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Abstract.

Olive Schreiner's fiction is best understood in the context of her
colonial situation : she experienced central Victorian spiritual
dilemmas and social constrictions, but refracted through a rural
colonial culture. A complex position of power and powerlessness,
superiority and inferiority, individual assertiveness and self-
abnegation, is the crux of her fictional world. Her formative years
were spent within a culturally deprived ruralenvironment in a
dependent position as servant/governess, yet her reading gave her
access to leading Victorian intellectuals who were trying to
create a new synthesis out of the conflict between Darwin's
revolutionary theory and faith in a God-given and unquestionable
order, between science and faith, between a new spirit of 'realistic'
enquiry and Christian dogma. The problem for the colonial novelist
is similar to that of the provincial novelist : the writer seeking
intellectual stifulus and cultural enrichment at the metropolitan
centre often has to forego a sense of community, and a youthful
emotional bond with a nourishing, indigenous landscape, frequently
the original source of a sense of spiritual harmony and an under-
lying order in the universe itself. The colonial novelist thus
expresses a tragic breach between individual and community, and a
sense of irreconcilable needs. This process is best exemplified
in the careers of women, because the difficulty in finding a
suitable partner, and a fulfilling marriage, exemplifies the
radical problem of reconciling nature and nurture, instinct and
social convention. Solitariness, and death, can become the conditions
of integrity. Nevertheless, Schreiner's analysis of social problems
becomes more detailed and incisive as she develops, and social
reform offers a way out of a doomed conflict. )
Schreiner's childhood rgading of the Bible and her evangelical
inheritance were crucial to her life and fiction. 1In both a spirit
of charity and self-sacrifice was central, and contended with a
popular Victorian view of Darwinism which saw nature as a struggle

for survival, a competition between the 'fittest' in which power



would be decisive. Schreiner's visionary optimism about moral
and social progress was checked by a sense of natural cruelty,
historical repetition and decadence, and the early influence of
the doctrine of 'original sin'.

Schreiner saw her fiction as having a social mission, but the
mission could only be accomplished by a novelist true to her
individual vision, and expressing her 'self' by aesthetic means.

A novel should grow 'organically' from the artist's individual
vision, and thus be analogous to a living and unfolding natural
world, developing according to its own inherent laws. Schreiner
dﬁderstood Art and Nature as complementary orders. Her theory of
art is thorough and internally consistent:writing should be simple,
sensuous, and passionate, and should reconcile social function and
artistic design. The power and directness of colonial art re-
united her with the Victorian metropolitan centre, though she
experienced Victorian social issues in a particular, intensified
form in South Africa. Nevertheless, her reponse to South African
landscapes, her sense of its 'will to live' at the same time
stimulated her own power of creativity, which would counter the
stultifying effects of rural isolation and the social restraints
on, and exploitation of uneducated women.

Schreiner's spirit of militancy and a reliance on the, individual
conscience stemmed from her evangelical forebears, though she
translated their religious non-conformism into social protest
in the South African context. Her family was part of the
missionary wing of Imperialism and at the same time part of the
current of liberalism and enlightenment which clashed with a
conservative slave-owning society in South Africa. Her own fiction
expresses the plight of the 'slave' in a sequence of metaphorical
transformations. The figures of the child, the young woman,
the servant, the convict, the slave, the prostitute, the black man
and the black woman interrelate and modify a simple portrait
of victimization. Her fiction also draws on the homiletic tradition

of evangelical literature,which used deathbed scenes as the carriers

of a moral message.



- iii -

Schreiner's writing displays a characteristically Victorian
range of non-fiction and fiction, pamphlets, letters, diaries,
satires,, dream-visions, autobiographical fragments,and ambitious
full—length novels, Her writing displays the Victorian concern
with autobiographical and confessional literature as well as
direct political and social intervention in a corrupt society.
She shaped her life more and more consciously into a variety
of narrative forms, from erotic fantasies and escapist day-dreams
to more outwardly-directed satirical and reformist fiction. Her
early experience of “homelessness, economic and social dependence
on strangers, as well as sexual vulnerability to men, ‘was crucial
in her formative experience. But here, too, she overcame a tendency
toward masochism and .narcissistic self-reflectior to portray a
woman whose survival and growth expressed the strong side of
Schreiner's vigorous and mature feminism.

Schreiner's fictions, from the fragment "Diamond Fields" and

the youthful Undine, to the early 'masterpiece' The Story of an African

Farm, to the political satire Trooper Peter Halket and the

encyclopedif though unfinished From Man to Man, display great

narrative fertility, and an ability to modify and develop her own
characteristic themes, images, and characters. An early multi-
plication of female victims gave way to the rich oppositions and

multiple different-sex protagonists of African Farm, and the

concentration yet divergence of the double-female protagonist

situation of From Man to Man. All of her fictions move along

a spectrum from protest to vision, realism to dream/allegory,

and she inverts. and adapts the proportions in accordance with the
aims of each particular work. Her fiction shows variety, creative
richness, yet a growing economy of means and artistic control of

genre. Her development as a novelist was away from a narcissitic
focus on the self as victim towards a commitment .to suffering

forms of life outside the self. She also displayed a growing
comitment to the social analysis of human suffering, and to South
Africa as the crucible in which she had been formed, as a landscape
which offered her an image of harmony to set against social mal-

function, and as the strongest source of her own Creativity.,
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Preface.

This thesis was first conceived as a research project aiming to
return to the primary sources of Schreiner's life and writing.
Though I had hoped to demonstrate the coherence of her fiction

and non-fiction, the primary focus soon became the fiction,

as it emerged that it was precisely as a novelist that she had
been undervalued, neglected, or misunderstood. Many of Schreiner's
critics had re-defined her fiction in other, inappropriate terms :
Uys Krige claimed that she was a 'poet', not a novelist, and
Richard Rive separated her fiction from her 'polemical' work,

arguing that Trooper Peter Halket showed her "inability...to fuse

content and form in her work" and her "inadequacy as a novelist".!
Rive's view of Schreiner is that "she was not really adequate
as a novelist because she was more of a polemicist" (p. 211).

The research field had been obscured by prematurely dogmatic
assumptions about Schreiner's manuscripts, titles, dates of
composition, and the value of her fiction. Many of these
assumptions were made by S.C. Cronwright, her husband and first
biographer, and were perpetuated by later biographers and critics.
More recent biography and criticism have returned to scrutinize
primary material and texts, but have been posited on Freudian
and/or Marxist assumptions about the relationship of the writer
with herself and her time, and have devalued the creative work,

sometimes dismissing it out of hand. Trooper Peter Halket has

been dismissed by almost all critics of Schreiner's work ; From Man
to Man has been undervalued without proper analysis. Therefore

the spirit of the project was to establish the developing coherence
of Schreiner's fiction as an expression of an individual talent

by returning her texts to their biographical and historical contexts,
in order to reveal both the specific pressure of experience operating
at the time each work was conceived and composed, and the nature of
each specific literary response to those pressures. This project
has, I think, been justified by the more than expected continuity

of themes, narrative structures and imagery which progressive



analysis of the texts uncovered. Another aim of the project was
to apply a more sophisticated critical analysis of narrative to
Schreiner's fictions than has previously been the case (with a
few notable recent exceptions). This method also proved to be
rewarding, as the relationship between Schreiner's fictions and
biblical narratives made exegesis of explicit techniques and
implicit 'secrets' fruitful and appropriate.

What also emerged progressively during the writing of the thesis
was the sense of an unfolding of an original colonial artist,
deeply in touch with central Victorian issues, and yet modifying
those issues under the pressure of colonial history. Each work
revealed its own shape and characteristic mood and techniques,
yet each seemed part of the same creative talent, épringing from
the same mind with its complex interaction of conflicting attitudes
and beliefs.

The story of manuscript titles was itself interesting and
rewarding, and only gradually became clearer as pieces of evidence
fell into place. The nature of such discoveries made my conclusions
tentative in many areas where they might have been more definite,
but more evidence will possibly clarify the picture further.

The overall direction of Schreiner's fictional oeuvre which
emerged was towards a greater commitment to South African experience
and landscape, to the nourishing power of the country, but also
towards a more and more incisive analysis of the 'slave-owning'
society which her parents had entered in 1838. Generally her
fiction moved towards a more complex view of the relationship
between colony and metropolis, nature and nurture, landscape
and social constraints, 'transcendental' experience and political
analysis. She focussed more and more on the specific abuses of
colonial history and Victorian social convention, and yet her
depiction of the individual's ability to resist malformation
and suffering grew stronger and more positive.

The essential pattern which analysis of her fictions revealed
was one of strong conflicting pressures : one towards the assertion
of the individual 'will to live', another towards the suppression of

individual claims in the interests of a larger cause, and the
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interests of the development of the species. It would be true to
say that while Schreiner's fiction seems to endorse the Victorian
vision of history as a meaningful progression towards greater social
harmony and moral perfection, it deconstructs that vision at the
same time. The deconstruction is achieved by balancing different
characters' destinies against each other (so that a pessimistic
view of human achievement remains a very strong component of the
characters' fictional careers);by stressing the random cruelty,
perverseness and sometimes gratuitous destructiveness of nature,

and by questioning the emergence of a coherent pattern in the
narrative (and thus in history itself, of which the narrative offers o
simulacrum) through the disruption of chronological time and »
narrative continuity. "A putting in question of narrative form
becomes also obliquély a putting in question of h.istory..."2

This tension between an orderly development of narrative which
mimics the orderly development of history as a providentially
ordered progression towards a greater good, and an interruption

of narrative to brood on the 'first and last things', to preach

at the reader,or inform him, or present a variety of discursive
material, is the most striking feature of Schreiner's fictions.
Also characteristic is the psychological tension between narcissistic
self-projection and a sympathetic identification with historical
victims other than the self. Self-love and love of others are

in tension with one another and mutually interdependent in her
characters and her narrative patterns.

Schreiner's narratives make the basic novelistic displacement of
narrative into history ("twenty-five years ago", or "the yvear of the
great drought"). They endorse the view that art "co-operates in
the world-process" (Miller, p.466) and that its organic forms are
analogous to the organic unfolding of life itself. And yvet her
experience of history, of a specifically Victorian colonial female
history, endorsed a deep sense of victimisation, oppression and
exploitation. Thus the tension between an overall Victorian
optimism and a personal sense of struggle against almost insuperable

odds induces the complex effect her fictions have on the reader.



