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SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF A SHORT STORY

A short story has a restricted or limited length.  This is why it is called a “short story”.
The subject matter usually points out or emphasises some truth about life.  For example 
what it means to be a street child or what maturity means.

• The main character experiences a moment of insight or understanding following 
some crisis in his/her life.

• There is often conflict in a short story which must be resolved.  This might be 
conflict between characters, between character/s and society, or within the main 
character.

Some useful terms when analysing or discussing short stories:

1. Character   

Characters can be revealed in various ways such as through their actions, how they speak 
and what they say.
E.M. Forster, an English writer, used the terms “round” and “flat” to describe characters.

 » “Round” characters are realistic and the reader gets to know them quite well.  The 
reader thinks of them as individuals and can often predict how they will think and 
behave.

 » “Flat” characters are not recognisable as individuals with their own characteristics.  
They are there as figures in the story who fill the gaps as stereotypical figures in 
the community e.g. shopkeepers, policemen, taxi-drivers, etc.  They are given the 
characteristics that most people agree are typical of that category of person, but 
we do not know about their lives or ideas.

2. Setting 

• The setting of a short story refers to the time and place of the action.
• The story often takes place in a single place and in a brief time, e.g. a single day or 

in the space of a few hours.
• The setting usually contributes to the atmosphere or mood that the writer creates 

in the story.  This emotional feeling might be warm, friendly, tense, relaxed, omi-
nous, threatening, fearful, etc.  

• The setting often hints at what is going to happen in the story and it can also reveal 
character.

3. Theme

This is the underlying idea that gives meaning to the story e.g. love, justice, self-sacrifice, 
friendship, etc.  It is what the story is about or what issues it deals with or what message the 
writer wants us to learn.
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4. Plot 

This is the story-line or pattern of events in a story.
The plot is what happens in a story.  It is the means by which the other elements in the story, 
such as character and theme, are made to happen.  The plot includes the causes and effects 
that lead one event on to the next.  It describes what happened in the story and also why it 
happened.  There is a close relationship between setting, character and plot.  If you are asked 
to describe the plot, you must describe the main events in the story – beginning, middle and 
end.

5. Point of View

This refers to the outlook from which the events are told – who is telling the story.  The narra-
tor is the person telling the story.

There are two main points of view:
5.1 The first-person point of view – here the narrator is a participant in the story.  The 

“I” who tells the story participates in the action, though he or she may not be the 
main character, but a minor character who tells the reader what happens.  The 
narrator or storyteller may also be the main character who is at the centre of the 
action.  This method provides authenticity (realness) to the story.

5.2  In a third-person point of view the narrator is outside the story.  The narrator uses 
“he” and “she”. There will be no “I” telling the story.  A third-person narrator may 
sometimes see into the minds of some or all of the characters.  In this way the 
thoughts of the various characters may be revealed to the readers.  It may be a 
fairly objective treatment of the events as if the story-teller had no inner insight 
into the characters’ thinking or behaviour.

Third-person point of view may therefore be
 » Objective:  in which the narrator describes the characters’ statements, but doesn’t 

reveal thoughts or feelings
 » Omniscient:  in which the narrator can see, know and tell all about the characters of 

a story.  S/He sees whatever they choose to see inside and outside their characters, 
in privacy or in public, and interpret as they choose.

It should be remembered that the author is always in control and it is s/he who shapes the 
characters and events.  They do not have a life of their own beyond the page.
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The Girl who Made Stars – Oral tradition  (p 3)

Note: The Milky Way is the galaxy that contains our Solar System. It looks like a band of light that 
stretches across the sky at night. It consists of millions of stars.

Synopsis
A young San girl is impatient to be grown up, so she takes hot ashes and throws them up 
into the night sky so that hunters can find their way home. This is how the Milky Way was 
created.

The Wood-ash Stars – Marguerite Poland  (p 5)

Synopsis
A young San girl in the Kgalagadi desert longs for a new kaross. A young man goes out to 
hunt and kill a buck so he may give her the skin. He kills a gemsbok, but loses his way. A hy-
ena tracks him in the dark. His girlfriend throws handfuls of hot ashes into the sky. The ashes 
become stars and create a pathway of light so he can return safely with the skin.

Activities
Poland has adapted a Khoisan creation myth to write a new story.  Her modern version 
differs in several ways from the original.

Use the table below to compare the two stories:

The Girl who Made Stars The Wood-ash Stars

Does the girl in the story 
have a name?

How is the girl referred to in 
each story? 

Are we given the names of 
any other characters in the 
story?

In which story did the girls 
play games?

In which story was the girl 
expected to be obedient 
and remain in her hut?

Are we given a physical 
description of the girl?

In which story is the girl 
hungry?
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The Girl who Made Stars The Wood-ash Stars

For what does each girl 
most long?

Which story ends happily?

List the other characters in each story/myth.

Khoisan myth: .................................................................................................................................................

Poland’s story: .................................................................................................................................................
E.M.Forster, a novelist and literary theorist, used the terms “round” and “flat” to describe 
characters.  Explain the difference between these.
There is only one male character who stands out as a relatively rounded character in these 
stories.  Describe this character and quote from the story to substantiate your description.  

The Khoisan story is a creation myth.  Explain in one sentence what a “creation myth” is.

By comparison, the Poland story is a  ...................................... story.
The Khoisan myth is told partly to teach a moral lesson.  Explain what the moral lesson is in 
the myth.

The Khoisan myth is written in a style that is characterised by repetition.  Quote words and 
phrases that are repeated in the first paragraph.

Read from the beginning of the fourth paragraph of the Poland story (beginning: “They 
could sing ...”) to the end of the paragraph (“... a brown hyena.”)  and highlight all the adjec-
tives (descriptive words) that describe Xama.  Describe the tone the writer is using.  HINT: Ask 
yourself how the writer feels towards her subject matter and especially towards Xama.
COMPLETE the sentence and quote to justify your answer:   
The tone the writer uses is a ......................................... one because she uses words and phrases 
like “ young”, “lament”, “...........................................................................................................................................
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Which story is more detailed in its action?  Write a paragraph explaining which story this is 
and substantiate your answer by quoting from the text.

