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Summary

This thesis explores Ivan Vladislavi¢’s negotiation of the call for a specifically South
African ‘signatured authorship’ as his body of work travels its literary marketplaces.
Identifying an accretive logic and a curatorial mode through a series of his prose-
fictions, it seeks to contribute to emergent discussions about Vladislavi¢’s increasing
visibility on the world-literary stage and the difficulties of positioning his canny
reflexive texts on its terms. Between print-cultural and textualist approaches, the
thesis registers the imprint in Vladislavi¢’s oeuvre of other roles and institutional
spaces he has occupied in South African literary culture - as an editor, a parallel
career begun with oppositional publishers Ravan Press in 1984, and in his
longstanding engagement with the visual arts and urban studies - to investigate the
ways that Vladislavi¢’s authorial position simultaneously evokes and displaces
white, Anglo-South African literary authority. My readings, focused on acts of
collecting, collector figures and collections of ‘small’ locally produced texts, thus
range between the neglected pre-lives of stories collected by Vladislavic¢’s first book,
to the multiple textual surfaces and self-references embedded across his most
recent novel. Engaging the critical figure of ‘gathering’ and its crossings in the
discursive institutions of literature and the archive, [ open a number of interrelated
concerns with writing South Africa from a site of cultural privilege, and with them,
Vladislavi¢’s subtle and complex handling of attendant questions, of assembly,
custodianship, and proprietorial relations. Tracing Vladislavi¢’s ‘gatherings’ and
their variously accreted ‘worlds’, I argue that they are reciprocally resistant to
market strategies of accommodation whilst enacting a performative and aesthetic
openness to the world. My thesis therefore demonstrates a paradoxical relationship
of Vladislavi¢’s work to unified literary spaces, the often vexed (post)national and
global literary-critical categorisations, and his emergence as a South African ‘world

writer’.
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Introduction:
South African World Writer

From the emergence of his first book, Missing Persons (1989), Ivan Vladislavi¢ has
been celebrated as a leading proponent of ‘the now’ and ‘the new’ in fiction writing
in and of his native South Africa. Increasingly, Vladislavi¢ has seen consecration on
the world literary stage, marked perhaps most decisively by his 2015 win of a
prestigious Windham-Campbell Prize at Yale University, a ‘global English-language
award’ of $150,000 recognizing ‘literary achievement’, aiming to ‘provide writers
with the opportunity to focus on their work independent of financial concerns’
(Windham Campbell, website). For many, this is a belated recognition of an
exceptional (postcolonial) author and prose stylist who continues to engage with
the unfinished event of apartheid in a range of subtle and complex negotiations of
the interactions between history and memory, visual culture and monumentality,
with a markedly attentive focus on the everyday shifting transformations of his

urban milieu of Johannesburg.

With his increased worldly visibility has come renewed recognition of the roles and
institutional spaces Vladislavi¢ has occupied in the development of South African
literary culture: as a highly sought after editor and a reflexive art essayist (cf.
Gaylard and Titlestad, 2006); as well as critical interest in the co-operative, shared
projects that he has undertaken with new and established South African visual
artists, photographers, architects, and curators with proximate concerns and
topographical interests to his own (Graham, 2016; and forthcoming 2017; O’Toole,
forthcoming 2017). This thesis seeks to add to these emergent conversations about
Vladislavi¢’s distinctive modes of working and sustained reflexive engagement with
writing in the ‘global’ language from the site of privilege as a white South African.
Recent assessments considering the internationalisation of Vladislavi¢’s body of

work - a series of unconventional, often playfully canny literary prose fictions that



refuse narrative explanations of their context for an international audience and that
resist generic or market categorisations - have seen him designated as an exemplar
of both limitedly ‘micro-local’ (De Kock, 2014) and dynamically ‘cosmopolitan’
(Naudé, 2014) South African writing as it travels its expanded marketplaces. His
concentration on the materially inflected localities, the everyday material and
shifting spatial make-up of Johannesburg, have had him labelled ‘the Joburg guy’, a
descriptor Vladislavi¢ rejects as limiting (Thurman, 2011). It is one that,
nonetheless, has emerged through a series of analyses of his prose-fictions as
sensitive mappings and revisionings of the imbrications of Johannesburg in global
commodity and geopolitical flows (see, for example, Graham, 2007; Helgesson,
2004; 2015; De Kock, 2014); and often as an indicative basis of the ways that
Vladislavi¢’s finely-tuned language and textual renovations of the material of his
urban everyday shift the discursive positioning of anglophone South African literary
models, genres, and genealogies in the post-apartheid period (Helgesson, 2004;
Marais, 2001). In both cases, the value of Vladislavi¢’s ‘city writing’ is in the potential
to reorient the terms of authority to its finely attenuated local particularities in and

through the global South (Nuttall, 2004; Gaylard, 2011).

Vladislavi¢’s local, situational commitment, Johannesburg and its textual ‘what-
what’ and ‘drek’ (as the 2006 South African edition of Portrait with Keys would have
it), has become paradigmatic, as Pablo Mukherjee asserts, of writing that critically
registers unevenness and the ‘manifold contradictions of world capitalism’ in a
globalized South Africa, producing ‘a literature that might properly be called “world

”

literature” (2012: 473). Building on these assessments, the thesis will explore
Vladislavi¢’s belated establishment as a ‘global’ or ‘world’ writer, his commitment to
place and development of a unique, specifically South African aesthetic, and his
negotiation of the concomitant registration of the ambivalent place of South African
literature in the contemporary global book market. My focus is on those of
Vladislavi¢’s prose-fictions that are manifestly multiple, where sidelong, contingent
meanings are constituted through the accumulations and accreted significance of
different forms of collected ‘small’ texts, and in Vladislavi¢’s self-reflexive situation

of them as direct engagements with local material and book cultures. Vladislavi¢’s

books are often written through an accumulation of fragments, short stories, even



‘small scraps of text’ (Rosenthal, 2011: np). I investigate the possibilities of these
multiply valanced prose fictions, as staged print-cultural performances (Helgesson,
2004), and for the ways that they might illuminate recent shifts from ‘postcolonial’
to ‘world’ literary market constructions, and national or post-national literary
qualifications (De Kock, 2001; Loomba et al., 2008). I am also interested in the ways
these accretive texts trouble categorisation, such as: the false but prominent
distinctions drawn between apartheid and post-apartheid writing; genre and its
geopolitical placing as a peripheral form; and the problematic groupings of
unidirectional or unified, top-down literary world positions, such as those put
forward in influential critical accounts of competitive global literary dynamics,
Franco Moretti’'s ‘world literary system’ (2000), or Pascale Casanova’s ‘world

literary space’ (2004).

With a manifestly close engagement in the politics of his place, writing from and
through the city in which he continues to work and live, and a ‘longstanding
canniness in relation to the narrator-author function’, noted by Sarah Nuttall in her
contribution to the first full-length edited collection of criticism of Vladislavi¢’s
work, Marginal Spaces (edited by Gerald Gaylard, 2011: 329), Vladislavi¢’s
biographical positioning as authorial representative or worldly literary celebrity
comes to be slippery. Vladislavi¢, the South African author, and his textual
experiments, as global products, tend to both occupy and trouble the designations
that position the author in role of national representative in a postcolonial literary
field, advanced by approaches where the demand of global capital establishes an
authority nexus in which the lone ‘romantic’ author figure must compete from the
periphery for recognition on dominant Euro-American terms (Casanova, 2004;
Brouillette, 2007). Vladislavi¢’s texts have negotiated these demands, for what Sarah
Brouillette conceives of as ‘signatured authorship’ in a postcolonial marketplace
that requires authors and their texts to function as signs for specific geopolitical
struggles and histories (2007: 71; 106), but they have done so unevenly. These
various worldly habituations of Vladislavi¢’s writing register strategies of anxious
accommodation into the market demands of publication in the global North: they
illustrate the ways that these texts can become freighted with a return to an archive

of ‘responsibility’ for the white anglophone writer in the South African context (cf.



Twidle, 2012), returning to the extent to which South African literature has been
persistently defined by its outside (see De Kock, 2001 and 2011; Van der Vlies, 2007;
Twidle, 2012).

Contested categories of what might historically constitute ‘South African literature’
have been attenuated by the fraught experiences of overlapping structures of long
regimes of harm, and the requirement for ‘epic moral clarity’ (Nixon, 1994; Barnett,
1999a) in the inequities of racial capitalism and apartheid. Market determinations
have required South Africa to be available in particular ways and for its authors to
function as moral literary spokespersons (Chapman, 1996; Brouillette, 2007). A
range of recent local and international critical compendium texts, special issues and
discipline reviews — what Louise Bethlehem refers to in her review article of two of
the most prominent examples as South African literary studies’ ‘achieved
professionalism’ (2014) - announce a project of a shared national literary space
beset by ‘the shadow of its own impossibility’ (Chapman, 2010: 2). Yet, this is a
project reaching across the heterogeneity, ebullience, energy, and the legacy of the
‘gap-toothed’ nature of the kinds of cultural production that racial segregation
engendered, to borrow a pithy reminder from Clare Butcher (2013), seeking some
kind of common frame in global, transnational, networked literary flows (Hofmeyr,
2004; Samuelson, 2013), but that ultimately returns to metaphors by which the
South African literary is persistently grouped in its difference, rather than

commonality.

I seek to illustrate ways in which Vladislavi¢’s texts travel through these
territorialized and epistemological positions and to examine Vladislavi¢'s
development of a kind of writing authority that is situated and particular whilst it
acknowledges its aesthetic entanglement in a longer history of global - colonial and
apartheid - ways of seeing. 1 contend that Vladislavi¢ negotiates the call for
authorial ‘responsibility’ through a reflexive displacement of the position of moral
spokesperson and the cultural authority that his situation as a white, middle-class
Anglo-South African writer necessitates by employing a range of strategies in his
writing that make other creative working modes legible, albeit often obliquely, or

even notably in their absences. The gathering of these ‘presences’, revealing the



multiple and the many hands, times, and spaces that constitute the production of
text, reference Vladislavi¢’s longstanding relationship with and development of a
method of working through visual art and in response to visual artists, a process he
has referred to as the ‘bonded autonomy of a joint product’ (Naudé, 2014). They also
recall his parallel career as a writer and editor, through rendering of textual detail
that potentializes the materiality of signs and the mechanics of text which he
mobilizes through the celebrated texture of his prose (see, for example, Warnes,

2000; Miller, 2006; Murray, 2009).

These multiple ‘presences’ appearing in Vladislavi¢’s work lead my readings
towards the collection, viewing collecting as a narrative activity in which the
collections’ contents function as signs for an altered set of referents, requiring a
narrator, collector or curator, to make its meanings (Dilworth, 2003; see for
example, 6). I focus on Vladislavi¢’s works in which a variety of acts of collection,
featuring ‘small’, locally produced texts and sites, figure prominently to dramatize
cultural and textual production. My choice of texts and readings reflects the
development of this writing position as part of Vladislavi¢’s insistent interrogation
of the structural inequities of apartheid, long after its official end.! I will therefore
pay attention to his early career as an editor for radical anti-apartheid press, Ravan
Press, and in his involvement with a range of literary subcultures and ‘little’
magazines, which began his dual career as a writer-editor in the 1980s, and which

continues to date.

Indeed, Vladislavi¢ has occupied a number of institutional spaces in the
development of South African literary culture. His influential parallel career, as a
pre-eminent writer and highly sought-after editor, began when he was employed by
the activist publishing house as social studies and fiction editor in 1984 (2010b). As

a freelance editor, post-Ravan (1988- ), Vladislavi¢’s skill and sensitivity has been

1 Vladislavi¢ has discussed the persistence of apartheid after its ostensible termination frequently in
interview. A clear example of the expression of this in the accreted meanings of the multi-modal texts
Vladislavi¢ has been involved in can be found in one of Vladislavi¢’s earlier interviews, with
Christopher Warnes (2000: 278-9), where Vladislavi¢’s analogy about the presentness of the past in
the structures of fiction proceeds from a discussion of his editing blank__Architecture and After
(1998), a creatively figured extended exhibition catalogue produced with Hilton Judin, discussed
more closely in the Conclusion to this thesis. (See also Thurman, 2011: esp. 56.)
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acknowledged by writers of some of the most seminal texts to emerge from the post-
apartheid period, including the locally produced edition of Antjie Krog’s probing,
meditative prose-fiction on her role as a journalist covering the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission, Country of My Skull (1998. See Krog, 2006; Graham,
2007: 74).2 He has also established a reputation as an imaginative, reflexive art
critic, compiling and editing T’kama-Adamastor: Inventions of Africa in a South
African Painting (on the canvas with Cyril Coetzee) (2000b), a series of reflections on
a painting based on Andre Brink’s rewriting of the South African foundation myth of
Adamastor that now hangs in the University of the Witwatersrand Library; and with
a significant monograph on conceptual artist Willem Boshoff (2005c). Each are
examples of Vladislavi¢’s supple flexing of disciplinary bounds through a close
engagement with the interstices between modes and forms, and a mode of working

that focuses on the multiple and the shared as marks of reflexivity.

Rather than parse the details of his editing and art-critical career, [ seek to illustrate
how ‘backroom activity’ (cf. Penfold, 2014), a series of shared decisions, processes
and relationships normally confined to the private marginalia of the publishing
archive, is thematized in his work to displace the authorial hand. I read in
Vladislavi¢’s own aesthetic a coupling of ‘care with authority and power... an active
consideration of the ethical challenges involved in inheriting collected materials, in
exerting custody over them, and in deploying such materials in the world’ (Skotnes
and Hamilton, 2014: 11). I refer to ‘care’ specifically on its etymological terms to
invoke a curatorial mode (curare: to care). Similarly, I evoke ‘dispatch’ in terms of
its etymological links with the editing function (édo: to dispatch), to allude to the
discursive violence inherent in the processes of inclusion and exclusion that editing

necessitates, and to the energies of dissemination, transmission, and publication.

My readings are focused on those of Vladislavi¢’s prose fictions in which the

properties of the ‘small’ story and text push against the unity intimated by the

2 This 2006 special issue of ScrutinyZ on Vladislavi¢’s work includes, with Krog’s, three other
‘personal reflections on Ivan Vladislavié¢ as an editor’ (10) from Tony Morphet, Fred de Vries, and the
social and literary historian Tim Couzens. Shane Graham (2007: 70) also cites Achmat Dangor’s Bitter
Fruit (2001), and The Free Diary of Albie Sachs (2004) as other seminal South African texts that
Vladislavi¢ has edited.
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collection and the book. Recently called ‘one of the great writers of the fragment’ by
Jan Steyn (2012: np), Vladislavi¢’s writing regularly mobilizes the simultaneously
connective and disruptive properties of the ‘small’, fragmentary text. This has been
persuasively theorized in the context of genre and Vladislavi¢’s revisioning of the
short story cycle by Sue Marais (1992; 2001; 2011). Marais’ illustration of the ways
in which the short stories operate in cross-referential groupings across Vladislavi¢’s
first book, Missing Persons (1989), indicates a broader sense of how the fragment
appears and is regularly deployed through and in Vladislavi¢’s work. Not merely
forms of self-contained, subjective articulations where the plurality and differences
between its multiple texts are predicated on the book and collection’s unity (see
Watt, 2007), the fragment, as it appears throughout Vladislavi¢’s oeuvre, also
indicates the socio-geographical limns in the fragile unity of what it might mean to
be South African in its divided national mythos, and the ‘ultimately frustrated
intimations of cohesion which the collection [Missing Persons]| evinces’ (Marais,
1992: 54-55). The productive tensions that emerge through the use of the small text,
that which Marais identifies of the cycles of Missing Persons, are evident in each of
the instances of collections in focus through this thesis, and in such a way as to
gesture towards the ‘opening’ up of the conventional bounds of the book, in an

acknowledgment of its limits.

Not simply deployed in ways that suggest this rhetorical relationship, one that is
produced between various fragmentary articulations within the spaces bracketed
by the covers of the books they appear in, often these text fragments have
particularly ‘thingly’ qualities, finding mirroring parallels in the ‘story of objects
asserting themselves as things’ (Brown, 2001: 4). Admitting a narrative frame to
‘thingness’, Bill Brown’s story, of how ‘the thing really names less an object’ (ibid)
than its changed subject-object relations, finds its way through Vladislavi¢’s texts in
lists and inventories of found and familiar objects, and, of, and by their owner-maker
subjects: idiosyncratic collectors and hoarders wrestle with the irrepressible
contingency of things, satirizing, often with a poignant delicacy, the oppositional

pulls inherent in the creative process and the narrative drive for closure and
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completionism.3 Different meanings accrue in these processes of making words
things, making things lists, and the ordering impulse, their relationships between
order and disorder. With particularly ‘thingly’ qualities, letters also emerge
frequently from the surfaces of Vladislavi¢’s texts, as historical, temporal,
geographical and intersubjective markers - from his first story collections Missing
Persons (1989) and Propaganda by Monuments (1996a), to the stories in 101
Detectives (2015) - and as indicating particularly South African geographies and
concerns. These fragmentary things perform their narrative functions as collections,
and perform them in the manner of the collection, as they pile up and gather their

meanings and we move with them in reading in all their ‘restless’ qualities.

