Trauma, remembrance and art in South Africa:
An impression

Els van Dongen

But in one aspect | know | am extraordinary
My memory. You're right.
| have an amazing memory.
At times | even surprise myself.
| can remember things that never happened.
Ouma Kristina in André Brink’émaginings of Sand

During research on remembering and forgetting among ejdeebple in Cape Town and its sub-
urbs | stumbled upon art as a way to work through the memofigaomatic past and to build a
new society. This impression is an attempt to make sensé mytimeetings with South African
art and artists. First | will discuss the relation betweeadwmatic memories and their expression
in the context of post-apartheid South Africa. The secontisewill elaborate on the issue of
literature, the shaping of new identities and the use of nigmoduild society. In the conclusion,

| will discuss the social meaning of art.

[trauma, memory, forgetting, violence, art, ApartheiduBoAfrica]

Coming out of the shit: An introduction on ‘getting away from sickness’

Maureen, victim of torture during the liberation strugglighwa shawl around her head
to conceal her boldness caused by acid that the perpettatevsover her head —she is
now active in Khulumani (‘Speak out’, a political movemethtgr colleague, the col-
league’s daughter, a young girl full of dreams for the fut@elette, my student, and
me, an anthropologist; we all drove in my student’s small Baureen had promised
me to show ‘art’ in Philippi, a township of Cape Town, when wetmit the Trauma cen-
tre in the city. We were on our way from Maureen'’s shack, wholild be soon demol-
ished to make place for a house with five rooms, to the comtyweintre where we
would see the ‘art’. The centre is a large building along tlaénmoad of Philippi, where
little shops and shebeens (places to drink beer) are prasgetther and provide people
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with daily needs at low prices. The centre was almost firdsdred it would be opened
officially within two weeks. It was made of bricks of warm,rtaed colour. In front of
the centre is a square, which will serve as a market placesiiadl walls on the square
were decorated with colourful tiles and stones. The bujjdiself had bars and gates. A
guard was sitting in the shadow of the building. The centrefivee, but the community
of Philippi was more dangerous underneath its sunny surfad¢eside, in the court-
yard, we were welcomed by another guard and by the songs ohdiewhich was re-
hearsing for the official opening. The guard brought ourlsotampany in the big hall
with its red walls and blue doors. There was a stage. The spasenulti-functional. It
could be used as theatre, sports hall or meeting hall. Buttno antil we went into the
lady’s. Women were finishing mosaics on the walls of theatsilwith small pieces of
coloured tiles. They made flowers, figures. The walls labkee, but art?

When we were standing outside in the wind, which always blomthe Cape Flats,
| realised that | had an ethnocentric view of art. | had caelyaiot expected to find art
in toilets. | suddenly thought these mosaics, Maureen amdtters were so proud of,
were art indeed. They were symbols of the victory over ‘th€ ahd the dirt of vio-
lence, abuse, crime and rape. | knew that toilets were noeplarhere one could feel
safe. Even in the ‘lady’s’ the ladies were not safe. | had @ssed the problems in the
toilets of one of the universities in Cape Town. These masaire art, because they
would ‘lift’ people out of the dark of the confusing landseaqf personal and gang vio-
lence by their bright colours, their gracious shapes andshaple beauty. This expe-
rience was one of the many | had that made clear that art maydhlagaling dimension,
not only for an individual artist but for many others. Fronatimoment | decided to
write up my impressions, because art makes a contributidinet&outh African ‘re-
naissance’; itis an essential part of the attempt to oveedoaumatic pasts and to give
new meaning to them.

Writing about art and the conditions of making art in Southi@é is difficult with-
out confining oneself to a ‘political’ track, or without digssing the quest for identity.
South African artists — probably especially writers — alg/éave spoken in terms of
politics and they still do. Art in its different forms seenagiiay an increasingly impor-
tant role in South African society, like it does in many caie that have suffered
from violence, war and destruction. Art may make the traicraatd grim situation of
people bearable; it will release people from social isofatir heal trauma, despair and
fear. Art may be the result of a quest for identity, but abdli¢ gives an impression of
human vitality to get away from sickness in the sense of $saidering and misery.

