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"Story of an African Farm" 
M A L V E R N V A N W Y K S M I T H 

IN THE PREFACE to the s e c o n d e d i t i o n o f The Story of an African 
Farm, O l i v e Sch re ine r , i n the persona o f " R a l p h I r o n , " f amous ly 
suggested that h e r nar ra t ive o f " h u m a n l i f e " m i g h t have b e e n 
"pa in t ed a c c o r d i n g to two m e t h o d s , " w h i c h she d e f i n e d — w i t h 
ev iden t p re fe rence fo r the s e c o n d — a s "the stage m e t h o d " a n d 
"the m e t h o d o f the l i fe we a l l l e ad . " H e r b r i e f e x p o s i t i o n o f the 
two m o d e s makes it c lea r that she regards the "stage m e t h o d " as 
super f i c ia l , e x p l i c i t , r e l i an t o n p l o t a n d event, a n d heav i ly p r e d i ­
ca ted o n c l o s u r e — i n short , s tage-managed. H e r s e c o n d m e t h o d 
is j u s t as c l ea r ly of fe red as dense ly i n w a r d , c o n t e m p l a t i v e , psy­
c h o l o g i c a l , u n p r e d i c t a b l e , resistant to c losure , a n d thema t i ca l ly 
m u c h m o r e c o n g e n i a l to wha t S c h r e i n e r p u r p o r t s to be d o i n g . 

Cr i t i c s t a k i n g S c h r e i n e r at h e r w o r d have a s sume d hab i tua l ly 
that the r eade r is e x p e c t e d to find the m e a n i n g o f the n o v e l 
i n the o b l i q u i t i e s , d i s junc t ions , a n d s y m b o l o g y o f the s e c o n d 
m e t h o d . M u c h c r i t i c a l effort has b e e n devo ted to a r g u m e n t that, 
pace W i l l i a m Walsh ' s n o t o r i o u s c l a i m that the n o v e l is "struc­
tu ra l ly a j u m b l e a n d e m o t i o n a l l y a chaos" ( 3 6 ) , S c h r e i n e r ' s 
M e n i p p e a n s t ruc tu ra t ion is o r g a n i c a l l y s o u n d , p o l y p h o n i c , a n d 
t hema t i ca l l y a p p r o p r i a t e b o t h to the d i f f rac ted c o l o n i a l w o r l d 
she dep ic t s a n d to h e r o w n d i s r u p t e d e x p e r i e n c e o f it (see, for 
ins tance , C l a y t o n 20; M u r r a y 2 2 ) . 

B u t i f S c h r e i n e r t ru ly i n t e n d e d h e r r eader to take h e r s e c o n d 
m e t h o d as the o n l y o r g a n i z i n g p r i n c i p l e o f h e r nar ra t ive , she was 
sure ly w r o n g a b o u t h e r o w n n o v e l . A n y carefu l r e a d i n g mus t 
reveal that she uses both me thods ; the text is ca re fu l ly d i v i d e d 
i n t o two parts, e ach o f w h i c h resembles fa i r ly neat ly the two k i n d s 
o f nar ra t ive the Preface envisages. A s m a n y readers have n o t i c e d , 

ARIEL: A Review of International English Literature, 30:1 , J a n u a r y 1999 



152 MALVERN VAN WYK SMITH 
the first par t o f the n o v e l re l ies heav i ly o n p l o t a n d event, o n 
d r a m a t i c — e v e n f a r c i c a l — a c t i o n , o n exaggera ted charac te r iza­
t i o n — e v e n c a r i c a t u r e — a n d o n a n e labora te ly s tage-managed 
c losure , c o m p l e t e w i t h t r apdoors , barre ls o f p o r k , a n d f l y ing 
coat-tails. T h i s par t is b r o a d l y D i c k e n s i a n , i n the mos t m e l o d r a ­
mat ic a n d e x u b e r a n t sense o f that t e rm. 

T h e s e c o n d par t is j u s t as o b v i o u s l y cons t ruc t ed a l o n g c o m ­
ple te ly d i f fe rent l ines . It is i n w a r d , a g o n i z e d , p s y c h o l o g i c a l , lack­
i n g i n event a n d a c t i o n , a n d it offers us a c losu re w h i c h leaves 
eve ry th ing o p e n - e n d e d , u n r e s o l v e d . I f the first par t owes m u c h 
to D i c k e n s , the s e c o n d b r o a d l y ant ic ipa tes V i r g i n i a W o o l f w h o , o f 
course , w o u l d la ter a c k n o w l e d g e h e r deb t to Sch re ine r . 

However , even t h o u g h the two halves so nea t ly i l lus t ra te the 
narra t ive d u a l i s m offered i n the Preface , I suspect S c h r e i n e r was 
n o t he r se l f fu l ly aware o f this s t r i k i n g c o r r e l a t i o n . T e m p t i n g as it 
may be to suggest that she de l i be r a t e ly d i v i d e d the n o v e l i n this 
way to i l lus t ra te the two narrat ive strategies she proffers , it mus t 
be o b v i o u s that she c o u l d n o t have d i s c r i m i n a t e d so s t rong ly i n 
favour o f the s e c o n d m e t h o d — t h e M o d e r n i s t as against the 
V i c t o r i a n m e t h o d , o n e m i g h t s a y — i f she t o o k he r se l f to be 
confess ing to e m p l o y i n g b o t h . T h i s obv ious d i v i s i o n o f the n o v e l 
n o t o n l y i n t o two parts, bu t i n t o two qui te d i f fe rent k i n d s o f 
nar ra t ive , seen i n the l i g h t o f a Preface that seems to want to 
d ive r t o u r a t t en t ion away f r o m t r ea t ing b o t h m o d e s e q u a l l y 
seriously, suggests an u n r e c o g n i z e d a m b i v a l e n c e at the hear t o f 
S c h r e i n e r ' s o w n ep i s temology . T h e n o v e l displays a r i c h thema t i c 
i nde t e rminacy , w h i c h seems to de r ive as m u c h f r o m any c o n ­
scious i n t e n t i o n o n h e r par t as f r o m the c o m p l e x e x p l o r a t o r y 
p o l e m i c s that the w o r k pursues . 

