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J. M. Coetzee's elusive works represent an act of heroic refusal

Summertime

By J. M. Coetzee

Knopf, 272pp, $39.95 (HB)

THE book on the desk before her is a novel disguised as a biography; it teases her with the possibility that it also is
an autobiography dressed up as a novel. It is the third in a trilogy of books relating the life, from childhood to his 30s, of
a writer named ``John Coetzee''. Boyhood (1997) and Youth (2002), are written in a free indirect third person that
appears to offer an observation window into the unfolding consciousness of their subject. The new volume,
Summertime, consists of scraps of the author's notebooks and transcripts of interviews compiled by Mr Vincent, an
English biographer who is investigating the author's return from London and America to the South Africa of the 1970s.
His ``Coetzee'' resembles the Nobel prize-winning writer in many aspects, except he has died before the book begins.

How is she meant to read this trilogy of ``memoirs''? Summertime has, after all, just been long-listed for the Booker
prize for fiction (the author has won the award twice, for Life and Times of Michael K in 1983 and Disgrace in 1999).

The slip between these registers is troubling. On the one hand, the trilogy seems to promise her insights into the
formative experiences and obsessions of this notoriously elusive author. Reading Boyhood, for example, she notes that
his antipathy towards his Afrikaner heritage and over-attuned sense of shame appear precociously present, almost
inborn. (Like his mother, he identifies as ``English''; he not only associates his Afrikaner schoolmates with casual
brutality and an animal disregard for privacy, but also suggests there is a pathology ingrained in the circumlocutions of
Afrikaans.) Youth describes the writer arriving in 60s London, filled with romantic expectations that the city will
provide grist for his art; instead, the artistic life he embarks on proves solitary and ingrown.

Summertime concentrates on the author's return to South Africa to live with his ageing father, after some legal
trouble in the US, where he has been teaching. Long-haired, bookish, making a moral point of doing his own manual
labour, he cuts a figure that is at once pitiful and faintly scandalous. But it is the damning testimony from the women in
his life, compiled by Mr Vincent, that tempts her to read this volume as an illumination of the awkward sexual
relationships that populate the author's fiction.
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On the other hand, the trilogy carefully frustrates her urge to ``know''. Even Boyhood, which most resembles a
straightforward biographical portrait, warns her off with its subtitle, ``Scenes from Provincial Life'', borrowed from
Flaubert's Madam Bovary. A scene in which the very young ``Coetzee'' is talking with another boy about their first
memories, and claims he saw a dog run over, is typically slippery. ``It is a magnificent first memory,'' he congratulates
himself. ``But is it true?... Is it possible that he saw nothing but a dog dragging its hindquarters and made up the car and
the driver and the rest of the story?''

The turn-about is striking. For a moment, she has been lured into reading this as a kind of primal scene accounting
for the huge symbolic presence of dogs across the author's oeuvre (they seem to act as democratic embodiments of
suffering, she thinks, like the anonymous, naked bodies of the damned in medieval paintings of hell). The next minute,
the book suggests that there is something untrustworthy and self-aggrandising about the autobiographical act itself. And
now she must wonder: is the young Coetzee's ability to reflect so self-consciously also an invention? Coetzee's
self-portraiture can hardly be accused of egotism (at least not in any simple way, she thinks). The writer seems at pains
in all three books to present a ``Coetzee'' who is gloomy, withholding, cold, cowardly, even dishonest, his failings
detailed in the first two books with cold Flaubertian precision. (This is not his first depiction of a ``Coetzee'' as
character, she recalls: Dusklands, his first novel, features a Boer captain named Coetzee.)

In Summertime this emphasis on failure reaches a disconcerting, even comic, pitch. The book opens soberly with
excerpts from the author's journals, expressing disgust at apartheid South Africa's defensive closed-mindedness:

Once upon a time he used to think that the men who dreamed up the South African version of public order, who
brought into being the vast system of labour reserves and internal passports and satellite townships, had based their
vision on a tragic misreading of history. They had misread history because, born on farms or in small towns in the
hinterland, and isolated within a language spoken nowhere else in the world, they had no appreciation of the scale of the
forces that had since 1945 been sweeping away the old colonial world. Yet to say they had misread history was in itself
misleading. For they read no history at all. On the contrary, they turned their backs on it, dismissing it as a mass of
slanders... Alone and friendless at the remote tip of a hostile continent, they erected their fortress state and retreated
behind its walls: there they would keep the flame of Western Christian civilisation burning until finally the world came
to its senses.