[ also focus on Vladislavi¢’s oeuvre as correspondingly marked by the anchoring
function implied by a custodian impulse (see Skotnes and Hamilton, 2014). The
problem of inheriting and how to process collections of other’s documents, letters,
and papers, the injunction to ‘read them, think about them, edit them or otherwise
reorder them, and write about them’, to ‘make something of their leavings’ (2015:
146), is one such refrain. The responsibility inherent in this remaking, that of
interfering in their relative completeness, shifting and altering personal archives in
a complex set of pulls and personal concerns, is often figured as an ethical burden
that must keep the collection shut, autonomous, closed off from textual intervention
and the cultural implications and decisions necessary to intervene. Yet
responsibility, for and with them, is maintained as the personal papers, trunks and
collections of others are held and kept, cared for alongside and with other
possessions and more personal collections, conceptual and actual; they are travelled

with, and preserved in an ambivalent relationship to the custodian role they confer.

The poet and cultural historian Susan Stewart provides insight into such issues of
the structures of assembly and difference in her discussion of museum collections:
‘to have a representative collection is to have both the minimum and the complete
number of elements necessary for an autonomous world’ (1993: 152). Time is made

synchronous or simultaneous within the collection’s bounds, ‘not something to be

3 See Gaylard (2005) on this particular satirical aspect of Vladislavi¢’s short story ‘The Book Lover’
(1996a).
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restored to an origin’ (1993: 151). In this conception, the collection is at once both
singular and complete. It places its discrete elements, each with their own authority,
side by side, priority residing in arrangement, interrelation, and positionality.
Stewart’s exploration of the collection in the museum context is significant:
Vladislavi¢’s ‘collections’ regularly and directly reference the other modes of
working that inhabit his books, including, and often predominantly, that of visual
culture. Modal and generic relationships as well as the component texts assembled
together, ‘gain power by being “representative”, and the collection becomes
something more than the sum of its parts’ (Dilworth, 2003: 8).# There are analogous
processes that I identify more explicitly with Vladislavi¢’s mode of writing-
collecting, and which he mobilizes in relation to the bounds of the book. Between
multiple fragments of text ‘ceaselessly referring to one another’ (Baudrillard, 1994:
22), Vladislavi¢’s fragmented prose-fictions constitute a paradoxically self-
referential world, of other narratives and ‘small’ story and text cycles, embedded in
recessed self-references to his ‘joint’, outward facing projects with visual artists (see

Naudé, 2014; Riach, 2014: 93).

Acts of collection involve acts of possession (Baudrillard, 1994; Benjamin, 1999).
They ask questions of acquisition, assembly, and ownership. Absorbed by relations
that are ‘quintessentially interior’ (Dilworth, 2003: 7), the collections’ contents
move inwards to the orbit and spaces of their collector. Repositioned and ‘housed’
in new spatial, often domestic, and in new temporal arrangements, objects are
brought into the binding of the collection’s logic. In the progression through these
changed spaces and functions, their individual context of origin, acquisition, and
production is effaced, rendered insignificant by the autonomy and seal of the
collection’s own esoteric world. In this set of movements, typically from public to
private, from normative relations to eclectic and particularistic ones, the collection’s
world liberates objects from their instrumentality, replacing ‘history with

classification’ [original stress], with ‘order beyond the realm of temporality’

4 Considering the anthology as a collection, Dilworth also discusses the museum and the history of
the book as intertwined, converging in the sixteenth century in a set of representative genres
featuring the connections between textual and artifactual collections. In Vladislavi¢’s experiments
with visual art and gallery practises explored throughout the thesis, this is germane to the ‘opening’
of the literary category of ‘the book’.
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(Stewart, 1993: 151). The narrative of history is replaced with the narrative of the

collection, and, so, the collector’s world-creating possibilities.

The collection, Stewart goes on to say, is, in its total aestheticization of use value, ‘a
form of art as play... the creation of a new context’ which, like other forms of art,
stands in a metaphorical relation to the everyday. Although ‘the collection is not
representational’ (1993: 151-2), and so the collector cannot be thought of on the
same terms as an artist, with this deft movement across her building definition,
Stewart posits the individual collecting subject as both a creative aestheticizing
figure rearticulating objects in new, liberating configurations, and as an ordering
subject, classifier and taxonomist. The relationship to this ahistoricism and the
liberating potential of the collection’s newly configured spaces and set of relations
is problematized by the taxonomic drive Stewart identifies, which also seeks to fulfil
its desire for objects’ worldly origins as much as it abstracts that process. The
significance of the ordering principles of the individual collecting self’s rationale is
foregrounded and is, moreover, set in an analogous relation to an artistic
transformational praxis. Vladislavi¢’s text collections register this tension
provocatively. Questions about relationships, of the history of the collection to the
world and how it comes to be embedded, what its avenues are for its narrativization
and belonging, questions that occupy the ground between, then, the personal and
the social, the limns of the local, inclusion and exclusion, all come to the fore. With
them, the centrality, capacities and authority of the individual subject are primary,
involved in a meaning making that is both ‘world absorbing and world creating’, and

intimately involved in the quotidian and demotic (Suresh, 2016: 100).>

In their gatherings, groupings, sharings, my reading of Vladislavi¢’s ‘authored
collections’, to borrow a resonant phrase from Kate Eichorn (2008), see their
aesthetic and liberating potentials entangled in archival processes and those of
cultural memory. In focusing on a series of Vladislavi¢’s ‘small stories’ (1996b: 3),
where each of the ‘small texts’ are concerned with the local, and where the

collector/curator figure is writer and author, responsible, then, for the objects in the

5 Suresh is here discussing the centrality and heterotopic properties of the paper file, the ‘file and the
world’ (100), in law proceedings in Delhi through the example of a specific court case.
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collections’ remaking through the processes of their transmission and
dissemination in the bindings of the literary book, a number of the tensions that
Stewart’s analysis identifies and a set of critical (nomological) intersections begin to
cross. Confronting the plasticity of the terms and frequent conflations between
‘collection’ and ‘archive’, Eichorn (2008: 3) draws a useful distinction between the
constructed, highly regulated collections that produce ‘official’ narratives about
cultural memory and its selective usage for people’s lives in the present, such as
those housed in official archival sites, ‘the archive’, and random collections of objects
which bring the individual collector pleasure but which may not affect the larger
order of things. Drawing on work on this distinction by anthropologist Penelope
Papailias, Eichorn goes on to refine the critical valence in addressing more directly
the space of overlap between these abstracted terms, suggesting that to choose the
term ‘archive’ over ‘collection’ is to ‘consciously choose to think about documentary
assemblages as sites that are as much about texts and textual practices as they are

about people and relations of power’ (3).

In the archival collections in focus through this thesis, archival, that is, in the
overlapping sense that Papailias and Eichorn identify, small texts are involved, in a
variety of ways, in processes of becoming ‘book’. Questions of history and of the
national space intervene in Vladislavi¢’s political engagement with tensions
between marginal and dominant voices. The authority of the collector’s narrative
power and its suspension of the object’s material-historical relations, as outlined by
Stewart above, recurs through the thesis as it is problematized in relation to writing.
It is through his literary prose fictions in which ‘marginal’, small texts and voices are
held in the bounds of a collection, each dramatizing narration, and each with
reference to their locality and material histories, that Vladislavi¢’s subtle treatment
of the problem of inherited knowledge and cultural production as a white
anglophone South African (see Thurman, 2011: 49) becomes most visible, as well as
his insistence on denaturalising the power structures where cultural ‘documents’
and texts of cultural memory risk appropriation by a single dominant group or
individual. In their rhetorical and aesthetic possibility, their deployment of the
fragment and fragmented text, the literary texts the thesis goes on to look at provide

a glimpse into Vladislavi¢’s responses to a broader range of cultural texts in their
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assemblage, going on to indicate the sensitivities involved in their transmission.
This begins to address Vladislavi¢’s place in the development of South African
literary culture by finding points of confluence between his position as a cultural
gatekeeper, at Ravan, as an editor, and as an art critic and cultural intellectual (see

Gaylard and Titlestad, 2006), in his position as a writer.

In occupying the crossover and tensions between the archive and the collection, I
employ figures from the ‘abstract archive’ of Jacques Derrida’s Archive Fever (1995).
This figuration and its overlaps indicates where collecting and the collection can be
seen through the metaphor of ‘gathering, a metaphor that in Derrida’s critique can
also describe a self-fulfilling, self-returning circularity of authority and power, the
persistent attempt in the Western philosophical tradition to ‘gather all identity and
memory within the safe enclosure of the circle’ (Dooley and Kavanagh, 2014). The
archon, the guardian of the documents that enter the archive, and keeper and sentry
of the power that institutes, legislates, and repeats its law (Derrida, 1995: 1-5), is
one such figure that risks crossing with the playful liberating potentials of the
collector-curator. I consider these kinds of figures and tropes through a series of
archival sites, of alternative publication and literary subcultures, under apartheid
and beyond, that Vladislavi¢ has been involved in, and that his collector-curatorial
texts engage with. [ seek not necessarily to recover a position for Vladislavi¢ in the
complex and shifting uncertainties of the socio-political transformations during
what [ come to view as successive phases of South Africa’s ‘interregnum’ (Gordimer,
1983: 262; see Marais, 2011: 28),° but to illustrate ways in which Vladislavic¢’s
concern with historicising practices of cultural production for contemporary

debates emerges through his work. In this exploration, I make recourse to an ‘extra-

6 Emerging through the literary before the political, Nadine Gordimer’s ‘Living in the Interregnum’
(1982), begins to define the period’s lineaments with characteristic synergistic style between
politics, philosophy, broader culture and the literary: ‘I live at 6,000 feet in a society whirling,
stamping, swaying with the force of revolutionary change. The vision is heady; the image of the
demonic dance is accurate, not romantic: an image of actions springing from emotion, knocking
deliberation aside. The city is Johannesburg, the country South Africa, and the time the last years of
the colonial era in Africa. ... Historical coordinates don’t fit life any longer; new ones, where they exist,
have couplings not to the rulers, but to the ruled. It is not for nothing that I chose as an epigraph for
my most lately written novel a quotation from Gramsci: “The old is dying, and the new cannot be
born; in this interregnum there arises a great diversity of morbid symptoms.” ‘Living in the
Interregnum’ was first published in 1983 and based on the earlier James Lecture, delivered at the
New York Institute for the Humanities on October 14, 1982. The novel Gordimer refers to is July’s
People (1981).
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textual archive’ of Louise Bethlehem'’s understanding, that is to say, an archive that
is both ‘autobiographical in a narrow sense, and phenomenological in a wider circuit’
(2014: 529). This also illustrates a foundation which, I demonstrate, is profoundly
textual and significantly literary, that emerges through the texture of Vladislavi¢’s

fictional works in the production of a specific writing position.

As I go on to discuss through the thesis, literary collections and anthologies do much
to alter the relationships of their contents to their contexts, making the work
familiar in its particular arrangements, recontextualizing it within the collection, or
collectors’, interests, narrativity and bounds. The literary text collection is one of a
particular type, performing a series of indirect relations to commodity culture and
the unevenness of global capital practices: the book, as product, compounds these
relations, requesting attention to its material life and processes of circulation -
strategies of marketing, production, and reception. To some extent, then, I take up
the call of recent book history approaches to the region, in order to think about the

accumulation of meaning that attaches to Vladislavi¢’s ‘small texts’.”

In his 2007 study of a mode of reading suitable to the ‘predicaments’ of South African
writing, Van der Vlies recalls the significance of Jerome McGann’s attention in The
Beauty of Inflections: Literary Investigations in Historical Method and Theory (1985)
to a work’s ‘textualizations’ - the history of its embodiment in successive texts - and
its ‘socialisations’ in its circulation and reception (9). McGann’s insight in The
Textual Condition (1991) that the material aspects of texts, their paratexts,
‘typefaces, bindings, book prices, page formats’ (13), and the institutions through
which they are produced and consumed, are as central to their meaning
transmission as their content or linguistic codes, has proved productive for
materialist and book-history approaches seeking to situate postcolonial,
transnational literary aesthetics in the social dynamics of the marketplace. This is
the case both for South African literatures and global reception (Brouillette, 2007;
Helgesson, 2009), and for the return of aesthetic modernism to the market in the

study of ‘little’ magazine culture, where the ‘bibliographic environment’ and its

7 See Andrew Van der Vlies’ call for ‘New Directions’ in a book history approach to South Africanist
literary scholarship (2012: 38-41).
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signifying system is concentrated by the openness of the form to multiple modes and
materials (Brooker and Thacker, 2009: 14; see also McKible, 2002; Dettmar & Watt,
1996). This has particular relevance for my study as it takes as its impetus the ‘small’
and the ‘little’, and Vladislavi¢’s involvement with local Johannesburg-based ‘little
mags’ in the 1980s, and the lively experimental energies necessitated by their

production contexts under apartheid.

Vicki Tolar Burton offers the concept of ‘rhetorical accretion’ as the practice of
layering, or overlaying ‘additional texts over and around the original text’ by the
production authority: ‘as in the accreted growth of stones by the addition of external
particles, rhetorical accretion attempts to form a whole from disjointed parts. But
unlike the natural process of mineral formation, textual accretion is the result of
human agency. With each accretion to a text, the speaker of the text is respoken’
(1999: 548). Burton suggests that examining rhetorical accretions, or layers of
paratextual scaffolding around the ‘core’ text allows us to consider ‘cultural
formation in the larger discourse community’ (1999: 548), and access texts in their
multiplicity and plenitude, analysing their otherwise subsumed power relations in

modes of production and distribution.

Burton’s is a feminist methodology and one that seeks to recover the ‘core’ voice
from its overlayering by ‘male’ paratexts; Vladislavi¢’s ‘textual’ situation in terms of
his positioning in relation to a production authority troubles the conditions of
retrieval of an original or ‘core’ on these terms, suggesting a parallel troubling of
subject-object relations and a possible way of reading otherwise, while stressing the
importance of a material-rhetorical reading and necessary sensitivity to local
conditions and issues of appropriation. Throughout, the collection figures a
particular kind of creative labour and mode of writing by which Vladislavi¢
negotiates the demands of South African anglophone literary production and its

shifting print-cultural markets.

Considering this negotiation, and with this methodological and textual framework
as a point of departure, in part one, I look at the first publication contexts of stories

assembled by Vladislavic’s first story collection Missing Persons (1989) to resituate



19

some of the sites of meaning production and institutions that Vladislavi¢’s work
emerged from and travelled across. Vladislavi¢’s early stories appeared in three
local, literary ‘little’ magazines: Sesame (explicitly self-positioned in the English
liberal tradition); Stet (a predominantly Afrikaans magazine that occasionally
published pieces in English of merit); and the groundbreaking radical magazine
Staffrider. These magazines provide a contextual approach to Vladislavi¢’s emergent
aesthetic and a shifting, dynamic network of publication and production in the

1980s states of emergency.

Staffrider has a particular significance in this network. During this period, as
previously mentioned, Vladislavi¢c worked as an editor for Ravan Press, the
publishing house that instituted both Staffrider and a range of collective, democratic,
non-racial practices through the 1980s. At Ravan, Vladislavi¢ was formally attached
to Staffrider in 1988 as assistant editor: he was responsible for anthologising an
emergent aesthetic in the Ten Years of Staffrider anthology (1988); and one of his
early stories appeared in the first issue that he edited, ‘Tsafendas’s Diary’ (also
1988). This story is illustrated by the magazine’s designer Jeff Lok who produced a
comic in response to Vladislavi¢’s ludic, fragmented text. The context of production
across these highly mobile, little magazines situates Vladislavic¢’s later development
of a mode of working, particularly with visual art and in terms of the dual
movements of care and dispatch I associate with his editing work, that is open and

reflexive, and through which the author figure is decentralized.

