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Abstract: This paper deals with the topic of historical 
inheritance and literary discourse through a 
prismatic lens. It focuses on Nadine Gordimer, a well-
known white South African writer of Anglo-Jewish 
and Eastern European origins, who always stood 
up against racism and the colonialist legacy which 
deviously paved the way for the apartheid system 
in her country. In particular, light is shed  on “The 
Amateurs”, one of her earliest short stories and 
a piercing portrayal of South African segregation 
policies during the 1940s. At the same time, 
Gordimer engages here in a critical dialogue with 
the English fin de siècle and the comedy-of-manners 
genre by recollecting an episode from her youth, 
when she happened to play Gwendolen’s role in an 
amateur staging of Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of 
Being Earnest. As we shall see, “The Amateurs” is a 
semantically poignant story where the threads of 
European literary tradition, metatheatricality and 
personal memory are powerfully interwoven.  
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The year 2023 marks the centena-
ry of the birth of Nadine Gordimer 

(1923-2014), one of South Africa’s most 
acclaimed and authoritative writers. The 
first South African author to win the No-
bel Prize for Literature (1991), throughout 
her remarkable career she has been the 
recipient of honorary doctorates, fellow-
ships and numerous other awards, includ-
ing the CNA Prize and the Booker Prize. 
Gordimer has now definitively entered the 
Olympus of the major representatives of 
Anglophone literature in her country as 
well as in the wider context of contempo-
rary World Literature. Her passing away 
in July 2014, at the age of 90, was accom-
panied by a series of warm and encomi- 
astic obituaries by fellow writers, journal-
ists, intellectuals, and public figures. In one 
of these tributes, Dennis Walder thus sums 
up her main achievements:

A significant figure in world literature, 
Gordimer plumbed the depths of hu-
man interaction in a society of racial 
tension, political oppression and sexu-
al unease. The connection between the 
intimate and the public lay at the heart 
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of her work, an apparently inexhaust-
ible stream of novels, short stories and 
essays. An outspoken voice against the 
evils of apartheid, Gordimer contin-
ued to express forthright views after 
its collapse and the emergence of a 
multiracial democracy. Promoting 
even as she questioned white liber-
al values in her early work, she went 
on to espouse an increasingly radical 
position in the essays and fiction of 
the mid-1970s and later, openly sup-
porting the liberation movement and 
associated cultural bodies such as the 
Congress of South African writers1.

In 2023, when Gordimer would have 
celebrated her 100th birthday, it seems only 
too fitting to dedicate space to some fur-
ther evaluation of her work. This is not 
to say, of course, that her production has 
been so far underrated or scarcely investi-
gated. Indeed, the critical corpus relating 
to Gordimer’s oeuvre is astoundingly wide 
and manifold, having developed over the 
years throughout countless contributions 
by national and international scholars2. As 
one would expect, in most cases the exeget-
ic framework pivots on the modes whereby 
Gordimer endeavoured to dig deeply into 
the sociopolitical and moral issues that 
have often pushed her country towards 
the edge of civil war. If capable of speaking 
to a transnational audience and address-
ing questions of universal relevance, her 
stratified perspective can hardly be severed 
from the turmoil and violence that tore 
apart the South African nation from with-
in, especially during the segregation years 
(1910-1948) and the apartheid era (1948-
1991). In the words of Stephen Clingman, 
one of the most perceptive critics of her 

work, sense of commitment and theoretical 
views, to many people  

she has, through her fiction, become 
the interpreter of South Africa as, over 
the years, her country has marched 
down its doom-ridden slope of apart-
heid. Inside that tragedy Gordimer’s 
has been a voice of conscience, of moral 
rigour, and of a clarified hope – the 
kind of hope that writing of brilliance 
can bring with it, no matter what kind 
of social distortions it is forced to sur-
vey […] Nadine Gordimer is a most 
extraordinary observer of her society3.
 
A subtle anatomist of the burden-

some legacy of colonial relations and the 
callous policies of ethnic segregation, 
Gordimer has excavated routes that testify 
to the traumatic consequences of institu-
tionalised racism in a public/collective as 
well as personal/individual sphere. One of 
her most lucid statements on such an in-
grained dynamics of oppression and dis-
crimination dates back to the 1960s, when, 
in the course of an interview, she retraced 
the crucial phases of her growing aware-
ness until she came vis-à-vis the momen-
tous truth of humankind’s equality, dignity, 
and unalienable rights:  

As a person, my allegiance to South Af-
rica is responsibility toward the situa-
tion to which I was born. A white South 
African, brought up on the soft side of 
the colour-bar, I have gone through the 
whole packaged-deal evolution that 
situation has to offer—unquestioning 
acceptance of the superiority of my 
white skin, as a small child; acceptance 
of the paternal attitude that ‘they’ are 
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only human, after all, as an older child; 
questioning of these attitudes as I grew 
up and read and experienced outside 
the reading and experience that formed 
my inheritance; and finally, re-birth as 
a human being among other human 
beings […] Whether I like it or not, 
this has been the crucial experience of 
my life […] I have no religion, no po-
litical dogma—only plenty of doubts 
about everything except my conviction 
that the colour-bar is wrong and utterly 
indefensible4.