These thoughts appear to resemble those of the public figure, Adelaide-based ex-South African Coetzee. Yet does
she detect a cold hint of parody in the diarist's prim reproaches to his country? ``How to escape the filth,'' he ponders.
Where is it possible to hide ``where one will not feel soiled''?

The interview recordings that follow seem to back up her suspicions. Mr Vincent has tracked down the people who
appear (from reading these journals, he has never met the author) to have been most important to ``Coetzee'' at this time:
two women with whom he has had affairs; his favourite cousin Margot, from Boyhood, perhaps his only soul-mate; a
male colleague from the Cape Town university; and Adriana, a Brazilian economic refugee whom he tried, clumsily, to
woo. Yet the expectations of memoir are immediately thwarted. These people do not see the man who would go on to
be a famous writer as central to their stories; at best he has been of passing significance in their lives.

The women's voices, each superbly individualised and often quite funny to read, amount to a virtual emasculation,
as each remarks on ``Coetzee's'' coldness.

``It was as though he had been sprayed from head to toe with a neutering spray,'' says Julia, a young wife when they
had their assignations. ``His ideational faculties were overdeveloped at the expense of his animal self.'' She recalls that
he tried to persuade her to make love in time to Schubert; not just Schubert, a string quartet).

According to Margot, the extended Coetzee clan speculated endlessly about whether their poetry-writing relative
was homosexual. But it is Adriana, angry at being associated in this biography with Coetzee, who is most scathing. He
was her daughter's English coach, with odd ideas about fanning a passion in his pupils for learning. To her
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consternation, when she told him his interest in her daughter was unsavoury, he began to pursue her doggedly; at the
same time her husband lay brain-dead in a hospital. She particularly resented being idealised in the role of a lover, she
says, when she so badly needed a friend.

These interviewees are not unkind. They even try to make concessions. But they are devastatingly precise. John had
``a sexual mode'', Julia recounts,

into which he would switch when he took off his clothes. In sexual mode he could perform the male part perfectly
adequately -- adequately, competently, but -- for my taste -- too impersonally. [It] was as if he was engaged with some
erotic image of me in his head; perhaps even with some image of Woman with a capital W.

Here, tantalisingly, is an echo of the dessicated sexuality of the male characters in Coetzee's fiction, such as the
hero of Disgrace, who feels he has ``managed the problem rather well''. More oddly, the women's emphasis on the
author's ``neuter'' qualities also recalls Coetzee's
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flirtation with a female avatar in Elizabeth Costello: a provocative literary cross-dressing, as the ``lessons'' the
cantankerous and fading novelist Costello delivers in that book were originally published as The Lives of Animals
under the author's name. (Coetzee also creates a male avatar, the Australian writer Senor C, in Diary of a Bad Year,
while Costello notoriously reappears in Slow Man, to hijack its injured hero's story: another man who has been virtually
castrated, as she gleefully points out, by losing his leg.) Odder and odder. Why reimagine himself as a woman? Is this a
commentary on the perverse fakeries fiction allows writers a la Foe, in which a canny 17th-century author crafts the
story of a woman washed up on Crusoe's island into a bestseller replete with male hero? Or is this a veiled suggestion
(and there are hints throughout the trilogy) of more complicated sexual longings?

The register of these books is fiendishly hard to grasp. Read as Rousseauian confessions, Boyhood, Youth and
Summertime are tragic catalogues of personal failure. Yet they repel her unmitigated sympathy because of their habit,
imported from the author's other fiction, of turning the screws of their own narrative invention, to the point of snapping.
Nevertheless, alongside these self-conscious games, she has to weigh their incontrovertible flirtation with fact. What if
there is sincerity in their heart, swaddled within such complicated folds, does this make them doubly tragic? If this is
Rousseau, it is Rousseau served cold: Rousseau via Borges (or perhaps even Rousseau via Borges via Schubert). The
effect is frustrating and disconcerting. No wonder that critic James Wood christened Coetzee the Pale Withholder.

