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ISSl£S: 

lHE AlJTOBHX11w>H IC& W\TURE OF lliE FIDRY Cf IE~IS B 

by 

Bede M. Ssensalo 

'1he Nigerian poet, J . P. Clarlc ana: criticized Denni 
Brutus for writing such li.res as "d:lscene albinos" - a ~fSj 
eno: to white South Africans. But what we have to urxlers~ 
that Nigerians are not nurdered or :i.rrpris~ because of ili 
oolor of their skin. To qu:::>te Paul 'lberoux, "Nigerians are 
the stinking lubrication that helps the huge oogs of the e9 
nm sm:x:>thly. "1 Brutus has been whipped, put under house a: 
jailed in the notorious Rd±en Island and even shot. So whi 
he lashes bac:K, he does so furiously. Although it is true ! 
saret.ilres his punches are wild, that sareti.Ires he misses , i · 
my hope that during the oourse of this article we shall see 
swing enough ti.Ires to see what he is airiti.ilg at. 

All art is autd>iographical in that it is inspired I 
the artist 1 s am personal life. Yet we find that in varyirl 
degrees, the western artist can and indeed has succ:eeded in 
pursuing the reflections and images that are dear to him as1 
private individual. As of today , the blac:K artist, because 
the oonstant pressures put on him en accx:>unt of his race, o 
as yet afford this luxury. Perhaps no living bl ade poet il 
trates this phenanenon better than Dennis Brutus. His art 
so much a part of his life that to understand his poetl:y 3 
understand the man and via: versa. 'lbere is a tendency ~~'1 
the critics of the bourgeoisie notion of art for art 1 s s4 
dismiss this kind of creativity as rrere social docun'entati._., 
parochial limitations. Dennis Brutus has the difficulty of 
ing misunderstood even by sare of his am fellCM Africans. 

Bom in 1924 in Salisbury, Southern Zi.nbabwe (othe~ 
known as Rhodesia) , Dennis Brutus and his family rroved to S 
Africa where he grew up. Racially, he is described by the S 
African governrrent as oolored. He took his B.A. in Engli 
1946 at Fort Hare University College, one of the two South 
can universities that admi. t a handful of oolored people. F 
fourteen years , he taught English in the South African higq 
sc:OOols in and around Cape 'l.'c:Mn. 

* An address delivered to the 9th Annual Conference for the 
African and African-American Studies at Atlanta Univers.iJ 
Georgia, Dec. 4th, 1976. 
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At an early age, Brutus disoovered that he was an athlete, 
and has always dlerished this part of himself. But in South 
Africa, as in all other things, sports are not integrated • 
'lbere are separate facilities for blacks - allrost always of poor 
quality, and separate facilities for \\'hi.tes - allrost always of 
superior quality. To try and redress this wrcng, in 1959 r:enn.i.s 
Brutus founded the South African Sports Association. He used 
this organization to agitate for d1ange and argue for the in­
clusion of blad<s in the apartheid segregated sports of South 
Africa. 'lbe South African govenurent SCXll1 foun:i out he was too 
lood for their liking, and in 1961 harmed him fran am.1 Sooth 
African sports assoc:i.ation and dismissed him fran his goverment 
teaching position. For two years, 1962-1963, he tried to study 
law at the University of Witswatersrand but was again banned 
f ran attending any university or ever practicing as a lawyer.2 

In 1961, an act was passed by the South African govenment 
refining what constituted sabotage. \'ben blades rrd:>ilized and 
mard1ed on Johanresburg City Hall in protest against this racist 
rreasure , they were atta<:Xed by a rrd:> of white people wi. th the 
fw:y curl savaqery of the Ku Klux Klan. r:enn.i.s Brutus was in the 
midst of all this and he recorded the day's ru<perienoe in a poem 
he called "'lbe M::lb. 11 In it he brings hare to the reader the 
full brutality of that incident by referring to the whites as: 

•• • the faceLess hor~rs 
that people my nightmares 
f rom whom I turn to wakefuLness 
for comfortirlfj3 

Arx>ther rreasure of the South African govermrent, the 
Sl.lfPression of Camunism Act, saw camuni.sts Wlder every dlal­
lenge to the racist regi.rre, just as every ITOJe, every act of 
Martin Luther King in Georgia and in neighboring Alabama was 
interpreted by the CIA and FBI as cx:mn.:.ini.st inspired. under 
these two neasures Dennis Brutus was found guilty of sabotage. 

