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ISSlfS: 

lliE AUTOBICXJRAPh iCAI.. NATURE OF lliE P0CIRY OF IEtJIS BIIDUS* 

by 

Bede M. Ssensalo 

'n1e Nigerian poet, J . P . Clark once criticized Dennis 
Brutus for writing such lires as "c::bsrene albinos" - a refer­
ence to white South Africans. But what we have to lmderstarrl is 
that Nigerians are not IlUl:dered or .inprisoned because of the 
color of their skin. To quote Paul Theroux, "Nigerians are not 
the stinking lubrication that helps the huge cogs of the econ~ 
nm 51000thly. "1 Brutus has been whipped, put under house arrest 
jailed in the notorious Rcbben Island and even shot. So when 
he lashes bade, he does so furiously. Although it is true that 
saret..ines his pundles are wild, that saret..ines he misses, it is 
my hope that during the course of this article we shall see hiln 
swing enough ti.Jres to see what he is a::iriting at. 

All art is autcbiographical in that it is inspired by 
the artist ' s own personal life. Yet we find that in varying 
degrees 1 the western artist can and indeed has sucoeeded in 
pursuing the reflections and images that are dear to him as a 
private individual. As of today, the blade artist, because of 
the constant pressures put on him on account of his rare , canno1 
as yet afford this luxury. Pel:haps no living blade poet illus­
trates this phenarenon better than Dennis Brutus. His art is 
so much a part of his life that to umerstand his poetry is to 
understand the man and via: versa. '!here is a tendency arrong 
the critics of the bourgeoisie notion of art for art' s sake to 
dismiss this kind of creativity as rrere social docurrentation of 
parochial limitations. Dennis Brutus has the difficulty of be­
ing misunderstood even by sane of his own fell<M Africans . 

Bom in 1924 in Salisbury 1 Southern Zinbal:Me (otherwise 
known as Rhodesia), Dennis Brutus and his family noved to Sooth 
Africa where he grew up. Racially, he is described by the South 
African govemrrent as colored. He took his B.A. in English in 
1946 at Fort Hare University College, one of the two South Afri· 
can universities that admit a handful of colored people. For 
fourteen years, he taught English in the South African high 
sclxx:>ls in and around Cape 'l.'<Mn. 

* An address delivered to the 9th Annual Conference for the 
African and African-llrrerican Studies at Atlanta University , 
Georgia, Dec. 4th, 1976. 
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At an early age, Brutus di.soovered that he was an athlete, 
and has always cherished this part of himself . But in South 
Africa, as in all other thi.n:Js , sports are not integrated. 
'!here are separate facilities for blacks - alJrost always of poor 
quality, and separate facilities for \\hites - - alrrost always of 
superior quality. To tl:y and redress this wrmg, in 1959 Dennis 
Brutus founded the South Afri-can Sports Association. He used 
this organization to agitate for change and argue for the in­
clusion of blacks in the apartheid segregated sports of South 
Africa. 'lbe South African govenment soon fotnrl out he was too 
loud for their liking, and in 1961 banned him f.ron acy Salth 
African sports association and dismissed him f.ron his govemrrent 
teaching position. For two years, 1962-1963, he tried to study 
law at the University of Witswatersrand but was again banned 
f.ron attending any university or ever practicing as a lawyer.2 

In 1961, an act was passed by the South African governrrent 
defining what ex>nstituted sabotage. \'ben blacks nd:>ilized and 
marched on Johannesburg City Hall in protest against this racist 
neasure, they ~ attacked by a nd:> of white peq:>le with the 
fui:y and savagecy of the Ku Klux Klan. Dennis Brutus was in the 
midst of all this and he :r:eex>:rded the day' s rucperience in a poem 
he called 11'lbe Md:>. II In it he brings hare to the :reader the 
full brutality of that incident by :referring to the whites as : 

• • • the faaeZeee horrors 
that peopZe my nightmares 
from whom I turn to wakefuZness 
for aomforting3 

Aix>ther neasure of the South African goveD'li'Ieilt, the 
Suppression of Ccrrmmism Act, saw cnmrunists under every chal­
lenge to the racist reg:i.ne, just as every IOOVe , every act of 
Martin Luther King in Georgia and in neighboring Alabama was 
interpreted by the CIA and FBI as a:mm.:inist inspired. Under 
these two neasures Dennis Brutus was found guilty of sabotage. 

