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Much attention has been paid to the pastoral, and to writing the city respectively. These 
preoccupations with city and country share a focus on ways of seeing, and modalities of 
being, that construct and are constructed by urban or rural environments. It is probable that 
less attention has been paid to literary spaces in which city and nature interpenetrate to form 
zones of instability. I locate such zones primarily in urban/rural seams which are given 
shape (or made shapeless) by a secondary set of binaries related to power and gender, order 
and chaos, linear versus narrative time, and organic versus mechanistic worldviews.  I 
theorise my argument further through the figure of the flâneur as construed by Baudelaire 
and by Walter Benjamin, and through the hybrid genre of urban pastoral. In this paper I 
consider such zones of instability in “Phosphorescence” and “The Keeper”, short stories by 
Diane Awerbuck (2011), and in the novel, Nineveh (2011), by Henrietta Rose-Innes. 
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In his essay, The Painter of Modern Life, Baudelaire points to the dual powers of the flâneur to 

receive a multiplicity of powerful impressions, and to form representations (which in the case of 

the person described below, the lithographer Constantin Guys, emerge as drawings): 

 
[W]e might liken him to a mirror as vast as the crowd itself; or to a kaleidoscope gifted with con- 
sciousness, responding to each one of its movements and reproducing the multiplicity of life and 
the flickering grace of all the elements of life. He is an ‘I’ with an insatiable appetite for the ‘non- 
I’, at every instant rendering and explaining it in pictures more living than life itself, which is 
always unstable and fugitive. Baudelaire (1964 [1858]: 9–10) 

 

Baudelaire’s flâneur is an exemplar of modernity, but as Mary Gluck (2003: 54–5) argues, his 
concept of modernity is distinct from that associated with the popular stereotype of the flâneur 
that was current in Paris in the 1830s and 1840s, two to three decades before publication of 
The Painter of Modern Life. The earlier conception of the flâneur was marked by its “close 
and insistent association with the public landscape of Paris” (Gluck 2003: 54–5), and could there- 
fore only be urban. Baudelaire, however, qualifies his understanding of the flâneur’s relationship 
with modernity in describing Guys as “a great traveller and cosmopolitan”, a “man of the world” 
at home in England, Spain, Turkey or the Crimea (Baudelaire 1964 [1858]: 6). In other words 
(and contrary to expectation), it is the flâneur’s mode of organising experience that is modern, 

rather than the chronotope of mid-19th century Paris that confers modernity. 

The site of my argument, however, needs further dislocation from the flâneur’s hallmark 

urbanity. If the flâneur is “the viewer who takes pleasure in abandoning himself to the artificial 
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world of high capitalist civilization” as Lauster (2007: 140) argues, the walking/observing figure 

implied above can be found at a dual border. One facet of this border is spatial: that space where 

the “artificial world of high capitalist civilization” reaches its edges, and the natural world, be it 

unkempt or barbered, makes its presence felt. The other facet is temporal, in that it invokes capi- 

talist civilisation where it is no longer high; where it is exhausted, collapsing, renewing itself 

chaotically, or otherwise passing through states of disorganisation. 

This brings me to the hybrid genre of urban pastoral. Petr Cha up ý (2010: 42) refers to the 

incorporation of country space within the city, where it inevitably becomes hybridised: “Once 

uprooted from its original location, the arcadia is immediately modified by the host environment, 

thus losing some of its fundamental properties while gaining several new ones.” The result is an 

indeterminacy of character that resonates indirectly with the flow of transient impressions that so 

captivates Baudelaire’s flâneur, an indeterminacy which Cha up ý describes as 

 
a space in permanent transition, unstable and transient in many respects yet, in a way, insisting on its 
permanence both for and out of spite of the city [sic], one impossible to discipline, one that defies any 
imposed shape or outward control. (2010: 44) 

 