In 1963, while inside the building of the Olynpic Sports 
Association in Jchannesburg, he was arrested and d1arged with 
atterrling a sports neeting. 4 Released on bail, he escaped into 
neighboring Mozarrbique which wa& at the tine urdar Portuguese 
oolonial rule. 'lbe Portuguese polioe captured him and haOOed 
him bad< to the waiting Sooth African authorities for "illegal 
entry. 11 For a seoond tirre, r:enn.i.s Brutus tried to dash for 
freedan. 'lhi.s tine he was shot, the bullet entering the l<:Mer 
left side of his bad< and passing throogh his intestine. 5 Many 
people, on whose behalf he had dared to q:pose the untouchable 
South African goverrmmt were JroVed to pity and tears by this 
incident. One of his friends, David Gill, wrote a poem in which 
he said of Dennis Brutus that 
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He spoke when other voices trailed away 
Migrating in the dusk~ and laid his mines 
On the open page~ igniting the itching fuse 
Of fizzing syllables~ each stick of verse 
An act of singing sabotage. . . 

Policemen don't love poets who in general are 
Disorderly and stir men up. So he 
On instinct fled their uncongenial company . 
He could not melt into the crowd: the c~d 
Shrank back to let him and his hunters 
And the hurting bullet through. 
And only then Johannesburg threw up its blindS 
To hear his strangled voice.6 

A group of black writers all over the world incl\.rlin;J the J 
cari..l::bean Andrew Salkey, C.R.L. Jares and V. S. Naipul dr 
signed and sent to the South African governnent a docunent 
testing its treat:nent of Dennis Brutus. Anong other thing 
the clocunent said that the shoot.i.n} of Dennis Brutus "fo~ 
an all too familiar pattem of action by repressive goverrj 
against political prisoners.'' It added that ''the incident 
sho<:Xed all \<t1o value intellectual liberty and has again sl 
ha-r ready South African officialcbn is to risk htnnan lives 
its efforts to terrorize and silence those opposed to its ~ 
cies. Mr. Brutus is the first South African writer of re 
tion to suffer physically for his beliefs; we fear that he 
not be the last. "7 

By this t.i.ne it was beyond reasonable dotbt that Dl 
Brutus had becx:ne a political rrenace to the South African • 
rrent. To silence him, he was banned fran any kind of wri 
and, i.rmedi.ately after his reoovery fran the b1lllet wound, 
sentenced to the notorious maximum security prison of 
Island. The CXlndition of the political prisoner in this p 
is hard to imagine. Eadl innate is fed on nothing but ri 
allaNed one thirty-minute visit and ooe letter ooce in 6 m 

In talking about the "fizzing syllables, eadl stid 
verse/An act of singing sabotage," in his p::lem, David Gill 
referring to the earliest and first oollection of poetry tJ 
Dennis Brutus, Sirens~ Knuckles~ , Boots. '!his oollection ;J 
major oontribution to his arrest because in them he hcrl b · 
criticized the South African governrrent calling it "the ill 
rconster of the world/More terrible than arr:t beast/that can 
tared or bribed. "9 Because of these p::lE!mS, whim were ptb 
in 1963 by the f.bari. Press at Ibadan while Dennis Brutus \'l 
still in prison, after his release he was banned fran writ 
anything that oould be published in general and poetry in 
ticular. SpeakinJ of these two sets of bans , ooe before 
the other after prison, Brutus said: 
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I was banned from writing and I was banned from 
pubUehing anything. These two bane were not directly 
served upon me. As the result of an Act of round 
about 196'1~ which was designed to punish peopl-e who 
committed sabotage, and as a resul-t of the inter­
pretation of this Act, I was banned from writing. 
In a strictly l-egal- sense, even to write was con­
strued as sabotage . Therefore, I was, in that 
sense, banned from writing. . . 

