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!

! South Africa has not yet become a nation united in its diversity despite the 

claim made otherwise in the South African constitution. To grapple with the 

constitution’s unfulfilled promises, many writers and artists from the country 

have taken up the incongruity between lived experience and nationalist rhetoric 

in their works. As part of that efforts by artists and writers in South Africa, Ivan 

Vladislavi"’s 2006 book Portrait with Keys: The City of Johannesburg Unlocked 

describes the difficulties of living in a country that does not perfectly match the 

rhetoric of a nation “united in [its] diversity.” In order to expand on the theme in 

Portrait with Keys of incongruity between lived life and the national discourse, as 

well as between lived life and literary representations, it is imperative to identify 
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the discourse surrounding the current situation in South Africa. In this analysis 

of Vladislavi!’s book, the author will describe and decipher moments where the 

lived experience of residents in Johannesburg belies the inclusionary discourse of 

South Africa and the literary representation of other cities. After describing 

moments that highlight the lack of correspondence between life and word, the 

author will analyze the various strategies for coping with the incongruity in the 

book. By taking this route of analysis, the author intends to illuminate the South 

African phenomenon of incongruent experience (in which lived life, discourse, 

and representation do not correspond) and arrive at a reading of the incongruity 

in Vladislavi!’s book that leaves room for hope.
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“DISTRICT 9: PAVING THE WAY TO UNITY”

-Sign in front of the alien slum in Neill Blomkamp’s film District 9 (District 9)

“We, the people of South Africa, 

Recognise the injustices of our past; 

Honour those who suffered for justice and freedom in our land; 

Respect those who have worked to build and develop our country; 

and Believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our 

diversity.”

-From the Preamble to South Africa’s current constitution 

(South Africa, Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996)

“I start the car but he won’t let me go. He’s talking and talking through the gap. 

Phrases out of newspapers. Crime wave. rainbow nation. Decent South Africans. 

standing together . . . I start edging away from the kerb [sic] . . .” 

-Ivan Vladislavi! in Portrait with Keys: The City of Johannesburg Unlocked (72)

"

INTRODUCTION

South Africa has not yet become a nation united in its diversity despite the claim 

made otherwise in the South African constitution. To grapple with the 

constitution’s unfulfilled promises, many writers and artists from the country 

have taken up the incongruity between lived experience and nationalist rhetoric 

in their works. Recently, Neill Blomkamp approached the issue through symbolic 

means. In his 2009 film about mistreated aliens and dissatisfied urbanites, District 

9, Blomkamp presents a government, working with partner non-governmental 

organizations, which claims that District 9 is “paving the way to unity.” Along 

the course of the film, this promise is disrupted by scenes of abject squalor, 
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unrestrained prejudice, and extreme violence. Barring the aliens’ planet of origin, 

the South Africa of Blomkamp’s imagination is uncomfortably similar to the 

South Africa of today—promises are left unfulfilled and the majority of residents 

are left unaided.

! Albeit as a written, not filmed, questioning of the constitution’s promises, 

Ivan Vladislavi"’s 2006 book Portrait with Keys: The City of Johannesburg Unlocked 

also describes the difficulties of living in a South Africa that does not perfectly 

match the rhetoric of a nation “united in [its] diversity.” Vladislavi", as a white, 

upper middle-class writer living in Johannesburg, is keenly aware of the 

inconsistencies between his life as a Joburger and the less-privileged lives of the 

majority of residents in the city. In his book, Vladislavi" describes home-invasion 

robberies, Gorilla-brand car locks, fast-talking street beggars (as seen in the 

epigraph above), pilfered metal statuary, and increasingly ubiquitous security 

fences. As legal philosopher Patrick Lenta has shown in his article about Portrait 

with Keys, Vladislavi"’s experience of Johannesburg is structured around 

“everyday abnormality,” where Vladislavi" “bears unprecedented witness to 

crime in Johannesburg by apprehending it as part of the experience of everyday 

life” (Lenta 131). The description of crime in Johannesburg as the usual state of 

things is an integral part of Vladislavi"’s work, but crime is not merely 
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normalized and begrudgingly accepted in the book. In fact, Vladislavi!’s portrait 

of Johannesburg is crime-ridden because of a larger issue at stake in the book; his 

narrative of crime often highlights the incongruity between the violent city and 

the nation’s “peaceful coexistence” discourse. Literary scholar James Graham has 

attempted to analyze the incongruities in Vladislavi!’s book in his own article. 