In 1963, \\hile inside the building of the Olynpic Sports 
Association in Johannesburg, he was arrested and charged with 
att:.en:ling a sports m=eting . 4 :released on bail, he escaped into 
neighboring f.bzani:>ique \\hich wa& at the tine under Portuguese 
rolonial rule. 'lbe Po~ police captured him and handed 
him back to the waiting Salth African authorities for "illegal 
entcy." For a serooo tine , Dennis Brutus tried to dash for 
freedan. This tine he was shot, the bullet entering the l<:Mer 
left side of his back and passing t:hn:J.lgh his intestine. 5 Many 
peq:>le, on ~e behalf he had da:r:ed to OfPOSe the untouchable 
Salth African goverment ~ IOOVed 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 crowd 
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 blad< writers all over the world incltrl:inJ the farow: 
Caribbean Andrew Salkey, C.R.L. Janes and V.S. Naipul drafted, 
signed and sent to the South African goverrment a d.oc:lment pro­
testing its treatnent of o:mnis Brutus. Aroong other things , 
the docurent said that the shooting of o:mnis Brutus "folla.-~S 
an all too familiar pattern of action by repressive govenurents 
against political prisoners . " It added that "the incident has 
shodced all \'Who value intellectual liberty and has again slnm 
hCM ready South African officialdan is to risk human lives in 
its efforts to terrorize and silenoe those opposed to its poli­
cies. Mr. Brutus is the first South African writer of reputa­
tion to suffer physically for his beliefs; we fear that he may 
not be the last. "7 

By this t.i.ne it was beyond reasonable doubt that o:mnis 
Brutus had becare a political rrenaoe to the South African c;pve:t: 
nent. To silenoe him, he was banned fran any kind of writing 
and, i.nlrediately after his recovery fran the bullet wound, was 
sentenced to the notorious maximum security prison of R:i:>ben 
Island. The oondi.tion of the political prisoner in this plaoe 
is hard to imagine. Eadl innate is fed on nothing but rioe, 
all.CMed one thirty-minute visit and one letter onoe in 6 rronths 

In talking about the "fizzing syllables, eadl stick of 
verse/An act of singing sabotage," in his poem, David Gill was 
referring to the earliest and first collection of poetry by 
Dermis Brutus, Sirens, Knuckles, . Boots. 'Ihis collection was a 
major contribution to his arrest because in them he ha:i bitter] 
criticized the South African governrrent calling it "the iron 
Jronster of the world;More terrible than any beast/that can be 
tarred or bribed." 9 Because of these poems, whidl were publishE 
in 1963 by the Mbari Press at Thadan while Dermis Brutus was 
still in prison, after his release he was banned fran writing 
anything that could be published in general and poetry in par­
ticular. Speak.i.nJ of these two sets of bans, one before and 
the other after prison, Brutus said: 
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I was banned fx>om writing and I was banned fx>om 
pubZishing anything. These two bans were not directZy 
sewed upon me. As the resuU of an Act of round 
about 1961~ which was designed to punish peopZe who 
committed sabotage~ and as a resuZt of the inter­
pretation of this Act, I was banned from writing. 
In a strictZy ZegaZ 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 ax>e banned from wr>iting - and it 
doesn't matter whether you write weZZ or badZy -
constitutes a form of protest against apax>theid in 
South Africa. lO 

During the period right after his release, Brutus' brother 
was arrested, sentenCEd and sent to Rd:lben Island. Since Brutus 
had not been forbidden to write letters, he wrote a series of let­
ters, in thefonn of verse , to his sister-in- law, Martha, to ti:y 
and give her sate insights into life on Robben Island. 'lhe re­
sult is that collection of poetry kn<:lwn as Letter to Max>tha . In 
them Dennis Brutus relived and described his prison experiences 
very vividly. 'Ihe first of these was the sexual assault by the 
inmates and the \\hole harosexual phenarenon. He says that the 
older inmates developed a psychological urge to dcmi.nate under 
the pretext of protection while the newer inmates filled by a 
sense of fear and insea.rri ty were led to submission. What is so 
frightening and huniliating is the realization on the part of 
the prisoner that after sate time, what started as satething 
forced becares attractive and even desirable. Writing of this 
fear to bea:rte a harosexual, Brutus wrote: 

To what desperate Umits ax>e they driven 
and what fiex>ce agonies they have endured 
that this~ which they have resisted~ 
shouZd seem to them preferabZe~ 
even desirabZe. 

