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ALEX TET'l'EH-LAR'I'EY 

Hello , this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to "Arts and Africa". 
Today we turn our attention to the work of a white South African poet, 
Breyten Breytenbach. His work is not all that widely known, 
particularly to English speaking audiences, as Breyten writes in his 
native Afrikaans. But a selection of his work, translated by various 
people has recently been published in London, under the title "And 
Death White As Words". However, Breyten 's work has been recognised 
by the Committee of the America Review, 111.forld Literature Today 11 , 

who nominated Breyten Breytenbach for the 1980 Neustadt International 
Prize fer Literature. 

Breyten has been a vehement critic of apartheid, particularly since 
his marriage to a Vietnamese girl in 1961 , which forced him into 
exile, as, in the South African racial classificaticn, the Vietnamese 
are considered non-white, In 1975 he returned to South Africa, but 
disguised and carrying a false passpo,rt, in order t o set up an 
organisation to try to change _the apartheid political structure_. 
But he was arrested and sentenced to 9 years imprisonment - the first 
2 being total solitary confinement. 

This news-election of his poems, And Death White As Words, has been 
banned in South Africa, on the grounds of pornography, blasphemy, 
and, to quote the report of the dir ector of publications - "a 
vicious and unbridled attack on the Honourable J. Vorster. 

Well, we are pleased to have with us the well-k~own South African 
author and acade1:,ic, Andre Brink. Andre has knm.m Breyten for many 
years, and is a great advocate both for Breyten himself, and for 
his writing. 

Well , Andre, this selection has poems written over some years, is 
there anything new in it? 

,,,. 
ANDRE BRINK 

For the English-spealdng world obviously, becci.use it is the first, 
really comprehensive introduction to the poetry of one of the most 
outstanding South African and I think African poets of today. But 
the poems as such are drawn from all his existing , previous volumes 
of poetry going back to 1964 and covering a whole range of his 
poetry until the time of his irnt~risonment. There is one final 
problem v.rhich belongs to a small group of poems which were smuggled 
out of jail in the first yea r or so after his imprisonment. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well I have just flipped through the pages of this book and I notice 
that the themes he deals with are concerned with the suffering of the 
black people in South Africa. Is he personally concerned ~bout the 
suffering of the black man, or does he take the suffering of the black 
man as symbolic of(ppression generally1 

/ 
ANDRE BR.INK 

I think the answer should r eally cover both of the possibilities you 
suggested. Obviously his personal experience or what he has 
witnessed of personal suffering, of OpPression in the world, relates 
immediately to the experience of blacks in South Africa. So in 
that particular sense being black 9 especially being black in South 
Africa, is a matter for suffering immediately, and Breyten has a very 
immediate concern for and preoccupation with the suffering of blacks 
in South Africa. But through his poetry this concern goes beyond 
the immediate and it really covers human suffering wherever it may 
occur. At least one of his most outstanding poems deals with 
suffering of t he great Greek composer Mikis Theodorakis during his 
imprisonment. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well going along with his .concern for the suf.fe.ring 
of the black man, there is, the very strong anti-white feeling; 
the feeling that everything white is evil. 

/ 

ANDRE BRINK 

Yes I think this is a very interesting aspect of his poetry which 
has developed gradua.lly, starting probably from the time when he 
married the Vietnamese girl who in Scuth African legislation terms 
was regarded as non-white, with the result that his stay abroad 
turned into exile and he could never really come back except for one 
3 month visit, in 1973. This turned him against the whole way in 
which, whiteness and rightness became equated in South Africa. And 
so, in his vocabulary 1 white really becomes an expression of disdain. 
Anything that is white belongs to the whiteness of corpses for 
instance, and everything black has a richness and all the potential 
of meeting of bodies in the night wbich is dark and tllat whole 
world of ferti,li ty and growth. I could read you one short poem in 
which this anti-white attitude is expressed in a very amusing way. 
The poem is called 11Dung Beetle 11 • 

/ 

ANDRE BRINK NOW READS EXTRACTS FROM 11 DUNG BEETLE". 
/ 

ANDRE BRINK -
This sort of stingj:ng sarcasm is an example of one aspect of his 
poetry. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I think it is ver y funny indeed. Now I also notice that he is very 
anti-Christian with some of the things he says. Why is that? 

/ 

ANDRE BRINK 

That also derives essentially from personal experience. When he 
married this Vietnamese girl he also became interested in Buddhism, 
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and in fact he has become quite a devotee of Zen. He turned against 
that particular brand of Christianity associated with the white 
missionaries .in South Africa, with a whole White establishment, 
th0 v,,:wle machinery of Oppression in that coun:t;ry. So I would say 
that he would certainly not be anti-Christian. B'.:i.t where Christianity 
reveals that particularly nasty , destructive aspect of the South 
African regime, then he is violently against that. 

AL1X TE'I'TEH- LAhTEY 

Well is it because he draws attention to the wrongs of the society, 
thepppression of government, that he is suffering so much himself at 
the hands of the government; or is it because he is considered a 
Communist ideologicall y? 