The latter will be the focus of this essay. It is not my intentto discuss individual
recovery by means of arts. | am interested in the social dsimes of art and art-
making and its meaning for a society in which many peopleratgnatised. | will not
focus on understanding of illness through art, but on reitigwith iliness. | will write
about artin relation to ‘remembering and forgetting’. Testhanay mean over-general-
ising the different forms and kinds of art, and overlookirtiges important ways to re-
member and forget misery and to shape a future. | will ardneeigh fragmentarily, the
importance of art to the anthropological understandingairess and suffering. My
essay is based on ‘impressions’ during fieldwork, conw@sa with different groups
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in Cape Town, items from newspapers and magazines, and tadgiifferent parts of
the city and its suburbs. My research focus was not on at F@n into it. | am not pre-
tending to give a scientific analysis of the meaning of athi@ making of a new so-
ciety; instead | would like to start a discussion about thjEd. Some arbitrary exam-
ples will illustrate my thoughts.

First I will discuss the relation between traumatic menmeard their expression in
the context of post-apartheid South Africa. The secondaeutill elaborate on the is-
sue of art, i.c. literature, the shaping of new identitied tire use of memory to build
society. In societies that suffer(ed) under totalitariegimes and violence, writing and
other forms of art mushroom, because “the only safe placesideé the story” (Fugard
cited in Brink 2000). Under Apartheid it was impossible tstafiguish the personal
from the public or the story from history (Brink 2000: 30). Mapeople who could not
voice their remembrance before, will do so now. In the cosioly, | will discuss the
social meaning of art.

Burden of the past and fear of the present: Art and trauma

The social landscape of South Africa is one of confusions&wal safety seems an
over-riding concern for all people: many are armed. Mostpednow someone
whose car was stolen, who was abused or shot at. Houses havartuhgates and
shields on the garden walls warn that there will be an ‘arresganse’. In the suburbs
— the townships — public buildings have high fences with bdrwire; children are
playing behind wires and walls. Guards are everywhere anglpdook over their
shoulder when they hear footsteps. Gangsterism, rape emuouse, bombing, kid-
napping, robbery and neglect are part of daily life. Eveny, g@ople read about severe
violence in the newspapers. Victims are numerous. Racigeisia and discrimination
are still common. In a United Nations survey of 69 countries398, it is showed that
South Africa has the second highest rate of firearm relateditides in the world.
Hamber and Lewis (1997) provide us with some statistics¢ivBupport the view that
South Africa is a violent countryThe authors discuss the effects of violence, Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder, bereavement, lack of sociadiation, medical problems,
relation breakdowns and substance abuse.

Even though people do not allow fear and cynicism about takiiity of the gov-
ernment to control negative forces in society to governrtlinags, one feels what it
must mean to live in a ‘culture of violence’. Some of my ownefsitions and experi-
ences may make it clear. Especially for women and childrawetling by train is a sur-
vival. Watches and jewellery are put away; mothers and grantiders hold their chil-
dren firmly against their bodies; sometimes one sees a wavharclings a little tin
with tear gas. Walking through the darkness on a lukewarrtrifgough the empty
streets in Oranjezicht, a relatively safe part of Cape Tdwemrlised that suspicion and
fear governed the social lives of people. If somebody in trees would be in trouble
and need help, nobody in the houses would notice it. The wailsnd the private prop-
erties were too massive.
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The current fears come on top of the traumatic past of cdisnieand Apartheid.
Dreadful experiences of the past are deeply inscribedlimbodies and selves of peo-
ple. Besides the horrible experiences of torture, murddndpping and abuse and the
struggle for freedom, people also suffer because sociataltutal structures are dam-
aged by migration and forced displacement. On the past]iémniere separated by
identity cards and racial categorisation. This led to athsituations that had serious
effects on the health of many people. Most of them have ‘tteiry’. Veronica’s ex-
plains what the consequences can be for one’s life. Her gargt full of horrifying
details, as the stories were which were told at the Truth axbRciliation Commis-
sion. Veronica did not belong to a liberation movement. #nsordinary story which
she shares with so many who tried to survive and make a limiag/iolent society. She
is a black woman, who lives in an old age home in Woodstock fagb&ape Town.
She became confused and nervous because she married ahRitggiguese immi-
grant and therefore was officially ‘white’. She could movedly. That meant that she
could visit ‘white’ restaurants and other spaces which wendy for whites’. The
white people looked at her and whispered about her when skénxguch a place.
Worse, however, was that her ‘own people’ talked nastilyuaber. Every two years,
she said, she had a “nervous breakdown”. She was treated psttthiatric hospital
with electro convulsion therapy. “Now my head is totally gynp