He arrives at the conclusion that “the project of defamiliarizing the city is quite 

clearly manifested in Vladislavi!’s work. The difficulty of being a citizen, of 

living ethically in an increasingly unhomely city, is expressed through innovative 

narratives that emphasize both the entanglements and the incommensurabilities 

of social life in the city” (340). Although Graham notes that Vladislavi! depicts 

Johannesburg as “a possible city” where residents live simultaneous, unequal 

lives, he does not link this inequality with broader South African discourse. 

Vladislavi!’s constant discussion of moments where discourse (or representation) 

and experience do not match necessitates a thorough look into the historical 

discourses and literary representations mentioned in his text. In order to expand 

on the theme in Portrait with Keys of incongruity between lived life and the 

national discourse, as well as between lived life and literary representations, it is 

imperative to identify the discourse surrounding the current situation in South 

Africa.
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THE LIMITATIONS AND SHORTCOMINGS OF SOUTH AFRICA’S OFFICIAL DISCOURSE 

Despite the fact that sixteen years have passed since the dismantling of 

Apartheid, the effects of its end loom large in the country’s present. Immediately 

following the election of Nelson Mandela and the successful campaign of the 

African National Congress (ANC) in 1994, South Africans were full of hope. 

Many believed that their country would transcend their recently traumatic and 

brutal past to become a new South Africa, one in which equality and acceptance 

were guaranteed. Mandela himself subscribed to the notion of a new South 

Africa that was to be united in its diversity. In his inaugural speech in Pretoria 

following the elections of 1994, Mandela proclaimed that: “We enter into a 

covenant that we shall build the society in which all South Africans, both black 

and white, will be able to walk tall, without any fear in their hearts, assured of 

their inalienable right to human dignity - a rainbow nation at peace with itself 

and the world” (Mandela). The new nation would usher in change to the living 

conditions of all South Africans, regardless of race, and change was written into 

the supreme law of the land, the Constitution of South Africa. Drafted in 1996, 

the Preamble to the constitution reads: “We, the people of South Africa, 

Recognise the injustices of our past; Honour those who suffered for justice and 

freedom in our land; Respect those who have worked to build and develop our 
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country; and Believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our 

diversity” (South Africa, Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996). Chief 

amongst the stated goals of the new nation were “heal[ing] the divisions of the 

past and establish[ing] a society based on democratic values, social justice and 

fundamental human rights” as well as “improv[ing] the quality of life of all 

citizens and free[ing] the potential of each person” (South Africa, Constitution of 

the Republic of South Africa of 1996). Under the constitution, previously 

disenfranchised populations were now being offered the opportunity to “share in 

post-apartheid’s sweet fruits of modernity, progress and prosperity” to reap the 

benefits of living in the richest country in Africa (Robins 1). All would “walk tall” 

in the new South Africa—an extremely troubled past would not hinder the 

creation of a prosperous rainbow nation. 

! Unfortunately, many of the hoped-for results following Mandela’s election 

have yet to be realized. Institutionalized racism had been written out of official 

state documents in 1994, but “[m]any of the old fault lines remained and there 

was still an uneasiness about race” following the transfer of power (Beinart 345). 

In the current economic and political environment, much has yet to be 

accomplished if the discourse of opportunity in post-1994 South Africa is to 

reflect the lived experience of millions of South Africans. In the daily lives of the 
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majority of the country, opportunities are scarcely equal—the unemployment 

rate is currently hovering at 25%, with a black and colored majority in the ranks 

of the unemployed (South Africa, Quarterly Labor Force Survey). Instead of a 

rainbow nation in which each distinct race interacts peacefully with other races, 

South Africa is rife with ethnic and regional conflict. The 2010 murder of Eugène 

Terre’Blanche, the former leader of the separatist party known as the Afrikaner 

Weerstandsbeweging (Afrikaner Resistance Movement), by two young black 

farm workers, is just one example of tension-turned-violence in the new South 

Africa.1 While the discourse of South Africa is one based on democratic ideals 

and “rainbowism,” the reality of the present reminds us that “for many, the 

millennial moment has passed without palpable payback” (Comaroff and 

Comaroff 284). 

! For many who feel “left out of the promise of prosperity, of the telos of 

liberation,” there is an intense feeling of loss (Comaroff and Comaroff 284). 