The untenability of the ideology of 
separateness and colour-bar legislation, 
along with the thorny question of white 
privilege and connivance, is a fil rouge that 
vividly runs through her pre-1994 writings. 
At the same time, Gordimer’s approach has 
also moved towards multifocalisation and 
dialogism. By widening her ‘observation 
window’, she has added more and more 
dashes of colour to her diagnostic picture 
of South African life. This has brought 
about a virtual breaking of the barriers that 
used to cordon off areas of contact among 
ethnic groups – namely, whites (Afrikaners 
and people of British ancestry) and non-
whites (Blacks, Coloureds, Asians) – and 
has been accompanied by an inner process 
of increased understanding, re-evaluation 
and rethinking. Gordimer’s pursuit might 
thus be compared to a sequence of epis-
temic journeys that have allowed her to 
cross the boundaries of the albinocratic 
enclave and envisage scenarios of possible 
interracial encounters. In her words, one 
must find ways “to break out of the color 
cocoon” along a trajectory where first “you 
leave your mother’s house, and later you 
leave the house of the white race”5.  

To Gordimer, experiencing a ‘rebirth’ 
means rejecting narrow-minded views, 
racial prejudice, the fear of otherness and 
taking a bold leap forward in order to figure 
out new angles of vision. If focusing on a 
stable set of core themes, her intense gaze 
never dwells on them in the exact same 
way. Each time it sheds a different light 
on the mosaic piece it singles out, ranging 
from a broad, objective social scrutiny to 
psycho-social analyses of the ambiguities, 
distortions, emotional distress and neurot-
ic syndromes exacerbated by apartheid’s 
iron rules of exclusion and division. Never-
theless, Gordimer’s writing always recoils 
from sentimental or melodramatic excess, 
nor does it indulge in defeatism and, even 
less, propaganda. Indeed, the notion of the 
artist’s freedom of expression can be seen 
as a staple of her poetics, along with the 
seemingly paradoxical tenet of the ‘truth 
of fiction’, that is to say, the unique power 
of the literary word to condense and 
transpose meaning onto a metempirical, 
symbolic plane. Bearing in mind the har-
rowing political context of South Africa 
during the 20th century, this position was 
clearly an effort to carve out a relatively 
autonomous space for the artist’s voice and 
consequently resist the pressure of parti-
sanships, allegiances or appeals to serve a 
cause. Gordimer took her stand on this key 
issue on several occasions, among which is 
“Living in the Interregnum”, a lecture she 
originally gave at the New York University 
Institute of the Humanities on 14 Octo-
ber 1982 and henceforth one of her most 
quoted essays:      

I have to offer you myself as my most 
closely observed specimen from the 
interregnum; yet I remain a writer, not 
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a public speaker: nothing I say here 
will be as true as my fiction […] There 
are two absolutes in my life. One is 
that racism is evil – human damna-
tion in the Old Testament sense, and 
no compromises, as well as sacrifices, 
should be too great in the fight against 
it. The other is that a writer is a be-
ing in whose sensibility is fused what 
Lukács calls ‘the duality of inwardness 
and outside world’, and he must never 
be asked to sunder this union […] 
writers, looking pretty much like other 
human beings, but moving deep un-
der the surface of human lives, have at 
least some faculties of supra-observa-
tion and hyperperception not known 
to others6.

In a nutshell, while clinging to the 
assumption that stories do arise out of ac-
tual experience – that your “material, your 
themes, take hold of you from the life 
around you”7 – Gordimer  constantly drew 
a distinction between the writer’s quest for 
a place in history and his/her responsibility 
to deal with values and concepts that go 
beyond history. This is especially the case 
when facts and events are filtered or cen-
sored through state control over the broad-
cast media, the channels of an ideologically 
biased historiography and other forms of 
intrusive monitoring. It is in this provoca-
tive sense that Gordimer looked at the cre-
ative imagination and “hyperperception” of 
writers as a sort of moral antidote to dema- 
gogical manipulation. 

Fiction’s lies might well be truer and 
more ‘honest’ in essence than the forged 
truths of many historiographical accounts 
and information reports. Far from boiling 
down to sheer flights of fancy, such ‘lies’ 

should be conceived as the outcome of a 
writer’s ongoing, heuristic negotiation be-
tween self-absorption and involvement in 
the mundane sphere, introspection and 
responsiveness. In Stephen Clingman’s apt 
phrasing inspired by Gordimer’s various 
statements of intent, fiction contemplates 
an “area in which historical process is reg-
istered as the subjective experience of indi-
viduals in society; fiction gives us ‘history 
from the inside’”8.

 The dialectic between historical 
memory, individual experience and literary 
discourse is therefore central to Gordi-
mer’s ethos and writing principles. In her 
aesthetically accomplished works, powerful 
echoes from the turbulent state of affairs 
in South Africa across the decades rever-
berate within a diegetic pattern that both 
incorporates and transcends the realm of 
contingency. 