GLOSSARY (of words in these stories that may not be well understood by all learners)

The Girl who Made Stars
daybreak:   dawn, when the sun comes up 
wax:    grow
abundantly:   plentifully, a great deal
game:   (the meat of ) wild animals

The Wood-ash Stars
band:   family group
delicate:  fine, small
lament:  sad song
shaggy:  untidy
quiver:  container for arrows
notch:  small groove
stampeded:  ran away in panic
encampment:  camp, temporary living place
footfall:  sound of footsteps
thicket:  dense bush
hindlegs:  back legs
huddled:  crouched, sat bent forward
tossed:  threw
disbelief:  not-believing 
embers:  glowing coals
jowls:  thick cheeks of the face
store:  supply, amount
cowered:  crouched down in fear
cringing:  crouching down in fear
slunk:  moved away in fear
brooding:  worrying
swaggering:  walking boldly, showing off
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A Bekkersdal Marathon  – Herman Charles Bosman  (p 11)

There will be no questions on this story in the Olympiad FAL Exam.

Notes: Bekkersdal is a small town deep in the country. In the Afrikaans churches the Psalms used 
to be sung very, very slowly. Old-fashioned church organs had to be pumped by hand.

Synopsis
The church organist in Bekkersdal has a drinking problem. One Sunday morning the church 
minister announces that the congregation will sing Psalm 119, which has 176 verses. The 
people think they will sing only a few of them, but the minister goes into a trance, so the 
organist has to go on playing the Psalm for hours – a church marathon! When the organist’s 
bottle of wine is empty, the church elders have to fill it with Communion wine at the back of 
the church. When the people have sung the whole Psalm, it is evening. The minister wakes 
up and thinks it is time for the evening service. He announces they will sing Psalm 119.

A Bekkersdal Marathon 
wireless:  radio
occurrence:  happening, event
organist:  musician who plays a church organ
journeying:  travelling
fashion:  way
gallery:  high balcony in a church
hymn:  church song
elders:  church officials
deacons:  church officials not as important as elders
view:  intention, wish
stops:  parts of a church organ
trance:  loss of consciousness, waking dream
pulpit:  where the minister stands in church when he preaches
rigid:   unmoving, stiff
peculiar:  unusual
titter:  laugh softly
congregation:  all the people in the church
reassurance:  comfort
tiptoed:  walked on the front of his feet
verger:  church official
amazed:  surprised
Native:  black man
convicts:  prisoners
mutiny:  rebellion
score:  twenty
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The Veil – Ahmed Essop  (p 17)

There will be no questions on this story in the Olympiad FAL Exam.

Note: The Arabian Nights are magical stories set in the Middle East long ago.  

Synopsis
A young  Indian couple near Johannesburg are frustrated because they cannot marry each 
other. The young woman marries a doctor, but still loves her first boyfriend. One day he visits 
her at home. Her husband arrives unexpectedly, so she dresses her boyfriend in a Muslim 
woman’s veil, and smuggles him out of the house. She pretends to like wearing a veil, so they 
can continue to meet in secret.

The Veil
slender:  thin
dune-sand:  sand beside the sea
aquiline:  curved
lustrous:  shining
houris:  fairies, beautiful spirits
allegories:  stories
countenance:  face
subtle:  unclear
concord:  agreement
profiles:  faces seen from the side
clandestine:  secret
swans:  large white swimming birds with long necks
consent:  agree
disparity:  difference
solitary:  lone, alone
mansion:  very large house
raven:  large black bird, similar to a crow
conceded:  admitted, agreed
yashmaks:  face-veils worn by Muslim women
delicacies:  special foods
nostalgia:  thoughts about the past
ibises:  birds with long beaks, hadedas
involuntary:  not deliberate, accidental
familiarity:  knowing
mingled:  mixed
yearned:  longed
prescription:  rules
theologians:  religious scholars
advocating:  recommending
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secularism:  non-religious customs
erode:  destroy slowly
enveloped:  covered
fragrant:  sweet-smelling
soapsuds:  soap bubbles
ambience:   atmosphere
profound:  strong
sensual:  of bodily feelings
delight:  intense happiness
embraced:  hugged
mysterious:  secret
embankment:  slope
placid:  calm
resourceful:  clever
compulsion:  force
modestly:  not showing off

YOUR NOTES
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Transforming Moments – Gcina Mhlophe  (p 25)

Synopsis
A young Xhosa girl at boarding school in the Eastern Cape knows she is very clever but 
thinks she is ugly. The church minister takes her to watch a traditional praise-poet perform-
ing. That makes her decide to become a poet herself. The writer herself is that young girl: see 
her poem ‘In the Company of Words’. (See p 2.)

