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‘Crafting epicentres of agency’

Sarah Bartmann and African feminist literary imaginings'

by Pumla Dineo Ggola

Abstract. ‘Crafting epicentres of agency’: Sarah Bartmann andAfrican
feminist literary imaginings. The story of Sarah Bartmann has been one of
the fascinations of academic writing on ‘race’, feiIIm and post-
structuralism in the late twentieth and early tvethtfirst century. An en-
slaved Khoi woman, she was transported to Europerevbhe was displayed
for the amusement, and later scientific inquisitiees of various public and
private collectives in London and Paris. Her parachl hypervisibility has
meant that although volumes have been written abeuytvery little is recov-
erable from these records about her subjectiuitythis paper | am less inter-
ested in tracing and engaging with some of the tésbangendered by this
paradox and difficulty more broadly. Rather, | wamtread and analyse how
African feminist literary projects have approacHgartmann’s absent pres-
ence. My paper then tasks itself with exploring plessibility of writing about
Sarah Bartmann in ways unlike those traditions éwdedge-making that
dubbed her ‘the Hottentot Venus'. It analyzes aefgrof texts that position
themselves in relation to her as a way of arrivab@n African feminist crea-
tive and literary engagement with histories whichrépresentations of Afri-
can women'’s bodies, via Bartmann in colonialissggmes.
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Steatopygous sky

Steatopygous sea

Steatopygous waves

Steatopygous me

Oh how I long to place my foot

on the head of anthropology. (Grace Nichols (1954,

As the casket left the embassy, | wondered if Sarah
Baartman was looking down from heaven and having a
chuckle. The empire had indeed struck back, heplpeo
had come to claim her, and the ‘savages’ were ngnni
the show (Gail Smith 2004, 4).

The quotation at the beginning of this paper isnfra poem by Grace
Nichols, a celebrated Guyanese/Black British pltets an attempt to
recast the world in a manner that is friendly tosd who inhabit subjec-
tivities inscribed with histories of white suprensi@nd patriarchal epis-
temes about African women'’s bodies. In other woidsg a worldview

that places African women at the centre in affignuways. Such an en-
deavour imagines a world with sky, sea, and wavkglwreflects the

pathologised African woman’s body as the norm.Jérgthing in the

world Nichols’ persona imagines, reflects the sipggjia that the Black-
woman subject lying in the bath and thinking, fartas about, then this
could not be a world which casts her as a freakhdls’ poem is part of
that writer's poetimeuvré which challenges the stereotypes and various
demanding historic representations of women of Afacan world

throughout history. It would be a world within whishe is comfortable
and the norm. She would not be a ‘freak’ or a spEet or solely corpo-
real. Nichols’ speaker continues to express ange¢hea traditions that
have led to the necessity of the ‘fat black womdm@aming in this way:
various violent epistemic traditions housed in theciplines of anthro-
pology, history, theology as well as contemporaayriprchal capitalist

% In the rest of the collectiohhe Fat Black Woman’s Poerf\éirago 1984), as ifis

a long memoried womafiKarnak 1983) and.azy thoughts of a lazy wom#&t989)
various constructions of Black women are exploredm slavery, slave revolts,
colonialism, anti-colonial imaginaries, nationalisiovements, to twentieth century
‘global’ culture.
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industries which take advantage of such racistevioé. The stress in
Nichols’ poem is on the ‘fat black woman’ thinkingyagining, and feel-
ing anger; in other words, with the expression ef will. Part of the
activity of her will, through the juxtapositioningf herself with the ob-
jects of her fantasy, is to draw attention to themner in which a ‘Stea-
topygious me’ is the product of the imagination ethiseeks to assert
itself as natural. Her act of the imagination isréfore a willed act which
is used as sharp contrast to the overdeterminafigkfrican women as
excessively corporeal. This representation of tkedusively and hyper-
embodied African, also known as objectification sveanecessary facet of
the justification of slavery. It was also one fohiegh Sarah Bartmann’s
history of display and dehumanisation has been @sedhorthand to
illustrate. Indeed, the use and recognisabilitytlod medico-scientific
term ‘steatopygia’ echoes Bartmann’s display asdetition.

To the extent that most traditions, either raorspatriarchal, or a
combination, do not represethinking African women subjects, Nichols’
‘fat black woman’ fantasizing about a better wasldile lying in the bath
Is powerful and necessary. Its importance is nahgoh because it charts
a counter-narrative, but rather because it siguifily alters the terms of
the debate altogether.

The story of Sarah Bartmann has been one of t@nf@ions of
academic writing on ‘race’, feminism and post-stoualism in the late
twentieth and early twentieth-first century. An kewed Khoi woman, she
was transported to Europe where she was displayethé amusement,
and later scientific inquisitiveness of various luland private collec-
tives in London and Paris. Yvette Abrahams (19902 2004, Abra-
hams and Clayton 2004), Jean Young (1997) and Miagubane (2001,
2004) have written on the contradictions that cti@régse her story. Her
paradoxical hypervisibility has meant that althougilumes have been
written about her, very little is recoverable frahese records about her
subjectivity. This is because for most of those Whwe written about her
over the centuries, she has been the body usdtlstrate some other
academic point that has little to do with her palsmwod. Magubane has
noted that for much colonial thought in the eightbeand nineteenth
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centuries the black body offered ‘the meeting ad wontrary impulses —
of a suffering that could not be denied but thahatbeless had an in-
credibly fungible character’ (2004: 103).

In this paper | am less interested in tracing amgaging with some
of the debates engendered by this paradox andwyiifi more broadly.
Rather, | want to read and analyse how African feshiliterary projects
have approached Bartmann’s absent presence. Indfedte general
hegemonic status of the black bodies has been exdagpe, ‘made to
function less as flesh and blood entities thaneasld discursive sites to
be mined for images and metaphors’ (Magubane 2008), what hap-
pens when the most famously embodied black suigaatagined crea-
tively in ways that do not foreground her corpoitg@l This failure to
reify Bartmann as body, emerges as the most gfrikimilarity in how
feminists of the African worflhave chosen to engage with Sarah Bart-
mann’s legacy as the ‘Hottentot Venus'. This legaayd the power of its
accompanying scientific knowledge, is such thaesgwenturies later, in
the twentieth century, many feminists would congina write against the
felt effects of the gaze which fixes them/us as overedeviant object.
My paper then tasks itself with exploring the pbay of writing about
Sarah Bartmann in ways unlike those traditions mdvidedge-making
that dubbed her ‘the Hottentot Venus'. It analyaegriety of texts that
position themselves in relation to her as a wagrolving at an African
feminist creative and literary engagement withdrists which fix repre-
sentations of African women’s bodies, via Bartmammolonialist epis-
temes.