Anthropologist Thomas Blom Hansen has documented a shift he has seen in 

South African national feeling post-1994. Despite differences in race and class 
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recently pronounced that “The death of Mr Terreblanche is a declaration of war by the black 
community of South Africa to the white community that has been killed for ten years on 
end” (Berger).



and ethnicity, for all South Africans, Blom Hansen asserts that “There was a loss 

of certainty, and the loss of the illusion of power having a center and an origin in 

a ‘system’” once Mandela took office (104). Although I too believe that there was 

a loss in the post-1994 years, I read Blom Hansen’s “loss of certainty” to revolve 

around a lost belief in the ability of the governing institution to fulfill its 

promises to the people of South Africa. The loss, then, is a lost sense of 

possibility, a lost sense of potential. In other words, what is lost now in South 

Africa is the belief that things can (and will) get better in the future. Immediately 

following Mandela’s inauguration, spirits were high. In his inaugural speech, 

Mandela rejoiced in the fact that he and the ANC ”have triumphed in the effort 

to implant hope in the breasts of the millions of our people” (Mandela). But, in 

the sixteen years since his inauguration as president, the consensus is that “the 

hope he inspired is fading under the weight of unmet needs for the black 

masses” (Hunter-Gault, “After Mandela: South Africa as Miracle or Mirage?”). A 

six-part NPR special series entitled “South Africa at a Crossroads” which aired in 

2008 highlights the grim situation with stories such as “‘Rainbow Nation’ Still 

Only a Dream,” “Apartheid Inequalities Linger in Schools,” “Where a Hospital 

Has No Doctors,” and “Uneven Growth Leaves Poor Behind” (Hunter-Gault 
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“South Africa at a Crossroads”). The present, to quote Achille Mbembe and Janet 

Roitman, is a time of “the crisis not as a system but as a prosaic” (157). 

! One recourse for those “left behind” is to reminisce about the hopeful 

moments following the end of Apartheid. “In the wake of the collapse of 

apartheid,” says Mbembe about residents of Johannesburg, “the collage of 

various fragments of the former city are opening up a space for experiences of 

displacement, substitution, and condensation, none of which is purely and 

simply a repetition of a repressed past, but rather a manifestation of traumatic 

amnesia and, in some cases, nostalgia or even mourning” (Mbembe 38). When 

the city is transforming, yet your status is not, fondly looking back at 1994, a time 

of hope and potential, is one way of coping with the disappointment caused 

during by a crisis of confidence.

! It is in this strained new South Africa where Ivan Vladislavi" lives and 

writes. As a writer living in Johannesburg, Vladislavi"’s fictional and non-

fictional work discusses various strategies for coping with a discourse detached 

from lived experience.2 His most recent publication, the literary non-fiction work 

Portrait with Keys: The City of Johannesburg Unlocked, engages with the 
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disappointment of living a life that does not correspond with both the discourse 

of South Africa and the representations of the city at large. Published in 2006, 

Portrait with Keys is a collection of 138 short texts composed between 1998 and 

2003, years when the ANC-led government was testing its mettle and residents of 

South Africa were testing their faith in the new administration (de Vries). In my 

analysis of Vladislavi!’s book, I will describe and decipher moments where the 

lived experience of residents in Johannesburg belies the inclusionary discourse of 

South Africa and the literary representation of other cities. After describing 

moments that highlight the lack of correspondence between life and word, I will 

analyze the various strategies for coping with the incongruity in the book. By 

taking this route of analysis, I intend to illuminate the South African 

phenomenon of incongruent experience (in which lived life, discourse, and 

representation do not correspond) and arrive at a reading of the incongruity in 

Vladislavi!’s book that leaves room for hope.

MOMENTS OF INCONGRUENT EXPERIENCE IN PORTRAIT WITH KEYS

Holistically speaking, the form of Vladislavi!’s literary non-fiction book reflects 

the lack of correspondence between discursive and experiential modes of city 

life. The “literary” quality of Portrait with Keys stems from Vladislavi!’s own 
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admission that “the whole question of labelling [sic] or what it means to suppress 

the labelling [sic] is raised specifically in an ironic way in the book” (de Vries). 