I think one may say in aU seriousness that to write 
at aU once you are banned from writing - and it 
doesn't matter whether you write wel-l- or badly -
constitutes a form of protest against apartheid in 
South Africa.lO 

During the period right after his release, Brutus' brother 
as arrested, sentenced and sent to Rdlben Island. Sinoa Brutus 

not been forbidden to write letters, he wrote a series of let­
rs, in 1hafoiJn of verse, to his sister-in- law, Martha, to tl:y 

give her sare insights into life on R:it>en Isl and. 'llie re­
ult i s that oollection of poetl:y kJ1a..m as Letter to Martha. In 

Dennis Brutus relived and described his priscn experiences 
vividly. 'Ihe first of these was the sexual assault by the 

tes and the \othole lxm:>sexua1. phernteron. He says that the 
lder inmates develq)ed a psychological urge to dcrninate under 

pretext of protection while the newer inmates filled by a 
e of fear and inseCllrity were led to sut:mi..ssion. \'bat is so 

ightening and huni.liating is the realization on the part of 
prisoner that after sare t.:i.ne , what started as sarething 

orced be<::x::lres attractive and even desirable. Writing of this 
ar to becx:::rre a harosexual, Brutus wrote: 

l To what desperate Zimite are they driven 
:tee and what fierce agonies they have endured 
• 8 that this~ which they have resisted~ 
1ths. shouLd seem to them preferabLe, 

even desirabLe . 
of 
r~as It is regarded as the depths 

of absoLute and Ludicrous submission 
s a And so perhaps it is. 
terly 
n But it has seemed to me 
be one of the most terribLe 
ishOO most rendingLy pathetic 
s of aU a prisoner's predicaments . 
ng 
ar- in the following poem: 
d 
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"Blue Champagne" they caUed him 
- the most popular "girL" in the pLace; 
so exciting perhaps, or satisfying: 
young certainly, with youthful ·curves 
- this was most highly prized. 

And so he wouU sleep with several 
each night 
and the song once popular on the hit-parade 
became his nickname. 

By the time I sa1U him he was o Zder 
(George sa1U the evil in his face , he said) 
and he ~become that most perverse among 
the perverted: 
a "man" in the homosexual e!W:Jrace 
who once had been the ''woman". ll 

'Ihls experienre is so horrible that when it is CCI!bined wi. 
the other horrors of prison life at R:bben Island, it dri~ 
the prisoner' s mind to a desperate search for sana wey or m 
of physical or nental escape. 'lb sana the refuge is death 

One wishes for death 
with a kind of defiant defeatism 

wishing that the worst may befaU 
since the nearly-worst has so often befallen: 

it is not a wish for oblivion 
but a pugnacious assertion of discontent 

a disgust at the boundless opprobrium of Life 
a desperation; despair .12 

'lb others , it is insanity: 

TWo men I knew specificaLly 
among many cases: 
their reactions were enormousLy different 
but a tense thought lay at the bottom of each 
and for both there was danger and fear and pain - ­
drama. 

One simply gave up smoking 
knowing he could be bribed 
and hedged his mind with romantic fantasies 
of beautiful marriageable daughters: 
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the other sought escape 
in fainting fits and asthmas 
and finaUy fled into insanity: 

in another J:X)effi: 

A studious highschoolboy he Looked 
-as in fact I Later found he was­
bespectacled, with soft-curved face 
and withdrawn protected air: 
and I marvelled, envied him 
so untouched he seemed to be 
in that hamnering brutal atmosphere . 

But his safety had a diffezrent base 
and his safely private world lAla8 fantasy; 
from the battering importunities 
of fists and genitals af sodomites 
he fled: in a maniac world he was safe . 14 

F.qually disturbir¥} is the ever nenacing and horrifyir¥} 
i.lity of never getting out of prison. And so Brutus 

' tes: 

Quite early one reaches a stage 
where one reso Z.ves to embrace 
the status of prisoner 
with a'l'l it entails, 
savouring to the fu'l'l its bitterness 
and seeking to escape nothing: 

"Mister, 
this is prison; 
just get used to the idea" 

"You're a convict now. " 

Later one changes, 
tries the dodges, 
seeks the easy outs. 

