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essentials books

‘i’m a writer, and i’m worried 
that the literary industry in 
south africa is sick. This is my  
way of contributing to it. I can’t thrive  
as a writer or a publisher if the industry  
I work in isn’t thriving,’ says Nick Mulgrew, 
a writer whose work you may have read  
in Prufrock magazine (of which he’s an 
associate editor), papers such as Mail & 
Guardian, or GQ. You also might have 
happened upon his recently published 
poetry collection, The Myth of This Is That 
We’re All In This Together, which was one  
of the three first titles to be published  
by uHlanga, the poetry press that he’s 
established to publish a number of poets’ 
debut collections.

He’s not the only one who’s feeling 
concerned about how the publishing 
industry is doing in sA – and he’s one  
of a handful of people who are doing 
something about the situation. Thabiso 
Mahlape is at the helm of blackbird books 
– an imprint of Jacana, and the first in sA 
to be headed up by a black woman – which 
she calls ‘a platform for narratives that are 
important but would probably never have 
been published.’ For example, the first 
three books published by the imprint were 
all rejected elsewhere. ‘The objective is to 
create access for, and become a rainmaker 
for, a new wave of black narratives, and to 
dispel the myth that black people don’t 
read – perhaps the problem has been with 
what’s on offer,’ Thabiso says. 

‘People read, but they seldom read 
books,’ Nick says. ‘That needs to change, 
and it needs robust response by publishers, 
government and booksellers to happen.  
In order to be progressive we need to think 
about ways in which to make literature 
more in line with life in sA. That means, 
eventually, publishing collections in 
African languages, publishing 
experimental verse, and experimenting 
with hybrid forms.’ And there’s surely  
no shortage of stories to be told by south 
Africans, about south Africans. 

Get the 
word out
Two new imprints are 
making sure that Sa’s 
stories get heard 

 GQ: The #RhodesMustFall and  
 #FeesMustFall movements have  
 achieved results that say hopeful  
 things about the direction of truly  
 democratic education in SA. What  
 role do you think publishing has  
 to play in this process? 
Nick Mulgrew: Publishers have a supporting 
role in civic life. It’s the role of publishers  
to produce texts that are accessible and 
relevant to what is happening – and who is 
living – in south Africa. Maybe it’s because 
they’re unsure of what to publish in these 
politically strange times. That would be  
my argument: they’re too conservative. 
Empathy is lacking in our society and I 
believe it’s best developed and brought  
out in people by reading good texts.
 GQ: What’s the most exciting thing  
 happening in SA writing right now? 
NM: Personally, I’d say book Dash. A book 
Dash, in essence, is when teams of writers, 
designers and illustrators create children’s 
books in one day, which are then printed 
and given to children for free. If we’re to 
grow readers, we need to start growing 
them when they’re kids.
 GQ: When a person tells you that  
 they’ve never really tried reading  
 poetry but they’d like to, where  
 would you get them started?  
NM: Don’t just search on the internet for 
‘poetry’ – you’ll get crap. Go into a good 
independent bookstore and have a look  
at what they stock. Most people think of 
poetry as some thee/thou, rhyming 
couplets kind of writing. but if you look at 
local magazines and websites – like New 
Contrast and Prufrock and Aerodrome –  
you’ll see poetry can be diverse. 
 GQ: Your own poetry collection,  
 published by uHlanga, does a good  
 job of critiquing privileged – and often  
 paranoid – white society from within.  
 Do you see this as a part of the role  
 of writers in positions of privilege? 
NM: Privileged writers don’t have to 
critique their own privilege – but it is  
a pretty good idea.  
uhlangapress.co.za,  
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‘Go into a good independent bookstore and have 
a look at what they stock’
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 GQ: What inspired you to start 
 BlackBird Books? 
Thabiso Mahlape: You would imagine that  
I would have a ready answer for this 
question by now. but the truth is I don’t. 
The more I reflect I realise that it isn’t just 
one thing. It is a culmination of destiny, 
hard work, vision for a different way of 
doing things and that someone believed  
in the power of me.
 GQ: What makes your imprint different  
 to anything else that’s being done in  
 SA right now? 
TM: other than the fact that it is the first  
to be headed by a black woman? I’m 
kidding – maybe half kidding. I think it is 
the first to dedicate itself to the publication 
of only black narratives, in a country where 
black people supposedly don’t read. 
 GQ: Just about anyone who works in  
 print media has been told that ‘print  
 is dying’, ‘print is dead’ or ‘no-one  
 reads anymore’. What’s your response  
 to this? 
TM: Like any market we will suffer if we fail 
to re-invent ourselves. Luckily for us in 
books this change is happening at a more 
manageable pace. People are reading – it is 
in accessing these new ways of reading 
that will ensure our survival.
 GQ: What book are you reading at  
 the moment? 
TM: Toni Morrison’s A Mercy.
 GQ: What’s the most exciting thing  
 happening in SA writing right now?  
TM: The emergence of new, strong yet  
fresh voices, as well as new post- 
colonial narratives.
 GQ: What’s the question that you wish  
 more book reviewers and interviewers  
 would ask?  
TM: I don’t know about a specific question. 
I do know, however, that I wish we had 
more reviews and interviews around 
books. I think that to think of a specific 
question is a luxury you have when you  
no longer have to worry about media 
coverage around books.
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