Activities

Contextual Questions

Extract A - Paragraphs 1,2 & 3                                                                           
1     I was seventeen years old and feeling very unsure of myself. With my school work,  
I was doing exceptionally well and most of the teachers at the high school loved me –  
or they seemed to. My essays were the epitome of good work and they would be read 
to the whole class. I was probably proud of myself, even though I didn’t really give it any 
serious thought. Somehow, my academic success did not do much for my confidence 
or give me any self-love. I thought I was very ugly and the fact that my hair was so hard 
to manage did not make things easier. I used to describe it as dry grass in winter. After a 
while, I even stopped combing it. I’d wash it and dry it, get dressed in my black skirt and 
white shirt, which were not as nice as those of the other girls, and off I’d go to school. To 
top it all, I had knock-knees and big feet! I was just so ugly and awkward – I hated myself. 
And, my God – I sat in the front desk! Miss-ugly-top-of-the-class.
2     Our school was one of the biggest high schools in the Eastern Cape and we had a 
great school choir that simply collected trophies. I remember Bulelwa’s voice every time 
I think of our choir. I used to close my eyes and enjoy listening to her sing. I don’t know 
how many times I wished I had a tape recorder so that I could tape her voice and have 
the pleasure of listening to her for the rest of my life. I must say, I felt great on those rare 
afternoons when Bulelwa would come and study with me under the black wattle tree 
near the teachers’ cottages. I loved that spot. And I also remember that Bulelwa would 
stand by me when some of the girls in our dormitory teased me about boys. They knew 
I was not very interested in boys and they would go on: ‘But who would want to go out 
with her? She doesn’t even try to look good!’
3     I remember this good-looking boy from Port Elizabeth who played rugby. It was half-
way through the year and he still did not have a girlfriend. He was the star of our rugby 
team. I knew his name and I’d heard lots about how good he was, but I didn’t really know 
him – I was not one to go to the sports field.
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Extract B - Paragraphs 1,2 & 3
1     And then the imbongi came to greet Father Fikeni. After their longish chat, I was 
introduced to him as a very good student – during which time I was frozen and dumb 
from disbelief and God knows what else. As I felt the poet’s hot, sweaty hand holding 
mine, I felt baptised as a poet too. I think I wanted to say something clever, but all I could 
do at that moment was smile and fidget with my button-holes. The poet went on to talk 
with other people, who called him Cira.
2     It was a Monday afternoon and I was lying on my stomach in my favourite spot under 
the black wattle trees when I wrote my first poem. I’d never had a child, but the great 
feeling that swept over me then was too overwhelming for words; I wondered whether 
that’s how people feel when they have their first baby. I sat up and read it out loud. I liked 
the sound of my own voice, and I liked hearing the poem. I put the paper down and ran 
my fingers over my face to feel my features – the smile that wouldn’t leave my face, my 
nose, my cheekbones, my eyes, my ears – including the pointy parts at the top that made 
my ears look like cups; I even felt my hair and I liked that too. For the first time, I liked the 
texture of my hard curly hair and my face didn’t feel so ugly – everything just felt fine. 
My voice sounded like it was a special voice, made specially to recite poems with dignity. 
Resonant – was that it? That’s the day I fell in love with myself; everything about me was 
just perfect.
3     I collected my books and the towel I was lying on, stood up and stretched my limbs. I 
felt tall and fit. I felt like jumping and laughing until I could not laugh anymore. I wanted 
tomorrow to come so that I could go and buy myself a new notebook to write my poems 
in. A woman praise poet – I’d never heard of one, but what did it matter? I could be the 
first one! I knew Father Fikeni would agree with me. I couldn’t wait to see his face when I 
read him my poem. Across the fence, a big red cock flapped its wings and crowed loudly 
at me, as if in agreement.

Contextual Questions

Refer to Extract A: Paragraph 1
1. The seventeen-year-old narrator feels unsure of herself.  Quote four consecutive words  

from line 3 of this paragraph that suggest her self-doubt.
2. In which area of her school work did the narrator show a particular talent?
3. Did the protagonist’s academic success result in a fulfilling life for her? Give a reason for 

your answer and substantiate your opinion with reference to the text.

Refer to Extract A: Paragraph 2
4. What do the words, “that simply collected trophies” imply about the school choir?
5. What is the protagonist’s opinion about Bulelwa?  Substantiate your answer with 

reference to the text.
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Refer to Extract A: Paragraph 3
6. Do you think that the narrator admires the “boy from Port Elizabeth”?  Give a reason for 

your answer.

Refer to Extract B: Paragraph 1
7. What is an imbongi?
8. Why had Father Fikeni taken the narrator to meet the imbongi?
9. Why does the narrator find it difficult to express her thoughts while she is in the 

presence of the imbongi?
10.  Why is her meeting with the imbongi a moment of transformation for the narrator?

Refer to Extract B: Paragraphs 2 and 3
11.  These paragraphs show how the narrator has developed as a person. Explain in detail 

how the narrator changes during the course of the story. Support your opinions with 
reference to Extract A: Paragraph 1 and Extract B: Paragraphs 2 and 3.

Further Activities
1.  “It was a Monday afternoon and I was lying on my stomach in my favourite spot 

under the black wattle trees when I wrote my first poem.” Write the poem that you 
think that the narrator would have written.

2. Create a word and picture collage which highlights the transformation undergone by 
the narrator in the story Transforming Moments.  Set out your collage in the following 
way:

Narrator Before Transformation

Moments leading to Transformation

Narrator After Transformation
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3.  Read the article about Jessica Mbangeni, South Africa’s only female imbongi.

JESSICA MBANGENI is South Africa’s only female Imbongi 
(praise poet) – and is currently making waves with a slate 
of high-profile live performances that have cemented her 
global reputation as one of the country’s most gifted 
creative talents.

That she stands alone in a cultural terrain dominated 
by men is something that spurs on this Eastern Cape-

raised woman. “Young South Africans must go back to our roots and embrace our culture 
and traditions. We must take ownership of African pride and play a role in instilling positivity 
among people – and that goes for men and women,” she says.

Mbangeni’s burning desire to use her voice  – through music and poetry –  to comment 
on South Africa’s leaders, our collective history and the issues facing the country has its roots 
in her early years growing up in Nqamakwe in the Eastern Cape. “As a child I would listen to 
my grandmother’s storytelling which was always fused with traditional Xhosa singing and it 
really sparked a fire in my soul,” Mbangeni confides.

But it took a while for Mbangeni to turn her passion into her career.
After matriculating at Ezizweni Senior Secondary School in 1996, she did a National 

Diploma in Secretarial Office Administration at the Eastern Cape Technikon (now the Walter 
Sisulu University) and it appeared as if her life was to take a more conventional route.

“The fact is that I could not ignore the compulsion I felt to write and perform the words 
that flowed into my mind, and so I moved into the creative direction that I find myself in 
now,” Mbangeni says of her move from secretarial work into singing and poetry.

Whilst working as a secretary she got her break performing in musicals (including 
‘Episodes of Africa’ which played at the annual Grahamstown Festival) and taking the role of 
lead singer in the Gospel group, Magic Sounds.

Then, in 2002, Mbangeni got her first big opportunity. “I auditioned for and got a place in 
the Soweto Gospel Choir in 2002, and that really played a significant role in opening my eyes 
to the rest of the world, and what it means to be a professional singer.”

Mbangeni performed with the renowned choir in Australia and New Zealand first, and 
was soon one of the Grammy Award-winning Choir’s lead singers and poets, performing in 
37 North American cities in 2005 alone. Her work with the choir also saw Mbangeni take part 
in several high-profile events including President Thabo Mbeki’s second inauguration, the 
first 46664 concert in Cape Town and the celebrations in 2004 to mark South Africa’s 10 years 
of democracy.