G e r a l d M o n s m a n has c l a i m e d that " S c h r e i n e r was an i m ­
m e n s e l y self-aware artist" (xv) , bu t I w o u l d a rgue that she was ju s t 
the oppos i t e , a n d that the words she assigns to W a l d o ' s s t ranger 
—"the a t t r ibute o f a l l true a r t . . . is t h i s — t h a t i t says m o r e t han 
it says, a n d takes y o u away f r o m i t s e l f ( 1 6 9 ) — m o r e nea r ly 
desc r ibe h e r o w n d e e p l y u n c o n s c i o u s art. Pa r adox i ca l l y , o n e 
m i g h t say that h e r self-awareness is at its mos t acute w h e r e she 
acknowledges h e r o w n l ack o f it. W h e n W a l d o p o n d e r s w h e t h e r a 
story c o u l d "be t o l d i n oppos i t e ways a n d b o t h ways be t rue" ( 6 7 ) , 
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S c h r e i n e r fu r ther demons t ra tes ad ro i t bu t u n c o n s c i o u s ins igh t 
i n to h e r o w n p r o c e d u r e s . 

In o t h e r words , I a m sugges t ing that The Story of an African Farm 
is m a r k e d t h r o u g h o u t by a t ens ion be tween in ten t a n d pe r fo rm­
ance , be tween e x p l i c i t s ta tement a n d i m p l i c i t t heme , be tween 
text a n d sub-text. M y p a p e r at tempts to show that the novel ' s 
f o r m a l anti theses de r ive f r o m a n d ind i ca t e a deep a m b i v a l e n c e 
i n S c h r e i n e r ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d e x e c u t i o n o f h e r project . 
T h i s a m b i v a l e n c e manifests i tself as a rift be tween an in t en ­
t i o n a l , p o l e m i c a l d i scourse o f g e n d e r a n d p o w e r o n the o n e 
h a n d , a n d an u n c o n s c i o u s d i scourse o f the atavistic a n d n u ­
m i n o u s o n the other . B e h i n d these d i c h o t o m i e s , I c o n t e n d , lu rks 
a d e e p e r e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l spli t , a spl i t be tween , o n the o n e h a n d , 
S c h r e i n e r ' s e x p l i c i t c o m m i t m e n t to a Car tes ian ra t ional is t , pos­
itivist n o t i o n o f cogn i t i ve p o w e r a n d e x p e r i e n c e vested i n the 
a u t o n o m o u s i n d i v i d u a l w h i c h she dep loys i n a f emin i s t cause, 
a n d , o n the o t h e r h a n d , h e r i m p l i c i t , imag ina t ive fasc ina t ion 
wi th a n o n - c e n t r e d , in tu i t ive , p r o v i s i o n a l self. O n a n o t h e r leve l , 
o n e c o u l d desc r ibe this c o n f l i c t u a l t h e m e as a d i l e m m a that 
conf ron t s S c h r e i n e r ' s two pro tagonis t s as m u c h as herself. T h i s 
d i l e m m a is whether , l i k e H a m l e t , to take u p arms against the 
w o r l d a n d o p p o s e it, or, l i k e D . H . L a w r e n c e , to tap i n t o the 
h i d d e n h a n n o n i e s o f the c i r c u m a m b i e n t un iverse . 

I a rgue m y case by l o o k i n g at a few c r u c i a l m o m e n t s i n the 
narra t ive . T h e first, n o t surpr i s ing ly , is the d u p l i c a t e d o p e n i n g 
tab leau o f the nove l : the f a rm by m o o n l i g h t a n d the f a rm by 
day l igh t . T h e s e de sc r ip t i ons are ev iden t ly i n t e n d e d to in t ro ­
d u c e a power fu l ly contras t ive symbo logy i n t o the narra t ive . T h e 
m o o n l i g h t sequence is myster ious , d r e a m l i k e , n u m i n o u s , other­
w o r l d l y ; the day l igh t sequence is ha r sh , d e s p i r i t u a l i z e d , de ro-
m a n t i c i z e d , a n d ev iden t ly d e s i g n e d to present the f a rm as it 
" rea l ly" is. B u t this neat d i v i s i o n obscures a n u m b e r o f c o m p l e x ­
ities a n d coun te r - ind ica to r s that e m e r g e i n the text. 

P r e s u m a b l y we c a n n o t miss the heavy s y m b o l i s m o f the m o o n ­
l i g h t p l a y i n g o n the n a k e d , "e l f in - l i ke" L y n d a l l , w h o b e c o m e s 
h e r e the " n a k e d , new-born babe" o f Macbeth a n d B l a k e . I n 
L a c a n i a n terms, she is the u n c o n s c i o u s c h i l d s t i l l secure i n the 
d o m a i n o f the R e a l , the t e r ra in o f the M o t h e r , unaware o f 
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the d i v i d e d self p r o d u c e d by consc iousness o f the w o r l d a n d 
entry i n t o the r e a l m o f L a n g u a g e a n d Law, the d o m a i n o f the 
Father . B u t the s y m b o l i s m is none the less ambiva len t . As R o b e r t a 
M a z z a n t i has p o i n t e d out , the scene is also a b a p t i s m o f L y n d a l l as 
"daugh te r o f the m o o n , " "myster ious Q u e e n o f the N i g h t , " a n d 
as such w o u l d suggest that L y n d a l l m i g h t be e x p e c t e d to reveal i n 
due course "the a rche typa l at t r ibutes o f the moon-goddess i n h e r 
three i n c a r n a t i o n s as V i r g i n , M o t h e r a n d W i t c h " ( 1 2 3 ) . B u t these 
at tr ibutes, i n the con t ex t o f a n o v e l e x p l i c i t l y d e d i c a t e d to 
the p o l e m i c s o f f e m i n i s m , are p r o f o u n d l y t r o u b l e s o m e , a n d , o f 
course , they qu i te subvert the peace fu l image o f the s l e e p i n g 
c h i l d . 