® Feminists of the African world is used here toerefo writing and creative
theorisation that | see permeating the works ofifiests beyond the continent and
into the diaspora. | wish to explore this in therkvof some Caribbean feminists here,
and although 1 find the use of ‘African feminist tescribe them equally useful, for
the sake of clarity, | defer to the more converdlonnderstanding of who is an
African feminist, even if this is also sometimesntasted. The essays Agenda
issues 50, 54, 58 which were special issues labefsiously African Feminisms
Volumes 1 (2001), 2 (2002), and 3(2003) explores¢heontestations. See also the
essays in Nnaemeka, Obioma. 199terhood, feminism and power: From Africa to
the DiasporaTrenton, NJ: Africa World Press.
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This writing, as | will show, proceeds far beyosichply writing
back to histories of the hyper-corporealisatiortted African as played
out in colonialism, slavery and other white supreistavoundings. Faced
with the slew of creative writing on Sarah Bartmdynfeminists in the
African diaspora and beyond, | remain uninterestatharting, reviewing
and analysing the varied ways in which she has lmbamnacterised in
literature. My concern here is with the emergencettmat | see as a very
specific idiom which emerges in literature of th&idan feminist world,
and which, as | will show, offers radical departufeom conventional
representations of her as only embodied (objeethglogised (deviant),
evidence (knowable) and/or singular (‘freak’, mytfihis work draws
from the insights gleaned from African feminist woin non-literary
genre, and recognises thisrpa as invaluable. Still, the three central
creative texts which will be used in addition tochbls’ are Zoé
Wicomb’s David’s Story Dianne Ferrus’ poem ‘| Have Come to Take
you Home’ and Gail Smith’s ‘Fetching Saartje’, besa they offer re-
freshing narrative possibilities which are more gmative than

‘the science, literature and art [which have] adikely worked to produce

Baartmann as an example of sexual and racial diifax [which also] offered

exemplary proof that racial and sexual alterity soeial construction rather
than biological essences’ (Magubane 2001, 817).

These traditions, Zine Magubane demonstratesnéwemed by a variety
of ideologies on race, gender and class positibnshave nonetheless
been strengthened in their ahistorical usage tdagxmow Sara Bart-
mann became the icon for sexual alterity in thetviplara Ogundipe’s
invitation to African feminists is that

‘[w]e should think from our epicentres of agenayoking for what is mean-

ingful, progressive and useful to us as Africarsswe enrich ourselves with
ideas from all over the world’ (in: Lewis 2002).

The texts analysed here embark on and approactopieat hand from
various angles, but will be read, nonetheless aaicppating in the same
larger African feminist project. In other words, hsvill demonstrate,
while the specific structures of the narrativededif there are ways in
which all three are activities along the same cantm. All grapple with
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the (im)possibility of representing Sarah Bartmdnynprobing the ways
in which the silences of history are more interggfior what they refuse
to tell us about her, than the volumes of overemitharratives while she
was alive, or the body critiqued by Magubane (2001)

My choice of technique is motivated, firstly, by monviction that
creative spaces offer an ability to theorise, anagine spaces of freedom
In ways unavailable to genres more preoccupied vidarity and exact-
ness. | have become increasingly intrigued (cf.12@D05) by the crea-
tive theorisation in the arena of African feminighagination. By
‘creative theorisation’, | intend the series andfs of conjecture, specu-
lative possibilities opened up in literary and otheeative genres. Theo-
retical or epistemological projects do not only p@p in those sites
officially designated as such, but emerge from otireatively textured
sites outside of these.

Secondly, read against the texts | will discusnd Nthabiseng
Motsemme’s thinking on silences and African womesigjectivities
compelling. Motsemme asserts that ‘the mute alwspesaks’, and her
work suggests that a key African feminist tool asbe our thinking
about how to hear the mute, and what that heariigéptnook like. Like
her,

My aim is not to romanticise silence and thus unidee the power of giving

voice and exposing oppression. It is rather to neimis that under conditions

of scarcity and imposed limits, those who are opged often generate new
meanings for themselves around silences. Instedtiofj absent and voice-

less, silences in circumstances of violence asspresence and speak vol-
umes (Motsemme 2004a: 5).

Crafting epicentres of agency

Zoé Wicomb’s novelDavid’'s Story(2000) confronts the dilemma of
positioning, which is to say historicising, dirgctln her novel, Wicomb
approaches the trickiness of historical locatioa wariety of ways. In all
these, there are intimations of the connectiorthedistorically concrete
subject that was Sara Bartmann. Her novel is tttefial biography of
David, an activist, who decides to have his lifengtrecorded in the post-
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apartheid moment. David’s sense of how lives ad sind rooted in past
lives’ trajectories differs substantially from hBlackwoman fictional
biographer’s idea of how to record life storieseTtovel and the fictional
biography it encapsulates is both David’'s story aatd He takes no joy
in the private ownership of it that the biographmeagines should deter-
mine his relationship to the story. He choosestoatiaim it. Rather, he
Insists that his story is one that starts with k@i women, Sara Bart-
mann, and Krotoa, the latter of whom is also kn@srEva. Both these
women are positioned as ‘firsts’ or symbolic begngs in some ways:
Krotoa, as the first indigenous translator betwienKhoi and the Dutch,
and Bartmann the beginning of many narratives ¢adriggng. However,
Wicomb writes David so that he does not simply rotiwally root him-
self through these women, or even position thenplsiras his forepar-
ents. He repeatedly refuses the psychic safety woatld flow from
simply claiming and embracing them; they are pdradifficult and
necessary identitary project aligned to both menaony the imagination,
a project he cannot completely preside over. Istergly, his fictional
biographer is at pains to steer him in the direcbbstability. For David,
who does not imagine himself participating in adiwidual project he
needs to police, the disquiet centres around whahissing from his
narrative, what is elusive. His resistance to raria tidiness leads his
fictional biographer to muse that ‘promiscuous mgmapiralling into
the past, mates with new disclosures to produdbdumoments of terri-
ble surprise’ David’'s Storyl94-5) because she has long noticed how:
[h]is fragments betray the desire to distance hiirfsem his own story; the
many beginnings, invariably flights into historyth@ugh he is no historian,
show uncertainty about whether to begin at allhde made some basic errors
with dates, miscalculating more than a hundredsyeahich no doubt is due

to the confusing system of naming centuries; bantras | delighted in the
anachronism, he was happy to keepa\id’'s Storyl).

This anachronism is deliberate on Wicomb’s part poihts to the rela-
tionship between different modes of telling storiesys more nuanced
than timelines. It also exposes the challengessbbiicising experiences
when there is no dependable narrative, only thenigérs’ in written

form, plotted along a dateline which is not in litdegical, even as it is
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paraded as neutral. David's interest in historyggsts that he has reshuf-
fled the events to highlight the desired assoamatiwith other herstories,
to display more clearly, in Prins’ words,

Because even though | do not know when my ancelstecs

| know that each one of their lives
Left a mark on my life

I[é.\./]en though | do not know (‘Timelines’ |. 18-25).
Such a desire is highlighted in his insistence giaample, on the anchor-
ing of his story through Krotoa and Sarah Bartmawen though he
makes little attempt to mythologise them. He igains to avoid their
erasure, as well as their iconicisation, becauds aAe/are that a wealth of
highly problematic writing exists on them alreaHlys response,

‘[o]ne cannot write nowadays (...) without a littleomograph on Bartmann; it
would be like excluding history itself’,

can mean in this wayD@avid’'s Storyl). As his biographer suggests, ‘the
many beginnings, invariably flights into historyth@ugh he is no histo-
rian, show uncertainty about whether to begin #t (a). Wicomb’s
David is convinced of their importance to his naves but need not
dwell in the precise manner in which their narragivntersect with his, a
detail which frustrates his biographer to no endth@r than wanting to
control the narrative, David is content to testibya collective history
which self-consciously points to its constructednesucceeding in this
venture makes it clear that his narrative doescoatain everything. For
Wicomb’s project, the task of writing history regs that the imagina-
tion perform differently, chaotically, in a manntiat messes up centu-
ries. Irritated by his logic, his biographer askshh'what on earth has
Baartman to do with your history?’; to which helreg,

But it's not a personal history as such that | dm@ranot biography or autobi-

ography. | know we’re supposed to write that kifidhing, but | have no de-

sire to cast myself as hero, he sneers. Nothingngvreith including a
historical figure David’'s Storyl135).

