colonial land : 'i-l"7,litgro"d!Va; o/!.'vu 
dom'b/od. Thi, ground "'"-., wasbed dean by blood,'" 

More lln"",diare, and most S1gniticanr, as a context to the rise in vagrancy agimrion, was 

rhe emanc1pation of slav~s ICI 1834.'" Indeed, Ordinance 50, itself a monument to the agimrion of 

~,.angebcal humanimrian"m, is of a p",c~ with the anri-slavery ffic)Yemenr, and the rbetonc of 

.. A Fo,"",". Th< f'rmdJ &wiuti"" "RJ tht l'_, AS 
" j am indebted to .... 'ldtt llnn~ IOrOrto h.lf of,ln, ob,.",.,;.,,\. n-." e,,'prio<' (If the W'''"" ht, ,ullIl'O,ttd, i. a 
hhidinou, tigu", ,,o 1<" thOi'. """jill Otl, (po"_ OOtll1ll.), lind rl", h .. implinri()(l' "ruch ough' to I>" I>"ld n' mind 
when it cume, '0 wmidcring bot" K.,ti< K<Udbd ' nJ I ~'''"., OO U\ of ~'ho<n ",,!";I • .ox,,,1 ""port'" in thoir 
OUU>On_ I am moci>ling til< """'lIing of gyp<i" with tho !lux of mili<ary m<.Jvcm<nl, ,ht, rapid e1"'"",pru<'" . nd 
dop"-"""', ;,\ hlgland;n ,ne "opoicooOc Wm and "'",,,e"', fl(lv.l , 
.. J Pei"", 'p;", D~"det' LUll"'!', JMQiDy"",,;~, 14, 2 (1988), 6-15, 
"ibid, I! 
?; }Jlhoogb ,hve_, we", "ricdr 'e1llilOlop,f<d' hy 'U&<' , p .. ,jllg ,"rough. p<:riod of '''I'pn:nrice,hip' 1>,, [0'" 
ach""';ng ful1 f",odom uf p<'''Ort 'nd mo"'m''''~ Koe!\,<'" C.il,""" S'uth Afri'~, 11fl.-1S, 122-4_ 
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each 1f ~omplcrly shot rhrough with the otl",r. Alan Lesre.!" has [ecendy charled th~ matrix of 

1fl1perial and colonial humaniranan,sm, and highlighted the ~xtent to wh",h the cau", of rh~ 

l.ap" 111digene informs the broader c~mpaJgn for rh ~ liberty of imperial Huhiens,>l One might 

reach hack to rh~ account of the I't~nchman, Franco1S l~ Vaillant, for a Revolutionarily intl~cted 

indictmffit of colomal ahuse,; of rll ~ Khoi,an at the Cap~. Ian Giffin has argued convincingly for 

rhe seminality of mu~h of i.e Vaillanr's repre,;enutionH, and certainly no account of rh~ 

humanit3rian ~ngagt'm=twith Cape wddy, and its relation,hip to the 'W1&r issues of slavery 

and liJ:x,rtj' 111 rhe empj[~, ~an ignore the frame of Rousseau that Le Vaillant first bnngs to hear 

llpon the s~ene at the Cape, nor, vi(;!lly, rh~ pnor influence of Kolb's 1:lm'hDi~""g upon Rou,,~au 

himsdl~" Howeyer, it 1S in th~ quotidian ".xpt'rienu of Cape SOC1~ty rhat rl,e sbve and the 

Kho,"an bemme marri~d in the tigur~ of '-,Igrancy, and it is in major part al,o the prospe<:t of 

emancipation wluch mmpound; rh e mlonial clamour for a law to r~ate moyement:md 

pWlish vagrancy. We au not dir~crly con~em~d with arguing the agenda of labour relations that 

underlies all this, butwe n~~d to h~ ummded not only of rh~ proximity ro sbv~ry of the 

Khoisan labOll.[er before Ordinance SQ, of th~ prox1mity of rlut ordinance to th~ m:tan~ipation 

of slav~s, and of th~ proximity of acmunrn of runaway slay,", to those of th~ 'yagdbondizmg' 

Khoisan of rl", coloni"} morgins, 

Mohamm~d i\dhikan ha, ,hown how rhe ~",Cllmstanc~ of slavery hecame welded with 

th~ common «kntity of the category \'oloured'." Indeed, It >; only amplifying th~ implicit 

~mpha,is ofhi.~ "'"gutnent to a,sert that the ""wlturatingmechani,ms by which a mark"dly 

hetemgcnOlL~ slav~ population," brought within the mmmon weal of mloured identity hav~ 

o""'""'hdmmgly to do with rllOS~ a'pect~ of colonial life shared with the KhOlsan population at 

the tinw, and these ~ffitre inevitably onlibcrty and labour. 'the n,,&,tiw, correlatives of bonded 

s .... "itudc within the amhit of the hrw of property ","e fu~ trespass:md fre~ exchange, pretty 

IIJ.lch what i.~ hdd under rhe ,mgle cat~gv'Y of VWdIT~-y. This applies spe<:ifically afrer 

emanc1pation, when theu IS d ear evidence of the mobility of ex- sbytoS and of their gra,~ution 

toward, the fr~dJ.olding pocket; of th~ mission settlements." But it applies also to the 

r<:presentation of <:scap",d .lave" who,e cnm~ '" one agaJ11st pro[l"rt)' and ill which a suh",~'t 

[ehels agaImt a labour de"gnation, by flight and continlK--"d mobility, away from metropoht:m 

nod"" and towards the margins. It is a circumst~nce that imitates the condition of vagrancy, as it 

is im"gined, and to such an exrent that One mllst suspect thar the imilgination of ,'-agran~-y >; in 

91 A u''''''. j~ .\'''''''''''. md .'uldrc" Bonk t:>cfuro him: 'Lik,," .<><1 tho" Fn<m",,, 1,""i:ll I~ at tho 
Cape of G<XXI l-lop<, 182(}-185(l'. 
" I. Glen", 'Tho Fulon'<- of tho h" in Engli.h South Afric"" Literary I u,oocy. QBSAL. 33-46, 
'.' ~, Adhikari. 'lhc Sum of l-l""" Slavery .,,<1 the MaI<ing of Coloured ldonrit{. jAHJ. 27 (>Jov<rnbe' 1\>92). 95-

'" 
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part begun tn it. Perhaps, too, it i, possibk to adduce vagrancy o.s a , emmal inslllilce m rhe 

forging of 'coloured' identity, as rhe pomMY site of the correSp0nd~nce of sla"e and Kho~an 

de~tgnarions in colonial discourse. It 1S as though vagrancy i, wher~ slave and Khoisan go once 

the'y ate free to, it is where they "",,,,t,,b', it IS wh,,,-e they have common came and are of one 

'nature' in colonial projections. 

The title of Nigel P~nn'~ collation of e"emplary micro-histones, R'iP':f, RdJlfJ and 

RJm~'J, amicipate, premdy the histori~~d conflation of vagrancy ,vlrh Kh01,an mutiny and 

slave escapes, and tn 'Droster Gangs of tlw l:IokJwydd ;md lloggevdd, 1770-IIlOO' this 1S 

preci~e1y hi~ focus. 11,. common RenJJssanc~ synonym for th~ vagranl; 'rogue' , consorts with 

th~ sp<:ctre ofKh01san rebellion m 1803 and 1851, as Witll the perennial bogeyman of the 

escaped slave m a slaving SOC1ety, and the ,alJ<.l' academic allitl'rntion binds all toge>th er in on~ 

logic. 'IN'hat is more, the three caregone, announce =Ktly what is objectionabk in vagraJl~l': the 

moral turpitude of the rogue, the poliricalmsurrection of the rebd, and th~ social antipatllY of 

th~ rews;mt deserter. Indeed, Penn'~ ,.;gnerres. concerned as they are Witll the picare'que 

r~nditions of errant subjects of the colony, share the te=e of any ,tudy that mcroache, upon 

yagrancy _ a compound fibre of the lit~rary;md h~,torical, as if rhe 'varr and rhe weft of one 

cloth. 

Colonial disqui~t at the liberation of slave, made common came ,,~rh th~ rlwlOrtC of 

vogran9' aimed at the repeal of Ordinance _:;0. In June 1834 the government at rh~ Cape saw fit 

to issue a C1rcular for distribu.tion by colonial offici:a], m WlllCh anxteti~, about emanc1pation 

were addressed. It prom~ed that '1m,s will be enacted, haVIng in lilw manner for rherr object the 

prevention and pumshment of ,,"gt""flcy ... ;md for seoJring a sufficiency of labourer, to the 

Colony, by compelling, not only the liberated Apprentices ... but all other" who ... may be 

inclined to lead ;md idle;md yagahondizing life'" We need to recall, al~o. that 'slaves' had, '!nee 

the 'Amelioration' campaign of the 1820,;, it,df anticipating emancipation, ,hared tlw 

'apprentic~' d~,ignarion of rhe KholSan under rhe Caledon dispensation. Indeed, ,lave 

complamtll of abuse, recorded In rhe advent ,eason of emancipation, ,han> a common renor 

with those of the KhOlSan through the witness of rhe missions and rhe Select Committee on 

Abu.rigine, in London;n 1835----6.% 

Nor was rhe metropolirnn conte", oflahour and vagrancy, and the emancipation of 

,law" oy any me"'", tlw last of the ciph~Th ofunrestmin ~d mobility that plagued those ,,~rh 

,., ;0;.1, 108----9 
." ,,oID<J.i>/ So="''Y _ Civil CO<llm;',ioncH. 7 June 18}4. leite,,", Coioni:ll Office - Civil Commiss'ooo'. 1,JM.l)·, 
CA.l/AY 8/23 
% So< , fOf <nmpk, \~' Dxky. ·:iI.rr,}':tOO Arncliorati<J<, in the Gr:uff-Ikioct !)j>tric~ 1823-3Q', IAH), 27 (1992). 
75---94-
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vest~l int~r~st' in the colonial status 'Iuo. In complex, but explicit, relationship to the liberaliud 

labour disp"nsatiun of Ordinance 'il, thousands of Dutch-speaking colonists emigrated b~yond 

th~ fcontier. Th~,~ 'J3u<,rs uv~r th~ boundary ar~ th~ vagrants', ~aid rhe Kh01~an in r~'pon,e to 

th~ white colonial rhetorIC of vagrancy"'. A corr~spond~nr to th~ Gmhamj- TolPf/ jOHmai recalled 

'Our frontier ... of old abandoned to wandering and half-civili~"d bonkrers:" And the Kat 

River meeting uf August 1834 nored how rh~ 'Settlers', too, could cros, th~ fronti~r ,,~rh 

apparent impunity_'" '[here is plenty of ~viu.,nc~ for s.,rrl~r activity beyond rh~ frontier_ 

particul~rly in th~ putarivdy forbidden 'Neutral Ground' between the Fish and Keiskamma 

Rivers.'''' A. G. Ihin wrOl~ of thi~ breach of the frontier a:s a highlight of ,enter lif~, off~ring 

profit from ivory hunting and trading. 1 mark a trip to Kafirland' says 1:l2111', 'Eriri,h Settler', 

AflJ tritd tu oct til. dtnti't t/=, which "" 0"" con do flOW .goin; 

I d,.. ... tht Kafit, ivol")' t<~th," ,;,k o fh<mp<n mll:u,..:r, 

,,'h;ch .t Grohom', Town Ofl tht m:uk< t bmugbt me full :JOO doll:rn >irl 

My ",cooo l§J l\',,", but'" >0, 'IthOllgh tht «ode ..... I;ri,k o""ugh: 

]ho p.nuls j"' .• ~J' buaeJ mt ,n • "C'""t m""".101 

_\bqoma, the Ngqika chief whuse land was expropriat~d for rhe K~t River &ttl~ment, told a 

meering of the settlers there, 

1 .. 0 no Engli, run"" ,n tho Mt Ri""" tho", "'" "oot in Grnh=l"own, 2nd wh,« are the.yO I h",'e 

got them 011 in C.rrr.lmd, with their "ive, and childocn, liviDg in n fcty and enjoying 'v'I")' 

p«.J«c.tion: ond )"t I om "",u""",d. "L,clll2nd. vogaoond, 2nd om oblig<d to CotIIt h<,.., by 

>tnlth'''' 

"!h~ colonial gov~mment tried ro police the line, but it~ alway, perm~abl~, and, indeed, 

11lvir~d its being crossed for the dividend, of the risk. The authorities in Cap" Town W~ 

appalJ"'-l for ~amph at the pro'p"ct of the trekkeD! "'t",-wing their ~hlYe, from the ('£llony on 

th~ ~v~ of emanclpation, threatening transportation to an)' "d,o,oever bkes or s~nd, a ~hlVe 

'" 'l'bc comment J."ve, from tho 1834 "'"oti"g at Ph<l'p""".", .. ", """"ltd on Augu>t 12, .. ,d .. r"f.ort<:d in 
SAC-4, 6 s"pt 1834. El~, 'FreedDfll 1t I"",,', 131, 14~. 
'" C;'O, 4, 162, ~ Fcbruuy 1835. 'lho com:, po.odent .... aga,n tht unWi";n 'A B'_ Doe. the It:rrn 'oomw,,,' 
'uggc'" Scot> us"!}' .• "",h '" Ilai" m;g!tt h.vo omplo,,.d? 
'" A,..j"" Sloff<I>, '~finu"'. or. ~oring !.,k! "' Philil"ton', 5 Au),""t 1834, CA, A SO. 
I'" See, fo< onmpk, 1'_ ArKk""n "l'hc )-lum'" D.)', MT"1t tht,;" O~fi",l, 1\'93, 116---121 
101 A G. B";n, 'TIl<: B.iti, h s"ttld, ,n M. I.JUP"'OOl (od.), A C"'''''Y·,,·Solith AjiU~n 1M!)', 47_~. 
I'" C",h"",', 'I :"'~ )'1Iffl0/, 17 Octob<r 1833. J. l'eirc., Ti" HeN" <1 P/.w." 93_ 

H" 
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oyer the frontier'.''' Thi, conspict/Ou, mow,m~nt, rnd anxiety about It, tn th~ northM'n and 

"'Stern distrins of the colony," set ,ide by ,ide, in the r~cord, ",~th such observations as that 'a 

brgt' number of Hottentot!< and Bastards haye migrated to [the Kat Riy~rl SMt1~ment from 

~everaJ parts of the district of G raaff'.Relnet' .'" 

If Dutch Masten; and Kho;san ,er';ants were On the mov~, rnd settl~r 'mu~lers and 

hunter>, and slaves about to k, perhap' rh~ most significant turmoil of all lay beyond the 

border> of the colon)', but occasionally and mcreasmgly penetrating those too.""'-" a companion 

to Ordinance 50 the goverl11nent promulgated Ordinance 4-9, a law dealing ,,~rh the consmlln t 

rnd control of 'Natiye African I'iorelgncn' In th~ colony.M In p:rrt rhe growing pres~nc~ of such 

indi,~duals within the social economy of the Cap" Was rh~ consequence of increased pressur~ on 

the borders of independent Xho~alrnd, rh~ SImple fact of the colonial conquest of rh~ Zuurvdd 

in 1812 and, effectively, of the "<cutral Territory In lR19. An important foo/note to this gt'ner~1 

progres~ of the crisis in Rh;u-hark Xhosa cin:umstIinces 'was th~ e,~ction ofMaqoma's Ng<Jika 

from the fertile basin of the Kat and Koonap Rivers in lR29, in order to pro~~de for th~ 

fwndation of the Kat River Settlement. Drought and loss of land drove fronrier XhcI';a mto the 

colony in search of livelihoods. Colo!l101lrrad..:n;, cantN:fls, and rhe prospects of a role In the 

freehold economy of the Serrkmenr, provided l1Hilcements. So too did the novel pr""""e of 

]\-Ifengu settlements Wlg rhe frontier line after IIn'i, wh~n rhe mj"lonary Ayliff brought these 

refllgt'~' Ollt of Xhosa ciiet,rng., and into rn ~ven mor~ prec;rrious role (}fl the margms of the 

colony. 

The Mfellgu mark rhe figur~ of rn even gr""t~r force at work, and one with pI"Ofound 

implications for rh~ "p"ctrr: of vagrancy. A, a background to these profound altenrions to the 

'ocial economy of rhe colonialmdigene and of rhc>!le mdependent peoples sharing rhe colO<1ial 

frontier, Ihe mbconrin~nTallllnt~rlrnd Was itsdf rhe site of turmoil and mass migration in Ihe 

lwenties and rhirr;"" of rhe 19rh c~ntury. TIle origins and true nature of rhe MfecrndDifa<lane, 

and th~ historical ,]"bat~, that folk)w upon (,o,curity, f1dd a picture of di,location and 

tumultuous movement. That picture" ofr~n to b" found m the history boob 111 Ihe guise of a 

map of Southern Africa overgrown wirh a vme of arrows, each tendrilla'hing (~lt and then 

looping back on ir;df in what 'eems agraphic parody of rhe ability of maps to narrate. \Vhether 

rnd why rhe,e strearnerll are ejected from the ,outh-ea,tern hinterland is not our concern here; 

what is, is that the southem Africa of the time was sharply charactemed by movement and by 

"" '_.""",,,,;,1 s.c"'.tary - .'''-~ ''g G,·it Commi";o<",.,, Alb.ny, 14 1"10,,,",), 1834, CA, 1 (..\ Y a/2J 
»< Cckocilli s.mun- ___ "" ring Civil Commi>,ic.>c<, Alh""y, 1R llf'riI, 183;, CA. 1/ A Y 8/23 
1m no. p~","" t,.;eJ ..,;th tho,.,. pa.-adox", th, t ..,;t1 co<,I(",nd ""'"' "",,,,,".' H' hi,tory. Jt Jat<., 'pcciticolly from 
1837, bur mar he "ppli<d 1><<<. s.crcu"," '" lhe Li<u""'lIflr Cm",mor C;.i) Commi"i.ofl«, Alb""y, t8 \[.,<.h 
1837,C\.1/,.\Y 8/SO 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

conflict related to that mo,~m=t, Colonial r"Pr~sentations of the 'event' tend to ,har~ ,,~th 

;lIloent and modem l1llages of the other a f~miJiar Setl5e of th"'at and of o~erwhelming 

numbers. 'Jl,c 'htcanl hordc' ,warrm In colonial con,ciousn,,"s as we ha,e seen th~ Scythians 

did for th~ Greek, the harbanans for the Roman, ~agahond; and In5hm~n fo~ th~ Renaissance 

English, and th~ Khoi,an for the colonial Cape from thc 17" century on. In 1834 colonial 

Kh01.an felt themselves cxplicitly as,ociated ,,~th the 'Mantareeg' in the coloniallmagin~tion. 

Gcrt Samp,on asked the Kat River Meeting, 'why class liS with th~ Mantatccs, Or them with 

us?"" Thc ;lIlswer to that 'lue;tion lay in the oce.sion of the meeting itself: because th~ p"0ples 

of the Mfeeane/[)if~(pne werc" horde on the mov~, and thus correlati,·~ of th~ Kho,,;lIl as 

'vagr=t'. That the eruption of the hinterland and the liberty of the Kho,,;lIl (and slaves 

ultimately) should he ~ontemporaneous work.,.j to amplify the correspondences p"r~~lv~d 

between both in th~ colonial imaginallOn. 

A G. Bain, whom we ha~~ already hegun to Ji,co"~r at th~ for~front of th~t 

1frulgmation, cro"ed the frontier in 1834 In p"n"it of '" number of wi ld animals., bird. and other 

spectmens of natural history' and found himself an actor on the fringes of the Dif"'lan~.'O' In 

1838 his 'Kaati~ K"kkelbek' was offered as anoth~rsuch ',pecimen', suhtit~d as it w~s, 'life 

Arnong the I lottentots', much after th~ psaldo-anthropologlcal habit of Bam's own earlier 

reports in the SoutiJ AJi-lcofl Commmia! Adl.:trtiS&l~ on 'the Nature, h;<tent, and Promi,e of the 

Trdding intercourse with the Tr-ansgariepme K~tionS'.lO· It is of such confl~nce s of discou",e 

that the Kho;san are welded to other historics of mo,ement in the broad charact~r of "waney. 

Thm alw the Mfengu, after 1835 abutting upon the Rhoisan of the frontier, and rubbing along 

un~asily with th~m 111 the colonial ewnomy and in ambiguous relations ,,~th th~ Xhos~, were 

themselves of the 'I'itranj horde', displaced by the upheavals to the north of the c.ap", and of an 

au,tely similar position to thm of the colomal KhQlSan. In the soc'al geography of the frontier 

(and by ~xten.ion th~ colony) th~ Mfengu r~pres~nt se,eral things: commotion, the press of 

'nati,e foreigners', the colo1llal dient whose 'settlem ent' is effected by evangdisation, 

conscription and labour. It j, overwhelmingly Mfengu who trouble the Resident Magi.rrate m 

>OS 'Minut<' of a Ueoting held"t Philip"Otl, 5 Aug"'~ 183-1', CA, A5() 
'" 'Ml'ffiori.l', Bain - CoIonili Sccnot.<y., 10 Apnl 1834, c.. ... , CO 3%8; M. Li,te" J"",.dJ/lIA~dn,., '-.<ddlJ &li n, 
13Sff",,, hi, 1834 « ",OWl!,," wilh ~blik""i,.oo fo'''' hi, 1826 HCuruoo.. 52££ 
'" JA(:A, 2, 2, 11 Joou",y 1826, The rcpom continue 1hruugh the yeo<, ,orne of tlx:m mo<e evid<ndy hy B";n d"" 
othen;, though the« .re 1>"".><1 ,tyli ,lic W')UI~j, ( .. o<:h ., 'hH ch.~t<';'lic.:tl)' w,-.xlert ""j p,rc,J; , tic 
'tt,,,,gariepinej '0 find !Join in them ill 
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Gmhamstown \\~rh rh~ prosecution of Ordinance 49."" It IS overwhdmingly KllO;san who 

trouble the same with what oth,," dasge, of offence fel! w that office of jl1sticc."· 

Thtle" one last contexru,J figure to comidtl befor~ we turn to the prel-ise 

char .. cterisation of the vagt'ltlt m the 1830s, and it is the recurrent and, partirul~y m the mid-

1830s, loommg 'pectr~ of Tho sa inv.t;ion_ Of all th~ f1g\lr~ of movement - ,JI of them dir~ctly 

or indirectly presaging colonial loss - the most cir.unatic is surdy this. \~1hat is more, the most 

dramatic smve lflstame of illv",;on occurred at the end of 1834, "-, the Xhosa fued rapidly inru 

rh" colony, burning fdITIlsteads and dnvmg off cattle, llflril in Albany GrmJm,town and Port 

Ikaufort al0n~ were not abandoned'" The W~r of I (intsa con~ohdar~d a colonial landscape 

llnderwritten with the figur~s of fire and ambush and cattle raiding, and with the coming Xhosa 

d co - ,m ,- . ,ll' ',. r '''''''',., d set own as an Ulr~smtlOn or lITUptron or" mrneane 0 Sffir,.gc mW"" . t 15" an 'cap" 

fl'"iI\,ght with the ieop~dy to prof>"1'lY and s~ttl~m~nt, with the loss of stock to dark-sbnn~d 

md;gctlCs, with the actual 'munkr' that 1S <0 oft"n attached to rhe list of utlfound~d .Jl~gation~ 

again~t vagrant~ on the colonial memorials of 1834. In~d, "''''' ha\'~ already seen vagrants 

'predicted ___ the ranb of the Kafir,J''''. Especially, it 1S a land,cape 1(] wh1ch, again and again, 

these hIstorical pas",,€,,s are attached to the environment of 'th~ bush', which i~ the refuge, or 

the adventure, of the .,...grant Kaa~e Kekkdbek (and &>c~man and una, and Michael K), as we 

Thus it is that to the recc;ved iconography of the European vagrant the Khoisan are 

atuch~d in a particular folshion, and most e'pecially m the Clrcumstmcc, of the years beh,,-een 

1828 and 183-1- or 1835. If the attribures of the em1y modem vagrant in Europe are 'discovered' 

in rhe encounrerwuh the KhOlsan, then it is this period in the early 19" cenrury that contrihtit"s 

additional, and local, infl~ctiom 1fl the con,trucrion of the vagrant a, he and she emerge m the 

litel'"arure and culture (and hl'tory) of rh~ Car<', and, ultimarely, of Sourh Africa. To those aspects 

of the figure of the vagrant familiar to EorOF"'an di,cours~ are added th ~ ambiguiri~s of political 

liberty in a colonial cirCllm~tance, as well as th ~ corrdati\' ~ condition< of rh~ rurnultous 1820, 

and 3(),: the dissolution of slavery (implying rarial and clllrurol het~mg~n~ity, and the hazardous 

liberty of the formedy oppressed), the rel",llious emigration of the Boer colonists, the outhw 

'00 Se", for """",pl". th< c"," ,goirut Char ... , Griflito foc employmg 'F;ngc>"" (1 Seprem1:><r J B35; F"bruary 1 B36), 
and ",1:><". Th.", = """" c"-,,, ogllin!l Xh""., will (><. 0.:, 19 1B36), .dlO ",' '0 b. '",mov. d 1:><)"""a ,h.: lim'" 
of the Col"><1)"_ 'Cnminol Rom .. a ilool:, .'Ub,,"{, CA, 1 / A Y 3/1/1/1(1. 

"" ibid 
Ll1 J. Po;"" , Tn. HeN," <fPidJJ, 14:; 
'" II. Sum::"", -- II. Smith, 19 Aug"" 1829, NaIM hbabirtm/i, 2, 47, g;ve, ""e. ex,mplt: of ,h.: ".-oed 'inbttd ', l~ 
ond CO<rol.'ivo<, i, <""Ull"" i" "'pr ... ,,,'atioru of Xh" .. , uu:un;O<>., 
"-' R God!onW1l, ""'atraiiJ .• of Ih, Im¢li'N if (}'" Kaffir H,n,k" ",bo.>. ~tle aUn >ltt .. .-h<, til< attribu'e, of ,Ot oord<, 
,h=d by ,]>< l-.1J«""" ond h)' ">OgtO<lU, 
", J AJu ""d<r, }V"",ali,~ of a V ")'0/' cfOb=>~IWK , aKd a Cmpai.§' i. K,fftrWili, 423 

w; 
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advenrunng of British sett/en< On the frontier, thc marauding 'horde' of the \.ffccane/Difaqane, 

and the invaston of th,r, colony by independent Xhosaiand, an adjunct Indigenous people, ,,~th 

profound ties to the KholSan, of blood, politics and economy, and a shared history of penltcious 

encountcr with European colotl1sn. TI,e years when the idea of vagrancy dommattd colonial 

conceptions of the colOnised in tm, colonial order were rhemselves years of profound and 

ogitatffi movement across the landscape of the subconl1nent. Perhaps ,,'e should nOtC that even 

rhe colomal record of the subcontinentJI hinterland at th,s time is tm, result of colomal 

e"cun;,ons across and beyond the frontier. :tIain himself - thc man who will COme to supply a 

'Life among the Hottentots' and all but inaugurate thc litcrature of the Cap" vagrant -lnacie four 

substanlial jou",""ys beyond rhe colony, in 1825, 1826, 1829 and 1834, trading, mapping and 

encountenngttfugffS of the atn.-colomal upheardls wher~ver h~ went, and afterwards set 

about his f~mous road buildmg, itself a symptom of a generally enhanced mobility."' 

Thl tnJJ if hi,t",}, 

TI,e Khoisan told rheir own stones of mobility. Such ,""coun;" thK:ken the conTrnSt ""tween thc 

accusation of vagt"Jncy and the expenMlct of the Khoosan. They do so 11l part bccawc the 

Khoisan "=Ion IS different 10 emphasis, setting out to refute th~ colonial de:ngualion by 

cmph~'$1smg rhe distress of colonlSar.ion and colonial subordination. These accounts arc 

common to the records of rhe London MiSSIonary Society, as also the focmal11lCflmes into 

'Condi1tons' among 'Native Inhabitants', and they are well_do<:l.lIIIcnted."7 Hut those Khoisan 

versions that pay attcntion to the figure of movClnl'nt, of passagc through the landscape, thicken 

the contrast also bccawe they have a memphoncal signifICance, or significances, that extend the 

purport of the record. These are important here, not only becau"" th~y complicate or contradict 

the colonial designation of the vagrant ilS WC re .... d it, historically, but also because rhey consort 

with that designalion in ways which those laughing at Mr .\fagennan ttcoglliscd. That rrrecting, 

in 1834, at the h"'ght of the vagrancy agimtion, supplies a senes of illsrances in which the 

Kho"an account of the1r own mobility 15 exemplary of just thlS. 

'" GTj, 4, 163, 6 Feb"",)" ·1835 
'" L<!or • .JON"'''''' =_vi 
"., The ""timon), of LMS mi " ion"';o • • uch OS Von der Kemp ,,,d ""0<1 in their ,.om.portden<e y,'ith l§J,'c=n, i . 
C<'e S<Ju«e for tl>< ponod ~p to 1812 (,"" c. ... CO 2577, 2582li1c. fo, Ihc Imdrmty ofCitetilioge for tl>< p<nod) 
Elhou",," h .. ~d in derail ., k."ho;'"" rim"" in her 'Early k."hoi"" 1.:,,, of "'i,,..,,,, Oui.tiaaitf. Til"" i , 01'0 
the evidence of the ?tlf!m RfhtiH '" tIJt undiu'()(t ""dT"at11it~1 if tht 1\'''''''' JnhdJira>ttr o/.'ioNlixm Aft"", 1835. ,,,d lilt 
FJpMt cf tht .\dm (""_Iflirw "" AbMti"'" Briltih S,tkmwu, 1835-<>. 
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'I Came mto the Kat RiY~r only with my knapsack on my hack,' Mr Hendrik told the 

m«eting'" Mr \'\i;nvo"d Smir recalled seocing 'his Fat""r going with how and arrow, - he saw his 

Mothn ti",-i to a Window and hranded by a Hoor, and after she "ot loo&C she hoo to flee 

through the wildeme:;s among the wild bea'tli',110 Mr Mag.<nnan de:;;red 'to rem"in here, and 

not to run a\\",I)' any more.'''''' 'I ran away to [the missionaries] only with m)' dog'''' salol Andries 

Stoffels, who would shortly tell the Select C..ommittee in London that 'We lived in the mountlim 

rill the mi!!ionaries, then 1 came amongst human heings.'''' Hoth Mr I lendrik and Mr &rgtnilIl 

(whos~ name meanS 'mountain-man', though rhe Minutes recorded specifically that he WAS 'a 

Bushman') ,poke ofbdng 'brought into the Kat lliver by Stocken,trom'. 'Jhe!e are statemmts 

of Khoisan movem«nt, but they ~re alw repre<entations of the movement through tim« that i, 

history. The pOint 1 am making" that Khoisan accountli of their passage, inflected by ilIl 

awarene,S of such de:;ign~tion' as running away, be,ng bwught, comin" to, and all the 

accoutreme n!3 of rh~t passage, are also nart:.ltiYeS, whose assumptions aI,d strategies are clues to 

a conlempor:uy con<ClOusne,! of hi!lory. Simply put to 'run away' m~rks a fugitive n~rrnti,'e, to 

'be brought' mark:; one of passivity, to 'come to' implie:; a ,ksrination m hi,tory that 15 the origin 

of narrative (in ot""r word" a rrttospective foundation). Such orchestrations of ten'e and 

agency are ~ heginnin". Succeeding them are mtrigumg dispositions of pronouns. J t is noticeahle, 

for example, that the third person posseSSjY~ ofMr \Xr,nyogel', testimony belongs to the 

secretary reporting what happened to 'his' (i.e. Smit'!) fathn and mother, but that the third 

person 'he' and ',he' which ,ucceed the uSe of the pos!es!ive might emanate from the subject 

position of S<nit or the secretary (or the rest of the meeting); hy this we delay the "ymp~thy' 

of the te<tinlOny and the record of the te<timony (and iffi recorder, and its r~ cordec recordin" 

rhe '<ympathy' of the meeting), and we m~y adYilIlCe the sugge,tion that this "'gaal, thel'l political 

figure of wlidarity. In i\nd=, Stoffel, 's te,timony tJ",fore the London Stoht Committee we 

<hould ask what occasIOns the pa,,,,,,,", fwm the "il;'e' who Jived in the mountains to the 'I' rhat 

canl~ anlOng humans: m facr, he tell, uS (or the struc-rure o f his dj,course does) th.lt this """nt 

was the missionaries, who lie at the 'until' between clauses and punctll..lted by the plluse recorded 

as a comma- Turned a1UJnd, "'" might begin to argue from the evidence of the d;,;coun;e that 

the missionarie, render the colkctive 'we' into the indi~~duated '1' - an ob<C"-'ation that con$Orts 

well with the prote>lant liberalism preached and promoted hy the LMS and like bodies . The 

record of the 1834 meeting has engaged smolan of the KhOlSilIl with it> fr~'lumt reference< m 

111 'Minu "" of . Moo ring held at PhiliP>'O<l. 5 August 1834', c. .... , 11. 50, 
t19 jbOd. 
"'-' ibid, 

'" ;""j 
'''' JU1>" 1836, S,",' Gmmtitl,,,,,, Abooj,iw<s, 583, 
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th~ 'Hot:rento t Nation', and been cited among tI,e genmnal instances of a Kho,"an proto­

nationalism that flickers and falters 1!l tI, e hi,tory of tI,e Kat River Serrlement. m Indeed, at rh~ 

1834 meeting, Stoifeh w"" among thos~ who framed his testimony, in highly cklibcr.lte and 

formal "arrati,.-" term" by reference to The occasIOn of'nat1on', h~ 'rose and . aid rhat this was 

th~ first day and th" first phlce that he was allowed to speal on hehalf of his Nation'_ Then h e 

went on to thank Cod, the King and his council, Go,enlOr I..<)wry Cole, John l'hilip and 

Stockemtrom - a litany of impe rial and colonial factors that read, like a Great ChJlJ1 ofI3eing. 

and conduc~s to rhe argum=t observed IJ1 th" dis~ou""e, that the progre~s from W e' to '1' is a 

pmgre~s ()llt of precolonial society (We) and into colonial ,"bj e~tiyjty (T) , and one, mmen.er, 

in wh,ch a ne,v and marl:odly Europ«an collectivity is sponsored to r"pla<:e the old 1!ldi,tinct and 

moontain-d"" d hng fonns (ofbo= and =,,",,'8, nakooness, wiklern"" and so on). The 'nation' 

r"cognised in the,., aCCOl1!lts 'S of 'Horr" ntots' - a Europ"an designation . 

It" no less intriguing to note how thoroughly and variomly rhese Khoisan 

accounts ,hare in e;rtmt discourse of vagrancy _ especially thrffilgh the suite of texts already 

characteri,tic of th" figuration of the vagrant. 1b~ map' ac;k on 1'1-& Hendrik's back is " 

pa'--&-ularly iconogt'~phic 1!lstance, wh~re th~ knapsack reach~s back to the 'ignifying co,tum~ of 

the traveller, pcmap" explicitl), begun 1!l th~ pilgrun' , scop of the Europ«an Middk Age , . It is 

mme than functional, tI,at knapsack, and One W'dy of knowing thi, i, to retnetnher that rhe word 

'knapsack' is th~ donation not of Mr Ilendrik (in all hkdih()()d), but of th~ ,ecretar-y tr.mslating 

as the mlJ1utes ar" roecorded (or rc-recnrded in translation). 'Knapsack' " a peculiarly f"Y word 11l 

Sollth African utterance (we must be careful of speaking across th~ centurie" bUT it i, not a word 

rl,at h:1.' flounshed ill local conditions). Its connotations - of jolly wayfaring, rl,e piC1l1C __ are 

enjoinoo to deflect the a<:~l1Sation of vagrancy and stockrhefr (you cannot stuff " sheep into a 

knapsack). But it is unportant To remember that th" "not Mr H endrik' , strategy, and rather that 

of rhe meeting, through it!; officers. P«thap ' most of aU, it is n«c«,sary to disco,,~r rl,e address of 

the utter.mce, by noting that the manuscript mincltes in f'dct take the form of a I"t:ref, folded to 

expos" ']I,1t.l_ Fairbaim, Cape Town' :1.' the rOOp'CIl t .12' Fairbrurn himself" not the true 

destination, however, but it s agent. 'lbe ffilllut,,-, are m~ant for publication III part or whole in 

the Sout)) AfiiCr<p. C<!mmmidiAdvmirer:md rllU' form an 11lstanc:e ill rhe propaganda war of 1834. 

They are prefaco:l wirll an appeal to 'Mr Editor' in 'whi~h if you hav" the goodness to pllhlish 

Y()ll will oblige ",', and in which the te"t IS referred to, illumlJ1atingiy, a, 'thes~ 'p«eche,', which 

formulation itnpli", a rheto6cal project beyond the smUghtfmward biographical witnes~ _ It i, 

,'" S. "lrapido, "I he Lmcr)!"oce of T ik,oIi,m . ad tll< Moking nf , 'Holt"'tn' Narionoli,m" 1815--18:34, Sod,Ii" if 
SON/b.", Afoea iK ,'" !'ii"'U<n'" and T.@tti<thC",tNtUs,v-oI.. 17, lCS. 
I'" '.\{inure, o f' • Mc<ring 1 I<id " l'll~ip,ton, 5 August 1834', C~, A-,O_ 
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hard to know the extent of the commOn pLlrpos~ at work here, heM' much, for e=nple, each 

tntcrlocutor knew of the de,tination of his Lltterance. But it " certllnly possible to recover the 

prol',res. towards that de,tinatioll in the fushiontng of each sentence as Jt" set down, displaYing 

the mixruu of rev,ten; that am~' in the act of recording (and Iranslatin!'J Aero", those 

di'Juncmre, _ a matter of tenor, or sometime, error, of concord -we discern the illclivimr,u 

ent"ring politic" 0[, to our purpose" biography becoming hi'tory_ 

'Inc interdiscursivity of the Kho,"an witness descrioc"S the proc~" of hi>;tor}' in the way 

in which it ~"SsentiaJl)' mm:; a change from one way of ,tatillg to another_ 'Inc fusiOIl of 

refcrenccs h,,-, parilleO; tn the mrermption of Khoi>;an life, Or ill the in rerregnum betw~en 

pncolonial indep"ndcnce and colonial cli=t.gto_ \\'hat i, ,ketched 1S the p,,-'sage between 

subjectivities, of tingll1'tic ,elf-recognition and se1f-«"prcssion. Like the error.; of concord that 

attend the pronouns of Sm;t', story. th~s~ i"tert«"ts have the chancrer of th~ frontier - of a 

place whe", concord is forged across the fnd:\lrcs or 'errors' ofhis rory, "-, "re perce ived by 

(implicitly monologicalJ hegemOlly. 'Inus Smit's 1l-.other', po.."age through the wilderneso and the 

wild beast,; bespeaks the semantic, of a colonial subjectivity, In which are figured a gnostic 

distinction bem·een m~lisaTion and wilderness, humanity and bestiality, and one in which 

.alvation IS effected by the tran,figunng di,coun;~ of Christianity - for, after all, the root!; of that 

gnostic binary ate biblicall)' ~"St;lblished and developed. 'Inc wilde.mess IS the Land of Nod (and 

the Kat Rive..- Sel tkt""nt thLls Ed"" _ it was ,arcastically known as rhe 'Hottentot Arcadia')"'''; 

the wildeme,s tS the Sinai through which a chosen p"0pl~ are 'brought' by their Mme, O,ere 

StockensTrom); the wilderness i, where the prophet John," shouting. B,rr in kaross and eating 

"dt/kos, the wildeme," repre,ent!; the trials of a faithnll Chri,t. Thi, wildeme", IS the mounuins 

OIlt of which th~ KhOl,an have corne, tlakuL into the flllf,]ment of ciyilization: dothe" 

nation hood and (yery signifICantly) literacy. S""",al speak.n at the 1834 m~etitlg registered their 

satisfaction at the writtet' record of the proceeding<, and acknowledgmg this wriutlg M pov,.-er. 

Andries Swffds even gesrured to the three scribes present, urging them, 'wm" childret,' and 

lare[ 'write on children'. Indeed, Winvogd Smit, counterpoised his memory of hi, mother' , 11ight 

through the wildem~"" ,,~th this contrary: 'Lut today am r hcre where r s~~ one of my own 

Natiotl sitting and ",-rittitlg r ,ic] in the Olair, and the children "'],)Ortitlg behind, for which I 

ill Thll' fI,,,, employed the ph.-. k in h., !tttO' to to. I.()f>(\( .. , Geolog'oc. 1 Sox"')", 2Y .~pnl J 844. -", 'uttefllllC<' • 
lnc(1~v< iru""'ce. g1Hn ,I>< c,"",'=po<=" ,." role of geology in di'f'roving -"'1 .'\rudi.an p"-". 0< 'h, ""' ~Ihilo 
c,",,'hon;n hl<n_ Th., fl,;,,' , contril>nhon ... ., to. """"c ... 1 ... ,.. L",,,,"'t ,..";tX.,;,.",, would "",Ie th.c 
found. rio,"" o f th< ,,",i,m inherent in !he 1:1,,:0"" ;., ~hy on< ,tudi" ru,'0<J' :md Ute"",« (:md ,ei<oc<) IOg<tbtr 
Of th,! j"'ny ... , ,«·c;,,, the 'n§",,,,,,,':';coubi,ct -. II,;" y,'ho i, ... .... "y. 'th ....... 1im<M;,."' . I'. IJ.cing c,,"ght ;0 
cOfl,u(dic!oj,y foci_ Tbi, in,,:mc< ;, tlUckm <d in 0." "H' ch'l'tt,. M. L,,,, «d.). j . Im1afJ if ANJrt,.· Gfhs IVN. 
:126 

107 
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thank God' .I;'" The Christianity of th~ r<xording dl'cours~, and its implication in power, W'as 

made explicit hy Cubedo Oerson, a v;"itor from th~ L\fS ,mtion at 111~Opoli" who stated that 

'If the W'ord of God had not come, th~ Nation woukl have been "",tinct ... but \'(~ thank God 

that the Ho ttentots hm'e been tallght to write and to def~ld th~,dv~_,.'t21 (Nor 1S th,s rev«ahng 

only of the ct:ntr.llity of Christianity, for Oerwn refers ,~cifically to 'th~ \J;-'ord of God', which 

fonnulation wem Christianity to language it\'elf, after the ~xample o f the Johannine DO~1:rine of 

the Logos, aod tbat has notable implication_' for the relation'hip of th~ vagrant to language and, 

though language, to hi<tory.) 

But the wilderness is also what the Kh01'an are rerunl~d to v,~thout the I."w that" 

Ordinance 50. In Smit'. account of his mother the v,~ldemess i, what she '-, precipitated into as 

sh~ flees captivity in a Boer home. !n "- colonial state policed everywhere by th~ slibjective fa;jur~ 

of 'vagraoL-Y', to he On tbe laod 'having no f",ed place of re,idenc~ or hon~_'t mellns of 

subSIStence' (a,; is the formula of the maglS(erial r~cord hooks);" is to ~ in" slibiecti\; ~ 

wildemess, alone, beset by the v,~ld beast>; o f rough jmrie;." nilid under the gaze o f authority, 

p'«'nfull)' marked Olit as if by "- hrand, 'lom e ' and m flight. It 15 a .tate of disarray, to which the 

redemptive opposite is the colkcl1vity of the !Ills_,iom and th~ Settlem=t, th~ legal exculpation 

of Ordinance 50, the clothe, that are repeatedly m entioned at tbe 1834 m~ting, and which 

cover both the nakedness of the precolonial ..,If and tbe br.md of colonial subjugation, and the 

f",rure of "'Tiring, especially as embodied io tbe image of 'sitting and wriring', so radically 

removed from fk~ing the brand of othea. When Philip and Fairbaim were given a public dUl1ler 

at Bethel,docp Ul 1R30 tb ~ mhahitants spoke at length of the transition into tb ~ colony. G err 

\Vindvogel anticipated th~ tenor of the 1834 meeting "t Philips ton in recording '[t]hat things that 

were long p,,-,;t cune again fresh to IllS thoughm ... he was carned b" ck to the time when he 

ro,'ed throu.gh the country 111 different parts of Afnca', and Paul Keteldas likew:t,e r~embered 

how they 'formerl), had no resting place, but nOw they sat under their vines and figs 111 tb ~ 

greatest " ',,;urity: '1< 

A, we chart the ,emantlcs of the category 'vagrant' and draw connections betweetl the 

semanllcs and wcial economy, it " 1II1portant to consider how the deSignation is achieved of a 

cont1ict waged not only 111 language hut over language itself That is, the "'.gr&nt and the diffus e 

condition that is putatively Yagranc)" are not onl)' described in laoguage, but also described by 

lan!}lagt'. \X'e _,hould suspect thi.<, given the intrigue of the '~.gr.mfs language to hegetnonK 

,crutin)" and the way in which '-..grant litter&nCe is represented all ocwpying the discursive 

12» "'>finu,", o£o M« riGv, Hdd or Philip, ron, 5 1mb"'>! 1834', CA, A5U_ 
,,, ibid 
!2i For <"""p1_, 'Ctiminl1l Record IJoot, Albmy. 1835 ··7" CA, 1 / A Y 3/1/1/1 /3. 
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e"'rem~" as if on th~ frontier of discour,;e, ""'ere whal1< tol~rabl~ and wbat 1S possible ar~ "t 

th~1r limirn. 11",,, vagrant 'peech trembles upon blasph~my, <catology, madne" and pmph~cy· 

which alone i, sufficient to OCmre the in1(;rest of Iiternl.lI1"~. At the,e limits, where the compound 

of <oLiety and language is most friable, we find the occasion that" intrim;icaliy mter~sting to 

literary representation precisely beeallse i1 pr><~, a ,peculative opportunity to do ",~m me 

relationship between Lmguage (the stock-in-Inlde ofliu"rnl.lI1"<') and both social p=,er and 

individual self-consciollSness. As this 'I."'"Y mow" III "anous ways, me figure of m e vagrant 1< 

alwaY' (even in mute "knee) loudly and Illlnns;cally ahout these things. However (and this i, 

the more ,igniticant bccau<e it Tnces the complicity ofliteramre in the designation - the 

in"~nlion, the manufaclure - of th~ vW.mt}, among me greatest of the 'error,;' of \'agranc)' i, in 

bnguage. \Ve find m e acmsation in ,'ariou, gu'se" a, we ha,'e seen and will ye1 e.ee - a, the 

raving of me Abraham r>lan or the tnu1ffie" of the Dumm~rer'''', as me 'indecency' of S'W'eanng 

and oath-bmbng, e \'~n of the raised voice, that con,titute 'riot' Or 'affray' and 'a tremendous 

I.lIITIult of shouting and habhIing'''" a. 'listle" social chattering'''' , and above all as the 'Secret 

Jargon' of canting. 

But these are not simply the observation, of a det~ched ~mpmC1<m; what 1< happ~ning 

h~re i, th~ cthnognlphy of th~ v:.grant, an act of de'=plion that, m the m'Once of u,ing 

langwge to de<ignate and de<cribe the vagrant, sumlitaneously detaches the subjec1: of that 

deSIgnation from a proper share in exactly those ,ignifying pnlCtice, which in\'ent him Or her. 