I n cont ras t to the o b l i v i o u s L y n d a l l , W a l d o is s h o w n to be l y i n g 
awake, i n the dark , fu l ly e n t e r e d in to the adu l t w o r l d o f s in , gu i l t 
a n d fear, t e r r o r i z e d by the t i c k i n g c l o c k , w h i c h , i n d i r ec t contras t 
to the m o o n , signals n o t a n u m i n o u s , c o s m i c t ime , but h u m a n , 
r a t i ona l , l i n e a r p r o g r e s s i o n , he re r ep resen ted as the relentless 
a c c o u n t a n c y o f the d e a d a n d d y i n g . 

In l i g h t o f the subsequen t nar ra t ive , however , it c o u l d be 
a r g u e d that S c h r e i n e r has got the s y m b o l i s m a t t ached to L y n d a l l 
a n d W a l d o at t he i r first appea rance the w r o n g way r o u n d : 
L y n d a l l b a t h e d i n m o o n - t i m e , W 7 aldo t r a p p e d i n c l o c k - t i m e . F o r 
it is s o o n c lear that L y n d a l l is the ra t iona l i s t , the accoun tan t o f 
p a t r i a r c h a l p o w e r a n d g e n d e r po l i t i c s , whereas it is W a l d o w h o 
has o r seeks access to the in tu i t ive w o r l d a n d s u b l i m i n a l forces o f 
the u n c o n s c i o u s a n d the i m a g i n a t i o n . 

B u t t h e n aga in , does S c h r e i n e r have it the w r o n g way a r o u n d ? 
O n fu r the r t h o u g h t the appa ren t i n v e r s i o n is seen to be d iagnos­
tic o f h o w the narra t ive cons tan t ly a n d i r o n i c a l l y off-sets a n d 
transposes the consc ious a n d the u n c o n s c i o u s , the r a t i o n a l a n d 
the s u b l i m i n a l . L y n d a l l r ema ins , as he re , la rge ly o b l i v i o u s to the 
in tu i t ive n u m i n o u s w o r l d a r o u n d h e r — s h e is, i n a n i m p o r t a n t 
sense, i m p e r v i o u s to m o o n l i g h t — w h e r e a s W a l d o , also as he re , is 
a lmos t n e u r a s t h e n i c a l l y a t t u n e d to a shamanis t i c w o r l d a r o u n d 
h i m , to c o s m i c real i t ies o f w h i c h the t i c k i n g c l o c k is a subvers ion 
ra the r t h a n a man i fes t a t ion . F u r t h e r m o r e , n o t o n l y is L y n d a l l 
i m p e r v i o u s to the forces o f the m o o n , b u t w h e n she la ter e x p l i c ­
itly, somewha t f l ippan t ly , c o m p a r e s w o m e n to the m o o n , she 
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does so i n terms that reveal an a l a r m i n g spl i t i n h e r o w n c o n ­
sciousness be tween a v o l i t i o n a l a n d an u n k n o w n self: " M e n are 
l i ke the ea r th a n d we are l i k e the m o o n ; we tu rn always o n e side 
to t h e m , a n d they t h i n k there is n o other , because they d o n ' t see 
i t — b u t there is" ( 1 9 9 ) . 

T h e i r o n i e s he re are m a n y a n d power fu l , r e s i d i n g first i n the 
u n l i k e l i h o o d that L y n d a l l does ac tua l ly have access to that o t h e r 
s ide; s e c o n d , i n h e r c o n c e p t i o n o f he r se l f a n d w o m a n h o o d 
i n such r ad ica l ly m a n i p u l a t i v e t h o u g h ac tua l ly d i s a b l i n g self-
d iv is ive terms; a n d , t h i r d , i n the hub r i s t i c i m p l i c a t i o n s o f h e r 
c o m m e n t . T h i s dua l i s t i c self-image w i l l r e t u r n to haun t L y n d a l l 
i n several i nc reas ing ly t r o u b l e s o m e e n c o u n t e r s wi th m i r r o r s to­
wards the e n d o f the narra t ive , j u s t as h e r stark d i c h o t o m y o f m e n 
a n d w o m e n w i l l be c h a l l e n g e d by the compass iona te , du t i fu l , 
t h o u g h d e e p l y d i s t u r b i n g , a n d r o g y n y o f G r e g o r y Rose . (I use the 
t e rm " d i s t u r b i n g " because the p lo t does no t r e q u i r e Rose ' s trans­
vest ism at a l l ; L y n d a l l has a l ready asked h i m to mar ry h e r — ' Y o u 
c o u l d serve me by g i v i n g m e y o u r n a m e " ( 2 3 2 ) — s o there is n o 
n e e d to a t t end o n h e r i n disguise , a p l o y w h i c h , as the a c t i o n n o w 
unfo lds , effectively turns h i m in to a voyeur.) 

L y n d a l l ' s p r o n o u n c e m e n t that " m e n are l i k e the ea r th" shifts 
the a t t en t ion to W a l d o a n d al lows us to m o v e to the s e c o n d 
c a i c i a l i n c i d e n t i n the n o v e l , the first ma jo r d i scuss ion a m o n g 
the c h i l d r e n , n o w 12 years o l d , i n C h a p t e r T w o . T h e two gir ls are 
s i t t ing o n the k o p p i e w h i c h exerts its s i lent p resence i n the 
o p e n i n g scenes a n d w i l l d o so t h r o u g h o u t m u c h o f the narra t ive . 
S igni f icant ly , they are s i t t ing "wi th the i r backs to the [ B u s h m a n ] 
pa in t ings , " w h i c h thus exer t o n l y a s i lent pressure o n the i r discus­
s ion . L y n d a l l is h o l d i n g fo r th o n the advantages o f k n o w l e d g e as 
p o w e r — " T h e r e is n o t h i n g he lps i n this w o r l d . . . bu t to be very 
wise, a n d to k n o w e v e r y t h i n g — t o be c lever" ( 4 5 ) — a s W a l d o 
app roaches to a n n o u n c e the a r r iva l o f B o n a p a r t e B l e n k i n s , an 
a n n o u n c e m e n t that el ic i ts f r o m L y n d a l l an a s t o n i s h i n g avowal o f 
a d m i r a t i o n fo r N a p o l e o n B o n a p a r t e , see ing h i m as "the greatest 
m a n w h o ever l i v e d , " w h o m she l i k e d "best," a n d as the "master 
o f the w o r l d at last" ( 4 7 ) . 