When in further response to her, ‘She may not énaere been a Griqua’,
David says, ‘Baartman belongs to all of uBafid’s Storyl35), this is
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particularly telling. Sara Bartmann is important fireater reasons than
the mere accident of a possibly shared ethnicigyi® seems to be say-
ing. His claim to her is not because they both imaye Griqua, or more
generally Khoi, ancestry. Rather, David’s recogmtof Sara Bartmann
as important is linked to another project whichasabout the ‘recovery’
of indigenity. It is akin to Diana Ferrus’ acknowtgment in her poem ‘A
Tribute to Sarah Bartmann’ (1998). David and hisgbapher both note
the extent of his outrage at the mere mention ofi€ls name. This
indignation finds accompaniment in Ferrus’ persenamotions, ex-
pressed in the second stanza:

| have come to wrench you away —

away from the poking eyes of the man-made monster

who lives in the dark with his racist clutches mpierialism,

who dissects your body bit by bit,

who likens your soul to that of satan
and declares himself the ultimate God! (Il. 10-15)

Ferrus’ poem, written in Holland in June 1998, wbelventually be re-
sponsible for the release of Sara Bartmann'’s resriaynthe French gov-
ernment, facilitating her return for burial in Sbuffrica nearly two
centuries after she left South Africa for Englamdl &rance as a slave.
While African feminist historian, Yvette Abrahamarote the first full-
length study on Sarah Bartmann after noting theerat®s of academic
material which sought to make sense of Sara Barnnaansubject rather
than object, human rather than symbol or spect&¢iepmb and Ferrus
provide two imaginative texts in which it becomegpossible to view
Sarah Bartmann as anything but a concrete hist®sidgect. However,
even an investment in humanising her is a thorrly fix creative repre-
sentations of Bartmann. Both Wicomb’s and Ferrusjgzts engage with
this pointed issue. Through highly varied mediutige acts of self-
definition for both narrating subjects in WicombdaFkerrus are thor-
oughly historicised, and acutely mindful of theeirgction between the
present and various possible pasts. For David, thénstoricising of his
experience, although necessary, is not easy. ld@gmition, and indeed
acceptance of its inevitability, translates intoamlity to leave his life-
story unpoliced. It facilitates his surrender odriice it is written down.
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A similar impulse hides in the narrative uncertia® that are left
unresolved by Ferrus in her poem as laid bare enlittks between the
desire of the speaker to use peace as the emotanancy that clears
space for her conversation with Bartmann. Althotlghmanner in which
the persona treats Bartmann is illuminated as af@mone of her own,
and therefore bringing her peace as part of takemgback home, it re-
mains rather enigmatic how Bartmann has manageadlrto bring the
speaker peace. Lines 21-22 and 29-30, respectiwaty,

and | will sing for you
for | have come to bring you peace.

and

where | will sing for you,
for you have brought me peace.

Within the context of the poem, where the readgrositioned as listen-
Ing in on a private conversation between two pegpheed by a relation-
ship s/he is excluded from, there is no room fqlaxation of what may
already be understandable to the two subjects exgegconversation.
This absence from a poem, which, in its writtemfas always accompa-
nied by a glossary, can only be read as part ottmeext of how mean-
ings and knowledge is circulated within the intéroadering of the
conversation. It is therefore not a failure, anyrenthan David’s bungling
narrative is a fault.

Although this reading is suggested by the strurmfuof, and selec-
tive translation of exchanges in both texts, itn@ an interpretation
which enjoys wide recognition. Writing on represgians of Krotoa and
Sara Bartmann, Kai Easton (2002) has commentedréadtvo are

‘very allusive and elusive characters who figurgDavid’'s Story, only to
slip out of the story

Further, Easton continues,

‘[d]espite their fleeting presence in Wicomb’s nhueoth of these women, |
would argue, are integral to a book that refusemntgage them wholeheartedly
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in its plot’*

For Easton then, the fact that Krotoa and Bartnaemot represented is
seen as a lack in the novel’s material and treatmwietne historical posi-
tioning of these women. In order to discover thenng in which they are
integral then, Easton needs to read specific mganimo the ‘refusal to
engage them wholeheartedly’. While this readingtlod absences of
Wicomb’s (and Ferrus’) text is commendable, and atdorms my own
reading of these texts, it falls short of recogmasihat this refusal ipart
of the plot, rather than an unresolved anxiety. iAgfathe overwhelming
discourses and regimes of knowledge that write aloese African
women as known, and yet reveal little about theimban-ness, African
feminist imaginative projects such as Wicomb’s &®drus’ draw atten-
tion to the need to write about Krotoa, Bartmand ather historic Afri-
can women differently.

That Sara Bartmann and Krotoa are not portrayeshyndetail save
for their importance in understanding David’s sttegtifies to the valid-
ity of Easton’s argument. However, to the exteat Wicomb’s reader is
not allowed to forget their presence, through thgous narrative tech-
niques discussed below, | think it inaccurate tarahbterise the novel as
‘a book that refuses to engage them wholeheariadlg plot’. This de-
liberate re-presentaion, especially of Bartmannjciwhdoes not offer
comfortable or reliable characterisation is exaeattyunreserved engage-
ment with these two women that Easton misses inoWXs novel. In
Wicomb’s novel, the silence is a very loud one véheshoes the reader is
constantly mindful of.

Further, the ‘as told to’ structure of the novehees eighteenth
and nineteenth century slave narratives, and tieeereces to Krotoa and
Sara Bartmann reinforce this connection. Althoughcimis revealed,
there is no possibility of narrative completion.vidbs beginnings, he
thus seems to insist, lie in slavery and colomalihey also linger in
multiple discursive and linguistic registers, amdjuire meticulous and
constant translation. It is not coincidental thabtéa was a translator

4 Easton 2002, p. 237.
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who spoke English and Dutch in addition to her raottongue; or that
Bartmann spoke English and Dutch, and had leameserench by the
time she died at the age of twenty eight. The nes&lévited to con-
stantly translate first between the biographer #ral protagonist and
between tangible presences and implied ones. Ndrascidental that
both women are rendered homeless: one transpari@aother continent,
and the other banished to an island off the cobephomeland. They
are both exiled, and therefore separated from a&amges of ‘authentic’
rooting through various tropes. A tale that begith them, therefore,
cannot be one with narrative certainty. Requirethefreader is the con-
stant mediation between the various worlds of nreanncovered and re-
covered in the pages of Wicomb’s novel. Here, thWéitomb’s reader is
invited to participate in the contact zone as tiseor by Susan Bassnett
and Harish Trivedi. This contact zone is ‘a pladeere cultures met on
unequal terms, the contact zone is now a spacasthatiefining itself, a
space of multiplicity, exchange, renegotiation amtontinuities’ (1999:
14). This space foregrounds the reality that ‘laaggs articulate reality in
different ways’ (Bassnett 2002: 13).