Her musical experience expanded when Mbangeni joined the Creative Collective Choir 
and under the guidance of heavyweights, Hugh Masekela and Sibongile Khumalo, support-
ed such music greats as Dorothy Masuka and Dolly Rathebe as well as the likes of Zwai Bala 
and others.

In recent years, Mbangeni has struck out on her own – taking the plunge into solo 
work (including acting in ‘Soul City’ and ‘Dube on 2’) and all the more inspired for it. “It is 
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wonderful to be able to perform my own work; to breathe life into my own words and see 
the reaction of others when I do.”

Her slate of live performances is varied and impressive: already this year Mbangeni has 
played the International Women’s Conference at the Presidential Guest House in Pretoria, 
performed with Victor Ntoni’s Jazz band, Heritage, at a State Banquet in Cape Town and was 
an integral part of the celebrations of US Black History at Museum Africa in Johannesburg.

Among her most important works was undertaking the role of programme director, 
singer, poet, dancer and narrator at OR Tambo’s Birthday in Umtata in 2007. “It took me 
back to my roots and incorporated everything that I love, including singing praises to one 
of South Africa’s greatest leaders,” she says. Mbangeni’s praise-singing to O.R. Tambo has 
also been heard at the commemoration to the ANC leader at the naming of the O.R. Tambo 
Airport in Johannesburg, and the Mzansi Sings Tribute to OR Tambo staged in London in 
2007.

That her home language plays such a central role in Mbangeni’s creative life is no 
surprise: Whereas several of South Africa’s praise poets work in Zulu, Mbangeni was deter-
mined to use her native Xhosa to drive the praise singing that has always been an unstop-
pable force in her life. “I have always been inspired by Xhosa writers such as A.C.Jordan, 
S.E.K.Mqhayi, K.S.Bongela and T.K.Tamsanqa. This is the language of my ancestors and so it’s 
natural that I perform my praise poetry in Xhosa,” the 29-year-old says simply.

Over the past few years, Mbangeni has expanded her hand: in 2006 she founded the 
KwaNtu Entertainment & Designs agency that uses her significant connections in the cultur-
al and entertainment industries to get local South African talent exposed through interna-
tional television shows, local and international television adverts, international theatre and 
corporate shows. “It all fits into my philosophy of always breaking new ground,” Mbangeni 
explains. “My team and I work hard at discovering new talent and identifying artistic poten-
tial in other creative souls.” This multi-racial agency has already worked with several heavy-
weight casting directors including Moonyeen Lee, Amanda Wilson, Christa Schamber and 
many others and has an excellent global reputation.

“In the end, whether it is my creative endeavours or those of others, I am really living my 
dream in everything that I do,” Mbangeni says.

http://bookslive.co.za/blog/2008/06/24/profile-on-sas-only-woman-imbongi-jessica-mbangeni/

3.1 Compare the life of Jessica Mbangeni with that of the narrator of Transforming 
Moments. Show how their lives share similarities as well as how they differ.  Set out 
your answer as follows:

Similarities Differences

Narrator of 
Transforming 
Moments
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Similarities Differences

Jessica Mbangeni

Transforming Moments 
exceptionally:  very
epitome:  perfect example
dormitory:  big room in the school hostel where the children sleep
elapsed:  passed
subsequently:  later
engrossed:  deeply interested
rehearsing:  practising
convince:  persuade
claimed:  said
hostility:  bad feelings, enmity
semester:  half-year
impatiently:  crossly, angrily
resonant:  loud, deep
swift:  quick
instructions:  orders
clutching:  holding tightly
content:  happy
presently:  soon
concerned:  worried
leaped:  jumped
reflective:  serious
ululation:  loud, high-pitched crying
fidget:  fiddle, play
overwhelming:  strong
features:  parts of my face
texture:  feel

YOUR NOTES
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St Christopher on the Parade – Marita van der Vyver  (p 31)

Notes:  The Parade is an open market area in Cape Town. An old story tells that Saint Christopher 
carried the little boy Jesus across a deep river and the child grew heavier and heavier all the time. 
Newlands is a large sports stadium in Cape Town.

Synopsis
A young Afrikaans girl remembers how she stood for hours on the Parade in the crowd 
waiting for Nelson Mandela to appear for the first time in public after he was released from 
prison. A little Malay girl cannot see what is happening, so she lifts her onto her shoulders.  
The child on her shoulders feels very heavy, but the excitement of the moment makes the 
girl forget the pain.

Activities

Question Answer

1 Narrator:
Describe the 
narrator.

The narrator is a white student whom we get to know fairly well. 
She comes from a relatively well off home and  
welcomes the new SA.

2 Other 
characters:
Name and 
briefly 
describe 
the other 
characters.

1. There is an elderly Malay woman called Kitta.

2. .............................................................................................................

3. .............................................................................................................

4. .............................................................................................................

3 Setting:
Describe the 
setting.

The story is set on .......................................................... in Cape Town at
 the time of ................................................................................................................

4 Theme:
What is the 
theme?

Theme:
The theme is one of 
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Question Answer

5 Plot:
Describe the 
plot.

Plot:
The plot is a very simple one.  It describes how:

6 Title:
Describe the 
significance of 
the title.

Title:
“St Christopher on the Parade” refers to the Christian legend that a 
man carried a strange child on his shoulders across a river.  The child 
turned out to be the Christ child. Metaphorically the river was death 
and the child, Jesus, delivered believers from sin and saved believers 
from drowning in the river of death.  The narrator carries a strange 
child on her shoulders and is transported into a spiritually new 
world of the new, free S.A.

The word “parade” is used here in the title as a noun to indicate a 
big, flat, open area in front of the City Hall in Cape Town.  It can also 
be used as a verb as in to parade (show off/ display) something.  In a 
way the little Muslim girl, Rehana, is being paraded on the shoulders 
of the white Christian student in a show of 

YOUR NOTES
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The Suit Continued – Siphiwo Mahala  (p 35)

Note: This story is a kind of reply to ‘The Suit’, a story written by Can Themba. The characters in 
both stories are the same. Fort Hare is a university in the Eastern Cape. Drum was a newspaper.