Timothy Grey also sees such creative indeterminacy in the context of the urban pastoral. He 

argues that the (original) pastoral affords a free creative space “wherein one has the right to do 

as one pleases. [...] Often, such an imagined space is marked by the play, or free rein, granted 

to those who enter its haven” (1998: 523). As an example of such play, he refers to the “aristocrats 

who parade as shepherds in classical or early modern pastoral” (524), thereby taking on roles that 

relieve them of their ennui. In his view, the tension between literal and imaginative identity in 

pastoral results in its becoming a site of ambiguity, of indeterminacy: “Indeed, it is this semiotic 

vibrancy, this ‘placelessness,’ that the pastoral wants to nurture rather than (re)place” (524). Yet 

he points to an underlying resolution of the polarity between town and country in identifying a 

similar “semiotic vibrancy”  – a sense of relieving indeterminacy – within the city itself, and 

thus within the urban pastoral. He thereby collapses the city/country binary: the city, like the 

country, is “a place of escape, [while] the pastoral (like the city) is a space wherein artificial 

role-playing abounds” (525) (see also Diggory 2000: 105–6). Accordingly, city and country 

both can be understood as zones which underwrite this notion of semiotic vibrancy, or fluidity. 

The seam becomes active, in other words, where both poles provide space for imaginative 

re-invention. 

In this paper I discuss such seams in “Phosphorescence” and “The Keeper”, short stories by 

Diane Awerbuck (2011a and b), and in the novel Nineveh (2011) by Henrietta Rose-Innes. The 

title quotation, “Every place is three places”, was taken from “The Keeper” (Awerbuck 2011b: 

120). 
 

*** 

 

Awerbuck’s short story, “Phosphorescence”, is centred on Graaff’s Pool in Sea Point, Cape Town. 

As shown by Figure 1, the pool is an old and worn structure that intrudes into a far older land- 

scape, or seascape, so the pool itself starkly embodies the trisection of built environment, 

natural world, and of time. 

I refer here to a notion of time that fails to keep to its appointed linear order, but allows past 

moments and events to loop back into the present, rendered visible by the markers of age and 

wear, or made audible by the accumulation of narratives around a particular site. In this way, 

the physical and imagined cities are able to mesh. This implies, however, more than anachronism 

in its literal sense. The markers of past time become influential within the dynamic of perception, 
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Figure 1.   Graaff’s Pool, Sea Point, Cape Town. 

 

 

as in a palimpsest, and thereby change the meaning and aesthetic value of the scene for an obser- 

ver, detached or otherwise, as its visible surface becomes more layered. Depth then becomes co- 

legible with surface, so that whatever cognitive or perceptual values one reads into it might form a 

plurality. The implication for my argument is that past and present coexist as partner terms of an 

ambiguity, rather than as the opposed ends of any given string of time. 

Walter Benjamin’s and Baudelaire’s notions of the flâneur converge in a key respect for the 

above argument. Like Baudelaire’s flâneur, Benjamin’s is “the collector and connoisseur of 

detail” (Birkerts 1982: 165). Their aesthetic psychology differs though. Baudelaire’s figure is a 

high enthusiast of perception. For Benjamin, the flâneur is a “medium” in which the fragmented 

details of modern experience “precipitate”, and in this way the damaging effects of history and 

progress can be reconstituted in flashes of understanding (Birkerts 1982: 165). They differ too 

in their understandings of time. Where Baudelaire (1964 [1858]: 12–15) describes modernity 

as a recursive and constantly changing transience, Birkerts reads in Benjamin a strong relationship 

between spatial mapping and the chronological armature of history: 

 
The flâneu  is, thus, dedicated to the surveying of space, for it is only in space, in the network of 
layered particulars, that the successive images of time are concretized. Space exists to take the 
print of time. (Birkerts 1982: 165) 

 

Since Benjamin’s recuperation of the flâneur for contemporary criticism, numerous versions of 

the figure have been conceptualised by many scholars. What most have in common is an under- 

standing of the city as text, with the flâneur as an instrument (a figure, narrative device, or mask) 

that is deployed to read this text, however construed (see Cha up ý 2010: 47–9, Golsan 1996: 
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186, Huyssen 1997: 57–8, Jenks and Neves 2000: 1–2, and Mueller 2002: 32). Conceptualising 

the city as a text must in itself enable some engagement with or mapping of the ways in which 

“space exists to take the print of time” (Birkerts 1982: 165). 