Part two extends the sense of small texts in collection and the entanglement of the
collector in contexts of production by focusing on two instances of fictional
collections that are in some way postal, of or containing letters and involved in state
telecommunicative systems. Moving into a critical approach to the archive as a
postal site (Derrida, 1980; Brothman, 1993), one that is contoured by a postal-
politics of an extended empire and coloniality (Bennington, 1990; Willis, 2007), I
focus the text collectors and their collections in the novels in question through the
lens of ‘epistolarity’, and the letter’s capacity to intervene in narrative fiction
(Altman, 1982). In each, these ‘postal collections’ worry at their archontic, custodian

figures and indicate the difficulties of the ethical handling and inheritance of others’
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texts in the New South Africa. As the postal system is a national one, and as these
postal collections enter the narrative present at the point of the newly conceived,
post-apartheid nation and its decisive entry into the global economy, they insist on
the significance of the recalcitrant material fragments of everyday life under the old
order in the present. There is a corresponding development of an authorial position
which both asserts itself and steps back from the role of authority through the
narrative filters of a proofreader (The Restless Supermarket) and photographer

(Double Negative).

Part three explores the development of this writing position by considering
Vladislavi¢’s way of working with visual art and artists as extending the
conventional bounds of the literary book. Through mirroring cross-references to
‘joint products’ and to previous cooperative contexts of cross-cultural production,
and employing textual strategies that invite the reader to participate in the
production of an alternative kind of text, Vladislavi¢ develops a curatorial mode that
continues to insist on his sense of accountability and responsibility as a white South
African writer in the neoliberal dispensation, and his negotiations of its demands. I
explore the ways that this mode of writing mitigates and is involved in global literary
and cultural categorisations and its development through books that were
successful on the postcolonial or world literary market terms: Portrait with Keys, the
genesis of which was a range of projects working with visual artists; and Double
Negative, a novel written in response to a retrospective of eminent social
documentary photographer David Goldblatt’s work, which Vladislavi¢ negotiates by
embedding in the fabric of the novel a set of references to his other texts that are

directly inspired by similar projects.
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Part 1. The Collection:
emergent inheritance

Divergent aesthetics: unsettling book culture and the states of emergency.
Local, ‘micro-local’, and international Missing Persons (1989; 2010)

Missing Persons, Vladislavi¢’s first book, published by internal oppositional
publisher David Philip in 1989, was heralded locally as an innovative departure
from previous trends in South African short story writing: a new orientation that
registered the possibilities in the passing of the constraints associated with a
particular historical moment (Gareth Cornwell qtd. in Marais, 2011: 27), and
effecting a disaggregation of previously held imagined South African communities
(Marais, 1992: 2001). ‘[SJhowy’ (Murray, 1991: 190), ‘outrageous’ (Brown, 1990:
127), ‘astonishing’ and ‘extraordinary’ (Marais’ and Morphet’s most prominent
descriptors, respectively), Vladislavi¢’'s Missing Persons appeared as a book ‘so
thoroughly mediated through the meshes of South African reality, so welded by the
metaphor’ as to fit ‘the times perfectly’; times and a text, then, in which ‘[A]nything
can happen’ (Morphet [1990], 2011: 24), in a ‘society-in-extremis’ (Brown, 1990:
129)

Twelve years after its original publication, in her heterotopic reading of Vladislavi¢’s
early fiction, Felicity Woods discusses ‘Ivan Vladislavi¢’s South Africa’ as formed by
his disruptive aesthetic ‘of sudden inversions or dissolutions, startling fusions or
metamorphoses and hilarious, fanciful or downright crazy interventions’, repeating
Morphet’s expansively encompassing pronoun when describing the stories of
Missing Persons: ‘[A]lnything goes’ (Woods, 2001: 21). My exploration below of the
neglected first publication contexts of Vladislavi¢’s stories from Missing Persons will

pick up on ‘anything going’, as well as its continuing sense of relevance for
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Vladislavi¢’s prose from the critical moment of Missing Persons’ publication well into
the post-apartheid period. The phrase is resonant, not simply with the wild
inventiveness and freedom it images, significant for Vladislavi¢’s play with form,
genre and reflexivity through Missing Persons and the collection’s creative figuring
of a South Africa in transition in its moment of publication; it also resonates with
questions of what might remain in the wake of things gone, absences these gestures
and energy might leave, and what might be able to then ‘take place’. It speaks, then,

from a frame of imaginative potential, to both emergence and inheritance.

The stories in Missing Persons are stuffed with odd and inexplicable things in
processes of subversion - flammable hands, extraordinary bricks bubbling like
fermenting loaves of bread, motorized rocking chairs whizzing down the road,
thinking caps knitted into furry meat stew - and pervaded by the title’s eponymous
absence with its sinister state-instituted undertones, irresolvable secrecies
indicating conspiracies and gaps at their centre - absent bodies, formalities,
understanding. The surreal conflations, sometimes between different things,
sometimes between things and non-things, sometimes between things and their
proper places, and between comedy and violence, highlight the often-farcical satire
of Vladislavi¢’s writing (Gaylard, 2005): this is farce in both its archaic definition ‘to
stuff, to fill' as well as to the exuberance of its ‘exaggerated comedy’ (Chambers

English Dictionary 1993).

Its stories also reveal their farce in the face of the uncannying fictions purported by
the apartheid state, their troubling and recalcitrant silences that refuse
straightforward identifications. Identifiable locales, registered by recognizable
historical anchors, are disturbed by unstable psychic and imaginative geographies
and temporalities. Missing Persons’ stories reference elsewhere, both overly full and
startlingly empty, opening their worlds onto knowledge and narrativity outside of
the shared fields of perception they put forward, to secrets and unknowns (see
Stewart, 1993: 54), to loss and fragmentation. Vladislavi¢’s ‘self-consciously
deconstructionist mode of presentation’ in Missing Persons (Peters, 1998: 239) finds
its eloquent articulations in the gaps between fractured sites and spaces.

Narrativizing ‘silenced and repressed sites in the old recorded history of apartheid’
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(Peters, 1998: 238), Missing Persons opens its textualizations of South African
history onto these muted, aporetic spaces, rather than foreclosing difference onto a
prefigured vacant territory of the other, ready to write onto with recourse to
prescribed, dominant ‘texts’ (see Spivak, 1990: 1-2). In each of the stories from
Missing Persons in focus through this part of the thesis, this disturbed landscape of
white, suburban life under apartheid is negotiated critically through frustrated
alternatives put forward against dominant ways of seeing, raising questions about
‘the visibility (and probably the roles) of white ethnic groupings other than the
Afrikaners in the story of racism in South Africa’, as Wonderboy Peters recognizes
of the whole collection (1998: 239). The stories have their ethical charge, not so
much in what they say as in their openness to the absences they allude to, in abstract
creative exercises that make legible distinctly archival and curatorial imaginaries,
that act as sites for the display of missing visual art works and stage imagined gallery

and museum spaces through a ludic postmodern textual fabric.

The short story collection is a particular type of book, one that has the capacity to
exploit the tensions available in the tendencies for a series of small texts to hang
together in connective strands under one title, to enact the values of ‘becoming’ in
gathering together as something more than the sum of its parts (cf. Dilworth, 2003;
Eichorn, 2008; Riach, 2014). In Missing Persons, Vladislavi¢ deploys this potential
affinity whilst simultaneously calling attention to the equally ‘ambivalent and
unresolved potentialities of the [short story] cycle form’, refusing narrative closure
or settlement (Marais, 2011: 38). Dominant modes of critical reception of the
inventive estrangement of Missing Persons have been drawn in relation to the
generative potential of associative links, motifs and possible groupings between its
eleven collected short texts, necessarily registering, too, that its elusive and
polysemic qualities are due to its formal tensions between separated narrative
pieces;8 some are further subdivided and internally fragmented, small texts in
processes of division into ever more insistently small parts, performing their own
potential for redeployment as units of renarrativization (cf. Collins, 2002/2003).

Viewed on these terms, Missing Persons lends itself to a deliberate thinking through

8 See for example, Peters, 1998; Leveson, 1991-1992, qtd. in Thurman, 2011; Wannenburg, 1990.
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of a specific kind of fictional work, both in the sense of the object and reading
experience it makes up, and of a particular sort of creative labour, that might
comprise what Vladislavi¢ has described as ‘a highly designed imaginative
structure’, with a committed engagement to its locality and context more complex

‘than...realism usually allows’ (1996b: 3).

Vladislavi¢’s ‘exposure of the textuality of contemporary South African history’
(Marais, 2011: 28), and the well documented development of his early postmodern,
what I have termed his ‘farcical’ aesthetic seen in the suggestive bonds in operation
across Missing Persons, is read here through a more radical opening of the book and
its fragmented stories. These alternative readings of the stories’ connective tissue
beyond the books’ bindings emerge via their first publication contexts. Prior to the
David Philip collection of Missing Persons (1989), stories from the volume first
appeared in local literary magazines: Sesame (Renoster Books); Stet (Taurus); and
Staffrider (Ravan). Although scrupulously bibliographically referenced as they
appear in Vladislavi¢’s later collections, the stories’ publication in these ‘little’ local

magazines remain an unmapped aspect of Vladislavi¢ scholarship.

The cartographic reference is deliberate: Vladislavi¢’s own interest in the divisions
of apartheid and the dynamics of physical exclusion and access are thematized in the
stories in focus, and foregrounded by the particularities of the production contexts
they appear in. Each of the stories involve visual culture and push against
conventional boundaries between modes, and the (in)visibility of state archival
excesses. In what follows, then, I offer a provisional map of a material-rhetorical
approach to Missing Persons, drawing on Tolar-Burton’s work on the gathering of
paratextual meanings around a text and its re-voicing in ‘rhetorical accretion’
(1999), and the shift in the field of traditional rhetorical study towards ‘diffuse’
(LeFebvre) multi-modal, and socially produced texts as material entities (Clary-
Lemon, 2015; Dickson, 1999). With this material methodology in mind, I look to the
ephemeral archives of the stories’ first publication pre-lives, to consider them in a
network of generative accretions that take up their locality and sociality in ways that
can indicate alternative readings of Vladislavi¢’s (and an anglophone) literary

aesthetic under apartheid.
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That this map is provisional is also strategic, following Vladislavi¢’s lead: Missing
Persons is a highly restless text, composed of small, fragmentary parts that refuse to
definitively settle on any one as defining or central. Building towards the publication
of Vladislavi¢’s first, and comparatively unitary product of the book in 1989, these
stories accrue different kinds of connective meanings in their appearances through
each of these distinct, literary and print subcultural spaces, particularly as they are
‘routed’ by spatialized and material conditions of the shifting and increasingly
complex oppositional literary culture in the 1980s. I offer here a form of an
alternative ‘collection’, aware of the reflexivity and discursive construction of doing
so from a position in the Western academy. Context, paratexts and the rhetorically
accretive potential of the magazines’ responses to the apartheid-capitalist, white-
owned dominance of the book trade are therefore central to my re-readings. Each of
these ‘small’ contexts provide ‘small’ but significantly instituting sites of alternative
publication, ‘collecting’ differing claims over what might constitute literature in the
anti-essentialist, gathering non-racial spirit of their time, under the umbrellas of
their individual aesthetic, publishing, and ideological ethos (see McDonald, 2009;
2016).

1. States of emergence: transitional networks and print culture.

‘Little’ locals, ‘small’ magazines

Missing Persons emerged into the watershed year of 1989, in South Africa a liminal
moment, rapidly transitional but not yet ‘post-".? In cultural and literary production
violent, national controversy (Ménager-Everson, 1992: 61) was triggered by the
publication of ANC activist Albie Sachs’ call for the renewal of the artist’s role in
relation to the ANC commitment to a progressively plural South African society, first
presented in the indicatively named position paper, ‘Preparing Ourselves for

Freedom’, at an ANC in-house seminar on culture of that year (printed in Sachs,

9 F.W De Klerk was elected as South Africa’s last apartheid era State President in September 1989,
working with Mandela to end de facto racial segregation.
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1991).10 Sachs’ proposal to ban the phrase ‘culture is a weapon of the struggle’
concentrated previous arguments about reading economies and institutions of
meaning, the political use value of art, and the value of cultural production as
‘solidarity criticism’. This mode of committed, weaponized expression as political
engagement held a narrowed range of themes for Sachs, such as the closing of
ambiguity and play, and a reduction of character to functional stereotype (see
Newman, 2001; Brown and van Dyk, 1991; Attwell, 1993), ways of writing that

Vladislavi¢’s first collection was seen to overturn so decisively.

The debate itself was not new. Several prominent writers and critics had insisted on
the space of art as one free from the moral determinism of protest. Notable in the
Sachs controversy was Njabulo Ndebele’s intervention in early 1984, in a review
essay in Staffrider magazine, ‘Turkish Tales and Some Thoughts on South African
Fiction’ (6:1, 24-25; 42-48). This supple essay (Vladislavi¢, 2008a), evidencing
Ndebele’s early Black Consciousness thinking, was a registration of the theoretical
insights of ‘The Rediscovery of the Ordinary’, in which Ndebele focused his point
that the history of black South African writing was largely that of ‘the representation
of spectacle’ (1986: 143), and that a return to ‘ordinary’ experience was necessary
to counter the radical simplification that apartheid’s logic of emergency had
burdened black cultural expression with.1l1 The debate unleashed by Sachs’ paper,
standing at its transitional political moment, recapitulates some of the
contemporary questions about cultural ownership and power that Ndebele’s earlier
essay had confronted, but with its questions refocused increasingly in the hands of
the ANC as the party best equipped to take on the mantle of political power into
South Africa’s future. Sachs’ liberalizing vision, whilst asking ‘whether we have
sufficient cultural imagination to grasp the full dimensions of the country that is
struggling to give birth to itself’ or [whether we are] still trapped in the multiple
ghettos of the apartheid imagination’ (187), recalled the valuation of political
responsibility for the writer in South Africa as located between the categories of

‘black writing’ - socially committed, embracing the social- and neo-realist strategies

10 Sachs’ views were published in the Johannesburg-based paper, then called The Weekly Mail in the
same week that F.W. de Klerk unbanned the ANC in 1990. See Attwell, 1993: 144.

11 For a discussion of the political context of ‘the spectacular’ into which both “Turkish Tales’ and the
‘Rediscovery’ essay emerged, see Rob Gaylard (2009), ‘Rediscovery revisited’.
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aimed at minimizing the boundaries between literature and social discourse - and
‘white writing’ - modernist or postmodernist modes of engagement, criticized as
lacking social engagement, more conventionally evaluated as ‘literary’ and

‘European’ (Mkhize, 2001; cf. Coetzee, 1988).12

In the continuing quest for the best mode of South African cultural expression, and
in the import of South Africa’s ‘shift from revolution to reform’ (O’Brien 2001: 38),
lay echoes of older debates: issues of control and conferral of aesthetic standards,
the location of ‘good taste’ and originality, the language of ownership, and the
contested place of colonialist, white-liberal, liberal-formal standardization. In the
spectre of the return of the depoliticized, autonomous text lay implications of
patronage from an intellectual white liberal elite, and the turning of associated
universalized standards against emergent, local, alternative aesthetics. Ari Sitas’s
aggressive response to Sachs’ paper in the Weekly Mail (9-15 February 1990)
returned wholesale to the donor experience of writers such as Dhlomo, Biko, and
Black Consciousness writers, as he castigated ‘the castrating practices of Ravan

Press editors’ (qtd. in Ménager-Everson, 1992: 62).

As I goontodiscuss, at the time of the publication of Missing Persons and of the Sachs
debate, Vladislavi¢ was assistant editing Ravan’s flagship magazine, Staffrider, in the
midst of this emphatic 1989 rearticulation of the critical gap in literary production,
between forms which favour, broadly speaking: dialectical-materialist (the material
well-being of the masses vulnerable to the elision of individual specificities); and
liberal-formalist or postmodern aestheticization (vulnerable to the outsider
position of inadequate ‘witness’ or the abstraction that diminishes the material
inequalities of lived experience in South Africa). In the cultural environment that
produced Vladislavi¢’s emergent writing and in which he was editing at Ravan, these
debates also provide an indication of the newness of the rupture that lay beyond the
end of apartheid, what Elleke Boehmer has described as ‘a space of which it was

impossible to imagine the shape’ (1998: 45). This reiteration takes on pointed

12 These shorthand terms (cited) which capture the polarization of the debate are Jubalani Mkhize’s,
the juxtaposition lying in writers’ chosen mode of engagement with apartheid South Africa rather
than necessarily racial lines. See 2001: 170-187; 173 in particular.
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significance, then, at the very moment the ANC began to consider its political future
and the possibilities of entering the global market economy as credible national
participant. The tenor of these debates echoes a broader retreat from alternative,
radical political futures, its ‘normalization’ as O’Brien coins it (2001), as well as
consolidation of the ANC’s cultural wings in the continued struggle for

empowerment against structural racist segregation and epistemic violence.