They at once "preserve and annul" (Miller, p.473) the past by their
complex narrative interaction. They insist that & future Utopia is
achievable, while showing extreme social dysfunction and human
cruelty in action in the present. Perhaps in this way they do
render a 'realistic' sense of what life in a 'colony' like South
Africa is like : extreme forms of oppression and exploitation

and a doomed sense of the repetition of historical error do elicit
strong forms of protest and strong forms of idealism. Schreiner's
hope of universal brotherhood and peace takes itsvalidity from a
context in which human community, the shared experience of the human

race, is consistently denied.

Notes.

1. See Rive's discussion of Krige's argument, and his own assessment

of Schreiner's novels in Olive Schreiner (1855-1920): A

Biographical and Critical Study, Ph.D., University of Oxford,

May 1974, p. 130 ff, p. 207 £, and elsewhere. Rive's discussion
of the biographical context is, however, extremely full and
valuable.

2. J. Hillis Miller, "Narrative and History", English Literary
History Vol. 41 (1974), pp. 455-473, p. 462. Schreiner's

Preface to the second edition of African Farm also stresses

that a narrative should not aim at a coherent and meaningful

development which is lacking in life itself.

Cherry Clayton (Wilhelm)
December 1984



Acknowledgements.

I am very grateful to all the friends, relatives, acquaintances,
and strangers who offered me information about Olive Schreiner or
were prepared to discuss her life and work with me. I owe a special
word of thanks to all the librarians of the Schreiner collections
I consulted both inside South Africa and in England and the U.S.A.
They were all unfailingly helpful. Miss M.F. Cartwright, of the
South African Library, made her valuable chronology of Olive
Schreiner's life available to me. Mr. Robin Fryde, Dr. Ronnie
Levine, Ms. Eve Horwitz, Adv. and Mrs. W.H.R. Schreiner and Mr.
Harry Oppenheimer all made their private collections of Schreiner
material available to me. The following copywright owners kindly
gave me permission to use and quote material : Mr. Peter Cron Raine
for S.C, Cronwright; Syfrets Trust for Olive Schreiner; Professor
Francois Lafitte for Havelock Ellis, and Sarah Pearson for Karl
Pearson. My thanks to all of them.

The HSRC provided a bursary which contributed towards the cost
of travel and research. My supervisor, Professor Tony Voss,
was enormously helpful in formulating ideas, reading draft chapters
and correcting errors. Contributors to the Olive Schreiner casebook
which I edited in 1982-1983 were also very helpful in modifying
and extending ideas about Schreiner. My thanks also go to
Mrs. Lynn Voordecker for her efficient typing of the thesis,



Index to Abbreviations.

The following abbreviations are used throughout the thesis :

A.

10.

Lk

12

13.

Manuscript collections consulted

The Schreiner Collection, 1820 Settlers Memorial
Museum, Albany Museum, Grahamstown.

Grey Collection, Auckland Public Library,

New Zealand.

Milner Papers, Bodleian Library, Oxfordz
England.

The Brenthurst Library (Oppenheimer Library)
Parktown, Johannesburg.

Killie Campbell Africana Library, University
of Natal, Durban

Carpenter collection, Sheffield Public Library,
England.

Schreiner collection, Cory Library, Rhodes
University, Grahamstown.

Schreiner manuscripts and book collection,
Cradock Public Library, Cradock.

The Findlay collection, Cullen Library,
University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg

Robin Fryde's Schreiner collection (private),
Johannesburg.

Ethel Friedlander/S.C. Cronwright letters,

Eve Horwitz collection (private), Johannesburg.

Olive Schreiner manuscripts, Humanities Research

Center, University of Texas at Austin, Texas.

Schreiner manuscripts and books, Africana Library
(Strange Library) Johannesburg Public Library,
Jochannesburg

Albany

Auckland

Brenthurst

Campbell

Cory

Cradock

Findlay

Fryde

Horwitz

HRC.

JPL



14.

15.

le.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

B.

1.

- wvii -

‘ Kimberley Public Library, Kimberley.

Romnie Levine's Schreiner collection

(private), Johannesburg

Schreiner material, National English
Literary Museum, Grahamstown

Pearson collection, University college,

London

Plomer collection, University of Durham
library, England.

Schreiner /Rhodes correspondence, Rhodes
House Library, Oxford, England.

Schreiner collection, South African

Library, Cape Town.

The Olive Schreiner collection,
J.W. gagger Library, University of
Cape Town.

W.H.R. Schreiner material (private),
Johannesburg

Kimberley

Levine

Pearson

Plomer

Rhodes

SAL

UCT

Primary Sources (the editions referred to in the thesis)

Schreiner's Journals : Klein Ganna Hoek, extracts in

the Life, pp. 114-119.

Ganna Hoek (Cradock)

Lelie Kloof Journal
(Cradock)

Italian Journal (Cradock)

Ratel Hoek Journal (HRC)

Havelock Ellis's Notes on Schreiner, made in
1884 (HRC)

KGH Journal

GH Journal
LK Journal

Ttal. Journal

RH Journal

Ellis, HRC



Fiction.

Olive Schreiner,

Story of Course (

- wviii-

"Diamond Fields : Only a
fragment at Cradock), (ed.)

Richard Rive, English in Africa, Grahamstown,

Vol. 1, No. 1 (March 1974) pp. 3-29,

Olive Schreiner,
facsimile reprint
Johnson 1972)

Olive Schreiner,

Undine (ed.) Martin Tucker,
(New York & London :

The Story of an African Farm

(Johannesburg : Ad. Doriker 1975).

Olive Schreiner,

Trooper Peter Halket of

Mashonaland (Johannesburg : Ad. Donker , 1974).

Olive Schreiner,
Unwin, 1926).

Olive Schreiner,

Olive Schreiner,
Unwin, 1893).

Olive Schreiner,

(London : Unwin,

Non-fiction.
Olive Schreiner,
Unwin, 1911).

Olive Schreiner,
reprint edition,

Society, 1923).

Olive Schreiner,

From Man to Man (London :

Dreams (London : Unwin, 1890)

Dream Life and Real Life (London :

Stories, Dreams and Allegories
1923)

Woman and Labour (London :

Thoughts on South Africa,
(Johannesburg : Africana Book

The Political Situation (London :

Unwin, 1896).

DF

Undine

Dreams

DLRL

SDA

|&

TSA

Pol. Sit.



Olive Schreiner, An English-South African's
View of the situation. (London : Hodder &
Stoughton, 1898)

Olive Schreiner, Closer Union (London : Fifield,
1909)

Main secondary sources

C. Clayton, Olive Schreiner (Johannesburg,
McGraw-Hill, 1983)

Ruth First and Ann Scott, Olive Schreiner
(London : Deutsch, 1980)

S.C. Cronwright-Schreiner, The Life of Olive

Schreiner (London : Unwin, 1924).

S.C. Cronwright-Schreiner, The letters of Olive
Schreiner 1876-1920 (London : Unwin, 1924)

Main Recipients of letters (when not indicated by title

of collection).

Edward Carpenter
Havelock Ellis

Betty Molteno

S.C. Cronwright-Schreiner
W.P. Schreiner

Recipients have not been specified when letters have been

quoted from S.C. Cronwright-Schreiner's Letters.

ESA

te

CB and

Casebook

Life

Letters

Ellis

BM

SCCS
WPS



CHAPTER 1

SCHREINER AND THE VICTORIANS

(1) Empire and colony

Presently she made a story that one of those clouds was

a ship and she was sailing in it (she had never seen the

sea or a ship, but she was always making stories about them),
and as she sailed, she came at last to an island. The ship
stopped there. And on the edge of the shore was a lady
standing, dressed in beautiful clothes, all gold and

silver. When she stepped on the shore, the lady came up

to her, and bowed to her, and said, "I am Queen Victoria,
who are you?"

And Rebekah answered her: "I am the little Queen Victoria
of South Africa." And they bowed to each other. (The child
under the tree moved her head very slightly, without opening
her eyes).

The Queen asked her where she came from. She said, "From
a country far away from here: not such a very nice country!
Things are not always nice there - only sometimes they are."

The Queen said, "I have many islands that belong to me:
but this island belongs to no one; why don't you come and
live here? No one will ever scold you here, and you can
do just what you like."

Rebekah said, "I should like it very much; but I must
first go and fetch my books out of the ship." And when she
had brought her books; she said to the Queen, “Here is a
little box of presents I have got for all the people who
live on the farm where I used to live; for my father and
my mother and the servants and the little Kaffirs - and

even old Ayah. Would you please give it to them as you go
past?"



And the Queen said she would; and she said, "Good-bye, Little
Queen Victoria!" And Rebekah said, "Good-bye Big Queen Victoria!"
and they bowed to each other; and the old Queen went away in.the
ship in whi¢h she had come.

Then she was all alone on her island.

(FMM, pp.45-46)

This amicable exchange between two monarchs forms part of Olive
Schreiner's Prelude to her long, unfinished work, From Man to Man.

It reveals an interesting relationship between Great Britain, the

home country, with its monarch, and the colony, with its childish
spokesman, Rebekah. Rebekah, whose name is Schreiner's version of
her mother's name, and who thus embodies a fictionalised aspect of
the Schreiner family, goes on a sailing trip to the island where the
old Queen lives. The old Queen is richly and beautifully dressed,
apparently more fashionable and powerful than the little girl, but

she greets her colonial visitor cordially. Rebekah, however,turns

out to be a litfle Queen in her own right, and is equal to the occasion.
Her country is distant from the centre of the big Queen's empire;

it is not so very nice, though it can be pleasant sometimes, and the
little Queen Rebekah is leaving it in some dissatisfaction. But she
does not stay on the old Queen's island; taking advantage of the
monarch's munificence, she accepts the gift of an island of her own,
provided she can take her "books" with her, clearly an indispensable
part of herself. The little Queen now has her own realm and, using
the o0ld Queen as her envoy, sends proof of her own generosity to those
on the "farm" who seem to have been responsible for some of the
scoldings Rebekah had to endure there.