Graaff’s Pool, named after the prominent 19th-century Cape Town family, is a place where 

such mapping is discernible, even before it emerges in Awerbuck’s fiction.1 In this respect, the 
pool has its own story, one that is not without variation or contradiction. It is in other words a 

site of public narrative that embeds contestations of power concerning gender. 

The pool was recently demolished, or partly demolished, depending on which popular source one 

consults, although Figure 1 (taken in April 2013) confirms the latter version. Before then, it was 

reputed to be a space mostly used by gay men and, prior to that in the 1970s, it was a facility for 

men only, not necessarily gay. A 2005 media release by the City of Cape Town records that it 

was partly demolished because the worn-out structure was becoming dangerous, and because it 

had become a space devoted to crimes unspecified, as well as to trade in rent boys and drugs. 

In consequence of this demolition, “The bathing area is now clearly visible and previous criminal 

activities will no longer be possible” (Brown 2005, n.p.). 

The statement then resorts explicitly to legend: “Legend has it that it was originally built as a 

wading pool. There was a tunnel underneath the road and the grandmother [presumably a Graaff 

matriarch] used to be wheeled to bathe in the tidal pool” (Brown 2005, n.p.). Various internet 

sources (not necessarily authoritative) state that the tunnel was built because there was a tram 

line or, according to some sources, a railway line, that ran through Sea Point from about 

1860–1929, and which cut off the Graaff mansion from the beach. 

In Awerbuck’s short story “Phosphorescence”, a grandmother living in a beachfront flat in Sea 

Point takes her depressed granddaughter for a midnight swim in Graaff’s Pool to cheer her up. The 

moment is ominous, in that bulldozers have been parked around the pool for twenty-eight days, 

awaiting the moment of demolition. In Awerbuck’s version, the pool is to be demolished 

completely. 

There is little correspondence between the grandmother, named Alice, and the flâneur as a 

figure native to the crowded streets of a consciously modern city. Yet Tom McDonough charac- 

terises Benjamin’s understanding of the flâneur as follows: 

 
The solitary walker who prowled these streets was not the bohemian of romantic mythology, and cer- 
tainly was not the subject of any simple identification on Benjamin’s part; this figure was, rather, of 
interest as a site at which the petit bourgeoisie confronted the opacity of capitalist modernity in the 
form of the most unreconcilable aspects of urban life. (2002: 103–4) 

 

It is in this sense that Alice is a reader of the contrary text of her city, one who is dismayed by what 

she reads, namely the coming demolition of the pool. In fact, she cherishes the amenity, and 

regards its prospective demolition with dread. In this, she identifies with “a small, largely 

ignored, outcry, mainly from the gay men who used the pool as their own. Alice was glad that 

there was someone else who felt the same clench of heart at the destruction of this half-secret 

place” (Awerbuck 2011a: 138). 

The demolition is most unlikely to begin at night. Alice, who is a particularly vital senior 

citizen, persuades her granddaughter to join her for a midnight swim in Graaff’s Pool, where 

they end up swimming naked. The grandmother’s relationship with the pool is captured in the 

following image: 

 
With every length she swam, Alice wondered if this one would be her last, if a man with roses of sweat 
on his T-shirt and a paunch over his belt would order her out the water; she would have to lift herself 
out to lie panting on the rocks before him, an ancient mermaid, scaly and songless. (Awerbuck 
2011a: 139) 
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Within the icy water, relieved of the weight of her ageing body, Alice might well take on the 

aspect of a mermaid (albeit an ironically conceived one) rather than an old woman living in a 

high-rise apartment block; but thrown out of the water by male injunction, she becomes her 

prosaic self, “scaly and songless”. 
Roswitha Mueller (2002: 34–5) regards the planned city as an expression of masculine order and 

power. She takes the view that the male will to dominate extends to “nature, bodies, sexuality and 

women” (2002: 35). The image above also reflects this conception of male power embedded in 

the civic order, visible in the “man with roses of sweat on his T-shirt and a paunch over his belt” 
(Awerbuck 2011a: 139). 