Jus1 as the "agt".mt is maOC ,C!lSC of in languag<' iO he Or sh~" rend~red ;n,~n<.iblc by cicfinition, 

and the describer profit< by the monopoly on s1gnification, by which he or she is not only 

accorded the fi",t and la,t word, and the acc-used silenced, but by which the deocriber is 

established a, rational, reliable, literate and deliberate - in the fullc,t sensc 'scn,iblc', which i, to 

say conscious, and mus human, where the i"'ffisibk is implicitly not, lienee, as w~ have seen, 

we tind such silencc;n thc legal record, of \'agrancy. And hence w~ rmd ,peaking and, especiall~', 

writing to be of particular, even mlen,e, mu"rest to tho,~ alRnding th~ meeting!1l th~ Kat R;\'CT 

e.erriem""l m 1834, W~ ne~d tn gra'p that the mee lmg "'.,,, not only addressmg vagrancy m its 

expticit content, blll thar, pr"l",rly understood, it was an 1mplicit refutation of the charge of 

vagrancy in itS foml, that is,!1l i(self, The technology of the public meeting is inevitably linguiwc, 

and of , everal forms. Th=" m e speakin!'" in; elfhighly elaborated!1l its genre conventions, and 

there i, the writing of minute, (and, in this 'Mtanee, the b'.I<ines.' of Tramlatiou, and e,'eu of 

"" J.A("A. 5. 290. 24 M=h 183(1. 
1>O .se. cn,pte, 5 
"1 0. D.f>PC<. Kilffr'mj /If' LPJd o{,1!< HOtl' ff"", 57, 
"" J H ~an fte,n,n, ,\Je"",.;,", ''\(' '''0';.1$ Reo. i" <d. 1839" ,01 3, 3 ~"mh<r 1839, CO 4m2, 

'"' 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

mterpret:ation when Jan Uithaalder, for ex:rnlple, "poke in the Hottentot hmgu.ge''''). It i., the 

explicit purpose of the public meetillg to produce , ensible ,md effective lliscourse, and it IS 

regulated according to measures that suppress llo"e, dissonance, nonsense and so on. In thts 

cas~, it, was alw the implicit purpose of the me~ting to produce transmi.sible and tr.mmut.lbJe 

r=l, rharwould travel from speech to handwriting to typ", and from rhe Kat River to Cape 

TO"'~l and out mto the Colony. "i h ose are progre""-~ journeys, tar from "ligrl",s', and 

determined by the pro;.xt of destination. Ahov~ all, as the blfurcaled , en'~ of the word 

'minutes ' alert> us, the acce,s 10 t",-<r, so COlltr2ry to the defmllion of the ,-agranT," also an 

access to signiiicant time, which is what we call history. In thi , way we reco,,,,, p"rhap' the most 

im'isible. the most hidden, of all rhe Iosse, that define the "W.rnt 1J1 the negatiye estimation of 

the society thaI de,cribes him or her: without s.ensible speech, without writing. th er~ can be nO 

'mmut~.', no m~asure of time, and thus 110 way to begin in history. 

Thi, 1S the , em~ of 'recording behind' so precious to Win,'ogd Smit. That it should ans~ 

contiguously with the s ens ~ of 'nation' h~rdly seems surprising. hecause 'natioll' is, of course, the 

historical projection of such common social experience as takes nOuns like 'cause' or 'purpos ~', 

as in 'common cause' or 'common purpose'. 'inus Andn~s Stoffels aver'S that 'this WdS th ~ firs t 

ruyand the first place .. to speak on behalf ofh., Nation', or, as th~ me~ting's chaiml'ill put it 

m op"nillg proceedings, 'we have thi, day the great pr-ivik~ of ""sembling m a lawful way ro 

,peak about the ,tate of the Hottentot Nation'. Hoth fonnulatio ns link histoncal con'C1ousness 

(the ok""is of 'ddy' and 'place', which is fashioned to the motnentous) with the c"'pacity to sp ~ak 

'on behalf or or 'in a lawful w,ly', in orher words, wirhin th~ wnr, of thai social purpose, dOllated 

by the colony as rhe divid',lld of colotmation, but raismg. as a pOl ential ok.tillation of th"'t 

pUrp0s.e, the spectre of the 'Hottentot :\Iatioll'. 

The convetse of 'recording behind' is the th reatened loss of his to'!'. ~ben Cubedo 

Oerson predicts th ~ extinction of th~ 'Ho\lemot Nation' "'~thout 'th ~ \\/ ord of God', he m~an" 

more than rhat rhe polirical agency of misSiollary humanitanamsm (wrought in the rhetoric of 

grace, of Godly illtervention) has been insttumenbl in sel __ uring Khoisan intere'15. Of course, 

prim..,-ily, he does mean Just this - that without the refuge of the mission stations all ve'tiges of 

an independent Khoi'an existence would hav~ he~n 10'1 to the erasures of a btUt,tl colom,ation. 

Hut he also means (we hav~ already cu"d the s1gnificance of hi. choosmg to frame the Christian 

inten'ention 1n tertns of th~ Logos) rhat the mi"ionaries have entail~d lir"tacy and education, 

and thus access to th~ 'recording' lechnologi", of the colonial history to which th~ Khoisan 

would otherv.!ts.e be 10s1.. II '" a s.elf-fuIiilling prophecy, ,mce this " mdeed exacrly what .. , 

", 'Miu""" of ~ 1k <tiug, PhiliP"C<l, 5 Aug"" 1834', CA,A50. 

no 
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happening'" this insmnce, n"",-,"-' Ocrson's 'extinction'!S ,alyaged from the record of the 

mecting h~ 'poh ar in 1834, and throug+, a pn)C~'s whme continuitie, 111dude the me of 

English, ~ belid in rl, e yalue ofwcitingand of history, an operation within the broad di"wurse, 

of 'nation' and 1lUmanitarianism', and SO on. 'Ibe"" " an exemplary in"tanc~ of th~ kind of 

cxtinction ro WlllCh Oerson refen;, and which wc are here amplifying, in the same record that 

recO"Cr$ him ro hisrory. Ar one point an old mall called Helldrik Joseph rold the garllering of 

what he could -recollect (that is the tramlation of th~ word he used) of 'thi, p= of rh~ COUlltry' 

whell he was young, noting that thett wCtt 'only Gona Hottenro!>l here to h e found'. TI,e claim 

he makes " for autocthonous priority in a cOLlntry dr.lffi~tically colomsed 111 a 'mgle lifetime. But 

the revealing moment follow$' 

_ 1 O<lce hod a pUce cilled --!Jut ",b<",. J> thot pi""" no ... ' - " Boor occupi .. it - [ h>d 

nnth;olg.'l< 

We must prcsume that hc named thc ploce he once had, hur rl,at rhe name was lost on rhos~ 

'rllrce Hottentot )'OLl1lg men' who were recoaling prO<.:eedings. The name is not recorded 

because it i, not rewgn,,;ed, and i, not rccognised bec~usc it is no longer ,!Sed. n,,!S it is that thc 

evICtion ofJoseph happens at threc k,'el$: as the e .. iction from ~ p1~C~ ofland, as rhe ~\'ictiot, 

from a language and a toponymy by whi~h he first dcs~riocd his ,,,,orld, not oaupy".!!, but ",habili".!!, 

it (the yerb he choosc" for thc Boer who replocC$ him 1S pointed). And lasrl)', ir happens as thc 

e"iction from hi,tory itl;elf .,' for ",~rllOut rll~ name of the place there cannot be any r ecord, 

whidl we may literally ,ee 1fl rl,e expunging ,la,h that repla~es thc namc in the t"Kord. And 

J os"Ph anti~~pate, this 10" to Illstory, in its fullest implications, whcn he asks 'but where is that 

pla~e n"",,,", for aithougtJ. the pacl may still be there, occup1ed by ~ Doer, yet the pkm that hc 

inhabited is lost, occaLlse IT\h~biting, wInch turm a 'pace 111tO a place, "a cullural act, an act of 

conSC'Oll$ncss, done by languJge. Hi,tory, 1fl relling stories,,, such an act too, and one always 

implicated rllereby 111 collateral di'pla=enrs and replac:ementl. That ,[ash, ju,t as it marks a loss 

to hi,tory," an act of history too, 

Por us, then, the wnfusion of Joscph's iinal scntenc,", turning as it doC$ on a yern who,e 

tense is hard to phce, is deeply infOffilati.-e. 'I he starement, 'I had norhing' must, for its sensc, lie 

somewhere betw~en rhe time ofhavong the pla~., he has lost, and the pre,ent In which he would 

be wnsrralned to sa)' 'J hl1lx nothing', Pcrhaps, thcrcfor,", he is speaking of a time octwecn then 

alld now. But therc is a profound $~nsc in which Joseph had norhing all along, for wirhout the 

nail'" - rl,e langu""" - to record, he has no history of pOS''''SKln, no recorded =intl'. To thi, 
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end, he could be expected to use the present ten.e 'have' to mdicate his present becefmes<, but 

]meph' , condition gee:.; deeper than that_ He)s speaking not. only of rhe current loss of a ,tory, 

"-' if . omething misplaml, but of the fullest imphcations of irreversible loss: that the lo, s e:zpunge. 

itself too, to the extent that one cannot ,bow that orn. has Imt :mything, and w far as rhe record 

" concerned, one bas had nothing in the jim plan_ 
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3. The vagrant text: A. G. Bam's 'Kaatje Kekkelbek' 

n, probltm of origi" 

In the manuscripts colkction of the South African Library, Cape Town, there is a photostat 

copy of an autograph draft of .'\ndr= Geddes lIain' s 'Kaa* Kekkdbek' (or 'Caatje Kekdbek' as 

il is 'pdkd - bill not titled - there).' The copy"'''' donated to the Library by Bain's great­

gmnddaugnter, biographer and editor, MargaretLi,ter, who then had possession of the original! 

There;" also a 'lIackground File' to the lIain photostat, with various photocopies of obvious 

articles to do with Bain and the poem. But at the yery bacl of the fokier, and hitherto 

unremarked upon, is a mi:scellany of photocopies held together by a paperclip and under the 

cover of a page of brown paper. On that page i, written, evidently by a Iiborian, 'Property of 

Mrs E. M. Woodcock' and the observation: 'found in books gIVen to Mrs Woodcock by an old 

gentleman.?'-Io clues. ' There are two phone numbers dating from at 1=1 the 1970s (they """ 

only six digits long). Among the papel:!; is a photogr~ph of several tom rectangle, of paper 

written on in two 19"' century hands alongside a box of Magic Tape (as though the photograph 

was 1m.en to demonstrate a conservation technique). Stapled together are four pages of 

photocop1ed manuscript, easily discernible as the reconstituted fugments in the poolOgraph. 

There " also "- copy of a letter from F,..,dericl Rez to hi, father, George, ill 1834, filed.., a 

.pecimen of Feed Rex', hancm'l'iting. On """ther page a librarian hao; begun a 'y'tematic 

comparison of three 1= of the ,arne work, typed with a manual typewriter. 

The phOlOCOp1ed manu,cript IS thaI of the complele text of 'Kaalj e Kekkelbek', as il 

appears in pnnt 111 the SOI/thAfti= S,nti"e{ on 4 March 1839. In otheewoed., unlike the Bain 

dcaft of the poem only, this manuscript includes all the spoken 1l1terludes llid the extra stan~as 

as they "Ppeared in the music-hall sketch. Fred Rex has long been e'tablished as a probable co­

author of the sketch (though not of the original , erse<) and the sample of his handwriting on file 

is sufficient to suggest that he wrote some of the unattributed manuscript. The", are capita! 'M' , 

and ' l's that are identical, though other lett= that are not such sati,fuctory matches. Rex's 

''The modem "'<hodo~y i, 'Ka.-tji< !("kl«lbek', " .. hich;, ",cd he"" only '<'hm uJi,mog to!h< 'p<=i."en( "'~t 0< 

mWe'" edi~"" , . 'K:utje !("lldbck' £0&'" to !he original printed vmi"" of <It< complott lext, patter inchxkd, ond 
to <It<. r<"",,,,,,-d t<~1 of !he onginal perfontl.oc. (.00 th< W(:I()Il.cock )'l<;;" tho SA Lib"..,.), md 'Cti.<j<- !("~<lbc~' 

",fe" 10 Bain', . utogmph MS (SAL. MSlJ274) 
'J. Du p, Scholt>, 'Oul"-~rshp en o.\~to.an")'d von '/(o.<j<- !("ll<lbck", .frutJdptmU, 17, S, 12-17. 
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hrnrN.'fiting, then, might well cover the ven""., but the pro~e 10 terludes are m a radically different 

hand, a script That IS upright rather rhan slopmg markedly, '" jus t One e~arnpk. It would seem, 

though, rhat the p"n" the same throughout, and it d=sn't take very long before one wonders 

whether the very great diffe",rn;e ill handwritings is not bec""s~ they are, ill fuel, hy rhe same 

hand, i.e. two scnp\s made radically diffetent by one writer in orocr to mark each generic shift, 

as if instructing a printer'~ typesetting. Wlrhout the onginal, of cout,e., thete i, no watermark to 

limit the eatlie,t possible date of the ",-riting. Konerhdess, rhe manmcnpt" fl",,,iess and highly 

deliberate in prep<>ration (a, the two scripts suggc~t), thus a farr copy or a Ir"Jn~cnption. Butwe 

cannot mov,' whether it precedes or postdate, th~ text's app"arance J1l prrnt. The Rex 

handwriting, in;elf far from ~ertain, and a f",,, textual mcon"sr"ncle, - vagaries, pemaps - arc the 

best dues to the provenance and significance of the manuscnpr, as knew the librarian who fU"St 

began the enthuSIastic ,ear<:h for Rex's handwriting and variant texts on MS and in print. 

However one construes rh~ dual ,cripn; in the ~ingle text, the likelihood of thi, being rn 

aurhorial manu,cript p"r!;j,ts, for who but an authotwould so pertinently wIsh to slgnol rhe 

alr"ration ill re);1sr"r as is accomplished by the two hands? Who hut Rez (by far the I~s~er known 

of the two men) might want to pomt out not only the fact of collaboration, but the division of 

labour and each author'~ ,hare 10 the harv~st? Wh~r~ is th~ on);1nol now and why W1lS the quest 

'0 short-lived' 

ll.s gnawing '" these que,tions are, they obscure a more useful tnlth; that the literary 

recotd, and literature ill;ea; is an historical contingency. 'J"he Kaatjc who depart3 het text ill 

search of the Governor is fotevn di~appearing from hn audience, even if only to ",-enact her 

picar~qlle in other theatres and other tcxts. 'lhat she wOllld have us imagine the ~heeCy 

improbability of her fertli,,!, matters through the agency of any goyernmcnt;~ fot het to deter us 

ftom the gOyenlmem ofliterdrure itself, '" it IS contigur~d in the agency of canons, the 

operations of'dosute', the wmideration, of authenticity, the ptetence of tramp<lr~ncy. Ku*'s 

goYC111mcnt is the goyemment of history - as is all of ours - and that is where het ,tory and 

Bain', poem and Bain's and Rex', play - provmanc~, subject, manu<eript, text - arc all one. 

K:l.atjie Kellclhel wanders Ollt of the K.o.t River Settlement, aero« the fann, of the 

colon)" through the bmh, into and Out of the court,., jail, and ~anreens ofGrahamstown, into in; 

pro~'incial music-hall and onto the primed page ,ome time in the later 1830".' Today sh~ i, as 

, t8.~8 i, 110"· conventionol. Que,tion, (If d.ting moy h< worth e"'bonning, t:h<y , h<d light 011 'f,,,"'dationol' 
00" ,,""'" o"d claim. , ., ",ell 0>, om~()U,]y, tb< IWto<i"!,'I' phy uf!he t<It. 'lbe rumple'" 1<%' is ","'-ri,'ely ... y to 
d't<, fro<» in .. mol c,~d<:nu:. 'Jbe~ i, ""Iy. ;mall ",indow bttWtt1"01llt of the ",Fe",nce, .,><llhc p<rfurmon« 
on<! publicotion. But. draft in Boin', hon<! could ",,.;:b bock further ~,;, ... ",rmw.d t83-,) ,.,'. 10, the fllet (If • 
dogxcITl 'quib .gain" (or m.th«, cautiooing) Cd. John J l.r< on ",,=eJinll Stockcn'trom ., u<llttnont·Gov<ffiO< 
on August 18.~8 (.,>d "". btl<n< £0 •• full .",.tment (If SIocl.n,n-om', ,igninc""c. to tho potm). J Lm: ''' is patron of 
tI>< mblt<ur ,he.rriclll< or ",lUdl 'KlI.~e KdUlhd:' "'a> fir>, p<rfonocd, P<rMp' the 'quib w"-, int""",-d fu< 
deli,,<,), tb<n: 0110 (on<! m. ybe it JtW dciive.-.:d) The pot",', irt,plkit con(kmn.ti"" of Stockcmlrum ""d IW 
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r~adihi a subject of Afrikaans schol:n>ll1p as english. She has a prominent place in the 

mythography of rh~ South African vagranr, hut, sJgIlificantl)" no l ~ss of a plaa in rhe 

m)'thography of rh~ 'coloured' woman. One ofh~r characteristics is her enduranc~ - = ahility 

to p=ist despite th~ odd, (or b=llS~ of them), and to pre,"";1. This has to do with th~ 

'rebound' of flam's satir~, in pan, hut aho the way in 'WillCh h~r historICal value i, transmllted as 

myth, by what we call 'literatur~'. 

'Jh~r~" a hahit in rh~ ,cholarship of 'Kaa~ie K~kkdh~k' to remark rhe ,lightness of ir, 

literary merit, but this" a provlIIciai hes,tJltcc and one which guards ~g:nnst th~ hisroricity of 

literarur~, a, if the measure of worth is nCCCS5arily l",torical transcendence.' In fact, the histoncal 

po~m (or play) that" 'Kaa~e Kekkelbek' '5 of mor~ rh= ~sotenc onterest as a footnote of South 

African populac culture o[ language ,tudie~; it i5 a compdling t""r of vigorous and ambitious 

language, drawing a antral character who disnopts rh~ proj~ct ofh~r aUThor to charm audienc~s 

to left and right of the political position sh~" meant to m:rrk, and acrms well O\"er a =rury and 

a half. It i~ this dusivene$s of the sllbjcct _ Kaatje Kellilb~k - thar m:rrks rhe ~xtraordinary 

intere5t of the poem _ that, and th~ place of th~ s=g~ cr~ok forged in the seITIc~ of her 

dusiw:n~S5. Both Kaa~e and '1(,,,,* I("llilb~k' are mdeecl kind, of forS"ry'. This is the problem 

th~y pose to th~ ,mbl~ and aurhenticating pretensions of literary ,tudie$, and to the 'lirerature' 

invenred by thar di,apline,' hut thIS is also the richnes , of the tert, for only a pro bkm can truly 

represent the knot of South African hi,tory and the tortuollS strands of e"perlence and ,d~ 

that are bOlond in the figure of colonialism. 

Kaatje i, a figure of cri,," in the personal and social ,u bjectivit)' of her race, cia" and 

gender, and th~ poem thar rn.ar:; he[ name IS a broadside in the ongoing crisis of coloniali,m and 

the struggle to e,tablish ideologocal hegemony aCross the manifest contradictions of war =d 

rebellion, dispo$se"ion and religoous com"en;ion, African and European languages, old and n",,, 

clothe~, oki and new languag'''. 'Kaatje Kekkdbek' is a problem text and a t=t addressed to a 

.run;rn,tt.,;,,,, (<ee 1.><"'-..) g,thc" fo<ce i~ the con""'t of II, ,,,'. lOCce',...,n. h it u~kd • w. ",;ng to him of Iho 
,cope and ,cllk of white calooilll i"", 5<0 Li"«. JDU"''''-' af Andrr." Geddt, B"' .... 193-201; 'c;.. S. N~on.boT]'. '00, 
K..~" KclldbcI. Di, IItliSX"""". 26 Oclobe£ 1945 
• .se •. for .. .."pIo. 'G. S. Nr",,,,,be,],, '00, K .. tjo KekhIbel', Dk Htiii§_~ U Octobe, 1945;.1 dll P .. Scholtz. 
'OuteunhI' eo an"'t .. ntyd~:In 'K.o.tjc Kcld.:dbd', S'"",*,~IIf', 17, 5, 12-17. 
, Tho word 'for!:",)" .. d<lib=lO. I u." i, to '''m.It Ih. force of thc cn.i, ill o,h>::h 'Ho"""'o" ,ubj<:crivi",' '" 
d""doped .. COW'''OI would be 'h"''''JJereci out, 'in the ~"e, 'Of! tOe :lny;l' . lId . 0 on .. They crI''''' ' the nom", of lito 
""en<- But 'fo<g<rf Ill"" ou,'g'"'' coonlOrf<iling and I o,ant '0 """OX thi, option Ill"". for i, .ugg."" KKl"l<lhi"g of 
th" ot:l.ri"",hip of myth to h;"Olf, indeed, "",,"lh.ing of the enti", pmiect of ideology .. "",d e'1"'ciolly, m;, . en,c of 
'fo<g<ry' meoo. thc witting f""ilicotion of 'Lit. """'ng Iho Ho"cntol!' (os Ihe pocm!p1~y i. mbridod) hy B,"~ .nd ,,, 
, To 'O<l'C ",,'en' I "'" foIlo.ooiug Foucouit ill po'e<i,-iug Ih. ohj<c, of the <Ii. aplin. '"' invonted h)' tho di,eipli"" 
n lOO:< , ... two >e",., in ,,·hid, 1ittratutt' "",,"t, cooceptu. I1,. 1bt """ i , the ong;n.aI WO<I of.tt, tl>c othoc j, th< 
ohjcc' of critic.aI . "cnbon. Tboy n"y co<>com th< "'fl'" 'oxt. but th<Y"",!Xlt Ih. ",m. 'hing. M F"",",uit. Tbt O"I;-r 
ofTli~J'. 82 
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'pmhlem', as the crisi, that Kurje repr..sentl;, both personally and socially, has heen styled.' The 

dit1iculty thar attends the text _ problem., of authorship, date, genre, verwon, - '" the difiiculty 

ot" prm-enance. In rhis the text beam a marked correspondence with its ,ubject, for Kaatj e's 

passage i, a film and an ;"t,rfude: she i:; arre'ted by her audience (a, by the colonial law) only 

momentarily before she resumes the picarC$que that is her life and a social history and That lies 

out,iJe hegemonic order, ox at least mngential to it. Indeed, her w.\ndering on 'tage and then off 

again (or her bursting into song m the literary record of the colony only to fJ.!1 ine.-itably silent) 

is a kind of meteonc passage. \Ve who orbit the body politic are bnetlywitness to her pass; it 

takes history to know wherher she ha, fJ.!len like a meteor or wandered like a comet, and it is the 

brilliance of the poem that borh possibilities are sustained_ 

The problem of 'Kaatje Kekkelbek' is first to be sought In the claims rhat are made for it, 

lt has long been beld to demonstrate early Sign' o t" The emergence of .\frikaam.' It now find, its 

"'<ly into the tirst pages of anthologie, ofSoulh African poetry in English.' 'Kaatje Kellilhek' " 

reckoned central to the elaboratioll of an 1conography ot" the Kh01San and especially the colonial 

Khoisan and Khoisan women. ,0 In part the,e ascriptions of ~eminal s'S"ificance are because of 

Bain's foundational role .... a geologist and engineer_ It IS inevitable that the literary issue of a 

man who was at one time consickr..d to be the European who had ventured farthest north in 

Southern Africa will share in a m ea,ure of hi, pioneering ttputation " 'H,e Bain that wrote 

'Kaatie Kekkel bek' (or part of ir) wa, to become the Ba.in who disco,wed and described and 

won fame for the tirst collection of tU",iis from ~outhe rn Africa (and this ~s an autodidact who 

first read Lyell's l)ri~dp!ts o/G,~/ogywithjn month~ of the Beagle's rounding the Cape) .... also the 

Bain who was to engln""r the roads of the Colony and the fin;t great pa,ses., not lea,t rhe one 

that bear.; hi:; name still. These undertaking!', at once foundational and monumental, are joined 

to hi, poem in rhe general biography of Their amhor, and conduce to an anticipation of the 

poem" originality in VJ1l0US fields. 

'Principally, .. thi, me';, , bow" the 'problem' of =e'b",ot KhoilHl ideotity ill me mloniol CO<l"'X~ but I fl1ll 

thinking of tho .. ;leuriO<>. of d\is OS 'th< ~ CoIow:td problem'. and which pro,'.d wni, ing h:> , egITg:otioruH 
m.Dri,,, , from lb. !",riod uod., cO<llid.,.n"" h.", righ' until m. trie"",e",1 cIi,!",'''''';'''' of the P. W. Bollu e"'­
S."h GemuJc Millin inf:unou,)y epitom;,ed the ",-""u,.riO<> of 'mudd"d' blood jot the mo,e)!"o.tion ""hind 
'colourecli",,,' (. ee J ;1,1 Coel" ' , 'Blood, Tilint. How, D<generati(Xl'. Wh",. lni"'-~g. 13(>-t 62), but the char)!" 
pc<>;,"'; BoIh.', d..,ght«, in th< 19so., pitied the p'ycholO!l)' of 'colo<Jrcd , ', Ev"" in progre,,;ve (l1: ,.,,-isioni,j 
",riting "". ""COunt"" the fo"n\ll.ti"", there ;, T .. wi,'s 1lI1O ... w Wi/"t (JIIJ Iht 11''4 fa< " 01111'10, ~ forrnul.o.tion 
loci"" ",ith H<1". of cOrtf'adictioo, of ""iog in • v;c., ~ Urcillm<aoc. of diI=, 
• 'J hi, ;, c"'Ven ITconkd .. 1IDOOg the poem', ,;~6cllnCe, ill .&..in', enny m the Di<li,.ary ifNa/itMa/ BiOtPIPby. 5<. 
also J- C. K."n. m. Y'" CtJklodmis wn Ji. Aftik4,mH IJ~k" 35, 4ll. IUld E lin<I<nhe<g ' I ill, InkiJint 101 tit, 
A /ri"-"" Lm.,-hlNJ. ; L . t<r. J""",aIr, 193 
, See M. o,,,,,mllO .• A CuJ~TJ ¥ SONI), Afoialf Pomy, ;n which it i, OCCOU'lted fO\lndariO<>,l, at ... " ''''pkidy. 19, 47-
52,372 
'" S, G ray, 'jb~ 1',0<1';« ~j'th ..., m~ I [otten." liv.', S""lm Africa" UI"-~I""; A" IwlrodNCfiOlt, SO----l! 
"Thus .. \rm""",;th ",,;(H'ded Bain', 1826 joumey il1 oi, (IR14) m"P" the nonhenl1rtO<t Eutop<all journey_ Li"<r, 
Jo:mral", rv, 
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The daims made for the p""m are inJi~ .. tiye of tm, probl~m it pre'~nt' not b~cause they 

ar~ untn"', or 1tlsuffici~ntly true, bllt ho;oo", tlley erase the wmpl~" mterplay of his tory. 111~ 

foundational valu~ of'Kaatj ~ Kdkdbck' makes history out of the artefact, ",hen of course the 

poem i, also imelf:m artefact of hi, tory_ M)' ths of ongm hay~ a, ilieir bllSincss the 

representation of a 81 ~te which" the ~,,"s e of things, but not itself caused; thi, is true not only 

of the , tate, Or subie~t of the myth, but also of the myth itsdf, of cou,-,; e, for 1tl representing a 

hi, tory the myth is disinclined to SItuate itsdf lIS the product of that hi8tory." Thus the poem's 

mtry into ilie canon of Sollth ;\ f,""an literarure " also a Sllppre,;sion of im historicit), and of all 

its sponsoring ttxt, and diswllrscs. \X'e labour umkr th~ ,h~ff fact of it, a kind of settlement 

that ... ~wrd5 ironically wiili the 'Scttlement' of the Kh oi at Kat River, a settling into fact that i~ 

described against the truth of the p""m: that it l' not a fd~1 in the sense of a scttlcd artefact, but 

railier a text of gtcat variability in version :md p[()ven:mc~, that it I, not a poem only, but also a 

play and a song and a performance, that it " not sprung, ootochthonou" from Bam's genius, but 

anticipatt;d in al l sorts of 'mall ways, from the tune that m m aionll'ide it to Bain 's invention and 

u8<' o f th~ nafllCS 'Sabina Seel""W't :md 'Christian Yan DondffWether' in 1830." Mo, t of all, ili~ 

literary , e ttlemcnt that is effo;t~d In the collection of 'Kaatji~ Killelbek·, and in the reaSOns that 

sponsor its collo;non :md the daims which flow from it, mtail, a suppression of the wnte ,red 

nature of the hi ,tory from which it i, 'prung. What th~ literary 'fact' achicve~ in isolating md 

reifying the ttxt i, a symbolic st-~b;lisation of the wrresponding context. 'l h e wnseguence of 

iliis is that it \,ecom", e"\'ft" hard~r to recover the text out of the context, since the latter;, nOW 

anticipated in the imogc of the former. ;\ cycle of self-reference 18 begun who8<' cu.mulatiye 

"TIU;,;, -..-hy myth< "'" '''premely aologicol, in -'llth", « rim lerro, th<y .", f>O' only obciou' ly ,ho ohj<ct< of 
ideology, oot olIO 0;;<"" of i" "PI'auru" 'Jhcy dcmon,tr2/e PITci>dy the .ttrilou", of ,df-obftllcatioo that 
i\lthu.",,' identifie" 11>e cha"","' , of myth i, ...:><th thinking About HI tl><"" t.,-m" I><CAU," 'Koatj<. KeUellxk' i, 
il>olf C1lt:Wcd in ,ho ffiy,hogu?>y of Kao~;c, ,ho typo banded down to p","' rity. In tOC c. ", of th< po<m, ,ho 
olofusc.tio<l ;, IChic~d by • p . rticular ,lejght of hl~d ond by jts preten. ;"", to hghtne" ond b';ty. 'lhc 'leight of 
hand i, ""c,",,!,li,l><d rl,u", tbe tigutt- presented i, q>erily CIiri<:Atured, w that tho oudio",co 1><6<"., itstlf c"""" """ 
of the text', <klil><",'" idoologicll in"'n~ Lt1ghing 00< only ~t tbe f4;uro of Kutjc, but ol,o "' tho "",hitiom ofhor 
.urllor_ 11>e p"'ci", mcch3ni, m might k te..-ned 'the .x""," of '''''''' '; it £We""" ;""'y ond the humour farnifur 
to irony, Soduc. d by the ple .. ut< of rllOt hUffi( .. r md ill'der ,ho ilIu,ioo of ro~g it< "' .. ,"' " .... II!!)' . u ,pended, 
the . odie<>cc i, di,incliood '0 I"'= ive my more 'hltn tho manifo" ideologicol "h",nd •. The deol"" pUq><><! of tl>< 
text, thot " h;cl, ourl.,t> realiog 0' pcrroflIl , nce - .nd the hi, torico! momc~t - i, :oocompli,hod iovi';b!y Imd in 
,il"""., n.. con~tory poi;,"",,, of ,chol. "hip on '~~e KeU.ll><k' - that;t;, COl the one hmd founJ . ti""ol 
and on the other oHm. lite<af)' m. ri, _ i, tbe dim «rin:rl . ign>-ture of till. ideologicol ,loigh~ • ' igoifK ""-' 
oon m .. ;hction_ 
" D. Z,,;d-Afohkm, 2 July 1830, L ."' r ""'0' thi. and thor tho .ty\< :md Gu.ff-Rrinet odruo", of th< corro'f'O'ldent, 
though """"'Y"'0''', poiol! to Boin>, outho<>hip_ Lis ",,.. j'''''',fi. 1<:>9, Indeed, ,..,oding 1), z"ili-Aj,fi<_ ""d Tbt South 
Afo' all C • .,,,,,,,:i'" ~ (. nJ hi"" thc c,-"""",', To,.", j o""'aIJ of thj, I"'riod onc ""'" pich up 8"",', « porug< 
0< corro,po<>donco, "'here ,,,,,,,),,\0,,,, [rom tho peculi", ch""",,,,,, of it> "ylo _ droll. mo.-dlmtly ;f(", ;c, pI'ylU! " 'ith 
name" Otlle, cum,I,tio"" ,u)lge>t h .. p",,,,oce too - • penchant for cou<t reponing (with ",itt)' Mide.) ""d foe 
controv. r>y, m inte,..,n in lirigo-,i,,,,. ",d in .""curi"",_ So' , for . xomplo. Dt ZuidAjri""-, 2 July 1810, 8 April 
1811 ,. South African C""""mf"'A oh-rlim- ll J ""'uy 182.6 (fo. , n OCCO<lnt of hi, trove!.), 11 ll<:toloc, 1828 (fa< 
litir,ation), 26 N ov. mhor 1828 ("I><re ll.m .. forem11l of . iury), (, Doo=ho,. 1828 (who ... th< tCOle;' <->-""'pl. ry-, 
"'p,m; n£ on Ju,tice _\{om;"', circuit coo,", in Somcnd), 10 J'd,.u.'Y 1830 (cxcmpluy of coo,", "'portir1j;, and 
<Iomtioru), 24 April 181(1 (tl>< c"'" of C .. tj< Min";. ), 11 July 1830 (-..-1><", Ko.rj< r.icl Minnie ;, h",,£<,d). In lot< 
1814- the G'r~h=', T..", joumd «porn "" Rain " Van Rync"VC1d appc" iSoing "'" tunc) to be br Boin hitrud £ 
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dr~ct is to ,under th~ artefact from h1nory, and to pri,·ilege the te:.:t in rh~ diYorce, so thar as 

litn.l1")' smrns ~xc~ed, the accid~'T)t of irs historical origin - Or ,bouM do so, since apologi~s for tk 

lit~rarv merir of the work ,hO\v that history continue, to cling to th~ text. This, in tum, i, surely 

becalls~ th~ colonial circum'tlflc~ (and its conflict and crisis) persisr and complicate th~ history 

uf Ihe l"""m's reading as much"" its writing. Th" priority of infonnation in r~ading history and 

in reading historically 1S alway' dogged by the historicity of te:.:t, and of r~ading. It 1S not 

properly possibk to kno,,", history from artifJ.cts that reCJ<l1r~ historical 111sight to he known 

themselves; all history founders on the op ;ocity of the r~cocd, the fAct that th~ tots b..long to 

history and may not therefore b~ us~d to elucidat~ it." In practice, of course, this " nor 

common ""ns~, for we proc e~d by processes of critical enguiry rhar 111yolve th~ ceasde.s 

mteraction of mduction and deduction, and which work ar least to descri/)<, what rna)' not b~ 

entirely di,coY~r~d. (Fr,mco !l-Ioretti makes sensibk claims for the plac~ of th~ negati,·~ virtue of 

Poppds condition of 'falsifiability' in th~ pursuit of a knO\vlcdgc that is kss hesitant about its 

claims to tnIth III the scholarship of rhe bumanities;" one recalls that Popper bimsdf i, 

conc~-med about tk integrity of th~ loop of induction and deduction m snentific proc~ss, but 

also that he is antagonistic to the comprehMl",Ye thmry of history that has Marx as irs Iorns.) 

W'hat 1S important here is to not~ rhat while w e ,hould not despair of mow ledge of 'I0atje 

Kekkclbek', non~theless ",-c need to be alert to the way' in wh,ch rhe lit~r:rry text displaces tk 

hinoncal o~, and displac~s also Ut1r knowkdge of that bistory, for it is by the t e.'"t that we com~ 

to th~ lmtory, which" a r~ve",aI of the bistorical fact, that is, that itwa, by history that the re:.:t 

came to b... 

Th~ claims that are made for 'Kaatie Kekkelbelc' as an instanc~ ltl the genninatiun of 

Afrikaans ar~ e.'"emplary of t1", kinds of prohlem that arise wh~n on~ loe-,Hes history by the text. 

The poem· play', reputatiun m this r~gard ultimately rests kss on internal factors (i. e. n-id~nce of 

the mur",tion of th~ forms of Dutch, the evolution of a language) than on l'Xt~-mals: what the 

~ngU1st presumes of rhe text he, not m,ide it bur without. For whar th~ po~m off= is a fictional 

instanc~ binding colonial mdigene and an errunCous Dtltch, and th~s e are 'read through' a.. a 

pr~sumptivc history of the languag~, when, in fact, they ate only a history ofBain's forgery." 

" U~cry uodergr>K\u,,,, 1m"". the h"".rd - 0< sho"ld - of needing 10 know oornething of Ron:li"lI!lce Englrnd to 
"nde",,,,,d their Sh".'PCate, b"t ,,,,. ding Sh .... pe= 10 Irnow somethi"g on:" ".;" ."co E"gI.",d_ 
", F. Moutll, S'i"s ] ~k",~for W""dm, 21---27. 
" I ;xampl'" of "Ppa,-"nt ling>il'tic mutotion tllitt migl" he ,'" """'" m... ;.,,""',," • ..,he", th, p<:w.m .mtchoo from 
Dutch to En!;1iffi, or ,,-here til< .-I.frib"", cor 'he",,' Afcih",", in"ead of Vutch mi):ht includo '. kkine hoOlie' 
where ',' >Ouro, like the Mrik.an'> ~ldefi"it<o ,,-ti.;;\e ",,', ,..ther tb"" the D"tch (one "010, th .. ll.u,', manuscript 
drill h"" 'ein kkine heOlie"), or .nn tho lint lin< of til< poem who", EngIi>h forol, pearu' • re'rmpectivo 
A triI;.,,,,,, pOD<lunrutioa (My n:lID< is K,utjie Kekkdbd' ., i" the Afrib"II>' .ny name, ,n: Kutje ~ll<lbd. It i, 
quite easy !O imlOgine U", infkcno.. on l"',fonn""co, ..,d jillt "" ~"y to infer from &On', erratic Dutch ,polling> 
dut <vrn he int""ded tho I;" • ., Dutch, h< :uin): til< 1», .-ow<1 of 'nom<' elided into 'i, ', CA)flve <l<ly, in the fifth lio1e 
he u'"'" 'M)"" "'ther th"n 'My', but <hi, i> Ixfu.-e. vowel; 10 tho o",;li, f'O>,;bie to c"""auo id<ntical Dutch 
pronunci"~O<l' fo< tho [ir<, two 'y11",*, of '\1)' nom<' ""d 'MY" ... h_c', lnde.d, B,;n', ,hi [,ing lmguoge, p,)!e 
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ilecause the Khoikhol and Afribans are errant forms ",~rhin the colomal hcg.;mon)', it tl'tlds not 

to k r~mark~d that 13ain ;" a Scotsman among Dutch Bocrs and colonial Khoikhoi and that thc' 

'l1TOr' of Kaatj~'8 patOIs l' tirst and fon;most the accident of hi, 0<\11 h<lphazard Dutcch. One 

nccd only look to the p""m', vanous earl)' vl"t"SlOn, foe this haphazardncss - it IS thee~ even m 

thc , pclling of Caatjc!K:utj~ - to reali, e that what is evolving l' 13ain's own creak Nther than 

the whok language 'In~ tn(ldern orthodoxy 'pell, frain's herollle 'Kaatjie'; reading bac\; fcom 

that po,ition g""~rate, the inclination to !""celve the drift from 'Caa*' to 'Kaatj~' as e,~d""c~ 

of IingUl,tic evolution, but this l' not nCCCC8sarily rhe ca.o;e. The ,ettlemlT't of the litetary artrf~ct 

produces its own hi, tory, potentially fJ.!,e. 

It" as if the possibility of Afriuam _ being 'Afri,~n' _ can only k ",a\iSM III 

mdigroous African urr~rance, and a.o; if the 'error' of a pJtois must k ~ reproduction of the 

'rransgre"ion' of lIll'-Cegt'narion. Thus the ,df,nxognition entailed III the ~smblishm~nt 0 f a 

languagt' (rhe moment when dialect become, oP"'1"c, or wh~n it ",f~cs "grumt a p=nt tongue) 

is the product of historical consciousness, for th~ Afri,'an foundation of rhe hnguag<' and rhe 

<dilO<illl probl<n'" the pul)i;,htd 11.,>«:ription of '(:....tj< Kckdbck' mi,take, Boll', handwri!ing Ofl thi, ,core, 
offering 'ooc' fo<'",,-,' rAnd wkrhe '""00 "ot gi"'" one took' i" in foci 'on, took') ond,", <ex m.), b,,-e done to 
Boll, CO<Tttcing B.m', cor by 'pelling w~'" Rain wrot< .. 'onrigt" mo'" p<q><rly., ''''''''gr". There i, Olle po.il1{ 
wl><<< lliin', dnft doe, p«:>duc<. fum' =« opproprilte '0 Afribam th"" Dutch, wllich;, cocreeted blCk to 
Dut<oh o<th<ogr;ophy "' th< lJoia/Rcx ,-.;;""'." Boin ..,co .. 's., m.,.nd<n'< ioU .. """n" but '~e p<<fonnod ted h .. 
'z., =den loUt, 10 .. ,,'. In{<""till¢y L,t<, mi,_"""""ribe. ,the MS dntt without the J'O',e,i.", ', '; 'Sc. 
mo.nden Jekh, le""n'. To);<the, the three mann demO",I1.t< ht p .... umpti, .. "." , of outhot'S .nd e<btot'S, ",,J 
work locO!I~p .. the ... bih,)" of the text os ",'i<knc< of on ,""eu"",,y with "'pro ro longu~. 'I'b. pOOl!;' ,imply 
thlt B,in, initi:dly• j, producing. te~, ,h.{ «~., on • Duteh thlt i, o.-cmeanl <athe, th", known ., I mothe£ 
tongue, .nd {H' on &gIi,h ,hili, inelf I late T OU!O'Ko (\erivotioo, ao,d ... ho"" klnm tht ... fore IlIready antic;pite 
mmy of ,hoR '0 come in Afrik""". 1bc in{<t'llilI <l'idena for 0 ",cord of c",o~,.tion i, no' '" "rong "-, i, .. <m" 
,inee Bain moy be the crrowe£, j, c<rtliIinly I dubiou . nr ond trnJ,eribe" md ;, htovilyover-written by (problbly) 
Ru .00 lo{er <<hto". 1b<re .'" wonb hk< 'hrl>o<"o~e' (WhKoh the V ~dt lliNthmrdtbotk "!PI Iii, Ajrik_" 
T """ (1985) <10<, not recogni!e, ... hile A Dim"""" "S,1ith Ajde,," ll.?,h (19to) doe.) '" 1CC0Wl{ for, ..,d, in (he 
fuJI veni"" 'bani"'" \!laic), "Web i, h=I '0 ",fule'" true =tIOCo of M.loy .cticUI,tion, but theoe "" few ond 
f", be""« n. A bette, c"'" fo, ,ht 'Afrik..",' of {ht to,{ might be deri,..,d from ,I>< 'pok.<n interlud .. of tho 
pcrfurn><d v<"'''''' b<C1\L'" th<r< ,be",.m,n of diokc,ol pro<\uru:i..x,., """ roo« dear ""d delibc"", (llirl ~e 
""ptc", Ino£c occuale, fur Boll', MS vm>:m i. ioco",;,t<nt ond frc'luc"tly 'co""<:I«1' in the fuJI ,,,roo.,- 'llc<ne 
beitjic' bemm« 'Idoint l>e<t;e' kw in,hUlC<, which i, g ch,,-,{<ning ""..,,,01 of Roin', '<or'). Fred JU,,, ~ppt ..... to hove 
pcIToi~cd the humorous ~'Y provided by ll';"·, iniful 'eoo...,witcb.,' and to h",< =p~ficd <h< .. with 
plloo><tic l1on,ciptiom of I Dutdl-Lngli'h thot recoru, nO! :K> mu,.n the p~" of Am,oan, th"" tomething 
p:tr:dld '0 !llil, 'h< c01,fluer>ee of I""guage' ," tl>< mo1llh. of m oth<!, ,ptcificoJly. !he or<icuhM of Europe"" 
l",gu.ge, by 0 Khoikhoi PO""'" of !he <my 19"' ceotury. 1bu, Rn', fo!Jlll, ",cb ., 'm"-,lcic' 'Co<m<nt', 'hinion·. 
'doch.', 'Temptr 5jl:tj' ""d 'fum llolc', 'moc,hond' ",ld 'moc[',,,,,,,, = of genu;ne "''''''',I, bu, they 'peu II>C>« 

10 the OCClUio.n of "-'hcK,on .doption, ",xl adoptation. of F=op<"" 1Il1lgtlage', .nd tbe r<locionsr,;p of thi, to 
""K"ont 'cont" ""d i" prov<"",",,,< ill,ociol nu<ginolity ""d 'p.<i:I/ ond ,oeili mobility and migrari"'L If ",,. look, 
(lind Ii1tem) hll1'd tht text co.-n., ptmop> """'" i"fonn.ci01, oOO"r the ge"",1lI Rohtl in tl>< 19~ """tury Cop<' the", 
.'" ,tmnl! echoe, oflJlOin', &0" (jui1t", '.",J. of Gorn:t"" Jewry UUld wot be ,-oud no! gi"'" ""d 'hombo:'!'}\<d' _ in 
MS .. , 'D .. i" 011<, fl." •• " ond homboggery' in tl>< fUll r<xt), Milloy ('b'''ionl' .om< <",bedded indigroou' 
l."guoge' ('Kowic', pcm,,?, 'lU')" ",,11., Dutch ond IJogli,b ond!he inflection, of indige!lO<J' I""gu'h"" in the 
pmnuaciohoo. of tho .. twO tongut, (mo"';", ',peet<eo', <tt ) Tb.i, rio' oflanguoge i, ,,"d<ne< of'l>< !..Ap<" 
ch,,,,",,,,,, of InlgratiO<J ond plurnIity, "'pee" of IWtory in which tho '-.gnut ,.,ce"an!y p.rticipate, in the t'Xtll:me. 
Who' 'K:!o<j;< ~llel""lc' «11, u' ;,. of the hrokorage of ,I>< "ogt"'" in lUti<:uloring :md occ<l<r~ring (I>< <vo1utioo of 
langu.ge • . The d",,);<r of looking to the text for ":g'" of "'y ~d I"'guag<: ;, thot w< then fail to nocogru,e 
the l""guog< in ploy historic,lIy,'" e'I1"""";uar), eompouod. th~t i, Ka!!.~;" " mediwn fO! R If..,d ,ociol 
c,,","c;ou'''''', "'" modium fo, !he CIp<riOIlCC and neb'Otil cion of hi, {<><y So.:e tt"tmenl> of Con' ""d Afriko"", ,nd 
of ',kdlim' 'p«ch, oJxr,.". 
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relarcd mempoor of miscegenation arc idcas of hi, tory rhat the scholarship of Mrikaans 

presumes of the tcxt. "IX-'irh hind,ight orle IS able to rcmark th~ cnsi, ill Cape hi.,to1)· b etw~~n 

1828 (Ordinance SO) and 1835 (th~ War of Hintsa), and that it encompass<:' rhc abolition of 

"lav~ry, as abo the emigrations of ("..ap~ Boers (a move mto Mrica) and thc esr"blishmcnt of the 

Kat Riv~r Settlement (the Colony's great commitm~nt to a free citizenry of it>; marginal 

population<, not I~asrwhat"...,re thcn Glilcd 'Bastard,,). The proximity of 'Kaa~ ~ K"kkdb~k' to 

this crisis cnCOU1"1lgCs th~ r~ader to adduce the poem as evidencc for thc particular armngemcnt 

of history, as myth, that spon:;ors th~ OcCllITence of Mrib"m m the creole population, of th~ 

fronticr zone _ as is prc:;umably ""corded by Bain in the poem. But Bain and his text are 

unconscious of thcsc trajcctories for rh~y have not yet happened, and innocent of this idea of 

history for it has no t yet anscn. 

W'hat Bam', Dutch - in Klla*'s mouth - docs Signal!:; so"",rhing I~" clear cut, but no 

Ie" mter~sting ill the hi, lory of the evolution of Afrilaa",. "!11C hls(01)' of thc Khoisan bctween 

1809 :md 18.')4, and ~specially after 1828, articulatcd primarily in the record and discourse of the 

wndon ,\{;:;SlOnary Soc;"ty and its evangelical allies, providcs thc tirst acute consciousne" of 

'nation' ill colonial &luth~m Africa (alongside the extra·colonial rise of the Zulu s"tlte, then dimly 

di",ern~d).17 Th~ 'v01c~' found by KllOi, an (and 'BasTMd,) activists, eyen where the record "' not 

hdd in Dutrh or where the actiVIsm are no t themselyes Khoisan, corresp(Jllds with rhe 

~m~rg~nc~ of a n<'W 'tongu~ '. Dutch became the dominant language of the Kat River &ltJemcnt, 

rhe language 11l which its r~sidents spoke repeatedly by 1834 of their nationhood, even as their 

indig<'nous l:mguages feU intn disus~ ." This IS what 'KlIa~e Kekkelhek:' ha, captuud _ no t SO 

much a n= l:mguog<' as a ripene" for language, and, ironically, bu t significantly, rhe l:mguagc 

with which ,he c.!L, the B.Jer 'schelm', and spcm of her 'right' and her redress to government, 

is Dutch. Whcther the Dutch she speaks i, barbarised ill her mouth or whether she is the orade 

of:m 1lld~p endent Afrikaans" of"'" concem; what IS c~rtain '" that Rain:md hl' character, 

""okwardly inhabiting the same history, are con, trained by the limits of their history only to 

intcmct;n Dutrh. For both, like history, this;s imperfect - a contingency. 

