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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis is concerned with the life and writings of Dambudzo Marechera, a black 

Zimbabwean writer who adopted a particularly Modernist style of writing. He lived from 

1952 to 1987 and was a prolific writer during his short life. Much of this thesis is 

concerned with the way that psychological trauma in an African context is linked to an 

opening of the lens of consciousness into a very different understanding of identity than 

approaches relying on tradition or even contemporary identity politics. I argue that this 

alternative perspective has much in common with ancient traditions of shamanism as well 

as with some philosophical Modernist traditions that have shamanistic aspects (Nietzsche 

and Bataille). Overall, I examine a very significant aspect to Marechera's approach to 

writing literature -- and that is that he relies on a conceptual doubling of the self. In this 

doubling process part of the identity stays in the here and now, that is it is anchored by the 

physicality of the body and its realistic identity, based on historical fact and recognisable 

physical characteristics – such as race and gender; whilst another part of the identity 

'journeys' into the spirit realm. This other part of the self does so in order to search for 

solutions to society's problems that are not accessible to the mind in its state of everyday 

consciousness. This second level involves understanding that a shamanistic practitioner 

psychologically dissociates from the body to experience a state of phenomenological 

disembodiment. A shaman may journey to the higher realms of consciousness, to the lower 

realms, as well as into the past and the future.  

The thesis argues that Marechera's writing reflects the quintessence of shamanistic practice 

and illustrates this by an analysis of his rich output of literary texts across a variety of 

literary genres.  
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 CHAPTER 1: MARECHERA, THE NEUROLOGICAL ORIGINS OF 

SELFHOOD AND SHAMANISTIC DOUBLING. 
 

My profound interest in Marechera’s work does not stem from his superb quality as 

a storyteller nor am I interested particularly in his politics and the degree to which his 

points of view either facilitated or rejected the liberation politics and its values of his time 

and place.  Marechera's role in relation to the country of Zimbabwe, to the destiny of its 

peoples, and to his capacity to play a role in history through his literature, goes deeper than 

the politics of left and right that have torn that country apart.  One characteristic present 

throughout Marechera’s works is that of a defiant overcoming of the limits set by 

historically imposed structures that would otherwise circumscribe a range of expression, the 

type of his political engagement and the nature of social interaction.  The lack of choice, 

considered in terms of a deterministic theory of ‘history’, is pertinent here.  Shamanistic 

practice offers a ‘choice’ that is both profoundly personal and at the same time profoundly 

dependent on chance to bring it about.  Thus, the shaman significantly redeems ‘chance’ 

and makes it work in his favour, even within the most hostile of circumstances.   

 

Shamanism is not the only way in which Marechera's life can be understood. Many 

useful critical paradigms abound to elucidate aspects of this author's life and writing. 

Shamanism only makes particular sense in interpreting the extremely opaque aspects of his 

behaviour. It gives us insights into the peculiar way in which Marechera saw the problem of 

identity, for instance – for, the practice shamanism trains the mind against over-

identification with any specific sense of the self.  It opposes all ontological limitations in 

favour of free experimentation.   Shamanistic training is for survival within a realm of 'non-

being', which a shaman encounters through 'facing death'.  This can happen accidentally, as 

in a near-death experience, or because of rituals involving drugs.  In either case, it seems to 

me that the source of shamanistic 'prophetic knowledge' is the capacity to detach from one's 

one's prior social conditioning.  This effectively enables shamanistic practitioners to see 

what those around them, being well adjusted, cannot see.  
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If general principles have anything to tell us about ‘human nature’, then one might 

easily conclude that most people easily identify with the social roles that have been 

bestowed upon them as products of specific historical times and places.  Defiance of such 

roles and limitations are for those who have the luxury of a financial buffer between 

themselves, the harsh reality of the world and its demands upon them – the foremost being 

that we should earn a living to survive. Marachera was born into a situation with much 

hope; his father was dead when Marechera was 14, while his mother prostituted herself to 

survive.  He was given an undergraduate scholarship to study at Oxford University.  It 

should have sufficed for the boy from the ghetto, from the Rhodesian slums, to know that 

he was getting out of the worst situation, out of poverty and what the abjection of racial 

politics had been for him.  Now he was free.   At least, he was much freer than he might 

have ever dreamed of being, to pursue his own plans and direction and to do more than just 

aspire to a higher place within society, if that took his fancy.  It seemed like Marechera’s 

story could have been the archetypal one of ‘poor boy made good’.  Society and the ideals 

of ‘civilisation’ – once standing in opposition to him, in the relation of the coloniser to the 

colonised – had now moved over to be on his side.  The money would be pouring in from 

the Oxford coffers, for as long as he kept studying.   

 

 This thesis argues that Marechera's writing does not follow a logical pattern of 

compliance with a goal of upward social mobility precisely because he is dealing with 

psychological, political and social issues in a shamanistic way.   His writing is in search of 

inner knowledge and healing, rather than social rewards. It would be easy to assume that 

Marechera misses the mark in terms of addressing the realities of his times in more 

conventional political terms.  Marechera’s writing is from the extremes.  There is 

something about the logic of it that it seems to eschew the need to survive as a primary 

value in life.  At the same time, the philosophy of the text does not eschew survival as such.  

The author's life has the very natural sounding and even tragic postscript to it:  ‘How can 

someone who had been fortunate enough to be rescued out of the gutter be so foolhardy as 

to have let this opportunity of a lifetime slip through his fingers?’   
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The future writer was ultimately expelled from Oxford for not attending classes.  

Furthermore, he may have actually tried to set its brick and stone alight.  The cultural logic 

of the conventional discourse concerning survival renders to us its automatic conclusion:  

obviously, the scholar who became a writer had ultimately gone very, very mad – madder 

than he had been before he wrote the book that bought him Guardian book award acclaim, 

as the joint winner of the Guardian Fiction Award Prize.  Since losing the opportunity to 

advance by study (when he had the aptitude for it) was the definitive condition of madness, 

there seemed to be little that anyone could do for him.  They would have to resign him to 

his madness, to the illogic of his self-chosen condition.  Yet, what I read within the pages 

of Marechera’s oeuvre is a strong and repeated statement of a determination to survive.  So 

clearly, I realised once again that my views and indeed, my ‘reading’ of the author’s values 

were at odds with conventional notions and many of the values which determine what is 

and what is not rational behaviour, in our present time. Marechera thought differently, and 

by virtue of this different mode of thinking, encourages us to think differently about the 

roles allotted to us. 

 

 

SHAMANISTIC PARADIGMS AND CONSIDERATIONS 

 

In saying this, I am not intending to side with Marechera in the way he chose to live 

his life.  Rather, I am simply intent upon pointing out that he lived his life wholly (as I see 

it) in terms of the logic of shamanism and, at least in this narrow sense of having 

transcended morality, neither rightly nor wrongly.  Indeed, one could even take my 

representation of Marechera's ultimate demise, in the final chapter, to exemplify the 

morally dubious nature of shamanism as a practice, and as tacit criticism of shamanism on 

my part.  On the positive side, shamanism promotes a radical tendency to question 

established paradigms, as well as their wisdom concerning what it means to live a good life. 

In our 'democratic' age, shamanism remains a practice that involves the search for deeper 

knowledge.  It is not accessible simply through participation in a community in a normative 

sense, but requires the courage to distance oneself, and to suffer through a state of 

relearning about life, in isolation.  It has been passed down, not just through direct tradition, 
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but also through each generation's rediscovery of buried levels of consciousness that they 

had almost certainly learned, as adults, to consider not to exist.  This would be particularly 

so within modern cultures, which believe primarily in 'rationality'.  The strength of 

shamanism is that it considers that the circle of knowledge about our world has not been 

closed.  The endless human capacity for creativity assures that we can always renew 

ourselves as well as our perspectives.  Rational thinking about 'human nature' only reveals 

the intellectual limits of what has already been thought, rather than what remains stores up 

as human creative potential.  The weakness of shamanism is precisely in this 

methodological emphasis on subjectivity, which sometimes leads to resistance towards 

checking the material and practical limitations of one's actually existing circumstances.  

One may overshoot, in terms of one's aspirations, one's actual capacity for reaching one's 

goals, since one is only an individual, and as such has to reckon with a whole system of 

organised power that might be moving in the opposite direction.  Since I am aware of these 

pros and cons, my writing concerning Marechera's shamanism does not intend to side with 

Marechera on a moral level, but instead to side with his spirit of adventure.  That is, I 

entertain sympathy for a narrower facet of his character – the aspect of his embracing 

shamanism – rather than any part of his nature that could be weighed in moral scales and 

found to be either to his credit or discredit.   

 

There are other very good representations of Marechera's life, most notably that 

which can be discerned through reading between the lines of Flora Veit-Wild's excellent 

and comprehensive collection of data and interviews on Marechera, Dambudzo Marechera: 

A Source Book on his Life and Work (2004).  My interest in writing about the author from a 

shamanistic angle is not to question whether his ‘bad-boy’ character, as revealed in Veit-

Wild's source book may be actually nobler than he appears, nor do I have an axe to grind 

with established modes of criticism concerning Marechera and current interpretations of his 

life.   Far from this, I am simply keen to show that author chose to live his life according to 

a particular pattern of logic – and that this pattern is shamanistic. Whether an embrace of 

this pattern was to the author's credit or not, the limits of shamanistic logic do not allow an 

easy answer.  Rather, I would echo Friedrich Nietzsche in considering a realm of 

experience and thinking that in theory could go beyond traditional morality.  The nature of 
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this realm, logically consistent with breaking the mould of conventional thinking about 

morality, would be (to appropriate the name of one of Nietzsche's later books) ‘beyond 

good and evil’.  Breaking the mould of conventional thinking is, in a nutshell, precisely 

what shamanism attempts to do.  Apart from that, shamanism also attempts to heal by 

changing the way that we experience reality – even up to the point of changing what we 

experience as real as opposed to what we experience as fiction.  

 

Marechera, viewed as a shaman, is a potential healer of the Rhodesian, now 

Zimbabwean, historical condition.  The idea that shamanism has neurological foundations 

has been profoundly and extensively researched by Michael Winkelman. Winkelman's 

book, Shamanism: The Neural Ecology of Consciousness and Healing, explores the 

neurological basis for experiencing altered states of consciousness (ASC).  His thesis is that 

'biological foundations in ASC provided the basis for universally distributed shamanistic 

healing practices.' (Winkelman 2000: 72). 

 

In terms of pure theory, both Nietzsche and George Bataille
1
, seek to employ 

shamanistic modes of reasoning.  Nietzsche's view is shamanistic in that it involves 

detachment and transcendence from the body, whilst nonetheless anchoring experience in 

the body as a source of wisdom:  

 

Higher than love of one's neighbour stands love of the most distant man and 

of the man of the future; higher still than love of man I account love of 

causes and of phantoms. This phantom that runs along behind you, my 

brother, is fairer than you; why do you not give it your flesh and bones? 

(Nietzsche 1961:87.) [Emphasis added] 

 

Nietzsche and Bataille are very similar in their resistance to accepting conventional truths.   

Like Nietzsche’s, Bataille's approach is particularly shamanistic, as it also involves a 

certain ontological doubling, whereby the spirit descends as it were from the bodily here 

                                                 

1
 Consider Bataille's celebration of ‘  mythical delirium‘   as a liberating force: (Bataille 1985: 70). 
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and now, and into 'immanence'. The idea that a sense of the sacred can be found in that 

which is rotten and disintegrating (Bataille 1985: 51, 58, 175-176,198, and especially 242) 

suggests that this state of 'immanence' implies a kind of primeval state of mind, in which 

the ego's integrity (which, in my shamanistic anti-paradigm, is associated with materiality 

and with the nature of linear time) is at least temporarily destroyed.   This is, according to 

Judith Surkis, the meaning of the destruction of the subjective voice or ‘I’ in, for instance, 

Bataille's writing (Surkis, 1996).  In Bataille's case, ultimately the enriching nature of 

phenomenological experience will return to the body, and the destruction that has 

transpired becomes the basis for a renewed, and more advanced, subjectivity.   Michael 

Richardson sees Bataille as a shaman, and indeed the parallels with Marechera are powerful 

in terms of their sharing a metaphysical attitude that Richardson, writing on Bataille, terms, 

‘an absolute sense of revolt’ (Richardson 1994:33). 

  

 The mechanism of this shamanistic initiation can be explained further by pointing to 

the neurobiological paradigm that is Paul D MacLean's ‘Triune Mind’ (MacLean 1972: 

147). My interpretation of the paradigm gives it a shamanistic sense and context.  The 

outcome of a successful experience of ‘shamanistic initiation’ is that the R-Complex 

(MacLean 1975:1), short for 'Reptilian complex'(MacLean 1972: 137), mind and the 

paleomammalian (limbic system, which deals with the emotions and a sense of being at one 

with the body) come into better synchronization than before. MacLean states:  'There are 

clinical and experimental indications that without the structures comprising the limbic 

system we would be like disembodied spirits.'  (Maclean `958: 610).  In terms of facilitating 

this result, the notion of Axis Mundi – a tangible point from which spiritual journeys can 

happen – is useful to consider.  It is at the core of shamanism, and we can understand this 

term metaphorically, to mean a state of mind that allows journeying between different inner 

mental states.   

 

We can make sense of what shamanistic initiation means in terms of opening up the 

channel of communication between the two mental structures when equipped with the 

knowledge that R-complex mentalities are directed towards relationships of knowledge and 

power. 
 
According to

 
Paul MacLean, the prototypical behaviour of lizards has five 
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'interoperative' aspects. He names these as 'isopraxic', 'preservative', 'reenactment' 'tropistic' 

and 'deceptive behaviour'.  The idea of lizard behaviour (and for our purposes concerning 

shamanism, we can refer to the 'lizard', or 'reptile' mind) is that it involves primal social 

operations.  For instance, 'isopraxic' behaviour is that which is engaged in by two or more 

individuals, according to Maclean. Similarly: 'Tropistic behaviour is characterised by 

positive or negative responses to partial or complete resignations'.  (MacLean 1978: 7). 

Overall, it is evident that if the lower part of the human mind is derived from lizards, there 

is a part of the mind that is concerned with ritual and power.  How power structures 

operate, the nature and origins of ritualistic thinking and of deeper resources of creativity – 

these are all implicitly understood by the shamanistic initiate. The metaphor that 

Marechera's protagonist constantly uses -- that of the bursting of his mind (Marechera 

1979: 67, 75) (in more clinical terms, this implies temporary dissociation) – has a 

shamanistic meaning, leading in terms of the overall structure of Marechera's novella and 

short stories, to a different way of thinking, with enhanced creativity and emotional 

resourcefulness. 

 

A key text for this thesis is the author's 1986 interview with Alle Lansu, a year 

before the author's death.  Here, Marechera speaks concerning his self-admitted 

‘unconscious’ desire to write in a way that is ‘destructive or disruptive’ in order to save 

people from the ‘slow brain death’ of thinking in an institutionalised way.   ‘I try to write in 

such a way that I short-circuit, like electricity, people’s traditions and morals.  Because 

only then can they start having original thoughts of their own’ (Veit-Wild 2004: 40-41).  

Marechera evokes this idea when he considers that once his readers have stopped thinking 

in an institutionalised way, they might ‘look in a mirror [and] they will see how beautiful 

they are and see those possibilities within themselves, emotionally and intellectually’. The 

illness he wants to save them from is ‘slow brain death’ due to ‘being fed with irrelevant 

facts, fed with things that have nothing to do with the individual who carries that brain’ 

(Veit-Wild 2004: 40).  He questions, in the same refrain, whether an anarchistic uprising 

might be the answer to brain death. 
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Marechera’s writing has all the elements of shamanistic strategy, serving to 

encourage a reader to undergo shamanistic transformation in order to become stronger than 

before.  This is through exploiting the ontological crack that appears to give one the 

capabilities of ‘second vision’ because of one’s prior encounters with historical and 

developmental trauma.  Yet, to be able to benefit from one’s wounds, it is necessary to 

revisit the trauma, and one must do so in a shamanistic way, which is to say, by travelling 

backwards, developmentally, towards one’s primeval origins in infanthood, and in the 

womb, again.  As did Nietzsche and Bataille, so Marechera also experienced a rupture in 

the nature of being, a wormhole in the ontological seam of the universe, which allowed him 

to move between two parallel worlds.  

 

Marechera's extraordinarily serendipitous discovery of both shamanistic self-

destruction and healing is relevant for us today because the identities of post-war 

Zimbabweans have become fractured by a war in which nobody – black or white -- was an 

outright winner.   Mugabe's political tyranny, which harms both the colonised and the 

coloniser, and indeed perhaps the former who are vulnerable to poverty more than that 

latter, has given lie to the idea that there could be a clear ‘winner’ to our colonial/anti-

colonial war.  Many of us born in Rhodesia or the post-war country of Zimbabwe are now 

in diaspora, leading our identities to emerge fractured more so than they were damaged by 

the outcome of the war.  We are not ‘Western’, for we are arguably closer to Mother Nature 

than that, closer to a shamanistic sensibility that would include a stronger embrace of the 

‘irrational’ aspects of human nature as somehow normal and realistic.  Many of us have not 

easily come to terms with the Western tradition of mind-body dualism, which upholds that 

one is capable of behaving in accordance with the mechanistic mores of industrial 

modernity at all times, and that this is wholly desirable.  Thus our identities are in one sense 

‘split’ and in another sense still ‘unborn’ in relation to Western culture.   In the shamanistic 

mode of thinking, one is anchored by the body, or more accurately by the ‘body concept’.   

The body, because of its material quality, anchors us in the here and now, that is to say, in 

the rationality of real time.  In relation to this anchor in the here and now, both ‘higher’ 

thought (abstract thinking) and the kind of thought that belongs to primeval consciousness 

(relating to very early childhood and a diffused ego) offer realms in which one's 
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shamanistic ‘double’ can roam more freely, as if outside of bodily limits of normal time and 

space.  

 

 Shamanistic practice liberates, in that it allows movement between different levels 

of the psyche. The ‘lowest’ level of consciousness, that is, that which pertains to most 

primeval evolutionary development is, as I have stated, ‘R-complex'.  The middle level of 

consciousness is associated with the body and emotions, and a sensation of being in the 

‘here and now’.  The highest, most recent evolutionary development of consciousness is 

concerned with complex thinking functions.   To be able to effectively dissociate from the 

body and move high or low within the range of consciousness was Marechera's shamanistic 

skill.  One can see the movements between these levels of consciousness as a movement 

within the ‘Axis Mundi’ (centre point for spiritual experience) of traditional shamanism 

(Eliade 1964: 261).  The capacity to journey shamanistically was at the source of 

Marechera's wisdom as a writer.  In journeying to the heights or the depths of 

consciousness, the author gained knowledge that is not easily available.    He effectively 

used his body as an anchor in the real world, whilst ‘doubling’ himself by causing his 

‘spirit’ to travel in other directions.  

 

The difficulty of making shamanism into a formal paradigm is represented 

exquisitely by Bataille's naming of one of his books, The Unfinished System of 

Nonknowledge (2001).  This peculiar naming points to Bataille's relationship with the 

esoteric realm that disrupts ordinary thinking, as well as suggesting how shamanism 

concerns itself with what is not known and seeks to forge a relationship with this (as yet 

unknown) sphere of experience.  The shamanistic object of investigation is not, in narrow 

terms, a field of knowledge, but much more a field of exploration, since it involves, on a 

psychological level, a deliberate setting forth from the shores into dangerous and uncharted 

waters.   For this reason, it is in the nature of the shamanistic anti-paradigm to remain 

‘unfinished’ conceptually, rather than to lend itself to representation as any known or 

knowable system of thought. 
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I believe this should be made clear from the outset, otherwise shamanism could be 

seen as being in contention with other literary paradigms, whereas it is, in a strict 

theoretical sense, in no contention at all.  Shamanism is itself not a form of theory, but 

rather a practice of seeking ‘death’ (or annihilation) in order to expand one's sense of what 

currently exists.  Its tendency is to break down established boundaries of meaning, rather 

than be contained by them.  Therefore, shamanism's relationship to any form of literary 

paradigm that can be defined in analytical terms is almost in the sense of the negative space 

around the positively defined object.  One could rather define shamanism alternatively, as 

the ‘shadow’ around any analytically defined theoretical position. 

  

My analysis leads me, rather, to the view that shamanistic ‘knowledge’ is not a 

positivistic construct, but rather is dynamically concerned with the way that our sense of 

self is put together in relation to other ‘selves’.  Marechera's shamanism is concerned with 

the way that identity is the product of ‘political’ forces that do not respect bodily 

boundaries but pass through them, as it were, ‘as spirit’.  He does not concern himself with 

seeking knowledge simply as power, above all not in a conventional sense.  Rather he is 

concerned with experiencing the world more fully than before.  To understand the world at 

this deepest of levels – which pertains both to the primeval basis of consciousness that 

informs everyday life, and to understanding one’s own very primary and infantile ways of 

making sense of the world – is to understand the psychological undergirding structures of 

political power very well indeed.  

 

Further, Marechera’s work is psychologically informed in a deeper way than what 

we would understand by reference to the contemporary discipline of psychology.  His 

elucidations of human nature during the time of Rhodesian rule and later during the early 

years of Mugabe’s rule, and indeed during his time at Oxford and later in exile, are all 

deeply experiential.  This, too, differentiates him from a contemporary psychologist, or 

even a psychoanalyst with a detached laboratory expression and a white coat.  There is a 

metaphysical dimension to Marechera’s work, too:  that is, he thoroughly investigates the 

notion of ‘non-being’ in relation to ‘being’, conceptually (rather than merely 

experientially).  This sets him up as someone with philosophical interests.  In addition, of 
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course, he claimed to be a writer, but his writing has taken him down paths different from 

those taken by ‘normal’ writers, with more distilled modes of generating work for 

entertainment value. Marechera’s work goes further than this.  Since the author writes with 

metaphysical concerns in mind, one might make him out to be a philosopher, even though 

he lacked any formal training in the discipline of philosophy.  

 

Therefore, where to place his writing, became a key question for me.  Marechera is 

a writer of uncommon skill with language: In his ability to write in vibrating language 

which exudes thousands of meanings from a few words, deftly combined, he attains genius.  

His writing ought to be considered in terms of the philosophical-aesthetic genre of 

Nietzsche and Bataille, as an oeuvre that speaks not only to particular historical and social 

conditions, but also in a way that goes beyond them.  Marechera's writing, like that of the 

aforementioned, is shamanistic.  This is not just because he read Nietzsche (Veit-Wild 

2004:226) and more than likely also read Bataille (who was, himself profoundly influenced 

by Nietzsche, as evidenced by his broad range of writings on the philosopher) (e.g. Bataille 

1992a, Bataille 1885).  There are also sections in Black Sunlight, which are remarkably 

resonant with Bataille's own ideas and imagery.  Compare, for instance, Bataille's 

discussion on ‘the language of flowers’ (Bataille 1985: 12) with Marechera's own poetic 

variation on the theme in the closing passages of Black Sunlight (1980: 116). Note that 

Marechera's particular concern in beginning this section of meditation is on what 

‘wounding’ will do to flowers: ‘The response to a plant to wounding causes enough 

speculation’ (Marechera 1980: 115). As I will argue, wounding is a core shamanistic motif.  

Marechera speaks shamanistically, that is esoterically, of the present and future, at the same 

time as he also sets an agenda for the future, based on an in-depth psychological 

reorientation towards the very meaning of existence.  

  

To an awareness of the incommunicable sacred, George Bataille attaches the term, 

'non-knowledge' (Bataille: 2001). Marechera, however, elects to use the word 'mysterious' 

in more ways than one, to describe not only his feeling about having only sketchy details of 

his father’s death, but to allude to something sacred in terms of the meaning the death had 

for him.  The meaning, in my view, is that the traumatic event introduced him into the 
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world of shamanism, as per Nietzsche’s shamanistic formulation, ‘the spirit grows, strength 

is restored through wounding’ (Nietzsche 1990: 31). Whereas Nietzsche's semi-shamanistic 

philosophy speaks of regeneration and self-development as possible derivations of 

woundedness, it is the contention in my thesis that Marechera makes much deeper and 

wider use of his accidental stumbling upon shamanistic knowledge.  Both writers suffered 

from a nervous breakdown at some point in their lives.  However Marechera's suffering 

must have been deeper than that of Nietzsche, for his knowledge of what happens when the 

mind cracks open to reveal its otherwise unconscious contents, goes further, in that it takes 

us towards possibilities of a complete fluidity and then regeneration of one's inner identity: 

A complete ontological overhaul of the self, from the inside out. Traditional shamanisms 

depict this core shamanistic process with some extravagance of tone, but the point is 

temporary ego loss, whilst facing death.  The following is the Yakut way of articulating the 

phenomenology of shamanistic initiation: 

 

[T]he central theme of an initiation ceremony [is] dismembership of the neophyte’s 

body and renewal of his organs; ritual death followed by resurrection (Eliade 1964: 

38). 

 

[D]emonic beings cut his body to pieces, boil it, and exchange it for better organs. 

(Eliade 1964: 43)  

 

The fundamental idea of shamanism, as I understand it, is that a partial regression of 

the psyche can and does often lead to regeneration, if the circumstances are also congenial. 

Destruction, according to the neurologically based formula of shamanism, leads to 

regeneration. Given that shamanism is a phenomenon that has expression across cultures, 

one is inclined to assume that it has some neurological basis.  Thus, Marechera's way of 

thinking springs from his encounter with a psychological approach that is fundamental to 

the human neurological structure. It involves the capacity to regress in order to leap 

forward, to assimilate new knowledge about the fundamental structures of the mind, and to 

take voyages of ecstasy outside of the here and now, by entering the realm of spirits who 

seem to exist in a separate realm of 'infinity' (neurologically concomitant with the 
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regressive state).  It is the shaman's capacity to enter the realm of primary processing at 

will, and not by virtue of necessity, that distinguishes him from being merely someone with 

a mental illness. In fact, he takes charge of the information that he has learned from his 

descent into the underworld of the psyche, and becomes more powerful – no longer a 

victim of his own primary processes but able to see how they work in his own psyche and 

in others’. 

 

How does Marechera’s shamanism work to achieve something transformative 

within his readers? In Black Sunlight, the shaman as writer seeks to exert a downward 

pressure on the psyche.  He wants us to experience the part of our psyche that thinks about 

identity in a visceral, not just emotional way.  He wants to guide us through a way of 

thinking that encounters the sacred in a way that is both transgressive (along the lines of 

Bataille’s approach to the sacred) and also socially and psychologically regenerative.  In 

order to demonstrate the ways in which we mistakenly attribute ‘essences’ (in terms of 

ideas about enduring characteristics determined by race, and one could argue, by gender, 

too) to particularised human identities, Marechera constantly uses, as literary devices, the 

universal psychological dimensions that draw from a lower part of the mind.  He utilises 

conceptions that reflect the framework of object relations psychoanalysis, ‘splitting, 

projective identification, magical thinking and dissociation’ (Salman 1999: 69).  These 

show that the person whom we take as a unified and integral ‘self’ is not what that person 

seems to be to a commonsensical mindset, but is merely an assumption of identity based 

upon primitive ego-defensive capabilities. The higher, more rational parts of the mind tend 

to suppress subjective knowledge of the ongoing activity of these lower levels of 

processing.  According to Isabel Menzies Lyth's work (1989), these dynamics continue to 

play a part in adult life and social organisation.  Far from splitting his authorial self in the 

writing of Black Sunlight, Marachera reveals the underlying, socially systemic unity 

between one’s self and the selves of others, who could, but for an accident of fate and other 

arbitrary conditions relating to human birth and identity circumscriptions, all have come out 

of the same womb.  
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In shamanism, one is not accessing the repressed elements of the unconscious per 

se; rather one accesses the actual centre of thinking that operates them. That is, one 

subverts the higher levels of thinking in order to encounter directly 'R-complex'. In order to 

access this centre of intelligence, one must submerge the ego..  This implies a kind of 

fatalism towards life in trusting the instincts, whilst facing and overcoming one's fear of 

death. I consider this attitude quintessentially shamanistic. One is encouraged to look at life 

as if from beyond death, as already having conquered it, by ‘descending into the depths’ 

(Nietzsche 1961: 39, 44-45).  It is a very psychologically fraught process, and can be 

achieved naturally by experiencing psychological trauma (due to external events) or in 

traditional shamanism by imbibing certain kinds of psychoactive drugs that cause one's ego 

to lose its executive control over the mind. Nietzsche's shamanistic (for history, altering) 

character, Zarathustra says:  

 

I love him who keeps back no drop of spirit for himself but wants to be the spirit of 

his virtue entirely: thus he steps as spirit over the bridge (Nietzsche 1961: 44)  

I love him whose soul is deep even in its ability to be wounded, and whom even a 

little thing can destroy: thus he is glad to go over the bridge (Nietzsche 1961: 45)  

I do not go your way, you despisers of the body!  You are not bridges to the 

Superman! (Nietzsche 1961: 63)  

 Those who temporarily thwart the ego and its systems of repression of the lower mind will 

find themselves in the company of the R-complex, as a realm of creativity, will to power, 

and restored psychological wholeness.  

 

THE CALL OF THE WILD: THE DIONYSIAN  

 

I uphold in this thesis that Marechera’s agenda for Zimbabwean society is for a re-

awakening of our sense of the sacred through the Dionysian spirit, specifically, its political 

death and rebirth.   Yet this must be in a way that does not permit the forgetting of its 

trauma, which gives it the quality of the sacred.  For, the shaman is one who has become 
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shattered and thus comes into direct contact with reality as it is, without any mediation from 

morality.  It is all too easy to take sides in the face of violence, as a means of avoiding 

having to face the meaning of violence in a more direct way. To remember, to not repress 

the nature of the trauma of Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) and of the war 

that it engendered, is to partake in the experience of knowing the sacred.  Henceforth, one 

has two faces to offer the world: the first is the face of one who has learned to survive and 

who has found in politically and historically engendered woundedness an ability to discern 

with the practiced skill of a gifted psychological diviner what really matters in life.  The 

second face shaped in terms of the knowledge and the skill of a practitioner of wisdom, a 

shaman. 

 

As might be anticipated, there is a downside to all of this shamanism, all of this  

propensity to ‘shape-shift’ and to enjoy ‘soul journeys’ into other psychological realms.  

The difficulty that remains is the wound, that wound by which one was initiated – that 

produces a new outshoot of awareness.  Does it produce anything more than the sensations 

and reactions that are now medically defined as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)?  I 

argue in this thesis that it does do so, but that the impact of the initial wounding may not be 

easily overcome, if it is overcome at all.  The benefits of becoming ‘shamanised’ are that 

one realises that everybody, including oneself, is projecting reality into existence by means 

of their imaginations.  The knowledge that reality is subjective, and that one sees what one 

expects to see, can give the shaman certain political advantages in life.  First, let us 

consider, briefly, that one of the most poignant tropes of Marechera's writing is ‘a sudden 

attack of unpredictable madness’.  (Veit-Wild, in Marechera 1994b:  xiii).  I consider that 

this kind of imagery in Marechera's work is indicative of PTSD:  ‘[I]ntrusive and repetitive 

imagery from experiences of violence and death threats is often a specific stress response’ 

(Horowitz 1997: 46).  It is reasonable to assume that the typical Marecherian trope of the 

sudden descent of violence is related to his early feelings of being under the threat of death 

as a child and adolescent growing up in the Vengere ‘ghetto’. 

 

Marechera was also afflicted by fragile physical health. In the company of an 

otherwise sharp mind, however, poor health has a paradoxical nature.  This paradox of 
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human experience is a large part of what I consider ‘shamanistic’.  As Nietzsche points out 

in terms of his self analysis (in his autobiography, Ecce Homo), it is by virtue of being sick, 

‘decadent’ in Nietzsche's own terms, that one is able to make a suitable philosophical 

diagnosis of what illness and good health actually are.  Thus, the shaman – the one who has 

fallen into a ‘sickness vocation’ – requires his illness as means to access inner knowledge 

about matters of pathology and health.   He then employs this knowledge in order to 

advance society's health, for he also suffers from society and its pathologies, more than any 

other, and he hopes to heal himself in certain ways by healing his society.  It is also my 

view that the PTSD that afflicted Marechera, caused by the violence he was exposed to 

whilst growing up in Vengere, and then later in Harare, during his spate of living on the 

streets, was behind the paranoia that sometimes afflicted him.   There were of course 

material reasons for this condition too.  Sometimes, a reawakening of a sense of trauma is a 

likely event when one thinks that CIO (Zimbabwean secret service) has taken an interest in 

one (Veit-wild 2004:  328, 334). This was Marechera's experience in Zimbabwe.  I am not 

of the opinion that Marechera suffered from schizophrenia, despite his known erratic 

behaviour, because his depictions of the inner states of Zimbabweans, as per his novels, 

plays, poetry and journal, do not distort reality, but psychologically hit the nail on the head 

in diagnosing dynamics of oppression.   This shamanistic honesty and playfulness leave a 

practitioner open to misunderstanding, however. 

 

A key point of this thesis is my contention that there is an inherent shamanistic link 

between the state of mind governing early childhood states (and that state of mind that 

lingers, no longer as an executive power in adult life) and the shamanistic, since both recall 

a sense of Nature and one's primeval origins.  Tricksterism and self-destruction, creation 

and renewal are an overall attitude, all parts of shamanism, as they express the release of 

pent-up psychological pressure, in the form of games and masks. In one instance, according 

to James Currey, Marechera dressed up as a photographer from Fleet Street (Veit-Wild 

2004: 225). The playful side is only one part though, and serious political interventions are 

also attempted by shamans such as Nietzsche, Bataille and Marechera.  The tricksterism 

that is a necessary part of the shamanistic repertoire (Koepping 1985: 203) should not be 

misinterpreted.  One plays with the elements of the psyche when one knows a great deal 
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about them, or when one wishes to know more.   To enjoy one's knowledge in this way is 

not necessarily a sign of madness:  Nietzsche wrote Thus Spoke Zarathustra when he was 

far from mad, and used the aesthetic tricksterism of high Biblical language to speak a theme 

of psychological liberation that would show Christian values to be limited and 

psychologically deceptive. The doubling of the self – the penultimate shamanistic trope to 

appear in Marechera's writing -- is not just a feature of the way a shaman functions, but 

pertains to the way that traditional shamans self-consciously enact their shamanistic rituals: 

 

The shaman's body always projects a double shadow on the ground. A subtle 

tragic vein seems constantly to underlie every shamanistic ritual 

performance. Just so. Without leaving any way of distinguishing between 

the faces and the masks (Nicoletti 2004:  87). 

This ‘doubling’ explains how, for example, Marechera could both represent, as well as 

transcend, his culturally-based, sexist viewpoints.  His shamanistic/spirit self and his 

fleshly self are far from being entirely one, but constitute a doubling of the self-identity, 

whereby the capacity for penetrating insight can be allotted to the shamanistic portion of 

the author's selfhood.  

 

 MARECHERA'S FRAUGHT BACKGROUND: PARAPSYCHOLOGY 

According to Veit-Wild's book (2004), the power of witchcraft ran in the family.  Michael, 

Dambudzo's brother, reports that their great-grandmother, a Nyamparopa, ‘was a very 

dangerous witch’, who was put to death by her community (2004: 53).  To put it in very 

simple terms, Dambudzo seemed to have inherited a kind of spiritual curse due to his 

family's association with the powerful Nyamparopa family: 

Towards the end of 1969, Mother became mad.  She went to consult a n'anga who 

told her that she could only get rid of the problem by passing it on to one of her 
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children. […] She chose Dambudzo.  … In 1971 he began to suffer delusions (Veit-

Weld 2004: 54). 

The known psychological mechanism by virtue of which one is compelled to take on the 

mindset of another is ‘projective identification’: 

By projective identification I mean the process of imaginally translocating 

dissociated splits [of consciousness] into an object in order to purposively regulate 

the split. (Salman 1999: 78) 

The mother apparently projected her psychological disturbances onto her son, for she 

believed she could ‘only get rid of the problem by passing it on to one of [her] children’ 

(1999: 54).  According to Sherry Salman, we can understand projective identification to be 

a transformer ‘of psychic energy’ (1999: 72).  Understanding psychological forces in this 

way, however, we are not too far away from shamanistic thinking, for we now become 

privy to an idea of invisible forces that seek to govern and transform us in ways that do not 

respect the limits of our merely physical (or, bodily) boundaries.    

This brings me to the point regarding how some aspects of Shona culture might 

have caused Marechera to think along shamanistic lines. This thesis holds that the 

psychology of shamanism has its roots very deeply in a sense of our primeval origins as 

prehuman creatures.  Shona mediumship tends to 'engage the spirits' in a manner that is 

rather more culturally mediated, but not as deeply psychologically oriented and 

individualistic in its proclivities.  The elements that both approaches have in common – the 

engagement with the spirit world, and seeking to go more deeply into the emotions for 

healing – are notably all the same.  There is the idea that there are humans who are set apart 

from the living (by the ancestors), whose purpose in life is healing and solving both 

personal and community problems.  They are in contact with spirits for advice and 

instruction. These individuals can go into very high state of consciousness during which 

they can gain deeper insights and understanding of diseases and societal problems. It is also 

understood that these people can traverse the human and spiritual world. In Shona 

understanding, it is during such journeying that communion with the spirits takes place and 

solutions to seemingly insurmountable problems found.  
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Masquerades, various kinds of entertainment such as story telling or plays, all have 

an aspect of social service in Zimbabwean society and thus a cultural link between 

Zimbabwean mediumship and Marechera as a Zimbabwean shaman may be found, albeit 

not a precise one 
11

.  Such features do not directly invoke the psychology of shamanism that 

I wish to elucidate within this thesis. Instead, I want to suggest that traditional Shona 

religious practices would have more likely provided a very suitable subconscious basis for 

the nurturing of shamanistic sensibilities, due to the attitudinal stances that both approaches 

have in common.  Shamanism is the creative and regenerating life force that recasts those 

accidents of fate that would have led simply to personal destruction into something better. 

In the second chapter, the literature review, I will examine the material accumulated 

on Marechera to date, and identify why a shamanistic approach to Marechera has greater 

explanatory power, and yields richer meanings concerning his genre and his life, than many 

relatively conventional theoretical approaches have done to date. In chapter three of this 

thesis, I will look at Marechera’s novella and nine short stories, entitled The House of 

Hunger.  Here, we encounter, for the first time, what I shall take to be his ‘shamanistic 

initiation’.  The stories within The House of Hunger ought to be read in the light of using 

shamanistic resources of doubling the self in order to enhance the sense of vitality and 

intensity that the author experiences in his everyday existence.  There are also elements of 

tragedy in the novella and the short stories, but it is a feature of 'shamanistic doubling' that 

one does not divorce oneself completely from the mortal coils of everyday existence and its 

pitfalls. 

In chapter four, I will look at The Black Insider, from the point of view of 

shamanistic insight into the structural turmoil of a divided nation that is Zimbabwe-

Rhodesia of 1979-1980.  In this chapter I am looking especially at the role of prophetic 

insight in the political crisis of the time, as well as the ones that come along.  It seems 

Marechera had acute prescience in terms of his ability to read the signs of the times in a 

way that is oriented towards a quintessentially shamanistic approach of reckoning with the 

deeper meanings of reality; that is, he perceives the psychological dynamics influencing 

reality in a very quintessentially shamanistic way. ‘Facing death’ is a shamanistic formula 



25 

 

for overcoming the basis for the ego's repression of a more direct knowledge of reality
, 
in 

order to preserve itself. Ego represses in order to conform to expectations from society as a 

form of power. It represses out of fear of ostracism (death).  To overcome this fear is to be 

able to plunder the resources of creativity and knowledge stored in R-complex, without 

danger of reprisal from the superego. 

 

Chapter Five will focus on one of Marechera’s books that seem to best exhibit the 

structure of his shamanism. I have already given much indication of how Black Sunlight 

compels us to plunge into a state (or states) of being ontologically shattered, in order to 

require us to be reconstituted again.  Although the apparently chaotic nature of Black 

Sunlight may on the surface seem to belie what I am about to suggest, this is one of 

Marechera’s most philosophical books, for it exhibits an understanding that society will 

always reproduce itself in a conservative way.   That is, it will preserve all the authoritarian 

and prejudicial elements of racial and sexual inequality so long as we are all readily formed 

and developed through the putatively 'universal' psychological dynamic of the Oedipus 

complex.
  

 

Marechera’s novel Black Sunlight is the cornerstone of his oeuvre, for it is the most 

shamanistic of all of his writing.  The book invites us to undergo with him a recapitulation 

of the past – of the specific history of Rhodesia – and the psychological states that were 

common to it during the time of the war fought for liberation.  This took place between 

1963 and 1980. The forces of colonialism tried to push back the forces of guerrilla 

insurgency, which came from within the country, as well as from training camps across the 

Rhodesian borders.   Although there were many blacks fighting on the side of the 

Rhodesian forces, as well as, in some cases, whites supporting the black liberation cause, 

the war was fought, ideologically, along the lines of race.   In Black Sunlight, we relive a 

similar war, in a similar setting, only the racial identities of those fighting on the side of the 

‘reds’ are obscured. 

Black Sunlight is a form of recapitulation of the past in order to restore whatever 

psychological energy was lost to it, due to trauma.  The term, ‘recapitulation’, has a very 
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specific meaning in shamanism that can be related to certain psychoanalytical terms.  I 

borrow the terms eros and thanatos, and apply these Freudian concepts in a way that is 

nonetheless morally neutral (that is, divorced from any Freudian relation to patriarchal 

postulates concerning the human psyche).  Anton Ehrenzweig says: ‘Life can only prosper 

by a balance between differentiation eros and dedifferentiation thanatos.’ (1967: 219-220).  

Therefore, both instincts are needed for creativity.   Ehrenzweig's understanding of these 

terms conveys an idea of the normative process of creativity: Taking place via a regressive 

movement of the psyche into a diffused ego state followed by a state of mind that is no 

longer diffused, but integrative.   The force of thanatos facilitates the movement towards 

the more primeval level of the psyche.   Eros facilitates the opposite movement of the 

psyche, toward individuation.    

It is not just the writer as artist, but also the writer as shaman who makes use of his 

implicit knowledge of these two primeval forces.    (It is worthwhile understanding how the 

artist uses them, because a shaman is in this sense an ‘artist’ only of a more extreme sort, 

that is, one who uses these principles to apply to his very life, to achieve self-development.)  

Recapitulation is the core shamanistic concept that describes how one is able to engage 

with the force of thanatos in one’s life (that which Carlos Castaneda's shamanistic master, 

don Juan, describes as ‘an inconceivable dissolving force in the universe’) (Castaneda 

1994: 149).  By surrendering (temporarily) to this ego shattering and dispersing force of 

thanatos, one can trick the subconscious into accepting that the dues of primeval guilt – that 

accrue to anyone who is alive and who lives vigorously – have been paid for.  Thus, one's 

present (and future) life is ‘redeemed’.  Effectively, one pays one's debts to thanatos by the 

very process of narrating one's experiences.  In doing so, one learns that these experiences 

are already done with, that they are no longer one's true self.  Thus, one breaks most 

effectively with the past by temporarily submitting to it, as is the shaman's trick.  

 [The old sorcerers] believed that since it is our life experience this force is 

after, it is of supreme importance that it can be satisfied with a facsimile of 

our life experience: the recapitulation. Having had what it seeks, the 

dissolving force then lets sorcerers go, free to expand their capacity to 
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perceive and reach with it the confines of time and space (Castaneda 1994: 

149). 

To recapitulate one’s past, one must first have a need to do so – that is, if the past 

has left one with any psychological traumas, one must revisit the past in order to recover 

from these.  This is not to say that all traumas can be recovered from, since some cut too 

deeply for the one who desires healing to be able to benefit from recapitulation.  Black 

Sunlight, nonetheless, is a novel that invites us to go along with the author as he 

experiences his recapitulation of past events.  This book invokes his mental anguish, as it 

relates to the anti-colonial revolution in Rhodesia.   Marechera invites his readers to go on 

this highly inter-subjective inner journey, where everything that we would hold to be true, 

fixed, and objective about the world comes under question.  We are left only with a feeling 

of complete immersion in the emotions of the time, increasing to an ultimate sense of 

paranoia and terror as the reader is positioned on the side of the anarchist revolutionaries, 

against the encroaching Rhodesian security forces.    

Black Sunlight furnishes a very complete answer as to how we can avoid what 

otherwise seems to be inevitable, the reproduction of society as it already is.  The 

psychological structure of the book is patterned on the author-persona’s regression.  Ego 

death is also one of the key motifs of ‘shamanistic journeying’, and the emblem of the 

author’s suicide at the end of the book  spells out ego death in a painful and initiatory sense, 

rather than in the more positive sense of exploring the ‘ecstasy’ that Eliade associates with 

shamanism.  The author/persona’s perception of his whole, embodied self in the mirror, 

which is right at the end of the book, includes a motif of ego restoration – return to the 

everyday emotionality of the body.  

Chapter Six brings us to Scrapiron Blues, and here I am looking at several ways in 

which Marechera as a writer acts as a bridge of consciousness between two worlds of 

being. I will indicate that the degree to which critics reject Marechera because of a putative 

failure to ‘engage’ is especially disproved by his approach to writing revealed in this book 

of his collected manuscripts.   In particular, he sees that women participate in a quasi-

shamanistic fashion in the patriarchal worlds they live in.    In Marechera's stories, those 
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who suffer use their bodies in a shamanistic fashion as a bridge between ‘the spirit 

world/world of the dead’ and ‘the world of the living’.   This chapter will look at quite a 

few extracts from different works throughout the book that show how Marechera used his 

shamanistic knowledge to enhance his writing skills, and to reveal to us the psychological 

dimension that is difficult to speak about in other ways – the silent cries of the oppressed.  

Did Marechera perhaps go too far in giving life to his ‘spirit’ – his ideals – so that he was 

unable to perform the appropriate shamanistic task of bringing life’s vitality back from the 

spirit world into the world of the flesh and of material existence?  Certainly, all of the 

evidence points in this direction, and yet shamanistic crossing as such is defined as being 

dangerous, and one must assume one has one’s wits about to make a full recovery from the 

regressive state of ‘soul journeying’ or ‘trance states’.  Alternatively, the pressures brought 

to bear on Marechera by society in general proved to be too much for even a skilled 

shamanistic practitioner to continue to endure. 

In Chapter Seven, I will look at two of Marechera’s longer poetic texts.  They are 

‘A Portrait of a Black Artist in London’ and ‘Throne of Bayonets’.  Each has a rather 

different structure, with the former acting as a prophetic warning against the political abuse 

of the black migrant and vagrant population in Britain.  The latter concerns the superficial 

nature of the socialism in Zimbabwe of the early 80s.  Marechera’s insights might also in 

this case be considered prophetic.  Once again, the issue is that of symbolically facing death 

in order to get a political foothold of authenticity, and to allow the mind's lens to open as 

widely as possible, without the limitations of normative ego repression.  In the case of both 

poems, it is being close to ‘death’ that enables the author to see into the political 

machinations of the two societies as much as he does.  It is a shamanistic notion that one 

must ‘face death’ in order to become a shaman.  Does ‘facing death’ also activate our long 

repressed survival instincts (repressed by processes of ‘civilisation’) that would enable the 

human mind to ‘read between the lines’ and come up with insights that would pass others 

by, as I would suggest?  Add to this kind of sensitivity that Marechera had, and the 

‘Cassandra complex’ claimed by the author becomes clearly recognisable in a shamanistic 

light.  It is this capacity to see the future that enables a poet and seer to attempt to change 
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the course of fate by his writing, which analyzes the rather negative state of two political 

realities in each of the different societies. 

Chapter Eight concerns Marechera's book, Mindblast (Marechera 1994), wherein 

Marechera is found to be battling out some of the last days of life on a park bench in 

Harare.  He did not die at this point, but he almost did.  Here he loses his emotional centre, 

and so is unable to effectively return to the here and now, in the sense of being present to 

his body.  Rather, his body is assaulted by the harsh nature of life on the streets and so he 

expresses signs of having become disassociated, as if his identity had become 

metaphorically retained in the ‘spirit world’.   The shamanistic elements in his writings are 

very strong.  The everlasting concern with a way of living that takes into account the 

unseen dimensions of that pertaining to the human psyche is present.  Marechera tackles 

ontological questions concerning ways to retain one’s vitalised sense of selfhood, when the 

whole of social organisation seems to conspire against our retention of ourselves as our 

most prized possession.  He cracks jokes amidst destitution.  He bemoans his sense of 

having lost his ‘self’ and fallen into a state of hollowness, although the vitality of much of 

his writing testifies against this as being the whole truth of the matter.  ‘Soul loss’ is a 

shamanistic term which implies a lost presence of mind along with emotional depletion and 

splitting off of parts of oneself into contexts that pertain to the past.   This means that one is 

not free to deal with the present and its pressures, and Marechera self-consciously tackles 

the problem here with regard both to his sense of being inspired as a writer as well as in 

terms of a diminished sense of selfhood.  He has lost the essential inward balance between 

the different parts of his mind.  The coordination of three mentalities (parts of the triune 

mind) so that they all work in tandem, is a shamanistic balancing act at best.  Marechera 

was inclined to go against the grain of his times so much so that he did not sustain the 

energy to do this in the end, and the costs for him were high, indeed deadly.  

The final Chapter Nine will consider how Marechera used shamanistic doubling in 

all of his works, and how this trope is the overarching one that forms his methodology in 

writing, and is the basis for his expressing his perspectives overall. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  
 

The Zimbabwean writer, Dambudzo Marechera, lived during a time of great and 

cataclysmic change for himself and his country, between 1952 and 1987.  He was born 

under Rhodesian, paternalistic rule, but later experienced the beginnings of authoritarian 

black rule in Zimbabwe.  He expressed attitudes of paranoia and rebellious anti-

authoritarianism, which made him a problem to the authorities who came in contact with 

him.  Given the very politically fraught environment in which he grew up during the war of 

liberation, it should be said that sometimes anti-authoritarianism is just what the doctor 

ordered, and 'paranoia' could be viewed as being more than healthy in a situation when 

there are those in authority who are actually taking an unhealthy interest in you (for 

instance, those of the white establishment who want to quell intellectual rebellion, and 

Zimbabwe's secret service, the CIO.)  What is remarkable is that he developed a level of 

creative practice and awareness of the world around him that not only allowed him to rise 

above the madness that was literally consuming him within the Rhodesian township 

(reservation) he grew up in, but to perform alchemy on his soul.  How did he do it and what 

were the resources that enabled him to go so far as to achieve an Oxford scholarship and 

win the joint Guardian fiction prize in 1979, despite the extremely deficient nature of his 

social situation – that which he depicts in the novella within the collected works, The 

House of Hunger, as spiritual and physical hunger?  

Dambudzo Marechera wrote novels, plays and poetry and literary commentary -- all 

strongly autobiographical and necessarily so, since a shaman’s basis for wisdom comes 

from inner experience, which also includes autobiographical and historical elements of 

reality.   His books, published under his own name, and those sources in which his words 

have been captured are: The House of Hunger (1978), Black Sunlight (1980), ’A Portrait of 

a Black Artist in London', (1980; in Veit-Wild, Flora. 2004. Dambudzo Marechera: A 

Source Book on his Life and Work), The Black Insider (1992), Cemetery of Mind (1992), 

Scrapiron Blues (1992), Mindblast, or, The Definitive Buddy (1994). There are also lost 

novel length manuscripts, according to Veit-Wild (Marechera 1992a: 6-7). His later works 

were less well appraised than his first award-winning novel due to their perceived difficulty 
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and seeming inaccessibility. Marechera’s short life also produced a few magazine articles 

and unpublished manuscripts.   

'Dambudzo' is a Shona word meaning 'strife' and his life was a written revelation of 

political and social strife. He developed his own manner for relating strife by combining 

elements from his experience of growing up within a segment of Shona culture, with 

elements of his British colonial education and European experience (gained in London and 

West Germany).  It is my contention that a literary methodology born exclusively out of 

European cultural experiences will not reveal an accurate portrait of Marechera.  On the 

other hand, a purely African or Zimbabwean context for interpretation simply will not do, 

since Marechera’s ideas and experiences were influenced by both of these cultural settings.  

Uniting strands of Zimbabwean and various Western cultural ideas together most 

emphatically within Marechera’s work, is an explanatory system of shamanism.  Although 

a victim of the Rhodesian colonial regime that treated him according to his race – his 

impoverished circumstances were a result of this – the author shows enormous restraint and 

wisdom beyond his years, in that his experiences are not psychologised at the level of 

trauma, and nor is he begging to play the victim.  Rather his position as a subject is 

historicized in a way that demonstrates his knowledge about the causes and effects of 

socially imposed trauma.  To understand psychological trauma as feature of historical 

contingency is to stand beyond one's own trauma in order to take in an objective 

perspective of others and their existential dilemmas.  It is also to make the very best use of 

one's suffering in order to advance a humanistic understanding of the meaning and nature 

of trauma and how to overcome it.   This is a most enlightened position to take for someone 

who has been traumatised, and its objectivity marks it as shamanistic.   Scholarly studies on 

shamanism have moved away from a religiously condemnatory and pathologising 

approach, in the 50s and 60s, to various perspectives that see the shaman as operating in a 

totally different way from those suffering from pathological disorders. According to the 

chronological pattern of extracts represented in the book, Shamanisms Through Time: 500 

Years on the Path to Knowledge, this shift in Western consciousness about shamanism has 

lent towards viewing the shaman as a practitioner within a genuine field of spiritual 

knowledge. 
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In terms of considering the choice of this theoretical approach, it is necessary to 

acknowledge similarities and differences between traditional Shona religious practices. 

Although Marechera became alienated from Shona culture as an adult, nonetheless many 

Shona cultural tropes ended up in his work, as might be expected since he grew up in the 

culture.   ‘Mediumship’ has some psychologically similar dimensions to shamanism as 

such, since both a shaman and a medium are chosen ‘by the spirits’ and not on the basis of 

their own free will.  The sign of having been chosen is a sickness of the soul.  This can be 

understood in Marechera's case as a psycho-spiritual developmental crisis.  The material 

limits of life in the ghetto put so much strain on one who was intellectually gifted and 

spiritually hungry for a better life that it caused the psyche to rupture in such a way that it 

gave the future author direct access to the contents of his unconscious mind.  This, in my 

view, is the quintessential experience that marks the transition towards shamanism in those 

whose egos are strong enough to withstand the assault by the repressed parts of the psyche, 

and the direct exposure to lower parts of the mind – such as R-Complex. (As I have 

suggested earlier, this structure of the brain seems to be involved with modalities that I 

would consider to be distinctly shamanistic: Michael Winkelman, writing on shamanism, 

associates R-Complex with ritual healing and the expansion of the mind (Winkelman, 

2004: 250-251). Whether or not one becomes a shaman depends on the capacity to recover 

from the experience, and to integrate one's knowledge of the Unconscious [or, more 

broadly, the lower mind] with one's knowledge of the everyday world.  To be able to do 

this is quite a feat, and that is why the shaman is considered to be more mentally healthy (at 

least in some important respects), than the average person who has less integration between 

the conscious and unconscious levels of the mind. 

Marechera’s life was not the only one to follow a shamanistic pattern.   I have found 

clear and obvious signs of such ‘shamanistic' sickness and modes of recovery in the more 

ostensibly Western-styled works of Nietzsche and Bataille.  This is not at all surprising, 

giving the inspired mode in which these other writers produced their texts.    James M 

Glass captures many of the aspects of Marechera’s spirit in his article on ‘The philosopher 

and the Shaman: The political Vision as incantation’.  Some similarities between the 

philosopher and the shaman are: 
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Both […] see their task as primarily one of curing, performing psychotherapeutic 

acts for the person or the audience in pain.  Each conceives of his role as a vocation.  

Each creates and performs in a highly individualistic, personalized fashion, the 

shaman establishing 'his relationship to the spirit world through his quest.' (Glass 

1974: 182) 

Glass also adds in the same place that both 'claim a special insight and manifest that 

insight through the curative capacities of a public 'statement' [and both] seem to thrive in 

times of intense stress and transformation'.  The nature of his environment surely had a lot 

to do with Marechera’s outlook.  Whereas a great deal has to been written in critique, to 

acknowledge Marechera’s bizarre attitudes to life, and indeed, what has been viewed as his 

quintessential rebelliousness against authority – codified in critical terms as his ‘Oedipus 

complex’ – none of the current criticism to date has gone so far as to consider how, why 

and in what sense his strange attitude towards the common aspects of existence and towards 

authorities, was a perfectly valid adaptation to the particular configurations of life – 

historical, social and psychological – that he encountered whilst growing up.    Indeed the 

psychological adaptation that was achieved is nothing short of breathtaking, for it enabled 

the author to undergo all sorts of hardships whilst still writing, and whilst attacking the 

social injustices that surrounded him.  His holistic self-adaptation to a generally hostile and 

critical society cannot be reduced to, or understood wholly in terms of an Oedipal rebellion 

against society at large.  Rather, the patterns to be found within his writing speak of a 

transformation of the mind and spirit that thoroughly transcends the induction into 

repeating parental values – that which would seem to be the normal outcome of the 

‘Oedipus complex’, according to Freud (Mack 2002: 19)
2
.  Before the transformation of his 

being that is brought about by madness, the author’s mind is a stark and destitute ‘house of 

hunger’.  Afterwards, he is nurtured by wisdom and creativity that seem to come to his very 

doorstep, unbidden, yet to his pleasure.  

    

                                                 

2
 Consider the sublation of the oedipal rebellion in The House of Hunger with regard to the imaginative restoration of 

'The Old Man' to a position of nurturer and advisor at the end of the novella (Marechera 1979: 80-82). 
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The term ‘shamanism’ has value in describing the kind of radically renewing 

experience that Marechera underwent (albeit without conscious intent, which is often the 

way with shamanism).    The term for an experience of madness transformed into 

astonishing powers that enable one to adapt and understand one’s situation, is ‘shamanistic 

initiation’.    One can look to Michael Taussig (1987) to discover a link between 

‘shamanism, colonialism, and the wild man’: for, shamanism really is, in the psychological 

sense, a return to ‘wildness’ and hence a way to escape some of the hostilities of 

civilisation, especially when such ‘civilisation’ is imposed on one from the outside, as it 

under colonial systems.  Jim Perkinson (year) also has much to contribute in terms of 

analysing shamanism as a product of oppression.  His article is called ‘The Gift/Curse of 

'Second Sight': Is 'Blackness' a Shamanistic Category in the Myth of America?’  So it is 

clear that living through a time of crisis and enduring harsh and oppressive circumstances, 

can tend to produce shamans.  Nonetheless, shamanism can also be produced as an act of 

will, as for instance where Bataille entices us to destroy the Western subject/identity by 

embracing radical contingency in order to make ourselves inwardly whole (Bataille 

1986a).
3
 

 

This agenda is shamanistic since it relies on the doubling of the self in order to 

perceive reality in a very different light, for instance in the dualist materialism of Bataille, 

whereby a search for the very origins of good and evil takes place (Hollier 1990a:125) by 

means of departing from existing structures of being, which permit us to attain evil whilst 

maintaining a mask of goodness (Hollier 1990: 129), into the deeper realms of ‘evil’. It is 

strange that the category of shamanism – for instance in a traditional sense, or through 

Bataille – has not been applied to Marechera's life and writings before.  Bataille is very 

much worth considering in relation to the African author, and is his European (French) 

counterpart as he shared such a similar outlook and political strategy in common with 

Marechera; he was as a fellow leftwing libertarian, who sought like Marechera to obtain 

                                                 

3
 One gets rid of repressive, unconscious servitude to established systems of knowledge in this way. See: Bataille 1986a: 

52, on 'the will to chance'.  Bataille notes: 'I can exist totally only by transcending in some way the stage of action. 

Otherwise I become soldier, professional revolutionary, scholar- not 'the whole man.' ' 
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wholeness by means of esoteric ‘inner experience’ and like Marechera wanted to expand 

consciousness through ‘transgression’. 

 

An additional factor for developing a shamanistic outlook is the imbibing of 

‘entheogens’ like marijuana, which can lead to a subjective experience of the divine.  

Marechera makes reference to smoking this drug in his writing.
4
 The protagonist's use of 

this substance in The House of Hunger is most likely a partial cause of his plunging into 

psychosis.   This state of psychosis where the author experiences depersonalisation (not 

being able to distinguish very well the inside of his mind from the outside of his mind) is 

unambiguously depicted in the novella part of The House of Hunger.   Yet, what is 

remarkable about Marechera's madness is that he is able to pull himself out of a nosedive 

into oblivion, so as to use his experience to become stronger.   Most previous modes of 

criticsm have not taken into account that Marechera's journey into madness had a distinct 

pattern of shamanistic logic and that it developed his psychological insight into the ways in 

which power structures have their roots, as well as their means for self-replication, in our 

own minds. 

 

Pattison's critique has been very valuable to me in terms of developing my concept 

of shamanism, since he has made his way through very useful avenue of thought for me, 

especially in terms of considering the tendency in Marechera's work to return to 'a womb'.  

It has now become clear to me that pattern of Marechera's madness and regeneration was 

shamanistic.  There was method in it, I argue, because by descending into the origins of 

being (in a regressive fashion), Marechera was able to harness the knowledge and creativity 

that is stored in the more primeval parts of our brains, that is, as I have suggested, in R-

Complex
5
. Knowledge of how our minds subliminally process the realities of social power 

relations (fitting us, reflexively into positions of dominance or submission within already 

established structures of power) is attained through watching R-Complex at work (in 

oneself or others) from the perspective of bodily experience and the higher mind.  A 

                                                 

4
 See Chapter 3.  Entheogens are commonly involved in shamanistic visions and perspectives.  Castaneda's book on being 

apprenticed to a shaman (1969) revolves around the topic of finding the appropriate drug for one's self that will enable one 

to embark on shamanistic 'journeys'. 
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shaman such as Marechera can also harness ‘magical thinking’ processes, not as pathology, 

but as the foundation stone of a freewheeling creativity.  This knowledge and this capacity 

became Marechera's through the experience of ‘shamanistic initiation’ (which was 

primarily staged in terms of his adolescent ‘madness’).   Instead of becoming weaker, his 

brain became stronger in many ways, through the experience.   The critics of the past have 

not taken this shamanistic pattern of development into account. 