The horror stories in the files of the Truth and ReconciiatCommission are bi-
zarre facts that brought severe damage to people, whosgiagfmust be recognised.
The TRC'’s aim was to establish unity, reconciliation andargfout the critics on its
work have become louder. One of the critics was that the TRQitméted itself to mur-
der, torture, kidnapping and abuse (Mamdani 2000). Colindgu(2000) points out
that the real trauma of South African people is the permavieldtion of human rights,
preceded by a history of denial, subjection and deprivaiRatial identities were cre-
ated in colonial times, under apartheid and presently agéi@ TRC created a collec-
tive history, but “what the TRC threatens to do is to uncotipése histories; to define
three decades of the past in terms of perpetrators and sietird tightly defined cat-
egories of wrong, and to suggest that this is ‘the beast qfalks€” (Bundy 2000: 17). If
the histories of people are uncoupled, there will be no pdggi for ‘working
through’: reconstructing a comprehensible and satisfgtogy of what people remem-
ber and have forgotten. There will be a lack of cohesion. “\wda go on and on and
on. But there is no need to do this. What is the acknowledgeafesuich pain and suf-
fering that only now is it meaningful to ask: why” (Ndebele020 22).

In a society that has fallen into pieces, where people do nowkwho they are,
where a collective memory lacks, remembrance is politicesad people distrust each
other, the only solution to answer the question ‘why’ seembe that “it may take
poets, artists and creative writers of fiction to compléte task” (Villa-Vincencio
2000: 30). The idea that art may provide answers to why-gquesand even can heal
pain and suffering, and can construct new identities, iactite. The reason why art
may be preferred as a mode of expression for people who sdffeould be that every-
day lives and traumatic events are beyond imagination andanly be expressed
through aesthetisation and metaphorisation (cf. Nbed#@R According to Bakhtin
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(1990: 276), to have a vision of a separation between art ealityr is to have an
aestheticised reality, which is perceived and shaped. mée’ art in South Africa
raises questions about the aesthetic dimension of the wbinkswork of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission is an example of people reinngnthemselves though
narratives (Ndebele 1998: 27). According to Ndebele thesfafthe testimonies will
be the building blocks of metaphor. But are the testimoniekthe ‘facts’ aesthetic, as
art seems to require? What makes art art? Derrida and Adoited {n Menke 1998)
suggest that the narrative is already the result of pemgi@nd shaping reality, which
implies an ‘aestheticisation’ of reality. Aesthetic andnreesthetic stances merge
when people write about their trauma. “Traumatic expegeratalyses a transforma-
tion of meaning in the signs individuals use to represerit thgeriences ... as it is
spoken by survivors, the traumatic experience is reinedriis metaphor” (Kali Tal
1996: 16). Through aesthetisation, art “transgresses tthieseof the unrepresent-
ability” (Marlin-Curiel 1999). In this way, art may answelhy-questions.