AT this point she turns to consider her feelings towards the author's oeuvre. She admires his novels' skillfulness:
their astringency, their descriptive sharpness, their urgently readable prose. Yet often, she must admit, they irk her --
yes, that is the word. This is puzzling, for Coetzee's fiction would seem to appeal to her own beliefs and tastes: her
admiration, for example, of Milan Kundera's dictum that the novel provides a space in which the complexity of life is
acknowledged, and should not be expected to yield up a simple message. Thus she feels she should, is perhaps even
obliged to, enjoy his novels' stubborn refusal to tell her how they wish to be read.

She also professes to enjoy intertextuality and Coetzee's books wind their narratives around not only Defoe's
Robinson Crusoe, most obviously in Foe, but also one another. That their clearest influence is the writing of the 1600s
(to Defoe, the ``first'' English novelist, but also to the allegorical temperament of Donne and Walton) should please her
more, for her own bent is for books that tailor their stories to flows of argument, to schemes of metaphor or symbol. It is
precisely this debt to the 17th-century love of the reflective soliloquy and its plasticity of forms that she finds so
exhilarating in W. G. Sebald.

Yet on reflection, this borrowing is probably what she likes most about Coetzee's works: in Disgrace, for example,
the stretching tight of sharp realism across the tenterhooks of the characters' irreconcilable social and philosophical
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positions. Here it is almost as if Walton's pre-realistic designation by occupation of characters in The Compleat Angler
(Piscador: fisherman; Viator: walker) had found its powerful 20th-century counterpart in a novel the more contemporary
for its borrowings from the raw pre-modern.

Yet she cavils: there are repercussions. She is not the first to comment on the use of women (as Summertime seems
aware) as grist for the male protagonists' philosophical inquiry. Most egregiously, there is the fate of Lucy in Disgrace:
her decision to accept her rape and impregnation, and to sell herself in marriage, as punishment for the Afrikaner
occupation of the land. That she is lesbian makes this acquiescence more outlandish; her sexuality is not so much hers,
it seems, as a function of the book's symbolic demands (a rejection of her father's failed paternal duty in all but forcing
himself on his student).

The problem is not so much the book's dependence on allegory (as Wood complained) but its division of symbolic
labour. Its anatomisation of a wretchedly broken South Africa into a host of philosophical impasses is fresh; yet, within
this, Lucy is condemned to the oldest kind of ``women's work''. It is the same with its apportionment of realism. David
Lurie's decision to minister to the pariah dogs of the countryside makes sense psychologically as existentialist refusal;
Lucy's acceptance of the traditional exchange of women as a lesser evil than the injustices of race seems perverse, a
throwback to pre-realistic novels where characters behaved more on public principle than reason.

Her reaction as a female reader, she is aware, is shamefully predictable. In discussions with friends and colleagues,
she observes that a liking for this author splits sharply along gender lines. (Unsurprisingly Foe, with its clever female
narrator, is her favourite of Coetzee's novels; significantly, it is also the most liberated from any realist concerns.) Of
course, such ambivalence may expose her deficiencies as a reader. There is, in particular, her phobia, since she was a
child, of castaway narratives: she can barely read Robinson Crusoe or The Lord of the Flies; even Shakespeare's The
Tempest.

Such sensitivity to novels of inescapably cruel society makes her fundamentally unreceptive to work whose main
interest appears to be in depicting stranded humanity scorched down to its roots: Foe; the desert gulag in Waiting for the
Barbarians (her other favourite, until it spirals into violence). Worse still, South Africa itself is reimagined
metaphorically (in Age of Iron and Life and Times of Michael K) as a kind of grisly Batavia, a wreck, whose colonial
system and withdrawal into isolation enable a bureaucracy that is mindless, petty, brutally impersonal: Kafkaesque. Yet
she loves Kafka, in whose works, despite their concentration on entrapment, she has the sense of a bottled passion, of
hysterical laughter on the other side of despair. There is even a dark pleasure, a hollow victory, in catching the fascist
imagination at it.