Inattentive to this, David’s biographer is plagumda divergent set
of practical concerns. Given that there are nunsnattten texts on
Bartmann, would it not make more sense to use achoand simply
guote these here, she asks. What she cannot umtrsin aspect
Wicomb’s reader may not miss, is that rooting hasrative with Bart-
mann has little to do with a linear historical amtogy which she criti-
cises him for ‘bungling up’. Having established &arBartmann as
starting point, although Wicomb occludes what iSerah Bartmann can
anchor, there are few more references in the textte latter. These do
not yield concrete information about her. All ok#e entail writings by
David, or sketches, or a combination. Each timebibgrapher is stunned
by their significance. They illustrate nothing toer, except the impossi-
bility of excavating their relevancBavid’s Storydoes not mention Sarah
Bartmann again at any lengtbr in any explicit manner, which is to say

® See brief references to her on pages 33, 134-5.
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there is no new material except the constant assdhat she will not be
inserted into this narrative in the usual way. Witodoes not allow us to
forget her presence, but at the same time willwaate (about) her in
ways that mythologise or fix her. The challenges doreader of this
novel, perhaps in search of Sarah Bartmann, butdelbtlessly has also
read about this woman at great length, is to makeses of the ways in
which Wicomb chooses to engage with her legacy tangpresent her
physical absence from the text. Clearly, to speakrfame is to invoke
more than associations with the concrete histosahbject that she was, it
Is also to awaken a litany of images and narratbess to be easily asso-
ciated with her. As David reminds his biographer,

‘[tlhere’ve always been other worlds; there alwayt be many, all struggling
for survival’ (David’s Storyl197).

The reader is to participate in the contact zooetd interpret is no less
than to act’ David’'s Story89).

When Wicomb writes a novel that begins with Sa@ahtmann but
does not participate in the project though whicé Bhs been the subject
and object of myth, she is in conversation withlitezary and theoretical
lives of Sarah Bartmann. Bartmann’'s treatment i$ isolated, so
Wicomb scripts a fictional world peopled with elsiBlackwomen char-
acters that ‘appear’ subservient only to turn autreévolutionaries. Be-
cause Sarah Bartmann’s specific resistance camnpigeonholed, it can
be rendered imaginatively as the participation afious young African
women whose bodies may mask this subjectivity. pilegponderance of
names like Saartje, Sarah and Sally as a continmbere at times the
same character moves back and forth, again loteentost famous
‘Saartje’ or ‘Sarah’ within a context that normaksher, like Nichols’
poem where the world reflects and centres ‘thebfatk woman’. The
insertion, but not definitive description, of theSarah/Saartje/Sally fig-
ures’ interiority signals that their histories begyith and link indefinitely
with Sara Bartmann and Krotoa'’s in as much as Dsddes.

Similarly, the activist Dulcie, whose name pepptrs narrative
because of her association with David’'s own aativiproves as illusive
as Sarah Bartmann, or Krotoa. Although her namasfits way into the
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various explanations and self-narrations offeredbhyid, little is known

about her at the end of the story. The biograplo@sdo great pains to
extract specific details about her, but in the badails. That the revolu-
tionary Dulcie often appears shortly after the nmmof Sarah Bartmann,
or rather David’'s attempt to speak his anxiety mooberently about
these women, links them in Wicomb’s novel quitec&ully. It under-

lines the delicacy of ways of seeing, and emphasiBe necessity of
translation activity in the contact zone. This bees quite important in
light of the connections between Sarah Bartmann Rnidie (Septem-

ber), both elusive women from the records, one ftbennineteenth cen-
tury and the second from the twentieth.

Their separate, and joint, elusiveness, as wedheis immersion in
various narratives of masking and unmasking, andnafratives by
Blackwomen are significant. They suggest the evesgnce of a multi-
tude of ways of seeing, and the simplicity of engggnly the surface
meanings. Bartmann’s resistance, like Dulcie’s #rad of the numerous
other women in Wicomb’s text, points to the acyivif alternate story-
ing, and suggests the pervasiveness of sublimagtdries of struggle
which reside in spaces that do not easily give wammg. Wicomb’s
project makes the imagining of these sites possibldcie is central to
David’s life, yet few details about her are provde

In her ‘Fetching Saralf' Gail Smith notes a rare moment of relaxa-
tion for those South African officials responsilfte the particulars of
Bartmann’s repatriation. After Bartmann'’s coffinshiaeen loaded onto a
plane headed for South Africa, the Deputy MinigieArts and Culture,

® There are two versions of this essay. One, shovies published as ‘Fetching
Saartje’ in theMail and Guardian 2 May 2002. Another, longer, is as yet
unpublished, and is under the title ‘Fetching Sadathoose to read Smith’s pieces as
literary even though its publication in the abowwepaper framed it as an opinion
piece because closer examination of the piece le@aith’s reliance on a range of
literary, ‘fictional’, and creative techniques. Serof these include the suspension of
disbelief which is invited by Smith when she imagrSarah Bartmann laughing, the
splitting of the narrating voice into different ge$, the play with the fiction/faction
and autobiography genres, and so forth. The pagebers refer to the longer,
unpublished version.
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one of these officials, seems calmer. Smith ndtatih her relief, Deputy
Minister Mabandla reminisced about ‘exile travelrgs, and a rare mo-
ment of poignant remembering of Dulcie Septembeotlzer great South
African woman who had died a horrible death in $&fFetching’ 4).
Dulcie September was assassinated by agents &oild African apart-
heid state in March 1988, outside the ANC office®aris, and the highly
visible, if convoluted, gathering of information quossible assassins
notwithstanding, nobody has ever been chargedivathmurder.

To the extent that Dulcie September’'s name is-t@dwn, it is
she who is hinted at when the trajectory is unedarih Wicomb’s novel,
Dulcie, the character, then suggests Septembesth@rs whose names
are less known to chart along with the numerousy§abaartjies and
Sarahs in Wicomb’s narrative, varieties of partatipn in anti-colonial
struggle. Wicomb’s text charts a pattern of Blackvwem’'s presences
which has been inarticulable in the conventiongemeonic languages of
white supremacy or African nationalism. It pays

‘broad attention to [how] voice, communication agency enlarge conven-

tional understandings of women’s agency and trartstiee ‘resistance’ mod-

els that have often constrained understandingsavhem’s roles as political
and historical actors’ (Lewis 2002a, 1).

David’s Storyinvites us to question to what, and whose, ends sto
ries work and, more specifically to make these ingsi in relation to the
various discursive constructions of Sarah Bartmamicomb’s novel
bravely defies and resists closure. Unlike muchhef writing on Sarah
Bartmann, it at once acknowledges that she is rtiae object and/or
icon, and registers some of the ways in which &isests closure. There
can be no disclosure which brings us closer taahdrthis acknowledge-
ment is a crucial precursor to any project whickslnot re-objectify her
and continue to erase her subjectivity and the @garinose demonstra-
tions are lost to us. Writing on her which does mreatast her as a ‘freak’,
reading her in ways that parade her as the ultincate of alterity, can
only draw attention to the reality that we knowmnog about her. Yet her
presences continue to haunt us in Wicomb’s text.
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Remembering home

| have lived in so many places, | think | have &fanyself to find home in
smaller things.