 

Various critical approaches – historical, psychoanalytic and more narrowly literary 

critical – have been used in relation to Marechera’s texts.  There are, until now, no 

shamanistic interpretations of his life, and this is understandable since shamanism, as I have 

argued, is a psychologically and socially extreme mentality, and therefore can only be 

grasped through a window of opportunity that is presented during moments of trauma. That 

is why what I am suggesting is that the presence of an underlying and consistent logic in 

relation to Marechera's behaviour may not have been self-evident.   Many critics portray the 

author in very colourful lights, worthy of his emotional extremity and characterological 

incorrigibility.  He displayed a tendency towards nonconformity, disruptiveness and was at 

times plagued by what looked like, and no doubt probably was at times, an extreme form of 

mental instability.  Marechera's tendency to play with different concepts of reality, whilst 

eschewing the idea that there is one overarching truth that governs all, can look like 

postmodernism, on the surface of it.  This is because Marechera's approach is culturally 

eclectic in many ways, and invokes a sense that a multiplicity of meanings can be derived 

from particular situation he may depict. Marechera's ingenuity in appropriating perspectives 

from different literary movements gives him a definite postmodernist edge and there is 

nothing aesthetically inconsistent in viewing Marechera's writing as 'postmodernist'.  

'Shamanism' merely points to the logic of survival he used in order to enter a realm of 

psychological extremism.   

In terms of underlying philosophical perspectives, however, shamanism differs from 

postmodernist theory, despite sharing a more than superficial resemblance in terms of both 

systems' approach of embracing epistemological scepticism.  Shamanism is concerned with 

ontology (especially the possibilities of ontological change) rather than epistemology, 
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which postmodernism concerns itself with, and is involved in a drive to discover 

psychological truths about one's society.  Both postmodernism and shamanism employ 

epistemological scepticism, but in the case of shamanism, this is not an end in itself, but is 

rather related to a psychological disposition that enables a shaman to leave the ‘here-and-

now’ by dissociating from his body, in order to travel along the axis mundi, higher or 

lower, as well as backwards or forwards in time.   His goal is to return not in the same 

mindset as he had left, but with experiential knowledge about the pathologies that infest his 

society.  By re-entering the wound of the specific societal trauma he wants to heal, he 

comes to a better understanding of the nature of that trauma, and so is better equipped to 

heal it.  This is the activity that I see Marechera to be engaged in, rather than writing in a 

postmodernist style per se.  The elements that I would consider to quintessentially define 

postmodernism are nonetheless clearly present in this author's work. 

A substantial amount of very well written and theoretically sophisticated criticism 

abounds concerning both his personality and his work.  Many critical approaches have 

utilised psychoanalysis in order to investigate the psyche of the author, yet conventionally 

Freudian approaches do not take into account the possibility that psychological 

development may be non-linear, and that aspects of the behaviour of the psyche that may 

look pathological (and may indeed be so, in some respects) can have a developmental logic 

of their own.  That somebody is involved in shamanistic practices can be difficult to 

ascertain, since shamanism is a product of an individual's initiative in exploiting bad luck 

and using previously inaccessible parts of the mind to turn his fate around. A Jungian can 

assist us to understanding Marechera's ability to access the unconscious; Sherry Salman 

writes, ‘Sonu Shamdasani makes a compelling case that this formulation of unconscious 

multiple selves was the true discovery of the unconscious’. (Salman 1990: 76)  Whilst this 

mediumistic model provides an inroad into understanding the way in which Marechera 

wrote by utilising his unconscious mind and simultaneously ‘conferring with spirits’, it is to 

be noted that he worked autonomously, and not in association with others so as to 

consciously practice mediumship.   The independent nature of his spiritual practice, and his 

exploitation of, rather than complete submission to, the forces of unconscious mind, in 

order to develop his writing, suggests the model of shamanism rather than mediumship. 
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Marechera is not alone in his shamanistic approach. It is the psychological wildness 

of the ‘shamanised’ psyche, which is lauded by a Nietzsche and a Bataille as having 

redemptive qualities for ‘civilisation’.  (Both see shamanistic processes as producing 

mental and philosophical states that can revitalise a society that has spiritually lost its way.)   

It is precisely this quality of being ‘wild’ and hence extremely indeterminable (by choice, 

and often specifically so as to evade the control of the dominant social powers) that 

separates this shamanistic approach intrinsically from various more cultural – and thus 

more regulated – approaches to spirituality, such as spirit mediumship.  Shamanism is a 

way of surveying 'being', above all human beings, from a perspective of 'non-being'.  This 

makes it a very elusive style of thinking to understand.  Since both Nietzsche and Bataille 

take up a shamanistic style of writing, their work is subject to misinterpretation – 

sometimes radically so.  Nietzsche's writing, for instance, if it is not viewed as a call to use 

our minds more powerfully, is generally taken to be a call to arms for extreme right wing 

elements of society.  Like Marechera's writing, however, their focus is on politics only 

though a psychological lens.  Shamanistic writing is psychological in the first instance, 

since it relies on changing people's overall psychology.   

Above and beyond this factor of being initiated as a shaman, Marechera was an 

unusual person for these times: a black intellectual, a creative writer as well as (at least on 

the surface) an apparent rebel.  In fact, his Anglophile tendencies (such as dressing up as an 

English Lord) belied his apparently rebellious qualities, at least in relation to British 

culture.  Rather than being simply rebellious, Marechera was inclined to disrupt any social 

system he was in by taking the perspective of an insider who was also an outsider, and 

conversely an outsider who also happened to be an insider, within the culture at hand.   (If 

this is hard to picture, imagine a Yin and Yang symbol, with both the black and white 

sections containing elements of their opposite colour.) 

Simple empirical observation of the author would take into account the qualities of 

character that I shall outline in the next few paragraphs.  He embraced anarcho-socialist 

possibilities in his writings, which were always deeply political, even aggressively so.  At a 

psychological level, he sought a reorganization of society along patterns that would allow 
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for greater human freedom.  Identity was important to Marechera, not in the sense of 

having a fixed point from which to pursue his politics, but in terms of his life having an 

enduring impact.  His writing brought into existence a unique subject, one that defied 

authoritarian political definitions.  As such, he should have found a special place as a 

distinctively African and yet, at the same time, broadly cosmopolitan writer.  He did not, 

however, achieve this status during his lifetime.  Yet Marechera never gave up his 

fundamentally antagonistic position towards systems and ideas that opposed the exposure 

of necessarily traumatic, repressed truths about the human condition – specifically his own 

condition.  

David Pattison has suggested a view that the drive behind Marechera’s work is in 

some literal sense to return to the womb and start over again (Pattison 2001: 97).  Whereas 

Pattison points out the existence of such a drive, my thesis points to the shamanistic 

(healing) logic of such a drive, and suggests also that Marechera was largely very 

successful in employing shamanistic modes of self healing in order to escape some of the 

very negative psychological effects that would have grown in him as one who was brought 

up within highly oppressive colonial social conditions.  The well-recognised theoretical 

notion of shamanistic death and rebirth is described by the writer of Shamanism: The 

Neural Ecology of Consciousness and Healing, Michael Winkelman, as reflecting 

‘perinatal experiences’ (Winkelman 2000: 81-82) and the restructuring of the ego (which I 

will discuss more about in Chapter 5): 

The death-rebirth experiences frequently result in dramatic alleviation of 

psychosomatic, emotional, and interpersonal problems resistant to previous 

psychotherapy (Winkelman 2000: 83). 

Gerald Gaylard's article regarding Marechera's "Menippeanism" depicts how 

Marechera's writing involved elements of artistic chaos such as 'raffia, calabash and 

masquerade culture' (Chennels & Veit-Wild 1999: 75) in order to combat the rigidity of 

post-colonial identities.  This perspective comes closest to sharing my shamanistic view 

concerning both the healing and the risk-taking nature (that I see as inherent to shamanism) 

in the Marechera project: 
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[O]n his death he was hailed by many as a 'star' for his 'policy of subliminal 

risk'.  This indicates the perceived need on the part of the 'lost generation' for 

a rehabilitative technology […] without which they suffered a 'post-

traumatic stress disorder,' often leaving the individual and collective 

vulnerable to exploitation by the worst elements of the local and 

international status quo (Chennels & Veit-Wild 1999: 75). 

On the other hand, Drew Shaw observes this writer’s fallibility in terms of his ostensible 

(but not actual) failure to trumpet liberatory causes – such as gay rights and women's 

liberation – in a more decisive and less ambivalent manner than the writer was inclined to 

do.   Drew Shaw asked some very probing questions in his recent presentation at Trinity 

College, Oxford, in May 2009, entitled ‘Dambudzo Marechera: A Celebration’ (Shaw: 

2009).   Shaw considered the degree to which heroic views about Marechera have been 

soundly based and consistent overall.    In ‘Mercurial Marechera: Champion or Spoiler?’, 

he sought to look more deeply into Marechera's attributed status as ‘a champion of the 

marginalized and dispossessed’, especially with regard to any positive contributions the 

author might have made toward developing a critical consciousness amongst his readers on 

the question of homophobia.   

I concur with Shaw that there are socially and politically problematic aspects to 

Marechera’s writing.  Marechera had two sides to him, which is the nature of ‘shamanistic 

doubling’. This is consistent with my view of the author’s use of shamanistic doubling. 

There is unquestionably an aspect of Marechera's writing that acknowledges questions of 

identity as they appear within the here and now, and which accepts that these need to be 

dealt with in a realistic mode.  There is also a place to reveal how unconscious thought 

processes work, and how they are often incongruous with each other.  In writing ‘Did You 

Ask What’s Wrong with War?’  (Marechera 1992b: 185), Marechera's poetic irony reveals 

how emotionally and ethically incongruous it is to accept the putative ‘naturalness’ of war 

when wars themselves are cauldrons out of which the greatest of human atrocities spew.  

(The poem offers up an image of a corpse's mouth being urinated into).   The actual 

atrocities of war are deliberately juxtaposed against some fantasised extremes of anarchism, 

represented by the poet as sleeping, ‘in frilly underwear’ and ‘bugger[ing] all the little boys 
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who are future leaders’.  Here Marechera is pointing to a socially conditioned attitude of 

permissiveness towards immoral behaviour, so long as it takes place during a war.  

Marechera's tacit point here is that this same permissiveness is not extended to condoning 

fantasies about the extremism of behaviour that is often tendentially ascribed to 

philosophical anarchists (that is, depicted above in terms of the florid imagery).  Thus, the 

poet focuses our attention to the inconsistency of holding contradictory views.   By making 

the atrocities of war personal – it is your wide open lips that are attracting the ‘flies’ – and 

by revealing the incongruity between conventionally permissive attitudes towards war 

which are not maintained when it comes to anarchism, Marechera reveals a hidden structure 

to our presuppositions about what is really right and wrong, and shows that our ‘normal’ 

socially conditioned responses can be, in fact, erroneous.    

It is not the case that Marechera's work is without prejudices of its own, as well as 

elements of negative stereotyping of ‘femininity’: Reference to the ostensibly ‘natural’ 

order of things (‘it's in your DNA') as ‘the Great Cunt’ (Marechera 1980: 70) is a particular 

instance in Marechera's writing whereby women are, by implication, cast in a derogatory 

light.  Nonetheless, I argue that unless one sees them for what they are, and understands 

how deeply imbedded misogynistic attitudes are, one cannot deal with them effectively and 

that, indeed, Marechera does us a great service in bringing to light the deep psychological 

structures that produce some of the negative stereotyping.  I do not wish to suggest that 

Marechera's approach was entirely moral and self-reflexive in his acknowledgement of his 

own internal prejudices. However, his way of speaking about his past shows awareness that 

he expounded not only a perspective that derived from his own cultural conditioning, but – 

since he also was capable of acknowledging the ethical limitations of his conditioned 

viewpoint – a perspective that also transcended this conditioning.  In his fascinating 

interview with Alle Lansu, he shows extreme awareness that a culture of poverty breeds 

hostility towards women, for instance (Veit-Wild 2004:12-13). At the same time as 

recognising that Marechera could often be self-reflexive, it is helpful to note that self-

reflexivity is not a passive moral posture, but also has a psychological dynamic of its own.  
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Gerald Gaylard points out how this works in his recent work, After Colonialism: 

African Postmodernism and Magical Realism, where he notes that ‘self-reflexivity 

promotes an infinite regress’ (Gaylard 2005: 281).  Whilst one could consider that any 

regressive movement would be rather negative on the surface of it, Gaylard keenly 

perceives that this self-reflexive movement can, for an African, serve as the basis for 

reconnection with other selves in a sort of holographic sense whereby one can recognise the 

individual self as ‘a momentary locus of other selves and influences’. (2005: 281) A 

shamanistic link can be forged between this notion of regression in order to find one's 

‘other selves’ and the sense of dissociating from one's body into a different mode of space 

and time in order to find the shattered parts of one's original ontological being (which have 

been lost in other dimensions of time and space apart from that of the present).   Robert A. 

Godwin draws a powerful theoretical link between certain postulates of physics and 

psychoanalysis in order to suggest a ‘holographic order’ to the universe, including the 

structure of the human psyche (Godwin 1991: 640-645).  

  

I want to return at this point to Drew Shaw's poignant perspective, and his view that 

Marechera ‘cannot easily and unequivocally be assimilated to an emancipatory vision’.  

This is a fundamental fact.  At the same time, I consider that Marechera's socially and 

psychologically liberating tendencies make consistent sense only when viewed within a 

shamanistic vein.  This does not imply that shamanism is the most effective strategy, in 

terms of liberating society.  As the example of Nietzsche suggests, sometimes one may ony 

liberate oneself through shamanistic practices, whilst leaving others to wonder how to make 

sense of one's politics, which may seem to be neither sufficiently left or right.  One can 

view Marechera's project as being involved in a series of shamanistic journeys – generally 

retrospective but sometimes looking into the future -- in order to recover shattered 

components of the original ontological structures of identity.   One can then begin to 

estimate how the two sides of Marechera's identity (the side that dissociates and ‘journeys, 

on the one hand, and the side that admits to a black identity and formulates means to deal 

with oppression as a concrete reality, on the other hand) are sides of the same coin.    
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I hold it to be true that, in general, any critical view that Marechera was not 

ultimately on the side of human social and political liberation from authoritarian control 

would fail to take into account the role of shamanistic introspection in understanding 

oppression.  As Ashis Nandy points out, regarding Rudyard Kipling's self-betrayal of his 

childhood due to its Indian heritage, the inter-subjective orientation of the colonised mind is 

also in turn intra-subjective (Nandy 1983: 85-87).  By looking into himself, Marechera 

understood psychological oppression to be fundamentally linked to the power structures of 

society as a whole.  Therefore to fight for one's rights as a particular manifestation of 

identity was not enough; one had to fight to change society as a whole.  In the meantime, he 

chose to live as if the need to submit oneself to society's authorities were a theoretical issue 

only, hence his ostensible ‘madness’. 

In terms of my anti-paradigm of shamanism and its method of ontological doubling, 

one is both the individual who emerges from a particular historical context in everyday time 

and space, but one is also much more than that: The one who introspects so as to 

understand the nature of political power and how it divides and segregates the mind.    In 

one sense, a person who is also a shaman is infinite spirit, capable of changing into 

something else, and of being anything.  In another sense (that is, Bataille's sense) it is via 

one’s effective doubling that one is able to embrace experientially and epistemologically 

one's own contingency, whilst at the same time operating effectively, which is to say 

'realistically', within the world, if only partly on the basis of one's upbringing and 

engendered values. That Marechera entertained simultaneously two different views of 

women – one born of shamanistic insight concerning the radical contingency of all natures, 

and the other derived from his being brought up a male within traditional Shona culture – 

relates to his practices of shamanistic doubling. Clearly, Marechera’s ‘other’ self – his 

‘spiritual self’ or doppelgänger – had in mind broader and more ambitious 

conceptualisations of how to enact political change, and this 'doubling' aspect of the 

author's self may be what Shaw overlooks.  For it is by virtue of shamanistic knowledge, 

attained metaphorically and conceptually by ‘leaving the body’ (in practical terms, by 

journeying into the unconscious and subconscious minds) that one is able to find the correct 

poultice to heal politically and socially engendered traumas. 
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I wish to make it clear, at this point, that I consider that the ‘practice’ of shamanism 

is not necessarily opposed to particular paradigms or theories. Nonetheless, it is generally 

to be opposed to theory as such, but only in the sense that practice and theory can be 

viewed as dialectic opposites.  If so, then it is a fact that the ‘anti-paradigm’ of shamanism 

can only engage with alternative theories anti-paradigmatically – that is, by questioning 

their limits and trying to extend their boundaries.   Indeed, ‘theory’ and ‘shamanistic 

practice’ appear to operate on different levels, the former in the sense of being largely 

paradigmatic and the latter in the sense of being quintessentially anti-paradigmatic, purely 

on the basis of shamanistic practice. It is best, for the sake of understanding, to avoid any 

sense that shamanism is a ‘contending’ literary theory, among other ‘theories’.   All the 

same, this might seem to be so simply because there is, of necessity, a disharmonious 

relationship between shamanism and other paradigms. This is only because shamanism 

wants to lose its subjects in ‘non-knowledge’, whereas other paradigms, being what they 

are – that is, paradigms concerning fields of knowledge – make an implicit claim to be a 

way to knowledge.  Thus, two approaches (theory and shamanism) have opposite goals, 

unless one concedes that their relationship is ultimately dialectical.  Viewed in this 

dialectical sense, however, the shamanistic practice of seeking to go beyond what is 

currently known can actually serve to extend the boundaries of what has been known up 

until now.  However, I am wary of even a dialectical understanding of shamanism, which 

could mislead more than it informs.   For it is only via the practice of shamanism, and not 

by means of a particular theory, that one creates a bridge to radicalism – as it was in 

Marechera's case.    

 While is it important to acknowledge the necessarily radical nature of the practice of 

shamanism and, above all, its resistance to being described in a positivistic fashion, a 

specific aesthetic pertains to shamanism, and this relates to crossing boundaries of 

consciousness.   James Overton’s pivotal and much overlooked article, ‘Shamanistic 

Realism: Latin American Literature and the Shamanistic Perspective’, is useful in this 

regard.  Overton writes that shamanistic realism involves a resolution between two 

antithetical word views, Western and (in the case of his particular study), Latin American.   

The narrative resolution of opposing perspectives takes place through displacement of the 
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original sense of reality by means levels of narrative, involving, death, dreams, and time-

space warps (Overton 1998).   This much of his conceptualisation of a literary concept – 

‘shamanistic realism’ -- could be applied to most of Marechera’s writing, without much of 

a stretch.  However, Overton goes on to describe the ‘shamanistic’ element of ‘shamanistic 

realism’ as being ‘the realistic presentation of an esoteric worldview which is not the result 

of the imagination of the author, but principally of a system of beliefs of ethnographic 

origins’.  This part of his definition does not match my understanding of Marechera, who 

often used ideas from the imagination, although his practices, I argue, were shamanistic. 

 A significant strand of Marechera's writing is related to his individual 

autobiography.  Once again, the meaning of these elements needs to be understood within 

an overall shamanistic project of accepting destruction of the absolute identity and 

undergoing spiritual regeneration in order to embrace historical reality as not necessary, but 

necessarily contingent.  Taking this approach frees one from the constraints of the ‘ascetic 

ideal’, for instance in terms of a desire to escape from the individual and the particular 

aspects of one's life into a mode of performing one's generic ‘duty’.  The universal standard 

of the ‘ascetic ideal’ was critiqued by Nietzsche in On the Genealogy of Morals (1967). 

One transcends narrow historical determinism, for example the legacy of wars and their 

identity politics, when one embraces the fluid nature of reality as it is.  Bataille sees this 

other approach to be the way to genuine freedom:  

I cannot try to attain a wholeness simply by fighting for freedom. Even 

though that battle is preferable above all other action, I must not confuse my 

struggle with inner wholeness (Bataille 1986a: 52). 

In the anthology containing early Marechera criticism, Emerging Perspectives 

(Veit-Wild & Chennells,1999) most of the critical approaches imply that Marechera’s 

redemption and proper identity is be found in an abstractly posited generic human need to 

conform to social normalisation. This is most strongly reflected in David Pattison’s 

approach in the Emerging Perspectives anthology (1999: 193-208) and in his essay in his 

own book, No Room For Cowardice (Pattison 2001).  Autobiographical writing will, 

however, reveal a trajectory of individual development that is necessarily in a state of 
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discord with the universal everyman, who seeks his own rational self-advancement by 

transcending what it unique and individual in him – race, outsider status, or the quality of 

having experienced trauma.  Shamanistic thinking makes use of individual experience as 

the basis for developing philosophical knowledge about the world. In other words, personal 

idiosyncrasies, as well as aspects of life that appear to be merely contingent, are all grist for 

the shamanistic mill in enhancing experiential self-knowledge.   However, Pattison sees the 

situation differently, in making Marechera's pathology the core of his identity, without 

redeeming qualities.  He says: 

There is a subtext in The House of Hunger in which the writer constantly 

circles the subject of his mental instability blaming it on everything around 

him.  (Pattison 2001: 102) 

Pattison's views are Freudian and equate to a top-down mode of determining cause 

and effect, from which derives a moral epistemology whereby  those who suffer at the 

hands of authority can be considered to have brought the suffering onto themselves because 

there are undisciplined qualities to their character that have not been brought in line with 

reality, yet.  According to the Freudian paradigm, the existing authorities, however, are the 

ones who must define what "reality" in fact is.  This is the basic of the logic whereby Freud 

betrayed Dora's trust by "refus[ing] to validate [her] feelings of outrage and humiliation" 

when she was "used as a pawn in her father's elaborate sexual intrigues" and instead, 

"insisted on exploring her feelings of erotic excitement, as if the exploitative situation were 

a fulfilment of her desire." (Herman 1992: 14). 

It should be obvious that there are ways of looking at Marechera's life that make a 

good deal of sense, as they are logically coherent.  The Freudian paradigm, however, leads 

to a view that psychological suffering is a sign that one has lost touch with reality; indeed 

with the state of mind that would enable one to observe the world rationally and 

objectively.  It thus transparently reverses cause and effect.    The shamanistic paradigm, on 

the other hand, allows that even the worst experiences of life are useful for self-

development.  The shaman, through his descent into personal psychological hell, has gained 

the ability to see reality in a less intellectually and morally mediated form from how we, as 
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human beings, are generally accustomed to experiencing it.  The shaman's power derives 

from the recognition that there is no means available for objective transcendence of our 

painful human contingencies, except for what we invent, using our imaginations.  

Subjectivity, therefore, has to be the means to attain not only personal truths, but 

interpersonal truths as they may relate to a whole community.   This explains the radical 

nature of the structure of shamanistic thought.  Shamanistic visions and perspectives appear 

only at the price of first having lost all hope of any redemption through conventional social 

and/or religious means.  Pattison's psychoanalytical approach to Marechera  does not 

contradict these shamanistic principles overall, and is very fruitful in that it traces (as I now 

do), a return to the womb.   However, where Pattison sees (in the light of psychoanalytic 

theory) a state suggestible of regression only, I also see shamanistic experience and 

transformation. 

I want to make it clear that I see Marechera’s position to be, politically, socially and 

psychologically, one of intellectual and emotional radicalism, expressed mostly as a 

rejection of conventional social forms. It is a central feature of shamanistic wisdom to deny 

the value of ideological absolutes, which are in fact wrapped up in a mode of thinking that 

perpetuates psychological trauma:  

The common accusatory stance towards perpetrators and victims reinforces 

such a constricted state of mind and narrows the range of opportunities for 

traumatized individuals to reenter the libinized social matrix. (Emery & 

Emery 1989: 49) 

Marechera's shamanistic position allows him to find his holistic self-redemption in 

departing from the conventional tendency of those who have been traumatised to perpetuate 

essentialising notions – that there are essential ‘types’ of perpetrators and victims.   He 

implicitly recognises that this viewpoint is unhealthy and merely causes a repetition of 

history as we re-traumatise each other on the basis of assuming fixed historical roles as 

perpetrators or victims.  The sign of his insight into the cause of deep psychological 

wounding is that he rejects any need to find a place within the dominant social order as a 
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specific type of postcolonial subject, preferring to invoke the rejected apostles of the 

gospels:   

Nothing but blows and kicks 

Greet the friendly eye of thought 

Which bloodied muddied shakes the dust 

To all humanity 

And discovers terror the totem of truth (Marechera 1992b: 35). 

The rejection of the status quo is absolute for Marechera. Although it is based on 

revelatory insight as to what most causes harm, it marginalised him, socially.  This 

rejection provides the underlying impetus for his work. It is the renunciation of one who 

wants to make society over into a more exciting form, where people, being (to use my term) 

‘shamanised’ by the ‘short-circuiting’ their institutionalised thinking would, according to 

Marechera, ‘start having original ideas of their own’  (Veit-Wild 2004: 40-41).  

 The author's nonconformity to power structures is an adaptive response borne out of 

a context of war and familial crisis.  It is also the source of Marechera’s insight into the 

human condition, and it is not immaturity in any deep psychologically (or, above all, 

epistemologically) obstructive sense.  Rather, the author is inclined to step beyond the call 

of duty in not only trying to save himself from succumbing to the pressures of authoritarian 

and paternalistic cultures, but is trying to advise others on how to do the best for themselves 

within these contexts, that he has been successful in navigating, for the most part.   His 

advice is based upon a deep understanding of ontology that is produced by guided forms of 

partial regression of the psyche or ‘shamanistic journeys’ that enable him to see the way 

that any existing reality is politically structured and manufactured.   

 In order to simplify this task for the sake of focussing this thesis, I have decided to 

look at Marechera’s writing in the light of the universal neurological structures that 

facilitate shamanistic experiences. The fact that Marechera’s approach is based very 

powerfully on insights that came to him when his mind was shattered, and thus revealed to 
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him the mind’s basic ontological structure, puts him in the camp of others who have 

managed to achieve profound insight in a shamanistic way, despite not sharing a similar 

culture.  Cultural elements, however, can be taken into account in the way that Marechera 

employs aesthetic elements of spiritualism from Shona culture, and often uses these ideas 

conceptually as in terms of his shamanistic mediation between the spirits of the dead 

freedom fighters (in ‘Throne of Bayonets’) and the present existing society of Zimbabwe, 

which seems to have betrayed their ideals for a much better society for all.   

The shattering of his mind that produced the shamanistic initiatory experience had 

to do with the oppressive conditions of his environment during the time he was coming of 

age.   It also seems probable that elements of the Shona culture at a moment of profound 

oppression allowed this kind of creative engagement with and transactions between all 

these elements.   South African historian J.B. Peires has noted this kind of effect in his 

work on moments of profound transition resulting from oppression in other Southern 

African cultures, for example, in the impact of white culture on the Xhosa in the late
 

eighteenth and early
 
nineteenth centuries and on prophets such as Nxexe, who created a 

religious synthesis between Christian ideas and traditional Xhosa concepts (Peires 1979: 

58). These oppressive conditions were of a ‘colonial’ nature, although it is worth bearing in 

mind that any conditions powerful enough to cause the mind to stand outside of itself, to 

observe itself with acute ontological astuteness, can produce the effect of ‘shamanistic 

initiation’ (a transcendence of self, where one becomes positioned to look both ‘inside- out’ 

and ‘outside-in’ in relation to one's society.)    

The writer, as shaman, wants to make all things new.  Marechera’s insight concerns 

how to create a new form of society by transcending the human condition as it is created to 

conform to the Oedipus complex.  He also wants to transcend a logic that is fundamentally 

colonial and repressive, according to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari: 

 [W]hat entitles one to determine that the subject has nothing to say in his 

own name so long as he adheres to the traditional norms? Doesn't the 

Ndembu cure demonstrate just the opposite? Could it not be said that 

Oedipus is also a traditional norm, our own to be exact? How can one say 
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that Oedipus makes us speak in our own name, when one also goes on to say 

that its resolution teaches us 'the in-curable inadequacy of being' and 

universal castration? (Deleuze & Guattari 1975: 174).   

 Marechera is someone who has experienced in metaphorical terms a difficult 

crossing of the shamanistic bridge between the world of fixed conventions and political 

norms and the fluid world of the psyche that has faced its own dissolution and has survived 

that experience.  By having confronted death, he now has forged links between the world of 

everyday human reality (which seems all too rigid and fixed) and the fluid world of ‘spirits’ 

which is replete with as yet unrealised possibilities.  One could see this kind of spirituality 

as based upon an individualistic reworking of Shona spiritualism in the light of the 

catastrophe of the Chimurenga war.  Such reworking of traditional perspectives in the light 

of externally imposed historical change follows the pattern of transactional exchanges 

described by Peires (1979: 51).
5
  

 In terms of his critical reception to date, Dambudzo Marechera can be viewed as a 

postcolonial writer who is driven to expose the contingencies of human existence, in 

particular as they are associated with political trauma and the universal trauma underlying 

conformity to the status quo in politics and social life.    Yet this is a limited point of view 

in that it locks him into a subject-position that sees identity as a conceptual absolute,  

implying, for example, that there is a categorical meaning to having a black identity.  This 

point of view was one that Marachera explicitly renounced.  He was not narrow in his 

perspectives in the sense of seeing history as the ultimate force defining identity.  Instead, 

he saw history as one and not the most important frame for the construction of self.  This 

approach put him seemingly on the outside of much of Zimbabwean nationalist politics, 

although as always, he was on the inside looking out as much as he was on the outside 

looking in.   Rather, inner experience and the capacity to work intelligently with it, in order 

                                                 

5
 Peires writes of the Hundred Years War that took place between I779 and I880.  On one side of this war were the 

Xhosa; on the other, the colonist whites from the Cape of Good Hope.  

 



51 

 

to enhance one's inner life, were his key concerns.  That he wrote about those who had 

experienced the traumas of war in Zimbabwe, however, does give him particular relevance 

for those who have experience of Rhodesia and Zimbabwe, during the bush war (c1963-

1980). Therefore, only a limited ‘postcolonial’ position as a writer can be ascribed to him.   

The kind of writer he was -- one who interprets the effects of colonial power 

structures on the human mind, as well as upon human society (for in a sense one is a mere 

reflection of the other) -- is not at all typical.  Rather than taking a position within existing 

systems of power relationships in Zimbabwe and Great Britain, where he later ended up for 

a period of several years, he seeks to dismantle them.  His approach uses insight into the 

way that power relations are made up, which involve knowledge of the unconscious, hence 

are ‘shamanistic’.    

 Dambudzo Marechera's perspectives can also be considered to continue within a 

largely lost tradition within Southern Africa.  As suggested by  Lewis Williams (2002), 

shamanism was likely a tradition of the San, a hunter-gatherer society that used to live 

throughout Southern Africa.  Zimbabwean archaeologist, Peter Garlake develops Lewis 

Williams' theories about San cave paintings by suggesting that some marks on the cave 

walls 'form gridded or ladder-like lines' which represents 'uncontrolled energy, an energy 

feared by those who are unable to manipulate it' (Garlake 1987: 27). 

In terms of style, the core aesthetic, political and psychological features of 

Marechera’s approach are of the same origin –a product of living in an historical state of 

crisis. He writes for those who have had similar experiences, or who are ‘spiritually 

hungry’ for material that feeds the soul rather than the more intellectually narrow desire for 

experience represented in an established form.   There is a truism that a healer often appears 

in a time of crisis. Viewed in this shamanistic light, his work is astoundingly logically 

consistent with the goal of personal survival and philosophical surveillance of the human 

condition, especially under stress.  He employs a very profound understanding of the 

human psyche – especially as it conventionally relates to dynamics of hierarchical power – 

in order to make many substantial critiques of the societies within which he lived. 
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My intention in this thesis is to demonstrate an underlying psychological link 

between Marachera’s aesthetic methodologies, and the powerful shamanistic qualities in his 

writing.  His anarchism, as political tendency, meshes logically with intrinsic shamanistic 

methods that help to develop an individual's capacity for psychological self-determination.  

His whole oeuvre, whilst eclectic in terms of his appropriation of ideas from different 

sources, can be seen in the light of the development of shamanistic sensibilities, and an 

attempt to apply this mode of consciousness to facilitate his life and work. This 

interpretational framework differs substantially from that which critics have applied to 

Marechera’s work to date, although it employs some of the psychoanalytical framework 

that David Pattison uses, whilst taking the logic of this framework beyond conventional 

therapeutical means and into the realm of the outright shamanistic.  The ‘regression’ that 

Marechera undergoes in some of his work is seen to be deliberate, self-conscious and 

necessary for his healing and recovery. My thesis contributes theoretically to postcolonial 

studies by framing the life and times of this Zimbabwean writer in a way that extends 

beyond culturally relativistic postulates. Rather, we enter the neurological -- thus universal 

-- field of shamanistic sensibilities, that have pertained to early human cultures, and which 

can be theorised as providing the source and basis for all religious experience.  The 

question that necessarily follows is simply, in which cultural and social contexts is it easier 

to be a shaman?   
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CHAPTER 3: READING MARECHERA’S THE HOUSE OF HUNGER 

AS ‘AT THE HEAD OF THE STREAM’   
 

The nine short stories and one novella contained in the collection of works published as The 

House of Hunger (Marechera 1978) are all shamanistic in style and content. This chapter on 

The House of Hunger comes first in my analysis of his writings, not just because it was 

Marechera's first book, but also because the novella depicts his psychological 

transformation towards a form of subjectivity that is shamanistic.  Shamanistic initiation 

can be understood as entailing ‘a major life crisis with considerable bizarre behavior’ 

(Walsh 1993: 743) which leads to the expansion of the mind.  Taking a Nietzschean 

perspective on the outcome of this process, I view shamanism as entailing a loss of faith in 

a purely moral solution to the world's problems.  Instead, creativity and intellectual insight 

come into play in much larger measures than before the ‘shamanistic initiation’, a process 

of decent into madness and recovery from it.  These become adaptive measures for dealing 

with extreme personal and historical circumstances. 

Firstly, In Marechera's own case, which has strong echoes in these semi-

autobiographical pieces, there was a clear condition that was akin to madness in his  

adolescence as described in the novella also called ‘The House of Hunger’. Marechera 

transforms this madness into a shamanistic form, as we can see in the way the narrative 

alters suddenly towards the end of the novella, towards a ‘magical realist’, or, more aptly, 

‘shamanistic realist’, form.  Secondly, there is evidence from the text that there was already 

in the earlier version predating shamanistic initiation, a desire to bring his own mental state 

to a crisis, so as to undergo shamanistic initiation.  This was the meaning of the nurturing of 

inner hatred to the point where the poison bubble in the psyche finally burst the seams that 

held it in (Marechera 1978: 17, 37). 

One who survives shamanistic initiation, unfortunately, does not always entirely 

escape long-term damage caused by an experience that destroys much of his previous way 

of thinking and being in the world. And as this thesis argues, Marechera did not emerge 

unchanged, but became constantly susceptible to the impact of an injurious Post-traumatic 
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stress disorder. Yet, he was, post initiation, for all that in many ways a more complete 

human being than those who have not been so initiated.  Furthermore, he was able to heal 

others.  In Shona culture, a traditional healer is one who, when faced with a disease/plague 

in the community which would have astounded medical people of repute, would simply 

journey back to ‘the head of the stream’ to commune and convene with the spirits and 

emerge from there with the solution and cure.  This suggests that there is an overlap 

between shamanistic consciousness and elements of traditional Shona mythology. 

 

THE DESIRE TO BE INITIATED 

From the start of the book we have the suggestion that Marechera's protagonist was trying 

to move himself forward in consciousness, in a way that precipitated his shamanistic 

initiation:   

Friends who acted out of character affected me in the same way [as a tropic 

storm from which one needed to take shelter.  …I was] creating for myself a 

labyrinthine personal world which would merely enmesh me within its crude 

mythology.  That I could not bear a star, a stone, a flame, a river, or a cupful 

of air was purely because they all seemed to have a significance irrevocably 

not my own (Marechera 1978: 7). 

The ‘crude mythology’ forms the basis for the writer’s escape from reality, via mythopoeia.  

It is the means by which he activates shamanistic self-initiation. Yet this is a fledgling 

mythopoeia that has not yet received its wings of power due to being connected to the 

writer’s regenerated psyche and the wings of his imagination.  Rather, this ‘crude 

mythology’ enables an escape from everyday reality.  What he is escaping, is that which he 

cannot allow himself to overlook – the anti-spiritualisation, the unavailability of a direct or 

easy means to transcend his human experiences: 

On a baser level I could not forgive man, myself, for being utterly and 

crudely there.  I felt in need of forgiveness.  And those unfortunate enough 
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to come into contact with me always afterwards consoled themselves and 

myself by reducing it all to a ‘chip on the shoulder’ (Marechera 1978: 7). 

This is a psychologically astute account of a kind of attitude and situation that could, one 

imagines, feasibly lead to a break with reality.  In fact, disapproval of oneself and others is 

a factor that may contribute to the experience of hallucinations and paranoia, and both 

inflicted the novella protagonist.  The slumber of ego (that is, its temporary state of 

dissociation) is represented in The House of Hunger, when the protagonist is unable to 

distinguish between the inside of ‘the house’ (his psyche) and its outside. His conscious 

mind or ego is thus ‘dissociated’, and yet to its advantage, is given ventilation and room to 

breathe.  It is whilst ego is asleep, and depersonalisation and derealisation take over, that 

the unconscious mind is permitted to burst to the fore.  Thus, the pressures building up in 

the mind are released.   

To become a shaman, however, one must then set up a bridge of communication 

between the two parts of the mind – higher and lower – so that harmony and 

communication are facilitated. It's a different metaphor that the writer uses at the next point 

of the narrative; the all too tight ‘stitches’ (Marechera 1978: 16, 73, 75) that hold together 

the author's head (symbolising his fraught character structure) no longer pull so tightly 

anymore. It's a holistic depiction of how temporary psychosis led to the expansion of his 

mind despite his original inner resistance to this process of expansion. This is a story of 

spontaneous ‘shamanistic initiation’. It is often viewed as a sickness that is brought about 

by ‘spirits’ or a wounding of the mind and body (Eliade 1964: 43). The author's way of 

writing about it has nothing to do with feigning an elite stance against the world. Rather, he 

incorporates intellectual and aesthetic material from the widest range of sources, both 

African and Western, in order to convey the nature of his transformation.  

The value of shamanistic initiation, as I have said, is that the one who undergoes it 

receives ‘ontological knowledge’.  He knows that at the origins of identity, a person is a 

product of unconscious social forces, which develop him in line with presently existing 

power relations.  A person who ‘faces death’ through shamanistic initiation is not afraid to 

see this.  He does not hold his own self-concept to be all that precious that it must be 
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protected from such dangerous knowledge.  Rather, he understands implicitly the 

relationships that humans develop with the spectre of death, that is, death as symbolically 

constructed, death as a common means of psychological self-compromise that facilitates 

certain types of human social organisation, and death as existential threat or ‘limit’.  

Marechera's writing in The House of Hunger and beyond reveals a preoccupation with these 

concerns. Shamanistic healing involves using the techniques of dissociation and projecting 

of one's ego elsewhere, to cope with this now known enemy -- the spectre of death. The 

goal is to use one's knowledge of how the human psyche is constructed (knowledge gained 

during initiation) to outwit danger and death. Shamanistic dualism (as previously 

described) enables one to escape the spectre of symbolic death by taking on different forms. 

Symbolic death is a metaphysically projected endpoint to life, but in shamanistic terms, 

‘facing death’ leads to the capacity to become reborn and thus transform oneself, in terms 

of the non-linear logic of the imagination, as one gains access to the resources of the 

unconscious mind.   

The lizard part of our brain can be reckoned to be one of these primary resources.   

We are all influenced by this early evolutionary brain system, but one would have to 

become 'shamanised’ to see its influences clearly.  We see here a useful transformation in 

‘The Writers' Grain’ when the protagonist encounters ‘Barbara's father in the valley’:  

I'll get you in the end, you rascal!' he screamed. 

But I bit the silver button and turned myself into a crocodile and laughed my 

great sharp teeth at him. (Marechera 1978: 133) 

The crocodile, representing the lowest part of the mind – Reptilian-complex – is notably 

concerned with power via sensations of domination or submission, as per the introductory 

chapter.  It also appears to facilitate primitive psychological defences such as dissociation, 

splitting, projection and magical thinking, which I believe are at the basis for much of 

shamanistic altered states of consciousness.   Nonetheless, it is my view that a shaman does 

not totally lose his sense of self in these experiences, but remains anchored, in his state of 

cultivated double-consciousness, to his body in the actual here and now.  
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  One with shamanistic knowledge understands how these psychological devices are 

commonly used in everyday human society, and how they may advantage or disadvantage 

those who use them. The novella and the nine stories in The House of Hunger anthology all 

highlight these mechanisms of defence, which are used as aesthetic devices.  Access to the 

kind of knowledge that comes from a profound understanding of R-complex marks the 

shaman as potentially a real political player.  Since he is shaman and therefore ‘double’ he 

can function from either his higher mind's point of view or from the point of view of his 

primeval level of consciousness. 

While I was cursing [Barbara's father], a voice I did not recognise said: 

'You thought it was all politics, didn't you?' 

But there was no one there. 

I sneered. 

'Isn't it?' 

And I sullenly turned myself back into human shape. (Marechera 1978: 133) 

On the basis of taking into account Maclean's theory of the triune mind, we can see how apt 

it is that Marechera intuits his dream state metamorphosis into a crocodile as concerning 

‘politics’.  Courtship and territoriality indeed relate to ‘lizard brain’ behaviour, according to 

neurobiologists Greenberg and MacLean (1978: 8). 

Although Marechera’s writing, right from its first inception and presentation in The 

House of Hunger, has been shamanistic, it is arguably The House of Hunger that most 

closely embraces the conception of ‘shamanistic realism’ as presented by James Alexander 

Guerra Overton in Shamanistic Realism: Latin American Literature and the Shamanistic 

Perspective.   Whereas some of his later works, such as Black Sunlight, are more wholly 

shamanistic, The House of Hunger approximates, rather, that which Overton refers to as 

‘shamanistic realism’, which is ‘a new classification or genre of literature - which [is] based 

on the coordinated juxtaposition in resolved antinomy of two antithetical worldviews, one 

shamanistic and the other Western’ (1998: 63). It is perhaps for this reason that The House 

of Hunger contains so much Western ‘realism’ that it is has been generally better acclaimed 

internationally than some of Marechera’s later works.  It was a genre that had at that date 
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produced no major African examples.  These came rather later, for instance in the writing 

of Okri.  It has much in common with currently recognised genres particularly related to 

postmodernism, magical realism, and autobiographical modernism (such as the works of 

James Joyce).  Nonetheless the overall perspective is shamanistic.  A shamanistic initiate 

has eyes newly opened to the meaning and the cost of power, which has been inscribed 

upon his body, like on one of Kafka’s torture victims.
6
  It is via this pain -- this shamanistic 

wounding -- that is the basis of ‘shamanistic doubling’ of identity, whereby in Nietzschean 

terms, one presents a social mask, a calculated persona, to the world, even whilst taking on 

forces hidden behind the scenes.
7
    It is in this profound sense of shamanistic doubling and 

self transformation that Marechera’s book, The House of Hunger, finds its meaning and its 

raison d'être. This is not to underestimate the effect that the international youth subculture 

had on the author, or indeed the degree to which his use of cannabis – an entheogen – had 

the result of producing his ‘shamanistic initiation’.  However, it was the oppression of 

hunger and the poverty of opportunity that ultimately produced Marechera’s induction into 

the world of shamanistic sensibilities. 

    

THE NARRATIVE OF THE NOVELLA 

In the novella section of The House of Hunger, Marechera’s appetite for spiritual and 

intellectual sustenance – and not just food – takes place semi-autobiographically, in the 

black ghetto ‘township’ of Vengere in white-ruled Rhodesia.  The young man struggles 

with the rights and wrongs of gaining an education in English, at the expense of his parents 

and their suffering.  He develops a crush on a local girl, Immaculate, and expresses certain 

traditional misogynistic attitudes towards her, despite his pity for her situation – which is 

                                                 

6
 This refers to one of Kafka's short stories, 'In the Penal Colony' (1919).  Kafka's depiction

 
of 'metamorphosis' into a 

cockroach in another story is, by contrast, perhaps not so shamanistic, as there is no
 
retaining of the human figure of the 

individual (his or her bodily being in the here-and-now)  – hence no shamanistic doubling.. 
7
 See, for instance, Nietzsche 1974: 320, where Nietzsche speaks of using a social mask to either get rid of unwanted 

attention 'as a ghost' or to simply disguise oneself. 
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worse than his.  In due course, the inward hunger for a life that offered some dignity and 

sophistication, along with the pressure to complete his destiny through study and leave the 

ghetto at last, causes the protagonist’s mental breakdown.  He starts to have hallucinations 

– seeing and hearing the unnatural.   According to Eric Rhode, who writes concerning pre-

Oedipal consciousness, hallucinations signify a regressive mode of consciousness.  They 

are the result of an inner spiritual hunger, which does not project the imagination forwards, 

robustly.  Rather there is a slinking backwards of personal resources, in an attempt to mend 

the sense of inner damage that the subject has.  From a psychological viewpoint on 

shamanism, the ‘spirits’ one meets in this regressive condition of hallucination are still 

untamed.  One only becomes a shaman by learning how to master the ‘spirits’ that speak 

from the unconscious mind.  Marechera, represented by his protagonist, is not yet a 

shaman, then, at this part of the book.  These spirits are finally banished only with a huge 

emotional release of tension in the community, which comes to pass with a sudden crash of 

a storm, which destroys much of the school and the local environment.  This process 

indicates, on the broad scale of the community, the pattern of shamanistic destruction 

followed by regeneration.  Yet, we are dealing with an individual's spiritual crisis.  More 

has to be achieved, in terms of actually mastering the spirits. 

The spiritual craving for life outside of the community remains, however, and the 

author takes us for a trip inside and outside of his head, as he draws inwards, to the point 

that inside and outside of this ‘house of hunger’ – his head – cannot be differentiated (at 

least by the protagonist and perhaps by the reader, who is often left wondering if what is 

happening is actually real or is occurring symbolically and inwardly).  This writer wrote 

‘madly’ but this thesis argues that shamanism is the invisible opposite side of the coin to 

what appears as madness.  If one can use whatever harshness life throws at one 

productively, then one is capable of turning disaster on its head – a state and condition of 

being superlatively healthy, at bottom, rather than ‘mad’.    

Furthermore, the capacity to effectively depict one's madness in a literary way 

requires a tremendous amount of self-knowledge and self-mastery – indeed, more artistic 

skill than if one were to depict sanity.   The final passages of the book are in an entirely 
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different tone and of a different quality from some of these passages of tormented realism.  

It is in these last few passages that the ‘shamanistic’ elements are introduced into this 

excruciating but otherwise fairly ‘realistic’ depiction of somebody’s descent into madness.  

This ‘madness’ is shown, by virtue of the later stylizations of the book, to be completely 

intertwined with various forms of creative self-expression.   This usually involves some 

form of doubling of the identity and a humorous perspective, as in, for instance, ‘The 

Writer's Grain’, where Marechera as a schizoid man physically attacks his socially debonair 

and patronizing ‘brother’/doppelgänger (Marechera 1978: 100-115).   

These last elements are ‘shamanistic’ because they do not follow the normal pattern 

of human psychology, where there are only two polarities of being – madness and sanity 

(and the gradations in between).  An unpredictable third element appears in the figure of the 

‘wise old man’ who appears at the young Marechera’s door, and nurtures him with his 

story-telling.  The fragility of this old man and the serendipity of his appearance and his 

story-telling (which is somehow intrinsically nourishing) lead one to believe that this is a 

displacement – a doubling figure which represents a different aspect of the protagonist, and 

so of Marechera – in this largely autobiographical first novella. Marechera has affected a 

shamanistic transformation, (after a difficult ‘initiation’ and madness), in order to provide 

for himself, through his imaginative powers, which he found to be lacking.  Shamanistic 

transformation and regeneration is the third element of the pendulum, one that doesn’t 

rightfully exist either logically or according to most Western psychology.  Yet it is the 

introduction of this element of restorative freedom that gives Marechera’s work the 

appellation ‘shamanistic realism’.   

The rest of the short stories in the book are darkly humorous about the author’s 

experiences, as a writer, in exile, growing up in Lesapi, and in relation to the question of 

having a ‘black identity’.  These stories are shamanistic in that they involve a doubling of 

the persona of the author (much as we saw the beginnings of in the last section of the 

novella), revealing two sides of the identity.  In some cases, these two sides can be read in 

terms of Lacan’s ‘mirror stage’, such as in ‘The Writer’s Grain’, where there appears an 

nemesis ‘brother’ of the protagonist, who accommodates himself to society’s mores in a 
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way that is both facile and urbane.  He casts aspersions, condescendingly, at the 

author/protagonist, who thereby falls into an aphasic mode, and has to get his revenge in a 

way other than by speaking.  In the novella, however, the two sides of Marechera’s 

character represented most decisively are the pre-initiatory side (with the normal, 

patriarchal character structure) and that which is post-initiatory.  In the story concerning his 

childhood in rural Lesapi, the narrative elements are animistic and broadly romantic in their 

deep and evocative sense of connection with the capricious spirit of nature governing his 

village.  The short stories of The House of Hunger portray women as manifestly strong, in 

terms of how they are represented, according to the author’s own metaphysics.  The writer 

represents his shamanistic view of the world – with magic and reality supervening on one 

other. 

 

THE SHAMANISTIC IDENTITY OF THE TEXT 

There is a conceptual key to both understanding and misunderstanding Marechera’s first 

published work of fiction, and it lies in the restoration of its intended name, ‘At the head of 

the stream’ (Pattison 2001: 93-95). This was the original title which was changed, at the 

publisher's suggestion, to The House of Hunger,  so as to give it more of a political 

resonance, probably to appeal to anti-colonial sentiments surrounding Rhodesia's situation 

at the time. Had Marechera been understood as a shamanistic writer from the beginning, his 

life and writing might have well been seen in a different light. Be that as it may, he may not 

have had his very first book published and acclaimed, as it in fact was.  It is at the head of 

the stream – Marechera’s intended original title and a shamanistic designation, as I shall 

explain further below – that we find the author’s restored self, in the character of the old 

man at the end of the novella.     

 But, first, let us go back to the original context of the writing: The novella has to do 

with the protagonist’s coming of age in a time of political oppression.  The protagonist in 

the story is a thinly disguised version of Marechera.  The other sections of the book are 

eight additional semi-autobiographical short stories, which reveal aspects of the author’s 
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life experiences and psychodynamic states.  The works in all were published under the 

name of The House of Hunger, and received recognition as a Joint Winner of The Guardian 

Fiction Prize in 1979 (Veit-Wild 2004: 37). At the award ceremony, which he attended in 

order to receive his prize, Marechera notoriously expressed his disdain by throwing items 

from his table at various presiding officials’ heads. He no doubt felt disturbed by the 

insufficient way his writing was received in terms of its urgent appeal to understand the 

inner nature of political violence. Jim Perkinson writes, in 'The Gift/Curse of 'Second 

Sight': Is 'Blackness' a Shamanistic Category in the Myth of America? ' (2002: 47):  

In Eliadian terms, we could perhaps describe this structure of [American] 

blackness as 'second sight,' […I]t entails internal flights of creative daring, 

laboring inarticulable depths of anguish into forms of self-knowledge that 

continually elude dominant culture categories and understanding.  

 Marechera went on to write books that were not highly appraised either in the West 

or in Zimbabwe, since they were not well understood.  Nonetheless, there is something 

about his writing that continues to act as a magnet to the younger generations of 

Zimbabweans.  I suggest that it is the truth telling capability of the author and echo of 

shamanistic lore in his writing, which reverberates in his readers’ unconscious.   

David Pattison, a critic of the writer’s life and works, points out that in the 

publisher’s strategic renaming, the work obtained a broader and more poignant political 

focus than it would otherwise have had.  This change of name was no doubt calculated to 

suit the marketing interests of the publishing company, which would have been able to rely 

upon the negative publicity concerning the Rhodesian regime in order to generate greater 

public interest in a book that seemed to be critiquing it.  Whilst the change in emphasis 

made Marechera out to be a more conventionally political writer than he in fact was, 

Pattison points out that it also raised expectations for a certain level of conventional 

political service and engagement from the writer that was not to be forthcoming.  That 

which was later viewed as the author’s failure to reach his audience was actually a failure 

of communication from the start, set into motion by this marketing ploy which 

misrepresented the author’s interests as being of a narrow, political variety, when his 
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engagement would have been better understood in shamanistic terms, as suggested by his 

own title.  Perhaps it was the boiling over of the author’s frustration at feeling wilfully 

misrepresented in his views that ended up with flying plates and bottles, for, as I have 

stated, the concern of the writer was, and always has been, a shamanistic one:  he wanted to 

understand the nature of trauma afflicted through political oppression.  His writing was 

intended to give meaning to the afflictions of those who were fighting to liberate Zimbabwe 

from colonial interests, and who were dying by the day.  He spoke on this when he 

accepted his award.  His approach showed an intention to bring to light the suffering of his 

people in an intersubjective and experiential way, rather than to head a political movement 

in a way that objectively transcended the actual experience of suffering.  In essence, the 

shaman wants to communicate to our repressed inner selves, which may be understood as 

the aspect of ‘infinity’ in us, that isn't bound by conventional notions of morality, or 

segregational factors of race and gender identity. 

The central feature of the novella is the writer’s semi-fictionalised account of his 

life in Vengere township in colonial Rhodesia.  The writer gives vivid pictures of an ‘iron 

net thrown over the sky’ (Marechera 1978: 74, 75) in the sense of hungering for fulfilment 

and transcendence of what was effectively ‘a ghetto’, and yet being unable to attain release.  

His character is similar to that of Stephen Daedalus, in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man (Joyce, 1956) with a young man's mixture of arrogance and uncertainty about women.  

Above all, Marechera’s character despises the vulgar level of survival necessitated by life 

in the black slums.  His disdain of this kind of lifestyle is passed on as a disdain of women, 

whom he feels are dangerous as well as dangerously inhuman because of their ability to 

survive and nurture, even under the impossible conditions of poverty and violence.  They 

seem to be able to placidly accept that which his moral sensibilities want violently to rage 

against.  It is the raging of a narrowly focused (pre-shamanistic) consciousness against what 

it takes to be a blind and docile acceptance of political and social relations which are guided 

by principles of white supremacy that the protagonist considers unconscionable.  The very 

conventional, patriarchal nature of his mind is depicted in the author’s attitudes towards 

women, as creatures inviting the most extreme emotions of love and hatred.   The 

displacement of male rage, at having little control over life’s destination, is redirected 
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against those who are situated in a still weaker position in the societal hierarchy than black 

men. The black women become the targets of this displaced rage at the white, colonial 

authorities.  The emotion that is directed against women is then dressed up as male justice 

and authority. The black women become the targets of this displaced rage at the white, 

colonial authorities.  The emotion that is directed against women is then dressed up as male 

justice and authority. Marechera showed he was aware of the injustice of this kind of power 

relationship, in the interview with Alle Lansu (Veit-Wild 2004: 13) .
8
  

The author’s attitude at this stage is one of nurturing a little seed of hatred until it 

grew.  Nurturing this seed of hatred could be seen as a way of inviting the lower dynamics 

of the mind, which are concerned with very rudimentary approaches towards love, hate and 

knowledge, to manifest in the present: 

I found a seed, a little seed, the smallest in the world.  And its name was Hate.  I 

buried it in my mind and watered it with tears.  No seed ever had a better gardener.  

As it swelled and cracked into green life I felt my nation tremble, tremble in the 

throes of birth – and burst out bloom and branch (Marechera 1978: 17). 

This hatred, planted within the ‘house’ of his mind – a hatred which is also represented as 

longing for ‘the black heroes’ –  was the likely force behind his ‘shamanistic initiation’.  

The inertia of everyday life in the ‘ghetto’, the reckless determination to hate the 

degradation of life in this environment, along with an intellectual and artistic drive that 

could not find nourishment within this limited environment was what pushed the writer and 

his protagonist to the point of a crisis that undermined his sanity.  This madness was real, in 

the sense of his being out of control.   He may have desired this madness, as it seems he 

did, in order to dissociate from the unpleasant nature of everyday life (a logical and 

therefore natural motivation).  He also seems to have desired it as a way to enter into a 

realm of meaning governed and organised by myth (a suggestibly shamanistic impulse, 

indicated by his attraction to alchemic notions of the world being made up of basic 

                                                 

8
 Also see Frantz Fanon's take on the black woman, Mayotte, whom he sees as betraying his race by wanting to be white, 

(Fanon 1968: 47).  Fanon's anger against her is a displacement of his rage at being treated as a black inferior to the white 

man. 
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elements – earth, fire, water, air and stone) (Marechera 1978: 37).  His descent into 

insanity, at any rate, was real and pathological.  His ascent from it was shamanistic and 

creative.   Indeed, it seems reasonable that such an upsurge of destructive effect from 

within was necessary to clear the space from which the author could construct a different 

platform for identity. 

 According to Roger Walsh: 

When the forces of growth overwhelm the forces of inertia, then a 

developmental crisis occurs. The symptoms of this crisis may vary 

depending upon the individual's personality and maturity. They may range 

from primitive pathology to existential, transpersonal, or spiritual concerns 

[…]. In the latter case the crisis has come to be known as a transpersonal 

crisis, spiritual emergency, or spiritual emergence […], and it is these that 

seem closest to and most helpful in understanding the shamanistic initiation 

crisis (Walsh 1997: 116). 

Walsh goes on to speak of the shamanistic initiation (in Marechera’s case, understood as a 

loss of sanity and control over language) as a maturation crisis, thus accounting for the 

change in the author. The author no longer sees himself positioned as a social victim of his 

circumstances so much as one who has learned to tell tales and master reality from a 

position of self-knowledge, having harnessed his own vivid imagination as a tool of self-

nourishment: 

If thou knowest how to moisten this dry earth with its own water, thou wilt 

loosen the pores of the earth, and this thief from outside will be cast out with 

the workers of wickedness (Jung 1975: 160-168). 

 

The novella depicts what is really an involuntary shamanistic initiation, in the sense 

that the writer didn’t set out with the goal in mind to become a type of shaman.  Yet his 

hatred of reality nurtured and watered the psychosis that was to overtake him in the form of 
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four hallucinated figures following him everywhere, when he was at the point of studying 

for his A levels (school leaving exam). 

They could not have been the black heroes whom I sought – or perhaps they 

were.  I don’t know.  There had been four of them; three men in threadbare 

clothes and the woman of the faded shawl.  This had happened a few weeks 

before my sixth form examinations – which I then had to write with the 

assistance of a massive dose of white tranquillisers and pink triangular pills 

(Marechera 1978: 28).  

Clearly, the spiritual hunger he has is for powerful mentors that will enable him to affirm his 

black identity in a racialist society.  The reckless watering of the seed of hatred no doubt had a 

voluntary aspect, at least in the form of the will of wanting to depart from reality.   

 

The writer also confesses, in autobiographical tone, to having enjoyed dagga, or 

marijuana (Marechera 1978: 3), which, as a drug, would have increased his chance of 

‘shamanistic initiation’, for various drugs or herbs are indeed used for traditional forms of 

shamanistic initiation.   Notably, Flora Veit-Wild (1988), David Pattison (2001) and Robert 

Frazer (cited in Veit-Wild, 199: 186), have suggested that there was evidence of pathology that 

permeated Marechera's thinking far beyond the early stages of his adolescent madness.  In line 

with the thinking behind these earlier critical readings, it might be said that the author could 

have succumbed to drug induced clinical psychosis, and indeed that there may well have been 

elements of this present in Marechera’s later condition. Be that as it may, my view is that 

Marechera's self mastery, evidenced in terms of his intellectual knowledge and well structured 

creative writing proved that he had healed himself – if not fully, then at least sufficiently 

enough to have made beneficial use of his earlier ‘madness’ – for it is the outcome, not the 

cause of the author's madness that interests us in shamanistic terms.  As I have earlier said, the 

evidence of his work and life both suggest shrewd insights, for example into how the mind 

works at very primal levels, so as to get us to fall into lockstep with pre-existing political 

programmes (the type of thing that Marechera as shaman wants to free us from).   Shamanism 

opens up the mind's lenses to see more than the average person wants to see and this can be a 

liability, in turn, as one perceives more of the arbitrary nature of social trauma. 
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So, it must be understood that the author/protagonist's early ‘madness’ and psychosis was 

part of a process, which finally engaged Marechera with a shamanistic transformation in 

which the very categories of madness and sanity and the polarity of this binary were put to 

the question. The nature of this process is the principal interest of this thesis. 

That which tips our young protagonist over the edge to the point of having to find 

his source of nourishment in his own temporary descent into madness, and to resolve the 

pressures within his psyche, can also cause paranoia, which is represented also in the 

novella.  It is the feeding of the ‘seeds of hatred’, however, that causes the ‘tightening’ of 

the stitches that hold together the young protagonist’s sense of being.  Is auto-destruction 

already at work in an unspoken will to trade off what one has and is in exchange for an 

unknown ‘something more’? Autodestruction is at work in the subject as he relates his 

highly autobiographical (semi-fictionalised) story through the novella, and it is instrumental 

in producing shamanistic initiation. I shall go through and reveal how each of these has a 

clear place in the sections of work I am analysing in this chapter.  The adoption of alchemic 

imagery is also an important aspect of Marechera’s writing, although I am primarily 

interested in the universal psychological dynamics of shamanism, as they pertain to the 

subject’s development as an individual and a writer.   

The author’s acute observations of his psychological state are excruciating in their 

exactitude in terms of depicting a society’s psychological dynamics, and a young man’s 

psychic disintegration.  As mentioned, Roger Walsh has stated that shamanistic initiation 

might be understood as the result of culturally imposed internal pressure towards personal 

growth rather than being seriously pathological (Walsh 1994: 7). The tearing apart of the 

fabric of one’s being is a motif the writer has used more than once in the pages of the 

novella: ‘I looked up.  As I did so the old cloth of my former self seemed to stretch and tear 

once more.’  (Marechera 1978: 17) Yet, the writer is also clearly driven to grow and 

develop despite his own limitations, thus the internal opposition that developed within his 

higher and his lower systems of mind:   

My fear of heights had not restrained me from climbing the cliffs of my 

nerves.  And the demons, finding the House unattended, had calmly strutted 
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in through the open door.  Had I been a good atheist perhaps….(Marechera 

1978: 29) 

The writer is then beset by voices and rain that seems to knock upon his head, the 

metaphoric house of spiritual hunger.  It is these that beckon him towards shamanistic 

initiation:   

For it was a strange thirst.  An unknown hunger.  Which had driven him 

from himself, from his friends, from his family, from the things of his first 

world (Marechera 1978: 79). 