That 'Kaati ~ Kekkdbe k' h~" "ttr"ct~d the ~ttenti()n of " ~hola", of Afribans, ~nd that this 

intrrest;s made popular;n thc pages of Di. HUl{~811""t 1ll th~ high ,;cason of Afrikaner 

nationalism," suggest, thar mechan1:;ms of social conflict (man.ers of class:md race and gender) 

:md th~ p~rva51VC rh~toric of 'orhering' that i, one of rh~,~ mechaniSm" are profound in the 

~stahlish""'nt of a language. W1mt claims are made for the Mribam of 'Ka.ajt~ Kdd:dbek' arc 

-::--:-----c-~--~-

" T. !("eg,,", (~""id SOI/Ih Ajri41 <I11d tbt On.~"r 'l'''' R"dd Ordn-. 121. md , .. OCO obove. 
"Th!, i> _vi,I<nt _.-_n from the English tr,n",';pt of the m;nutc$. 'M;nutc> of . meeting held " Philil"ton, 5 
I\ugu. t 1834', CA. "'50 
" ·C. s. ),' ~",,-,b'''L '00< K .. ~e KJoId_lba', Vi, I1J1i~'_I, Z6 O:;tobcr 19~5. 
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Jodged less in the inrernallife of the po«m's language than 1!1 rhe IllStory of the poem and the 

111'tory of rhe language and the 'ociety th~t finds expression there. If there is a rrurh ~bout rhe 

emergence of Mrib an, in 'Kaa* Kekkelbek'rhen it has to do with an Afrikaner nationalism 

inextricably linked rhrough the tbetoric of otherness to the nationalism and nationalisr 

express10n of rhe KhOl,an and 'Bastards'_ 'I'bar rel1exivity may attend the Dutcb nameS ofBain's 

poem too, as 'Jie sball see, and rhe way they ,peak simlliraneomly about Doer and Khoi, Dlltch 

and KIlO/san languages, and rhe Engli'h-'peaking Cape Scotsman ",ho COined rhem and found 

them funny_ 

The bumour of 'Kaa~e Kekkdl>ek' is derived of a ,arue fasll10ned chiefly for the 

English-speaking community of the Cape, and primarily, hut not exdum'e1y that of the eastern 

frontier at its mo,t intense. It is to the tradition of th~t cOlnmu!lity, origm:n ing vanously 1!1 18'" 

and 19"' century England (and Ireland and Scotland, and even els='here in Europe) that the 

poem and the play l>elong. and ir i. th~r trndition whim has m:ode of the poem what it has 

become. In the first edition ofSollth ,-\fnca', mmt comprehensive anthology on histoncal 

principks, A CmtlllY if South Aftimn Pretry (1%1), im editor argtl<" foe the imporunce ofDain 

withm rerm. thar pre'age the 'Cllltllre ""ars' of the end of rhe 20'" century. Bain, Chapman l1rg<'s, 

offers 'a .timnlating option to the 'educated man's affair' rru.t has for too long been reg:orded as 

the mrumtream ofSourh AfrICan Engli.h poetry.'''' He sets this option agam,t 'a line ofliberaJ 

humanist literary activity' mitiated by Pringle, but at the same time . ppean to cecuse himself 

from acknowledging-the weight of purely hi,torical interest in the poem (its illiberal countec to 

the rhetoric of I'ringle) by holding that his 'criteria fot selection ba\.., been primarily 'literary' 

!cuher than 'sociological"_" What Cbapman's fonnul" \1on Signals is the anxiety of history. 

Stephen Guy's pioneering ess. y on 'Tl>e Ptontier Myth and the Hottentot Eve' marb ~ 

first attempt at a serious exploution of the origins and de\..,lopment of myth and of the 

hi.roncity of texts that accumuL.te 1D de[i\.., the 'type' of literature." His argument errs, 

however, in its generosity towards Ba;n, whose poJitic-.il prescience is overstated. In fact, ,." we 

.h~1I see, Rain was ,'ery mllcb a member of the conseIV~tive m"Jo[ity of colonial settlerdom and 

'KM~e Kekklbek' fotesees little except the fulfilment of il!; propag~nd.·, own prophecy. TI,e 

text's endutance and the manner U1 whicb it escapes, even overthrow" expectltions of rhe 

,~ciom raCIsm OfSollth AEric .. b,." much to dl) with its being divurced from its context, and 

mucb to do wirh im 1lladverr"nrly bappening upon a subject rhat is bistoncally and enduringly 

amUivalent. '" everthdess, that Gray situate, Kaa* within a lineage of cepre, entations is correct; 

'" M_ 0,'1"'"111, 'lattoducriO<l·. A c.~''''J' of S' Nth Afti"", POIlU), 19, 
"ibid. 13. 19, 
'" G",y. S'HtMm Aftirao Litm"'",. 38 71, 
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it reminds us that the anxtety of his tory is [",st reckoned with by th~ pmcric~ of g=d hi,tory 

'rhe 'canomcity' of'Kaatji~ Kekkelbek' constitutes a field of chums -Iir~till)' m~rit, 

popul:.r tradition, periudicity, 'Iing.usric mventiyeness''-', historical 'colour' - which shed light 

upon the relationship between history and Iireratu"", as also upon colonialism and coloniality, 

and, speci6cilly, th~ virtue of the poem's character of problem, Indeed, the,," are waY' m wbicb 

th~ v~r)' awk"'ardn~ss of the rext, disorderly (if not drunk) within th~ gov~m~nr of th~ canon, 

defICs the pretensions of that writ in a satisfying sympathy ,,~th the career ofilS subject. 

Eyerything that is historically volaril~ about K3atjie Kekkelbek - that is to say eyerything about 

her that undermines social hcgenlOny, h~", colonialism, from her linguistic imprecision and 

error, to her theft, her drunkenness, her aggr~sslOn, h~r vagnlllCY, h~r s~xuality - 011 m1ghT find 

corrdatiyes within the fortunes of the rexr in th~ 's(}Ci~ty' of th~ canon. Thus, by anolog)', the 

text is also lingUlstically imp,,"cise and error-ridden, ir iilch ~s from th ~ lradition of popular wnt' 

and th~ iconography of Khoisan indigt'nes (and European vagrall1'), it is un11lhibited, polemical, 

drifting from v~rnion to Y=10n and eluding the archive, and, to reader and schoLlr alih, 

The atlitude of literature to the histoncity of'Kaatj ~ K~llilb~k' is divided thLL" there is 

the historical mtcrcst of the text, thallS, it< 1nt~mal history of prov~nance =d emendation, 

publication and reception, as wdl as it, own ,-.tIue as an historical artef&et, and th~",,, th~ 

interest of history, that is, th~ rext. rep,,"sentation of incidents in Cape history. As th~ fnlth­

,.tIue of the latter diminish~, according to unfolding ,,"search (or ideological chang<') and mtercst 

in the history in th~ f'O"m is for<:M back ITlO,," and more on the opt'rations of th~ fXl"'m', 

representation, so, effectively the interest in history becomes indistinguishable from th~ poem', 

histoncal ml~rest. TI,i., is nor simply to reiterar~ th~ continuirie" berween rext and history, but to 

tl The pilUle i, Cll'pm:m'" os • ~uility of Ihe lilen!)', ""coming to hi, 'pplintioc of ,<lee""", crireri .. a'!lp""", 
CmtIiIJ <f SONlh Ajiiun Poelry, 1 3. 
"1his j, 1lOt tte,.,d h."" Kirlly mak .. two intriguing voY'Il'" into the,"" ..... .,r>. :md turo.< up 0""' fil>Dn.rirtg 
footno1< on " card ind", ;" tho Fngii,h Folk 0.""" .nd Song Soeiety .• ,..h.,., th~ ,ong dittcled by Bain/R<x '" 
,uppl)'ing til< tun" to ,..h;':h tbe ~ers .. of 'Ko,~. KoUdll<k' "'" to II< ' uog c.m~< ,hi, infonn!lt""" Thi , song of 
c, 1839 .... ~"'cn to $, Afric. by • Lolldon Mi,oonary Society. 'Ih. tunc hr' bcc=e port of on AErie"" n.ti~e 
.ong' At tG,by not~" th~ dolO of 18:l9 tIoe,n't mok. fOt ""y po<nl.d conn~ction! ,,·ith Rain, bcing ,imply too 

proxima.,. hutit i< gjvon .. eire, lind th<'" "'" "'''''0<1., '" thi1Jk i, lote (nor l~",,' th.t ',' Llndon Min;"',.')' Soeicty 
i, probably 'the' Lonoon Min ion.,}, Soeicty, .. ho,. opo ... tiom.te On the wone by 1839, but which <OpIT,""n'" til< 
.pc.n~ of h"",""i!:a<i"" ogir.tion i" th~ Cop<, ""d to wOOs< remkflt o;"'ctOr, John Philip, tho poem ,.. .. 
fucctiomly 'Dcdic ... d :md p",,,,"'ed hy tho (],,=hag< l'bilowpller>' when it 'pp"Ofed in ,he. South Ajii_ S"'U' ... 
Ui",,,h!l&" ... " the ,ite of the LMS mi:;,iOfl >t Bethd:;doT, tho n><»t ,igndiclU' ,t,tion ."d the one from ~hich 
mo>t /C:t. Ri~~, Settl.", .... ,., dm ... n _ including ,he. mi"ionuy )em'"' R<ad, "",,'h~r ~ito~" Of tho &I.c, 
Committee in London (>ee below), Should Boin have fin' eoconn1c" .. d the Ulne (I, j, also, pR'''' much. thor of 
'Sing' Sang of S;~POJl"'" - • 1olOr .. <ring);n South Africl :md in ,he. 'hroor, of, "y, hi, Rho;''''' troop> ('l§IJJl, ,ee 
bolo,,'). :md Imo., of it> I.U'i proven,,",co. thon ~~"" hi, choice of tun~ hccom." b.rn.d. p, R Kirlly. ' "CoI""r 
1'.;(', "K,.tic K.cU dheJ."' :md "&fig. So.Jp; of Sixpc.o<:e'", Q~-tJ fl"&~'" if Ib, SONlb ..y'n'c"" Libmry, 22, 2 (1967), 
42-51; , "Cold~< Fair"' .nd "K.,~. K.H~lhek··, to. Study in Long_Rang< R<",, :m:h'. QBSAl.., 24 (2) (1969), 202-
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pomT up hi,tmy', character of problem and t.o sll!'f,,,sr that thj,; makes for ~ good deal of the 

he,icmL-Y with which ~ poem lih this one i, to k met by th~ intrinsically staoi~sing and 

put:ulydy stable field th~T is though of 3ll 'canon'. History, plamly, is a deterrent to callonicity 

(one n~ed only remark the fortunes ofSh$~'pe:rre'. history plays in the secondary ,chool 

classroom, for example., and the corresponding allention that is enjo),ed precisely by those of his 

plays that. mo,t. ~:osily mal' be pretended to be 'for ali rime' - ~sp"cially those jn the wooziet 

regisTer, where hisToncal CIrcumstance is obliter.ited in atmosphenc", TJIj.!Ch Ni~ht, Th! Tmp.rt, 

Marbllh, Othelh, A Midmmm!r Night's Dream, Romeo and Jutill) with only the special eJ1ccption thaI. 

,s held out in respect of Ic>tts thaI. lIIslruct ahout literary history. Just as Kaa~e's errant "ulgMity 

and vwanc)' is shadowed ttl the low comedy and instability ofBain's pocm-as-text, so the 

problematic character of hisTory it£elf atRndi; ooth the 'proolem' of the vagrant Khoi wOman 

embodied as K;latjc Kekkelbek, ""d th~ problem, of 'K.tatje Kellelbe~' as ~ text, and it is to 

th .S~ thaI. w e now musT rum. 

Nam, and addrm-

'Kaa~ e Kekkelb.ek' " no eas1er to lncat" th"" the social suoject that is her centnl characler. llcre 

is .. text that delie, generic categori,ation (to a degree as,ociated with relegation to the category 

of 'popular', 'low' or 'inf"" tile') - a poem that is not a poem, but a pl .. y, or a ,ong. It " a r.~xl. 

th ... t flits;" and out of performance and print, in and out of speech and song. in and out of 

DUTCh and English_ The kinds of term used to describe such works of modal ,~.u:iety, ease ""d 

brevit), - terms like 'sketch' or 'tum' - rewnate with implications of imprecision and 

ephemerality. The defIance of category is a defiance of the C"anon'. prerogathe and will to order, 

which 1S by analogy precisely the threat posed by the elusive subjectivity of the vJWant, and 

especially the I'JCially indeterminate fogure. Similarly, the loose gestures of the sketch and the 

ephemerillity of the turn arc challenge,; to the canon 's prerogati~-c in fixing the cartesian 

dimenSlOnatit)' oflitemturc -litel'ature'. 'place' in sp'.ice and time. 'lhis is why the Canon inclines 

Iflwards work. of 'gravity' and 'reach' (works that assert their oCLUpation in the space of sOClety, 

"rewidely p,,-,s~d "round 1II the cot"ri~s, orwiddy r~ad, or larg~, dffis~ or .olid):os also wort! of 

'~ndurance' and 'f",ish' (works that ... ppe-.rr to either tr""scend or emOOd)' time, out in eith~r c:ose 

actually serve 1.0 slahil>;e the v1cis,itudes of time, which is to sal' history). Such valUe:! lend tenure 

and permanence to the , oclety that r~cogruse, irndfin the liternrure. It '" a do.ed loop nf 

reference, a ruse that wotiL, only so long as it hold, off disruption_ Again, the vagrant i, 
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h=oous to society in like manner. The offence of the vagrant is against the diS<.~pline effected 

by social order (a discipline derived ro propel subordinate subjects into rhe control of the 

powerful- for labour, breeding. consumption). Eluding the C=eSl311 co-ordinates, which are the 

primary technology of location, frustrates the state', ability to plot the trajectory of the subject 

and, therefore, to mmipt~ar" =d discipline that life. This underpins the hysteria againsr vagr=cy 

of the colonial hegemony tn the wake of Ordin311Ce SO. 

W1,atwe are speaking of here is the address oflitenlture and the manner in which this is 

kin to the address of the mbjecr. W"hen we pass into 311y domain the information mosr 

immediately sought from us IS our nan;" and address; this is true even ofIife melf, as C311 be 

judged from any birth certifinlte. A v,%>rnnt" wmeone without 311 address and, often, without 

texts of identity (an identification document, a pass, a passport), p"rhaps even a name. But what 

leaps off the page of'Kaatie Kekkdhek' IS the pnority of her name =d address ('~y name _ 

come fcom, _ -,), =d we should extend to 'address' both ,en,es of the word because it is not only 

the fact ofber having a local habitation and a name, but the manner of her asserting it up front, 

that i, of Interest Bain's poem assigns Kaa* a name and address in accordance with the value 

he wi:;hes ro have ascribed ro her. It is as if he were settling ber subjectivity in much the same 

way that Stockenslrom, after Philip and Read, sought to seL-Ure the subjectivity of the colonial 

Khoi""l with thel1' ,ettlement at Kat River (and 'ought thereby, al,o, tv ,ettle th~ fronti er).'" It IS 

necessary to stress that the name and the address belong strictly to Fl-ain and not to Kaat;e, not 

only obviously in the sense that she is his creation, but al80 in that her name IS assumed ",-jthin a 

languag~ that is not hers and in that her address connotes her llnposition on the landscap", as a 

cOflsequeoce of colOfliaI politics and social engineering. Both name and address are the donation 

of th ~ colony. 

"this attribution of subjectivity IS a deeper matter than that which literary criticism once 

pursued as 'charactensation', for it demonstrates the parricipation of literary texts in the making 

and managing of real social relations_ It is the priority of Ram's poem to atTest and correct the 

historical evasiveness of the vagrant by giving her a name 2lld address: th~, sa)'$ mllch about h", 

purpose and the text's fLlIlction. "the same thing IS true, precISely, of the ballad called both 

'l.oving Mad Tom' and "Tom O'Bediam', wher~ the latter of thes~ two tide, looks exactly like an 

attempt at overvn-iting th~ form~rwith a name =d address. E,'en the semantic project of the 

'" In<ked, """ ,Iotookl 001 10.< ,;ghl of the ch_me"'T of fumtior ,,' e'·«yth;"g to do w;th oot O<Ilr !G."" Kcl;,I;<lb<k. 
h,,1 "~)' ill &"neuL Tho", "'" vorio", diucrion:; 10 <I>< mohility of <I>< vogrmt. .W";, around, "hout, 0ffi{M1g, 
I><tw<<n, K.utj<, both., utn.,-)' fi!l"r< and «preKJlI.ti,·< so';.l ,ubjecI, "<",,pie> much of the Jimin:ol ,oei:il."d 
,uhi<ctive .poco thai H""'; BtLab/,_ ",the, oh""",!!), ,,,nC>l< ' IL' <I>< 'inhetween', I" foct, "b< _enne,,' ;, configured 
of ~ rd.tioo to fuJi", poin",; <1><,-" ;. '''''''' thing roo« blum:d .bout b<ing '. TU<J<lg', ,..him ;, thill b<tt<, ,uit<d to tho 
IDOrd.in~t< m:uocle< of V'-gI>I>::.y, heiIll!' mo« .ugge>!i"" .!so of • fluid fiold of ",I.rio"" of p«ci>ely th" "I''''IlI< 
;n'p"'ci,;o., which the illvOO';OOl of ,.ogt""CY would ""k to mak< "'''''p>r<nt md pW';", 'in b< ""eo,,'. bu. ClUloot 
wbolly, Bh;t,h. ', ·unruly' debl to ruderic J=o>OI1 i, giv<p in H. Bh_ill>., Til< J -'Xali.~ « C.JJJ..r.. 212££ 
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animal, debased, ins1gniflcant, out of lin«. In concert with the "ollie of cackling. these apply to a 

malign and manic f~mininity_ 

To grasp the full effect of the name 'Kaa~e Kekkelhek', however, it '" nea:ssary to 

recOY~r rhe aural expenena: of the words and their utterance in p"rtormance, for 'Kaatje' c, also 

a homophone of kalJit -little cat, or kitty, or kitten. As with Tom, the implications of a kind of 

, harp-toothed, spitting ;md scratching cat lie only a litTle "'"y hehind the name. Th~re '" about 

Kaatje much that" feline - her career as a ,tockthief, for example, her sexual aggre'sion _ and 

'pecificany wmerhing feral. Her passag<' across th~ colonial fmnst~ads, into the Kowie Bush, 

rhrough the courthouse ~nd gaol, mto the canTeem down the atieys of Grah.mstown, '" of a 

piece wirh the progres' of a feral tabby. Thi. unage filll colonial projec tion, of the other very 

acrurately. Of the Xho.a, JJarrier Ward wrote m the lR40s, 'Like the lion, the ~r, the panther, 

and all the roaming tenants of the bu,h, the mountam, or the kloof, the Kaffir has become 

identified with the COllflrr-y to which he now belon"".''' K:!at;e might well fJgUre, thu" as a katjit, 

'roarrung tenant of the bum', ]jtrle Cat Caclclemouth .• >\gain, fdic1tDmly, the country to which 

she now IS m~ant m belong '" (smce Bam so freely <Wirche. language, freely rever.es hi. 'C' and 

his 'K') Kat River, Cat River." 

Her name is Kutje Kekkelbek and she Comes from Kat Rjyer. ",,'hat makes her so 

precIOus to the rulrural history of vagrancy is precisely this presence and address, the entirely 

contrary manner m which she i, given to assert herself and does not-vanish in anonymity and 

gruundkssn~ss. Thi." conlr:lry because it '" not, overu--helmmgly, the historical conditiDn of the 

vagrant_ It reminds us m the very fact of her name and addres.' rhat she is a fiction, both in the 

literary s~nse of an artef""t and m the hi,toncil sen,e of a falsehood, a myth. Hut there are, 

within the poem, truths that belong m her hisrory as well as those that belong to Hain'" as w.. 

shall see. To disentangle these," m fulfil the obligation' of both historian and literary critic, for 

what is laid bar~ IS the mternctive operations oflirerature ~nd history, the common ground called 

myth_ Vle come to lrnowwhar the myrh is and a1w how and why it operates. Since the literarure 

that is 'KlI:\tje Killdhd :' is begun 111 the iigure ofBain, no les, an historical suhject that IGatje, 

we need to pursue him alw, and not least because authorship, the addres, of the text, 'Kxltje', 

ratlwr than the addre .. of rhe .ubject, Kaatje, is the greatest of all the telling 'problems' of the 

po<m 

J2 J 1_ Word, Pi", Yw,-r ;" ~d, '-01. 1, 122 
"Tbi, ,,,,,,fn>en!;, .xtended in ch'F"I:f 4. 
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Of ,yimn 4CC1I.fed by agroll "t, 0/ wbiggery" 

1:lain is the nam~ w~ ar~ fr. d y >lScribing to th ~ author of 'Kaa~i. Kekkd bd ,', but this is not th . 

whok truth_ As w~ hav~ s~~n, thee. is a strong pusmnption of the collahoration of Pred Re:><, 

most likely in the revision ofBain', poem ami the writing of th~ spohn pamr of th~ p~rform~i 

v~rSlOn. R~,,', colJabomtion 1S d~iuc~d fcom r. marh b)' carl)· hi,tonans, his pr~sence in 

Gc:iliamstown around the time of th ~ first performanc. of th ~ sketch on 5 November 1838, ""d 

his marriage to Bain', daughter two months h;,fore that." In addition, th . re i. th . lih lihood of 

th ~ Woodcockmanuscnpt of the full text being 1ll R~,,'s handwriting: not proof of aUThorship 

(sinc~ it 1S a fair copy and do~s not .how the compositional ~vid ffic~ of a draft), but 1mportant 

circumstantial ~\~dffic~. 

Besides the addition of the patt~r - cl~arly essential to the ~rfonmlJlc~ pms~cts of th ~ 

p""m _ the ultimate version omits the third smnza of Bam', draft (ahou t the guUihility of th~ 

English settler) and adds a t-Jnal .tann rcfcrnng to Andries Stoff~1.<; (one of rh ~ major witnesscs 

at th . Select Committee on Aborigine. in L:mdon in 1835, himsdf a Kat Riv. r sMtI ~r and 

Khoisan lr:adet) and alluding to the c>:hibition of Saarl.ji~ Baartman In London and the popular 

rept. • • ntation of'Hottcn tot' racial and se>.-ual charact~r. Borh th~ omISSIon and the addition 

point to the poem's preparation for perfonnanc~, for th ~ criticism of English settlerdom (the 

effective audience) is mm'Cd from the cortical, tiss"" of rh~ p""m, with ill; mor~ tral,"cendant 

reg"ter, its IX mtbtdm formulations, into th~ se~mingly impcomprn and throw-awa)' business of 

thc pattcr alongside, and the final smnza is mor~ expr~ssly lfl symparhywith th~ acute political 

onentation of its awicncc, and t;.:,sitks, com~ins an emh;,dd~d stag~ direction, without which 

rh~ force of rh. cOfld",ion 1S lmt. 

N . ithet Bam nor Rex put. hi, name to the piea. _ The younger m"", who .. contribution 

is ,ubordinate to the priority of the poem, and who wa.<, after all, Bain', son-in-law, W>IS likely 

alwa)"s to follow the practicc of Bam, w it" no my,tery rhat his aurhorship should ha,'c become 

l~ss wdl known. That Bain's authorship" accepted i, evidence of the common knowl~dgc of 

rh~ shtch' , authornbip at the rim~ . 'That Bain cho,e not to declare himsdf (or Rex) ill rh~ 

." Tho pl"nc i, twm lIain', poem ¢lbo lIritioh Settler'_ Sum< ve";",,, g;,-. ·clm,e.', but th.1 mm, no "me. 
Ch'pro," (ed.), 0"1"" of SOMh Ajr/"," PM", 47-9_ 
.. L , rer &ivo" , .ti, fiK: ' or), hi,rur)" but doe, oot , cek ru cbooutt the p100cHC part pJ..ycd by eoch in !he 
comJ'O"irion of !he text. Then: "" inln"'~ lfld 'c,ri<;.lO of possible ",-i";,,,,, by ~x ~'h'ch poi"t u p the humour 
,o",."·h,, (ood ~'hich .ugge, t , bett« eo< n>< Khoi' '''' Dutch ,Iwl Bilio m>.y llil.v< h,d - .. u,ter no,., .. ~x .. m:d 
., "" interpre'", for mutinee" of 'ho C op< Moo.ottd Rilk, in .. rly 1838), for eXllmplo, whe", 13"",', duft 1= 
'byu, (for 'baie), the printed "c"iO<1 (...J the MS HI ~'h.t lc:ocb to be ~.', hoodwnting) h .. b..,j..,' - , rendering 
,n., ..... ,"ucily Hlfie.;;t ed ~-;th fom" derived from the expooure to lndo<!c. im [mgu';,'''' )' "fhi> K Cocd, with the fom" 
'bmj on' .00 'binj"'" thot occur jn the pro, e inttrlude , . '1"he ,hi[, froro 'b)">., to 'b""; ' ''' i, ",ff;cicntly p<O<lOWlccd 
to .uggest Iht ""end,,;,,, of . c(>-. uthor. OS doe, the 'p<" ooolio/' of 'he pmiifiaioN fo< ,he l,tt<! fo,m ", the text_ 
lntimllciy 'bmj"'" ;, funni~r, probobly more ,""cunto, «ruin!y more Vlgur<JWI ., ,.tir<_ G,tt(, J.fmfg/., 19J-2D2 
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matter of the p:x:m and play h .. , to do with h,story _ Bain's own, and the hiitory of the colony 

in Th e e!1'!y 1800s. His anonymity - hi, lack, of aoore,j - is an historical strategy, I"st as his 

ascription of th~"" m,,,lers of identity to Kaatji~ is al,o an engagement. \~~rh history, that!S, wirh 

the pan:iculariti~s of contlict and errsis in Ca~ lustory at the time - not le.st the settling of 

Khmsan 'ub~tiyity, the ,ettlement of the land, rhe ""position of nllture and language, the 

mterpdlation of Kho"an suhjecl5 as Dutch"spealing '"dSSal. of colonial morrkel5 and landsca~ , 

and law, a laborioUS proc~s ofbon~ (of which the poem 1& itself on~ labour). 

Hain's anonymity begms in th~ ~xpen~nce of the litigiOUS society of his time and end , in 

a strategy for the dderral ofh,s satire, a way in which to make th~ p""m/piay ,peak for an entire 

comtittK:n~-y. In this strategy, what Flain has to do" ,m"t on the non-literary value of the text in 

order to pull it ,m-ay from the politically neutrnlising. :mti-lustoncai gravity of the liter.u-y canon, 

SO that the text migh t f"nction as the ,'olatile political agent it " intended to be. Hain's ~t, in 

11:\38, shares none of the inert character of 'high' or 'imaginati"'" literature, the recollec tions of 

tr:mquillit:y. To ""fu", aUThonhip to a text is to ,trip the text of its proye"'lIl~e in the higher or 

contemplative attribute, of Th~ hurn;m, that which is broadly termed 'joul' and which is entailed 

in all our ideas of 1Odividuality. Not to be authored," not to be individuated, thus not to be of 

the wul, thus not to be liter.u-y, thus not to be subject to the tradition and its apparatus, 

government, law, e<iocation, religion;md so on. 'Kaatje Kckkclbck' reSist! the tradition becau.e it 

" a ten rumed at chastening tho", 10 pow~r. 

Bain was IWlce in"ol"ed in lihel c.ses 10 rhe 1H30s, once "ih~n Gerhardu! suceessf...Jly 

s=d th~ .\"aufh African C"m",eniiJlAd,:ettiur for r~marks made by Bam in r~porring a threat of 

a"ault made to h1ffi hy Marirz.J6 In real terms, :\£aritz', lriumph wru; 'ymbolic "'ther than 

lucrative, but lister describes Bain as 'crest-fallen' 111 a oot<' written to rhe Adwttiset's editor." 

More threat<'ning was a suit brought ag:;umt Bam by the Civil Comm,"sion~r at Grnaff-Reinct, in 

response to Hain'. pathetic account of a commado sent agall.t Kor-olIlna rllidern. Th~ V:m 

R)'tlcveld I' Hain trial, which went to the Supreme Court in Ca~ Town, found in Hain's favour, 

but the damages sought w~re £1(1()(1, and mmt have disquIeted a frontier .addler and occ .. ,ional 

traveller and trader __ " .\:Iore broadly, 1ist~r rightly notes that the fm;t half of the 19"' centuI}' at 

the Cape "'<1' mark<XIly Jitigiou.; social prominence went hand in hand with writs." Keeg= not~. 

ThaI 'litigiousness had become an intcgml element of political life, arising from the ascendancy of 

the printing pre .. as an imTru,.,.."nt. of political agitation.''" 'Though nO! 10 th~ ;-:m of colonial 

society, the younger Bam was always associated ,,~th the pre"" writing for the Advntiserand Th, 

'"" Li,rcc, J"""'''&, >iv. 
" ihid 
"jbid, ",,;-n-u... 
,., ibid. 

'" Kt:egao, C"mi'" S ... th Ajit-", 152 
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Grah_', TOll'n /011>'111>1 (who,e editor, the anti-liLeral agitator and loci! mandMin, RoIxrt 

Godlonton, t."carnt< a dose fnend of Bam's). His IO'Jffialism went lmSlgned (but llsllally heatkd 

'From an Intelligent Correspondent at Granff-Remer), whereas his doggerel s'luiLs were 

attributed _ a, was 'f(",,~e KekkelL>ek' when it first ap~ared - to 'Klipspringer'." It may t." that 

anon;,mit)' insulated him 50mewhat in the Marlt/. case, bllt it did not m the case brought Ly Van 

Rynevdd. In the ,m;lii wodd of frontier """,ety the identit), of an tntelligent core'lx>ndent from 

Graaff-Reinet must at..vay' have been an open secret Nonetheless, anonymity implies seeking n 

degree of co,'er from the liabilitie' of public speech. In as mllch as it marks an effort at eluding 

the public, legal and political gaze, Bain', anonyrruty" an mtensely histoC1C;li engagement - a 

d"e"!}'gement (as it appears) intended really to free up the subiect m social relaTions, and to 

render him more versatile and deft, light on his feet, m the 'parring ring of 'oclal wntJict. 

It i, preci'ely thi, 'ure-footed gymn .. ,ric ability that" suggested Ly the nom tit: plum' 

'Klip'pmger'. The name of that 'mall antelope mgges~ im capabilities in diffirnlt terrain (and 

the priority of those capabilitie' in its intere't to humans). Bain', 'Klipspnnger' " a portrait of 

the \vriter and his context, as B~in envisages it: an agile crearure, elUSIve, thnying on rocky 

ground_ But there is a dimension beyood the manifest attribllle' of thi, totem. To Bain's 

Scottish eJr, raised on English, the word 'klip'pringer' carries also the potential of its 

homophones and half-translation'. For e:>e.lmple, it IS possible to half-translate it <IS 'stOfle 

'pringer' and invoke image, of catapults or slings and, by extension, David and Goliad1. Th,s 

permits a latent aggression to Bam's writerly subiectivlty and enhances the totem by making not 

only the nat1lC a disguisc, bllt the woni also -- and not only the word, then, but the anomal mo 

(fur it i, now a hunter got up in the ,kin, of the hunted). 'Il:.11at i, more, the ammunition of d1e 

sling i, continuous with d, e rerrain of the klip.pringer, a perfect furmulation fur the satinst, 

whose matcrial is social, whose texts are obV1Olls1y sprung from their con text. 

There are also the FngJish homophones. A dip is a de,~~e (ofren effected by a 'pring) 

fur binding together. A 'clip spnnger', thus, might be "0mething that unbinds the embrace of 

force. A satirist doe, thi' , or means 10, in seeking to undermme and so undo whate.'er 'pinche,', 

but particularly d, e force ofhe~ony. Conversely, a chI''' also a clout, and w to spring one 

would be to deliver the kind of 'maning redress mtentkd by the ,atin't. Or a dip is a CuI, a nip, 

and the di,~dend to the nom '* plume per,ist,. TIle name 'KIip'pnngt'r' not only signifie ' the agilc 

and elmiv~ (Icarure, but is it ,elf deft and elllslve in its signiti~atlon, and hke the name 'Klatje 

Kekkelbek' it parti"'pates in the character of the frontier by its manner of cod~-"'itching and 

creolising, its ambuSL-...ies of me-aning, it s prop<msit:r to plunder, its denial of resf'OmiLility, and 

no 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

,,-I)(w~ all, by rh~ way in which it iigu"'s as spoor: we can track it as certam evidence of Bam. to 

the frontier between author and text, but ",'e lo~e it rh~",. 

There i, one puzzling line m 'Kaa~ e Kek:kdbek', supposedly evmctng the shoddy litetaC;­

of tl,e mission-schooled K1o;,tje: 'But A. B. ab or 1. K. me,' ,he sing>, crudely anticipating the 

rhymed constrast o f 'brand"",n'. It, fact, the line 15 an encryption of authon;hip. 'A B: supply 

not only tl,e eponymous launch of th~ aIphabet~ the;-' are also Bam's initials, and tll~ only 

poSS1ble sens~ of tl,e fonowing '1.:"-1.' lies in the consnuction of a sunple anagram of the name 

'Flam'. Bain's 'jok~' lies in her mability to spd l his name (of which, of coun;e, she is not witting), 

and in the manner in which he mduce, rhe dramatic irony of h~e pecscience about the 

authorship rhat brmgs h,"" into being. In this ,he is a ,~nttik><fUi,t'" dummy_ Once "gain we have 

R\ln hiding him,d f behind tl,e disguises of his ceeation, md enJ.L-ting thereb;- the essential 

circurmtance of a colonial subjectivity hammered out on the uncertain anvil of the frontier. The 

'truth' ofBain'. devJCe rum fM d~~per thm he suppose:;, for it suggests the colonial co-option 

of tl,e Kh01san in mmy guises - as servants" as fronthne soldien; md settlers, a! scapegoats­

md also the mmn,"" in which th~ historical L-,llpabi]ity of th~ coloni,~r is hidden ill anonymity 

behind the loud prot"st md protestation of the compradore clienl. 

At the ~nd of 1835, in tl", aft"rmath of th~ Wat of Hints., Bain was stationed at "­

military post on tll~ n= fron~ line of rhe Thyume river as tl,e officer commanding a corp~ 

drawn from the Kat Ri,ee settlement. On :"-Io,~mbN 5" h" interven~d m a rdid by :'\Uqoma's 

Xhosa (disposs~ss~d by evictions in 1829 as the Colony .ought lmd foe the Kat Ri"er 

Settkmenl) on a .'\{tcngu kraal on the frontier. In the attack Bain gav" permission for a 

subordinate officer to fire upon one of the Xhosa, who was kilkd, but fell, significantly, on tll~ 

Xhosa side of rh~ Th)'ume. In the face of thrc-ats b;-' Maqoma to rctutTt to war over the incitknt, 

Bain was plac«l under military arrest and dull' court-martialled." 'fenSions betwet<n th" 

Governor, D'Urban, and his command,"" on the frontier, Harry Smith, over the illddent did not 

auguewdl for Ihin, but ultimately the doggedly anti-Xhosn and anti-humanitarian st"'IlC~ of borh 

enSll",d rhat Ba11l w3o' exonemted and ""~n commended for h.s general officer-like conduct." 

Howe,,,,r, tl,e c3o'~ n~«l, 10 be set agm.lSl tluoee other e"ents in order to yield it> ,igniticmceo 

two of rhe, e ar~ acutely historical_ the murd,"" of llintsa and the Glendg Retrocession _ and 

One" diffusely historica~ but more acutely.<o rhe d~eper into Bain's life and context on~ eeads _ 

and it is the perfomunce and publication of 'Kaatjc Kekkelbek'. It IS p~rtin"nt tl,at tl,e poem is 

a r~pre, elllation of rhe Khoisan serrler.; anxmg whom Bain p'-'",ued IllS brief military career, 

whose settlement, as much a, anything. pmmptro rhe W:rr of lR34-S, dro"e rh~ wnth of 

il.ta<pn,,'1 and prefigured th~ Mfengu settlements and co-option, md who.~ political fortun~s 
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were inexmc"bly bound up v,.-jth the humanitarian ""use ~t the Cape.md in London, t:spocially &5 

effected in the admmistration of Andrie, Stockenstrom as T-,eutenant Governor. 

'fhe courT martial ofBaln would mark a footnote ill the history of the frontier, but for 

the fact that it provides 2n unc.mny parallel wilh Ihe C",lS e of I firllSa's murder earlier that year and 

the fallout that followcd. Indeed, the tensions arismg over Ihe Bain matter be"',een Ihe 

otherwise Iike-mindcd Smilh and D'Lrb2n are "1'll'ptomatic of Ihe kind of pamc Ihat lurks 

behind what i, today called a 'damage-limitation exer~~se'. That panic is groundcd in the 

hum""imrian outcry against Ihe killing of Hints>., the Inquiry that followed, and the damage done 

to D'Lrban', reputation .md policies, and I he ""'pirntions of white coloni'll<, by the 11lciden t. 

Paramount chief of the Xhosa, Hintsa did not take his Gcaleka into the \\-'ar in 1834--5, 

but did accept for safekeeping the herds of the Rharhabe wllen they invaded the Colony in late 

1834." When, In mid-1835 I larry Smith', column penetrated Gcaleh territory, Hinrna, offering 

no re,isbncc, was placed under guard. Accounrn ,ui,ing out of the di"lSttr" that followed are 

more than usually murky, but at somc stage llintsa 'escaped' his w"lch 2nd w""' gunned down, 

de>;pite pleading for mercy beforc hc was shot. It ~ accepted th"t his body wa., subsequcntly 

mutilated, though accounts vary as to how. It seems likely, on the evidence of eyc-witnesses and 

reliable secondary infoOTIanll< like Charles Stretch, lhat his genital" e=, lips 2nd some teeth 

were hacked from the corpse." Initially U'UrGan cmwed !hat 1OOl$a had got hi, just de,wcts," 

but thc incidcnt rapidly bec.ltne a scandalm London (though Glenelg, the Secremry for 

Colonies, initially seems to h"ve coveted it up ""' far J.5 possible)". An unsatisfactory Court of 

lnquiry followed. CitimMd y, however, the mcidenl fuelled the hum:m.itari.m cause al lhc Select 

Committce on Abongl1les then sitting at Exeter" Hall, and surely contributed to Glenelg's 

revers:l! ofD'Lrb.m's appwpriation of the Xhosa country Getween the Fish and the Keiskamma 

(and ill; triGutM)' Thyume, where Hain was stationed during that brief dlspensation). 

l:htin'. case mu>;t have alamlcd him, because of the very rcal risk of its escalating into a 

political scandal. I lis exoneration - pretty much at the behest of Smith and D'Urban, who .aw 

Ihe need of the court martial for appearance'. sake, but were hardly disposed to come down on 

2n offICer ofB"",'s diligence and inclination -would have oound him all the more dearly ttl 

their party in the rapidly widening Jj-,'; , ion of colonial politic,. A letter from Harry Smith ttl Run 

------------------------------
" li;1«. j •• """, m-=1v. 
"PciIT'. '"h<IJm.r.o{Phah!, 94. 
" Stretch "'pres<nts." u'lCommocly hunuoi.>Iri1lfl ~oice on tho frontier. Ho..,.., outt:lg<d by Hin"'~', killing I!fld 
IW jounul (on<! b,er no'e> "PP"nocd '0 it) pIT,en' ",~deoce of j lin",', h"'jng pl«i for meICy txfo£< btjng 'OOC 
I k citt, the oIkg.tiQ<l, of muril.tiC-1, but ho. attribution, do not accord oloogeth« ~·ith thooe of . y . ..... i""'" ... Sox 
'10108 im,n«ii'l<.ly bolo ... ll. u Come"" "In, JONrn'" o{t."h"'fH Lnm,,,,, Sin";', 9:;-7. 
'" K<egrn, Co/""id Sw,.L1/ti •• , 143. 
" J \{iltool, T/)t~" IfW",". 141. 
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,u~esr. Just this ideological and personal congress, alld it docs SO in 1mplicitly linking thin' , case 

with that ofHin",a', murder: 

Angry with you c.,-u;nly not. 1 ",gard yau OS .l'illllf ofm)' St'''' ... h:h the •• ;"£..mo.l rumoun 

.g>lltte __ W. ,hall be most hoWl' to « < yu<J , _ 1 "'" 1\0'" in the mid" of. 1-,.1.0" ofl'ap<n and 

",r.mlC., lind di,p",cn., "' '0 I·lintz. _ South.)' .. ·ill come off gloriau,ly, i, "o! litcndly on .ct of 

Self_d<f<ne<, Ev« truly ond fajthfull), youn be ""u« d, H. S'milh" 

The threat held wt against Bam hy th~ humanitarian ""c~ndancy canno t have end«ared 

him to that ~';\us~ or its agents. 'Kaa~e Kd:kelhd :' n~d, m be read against this history_ On~ of 

Bain's sons-in-law certainly lwlped him write it. Anorher - Wilham Sourhey, who w,," to marry 

hi, daughter I I~nrictta in 1839, just as 'Ka.a* Kd::k:elbelr' firM appeared in print -was the man 

who cut off the ears of Hints a. .., And Southey', brother, G eorg~, was th~ man who shot d«ad 

th~ Xhosa chief. 

The re>"(>callOn of the "hort-liv~d p<"ovinc~ ofQu~"" Adelaide, the so-call~d Glenelg 

RetrousslOn, was a himr bbw to aC'lwsil;ve colonists and to the politics of racial dominal;':'n 

and imperial con'l""st. It w,," a personal blow to Bam, for in 1835 he had be~n grant~d a fM!n of 

WIDe 3OO(l morgen;n th~ newly conquer~d territory. He sold his Graaff-Reinet property and 

!!"'ested the proceeds in hlS new ,' enture. Th~ Retroces,ion, effected locally under the authority 

of Andries Srockenstrom, Io,t him this fmn and threatened the so~1al prommence he was 

beginning m ach1eve in frontier .oC1ety do.er to Grnhamsmwn. He recei,'ed no compenl'ation 

(though hIS da'--'!;hrers went looking for some after I", dearh).'" For a "addle-maker, n~,dy come 

up in the world as i,'ory trader, mi~mry officer and farmer-ro-be, the loss must have grung. And 

there w«re others who .uffered ill the same m easure: among rhose who lost land with Bam were 

William South")' and Duncan Campbell." T he humanitarian victory at Exeter Hall, The 

pllblication of the Li\lS resident directDr John Philips', Rmarrhtr in South Afri,ain 182R, rhe 

opprobrium that followed Hintsa'. murder, and the Glenelg ReiI"ocesS1on and Treaty SysTem 

that r~sulred, all conspired w consolidare coloni,t antipathy toward, London and irn agents and 

unleashed the most vicious barrAge of inv~ctive, critici,m, satire and prop-.ganda yet geen in the 

Cape. In th~ face of endless "ilification Andries Stockenstrom sued civil commi"ioner Duncan 

Campbell for libel, but Io,r. Among rhe texts of m,'ecrive were, most ohviousl)', The GmhamS' 

'"' Li,'er, Jo"",ai<_ xxiii, 
'" H<n<)' J""'<s HoI'e, pte,,,,,!,, the , ... til, «colled thi , H) hi , mc'ffiOi< m,ony ye' ''' .ftcr the e>,"'n' (Co~- Library I'R 
3563), Bcrninll",,'e, rlut the det>i],.,.. _ o f an ey • . ..,;!ne>' md th<re "". m, 110 ""'00 to doubt the •• ,,.,i'10r 
H"ls." occoun!. M_ Il<mi~g (.d_), Tilt H;,~iml 'CM,m:Jtiom' if ,\j'r G""'l! Cory, 122 
" Li,,,,<, ;''''''''"' =iv, 
" ""'<£*', U/t!1/t'd JaNln Afrk~, L~:z.. 
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Town) OUr7IaJ, and its editor Robert Godlonton's NarmtilX rf tk Irruptioil rf tht K:1{fir H orrle. Th~re 

wen: the painter P",derid: I'ons', Aquila Car;cllf1lr~'·: Tht Rift and PI'IJgmf 0/ a r . ./mUlIant Go,.=or, "­

,ene. of cartoons comnl1ssioned by miliury off=rs and attacking the humanitarian, and their 

cau,~ " ""d ,,-hov~ ail, Stockcnstrom One of rhe, e showed 'Roman"" and Reality, or Hotre ntms 

a, they are said to k ""d are, whi~b recapitulates an lconol',~aphy of drunk and ,latternly 

Khoisan w-iddy ayailabk in th~ colonial record, as also in I'ons' own pamting:;." And there i, 

'Ka:1.Ij_ Kekkdl>ek'. It is the welter of anti-humanitarian pwpog;mda, not a benign music-hail 

charade, that" rhe real literary conte .. 1 of 'K"Mi~ K.,llilhek', and it is ~,>ential that the t~n b~ 

read among the con~ert of propaganda if it IS to f1dd it, true worth. El,=-here, recalling rhis erll, 

Bain wrote that one of th~ ~entral o<:cup-dtions of the s~ ttkr', 'gal' ""d rambling' life was ,\\'hi8' 

"busing', and th"t is wh"t 'Kaat;e Kekkelbek' set out to do." 

T~ gr~"t hazard", the critiasm of s,,-tir~, mch as 'Kllat;e Kekkelbel.' is, " to mistake 

mbj<.cr and ob;ec1. It i, easy to confl1se the subject of rhe f'O"m - the Khoi woman, Kaalj~ ­

with it!; obj<.ct, or target, and it is vc::ry wrong to conflare rhe 1'0.'0. The character of Kaalje tS the 

blow ddiver~d by tl"" dub of the t~xt; the inlended Victim i, tm, humanitarian ascend""9 and 

il>; triumph ill rhe Stockemtrom admmistration. '11,;' IS the objcrt, or tMgCt, of the satire and 

Rain', choice of "ubject i, founded On th"t. The politicil tide lurned ill favour of humanitarian 

mt~re,ts with rhe prodamacion of Ordinance 5(1 in 1823; this Wll' the f'rsl great battk wOn ill the 

liberal c;",s~. The ~slablishmcnt of the Kat River Serrle~nt in the following y~ar flowed directly 

from ~ Ordinance and the conS-CCfO"nt possibility of a free cirizenry of mdigene<;. 'Inc 

Settlement W"$ a monument to that po"ibility a, weI! a, the home of its hopes. It needs to l>e 

thought of "'. aJernsakm or Canterbury, m~here 'plritually and politically num1110US within 

contempomry di,course. The govem~nt agen! whos~ project it became was rhe ComITL'S"oner 

General for ~ Eastern Distri~15, at that time Andri~s Stockcnstrom. 