This passage offers a fantasy model of the real relationship between
the Victorian Empire and the South African colony as Schreiner experienced
it Great Britain, the old mother, was rich and powerful and fashionable
compared with the colony; much of Schreiner's early writing expresses a
sense of being outside a charmed circle of wealth, beauty, and fashion.l
In the colony there are certain disadvantages, which eventually induce
Rebekah to leave it, but she is not completely happy to adopt the old

Queen's island either; in certain respects she feels herself to be



the Queen's equal and does not accept the position of an inferior
subject. She is a queen who has books, suggesting a wealth of mind
which is poised against the old Queen's material wealth. And she is
superior to the colonials she leaves behind on the farm, both white
and black, her parents and Ayah the tyrant; when she has her own
realm she can be generous and forgiving towards them. This point
suggests some of the traditional Christian teaching of Schreiner's
childhood : forgiveness of enemies, a quality which is in opposition
to the general thrust of the quoted passage towards individual
assertiveness and power. Anyone who can send Queen Victoria on
personal errands is clearly to be reckoned with. The island on which
the little Queen settles is thus an intermediate place between the
rejected colony and the rejected British home. It is a place where
she can enjoy her "books", here a symbol for the intellectual and
creative life, where she is immensely happy to have a place of her
own, but where she might be "all alone" and pay certain penalties for
not fully belonging either fo the community of the farm left behind
or the wealthy community of the Queen's island.

This complex position of power and powerlessness, of superiority
and inferiority,2 of individual assertiveness and self-abnegation, is
the crux of Schreiner's fictional world and was shaped by different
pressures and influences, some of which stemmed from the lived
circumstances of her South African childhood, and some from her
reading experience of central Victorian texts, both fictional and
non-fictional. Schreiner's formative and most productive years reveal
often startling juxtapositions in the texture of isolated farm life

and intense adventures of the mind, both among Victorian 'classics' and

her own compositions :

29 July, 1875. There is a smous [hawker ] in the
dining-room trying to sell jewelry. Mr. Fouche,
Adriaan and Mr. Cawood were out to hunt the tiger

yesterday. Mr. Erasmus is here working at the
road and the other night he played his fiddle and
we danced. Have got Undine to board ship.

(K G H Journal, Life, p.115)



18 October, 1880. I'm sitting at the box before

my door. I'm reading Lecky's European Morals.

I'm having school in the spare room. The children
are just awfully good. I'm well. I'm sure my fossil
is a head. I cut a duck open on Thursday.

Mrs. B. sent me Sister Dora's Life. (L K Journal)

At other moments recorded in the journals, she is writing about
Mrs. Snappercaps, a character in Undine, has good intentions, and
is finishing Mill's Logic (19 September, 1875). She writes out a
German exercise while hearing the washer-woman beating out the
clothes at the dam; she finishes Huxley's Lay Sermons and Darwin's

Plants and Animals a week before she resigns as governess at Klein

Ganna Hoek because her pupil, Annie Fouche, strikes her. In July
1876 she is at the Martins, reading Macaulay's History despite pain
under her shoulder from asthma, and thinking of escaping her problems
by going 'home' (to England).

In these journal entries, one sees the juxtaposition of the colonial
realities of a South African environment with intense responses to
European thinkers and writers. A sense of wanting to belong to an
affectionate person or group alternates with a determination to escape
constriction and ignorance. These oppositions would form the substance
and structure of Schreiner's fiction, and would determine her lifelong
shuttling between Europe and Africa. Queen Victoria's island could
offer intellectual stimulation and cultural enrichment,but at the
price of a breach with the original community and with early emotional
attachments to people and places.

The problem of the colonial novelist is similar to that of the
provincial novelist. John Lucas has suggested that the provincial
novel in the nineteenth century is

concerned with processes of separation: what it means for

a person to find himself-or, more. usually and significantly,
herself = struggling to retain an undivided sense of selfhood.
And failing. For a sense of self isn't finally separable
from a sense of community or family, and yet change-enﬁorces
separation from both. Which means that the sense of self

changes, suffers, becomes fractured.3



In the novels of Olive Schreiner, as in the fiction of Hale White,
Mrs. Gaskell, and Hardy (the novelists discussed by John Lucas in
his study of the provincial novel), there is an attention to "pressures
that the social process puts on the individual and to how all the
pressures combine to defeat the possibility of unhampered continuity,
of contentment, of an unproblematic, untaxed sense of selfhood"
(Lucas, p.x). What happens in such provincial or colonial fictions
is that "survival becomes scarred with tragic possibilities; it is
fought for and secured at the expense of a breaking of the integral
self" (Lucas, Ibid.) This could be put another way: -in the colonial

novel, the traditional Bildungsroman pattern, in which the protagonist

moves toward an ultimate maturity of self and a place in the community

(Goethe's Wilhelm Meister was the classic Bildungsroman which Schreiner

said summed up everything she felt before she left South Africa in
1881, Ellis, H R C) meshes with a tragic pattern.? Possibilities are
cut short; the original aspirations undergo a check; the self is
mutilated in some way.

In the provincial novel Lucas sees this process as typically
centred on women, because the difficulty in finding a partner or
marriage intensifies the process of alienation from origins. Both
Hardy and Schreiner focus on "the problematic sexual nature of their
heroines and how their heroines regard themselves, and how this is
bound to be expressed in terms of confusion, contradiction, separation"

(Lucas, p.xii). These confusions are not only present in the heroines,
but also in their creators (as is borne out by Schreiner's own
experience, journals, and correspondence): there are "splits, anarchic
tendencies that fight against conventionalities and out of which
important literature comes” (Lucas, ibid).

The struggle to find a community to which to belong, a place which
is neither the "farm" nor the big Queen's "island" issues in solitariness:
"Then she was all alone on her island". Solitariness becomes the condition
of integrity. Thus Schreiner's fiction sometimes intensifies a strand
of European romanticism which glorified the solitary spirit when it
opposed "the old ties of social morality and obligation“.5

Goethe's The Sorrows of Werther was an influential nineteenth-century




text Because it glorified the spirit seeking freedom from the

old order and doomed to failure. Schreiner's solitary protagonists
are similarly seeking freedom from traditional restraints and
dogmatic systems, and their defeat or death is a guarantee of the
authenticity of that search. The colonial novelist, inevitably
driven by her divided loyalties and sense of isolation towards a
portrayal of a conflicted sense of self, thus becomes the carrier

of a tragic vision in which self and community are irreconcilable.®

(ii) Schreiner's reading

In the passage quoted from From Man to Man, it was very important
for the little Rebekah to take her books with her to her new island

home.

In Schreiner's formative reading experience as a young girl the
chief connections between her view of things and the Victorian
Zeitgeist are found. Her earliest reading was of the Bible, and
she told Havelock Ellis in 1884 that "The Bible was her education; she
can repeat a great deal now-not from having learnt it, but from reading
it as a child" (Ellis, HRC). Although Schreiner went through the
same religious crisis as many other Victorians, and adopted the

Freethinkers' Bible, Herbert Spencer's First Principles, in 1871,

a book which convinced her of the unity underlying all nature, the
Bible itself influenced her emphasis on direct visionary writing
in the allegories, on strong insistent rhetorical patterning, and
on the voice of prophecy. The texture of much of her fiction is
clearly in the 0ld Testament tradition outlined by Auerbach in his
comparison of the classical tradition and the Biblical one. O01d
Testament characters are "fraught with their development"™, "humiliation
and elevation go far deeper and far higher than in Homer, and they
belong basically together", but "their greatness, rising out of
humiliation, is almost superhuman and an image of God's greatness".7
Auverbach's comments are all applicable to Schreiner's protagonists:
"precisely the most extreme circumstances, in which we are immeasurably
forsaken and in despair, or immeasurably joyous and exalteg, give us,
if we survive them, a personal stamp which is recognised as the product

of a rich existence, a rich development" (Mimesis, ibid). Although in

Schreiner's work it is no longer the Christian God who is a single and
hidden force guiding universal history, her writing retains an element
of the traditional Christian view of reality, which Auerbach defines

as an "antagonism between sensory appearance and meaning" (p. 49).



He also argues that a mixture of styles was potential in Christian
thought, because the "simultaneous shamefulness and sublimity

of Christ's passion shattered the classical conception of the

" sublime" (p. 76) and thus the separation of styles. Both Schreiner's
use of allegory (an influential childhood book of Schreiner's was
William Adams's Sacred Allegories)8

and realism in her novels are potential in the biblical tradition

and the mixture of allegory

Auerbach defines here.

Schreiner's different adaptations of biblical tones and incidents,
and the permeation of her vision of reality by the Christian view
of reality aligns her with many other Victorians: "All over the
late nineteenth century,the Bible, supposedly permanently crippled
by mid-nineteenth century science and rationalism, begins to
reappear, as vigorous as ever. The major impulse behind Dostoevsky,
as he himself said, was the Book of Job; for Tolstoy it was the New
Testament: for Matthew Arnold the Bible as a whole; for Thomas Hardy
the pessimistic parts of the Old Testament. O0ld Testament pessimism
was likewise stamped into Melville's consciousness, and lies at
the heart of Moby Dick".9 Schreiner's concern with death, and her
pessimism may be traced as much to this inheritance — to what Ellis
called the "charnel-house medieval ideas" of her "ancestral preaching
Lyndalls" (HRC, 1884) — as to any psychological predisposition.

The thinkers Schreiner was reading as a governess in the Eastern
Cape helped to shape her view of time, history, and progress, a view
which opposed the Calvinist view of time as a linear movement toward
a pre-determined salvation or damnation. The rigid doctrine of pre-
election which outraged her sense of justice and made the ticking of

the clock terrifying to Waldo in the African Farm, was exploded in

a liberating way for many Victorians by thinkers such as Darwin and
Spencer, who helped to establish a longer view of time as an
evolutionary progression toward higher states.of being, a view central
to Schreiner's thought. She read Spencer's First Principles in 1871,
Darwin's Descent of Man in April 1873, his Plants and Animals in

January 1876, and Spencer's other works after her arrival in England

(his Data of Ethics and Sociology). The new sciences were governed

by temporal methodologies, by a method of historical comparison and
a concern with origins, all of which are Schreiner's methods in her
non-fiction, and influenced her fictional work in certain ways.