H e r en thus i a sm for N a p o l e o n is r e m a r k a b l e no t so m u c h for 
its e x p l i c i t c o n t e n t — i t i n t r o d u c e s L y n d a l l ' s c o m m i t m e n t to a 
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discourse o f a p p r o p r i a t i v e cogn i t ive power , c e n t r e d o n the i n d i ­
v i d u a l consc iousness , w h i c h she is to e n u n c i a t e f requen t ly i n the 
course o f the n a r r a t i v e — b u t for the p lace a n d c o n t e x t i n w h i c h 
she utters it. W e k n o w that L y n d a l l ' s a d m i r a t i o n for N a p o l e o n 
he re is S c h r e i n e r ' s o w n , d e r i v e d f r o m h e r r e a d i n g o f E m e r s o n ' s 
r o m a n t i c posi t ivis t Essays ( H a v e l o c k E l l i s , c i t e d by C l a y t o n 
4 1 ) , yet S c h r e i n e r seems to d i sc red i t L y n d a l l ' s avowal even as 
the c h i l d utters it by at least two nar ra t ive gestures that fo l l ow 
i m m e d i a t e l y . 

Firs t , a l t h o u g h B o n a p a r t e B l e n k i n s is n o m o r e t h a n an awful 
travesty o f N a p o l e o n , he w i l l never theless e x h i b i t , t h r o u g h his 
petty tyranny, the a p p a l l i n g effects o f s u c h bound l e s s p o w e r a n d 
the c h i l d r e n are abou t to feel the f u l l force o f it. T h e p r o l e p t i c 
i r o n y is inescapab le . S e c o n d , W a l d o invokes i n response to h e r 
N a p o l e o n i c u rg ings a t o t emic c o n c e p t o f p o w e r that resides i n 
the l andscape a r o u n d t h e m . P o i n t i n g to the k o p p i e a n d the 
pa in t ings he exc la ims : " I f they c o u l d talk, i f they c o u l d te l l us now! 
. . . t h e n we w o u l d k n o w s o m e t h i n g . T h i s ' kop je , ' i f it c o u l d te l l us 
h o w it c a m e here!" ( 4 8 ) . H e goes o n to con ju re u p "the l i t t le 
B u s h m e n [who] l i v e d here ," a n d the i r c o m m i t m e n t n o t to a 
p o w e r o f c o n q u e s t a n d ru le bu t to a shamanis t i c p o w e r o f captur­
i n g t he i r w o r l d i n p a i n t i n g . " H e d i d no t k n o w why he p a i n t e d , bu t 
he wan ted to m a k e s o m e t h i n g , so h e m a d e these" ( 4 9 ) . B u t even 
m o r e i ngenuous l y , W a l d o speculates o n the p o w e r o f the k o p p i e 
itself: "I always l o o k e d at it a n d w o n d e r e d , a n d I t h o u g h t a great 
g iant was b u r i e d u n d e r it" ( 4 9 ) . 

W h o is this giant? T h e r e are several poss ib i l i t ies , a l l resona­
t i n g i r o n i c a l l y w i t h L y n d a l l ' s a d m i r a t i o n for a n o t h e r "giant" 
— N a p o l e o n . O n e figure that comes to m i n d is C a m o e s ' s A d -
amastor, that atavistic sp i r i t o f A f r i c a o p p o s i n g Por tuguese i m p e ­
r i a l i s m , a n u m i n o u s p resence i n the l a n d , t h r e a t e n i n g revenge 
o n b e h a l f o f its v a n i s h e d o r d i s p l a c e d p e o p l e , a n d a power fu l 
t rope i n S o u t h A f r i c a n E n g l i s h w r i t i n g r i gh t f r o m its b e g i n n i n g s , 
as I have a r g u e d e l sewhere ( in Shades of Adamastor). T h e arche­
typal p r o p r i e t y o f C a m o e s ' s figure, however , suggests that 
S c h r e i n e r n e e d n o t have r ead the Lusiads to have a r r i v e d at a 
s y m b o l i c r ep re sen ta t i on o f an a l i e n , resistant i m m a n e n c e i n the 
l andscape s i m i l a r to A d a m a s t o r a n d i n c o m p l e t e o p p o s i t i o n to 
N a p o l e o n . 
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B u t an even m o r e apposi te figure is the classical p r e c u r s o r o f 

A d a m a s t o r h imsel f , n a m e l y the giant An taeus , s o n o f P o s e i d o n 
a n d G e , Sea a n d E a r t h , also associated wi th A f r i c a , w h o d e r i v e d 
his s t r eng th f r o m his con tac t w i t h his m o t h e r ea r th . I n his famous 
contes t wi th H e r c u l e s , A n t a e u s w o u l d w e a k e n each t i m e H e r ­
cules l i f t ed h i m u p to cast h i m d o w n bu t t hen rise w i t h r e n e w e d 
p o w e r f r o m his con tac t wi th G e . H e is re levant he re n o t o n l y 
because o f L y n d a l l ' s p a i r i n g o f w o m e n wi th the m o o n a n d m e n 
w i t h the ear th , b u t p a r t i c u l a r l y because o f W a l d o ' s pers is tent 
assoc ia t ion w i t h the ea r th . We repea ted ly see W a l d o s i t t ing o r 
l y i n g " o n his s t o m a c h o n the sand" ( 1 3 7 ) , fo r ins tance w h e n 
he makes his c h i l d h o o d sacrif ice to test the p o w e r o f p raye r 
( chap te r 1), w h e n B l e n k i n s crushes his sheep-shear ing ma­
c h i n e (chap te r 10), at the b e g i n n i n g o f b o t h chapters o n e a n d 
two o f Par t T w o , a n d , o f course , at his dea th . In this r ega rd , the 
a l legory o f the H u n t e r t o l d by "Waldo ' s S t ranger" is s t r i k ing ly 
i n a p p r o p r i a t e to W a l d o , a n d leads o n e to w o n d e r aga in abou t 
the m a t c h be tween S c h r e i n e r ' s i n t e n t i o n a n d i n t u i t i o n . T h e 
story's obsessive c o n c e r n w i t h a quest for absolu te T r u t h , a t ru th 
associated w i t h m o u n t a i n tops, the sky a n d a mys ter ious b i r d , 
a l ready m a d e somewha t suspect by the a u t h o r i a l nar ra tor ' s o p e n 
d i s r ega rd for its teller, is even m o r e firmly c h a l l e n g e d w h e n 
W a l d o , despi te the ecstacy a roused by the d e p a r t i n g stranger, 
" S t o o p e d a n d kissed pass ionate ly a h o o f m a r k i n the sand" (173)-