The irony I see in Vladislavi!’s portrait of Johannesburg often results from an 

incomplete description of events, a discrepancy between what the reader knows 

about a character and what the narrator tells. For example, Vladislavi! narrates a 

scene in which a stranger frightens him in his own gated garden. Despite the 

omission of this intruder’s ethnicity, it is quite apparent that he is an Afrikaner 

from his language (Afrikaans) and from the fact that Vladislavi! interacts with 

him in an oddly amiable way especially when compared with the less-friendly 

encounter of this intruder’s partner who is assumed to be black despite 

Vladislavi!’s omission (Vladislavi! 131-135). There are also numerous moments 

in which Vladislavi! withholds information from his readers, or in which he 

abruptly cuts off a story or recollection to go on to the next, or even in which he 

offers different versions of the same event. These omissions, dead-ends, and 

duplicities cause the reader to question the empirical nature of Vladislavi!’s 

narration. Is Vladislavi! telling the truth? Is he faithfully retelling events? Or, is 

he retelling them through an ironic narrator, as he has already done numerous 
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times in his fictional works?3 I am of the opinion that, despite this being a work 

of non-fiction, it is narrated by a character that is not exactly representative of 

Vladislavi! as writer. This slightly-unreliable narrator, whom I shall call “Ivan,” 

incompletely recounts experiences that Vladislavi! the writer has had in his life 

in Johannesburg. Ivan’s detached and often ambiguous narrations of 

Vladislavi!’s lived life do not match perfectly with the experiential moments that 

are being described. Details are left out and chronological order is abandoned. In 

the literary form of the book, Vladislavi!’s experience does not correspond with 

Ivan’s narration of it.

" If Ivan’s narration is one example of incongruent experience in the book, 

the actual subject matter of his narration also points to the mismatch between 

representation and lived life as well. Ivan, Vladislavi!’s literary analog, is a self-

proclaimed “writing man” (Vladislavi! 100). His investment in writing is 

highlighted by Vladislavi!’s inclusion of another “thematic pathway,” an 

alternative method for reading the book, which focuses on the writer’s project of 

narrating a city (195). The pathway, or itinerary, is labeled “Writers’ book” and 

includes authors of the city such as Ray Bradbury, Elias Canetti, and Charles 
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that he only narrates events when he notices a “disorder” in them, while the reader notices much 
more than disorder.



Dickens, among others (198). I’d like to take Vladislavi!’s suggestion and follow 

Ivan on part of his literary journey in order to point to moments in which Ivan 

realizes that Johannesburg is a city which does not match up with the literary 

representations of the city furthered by the authors he cites.

" The Ray Bradbury reference is a key passage in pointing out the 

irreconcilable differences between utopian representations of the city and Ivan’s 

experience of Johannesburg in the book. In this scene, Ivan sees a black man 

taking off his “broken boots” and putting on a “brand-new pair of running 

shoes” and is immediately reminded of a scene in Ray Bradbury’s 1957 semi-

autobiographical book Dandelion Wine. In Bradbury’s nostalgic book set in 1928, 

there is much celebration of small town camaraderie and community. The main 

character of the book, Douglas Spaulding, does what Ivan just watched the 

unnamed black man do: he also exchanges an old pair of shoes for new ones. 

Ivan also tells us that, despite the fact that Douglas did not have enough money 

to pay for the shoes at Mr. Sanderson’s shoe store, Mr. Sanderson agrees to giving 

Douglas the shoes while he works in the store to pay them off. As Ivan recalls 

this narrative of hard work paying off, as well as the kindness of strangers in 

town, he admits that seeing the black man “with a spring in his step” made him 

think that “the whole episode seemed like a parable about the dignity of labour, 
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the moving congruence of hard work rewarded by simple but intense 

pleasures” (52). The scene of exchange is so moving for Ivan that he goes on his 

way “with a lump in [his] throat” (52). It seems that, in this particular scene, the 

discourse of the Constitution of South Africa rings true. The black man is able to 

enter the city of Johannesburg, get a job, and earn his luxuries. This congruence 

between discourse and experience affects Ivan—he feels an intense pride in the 

reward that the black man gained through his labor. But, Ivan does not end the 

recollection in this uplifting and emotional moment. He narrates that “A few 

blocks further there was a commotion on the pavement outside Seedat’s 

Outfitters in Kitchener Avenue. A passerby had flung a brick through the plate-

glass window and snatched some goods from the display” (52). Although Ivan 

does not fill in the blanks in this scene, an obvious conclusion that can be inferred 

from his incomplete narration is that the black man with a pair of new running 

shoes looted them from the store with the broken window. Besides omitting this 

conclusion, Ivan omits his own reaction to finding out that the man he associated 

with tenacious Douglas from Bradbury’s book was actually not reaping the 

benefits of his hard work. Instead, Ivan provides an unusually descriptive 

passage of the crime scene. He fixates on the instrument that shattered the 

window; he calls this tool “a wonderful brick, a model brick, with three round 
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holes through it the size of one-rand coins” (52). With a detailed description of 

the brick, Ivan detaches himself from the scene and the feelings that welled-up in 

him only moments before. He is left numb when he is faced with the staggering 

difference between Bradbury’s utopian world and his own, between South 

Africa’s discourse of opportunity and the harsh reality of life in Johannesburg.