To many South African authors, a writer has a greater resipiditysto his society
than to writing. During the apartheid regime and befordstin South Africa lived
under censorship. Their opposition made some of them inémtg': Biko, Breyten-
bach, Coetzee, Fugard, Gordimer, Mathabane. Literatwrerveas without engage-
ment +art pour I'art; in South Africa every personal story became a politicalystor
Breytenbach (1985) states that writing is politicisingitist broaden human con-
sciousness. For this author, literature has to be radicklaexpress people’s culture.
The ‘Sestigers’, a group of English writing Afrikaners,aefed Apartheid and reflect
today on what happened during that era.

One example igmaginings of Sandn this novel, Brink narrates the memories of
Ouma Kristina, who got severely injured when black freedmyntéers set her house on
fire, shortly before Apartheid was banned. Ouma Kristinaatas her memories to her
granddaughter Kristien. Kristien who returned to South&sfafter the disastrous at-
tack of the freedom fighters (young black boys). Althouge khd lived in Europe for
many years, Kristien is as wounded as her sister, who hasfalfif@ and is repressed
by her husband. Ouma Kristina and her granddaughter retuthet burned house
where Ouma spends her last days. Ouma narrates the sta@iksmtfor Kristien. She
tells about a woman who is transformed into a tree; about aamowho disappears
when she looks for her shadow; a woman who went to Bagdad witlolier. The sto-
ries are too fantastic to be ‘true’. They are Ouma’s answeetisd political, social and
personal history (Brink 2000). If life gets its form througtories, the choices that
people make in those stories must be taken seriously, betaey may coincide with
the choices people make in their livesltmaginings of San8rink recovers the trauma
of white South Africans who were involved in the anti-apaithstruggle. Their mem-
ories are articulated within the South African society, owatside.

Black art was also strongly politically oriented. The woflbtack poets was per-
formance poetry; “a cry from the heart for their people’smgdKellas 2000). Black
poetry went hand in hand with activism. When apartheid waméd, this tradition
seems to have died, according to some (Kellas 2000). Blaétrpavas recited
on meetings and funerals, but is now published in Englishexample, Hlatshwayo
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calls up the Cosato employees to participate in the labowement instead of being
lethargic:

Cosato today be wise

In the desert

Only the fruit trees

With long and sturdy roots
Survive.

Qabula praises the African nature:

In summer mornings

when mist is covering the hills

the mountains hovering over the plains, the landscapes,
and valleys, at the moment

when the sun rises

as the mist begins to lift

leaving the trees, the grass and flowers

soaking in dew.

Malange writes about crisis:

| am here

Living under a Black Cloud

I am here dying of hunger
Here, living in thinning light
And my country is also dying.

Despite their different languages (Zulu, Xhosa), the tip@ets have found each other
in the theme of ‘absurdity’: South Africa, with its beautyflafra and fauna, and plenty
of food, needs the resistance of people to understand thd.Wie beauty of the coun-
try cannot be reconciled with violence, hunger and sufterithe three poets see them-
selves as ‘cultural workers’. Their work is now translatadeinglish, which was the
language of the elite and the intellectuals. There is ahaadenger that these poets and
many others are not understood by those for whom they write wrkers and stu-
dents gave English a facelift and stripped it from the powricsures of a dominating
minority.

In South Africa writing is a private act of imagination and @bfic act of history
writing (Ray 1990). Art making became a response to the Tamith Reconciliation
Commission. In a press release on Hailt Lines Exhibitionwe read:

Artistic and cultural concerns in many ways engage withgyetdistinct from the legal-
political questions that will arise. Betrayal, sadism, mmng, loss, confession, memory,
reparation, longing, these are the persistent themes afitbeThe Commission will be
examining the legal and political implications of these sahemes. Through the arts we
can explore who we are, and why we do what we do to one anottied o Marlin-
Curiel 1999).
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South Africa deals with its complex and specific past ancffects of a brutal history.
Art is one of the spaces in which memories of collective eigmeres come together.
Literature, and other forms of art as well, are ways to renmrttie past or to forget;
they are means to come to terms with trauma and unrepresetants. However,
shortly after the new South African government took offiathie Sachs — one of the
twelve judges in the Constitutional Court — made a statertettwriters in the new
South Africa could now stop being political. They could edde themselves from writ-
ing about apartheid. Sach’s statement caused a heatecedehang writers. Some
speak about ‘Renaissance’ and want to revive old forgotiarces of culture. Others,
like Van Niekerk, are sceptical. Art, and writing in partiay makes more than the
naked reality. It brings a certain version of the truth ifte bpen, which is also shaped
by private motivations, hidden agendas, prejudice, bjgigigal manipulations and
suspicion.