Her fiction is concerned with a liberation from a dogmatic view of

time, and an examination of the origins of adult life in childhood



Though Darwin's theory contained conflicting elements and could be
used as a basis for conflicting views of man and morality,10
he did think of evolution as change to ‘'higher' more complex
forms; he believed, according to the conclusion of The Origin
of Species, that"as natural selection works solely by and
for the good of each being, all corporeal and mental endowments
will tend to progress toward perfection"; and he expected
specifically, as he wrote to the geologist Lyell, the continued
improvement of the human race: "I am content that man will
probably advance, and care not much whether we are looked
at as mere savages in a remotely distant future".11
But it was Spencer, whom Schreiner encountered before Darwin, who had
optimistically set out the synthesis of science and religion in a
dialectical movement.
Spencer was far more Utopian than Darwin, and his theory of
evolution, which appeared two years before Darwin's was published,
was essentially moral, and saw physical and moral development as
inextricably linked: "As surely as there is any efficacy in educational
culture, or any meaning in such terms as habit, custom, practice...
so surely must man become perfect" (Buckley, P T p.49). This
doctrine of ultimate perfectibility which Schreiner adhered to all her
life, was in conflict with the concepts of original sin, divine
punishment, and damnation, which had so coloured her childish view of
things, and the conflict determines the content and the structure of
her fiction in certain ways. The long-term view allowed for the
Victorians' sense of being in an interesting transitional period, one
in which much was promised but as yet not given. In Winwood Reade's

popular Martyrdom of Man he argued that "in each generation the human

race has been tortured that their children might profit by their woes"
(Buckley, T T, p. 33). Thus long-term optimism was reconcilable with
present martyrdom, a reconciliation which allowed Schreiner and other
Victorians to focus on suffering and on the figure of the martyr, who
resembled Christ but who was crucified in a secular cause.

It was not only Spencer's world-view that influenced Schreiner; his
method of arguing in an essentially Hegelian dialectic was one which
chimed with her own tendencies. Her own method is to see opposing
forces as halves of a greater, unified truth; for instance: "Socialism

is one half of the truth; individualism is the other half" (Ital. Journal).



Metaphors of a movement towards a higher reconciliation of opposite
forces are central to the allegories, and play a part in the novels.
Her thinking about the two sexes followed this model, too.

There was, however, an element in Darwin's thought, expressed in
the phrase "survival of the fittest", which stressed the cruelty
and harshness of nature's laws. The "Malthusian Spectre" of an
increasing population and a decreasing food supply "overshadowed and
darkened all English life" in the Victorian period (Young, p.l14).
Economic theorists like Adam Smith stressed individual enterprises
"as the necessary free functioning of a 'natural' law, the law of

supply and demand" 12,

Darwinism has been seen as "an extension of
laissez-faire economic theory from social science to biology"
(Young, p.15). To those who retained a belief in the law of charity
and love (the lesson of the Sermon on the Mount which had transfigured
Schreiner's awareness as a child and which she retained when the
punitive aspects of her inherited dogma had been purged),the competitive
system was a violation of a basic principle. The conflict tended to
be resolved by a hopeful belief in individual goodness and example.

Edward Carpenter wrote in England's Ideal:

granting, I say, that competition has hitherto been the
universal law, the last word of Nature, still if only
one man should stand up and say "It shall be no more,"
if he should say, "It is not the last word of my nature,
and my acts and life declare that it is not" - then that
so-called law would be at an end.13
Carpenter goes on to affirm in rapturous prose the belief in
the power of the individual to reform society: "Within himself, in
quiet, he has beheld the secret, he has seen a fresh crown of petals,
a golden circle of stamens, folded and slumbering in the bud. Man forms
society, its laws and institutions and Man can reform them. Somewhere
within yourself, be assured, the secret of that authority lies"
(ibid.). 1In an African adaptation of this image, Schreiner wrote
to Karl Pearson about cactus buds which
stop for months on the branch, and you think they'll never open,
they do at last and they're full of stamens and yellow and
white pollen! Of course there's nothing before if you press
them open. They are still forming and the largest buds take
the longest time. (Pearson, 19 August, 1886).



Everything is potentially contained within the individual, even his
ability to curb his own individuality. The opposition between these
two aspects of evolutionary thought, that there is a natural progression
of mind and body toward perfection, and that there is a natural
competitive struggle for survival which demands self-abnegation
(and a subordination of 'lower' physical desires to the 'higher'
centres of the mind) forms a crux of Schreiner's writing. The former
was what she often said she believed, the latter became more evident
in her thinking about sexual relationships, and coincided with her
inherited Puritan ethic of the renunciation of the body for the joys
of the spirit. The former law assumes a unity of mind and body, the
latter that they are opposed.

The historians Schreiner was reading as a young girl tended to

reinforce her belief in progress: Buckle's History of Civilization

(read in 1873), Macaulay's History (read in 1876) and Gibbon's
Decline and Fall (begun "with profit" in April 1877). Buckle approaches

history in the spirit of Darwin, and it is his thesis that "movement
in time was a supersession of the past and not a decline from itv, 14
The idea of progress is fundamental to Macaulay's view of history
and "Even Gibbon, the lord of irony, was inclined to give the idea of

progress his unequivocal endorsement, for in the Decline and Fall

(which is hardly the chronicle of progress) he reached "the pleasing
conclusion that every age of the world has increased, and still
increases, the real wealth, the happiness, the knowledge, and perhaps
the virtue, of the human race" (Buckley, =0, Budd).

Although Schreinér's non-fiction and statements in her letters
tend to express an ultimate optimism about the future of man and society,
her fiction records deprivation, suffering and disaster,as well as
scenes of visionary optimism. Recent studies of the Victorian view
of history have stressed a mingling of opposite strains, that the age
had "a quite unprecendented awareness of time, and of itself in time,
and a will to view the course of history with... either the exultation
that accompanies the idea of progress or the terror that attends the
assumption of decadence" (Buckley T T, p.viii). Archaeology could offer
testimony to progress, but also evidence of total loss, for instance
"pre-historic cave-painting, charged with rich creative energy"

( T T, p.57) which had flourished and almost disappeared. In a scene



in African Farm Waldo contemplates Bushman rock-paintings with a

mixture of admiration for their creativity and a sense of the losses

of history:

"He used to kneel here naked, painting, painting, painting;
and he wondered at the things he made himself," said the boy,
rising and moving his hand in deep excitement. "Now the
Boers have shot them all, so that we never see a yellow

face peeping out among the stones." He paused, a dreamy
look coming over his face. "And the wild bucks have gone,
and those days, and we are here. But we will be gone soon,
and only the stones will lie on here, looking at everything
like they look now." (SAF, pp.42-43).

Similarly, Schreiner's non-fiction is always aware of the possibility
of 'retrogression', of individuals and nations backsliding into an

earlier evolutionary stage. Her introduction to An English-South

African's View of the Situation, for example, expresses a desire to

check politically 'retrogressive' legislation in South Africa.

Belief in progress was made difficult by the social realities of
poverty, disease, and prostitution, both in England and at the
Kimberley Diamond Fields. Social realities made the gap between the
present and a future perfection glaring. Schreiner first encountered

prostitution when she read W.H. Lecky's History of European Morals

in 1880. He was also useful to her, she told Ellis, for his history
of rationalism in Europe (July 1884, HRC). Writers like Lecky offered
a morally patterned view of the history of society and civilisation.
Emerson was a thinker who comforted Schreiner when she was in a
state of depression. She told E11is in 1884:
It was at Cape Town {1874 ) that she bought Emerson (which
Bertram had recommended to her long before).
At that time she was peculiarly miserable and thinking of
sulcide. She remembers sitting by the window and the delight
it gave her, especially "Self-Reliance"...
It was the expression of her highest self. She always turns
to him in depression and he seems to take her into a larger

atmosphere .(E11is, HRC)
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Emerson had been a popular figure in advanced circles in the
earlier nineteenth century, and had been read with enthusiasm by the
Brays, free-thinking relations of Charles Hennell, who had published
An Enquiry into the Origin of Christianity (1838) and by George Eliot.

Eliot\seems to have used him in the same way as Schreiner : "I have

been reading for my spiritual good Emerson's Man the Reformer, which

comes to me with fresh beauty and meaning.“15 The Transcendentalists,
the loose New England group of whom HEmerson is the chief representative,
"were earnestly seeking for a new system of theology which should give
a deeper reality to their spiritual life. The conclusions at which
they arrived differed widely, but they agreed in acknowledging the
dignity and self-sufficiency of the individual" (Cruse, p.244).
Schreiner would have felt herself in sympathy with this emphasis on the
individual perception of unity and beauty behind the world of nature
but analogous to it. Curtius has summed up the main quality of the
Emersonian mind as having "its own laws not only of structure but

~even of perceptibility. The formula for this order is similia

w16

similibus. Schreiner perceives and argues by analogy; in her

case African landscapes replaced Hmerson's New England, but at
certain intense moments both became not a veil over eternity but the
pathway to a mystical union with it.

Thinkers like Spencer and Emerson were clearly valuable to her at
certain stages of her life, and she stressed that though they could
give intense consolation to an isolated colonial, as certain scenes

in African Farm demonstrate, they may be discarded at later stages of

life. Waldo, sitting on the roof of the African farm, panting for

the knowledge which has been denied him, forgets about books completely
when he looks up at the stars, and his passion is quietened. This
transition from a frantic quest for book knowledge to a stillness

and self-forgetfulness in nature is a characteristic movement in
Schreiner's fiction. She grounds her view of the Boer, too, in the
fortunate fact that he has the best book of all, the "open book" of
nature, always before him (TSA, p.288). She often valued writers more
for an independent spirit and the fearless quest for truth which she
found in John Stuart Mill and Darwin, for example (Life, p.1l16),than

for specific ideas. The position of the colonial is central here:
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intellectual stimulus was lacking in the immediate environment and
books and authors became valued companions. This is evident when the
little girl in the Prelude takes along books, not people, on her
journey to the Queen's island. And Schreiner's own experience with
books helped to shape her view of art generally, that its purpose
should be to offer help - consolation to people who needed to be
reassured that they were not suffering alone. The position of the
colonial here strengthens the Victorian emphasis on the social
utility of art.