Making a home has become a critical instinct inligihg creatures, and for
humans who claim that they are above all othertgres in terms of intelli-
gence and the ability to survive, home is the magker of having arrived, of
being there and having lived ( 1999, n. p.).

The above quotations seem to speak to two antagomgulses in the
naming and definition of homespaces. In the longtation, Patricia
McFadden points to the sociability of home. It gtt space which, al-
though usually physical, bears the mark of relahgm to human-
selfhood. This relationship to self is always malrke tandem with other
creatures, and a stamp which apparently shows hairaaperiority over
other living beings by the level of sophisticatimman abodes represent.
Human homes are evidence of people’s existence,aansuch are of
enormous importance. For African feminist poetsiti@sHorn, home is
mobile, and more conducive to carrying within agsgchic space. It is
not so much proof of having being here, or thet#,acondition which
responds to obligation or necessity. Like McFadsgei’is a relationship
to the human-self.

Both Horn and McFadden underscore the negotiaieaent of
home, its choices, its locations and its necesbkioyn makes it smaller,
but still needs to ‘find home’; McFadden definessta ‘critical instinct’
at the same time as she underscores its socia.valbboth cases home is
necessary.

Sitting in Holland, in June 1998, Diana Ferrus terone of the
most famous pieces on Sarah Bartmann. It might des rmappropriate to
describe it as a poeta her. In its very title, ‘Tribute to Sarah Bartmann’
the poem unsettles expectation and marks itselpaascipating in an
undertaking markedly different from many of thoseowhave scripted
Bartmann. A tribute is an acknowledgement, a mdrkespect. It is the

" Poet and feminist activist, Jessica Horn in aarinew by Christopher Simpson for
the BBC Radio 4 shov)ther, 20 July 2003.
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opposite of the degradation Sarah Bartmann endarétk last years of
her life. However, the relationship Ferrus’ persdegails with Bartmann
need not be mediated through colonialist, and atblated mythologisa-
tions, of Bartmann. The poem is not a celebratibSarah Bartmann in
the sense of recovering her from the many wayshithvshe has been
objectified. Ferrus does not offer her reader,isteher, for she often
performs her poetry, a straightforward represematf Bartmann. Her
persona is concerned with the comfort of Bartmaimigr workings, her
emotional and psychic health. Bartmann is beingridiome.

In an interview, Ferrus has noted how she camaite the poem:

| was doing a course that included a segment oonadigx in the colonies, so

my mind went to Sara Bartmann and how she was g&gl¢...] But more

than that, the really big thing was how acutely keitk | was. [...] My heart

went out to Sara, and | thought, ‘Oh, God, she diedeartbreak. She longed

for her country. What did she feel? That's why fingt line of the poem was
I've come to take you home (in Setshwaelo 2002) n.p

Further, Ferrus’ refrain ‘I have come to take yame’ (I. 1, rpt. as 24
and 29) addresses Bartmann directly as one wha Inasne. Taking her
home is a gesture of intense emotional salience Meanings which
attach to home challenge the status of Sara Bartraarobject, position-
ing her instead as a loved one. Home is a plageuicular importance
for the exiled and enslaved; it is a space whiaviges the possibilities
of belonging, of acceptance and special signifieafitie love suggested
in the act is further intensified given the specifieanings which attach
to the act of taking her home. Taking somebody h@v@ways an inti-

mate act of rescue given that only specific pecple participate. Ferrus’
interview underscores this when she speaks of dssilplity of dying

from heartbreak when going home is foreclosed.intportance is so
emphasised that ‘going home’ in some (African) laages is conceptu-
ally and linguistically different from going back the place where you
live®. Further, home is a space where one is alwaysoweca sanctuary

8 This intimacy is emphasised when we imagine tipausge, moréntimateverb that
‘going home’ has in some African languages, likedgample, the isiXhosa language
in southern Africa, which uses ‘ukugoduka’, as ctetely separate from the act of
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to which one always has access. To be away fromehexiled, and in
need of being brought home speaks powerfully todienation of the
one away from home. The late Edward W Said, whowrasen mov-
ingly about exile, and the condition of homelessnagyreat detail, called
it the feeling of being ‘out of place’, the titlé¢ bis memoir. When Ferrus’
persona offers to take Sara Bartmann home, itlscéaration of immense
affection.

| have come to take you home —

Home! Remember the veld?

The lush green grass beneath the big oak trees?

| have made your bed at the foot of the hill,

your blankets are covered in buchu and mint,

the proteas stand in yellow and white

and the water in the stream chuckles sing-songs
as it hobbles over little stones. (ll. 1-9)

The tone of the poem, which stresses connectitensifies the relation-
ship between the speaker and the addressee. Therypnefrhome is one
that is shared, gesturing to a common past andthlegt have the same
home. Ferrus’ persona has, through effort, enstiradupon her return
home, Sara Bartmann will be comfortable. Home isentban the physi-
cal dwelling inside which people live. It represetite psychic familiar
which brings peace. The evocation of proteas, amiat buchu along with
the use of ‘veld’, clarifies where this home isdted geographically.
However, it also captures the presence of smakise$ and other feelings
which do not correspond to how Bartmann feels iteeX hese familiar
things are also put in the position of being desbbecause they represent,
and are from, home. The memory that is evoked &redsed is one of
familiarity through which Bartmann knows how to B&e herself from
the elements. It is one that entails Bartmann’edoen to roam about in
the veld, unlike her enslaved position in Europemid offers pleasures
by way of beautiful proteas to behold, and musigater flowing over
little stones.

going anywhere else. ‘Home’ is the location of yparents and birth family, and is
never the abode (also ‘home’ in English) you setih your life partner (and off-

spring).
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Further, the speaker is also committed to theeptopf restoring
Bartmann to herself, which is to say, bringing heme, to allow her to
be and feel at home. Ferrus’ persona is thus, akin to the famwilthe
addressee, and ‘I have come to take you hometis¢hbal equivalent of
an embrace that cannot be refused. Because homeligce that one
voluntarily goes to, the fetching marks the evemtsamewhat urgent,
bearing as it does strong overtones of rescue.entaional prominence
of home is further complicated as the persona imbueith additional
layers of meaning.

Home is signalled here by everything that the esle’s current
location is not; it has fragrant buchu to soothe ¢ffects of the humilia-
tion from being displayed as well as to countetsat objectification as
slave, freak/specimen and her dissection for furtxamination after her
death. Home in Ferrus’ poem has open spaces (Jvalill protection
(‘shade’) which are contrast to the confinemenBaftmann in Europe.
She is not peered and poked at there. The prateasvhich are missing
from the Europe she remained enslaved in, represenéthing particular
to home. The speaker appeals to an emotional measowell as a mem-
ory of the senses. Home is cool, and she can liedrshade unexposed.
She can see the breadth of the veld, and the csolfuthe proteas. It is
her eyes, and the eyes of the persona from her hloatere privileged
here. The smell of buchu, and mint, as well as thealing possibilities
are also foregrounded. To complete the image ofehdtarrus offers the
playful sounds of water flowing freely and singing.