In the Jewish mystical tradition, she recalls, mortal life, with its inherent suffering, is the other side of the tzimtzum,
the contraction of God's infinte light to make space for creation. Yet there is always the hope, in kabbalistic lore, that
this light might be recovered.

Coetzee's writing, on the other hand, draws on the logics of Calvinism. Brought by the Dutch settlers who would
later identify as Afrikaners, it views humans as naturally sinful. One cannot initiate one's own salvation, since human
virtue does not enter God's thinking. It is not a great leap for Coetzee to refigure this as a kind of spiritual colonialism at
its most despotic. The horror of Coetzee's fiction is that the religious and fascist are not separate but conflated, pitiless
and bureaucratic, with no escape available in the traditional consolations of fellowship or faith. (This is not the case in
the wonderful Master of Petersburg, however, a book filled with passionate momentum by Dostoevsky's struggles with
his God.)

Disgrace, a word that appears in almost every novel, defines itself across Coetzee's oeuvre as a kind of original sin,
that of being born into a colonial power. This stifling context of shame accounts for the warped, weirdly inappropriate,
relationships in Coetzee's novels. In Age of Iron a terminally ill woman establishes an awkward menage (it is far from a
friendship) with a homeless man because her her priggish expatriate daughter will not return to colonial South Africa,
even to look after her mother (leaving the country, it appears, will not rid one of its ``soiling'').
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In Michael K, with its Kafkaesque title, a son attempts to carry his old, unloving mother to her childhood home
through a South Africa marred by an invented civil war. By the time Michael K reaches the countryside (his mother has
died) he has been so tormented by predators that he digs a hole in the ground and hunkers in it like a mole in the earth.
In Waiting for the Barbarians, the governor of a mythical colonial outpost rescues an injured barbarian girl from
prostitution, only to subject her to his sexual wishes. The conclusion one must draw is that relationships founded within
colonialism cannot function.

The same dynamic seems to lie at the heart of Coetzee's ``autobiographical'' fiction. She begins to suspect the
author's use of the facts of his life aims for what Werner Herzog, the maker of films that slip controversially between
documentary and fiction, has referred to as ``ecstatic truth''. That is, scenes that ``reveal'' his character shape themselves
around these allegorical foundations.

To think oneself kind, in such a context, is perhaps the greatest ``sin'' of all. Lucy's attempts in Disgrace to live
ethically, sharing her land with ex-overseer Petrus, bring down a far worse punishment than her father suffers for his
calculated exploitation of a student. It seems the only resistance these works authorise is the refusal of power, preferably
coupled by physical suffering, like the governor's horrific scourging in Waiting for the Barbarians, or Lucy's rape.

Only the body, it seems, can speak with limited authority about the cold horrors of apartheid. Words are suspect:
Coetzee's characters, even his avatars, are ironically aware of a tendency to self-serving, moralising speech. Even
Coetzee's spare prose and narrative second-guessing can be read as a kind of penance, a rejection of the overly
expressive.

This means that although Coetzee's novels, with their intertextuality, unreliable narrators and narrative
self-awareness, resemble postmodern conjuries, they may come from an utterly different, deadly serious direction. Their
motivation, she suspects, is moral. Wood has taken Coetzee's novels to task for the way they twist plot to fit allegorical
structures; but the issue may not be so much their metaphorical bent, she thinks, as their tendency to make all their other
pleasures play second fiddle to the same repeated highest truth: the moral insufficiency of writing.

Even their laughter is laughter in dead air, under laboratory-controlled conditions. It is this structural despair, she
sees now, that irks her.

Because of this, with perhaps the exception of Foe and The Master of Petersburg, Coetzee's works, she feels, are
not quite novels. Flattened, denied the novel's haphazard amplitude, they are closer to some other form: to meditation,
or soliloquy, or perhaps some ancient exercise in rhetoric inflected with modern thought.