The Kat Riv~r Settlement, as the locus of that freedom obtained by Ordinance SO, 

becomes, in white colonial i",·ective, also the point of origin of the vagr-ant - that icon of 

unbonded labour and comp~tiror for prop~rly. Kaaq.,', origmation 111 rhe Kal River Settleln«nt 

~,rablish e, her:ls repre,entative of th~ whole proi"ct, 11ldeed, ,h~ " identified as continuous with 

it even hy rhe aIlirer:uion of 'K'" linking her name to the Settkment, just as, 1Ilde~d, her "arne is 

~ diminutive of 'Kat', its mb. The ngrant, more gene",jly, i. a negative metonym of rh. liberty 

achieved hy Ordinan~e 5(1: however much the colonial migbt seck to derogate th~ vagranT, there 

'" ·11><,,,, i, not 'p. e< OCR' f"" • ""t';'I<,j trot""."t of tn. ;':onogt'phr of the Khoi'''' ,j tIli, ju"en,,,, of th<ir 
;"",o/11ati.oo' os colonial ,ubjew (0< !h<i< occu,atiO<l ,., unruly voganlll). Chap"" 8 of 1 'Ix C,¥,< Hmkr-f (~d. 
BoO<!z";,,, " afJ oftJ,!! ~ good thumbn:lll >.ketch .long the "'Y (.00 "'PMl>C,"' tOC' rom <moon on p. 112), .hough 
on '""aIr,i, of tIl< ;conogro~y i, 'tot it> ~xplic;j project- Fo, ex""'ples of 1'",,, (and. full c~""ogl>e, !<~ L 
Alonnde" Fudtti,'k J '"", lVlm'pmi" r--"hibri:itJ~. 
"B.m, "lk B';';'h Senki. 
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'" no denying the es,entiai dement ofli~rty lmeribed ln the idea. \'·bat Bain's poem r~ach ~, 

through Kaatje to do battl~ with i. th" political liberty: the liberty of fI}[)vement, of property and 

of 1>1 bour. Th~ critiClsms lev~lIed at Kaatj<; are all eriricisffi'5 of liberty =d of the regulation of 

liberty. Dain targets th~se by e"C~SS1ye n~gati>-.; emphasis; what he is con"~rn~d with, though, are 

things lile education :rnd law, gaols, repre. ent,ti>-.; gov~rnment, -.nd assembly - the inh~rit=ce 

of European nx>den1ity. Th~ poem docs nor .~t out primarily to attack Khoisan women; what it 

vilifies is mission schooling (a,,,,,oated explicitly ,,~tll the humaniuri= John Philip of the 

Lornlon Missionary SOClety), libnallustice and gaol" the right of the citizen to make 

representation to government, to me~t and asso"iar., fr~dy, Th~ political und~simbility of these 

freed01nR is fogur..d ill negativt ntr~mes: education field, cynical sophistry ('I'>"~ as much right 

to steal or fight. ') and barbarised language, free assembly )"'leldg gang" (Klaus, Dieden d :, 

Saarrj~ and Kaatje) and promis~-uity and dtUnkenness, Iibernl justice yidd' th~ Il1di,ciplin~ of 'Z~g 

maanden l~kker l~yen', and politiGll equ:liity - equal representation - yields 'cheek' and the 

transgression of ellSS. 

It ,,-as Stockenstrom who found~d the Kat River settl~ment in 1829 and Stock~ngtrom 

who in 1838 assumed the gowmmcnt of the Eastern Cape, as Lieutenant Governor, and 

,p..cifically the adffi1rustmtion of the so-calkd 'l"reaty System, which regcJated contact with the 

Xho,a according tfl protocols that recognised thelt" so>"ercignty. Stockenstrom was the smr 

wtme'5 at the S~kct Committee in London. 1be ,~ttI~rs of th~ Kat River represent~d him in 

"","",anK terms: 'Mr lkrgman (a Bushman), tokl th~ meeting tfl prot~st the proposed -."gtancy 

ordinance ln 1834, '1 was also brollght onto th~ Kat River by Stflcken,trom' _ a phr.u;ing tI'ar 

suggests a kind ofMosai" ddiverancr." Stockenstrom', interest in the &ttlement Was p~n;onal 

as well as official. He d",w up detailed plans for tile d~"ign of home" dmvn to the l~yel of til e 

correct IIlmb~r of pan~. of glass for the window, and h~ ~yen donat~d a colt as a prize for the 

TlXlSt irnlmtriom." On both the offioal and the personal pJan~ any attack on the Kat Ri>"~r 

Settlement is an attack upon Stockcnstrom. In the rrOnd of th~ whit~ COIoIl1RT, Stockenstrom \Va,'; 

identified with the fortunes of the Settlement ~"d of tll~ Khoisan generally, =d to such an 

extent that almost anything to do with Stockenstrom's aUmini,ttation i. "ross-rcfercnc~d to the 

'J 10ttentot'. Thm colonial carping about the Trcaty System, which s e"al~d the frontier to th~ 

pursuit of stolen cattl~, frequ~ntly focussed on the iniustic~ of constant 'Hotr~ntot' to-ing and 

fm-lng, partimlarly at the Kat River Settl~m~nt, :md thi, ttl",il over a sekctively penneable 

fronti~r becom~. :mother figure in the charge of "wanq. Thus th~ furor~ over vagtalK"y in th~ 

"'M;nutt' of ~ Meerinr,h, 1d at Thilip<ton', ~ August 1834. ell, ,~5<J. 
"F.,., ,,,,,,1<,,, ,n""aged to live up to hi, id • .r, bu, tho id".J, "'" f=iru.ring- So. 'PI"" UJXK1 which th< 
c:.:",-,m;,,;':""'£ Gu .. r.J h., Proc., ded in the G""ring of) ."",b n' the Kat Rine $cttl<m<nt,' 9 October, 1831 C~, 
DSGEP 82 ",od ')'0 'Regnl'w... fur the Kat Riv<r Sott!<m<nt (1IID<nd<d)\ DSGFP 82. T h,w -..ritnon "" ili< 
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e~rly 1830s is ~"tended to opposition "&Imst th ~ Tr~ary Syst~m,:md both are "mbodi~d 111 

Stockenstrom. 

Th, lrulhr 0/ biJloCf 

'K:.a~e Kd<k,elbek' i, a catalogue of ~ncrypred charge, agaimt a govffTlmcnt established in 

StoekffiStrom as much"" by him. 'Inc volum .. of ~videnc~ given at Exeter Hall, some of it by 

Andri;" Stoffel, of th~ Settlement, much of it by Andries Stockemtrom, become equated wirh 

th ~ ch:rractcr of Khoisan loquacity. 'lnis 1S political 'kekker. 'done in 1i.xtm 11oil. We ha.-~ 

~lr~adl' ' ~ffi how thi, volubility is derogatorily femlll1s~d 111 rh~ fonn of 'cackling'; it IS int ... ~sting 

now to note rh~ OhSC",lity of the pun in 'f/.xtm Hok', a, if utr~I"2!lC~ at th ~ s"kct Comm1tt"e 

sitting in fu~m Hall 15 to be under,rood to be of a lind somewhere h~een the characters of 

the Var10ll:l possihiliw,s of 'hol~', Again, the biology of women means that the charge of th$ 

squih fall. mamly to thffil, and the Khoisan are thereby feminised (as they are in the character of 

Kaa~~ hendt), .s is Stock~mtrom and the entire humanitarian court at Exeter Hall 

Humanit!ri:mism itsdf" c",ldet:ed feminine, derogatorily - ,omethingweak, fallen and 

pcom15ruoU5. And this follows upon the poem's ca,tigation ofliberdl value, and gov~rnment as 

~ssentially aiml~,., 111 rh~ gu"~ of the vagr.mt w-.mdering. drunk, diwrdedy, improp .... 

To hi,torici, ~ th~ pot'm m~ans mor~ than locating th~ temporal and hiogmphical 

r~f~r~nc~s. It IS nec~ssary to uncov~r th~ id~ological corr~.pond~n"'" ht.twecn the subject, 

Kaa~~, and th ~ target, hum:mirarian government, To do this C~qllir~S ce~d11lg the poem agaimt 

it, surrounding t~xts, ill oro~r to deciphet: the 'lost' discourse and so becom~ able to translate 

the poem acro" time' an exereise somewhat after the example of the Rosetta Ston~. A f~"" 

~xemphry, instances demomtmt~ th~t Kaa~~ K~llilb ~k and her world - her landscape and h~r 

asSOCiates - ar~ far- from in.n or decontive, but, rather, are charged wirh m.:ming that is not 

onl)' hi.torical but w necessary'" to suggc.t that hi,tory if mearung ill;elf. 11,15 IS rh~ d~ep 

practice of the poem - it i, the effect of Bain's revenge il1 history", much "" Off history. 

Land'cape i~ ever the first context of rh~ vagrant, the wanderer. 'W'e next took to rh~ 

Kowi~ Bush', MyS IGatje, 'found sheep d~t \Va, not lo't, ay~', rdating her exploit, as on~ of a 

gang of ,tockthicve'. At first g1:mc~ rhi, " Baill'. porrrait of ~ rapaciollS ""grmcy, a sketch of 

brigand. in rh~ hush. But w~ ,hould b~ susp,cious of rhos ~ sh~ep, th~y ~re the clothes of wolv~" 

foc ,he ~p = gmz~n, not hrows~rs,:md hav~ no mor~ busme .. m th~ "eric kaffrarian thicket, a, 

--- -----------
id<oIogical ,-.!u. of tho>. ph'" ond "'gulatiom in -me Hum"" Goy: An E".y ul rh. ",.ciol H;,,,,,), of th. C.pc 
lJ .. tt", flrontie,. 1811- 1835', Mutt th<,j" 1993 
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it is now know to 8a~nc~, than Kaatj e', gang are "..,ant to have, T~ contemporM), r.SOnance of 

th~ line was far more compl~x :md ominous, !::lut tbe 'error' is Bam', :md not Kaatj . 's: sh ~ would 

nor pretend to find $heep 10 the bmh, nor, signiticantly, would $be 1Ot~rpolate the broad Scot., 

'aye' to k~~p up the m~rry jig of a ballad. That i, a giv~away_ 

Tbe Kowv, Bush is one of a s~t of imprec,"e t~nn' for th~ thicket that att. nds th~ d •• p 

and serpentin~ river valkys of th~ .ast~m Cap. _ There i, also th~ Fi, h River Bush, the Addo 

Bush and so on _ what," cumulativdy Just 'the bush'_ A military surg<'on, writing during th~ War 

of c\flanjeni in the early 18SOs, ni~d to ~xplain th. !::lush to his magw.tne audiffic~ in Britain, in 

t~rm' that unwittingly concur with our present suspiCIOns about !::lain's r-ange of reference: 

'th. "",rd RUlh i" "" it ....... , c""v<ntiomol 001)' in thi, colony; md wru.t is gen<fiIily m oo", ill 

"",,,rung tt h""", i , ino"1'oc.hle h~_ A shoop « fus to •• ingl< mLlIlbt< of the ,http,,,,,. bu,h 

,ignifi." • port of tho B",h. 'jbe ""tent of the CoIoni>ll Bu"" cannot b< e,tim.t<d by . ny CO!lC<ptiou 

of 0<1< ... ho i, a .tr.nger 10 its fe. tu<e'_ A ""all dump of hush<. giv .. """ olmOS! no wocoption o f 

infinity, .. 

B~,iek , its s~manti<: impen~rrability, of cours ~, the bu.,h is a phpacal obstacle to the progress Df 

the Colony. It hustrat"s Sill·V.,.- and agriculrur~, the pa"age of road, and '0 on, and - eSp"aally 

- it is" military nightmare, for in war after war rh~ bush favour~d me local kll<:Noledge and 

guerilla tactics of th . Xhosa. To colonial writ~rn th~ bush becom~' a rh~atr~ of reyersal, a space 

m which th~ light of the 'civilised' undertaking of colonisation fDunek" Dn Dpacity and gloom. 

The surg<'on, W. T. Black, ""rite$ of how 'til . datlrne% of night cannot afford a deeper screen 

for deeds of blood than me tangled thick. l$ of the Fish River Bush''', whik J-Iarri.,t Ward, 

writing during the War of the Axe in til . 184&, demonstrates ho,,; ev. n language seize.' up in an 

d cttef'IJ, is ",vallo',,;~d by the darkness th"t is human congress and upon which history would 

p'"t~nd tD sh~d light: 'Suddrnly, in this horrid shade, the combat 0p"ns hand to hand, &c.''' .An 

officn in th~ 1835 \Var ofHinn;a,J. Alexander _ aide de camp to Harry Smith - ~choe, me datk 

and stormy night and tl", brig:mds around their fire: 

" W, 'j" BJ.c.k, T!Jt t'j,h Ri= BN'h, S".otO Aji>'"" 9, Black', O<ticle. ",er< ,ubo<qu<ndy pubfubed ... book _ nOO<!i' 
50 i'H! ' 10..,<, in 1902, no doubt 'go""t the Boe, \\'oe brlgro.md uf popular in",,,,,, in tb< militllr)-' CCKldition, of 
South _"'-tria 
"ibid,16_ 
" W.rd, Pi", y""" i. K,;ffirldlfd, ,,,I. 1, 2~3. 
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It ",in~d Ul pelring , how<",; th< dlUk :md d""I\CIT<l' Fi,h Ri,'~r B""h w'"' b<low C<l th< 1<£,; and we 

rude olong green hill •. It fell dark , . A ,trao'I\C dog ... hith had x<Otllp:mied lio, p",hod fu" ,ord infO 

th~ obocunty. " 

Th~ Xhosa waged war through and m th« bush, as far as possibk. Thcrc they neutralised th« 

advanl>!g~s of firepowt1" and oth~r t~chnologi~s of th« Empir« and Colony (save for th e 

mdigolOus al~es of th ~ Colony: the Khoisan :llld, later, Mfengu),'" In \!;.'ard's pathctic account o f 

onc officer's sor~ mlO th~ Bush: 'Poor Captlin Barnhnck' , last words." w~r~, "Thi, is no place 

for cayalry"" For th~ Xhm a th e hush was synonymous with war. On~ young soldi~r noted tha t 

'thry hayc a saying that ther~ isn't spac~ for two parties in the bush.06' IndeC<.i, the hush was "­

metonym for war. on th ~ day that Bam's ensign ,hot th e Xhosa mider oycr th« 'illyume ti,«f 

'l\Ila<ioma instantly scnt off a m~""ag~ to Colond Harry Smith at King William'. Town 

thr«atening to ' take to th~ hush' which m~ant r""ommenc~ hostiliti"": " The =pression was not 

original '''' 

Thus whm Kaatj« ,ays 'W'e ncxt took to the Kowic Bush' shc!s signalling more than th e 

poaching of a . heep or m'o. In thc C"Jr of thc colonist she is prophes)'lng war - or more than 

that - threatening or d«claring it. ~'hat is more, she is al so provoking a las ting colonial fear o f 

Khois :lll mutiny - one th at was ultimately to prov« justified in the ~;ar of .M1anleni, when 

numbers of Kat River Settlers, fo=r1y th e front line and most eff«ctiv« o f colonial forces, went 

over to Xhosa:' Specitically, Bain'. 'Kowi« Bush' refff'S obvious ly to th« country around the 

Kowie ri~-er and ill; tributarie. , which flow from eith«f side of the watershed in whose Ie~ lies 

Gr:ilialmtown and down through the Zuurvdd to Port Alfroo. 'illi. was pretty much th~ ""is 

along which the 1820 scttlemcnt was laid out, and at Christmas of 1831 it was th e bush out of 

which the Xhosa crupted, bummg s~tder funm and drivmg ~verywhit~ persOl1 off the country­

:llld driVIng after th«IYI, through th« Bush and into ind"P=dent Xhosaland upwards of 4(J 000 

cattle and 100 000 sh«t<p - more than a lo . t shecp or m'o.'"' ~'hat lS mor«., that , he«p are 

Kaa~c's target rctkcts a n~w :llld ViLli polarity ill colonial social economy, for the rise of tine­

wool farmmg is ahov~ all what separates the ailing Alb:lllY settlement of 1820-1f!35 from th« 

,. Ak:x:lPdcr, N """""" IIj' a V ~U, vol. 2, 3L 
'" P";~' .. Hou" ojPhukJ, 150. 
" Word, Fiu Y'''''';N K4Jir1tmd, v"L 1, 256, 
'" Lumky G" ham, MS eli.ry, Rhodes House, Oxfu"l 
" J.;1!Ier,J' ''''''''-(, = 
" Tho arrhivc. ""d hi,roOc. omploy it f"'<lucntly. See P. R- Andcroon , ' lbe I'i>h Ri,-., &',,!h .. 1<1 tho Phce of 
Hi,rori , SQuth Afri"," m".rim/ Jou,..d, 53, 2005, 2:3-49. 
" Koogoo, (:dem"t South Ajii'", 237-'1(), 
(~ '!h~" e"1m"'" .,... ro<1nJeJ do ... n from pmb.bly ex.ggeral«1 roIoniol d .um >, but tb<y o ffer ,cop< .. Sec A, C. /..-1 
Webb. Tho .'\gri<.ultund o.'-el"P"'<nt of th< 1920 Se ttlement', 160ft Tho « rum, on",,,,,,, P«l1,ide<! by Settler> to 
ili< GOYCmm~flt Commi,,oo., ,...'pon,;bl;, fur ,,-,lie f d,,;med 11 418 c. nIe loot .. ,,{ 15<5 878 ,heep .nd SO,t>, Gll,~, 
208, 17 Il<u.,nber 1~:\~ . 
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cxpanSiV~, :.ggr~gslV~ and enriched , cttkt olig~rchy of the years thereafter - settlers with names 

likc So"thC)-', Godlonton, I30wkerwho , ooght dner, kgs di.ea., e-onchned pas tur..ge in va, t 

hinterland furrns, and the labour to run them," The 'shc~p' '" the bu.h are not th~ hardy fm­

tailed sheep of thc Khoisan pastornli.t, they are the merinos that produce what Pnngle 

ptophesied would be 'a mine of in~xhamrible wealth""', and which b).' 1~42 hav~ overtm.:Ctl Wine 

as th~ chief export of the Cokmy!" 111cse m~ep r~pre,ent, then, no t just thcmseh'CS, b"t the 

n ew order of the coming men, a rapactO<l' capitalism th:.r wiU ali~nate indigenous polity fot land 

and labour, Kaatje's gdllg in thc bush are m~gsingwirh more than sheep, and their being in the 

bu,h is about more than V'Jgdlxmdagc. 

Bain's friend Godlonton, writing in the wakc of that 'irruption' '" 1~34, ;, just as Ba1tl 

was whcn he "TOte 'Kaa* Kellilbek', underscores thc asSOClation of the Xh os,,- enem)-' with 

th~ bush by noting that th~y 'ar~ di.tinguished by the mor~ dist.tnt tribes, by an "-ppellation 

Signifying a 'Bu.h Buck or nativ~ of th~ thicker." The sheep that Kill~e is presumcd to find '" 

th~ Bmh are no t 'narives of the th id,d, Bam's mistake - if it is that - occasions one of the link 

rebounds rh at frustr:lte Ius satire, for it permits the susp,cion that the charges against Koutjc d a! 

may, in fuet, be trumped up. 'lh" in tum, thickens the ",stance of the word 'schelm' that is used 

to describe the :t:\=r that arrests her, by pushing it some way mvay from Kan~e's subjccti,'c 

" aerance and towards a more objective Judgement, th~ judgement of history. is this "- e1ue to the 

real hi, tory? It i., c~rtlinly the beginning of a de,crip tion of the way on w hich !:lain'. s. ri", 

rebounds on it, elf, ultimately to libemte Kaatje to h~rwandering through. history, h~r 

sentimental picarcsque, and to her Jcind of incorrigibility that Lister and Butler and many others 

a<"C delighted to fin d. 

']ne historICal 'truth' of the image of Kloatje, lies as much in the rhetoric of ann­

humanitarian (which " to say th~ maJOrity colonial) discourse as on the establish~d record of 

'1Iottcntot''' l>eha,lOuc. w~ find her avatars in the pages of th~ Graham',. '1 ON .. Journ'" in mor~ 

Ot Icss cvery issue through. the 1830., Saul Ru}'t~r, for example, is 'apprehended on m spiclOn of 

thcft', having 'absconded' from his life as a 'contracted sctYant' at BlouJrrans (deep in rhe Kowi/, 

" An ",,",ount of tho no" ,,001 ,,!:ricultuIT ;, givrn in Wobb', 'Agriculturu D",-olopmcno', crupt« S. Fo< • ,ucc;n<:t 
IioCCOWl' "'. L &yo, ,od K Hunt, Tn. 18}(J S,IIIm. 63----8 
'" 'L i'n ngk, ''''"",ali", tJj '~ iWidomct m S.Nth A ft,"', 210, 
'" Wcbb, '.'>griCuih,,1ll De,' elopmen(, 183----8 
,. R. G odl""trn., /1 NamJiw. of Ih , Im¢hon tJj't!Jt KoJfr JJ.m.s, 9, j Ii, book ... , coll. ted from hi. ruruliog .ccount .. 
cdi,O! in tl>c ( ;""'_', Ton ,1..,,,,,11, who ... tho ph",-'e Ii,.., (>CCUtl on 9 J""""0' 1835, GTJ, 4, 159 
" ' I 'he tem> 'Ho"m,oo' , hould pernaPI' be £ceo,-ofod, . inco tlll, ;, tl>c n:uno undof which pmto_n~~""1ll ,.nlin>en' 
hog><! '0 "if;" the K .. Rive< Se ttkmen, .. the lUnt o[.he thre .. of the V.gruK r o"'i,,_ • . A, . tem> originilly 
F """"""" it lOXomodalc' tho ,-cry UIl-Khoi,an ciroJm, t. n<e, of the community im.ogining ,,,elf cohorcn, ., 
'Ho"cn.oc,' _ , ',,.tion' of Khoilhoi .,ld Soan (0< Il~,hnl><l), with the oJ,ni,,,, ... of much Europc.an blood, ., well 

OS Xl>o!. and Mf"~h~l dem< n",. Keegan poia'" out lb." even ex-oJ,..,.", fd1 to calling them, dw, ·Ho"cn.oo', Too, }, 
"'0 "'ouJd <o}' 'Colou ... d' or 'colou ... d', bu, rllli i , no< ",lui the . ubjec" of ,hi, communi'), _ • coonm\H\;t), tht)' 

. xplicitl), ;",~ned " • 'm.tion' - c illeci ohern, et.-e .). Kcegao, 01;,,,,"'; S' Nlh /lft' ''', 121. 
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Bush) - 'he said he had been living in the bush. His appearance, which was rather that of a Wild 

beast than a human being, verified his statement. 072 Jan Vlink, '(a sheep-skin kaross and no 

undergarment whatever)" is condemned to 241ashes for stealing wood and vagrancy.73 Lys 

Sampson and two others, charged with vagrancy, yet 'pleaded guilty to the charge of being 

common p~ostitutes, and of having been guilty of indecency in the public streets'. 74 One week 

after these cases Saul Rondganger (the surname is Afrikaans for 'vagrant') is prosecuted for 

breach of the peace: 

Whitaker - I am a Constable. I apprehended the prisoner on Saturday about five or six, he was 

fighting near Webber's Canteen with a woman, his fingers were bloody, he said he beat her because 

she had taken from him a Shilling. I ordered him to go home and leave the woman alone; - he was 

very abusive, and he would teach me my duty, he was a freeman, and as good as any Englishman, - I 

left him; he followed me and said he had not done with me yet, he had a stone in his hand. I took 

him into custody, he made great resistance, and tried to tear my trousers off ... The Prisoner was 

drunk. 

Prisoner's deCence - I have nothing to say but that I was drunk. I had money in my pocket, and 

thought I dropt it, so went to pick it up, but made a mistake, and got hold of a stone.75 

The texture of these lives is one with Kaatje Kekkelbek - except that they are not lives, 

but accounts of lives, representations, and Kaatje is really 'Kaatje Kekkelbek'. Indeed, 'texture' is 

the right word, for it is the texts, the woven artefacts, that are one, as also their centre of 

origination in the propaganda of the colonial majority. 'Kaatje Kekkelbek' is a composite of 

these many strands ('text' from texere, to weave), a totality constructed of all these other 

instances of living in the bush 76, stealing sheep, drinking at the canteens of Grahamstown, 

pinching a shilling (or a Rixdollar), getting into saaps. Her language is no more her own than is 

her life: how accurately Saul Rondganger's drunken boast in the wake of Ordinance 50 ('he was a 

freeman, and as good as any Englishman') anticipates Caatje's 'For Hottentot is wyman' (in the 

omitted stanza ofBain's draft). Likewise, Rondganger's attempt at debagging the Constable is an 

illuminating emphasis on the power of clothing, those artefacts of European culture and 

acculturation so significant to the Kat River Settlers, as .we shall see in our next chapter, and so 

pertinent to Kaatje's sense of her own power, not least over the masculine colony and London. 

72 GT], 20 January 1832. 
73 ibid. 
74 ibid 
75 GT], 27 January 1832. 
76 'A Decayed tapster' bemoaoing temperance initiatives (see below) in the same edition as the report on Saul 
Rond.ganger complained that he could 'hardly get a Hottentot to chop my-firewood, without paying him either in 
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Even in Rondganger's ingeniously circumspect defence, where a 'truth' is built of 

alanning elisions and drunken misrecognition, slippage - what he calls 'mistake' - there is that 

facility of bending the language (Dutch, by presumption, but not necessarily) into new forms, 

whether they be Afrikaans or the peculiar dialect that is all Bain's and Rex's, loadedwith double 

entendres and coded references. Just as one example, the poem's 'Temper Sye!:l associates alcohol 

with aggression - via temperance.77 May we not hear Rondgangerasking for the case to be 

'dropt'? If the uncertainty of the original language forbids it, then at least we should hear in his 

defence a perfect telegram of the Khoisan experience of colonisation, dispossession and 

resistance (much of it yet to come): 'I had money in my pocket, but thought I dropt it, so went 

to pick it up, but made a mistake, and got hold of a stone.' 

The truth of Kaatje Kekkelbek - at last we hardly know whether to insert the inverted 

commas, whether character or poem - and of all who people these texts is a discursive event, a 

kind of resonance, and very far from transparent. Indeed, this 'truth' defies the illusion of literary 

transparency (and should therefore refute the 'type' that 'Kaatje Kekkelbek' proposes), being. 

instead, historical, which is to say 'thick', knotted, opaque as reality. The literary scholar, for 

example, is content to analyse the rhyme of'Plaatje' with 'karbonaatje', and thereby to draw out 

the association of the 'Hottentot' with gluttony and stocktheft. At one level deeper, we might 

remark the feminine rhyme and its coincidence with the Dutch suffix of diminution, and the way 

a patriarchal triangle is established, binding 'Plaatje' to femininity and childhood, and to the 

domesticated 'pet' status that both are accorded in some patriarchal interpellations. Linguistic 

scholarship will yield other riches: that 'platjie' denotes 'wa& rogue, scamp, sly dog. card, 

mischievous child'" and that the word plat ('flat') modifies, for example, 'plat Hollandl (colloquial 

Dutch/Afrikaans), 'plat taaI (vulgar speech), 'plat boer (simple fanner) - all of which inflect the 

character ofBain's poem, and remind us of the deft and significant construction of the text, at 

the most detailed levels. There is no explicit history in this yet, but history creeps in anyhow. 

For the name 'Plaatje' (or 'Platje') is familiar to the records of the Kat River settlement 

and to the records of the magistracy in Grahamstown. One Jannetje Plaatje indecently exposed 

money, or in victuals for his cubs in the bush.' The 'cubs' evoke fears of predation and rapacity, just as we would 
now expect to find located 'in the bush'. G1], 27 January 1832 
77 Temperance joined vagcancy in the vanguard of colonial rhetoric against Ot:dinance SO and the ill-effects of 
hberty. Schemes and societies flourished in the early 18305 - to the horror of the canteen ownen. The role of 
liquor in prompting Kaatje's loquacity and (im)pertinence - alcohol's relationship to cackling - is significant We 
have seen how profuundly the aimless wandering of the vagrant is figured in the totter of the drunk. The drunk's 
uninhibited thought and address likewise echoes the defiance and 'cheek' of Kaatje's patter, everything that Butler, 
characterising her fur his CI1jJI ChartJtie, or I<:atJgU KlIUulblIc in 1967, called 'irrepressible, cheeky, vulgar, vigorous' 
(viiI). But alcohol is an explanation that draws the sting of 'Hottentot' speech and renden it intemperate, the effect 
of drugs, a kind of madness. The 'alcoholism' of textual representations is kin to the ensnaring 'dop system' of the 
Cape farms, a local and intense fuan of colonisation, and one that makes stupid any opposition, in penon and thus 
in character - a pemicious but effective logic. 
78 D. B. Bosman,t t1I, Tlllldtllil! Woonilboek, 414. 
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himself on the ~ of January 1836, an Eva Platjes was drunk on the 18ch of February of the same 

year, Platje Wtndvogel was alleged to have received stolen goods in December of 1825, Anna 

Platjes was drunk on April 1~ of 1836, Platje Lynx (lately a soldier) was involved in a breach of 

the peace on the 30ch of March 1837.79 Alongside these Platjes we find Kaatje Draghonder, 

~ongly and unlawfully making a riot on High Street' on 11ch March 1836 (and again on 21"t 

march, and again on 24ch May, and again on 25ch August).80 Kaatje Galant lay drunk in the street 

on 21"t March 1836, and Kaatje Leander threw stones in May.81 Klaas Frederick and Sarah Eva 

stole a sheep off Joseph W1lmot at Zuurkloof on the ~ of May 1836. Bain's own reporting 

recorded 'Platje, sen, and Platje, jun, Hottentots' convicted of theft in Graaff-Reinet back in 

1830.82 Even more suggestive are magistracy records for Spielman Platje, 'a private soldier in the 

Cape Mounted Rifleman - refusing to work in obedience to a military court martial and using 

abusive and violent language' (26 November 1836), and Platje Dirk, 'now or lately a labourer and 

now or lately in the employment of the Engineer Department at the Ecca Heights' - which was 

Bain's first project as a government road-builder (he was attached to the Royal Engineers in 

Apri11837)83 -who stole agovemmentgun on the job on ~ June 1838.84 

How good it would be, for the historically inclined scholar of literature, to discover that 

an original existed for the 'Uncle Plaatje' of the poem, and that he was uncle to a woman called 

Kaatje who appears on th,e Grahamstown court roll for 1837. Besides satisfying curiosity, such 

an origin for the poem would comply with detenninist models of history and neatly satisfy the 

scientistic inclination of those Who work with strict notions of aetiology. But would a real model 

for Kaatje or Plaatje really offer us more than we have? More than the limited, fonnal 

observations of textual criticism - yes. More than the imprecisions and generative ambiguities, 

the useful truths, of history - no. The very contingencies of history may teach us more than its 

certainties, when it comes to literature, for literature - even political literature, which is to say 

literature self-conscious of its historical operations - is the expression of history in myth, the 

means by which history is edited and emended, amplified and oriented, in social construction. 

Of course, this makes the writing of all history a deeply literary business also. 'Literary history' 

marks an ambiguous reference at once to the history of literature, but also to the nature of 

history. But the two are entailed in deep practice, as the literary history of the Plaatjes shows. 

When Bain was guarding the frontier at Block drift in the aftermath of the war of Hintsa 

- that period when the occasion of the frontier most personally affected him - he once had 

79 'Albany Criminal Record Book, 1835-7', CA, 1/ AY 3/1/1/1/3. 
10 ibid. 
81 ibid. 
82SACA, 25 September 1830. 
S3 lister, Jollf7ll1ls, xxiv. 
84 'Albany Criminal Record Book, 1837~', CA, CO 1/ AY 3/1/1/1/4. 

142 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

occasion to pursue the spoor of some stolen cattle up into the hinterland of Maqoma's country, 

past Fort Cox, where he ovemighted in the company of Stretch, the local officer in charge. This 

was in August, some months after Hinsta's death and some months before Bain's fateful attack 

on the raiding party. Stretch's diary records his visit, but in the shadow of the far more 

significant, ongoing negotiations between Colony and Maqoma: 

~ ltd ANpMacomo sent Pla* to ascertain if Captain Willden had arrived. Captain Bain, who 

arrived here on Sunday evening, retumed to his post Block Drift. 85 

That Thursday Stretch records 'a fresh instance of Macomo's sincerity, in that 'Macomo sent 

Platje, his counsellor, this morning to inform Major Cox that ... several horsemen had passed ... 

towards Umhala's country with cattle .. .', and the next day 'Platje informed Major Cox that he 

had succeeded in getting the horses'.116 By Friday Harry Smith has arrived with 'terms' for 

negotiation with Maqoma. 'Of this circumstance they were immediately informed, and requested 

to meet the colonel at the usual place, called by Platje the 'praat plack' [talking place].'17 

Stretch calls Platje Maqoma's 'counsellor'. He was certainly Maqoma's interpreter, and as 

such a pivotal figure in this southern African crisis. Earlier in August Stretch refers to him as 

'Platje, Macomo's interpreter', continuing, 'and Platje, Botma's [Bhotomane's] interpreter, both 

arrived at the camp this day with messages to Cockey [COX].'88 That there were two Platje 

interpreters to two major Xhosa chiefs thickens the instance, and that the astute Stretch should 

have perceived Maqoma's Platje as in some wise kin to a counsellor is also pertinent, for surely it 

signals a valuation of the political role this man played Le Cordeur, Stretch's editor, calls him 

both 'counsellor and interpreter' and cites Charles Brownlee's Reminiscences: 'Maqoma had 

employed Plaatje Ona, a Gonah Kafir, to tamper with the Cape Corps who formed part of the 

garrison at Fort Willshire ... Old Plaatje was a well-known character in Fort Beaufort, having 

resided for many years on the Barouka stream .. .'89 

On the other hand Charles Stretch's most trusted setgeantwas Stoffels Platje.9O nus man 

led details of his own, was sent to arrest the insubordinate, and placed to guard threatened 

prisoners. He appears the model of the Tottie' soldier, indispensable to colonial military success 

and a beacon for colonial strategies of Khoisan co-option. 

85 B. Le Cotdeur (ed.),Jollf'1Mi of Chris LemJox Stnkh, 129. 
116 ibid, 129-30. 
87 ibid 
88 ibid, 122. 
89 Le Cordeur (ed),JolW7ltJ/, 181; C. Brownlee, &mi1lirmlm, 23-4. 
90 Le Cotdeur (ed.), JOIIf1ItIi, 58, 96, 103, 108. 
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Bain's 'Uncle Plaatje,91 is historical in partaking of all these instances. He is a composite 

of the independent Khoikhoi who is absorbed into Xhosa society, the colonial recusant who 

crosses over to the.Xhosa council and interprets the Colony for it, and the co-opted colonial 

subject, loyal to the limited future the Colony holds out for him, and the colonial subject whose 

alienative crisis drives him to various options: the theft of a gun, military insubordination, or 

drunken dissolution of the Grahamstown streets. In being so composite he is especially 

historical, for the history of the Khoisan at this time is one of the dissolution and composition 

of subjectivity in the forge of crisis. Bain's Plaatje is capable of extremes (which was precisely the 

colonial nightmare of the 'Hottentot'): enserfed92 as an 'inboekselini, then contrarily 'trymm/, 

settler and vagrant, friend and foe, front-line trooper and mutineer. These were the Plaatje's Bain 

met and knew and spoke about in the mess, they participate as one in 'Uncle Plaatje', because in 

him they unite, not the· history of a precise character, but precisely the character of contradiction 

that is in all history, and particularly the history of the 'Hottentot', so ambivalent that even the 

word takes inverted commas. 

Inverted commas are righdy mocked as an academic tic, but, of course, they arise in 

scholarly discourse for good reasons as well as bad. The temptations of 'discourse' (with inverted 

commas) promote their use, since what scholars say is always a cautious and usually minor 

amendment of things sai~ before. So we are always quoting, if not direcdy, then discursively - to 

type. Sometimes the inverted commas arise out of introversion and excessive tentativity. But 

sometimes, as in this historicist treatment, they have to appear in order to signal the inflections 

of words according to their character of greater or lesser historicity, greater or lesser textuality. It 

is not a postmodem nicety; even traditional histories must confront the historical variability of 

linguistic foons - how, for example, Kaatje is also Caatje and Kaatjie, and Hottentot is also 

Khoisan or 'Hottentot', according to usages which signal inflections of historical significance. It 

is vexing to have to shuttle between these inflections and their foons, but that vexation is in the 

character of history. Here, what we have attempted as history (or historicism) is a reading which 

seeks as much to inflect history with literature as literature with history, not to collapse 

disciplinary boundaries for the sake of it, but for the effect which permeability might yield. The 

technique is ancient to science, where the reactive proximity of agents, deliberately effected in 

catalysis, has long been an essential basis of empiricism. So it is here. 

91 In Dutch/Afrikaans 'uncle' figures as a familiar tenn of respect for a senior male, but that familiarity may be 
extended to effect a 'softening' intimacy that need not be there for both parties. An example of this (often 
mcialised) imposed intimacy is 'Uncle Tom'. 

92 The tenn is used by V. C. Malherbe, 'The Cape Khoisan in the Eastem Districts of the Colony Before and After 
Ordinance 50 of 1828', 43. Its evocation of 'enslaved' goes a long way to closing the gap between the anachronistic 
'serf, the euphemistic 'bonded labour' and the technically incorrect, but substantially accurate 'slave'. 
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The effect here yielded, moreover, is of the greatest value. It shows that history is far 

from simply the context of literature, as stable as gold is chemically, or any kind of gold standard 

against which to reckon the claims of literature. Instead we discover history to be shot through 

with literature, effected by it and written by it, itself contradictory and polysemous. The relation 

of history to 'Kaatje Kekkelbek' demonstrates that the certain character of either lies in the 

relation between the two, and is one, and is what I will here call the character of 'gainsaying', by 

which, after a literary fashion, I mean several things simultaneously, but all of them relationaL If 

we read history and literature thus, as gainsaying, we read again, we read against and we gain by a 

process in which both gain. History re-reads literature (again), it contradicts literature (as when 

Bain's satire is referred against him and itselt), and it thickens the literary instance (with a gain in 

infonnation). Literature rewrites history (again), it contradicts it (as when by fiction it is able to 

write against the lies of the powerful, called truth, and history gains by it not only the artefact 

('Kaatje Kekkelbek' is a thing in history) but also the example, for better and for worse. 

And so it may amount only to another instance to be contradicted or gainsaid, or it may 

be that we gain by saying it, reading again the Graham's TOIll1l Joll17ll:ll of 1835, when Bain signs the 

petition against the Advertiser, has his 'misfortunes' beyond the northern frontier reported, 

'describes the whole country, from this to the Tarka, as one scene of ruin and commotion,93, 

becomes the subject of reports on the affray over the Tyhume94 and a regular correspondent, to 

discover also a report on the Graaff-Reinet Circuit Court, which formerly Bain covered for the 

Advertiser. There we learn that on 8 September 1835, a few weeks before Bain's own arrest and 

court martial, two Platje's, a Meitjie and a Kaatje, among others, were arraigned on charges of 

receiving stolen goods, to wit, two cows,an ox and four horses, and found guilty. The men were 

sentenced to a year and the women to six month's confinement. The presiding officer was 

Justice George Kekewich.95 Kaatje Kekkelbek, we will recall, had a 'gekke Tante Meitjie' and an 

'uncle Plaatje'. Her crimes were finding sheep that were not lost (that is, of receiving stolen 

goods) and of 'stealing os and hamel'. And then, in due season of the circuit court, 

The Judge. came round, his sentence such 

.As he thought fair and even, 

'Six months hard work,' which means in Dutch, 

CZes maaoden lekker leevenl' 

And the judge himself is well-selected, for as Kaatje reminds us: 

93 G1J, 4, 158, 2 January, 1835. 
94 GTj, 4, 204,19 November 1835. 
95 GT],4, 199, 15 October 1835. 
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maar om Hot'nots, will iY g'loo is banjan slimme. - om weet wei wanneer ouw Kekwis rood kom -

dat steeI.om de meeste, want zyn straf is sltoos 'Six months hard labourl' 

History is the story of precedent. Whether Kaatje Kekkelbek has an actual precedent or 

not, 'Kaatje Kekkelbek', the sketch, most certainly has. Its precedent lies not in the courts orjails 

OJ:' the Kat River Settlement (for it is a text and not a character), but in the pages and voices of 

the frontier, the court reports, the oaths on the streets and the minutes· of meetings in the Kat 

River Settlement. What has not been remarked before is that 'Kaatje Kekkelbek' has a literary 

pr~edent, too. For in December of 1835, that busy year for Bain and all the frontier, the Joll17lt1i 

published a 'Dialogue between 'An Assertor of the Natural Rights of Mankind', and a Hapless 

Hottentot', in which the philanthropic Assertor is exposed for a hypocrite who finds the 

Hapless Hottentot smelly and tuneless, and cannot abide the 'reality' of the latter's drinking and 

smoking, and his disinclination to political action. The hapless Hottentot says, markedly 

anticipating Kaatje, 

Story! Myn lieve Baas, I have none to give you, 

Only, last week, passing by a sheep-kraal, 

I was plenty hungry, I t:ink I like to taste 

Small bit of mutton. 

De constappIes come, to bring me '£me de maggesttaat; 

Dey give me·litde bit of Bogging in de trook, sir, 

But give me plenty to eat; I eat not so good 

Since I last left him. 

Myn lieve Baas, give me den a litde bit tobaccol 

Or monies 'nough to buy for me a soopiel 

But for myn part I was never luff to meddle 

Mit politics, sir. 

And the Assertor, indignant, 'kicks over the hapless Hottentot - breaks his fiddle -

exit[s] ... in a flare of republico-millenarian enthusiasm, and universal philanthropy.'96 The 

identity or anonymity of the author was the subject of some arch irony in succeeding issues. 

Could it be Bain? All that matters is that Bain surely saw it, for the picaresque of Kaatje is 

96 G1], 4, 208, 17 December 1835. 
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indebted to it, as is the fonnal invention of the poem's patois and its progress to humour. It is 

not a literary detraction to challenge the originality ofBain's poem and to assert its historical 

precedents - or should not be - but it is a necessity of understanding both the literary and the 

historical to gainsay each with the other, or better yet, to gainsay that each is other at all. In 

bringing the text and history into their proper and properly muddled proximity we are restoring 

to all human undertakings, whether deliberate inventions of accidental experiences, that unity in 

which matters are integrated, and which thus has integrity and must pass for the truth that is the 

object of both historian and literary scholar. 
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4. 'Here? ... It's dark.': Implicit and Explicit in Fugard's BoeaDJIID IUld Lena 

The blasted heath 

We come to understand the vagrant as a figure of economic history, but firstly, and in the 

popular imagination, vagrancy is a spatial condition. The vagrant is intended to mean, and thereby 

meant into being, by an erratic and apparently aimless trajectory through space, and is exiled from 

the concourse of power by travestying the order and propriety of space - itself the domain in 

which the state finds its imaginative corollary. Inevitably the literature of the vagrant (or, perhaps 

better, the literary history, the historical literature, the CIIItttre of the vagrant) becomes, therefore, 

also a literature or a culture of space. 

Because Athol Fugard's BoeS1llan and Una is a provincial text - proVincial within the 

(metropolitan) canon, and provincial in subject matter - it imitates the colonial vagrant in 

appearing ungrounded, unfixed by metropolitan gravity.1 Lacking the imprimatur of weightiness, 

impressed as that is by the downward pressure of the tradition, of successive texts, the play runs 

the hazard of not being able to bear the burden of the concerns it would have us consider 

serious. It is as if its tragedy, such as we expect on the main stage, were relegated to the make-do 

backrooms of the fringe. But it is far from marginal, and the best way to demonstrate this is to 

read the play through the metropolitan centre against which, or from which, it is derived. At the 

heart of that canon lies King Lear, and at the· heart of King Uar lies the heath, itself a spatial 

idiom, and the stage for literature's best-known vagrant. What is it about a heath? 

Mostly we are inclined to read the staged space of drama (or any genre) connotatively. 

The porter's badinage in MtZ&beth is really all about the great door he takes so long to open, and 

through which the actors and audience are to pass, as time does, to the revelation that is history 

(the history of the foregoing night), and which door, here, is ultimately the door of mortal sin, 

the gate of hell itsel£ Similarly, a heath, such as lies at the heart of King Lear, and which well 

matches the wind-cropped thomscrub of the flats between Addo and Algoa Bay, is, at first 

glance, a thematic tableau, a kind of connotative arena suited to (and secondary to) the purpose 

of the action. The dimension of space is forever subordinated to that of time in literature, and 

unsurprisingly, since literary representation (with the exception of lyric poetry only) . has time as 

its medium - it progresses by story. The heath then represents the 'space' (in contemporary 

popular parlance) into which the action and its characters have come. It is above all an 

undifferentiated space, characterised by the absence of landmarks, chiefly horizontal. In King 
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gypsy eyes or the opacity of their connection with a rumoured Liverpool (where, Terry Eagleton 

points out, the great press of refugees from the Irish Famine became concentrated, creatures 

from beyond the pale)". Everything about the moor is wuthering: fluid, erratic, unsettled. The 

gorse and heather deter incursions upon their ground. Water runs too freely and too wide: 

heaths are often bogs, treacherous ground In all these things the heath deters the interest of 

property. Whether to a feudal economy or a capitalist one, the heath is wasteland, and the 

interests of power decline it. It falls generally to the common weal, and this is its most important 

historical attribute. Even in Britain today the great heaths are national conservancies. Heath is 

commonage. And commonage in a context, as Victor Kiernan reminds us of contemporary 

Britain, let alone Tudor society, <Where one per cent of the inhabitants own more than half of 

the land,.5 

The heath, thus, carries historical connotations also. It is the place where even a king's 

law may falter, as his agents are sucked into the bog or retreat from the weather. It is a place 

where the poorest inhabitant, by virtue of his isolation, may find himself all but a king though 

encircled by another kingdom. And where the law does reach the heath it finds the ground in 

common hands through ancient negiect. Again and again, in Uar, it stlnds against the king and 

his kingdom. Conversely it is that space which only a madman would want to inhabit, indeed, 

which might be the only place where a madman could inhabit. As an unsettled ground it is home 

to none but the unsettled; where else might a vagrant settle? William Blake makes the heath that 

place where the chimney sweep is 'hapPy'1 a zone contrary to the city where life is 'charter'd', 

which is to say taken in measure and possessed by the purpose of that measure, but also 

chartered as an apprentice is in submitting to the writ of contract, thus fettered to the project of 

power.6 Wtldemess of this sort (as also the thickets of ancient forest, or desert, for example) is 

the habitat of the outlaw of every sort. Fernand BnwdeI, writing of the French landscape, called 

the forest 'a world upside down, a paradise for bandits, brigands and outlaws ... a refuge for the 

weak,7, noting thereby both its historical nature and its historical character of subversion. 

Shakespeare's proclivity for such carnivalesque spaces as forests, islands, and Illyrian shores has 

also to do with this recognition of the realm of the imagination in such ungoverned spaces. Julia 
Briggs reminds us that 'forest' in the discourse of English Renaissance landscape is not strictly 

forest, that is, not necessarily thickly overgrown. Instead, it is a general category, containing the 

binary opposite of 'fielden', 'being nucleated, close communities, usually farming arable lands, 

often with a high proportion of enclosed land.'s Conversely 'forest' landscape implied more 

open systems of settlement, with sheep pasturing, mining, cottJge manufacture, charcoal burning 

.. T. Eagleton. RI4tJxIjJf fIIId the Gnat Htmg"., 3. 
5 V. Kleman, Eight TfrIl!IIies of Shalusptan, 34. 
6 W. Blake, '!'he Olimney Sweeper', 'London' (Sonll ofExpmma), The CtmIp/4tI POIfIIS, 123, 128. 
7 F. Braude!, The IdmtiFJ ofFf"IIIIa, 147-8. 
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and so on.9 In other words, Shakespeare's forests connote looser social organisation and a wider 

range of economic occupation than the strictly feudal and manorial landscape of'fielden'~ In 

extreme circumstances that looseness of government is like the heath, and , indeed, much of the 

great 'forests' of England were always, as they are still, in good measure open ground, clothed in 

no more vegetation than bracken and gorse. What attracts a Robin Hood to Sherwood is not 

literally concealment, but a complex and ancient refuge from hegemony. Braudel's observation 

need not apply only to forest, but to kindred spaces like the heath, and also to the mudflats and 

scurf scrubland of the hinterland of Port Elizabeth. 