As the narrative proceeds, there is one subtractive event after another, adding to the 

sense of being psychologically famished.  Whilst, in the opening scenes, the author’s cat is 

killed by a gang of children, by the end of the book the violence hasn’t quite relented.  The 

author resists his brother’s girlfriend’s affection, because he cannot quite understand how 

she could be so, within the context in which she lives.  The lack of personal transcendence 

becomes a limitation of subjectivity, a trap wrapped around his wounded and stitched up 

head:  'Those stitches like a net cast up into the sky tightened around my mind, and with the 

needle bit sharply into the more tender parts of the brain.'  The life in the land of gangsters 

has already taken its toll on the sensitive young man by depriving him of speech, earlier in 

the book.  It is the author’s need for transcendence of his circumstances, however – his 

‘Icarus complex’, a term suggesting a need to transcend oneself (Bataille 1985: 58) -- that 

causes his temporary undoing (his shamanistic initiation).  

Stephen Daedalus, James Joyce's autobiographical doppelgänger, is obviously also 

aiming for the heights, and Marechera's autobiographical story echoes his curvature, which 

in Stephen's case ends with a refusal to serve, and instead, a defensive embrace of ‘silence, 

exile, and cunning’  (Joyce: 1993: 213).  The redemption of Marechera's inner spirit, 

however, in terms of the enhancements supplied by his ‘shamanistic initiation’ is to be 

found in that of which he was earlier deprived: His capacity to speak.  This echoes 

Daedulus’s own silence.  In an early part of the book, we learn: ‘I began to ramble, 

incoherently, in a disconnected manner.  I was being severed from my own voice.’ 
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(Marechera 1978: 30)  Only in the final passages of the novella, the restoration of the self-

knowledge that restores speech is not via the normal pathways of renunciation of the pre-

Oedipal mode of experience (as per Lacan’s ideas concerning the entry into language via  

‘castration’ [Evans 1996:22] of one’s capacity to connect directly with one’s earlier R-

complex governed self.)  Rather, as the evidence of text reveals, the shaman’s capacity for 

speech is restored via a baptism into this level of experience of ‘Nature’ (rather than 

moving in a linear, developmental way, towards ‘Civilisation’ and its repressive mores) as 

an adult – an experience that restores his capacity to nurture himself inwardly – in Jung’s 

terms, to ‘water one’s own garden’ (Salman 1999:81).
9
  The shamanistic anti-paradigm I 

am upholding here entails a direct encounter with Nature
10

 through subjective accessing of 

one's own lower brain, and provides a broader scope for understanding Marechera's writing 

ouevre than that of postmodernism:  he played with ontology rather than with mere words 

alone. 

The author’s loss of language itself, and its restoration, in The House of Hunger is 

instructive psychologically – and in terms of our study of shamanistic transformation and 

regeneration – for it details how a typical patriarchal mindset can become neurotically 

fraught in terms of its desire for compartmentalisation of values, gender segregation, and 

transcendence of the despised symbolically ‘feminine’ aspects of personality.    

Shamanistic healing involves the restoration of the whole self – an internally desegregated 

self – after a period in the spiritual wilderness.   Marechera's portrayal of his early 

opposition to female humanity; his depiction of the author – himself – as a young man, 

echoes Joyce in his portrayal of Stephen’s rejection of Cranly's view concerning the 

primacy of a mother's love  (Joyce 1993: 208-9).  Stephen sees the ‘feminine’ as lure and 

trap.  It is likely that Marechera had read Joyce by the time he wrote his first book.   

 

The fundamental issue with regard to Marechera’s angst in relation to language was 

whether he should speak English or Shona, for Marechera, as a young man, clearly 

                                                 

9
 To directly access lower levels of consciousness is the shaman's unique capability and means of self-nurturing. 

10
 See Chapter 5, concerning 'infancy as a state of nature.'  
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suffered, from an Oedipus complex dictating that he should be a pleasing and dutiful son to 

his parents.  The tension produced, in the author/protagonist’s awareness of the cultural and 

political ramifications of one’s choice of language shouldn’t be underestimated. The 

novella details how, by unwittingly speaking English to his mother, he received a 

resounding hiding.  Yet the writer could not identify wholly with the colonial English 

speaking culture, which seemed to impress upon him the culture of the oppressors.  If the 

‘symbolic register’ of language (the entrance into which, through learning to speak, marks 

adult maturity within Lacanian psychoanalysis) is understood to encompass language as the 

expression of the social and cultural values of each of these social milieus, both languages 

put strain on the young artist to adapt to his role as an adult in contradictory ways. The 

author goes on to describe the fight, autonomously taking place as if apart from his own 

will or preferences, between the English and Shona parts of his psyche.  Yet he himself has 

become incoherent.  The refusal of the symbolic order is a refusal 'reality' in terms of the 

reality of the ghetto and its lack of scope for transcendence of the violence it harbours. 

Aspects of the values of both systems also seemed debasing to this high-minded artist.  He 

could not accommodate himself to life in the slums any more than he could ethically adopt 

the oppressor’s language.   

It seems that both alternatives would have been felt as extremely threatening in 

terms of undermining his previously happy connection with the world, that he experienced 

as a child, as depicted semi-autobiographically in ‘Burning in the Rain’ (Marechera 1978: 

85).  His socially conditioned role as a man, who cannot tolerate the possibility of womanly 

love or romance under the cultural conditions of the ghetto, blocked his only avenue for 

comfort and must have only exacerbated his condition. It seems then that it was specifically 

his unhappiness, determined by his strongly uncompromising attitude of masculine 

transcendence, which broke the protagonist apart.  The quintessentially shamanistic 

knowledge that a unity is needed between ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ components of the 

psyche is, however, evidenced, in ‘Burning in the Rain’, which puts the unity of the male 

and female deities at the head of the source of life, and therefore, at the source of 

shamanistic inspiration.  This mythopoeic way of writing makes reference to the hidden, 

‘spiritual’ dimensions of the psyche that sustain it. This union that takes place as a form of 
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creativity overcomes the male-female dichotomy that had been limiting his scope within the 

normative register of cultural thinking that produces divisive social evaluations: 

At the head of the stream, that’s where they had, with great violence, fused 

into one and it was among the petunias so unbearably sweet that they had 

become afraid and listened to the staring motionless thing which made the 

rivers flow  (Marechera 1978: 84).  

The description of the forceful uniting of two components of the mind appears like 

symbolism for shamanistic initiation itself.   Along with the effect of being in a pressure 

cooker on a social and political level, which is effectively what the ghetto situation was, the 

author’s own attitude to life was to push the envelope, to climb up to the height of his 

nerves in order to satisfy his curiosity about life.  This openness to knowledge is what 

ultimately secured a path for him outside of the dominant cultural mores and its status quo. 

This approach is fully compatible with pursuing various shamanistic projects, which entail 

'a certain novelty of the enterprise in coming to enjoy shamanistic flight ‘for its own sake.’' 

(Perkinson 2002: 47).   

The writer’s reckless pursuit of self-destruction by upping the ante in terms of his 

own inner tension (that is, nurturing, rather than putting an end to the ‘seeds of hate’) 

created the underlying conditions for his shamanistic initiation.  The shamanistic initiation 

is what saved him.  According to Nietzsche, ‘Increscunt animi, virescit volnere virtus. The 

spirit grows, strength is restored by wounding.’ (Nietzsche 1990: 31) This aphorism 

suggests to me not just any wounding but shamanistic wounding, wounding that produces 

psychological benefits.  

The vigour reinstalled and supplied through the experience of being wounded 

expanded the range of his imagination to take in unconventional insights.  The same 

recklessness that caused his brain to suffer from hallucinations now enables him to master 

his own psyche and its insights as adventure; rather than locate his subjectivity within a 

particular brand of cultural identity, he invites his brain to explode.  Towards the end of the 
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book the protagonist smokes marijuana and welcomes the subtle exploding of his mind as 

part of a shamanistic journey away from the political categories of identity:   

'White people are shit', Doug added with closed eyes. 

I agreed. 

'And black people are shit,' Doug blew cinders and ash from his shirtfront. 

Before I could agree again Philip interrupted: 

'Everybody human shits, that’s the trouble.' 

I nodded, watching my mind explode deliciously. (Marechera 1978: 67)  

  It is worth mentioning, here, that there is an overlap between practices of 

shamanism (which can be understood as universally based on our common human 

neurological structure) and traditional Shona society: Mbanje (marijuana) was considered a 

sacred drug, and in modern day Shona society, it is still even referred to as vodya yavakuru, 

literally, 'the tobacco of the ancestors'.  So, once more the protagonist is seen to be self-

consciously dabbling in the spirit world, trying to bring about a change.  The use of 

marijuana in rituals was common, and spirit mediums used to smoke whilst they were 

possessed. 

On a deep psychological level, this desire to explode one’s own mind (the auto-

destruction of ego, through dissociation, that allows one to ‘journey’), and the 

epistemological destruction of difference is indeed shamanistic, for it is a way of giving in 

to the conventional fear of losing one’s identity and the stability of self, only to find what 

one had been looking for all the time – the unity of one’s self as a preposterously humorous 

undermining of conventional tropes of identity.  According to Joan Halifax:  

The shaman is a figure 'balanced between worlds,' teaching that trauma can 

be 'a passageway to a greater life where there is access to great power at 

great risk (Perkinson 2002: 23).  

Indeed, according to Perkinson, 
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 [T]he shaman often becomes androgynous, ‘balancing’ or equalizing 

problematic social roles and creating healing through paradox. The initiatory 

quest here is one that opens the mystery by ‘becoming’ it,' transcends death 

'by dying in life,' pierces duality 'by embracing opposites,' reunites fractured 

forms by fashioning oneself as 'a double being.' (Perkinson 2002: 23)  

In the case of Marechera, the shaman journeys beyond the psychic damage imposed 

upon him by the political antagonisms between tribes of black and white and by his 

conventional patriarchal contempt for women.   

If the story of the author’s life detailed in the novella is indeed at least partly fact 

and not fiction, the author’s ‘shamanistic initiation’ must have achieved the effect that 

turned him into a writer.  It must have led to a greater strengthening of mind, insight and 

creative energy.  The elaborate richness, acuteness of observation and humour of the 

writing in this group of works lends certainty to the idea that there is a salient difference 

between the person depicted as Marechera in the stories and the writer who completed the 

semi-autobiographical texts.  A lot of the richness of the text is ironical.  Marechera’s 

conscious or subconscious concession to an ironic view of himself as a kind of shaman is 

indicated through a viewing of his bones after having undergone an X-ray.  Traditionally, 

shamans count the number of their own bones.  ‘But he let me see the X-rays on the 

illuminated screen.  The sight of my own bones chilled me.’ (Marechera 1978: 77) There 

are shamanistic insinuations in the earlier parts of the text, wherein the writer conceives of 

himself as prematurely grey, and has his wise old man status affirmed by a bird’s dropping 

on his head.  Perhaps the shaman is necessarily one who is prematurely aged?  As 

Perkinson says about Frida Kahlo, it was as if life, after her accident, suddenly had no 

secrets from her.  The ‘old man’ is a trope that speaks of learning that a spiritual hunger 

was not to be nurtured simply by hate:  ‘He fed on hatred of all things; but that did not 

quench his thirst.’ (Marechera 1978: 79)  In the terminology of Carlos Castaneda’s Don 

Juan, (whom Marechera read) he longed for ‘infinity’.  However, the price he paid to enjoy 

this sensation was the temporary auto-destruction of his consciousness of being in a 

particular time and place, which is, as I have argued, the precondition of shamanistic 
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initiation. So it is that in the same sequence of reflecting about the aridity of hate that the 

meditation of the old man turns to the solution, to ‘live at the head of the stream where all 

of man's questions began.’ (Marechera 1978: 80)  The point is to accept the consequences 

of shamanisation by living at the ontological origin of knowledge. 

As stated in the beginning of this chapter, the clue resides in the very name of the 

book in its original intention, ‘at the head of the stream’.  The shamanistic resolution of the 

binary aspects of the author’s mind (particularly ‘spirit’ versus ‘vulgarly there’) has its 

meaning in this aforementioned title.  The phenomenology of the protagonist's shamanistic 

initiation experience would appear to involve a temporary going backwards in time, as well 

as a psychological regression.
11

 This is in fact more than appearance; however the 

regression solves a particular purpose of taking one to a place where the contradictions of 

life can be seen in a different light.  What makes the difference is that Marechera discovers 

a nurturing aspect within himself, in the reformulation of his father ,the ‘old man’ who 

‘died beneath the wheels of the twentieth century’:  'There was nothing left but stains, 

bloodstains and fragments of flesh, when the whole length of it was through with eating 

him.' (Marechera 1978: 45).  

His father then becomes an older and nurturing version of himself, who is a 

storyteller.  This revitalised old man takes the young man under his wing: An instance of 

shamanistic doubling of the self, whereby one acquires a spirit guide to give comfort and 

wisdom.  The old man fulfils this role by telling parables and snatches of stories and 

amusing him with his absurd, magical ideas:  

But the old man was my friend.  He simply wandered into the House [which 

the writer tells us is the protagonist’s mind] one day out of the rain, dragging 

himself on his knobbly walking stick.  And he stayed.  His face was like a 

mesh of copper wire; his wrists, strings of muscle [….] What he loved best 

was for me to listen attentively while he told stories that were oblique, 

rambling, fragmentary.  His transparent, cunning look, his eager chuckle, his 

                                                 

11
 This 'going backwards' is to happier times: 'He had been happy, unbearably happy, as a child.'(Marechera 1979: 85). 
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wheezing cough, and something of the earth, gravel-like, in his voice – these 

gave body to the fragments of things which he casually threw in my 

direction.' (Marechera 1978: 29) 

The ‘old man’ is a double for Marechera but also a manifestation of his father who has 

come back to life -- his death having been established earlier in the novella (Marechera 

1979: 45).   It terms of speaking about the protagonist/author’s shamanistic regeneration, 

the image is loaded with significance, as it reveals a resolution of the Oedipus complex in a 

way that favours the imagination and creativity – rather than leading to psychological 

repression of the anoedipal self, and the adoption of the repressive patriarchal character 

structure of the real father.
12

   

In considering how shamanistic types access and exploit the powers of the 

unconscious, which they come to master, they can be considered to be very cunning and 

even socially dubious characters by many accounts.   What defines both their cunning and 

their more useful, healing behaviour is that they have mastered ‘the spirits’ that had 

previously tormented them.  This also has meaning in the psycho-social sense.  The 

production of a palatable and amenable image of his distant and patriarchal father is a way 

of controlling the ‘spirits’.   The writer as shaman shows that he has mastered the necessary 

fragmentation of life, and the need for creative  

stitches to bind reality together, so as to give it some digestible semblance of form. According 

to Roger Walsh: 

What is unique about shamans is not that they complain of persecution by 

spirits; it is that they eventually learn how to master and use them. (Walsh 

1997: 112) 

                                                 

12
 It is imperative to mention at this point a basic theoretical consideration about how I will be using my terminology.  

Deleuze and Guattari prefer this term, 'anoedipal', to that more conventional term of psychoanalysis, 'pre-Oedipal' very 

teleological dimensions of the oedipal oriented theoretical paradigm of traditional psychoanalysis.  See:  Deleuze & 

Guattari 1983: 44-45.  Within this thesis, I will generally retain the more conventional term, 'pre-Oedipal', so as to imply a 

linear sense of psychological development, which I find useful in talking about shamanism, which depicts regression to 

the womb.  At the same time, however, I wish to evoke a broader sense of the creative powers of the unconscious than 

would be understood by invoking a notion of 'regression', and therefore the conceptual term 'anoedipal' would most often 

seem more appropriate. 
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If language and its symbols were indeed the young Marechera’s tormentors as he 

claims in relation to his protagonist, then by the end of the book the master has definitively 

established his mastery over them.   This ‘old man’ has also, quite obviously, overcome the 

younger writer’s hostility towards all that nurtures, which had been fuelled by his sense of a 

gender dichotomy (whereas women ‘foolishly’ sought nurturing and to be nurtured, men 

were tough gangsters.)  What has happened is that the young man has overcome his 

disturbed psychological state by pushing through the various stages of shamanistic 

initiation.  Shamanistic initiation involves gaining knowledge of how one’s own mind 

works in relation to itself. 

 

Shamanistic initiation also bestows knowledge as to how the forces of society (that 

is, the broader dimensions of human engagement) operate beneath the surface of the 

consciousness of individuals, in order to give them ‘identity’.  That which shamanistic 

knowledge and experience does not cure, however, is the pain of the shamanistic wounding, 

which lasts.   Under traditional circumstances of shamanitic initiation, the ‘loss of self’ is 

guided by an already wise shamanistic practitioner.  This safeguards the initiate and 

prevents the injury he receives during his state of regression from being overwhelming.  In 

Marechera’s case, he did not have this help or guidance, and his initiatory experience was 

consequently extremely violent.  His later temporary breakdowns into paranoiac states can 

be traced to this.   

In terms of understanding more about the positive side of his experience – his 

successful shamanistic self-initiation, one need go no further than Nietzsche to see how 

shamanistic initiation follows a certain trajectory of taking things seriously, of throwing off 

the shackles of confining thought, and finally rebuilding the character structure in a way 

that is on one’s own terms. For the three metamorphoses described in Thus Spake 

Zarathustra, the weight bearing spirit changes into a destructive spirit, which changes in 

turn into a playful spirit.  This represents a logical transformation of one’s character from 

being part of a particular cultural group, to being one who has undergone the experience of 

being shamanised.  We can see how this works through the mediating mode of subjectivity, 

the capacity for language.  To have learned a language, only then to unlearn it or to be 
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unable to speak it is different from never having learned a language at all.  One has 

developed a certain intellectual discipline, a certain social awareness as the result of 

language’s cognitive and social demands.  To be able to speak a language is also to become 

aware of the political nuances of one’s culture, to learn its ins and outs, perhaps even to 

learn of its potential to hand you over into life or death (under the circumstances of a civil 

war such was the ‘Second Chimurenga’):   

There are many heavy things for the spirit, for the strong, weight-bearing 

spirit in which dwell respect and awe: its strength longs for the heavy, for 

the heaviest (Nietzsche 1961: 54).   

  If language gives the character a social basis for identity and structure (as is the case 

according to Lacan),
13

 then a loss of ability to communicate one’s self is a form of 

destruction of that character. Yet what isregenerated after the shamanistic initiation is not 

the conventional adult character structure understood and outlined by conventional 

psychoanalysis, but a state of being that incorporates knowledge of the unconscious mind 

(collective and personal) with the capacity to have a public and sociable identity on the 

other side of the mirror (Barzilai 1991: 107).  The story of the novella is a story of auto-

destruction that leads the way for a new character structure: According to Nietzsche: 

 To create new values—that, even the lion cannot yet accomplish: but to 

create itself freedom for new creating—that can the might of the lion do. 

To have the capacity to speak a language and to lose it is to lose one’s capacity for 

conformity.  The rigidity of the character structure that was developed, in my interpretation 

of Lacanian psychology, through the ‘castration’ (Evans 1996: 22-23)
14

 of the early 

                                                 

13
 Lacan came to view language as 'structuring the social laws of exchange , as a symbolic pact' (Evans 1996: 97). 

 
14

 According to Lacanian theory, it is 'the refusal of castration that lies at the root of all psychopathological structures.' 

(Evans 1999: 23).  This refusal implies that one does not effectively move from the realm of nature into civilised modes of 

thinking.  What Lacan's theory leaves out, however, is the danger in developing psychopathology by virtue of leaving 

nature and the natural too decisively behind.  That is, 'castration' itself, as the word implies, is something of a mutilation of 

the natural self.  This is a wrong that shamanistic regression (see  Chapter 5) attempts to redress. 
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childhood self, is broken down, and thus can be reformed anew, in a way that incorporates 

the innocent (but not necessarily psychopathological aspects) of this early childhood self:  

‘But tell me, my brothers, what can the child do that even the lion cannot?  Why must the 

preying lion still become a child?’ (Nietzsche 1961 55) 

 

In terms of his ‘three metamorphoses’, Nietzsche delineates that path of the shaman, 

from an experience of building one’s character, to one of demolishing the binds of social 

conformity (and thus, implicitly, losing one’s social identity and social character structure) 

to the point of embracing life on one’s own terms.  ‘The child is innocence and 

forgetfulness, a new beginning, a sport, a self-propelling wheel, a first motion, a sacred 

Yes.’ (Nietzsche 1961: 55)  The final outcome in this prescription for becoming a shaman 

is the individual who is radically self-determining as well as being imaginative and playful.  

This is the outcome that we do in fact see in the last few pages of Marechera’s novella.  The 

following prose from the end of the novella (after shamanistic transformation) is a radiant 

example of such shamanistic playfulness and the psychological clarity that comes from 

transformation and spiritual recovery (whether full psychological recovery from trauma is 

ever possible is another question entirely).  It involves a sense of struggle followed by a 

joyous, paradoxical, embrace of life as an artist-exile (one who has developed the capacity 

to face life as a new kind of person, free of the constraints of social conformity.)  This, 

again, has a Joycean parallel – echoing a central theme in Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man.  The outcome of persistence through the stages of shamanistic initiation is detailed in 

the following playful fashion, towards the end of the novella, where Marechera's writing 

takes on a much more concentrated shamanistic-realist tone:  

 

[A hunter of women] fed on exhaustion of mind and body, but the brain only 

dies at its own behest and the body is a precious thing which, fading and 

knotting within itself, generates a new being who shimmers around the old 

body and does not die unless the great star comes down.  And so exhaustion 

did not slake his thirst and weariness, did not stop the gnawing of the hunger 

in his belly.  He came to a great city, but when he tried to enter the guard at 

the gates laughed a great laugh and the whole thing faded into nothing but 
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sand-dunes.  It may not even have been there.  There were great beautiful 

birds in his vision, but when he called out to them they turned into vultures 

and squawked awkwardly out of his sight.  It was like a sudden irritation.  In 

fact he actually scratched himself tenderly between his legs.  That’s when he 

said:  'I will live in the heart of a grain of sand.'  And he also said:  'I will 

light a match: When it flares I will jump straight into the dark heart of its 

flame-seed.'  But as he listened to himself, to the thirst and to the hunger, he 

suddenly said in words of gold: 'I will live at the head of the stream where 

all of man’s questions began'   (Marechera 1978: 80). 

The ‘head of the stream’ is the place of recovery, the explosively creative place in 

which the shaman dwells in the spirit world (along with the ‘manfish’, another symbol of a 

drowned soul), yet it is also, paradoxically, a place of creative renewal of one’s lost 

identity. In the sacred watering places of Zimbabwean culture, spirits sometimes 

manifested themselves as a manfish/mermaid (njuzu).  According to Grant Lilford, who 

considered the meaning of this Shona mythical creature in Marechera's work, Marechera's 

manfish lives 'an alternative existence beneath the surface of a pond.' (Chennells & Veit-

Wild). This suggests that one is living beneath the surface of consciousness, in 

communication with unconscious processes.  Shona tradition holds that these spirits 

sometimes abducted human beings with whom they lived under the waters and whom they 

initiated as medicine men or women of repute. Marechera, elsewhere in this collection of 

stories refers to himself via his protagonist as a manfish. In Zimbabwean cultural terms the 

manfish is the one 'undead' whom people are not even permitted to cry for.  An initiate into 

this underworld faces death, and lives for a while in the realm of the dead, during the 

initiation.  After one had been abducted or disappeared the family of the person or child 

was supposed to observe strictly no weeping or mourning or any outward show of 

bereavement if they were to see their relative or child alive again. If they did exhibit any 

outward sign of bereavement the abducted would be thrown above the waters and float after 

a few hours or days as a victim of drowning. If the family and relatives observed the rules, 

the abducted would emerge after a period of time sometimes spanning years and henceforth 
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that person would be a person set apart from the generality of his community and set on a 

path to be revered n’anga (healer).  

So although the initiate has become a regenerated ‘wise-man’, he is also one who 

can never re-enter human society again on the terms he had originally been granted, as an 

everyday human being.  He is transformed – and knows too much.   He is necessarily a 

liminal character, then, which is to say one who occupies the boundaries of the mind as 

well as being on the community’s boundaries.  The shaman who is forbidden to enter ‘the 

city’ lives at a point of experience that precedes and oversees the nature and development 

of the dichotomies of social meaning. His situation is rather amoral, and he associates with 

those who are like him.   The position of Marechera as shaman is therefore different from 

the position of svikiro, traditional spirit mediums, of Zimbabwean society.  According to 

Stephen Mandivengerei, a source who advised me on some aspects of Shona culture:  

Svikiro are part of the society and [are] in every sense sons, daughters, 

brothers, sisters, fathers, mothers, grannies and/or grandpas in everyday 

interactions. They are svikiro only during those moments when the medium 

[spirit] speaks through them. Otherwise, their ordinary relationships take 

precedence. 

Marechera had a liminal status in relation to society, on the other hand, which was 

determined by his having become, at the neuropsychological level, a functional ‘shaman’.  

More than this, he had quite a few advantages over most people, in that he had gone to the 

primeval source of being (represented, in my paradigm by the ‘lizard brain’ or Reptilian 

complex.)   He went to ‘the head of the stream’, the head of the very neuropsychological 

source of existence.  There is more to this as pertains to Shona mythology.  The ‘head of 

the stream’ (mavambo) was held sacred in all respects. Water bodies were the abode of 

water spirits and pools; springs were particularly seen in this light. Natural springs and 

stream sources were sacred places and people had certain ritualistic observations, which 

they followed when fetching water. When faced with a disease/plague in the community, 

which would maybe have astounded medicine people of repute, one who had been initiated 
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by disappearing under the water would simply journey back to ‘the head of the stream’ to 

commune and convene with the spirits and emerge there from with the solution and cure.   

‘At the head of the stream’, one encounters, in the spirit world, a wholeness of 

identity, that is not concerned with the morality of higher versus lower actions, but wherein 

all things are made equal.  This is the primal position of selfhood, developmentally prior to 

the acquisition of personality and social place, which, however, lies beyond the comfort 

zone of normal, adult humanity.  The final sign of the shamanistic identity behind the 

anthology does not rest so much with the figure of the ‘old man’ – Jungian archetype 

signifying wisdom.  It is rather the ‘trickster’ element that we first catch sight of, in the 

newly shamanised character of the narrator. This trickster element in shamanism has been 

noted by Kremer who discusses ‘tricksters [who] move between heaven and earth […] 

They are the spirits of the threshold and the liminal’ (Kremer 2007: 23). In the last segment 

of the novella, the author, in the shamanistic-inspired mode of representing the nurturing 

aspect that he no doubt had longed for from his father, adopts as strategy of revenge against 

a character from earlier in the book.   

From pages that preceded the author’s earlier descent into madness, we learn of 

Harry, a rather unsavoury character (much like the rest of the male characters in the 

novella) wears a ‘blood red coat’ and has a predilection for white women rather than for 

those who are black, like Harry.  He views black women as ‘just meat’  (Marechera 1978: 

13).  In this ghetto of Vengere that is populated by black gangsters, Harry is the smooth 

operator who has acquired his garish crimson coat from a white girlfriend.  It marks him as 

having something that the rest of the ghetto wants, and no doubt raises competitive ire and 

jealousy.  In the last paragraph of the novella, the father persona uses his shamanistic 

magical thinking (having changed form – a very shamanistic act) to even a score with 

Harry, who has scored social precedence by going out with white women. Knowing his 

predilection for the white female form, the protagonist sends him to a trap: To be beaten up 

by white soldiers.  Thus we see for the first time that which will become easily recognisable 

as a common feature of Marechera’s writings – shamanistic tricksterism; for the one whom 
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best knows the range and scope of the human mind is the shaman, and he cannot resist 

using his knowledge to tease and provoke ordinary mortals: 

One day I too chose my spot and sat upon it, waiting for travellers to pass 

me by.  It was Sunday and early.  Soon a solid youth in a crimson jacket 

strolled up to me and asked if I knew where he could buy white chicken.  Do 

you know where I sent him?  To the white soldiers’ whorehouse: they beat 

him to a pulp.  Or into a paste, I’m not sure  (Marechera 1978: 82). 

The capacity to use magic (the author disguising himself as the ‘old man’) in order 

to wreak vengeance on others is an example of shamanistic trickery.  According to my 

shamanistic anti-paradigm, a shaman thinks in terms of transforming his shape (literally or 

metaphorically), using the lizard brain’s actual generative power, as well as the ‘magical 

thinking’ that one has access to, at this level of consciousness.  So, the shaman plays a trick 

upon his ongoing enemy.  

This chapter has been concerned with the way that the two levels of the brain's functional 

hierarchy become integrated after shamanistic initiation.  Should one part become too 

strong in relation to the other, a dangerous psychological imbalance occurs, in ordinary 

people.  However, this imbalance can provide the basis for shamanistic initiation (leading 

to expansion of consciousness) if there is already a will present in the subject to know more 

about reality, and to improve one’s standing in the world.  Shamanistic initiation is 

dangerous, even under the instruction of a traditional shaman master.  What Marechera 

(represented as his protagonist) experienced was spontaneous shamanistic initiation.  The 

violence of this experience may have done him some harm, but in general it led to greater 

knowledge concerning the psychological mechanisms that undergird our experience of 

power in societies.  His shamanistic initiation also gave him access to the force of the 

unconscious that produces dreams and active elements of the imagination.  In the next 

chapter, we will look at how the expanded consciousness of the shaman is able to take in 

more information than most, concerning subtle shifts in political and social attitudes, in 

order to anticipate the future.   
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CHAPTER 4: THE BLACK INSIDER – A SHAMANISTIC VOYAGE 

OF DISCOVERY OF ZIMBABWE-RHODESIA 
 

Marechera's novel/intellectual treatise, The Black Insider (Marechera 1992a), offers various 

shamanistic tropes to delight and tease the reader.  Soul journeying and communication 

with the spirit world and diagnosis of social pathologies are some primary ones.  However, 

it is the author's role as ‘shamanistic seer’ and prophet for his own time in which I am most 

interested here.  Why did Marechera choose to use in this book literary tropes that also have 

a strong resonance in shamanistic literature?  One can speculate that these naturally echoed 

with his own psychological states, for the reason that these states were already very 

shamanistic.  Alternatively, he wished to stylise himself as a kind of shaman, deliberately, 

through his literature. 

 The Black Insider is a book of considerable intellectual merit -- in terms of its 

examination of the plight of those belonging to Africa’s black diaspora as well as those 

who remain entombed in the womb of Africa itself.  It is a book written by the author in 

exile in the UK, and if we consider the metaphorical structure of the ‘Axis Mundi’, this 

book can be positioned with the concern of travelling on the upwards pole within the 

psyche towards the possibility of finding higher knowledge.  The author questions whether 

higher knowledge (beyond mere higher education) will enable blacks, who have lost their 

African identities in the diaspora, to transcend their situational poverty and regain a degree 

of empowerment.  This is the opposite psychological polarity to his later text Black 

Sunlight, which takes us on a ‘downwards’ or regressive trajectory in the psyche, in search 

of shamanistic knowledge, rather than knowledge that will directly enable transcendence of 

the status quo.
15

 In The Black Insider, the author uses his body as an anchor in the time and 

place in the present to ascend into effectively 'disembodied' thinking governed almost 

entirely, as it were, by the neo-cortex
 16

 (MacLean 1958:619). In Black Sunlight, by 

contrast, his body is an anchor from which he sinks more deeply into R-Complex 

                                                 

15
 .See: Chapter 1 on Nietzsche's shamanistic approach. 

16
 See MacLean, on the role of the limbic system in assuring that we do not experience the world as 'disembodied spirits'.  

This is precisely how the characters appear in The Black Insider, suggesting shamanistic dissociation from the body. 
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neurological processing
.17

 Unfortunately, Marechera’s shamanistic voyage of discovery 

reveals a prognosis that is grim, due to the very lack of power that keeps blacks as it were 

on the inside of the womb of existence.  The black identity (or indeed, black identities) is 

unable to give birth to itself in a way that equals that of other dominant identities – those 

for whom militarism represents their sense of power (one may think of the Rhodesian white 

minority regime in this regard.)   

If we are to imagine that the book takes us back and forward in time (along the 

horizontal axis of the Axis Mundi), we move from experiencing Marechera’s squat in 

Britain during the late 1970s back to discussing the politics of the newly amalgamated state 

of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia, then, back to the squat and then to a stand-off between 

academics/drop outs-turned-guerrillas and the ‘rest of the world’, militarised as it is.  This 

final showdown prophetically resonates with an event that almost happened as the short 

period of time of the state of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia came to an end, and the country prepared 

to vote again, for a majority rule leader. Some hardline whites that still existed within the 

state’s military (from Rhodesian days) were preparing to take matters into their own hands 

(Melson 2005: 72).
18

  

The book was written during another difficult time in Marechera’s life.  Having 

overstayed his student visa to study at Oxford University, he was also an illegal immigrant, 

and had to maintain a defensive position against society at large.  The writing investigates 

through different intellectual lenses, the unlikely possibility of any solution to the African 

political crises, which were the foundation of the black diaspora.  It is a book written from a 

position of extreme psychological and cultural alienation.  Those of the diaspora are as 

alienated from themselves as they are from the society that contains them.  Those who are 

intellectuals or artists have nowhere to go and, in the allegorical terms of this book, are  

                                                 

17
 See Chapter 1. 

18
 Rumours concerned an 'Operation Quartz', intended  to overthrow Mugabe's power. 
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walled up within an abandoned Arts Faculty.
19

  Here they eke out an existence between life 

and death, as a war rages around them.  As drop-outs from society at large, these ‘aliens’ 

are considered to have a debilitating disease.  Marechera opens his book by spelling out the 

nature of this disease: A sense of being ‘subtracted from oneself’.  It now seems quite 

evident what their condition involves: The loss of self (and more specifically, as the book 

goes on to tell it, the loss of the African core self or culturally engendered sense of self.)  

Such is the nature of the diagnosis, but what will be the cure?  

 In diagnosing the affliction of the illness in The Black Insider, Marechera, as 

shaman, traverses psychological boundaries between being himself as ‘an insider’, and 

being a social outsider whose very social alienation gives him a measure of transcendence 

of an unexamined subjectivity.  The lack of political power in one’s homeland, and the state 

of being exiled from one’s culture is responsible for such a state of mind in all of 

Marechera’s ‘insider’ (culturally imprisoned) characters within the book.  They all express 

social alienation. This inner state of exile of all the characters, and inability to identify with 

the values of larger society
20

  explains the fragmented nature of the subjectivity represented 

in the book, where one illustration of subjective alienation rolls into another, without being 

connected to the force of an overall transcendental ego.  It is this ‘feminine position’ of the 

psychological insiders, which also explains the prevalent metaphors in the book of being 

half alive (ghostly and in touch with spirits) and (in the sense of having ‘being’ and 

identity) close to death.   The metaphor of the abandoned Arts Faculty is a makeshift womb 

for those with an afflicted subjectivity to wait out their time until an ‘African identity’ can 

be born.  In the meantime, those who have an identity (which happens to be a military – 

hence ‘masculine’ one –  rather than the inwardly directed and thus ‘sickly’ one of those 

awaiting their own birth) are attacking the insiders from without. State power, as always, is 

threatening to make war of different sorts – a danger of which Marechera, as anarchist, was 

                                                 

19
 In autobiographical terms, this could be the Arts Faculty that Marechera physically abandoned when he dropped out of 

Oxford. 

 
20

 See Chapter 5 on 'homogeneity', being the nature of larger society. 
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always conscious.  What is important for him, both as shaman and as anarchist, is to 

ascertain the likely trajectories of this State power.  In making his assessments, 

Marechera’s mind finally returns to his homeland of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia, to bring in its 

alarming, prophetic vision. 

 At the time of writing The Black Insider, Rhodesia was Zimbabwe-Rhodesia, a state 

in transition from white rule.  ‘Marota’ stands for Bishop Abel Tendekayi Muzorewa, who 

was the Prime Minister of the Republic of Zimbabwe Rhodesia, a state that existing from 1 

June 1979 to 12 December 1979. The nation was not yet liberated but also not completely 

under colonial rule, and it mirrors the author’s own state of being betwixt and between.  

The metaphor the author chooses to use is that which he uses to refer to Africa and Africans 

in general – they are in a state of being between coming into life and existence and not yet 

being born.  It is this kind of pregnant twilight and somnambulistic mood (that can be 

viewed as an extended shamanistic voyage) that invokes the author’s imagery of ghosts 

roaming the corridors of the Arts Faculty.   It is logical to view this representation of the 

Arts Faculty as having some basis in Marechera's own experiences.  Marechera wrote 

always on the basis of reworking autobiographical material, as is well known by those who 

have studied him.   The Arts Faculty is therefore best viewed as a conglomeration of 

Marechera's experiences at the University of Zimbabwe, before he was expelled, and 

Oxford University's New College, where he went on to study.  It is also, ultimately, the 

squat, Tolmers Square, which according to Veit-Wild, Marechera lived in 1978 (Marechera 

1992a: 7), after he was ‘sent down’ from Oxford.  Here he stayed with others who were 

social drop-outs for one reason or another.   

This half alive and half dead state of being trapped in the ‘Arts Faculty’ is therefore 

based on many different levels on the broader political and social circumstances that the 

author has found himself in throughout his life. On a shamanistic level, a starved or 

otherwise wounded body is required, traditionally to confer with ‘spirits’.  (In the case of 

this book they are represented by Marechera as those of the half dead faculty members). 

Marechera takes an approach of ontological development with his choice of metaphors – 

often invoking the idea of a return to the womb and of the situation of being not yet born.  

This emphasis on ontological matters (the questioning of the nature of being, approached 



87 

 

through a psychological-developmental angle) in terms of analysing the nature of selfhood 

and the nature of the African identity is in a shamanistic-diagnostic mode.  The outcome of 

the shaman’s research is the discovery of a great psychological split within society, 

between intellectuals and common people.  The prognosis on the basis of this outcome is 

defined in the last few pages of the book as being violent death.   

Much has been observed about the complexity and intrigue of The Black Insider.  

For instance, James Currey, Heineman's publisher, considered several Marechera 

manuscripts including The Black Insider to have ‘an element of genius’ (Marechera 1992a: 

7) along with parts that he considered to be ‘merely clever’ (Marechera 1992a: 7).  What 

strikes others such as Currey as a work of inconsistent quality can be viewed in a 

shamanistic light in much more salutary way.  One can see that Marechera's system of 

thinking, whilst writing the book is completely and wholly consistent with shamanism.  My 

shamanistic anti-paradigm has an internal logic of its own – being that one can use the body 

as an anchor in the here and now and travel within the psyche in four directions.  According 

to Mircea Eliade, the ‘shamans climb [this pillar] on their celestial journeys’( Eliade 1959: 

53-54). Marechera's ‘jokes’ (his ‘cleverness’) as well as his much more serious endeavours 

to seek knowledge about his socially alienated condition and how to find redemption from 

it are based on the same shamanistic outlook, whereby one goes on serious ‘soul journeys’ 

by disassociating from the body, whilst mocking the absurdity of one's physical situation 

from the point of view of this practiced attitude of dissociation. In this following chapter, I 

offer an unconventional reading of Marechera's The Black Insider, along shamanistic lines. 

Apart from this shamanistic structure of the overall text, on a more conventional 

narrative level, we find a very interrupted and oblique adventure/war story.  I will focus on 

this only insofar as it necessary to give my shamanistic reading, for the story is hardly all 

that fleshed out by Marechera himself, but rather works as a dramatic opening and closing 

context, framing an overall situation of intellectual discussion about alienation.  Suffice it 

to say that Marechera's opening structure involves the author's encounter with a seductive 

14-year-old epileptic white girl called Helen.  The story ends with the building being under 

siege, a final shootout, and everybody in the building dying.   The author's depictions of 
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these events frame the basis for the internal narratives that occur within the larger body of 

the work, and in a sense within the author's own head.  Marechera's intellectual ideas shift 

and change within the narrative, always unpredictably, and in a decidedly non-linear 

fashion, for they are disembodied ‘ghosts’ within, set with their outer limits as this very 

basic adventure narrative. 

Despite the odd nature of this book, in terms of its undecidable genre (that is, it is 

not clear whether it is intended as a play, a PhD thesis, or an adventure novel), the opening 

and closing structure of The Black Insider are very important.  They reveal a deeper level of 

the author's own subconscious and produce an emotional and more broadly psychological 

sense of what it is like to have to fight a defensive war against an encroaching aggressor, 

when one would much rather be doing something else.  The Rhodesian war was never far 

from Marechera's mind, and I argue that he uses his knowledge of this war – perhaps in 

ways that he did not himself fully appreciate – in the symbolic resonances of the final 

scenes of the book.   Here he appears to predict how things could very likely have ended up 

in terms of his country's political future.  Marechera's writing reflects the idea of a possible 

military siege followed by the shelling of ‘the Faculty of Arts’. These ideas (although not, 

of course, the exact version represented in Marechera's writing) are substantiated by 

historically recorded fact.  I shall argue that the last part of the book is prophetically 

significant, and puts the author in the role of a shamanistic seer of future events.   The final 

scene – a war scene – in the final passages of The Black Insider is anything but gratuitous.  

It is faithfully rendered in terms of the logic of necessity built up within the extremely long 

and convoluted (in a literary sense) text that leads up to a devastating outcome.   

Marechera intends to exert a direct and life-altering impression upon the readers’ 

minds.  It is not intended that Marechera’s writing should filter into the reader’s intellectual 

consciousness slowly.   Rather, Marechera’s writing functions in a way that is designed to 

give the reader no place to hide –  neither, that is to say, directly in the realm of the mind or 

‘spirit’ as this text would just as easily have it – or in the comfort of the body’s placid 

existence as it is.  Picture the ease at which it would be possible to renounce the rights to 

either dimension of existence, if only one would be assured of being left alone.  This is 
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precisely what the structure of Marechera’s shamanistic approach assures will not happen.  

Instead the text compels the readers to mentally vacillate between the possibilities of 

resting comfortably in the life of the mind so as to transcend the most menacing aspects of 

reality, or the acceptance of reality as it is.  These are the catches: To live the life of the 

mind involves living under siege by the rest of warlike humanity.  Alternatively, one can 

struggle more directly, in terms of the principle of ‘survival of the fittest’, to the death, by 

being on the side of the aggressors. Neither option is salutary, as both are costly in human 

terms.   Marechera’s way of making us experience this is by building psychological tension 

by denying the reader the option of a way out of the conceptual and thoroughly existential 

maze that his text sets about building.  The centre of the ‘Axis Mundi’ is the imaginary 

‘Arts Faculty’ – necessarily an intellectual centre for questioning the world and for self-

discovery: 

The Faculty itself is small when seen from the outside; but inside it is 

stupendously labyrinthine with its infinite ramifications or little nooks of 

rooms, some of which are bricked up to isolate forever the rotten corpses 

within.  [...] 

The people in the house are all refugees in one way or another; exiles from 

the war out there.  Wanderers from some unknown trouble.  All pilgrims at 

the shrine of the plague.  The place stinks of psychological wounds, which 

gives it a human fragrance (Marechera 1992a:  25). 

In this text, dualisms collapse, and if one looks to find safety by preferring the side 

of a dichotomy that seems relatively safe for the moment, one will not find it – mind versus 

body, inside versus outside, warlike versus peaceable, are all eminently collapsible 

dichotomies, in The Black Insider.  Moreover, they lead to existential dead-ends.  The 

structure of the book does not permit a reader’s recourse to any of these conceptual 

dichotomies as a way to find an enduringly stable ground.  Rather, the words delivered in 

the text are fluid elements of destructiveness, undermining faith in hierarchical systems of 

power – which are, after all, built on conceptual dichotomies that create identities.  The 

fluid psychological motion of this book is therefore not in terms of valuing or enhancing 
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the culturally normative conceptual dichotomies we are used to – such dichotomies 

including those of race and moral standing, whether high or low.  Rather, the psychological 

pattern that is reinforced by this book is in terms of the Tao – with one sort of state of being 

flowing into its opposite (and, as mentioned, always under pressure from each end):  

'Inside-out is outside-in, but there is always bleeding. And hidden persuaders.' (Marechera 

1992a: 75). 

If the work is designed to make us feel tense and even irritable it is because it 

interrupts our natural train of thought as those who are not positioned psychologically as 

‘feminine’, but as transcendental egos.  It is also because of its political realism.  Marechera 

spoke, a year before his death, of his Cassandra complex, of how he could tell that certain 

things would happen before they took place:  ‘I see my responsibility as a writer not so 

much to society but to my voice’, Marechera said; ‘If I can give the example of Cassandra.  

She obtained prophetic powers.’ (Veit-Wild 2004: 41) The capacity to see more and to 

know more, might well pertain to one who keeps his ears open for new language and ideas 

to write down, for use in a novel.   Yet Cassandra was a magical figure who knew more 

politically, about the future, than others at her time did.  In equating writers with ‘seers’, it 

is as if Marechera was saying that writers automatically fulfil a shamanistic role for their 

societies.  In speaking of Cassandra, and her failed attempt to save Troy from destruction, 

Marechera suggests that this shamanistic role of the writer is actually political. 

The knowledge that Marechera had, about the ‘Arts Faculty’ at the University of 

Zimbabwe-Rhodesia, and what was destined to be in store for the residue of guerrilla 

fighters there, was not, however, given to him by ‘spirits’ – at least, not entirely. 

Marechera’s voice on the CD in an interview session confirms that he already knew, 

through the political grapevine, presumably, that there were dissidents within the 

University, who were being assisted by certain sympathetic professors and lecturers (Veit-

Wild 2004: 5- 48).   Military intelligence – which was still largely white dominated – knew 

this, too. They had developed a contingency plan to storm the Fine Arts building with 

heavy artillery, should the present day incumbent president, Robert Mugabe, be voted into 

the Presidency.  The Zimbabwe-Rhodesian regime had been declared illegal, and so a new 
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vote was necessary in 1980, so that a new (and likely Marxist oriented) government was in 

the offing.  The contents of The Black Insider are significantly prophetic, in the sense that 

Marechera understood very well the political psychology of this time and, as it turns out, 

the political psychology that remained in place more than 20 years later. 

 

SPIRITUAL COMBAT 

As I have indicated in previous chapters, Marechera’s relationship to the texts that he 

produces is shamanistic.  He endeavours to both interrogate and reveal the underlying 

psychic structures of society, in order to bring about a reorientation, in his readers, that 

would enable them to transcend the social ills that he is diagnosing.  According to Eliade, 

an expert on the topic of shamanism: 

The shamans have played an essential role in the defense of the psychic 

integrity of the community. They are pre-eminently the antidemonic 

champions; They combat not only demons and disease, but also black 

magicians. (Eliade 1964: 508) 

It is evident that Marechera brought to the table of world literary thought a very 

sophisticated – indeed in many respects literary and post-industrial  consciousness –

however, he used a process of psychological self-cure that had the same pattern as that of 

the shaman. Of course, in the case of Marechera, who had a very advanced modern 

sensibility, all of the above should be taken figuratively – the ‘demons’ he combats are 

psychosocial forces, which also have a political dimension – such as in terms of racism, and 

ideological systems that promote acceptance of political inequality.   

The book, set in an age of war, within a quarantine zone of an abandoned Arts 

Faculty with a bomb on the roof, depicts the author’s anguish at having come from a war 

zone. Whilst writing the book, Marachera was in Britain illegally, having ceased to be a 

student at Oxford University.  The book details his encounters with British society and 

racism, his meeting and falling in love with ‘Helen’ who moves in with him and who 
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influences his life as ‘a demon’ (Marechera 1992a: 49) despite having resonances of being 

‘of Troy’  (Marechera 1992a: 25, 81).  Towards the last few pages of the book we 

encounter the fateful determination of those excluded from society because of their 

intellectuality, or their strangeness (thus making them social misfits), to amass arms and 

then in turn to fight. The unsatisfactory situation of the puppet state of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia 

is also strenuously critiqued in this writing.  The shamanistic aspects of this writing are 

represented in the author’s experiential basis for a political reading of his time and place 

and in the idea that much of life has a non-bodily quality.  The book is not exactly a novel, 

but follows a form determined by oral historical narratives (and echoes them in theme): 

When Chaucer adapted [the Decameron’s structure of a plague outside and 

the storytellers inside] to his own specific needs […] he was really taking 

over a genre that unlike the novel is most suited to the oral tradition here in 

Africa  (Marechera 1992a: 89). 

In The Black Insider, the writer’s aim is to explore his own situation and the 

situation of the world around him, in order to see more than others do.  He is emotionally 

driven to question and conquer forces of social and political alienation.  He sees and 

participates in the parts of existence that are not part of the ‘spectrum’ of ordinary reality.  

He sees with the sensitivity of one who has been wounded by life and thus feels it more 

intensely.  He diagnoses a pathological condition of intellectual exile and social alienation 

within himself, which is paralleled in his sense of something being wrong in the state of 

Zimbabwe-Rhodesia.  In the final pages of the book, he concludes that recourse to violence 

is the only possible solution available to those who can no longer feel ‘the temperature of 

the blood’.  Thus, with a shamanistic eye, he predicts the violence that would take over his 

homeland and by extension, himself.  Just as the protagonist and his group take up arms in 

the end of the book, so Marechera’s return to Zimbabwe in the early 1980s was a manner of 

succumbing to a guilty conscience about Zimbabwe’s situation (and his lack of direct 

participation in the war of liberation) rather than remaining an intellectual in exile. 



93 

 

The ‘outsiders’ in The Black Insider are the flipside or countervailing human 

attitude to the insiders' pacifism.  The flipside of being an outsider looking into society or 

an insider looking out both represent psychological/spiritual aspects of identity that have 

been excluded from the accepted reality of the paradigm at hand, or the culture of the day.  

This position taken by the author implicitly accepts that psychological woundedness (being 

subtracted from oneself) is the norm for most people, at least in the diaspora: 

The ability to walk away from your own shadow, to walk away from the 

evidence of one’s own existence, is at the source of dreams, ghosts, myths, 

spirits.  In this room, each one has his own way of doing it (Marechera 

1992a: 76). 

Helen, for instance, is ‘subtracted from the world’ because of her sporadic bouts of illness, 

which cause her pain (Marechera 1992a:  50).  The author is ‘subtracted’ because of his 

sense of being in exile.  The ‘shadow’, in this sense, signifies trauma and grief.  To walk 

away from one's pains and agonies in the material world is to psychologically disassociate 

one's mind from one's body.  Such disassociation leads to an encounter with the ‘spirit 

world’ – and this kind of encounter is common within shamanistic practice, as well as in 

cases of reactions to severe trauma.   

The shamanistic sense of walking away from one's shadow is brought out by the 

author's reference to the achievement of disassociation in terms of ‘ability’ (implying that it 

is not involuntary – hence merely pathological – but a survival technique).  In addition, 

there is a subtle echo of meaning that comes from Shona culture, and its conception of 

shadows in a sometimes metaphorical sense. When a person dies, if that person had any 

form of grievance, it is understood that the person’s mumvuri (shadow) would show itself 

before burial, rising against the wall, where the mourners have gathered.  The shadow will 

continue to grow in size if a person with whom the dead person had some grievance with 

enters the room or stays in there.  This occurrence is called kuita mumvuri, literally 

showing up through the shadow. So, taking this background meaning of shadows from 

Shona culture into account, ‘walk[ing] away from your own shadow’ suggests that 

shamanistic journeying is a means to dispel one's grievances with the world.  
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SHAMANISTIC DISSOCIATION AND THE SEARCH OF MEANING IN EXILE 

There is reason for the shamanistic flight or soul ecstasy of the writer, who must, by 

conferring with the spirits (in his mind) past and present, come up with a solution to the 

political and social dilemma of finding social justice.  The reason described for the author’s 

shamanistic ‘soul flight’ in this book is the state of limbo he feels during his sojourn in 

Britain. 

So many feeling subtracted out of my world.  This was the tearing of the 

cloth of exile, and of the sense of being in the world in which one yearned to 

leap out of one’s mind (Marechera 1992a:  61). 

That is one side of the coin – the being subtracted from one’s true self due to circumstances 

of exile: The other aspect is that one may be interpellated by the new culture into having 

many more selves, some of which may be perceived as hypocritical or somehow false.  

Grasping the possibility of ‘walking away from one’s shadow’ (Marechera 1992a: 76) 

becomes an attraction under these circumstances.   

In a broader sense, ‘inside-out is outside-in’ (Marechera 1992a: 75) is the esoteric 

basis for the epistemological perspective that the book rests upon.  It is also the fulcrum 

upon which the dramatic episodes of the book’s fictional narrative finally find a basis for 

movement.  The inside-out/outside-in teeter-totter feeds into the final inversion, whereby 

the insiders who had been intellectuals and cultural outsiders, particularly pacifists, take up 

arms to oppose (but at the same time become) the militarised world that they were 

previously opposing.  This is a passive state of revolt, but a state of revolt all the same. 

Paradigmatically, the dilemma being described here has something in common with the 

claustrophobic situation described in Jean-Paul Sartre’s play, 'NO EXIT'. The problem 

Marechera analyses is that no matter whether he turns himself inside out, to face the social 

world in terms of ‘the temperature of the blood’, or faces the world ‘outside in’ through 
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logic and the presentation of historical and scientific facts and ideas, neither furnishes him 

with the substantial sense of identity and belonging which he craves.   

Since the philosophical parameters of the author’s thinking are cold and limiting, 

they seem to require a shamanistic approach to supplementing the impoverishment of 

existence on either side of the coin.  Thus, The Black Insider is replete with ‘shadows’.  Yet 

the shadows of identity are both necessary and elusive.  In Platonic terms, the ‘shadows’ 

that Marechera wants to walk away from are the aspects of the material world that have no 

thoughts or ideas to hold them in place, except for the human body, which in biblical terms 

is ‘putrid clay’: 

It’s not so much that every man is not an island as what intercourse can two 

heaps of putrid clay and crumbling bones hold together? (Marechera 1992a: 

76). 

Thus the ‘putrid clay’ of material existence is the shadow.  On the other hand, upon 

walking away from ‘the evidence of one’s own existence’ – the shadows on the cave walls 

– one then enters a world of pure abstraction, within the terms of Platonism.  Platonism is 

not the only flavour of this book.  In all it comes across as a demonstration of intellectual 

mastery across a range of disciplines: History, geography, astronomy, art, literature, physics 

and chemistry. It is not just that the continuum of history seems to be condensed into one 

spot in time: The old, abandoned arts faculty now appropriated by various homeless 

bohemians and social misfits, trying to survive against the war that rages ‘outside’. 

The book, emotionally and in terms of its imagery, is relatively flattened and 

intellectual in approach and style, rather than emotionally loaded. Yet within its prevailing 

cold geometric style, the book has both breadth and depth.  By going away and thinking, 

we can assimilate the layers of symbolism and cosmological depiction of the world 

contained therein to enhance our own awareness of the psychosocial dynamics that create 

reality from the inside (subjectively and psychologically) out (to the material realities that 

we perceive and which limit us.)  As a shaman, Marechera is not interested in investigating 

the relative merits of various ideologies, but what their effects happen to be on human life 
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and consciousness. One has to understand that these are the estimations he is keen to make 

when he causes us to think downwards to the bottom of the ocean, as with the image of a 

sinking submarine he invokes or up to the stars in the far beyond of the universe.  Such is 

represented by the character Otolith whose approach to life seems to insist (ironically quite 

blindly as he collides with the protagonist) on instinct or a feeling for ‘the temperature of 

the blood’ as a basis for action.  However, an accommodation to ‘the temperature of the 

blood’, as the basis for orienting oneself in reality, is registered as sinking. The shaman 

may go down to the underworld: 

To throw the levers wide open and let the damnation sink with one to the 

grim bottom of the sea would leave pearls where our eyes once were  

(Marechera 1992a,  61). 

Otolith speaks from the 'equipoise of the deep'  (Marechera 1992a:  86) . 

[O]toliths enable the miniature shark to appreciate its position, even when 

stationary, while the flow of endolymph in canals gives a sense of balance 

during movement.  And I almost collided into him (Marechera 1992a: 54). 

The middle realm of the spirit is that created by memories – and indeed, by 

Marechera’s own autobiographical memories in which fragments of ourselves seem to 

persist, within past contextsw – and it is represented as follows: 

The Middle World is recognizable as our own biosphere but transposed into 

a nonordinary key.  In the Middle World the shaman can travel back and 

forth through human histories.  Sometimes the soul of a patient has remained 

in a past moment of his or her life while the outer world has continued to 

move onward.  To rescue such a soul, the shaman must travel through the 

Middle World to this encapsulated moment and then find a way to get the 

soul out of it (Ingerman 1991:  36). 

The upper realm can be viewed in MacLean's neurobiological terms as accessed via 

shamanistic dissociation from the body into the consciousness commanded by the highest 
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level brain system, or neo-cortex.  It is represented in this shaman’s cosmology as the 

heavens. 

  

I also suggest that this is a realm of abstract knowledge, facilitated by the 

functioning of the higher mind. This realm is represented in this book as the stars and 

universe beyond, by logic, science, Newtonian physics, Greco-Roman thinking (Marechera 

1992a:  63) and the capacity for a perspective that transcends human concerns by dissolving 

their appearance into a kind of scientific vision of the nature of life. The non-ordinary 

aspect of the celestial reality is given by the fact that stars and light travel in ways which 

are not in accordance with common-sense expectations (Marechera 1992a:  46).  The 

purpose of the shaman is to create a new cosmological vision by uniting all three levels in a 

form of unity.  The unity that Marechera creates, through his imagination and intellect, is an 

intellectual whole, rather than an emotionally harmonious form of unity. In classical and 

shamanistic senses, the book is infused with a sense of the sacred. The occupants of the 

house are in Dante's outer circle of hell.  They meet ghosts from the past and present all the 

time. Some of the ghosts are suggestibly the characters themselves (causing us to consider, 

‘are they alive or dead?’), for the author warns us that death is ‘only a drop of blood away, 

only a rational thought away’ (Marechera 1992a: 107). Ghosts of dead intellectuals might 

well populate the corridors. Thus the writer loses and regains himself through various 

mutations of identity. Varying situations and perspectives – social and literary – might well 

also leave the characters feeling ‘subtracted’ from themselves. Helen, the 14-year-old 

epileptic who cannot read or write, gives the ultimate physical expression to this state. But 

being subtracted from oneself is ‘not as bad as it sounds’, she says as the book tells us that 

‘we all find ways to do it’. Others might do so through dreaming or through creative work. 

 

CONFRONTING SPIRITS 

In aiming to experience the extremes – in terms of poverty, exposure to the elements, social 

and political antagonism and confrontation with authority – Marachera expects to encounter 

the ‘spirits’ that permeate and instruct society. This enables him to diagnose the political 
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diseases of society which he can learn about by looking into his own experiences – that is, 

into himself.    By using such methodology, Marechera himself achieves three stages 

typical of shamanism.  These stages, which to the eyes of Western anthropologists of the 

past (but not necessarily so much of the present) appeared pathological, are, according to 

Roger Walsh, ‘the initiation crisis, mediumship, and shamanistic journey’. There is a 

continuity of the shamanistic theme in Marechera’s oeuvre, which take the author through 

different stages of shamanistic self development.   

In The Black Insider, as well as in the later work Black Sunlight , Marechera’s 

artistic and intellectual development involves an encounter with his own unconscious in the 

form of various versions of himself, some directly historical in a Zimbabwean sense, and 

some representing literary figures that stand in the place of archetypes.  These are all 

relevant to the matter at hand since, from a Jungian perspective, to experience the nature of 

the sacred within one’s own unconscious is part of the therapeutic process that enables a 

wounded person to heal (Salmon 992: 82).  Marechera’s writing is original in that it draws 

its creative and intellectual inspiration from reference to classical literary and intellectual 

figures – such as Cicero and Helen of Troy, standing in as archetypes for certain cultural 

attitudes (Cicero stands, perhaps, for political statesmanship, and Helen for civilisation).    

His ideas and choice of literary tropes are not conventional or formulaic in any terms, but 

reveal something specific about his own historical and psychological junctures at the point 

in time in which he wrote. At the same time, his understanding of life and death is distinctly 

not (in the Cartesian sense) mind-body dualistic,
21

 but rather shamanistic – a sense of the 

proximity of death is read through the condition of the body, which is viewed as being sick 

because of social and political oppression.  

  

In a more directly political sense, The Black Insider is also interested in exploring 

the farcical puppet state of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia.  Much of the period from 1979 to 1980 

was the year in which the colonial regime had managed to install an impermanent  

                                                 

21
 The body is not seen a something to discipline and overcome, but rather a source of wisdom within shamanism 
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pro-white regime with Bishop Abel Muzorewa as its figurehead.
22

 The imagery that 

Marechera uses to portray his sense of reality, concerning his own situation as a homeless 

individual in cultural exile in Britain and in terms of the political nature of the regime at 

home, was the idea of ‘limbo’.  Thus, just like the state of Zimbabwe, and the state of world 

racial relations, all in limbo, since imperfectly manifested – the black identity, too, was ‘not 

yet born’.   

Here [in the Africa Centre] was a womb into which one could retreat to 

nibble at the warm fluids of an Africa that would never be anything other 

than artificial (Marechera 1992a: 66). 

 

THE WOUNDED HEALER  

What Marechera deals with in this book are issues that have been prematurely solved in 

terms of a resigned attitude and a pragmatic acceptance within many spheres of otherwise 

advanced society.  He questions how life can have any real value if social Darwinist actions 

and perspectives prevail: 

The weakest goes to the wall.  The meek are no longer blessed. The 

persecuted, the peace-makers, the pure, the merciful, the seekers after 

righteousness, the mourners, and the poor, are all damned.  According to the 

gospel of natural selection they cannot survive the struggle for existence 

(Marechera 1992a: 91). 

The writer's ultimate question is whether one should venture forth into the concrete, real 

world, or stay dissociated – as it were, ‘as spirit’ – when the world outside of the womb 

seems to be dominated by crudely social-Darwinist modes of behaviour.   