Katherine Golsan (1996: 186) argues that the flâneur does not merely see, but forges a new 

aesthetics of perception, having been shaped in turn by the impressions received. There are hints 

of this in the passage under discussion, in that Alice undergoes a perceptual transformation in her 

experience of self while in the pool. Unlike the case of the flâneur, however, Alice’s experience is 

physically rather than aesthetically immersive, while the perceptual transformation she experi- 

ences extends beyond the aesthetic into the ontological realm. It is self-perception that is at 

stake, coupled with reconstruction of her identity in the moment of perception/immersion. In 

short, the pool enables her to transcend the deterioration of her body and the mundaneness of 

her urban life. 

Brittany joins Alice in the pool, where she too is transformed into a metaphoric sea creature: 
 

Brittany was waving her arms like tentacles and craning her neck from side to side. 

“Look!” 
Alice obeyed. The water around them had a greenish cast to it. When Brittany moved her limbs the 
little lights moved with her: she was trailing phosphorescence from every fingertip. 

“What is it?” 
“Plankton,” said Alice. “Like fireflies.” (Awerbuck 2011a: 141) 

 

This Disney moment comes unstuck with Alice’s next thought, however: “She didn’t add that 

dinoflaggelates occurred in concentrations when raw sewage was present in the water” (141). 

The oxygenating power of nature, in other words, has its counterpart in the corrupting effect of 

the city. Yet even where the traditional binary of city and country – though expressed here at mol- 

ecular level – is reproduced, Alice still is able to find rejuvenation in Graaff’s Pool, polluted 

though it might be. Alice is thus a knowing denizen of this seam, this zone of instability. She 

feels at home in it despite her awareness of pollution. 

While Alice and Brittany are naked in the water, the bulldozers start up and the area is flooded 

with light. Alice realises belatedly that the demolishers have been waiting for the ebb tide. The 

delay of twenty-eight days is thus a lunar reference, but not a female one. In the panic that 

follows, their clothes are lost, and the two women will need to cross the busy main road stark 

naked. Brittany then surprisingly informs Alice that there is a tunnel under the road, which 

they find and so make their escape. The story ends as they vanish into the tunnel, but one 

assumes that – for the resolution to make sense at all – it would have to take them right into 

Alice’s apartment building, as if it were the Graaff mansion that had dominated the beachfront 

over a century before. The story therefore cycles time past – be it historic or narrative time – 

forward into the present, not only through the device of the tunnel itself, but also by means of 

the unwritten but implicit destination at its end. 

Incidentally, there might well have been a tunnel, one that is now bricked up as can be seen in the 

figure below. 

The fact that the arch is less than a metre high could be a result of sand and stone being heaped up 

against the wall, as the beach itself has ebbed and flowed over time. Conversely, the bricked up 
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Figure 2.   Bricked up archway above Graaff’s Pool. 

 

archway might have given rise to the legend of the tunnel, but that is not important: in the flow of 

storied time, as opposed to the time of history, it is the idea of the tunnel that matters. 
 

