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			J. M. COETZEE

			SOUTH AFRICAN WRITER

			
					Born in Cape Town in 1940.

					Literary awards:	James Tait Black Memorial Prize, 1980 (for Waiting for the Barbarians)

	Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize, 1981 (for Waiting for the Barbarians)

	Man Booker Prize, 1983 and 1999 (for Life & Times of Michael K and Disgrace)

	Jerusalem Prize, 1987

	Nobel Prize in Literature, 2003




					Notable works:	Life & Times of Michael K (1983), novel

	Foe (1986), novel

	Disgrace (1999), novel




			

			J. M. Coetzee is generally considered one of the most significant English-language writers active today; however, it is interesting to note that he also grew up speaking Afrikaans, a language derived from Dutch which is spoken in South Africa. This is because Coetzee is descended from Dutch colonists who settled in South Africa in the 17th century, though he also has Polish and German heritage.

			Although society has traditionally had a tendency to assume that most authors are dashing adventurers like Lord Byron, whose madcap escapades are often even stranger than the stories they write, Coetzee is part of a new generation of writers who prefer to write in seclusion, basing their work on academic research, rather than jetting off on their own adventures in search of inspiration. Coetzee spent many years studying art, literature and mathematics at university, and also has a keen interest in computer science. After initially working as a systems engineer, he decided to continue his education and completed a doctorate in 1969. He also worked as a university lecturer before turning his hand to writing.

			Very little else is known about Coetzee, who is extremely reclusive and shuns the spotlight. He is totally devoted to his craft, and never gives interviews or attends conferences. Most of the biographical information that is known about him has been gleaned from a series of semi-autobiographical novels: Boyhood: Scenes from Provincial Life (1997), Youth: Scenes from Provincial LifeII (2002) and Summertime (2009).

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			WAITING FOR THE BARBARIANS

			THE INSIDIOUS POWER OF IMPERIALISM

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Coetzee, J.M. (2004) Waiting for the Barbarians. London: Vintage.

					1st edition: 1980

					Themes: age, time, non-verbal communication, dreams, colonialism

			

			Waiting for the Barbarians was first published in 1980 and met with resounding success. It tells the story of an anonymous Magistrate who governs one of the outlying provinces of a large empire, whose peaceful life is interrupted by the arrival of the imperial army in the area. The troops embark on a mission beyond the Empire’s borders, and return with a group of captive barbarians. When the imperial forces eventually leave the province, it has been left in a state of ruin, and its inhabitants are left on edge, waiting for the barbarians to attack. However, the expected invasion never comes, and no one ever catches sight of more than the barbarians’ shadows and the footprints they leave behind.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			DISRUPTED PEACE

			At the start of the novel, we are introduced to the protagonist of the story: a Magistrate, whose name is never revealed and who spends his time sleeping with his servants, studying ancient poplar slips which contain examples of an unidentified script, or lost in thought. He also uses a journal to keep track of his dreams, which are almost always about children or the province he oversees.

			The peace he has found in his old age is rudely interrupted one day when a sizeable contingent of troops from the imperial army, led by a man called Colonel Joll, arrives in town and takes over the fort. They are in possession of some highly sensitive information: the barbarians (meaning the natives who live on the other side of the border) are planning an attack. However, the Magistrate is sceptical by nature, and does not put much stock in these assertions.

			The soldiers soon depart and cross the border to the lands that lie outside the Empire’s dominion. They do not return for several days, and the Magistrate wonders what has become of them, but they eventually return victorious, and the town’s children run out to greet them. However, this victory comes at a cost: the soldiers have captured a group of barbarians and brought them back to the town, where they use the fort as a base to interrogate and torture them.

			The Magistrate is not kept informed about how the interrogations are going, although he can hear the screams, and his subordinates keep him apprised of the torments that are reportedly being inflicted on the barbarians. He is also aware that some of them have been killed. 


			Did you know?

			The title of Waiting for the Barbarians was taken from the poem (1904) of the same name by Constantine P.Cavafy (Greek poet, 1863-1933). In the poem, all activity in an empire has come to a standstill while its rulers await the arrival of a group of high-ranking barbarians; however, word reaches them that no such contingent is on its way, and that there is nothing to fear. The rulers are then obliged to continue governing the country as normal.



			AN UNLIKELY SAVIOUR

			This brutality stirs up the Magistrate’s compassion, and doubts about the Empire’s power and ideology begin creeping into his mind. In particular, he begins to wonder whether or not the barbarians really are violent, backward people who are not even capable of communication. Seeing them in town leaves the Magistrate stunned, as he is able to see that they are actually a peaceful people who simply want to trade with their neighbours and find a way to survive.

			Meanwhile, the Magistrate becomes responsible for a young girl who was part of the group of barbarians that the army brought back to the province as captives. They have a strange relationship: they never have sex while they are still in the province, but they do spend hours naked together. The girl is injured, and starts working as a servant in the Magistrate’s house. He spends a great deal of time reflecting on his almost paternal relationship with her. This sets his relationship with her apart from his relationships with other women, all of whom work at the local brothel or as servants in his household.