L i k e the g ian t u n d e r the k o p p i e , l i k e An taeus , W a l d o is a "son o f 
the ea r th" a n d , u n l i k e L y n d a l l , "daugh te r o f the m o o n , " he is 
in tu i t ive ly respons ive to forces a n d presences that l i e ou t s ide h e r 
posi t ivis t h o r i z o n s . 

T h e r e are fu r the r i m p o r t a n t p e r m u t a t i o n s o f k o p p i e a n d g iant 
i n the narra t ive . M u c h later, i n the "Second-Par t " c h a p t e r s ign i f i ­
cant ly t i t l ed " T h e K o p p i e , " G r e g o r y Rose encoun te r s L y n d a l l at 
this by n o w t h i c k l y s y m b o l i c site a n d taunts Rose wi th what looks 
at first l i k e a ca l lous a n d casual re ference to a "Kaf f i r " : " T h e r e at 
the foot o f the ' k o p j e ' goes a Kaf f i r . . . he is a s p l e n d e d f e l l o w — 
six feet h i g h , wi th a m a g n i f i c e n t p a i r o f legs. . . . H e wakes 
though t s that r u n far o u t i n t o the future a n d back i n t o the past" 
( 2 2 7 - 2 8 ) . She adds: " H e is p r o f o u n d l y suggestive" ( 2 2 7 ) , bu t we 
are left w o n d e r i n g i f e i t he r she o r S c h r e i n e r is fu l ly aware o f j u s t 
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h o w suggestive he is. N o t o n l y is h e a power fu l m e t o n y m o f a l l 
the v a n i s h e d p r e c o l o n i a l inhab i tan t s o f the f a rm, bu t his physi ­
ca l m a g n i f i c e n c e turns h i m i n t o a l i v i n g representa t ive o f the 
A d a m a s t o r - A n t a e u s f igure , the g iant u n d e r (or "at the foot o f ) 
the k o p p i e . M o r e o v e r , the e ro t i c e lements i n L y n d a l l ' s descr ip ­
t i o n (she is, i nc iden ta l ly , a l ready p regnan t , as we s o o n discover, 
a n d she is abou t to e x p l o i t Rose ' s pass ion for he r ) t u rn the b lack 
m a n i n t o a "suggestive" s ign o f his sex ra the r than o f his h u m a n ­
ity, a n d t u r n h i m in to the k i n d o f m a n f r o m w h o m L y n d a l l , 
d a u g h t e r o f the m o o n , m i g h t wish to h i d e h e r shadow side i n 
o r d e r to e x p l o i t his mascu l in i ty . S t i l l , L y n d a l l a cknowledges he re 
that the b l a c k m a n "wakes though t s that ran far o u t i n t o the 
future a n d back i n t o the past." In the i m m e d i a t e con tex t , she 
seems to i n t e n d o n l y specu la t ions a b o u t r ac i a l surv iva l a n d p ro ­
gress, bu t o n c e aga in we sense that L y n d a l l (o r is it Sch re ine r ? ) 
verges o n the r e c o g n i t i o n o f o t h e r m o d e s o f b e i n g a n d k n o w i n g , 
o t h e r time-scales a n d p r i m o r d i a l forces w h i c h t hen e l u d e her. 

N o r is the "Kaf f i r . . . at the foot o f the k o p p i e " the o n l y 
r e m i n d e r that, pace D a n J a c o b s o n a n d m a n y a n o t h e r s o c i o p o l i t i ­
ca l c r i t i c o f the nove l , the "b lack p e o p l e i n [the nove l ] are [noi] 
m e r e l y extras, s u p e r n u m e r a r i e s , par t o f the b a c k g r o u n d " (Story 
21 ) — p a r t o f the b a c k g r o u n d , yes, b u t a b a c k g r o u n d so power fu l 
a n d r e sonan t that it b e c o m e s the d e e p g r o u n d o f the nove l . 
A n o t h e r b l ack figure w i t h a n in tense ly s y m b o l i c p resence is the 
shadowy b u t u b i q u i t o u s H o t t e n t o t w o m a n , w h o os tens ib ly acts as 
i n t e rp re t e r be tween Tan t S a n n i e a n d B o n a p a r t e B l e n k i n s , bu t 
sub tex tua l ly seems to serve as an i r r everen t cho rus , r epea ted ly 
seen to be r o c k e d by R a b e l a i s i a n l a u g h t e r d i r e c t e d ind i f f e r en t ly 
at w h o m e v e r h a p p e n s to be i n t roub le , f r o m the a m i a b l e O t t o to 
the scu r r i lous B l e n k i n s . A s an " in te rpre te r" she gestures n o t 
o n l y towards the p r o b l e m s a n d confus ions o f cross-cul tura l rela­
t ions i n the text, b u t even m o r e p rovoca t ive ly t oward the dense 
a n d m e a n i n g f u l s i lences a n d ambiva lences w h i c h c o n f r o n t the 
reader. A t a n even m o r e obscure leve l , she is the m o c k i n g vo ice o f 
a l l those p e o p l e , powers a n d presences e x c l u d e d f r o m the ex­
p l i c i t w o r l d o f the f a rm a n d the posi t ivis t h o r i z o n s o f L y n d a l l . It is 
no t f anc i fu l to suggest that h e r i n d i s c r i m i n a t e d e r i s i o n is also the 
G a r g a n t u a n l augh t e r o f the g iant u n d e r the k o p p i e , a n d as such 
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a n o t h e r power fu l i n d i c a t o r o f h o w S c h r e i n e r , pe rhaps o n l y half-
consc ious ly , subverts h e r m a i n cha rac t e r even as she is s u p p o s e d 
to be p r o p a g a t i n g S c h r e i n e r ' s o w n views. 