Where Boesman and Lena wander is as wide and as flat as Lear's heath and as subject to 

the same conditions of weather and neglect. Not for nothing is Port Elizabeth known as 'the 

windy city', and no-one who has driven past the Union Carbide factory and the do/osse of Algoa 

Bay, out into the eastern Cape towards Grahamstown or Cradock, has not looked across the low 

thorn thicket and the sandy valleys of successive rivers, easily gouged through quaternary 

sandstone, fossil dunes, towards the shore, and not thought the land flat and bleak. and 

unyielding. A fit place for saltpans and no loss, as landscape, to the Kxurha/Coega harbour 

project that is now churning much of it into earthworks and roadworks and so on. The xeric 

thicket is stunted by the wind and characterised by the kind of tenacious plants that prosper in 

thin soils: thorns and succulents, aloes, spekboo1ll, the silvery-leaved, light-reflecting scrub of Rhus. 

Across these plains the litter of the national road and of peripheral Port Elizabeth is blown, so 

that thethornscrub and the fences are flagged with plastic packets, shredded in short time. An 

offhand description from a soldier recollecting his arrival in 1846 suggests that its character has 

changed little in .the eyes of those who behold the ground for the first time: '[tJhe country 

through which we went was very sandy with small stumpy bushes - very desolate and 

uninviting.'lO 

This is the beginning of what is widely called 'the bush' in the colonial archive and still 

today: the south-westernmost extent of the valley bushveld (orxeric kaffrarian thicket) of the 

eastern Cape, an environment long identified with the persistence of the Xhosa (and free, then 

renegade, Khoisan) in the encroached space of colonial occupation.l1 This persistence is begun 

in the colonial 'problem' of the Zuurveld, which was the tenuous nature of trekboer settlement 

within the trnnshumance range of Ndlambe and Gqunukhwebe Xhosa, and Gonaqua Khoi 

before that. Colonel Collins's 1809 visit and report on the area fixes the association, particularly 

in its quarrelsome recitation of Maynier's prophetic warnings about the hazards of a frontier 

through the bush. The Graaff-Reinet landdrost complained that 

• J. Briggs, This Stagt-Pltg W~ 34. 
9 ibid. 
10 M Beming (ed.), TIN Ifistori&t:tI 'CotttImations' of Sir GfOf1! Cory, 51. 
lt As we have seen in our treatment of Kaatje Kekkelbek's excursion in the 'Kowie Bush', above, 136f£ 
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The plan of driving the Caffres and Hottentots beyond the Great FiSh River, so much favoured by 

some, I have always disapproved And maintain, that whoever knows the state of that part of the 

country where they live, and the immense woods and dens which offer a safe retreat to them, w.iJl 

look upon such plan to be unwise, because gready difficult to be accomplished and still more so, to 

confine them there, and cruel, on account of the hardships which they must consequendy suffer. -

And I feel the most perfect conviction that peace may be procured with these Creatures by fair 

means, and with litde trouble.12 

This is of the ideological lineage that Andries Stockenstrom succeeds to and by which the Kat 

River Settlement, and such 'Creatures' as Kaatje Kekkelbek, is envisaged But in 1811-12 the 

plan of eviction was executed and the record of Grnham's clearance in the war of the Zuurveld, 

in which 'the bush' becomes an explicit military problem for the colony, harbouring and aiding 

the Xhosa, extends the association of indigenous persistence with the bush1'. Out of this 

occasion is amplified the long metonymic association of the bush with the Xhosa, the 

(non)colonial 'other', by which attributes of tenacity, opacity, impenetrability, prickliness, hazard, 

wilderness and so on are transferred from the environment to the Xhosa, and attributes of 

opposition, resistance, conflict and so on are transferred from the Xhosa to the environment. 

This transfer of attributes, a process of 'muddling', underpins the landscape of the bush and 

marks it as frontier within the discourse that produces that landscape (where landscape, landskip, 

of course, is an artefact of human contrivance rather than the donation of nature itself, a place 

rather than a space).1. 

We have seen already, in the case of Kaatje Kekkelbek's passage through the Kowie 

Bush, this conflation of the indigene and environment in the construction of landscape, but it is 

worthwhile here to remind ourselves of Harriet Ward's formulation: 'Like the lion, the tiger, the 

panther, and all the roaming tenants of the bush, the mountains or the Kloof, the Kaffir has 

become identified with the country to which he now belOngs.'1S Not only is the indigene 

bestialized, but also 'enterred' as Dan Wylie coins it,16 which is to say confuted with the very 

earth itself, dross and without design. Yet at the same time, the figure of the bush is peculiarly 

and intensely animated: this is the realm of those big cats which prowl all the margins of 

European empire, Africa, America, Asia. And their chief attribute, shared with the Xhosa (and 

the Khoisan) is a roaming tenantry, vagabondage. Out of this frame tread the 'dread feet' of 

12 Collins - Caledon, 30 May 1808(9), CA, CO 4438. 
13 See below. The Colonial Office file on the landrosty of Uiteohage in these yean, CO 2582, contains the record 
and provides the substantial uchive for Ben Maclennan's regrettably unreferenced PropIr D'lI'" r/Tmor (1985). 
14 The word arises in Renaissance Flemish in conjunction with the 'landscape' genre of pictorial representation. The 
stem '-skip' shares etymologically in the verb 'to create'. 
15 H Ward, Pivr YIIIT.f ill K4fir/tmd, voL 1,122. 
16 D. Wylie, 'Language and Assassination: Aspects of White Writers; Portrayal ofShaka and the Zulus' in C. White 
(ed.), TIN MfIClllle.Ajtmm1th: &fXI1IStrIICIive D,btms ill Sollthem.AjrW1l History, 71-103. 
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Blake's 'Tyger', the principle of energy itself, to all but Blake a hellish visitation, like the vagrant 

to be 'fearful' of, a stock.thief, aeature of stealth and ambush, rapacity and 'forests of the night'. 

How well Blake understood the contrariety of spaces like forest and heath to the 'chart'rd' order 

of the land, where the lamb is raised and a population settled We need to remember that he was 

a contemporary of Ndlambe and Graham, and more likely than most to recognise the Fourth 

Frontier War for the far-flung front of the French Revolution that it might usefully be conceived 

of today. Not only the chimney sweep is happy in the unchartered margins, but so too 'on the 

barren heath/Sing the honey bees,17, whose energy is manifest in both honey and the sting, and 

which is surely the ultimate reach ofNdlambe's riddle on the banks of the Sunday's River. 

Above all, albeit not to first appearances, these are contested spaces, regions of honey and the 

sting, where history, progression, is wrought by contraries. Once again, as the young soldier, 

Lumley Graham, reported to posterity: 'they have a saying that there [tSn't space] for two parties 

in the bush' .18 The statement is pointed even to the extent that it is impossible to fix the 

reference of the pronoun. Just who 'they' are that have this saying - whether Xhosa, colonists, 

Johnnies, Khoisan, Boer or Brit - or whether the saying comes across to one 'they' from 

another, is as moot and wide open as the hea~ as intractable and entangled as the bush. Like 

these spaces, the pronoun produces a crisis of attribution. 

All of this serves to amplify the points made hitherto about the English heath as a zone 

connotative of the social rnargin, of the levelling of the gradient of power, of the refuge of the 

powerless and disorderly - a space correlative of th vagrant's passage, a theatre for revolution. 

While we address the identification of the colonial indigene with the metaphoric complex called 

in South Africa 'the bush', we should recall that HeathclifPs name is itself a compound of the 

landscapes that mean despair to Lear and Gloucester respectively, and that connote frontier and . 

the vision of frontier that is afforded the disguised Edgar. Heathcliff is similarly conflated with 

his outsider's landscape: Catherine Earnshaw recognises in him an 'unreclairned creature, without 

refinement, without cultivation: an arid wilderness of furze andwhinstone' .19 He is the heath and 

the cliffs, 'unrec1airned' because unclaimed, as uncultivated in person as the heath is in fact. If his 

name is deliberate, then does not the same degree of social exile, of outlaw, attend John Gay's 

Macheath, the (rnarginal, colonised, Scots) son of the clan of heath? Such a reckoning of the 

heath, and kindred wildernesses, may be extended to the bush in eastern South Africa by 

providing a sketch of a local history of the space which accentuates its place as a colonial 

problem, in which colonial solutions are derived and imposed on the landscape, which is to say 

for bush and indigene simultaneously and metonyrnicaUy. Not the least of these solutions, and 

one with significant echoes in the history of commonage in the British Isles, is that of clearance. 

17 Blake, 'The Argument' (TIN M4rriatI ofHtt.lt,a IIIIIi RI/J), TIN CompiIII POIIIIS, 180. 
la Lumley Graham Diary, MS, Rhodes House, Oxford. See above, 138. 
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We should not forget that Graham's conceptual rhetoric in the Zuurveld campaign was 

contemporaneous with that of the Highland clearances.20 Nor does the rhetoric of clearance end 

there, as numetous colonial accounts reflect. 21 Harriet Ward, the officer's wife, likened 

operations against the Xhosa to a battle against weeds· ot the fecund thicket 'As fast as they 

were put down in one place, they started up in another.'22 In all of this the bush, like the heath, 

represents the place of history - somewhere uncertain but active, where things happen like 

weather or war, and problems lurk until they are cleared, often by violence to the powerless and 

with hazard to the powerful. 

Clearance itself, however, is not enough. Firstly this is because clearance is a solution 

predicated upon a desired outcome, it serves a solution implicit in the clearing. Secondly this is 

because history and historical space are not static; what is cleared may not stay so. However one 

constructs the 'problem' posed by commonage or the Zuurveld to the respective agents of 

power that cleared them, it is undeniable that the clearance served the ultimate acquisition of 

that ground for the powerful, newly interested in land that was fonnerly not useful. This has to 

do with the securing of the space, certainly, but also with its exploitation as new technologies, or 

new populations, or new priorities, render it valuable. In each case clearance is followed by 

enclosure. In tum, enclosure entails property and boundaries, the chartering of space to the ends 

of itS alienation (not leastfirJ11I nature and to society, but primarily from a fonner usufruct to a 

latter and more exclusive one). This is as true of the simple commons of England as it is of the 

Highlands, and also of the colonial settlement of the Zuurveld and the establishment of the 

district of Albany. Enclosure is important here because it represents not just the physical or legal 

circumscription, alienation and· (re)attribution of space, but also the ideological. Enclosure 

signifies also the 'closure' of space as place, the way it is brought within the tight writ of 

hegemonic ascriptions of meaning. as landscape. And these have bearings upon what the heath 

and bush might 'mean' in King Uar or BoesfJIan and una, because for all they are primarily kinds 

of 'flat' and 'open' space, in all ways, nonetheless they also carry, for the audiences of both plays, 

powerful intimations of historical closures, and are thereby as thick with threat for the powerless 

in history as with hazard for the powerful. It is a problem shared, but unequally. 

Thus it is that for Boesman and Lena the scrub flats outside Port Elizabeth are no escape 

from the inevitable enclosure of colonial history. Boesman even thinks of them as· 'my place' and 

threatens Lena with violence for yielding place to Outa. 23 'You'll end up with a tribe of old ktdfers 

sitting here', he complains, ironically summoning the ghosts of the amaNdlambe and 

amaGqunukhwebe (and perhaps especially the latter's chief Chungwa, murdered in his sleep by 

19 E. Bronte, Wlltberiflg Heights, 141. The point is begun in Eagleton, Heathcliff II1IIi the G,.,f1t HII1Iger, 4. 
20 B. Maclennan. A Propir DIp ofTmTIf', 161-2. 
21 P. Anderson, 'The Human Qay', chapter 2. 
22 Want, Five Y'Ilr.f, voL 1,289. 
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Graham's forces, just over the Sunday's river)24 in the person of Outa. His place he fears will be 

made 'a ktdfer nes,25, in an image essentially colonial in the way it recapitulates both the 

bestialisation of the Xhosa and their metonymic hold upon the landscape. Lena, however, 

reaches towards 'that darkness' out of which Outa emerges, and it is one with the bush, but 

ultimately a zone ofloss. 'That's where the sun goes', she says ofVeeplaas, '[b]ehind it there into 

the bush'.26 Later she recounts a yeaming for the mountains, somewhat after the example of the 

Psalmist who lifts up his eyes unto the hills: 

It's my eyes. Therre not so good any more, specially when the thing is far away. But in the old days 

•. .1 You know those mountains out there, when you walk Kleinskool way. In the old days so clear, 

Ollta. When we were resting I used to put my finger on a point, and then up and down, just the way 

it is. 

I haven't seen them for a long time. Boesmao's bad gets in the way these days.27 

It is a speech that recalls the testimony of Andries Stoffels to the Select Committee on 

Aborigines in London in 1836: 'We lived in the mountains till the missionaries, then I came 

among human beings.'28 For Stoffels, too, the mountains and the bush represent what is lost in 

attaining colonial subjectivity. 'He could find 'no rest' in his old Jife,'29 Elizabeth Elboume 

recounts of a subject clearly in acute crisis at the time ofhis conversion, quoting James Read: 

He then went among the fannen, where there was dancing and merriment; but was punued by his 

conscience; he retumed to Bethelsdorp; but his convictions were deepened by the word of God, and 

often had he to rise from his seat and run out of the chapel to the hwhes and the thickets, weeping 

aloud, and spending hoon and even days from men. pmying to God for meECy.30 

What Lena traces is the contour of a history that is imagined begun in freedom in the 

mountains, a pre-lapsarian rest-state of 'the old days', that progresses by 'up and down' to 'the 

way it is', 'these days'. Now Boesman's back represents 'human beings', which is to say the 

subjectivity of the colonial state (whose prerogative is 'humanity' itself). His back is what she 

23 A Fuganl, Bot.mum fIIIIi Lma fIIIIi Othlr Plttls, 259. 
24 Maclennan, A PrupIr Degm ofTIf'f'Of', 112--13. 
25 ibid. 
26 ibid, 248. 
27 ibid, 263. 
28 Evidence of Andries Stoffels. June 1836. ProattJi"l,s of the SIlKt Coflllllit1#l 011 Aborigi1llS, 583. 
29 E. Elboume, 'Early Khoisan Uses of Mission Ouistiaoity', Knmos, 19 (November 1992), 26. 
30 J. Read (sm), 'The African Witness: or, a Short Account of the Life of .Andries StofBes', 109, in EIboume, 'Early 
Khoisan Uses of Mission Ouistiaoity', 26. 
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follows and what bears the burden. In turn, her myopia is cognate with the closure of her world 

in the little web of confusion and places, and with the sun's setting in the darkness of the bush, 

and with the obtrusion ofBoesman's back. into her view, its effacing the landscape. The place 

names enclose her, Boesman's back. encloses her, these days enclose her: property, patriarchy, 

history. 

There is another reason why enclosure is important to this consideration, and that is 

because enclosure is a concept which admirably describes the compass of the stage itself. 

Clearance and enclosure are the historical expressions of the same passages that in the playscript 

are written as entries and exits. Lena reminds Boesman that the two of them have helped write 

the paths through the veld, and in so doing she ought to have hope of her audience realising that 

she is talking as much about the cast's constituting the imaginative realm of the stage, as of the 

historical truth of her observation. The ideological geography of the stage is constituted of its 

enclosing and clearing (and re-enclosing) a problem, whether that is construed as social, 

existential, or historical. The powers which perceive that problem and which devise and impose 

a solution for it across the space of the stage are, in the instance of the play, hegemonic, and 

they are given as a plural here because they are both author and audience, acting in concert. The 

players labour for them, and do the bidding of both. Exeunt. The problem and the solution are 

staged: they are put on a stage as a play, but they are staged also in being faked to the purposes 

of the occasion. Lena asks 'Here?' by way of invoking the place of her history, but she has no 

choice. The audience (and the economy in which they are the market) have decided for her, it is 

inevitable, and it is inevitably fake. It is not her history, but ours. It is not her place, but ours. At 

its best the strategy works to conflate audience and coloniser and to make the audience 

complicit, after a Brechtian fashion. But more worrying is the lie told in the image of a history 

that may be enclosed in a finite account and a single order of meaning. This reminds us again 

that there are those two vastly different histories; one happens more or less without purpose to 

real people, and one is staged on purpose for the regard of people who pay money to others to 

write and to act it. 

The architecture of the stage is therefore landscape also, a place bound by the purpose of 

its construction to effect that construction. Its rounds are islands, its arches the gates of hell, its 

flatness heaths and mudflats. The famous metaphor in Macbeth, of life as a poor player on the 

stage for a short hour, is effected across precisely this correspondence between the actual space 

in which life happens, the space of a life, and the meaning that is made of that life, its staging. 

Shakespeare's metaphor reaches back. to Bede's account of the metaphor of the Anglo-Saxon 

prince, who saw the individual life as a sparrow crossing from darkness to darkness through the 

brief firelight of the hall, where we may be sure the warrior clan sat not just at meat, but at play, 

staging song and riddle, perhaps even the history of a people in the throat of its scop. The point 
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of Shakespeare's metaphor is not simply that life is rendered a folly by the catastrophic clearance 

- or enclosure - of death, but also that what we make of life is not what really happens .. It is not 

simply the brevity that is appalling, but also that we have no way to express life save in staging it, 

if we are to make meaning then it is by memorialising, by 'putting on' our lives in playing, 

strutting and fretting. 

What is more, there is an ancient correspondence between the vagrant and the player 

(and the player-writer). As far back as the middle ages, the British state has co~flated the· two. 

Edward I produced ordinances against 'Bards, Rhymers and other idlers and vagabonds'.ll Both 

are habitues of the heath, and both stand in kinship with the seditious art of poetry. The 

concentration of such assaults upon vagrancy under later monarchs and into Tudor times 

continues the association, and it culminates in the concerted Puritan suppression of playing, in 

which the rhetoric insists that players are to 'be taken to be Rogues,l2, and which at times forces 

the players out of London and onto the road in a kind of prophetic self-fulfilment of the vagrant 

exile. ·The 'Act for the Punishment of Vagabonds' of 1572 directly associated players with 

vagrants and propelled the development of companies under securepatronage.ll Indeed, the 

theatre itself was routinely condemned 'as a destabilizing site of potential sedition where 

"masterless men" might gather'M, which is to cast the audience as idle, according to a protestant 

work ethic, and to equate idleness with sedition. The stage becomes a heath, the mote dangerous 

for being the very opposite of marginal, for although the playhouses are pushed·to the edge of 

the city, yet they remain at the centre of the kingdom and at the centre of the crowd's gaze. 

In every way, then, the stage is itself a space congruent with the heath, the mudflats or 

the bush. Perhaps the most useful effect of this congruency is to teach us that these spaces are 

never so much marginal as liminal. To conceive of them as marginal is to enact the exclusions of 

hegemonic ideology. Conversely, to think of them as liminal is to insist upon an orientation 

which sees them not as an outermost thing, but rather as a 'between' space, and so to enact the 

agencies of both sides of that between. Best of all, liminality goes further even than this Janus 

orientation, for the very notion of a threshold implies the actitJi!y of coming and going that 

characterises it quite as much as its architectural placement This is to recognise the temporal 

dimension of human acts, which is to say history - and all these places are profoundly historical. 

This landscape - of the heath, the bush, the stage - figures, thus, as the context of literature 

itself, which is to say; as history. It is the picture of history developed out of events, and here 

must frame our consideration of what follows, for it is the accretion of history and literature 

compounded. 

31 C. J. Ribton-Tumer, History ojV fl!/YJlll.ftl1ld VagrtI1IfJ, 35. 
32 Ribton-Tumer, HistoryojVlI!,f'I1IIts, 35, 155f£ 
33 J. Briggs, ThisS.P~ World (1997), 251. 
34 W. Carroll, Pm King, Lean B«gar, 2-3. 
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Explicit cause 

As an undergraduate I pressed Athol Fugard's BoeS1lJan and LeM upon an English friend 

interested to know some South African literature. His response to it was damning. Fugard was 

derivative and gauche, he said, the exemplar was Stoppard, and even in this Fugard fell short, for 

he lacked Stoppard's wit and philosophy. At the time I was crestfallen. What I experienced, not 

for the first time and not for the last either, was the humiliation of the provincial. The success of 

Stoppard lay in everythirig that was metropolitan about him: his learning worn as a kind of 

'koowingness', his ability to make an enquiry into humanity somehow entertaining, to make 

thought pleasurable, his slickness, his familiarity with Continental existentialism, his necessary 

descent from Shakespeare and his presumptive right to hang about in the company of sages and 

masters. Stoppard, it was implied, was an habitue of the cultural coteries of Europe - from the 

alehouses in the shadow of Renaissance theatres, the coffee shops of 1"ft and lSIb century 

London, the salons of Enlightened France, down to the Left Bank cafes and the dives of New 

York in modernity. 

Fugard, one gathered, lived in a cottage near a beach, some way out of windy Port 

Elizabeth. He produced plays in the townships, which activity drew the suspicion of the 

apartheid state. His harassment by police and bureaucracy made him the kind of case that draws 

the attention of PEN International. This was the ground of his claim upon international 

recognition. He was political. 

In·time it has come to seem to me that it is precisely the provincialism of Fugard's work, 

and particularly BoeS1lJan and Lena, that makes for its greatness. Indeed, had I only been wiser as 

an undergraduate, I would have recognised in my own sense of humiliation an echo, even an 

extrapolation, of precisely those historical dynamics which drive Fugard's vagrants out of 

metropolitan Port Elizabeth, through the little· towns of the urban edge, to the Swartkops 

mudflats that are the kind of place where you can run but you can't hide. Theirs is a particularly 

historical progress and that is a truth less easily hidden by the artistry of metropolitan ideology 

when one is living and watching the scruffy lives of the periphery. What is more, the 'truth' of 

Boesman and Lena's occasion makes their peregrinations tragic rather than absurd, for they 

represent the material suffering of humanity, the consequence, at some levels, of human flaw, 

and not the psychological distress capable of the whole human condition, into which justice does 

not enter and which is never a progress. 

The provinces are where the small scale of society makes contradictions more evident. 

Here are the remote fanns where the contours of power are traced not in the anonymous 
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hordes of rush-hour, but in the domestic round. The provinces are those places just within the 

margin, just behind the far frontier of metropolitan hegemony, which frontier is not only a 

spatial limit, but also the hot seam, the brushfire, of the metropolitan conflict with the beyond. 

This conflict is historical, in the sense of being both real and productive of real change, and has, 

in that, the character of history generally. Its 'hot' nature on the frontier makes it visible in a way 

that metropolitan ideology 'at home' serves to obfuscate. Thus a vagrant in London appears to 

its citizens a glaring misfit, to be explained as feckless or touched, whereas a vagrant on the 

frontier is evidently a refugee, of some sort, a condition both familiar and inevitable, even 

proper, to the time and place. The provinces, however they enact their local conflicts, are always 

conscious of their own provenance in conflict (however much they are also striving to suppress 

that origin, to become like 'home,). They are places where history is not yet hidden. At the 

outset of this study I suggested that vagrancy marked the passage from mode to mode, or at 

least an excursion along the margins of a mode of production, and was, in this, a revolutionary 

figure. Here I would extend that, insisting that the frontier is always a seam of revolution - a 

spatial sign of the conflict between modes (different to a borrIer, which isa frontier consented to 

by hegemony). The provinces, closer to the frontier, are also closer to revolution. 

For Boesman and Lena, as for Fugard and his South African audience, even his 

metropolitan one, there is no mistaking the reality of their wandering for an idea. They are not 

characters of an idea, stUck on a boat, going nowhere, on which they may get up and move 

about a bit, but neither interrupt their journey nor know its end. For Boesman and Lena 

powerlessness is no less terrifying than it is for Rosencrantz and Guildenstem, no less 

existentially entailed (we have Lena's panicked confusion about her whereabouts to show that), 

but Boesman and Lena's suffering has a knowable cause and an aetilogy that we should call 

history. Rosencrantz and Guildenstem inhabit Newton's universe just as Newton gave it to 

science: explicable in behaviour, but without cause. Their troubles are ideas, as ethereal as 

Newton's hypothetical medium. Their context is the theatre of European ideas, specifically the 

manifest intertext of Ha1JIiet, from which they are sprung. In this they are imaginary, and doubly 

so, being creatures by Stoppard's imagination out of Shakespeare's before him. By contrast, the 

medium ofBoesman and Lena is history, as rank and clinging as Swartkops mud, and this is their 

context. 

The inclination to read Fugard's playas a creature of ideas is sprung from the anxiety of 

the provincial. Literary hegemony insists upon the priority of the metropolitan and so what is 

first discovered in Boesman and Lena is its seeming fidelity to Beckett's Wailing/or Godot and the 

modem drama of the absurd. Here is reiterated the interiority of action, the psychological as 

opposed to narrative force, the spartan stage appropriate to a drama whose philosophy is of 

stoic lineage, the wardrobe of motley signifying the condition of folly, the gnomic utterance, the 
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claustrophobic slow-motion dialogue, repetitious and abusive, of people locked in a dtmse macobre 

on absurd ground. This version is given, for example, by Russell Vandenbrouke: 

Fugard writes, 'I don't know if there is or isn't a God. What I do know is the question is the most 

idle and meaningless I could ever find.' In Bomnan IIIIIi Lma a prime mover is absent, but also missing 

is any explicit cause of Boesman and Lena's plight It is, simply, in the nature of things, a 

consequence of the fact that they are alive. It obeys only its own imperatives.35 

Besides citing Fugard at his most Camusesque, and not taking to heart what he is actually trying 

to sa~, Vandenbrouke's formulation is wrong because it is begun in a wilfully anti-historical 

reading, of the sort conditioned by metropolitan ideology and an expectation of Fugard's (or we 

should say, &esman and LAnds) client status within modern drama. Indeed, reading the play 

against Fugard's Notebooks, there are times when Fugard himself is guilty of divorcing the play 

from its context, as if deliberately trying to expunge the provincial and historical anecdote from 

the play's significance to the longue dllree of literature. There are times when he seems to want to. 

winnow the specificity of the various men and women who inform Boesman and Lena from the 

characters as they appear in the play.37 And there is an evident inclination to locate in the 

specifics of the South African historical mire (Swartkops) an existential swamp ('Swartkops') 

with application or pretension to universal significance. 

But Vandenbrouke should not read the play under contract to its authors intentions, 

whether philosophical or artistic. The truth is that Boesman and Lena is full of 'explicit cause'. 

Firstly we have the history - and the historicity - of the play's conception in Fugard's published 

Notebooks, reiterated, focussed and expanded in his much-recycled 'Introduction'.3a And secondly 

there is the internal evidence of the play itself, with its explicit acknowledgements of 'cause', 

both in the diegetic content of the text and in its form, as text and as production. 

The relationship between Fugard's notebooks and those excerpts edited by Fugard and 

Mary Benson and published as Notebooks is as intriguing as it is problematic. Benson notes that 

the first appearance in print of the notebooks was in Fugard's 'introductions to.his published 

35 R. Vandenbrouke, Tf7dIJ.r the HIIIIIi alit TOIIfIJ, 70. 
36 Fugard's statement is strictly agnostic: it is the qllUlUm that is idle, not any answer that might arise. For Fugard the 
problem is the impossibility of the enquiry rather than the impossibility of a God. Boesman and Lena, as we shall 
see, and by his own admission, is shot through with a kind of Ouistian striving that approaches a sacramental 
understanding of drama and wOlds. Vandenbrouke em in presuming Fugard to be adopting the Nietschzean 
posture, when what Fugard specifically means is the philosophical idleness of playing Prometheus to a Nobodaddy. 
37 Any of Fugard's notes suggests this, for his characten are rendered of his many encounten, and rendered in the 
direction of the stereotype (which relates them, by ideology, to vagrants before and after them). His charac1eft, for 
one thing, are isolated under the laboratory conditions of the stage - they do not occur in the sprawl of nature: 
random and arbitrary, both more noisy and more silent in that it is less coherently oracular than Fugard-Boesman­
Lena. 
38 The 'Introduction' prefaces various editions in which the play 0CCUft; it is substantially repeated in Dennis 
Walder's introduction to Fugard, Athol FlIglIni. Its method - the recoune to Fugard's notebooks - uriderpins most 
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plays',39 and there is every reason thereafter to assume that the edited selection will recapitUlate 

this sense of the notebooks' priority of significance to the plays. But Notebooks is far more than a 

sourcebook for Fugard's drama (which is an excellent thing, for it affords us instead a classic 

record of provincial South Africa in the decades of provincial isolation and shows Fugard as the 

writer of exquisite prose, in the manner of someone like John Berger) and it is evidently shaped 

by editorial interests reflected in the selection. There is Benson's political interest to account for 

the history of Fugard's attitudes to the cultural boycott of apartheid South Africa, for example. 

There is a similar political inclination to recount Fugard's involvement in the experiments and 

productions of the township drama groups. Above all, there is Fugard's admiration for Camus to 

account for the publication itself (after the example of Camus' Camets) and for the selection's 

prediliction for accounts of suffering and violence, sun and sea and wind, reflections upon time, 

and upon the necessity of, and limits to, social engagement and compassion.'"' It is the Notebook! 

imitation of Camus, along with the explicit adulation there4t, that has inclined critics of Fugard's 

plays towards reading them as excursions in the Absurd, and, in so doing, has tended to suppress 

the obvious extent to which the plays, and Bouman and Lena in particular, are drawn from life -

that is to say, history. 

Fugard's deeply historical sensibility is evident in his own 'Introduction', which begins 'I 

was born in Middelburg. a small village ... on 11 June 1932. My mother is an Afrikaner, my 

father an English-speaking South African'.42 His sense of self is historically characterised - a 

function of spatiotemporal circumstance and of lineage; it invokes an 'address' much like that 

which Bain imposes on Kaatje Kekkelbek. This is the method upon which he constructs his 

account of the origins, the causes, of Boes1I/I11I and Lena, as we shall see. Fugard goes on, in that 

opening paragraph, to describe Port Elizabeth as 'very representative of South Africa in its range 

critical treatments of the play, including Vaodenbrouke's, and, even s:ecendy (2000, 2005), Fugard's own, as we shall 
see. 
39 M. Benson., 'Introduction', NOllboolu, 8. 
40 See, for example, any of '1963'(68-109), during which Fugard is much taken with Camus. Fugard reflects on 
things like his pleasure in spearfishing (Tune to talk about the KiD' (108), the weather (".And now, at the end of 
today, the wind is blowing - judgement with compassion" (100», and so on: what he constitutes in so doing is a 
world resonant as a kind of em1mtial metaphor: 'A walk this evening just after sunset .... The streets in the fading 
light, the wind and a tumultous, feverish sky - particulady in South End where poverty added an ambience - a 
human ambience - to everything. To one side of the bridge over the Baakens River two women sat .... The water 
in the river is black.' (100). 

It is instructive to note the admitation for Camus of an01her South African writer preoccupied with this 
1mor of South African life, Stephen Watson. In 'A Version of Melancholy' he begins, 'It can come in several foans, 
no matter where you live' (SIIIt1Id Bsstgs, 1980-1990, 173). Richani Drayton, imperial historian (and Bamadian) has 
responded to Watson's essay, noting that this melancholy was a familiar effect of the colonial periphery everywhere, 
having its roots in the dis-ease of the provinces (pen. comm.). Watson dismisses as 'trivial' the suggestion that the 
cause of melancholy might be political (178), but he is writing in the 19805, when the political turbulence of the 
moment precludes a proper evaluation of history (the /mvJIe tiNriI of politics) and its relationship to such soft 
contours of ideology as 'mood' or 'temper', things like 'melancholy' (even the word Watson chooses is sufficiendy 
atehaic and redolent of literary emotion to suggest nostalgia and lament, conditions of exile). 
41 'Resumed reading Camus' Camets. I would be happy to spend the next 1m yem deepening my understanding 
and appreciation of this man '" Reading Camus is like finding, and for the first time, a man speaking my own 
language' NOllboolu, 94. This is far from the only instance of Fugard's express admitation. 
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of social strata ... I cannot conceive of myself as separate from it. It is the setting for all three 

plays in this book..,43And Benson, in her introduction to the Notebooks, recapitulates this version. 

She begins, 'Athol Harold Lannigan Fugard was born on 11 June 1932 in the Karroo village of 

Middelburg. His English-speaking father was of Irish/Polish descent and his mother was a 

Potgieter.'44 Again, evidently, the ~here' and the ~hen; - the historical dimension of the 

playwright, are of paramount significance. 

In her first paragraph, Benson goes on to quote Fugard on· his ancestry, of which he 

notes: 'I recognise my basta.rdised identity . ...s The point ofhis lineage, read against the 

preoccupations of the racial South Africa in which Fugard works, is that it is a history of 

creolisation - a process of miscegenation, translation and wandering. The existential concerns of 

Boesman and Lena, thus, are all prefigured in Fugard's own sense of self and the way in which 

his own history corresponds with that of the colonial periphery. Before it is about life, Boes1III1II 

and Lena is about lives. Its concerns depend first of all upon a sense of biography that is alert to 

context, and we shall see that it is profoundly anchored in its time and place, toa degree that 

greatly limits the universal pretensions of the Absurd or any philosophy with less than some 

interest in history. As to Fugard's own sense of the play's provenance in place (by which I mean 

historicised space), we have the record of his adamant statements on the specificity of the work.. 

Recalling the filming of Boesman and Lena, he spoke of the project as telling 'that Faulkner­

regional story; not to be ashamed of ourselves and the facts about our world, our specifics ... we 

were conscious of trying to tell a simple South African story.'46 Indeed, in the same interview, 

Fugard expanded on the 'decisive influence' of Faulkner and 'this one remarkable discovery', 

that. whete I'd been looking at.American plays andwhete I then found myself looking European 

plays and European experiments, suddenly he gave me total security to tum around and look at the 

specifics, the humble specifics of an Eastem Province world - well, made me sec1lte in my love of 

those specifics, made me hand myself over to my love, love of a tegion, of a place, of my passion for 

it ... He gave me a total sense of security in the specifics of my place and my time.47 

Those 'specifics' are what we call history and they are not only one way of expressing the 

'explicit cause' in Fugard's work, but they become, indeed, what the play is about. In Boesm01l O1Id 

Lena, ironically, the dizzying flight of Lena's subjective crisis - her agoraphobic confusion, listing 

and relisting the permutations of her journey - is the consequence of a total sense of insecurity 

42 'Introduction', Botsmmt muI Lena muI Oeb". plt!Js, vii. 
43 ibid. 
44 NOllboolu, 7. 
45 ibid. 
46 Barrie Hough, 'Interview with Athol Fugard (port FJizabeth, 30 November 1977)', Theoritz, 55, October 1980, 
reprinted in Stephen Gray, Athol FlIgmrJ, 128. 
47 ibid, 126. . 
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in the specifics of her place and her time. The specificity that Fugard learns is a sense of identity; 

his route to it lies in art, the historiography of self and place. Lena will· come to.that momentary 

security also through her art - in the song she sings, that gives shape to her selPs passage in the 

place in which she finds herself, that 'tells' herself, and that imitates Fugard's playwrighting by 

imposing upon her listeners within the play the role of audience, (as the listeners without are to 

Fugard), whose function is to bear witness, specifically, the witness of history. 

Texts, textIIres, textiles 

Fugard tells us that work on Boesmanand Lena began in October 1967.48 He 'shelved' the play 

soon after that to write for the BBC a script for Mille Miglia, about Stirling Moss and the great 

race. When Tom Stoppard saw the programme in August 1968 he considered it 'the experience 

of the week. More accurately, it was the combination of Athol Fugard's play and the discussion 

which followed it in Late Night Line-up that made the experience.'49 For what intrigued 

Stoppard were the implications of Moss's dismissal of the television play ('Utterly fictional and 

bad fiction at that'~ directly after its screening: 

Ever since, I have been trying to resolve my own dialogue: 

Was the play invalidated as a true statmlent? 

Yes, of course. 

Would it have been if I hadn't watched Late Night we-up? 

Yes, but I wouldn't have known it. 

Would it have been if the two men had been named Jones and RobinsOXl, driving in a 

fictitious race? 

Ah. 

But the thing gets mOte subtle. Here's a quote: ''1bere's nothing very exciting about battling 

down the straight at 180 miles an hour. What is exciting is to take a 1O-mile-an-hour comer at 71, at 

the very outside edge of tyre adhesion. Then you feel like a great painter who wi1h one ftick of his 

brush paints in the smile of the Mona lisa,· and toms round to the rest of the world and says, 'There, 

you bastards, match 1hat.'" 

1be whole feel of Mr Fugatd's creation is in 1hat quote. But it does not come from the play; 

it occurred in an interview wi1h Moss published years ago in Tune magazine, and it made such an 

implession on me 1hat (I think) I have recollected it word for word. 

48 'Introduction', xx. 
49 Tom Stoppard, 'Fact Fiction and the Big Race', TIN Obsmllf', 11 August 1968, reprinted in Stephen Gray, Athol 
FIIl,ard, 78. 
50 ibid. 
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It is nothing to build a case on, but it is arguable that, even if the surface of Mr Fugard's 

play was indeed a travesty. he might have got to at least part of a deeper truth than Pathe News 

couid ever show or Mr Moss admit to ... 

Stoppard's intrigue is useful in drawing attention to problems of historicity and in reminding us 

that embedded in the period of Bouman and Lends composition was this excursion into an even 

more 'specific' history - the most literally historical exercise of all Fugard's undertakings. It 

would be peculiar if Fugard at this time had not been thinking of the problems of history to the 

playwright, although the published Notebooks do not reflect this directly. What they do reflect is 

the loss of Fugard'spassport (mentioned in May 1968, alongside the Notebook! only mention of 

Mille Miglia; the passport was in fact withdrawn in June 1961), encounters with the Security 

Police Oune 1968) and embroilment in the politics of the then-emerging 'cultural boycott' of 

South Africa (May 1968).51 That Fugard could not but be conscious of the press of history is 

scarcely in doubt. That he was struggling towards a 'true stateinent' of history is the evidence of 

BoeS1lltl1l and Lena. 

But Fugard ('I'm very bad on dates, Barrie,52 remembers the origins of Boes1/lan and Lena 

incorrectly. He says, 'I first began working on Boes1IJan and Lena in October 1967. I find these two 

entries in my notebook', and goes on to cite entries from that month of that year. 53 If by 'first 

began working' he means, something more programmatic than these notebook entries, then 

perhaps he is to be trusted, but the evidence of the published Notebooks is that the idea of the 

play was emerging in December 1966 and that he was actively developing it. 54 His first idea is of 

an empty stage onto which a coloured couple emerge carrying the goods and chattels of poverty: 

'Out of breath they then stand and watch the demolition of their house off-stage. 'Bulldozerl"ss 

Before he has named the 'coloured derelict and his wife' Boesman and Lena, Fugard has hit 

upon the figure and 'name' of Outa and is already turning phrases that survive in the play, not 

least the litany of place names, at this stage Fugard's own list rather than Lena's or Boesman's, 

for by contrast with several snatches of dialogue, given in inverted commas, the places are not 

interpellated as the utterance of either character, are not in inverted commas. The question that 

ultimately becomes Lena's interrogation of her own identity and being. and the relationship 

between them, is first posed and answered as a problem of the playwright's art 'Where would 

they go? Bethelsdorp, Missionvale. Veeplaats, Kleinskool.,56 

51 Notlboolu. 158ff, 234. 
52 Barrie Hough, "Interview with Athol Fugud (port Elizabeth. October 1917)". 124. 
53 'Introduction', lC[. 

54 Notlboolu, 146-7. 
55 ibid. 
56 ibid 
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Lena's search for the grounds (the idiom is apt) of self is precisely Fugard's own. If we 

read back into September of that year, 1966, we find him grappling with his writerly identity in 

tenns that knot together the notebooks, his identification with Port Elizabeth, political 

commitment and a yet earlier image: 

I want to write but I am helpless until the right image surfaces. Reading through one of my 

notebooks has added to my frustration - there is so much! What it did also do though was sharpen 

my petteption of this world (p.E.) - its textures. Slowly rediscovering the smell and feel of it. 

Also my desire, with the country in its present state, to commit myself more deeply. 

Themes: Norman and Cradock. The old woman ... 57 

These 'textures' are the Swartkops mudflats and the scrub thicket of the Addo bush all around, 

but the word signifies also the 'specifics' of history, the operations by which time shapes space 

into place, foregrounding not the world that seems natural to us, smooth and seamless, but 

rather our 'perception of this world', a thing textured according to its etymological kinship to the 

idea of 'text' itself, an artefact of human culture, a production of history. 

Among the many avatars of Lena (many more of them than ofBoesman) that Fugard 

records in his notebooks, the earliest is 'the old woman near Cradock on the drive back from 

Nonnan's trial. 'Put your life on your head and walk."sa As an origin of the play this incident 

takes us yet another year back, to August 1965, when Fugard travelled to Cradock for the trial of 

Norman Ntshinga, one ofhis colleagues in The Serpent Players, a theatre troupe with which he 

was involved during the sixties. Ntshinga was charged (and found guilty and imprisoned) with 

'furthering the aims' of the recently banned African National Congress.59 The old woman was 

encountered some way out of Cradock, ('she was carrying all her worldly possessions in a bundle 

on her head and an old shopping bag. About fifty years old. Oeft palate')~, and given a lift by 

Fugard and his companions. The spirit in which he records this encounter is not that of 

researching source material (when he returns for Ntshinga's sentencing a little later, he collects 

the incident that supplies The Coat, and the tenor of his notes is differently purposive), but rather 

something akin to acknowledgement. He notes of her journey: 'Finally only this to say: that in 

that cruel walk. under the blazing sun, walking from all of her life that she didn't have on her 

head, facing the prospect of a bitter Karroo night in a drain-pipe, in this walk. there was no 

defeat - there was pain, and great suffering, but no defeat.>61 Fugard's language here could as 

easily be applied to Ntshinga's circumstances, or those of anyone snared in the noose of 

57 Nol4boolu, 135. 
58 ibid, 166. 
59 ibid, 233. 
60 ibid, 123-4. 
61 ibid,l24. 
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repression that tightened around resistance to apartheid in the aftermath of Sharpeville at the 

beginning of the sixties. It is a political rhetoric that he employs- not exactly fighting talk, but 

certainly a eulogy of resistance. In capital letters Fugard concludes his note on the encounter, 

simply: 'THE WALK,.62 There is in that some striving towards the possibility of art, for the 

capital letters in amplifying the phrase are, of course, amplifying its possibilities, enhancing its 

reach and resonance, as Fugard persuades the allegory out of the instance. "The walk' is an 

ancient metaphor as it applies to quests and pilgrimages, certainly, but under the hot sun of the 

Karoo it recalls wandering in the wilderness, as Adam and Eve do out of Eden and Cain in the 

Land of Nod, the first political exiles, and as the people of Israel do to and from Babylon and 

Egypt. It is the tit; dolorosa, the walk of suffering. often of the condemned, but towards triumph. 

After the Bible, South Africa's best-selling book is The Long Walk to Freedom, by Nelson Mandela, 

only the most famous of the thousands sentenced in smaller courtrooms across South Africa at 

the same time as Ntshinga. 

Soon after the conviction, Fugard returned to Cradock for Ntshinga's sentencing. 'He 

called me as a witness in mitigation,' he wrote.63 It is the tenor of witness that characterises 

Fugard's notes on the old woman outside Cradock, and perhaps even ~tness in mitigation'. It is 

witness, as we shall see,. that governs the whole of Bouman and Lena, witness that binds the three 

characters together, and witness that binds the audience to the play and the play's lives, 

mimetically. What I am suggesting here is that Fugard in Cradock was variously and consciously a 

witness: as audience in the public gallery of the court., in giving testimony in mitigation of 

sentence, in recording the walk of the old woman (even to the degree of listing her personal 

effects: 'In the old shopping-bag I spotted a bottle of tomato sauce and Barney spotted a packet 

ofOMO~, and that this instruction of attitude commands Bouman and Lena when it comes to 

be written, in part because it is bound up with the play's origins, and in part because the point of 

the play - caught in the travails/travels of the old woman and their continuities with Ntshinga's 

suffering - is the necessity of witness in human lives, both as a precept of the philosophy of 

social subjectivity and, thereafter, as a kind of psychology. The point of the play is not only that 

this needs to happen, ethically, but that it does so in the happenstance of the play itself. The play 

is a machine for witness. 

In the years after giving the old woman a lift near Cradock, and even after the 

completion ofBoesman and Lena, the figure of 'Lena' (as he names her) recurs again and again 

in Fugard's Notebooks. Or, one should say, various women are recorded in the notebooks, aspects 

of whom are consolidated in the figure of Lena, or, later, recapitulate her. For there is a difficult 

truth here, in that for all the 'specificity' of Boesman and Lena, yet its characters are composites, at 

62 ibid. 
63 ibid. 
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least superficially. In the language of the play the characters are wrought with great individuality, 

but as they make their first entrance they are stock types. This is part of the play's power and 

success: that it renders so particular one moment bracketed by a general and generalising history, 

permits the 'types' of an historical aggregate to be selves, expressly so that what the audience 

witnesses is the fact of both type and self, simultaneously, and the difference between these. The 

genesis of Fugard's Lena is an essay in the relationship of history to biography. 

Of the old woman at Cradock, Fugard's 'last image of her is the thin, scrawny ankles 

between her old shoes and the edge of her old skirt, trudging away into the bush.>65 His stage 

directions for the entrance of Lena have generalised such observations, for Lena, like the old 

woman, 'carries her load on her head', but now, '[a]s a result, she walks with characteristic stiff­

necked rigidi~, and the 'old skirt' has similarly become something generic: 'one of those sad 

dresses that reduce the body to an angular, gaunt cipher of pOVerty.~7 What redeems Fugard's 

typology, however, is that even in these stage directions his language is analytic and 

historiographic: the 'characteristic' walk is 'as a result' (of bearing a load, literally and, we come to 

see, metaphorically); and 'those sad dresses' are generic because what they make the body signify 

is what they are, ciphers of poverty, the inscriptions of social processes, history. Indeed, what 

they are reveals the body of the self they are meant to hide, for 'those sad dresses' are materially 

commodities of capitalist manufacture and consumption, and so ideologically intense that they 

are a commodity even the indigent poor will acquire: they robe the body of the subject in the 

uniform of capitalist participation, in a manufacture made 'sad' by the alienation of labour and 

means in factories and synthetic fibres and dyes, and in the act of clothing the body, which is 

ideologically to obfuscate, to hide, to cover - the opposite of discovery and disclosure. Fugard's 

witness to the material culture of the old woman, as also Lena and all those who contribute to 

her, and not only in the instance of clothes, is pointed. By its excess of detail, and its sense of 

the etiology of 'things' and actions, dresses and gaits, it draws attention to what ideology would 

hide, discloses it for our discovery. 

Sometime around 1900, when George Cory interviewed him, one veteran of the Cape 

Corps (that Khoisan militia founded by John Graham in 1806) recalled his march across the 

Addo Bush and up to Grahamstown as a recruit in 1846, interrupting his narrative with a 

revealing digression: 

64 ibid. 
6S ibid. 
66 Bouman mtd Lena Il1Id Other Plt!Js, 239. 
67 ibid. 
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Our uniform consisted of a green jacket with a tassel in the middle of the (back?), grey woolen cloth 

trousers, and a hat which had a peak and a horse hair plume. We had a yellow belt Afterwards we 

had d.arlt tunics, and our hats were 'Olakus' just like the French. 68 . 

Again, the intense detail of his recollection displays the attention commanded by costume. The 

'coloured' subject ('coloured' is Cory's word) is robed in the highly 'coloured' vestments of an 

orientation that is more than merely colonial, being also military. That military clothing is 

extraordinarily conspicuous and yet unifonn, simultaneously, expresses precisely the character of 

ideology in dress, for by conspicuous excess the wearer (the subject) is marked out, and by 

uniformity hidden away. This is true of clothing everywhere, though in less extreme degree. It is 

socially desirable to have clothes that are conspicuously your own, but within the strict limit of 

fashion. The clothed subject seeks to look both different and the same; this is the project of 

identity in a social speCies where ideology asserts individuality, but on (generally obfuscated) 

contradictory tenns of conformity. (It might be added that it is across this contradiction that 

capitalist commodity culture generates the 'desired' plurality of the market, with various brands 

. of otherwise like items competing to press prices beyond value. This way money is 'made'; as a 

central mechanism in capitalism it profits by 'erasing' the ideological contradiction it generates.) 