*** 

 

In “The Keeper” (Awerbuck 2011b), the seam of nature and city is a zone of greater anxiety than 

in “Phosphorescence”. The nameless narrator is the curator of a museum which overlooks a con- 

struction site. This is to become the new Green Point Stadium, to be built in anticipation of the 

2010 Soccer World Cup. Again, it is a site of urban change, but in this particular one, the 

forces of both nature and urban reconstruction seem to war against each other, creating a mercurial 

space which encloses and entraps its helpless inmates: 

 
For the moment we are suspended in the resinous heat of February, with the mountain on fire and 
everywhere the sound of jackhammers and helicopters, endlessly competing to destroy and 
remake. There is a fine layer of ash drifting down, turning and turning in the permanent twilight 
before it comes to rest. (Awerbuck 2011b: 119) 

 

Part of this anxiety can be attributed to the fact that this narrator is himself displaced. He describes 

himself as “the lone pale face left there among the staff after 1994” (119). It emphasises his 
unstable condition that he has “taken the package” (119) and is merely sitting out his time, and 

passing it by staring out over the construction site.2 This sense of impermanence fuels his 
anxiety at the imminent disruption of the built environment, which he describes as “the casual 

horror of excavation, the raw indignity of exposure” (119). Like the bulldozers in “Phosphor- 
escence”, the excavators are described in sinister terms, represented as agents rather than 
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instruments of mechanistic destruction. In describing how these machines shake the surrounding 

buildings, even the sewage works and lighthouse, the narrator states that “It is not that things fall 

apart, but that they have always housed their own collapse” (119). A potential for disorder, dis- 

organisation, is thus embedded within structures of the built environment that normally signify 

permanence and stability, an instability which transfers back to the witnessing narrator. 

What this narrator beholds is modernity in a particularly forceful manifestation. The 2010 

World Cup was a highly visible symbol of South Africa’s rejoining the world of global capital 

as a participant rather than a beneficiary nation. It became an exercise in asserting national 

prowess (despite the debilitating financial consequences that were predicted beforehand), particu- 

larly with regard to its construction industry, its tourism facilities, restaurants and shopping malls. 

A significant amount of the urban landscape and infrastructure (at least enough to generate high 

symbolic capital) was remodelled specifically for this world event. The demolition in “The 

Keeper” is necessary for the construction of what is to become a world-class stadium, itself a spec- 

tacle of concrete and glass. 

The narrator is no flâneur in Baudelaire’s sense. The spectacle of modernity in this particular 

disruptive form crowds him with images of dispossession and loss, not enthusiasm for the pulse of 

modern life. Yet he instantiates Birkerts’s description of Benjamin’s flâneur as one who, in sur- 

veying space and minutely charting its “network of layered particulars”, finds that “the successive 

images of time are concretized” (Birkerts 1982: 16). The narrator’s understanding, too, is a 

science of fragments, as disparate moments of the past flash up for his inner gaze in his 

reading of the city and in his attempt to grapple with the meaning of its changes. 

In the physics of this story, the seams of both time and space become permeable and are inter- 

penetrated by other times, other places. I have quoted Awerbuck’s “Every place is three places” 
(2011b: 120) in the title of this article. The sentence is followed by this passage: 

 
And Green Point has been many more than three places in its time: Van Riebeeck’s Eden; the Dutch 
foreshore; the first permanent lighthouse; a seasonal vlei where boats proudly raced; a racetrack when 
dry land remained. 

And a prisoner-of-war camp. (Awerbuck 2011b: 120) 

 

The narrator gazes from his museum window at this alienating mess of change that is the stadium- 

to-be, aware of the successive historic transformations that have defined the space. His relation- 

ship to this array of places, however, is more than arbitrary: the prisoner-of-war camp housed 

Boer families, from one of whom the narrator has descended. In the extract above, time (so 

far) is merely a prosaic axis along which the various places that marked the site have replaced 

one another. Yet Awerbuck does not stop there. The narrator describes a scene in which his grand- 

father used to play football in the camp and, in doing so, places himself in that time literally: 

 
One day, said my ouma – I saw it, I was there – the ball just exploded from the friction and the heat. 
The bladder burst, and the string and leather unravelled in the air against the black mountain. It fell 
back to earth with a sigh. (Awerbuck 2011b: 122; my emphasis) 

 