! Another scene in which Ivan struggles to make sense of the incongruity 

between discursive representation and experiential life directly references Elias 

Canetti’s work on the city, Crowds and Power. Ivan tells us that Canetti’s book 

from 1960 “seems always like a monument to a lost cause” because “the crowd 

has begun to seem like an archaic phenomenon” in Ivan’s experience of life in 

Johannesburg (127). Like Ivan the narrator, Vladislavi" the author sees an 

increasing unlikeliness of interacting with strangers in the South African city. In 

an interview with the author conducted in 2007, Vladislavi" bemoans the fact:

I was reminded when I was in Paris...It was good to be in a city 

again where people avoid using their cars if they possibly can. 

Where there’s some sense of everybody being in the same space 

together. Because that’s essentially what a city is, people living 

together in a common space. I don’t want to romanticize this: I was 

there while the riots in the suburbs were still simmering. But 

somehow the sense of a continuous space endures. I think that the 

most divisive and hostile part of the way Joburg has developed, 

and perhaps it’s the most obvious legacy of apartheid, is that you 

don’t ever need to share space with anybody else. (Miller 142)  

Here, Vladislavi" subscribes to the notion that the ideal city is a place in which 
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disparate people live in close quarters with one another.  But, he is not starry-

eyed in his idea of coexistence. The riots in the suburbs of Paris are reminders of 

the tense situations that arise in the banlieue, where Arab and African immigrants 

are sequestered from French eyes. Although segregation in apparent in both the 

Parisian and Johannesburgian spaces, Vladislavi! sees a greater violence in the 

legacy of Apartheid on the actual lived lives of Johannesburg residents now in 

the idea that no one has to share space with anybody else due to the use of the 

personal car. For Vladislavi! the author, then, Canetti’s work on crowds is still 

important in imagining an ideal, yet complicated, city. Why would Ivan the 

narrator say that Canetti’s work is crumbling, in reality and in importance? 

" The answer to the question of Canetti’s importance might be found in 

Ivan’s discussion of Crowds and Power. Ivan tells us that “We are becoming a field 

of disparate beings, according to my friend Leon, the dotcom man, and we no 

longer need the proximity of others, the press of elbow and shoulders, to confirm 

our belonging” (Vladislavi! 127). Here, Ivan credits his friend Leon with the 

notion that the era of crowds is waning. As seen earlier in the Ray Bradbury/

running shoes scene, Ivan detaches himself from the narration of the discrepancy 

between Johannesburg and the city seen in writing. It is Leon, and not Ivan, who 

is the one that points out the difference; Ivan only rehashes Leon’s insights. But 
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in his labeling of Leon as “the dotcom man,” Ivan opens up the possibility for 

readers to think critically about the implications of Vladislavi!’s disparaging 

view of the diminishing chance to meet a stranger in the South African street. 

Leon, as a person involved in the profitable information technology sector of 

South Africa, is able to sequester himself, whether in a locked car or a guarded 

house, because of his relative economic comfort. Using this information, it is safe 

to assume that the notion that Johannesburg is full of lone travelers who do not 

have many opportunities for a chance encounter with a stranger on the street is a 

notion highly predicated on the socioeconomic status of city residents. Those 

who count themselves among the majority of residents who are trying to get by 

on not enough still need to “maneuver across the city from sometimes highly 

peculiar configurations of security and risk” (Simone 241). Further, the poorer 

city residents often negotiate the city using public transit, as “A defining feature 

of Johannesburg is its identity as a city of automobility for the upwardly mobile, 

while the train, on the other hand, has always been one of the main means of 

transportation for blacks” (Livermon 274). Taking into account the notion of 

varied experiences of Johannesburg due to different socioeconomic statuses, the 

city is a space of (fraught) public encounters for a majority of residents. The 

incongruity between Canetti’s discourse and the experience of Joburgers in 
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Ivan’s narration does not apply universally to all Joburgers. In this scene, Ivan 

specifically refers to the urban resident who has the luxury of private space, as 

well as the luxury to read Canetti, a resident who can see that his or her life in 

Johannesburg is not the life of Canetti’s discourse. The distance between Ivan 

and his realization of the lack of correspondence only highlights the 

particularities of his socioeconomic status in Johannesburg.

