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The Collector of Treasures: Bessie Head

The Collector of Treasures is a profound work by the South African writer Bessie Head, known for
her poignant exploration of identity, race, and the struggles of women in a post-colonial society.
Head's narratives often reflect her own experiences and the socio-political landscape of Botswana,
where she spent much of her life. This article delves into the themes, characters, and significance of
"The Collector of Treasures," while also providing an overview of Head’s life and her contributions to



literature.

Bessie Head: A Brief Biography

Bessie Head was born on July 6, 1937, in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa. Her early life was marked
by tragedy and displacement, as she was the product of a mixed-race relationship during apartheid,
which led to her being raised in an orphanage. After a tumultuous youth, she eventually moved to
Botswana in 1964, where she found solace and inspiration for her writing.

Head's experiences as a woman of mixed race navigating a segregated society deeply influenced her
literary work. She became a prominent voice in African literature, addressing issues of gender,
ethnicity, and the complexities of human relationships. Over her career, she wrote several novels,
short stories, and essays, earning recognition both locally and internationally.

Overview of "The Collector of Treasures"

Published in 1977, "The Collector of Treasures" is a collection of short stories that reflect Head's
unique narrative style and thematic preoccupations. The stories revolve around women in Botswana
who confront the challenges of a patriarchal society, exploring themes of love, betrayal, and the
quest for self-identity.

Key Themes

The stories in "The Collector of Treasures" are rich with themes that resonate with readers,
particularly those interested in post-colonial literature. Some of the most prominent themes include:

¢ Gender Roles: Many of the female characters navigate strict societal expectations, often
challenging traditional norms to assert their independence.

» Identity and Belonging: The struggle for self-identity is a recurring motif, as characters
grapple with their place in a changing society.

e Community and Isolation: While the importance of community is highlighted, many
characters experience deep isolation, reflecting the complexities of human relationships.

e Colonial Legacy: The lingering effects of colonialism are evident in the characters' lives,
influencing their perceptions of race and identity.

Notable Stories and Characters



Each story in the collection offers a glimpse into the lives of women facing adversity. Here are a few
notable stories and characters:

1. The Collector of Treasures: This titular story centers around the character of Dikeledi, a
woman who takes matters into her own hands after enduring years of abuse from her husband.
The narrative explores themes of justice and empowerment as Dikeledi confronts the systemic
oppression faced by women.

2. A Question of Power: This story follows the character of Elizabeth, who grapples with her
mental health while navigating the complexities of her relationships. It highlights the
intersection of personal struggle and societal expectations, particularly regarding mental
illness.

3. Heaven is Not Closed: This story explores the dynamics of friendship and betrayal, focusing
on the character of a woman who confronts the painful truth about her closest companion. It
emphasizes the fragile nature of trust in human relationships.

Literary Style and Techniques

Bessie Head's writing style is characterized by its lyrical prose, vivid imagery, and deep
psychological insight. She often employs the following techniques:

e Symbolism: Objects and settings in her stories frequently hold symbolic meaning, reflecting
the characters' internal struggles and societal realities.

e Stream of Consciousness: Head uses this technique to delve into the thoughts and emotions
of her characters, providing readers with a deeper understanding of their motivations.

e Dialogue: Realistic dialogue is a hallmark of Head's writing, allowing for authentic character
development and the exploration of cultural nuances.

The Impact of "The Collector of Treasures"

"The Collector of Treasures" has had a lasting impact on both African literature and the broader
literary world. Its exploration of women's experiences in a patriarchal society resonates with readers
worldwide, making it a significant text in feminist literature.

Bessie Head's work is celebrated for its authenticity and emotional depth. It has inspired
generations of writers and activists who seek to address issues of gender and identity in their own
contexts. Furthermore, the collection invites readers to reflect on the complexities of human
relationships and the enduring struggle for autonomy and recognition.



Critical Reception

Upon its release, "The Collector of Treasures" received critical acclaim for its insightful portrayal of
women’s lives in Botswana. Critics praised Head's ability to weave intricate narratives that highlight
both personal and collective struggles. The collection has been included in various academic
curriculums, further solidifying its place in the canon of African literature.

Conclusion

Bessie Head’s "The Collector of Treasures" is a powerful exploration of the lives of women in a
changing society, offering profound insights into themes of identity, gender, and the human
experience. Through her compelling characters and poignant storytelling, Head not only shines a
light on the struggles faced by women in Botswana but also invites readers to reflect on their own
experiences of love, loss, and resilience.

As a significant figure in literature, Bessie Head's legacy continues to inspire and resonate with
readers across the globe. "The Collector of Treasures" remains a testament to her ability to
articulate the complexities of the human condition, making it an essential read for anyone interested
in understanding the intricate tapestry of life in post-colonial Africa.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Collector of
Treasures' by Bessie Head?

The main themes include colonialism, gender roles, the search for identity, and the complexities of
love and betrayal.

How does Bessie Head portray the struggles of women in 'The
Collector of Treasures'?

Head portrays women's struggles through the character of Dikeledi, illustrating their fight for
autonomy and dignity in a patriarchal society.

What is the significance of the title ‘'The Collector of
Treasures'?

The title symbolizes the collection of both material and emotional treasures, highlighting the value of
personal experiences, relationships, and cultural heritage.

In what ways does 'The Collector of Treasures' reflect Bessie
Head's own life experiences?

The novella reflects Head's own experiences of exile, her mixed-race identity, and her observations



of the socio-political landscape in Botswana.

How does the setting influence the narrative in 'The Collector
of Treasures'?

The setting in Botswana serves as a backdrop that influences the characters' lives, shaping their
interactions, cultural practices, and the impact of colonial history.

What role does storytelling play in ‘'The Collector of
Treasures'?

Storytelling serves as a means of preserving culture and history, allowing characters to share their
experiences and wisdom, which is central to the narrative.

How does Bessie Head use symbolism in 'The Collector of
Treasures'?

Head uses symbolism, such as the act of collecting treasures, to represent the accumulation of life
experiences, memories, and the emotional weight carried by the characters.
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