Easing aching hearts, quest for identity and the birds of Ouma Kristina

Today, artin South Africa is for a great part about identitgd ¢ghe ‘making of a new so-
ciety’. The house in Tyne Streley Linda Fortune is one of the many books that are
published after Apartheid was banned. It is a probing stbouathe traumas of people
in the diaspora of Cape Town. It tells about memories of ¢ttt in District Six,
whose empty, dilapidated spots remind of the sadness ofeedye were dispersed to
the frayed outskirts of the city, Parow, Mitchell's Plainaktalay, Hout Bay and
Ottery. Fortune’s book revives the small community of DigtBix with adventures
and little dramas at school, the death of her father, thpgisarance of a friend, the ex-
ile of the hair dressers. In an interview | had with Fortures ®ld me how she started
to write: “I must finally do something to ease my aching héaminderstood her pain
better, when she told me about her present life. Not thatithisvas bad. She was an
education officer at the District Six museum, had a good figanid a supporting hus-
band. But she had to travel every day by train from Parow taitiyeeentre, which was
areal ‘survival trip’. Trains and stations are places ffiflanger, violence and abuse,
for those who cannot afford to travel first class. She livedanstant fear.

Today’s traumas make re@tauerarbeitvery difficult. Fortune is but one of the
many writers who struggle to make sense of the past. In hisrANserweij-lecture in
the Netherlands, Etienne van Heerden states that evergnimitSouth Africa is as
guilty as the hundreds of people who are brought to courtyeday. The guilt of the
writer is that he or she appropriates the lives of other peapt the past. A writer, ac-
cording to Van Heerden, destroys and transforms (Van Hee2@ig0). Being a writer
in South Africa means having to live with a moral dilemma, dgse every choice a
writer will make is loaded with moral issues; the choice aofgaage, the theme, the
structure, the publisher. Adtnet, the internet site which is edited by Van Heerden,
writers debated the freedom of writing in a specific languagder the head of “Ek
skryf soos ek wil” (I write like | want) November 24 2000). Afaans was a ‘white’
language that also belonged to the right wing suppressatagdédpartheid. The
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language was in dinktronkfor a long time, because of its relation to suppression.
Nowadays, writers claim the freedom to use the languagevitaey: “Vrijheid behels
nie net die vryheid om te sé wat jy wil nie, maar dodejy wil. Ons wat Afrikaans
praat, was lank genoeg in 'n dinktronk. Ek is nie van plan onmay in 'n styltronk te
laat inkerker nie, nee” (Litnet, November 24, 2000).

Another example of the sensitivity of the theme and the gfersdentity is the
work of Pienaar, which was debated in thaily Mail & Guardian. Pienaar, a white
Afrikaner, made a controversial video film of his circuniois, which was performed
by a black woman. Pienaar’s aim was to undergo the Xhosd likeanore white men
do nowadays under pressure of their black colleagues, whoceansider an un-
circumcised colleague akeedini(small boy). The film was excluded from an exhibi-
tion on masculinity. Black artists thought that the rituasanot his. They also had ob-
jections against commercial aspects of the film. Pienaantesl: “When people look at
this exhibition twenty years from now, they’re not going teesthe same debate.
They're going to see this as a time when white male Afrikamens feeling oppressed
by their identity” (Mail & Guardian, October 20, 2000). Old rituals, recent frustrations
and political involvement of the artists converge in thismetv