From this timeframe, and mindful of the specific backdrop of the debate of ‘cultural
settlement’, Tony Morphet’s early assessment of Vladislavi¢’s ironic treatment of
contemporary South African society in Missing Persons views the collection as
‘translocative across the lines of the multiple discourses that are constructing the
cultural nodes and spaces of society’ (1990, qtd. in Marais, 2011: 27; emphasis in
original). Correlatively, concentrating on the ways in which the stories read across
and exceed the bounds of previously held groupings, Sue Marais’ incisive reading
stresses the collection’s dislocative properties: in Vladislavi¢’s deployment of the
short story cycle, ‘a form conventionally associated, both in its local and
international manifestations, with regionalism and community’, Marais identifies a
radical subversion of any collective sense of identity or of national belonging
attached to place (2011: 27-28; 1992: 46). In these readings, the spaces of the South
African national and literary imaginary are multiple and heterogeneous.
Vladislavi¢’s collection writes across its possibilities for relocation and discursive

resituation.

The ways in which the registration of these multiple local nodes have travelled
through the international reception of Missing Persons are also revealing of an
inheritance of persistent division across and into perceptions of the post-apartheid
literary field, what Rian Malan in 2010 called its separated ‘kingdoms of
consciousness’ (qtd. in Twidle, 2012: 16). Enabled by a set of international frames,
the crossings that Missing Persons effects indicate a mobilisation of a literary
transnationalism: its fantastical, meta-narrative qualities register the text as an
early exemplar of contemporary African “anti-’ or ‘magic- realism” (Mukherjee,
2012; Grzeda, 2013), renovating ‘a narrative language conditioned and chained by

the oppressive model of social realism’ (Guidotti, 1999: 235); and providing a
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vehicle for the reconciliation of Eurocentric Western rationalism and African
tradition (Grzeda, 2013). Acknowledging Vladislavi¢’s Euro-American influences,
critics have identified Missing Person’s narrative-resistant tendencies as
postmodern rather than magical-realist (see Barris, 2010: 285; cf. Gaylard, 2005;
Thurman, 2011). Detailing the fractured, suburban Anglo-South African white
experience in the close locales of Pretoria, Missing Persons, in its particular South
Africanness, announces its entrance to the ‘world’ and an ‘African’ literary. Yet
behind these critical assessments, there is a return to the very formal, generic and
socio-political categorizations that Vladislavi¢’s book disarticulates in the moment
and place of its production, the terms on which a ‘minority literature’, in this case

‘white’, are predicated on (see Gaylard, 2011: 8; cf. Coetzee, 1988).

Missing Persons has remained, then, a relatively local affair, published in a still
isolated apartheid state by leading internal oppositional publisher David Philip
(1989).13 It also remains relatively neglected in international reception (see
Thurman and Marais, in Gaylard, 2011), through which it tends to be read as
confirming models of literary writing that dominated the latter apartheid years,
albeit in its departures from these modes. This is the case despite concerted efforts
by Vladislavi¢’s second publisher, Umuzi, a local imprint of Random House-Struik
operating from Cape Town, at redress for both of Vladislavi¢’s early collections,
Missing Persons (1989) and the later Propaganda by Monuments (1996a).14 In 2010,
Umuzi produced the joint anthology Flashback Hotel: Early Stories, for launch with
an author appearance for the ‘South Africa Pavilion’ focus of the 2010 London Book
Fair. This launch failed, not necessarily through a lack of readiness in the market:
Vladislavi¢’s international reputation and acclaim had been steadily rising, primarily
through international editions and translations of The Folly (UK, Granta in 1994),
and Portrait with Keys (2006a), the first of Umuzi’s Vladislavi¢ titles (published in
the UK by Portobello Books). It was due, rather, to an ‘Act of God’: the intended

13 David Philip, one of the leading interventionist publishers of the apartheid era is credited alongside
Ravan Press and Ad Donker with transforming the South African literary marketplace in the early
1970s, each taking risks to publish in spite of censorship (McDonald, 2009: 83; 132). Operating as a
commercial publisher during apartheid, David Philip survived into the post-apartheid period, and
remained Vladislavi¢'s publisher from Missing Persons (1989) through to The Restless Supermarket
(2001; David Philip produced a second edition of Restless in 2006).

14 Gerald Gaylard (2005: 135) judges the earlier Missing Persons ‘inferior’ to Propaganda by
Monuments & Other Stories (1996a).
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international marketing opportunities for South African authors and publishers
were eclipsed by the volcanic ash cloud that stopped air travel across Europe,

leaving the South Africa pavilion at Earls Court all but deserted.

Missing Persons, though, has appeared in more than one guise, and Flashback Hotel
did prompt some critical redress of the relative neglect of Vladislavi¢’s earliest short

(o

story collection. Christopher Thurman’s essay “Il take up my spade and I dig”:
Verwoerd, Tsafendas and the Position of the Writer in the Early Fiction of Ivan
Vladislavi¢’ (2011) focuses on two stories from Missing Persons, ‘The Prime-Minister
is Dead’ and ‘Tsafendas’s Diary’, both of which revisit the circumstances
surrounding the assassination of notorious ‘architect of apartheid’ Hendrik
Verwoerd in 1966. With reference to interview material and his reading of the two
early stories, Thurman extends the received dominant conception of Vladislavi¢ as
a ‘post-apartheid writer’, which Vladislavi¢ dismisses as a false distinction and a

‘marketing category’ (2011: 56).

Vladislavi¢ has previously talked about the continuing presence of the past and the
impossibility of erasing the structural dominance of apartheid in his fiction (see
Warnes, 2000: 278-9), and in discussion with Thurman, apartheid in the mid-80s
takes on the permanence of ‘interminability’ (56). On this basis, Thurman develops
Vladislavi¢’s position in critical reception, illustrating that the textual sophistication
evident in the stories, particularly when read with aspects of Vladislavi¢’'s
biography, straddles the descriptors of ‘apartheid-era’ and ‘post-apartheid’
literature, evincing as much a mode of writing that reinvents (post)modernist,
avant-garde European models as writing that is, and is rather, conditioned by living
through apartheid; present ‘long after its ostensible termination’ (2011: 56). The
interrelationships between the two stories, ‘Tsafendas’s Diary’ and ‘The Prime-
Minister is Dead’, and Vladislavi¢’s imaginative re-entry to the seminal moment in
apartheid history, is read by Thurman as part of a response to the challenge of
finding a position as a writer under apartheid’s conditioning, entering its ‘big public
spectacle’, as Vladislavi¢ himself puts it (qtd. in Thurman, 2011: 63). Missing Persons,
and in particular these two early stories, then, announce a new writing position, one

which sees Vladislavi¢ ‘making creative use of the problem of inheriting ‘whiteness’
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in South Africa’ (Thurman, 2011: 49).

Thurman’s re-situation of Vladislavi¢ as a writer emerging with experimental
fictions in the suitably ‘liminal’ moment of 1989, can be productively extended
through attention to the first publication contexts of the stories collected by the
David Philip publication. Attention to the first appearances of stories from the
volume resituates their interventions in the local literary scene through South
Africa’s successive states of emergency in the 1980s: publications in the ‘little’ local
Sesame bracket the states of emergency, with the first, ‘Flashback Hotel *TYYY’,1>
(Renoster Books, Johannesburg, No. 5 - Autumn), appearing in 1985, the year the
first of the 1980s states of emergency was imposed in response to violent unrest in
the townships; after Missing Persons, Sesame republished ‘A Science of Fragments’
in 1990 (Autumn, No. 13), the momentous year for South African politics, and the
lifting of the states of emergency and international sanctions. Three further stories
from Missing Persons were published in local literary magazines in 1988:
‘Tsafendas’s Diary’ in Staffrider (7:1); Stet, the predominantly Afrikaans little
magazine that occasionally published pieces in English of merit, included
Vladislavic¢’s story ‘The Box’ (5:2, April); and ‘We Came to the Monument’ appeared,
again in Sesame (No0.10, Winter).16 Vladislavi¢’s aesthetic develops in this period

though the discursive network that these magazine publications afford.

Discussing ‘The Prime Minister is Dead’, the only story from Missing Persons to have
had its first appearance internationally in TriQuarterly, the Chicago Northwestern
University literary journal in 1987 (No. 69, Spring/Summer; 447-453), Vladislavi¢

labels it ‘a state of emergency’ story: ‘[t]he story itself doesn’t emerge from the

15 This is the first of Vladislavi¢’s stories later included in Missing Persons to emerge onto the local
writing scene, and the titular story of the Umuzi double volume, Flashback Hotel (2010a), which
includes Missing Persons and Propaganda by Monuments, (originally David Philip, 1989 and 1996a
respectively). As well as redressing relative neglect for Vladislavi¢’s early work, this collected
product is a commercial move towards alignment in the initial negotiations for Vladislavi¢’s list and
entire oeuvre by Umuzi/Random House Struik, South Africa.

16 Stories from Vladislavi¢’s second collection, Propaganda by Monuments (David Philip, 1996a) had
similar initial publication trajectories. In South Africa: ‘The WHITES ONLY Bench’, in New Contrast
1993 (21.3), the oldest surviving literary journal in South Africa, originally edited as Contrast by Jack
Cope; and ‘Propaganda by Monuments’ in Staffrider, 1992 (10.4). Internationally: ‘The Tuba’
appeared in World Literature Today in 1996 (70.1), University of Oklahoma; ‘The Book Lover’ was
included in the anthology Obsession (Serpent’s Tail, London, 1995), edited by Sarah Lefanu and
Stephen Hayward.
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moment of liberation; it emerges from the heart of apartheid, one of the most
oppressive times under apartheid’” (qtd. in Thurman 2011: 55). In its first
publication context, the ‘imaginative roping-together’ of the generational marker of
Verwoerd’s assassination, the titular subject of the story, and the oppressive heart
of apartheid in the 1980s is made explicit in its contextual arrangement.l” As I
explore further below, the TriQuarterly anthology that includes Vladislavi¢’s state of
emergency story seeks to redress a map of South African cultural production drawn

from its outside.

International Academic Persons

‘The Prime Minister is Dead’ was collected in a special issue of TriQuarterly subtitled
‘From South Africa: New Writing, Photographs and Art’ (1987). In their introduction
to the issue as ‘editors for an overseas audience’ (28), David Bunn and Jane Taylor,
both then lecturers at the University of the Western Cape, make clear their
understanding of their mediative discursive position as anthologists, constructing
South Africa as a particular object of knowledge for consumption in the Western
academy. Alongside their stress on the oppressive climate of the state of emergency
South Africa - ‘the Botha government’s crisis-riddled attempt to control the
uncontrollable’ (20) - they explicitly point to the issue’s focus on the liberating anti-
apartheid energies of the contributors’ work and counter to the ‘bombard[ment]’ of
international coverage, ‘sometimes determined by stereotypes of South Africa
common in the sixties’ (19). Running at an extensive 496 pages, the issue collects
contemporaneous cultural production from established and unknown new,
internationally renowned and more locally recognized artists and writers. Its

contents are closely paratextually bracketed: prefatory notes explain the inclusion

17 In discussion with Thurman, Vladislavi¢ states that ‘[w]hat’s being roped together imaginatively’
in ‘The Prime Minister is Dead’ is the assassination of Verwoerd and memories of the pageantry and
public display of military might involved in the celebrations of the inauguration of the Republic of
South Africa in 1961. Thurman re-cites Vladislavi¢ in the roping formulation I have borrowed here,
‘because it demonstrates the extent to which Vladislavi¢’s work resists the fallacious assumptions
about authenticity and authorial ‘integrity’ that underlie an increasingly dominant genre in South
African literature (following a global trend), namely ‘life writing” (2011: 52). These issues of
authorial responsibility are in evidence throughout the thesis, particularly in relation to the quotidian
material of Johannesburg, the city in which Vladislavié¢ works and lives, and its re-working through
Vladislavi¢’s prose. The relation of this re-working to the generic dominance and demand for ‘the real’
in a post-apartheid literary market inflected by global capital is explored in more detail in part III.
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of visual art in the issue and that this is the first time any of the pieces have been
published in the US; each contributing piece is prefaced with biographical notes;
appendices include a chronology of events in South African history, glossaries of
place names and acronyms, and an accompanying map locating its cultural

production.

The scholarly care with which the multi-modal issue is framed highlights the
significance of concerns about the potential for ‘sanctioned ignorance’ (Spivak,
1999: 2) concerning apartheid South Africa’s reception in the West, as ‘fetishistic...of
racial allegory’. Herein the presumption of South Africa as a ‘fully knowable’ space,
named and known, reducible to sets of politically binarized agendas, flattens
complexity and maintains a hegemonic relation to knowledge production from the
global South, as Laura Chrisman argues (2003: 140). Re-imaging South Africa’s
cultural heterogeneity in the broad collective of its anti-apartheid episteme is
simultaneously tasked with the uneasy identification and re-imposition of an
exemplary and coherently organized, unified South African cultural space. The
radical potential available in a broader, demotic and accessible range of a
democratized understanding of culture is evident in the tensions between its
disruptive potential, its heterogeneity, and its need to cohere under a broadly

recognisably liberal project in the West.

Vladislavi¢’s biographical note in TriQuarterly states that this is his first story in any
‘major publication’ and that ‘he has just completed a collection of short stories that
includes ‘The Prime Minister is Dead” (447). The ‘completed collection’ yet to be
published may account for the flurry of stories from Missing Persons that saw their
first publications in South Africa in 1988. After the TriQuarterly publication, ‘The
Prime Minister is Dead’ saw its second publication in 1988(a), also in a formal,
scholarly context, the journal of the English Academy of South Africa, English
Academy Review (5:1, February). The issue, whose short, prefatory editorial note
serves only as an apology for its omissions and ‘deficiencies’, again attests to the
ungovernable proliferation of new forms of knowledge and cultural production
pressing at elite institutional bounds and guardianship of what might constitute

‘South African’ cultural production in the late eighties, as well as an openness to its



34

accommodation, and a desire to be seen as open to change of fixed parameters. Of
its six critical articles, the issue includes two on the position of South African literary
studies in the state of emergency: Michael Chapman’s ‘The liberated zone: the
possibilities of imaginative expression in a state of emergency’, oft cited as
paradigmatic of a radical, materialist response to debates about the relevance of the
aesthetic or its subordination to the political; and an article entitled ‘Fictions of the
Future’ by Margaret Lenta. Chapman’s search for a position between ‘liberal-
Marxist’ and ‘liberal humanist’ academic polarities, sensitive to ‘the zone of
imaginative possibilities as to that of the liberation struggle’ (1988: 42), is in implicit
dialogue with Lenta’s, which opens a shared set of concerns with futurity for writers
‘living in an apparently interminable interregnum’ (133). ‘The Prime Minister is
Dead’ and Vladislavi¢’s contemporary stories register and resonate with these

concerns.

Bunn and Taylor’s anthology comes under scrutiny in Chapman’s assessment for
according attention to poetry with openly materialist leanings and to ‘COSATU
worker poetry [more] than to writing...which might be more versatile in the more
recognisably literary sense’ (1988: 33). Attempting to find a position for literary
expression in the dislocations of apartheid’s emergency, he suggests they ‘may be
right’ in the ‘context of human suffering’, human rights violations and the urgency of
reshaping socio-economic arrangements in South Africa (33). The volume is
exceptionally versatile in its representative reach, its inclusivity and subsequent
illustration of a broad, anti-apartheid solidarity which cut across mechanistic
cultural and aesthetic divides, as well as across racial and class-based divisions, and

undercutting ‘stereotypes’ for its intended international audience.

Vladislavi¢’s story is a versatile and recognisably ‘literary’ response to the public
spectacle of apartheid. Its political critique is, on ‘struggle literature’ and on
Chapman’s tentative terms, oblique. Its estranging black humour and absurdity is

developed through an imaginative retelling of an ‘ordinary place’ in Pretoria (1987:
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447),18 the suburb renamed after the ‘chopped ...up’ Verwoerd,1® made into a living
‘monument’ (448). Against the monumental, the quotidian is troped through
gardening metaphors, domestic plots of barely fenced off veld, connecting a white
suburban family’s response to the drama of the procession of the state funeral,
combined with the militarized pageantry of the inauguration of the Republic (31
May, 1961; see Thurman, 2011: 52). ‘[C]ontrary to a supposedly forward marching
journey of a ‘voortrekkerik volk” (Peters, 1998: 238), the truck carrying Verwoerd'’s
corpse ‘cough[s], jerk[s]’ and unceremoniously stalls, opening ‘a fascinating gap’
(1987: 452) for the young narrator, and a point of skew of apartheid’s official
narrative as he accompanies his father carrying the body of the sovereign chair and
visionary of Apartheid in their wheelbarrow to his grave. This site is compressed in
the young boy’s head with the compost heap in his back yard, ‘on which practically
anything would grow’ (448). It is the hummus of a rich everyday, infused with the
malevolent violence and the stuttering of a falsely constructed history that cannot

hold its place.

