
 

J.M Coetzee is a giant of the contemporary  
literary scene. He is the recipient of two Booker 
prizes and is also a Nobel laureate. Coetzee is 
South African of Boer heritage but was alienated 
by apartheid, lived most of his adult life in other 
countries, including the US, and is now resident 
in Australia. 
 
I have talked about him before, focussing on the 
complex and intricate Elizabeth Costello but this 
week’s them is Summertime and so I thought we 
might take a look at his 2009 work, Summertime. 
 
Summertime is probably best described as a 
novel, though it takes the form of a memoir.  
Coetzee is the slipperiest of writers though and 
there is really no telling how much of it is true.  
 
The format immediately marks it out as an  
untrustworthy narrative – an English academic, 
Mr Vincent, is putting together a biography, after 
Coetzee’s death (and we know that he is not 
dead).  He does this through a series of inter-
views, most with women who encountered the 
writer, but one is with a man who merely met 
him when they were both being interviewed for 
the same job. There are also notes purporting to 
be made by Coetzee himself (and of course they 
are made by Coetzee himself, just not in the 
claimed context) and by Vincent.  
 
 Summertime is one of three… now what is the right qualifying term? Unreliable, fictionalised, dodgy?  
Biographical books, the others being Boyhood and Youth, but it is the most obviously fictionalised of the 
three – which does not mean for a moment that the other two are reliable. 
 
In a move that is very typical of Coetzee, the picture that emerges is a largely unsympathetic one. The  
Coetzee described by these women in his life is emotionally distant, if not stunted, socially awkward and 
generally quite difficult to be around, with few redeeming qualities and no sign at all of being extraordi-
narily talented. If there is anything unusual about him at all it is that he is so lacking in ease and grace. 
Adriana, the Brazilian widow and dance teacher with whom Coetzee becomes besotted describes him 
thus: 
 
“He moved as though his body were a horse that he was riding, a horse that did not like its rider and was 
resisting. Only in South Africa did I meet men like that, stiff, intractable, unteachable.” 
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Now, something tells me that Rebecca did not have austere intellectually game playing by South African 
vegans when she proposed Summertime as a weekly topic, so here is Christina Rossetti, on the subject:  
 
Winter is cold-hearted 
Spring is yea and nay, 
Autumn is a weather-cock 
Blown every way: 
Summer days for me 
When every leaf is on its tree; 
 
When Robin's not a beggar, 
And Jenny Wren's a bride, 
And larks hang singing, singing, singing, 
Over the wheat-fields wide, 
And anchored lilies ride, 
And the pendulum spider 
Swings from side to side, 
 
And blue-black beetles transact business, 
And gnats fly in a host, 
And furry caterpillars hasten 
That no time be lost, 
And moths grow fat and thrive, 
And ladybirds arrive. 
 
Before green apples blush, 
Before green nuts embrown, 
Why, one day in the country 
Is worth a month in town; 
Is worth a day and a year 
Of the dusty, musty, lag-last fashion 
That days drone elsewhere. 
 