Before concentrating on “The Ama-
teurs”, attention should be paid to another 
aspect of Gordimer’s output, i.e. her life-
long engagement with short-fiction writ-
ing. As is well known, among 20th-century 
authors living on the fringes of the British 
Empire, publishing short stories was often 
conceived as a way to ‘learn the trade’ – or, 
for that matter, decentralise the Europe-
an canon via a counter-response from the 
peripheries – and start making a name for 
oneself in the literary world. Gordimer was 
no exception from this point of view, her 
earliest stories dating back to her teens, 
namely “The Quest for Seen Gold”, which 
appeared in 1937 in the Children’s Section 
of the Sunday Express, and “Come Again 
Tomorrow”, included in the 1939 volume 
of The Forum, a national review based in 
Johannesburg. However, in the long term 
this choice would prove definitely more 
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than instrumental, suggesting how the 
short-narrative mode continued to work 
for Gordimer as a suitable medium to ex-
press certain themes that ‘took hold of her 
from the life around’, to paraphrase her as-
sertion quoted above. 

From the 1930s up to the 2010s, 
Gordimer penned about two hundred sto-
ries and published over twenty collections, 
becoming a master of the genre. When, in 
the 1950s, she began to test her ability in 
the field of the novel, this did not lead to 
a divorce from the more compressed style 
of the short story, to which she regularly 
returned in alternation with the phases of 
composition of her novels. One could say 
that travelling between the two ends of 
the spectrum allowed the author to hone 
her skills and enhance the potentialities of 
both forms. Besides bringing forth a vital 
interplay within her macrotext, this fluc-
tuation also contributed to progressively 
breaking fresh ground in her sociocul- 
tural imaginary towards a desegregation/
decolonisation of the mind9. Self-de-
claredly drawing inspiration from writers 
like Guy de Maupassant, Anton Chekhov, 
Katherine Anne Porter, Ernest Heming-
way, Eudora Welty – to whom one should 
add Edgar Allan Poe, Katherine Mansfield, 
Virginia Woolf, and James Joyce – she be-
came an eminent practitioner of a genre 
whose main traits hinge on brevity as well 
as concentration, poignancy, unity of effect 
and what she would call a ‘distillation’ of 
significant details. At the same time, the 
various historical evolutions of brief nar-
ratives show how consistency, craftsman-
ship and artful ‘totality’ of design may be 
purposely disrupted or problematised by 
way of ellipses, deferrals of closure, ambiv-
alence and ironic self-referentiality. For her 

part, Gordimer trod both routes. On the 
one hand, conciseness, structured patterns 
and the power of denouement remained a 
yardstick in her production. She possessed 
an eidetic memory, a ‘clinical’ eye, an “il-
luminating intelligence” which functioned 
as a “magic lantern […] with x-ray proper-
ties”10 and which was only reinforced by a 
polished “verbal ‘poetry’” comparable to a 
gem-cutting style11. On the other hand, she 
was not blind to the far-reaching import of 
Modernist experimentation, ranging from 
Mansfield’s slice-of-life mode to Woolf ’s 
moments of being and Joyce’s epiphanies. 
Indeed, in her theoretical reflection on the 
short story, tellingly entitled “The Flash 
of Fireflies”, Gordimer expanded on the 
motif of the insightful glimpse by equat-
ing the semantic potential hidden in the 
tale’s microcosm with the typically inter-
mittent glow of the firefly, moving “in and 
out, now here, now there, in darkness”. The 
short-story writer would “see by the light 
of the flash” and aim to catch “a discrete 
moment of truth” as if in keeping with 
“modern consciousness – which seems best 
expressed as flashes of fearful insight alter-
nating with near-hypnotic states of indif-
ference”12. Hardly a minor form, the short 
story is hailed here as a medium which, 
like a mobile searchlight, is able to roam 
dark landscapes and enlighten their con-
spicuous traits. 

All in all, Gordimer’s short prose 
fiction shifts easily across the domains of 
technical command and inventiveness, 
codified rules and flexibility. This also im-
plies playing on unresolved contradictions, 
reticence, abrupt beginnings and open 
endings, alongside the challenge of grasp-
ing epiphanies beneath the crusty exteri-
or of apparently trivial occurrences. In the 
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1990s, Dominic Head underscored such 
overlapping directions, pointing out how 
Gordimer’s stories “work ironically with 
[the] notion of ‘aesthetic completeness’ in 
the tradition of key modernist innovators 
such as Joyce and Mansfield”; her texts 
would rely on “the disunifying and dis-
ruptive potential of the short story […] 
significantly developed during the mod-
ernist period”13. More recently, although 
laying emphasis on the author’s latest 
collections, Vivek Santayana has rejected 
the “tendency to regard Gordimer’s short 
stories as lesser works than her novels” and 
stressed the qualities of their “non-linear 
and fragmented form”14. As to Gordimer’s 
‘gem-cutting’ approach as a focaliser and 
interpreter of her country’s vexed issues, 
Pascale Tollance has finally remarked that 
she “handles in a particularly skillful man-
ner the art of the fragment” and that her

pen shares with the knife – or draws 
from the knife – something of its 
trenchant power. In her hands, the 
art of the short story comes closer to 
Poe’s “effect” than to Henry James’s 
“impression”: it must cut the reader to 
the quick, make its mark in the flesh. 
[…] The power of the narrative lies in 
the break, the shift, the blank which 
produce discontinuity or interruption 
[…] One may nevertheless recog-
nize something fiercer and blunter in 
Gordimer’s stories which may be con-
nected to the extreme violence – not 
least the discursive violence – about 
which she writes15.