As part of the representative texts selected as both responsive to and shifting
Western images of South Africa’s ‘peripheral’ struggle in a ‘major’ collection (Bunn
and Taylor, 1987), these publications are an early registration of the complex
network of interactions and hierarchies that structure responses to Vladislavi¢’s
work as ‘South African literature’ (cf. Van der Vlies, 2007: esp. 7-12). They are also
an example of the ‘same’ text as signifying differently across different bibliographic
settings, as Stefan Helgesson suggests after Bornstein’s Material Modernisms (2009:
11).20 These arrangements and accruals of meaning become markedly legible in the
interactions between the texts later published in Missing Persons and their earlier,
‘smaller’ publishing contexts - short stories in often short-lived, ephemeral
magazines: little locals Stet (in 1988c); Staffrider (1988b); and Sesame (in 1985,
1988d, and 1990).

18 Citations of ‘The Prime Minister is Dead’ are drawn from Bunn and Taylor’s anthology (1987); all
further parenthetical references are to this publication.

19 Verwoerd was stabbed, but Vladislavi¢’s ‘ghoulish Grandma’ (Brown, 1990: 127), reports this
grislier act of dismemberment (1987: 448). Vladislavi¢’s use of ‘panga’ here, and earlier ‘skoffel’
necessitates a footnote translation from the editors, one of the only instances of translation of
Afrikaans words in Vladislavié¢’s anglophone publication contexts.

20 Helgesson follows McGann'’s ‘bibliographical code’ to denote the specificity of printed materials,
and print-material conditions in Southern African literary production.
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Literary magazines: little local(e)s

Literary magazines and journals are significant sites of cultural production in the
dissemination of new voices and developments in writing. They are important
forums for criticism and comment in the form of essays and reviews, and in the
constitution of new readerships (Oliphant, 2001; McDonald, 2009). Highlighting the
engagement between literary production and non-literary discourse, and frequently
providing space for participation through correspondence pages and invitation for
submissions, they are public forums in contradistinction to the individual literary
work (Morrison, 2001), generative of networks of common interest. Writing of the
production and dissemination of print cultural products, Andries Oliphant (2001:
91) describes how the ‘socially based activities involving a wide range of processes
which constitute, reproduce, oppose, resist, and transform the socio-cultural
environment’ are concentrated by the tendency to the short-life span of the literary
journal. A serial and transitory form, literary journals are necessarily responsive to
their conditions of production and dissemination, inherently contemporary and

current, with an inevitably intensive intimacy between their context and time.

This inflection is dependent on their individual circumstances and characters, and
their influence may be limited by various factors: their range of distribution, small,
often intensely loyal special interest audiences, level of sales, popularity and
influence; but the periodical nature and short-lived ephemera of literary magazines
presents opportunities for writers unavailable in more permanent published media.
There are more frequent publishing opportunities; they provide a flexible forum
open to experimental work; significantly in the oppositional environment of South
Africa in the eighties, journals provided the opportunity for that work to enter into
co-constitutive relationships with the ideological stance of a particular publishing
house or institution, its editors, artists and designers, as well as its audience;
alongside various other connections in the field, this presents a wider reception

context and a try-out site for the initial presentation of new work.

The significance of the ‘little’ or avant-garde alternative magazine in the
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development of South African literary culture is beginning to attract critical
attention (see early positions from Gardiner, 2002; this is also noted by Gunner,
2005: 5), but the scope of study is limited by the form’s tendency to remain outside
of formal institutional structures and archives, both in production and through
private collection. This is particularly true of those shaped through and despite the
censorious environment of apartheid. If the literary journal offers an alternative and
performative sense of its locality and time, little magazines concentrate further the
fitful energies of anti-establishment periodicals, and their relationships to cultural
durability and literary normativity, offering ways of reading shifts and flows in
literary culture otherwise unavailable in volumes or collections, and that may be
obscured by processes of canon-formation and literary valuation (cf. McKible on the

modernist ‘little’, 2002: 10-11).

The literary magazines through which Vladislavi¢’s stories first emerge into the local
context prior to the commodity product that is the book each perform as self-
consciously self-instituting sites of their own distinct projects and manifestos, freed
from institutional and scholarly funding, revenue and reputational requirements, at
least nominally if not fully in practice. As mentioned, Vladislavi¢’s writing appeared
across three local literary magazines in 1988: two ‘littles’, Sesame (Renoster Books),
and Stet (Taurus); and Staffrider (Ravan Press), which, although strictly outside of
the genre of the little magazine on its print and circulation figures, shares the values
and ethos of its contemporary little magazines.2! Where I define the ‘littleness’ that
these magazines share, the delineations of the modernist, avant-garde ‘little’ is
useful, as a group of magazines that ‘have lived a kind of private life of their own on
the margins of culture ... the gathering places for the ‘irreconcilables’ of ...literary
tradition ... noncommercial by intent’ (Hoffman, Allen, and Ulrich, 1946: v; 2). With
its history of an internationally oriented Euro-American avant-garde, as a forum for
experimental writing and the self-conscious establishment of alternative
communities of writers, the modernist little magazine has consistently raised

questions about the place of the popular and elite, the alternative and contestatory,

21 At its inception in 1978, Staffrider had a print run of 10,000 and through this number declined in
the eighties, it was still printing 4000 copies into the 1990s (Oliphant, [1991] 2001: 92).
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and the interaction in reshaping literary national and social imaginaries in their
relation to international aesthetic drives and norms. The form in South Africa in the
eighties carries and significantly refocuses these issues, particularly in the explicit
politicisation and challenge of operation in the local literary field, and the
sharpening of each of the categories that contour the ‘little’ under late apartheid:
‘private’, ‘margins’, ‘irreconcilables’, ‘literary tradition’, and the intentionally

‘noncommercial’ are each subject to protean politicized re-definition.

The internally variegated and counter-cultural specificities of the contexts of these
little literary magazines are legible in concentrated form through their pages,
energized by their mission and intent, writing to and from the heterogeneity and
unruliness of the cultural field in the eighties. Often, they combine a sense of
foreboding of the interminable interregnum with the forward-facing possibility in
the potential of apartheid’s end, both through their Contents pages, and in their
Editorials and Comment sections. In their literary sociality and distinct identities in
their often-clear proclamations of their intent and politics, these magazines
emphatically utilize the form’s rallying points of unification, necessary for the
identity of the local magazine in a contested environment. These littles, hosts of
Vladislavic’s early stories in the 1980s states of emergency, provided legitimate sites
of alternative, avoiding the censor and subsequent conservatism, and presenting a
challenge to unitary spaces - the book, the publishing house, the canon - and to

unidirectional flows of circulation and valuation (cf. Tashjian, 1975: xii).

Although Staffrider had some circulation as an international consciousness raising
periodical, at this time in South Africa the little mag form provided an avenue for an
intensely local focus, and the constitution of smaller, by their nature, decentred
literary publics, with an acute sense of a mission in engendering a space for the
diverse possibilities of the literary that the failing project of apartheid and its state
mechanisms had attempted to silence. If there was a broad sense of anti-apartheid
purpose, these magazines assumed characters and positions of their own, largely
attributable to their editors and the direction they steered their periodicals in.
Initiated by literary academics and committed intellectuals, each with a close

connection to the University of the Witwatersrand, they were produced from
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alternative and oppositional publishing houses that had been formed in direct
hostility to apartheid deformations of the literary establishment. Part of the street,
‘city, suburb and township’ (Gardiner, 2002: 28), rather than taking place through
the formal institutional space of the university or the white-owned book markets,
literary output was relatively freed from the constraints of departments of English

and institutionalized literary norms.

Each of these little magazines, centred in Johannesburg, engendered their own
particular form of sociality, revealing in its ambition and limits, across and through
the reach of their pages. As available positions for anglophone South African writing,
each of these magazines represent distinct literary spaces with differing contextual
reflections of receptivity to Vladislavi¢’s early experimental, postmodern fictions.
Sesame, Stet and Staffrider, carrying Vladislavi¢’s early stories in 1988, emerge into
the ‘radical transformative possibilities the eighties espoused’ (O’Brien, 2001: 1-6),
and the ‘balkanization’ of literature and literary production (Chapman, 1996: xvi),
that had taken so much of its moral and political authority around genre and form
(in anglophone terms, ‘black’, ‘African’, politicized social and mimetic realism;
‘white’, ‘European’ postmodern, ‘uncommitted’ aesthetics; and the ‘white’,

‘anguished’ English liberal position).

If Vladislavi¢’s engagement with the socio-cultural field in the eighties indicates a
wider sense of anti-apartheid solidarity, the divisions that separated each
production context and gave the magazines their individual spirit and energies as
alternative oppositional publications also illustrated a series of oppositions within
the South African literary field for white Anglo-South African writers. Vladislavi¢’s
stories across these contexts appear to illustrate varied landing points of
participation in South Africa’s ‘archipelago’ of literary culture (Gray, 1979), and the
intersection of a series of margins. These distinctions also indicate the operation of
these oppositions at and through a variegated but marginal territory: at the margins
of the apartheid state; of militant black opposition; and, under isolationist apartheid
South Africa, to the market determinations of the metropolitan literary centres
(Chapman, 1996; Brouillette, 2007; Barnett, 1999a). Vladislavi¢’s stories indicate

the heterogeneity of local, predominantly white spaces of cultural authority, as well
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as the historically produced antagonisms between alternative localizations of

knowledge production, of different ‘South Africanizations’ (Helgesson, 2016).

The significance of location and solidarity in these small, intensely performative
sites foregrounds the question of positionality. If, as book history scholars remind
us after Bourdieu, the ‘space of position-takings’ for South African writers reveals a
complicated and deeply unstable relation to literary valuation in relation to national
and international hegemonies and capital flows, and to the possibility of identifying
any unified category or ‘field’ (Van der Vlies, 2007; Brouillette, 2007), this position-
taking, both in terms of the internal dynamics of Vladislavi¢’s stories and in the
politico-cultural dynamics of their paratextual arrangements, reveals itself across
these different, distinct forums. Black publisher Jaki Seroke explicitly aligns his
sense of the self-fulfilling operation of the era’s ‘repressive tolerance’ in censorship,
‘sensitive literature [circulating] among the educated, the politicized, so that the
converted would be speaking to the converted’, with the restrictions on the
imagination imposed by paranoias and fears of ‘the blue pencil’ (1985: 38). As the
literary magazine extended and diversified the public voice, evading government
repression by various means, they also became increasingly important sites for the
arbitration or political ‘guardianship’ of the new South African literary space, each
wielding the power of their own editorial blue pencils in the shifting political

allegiances of successive state censors and boards (McDonald, 2009).

Wielding said pencil as an editor for Ravan, and as assistant editor for Staffrider, with
a story appearing in the magazine in the same year as those published in Stet, and
Sesame (1988), Vladislavic’s interactions with literary magazines, from both sides of
the desk, bring questions of production — who writes and for whom? - and cultural
authority - who publishes and disseminates and for whom? (see McDonald, 2009) -
to the fore, furnishing a nascent self-positioning of his own work in the South African
cultural-literary imaginary. Attention to the production contexts of these early
stories across these distinct local sites, informs an accretive, sideways reading of
Vladislavi¢’s first work and helps to envision the development of a new writing
position formed under apartheid, one which informs and complicates the dominant

picture of an aesthetically and binarized field, weaponized in the service of ‘the
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struggle’. The significance of the stories’ surrounding inter- and intratextual
contexts and the magazines’ responses both to the divisiveness of apartheid and the
changing needs of activism in the later 1980s nuances how we might read
Vladislavi¢’s writing ‘entrance’ through Missing Persons and its local, translocal and

international designations in critical reception.

Stet (Taurus): ‘The Box‘ (1988)

Definition of stet - transitive verb | \ 'stet\

stetted stetting

: to direct retention of (a word or passage previously ordered to be deleted or
omitted from a manuscript or printer's proof) by annotating usually with the
word stet

Vladislavi¢ has cited both the Euro-American avant-garde and the Afrikaans
literature he studied during his joint literature major in the English and the
Afrikaans & Nederlands departments at Wits University (the University of the
Witwatersrand) as a direct inspiration for his own fiction (2000: 274; 2010b). As
part of his formative writing practice incubated in the Afrikaans department, the
influence of Stet (1982-1991), ‘a really great literary magazine’ and one of the first
places he published (2000: 274), is clear. An Afrikaans ‘little’, Stet carried
Vladislavi¢’s story, ‘The Box’, in English in 1988 (5:2).

Stet ran to twenty issues between October 1982 and February 1991, driven by Gerrit
Olivier and the magazine’s designer Tienie du Plessis, with the financial backing of
the vigorous anti-volk publishing house Taurus (1975-1991). Taurus, considered
the most prominent and successful Afrikaans oppositional publishing house of the
apartheid era, began, like many small interventionist publishers, as a ‘cross between
a clandestine publisher and a mail-order book club’ (McDonald 2009: 100). Initiated
when Afrikaans press Human en Rousseau refused Andre Brink’s ‘n Oomblik in die
Wind after the banning of his Kennis van die Aand sent ‘shockwaves through the
Afrikaans establishment’ (Van der Vlies, 2013: 120), Taurus was formed by a group
of Afrikaans literary academics and writers affiliated to the new non-racial Writers’

Guild, Skrywersgilde, including progressive fiction writer and influential teacher of
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Vladislavi¢’s, John Miles. 22 Aiming to provide an avenue for interventionist writing
that could side-step the censors and 'compromised’ publishing houses, Taurus also
worked with sympathetic English-language oppositional publishers, notably with
Ravan, who gave Taurus access to their facilities to typeset their manuscripts in
secret (Venter, 2007; in Van der Vlies, 2013: 120), and who co-published with
Taurus local editions of July’s People (1981) and Something Out There (1984) with
Gordimer’s support; ‘a gesture’ as Joe Lelyveld acknowledges in a New York Times
article in May 1991, ‘to the publishers who have done the most to withstand
censorship’ (qtd. in Van der Vlies, 2013: 122).23

Stet was Taurus’s iconoclastic literary periodical. The climate of activist publishing,
and of Ravan’s cooperation with Taurus, is informed by a statement of du Plessis’ in
a 2007 interview with Jurgen Deysel (43): ‘[during] apartheid there was so much
estrangement. Never mind the estrangement between black and white; there was
alienation between the English and the Afrikaans. We had good relations with the
so-called brown Afrikaans writers, but apart from that there was little
cooperation’.24 Not only does this illustrate the multiple anxieties determining, and
determined by the need for small, separate avenues of subversive operation under
apartheid conditions; it also provides an indication of the determining conditions of
relations between English and Afrikaans production networks, each of which
produced these publishing house’s flagship magazines, Staffrider and Stet, and
which, in turn, involved the development of localized communities of readerships

and consumption networks.

22 Taurus was founded in 1975 by academics Ampie Coetzee, Ernst Lindenberg and John Miles. To
bypass the censor and mainstream bookselling conservatism, Taurus distributed the entire print run
of Brink’s ‘n Oomblik in die Wind, their first title, by mail order, using compositors who could not read
Afrikaans. They began to employ more conventional modes of distribution through the 1980s,
although booksellers still refused to stock some of their titles. (See McDonald, 2009: 100-103.)

23 Neither of these Ravan-Taurus local editions of Gordimer’s novels, July’s People or Something Out
There were picked up by the police, who had previously sent in two works associated with the
presses to the censorship board, both of which were passed: The Black Interpreters, published by
Ravan in 1973, and What Happened to Burger’s Daughter, or How South African Censorship Works
(1980), a booklet published by Taurus, financed by Gordimer in support of Taurus’s opposition to
censorship and distributed free. See McDonald, 2009: 239; and Coetzee, 1984: 32.