                                                 

22
 Muzorewa lived between 14 April 1925 – 8 April 2010 
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What is the role of the intellectual within a society that is either metaphorically 

orliterally at war? Indeed what is and isn't ‘civilised’ about fighting? These are the 

questions that Marechera's novel tackles and at times he identifies with political liberalism 

in his novel – but also explicitly accepts a conservative valuation that intellectuality and 

higher culture are an expression of social sickness or a ‘plague’. Thus, damaged 

subjectivity can be creatively and intellectually fruitful (a shamanistic insight, since it is his 

very wound that makes the shaman spiritually fruitful): 

The enigmatic smile of the Mona Lisa is probably the best outward 

expression of the rank and terminal cancer deep inside her and her age. It's 

as though some secret fungi, some impossible bacillus infects us through an 

incision in our mind and imagination with a fatal yearning for beauty, terror, 

horror, creativity. Certainly the common imagination portrays artists as 

consumptive, tubercular and generally sickly. Thomas Mann's works seem 

exclusively to consider this worth exploring, not just in artists but also in 

musicians and other upper-caste progenitors of the sublime (Marechera 

1992a: 94). 

In his sense of having been damaged, Marechera is assuredly a person of his time 

and place. No doubt this cultural feeling was contributed to by his guilt at his non-

participation in the war of liberation, something he was tackled on by one of the characters 

in The Black Insider. This outlook also appears to reproduce in part a colonial perspective 

which sees ‘sickly’ liberals as opposed to the forceful warriors of society by virtue of their 

own weak natures.  Whilst Marechera accepts this dichotomy – insiders versus outsiders – 

as a useful general delineation for the parties in the book, he also perceives things from the 

point of view of the sickly ‘insider’ and thus reverses to some degree the force of this right-

wing value judgment.  His questions are culturally conditioned but deeply humanistic, for 

they seek to discover what the meaning of society ought to be for those who are intellectual 

and accepting of dissent. 

In cultural terms, Marechera was deeply African, and even when locked up to think 

on his own, his images and ideas were grass-roots democratic and collectivist. He does not 
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quite feel that we are the victims or products of a cultural apparatus to the degree that 

Michel Foucault does. Nor does he accept the mind-body dualism that would lead to the 

conclusion that mental processes could lead us to a realm of pure play (as per the 

philosophy of Jacques Derrida). There is always something more deeply and materially 

political at play than this in Marechera's writings. Yet he jokes about identity, and feels 

ambivalent about the freedom that has come to him through the removal of colonial control 

from Zimbabwean people. 'The winds of change have cooled our porridge', he says, 

nonchalantly, thus suggesting that it is now possible for those who have been liberated to 

eat the benefits of material wealth that have become the revolution's war spoils. This non-

serious tone of the approach to national politics was part of a grass-roots participatory 

tradition in that part of Africa.  Even the white tribe living in Zimbabwe had their mode of 

'oral history', often represented humorously – so that news as well as growing consensus 

about it, often travelled like fire through the grasslands. Nicknames for certain things also 

implied a degree of contention as to their value, but always with an air of irony.   

Despite the African cultural aspects of his writing, Marechera's overall perspective 

in The Black Insider is also profoundly cosmological. It is in a literary and philosophical 

sense naturalistic. That is to say that this is not a moral universe, but rather one in which 

human affairs are dwarfed by much more dangerous and spectacular things going on, on 

larger physical scales than those which pertain to human life.  For instance, the narrative 

reveals that brains and a whole continent, can be eroded by natural physical forces – 

another shamanistic insight, since our eyes are not accustomed, without training, to actually 

see this occur. The more energised human elements simply die more quickly than the rest. 

There is no natural justice, nor even necessarily any human recognition of one another. 

Against this indifferent backdrop, timeless dramatic characters move from situation to 

situation. The past and the present, high culture and the lowest forms of culture mingle 

freely in this timeless twilight zone, which is just a breath away from death.  Life is spread 

taut and thin within this writing, both in tone and in terms of content. Dante's inferno 

beckons, or it might have already swallowed up the building’s occupants? 
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To be able to read and write is therefore only the first downward step 

towards the first circle where black fires rage inconsumably (Marechera 

1992a: 33). 

  Stars explode in the outer universe and so do the wretched, tragic lives of human 

beings, particularly those of politically aware writers.  

When the war came out of the blue sky like something out of Ixtlan, only 

more deadly than the lessons Castaneda learnt, it destroyed most of the 

buildings and what was left of the intellectual atmosphere was this plague-

ridden building with its diseased ghosts of arts’ graduates still wandering 

about in the corridors waiting for tutorials and seminars that were never to 

come.  Waiting until today (Marechera 1992a:  47). 

The lessons that the shaman's apprentice, Castaneda, learned are ‘deadly’ just because 

shamanistic insights reveal the human soul as it is – the underlying violence of the ‘reptile 

brain’ – tends to claw for power, whilst the body itself is often famished (especially in the 

African context; although it may also be famished for spiritual nourishment in the West).  It 

is destined to die.  (Nietzsche thus warns of the psychological danger in knowing the truth.)  

The destruction of his homeland through the war is in the background. His invisible state of 

internal exile as a Zimbabwean intellectual provides the ghosts. Ultimately, this 

shamanistic seer is faced with a realisation that intellectual attitudes – although mere 

surface attributes of consciousness and identity – tend to be the guiding principle by which 

we all sink or swim.  The book is a tragedy, because the writer’s astute observation of his 

own psychological state and the psychological states of those around him, lead him to 

conclude that having become emotionally and psychologically ‘subtracted’ from their own 

selfhood.   

The author recognises that through a state of being in cultural exile, the exiles must 

necessarily become victims all, to the insidious effect of being superimposed with cultural 

‘attitudes’.  This leads to their deaths and undoing.  The Black Insider is thus a book 

wherein the shamanistic aspect of the writer diagnoses the source of evil in the world.  
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Since a shaman deals with the questions of life and death in relation to the spirit world, the 

author encounters his answers in placing himself in physical proximity to the spirit world. 

For, every shaman must face his or her own death.  For shades and ghosts abound within 

the labyrinths of the abandoned arts faculty in which the cultural exiles dwell and death is 

‘only a drop of blood away’ (Marechera 1992a: 107).  Indeed, the exiles, like ‘the black 

identity’ wait in Dante’s limbo, in legal purgatory (as vagrants) and so metaphorically in a 

state ‘not yet born’, and interchangeable with each other: ‘There you meet all the versions 

of yourself that did not come out of the womb with you’ (Marechera 1992a: 107). 

In another sense, Marechera’s ‘arts faculty’ is cast as something between a kind of 

‘Tardis’ and Michel Foucault’s Archaeology of Knowledge (1969): 

The Faculty itself is small when seen from the outside; but inside it is 

stupendously labyrinthine with its infinite ramifications of little nooks of 

rooms, some of which are bricked up to isolate forever the rotting corpses 

within.  The plague has taken its toll of those like myself who have sought 

refuge under its dark wing […]. 

The people in the house are all refugees in one way or another, exiles from 

the war out there.  Wanderers from some unknown trouble.  All pilgrims at 

the shrine of the plague.  The place stinks of psychological wounds, which 

gives it a human fragrance (Marechera 1992a: 25). 

We do not know if the characters are really alive or dead (hence, spirits), but once again, 

this situation seems shamanistic – the ‘wounded healers’ are also inheritors of intellectual 

knowledge. Liz, indeed, is one of the old faculty members. The others –Cicero, Helen and 

Otolith, to name a few – are all like spirit-helpers. Liz is a female professorial type who has 

a body like an onion and such thin white skin you can almost see the tea she's drinking pass 

down her neck to form a brown stain under her pink dress. Helen is implicitly ‘of Troy’ and 

her beauty raises questions of what is the depth and what is the surface.  Again and again, 

these questions echo through the book in a melancholic refrain. If this was a postmodern 

book, in theory, the writer would be happy with 'all surface'.  
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Yet it is by coming to accept the idea that the ‘insiders’ (shut away in an arts faculty 

as individuals suffering from an intellectual disease) are just the ‘surface’ which causes the 

author to take up arms against a descending military force from the outside. It is what 

forces him into an absolutist position, which ends in his own death and in the death of 

Helen, who was all that the protagonist claims, he had ever wanted. ‘Otolith’ is – in 

biological terms – the part of the fish that determines its place in the water.  In the case of 

the character of this book, this part of the fish does so very ineffectively, for the protagonist 

collides with the disoriented Otolith (Marechera 1992a: 54). He represents ‘the underwater 

of time’ – that which is viscous and connected.  This is the underworld of a disembodied 

state of being.   Cicero is one who opposes war on an intellectual basis.  All of the 

characters suffer from the plague, which keeps the military away from them, and affords 

them some protection from the war being perpetuated ‘outside’.  They are all therefore 

‘insiders’. There is a positive flipside to this reasoning: The ‘plague’ is stigmata but, at the 

same time, power, specifically the power of the shaman who is necessarily a ‘wounded 

healer’: 

 

Thought is more fatal than bilharzia. And if you want to write a book you 

cannot think unless your thoughts are contagious (Marechera 1992a: 34). 

 

Where the conceptual similarities between Foucault’s paradigm finishes or doesn’t 

work is in the highly idiosyncratic map of knowledge that Marechera draws out, in terms of 

the ‘Arts Faculty’. It is based as much upon his own experience and perceptions, as upon 

the assumption of a shared history of knowledge.  This authorial approach accurately 

reproduces the psycho-social conditions governing the Rhodesian educational system’s 

laxity in enforcing inwards conformity to a globally defined moral standard of thinking and 

behaving. Arising out of failure to generate this shared conformity, there is failure to 

generate common assumptions about the world that constitute what is viewed by those in 

more regulated parts of the world as ‘knowledge’.  Yet, lacking sufficient regulatory 

mechanisms for efficient control of citizens’ inner lives, it seems logical that the colonial 

system also lacked the consequential effect of a shared system of knowledge, more or less 

agreed upon across the colonial society.  As Jock McCulloch argues convincingly in his 
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Colonial Psychiatry and the African Mind (1995), the kind of social control that developed 

in Europe through the historico-psychiatric disciplining of its own societies (as explained 

by Michel Foucault) was not to be found in this same sense within the auspices of colonial 

African control.  

 

So, we must come back to an experiential basis for the urgent development of 

practical knowledge.  We come down to a shamanistic basis for knowing. We must also 

come down to the question that is the eternal and underlying refrain of this book, the one 

that I have framed here in the following terms: What would be the difference between 

acting according to ‘the temperature of the blood’ versus according to the ‘shadow’ of 

one’s being, that would leave behind objectifying evidence of one's own existence? 

You don’t come on like you used to do back home.  I mean everyone looks 

phoney and suspicious and cynical and there’s no black feeling a mong us 

any more (Marechera 1992a: 62). 

This is the crux of the problem that the Platonic dialogue of this book – which the author 

describes as ‘a sort of tutorial’ (Marechera 1992a: 47).  Should not one ‘walk away’ from 

the latter, and into one's own subjective idea of Africanisation, rather than become the 

victim of the cultural parasite of ‘attitudes’?  

But perhaps by virtue of the very nature of the question (logically, one does not 

walk away from one's shadow except through magic) the answer is that one becomes, 

necessarily the victim of ‘attitudes’, which is, according to Marechera, the fate of every 

thinking being.  Yet all is not lost, since there is at least practically at times, if not always, a 

level of existence (‘the temperature of the blood’) that lies beneath the interpellating forces 

of society.  This is what Marechera longs for and what surely drove him to the community 

of Tolmer’s squat.  As the novel proceeds, however, we see that what originally began as 

community has become corrupted by the inevitability of ‘attitudes’ (Marechera 1992a: 37).  

The assuming of attitudes is – as we saw earlier and as the shaman’s sensitive eye clearly 

detects – what leads one to become ‘subtracted’ from oneself; out of one’s mind in the 

context of exile. When this happens, the shaman’s dissociated ‘spirit’, abstracted as it were 
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from his body and from social and concrete circumstances, may go wandering away in 

search of his authentic self.  

As we can see from the complexity of the analysis above, Marechera's work 

contains various psychological and social analyses of power relations that are deeply 

philosophical, although he is at least as much, if not more so a poet than he is a 

philosopher. The philosophy of Platonism is invoked in walking away from one’s shadow – 

which means becoming separated from one’s concrete being within a realm of pure 

abstraction.  In the writer’s own terms, this means to walk away from the physical evidence 

of one’s own existence, leaving it behind, going into the shamanistic spirit realms. Quite 

evidently, he vigorously pursues various complex systems of aesthetics to give form to his 

insights and to make them seem to emanate from a sixth sense. In taking this approach, the 

author works under stress, since cultural change and the pressure to adapt to new and 

foreign circumstances are always (one would think) great stressors. Seen in this light, 

Marechera’s ability to face life in a way that embraced the possibilities of self-

transformation and living, as opposed to giving in to psychological and social stasis and the 

death thralls of psychological resignation (the universal lure of Thanatos leading to an 

undifferentiated consciousness that no longer dares to stick its neck out) is really 

remarkable. Overall, he approached what was negative about life with a view to transform 

it, in terms of what James M. Glass, in his 1974 comparison of similarities between 

philosophers and shamans, depicts as ‘eros’. This is the positive or socially unifying aspect 

of the human psychological potential: 

Both the individual and his collectivity are given an entirely new set of psychic 

signs, constructed out of the philosopher's conceptual ecstasis. It is that archetype 

of the suffering, death, and rebirth of consciousness which Eliade sees realized by 

the shamanistic function (Glass 1974: 184). 

  

Marechera critiques in order to destroy the rhetorical force and political reality of 

what he sees as being negative social forces – for instance, racism, austerity, degradation 

and poverty. He wants to create a new cosmological relationship between the literary and 

mythological forces of the past as well as the present and humanity itself. Thus, there is an 
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element of eros (the desire to rebuild and start anew) even in his criticism, which must first 

clear the way for such a transformation of the human potential, inside and out. 

In the later version, of The Black Insider, Black Sunlight, (Marechera 1992a: 6-7), 

the author has already drawn a conclusion that he faces the world unambiguously from the 

outside.  This is a position from which he can identify with anarchists and social outcasts.  

In The Black Insider, he is still working through the meaning of his social status in his 

newly adopted British context.  On the one hand, he finds it a miracle that the social 

container of British society seems to expand to include him. On the other hand, he is and 

remains an outsider, both in terms of his legal status in Britain (no longer a student, he was 

not permitted to stay), and in terms of his own inner feelings of exile.  There was also the 

aspect of British racism that sealed his outsider status.   

In terms of African traditional religion and mythology, becoming ‘subtracted from 

oneself’, in the sense of not being present to oneself, would be equivalent to becoming a 

disembodied spirit or ghost.   In either case, one becomes ghostly and insubstantial. So, 

whether looking at the world from ‘the inside-out’ or from the ‘outside-in’ in either case 

‘there’s always bleeding’ (Marechera 1992a: 75). Marechera’s book investigates, 

philosophically and experientially, both sides of the coin, in order to determine which of 

these options make the most sense.  Ultimately, there is a deadlock, since neither option 

satisfies or lends security. Reality is ghostlike and incomplete whether the thinker dwells, 

‘solidly in my own mind or in the real Africa of give and take’ (Marechera 1992a: 75). The 

pragmatic option of fighting and engaging in defensive warfare becomes his default 

position at the conclusion of this book. 

What interests us here is the writer’s exploration of shamanistic perspectives, from a 

dissociated, ‘trance’ position.  For instance, trance perspectives are vividly present in one of 

the main metaphors in this book, which is the author's observation of the prismatic and 

time-delayed nature of light which creates the visual effects and cultural manipulation that 

enable us to define our identities:  '[S]uch of what we know of as real life is limited within 

the thin thread of colour in which we have positioned ourselves in the spectra of the 

universe' (Marechera 1992a: 46).  
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At the time of writing his book (submitted to Heinemann in 1978 and again with 

revisions in 1979), one gets the impression that Marechera is still trying to find a way to 

work within the establishment of a First World culture, in order to get ahead in his career. 

He tries to explain the deteriorated condition of the black subject within British society as 

being the result of alienation caused by a plague of language and cultures not one's own. 

Marechera's idea of language and culture is very akin to Richard Dawkins ‘meme theory’ 

concerning the way cultural attitudes spread (Dawkins 2006: 189-193).  In Marechera's 

view, one can ‘catch’ language and culture as a disease and also in particular ways, that is, 

modes of cultural consumption are seen as defining one's social class. The right-wing 

values as well as the force of political and economic necessity that underlie the drive that 

black Zimbabweans have to succeed in Britain during 1979-80 (and still, no doubt, that 

drives them currently even more so to prove they can ‘make it’ abroad) also gives the 

writing a flair of social Darwinism.  Language and culture are seen to act as an affliction 

that compels one towards narrow individualism and success whilst undermining the basis 

for social solidarity and therefore corrupting real communication. The Darwinism depicted 

is of those at the bottom of the pile losing their cool with each other as they try to make it 

higher up within the system of power.  

 

Conforming to the literary demands of the times was what Marechera failed to do, 

and hence was called upon to write and rewrite the book four more times, with unsuccessful 

efforts. Two of the subsequent manuscripts, according to Veit-Wild, appear to have been 

lost by Heinemann for all time (Marechera 1992a: 6).  Black Sunlight – the fourth 

manuscript to be produced by Marechera as the requisite African novel – was reluctantly 

printed by Heinemann as a kind of market-experiment. It is a well-known book in 

contemporary Zimbabwe, even though it is currently out of print.  Read less as a novel, but 

more as a thrilling account of the phenomenological experience of being young, brilliant, 

and alienated in Britain, The Black Insider is a remarkable work, which shows the writer's 

early sense of the alien world he found in Britain. It is an inside-out look at the subjectivity 

of cultural alienation, and the feeling of it as a kind of organic disease, which afflicts 

everybody in exile, in different and unpredictable ways.  
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THE PLAY (within the play) 

The play (within the general ‘play’ of the narrative) is in the style of George Bernard Shaw, 

who also made dramatic mileage out of serious political and social issues.  It relates to the 

interim government of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia in 1979. 

The protagonists in the play are recognisable (now historical) characters, some of 

whom occupied the cabinet of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia’s interim government.  Bishop 

Muzorewa, of the United African National Council (UANC), prime minister of the 

government that had power for just the year of 1979, has been given the character of 

‘Bishop’.  According to Veit-Wild’s introduction to the book, Nyanza is Professor Stanlake 

Samkange, who was a well-known writer and historian.  Chief Chirau represents 

traditional, ‘native’ interests.  Marota, according to Veit-Wild, is Byron Hove.   

[He] shared the Ministry of Justice and Law with a white minister in the cabinet.  

He was sacked after two weeks of office because he took an uncompromising stand 

and would not allow himself to be used as a puppet (Marechera 1992a: 16). 

Marechera, in his play, tackles the issue of a cloying political passivity: Nature is a 

woman who gives birth naturally, and so we cannot understand her. One can at best 

facilitate the birth to whatsoever requires it by remaining passive and allowing nature to 

take its course. God’s will is thus done, he seems to joke.  He references also Harold 

MacMillan and the benefits of the ‘winds of change’ to ‘cool our soup’.   Ian Smith appears 

as a minister in this short caricature of the Muzorewa government still believing that he is 

at the helm of government.  During the Rhodesian era, he had said that there would never 

be black majority rule in a thousand years. His character duplicates his originally 

uncompromising attitude in the play as a ghostly echo of a colonial attitude not yet put to 

bed.  (Marechera 1992a: 40)   From the point of view of some diehards of the Smith 

regime, the winds of change were blowing in the wrong direction. They hold that they were 

proven right by the kinds of abuses that Mugabe is inflicting on his people. The game of the 

colonials was to play Britain as some kind of naïf concerning the ‘real’ nature of black 

Africans. You can see how Marechera mocks this perspective in the play when he has 
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Smith pontificate about the blank faces, and one of the more alert representatives in 

government remarks sarcastically about the fact that the black masses would now develop 

and ‘acquire characteristics’.  The joke implies that they are so far behind in the process of 

evolution that they are but amoebas (Marechera 1992a: 41). 

SPIRITS AS MEDIATORS BETWEEN ‘WORLDS’ 

Ghostly feelings and paradoxes are the writer’s way of suggesting that within any paradigm 

that depicts ‘reality’, there always seems to be something essential that is excluded from the 

picture.  Thus, he goes in search of ‘shadows’ but, at other times, seemingly in search of 

them as conceptual constructs left out of the sense of reality.  Thus he moves from one kind 

of reality to its dialectical opposite, invoking the spirits or ‘shadows’ to show themselves 

for what they are, in either case.  In so doing, he involves himself in the role of shaman.  He 

invokes the parallel reality of spirits, understood in terms of what has been logically or 

conceptually excluded from the realms of normal reality.  He crosses the mythic 

shamanistic ‘bridge’ to ‘the other side’.  The shaman detects that we all do it, some to a 

more frightening degree than others, for nobody that is the product of the colonial 

exploitation of Africa is able to be completely happy or content with everyday physical 

existence.  The diagnosis is that spiritual emptiness has been caused by crimes committed 

in the past: 

 ‘Subtract a man from himself and all you’ve got is just a shadow,’ he said 

looking pointedly at me.’ ‘Chip away at the marble, down to the substance 

that holds the core together.  There, we are mere abstractions.  Ephemeral 

Macbeth travelled in that region.  Caligula too.  It is the inwardness of a 

candle which mere breath can put out.  When a man crossing a bridge meets 

himself going the other way, the void beckons him to follow (Marechera 

1992a: 76). 

 The practical (as well as aesthetic) necessity of having ghosts to mediate between various 

realms of reality is that they enhance our sense of meaning about the world.  The central 
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paradigm of this book involves the question of social inclusion and exclusion, which also 

works as a model of his mind: ‘Inside-out is outside-in’ (Marechera 1992a: 75). 

The book is critical but from the inside, and also from what in dependency theory 

would be called a ‘margin’ (a colony/ex-colony), so it is both marginal and central at once 

(Ashcroft & Griffiths et.al. 1998: 67-68). Yet being on the cultural margins can be a useful 

exercise from the point of view of standpoint epistemology.  Furthermore, accepting one’s 

weak or weakened position in relation to the society as a whole can give one a sense of 

heightened objectivity about the nature of the social and political phenomena that one 

encounters.    

In this book, the author seems to suggest that autobiography was an approach he has 

put behind him.  He explains his autobiographical orientation in his past as relating to his 

need to assure himself that he existed, as a way of compensating for his weak social status 

in rural, colonial Africa. Now, it seems, he has met with the psychological surprise in terms 

of finding British liberal society’s accommodation to his needs.  It’s not that everything is 

perfect: there are still the racist aspects of British society to contend with, and a grinding 

poverty that he seems to have made his lot, with only intermittent reprieves (in forms such 

as small payments of writer’s royalties from Heinemann or a job as writer in residence at a 

local college.)    However, the subjective force of  autobiographical genre appears not to be 

what is needed by the author at this time.  Rather the perspective is one of an intellectual, 

who reads the society he is in from the point of view of an outsider – a foreigner.   

Marechera's metaphors often work in reverse, as I've noted.   In this book, there is an aspect 

of the Yang of identity buried within the Yin; and a countervailing aspect of the Yin within 

the Yang.  He is, for instance, down and out (hence a shamanistic ‘insider’, having 

knowledge of the cruelties of larger society), but he a quintessential ‘outsider’ in his 

alienation.  By means of the insights granted to one on the margins (as per standpoint 

epistemology) and by means of a focussed display of intellect and knowledge, breadth and 

depth, Marechera claims the role of an objective social critic. 
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A ‘SHAMAN’S’ DIAGNOSIS OF THE EVIL SPIRITS AT WORK 

The most damaging effect on humans is that of social control as a form of oppression.  It 

leaves the writer devoid of any capacity to register ‘the temperature of the blood in us’ 

(Marechera 1992a 103), and leaves him an empty shell – the victim of his own attitudes 

wrought through his colonial education:  

When I was a child I played childishly; when I became a man I put away the 

ghost of literary thought that stuffed me with attitudes in my student days. 

What is it, this vast room we call the sky; these endless miles of reality 

thickly knit with grit? The waiter must stretch his lips if he wants to get tips. 

We stand each to each like sides of rock once quarried mercilessly by blind 

Victorian adventurers who only sought the few gold veins in us. They have 

extracted the best part of our being and left us like this. I woke up long ago 

this morning with aches and pains in all the things I took for granted. This 

desperate tinder becomes youth. Even the death certificate is not quite like 

me, said Lazarus when he came out of the tomb. Things always happen in 

the worst possible way, however hard one tries to unbend them. I can never 

look a rational thought straight in the eyes. Hate me if you wish, but not too 

offensively. And there I was yesterday hammering the typewriter keys with 

a worldliness not of this world.  Thoughts like claws must be sheathed. 

Something always happens to show us how blind we really are. This is not 

only stranger than we imagine but stranger than we can imagine. We cannot 

all afford the luxury of self-disgust but someone has to do the dirty work. 

That means -- me. My hunger has stamina enough. My actions are  always 

my fault though my thought would plead otherwise. Attitudes--attitudes' 

(Marechera 1992a: 38). 

In his sense of the anguish of Africa taken as a whole, and the fierceness of the 

subterranean struggle for survival, the writer’s use of naturalistic facts evokes a sense of the 

sacred. The northern lights seem to be the metaphor Marechera uses to represent the 

illusion and reality of African identity. The Northern lights, according to certain Internet 
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sources (VanderSluijs 2008)
23 

appear as a visual form of the Axis Mundi, the means by 

which a shaman ascends to the heavens. The form of this identity is both illusion and reality 

-- both objective and subjective. The phenomenological impact of it is, however, full of the 

anguish of alienation and African grit of sheer determination to survive that aesthetically 

reflects the naturalistic life and death of the stars. According to Eliade, quoting Rudolf 

Otto's Das Heilige of 1917, ‘the feeling of terror before the sacred, before the awe-inspiring 

mystery [...], the majesty [...] that emanates an overwhelming superiority of power’ (Eliade 

1959: 9). It is to this end that Marechera employs his naturalistic, astronomical 

descriptions.  

Marechera’s shamanistic visions are anything but the feel-good visions of recently 

popularised New Age shamanism.  Rather, he writes from a condition of being 

psychologically trapped by his inability to feel authentically himself whilst in exile in 

Britain, along with a deep lack of psychological predilection to return home to fight a 

guerrilla war to overturn the colonial government of the Muzorewa regime of 1979. This 

subjective state was reflected in the political conditions of Zimbabwe-Rhodesia at the time.  

Since the government in power was a puppet regime to mask colonial interests, there was 

no chance of experiencing authentic liberation.  To be an intellectual in exile at this time 

was to face a charge (whether brought against oneself by oneself or by others) of implicit 

cowardice.  Yet to engage in fighting, physically, was not the task of the intellectual – 

especially one who saw, as Marechera did, with sensitive perception of his own life’s 

experiences, that violence begets violence.  The book should be viewed instead, in large 

part, a carnivalesque attempt to come to terms with the realities of exile in Britain and the 

deleteriously morally unsatisfying nature of the Zimbabwean-Rhodesian state.
24

  A 

plurality of different positions and voices are used to investigate the conditions of the time, 

in order to determine what ethical position should be taken.  The Black Insider is a book in 

which Marechera’s sixth sense, his perceptive skills are just being tried and tested. The 

                                                 

23
 This site on the Northern Lights represents a speculation about they were the original 'axis mundi' (that gave a concrete 

location for a spiritual centre) in traditional shamanism 
24

 The interim government of  represented, in a sense, the failure of the liberation struggle from colonial rule, as a 

compromise between black and white rule. It only existed from 1 June 1979 to 12 December 1979. 
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psychological and moral pressure that rests on the shaman – Marechera – is wrought 

through the realisation that, ‘things always happen in the worst possible way, however hard 

one tries to unbend them’ (Marechera 1992a: 38).   

The main components of this dialectic of power are the ideologies that determine 

the use of war to assert one’s interests or defend oneself versus the use of the intellect as an 

individualistic or socially beneficial force. Through asking the question in relation to 

himself and his readers concerning the relative merits of these opposed social forces (actual 

physical war, versus the powers of the intellect under siege) Marechera is seeking to come 

to terms with a question that is both universally profound as well as particularly salient 

within the context of African politics: Does the intellectual have much value within a 

society in despair and in consolidation after the throes of a national revolution, if he has not 

chosen to pick up the gun?  No doubt the question weighed heavily upon Marechera’s 

consciousness, plaguing him with the feeling that he had been personally effete in resisting 

the call to engage physically in the national liberation struggle of 1966-1980.  His sister had 

done her part in becoming actively engaged with the war, according to Veit-Wild. This, 

despite the fact that women were treated as mere females within the context of a nationalist 

ideology, as second-class human beings who were also sexually exploited (Veit-Wild 2004: 

276).   

Was it better to fight oppression with military weapons or with the intellect?  This is 

the question that Marechera poses to his subconscious, in shamanistic fashion.  His 

tormented mind – which had been culturally conditioned by white colonial mores, as well 

as African tribal lore and indeed, the process of the Zimbabwean state’s pro-war, 

ideological consolidation – made such a question its priority to answer.  Since his 

psychological self-investigations take place within the literary context of his experiences in 

Britain, there is a curious conceptual overlay between his more present context and the 

origin of some of his questions.  It is important to understand the nature of the 

autobiographical palimpsest of social memory that gives Marechera’s question about the 

relative merits of actual war, versus the intellectual challenge of social injustice, its 

urgency.  Needless to say, his approach which sought to find the answer to this pressing 

question (both personally and socially relevant) has resonances with the approach of 
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shamans seeking to get to the bottom of the matter radically, through their own internal 

journeys:  

First, in every community there are actual conflicts and roots of conflict; to 

disregard this social fact can have very serious consequences. Shamanism, it 

seems to me, is a very realistic coming-to-terms with the phenomenon 

within the social body. Nor is it only an unabashed acknowledgement of 

conflict. It is also a serious down-to-earth endeavour to solve the conflict to 

its roots, not by means which are obvious and within reach of every member 

of the tribe, but primarily by means which are often esoteric and beyond the 

cotidian capacity of all (Demetrio 1978:  60). 

The ultimate conclusion of this book – that war was both necessary and inevitable 

(along with the sacrifice of ‘all [he]’d ever wanted’ in the shape and form of his young 

lover viewed allegorically as Helen of Troy – can be seen as foreshadowing his return to 

Zimbabwe, to live out some of the kinds of hardships that the war veterans must have 

experienced, as a vagrant on Harare’s streets.  Thus, the force of the political and rhetorical 

ideology of war trumps that of the independent intellectual and artistic approach to life, at 

least in terms of Marechera’s own specific and historically constructed psyche. Shamanism 

is a highly individualistic mystical engagement for those rare spirits amongst us who have 

the drive to engage life in such a way. 

 

SHAMANISTIC IMAGERY IN THE BLACK INSIDER 

Marechera was known to frequent a second hand bookstore, Rare and Racy (Veit-Wild: 

2004: 226), which offered, among books by
 
twentieth century thinkers such as Nietzsche 

and Buber, books published by writers such as Alistair Crowley on the occult.  It is likely 

that some of the imagery concerning shamanism may have been derived from his avid 

reading, as well as from his imagination, which had already been attuned to shamanistic 

ideas of obtaining knowledge through altering one's states of consciousness. The idea of the 

very possibility ‘crossing’ to the spirit world would also have been familiar to him through 
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Shona spirituality, which I have endeavoured to give a taste of, in this thesis.
25

   Yet it is a 

shamanistic perspective that most captures Marechera's psychological essence as a writer.  

According to Mircea Eliade ‘shamans, like the dead, must cross a bridge in the course of 

their journey to the underworld’:   

By crossing, in ecstasy, the 'dangerous' bridge that connects the two worlds 

[earth with heaven (483)] and that only the dead can attempt, the shaman 

proves that he is spirit, is no longer a human being, and at the same time 

attempts to restore the 'communicability' that existed in illo tempore between 

this world and heaven  (Eliade 1959: 486). 

 

In fact, it is as if he has crossed over into the world of the dead and become millions 

of shattered selves reflected in a broken crystal’s prisms:  

The drink was steadily transforming me, it injected into me a belligerent 

impishness which I thought I had lost with the departure of my student days.  

It took the form of rapid and delirious recapitulations of my whole life, bits 

and pieces of which would suddenly flit into my mind like bars of half-

remembered music.  […] The very act of recapitulation was itself enough; 

the finely-cut diamonds of specific memories were a bonus.  I could have 

danced—all the million versions of me—danced on the point of a pin, so 

light and inexplicably subtracted I felt  (Marechera 1992a:110). 

Thus, ‘subtracted’ from his body, he becomes a shaman in the sense that he ‘recapitulates’
26 

his whole life.  The beginnings of this shamanistic journey to say goodbye to the spirit of 

his wife within him is marked by ‘lingering pulses of distant drums’ (Marechera 1992a: 

110).  In classical shamanism, drums are used to usher the shaman along his way into an 

encounter with the spirit world (Ingerman 1999: 28).   The tone of the writing is equally 

                                                 

25
 Consider the 'shamanistic initiation' that the author depicts in Chapter 2, and how it led to the protagonist's adoption of 

a point of view that transcended society and its norms, on the basis of this fortuitous initiation. 
26

 Look towards Chapter 5 
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morbid and ecstatic:  The author recaptures within himself the impious mood of Puck, 

which he equates with 'the childish openness of my youth.'  (Marechera 1992a: 110).   

[E]cstasy implies a 'mutation,' to which myth gives plastic expression by a 

'perilous passage' (Eliade 1959: 482). 

The author/protagonist herein mutates into both an earlier version of himself and 

then later into multiple versions of himself, as if the crystal of his being had been shattered 

and could be reconstituted again (in accordance with the pattern of shamanistic 

degeneration and regeneration).
27

 The bridge, according to Eliade, can be a symbol of 

ascent in shamanistic initiation: 

 

The ‘rope (bridge) ...connects the birches and is hung with ribbons of different 

colours (the strata of the rainbow, the different celestial regions.' (Eliade 1964: 121).  

 

The Black Insider seems to invoke the colours of the rainbow, now and then, for 

instance in the ribbon-like visual effect of the streets and their lights passing by as they are 

transformed into running colours by the speed of the car making its way through London. 

In Marechera's book, this seems to imply the movement and sensations of the shaman 

crossing the bridge, which ends when he himself becomes a rainbow ribbon: 

 

I flagged down a taxi.  The yellow, red, blues, and green of the streets streaming 

past the wet and magnifying windows were, as they flicked past, faster and faster, 

rigidly withholding any secret memories they had ever had.  I was a mere ribbon of 

trivial human information being passed through their machine intestines (Marechera 

1992a: 111).   

 

  As Marechera constantly reminds us, acknowledged nakedness is actually 

preferable in his view to many of the masks of culture, which are ‘the emperor's new 

clothes’. To be attired in cultural ‘clothes’, it would seem, is also the fate of every thinking 

being to become a hypocrite.  As a shaman, doing his dangerous crossing, he prefers the 

Puckish nakedness of youth.  Identity, being ego, being artifice, can be changed up to a 

                                                 

27
 See  Chapter 8 
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point, just as one changes one's attire. This is why the identity of the narrator need not be 

consistent. Collectivist ways of thinking can appreciate the artifice of ego, but the 

consistency of ego is not always necessary for the story to proceed. It can be enjoyed as 

much, if not more so, if one changes one's character. The putting on of ego as a form of 

dress is often preposterously funny. (In a sense, Marechera is all the other characters in the 

book, some clearly caricatures – hence the book is a kind of pantomime.) 

   

Yet, the comedy is soon taken over by tragedy of the worst sort, which is depicted 

as a loss of the pre-Oedipal safety of the psyche, with its associations with womb.  This 

depicts an ultimate loss of the self and of subjectivity, even in the retreat:  

 

No longer could we register the temperature of the blood in us, the reading 

of the instincts and archetypal triggers; we had so given ourselves up for lost 

that there was no meaning in such things, only a meaninglessness which 

cybernetics could trace on a graph. At the same time the thoughts that 

controlled out feelings were not those of where straight lines come from nor 

where they go. There is no centre either, nor circumference, but as it were 

spiralling nebulae, galaxies beyond galaxies, exploding wildly outwards, 

hurtling away towards the incredible infinite that lay beyond the boundaries 

in which we had lingered (Marechera 1992a: 10). 

Tragedy ensues at the end of the book, as the occupants under siege have become, in effect, 

spirits – that is, ‘subtracted’ not just from their egos, but even from the anoedipal selves 

(the instincts and archetypal triggers). They are therefore, in every sense, trapped in the 

realm of a disembodied state of being by their inability to feel themselves in the present (in 

terms of the temperature of the blood).  

SHAMANISTIC PRESCIENCE: THE MILITARY ASSAULT ON CULTURE 

In his revealing interview with Alle Lansu, Marechera also spoke of being at the University 

of Rhodesia during the 1970s:  
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Some of the lecturers had […] been hiding arms and ammunition for the 

guerrillas on the university campus; one of them had been put in jail for 

eleven years.  Some students had also been arrested.  I wanted to be part of 

the national struggle' (Veit-Wild 2004: 19).
28

 

 

Marechera was not physically part of the national struggle, but identified with the notion of 

liberation. He just didn't like to limit the concept of liberation to the narrow scope of a 

concrete or merely historically defined struggle.   His struggle was more all encompassing 

than this; if not, indeed, a struggle both (in some ways) more abstract and (by contrast) also 

more immanent, against the force of violence originating from the depths of the 

unconscious mind, or lizard brain.  He sought to oppose this using his shamanistic 

knowledge. 

Life imitates art with alarming sensitivity to practical and aesthetic synchronicity:  

there is a chilling similarity to the end of the book, which sees the building of the squatters 

coming down under withering military fire, and a situation that could have happened in 

Zimbabwe after the dismissal of the Zimbabwe-Rhodesia regime and Robert Mugabe was 

set up as the most likely candidate to obtain power: 

I was standing at the window, transfixed by what I was seeing.  The walls 

shook, cracking in many places, and plaster dust fell.  Then Helen twisted 

my leg from under me and I fell flat on my face. As I did so, half the room 

was torn out like wrapping paper; the spine-chilling room thundered 

dinningly at the core of all my senses, tearing out in a split-second chunk 

after chunk of deafening silence. I had too late jammed raw palms into my 

ears.  As the bricks and burst water pipers showered down, I was, like a  

puppet, jerked backwards by the leg, scraping my face and elbow and chest 

on the bare floor.  The bricks and pipers and ceiling beams smashed down 

where an instant before my body had lain; shattered and plunged through the 
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 See Chapter 1. 
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sudden hole there.  Screams rose from the workshop below; earth-cursing 

screams.  I rolled with Helen on the floor till we lay directly underneath 

Owen’s mural which still was untouched.  But before we could take a first 

breath, another salvo scraped the roof from overhead, hurling it away like a 

paper-thin thing. It seemed the mind-wrenching bang had sucked the heat 

out of the sun, so cold was the horror.  I clenched my lips against the rising 

hysteria.  The rubble falling crashed down upon us but it was like feathers 

compared to the terrible explosion.  I felt the sharp and human-hot breath 

escape from Helen’s lips and when I looked down at her clinging 

convulsively tight to me where her face had been there was a red spurting 

wound  

… When finally I looked up, I saw coming towards the city centre, towards 

us, coming over the rabble flattened landscape, the thousands and thousands 

of face-blackened paratroopers.  

There was dead silence, no shots fired at the advancing deadly insect-

multitude.  The very sky behind them was lit up with transcendent flame. As 

I looked at them, they seemed to cut a swathe through all that barred their 

way, and to glory in the ruin that marked their path.  I picked up the machine 

pistol that had fallen from Helen’s arms and, even as the flies fought fiercely 

to glut their appetite on Helen’s blood, I cradled the gun into position and 

waited for them to get in range  (Marechera 1992a: 113-115). 

The paratroops falling on the bomb demolished ‘Arts Faculty’ – the face blackened insects 

– are the protagonist’s ‘worst nightmare’, for they are in effect demolishing civilisation 

through demolishing the house of the intellect. The political destruction of the possibilities 

of civilisation by state power is the apocalyptic vision that the shaman forecasts for 

Zimbabwe-Rhodesia (and for the future Zimbabwe) if the psychological dynamics, in place 

during Marechera’s time of writing, remained unchanged. 
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The Black Insider's broad perspective is shamanistic, as it takes an insider's view on 

the ways in which members of the global black diaspora are spiritually stunted and forced 

to psychologically regress into various safe ghettos or a ‘womb’, in order to survive.  

Through examining the inner dimensions of his experience in exile from Zimbabwe-

Rhodesia, during his time in Britain, Marechera was able to draw a shamanistic reading of 

the military standoff between progressive and oppressive forces in the political situation 

that was developing back home.  His shamanistic reading of the inner psychological 

meanings one set of circumstances (away from home) thus became his means for 

interpreting an entirely different set of circumstances – the ones back home.   The 

conclusions he drew, using this method, were surprisingly accurate (politically and 

militaristically) as well as being psychologically very telling. 

In the next chapter, we will look at Black Sunlight, which is a book that takes us for 

a journey towards shamanistic initiation.  Here Marechera tries to solve a problem of social 

schisms created historically (and defined as different ethic identities) that was ‘solved’ in 

The Black Insider with an apocalyptic shoot-out and losses to both warring sides.  One 

gives birth to one's otherwise suppressed identity, according to this formula, by political 

action.  But it is a still-birth, arriving in the arena of objective reality fighting, only to end 

up dead just a few minutes later:  so much for practical political solutions to racial politics.  

Marechera seems to realise the limitations of this practical solution to the problem of 

ongoing political oppression, and that is why he wrote further versions of the same novel, 

always experimenting as an artist and an intellectual to come up with a better solution to the 

problem of not being able to be who one really is, in a world dominated by those who wish 

to keep one's freedom in check.  In Black Sunlight, he attempts a much more generally 

shamanistic solution to the problem of identity politics: We are to regress to the womb, in 

order to be shamanistically ‘reborn’. 
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CHAPTER 5: BLACK SUNLIGHT:  REDEMPTION FROM PRIMEVAL 

GUILT & FROM THE EXTERNAL IMPOSITION OF IDENTITY BY 

THE STATE 

 
 

 

Marechera's novel Black Sunlight (980) takes us on a shamanistic psychologically 

regressive, journey back to the primeval womb (of evolution, and the mother, who turns out 

to be the political nature of the state), in order to be reborn from a revisited wild state, as 

shamanistic initiates.  The author as protagonist Chris, undergoes this experience with 

others, who are social drop-outs as well as violent revolutionaries.  The author tips his hat 

to feminist discourse in acknowledging the patriarchal oppression, since most of his 

revolutionaries are women.  The shamanistic term for taking control of one's life through 

revisiting the past is ‘recapitulation’ (Castaneda 1994: 149). The core structure of the book 

involves a theme of shamanistic destruction of the presently existing self, and regeneration 

as those who have been inducted into esoteric knowledge concerning how energy forces 

generated from our unconscious minds work on us to make us conform to established 

systems of power.   According to the psychoanalytic art theorist, Anton Ehrenzweig: 

The ultimate manic experience of death is consistent with the extreme 

dedifferentiation when death and birth, love and hatred have no separate 

meaning.  The fusion (part of the unconscious scattering) sets the scene for 

the reintegration of the fragmented self and later rebirth.  (Ehrenzweig1967: 

191). 

We are also invited to experience a more general historical recapitulation of events 

occurring in Rhodesia during the
 
Second Chimurenga (the war of liberation) which ended 

around 1980.  The author's narrative of losing his mind through taking (rather than 

refusing) psychiatric drugs, and thus becoming a militant anarchist relate indirectly to his 

actual autobiographical claim of being forced to undergo psychiatric treatment.  According 
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to Flora Veit-Wild: 

Two myths surround Marechera's eventual expulsion from New College [Oxford].  

One is that he set fire to the college; the other, which he personally maintained, was 

that, given the choice between accepting psychiatric treatment or leaving the college 

he chose to leave  (Veit-Wild 2004: 159).   

There is also (albeit indirect) reference made in the narrative to social differences 

between black and white identities.  For instance, this is made explicit in the name of 

Blanche who is part of the patriarchal establishment, since her surname is Goodfather.   

Other tropes in the book involve the symbolic opposition between establishment forces and 

the seditious ‘Reds’.  There are also other tropes that more explicitly refer to the 

Chimurenga war, such as the student riots, and the trucks carrying dead bodies, that Marie – 

a blind girl befriended by the protagonist – can smell but cannot see: 

From his window Stephen pointed out all the different military uniforms and 

vehicles and as I listened to his running commentary I saw turning into our 

street derelict trucks that were full of corpses piled on top of each other.  

And Marie's song rang out thin and clear above the muted metallic notes of 

the ukulele. (Marechera 1980: 21)   

This historical reality is intertwined with shamanistic dissociative visions relating to 

the author's own experiences and relationships.  It is this second, dissociate aspect of the 

writing that depicts psychological regression. Another way of seeing this is that at the level 

of primeval consciousness, we feel that we are intrinsically linked to another who can take 

away our suffering.  This psychological dynamic of primeval intersubjectivity is of course 

highlighted in the psychoanalysis of early childhood states. However, to speak in such a 

way of ‘primeval consciousness’ is to approach the problems of existence in a way that 

evokes shamanistic consciousness and knowledge.   This in turn takes us far away from the 

Christian myth of suffering God who is other than oneself.   Shamanism is more subtle than 

Christian myth, especially as I will elucidate its workings here, for it deals with 
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psychological needs as disembodied forces that can be tricked into cooperating with the one 

who takes a risk and meets them himself ‘as spirit’.   

  

 In this chapter, I argue that far from splitting his authorial self in the writing of 

Black Sunlight, Marechera reveals the underlying, socially systemic unity between one’s 

self and the selves of others – who, but for an accident of fate and philosophically arbitrary 

conditions relating to human birth and identity circumscriptions, could have come out of 

the same womb with you.  Marechera’s Black Sunlight, with its splitting and its multiple 

authorial identities, does not reveal a la postmodernism, precisely the shattering of the 

authorial self, but rather the fact that there is an underlying unity of meaning in terms of 

what it is to be human and to experience the necessity of relating to the other, in an 

historical time and setting that one has not chosen.   Shamanism offers a way of relating to 

others that is based upon maximising one's control over contingent social and historical 

forces, on the basis of shamanistic inner knowledge.  

A poetic mode of stream of consciousness takes us between the highs and lows of 

consciousness: the radical separateness and uniqueness of an individual's life as he looks 

out of the windows of consciousness (Marechera 1980:1) into a world governed by 

repressive adherence to social norms and failed projects.  Here is the apocalyptic vision of 

social reality through the eyes of the shamanistic initiate, whose psyche has been opened; 

cracked: 

Out of the black sunlight, a mother gorges herself on the foetus screaming out of 

her. It silenced the light, froze it hard and black until its sharp bright edges cut deep 

into his heart. Human eyes had the same hard and dark glittering, the same 

refrigerated look. Which never quite looks anyone in the eye. 

Susan’s single hypnotic eye. Excavating into me. 

Excavating. 

The excretion. 

‘ What has not been done in the name of some straitjacket?: 

My soul a neat shirtfront; these star-studded galaxies. Ashtrays on the desk 
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overflow with stubbed inventions. Night and sky are refuges on a quay; the world 

debris piled at the edge of neat memoranda. White pebbles on a white beach dazzle 

the eye towards the lighthouse; a spurt of flame is the whiteman shooting grouse. 

Orion smiles at cracked tiles on Brixton roofs. The mirror flinches. Torn 

commandments of clouds shroud the sky from me. Time and space enclose me in 

their fetid rooms (Marechera 1980: 88). 

 

Here we see the ‘profoundly cracked’ nature of existence through the eyes of a 

shamanistic initiate, as he is undergoing shamanistic rebirth through the anus of Nature 

Bataille himself suggests that one should meditate on the cracked nature of being in order 

to undergo a ‘mystical’ initiation (Bataille 1985: 238).  Since infancy is a ‘state of nature’ 

(Gerson 2004: 777) regression to ‘infancy’ can be considered to directly re-enter into 

Nature, as a form of the sacred.  Above all, Marechera sought to initiate us into 

transformation and regeneration of the psyche, in order to become ‘not what we seem to be’ 

(that is, children of our parents), but ‘changelings’ – something unexpected (Marechera 

1980: 107) .  For those readers who wish to go along with Marechera on his journey back to 

our primeval and personal origins, Black Sunlight is a means of recapitulation.  The term is 

further explained by Carlos Castaneda as follows: 

Don Juan had given me very detailed and explicit instructions about the 

recapitulation. It consisted of reliving the totality of one's life experiences by 

remembering every possible minute detail of them. He saw the 

recapitulation as the essential factor in a dreamer's redefinition and 

redeployment of energy. ‘  The recapitulation sets free energy imprisoned 

within us, and without this liberated energy dreaming is not possible‘   

(Castaneda 1994: 148). 

 Marechera’s book invites us back to the events that defined the Rhodesian civil war 

– black student riots, dead bodies being carried in trucks, and the necessary grind of life 

continuing in the black ghettos, despite the backdrop of war.  It is only when the main 

protagonist, Chris, a photographer, encounters Susan, an aficionado of extreme types of 
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transgression – including, but not limited to, violating the taboo entailed in the normative 

development of the Oedipus complex by having sex with her father – that Chris’s world is 

turned upside down further.   

In pre-modern Shona society, people who broke the incest taboo were sometimes 

those who dabbled in the occult and black magic who sought to have potent potions to use 

in enhancing hunting or farming. The term for this mode of dabbling in the occult is ‘divisi’ 

(Epprecht 2004: xi).  Marc Epprecht describes how ‘from the early sixteenth to the 

nineteenth century, the king or Mutapa of the main Shona state’ engaged in ritual incest 

that put him ‘outside the realm of normal humanity’ (Epprecht 2004: 39).  Incestuous 

marriage was intended to fortify his position of power as the King, over and against others 

who might wish to claim the status of Mutapa (Epprecht 2004: 40).  Among the Shona in 

some of the sub-ethnic groups the practice of incest between father and daughter or brother 

and sister was done as a fertility ritual upon a new chief’s ascension to the throne. The 

Shona word for it is kupinga nyika. It was believed that this would bring fertility to the 

land, rid it of plagues and other associated risks and dangers. It was also believed to 

strengthen or fortify the chief’s reign. Thus, the sexual act had a hallowed and sacred tinge 

to it in terms of what it was believed to bring forth both within the community and in terms 

of personal benefit.  

In this sense, Susan is imbued with occult power.  Chris, on the other hand, finds 

that he has joined a gang of anarchists, The Black Sunlight Organisation, and that he is in 

the process of revisiting the primeval caves at Devil’s End, whereby ‘ontogeny 

recapitulates phylogeny’ – which is to say that his personal return to this metaphorical 

womb of being is also a return to our primeval past.  Thus, in the same stroke, history and 

the nature of his individual being are revisited.  

You don’t know the history of these caves I suppose?  Nobody really does.  But 

they are prehuman.  All kinds of monstrous beings used to roam in and around here, 

beings long since extinct […] We are as it were the living memory of those 

centuries of nightmare.  But then everybody must have roots.  A sense of identity, 

continuity (Marechera 1980a, 71). 
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The ‘prehuman’ brain seems to phenomenologically associable with the early 

childhood mind.   Black Sunlight's gently mocking tone concerning the issue of ‘identity’ as 

’roots’ should also not be discounted.  Nonetheless, there is a serious side in that the 

narrative (pertaining to the doubling of the reader's consciousness) is necessary for a 

shamanistic reading of this book.  This esoteric dimension to the book invites you to re-

experience that war through the mediation of pre-Oedipal psychological perspectives.  As 

Anton Ehrenzweig intimates, the difference between the creative individual and the 

'schizophrenic' is that: 

 

 [The latter] fears dedifferentiation [of the ego] because he equates it with death. He 

has failed to create a ‘womb’   in his unconscious that could serve as a matrix for 

establishing unconscious linkages’ (Ehrenzweig 1967: 194-195).   

 

 By fortunate contrast, Marechera is inviting us to create a ‘womb’ for our soon to be 

rejuvenated (shamanised) identities.  We are to first enter into these regressive perspectives 

that correlate with the free-flow of desire as it is allowed to intermingle with 

psychologically external and internal manifestations of power.  This is a realm of 

experience that is not governed by any a priori principles or facts.  There is nothing to 

repress and no reality to conform to.  It is a violent realm – but also a nurturing realm – and 

the reader is invited to experience this for what it is, without recourse to the normative 

(adult) psychological mechanism of repression.
29

 We are in the realm of ‘Object-Relations’ 

governed states
30

  (Salman 1999: 69), which mark the aesthetics of the novel especially 

from the arrival at Devil’s End in the narrative.  Here, the characters lose some of their 

qualities of being separate from each other, and the way that they are portrayed reflects the 

paranoid- schizoid position. From the narrator’s (and the readers’) perspective, there are 

                                                 

29
 ‘  [R]epression can be studied as activity that is habitually and socially practised. Analysts can note how speakers 

might routinely repress, or push aside, ideologically delicate topics from conversation. ‘   (Billig 2003: 26).  The ‘  pre-

Oedipal realm is pre-social, since the child has not been integrated into society. Also see Salman 1999: 69. 
30

 These states are referred to in psychoanalytic literature as ‘  pre-Oedipal‘  , however the teleology of psychoanalysis is 

not the same as for shamanism (the latter allowing for a back-and forth between advanced and regressive states). 
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splitting of identity (primitive ego splitting), projections of one’s self into the body of 

another (projective identification), magical thinking (when one’s identity may be radically 

transformed by perception), dissociation (when Chris sees himself from a perspective 

outside of his body).
31

  These processes, although seemingly pathological, are also, 

according to Sherry Salman (1999: 69-85) potentially healing, spiritual, and redemptive. 

It seems to me that in writing Black Sunlight, Marechera, the shaman as writer seeks to 

exert upon his readers a downward pressure upon the psyche.  He wants us to experience 

the part of our psyche that thinks about identity in a deeply visceral, not just emotional way.  

He wants to guide us through a way of thinking that encounters the sacred in a way that is 

transgressive (along the lines of Bataille’s approach to the sacred):  ‘Christianity’, Bataille 

says, has made the sacred substantial, but the nature of the sacred … is perhaps the most 

ungraspable thing that has been produced between men: The sacred is only a privileged 

moment of communal unity, a moment of the convulsive communication of what is 

ordinarily stifled’ (Bataille 1985: 242). 

I also see another strong reason for Marechera's writing this text.  In requiring us to 

experience a state of psychological regression (to the womb) and reconstitution, it also 

demands that we develop different and re-integrative ways of ‘knowing’ about the world.  

This is particularly important for a post-war society that would need to reconstitute itself. 

As stated, Black Sunlight is a novel that continuously evokes a transgressive, hence sacred 

knowledge about identity, experienced by this reader as sacred moments of communal 

unity.  By taking into account those aspects of experiences that are so painfully traumatic 

that we repress them (for example, war experiences and the arbitrary and repressive nature 

of having a black or female identity) we come face to face with the parts of ourselves that 

were not chosen, and which we would not tend to consider as necessary parts of our 

identities in a an everyday sense. 

 

                                                 

31
 See Chapter 6.  In the paranoid-schizoid position, ‘ extensive 'splitting' occurs.  The child splits the mother into her 

good and bad aspects, who are imagined to be different persons.‘  (Ehrenzweig 1967: 293).  We can see how Marechera's 

narrator splits ‘  Susan‘   into both a positive, revolutionary and a negative force of nature who anally rapes him, and 

excretes him (effectively giving him a second birth) (Marechera 1980: 88). 
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Paradoxically indeed, we find that by experiencing ourselves in a mode sacred 

immanence – with that sense of special ‘contingency’ of having an animal selfhood.  More 

especially, as when we move from being purely animal selves to being part of civilisation, 

by passing through the process of the Oedipus complex, the trauma of adjustment produces, 

in my view, an initiatory wound; Lacan refers to it as ‘castration’ (Evans 1996: 23), which 

paradoxically, through the receiving thereof, also allows us potential access to the sacred.  

For we are automatically driven to repress and suppress knowledge of the nature of the 

wound, and thereupon we view the state of our being that preceded the wounding as 

mysterious.  A mystery, however, is what seduces us towards shamanistic journeying, in 

order to regain what has been lost.  Marechera's Black Sunlight is an incitement of the 

reader to pass backwards through the traumatic gateway, into the realm of the contingent, 

the animal, and the state of being one with Nature.  It is only through encountering that 

traumatic nature of the wounds we have received from life that we can redeem the 

metaphysical category of contingency, to the point that we make the factor of contingency a 

recognisable part of the very make-up of our beings.  This is the goal of shamanistic 

journeying: it is for the reconstruction of our originative psychological unity as both 

animals (contingent) and civilised human beings, without the typical outcome described in 

the views promulgated by Freud (1994) and Nietzsche (1967), wherein discontentedness 

and illness (respectively) result, due to animal instincts being turned inwards.  Through 

shamanism, experience of contingency is redeemed to become intricately part of us, and 

even what makes life sacredly human. 

Black Sunlight is written in a surrealist, stream-of-consciousness style (‘automatic 

writing’) wherein what is described are  the inner workings of the author's own ostensibly 

(that is, in terms of aesthetic form) ‘paranoid’, ‘schizoid’ and deeply introspective vision of 

the world.  This makes an objective interpretation difficult.  The overall effect of the book 

is to use a partial sense of psychological regression to allow us to see what it looks like 

underneath the social skin of society, as if it were that the moral and historical justifications 

for the existing order were ripped away, and we saw the blood, veins, and bare bones 

beneath.  These appear to us as startling, shocking (and in the same visceral sense one has, 

in response to viewing human mutilations in a thriller) quite horrific.  So it is that the forces 
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of revolution in this book, which disrupt and distress the body’s equilibrium, with the 

instinctual message of ‘fight or flight’, can be likened to the sympathetic nervous system, 

according to my rough analogy.  As disruptive powers, they are a force of Thanatos, also 

bringing us downwards within the psyche, shattering the adult ego, towards a point of 

shamanistic initiation. However, the sexualised and wordless mode in which the 

revolutionaries communicate with each other is representative of Eros, and of the 

possibility for a new kind of community that is genuine and authentic.  This has the 

capacity to raise us up again, towards integrative community and integrative modes of 

thinking about our own identity. 

In Black Sunlight, we can revisit our own psychologically fluid states prior to the 

acquisition of an integral ‘I’ (that is, prior to Lacan’s developmental ‘mirror stage’).  This 

‘mirror stage’ is said to occur when a child is able to recognise his or her self as a discrete 

identity in a mirror, and it marks the child's entry into the ‘imaginary order’ (Evans 1996: 

115), which can be roughly paralleled with ideologically influenced consciousness, 

particularly in relation to ‘identity’.  As readers, we vicariously partake of the adventure of 

the protagonist into the most primeval caverns of his mind, which represent the way in 

which ‘ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny’ as psychological development somewhat repeats 

evolutionary processes (Slipp 1993: 29),
32

 which we can see in terms of the psychological 

motif of the primeval caves at ‘Devil’s End’.   We thus disintegrate as a whole, until the 

end of the book when we are restored. It is as if we had been ‘torn apart by spirits’, if only 

to be rebuilt by them in a more psychologically robust form.  Our necessary psychological 

sense of wholeness is restored by gazing into the mirror, which draws all the otherwise 

disorganised sensations of the mind together to become part and parcel of a coherent 

subject.   At the same time there is something pathetic and abject about this, since one 

enters again the realm of ideology, a hall of mirrors (emotional distortions) in its own right 

(Barzilai 1999: 103).  Lacan sees this developmental ‘mirror stage’ as taking place in a way 

that parallels or replicates the sense of a child starting to recognise himself in a mirror.  

                                                 

32
 This is also similar to Gal Gerson's (2004) view that early childhood states are "natural states". in terms of object 

relations psychoanalysis. 
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According to my understanding of Lacan, this liquid state of pre-oedipal consciousness is 

lost forever to self-awareness when a child finally gains a formal identity in society proper 

(patriarchal, male-dominated society) and learns language as ‘the law of the father’   (Evans 

1996: 99), through internalising the repressive lessons of the Oedipus complex and taking 

on the dominant social values.  

 

 Marechera’s writing is thus shamanistic in that one is torn apart by the powers that 

were once attributed to ‘spiritual forces’ and then rejuvenated and restored.  In terms of the 

Western tradition of shamanism, his writing reverberates with the ecstatic nature of the 

irrational aspects of life.  In more narrowly psychological terms, he seeks to restore to us 

‘paradise lost’, an almost forgotten state of awareness, when one was (so far as one’s 

awareness went) ontologically at one with one’s mother and with every other thing. The 

recollection of one’s earlier unity of self with everything else seems mystical in the sense 

that a profound recollection of this primeval state is actually often barred by later milestone 

developmental processes that reproduce repression.   One crosses the barrier of repression 

that introduces us into adult identity, and back to the early pre-Oedipal self, by means of 

transgression of the commands of the Oedipal superego.  Marechera’s anarchists are all, in 

relation to this mode of transgression, shamanistic initiates, since they are all ‘changelings’ 

(Marechera 1980: 107, 111), having dropped out of  society due to their inability to 

conform to its expectations (such as gender roles) or having fallen from society’s grace.  

Yet, to the degree that they have all been changed inwardly by their heterological 

experiences, they are also practitioners of ‘hidden knowledge’, which is, since it has to do 

with the whole body, with dissociation and with an encounter with Nature, broadly 

shamanistic.  The final parts of the book are a kind of winding down from the experience of 

shamanistic ecstasy and horror.  The protagonist of the book, now truly himself, and no 

longer ‘  Christian’   renounces the value of the Black Sunlight Organisation, saying that it 
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is ‘  shit’   – a word that has almost a metaphysical meaning of joyful expenditure in the 

philosophy of Bataille (Bataille 1985: 94-102 & Bataille 1993) .
33

 

The fictional nature of the earlier protagonist/s (the double/s who took the 

shamanistic soul journeys) begins to reside, and we see the author more starkly, as he really 

is in everyday reality.   Does the author see ‘the beautiful person’ he is, at this moment?  It 

seems that rather, he is imbued with the knowledge that he is a sacrificial animal, in relation 

to the vagaries of everyday reality, which extract a toll on him, the final one being actual 

mortal death, of which he confronts the image, staring back at him, wrists pouring blood, 

from the reflection in the mirror.   Marechera, represented by his main protagonist, Chris, 

having entered a state of mind in which his rationality is suppressed – a realm of drives, 

necessities, where any permanent division between subjectivity and objectivity is negated – 

has been guided to the end of his journey by a vestige of his adult ego that has not been 

obviated by the suppression of rationality.  Thus the protagonist’s apparent ‘psychosis’ (we 

later learn, from taking ‘psychiatric drugs’)
34

 is really an adventure of self-exploration into 

his primordial unconscious.   