Other examples of ‘the quest for identity’ in South Africételfature are the many
versions of Krotod's story (cf. Malherbe 1990). That stargi$ follows: In Cape Town,
in February 1669, two children were separated from theihegiaKhoikhoiwoman
who lived in a small house of the Dutch East Indian Compang.t&id the name of Eva
and was the widow of Pieter van Meerhoff, a Company’s phgsicT he children came
under the custody of a member of the Dutch community and be¢bhenfounders of
Afrikaner families. Kroto& was banned to Robben Island, netshe died. Her role as
ancestor of Afrikaner families was denied for a very longdirdowever, after centu-
ries, many versions and interpretations of the story canteliaing. Now, Krotod is
called ‘our mother’. She has become a metaphor for alienati@ loss. Like Ouma
Kristna in Brink’s novel, she is a woman who became a symbo¢odnciliation and
healing. Coetzee (2000) has described how ‘Krotod’ got ngafor the Afrikaans
speaking part of the South African population. In one versiKrotoa is a symbol for
the city. Cape Town is the mother city; the first city where frikaner history started.
Here, Krotoa is a good mother for her children, who were sepdifrom her by a cruel,
white father. Modern versions of the story wish to get ridhe tomparison mother-
city. They accuse ‘the city’ of racism and intolerance agithe black people. Their
focus is on the mother, not on the white father. Europe meftsal Krotod is a sym-
bolic champion and the mother of everyone. The politicahg#i this story is that
‘mixed blood’ is recognised and that the Khoikhoi had thé@are in the community.
Other versions of the story, like that of Pieternella, aniksiner performer, show at-
tempts of reconciliation and unity. Coetzee (2000), howesencludes that there is
arisk. Recentinterpretations of the story enable peopiekdheir descent with ances-
tors and to look for their roots in South Africa. Some peopékengreat effort to show
that they are relatives of Krotoa by means of amateur gegiealoresearch! But
the risk of such interpretations is that deep trauma, attrdind obliteration will be
forgotten.
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Who and what are the South African artists? Are all the forfrestoof the different
groups appropriate spaces for remembering and recommilatThe international
world seems to see various groups and different degrees dfarall forms of art are
present on the international level. The borders and boigwlaf white, coloured or
black artists, which were so heavily contested during &gt have been repressed.
But they are certainly not absent. The story of Krotod mayrbateempt to blur cat-
egorisation and division, but it may also reflect fears ofieenbrance. Other attempts
to get away from trauma and to reconciliate people are thesepollinations through
arts. South African history and art can be found on the wdllsiddings and on shel-
ters in the townships. When one walks or drives on the roaatssthetch in straight
lines through heaps of shacks and houses and remind pedpkepdlice raids during
the Apartheid struggle, one sees on the walls little texdsnps and paintings. Those
colourful birds seem to have escaped the urban jungle ofeasvand chaos. Hacking
(1996) argues that the things that are forgotten offer mossipilities to shape the past
than those that are remembered. He speaks of “indetermofdlog past”:

When new descriptions become available, when they comecintalation, or even
when they become the sorts of things that it is all right to, sayhink, there are new
things to choose to do. When new intentions become open tbesause new descrip-
tions, new concepts, become available to me, | live in a newdnaaf opportunities
(Hacking 1996: 236).

Art centres in South Africa, like the centre of Cecil Skotiredohannesburg, became
places where people from different backgrounds and race®/oek together. The art
works are rooted in tradition, new technology, myths, malgiantasies and the harsh
reality of everyday life. On the one hand works like those afrdn Arnold and Helen
Sebidi, a white and a black woman who work together in ordeotae to terms with
their roles as white and black women, generate contemplatia give pleasure. On
the other hand, they also come up with memorable images affasiog world. Art
was always there in South Africa, but it was not in the centth® society for a long
time; or it was framed in ethnographic museums as exotic r@utitional. Now art is
‘hot’. Galleries want it, museums exhibit it, tourists btwhen they visit the whales of
Hermanus at the Western Cape Coast, and publishers péngjitick Internet search
on South African art produces over 300 000 webpages. | digpedk about music,
whichis also an essential part of South African art. A prangkdea to me is that while
the famous symphony orchestra of Cape Town is wrestling fivimcial problems in
order to survive, jazz and old African songs flourish in asthevery part of the cities
and villages. The South African legends, sung by Miriam Mekare famous and
known by many. Jam sessions are held in the townships andjyousicians fuse con-
tradictory music; they combine the raw essence of the blusstraditional rhythms
and traditional jazz structures.

