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  Context


  Isak Dinesen was born Karen Christentze Dinesen on April 17, 1885 on a rural estate in northern Denmark. She was the second of four children born to parents who were vaguely connected to Danish aristocracy. She had a happy childhood until her father committed suicide when she was ten. His suicide apparently took place because he was afflicted with syphilis. The tragedy profound affected Dinesen. Later in life, she would note the irony of her later contracting the disease that effectively ended her father's life.


  Dinesen was long interested in writing, and published a few short stories at age twenty-two under the name, "Osceola." Her primary focus, however, was painting, which she studied for several years at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts. In her post-university years, Dinesen fell in love with her second cousin, a Swede named Hans von Blixen-Finecke, the son of Baron Blixen. When Hans did not return her love, Dinesen decided instead to marry Hans's twin brother, Bror. With the encouragement of relatives, Dinesen and Bror Blixen decided to start a coffee farm in East Africa. Bror headed there first, where Dinesen later met him. They were married on January 14, 1914 in Mombasa. Soon after they headed to their farm located outside of Nairobi in what is now Kenya.


  The Blixen's farm is the setting for Out of Africa as well as some of Dinesen's other African tales, Shadows in the Grass, 1961, and Letters from Africa, 1981. The property initially only had seven hundred acres, but they later expanded it, after they bought another farm, to a total of six thousand acres. Dinesen, then Baroness Blixen, remained on the farm for seventeen years. She was twenty-seven when she arrived and forty-four when she left. The many sights she saw and people she met take up the pages of Out of Africa, but the book is not a strict memoir or autobiography. Dinesen's true biography during those years provides a much bleaker picture than what she captures on her written page.


  The first major tragedy in Africa happened in 1915 when Dinesen caught syphilis from her husband, who had been having extra-marital affairs. Dinesen had to return to Europe to be treated. The disease then had no cure, but her symptoms were arrested after treatment with arsenic. The syphilis would continue to physically degenerate her nervous system for the rest of her days.


  The Blixens separated pretty much after Dinesen returned to Africa, although they officially remained married until 1925. Dinesen herself started to have affairs, her most significant one being with Denys Finch-Hatton, a classic British aristocrat who figures prominently in Out of Africa. In her book, Dinesen never explicitly states that they were lovers, but the 1985 Hollywood version of "Out of Africa" made their romance famous. Their affair was not without its stresses though, including two miscarriages. When Denys died in a plane crash in 1931, Dinesen knew that she had lost the love of her life.


  Following Finch-Hatton's death and the bankruptcy of the coffee farm, Dinesen returned to Denmark and moved back into the estate where she was born, Rungstedlund. It was after she returned home and was living with her family that Dinesen began to write in earnest. She adopted the pen name, "Isak Dinesen," the term "Isak" being the Hebrew word for "one who laughs." She also decided that she should write in English, because it is a language that is more widely read than Danish. Her first collection was Seven Gothic Tales published in 1934. It secured Dinesen's reputation under her new name and was well received in both America and England. In 1935 and 1936, Dinesen wrote Out of Africa which was first published in 1937 in England and 1938 in America. It was an immediate success. Her later publications include Winter Tales in 1942, Last Tales in 1957, and Shadows in the Grass in 1961. She died in 1962 of malnutrition in Runstedlund.


  Isak Dinesen longed to be a storyteller in the tradition of Scherherzade, the narrator of Arabian Nights. As she once expressed in an interview, her true ambition was to "tell stories, beautiful stories." Dinesen's desire to be a storyteller is obvious in Out of Africa. The book appears to be a memoir, but is arranged as a series of anecdotes rather than as a chronology of Dinesen's life. Because the book is neither memoir, autobiography, nor novel, it defies being neatly placed into a genre. Some critics, such as Susan Lasner, view Dinesen's decision to make the text structurally ambiguous as an intentional, and subversive commentary against the colonial government that she was describing. Others simply note that Out of Africa fulfills Dinesen's desire to tell amazing stories, in an anecdotal fashion. Robert Langbaum points out that the book is structured in five parts, like the classical tragedies that Dinesen so admired. The initial four parts present Africa as a pastoral paradise; the final fifth part turns tragic and depicts Africa as "paradise lost." Overall, the most frequent comment on Dinesen's work relates to her rich, lyrical style. Because of its detailed beauty, Truman Capote once called Out of Africa, "one of the most beautiful books of the twentieth century."