I suggest that the way the ideal reader would experience and respond to the otherwise 

hidden communication of the book is via a subconscious tuning into the vicissitudes of life 

force and death force, which underpin the changing circumstances of the characters of the 

book.   To read the book in this way, as a book that communicates primarily a ‘visceral’ 

message, is to read it in a shamanistic fashion.  Some of the ‘parasympathetic forces’ (or 

forces of Thanatos) within this book are those that represent withdrawal from social 

relations, represented as a calming down or the recognition of a state of fatigue.  A 

structural parallel in the book may also be noted in terms of this same analogy, between 

revolutionary upsurges against repressive social forces (including, for instance, Margaret 

Thatcher’s policy of austerity) and a return to a state of resignation.  This book is not only a 

psychological study of a specific human psyche (Marechera’s autobiographical self) put 

                                                 

33
 In fact, ‘shit’, or excretion, is just another feature of heterology, so this form of speech is ironically consistent with 

Bataille’s mysticism, at least. See Bataille 1985: 96. 
34

 Consider the nature of the protagonist's shamanistic initiation: how the protagonist encounters ‘  Susan‘   as a force of 

Nature, this chapter page 155. 
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under political pressure (where the question is to revolt or not to revolt); it is also a political 

analysis of power structures with regard to their social psychological effect.  Because the 

work is knit together with complex strands of autobiographical ventricles and fibre, the 

body of the work is exceedingly complex, and at various times, different situations or 

motifs will radiate like nerve cells do, to reach out for more than one cross-textual or 

historical meaning.   

 

The overall aesthetic effect of the book is a deep sense of intimacy with the human 

condition as it has been represented here, and a spiritual sense of gratefulness for the 

writer’s truth-telling.  Paradoxically, it is as if through understanding the ubiquity of 

violence that permeates the author’s life – and indeed our own lives, insofar as we are 

promoters as well as victims of power – we can come to terms with the reality that human 

life is fragile and therefore precious.  This book is revolutionary in that its overall analysis 

of social power leads us to consider how social identities are like the skin that clothes 

(hence covers and hides) underlying power dynamics and that they are not as deeply rooted 

or immutable as they may seem to be on the surface. Due to the confrontational nature of 

the writing, which seeks to destroy the boundaries of identity put up in order to maintain 

the present social organisation of power, the reader is not excluded (of course) from 

exposure to this unmitigating level of violence, as Marechera seeks to take us beneath 

society’s skin.  He has undergone a self-investigation into all the states of non-being that 

are the outcomes of refusing a fixed and stable social identity.   

 Black Sunlight’s key theme (apart from anarchist experimentalism) is the loss of ego 

(thus an encounter with death, not just symbolically – which is to say, aesthetically –  but 

also experientially, occurring as a result of taking hallucinogenic drugs (Marechera 1980: 

104), as the main protagonist’s initiation into shamanism at the caves of Devil’s End.
12

 One 

apprehends the sacred realm of experience, as I have earlier said, through these 

unconventional means.
35

   Just as don Juan’s apprentice routinely imbibes hallucinogenic 

drugs in his quest for self-knowledge (Castaneda 1969), Christian – one of the main 

                                                 

35
 See Chapter 1. 
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protagonists in Black Sunlight – has inadvertently swallowed ‘  Chris’s psychiatric drugs’   

(Marechera 1980: 104), which, I have argued, facilitates his entry into the realm of practical  

shamanistic experience and into a realm of experiential otherness.  The drugs in the story 

symbolically point to the idea of entry into the spirit world by psychological self-

regression.   

By virtue of a typical Marecherian ironic reversal, the taking of the drugs is a 

metaphysical act of transgression via overt compliance and conformity – that is, when the 

text is viewed not as a novel, but as an autobiography.   This is another level of 

transgression, another layer of meaning to the complexity of Black Sunlight, without any 

departure from the principle of transgression. Marechera refused to take psychiatric drugs 

in his lifetime, although he must have felt that he was in imminent danger of being made to 

do so, due to his refusal to conform to social expectations, and his ongoing tendency to 

make political points about the inherent value of running one’s own life.  For the 

protagonist (representing the author) to actually imbibe the psychiatric drugs that the actual 

author had rejected during his actual life indicated that Marechera is engaging with 

Thanatos in a way that gives this force a false life-story to hold onto, with the expectation 

that his real self will be released.  By causing the protagonist to succumb to the forces of 

Thanatos (the mechanisms of society that wanted to discipline and punish the actual author, 

by means of using the mechanism of institutional psychiatry), Marechera (the actual author) 

pays his dues to the forces of repression.    

 

 This is a shamanistic trick, designed to allow the author to become free from the 

aspects of social relations that have a hold on his memory and his consciousness from the 

past. Marechera’s shamanistic trickery,
36

 manipulates the perceptions of those who are less 

intellectually and emotionally dextrous than the writer, as a way of paying them back for 

their hostilities in his actual life.  Joking, through manipulating the reader’s perceptions, is 

a huge part of what Black Sunlight is about, and it makes up the core narrative of the book, 

whereby the whole aspect of the anarchists uprising is viewed as a retrospective error, 

                                                 

36
 See Chapter 3. 
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caused by having mistakenly imbibed the earlier mentioned psychiatric drugs. The semi-

submerged criticism is that a healthy person does not take such drugs as they will drive him 

crazy.  But if he does go crazy, he also wins, ideologically, by putting into action his own 

anarchistic tendencies.  So, there is a symbolic as well as blackly humorous 

autobiographical reference made here to drug taking.  They are two more transgressive 

aspects that invoke the resilience of his anarchistic thinking, and the quality of the sacred. 

 

SHAMANISTIC SACRIFICE, HETEROLOGY & HOMOGENEITY 

The regression of the mind to a state of nature is explored quite astutely in the novel.   It is 

similar to the regression of mind that a more traditional shaman aims for, such as the 

altered states of consciousness that are attained in order to see visions.  The author’s 

persona takes on (towards the end of the book) a pathos that makes him emblematic of a 

sacrificial subject:  ‘I watch the gashes in my wrists leak faster and faster with meaning’ 

(Marechera 1980: 117).  This loss has resonances with Bataille’s sense of revolutionary and 

surrealistic pathos, which he attaches to religious sacrifice.  Throughout the book, the fiery 

spontaneity of the misfits, directed by libidinous or violent impulses, find expression in 

various nonverbal forms such as laughter, orgy, nightmare and occult experience or 

sensation.  According to Michelson on Bataille: 

Heterology … center[s] on the sacred as posited of those things which  

are, in common practice, hidden, obscured, subject to prohibition or 

censorship-objects of revulsion, excluded from quotidian contact or touch, 

abstracted from use. Thus death and decay in their diverse aspects and 

figures, the body's excreta (tears, sweat, shit, blood, and menstrual blood), 

those substances cast off, excluded, hedged around with silence and 

interdiction, partake of the sacred. And manifestly, as well, those states of 

loss of self we know in rage, laughter, orgy, and sacrifice (Michelson 1986: 

10). 
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Experiential knowledge that cannot be harnessed for the goals of scientific reason is 

similarly referred to as ‘heterology’ by Bataille (Bataille 1985: 97). There is also the other 

aspect to consider and that is that actual human beings may be unassimilable to society's 

needs.  According to Bataille, all elements that cannot be assimilated into rational and 

productive modes of the state and economy (like Marechera's anarchists, who are all 

dropouts)  become ‘heterogeneous’ elements – excluded from the ‘homogenous’ realm of 

existence in the same way that elements of the unconscious mind are excluded from 

consciousness  (Bataille 1985: 141). Alternatively, we have ‘normative society’, which 

excludes in principle, its nonconforming elements: 

Homogeneous society is productive society, namely useful society. Every 

useless element is excluded, not from all of society, but from its 

homogeneous part. In this part, each element must be useful to another 

without the homogeneous activity ever being able to attain the form of 

activity valid in itself. A useful activity has a common measure with another 

useful activity, but not with activity for itself (Bataille 1985: 138). 

Heterogeneous types are exactly like the anarchists in Black Sunlight.  They are 

inherently disruptive of the systemic order of society.  See for instance the following 

passage of stress-induced crying. The non-positivistic nature of these tears is revealed by 

the inability of Nicola to transfer their meaning into the political realm, to make her 

anarchistic values into a broadly socially acceptable reality: 

Nicola sat in front of the fire peering unflinchingly into its hottest core.  

Tears streaked down her cheeks.  Marie had taken down the old ukulele.  

She was singing.  Susan took one look at Nicola and shouted to Marie to 

'STOP.  STOP IT.’  And kissed hugged caressed Nicola who throughout sat 

there confronting the red-hot embers for a flame of reality.  Eyes stinging, 

Susan slapped Nicola hard.  Once. Twice.  Three times.  But still the girl sat 

there, crying silently into the fire  (Marechera 1980: 102). 
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At the level of the novel's aesthetics, however these types of affects (such as tears 

and laughter) serve to communicate to us, viscerally, rather than positivistically, and thus 

unite us with a sense of commonality beneath the level of positivistic identities, which 

already divide us from acknowledging each other's humanity.  At the same time, this 

humanity that belongs to ‘heterogeneity’ is inherently disintegrative (in psychological 

terms, ‘regressive’): 

Violence, excess, delirium, madness characterise heterogeneous elements to 

varying degrees: active, as persons or mobs, they result from breaking the 

laws of social homogeneity (Bataille 1985: 142). 

In general, the state seeks to protect itself from those aspects of humanity which constitute 

its heterogeneous elements:  ‘Depending on whether the State is democratic or despotic, the 

prevailing tendency will be either adaptation or authority’ (Bataille n1985: 139). These 

include the social outcasts and vagrants that Marechera so preferred to socialise with.  

Thinking that operates on the basis of conformity thus functions to exclude the elements 

considered not to have a place within normative society and hence to be ‘abnormal’.  These 

have to be cast out (excreted), and in Bataille’s terms, are ‘heterogeneous’.  Thus, 

‘heterogeneous’ occupies the logical position of being a social ‘unconscious’ in relation to 

‘ego’ – although this model of society does not give an exact analogy with the function of 

the ego and the id in the Freudian sense.  Paradoxically, it is through losing ourselves, 

through becoming heterogeneous (in Bataille's sense) that we are able to find a more 

authentic basis for unity with others. 

It is helpful to observe how the complimentary mode to the heterogeneous is 

founded on psychological conformity to the principle of the ‘good father’, and in the 

paternalistic role of ‘god father’.  Blanche Goodfather’s role as a character is to embody the 

opposite of heterogeneity, that is, that state of fitting in to the productive mode of society, 

in a way that supports the existing system as a whole.  Hers is a way of being that is 

definitively not anarchistic, nor does she seem to be shamanised, for her character structure 

is shaped by her normatively resolved Oedipus complex.  She has not resolved it in a 

shamanistic way, as Susan has, by having incestuous, hence (at least from our point of 
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view) transgressive, sex.   In Black Sunlight, Susan says:  ‘Each person has to work off his 

Oedipal thing.  You know.  With me it was simpler.  My father wanted me.’ (Marechera 

1980: 47).    

Blanche's character structure is, unlike that of Susan, patriarchal (having 

internalised the character of the father through repression of her Oedipal desires) and 

therefore conservative.  Her academic role as anthropologist, working within the legitimate 

system of production, enables her to consume the lives of the heterogeneous ones, the 

society’s ‘primitives’, its lumpenproletariat.  Since she is well positioned within her 

dominant, white culture, she represents the strata of ‘normative’, patriarchal society, as well 

as acquiescence to that society. ‘Blanche Goodfather’ is a name based upon pairing two 

symbolically positive social referents, at least in terms of the views of the dominant social 

order.  She is on the white side of the symbolic dichotomy which determines power, and 

the term ‘good father’   indicates that her social order does not consider authority (as 

represented by ‘the father’) ambivalently, but rather as an unequivocal ‘good’.  By 

implication, she has successfully resolved her Electra complex in favour of her father’s 

continued authority.  This means that she has adopted a patriarchal character structure, who 

has developed an internalised sense of compliancy with the system as it is.  Nonetheless, as 

an anthropologist, the allure of the heterogeneous compels Blanche to spend a year with the 

protagonist, a year that the protagonist himself ultimately cannot remember.   She thus 

reduces the spontaneous forms of heterogeneous life, which she would study, into 

something more calculable, abstract, dead, and more obviously homogeneous, as per the 

following: 

Blanche Goodfather, that was her name. I had avidly read her books. On life 

among headhunters. Life among skinheads, screwballs, dossers, down and 

outs, tarts, the shitheads of skidrow. Life among cannibals. She was a moth 

fiercely attracted to the lights of the savage, the earthy, the primitive. And 

how she roamed the earth -- how she too searched -- ferreted out the few bits 

and pieces of authentic people reducing them to meticulous combinations of 

the English alphabet (Marechera 1980: 4). 



139 

 

One can see by the jaded manner in which the author/protagonist notices Blanche 

Goodfather’s self-accommodation to the system that he is politically distant from her.  She 

is obedient to her role within the social system, whilst he is one of those whom she is 

studying and is heterogeneous in his nonconformity.  Because of such sharp distinctions in 

the novel, I want to suggest that, in line with Bataille’s philosophy, elements of 

‘heterogeneity’ are the dynamite that Marechera wishes to place beneath the system of 

identities created by state power.  Existing for oneself is ‘sovereignty’ in Bataille’s terms.  

It is certainly a principle, perhaps even a credo that Marechera embraced during his 

lifetime.  He refused to be controlled by any social organisation, embracing fellow outcasts, 

and following his impulses.  Furthermore he thought to use his heterogeneous literary 

characters as a means of self-education.  The extreme experiences of vagrancy and of 

emotional abandonment helped him to see into the human situation that much more clearly.  

‘It is not victory unless the vanquished admits your mastery’, (Marechera 1992a: 115) he 

announced, within a written context that spoke of his own personal anguish and 

abandonment, but not to the forces that demand conformity.  Psychologically, Marechera 

reached way beyond the logic that determines reality according to common measures, but 

that was because he had experienced his early life in such traumatic ways.  Trauma tends to 

remove one from the homogeneous realm of social equivalences, since individual traumas 

resist being public and quantifiable.   

 Shamanistic journeying is fundamentally a psychological journey that one takes in 

order to recover the essential force of one’s true self.   Attribution of guilt for social actions 

that one has not committed (or has committed in error) can produce a splitting of one's own 

identity, whereby one is afraid to express the full powers of one's being – an aspect of one's 

primeval vitality has been lost.
37

 So, to shamanistically ‘recapitulate’, one embarks on a 

shamanistic journey into the past in order to retrieve that which has been lost in the past 

because of trauma; or because of guilty pressures to adjust to the expectations of others, one 

must relearn how to tolerate ambiguity, for it is such mental conditioning that will enable 

                                                 

37
 Judith Herman deals with such issues of lost vitality as related to psychological trauma in her book, Trauma and 

Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence -- From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror (1992: 117ff). 
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one to hold back from jumping to conclusions about ‘essential identities’, enough to see 

more of reality as the interweaving web of complexity that it actually is.   

Black Sunlight draws its readers into the constraints of pre-Oedipal psyche, which 

hardly thinks at all, but experiences the world only in terms of immediate effects, from 

which it is powerless to relieve itself by conventional adult means of relieving tension – 

that is, by means of repression.  Black Sunlight is a narrative that seeks to prevent us from 

repressing the impact of the traumas that are within the narrative, since we are not 

following a storyline that is written from the point of view of a transcendent ego, but rather 

one that is written, for the most part, from the point of view of the ego that has sunk into its 

prior state of a pre-oedipal consciousness.  We are therefore shackled to a perspective that 

is almost entirely unmediated by the adult ego's repressive reality filtering devices.  This in 

itself is traumatic for the reader, and one intuits that it is designed to break down 

conventional ways of seeing.     

 

In other words, it is a key point that differentiates shamanistic strategies from mere 

dissociation and psychosis, that one does in fact discover one’s key self if the journey is to 

be defined at all as ‘shamanistic’.  Marechera took an abnormal – which is to say 

shamanistic – psychological route to restoring his character structure and overcoming his 

Oedipus complex, the processes of which are outlined by Nietzsche in Thus Spake 

Zarathustra, but are not on the map of traditional psychoanalysis. He destroyed his 

crystallised, existing personality by 'tripping' back into the pre-Oedipal field of 

consciousness (as we see in Black Sunlight.) Here he encountered the early structure of 

consciousness, which according to Jungian therapist, Ujheley, ‘corresponds to a state of 

emergence into unity of being out of a state of identity with nature and nonbeing’:  

 

The magical, ‘pre-Oedipal‘   structure of consciousness [which] corresponds to a 

state of emergence into unity of being out of a state of identity with nature and 

nonbeing …  The person residing on that plane of consciousness is still very much 

in touch with the souls of animals and plants, and even of things. He can 

communicate with them in their language and experiences their joys and sufferings 
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as if they were his own.  He is also in touch with the still nature-close archetypal 

dimension of human souls, but not with the human, conscious aspect of their 

personalities  (Ujhely 1980: n.p). 

Thus, in the middle of the book, he encounters Susan (a character earlier introduced 

to us as an everyday acquaintance of the author) in her most terrible manifestation as naked 

feminine power.  The psychological impression that one's mother leaves upon an infant's 

mind is one of domination in relation to one's own relative weakness.   Julia Kristeva terms 

this apperception of potentially destructive feminine force, the ‘phallic mother’ (Kristeva 

1980: 191, 193-194)
38

  Its appearance in the book in the idea of Susan indicates that the 

protagonist's experiences are psychologically regressive:  

 

Susan's single hypnotic eye.  Excavating into me. 

Excavating. 

The excretion (Marechera 1980: 88). 

 

Although these regressive experiences are certainly dreadful, there are nonetheless 

psychological and political aspects that are redeeming, for ‘excretion’ in terms of Bataille's 

philosophy is also related to collectivism, via orgiastic impulses (Bataille 1985: 94). Also, 

there is acknowledgement in the text of feminine power, however ambivalently – for Susan 

is clearly a force of nature unto herself – the archetype of feminine power qua femininity.  

Here she appears as a kind of Medusa – a manifestation of Nature itself in all of its horror 

and nurturing potential.  And it is as phallic mother that Susan anally rapes the protagonist.  

This regression to the level of the pre-Oedipal must have given the author a certain wary 

consciousness about what was at the base of human nature, as he had experienced it 

through a regressive mode that took him back to the pre-Oedipal.  Nonetheless such 

baptism in self-knowledge remained with him as a type of shamanistic initiation.  He knew 
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 The term, ‘phallic’ in association with ‘mother’ invokes the notion of an inherently feminine, primeval power. 
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that he could always return to this dense spirit world he had discovered, to grapple with 

Nature. 

In theory, successful resolution of the Oedipus complex would produce the changes 

in each individual, which make them into a cog within the homogeneous part of society – 

interpellated as social units – thus calculable, interchangeable with other parts of the same 

category (for example, sharing an identity on the basis of the essentialist qualities thought 

to pertain to ‘blackness’ or ‘femaleness’ in accordance with established moral and cognitive 

divisions already present in society’s definitions of successful social maturation).  

Significantly, in Black Sunlight, Marechera’s female characters are very strong indeed 

(unlike how they would arguably have been interpellated under patriarchy).  The strongest 

character of all – Susan – has monstrous metaphysical powers, no doubt due to having 

become one with the forces of nature through transgressing the incest taboo.  To embrace 

nature rather than transcend it into civilisation has made her identifiable (in the author’s 

mind) with the most violent and potentially subversive powers that consist in Nature itself. 

One can only speculate on how a neurological imperative to remember violent 

events, rather than repress and forget them, changed the otherwise ‘natural’ course of the 

Oedipus complex, towards traumatic ‘seeing’ rather than accepting self-negation out of 

horror at discovering one’s own propensities for Oedipal attraction to a parent.  The 

evidence of all of Marechera’s writings, in total, gives one the impression that he remained 

strongly aware of the violence entailed in submitting to social control and still not being 

relieved of a sense of guilt. Why?  Because of his being implicated in society and in 

relation to his parents, as having been a ‘disobedient child’.   

What is significant and deep in Marechera as well as in his writing is that he 

experienced the terror of this very human tension without repressing what he knew about 

the nature of social violence coming from forces above and around him. When the 

protagonist of Black Sunlight acknowledges by asking: ‘Do you know I’ve always thought 

that I killed my parents?’ (Marechera 1980: 46), the mythic blindness of Oedipus, which 

should ensue upon noticing that one has allowed one’s carnal instincts to become rage, is 

missing.  Rather, what remains is an even more powerful will to see – uncloaked by 
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subsequent violent reactions, such as destroying oneself with blindness as per Oedipus. The 

writer’s daring, entailed in his refusing blindness, is what defines all of his work, to varying 

degrees.  In terms of his relationship to the Oedipus complex, it is also that which situates 

him ‘in immanence’, in direct connection with the material and immediate reality of raw 

experience, rather than in a position of social transcendence.  On a moral level, being ‘in 

immanence’ is to be understood as embracing humanity as it is, rather than how it might be 

in the future. 

At the extreme limits of heterogeneity one becomes the excreted object of one’s 

own fantasies, trapped within the bowels of a heavy, life-draining solipsism. It is at this 

point that ambivalence is again most useful in enabling one to escape the horns of one’s 

dilemma.  Ambivalence can be useful to disengage one (thus preserving one as non-

egotistic individual) when the revolution appears to have failed, to have fossilised into the 

lifeless abstraction of dogmatic practice. The logic of using heterogeneity as a means for 

dissent implies that to reject the idée fixe of the revolution at a strategic point is to keep 

alive the spirit, the movement of the revolution (based upon keeping open the psychological 

wells of one’s spontaneous freedom). The shamanistic content in this book is that which 

prevails as the unconceptualisable (in positivistic terms) aspect of human experience: 

We may as well not be there at all. Is it this not-being-there which appeals to 

me in music; yet when it is powerful enough it inspires us with the deep and 

opposite thereness of everything that is human. The force is so akin to the 

strange glue that holds and that sticks everything together, remote from 

understanding, that we fall back on demoniac terminology to explain it. 

(Marechera 1980: 116) 

The protagonist withdraws from espousing his unity of identity with the anarchistic 

Black Sunlight Organisation, near the end of the book:    

To atrophy ourselves with a BSO label was shit.  I had in a moment of drunken 

empathy with Chris coined the thing about black sunlight and of course he had seen 

the other side of that blinding light’ (Marechera 1980: 104)   
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As I have earlier suggested, the term ‘shit’ implies the ongoing heterogeneity of anarchistic 

consciousness (the need to resist assimilation to organisational controls and creeds). 
23

  Yet 

there is another level of resistance to organisational control that is based on Marechera's 

protagonist having achieved his goal in terms of recapitulating the past.   

Perhaps the purpose of the journey towards the ‘womb’ and anarchist rebellion was 

never so much directly political as it was shamanistic? The author (as protagonist) has been 

transformed by the end of the book by his confrontation with death.  It has fragmented his 

sense of self, and stripped him psychologically bare.  This symbolic sacrifice is in 

accordance with the tenets of shamanism, which involves ‘the death and mystical 

resurrection of the candidate by means of a descent to the underworld and an ascent to the 

sky’ (Eliade 1964: 43).  He has effectively ascended from the caves of Devil's End to a 

‘blind sky bleached white the intellect of human bone’ (Marechera 1980: 117). The 

narrative of Black Sunlight has therefore taken us on a soul journey into this magical realm. 

The character of Chris has photographic memory and knowledge of the occult that come in 

use here to facilitate the journey.   Christian, the spiritual pilgrim to the Underworld is 

another inner guide generated by the author’s psyche in order to take his exploratory ‘soul 

journey’.  Marechera has gone back to the roots of life itself (the caves of the prehuman), 

not just to the roots of his own life, in order to find out what it means to be human – indeed, 

what  the essential elements are that make up life as humans know it.  He has encountered 

the creative, positive sides of pre-Oedipal modes of thinking depicted by Salman: ‘In the 

alchemical metaphor, this is a moistening of the earth with its own water, reflected in a 

symbol of the Self’.  This process of restoration is facilitated by therapeutic guidance whilst 

in a state of ego-dissociation, according to Salman (Salman 1999:81) – a precondition of 

recovery through spiritual guidance that also sounds highly shamanistic.
39

 

In order for shamanistic regression and regeneration to be successful,  one has to 

develop a capacity to distinguish between positive and negative intrapsychic forces (the 
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 See how the shaman's apprentice, Castaneda is taught the art of shamanism through dissociation by the shamanistic 

native guide, don Juan (Castendeda 1969) 
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latter of which are, nonetheless, socially active, and therefore real).  Marechera's 

shamanistic voyage, and his associated perceptions are, as such, not pathological in the 

final analysis.  Indeed, the otherwise pathological sounding and seductive nature of the 

engulfing power represented in this book (also represented in a nightmarish scenario of a 

leftwing propagandist's speech which is given by Franz Fanon's doppelgänger, represented 

in the book as his ‘brother’, (Marechera 1980: 64) is rejected by Marechera both in an 

interview he later gave, where he speaks of the nature of a mass political rally as a ‘kind of 

rape’ (Veit-Wild 2004: 219).   Finally, the protagonist of Black Sunlight finally renounces, 

as I have indicated, his association with the Black Sunlight Organisation, calling it ‘shit’.  

This can be interpreted in a double sense, one esoteric and one more common-sensical (the 

second of which needs no further elaboration). The esoteric sense of the statement is, as 

earlier stated, that the nature of the anarchistic project is inherently ’heterogeneous’
40

 – 

which means it ought not to be swallowed (psychologically and physically) by the rigid 

requirements of  formal organisation.  This point of view about the need to maintain 

heterogeneity is further corroborated by the protagonist's statement that to accept the label 

of the organisation was actually a form of spiritual atrophication: ‘To atrophy ourselves 

with a BSO label was shit’ (Marechera 1980: 104).  

 

It is only when a shamanistic practitioner happens to fail in their journey towards 

spiritual knowledge that they become effectively ‘bewitched’ by the appeal of the 

regressive mode of consciousness, trapped as it were in a mode of consciousness dominated 

by necessity, rather than personal freedom.  It is also important to note that Marechera finds 

within his mode of partial or artistic/figurative regression (entailed in the ‘soul journey’ that 

is his narrative of Black Sunlight), the capacity for renewal as well as insight.  This is 

reflected in the ‘changelings’ motif.  For just as Katherine was initially a failure in 

conventional life (attempting but failing in her conventional feminine role as a make-up 

artist) before she altered herself from the inside out (concomitant with her becoming an 

anarchist revolutionary), so Marechera’s soul journey to the unconscious – to the caves of 
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 ‘Heterogeneous’ is in a sense a code-word for not being easily able to be controlled by dominant powers and forces.  

One cannot control heterogeneous forces because one cannot easily anticipate their behaviour. 



146 

 

the ‘prehuman’ – must necessarily result in his becoming, ‘a changeling’.  As a shamanistic 

initiate, he is, then, no longer what he ‘seems to be’, but something that has been radically 

altered and presumably improved, by his journey to the realm of the prehuman.  

  

An encounter with unconscious aspects of human experience – heterology
41

 – can lead us to 

opening up otherwise repressed capabilities of the mind.  Yet, too much of this material can 

make us repress all the more, which will lead to the opposite effect the author wants from 

his audience.  The reader's mileage may therefore vary, and constant exposure to the text 

can open up the readers' minds to tolerating more – thus leading, ultimately to 

shamanisation. Rather, the part of the mind that is prone to accepting and reinforcing 

institutionalised thinking blows its fuse whenever it senses an encroaching danger of a 

power overload.  It is extremely difficult, therefore – although not impossible – to get the 

kind of reaction that Marechera hoped his work would solicit.  

  

 The recapitulation that Marechera invites us to undergo in his book should be 

considered to be highly effective for psychological rejuvenation – for his psychological 

approach and aesthetics force us to confront ourselves in the direct immediacy of 

experience, without the shock absorbers of psychological repression. 
  

As I have argued, 

this is in terms of the dynamics of an infant’s early consciousness, before a reality-based 

ego had been developed (in terms of Kleinian psychoanalytical theory, the paranoid-

schizoid position, Ehrenzweig 1967 293-294).  Along with this psychological regression, 

we encounter many tropes that were part of the Chimurenga war, and effectively relive that 

war.  For instance, the ‘blackened faces’ (Marechera 1980: 89) of the paratroopers 

assaulting the anarchists are likely those of the Rhodesian Selous Scouts who had a 

reputation for blackening up for their covert missions against liberation forces. 

 

In facing the trauma of the past, we are in fact confronting a temporary and relative 

state of death of our transcendent ego, and recovering from the injuries historically afflicted 
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upon us by having to embrace an identity in one side or the other side of the Chimurenga 

war.  Through recapitulation, one reclaims the elements of one’s psyche that had been lost 

to the whole sense of the self at the time when one was overwhelmed with frightening 

events that caused part of one’s vitality to flee from the present, leaving a consciousness 

that was left to face the world in a mode of dull resignation.  Marechera’s style of writing, 

however, compels us to recapitulate those moments when we lost parts of our ‘soul’ to 

trauma.  If we are strong enough to do so, we can affirm our present lives with the fullest 

measure of wakefulness and being present to ourselves (no parts split off).   Just as we have 

‘recapitulated’ the past, we will have reclaimed it, not as a force of arbitrary fate, but as our 

own.  By facing ‘death’ – or more precisely, our fear of death – we are able to overcome 

the power of the Superego to be reborn. 

The shamanistic notion of beneficial death and rebirth is described by the writer of 

Shamanism: The Neural Ecology of Consciousness and Healing, Michael Winkelman, as 

reflecting ‘perinatal experiences’ and the restructuring of the ego (Winkelman 2004: 81, 

82): 

The death-rebirth experiences frequently result in dramatic alleviation of 

psychosomatic, emotional, and interpersonal problems resistant to previous 

psychotherapy (Winkelman 2004: 83). 

Shamanistic death – that is, a ritualised encounter with death – preoccupies the author in the 

last and post-climactic sections of the novel.  He sees that life and words flow through him 

with energy of their own, and that there is nothing he can do about it to stem their flow.  

The mood of the final passages has everything in common with Bataille’s meditation on 

‘the practice of joy before death’: 

Everything that exists destroying itself, consuming itself and dying, each instant 

producing itself only in the annihilation of the preceding one, and itself existing 

only as mortally wounded (Bataille 1985: 238). 
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The author is reborn at the moment of his death, gazing into the mirror ‘as the gashes in my 

wrists leak faster and faster with meaning’ and attending to the soft shamanistic beat of the 

drums (to promote trance), which is actually the rain of words as expression of inspiration 

(seeming to come as if from the roof of his mind, or from the ‘above’).  He is 

shamanistically reborn
42

 

Beginning to live over again, having more provisions for the road than the 

road left.  Like Cato the Censor, learning Greek in his old age, I am learning 

to speak just when I need to learn to be silent forever (Marechera 1980: 

117).  

 This is the nature of rebirth at an adult age, full of sadness for the lack of wholeness 

that one had in the past, and yet somehow also full of joy that one has now reached a level 

of shamanistic knowledge that has made one whole again, by cheating the forces of 

Thanatos, those forces that, according to Freud, involve aggression, disintegration and 

entropy (Glass 1974: 185). The protagonist has returned to be at one with the author, in full, 

physical embodiment (as represented by his whole self being recognised in the mirror, 

along with a sense of the writer as shaman's overwhelming fatigue from doing battle in the 

spiritual underworld.  He is life-satiated, death-satiated and thoroughly shamanised – no 

longer ‘brain dead’ but distrustful of words and their relative emptiness (in comparison to 

the are an empty bag' (Marechera 1980: 117), the ability to speak is not in terms of normal, 

everyday language, but in terms of shamanistic understanding: It is the ability to speak out 

of the hidden essence of things; the political reality that is hidden or repressed. There is also 

a political overtone in terms of his need to learn to keep silent forever.     

The violence and derangement of the psyche that form the aesthetic emphasis of 

Black Sunlight lead to a sharpening of our experience of contingency in the book, as 

opposed to relying upon unchanging a priori categories of identity, by which to follow the 

development of the characters.  What this approach leads to is a psychological sense that 

we all share the same primeval source of identity in ‘Being’ itself.  (This is the way that 
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that infant experiences his or her unity with the mother at the early stages of life.)  This 

primeval sense of ontological unity with the mother is the basis both for loving and for 

being terrorised by her: ‘Out of the black sunlight, a mother gorges herself on the foetus 

screaming out of her.’ (Marechera 1980:  88).  So, an encounter with the primeval mother is 

a way of facing one’s fears and also of re-establishing one’s sense of being part of Nature.   

It is the core of the shamanistic regression and its capacity to produce healing of the 

damaged sense of self, for such an encounter, if successful, leads to an effective rebirth. 

As I have suggested, one can reformulate one's identity through shamanistic 

regression, as well as gain insight into the structure of the unconscious mind, and how its 

forces are not limited to individuals, but bind us together in groups, with group identities 

that serve to keep others excluded.  A psychoanalytical practitioner who has studied various 

unconscious dynamics pertaining to different social organisations echoes Marechera's 

intuition in the pages above – that belonging to an organisation of any sort (even 

anarchistic) could be generally harmful to the psyche (resulting in more splitting), for: 

[I]institutions have a tendency to become bad models for identification; and 

the bigger the institution, the more likely this is (Menzies Lyth 1989: 42). 

A shamanistic type such as Marechera almost certainly was, would have already been 

aware, through personal experience and introspection, of this danger of aligning himself 

with any organisation.   Viewed in the light of the comment from Menzies Lyth above, the 

shamanistic regression that takes place in the novel can be experienced as a means of 

purifying oneself of the inward pathologies that easily arise from group identification.  The 

protagonist's journey can be viewed as a journey of disidentification with the formal 

categorisations of society, including race and gender.  By consciously choosing to regress 

(a form of partial, but not complete dissociation from who one is in the here and now), one 

purifies oneself as it were, of the self-limiting knowledge of these social categories that 

would have power over one's identity (due to a socially conditioned deferential attitude or 
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general human endowment of a guilty conscience, etc.).
43

 Furthermore, by means of 

shamanistic ‘doubling’, one can retain the presence of mind – even in a state of relative 

dissociation – so as not to be entirely destroyed by the experience of adult ego loss, but 

rather to swindle ‘death’, and so to become much more emotionally and intellectually more 

free.   

So it is that the protagonist’s life-satiated, anguished but transcendent gaze into the 

mirror in the very last line of the book, wherein the author is revealed as ‘naked and 

vulnerable fact’ (Marechera 1980: 117)  indicates a return to the adult ego state.  Such an 

image indicates that the shamanistic journey is complete and that – despite his penetrating 

knowledge that ideological thinking about identity will not cease – the author as protagonist 

(returned to his self as one unified form) is ready to offer up a naked perspective of reality.  

In Bataille's terms he represents the idea that it is the very contingent nature of reality that  

forever makes it sacred.  Marechera’s agenda therefore seems to be for a re-awakening of 

the sacred through psychological ego death and rebirth along more resilient lines, whereby 

one does not repress any more one’s authentic impulses out of fear of authority.    For 

Rhodesia, or as it became, Zimbabwe – for the book is as much about it, as about the 

author’s personal experiences – the vision proceeds inexorably along the lines of 

shamanistic logic. The author envisages, for the post-Rhodesian state (which had just 

become Zimbabwe), its political death and rebirth into greater psychological and political 

vitality. 

 

Marechera's Black Sunlight can easily be considered the most shamanistic of his 

books, for the everyday, adult ego of the protagonist (and of his readers) is almost 

throughout its length entirely subverted, submerged or engulfed.  It has seemed to me that 

this book's strategy is to temporarily disarm the normal adult ego, by means of the 

narrative's psychological intensity and politically upsetting aesthetics.  These are means to 

subvert the adult ego and so allow elements of the mind that are buried in the unconscious 

to come to the foreground.   By means of temporary psychological regression, we as 
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readers get to encounter our worst fears – fears born out of the experience of war and out of 

self-doubt – and by facing them again as mere words in a book, we can transcend our 

previous limitations.  We can also come to terms with the accidents of history that caused 

us to lose vitality – that is, our previously experienced sense of a robust identity, by means 

of ‘facing death’.  We no longer feel as if we are the mere victims of trauma, so much as 

willing participants in our own fate.  (A sense of primeval unity between ourselves and the 

outside world is restored.) 

The next chapter, on Scrapiron Blues, will enable us to take a more detailed view on 

the ramifications of having walls set up in one's consciousness.  Within the context of post-

war Zimbabwe, the situation of individual men and women will be examined.  I believe that 

it was Marechera's shamanistic goal to reveal how much of human potential goes 

unactualised and is squandered in the spirit world, due to the parts of our minds that 

represent ‘otherness’.  By engaging in shamanistic boundary crossing, Marechera reveals 

the sides of our psyches to us that we do not normally permit ourselves to see about the 

violent aspects of society and its psychological ramifications. 
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CHAPTER 6: SCRAPIRON BLUES: TRANSGRESSIVELY 

CROSSING POLITICAL BOUNDARIES AND HEALING SOCIAL 

PATHOLOGIES. 

 
  

Just as Sigmund Freud realised, psychological material that is repressed in the unconscious 

can become malignant (Freud 1910: 192).  Marechera saw that post-war Zimbabwe 

suffered as a whole from burying the traumas of war: in effect it had, on a collective scale, 

a huge repressed unconscious.  Unlike the case of South Africa, Zimbabwe did not have a 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission to deal with processing the realities of racialism (and 

other forms of injustice perpetuated during the war).  In particular, he saw that the 

previously existing divisions of power, along the lines of racial and gender identity, were 

largely still in place.  From a shamanistic perspective, the pent up emotions relating to 

suffering the traumas of war needed to be brought to the surface, so that the psychological 

pressures that had built up because of war could be reduced.  More than that, the formal 

dividing lines that separated people on the basis of gender and race had to be horizontally 

traversed by minds that were strong enough to break through the walls that divided 

consciousness, not only on an interpersonal level, but on an intrapersonal one (for one 

mirrors the other).  A shaman is one who has the mental fortitude to engage in boundary 

crossing – to show the one who is suffering from trauma the cause of his trauma – that lies 

in material that has been repressed.   Marechera explores the emotional costs of war and the 

false solution of ignoring the past in order to pursue a middle-class, materialist existence 

without accounting for the wounds that still suppurate.   

In Marechera's view such a superficial attitude to healing can only lead to a 

Kafkaesque bureaucratic thinking and the emptiness of emotional life.  The violence that 

took place during the war needed public recognition, and the injustices needed addressing – 

which is what Marechera's writing in this particular collection seeks to do.  The focus of 

this selection of works is on crossing boundaries – not only between the conscious mind 

and the unconscious, but between the politically divided identities of black and white, male 
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and female.  Boundary crossing is a shamanistic trope, but so is the ambition to diagnose 

and heal trauma.  

This chapter will look mainly at part-sections from five pieces of a book of 

Marechera’s posthumously published works, compiled and edited by Flora Veit-Wild and 

published in 1992, five years after the author’s death.  The book is dubbed by Veit-Wild, 

Scrapiron Blues (Marechera 1992c). There are sections that Veit-Wild has included from 

an original manuscript of what she calls ‘diverse pieces written at different times’, called 

'Killwatch or Tony Fights Tonight' (Marechera 1992c: xi).  These are included in Scrapiron 

Blues as ‘Tony Fight Tonight – Pub Stories’.  I will discuss from a shamanistic perspective 

some of the magical and dissociative aspects of the psyche, as they pertain to the author's 

story-telling.  Also in the book is a section of five short plays written at different times, out 

of which I will look at ‘The Alley’.   I will also look at some of his children's stories 

published herein.   The short novella ‘When Rainwords Spit Fire’ is also included in this set 

of works, but will not be discussed due to space constraints.  Suffice it to say that there are 

strongly autobiographical elements in it that make it similar, if only slightly less innovative 

in style, to the novella The House of Hunger.  Finally, Veit-Wild has included an 

‘unfinished novel-like piece’ (Marechera 1992c: xiii) which unites styles of prose, drama 

and poetry to give a torrid portrayal of Zimbabwe's war.  From this, I have selected a very 

vivid freeform verse to discuss, ‘Tonderai's Father Reflects’ (Marechera 1992c: 195-198).  

Since shamans gain their power by an encounter with the extremes of human experience, it 

seems logical to look into an extract that portrays torture and death for evidence of 

Marechera's shamanistic insights.  I will also look at a very short story which has particular 

psychological insight into the way insider states of mind and outsider states of mind can be 

disparate, ‘Black Damascus Road’. 

  In these works Marechera examines question of evil as the repressed consciousness 

of psychological violence. In effect, we encounter primeval thinking about power, again
44

 

but now in terms of how power relationships and identity are formed at a subliminal level 
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of social and political consciousness.  Evil is imposed as political and social repression and 

expressed via narrative disruption and a dismemberment of the narrative continuity that 

determines identity. At the same time, to be the victim of oppressive forces is to find one's 

way across psychological boundaries into the realm of spirits and to alight upon a bridge 

that leads to healing possibilities in the future. In the meantime, the stigmata of victimhood 

can be viewed in shamanistic terms: it separates those marked by its effect, cordoning them 

off into their own worlds where they see and experience things differently from others, as 

those marked out for a special, esoteric kind of knowledge. In a totally different sense, 

however, those who do not experience this shamanistic realm are locked into the narrow 

rooms of their own pathologies, for they cannot see the hidden realm of the ‘other’.  We are 

in the company of the wounded, and potentially of the wounded healers of society, who 

perceive the world magically.  However, it is the author’s shamanistic vision that interests 

us most, and it is to be understood in the imposition of a vision that holds that anyone who 

has an absolute identity – one that doesn’t allow for psychological boundary crossings – is 

pathological.  This is the message that is conveyed in general by most of the works 

included in Scrapiron Blues. 

 

Much of the setting of Scrapiron Blues is post-war (post 1980) Zimbabwe, although 

there are also a number of stories and parts of a novella set in wartime Rhodesia.  It is the 

early to mid-1980s when Marechera writes. Echoes of Rhodesia at war find their images 

within the pages of this book of works (Marechera returned to Zimbabwe in 1982).   The 

book was published posthumously, so the material does not have an intrinsic relation to any 

particular themes, but rather represents a collection of material with diverse themes: 

spanning the experiences of those in the ‘protected villages’ during the war (villages which 

Marechera pointedly suggests were really kinds of concentration camps); the nature of 

suburban life for the aspiring middle classes in post-war Zimbabwe; the idea of an 

anarchistic programme for social freedom during the war; and a critique of neo-colonialist 

economic relations.  There are also quite a few post-war narratives that analyse the attitudes 

of those who fought.  A few dramas are also included in this anthology, and these portray 

racial attitudes and relations after the war, often in a slapstick manner.   
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In Scrapiron Blues, identity is rarely what it seems to be, except in the case of 

Marechera’s comedies (which I have not chosen to discuss in detail in this chapter), which 

depict the shortcomings of ongoing racialist attitudes and ideas.  That said, psychological 

complexity is attributed to the players who make up the political and social landscape 

where the mode of writing is tragic.  So it is that I find, in general, a doubling (or even 

multiplicity) of identity to be a sign of a particular character’s spiritual health.  And this is 

quite paradoxical in the sense of reversing conventional psychological assumptions as to 

what constitutes psychological health: rather, in terms of Marechera’s schema, the greater 

the spiritual health of the character in question, the less likely he is to fit in with the nature 

of a post war society establishing itself as conventionally bourgeois.  Thus Marechera 

himself, as shaman, crosses more psychological and social boundaries, and represents a 

greater degree of complexity than most of the characters in this book.  It is vital to consider 

the theoretical underpinnings of his shamanistic perspective, which can be gathered by 

considering an extract from Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit: 

But the life of the Spirit is not the life that shrinks from death and keeps 

itself untouched by devastation, but rather the life that endures it and 

maintains itself in it.  It wins its truth only when, in utter dismembership, it 

finds itself (Hegel 1997: 19). 

The passage quoted above gives some indication of how anticipating the loss of self 

in death can be the foundation for a dialectical ‘doubling’ of selfhood – which is, of course, 

shamanistic.  For ‘spirit’ comes into being in an encounter with the physical limits of 

existence, the point of pressure at which the psyche shatters, which the psyche recognises 

as a symbolic representation of death itself.  Those whom social pressures compel to face 

death are the embodiment of the negative dialectic that is produced in the train of organised 

political societies going about their regulatory functions.  Marechera, however, is interested 

in the functions of identity that spring from a failure of the dominant form of civilisation to 

regulate the subjectivity of those brought up under its auspices.  Whereas not all those who 

encounter death via some form of shattering of the ego and its limits are able to discover 

redemptive meanings in this kind of experience, the shaman makes it his vocation to do so, 
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in order to give life and meanings to the stories of those unable to articulate them.  The 

shaman effectively crosses the symbolic boundaries that mark differences between lives 

lived in unreflective conformity to the pressure of social mores and conventions, and the 

‘other side’ of this equation, which is the shattering of the self, and – if it proves to be 

shamanistic in its original vitality – also its effective rebirth.  Such is the nature of the 

shamanistic dialectic, that those who remain only on the side of life that is guided by 

principles of narrow rationality and order are quite limited.  They do not access the 

‘magical’ power of the opposite side of the coin, which only comes into play at the point of 

an encounter with the spectre of death.  Whereas death symbolises one’s absolute 

destruction, in shamanistic terms an encounter with forces of destruction – so long as they 

are one can recover from them – can often be redemptive.   This experience can lead the 

way to spiritual regeneration, rebirth.
45

 

Those who do not see the other side (or sides) to things are those who must remain 

locked into a narrow point of view that combines with the death instinct – that is, the power 

of entropy, according to Anton Ehrenzweig (1971: 296)
46

 –  which tends to make them self-

destructive, and Marechera’s work in Scrapiron Blues often suggests this quite potently.  It 

is actually a countervailing drive of Eros which, in the shaman’s implicit view, is facilitated 

towards life enhancing goals by means of a breaking through to the other side of 

consciousness – a place where what is hidden from conventional eyes is revealed (as it is 

through Marechera’s style of writing, which involves multiplying the identity).  The 

following pertains to spiritual ‘journeying’: 

The knowledge acquired by the hero is not worldly; it is of the 

[archaeology], of the principles that underlie the world and the universe.  It 

is a deep understanding that turns the status quo on its ear: The ordinary 

becomes extraordinary, the extraordinary ordinary; the secular is perceived 

                                                 

45
 This much should be evident by now, from Chapter 3 and Chapter 5. 

46
 The paradox of the ‘death instinct’ is that is also the means by which lives that are failures can be reformulated and 

ultimately regenerated, once the opposing instinct gets involved:  ‘A communion is enacted between the surface ego and 

its undifferentiated matrix […] from where all new symbols and ideas must grow’ (Ehrenzweig 1971: 191). 
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as sacred, that which was held sacred as secular; and the meaningless is 

recognized as meaningful, the meaningful, meaningless  (Senn 2002: 130). 

 

The passage above encapsulates the nature of the consciousness that Marechera 

wants to get across to us in Scrapiron Blues.  Moreover, it is hardly surprising that his more 

sympathetic characters – those who have ‘depth’, and thus the capacity for spiritual 

boundary crossing – are not those who embrace bourgeois norms of the nine-to-five job 

with the wife at home, to take care of everything else, and they are certainly not the 

politically disenfranchised male whites, some of whom are brimming with resentment, but 

the women, the peasants, and those who use their anarchistic inclinations (the doubling 

being a shamanistic trope) to overthrow the repressive Rhodesian order.    

The aesthetic of doubling speaks to us concerning Marechera’s politics – for it is a 

politics that is entirely consistent with his general shamanistic outlook, as I will 

demonstrate.  There are also strains of traditional Shona perspectives in this book, which 

correspond to shamanism's spiritual egalitarianism (where all may access the sacred).  The 

capacity of someone to take on another identity through mediumship in Shona culture is 

testimony to its greater responsiveness to the intervention of the irrational’ and the sacred 

into everyday life.  Speaking of hunter-gatherer society, Louis G Herman ascertains the 

social benefits of identity boundary crossing as follows: 

[The] general absence of hierarchy, and indeed most rigid structure in social 

and economic life, facilitates the crossing of social boundaries: individual-

community, leader-follower, rich-poor, man-woman, child-adult.  While 

most scholars tend to see such flexibility negatively – as ‘  lack of 

differentiation’   – studies in shamanism suggest that boundary crossing is 

actively pursued as a source of order – and egalitarian ‘metaphysics’ 

emphasizing connection and relationship  (Herman 1997: 87). 

It is also the anarchist ideal of egalitarianism that Marechera’s is trying to convey.  This is 

not just aesthetically, but also in a way logically consistent with shamanistic psychology.  

Marechera’s writing in Scrapiron Blues allows that women, especially, in this society 
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generally have access to the magical capacity for boundary crossing (in a way that conjures 

up the notion of shamanistic transgression).  It is they who are most discriminated against 

by patriarchal societies (black and white), so that the author’s shamanistic vision sees them 

as occupying a liminal (shamanistic) space between the spirit world and the civilised world.  

(In other words, they have ‘  depth’   unlike some of the less sympathetic characters in 

Marechera’s comedy works.)  Psychologically, the politics of fighting back against 

oppression do coincide with various cultural expressions of spirit mediumship in 

Zimbabwe's history.  For instance, Charwe (the spirit medium for the spirit, Nehanda, the 

giver and taker of life) was an effective female medium at the forefront of early 

revolutionary dissent to colonial rule 1896-1897.   Yet, Marechera's insights into 

oppression are not based primarily on these tropes relating to Zimbabwean history.   Rather, 

they are based on his shamanistic insights, born out of personal experience concerning what 

happens to the mind when one is politically oppressed. 

The author's awareness of the effect of oppression, and how it divides the subject 

against herself (and yet has an unexpected aspect of redemption, allowing her to ‘  see 

more‘   than others would) is indicated by the aesthetic motif of identity doubling.  

Therefore, Jane – as part of the twosome of the Tony and Jane chronicles (Marechera 

1992c: xii) – is able to see into the world of spirits in a way that Tony cannot. This is in 

direct correlation with her situated oppression as a woman within patriarchal society.  

Tony, however, is made fun of for what he cannot see (the walls of suburbia that deny him 

an expanded vision and lasciviously threaten his wife) and the fact that the author, who can, 

figuratively, pass through walls of various sorts, is actually having an affair with his wife.  

In Scrapiron Blues, a key question in Marechera’s mind is the effect that the war 

had on both its perpetrators and victims.  Marechera took on a somewhat journalistic role in 

order to answer this question – he interviewed many of those who had lived through the 

war, and tried to get inside their minds.  Although this approach seems to indicate that he 

had broken from his previous ‘inwards-looking’ methodology in writing, it is quite clear 

that the emphasis in his thought processes did not substantially change; he is seeking to 

understand what the outcome of the war was in terms of how it affected people’s inner 
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lives.  What does the catastrophe of this war of liberation mean ‘shamanistically’? Can 

trauma be used as an experiential basis for redirecting the pathways of people’s lives, 

collectively and individually?  It would seem so, but only if the trauma is shamanistic – 

otherwise, it may require a shaman to perceive the trauma clearly on behalf of the subject 

who suffers, and to relate what is occurring, in terms of the crossing of boundaries between 

two ‘worlds’ (the sacred and the profane dimensions of experience).  Marechera is able to 

speak authoritatively on behalf of the real-life characters that he gives literary form to in his 

book, because he is himself a shamanistic initiate, having suffered ‘‘  ego death’  , the ‘  

little death’  , or ‘  breaking open of the head’  ’. According to Herman, this is what ‘the 

Fang of Gabon’ call their shamanistic initiation (1997: 84). 

As for others, and what they may learn or not learn from their war traumas, these 

questions cannot be answered so simply with the rhetoric of political independence, for that 

caters merely to an exoteric way of seeing.  In speaking of how he had planned to complete 

‘The Concentration Camp’, Marechera stated: 

My plan is not to end the manuscript with Independence.  The second 

section will be from 1980 to 1982 or 1983; it will be about the survivors: 

what happened afterwards to all those people of the first section in the 

concentration camps or the guards or the soldiers. (Marechera 1992c: xv). 

 The key issue for the author, then, was to take the temperature of his society, both 

before and after independence, in order to establish its degree of health, and to assess what 

could be done to facilitate a greater degree of communication between the author and his 

potential readers.  Not to allow ‘Independence’ to speak for itself in a superficially 

rhetorical way, but to attempt to dig further into its possible hidden meanings at a 

psychological level.  This is profoundly shamanistic.  But it is also profoundly anti-elitist, 

for political rhetoric generally turns towards serving a privileged few. Shamanism, on the 

other hand, concerns itself directly with quality of life, and only indirectly with moral and 

political issues.  Inevitably, a moral and political critique is drawn up and conveyed to 

readers on the basis of primary shamanistic insights.   
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Moral and political issues are very important in shamanism; however, they are not 

approached through conventional epistemological lenses.   One will approach questions of 

morality shamanistically, in terms of the possibility of ‘soul loss’.  As I have already 

suggested, there is much that is shamanistic about Nietzsche's experiential approach to 

philosophy, and his views on moral systems in Twilight of the Idols are instructive in regard 

to how spiritual health can be lost through ‘taming’ (Nietzsche 1990: 66-67).  Whereas the 

processes of civilisation, as such, tend to counsel psychological repression of one’s deeper 

animal nature, shamanistic insight draws the conclusion that such unconscious deference 

and submission to society’s pre-existing mores is most likely damaging to the soul (thus 

Nietzsche’s call for ‘a revaluation of all [spiritual] values’, Nietzsche 1990: 7).  But what is 

‘the soul’ in this shamanistic sense?  And more importantly, how can it be lost?  In 

shamanistic terms, a robust soul is one that functions on the basis of action, rather than 

repression.  One can lose one’s ‘soul’ – that is one’s inner sense of self – by repressing 

parts of the contents of one’s psyche, due to fear that one would put oneself in danger by 

reacting to these ‘must be kept hidden’ aspects of self-identity.  

 We will see this idea as the unstated ontological principle that gives us the key to 

the meaning of ‘Black Damascus Road’, a short story about a returning war vet, who does 

everything right by serving his country, and then, just in the same cold and deterministic 

manner that he had always performed his duty, takes a live grenade and holds it to his 

chest, committing suicide.  The story asks us to consider this implicit question:  ‘How long 

ago had the protagonist, who seemed so quietly accepting of everything, actually lost his 

soul?‘    ‘ The Alley’   -- a short play -- follows along the same lines, of using a shamanistic 

critique of ‘soul loss’ as the basis for its moral and political criticism.    

 In this case, Rhodes (a black tramp) and Robin (a pun on ‘robbing’, a white tramp) 

are two war veterans, who had fought on the side of the guerrillas, and the side of the 

Rhodesian regime respectively.  The reversal of these identities is not simply a binary one, 

but actually more complex, and designed to make us question the very meaning of having a 

discrete identity, in political terms.    Post war, they are both tramps, although they had 

been lawyers and colleagues at one time – indication that war is a social equaliser.   The 
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complexity of the post-war situation in Zimbabwe has been recorded by Zimbabwean 

journalist Brian Latham, who ten years ago, investigated a news story about how members 

from ex-Rhodesian forces and ex-ZANLA forces were living under the stars in a Harare 

park, whilst shouldered each other's emotional burdens.   

 The shamanistic motif that carries these levels of critique is the memory loss that 

afflicts both characters, which renders them comical and profoundly inept (like any of 

Beckett’s characters that are based along the lines of this formula of forgetfulness).  

Dissociation of the self or ’soul loss’ is the cause of the characters’ inability to remain 

robustly aware of the present.  Rather, the souls of Rhodes and Robin are sequestered away 

from where the actual characters are sitting, in memories that lie behind a wall of 

consciousness, where war atrocities quietly loom (unless the wall is hit with a stick, in 

which case the otherwise repressed memories shriek.)  

What force causes this disturbing and nightmarish shrieking?  Marechera’s analysis 

of the costs of the prolonged bush war is more thorough than this formulaic view permits.  

His acute shamanistic skills diagnose a core of macho ethics in a war, which resided in an 

extremely cowardly misogyny, sacrificing women on the altar of violence, as victims of the 

male desire to express libidinous desires through war.  Both Robin and Rhodes have lost 

close female relatives –  a daughter and a sister – to their macho enthusiasm for war.  Their 

lack of literal ‘presence of mind’  is expressed in their failure to recognise that it was not 

the ‘other’ that caused the gruesome deaths of these women, but rather, their own lusts for 

war.   They are largely unconscious of the meaning of their choices, and are thus, in the 

shamanistic sense, not whole or fully complete human-animals, since ‘presence of mind’   

has escaped them.    

Marechera’s play can be considered anarchistic in that he shows to us the link 

between psychological self-alienation and societies that are organised on the basis of 

political and social hierarchies.  The cost we pay for the latter is in terms of the former.  In 

terms of the patriarchal and socially conservative society that was, and still is to a very 

large degree, post-war Zimbabwe, Marechera’s exploration of the gendered base of 

traumatic dissociation is very radical indeed.  Marechera shows that Rhodesia, on both 
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sides of the divide of black and white cultures, has had a patriarchal history, and leaves a 

patriarchal legacy to those in the present.   To fully heal, society has to face that which it 

has dissociated from, which is hidden behind ‘the wall’ of consciousness, in the 

unconscious or semi-conscious parts of the mind.   

Marechera points out that whereas the black and white men fought each other like 

‘dogs in heat’  (Marechera 1992c: 46), redirecting their erotic impulses towards aggression, 

those who really paid the emotional cost of the war were women, specifically the daughter 

and sister of the black and white men (who are represented by the two tramps). The 

traumatic reality that hides behind the contextual wall of the bush war is the damage done 

to the women whom the men had no doubt sworn to protect.  Rhodes – the black tramp – 

has been given slightly greater authority by the author in terms of the moral ground for 

fighting for his liberation.  It is he who introduces his ‘other’  – the white tramp, Robin – to 

the spectre of his sister, Cecilia, who was raped and murdered by the Rhodesian forces, and 

now abides behind ‘the wall’ of consciousness.   

RHODES:  Your daughter, Judy, is right there with her.  I can see them.  

They are kissing (Marechera 1992c: 45). 

Robin’s daughter, it turns out, was also a victim of the war, raped and murdered by the 

black ‘comrades’.   Only when the brick wall in the alley is struck with determination to 

know what is behind it, does it give us these traumatic answers concerning the cause of the 

tramps’ pathologies.  Surmises Rhodes to Robin, speaking again with a margin of greater 

authority than his colleague has the right to: 

I used to suffer from world weariness, but the wall says that too was 

nothing. I cannot get away from you, though that’s the only thing I want 

from life, from the whole last ounce of the universe.  You also want to get 

away, but like me, you can’t, and for the same reason.  I am your wall, and 

you are my wall.  And the game we tried during the war of mounting each 

other like dogs in severe heat has not yet been settled (Marechera 1992c: 

46). 
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The way towards healing their Weltschmerz is to confront the traumatic and 

dissociated feminine aspects of these men’s consciousness, a consciousness which lies 

behind a wall of inner repression.  The women are really the heroes – or more precisely, 

heroines – of this story.  It is a slap in the face to patriarchal society – especially a society 

that trumpeted masculinity and went to war as a way of expressing a macho ethos. 

Although women were in practice underdogs in a society that valued maleness, that did not 

mean that there were no women of unparalleled spirit and willpower who stood out.  

Marechera may have been bringing to the fore values honoured in traditional Shona society 

– for women were sometimes given a leadership role to perform.  Traditional rainmaking 

ceremonies were led by women, for example, ostensibly because of their affinity to nature. 

Other stories in Scrapiron Blues also utilise the motif of dissociation in a way that is 

more sympathetic and suggestive that the form of dissociation may actually be creative and 

restorative of genuine human values (that is, in the holistic ‘animal’  sense, implied by 

Nietzsche and other shamans).    Dissociation from a life that offers little other than 

patriarchal mores, a job and a home in the suburbs would be a creative, rather than 

destructive act.  This is to consider it in moral terms, on the basis of shamanistic reasoning 

towards restoring the fullest range of consciousness possible, under any circumstances.  So 

Jane (who is the female half of the Tony-Jane suburban unit) encounters a ghost (in the 

dissociated shamanistic realm of her dreams), whilst her husband goes to work in an 

Orwellian sounding ministry and submits within a Kafkaesque bureaucracy, to The Man.   

Tony is trying to evade not only his own sense of inadequacy as a provider, but the recent 

traumas of the war through his activities of making himself busy for the sake of being busy 

itself.  The series where ‘Tony washes the walls’ reveals Tony’s incomplete ability to 

repress his subconscious knowledge that the walls of suburbia, which hem him in, are made 

of blood (no doubt his own blood, sweat and tears, and not least the sacrifice of his animal 

instinct, as indicated by the fact that his wife is having an affair with Marechera, and is 

leered at by the lascivious walls.) 

  Another shamanistically-formulated mode of dissociation is to be found in the short 

free verse poem ‘Tonderai’s father reflects’ , which is part of the incomplete work, ‘The 
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Concentration Camp’.  The father’s refusal to speak, because he does not want to reveal the 

whereabouts of his guerrilla son to the Rhodesian forces, leads him to endure suffering with 

the aid of dissociation.   In this case, his burial ship becomes the words that he refuses to 

speak, carrying him off to distant shores.  The suggestion here is that the father is engaging 

in history in a positive and effective way through shamanistic (intentional) dissociation.  

The motif of the beating drums, used to assist Tonderai’s father’s departure from the 

everyday reality, is also a reference to the musical part of traditional shamanistic ritual.  

The father thus crosses the bridge to the other side of reality ‘as spirit’   and his 

speculations of what life will be like, after he is gone, give him the eyes of a ghost looking 

at his wife surveying death notices in the paper.  

 

THE RECURRING SHAMANISTIC MOTIF OF 'FACING DEATH' 

Marechera’s capacity for shamanistic boundary crossing enables him to speak for one who 

faces death.  Benefits from the death can only accrue to later society, through shamanistic 

mediation.   Tonderai's father stores up unspoken language as his ‘burial ship‘  by refusing 

to divulge what he knows under torture. He is like Dracula in his coffin below decks being 

carried away by the waters of life, to a future portended as death and rebirth as a liberation 

hero. 