24 This is Deysel’s translation, from a personal interview held with the author (22 May 2007,
Pretoria): ‘In apartheid was daar soveel verwydering. Never mind die verwydering tussen swart en
wit; daar was verwydering tussen Engels en Afrikaans. So ons het goeie verhoudings gehad met die
sogenaamde bruin Afrikaanse skrywers, maar daar was min ander samewerking. Dit was 'n politieke
ding. As jy iets gedoen het, was dit politiek. Jy kon nie daarvan ontsnap nie’ (2007: 43).
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‘The Box’

Vladislavi¢’s story ‘The Box’ is one of two stories in English in the issue of Stet it
appears in (5:2, April 1988, 20-23).2> The story in its context foregrounds the issue
of language and translation, central in terms of ethnic divisions in ‘whiteness’
(recalling Du Plessis’ statement about ‘brown’ Afrikaans writers above). Praised as
the voice of the new postmodern generation, Stet represented a ‘significant breaking
away from the cultural laager of the Afrikaner’ (Barnard, 2004: 721) and provided a
forum for radicalized rebellious voices in opposition to the conservatism
dominating Afrikaans literature (Oliphant, 2001: 101). Many of Stet's contributors
who went on to become part of the Afrikaans canon, established their anti-
apartheid, anti-establishment credentials through early publication in the
magazine.2® Intended as ‘a mouthpiece for the Afrikaans lefties’ (Du Plessis in
Deysel, 2007: 39), building on the dissent and pantextual experimentation of earlier
Afrikaans ‘littles,” such as Wurm (1966-70), Stet was openly subversive, aggressive

in its challenge against the government.

In an essay published in an early Stet (issue 3, June 1985), entitled “Towards a
National Culture: Oedipus, and Albino, and Others’, prominent poet and activist
Jeremy Cronin was part of a voice celebrating the magazine’s intervention; but the
essay also cautioned Stet’s preoccupation with the legacy and overturning of the
Afrikaner patriarchy. Arguing that the reactionary and negative nature of its critique
and resulting ‘oedipal and bohemian politics’ boundaried its identity articulations
to such an extent that it may cut itself off from the broader struggle for inclusive
democracy in South Africa, Cronin suggested that the journal’s ironic protest is

‘comparable to that of the Black Consciousness movement of the 1970s’, part of a

25 The other is a compact short stream of consciousness piece that barely takes up a full column,
‘Original Dreamtime’ by Tony Burton (13).

26 Deysel lists an illustrative and wide range of Afrikaans contributors, which indicates Stet's span
across genre, typical of the more subversive of the little magazines: academic articles by authors such
as Leon de Kock, Joan Hambidge, Daniel Hugo, Leonard Koza, Koos Prinsloo, Dan Roodt, Henriette
Roos and Hein Willemse; drama by writers such as Hennie Aucamp and Lettie Viljoen; extracts from
longer works from novelists Theunis Engelbrecht, Christoffel Lessing, Fransi Phillips and Wessel
Pretorius; short stories by Arnold Blumer, MC Botha, Ryk Hattingh, André Letoit, Hansie Pienaar, Paul
Riekert, Alexander Strachan, Etienne van Heerden, Eben Venter and George Weideman, and editor of
Staffrider magazine Chris van Wyk; poetry, with contributions by Breyten Breytenbach, Daniel Hugo,
Rosa Keet, Antjie Krog, Peter Snyders, Wilma Stockenstrém, Barend ] Toerien, and Marlene van
Niekerk (some of whom Vladislavi¢ has edited and assisted in translating). Deysel's list also includes
the genres of: aphorisms; translations; comics; photo essays; letters; and interviews (2007: 42).
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short-term politicizing strategy, necessary for the immediacy of the time, but

ultimately limiting and self-enclosing (qtd. in Barnard, 2004: 721-2).

Conflicting tensions inherent in the satirical critique Stet clearly put forward into
literary circles illustrate the dominance of a legacy of violent division and its
correlative issue of language and literary value in the apartheid context. In the issue
‘The Box’ sees its first publication in, Stet’s aggressive, ‘oedipal’ tenor is accessible
in the magazine’s vigorous expansion of the rubric of ‘the literary’ that pushes its
communicative modes, often playfully, beyond ethno-linguistic concerns. Stet was a
highly visually experimental periodical. It harnessed multiple semiotic modes in
experiments across its pages to destabilize conventional genre and modal division
as part of its political project, confounding both ‘standards’ and the censor as the
boundaries between art, graphics, and the literary dissipate in a move typical of the
self-consciously radical, avant-garde little magazines.2” Providing space for artists,
photographers, and designers, as well as for writers participating in the revisioning
of cultural subversion as an oppositional practice, illustrations and graphics extend
beyond the borders of text or frame, expanding the rubric of both modes in their
working together (text as caption, or illustration as textual augmentation). Stark
linocuts, such as ‘Injured Police in Hospital’ by Leonard Mkhabela which is the
issue’s cover graphic, sit alongside parodic ads for the magazine itself, which
playfully recode conservative and commodity culture in a visual-verbal, self-

reflexive hoax.

The issue also carries a surreal photo-comic, ‘mike se eiers’, by Derek Harms and
Jurie Moolman, recalling one of Vladislavi¢’s early experiments with writing and
modes of visual culture is the line-drawn, comic-book illustration of his story
‘Tsafendas’s Diary’ by friend and colleague Jeff Lok. The relationship between the

written and visual modes and its context of publication, in Staffrider, also in 1988, is

27 Stet had close ties to the End Conscription Campaign, for example: self-defined as an anti-apartheid
rather than pacifist movement (see Gordimer 1988: 254; 305-6), and highly organized as a special
interest group under the non-racial umbrella of the United Democratic Front, the ECC aimed to end
conscription and encouraged thousands of young white South Africans to reject the call-up to fight in
Angola, the ‘border wars’, and increasingly in the townships. Stet deliberately published ECC posters
and pamphlets ‘to see what the government would do’, as Stet designer and former director of Taurus
puts it (in Deysel 2007: 33).
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explored below (“Tsafendas’s Diary’ - the comic book’, 1988b). The contents differ,
but both sequential comics, a medium rarely seen in contemporary literary littles,
are rendered through a radical, avant-garde and aggressively critical aesthetic
aimed at the conservative Nationalist state, placing each in a network where their
experimental energies were used as forms of explicitly political praxis In Stet, ‘mike’,
captioned in alternating Afrikaans and English, flaunts a ‘bastardized’ ‘Englikaans’,
a direct slur on the fantasy of linguistic, and therefore of the racial and cultural
purity that ‘General Civilised Afrikaans’ was tasked with carrying, and on which
apartheid state dominance rested.?8 Mike, a young white Afrikaner, dressed
throughout in his underwear, wakes up in his trailer ‘with his hand in a box full of
human faeces’, and becomes ‘constipated’ by ‘this nauseating drag that causes a
fuss’; the strip ends with Mike being ‘pestered in his domicile’ by an ‘obnoxious
photographer’ who photographs him in a liaison with another young white man, also

in his underwear like Mike, but wearing women'’s shoes (14-16).

An example of the ways Stet’s satirical and experimental visual content was used to
carry forward its critique, ‘mike’ is subversive along the lines of Cronin’s
identification of ‘oedipal’ rebellion, ‘flashing rude signs at the
Voortrekkermonument’ (Cronin in Barnard: 721). Harnessing the strong popular
history of the photocomic, the Afrikaans fotoboekie, in South Africa (Saint, 2010;
Barnard, 2004; O’Toole, 2012a), although not recognisably ‘protest literature’, and
clearly functioning as an overtly targeted oppositional piece, ‘mike’ also serves as an
appeal to form, and to the fotoboekie’s popular, and linguistic ‘democratic’
possibility in terms of comics’ informal networks of consumption, as well as its own

in the pages of Stet (Saint, 2010).2° ‘mike’ reinvents the ‘low’, generically outdated

28 The concept of linguistic ‘bastardy’ evidencing the mixed cultural history of Afrikaner identity and
language is Breyten Breytenbach’s. Saint cites Breytenbach in direct reference to the Western
photocomic (2010: 951). For a further discussion of the concept, see Kennelly, 2005; and Sanders,
2002: chapter 4. The phrase ‘Algemene Beskaafde Afrikaans’ is cited from Andrew Van der Vlies’s
discussion (2016: 191-209) of ‘provincial literature in a global time’ and the case of translations of
Marlene Van Niekerk’s novel Agaat (2004), operating internally in the Afrikaans version for the local
market, as well as into English for the world market (see Van der Vlies, 2016: 206).

29 Lily Saint suggests that, despite the form’s racially distinct marketing and content which assisted
in the inscription of hegemony and particularized sociality (see O’'Toole, 2012a, on both the
popularity and the evolution of the form), the pulpy, mass, disposable fotoboekie forged an extensive,
actively interracial readership. Saint cites examples of people learning to read both Afrikaans and
English from them, illustrating how cheap and readily available ‘white’ fotoboekies were, as well as
demonstrating that there was a white readership for ‘black’ fotoboekies, and suggesting that
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form in the pages of a literary journal to satirize conservative, heteronormative and

puritan culture.

‘The Box’ is at home in Stet’s ‘savage...excoriation of the patriarchs’, in Barnard’s
phrase, which she argues for viewing on its own terms as illustrative of the shape of
apartheid’s ‘callous and humiliating treatment of its own’ (2004: 722), as much as it
may be ‘irresponsible’ on the terms of Cronin’s broader critique. Indeed, the target
of Vladislavi¢’s story is the very possibility of being at ‘home’ in the deforming
disturbances and claustrophobic complicity of white, domestic suburbia under
apartheid. An example of a satirical text in which Vladislavi¢’s humour lampoons the
entrenchment of power (Gaylard, 2005: 132), ‘The Box’ plays with scale to satirize
the apartheid media and government axis. A suburban couple, Mary and Quentin,
deal with a new resident in their home, a six inch, unnamed ‘Prime Minister’ who
Quentin manages to pluck out of the TV one night, mid-way through a particularly
forceful speech about his commitment ‘to the maintenance of law and order’ against
‘forces in the outside world, and here within our borders...who seek to overthrow

my government by violent means’ (1988c: 20).

Another manifestation of Vladislavic¢’s interest in the intersect of visual culture and
politics, here the everyday experience of the monumental under apartheid is figured
in uncannying relations between the boundaries of virtuality and materiality,
highlighting the territorially proscribed technology of the domesticated ‘box in the
corner’ and satirising National Party anxieties about its power. Although he remains
unnamed, the story’s ‘Prime Minister’ is a foil for the ‘Groot Krokodil’, the ‘finger-
wagging’ P.W. Botha (Marais, 2011: 32), whose phrases ‘Total Onslaught’ and ‘Total
Strategy’, coined to justify the use of increasingly violent force to suppress black
resistance, were familiarized through repetition in didactic public broadcasts.
Vladislavi¢ emphasizes the irony of the controversial, belated introduction of TV to
South Africa, due to the state’s fear of national ‘dilution’, and its function as a central

technology for the circulation and perpetuation of hierarchies. We see the

Afrikaans and English mixed between their covers as much as in day-to-day speech (2010: 940-957).
For an alternative perspective and the ‘passive’ nature of consumption of the ‘photoroman’, see
Kruger and Watson Shariff, 2001.



47

contribution of ‘the box’ to the circulation of Botha’s disintegrating public image
through the eighties, and, through Quentin’s later actions, the exposed ‘structured
absence’ of black South Africans, and the violence by which people were excluded

from the social and political life of the nation (Krabill, 2010: 28).

Quentin and Mary initially keep the once censorious and powerful figure in a
hamster cage, the bars of which have clear connotations with political prisoners, and
that also, and with casual diminishing dehumanization proffered by his ‘prison’,
render him ‘incredibly cute’ (21). The cage is kept in view of ‘the set’ which they all
watch together. In one of the first of a series of parodic reversals of negotiations with
those in power and ‘a classic case of interdependence’ (22), the Prime Minister
requests Quentin retrieve his wife from the TV, which results in the accidental,
bloody and ignominious death of the Minister of Defense, ‘smash|[ed] into the wall’
to ‘drop in a heap onto the carpet’, his skull caved in ‘like an egg’ (22). In another
concession, Quentin agrees to move the Prime Minister to ‘improved’ quarters in the
spare room, where he charts the ‘expanses of the wall to wall carpet’ and ‘the limits
of his new homeland’ (22). The backdrop of the absurd and grotesque political
situation of apartheid is embedded further into the couple’s ‘little’ suburban story

and the domestic recesses of their home.

The processes of kidnap and secretion of these little creatures, violently removed
from their environment and forcibly located to another, begin to work inward on
Quentin. Power corrupts as he continues to pluck figures from the TV, priests and
professors, sportsmen and ‘ordinary people’ for a developing ‘republic’ of his own.
A confused set of arbitrary boundaries allegorizes the founding of the South African
republic and its maintenance, operating on a banal set of justifications and rules,
deforming and fracturing Quentin’s desires, as ‘for the hell of it’ he picks out more
and more fragmented pieces of disembodied human anatomy: the torso of an opera
singer ‘thump(s] its stumps on the carpet’, the gnashing teeth of the mouth of a
toothpaste ad, ‘the leg of a statue, half a building, and cubic metre of Indian Ocean’,
adding a worldly, and in the allusion to the routes of slavery and colonisation
through and into the South African Cape, geopolitical dimension to the growing stink

of tiny bodies needing to be swept out of the spare room (23).
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Potentially both global and local at once, gesturing beyond the immediate contexts
and activities of ‘text’ and reading, television in ‘The Box’ raises questions about
scaled-up sets of complicit power relations, and the diffuse, fragmenting,
contradictory cultural codes that constitute identity performances in suburban
South Africa. We are drawn into the mechanics of ‘watching’ as we read, and
therefore alerted to the ways in which we might occupy these imaginaries and their
textual spaces as we experience them. Marais’ comment that the sickening ‘open-
ended macabreness’ and black humour of Quentin’s ‘stupid republic’ is one of a
future South Africa and world ‘gone (and already) insane’ (2011: 33), makes explicit
what Vladislavi¢’s exposure of the desire to experience the possessive interiority of
a delimited, stable, controlled space implies. Quentin’s compulsive gathering
becomes a powerful and troubling act of collection that is ‘predicated on a particular
view of subject-object relations as based on domination’, that Mieke Bal identifies in
James Clifford’s work on collecting (1994: 104). This is an attitude that seeks to
appropriate and extend inherited taxonomies and knowledge systems, views which
permit, even encourage the objectification of humans for display, with, in this case,
humanity already diminished by the teletechnological flattening repetitions of ‘the
box’ itself (see Dilworth, 2003: 7; Elsner and Cardinal, 1994: 4-5). The irony, that the
TV as collecting ground for Quentin’s little republic marks its spaces and
reconfigured ‘homelands’ as exclusively white, is not lost: “The Box’ in this context
is energized by Stet’s subversive critique against the fantasy of Afrikaans purity and
political oppression, and part of its dynamic re-situation of Afrikaner identity in a

field of contesting meanings.

The radical Afrikaans context of Stet, hospitable to both ‘black and white’ writing
(see Oliphant’s terms in relation to Stet’s contemporary magazines and journals,
2001), and ‘brown’ Afrikaans writers on du Plessis’ terms, is also hospitable to
Vladislavi¢’s brand of white (anglophone) surreality and sidewards critique. This
becomes evident both explicitly, in Quentin’s hatred and abuse of ‘the Prime
Minister’, and in the more oblique shading of the deformations of state and public
power structures into the suburb, the home, and the private personal realm. Telly is

a trope for the encryption of the overdetermining vocabularies of less visible and
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‘hidden’ effects of apartheid segregationist policies in the domestic space, enacted
and written through its ‘global’ languages, namely of English, and in its forms of
visual literacy. Stet’s publication of ‘The Box’ underscores the centrality of language
and representation to processes of identification and to the divided communities of
resistance and ‘whiteness’, illustrating Vladislavi¢’s involvement in an Afrikaans-
speaking anti-apartheid collectivity in South Africa. Performing its locality
linguistically by means of this defiance of the purity of its bounds, Stet’s is
definitively a local resistance, neither valorized as ‘protest’, nor part of a global
frame of moral clarity against apartheid. ‘The Box’ is both in and outside of the
magazine’s identity, its critique framed by and proceeding firmly from the

complexity of local circumstances.