Coetzee's depictions of the movements of a mind following its own twists and turns can have the exhilarating
movement of music. Like Elizabeth Costello, they can be strange, exciting things to read. Yet, for her, they do not
achieve that grace peculiar to the novel at its greatest, its sense of some uncontrollable spark in the machinery, beyond
the author's control. They become something other than novels precisely in their extreme effort to tame and reflect on
that same rebellious spark.

NOWHERE is this sense of a brilliant mind caught in its own workings more apparent than in Coetzee's ``fictional
biographies''. She feels these, especially Boyhood and Youth, are particularly mislabelled as novels. They feel
constrained by their use of the transparent Flaubertian third person (an irony, since this is often hailed as the great
invention of the modern novel.) For all their sharp brilliance in pursuit of the author's ``lack of heart'', their third person
is so self-enclosed, so in thrall to a higher truth about the treacheries of writing, that they lack the illusion of the
messiness of life she hopes for in a novel.

Writing her own review in the third person, watching her thoughts unfold as if they somehow pre-exist themselves,
has helped her come to this conclusion. The exercise has unsettled her. She finds it difficult to break the reader's
expectation that she will attach her own opinions to her ``I''. She is aware that reviews, like biographies, are necessary
fictions, places in which the reviewer speaks more judiciously and decisively than she might in conversation. She
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suspects the reader knows this too. Refusing the unspoken agreement between writer and reader makes her
uncomfortable. What if every reviewer were to use similar distancing techniques to point out the review's sleight of
hand? This discomfort makes her aware of the craft and perversity of Coetzee's oeuvre as an act of heroic refusal born
from a sense of stories' implications in the colonial process. This oeuvre extends to his 2002 Nobel acceptance speech,
in which, at the very moment the world expected the ``real'' Coetzee to step forth from behind his works, he delivered a
difficult parable, imagining Crusoe on his return from the island, which appeared to allude, once more, to the ethical
conundrums inherent in the act of writing.

This perversity also seems present in the decision to kill off Summertime's subject before the book begins. Yet
there is no criticism that she can make of the author's work, she is aware, that it does not anticipate already. Speaking of
his first novel, Dusklands, Julia says that it is not necessarily unpassionate but that ``the passion behind it is obscure''. A
devastating critique, suggesting that the writer's complicated intellectual games may overwhelm his novels' sense of
moral purpose. Furthermore, she adds, the source of the novels' cruelties seems to lie ``with the author himself''. Yet
Julia also speaks for the defence. ``Coetzee'' was not quite the cold fish that we might think.

``I know he had a reputation for being dour, but John Coetzee was actually quite funny,'' she says. ``A figure of
comedy. Dour comedy.''

This is strangely touching. For all its ambiguous stagings of ``truths'', Summertime is an oddly moving book that
seems liberated by its substitution of a chorus of voices for the contained third person of Boyhood and Youth. Warmer,
and closer to the less obscure passions of Coetzee's earlier work, it allows itself the pleasures of the novel.

There is this astonishing moment, for example, in the middle of the book. Margot and her cousin, on the family
farm in the Karoo, are watching a sunset. She asks him: Does he remember the time he pulled the leg off a locust to
impress her? He remembers, he says; in fact, every day he prays to Kaggen to forgive him. Kaggen? she asks. Kaggen,
he tells her, his name for the mantis god.

Oblivious to the fact that he has already lost his childhood soul-mate with his talk of insect gods, he ploughs on.
Has she read Eugene Marais's book about his year spent observing baboons? One evening, he says, Marais noticed the
baboons stopped foraging to watch the sunset and he suspected they were experiencing their first melancholy awareness
of mortality. His cousin is nonplussed. The sunset makes him think of death? No, he replies, he has been remembering
the first ``real'' conversation of his life, here, with her, when they were children. And, at this moment he thought to
himself: So this is what it means to be in love!

This reticent man's inability to separate this great unburdening of secret feeling from a disquisition on baboon
behaviour is heartbreakingly funny, a match for the mushrooming scene in Tolstoy's Anna Karenina where a
life-changing proposal founders on the characters' nervous chatter about fungi.

If it were in her power, if she were a judge, she would give Coetzee the Booker for these pages alone. Here, in
Summertime, passion exceeds argument. Here, for a moment, she answers as a reader not with her head but with her
heart.

______________________________
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