Sailing, 

The sooty palm leaves its print 

In the police stations of the galaxy; 

The voice yet to sound already had echoed 

In the streets of Soweto; 

The sky's bullet-blue noon 

Has tightened upon the trigger, 

My burial ship, The Wordhorde, 



165 

 

Wrought from tough hardwood wood ... 

Sails... (Marechera 1992c: 196) 

‘Wordhorde’ is a classic Anglo-Saxon poetic expression, a term which, in this context, 

exhibits Marechera's profound saturation with all things English – his colonial endowment.  

Like most things Marecherian, he has appropriated the term in a way that gives it a very 

well honed psychological meaning that applies to the Chimurenga war context:  the poet is 

maintaining that words are the currency that are traded or withheld during a war, on peril of 

losing lives.  The negative and frightening associations Marechera attaches to the qualities 

of his folk heroes’ are designed to tilt the balance of power in their favour, away from 

psychological patterns of political and social conventional thinking in Scrapiron Blues. 

As a kind of shaman, Marechera bears witness to hidden forms of suffering as 

individuals pass from the world of the living, as it were, into the spirit world.  To suffer 

martyrdom is a fate that falls upon some, taking them outside the arena of rationality, to a 

place where death casts its irrational shadow.  It is the destiny of Tonderai’s father to 

endure martyrdom for the sake of freedom in Zimbabwe’s Second Chimurenga.  Mr 

Murehwa is the father of Tonderai, a boy who had been taking food to support the guerrilla 

combatants.  In the three-page soliloquy by Tonderai’s father, he commits to denying the 

torturers of the Rhodesian forces any information.  Rather, he seals up his fate, along with 

the refusal of his words, in the metaphoric form of that burial ship that will take him to his 

death: 

Well it’s done 

Across this stuttering tongue of sea 

My ship, The Wordhorde, sails 

My burial ship, wrought from tough hardwood word 

Sails … (Marechera 1992c: 195) 

The writing is intra-psychological, dealing as it does with Tonderai’s father’s 

encounter and reconciliation with his superego, which he recruits to the side of his fight for 
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liberation, using his memories that evoke hatred of the Rhodesian state to enable him to 

face death in a manner that is ‘hard’ in the sense of being unwavering and resolute.   

  From afar, listing into view, 

  The Towerman cometh; cloud and spray, 

  Rent apart, reveal 

  The Towerman’s glisped visage! (Marechera 1992c:  195) 

This encounter with superego is destructive – not least because it involves reconciliation 

with what is right, rather than with what is merely comfortable – acting in compliance with 

the status quo.  It would be easier to deny that the Rhodesian forces really meant to do 

harm.  It would be easier to defer to those who were already in power.  So the reconciliation 

with his superego produces a tearing apart of mind and body – the body must submit to 

what the mind has commanded.   

  Like ‘lectric feather drop’t 

  From thunderbird’s tearing flight 

  (Darkness visible!) memory’s very light 

  Baptises the Towerman’s exilebroken 

  Return …(Marechera 1992c:  195) 

The ‘light’ of memory (and the capacity of resolution that the recollection of hatred 

brings) enables Mr Murehwa to recruit his own superego for an appropriately warlike 

response to the war waged against him, despite his humble needs and desires. The rest of 

the soliloquy reads like a ‘soul journey’, or shamanistic dissociation. It is clear that the 

formlessness of the ‘ocean’ creates the basis for the partial release of Mr Murehwa’s body 

from his mind, as he undergoes torture.  The sea ‘stutters’   (Marechera 1992c: 198), but 

does not speak.  It is formless and ‘oceanic’, for it carries the victim away from the shores 

of reality and the victimisers who reside there.  This shamanistic soul journey of 

dissociation enables the subject to transcend himself, so as to embrace his mysterious 
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destiny to become a freedom fighter, although in a material sense he is merely a slave of 

circumstance: 

  Whose on the trader’s forearm these teethmarks? 

  A sudden mist 

  Casts mystery upon the cradle (Marechera 1992c:  196) 

It also unites him in life and death with a transcendent image of eternity as the embracer of 

both good and bad fate – ‘This deep black-blue sky’ from which ‘no breath in hope’s 

breeze will blow her image’ (Marechera 1992c:  197).  The dissociation that enables the 

‘soul journey’ – the ‘sailing away’ – is facilitated in traditional shamanistic fashion, 

facilitating dissociation by the sense of a beating of a drum: 

  Only this drum 

  Of gloom and din 

  And gross dream 

  Wrought from tough hardwood word 

  Sails.  (Marechera 1992c:  197)   

The image is of stony resolution in the face of death – a clear reference to the whole 

Anglo-Saxon/Viking ship burial tradition – with its connotations of stoicism and hardness. 

The inner (shamanistic) meaning of the text is, however, psychological.   As one's whole 

being becomes liquid due to disassociation, the only thing that floats above it, into the 

future, is one's icy resolution.   One's own subjectivity is dissolved into undifferentiation, 

and becomes ‘sea’.  Pain takes on a rhythm of its own that enables the subject to endure his 

torment.  Tonderai’s father reflects upon his wife writing an obituary in the newspaper after 

he has gone (Marechera 1992c: 197).  He forecasts her endurance in an alienating cityscape 

after his death, and her meeting him there after they have both become ghosts.  It is a place 

that uses up the poor as manual labour, and gives them only coldness (and nothing for the 

soul) in return.   
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  Only this drum 

  Skyscapers of steel and sinew 

  Cement, plateglass, and workers’ blood 

  The Towerman’s sneer as wide as Fourth Street 

  Down which I walk hand in hand with the ghost 

  Of her who sailed the stuttering sea … 

  My burial ship, The Wordhorde (Marechera 1992c:   198). 

Marechera’s underlying philosophy suggests itself here in terms of a psychological 

(transgressive) magic being present in the expression of even unwitting, accidental or 

forced social dissent. That is also Marechera's message to us in Scrapiron Blues. There are 

metaphysical principles at work: Chaos returns us to the primeval soup, which contains 

more regenerating possibilities than we can imagine. Thus, the competing social pressures 

that push us into a kind of madness actually open up a hole or gap within conventional 

reality for that which was previously unimaginable to appear. Thus, societies’ victims 

occupy the privileged position of sitting upon the epicentre of socially destabilised 

meaning. They are bound to be mad; but they are also bound to be magical. They live 

beyond and between the regulating forces of rationality, beyond that which can be 

rationally imparted using regular language. Rather than screening their reality through a 

system of conventional norms and abstract concepts, they have touched unmediated reality 

itself – the noumena, in Kant's terms, or the traumatic ‘Real‘ (Evans 1996: 59), which is a 

category of psychoanalytic theory as per Lacan.   Such an experience can be felt as a 

visceral shaking, separating one from one's habitual modes of processing reality – thus 

instigating different emerging perspectives 

This view of the shattering of a complacent self identity underlies much of the 

approach of Marechera in Scrapiron Blues, whereby those who are economically, socially 

and physically under duress – for example, Jane in ‘Dreams wash walls‘   (Marechera 

1992c:  6, 7) and Tonderai's father (Marechera 1992c:  195 - 198) in ‘The Concentration 
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Camp‘ – have direct access to the spirit world. In Shona folklore usually it is the 

underdogs, the weak and hopeless that triumph and win the day sometimes against 

seemingly insurmountable odds. In actual fact, their imaginations take off, enabling them to 

perform superhuman feats of endurance (Tonderai's father under duress of torture) and 

defiance (Jane sees accidents that are not there and in turn is seen as a ghost).  One has to 

observe the converse nature of ‘Tony’ (Jane’s symbolic ‘other half’) in order to see the 

static nature of the one who defines his role in terms of social conformity, and how blind 

and statically unproductive he is seen to be, from the author’s shamanistic perspective (for 

instance, to the intrusion into the relationship of a ‘spiritual force’ in the form of the author 

himself, having an affair with Tony’s wife).  

This static nature of Tony’s existence symbolises his lack of access to inner life, to 

subjectivity: 

In the bedroom Tony is running on the spot. He needs the exercise to have 

muscles to wash the walls.  He likes running on the spot.  It somehow 

represents the purpose of life.  It is somehow the answer to the 

overwhelming riddle looming in each individual’s life.  Running on the one 

single spot (Marechera 1992c:  9). 

Tony is viewed here as trying to repress his knowledge of the violence of the war in recent 

history and the communal (rather than narrowly patriarchal) nature of sexuality (indeed of 

the subjective elements making up the unconscious part of his psyche) by engaging in a 

repetitive, cyclical (in this case, therefore static) repetition of activities.  In direct contrast to 

Tony and his static and unreflective life, Jane (although not consciously so) is akin to being 

a practicing shaman: 

The other day [Jane] had a fight with a dream that refused to come. The 

dream was critically injured and when Jane took it to hospital she could not 

understand why the doctor and all the nurses could not see the severe 

injuries and gave her a sedative and phone Tony to come and take her home. 

But Tony said he was too busy washing the blood from the walls to be able 
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to come and the doctor drove her home instead. Was there a one-plus-one 

somewhere? 

And there was the other dream that had an accident and she had to phone the 

garage for the breakdown truck. The breakdown truck driver arrived within 

five minutes. Jane was delighted. 

‘You are very prompt’,  she said brightly. 

The truck driver wildly looked around. He croaked: ‘But ma'am, where ...?'   

Jane pointed. The driver turned. There was nothing but the brittle, bitterly 

cold winter night. Hairs standing on end, the driver leapt back into his truck 

and with a scream of gears and shriek of tires backed away and was soon a 

glo-worm speck screeching down the road. Jane shook her head in disgust, 

puzzled (Marechera 1992c:  6-7). 

It is clear that those who perceive a reality as different from conventional reality – 

perhaps due to having experienced traumas, which cause them to have belief in their 

dreams instead – represent a destabilisation of reality for those who see only the 

conventional dimensions of it.  However, as the story progresses, we see that Jane along 

with Tony (who was always on an upwardly mobile trajectory at any cost to his mental 

well-being), is finally subsumed into bourgeois life and its value system. Thus, Jane 

wonders about the dreams of others of her original social class, but now has little access to 

them, finding the exterior appearance of those who are now serving her to be ‘inscrutable’.  

The final two paragraphs of the Tony and Jane chronicles work as an ironic and scathing 

condemnation of upward mobility and a bourgeois consciousness, which merely replicates 

the attitudes and values of the white colonials. 

Tony and Jane are in the lounge of Meikles Hotel.  He is drinking tomato juice with 

Worcester sauce.  Jane is teasing her gin and tonic.  They are somewhat pleased with 

themselves.  It is a quiet pastel green atmosphere, filled with hushed polite conversations 

from the depths of the muted armchairs and couches.  Jane is wondering about the dream in 
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the heads of the waiters who are dressed in starched white uniforms and inscrutable black 

masks that are quite ready to break into equally inscrutable smiles.  Tony, in his best 

pinstripe, looks like a minor diplomat; one who has triumphed over a Graham Greene-ish 

‘other man‘. He glances again at The Herald and smirks over the story of an ex-Rhodesian 

Front MP in London charged with theft.  In mitigation the MP pleaded that he was 

homeless, penniless. Tony and Jane are now far from homeless. Tony has brought a house 

in Brightwood, a quiet suburb on the outskirts of Harare.  He has also bought a car.  Gone 

are the days of the tracksuit, the golfing cap and the tragic washing of the walls.  Tony is 

now something in the Ministry of Information.  He still doesn’t know exactly what but he 

has an office, a telephone, a secretary and several big ideas (Marechera 1992c: 26). 

Tony and Jane have transcended the state of societal violence and flux that could 

have imparted to them lasting shamanistic knowledge (and a shamanistic vocation) and are, 

instead, on a trajectory towards developing ‘normotic’ personalities, lacking the capacity 

for introspection and a subjective life (Bollas 1987: 137), and thus devoid of any substantial 

awareness of the real qualities of the environments that surround them – just like the white 

colonials had seemed to be, before them. 

 

THE PATHOLOGY WITHIN 'THE NORMAL'  

In analysing the Tony and Jane series of short stories, from ‘Tony Fights Tonight’, we 

encounter the notion that the unconscious guides behaviour, without the protagonists being 

able to be aware of it.  Be that as it is, Tony is portrayed as much more unconscious, in his 

conformity to social norms, than Jane is.  The following is from Nietzsche, describing the 

unconscious regulation of one's perception of everyday life:  

The consciousness of appearance – How wonderful and new and yet how gruesome 

and ironic I find my position vis-à-vis the whole of existence in the light of my 

insight! I have discovered for myself that the human and animal past, indeed the 

whole primal age and past of all sentient being continues in me to invent, to love, to 
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hate, and to infer, - I suddenly woke up in the midst of this dream, but only to the 

consciousness that I am dreaming and that I must go on dreaming lest I perish: as a 

somnambulist must go on dreaming lest he fall. (Nietzsche 2006: 212) 

Tony and Jane are clearly also dreamers – a pair of cultural somnambulists – caught 

up in the ramifications of living in their post-liberation-war contemporary Zimbabwean 

culture.   Tony clearly has aspirations, initially to keep his head above the water.  He is a 

dreamer of a conservative sort.  Such is the nature of his dreaming solely within the 

conservative paradigm that he cannot see that nature of Jane or of her dreaming.  Her 

dreams take her outside of the cultural paradigm of conservatism, in which Tony resides.  

The nature of her dreaming exposes her to animistic dangers that Tony, with his limited 

scope on his own life, is unable to protect her from.  The conservative male dream that one 

becomes the head of the suburban household by toeing the line at work and by embracing 

‘rationality’ in one’s life’s goals is shown to be severely undermined by the daemonic 

forces brought into play within the safety of the suburban home through Jane’s dreaming.  

Tony and Jane – or Tony-Jane, as the author occasionally refers to them, for their dreaming 

is compensatory of each-other’s shortfalls with regard to full participation in life – are 

participating in life as products of their society and culture.  Only a shaman can enter their 

world, through dream-states, in order to appraise the situation they are in for what it is.  

Only he can truly laugh, and critique the absurdities that ensue because of their blind 

cultural participation in the status quo.  The shaman passes between dream states of cultural 

normality into an alternative state of consciousness, and in so doing he reflects tacitly the 

degree to which a life, which they could fully call their own, is not within the reach of Tony 

and Jane. 

In the three-paragraph story, ‘Black Damascus Road’, a returned war veteran 

approaches the ultimate logic of his conformity to the status quo, and – just as a state of 

unreflective lifelessness had been governing him all along – he, although perfectly sane on 

the surface, commits suicide by grasping a life grenade to his chest.  Thus, he expresses 

most fully the state of Thanatos (death instinct) already at work in his obedience to society's 
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mores.
47

  Whereas the shaman goes back and forth between subjective self-awareness and 

the objective faculties of identity, the war veteran, Paul, resides purely on the objective side 

of things. It is notable that Paul is a kind of failed shaman – one who despite having ‘seen 

too much too soon’ (Marechera 1992c:  123,  a reference similar to those which Marechera 

has applied to himself) – has not benefited at all from this, but has instead coped by 

managing to kill his subjectivity: 

The mind of a man who has seen too much too soon.  Jagged, sharp, a flinty 

edge to things.  That is how I remember Paul.  Perhaps I mean an enduring 

simplicity, direct, precise.  He came back from the war the way he had gone 

into it.  Without regrets, without questions.  There was an iron sunlight 

constantly flashing out of his eyes.  He took off his uniform and put on the 

dog-eared garb of the librarian—he had been one before the war (Marechera 

1992c:  123). 

The protagonist goes on to kill himself in the same detached manner as he had lived 

his whole life, in just the next paragraph: 

Without any warning, a key turns in the door.  The door opens.  The hairs on 

my head stretch and stand on end.  He comes in with an empty suitcase and 

begins to pack.  He does not see me at all.  He dumps the clothes from the 

wardrobe into the open suitcase.  I stand up automatically as he rips the 

sheets and blankets from the bed, folds them, stuffs them inside the suitcase.   

 

It is a cheap cardboard one.  He is about to close it when he remembers 

something.  On tiptoe he can just reach the top of the wardrobe.  He takes 

from there a small package from which he extracts a live grenade.  Suddenly 

he seems overcome by total despair.  I thought he would crumple up and cry 

                                                 

47
 The death instinct operates pathologically in a non-shaman, since he is not aware of it at work in him, having no innate 

capacity to be both subject and object for himself. 
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on the floor.  But, no;  he looks around the room, memorising all its ugly 

details.  He does not look at the grenade, but his hand clutches it to his chest.  

Still looking hard at the mean little room (did he have a mean little soul?) he 

rips the trigger out and for three deadly second from within his human frame 

shines a blinding luminosity.  It thrusts a dagger right through my heart  

(Marechera 1992c:  124). 

 

Marechera’s portrayal of the short story’s protagonist, as in a dreamscape, is a 

reflection on the ‘uncanny‘, as per Freud's notion, a sense of something being very alien 

and yet known by us, for it seems to reflect another dimension of himself, this time locked 

into a mode of purely objective seeing, with Thanatos, as it were, directed against the 

energies of any inner subjective life. It is the quality of Thanatos as the defining part of 

Paul’s nature that gives his actions the quality of the uncanny, for Paul seems to the author's 

shamanistic eye to be neither alive nor dead, but caught between the realms of the living 

and dead matter.  This gives his behaviour the quality of the uncanny, according to Freud's 

view, as follows:  

[Medical psychologist, Ernst] Jentsch believes that a particularly favourable 

condition for awakening uncanny feelings is created when there is 

intellectual uncertainty whether an object is alive or not, and when an 

inanimate object becomes too much like an animate one (Freud 2009). 

What was wrong with Paul was that he could not reach his own depths of suffering, 

thus his life is an expression of Thanatos (his own death instinct), but only because it is 

lived purely on the surface, and without any boundary crossing to the other side of identity, 

the unconscious mind.  He lives a dream life, neither fully awake nor fully asleep, but in-

between.  Perhaps, it is the galling nature of his chronic somnambulism that causes him to 

finally ‘pull the pin’ on life as he has come to know it.  The author recognises him as a kind 

of antithesis to himself, as a kind of anti-shaman, whose commitment to the death force is 

so strong that it attacks his own enduring belief in shamanistic regeneration through facing 
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death.  Psychoanalyst Bollas describes the way in which the death drive may be operating 

within one who has a normotic illness:  

I think it is highly likely that the children who give in to the normotic 

element perceive in the parents’ way of being a form of hate that we might 

conceptualize as a death instinct.  Such a hate does not focus on the 

personality of the child, so it would be more accurate to say that the child 

experiences the parents’ attack on life itself, and that such a parent is trying 

to squeeze the life out of existence (Bollas 1987: 143).   

It is a style of thinking that is anti-shamanistic to the core, for it is the positive nature of the 

life force that is shared between the more healthy child and parents during infancy – the 

quality of Eros, or the ‘libinized social matrix‘ (Emery 1989: 49)  – on which the shaman 

draws in order to enhance his life.   If this was one of Marechera’s own dreams, there is 

indication that he felt that maybe his shamanistic powers were running out, and that as a 

writer, he was in danger of becoming normotic, or as he termed it ’selling out’. 

 

MARECHERA'S CHILDREN'S STORIES 

Veit-Wild includes a selection of Marechera's stories written between 1983 and 1987  

(Marechera 1992c:  xiii) in her edited collection.   Among these, ‘Fuzzy Goo's Guide to the 

Earth‘ was written for the International Book Fair in Harare, which had the theme of 

‘children and books’, but, according to Veit-Wild, was not completed (Marechera 1992c:  

xiii). It speaks from a child's perspective on an adult world, and effectively it speaks 

shamanistically, for the shamanistic realm of magical thinking
48

 is still part of a child's 

lively world of the imagination.  From this shamanistic perspective, the adult world looks 

unattractively violent, hypocritical, and set in its ways.   

                                                 

48
 This once again relates to vestiges of ‘  pre-Oedipal‘   states, as discussed by Sherry Salman (1999) 
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Marechera's other short stories for children include ‘Tony and the Rasta’, ‘The 

Magic Cat’ and ‘Baboons of the Rainbow’.  All of these mix nuanced social commentary 

with a shamanistic perspective on the world, that is, viewing its qualities through innocent 

eyes of somebody that have not yet become assimilated to adult mores, which is to say an 

adult's blind obedience to political and social conventions.   From a later section on ‘The 

Magic Cat’, I quote the following as an example of investigating a dualistic perspective: 

My cat says 

'I love children. 

I love grown-ups. 

 I love Zimbabwe.'  

 

My cat asked the soldier 

'Where is Heroes' Acre?'   

 

The soldier smiled and pointed. 

My Cat loves the Eternal Flame. 

 

My Cat looked at Great Zimbabwe. 

'It's huge!  It's very old. 

It's made of great big stones!' my Cat 

Exclaimed. 

'It is ours.  I am proud of Zimbabwe!'  

said my Cat on the way home (Marechera 1992c: 222-224). 
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It is regrettable that, according to Veit-Wild: ‘Publishers found the stories 

'unsuitable' because of the disparity between the child-like narrator and the sarcastic, older 

voice which permeates the writing‘ (Marechera 199b: xiii).  In terms of typical Marecherian 

sense of humour, those who embrace reality as it is without questioning it, in particular 

those who haven’t been pushed out of life, to live a shadowy liminal existence, are the least 

intelligent and most comical of characters.  (The rest of his characters are involved in some 

tragic circumstances or other.)  Thus it is the author’s cat, and not the author himself who 

can affirm reality as it currently is. For the author’s cat, it is Great Zimbabwe, a twelfth-to 

fifteenth-century ruins made of brick shaped stones, and gilded with carved ‘Zimbabwe 

birds‘ that is worth noticing and approving.  Reading between the lines this writing, from 

the point of view of understanding Marechera's highly critical perspective on Zimbabwean 

politics, he is praising ‘Great Zimbabwe‘ as a way of criticising the Mugabe regime.  This 

would be akin to my heaping superlative praise on the remains of a building knocked down 

to make room for a new one, at the actual opening ceremony of the new building.  No 

wonder would-be publishers felt that there was a ‘sarcastic, older voice‘ present in the 

writing (Marechera 1992c: xiii).  There is a sarcastic adult voice at play in Lewis Carroll's 

writing, too.   

The question of the real state of Zimbabwean civilisation is herein studiously 

avoided, or else there is a play on ‘ruins‘, for the cat can be pleased with simplicity, 

whereas the author self-consciously and humorously concerns himself with psychological 

complexity, thus the critically condemned ‘gap’ between the authorial voice and the voice 

of the cat/protagonist.   The cat represents the political consciousness that is naïve, most 

certainly.  The child who reads this text, however, is assumed to be able to see through this 

naivety (if not immediately, then almost certainly in due course).  The child is here 

positioned as a shamanistic seer. 

The irony of Marechera’s children’s stories is also to be found in the phrase, 

‘Zimbabwe is ours’.  Of course, it wasn’t – not in the anarchistic sense that Marechera 

thought it ought to have been – even in the early days of independence and least of all more 
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recently. Consider the notorious statement by President Mugabe (Friday, 19 December 

2008):  

Mugabe: 'I will never surrender'  

President Robert Mugabe has said that 'Zimbabwe is mine'   and rejected 

calls from some African leaders to step down.  

Mugabe insists 'Zimbabwe is mine' (BBC News 2008)  

‘Zimbabwe is ours’ is just like a Zen Koan.  One could crack open one's mind on it, since 

the reality and the idea are so far from being in unison.  (Shamanistic initiation and Zen 

enlightenment both anticipate a psychological breaking through of conventional ways of 

seeing.  This is achieved after the mind is put under tremendous pressure – in the case of 

Zen, by trying to solve an unsolvable riddle.)  The Cat's statement is one that could possibly 

serve to crack the mind from its traditional associations, for it expresses an idea that there 

ought to be a seamless continuity between ‘what is me’ and what is mine.   

A contrast to this state would be found in the metaphysical contradiction of this 

statement.  The Marxist complaint of the alienation of the workers from the socially created 

product of their labour is grounded in a structural discontinuity between ‘what is me’ and 

what is mine, the alienation of life from its deeper meaning: the material connection of the 

subject and the object of its creation.  Migrants undergo a similar experience of alienation, 

as a baptism of evil, experienced as being separated from the social and political 

environment of the nation by an inability to possess the new environment in any deeply felt 

and meaningful sense.   The disruption of self that is experienced as a result of not being 

able to interpret the local or national order as ‘mine’ can often lead to a sense of being set 

apart by fate, for a particular purpose.  It is a subtle form of shamanistic initiation; as it 

produces the effect of ‘double consciousness’, spoken of by W.E.B DuBois in his 1903 

publication The Souls of Black Folk (Perkinson 2002: 19), for how others see you is never 

quite how you see yourself.  This disruption of one’s selfhood at the level of 

communication and one's sense of efficacy is experienced in isolation, rather than publicly, 
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for it is the relative strength and certainty of public discourse as hegemony that creates 

recoil and alienation on the private level.   

Marechera’s role in writing the short story about a cat could therefore be to act as a 

mediator for the knowledge held by those already dead (the freedom fighters who fought 

for a better Zimbabwe) and those half-pushed out of life (those living in a mode of political 

and social alienation in his contemporary Zimbabwe).  He knows the truth, but it is difficult 

to say it within a context of political censorship.  (His last book published when he was 

alive, Mindblast, goes into more details about this censorship.  Its contents caused a 

political furore.)  The discrepancy between the ’two voices’ adds, in any case, an aspect of 

aesthetic complexity to the writing.  Children may not understand sarcasm of this sort, but 

in due course they are able to understand that adults address them with different tones of 

voice, which have different meanings and repercussions for them.  A child can therefore 

grow towards understanding the meaning of Marechera’s text in light of his political 

critique and complexity, just as many have done with the work of Lewis Carroll. (In terms 

of general literary history, much literature that may have originally been viewed as 

children’s writing has later had a much wider relevance as literature which transcended the 

conceptualisations of its time.) The embryonic shamanistic sensibility that in us as adults 

(but more directly accessible during the early developmental phases of life)
49 

is full of 

fantastical modes of relating and genuinely childlike.   Adults may detach from some of its 

influences, but these are also part of our mental make-up and are never really lost. 

 By using a number of quite diverse literary techniques, including irony and humour, 

Marechera demonstrated an uncanny ability to express those hidden aspects of social 

injustice which are experienced as existential discontinuity and disruption of selfhood.  The 

measure by which social justice can be estimated is by the ability to assert in a convincing 

way, that one’s environment is genuinely one’s own.  Since this is the metaphysical 

measurement that Marechera brings to bear within his writings in the book, it is clear that 

                                                 

49
 One can understand this level of consciousness as being hungry for knowledge, and eager to grow on the basis of 

testing the world through play – employing fantasies as only a child would be inclined to do. 
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the approach he uses has radical social and political implications – one might say that they 

were anarchistic in design. 

The metaphysics governing Marechera’s writing is thus a notion of selfhood that is 

affirmed at the greater social level: an existential sense of being that would give affirmation 

to the concept that ‘Zimbabwe is ours’.   In fact, his writing in Scrapiron Blues is highly 

ironic, for there is an inevitable discordance between how the characters see themselves and 

whether the author’s sense of organic truth – as an underlying ontological foundation with 

its own way of catching and holding the vibrations of human life – actually agrees or 

disagrees with the characters’ self assessments.  The membrane that we hear echoing with a 

true or false note as pronouncement of a moral judgment says much about the characters’ 

relation to authenticity.  There are characters in Scrapiron Blues who have been effectively 

pushed out of normal, everyday existence, to inhabit a spirit-realm.  Here their ghost selves 

serve truth through the authenticity of their personal testimonies.  Compared to those who 

remain in a conventional relationship with life – that is, without the alienation that makes 

them into ghosts – Marechera’s spirit characters are on higher moral ground.  Their voices  

echo with the sense that Zimbabwe is not yet theirs. Their cries, thwarted in their lifetime, 

but resonant in the spirit world, concern their right to participate fully in life as human 

beings who are not alienated from society at large.  Their legacy to those still living is to 

catch them in their false notes in relation to authenticity.  It is to put them back on course 

towards an authentic kind of living, in accordance with which they will be able to honestly 

pronounce that Zimbabwe is theirs.    In Shona spiritualist terms, there is an unbroken chain 

of connection between the future and its wellbeing and the moral integrity of the past.    

 

Marechera’s style of writing appears to have changed as compared to his earlier 

approaches.  The theme of social alienation is relativised with regard to each concrete 

political and social situation depicted.  Scrapiron Blues also signals a movement away from 

the heavy overt transgressive postures that we can find in both The House of Hunger and 

Black Sunlight. Instead, there is a deftness or light quality in the writer’s communication 

style.  The author moves away from an exploration of the alchemy in the text, or of overt 

transgression, as a means for releasing forces of creativity and freedom and allows the 

writing to flow in accordance with the patterns of historical and everyday social and 
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political structures towards defining how the characters depicted find themselves to exist in 

particular relations with the ‘spirit world’.   

 This shamanistic approach to writing, which uses insight into the inner state 

of health of the protagonists (which can often be very different from their outward 

appearance), suggests that there is an implicit hierarchical structure of society with which 

the various characters either find themselves to be in accord or in discord.  If they are 

removed to an ‘outsider’ position in relation to the power structures of society, they will 

find themselves ‘in touch’ with the spirit world; the world of the collective unconscious.  

Marechera's concerns resonate here with the French existentialists, particularly Camus. 

There is a theoretical reason for this psychological formulation (as well as, no doubt, as will 

be looked into a little later, Marechera’s own political reasons).  To be alienated from 

society, either by direct political oppression or by indirect social repression is to experience 

a downward pressure on the psyche, that puts one in touch with the unconscious mind and 

otherwise unknown psychological resources – that is, if one is lucky.  It may be that if one 

digs deeply enough, one also gets in touch with the early childhood state of consciousness 

which is depicted by Melanie Klein and post-Kleinian theorists such as Wilfred Bion, as 

being ‘Paranoid-Schizoid’ (Ehrenzweig 1967: 293).
50

  This level of consciousness is seen 

by many psychoanalytic theorists to be highly negative, but shamans are different in their 

capacity to make medicine out of poison – which is in turn, what the political and social 

critiques of Marechera effectively do. And artists do it, too, for implicit in the work of Bion 

is the idea taken up in turn by Anton Ehrenzweig, that one is never truly an artist unless one 

can retain the element of hope and ‘immaturity’ that would enable one to access at least, the 

psychologically regressive ‘field’ that pertains to this primitive ‘Paranoid-Schizoid’ 

position (Ehrenzweig 1967: 293-294).  

To move between these two levels of consciousness, from the ‘Paranoid-Schizoid’ 

position and back towards the more mature ‘Depressive position’ (the state of 

                                                 

50
 One difference between a shamanistic perspective and a conventional psychoanalytic perspective on pathology must 

always be kept in mind.  The psychoanalyst is generally sceptical that recovery from pathological states is possible: 

‘Freud never managed to escape the world of the father, or of guilt’ (Deleuze & Guattari  1983: 81). 
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individuation) is the artist's source of power and capacity to remould the world in terms of 

the plasticity of his or her own vision:   

While the creative man can absorb the ego's temporary decomposition into 

the rhythm of creativity and achieve self-regeneration, the psychotic is left 

only with the first schizoid phase of creativity.  He has not learned to 

dedifferentiate the scattered fragments of his surface ego (Ehrenzweig 1967: 

124-125).   

To be able to perform this task in an even more extreme way than most artists 

would attempt pertains to the practice of shamanism, I argue. And Marechera was most 

definitively both an artist and a shaman. A shaman, being what he is, goes more deeply into 

the unconscious than others are capable of doing, and then one attempts to communicate 

one’s ‘paranoid-schizoid’ visions to the world at large.  The artist's inner movement from 

this state of identity diffusion to one of identity cohesion is an integrative one, ultimately, 

as one brings more and more shamanistic ‘knowledge’ into consciousness 
7
 Marechera 

would have realised that there are limits to his communicative reach, since one’s visions are 

not postulates of a general human intersubjectivity. This realisation involves embracing 

reality in the ‘depressive position’ (as a person with identity cohesion), but this is in the 

overall sense of Marechera’s artistic trajectory, and not related to how individual works are 

created (which requires a constant but more shallow movement back and forth between the 

two developmental psychological states.)  Marechera's trajectory was towards taking on 

more and more knowledge of how our R-complex mentalities actually work without our 

knowledge to create political and social systems.   Nietzsche said that knowledge of this 

sort can be dangerous in itself, for we, as humans, are often happier without it: ‘the 

fundamental will of the spirit … instinctively aims at appearance and superficiality‘ 

(Nietzsche 2008: 112). Without a doubt, Marechera went very far in terms of developing 

shamanistic knowledge. 

 

Viewed in terms of the larger schema of Marechera’s development as an author, it 

would seem that Scrapiron Blues marks the beginning of a permanent movement away 
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from an extremely visionary approach to one that is more ordinary (that is, less ‘paranoid-

schizoid’ and more ‘depressive’). Despite this, there remains a strong and enduring element 

of rebelliousness, which is accompanied by a renewed scepticism concerning the possibility 

of political change in Zimbabwe, in this selection of works. 

So it is that Marechera reveals to us in Scrapiron Blues his own anarchistic, 

shamanistic vision of society, in the forms of his various characters’ boundary crossings 

between life and death, the world of tangible material reality and the imaginative world of 

spirits.  Since it is only those who have been oppressed, or are anarchists (those who fight 

against political hierarchies of power and oppression) or, indeed, those who fight for 

freedom (Tonderai’s father, who refuses to speak to the Rhodesian soldiers about the 

whereabouts of his son) who experience the doubling of their identities as they express 

what life is like on the other side of material reality, it is only these who represent 

shamanistic participation, and reflect the author’s shamanistic vision of the world.
 
 

Marechera's text also indicates that those who cannot see the harm that they have done to 

themselves and to others during the war are unable to learn why it is that the hidden aspects 

of their natures will continue to torment them.  The author’s knowledge of these hidden, 

damaging aspects of the psyche is at the core of his shamanistic vision and role as a 

diagnostician of Zimbabwe’s political and social ills.  Yet, it is also true that Marechera 

was afraid of losing his shamanistic visionary power when he wrote these stories (most of 

which were not published whilst he was alive, due to an unsympathetic commercial 

market).  It seems Marechera feared becoming ‘normotic’ by adjusting to a society that put 

objective hierarchical status in the national pecking order ahead of subjective self-

knowledge.  Within Marechera’s shamanistic matrix, it was a matter of personal integrity to 

become aware of how much self-actualisation is sacrificed to the ‘spirit world’ (never to be 

expressed in terrestrial life) due to war-mongering and mindless social conformity. 

The next chapter will concern itself with segments from two long poetic works, by 

Marechera.  These seek to work directly on our unconscious mind, in order to make us 

change our attitudes towards authority and towards the victimised of society.  They are 

written as shamanistic interventions into British society and Zimbabwean society.  In both, 
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the author doubles his identity, shamanistically, so that the broad landscape of political 

violence is seen from a position that isn't narrowed by ego-identification with one side or 

the other side's point of view.   In ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London‘, Marechera's 

protagonist takes on the identities of both victim and potential victimiser.  Thus, despite the 

extremely virulent aggressiveness of his writing, he appears to give us a transcendent 

perspective on the folly of waging war against the poor of society.  In ‘Throne of Bayonets‘ 

he criticises the Mugabe regime and its superficial socialism from the perspective of one 

who is channelling his spiritual ‘double‘ who looks into the ‘spirit world’ and sees 

everything in a poetic vein.  Shamanistic doubling of this sort is a form of transcendence of 

terrestrial, everyday reality.  The key points to look for are the ways he utilises his 

knowledge of Freud and Jung to make us experience both sides of the political landscape at 

once, by living in the minds of both the dominators and the victims of their domination 

within society.   So it is that we see ‘the whole’ of reality for once, and our minds ought to 

become desegregated. 
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CHAPTER 7: ‘FACING DEATH’: AN ANALYSIS OF ‘THRONE OF 

BAYONETS’ AND ‘PORTRAIT OF A BLACK ARTIST IN LONDON’ 

 

 

‘Throne of Bayonets’ (Marechera 1992: 35-56) and ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London’ 

(Veit-Wild 2004:  250-268) are two longer works by Marechera, which seek to harness 

unconscious psychological forces at work in society at large.  In the first instance it is the 

writer who faces death and in the second instance, he attempts to force those whom he has 

identified as his political enemies to face the death that they seem to have allotted to him 

and other black migrants like him. The first case is an attempt to heal a political social 

structure, and in the second case, there is an attempt to use the force of hypnotic 

suggestiveness and a redirection of projective psychological forces in order to – at the very 

least – make the enemy sit up and think twice.  ‘Throne of Bayonets’ was written at an 

unspecified date, but probably upon his return to Zimbabwe in 1982, and ‘Portrait of a 

Black Artist in London’ was written in the Africa Centre, London, in 1980 (Veit-Wild 

2004: 250).  

I am interested in addressing these works within this later section of the thesis, 

rather than in terms of the chronology of his production of his oeuvre, because they are 

relatively difficult pieces in terms of how the author conceptualises his subjectivity.   All of 

Marechera's writings involve the author's trying to expose and reveal that which could be 

termed the ‘political unconscious’ of the Rhodesian, British and Zimbabwean social 

structures.   Yet the author/protagonist's subject position in ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in 

London’ is inclined to shift much more than it does in some of the earlier works.   (This is 

not to mention those works that came later, where the subject position of the author was 

generally much more stable).  Marechera's movement of consciousness in this work 

oscillates between high and low levels (supported by appropriate imagery), only to return to 

the body, where it had begun.  This is the flesh and blood of the concrete sense of the 

anatomy, representing in the poetic work as a stabilising centre of one's ontology or 
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‘being’, through which the insults of British politics can be shamanistically deciphered and 

diagnosed.  I have left this chapter, which discusses Marechera's ‘Portrait’ until later, 

because it can take time to adjust to the shamanistic nature of shifting subject positions, and 

because it should be possible to elucidate more of the theoretical possibilities of a 

shamanistic perspective once the mind has already made some adjustments to the 

unusualness of this approach. 

It is important to bear in mind the shamanistic elements of this chapter's analysis.  A 

shaman, such as Marechera, has to constantly face his fears of death itself, so that he is no 

longer bound by any specific laws, such as those operating within his community.  To face 

one's fear of death is to overcome the bondage of one's (socially conformist) superego.  As 

Hegel points out concerning Lordship and Bondage (Hegel 1952: 114-116), a bondsman is 

not authentically oriented towards the world to the degree that he is unable to confront 

death. Note that although the ‘bondsman’ – the positional inferior within the partnership -- 

does ultimately acquire a ‘mind of his own’ (1952: 119), it is alas by means that are 

indirect, and which suggestively take longer than the means appropriated by the Hegelian 

Lord – that is, to confront the negativity of death, without mediation:  

The individual who has not risked his life may well be recognised as a 

person, but he has not attained to the truth of this recognition as an 

independent self-consciousness (Hegel 1952: 114) 

Consequently, the bondsman's relationship with his master is a naïve one, untouched by 

consciousness of real power relations, unless the bondsman faces his own fear of death, in 

terms of his relationship to his overlord.    This structure of Hegelian thinking shows that 

there is a value of transcendence to be gained in confronting one's fear and one's 

anticipation of possible annihilation in relation to ‘authority’.  (Shamanism requires either 

transcendence in relation to the body, or a ‘descent’ from the bodily sense of the 'here and 

now', into ‘immanence’.  My analysis of the two poems shows examples of each.) Hegel's 

phenomenological paradigm concerns the movement of various levels of consciousness 

between the two polarities of having social dominance and lacking this capacity for social 

dominance.    The state of accepting a lack of social dominance has a similar structure to 
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Freud's ‘Oedipus complex’ as a mode of blind submission to authoritarian law (Mack 

2002).  An interpretation could be made that in the instance when one confronts ‘power’, in 

the form of one's father, one sublimates the fear of death (a movement of the psyche that 

Freudian psychologically recognises and displaces as the ‘fear of castration’).  One 

normatively then internalises the ‘law of the father’ (that is, introjects his rules and 

regulations) in such a way that one no longer comes to view the father/authority's power as 

being external to one.    

In terms of my reading of Hegel as a drive towards self-knowledge as authenticity – 

and indeed in terms of my understanding of Marechera's shamanistic perspective – such a 

passive Oedipal orientation towards the world is inauthentic, and requires a wide awake 

confrontation with one's (earlier repressed) fear of death to surpass it.  This is necessary in 

order for a subject to acknowledge power relations as they are actually, rather than in terms 

of one's earlier, more infantile internalisations of the meaning of goodness and necessity 

(which are prone to be authoritarian).    

Marechera's ‘Portrait’ starts with this kind of oedipal questioning, and thus 

necessarily ‘confronts death’.   This confrontation is seen in such imagery, which defines 

the author’s body as a landscape for a map of war (Veit-Wild 2004:268).   The 

consciousness of the writer has in fact descended into the lower parts of the mind, the lizard 

brain consciousness, whereby subject and object become effectively ‘at one’ -- a state of 

ego de-differentiation (which is a form of immanence).  The poem ‘Portrait’ has more to do 

with immanence than transcendence, whereas in the case of ‘Throne’, a transcendence of 

the body is the practical methodology, as the author risks his life by sleeping under a hedge 

(Marechera 1992b: 36).   In either case, a shaman's intellectual vantage point is based on 

the freedom to step outside of the safety and horizons of a particular community.  

As a recipe for a full frontal attack on limitations to one's own freedom, the 

Hegelian Lord's approach (transcendence) is more freeing, at least in the immediate sense, 

compared to the approach of the bondsman (who does not descend into the pure immanence 

of ego dedifferentiation that is shamanistic), for he confronts his fears of death and opens 

up a horizon of possibilities for action.  Artistically, however, both approaches of 
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transcendence and immanence can be fruitful.  So it is that the shaman who is also an artist 

makes it a practice to constantly confront his fears.  He thereby dissolves the old self 

(bound by the outdated values of an earlier set of values – those of the father or authority 

figure -- imposed by superego) and each time he faces death, he creates a new experiential 

basis for another kind of self.  Marechera, as shaman, uses his practice of confronting death 

in order to acquire a broader perspective than is the province of normal superego, from 

which to critique society. As a shaman, he seeks to intervene in the replication of 

traditionally held values, as they are passed down from one generation to the next, to 

challenge what he sees as being unacceptable attitudes within British and Zimbabwean 

societies.   In the case of British society, he examines, through political satire and 

shamanistic visionary imagery, the impact of various anti-migrant and anti-vagrant policies 

on the body of the black male.    

 At the same time, many of Marechera's own ideas and values are derived from his 

exposure to British society, and his introjection of many of its cultural values (less so its 

political values!)   Marechera's writing within ‘Portrait’ is thus just as oedipal (in content) 

as it is tactically and structurally anti-oedipal (by design):  His choreodrama begins with a 

representation of the author/protagonist's oedipal consciousness in relation to British 

politics and descends into a pre-oedipal one (by the end of the choreodrama, Veit-Wild 

2004: 268), all the while passing through references to the author's body itself, along with 

the sense that it has become pathological due to something being rotten within 

‘Westminster’ – that is, the scene of British policy making.   The descent into the pre-

oedipal is prefigured by the author/protagonist's claim that he has been ‘castrated' as a black 

man (due to propaganda that the author's text implies was spread by British political 

authorities) that black men are inclined to rape and/or seduce young white women. This is a 

theme represented by the strongly sexualised polemical retort throughout the 

‘choreodrama’:  ‘I Ain’t Got My Balls (On The Chip On My Shoulder)’ (for example, Veit-

Wild 2004: 250, 252, etc.) as well as phrases like ‘Look-Look at me, do I look like I fucked 

the pure white race?’ (Veit-Wild 2004: 255).   (Also see the politically calculated taunt in 

the same poem which concerns the protagonist's claim to have had sex with an underage 

white female.)  The author/protagonist's rejection of white, patriarchal, law, and his 
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consequent descent into the type of consciousness where subject and object are not 

distinguished, is prefigured in the following early extract from the work: 

    What's your big 

    Daddy like? 

 

  A knife twisted in my voice! 

 Underline it quietly                 White and Big 

     And blue 

 

  With a shining Helmet 

  It shines brighter than burning rain 

     Is his name White 

     And Law (Veit-Wild 2004: 251) 

The persona of the patriarchal ‘father’ is represented by the text in the form of the 

Tory politician, Whitelaw, who was associated with the infamous ‘sus law’ which allowed 

ethnic minorities to be stopped and searched upon suspicion of breaking the law. This 

unpopular law was finally repealed in 1981. Judgments about conservative political values 

and the associated psychological states they produce are hereby linked within Marechera's 

text, and made from this shamanistic perspective are radical because they are holistic – 

taking into account not just the rhetorical appeal of various political pronouncements and 

policies, but their actual effect in either preserving or undermining the sanctity of holistic 

health and well-being.   As a shaman, he seeks to recover repressed (and, hence, 

‘dissociated’ aspects of consciousness that pertain to the body politic of British and 
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Zimbabwean societies.   He uncovers what was hidden there, to create his exposé, which is 

also an artistic visionary depiction of the ‘whole’ of the society, as it has been freed from 

the modalities of repression that lead to political deception, and a ruling class agenda that 

denies the rights of the poor to be allowed to live in peace.    

Marechera's doubling of himself in both the poems (seen as he splits himself in 

order to have a conversation or moves between two subject positions, or even unites 

himself with his enemies) enables him to put himself in the shoes both of the attacker and 

the defender (himself), and thus to understand any political situation as a whole.   On the 

basis of his diagnostics, he spiritually intervenes in order to try to change the internal 

dynamics of society at large.  This enterprise of shamanistic intervention is risky from the 

position of transcending political laws and social mores; and once again puts him in the 

company of death, that is, although in a secondary sense, social death.   

Marechera's two poetic works that I have chosen to analyse are interesting for the 

difference in how they employ their esoteric perspectives on the world, politically.  Each 

might be readily dismissed as stylistic embodiments of movements already passé, were it 

not for a deeper level of discourse in both works patterned upon the author’s psychological 

acuity in knowing exactly what was going on in Zimbabwean and British politics 

respectively – notably in the Zimbabwe that came into being after Rhodesia was 

overthrown.   ‘Throne of Bayonets’ is an elegy for the newly formed, stillborn socialist 

society that quickly morphed into yet another Stalinist state.  It is written in a way that has 

much in common with the Modernist style of T.S. Eliot, with segues of lamentations in the 

form of song, with a rap like beat and tone, reflecting the language of the homeless on the 

streets of Harare.  It also contains a high modernist poetic refrain concerning the demise of 

Western civilisation, the betrayal of the authentic impulses for freedom of the guerrilla 

fighters of the Chimurenga war, and then the ghostly echoes of the Stalinist slogans uttered 

through the State media.  The other poetic work, which Marechera has termed a 

‘choreodrama’, was written no doubt a couple of years earlier than the former, when 

Marechera was still a homeless Zimbabwean in exile in London.  He was also unemployed 

and having overstayed his student visa, he was effectively an illegal immigrant.  The 
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aesthetic approach is an angry form of Dadaistic writing that adopts the linguistic style of 

Ebonics, and the ideological position of Negritude. 

I shall compare the nature of the author's broad attitudinal differences in terms of 

his background and situation in writing both poems, and then move on to looking at them 

separately, to discover the shaman's use of psychology to try to produce specific political 

outcomes.  Then, in what is related to a less esoteric vein of Marechera's work (but still 

intricately tied up with the shamanistic way of structuring the self), the author's sense of 

belonging in relation to British and Zimbabwean culture will be examined.  This is of 

interest because, as will become clear from the motifs employed by the author himself, the 

shaman is always a double – he operates at a 'spiritual' level by standing outside of his 

community whilst close to death, but he also has a material self, trapped in historical time 

and place, which he does not wish to neglect.  In the final section of the analysis the two 

different shamanistic modes adopted by Marechera will be compared to highlight the 

similarities in approaching political critique shamanistically.  Some general differences in 

the author's shamanistic strategies will also be examined. 

In both of these major texts, the shaman does battle with the forces of evil as he sees 

them.  These are identified quite differently in each of the different societies.  Different 

strategies are employed in each case to drive out the evil within the particular society.  In 

the ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London,’ the shaman’s main strategy is to invite a violent 

clash between the Ids and Superegos of a certain segment of his listeners, thus intending to 

destroy the principle of psychological aloofness that allows white racism to be reproduced 

within that society.  In the ‘Throne of Bayonets’, he employs an oft times gentler modality 

of words to satirise, encourage and goad a Zimbabwean society that he sees as having 

become intolerably indolent and wasteful of the sacred lives of those sacrificed to achieve 

liberation.  Whereas both texts had limited effect at the time that they were written (the 

former text was only published posthumously and appears with a collection of 

bibliographic data), they both continue to have huge resonance in terms of their critiques of 

what is wrong with society today.  ‘Throne of Bayonets’ has a biting critique of party 

cronyism that is more than relevant to today’s Zimbabwe: 
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Finger-fat delusion wash themselves  

in the dish of dollars 

And proceed to eat liberation’s sadza and stew (Marechera 1992b: 44). 

 

THE CHOREODRAMA: Portrait of a Black Artist in London 

To start with Marechera’s ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London’: this work deals primarily 

with the invisible ways in which psychological influence and counterinfluence take place in 

the political realm.  As Melanie Klein’s work shows, it is a natural tendency to project the 

negative parts of ourselves on to others – a process called projective identification.  This 

concept has been elaborated by psychoanalyst? T. Ogden: 

[T]he projector fantasies ridding himself of an aspect of himself and putting 

that aspect into another person in a controlling way. Secondly, via the 

interpersonal interaction, the projector exerts pressure on the recipient of the 

projection to experience feelings that are congruent with the projection. 

Finally, the recipient psychologically processes the projection and makes a 

modified version available for re-internalization by the projector...one's 

projective fantasies impinge upon real external objects in a sequence of 

externalization and internalization (Ogden 1979: 371). 

It seems more than likely that of all seekers, knowers and masters of wisdom, a shaman 

alone has the knowledge that enables him or her to be the quintessential enemy of 

projective identification – seeking for a cure within the vile and repulsive elements of the 

unconscious self, and turning projections back on their source.  The convenient stereotype 

of the black man as oversexed can thus be turned against the one from whom it originates: 

Marechera occupies such a subjectivity unwillingly, but revolts by taking the identity to 

another level – giving the racist ideologue (who has projected the rapacious sexuality he 

wants to disown on to those who are black) a sensation of his worst nightmare come true.   
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The writer thereby takes control of the psychodynamics that are used politically against 

himself and others like him, thus mastering the spirits of his time. 

Around the time that Marechera wrote ‘Portrait of a Black Artist,’ he had been 

staying in a ‘squat’ at Tolmer’s Square according to Flora Veit-Wild (Marechera 1999a: 7), 

until it was ‘pulldown (sic) into rubble’.  (‘My squat at Tolmer's Square was pulldown into 

rubble’ Veit-Wild 2004: 263). The tone and style of the writing is quite fractured, with its 

bursts of poetic rage, its caricaturising masks that represent the British image of the 

oversexed black vagrant and the idea of the primitive consciousness of the ‘Third Worlder’.  

These stereotypical elements of the British perception of class identity are amplified and 

thus are given a very hysterical dimension, in terms of both the poem’s structure and its 

overall content.   In structure, the poem is a fragmented collection of grievances, intoned in 

the language of an angry ‘negro’ who has become accustomed to living on the streets.  In 

content, it traces the logic of the political psychology of that time, which, in accordance 

with Marechera’s reading of it, deemed that black males represented an extreme danger to 

the virtue of young white females.    

Marechera’s response to being held under siege by this political ideology is not just 

to fling the amplified and hysterical imagery of being ‘a political threat’ back into the faces 

of the regime – ostensibly he would do this by publishing his ‘crimes’ (including seduction 

of an underage white teenager) along with his anarchistic threats.  It would seem, the author 

intended to use the already existing levels of anxiety regarding the status and motivations of 

the blacks inside the British system as a political weapon of his own.  Since the author was 

familiar with Jung (Veit-Wild 2004: 363) and understood that fears such as these lurk in the 

‘shadow side’ or unconscious part of the psyche, he recognised his political enemy’s weak 

point.   It was a psychological strategy established by Surrealism – ‘hysteria taken as a 

creative manifestation’ (Rabate 2002: 59) – that used the resulting paranoia politically (for 

instance, with a Marxist emphasis [Rabate 2002: 68]), in an attempt to change society by 

getting people to question their conventional perceptions.  This is the deeper level of 

Marechera’s strategic intent.  So, the first poem could be seen as High Modernist in a 

socially conservative sense, and the second work, the choreodrama, could be seen to exist 
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within the literary genre of Surrealism.  Such ways of categorising these works would be 

accurate and logical – except for the aspects that such facile categorising would overlook, 

which are the components of shamanism in each of these texts.   

Both of these texts are quite simply haunted.  ‘Throne of Bayonets’ is haunted by 

the indelible nature of truth itself, which gives a surface appearance to reality, so that the 

historical sense of concrete change doesn’t seem to change anything at all.  ‘Learn 

Mortality early and you are doomed to forever walk alone’ (Marechera 1992b: 36).  To 

confront death is to become shamanised, separated forever from simple faith in the norms 

of the community, in order to be of service to the sacred.  Marechera’s writing is 

shamanistic in his profound understanding that ‘terror’ and ‘truth’ are fundamentally linked 

– since one must face terror if one is to have the courage to look into the unconscious 

(either one’s own or that of another).  Marechera speaks the truth about Zimbabwe, 

shamanistically, by means of the knowledge that has come to him through wounding.  He 

channels, via the telephone, his ‘poet self’, which he requires to assist him in giving him an 

accurate reading of Zimbabwe as it was during the early 80s.  In the case of ‘Portrait’, 

however, it is less his wounds that he speaks through, but his whole body.  The body of the 

hammered down migrant becomes the ghoul that gives testimony as to the reasons for his 

death, at the end of the choreodrama.  This poem suggests a threat of haunting his enemies 

from beyond the grave. 

When viewed in this shamanistic light, the difference between the two poems is 

palpable – it is a difference of intent.  In the ‘Throne of Bayonets’, Marechera wants to 

employ his mediating, shamanistic skills in order to heal the new Zimbabwe.  This is shown 

by the sustenance he bestows on the dead freedom fighters, as he interacts with their spirits.  

In the ‘Portrait’, Marechera is acting as a black shaman (one with destructive motives), who 

actually endeavours to employ destructive magic against his political foes by exploiting his 

psychological knowledge of their weak points.   

A shaman’s mastery over self is also a state of radical non-conformity, in the sense 

of taking up a fixed and formal social role.  The role of superego as agent of social 

conformity is radically subverted by the shaman’s very being.  From an uninformed 
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onlooker’s perspective, this mode of existence, shamanism, goes against the grain of 

conventional assumptions concerning the possible.  The shaman, perversely enough, is no 

particular social subject, but may change his or her identity at will, according to whim and 

the imagination.   The shaman’s very existence is definitively associated with 

disruptiveness – sometimes he or she seeks to destroy what is identified as sickness within 

a society, in order to promote a higher level of social justice and cohesion – a social 

healing. 

In the ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London,’ Marechera’s tactical approach is this: 

he creates a political and aesthetic critique of the primitive psychological mechanisms 

involved in maintaining state power.  Throughout this choreodrama, he is concerned with 

constantly giving an ironic and rhetorical response to state power’s own rhetoric of 

‘oneness’ and national unity under the one flag.  It is as if he is saying, ‘You are implicating 

me in a participation mystique in order to benefit from my condition, despite your apparent 

disownership of me as an illegal immigrant.’  His point is to reveal a destructive tendency 

pertaining to a more visceral (rather than rational) logic of ‘oneness’ that pervades certain 

political processes and gives the lie to a mere appearance of democratic freedom. In overall 

terms, the writer wants those in power, who are actually gaining political mileage from 

condemning him and other vagrants of London city, to pay for all the benefits of such 

opportunistic ‘participation’ with his situation.  It is as if he were saying: ‘Since you 

politicians have chosen to gain by condemning me as well as to gain from my unfortunate 

situation as a vagrant, then you will also be condemned by virtue of this same facilitating 

participation mystique, to experience along with me a mutually destructive fate.’   

In this choreodrama, the writer is taking the logic of coercive state power to its 

ultimate conclusion as a reductio ad absurdum by exposing the hidden and coercive logic 

of its ideology of nationalistic unity and ‘oneness’.  It is in the precise sense of exposing the 

false note in the logic of state unity – in exposing the fact that the state requires and exploits 

the existence of those it deems ‘illegitimate’, in order to consolidate its power -- that the 

author writes so critically.  He wants to show that the purportedly ‘moral’ basis for 

condemning outsiders as vagrants is hypocritical, because it is immoral to gain mileage 
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from somebody else’s misfortune.  Another point is evident in Marechera’s ‘turning of the 

tables’ style – he saw that it was in relation to the common human dimension of sexuality 

that he and his [word missing here: ‘race’?] were being condemned not only as outsiders 

but as dangerous ones at that – that is, in relation to a notional sexually pure and white 

version of British society upheld at the level of governance.  The very politicians that 

condemned him were those who were also notoriously engaged in sexual vice.  Marechera 

wanted to turn the tables on them morally in relation to this aspect of their political rhetoric.   

The manner in which he does this in the choreodrama – which is an extended black 

verse poem of sorts – is odd indeed, but it makes sense in terms of what the author wanted 

to achieve as a product of his own political rhetoric.   In fact, one sees by the conclusion of 

the poem that the writer is prepared to exacerbate his psychological union with the state, as 

if to become mentally -- and in terms of overall identification -- one with it, in order to drag 

it downwards into drowning in the Thames.   He sees suicide as his inevitable fate -- as a 

victim of state persecution because of being black and poor – and he is willing to accept an 

ironic unity with the state and its powers in terms of the fact that it has orchestrated his fate.   

He wants it – as ‘Pontius Pilate’ – to accept responsibility for his destiny in drowning, and 

to become openly (and no more just covertly) one with him, in this ultimate event, which he 

expects, like most events in his life, to be extreme.   

To recap: Marechera’s writing pivots upon his awareness of how the unconscious of 

the civilized adult unites him, psychologically, with the organised political state, which, in 

turn, is in a position to regulate his activities, identity, and emotions.  So how are his works 

shamanistic?  I want to argue that he uses a different order of logic to forge his political and 

social critiques.  It is the logic of the body and of its visceral register of experience that 

notices and responds to harm or well being that Marechera employs, as the basis for his 

political critiques. To achieve his brand of aesthetics, he relies heavily upon his esoteric 

knowledge of the social unconscious, and how that functions normatively.  He wants to 

find ways to break the hypnotic link of shared identities between the subject (in a state of 

subservience) and the greater powers to which he or she may well feel unconsciously 

beholden.  Part of his strategy is to make us experience (if not always to see clearly) the 
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link of self-identity that humans tend to maintain between themselves and their political 

organisations – that is, the unconscious collusions we engage in with established power 

structures.  He attempts to radically alter our perspectives by giving us an awareness of our 

subjection to this ‘paranormal’ level of experience – encountered in the form of 

unconscious social forces.  He also employs an inspired prophetic mode (similar to the 

prophets of the Old Testament) to re-envision a different kind of political reality from the 

ones we are often habituated to accepting as common-sensical and normal.    Nearly all of 

his writing is designed to force us to examine our tendencies to identify ourselves with state 

power at a fundamental visceral and emotional level.  The ‘healing of society’, which he 

almost certainly envisions as a result of new founded awareness, is to be obtained through 

having been given pause for thought, so as to imagine new, healthier conceptualisations of 

identity that do not do harm to the poor and disenfranchised members of society. 

The ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London’ positions the writer in an extremely 

nefarious set of circumstances.  The call to condemn him from the point of view of 

bourgeois moral supremacy could hardly be less subtle.  Above all, the central theme of the 

writing involves his sexual liaison with a white, underage, British schoolgirl. The text 

opens with a lament that this relationship has been rendered unviable by the prevalent 

social dynamics of race and power.  Thus, he is left to masturbation (in terms of its range of 

literal and metaphoric meanings).  

Tonight I am on my own 

I guess its masturbation 

Wish I was never born 

It had to be contraception 

And it burst raced to the egg 

Yeah it’s master race masturbation  (Veit-Wild 2004: 250). 
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 The invitation is to consider the artist, throughout this writing, overtly in terms of his 

exaggerated, black sexuality.  This is the projected identity that he has taken on throughout 

the piece of writing.  (It is a double-edged sword, as I’ve suggested.)  ‘Yeah it’s a master 

race masturbation’ has the double meaning that in concrete terms, he has been left to his 

own devices (forced to masturbate rather than experience a proper relationship due to white 

laws and racial value judgements).  The other knife edge (and its meaning) is that the 

images he is presenting of himself and his own behaviour as a black artist in London is a 

result of projective identification, a product of the whites in power in Westminster 

masturbating with their minds.  It is with the latter dynamic in mind that he wants to load 

the tank of oppression with extra ammunition, and send it charging back into the 

psychological bases of the oppressors in the politically explosive form of manifest scandal. 

Here are other ways in which the author invites us to view him: 

Look – Look at me, do I look like I fucked the pure white race? (Veit-Wild 

2004: 255) 

Once a week reach down the street to masturbate the local job centre  

Me I’m up my girl’s arse wringing out spasms of release 

I’m in evening class reading up the pass laws in Soweto 

I’m in your mind an immigrant in your oysters 

I’m in your heart performing abortions in Westminster toilets 

I’m in your kind a liberal education and cauliflower’s aristocracy (Veit-Wild 

2004: 265-266)
51

 

                                                 

51
 According to Mark Twain, ‘a cauliflower is a cabbage with a college education’. 
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He was also an illegal immigrant to boot for as I have remarked, his student visa was no 

longer valid after he had left the University.  So there were a number of reasons for him to 

find that he was on the wrong side of authorities.  However, his reasons for being aggrieved 

stem back to the poverty he experienced as a child, which prevented him relating to middle 

class people on their own terms. 