The story closes with a vision of the concentration camp that confronts the narrator, with its rows 

of white tents flapping in the south-easter, the men’s beards flapping likewise, and the curator’s 
grandfather, 

 
before he was my grandfather, hand raised to hold back the team behind him, his teeth glinting in the 
moonlight. He nods at me. 
He is waiting for the ball. (Awerbuck 2011b: 125) 
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Present time is thus looped back into the past as the narrator visualises the moment, identifying 

with it with such intensity that he becomes a witness to the event. 
“The Keeper” is indifferent to the gender dynamics noted in “Phosphorescence”, though it 

does invoke storied time – not to mention historical time – in a more detailed way. It also 

attends to societal architecture and the politics of exclusion, by relating the recent convulsion 

of the World Cup to the colonial history of the Green Point site, so demonstrating how space 

has taken “the print of time” (Birkerts 1982: 165). 
 

*** 

 

In this section I do not focus on the figure of the flâneur, but on the element of urban pastoral. My 

view of urban pastoral in this context is conditioned by the destabilising polarities raised above 

relating to gender and power, order and chaos. As a subset of these polarities, I also draw on Ros- 

witha Mueller’s (2002) argument concerning gender, power, and mechanistic/organic views of the 

world. This is related to Nineveh (2011) by Henrietta Rose-Innes, a novel which constructs zones 

of instability invested in both gender and architecture as a complex and productive seam, and in 

which mechanistic and organic worlds (not to mention views of the world) collide with productive 

violence. 

If the city is “a conglomeration of signs,” as Andreas Huyssen remarks (1997: 57), it is also a 

place in which codes of order at different levels of signification are conglomerated, embedded 

within large built structures that are markers of – as indeed they are batteries that preserve – stab- 

ility and duration. It follows, then, that if such structures are to be disordered, broken down or 

rearranged, power experienced at different levels of signification will be released. A productive 

trisection of this potential is captured by Mueller, who relates the polarisation of space to 

gender: “The division of women as representing a civilizing and legitimating influence on city 

life on the one hand and on the other as a disruptive and chaotic force, is constructed on a parallel 

to a much older trope of woman and nature” (2002: 34). As cited above, she relates this notion to 

its opposite, namely the planned city as an expression of masculine order, of the masculine will to 

power (34–5). There is thus, on one hand, the already sufficiently ambivalent presence of women 

as a softening influence in the city, which nonetheless casts an older shadow, namely women as 

representative of nature in its uncontrollable aspect, on which is superimposed in turn the chaotic 

side of human being. On the other, there is a repressive masculine order embedded in the city, 

which Mueller (35–6) relates in a nuanced discussion to city-planning issues. She then establishes 

a third axis by relating the subjugation of women to two opposing views of the world. Citing 

Carolyn Merchant, she identifies our understanding of the world before the rise of scientific think- 

ing as organic and living, while she defines its successor as mechanistic. This again has impli- 

cations for power in relation to gender. The pre-Renaissance picture of the world as a living 

organism emphasised, in her words, 

 
unity and the importance of the whole before the parts. Organic societies tended to model themselves 
on nature rather than trying to bring nature under human domination. [...] The organic paradigm 
served as a restraining force in the treatment of women and nature alike. It was not until the paradigm 
shifted to an understanding of the world as mechanism and machine, that notions of control and dom- 
ination over nature and women became virulent. (2002: 34–5) 

 

While I find it hard to accept that life was kinder to women in medieval or biblical society, for 

example, than it is in a technologised democracy, Mueller’s ideas are valuable for my argument 

because they nest binaries of power and gender, reason and chaos, organism and machine, within 

the organising trope of city and nature. 
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The protagonist is the appropriately named Katya Grubbs, who runs a company called Pain- 

less Pest Relocations. She does not use pesticides, but rather persuades unwanted insects and 

other animals to leave, relying on a mixture of common sense and knowledge of their behaviour. 