! Besides Canetti, Ivan refers to works by Charles Dickens and grapples 

with the result of transplanting Dickens (and London) to Johannesburg. The 

famous Victorian novelist wrote about London in many of his fictional works, 

but Ivan chooses to unearth Dickens’ essays about the city in Sketches of Boz from 

1836 despite the fact that the London of the 19th century is nothing like the 

London of today, not to mention Ivan’s own Johannesburg. Temporal and spatial 

differences do not stop Ivan from comparing the two cities using his own 

experience and Dickens’ writing. In his comparison, the Victorian “was blessed 

to live in a city that offered the walker ‘miles upon miles of streets’ in which to be 

lonely and ‘warm company’ at every turn once his loneliness had been 

satisfied” (Vladislavi" 54). Ivan contrasts this utopian representation of the city, 

one where every social or asocial desire was fulfilled in the streets themselves, 

with his own experience in Johannesburg by creating a hypothetical walker/
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stranger; this stranger, “arriving one evening in the part of Joburg [Ivan] call[s] 

home, would think that it had been struck by some calamity, that every last 

person had fled. There is no sign of life” (54). Again, Ivan puts the onus of 

pointing out the difference between Johannesburg and the literary city on 

someone else, in this case, the hypothetical stranger. Where London’s streets at 

night were quiet, yet so marvelously full of life, Johannesburg’s streets at dark 

are empty, lifeless. There are echoes of Canetti here as well—in Johannesburg, 

Ivan’s stranger does not see crowds to brush oneself against, no one “with open 

hands of whom [one] might ask directions” (54). As mentioned above, the topic 

of public life is of utmost importance in Vladislavi!’s work. Here, Ivan performs 

the desire for a full, Londonesque sort of public life, albeit through the detached 

fashion characteristic of his narration. Dickens was “blessed” to walk in the 

London he describes, whereas the stranger in Ivan’s neighborhood “pass[es] 

fearfully through the streets” (54). The  description of the city in Dickens does not 

match Ivan’s lived experience in Johannesburg—there was the possibility of 

abundance in Dickens’ public life, whereas in the public life of Johannesburg, 

Ivan sees a lack. How does Ivan cope with his perceived lack in the city of 

Johannesburg? How does he cope with the incongruity between representation 
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and lived life, with the lack of correspondence between discourse and 

experience?

TACTICS FOR COPING WITH INCONGRUENT EXPERIENCE

! In the previous section, I analyzed scenes of incongruence between 

discourse and experience, and between representation and actuality. Therein, I 

tangentially discussed Ivan’s reactions to the lack of correspondence while living 

in Johannesburg. To review, in the Ray Bradbury scene, once Ivan realizes the 

incongruity, he detaches himself from the situation and refuses to acknowledge 

the difference. In the Elias Canetti scene, Ivan also grapples with the incongruity 

between his lived life and Canetti’s discourse on cities in a detached fashion, but 

his detachment allows us to see that his dissatisfaction is one largely predicated 

on socioeconomic status. In the Charles Dickens scene, Ivan is clear about his 

feelings of lack and disappointment while living in Johannesburg. For the rest of 

this section, I will expand my analysis of the Dickens scene and one other scene 

in order to discuss Ivan’s ambiguous reactions to incongruity. 

! Let’s return to Ivan’s discussion of Dickens. After Ivan idealizes Dickens’ 

blessed fate, he begins to lament his own fate. He says that not only was Dickens 

lucky to live in London, he was more so blessed “to live in a city that 
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collaborated enthusiastically in its own invention,” whereas Ivan glumly “live[s] 

in a city that resists the imagination” (54). The lively London of the Victorian age 

was a city made for writing, a city where authors wrote the streets and the streets 

helped the authors write. Ivan’s Johannesburg is a city that is difficult to write 

about and write in, as his city is as a place where the streets hold residents 

captive in bolted houses and public life has dwindled. Ivan is nostalgic for the 

London he has read about in Dickens, a place that is idealized for its public life 

and its spaces of thoughtful solitude. Despite the fact that Ivan has never 

experienced Victorian London, he looks fondly on that past time and place. The 

London of today is not the London of Dickens, but regardless, Ivan nostalgically 

“lingers on ruins, the patina of time and history, in the dreams of another place 

and another time” (Boym 41). Ivan, the man of books, dwells in the fantasy city 

that literature creates. Thinking about his ideal city of historic London only leads 

him to see his current living conditions as lacking. His Johannesburg fails to 

correspond with the idealized representation of Dickens’ urban space.