All this might be just as digressive as the clothing fetish happened on by Cory, if it wasn't 

for the way in which the ~deological practice of clothing precisely describes the way colonial 

subjectivity is effected - indeed, the way in which the two are integral. When Graham formed 

the Cape Corps its uniform was uppermost in his mind. Ben Maclennan provides an amusing 

sketch of its history, but it is shot through with the ideological purpose of costume: 

On assuming command [Graham] had written that the regiment's dress was to be 'Green and I flatter 

myself very neat; black facings and white lace, service trousers nearly the same colour as jacket'. But 

fourteen months later, in May 1807, the regiment was still waiting for cloth for their uniforms. The 

men were by this time in rags, with pieces of canvas for belts .. , The cloth that did eventually arrive 

was, to Graham's dismay, material for blue jackets with scarlet facing. and a round hat omamented 

with white tape and tuft. It was an outfit, he wrote angrily to his father, 'chosen one would suppose 

to disgust the men. It is the same as they had with the Dutch, whom they detest, and the same which 

the generality of the slaves wear in this colony.69 

Quite apart from the explicit markers of nationality and class (the detested Dutch and the 

generality of slaves), Graham's vision is pointedly ideological in its reference to 'service' and the 

'neat' turnout that surely stands for conformity (tn fact he wanted a uniform 'like' that of English 

68 M. Beming (ed.), The Histori&tJL 'ComImtttions' of Sir George Cory, 27 
69 B. Maclennan, A Proptr DIp ofTmor, 29-30 
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rifle companies).70 By contrast, the appearance of the men without unifonns is exactly that of 

vagrants,.a host of vagabonds (and anned). The instance, and the contrast, reminds us of Mr 

Magerman's red jacket,.and, indeed, of the seemingly unrelated, but accentuated interest of 

clothes to that meeting in the Kat River Settlement in 1834. Magerman complained of not 

getting clothes during his apprenticeship, and of being 'naked'. 71 An Andries Pretorius 

complained of the low wage of 6d a day, asking rhetorically, 'could they buy clothes with it?,72 

Andries Stoffels noted, revealingly, that '[i]t was after this SOIh Ordinance that we began to buy 

more clothes for ourselves and ourwives,.73 Mr Hendrik (whom we recall arriving with his 

knapsack only) complained of something like class consciousness among the Kat River settlers, 

and did so in tenns of the symbolism of clothing: 'It is said there are vagrants among us, and I 

might also say there are 'Baases' among us, for when I complained lately, one knocked the hat 

off my head.'74 A visitor from the LMS station at Theopolis, Mr Slinger Zwartboo~ 'said, that 

altho he had on a good blue cloth Trousers, and a white Moleskin Jacket, nevertheless he is very 

poor', and went on to complain that in seeking work in his old clothes he was inviting 

imprisonment, by which he meant that if the Khoisan were deprived of the liberty of Ordinance 

50 they would find themselves discovered as the vagrants they were now only accused of being.75 

Then, he said, 'my good clothes will not be sufficient to bring me OUt.,76 

Such conspicuous interest in (conspicuous) clothing attests to its meaningfulness, not 

only as an obvious sign of eager participation in the commodity economy of the colony, but also 

in the embedded significance of countless ideological markers, whether they be wrought in the 

properties of colours, or in the opposition between nakedness and clothedness, in the corporate 

allegiance of military life, or in the adoption of a metropolitan register (as in such words as 

'Chakus' or 'moleskin', which have no root in indigenous experience). Above all, the interest in 

clothes displays firstly the desire not to be naked, that is, to be conspicuously unseen for what 

one really is, and secondly the desire not to wear the livery of a former subjectivity, that is; not 

to wear the wss, or anything like it. Boesman's blazer is of one cloth with Mr Magerman's 

jacket, his cap of the same stuff as Mr Hendrik's hat, clothes that, though they won't keep him 

from jail, he will be jailed for casting off. 

70 ibid, 30 
71 'Minuu:s of a Meeting, Philipston, 5 August 1834', CA, ASO 
72 ibid. 
73 ibid. 
74 ibid. 
7S ibid 
76 ibid. 

169 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

The 1W1IJa1I 011 the bridge 

Finding the initial phase of writing Boesman and Lena (in 1961) 'the most hellish and arid period 

I've ever experienced as a writer' and berating himself for the play's being 'bogged down because 

I do not yet have 'images,,77, Fugard appears to have found his images in a glut in mid-1968. 

They were ofBoesman and Lena, but especially Lena. It is in July that the Notebooks recall the 

image of the old woman at Cradock and the possibility of an even earlier 'genesis' in an 'image' 

of 'a coloured man and woman, burdened with their possessions, whom I passed somewhere on 

the road near Laingsburg."s (It is salutary to note once again the nature of Fugard's interest in 

the possessions of the vagrant). Thereafter the images come thick and fast: 

Fishing on the banks of the Swartkops River: saw her as we were leaving our spot on the canal wall. 

Lena. Either drunk or a hangover &om the previous night's drinking (A number of bait diggers, 

coloured fishermen, had spent the night there. It was bitterly cold. Bottles of cheap wine 10 help 

them Jive through it) DOII£ on her head, faded maroon blouse and an old blue skirt Barefoot ... A 

face shrivelled and distorted by dissipation, resentment, regrets. Bloated stomach 79 

Again there is the attention to her material culture, her livelihood and her consumption, her 

body and her clothes. In a later entry recalling this 'SwartkopsLena' Fugard noted simply: 

"Things' in herworld'.80 But this time Fugard is in some way expecting her. 'Strangely, no 

surprise at seeing Lena. Just a sense of the possibility of sacrilege, of the demand that the truth 

be told, that I must not bear false witnesS.'81 The quality of his attention has become that of 

lover at his assignation, albeit a lover who has yet to speak his love, in the way he notes her 

relationship to him ('She stood to one side and let us go first over the little bridge ... Unseeing 

eyes, focused, if anything, on the ground just ahead. We were merely 'white men' - nothing 

could have been more remote from her life.'8~ and can summon a sense of obligation to her 

('the possibility of sacrilege', the tension between voyeurism and witness) even though she is 

ignorant of his interest. Noteworthy, too, is the fact that this most detailed revelation of Lena, 

the one that most germinally informs the play, originates in circumstances where Fugard himself 

is '[f]ishing on the banks of the Swartkops River', a (white) man ignored by a coloured indigent. 

He has already imagined Outa, but there is an extent to which the play becomes Fugard's way of 

getting this woman to talk to him, to focus on him, and Outa becomes his proxy, a mute witness 

77 Notlboole.s, 156. 
78 ibid, 166. 
79 ibid. 
80 ibid, 167. 
81 ibid, 166. 
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offered in return for her love, for just that part of a night (as if a prostitute's contract) that is yet 

also till death does them part (as the more sacred contract specifies it). This revelation is for 

Fugard of something also angelic ('Walked like a somnambulist ... Strangely, no surprise ... the 

possibility of sacrilege ... witness,), which is in some measure the function that Lena will provide 

for Outa. She will keep company at his dying, see him over, and in return he will witness her. His 

witness, like Fugard's is of two sorts: he is there as the potential testimony as to history - to the 

fact (and nature) of Lena's existence, but he is also simply her audience. Both of these positions 

consort with imperatives in Fugard's life: to bear moral witness as a human being, and to secure 

an audience by writing a play. It is not surprising then to find that the angelic revelation is also 

that of the muse: 'Back with the play today after a few days' break with a conviction and 

certainty I don't think I've had before.,83 

How pointedly this contrasts with the anguish of Fugard's first months working on the 

play. We find him in October 1967, almost a year before his vision on the Swartkops, in distress: 

My problem (predicament): an almost total loss of an sense of value - my world shrunk, shrivelled to 

a pathetic core of 'self and a blind impulse to affirmation which, of an absutdities, has become 

catching a big fish. My few friends, and worst of an Sheila and lisa, 'things' of convenience ... 

Suddenly - my life is without Love and Honesty. Is it any wonder that Boe~ and Lena remain 

frozen in a few trite phrases written and rewritten a hundred times on my immaculate sheets of 

fOOlscap. And drinking myself every evening into a wild, maudlin, emotional stupor so lIS to fool 

myself that I still feel! , 

How do I get out of this hell. How do you say to your heart 'Lovel"" 

And once the apparitions of Lena begin: 'Boesman's self-hatred-his own failures'.1S For 

Fugard's relationship to the play is that of his relationship to Lena, and his part is embodied in 

the play's two men, Boesman (the failed, the violent, the complicit, the compradore, oppressor) 

and Outa (mortally oppressed, 'Love and Honesty' embodied). At yet another remove, according 

to the declensions of South Africa's racial order, Boesman the 'coloured', represents he in whom 

Fugard may 'recognise my bastardised identity', at once metropolitan and colonial, white and 

'non.;.white', while Outa, whose name connotes age and seniority, represents a pre-lapsarian 

indigeneity, an autochthonous African self, innocent of art and the woe that prompts it. As 

Fugard wrote the play his attitude towards Boesman softened with his deepening understanding 

of 'Boesman's shfl11l116
, so that once well-set he was able to find ~eeks I've spent almost all my 

time, energy and consciousness on Boesman. It is now not all Lena. Boesman: There are secrets 

82 ibid. 
83 ibid. 
84 ibid, 155. 
85 ibid, 167. 
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in my heart as well.,s7 It is a petty lapse, but Fugard does not give this last sentence the inverted 

commas with which he ordinarily signals sketches for the utterance ofhis characters. The colon 

and the capital T indicate the sentence as Boesman's, but according to the usage of its context, 

the Notebooks, it also falls back into the midden of Fugard's own thought and self-reflection 

there. 

Fugard's 'secrets' have common currency with those ofBoesman. Whether he is 

strugglingwith his failure to produce ('miscarriage'~, his drinking, his objectification of people 

(particularly those he loves), his failure of 'Love and Honesty', his violence ('This killing, the 

keen excitement I get out of it's~, his need to bear witness9O
, his 'failure of imagination,9t, or his 

sense of place - all of these recur as aspects ofBoesman's characterisation, either directly or as 

he, Boesman, relates to Lena. Of all the 'secrets' the first is that of the imagination: the 

dependence upon the image of Lena to summon and animate the play. As work progresses that 

image becomes one of both Boesman and Lena, together, but still the primacy of Lena is never 

in doubt. Ultimately the images of the historical Lenas and Boesmans are blent into the 

characters they become and also, importantly, into the background, in such a way as to 

foreground what was background, and make the place stand for the history that produced it and 

all the Boesmans and Lenas that walk or ever walked there. 

Fugard's inventory of Len as (and to a lesser extent, Boesmans) is a peculiar record, 

somewhere between a mystic's collations of the beatific vision and the candour of a Pepys' diary. 

Each instance contributes to the play's Lena, or elaborates her after the fact, but most 

importantly, each vision presses Lena against her background, as if testing it, using her humanity 

to render place from the space in which she is encountered. The visions historicise Lena and 

they historicise the place of the play, and the fact that they aggregate as they do is evidence also 

of the aggregative nature of history, most especially in the experience of those who are, as the 

play has it, 'rubbish', and whose experience of a commodity capitalism that is their failure (m 

having failed them) is not only of a sense of waste, but of the way that waste, in that economy, 

t1CCII11III/otes. This is what Fugard's Notebooks record his seeing: 

Another coloured woman who might have been Lena. Lived somewhere in the bush along the 

Glendore Road. ... I looked back at one point ... and saw the woman. empty-handed and obvi~y 
unsuccessful in her search for wom. staring up the hill on her way back to Glendore. 

That hill, the sun, the long walk. 92 

86 ibid. 176. 
87 ibid. 177. 
88 ibid. 110. 
19 ibid. 108. 
90 ibid. 172 
91 ibid, 179. 
92 ibid, 166--7. 
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The young Boesman and Lena who passed in front of the car one night when I was waiting at a 

traffic Iight93 

Yesterday another Boesman and Lena ... around five o'clock they came down the hill ... maa:hing 

towatds the Reserve. Most startling of all, Lena was leading a dog. Typical location IIlOI1grel ... A 

doIl4 on her head. the same doI/4, but the blazer had disappeated. In its place, an old jersey ... only 

two buttons. The man had a large sack (provisions?) slung over his shoulder. Hadess - head shaven 

bald. Oail?) ... 94 

Another encounter with the local Boesman and Lena ... passed them on the road just outside S'kop 

... Looking back in the reamew mirror though ... I saw him pick up a large stone and threaten to 

throw it at her.95 

Tonight, Katie Grootboom - another disturbing presentiment of Lena: knife-wound in her head. Her 

husband, WiJlem Blau, is living in the bush with another woman. Katie went to him to try and get 

back the two-year-old child ... came to ask us for a lift ... 'Baas Ium 19/4,' showing me her knife 

wounds, 'BI4 /Nt,,;, 1m ~ """14 tf'lI 0IIIimrJ1L '96 

Each avatar occupies the momentary, specific space of the vision; but collectively, called 

'Lena', they inhabit a place, somewhere in the plane bounded by Korsten, Veeplaas, Missionvale, 

Redhouse,Swartkops. It is Boesman's great triumph (and Fugard's too) to know his world and 

to be able to point it out. 97 When Fugard encountered the first of the women he recognised as 

Lena, the one he called 'the Swartkops Lena', among the many things he noted about her - her 

doek and bloated stomach, her downcast eyes - was also '[t]he texture of that place - the 

mudflats - and its possibilities, exactly as imagined.'98 Once released to his project by the 

annunciation(s) of Lena, he finds, '[s]ignificantly, in my days at this table now, I don't look at the 

map ofP. E. on my wall any more, but at the blank foolscap paper on the table. It seemed 

impossible to start with - the enigma and mystery of that little stippled expanse beside the 

washed blue where Boesman and Lena spent the night ... fruitless hours staring at it.'99 The 

writer in Port Elizabeth is about to become the playwright of history. As he looks away from the 

shallows marked on the map, he looks to the deep practice (which is his, his characters', their 

landscape) begun on the foolscap. Fugard is by no means the first author to find himself lost in a 

dark wood mid-way, or to become identified with a place, a city, in which some sense of both 

93 ibid, 167 
94 ibid, 178. 
95 ibid. 
\16 ibid, 82 
97 Bouwm fJIIIi Lma, 255. 
98 Noteboolu, 166. 
99 ibid, 174. 
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heaven and hell is prefigured. Nor is he the first to act in witness to what two guides walk. him 

through. Nor, indeed, is he the first to come by his vision in the form of a woman met on a 

bridge, her eyes downcast. 

Nallling 1IIZfIIes 

There is the evidence of the play's origins in the Notebooks and there is the evidence of the text 

itself. Increasingly, what I am arguing is that the chief purpose of Fugard's undertaking is to 

reveal explicit cause and to bear witness to it. The notebooks, with their exposition of the 

development of Lena (and Boesman) from image to idea, and from idea to character, 

demonstrate an almost Platonic process of causation. Fugard gives some sense of the way in 

which his 'images' aggregate as his 'idea', when, in passing, he derives this phrase: 'the idea, the 

complex of central images,l00. Something similar holds for the progress of space (image) into 

place (idea), and then from place into the 'charactered' space of the stage. Place and people are 

entangled in a knot that describes their operations upon one another, which is· the knot of 

history. And the Notebookl reflections upon the genesis and gestation of the play need to be set 

against their acute sense of history, both personal and social: the coming of the cultural boycott, 

the withdrawal of Fugard's passport, Ntshinga's trial and accounts of his incarceration on 

Robben Island, Verwoerd's assassination, the Immorality Act, the Group Areas Act, 

conversations with Govan Mbeki (whose 1962 trial for 'sabotage' Fugard attended)101, vignettes 

of domestic and social violence, run-ins with the Special Branch - everything from '[t]he 

troubled state of South Africa at this moment'102, in the wake of Sharpeville, to the 'landscape of 

violence and destruction' of June 1976 (or, as Fugard pointedly puts it 'Background to our work 

-- the horror of the SowetoRiots'10~. Insofar as Fugard's notebooks are exercises in the 

anthropology of his 'place', it is this history, as much as the detailed re-iteration of his figures, 

that 'thicken' his description. With the notebooks' investigation of the material culture and of his 

'images', as well as their social relations, their acts of labour and so on, he is able to construct the 

kind of local history that becomes a philosophical point of honour in the play. Before ever Lena 

or Boesman are set to disentangle the convolutions and involutions of their \valk', Fugard does 

so for himself, and the manner of his so doing is the way in which he discovers the play's 

argument for the relationship of history to identity, and the ethical necessity of bearing witness 

to history (or, locally, contextualised biography) in order to share in the social task of unmasking 

100 ibid, 169. 
101 ibid, 48. 
102 (1963), ibid, 78. 
103 ibid, 221. 
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what ideology leaves 'meaningless' in all lives, but-especially those at the extremes of duress. As 

he sets down the history of his characters he is only beginning to move from Lena's own 

position of unwitnessed subjective bewildennent- 'dwaal,l04 - towards one where it becomes 

possible to 'explain' the 'common predicament'. lOS His 'complex of central images' is worked up 

into the idea of the playas an act of history. Before he writes the drama of one night, he writes 

the his tory of his images: 

Coegato 

Veeplaas 

Redhouse 

Kleinskool-

Bed1elsdorp 

Missionvale 

Kleinskool 

Veeplaas 

Redhouse 

Swartkops 

Koatea 

- the first walk. One night in 811 empty shed at the 

brick6elds. At Veeplaas Boesman got a job at the 

Zwartkops Salt Wcn:b. To begin with rented a small 

Porutok -later built one of their own. Lena's baby 

bom - six months later dead. First miscarriage Tn 

f(} jitM .JIIlf1. 

- working £or Baas Bobbie - fmner. Otu.Jlll"-

Job with Veanaak: the butcher. Labotuu for building 

contractor. Otu.Jlll"-

- Farm Iabow:er. Brickfields. TIIIf).JIIlf1. 

- Salt WOJ:ks. Aloes. Lena's second miscarriage. Otu 

yur. 

- Odd jobs. Theft - six months in jail. Lena did house­

wodt £or Veanaak. TIIIf).JIIlf1. 

- Odd jobs. Saltpan. Chinaman Prickly peats. TIIIf) 

.JIIlf1. 

- Farm Iabow:er. Six 1fIII1IIhs. 

- Building labouter. Odd jobs. Bait. TIIIf).JIiIf1. 

- Odd jobs. Empties. Lena's thUd miscarriage. Boesman 

in jail again -knife fight. Otu f(} tIIIfJ.JIiIf1. 

Veeplaas & _________ _ 

Redhouse 

Swartkops 

Kotsten. 

- Prickly peats. Six 1IItJ1IIhs. 

- Bait - odd jobs. Six 1IIOfItbs. 

- Empties. Otu .JIII"-l06 

At this stage Fugard still complains about the opacity of motivation: 'As Lena 

finally says, talking from inside the experience, it explains nothing. I, though, have reached 

a point where I need to know - if this is to be another palimpsest with the past blurred 

behind the present, and in tum blurring it.,l07 From within it may explain nothing, but 

that is because the technologies of identity which Lena has disposed to her by ideology 

104 Bouman t1IIIl Lena, 243. 
losNof4booJu, 168. 
106 ibid, 169. 
107 ibid. 
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systematically refuse to make sense of herself this way. Her ideological donation offers her 

identity through agencies like fixed address, property, bank accounts, names, children, and 

so on - all of which are tenuous or obliterated or absent in her life. The ideology of 

colonial capitalism does not encourage diegetic excursions as a way to self-knowledge~ 

particularly because narrative dangerously recurs to questions of cause that might expose 

the oppressive machinations of hegemony. Boesman's formulation is that of the 

oppressor: 'Forget it. Now is the only time in your life'.l08 (Indeed, the quotidian 'tiJllaoI 

that is most people's experience of life, shaped into (non)sense by the arbitrary - or 

approved, endorsed - 'narrative' of photograph albums and so on, comes suspiciously 

close to 'proving' absurdist views of human existence - which is why the philosophy of a 

Camus or a Beck~in striving for an ethics, tends to tum back to a vigorous and 

progressive social commitment.) Stories tend to pose questions that ask ~y' of what 

happens. Lena's response to Boesman's injunction to forget displays exactly the 

problematisingpotential of narrative, the character of history: 'Nol Now, What's that? I 

wasn't bom today. I want my life. Where's it?,l09 Stories are descriptions capable of 

'thickening' into analytic insights or intuitions (as Fugard's own process of creation 

shows). Under certain circumstances -specifically the circumstance of 'talking from 

olltlitk of the experience', which we might call witness - the linear (in)consequence of a 

story may be read differently, as a pattemhitherto unseen, and as a pattern capable of 

revealing contradictions and beginning the process of their resolution, by explaining them. 

If Fugard's crude schedule of the history ofhis images is applied to for its patterns they 

readily present themselves. There are four co-ordinates to this history, (1) places, specifically the 

names of places, (2) labour, specifically short-term work, becoming more and more marginal, (3) 

the death of the child and Lena's subsequent miscarriages, (4) periods of time. In addition, there 

are three minor categeries, occasionally noted, (5) employers, sometimes named, (6) dwellings, 

specifically to begin with, (T) Boesman's two jail terms. Categories (1) and (4) are the Cartesian 

dimensions of history, space and time, but here they are importantly local and human. The 

periods of time are never more than a few years (m a single place, at one occupation) and they 

dwindle to months towards the end. Even this describes the accelerating progress of 

marginalisation, as also the contribution of physical aging to the process of poverty. Collectively, 

Fugard's divisions describe about twenty years of adult life, but the emphasis is on division and 

fragmentation, as also disruption Gail) and loss (children). The miscarriages (as with the priority 

of the place names) display an alternative calendar for the reckoning of time, and one notes·that 

the periods of time, besides being given last in the table, as if calculated fromtlkall the 

101 Boe.rmtm a1td Lma. 254. 
109 ibid. 
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preceding information, are also italicised, signifying another language or outside emphasis, as if 

this infomiation or its means of measurement belong not to Boesman or Lena but to the 

witness, Fugard 

To begin with, the record of employment is specifically Boesman's (and it continues 

thus, implicitly, with jobs like 'Building labourer'), after the fashion of an apparently patriarchal 

labour market. However, as Fugard's record progresses, the jobs become less and less gendered, 

less and less fonnal and more and more marginal as they recur, in action, to foraging. 'Odd jobs', 

'Prickly pears', 'Bait' and 'Empties' are presumably the undertakings of either Boesman or Lena, 

or both. The last three, in particular, show them having to invent their own occasions for labour, 

in minute markets, and it seems fair to argue the inevitability of their joint labour in such a small 

economy. We have, thus, the dissolution of elaborated divisions of labour (10 part, argues Engels, 

the grounds for the monogamous bond and the nuclear family) 110 and, instead, a new and 

extreme necessity for the maintenance of the union. This is an important consideration, because 

it underwrites speculation as to the existential reasons for Lena's commitment to Boesman and 

her tolerance of the violence and abuse she receives from him: quite simply, they are 

economically shackled, and Lena more so than Boesman. It is worth noting also that although 

foraging becomes their mode of subsistence, yet they do not themselves live off the direct 

objects of their production, there is no recourse to an atavistic hunter-gathering. Instead, what 

they forage only has value when passed back through the money economy - most pointedly in 

the diminishing scale of returns that is the traffic in empties, especially for those who themselves 

depend upon liquor in bottles. There is an intriguing textual grace-note to this observation and it 

is that in Fugard's template the descriptions of labour become replaced, in these instances, by 

the objects of production, so that instead of Boesman being a 'Farm labourer' or Lena doing 

'housework', the human agents, and their agency, are subsumed to the commodity. We do not 

have them 'gathering' prickly pears, or 'collecting' bait, let alone 'selling' it; what we have is their 

human undertakings effaced by the primacy of the commodity, simply 'prickly pears' or 'bait'. 

More and more they live in a world of nouns,with all their verbs entailed. 

And specifically in a world of proper nouns. Toponymy is of obvious interest to any 

enquiry into place, since it reveals the most overt cultural inscription of space, the most 

profound act of inhabiting. The business of naming not only leaves behind it the cast of 'origins' 

and original occupations, but it is always in some degree an act of dominion, as Adam's 

prerogative shows. The places among which Boesman and Lena move not only carry the code 

of colonisation (as implicit cause) in their names, but as names they are also subsumed to the 

accreted identities ofBoesman and Lena as they iterate them. For Lena the confused order of 

110 F. Engels, The Orig;,t of tIN FtIIIIi!!, PriINlfe PrrIperg mtd tIN St4Ie. 
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places is one of 'ontological insecurity,111, entailed in the commitment to witness properly, and 

her panic dominates the drama of the first act. Boesman's laughter is the derision of the 

powerful, because when he says 'I know my way. I know my world,112, what is in evidence is his 

being within the symbolic code of place, the inscription of hegemonic culture in the otherwise 

arbitrary space through which they move. In a near-literal sense he is in possession of at least his 

sense of place, and therefore self-possessed, whereas for Lena the disordered and arbitrary 

experience of place has the effect of returning her to an inchoate space, and one with direct 

correlatives for her own (disorderly and arbitrary) selthood. Indeed, the play begins with just this 

confusion and her concomitant dependence upon Boesman as arbiter (and author) of her place 

in the world. 'Here?' she asks as she enters. The question is asked not only ofBoesman, but also 

of the place, as an enquiry into the ontological grounds of its being. By the end of the play we 

realise that the question is asked also of reader or audience, and that our silent assent licences the 

contingent space of the stage, makes of it, by imagination, the place, Swartkops, and in so doing 

solicits from us an act of complicity that resolves itself as witness. If we concede - believe in -

the 'hereness' of the space, then our collective witness ascribes Lena her being; it is an act of 

community and culture that makes space for the play to take place, and in that community Lena 

is realised. We are all become Outa, and because we leave the theatre at the play's conclusion, he 

has to die with the end of the play just as the play has to end with his death. 

Lena knows that the names of her 'tbPaa/ might become a litany and a creed, given order. 

She knows that they are made sensible through dialogue, as a grammar, something recognised by 

the other. When Boesman tells her to 'Talk to yourself', she knows that 'I'll go mad.' But as 

Boesman points out she has talked to herself since 'our first waIk,.11l Without the symbolic code, 

the language of place, she is already mad, beyond the cognitive technology of society. She is, as 

we say, 'in another space'. In the thick of her scrabbling for the journey's order, Boesman knows 

only too well that what she seeks in the names is her own identity, a sentence that can be 

ttnderstood 'objectively', that is from without, by others, through the grammar of society. She is 

looking for recognition,. and Boesman's knowing this is why he blends her grasping for the order 

of place names with his provoking fears about her own name: 'One day you'll ask me who you 

are ... What about Rosie? Nice name Rose. Maria. Anna. Or Sanniel Sannie who? S 011l1ller Sannie 

Somebody. ,114 And Lena, who panics, 'NOI', instead of insisting upon 'Lena', drifts, seemingly 

arbitrarily to 'Mary. I want to be Mary.,l1S It could be the transcription of a conversation in an 

asylum, but for the fact that 'Lena' is, of course, a curtailed form of 'Magdalena', and that the 

juxtaposition of 'Mary' with 'Magdalena' inflects Lena's wish (at some level) with a sense of 

111 NOItbooIu, 173. Fugard follows the phtase with a question mark. 
112 Boe.mtflll fIIIIi Lm4, 255. 
113 ibid. 245. 
114 ibid. 253. 
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fallenness and marginality, and a corresponding desire for centrality and grace - and, of course, 

fertility. But Lena is evidently a subject in crisis, as the Lacanian phrase has it, and her crisis frays 

the lineaments of her social 'construction' in ways that reveal the operations of power as history, 

in both its senses: as the past, and as the telling of the past. 

Neither she nor Boesman (and his name is redolent of colonial ascription) has a 

surname, what in Afrikaans is called a van, a toponym.116 In this they are sundered not only from 

spatial origins, but from temporal ones also - being without home ground or lineage. Instead, as 

Lena's reckoning indicates, they are, as the phrase has it 'all over the place': Korsten, Veeplaas, 

Redhouse, Missionvale, Swartkops, Kleinskoo~ Bethelsdorp, Coega Kop. And these, or any 

among these, are also their parents and Lena's dead children, all the names they have. But the 

names, so numinous in Lena's enunciation, are not arbitrary. They rev~ telegraphically, the 

historical grounds of her vagrancy (all vagrancy), and confound moral or existential theories of 

her position, for they are carriers of the history of the cultlire(s) that inscribe them and that 

fashion her place in the world. Toponymy substitutes for the missing toponyms, and more 

pertinently. Lacking the closure of a single surname, Boesman and Lena are 'from' their 

environment. Their name, biograph(y), is their part in a wider history. Their signature, as Lena 

tells Outa, is vagrancy, impossible to signify monologically, being as it is both displacement and 

. unemployment, so that neither toponym (u:m) nor occupation (say, 'Smith' or 'de Boer') can 

describe them: 'Those little paths on the veld ... Boesman and Lena helped write them.'117 Their 

biography intersects with a wider history as their paths do with the named places, confusedly 

unable to fix origins and destinations, but, as the names indicate, essentially a history of 

colonisation: Korsten is named after the Dutch cadet who made good as 'the Eastern Cape's 

first merchant'l1l at the tum of the 191h century (the village lay upon what was his property)119, 

Veeplaas means 'stockfann', Redhouse connotes a prominent brick homestead, Missionvale and 

Bethelsdorp point to a proselytising Christianity, along with Kleinskool ('little school') they 

remind us of their function as an ideological apparatus for the coloniser, Swartkops and Coega 

Kop appear to be no more than descriptive of physical features (though Swartkops is animated, 

albeit accidentally, by the local discourse of race, and is itself an act of erasure - of the Xhosa 

name for the river: Qagqiwa), and yet Coega Kop, by virtue of yoking two languages, Gonaqua 

and Afrikaans, reminds us of the creole identity of the frontier, its provenance in colonisation, as 

a palimpsest of culture (and Coega = '(J)/ /Khuxa, thorny, rich in thorn'120, a cipher of the 

115 ibid. 
116 I am indebted here to Robert Shell's observations in this regatd, and to V. C. MaJhetbe, whose discussion paper 
on 'Baptism and Identity Creation at the Cape of Good Hope, 1665-1840' fiat alerted me to Shell's insights. R. 
Shell, ChiIdmt f(Bo1uJagI: A SOtia/ HistIJIy f(tIN SlIM Sod#g flt tIN CIIpI f(Good Hopi, 1652-1838,229-32, and n. 6. 
117 Botswm fIIId Lma, 264. 
118 1.. Bryer, and S. Hunt, TIN 1820 SItt/m, 30, 66. 
119 C. Pettman, SOlith .Ajrktm Piotr NfIIIIIS, 88 
120 ibid, 148. 
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interest in the nature of land, for agriculture, transport, warfare, since the thorniness of the 

Addo bW?h plays a marked role in frontier history) 121 - as indeed does the presence of English in 

the mix. Encrypted here are the histories ofBoesman's own name (the indigene rendered as 

environment;, to be cut back, made productive, fanned) and Lena's (a Christian donation). Here 

too is the displacement of precolonial society and economy in the triumph of mercantile 

capitalism (the selling of prickly pears and bait;, empties), the hegemony of property and fixed 

abode (as opposed to vagrancy, the 'vrot 011 hllisie vir die vrot 1!Ienl1~, the coming of towns (-dmp), 

an ideology of individualism (whereby Korsten achieves his apotheosis), and so on. As data this 

gazette of places connotes, above all, the element of dispossession that underlies all colonisation. 

The internal evidence of the play showed this as 'explicit cause' all along: 'Blame the whiteman. 

Bulldozerlo123 

With 01lIY a skill 011 his back 

Ross Devenish's 1973 film of the play begins with the eviction that Boesman and Lena only talk 

about in the play. It reinforces the historical occasion of the action. When Devenish was asked 

why he'd decided on showing the eviction, his reply shows a determination to cast Boesman and 

Lena as instances of a wider story: 'Well, what I wanted to suggest with that early sequence was 

that you see the people dispersing once their homes have been knocked down and the contents 

set on fire, and you see people disappearing in various directions, and you could have followed 

any of those groups and there would have been a story.'124 Devenish is not suggesting that all 

these stories would necessarily have been the same, after the fashion of a vulgar determinism, 

but he is suggesting that Boesman and Lena are not two figures as isolated as their dark night on 

the mudflats of the-stage would lead us to believe. He reminds us of what the drama so easily 

inclines us to forget - that there is an occasion outside of the played narrative and yet within the 

literary narrative, and that that occasion has overwhelmingly 'real' and historical correIatives. 

Most of the play's references to foregoing events have this historical texture (Lena's stillbirth, its 

biographical intimacy, is an exception): the eviction, the dog, the empties, Boesman's jail tenD, 

and so on. All of these are familiar to the quotidian sociology of any South African who has read 

the newspapers or driven the roads of that period (and the Notebooks confinn this, they set down 

what we have all seen). And the eviction is the most manifestly historical instance of all. 

121 P. Anderson. 'The Human Oay', 54££ 
122 BoIsmatt tIIIIi Ina, 254. 
123 ibid, 240. 
124 Stephen Gray, "Fugani on Film': Interview with Ross Devemsh Oohaoilesburg. 13 June 1980)', Athol FlIgfJl"d, 
133. 
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Squatter evictions in the South Africa of 'grand' apartheid are but the most immediate of 

the consistent assault upon the tenure of the poor under capitalism . .As we have seen, the origins 

of modem vagrancy are bound up in the dissolution of feudal tenure and the creation, by 

clearance, of a mobile and impoverished class of wage labourer. The point is that in the first 

instance the vagrant is that person dispossessed of customary tenure under feudal obligations in 

Europe and set loose upon the roads in· pursuit of wages and a tenant occupation of the land 

(often in the 'free' spaces of the towns). This circumstance is intensified with the great 

enclosures of the commons in the 1~ and 181h centuries, and the clearances of marginal lands 

like the Highlands, and, significantly, the colonial hinterlands. Among the most intense of such 

clearances, undertaken by a veteran of the Highland exercises in the person of John Graham, 

was the Zuurveld campaign of 1811-12. 

Ndlambe met Graham's invasion with the most glamorous declaration in the centuries­

long conflict in the Cape. Responding to Landdrost Cuyler's ultimatum at the Sundays River, 

Ndlambe rose enraged: 

Here is no honey; I will eat honey, and to procw:e it shall cross the rivet'S Sundays, Coega and 

Swartkops. This country is mine. I won it in war and shall keep it 125 

It is a far cry from the subjection of Boesman and Lena (but, of course, the war to which 

Ndlambe refers is yet another historical marker, for his victory was over, among others, the 

Gonaqua Khoi of the area) and just how far a cry may be seen from the extraordinary echo Lena 

supplies: 

Hey, you know what I was thinking just now. BIiIUlilIunulllls I1IIiIL What do you say? H we get lots of 

ptawns. Sugars not enough man. I want some real sweetness. Then you can"be as btdmuunJ as you 

1ike.126 

Andshe begins the first verse of her song, 'shuffling out a few dance steps'. For his part, 

Ndlambe had shaken his spear, 'snunping"is foot violently on the ground,127. The tin of 

condensed milk - which Lena pairs with the wine that will get Boesman 'betitmnml - marks a 

revealing development, for the honey that Ndlambesought to gather beyond the Swartkops is 

veidleos, the provender of nature, whereas Lena's sweet tooth leads her directly into the 

elaborations of the colonial economy: her compound of milk and sugar is condensed and 

packaged in steel, as food goes it could hardly be further from the productive earth. On her 

125 Maclennan, A 1+rJpIr D'lI" ojTtnTJr, 101. 
126 l3ou1Ium fIIIIl Lma, 249. 
127 Maclennan, A Pmpw D'lI" ojTtnTJr, 101. 
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Swartkops she even has to harvest prawns (here bait for the fishing of others) to procure the 

cash to pay for the milk that has been rendered down and compounded and tinned This is how 

far she has been distanced from the productive resources of the ground upon which she stands, 

and how complex her engagement with the social economy has become. When Graham had 

cleared the Zuurveld and a settler population was being sought in Engiand, the cartoonist 

Cruikshank satirised Lord Charles Somerset's propagandistic inducements, ascribing to the 

Governor's utterance the Biblical promise of Canaan: the Zuurveld was, said Cruikshank's 

Somerset, 'raj Garden of Eden I, [aJ second Paradise ... You'll be up to your neck in milk and 

honey'.128 Meanwhile the missionary James Read explained to Graham the economy of the 

Bethelsdorp Khoisan, craving Graham to remove the obstacles he was throwing in the way of a 

people 'accustomed to get their bread by cutting wood, burning lime and gamma ash, seeking 

honey, shooting game, picking rushes for matts [sic], etc. etC.'129 The English metaphor by which 

'bread' connotes subsistence here anticipates exactly Boesman and Lena's alienation in the 

economy of the 20th century eastern Cape, where they forage not for their own honey, but to 

buy the bread of others. 

The history of the Fourth Frontier War is not our project130, but its central character of 

dispossession and its cumulative effect upon, especially, the indigenousKhoisan of the area, 

underlies Boes11IIJ1I and Lena. It was in the wake of Graham that Korsten arrived to set up a salt 

beef business, with a commisariat contract for British troops in MauritiUS.131 A tannery and 

cooperage followed, as did a mill, whaling and the first substantial trading store.132 By 1819, even 

before the British settlers arrived, Korsten owned a canteen in Grahamstown.1M All these 

activities engineer the economic landscape ofBoesman and Lena (and even Kaatje Kekkelbek), 

just as they reiterate one of the 'places' - Korsten - around which they orbit. The canteen in 

Grahamstown might become Kaatje's or prefigure the one at which Boesman delivers his 

empties and buys his wine (there was one on the Swartkops by 18171~. While Korsten's beef 

processing anticipates Lena's processed milk, specifically it requires salt, as is still produced at 

Coega. In 1812 a Commission of Circuit found that the 'lazy and idle' residents ofBethelsdorp 

mission station should be made productive, as labourers for Korsten and others, or in gathering 

sale" Already the destination of dispossessed Khoi is described. The propellants were not only 

successive dispossessions, at the hands of Xhosa and Colony, but also vicious labour conditions 

128 G. Cruikshank, 'The Cape of Fodom Hope' CA. M39. 
129 Read - Gtaham, 5 June 1812, CA. CO 2582 
130 Ben Maclennan's A Pmper Dip ojTmuris the st:andam. For the spatial history of the clearance and the 
settlemen.t of the Zuurve1d, see my own MUtt thesis, 'The Human Oay'. 
131 Maclennan, A Pmper D'lI" ojTmur, 142 
132 ibid. 
133 ibid, 203. 
134 Maclennan, A Pmper Dr ojTIITfJr., 175. 
135 ibid. 152 
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(testimony of Boer abuses litters the archive of the London Missionary Society136, who ran 

Bethelsdorp and dominated the later Kat River settlement, as also the proceedings of the later 

select Committee on Aborigines in London in 1835-613,) and especially legal conditions of 

labour. The Caledon Code of 1809 and Cradock's Proclamation of 1812 variously and intensely 

curtailed the liberty of Khoi in the Colony, effectively reducing them to bonded servitude and, 

by criminalising free movement, ruling out the prospect of any alternative within the colonial 

economy.U8 Only on the mission stations did the vision of a free Khoi citizenry hold out, and 

that travelled to the Kat River with the many Bethelsdorp residents who were the Settlement's 

pioneers, among them Andries Stoffels, who at the time of Kaatje Kekkelbek, told the Select 

Committee on Aborigines, 

you often see a Hottentot who had spent his days in the service of the govemment, with only a skin 

on his back, walking about the streets. The Hottentot has no water, he has not a blade of grass, he 

has no lands, he has no wood, he has no place where he can sleep ... 139 

Fugard knows that the cause of Boesman and Lena is colonialism and its South African 

racial order. His dramtZlis personae is specific about this, describing Boesman, Lena and Outa as 

only 'a Coloured man', 'a Coloured woman' and 'an old African'.14O That the chief descriptors are 

racial is obviously signifiqltlt, and that 'colouredness' is here offset against the category of 

'African' even more so. Outa's being Xhosa and a man do not figure in Fugard's classification, 

because it is his character of Africanness, with its wider significance that counts. As a marker of 

continental primordiality, a kind of autocthony, Outa's Africanness points up the deracination of 

the coloured Even in the divisive and attritional racial order of South African society there is no 

'place'· for a Boesman or a Lena. But the figure of Africa, ancient, alone, on the cusp of language, 

is an inadequategenills IoCll.f. Mawkish to any decade after Johnny Clegg's Juluka, Outa is 

something that does not even surVive a night in the 1970s. The truth is, of course, that the old 

Africa, that of the romantic evocations of Haggard or Buchan, is long since overrun; more so, 

that the colonisation of Africa, its clearance and eviction, was undertaken first at the expense of 

its Boesmans and Lenas, and then with them as compradore agents. This is the key to the 

madness of Boesman's self-hatred and his cheering the bulldozer, "Push it over, my baoJi' 

136 See Tf'tlllStXtitms Djtht Lo1IIioII Mirsiottmy S0tf4g, or any of the CODespondence between Van der Kemp or Read and 
the govemment, e.g. Read - Cuyler, 5 September 1812, CA, CO 2582. Even Graham considered the mission 
stations 'asylums' for Khoisan in the service of 'the Cruel F8III1er', Graham - Bial (CoL Sec.), 1 September 1812, 
CA, CO 2582. 
137 &port oJtht SIINt Omtmittte 011 Aborigines (British S,ttlmmtts), 1835-6. 
138 MaJherbe most deftly supplies the history and effect of these laws. V. C Malherbe, 'The Cape Khoisan in the 
Bastem Districts of the Colony Before and After Ordinance 50 of 1828', 23, 43, 46-7, 69. 
139 Evidence of A Stoffels, &port oj tIN SIINt Omtmittte 011 AborigilllS, 583££· 
140 BoISfIItlII tl1III LIlIa, 238. 
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'Dankie, baasI' 'We.g is 0111'.141 The absurdity of that position is not existential, it is acutely 

historical. The history ofBethelsdorp and the Kat River Settlement., of all the frontier wars, is 

riven with the ambivalent position of the Kho~ caught between Colony and Xhosa, between 

clientage and resistance. And this, again, is the key to Lena's 'going over' to Oum, and 

Boesman's panic at her new power then, and especially when Outa lies dead among them, for 

Lena's act is historically anticipated - it is what the colony calls 'Rebellion', and it brings the 

forfeiture of even the 'b/oedgro1lll142 and all the sanction against treason. It is an act which chooses 

a route back into history, but against hegemonic history, and it necessarily entails great risk. 

Where Boesman has sided, even against himself, with the baas and his bulldozer, Lena 

chooses the ruined Xhosa man. Her choice imitates that of those 'colonial' Khoisan, at the Kat 

River Settlement., Theopolis and other missions or townships around the frontier, who 'crossed 

over' to the Xhosa side in the Bib frontier war of 1B51-3. The 'Rebellion', as it was plainly 

termed, expressed various things: disappointment at white settler hostility to the Kat River 

Settlement and the project of a free citizenry of colour in the Colony, acute frustration at 

continued restrictions upon free movement and at colonial agitation for a vagrancy law to 

encompass all Khoi movement., disquiet about colonial designs upon the land of mission 

settlements and about relations with traders and employers, and some lasting identification with 

the ~arharbe Xhosa, especially Maqoma's people, upon whose land the Kat River Settlement 

was tenuously located and who moved among the Khoisan settled there and who were, often 

enough, kin of some or other degree. The ideological fallout of the missions, and the founding 

rhetoric of the Settlement particularly, along with the attribution of citizenship and liberty 

through Ordinance 50 and then the experience of organised resistance to colonial agitation 

around vagrancy - all these conduced to a sense of corporate identity that some have argued 

amounted to some species of nationalism.143 The causes of the Rebellion were legion, but in part 

they were r.ealised by the spatial and historical proximity of e1IIaXhoseni, and a sense of Khoisan 

nationhood somehow to do with a shared history of dispossession, abuse, disappointment., 

conflict and so on. "The Kafirs and the Hottentots came together like Bucks and Sheep: said the 

Khoisan rebel Wmdvogel, 'and all I heard was that the war was to be against the Settlers and not 

against the Govemment!144 The pattern of allegiance between Khoisan and Xhosa was old­

precolonial- as was the example of tributary submission and incorporation, and besides - and 

this is also what Lena acknowledges - on the frontier social categories imitate fortifications and 

. earthworks, paths and squatter homesteads in their universal character of friability: in the duress 

141 ibid, 240. 
142 J. B. Peires, 'Fiet Dragboendet's Lament', Social Dynamics 14 (2), 1988, 7, 11. And see p. 000 above. 
143" S. Trapido, 'The Emergence of liberalism and the Making of 'Hottentot Nationalism', 1815-1834, SotietUI of 
Solllhml AftW itt tIN Ni1lll4lllth IIIUI TlIIm1i4th C41ttllf'ils, vol. 17, Ies. 
144 c. Criis, The Mallin!, of tIN Colonial 0nJer: W'hitl SIIjmI1III9I11U1 Bud. R4sisttJna itt tIN BastmI Ctipe, 1770-1865, 
E.Elboume, 'Freedom at Issue', SItMry IIIUIAboIition, 15,2, (1994),143 
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of frontier history, which is conflict, stormy weather, all these become mud. 'Mudl Swartkopsl' is 

how Lena answers her own original question, 'Here?' It is an answer to an enquiry into 

destination, and as such it treats of origins as well: the dark.( er) indigene is the human clay upon 

which the sea bears down, as a bulldozer churns good ground to profitless mud. Lena's 'Here?' is 

the occasion - the here present, the summoning - of history. In her construction (and in her 

apparition, as we have seen) she is a regional and specific Clio - not just Fugard's muse, but his 

(and our) muse of history. Hers is the share of all those whose 'here' is attended by a question 

mark, all those, therefore, who are the subjects of history and whose present must prove 

inevitably uncertain in the mutable truth of History (which is why witness is an ethical 

imperative) and in the truth of mutable time (which is history as it happens to all of us, the 

entropic filet). 

Hiltoric Highllltg 101 

Recently Fugard has returned to Boe.rman and Lena, both obliquely and directly, and intriguingly 

after the &shion of this essay, in which the Notebooks and the account of creative conception are 

read as one with the play itself. In fact, this has always been the case in Fugard's presentation of 

the text of the play - the introduction to its editions has always framed the text within 

recollection and the record of the notebooks, as if to assert the particularly historical occasion of 

the play, and to embed it in the witness of fact, outside of the fictive operations of the drama. 

Now Fugard has written a story, 'To Whom it MlISt Concern', prefaced with 'Pages from a 

Notebook', each part of one whole, roughly equal in length, and recurring specifically to the 

instance of Boes11ltl1l and Lena in ways which confirm much of my argument here, although it was 

developed before Fugard's Karoo and Other Stories was published (2005). 

'Pages from a Notebook' concerns itselfwith the process of the subsequent story's 

conception, but does so within a considerable exegesis of the origins of a thematic interest 

begun in Boes11ltl1l and Lena. Fugard's latest disclosure of his working notebooks is, in fact, 

interlarded with excerpts from the same sections of the previously published Nol4books that 

concern the genesis of BoU1llan and Lena and that have been extensively quoted here.145 Although 

the latest notebooks and the story are to do with the subject of a woman's apparent suicide and 

the guilt of the train driver whose locomotive runs her down, yet Fugard's preoccupation 

remains with 

145 A. Fugatd, KanJo muJ Other Storiu, 127-9. 
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Women walking. Pumla Lolwana is not 1he only powerful and virtually nameless presence in my life. 

