The History of Man.
Siphiwe Gloria Ndlovu.
Cape Town: Penguin Random House, 2020. 288 pp.
ISBN 978-1-48590-421-2.
This is a novel about the depth of the ignorance of the
white African, the white man who refuses to see himself for what he is: a white supremacist. It also addresses the search for the authentic expression that can lead
to the belonging and love we all crave: to be at home in
one’s skin.
We meet Emil Coetzee as he is washing blood off
his hands. He is a man in his fifties trying to make sense
of his life. In order to tell his story, Ndlovu does what
she did with such eloquent brilliance in her debut novel, The Theory of Flight: she unpacks his life story against
the backdrop of his ancestry. This helps us understand
how deep the struggle against ignorance lies.
Emil is the product of a love story gone wrong.
As the child of parents who are naively play-acting romance, Emil is treated like a projection on a wall, his
life a movie playing itself out. Part one is aptly titled
“Boyhood / A walking shadow”. There is only one way
the story can go for a man like Emil Coetzee, and that is
towards destruction—first of everything he holds dear,
and ultimately, of himself and his humanity.
From the first chapter, we understand that Coetzee has a deep love for the African veld and that this
guides his spirit in the decisions he makes throughout
his life. His connection to the land is pure, but not
shared with anyone else. He is a character that is forever becoming, always responding and sincerely trying
to understand his place in the world while battling a
deep loneliness. At the same time, he is guiding his ship
towards becoming a “man of history”. Without meaningful human connection, this becomes his life’s goal—
to become someone in the eyes of the world through
his great deeds. This highly ambitious goal is an inheritance from the Selous Boarding School for Boys which
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Coetzee graduates from with deep lessons in the structures of power. He knows what it is like to be a pawn in
someone else’s game. He is bullied, exploited and used
by various people throughout his years at the school,
and he does not wish that loss of freedom on anyone—
it is not what drives his violence.
The violence at the core of Emil’s humanity is a
riddle faced many times in this novel, and its origin is
a complex set of circumstances that ultimately convinced him that one is not allowed to love what one
loves. The first time this lesson is taught, it comes in
the form of his father’s friend, Walter Musgrave and his
relationship with an African woman, Lili, that results
in a mixed-race baby. This so nauseates Emil’s mother that she disrupts their entire world and Emil is removed from the veld that is his heart’s home.
Then there is an incident with his father and a red
hat, and again Emil has to learn that to express one’s
vulnerability or contradictory behaviour is to willingly
give up one’s power. A foolish act.
His ongoing love affair with the woman named
Marion is another hard lesson in connection and attraction. Glimpsing her since childhood, when Emil
finally meets this mysterious woman she is married to
his school-time friend, Courteney Smythe-Sinclair. She
is a free-spirited and liberated woman and perhaps this
is what attracts Emil to her, though he never fully understands that. She challenges his rigid worldview and
will do so all the more fiercely towards the end of the
book when his own prejudice towards the “natives” is
exposed.
Emil Coetzee is taught, over and over again, that
as a man of the Empire one must choose between being a man who recognises the hard truths of life (such
as the need for violence, the uncivilised nature of the
“Native” and the other “Laws of Nature”), or a gentleman, who naively dreams of a world of equality. These
are the only options available in Emil’s narrative, and
this gives a poignant glimpse at the restrictive nature
of the Eurocentric worldview. Being a man means suppressing trauma instead of interrogating it, and allowing oneself to commit acts of violence for some greater
cause in order to create a better tomorrow. On page 238
this internal battle is made clear: “When a man finds
himself suddenly doing the wrong thing, he prefers to
believe that he had always been capable of such an act
because it saves him from having to truly investigate
the when, how and why of his becoming capable”.
Rather hold fast to the convictions dished out by the
Empire than interrogate the memories of trauma that is
the source of pain.