But the acceptance 
once made 
deep down 
remains .lS 

It is not, therefore hard to imagine that, under such a 
horrifying and ht.nni.liating experienre, many of the things that 
¥.~;! take for granted, asstrre an extraordinary measure of iJ~Ix>r­
tanoo . While he was in prison for exarrple, nature fascinated 
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D=nnis Brutus in a wey that it had never ~ befcu:e . I 
his prison poers, the reader is shocked into an arNarenes 
sharp cx:mtrast between the stifling a:mfinement of the p 
world fran where the poet writes to the matchless freedc 
nature world. In this free world, the poet likens the " 
notion of the clouds" to "a kind of rroJSic, poetry, danae 
"sends delicate r:hythms t.resooring through the flesh" and 
fantasies" through the mind: "Where are they goin~ 
they dissolve/will they be seen by those at hare/and who 
they delight?"l6 

'Ihoughts sudl as these are soothing and sareti.nes 
can help in providing tenporary relief fran the loneline 
prison life . But even this is not alweys possible. At 
for exanple, the cnly wey to see the stars is to switdl 
cell light. To do this is against the law and the one t 
Dennis Brutus was foolhardy enough to do it, he paid fOI 
oonsequences.l7 Years later, while in New Zealand, Denri 
Brutus wrote a poem called "'lhe Island"l8 in whidl he 
and oontrasted the freedan he had then to enjoy nature 
oonfinement he had been subjected to en Rd::Ce.n Island. 

In 1965 Dennis Brutus was released fran priscn as 
of the pressure put on the South African governnent f.ra1 
South Africa. 'nri.s organized pressure to free Dennis Bl 
and other political prisoners can only be o:::npared to tl 
freed Angela Davis fran the California State priscn. I1 
weys a good feeling for any prisoner to know that, no me 
heM bad the situation may be, out there, there are peq;>J 
believe in you sufficiently to fight for your freedan. 
of a spirit of gratitude, ever since he got out of prise 
Dennis Brutus has pleyed a leading role in an organizati 
as the World Catpaign for the IElease of South African l 

After his release fran prison, Dennis Brutus was 1 
house arrest, another one of the many treasures the Soutl 
police uses to harrass persons they think potentially St 

Soon after, with amazing irony as Professor Pavey poinb 
the governrrent policy toNard political agitators changec 
order to get rid of them, those who would accept a CXle""'\ 

pennit were allov.oed and, indeed, enoouraged to go into 
So Dennis Brutus found himself being encouraged to take 
sane ITOVe for which he had been previouSly alno3t kil1 
was served with a one-wey passport out of SOuth Africa. 
then he has been in exile separated fran the oountry he 
so mudl . 

Out of this separaticn has arerged a sense of nos 
so strong that it can only be urXlerstood by those who hJ 
been separated fran their hares for a long period of tiJ 
out either the q>t.ion or any definite hc:pe to return. · 
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be likened to the sare nostalgia with which camara Laye of 
Qrinea wrote his autobiography African Child. Both works are 
inspired by that painful yeami.n:;J to :return to a previously 
known state of W1ified being and of ron-separation whidl one 
finds in a large nurci:ler of African and AfnrArrerican literature. 

When asked by a :reporter why re loves South Africa, Dermis 
Brutus answered: " I wish I CXlUl.d find sarething to sey that 
\O.lld help you, but I don' t :really knc:lw • • • • it's a suffering 
people and a sufferi.BJ land, assaulted, violated, raped, what­
ever you will, t:J:enendoosly beautiful and I feel a great tender­
ness for it. "20 'nle words "assaulted, violated, raped" are 
oonnally associated with ~. Dennis Brutus sees his :relation­
ship to South Africa as that between a man and his lover. Just 
as a man would like to visit his loved one, Dennis Brutus wishes 
he was OOile, f:ree to travel across his beautiful rrot:her oountzy 
~and urm:>lested. But he can no longer do so except in 
his mind. HaNever, in an earlier poem whidl he wrote before he 
left South Africa, he describes his travels across the cx:>untzy 
in the sarce ranantic t.eJ:rns that a man would describe his visit 
to a girlfriend: 