Synopsis
A teacher in Sophiatown goes drinking at a township bar during school-time. He meets a 
woman there. They go to her house and make love. The woman’s husband comes home, so 
the teacher jumps out of the window nearly naked. He goes home like that and has to make 
up excuses to explain to his wife where his suit is. One day when he tries to fetch the suit 
from the woman’s house, he finds she has been murdered. The suit is sitting up on a chair at 
the table, as though it was a guest.

Contextual Questions:
1. This incident  describes the schoolteacher as a cruel man.  Is this true? If so, give a 

reason for your answer.
2. According to what you have read in this story, how do you think the schoolteacher felt 

about Can Themba?
3. The schoolteacher seemed to be very annoyed with what Can Themba wrote about 

him. Is this true?  Give a suitable reason for your answer.
4. “…before I sink six feet under…” 

4.1  What does this statement mean?
4.2 It seems that this teacher wants to relate his side of the events of that day. Do 

you agree with this statement? If so, quote from the text in support of your 
answer.

4.3 He emphasises the fact that it is a testimony and not a confession.  What is the 
difference between these two words and why is it so important for him that the 
reader must realise that this is a testimony and not a confession?

5. “…it was never my style to have dealings with married women…”
5.1 Did the teacher know that this lady was married the moment he met her?
5.2 Who does he refer to when he uses the words “unlike us”.
5.3 Do you think that he was sober on the day that he first met this lady?
5.4 Why does he refer to her as  a “girl”?
5.5 From the text quote TWO examples that indicate that this teacher had a problem 

with alcohol.
5.6 Does this “problem” with alcohol indicate that there was a possibility that he 

could lose his job as the result of this problem?
5.7 On the day that he met this “girl”, what do you think he was doing?
5.8 Describe what she was wearing on the first day that he met her.
5.9 Is there a suggestion in this story that the teacher was already old?

6. Name the figurative speech in the following statements:
6.1 “…my throat was as dry as a desert…”
6.2 “Our resistance turned out to be like farting in a deep ocean…”



21RE
V

EL
AT

IO
N

S 
A

N
D

 T
RA

N
SF

O
RM

AT
IO

N
S

6.3  “Hangover was playing with me.”
7.  “...they wasted no time in making irritating whispers and pointing towards my direction.” 

7.1  Who were these children?
7.2  What day of the week do you think this is?
7.3  What type of relationship does the teacher have with the children?

8.  The teacher seems to visit the shebeen often.  What in the story indicates that this is 
happening?

9.  How does the “Shebeen Queen” make all the money that she has?
10.  Does the teacher always have money to buy from Fatty? Quote from the passage.
11.  He doesn’t know the real name of the “Shebeen Queen”.  Why do you think that this  

is so?
12.  “ I knew she was attracted to me because I was looking good.” 

12.1 At any time during his encounters with this lady, does he ever mention that he 
loves her? 

12.2 How do we know that the teacher was a well-dressed man?  
12.3 How did it come about that he gave her the name “ Matilda”? 
12.4 According to the story, do you think that this teacher was attractive? Give a 

reason for your answer. 
12.5 Is he happily married? 
12.6 He didn’t know the lady’s name. What does that say about his relationship with 

her?
13. What type of character do you think this teacher had, especially when he mentions that 

he is a “well-dressed” man?
14. “There is nothing as nice as something you are stealing.”

14.1 In your opinion what is it that the two of them were “stealing”?
14.2 How would his wife feel if she found him “here” and where exactly is he?
14.3 What questions does this lady ask him when they are together? 
14.4 He emphasises the fact that he would like to “do what brings us together and 

leave other business alone…”  What do you think this “other business” is? 
14.5 The “day that you all know”. What day is this and what happened to him on that 

day?
14.6 He describes someone as, a “big-mouthed, woman-like man”. Who is the person 

that fits this description?  Judging from the description, how do you think the 
teacher felt about this person?

14.7  “It seemed like the older he got, the longer his tongue grew.” What does the 
person mean by this statement?

15.  By whom does the teacher feel that he was “set up” and why do you think that he 
viewed these “conspirators” as dangerous?  What made them so dangerous in the view 
of the teacher?

16. He uses the words “victims of apartheid”. In what way were they “victims”?
17. Sophiatown seemed to be very important to the community at the time. Why do you 

think it was so important?  What happened in Sophiatown?
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18. The teacher also refers to the “looming threat”. In your opinion what was this looming 
threat?

19. What is it when something is “demolished”?
20. Sophiatown is described as “free territory” inside South Africa. How was this possible?
21. The song that was sung by the community was “asiyi ndawo”.  Did it change the view or 

attitude of the authorities?
22. In what way, according to the teacher, was Can “exploiting” his own writing skills?
23. Would you describe Can as a good journalist? Give a reason for your answer.
24. There was a real storm outside on the particular day when this incident occurred. Do 

you think that this “stormy evening” had any significance in what was about to happen?
25. “A Husband. Where, what are you talking about?”

25.1 In your own words, explain why the teacher uses the indefinite article “a” in his 
response to the statement of the woman.

25.2 What is the significance of the word “Husband” being written with a capital 
letter?

25.3 How does the author use contrast in this section to show the position of 
Philemon and the teacher? 

26. “I would be carried out of the house – head first”.  Why would someone be carried out of 
the house in this type of way? 

27. “Maphikela must have swallowed a small radio during his early days.” Does this 
describe the type of person Maphikela is?  According to you, how would you describe 
Maphikela? 

28. “Pace-up, pace-up, meneer.” 
28.1 Is there any significance in this sentence? 
28.2 At this stage, what do you think the teacher is doing? 
28.3 How do you know that the person that he is running with doesn’t know that he 

is a runner? 
29. Is it ironic that he left his “wedding suit” at this lady’s place? Give a reason for your 

answer. 
30. Describe the character of Grace. 
31. Do you think that his wife was aware of what he was doing? Supply a phrase or a word 

from the text to substantiate your answer. 
32. Describe how Matilda’s husband made sure that she “paid” for her dishonesty? 
33. Can you conclude that Philemon was cruel? 
34. How can you compare the treatment of Philemon of his wife after he found out about 

her infidelity to her own treatment of him? 
35. Is there any time during his ordeal that he really wanted to tell his wife about his 

dishonesty? 
36. How did his frustrations manifest themselves in his classroom situation? 
37. Is there any significance in how his wife treated him after the ordeal? If so, what 

significance is there? 
38. How did he try to get out of the fact that he couldn’t get his suit back? 
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39. Name two or three excuses or reasons that he gave to his wife to explain where his suit 
was. 