Art hounts the innocent city dweller like the birds that éall Ouma Kristina in
Imaginings of SandMaybe they are the messengers of the past, promising riéeenc
tion, or peace, or of a new country. The birds of Ouma Kriséinger her room and sit
down on her death bed. Ironically she asks her granddaughter

MEDISCHE ANTROPOLOGIE 13 (1) 2001 129



“Do you believe in God, Kristien?” | honestly do not know whatsay. Her lips move
again. | press my ear to her mouth. “If there is a God”, she,sSaysy am | allergic to
feathers?”

Allergy and memory

In the toilets of the new community centre of Philippi, | oclyuld imagine the mean-
ing of the colourful art. In the stories of people | only gus$she depth of memories
but I did not even know whether those memaories were abougsttimat had actually
happened. It did not matter. Literature, art searches the waich could be narrated
for many years. Language and images conceal more than thegliré is fascinating
that a story, a poem, an image touches reality, but alsoes@ahew social and per-
sonal reality. Often the memory is not meant to be a memormgait be redemption of
memory.

| remember a prominent therapist, who works with traumdtisfugees in the
Netherlands. He was about to present a lecture about his Wotkvhen he stood on
the stage, he threw away his papers and spoke of his desplgioarerlessness to re-
lieve the suffering of his clients. | found his ‘narrationbne convincing than his unde-
livered lecture. Now | realise that the man did not try to epkickness, but struggled
out of it in a language that differed from his jargon. Thatjaage revealed to me the
speaker’s allergy to misery.

Art in societies with a violent past has a similar allergyséeks the past, not the
truth. It has to be a past to live with. The difficulty to atti$n societies where violence
and violation of human rights were (and are) prominent,as the reality is often too
fantastic to be shaped by imagination and even memory (cfavia 1976). When the
world is too fantastic to be told, stories will be less linkedhe ‘facts’. They will be the
building blocks of metaphors and symbols. The relatiorshgiween those blocks are
known but strange. They produce a version of reality pecgidige with. They make a
story of what is not a story (Greenspan 1986). The storigstthéells must not be ap-
proached in terms of what they result from, but in terms ofwthey point toward. In-
dividual memories as well as collective ones tend to restoherence, belonging and
possibly redemption, notwithstanding the deep resistantiee individual level or at
the level of different groups in a society. Maybe, art wilinteoduce the individual,
sometimes mythic memory into an overall representatiocofifronts political deci-
sions and decrees that neutralise the despair, pain andyriissill keep watch over
meaning and answer the question: “Wie is ons en waar kom omdaza?” (Van
Heerden 2000).
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Notes

Els van Dongen (e-mail: vandongen@pscw.uva.nl) is an apthogist at the Medical Anthro-
pology Unit of the University of Amsterdam. She had donedfredrk and published books and
articles in the field of anthropology and psychiatry, eld@eople and of chronic iliness.

1 Per100.000 people 26.63 murders by gunshot annuallyh@drita is second to Colombia,
which has 53.99 murders per 100.000 people!

2 A quote from Hamber and Lewis: ‘South African Police Seei8APS) figures indicate that
in 1996 there were a total of 25 782 reported murders, 28 G&fated murders and 12 860
car hijackings. In terms of sexual violence, there werea @it50 481 rapes. South African
children are not exempt form violence. In 1996, 20 333 crinfes sexual nature were re-
ported to the Child Protection Units, while there were 8 6&orted assaults of children.’

3 Freedom is not only the freedom to say what one wants, bohal& one wishes. The Afri-
kaner people were long enough not free to think what they want not intending to let my-
self being placed in a prison of style.
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