L y n d a l l does, o r course , even tua l ly g l i m p s e poss ib i l i t ies o f 
k n o w i n g a n d b e i n g ou t s ide the conf ines o f the C a r t e s i a n dis­
course o f ( la rgely pa t r i a r cha l ) p o w e r w h i c h she espouses for 
m u c h o f the narra t ive . Trag ica l ly , s u c h i l l u m i n a t i o n comes to h e r 
w h e n she has a l ready f a l l en p r e g n a n t a n d has thus, i n the co lo ­
n i a l w o r l d o f m i d - V i c t o r i a n S o u t h A f r i c a , lost the p r e c i o u s per­
sona l l ibe r ty o n w h i c h h e r a rgumen t s are p r e d i c a t e d . L y i n g i n 
the w a g g o n w i t h W a l d o o n the n i g h t o f Tan t ' Sann ie ' s w e d d i n g , 
L y n d a l l confesses to a y e a r n i n g for a n in tu i t ive access to other­
ness qu i te con t ra ry to a n y t h i n g she has expressed before : 

I l i k e t o f e e l t h a t s t r a n g e l i f e b e a t i n g u p a g a i n s t m e . I l i k e to r e a l i z e 
f o r m s o f l i f e u t t e r l y u n l i k e m i n e . . . .1 f e e l it ran t h r o u g h m e — that 
l i fe b e l o n g s to m e ; it m a k e s m y l i t t l e l i f e l a r g e r ; it b r e a k s d o w n the 
n a r r o w wal ls t h a t s h u t m e i n . (214-15) 

T h i s des i re to escape f r o m the conf ines o f the k n o w i n g self is i n 
u t te r cont ras t to the p r o n o u n c e d so l ip s i sm that u n d e r g i r d s most 
o f L y n d a l l ' s t h i n k i n g u p to this p o i n t — c o m p a r e , for ins tance , 
the p r i g g i s h m a x i m she hands d o w n to W a l d o jus t a few weeks 
a n d a few pages ear l i e r : "We sha l l find n o t h i n g new i n h u m a n 
na ture after we have o n c e carefu l ly d issected a n d ana lysed the 
o n e b e i n g we ever sha l l t ru ly k n o w — o u r s e l f ( 1 9 8 ) . T h e sole­
c i s m , "ourself ," awkward ly c o n f l a t i n g the o n e a n d the many, 
L y n d a l l a n d human i ty , s h o u l d a lone aler t us to the facti t iousness 
o f the c l a i m . B u t now, he re o n the w a g o n l o o k i n g u p at the stars 
w i t h W a l d o , L y n d a l l seems to have m a d e a discovery w h i c h has 
c o m e too late, a n d w h i c h is f r i g h t e n i n g : " T h e y — t h e stars!" she 
sa id softly. " D o y o u no t see? . . . T h e y are l a u g h i n g at us, 
W a l d o " ( 2 1 8 ) . T h e H o t t e n t o t w o m a n ' s Rabe l a i s i an l augh t e r fi­
na l l y b e c o m e s c o s m i c r i d i c u l e , a n d its target is L y n d a l l . (Is it also 
Schre ine r ' s? ) 

T h i s l augh t e r d i r e c t e d at L y n d a l l eventua l ly punc tua tes a se­
ries o f i nc r ea s ing ly h a r r o w i n g con f ron t a t i ons w i t h he r se l f i n a 
m i r r o r , encoun te r s w h i c h , moreover , p l o t the d i s in t eg ra t i on o f 
L y n d a l l ' s Ca r t e s i an so l i p s i sm . O n the n i g h t p r e c e d i n g h e r f l igh t 
f r o m the fa rm to the T r a n s v a a l — " T h a t is o u t o f the w o r l d " (239) 
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she calls it i n a n o t h e r phrase r i c h wi th r e sonance , n o t least i n its 
u n c o n s c i o u s bet rayal o f h e r des i re for a p a r a d i g m s h i f t — w e find 
h e r l o o k i n g i n to a m i r r o r , d e c l a r i n g "We are a l l a lone , y o u a n d I," 
a n d g a z i n g in ten t ly i n to h e r o w n eyes ( 2 4 2 - 4 3 ) . O n e c a n h a r d l y 
miss the Car t e s i an s y m b o l i s m o f this c o n f r o n t a t i o n w i t h self, n o r 
pe rhaps i t s j u n g i a n over tones: L y n d a l l ' s an t i the t i ca l sides, i den t i ­
fied i n h e r ea r l i e r image o f he r se l f as the d i c h o t o m o u s m o o n , 
he re face each other . F u r t h e r m o r e , the image encapsula tes the 
themat ic a n d narra t ive anti theses a n d contrasts w h i c h we have 
e n c o u n t e r e d a l l a l o n g , he re a l l c e n t r e d i n the i r o n i c a n d tragic 
u n l i k e l i h o o d that L y n d a l l w i l l be able to b r eak o u t o f h e r m o n ­
adic s e l fhood i n t o that r ad i ca l o therness , the p resence o f w h i c h 
a l l a r o u n d h e r has b e e n so pers is tent ly i n d i c a t e d , yet as per­
sistently missed , t h r o u g h o u t the story. 