  Plot Overview


  Out of Africa tells the story of a farm that the narrator once had in Africa. The farm is located at the foot of the Ngong hills outside of Nairobi, in what is now Kenya. It sits at an altitude of six thousand feet. The farm grows coffee, although only part of its six thousand acres is used for agriculture. The remaining parts of the land are forest and space for the natives to live on.


  Most of the natives on the farm are from the Kikuyu tribe. In exchange for living on the farm, they labor on it a certain number of days per year. There are many other tribal Africans nearby. The Swahilis live in Nairobi and down the coast. The Masai live on a large Reserve just South of the farm. Many Somalis live in the area as well, including Farah, the chief servant who helps the narrator run the entire farm. The narrator herself is a Danish woman. She never gives her name while telling her story, although it is mentioned in subtle ways as "Baroness Blixen" and once as "Tania."


  The narrator is actively involved with the natives on her farm. She runs an evening school for both children and adults. She gives medical care to anyone who needs it every morning. Once she treats a young Kikuyu boy Kamante, who has open sores running up and down his legs. When she cannot heal him, she sends him to a nearby hospital runs by Scotch Protestants. Kamante is healed and returns home a newly converted Christian. He becomes the farm chef and is an expert at preparing the most complex of European dishes. The narrator even sends him for further training in Nairobi.


  For the majority of Out of Africa, the narrator remembers different incidents that took place on the farm, although these events are not described in chronological order. One time there is an accidental shooting in which one native boy shot two others, killing one and seriously injuring the other. Eventually, the elders of the Kikuyu tribe determine that the father of the boy who shot the gun must pay the other families for what they suffered. After numerous debates and the involvement of the Kikuyu Chief, Kinanjui, a certain quantity of livestock is settled upon.


  The narrator also has many visitors to her farm. These visitors include many Europeans living around Nairobi, natives who come for large native dances or Ngomas, a old Dane named Knudsen who lives out his days on the farm, and an Indian high priest. Two of her closest friends, Berkeley Cole and Denys Finch-Hatton, spend a large amount of time on the farm. Berkley Cole has his own nearby farm, but he helps keep the narrator's up to standard by bringing in wine, food, and gramophone records. Denys Finch-Hatton has no home in Africa except for the farm, although he spends most of his days on safari. Finch-Hatton and the narrator frequently hunt together. On two separate occasions, they shot two lions together. Finch-Hatton and the narrator have a special relationship. Although the narrator never specifically states that the two are lovers, such a relationship is implied.


  As the narrator weaves through her memories of Africa, she shapes a landscape that resembles a type of paradise. On her own farm, she lives in unity with the natives and even some of the animals. At one point, a domesticated deer, Lulu, comes to live with them, which symbolizes the connection of the farm to its landscape. The narrator in general proposes that Africa is superior to Europe because it exists in a more pure form, without the modernizing influence of culture. As such it is closer to what God initially intended, when he created man, it appears like a true paradise.


  After describing life on her African farm as idyllic, the narrator concludes the tale in tragic tones. The coffee farm goes bankrupt because of the difficulties of growing at such a high altitude. When the bills cannot be paid, the narrator sells the farm to a foreign firm who plan to divide it up for residential development.