 

Marechera clearly makes us aware of an array of references to classic British 

literature in this work, including and most obviously a reference to James Joyce's novel, A 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. More than the work considered earlier in this thesis, 

the theme of being an unwanted immigrant lends itself to a pastiche of the texts on which 

the exclusionist values of white British civilisation is based.  He also notably borrows from 

already existing modes of writing, popular within the British literary scene.  For instance, 

the idea of a shamanistic rewriting of London, which John Kerrigan, professor at 

Cambridge University, is currently working on with regard to several British poets, 

including Iain Sinclair, Allen Fisher, Peter Reading and Geoffrey Hill.  Kerrigan is 

interested in the literary means by which these writers create alternative, politically 

dissenting and mythologically based depiction of the map of London.   Marechera's focus 

on ‘London’ for his critique allows him to borrow, for his pastiche, from the ways of 

thinking that originate in this particular literary camp, that had its origins in William 

Blake's mythological mapping of London (Kerrigan 2009).
52

   In one particular instance 

and with much repetition, Marechera makes it clear that it is ‘London’ that he is addressing 

(2004: 263). The attitude underlying this shamanistic re-reading of London is not, however, 

narrowly British, nor even narrowly shamanistic, but also Shona. 

 

In the ‘Portrait’, Marechera employs a traditional Shona oral literary genre called 

bembera (sounding out one’s frustrations), which was commonly used when aggrieved 

persons wanted to convey and vent out their simmering gripe to the enemy out there. 

Bembera employs plays on words and rhetoric, and used self-expression without any limits. 

                                                 

52
 This Work in Progress presentation was given on Friday 4 September 2009, to various members of the department of 

English and Cultural Studies, University of Western Australia. 
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One who engaged in it (the aggrieved) would find a higher place such as a hill or anthill 

and from that vantage point start articulating the pent up pressure within, which has 

prompted them to take to the hill. It didn’t matter whether the one who had perpetrated the 

injustice or wrong on the one who was shouting until he was hoarse actually heard the 

cries.  It was held that the words would be carried far and wide by the wind and those who 

would be within reach would hear and pass them on to the accused enemy who knowing his 

crime and now brought into the public domain, would be compelled to redress it. Bembera 

is commonly used when one has been bewitched.   In conducting the bembera, he 

announces, ‘I know who my enemy is and I have been quiet not because I am weak, I now 

warn you!’  During bembera one’s enemy is threatened with every arsenal that can be 

marshalled or anything that comes to mind. If the enemy’s physique or status is big, the 

aggrieved person might emit words to the effect that during the battle which will come if 

the aggrieved is killed he and his enemy would fall together.  On the whole bembera is a 

psychological tool to boost one’s morale by reinforcing in one’s mind one’s supposed 

invincibility. This is the cultural point of view of Shona culture. 

On the level of depth psychology, we see that the situation is even more complex: 

The shaman’s soul journeys (which, as I’ve suggested, are rather different diagnostic soul 

journeys, take place within each of the texts) involve the shaman standing apart from his 

own ego – his own ‘interpellated’ or politically defined social self – in order to attend to 

deeper messages of wisdom that emerge from the ‘self’: 

Behind your thoughts and feelings, my brother, stands a mighty commander, 

an unknown sage – he is called Self.  He lives in your body, he is your body. 

There is more reason in your body than in your best wisdom.  And who 

knows for what purpose your body requires precisely your best wisdom? 

(Nietzsche 1961: 62)   

Due to this implicit separation of self and ego, with the former taking the position of 

objective observer and real anchor of identity, the shaman’s insights into how he has been 

interpellated, as a black man, within society’s larger system of meaning, come from a 

standpoint of objective distance, which will not always show him in a light that is, shall we 
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say, flattering.  This he acknowledges, in painting himself as one guilty of statutory rape, 

among other things.  As a passing reflection of a cultural point of reference, he can be seen 

as Falstaff (as in the end passages in the ‘Portrait’):     

Possibly his openness in his crimes, his lack of loyalty being so apparent — 

essentially his frankness (not so much honesty) in life, and his grinning self-

determination, self-observance. 

At best, it can be said that Shakespeare’s Falstaff reaches beyond merely 

making the audience laugh. ‘He is aware that life is a charade’ and is 

markedly responsible for his situation. He besets our hearts, yea deeper still, 

to our diaphragms. We are his. He has been too great a humoristic character 

to forfeit all good impressions within the length of one play’ (MacLeish, 

1986: 87-88).   

This kind of self-representation highlights the manner in which a gap exists between 

what is known by the unconscious and what is known by the ego alone.  The shaman’s 

excruciating search for honesty is a search for what is known by the unconscious (a desire 

for the kind of knowledge that transcends a merely egoistic perspective).   

The ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London,’ begins and ends from the point of view 

of black sexuality and the need to procreate against an assumed backdrop of contemporary 

political condemnation for reproducing. The choreodrama opposes, with great 

psychological violence, the formal identity of the black man as ‘negro’.  It counterposes to 

this state of being an opposite force, which has as its principle the destruction of the 

aforementioned public state of identity: 

I said take a walk through the mind of negro 

Like everything human it’s not a pleasant sight 

I cannot meet you there only in the grey area of the mindless 
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The one they quaintly call the anarchist cookbook (Veit-Wild 2004: 267) 

He wants to blast this limited public identity to smithereens, even inviting it to be bombed. 

Here is the scandalous ambush (that would bring to light, through the author’s powers of 

rhetoric an even greater scandal – that of a British political policy of genocide): 

My body is the map on the wall seas rivers mountains islands 

My body is the B52’s bombing strategy the dead reckoning 

From the deep of the sea the highest of granite peaks 

And the air in-between are the split infinitives of my speech (Veit-Wild 

2004: 268) 

The carefully constructed political rhetoric of the text, together with all of its 

deliberate grammatical mistakes (including Pidgin English) is designed to form a landscape 

that will invite the enemy’s bombing.  The landscape is the writer’s ‘body’ – emphasised 

throughout the text by his directing attention to his sexuality and blackness.  Yet the 

invitation to see outrage in these things is a trap – especially enhanced by the obviously 

scandalous story of having sex with an underage stranger across the barriers of race.  The 

point is to invite the attack, in order to be able to speak publicly about the rivers of blood 

and the propensity of the British state machine for committing genocide: ‘Clouds of fire 

loose my millions of blood onto the ebbing tide.’  (Veit-Wild 2004: 268)  The tone here is a 

critique of British genocidal tendencies suggested earlier in the text: 

 Rivers of blood begin at Heathrow’s detention centres 

  I said come early, early to Asia’s council house 

   Windows minds limbs broken smashed by Hitler’s  

        English 
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   Descendants 

      I was a Jew 

      I was a Pole 

      I was a Czech 

      Now it’s NIGGER 

      NIGGER from Jew 

      Pole and Czech too (Veit-Wild 2004: 262) 

Freeing oneself from a negative cultural image would be freedom to embrace life on 

one’s own terms, free from the inducements to conformity which are poverty and 

harassment (the personal aspects of this, in relation to the author’s life, are documented 

well within this work).  But first there is destruction (and on another level there is a trap, 

beckoning others – audience and readers – to their psychological destruction via a 

confrontation, even complicity with incest and the superego); the image of incest with the 

phallus of the state (no longer sublimated, as is the norm) in terms of a benign father.  It is 

blue and white (like the flag) but not red.  This picks up from the earliest part the text I 

quoted from above, and indeed, directly precedes it (Veit-Wild 2004: 251). 

       What’s your big  

       Daddy like? 

    He Hurts 

  Say it so we can actually seem (sic) in your voice 

    He hurt that too (Veit-Wild 2004: 251) 
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The point is the destruction of psychic, internalised, political subjectivities and 

psychological interconnections that deliver one over to be the subject of interpellated power 

relations.  The writer as shaman wants to free us – his audience or readers – from our 

feelings of benign subservience to the state’s power.   However, he also wants to use an 

immersion into death as a psychological experience, to free his black identity from its 

servitude to the ideology of the state.  Thus he is hostile towards his ego’s public identity: 

‘Wish I was never born.’ (Veit-Wild 2004: 268) And he seeks death for that self-image as a 

way of releasing it.  His position in ordinary reality, however, is one of shame: 

Wish it was easy for a blackman to lose his shame and win his  

fighting fame ((Veit-Wild 2004: 258) 

The choreodrama therefore, one might argue, has a booby trap set within it.  It is a political 

device, intended to be detonated by those whose mode of operation is the exploitation of 

scandal as a source of media interest – should the drama ever be performed.   The artist 

reveals his avid knowledge and interest in scandal as a potent source of political currency 

within London’s social context.  For the unwary, the black artist lays out his own overly 

sexualised and transgressive body as a trap – a landscape for the B52 to bomb.  The 

psychological knowledge that underlies the construction of this booby trap is highly 

specialised and shrewd. The shaman, in this case, not only heals but destroys if he takes up 

the role as evil magician.  In a sense, he uses his esoteric knowledge of the hidden nature of 

the psyche as a kind of ‘anti-shaman’ (Hopkins 1994). 

This is the author’s intention in the ‘Portrait’.  These politically charged notions of 

his outsider status are calculated to draw the wrath of the authorities, and thus make use of 

a mechanism of conveyance of special status that is already fundamental to the practices of 

politics within the British context.  Marechera has acknowledged the force of scandal in the 

following extract: 

Christ is an illegal immigrant in my soup 

Him and his Golgotha just crashed on top of me from the very top 
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     of Nelson’s Column 

 

The blood that spurted out of me spattered the square white 

     going out to lunch 

 

  In the Upper Room 

  At Ten Downing Street 

 

     Flogging nigger pussy 

     Back to the third world 

 

All because I’ve his nakedness sprawled drunk with Powell in the  

Westminster Knacker’s yard (Veit-Wild 2004: 253) 

The subject of the scandal may be James Callaghan, British prime minister from 1976 to 

1979.  He is imputed as part of a lurid scandal (concocted by the author in a Fleet Street 

tone).  The specific reference, although implicit, is to Enoch Powell’s anti-immigration 

‘Rivers of Blood’ speech. Enoch Powell was a conservative member of British parliament 

in the late 1960s, and made a speech concerning the fear, that no doubt went deep into the 

British subconscious, that due to an influx of migration to Britain, blacks would in due 

course come to dominate British whites:  ‘As I look ahead, I am filled with foreboding. 

Like the Roman, I seem to see the River Tiber foaming with much blood’ (Powell 1968). 



206 

 

Callaghan is, presumably, the Judas who betrays the blacks living in Britain (as 

Christ on the way to Golgotha) when the prime minister is ‘out to lunch’ in the sanctity of 

the Upper Room (of the Last Supper).  On a personal level, the writer feels that he has been 

betrayed.  In any case (since we don’t know if he was betrayed or by whom), he is doomed 

in Britain, his student status nullified along with his visa – thus making of him an outlaw, 

homeless, poor and unemployed: 

I have spoken to him on the phone 

Sent down from Oxford 

Into the inferno’s bed and board (Veit-Wild 2004: 263) 

The underlying theme of the work is of a river of blood – the ‘dirty Thames’ which drives 

one towards suicide (as a metaphor for British society).  Was this river too uninviting for 

him to commit actual suicide in it? (Once again, this is apparently a reference to the 

‘negroid’ contamination of British society).  One can commit suicide, if at all, only on one's 

own turf. 

Since physical suicide is not his goal, what it is that the artist intends to destroy, 

through his text, must be the process and outcome of ‘projective identification’ within the 

political or ideological systems of London life.  ‘Projective identification’ is a relational 

dimension of early childhood consciousness and according to Jungian analyst Sherry 

Salmon, it ‘is the process of [the subject] imaginally translocating dissociated splits [of his 

or her identity] into an object in order to purposively regulate the split’ (1999: 78).  In terms 

of our poem, the writer is acting out his role as a black villain in the choreodrama.  Yet to 

read the choreodrama only in this way renders a superficial interpretation of what the writer 

is about.  He is not protesting his interpellation in this negative guise so much as 

maximising the potential of such negativity for political purposes.  He wants to reroute the 

fuse back to its political source of origin (and away from himself, as a political agent). ‘In 

my desk are poisonous mushrooms grown from seeds of wrong.’  (Veit-Wild 2004: 263) 
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This is the destructive or shrewd aspect of his shamanistic work.  Poisoned mushrooms 

were commonly believed to be used in witchcraft within Shona culture.  

On a psychological level, however, something different occurs.  He is inviting 

mutual destruction for both his black self and his oppressors:  freedom for his own 

superego’s condemnation, related to the shame of being black in London; freedom for his 

oppressors in terms of destruction by their superegos, through having insight into their 

incestuous relations with the state and renouncing their complicity.  In this way, both 

parties are freed from their roles of public identity that make them oppressor and oppressed, 

betrayers and the ones whom they betray.   

In terms of looking more deeply into the shamanistic practice that enables 

Marechera to diagnose his own pathological state as a consequence of larger pathologies 

within British society, it is necessary to look more deeply into how a shaman’s primary 

mode of experiencing the world and learning from it is through his body.  Marechera’s 

writing makes much reference to his body as a political map.  One can presume why this is 

and how it works into a shamanistic perspective: The human body is also the most finely 

honed measuring instrument to read the body politic because it’s the smallest, most delicate 

unit in terms of registering political reality.  The context for the following quote on the 

‘B52’s bombing strategy’, taken from the choreodrama, is psychosocial warfare, based 

upon the confusion of the victim deemed to be an enemy of the state, and the confounding 

of his communications system.  One is not free to speak clearly and openly as a subject of 

the state’s power systems: 

Everywhere the argument reels from mouth to mouth 

Everywhere the headache bounces from head to head 

My body is the map on the wall seas rivers mountains islands 

My body is the B52’s bombing strategy the dead reckoning 

From the deep of the sea the highest of granite peaks 
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And the air in between are the split infinitives of my speech (Veit-Wild 

2004: 268) 

It is through this shamanistic ‘eye’ that black immigrants, locked within the 

confines of a foreign and historically imperialist nation, prophetically envision their destiny 

as one of inevitable destruction.   To turn the unfairness of this situation around, the writer 

adopts a point of view of one who has already achieved a self-justifying existence just by 

being born.  He thus calls to account salient political views along the lines that blacks 

shouldn’t reproduce, and that they are dangerous and destructive social outsiders.  He also 

teases out the outline of an inevitable consequence for typecasting him in this way.  It is 

death.  For, if the ‘microcosm’, that is the individual self, dies, then the ‘macrocosm’ – that 

is the nation as the mother who ought to nurture life – must die as well. The entwined 

destinies of mother Britain and her once colonial child come home to roost, thus yield to 

mutual self-destruction. Such is the logic of the participation mystique, when forced 

participation in a political agenda that did not serve one is turned on its head.   Both 

participants are destined for the same deadly fate.  The following is therefore the prophetic 

warning from the ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London’ (Veit-Wild 2004), which warns the 

state machine not to murder the innocent ‘lamb’ (a tacit reference to Christ): 

Crimson drop after crimson drop colours with coriander London’s demise 

Do not ask, ‘Where do you come from’ but ‘Where are you going’ (Veit-

Wild 2004: 268)  

I will return to this quote shortly. Marechera’s question is supposed to give us pause for 

thought – to make us question the nature of state political power. 

Before returning to that, I will look at the stylistic turning of tables evidenced in the 

very end of the ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London’, as Marechera rereads the sublime 

meanderings of England’s poet, Edmund Spenser, in a more sinister but (in terms of the 

body’s visceral registers) more accurate political light.  Let us look at Spenser’s decorous 
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language, which proclaims the purity of the Thames, a life force of British imperialism in 

relation to two swans epitomising otherworldly purity: 

So purely white they were 

That even the gentle stream, the which them bare, 

Seem’d foul to them, and bade his billows spare 

To wet their silken feathers, lest they might 

Soil their fair plumes with water not so fair, 

And mar their beauties bright 

That shone as Heaven’s light 

Against their bridal day, which was not long: 

 Sweet Thames! run softly, till I end my song (Spenser 2010)
 

Marechera wants to turn this view of Britain on its head, and so Spenser is demonically 

rewritten in Marechera’s ‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London’ in the following way as a 

curse: 

I know what I want which is not my desire but the hidden persuader’s 

Rippling softly, dirty Thames, reflecting softly my suicide’s rain 

In Malet Street I drink the bitter juice Socrates’ hemlock 

Crimson drop after crimson drop colours with coriander London’s demise 

Do not ask ‘Where do you come from’ but ‘Where are you going’ (Veit-

Wild 2004: 268)
 



210 

 

This rewriting of Spenser indicates to the reader that the political entity of the British state 

reveals itself on the level of the intuitive insight to be murderous. The colonial subject 

meets the true nature of his bloodsucking host – the ‘spirit’ whom he seeks to turn the 

tables on. He knows the identity of this host due to the debilitated condition of his body, 

through being on the run as a ‘Black Artist’: ‘I look in the mirror squarely at the aging 

horror’ (Veit-Wild 2004: 265). 

London’s denial of responsibility for the devastating consequences of its 

exclusionist policies is predicted and it is the nature of its consequences finally hammered 

home in the last stanza of ‘Black Artist’: 

Ripple softly, dirty Thames, reflect softly our suicide’s rain 

Clouds of fire loose my millions of blood onto the ebbing tide 

I can use the fable when Pilate and Falstaff mingle their 

brains 

In the sink 

Ripple, O ripple softly, dirty Thames (Veit-Wild 2004: 268) 

In the stanza, London is not only murderous but genocidal: it is the condemned ‘millions’ 

whose blood now falls into Spenser’s otherwise sublime Thames.  Shakespeare makes his 

appearance in the reference to Falstaff, who is also Marechera as the shamanistic (or, in this 

case, ‘anti-shamanistic’) trickster.   He uses the tactic of adopting the idea of ‘oneness’ that 

is derived from the political enemy, and by doing so, he points out the hidden pathologies 

underlying a superficially genteel British self image.  Viewing himself as part of the body 

politic’s ontological unity, the shaman as trickster mingles his brains with autocratic Pilate, 

just as London washes its hands of the betrayal of Christ (by condemning the black 

immigrants to the fate of being persecuted by the law).  This is in the mode of a prophesy 

that is supposed to act as a warning—to prevent something devastating from happening 
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before the event actually transpires: the destruction of innocent persons by the political 

machinations of the state.   

Marechera was never more a shaman than in his ordinary life, when he adorned 

himself with myriad cameras to become, in turn, his own idea of a Fleet Street 

photographer, an old woman, and finally a hunter  (Veit-Wild 2004: 225).  This aspect of 

‘magical thinking’ – the belief that one can change one's shape and identity at will – is 

naturally quite shamanistic.  For instance, consider how a sixth-century Welsh bard and 

shaman ‘spoke of his many transformations into different animal and life forms as a kind of 

death  … There is nothing in which I have not been’  (Cowan 1996: 170-171). 

 

THE EPIC POEM:  Throne of Bayonets 

In the ‘Throne of Bayonets’ the intent is to soothe, apply balm, and use creative criticism to 

revive a failing Zimbabwe.   The background of Shona culture is worth discussing, as 

motifs originating from this culture proliferate in this epic poem.  To begin with, rain is 

believed to emerge out of the munificence of the high god variously known as Dzivaguru 

(big pool), Mwari. Because this deity is big and so paramount, he is not concerned with 

people’s day to day needs and lives; rather these needs are the province of lesser spirits 

(family spirits, spirits of locality-chiefdom etc) -- and it is these which can withhold rain 

when people have transgressed and shunned the way of Mwari. In the beliefs of the Shona, 

if there was a drought there were no two explanations about it – the spirits have been 

violated and were angry.  Zimbabwe had a fair number of intermittent droughts after the 

war of liberation, and many people must have read the deity’s displeasure into this their 

discomfort. Marechera‘s employment of dry motif signifies a dearth of the essential 

ingredients that make life worthwhile (freedom from fear, hunger) within Mugabe’s 

regime. 

The author begins his poem, ‘Throne of Bayonets’, by telling his story of precarious 

survival and then calling upon his ‘tenant soul’ – his inner self as transcendent muse – to 
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show him the deeper realities of his personal and historical situation.  Through 

encountering death/transcending himself, he faces, head-on, the hidden fears that would 

otherwise restrict his vision: he discovers ‘terror [to be] the totem of truth’ (Marechera 

1992b:  35). Thus, his writing explodes a conceptual division of Nature versus Culture, as 

the two metaphysically opposed human categories of engagement. 

There is much more to be said for the shamanistic side of the ‘Throne of Bayonets’:  

the infusion of dread in every sentence, the sense of history moving forward relentlessly 

whilst minds and attitudes stand still, is deeply ingrained and infinitely resonant as we pass 

through the poem and the author echoes the violence of the past.  The manifestations of 

past spirit in the concrete aspects of the present can only be seen with shamanistic eyes: 

Within tiny blue eggs 

In abandoned nest 

Within derelict tenements 

And the battered souls 

Of battered souls 

Of wrecked hopes 

The shades of incinerated history 

Hums my song, hums all the wrong (Marechera 1992b: 35) 

The return to ‘the earth’ is the means to spiritual and self-rejuvenation, and this poem reads 

as soothing traumatised minds, including the author’s own in the aftermath of the 

Chimurenga, by inviting the readers to descend into a delicate acknowledgement of their 

own post-war condition.   
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On the other side of the equation of human life is the public, social and political 

side.  This is structured in both sets of writing as illusionary, tending towards the false and 

the superficial.  In the ‘Portrait’ the mode of nature – as primeval sexuality and the 

naturalness of reproduction – is opposed to such constructs, in a way designed like 

dynamite, to bring down the political superstructure of lordship.  In the ‘Throne’, natural 

aspects of existence – such as rain and flowers and structural wonders (the Victoria Falls) – 

are united with themes of high art (invoking Dante and T.S. Eliot, for example) in order to 

give the effect of an oracle (of Nature itself) sounding forth from the depths of human 

consciousness.  (The oracle portends the destruction of Zimbabwe or at least its purer 

revolutionary impulses – but has the paradoxical manner of soothing at the same time.)  

Marechera's writing once again invokes the idea of something being rotten at a level of 

political governance – this time in the case of his own birthplace Zimbabwe, not the 

colonial power, Britain.   The lack of water falling down the Victoria Falls is a sign of the 

laws of nature being thwarted in Zimbabwe as a punishment for political corruption in high 

places.    

Water has special significance within Shona culture, since water sources are held to 

be the abode of spirits. It is also believed that when spirits which live in the waters are 

violated by human action, such water bodies can mysteriously dry up.  Spirits are believed 

to shun blood and the human blood shed during the war is considered sacred. That is why 

cleansing was mandatory after a war as means of pacifying the spirits of those whose blood 

has been spilled and to facilitate the spirits' journeying to other world to be with their 

forbearers and to cleanse those living whose hands and souls have been contaminated by 

blood and death.  It was held that those who would have died in the war need to be decently 

buried – otherwise when the spirits look down to the earth and see unburied bones, they 

curse the land and withhold rain. The background to the poem is therefore the sense of the 

nation having being cursed for failing to attend to the needs of the spirits.  The long 
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droughts and Mugabe's massacres are all part of this inner political ‘rottenness’ that the 

author as shaman diagnoses.
53

  

 

  On the deepest psychological level, both poems are poems of grievance, only in 

different ways.   In the case of the first poem, just because one’s sense of distance from 

one’s interpellated or projectively distorted identity is considered in ironic light doesn’t 

mean it isn’t painful – although, in the instance of A Portrait, it is much more actively if 

not acutely so than in the Throne of Bayonets, where depression predominates, to create a 

sense of the detachment of his will from engaging with or directly managing his public 

selves, as the writer’s mind stands still and invites them to reveal themselves, as if they 

were so many alien spirits.  Thus, he encounters the aspect of himself that recognises 

himself as a poet (Marechera 1992b: 44), and the aspect of being drawn into a naïve 

consumerist mentality (Marechera 1992b: 45), as well as a shamanistic side that (through 

poetry) suggests an intercession on behalf of the dead and the freedom fighters (Marechera 

1992b: 43).   

It is important to understand the author’s self-detachment from the opportunistic 

aspects of political engagement whilst being in his own right very interested indeed in 

politics.  This epic poem,‘Throne of Bayonets’, follows a similar line.  However, I want to 

suggest that it is more than this, and can be seen as spirit as language making its 

homecoming in the newly liberated Zimbabwe.  Despite the apparent and to a large degree 

actual liberation of the country to experience greater equality between two ‘races’, 

Marechera’s view of the Zimbabwean state is largely critical.  Marechera does not find the 

social or cultural environment of greater Harare to be particularly welcoming to one of his 

fastidious political and intellectual tastes.  Rather, this long poem is an exploration of the 

nature of the new environment (as previously stated, this is a shamanistic-diagnostic 

journey of the writer’s soul.)  Within the poem’s meanderings in search of truth, one 
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significant finding is that aspects of language – ‘slogan’ – have been separated from their 

material base in reality.   

Marechera in overall terms might be considered as a ‘psychopomp’, that is, one who 

in shamanistic lore conducts the spirits of the dead to their resting place.   In this case, the 

image is grotesquely sublime: he is conducting the ‘victims of slogan’ (mentioned in an 

early stanza of the poem) to their abode on the other side –figuratively, that is the land of 

the dead.  

  Time’s mutilated beggars (harvest 

Of Chance, Folly or Slogan?) hold vigil 

Over custom’s empty ceremonial tin cup (Marechera 1992b: 35) 

Whereas some of victims of slogan are still alive, others are very much dead, and it is their 

ghostly cries which echo through the hollow corridors of the author’s own alienated mind.   

The eerie neon signs, the car speeding past 

To some distant unknown home, and I lie down 

Again within the hibiscus hedge, my refuge 

From wind and cold and dour premonition 

 

Did I mistake the corridor 

And the doorway (each step 

irrefutable, irreversible) (Marechera 1992b: 36) 

The corridors of the author’s mind are patterned upon his current circumstances.  He 

is destitute.  Marechera lives under a hedge.  His own violent circumstances corrode his 

mind like black rain, filtering in, only to flow along mental grooves of pre-established 

trauma.  It is a very thin emotional and physical shield (the hedge) that separates the writer 
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from more traumas, and so much of his political vision is experienced through the selfsame 

membrane of tenuous protection from impending doom. It is for these reasons that the 

author’s visions approach a mood that touches death.  Knowledge of death mediates his 

sense of reality, giving all he perceives a quality of the contingency of life (despite his 

reliance upon leaves of bushes for protection): 

A single finger traces on the sand 

The simple design of death 

Whose centre is everywhere 

Whose circumference is nowhere (Marechera 1992b: 44) 

Yet, despite the traumatic origins of this penetrating effect of the spirit world, ever 

on the verge of entering reality, there is a strong aspect of self-determination to see more, 

which mediates the shamanistic approach to knowing – an approach which involves seeing 

life’s meanings by looking through a veil of death:  

Now the Room endless black rain 

And the blood distant vistas 

Of photogenic Falls? 

  Sunlit memories? 

 Rather My butchered father 

On a mortuary slab, and I, 

All of eleven years old, refusing 

But forced to look.  I know now: Learn  

Mortality early and you are doomed 

To forever walk alone.  (Marechera 1992b: 36)  



217 

 

The ‘walking alone’ is regaled to serve some purpose in this poem – and that is 

shamanistic vision.  The author’s skill is to employ his refined understanding of the world 

to the discordant political context to make it true again.  He manages this through 

interpreting his own visceral sensations as (material) echoes or reverberations of 

overarching political and social schemes.  Thus, as I have suggested above, his sensitivity 

to the environment, caused by living under a hedge, also sensitises him to the likelihood of 

impending doom as features of various aspects of political life.  He reads these aspects from 

the artefacts he finds in his Harare environment and gives interpretations -- no doubt 

facetious at times, but at other times exquisitely complex and often subtle.  Above all, he 

reads Harare in a prophetic vein, as if electrified by his visions: ‘I look to Harare, my hair 

stands on end’ (Marechera 1992b: 35). 

The exposure of discordant political elements, which betray non-accordance 

between visceral reality and the sense of political reality as it is chimed within idealistic 

manifestos, is a key part of this poem.  The gauge of authenticity is the author’s own base 

of experience – his life on the streets.  This is the level of language that uses informal 

linguistic structure in the pattern of early rap rhythms (as in the early refrain in the first few 

stanzas of the poem.)  This tone indicates the political realities that the author experiences 

through his gut and through his sixth sense.  We encounter other tones of voice in the 

poem, too:  a high art tone, which Marechera tries on as another false corridor – thus 

teasing and testing his audience (in a style that has some of the immediacy of feeling 

pertaining to the oral history tradition).  In the final half of the poem, the issue of ‘slogan’ is 

taken on for manifestations in political life most discordant with the writer’s own 

expectations and deep-seated needs.   It is presented as another false political corridor.   

Although the writer fears his poem is getting off to a slow start, eventually his ideas 

and impressions seem as if to fall down upon him from above like a torrent of black rain.  

He lifts his impressions easily from the iconography of the social environment, in such a 

way that outdated artefacts receive a new level of contemporary meaning and are 

mythically renewed by a re-reading within the current political context.  Thus, the (now 

politically irrelevant) statues of the early white colonials, outside the Ambassador Hotel, 
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receive the new baptism of meaning that the red corrosion marks, caused by rain erosion, 

on their pith helmets imply ‘too many drizzly investments’. (Marechera 1992b: 42)  (The 

writer implies that they have missed the mark by investing their political efforts in Africa – 

efforts that have now been thwarted by the change of power to ‘majority rule’.)  Similarly a 

gaze at the national newspaper, with its regular feature of Hagar The Horrible cartoon 

invokes, within the author’s mind, the idea of ‘Viking socialism’ (Marechera 1992b: 46). 

The ability to renew a culture’s mythology and make it come alive within the present, 

whilst rooting out hidden pathologies, is a profoundly shamanistic attribute. ‘In the 

incantatory message, the shaman speaks 'for his patient': he constructs answers that will 

finally terminate the condition of a perceived or felt illness’ (Glass 1974: 193). 

The author’s main critique throughout the poem is the failure to acknowledge that 

liberation has not fully been achieved, that life has settled into a pleasant – if not downright 

mediocre – state of complacency, with new black elites who long for consumer goods and 

the lifestyle of the now evacuating whites.  The officially sanctioned communism of the 

day seems to lack depth; it socially resonates merely at the level of caricature, and to rely 

upon qualities of force rather than intellect: 

Bullet-proof brains 

Take cast iron pains 

To maintain their ignorance; 

Their wide bellies and Castro beards 

Are the matter of many a snide joke (Marechera 1992b: 44) 

This brings us to the matter of the title of the poem, ‘Throne of Bayonets’.   It is a 

play upon the fact that President Mugabe’s ZANU-PF party came to power with the help of 

the Chinese Communist Party.  The ideological package that is received along with Chinese 

Communist support is Mao’s refrain that ‘political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.’  

So it is that which Marechera – ever the anarchist – deplores state power for what it is and 

for what it claims to be.  He proclaims this ideological package as a ‘throne of bayonets’.   
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He also notes that nationalistic sentiments seem to soften this overarching reality about 

ruling class state power, but that this is merely illusory.  Thus, he teases his readers with the 

idea that their national flowers (according to official designations, the flame lily, but 

informally the jacarandas that line Harare and Bulawayo streets) have magical potency to 

deceive them into embracing power that is justified by violence: 

What can violet flowers not do  

Their perfume Baptist to Thrones of Bayonets? 

I came out of the Harare barber shop, my hair white 

And bright like icecream melting  (Marechera 1992b: 44) 

In the subsequent tirade, which starts with the last two lines above, the author 

launches into an attack against those who assume that purchasing consumer goods can 

make them white – or at least white enough to enjoy the pleasures familiar to some of the 

white colonials (now departed or in the process of ‘taking the gap’).  Just as purchasing a 

haircut in a barber shop does not really make one white – except by force of the 

imagination, and in that case, surreally so – so it is, that engaging in rampant consumerism 

only makes one an object of the poet’s ridicule.  The contrast between considering ‘the 

sight of blood’ (which recalls the violence of the war, and innocent blood shed for 

liberation) and the materialist ‘hunger’ that longs merely to consume the luxuries preferred 

by the now ex-colonial whites draws Marachera’s stark rebuke: 

The sight of blood makes me hunger 

After raw tomatoes 

After the cream and rose complexion of Nordic 

Girls, 

Makes me thirst for the Masai’s bull-wrought 

Resilience 

And perhaps a glass of Gerac, the savanna sundowne[r] 
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Of redneck modalities (Marechera 1992b: 44) 

The colonial whites – those few who do remain and have started to look to migrate 

south, to take ‘the gap’, in a bewildered state of mind because someone had been ‘eating 

[their] porridge’ (Marechera 1992b: 55) – also come in for criticism as being deplete of 

awareness and intellect: 

Sweeney says:  

 

 ‘Sex, food 

 And sleep.’ 

 Breaking black 

 Africa’s rules. 

We will return to the hotels and beerhalls 

And drink the drink that dissolves all woes. 

There is no time in time which wine 

Cannot redeem.  We will sing recite and divine 

The meaning from the matter.  Sweeney will define 

 Sex 

 Food 

 And Sleep (Marechera 1992b: 50). 

The shadowy figure of the former white minority leader, Ian Smith, also appears in 

the poem, negated on either side by triumphantly heroic speech marking his defeat, as an 

echo of the past when ‘the settler's placid houseboy turned into deadly guerrilla’.  

(Marechera 1992b: 55): 
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  ‘Not in my lifetime,’ growled 

  a certain blacksmith  (Marechera 1992b: 55). 

The ‘black’ in this context could have a number of meanings, one of which is an ironic 

reference to the black occupation of the old spaces of white power—a very Fanonesque 

conceit – ’Black Skin, White Masks’.  (It might be a snide reference to the change of 

political power, out of the hands of Smith, in Zimbabwe: the more things change, the more 

things stay the same.) In more general terms (and certainly Marechera was an aficionado of 

esoteric literature), this mode of reference further signifies that Smith was seen as the 

archetypal enemy or rival for the writer’s form of magic.  This esoteric reference of 

Marechera’s puts a finer touch to his sensitivity to the Shona cultural view of things, 

whereby strong leaders (benevolent or tyrannical) are considered to have strong spirits, 

which one ought to take care not to mess with.  The shaman, Marechera, forms an esoteric 

joking link between the traditional cultural view of things and the idea of shamanistic 

performance (which he seems to be having fun with).  According to Eliade: 

‘Smiths and shamans are of same nest,’ says a Yakut proverb. […]  

According to the Dolgan, shamans cannot ‘swallow’ the souls of smiths 

because smiths keep their souls in the fire […].  In their turn, the smiths are 

constantly threatened by evil spirits.  They are reduced to working 

unintermittingly, handling fire, keeping up a constant noise, to drive away 

the hostile spirits (Eliade 1964: 470). 

In all, Marechera reads the public and observable aspects of political change in an 

esoteric fashion.  He is not interested in what political artefacts seem to mean, but in what 

they actually do mean.  This connotation of how the majority of whites or blacks see their 

situation is subjected to Marechera’s visionary re-reading, which attempts to put the 

liberation struggle back on course, in a direction of real political and psychological 

liberation.  If one group stands out as deserving positive acclaim within this poem, it is the 

actual fighters of the struggle themselves, whose aesthetic qualities are depicted in a 

manner that echoes Yeats' concept of the revolutionary hero: ‘Veterans of black fire, these 

violets of terrifying beauty’ (Marechera 1992b: 56). 
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It is the heroism of these warriors that is contrasted with an issue particularly close 

to the writer’s heart: the issue of censorship.  The poet’s ideal vision of a free society 

(notably, one not pseudo-scientifically divided by soon to be antiquated notions of ‘race’) is 

contrasted initially by the notion of enlightenment (a Prometheus) willingly betraying his 

own character.  The image (stereotypically Communistic) of queues waiting to buy basic 

goods and the suggestion of a betrayal of the ideals of the revolution – as Prometheus stalks 

up to take advantage of the ‘prostitutes’ beyond the Kopje (the small hill overlooking 

Harare city) at Warren Hills, where there is a flame and shrine to the fallen warriors of the 

national liberation struggle.  These images are all wrapped up with the condemnation of 

state censorship in the following passage.  National landmarks are evoked with a ‘there’s 

something wrong in the state of Denmark’ feel, because abundant water supplies have 

miraculously dried up. The poet invokes a sense of Dante’s Inferno.  It is in this passage 

that the persona of Zimbabwe is evoked as a woman of (at best) inattentive and distracted 

loyalties.  The ghosts of veterans at the Kopje, however, are seen to be rewarded by the 

representatives of civilisation – Athena (as Classical wisdom) and Malcom X (representing 

liberatory warrior courage):  they receive a drink of the notorious homebrew, Kachasu, as 

well as an intoxicating imbibing of marijuana (dagga).  These are the very poor man's 

means to dull pain and hunger and poverty.  These forms of comfort are appropriate to one 

who lives in squalor – thus Marechera is making a critique concerning the destitute state of 

many of the war veterans: 

Minds of every hue intermingle with matter 

Only of concern to the Censor; Athena 

And Malcom X are the hosts, dealing 

Out dagga and kachasu to freedom’s veterans. 

Black sky, dark stingray – O To drown in deep waters! 

This dried-up Lake Kariba 

Of censorship peering over 

Homer’s shoulder; 
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That tumultuously waterless 

Victoria Falls 

Of writer after writer  

Hurled to the seething hell below. 

I gave her the pure bloom of jacaranda 

The fiery ecstasy of flamelilies 

This continuous gnawing delight 

That is nothing but painful memory; 

And few the luminous seasons in her eyes 

Which to sheer adoration toss grudgingly 

Bits of psychological speculation, 

Bits of political condemnation (Marechera 1992b: 44)  

One can see how the events relating to corruption diagnosed as happening in high 

places directly impact on Marechera as a Zimbabwean artist.  It has led to his being 

thoroughly disowned by the leadership of his nation, cast into a role of ineffectiveness as a 

writer – a spiritual drought.
54

 

 In the passage above, the poet laments his treatment by the new regime, as well as 

the fact that for all his efforts to communicate to the people of Zimbabwe, he has managed 

so far to solicit only condescension, such as speculation about the state of his mind, along 

with ‘bits of political condemnation’.  The idea that he has been thrown from the precipice 

of the Victoria Falls into a ‘seething hell’ is not far off the mark in terms of his actual 

experiences.  He was prevented from leaving the country and from starting up a literary 

advisory centre in Harare, by members of the Central Intelligence Organisation who had 
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visited his business. By his own observations, it wasn’t safe to criticise the regime, a 

caution that he, as a man who took traumatic reactions as the norm, was inclined to almost 

casually overlook.  Along with the suggestion of romance, he brings a dark humour to bear 

on the situation: ‘Writer after writer Hurled to the seething hell below’.  The underlying 

feeling seems to be that reason and emotional appeal, together, ought to get through, 

somehow, to his readers.  Alas, this was never to be.  

In the final analysis, it is useful to understand Marechera’s writing in terms of his 

own autobiographical experiences, and the way in which his attitudes towards Britain and 

Zimbabwe were formed, since he is such an autobiographical writer, who allows his life’s 

experiences to filter into his writing in no uncertain measure.  It is not difficult to guess that 

Marechera’s attitude in his choreodrama may have been related to naive expectations 

regarding British society, which Marechera almost certainly had entertained (his sense of 

let-down upon encountering those of the upper classes who took their education lightly has 

been well documented).  In its remoteness as a colonial power, Britain must have seemed 

as if it were a superlatively well-civilised and equitable society.  This disappointment with 

the reality of British culture (being as politically constructed as any other society), 

furnishes the quality of bitterness in the overall sense of Marechera’s choreodrama.  It is the 

feeling that one does not enter Britain on one’s own terms, but on the politically 

circumscribed terms of the British, that enrages the author: 

 

Wipe your nose you’re in Buckingham Palace 

Whitewash your race you’re in Kensington Gardens 

Shave your pubic hair you’re a Heathrow Asian virgin 

Shoplift and run the bullet is already in your back Wandsworth 

The children’s meals are cut their gums bleed with education 

I said wipe your arse you’re in Buckingham Palace (Veit-Wild 2004: 266) 

Marechera’s behaviour may have seemed out of place in Britain, but in the country 

he had come from, with its enshrinement of an anti-authoritarian chic during the war years, 

a certain degree of outlandishness was not all that unusual.  After all, for the white colonial 
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leaders it was a way of thumbing their noses at British propriety and British notions of 

civilising order.  Jarring and outlandish behaviour had the political – as well as thoroughly 

psychological value – of undermining the stature of the British authorities who would 

condemn Rhodesia’s UDI.  See, for instance, the more than half-intentional invocation of 

the notion of Conrad's Heart of Darkness in the form of the white man going literally wild 

– I am referring to the Rhodesian military's invention of a cadre of ‘Selous Scouts’ trained 

for tasks relating to guerrilla counterinsurgency.  This group, if I may sum them up, 

deliberately cultivated an aura and reputation akin to witchcraft, by blackening their faces 

and moving with stealth, whilst infiltrating the enemy's opposing forces (Reid-Daly 2001). 

Marechera’s rejection of British authority may have been distantly related to a 

cultural default: the culturally dominant white regime’s rejection of British authority, it is 

even more significant to note that Marechera also strenuously opposed the political 

domination of the white colonial authority.  In some ways, this didn’t help him as he was, 

despite himself, as he acknowledged, a product of Smith’s education system.  That didn’t 

change his fearless determination or political direction – he could still oppose Smith’s 

ideologies by realising the limits of his classical education, for instance, as he did in turning 

what he had learned from British literary texts into a pastiche of political and psychological 

commentary,
55

 or by adapting and corrupting the English language, rather than speaking it 

perfectly.  However, he was astute enough to realise that he was, to some degree, opposing 

what was already within himself.  It was this inner knowledge that he had to oppose himself 

in order to find a way forwards, that made his approach to knowledge shamanistic.  For 

what he found within himself – the aspects that he considered corrupted – were also salient 

within the culture of the new Zimbabwe.  By diagnosing the illnesses within himself, he 

could point the way to purifying and regenerating the culture.  First, however, he would 

have to dwell within the liminal realm where one’s own persona is not only burdened with 

the aspects of life that signify death, but is the bringer of new possibilities.  In such a way, 
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the writer addresses the newly liberated Zimbabwe, which stands as his reprobate lover and 

his muse.    

 By the time of writing the ‘Throne of Bayonets’, the writer has embraced a position 

of absolute freedom for himself, living for the moment.  Maybe such an anarchistic concept 

of freedom was never far from Marechera’s embrace, but now we see that it has come to 

practical fulfilment in a hand to mouth existence on the streets.  Remarkably, the focus in 

his poem is not on himself and on the difficulties that his situation poses, but on finding a 

solution to the unfulfilled potential of the revolution in Zimbabwe.  This approach is just as  

paradoxical as it might seem, for, in being prevented from leaving Zimbabwe by a 

government authority at Harare Airport, the writer took to sleeping on park benches on the 

streets – as well as under a hibiscus hedge, which the poem mentions.  Having divested 

himself of any personal attachment or relationship to any authority or system of control, he 

finds himself alone in the company of death.  An encounter with the metaphysical Absolute 

of individual freedom is also an encounter with death for the bondsman and his ties to the 

authority of lordship.   To ‘cross over the bridge’ from social existence and participation to 

 the other side of freedom/death is shamanistic.  It is to go beyond what is conventionally 

and definitively human.  This shamanistic role in this light has strong philosophical 

credentials.  Although shamanism has a primarily psychological orientation, it cannot ever 

divorce itself entirely from the political side of reality – nor would it wish to.   

 

Both texts contain solid political critiques, influenced by the author’s own 

experiences in the British and Zimbabwean environments.  The second text exceeds the 

value of the first in that high art and ironic gesture are unified within a grassroots 

experience and the cultural texture of the Zimbabwean landscape.  The shamanistic visions 

in both cases demolish the generally held distinctions between nature and civilisation, mind 

and matter.  In the first text, ‘civilisation’ is seen through the eyes of libidinous desire.  In 

the second case of writing, the author’s metaphysical and psychological confrontation with 

the spectre of death enables him to see the world from a standpoint that is not concerned 

with his own ego, nor concerned to be party with society’s mores.  The approaches taken in 

writing both texts open up the door to scandal, and to seeing radical visions of the world.   
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However, the ‘Portrait’ has more to offer in terms of scandal, whereas the ‘Throne 

of Bayonets’ enshrines a radical, anarchistic and utopian vision for a better life. Dirk 

Klopper points out, in his analysis of 'marginality as a symptom' of an identity that has 

become split, points out that 'Throne of Bayonets' 'functions as the unconscious of the 

social, revealing that which the official ideology has repressed.' (Chennells & Veit-Wild 

1999: 122, 124 & 130)   Since this splitting of the personality enables Marechera to reveal 

what is true, but hidden, as concerns the politics of the newly independent Zimbabwe, 

'Throne of Bayonets' can be seen as a heroic text in terms of its attack on the hypocrisies of 

the regime. In both texts, and in terms that are emotionally explosive – indeed, intended to 

be destructive in the first instance – viscerally formed notions of relating to nature are 

united with well-developed elements of cultural production (such as high art and shrewd 

political analyses).   The difference is that ‘Portrait’ has been written to unite nature and 

civilisation with a generally destructive effect on the politically conservative psyche, 

whereas ‘Throne’ utilises the mood of nature as precious resource and source for the 

fecundity of the imagination and thus soothes, as well as admonishes one to be more alert.  

Thus, critical awareness is directed toward the politically traumatised minds of Marechera’s 

post-war readers.  It thereby appears that Marechera felt himself to be a shaman for 

Zimbabwean society, but not generally for Britain and its peoples.   

 

SHAMANISTIC TRUTH SEEKING:  COMPARING TWO 'POEMS' 

Marechera's humour was concerned with deflating the rhetoric of nationalist politicians and 

revealing their power hungriness. The scandalous nature of the shamanistic mode is that it 

attacks our formalised and often reified visions of what society is and ought to be like.  As 

observers of the practice we may too easily be led astray by our emotions and their powers 

of persuasion, to the point of denying the very possibility of shamanistic being.  Our 

cognitive dissonance, in the face of pressure from the superego to conform, overwhelms us.  

Consequently, we believe that there is either normative society or there is madness, but that 

there is no third category, no shamanism – there is no mode of being that evades the 

necessity of social conformity without being driven completely mad.   
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As I have argued, the mode of being that is shamanism is a state of having 

conquered the demands of superego through facing death.  The shaman’s proximity to 

conventional society lies in the relationship of scandal to a fixed standard of morality.  

Another advantage in approaching the world from the point of view of one already dead is 

that one maintains an ironic distance towards society.  From this position of detachment 

one can ascertain the forces at work in one’s society and apply serious leverage. This does 

not mean that the tongue is ever dislodged from its firm place in the cheek – dualisms of 

seriousness and joking are part of the normative realm of reality, not intrinsically part of 

shamanistic perspective.   

Shamans operate on the limens, or borders, of both society and 

consciousness, eluding structures and crossing established boundaries [and 

as] liminal practitioners, they often use deception and sleight-of-hand when 

they feel that such practices are needed. Thus, shamans can be both cultural 

heroes and hoaxsters, alternating between gallant support of those in distress 

and crass manipulation (Krippner 2002a: 965). 

In all cases, the shaman who stands behind the public versions of the self, in the 

amorphous spirit world – that is, in the position of not having an identity that is fixed – 

observes the fate of his public self from an ironic distance.  He knows that his real self can 

be recovered through shamanistic descent, away from over-thinking and back to the Earth 

(that is the ground of being, the nurturing principle of the Mother).  Thus he renews his 

encounter with the delicate aspects of his mind, understood in their relatively raw 

impressions as ‘Nature’.  Only by entering this realm of death, this realm of ‘over-man’, 

can the writer transcend his existing ego and perhaps modify it as one that encompasses the 

world with greater knowledge and awareness – that is, it goes beyond the limitations 

internalised by the social and historical conditions of his time. Such a person who goes 

beyond narrow concerns for self, as determined by the limited nature of a particular time 

and a particular place is an ‘overman’ who goes beyond humanity as it is currently known 

and described. 
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I teach you the Superman. Man is something that should be overcome. What have 

you done to overcome him? (Nietzsche 1961: 41) 

Such an individual, who ‘goes beyond’ himself in this way, is shamanistic. And all 

the same, in going ‘beyond self’, one observes the social dynamics at play both in oneself 

and in others. For instance, the writer transcends the conventional anger he might otherwise 

feel at finding himself in a situation that began with white, colonial oppression, and that 

ends up with a Black Nationalist basis for social repression.  Marechera was contemptuous 

of self-serving claims in the name of pan-Africanism. 

In the ‘Portrait’, it is as if the writer is saying, ‘These socially concocted 

manifestations of my ontological Self, these interpellations of my being against my 

conscious will – indeed these representations of a public self – are not me, but are merely 

shifting manifestations of possibility upon the cave wall of my imagination.  They can 

depart just as surely as they have arrived – but meanwhile I will document them.’  Again, 

like the African American civil rights activist, William du Bois, who believed that he was 

blessed and cursed with a ‘second vision’ of reality, Marechera was convinced that his real 

self could not be seen – thus he was born with a veil, as well as with an understanding of 

political dynamics – thus, a caul.
56

  Marechera depicts the way that he experiences himself 

as a product of social meaning, within a cultural framework of oppression that he imagines 

will be enduring, whilst at the same time, being painfully contingent on others' definitions 

of doing right. 

The poet's exploratory windings of thought, in both texts, are largely diagnostic of a 

particular society’s ills – that of a Thatcher-era London in the first case, and of a post-

independence Zimbabwe in the second case.  The shaman diagnoses, through his own 

symptoms of emotional distress, the nature of the social and political imbalances that 

persist within society.  The world, in terms of shamanistic cosmology, is not atomised, 
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narrowly individualised, but involves everything being intricately interconnected, such that 

psychological insight into self will give one psychological insight into others. 

Healthy functioning needs to include the realization of this 

interconnectedness and interdependence, an insight that has been an 

essential part of shamanistic traditions for at least 30,000 years (Krippner 

2002a: 973). 

Of course there is more to the investigation than simple, preliminary diagnoses.  

The information that the shaman gleans from his soul journeys can have political value and 

potential.  Shamanistic insights grasp the myths and values that keep societies functioning, 

effectively or otherwise.  Insights into the underlying psychic structure of society can be 

used either to destroy or to enhance currently existing reality. In the first text, the intent is 

to shatter – the black subject is also shattered, along with his British host, in this text.  In 

the second text, the intent is to surgically remove the pathological (ideologically 

destructive) parts of Zimbabwean society, and to soothe the whole.   

Shamanistic interventions are primed to work upon the parts of our psyche that 

would generally remain unconscious.  They are designed to expand our consciousness by 

breaking down the narrow self-identifications we draw upon, so that we become in our own 

eyes and in the eyes of others either victims or victimisers.  By seeing more of the whole, 

we understand more about who we have turned out to be, in a particular historical time and 

place.   Expanding consciousness leads to a form of enlightenment that can enable us to 

overcome bigotry and small-mindedness based on fear and repression.  At the same time, 

unless there is already an inner incentive to expand consciousness, this will be unlikely to 

occur.  That is why the shaman uses his knowledge of depth psychology – including the use 

of pranks, emotional coercion and other tricks up his sleeve – in order to get us to come 

around to more enlightened point of view.   

Of course, such efforts on his part, to double himself so as to see more, lead 

ultimately to deep, spiritual fatigue.    The shaman is no more and no less than a 

bodily/physical bridge between the ‘spirit world’ of the repressed, unconscious aspects of 
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society, and the real, material world, where real life politics is played out.  Furthermore, 

since he is a bridge, he needs to make sure that both sides of his identity – his ‘spiritual’ 

side, and his rational, reasoning side – are kept in balance.  If this does not occur, if the 

pressures from life and the emotional tensions get too much, then he will find himself in a 

state of imbalance, will no longer be able to double himself as before, and will lose the 

capacity to use his shamanistic powers.  This state is known, in shamanistic milieus, as 

‘soul loss’ and it is the condition we will examine in the next chapter of Marechera's life – 

the final chapter of this thesis.  
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CHAPTER 8: MINDBLAST – ‘SOUL LOSS’ AND THE LOGIC OF 

POLITICAL NONCONFORMITY.  
 

A recurrent theme within the scope of shamanism is ‘soul loss’ as elucidated by first name 

here Ingerman's  book on new age shamanism, title of the book here (1991). Castaneda also 

engages directly with ‘soul loss’ (1969: 143), and this chapter deals with that issue.  Soul 

loss, as a concept, forms part of the internal logic of shamanism, since a shaman is a kind of 

warrior who enters the subterranean realm of consciousness (social and personal), which is 

governed by drives towards power that may contradict his own.  He does battle in this 

realm, by getting to know how these forces relate to power and how they operate.  This is a 

dangerous business.  The executive function of the cerebral cortex must be kept strong and 

primed for action, but engagement with the unconscious and its irrationality can lead to a 

loss of the balance that a shaman needs to maintain between the forces of the unconscious 

mind and those of the conscious mind.    

Marechera's particular dilemma was the result of the confluence of difficult past 

experiences with difficult experiences in the present.   Upon return to Harare from the UK 

in 1982, he spent about two years living on the streets.  This came about after he broke with 

the white South African film director, Chris Austen (Veit-Wild 2004: 281-283), who was 

going to make a movie out of his novella, The House of Hunger.   The author, mercurial at 

the best of times in his relationships with authority figures, refused to cooperate sufficiently 

in the project and after just a few weeks, had to give up the hotel suite, which had been paid 

for by the film company. He had concluded that the film director was interpreting his ghetto 

characters in a one-dimensional way, and treating the black film staff he had employed in a 

dismissive manner. (Veit-Wild 2004: 285).  Marechera's decision to resort to life on the 

streets, rather than compromise his political ethics may have had as much to do with the 

sense of being controlled by another triggering an underlying case of post-traumatic stress 

disorder.   According to Mardi John Horowitz, symptoms of signs of stress response can 

include:  hyper-vigilance (being excessively alert), startle reactions, illusions or 

misperceptions, bad dreams, hallucinations, intrusive images or thoughts while awake, re-

enactments of a serious life event, rumination or preoccupation, difficulty in dispelling 
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thoughts and feelings, and/or pangs of emotion.  Post-traumatic stress disorders, according 

to Horowitz, go ‘beyond [these] symptoms and signs’ in the sense that the illness has a 

situational feature and the signs and symptoms which include ‘re-experiences (intrusions), 

avoidances (denial and numbing) and increased arousal’ are not present prior to the trauma 

(Horowitz 1997: 31-33).   

As I have noted before
57

 Marechera felt that his stuttering was triggered by a sense 

of ‘being controlled’.  Unfortunately, living without a roof is not any solution to PTSD, but 

as Marechera's writing in the journal extract published in Mindblast shows, hyper-arousal 

and a startled response became a very real part of his experience (if they were actually 

suppressed by the author before) due to the muggings he experienced, whilst sleeping in the 

rough. In his personal journal part of Mindblast, Marechera writes:  ‘And this is one thing I 

have learned, from coming back home.  To sleep with the whole body alert for sudden 

violence.  To sleep aware that any hand, any eye, any boot out there – these people passing 

by looking at me with quizzical eyes – may mean my death.’ (Marechera 1984: 148)  To 

choose to live ‘wild’, as the author did, most likely so as not to be controlled by any 

member of the establishment, was clearly not a cure for Marechera's mental trauma.
58

  Yet, 

it must have seemed to the author the best solution to his need to make a statement about 

freedom, at the time.   For a writer for whom the personal was also the political – who also 

sought to live in such a way as to make a general commentary about the level of political 

consciousness of society as a whole – the opportunity to test his own resolve by living on 

the margins must have been too good to pass up.   

 

However, to return to my earlier point, the numbing symptoms described above, the 

avoidance tendencies are also associated with PTSD, and the tendency towards hyper-

arousal (that sets one apart from the rest of societal consciousness, which proceeds at an 

easy-going, plodding pace) can lead to a sense of the inner loss of identity.  When the 

executive force of the higher brain is weakened and the lower mind starts to gain in 

                                                 

57
 See: Chapter 1 

58
 According to Judith Herman, ‘the features of post-traumatic stress disorder that become most exaggerated in 

chronically traumatized people are avoidance or constriction’ (Herman 1992: 87). 
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dominance, madness, rather than shamanistic practice, takes over. (Similarly, if there is 

strong repression of the lower mind by the higher mind, ‘soul loss’ would also result from 

the imbalance.)  Marechera faced many difficulties upon his return to Harare to write, and 

some, involving Zimbabwean authorities, were quite concrete and substantial, and would 

have added to his emotional load.   He has had interactions with Zimbabwe's secret police, 

the CIO (Marechera 1984: 133-134), who were keeping watch over his activities as a 

writer.  There is no reason to doubt him.    Many outspoken Zimbabweans of Marechera's 

time – and still unto to the present day – have had brusque encounters with the CIO.  Some, 

Like Jestina Mukoko, a civil rights activist, have had more gruesome and prolonged 

encounters with the forces of Mugabe's regime, for criticising it.  However, his battle to 

recover from an encroaching sense of soul loss is what I am interested in here.  One can 

understand this in the light of battle fatigue. 

 

In Mindblast, Marechera writes out of an experience of raw exposure to Harare’s 

streets and culture.  His writing is both practically relevant to readers who want to 

understand the realities of the culture of Harare and the politics of post-independence 

Zimbabwe.  It is shamanistic in the sense that the writer’s perceptive nerves and emotional 

sensibilities are heightened by the extreme nature of his experiences, which are positioned 

experientially between wilderness and civilisation, as he lived under the stars and on 

Harare’s streets.   The writer mediates between death, as an imminent possibility, and the 

ongoing nature of life.  His marginal status (as a homeless person) and exposure to danger 

gives the author’s messages an immediacy that they otherwise would not have had.  It also 

allows the author to weave his own sense of adventure and creativity into his public 

identity, embellishing it with qualities of daring and intrigue.  At the same time, the writer 

is not physically well, due to excessive drinking and the rough life he’s been leading.  

Marechera's autobiographical self-portrayal goes thus: ‘But no one understands your 

poetry.  No one wants to publish it.  And you are sick.  I've seen you coughing blood.’ 

(Marechera 1994: 60)  Indeed it very much seems as if his earlier sense of trauma, 

experienced as a youth growing up in Vengere Township, is exacerbated, as said above, by 

the fear of being mugged as he sleeps and the fact that his activities are scrutinised by 

Zimbabwe’s secret police. 
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The issue, nonetheless, that this chapter addresses, is the one of identity, and how it 

is maintained and how it may be lost.   To do this requires a recap of psychological theory.  

For the identity that one obtains during the natural processes of psychological development 

as a child is not the identity that the shamanistic type holds valuable, nor is it the one that 

he seeks to enhance through his death defying experiences or ‘shamanistic journeys’.  

Rather the opposite is true.  So let us look at the danger to genuine living that a normative, 

conventional identity can present.  Marechera has already stated that his purpose in his 

writing is to ‘short-circuit’ the ways in which people think, to get them to see themselves in 

their full human potentiality when they look at themselves in the mirror.  In terms of the 

patterns of conventional psychological development, (as described in terms of the Lacanian 

‘mirror phase’ when one looks into the mirror and encounters a unified self (basis for ego) 

for the first time (Evans 1996:115).
59

 To have a fixed and stable identity is a positive 

development, yet along with this development is an attendant danger, which Lacan 

recognised in his paradigm of the ego lacking deeper psychological content: 

The mirror stage shows that the ego is the product of misunderstanding […] 

and the site where the subject becomes alienated from himself (Evans 1996: 

116). 

The passage goes on to state that the child enters, at the stage, the ‘imaginary order’ 

(Evans 1996: 116), which is ‘rooted in the subject's relationship to his own body’ (Evans 

1996: 83). The danger, from the point of view of my shamanistic model, is that this 

identity, which allows one to transcend the chaos of a selfhood that is intra-psychologically 

mingled with others also represents an ultimate danger – that one will come to identify the 

‘true self’ as being the one represented in the mirror, whilst the truly genuine inner self 

(that is, the one capable of experiencing the deeper levels of pain and joy and the anguish of 

human existence) languishes on the side-lines of existence. In terms of post-Kleinian 

theoretical postulates, the true self can end up languishing in the recesses of the psyche as a 

vestigial, ‘pre-Oedipal’ psychological development, and not engaging with the present in a 
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fully conscious way.  This is the nature of the pathology that Donald Meltzer elaborates on 

in his book, The Claustrum (1992).  

 

As someone who had shamanistic awareness of the deeper levels of the psyche that 

underlie the conscious processes of ego, Marechera would have been aware that if one 

looks in the mirror and sees nothing more than one's ego ideal – that is, the self that, one 

feels necessary to present to the outside world in order to gain approval from it – then one 

will not have access to the authentic levels of self, which can be associated in Nietzsche's 

and Bataille's terms with the concept of ‘instinct’.
60

  But once (and if) we see it, a different 

kind of self-knowledge will give us access to our buried emotional and intellectual 

potential.  Marechera’s last work to be published whilst he was still living was called 

Mindblast, Or the Definitive Buddy (henceforth referred to as Mindblast),.  The meaning of 

‘Mindblast’ is explained in terms of the description I have given above.  However, the 

‘definitive buddy’ needs a little more explanation, as it is the spiritual double of the typical 

inauthentic self, whose institutionalized ways of thinking Marechera wants to, as I have just 

suggested, ‘short-circuit’ (Veit-Wild 2004: 40).  

  

This self (conceptualised in this thesis as our ‘primeval’ level of consciousness)
61 

also languishes under the skin of society at large, and beneath the surface of its 

consciousness – for the post-Oedipal self is one that functions on the basis of repression of 

self-knowledge, including knowledge of this prior self, who still exists but whose self 

expression has also been repressed.  In Mindblast, Marechera takes to the streets of Harare 

to live out a life that seeks to be in tune with the authentic self.  To the degree that we, as 

readers, are living inauthentic lives based on credulity towards our false mirror selves, 

Marechera’s role in Mindblast is revealed as our doppelgänger and ‘definitive buddy’, in  

living out a vital and spontaneous existence, at the cost of the warmth and comforts of 
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‘civilisation’.  He is in this sense our alter ego, the living embodiment of the normatively 

repressed ‘inner self’, acting out spontaneous fantasies in a matter that is often dissociated 

from concrete reality.  