She has sisten. My notebooks recotd a few other destitute women who have walked across my path 

leaving their shadows on my walk.l46 

And he reaches back. to the 1960s, as we have here, to consider their significance. One thing he 

does not seem to recognise, however, despite his own provocative fonnulation, ~ho have 

walked across my path', in the context of a story that comes to be written from the point of 

view of a white train driver called RoelfVlSagie, across whose tracks a woman walks to her 

death, is the manifest correspondence between author and engine driver, and, we may begin to 

suggest, between playwright and bulldozer. Indeed, the engine of 'To Whom it MlISt Concern' is 

Visagie's quest for the identity of the woman he has run down, which quest brings him to what 

Fugard calls 'the world of the pondok' (noting of himself that 'BOelman and Lena Was my first 

deep journey into the world of the pondok')147, and to his own annihilation. Visagie's quest for 

the woman's identity is specifically the quest for a name, which is exactly what the author 

undertakes, by definition, in seeking to find words to express things. The business of the author 

is putting words to the world, the extrapolation of naming. 

The story that Fugard develops is begun is the actual newspaper report of a woman who 

throws herself and her children in front of a train on the Cape Flats, but Fugard transposes it to 

the bush outside Port ~beth, the world of Redhouse and Swartkops and Motherwell, again. 

Visagie tells us, as Fugard might, that 

Trying to 6nd out who she was has led me to some strange places and that bush was 1he fust one. 

Thom bush hey! ... I walked that bush high and low three timeS.I41 

The bush stands for the opacity of identity in history, for the difficulty of the quest (one of the 

reasons we know it is a quest is the numinous strangeness of the place, another is the typical 

three attempts) and, as we have seen, for the pervasive and obdurate character of conflict in 

colonialism. Fugard himself has been to the bush three times, too: as himself in the 1 %Os 

(gestating Boe.rman and Lna), in the play, and now in the story. We are allowed to make these 

comparisons, as I have been insisting all along, because of Fugard's own thematic insistence 

upon the concurrence and involvement of history and art. The diptych of 'Pages from a 

Notebook' and 'To Whom it MllSt Concern' is, in fact, titled 'Fact and Fiction' - that is its 

overarching concern, even its transcendent theme, and its implicit interest to the kind of 

criticism Fugard solicits (and solicits from himself in this peculiarly dialogical text). 

146 ibid, 127. 
147 ibid, 109. 
141 ibid. 140. 
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The deeper reach of this 'deep journey' is more than merely a conflation of the 

(auto)biographical with the fictive output of an artist. It has to do with the interpenetration of 

history and art, and with the author's complicity in history, in the act of witness, in brokering 

this fusion. Now that Fugard is seventy or more, it is perhaps not surprising to find him 

revisiting the 'explicit cause' of his early work and finding not only history there, but his own 

history and the sheer fact of himself as historian - as Prospero appointing his island. It was not 

quite so simple to read BOesfllan and Lena and to discern Fugard in the cab of the bulldozer, 

offstage, apostrophised as 'BatzI by Boesman, as it now is to see Fugard in the cab of the train 

staring down through Visagie's eyes at the woman who is always crossing his tracks, beseeching 

him for her identity before history beats down on her. But the playwright is an agent of history 

too, sharing in the explicit cause of the bulldozer, driving the play into action. 

What Visagie offers the woman, just as Boesman does Lena, and Lena Boesman, and 

Outa Lena, and Fugard all of thell\ is witness. It is the irony and the·anguish of Fugard's 

position that he must share in the task of the bulldozer even as he witnesses the erasure it 

causes. For the writer does not - cannot -lie outside of history. The witness he offers is only 

ever the witness of history - that these people happened, were happened upon, and in a history 

that always annihilates what it also makes happen. The author may indict the workings of history 

in the tragedy of humankind, but he is also historian, who only works with what history has 

wrought. There is no other way and this makes the cause of art, here BoesfJlan and Lena, explicit 

not only in the sense of being openly disclosed, but also in the bibiographical sense as pertains 

to the manner in which texts can be (as were once) known by their implicit or their explicit, by 

their opening words or their closing ones. The implicit of Boesman and Una is 'Here?', the explicit 

is 'It's dark'. The stage is called into being by the darkness all around it, its witness is 'our little 

life' and it 'is rounded with asleep' .149 

'Is it as simple as Stalin's cynical remark that a thousand deaths are a statistic and one 

death a tragedy?, asks Fugard 150 Yet Stalin's remark is not so much cynical as realistic. It is not 

within the compass· of human comprehension to accommodate a scale of tragedy beyond the 

self or the few selves among which the self is constituted. This prescribes the scope of art's 

treatment of tragedy, but not the scale of its reference. Visagie says of the woman who stands in 

front of his train: '[b]efore that she was just some woman from the bush.'151 Her place in front 

of the train is a representative one, it refers her to all who face explicit history, all women 

walking to their end, from Eve to Pumla Lolwana. For his part, Fugard now finds the archetype 

of his walking woman in the figure of his mother: 

149 TIN TIfIIjJUt. IV, I, 157-8. 
150 Fugaai, IVno, 103. 
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Women walking. Always women. Is the reason for that as simple as the early childhood memory I 

have of my mother, possibly the earliest? She was trudging heavily and wearily up the hill to where 

we lived and I had run to meet her. She was dispirited and depressed after a bad day at the bakery 

where she worked and it was a terrible shock to see her like that. She was the central and most 

important presence in my life. Seeing her defeated meant that my whole world was in danger of 

collapsing. In the years that followed I saw my mother, metaphorically speaking. trudging up that hill 

many times.l52 

It doesn't take a Freud to note the creative function of a mother, a creativity no less 'central and 

most important' in Fugard's life. Her 'bad day' is at a bakery, what is more - a place dedicated to 

kneading, shaping, leavening and cooking - to creating - specifically bread, the established 

symbol of life and the body in the Christian world. The terrible shock of his mother's 'dispirited' 

self is not only the distress of a child at the exhaustion. of a parent, but of a believer at the 

realisation that the spirit is gone out of the body, that the god has forsaken the temple. This is an 

historical insight - that the progress of time is also towards a consciousness of the dis-spirited 

nature of our selves. This is the consciousness of history, not as apocalyptic fulfillment, but 

enttopic erosion, not as culmination (m which we are made sense of), but as sprawl (in which we 

are lost sight of). Similarly, Fugard's 'depressed' mother is connotatively an 'oppressed' mother, 

in the sense, atleast, of a person (a creative person) failing under the pressure of social 

circumstances. And for Fugard the image, of a Sisyphean mother, expands into the recurrent and 

enduring metaphor of so much of his art. We need only rephrase that sentence with the 

alteration of a single preposition to make our argument clear: for Fugard the image expands into 

the recurrent and enduring image for his art. 

Bulldozer, train, author: these are the 'terrible insttuments,l53 of history. The project of 

Fugard's art - to bear witness to the terrible - separates the author from the engines, in intent 

and in culpability, but not altogether. The witness of art does not mitigate the suffering of 

history - if anything it makes the suffering more acute by accentuating the tragic character of 

history, by making that more conscious in ordinary lives. What the author accomplishes is akin· 

to the more 'conscious death' for which Camus strives.l54 He cannot kill or resurrect with his 

work, nor substantially deflect the course of history, the train, nor dissuade its hapless driver 

from a course he must take. The best he can do is to make sure that the woman on the tracks, 

or the evicted Boesman and Lena, are seen and named, and that they more fully realize what is 

happening to them. Fugard finds in the ~orld of the pondok' - that marginal existence, the 

bush out of which women cross the lethal tracks - his abiding sense of the historical grind. 

151 ibid, 136. 
152 ibid, 130. 
153 ibid, 116. Fugatd uses the phrase of a train. 
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Again, it is not the annihilation of death that is absurd, but that the misery of life should be to 

no avail, that the attritional history of so many lives occasions no redemption. When the elegists 

of the Old English poems looked with horror upon their history of wandering and the prospect 

of being cast back into that condition, they took their consolation from a combination of 

Teutonic heroicism, courage in the face of useless odds, and the prospect of a Christian 

redemption through travail. The Seafarer is called by the migratory cuckoo to the greater reality 

of a life adrift; for him vagrancy is peregrination. Fugard, like Camus, sees that there is no farther 

shore, and extends the deep disquiet of all, as the Beowulf poet expressed it, at the unknown 

destination: 

No man can tell, 

no wise man in hall or weathered veteran 

knows for certain who salvaged that load.155 

It is not death that is absurd, but that the history that bears us towards it, and by which we must 

endure our going hence even as our coming in, is human and humanly flawed, when this life, and 

not some other, should offer all we might hope for of the good. 

In the evenings, in California (as in Port Elizabeth decades ago), Fugard walks, and his 

notebooks are filled with ,the record of these contemplative vagrancies. Usually he takes to the 

beach, sometimes he walks alongside the railway. In mind of his story about Pumla Lolwana he 

comes 'to stand between [the tracks] and stare along their length ... those.parallel rails ... [t]here 

is something hypnotic and strangely menacing in the illusion of convergence as they stretched 

away from me.'156 Parallel lines are what we write between; the hypnotic but menacing illusion of 

convergence is the temptation, or .the lie, of art. Is what we witness convergence or polarity? Is it 

the ruse of art to make the eternal character of existence - of division and conflict and 

separateness- appear, like-railway tracks, to have a point, and a point accomplished at the . 

vanishing? Or does art hold out a vision of an integration beyond the horizon of our 

comprehension? Thettain bears down regardless, but how we regard the lines (one might say 

either philosophically or rhetorically) is the ethical summons to, and of, art. 

Here is that summons to witness at work. in a last walk with Fugard: 

Another alternative to my beach walk is along a st:retch of 'Historic Highway 101' as it skirts the 

Pensaquitos Marsh. This one gives me a chance to study the wonderful variety of water binis in the 

marsh. It is also a very schizoid experience as it involves walking the line between two stalkly 

154 A. Camus, "The Wmd at Djemita', Lyrktzi fJIId CritittJI EsstrJs, 73-9. ' ... 1 feel certain that the true, the only, 
progress of civilization ... lies in creating conscious deaths' [11). 
155 &n#', trans. Seamus Heaney, 50-2 
156 Fugani, KanJo, 111. 
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contrasting worlds: stretching away from me on the one side is the serene manh, its self-contained 

silence broken only by the high, piping calls of curlews and sandpipers. and on the other side. just a 

few feet away from me as I walk along the very narrow verge, the never ending rush and roar of 

traffiC on the highway. On this evening's walk the bUds wett all thett in the distance waiting in the 

muddy channels of the manh for the incoming tide to ttach them: herons and egrets. Long-billed 

Curlews and whimbrels and godwits, sandpipers and plovers. I had my binoculars focused on a Great 

Blue Heron when a blue and white Coaster rode into its field of vision. Distance and the soft light of 

the evening had once again made it very innocent, a thing of beauty; it could so easily have been a 

litde toy train on the Boor ofa young boy's bedroom and not the terrible instrument a despairing 

soul would use to end a life.1S7 

What exactly does Fugard witness? Which world? The artistry of his binoculars turns his back on 

the Historic Highway. It conflates his (binoculars') field of vision and the heron's·in a misplaced 

pronoun ('its'· should be 'theirs'), confusing subject and object in that which relates them (call it 

history, the predicate). It works with distance and soft light once again to make matters 'very 

innocent, a thing of beauty', something that 'could so easily have been'. The binoculars, too, are 

a terrible instrument. Through them we discover the Swartkops mudflats to be twinkling with 

waders in the soft light of distance, another birder's paradise, and by them we risk turning our 

backs on the national road as it crosses the estuary towards the north-east and the bush and the 

corrosive, recessive, colonial frontier - the historical highway. 

157 ibid, 115-16. 
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s. 'No trace of his Hving': the vagrant history ofJ. M. Coetzee 

Origins and tiesti1JlJti01JS 

We are not done with the, origins, the history, of vagrants, but we come now to consider the 

peculiarly literary business of destination. In the main all vagrants walk out of history and into 

literature ;.... or at least texts. The vagrant begins in social and economic rupture, is accused of 

insubordination by a coming order, and in that accusation becomes the lasting artefact of culture. 

If, in both history and literature, the vagrant begins in ephemera - court records, pamphlets, 

popular rept - then his and her passage is towards the confirmatory destination of hegemony, as 

ultimately in the elevated discourses of philosophy and literature, and their intersection. The 

destination of the vagrant is not the flyovers and railway arches, nor the overnight cell or 

proverbial ditch: these are places through which the vagrant is always passing, and at which no 

arriving can happen. The only destination - culmination - of the vagrant is ideological (being 

ideological) and discursive, and thus is in literature and philosophical literature, perhaps pre­

eminently. In an almost-too-obvious sense, this is the only place in which the vagrant is settled 

This study began in the unremarkable observation that the vagrant - that inordinate and 

thereby negligible social subject - enjoys a radical and disproportionate significance in the 

artifacts of hegemonic culture. There we find tramping the object of Orwell, and tramps waiting 

nowhere on nothing in Beckett. Poor Tom erupts out of the storm on the heath at the heart of 

the tragedy that is (at least to 20th and 21" century tastes) at the heart of the playwright at the 

heart of English literature. The peculiarly attractive liberty of the vagrant, and the painfully 

exemplary constraint of the same, make for a subject of great utility to literary 'thought', 

embodying contradictions with obvious analogies to the existential (and social,. political) 

reckoning of human experience. Overall, and with considerable and complex - and significant -

inflection, this is the practice of the vagrant discovered to us by literature (and not discovered by 

literature ex nihilo). In South Africa, this 'high end' literary treatment of the vagrant grows out of 

ethnographies of the Khoisan, popular representations, the iconography of Khoisan itinerants, 

both popular and state propaganda against free Khoisan and escaped and freed slaves, and the 

archival witness of those populations' 'settlement' within the colonial order. It is inflected with 

Romantic representations of travellers and 'passagers', often lone figures, ranging from the 
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earliest literature, such as the Aduentllres of Colonel Mrs S o1llmet, 1 through the caricature types of 

Bonaparte Blenkins2 and Prester John to more substantial refugees like Schreiner's Lyndall or 

Gordimer's Smaleses (and it revels in correspondences between the colonial travellogue and the 

vagrant's peregrinations). It culminates in explicit treatments of vagrants which are among the 

capstones of South African modem literature, in Fugard, and above all, in the writing of J. M. 

Coetzee. 

There are several hazards in using Coetzee's work as a point of conclusion for this study. 

In the first place, there is sufficient to be said about Coetzee's .tinerants to justify an entire 

thesis, rather than a concluding chapter. Secondly, if anything Coetzee's writing marks as much 

of a new origin in South African letters as it does the culmination of prior trajectories. And 

thirdly, critical responses to Coetzee have grown in number and amplitude alongside his own 

fortunes as a literary figure, and now explode as the industry of the Nobel Prize. This thesis is 

among the last that might conceivably treat of his work from a point of view that is not 

dedicatedly specialist. Overall, this represents a considerable 'arrival' for an oeuvre begun in the 

fugitive offices ofRavan Press in the 1970s, in post-modem feints and thrusts, smoke and 

mirrors, and, pronouncedly, in the figure of the vagrant (or its avatar) which dominates the three 

major early novels: Wailing/or the BarlJarians, Lift a1Id Times ofMichilll K and Age of Iron. This last 

observation - of the prevalence of the vagrant in Coetzee, of Coetzee's predeliction for the 

vagrant, in particular, a predilection that I am here going to describe as Epicurean - would alone 

suffice to justify this study, and in a way it was the origin of this thesis, just as it is now its 

destination. 

I want to conclude with Coetzee not only in order to demonstrate the provenance ofhis 

itinerants in the discursive transfer between early modem vagrancy and the figuration of the 

colonial indigene, but also in order to show, as we have been doing throughout, how deeply the 

vagrant practises the philosophy of history. Coetzee is exceptionally useful in both cases. His 

vagrants are discernibly descended from specific European types, and participate in the transfer 

of those type attributes to representative local people. And Coetzee's 'vagrant' novels have from 

their ou~~een explicitly and critically identified with excursions into the philosophy of history: 

Not only does Coetzee himself point us in this direction with the epigraph from· Flaubert that 

1 This extnIOldinary novel. blent of shipwreck narrative and humanitarian propaganda. tmces the encountu of Ma 
Somenet with indigenes of the Cape hinterland It anticipates Coet2ee's 4ft I11III Tiar oj Mid:JtJII K in important 
ways: above all in the seminal project of vegetable gas:dening undertaken by Mrs Somerset among her hosts. 
Agriculnue becomes her great economic and philosophical donation. The figure of Zillah, too, is of the trajectory 
towards Coet2ee - she is an interstitial, racially inde1e1'mina1e, isolm figure, and in this reconciles the agency of 
Somerset with the fact of'othet' indigenei.ty. I. D. Fenton (ed) AdwntIIns ojColtmeJMr.r SOIIIInIt. And see Ian Glenn, 
The Future of the Past in South African Litenxy Histmy',QBSAL. 51, 1. 
2 C. Bundy. 'Vagabond Hollanders and Runaway Englishmen', Beinart et al (eds), Pllltittg II PIoII!/J 18 tIN GnnmJ. 
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appears in his first novel and directs us to the primary importance of the philosophy of history, 

but critical responses to his work have always presumed a problematisation of history to be 

among the novels' foremost and persistent(and most valuable) undertakings.' The 

correspondence between a repeated interest in inordinate figures (itinerant indigenes or near­

vagrants or vagrants) and the philosophy of history thickens the instance begun in Fugard and in 

which we have seen the Cape vagrant's deep practice discovered as something akin to the 

author's (and our) muse of history. In Coetzee that relationship is even more fraught than in 

Fugard, and it marks an opportune 'destination' for this thesis because of the manner in which 

Coetzee attempts to settle the matter that so unsettles him. Of course, Coetzee is too canny to 

hold out fixities; that 'settlement' is left unaccomplished, but it is tried and failed at, for reasons 

which are our interest. 

Their tongtm dollhled 

It is a peculiar inevitability of futurist novels that they belong more to their history than to the 

futures they imagine. Orwell's Nineteen Eigh~-Foll1'is redolent of the Cold War at its Berlin Airlift­

grimmest, but imaginatively adrift of the 1980s. Of course, Orwell was never seeking to predict a 

specific future, and nor was J. M. Coetzee in writing 4ft tl1Id Times oj MichfJei K, but the formal 

preoccupation with future time, albeit of an arbitrary specificity, has the hazardous effect of 

intensifying the historicity of the present history in which the book is produced It is as if, in 

floating the fantasy of a future that is unknowable, the author has had to subtract from the 

gravity of the real future and balance the equation of history with a correspondingly redoubled 

present gravity. Thus it is that 4ft tl1Id Times ojMichfJei K is adrift of the actual outworking of the 

South African revolution, and is now mawkish as a novel about that superficial circumstance -

distractingly so - but, instead, is a rich text for quarrying the angst of the 1980s. It is a novel that 

3 J. M. Coetzee, DI/SJUmuIs, 'What is important is the philosophy of history' precedes 'The Narrative of J acobus 
Coetzee'. The critical 6eId of Coetzee studies is 100 vast to begone into in detail here, but since the earliest 
responses of Stephen Watson (writing on 'Colonialism and the Novels of J. M. Coetzee' before.A&r tflnm was 
written), David Attwell (now eminent in the field, his PhD on Coetzee coming in 1991, but aheady addressing 'The 
Problem of History in the FICtion of J. M. Coetzee'in 1990), DelU Attridge (also now eminent, also at wolk since 
the early 90s on mattets of ethics and politics, essentially historical concems), history has always been to the fore. 
Rita Bamani ("DRam Topographies: J. M. Coetzee and the South African PastoEal', 1994) has reckoned with the 
particularl.y S}xlli4lhistory of Coetzee's vision (which aspect of spatiality is also to the fore of Coetzee's own critical 
in~sts in White Writing. where he concems himself with the history of visual gemes in tqH"esenbng the South 
African landscape, and with the topos of the fmn, as it effects an A&ikaans tradition, and which lies behind his own 
wolk). The appearance of Michael Green's NtIIIII Historiu in 1997 - although it treats of Coetzee no more or less 
than other authors surveyed - seems stimulated in no small depe by the historical gravity of Coetzee's oeuvze (of 
course, this gravity is felt in Goldimer and others also; it is an inescapable foa:e of the acutely historical pass of 
South Africa in the last half of the 201h century). One contnbution of inestimable value in Green's book is the 
consideration of Romanticism and history (14.3ft), not specifically in the case of Coetzee, but, as with BSDl81'd's 
wOtk, in ways that are suggestive of Coetzee's provenances and impasses. 
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has come to be about itself rather than about what its author sought to represent; this is a general 

hazard of future prognostications, however arbitrarily they may be projected, and it is one of 

great use to criticism, precisely for the way in which it accentuates the common and inescapable 

'debt' to history. The more an author seeks to evade current circumstulce, the more powerfully 

it incurs upon the text that would be free of it - to the point of becoming the major matter of 

the work. 

At the heart of Michael 1(, then, we find not only an allegory of the individual in history, 

but something more to do with a representation of white nightmare in the 1980s in South Africa. 

That the novel is particularly about the agony of the artist's place in political history, called either 

to apologetics or advocacy, has always been evident, but it becomes more acutely so, more 

biographically so, with the passage of time. Since the publication of Coetzee's &tJhood the 

landscape of K's Karoo liberty and that of Coetzee's own childhood bliss have become identical. 

In fact, I would suggest that it is precisely the distortions of passing time - the way in which the 

emphasis of the novel is becoming thrown upon the Coetzee of the 80s rather than his intended 

allegory - which have prompted Coetzee's autobiographical excursions in the years since South 

Africa's transition to democracy. The historical fantasies ofhis first four novels in particular 

(DlISkltmds, 111 the Heart of the COIl1lhy, Waiting/or the &rrlJaria1Is and 4ft tZ1Id Times ofMkhael K) - all 

of which seek by extravagant devices to elude historical fixture, and all of which come to suffer 

exactly that fixture as history itself is 'disclosed' - have summoned from their author the 

autobiographical disclosure that he has now made, and have done so because the passage of time 

has made the books more and more obviously about when they were written and by whom they 

were then written. &tJhood and YOllth authorise the critical conjunction of biographical, historical 

and literary interest in the texts. 

These autobiographies, then, become the C01!!essio1lS by which we are to read Coetzee's 

Social C01ltract, or, indeed, his Gty of God. They are not the key to the novels - though Coetzee 

might wish that they were, that is not what we are after - but they have an interaction with the 

novels which is (inter)textual and which leaves all reagents altered. My purpose here is limited: I 

seek only to investigate Coetzee'sfantasy of the vagrant, and its relationship to his authorship. 

To do so, I intend to adduce not only the complex and elusive evidence of the novels themselves 

(particularly l.ifl tZ1Id Times of Michael K), but also that of the autobiographies in interacting with 

them (as also Coetzee's own manifest interest in autobiography itself)." How great, for example, 

and how suggestive is the passage from Coetzee's first sentences in Dllskltmds: 

" J. M. Coetzee, 'Truth in Autobiography'. 
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My name is Eugene Dawn. I cannot help that. Here goes.S 

to the opening of Boyhood 

They live on a housing esta~ outside the town of Worces~r. between the railway line and the 

National Road.6 

From the abrupt, neurotically strident first-person declarations of Eugene Dawn we are brought 

to the dispassionate, third-person history ofCoetzee. We ought to remember, also, and at all 

times, that what follows Eugene Dawn's statement of self is the sentence: 'Coetzee has asked me 

to revise my essay." It is the essay in revision with which weare here concerned, if fonnally, 

because it implies or intends the revision of the vagrant. Derek Attridge has recently discouraged 

the allegorical reading of Coetzee on literary grounds,' but the discouragement arises also, 

ultimately, because·the allegory has proved unfounded in historical happenstance and (I am 

arguing) Coetzee would now have us believe that the significance of the novels is founded instead 

in the confessions of the memoirs. For all that Michael K is, or lIIas, a novel about the evasion of 

history, the irony is that Coetzee has brought the text finnly back into the camp of his historical 

intentions for it, re-educating it and us to its 'proper' destination. The vagrant propensities of 

fiction, of imaginative liberty, have been curbed by the confession of the biographical reality in 

which the purpose of the fictions is settled. Of course (and Coetzee would be the first to make 

the effort) there are grounds for doubting the veracity of any history, and for emphasising 

instead the common textual being of both the novels and the memoirs. That is a kind of 

muddling in which this thesis has happily participated, but the authority of the author's account 

of himself nonetheless predominates in the melee. 

This study has deliberately muddled 'Kaatje Kekkelbek' with its historical context and the 

biography of its author, and shown how the text itself participates in both, not only as evidence, 

but also as agent. In the case of Boe.f1IIan and Lena, Fugard's notebooks and layered revisitations of 

those notebooks, as well as the deeper history of the vagrant in the eastern Cape, have been 

placed alongside the play (or the text of the play), as well as alongside the 'lendings' of other 

texts, toponymies, landscapes, historical fragments, in order to elucidate the <whole' text as it 

emerges in practice and apprehension. Both textual studies have been intended to explore the 

manner in which the texts are complicated by history even as they write it. Both, also, have been 

S Coetzee. DIISIeIands. 1. 
6 Coetzee. Bt!Jhood, 1. 
7 Coetzee. DIISIeIands. 1. 
S D. Attridge.]. M. ~ tIIId the Etbia ofRudillg, 32-44. 
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intended to demonstrate the indivisibility of history and text, not only as a precept of criticis~ 

but also as a real concern for history. Our focus has been the vagrant - a figure whose errancy 

and truancy are deeply entUled in the interest of society. 'That interest is compounded of the 

interest in lives and the interest in history. 'The idea of the vagrant configures human individuality 

'wrought to its uttermost'9, the self fleeing the ends of social and economic destination; at the 

same time it is an idea of the failure of that flight in history, where history is sometimes imagined 

as beyond present social and economic destination, and sometimes imagined as identical with it. 

'This is the fantasy of vagrancy that lies subordinated to the canonical condemnation of 

vagabondage, idleness, desertion and impropriety. If it represents, thereby, the fantasy of 

subordination, or at least of the subordinate, then we mean by that not something IInder power so 

much as something 111IIIerneath power, not simply oppressed, but running more to what we have 

meant by 'inordinate'. literature, as a mandarin and speculative exercise, and fundamentally an 

exercise of leisure, is interested in this liberal fantasy: to some extent Kaatje Kekkelbek evades 

Bam's condemnation because he is seduced by her liberty even as he censures it, just as Fugard is 

at least half in love with Lena and with writing the paths through the bush or alongside the 

Historic Highway. 

'The early J. M. Coetzee has a predilection for wanderers in various configurations, and 

each instance turns also upon some degree of muteness or some relation to silence. 'The 

ventriloquism of Coetzee in Dmklands works to 'recover' 'Het re/oar W1I ](//,'(}I»n Coetzel, as also the 

putative scholarship of S. J. Coetzee, a genetic (and textual) antecedence of silence that runs 

through all Coetzee's work, both as theme and as a pronounced stylistic inclination to the lean, 

spare and muted prose for which he is now famous. The silence - or perhaps the (jIIiet1less is a 

better term - of the barbarian woman, of Michael K, of Vercueil, of Friday, is of one piece with 

the outcast and vagrant status of their lives, as they are perceived by the societies in which they 

move and in which their stories are 'recovered'. Clearly this quietness, marking some 

disinclination to speech, stands at odds with the project of writing, however much Coetzee's 

prose (and personal reticence) aspires to a similar circumspection of utterance. In these instances 

we have novels (the most leisured of textual effects) of an extraordinarily deliberate and 

rhetorical tenor, aspiring to the settlements of philosophy, which yet concern themselves with 

fantasies of peregrination, flight and escape, and with fantasies of muteness and silence. 'The 

. contrast between the art and its subjects is so marked as to constitute something like its actual 

9 The phrase is Yeats's in 'Lapis Lazuli', a poem aplicilly concemed with the manner in which the impulse to art is 
generated in history but against it - not in the anti-historical transcendence of Keats's Grecian Um (which Yeats's 
poem answers), but in a history of gaiety or wonder that is imeduciblyone with the otherwise tragic character of 
history. SIIIt:t#d POIIIIS, 181-2. 
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theme - the more So with the passage of time and the failure of history to sustain the occasions 

of the fantasies themselves. 

In every case the errant travellers of Coet2ee's novels mark the individual intersection 

with history: at times they lie as on the tangent, without, but in contact, and at times they travel 

from within the encircling compass of history to the circumference. In all the early novels the 

history is figured as an attritional colonialism - unsurprisingly, since this is Coetzee's real and 

pressing context. Where this colonialism and its subordination of the subject were once the 

'point' of the novels, however, they have given way to a more lasting interest of those books, a 

fascination with the possibility of an 'inordinate' self, a self that is no subject, is subject to 

nothing. The disquiet of Coet2ee's (exts lies in the author's own apparent yearning for such a 

state - a refuge from history - and in the ironic but inevitable conclusions that he must draw 

about the possibilities of that state. Those conclusions suggest that the only possible flight from 

history lies along a route out of language, which is to say that the only hope of evasion is in not 

telling the story of what happens. That is impossible for a novelist. What is worse is that the 

novelist, by practising language in narrative, is an historian, telling the story, and responsible.for 

the being (10 history) of precisely those figures he would have us believe seek not to be (by being 

unknown to history). Thus the author is implicated in history - textual history - after a fashion 

which is essentially colonial. It is the author who subordinates the character whom he would wish 

to be inordinate. It is the author who propels the subject into wandering. It is the author who 

maims into silence, by breaking ankles in torture, by making a hare-lip the 'first thing' of a life, by 

cutting out a tongue, by pouring liquor down the maw. The authorial disposition of lives in 

histories is akin to that of the camps where the likes of Michael K are refitted with attitudes and 

the paperwork for identities with a proper destination in society. It is akin to the mythography of 

the.Vietnam Project. However we are induced to recognise Vtrgil in Verctieil, yet it is Curren 

who writes her long letter (and Coet2ee an identical book): the author is Dante, Vttgil is a ghost 

at his disposal. 

But to what extent do Coet2ee's texts chasten, refute or refuse their own power? As their 

specific occasions have passed into history each novel has come to read more and more as a way 

of passing the (anguished) time than as any philosophy of history. In this, the fantasy of the 

vagrant, compounded of history's hostage and history's escapee, becomes an Epicurean one, 

which is to say that it is one whose 'realism' with regard to the duress of actual history sponsors a 

resigned pleasure in the meantime, which is to say in histories, or in novels. Michael K is 

constructed to embody the position ofRilke in the First World War: 'Not to understand: yes, 
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that was my entire occupation in these years.'10 W. H. Auden hastened to insist that this was no 

'ivory-tower attitude', claiming that 'to be conscious but to refuse to understand, is a positive act 

that calls for courage of a high order'.ll But the business of the novel is an attempt to understand 

history, or, at least, it is premised upon an implicit understanding thereof. By writing Michael K 

Coetzee divorces himself from the project of Michael K (a favoured word in Michael K is 

'baulked')12. It is a conundrum that necessitates the journal of the medical officer in the camp at 

Kenilworth, a narrative position closer to Coetzee's own place in history, and attempting to 

bridge, though ultimately £ailing to, the undertakings of Michael K and Michael K.15 That attempt 

- and that failure - are the business of Coetzee's autobiographies, seeking as they do a similar 

reconciliation, by conflating landscapes/phrases, moods, postures of the outsider, figures of 

motion and action, even genre presumptions (so that~hood is written in an objectifying third 

person voice, for example). It seems that just as we become suspicious of Coetzee's identification 

with Michael K - though disinclined to impute that identification without any more evidence 

than a kind of longing in Coetzee's own prose and, more substantia1ly,the (white, middle-class, 

professional, liberal, writerly, apologetic) interest of the medical officer - so Coetzee is suspicious 

of his readers' suspicions, turning out the autobiographies to circumscribe the identification, and 

to update it, to refresh it with an existential character (the confessed soul of the child Coetzee) to 

replace the (mistaken) political character of the author beleaguered by the crisis of engagement in 

1980s South Africa. Indeed, it is not only Coetzee's memoirs and his critical interest in 

autobiography which have worked to historicise novels that once had history as their heart of 

darkness: as the novels have passed into history, into a deeper past than the history in which they 

were first written (circumscribed), so inevitably has their critical address. We find now that, as 

Kai Easton notes, the publication of Bqyhood attracts the review of the historian-biographer, 

Charles van Onselen.14 And Easton's own work concerns specifically the history of Coetzee's 

composition and the influence of historical texts on Coetzee's own writerly progress.1S Sam 

10 R. RiJke, W IIdi!!II Ldtm, cited in Auden's review of that book, N,., Rlpllblk, 8 July 1940, as in H. Carpenter, W. H. 
AJuiIIt: A BiogtlJJ/tJ, 308. 
11 ibid, 308-9. 
U 'Someone gripped his 81Dl. He bauJked, like a beast at the sham.bles.' (40) 'Always, when he tried to aplain 
himself to himself, thtre remained a gap, a hole, a datkness before which his understanding baulked, into which it 
was useless to pour wOlds.' (110) 'He tried to imagine a 6gme standing alone at the head of the line, a woman in a 
shapeless grey dress who came from no mother; but when he had to dUnk of the silence in which she lived, the 
silence of time before the beginning. his mind baulked.' (117) 'You acquiesced in your will (excuse me tOr making 
these distinctions, ~ are the only means I possess to apIain myself), your will acquiesced but your body baulked.' 
(163) Coetzee, Mi&hllll K 
13 Indeed, the prediliCtion for the word 'haWked' crosses into the medical officer's narrative, ibid, 163, see note 
above. 
14 K. Easton,:J. M Coetzee, the Cape and the Question of History', ~1. 
15 ibid, and see her PhD thesis, "Textuality and the Land', which also works up from the compositional histories of 
Coetzee's novels (and alongside his critical writings). 
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Durrant addresses Coetzee's work within the exercise of explicit historical witness and redress 

undertaken by South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission (itself an intriguing site of 

the instantaneity of the two histories, made and written, act and fact).16 Gareth Comwelliooks 

(rightly) to the historical palimpsest of Salem in addressing the difficulties of Disgrace.17 The point 

is simply that the author of works which once sought a fugitive, vagrant 'liberty' within abstract 

and actuaI history has now become measured by that history and settled in it (the Nobel Prize 

does this too, settling Coetzee in.a lineage that is measured by its annuality, its Swedish 

monarchical and academic pomp, its proximity to the Nobel dynamite fortune). It is against this 

work of history that the memoirs arise, as attempts to write over, to overwrite, and in the case of 

the deep practice of Coetzee's vagrants, to settle them into significance, to settle their 

significance, not in hovels but in novels whose 'deeper heartland' is now disclosed. 

Thus it is that Bqyhood discovers to us a significance to Michael K that lies deeper and 

more permanent than the turbulence of the revolution. Michael K seeks more than a conscious 

refusal to understand history. He seeks a vision of heaven outside of history, such as only a child 

(without history) is able to glimpse. Actually, Michael K, for all he is privilege to some pretty 

high-flown musing -'A man must live so that he leaves no trace of his living', and parables of 

spoons and wells18 
- is chiefly too starved and ill, and too limited in intellect, to properly 

undertake to understand. He is a child in history, which is an appalling prefigurement of loss, a 

tragic irony. The novel begins with the infant blighted by disfigurement ('luck', a contingency of 

history, or the figure of a contingent history itself) and ends with K still an 'orphan,19, returning 

to his mother's lodgings. 

It is the mother and the Karoo fann that dominate Coetzee's childhood also. Where K 

prepares to deliver his mother to a kind of peace (and fails) by fashioning a cart 'mounted on a 

pair of bicycle wheels,20, the boy Coetzee, witnessing his mother's £ailed bid for independence in 

riding a bicycle, is brought to a reckoning: 'I will make it up to her one day, he promises 

himself.,21 That promise is fulfilled in Coetzee's elegies, Michael K and Age tf Iron, just as K's filial 

obligation is fulfilled in restoring his mother's ashes to the dust of the Karoo. What Coetzee 

'makes up' in Michael K is the briefly regained paradise of childhood, here figured as the Karoo 

fann. Boyhood makes that gesture plain: 

16 S. Durrant, PostltJllmitl/NIIf'f'fIIiIII fIIIIi the Wri t/MlJIIf7Ii,,!.. 
17 G. Comwe1l, .~ History and the Humanities in 'Frontier Country", B"l/ish ill Afrita, 30, 2 (2004), 43-
68. 
18 MkIMt/ K. 99, 183-4. 
19 ibid, 181. 
20 ibid, 11. 
21 Coetzee, BttJhood, 4. 
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The £ann is called Voelfontein; he loves every stone of it '" But he cannot talk about his love, not 

only because noanal people do not talk about such things but because confessing to it would be a: 
betrayal of his mother.22 

Thus the confessions of Bf!Yhood are addressed to the mother, fulfilling the promise to 'make it up 

to her' by owning up to the correspondence begun in Michael K. 23 Coetzee's childhood rapture at 

the landscape and daily life of the family farm near Prince Albert is of a piece with K's access to 

bliss in the same space. There are countless echoes, and these might be nothing more than the 

unremarkable impression of an author's locale upon his fiction, were it not for their uncanny 

precision in particulars .:... a precision that makes one realise how closely and how long Coetzee 

has held the words· to himself, repeating them in talismanic phrases, and for the fact that Bqyhood 

succeeds Michael K, so that an equally uncanny effect is achieved, as if of nature following art, 

since the· memoir reads as if it were cribbed from the novel. This is not a digression from our 

focus upon the vagrant 'option' in Coetzee's fiction; indeed, what is being sketched in the 

relation of the memoir to the novel is precisely the relation of the hegemonic 'real', the history of 

what happens, to the inordinate imagination, the history as it is told, the story. The angle at 

which Coetzee approaches this relation - we might say, the problem of this relation - is the angle 

of the vagrant, that is, wandering and elusive, under duress, fugitive. His memoirs function to 

school his novels, to 'doctor' them, to bring them back under the authority of the authorial 

history, precisely because the novels have become part of a history that has erred and strayed 

from the way of the author, a history that has eluded Coetzee. 

And there is a further sense in which the memoir colonises the novel or confines its 

vagrants. Even as a child Coetzee knows himself and his love of the land to be of a false and 

tenuous, and supplanting, order. 'The Karoo is Freek's country, his horne; the Coetzees '" are 

like swallows, seasonal, here today, gone tomorrow'24 - this is the disquiet at a threatened 

expulsion. We have known it all along, though, for when Michael K achieves the VlSagies' 

deserted farm, '[a]s he entered the shed a pair of startled swallows flew OUt.,25 Thereafter, 

however, the geographies of the farmS, and the affects of Coetzee and K, overlap substantially. 

The 'square concrete darn' so central to K's tenure recalls Voelfontein's: 'must above the 

22 ibid, SO. 
n In significant ways 1his matemal confession has its origins in Augustine, who is brought out of die eaor he 
confesses by his modler; and whose mother's death SUbstantially concludes his account of his Jik, as if to suggest 
itself as die solicitation of die Omfusitms. If 1his seems digressive, then we should recall Lena's stillbirth and the 
bound and branded motherofWmvogel Smit's 1834 testimony. Michael K imagines an ahistorical existence as '. 
woman ... who came from no mother'. History is concretised in the figure of the mother. Fugatd. BoesmaIt fZIIIi Lna, 
284; 'Minutes of. Meeting held at Philipston, 5 August 1812' CAASO; Coetzee, Mkhilli K, 117. 
24 Coetzee, Bttlhood, 87. 
25 Coetzee, Mkhilli K, 52 
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fannhouse ... a stone-walled dam, twelve feet square.'26 The medical officer asks of K, 'Did you 

hunt?'; for the young Coetzee, '[blest of all on the farm, best of everything, is the hunting.'27 The 

animals that forage on K's field are 'hares and little grey steenbok'; the hunting boy goes after 

'steenbok, duiker, hares'.28 .As Michael K starves, waiting for his pumpkins to grow, he reconciles 

himself to his loss of appetite: '[w]hen food comes out of this earth ... I will recover my appetite, 

for it will have savour', and the boy Coetzee reckons, '[e]verything in the Karoo is delicious, the 

peaches, the watennelons, the pumpkin, the mutton, as though whatever can find sustenance in 

this arid earth is blessed.'2!1 These are but a handful of examples, and once again: it is not that the 

novel should draw upon the memories of its author that is significant, but that the memoir 

should draw those memories in such precise repetitions of the novel's phraseology. It is the 

particular transmission of the· Karoo farm(s) in words that stands out. The evidence is of Coetzee 

hoarding these words as K does his seeds, and with them to 'make it up' to K and Freek and his 

mother (and himself), in restoring the lost domain,30 the domain variously colonised by author, 

Europeans, patriarchy and adulthood - in each and all of which Coetzee shares. By contrast, 

what Coetzee 'makes up' in K, is the mute and authored subject, not culpable in history, but 

bearing the bnmt of it. This is the atttaction (or distraction) of K to literature, but also, perhaps, 

the inevitable disappointment. K repeats Coetzee's desire for the Karoo farm, as Coetzee later 

repeats K's words (that were his before). The two recycle each other, or, better, follow each 

other's footprints in a meandering orbit around the idea of the farm. In this, the authorial 

reverie, the quest for the lost domain, Coetzee adopts the habit of the vagrant, carrying a hoard 

of words, repeating his traces, never quite arriving. 

The hoarding and the repetition, in rubbing the words, phrases, images against 

consciousness and, now, against one another's double, burnishes the landscape to its peculiarly 

numinous radiance. In Bqyhood Coetzee recalls the shearing time: 

He is given a task. He has clwge of a tin mug full of dried beans. Each time a sheater finishes a 

sheep ... each time, the shearer may take a bean from. the IIl11& which he does with a nod and a 

courteous '1\9 btJ.rM'S1 

26 Coetzee, Mi&hfIIi ~ 53, BrtJbood, 83. 
27 Coetzee, Mkhtlll ~ 150, BrtJbood, 87. 
28 Coetzee, MidJIIIi ~ 117, BrtJbood, 87. 
2!1 Coetzee, MidJtIII ~ 101, BrtJbood, 90. 
30 Alain Foumiet's Lt Grrmd MltIIIbus supplies the phrase and is the IINIIs dtzssiats for fixing the nostalgia for 
childhood upon a place - a lost domain - particularly a place imagined in the landscape of a prior social order. 
Perhaps The SimI Gt11'1lnt (Frances Hodgson Bumett) with its Edenic yeamings, is the best avatar in English. 
31 Coetzee, BrtJbood, 93. 
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Those beans are like the hard and simple words that Coetzee stores up and with which he counts 

(leis, tells) the world as he finds and loves it. Those beans are also K's few seeds, which stand 

obviously for all kinds of fertility, but among them also words, for at the novel's conclusion K 

rhapsodises in a manner that counts words, and makes words count 

The mistake I made, he thought, going back in time, was not to have had plenty of seeds, a different 

packet of seeds for each pocket pumpkin seeds~ marrow seeds, beans, carrot seeds, beetroot seeds, 

onion seeds, tomato seeds, spinach seeds. Seeds in my shoes too, and in the lining of my coat ... 32 

Coetzee's task shadows the Christian metaphor of the shepherd's accounting, and his 

recollection associates the distribution of beans with the power of the 'basil. It is the novelist's 

twin prerogative to create a world and to judge the world by his creation (and the world in his 

creation, and the world ofhis creation). Such early intimations of a writerly vocation, and its 

ethical force, may be inadvertent, but the significance of the occasion is immense to Coetzee (a 

boy 'too excited to eat'), and especially to our purpose: 

They are on the farm one September when the sheaten arrive. They appear from nowhete, wild men 

who come on bicycles laden with bedrolls and pots and pans ... Shearers, he discovers, are special 

people. When they descend on the farm, it is good luck ... the Afrika90S the sheaten speak is so 

thick, so full of strange idioms, that he can barely understand it Where do they come from? Is there a 

country deeper even than the country ofVoelfontein, a heartland even more secluded from the 

wotid?" 

The shearers, whose work Coetzee must count, are ro1llilopers, a gypsying inheritance of the host 

of vagabonds of the hinterland in the lS11a and 1 ~ centuries. A 'special people', Coetzee 

discovers them, with an impenetrable language that intimates a 'deeper ... heartland ... secluded 

from the world'. Tl;tey are at once descended from the Renaissance fascination with the 
, 

'outlandish and strange' and an avatar, a precursor, of Michael K, of whom the authorities 

(history's pow~ perhaps its writers) were '[a]tfirst ... ready to believe he was simply a 

vagrant.,M 

32 Coetzee, MidJaII K, 182-3. 
33 Coetzee, ~bood, 92-3. 
34 Coetzee, MidJIlli K, 120. I have more than once heard in Cape Town that Coetzee based Michael K on the weIl­
known figure of , an Lappies', a popular figure from Prince Albert, well-known in Cape Town fur his occasional 
appearances in town (a¢ in the press) in colourful patchwotk motley. In his deme900ur and appearance (and strict 
provenance) there is nqtbing of Michael K to suggest a provenance in :Jan Lappies'. But there is this: that 'an 
Lappies' demonstrates the continued popular fascination with the 'outlandish and strange', as also the continued 
type of the Pied Piper, and. likewise, the determination of people to locate 6.ction in historical provenance - albeit 
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Of this numinous first encounter with the wanderer, no less momentous than Fugard's 

apparition on the Swartkops bridge, is begun the long interest of vagrancy to Coetzee's early 

novels. The silent, suffering, mobile and tenacious figures off(, Vercuei1 and the barbarian girl all 

afford their authot his tangent upon the deeper heartland abutting the world. But they, too, are 

in history, not only as Coetzee configures it in his novels, as their central problem, but also in 

participating in a long history of textual manifestation. Oearly the barbarian girl reaches back to 

the circumstance of Antiquity collected in Cavafy's poem, just as she is also descended from the 

Khoisan stragglers of the colonised Cape frontier. So, too, is Vercuiel fashioned of the pilgrim 

company and the questor's guide, but more immediately of the bergies of Cape Town, themselves 

oflong provenance, both in history and in text. He is every bit as much a 'Blinkwater ]ohnny'M 

as a Virgil. The beTgie has long been inducted into with the 'fraternity of vagabonds' by textual 

association and transmission, as the instance - and particularly the language, manifestly derived 

from the Renaissance tracts, as it is - of this 1873 account demonstrates: 

It is a fact, petbaps not generally known. 1hat a very W:ge number of 'mean whites' are gmdually 

being dispersed over all our colonies. These tramps or vagrants, as a class, are generally strong, able­

bodied men. who have been troublesome on boaJd ships and have been left behind at foreign ports 

by their captains on one charge or another '" With this fratetnity some mystic bond of freemasonry 

emts. and it is w~ how they eke out a living '" In Cape Town, for instance, thele are always 

to be fuund some fifteen or six1een seedy individuals who haunt the back doors of hotels fur broken 

victuals at night, and prowl about the suburbs in couples during the business hours of the day, 

seeking fur the means of obtaining drink at canteens. They are always shabby, always dirty, frowzy 

and disreputable. They have a haog-dog air about them, and a limping gait, as if troubled by coms. 

but they can readily tramp many weary miles, and be as saucy and as defiant as any Ka6.r ... Notably 

this is the case when they have to deal with ladies whose husbands are away from home. They will 

then dictate terms and refuse to move away ... !6 

This might as well account for Vercuiel, but it might as well also be Hannan or Awdeley writing 

in the161h century, so derivative is its language (the author even goes on to claim 'an extensive 

acquaintance' with 'vagabonds', as is typical of the Renaissance accounts). Here we find 

recapitulated the conspiracy of 'a class' or 'fraternity' with its 'mystic bond', implicitly imperilling 

the state. Here, again, is the ancient objection at the idleness of the 'sturdy beggar'(to use the 161h 

century designation). Here is that antic word 'frowzy' which attended the description of 

of an unwittingly synchronous rather 1hat causal sort. The anecdotes that I have heard, in other wOlds, are instances 
of the deep practice of vagrancy across the culture and histmy I have been considering. . 
35 W. H Crump. 'Blinkwater Johnny', Jolll7llli of tIN MmmtIIitI ClMb of Sollth Ajri&a. 47 (1944). 46-7. See also 61-2 
above. 
!6 'S·. 'Travelling Paupers', C4J>I Mottth!J M!Jg1I:(j1ll, 34, 6, April (1873), 224:. 
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Wandsworth's 'Metropolitan Gypseries' in 1864 ('1beir language is the frowziest English').37 

Here, once more, are the staple attributes of odd gait and sauciness, and the threat to women -

much of which we find in Elizabeth Curren's encounter with Vercueil. Indeed, Vercueil even has 

a past as a sailor, or claims to, for Curren is ambivalent 'A mariner's story. Do I believe it?,38 The 

detail is important, for it joins Vercueilto the 'extensive acquaintance' of the Cape M01lthfy 

Mag~1Ie, but also, further back, to the 'Fresh Water Mariner or Whipjacke' of Harman and 

Awdeley, whose 'shipes were drowned in the playne of Salisbury. ,39 Vercueil claims that he lost 

the use of his arm at sea; Harman claims, '1bese kind of Caterpillers counterfet great losses on 

the sea.,.j() 

Witting or otherwise, the lineage of transmitted attributes is long, and we see it in process 

in the Cape M01lthIY Mag~1Ie, where the vagrant is 'as saucy and as defiant as any Kafir', that is, at 

one with the colonial apprehension of the indigenous 'other'. The author of that article asserted 

that the great injury of the 'mean white' vagrant lay 'not so much by what they eat or steal as by 

setting a bad example to the blacks."1 That 'example' is continued everywhere in the relation of 

vagrancy to the public and to posterity. The travellers of the Karoo, that 'special people' who 

emanate from the landscape, overnight, as some autochthonous and immemorial population for 

the young Coetzee, are, of course, simply the revenants, or remnants, of Ordinance SO, 

unbonded labour derived of a population alienated from the land by colonisation and the 

capitalist interest in property. That is the deeper heartland: history. 

