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About the author 	
Nadine Gordimer was born in Springs, in 
South Africa in 1923. She was educated 
at a convent school and spent a year at 
Witwaterstrand University. Since then, her 
life has been devoted to her writing. Her 
first novel, The Lying Days (1953), was based 
largely on her own life and set in her home 
town. In 1974, her novel The Conservationist 
was joint winner of the Booker Prize for Fiction. 
Nadine Gordimer has been awarded fifteen 
honorary degrees from universities in USA, 
Belgium, South Africa, and from York, Oxford 
and Cambridge Universities. She was made 
a Commandeur de l’Ordre des Arts et des 
Lettres, and was judge of the Man Booker 
International Prize in 2007. She was also a 
founder of the Congress of South African 
Writers. In 1991 she was awarded the Nobel 
Prize for Literature, and in 2007, the Chevalier 
de la Légion d’Honneur.

The Conservationist	
Mehring is rich. He has all the privileges and 
possessions that South Africa has to offer, but 
his possessions refuse to remain objects. His 
wife, son, and mistress leave him; his foreman 
and workers become increasingly indifferent 
to his stewardship; even the land rises up, 	
as drought, then flood, destroy his farm.

Discussion points 	
•	 �Mehring has a complex and contradictory 

relationship with his son, Terry. How does 
this manifest itself in the novel and why 
does Mehring feel so much guilt? 

•	 �‘Rebirth and mortality’ is one of the key 
themes of The Conservationist, how is this 
symbolised throughout the novel?  

•	 �Jacobus is Mehring’s right hand man 	
and proves himself to be a capable 
farmer. Is Jacobus loyal to Mehring and 	
is the relationship more like employer 	
and employee or master and slave? 

•	 �Has The Conservationist, because it is 
so closely linked with apartheid, lost its 
political urgency? 

•	 �Does the burial of the dead man found on 
the farm bring about closure for Mehring? 
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Further Reading 	
In the Heart of the Country – JM Coetzee
In a Free State – VS Naipaul
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