This commentary on Gordimer’s po-
etics and stylistic choices helps us to prop-
erly assess “The Amateurs”, one of her 

earliest and unfairly neglected stories, in-
cluded in Face to Face (1949), her very first 
collection. A close reading of this work 
shows how the then young writer’s facul-
ties of supra-observation and hyperpercep-
tion were already at full stretch, hovering 
on the cusp between social realism and 
visionary awareness, a clearly intelligible 
plot and the unexpected flash of “fearful 
insight”. In this concise story – less than 
ten pages long – the description of a de-
ceivingly ordinary event unfolds in tandem 
with the act of tearing the veil of appear-
ances, with instants of crisis and disruption 
that reach their apex in a ‘shock of recogni-
tion’. When surveying this combination of 
factors through the distorting kaleidoscope 
of 1940s South Africa, readers are nudged 
into literally coming face to face with the 
shameful, suppressed truth of racism. As 
a consequence, they vicariously experience 
the shattering of the philanthropic illusion 
that a young group of white do-gooders has 
been fostering before their cocoon world is 
pried open by an excruciating epiphany. 

Such an epiphany acquires (meta)
theatrical overtones and proves somewhat 
‘spectacular’ because, as hinted by its title, 
the plot of “The Amateurs” gravitates 
around the staging of a play by a South Af-
rican amateur acting company. Although 
the heterodiegetic narrator makes no refer-
ence to the colour of their skin, nor to how 
many of them are actually involved in the 
performance, it can reasonably be inferred 
that they are a small circle of boys and girls 
belonging to the liberal-minded wing of 
the white bourgeoisie. Their theatre piece 
is in fact offered to a selected audience of 
natives at Athalville Location – a fictional 
counterpart of the black slums or ‘com-
pounds’ (the future townships) – under the 
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aegis of a cultural-uplift charity project, as 
a sign of brotherly love and humane sup-
port for one’s neighbour, regardless of his/
her race, status and beliefs, a principle that 
all good Christians should uphold. One 
of the first passages of the story seems to 
echo this ethical attitude behind the ve-
neer of the performers’ naïve, adolescent 
enthusiasm:     

The amateur company climbed shrilly 
out of their car. They nearly hadn’t ar-
rived at all! What a story to tell! Their 
laughter, their common purpose, their 
solidarity before the multifarious sep-
arateness of the audiences they faced, 
generated once again that excitement 
that so often seized them. What a sto-
ry to tell16!

This excerpt gives us a taste of Gordi-
mer’s cutting-to-the-quick irony, since, 
even at the level of sentence construction, 
the well-meaning whites’ common goal 
and feeling of solidarity are seen as stum-
bling against a hyperconnoted, gloom-rid-
den word such as “separateness”, patently 
synonymous with “segregation” and the 
apartheid state-to-be. Whether from the 
Christian perspective of caritas and the 
unity of God’s people, or in the secula-
rised sense of a demand for colour-blind 
reforms and policies for equal opportuni-
ties, the bulwark of separateness would be 
impenetrable for decades. Before the 1990s 
ushered in the yearned-for non-racial de-
mocracy, South Africa went through in-
numerable forms of strife, conflicts, armed 
struggle and a split political arena (from 
Afrikaner nationalists and white rule ad-
vocates to progressive liberals, democratic 
fronts, left-wing radicals, pan-africanist 

revolutionaries and freedom fighters). In 
this bewildering panorama, one of the 
harsh lessons that South Africans had to 
learn was that the hope of concretely re-
lieving the needs of the oppressed – and 
nipping insurgency in the bud – might not 
simply rest on compassion, benevolent acts 
of altruism or nonviolent resistance. Struc-
tural reforms and a substantial change of 
regime had to enter the picture too. As 
J.M. Coetzee, another distinguished South 
African author and Nobel Prize winner, 
famously claimed in his “Jerusalem Prize 
Acceptance Speech”, in “a society of mas-
ters and slaves, no one is free. The slave is 
not free, because he is not his own master; 
the master is not free, because he cannot do 
without the slave […]. Fraternity ineluc-
tably comes in a package with liberty and 
equality”17.  

An increasingly radicalised Gordimer 
was to fully endorse this thesis and, again 
in Coetzee’s words, ponder how South Af-
ricans could advance from their “world of 
violent phantasms”, with its “callousness 
and its brutalities, its hungers and its rages, 
its greed and its lies”, towards a “true liv-
ing world”18. These fetters were memorably 
broken in April 1994, the year of the first 
general elections, which laid the founda-
tions of a government of national unity led 
by the African National Congress under 
Nelson Mandela’s presidency. People of all 
colours, now allowed to express their vote 
by universal suffrage, were recognised as 
citizens of a newborn “Rainbow Nation”, 
as Archbishop Desmond Tutu and Man-
dela himself called it. The term manifestly 
celebrated the idea of multiracial recon-
ciliation, of all races being reunited under 
a covenant of peace, hope, fraternity and 
equal acknowledgment of their rights. 
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In one of her Charles Eliot Norton 
Lectures delivered at Harvard Universi-
ty in the same year, Gordimer graphically 
juxtaposed the ‘miracle’ of the new demo- 
cratic dispensation, the jubilant atmo-
sphere of communal healing and rebirth, 
with the bleak season of European coloni-
sation and its perpetuation through white 
minority power and a police state. In so 
doing, she resorted to her typical histo-
ry-from-the-inside maieutics and, quite 
interestingly, pinned down the very epi-
sode from her youth that constituted the 
factual basis for her ‘truthful fabulation’ in 
“The Amateurs”. By appealing to her sharp 
palinscopic memory, she looked back on 
a phase in her life when she had not left 
her mother’s house yet, to say nothing of 
the house of the white race. With hind-
sight, she thus read between the lines of a 
benefit performance of Oscar Wilde’s The 
Importance of Being Earnest in which she 
had taken part in 1943. Given that this 
conscious re-actualisation through memo-
ry amounts to a blueprint of the tale, the 
passage is worth quoting in full:    