A t roubadour, I traverse aH my 'land 
e:r:pZoring aU her !Vide-fiung parts !Vith zest 
probing in motion sweeter far than rest 
her secret thickets !Vith an amorous hand:21 

'lllere is oo OOubt that we are dealing here with a sexual passioo. 
'lhe point is W".dersoored in the title of his oollection about 
Sooth Africa, A Simple Lust . 'Ihi.s love has created in Dennis 
Brutus an intense devotion which has sharpened hi s antac:Pnisms 
cgainst the regine that tontents his beloved. I t is an antago­
nism characterized by the rage and fury of an offended man, a 
man ...nose loved ooe has been subjected to the rrost violent rape 
'most cruel" Brutus cries out, 

most cruet, aU our Zand is scarred !Vith terror, 
rendered unZoveZy and unZovabZe;22 

Ever since Dennis Brutus went into exhile re has devoted all his 
erergi.es to ~ his cnmtry. Day and night he has wol:ked 
tnlards political change in South Africa. Trying to cx:.nvince 
the minority regiiTe that apartheid should be stq>ped because it 
is rrorally wrong sourx1s nice. But we all knc:lw too well that it 
I«>Ul.dn' t work. Aixl as every fighter 1cnCMS, the first thing to 
do is choose your weapons. 'lhey must be weapons that one feels 
cnnfortable with and c.x:rrpetent to use. But trey must also be 
weapons that are effective against your crlversary, capable of 
inflictin:J reavy casualties in the ranks of your enert¥. To 
~s Brutus the only weapon that rreets all thes~ oondi.tioos 
is sports. At first glance, one might find the idea of using 
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sp:>rts as a rrediun for fighting racial discrimination arusin; 
and even ridiculous. But when ore studies the social struet\ 
of South Africa ore finds that sp:>rts are as sensitive a spo1 
the Cbllar is to the Jlme.rican society. "South Africa is a 
sp:>rts-mad oountry," Brutus says. 23 

South Africa is a ~ :rep:ressi ve governnent. Most fo~ 
of cultural expression including art, drCilla, poetry are heavj 
a:msored. 'Ire only cultural thirxJ that is still :relatively J 
is sp:>rts . I guess that this is so because sp:>rts can be IrOJ 

easily isolated fran politics than art. OUr am exarple hen 
should be sufficient to clarify this point. Integration in 
sports has always been far ahecrl of integration in other are< 
of .Arrerican life. And today, just watdri.ng the wey blacks de 
nate football , baseball, basketball, trade, etc., who would E 

imagine that there is still racial discrimination in this 
oountry? 

Of all South African sp:>rts , Rugby is the rrost inp:>rtaJ 
It is no:re :inp::>rtant to the South Africans than football and 
baseball c:x::rcbined are to the Artericans. Brutus once wrote iJ 
African Agenda that "Rugby is South Africa' s national d:>sess: 
So he uses sports, generally, and rlXj::1y in partia.Uar, as a 
noral and political vehicle to try and effect political dlanc 
in South Africa. Hi.s ct>jective is to isolate South Africa f: 
the world of sports in the hqle that this will force them to 
think their policies of apartheid. 'lhis is the Ifrilosq:ily 
hind SAN-Kx::, the South African Non-Racial Open Ccmni.ttee n 
Olynpic Sp:>rts,fo~ in 1961. SAN- FOe ' s first major vict:arj 
was soored in Maxi.oo in 1968. It was the first time that 
Africa, because of her racial policies , was banned fran the 
Olyrrpic Ganes. To celebrate this victory , Dennis Brutus wro 

Let me say it 

f or no-one eLse may 
or can 
or win 
or dare 

I have 'Lashed them 
the marks of my scars 
Lie deep in their psyche 
and unforgettabLe 
inescapabLe . 