Schreiner had not read much fiction in the period when she was
at work on her novels before she left South Africa in 1881, and she
always insisted that she generally took little pleasure in reading
novels. She writes to John X. Merriman :

No, I have never read Stevenson. Strange as it may seem,

I have a most peculiar antipathy to novels. I love

The Mill on the Floss and Turganyeff's [sic] Fathers and Sons
and a dozen others, but I think I like them because they are

science or poetry, not because they are novels!! I have often
tried to analyse why it is that I have this intense horror of
ordinary novels, while all folks of this age from Huxley to
Darwin, to servant-girls, find pleasure in them and benefit
too. They are so dry! (JPL 29 June 1896).

She was familiar with the popular melodramatic fiction of "Ouida"

’

and cried over a novel of hers in 1875; she had read Dickens's

Dombey and Son in 1872, a novel which uses the pathos of children

to condemn unfeeling materialism and tyranny; she seems to have read
The Mill on the Floss once in this period but "hadn't cared for it"

(Ellis, HRC). Goethe impressed her most, and she used his Wilhelm

Meister as the basis of a generalization in 1880:

I was struck in reading Wilhelm {Meister] by the

marvellous unity between all thinking minds of a

certain order. I am determined to be fearless: - let every
man speak out from the depths of his heart, and take the
result, coolly. However hard things are we can endure

them in silence and take joy in enduring. Whatever joy

life might take from us there will always be the joy of
endurance left. Silent endurance, that seeks no friend,

no helper. (LK Journal, 2 November 1880).



The comment demonstrates the way in which certain works of literature
had taken the place of her parents' religion as a source of spiritual

sustenance and moral courage.

(1i1) Schreiner and Victorian fiction

Schreiner's fiction, and her view of the function and nature of
fiction, demonstrate some close affinities with Victorian fiction
and artistic theory generally, partly because her Anglo-German
missionary parents had transported to Africa the same familial and
social paradigms against which Schreiner's generation was reacting at
the metropolitan centre. The religious conflict of the age involved
a throwing off of parental authority as well as the religious dogma
with which parental authority was associated, as Samuel Butler's

The Way of All Flesh and Edmund Gosse's Father and Son demonstrate.

African Farm presents the same generational conflict as a progression.

Victorian fiction retained, however, an earnest sense of social
mission even when it was rebelling against the dogma which had
formalised it. And it was felt that the novel was most fitted to
be the vehicle of this social conscience: "the form in which much
of the poetry of the coming time will be written".17 The Preface
provided by the Goncourts for their novel Germinie Lacerteux (1864)

expands on this point:

Today when the novel is broadening and growing, when

it is beginning to be the great, serious, impassioned, living
form of literary study and social investigation, when, through
analysis and psychological research, it is becoming contemporary
moral history ; today when the novel has imposed upon itself
the studies and duties of science, it can demand the freedoms
and immunities of science. And if it seek Art and Truth;

if it disclose troubles which it were well the happy people

of Paris should not forget; if it show people of fashion what
district visitors have the courage to see, what Queens of old
let their children's eyes rest on in hospitals; human
suffering, present and alive, which teaches Ccharity; if

the Novel have that religion to which the past century gave



the broad name and vast name: Humanity; - that
consciousness suffices it: its right lies there.

(quoted by Auerbach, p. 495)

The Goncourts' Preface epitomises the spirit of Schreiner's fiction:
the sense of what the novel could do to uncover the suffering of
unfashionable beings in order to draw attention to their existence

and their plight.18

This neglected group could be a rejected or
oppressed class of Victorian society (workingmen and the labouring poor
in Mrs. Gaskell and Hardy's fiction). It could focus especially

on ‘the sufferings of children,.and by the pathos of their plight
indict the age (see Dickehs, especially).

"The sufferings of children at this time have social relevance"
Kathleen Tillotson points out, and " many of his [Dickens's] readers

had read the five reports on Child Labour which appeared between 1831
and 1843" (Watt, p.19). Schreiner, too, was acutely sensitive to the

issue of child exploitation, and uses her children in African Farm

to indict the exploitation of an uneducated young rural labourer
like Waldo, whose experience was partly based on her own as a young

governess with the Weakley family in Colesberg:

'The work became harder and harder. She had to teach the
children, to be shop boy, to correct proofs for the newspaper
(Weakley was lawyer, editor, and had a stationer's shop;

he was about 33). She went there in 1874 when she was nineteen.
(Ellis, HRC).

Or the social indictment could be focused on women, whose exploitation sexually
and economically often went hand in hand, and thus the seduced woman
(Hardy, Schreiner) the spinster (Gissing) the prostitute (Moore)

could provide a special focus for the examination of social hypocrisy,
greed and cruelty, and for criticism of the conventional Victorian
family, of which the Royal Family provided the most prestigious model.
Schreiner uses children and women in this way, but the colonial novel
adds another dimension to the exposure of unfashionable suffering

in that it is calling the attention of the metropolitan centre to the
plight of the far-flung isolated subjects of Empire, including rural
poor (Waldo) young women (Lyndall, Rebekah, Bertie) and indigenous
black (Trooper Peter Halket's black victims). Reporting back to the

big Queen about her neglected or oppressed subjects in the furthest



reaches of her realm becomes an indictment of Empire itself.
Pathos, then, became a central element in Victorian fiction, and
Schreiner seems to have been aware that the novel was supposed to
contain elements of humour and pathos: Thackeray referred to his
novels "as comic books in which pathos should only be occasional"”

(G. Tillotson, p.117). Contemporary reviewers of African Farm were

apt to praise it for its pathetic scenes, especially the deathbed

scenes, as the words of Schreiner's future husband testify:

‘The effect of this book on me was extraordinary; but

the high estimate I then (in -1890) formed of it increases
with age and more matured judgment. I have never been able
to read the great allegory of "The Hunter" aloud and I
never could face Lyndall's death again until I read it for
the second time in 1921." (Life, p.231)

The Hunter allegory also contains a death-scene, an apotheosis of
the other characters' death-scenes.

But though pathos was a technique in the handling of socially
sensitive issues, Victorian writers did their research in the
Parliamentary Reports, the "Blue Books", as Dickens did before
writing A Christmas Carol, (G. Tillotson, p.46) and Schreiner was

reading the Blue Books on prostitution while working on From Man to
Man, or asking Ellis for statistics, or reading reports on prostitution
at the diamond-fields (Letters, p.47, p.82). Schreiner shared in the
age's spirit of energetic reform, and like many Victorian writers,
often felt her loyalty divided between art and practical, social
issues. Should the writer write or intervene more directly in the
undesirable and unhappy conditions of existence he saw around him?

The mixed shape Schreiner's writing career took is indicative of this

issue; she often speaks of the desire to serve humanity more directly than
as a writer:

The one thing that troubles is where I am to draw the
line between the duty I owe to all the many people whom
I feel I can help and influence... and my writing, which may

influence people at large (Letters, p.86).



Her early desire to be a doctor was a result of this desire

to serve the suffering:

The dream of my life was to be a doctor: I can't
remember a time when I was so small that it was not
there in my heart. I used to dissect ostriches, and
sheep's hearts and livers, and almost the first book

I ever bought myself was an elementary physiology....
It seems to me that a doctor's life is the most perfect
of all lives; it satisfies the craving to know, and

also the craving to serve . (Letters, p.l1l7) —

The reason she was despondent about not finishing From Man to Man

was that it would not be of use to others (Letters, p.29). Her
particular pride in having written Trooper Peter Halket ( oCT, 10
May 1908°) was based on the fact that it was speaking directly

to an urgent social and political issue. This is in keeping with
the "rich, manysided, strenuous literature" of the Victorian period

(G. Tillotson, p.23).Writers like Harriet Martineau might have written
more, but "she wrote what the times seemed most in need of"

(G. Tillotson, p.25). This factor played some part in determining not
only what Schreiner produced as a writer, but also what she did not
produce, or complete. Edith Simcox wrote in her Natural Law, An Essay
in Ethics (1877):

We are called away from the peaceful life of intellectual
perception, and many of us are fain to turn reformers in
despair, not because we have the reformer's talent or the

reformer's taste, but because the world needs so much reform.
(G. Tillotson, p.26)

The desire for reform and social relevance often led Victorian
novelists into a wide variety of writings other than the novel itself:
pamphlets, letters to the Press, and satirical sketches, in order to
intervene more directly in the controversies of the age (G. Tillotson,
p. 45). Schreiner's oceuvre is a very clear illustration of this aspect
of Victorian literature: pamphlets on political issues, public
speeches at times of crisis, often direct appeals in the form of letters
to statesmen, letters to the Press, satirical sketches, allegories,

and non-fictional studies of contemporary social and political problems.



But even the novel was not intended to amuse; readers expected to have
their "social conscience refined and quickened" (G. Tillotson, p.47).
Because of this emphasis on service to society as a whole, authors
were not valued only in terms of their artistic output, but in terms
of their entire person and perhaps exemplary life. Writers could be
considered as larger than their work, as Schreiner comments on
George Sand: "How much greater the wonderful woman than her work!"
(Letters, p.93). The worship of the writer as a moral and even
political lawgiver was at a peak. Associated with it was the worship
of exceptional men and women, past and present, usually hailed as
'geniuses', a word often used of Schreiner by others, and lavishly
applied by her to people like Rhodes, and even, with less obvious
applicability, to her husband, S.C. Cronwright. Genius had a
childlike aspect to its popular image, and could operate in different
spheres. Carlyle was associated with some of the manifestations of

genius-worship, and his work Heroes and Hero-Worship was advertised

in 1846 as an examination of the doctrine -

‘'That to our age of Religious Disorganisation nothing is
left but a Worship of Genius; that is, a Reverence for
those great Spirits who create Epochs in the Progress
of the Human Race, and in whom, taken collectively,

the Godlike manifests itself to us most fully.