The only communal activity in which 
I’d taken part was amateur theatricals; 
the first uneasy stirrings of liberalism 
in the town came to be expressed in 
the mode the churches and individu-
al consciences were accustomed to—
charity. No one thought to petition 
the town council to open the library 
to blacks, but it was decided to take 
a play to the only public hall in the 
black ghetto.
The play was The Importance of Being 
Earnest, and I had the role of Gwen-
dolen. I was twenty and had never 
been into a black township before; I 

believe none of us in the cast had. I 
believe that no one in the audience 
had ever seen a play before; how could 
they? The Town Hall, which doubled 
as a theatre, was closed to blacks. The 
audience started off close-kneed and 
hands folded but was soon laughing 
and exclaiming. We thought we had 
had a great success, and drank to it 
back-stage with our usual tipple, some 
gaudy liqueur.
When the scenes of that evening kept 
returning to me in aspects turned this 
way and that, and I began to write a 
piece of fiction, make a story out of 
them, what emerged was a satire—on 
us.
On the absurdity of taking what we 
imagined was bountiful cultural uplift, 
an Oscar Wilde play, to the ghetto the 
town had created. I came to the full 
appreciation that the audience, those 
people with drama, tragedy and com-
edy in their own lives about which we 
knew nothing, were laughing at us. 
No at the play, but us. They did not 
understand the play with its elabo-
rate, facetious and ironic use of the 
language they half-knew, English; but 
they understood us, all right. And we 
in our pretensions, our idea of what 
we were ‘giving’ them, were exquisite-
ly funny. Oscar Wilde perhaps would 
have been amused to think that his 
play became doubly a satire, function-
ing as such far from Lady Bracknell’s 
drawing-room19.

The recollection is linked to no less 
than Gordimer’s first experience in a black 
ghetto. If still at a ‘safe distance’ from the 
misery of the Africans’ condition, that 
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experience was tantamount to an initiation 
rite that saw her temporarily cross the bor-
der between the white suburb of Springs 
– a small mining town thirty miles from 
Johannesburg, where she was born and 
lived with her parents – and the natives’ 
compounds on the mine property and sur-
rounding veld. 

In “That Other World That Was the 
World”, she interlaced the episode with 
broader sweeps that touched on her fami-
ly ties too. The second daughter of Isidore 
Gordimer – a Jewish watchmaker and jew-
eller who, at the age of thirteen, had moved 
from Latvia to South Africa to escape po-
groms – and Hannah (Nan) Myers, a low-
er-middle-class Anglo-Jewish woman from 
London, Gordimer made no mystery of her 
transnational and mixed genealogy, both in 
the 1994 lecture and other essays or inter-
views. As a matter of fact, she spoke open-
ly about her difficulties in communicating 
with her introverted, half-educated father 
and her conflictual relationship with her 
mother. This was allegedly due to Nan’s pos-
sessiveness, condescension and deferential 
emulation of English manners and views. 

A long chapter might be opened here 
on the author’s early adolescence and the 
way she perceived her lifeblood to be meta- 
phorically drained by an anxious, overpro-
tective mother who, when nine-year-old 
Nadine was diagnosed with a heart condi-
tion, quickly withdrew her from school and 
sporting activities. From the age of eleven 
until she was fifteen or sixteen, Gordimer 
had a private tutor and was rarely allowed 
to go out with her friends, only to discover 
later on that her rapid heart beat was no 
serious disease after all. It was caused by 
a transitory enlargement of the thyroid 
gland, a rather common ailment among 

girls going through puberty. Be that as it 
may, in that period of confinement she felt 
like a camouflaged ‘little woman’ grown 
old before her time and sulkily tied to her 
mother’s apron strings. She appeared at 
Nan’s side when paying visits to relatives 
and acquaintances, at tea parties and so-
cial gatherings, including the promotion 
of charity work in the form of assistance, 
donations and theatrical entertainment for 
the underprivileged. Such autobiograph-
ical details provide useful background in-
formation and interpretative clues for an 
overall assessment of “The Amateurs”. Al-
though Gordimer was twenty at the time 
of the production of Wilde’s play in the 
shanty town, her behavioural and axiolog-
ical codes could not be far removed from 
those of her mother, an anglophile liberal 
humanist, if not someone who continued 
to consider England as her true ‘mother 
country’. It would not be preposterous 
to claim that writing this story helped 
Gordimer to epiphanically put things 
into perspective also in connection with 
her domineering mother’s aura. How the 
young writer started to break free from her 
‘mummy’s nest’ – from the decency as well 
as double standards of a white citizen who, 
deep down, was not willing to drastically 
change the existing order – is confirmed 
by other pieces. One is an interview that 
Gordimer gave in 1986: 

I find my mother a very interest-
ing character. She was the domi-
nant member of the household and 
a sincere do-gooder. She was one of 
those people who started a crèche in 
the black township near us. We led a 
very free kind of life in the commu-
nity, and it was through my mother 
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that the amateur dramatic society I 
was in arranged to go to a hall in a 
black township. A “great adventure”: 
a performance of—guess what—The 
Importance of Being Earnest! […] My 
mother’s attitude towards black peo-
ple was maternalistic, but there was 
always an uneasiness there. She saw 
the need to collect old clothes and so 
on20.