Of course, Coetzee knows this, we hope; he is writing of a child's apprehension. The 

Karoo remains, however, evidently profound for him, and evidently bound up with the Eden of 

a (precocious and otherwise difficult) childhood. Even Elizabeth Curren dreams of being 

restored to a point at the summit of the Prince Alfred's pass, not unlike K's cave: 'I will 

recognize it when we c()t1le. to it the stopping-place, the starring place, the place of the navel, the 

place where I join the world.,42 This omphalos marks, again, the intersection of the self and the 

world, the deeper heartland and the jollf'1lle, as if the one lies mysteriously tangential to the other. 

The problem remains: the deeper domain is the jOllf'1lie, history. Thus it is not surprising, perhaps, 

to find that Michael K, 'mute and stupid in the beginning ... mute and stupid at the end>4l, 

whose first (passive) engagementwith the world is to have his deformed mouth 'prodded open''''' 

37 C. J. Ribton-Tumer. Histoty of V agrtIIIts, 503. 
31 Coetzee,.AgI ofIIT»I. 171. 
19 T. Harman. A CatiI. for Commm CNrsrtors (BEoo, 14). G. Salgado, ~ II1IIi BII1IIt/J Basluts. 63, 109 . 
.j() ibid. 
41 'S', 'Travelling Paupers', 225. 
42 Coetzee,.AgI ofIIT»I, 110. 
43 Coetzee, MidJMI K, 182 
44 ibid. 3. 
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and examined, is also anticipated by a long textual history, for K is what the Renaissance called a 

'Dommerar' or 'Dummerer'. 

These Dommerars aa: Jeud and most subtill people. The most part of these aa: Welch men, and wi! 

never speake, unlesse they have extreame pllnishm ente, but will gape, and with a marvelous force wi! 

hold downe their toungs doubled, groning for your charity ... so that with their deepe dissimulation 

they get very much. 45 

All the patterns of the accusation of and against vagrancy are here: the charge of foreignness, the 

charge of the 'marvelous', and the charge of 'deepe dissimulation'. In particular we should note 

. that the accusation is brought against the Welsh, for Welsh 'otherness' is usually identified in 

loquacity, singing and the strangeness of its ancient language. Thus it is that the 'dissimulation' of 

silence is underscored by the contrary 'truth' of Celtic orality, even Celtic ora.cularity - such as we 

have seen, and seen associated with vagrancy, as far back as the ordinances of Edward I against 

'bards, rhymers, and other idlers and vagabonds,46 (remembering that it is this reign which marks 

the colonisation of Wales). The charge brought against the Dummerer is itself of a doubled 

tongue, in that the false silence only makes louder the Welsh (or the Red Welsh, the cant), which 

is, as it were, the alternate charge. Indeed, the 'marvelous' contortion of the tongue, and the bass 

'groning' might as well supply an alienated description of Welsh to the hegemonic ear, as if, by 

extension, to speak Welsh is a mute idiocy. 

The same is true of Michael K, whose reticence is set against the volubility of the 

Khoisan, and 'coloured', in long tradition. That volubility is enshrined in the name 'Kekkelbek'. It 

is what Boesman criticises in Lena: '[t]hatgebabbd of yours ... fy]our words are just noise.'47 It is 

'the innate propensity of our coloured population to ... listless social chattering', that a Mr Van 

Reenen complained of in Cape Town in 1839," and 'the obscene and indecent language in the 

streets of Grahamstown' at the same time.oW The contrast between K and the voluble type is 

recovered from the same crisis of subjectivity as that which provoked 'the fire' in Mr Magerman 

and also rendered him mute.50 It is, as Fugard has Boesman characterise Lena's gebabbel, Vie gmzas 

van ~ vervIoeku /nit, the clamour of a cursed life, a din that occludes sense and proceeds from the 

same breakdown of sense, the degeneration of language into noise, the sound of sheer 

45 Hmnan, A Cmttat Jor eo"""", Ctmtton (EEBO, 17), Salgado (ed.), Cmg-Ctmhm and Btm!J Basklts, 118. 
46 Ribton-Tumer, Hirtofy t(V agrtmts, 3S~ 
47 Fugard, Boe.rt.mt and l.Ana, 246 
.. J. H. van Reenen-Govemor, 2 September 1839, 'Memorials Received, Volume 3, 1839', CA, CO 4002. 
49 'Albany CriminaJ Record Books, 183S-7, 1837-8', CA, l/AY, 3/1/1/1/3 and 3/1/1/1/4. 
50 'Minutes of a Meeting Held at Philipston, 5 August 1834', CA, ASO. 
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extremity.51 K associates his muteness first with stupidity ('I was mute and stupid,), but the 

stupidity he imagiites is of a redemptive sort; "There is nothing to be ashamed of in being 

simple.'S2 The argument Coetzee implies is that there is a virtue to being stupid in language, when 

the extremity of circumstance might wrought 'noise' or 'fire' of language, and by language's 

centrality to consciousness and well-being, destroy the subject. Thus muteness and stupidity 

effect what is 'simple' in language, consciousness and being. To pursue language, contrarily, is to 

invoke the complexity of things, as is the case with the medical officer at Kenilworth, whose 

journal declines into prolixity as if into an immobilising tar. His last appeal to an already vanished 

K imagines himself pursuing K with questions into the obscurity of the wattle thickets of the 

Cape Flats, 'shouting', gasping and panting, seeming a 'madman' as he tries, out of the structural 

rudiments of language, to make sense of things: 

-'Am I right?' I would shout 'Have I undentood you? If I am right, hold up your right hand; if I am 

wrong, hold up your leftf'53 

It is in language that the subject comes to consciousness of itself, is brought to ~Iate itself - to 

know itself in sp~e and time, is pload and told K's left and the right hands are not only the 

binaries out of wNch language might be fashioned, but also signal (waving) the mirrored body of 

the self-recogniser, the split subject, bilateral.54 Thus the medical officer is not only summoning 

K into language, but into recognition of himself, and, thereby, into potential crisis - that is, into 

history. 

What we are discussing - what Coetzee is discussing - is ultimately the relationship of 

language to history, and we are doing so after a formula which links language to the 'errant' 

options of vagrancy. The link is implicit in specific representations of vagrancy just as it is in 

common idiom. The Mr Van Reenen who objected to the 'listless social chattering' of the 

'Coloured population' in the 1830s held that no vagrant law would be necessary if the Cape 

adopted penal reforms along the lines of 'Auburn of Sing Sing in the United States of America 

where the criminals have to undergo their punishment on the silent and separate mode.'ss The 

ungoverned tongue is the ungoverned subject; the ultimate deterrent is silence - the confiscation 

of history. So too we find that the idioms by which we speak of speech itself are so readily drawn 

Sl The Renaissance authors were clear that the provenance of cant lay in Babel. This is 'babbling', but, of course, it 
also attaches to cant the indictment of blasphemous pride - and the thteat of the destruction of the 'fratemitf in 
dissension. See Dekker, 0 p".O S, (BEBO image 41) 
52 Coetzee, MkhI1I/ K, 182 
53 ibid, 1~7. 
54 The allegory applies, in other wonts, both to Saussurean linguistics and Lacanian subjectivity. 
ss J. H van Reenen - Govemor, 2 September 1839, CA, CO 4002 
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from the experience of errant travel: discourse may ~der' or 'meander' when ideally it is 

'direct', it may prove 'halting' or 'runaway', it is either 'off or 'to the point' (which point is the 

spatial idiom of the hegemonic 'centre,). Speech, like a vagrant may 'go on and on' or 'stop 

short', it may, like K, Boesman and Lena, and Kaatje, 'beat about the bush' or 'go around in 

circles'. The best speech, the culminating effect of rhetoric, gets people 'to their feet'. Only the 

(equally insubordinate) scatalogical realm really rivals this semantic field for its idiomatic donation 

to the acts oflanguage (people 'talk shit', writers suffer 'block', others 'verbal diarrhoea'). That 

these are begun in commonplace and mimetic correspondences (speech is a trajectory through 

time, of a pace with walking, and at its simplest it is manifestly linear in passing (in English) from 

subject over to object through the agency of a predicate - one foot in front of the other -, 

similarly, speech, as vocalised breath, is an emanation of the body) is of little consequence; what 

is, is that the semantic fields have become as elaborated as they have, and, in the case of walking, 

in the (in)direction of vagrancy. This is what I have meant all along by the 'errancy' of vagrancy, 

by the vagrant as an 'errant' subject, conflating in a pun the vagrant's socio-Iegal 'error' and his or 

her inscrutable 'errand', the purpose in wandering. The Book ofC01ll1ll01l Prrgerschools the penitent 

to confess having 'erred and strayed from thy ways like lost sheep' in following 'too much the 

devices and desires of our own hearts' (Kaatje's errancy follows sheep that are not even lost). 

Conversely the knight errant is the exemplary subject of the quest, especially for the Holy Grail, 

which bears the mystical synecdoche binding wine and blood and etemallife and gnostic 

knowledge. The erring vagrant is also the errant vagrant. 

Here,. then, is the further interest of vagrancy to the writer, observant as he or she must 

be of the often unconfined trajectory of the text in composition and in reception,· and of their 

ambiguous role as both liberator of that ~' in language, and also its marshal. Moreover, the 

'vagrant' propensity of the text is linked to anciently established correlatives of vagrancy, such as 

inventive language (composition), 'other'language (translation), modulations of volubility, silence, 

length, grammar (style), the theatre, 'bards and rhymers' (genre). The instance of vagrancy and 

writing is a thick one, and as old as any genre, as we traced in the opening remarks of this study. 

But it is particularly the passage of language into the (all too uncertain) destination of the text, 

which imitates the vagrant through space, and, once we have corrected that spatial bias with the 

equal or greater temporality that it represents - that is, with the correction of history - which 

imitates history itself. History is the fulfilment of time, coming into being in itself, as events find 

their destination in text, and in those formulae by which texts are arranged to interpretation 

Qoosely: theory). The more deliberate and elaborate a theory is, the more it must treat of history 

as a text, parsing it, construing it, styling it. In Michael K this is the business of the camps, where 
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'free agents' or rebels are (re)tumed to the dominant (colonial) economy and ideology. If the 

camps are like· texts, ordering subjects that are inordinate or insubordinate, subordinating them, 

then the officers of those camps are the authors of lives, writers and historians - manifestly so in 

the case of the medical officer whose account of K is also Coetzee's, and whose account is 

preoccupied with K's evasion of the life he is being donated. 

When Harman described the Dummerer, he, too, had recourse to medical authority in 

discovering the subject. Where K is brought out of his silence and into the text of history by the 

medical officer at Kenilworth, Harman's Dummerer is exposed bya surgeon: 

The Surgien made hym gape, and we could see but halfe a toung. I required the surgien to put hys 

fynger in his mouth, and to pull out his toung. and so he did, notwithstanding he helde strongly a 

prety whyle. At length he pluckt out the same, to the great admimtion of many that stooele by. Yet 

when we sawe his tounge, he would neither speake nor yet could heare. Quoth I to the Surgien, knit 

two ofhis fyngers together, and thrust a stycke betwene them, and rubbe the same up and downe a 

lytde while, and fur my lyfe he speaketh by and by.56 

In the end the man is strung from a beam and left to hang by his wrists, and '[a]t ye length, for 

very payn, he required for God's sake to let him down.057 That the surgeon's office in the tale is 

no more than that; of torturer is revealing, for it is not science but force that underwrites all 

power, however it may masquerade in ideology. Harman involves the surgeon, he claims, because 

he is 'cunninge in his science' and represents 'my chaunce to com at the begynnyng of the 

matter', in other words, to discover history.5I But, in fact, it is the author-narrator, Hannan, who 

brings the sutgeon into the matter and then directs him, and the 'beginning of the matter' is not 

discovered by science but by letters, the relation of marvels. Harman appropriates the physical 

expertise of the surgeon· for his witness, but more especially he· appropriates his system of 

knowledge, his theory, to imply an order antipathetic to the 'deep dissimulation' of the 

Dummerer. For his part, the surgeon promises 'you shall see a miracle wrought anon,' ironically 

appropriating the discourse of religious or magical spectacle. We are reminded again of Harsnett's 

exposure of exorcism in the 1580s, and of Greenblatt's argument that the crime Harsnett 

discloses is really lOcated in a battle for the monopoly on the sacred.59 Thus it is that here, too, 

we find the coming discourse of science introduced to produce the 'true' miracles of the age, and 

to do so in exposing the gullibility of those who believe what is false. The falsehood of vagrants 

56 Hatman, A Camat for eo"""", CIIf'SItIIrs (EEBO, 11), Salgado (ed.), Co1!J-C4khm muJ Bmvt!! BasMts, 119 
57 ibid. 
Slibid. 
59 S. Greenblatt, 'Shakespeare and the Exorcists', in P. Pamer and G. Hartman (eels), Sha/uspIafr muJ theQtmtion of 
ThIory, 163-187. See 33ff above. 
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is their abiding crime, it prevents us from coming at the beginning of matters, it undoes history. 

The doubled longue of the Dummerer is not only folded, it connotes also the forked longue of 

the deceiver. 

The Epiaman vagrant 

Of course the proof of speech is not a longue, but language, the province not of medicine but of 

literature. What Harman's surgeon, like K's medical officer, must accomplish is the speech of the 

captive. In the case of Hannan's Dummerer we might note that the subject is not only brought 

10 speak, but, significantly, 10 speak in God's name, which is 10 say he is broughtinto the 

corporate discourse of the Christian faith and state (as opposed 10 the diabolical code of cant). 

That act of calling upon God not only alerts us 10 the rectitude of the discourse elicited from 

him by 'correction', but also observes the fonn of sworn testimony and its oath of truth. This, 

100, is vital, for it brings the 'confession' within the discursive writ of law and within the 

neighbourhood of common parlance (refuting the counterfeit forms from which it has now been 

divorced), and does so just as it exports its guarantee of truth 10 Hannan's account. 

Meanwhile it is the objective of the medical officer 10 show K that '[w]e have all tumbled 

over the lip inlo the cauldron of history', and that, for all his evasions, K will not escape hislory's 

ultimate destination (literally death, but other forms of annihilation shadow the anxiety of the 

officer).60 But of course K must know this, whose own life is begun with a stumble, a tumbling 

over the lip, which is his defonnity. That brings him inlo hislory, as '[t]he first thing the midwife 

noticed', which is also the first phrase of the novel, the first thing Coetzee sets down and the first 

thing we read, but also as it expresses suffering, which Coetzee consistently discovers as the 

moral character of hislory, across all his work.. 61 The 'luck' that the midwife predicts of K's 

harelip is hidden in the fact that it is K's organ of speech that is damaged, that his lip gives on no 

hislory. This conduces 10 his reticence and teaches him, as an intrinsic consequence of hislory -

both the life he lives and his ability 10 tell it - the lessons of silence. When the guerrilla force 

leaves the farm, and K's nerve fails him in his opportunity 10 join hislory (as Coetzee sees it, 

allegorically; in fact, Coetzee joins him 10 hislory in the act of writing), his philosophy is 

Epicurean: 'all that remains is 10 tidy up and listen 10 the silence.,62 It is Epicurean in pursuing 

the least engagement with the causes of pain, and in striving 10 do so by the practice of virtue. 

60 Coetzee, MidJaI/ 1(, 151 
61 ibid, 3. 
62 ibid, 111. 

209 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

  C
ap

e T
ow

n

There is a pleasure in tidiness and silence, for ~ accommodated as he is to silence. But there is a 

virtue in K's practice also, for outside of the clamour of history, the motion of bodies, is the 

great context of the void and K's option is not to hear nothing, but to listen to silence: they are 

very different things. Moreover, to listen is to hear attentively: to hear actively, as if for the 

information in soundQessness), rather than passively (without intelligence). Thus the silence is 

not arbitrary, but meaningful, it is not the absence of sound, but the sound of absence. This is an . 

intelligent undertaking and an ethical one, Coetzee reckons - an engagementwith history. In 

Epicurean terms it marks both an affirmation of, and a contemplation upon, the atomic 

materialism derived ofDemocritus and projected by Epicurus as the context, cause and object of 

human life. As K imagines a history where 'hundreds of thousands of people were daily following 

their cockroach pilgrimages in flight from the~, so Lucretius expounded the cosmology of 

Epicurus in the irI$ge of motes in a sunbeam: 

You will see a multitude of tiny bodies 

All mingling in a multitude of ways 

Inside the sunbeam, moving in the void, 

Seeming to be engaged in endless strife, 

Batde and warfare, troop attacking troop, 

And never a respite, harried constantly, 

With meetings and with partings everywhete.64 

This is the 'to-and-fro conflicting' of history as Lear discovers it. The medical officer begins 

appalled by the void in which the strife takes place (though he comes to crave it, but cannot find 

it for want of forsaking language), remonstrating with (a mute) K: 

there ought to be a plaque nailed to the mcetnck wall commemoDlting your stay here. But that is not 

the way it is going to be.· The truth is that you are going to perish in obscurity and be buried in a 

nameless hole in the comer of the racecourse, transport to the acres of Woltemade being out of the 

question nowadays, and no one is going to remember you but me, unless you yield and at last open 

your mouth. I sppeal to you, Michaels, yieldf65 

And we should recall that K's garden has its own long history, reaching back through Candide's 

to the (Epicurean) florace who threw down his shield and fled the field at Philippi, turned away 

from the power he might have had as Augustus's secretary, and gave thanks instead that his 

6! ibid, 106. 
64 Lucretius, On tIJI NIIttIn of the U1IitJme (D, m71f111IIItIIra), 2116-20, 39 
65 Coetzee, MkhMl K, 152 
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· prayers were realised in his Sabine fann. Coetzee, like Horace, Lucretius, and Voltaire, will 

remember that the good life was espoused by Epicurus in a school that took the name of the 

garden in which it was held. This is no less where K labours - and Coetzee - than where Candide 

and his friends do, and it is ultimately where the medical officer, too, would wish to find himself, 

in 'areas that lie between the camps and belong to no camp, not even to the catchment areas of 

the camps - certain mountaintops, for example, certain islands ... ,66 These are the theatres of the 

imagination, the appointed isles and blasted heaths beyond the historical pale. 

It is the irony of the Epicurean garden that for all its renunciation of the discourse of 

power it remains wedded to the power that is in discourse, the project of thought-in-speech. For 

all Candide's intention to work without arguing, the true upshot of his garden is Voltaire's 

(discursive, argumentative) book. For all K intends to listen to silence, what we actually hear in 

the occasion is Coetzee's speechy, gnostic speculations. Speech is the garden's concession to 

history, it exists as the tribute of the garden to the wilderness around it. This is precisely because 

the garden is categorically derived of the wilderness ofhistory.67 The garden - as sanctuary, 

retreat, renunciation, closed order - can only be any of these things by organising against the 

wilderness of history, by marshalling into sense, as language, the sound of 'endless strife', which is 

the sound of history heard through the encompassing silence. 

To be left speechless is a passive fonnulation of the self's horror at events. To choose to 

be speechless might therefore be to record that horror aforethought, as it were to speak of the 

absence that is in history, the central character ofloss, the culmination of events in suffering and 

death. This may be K's position, but it is the very opposite of the medical officer's - or 

Coetzee's. The perorations of the medical officer, by contrast, signal the existential palliative of 

words, their function as a 'cool web of language', in Graves' terms, that works to 'spell away' the 

horror at the heart of things.6I This system for the closure of signifi~ce, for the consolation of 

knowing, is language begun in the binary signals of the right and left hand that the officer craves 

of K's silence. It is fulfilled in Coetzee's own writing, both in the act itself and in the extensive 

textual fulfilment of the system, for Coetzee's writing is as much about itself as about its 

ostensible subjects. Already we have argued that the beans of the fleece-counter, and K's seeds, 

are the figures of words themselves, which aggregate to produce the (even economic) purpose 

of life, in sustaining information. But Coetzee's own prose is fashioned to a style that famously 

modulates. 'virtues' of reticence, spareness, minimalism into what is ultimately a rich and 

66 ibid. 162. 
67 Thus the Polish poet Zbiguicw Herbert peICeives himself a 'batbarian in the garden' in his essays on Western 
European culture. The batbarian is, of COUl'Se, the donation of Rome, after Tacitus, but the notion of the European 
garden is as much the inheritance of Epicureanism as of Roman Cluistianity. Z. Herbert, The BtzrlJariaII i" the Ganim. 
61 Robert Graves, The Cool Web', CoIIrp/etI POI11IS. 
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numinous whole, rhetoric of a high order. The back.-cover 'shouts'of his publishers consolidate 

this critical observation again and again: James Runcie in the Daig Te~h speaks of the prose's 

'lean and terrible beauty', Cynthia Ozick. in the Nelli Ytri &tielll of Books speaks ofit as 'purifying 

to the senses',John Banville in the Evening Standard of its 'austere beauty'.69 Indeed Banville goes 

on to characterise it (here Age of11'OlI) as writing in which 

Iitde comfOrt is offered, yet in the end one is comfOrted That is the consolation of art. 70 

What Banville means is that although there is no comfort to be had from the content of 

Coetzee's tale, yet the formal accomplishments of the writing - that 'austere beauty' - provide a 

consolatory compensation. In fact, the writing is at odds with the content, for its seeming 

austerity is actually the accomplishment of rhetoric (at its best, as a negative virtue), and is the 

labour of someone with sufficient time and distance from the experience of his subjects to be 

able to count beans and plant seeds. The fabled austerity of Coetzee's prose is itself not only an· 

effect of rhetoric, but - as with all rhetoric - an illusion achieved against the background of some 

pretty high-flown passages. What Coetzee does is to counterpoint a lean style, after Hemingway, 

with tracts of considerable verbal luxuriance. Here, for example, is a tin full of beans from 

Wailillg/or the BarlJarians: 

The air every moming is full of the beating of wings as the birds By in from the south, cin:ling above 

the lake befOre they settle in the salty 6ngea of the maahes. In the IuDs of the wind the cacophony 

of their hooting, quacking, honking. squawking reaches us like the noise of a rival city on the water: 

greylag, beangoose. pintail, wigeon, malWd, teal, smew.71 

Itis against such hoards of nouns that lines like 'Spring is on its way, one of these days it will be 

time to plant', come to seem lean and austere. Out of the (rhetorical) juxtaposition Coetzee wins 

his reputation for tihe incisive and transparent plain-speaking of his work. It is an important 

point, not in order to dismiss the accomplishments of extraordinary prose, but in order to 

explain that 'the consolation of art' is always Epicurean - a moderation of richness and poverty, a 

golden mean deriv~d of the flight from pain and the pursuit of virtue, and therefore the 

consolation is also; importantly, a moral one. Coetzee is not Stoic; his novels pursue pleasure in 

themselves, as a project of the ego. and as the ego is extended in the realm of others - readers -

and the effect of their prose is won in the stimulation of feeling, not in Stoic restraint. The cold 

69 From the back-coven of Penguin editions of Au of 1m and MidJaeI K 
70 ibid. 
71 Wttititlgforthe B~. 57. 
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and dusty journey of the magistrate and the barbarians,.the sordid domesticity of torture -what 

Hannah Arendt calls the 'banality of evilm - these are effected against a landscape that is luridly 

beautiful, a Pateresque bright and gem-like flame." The colours of Wailing/or the Barbaritlnf are as 

loud as Coetzee's characters are taciturn, and they are achieved as deliberate exercises in contrast 

The horizon ahead is already grey. merging into the grey water of the lake. Behind me the sun is 

setting in streaks of gold and crimson. "4 

The ground beneath my soles grows soft; soon I will be walking on soggy marshgtass. pushing my 

way through leedbrakes. striding ankle-deep in water in the last violet light of dusk. 75 

The sky has been fading till now it is bone-white with tones of pink rippling in the nortIL The cx:Iue 

rooftiles glisten, the air grows luminous. the town shines out shadowless. mysteriously beautiful in 

theSe last moments.76 

The sun tums coppery.77 

Through the river of dust that courses majestically across the sky the sun glows like an orange but 

warms nothing. 7. 

The 'mysteriously beautiful' is no mystery really. It is the accomplishment of design. Coetzee's 

grey and bone-white austerities are effected against a rainbow of pink, copper, crimson, gold, 

violet, orange. We are even.told that the sun is both orange and cold; the oxymoron is rhetorical. 

This contrastedness is the strategy of Coetzee's writing everywhere. In Michael K it occurs in any 

number of instances, most of them passages of such miniature as to pass beneath the conscious 

gaZe. Consider such a sentence as this: 

Since time was po\Ued out upon him in such an unending stream •. 1hele wele whole momings he 

could spend lying on his belly over an ant-nest picking out the larvae one by one with a grass stalk 

and putting them in his mouth. 79 

72 Hannah .Arendt, BkhIIImm ill ]1J'1ISIIIIm: A RI}IIIt 011 tIJIl3twiIig of Evil. 
73 Walter Pater, TIN ~ 189. 
74 W Pitingjor the BIIriMriIIIts, 132. 
75 ibid 
76 ibid, 153. 
77 ibid. 
7. W Pitingjor the 'Barl?1IfirJIIs, 61. 
79 MidJae/ K, 102. 
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The image of K in the posture of a foraging chimpanzee is won from National Geographic or films 

about Jane Goodall; though it is a cliche, by it we are inclined to a vision of K as regressed to the 

point of origin, yet defined by intelligence. Coetzee'sprose adopts a mimetic deliberation, putting 

the words of the sentence - towards its end - one by one in our mouths, in words of single 

syllables, accumulating a description so minute as to be redundant and therefore like the 

description of the child that K is becoming. (The preceding sentence tells us 'He returned to 

eating insects'; that he puts them in his mouth is childishly tautologous.) Against the effect of 

such tokens of a simplified intelligence we are not inclined to notice the rapturous prose that is 

Coetzee's other signature and indivisible from his austerities: that unending stream of time 

poured out upon K is a rich and complex metaphor, wrought in biblical cadences. 

What we are arguing is that Coetzee's famously gritty, minimal, prose is the slag of a high­

octane furnace. A Stoic posture is revealed as Epicurean relief, won from the twin and 

contrasting projects of Epicurean practice: the defeat of pain in the pursuit of virtue (here 

writerly witness, reporting on silence and what is heard across it). Coetzee's prose teaches us a 

truth about Michael K and the prospects of any who would be envisaged as the recusants of 

history: that silence is the absence of sound, muteness the absence of speech, austerity the 

absence ofluxury. To accomplish K's silence or his own austerities, Coetzee must first write a 

book. To quieten the historical dissonance, the noise, of that book, he must write another. There 

is no way out of the concourse of text, no way without a story, nothing without history. The 

quietness of K is achieved out of the rhetoric of Coetzee; if one acknowledges K and the prose 

to be of one creation out of Coetzee, to be the sfJllle thing, then K is far from quiet, he is as prosy 

(and of a high order of style) as his author. Most of all this demonstrates that the passage of the 

vagrant is not away from and out of history, but firmly within history and towards its strictures of 

settlement - settlement in the resolutions of literary forms that pretend the liberty of their 

subjects' 'content' (their meaning) even as they dispose them according to authorial prerogative 

in the text, and dis~ose qfthem in the commodity that is sold and bought, and settled to its 

purpose on the bopkshelves of middle-class homes, or to a further purpose in the economy of 

'information', as in academic theses. 

Nelli heaven, netll earth 

But I have argued all along that there is a depth to the practice of the vagrant that is not only 

historically derived, but also a figure of history itsel£ This practice exceeds the accusation of the 
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vagrant (as idle, trespassing or thieving, variously a threat to the institutions of capitalist labour or 

property, or, in colonial terms, as a pre-colonial recidivist.) The depth of vagrancy lies in the way it 

astonishes order, and even though literature is among the institutions of order, and orders the 

vagrant, yet this capacity to astonish might yet unsettle literature - and history. 

I suggested at the outset, and have hoped to show along the way, how vagrancy is 

inordinate, neither one thing nor another, and that this character of'middlen.ess' - even of 

muddledness - might be thought of as transitional. The vagrant is the· figure of the liminal, the 

figure (stooped, shadowed, cloaked in motley) on the threshold and in the act of crossing it. In 

historical terms, and noting the conjunction of the metropolitan vagrant of the Renaissance and 

the 'anticipated' vagrancy of resistant or insubordinate colonised populations at the Cape, such 

transitions and thresholds go by the names of revolution (m temporal idiom) and frontier (m 

spatial idiom). In a progressivist historical scheme, teleologically construed, such revolutions or 

frontiers mark a progress forward, an advance of some kind. In such a scheme the vagrant 

crosses the threshold in one direction only. Against this order, which is too often the order of 

texts, whether literary or historical, I have preferred the notion of the liminal. to the marginal. 

Just as the history of the frontier in Cape history shows that frontier enacted in not cartography 

or proclamation, nor in rolling north and east, but in the ceaseless (and ongoing) passage back 

and forth of the agents of the middle - inordinate, at least insubordinate, figures - so the passage 

of the vagrant from Renaissance imagination to the historical and literary texts of the Cape is to 

and fro, rather than doggedly 'forward'.so To be sure, literature cannot be allowed to pretend the 

liberation of the vagrant subject - it is an institution of history and subjection - but that is not to 

say that the vagrant is compelled finally into the ordination of the text. What is settled upon the 

vagrant - as the terms of his or her inheritance, and in pursuit of his or her obedience to the 

terms of the legacy - is only ever the ambition of the text. Authors, like testators, die, just as 

books are closed and shelved, but the idea of the vagrant wanders on. Is it possible to imagine a 

vagrancy whose disobedience is its own and not the accusation of an other? 

Albert Camus, eschewing camps but espousing causes, a radical because he knows that 

history is never on his side, nor he on its, suggested that'[w]hat characterizes our century is 

perhaps not so much the need to rebuild the world as to rethink it.,al In many ways this is the 

luxurious formulation of the intellectual, but it is also an expression of the fundamentally radical 

10 In terms of the commodity culture of the book, IIld specifically books of the vagrant, one might smile at the 
culmination of Harman, Awdeley IIld Dekker in the Nobel Prize awaa:led toa writer of Dutch colonial descent, 
whose mother tongue was once derided as a kind of cant, IIld whose major concems have included those colonial 
indigenes anticipated as vagrants after the idea of the Renaissance. In this the {>lOFss of the vagrant has certainly 
been to IIld fro,lemng Europe in the progress that brought Coetzees to. the Cape, and retuming with them to the 
podium in Stockholm. 
11 A Camus, 'On a Philosophy of ExpEession I!J Bria Pflllitl, Lyrim/ (ilia CritictJI Ess'!Ys, 240. 
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capacity of the imagination - such as Robert Damton notes of the French Revolution's deep 

practice in rearranging social reality 82(and which imaginative undertaking so conjoined the 

Revolution to Romanticism). Fugard's notebooks show us how attractive Camus was to him in 

the provincial and fraught Port Elizabeth of the 1960s and 70s; the landscape of Coetzee's 

frontier magistrate (and even that of his Karoo) shares in the existential glare of Camus's native 

.Algeria. When Camus identifies the project of rethinking the world he goes on to note that "This 

amounts to giving the world its language.'83 It is important to be precise, as Camus is, about what 

he is suggesting. It is not a case of giving language to our experience of the world, of shaping the 

world in language, of giving the world i1llanguage. It is not fixing our language on the world. 

Camus is more radical than that. He is precise in holding that the language is the world's. If we 

are to rethink the world then it needs be in the language of the world and not in our language 

(with which we build the world). The project is almost one of yielding. Human texts, like 

Coetzee's and Fugard's, may rebuild the world (as did the Romantic Fancy) in pleasurable or 

distressing constructions. We can think about those constructions, but not in them. To rethink. 

the world it must be imagined again. In this latter sense (of the Imagination) it is possible for the 

vagrant to slip the bonds of his or her significance to hegemony, and to practise vagrancy beyond 

the ken of the accusation that we recognise and in which the vagrant originates for lIS but not for 

him or herself. In this, as I have suggested, it is not properly possible to write a history of 

vagrants - that is only to rebuild the accusation. It is, however, possible to write an account of 

that accusation and what it means, and it is possible to assert that the idea thus accused into 

being might be given its own language. In fact, this vagrant utterance is all along the 

preoccupation of culture. The Renaissance abhors (but sells) it, the 1~ century Khoisan translate 

it into English and laugh at themselves awkwardly, while their colonisers transcribe it as a proto­

Afrikaans and laugh at it also (when they aren't imprisoning the Khoisan for the obscenity of 

that speech). Fugard puts 'gebabbe/ into the mouths of the many silent Lenas he discovers across 

the landscape, and Coetzee prods for the tongue of K, and keeps him quiet (but imaginatively 

voluble). It is the belief of all these instances, whether in horror or in hope, that the vagrant 

utterance may make another and a further sense. In other words, it is the belief of these instances 

that the inordinate language of the vagrant may escape its constraint under the textual authority 

of those instances, and instead, and radically, discover by its inordinate nature a way of giving 

tongue to what is inordinate, unspeakable, unsaid, unthought, in the world. 

We have this belief because in using language to think everything that is the case we know 

that by language we describe the totality of the world. For the most part that is a comfortable, 

82 R. Damton, 'What was so Revolutionary about the French Revolution?', TIN Kiss ofl...ttl!lotlfrtll. 
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self-encompassing circumstance. But, like Camus, '[a]ctually w~ already know that words fail us 

sometimes at the very moment when our heart is going to speak, that they betray us even more 

often in our moments of greatest sincerity'.14 John Annstrong, exploring the late plays of 

Shakespeare, recalls for our attention the problem of 'boundaries, limits, and restraints' which 

plagues AlIto1!Y and Cleopatra and which derives around the deeper problem of the relation 

between linguistic and physical bounds.85 The famous. exchange between Antony and Cleopatra, 

on the extent of love, has Oeopatra proffering a 'bourn' and Anthony protesting that 'Then 

must thou needs find out new heaven, new earth.'86 It would require a rethought heaven and 

earth, an apocalyptic imagination, to give utterance to all of human experience. This is the 

paradox that propels art, and here specifically the negligible-crucial, silent-loquacious, hidden-free 

figure of the vagrant. Annstrong notes of Shakespeare's last great plays that they addressed 

those contrary modes of fulfilment whose reconciliation has ever been the central task both of the 

poet and of the imaginative Jife common 10 all men. S1nce abstract equivalents ate here a weak and 

imprecise substitute for poetry and art, it will be enough for a moment 10 say that they correspond 10 

man's perpetual craving for the infinitely various and his need for the sUte domicile of a continuing 

Older. And the fact that these human ends ate opposed 10 one another constitutes ... a dilemma of 

the most fundamental kind. 17 

This is as true of our desire of history as it is of the subjective desire for simultaneous liberty and 

security. Annstrong offers abstract substitutes for poetry: one concrete correlative, an image of 

history, and particularly adumbrating (for it can do no more than foreshadow, crossing the 

threshold) a poetics of history, is the figure of the vagrant. The vagrant stands for the yearning 

towards liberty and the horror of insecurity, slhe stands on the impossible threshold of 

individual and social identity as it arises in every person. But the vagrant also stands for a 

yeaming towards an escape that is beyond considerations of social constraint and order: slhe 

stands for the realm of the inordinate, and thus for the deepest questions of history, since it is 

the project of all historical writing to shape and order the mutability that is in time, but it is the 

vagrant who reminds us that there may be no order to what happens. In this, the vagrant 

represents an Epicurean liberty - freedom from the tyranny of gods, the liberty, instead, of an 

83 Camus, 'On a Philosophy of Expression', 240. 
14 Camus, 'On a Philosophy of Expression', 230. 
85 J. Amlstrong, TINPIIf'tlIiisI Myth, 44. 
86 Shakespeate, AnIo1l.J IIIIIl C/4optItra, I, i, 16-17. Recall also that in the line bem Antony notes 7hete's beggary in 
the love that can be reckon'd', a line itself recaDingJuJiet's 'They ate but beggaa that can count their worth.' (II, vi, 
32) In a world tumed upside down, the value of things may best be spoken of- reckoned - by those who have 
nothing; value may best be placed upon things by those who ate themselves displaced. 
87 Aanstrong, TIN PIIf'tlIiisI Myth, 43. 
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aimless materialism. That this is an ancient desire in philosophy is known, but so is the fact that 

to many the prospect is terrifying. For no-one, however, is the prospect of that cause1essness so 

problematic as it is for the historian, the author of causes. 
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Appendix 

'Kaatje Kekke1bek, or Life Among the Hottentots' 

(ex. M. Lister (ecl),jollT7lais of Andrew Geddes BtD (1949), 198-202, and including footnote 
glosses by Lister. The text upon which Lister relies is that published in SIJIII SIJ's Joll17llli 
(1846)) 

(From "Sam SlVB Journal," 1146.) 

". KAATJE KEKKELBEK 

• or 

Lite among the Hottentots 

As sun, with unbounded applause, at the Graham's 
Town Amateur Theatre. 

TUNE: "Calder Fair," or, -HowCrueZ IDCIB the Captatn." 

Kaatje Kekkelbek enterB, plqing a JMB Harp. 

My name 18 Kaatje Kekke1bek,l1 
I come from Katrlv1er,1I 

Daar 18 van water seen ,ebrek, 
But scarce of 'II1ne and beer. 

Myn ABC at Ph'llpes 11 school 
I learnt a kleJne beetJe, 

But left It just u areat a fool 
As iekke Tan~ Me1tje. 

SPOKEN. - Relt dat's amper waar wat ouw Moses in the Kaap 1& 

zest van Dr. Ph'llpeszyn school By zest: '"Das 1st alles ftausen 
en homboggery." 

Met myn Tol de rol, enz. 

11 Xatie Ohatterbcm. 
12 The Kat R.lver Hottentot settlement. 
11 :Rev. John Phlllp (1775-186D. Born in Scotland. Superintendent, 

London Missionary Societr, SOUth Africa, frOm 1819 until IUD. 
Una LoDI, Unolfic1.a1 Ma1&UCrlpti. 

16 A pawnbl'oker of Oape Town. 
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But a b. lib, and 1 D, me, 
I dagt met uncle Plaatje, 

A1nt half 10 ,oad as brandeQ'll, 
Ancl vette karbcmatje. . 

. So ott we set, em heele boeI, 
Stole a fat cow and aact'd it, 

Then to an BnpII aet1aarI 11 foo1, 
We had ourselftl contracted. 

. SPOKEN.-Ja. Joncl J1 tan 1DJIl1'kJo. dat OIl hat die 8et1aarI 
,ebad; en hJ dent altooa dat bet aDder lOlk II wat SJIl Ioecl 
steel; zoo em Jan Bull Is em dODDne moerhoDd. em t1eIne 
kind tan hom ver • • • • tl 

,We next toot to tile ICaw1e BUlb, 
. Found sheep c:ld was DOt Jolt, &1e 
But a schelm boer het ODS pftlll. 
And brought 118 ~ McCmIt1.11 

Daar was Saartje ZeetoeIU If _ Jk, 

En ouw DIrt DaDderwetter. 
Klass lOauterberr. en DlederJct Dlt, 

All sent to the troDk toptber. 

SPOKEN~-Reltl 10 een Boer II em moer JUmme elIDe" B1 
was errst net 80 atom ala de 8etIaarI 111 ChrJateDmIDI, ,.,.. 

Hot'nouen lCatJer, 1&et hom dIIII gefl&ll4tl Ja, ramaye1, GIll 

het die dag so lekker stt kraJnnaatjes eat, clat de Y. ID laDII 
de belt aft loop; maar hler koIIl de Boer b1 GD8 utt met am 
ver,ebaalde hun en sleep ana heele spul ua de traDk. IIaa1' 
nou trek: h1 W81 over Grootrlvter.11 die moenreter .. dat b7 . . 
ne1t meet" tan tlaar tom met de EDlelse Gormea.t~ . 

Met D1JIl to1 de rOJ. ~ :.'. . 

16 1820 Settler. . . 
II Peter. McRoIty, III omdal in tbe amce at fibe 0.0. a' ILK.. 

Graham'. Town. 
If Sabina Seekoept and Chr1st1aD ft,D Dcmderntber lire DalIla. at 

imaginary characters found In au lmldped bumarau.llettiIIr tram 
a correspondent at Graatr-Beblet to De ZIdIJ-,./rfItIIIJa, JuIF' tad. 
1830. The style makes it attzibutable to BatD. 

II Orange River. 
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Dne montha we d8Ir aut banjan ko8 
For 8teaUD, OJ ell bammel, 

For which when I II&In cot Jos, 
I thank'd tor Cap&. CampbeD.11 

. The JUdie came nnmd. his sentence such 
AI be thoucht J1II& and eYeD, 

", 

"Six montha bard 'MIrt," which zneans In Duteb, 
"Za mlUJ7U!en ZdI:Ir lam/-

SPOKEN. - So eeD Jud, by verbeel hom dat by sUm en ,eleerd 
• iI. ala by daar zit met ZJD witte top, wat net 10 11k in all cUe 

din, waar de EnreJae die vloa' mee schoon maat, eD QIl 
mantel en bet net ala eeD predlb.nt; - maar ODS Bot'DotI, wID. 
JJ 1'100 18 banjan sUmme. -ODS net wei \VallDeer ouw Ketw1s. 
rond kom-clat steel ODS de meeste. want ZJD strat lIaltoo. 
"Sf:J: monthl I&4Td la'bour/" JDaIl' dle twaat OUW, met cUe mol 
bakkles, wat bulle sec Menz1e,- dle 18 beetje strat, by _ 

ODS twee Jaren In de bandlet" _ laat ODS klop 10 all In 01IW' 

Bres1aar u ZJD tJd. De lanp apeetses YaD Seur 1m WJJ,II 
claar ,eat ODS D1kI oml Maar GIl' KetwII bet bulle atpset, 
om laat by te lOOt was voor ODI, ell MWscraat It In ZJD plaatl 
resteld. Daar' 18 oot 'eeD Mon1:ltee.. de SecttuV, cUe net IDO 

roed alB Gov'Deur in de Kaapslld tecensworc:Ua'. Nlemm taD 
de terl vern ••• t. B7 laat al de Bot'Dotl work op de Bard 
waJ which 18 a v&rJ bard W&J aI deaJfnr met de poor Bot'DotL 

MIt IDJD to! de raJ, ens. 

De tront it 18 em Jetter plat ' 

Of 'twas DOt J* ID drJ, 
But IOOD as I 10& out ap.In 

At (Todds) I wet mine eJe. 
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KAATJE i" K M:I·BBB' 

At Vice's house III Kartet-Square 
I drOwn'd my ulanchollel; 

And at Barrack 11111 found lOldlers there 
To treat me well at loll1l', 

SPOKEN. - Ramave1, Jong! If kaI1 DIJIl I'JOO dat die 01IW 

c:Ukke .el Zl'J1 brandewyn leldllr 1st masJdeouw Pratt GIl oat. 
Maar oUs.neem alt.oos slult b7 au,.. Tod4 all GIll 1I1t cUe traDk 
tom, dan smaat 117 ree lekkerf 

J 

)let DIJIl tol de ml. eaz. 

Next mom d7 _ me In blactbo1e. 
For one lUxc:loIar stealInr, 

And knocklng. don a mJUW dat had 
Met myn sweet heart IOD18 dea1JnI. 

ButI'll go to the Qov'nor I81f 
And tell him III plaID Uqo, 

I've as much rJ.abt to atealaDCl a,ht 
As . ka1ftr has ar I'1ngoe. 

SPOKEN. - Dats onregt, het II de .lfOOtate 0DrIIt III de wereJ41 
de 'teef het myn man afgeraaaeld. ell huDe het DIJIl III de 
blackhoJ,e ingesteekl It moet aelJt bJPD; de BDpJI CIOrDI_t 
moet mtn gel)t geef, anders III Ik toon at Kaatje KetJreJbek 
Jmn doeh! 

Met JD7D. tol de ml. eaz. 

Oom Andries StoIleIs.. In BncJand told 
(Flne compl1meDII he paid 111,) 

Dat BDgela dame was j1dd de I&1D8 

As our IIDset Bamot lGdfa. 
When drest up m my YOerIlti pat 

What hearts wm then be undone, 

Should I but show "'71 ftu:8 or """ 
(KaatJe here tams round) 

Among the beaux of Lcmdon. 

21 A lead1ng xat lUver BotteDlllt who, with .T1D'1'Iat8e. ".. tabIl 
to England by Dr. Ph111p. Gave endeDce bltan tile .AJIarJIIIIII 
Committee of the House ." OmnmDDl lJ'Da Laa8. fhIDI/fdIII 
ManUlcriptl. 
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SPOKEN. - Reet, Jone! I wish t.och dat de mis-denvaar1&elll 
S'llet7/ would send me to Enel8.Dd to apeak the trut net 10 as 
oom Anc:lr1es· .en JaD Zatzoe IT done in Izera Bole," waar a1 
de Enee1s tom met ope belt [an alles en te slut wat ODS 

Bot'nots voortel. I not] want Dr. Flipse to praat soetJes in DlJl1 

oor at I moet say, 80 h7 c:tc.e met .Jan Zatzoe. aDd OUW 

Blet metoom Anc:lr1es. Kaatje Kekkelbet liet zelfs eeD toni 
in haar smoel en 11 op bur .. D1et pvalle. It za1 vertel 
hoe dat ~ Boare en de Setllara ODS bier vern ••• k en 
verdrUk, en dat hulle een TemPII' S'IIetJI bier wn opr1at om ODS 

niet meer brandewyn te laat drJIIt, dan zal 1k plent7 va'rlandl 
t'Wak en dacha k17ce om te stop. en· brandewyn en balfla'ooDl; 
want ala een mens wn 17k wm;Il in EncIand. J1 moot maar 
blnjan Jtwaad spreelt van de DIlts volt; maar hulle zal voor 
myn Diet laat pan hune 11 lime voor Kaatje Kekke1bet! 
:Maar DlJl1 rlcht w1l 1k bebbe! It pat verd. . .• na de 
Gov'neur!! -~t Kaatje. 

KLIPSPRINGBR. 

IT .Jan Tzatzoe, IQD of the heacImaa of the 'I'JDde claD. lDDC WJDJam'a 
Town. Without o1Ilcial permjIIIDn he was taken to blind _ 
Dr. Phl1lp and p.ve evtc:lence 1Iefore the AboriJinea 00mm1ttee. 
Be aDd Sto1rela spoke at meel:lDp at Exeter Ball aDd elsewhere 
in England, QricL 

21 Exeter BaD, London. To the QaIon1sts it represented negropbWat 
op1D1cma because of the extIe.e v1ewB often expressed there at 
M1utonary aDd other meetiDaL 

• Andr1ea stofre1s. Esq. 
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