In the writings of late eighteenth-century Europeyarious public
debates and court cases, it became clear colonialess being explained
in a variety of intertwined ways. First, the colesil space tempted the
coloniser to subordinate it, and the very diffeenéfered and embodied
by the territory and peoples invaded propelledablenising mission into
a justification of an increasing spiral of violenicean effort to make it
knowable, and thereby controllable (Kitson 1998)ithi this violent
regime of knowing, or making knowable, was the bodythe slave or
colonised. Clearly, then, this was a quest whiahmaillusions about the
coupling of material and epistemic violence. Tokbewn, the colonised
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and enslaved had to be brutalised, and their hoimeéaimentally altered.
Further, this violation of the subjected was aregnal part of the colo-
niser's own self-definition and constitution asmbte power, and exclu-
sively authoritative (Kitson 1998). This patternewitably affects the
ways in which (previously) colonised subjects theteract with each
other, which is not to say that Africans are dedinéholly by the experi-
ence of having being brutalised.

However, this history does have implications fo framing of an
African feminist project addressing itself to theeative imagining of
Sara Bartmann by addressing the kind of language agpolitics of rep-
resentation that can be used in its service. foismall matter that the
feminist texts analysed here make no attempt taew-Bartmann since
gaping at her has become the standard way in wéhehfeatures in a
variety of discourses. The literary texts examihede are informed by a
politics which resists the oppressive gaze. Theeef8artmann, when
represented here, is not discernible via a sefiggygsical descriptions,
as she is in Cuvier's notes for example. Part efsting the dominant
tropes through which Bartmann has become ‘famiig@ disavowal of
linguistic systems which represent her primarilotigh her corporeality.

Wicomb leaves her reader with an elusive Saraniarh. Ferrus
allows her persona anger and gentleness dependimgho is being ad-
dressed. Bartmann is the beloved, she is treatedraan with feelings of
sadness, homesickness, and so forth. Ferrus, howsteps short of ro-
manticising Bartmann. She does not make Bartmamesoe we merely
look at, or a subject in need of all our embraceé sscue. Rather, she
invests her with commonplace, in other words huntaernal workings.
The simplicity of this move serves to highlight thier brutality of the
systems that put Bartmann on display.

When Wicomb resists showing Bartmann as knowatnid, Ferrus
speaks to a Sarah Bartmann whose interiority igileged, this stems
from a refusal by both writers to describe Bartmatanoffer her as a
known and knowable subject. It is enough that shieuman, and to ex-
plore the obvious things that accompany that reitiogn Among these
are that she must have experienced emotions,defiations, and recog-
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nised the humiliation she was subjected to. It agsobvious that she
must have resisted it. Both texts participate mew politics of represen-
tation, crafting a new language through which teadpto the creative
imagination at hand. This is based on the recagnitiat
[o]ne difficulty with the assumption that languaggn be overturned in favour
of an entirely new lexicon and world outlook is theblematic assumption
that words and their meanings can be neatly segghfedm a globalised cul-

tural repertoire pervasively underwritten by cei@sirof western discursive
dominance (Lewis 2000a, 3).

It is important that Ferrus offers descriptionstiod landscape as part of
her reminder to Sara Bartmann’s imagined self spase of the alienation
of colonialism is the separation of ‘native’ fromrerhland. And, in Bart-
mann’s case, as well as that of many other slalrsglacement from this
home. It was important, as the Dutch became Afekanthat the same
land(scape) be emptied of its indigenous occupdnt® of the conse-
guences of this pertains, more recently, to thecipawf landscape in
Black South African literature, as opposed to estaality in the Afri-
kaner novel, especially th@laasroman. That Ferrus’ speaker, who in-
tends to take Sara Bartmann home, has accessitdaiing she prepares
for Bartmann’s return charts a different locatianland in the literary
imagination. Part of her return, part of the muteethange of peace, has
to do with being at home, and having part of oreimanity restored. It
Is noteworthy that while the anger expressed aehiesponsible for Sara
Bartmann'’s fate in unflinching, it does not detriiom the purpose of the
speaker’s trip and therefore is confined to six @iuthe total thirty lines
which make up the poem. In this manner the speadsasts complicity
with the colonial mistreatment of Bartmann by coricating on the sci-
entific and colonial quests to which she fell victiRather, the focus is
shifted and altered significantly in addressing &gra beloved, as ordi-
narily human.

° Literally translated into ‘farm novel’, a widelyuscribed to genre in Afrikaans
literature. For a lengthy discussion, see J.M. Bxei(1988)White Writing: On the
Culture of Letters in South Africdlew Haven: Yale University Press.
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The third stanza further challenges conventioaptesentations of
Sara Bartmann by showing her as one who is lovealdsirable and
aesthetically pleasing; in other words, she is misgl since all human
beings are these things to someone. Line 20’sllifeast my eyes on the
beauty of you’ highlights a different way of lookirat her than fills the
volumes penned about her in the last two hundredsyd¢iere again Fer-
rus’ project intersects with Wicomb’s, who, with@apgecific reference to
Bartmann each time, nonetheless installs the inwgsteatopygia as
normal for all the women in her novel, and latempoto its valuation in
another context as beautiful. It is also a locaudmch welcomes her, like
the world of Nichols’ poem above. It is a worldvievhich is not hostile
to Bartmann; it is a literary homing. All four fenmist writers examined
here choose not to reinscribe Sara Bartmann's dis@ hyper-
corporeality; at the same time they do not preteatishe is unembodied.
She is not invisible physically or metaphoricalbyt in the imaginations
of feminists of the African world, her body is likeany others: recognis-
able, and therefore cannot be the spectacular fafcaisention.

Smith’s title puns on her ‘fetching’ of Sara Baamnm to bring her
home. A member of team responsible for repatriatiaga Bartmann’s
remains for burial, and the scriptwriter on a sec8&ara Bartmann docu-
mentary collaboration with the director Zola MasgelSmith’'s speaker
also echoes Ferrus’ more figurative home-bringiffie act of ‘fetching’
signifies more than mere collection since one fescthings and people
one claims ownership of. Additionally, to fetch seimody suggests that
you will ultimately return with that person homeydathat the fetched is
currently misplaced. This is why for Smith’s naimgt voice the act of
fetching is linked so closely to the ability to ioleSara Bartmann back.

Like Ferrus’ speaker’s tone in the second stathzzave come to
wrench you away’ (1.10), there is indignation ini81is piece at the deg-
radation Sara Bartmann had to suffer. Smith lashesn an acidic man-
ner at the trajectory of scientific racism, andhet celebrated anatomists
who took pleasure in such depravity. However, shanisurprised by the
rise of rightwing sentiment in present-day Franeeause, for her, events
in history are linked. Thus her troubled stancelss recognises the pat-
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tern is exacerbated by the surprise she finds egpckin the French me-
dia. There are no shocks for her in the politiccaftemporary France,
with the threat of Le Penn taking leadership as whies. Historical
narrative is portrayed as a series of complex fiekarather than sporadic
moments. Consequently, Le Penn, the exhibitionatrBann and the lies
which aimed to keep her remains in the Musee ar@mmnnected. They
occupy moments apart in time, but are all parhefdame logic.