It is regax>ded as the depths 
of absoZute and Zudicrous submission 
And so pex>haps it is. 

But it has seemed to me 
one of the moat tex>ribZe 
moat rendingZy pathetic 
of aU a prisoner's predicaments . 

And in the following poem: 
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"Blue Champagne" they cal Zed 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 wou'ld sleep with several, 
each night 
and the song once popular on the hit-parade 
became his nickname. 

By the time I saw him he was o Zder 
(George saw the evil in his f ace, he said) 
and he had become that most perverse among 
the perverted: 
a "man" in the homosexual, eni:Jroce 
who onae had been the "woman".li 

'Ihis experience is so horrible that when it is <XIlbined with 
the other horrors of prison life at .Rcbben I s land, it drives 
the prisoner' s mind to a desperate search for sare way or nearu: 
of physical or nental escape. To sene the .t:efuge is death: 

One wishes for death 
with a kind of defiant defeatism 

wishing that the worst may befa7,7, 
sinae the nearly-worst has so of ten 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 . l2 

To others, i t is insanity: 

7Wo men I knew speaifica7,7,y 
among many cases: 
their reactions were enormous ly di f ferent 
but a tense thought 'lay at the bottom of eaah 
and for both there was danger and fear and pai n 
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 esaape 
in fainting fits and asthmas 
and finaUy f~ed into insanity: 

And in another poem: 

A studious highsahoo~boy he ~ooked 
-as in faat I ~ater fowul he was­
bespeataa~ed, with soft-aurved faae 
and withdrawn protected air: 
and I marveZ~ed, envied him 
so untouched he seemed to be 
in that hammering bruta~ atmosphere . 

But his safety had a diffel"ent base 
and his safe~y private wor~d was fantasy; 
from the battering importunities 
of fists and genita~s af sodomites 
he ~ed: in a maniaa wor~d he was safe.l4 

Fqually di.stw:bing is the ever nenacing and horrifying 
possibility of never getting out of prison. And so Brutus 
writes: 

Quite early one reaahes a stage 
where one ~solves to embraae 
the status of prisoner 
with all it entails, 
savouring to the fu~l its bitterness 
and seeking to esaape nothing: 

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

"You're a aonviat now. " 

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

But the aaaeptanae 
onae made 
deep down 
remains.l5 

It is not, therefore hard to imagine that, under such a 
horrifying and humiliating experienre, many of the things that 
we take for granted, assurre an extraordinary maasure of inpor­
tanre. While he was in prison for exanple, nature fascinated 
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Dennis Brutus in a wey that it had rever ~ before . In one of 
his prison lXlElf1\S, the reader is shodced into an awareress of the 
sharp cx::mtrast be~ the stifling oonfirvament of the prison 
world fran ~re the poet writes to the matchless freedan of the 
nature world. In this free world, the poet likens the " \.ll1.inpede 
rrotion of the clouds" to "a kind of ITUlSic, poetry, danoo" which 
"sends delicate rhythms tremoring through the flesh" and "sends 
fantasies" through the mind: ''Where are they going/where will 
they dissolve/will they be seen by those at hate/and whan will 
they delight?"l6 

'lhoughts such as these are soothing and saretilres they 
can help in provic:linJ tenporary relief fran the loneliress of 
prison life . But even this is not always possible. At night 
for exanple, the only way to see the stars is to switch off the 
ooll light. To do this is against the law and the one tiJre 
Dermis Brutus was foolhardy enough to do it, he paid for the 
oonsequenoos . l7 Years later, while in New Zealand, Dennis 
Brutus wrote a poem called "'Ihe Island" 18 in which he cx::.rrpared 
and oontrasted the freedan he had then to enjoy nature to the 
oonfinernent he had been subjected to on Rd::lben Island. 

