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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
This course focuses on the way in which literature and film in South Africa have registered 
and reflected the social and political conflicts and tensions of the Apartheid years, and how, 
since the first democratic elections in 1994, these fields of cultural production have served—
and continue to serve—as a means of questioning and negotiating identity, not only 
nationally, but also at the level of the community and the individual.  
  
The primary aim of this course is therefore to identify currently prevalent thematic trends – 
for example, the ongoing interest in and engagement with the fact or metaphorics of crime – 
while also thinking about South Africa’s cultural landscape as constituted in the interplay 
between, on the one hand, the country’s history and socio-economic realities, and, on the 
other hand, a range of global trends and developments. 
  
A secondary aim of the course is to establish the shifts or continuities in the particular formal 
codes used in South African literature and film to represent these thematic trends. Over the 
course of the week, we will engage with both classic and current South African poems, short 
stories, life writing, a contemporary novel, as well as two films: one from the apartheid era 
and one more recent South African release. 
  
At the end of the course, students should be equipped with a basic understanding of the 
manner in which particular stylistic features are deployed in the representation of questions 
of identity in South Africa, and to have gained some insight into the ways in which the South 
African present continues to show up as an uncompleted civil project of reconciliation, 
development and justice, as a moment that is stubbornly imperfect and unresolved.  
  
We will start our inquiry with a basic overview of the South African literary landscape, and 
concretise this by means of a few samples of poetry from the colonial and apartheid eras. 
These will serve to establish some of the key issues, topographies, and metaphorical 
tendencies that subtend much of South African literature and cultural discourse. We will then 
take a brief introductory look at one nexus of contemporary South African poetic praxis, the 
InZync Poetry Sessions, before going on to consider a small sample of (recent and 
Apartheid-era) short stories. This material will also help to prepare the ground for our later 
discussion of the novel. 
 
We will then shift our attention to film, going back in time to consider the apartheid state in 
crisis in the 1980s, as represented the film, Mapantsula (1988), a key text in the history of 
South African film, which adopts the genre of the gangster film for the purpose of socio-
political engagement. This also involves a shift from rural South Africa to the city of 
Johannesburg and its environs, Hillbrow in particular, which is also the primary setting for 
Jerusalema (2008), like Mapantsula a gangster film, but one which registers, to an important 
degree, South African ambitions to compete on a global stage.     
 
Next, following the focus set in the first part of the course, we will consider a selection (in 
extracts) of South African life writing (autobiography, biography and memoir) from the 



apartheid years to the more recent period. The chosen extracts serve as examples of 
methods and modes employed in (self)representation and what these suggest about the 
(re)construction of national, ethnic, public and private identities. We explore shifts, 
continuities and discontinuities in narrative plotting and patterns to consider models of 
identity. In addition, we will view scenes from a selection of films, archival footage and 
documentaries to compare how subjects are (re)framed in other forms.  
 
(Self)representation in the life writing component (non-fiction) presents an interesting 
counterpoint to the thoughtful irony of Michiel Heyns’s prize-winning fiction, Lost Ground 
(2011). We conclude the course with a consideration of this novel, which is set in a small 
town in the Western Cape and which diagnoses some of the ways in which the past informs, 
and persists in, the present. 
 
 

PRESENTATION 
 
The course combines brief formal introductory lectures on the works described above with 
more informal group discussions of textual details and their implications. 
 
 

ASSESSMENT 
 
Final evaluation for this course will be based on class attendance and participation (5%), an 
essay on film (45%) and an essay on a novel (50%). Both assignments are intended to 
consolidate ground covered in the course. The first essay will be due in class on Tuesday 11 
July, while the final essay will be due on Friday 14 July. 
 
Secondary readings—part of the preparation for the written assignments—will be made 
available during the course. 
 
 

PRESCRIBED READINGS 
 
Heyns, Michiel. Lost Ground. Cape Town: Jonathan Ball, 2011. 
 
Additional primary and secondary reading material will be supplied in class or made 
available on SUNLearn, along with hand-outs that will form the basis of the discussions and 
the assessments.  
 
Viewings of the films will be arranged during the course. 

 


