Primitive values in virile writing

- DALENE MATTHEE is a South African
novelist whose English publishers were
: %uite surprised last year when her book,

ircles In The Forest, became a great

. success. They were not expecting much
. sympathy for the work of a Cape Afri-
- kaaner right now.

They must have forgotten that much
of the most virile literature in the last
20 years has come out of the ex-colonial
world. From Doris Lessing to Salman
Rushdie to Keri Hulme who won the
Booker Prize, these voices seem-to ring
so much truer than our dreary tales of
domestic equality in London.

* I am sure you can think of a favourite
writer who harks back to more primi-
tive values. Mrs Matthee, whose work
has been compared to Hemingway and

Kipling, is one of them.

Her new book, Fiela’s Child, about to

be published, is about a lost white boy

who strayed into the bosom of a Cape
coloured family 100 years ago and the
heart-rendering story of step-maternal
?gong, guilt and prejudice which fol-
owed.

True story
- It is a true story and closely re-
searched, as will be the third and last

book in her forest trilogy which brings
her to London to use the British Library.

(Mrs Matthee gave this institution the

thumbs down for rotten organisation.)

It is not every day you meet a large,
maternal woman who drops into a curt-
sey on greeting. Mrs Matthee curtseyed
and Mr Matthee, for she travels with
him and the three grown Matthee
daughters, bowed. -

“Mrs Matthee lit up when she talked
about the subject matter of her book
which includes a conservationist plea to
save the last three wild elephants in her

local forest. This sort of thing endears. :'

her to David Bellamy who begged ev- -

eryone to read her last book. .
She glowed when she described the 10
sackfuls of letters she has received from
Cape whites telling her about the col-
oured in their lives, but this was not
really what she wanted to discuss.

Provocative

“Women can’t write about politics,”
she suddenly said and I knew from the

%leam in her eye that this was what
alene Matthee really wanted to talk -

about. Once she had expressed it she

. went on making similar provocative
- statements.

“On my trip to Europe I discovered a
wonderful piece of history just waiting
for a male writer,” she continued.

Over the last two years she has been
saying things like that to her friends all
over the world. The news has spread.

-Suddenly she has found herself giving

university lectures to explain herself
and these old-fashioned views.

“These views are not old-fashioned,

they: are'very modern,” she says. “I be-

came aware of them when I was a short

story writer. My hero was Jack London.
I kept analysing why he was so wonder-
ful and why I couldn’t write like that.
“Suddenly I realised it was quite sim-
le — it was because he was a man.
hen I wrote Circles In The Forest I
started in the first person ‘I, Saul Ben-
nett,’ then I realised, ‘Saul Bennett I
cannot be.’ :

“Man-part’’

“All through that book I had to work
very hard not to develop my man-part
too strongly, otherwise I knew it would
not work. - . : :

“Part of a woman is male, a smal
part, but the minute she develops it she
sacrifices the unique thing which makes
her a woman. I have a certain sympathy
for Mrs Thatcher — we share a birth-
day — and some of the things she does
are second nature to me, but I watched !
her making a speech the other day and I
thought, ‘Careful, careful, don’t overdo
your male part.””

“Women’s libbers are doing their ut-
most to develop their male parts, but
they will not succeed because nature
will chop them down again. The soul
part of literature and life depends on
sexual sensitivity.

“How does a woman keep sensitive
meanwhile? It helps being-a housewife,
a wife and a mother,” said Mrs Matthee.
“Nobody listened to me at first because
I was a housewife, a wife and a mother,
but once you are successful they listen.
Being a wife keeps you romantic and
not sentimental.

“At home I have tried to undo the im-
balances the children learned at school
and in _church. A woman cannot write
without her male part because therein
lies her intelligence but a woman has
wisdom and she should develop her wis-
dom part.” '

- GLENYS ROBERTS in
London talks to
Dalene Matthee
about her new book

Fiela’s Child. The

play, Fiela se Kind,
opens at the Nico
on August 15. -
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