In the early stories in focus here, Vladislavi¢ was seeking to find an entry point as a
writer in apartheid’s spectacle, and explicitly writing against the British realist
writing that made up the conservative English curriculum at Wits in the late 70s:
‘[t]here was very little South African work - in fact there was none. Until I was in my
third year at university which was 1977, I had never studied an African novel at
university in English’ (2010b). In the Afrikaans department, ‘staffed by some fairly
radical academics’ (2000: 274), the Afrikaans books were dynamic and
contemporary, they were both ‘about this place and they were African’ (2010b). This
contemporaneity and Vladislavi¢’s sense of its cultural locatedness made possible
the alignment of his own writing with the stream of early postmodernist and
American writers he admired - Vonnegut, Barth, Barthelme - and the experimental
Afrikaans fiction from writers who had lived in Europe, and who brought back to
South African literature a different set of models from the ‘French new novel’ and
‘strange surrealist work’ of early Andre Brink, Jan Rabie, Etienne Leroux, and

Breytenbach'’s early fiction writing (2010b).

These are decidedly cosmopolitan and world literary currents that inform a sense
of both a local literary imaginary and, significantly, one that is ‘African’. Afrikaans,
the language of apartheid structural domination, and, bearing in mind that
Vladislavi¢ was studying at Wits in 1976 at the time of the Soweto student protest

against the imposition of Afrikaans as the language of instruction, is in this instance
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liberatory, and allows for a deeper engagement with South African realities than the
liberal English ‘trap of realism’ (2010b). This registers the desire to establish a
writing position under apartheid that can participate in South Africa and of African
writing in a different way, accessing space and locations that had been previously
closed off and re-registering those spaces as open for experimentation and the new.
At the same time, what constitutes the space of an African literary identity, albeit
through this syncretic experimentalism, is underpinned by Western cultural
locations and a privileged but unstable access to ‘Africanness’ which registers a
longer history of colonialism and oppression. Questions of legacy, complicity,
belonging, and whiteness, and moving beyond given and inherited forms, are all
raised. These are postcolonial questions, related to finding ways of belonging from
the site of privilege, that can remain outside of the cultural anguish and guilt of the

white liberal position, ‘the one who belongs nowhere’ (Gordimer, 1995: 120).

Sesame (Renoster Books): ‘Flashback Hotel *TYYY' (1985) - ‘A Science of
Fragments’ (1990)

Sesame (1982-1991), a little magazine also centred in Johannesburg, was a
significant context for the first publication of stories later collected in Missing
Persons, publishing ‘Flashback Hotel *TYYY’ in 1985 (No. 5: 14-15), and ‘We Came
to the Monument’ in 1988 (No. 10: 19-24). Sesame was founded by poet, writer, and
‘self-avowed liberal guardian of the literary’ (McDonald, 2009: 189), Lionel
Abrahams. Sesame, relatively long-running for a ‘little mag’ (1982-1991), was
instituted to provide a forum for ‘a lot of good work’ which Abrahams felt that for
‘political and other reasons, was not likely to be accepted in the extant magazines’
(1987: 148). A liberal publication in a ‘postliberal’ age, Sesame was founded in the
wake of a series of revisionist challenges to the gradualist political discourse of
South African liberalism in the 1970s (see Vaughan, 1982; Blair, 2012). This political
shift was variously shaped by the rise of Black Consciousness and black militancy
that forced the visibility of apartheid fracture wide open; the establishment of
oppositional publishing houses, such as Ravan Press, David Philip, and Ad Donker;
and challenges mounted to the humanism that had dominated the South African
academy from materialist historians and literary critics (Attwell, 1993; Barnard,

1993).
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Abrahams was a highly influential, if controversial figure, in South African letters.
From his self-proclaimed ‘adolescent’ editorship of The Purple Renoster which ran
from 1956-72, (Abrahams, 1980), ‘arguably the most typical “little magazine” of the
apartheid era’ (McDonald, 2009: 119), to the tight localities evident in the editorials
and selections of Sesame, Abrahams’ intermediary role in South Africa’s literary field
brokered a series of non-instrumental alternative spaces committed to the
development of a local literary culture for English-speaking writers (Gevisser, 1998;
Oliphant, 2001). Utilising the relative freedom of the ‘little magazine’ to debunk the
centre-periphery model, Abrahams adhered to an unapologetic, specifically located
literary liberalism established with Renoster throughout the changing political
affiliations of oppositional literary culture in the 1980s and 1990s. His intervention
in the literary-cultural sphere grounded an aesthetic oriented around skill and

literary excellence, underpinned by tolerant individualist humanism.

Abrahams ‘held out for a local version of l'art pour l'art, the rhino-horn tower’
(Abrahams, 1980: 36), and despite the characteristic deprecating self-parody
(renoster translates from Afrikaans as rhino), as Abrahams distances Renoster’s
values of liberal tolerance from an elitist, exclusivist academic charge, he cites his
‘cause to defend...only the best’ as also being Leavisite in thrust (1980: 33). There is
tension evident here in the young Abrahams’ editorial position, between the desire
to promulgate a genuinely transcendent cultural and literary value and its technical
basis relying on an academically sanctified literary-critical concern with the
elsewhere of ‘Dead White Male Poets’ (cf. De Kock 2010: 19). Both vie uneasily in
the contested term of ‘universal’, which was specifically attenuated by apartheid’s

troubled social-spatial dynamic, and was to expose Abrahams to criticism.

Inherently conservative, Abrahams came to be identified as an icon of classic
liberalism. His struggle with collectivist African practices - ‘How’, he writes, ‘am I to
proceed with my life as a South African if, for instance, individualism and “western”
logic are somehow inherently wrong, at any rate un-African?’ (qtd. in Gevisser 1998:
7) - his outspoken defence of the triumvirate of language, reason, and standards,

‘our proven values and proven structures’, against ‘negative radicalism...strictly
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limited in its thinking and promis[ing] a dull, impoverished mental world’ (1998: 5-
6), drew him into conflict with the right and the left. Oliphant’s critique of
unacknowledged white liberalism in literary periodicals descries Sesame and the
‘intimate and close-knit circles’ Abrahams preferred to work in as a ‘laager of
exclusivity’, drawing material from a circumscribed, predominantly white group,

only penetrated by black writers ‘strictly on the terms set by the editor’ (2001: 96).

Opening Sesame: taking place

From the late 1970s, Vladislavi¢ was part of the Circle of Eight writing group held
weekly at Abrahams's home (Vladislavi¢, 2005a: np). The Renoster and its ‘formal
and spiritual adventure’ (Gevisser, 1998: 11) fostered a network of writers, visual
artists, architects and other literary figures who went on to participate in the
development of South African literary culture in various roles and spheres, and
notably, demonstrated the importance and increasing visibility of writer/editor
relationships (Gardiner, 2002: 7). Vladislavi¢ acknowledges Abrahams’s influence
as a ‘teacher’ and ‘friend’ in the ‘Author’s Note’ appended to his 2006 ‘city text’,
Portrait with Keys (2006a: 209). This note, along with the formative contribution of
Abrahams's work to the writing of Portrait, Vladislavi¢’s own ‘book on the city’
inspired by Abrahams's grappling ‘with what it means to be a citizen of
Johannesburg’ (209), acknowledges the process of contributing to the volume, A
Writer in Stone: South African Writers Celebrate the 70t Birthday of Lionel Abrahams
(Friedman & Blumenthal): ‘[s]Joon enough [ was caught up in rereading the poems,
essays and polemics of Abrahams’ (1998a: 209). In the celebratory 1998 volume,
Vladislavi¢’s piece testifies to the group’s importance for his emergent writing
practice, to Abrahams's significance as an editor/mentor in the parallel processes of
publishing his first stories and putting Missing Persons together, and of ‘making’ a
place for himself, beginning to draw on his own affective and textual map of the city
laid down by Abrahams's discipline and attention, and memory of his ‘Johburg’ (63).
These formative topographies emerge through the encouragement of Abrahams, his
‘particular magic’ as a ‘great conjurer of possibility’, to ‘think clearly, to feel

strongly...And, always, to write’ (62).
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Testifying to the importance of Sesame and the community around Abrahams, the
contribution in Friedman & Blumenthal’s collection, entitled ‘A Story’, is typical of
Vladislavi¢: a carefully constructed and reflexive composite; a combination of form
and genre, memory and fiction; self- aware and teasing at the cross-referencing
networks that its address and context trace. The piece includes a direct biographical
address in an affectionate letter of thanks to Abrahams, which precedes a short,
fragmented prose fiction, ‘A Science of Fragments’ (here 62-8; previously published
in Missing Persons in 1989, and in Sesame, 13: 1990). Comprising a series of compact
meditative memory-pieces on grief and loss, ‘[iln memory of Lulu Davis’, the epigraph
to ‘A Science of Fragments’ is a quote from Abrahams’s poem ‘Fragments After a
Tour (To Lulu, My Niece)’ (1988a: 50-55):

Fragments neither close

nor open meaning:

they may mean anything except

wholeness, except certainty. (In Vladislavi¢, 1998a: 63.)

In her work on Missing Persons and Vladislavi¢’s revisioning of the short-story cycle,
Sue Marais (1992: 47) notes this epigraph as encapsulating Missing Persons’
‘frustrated intimation of unity and the dislocated impression created by the
collection as a whole’; so much does it strike Marais, that she re-marks its
significance in her conclusion in support of her argument about Vladislavi¢’'s
strategic deployment of the inherently dualistic short-story cycle form to evince the
‘conflicting tendencies in South African society towards community and
separateness, or eenheid and apartheid’ (1992: 54-55). The reflexive use of the
‘small’ text and the Janus-faced potentialities of the fragment and the fragmentary
form, its simultaneous ability to suggest connection and disjunction, and its own
formally localized troubling of any part-whole subsumption, marks not just Missing
Persons but Vladislavi¢’s corpus, often providing a graphic opening to a textual
grappling with apartheid’s systemic social and spatial fragmentation. Looking
forward to what is considered a paradigmatic text on these terms, Portrait with Keys
(2006) uses a collection of 138 ‘small’, numbered but otherwise non-synchronous
reportage and lived memory texts to disrupt the distinctions between generic and
formal economies, and to indicate the labyrinthine, alinear nature of post-apartheid

Johannesburg and its shifting boundaries and hiatuses.
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Significantly, Portrait, by spreading the small texts of this phenomenological
archive, based on over 20 years of working and living in Johannesburg, across the
surface topography of the book, and marshalling a range of devices that encourage
readers to engage in re-mapping and alternative arrangements of the possible
interconnections between its text pieces, Vladislavi¢ impresses the impossibility of
claims to narrative authority, and offers ways of both representing and seeing
Johannesburg that refuse totality or a cohesive, singular overview (Horn, 2011).
James Graham, identifying the ethical trajectory in Vladislavi¢’s pursuit of
citizenship of Johannesburg through Portrait, that elusive belonging and of ‘being at
home’ inspired by Abrahams’s example in such an uneven, unhomely space,
suggests that it is predicated on Vladislavi¢’s openness to different ways of writing
and being in the city. For Graham, these various openings do not seek to collapse or
to transcend difference in a utopian gesture, but instead make visible the ways in
which they overlap. By bringing into view the tension between individual memory
and the possibility of community in these contiguous but coinciding experiences, an
ethical futurity emerges for the reader in what Graham terms Vladislavi¢’s ‘possible

city’ (2008: 341).

Graham cites Sue Marais’s analysis of the embedded racial literary binarism
Vladislavi¢ inherits in employing the short story cycle with Missing Persons to
support this notion of individual but overlapping experiences in the post-apartheid
‘possible city’, and to return Vladislavi¢’s early work firmly to the ‘self-reflexive
spirit of the transitional period’ (335-6). In the background is Marais’s discussion of
Tony Morphet’s assessment of the cultural ‘settlement’ of the period following the
Sachs debate, and the influence of postmodernist and poststructuralist theorisations
imported from abroad. Disturbing the authority of any extra-textual history or
communal South African identity already formed into history from its outside
(2001: 200-201), Morphet suggests that these are the kinds of liberal cultural
geographies that are evoked by Sachs and Ndebele in their building of a specifically

South African aesthetic-cultural, political site.
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For Morphet, the experimentalism of Vladislavi¢’s Missing Persons exemplifies the
kind of contemporary work in which ‘the intersections of different discourses open
up not only the cross-cutting tracks of history but also the problematic relations
between subjectivity and location’ (103, qtd. in Marais, 2001: 201). My temporal
digression here between Portrait with Keys (2006a) and the first of Vladislavi¢’s
stories from Missing Persons (1989) to be published in the earlier Sesame, ‘Flashback
Hotel *TYYY” (1985), follows some of the threads of Vladislavi¢’s trajectory and self-
conscious intervention in the amplified political arenas of South African cultural
memory and production. Additionally, I make it in order to demonstrate some of the
ways that that these early negotiations and mediations perform their openness,
plurality and dynamism, moving across different localities, as well as the ways they
negotiate temporalities in which the legacy of separate ‘South Africanizations’ of
knowledge for the white anglophone writer persist. Vladislavi¢’s early
experimentalism and self-conscious leveraging of cosmopolitan literary and critical
currents, such as we have seen with Stet, starts to open a lateral kind of thinking in
its movements across Morphet’s various nodes of society. Germinating in the midst
of the politicized 1980s, these lateral positions can be seen in the strategies of
presentation that exploit the boundaries conventionally held between cultural
forms, strategies that Vladislavi¢ develops in later work, some of which I look at in
part III (‘Collecting: exhibiting’), and that find manifest expression in Portrait with

Keys.

Graham and Marais detail Vladislavi¢’s revisioning of dominant ways of seeing
(post)apartheid separations through Portrait and Missing Persons respectively -
spatialities, temporalities, the literary sensus communis and its associated literary
manifestations in racial binarisms around genre, mode and intent - illustrating
Vladislavi¢’s pioneering use of the short, fragmentary form, and its tendency to
‘neither close nor open meaning’, to once again recall and conjoin the Abrahams-
Vladislavi¢ citation. Both analyses rest on the relatively closed product of the book
in order to illustrate the paradoxes and tensions that Vladislavi¢ negotiates. In
drawing on Marais, Graham’s article initiates the kind of interconnective lines of
Vladislavi¢’s canny play with genre between Missing Persons and the performative

openness of Portrait that this thesis goes on to explore, and that is the focus of the
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section that follows. I argue that there is room for a perspective that more radically
opens the bounds of the book that Vladislavi¢’s formative experiences of publication
as an emergent writer indicate. This can then be traced through his oeuvre in his
interest in visual culture, and through this, in addressing the developing relationship
of text to context - as spatial, historical, and intersubjectively shared - a leveraging

of a mode that is simultaneously and self-consciously analeptic and proleptic.

Pursuing her reading of the connective tissue of the short story cycles of Missing
Persons, Marais traces an ‘elusive but compelling network of verbal repercussions
and motifs’ between ‘Flashback Hotel *TYYY’, ‘A Science of Fragments’, and ‘The
Terminal Bar’, which ‘ultimately encompasses every story’ under the suggestive
import of the collection’s title (2011: 33). While I want to keep in view the ethical
import of the ‘possible’ and of futurity, of the connective and overlapping use of the
uncertainly ‘whole’ short text in both books, Missing Persons and Portrait with Keys
(a theme I return to), and in light of Vladislavi¢’s comment to Christopher Warnes
that the flexibility of the short story appeals in writing the ‘extremes’ of
Johannesburg life (2000: 280), I argue in the following section for a different
perspective of the connective tissue between these early stories and the books. I
look beyond the arrangements intimated by the story collection, and instead at
those suggested by Vladislavic¢’s reflexive self-positioning in his relationship with
the alternative anti-apartheid literary subcultures of which Sesame was a,

conservative and liberal, part.

‘Dear Lionel’

Memories of Abrahams, as consciously evoked presences in Vladislavi¢’s celebrated
‘city texts’, are extant in the notes and scholarly framings of Portrait (2006a); they
pop up elsewhere in the body of the text; they develop through ‘A Story’ (1998a);
and in the other publications of ‘A Science of Fragments’ through the epigraphic
citation of Abrahams’s poem (1989; 1990). These various appearances of Abrahams
are offered in conjunction with the productive tension that the fragment performs.
They develop an affiliative and affectionate map of the city and friendship which can

be set into a dynamic orientation around this 1998 publication of ‘A Science of
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Fragments’. With this focus on the publication of A Story’ I do not intend to fix this
context as exceptional or original; it serves as a touchstone that provides an early
illustration of the strategies of reference and rhetorical accretion that Vladislavi¢
goes on to develop, engaging in multiple lines of history constructing the present as
a means to acknowledge the desire for originary moments. Genealogy and
inheritance, complicity and privilege, white ‘minor’ writing and Abrahams’s
uncompromising liberalism, are negotiated in these deconstructive gestures,
strategies that favour lateral and multiple networks, rather than individually

discrete discursive moments.

