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Vanishing Into the Veldt

The great Afrikaans novelist explores the clash between conservative colonizers and the unforgiving land.
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Early in J.M. Coetzee’s 1976 novel “In the Heart of the Country,” the narrator, a

desperate middle-aged white woman named Magda, notes that the South African veld “is
full of melancholy spinsters like me, lost to history, blue as roaches in our ancestral
homes” and, in the endless rocky dust, just as insignificant. “Does a woman looking

through a window into the dark mean anything?” she wonders not wistfully but with a

spirit made harsh by culture and climate.

In “This Life,” Mr. Coetzee's contemporary, the giant of Afrikaans literature Karel
Schoeman, answers. Mr. Schoeman’s spinster is Sussie, who grew up on an Afrikaner farm
in the “meagre .. . bitter land” of the Roggeveld mountains northeast of Cape Town. When
we meel her at the start of the novel, Sussie is on her deathbed in her childhood room
sometime before the turn of the 20th century. Before the end, before some servant inters

her beneath the brittle shale, she insists on finding out if and when she mattered—to _

herself, to her family, to her teacher and her sister-in-law, to the magnificent parched

terrain, to the dying stranger who one day happened upon her house. .
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mystery of her childhood. “Jakob and Pieter and 1,” she says, remembering her brothers,

“but what can I say about myself? When 1 was a child we had no mirror, and so I never
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THIS LIFE

By Karel Schoeman
Archipelago, 242 pages, $18

Sussie, and indeed Magda’s, despairing sense of insignificance runs against the
conventional notion of South African hegemony, in which racist Europeans with their
colonist’s zeal have for several hundred years dominated blacks. These white, upper-class
women are themselves powerless against repressive families, propriety and strictures
about racial relations. But while Magda's ultimate uprising against her domineering
father seems meant to suggest the coming revolution against the apartheid state—
colonized throwing off colonist—Sussie’s voice gains power only as she learns to listen to

herself, her memories and her instincts.

Mr. Coetzee published “In the leart of the Country” a few years after Mr. Schoeman
came out with his fifth novel, “Promised Land.” which was the first of his books to be
translated into English. Both books are imaginative warnings about further repression
against blacks. “Promised Land” envisions South Africa circa 2000, with a black-led
military rounding up Afrikaner farmers who still cling to old ideas about racial
superiority. Two of the three novels by Mr. Schoeman that have appeared in English
translation since then, “Another Country” and now “This Life,” have traced Afrikaner life
back a century to explore the collision between conservative colonizers and the savage,

unforgiving land.

George, the protagonist of “Promised Land,” and Versluis, of “Another Country,” are
outsiders—confused visitors who hold themselves at a distance from native Afrikaners—
and the shy Sussie of “This Life,” denied love by her repressive mother, is a kind of
outsider in her own home. “What did I actually know, I who was nearly forty years old?”
she wonders, remembering when a man named Abraham had come to the door, perhaps
as a suitor. “1 was never told anything, nothing was ever explained to me and no reasons

were ever supplied.”

The three Schoeman protagonists are slender, quiet, almost invisible. One of the author’s
most striking skills is his ability to turn these lethargic figures, so distant from their own
inner lives and needs, into objects of empathy. In “This Life,” Mr. Schoeman doubles

down on isolation. “Nine people in the same house and on the same farm,” Sussie

remembers,
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bending over the same task, working together shoulder to shoulder, and yet we never
really got to know each other. or made any real effort to get closer, but just brushed past
each other in our daily lives, and gradually the abrasions developed into festering

wounds.

Twice, outsiders puncture Sussie’s isolation. When she is still young enough still to avoid
total repression as a lifelong pattern, she develops a schoolgirl crush on her tutor,
Meester, who secretly gives her a gift—a tiny cross—when he leaves the furm for the last
time (never to be heard from again). Then, soon after, Sussie’s oldest brother, Jakob, a
terse young man, finds a wife, a well-off, somewhat educated, vivacious woman named
Sofie. The new family member teaches Sussie to read and write; as her first friend, she
draws her out. In a life of estrangement, this slender intimacy will make the deepest

mark.

But Sofie is the straw that stirs the poison into the family pot. After the birth of Sofie and
Jakob’s son Maans, Jakob and his brother Pieter turn against each other. Sofie and Pieter,
it turns out, have fallen in love, and they are banished. Sussie, still a young girl, doesn’t
understand the nature of betrayal or shame, even as she is instructed to fill in Sofie’s
death date in the family bible. Later, as a young woman, Sussie is only barely unable to
fully grasp the facts of Pieter’s betrayal perfidy or the true paternity of the child Maans;
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For the rest of her life, without anyone to talk to about it, the festering wound stifles her

heart. When Pieter finally returns years later, Sussie has a chance to confront the truth.

“Never again would the two of us be alone together like this, I realised,” she says,

... never would such an opportunity for frankness and openness present itself to me
again. I wanted to reach out and touch his hand . .. I wanted to pave the way for the
questions | had kept bottled up for almost a lifetime; but it was impossible for me, still

impossible, and 1 sat across the table from him and did not say a word.

Now completely emotionally isolated, Sussie will try to convince herself that she isn’t and
hasn’t ever been lonely, that she is sane, rational and even happy. One who hasn’t ever
expected anything can’t be disappointed, she silently avows. But this isn’t so. The same
physical and emotional distance that drives Mr. Coetzee’s much more volatile Magda to
madness leaves Sussie confused, “half-wild as a result of her strange and isolated
existence.” Only then, in the last moment of life, does she recall her single instance of
bravery and kindness. This memory releases her from complicity in the family’s shame
and stirs a last drop of self-love and compassion not yet desiccated by the wind or

scorched by the sun.
—MTr. Popkin is the author of the novel “Lion and Leopard.”
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