Of course there were others who served 
and much that I couLd not have done 
but I am a part of the work 
and they connect it with me 
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they know I have done them harm 

they who are artists in deprivation 
who design vast statutory voLumes 
and spend their nights in scheming deprivaL 

I have deprived them 

that which they hoUi most dear 
a prestige which they purchased with sweat 
and for which they yearn unassuagedLy 
- their sporting prowess and esteem 
this I have attacked and 
bLasted 
unforgettabLy • .•. 25 

'!his is pride am why shouldn 1 t it be? Dennis Brutus 1 vi.ctm:y 
was a blCM against not just Salth Africa. It was also a blCM 
against all those ~ that sympathize and help sustain this 
inhuman regine in pat~er. It was a blCM against Britain, France, 
the United States, lhodesia. • • It was a blCM against all 
these and other ~ that have the nerve to sey they are 
cqainst SOuth Africa 1 s racism am in the scme breath turn arouD:i 
and ru::m the rrm:derer to the teeth. It was a blCM to the gigantic 
lvreri.can intemationaloorporati<XlS: I.B.M., Ford, Genaral M:>tors, 
Q.llf, Shell, caltex, Goodyear, etc., without wlx>se s~rt the 
South African e<::nnCJ'l¥ \ioiO\lld crurble to pieces. It was also a 
blCM to large educational institutions sudl as the University 
of California whi.dl invest billions of dollars in South Africa 
faci.li tating that oountry 1 s exploitation of its blacks. 

In the poem, Dermis Brutus seys prqiletically, "And they 
k.tnol I 1 11 do IIOre. • • ,/Wlen I flog fresh lashes against these 
thieves. n26 And indeed, he did nore. For two years later in 
1970, the International Olynpic camri.ttee rreeting in Amsterdan 
voted to throw South Africa out. '!ben in 1972 at the Olynpic 
Gates in z.tmidl, GeJ:many, not only was South Africa e x:luded, 
but so was her neighboring sister Rhodesia who pursues the scme 
racial policies. Need I cdl what hawened in 1976 at the 01~ 
pic Garces in M:>ntreal, canada? 'lhis ti1re it was not enough for 
~s Brutus that SOuth Africa am Rlodesia were not going to 
participate in the garres. He rrd:>ilized the entire African cx:n­
tinent except for two oountries, SenegaL and Ivory Coast, to 
boyoott the garres if New Zealand, SOuth Africa 1 s sports bu:ldy, 
was all~ to participate. '!he <Dn.Se:JI.lellt fiasoo nade a noc:Xecy 
of tre ganes . 'lhose of you who watdled oo T.V. ll'llSt rererrber 
the hunility and disappointnent with which those who participated 
received their rredals. Fran all over the gld:>e athletes had 
trained dey and night for years to a:.m: to M:ntreal and face the 
world fanous sportsnen fran Africa. Men and wcnen who held and 
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still hold inpressive records like A. Bilala fran Ethiq>ia, 
Arro Biwott and the I1CM legendary Kipcho Keino fran Kenya. 'l: 
absence was a humiliating devaluation of the rredals that wer 
awarded in the events in which they were suwosed to partici 
pate. 

But with all these and other victories, Dennis Brutu 
fight has not been an easy one . r.t:>re often than not, the od 
have been against him. There have been m:rrents of failure 
which have led to despair and desperaticn. Like every leade 
of a worthy cause, he has tasted "the frostbite of failure . " 
He has been betrayed by his friends and often doobted his a; 
ability to handle the role he assigned himself. "It is myse 
I doubt ," he says . And he adds: 

Cool- competence 
and an assured handUng of passion 
~ational- and with aalou~ted ~ama 
only intensifies pain: 
loveliness, ice-clad, is still vulne~able-­
ye~ing leads to woundi~ aspi~ation : 
no- one, no-one, is safe.21 

If we must lock for the source of his sustained strength, we 
kno.Y that it is not in the few victories that I have descril: 
above, althou:Jh they have helped. Rather it is in that t.enC 
love for his ootmtry on which I have already dwelt at lengtlj 

Somehow we survive 
and tende~ss , f~t~ated, does not wither. 28 

This , then, is the profile of the artist. It is the profil~ 
a man very sensitive to the wrongs that have been done to hi 
his people and his ootmtry. It is the picture of a man who 
cx:mnitted by the best way he kno.Ys h::M: through sports and .., 
to bring about change in South Africa as soon as possible . 
poetry is the best docurrentaticn of this struggle. 
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