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These inherited convictions create a rift in Emil
Coetzee’s humanity, one he struggles to repair until the
end of the book. Ndlovu’s portrayal is deeply compassionate and shows a genuine intrigue with the psyche
of those who hold the power to change so many things
in the physical world, and yet are bound up in a web of
secrets and denial that make those changes unthinkable and therefore impossible.
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The Eternal Audience of One.
Rémy Ngamije.
Johannesburg: Blackbird Books, 2019. 504 pp.
ISBN 978-1-928337-84-3.
Rémy Ngamije’s debut novel contributes to a growing
body of postcolonial Namibian fiction written in English, a national literary canon that remains somewhat
limited in scale (Harlech-Jones 238). The Eternal Audience of One depicts the life of a Rwandan-born, Namibian-raised young man who studies law in Cape Town
with his “friends in foreignness” (225) as they come
up against the concerns of modern youth. The novel is
structured into three parts, in addition to a somewhat
ill-defined prologue which takes the form of an essay
written by the protagonist, which describes in inexplicable detail the changing Namibian weather. Part
1 focuses on his preparations for leaving Namibia and
travelling to Cape Town. Part 2 of the novel details his
experiences in Cape Town as he makes sense of the
intersections of race and nationality while navigating
the turmoil of being a young foreign national who is
desperate to escape the high expectations of his family
and the broader Rwandan diaspora in Namibia. Part 3
of the novel, in an obscure denouement, presents the
outcome of his journeys—both geographic and emotional—which leaves the reader slightly confused and
disconnected from the character. With very little narrative foreshadowing, Séraphin ultimately finds himself working as an English teacher at a school back in
Windhoek, a place where he desperately did not want
to end up.
One of the strengths of the novel is the humour
that underpins much of the prose. The experiences are
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relatable, and the protagonist’s quick-witted responses
provide a light-hearted air to a novel that confronts the
sometimes-harsh reality of being a foreign national in
Cape Town. An example of this humour is the narrator’s hyperbolic description of the long bus rides between Windhoek and Cape Town which are characterised by Christian entertainment. Finding himself in a
“trapped congregation” (9) on a bus, Séraphin watches
televised recordings of “pastors [who] preach against
evolution, offer post-apocalyptic condolences for man’s
innumerable follies, and promote limited edition DVDs
which, for a fee, could guarantee citizenship in the
everlasting Kingdom of God” (9). These descriptions
give insight into the playfulness of the character and
mitigates some of the overt seriousness of some of the
prose. Another comical description focuses on Maxime,
a small-framed barber from the Democratic Republic of
Congo who has a knack for exaggeration:
The probability of Maxime, a Congolese immigrant
who lied to refugee status determination officers about
throwing a stone at the president’s motorcade during
a protest, and subsequently being pursued by the
military police from Kinshasa to Lumbubashi before
escaping to Zambia, commuting by bus and truck to
Cape Town, holding an entire rugby-mad Newlands
restaurant hostage on the day the Springboks played
the All Blacks was as ludicrous as one ant threatening
to storm and take Table Mountain. The opposite was
probably true. (374)

However, if not for the humorous moments in the novel, the lengthy and repetitive writing could exhaust the
reader. The story of Maxime, for example, spans across
an entire chapter despite doing very little to advance
the narrative in a meaningful way. Similarly, what is
referred to repeatedly as “The Great Séraphin Council” is an imaginary staged dialogue between different
iterations of the protagonist which convenes when
faced with danger or perceived threat. In the customary chapter-long account, the council of Séraphins convenes to come to a decision, in a round-about way, to
terminate an unwanted pregnancy. No clear purpose
of the council of Séraphins come into view: while they
may ostensibly function to complicate his character,
these imaginary avatars are often little more than caricatures.
The important intersecting tensions of racism
and xenophobia are explored in significant detail, but
sometimes it reads as if the text is overstating the point,
at least on a narrative level. This is the case for much
of the writing where there is frequent repetition of the
protagonist’s distressing experiences of prejudice. On
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