Another one is a 1979 interview:

In a society like that of South Afri-
ca, where a decent legal life is impos-
sible, a society whose very essence is 
false values and mutual distrust, irony 
lends itself to you, when you analyse 
what happens. Let me give an exam-
ple from “The Amateurs” […] It was 
based on something that happened to 
me. I was one of the members of this 
group. I was going to play Gwendolen 
and was dressed up in a marvellous 
dress with a bustle and false bosom, 
all of which made me look like an 
hourglass […] I had never been in a 
black township before, it was filthy, 
ghastly, all of the story’s descriptions 
of the environment are absolutely true 
to what I saw. I think I suffered a sort 
of culture shock in my native coun-
try: what I saw was so vastly different 
from the white world I knew, and yet 
so close in distance a few miles from 
where I lived. And who were we, feel-
ing superior, showing off European 
culture in this South African dorp, to 
an audience with no background for 
understanding what we were doing, 
an audience whose own culture we did 
not know at all21? 

Despite its belonging to her juvenilia, 
then, “The Amateurs” was never blithely 
dismissed by the mature author, for whom 
it palpably marked a milestone, a first point 
of no return on her approach path towards 
non-European alterity and discovery of 
the Other’s humanity. In sum, the compo-
sition of the story was triggered by a “cul-
ture shock” and, when reflecting on it with 
a cool head, Gordimer felt empathy com-
ing out tinged with acrid (self-)irony. The 
plot of “The Amateurs” is accordingly kept 
spinning through a jarring mix of smug-
ness and puzzlement, along with the de-
familiarising blanks, fractures and ellipses 
of which we spoke before. Right from the 
beginning, a baffling note of discord seems 
to creep over the ‘jolly band’, for whom the 
blacks’ location objectifies a Foucauldian 
“heterotopia of deviation”, a place hosting 
“individuals whose behaviour is deviant in 
relation to the required mean or norm”22. 
The compound is like a dystopian satellite 
rotating on its own axis and suspiciously 
spying on the intruders, making them feel 
uncomfortable and unwelcome:

They stumbled round the Polyclinic, 
humpy in the dark with their props 
and costumes. “A drain!” someone 
shouted, “Look out!” “Drain ahead!” 
They were all talking at once.
The others waiting in the car stared 
out at them; the driver leaned over his 
window: “All right?”
They gesticulated, called out together.
“— Can’t hear. Is it OK?” shouted the 
driver.
Peering, chins lifted over bundles, 
they arrived back at the car again. 
“There’s nobody there. It’s all locked 
up.” […] Driving along the narrow, 
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dark streets, they peered white-faced 
at the windows, wanted to see what it 
was like. But, curiously, it seemed that 
although they might want to see the 
location, the location didn’t want to 
see them23.

This is again a poignant passage, ca-
pable of conveying a feeling of covert re-
sistance and estrangement. As most het-
erotopic counter-sites, the location is not 
easily accessible, so much so that the visi-
tors first get the address wrong and even-
tually manage to walk through its gates es-
corted by a policeman. By simultaneously 
mirroring and upsetting other surround-
ing spaces, the compound challenges and 
potentially subverts the hegemonic order, 
with life appearing “to be in the next street, 
voices singing far off and shouts, but when 
the car turned the corner – again, there was 
nobody”24. That is why, as soon as they step 
over such an uncanny threshold, the rep-
resentatives of the politically strong group 
seem to pale into white ghosts peering out 
from the ‘cosy world’ of their car, prophet-
ically stumbling in the dark, looking awk-
ward and fake with their props and cos-
tumes (a reminiscence of the dress, bustle 
and false bosom worn by the young Gordi-
mer). In consonance with the unity-of-ef-
fect principle, this preamble might be read 
as a foreboding of the story’s epilogue, 
when the troupe is left in a quandary, as 
though frozen in their immature state as 
‘amateurs in life’, as callow subjects inhab-
iting a racially segregated country they are 
not able to figure out as yet.