Smith’s confrontational stance, like Ferrus’, iwever, modu-
lated by another gentler voice. Ferus’ and Smithiaginative projects
centre on Sara Bartmann. As such, then, the butkeiarrative space
needs to be dedicated to concern with her. Thevident in the propor-
tions of time between the expression of anger tdev&ara Bartmann’s
exhibitors on the one hand, and acknowledgemeimeofinteriority, on
the other hand. The confrontational stance anchémsh tone when dis-
cussing the monster she needs to be rescued frgmesghwith the out-
rage that the same monster, Cuvier, evokes in WitoDavid.

Gail Smith’s, unlike the other writers discusseds first published
after Bartmann’s return, reflecting on the procegdetching her from
Paris. Wicomb’s novel was finished long before, guoidblished prior to
Bartmann’s return. Although Ferrus’ poem would d@uetly bring about
the return of Bartmann, to do this it had to betteni long before the
actual event. Ferrus’ tribute, then, is in som@eets prophetic.

In her piece, Smith eschews the distance prizeddnyentional
academia between the knowledge-maker and the subjetbject’, of
her text. Instead her narrative voice plays on pbétics that decide
which meanings can be made about the past, on hevkriower and
dispenser of knowledge participates in this, ad aglon the violence
involved in epistemic projects. In this text, shxpleres these issues spe-
cifically in relation to the history and science $ara Bartmann. For both
Smith’s essay and Ferrus’ poem, it is more thamthaee fetching of Sara
Bartmann’s remains that matters; it matters wHetishing her.

It is an emotional act of bringing back, clear eglo when her
narrator comments, ‘My spirit self was reclaiming ancestor’, making
Sarah Bartmann part of her past, and herself Diaeid too in Wicomb'’s
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novel), part of Bartmann’s future. The narratoriposs herself in rela-
tion to Sarah Bartmann as more than object, as @oen@hose relation-
ship is also circumscribed by a subjective histodo pretence at
objectivity is made by either speaking persondalitieis poles apart from
the allegedly objective, unemotional treatment Wwhgaw Sarah Bart-
mann used so violently and degradingly. Smith, keerus’ speaker, does
not shy away from the contradictions that this pdset rather acknowl-
edges the split between the self who is claimin@rcestor and the other
one, the ‘earth self making a film about the ratwf Sarah Bartmann.
There is no need to mask such a conflict, and Ssnithrrating splitting
undulating voice makes no attempt at this. Thisosa narrative that this
African feminist writer chooses to tell from a d@iste, coldly. Bart-
mann’s life and hers are influenced by similar digses, even if not to
the same extent. Sylvia Tamale has underlined‘tlzaAfrican woman
can shield herself from the broad negative and ged legacies left
behind by forces such as colonialism, imperialismd aglobalisa-
tion’'(Tamale 2002, 7). Given this recognition, st possible to see con-
temporary (Blackwomen’s) lives as being shapedhayhistories which
so demonised Sarah Bartmann, to the same extdrithth&rench cannot
be free of histories of men like Cuvier. This issh&mith’s concept of
shame works. It is the brutalisers, in the legatcZovier and the later,
curators at the Musée who lied about having logstrBann’s skeleton,
genitalia and brains, who should be ashamed.

The split-spirit persona Smith constructs disavdies objective
distance that is valued by science, and later mpiece, she points to
some of the reasons why this is both important@ossible. Her stance is
different from that of Cuvier, who felt greatly hmured to present Sarah
Bartmann’s corpse after he had dissected’h8mith, instead, recounts
how ‘unremarkable’ the bottles containing SarahtfBann’s body parts
are to her, and wonders about ‘what treasuresieftsiic discovery they

19| have chosen not to reproduce Cuvier's readirdyranies on Sarah Bartmann here.
Yvette Abrahams has analysed them in some desaiiaae | in less detail than Abra-
hams, in our respective doctoral dissertations.Awahams 2000 and Gqola 2004.
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could possibly have yielded’. Unlike Cuviet al, however, she reflects
on the implications of trying to ascertain someghspectacular in the
parts of Bartmann’'s body that lie pickled in thesjaRepulsed by re-
sponding in a manner that may be seen to mirronecsy she remarks
that she stopped trying to ascertain what was s@aneable about Bart-
mann’s brain and genitals. The writer is equallpckt by the contexts
within which she was kept at the Musee del’HommalRivig through

the Musee del’lHomme she is struck by the many Isodieticulously

catalogued in the name of science. The neatne8wafataloguing sys-
tem leaves her feeling ‘horrified’, ‘appalled’ afdisgusted’ by the rows
of cupboards each with a page that

‘listed the contents (...) skeletons, skulls and pthies of indigenous people

from every corner of the earth, but mostly Afriddorth & South Amer-

ica’(‘Fetching’ 2).

Cuvier’s science that legitimates a feeling of hanat the display and
dissection of human beings and animals contradfs the spirit Smith
speaks about: both her own that comes to claimnaassior and make a
film about the return, as well as Sarah Bartmawows which must have
‘cried out again and again to be taken home, andines have reverber-
ated through the centuries, and her name hasdine@Fetching’ 3).

As ‘the ancient mountains shout [Bartmann’s] namme’Ferrus’
poem, so in Smith’s literary essay Bartmann’s spaliearly cried out
again and again to be taken home, and her cries hewerberated
through the centuries, and her name has lived ‘&@tching’ 3). The
Director of the museum, Andre Langenay, had lieoualhow Sara Bart-
mann’s remains had been destroyed in a fire lorfgréehe was em-
ployed by the institution (captured on tape in aawawsation and
incorporated into Smith’s and Maseko’s earlier jilibout this incident,
Smith remarks in retrospect,

Sarah Baartman was not simply a powerful symbataéntific racism, but

she clearly has magical powers. She could bring &t own genitals and

force the modern day representatives of the men dibgected her into a
shame-faced apology at being caught out in a vebjiplie (‘Fetching’ 2).
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Smith’s speaker makes connections between the @dies at the core

of the French scientists, curators and directorsds claims to knowl-

edge, which she sets up against the more comptsexo$eelationships

and relationality between herstories of knowledgeaton. She and

Bartmann have spirits that find expression in wtnst need no forced
linear narrative of lies, but through routes timatex a more creative rela-
tionship to time. Interestingly, in her choice ahgjuage, Smith rejects the
Eurandrocentric violent heritage of lies, takingks instead with com-

plexity that cannot be flattened out as her owrceaplits and Sarah
Bartmann works her magic beyond the grave.

Turning the circle

Representations of Sarah Bartmann have incensadis¢snof colour the
world over due to the manner in which she has bestnumentalised as
part of inscribing Blackwomen’s bodies in white seipacist colonial
culture as oversexualised, deviant and spectadal&wer ‘Thoughts drift-
ing through the fat black woman’s head while havanfylll bubble bath’,
the poem on which this paper opened, Grace Niaem®ims and sub-
verts dominant representations of African womerodibs. Her speaking
subject lies in her bath, thinking about a worldttreflects her in differ-
ent ways from those that have historically pos#wrher in terms of a
deviant body that requires explanation. It is véatiger that the ‘fat black
woman’ in the bath responds to both the multiplessof this inscription,
as well as to the combined authority it continuegxert. As she lies in
the bath, then, she allows for the possibility njoging her own body,
her own mind, of being more than she is to the @vhitpremacist capital-
Ist epistemic systems that she must continue tarend’hese epistemic
systems continue to exert power over her. Impdstasie links her posi-
tioning as a contemporary Blackwoman to the his&brconstructions of
that subject category, whether these take the fofmanthropological
discourse, historiographic inscription, theologythe diet industry.
Nichols’s narrator locates her reality in tandemhwhe violence
with which Sarah Bartmann was inscribed. Like Spiiithols refuses to
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pretend that the volumes penned to make senseagkBbmen’s bodies
are removed from her own persona’s lived experieiite vision she
immerses herself in, like the full bubble bathaifantasy that she needs
to create for herself, where steatopygia is thempowxrhere the world
reflects her. It is not a distant reality, but avigch intersects in a variety
of ways with her own imagined home.