‘A Science of Fragments’ is a collage-like text in ten fragmented parts. The section
entitled ‘Broken Mirror’, a magical-realist fragmentary sub-section that intervenes
into the contingent real of the memory-pieces that make up the rest of the story, is
separated typographically with the use of italics: in Sesame’s 1990 publication,
‘Broken Mirror’ is further sub-sectioned, each sub-fragment separated by three
asterisks. Its contextual setting is ‘the Flashback Hotel’; ‘his’ focalized sub-sections
begin ‘[iJn the Cavalier Bar at the Flashback Hotel’, ‘hers’ ‘in a childhood place’, in the
Flashback Hotel's ‘beautiful gardens’ (1990: 34). Vladislavi¢’s short story ‘Flashback
Hotel *TYYY’ has its first publication before Missing Persons also in Sesame, issue 5,
in 1985.30 Its narrator is subject to a series of self-erasures, embodying his fancy
dress costume ‘as a missing person’ (15), and compelled to observe and patch
together a self-hood from the abstracted presencing of official records - ‘Hatches,
Matches and Dispatches’ (14); its detailed descriptive prose is weighted with the
violence of excess and a bomb explosion we are encouraged to think the narrator is
responsible for. Mentioned and embedded within, the metafictional experiments
with form of ‘Flashback Hotel’, and its critique of the fracture and fragmentation in
the face of the violent abstractions and excavation of anonymity and impersonality
under apartheid, find a bracket and their place in the repetitions of ‘A Science of

Fragments’.

%0 Significant in its own accretions of meaning produced by contextual leveraging, ‘Flashback Hotel’
is also the eponymous story of Umuzi’s 2010 collection of Missing Persons and Propaganda by
Monuments.
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These direct interconnections stress the self-referential and reflexive links running
across Missing Persons (see Marais, 2011: 33-34), hinting at the book’s ambivalent
possibilities as a recuperative story cycle. ‘A Science of Fragments’ is, as Marais
recognizes, an exemplary story in terms of the book’s organisation as a series of
recalcitrant, disjunctive entities, collecting short, fragmentary fictions, that
nonetheless gesture towards a self-consciously holistic design (Marais, 2011: 28).
These kinds of parenthetical relations between ‘Flashback Hotel’ and ‘A Science of
Fragments’ are recalled more explicitly by the latter story in its publication in
Sesame, 1990, which additionally exploits the flexibility of the little magazine’s
typography to emphasize the dislocative properties of its fragmenting content; it is
this contextual relation, as well as the longer history that encompasses both Missing
Persons and its writing, that is echoed by the later inclusion of ‘A Science of
Fragments’ in Abrahams’s seventieth birthday volume (surtitled ‘A Story’, 1998a).
Viewing these connections through the separate publication histories of the little
magazines, loosens ‘A Science of Fragments’ from the associative networks and
possibilities of the short-story cycle within the book, widening its other cyclical,

more lateral and potentially dislocative, because multiple, links.

Given this, and in specific relation to the title of the story, Camelia Elias’s study of
the fragment in literature is instructive. Liberating the ‘Romantic’ fragment from
attention to its form and content, Elias suggests the fragment is to be viewed in
terms of its function as a series of acts: of literature, of reading, of writing. This
performative fragment, then, ‘exhibits an agency of its own’ in the self-reflexive
writing which ‘recognizes in itself the writer’s experience of contradiction’ (2004:
5). Elias also notes that ‘much of the appeal to the fragment relies on the fact that
one can never be sure of what exactly constitutes a fragment’ (2). She therefore
evokes the ways in which the fragment is both singular and multiple, that it exceeds
itself and its context by inscribing its own presence as fragment and fragmenting,
and that it is predicated on the absence of always already being a singular part apart
from any other pieces in its topography. This indeterminacy, or undecidability of the
status of the fragment encourages the production of coherence on levels organized

around its generative ‘agency’.
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Vladislavi¢’s framing of ‘A Science of Fragments’ in Friedman & Blumenthal’s
collection serves to introduce and highlight the role of another of his strategic
deployments of a ‘small’ textual form that recurs through his work, the letter. This
is a form which contributes to the ‘agency’ of the fragment as performed in ‘A Science
of Fragments’ and its reiteration in ‘A Story’, and that can be found across
Vladislavi¢’s fiction in postal and letter texts, most clearly through the curatorial,
collecting mode I identify throughout the thesis. Vladislavi¢’s prefatory letter to the
story, addressed ‘Dear Lionel’, and signed simply ‘Ivan’, enlists the shifting relations
of context and the open, public, but evocatively close and intimate address of a
correspondence between longstanding friends to introduce ‘A Science of
Fragments’: ‘Nearly twenty years have passed since I belonged to ‘the group’, that
writing circle at whose still centre you stand’ (62: italics in original). The letter to
Abrahams echoes the first fragment of the story, ‘AN UNPOSTED LETTER’, which
itself dramatizes the act of writing: the protagonist writes a letter taking ‘her death,
or rather his grief, as theme’ (63) that he realizes he intends to ‘post’ in ‘her’ grave.
In relation to the Abrahams epigraph, this takes on added poignancy as an epitaph
to Lulu Davis, Abrahams's niece and Vladislavi¢’s friend at Wits in the seventies, who
committed suicide in 1988.31 We do not read this internal and deeply personal
metafictional letter, nor are its contents ever relayed. Instead it remains a private
act of loss, a letter unsent, withheld from audience and address and suspended in its

delivery.

Within the fiction, the labour of the letter’s writing ghosts its intimate and personal
act: ‘He rewrote the piece three times...he found an error, and had to type it over. It
had to be perfect’: he is disturbed by his need to ‘convert grief into fiction’. The
‘letter’, whose status becomes ambiguous in its writing - note the telling use of
‘piece’ - remains ‘unposted’. Its white paper an inadequate gesture in the face of his
loss, this small fragment of text, the letter-piece, becomes instead a ‘voice speaking
softly in his pocket’ (33; cf. Peters, 1998: 247); audible but unread, the ghosted and

disembodied repetitions of the letter-text become a masked and absent centre

31 Abrahams’s editorial to Sesame 10, ‘Concerning Sesame’ (Winter 1988: 2) expresses grief and
bewilderment at Davis’s suicide. This is the issue that carries Vladislavi¢’s story, ‘We Came to the
Monument’ (19-24).
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around which the fragmented memory narratives of the story build, yet refuse to
explain or close. In becoming a story, with a narrative momentum of its own, the
silent intimacy of the letter performs and proclaims its fictional status as the fulcrum
of the fragments that surround it: in becoming ‘A Story’ (1998a), as a gift for
Abrahams, the early text and its mobilizations of its own letter forms self-
consciously incorporate Vladislavi¢’s tribute, to his mentor and to his Lulu Davis’

death, into its body and its gathering temporal disjunctures.

Letters are particularly indicative of spatialities tied to temporalities, textual and
communicative moments lifted out of time and transported forward, both a grasp at
nostalgia and a hope for a future in an object of now (cf. Altman, 1982: 187). [ return
to this topic and its properties for registering distance and connection later in the
thesis. Here, the crossings of the public and private, inherent in the letter form, the
possibilities of self-construction, deception and the relative ‘authenticity’ of direct
communication, particularly to the public literary figure of Lionel Abrahams, come
together around memory, and the presences of the past in the narrative present. The
prefatory letter includes a citation from another of Abrahams's poems, ‘Views and
Sites’,32 through which Vladislavi¢ finds a tether for his own memory and identity in
the rapidly shifting referents of the ‘tawdry city’ and its ‘too changeable streets’ (63):

Or is it where a topsoil of memory

has been allowed to form

that one feels a little more

alive, a little more at home? (In Vladislavi¢, 1998a: 62.)

The fertility of this mnemonic cultural ‘topsoil’ is sprinkled throughout Portrait with
Keys, part of Vladislavi¢’s celebrated and acutely focused attention to the everyday,
composite materials that constitute the critical intensity of citizenship and, in
Abrahams’s terms, feeling at home in the city (2006a: 209): ‘intriguingly concrete’,
Vladislavi¢ writes of this ‘topsoil’ in Portrait, ‘memory is endowed with a hand-
warmingly physical quality...[that] might yet carve out or fill a space in the material

world’ (188/key 133).

32 Vladislavi¢ re-cites Abrahams’s poem in an interview with Jan Steyn on his interests of the layering
of memory and place (2012a: np).
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The cover art of the South African publication (Umuzi) and the epigraph both
reference Abrahams’s ‘The Fall of van Eck House’ (1984):

Memory takes root only half in the folds of the brain:
Half's in the concrete streets we have lived along.
(In Vladislavi¢, 2006a: np.)

‘The Fall of van Eck House’, ‘an occasional poem about the implosion of this 21-
storey skyscraper in 1983’, as the ‘Notes and Sources’ section of Portrait has it
(2006a: 197),33 dramatizes Abrahams’s connection of self-identity to the built
edifices of Johannesburg in their loss, informing a phenomenological, embodied
investment of self and city as a politicized form of resistance to abstraction and
futurism, what Abrahams stated in his acceptance speech for the Thomas Pringle
award for poetry in 1987, as the naivety of a ‘revolutionary transcendentalism that
finds the given world evil and postpones every good into some new world that it
hopes to bring into being’ (qtd. in Foley, 1992: 41-42). Vladislavi¢ ‘bumps into’ this
Abrahams in key 133 of Portrait (187-8), alongside Herman Charles Bosman,
Abrahams’s own writing mentor, also committed to a critical revisioning of
Johannesburg. In a return to the inventive possibilities of fictionalization, although
Vladislavi¢ knew Abrahams and his ‘Johburg’ closely, both ‘memories’ of the writers
and their presences in the city in this mnemonic key are invented, ‘borrowed’ from
other writers ‘between the covers of a book’ (187), distancing the experiential and

personal by pointing up writing, and memory’s always mediated expression.

As the testament to Abrahams's influence on Vladislavi¢’s own work becomes clear,
through ‘Flashback Hotel’, ‘A Science of Fragments’, ‘A Story’ and Portrait with Keys,
it is also set in a longer, specifically literary historical trajectory that itself
incorporates Missing Persons. Yet the strategies and techniques Vladislavi¢ employs
do not provide a genealogical linear reading, seeking to locate or fix the origins or
concrete boundaries of the space, contexts, and political connections they draw. The

city writers, Bosman and Abrahams, may punctuate Vladislavi¢’s creative

33 The full note reads: ‘The main epigraph is from Lionel Abrahams, ‘The Fall of van Eck House’, an
occasional poem about the implosion of this 21-storey skyscraper in 1983. It appeared in Journal of
a New Man (Ad Donker, Johannesburg, 1984), pp.70-71. Escom House, as it was originally known,
was built in the mid-thirties for the Electricity Supply Commission and was among the highest
reinforced concrete structures of its time. The design was by P. Rogers Cooke and G.E. Pearse & John
Fassler. See Clive Chipkin, Johannesburg Style: Architecture and Society, 1880s-1960s (David Philip,
Cape Town, 1993).” (2006a: 197).



62

Johannesburg topsoil, but they do not coincide with its writing subject, or even their
own images and representations in the case of Portrait with Keys. There is dynamism
and mobility in Vladislavi¢’s deployment of these gestures of textual affiliation,
which gather their momentum across the energies of the small magazine, the
anthology and text collection, and the book, each concerned with and emerging from
Johannesburg. The unfolding impact of both the interpersonal and intertextual
connections with Abrahams, intimated by the multiple appearances and iterations
of this early story across a range of Abrahams’s spheres of literary influence, attests
to the significance of the fragmentary small text to Vladislavi¢’s aesthetic
engagement with the political problems of literary and social community: being in
common and the diverse currents constituting belonging as a white Anglo-South
African writer criss-cross temporal and discursive locations in the multiple and in
different and restless directions. If one of the critical points of Abrahams’s liberal
aesthetics is its insistence on timelessness, an uncompromising individualism,
tradition and talent, and a universalising ahistoricism (see Oliphant, 2001; cf.
Kirkwood, 1976), Vladislavi¢’s fragmentary marshalling of Abrahams’s poetry as a
singular part of his multiply fragmented, collected-curated aesthetic orients
Abrahams otherwise, towards future readings and openness. This strategy engages
memory and a shared aesthetic intent through the concrete materiality and
phenomenological experience of the city. Through the fragment, it simultaneously

addresses rupture, division, and re-envisioning of the structures that organize it.

It is this accumulative aesthetic that provides Vladislavi¢ with the simultaneous
mobilisation and suspension of the defined political positioning of Abrahams’s
‘classic’ liberalism, even in its embeddedness, and indicates the often remarkably
prescient quality of Vladislavi¢’s work. It highlights, too, an engagement with
memory and broad cultural mnemonics, and a concern with locatedness in its own
historical moment, resisting ‘gathering’ into a single site, reminding the reader of
the promiscuity of aesthetic possibility. Vladislavi¢’s singularity is premised on the
range of connections that present themselves through its mutual enlisting of the
contingencies of language and shifting relations of context: context, that is, in
Barnett’s social-geographical sense of ‘a distinctly spatial figure not of containment

but, insofar as it refers to what precedes, follows and surrounds texts, of the
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relations of contingency and proximity between elements’ (Barnett, 1999b: 288). It
signals a devolution, a ‘passing on, sharing, destination, transmission, transfer
through development (de-volere), through an unfolding and coming apart’, to
borrow from Jean Luc Nancy on the ontology of the fragment and meaning-making
in the world (1997: 165), which is significant in the transitional state of South
Africa’s socio-cultural trajectory and future, and to Vladislavi¢’s aesthetic, political

self-positioning within it.

Sesame’s monuments

In 1988, Sesame carried Vladislavi¢’s story ‘We Came to the Monument’ in its tenth
(Winter) issue (1988d: 19-24). Sesame does not include the visual experimentation
of the other contemporary little magazines in this study. With the editorial control
firmly under Abrahams’s guide, Sesame remains the most self-consciously literary,
by its own estimations of the term, and the least exploratory on broader cultural-
aesthetic terms. This choice reflects the more conservative and less protean values
of its editorship in the late 1980s, and its desire to assert itself in contradistinction
from forums that sought to confound the conventional boundaries between modes
and forms as an explicit part of their political project, as is the case with both Stet
and Staffrider. This guarding of the kind of ‘clear-cut categories that white liberal
guardians like Abrahams cherished’ (McDonald, 2009: 190) in the developing
politicization of dismantling and cultural experimentation of the 1980s recalls older
genealogies of literary assimilationist thinking and colonialist, Enlightenment
discourse, in which the boundaries of the literary in South Africa came to be set and
policed by early publication contexts, and which fundamentally determined the
conditions and experiences of agency that African writers had been required to
labour under within the parameters of modernity (Helgesson, 2009). In its own
critique of conservative culture and assault on the fiction of white supremacy, ‘We
Came to the Monument’ indicates this longer history, acknowledging and
questioning originary, foundational texts of European settlement in South Africa,
and employing a fragmentary, postmodern mode to disturb questions of structure

and category, of inside and outside.
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The majority of the contributions to the issue of Sesame that ‘We Came’ appears in
conform to the liberal-literary values the magazine shelters. They are generally
openly anti-apartheid and liberal-realist in formal and generic concerns,
consolidating what Mark Gevisser notes as Sesame’s ‘suburban’ voice (1998: 11). By
contrast, ‘We Came’ is experimental both in form and genre. Highlighted by
typographical features, ‘We Came’ is also markedly visual. Its presentation on the
page directs its cultural critique through the visual politics of monumental
structures and apartheid cultural monuments: its dual narrative experimental form
exploits graphic possibilities, typeface and layout, to highlight its concerns.
Moreover, the political thrust of ‘We Came’ is ‘subtle’, sublimated within its poetics
(Barris, 1990: 6). The rich textures and materiality in the poetic play of its prose are
perhaps most clearly thematized through the visionary qualities of one of the story’s
two central narrators, a statue situated in the unnamed city centre. Commenting on
the deformations of humanity under late apartheid, the statue’s recurrent
nightmare of being ‘toppled’ and scavenged for souvenirs ends in the revelation to
his ‘attackers’ (19) of ‘a sticky heart pacing out the confines of [his] broken ribcage’
(20). With a ‘sticky’ rather than a ‘bleeding heart’, then, Vladislavi¢’s story works in

and through its liberal-literary context in a number of ways.

Form and visual presentation interact to highlight the story’s focus on the frustrated
possibilities of integration in the structural violence and discursive bankruptcy of
late apartheid. In its appearance in Sesame, this interaction, in turn, maps the
negotiation of literary-critical ideological positioning 