When they finally get inside the Hall, 
the performers find themselves in front 
of a specially selected audience of school-
teachers, social workers, clerks and a young 

girl enrolled in college, i.e. “the educated of 
the rows and rows of hundreds and hun-
dreds who lived and ate and slept and talk-
ed and loved and died in the houses out-
side”25. Therefore, miscommunication and 
a skewed perspective impinge on the play’s 
project from its very premise (suffice it to 
say that the natives suppose they will be at-
tending a concert). The effect is intensified 
when, in a small kitchen behind the stage, 
the actors and actresses begin to dress and 
paint their faces to create the illusion of 
a late-Victorian drawing-room comedy. 
When an attendant tells them not to bother 
with make-up because the public “won’t 
understand the period anyway”26, getting 
into character becomes harder and harder, 
until the ambition to ‘play well’ irrevocably 
fades as the curtain goes up:

The curtain screeched back on its rusty 
rings; the stage opened on Oscar Wil-
de’s The Importance of Being Earnest.
At first there was so much to see; the 
mouths of the audience parted with 
pleasure at the sight of the fine ladies 
and gentlemen dressed with such co-
lour and variety; the women? – gasp at 
them; the men? – why, laugh at them, 
of course. But gradually the excite-
ment of looking became acceptance, 
and they began to listen, and they 
began not to understand […]. They 
watched the players as a child watches 
a drunken man, attracted by his bab-
bling and his staggering, but innocent 
of the spectacle’s cause or indications.
The players felt this complete atten-
tion, the appeal of a great blind eye 
staring up at their faces, and a change 
began to work in them. A kind of hys-
teria of effort gradually took hold of 
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them, their gestures grew broader, the 
women threw great brilliant smiles 
like flowers out into the half-dark 
over the footlights, the men strutted 
and lifted their voices […] The cere-
bral acid of Oscar Wilde’s love scenes 
was splurged out by the oglings and 
winks of musical comedy27.

From wonder and laughter to befud-
dlement and forced complaisance, from 
the excitement of watching to the total 
impossibility of entering into the ultra-re-
fined spirit and epigrammatic wit of a fin-
de-siècle comedy of manners: this is the 
downward trajectory of the black specta-
tors’ reception, which ignites in turn a se-
ries of adjustments by the company. Such 
changes consist in countermoves which 
transform Wilde’s 1895 masterful example 
of society comedy into a grotesque variety 
show, a broad farce where the amateurs, 
with the complicity of the audience, end 
up distorting and decontextualising a clas-
sic work of the English (and European) 
literary tradition. Owing to this conjoined 
manipulation of the original script – “‘Poor 
Oscar!’ whispered the young girl, behind 
her hand”28 – bad jokes and exaggerated 
gestures get the better of the sophisticated 
mannerisms, sparkling repartees and clever 
innuendoes of The Importance of Being Ear-
nest. Instead of putting on stage a Wilde 
comedy, the performers literally turn wild 
on stage, as if spurred by the onlookers’ 
feedback.

As Gordimer underscored in “That 
Other World That Was the World”, the 
Wilde who teasingly courted misunder-
standing, the multiplication or short cir-
cuit of points of view and the paradoxes 
of mask-wearing would have been amused 

at this flagrant breaking of the fourth wall. 
What we witness here is a curious kind of 
improvisation theatre, the materialising 
of a double-edged satire that dramatically 
cuts across the fictional domain to disclose 
the troupe’s identity as the epitome of an 
enlightened, if ineffectual, coterie of South 
African colonials. The artistic representa-
tion is progressively (re)moulded and laid 
bare as in a metatheatrical game of mir-
rors, with the assembled audience actually 
laughing not at the show, but at the real 
people performing it. 

Although the references to Wilde – 
from 19th-century dandyism and aesthetic 
preciousness to the rhetorical acrobatics 
of his style – are somehow ingrained in 
the autobiographical dimension of “The 
Amateurs”, we may conjecture that, in the 
allegorically strengthened syntax of her 
story, Gordimer capitalised on a few ele-
ments connected with Wilde’s poetics at 
large. Besides the prismatic reversals of 
roles and of the categories of truth and 
fiction, being and acting, as well as the rel-
evance attributed to the phenomenology 
of reception, one could mention the ironic 
deconstruction of the elites’ patronising 
attitudes and the ridiculing of naturalised 
conventions or prejudices masquerading as 
common sense. Regarding The Importance 
of Being Earnest, the critique of the preten-
sion and hypocrisy of Victorian high soci-
ety (as reified by Lady Bracknell), with its 
double life (exemplified by Jack Worthing/
Ernest and Algernon Moncrieff/Bunbury) 
and its giving absolute primacy to names, 
parentage and an earnest façade, scarcely 
needs stressing. Moreover, in spite of its 
sensational turns, comedy-of-errors devices 
and perfectly orchestrated happy ending, 
it would be reductive to simply equate 
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Wilde’s well-made play with an enticing 
parade of frivolity. Its darker implications 
have been variously foregrounded in the 
field of Wildean criticism, which has de-
tected a subterranean anarchist thrust and 
even undertones of political radicalism. 
When thinking of “The Amateurs”, there is 
little doubt that a deep concern with rigid 
social hierarchies, claims for recognition 
and seeing through imposture serve a para- 
digmatic function. 

