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‘all that remains
a winding stairway
of memories

and the darkness
growing brighter
than the light’

I think the best way to start a conversation with a literary work is first to locate
the work inside the discipline. It is an important strategy for any African writer
to position himself/herself. When 1 first read Shabbir Banoobhai’s recent
collection, A/l That Remains, published in 2020, it reminded me of the earlier
writings of black South Africans of the nineties; the first book that came to my
mind was the novel An African Tragedy, 1928, by Rolfes Robert Reginald
Dhlomo. It may sound strange to you to find a deep connection between the two
despite a century of time-lapse; but it is true, I found both writers quite engaged
in terms of dealing with humanity and human crises.

It is interesting that both writers are from Durban. In An African
Tragedy Dhlomo deals with tragic human life running in the township of Joburg.
The questions here are: how do we live in hardships and how do we cope with
life? It sounds like a basic and common question, but it is not; "coping with life’
is a particularly important question that binds all South Africans in one way or
the other.

One of the main preoccupations in South African literature that persistently
comes up is the question of resilience. It is this resilience that occupied
Banoobhai’s work as well since his first publication. To recover from the
traumatic past, Banoobhai’s work comes into possession of deep spirituality to
create human dignity over racial discrimination that was embedded in the politics
of daily life. Disregarding these racial lines determined in discourse
differentiating human beings, Banoobhai embarked on an odyssey to champion
the human essence as a way of speaking out against injustice. Hence a theme that
consistently prevails in his poetry is that of justice and human conscience, and
how these concepts overlap in terms of confronting social problems. Justice and
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human conscience become central to overcoming the crisis. Most of us
understand that poetry can speak to social issues, but we can overlook that since
poetry is abstract in form, it deals with reality through images.

Here, Banoobhai brings in voices from the inner self to challenge the body
of language that is normally materialistic, because one’s language in public tends
to be more pragmatic; but in Banoobhai’s poetry it is not only a heightened
language but also the gaze of love that sustains the poetry. The language-invoked
spirituality in these poems surpasses rationality; the inner space invites us to
rethink the way we treat the ‘other’ through words.

This spirituality is both innate as well as draws on Sufi literature led by Ibn
al-Arabi, Abdul Qadir Gilani, Rumi, and many others. A key source of
Banoobhai’s poetry is Sufism: by Sufism, I do not mean the Sufi discourse that
saturates academic circles today. Here is an ethically-based understanding of life;
and in seeing the world above all Sufi discourses, Banoobhai wanders into the
realm of pure ethics. The connection Banoobhai creates goes even further;
personas invoke the images of the metaphysical poet John Donne as well when
the persona of ‘The Good-Morrow’ says ‘Let us possess one world, each hath
one, and is one.’ This line becomes integrated into a deeper space — of purity and
unity.

To locate Banoobhai’s work, I will borrow a metaphor from the great poet
and mystic, Rumi who takes our living as a drawing compass. By implication, it
suggests that a person who is willing to lead a good life must stand firm with one
leg on faith while the other travels across the world. This strategy, 1 believe,
applies to all African poets and writers in one way or another. The focus of the
collection falls on the question of the treatment of the other; that is why the words,
as mediating between the self and the other, become an effective instrument for
transformation, where the persona invokes lines like:

‘words 1 built to swim, i find them flying
words 1 built to smile, 1 see them crying

words 1 thought would walk upright
need crutches to set straight ...

even warring words may live on, true
but can they ever bring me close to you?’

Words appear as a form of discourse in the lines below; the persona reminds us:
‘a word nudges me and says

without us, even ‘you’
would be hiding in ‘me’
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Banoobhai consistently questions the function of language in the following lines:

‘it 1S raining
a book on the ground
is immersed in water

its text dissolving
and being washed away
until the book is wordless

so where are the words?
and 1s the book still a book
without text or a name?’

Here the reflection of images, which are impinged on a discourse derived from
the texts, becomes an embodiment of water and norm. As images of water are
associated with life in Sufi literature, I think, all poetry invokes and privileges the
purity of water over the material, transcending its limitations. The persona
invokes reality that cannot be fully accessible through language. Let me give one
example to show how Sufism works through the mind of the poet.

‘imagine a moth that can speak!
imagine it saying to a fire, 1 love you
how proud of itself might it be

but would the fire be impressed
or would it say, get on with it
you are expected to burn in me!’

These lines invoke Rumi’s poetry, especially the metaphor of the 'moth’ that
speaks directly to the heart of Sufism. The image of the moth here refers to the
oneness of the universe. One of the sustained tropes of Sufi literature is the
embodiment of ‘moth and flame.” The moth’s annihilation in the flame represents
a follower on the Sufi path seeking the Divine Essence. This annihilation into
oneness is expressed as follows:

‘that oneness
when rock and flower
lose their power

and earth and sky
become new names
for you and me’
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"Oneness’ as an attribute of God shapes a vision that almost suggests a new form
of being.

We should also be aware that one of the ways Banoobhai treats human belief is
through the lens of flawed human beings. He accepts that as all human beings are
flawed, their beliefs too can be flawed in some ways — and yet, he adds a
redeeming, compassionate dimension: our flaws do not detract from an essential
purity innate within us. But this does not blind him to the violence we are capable
of — he can relate our violence startlingly even to prayer beads meant to be used
to remember God.

‘prayer beads of a soldier
counting his kills before he sleeps’

Banoobhai’s critique questions some of the discourse embedded in both the
colonial and postcolonial history of Africa. Violence does not become acceptable
in the cause of the promotion of any religion.

All That Remains is full of wisdom and mystery of essence embodied in the self.
Research Africa
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