In this, she represents the organic world view identified by Mueller (2002: 34–5). Katya has 

formed her identity this way in reaction to her estranged father Len, a pest exterminator too, 

but of the traditional, mechanistic, poison-spraying kind. 

She is employed by Mr Brand, a property developer, to rid his new and still uninhabited prop- 

erty estate, Nineveh, of an unspecified insect problem. Mr Brand typifies the figure of a control- 

ling male executive, and the men in this novel appear at first to conform to Mueller’s matrix of 

binaries, on the male side of the equation – mechanistic, controlling, and marked by the will to 

dominate. Mr Brand’s quality comes to expression in the grandiose but unconvincing architecture 

of Nineveh itself, as well as in the sterility of its interiors. At the outset, Nineveh appears to be a 

triumph of artifice, as the ziggurat image threaded through the text reminds one. It is, however, a 

triumph of artifice that is built on a sensitive wetland. The premise of the novel, its key players, 

and its main site of action, thus cumulatively keep in play Mueller’s binaries of power, city, 

nature, order and gender. 

We learn from the back story that Katya’s relationship with her father has largely been dys- 

functional. A single parent, he has raised Katya and her sister in a harsh, irrational style, punctu- 

ated by acts of careless violence. He has, on the other hand, formed Katya’s personality in a 

certain positive respect: like her father, she is entirely at home in the spheres of material disorder 

that nature can present. Immersion in swamps or a swarm of slimy insects is no threat to either 

Grubbs. Katya does not care about being caught in the rain, or being dirty; rogue fluids like 

blood or grease or crunched-up insects do not make her anxious; in sum, her sense of the 

organic is not sanitised by middle-class norms and boundaries. 

An intruder disturbs Katya’s solitary stay in Nineveh. She eventually discovers that it is Len, 

down on his luck, helpless, and extremely manipulative. It transpires that he was previously 

employed by Mr Brand to rid Nineveh of its insect problem, but was soon fired. Exploiting 

her pity, he inveigles his way back into the job she regards as her own, much to her chagrin. 

A further problem faced by Nineveh is that removable parts of it as diverse as tiles, metal fit- 

tings, and ornate lions, have been disappearing. It turns out (echoing “Phosphorescence”) that 

there is a tunnel from somewhere within the estate that leads to a nearby informal settlement. 

This tunnel is the conduit for the contraband traffic. 

Mueller argues that the male will to dominate extends to “nature, bodies, sexuality and 

women, and by extension the crowds, the lower classes and more recently racial and ethnic min- 

orities” (2002: 35). Rose-Innes superimposes this template on South African civic geography in 

an inverse way: she subtracts the term “power” from the “order” side of the binary, and adds it to 

the “disorder” side. In other words, power is asserted by this poorly housed township community 

not only in stripping the estate of its moveable assets, but also in draining its quotient of order: the 

place is gradually relieved of its synthetic opulence, and becomes increasingly tattered and 

squalid. 

It is not only the colonised who strike back. There is a heavy downpour, and the wetlands on 

which Nineveh is sited asserts its own power, in two respects. Firstly, the place is cheaply built 

and has terrible drainage (Rose-Innes, 2011: 161), and so the lower levels of the ziggurat are 

flooded. Secondly, the mysterious plague of insects erupts in the form of gigantic swarms of met- 

allic long-horned beetles. 

The key to these elements of disorder at the human level is Len, who has been squatting 

secretly in Nineveh ever since he was fired by Mr Brand. It is Len who has opened the tunnel 

under “his” living room, which he describes as a “tradesmen’s entrance” (160), and who has con- 

ducted the trade in removable items, selling them to his township neighbours. It is also Len who 
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thereby opens a portal for the incoming beetle mass. In his laconic expression, “beetles in, 

materials out” (164). 
In the figure of Len, Rose-Innes problematises Mueller’s neat identification of maleness with 

order. Len is a trickster: although intensely male, he is also equally generative of chaos. The 

measure of his gift for disorder can be taken by the climactic scene in which Len is hunted 

down, and takes refuge in the flooded sitting room. The interior is impressively reconfigured 

by the beetles he has admitted: 

 

The curtains flutter. 