As for the important historical and social context of Marechera's writing – it was 

published in 1984, and Orwell's 1984 forms much of the background meaning and political 

critique of newly liberated Zimbabwe that is the scope of this book.  Certainly this is a 

project that had to be tackled by somebody in human history, but it was one that required 

courage.  In the manner of the French stylists of high fashion, who regularly produce their 

season’s styles in representational forms that are far too sheer or far too short for average 

consumption, Marechera tends to tackle his projects in the most extreme manner, perhaps 

to delight us and seduce our senses as to other possibilities of living, as well as to change 

our minds about attitudes are both acceptable and necessary for existence.  He lived on the 

streets for about two years, after the situation with the film-maker I have described.  It is 

also the case that his other options (that is, leaving Zimbabwe immediately) were cut off, 

after he was denied a passport by the ZANU PF government to exit the country, and had 

nowhere else to go and no job.  This experience, too, seems to have perpetuated his PTSD, 

rather than benefited him by developing his self-possession, which is what shamanistic 

experiences are constructed to do.   One could hypothesise, in fact, that there is a link 

between shamanistic dissociation and PTSD
62

 in the sense that this illness of memory might 

well lead towards a sense of the disintegration of character structure (that sense of 

‘scattering’ which Anton Ehrenzweig, in The Hidden Order of Art saw to be related to the 

force of Thanatos.): 

In many ways creativity and mental illness are opposite sides of the same 

coin.  The blocking of creativity through ego rigidity is apt to unleash 

theself-destructive fury of the superego, which is otherwise absorbed and 

neutralized by the periodic decomposition of the ego during creativity. 

[…](Ehrenzweig 1971: 212).   
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It also seems that Marechera’s attention had turned away from healing himself, 

towards an attempt to heal society.   The two are not entirely mutually exclusive, though, as 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari point out in their article, ‘Psychoanalysis and Ethnology’ 

(1975).
63

  There is a better way of understanding what is at stake in terms of societal 

sickness or healing.   It is the ‘reptilian’
64

 part of the brain that has the predominant and 

‘primitive’ function when one is homeless and in danger of not surviving at all. Its 

existence and function underlies the violent nature of Marechera's experience of the ‘social’ 

nature of existence (as a form of the political nature of existence) in Mindblast.   As I have 

argued before, this level of the brain seems acutely tuned to things political.
65

 Marechera 

quite obviously perceived his experiences ‘shamanistically’ in a way that ruptured old ways 

of thinking, effectively plumbing the depths of his trauma in a state of ego de-

differentiation that allowed him to become the everyday Zimbabwean's ‘definitive buddy’. 

Whereas his past works look at the world from the perspective of the maze that is 

Marechera’s own psyche (and which includes potent elements of his psychological history 

and upbringing), in Mindblast, the author has turned his way of thinking towards an 

absolute identification of himself with the city of Harare and to its half psychologically 

submerged political and cultural qualities (psychologically accessible only to a writer or a 

seer).  This is how Marechera describes a typical experience he has on the streets: 

 

There are a lot of guys right here who've got the maddest notions in the 

world and each day all they are waiting for is to act out their weird 

descriptions. Just like I am doing. You look them in the eye and that's that. 

You've had it. It's like looking the Ancient Mariner in the eye. Afore ya 
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know the yarn you already It. No escape from their mazes. No exit from 

Brooklyn.
66

  

Only the Sartre nausea. Only the mesmerizing outsideness with Albert 

Camus shouting: ‘Seconds out. Round twenty-first century!’ and you know 

you gotta fight and fight till you're down and the chips and the odds and the 

neuroses are hanging out like your intestines after the knife fight. There they 

are hanging out like nothing in the bloody world. [...]  

How enticing, the notion of uniqueness -- suddenly dispelled by the raucous 

voice, the shrieked insult, the horrible truth under the fine skin of humanity. 

Were I a pathologist, a forensic scientist in the police murder laboratory ... 

What the means? Why the irrevocable? How the exit of these Hararean 

mazes? (Marechera 1984: 146-147) 

 The ‘Hararean mazes’ that the author enters are the states of mind and experience 

that he must encounter in order to discover how to ‘get through’ to Zimbabwean readers, by 

speaking to them where they are.  He cited his frustration with impediments placed on him 

as a writer: ‘During his last years Marechera often claimed that he had been silenced not 

only by the Zimbabwean state but also by local publishers’ (Veit-Wild 2004: 337). Thus 

Harare and Zimbabwe presented new challenges for the writer/shaman to partake in his 

vocation. By heeding his calling he endangered himself but was undeterred! They are 

mazes as they consist of the contradictory and jarring sensations of the streets, the 

hypnotically one-eyed visions and ambitions of those who are also living out these 

anoedipal
67

 (that is, at very least, anarchistic, if not downright ‘mad’) fantasies. They are 

also the manifestation of a departing and yet still alluring notion of personal uniqueness, 

and the competitive looks of the spirit mediums (n'angas) of Harare, who sense something 
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peculiar about the author’s vocation (Marechera 1984: 147).  To get out of the maze, the 

author has to encounter and overcome his worst fears.  Living out in the open – that is to 

say, outside of the framework of civilisation and its mores – is to risk regression to a state 

that I have suggested to be developmentally linked to ‘lizard brain’ consciousness.  

   

Entering such a state facilitates a level of communication that occurs ‘beneath 

society’s skin’.  This communication style is immediate and urgent than regular 

communication.  Also, the content of such communication is indicative of how any subject 

is situated in relation to broader schemes of power.  Hence, Marechera speaks of what he 

finds here, as ‘the horrible truth under the fine skin of so-called humanity’ (Marechera 

1984: 147).  The encounter with truth at this level is hardly promising in terms of giving the 

author a way out of his existential dilemma of having to stay in Harare.  It may not produce 

the sought-for book, which will allow him to break through and speak to Harareans in a 

way that resonates with them.    

 

Marechera’s books in general, though, have always presented the issue of power 

over others as a problem to which there is no easy solution.  Intellectually he tackles the 

problem of having to submit to the political power exercised over him by pointing it out.  In 

lived experience he embraces the existential danger entailed in going against the grain of 

societal expectations.  Risking too much and risking too little, both entail their respective 

sorts of danger, as Marechera knew.  Was it more rational to gamble one way rather than in 

the other way?  To put one’s whole life on the line, however, in an attempt to write a break-

through book, was foolhardy.  One needs psychological energy in reserve if one is to 

preserve one’s sense of self-value, for writing a book is a hugely emotionally exhausting 

enterprise.  One’s fundamental psychological focus can become shattered.  There are signs  

of this ‘soul loss’ in the final story published about Buddy, who cannot sustain the pain of 

responsibility of the shamanistic wound, and loses his ability to distinguish between his 

own writing and that of a young woman with poetical aspirations but no talent.   

During the time he was still homeless, the writer has a sporadic affair with a 

German schoolteacher working in Zimbabwe. She finally abandons him and the writer of 
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Mindblast sees his task in facing his sense of loss in finding out how ‘to spit the atom of the 

story and in the mindblast survive the theme [that is] psychological holocaust’ (Marechera 

1994:  144).  The psychological holocaust would be the result of analysing what had led to 

his break with his lost love, Olga.  The question could be addressed to the process of 

writing generally, and simply restructured: ‘How much energy must one use in order to get 

through to others without entirely destroying one’s self?’  

Marechera’s life has already taught him that a cage is often waiting for him, and that 

he must be as wily as a cat to escape it.   In the Prologue section of one of the sub-books 

(entitled ‘Part Two: Grimknife Jr's Story’, which follows on from ‘Part One: The Skin of 

Time: plays by Buddy’), the writer depicts his character as one who would try to escape the 

constrictions of authoritarian social control, as a ‘juvenile delinquent’.  The authoritarian 

who uses methods of sophistry in order to re-educate the boy, to bring him in line with 

conformity to society’s expectations is Rix the Cat.  The name ‘Rix’ contains an 

autobiographical reference to Len Rix, a University of Rhodesia lecturer in the English 

Department (Veit-Wild 2004: 173ff).  Correspondence between Rix and Sir William 

Hayter, Warden of New College, Oxford, reveal that Len Rix was determined that 

Marechera should stay in place at New College and not be sent back to Rhodesia for 

disorderly conduct (Viet-Wild 2004: 174).  Hayter goes on to describe Marechera's conduct 

in detail, adding that the psychiatric hospital there had not considered Marechera to be ‘in 

their sense mentally ill; they describe him as psychopathic, i.e. he has a personality disorder 

for which there is no treatment’ (Veit-Wild 2004: 175).  It is clear from this correspondence 

that whatever was troubling Marechera, there was no efficient diagnosis for it.  The most 

likely reason for this is that Marechera's condition was made up of an unusual confluence 

of complex PTSD symptoms (which prevented him from submitting to authorities) and 

political activism, including ‘propaganda of the deed’ (for instance, the attempt to set fire to 

the college, which Hayter mentions) (Veit-Wild 2004: 175).  It seems that Marechera was 

intent upon signalling that he would not be controlled either by (what he must have felt to 

be) the tacit manipulation that was present in acts of kindness (such as allowing him to 

come and study at Oxford) or more overt forms of authoritarian control and ‘persuasion’: to 

Marechera, these were both the same. 
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Rix's method of entrapment is patently obvious – the use of logic.  Yet, even in 

employing the techniques of brainwashing, it is the one who has already endured the 

shamanistic ‘mindblast’ who is capable of outwitting the interrogator.   Marechera portrays 

himself as a ‘juvenile delinquent’ who is more than that.   He has already mastered the 

interrogator's technique through a mode of shamanistic adaptation that turns authoritarian 

madness against itself, in a mode of madness that is arguably a higher form of sanity.   Rix 

wants the delinquent to admit that 2+2 = 4, but the author as delinquent has already realised 

(though shamanistic initiation) that reality is malleable, and also more concrete than the 

abstractions that the big brothers society (especially its shrinks) would like one to imagine:   

‘Let's get on to two and two.’ 

‘Two plus two is four.  Correct?’ Rix had put on his magisterial voice again. 

‘No.  I didn't feel four when you said it.’ 

‘Well what did you feel this time?’ 

‘Two plus two is being thrown out of a house because you do not have the 

money for the rent.’ 

Rix the giant cat straightened his tail into a stiff brush.  ‘What else?’ he 

asked ominously. 

The boy's head started to ache.  He said, ‘Two plus two is a cat and a mouse 

disguised as a Reorientation Officer and a mental delinquent’ (Marechera: 

1984: 48). 

Note that even the absurdity of this kind of interchange ought not to be permitted as 

a stereotype, according to Marechera's plea, for both parties are not what they really are – 

which is to say what they are capable of being as fully fledged human beings, but are in 

‘disguise’ as something lesser, something more like the bare bones of the archetypes: ‘a 

Reorientation Officer and a mental delinquent’.  The interchange above echoes a reference 

from Orwell's 1984, concerning the issue of brainwashing, to which Marechera makes his 

indirect reference in this first story in Mindblast.  Winston becomes brainwashed towards 

accepting the party line (a reference, in Marechera's terms to ZANU-PF, the ruling part of 

Zimbabwe and its line) when he concedes that 2+2=5: 
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He put the white knight back in its place, but for the moment he could not 

settle down to serious study of the chess problem. His thoughts wandered 

again. Almost unconsciously he traced with his finger in the dust on the 

table:  

 

2+2=5  

 

'They can't get inside you,' she had said. But they could get inside you. 

'What happens to you here is forever,' O'Brien had said. That was a true 

word. There were things, your own acts, from which you could never 

recover. Something was killed in your breast: burnt out, cauterized out 

(Orwell 1950: 290). 

Marechera, in making this reference to brainwashing under the pressures of 

authoritarian control is also obliquely referring to his situation in the ‘ghetto’ of Vengere, 

which led to his madness (which, upon recovery, became shamanistic initiation).   

Something had also been ‘burnt out, cauterized out’ in him, at that time – namely naïve 

trust.  In terms of this experience, he is a man who has been through a furnace that emptied 

him of his naïve trust, and caused him to believe that he must create his own reality in order 

to survive. He knows that a ‘juvenile delinquent’, after all, is the stereotype bestowed by 

conservative regimes on those who will not follow in the paths allotted for them – that is, 

by taking up a nine-to-five job, and opting for a home in the suburbs.  

The cat, Rix, represents authoritarianism and the game of ‘cat and mouse’ that 

various authorities (including, as mentioned before, the CIO) were playing with the writer 

during his time in Zimbabwe. (The writer had earlier attempted to leave the country by 

plane, but had been prevented from doing so by government advised airport authorities.)   

Marechera’s writing in Mindblast expresses the quintessential outsider’s 

perspective.  It is the perspective advanced by Georges Bataille, particularly when he said 

that ‘human striving is no longer directed at powerful and majestic limits; it now aspires, on 

the contrary, to anything that can deliver it from established tranquillity’ (Bataille 1985: 
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217).  There is wilfulness in exploring the possibilities of living life on the streets, 

especially in terms of the possibilities of producing publishable material.  This side of 

Marechera’s way of thinking should not be overlooked.  Yet, how is his work shamanistic?  

It’s in the link between having been ‘marked for suffering’ in a deep way and being in a 

position to convey something important to others.  The shamanistic motif is clear in the 

story sequences about ‘Buddy’ who is another persona for Marechera, living and surviving 

on the streets.   This particular Marechera persona is stabbed in the side one day.  

Marechera’s writing is never without autobiographical significance – and it appears that 

this stabbing is shamanistic, pointing to the author’s psyche as having been wounded, and 

the author’s status as that of a ‘wounded healer’.  It seems that unconsciously, Marechera’s 

two years of life on the streets was lived out in an attempt to find a remedy to heal a sick 

Zimbabwe.  Through one’s own existential crises, a shaman one can often find remedies for 

healing others.  In archaic shamanistic terms, making oneself sick is a means to encounter 

spirits that may be of assistance.  Thus, part of Bataille’s seemingly ‘shamanistic’ 

meditation is:  ‘The depth of the sky, lost space is joy before death: everything is 

profoundly cracked’ (Bataille 198: 238).
68

  

What would it be like if the fantasy of that-which-is-sacred came to Earth -- not as 

transcendence (which is mere suggestiveness of an idea), but as integral, experienced 

reality? The loss of a father at an early age might trigger such an explosion of knowledge of 

the sacred, as ‘God’ becomes immanence, again, and all things take on an animistic hue 

(imbued of the sacred). Then the Universe would continue to expand in an unbound way, 

its meanings and purposes stretching out to limits that God-the-Father can no longer put a 

lid on. The sense of being safely ensconced within a limited, but already-known Universe 

would disappear.  Death would take a step closer to the observing and questioning subject -

- whose existence is no longer metaphysically assured. (One would have to get to know 

death intimately, and to live along with it, as part of life.) Yet life itself and Eros and the 

sacred would also come crowding in. In all, the fantasy that concerns the meaning of life 

                                                 

68
 Marechera's ‘liminal’ or outsider status made it possible for him to speak to those across a broader spectrum of 

otherwise separate social and political identities, for he grasped the meaning of human alienation on a fundamental 

(primeval) level. 
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would become more complex. This is, I would suggest, the nature of the shaman's world, 

and it is also Marechera's.  Not that he always chose it, but dissociation from the body was 

lucrative so long as one could bring back something from the experience – some mystical 

sensation or tale of an adventure.   Failing that, one would remain lost in the ‘spirit world’, 

which is to say, trapped in the paranoid-schizoid position that Anton Ehrenzweig makes so 

much of, as a state of mind facilitative of artistic creativity.  Thus, this thesis comes full 

circle: 

My father’s mysterious death when I was eleven taught me – like nothing 

would ever have done –that everything, including people, is unreal. That, 

like Carlos Castaneda’s Don Juan, I had to weave my own descriptions of 

reality into the available fantasy we call the world. I describe and live my 

descriptions. This, in African lore, is akin to witchcraft. My people could  

never again see me as anything but ‘strange’. It hurt, for the strangeness was 

not of my own making; I was desperately cynical for the descriptions were 

the only weird things I cared to name ‘truth’. They were the heart of my 

writing and I did not want to explain my descriptions because they had 

become my soul, fluid and flowing with the phantom universe in which our 

planet is but a speck among gigantic galaxies (Marechera 1984: 123). 

 

If the ego is strong enough, and one operates at a level of danger, anxiety may 

become a catalyst to knowledge and to thinking.  Conversely, if the ego is weak, and one 

operates at a level of danger, anxiety may lead to ego disintegration and confusion. That is 

why the shaman is one who walks a fine line: Entering situations that provoke anxiety that 

he may learn from the experiences, on the one hand; and on the other, attempting not to be 

overwhelmed by those situations to the degree that his ego falls apart. To master ‘spirits’, 

there must be at least some risk in mastering them -- and the greater the danger, the greater 

the prestige that accrues to the one who conquers the unknown. ‘Terror’ is therefore 

indispensable to a shamanistic figure, as is a ‘totem of truth’, as per Marechera's poem, the 

‘Throne of Bayonets’ (Marechera 1984: 75).  By means of a mentally determined tolerance 

of anxiety in the face of terror, one sees more clearly that which others resist seeing (in 

resisting the anxiety of seeing more than is comfortable to see.) The capacity to see more is 
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a burden that partly (or completely) submerges the viewer in the realm of panic, Thanatos, 

and disintegration, and thus compels him to doubt that what he sees in a more stable state 

of mind is the complete truth. 

 Marechera’s submerged psychological identity (previously depicted by him as a 

‘manfish’)
69

 is less than completely human as he has less than human agency in his role as 

seer.  Rather, he sees relationships between things (specifically, he sees ‘politics’ as half-

concealed forces of pressure, in the raw), but does not see the other aspects of  people that 

make them unique. He must ascend from his paranoid-schizoid state of psychological 

regression in this water world in order to make sense of his experiences below the surface. 

If he can, then the terror he has endured has been of use, as he has been able to tame 

threatening and disturbing spirits. The chance is always that he will not return if the anxiety 

proves to be too much. Then he might succumb to a spirit that counsels disbelief in one's 

self, leading to death. Whilst I suggest that Marechera ‘heals’ himself and his readers, he 

often does so violently – in the same sense that a surgeon is violent. He wants to force us to 

encounter the full reality of our experience in the world, without employing the common 

defence of switching off and repressing knowledge of those realities which could cause 

ongoing anxiety.  This is the meaning of the term ‘mindblast’ – a shaking up of 

thesubjective and emotional awareness of the world, in order to facilitate greater tolerance 

for anxiety and, in turn, greater objective knowledge of our circumstances, on the basis of 

anxiety-toleration.   

 

Marechera, like an Old Testament prophet, embodies the illness of the society that 

he wishes to cure.  By putting himself in an extreme situation, he is like the scientist who 

deliberately allows himself to contract a disease in order to test various antidotes on his 

own body.  He encounters the extremes of emotional experience, living on park benches, 

and doubting the efficacy of his art.  The necessary illness that precedes any holistic cure is 

through an encounter with the insuperable ‘otherness’ of the world:   
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 See Chapter 3. 
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The schizoid element in the personality […] ‘dreads emotional 

experience’ […] He/she asks, ‘What is the point of railing against 

your lot when it will (apparently) do no good, and when nothing will 

change?’  This meeting with what seems like the insuperable power 

of the other/reality is what destroys the individual  […] (West 2007: 

229). 

Later, according to West's depiction of a psychological type, Job has ‘stood up like 

a man’ [...] It is not, a question, ultimately of right or wrong, winning or losing, Job has 

gained not because he triumphed over God – he has not (he ‘repents in dust and ashes’) —

but because he has become congruent with, and has integrated, his emotional core.’  (West 

2007: 230).  The shaman’s approach is designed to lead to a healing that takes place 

through an encounter, which includes the violence and disruption of the stable but relatively 

devitalised psyche.  Marechera was intuitively developing an experiential formulation that 

should, according to a writer of the British school of psychoanalysis linked to Wilfred 

Bion, lead to knowledge:  

Time and again the mind trembles on the brink of symbol-formation, in 

depressive/paranoid-schizoid oscillation.  The tremendous field of force set 

up by the confrontation between Love and Hate results in dramatic rescue by 

the K-link,
70

 the dormant but innate desire for knowledge that changes the 

catastrophe-disaster into ‘catastrophic change’, a structural development 

within the mind owing to incorporation of a new idea (Williams 2005: 189). 

The disruption of chaos making may be Dionysian, but so is shamanistic ‘ecstasy’, 

and the pleasure you receive in life without the additional quantum of pain attached is 

hardly so pleasurable.  Healing and wounding cannot be separated experientially, although 

they may be separated conceptually.  Although Marechera’s personal journey ending 

                                                 

70
 'K' is ‘a learning function’ (relating to early childhood psychology), according to psychoanalyst, Bion  (Bion 1994: 98).  

The K-link is therefore the connection the subject makes with the world through the desire to learn something. 
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prematurely – with his AIDS-related death – intuitively and creatively he was following the 

path to greater integration of self-knowledge, that is, shamanistically.  In a shamanistic 

voyage, the subject effectively dissociates from a rational and linear conception of space 

and time to enter a timeless and multidimensional universe (Godwin 1991) wherein 

fragments of past experiences, particularly traumas, may be scattered far and wide.  Soul 

journeying is an experience within the ‘paranoid-schizoid position’ in which all aspects of 

meaning seem to have an absolute and eternal quality to them.  Meaning is not relativised 

by linear time or in the context of one’s relationship to others as viewed in a positivistic 

light (as is the case in normal perception).  Rather, ‘probabilities’ as per the waves versus 

particles idea of physics elucidated by Bohm (Godwin 1991), and awareness of group 

dynamics hold sway.  These aspects are not grasped logically, in terms of cause and effect, 

but intuitively, at a subliminal, visceral level of awareness. Consider (in our current 

revisitation of the poem of the ‘Throne of Bayonets, for it is in Mindblast, too): Why does 

Marechera as a ‘psychopomp’
71

 offer kachasu to the spirits of the dead freedom fighters? 

Doesn't he know that (according to its reputation) it is made out of such ghastly things?   

 

According to many Zimbabweans, its contents are extremely random.  One told me 

that she knew it to be made of hedge clippings, rotten fruit, and other things found on the 

rubbish tip. But it is this chaos, composed of disturbing contents, that is offered up 

for‘healing’ or for dead freedom fighter nourishment.  Yet such dubious ingredients 

supplied chaotically by Nature herself, such an improvisation, whose contents disrupt and 

disturb our sensibilities, as well as promise to heal them, are the medicine that the shaman 

offers in order to console the dead. In Shona society spirits are offered traditionally brewed 

millet or sorghum beer. Marechera’s appeasement of dead guerrillas with kachasu borders 

on the profane. Perhaps he reckoned they were turning and screaming in their graves 

because the freedom that they had fought hard to bring was nowhere within reach of the 

ordinary people and therefore only a potent dose of kachasu would heal their spirits.  The 

shaman sets himself apart from the traditional healer in his more radical approach to 
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 See Eliade 194: 205ff, regarding the shaman as ‘psychopomp’.  A psychopomp is one who is responsible for guiding 

the souls of the newly dead. 
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healing and recovery.  Although his tone is mocking, his intent to change society from the 

roots is deadly serious. Marechera lives his life by his wits, but is always in danger of being 

thoroughly outwitted. 

 

Notably, his writing is in a way ‘more at home’, too, in this cultural context.  His 

manner of storytelling, using animals like ‘Rix’ the cat, to elucidate his points, corresponds 

to the cultural mode of mythological story telling practices of Shona society.  This is a 

modernisation of the Shona form of storytelling, exemplified by the fable.    Most Shona 

storytelling abounds with mythical animals. Akin to the way that oral histories rewrite the 

past in the light of the subjective qualities of the present, a shamanistic reading of history is 

approached through the subjectivity of the shaman’s own ethnic unconscious, including the 

quality of PTSD he had, due to being under authoritarian colonial rule.  He writes from the 

point of view of expressing the states of his own mind and body, and interprets his 

emotions in relation to events occurring in the broader culture.  The rewriting of history to 

make it seem to flatter the ideals of Black Nationalism would not have appealed to 

Marechera any more than the white, colonial version of history. 

 

  One could not understand Marechera without recognising his acute awareness of 

how history gives us our identities, and how there can be simultaneous influences on us that 

are not necessarily in logical accord with each other, and which may even be, in some 

ways, contradictory. These aspects of his thinking make it seem like he had taken up a 

postmodernist reading of the way things are. Whilst there are some superficial similarities 

between Marechera’s writing and the ideas of Lyotard (in his opposition to ‘grand 

narratives’ [Waters 1999: 190, 202]), and whilst, as Flora Veit-Wild saw, Bakhtin’s theory 

of the carnivalesque (Marechera 1992a: 18) certainly got some play in the multiple 

characters and perspectives in The Black Insider, for instance, and indeed, whilst there is 

more than ample material for considering that deconstruction is a key approach in 

Marechera’s literary arsenal – his writing is still not postmodernist, but shamanistic. 

Whereas the techniques the writer uses do rupture our sense of a normative, fixed, 

universalising sense of reality and morality, they do not do so in order to throw us into 
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mental disarray or to tease us with their complexity so much as appealing to the sense of 

liveliness that we had in us as children, that has probably been repressed. Marechera’s 

writing would contain no political message, if it only entailed an injunction to disperse and 

scatter. There is another strain of meaning in the works, in that case: A deeper pulse. It lies 

underneath the writer’s flourishes and anarchistic, destructive gestures concerning the 

hypocrisies he saw in so much of culture and civilisation.  

The attraction to redemption through destruction must seem odd from the point of 

view of a different time and place. From the point of view of today's time and place, when 

it is vital to hang on, defending against a constantly encroaching sequence of disasters (or is 

it a chain?): Global warming, the global financial crisis, fires, floods. Today, one wearily 

stays on one's feet to do battle, whereas there was once a time, once a place, where a sense 

that a disaster had already taken place catastrophically allowed one to lie down and rest 

awhile to contemplate its meaning. Consider how Marechera's Mindblast reflects the 

Zimbabwe of the early to mid-1980s. Harare of that time is the scene of catastrophic 

change. History still marches on – but in terms of irony (or farce), for the tragedy (of war) 

that was, has already been superseded. Many have had their minds ‘blasted’ by the decade 

and a half of war years. They are the relics of humanity found on the city streets, holding 

together what remains of soul and body. 

The best part of their lives has been used up by the intensity of rapid change. The 

monster of the psyche lurking in the city square is the measure of how much the threat of 

death has presided over the form and process of their lives. Now that the tragedy is no 

longer a part of life's process, it is sorely missed. Another life form springs up – that of the 

bohemian and Rastafarian. It casts a fragile look around, driving roots deep into the cracks 

appearing in the concrete of the past. What can one perceive – unless infinity – with minds 

that have been used up by trauma? 

Marechera's feeling – that he was a man ‘to whom everything under the sun had 

really happened’ (Marechera 1979: 82), was in a way an argument against his present 

society for having changed more than he could handle. The inner corrosions of the mind 

returned from war are threads that lead towards the meaning of the human soul. Threats 
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from muggers on the streets and the secret police are inevitable but add nothing more 

spectacular to reality than everything that one has seen before. The craving for a brilliant 

new experience that could take one out of the corroded mind is met with violence, which 

for all of its effect, has an impersonal sense about it. How can it reach the inner soul?  The 

inner soul has its own self-determinations, based on the shape of cracks and previous 

corrosions. It is unlikely that anything new can be added, although certain experiences may 

cause the cracks to shudder – the mind to recall. 

An automatic doubling of the self is the methodological key to effective memoir 

writing; however it is also self-therapeutic.  One never writes a memoir as ‘one’s self’, but 

always from a point of epistemological distance from that self, at a point from which one 

has already become ‘other’ – the definitive ‘buddy’.  To put this necessity concerning 

writing into a different perspective: Marechera writes Black Sunlight from a pre-oedipal 

perspective, whereby he apparently wallows in the immanence of his self-concepts.  

Nonetheless, the self that pertains to a very egoistic and very adult understanding of one’s 

own political self-interest frames and guides the structural development of this work.  The 

self that experiences the world and the self that takes note of the experience and determines 

its value in an overall conceptual view of one’s relationship to reality are two very different 

selves.  It is the latter self of Marechera that is wise.  However, it has been the former 

definition of self – the merely experiential (but not necessarily reflective) self – that many 

critics have chosen to focus on, as if this were all there were to Marechera and his writing.  

Thus many critics have judged him superficially according to his ‘behaviour’, rather than in 

terms of the audacity of his self-knowledge, which was what actually led him to the 

destitution of the park benches of Harare.   

In accordance with the myth of Oedipus, too much self-knowledge is dangerous, as 

it leads to self-blinding; yet a shaman is only one by having made himself free of the 

psychological laws that apply to others (hence Nietzsche's and Bataille's philosophical 

nihilism can be profoundly associated with more traditional modes of shamanism.)  A 

shaman is necessarily a liminal character in relation to society's rules and mores. What 

feeling or emotion specifically leads to this violent solution of turning upon oneself with 
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such hostility? It is the feeling of guilt -- of having wronged the natural order of things, of 

having denied, destroyed or maligned the good intentions of one's parents without meaning 

to. The good intentions of one's parents, what were they? To be free from harm, the harm 

that would inevitably take place within their peaceful sphere if one were to arrive in full 

adulthood. Hence a decision to remain a child, so as not to fulfil the ghastly prophesy of the 

oracle would represent an ultimate commitment to morality as such. One destroys oneself 

as a matter of goodwill towards one's elders so as not to end up unwittingly destroying 

them. Sometimes a facilitator, like Rix the giant cat in the ‘Prologue’ (Marechera 1984: 

45), can help one to make the right choice: 

‘Well, Grimknife, we are in this together. I am here to help you. Help you 

become a useful citizen.’ 

‘What's that--a useful citizen?’ 

‘Someone who does what he is told. Someone who says exactly what others 

say. Someone who is the splitting image of Duty, Responsibility and 

Patriotism’ (Marechera 1984: 45). 

This is the meaning of becoming civilised rather than remaining a wild man. One 

cannot simply be a ‘natural’ person who has ‘never thought’ (Marechera 1984: 46). One 

cannot simply mind one's own business. ‘Your business should further the aims of the P.E.’ 

(Marechera 1984: 47; P.E refers to the ‘progressive effort’, 45)  If failing to meet this goal, 

much is at stake, for the morality of conformity is ultimately not a question of free will as it 

is represented as being. It is a matter of necessity: 

There is something I have been ordered to tell you.’ [Rix] dropped his voice 

into a legal monotone. ‘If by midnight tonight you have not experienced the 

transformation we demand of you then you will be taken from this place to a 

place of execution and there hanged by the neck till you are dead. That is all 

(Marechera 1984: 49). 
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In the sections of the prologue that follow and take us to its end, the ‘mental 

delinquent who had been dragged here to be reoriented’ (Marechera 1984:  45) dissociates 

from the threat of his imminent death, and becomes something else through an act of the 

imagination: 

Even the youth's voice had changed. And the youth's eyes were glowing, 

luminous, brighter even than the blisteringly bright moon (Marechera 1984:  

50). 

It is the imminence of trauma that produces the spark of the imagination in such luminosity, 

facilitated as it is by a desire to be someone else, somewhere else. This is the quintessential 

shamanistic recourse to ‘soul journey’ -- a capacity of the one who has been deeply 

wounded to the core of his being. 

Psychological woundedness produces visionary imagination and a peculiar form of 

insight – shamanistic vision – that is unbowing towards authoritarian mores. Those who 

take heed of Rix's instructions to abide by standards imposed by others accept self-blinding 

(especially with regard to the fact that one abides by the law because one is coerced, and 

not of one's personal volition). However, the shaman's potential guilt is purged by the 

wounding he has received from society itself. The wounding balances the scales of justice, 

settling the score in terms of anything the initiate may have owed to society as a guilt 

offering. It thus opens his eyes and frees him from the blinding contract that commands the 

fate of Oedipus, at the cost of a wounding that keeps him awake to the material reality of 

power structures. (shamans of old are depicted in cave paintings with spears inserted into 

their sides, Lewis-Williams 2002: 276). Psychological woundedness is the way out of 

psychological conformity.  Marechera's second chapter (after the Prologue and chapter 1, 

which depicts Buddy's homelessness and hunger), starts like this: 

The knife slid into Buddy's side. He screamed, kicking out. Hewing with all 

his remaining strength a stunning blow at the face swimming before him 

((Marechera 1984:  57). 
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What or who is this knife? It is surely Grimknife Jr, from the earlier part of the text, 

initiating another shaman, paying his psychological debt for him.  What is it exactly that a 

shaman can see? The rest of the story indicates that it has something to do with the extreme 

highs and lows of life, the products of extreme self-determination. 

The writing of Marechera in Mindblast reads polyphonically (as all his work in fact 

does), for there are levels of meaning that he wants to draw our attention to, with 

intertextual references.  We could see much of his writing in terms of ‘notes’, but it is also 

in terms of the topics he interweaves (the journey of his own psyche, contemporary politics, 

romance and sex.) The sense of synaesthesia – whereby the stimulation of one sensory 

network sparks a reaction in another – that his work creates could be directly related to 

hunger.  Shamans often enter altered states of consciousness due to bodily deprivation, 

which can heighten their sensitivity to aspects of mental processing that are not normally in 

the forefront of consciousness, but remain repressed by rational processes. Nonetheless, if 

we consider his writing in terms of notes, there is the high note, which reads a lot like 

postmodernism. There is the middle note, which reads like conventional social and political 

criticism.  And, underneath all of this, the most resonant and deepest note persists.  It is the 

lingering quality of something that has already departed after the reading has finished: The 

note is in fact one of shamanism. This is the aspect of Marechera’s work which is most 

challenging – calling upon the human psyche to dissolve itself only in order to regenerate 

itself, again, along stronger and more graceful lines.  

 

 ‘WOMB’ OF ZIMBABWE / ORPHEUS’ HELL:  

The land he had returned to after so many heartrending years in Europe.  The call of 

the womb.  This ‘son of the soil’.  He started to cough again.  This time a huge glob 

of blood spouted out of him (Marechera 1984: 52). 

To place oneself into a mode of temporary exile facilitates an opportunity to recover the 

lost ‘object’ that is experienced as a lost part of one’s self.  The partially regressive return 
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to the ‘womb’ – that is to a state of mind in which reality is dealt with on simpler terms 

than those on which a healthy adult would normally be inclined to deal with it – can 

facilitate healing.  Restoration of the lost object would restore one’s hope in humanity, 

enabling re-integration into the social realm of everyday human relations.  Such 

psychological regression turns one towards the psychologically receptive mode that 

pertains to the pre-oedipal or anoedipal field, wherein reality appears to be defined less by 

society and more by one’s internal object relations.  This state of being involves the 

apertures of the mind narrowing to reduce the data taken in from the outside world, in order 

to emphasise the particular nature of the internal dynamics of love, hate and knowledge that 

make one idiosyncratically who one is. Marechera’s refusal to adopt the mantle of social 

conformity, in order to fit into his society, was based on his need to continue his ‘soul 

journey’ to find the lost parts of his being that would enable him to feel whole. 

What were these parts in particular that he felt he had lost?  Indications from 

reading his book of Hararean exile, Mindblast, give the strong impression, through many 

different textual ‘clues’, that what he sought was the continuation of a peaceful 

Zimbabwean society, from childhood on up, that would have nurtured him as part of it.  

The breakout of civil war (the second Chimurenga), which began in earnest around 1966, 

around the time that Marechera’s father was suddenly killed in a road accident, destroyed 

the sanctity of everyday life for the teenaged Marechera.  This loss of internal security, a 

loss emphasised still more in his mind through the increasing intensity of war in the society 

at large, robbed him of the sense of security he required in order to feel ‘at one’ with 

himself.  Henceforth, he could no longer believe in ‘society’ and had lost it as an object of 

love. The autocratic nature of colonial rule remained impressed upon his consciousness as 

trauma.  Even in the new Zimbabwe he could not wipe from his memory the sense he had 

that all authority was by its nature repressive and vindictive.  That this deeply held 

suspicion often correlated with the objective facts did not help Marechera to make a 

genuine emotional recovery from his experiences of colonial oppression, either.  In a 

shamanistic sense, Marechera was suffering from ‘soul loss’.  His stint as a tramp on the 

streets of Harare was an attempt to simplify life in such a way that he would be able to 

focus his mind on finding something valuable and emotionally precious, which would stand 
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in as a replacement for that original loss, and would have enabled him to integrate himself 

more effectively into society. (Unfortunately, his life was cut short, so he was unable to 

fulfil his project, and we do not know what the outcome of it would have been had AIDS 

not intervened; it is not known how he contracted the disease.)  

In Mindblast, Marechera uses the term ‘womb’ to describe Harare.  It is a ‘womb’ 

for Marechera not just in the sense that it is the place with which he identifies as the core 

and origin of his Zimbabwean identity.  It is symbolically the womb because it is the place 

where he seeks to lose his self, in order to find it anew, and in a better way than before.  

The Salisbury of the Rhodesian era was now ‘Harare’ – only it was not the Harare he had 

wanted, the nurturing Harare of Liberation fighters’ dreams. Like Orpheus, he is in search 

of his ‘lost object’, and he hopes to find it again, in the world of the dead, and to bring it 

home with him.  In Mindblast, Harare has the quality of being both a ‘womb’ (a place of 

psychological regression) and a quality of being ‘hell’ (in which the author struggles with a 

sense of the ethereal nature of his art in relation to a countervailing reality of normative 

behaviours engendering the middle-class lifestyles, artistically empty and lacking in depth, 

which he sees around him.) It is the critics, according to Ehrenzweig, who often lag behind 

in the perception of art.  They lack the capacity to take in a deep breath and to plunge 

deeply.   

Good art teaching (and creativity itself) is dependent on a greater than usual 

tolerance of anxiety because of the need to work through one's total 

personality.  This requires a better than average ego strength.  It is wrongly 

thought that creative people thrive on neurotic illness.  This is not so.  The 

philistine can ignore his illness by living with only a part of his personality 

and can keep his illness from showing.  The creative person faces these 

illnesses and their attending anxieties so that they noisily dominate 

behaviour.  But the artist is not more neurotic for this reason; rather the 

reverse is true.  If satisfactory human relationships are proof of mental 

health, as is universally accepted, then the creative mind is healthy through 

establishing at least one good object relationship, with his own work acting 
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the psychological part as an 'independent being'.  He is able to accept what 

Adrian Stokes has called the ‘otherness’ of the work of art.  This acceptance 

requires the entire apparatus of projection, integration, and introjection, 

which is part of any good relationship  (Ehrenzweig 1971: 108). 

Marechera’s most healthy object relationship was almost certainly with his art, since 

it is the very last thing of himself that is ‘expurged’ (sacrificed to the pressures of existence, 

including state pressures that indirectly lead to censorship) in his state of spiritual illness.  It 

is the ‘primitive’ part of consciousness – linked to political knowledge and creativity.  So 

much is evident from the following extract from Mindblast when Dambudzo's protagonist 

(a version of himself) concludes, after drinking to excess and being stabbed by a knife, that 

his writing has a ‘great hollowness’.  This indicates his loss of ability to access ‘eros’ – the 

life instinct supporting the control of reality (Ehrenzweig 1967: 284) – in such a way that 

he could restore unity and wholeness to his character as well as to his work: 

He slammed the toilet door shut, locked it, the blood rising, gushing out of 

him.  Thinking -- I cared, I cared so much.  The front of his shirt and 

trousers soaked in blood and beer.  The ghoulish mixture still streaming out 

of him, crouched over the toilet, knowing this was it.  Christ, this was the 

Thing, the daemon of his inspiration, the blood-clotting vomit (Marechera 

1984: 72). 

This response to throwing up is itself suggestively shamanistic – that one can purge 

the element that is responsible for psychological sickness, and thus make oneself well – 

except in this case, his ‘art’ is his blood, his own vitality.   In this case, it is the drive to 

create that is seen to be responsible for this protagonist’s ultimate sickness and demise. The 

repetition of Marechera’s theme of irretrievable loss, although not always a common one in 

everyday life, supplies the tone of the underlying melody of Marechera’s writing in 

Mindblast, as well as its most recurrent motif.  The presence of a unifying aesthetic and 

philosophical worldview indicates artistic (and psychological) health and integrity. 
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Creative depression allows the ego nuclei which are split apart on a 

conscious level to be contained and held together, while creative mania 

swings down to an undifferentiated level of awareness and resolves the 

sterilizing dissociation between the many levels of ego   […] Together they 

bring about the basic rhythm on which the ego's health depends (Ehrenzweig 

1971: 195).  

  Marechera's shamanistic experiment took him very far within the context of a 

country that had just been involved in a traumatic war.  Marechera was already a product of 

war and attendant forms of extreme violence -- like his ideal reader a ‘sensitive soul broken 

on the anvil of unrelenting reality’ (Marechera 1984: 121). Living on the streets for two 

years would only have deepened his sense of anxiety and PTSD, thus making it more likely 

that he would lose the ability to create a creative ‘bridge’ of self-assuredness, between the 

abyss that divides two levels of the psyche – the higher parts of his consciousness (felt in a 

sense of being in the here and now) and the lower, more vital parts.
72

 Loss of much of the 

structure of the shamanistic bridge is the meaning behind the concrete fact of his throwing 

up – it indicates dissociation and a schizoid development within the personality.   

 

Somebody who ventures forth in life with a particular interest at stake also stands to 

lose that which he wagers in order to win his stakes – thus paradoxically, that which a 

shaman most endangers in his combat for the souls of others is his own soul. The author (as 

protagonist) succumbs to paranoia and self-doubt when he is no longer able to effectively 

double himself, by crossing between the higher and the lower parts of his mind ‘as spirit’.
73  

It is precisely in starting to feel empty, to believe that his writing has no particular qualities, 

like his acquaintance's poetry:  ‘They were not childish.  They were not mature.’  In 

affirming the woman admirer’s amateur poetry, he is accepting the death knell that sounds 

as if it were his own: 

                                                 

72
 See Chapter 1 for the metaphor of the bridge between two levels of consciousness, in shamanism. 

73
 Crossing ‘as spirit’ implies psychological dissociation 
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They stirred within him that great hollowness from which he sought to 

escape every day.  He tried to read them through the eyes of his own poetry 

and discovered a strange affinity between Donna’s and his own poetry 

(Marechera 1984: 71) 

 

 The rest of the story deals with the poet’s mental unravelling.  His bloody vomit is 

an expurgation of his soul.  His report of his drunken reeling is acknowledgement of his 

‘soul loss’.  

 

Although it seems that Marechera lost a great deal of his vitality, from his war 

against lifelessness that he staged perpetually, throughout his life, he lived the life of the 

Nietzschean ‘complementary man’, who gives flesh to the spirit of inspiration that runs 

alongside him in a way that perpetually asks:  ‘Why submit to conventional reality, rather 

than give flesh to one’s inspiration so as to make one’s own?’.
74

  This message is hard 

enough to convey, since it is part of being a ‘complementary man’ (one might hasten to 

add, in view of Marechera's shamanistic view of identity, the term, 'or ‘woman’), that one 

does not experience the same reality that those who opt to accept only convention as their 

guiding principle will experience.   

 

Contemporary literature or film often finds time to ring the same message.  So it is 

that the movie, Revolutionary Road, illustrates how it is possible to lose one’s way by 

playing the game of life too safely.  Something is destroyed inwardly in the process of 

submitting to social expectations and economic necessity.  The results are more far-

reaching than the modest choices made by the protagonists in Revolutionary Road 
19 

would 

have led anyone to anticipate.  A last minute, desperate grab for freedom leads to a 

disastrous attempt to contract a miscarriage, leading to the female character’s tragic death.  

The superficiality of the suburban life that Frank and April had embraced, against the 

counsel of their more lively instincts, is shown in stark relief, in the face of how much 

                                                 

74
 See Chapter 1 
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potential was sacrificed in order to conform to American middle class social expectations in 

the 1950s. Mindblast takes up effectively where Revolutionary Road leaves off.    The 

Zimbabwe of the early to mid-1980s is the post-WWII American suburbia of the 1950s.  

The African writer has already taken into account the question of freedom versus 

conformity that April and Frank spent the most part of the movie trying to come to intuitive 

terms with, like a couple of trapped birds feeling their way to a cage exit.   

 

Marechera is the ultimate revolutionary, in every sense of the word.  He dared to 

live life on his own terms, even when his own terms dictated that nobody would pay him 

for any of his efforts.  He lived on the streets, therefore, in post-independence Zimbabwe, 

where nothing is guaranteed, not even a bed to sleep on at night.  This kind of revolution, 

the one that the writer opted for, guarantees absolutely nothing – except the reality of being 

true to oneself.  With such a hardline attitude, one doesn’t submit to authority, but takes a 

position of independence, ‘come what may’, and no matter what hardships may intervene to 

make life difficult.  Living on the streets was the least of Marechera’s worries.  He 

managed, despite his economic hardships (which were obviously substantial) to set up an 

advisory centre for Zimbabwean writers.  However, this establishment was closed after five 

days by nameless goons.  He shared park benches with people who may or may not have 

been armed, and he often coughed up blood.  Despite this, he managed to have a sporadic 

affair with a scholarly woman from Europe, who often put him up in a hotel for a couple of 

nights at a time. 

That there is also a risk to take the better known path in life is the paradox of 

Marechera's life – the one with which he was all too familiar as a matter of course. Indeed, 

it was the same risk investigated by the fiction writer, Yates, which is that of loss of inner 

vitality through pursuing too much safety: ‘Soul loss’, that is, a diminishment of the 

fundamental sense of being alive.   It is the process of arriving at this outcome, which is 

very different, depending on whether one takes the shamanistic path or the path of 

compliance to existing social expectations.  In the latter case, one never knows what it 

means to ‘look in the mirror and see the beautiful person that is there’.  In the former case, 

one has simply ridden the wave of life and its contingencies to its final conclusion.  It’s at 
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this point that the pressure on one’s energies mean that one cannot sustain a vital link 

between the mind and the body anymore.  Perhaps a shaman is nothing other than a master 

of intra-subjectivity (being on good terms with his inner self). The approach to life that 

capitalises on inter-subjective knowledge seems to impact directly in terms of the life 

pattern of the contemporary shaman.  He or she burns out more quickly in the face of the 

systematic organisational energies of the modern nation state. 

 

Knowing the structure of the psyche like he knows his own hand, this intra-

subjective manipulator conjures it up so that he may see the world in the way that lends it 

its brightest appearance of vitality. He or she seduces parts of his mind to corroborate this 

overall vision, and erases parts that cause one to reflect only on perpetual drudgery.  The 

shaman typically strives to cause others to see what he or she sees too, and so, causes the 

spiritual rain to come to water others' lives when they've been stuck in drudgery for far too 

long. But then, the shaman, as I have come to understand him or her, pays, quite 

normatively, a high price for this. For all of the effort of directing flows and energies, first 

inwardly, and then out to the world, will use up psychic energy, until there is none left. And 

once this happens, that which the shaman trades in (knowledge of the pattern of 

psychological energies) and that which she seeks to use her own resources to redirect (the 

psychological energies that organise society) will no longer be able to be managed any 

more.  

At the point when this happens, when the flame burns itself out, and where the 

inwards resources implode, the enemies that one had fought against one's whole life start to 

close in. Thus in Nietzsche's case, his mother and his sister moved in to take care of his 

living carcass. In the case of Marechera, Mugabe's cronies moved in against him, in his 

weakened state, to have their feast. And Nietzsche's shamanistic record became, under his 

sister's control, a fascist monogram. And Marechera's oeuvre was seized upon by those 

living normotic bureaucratic lives to prove that he knew nothing about politics. Then, too, 

his decision to live "close to death", in the mode of a Zimbabwean shaman, was also self-

inflicted.  Such is the condition of the shaman when he draws the last flame out of his body, 

and those ridden with Thanatos (rigidified egos and concepts) hurry to close in, for 
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creativity occurs within a social context that may already be quite traumatising (as the civil 

war had been for Marechera): 

The sane artist faces his inner void openly.  He accepts the temporary loss of 

ego control which is often unconsciously experienced as the destruction of 

the ego.  Psychosis and creativity may be two sides of the same coin.  Both 

are in a sense self-destructive.  But while creative man can absorb the ego's 

temporary decomposition into the rhythm of creativity and achieve self-

regeneration, the psychotic is left only with the first schizoid phase of 

creativity.  He has not learned to dedifferentiate the scattered fragments of 

his surface ego (Ehrenzweig 1971: 124-125). 

Did Marechera finally become mad, due to the internal pressures of his probable 

PTSD, along with the external pressures of being homeless and sporadically targeted by the 

CIO?  It is true that a society at war, and even after the revolution, is not free from forms of 

collective madness; and yet Marechera's above quotes depict the void between the physical 

identity that he embodied as a black male Rhodesian born into a time of crisis, and the 

creativity of the R-complex mind.  He articulates his ‘loss of mind’ in a way that indicates 

his successful shamanistic bridging of the gap between his ego and his creative depths.   

His liminal experience of living on Zimbabwe's streets produced a map of the otherwise 

hidden trauma and healing processes taking place in Zimbabwean post-war society.   He 

communicates these to us by crossing ‘the bridge’ back from the disembodied state of the 

creative (early-evolutionary) mind back into the embodied existence of the here-and-now.   

Marechera's creative gift to his readers is that of his spiritual double; an intimate friend who 

helps us to work through our collective trauma:  Zimbabweans' ‘definitive Buddy’. 
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CHAPTER 9: (CONCLUSION) MARECHERA'S SHAMANISTIC 

DOUBLING 
 

Shamanism is not a positivist paradigm.  Indeed, it is anti-paradigmatic in its attempt to 

come to terms with the world not through some external guidance system like an ideology 

or philosophy, but rather through losing oneself, along with one's current worldview, in 

order to find a different self and worldview.  This was Marechera's practice, and it seems to 

have also been the practice, with some cultural variations, of shamans from ancient times 

through to today.  A shaman initiate's perspectives are necessarily at odds with common 

contemporaneous interpretations of reality.  Indeed, the shaman seeks to destroy all 

normative or ordinary cultural perspectives within his or her consciousness, so that 

something else, something more original, may appear.  The self-destructive nature of the 

shaman is one of the factors that defines him as engaged in shamanistic practice.   One 

cannot be uncritical of this aspect of shamanism, for one who engages with reality in this 

way can easily lose his life, as happened in Marechera's case.   

At the same time, it is very important for me to point out that Marechera's self-

destructive approach to life was really shamanistic and purposeful.  Rather than being mad, 

he sought to use shamanism to find a different mode of consciousness from that of being 

‘black’ and Zimbabwean and having a historically conceived and historically determined 

identity. The advantage of shamanistic practice is that it enables a break with history, so 

that one may no longer be emotionally controlled by it.  Instead, ‘broken hearts are wrecked 

out of their wounds.’ (Marechera 1980: 117).  A shaman's practice is ultimately self-

sacrificial in that it enables others' healing – for them to see other ways of being apart from 

the roles that history has locked them into – only at a cost of engaging with forces of self-

annihilation. 

Although shamanism may often represent itself according to a particular aesthetic 

that is akin to that of magical realism, it is the author's practice of shamanism, and not the 

particular aesthetics, that define a work as ‘shamanistic’.  The aesthetics of ‘shamanistic 

realism’ only appear in the writing at the point when the shaman is facing forces that would 
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annihilate his normal, everyday self.  Thus, to understand shamanism is to understand the 

psychological dynamics pertaining to shamanism, rather than to try to get at through some 

kind of category in the field of literary theory. 

Is it Marechera's life or is it his writing that most expresses this quintessential 

shamanistic motif?   In different ways, it is both.   The shaman, as I have defined him, is 

one who draws knowledge from his ‘disembodied’ experiences, his flights of fancy into the 

imagination, and brings something of value back to the here and now, some succour for the 

body politic of his society.   He seeks to facilitate the flow of Eros throughout the body that 

he seeks to restore to better health.  This is how psychological wholeness is restored, both 

at the individual and community level.   He seeks to combat the destructive forces that 

work beneath the level of consciousness – those that produce war and hostility, shattering 

the community into divisions of race and gender.   There is no doubt that Marechera saw 

these basic divisions as political and very real, on the level of everyday life and its 

practicalities.  At the level of his shamanistic vision – which is to visit the developmental 

level of the psyche at which ontological forms and identities are still being hammered out – 

he saw the fundamental malleability of the human psyche.    This seemed promising, and 

must have fuelled his ambition to have an impact on Zimbabwe, especially its political 

scene.   

The fact that Marechera was such a ‘man of action’ as he was meant that his writing 

was not conceptually separable from his life – he lived in order to have wide-ranging, often 

extreme experiences, which he could write about: He wrote in turn because it was what it 

meant for him to feel alive.  He accepted and observed a fundamental gap between the raw 

nature of his existence and his capacity to tell a story.   The seeming indifference to how he 

lived, the acceptance of harsh circumstances, only served to increase the element of danger 

he faced – thus making his likelihood of dissociating greater, and thereby his chances of 

experiencing some shamanistic source of inspiration even higher.   Whatever difficulties he 

encountered in his life, whether overtly political, or with regard to his health and social or 

legal status, he sought to recollect or recreate something from his partial dissociations, in 

order to bring back some significant political critique or aesthetic construct, for his readers 
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to enjoy.   The mental strength of a shamanistic type such as Marechera may be in the 

capacity to endure all sorts of anomie, without repressing that which tends to shock or 

frighten others.   Thus he can ascend higher in his flights of fancy concerning possible 

social and cultural improvements of society, as well as – most importantly -- delving much 

more deeply into the buried parts of the developmental or ‘unconscious’ mind.  A shaman 

is perhaps less one who has conquered his fear of death, but rather one who has the courage 

to keep encountering deathly fear, afresh.   This is not to discount the effects of Marechera's 

post-traumatic stress disorder. The secondary affliction he received from his earlier 

‘shamanistic initiation’ (if it not indeed precede this) made other choices of vacation other 

than the shamanistic one appear unviable to him. The shamanistic approach to life seems to 

have chosen him, rather than he having chosen it.    

A quick review of the ways in which shamanistic sensibilities expressed themselves 

in each of his works seems to be in order.  In each case, we have the spectre of the 

shamanistic double.   This is effectively the part of the psyche that detaches from the body 

(its sense of ‘here and now’) and goes on investigative journeys of the world around.   In 

The House of Hunger (specifically the novella by that name), Marechera's dissociation 

yields for him a new and innovative way of looking at the world.   His double brings back 

to the boy still living in impoverishment in the ghetto, an urge to create reality as he wants 

it to be.   He also discovers a means to use his dissociative identity for trickery and 

manipulation within the political system of the ghetto.   In The Black Insider, one of the 

next of several unpublished novels written (and published posthumously) the author 

doubles his consciousness to ascend to the heights of learning about what it means to have 

a black identity.   He also doubles his identity to escape a prison. He is aware that there are 

advantages to be gained in terms of knowledge through being a cultural and intellectual 

outsider who is trapped on the inside of a particular society.  Everything from this 

perspective seems alien – and new.  Alienation gives reality a thrilling aesthetic form to 

contemplate and write about. 

The shamanistic 'doppelganger' in Black Sunlight is rather more ambiguous, as he 

has the advantage of the structural multiplicity of the novel's aesthetics on his side.  The 



266 

 

‘doubling’ is of course blatantly obvious in the form of that of ‘Chris’ and ‘Christian’, 

however, doubling of the identity also occurs across the lines of race and gender as multiple 

identities merge and part again.   This hermeneutical ambiguity is part of the author's way 

of playing hide-and-seek with us.  On a more subtle level, he seems to be thumbing his 

nose – thus turning the whole narrative into an overall joke.  It is as if he were saying, 

‘Look, insofar as society has seen fit to grant me a ‘black’ identity, I will engage in a bit of 

‘black magic’ if that is okay by you?’   The intent of the narrative could be designed to 

have a direct impact on the politics of language in the everyday world, through the author's 

implicit challenge of WASP (white Anglo-Saxon protestant) cultural norms.  Apart from 

this possibility, the structure of the narrative seems very well designed to create a shock to 

the system of the Zimbabweans who would read it, in order to cause them to overcome 

their numbing and splitting of identities through investing too much of their libidinous 

energies in the past (especially in terms of the liberation war and its aftermath).  It seems 

designed to bring the whole of consciousness back into the present, through shock, to 

engage in the here and now. 

    

Scrapiron Blues reveals the writer's acute perspective on the structure and costs on 

the female psyche of patriarchal mores and values – especially, but not limited to 

militaristic ones.   The doubling that takes place in this instance is that of the oppressed, 

who dissociate due to trauma or boredom, and produce engaging and partly redemptive 

narratives, as a result.  The writing here, set in Rhodesian and Zimbabwean contexts, 

reveals a society that is portrayed as largely historically fixed in time and place.  The view 

of characters is thus comparatively static, although this perhaps makes the writing more 

accessible than some of Marechera's other works.   The more difficult pieces of his writing 

– especially in terms of how the doubling is aesthetically constructed – are those poetic 

works which seek to have a direct impact on the politics of the societies of Marechera's 

time (British and Zimbabwean).   The texts, ’Portrait of a Black Artist in London’ and 

‘Throne of Bayonets’ can be seen as an attempt to have a direct impact on the societies of 

his time at a subliminal level of each society's consciousness.   It is not clear how effective 

this approach has been, since the earlier work ,‘Portrait of a Black Artist in London’ did not 

receive wide publication (appearing only in handbook produced after Marechera had died.)  
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The ‘Throne of Bayonets’, however, remains a relevant critique of post-independence 

Zimbabwe, 30 years after Zimbabwe was liberated. 

The final work to be published whilst Marechera was still alive is Mindblast.  This 

deals with the archetypal nature of the relationship between those in power, who have 

institutional authority, and those who are their subjects (those who do not have any such 

authority).   The protagonist's capacity to disassociate and thus to double himself is 

represented in the opening passages as a sign of one's ability to maintain one's political 

integrity, however the more realistic genre of the journal segment published later in the 

book (from Marechera's life on the Harare Streets) reveals that some of the dissociations he 

experienced were unwelcome (as in the instance when he cannot remember how he has 

injured himself).   It is clear that life on the streets wore down the writer's creative energy 

reserves, and made it difficult for him to effectively double his consciousness in a way that 

was redemptive for him, overall. 

Shamanism is, as I have argued, the anti-paradigmatic key to understanding 

Marechera's mission.  The ‘shaman’ as I have conceived him, namely as a specific 

psychological type, uses his complex knowledge of the psyche to enhance feelings of 

vitality (Eros) in his society (he often uses himself as a testing ground for this).  He seeks to 

diminish the effects of Thanatos bestowed through the legacy of negative historical events.  

He is a person of the extremes, since he gains his knowledge through experimenting with 

different states of dissociation.   His knowledge tends to be discredited by contemporary 

ideas of mental health or illness, which draws lines between one and the other state too 

precipitously as well as too harshly.  Marechera's advantage in terms of shamanistic 

practice was in not having come from a Modern society, where training for normality 

proceeds upon these lines of narrowly defining sanity.   The liminal status of the shaman is 

between health and madness –nonetheless, he intuitively (that is to say, on the basis of his 

own extreme experiences, of sickness and recovery) understands how to produce the recipe 

for health.  Shamans such as Bataille and Nietzsche, who have also fallen into a similar way 

of approaching the world to the one that Marechera stumbled across (that is, 

shamanistically) may have been relatively disadvantaged in the depths of their shamanistic 
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knowledge compared to Marechera (this is not to discount their very great skills in writing 

and philosophy, which are, however, entirely another matter). Whereas both of these 

European practitioners also came from patriarchal societies, as did Marechera, it is only in 

Marechera's writing that we see shamanistic insights (and an attempt at a redemptive 

narrative) addressing the way that patriarchal oppression tends to afflict women.   

Marechera's writing simply goes more deeply in the knowledge that his ‘disembodied’ 

(dissociated) explorations of the human psyche have produced. 

The key aspect that can enable us to determine a body of work as shamanistic is, as 

I have suggested with my modified shamanistic anti-paradigm, that the authorial subject is 

effectively doubled.  In the work of Bataille and Nietzsche, a conceptual self-doubling in 

the service of creativity takes place, whereby the individual temporarily becomes 

functionally ‘two’ instead of one.  I have endeavoured to relate both of the following 

structures of thought to Marechera's own shamanistic journeying.  In Bataille's philosophy, 

this shamanistic dualism is represented in the contrast between the bourgeois individual 

(which, from a social point of view, one is) and one's capacity to ‘fall from grace’ into the 

realm of ‘sin’, but also into greater authenticity. In Nietzsche's philosophy, one is supposed 

to transcend, oneself by creating oneself anew (on the principle of a conceptual doubling of 

the identity). Movements away from one's socially conceived self allow one to move from 

the here-and-now into the realm of infinity.  This can be conceived of as ‘shamanistic 

journeying’.  I raise the point of comparison between these other two writers to show that 

Marechera's own approach to writing finds itself in significant intellectual company; in 

psychological resonance with those whom I have suggested were in their own way, 

‘shamanistic’.  Marechera's greater feat, however, was to engage in various investigative 

‘soul journeys’ whilst remaining in tune with Zimbabwe and its crises.  He stayed true to 

himself rather than bowing to various authorities. 

Marechera's body of work left an enormous legacy to Zimbabwean literature.   He 

challenged the ‘common sense’ of the identity politics that came out of the post-war period.  

After Marechera, it has become impossible not to question the validity of analysing literary 

work as if it was a product of a particular cultural set of ideas or skin colour.  Any tendency 
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to analyse contemporary literature primarily from the point of view of a categorisation of 

‘race’ or in relation to moral and cultural characteristics presumed to prevail in the post-war 

‘black’ or ‘white’ identity must now come under more rigorous critical examination.  

Identity must be considered not as a natural category, but as a product of historical 

processes.  Rather, more radically, it can be said that from a shamanistic perspective the 

truth about identities can be known only on the basis of inter-subjective experiences and 

any resulting knowledge, rather than in terms of formal definitions. 

Marechera's legacy can also be viewed in terms of his participation in shamanism as 

such.  As a 'theory', shamanism can in no way supersede any other theoretical position. This 

is due to the fundamental nature of shamanism itself:  The prerequisite for a shamanistic 

sensibility to come into being is an experience of extreme alienation or marginalisation.  To 

remain true to its roots, shamanism must continue to resist all subsumption into formal 

discourses or conventional practices.  Shamanism nonetheless represents a challenge to 

formal approaches to knowledge, in the sense of stretching the boundaries of normality.  In 

terms of   shamanistic practice, all identities are mutable:  In this shamanistic sense, white 

people and black people can share the same levels of consciousness; whereas women and 

men have minds that intertwine; and many men might also happen to be female. 
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