Further, Wicomb’s text asserts the necessity stohicising Bart-
mann and Krotoa, which is to say, the need to ntlaken human, and at
the same time demonstrates that this project afesgmtation and her-
storicisation is not one which offers wholeness atwsure. Indeed,
Wicomb’s text both structurally and metaphoricalfsists offering de-
finitive answers, or seeking refuge in explanatoayrative. The reality
we are faced with, after volumes of ink outlinifgcts’ have been spilt
about Sarah Bartmann, is that:

Dismembered, isolated, decontextualisethe body in the glass case epito-

mises the way white men were trying to see Khoisamen at the time, as

unresisting objects open to exploitation. [...]Afteams of measurements and
autopsy notes, we do not know the simplest thirguaSarah Bartmann. We

do not know how she laughed, her favourite flowersven whom she prayed
to. We cannot even know with certainty how she &mbkAbrahams 1997, 45).

And,

Very little is known of Baartman’s experience inriBaNo one can say for
sure where she lived, if she had friends, whattebk for menstrual cramps,
what she thought of French food, or the cold (SrB@82, 3).

Given the near total absence of information abeutgerson, how then is
she representable? And what available tropes are fbr this representa-
tion in ways unlike those systems that mythologiee? Wicomb chooses
to weave traces of Bartmann’s ghost into her naw@ler allowing her to
be a known character. In this way she ensuresS3heah Bartmann is
seen as relevant to the larger picture in a myofagiays. Similarly, that

Sarah Bartmann is found in echoes throughout Wiceraxt highlights

the difficulty of representing her in refreshing ysa Wicomb’s novel,

like Smith’s essay and Ferrus’ remarkable poemagas in the project
of remembering, connecting, contextualisiBgrtmann and Krotoa. For
Smith, Sarah Bartmann’s history is linked to henpand is not one from
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which she feigns emotional distance. It is linkedDulcie September’s.
Equally, it is intersects with the struggles ovelentity and self-
positioning which accompany the readings of Blackeao’s bodies in
ways that trap them/us in discourses of hypersesatain. It is this circu-
lation of ‘white supremacist, Eurocentric beliefsoat knowledge and its
production’” which perpetuates ‘practices that ibise black women’
(Matlanyane Sexwale 1994, 6%hat is unsettled by the writers whose
work on Sarah Bartmann | have analysed here. Iin todlective resis-
tance to cast Bartmann as spectacle, to forcedhder to look at her
physical being these writers recognise, as Gabelo®®on has pointed
out, that:

Black people live amid the visual precipitate ofissn. How does one engage

with this legacy of images of which Black peopleséadoeen not only the sub-

ject but also the audience? Should we prohibit th@&uoes showing them re-
peat their initial impact? (Baderoon 2000, n.d.)

The writers here examined seem to answer the dihBladeroon’s ques-
tions in a qualified affirmative. They suggest ttlagre is necessarily a
variety of lenses brought to bear in representifagiBvoman subjectiv-
ities, and also that these are linked to Bartmasnpne of the women
most conspicuously subjected to the violence & ¢faze. Homi Bhabha
writes:
The Other is cited, quoted, framed, illuminatedcam®d in the shot/reverse-
shot strategy of a serial enlightenment. [...] Thtéer loses its power to sig-
nify, to negate, to initiate its historic desire, dstablish its own institutional
and oppositional discourse. However impeccablyctirgent of an ‘other’ cul-
ture may be known, however anti-ethnocentricallis itepresented, it is [...]

the demand that [...] it be always the good obgcknowledge, the docile
body of difference, that reproduces a relationahthation (1994, p. 31).

In these texts, Sara Bartmann does not remaindibhalé body of differ-
ence’. The main question all these texts addredaips to the difficulty
in speaking about how Blackwomen’s subjectivitgagstituted. Indeed,

‘[wlhere does agency lie when the body in questiaa been defined and ma-
nipulated by Eurocentric, and hegemonic culturéSaw 2003, 2)

Like Smith, Wicomb, Ferrus and Nichols refuse #nbitrary dis-
tance which is constructed as a necessary posibamwhich to theorise,
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to make knowledge. The thinking subject lying ie thath is ‘Steatopy-
gous me’. The literary texts here discussed umsétt Eurandrocentric
perspective as norm by imaginatively illustratihg tnescapable marry-
ing of perspective and discursive construction. sThibhe logic and aes-
thetics of colonial valuation, biased in the ingtref white-supremacist
patriarchy, are unravelled in the refusal of linemrrative strategies
(timelines). Collectively the literary texts imagim revision of prevalent
literary representations of the past. Bartmanrotsused as an illustration
for some alternative ideology. Rather, her nareaisr engaged with in
ways that are irredeemably contaminated by theqddstr violation. One
of the most obvious ways is her positioning as e, as excessively
corporeal. To the extent that all three represemsitof Bartmann in the
texts analysed in this chapter avoid resting tlagle€s gaze on the spec-
tacle of her body, this is not a viable form of gmaatively rendering her.
The stance taken by the writers above problematisesrepetition of
certain oppressive positionings. In this regar@ythnk up with Abra-
ham’s (1997) earlier rejection of Sander Gilmamseissant repetition of
the sketches made when Sarah Bartmann was exhils@ah Bart-
mann’s representation becomes a matter of balatcindpat extent repe-
tition of colonialist and misogynist material caonk to subvert original
intention. For the writers analysed here, as welloa the scholars Abra-
hams and Magubane, this is an unworkable option.

The African feminist writers whose literary workhhve analysed
above suggests that representing Sarah Bartmanmile complicated
than appears to be the case when at first encaaghbsr her prominence
in the academic imaginary. All gesture towards wisahot knowable,
invite us as readers to

‘wrestle with ways of unifying concepts which [wiegd come to believe were

polarised opposites, or could be placed into néatafchies, such as is the
case with speech/silence’ (Motsemme 2004a, 4).

What has emerged is the manner in which re-preggi&arah Bartmann
within an African feminist imagination has to beoab making her

speak/visible through drawing attention to histergilences/blanks about
her. All three literary texts suggest that ratheant speaking about her
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obliquely, it is possible to gesture to Sarah Barinis absent presence,
contextualise and humanise her imaginatively. Titezary texts exam-
ined herein participate in this project of

creating spaces which facilitate the telling of targes as connected as possi-
ble to [our own African feminist] centres of meagpirthen we will have to
take the risk of leaping into places which havedbee unfamiliar for many of
us fed on the restricted diet of the power of atdtton and the text (Mot-
semme 2004a, 5).
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