(quoted by G. Tillotson, p.15)

Such worship could take the form of a quasi-ecclesiastical homage,
as in the case of George Eliot, and could be extended to secular
rulers. Schreiner's own attitude to such powerful figures was
necessarily ambivalent, because one part of herself was anchored

in the 'farm,' or colony, which was created, and at crucial times
avidly exploited by powerful representatives of Empire. A letter at
the time of the Boer War, written to Milner, illustrates this point:

I am like a man born in a log cabin, who afterwards goes
to live in a palace, and all his affections and interest
centre in the palace. But one day he finds the palace
is beginning to oppress the cabin, and then he says,

"I belong to the cabin" - but he loves the palace still,
(Bod. 30 May 1899)



The comment illustrates precisely how the position of the English-
speaking colonial inevitably produced an ambivalence toward power,
which was associated with the metropolitan centre of Empire (the
palace) rather than the rural poverty of the colony (the log cabin).
The secular genius was often seen as expressing his great soul in

a parallel but different sphere to the writer. Schreiner wrote to
Rhodes: "You have never felt the same sympathy with my work that

I have with yours. It is just as creative, only you have to realise
your imaginations in things, which are more permanent" (Rhodes,

15 November 1890?). When such military or Imperialist'geniuses®actually
became uniicensed proponents of power, Schreiner turned against them,

as she turned against Rhodes:

I have always hated Bismarck -- I looked up on him

as the one genius of Germany as Napoleon of France. From my
standpoint Napoleon did more harm to France than to any
other nation. (To WPS, UCT, September 1914?)

 The worship of genius was related to a basic belief of the age in
the unlimited potential within each individual, which could unfold

organically in a multitude of directions. So Schreiner writes of
Faust that "it alone embodies the cry of its age, the cry which no
other age has heard, yet which is the moving power in Whitman and in
all the deepest inspiration of our age: 'We will not only know all
things, we will be all things'"(Letters, p.103). This view is
expressed at length in a letter to Ellis in 1899:

‘I love Nature and I love Men; I love music and I love
science; I love poetry and I love practical labour:

I like to make a good pudding and see people eating it;
and I like to write a book that makes their lives fuller.
I can do very little and have never been so situated that
I could do my best == but I can live all lives in my love
and sympathy. (Letters, p.227)

The quotation illustrates the way in which enormous aspiration often
existed alongside the sense of inadequate achievement:; an age in which
so full a self-realization, a bildung, was expected, was also one in
which any falling short became more glaring. Havelock Ellis
characterised the British of his time as "perpetually oscillating



between awkward timidity and an arrogance so unbounded that their own
doctors regarded it as a disease, and dealt with it as morbid self-
assurance ."19  The situation which Schreiner refers to as limiting

her own unfolding of her 'best' must @ mean the total situation in
which she was placed as an individual, but would obviously include

the physical and cultural situation of the colony, or farm. Both
nineteenth century aspiration after high goals and unchecked development,
and a sense of the 'situations' which limit or destroy that development
are shaping factors in Schreiner's fiction.

If it was felt that the novel would have to be more complex and
inclusive than before to express the self-consciousness and manifold
aspirations of the age, it was also felt that such complexity could
best be achieved by the study of one's individual self. Arnold wrote
in 1853 that one of the highest things to be achieved in poetry was
"a true allegory of the state of one's own mind in a representative
history" (G. Tillotson, p.9). Continuing a Romantic emphasis created
mainly by Wordsworth, "the autobiographical impulse flourished more
variously than ever before" in diaries, letters, and memoirs
(Buckley, T T, p.98). Schreiner's own intense self-communings in
her journals, and often equally intense and detailed communications
to close friends like Ellis about her state of body, mind, and heart
in frequent and long letters are typical of the age. The Victorian
novel itself often included letters and diaries as sections of its
narrative, as will be illustrated in Schreiner's fiction. There was
a great interest in autobiographies and biographies: Schreiner read
biographies of Dickens, Goethe, and Emerson just after her.arrival
in England, and retained an interest in biography throughout her life
(Letters, pp. 152-153).

Autiobiography, which many writers protested could never give a
perfect or full account of the inner life, often discussed past
experience, especially childhood, in a spirit of self-examination.
Ruskin, Mill, Wilde and Pater examined past experience in different
literary forms. "And for the first time in English fiction it provided

the novelist a major source of theme and content™ (Buckley, TT, p.99)

In the Bildungsroman the subjective element bulked large;
David Copperfield, Arthur Pendennis, Richard Feverel,
Ernest Pontifex, Pater's Marius, Jude Fawley = each of

these reflected to a degree his creator's need to see a



meaning in the personal past, to find the true self in
time" (Buckley, T T, p.100).

Buckley goes on to make an interesting comment on the aesthetically
inconclusive nature of such re-writings of the personal experience

of an earlier self, one with some relevance to Schreiner's fiction:

The fact that the ending of the typical Bildungsroman

was aesthetically inconclusive was evidence simply
that the novelist, whose own development was still in
process, could not detach himself sufficiently from
his protagonist to pass a disinterested final judgment
on the success or failure of his orientation.

(Buckley, ibid.)

This is borne out by Schreiner's comments on the inconclusive

progress of From Man to Man, but Waldo's death scene in African Farm is

also a form of the open ending.

(iv) Schreiner's theory of art

Schreiner's own theory of art needs to be pieced together from
different sources: letters, journals, or suggestions offered inside
the fiction, or as prefaces to it. It is a coherent theory and reveals
a great degree of artistic self-consciousness and reflection, even
though there was no single manifesto of her theory. The main focus
here is not on artistic intentions in the fiction, or on a necessary
correlation between the theory and the practice, but on the nature
and internmal consistency of the theory: the degree to which it
illuminates the fiction will be assessed in discussions of the individual
Works.

The colonial artist's experience of isolation and her divided
allegiances between colony and 'motherland', are determining factors
here, as they are in Schreiner's attitudes towards religion and

society. Schreiner herself responded to Havelock Ellis's criticisms



of The Story of an African Farm by attributing its didacticism to
her isolated life:

There is too much moralising in the story, but when one

is leading an absolutely solitary life one is apt to use
one's work as Gregory used his letters, as an outlet for
all one's superfluous feelings, without asking too closely
whether they can or cannot be artistically expressed there.
(Letters, p.12)

This implies that for the solitary colonial artist art is necessary
self-expression first and foremost.

The isolation of the colonial artist also shaped Schreiner's view
of art as a communication which breaks down barriers between people,
allowing a glimpse of the inner self of the writer, and convincing

the reader that whatever he suffers is shared by others:

One of the great goods of writing is that it helps one a
little to get out of that high walled enclosure in which
each one of us is shut in, so that those we love may see
and understand a little of that inner life we lead within
it.

(To Lucy Molteno, UCT, 18 March 1910?)

Art is the little crack in the iron wall of life which shuts
one in awful isolation through which the spirit can force
itself out and show itself to its own like-minded fellow
spirits outside; or rather can creep in through the cracks
in their terrible walls that shut in the individual life
and say, "You are not alone."

(Letters, p.323)

Such a view of art as communicating through empathy is based on a
belief that there is a shared human nature, and certain shared

experiences in the phases of human life which, if they are truly
recorded by the writer, will elicit sympathy and understanding in

the reader. Her comments on the response to The Story of an African

Farm illustrate her belief in the power of art when it is 'true to

nature', and make an interesting separation between the process of



creating a work 'for myself', implying pure self-expression, and a
later stage of communication through publication, which enables the
work to reach like-minded readers, or anyone to whom the recorded
experience speaks. She also implies here a direct relationship
between the age and its art:

Its vice and its virtue, its frivolity and its ideals,

all the life of our age is incarnate in its fiction, and
reacts on the people. Let me take my own tiny experience, if
I may. An untaught girl, working ten hours a day, having

no time for thought or writing but a few [ hours) in the

middle of the night writes a little story like An African Farm,

a book wanting in many respects, and altogether young and

crude, and full of faults; a book that was written altogether

for myself, when there seemed no possible chance that I should
ever come to England or publish it. Yet, I have got scores,
almost hundreds of letters about it from all classes of people,
from an Earl's son to a dressmaker in Bond St, from a
coalheaver to a poet.... Now if a work of art so childish

and full of faults, simply by right of a certain truth to
nature that is in it can have so great a power, what of a

great work of art? (Pearson, 23 October 1886)

An apparent contradiction between art as pure self-expression and
art as useful to others is resolved by taking into account the
stages of expression and communication as successive, with creation
(sometimes) being followed by publication. Schreiner's sense of
the usefulness of art has nothing to do with explicit didacticism,
which she usually deplores as a flaw, and she distinguishes her art
from that of George Eliot on these grounds:

No human creature's feelings could possibly be further
removed with regard to artistic work...than mine from

George Eliot's. Her great desire was to teach, mine

to express myself, for myself and to myself alone...If God
were to put me alone on a star and say I and the star should

be burnt up at last and nothing be left, I should make stories
all the time just the same.
(Letters, p.160)



But although the writer is here seen as expressing her 'self'
instinctively and inevitably, the 'use' of her writing comes from

its basis in shared experience and human nature:

...that makes the use of the writer: not that he expresses
what no one else thinks and feels, but that he is the voice
of what others feel and can't say. If only the powers that
shape existence give me the strength to finish this book
{From Man to Mar], I shall not have that agonised feeling
over my life that I have {had] over the last ten years,

that I have done nothing of good for any human creature.

I am not sure of the book's artistic worth: to judge of that
from the purely intellectual standpoint one must stand

at a distance from one's own or anyone else's work.

But I know it gives a voice to what exists in the hearts

of many women and some men, I know I have only tried to
give expression to what was absolutely forced on me, that

I have not made up one line for the sake of making it up.
(Letters, pp. 263-4)

The 'use' of the writer thus lies in her ability to be instinctively
true to herself, and thus utter the thoughts and feelings of her
contemporaries. A contemporary relevance to the issues of the time
is implied (even for a colonial writer); so is a distinction between
a writer who is close to the experience embodied in the fiction and
one who stands back and judges; the writer can become a critic of
her own fiction or that of others. Schreiner does both in her letters:
there are criticisms of Hardy, Samuel Butler and Virginia Woolf; she
often offers criticisms of her own fiction in response to the views
of others.