Curtains? 

There are no curtains. The windows are masked, not with cloth, but with a fabric far finer and more 
rare: the thousands upon thousand [sic] twitching bodies of beetles, jewelled, swarming, flicking their 
wings, coating the room like crystals of amethyst inside a geode. (Rose Innes, 2011: 186) 

 

This transfiguring mineralisation, in which a room becomes something as beautiful and yet as 

alien as the interior of a geode, is not confined to space. Even Len is rescripted, redescribed, 

by the beetles as “A human shape, perhaps, but built of insect wings. Beetles crawl across his 

skin” (187). 

The instability of this seam between natural world and built environment is extended as Mr 

Brand finds Grubbs father and daughter in this situation and confronts them in a rage: 

 
As he steps forward, the water damaged floorboards give way beneath his weight, crumbling like 
soggy toast, and with a noise like paper tearing he plunges all the way through, up to his waist and 
then his armpits, his mouth gaping in indignant shock. Mr Brand has fallen through a hole in the 
world. (Rose-Innes, 2011: 189) 

 

It is his own world that is so punctured, the world of solid assumptions and male-defined bound- 

aries; it is the chaotic world of nature which swallows him up. And it is Katya Grubbs, reflecting 

the over-determined association of women and nature noted by Mueller (2002: 34–5), who feels 

uniquely equipped to rescue the situation: “It is situation for which she is trained. It is a problem of 

too many categories of things colliding, of things in wrong places” (190). The formulation is remi- 

niscent of Mary Douglas’s idea of dirt as “matter out of place”, thus an index of disrupted social 

order, disrupted social boundaries. Yet as Douglas notes, “there is energy in the margins and 

unstructured areas” (qtd in Culler, 1985: 6). In Rose-Innes’s novel, this energy of the margins 

is triumphantly released, while the relevance of Mueller’s intersecting categories is mostly con- 

firmed, with the exception of the maleness/disorder association in the case of Len Grubbs. Meg 

Samuelson seems to echo Douglas (and affirm Mueller) in the following comment on Nineveh: 

“This narrative world is filled with things out of place, pushing against and through the bound- 

aries that consolidate identity and privilege” (2012: 90). 
 

*** 

 

There is a further seam or ambiguity relevant to this discussion. Much of the critical literature is 

ambivalent about the identity of the flâneur – is s/he the artist or the spectator, author or character? 

It seems legitimate to regard the writers under discussion, Awerbuck and Rose-Innes, as flâneurs 
of a particular kind, situated within a local modernity. Their fictions are readings of a city-as-text, 

namely Cape Town, decoded as Baudelaire advises (1964 [1858]: 13–14) in the moment of its 

own modernity, of its own particular becoming. The three narratives engage with demolition 

or collapse arising from civic and private engagements with capitalist development, and place 
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their characters as observers of the consequent antagonisms between built and natural environ- 

ments. In doing so, the authors become acute readers of this specific urban condition of post-tran- 

sition Cape Town – one that is at best ambivalently urban, given the topography of the city and the 

aesthetic force of its natural environs, and ambivalently modern, given its geospatial isolation and 

economic history. I conclude that these readings render the spatial and chronological text of Cape 

Town uniquely visible. 

 

Notes 
1. According to the City of Cape Town statement above, Graaff’s Pool was built in 1870 as part of an estate 

owned by Sir David and Sir Jacobus Graaff, who together founded Imperial Cold Storage. Sir David 
went on to build the Table Mountain Aerial Cableway (Brown 2005, n.p.). 

2. In the mid-1990s the ANC government offered voluntary severance packages to civil servants in a 
restructuring process aimed at restoring the demographic employment profiles in the civil servants to 
norms that corresponded more closely with national demographics (see for example Bengu 1996). 
This was widely referred to as “taking the package.” 

 