40. How did his actions reveal the truth to his wife at the end of the story?  
41. “We found Philemon crying helplessly over Matilda’s body.” 

41.1 The teacher lied about his activities. How does this lie show in what Philemon 
felt  at this time? 

41.2 How do you think the teacher must have felt, seeing his suit sitting at the table? 
41.3 What was the cause of Matilda’s death? 
41.4 The teacher wants people to know that he was not “inhumane”. Do you think that 

the teacher was “inhumane”?  Give a reason for your answer.
42.  According to the actions of Matilda, would you say that she really loved the teacher?  

Why would you say so?

Transactional Writing:
 » You have experienced something similar to the teacher’s incident in your personal 

life.  Write a poem depicting the feelings that you experienced at that time.
 » “The Suit Continued” is a story that is essentially about love.  Write an entry in 

Matilda’s diary before the meeting that she would have with her lover, as well as 
one after her encounter with Philemon.

 » Write a short play whereby you depict the confrontation on the day that Philemon 
finds the two of them (Matilda and the teacher) together in his house.

The Suit Continued
annoying:  cross-making
tormented:  tortured
propaganda:  untruthful
humiliation:  shame
testimony:  truth
registers:  affects
seductively:  sexily
equivalent:  the same as
hooch:  booze, liquor
half-jack:  half-bottle of liquor
shebeen:  township bar, tavern
reluctant:  unwilling
dwelling on:  talking about
notorious:  frightening 
nagging:  complaining
suspected:  thought of
solace:  comfort
pursuit:  chasing after
conspirators:   plotters
setting me up:  trapping me



24 20
15

 E
N

G
LI

SH
 O

LY
M

PI
A

D
 F

A
L 

ST
U

D
Y 

G
U

ID
E

scoop:  important news story
dedicated:  committed
lingering:  lasting
exile:   foreign places
abruptly:  suddenly
cross-country:  running race through the veld
attire:  clothes
surveying:  looking at
compromised:  agreed
whirlwind:  wind storm
instinctively:  automatically
mannerisms:  habits
waterlogged:  very wet
hospitality:  treatment of guests
supplement:  increase
confiscated:  taken away
inconsiderate:  careless
confronted:  met
haunts:  frightens
insecurity:  uncertainty
indignity:  shame
adulterer:  man who sleeps with another man’s wife
audacity:  cheek, boldness

YOUR NOTES
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Elvis on Fortieth Street – Michael Weeder  (p 43)

Note: Elvis Presley was a rock-and-roll star. His nickname was ‘Elvis-the-Pelvis’ because he moved 
his hips rapidly when he sang. Young girls found him very attractive. Cliff Richard was another 
famous rock star.

Synopsis
The writer, who grew up in a poor ‘Coloured’ area,  Elsies River in Cape Town, remembers how 
his mother and her friends used to admire Elvis and how that angered him.

Contextual Questions 

1. Study the text and answer the questions that follow:

“Apartheid was nine years old and I was seven when I moved, or if the truth be told, we 
were moved – from the city. If apartheid had not been born then I would have lived 
much longer in the city which had been home to my family, well at least one part of our 
clan, long before the Dutch came with their three boats.  Some of my family members 
were on one of these boats. My Khoi-Khoi aunties and uncles stood on the beach, 
content to receive their soon-to-be European relatives. They welcomed the newcomers, 
as they did the Portuguese and others including the seldom-spoken-of Chinese, with 
kind courtesy. After all, as they knew from past occasions, it would only be a short visit. 
It took them a long time to realise that the recipients of our African hospitality had no 
intention of ever leaving.”

1.1 The author mentions the fact that his family “were moved” from the place that he 
called “home “. Why, in your opinion, did this happen?

1.2 Is it true that those Europeans were “family” of the author?  Give a reason for your 
answer.

1.3 According to the text, how do we know that these were not the first people that 
came to the shores by boat?

1.4 How do we know that the people on the shore were quite excited and happy by 
the arrival of the newcomers?

1.5 The author was under the impression that the people on this boat were “visitors”. 
What made him realise that these newcomers had “no intention” of leaving?

2.  In your own words what is meant by “African hospitality”?
3. How do we know that the family wasn’t “well-off”? Give three (3) examples from the text 

that show us that the family wasn’t rich.
4. He describes a typical indigenous kitchen.  Which object in the room is typical of such a 

kitchen?
5. Describe a typical Sunday afternoon in the house of the author.
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6. The mother tries to teach her son an important lesson by this statement “…as djy vra, 
dan wil djy nie gee nie…’’.  What valuable lessons is the mother trying to teach her son in 
this statement?
6.1 “I considered coughing discreetly over her tea”. Why do you think the little boy 

wanted to do this?
7. What is this wish of his that is “rarely fulfilled”? 

7.1 Name the figurative language used when he says ”There’d be no-more of the 
‘eat-some-mores’”.

8. “When in the company of adults, if you kept quiet, you’d become invisible and so be 
privileged with various insights as the visitors held forth on whatever topic was close 
to their hearts. ‘Desirable men’ was a popular conversation piece.  And so it was on one 
auspicious Sunday that my 10-year old ears were blessed with the news that my mother 
(along with many of her tjommies) felt that Elvis Presley was super-hot.  She’d leave her 
children for him.”
8.1 In this text which words come across in a sarcastic way? 
8.2 Give another word for tjommies.
8.3 How do you think this child felt when he heard that his mother “would leave      

her children” for Elvis?
8.4 The boy has “shifted his resolve” with a bit of “betrayal-laced bitterness” from Elvis 

to Cliff Richard. Why do you think he did this?
8.5 How would you describe the actions of Mabel?

9. “...want ek smaak ‘n boer moer...” 
9.1 From this sentence, do you think that this little boy had an opinion about the 

political situation in the country at the time? 
9.2 Why, in your opinion, was the boy afraid of being confronted by a “gemoerde 

boertjie” and his comrades? 
9.3 The boy’s friend touched a “raw nerve” when he told him that he liked Elvis.  