The fullest discussion of the stages of artistic composition, and
the nature of artistic work, is given in the discussion between Rebekah

and Drumond in the last chapter of From Man to Man. The original

impulse is defined as involuntary and unconscious: the artist may
not choose or direct the impulse at first, though he may put himself

"into the condition in which they [ideas for stories ] may come"

(MM, p.468 ff). The material out of which art is made is "all that



a man has known and seen and felt, all that lies within him" and yet
art is also prophetic, and the artist can depict the emotions of
characters in complex conditions which he may never have experienced.
This is ascribed by Rebekah to the fact that the individual artist
is an expression of "the accumilated life of his race", but the
concept of a collective unconscious is also suggested, a vaster life
which is a "moving power" but which can only be partially glimpsed.
Rebekah then goes on to outline three distinct stages in the

creative process., The first is the spontaneous, involuntary perception:

It is perfectly spontaneous, made of the man's substance,
himself-of-himself; yet he feels in a way that it is
something not himself but shown to him, while yet he feels
also it belongs to him more than anything else in the
world ever can (pp. 472-3).

In the second stage the will comes into play, and the artist seeks

the conditions which make the inner vision realizable in the external
world. While he works he must be faithful only to his inner vision,
which is "his only guarantee of truth and right". There is also a
pressure which appears to force him to incarnate his vision. At the
third stage the work is completed though it never completely captures
the ideal vision which it attempted to incarnate. Now the artist may
decide what to do with it and his will is supreme. He may keep it,
publish it, burn it or show it to friends. Critics often confuse the
second and third stages and criticise an artist for 'flaws' which were
not fully under conscious control. Different motives come into play

in the third stage, and after a while the creator may become as objective
a critic of his/her work as anyone else. But the main motive in a

"true artist' is that he wishes the work to live on in another soul
"completely reflected in another mind as once it lived in his" (p.474).
This realization of the work takes place to different degrees in
different people, but because individuals are also more than individuals,
there will always be some reception for 'true' art: “the artist is

only an eye in the great human body, seeing for those who share his
life..." (p. 476).



What, then, does Schreiner consider to be 'true' art? Clearly
there is an element of service in the artist's function, and Schreiner
sees writing as one expression of a 'duty' to others., Writing does
influence people at large but it does so by being true to the artist's
inner vision, not by moralising or deliberate teaching. Schreiner goes
to sare trouble to separate aesthetic experience from any conscious

motive:

If I put chloroform in my mouth for the sake purely

of the pleasant sensation, if a well fed cat catches a

mouse simply for the pleasure of catching it, if I

stretch out my hand and rock the swing slowly to and

fro for the pleasure of the restful motion, then I call

these actions aesthetic. If I write a book because I

am starving and want money I may feel great pleasure in

doing it to get the money but my pleasure is not aesthetic;

if I write it simply for the joy I have in writing and

the joy it may give to others, my work is aesthetic.
Furthermore, if a man strives to attain to intellectual

truth or knowledge for the hope of any material gain to

himself, or because he philanthropically wants to lessen

the sufferings of mankind then his work is not aesthetic:

if he strives after truth or knowledge simply for the infinite

joy of holding it or that others may have the joy of holding

it...then the strife is I think aesthetic. Shortly I

would define the aesthetic to be that course of action which

has for its aim simply joy, and not the removal or avoidance

of pain.

(Pearson, 7 July 1886)

A true work of art will grow organically from the inner vision, and

the extent to which it is embodied in a partly or largely instinctive
process of artistic expression will determine its 'success' (leaving
aside, for the moment, the critical problem here, that no-one except

the artist would finally be able to judge of the success of the work,

a belief stated in the discussion of art in From Man to Man). Schreiner

herself felt that African Farm had failed to incorporate its seminal

vision fully,that it was lacking in the aesthetic dimension of 'beauty':



One day, if I live, I will do work that satisfies me,
but all I have done I hate. It is true, but there is
perfect beauty and truth.

(Letters, p.97).

Schreiner's theory of art is one which incorporates social utility
and aesthetic appropriateness, which allows for the stages of the
creative process, and which sees the writer herself as capable of
functioning as a critic at a later stage. Aesthetic pleasure
without a basis of utility is seen as decadent, and Schreiner always
dissociates herself from any art which adheres to 'art for art's
sake" :

I think in this relation (the sexual relation) as in art
and all other things the aesthetic without firm basis

laid on utility is of the nature of a disease and decay;
it is not an undeveloped it is an effete condition -
but I have not thought it out.

(Pearson, 7 July 1886)

Art should grow organically, and Schreiner's adherence to this
principle, in line with Coleridge's theory of organicism, led to a

disagreement with Havelock Ellis:

You seem to say "I will call 'art' only that artistic
creation in which I can clearly see the artist manufacturing
the parts and piecing them together; when I cannot see
that, though the thing be organic, true, inevitable, like

a work of God's I will not call it art; I must see the will
shaping it (of course there always has been a will shaping
it whether it is visible or not) or I will not call it
art". This is of course not in justification of my method
but touches what seems to me a weakness and shallowness in
your mode of criticism. It is very valuable that the two
kinds of art should be distinguished, but not that the one
should be called art and the other not art. It would be



better to call the one artificial and the other real art.
But that wouldn't be just. I should rather call the one

organic and the other inorganic. (Letters, p.99)

This adherence to the 'life' of art, a view of art as organically
analogous to God's creations, art for life's sake, sets Schreiner
off sharply from spokesmen like Oscar Wilde and George Moore and
even Arthur Symons, who praised Schreiner's dreams by the standards
of the Symbolist movement. Wilde rejected Schreiner's attitude
towards life and art in a pointed epigram:

Olive Schreiner... is staying in the East End because
that is the only place where the people do not wear
masks upon their faces, but I have told her that I
live in the West End because nothing in life interests

me but the mask.20

George Moore's comments on Schreiner reveal how the new emphasis
on 'intensity' and prose rhythm was separating art from any connection

with 'morality':

It is strange that it should have come into anybody's

head to think that our morality is dependent upon the books

we read, and we begin to wonder how it is that Nature should
have implanted so strange an idea into our minds rather than
in the minds of some other race. But there it is, a perennial
in the Anglo-Saxon mind, bursting into bloom at unexpected

intervals.21
Moore associates Schreiner with moral earnestness:

I read with disapprobation The Story of an African Farm;

descriptions of sandhills and ostriches sandwiched with doubts
concerning a future state, and convictions regarding the
moral and physical superiority of women in plenty, but of

art nothing; that is to say, art as I understand it —
rhythmical sequence of events described with rhythmical
sequence of phrase. (Moore, pp. 135-136).



But Schreiner's view of art is more like Ruskin's than Moore's; .
she had read Ruskin's Crown of Wild Olve (Life, p.119). Graham

Hough has distinguished between tweo types of response to art as
represented by Ruskin and Roger Fry:

To both aesthetic experience was a necessity. Ruskin
represents those to whom it is so necessary that it must
be related to all his other deep experiences, religious
and ethical: Roger Fry represents those to whom it is
so necessary that it must be kept in isolation, pure

and unspotted from the world. "22

Schreiner clearly stands with Ruskin. She insists on bringing

art into the closest relationship with life, with her deepest

perceptions of life in all its aspects, including harsh material

concerning the position of women, or political injustice. Art which

engages with life in this way must always be committed art with an

element of protest. Schreiner's fiction does bear out this aspect

of her theory : the 'first South African novel' is a protest novel.
Schreiner also agrees with Ruskin in seeing Nature and Art as

complementary; though she rejects Christian dogma, the effect of

this rejection was to replace an authoritarian father with an omnipresent

force: "There is nothing but God" (Life, p.219). One way of contacting

this mysterious hidden eternal force was by creating a formal order

in art which would confirm, and be analogous to, the formal order

of Nature:

The experience of this formal order is accompanied by

an intense sense of the power that has given rise to it.
Like the natural theologians of the eighteenth century
Ruskin finds that the study of the order of Nature leads
to God; though he studies it under a different aspect,

and it is revealed to him in beauty of design rather

than in practical adaptation. (Hough, p.165)

This perception is echoed in a colonial context by Waldo's perception
in the African Farm:




A gander drowns itself in our dam. We take it out,
and open it on the bank, and kneel, looking at it.
Above are the organs divided by delicate tissues; below
are the intestines artistically curved in a spiral form,
and each tier covered by a delicate network of blood-
vessels standing out red against the faint blue background.
Each branch of the blood-vessels is comprised of a trunk,
bifurcating and rebifurcating into the most delicate,
hairlike threads, symmetrically arranged. We are struck with
its singular beauty. And, moreover, — and here we drop
from our kneeling into a sitting posture — this also we
remark: of that same exact shape and outline is our thorn-
tree seen against the sky in mid-winter: of that shape
also is delicate metallic tracery between our rocks;
in that exact path does our water flow when without a furrow
we lead it from the dam; so shaped are the antlers of the
horned beetle. How are these things related that such a
deep union should exist between them all? Is it chance?
Or, are they not all the fine branches of one trunk, whose
sap flows through us all? That would explain it.

(SAF, p.142)

Instinctively apprehended design is found in Nature and convinces

Schreiner of an underlying unity and a mysterious invisible creative

She discussed the formal aspect of prose, its 'structure',

in the same terms:

Long ago I used to think that was quite a discovery of

mine that there is as much structure in prose as in verse.
The difference is that in verse... you are able to see
clearly by looking at the work what the structure is, whereas
in prose (of course I am not speaking of unstructural prose,
but of prose which has an artistic structure) it is sometimes
next to impossible to discover the law according to which

it has been constructed. Take the last passage in Elle et Lui,



take the first three chapters in Revelations in our
English translation, one feels the structure, but I have
not yet been able to bring sufficient analysis to bear on
them to discover their law. With regard to my own work,
I feel what T must, and what I must not do; I know perfectly
well when a line or a sentence breaks the law, and it causes
me agony to let it go. But what law it breaks I don't know.
I suppose that I could find out if I gave enough time to
the analysis. (Letters, p.69-70)
Style, or prose texture, is discussed in the same terms by Schreiner,
as two basic, contrasted styles which are used with instinctive

appropriateness:

I will explain to you about my style when I see you., I

never know why I write things in a certain way when I

write them, but I can generally find out if I think afterwards.
What you mean is what I call 'writing ribbed'. I don't know
when I invented that term for a certain style of writing.