			The Magistrate decides that the girl should be returned to her homeland, and takes her beyond the borders of the province and the Empire to the desert, escorted by a few soldiers. It is a difficult journey: their food and water start running out, and their vision is impaired by fierce sandstorms. However, in spite of these difficult circumstances, the Magistrate and the girl have sex for the first time.

			One day, the group sees shadows in the distance, and although they initially feel threatened by them, they decide to follow them. By now, they have reached lands which their guide, a fisherman from the area, is not familiar with, and the desert gradually becomes more mountainous as they travel. Eventually they have a strange encounter with the shadows they were following, which turn out to be a group of barbarians. The girl is returned to them, and they trade some surplus provisions with them.

			The soldiers accompanying the Magistrate see the journey as a waste of time, and when the group gets back to the town, they discover that the imperial army has returned to the province, as they are planning further expeditions to halt any barbarian advances, although the Magistrate no longer believes that the barbarians have any intention of attacking the Empire. 

			However, the Magistrate’s opinion now holds even less sway than it did before, as he is stripped of his position and arrested for consorting with the enemy. He is locked in a cell, deprived of all liberty and left to rot. As time goes by he is gradually forgotten and eventually manages to escape, but he has lost everything and has been reduced to a mere beggar.

			The Magistrate is now a total outcast within the province he once ruled, and is treated no better than the barbarians. At this point, the soldiers capture another group of barbarians and decide to torture them in the town square where the whole town can witness their suffering. The Magistrate attempts to intervene, but he is mocked and silenced by the soldiers, and when he curses the army, he is tortured as well, then left to roam the streets aimlessly.

			The soldiers are still waiting for the new campaign against the barbarians to start, and the Magistrate tries to remind them that the barbarians have lived in those lands for centuries without posing a threat to anyone. The army eventually leaves the town, but not before going on a veritable rampage through it, leaving it in such a state of chaos that it seems as though a horde of raging barbarians has just passed through it.

			The Magistrate is reinstated to his former position, and peace eventually returns to the town. The novel ends as the first winter snow begins to fall, and the barbarians still have not attacked the outermost province of the Empire.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			Very few of the characters in Waiting for the Barbarians are named. Like the shadows that flit through the sandstorms in the desert, the author never fleshes these characters out, and merely provides the reader with a brief sketch of their personalities. We are occasionally given short physical descriptions of them, but generally only to indicate that they are wounded in some way or another. It could even be said that they are merely archetypes, rather than individuals with their own identities.

			THE MAGISTRATE

			Even the novel’s protagonist is left nameless, and is always referred to as the Magistrate. He is old and has an enormous pot belly, although the rest of his body is skinny and weak. Although we do not learn much about his personality, he is shown to be cautious and inquisitive: as governor, he does not make hasty decisions, preferring to take in all the facts and think them over. He also keeps a meticulous record of his dreams.

			The Magistrate is the lens through which we are able to discover the town, and in many ways he acts like a scribe whose job is to create a record of all the events he witnesses. He has a keen interest in writing and languages, and spends a considerable amount of time trying to decipher the language written on some poplar slips found during archaeological digs. He is also the novel’s narrator, and recounts the events of the story at a slow, measured pace which matches his aged body.

			THE BARBARIAN GIRL

			Like the other barbarians, the girl the Magistrate looks after is unable to speak the language spoken in the Empire. She is tortured by the imperial army, and left with wounds which the Magistrate tends to patiently. Like the other characters, the barbarian girl’s personality is not well-developed, and we never learn her name because of the language barrier between her and her captors, which also means that she and the Magistrate are only able to communicate through body language. We do not learn anything else about her, which makes it clear that she belongs to the other world that lies beyond the border; however, her halting, non-verbal communication with the Magistrate also makes it clear that she acts as the gateway into this unknowable world of shifting shadows.

			COLONEL JOLL

			Colonel Joll is the leader of the imperial army’s crusades against the barbarians, and is one of the few characters in the novel who is named. For the most part, his role in the novel involves giving speeches and interrogating the barbarians and the inhabitants of the province. He is tough, stubborn and violent, and orders that the barbarians and the Magistrate be tortured, as well as carrying out torture himself. The extreme pain seems to force its victims to talk, though the things they say may not necessarily be the truth.

			THE BARBARIANS

			As indicated by the novel’s title, the barbarians are the most important characters in Waiting for the Barbarians, even though they barely feature in the actual events that are narrated. The first time a group of barbarians appears, they are in chains and being tortured by Colonel Joll, and the Magistrate later encounters another group of them when he is returning the girl to the mountains.

			The barbarians never speak during any of these encounters because, as we have already mentioned, they do not speak the language of the Empire and the people from the province do not speak the barbarians’ language. The two groups are therefore only able to communicate via gestures. Furthermore, the barbarians’ physical appearance and customs are never described in the novel, as the Magistrate – who is also the narrator – does not seem to be interested in imparting this kind of information.

			The barbarians’ presence in the novel manifests in two different ways: firstly, as living people, and secondly, through the archaeological remains in the Magistrate’s possession. These remains, which are described as “poplar slips”, represent the barbarians’ past and are covered in writing which the Magistrate cannot understand, in the same way that he and the rest of the Empire’s inhabitants are unable to understand the barbarians’ present.
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