W h e n we nex t mee t L y n d a l l m e e t i n g he r se l f i n a m i r r o r , she is 
a l ready d y i n g — i n fact, it is the day before she dies, a n d the last 
n i g h t i n the b o a r d i n g house w h e r e she has g iven b i r t h to a n d lost 
h e r c h i l d . It is a h a r r o w i n g scene a n d mos t readers find it d i f f i cu l t 
to see b e y o n d the V i c t o r i a n sent imental i ty , bu t there are some 
e x t r a o r d i n a r y features he re . L y n d a l l insists o n b e i n g dressed i n 
whi te , t h e n that G r e g o r y Rose s h o u l d h o l d the c u r t a i n so that she 
may see he r se l f i n the m i r r o r . W h a t she sees is a k i n d o f p r e m a ­
ture M i s s H a v i s h a m , "a q u e e n l y l i t t le figure i n its p i n k a n d whi te 
. . . a t ransparen t l i t t le face, r e f i n e d by suf fe r ing i n t o an a lmos t 
ange l - l ike beauty. T h e face l o o k e d at her, she l o o k e d back , l augh­
i n g softly" (281 ). T h e d i s i n t e g r a t i o n o f L y n d a l l ' s sol ips is t ic self is 
nea r ly c o m p l e t e — " ' I a m n e a r l y there , ' she sa id ." T h e so l idar i ty 
be tween self a n d image i n v o k e d ea r l i e r is gone . T h e "queen ly" 
figure is a p a r o d y o f the i m p e r i a l , au thor i t a t ive self i n v o k e d by 
the a d m i r e r o f N a p o l e o n , w h i l e the "ange l - l ike beauty" a n d 
" t ransparent l i t t le face" take us back to the n a k e d , n u m i n o u s 
c h i l d b a p t i z e d by the m o o n i n the first chapter , bu t he re r e d u c e d 
to a n i n f a n t i l i z e d ve r s ion o f a g r o w n w o m a n . H e r c h i l d has d i e d , 
bu t i n a sense it is also L y n d a l l ' s o t h e r s ide, the repressed, 
shadowy side o f the m o o n she re fe r red to ear l ier , that d i e d i n its 
infancy, a n d left h e r o n l y w i t h a c o l d a lbe i t passionate pos i t i v i sm. 
M o s t s tar t l ingly, " l a u g h i n g softly" L y n d a l l i n v o l u n t a r i l y m i m e s 
the r i d i c u l e o f the Rabe l a i s i an H o t t e n t o t w o m a n , a n d the l augh-
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ter o f the ind i f f e ren t stars. T u r n i n g away f r o m the m i r r o r , she 
" l o o k e d back," a n d sees perhaps that other , in tu i t ive , subjective, 
W a l d o - l i k e self w i t h d r a w i n g f r o m her. 

A n o t h e r t e r m that catches one ' s a t t en t ion h e r e is "trans­
paren t"—"a t ransparent l i t t le face." T h e n o t i o n that the self c a n 
be " t ransparent ," a self-evident enti ty is, o f course , f u n d a m e n t a l 
to the Ca r t e s i an cogito, bu t is j u s t as f u n d a m e n t a l l y d e n i e d i n any 
cons t ruc t iv is t e p i s t e m o l o g y w h i c h conce ives o f the self as always 
p r o v i s i o n a l , o c c l u d e d , a n d d e c e n t r e d . S c h r e i n e r was n o post­
m o d e r n i s t , bu t the scene has s t r i k i n g l y L a c a n i a n over tones i n its 
sugges t ion o f a L y n d a l l forever t r a p p e d i n the m i r r o r phase o f a 
p r eve rba l bu t d i s f i g u r e d c h i l d h o o d , d o i n g some k i n d o f p e n a n c e 
for h a v i n g p r e s u m e d a m o n a d i c a u t o n o m o u s self, c e n t r e d o n the 
r a t i ona l Ca r t e s i an cogito, c o n f i d e n t l y r e a c h i n g o u t to i l l u so ry self-
r e a l i z a t i o n a n d authent ic i ty . S u c h a self is s i m p l y no t there, a n d 
d isappears f r o m L y n d a l l ' s m i r r o r . 

T h e process is c o m p l e t e d a day later, late at n igh t , i n the w a g o n 
o n w h i c h she is h e a d i n g for the Transvaa l , w h i c h "is o u t o f this 
w o r l d . " A g a i n she is l o o k i n g i n to a m i r r o r . W e are t o l d that "the 
o l d c lea r in te l l ec t awoke f r o m its l o n g t o r p o r " ( 2 8 3 ) , bu t o n l y i n 
o r d e r to a l low h e r to r e c o g n i z e a n d b i d farewel l to that o t h e r self: 
" T h e y h a d l o o k e d at each o t h e r of ten so before ." W fe are re­
m i n d e d , too , that it " h a d b e e n a c h i l d ' s face on c e . . . . it h a d 
b e e n a w o m a n ' s face." N o w it is ev iden t ly ne i ther , as she closes 
h e r eyes i n dea th . It is h a r d n o t to r e c o g n i z e i n this i n f a n t i l i z e d 
L y n d a l l a g r i m nemesis , a p r i m o r d i a l revenge o n h e r e m b r a c e o f 
N a p o l e o n i c mastery, bu t it is even h a r d e r to d e c i d e w h e t h e r 
S c h r e i n e r i n t e n d e d such a c r u e l cas t iga t ion o f h e r character . 
R o b e r t a M a z z a n t i , i n v o k i n g A n n Prat t ' s f emin i s t n o t i o n o f "grow­
i n g u p grotesque ," suggests en t i r e ly ex te rna l e x p l a n a t i o n s for 
S c h r e i n e r ' s use o f these b o d i l y symp toms o f s tun ted e m o t i o n a l 
g rowth . B o t h cr i t ics a rgue that L y n d a l l "grows u p d e f o r m e d a n d 
i m m a t u r e ins tead o f d e v e l o p i n g i n t o an adu l t b e i n g " ( M a z z a n t i 
1 26) as a resul t o f the c u l t u r a l , soc ia l , phys ica l , i n t e l l ec tua l , a n d 
sexua l curbs p l a c e d o n her. T h e r e are c l ea r ly s t r o n g i nd i ca to r s o f 
such ex te rna l curbs i n the n o v e l , bu t S c h r e i n e r also seems to be 
e n g a g e d i n a m u c h less r educ t i on i s t yet i n t r i g u i n g e p i s t e m o l o g i ­
ca! enqui ry . 