In 1965 Dennis Brutus was released fran priscn as a resul1 
of the pressure put on the South African governrrent fran within 
South Africa . 'Ihis organized pressure to free Dennis Brutus 
and other political prisorers can only be a::rrpared to that whid 
freed Angela Davis fran the California State priscn. It is al­
ways a good feeling for any prisorer to kn<:M that, no matter 
heM bad the situation may be, out there, there are people who 
believe in you sufficiently to fight for your freedan. So out 
of a spirit of gratitude, ever sinoo he got out of prison, 
Dennis Brutus has pleyed a leading role in an organization knaon 
as the World CC~tpaign for the IElease of South African Priscner: 

After his release fran prison, Dennis Brutus was put unde: 
house arrest, another one of the many neasures the South AfricaJ 
police uses to harrass persons they think potentially subversiVI 
Soon after, with amazing irony as Professor Pevey points out,l9 
the governnent policy t<:Mard political agitators changed. In 
order to get rid of them, those who would aooopt a one-wey exit 
permit were allaYed and, indeed, enoouraged to go into exile. 
So I)mnis Brutus fOUIXl himself being encouraged to take the 
same IOClVe for which he had been previouSly alrrcst killed. He 
was served with a one-way passport out of South Africa. Since 
then he has been in exile separated fran the oountry he loves 
so much. 

Out of this separation has errerged a sense of nostalgia 
so strong that it can only be understood by those who have ever 
been separated fran their hares for a long period of tiJre with­
out either the option or any definite hope to return. It can 



137 

be likened to the sane nostalgia with which camara Laye of 
Guinea wrote his autobiography African Child. Both works are 
inspired by that painful yeanti.n:J to return to a previously 
kno.-m state of mri.fied being am of non-separation which one 
finds in a large nurrber of African and Afro-Arrerican literature. 

When asked by .a reporter why he loves South Africa, Dennis 
Brutus answered: "I wish I could find sarething to say that 
would help you, but I Clon' t really know • •• • it's a suffering 
people and a suffering land, assaulted, violated, raped, what­
ever you will, trercendously beautiful and I feel a great tender­
ness for it." 20 'Ihe words "assaulted, violated, raped" are 
nonnally associated with wanan. 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 hane, free to travel across his beautiful nother oountry 
un:inpeded and Ul"'rrlested. But he can no longer do so exCEpt in 
his mind. However, in an earlier poem which he wrote before he 
left South Africa, he describes his travels across the oountry 
in the same ranantic teJ::ms that a man would describe his visit 
to a girlfriend: 

A troubadour~ I traverse all my land 
expLoring aU he!' lJJide- flung pa:t'ts with zest 
probing in motion sweeter far than rest 
her secret thickets with an amorous hand:21 

'Ihere is no doubt that we are dealing here with a sexual passicn. 
'Ihe point is underscored in the title of his oollection about 
South Africa, A Simple Lust. 'lhi.s love has created in Dennis 
Brutus an intense devotion which has sharpened his antagonisms 
against the reg:i.ne that toments his beloved. It is an antagcr 
nism characterized by the rage and fury of an offended man, a 
man \>bose loved one has been subjected to the IOOSt violent rape 
'most cruel" Brutus cries out, 

most cr>Uel~ all our land is scarred with terror~ 
rendered unlovely and unlovable;22 

Ever sinCE Dennis Brutus went into exhile te has devoted all his 
energies to a.vengirg his COI.IDtry. Day and night he has worked 
tcMards political change in South Africa. Trying to ccnvinCE 
the minority regirie that apartheid should be st.cpped because it 
is norally wrong sounds niCE. But we all know too well that it 
wouldn ' t wo.Ik. Arrl as every fighter knCMS, the first thing to 
do is choose your weapons. They IIUSt be weapcns that ooe feels 
canfortable with am ~tent to use. But they IIUSt also be 
weapons that are effective against your adversaxy, capable of 
inflicting heavy casualties in the ranks of your enell¥· To 
Dennis Brutus the only weapon that rreets all these oonditions 
is sports. At first glanCE, one might find the idea of using 
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sports as a rredium for fighting racial discrimination anusing 
and even ridiculous. But when ore ~tudies the social structure 
of South Africa one finds that sports are as sensitive a spot as 
the dollar is to the Alreri.can society. "South Africa is a 
sports-mad oountry, " Brutus says. 23 