! So how does Ivan deal with this incongruity? He critically assesses his 

own nostalgia. He might live in a city “that resists the imagination,” but he 

questions his own reasons for thinking that is the case. He asks: “Or have I 

misunderstood? Is the problem that I live in a fiction that unravels even as I 
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grasp it?” (Vladislavi! 54). This is where Ivan’s nostalgia takes a critical turn, a 

turn into what theorist Svetlana Boym dubs “reflective nostalgia.” Boym defines 

this type of nostalgia as an awareness of “the gap between identity and 

resemblance,” where “the past opens up a multitude of potentialities, 

nonteleological possibilities of historic development” (50). I read Ivan’s questions 

as participating in this opening up of the past in two ways. First, he points to the 

fabricated quality of Dickens’ writing on the city: for Ivan, London is a city that 

“collaborated enthusiastically in its own invention” (Vladislavi! 54). In Ivan’s 

reading of London, the city was invented, and the writing on the city itself 

helped in that invention by focusing on only certain aspects of city life (such as 

walking in city streets). Ivan’s ideal city is already a construction in the Victorian 

period. Second, Ivan shows that the ideal city is also a construction in his present. 

His experience of Johannesburg affects his reading of Dickens’ London—Ivan 

selects celebratory quotes from Dickens regarding the city, and when he reads 

Dickens’ complaint about “the most alarming figure of all, a man who produces a 

meat pudding from his hat, stabs it with his knife, tears it apart with his fingers 

and gobbles it down,” he is “envious, that the darkest villains of the piece should 

be possessed of such extravagant habits and showy appetites” (54). His reading 

of Dickens is colored by his experience of Johannesburg. By hearkening to the 
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past and idealizing it, Ivan is living in a fiction that is doubly constructed (once 

in Dickens’ time, and once more in Ivan’s). Ivan problematizes his own nostalgia 

for Victorian London by reflecting on the constructed nature of all 

representations of cities.

! What hope is there for the city when representations are not to be trusted? 

What hope is there when the official discourse of the country is also 

questionable? Critical, reflective nostalgia might be the key. Vladislavi" the 

author himself calls for “a self-conscious, critical kind of nostalgia, one that 

understands the limitations under which it operates, that is, the conditions that 

make our access to consoling histories so unequal” (de Vries). Not only should 

Johannesburg residents think critically about their nostalgia for a time when 

there was hope, they should also think about the multiplicities of conditions 

under which they live that make consolation harder or easier to achieve. Ivan 

seems to head in Vladislavi"’s desired direction along the course of the book.

! The structure of the book itself, with its 138 short texts separated into two 

parts—Point A and Point B—both set in Johannesburg, echoes the goal of critical 

nostalgia desired by Vladislavi".4 At the end of Point A, Ivan and his significant 
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other, Minky, put all of their belongings in storage and leave Johannesburg.5 

Point B begins with Ivan and Minky returning to Johannesburg and moving their 

belongings back into their previous abode. Ivan’s nostos, his return home, is a 

conscious decision to come back to the city and the country wherein experience 

and representation do not match. Johannesburg is not the London of Dickens, but 

Ivan decides to return despite his algos, his pain, at noticing the discrepancy 

between the two cities. As I have already shown, in Point A, Ivan detaches 

himself or completely absents himself when he stumbles upon an incongruity, 

most notable in the Ray Bradbury scene. But as the narrative of Point B 

progresses, it becomes less and less likely that Ivan will edge “away from the 

kerb [sic]” when confronted with a beggar on the street parroting the rhetoric of 

the newspapers that write about “Crime wave. rainbow nation. Decent South 

Africans. standing together” (Vladislavi! 72). In fact, by the end of Point B, Ivan 

finds it increasingly impossible to ignore the realities of life in Johannesburg. The 

final scene of Portrait with Keys is a moment in which Ivan attempts to, but 

ultimately cannot, ignore the incongruity of experience in his city.
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! It is in the last scene of the book that Ivan takes steps to realize “a self-

conscious, critical kind of nostalgia” (de Vries). As the scene opens on his 

seemingly-mundane library trip, Ivan is still trying to grapple with the 

incongruity between his lived experience and the representation of the ideal city 

he carries around with him. “I like the walk, never mind the broken paving 

stones and hawkers’ clutter. I want to approach the library along a city street like 

an ordinary citizen, passing from the company of people into the company of 

books,” Ivan narrates, echoing Dickens’ street of solitude and company 

(Vladislavi" 179). But along the way, Ivan’s pedestrian activity is interrupted by 

an actual crowd of people, a crowd that he quickly tries to relate to “the 

categories devised by Canetti” (180-181). The group of people Ivan inadvertently 

meets on the library green is composed of striking security guards who are 

negotiating for “wages, benefits, conditions of employment,” and, possibly, a 

more equal distribution of rights under the Constitution of South Africa (180). 