By the same token, notwithstanding 
his search for patrons and popularity in the 
English metropolis, one should not under-
estimate Wilde’s republican sympathies 
and endorsement of a socialist creed. This 
allows us to come full circle to the question 
of charity work, which, in Gordimer’s story, 
smacks of an empty gesture in a sociopo-
litical scenery where the marginalisation of 
non-whites is enforced by law. The good-
will of the philanthropic actors is unable 
to pierce the giant’s armour of the estab-
lishment and self-interest and is a long way 
off from any truly supportive approach and 
substantial assistance. To all appearances, 
different actions and measures are neces-
sary. Again, the Wilde reference seems to 
be less fortuitous than one could expect. 
Although no racial segregation along the 
lines of the South African model existed 
in Victorian England, it might well be ar-
gued that Dorian Gray’s double life in the 
degraded slums, the contrast between his 
whitened-sepulchre face and the shame-
ful cheating and exploitation ‘bursting out’ 
from his metamorphic portrait are not to-
tally alien to the scandalous rich-poor gap 
that lurked in the heart of the Empire. 
More crucially, at the beginning of the 
novel, Dorian is said to join Lady Agatha’s 
feeble efforts to alleviate the sufferings 

of the poor by holding piano concerts in 
Whitechapel, a missplaced benevolent ini-
tiative that Lord Henry Wotton hastens to 
label with his typically corrosive cynicism: 
“It is the problem of slavery, and we try to 
solve it by amusing the slaves” 29. When 
talking to his surly uncle, Lord Fermor, 
he also asserts that “Philanthropic people 
lose all sense of humanity. It is their distin-
guishing characteristic”30. 

The thesis of ‘amusing the slaves’ – by 
offering them circenses without panem, so 
to  speak – was corroborated by Wilde in 
The Soul of Man under Socialism, an essay 
published in the same year as The Picture 
of Dorian Gray, where he bluntly asked 
why the oppressed should “be grateful for 
the crumbs that fall from the rich man’s 
table”31. These longer considerations reso-
nate powerfully with the ideological back-
drop of “The Amateurs”: 

The majority of people spoil their 
lives by an unhealthy and exagger-
ated altruism […] They find them-
selves surrounded by hideous pov-
erty, by hideous ugliness, by hideous 
starvation. It is inevitable that they 
should be strongly moved by all this 
[…] Accordingly, with admirable, 
though misdirected intentions, they 
very seriously and very sentimentally 
set themselves to the task of remedy-
ing the evils that they see. But their 
remedies do not cure the disease: they 
merely prolong it. Indeed, their rem-
edies are part of the disease. They try 
to solve the problem of poverty, for 
instance, by keeping the poor alive; or, 
in the case of a very advanced school, 
by amusing the poor. But this is not 
a solution: it is an aggravation of the 
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difficulty. The proper aim is to try and 
reconstruct society on such a basis 
that poverty will be impossible32.

In Gordimer’s text, the “admirable, 
though misdirected intentions” of the per-
formers come into the limelight in parallel 
with the transmutation of their pochade 
into a form of ‘truth theatre’ which, after 
the first act, is animated by a demanding 
public who takes a further step ahead in 
matter of script manipulation. Becoming 
wild both in front of and on the stage are 
now “the others, the people from outside 
who hadn’t been asked [and who] began 
to come into the hall”, pushing “past the 
laconic police-boys at the door, coming in 
in twos and threes, barefoot”33, insolent and 
uncaring. In another hypersignifying for-
mulation, the narrator notices that “no one 
dared question their right of entry”34. If it 
were a stage direction, this would emblem-
atically read as “Enters Reality”, the ma-
nipulated script being now the Eurocentric 
axiology in South Africa and its painstak-
ing attempts to hold at bay disquieting, 
intrusive thoughts connected with colonial 
ranking and subjugation.

At the end of the last act, after an 
inflated burst of applause, an African girl 
takes it upon herself to speak out for those 
“others”, in a chilling coup de théâtre that, 
through a dexterous resort to antiphrasis 
and paralipsis, rips open the curtain and, 
with it, the ‘legal embodiment’ underpin-
ning racial inequality:

“From the bottom of our hearts, we 
thank you, all of us here who have had 
the opportunity to see you, and we 
hope in our hearts you will come to us 
again many times. This play tonight not 

only made us see what people can do, 
even in their spare time after work, if 
they try; it’s made us feel that perhaps 
we could try and occupy our leisure in 
such a way, and learn, ourselves, and 
also give other people pleasure […]”. 
The girl took three strides to the cen-
tre of the stage. “I ask you”, she cried 
out, and the players felt her voice like 
a shock, “is this perhaps the answer 
to our juvenile delinquency here in 
Athalville? If our young boys and girls 
[…] had something like this to do in 
the evenings, would so many of them 
be at the police station? Would we be 
afraid to walk out in the street? Would 
our mothers be crying over their chil-
dren? […] Isn’t this what we need?”35

For an instant, the “web of false-
hood”36, duplicity and defense mechanisms 
is stripped away by virtue of an epiphan-
ic flicker immortalised through a shining 
tear: 

The amateurs were forgotten by them-
selves and each other, abandoned dolls, 
each was alone. No one exchanged a 
glance. And out in front stood the girl, 
her arm a sharp angle, her nostrils lift-
ed. The splash of the footlights on her 
black cheek caught and made a sparkle 
out of a single tear37.

In this final twist, with the “wild 
shouts of the people [falling] upon the 
stage”38, the actors are cast as puppets 
condemned to isolation in the face of 
the African girl’s and her community’s 
vibrancy. The visitors to the black ghet-
to thus vicariously experience a turn of 
the tide, an overthrow of the status quo 
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whereby the amateur performance of The 
Importance of Being Earnest weirdly falls 
within the province of the play’s original 
subtitle, i.e. “a trivial comedy for serious 

people”. But it is exactly within this 
changed perspective that one must now 
interact with such serious people with 
earnest commitment.
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