Why do you think this was so?
9.4 “It never occurred to me that it was highly unlikely that the King of Rock would 

ever find his way to Elsies. But of course it was the principle of the matter.  With 
rising resentment I told Gary ‘But why can’t he just sing without shaking so much. 
Like he is having the stuipe.’ Gary dismissed my critique with a ‘Don’t be dof. How 
can he sing without moving like that? He’s mos Elvis-the-Pelvis.’” 

9.4.1 Suddenly the little boy said that he preferred Michael Jackson.  Why do you 
think the boy made this change in his choice of singer? 

9.5 Explain the figurative speech in : 
9.5.1 “This touched a raw nerve.” 
9.5.2 “Like he is having the stuipe” 

9.6 “Is Michael Jackson black?” Do you think that there is any irony in this question?
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Transactional Writing:
 » Write a dialogue between the little boy and Elvis where he confronts Elvis regard-

ing his mother’s statement that she is willing to leave her children for him.
 » Many children are in situations where their parent/s are not there any more. Write a 

report on how common this is in the community that you live in.

YOUR NOTES
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School Photos – Diane Awerbuck (p 47)

Note: //Kabbo was a Khoisan man who lived at the Cape 300 years ago. The Castle is the fort built 
by the first European occupiers of the Cape. Roger Bannister was a famous athlete.

Synopsis
A school teacher tells the shocking story of how he tried to help girls who had been abused 
by family members. He took photographs that they could use in evidence in court, but the 
girls kept their silence and never laid charges. He says people think teachers have such easy 
lives.
1. Study the text and then answer the questions that follow.

1.1 Focus on the school where the teacher will be teaching.  What does the text sug-
gest about the characteristics of the school? Choose a sentence or a phrase from 
the text to substantiate your answer.

1.2 The smell of the aftershave of the stepfathers is overbearing for the teacher.  Do 
you agree with this statement? If so, give a reason for your answer.

1.3 How would you describe the attitude of the fathers towards the teacher?  
1.4 How does the teacher observe the bathroom and what does the bathroom 

remind him of?
1.5 “Water will wash away most things but fungus grows...”

1.5.1 What is the symbolism in this statement by the teacher?
1.5.2 Do you think that the “fungus” represents something else in society? If so, 

what does it symbolise?
1.5.3 This dirty bathroom also becomes a place of solace for the girls.  If this is so, 

why would you say so?
1.6 How do we know that this teacher does not have a lot of time in the day for 

himself?
1.7 How does he describe his day at school?

2. “The bruises that I saw in the locked bathrooms were, of course, secret.”
2.1 These “bruises”, what is the teacher referring to?
2.2 Do the girls “hide” these bruises? How do you know that?
2.3 Why do you think that the teacher is a bit shy to ask the learners for their 

homework?
2.4 What are these “snap shots”? 
2.5 In your opinion, is there any reason why the girls do not want to go to Child Line?
2.6 Describe what role Child Line plays in our everyday life.

3. In what way does the teacher describe himself or his role in the lives of these girls?
4. He was asked to take photographs of the injuries of the girls. What did he learn about 

how these injuries were inflicted on the girls?
5. Why do you think the girls were “embarrassed by the mundanity”?
6. “A hairbrush.” In your opinion, why is it ironic that this instrument was used to inflict 

some of these injuries? Use the text to substantiate your answer. 



29RE
V

EL
AT

IO
N

S 
A

N
D

 T
RA

N
SF

O
RM

AT
IO

N
S

7. On that Tuesday in August, what do you think happened to the girl in the bathroom?  
Why do you think that the teacher couldn’t forget the girl after that particular 
photograph?

8. How do we know that this girl couldn’t sit as the result of this injury?
9. “You teachers. You have such nice lives. All those school holidays.” Is this statement true? 

Give a reason for your answer.
10. Do you think that the teacher was happy with the progress of the student? Choose a 

sentence or a phrase in the text to support your answers.

Transactional Writing:
 » You are a teacher at this particular school and you realise that many of the learners 

at your school have difficulties at home, which they do not know how to deal with.  
Write a speech in which you speak to the learners about abuse and where they can 
go to for assistance, if they are being subjected to any kind of abuse at home.

 » As a teacher of the school you are asked to write a formal letter to Child Line where 
you inform them about what is happening at the school regarding child abuse.

School Photos
CVs:   lists of qualifications
graduated:  received a qualification
forebears:  ancestors
late-blooming:  slow to mature
incidental:  unimportant
overly:  too
caption:  label
overbearing:  forceful
stepfather:  man married to a child’s mother
incident:  event, happening 
precipitate:  cause
railed:  complained 
cloisters:  passages
laminated:  covered in plastic
dungeons:  underground prison cells
algae:  moss
levee:  dam wall
impropriety:  dirt
nomad:  wanderer
legitimate:  lawful
treadmill:  upright wheel  turned by labourers walking without  
   stopping on its steps
scald:  burn
pellets:  dry biscuits
scansion:  rhythm in poetry
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fabric:  material, cloth
snapshots:  photographs
stuff:   teach
irony:  different way of saying
pentameter:  line of poetry with five beats
expel:  drive out
mortuary:  cold room where dead bodies are kept before being buried
shy away:  turn away
clues:  excuses
lopsidedly:  crookedly
mundanity:  ordinariness
clichés:  fixed expressions
diacritics:  punctuation marks
indecent:  wrongly dressed
crockery:  plates, cups, etc
porcelain:  fine crockery
shuddered:  trembled
translating:  explaining language
emerged:  came out of
perforated:  with lines of small holes
nudge:  bump
testify:  give evidence in court
via:   to the address of
miraculously:  surprisingly
intact:  whole, undamaged
close-ups:  photographs taken from near by
studs:  bumps
spine:  backbone
preserving:  keeping
ripped:  tore
burrowed:  dug
transcriptions:  written records of spoken words

YOUR NOTES
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A better life for you, Mums – Zulfah Otto-Sallies  (p 53)

Note: Translations of the foreign words and expressions in this story are provided in the Study 
Guide.