While Ivan is consoled by the notion that Canetti’s crowd might not have been 

lost, he is not consoled for long. Shots are fired into the crowd and 

pandemonium ensues as everyone looks for a safe place to hide. In a rapid 

narration of the events in present tense, Ivan mentions that while running and 

hiding, his “fingers sink into orange pulp” near a hawker’s stall (181). This 
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orange comes back to remind Ivan of the strikers in the street once he is safe and 

secure in the library where the librarians decide to allow Ivan to enter because he 

“pose[s] no threat” (182). As the conflict rages on outside the library, Ivan is able 

to seek refuge in the library because of his white, upper-middle class appearance. 

He immediately takes up his planned task which had been interrupted by the 

strike outside; he checks out issues of a magazine he would like to use in his 

research for segments of Portrait with Keys and settles in to read, telling himself 

“What’s the hurry anyway? I can read until it quietens down” (183). His self-

consoling action of reading in the safe library is interrupted by one small detail: 

“When [Ivan] lick[s his] finger to turn the page it tastes of orange juice” (183). 

The sensory experience of being in the crowd of dissatisfied South Africans is 

hard to ignore despite Ivan’s efforts to do so. The taste of orange juice reminds 

Ivan that there are others outside who do not have the luxury of leaving the 

conflict, or of delving into consoling, nostalgic books. The orange juice is also 

another reminder that Ivan’s experience of Johannesburg is far from the 

discourse or representation of the city furthered by other authors. Despite these 

important reminders of the reality of experience, Vladislavi! does not provide a 

triumphant decision on the part of Ivan to do something to ameliorate the 

situation. The ambiguous ending of Portrait with Keys leads me to my final point, 
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one that will hopefully reinstall hope in Johannesburg’s and South Africa’s 

future.

! If Vladislavi" were to write an ending in which Ivan resolved the problem 

between discourse and experience by joining in the protest and fighting the good 

fight, the entire notion that discourse and experience in South Africa are 

incongruous would be undermined. Herein lies the crux of the issue: Vladislavi" 

himself is writing a book and creating another representation of the city. If his 

narrator Ivan were to interrupt the incongruity between experience and 

discourse or representation, if he were to act to make the incongruous match up, 

he would still be doing so while embedded in another representation, the 

representation of the city that is Portrait with Keys. For this reason, Vladislavi" 

leaves the ending of his book ambiguously open. He has paved the way for 

action, but that action must happen outside of the book itself if it is to have any 

real-world consequences. With this focus on action, Vladislavi" echoes the 

powerful words of another activist in South Africa, poet Jeremy Cronin, who 

warned his fellow South Africans that “allowing ourselves to sink into smug 

rainbowism will prove to be a terrible betrayal of the possibilities for real 

transformation, real reconciliation, and real national unity that are still at play in 

our contemporary South African reality” (Cronin). Dissatisfaction with the 
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incongruity between discourse, representation, and experience in South Africa 

means that there is still real, difficult work to be done in the lived lives of citizens 

and city-dwellers. And, we, as readers of Vladislavi!’s Portrait with Keys, are the 

ones who need to do it.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

As mentioned above, Ivan Vladislavi!’s book is one of the many literary and 

artistic productions from South Africa that investigate the lack of correspondence 

between lived life and national discourse. Of course, as diverse as the populace 

of South Africa is ethnically and socioeconomically, the answers or suggestions 

proffered by each writer or artist to the question of incongruity between 

experience and discourse are equally diverse. While Ivan Vladislavi! leaves the 

solution in the hands of his readers who must decide what course of action to 

take, Neill Blomkamp invests his hope for reconciliation in hybridity. In the case 

of the artists and writers like Vladislavi! and Blomkamp who create art pieces, 

movies, and books that provide distinct representations of urban South Africa, 

representations are not merely used to point out the mismatch between life and 

the national discourse—these representations call their readers and viewers to 

action, to rethink what “united in our diversity” really means.
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