I think ideologically he-would l ean r easonably strongly in the direction 
of Marxism. · But I'd s ay as a poet his fantasy is too free, his 
imagination is too open to be f orcud into the conf ines of any specific 
ideology. So he is certainly very LE:ft j_n his convictj_on but 
essentially if one had to find a formula I would s ay he is for Man. 
In this sense I think there is one poem above all others which 
expresses most magnificently his decision on the side of Life, of 
that r evolution which constantly happens between man and life. 
'rhis one is called "Testament of a Rebel 11

• 

ANDRE BRINK N0 1t1 READS •·TESTAMENT OF A REBEL". 

A.LEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That was beautiful wasn 't it. But how do the black artists in 
South Africa see Breyten Brcytenbach? Do they see him as a brother, 
a liberal white loner, wrong headed or what? 

/ 

ANDRE BFUI\K ~.----
I think at the moment there is probably a very ambivalent response 
to him among black writers in South Africa and blacks generally. On 
the one hand even blacks who didn't read him (as far as European 
languages go most blacks speak English and not Afrikaans), to most 
of them his name became a symbol of resistance to oppression. And I 
think there has been for a very long time a feeling that he represents 
that resistance which will never die, which, he spoke about in the 
poem I have just r ead. So he becafile a symbol of hope for people 
who felt oppressed because they f elt, here was somebody who through 
his language c1.nd his background was an Afrikaaner, and who belonged 
to the establishment which oppressed them, and yet he opposed the 
regime. On the other hand I am afra id that, especially since his 
imprisonment, there has been a feeling among men that he has 
perhaps let them down. By not taking a more practical course of 
opposition and undertaking such a rash action that he just landed 
in trouble, he seemed to have done the cause no good in the process. 
But I must s~y that I think that this is an unfortunate view of it. 
Because once you understand the man and the poet, in the situation 
of tota l desperation, having been driven to a sta te where he felt that 
words simply weren't enough - he had to do something about it in 
this state of desperation. A symbolic gesture to show that he .i.s 
prepared to suffer, and after all he is in jail for nine years which 
is a way of suffering and is expressing his real and very sincere. 
condern. 
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ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Well, I think coming back to this poetry, that one of his strongest 
points in t he we:, 1th of his p<,e try 7 i a his m2nip u lation of puns . 
It must be very difficult to translate him into English. 

/ 

ANDRE BRINK 

Unfortunately it is almost impossible. Somebody once said that a 
translation is like loolring at a tapestry from the wrong side. And 
I think this goes very much for Breytenbach's work because, as you 
said , the wond0r , the magic of his ~oetry lies in this incredibl~ way 
in which he uses l anguage: turns i t inside out; uses ideomatic 
expressions, :ittle nursery rhymns, childrens' songs and that sort 
of thing and gives abstract things a suddenly shocking , realj_stic, 
practical meaning. Just to mention one of inume rable instances , in 
one of his startling poenis , he uses the word grenade. But in the 
original Afrikaans the word "granaat" means both a hand grenade and 
pomegranate . So it becomes a symbol both of fruitfulness and of 
destructiveness , and this sort of thing runs through every single 
poem. So you can never describe one linear meaning to a poem; he 
says so many things a.t the same t ime and he does it with such a 
sparkling devastating humour and sadness at the same time, with 
Romanticism and very s~rewd philosophical thinking . It really is 
incredible experi ence to undergo this poetry, I think undergo is what· 
one does more than just r ead it . 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY -~,-----
What at the moment i s he doing in prison? Is he still writing? 

/ 

MiDRE BRINK 

The problem so far has been that , at the end of every day, whatever 
he ' s written in the course of that day has been removed by the 
prison authorities, and kept until the day when he will be l e+. out . 
But ther e havG been r epresentations r ecently and now he is allowed 
to have access to everything that he has already written; so that he 
cbn nov, go baclt to what he ha;.; written and revise it and if he i.s 
en6aged in longer work, then constantly rework the manuscripts in 
the way that any writer has to do . There has been a general tendancy 
to ease his circumstanc es recently . 

ALEX TETTEH-LA.H.TEY ---------
But with this ~eneral easing-off of treatment of prisoners, do you 
think i t is at all possible or fo reseeable that his imprisonment 
might be shortened , maybe cut down? 

/ 

Al'iJDRE BRINK 

It is very difficult to speculate . I can only say that there a r e 
more positive signs than there have been for a ve ry long time and I 
have some s ort of hope that s omething in this direction may in fact 
happen • 

.:.,LEX TET'l'EH-LAR'l'EY 

Well , we sincerely hope that it does happen and that Breyten 
Breytenba ch will soon be r eleased . Andre Brink thank you ver y much . 
And that's a ll for Arts and Africa for this week and from me , Alex 
Tetteh- Lartey. I hope you can be with us again, at the same time 
next week . 