Synopsis 
A young Malay boy in Cape Town cannot find work, so becomes a drug dealer to help his 
mother and two younger brothers.  He is caught and thrown into jail where he is murdered.

The Plot
The plot of the story is chronological as it places events in order of time from first to last.
Fill in the missing bits of the following stages of the plot.

1. Introduction of characters: Suleiman (Solly), Mums, Yusuf and Yakoob, then later Sabu 
and China.

2. The initial situation involves a conflict as Solly cannot find a good job and his mother 

3. These circumstances create a situation where Solly gets mixed up in the selling of 

4. At the climax he is arrested and sent to .......................
5. The ‘denouement’ (French for ‘unknotting’) at the end gives us Solly’s death and his 

mother’s heartbreak.   
[‘Denouement’ refers to the resolution of the action i.e. how it ends in success or failure 
for the protagonist – how the action (or sometimes mystery) is solved.]

Transactional Writing:
In his heartbreaking letter Solly writes “Yusuf and Yakoob must never walk this path.  Mums, 
you must tell them everything.”  Pretend to be Mums and write the letter that she wrote to 
Yusuf and Yakoob explaining what happened to their elder brother.

Point of View:
How does the opening line tell us from what point of view the story is written?
The point of view is that of a third person as the narrator uses “he” and “she” and is an outside 
observer.  We read that “It was early morning when Solly woke up.  His heart was heavy.”  This 
tells us that the narrator (and we, the readers) can read Solly’s thoughts.  This is a limited, 
omniscient, third-person point of view as we are given only Solly’s thoughts, but no other 
character’s thoughts.

Themes:
 » The frustrations of poverty
 » The ease with which people can be drawn into crime
 » The dangers of crime
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A better life for you, Mums
decent:  proper
calamity:  bad happening
engrossed:  involved
notorious:  famous in a bad way
mingled:  mixed
ecstatically:  very
hysterical:  angry
morgue:  cold room where dead bodies are kept before being buried
dazed:  confused
chauffeur:  driver
dishonest:  untrue
merchant:  drug dealer
nagging:  complaining
atom:  smallest piece

YOUR NOTES
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“Streets of Hillbrow, here I come” – Kaizer M. Nyatsumba  (p 59)

Note: Hillbrow is a densely populated , very dangerous  area in central Johannesburg.

Synopsis
A twelve-year-old boy in Johannesburg is so angry with his mother and father for getting di-
vorced that he calls them his “former parents”. When his mother has a lover, he leaves home 
and becomes a street child.

Activities

Practice in quoting   
It is important that everyone learns to quote properly.  This is because one needs to be able 
to substantiate one’s ideas by referring closely to the text.  It is a useful skill that can be used 
in all your school subjects.

It is important that one integrates (combines) the quotations into one’s own text.

EXAMPLE
Read the opening line of “Streets of Hillbrow, here I come” and then look at the example of 
quoting below.

The narrator of “Streets of Hillbrow, here I come” opens the story by stating that he “will 
never trust anybody again for as long as [he] live[s]”.

Note how the quotation is grammatically integrated into the writer’s text.  Here the original 
quotation has had to be adapted to make it conform to the grammar of the sentence.  Note 
how the changes are indicated by the use of square brackets.

Practice
Imagine that you want to quote from the second paragraph.  The paragraph is repro-
duced below.  The first step is to underline or highlight the words you want to quote.  

I know you will probably not take me seriously, and dismiss me as an angry twelve-year-
old who has yet to experience life.  Just like my former parents did.  But I will never trust 
anybody again for as long as I live.

Now pretend that you are writing an essay.  The quotation marks have been omitted (left 
out) or incorrectly inserted (put in) in the second and third sentences of the paragraph 
below.  Correct them.
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The narrator of “Streets of Hillbrow, here I come” opens the story by stating that he “will 
never trust anybody again for as long as [he] live[s]”. The boy is upset and hurt and he 
calls his parents former parents because of the trauma he has undergone because of his 
parents’ divorce.  Justice also accuses the readers and says that we will probably not “take  
him  seriously’ or we will regard him as someone  who has yet to experience life.

Now read p 59 of your anthology carefully so you can recognise where the writer has quoted 
in the sentences below and then add or correct the quotation marks.

1. He says his plan is to kill his parents.  If he does not ‘he  will have to get someone to do 
it for  him.

2. He thinks of the comrades and decides that he will accuse his parents of being  sell-outs.
3. Justice knows that killing one’s parents is called  “parricide”  and he thinks that it is an  

ugly word.
4. He feels his parents should know better because in his eyes  they are old and they are  

experienced in life.
5. To cope with his pain and to punish them, the boy  decides to disown them  and  call 

them by their first names.

Exercise 1
Work in pairs and role-play the following scene.  Write in the answers.  You could act out your 
interview for the class.

One of you is a reporter. The reporter interviews the street-child and asks the following 
questions:

REPORTER:  Why did you run away from home?

STREET-CHILD: 

 
REPORTER:  Where do you eat?  What do you eat?

STREET-CHILD: 

 
REPORTER:  Where do you sleep at night?  Do you get cold?

STREET-CHILD: 

 
REPORTER:  What do you miss about not being with your family?

STREET-CHILD: 
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REPORTER:  Do you enjoy living on the streets?  

STREET-CHILD: 

 
REPORTER:  How do you foresee your future?   What do you think will happen to you?

STREET-CHILD:  

Exercise 2
Write an essay in which you discuss the problems and plight of street-children in your area.
OR
In one paragraph explain the significance of the title.

Streets of Hillbrow, here I come
dismiss:  ignore
sell-outs:  traitors
consumed:  eaten up
one hoot:  at all 
disown:  deny
gawking:  looking
scolds:  speaks angrily to
spectacles:  eye glasses
evade:  get out of
indicate:  show
irredeemable:  broken beyond repair 
custody of:  responsibility for
despise:  disrespect
minor:  a child under 18 years old
twitching:  small, quick movement
pronounced:  declared, announced
unlimited:  free
scary:  frightening
crafts:  skills
drooling:  with spit running out 
quivering:  shaking
orphan:  child without parents
awarded:  given
represented:  helped
quarrelled:  argued
shrill:  sharp
filed:   asked
jot:   smallest piece
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