  Soon after the farm is sold, another tragedy strikes. Denys Finch-Hatton is killed when his airplane crashes south of Nairobi. The narrator has him buried on the Ngong Hills at a location that looks over the plains. Eventually, Denys's brother, the Lord Winchilsea, places a large obelisk on the grave. It is inscribed with the "Rime of the Ancient Mariner." Two lions additionally come to later sit on Finch-Hatton's grave, a fact that the narrator finds symbolically fitting given Denys's nobility and character.


  Before she leaves Africa, the narrator also works to relocate the natives who live on her farm, since the new owners want them to leave. After much effort, the colonial government agrees that they can all move to a portion of the Kikuyu Reserve. With her affairs settled, the narrator herself leaves Africa after selling her furniture, giving away her animals, and telling all of her friends good-bye.


  Character List


  
    The narrator - The narrator of the novel. Karen is a Danish female, who generally cloaks her true identity throughout the book. On several minor occasions her name is revealed as Baroness Blixen. The narrator is a friendly woman who treats the people around her with respect. Her kindness can be seen in her willingness to run a school for the natives and give them medical treatment. The narrator also is a brave woman, who looks for adventure and does not like to remain cloistered. Occasionally, some of the narrator's ideas suggest an inherent condescension. She, for example, looks down on the middle class, while maintaining that the natives and certain Europeans possess a certain innate aristocracy. Still, the narrator is a thoughtful and compassionate woman who is able to respect and admire the many cultures around her.

  


  
    Farah - The servant closest to the narrator. Farah is the chief of all servants and the narrator's closest confidant.The narrator and Farah are so close, in fact, they she often appears quite dependent upon him. Farah manages all the affairs of the household. He accompanies the narrator to her ship when she travels to and from Europe.

  


  
    Kamante - A servant on the farm who eventually becomes a cook. Kamante is a slightly comic figure. He is younger than Farah, and an eight-year-old child when the narrator first meets him. Perhaps because of his youthful age, the narrator frequently explains ideas to Kamante. Kamante does frequently appear skilled, but even some of his abilities are touched with comedy. Descriptions of Kamante's adventures serve a light, comedic purpose, while simultaneously providing information about the nature of growing up in the native community. Overall, he is a kind, friendly figure whom one tends to like.

  


  
    Denys Finch-Hatton - Close friends with the narrator. Although it is never mentioned explicitly, the novel subtly suggests that they are lovers. Denys Finch-Hatton is the embodiment of gentility and aristocracy. He is handsome, athletic, and a good sportsman. He is a lover of fine music, wine, and art. He helps the narrator learn more about literature by teaching her Greek, Latin, and the Bible. He gives her a gramophone that adds "new life on the farm." He also takes her up in an airplane, which allows her to look down on Africa with new eyes, like God. It is Denys's sheer nobility as a human that makes many natives deeply respect him. His dignity allows him to transcend cultural boundaries. His death is considered a tragedy by natives and Europeans alike.

  


  
    Berkeley Cole - Good friends with the narrator. Berkeley is an innately aristocratic man who helps the narrator to develop fine tastes. His aristocracy can be seen in his insistence of drinking champagne each morning in the forest. He, like Denys Finch-Hatton, possesses a level of gentility that allows him to easily transcend cultural differences. He can speak Masai and gets along well with most natives. He is a gentle man with a good heart, although he frequently acts as a jokester, or a buffoon. Berkeley's desire to always enjoy life is what ultimately leads to his death. Even know he knows that his life may be in jeopardy, he refuses to remain in bed for a month and rest.

  


  
    Old Knudsen - An Old Danish man who arrives on the farm sick and nearly blind. Knudsen asks for a place to stay and the narrator gives him one. He only remains for six months before he dies of a heart attack one afternoon as he is walking down a path. The narrator frequently speaks of Old Knudsen, because he is true storyteller, as she longs to be. As a former seaman, he has been all around the world and seen disasters, plagues, and many cultures. He spins tales all day long, heavy with exaggeration and contempt of many. He is a mythic character whose life has become its own legend, because his ability to tell stories.
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