South Africa is a veJ;Y zepressi ve governrrent . .r.Dst fo:rns 
of cultural expression incll.rling art, drCI'Ila, poetry are heavily 
censored. '!he only cultural thing that is still relatively free 
is sports. I guess that this is so because sports can be more 
easily isolated f:mn politics than art. Ol.r CMl example here 
should be sufficient to clarify this point. Integration in 
sports has always been far ahead of integration in other areas 
of Arrerican life . And today, just watching the wey blacks doni­
nate football , baseball, basketball, trade , etc. , who wcu1.d ever 
imagine that there is still racial discrimination in this 
oountry? 

Of all South African sports , Rugby is the IIDSt inp:>rtant. 
It is rroze i.nportant to the South Africans than football and 
baseball catbined are to the Arrericans . Brutus once wrote in 
African Agenda that "Rugby is South Africa' s national d.:>session. 
So he uses sports, generally, and rugby in particular , as a 
rroral and political vehicle to try and effect political change 
in South Africa. His d.:>jective is to isolate South Africa f:mn 
the world of sports in the hope that this will force them to re­
think their policies of apartheid. '!his is the I;hilosq:hy be­
hind SAN-RX:, the South African Non-Racial Open O:mnittee for 
Olympic Sports,fomed in 1961. SAN-roc' s first major victory 
was soored in t-Exi.oo in 1968. It was the first time that South 
Africa, because of her racial policies, was banned fran the 
Olyrrpic Ganes . To celebrate this victory, Dennis Brutus wrote: 

Let me say it 

for no-one else may 
or can 
or will 
or dare 

I have Las hed 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 i t 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 hold 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 and why shouldn't it be? tennis Brutus ' victory 
was a blCM against not just South Africa. It was also a blCM 
against all those pc:Mers that sympathize and help sustain this 
inhuman regi.Ire in pCMer. It was a blCM against Britain, Fran02, 
the United States, Rhodesia. . . It was a blaol against all 
these and other pCMers that have the nerve to say they are 
against south Africa' s racism and in the sarre breath turn around 
and ann the murderer to the teeth. It was a blCM to the gigantic 
Arrerican intemationaloorporations: I.B.M. , Ford, Generallvbtors, 
Gulf, Shell, caltex, Goodyear, etc., without whose support the 
SOuth African eCimat¥ would crunble to pie02s. It was also a 
blCM to large educational institutions such as the Oniversity 
of California which invest billions of dollars in South Africa 
facilitating that oountry ' s exploitation of its blades . 

In the poan, Dennis Brutus says prcphetically, "And they 
knCM I'll do ITOre. . . /When I flog fresh lashes against these 
thieves. "26 And indeed, he did ITOre . For two years later in 
1970, the International Olynpic camri.ttee neeting in Amsterdam 
voted to thrCM SOuth Africa out. '!hen in 1972 at the Olynpic 
Ga:res in Ml.lni.ch, Ge:onany, not only was South Africa e x:luded, 
but so was her neighboring sister Rhodesia who pursues the sarre 
racial policies. Need I aCid what happened in 1976 at the Olym­
pic Garres in lvbntreal, Canada? 'lhis tine it was not enough for 
tennis Brutus that SOuth Africa and Rhodesia were not going to 
participate in the garres. He IOObilized the entire African oon­
tinent except for two a:>untries, Senegal and Ivory Coast, to 
boya:>tt the garres if New zealand, SOuth Africa Is sports bu:'idy' 
was all~d to participate. 'lhe oonsequent fiasoo nade a ITOdcery 
of the garres . '!hose of you who watched on T.V. ImlSt :renenber 
the humility and disappointrrent with which those who participated 
received their rcedals. Fran all over the gld.Je athletes had 
trained day and night for years to cx:rre to M:::llltreal and fa02 the 
world farrous sportsrcen fran Africa. M:m and waren who held and 
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