I am changing a whole chapter of From Man to Man from what I

call the plain into the 'ribbed' style. Sometimes the plain
is right, sometimes the ribbed. I think I generally write
descriptions in the plain and philosophise or paint thought in
the ribbed. (You know in knitting there are two stitches,

ome makes a plain surface and the other makes ribs. Ribbed

knitting goes up and down, up and down). (Letters, p.38)

It should be possible to analyse Schreiner's fiction in these terms:

to determine how contrasted prose textures function in relation to

the structure and meaning of different sections of her narrative.
Schreiner clearly used autobiographical incidents and people

she knew to create her characters and plot, and she constantly mentions

this: that certain characters are based on herself plus another, or

a relative by marriage, or she recalls certain actual incidents, like

the one in which an 0ld woman is refused a place in a carriage in



African Farm (Ellis, HRC). She makes it clear that although she

'Joves' her characters, this is because they are 'not myself', because

they offer an escape from the self. She insists, too, that if
autobiographical elements intrude at the wrong moment, they can

spoil the work:

What you say is quite true. I put that in the last day

I was at Southbourne. I was thinking of my sister Ettie

and I knew it wasn't art and that I'd have to take it

out. What, I think, you don't see is that just at that

point a 'buffer' is necessary — if you know what a 'buffer’

is; it's something that you put in to raise (or to lower)

the tone to a certain level or to break a monotony of feeling.
All through the book I have buffers that are only put in
provisionally. I am taking out one because by raising the

tone of the dialogue I can do without it. Sometimes a buffer
comes in with grand effect (like the knocking scene in Macbeth).
That buffer doesn't answer because it isn't related to the story,

it's related to my sister Ettie. (Letters, pp. 97-98)

Autobiographical material has to be used with a mixture of sympathy
and impersonality; it is also subordinated to the design of the work
as a whole. This idea of 'buffers' and variations of tone can also
be used to illuminate the fiction.

Another criterion Schreiner often refers to is 'interest'. Fiction,

any writing, has to hold the interest: a narrative should also work

up to a strong ending:

Have you been reading that story of Eden Philpotts in
The Fortnightly? I miss out all his descriptions of scenery

(which seem to me tall talk) and a great deal of the chat
between the country folk...,I've read it all but the last
chapters, but I can see he's going to make it fail at the
end. Only the great writer of genius can rise to the

height of the great moment in tragedy. The secondrate writer

may be quite as good in the beginning of his story, and almost



as good all through, but when he comes by the great

moment, he stops — Jjust like the secondrate horse who

goes splendidly till he comes to the high hedge == - and then
stands stock still. He has worked up the material for a
tremendous ending, if he knows how to manage it.

(To WPS, UCT, November 19067?)

The ability of any piece of writing to interest the reader will depend
on the writer's own interest, and his ability to record that interest

simply and vividly:

All—1I mean good —=travels must be a simple record of what

a person liked, disliked, and was interested in. One mustn't
think of the writing— just say what one feels. What I
find is that people will not put things down simply enough.
I saw this so strongly after the war. A squad of young uneducated
Boers would sit in my room and recount to each other and me
their doings and adventures. Anything more thrilling, more
wonderful, if their words could just have been taken down by
a [stenographer), has never been written. The scenes, the
facts are imprinted on my mind for ever. One of them,
General Malan, was so wonderful [that] I got him to go to
Cape Town and got a shorthand-writer to take down what he
said, word for word. I begged him to talk just as he had
talked to me—but he tried to talk like a book, and the
thing was less than worthless.

(Letters, p.318)

Although Schreiner is talking about travel-writing here, and vigour
and simplicity characterise her own non-fiction, she seems to value
these qualities in any prose. At the end of her life her objections

to twentieth century fiction were partly based on its lack of
simplicity:



I've been reading a new book (Night and Day, by Virginia
Woolf) they . say is like Jane Austen...,All that glorious

simplicity and directness of language and effect, which is
in all great works of art, seem always wanting in twentieth

century art. (Letters, p.363)

She discusses her response to the English Review in 1908:

Words have ceased for these debilitated men and women to

be the external form in which deep thoughts and intense
feelings or clear calm perceptions Qere forced to clothe
themselves that they might become tangible to other minds.
They are an end in themselves....The only thing they seem

to like to write about much is madness. Now madness 1s easy
to write about- because most people who read are sane,

so they cannot prove what is written about madness is false.
The verse is too loathsome for any words. There's one fine
little story, full of nature and strength, though the subject
is repulsive —="Second Best", by D.H. Lawrence. (Letters, p.320)

Schreiner's objections to obscurity of expression are related to

a dislike of 'repulsive' subject matter or characters; she believes

in an art that retains a belief in beauty as a human potentiality:

I have been reading The Way of All Flesh by Butler. I think

the man Ernest is almost too weak and disgusting to be real,
and all the characters in the book are so repulsive. God
knows I have seen the shady side of life and looked it in
the face; but, mixed with the evil, the base, the disloyal,
there is so much of infinite beauty and greatness and
lovableness in human nature; even in the wrong-doing of those
you love there come in elements that make your heart more
tender over them! But his characters repulse and disgust

you all the time.

(Letters, p.356)



Although Schreiner insists on fidelity to 'life', to the haphazard

and unexpected in life, most notably in her preface to African Farm,

she objects here to a 'repulsiveness' which will alienate the reader,
and she was not in sympathy with Zola and the 'naturalist' school of
fiction (Letters, p.129). She insists that art should represent the

ideal as well as the real :

The ideal in the sense in which I use the term is
attainable. The ideal is the highest conception of
the most completely beautiful and satisfactory

condition which the imagination is able to produce.

{Pearson, 5 November 1886)

That vision of the human soul which I have seen slowly growing
before me for years and years, forming ever since I was a little
child, is the work of art! The perfect, the beautiful, which
alone I desire....It only haunts me, as an ideal.

(Letters, p. 165)

Schreiner's theory of art thus sees fiction as not only a record of the
way things are, and as a protest against the shortcomings and injustices
of the way things are, but also as a vision of the way they could
ideally be. This commitment to registering both the disasters and
disappointments of reality and the ultimately ideal realm produces
certain effects in her fiction, and is related to her discussion of

her own style as composed of contrasting type of prose, 'plain' and
'ribbed’.

Schreiner's artistic theory is committed to a view of art which keeps
it firmly rooted in social realities, but allows it a role in suggesting
the universal harmony and underlying unity in which Schreiner, like
many other Victorians who had rejected Christian dogma, still believed.
Schreiner copied out on the back of her governess's Handbook of the English

Tongue in 1876 the following lines from Pope's An Essay on Man :

All nature is but art unknown to thee

All chance direction that thou canst not see

All discord harmony not understood

All partial evil universal good . (Epistle 1. 11. 284-287)
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This sense of partial 'evils' being resolved in a unity beyond human
knowledge is important in all her writing. Art is understood as one
expression of "a will to discover the universal harmony towards which
(her) age aspired" (Buckley, VT p. 150). To the Victorians generally,
art is an expression of a str;;é individuality, and its vigour and
sensory directness are aimed at arousing a sympathetic emotional

response in the reader:

...the individual manner of seeing and feeling, portrayed

by a strong imagination in bold images that have struck the
senses, which creates all the charms of poetry. A great
reader is always quoting the description of another's emotions;
a strong imagination delights to paint its own.

A writer of genius makes us feel; an inferior author reason. 23

Schreiner's conception of art rejects a sterile aestheticism, and rejects
a 'repulsive' naturalism; it strives to bring social function and |
artistic design into a vital relationship; to relate the individual

to a shared human nature; to put individual failures and social
injustices inside the framework of a visionary idealism without

losing sight of their immediate causes. She acknowledges the role of

the instinctive and unconscious elements in the artistic process,

but also describes the steps by which creativity moves from the private
into the public sphere through the stages of production, and the

degrees by which an author moves from creative empathy to critical
detachment about her own work. Paradoxically, her 'truthful' rendering
of her own experience in a colony put her in touch with a broader

Victorian sensibility and experience, because ciolonialism was only

one extreme feature of Victorian society as a whole.



(v) Schreiner as a colonial artist

I have been arguing that the colonial artist in many ways
experiences the difficulties of the provincial artist in an intensified
form. Schreiner, as a South African woman writer, experienced the lack
of access to education and the isolation of a provincial artist, as
well as the difficulties of establishing vital links with a community
which could offer her an emotional as well as intellectual kinship.

This led to a meshing of the traditional Bidungsroman pattern of growth

with a tragic pattefh of conflict and doom.
Schreiner's view of art shows many affinities with the mainstream of
Victorian aesthetic theory, especially in its stress on the social
utility of art. Once again the position of the colonial artist
introduces certain central modifying and inverting factors: chiefly
in the way in which the colonial artist extends the idea of protest
against social conditions to the oppression or neglect of the colonial
people themselves: protest becomes a report back to the metropolitan
centre and an indictment of the oppressive and exploitative Empire.
In Schreiner's fiction this process was at its most intense in

Trooper Peter Halket of Mashonaland, but all of her fiction reveals

a strong element of protest against social injustice in one form or
another. Her writing moves along a spectrum from pure protest to
pure vision, each work combining these elements in different ways
and proportions.

Her theory of art also reveals the way in which intellectual and
artistic activity could heal some of the breaches experienced by the
colonial artist. A dissolving of self into invented identities could
relieve the burden of selfhood :

Just now I do not exist; my book exists; that is all, as far as

my daily life goes: Bertie sitting there that hot day in the

bush, with John-Ferdinand. That is why writing makes me ‘happy

because then my own miserable little life is not. -

(Letters, p.50)

Her theory points out that writing relies on the assumption of
a shared humanity, and as communication it reaches out to shatter the
walls around individuals: to someone who experie