162 MALVERN VAN WYK SMITH 
T o pu t it b lun t ly , L y n d a l l is for mos t o f h e r l i fe l o c k e d i n t o the 

w r o n g d i scourse , yet it is a d i scourse w h i c h S c h r e i n e r he r se l f 
seems a m b i v a l e n t about . She seems to want to e x p l o i t it p o l e m i ­
cal ly even as she also signals h e r d i s c o m f o r t w i t h it. L a u r e n c e 
L e r n e r o n c e suggested, somewha t provocat ive ly , that i n some 
respects The Story of an African Farm reads l i k e a n ant i - feminis t 
nove l . I d isagree , bu t the s tern revenge that S c h r e i n e r seems to 
take o n h e r h e r o i n e suggests that the o n l y c o n c e p t i o n o f f emi ­
n i s m avai lable to S c h r e i n e r at the t ime , that is, o n e i tself based o n 
a s t ra ight i n v e r s i o n o f p a t r i a r c h a l p o w e r structures, at some level 
reg is te red w i t h h e r as i nadequa t e o r f l awed. W h i l e the over t text 
o f the n o v e l puts fo rward a l l the p o l i t i c a l l y co r rec t a r g u m e n t s — 
a rgumen t s w h i c h were S c h r e i n e r ' s o w n — f o r the e m a n c i p a t i o n 
o f w o m e n , the subtext seems to be r i d d l e d wi th d o u b t a n d d e n i a l , 
e x p o s i n g the novel ' s e x p l i c i t f e m i n i s m as o n e that does n o t seek 
to d i sp lace a Ca r t e s i an , m o n a d i c , posi t ivis t , a n d p a t r i a r c h a l epis-
t e m o l o g y wi th r a d i c a l l y d i f fe rent ways o f b e i n g a n d k n o w i n g , bu t 
m e r e l y a t tempts to pa r t i c ipa te i n o r even u s u r p the d o m i n a n t 
t h o u g h c o r r u p t p a r a d i g m s o f m a l e power . "Trust the tale n o t the 
teller," D . H . L a w r e n c e f amous ly r e m a r k e d , a n d I m a i n t a i n that 
i n The Story of an African Farm, i n a s m u c h as S c h r e i n e r is her­
self n o t fu l ly consc ious o f the p o l y p h o n y o f h e r n o v e l , the text 
offers substant ia l ev idence that at a sub tex tua l leve l the novel ' s 
posi t ivis t , r a t iona l i s t d i scourse o f f e m i n i s m is subver ted even 
as it is e x p o u n d e d . E a r l y i n the narra t ive , L y n d a l l , r e f l ec t i ng 
o n N a p o l e o n ' s dea th i n i s o l a t i o n a n d ex i l e , an a n t i c i p a t i o n o f 
h e r o w n , utters o n e o f several m e t a f i c t i o n a l observat ions i n the 
nove l : "It is a t e r r ib le , ha te fu l e n d i n g . . . a n d the wors t is, it is true. 
I have n o t i c e d . . . that it is o n l y the made -up stories that e n d 
n ice ly ; the true ones a l l e n d so" ( 4 8 ) . L i k e W a l d o ' s la ter r i d d l e 
( " C o u l d a story be t o l d i n oppos i t e ways a n d b o t h ways be true?" 
[67] ) , a n d l i k e S c h r e i n e r ' s o w n mus ings i n h e r Preface , L y n d a l l ' s 
words attest to the p resence o f a s ign i f ican t me t a f i c t i ona l interest 
i n the narra t ive even as they p r o b l e m a t i z e the story's thema­
tic d i r e c t i o n . W e are necessar i ly left w i t h m u c h i r r e s o l u t i o n . 
S c h r e i n e r ' s over t c o n c e r n w i t h the poss ib i l i t i es o f fiction sug­
gests that o n o n e leve l she is d e t e r m i n e d l y b r e a k i n g new g r o u n d 
i n the r ep re sen ta t i on o f the e n t r a p p e d a n d a l i e n a t e d f e m i n i n e / 
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c o l o n i a l consc iousness , yet that o n a n o t h e r level the enterpr ise 
was for h e r f raught w i t h self-doubt a n d an unce r t a in ty o f pur­
pose . T o a s ign i f ican t extent , t hen , the nove l ' s r i c h l y suggestive 
i n d e t e r m i n a c y may r e m a i n for tu i tous , the f u n c t i o n o f the in ten ­
sity o f O l i v e S c h r e i n e r ' s v i s i o n " o f the l ife we a l l l e a d " ra the r t han 
o f any c o n g r u e n t aesthetic s t r uc tu r i ng o f a k i n d w h i c h she dis­
t rusted as "stage m e t h o d . " Pa radox i ca l l y , this is a "weakness" 
w h i c h we c a n n o w r e c o g n i z e as b o t h a source o f the novel ' s 
s t reng th a n d an a f f i rma t ion o f its p r o l e p t i c status i n the h is tory o f 
m o d e r n i s t fiction. 

WORKS CITED 
Clayton, Cherry. "Forms of Dependence and Control in Olive Schreiner's Fiction." 

Van Wyk Smith and Maclennan 20-29. 
Lerner, Laurence. "Olive Schreiner and the Feminists." Van Wyk Smith and 

Maclennan 67-79. 
Mazzanti, Roberta. "Lyndall's Sphinx: Images of Female Sexuality and Roles in The 

Story of an African Farm." The Hawed Diamond: Essays on Olive Schreiner. E d . Itala 
Vivan. Sydney: Dangaroo, 1991. 121-34. 

Monsman, Gerald. Olive Schreiner's Fictions: Landscape and Power. New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers UP, 1991. 

Murray, Sally-Ann. "Olive Schreiner: 'A Soul Struggling with its Material Surround­
ings.'" Perspectives on South African English Literature. E d . Michael Chapman et al. 
Johannesburg: Donker, 1992. 19-36. 

Schreiner, Olive. The Story of an African Farm. 1883. Intro. Dan Jacobson. Harmonds-
worth: Penguin, 1971. 

Van Wyk Smith, M . , ed. Shades of Adamaslor: Africa and the Portuguese Connection. 
Grahamstown: ISEA and N E L M , 1988. 

, and Don Maclennan, eds. Olive Schreiner and After: Essays on Southern African 
Literature in Honour of Guy Butler. Cape Town: David Phi l ip, 1983. 

Walsh, Wil l iam. A Manifold Voice: Studies in Commonwealth Literature. London: Chatto 
and Windus, 1970. 


